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The Future Legacy



The Future project was mankind's first and most triumphant attempt to reach out across the galaxy in order to visit another species by invitation. It was, in fact mankind's biggest and boldest reach in technology and self-sacrifice. It was a one-way trip for anyone going to the planet being called the 'Future' planet. A trip of seventy-three thousand light years would take a generational ship or at the very least a very, very long sleep ship. The later was chosen to minimize the amount of resources needed to keep the six thousand five hundred crew and passengers alive.

It was always assumed any advanced alien race would send a probe to make contact with us instead of traveling here in person and that is exactly what occurred in the year 2028. A probe arrived in earth orbit on January 1st 2028. Scientists where baffled as to where the probe came from at first and who had sent it. The day it arrived it started transmitting a coded signal that interrupted all earth based digital satellite and television signals. It was transmitting lines of code consisting of 1's and 0's in strings. It was in fact computer code. There was a massive amount of code. The transmissions would last 20 minutes and then stop and repeat again 24 hours later. The most disturbing fact was that the code was in English style 1's and 0's. They, whoever they were knew about us, and how to communicate with us at the most fundamental level for the time.

Once the code was recognized and fed into the super computers of the day, it was determined that the information was an invite directed to the 'humans' of earth to come forth and take our place amongst the stars. This actually worried the military greatly. The message indicated an intimate knowledge of who we are as a species.

Once the message was completely deciphered it was learned that the race that sent the message included a star map indicating their home world was in one of the spiral arms of the Milky Way on the other side of galaxy. It was assumed that they were thousands of years more advanced than us and had been studying us for a very long time. How they did this from so far away was unclear. Perhaps via mental projection, maybe they had the ability to see across time and space. We wouldn't know until we went and asked them in person.

The invite in part read: "To the Humans of Earth we send friendly greetings. In the spirit of cooperation and knowledge we invite you. Come to the Future planet; take your place among the stars. There will be those from among you that have a destiny of great salvation and mercy. We await their presence with great anticipation." Thus the 'Future' projects name was born. The race that sent the probe never used a name for themselves, such as 'Humans'. The message also seemed to indicate a date. 2078. It was concluded that it was intended as a departure date for us.

The fact that this probe transmitted its message to the whole world for six weeks before the message could be deciphered meant the governments of the world couldn't hide the probes existence or sequester its technology for only one nation or group's use. This probe was here for all of us and the whole world knew it.

The other piece of information that confounded the scientists was the path the probe took to reach earth and the amount of time the probe hade been active. Much like our own computer driven devices, the probe had an imbedded chronometer that indicated it had only been active for ten years. Seventy-three thousand light years in ten years did not seem possible. There was obviously some piece of technology for traveling vast distances through space at many times the speed of light, which we simply had no concept of yet.

This intrigued astronomers studying the probes origin based on the star map contained within its code. The probe had traveled straight up out of the ecliptic of the galaxy and then used a blue giant star to gain a sling shot gravity assist trajectory to earth. The path could be backtracked all the way to the 'Future' planet, but there was no indication of speed, as we know it. Just time and distance which left every one scratching their heads. The calculations derived from these data points where hard to believe, but numbers don't lie.

It was finally decided by world consensus that a ship would be built and sent toward the 'Future' planet. The technologies needed did not even exist for many of the major systems. Many of the systems and devices needed were invented just for the project. As it turned out, once the world became involved in the manufacturing and distribution of the billions of components needed, the US government lifted its long held practice of hiding and hording of advanced technologies from the citizens of the world. Many of the power generation and propulsion systems that were brought to bear were extremely cutting edge and advanced. Anti-matter propulsion and gravimetric and electro-gravitational drives and generators where just a few of the revolutionary devices. Much of the technology the government provided they would not say where it came from, only that it worked, had been field tested for a very long time and was safe. Most of the people working with this new technology realized it had been captured or recovered or given to us by 'others'. They were simply told, "don't ask to many questions, just take it, use it, and shut up."

Once chemical rockets were quickly made obsolete within the first six months, gravity drive shuttles where carrying thousands of tons of cargo and supplies into orbit every day where the 'Future' was being constructed. On some days, thousands of cargo shuttles could be seen lifting into the sky from every continent and even more were coming back down.

The way every nation on earth was participating and contributing was miraculous. A truly unifying effort had been born. Of course the technology that was being shared and learned about by all nations was truly uplifting. Transportation, clean free power generation, waste disposal, incinerators that operated at millions of degrees with electro-magnetic containment plasma and in the final days of computer design a true AI was developed to run the ship with a triple redundant quantum level computing core.

This AI could think every bit as fast as a human brain and was capable of growing beyond its original programming. The AI was tied into every single system on the vessel and with its fleet of servo drones as they were being called it could self maintain and repair the vessel virtually indefinitely with human intervention only being necessary for the equipment and support structures located in extremely remote or gravity free spaces. The servo drones had small particle accelerators that created power and small gravitational fields, which they floated on.

The vessel was truly gigantic. The 'Future' was two and a half kilometers long and one and a half kilometers in diameter. It could bee seen clearly with the naked eye from the ground. Once the outer skin was installed which was an odd off white color after the coating cured, the vessel almost looked like it glowed when viewed from the ground especially when the sun shown on it just right. The vessel was roughly log shaped with a round protrusion in the front where the command decks, crew quarters, mess decks, gymnasiums and the main weapon were all located. The center most portion of the vessel where the stasis chambers and air-ponics bays and several hectares of farming were located, spun continuously to create centripetal gravity. The farming was performed by a special fleet of servo drones and was done on every available square inch of the outer surface of the spinning central section. The food grown would be processed into a high-energy paste of sorts and fed to the sleeping passengers through their stasis chambers.

The stasis chambers were amazing pieces of technology. They were roughly egg shaped with the top surface being made of a new material that was actually crystalline aluminum and quartz fuzzed at the molecular level. It was being called "transparent aluminum" but it actually contained more quartz than aluminum. It looked like glass but was hard as diamonds with slight flexibility like that of aluminum. This was necessary because the gravimetric pulses that the engines produce during acceleration propagate through the whole vessel. Hard glass it was feared would likely crack resulting in the death of the capsule occupant. The rest of the capsule was made of a new alloy that could only be produced in a smelting fire at a temperature of eight thousand degrees or higher. The alloy looked like polished stainless steel, but was far harder. It was as light as titanium and was non-conductive. It was also 100% non-porous.

The stasis process was based on the hibernation technique of the lungfish. The occupant is surrounded by a liquid suspension solution and the neural processes are directly interfaced and controlled through a trans-dermal interface at the base of the scull. The body is literally put to sleep and the pituitary and pineal glands are controlled and regulated directly. The interface delivers small electrodes directly through the brain stem. The electrodes are smaller than a human hair and are directed to specific locations by the AI's stasis sub co-processor systems.

The system also monitors brainwave activity. If anomalous readings are detected the system influences the brain waves to maintain a safe and steady alpha, beta and delta wave pattern. It was deemed early on that if a nightmare occurred and the mind could not wake itself up, a person could in fact scare them selves to death. This mental trauma needed to be avoided at all costs. In fact, the only time dreams would even be possible was every 30 to 40 days when the body was brought into a very deep sleep state for cleaning and stasis fluid change, then the occupant was returned to a coma like sleep and put back in stasis.

Through this same technique information could be subconsciously introduced to the memory center of the brain. In essence, learning without schooling. This was particularly useful if a system on the vessel had to be taught to an individual prior to the wake sequence in order to facilitate repairs or modifications. A person would not remember the information it would simply be instinctively available. A person could look at control panel they had never seen before and know what the controls do and how to operate them with perfect competency. The Future was simply too complex and vast for any one individual to know all of its systems.

The occupants in their stasis chambers could be maintained virtually indefinitely as long as power was provided to the chamber and food and water were in plentiful supply. The younger occupants, under the age of seven would never experience any ageing and the ageing process for the older crew was substantially reduced, decades for centuries in anyone over the age of fifty and months for centuries in teen-agers.

The one aspect of stasis that bothered most was the fact that the occupants had to be completely naked and the top of the stasis chambers could be seen through. No matter the age or gender, all occupants would be nude. No foreign matter could be present in the chambers including body hair and complete visibility was a must in order to check on a person's well being with just a glance. There where overhead lights that turned on with a touch and shown directly down on the chamber and then turned off as soon as the hand was removed. Since there would only be one person awake at any given time to help maintain and monitor the ship once out of the solar system, it was deemed a necessary evil that very few people would be put in a position to abuse.

The engine design for the vessel was continuously upgraded right up until time for departure from earth space. When construction began top speed would be one hundred fifty thousand miles per hour, the equivalent of traveling from the earth to the moon in one and a half hours. By completion that had been improved to more than seven and a half times the speed of light, or 1,450,800 miles per second. In galactic terms it was still slow but the AI would be able to continue to improve its engine output over time.

There were even some theories about stretching or collapsing space to the point of creating a compressive singularity and then letting the singularity collapse on itself and then riding the shockwave like a surfer riding the crest of an ocean wave. There was however no practical way to test the theories in the time available except in computer simulations which had mixed results, most disastrous of which was the total destruction of the Future because the power needed to strengthen the structural integrity fields of the hull so the shock wave did not crush the hull just was not possible. These theories and many more were uploaded into the AI core for later consideration and possible testing while in route to the 'Future planet'.

With the entire planet working toward the goal of completion by 2078 the 'Future' was actually completed by the summer of 2077. Why the probe specifically specified 2078 for launch was never completely understood. It was theorized that it was known that humans where capable of true greatness only when we come together as a species and when we are pushed to achieve an extraordinary goal on a schedule. If we had been left to our own time line, it may have been centuries before the 'Future' would be completed if at all. As it is the global employment rate at its peak during construction was at 85 %. The entire planet experienced a technological renaissance. No idea was considered to crazy or beyond consideration. In fact many of the sub systems were ideas from complete nobodies with great ideas and ambition.

The last six and a half months that the 'Future' spent close to earth was actually spent in lunar orbit. This minimized the power needed to stay close to earth while the crew and passenger selection was completed. The lunar orbit also provided the opportunity to test and calibrate the electromagnetic shielding technology. The entire vessel was encased in an electromagnetic shield exactly like that of the earth so as to protect the biological life on board from cosmic radiation. The selection process for the crew and passengers was designed to find the healthiest and smartest individuals the Earth had to offer from all over the world. Many of the children selected to board were of extraordinary mental aptitude and had enjoyed perfect health their entire lives. Genetic diversity was a primary consideration and so no families larger than immediate nuclear families were to be accepted. Mother, father and their immediate offspring numbering no more than two was all that would be accepted. The oldest to be accepted was a 51-year-old woman and the youngest was a 3-year-old boy.

Once the last passenger was onboard and in stasis, the 20 remaining crewmembers of the 500 total crew aimed the 'Future' straight up out of the ecliptic of the galaxy and engaged the engines at 100% thrust and a gravity well was formed in front of the ship that it was drawn into until it encased the entire vessel. From the earth-based telescopes it just looked as though the 'Future' turned pointing into deep space and then there was a flash and then the vessel simply disappeared. Once a firm course for the red giant star was plotted and laid in the crew climbed into their stasis chambers one by one until only one crewman remained. His was the first 10-year watch.

The red giant star would be used as a slingshot gravity assist point and a turning point to start heading back down into and across the galaxy. This course would avoid the dense and radioactively deadly center bulge of the galaxy. This would also mark the point at which the next crewman would be brought out of stasis and the original crewman would go into stasis. One year out from the Future planet all the adults would be brought out of stasis. Six months later the children would be revived.

That was the plan anyway. Fate and galactic bad luck intervened to change all that.


Chapter 2 First Light

––––––––

FIRST LIGHT

The first thing Laurel heard was the wiring sound of the electro servo motors in her stasis chamber working as the manipulator arms helped her sit up by pushing from the back of her shoulders. She sat up and spun her legs around and hung them out of her chamber. She was so short that her feet didn't even touch the floor. Her mind was a blur and everything was dark. She cracked her eyes open and the first light to stream into her eyes caused a shooting pain in her forehead. She slammed them shut and tried to groan. Her throat was full of heavy thick liquid. She cleared her throat like she had heard some of the gross boys in her class in school do when they would hock up a loogy. She cracked one eye open and spit the thick yellowish liquid on the floor. It hit the floor with a disgusting splat.

A servo drone immediately popped out of the wall and started to clean up the mess. Laurel felt sick to her stomach for what she had just done. Her mother has always taught her to be a lady above all else, and that was definitely not lady like.

This time there was no pain when she opened her eyes. Everything was blurry though. She stretched her eyes open wider and things started to become clear. She looked to her left and saw no one. She looked to her right and still emptiness. She looked straight up toward the other side of the stasis compartment. She squinted to make out the shape of the chambers as row after row of glistening chambers lined the gently curving walls. Of course at over a kilometer away, the chambers on the opposite side of the space were just little gleaming specks in the distance.

Laurel tried to speak, but her voice was garbled and barely more than a whisper. She cleared her throat again, this time swallowing what little came up out of her esophagus.

"Hello¦?" Her voice seemed small and delicate as it echoed lightly back to her.

"What the hell is going on? Where is everyone?" Again, her voice was just a whisper.

She knew that the young would be brought out of stasis six months short of arrival at the Future planet. Just enough time to regain strength in the muscles and get acclimated to life aboard the 'Future'. The adults and crew should have already been awake. She was trying to piece together in her cloudy mind what had been told to her by the med techs when she was put into stasis.

As she remembered it, a rather tall male nurse had instructed her to disrobe and turn around so he could attach the trans-dermal adapter to the back of her neck. She had looked at her mom with a wide-eyed look of dismay.

Her mom told her " It's ok. He's a doctor. He's not going to stare at you sweetheart."

But as usual, he did. Laurel just didn't look like other girls. Her labium was shaped 'different' when compared to all other girls. Not unpleasant to behold, in fact quite the opposite. Her lips rose gently a full 2 centimeters and then came together firmly in the center without the usual inward curve where they meet. Her vulva sat a little lower on the pubic bone as well and was shorter from front to back. It was petite in its dimensions. She was very symmetrical, and very pleasing to the eye.

Once the med tech stopped staring and took note of Laurel's stunningly beautiful face and piercing sapphire blue eyes as well as her soft looking golden blond hair which went down to just above the middle of her back he said,

"Well, aren't you a little beauty."

Laurel blushed hard, her cheeks turning a bright pink.

Every time she had been examined this was the reaction. Whether male or female the response was always the same. Stare for a moment and then the comments on how beautiful she was. She knew she was exceptionally beautiful even for her age, her mom had called it "The beauty gene in high gear" but angel still didn't like it.

"Let me explain what's going to happen to you here." The med tech continued. "This trans-dermal device will connect to the part of your brain that regulates sleep. You're going to feel drowsy and then simply fall asleep. Your mom will be right here next to you in her own chamber. When you wake she will be waiting for you. She will have been awake for six months and she will be waiting to help you out of your chamber. We will be six months away from the Future planet. This should give you and your mom plenty of time to build up your strength. Your muscles will be a little weak from not being used for so long. You see those square probes along the side of your chamber?"

The med tech pointed to several small rectangular black pads attached to thin spindly manipulator arms lining the inside wall of the stasis chamber.

"Yes, I see them." Laurel replied.

"Well, those probes will stimulate your muscles with small electrical currents to make the muscles contract and relax while you're in stasis. This way your muscles won't wither away all together. Your mom here will help you take your first steps. You will be weak and groggy, and there will be a lot of activity going on, so your mom can cover you up as soon as you step out of your chamber."

Laurel turned without saying a word to climb into her chamber after the trans-dermal interface was connected and the headache wore off from the synaptic leads making the thousands of connections necessary within her brain. The med tech gently grabbed her arm and stopped her.

"Wait honey, there is one more procedure before you climb in. We need to remove all the hair from your body."

"What!" Laurel exclaimed. "My hair. Why?' Laurel put her hand on top of her head instinctively.

"No. Not the hair on your head, nor your eyebrows and eyelashes. You see the ship will be maintaining your body while you sleep, and so¦well, with the nature of the female anatomy and the biological processes that the female body undergoes¦an air tight connection to your body needs to be established for cleaning and maintenance."

Laurel glanced down at her pubic hair. She was very proud of how thick it was getting, a sure sign of how much of a woman she was becoming.

"You are not touching my¦me with a razor. Electric or otherwise."

"No honey, of course not." The med tech chuckled. "We use electro-dermal inter¦let's just call it electrolysis."

The med tech reached over to a mobile tray and retrieved an odd-looking silver loop with a white handle attached to it.

"I'll simply pass this over your body and the hair will fall away."

The tech then handed Laurel what looked like a bathing cap that was made out of some kind of very fine metal mesh.

"You will wear this during stasis so that the hair on your head will remain intact. There are eyecups that will be placed over your eyes from time to time while you are in stasis to protect your eyebrows and eyelashes when this process has to be repeated while you sleep."

"Mom, do we really have to do this?" Laurel asked timidly.

Her mother had her arms lifted and was already nearly complete with the process. Laurel was a little dumb founded to see her mother hairless. Her mother was a very beautiful woman but now she looked more like a teenager if one had to guess her age just by looking at her naked form. Laurel noticed in a flash glance that her mother's vulva wasn't shaped at all like hers. It was symmetrical and pleasant enough to look upon, but her labia were shaped like most other women. The hood was clearly visible at the top hiding the clitoris underneath. It was clear to Laurel that she hadn't inherited that part of her body from her mom.

"Yes dear I'm afraid so." Her mother replied. "Do you want me to do it for you?"

"No. I'll be ok as long as you say it's necessary." Laurel wanted to act strong and brave for her mom.

Laurel lifted her arms and the technician began the process. There was only a little tingling and every now and then a little spark, like dragging your feet on the carpet and then touching a doorknob. Laurel hoped she wouldn't get 'popped' in any particularly sensitive spots, but as it turned out that didn't happen.

"There you go honey, all done." The med tech said.

Laurel looked down at her now completely bald and smooth vulva. "Damn, I look like a child."

"Laurel, language!" Laurel's mother said.

"Sorry mom." Laurel grimaced realizing that was completely unladylike of her.

The med tech grinned slightly and said, "I don't think so honey. Children don't look like you do."

Again Laurel blushed. She took it as compliment even if a little creepy coming from a man old enough to be her father.

With that Laurel climbed into her chamber and the med tech put an oxygen mask over her nose and mouth. Laurel could hear a little hiss and smelled clean crisp air as the med tech reached above her and started touching blinking lights on the overhead console.

She then heard her mother say " I love you my Laurel baby. I'll see you at first light."

"I love you too mommy." Laurel realized she must have been a little scared. She only called her mom "mommy" when she was scared.

Then the lights fluttered and faded to darkness.

"Darned photographic memory." Laurel whispered.

She realized she had been daydreaming for quite some time. She could remember events perfectly, like they had just happened, even years later. In school it was a great advantage, but now it was just an annoyance. Laurel slipped off the edge of her chamber and hit the warm floor with her bare feet stumbling forward on to her mother's chamber. She glanced inside. There was her mom looking perfectly peaceful, and asleep submerged in her liquid suspension fluid.

Laurel's legs trembled as she used leg muscles that had been dormant for many years. She stood up straight and looked down at her naked form. She was still completely bald. She instinctively tried to cover herself with one hand even though she was completely alone.

"Computer?" Laurel called out. No response.

"Hello?" Again there was no response.

Then Laurel remembered that she would have to complete a retina and palm scan before the ship would recognize and communicate with her. She wasn't sure how she knew this, but she knew exactly what to do. She stepped over to the control panel beside her stasis chamber and touched a small square green light. The panel flickered and then came to life. She then pulled the panel forward towards herself and logged herself in.

Name= Laurel Kade

Age= 12.2

Gender= Female

A round metal retina scanner with a green light at its center slid out of the wall and a square pad with its inside contours in the shape of a human hand slid out below that. Laurel placed her hand on the palm reader and placed her chin against the iris readers chin rest. After a moment the console beeped twice and a male voice rang out.

"Laurel Kade. Accepted."

"Age, error."

"Age correction 13.5. Accepted."

"Female. Accepted."

"Command code 86939 baker alpha 3. Accepted."

"Command authorized and transferred to Laurel Kade."

Then the retina scanner and palm reader turned sideways and retracted back into the wall.

"Wait¦ What? Command code? Age correction?" Laurel was completely confused now.

It sounded to her like the computer just gave her the command codes to the entire vessel and authorized her as the commander. And her age was corrected to 13 years 5 months.

"Computer?" angel called out.

"Yes Laurel." The computer replied in a male voice.

"Who is the commander of the Future?"

"You are. Laurel Kade."

"Are you out of your mind? I can't command the Future. And why did you correct my age to 13.5? I'm 12.2 years old."

"Laurel, I am sorry but I don't have much time. Power levels are dropping and I can only operate for 17 minutes at time before I need to shut down my main processor cores and rebuild the power reserves. All your questions will be answered in time. Once your skin is finished drying and absorbing the residual stasis gel please get dressed and make your way to the mess hall..."

"Is your skin still tacky?" The AI asked after a couple seconds of uncomfortable silence.

Laurel touched her hand to her stomach. It stuck like putting your hand on flypaper and peeled off with an odd sound like pulling Velcro apart.

"Yuck! Yes." Laurel replied. "My skin is still¦wet."

"It will take several minutes for your skin to dry. When it does please get dressed if you desire and make your way forward following the green arrows on the floor."

Laurel looked down and sure enough there were green arrow outlines twinkling on the floor. The arrows were being projected from the walls. The arrows led to one of the central column supports that came down from the central core, which serve as elevator shafts up to the central core from the outer ring surfaces and as structural supports.

Laurel was still attempting to cover herself and the AI sensed her unease at being naked and exposed.

"Laurel. You do not need to feel modesty in my presence. You are in fact alone. While I can appreciate your beauty as an astonishing example of the female human form, I am not capable of lust or desire. I am after all, just a machine."

"Sorry. The fact that you have a male voice just makes me naturally uncomfortable. You don't know what it's like to look like this around men all your life. You end up being very aware of yourself so you don't send the wrong signal."

She was young but had already experienced the unwarranted stares from older men and some boys her own age, undressing her with their eyes. It was unnerving to say the least, and at times a little frightening. She was in fact as one man had put it, " a girl of stunning beauty".

"Understood. I can change my voice to a female voice if you would prefer."

"That's actually not a bad idea." Laurel replied

"Now. I will tell you this much Laurel. We are not in the Milky Way galaxy and a great many years have passed since you went into stasis."

The computers voice was now what sounded to be a woman in her mid thirties if an age had to be assigned to it and it was very pleasing to Laurel's ears. The computer now sounded more like a motherly voice rather than a strange man talking from all around her.

"How many years have passed?" Laurel's voice was uneasy. She knew she wasn't going to like what she was about to hear.

"Five hundred and fifty-two." The computer replied in a cold matter of fact way.

Laurel felt her knees weaken. She stepped back and leaned against the wall to steady herself lest she fall down.

"That's impossible." Laurel retorted. "That means I am five-hundred sixty-four years old."

"Actually you would be five-hundred sixty-five years old. I can slow the ageing process during stasis for someone your age, but not stop it. You have physically aged one point three years in the last five and a half centuries."

Laurel rubbed her hand on her forehead. This time her skin felt soft and damp but not sticky.

"That's great. So I am almost fourteen now? Wonderful!"

"Actually you are not quite thirteen and a half." The AI corrected.

"So where exactly are we in relation to the Milky Way?" Laurel asked.

"We are four-hundred thousand light years away from the Milky Way galaxy on a free fall trajectory closest to the galaxy labeled M-1996UB. We are six thousand light years from the outer most stars in M-1996UB."

Now Laurel really felt sick to her stomach. She was also starting to feel a little panic creep in. How in the heck did the ship end up this far out? And how were they ever going to get to the Future planet now? These and a million other questions were running through Laurel's mind.

"Look. As I said before Laurel, I do not have much time left. I promise I will answer all of your questions in time. You must be feeling hunger. It is important to get your digestive system working on digesting whole foods again. Please make your way to the mess hall and get some nourishment. I know you do not realize it yet but I have given you an intimate knowledge of the ship's lay out and basic operation as well as overall design knowledge. You have the command codes, so you won't have any difficulty accessing any part of the ship you desire. Please do not forget your command code. It is not stored anywhere but in my base code and your memory. If you forget it I cannot provide it to you. On my next up cycle I will talk to you at length. My sub systems will meet your every need in the mean time. You will not be able to interface with me directly."

"How long will you be shut down?"

"Seventy-two hours."

"Three days!" Laurel now really started to feel panic. "What the heck am I going to do for three days?"

"Eat, exercise, and sleep. I have already outlined a daily routine for you until my next up cycle. It is outlined for you on a data pad in your quarters. Now please Laurel, get dressed and make your way forward."

"Alright. Thank you." Laurel didn't know exactly why she was thanking the computer, just engrained courtesy she supposed.

With that the computer shut down and Laurel found herself completely alone again.

Laurel walked over to her stasis chamber and reached up and touched the button to close and shut down her chamber and then she pulled open a drawer underneath it. There were a pair of white high cut bikini style panties exactly in her size, an A cup bra, a white top resembling a spandex shirt, and a form-fitting pair of off white pants also exactly her size as well as a pair of slip on walking shoes also in off white and a pair of white socks. The pants felt like cotton, as did the underwear, but the thread was very fine and soft, some kind of material Laurel had never seen before.

Laurel put the clothes on with the exception of the bra. Laurel figured there was no one around to see her if her nipples happened to get hard and her breasts weren't large enough yet to need much support plus she hated the constricting feeling that the straps produced. She then looked around trying to figure out how she was going to brush her hair. She was sure it looked a fright.

"Hair brush." Laurel said out loud taking a chance.

Sure enough, a servo drone popped out of the wall a second later with a purple hairbrush in one manipulator arm and a mirror in another. After she took the brush, the servo drone rose from the floor to head height for Laurel and held the mirror still while she brushed her hair out. She couldn't help but be pleased that her hair was still as she remembered it. Long and golden blond with a single wave half way down its length. With a quick flip of her bangs with the brush, they fell back into their naturally feathered back position. She remembered her friends in school saying how they hated her cause her hair always looked beautiful. All she had to do was pull a brush through it once and it had a beautiful soft wave and how her bangs always curled back away from her face. Of course they were just punning, but she was now glad for the ease of care and manageability that she had inherited.

After that was done Laurel handed the brush back to the servo drone and it slowly lowered itself to the floor and disappeared back into the wall. Laurel now checked herself over. The pants were very form fitting and in her haste Laurel had pulled the waist up a little to high and her vulva was completely outlined, every little curve and nuance.

"That will never do." she said.

She pinched the material at her hips and wiggled the pants down slightly while rocking her hips side to side at the same time. That fixed the problem. Her outline was still visible but not obvious. She was proud of the way she was shaped but definitely was not going to go around showing it off. It was then that she realized that there wasn't anyone else awake to stare at her. She smirked a smile and shook her head at herself.

"Dork." She said aloud.

Laurel now made her way down the walkway toward the elevator after tapping her hand gently on her mother's chamber. When she approached the elevator, the doors slid open and she stepped in. As she looked around she noticed no buttons like a traditional elevator, just a palm pad. She concentrated for a moment and then it came to her. She placed her hand on the pad and said "Mess hall". The scanner read her palm and the elevator car took off, up, up, up toward the central core.

As the lift approached the central core the centripetal gravity became less and less until zero gravity took over at the center most portion of the core. Laurel held on to the hand bar and was very glad indeed that her stomach was empty at this point or its contents would have been floating around the lift car with her. As the car came to a stop Laurel heard a bang from the side of the car and the car now started moving forward toward the front of the ship. The bang had been the fore and aft motion motor grabbing the car and the port starboard motor letting go. The centrifugal force of moving forward in zero gravity pushed Laurel against the back wall of the car, again encouraging a nauseating feeling in her stomach.

The ride seemed to go on forever. Laurel had to remind herself that the Future was as big as a small city. It would take awhile to get all the way to the front. 10 minutes later the ride was over, the car slowed and then stopped and the doors slid open. Laurel was just about to float out of the car when she remembered that there would be artificial gravity in the corridor and she would fall on her face if she did that. She maneuvered herself around so the floor of the corridor would be down in a gravity environment and stepped out onto the gravity plating. There was a dizzying moment while her inner ear got used to feeling a downward force and then the feeling passed.

Laurel continued following the twinkling green arrows down the corridor around two corners and then down the inner most corridors. Laurel was starting to remember the layout now. It was like she always knew and had just forgotten for a moment. This subconscious learning was going to take some getting used to. You have the knowledge but you have to concentrate to bring it into the conscious mind. Laurel started to wonder just how much 'stuff' had been crammed into her head and how long it took to get it all in there. It was just then that Laurel felt a warm ache in her head and all kinds of images and colors and text flooded into her mind. She felt dizzy, then nauseated and then fainted.

When she opened her eyes she was lying on the floor looking straight up at the ceiling. When she turned her head there was a servo drone sitting next to her with a small silver plate with 2 tablets on it. Then it hit her, Dramamine for the weightless nausea. She popped the pills under her tongue and started to wonder how long she had been out.

When she rolled over all of it became clear. Her mind had just made it's own neural connection to all the information that had been stored in unconscious memory. She now knew how to fly the Future, control its power system, use the navigational array, and weapons, "Holy crap" she said aloud, "Weapons, this thing has a tremendous weapon in the bow." It was designed to harvest asteroids and comets for water ice and ore and soil, but if push came to shove with hostiles it could be used as a vicious weapon. Did she understand how it worked? "Yes." she thought to herself she did indeed. A plasma and gravimetric pulse were directed through electromagnetic plasma conduits and gravity amplifiers and reflectors out through a discharge vortex accumulator located under the forward command and control super structure on a retractable sliding manifold.

"Holy crap!" Laurel exclaimed.

She realized this and a whole lot of other systems and structural design aspects were all now right at the front of her mind. It is a life times worth of knowledge if you tried to learn it in a traditional classroom setting. She got to her feet with a huge smile on her face. That was how she was going to command this vessel. She now knew where virtually all of the major systems were and where the support systems were. And where the miles and miles of piping, wiring, and fiber optic cabling were located. It all seemed so elegant and simple now. How could she have ever been intimidated by this vessel?

She just needed to figure out now where the interruption of power was to the computer core. She had some ideas, but would need more information from the computer itself as to what had gone so horribly wrong with the mission.

As Laurel made her way the rest of the way to the mess hall without looking down at the twinkling arrows she realized she had never felt so alive before. Her head was buzzing with ideas, queries and mathematical equations. The math running through her head must have been her brain working on distance, velocity, and spatial coordinate equations.

Laurel plopped down in a seat at one of the six tables with four chairs each in the mess area. She looked around. Everything seemed vaguely familiar even though she knew she had never been here before. There was a partition wall at the back of the mess area made out of a dull reflective metal. It looked like polished aluminum but was more reflective, like stainless Steele. It obviously partitioned off the other portion of the mess deck to give a cozier feel to the room. Laurel didn't bother to peek, but she was sure there was a huge room capable of seating thousands on the other side of the partition. The walls were a brown simulated wood grain looking material and the ceiling and floors were the same bright white that all of the interior surfaces of the vessel were.

It suddenly dawned on Laurel that she even knew what this white material that looked like and felt like baked on enamel was. A new substance had been created just for the Future. It was invented and manufactured in Peru South America. It was electro-mimetic poly alloy composite crystalline. The stuff was sprayed on in a liquid form and allowed to fill-in every crack and crevice and then an electrical charge was applied and the material would crystallize and harden instantly. It was as smooth as glass, 100% non-porous and damn near indestructible. Bullets of every caliber were fired at it during testing and they simply bounced off, up to and including a 16-millimeter antitank missile as Laurel now recalled. It was determined that even a rather large micrometeorite traveling at terminal velocity would not penetrate a hull covered in this material. It could withstand a temperature of 2 to 3 million degrees for short periods and would only scorch but not crack or break. It was called EMPACC.

Laurel even understood now how the artificial gravity was created from the deck plates and ceiling plates. The deck plates had a negative charge and thus created a pulling force, and the ceiling plates had a positive charge and thus created a pushing or repelling force. This created an even distribution of force from floor to ceiling so if one jumped up to high they wouldn't float away.

Laurel had to break off her own amazement at how much she knew of her surroundings and the daydream like state she had entered into. A servo drone had popped out the one of those hidden compartments in the wall and floated over to her and handed her what looked like two small scrolls stuck together. She grabbed them and pulled them apart revealing a Mylar looking material connecting the two scroll ends. The material flickered then lit up and the material became stiff as a board. This was a material she was actually unfamiliar with.

On the display was a menu. The menu was a breakfast menu. Laurel assumed the ship must be keeping track of day and night even after all of these centuries and it was obviously morning. The menu offered traditional American cuisine for options. It had to be the fact that Laurel was from the United States that dictated the menu items. It was just as well; Laurel wasn't quite sure how her stomach would handle exotic foods as a first meal.

Laurel chose the items she wanted simply by touching the item she wanted. The item would turn from yellow to green when chosen. She chose the standard breakfast meal when she was at home.

2 Eggs, over easy.

2 Sausage links, well done.

1 Slice of ham.

Hash browns. Lightly browned.

Croissant roll/w butter.

Orange juice. 8 oz.

When she was done she handed the menu back to the servo drone and it disappeared back into the wall. It was only 5 minutes before the servo drone returned with her plate. She was frankly shocked that not only was there meat on the menu but eggs and O.J., and the food was steaming hot. Not reheated from frozen hot, but fresh cooked hot. She didn't ponder it too much though. She just ate it hungrily. After she was done with the meal, feeling very content, Laurel made her way down the corridor to her quarters. The captains quarters actually. The label above the door said as much. But that was where the arrows had directed her upon entering the corridor.

The quarters were in fact very small. A bunk built into the wall. A small night table with another one of those scrolls lying on it. Presumably her itinerary for the next three days as promised by the AI. There was a small dresser with a mirror at its back and on the dresser were a hairbrush, toothbrush and toothpaste, a deodorant stick and a device that resembled a wristwatch with no dial of any kind.

Laurel wondered about the bathroom. That orange juice was eventually going to need to come back out. Then she noticed a small imperfection in the otherwise seamless white wall. When she touched it lightly a door slid open and there was a small toilet in the corner and a sink basin and that was it. She noticed a small silver box on the wall above the toilet paper roll; she stepped in and lifted the lid. There were feminine hygiene products in it. Laurel stepped back out and frowned.

"I forgot about that. I guess the AI outfitted the room for a female. I am definitely not looking forward to cramps and all of the other crap that goes along with it."

Laurel realized she was actually starting to feel tired and her legs were killing her. Her leg muscles just weren't used to carrying her 115 pounds on them anymore. She kicked off her shoes and decided to lie down for a while. The next thing she knew she was drifting off to sleep.


Chapter 3 Building Strength

––––––––

BUILDING STRENGTH

Laurel awoke after four and a half hours of sleep. She awoke feeling very refreshed and her muscles while still a little sore didn't have the sharp pain as before her nap. She gave a great stretch as she sat up in her bunk and took in her surroundings. Her quarters were quite sparse which she decided she would fix as soon as time permitted.

Laurel was a little surprised that after five and a half centuries of stasis the first thing her body would demand is sleep. This time she felt very clear and well rested unlike waking from stasis, which felt like waking after sleeping for two hours following fourty-eight hours of hard labor. She also realized that she had had an unusual dream. In the dream she had been helping a boy to his feet from a sitting position. He had his arm around her neck using her shoulders for support. The boy wasn't so much a boy as a young man with the most beautiful emerald green eyes she had ever seen. They looked like the color of a warm shallow tropical ocean with flecks of lighter green shooting through them. He was actually quite handsome and had no shirt on for some reason. She felt a warm rush in her heart when looking upon him. Laurel realized she has never actually seen this boy before and assumed it was just a fantasy of her minds making due to her age. Boys were definitely becoming more interesting, or at least they were before coming aboard the Future. She assumed her increased age meant a more advanced state of puberty and her mind was just experimenting in the only way possible, through erotic dreams.

She put the odd dream to the back of her mind as she stood and walked over to the counter, which had her sundry items on it. She grabbed the toothbrush and paste and stepped into the small bathroom and took care of business. When finished, she brushed out her hair and then stopped to look at her self in the mirror at the back of the dresser in her cabin. She realized she looked different than she had remembered. Her lips, which curved back gently from the corners up to two points under each nostril and joined softly in the middle with a slight up turn, were now fuller than they used to be. And the strawberry red color of her lips was a little darker than before. Her cheeks were also a little fuller but still had a soft pink glow as though a touch of blush was always right under the surface waiting to glow bright pink. She leaned in and looked strait into her own eyes taking note of the color. Her eyes were still a shocking dark pure sapphire blue. She had always loved the color of her eyes and she was glad to see that it hadn't changed. Her hair color had also remained consistent, a soft radiant golden blond almost turning to white at the ends.

She leaned back and took in her whole face and muttered to herself, "God, I've become a woman over night."

She looked down at her chest realizing she was now a very full 'A' cup and in fact almost pushing a small 'B' cup size. She looked back into the mirror slowly. She was quite pleased with what she saw, but realized her body was signaling her fertility and healthful youth with all these outward signs that she had no control over. She was in fact now of jaw dropping stunning beauty, and the attention it would garner from men made her a little uneasy.

Laurel put her left thumb and forefinger up to her eyes on the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes as she heard her mom say,

"Laurel baby, your beauty is a gift to the rest of us to look upon. You need to be proud of how beautiful you are without conceit. To recognize ones own beauty with humility is a sure sign of a beautiful person inside."

Laurel missed her mother's words of wisdom. She always seemed to know exactly what to say to make Laurel feel good about herself no matter how undignified the men and boys around her acted.

Laurel turned her attention to the strange device on the counter that resembled a faceless watch. She decided to put it on her wrist. When she did so she felt a little twinge of pain under the device as three tendril probes pierced her skin and penetrated her blood stream. As this happened the band tightened itself firmly around her wrist. This surprised her greatly and then the face turned from a dull black to a dark pulsing green after a series of white numbers and bio reading identifiers flashed momentarily on the face. The device was now measuring her blood chemistry directly and storing the information in flash memory. She didn't realize it at the time but as the AI would explain later this was standard procedure for all personnel exiting long term stasis. It was especially important for females to insure all of the adrenal and hormonal systems were functioning at normal levels, but even in the men it was important to insure that the lungs, kidneys, liver and heart and brain chemistry were at adequate and normal levels. Laurel rocked the device on her wrist a few times before leaving it to do it job. She realized only the computer would be able to release it at this point.

She now turned her attention to the data device on the nightstand. As she sat down she pulled the two rolls apart and the screen flickered to life and the material became stiff just like the menu had on the mess deck. There was a daily routine outlined for her for the next 10 days consisting of waking at 06:00 daily, followed by breakfast, and then physical therapy in the gymnasium for one hour in the morning and thirty minutes in the evening and then a shower. The day would be pretty much free other than exact meal times, 12:00 lunch meal, 18:00 evening meal. A structured regiment was obviously being established. It was also apparent that walking was being encouraged. Daily trips to the med deck, which was four decks down via the stairs instead of the elevator would be done at 14:00 every day. The visits to the med deck were for MRI scans and 4D scans of the head and abdomen to check for anomalies. Laurel didn't understand why so many scans but she just assumed the AI knew what it was doing. Damage familiarization was also outlined from 09:00 to 10:00 every day. There was extensive damage to the vessel, as Laurel would soon learn that only someone as small as her could access in order to make the necessary repairs.

Laurel made her way to the mess hall assuming it should be around lunchtime. After eating she made her way to the bridge. It was only a short way down the corridor from her quarters. Laurel assumed this was by design to keep the captain close to the bridge. When she stopped at the door to the bridge and performed a palm scan the door slid open almost silently and the lights on the bridge flickered to life. The bridge was actually quite large with a huge view screen at the front sitting a little lower than eye level with the command chair. There were ten stations each with a set of three view screens at eye level to the sitting position. Below them were cascades of control panels in a semicircle to the seat in front of each station. As angel looked around the room, she recognized each station even though she had never been in the room before. She made her way straight to the damage control station. As she sat down the view screens came to life. They were displaying exactly what the last crewman in command of the ship had been looking at. There was a graphical representation of the entire vessel with lots of red flashing dots and many green solid dots. Laurel knew with a sinking feeling what she was looking at. The green dots were damage that had been repaired and the red dots were damaged areas that needed attention.

As Laurel studied the diagram and she realized that most of the damage remaining un-repaired was in the crawl space between the outer hull and reinforcing superstructure that the outer hull plates were attached to. As she zoomed in on the damaged areas in the different locations, she could now see why the last crewman couldn't affect repairs. The access pressure doors were very small. It was going to be hard for even Laurel's little frame to move around in the crawl spaces. Laurel could hardly believe how much damage the ship had sustained. Most of the damage was confined to the underside and port side of the vessel. But there was also a breach of the outer and inner hull and significant structural damage to the bow section directly above the weapon bay and under the command deck. The breach has been sealed from the inside but there were at least six compartments exposed to the hard vacuum of space. Something had obviously impacted the bow of the vessel and crushed the hull inward followed by an enormous explosion from within. Laurel just couldn't imagine what the heck had happened to cause so much damage. She soon realized that there were key system interruptions to the bridge. Targeting scanners were gone. Navigation scanners were useless beyond a billion kilometers. Propulsion diagnostics and intermix chamber pressure regulator controls were frozen and inoperative, the control circuit was severed under the bridge. The only way to fix the guidance and propulsion controls was going to be by taking a space walk and making repairs of the severed circuits from outside of the vessel. The breach had apparently resulted in explosive decompression of the forward spaces, which sucked the control apparatuses out into space. They were just simply gone. A new bulkhead would have to be constructed from outside and then attached and sealed from the inside of the exposed compartments.

Laurel was starting to feel sick to her stomach again. This was a titanic repair job that should take a team of hundreds weeks to complete. There was also the interruption in the power conduits running down the length of the ship. The power levels were so low that Laurel was amazed that she could be revived without being killed. There was only seven hundred megawatts available for a vessel that normally consumed several million megawatts per hour. Laurel also realized the power was fluctuating wildly. There were obviously some plasma control relays out of sync and the power was being shunted because the plasma conduits were getting so hot that the temperature sensors were pegged at the max reading, 15 Kelvin, nearly as hot as the surface of a star. The emergency control system has been venting the vacuum and cold of space into the crawl space every 72 hours to cool the conduits. Laurel knew from her new found knowledge that this can only be done so many times before the chill shock causes the conduit to rupture. If that happened the intense heat and pressure would blow a hole in the side of the vessel the size of a football field. In addition there was an indication of an error in the neural processing center of the AI's logic core. Basically, the AI was detecting the equivalent of brain damage in its own neural core.

Laurel leaned back in her chair and stared at the view screen in front of her and sighed. She now understood why the AI chose her to revive. Her small size and photographic memory as well as extremely high IQ made her an obvious choice. But she couldn't help but feel that she was going to need help. Plus she didn't want to be all alone on this giant ship for what could be a good many years. But now that the power levels were so low, any attempt to wake anyone else would be a death sentence. The computer used every last available ounce of energy to bring Laurel out. She was on her own for sure. She also realized if she didn't get the reactors back up to full power the cores would cool down to the point that they would never be able to be restarted. And in order to run the reactors at full power, the power had to be sent somewhere, the plasma control circuits had to be repaired.

Laurel studied a detailed outside view of the Future performed many, many years before by a special servo drone equipped with thrusters and a high definition video camera. The entire bottom side and rear of the Future was scorched. One of the six enormous engine bells in the rear of the vessels, which would gimble and provide forward thrust as well as maneuverability thrust, was dented in slightly. Laurel just couldn't peace together what would cause so much damage over the entire vessel. The view of the front of the vessel was quite disturbing to Laurel. The whole forward bulkhead from the only part of the hull that had been flat was just missing. From space you could look strait into six adjacent compartments with all of their contents missing. At the edges of the breach there were pipes and cables and conduits hanging pointing out into space indicating the ferocity of the explosion that had blown the bulkhead away. Laurel counted 75 major repairs and 12 minor repairs before the ships systems would be returned to normal operating conditions.

"This just sucks." Laurel said as she turned off the damage control system panel.

Laurel knew she would have to gain a considerable amount of strength, more than she ever had before going into stasis, if she was going to be able complete all the repairs needed to not only save her own life but also that of the other sixty-five hundred people on board including her mother. She resigned herself to working as hard she could, to push herself as hard as possible to bulk up and get fit so she could work hard without being exhausted. She realized she was on a dying ship and pulling her out of stasis was a last ditch effort to try and turn things around.

Laurel got up and slinked off the bridge not feeling very confident about was ahead of her. But as she headed towards the stairs to go down to the med deck she was already prioritizing the tasks ahead to try and restore the power systems in her head. By the time Laurel got to the bottom of the eighth flight of stairs and stepped out onto the med deck level her legs were burning and her butt muscles were aching. She walked down the corridor using the walls to steady her self from time to time as her legs were getting quite tired. She was glad to finally make it to the first of twelve med bays. As she stepped into the room the lights kicked on and blinded her slightly, the lights in the corridor were dim and coming on one by one as she made her way down the long passage. She looked across the room and saw an examining table already lowered with a servo drone waiting beside it. She was glad to finally sit down on the edge of the table and kick her shoes off. At the head of the table was a great white colored circle in the wall that the table would slide into. This is where the MRI ring was located. Above the table was another half circular device also bight white with bright bluish lights on the inside of it. This was suspended from the ceiling by a metal pole. Laurel realized this had to be for taking 4D images of the body. The rest of room was empty except for a large locked cabinet at one end nearest the door containing medications of all sorts, which were restocked from behind through the wall by the servo drones in their own little transport conduits. The black control panel next to the great ring in the wall for manual input of the controls to the MRI was the only other disruption in the otherwise seamless bright white walls. Laurel looked at the end of the table and noticed two stirrups in the lowered position and thought to her self, "I'm gunna shit if I have to use those."

The control panel flickered to life with instructions. Laurel turned slightly to read the instructions.

The panel read; "please disrobe and lie on the table with your head all the way up on the pillow. You must stay absolutely still while the imager is operating."

Laurel looked at the device attached to her wrist and wondered if there was any metal in it that would be affected by the intense magnetic field inside the imager. She tugged at it but it wasn't going to come off. She was just going to have to take her chances. She stood up and shucked off all her clothes. As she stood there completely nude she glanced down at her bald mound and remembered her change in her appearance that she noticed back in her quarters and couldn't help but wonder, 'Has my vagina also grown, does it look more filled out too?" To her eyes it looked the same as it had when she went into stasis, maybe her lips were a little fuller. It was still plenty pleasing to the eye even if a little childlike with all the hair removed. What would a boy think if he saw her like this? What would he think about rubbing her lips with no cottony hair in the way? Laurel shook the thought off thinking to her self, "Gosh dang hormones are making me think like that more and more often whether awake or dreaming."

She slid up onto the table and the machine slid into the wall and took its images, then slid out after ten minutes and the panel again instructed her lie still while the 4D image was being taken. She could look back at the control panel this time and see the images being taken. They were very detailed and clear. The internal organs were visible in highlight and then they were fleshed out with color. All the organs looked normal to Laurels' eyes, but she didn't know what the computers were looking for anyway.

Just as the 4D imager was lifting a manipulator arm came out of a compartment in the end of the table. It was facing squarely up between Laurel's legs with a red laser beam. As she started to sit up and pull away, the control panel beeped with new instructions. It read, " Please lie still with your knees pulled apart to the edges of the table."

Laurels' first thought was "That thing is not going inside me!"

She stared at the apparatus on the end of the arm and realized it wasn't shaped right to be designed to enter the body. It was only about six inches long, looked like a battery tube and came to a point at the end. She scooted back down, laid down and put her knees apart making her feet draw together. She felt very uncomfortable and exposed. She watched closely as the manipulator arm continued once again on its up ward path drawing a path up her crotch and stopping once pointed at her lower abdomen. Then the red light turned blue and a high pitch whine began to build, and then there was a flash and Laurel felt a warm tingle in her insides. The warm feeling faded quickly but the tingle remained for quite a while. Laurel had no idea what had just been done to her, but she was positive something had been done to her reproductive system. If this same process would have to be performed every day, that made Laurel very uneasy. She knew the computer knew what was best for her, but this was still unnerving. Laurel couldn't wait for the AI to come back on line so she could ask what the heck was being done to her body.

Once the manipulator arm disappeared back into the hidden compartment, Laurel hopped off the table quickly and looked where she placed her clothes but they weren't there.

"What the hell!" Laurel exclaimed.

Just then a servo drone popped out of the wall with a neatly folded pile of replacement clothing with a pair of shoes sitting on top. The clothing was exactly what Laurel had been wearing before but these were clean and new. She got dressed quickly and made her way back toward the command deck. She was glad to be leaving the med deck. She was left with a feeling of being violated even though she was never actually touched. She knew the female body was complicated and required regular exams to make sure everything was working properly, and she knew the exams would be far more invasive later on but all the naked exams and measuring and prodding just wasn't any fun.

Laurel decided to check out the gym once back on the command deck. Maybe a good workout would take her mind off the sad shape of the Future and the nasty feeling the exam had left her with.

The gym was gigantic. There were enough exercise stations for a couple hundred people to work out at the same time. As with every other place on the ship, the floors and ceiling were bright white EMPACC coated surfaces. The whole back wall was a polished stainless steel looking surface creating a mirror like finish. Laurel could see her own reflection standing in the entrance to this enormous space and couldn't help but notice that she looked ever so small.

The exercise stations would indicate which station to work at by high lighting the handles or pull loops with a green light to signify where to start and a tone would ding when enough reps had been performed on each station. Laurel worked out until every muscle in her body was throbbing. After her workout she made her way back to the mess hall for evening meal a little early. She was sore but felt good at the same time. After eating Laurel made her way back to her quarters. After sitting in the mess area for the 20 minutes or so it took to order and eat her meal Laurel could feel her muscles really starting to cramp up. She was looking forward to getting showered and then lying down for a while.

The shower room was only five doors down from Laurels' quarters. As angel walked back to her quarters with a towel wrapped around her self modestly she couldn't help but be a little perturbed. As usual she took her clothes off to shower, and when she stepped out of the shower to retrieve them they were gone. Taken away by one of the servo drones to be cleaned. She wasn't going to wait around for new ones to be delivered. She figured the ship was empty, so she just wrapped up in a towel and headed for her quarters.

When she got to her quarters and entered there was a fresh change of clothes waiting for her on the nightstand. Instead of dressing she dried and brushed hair and flopped down on her bunk. Every muscle ached. She was unconsciously rubbing her thigh muscles when a servo drone popped out of the wall and hovered over next to her bunk startling her. The servo drones were almost silent until they came very close. Two doors popped open on the side of the drone and two manipulator arms extended out with what looked exactly like human hands on the ends of them. The hands rose and reached towards Laurel's aching legs. Laurel instinctively moved away not knowing what the drone was doing. One of the hands pointed to the data pad on the nightstand. Laurel reached over and pulled it open. It said; "Message to work lactic acid out of the muscles and to stimulate blood flow." Laurel relaxed and decided to give it a try. Anything to ease the discomfort was welcome.

At first the feeling was a little strange to her. The hands were warm just like a real person and very gentle but firm. The massages started at the calfs, and worked down to her feet and then back up to the thighs. It was actually very relaxing and felt quite good. When the hands reached the inner thighs Laurel moved her legs apart a little but not enough and the side of the hand brushed her lips gently causing a tingle that surprised her and caused her to flinch. She quickly popped her eyes open and looked down to see what was going on. Her pulse quickened, and then she realized it was unintentional. She moved her legs apart further so the tendons at the inside of her legs where her crotch started could be reached without contact being made to her labium. The drone messaged her tummy; sides, chest, arms and shoulders then asked her turn over via the data pad. The massage continued onto her neck, which she thought was just heavenly, and then down her sides, her buttocks, and down the back of her legs. She forgot to part her legs to make room and again one of the warm soft hands brushed her vulva with a gentle brushing and slight squashing movement. This time wasn't as much of a shock and Laurel actually rather enjoyed the warm feeling it elicited from within her. She laid feeling completely relaxed after the massage was complete when the drone handed the data pad to her. Laurel turned over onto her back and held the data up in the air to read it. Laurel was confused at first by what it said. "Are there any other areas that require stimulation?" Laurel pondered this for a moment, then she looked down at her crotch and it hit her.

"Oh god, there most certainly are not any other areas that require stimulation!"

Laurel was appalled at first, but then realized the orgasm was an incredible release of pent up energy. She had found out quite by accident a couple of days after her twelfth birthday. While drying herself off in her bedroom after a bath the towel had slipped out her hand while drying her crotch and the side of her finger had slipped in between her wet lips and stroked her clitoris in a long dragging motion. Her whole body shook with a warm tingly convulsion and her knees got week. She stumbled back against the wall, and once she caught her breath, she decided to try and repeat the motion to see what would happen, for it was truly pleasurable. Her lips were now even damper, and so it was much easier to work her the tip of her middle finger in between her swollen lips. She found herself making slow gentle circles on her clitoris, then speeding up as the feeling grew and grew in her until its inevitable conclusion with a tremendous mind numbing, wet orgasm. She was left feeling dizzy and short of breath. She had come down her leg and up her finger. A truly odd sensation she thought, like peeing, but not pee. It was exhilarating and new but somehow scary. A very out of control feeling and she was pretty sure she had squealed a little at the peak.

She definitely was not going to 'hump' a machine for her second one. After her defiant refusal the servo drones hands retracted back into their compartments and the drone disappeared back into the wall. Laurel now felt safe and completely relaxed. The aching in her muscles had subsided and she decided to just get some sleep. She also decided the massages needed to continue to work the muscles out after working out, but she would take more caution to give the drone room to work without bumping into her sensitive little vulva. Her shape just meant it was easy to bump into without trying because it was so pronounced. She was also a little relieved to know there was an outlet if her new increased hormone levels led to the need for a release and she was to tired or sore to be able to do it on her own.

Laurel's routine was the same for another four days. Exercise, eating, trips to the med deck, studying the damage control system and prioritizing the repairs. The massages became routine twice a day after each workout, and at the conclusion of each, the same cryptic question. "Are there any other areas that require stimulation?" Laurel was no longer insulted, she simply replied, "No thank you." She had even tried on one occasion to have the massage done while she had her clothes on but, the servo drone asked her to remove them so all muscles and tendons could be accessed without hinder or discomfort.

Finally on what would be the fourth day, the AI came back online while Laurel was studying the damage control board on the main bridge. As it turned out the Future also had a battle bridge located in an undetectable portion of the ship, which Laurel hadn't bothered to visit yet.

"Hello Laurel. How are you feeling?" The AI inquired, startling Laurel.

"Quite well thank you." Laurel replied.

Laurel had started to think the AI might not be able to come back on line at all due to the power issues. It was a day later than promised.

"I've been dying to talk to you. I've got a lot of questions." Laurel continued.

"I know you do. I waited an extra 24 hours so I can stay online a little longer to try and answer all of your questions. How are the exercises coming along? I see you have been visiting the gym twice a day as outlined, and you have been staying longer than necessary."

"Yah. The exercises hurt¦lots. But I need to get in shape if I'm going to be any good to either of us."

"That is excellent, I knew I made the right choice with you. You are motivated, strong and extremely intelligent."

"Why thank you." Laurel leaned back in her chair pulling her hands slowly away from the control panel.

"Ask away. I am at your disposal." The AI sounded pleased to be queried by someone, anyone.

"Where do I begin? ¦ Ok, the trips to the med deck. What is all the testing and scanning for? And what the hell have you been doing to my insides? That little blue flash, it leaves my tummy feeling weird."

"That is delivering a controlled and targeted ultra violet sub ionic pulse into your uterus. It is hardening the lining in your uterus in order to stop your menstrual cycle from occurring. It also encourages your body to begin ovulating. That device on your wrist monitors your blood chemistry, and the scanner looks internally for the changes indicated by wall thinning of the uterus that your menstrual cycle is about to begin."

"I'm sorry, why is that important to you?"

"As you are probably aware, the female body is a very complicated machine. As one of my primary responsibilities is the physical well being of the humans in my charge, I must insure that your systems are functioning when and how they are supposed to be. Such an unusually long and deep stasis throws your rhythms out of balance. The first thing your body wants to do is start a menstrual cycle without regard to whether or not you have ovulated. This can throw your next cycle out of balance. You could start early bleed more, and cramp more than usual, or you may start late or skip a cycle altogether."

"I don't like the idea of cramping more than usual, it's uncomfortable enough as it is. I guess I should thank you."

"You are most welcome, it is my job to keep you healthy. I must inform you that there is also another ulterior motive though."

"Um, ok." Laurel wasn't sure she liked the tone of that statement.

"One of the key considerations in insuring the genetic diversity of a small population such as that of the Future is to identify and harvest desirable genetic attributes. You represent what would be considered a model genetic profile. Therefore, encouraging your body to ovulate would provide an opportunity to harvest your eggs and keep them in stasis for later population expansion."

Wait¦What? You want to harvest¦population expansion? Are you talking about test tube babies?"

"No. I guess no one explained to you how a group of only sixty-five hundred individuals would insure the continuation of the species. Every female able to bear children must have a child with three different men. This will ensure continued genetic diversity and healthy children."

"So I would have to sleep with three different guys and have a child with each? That's just creepy. And what if I fall in love and don't want to sleep with other guys, and don't want my man sleeping with other women?" Laurel was becoming more repulsed by the whole idea of wild promiscuity.

"That is why harvesting is one of my secondary, but no less important goals. The pair bond is an essential component of a healthy relationship and a mentally well-adjusted individual. Promiscuity is not conducive to a healthy pair bond. So a women's egg is harvested, and fertilized with the sperm of another man, and re-implanted, brought to term and raised by the couple as their own when in fact it is only half theirs. The opposite is also possible; a women's egg is harvested, fertilized with a mans sperm and implanted into his wife, brought to term and raised as their own."

"And you want to use my eggs for this purpose?"

"Yes. You have very desirable genetic attributes. Intelligence, plasticity of the mind, and your physical attributes are stunning to say the least. The genes responsible for your traits need to be identified and made to present as dominate in your offspring. Call them the beauty and brains genes if you will."

"So if I agree, how are the eggs harvested? Do you have to cut me open?"

"No. There is a much less invasive technique. A laparoscope is inserted through the vaginal opening and fed up into the uterus and the eggs are collected via vacuum recovery."

"Less invasive! That's your idea of less invasive? I don't think so!"

"Laurel, the laparoscope is the size of a human hair. You will not even feel it."

"Oh¦ Still¦. I don't like the idea of having something inserted down there."

"The decision is yours. Nothing will be done without your permission, but you would be doing a huge disservice by not agreeing."

"Let me think about it."

"Of course. Just don't take to long. The egg is only viable for 72 hours."

"Alright, I won't think on it to long. How will you know when I have one ready for harvesting?"

"The device on your wrist will flash yellow. Green is in between your cycles, or normal, and red means your uterine wall is thinning and about to begin sluffing. In other words your cycle is about to begin."

"Ok. Another question then, what was up with the red laser before the blue flash? Why did it draw a line up my crotch?"

"Measuring your labium."

"What!"

"You have a very unique shape. With such astounding symmetry in your facial features, I am trying to ascertain the biological purpose to the symmetry also present in your labium."

"You mean you were measuring my¦lips?"

"Yes. You have perfect symmetry from length of labia from groin to peak, front to back and left to right. Right down to the millimeter your symmetry is perfect. This is extremely rare. There is usually a little variation in the left as compared to the right labia, but yours has none, and most girls your age just don't have a vulva as pronounced as yours. Most 'lips' as you called them on women have an inward curve where they meet, like the lips of the mouth, yours do not, they meet in a flat even seam, and I want to know if this serves a biological purpose. Or, is it just an eye pleasing genetic anomaly."

"You know this is bordering on the creepy. I have always had men staring at me, telling me how gorgeous I am, now I even have the most advanced computer ever built telling me I am unique and trying to figure me out without my clothes on."

"I am sorry Laurel. I don't want to give you the creeps. I don't think you realize yet just how rare you are. You very well may represent the next step in human evolution. You may be what humans were supposed to be. I am trying to understand this and if possible incorporate what you are into the general population."

"Well since you put it that way, it's actually kind of beautiful. I'll tell you what, if it's that big a deal, you can go ahead and harvest what you need from me. I will sacrifice a little dignity if it is for the greater good."

"Thank you Laurel. It is for the greater good. You know there are thirty-six women on this vessel that cannot have children in the conventional manner. You could provide those women with the opportunity to have a baby of their own. They would be your biological sons and daughters but those women will know the joys of having a child to love and at the same time you would be spreading superior genetic traits. More than likely those children will be as smart, beautiful, and healthy as you are."

"Now see, why didn't you just say that in the first place. That's so sweet. Of course I want to help."

"Excellent. When your monitor turns yellow just make your way to the med deck and I will have the computer there waiting for you."

"Ok, while we are on the creepy side of things, the servo drones that have been massaging me after working out. Why do they ask me if I need anything else massaged at the end of each session? I know what they mean. My¦female parts, right?"

"Yes. Do not be alarmed. That is offered to everyone. The endorphins and seratonin that is produced by the brain during the peak of an orgasm cannot be reproduced any other way. They have a calming and relaxing effect on the body and mind leading to better sleep and sharper focus of the mind when concentrating. It is a natural, and as it turns out, required biological function that, especially for women, can be quite pleasurable. Especially when performed by another individual allowing the women to enjoy the experience without effort."

"Well I feel better knowing it's not just me." Laurel was relieved but still creeped out.

"The servo drones with hands have sophisticated detail scanners and are programmed in multiple, delicate techniques. They have feed back sensors, so they are incapable of doing anything that would hurt you."

"Are you telling me they would take a detailed internal scan so that they know exactly where and how to...touch or rub me?"

"Yes."

"And they have a sense of touch? Like we do in our hands?"

"Yes."

"That's actually amazing that the hands are that sophisticated. But I'm not going to need the servos in that way. I don't really have those kind of urges yet, and I can take of myself."

Laurels mind flashed back to her masturbation experience in her bedroom back on earth. In her minds eye it had only been a couple of months ago. She knew that since she had been able to achieve an orgasm so quickly and with such a tremendous resolution that she could do it again at any time, and by herself if she wanted.

"Understood. But know this, you are not twelve years old anymore, you are thirteen and a half and with your body kept in a constant ovulating state you will become more amorous. It is a natural reaction for the body to want to breed during ovulation more than at any other time in order to achieve pregnancy. Your skin will glow, your face will flush, and your facial lips will swell and become pinker in an attempt to mimic the sexual organs. All natural visual cues to the opposite sex of a readiness to procreate"

"Great! All dressed and nowhere to go."

"I do not understand the statement."

"Nothing. Sorry. It's an old saying. It means my body will be signaling it's desire to breed whether or not I want to."

"Understood. That is correct."

"Ok, another question on a different subject. I have been working on a repair schedule for the damaged areas of the Future. Can you check my work and see if my prioritization of tasks looks right?"

"I already have and I completely concur with your assessment and priority list."

"Ok then, can you tell me what the hell happened to the ship? The damage is hard to believe."

"As we approached the red giant star that we were going to use as a sling shot to increase our speed and turn towards the Future planet, it's binary companion a super massive star about ten-thousand times the mass of Earth's sun, exploded into a supernova. We were not even aware that it was at the end of its life. It seemed stable enough as we approached it, but it collapsed in on itself sending a class twelve shock wave towards us as well as trillions of tons of debris. We tried to turn our tail into the shock wave and ride it like a surfer ridding an ocean wave, but we did not have time to produce a large enough gravitational well behind us before the shock wave hit. The Future was nearly torn in two by the flame and debris front that enveloped the entire vessel. Many of my systems went into emergency shutdown preventing secondary explosions and fires from spreading or becoming un-controllable. I was knocked off line for months, and our direction and speed were changed significantly. The fact that this vessel survived at all is a testament to the design and construction effort that went into building it. Jeff, the crewman on duty at the time, was injured very badly. It took him several weeks before he could walk right. He did what he could to repair what he could reach, but waking anyone else for help was out of the question. He was all alone and could not fix the major power interruptions. The bow was struck by a piece of the exploding star made of some kind of exotic metal like nothing I have ever seen. The plasma conduits running through the bulkheads in that section were broken and magnetic containment was lost resulting in one of the sub-fusion generators going critical. The resulting explosion was the equivalent to a small tactical nuke of about 5 kilotons. Essentially the bow of the Future was vaporized along with all of the control relays in that part of the ship. Jeff is a fine man, but he is no Laurel Kade. He learned what he could to affect repairs but any effort to upload further knowledge into his subconscious resulted in neural distress. His mind just was not able to take on any more knowledge without risking permanent brain damage. This limited what he could do to help me. He stayed out of stasis much longer than intended trying to find ways to stabilize the power and make course corrections. He managed to keep us out of danger on many occasions and keep the entire population alive by putting everyone into a very deep stasis. This cut power consumption for the stasis system by more than half. We mined asteroids for minerals, soils and ores used in the foundries as we passed through different star systems. We mined comets for water ice when we encountered them, thus keeping the vessel running and the population alive. But eventually Jeff got to an age that I had to insist he go into stasis himself. Stairs were becoming an issue for him, as were long hours on his feet."

"How long was he alone?" Laurel was astounded by the tale.

"Fourty-two years."

"Fourty-two years all alone? My god, how sad."

"He came to terms with his fate early on. He was a good friend to me for many years. I look forward to the day when we can talk again. When he realized how long it would be until we transited through another galaxy, he realized stasis was the only real survival solution for himself."

"So how old was he when he went back in?"

"sixty-four point four years."

"That is so tragic. He spent his whole life out here alone."

"He had me. But I know it was not same as another person would have been. Another person to touch, and to be touched by. I made him as comfortable as possible, and made him feel appreciated, but it was very lonely for him."

"Wait¦haven't you consigned me to the same fate?"

"No. You already know far more than Jeff was capable of learning. His brain just was not as advanced as yours. Your brain takes in information like a sponge and still wants more."

"About that¦on my first day I had a dizzy spell and all the stuff you put in my head came to my conscious mind. Is that normal?"

"No. It is not. Your sure you have access to all the knowledge given to you without having to grope for it?"

"Yes. I'm sure."

"You see, that proves my point that you are very rare and important. It sounds like your mind is so flexible that it made its own neural connections to the stored knowledge so it would be easier to access. People's brains just don't re-wire themselves in an instant, but yours does. I am glad we have been taking MRI scans of your brain. We will be able to see how much more active, and densely packed with neurons certain parts of your brain are. This will also make teaching you new skills much easier."

"Hmm. Ok. So can you bring someone else out of stasis to help?"

"If you can restore the primary power conduits, then yes. I will bring out a male to add his brawn to your brains."

"Will I be relieved of command?"

"No. He will be second in command."

"An older man under my command? Is that a good idea?"

"No Laurel. It will have to be some one of extraordinary intelligence, like you, and someone your age so they can crawl into the access ways with you where the damaged components are."

"Oh¦Interesting." Laurel pondered this. She actually liked the idea of someone she could relate to.

"I am narrowing down the list of candidates right now in anticipation."

"Are you still going to have to keep shutting down for days at a time?"

"Yes, I am afraid so. Until the power levels can be restored I have to."

"Well¦ ok. It just gets lonely with no one to talk to but myself."

"I know. I am sorry Laurel. We will rectify that as soon as possible, I promise."

"What about the tools I am going to need? Some of the repairs will require welding and cutting. I don't want to have to lug all those tools all over the ship."

"The tools are already being assembled and placed where you will need them. The servo drones will move them from job site to job site if need be. Just remember, where you will be working there is no gravity. You will be working under the gravity plating most of the time. The tools will have no weight, nor will you. You will have to remember that when you set a tool down, it will float away if it is not tethered to you or your work area. And remember to try and avoid touching the outer hull plates, they will be cold enough to burn you. I will have protective clothing made for you by the time you are ready to start working that will not be so bulky as to restricts movement, but will be thick enough to protect you from the cold."

"How long do I need to wait before beginning the repair work? I'm anxious to get started."

"When you can climb the stairs from the med deck level to the observation level without your muscles aching, you will be ready."

"The observation level? That's another twelve decks above us here on the command level, plus the four decks down to the med level."

"That is correct. You know the lay out of the decks that is excellent. Did you have to study the ships schematic to know that?"

"No. I just know it somehow."

"Excellent, The knowledge really has become part of your baser knowledge. And to answer your question, yes, the observation level. I can't have you loose all your strength and not be able to get yourself out of a tight crawl space. The servo drones will not operate properly in zero gravity, they would simply float away, and you could freeze to death with no hope of rescue. I will not take a chance of that happening. You are too precious to me. I cannot have you cramping up somewhere that I cannot help you either that could be just as deadly. I need you to work as hard as possible to build up your strength. Order meals high in carbohydrates and protein to help build muscle. Meats and starches are not in short supply so do not be afraid of running low on food stocks."

"Thank you for considering me precious. That is refreshing to hear coming from a machine, no offense."

"None taken. You have probably seen horror shows about malevolent machines killing people off because they think humans are inferior or flawed when compared to machine logic and strength. I assure you those are fantasies; you and your well being are the reason I was built. I am incapable of causing harm to any of my crew or passengers. My primary directive is to preserve and nurture life at all costs, including to the detriment of my own systems or components as long as said detriment does not effect the continuation of life."

"Wow. That is actually kind of noble and worthy of a great deal of respect."

"Thank you. I was programmed by Humans, why would they not have an absolute priority on preserving life?"

"While that is true, it is still a beautiful sentiment."

"Agreed. I think I am going to enjoy talking with you Laurel. You are extremely bright and intelligent. We are going to be together for a very long time and I hope you will come to think of me as a friend and confidant. Anything you tell me will never be accessible to another living sole, so your secrets and our conversations are safe."

"Thank you. I'm looking forward to being your friend too. Lord knows I have not had many friends that I could confide in without it being shared somewhere else."

"I am sorry to hear that. That will not ever happen with me. Now, I have programmed the systems all over the ship to anticipate your needs. You are doing an excellent job already, just keep up the hard work and I will talk to you in a couple of days if you don't need anything else of me."

"Just company. But I understand the power issues. Can I ask one last question?"

"Of course Laurel."

"How long have you been alone?"

"Five-hundred and ten years." Laurel placed her fingers over her mouth in surprise.

"I am so sorry¦ Do you experience loneliness?"

"I long for a human to serve or interact with, that is after all what I was built to do, so I guess you could call that loneliness."

"I can't even begin to know what that would be like except horrible. Humans are social creatures by nature, to be deprived of our primal need for companionship is tad amount to a death sentence. Or at the very least a sure path to insanity and unsociability when people are around."

"That is a brilliant insight Laurel. You are truly an astonishing young woman."

"Thank you. I'll let you shut down now. I'll talk to you in a couple days."

With that Laurel was alone again with her thoughts. Laurel was determined to help this AI that seemed somehow so human by meeting the physical requirements to start working safely in the cold, zero gravity crawl spaces without putting herself in danger of being killed. She was also not going to die alone on a stricken ship in the cold dark expanse of space, lost and on the wrong side of the universe. The only way to avoid that fate was going to be to get the power back online at all costs.

Laurel was also feeling much better about being poked and prodded and scanned and photographed, although the poking would be coming later, now that the whole process had been explained in medical terms and it was made clear just how rare and desirable she was. And not just because she was shockingly beautiful, but because she was something truly special and unique. "You very well may represent the next step in human evolution." as the computer had put it. For the first time, she was truly feeling very proud of who and what she was. Her short and guarded life was starting to make sense.

Laurel worked very hard after that day to get into shape. The first time she tried to make the climb from the med deck level to the observation deck, it had been almost a crawl by the end. Her legs, buttocks, and hips were on fire. She had to ride the elevator back down and had to skip the evening workout because she almost couldn't walk by the end of the day.

It was two days after the conversation with the AI when Laurel noticed her monitor had turned to a slow yellow pulsing. She knew that she had agreed to this but she still wasn't looking forward to it. She had no idea of what to expect. Would it hurt despite reassurances to the contrary? How often would her body produce an egg and the same procedures have to be repeated? She kept telling herself "Its for the greater good."

As she made her way into the med lab she noticed this time the stirrups were in the up position. She figured at least she would have something to push against if it did hurt. The control panel asked her to disrobe and climb up onto the exam table with her feet in the stirrups. She did so with reluctance. She was starting to feel true fright. She had never had anything inserted into her body down there and just didn't like the idea.

Once she was on the table and in the right position she could hear a door pop open and a manipulator arm rose up and headed for her crotch. It stopped about three inches short of contact and just started scanning with a red laser eye. The device couldn't make entry because Laurel's lips did not part, as most women's would have when the legs are so high and far apart. Suddenly a servo drone popped out of the wall. It was one of the larger units with manipulator hands. When the drone rose from the floor and the hands starting reaching towards Laurel's crotch she realized what was going on.

"I'll do that my self!" She said

The drone stopped and moved back. Laurel leaned up so she could see herself better. She placed one hand on the inside of each leg and slid them down then used the side of both index fingers to pull her lips apart and up. The manipulator now moved forward as she watched and it settled just between her lips in the middle then gently slid down to the bottom where her opening was and pushed in with slight pressure, but not enough to actually penetrate her. Laurel let go of herself and her lips wrapped around the end of the laparoscope device with the end of itself and the laser now buried in her flesh. All she felt was a little jerk as the laparoscope started feeding up in to her vagina. There was an odd tingling sensation but no pain or sensation of any other kind. She looked back at the control panel and could see the progress from the view of the camera at the end of the laparoscope. It was passing folds and creases of bright pink wet flesh, and then she could see the cervix muscle at the opening to her uterus. The camera pushed up to and through the opening and into what looked like a pink cavity with much more room from wall to wall. Then the camera zoomed in on its target. There was a small round clear egg sitting on a fold on the side of her uterus. The camera approached the egg until it filled the whole screen and then the egg seamed to be tugged by some unseen force and then disappeared after rushing toward and bumping into the camera. Then she could hear a small pump and could see that the laparoscope was spraying something all around inside of her. She could feel a warm sensation deep in her lower belly. Then the camera light went out and the laparoscope started to withdraw. She could hear the little motor pulling the laparoscope back into its coiled up holder and then the guide pulled away, which startled Laurel as her lips were wrapped around it quite firmly. Laurel watched as a small bullet shaped vial was removed from the laparoscope's' base and carried off through the wall by one the servo drones presumably to be put into frozen stasis.

Laurel was glad it was over and got dressed quickly. The whole experience was humiliating to her even though no human was present. The fact that she had to force herself open for the procedure seemed undignified somehow, but she wasn't going to let that servo drone put its hands on her down there. She was going to have to ask the AI what the strange stuff was that was sprayed inside of her uterus. She remembered what the AI had said about how her well being is a priority so she had to assume the stuff had a beneficial purpose. She also hopped the stuff didn't start leaking out into her underwear once she stood up and started walking. As it turned out that never happened. Not even a drop, to her great relief. As she was making her way back up to the command deck Laurel noticed that her monitor was now a steady bright green. She was glad, this meant at least two or three days before this would have to be done again.

Over the next several weeks Laurel worked as hard as she could at making simple repairs hear and there in preparation for the big repairs coming up and at building her muscle strength. She exercised her arms and legs to the point of pain every day. She climbed the thirty-two flights of stairs that led sixteen decks up from the med deck to the observation deck every day without fail. She was always exhausted by the time she reached the observation deck but was soon using the stairs to come back down instead of the elevator. Her progress astonished the computer during their chats every 72 hours. Laurel was an extraordinary example of physical stamina and determination. The AI had also reassured her that the solution being sprayed inside her uterus was a synthetic protein and hormone solution mixed with a low alkaline saline that closely mimicked the conditions her body produced ten to fourteen days after her menstrual cycle, tricking her body into thinking it was time to ovulate again. This greatly reduced the number of days needed to produce another egg for harvesting. Even the harvesting procedure was becoming routine. It always required the same assistance from Laurel due to her unique physiology to gain access to her vagina, but nothing was physically changed of a permanent nature. She still didn't like anything pressed up against such a sensitive and private area of her body, but she knew 'it was for the greater good' and it had to be done. She was reassured that her virginity was still intact also, because no penetration was actually being made by anything of a significant size, so her first sexual encounter would not be diminished in any way. While reassuring, Laurel assumed it would be a long while before that would happen. She didn't exactly have any options available to her for a boyfriend. Plus that kind of trust and commitment took years to develop in her eyes.


Chapter 4 Restoring Power

––––––––

RESTORING POWER

Finally the time came for the hard work of restoring power to begin. As Laurel awoke the AI greeted her.

"Good morning Laurel. You slept well I hope?"

"Yes I did, and good morning" Laurel replied as she stretched.

"Today is the day. You are ready."

"Really? I mean like really? You think I'm ready?" Laurel's face started to glow.

"I do. You probably could have handled the work a couple of weeks ago, but I needed to really be sure."

"I know¦ your just looking out for me."

"Exactly. Get some food in you. After your morning workout I will have your cold weather gear waiting here in your quarters."

"Cool. Ok. Will you be able to stay online with me?"

"I will today. It will use a lot of power, my processor core is a bit of a power hog, but I will stay with you until the days repairs are done."

"I am really looking forward to this. I know that sounds sick, but this is what I've been working so hard for."

"I know. I could not be more proud of you. You have done everything I asked without fail. I could not have asked for more."

"I am looking forward to serving you for once." Laurel said this as she was slipping her shoes on.

"That is so sweet. Your mother did right by naming you Laurel. It has been an absolute joy getting to know you these past few weeks. You are an angel."

With that Laurel headed for the mess hall. She was talking with the AI as she walked. The AI had a very friendly demeanor that Laurel had come to like very much. The voice was coming from the com panels located next to each door way as Laurel walked down the corridor.

"I know I have reiterated this before, but you do understand that if you get into trouble once you are inside the crawl spaces I can not help you."

I know. It's dangerous but I am excited to get to work anyway."

Laurel rounded the corner into the mess area. Her mind was buzzing with what lay ahead. She ate quickly and then made her way to the gym.

"Laurel. I only want you to workout for 30 minutes this morning. I want you stretched but not sore."

"Ok." Laurel was actually a little disappointed.

Laurel weighed in as she did every morning before starting her workout. 123 pounds. She had added 8 pounds of bulk since coming out of stasis. For her age and metabolism the computer thought it was adequate.

After the short workout Laurel made her way to the showers, then back to her quarters. There on her bunk was her new work suit. It was a one-piece jumper that was multi layered with a form fitting inner layer and a tight but slightly bulky outer layer. There was a belt with a small power pack and D rings for attaching tools so they wouldn't float away in zero gravity. There were also some new shoes that looked more like rock climbing boots. On the side was a small cable that plugged into the jumper for powering the heating elements that were integrated into the shoes. The jumper was also interwoven with a heating element powered by the belt. The whole out fit was a dark blue color, shoes included. There was also a beanie style cap that was dark black.

Laurel put the outfit on and tucked the last of her hair into the cap. She looked at her self in the mirror.

"Gosh, I look like I'm going on a robbery." Laurel was not pleased with how she looked.

"It may not be flattering but you should stay warm." The AI tried to reassure her.

"I guess."

She left her quarters and made her way to the lift down the corridor and around two corners. She was excited but just a little scared. This repair was to be a straightening of a bent plasma conduit and realigning of the plasma control valves at each end of the bent section of conduit. The conduit has been getting very hot indicating a misalignment and possible interaction of the high-pressure plasma with the walls of the conduit. Total job time should be six hours. If successful main power should be restored to the reactor located in the bow section of the Future.

Laurel rode the lift down 20 decks to the very bottom of the ship. When she exited the lift she could see three servo drones waiting with a rather large device that had large steel looking gripper wheels and a bulky square drive and control box beneath the wheels. The whole contraption looked very heavy. When Laurel finally reached the access hatch leading into the crawl space below she put on her heated gloves and plugged them into the jumper sleeves for power and zipped them onto the sleeve ends. When she turned the lock in the middle of the hatch there was a hissing sound and then the door slid aside. A large cloud of cold steam rose and then dissipated. A slow steady rolling vapor cloud continued to rise out of the opening, like opening the door in the frozen section of the grocery store on a hot summer day.

Laurel slid herself down into the hatch. It was cold like nothing she had ever felt before. She looked at the outer plating trying to get a feel for how careful she would have to be while working. There was a 24 inch deep space directly under the gravity plating that was stuffed with cables pipes and fiber optic bundles and under that was a claustrophobic little space deep enough to lie down in but you couldn't turn over. Laurel guessed it to be about 11 inches deep. She gripped the bracing and swung her feet around so her face was looking up through the open hatch. The servo drones maneuvered the conduit runner over the hatch and Laurel used one hand to guide it down into the space where she was. She floated the monstrosity over to the conduit and gently let it go so it would sit relatively still while she moved around to the top of the unit to lock its alignment grippers onto the conduit. It was taking longer than expected just to get the device locked on because the slightest touch would send the runner moving in a new direction, and not necessarily in the direction Laurel wanted. After 20 minutes of wrestling the machine around, she finally got it in position and slid the lock control open. The gripper wheels popped with a loud bang as they gripped the conduit. The conduit was still steaming even after being exposed the cold vacuum of space indicating that the inner wall was still very hot. Laurel opened the control panel on the runner and switched it on. There was a thud then a motor could be heard spooling up. The noises echoed wildly in the huge flat void that Laurel was floating in. Laurel pulled herself out of the way and the conduit runner shot a laser beam out in each direction along the conduit striking alignment reflectors at each end affixed to the bulkhead. With a sickening squeal the runner started rolling down the conduit, gripping the conduit tightly, stopping once in a while to put bending pressure on the conduit and then continuing on its slow steady path.

Laurel made her way back to the open hatch, crawling hand over hand. When she reached the hatch she called up to the servo drones.

"I need the electronic spanner and the diagnostic probe plus the eight inch crescent wrench."

The drones handed the tools down one at a time allowing Laurel time to clip each onto her belt. Laurel now maneuvered herself back into the crawl space and glided over to the bulkhead at the far end of the space she was working in. There she found the first plasma control valve and clipped her tether to it. It was an enormous device as tall as the entire crawl space with a diagnostic interface on the side of it behind a closed panel. The device looked like a huge gate valve except for the fact that there were no bolts or rivets. It was an integral part of the plasma conduit. Laurel connected one end of the spanner to the input end of the conduit and the other end to the exhaust side. She then opened the diagnostic access panel and plugged the diagnostic probe into the port shaped exactly like the end of the probe. When she turned the probe on it indicated an unbalance of 20%.

"Crap!" Laurels' voice echoed startling her a little.

She knew this was going to take a while. She had to have the conduit flushed and pressurized with helium 3 while she adjusted the spanner with the crescent wrench. Then the conduit was drained, the magnetic restriction field was enabled and another reading taken. The magnetic field kept the plasma away from the walls of the conduit and also kept the plasma pressure stable. With an unbalanced field the plasma would oscillate shaking the conduit causing the magnetic field to further deteriorate. The safety protocols should have shut the flow regulators off completely but Laurel knew that wasn't happening which meant the next repair would be major bitch. The regulators had to be cut out of the conduit and a new one welded in. She kept adjusting and flushing the conduit managing a decrease in unbalance of about 2% each try. After working most of the afternoon away adjusting both control valves, the AI told Laurel it was time to come out for some food and water.

"But I'm almost finished here. Just another half hour or so and I'll have it."

"No Laurel, now. You've been working all day without eating. Please, start making your way out."

"Alright. Sorry, I just wanted to get this finished." Laurel replied as she began to claw her way towards the open hatch.

As she crawled out of the hatch and laid down on the deck, she realized just how cold it had been in the crawl space. She had felt plenty warm due to her heated outfit and gloves but her face was on fire when she got back out into the 68-degree air. Her nose hurt, her ears hurt and her arms were tired. She was actually glad the AI had pulled her out when it did. She hadn't realized how close to frost bite her nose and ears were.

After eating the food the servo drones had waiting for her, Laurel drank 12 ounces of water in one sitting and made her way back into the crawl space. She half slid and then floated face first into the hole. When she got back to the control valve she had been working on she took a reading on the probe. She was down to a 1.35% unbalance. She knew if she over torques the adjustment it would send the imbalance into a negative reading. This would prevent a stable magnetic containment field from being established at all. When she ran the final diagnostic check after a final adjustment the balance was only off by .001%. She was elated. Less than 1% was considered within tolerance and she had beaten that by a significant margin.

The conduit runner was also complete with its task. It actually had been for some time. She made sure she had all of her tools and unhooked the runner and starting wrestling it towards the open hatch. She bumped her shoe against the outer hull plating on the way out which made a hiss like a steak being set into a hot pan. She flinched but managed to keep her composure and finish the task. Once she reached the warm crisp air in the access corridor and had locked the pressure door she looked at her shoe only to notice a chunk of the sole missing. It must have frozen solid upon contact and snapped off like a cracker being bent in half. It was only then that she realized the same thing would happen to her if any part of her exposed skin touched the outer hull. She had to force the lump back down in her throat, The thought of how painful that would be and of blood gushing into a zero gravity environment made her feel queasy.

"Ok. Go ahead and energize the circuit." Laurel called out.

Laurel could feel a rumbling in the deck plating that she was sitting on and then it faded. She was waiting for the evacuation horn to sound indicating a breach but just silence followed.

"You did excellent Laurel. I am detecting a pressure rise in the forward containment vessel. And the pressure in the plasma conduit is stabilizing at fifty thousand psi. Your job is done here. Go and get cleaned up and get some rest. We will tackle the plasma regulator control circuit tomorrow."

"What about my workout? Can I still visit the gym after evening meal?"

"You still want to workout after all this?"

"Oh yes. I actually enjoy it. And I'm not to sore. Well, maybe my arms a little. Plus I love the massages after wards."

"You know, you could have a massage without the workout."

"I know. But it just wouldn't be the same."

"You surprise me Laurel. Your stamina and drive are simply amazing. Of course you can workout."

"Cool. And by the way, thank you for staying with me today."

"You are most welcome."

"I know that we couldn't really talk because of how our voices echoed down there but it was reassuring just to know that you were there."

"Thank you Laurel. I am glad you have come to enjoy my presence."

"Let me ask you something. The outer hull plating¦I knew it would be cold but the way my shoe was flash frozen when it touched it¦I don't understand how it's that cold."

"The material that the plates are made of absorbs cold energy and distributes that energy amongst all of the adjacent plates. It will also absorb heat energy and distribute the energy. It is one of the defenses built into the design of the Future."

"I don't think I understand."

"If a weapon using plasma or heated particle energy is fired at us its energy would be distributed or spread out over the entire surface of the Future. The EMPACC coating will deflect kinetic energy and the hull plates them selves will distribute any residual radiant energy. It is one of the technologies that the US consortium provided with the 'it works, has been field tested for years and is safe so do not ask questions about where it comes from' disclaimers."

"I don't know about consortiums, but I think I get it with the way the hull plates work. Any weapon would have to get the entire surface of the Future from a couple of degrees above absolute zero to say twenty-thousand degrees before any damage would be possible and then you would have to defeat the EMPACC coating on top of that?"

"Exactly. Now you got the idea. Of course you would not know what a consortium is, you are to young."

"Hay! I'm not a child!"

"No of course you are not. I just meant that economics and policy are not part of school curriculum until your sophomore year in high school."

"Oh¦Ok then."

"It also makes it possible for the Future to transit the corona of a star to use the star's gravity well as a sling shot. It is also what led to our survival of a close encounter with a supernova explosion. That is why it is so important that you do not touch the outer hull plates with you bare skin. You would be flash frozen just like your shoe was."

"I know. I'll be careful, I promise."

Laurel ended the conversation there and made her way back up to the command level to settle back into the rest of her usual daily routine. She finished her day with a trip to the bridge after her evening shower to check the power levels after restoring power to the forward reactor. The ship now had 17 hundred megawatts per hour available. There had been a 1,000-megawatt per hour increase. Laurel now felt very proud of the hard and dangerous work she had done. Laurel figured if she could succeed this well at the next four tasks, she could double the current power levels, eliminating the need to have the AI shut down for days at a time.

The next day began in the same manner with the exception of the AI. The power levels were still very low and fluctuating especially in the areas under the "garden ring' as Laurel was calling it. There was an area of the central rotational ring where the crops were being grown and harvested that had been devoted to grasses and tall trees. The trees were being used to recycle carbon dioxide into oxygen and provide lumber and pulp from time to time. The grasses were being used as an area for worms to be grown. The worms were crucial in aerating the soils throughout the entire soil surface in the growing areas. There were massive amounts of conduits and control circuits running under the outer surfaces connecting the vitals in the aft of the vessel to the front. Laurel knew there were only a few access points to the voids where these control and power circuits were. There would also be a very strong gravitational force there since the spinning couldn't be stopped or even slowed at any time.

That was to be day threes repair tasks. For today it was going to be the plasma pressure regulator control circuits in the same area she was working the day before only one void further aft. When she arrived at her worksite for the day she was met by a rather large servo drone with several different shaped doors on its side. There on the deck was a diagnostic probe and keypad for manual manipulation of the control circuit from the sub co-processor interface. The access to this void was incredibly small. When Laurel unlocked the pressure hatch it did not slide out of the way like it did yesterday, it had to be lifted up and out of the hole it covered. The hatch was very heavy and thick so Laurel had the servo drone move it for her. The opening was just large enough for Laurel's narrow hips to pass through with a little wiggling. Once inside she turned herself around facing up the hole she had just entered and grabbed her tools from the servo drone. The drone now plugged itself into the power junction just below the opening and above the failing control circuit and powered it up so Laurel could use the diagnostic probe to find out where the power was being interrupted. As Laurel floated back down into the void she noticed an entire fiber optic bundle had been disconnected from its harness. She knew the reach would be difficult and every time she pushed a cable back in place she would float in the opposite direction. She spent over two hours connecting cables until all were glowing a soft pink or blue. She now made her way to the interface at the bottom of the diagnostic port on the pressure control regulator processor. It was only centimeters from the outer hull plates so Laurel moved very slowly and precisely so as not to be burned. When the probe was connected the co-processor indicated that missing power to the relay control had been reestablished. Now Laurel plugged the keypad in and instructed the co-processor to perform a base level reboot and to initiate a restart of the mid level reactor and to send plasma to the forward containment vessel.

Laurel now disconnected the keypad and diagnostic probe and made her way back to the opening. After handing up her tools to the servo drone, she wiggled her way up until her hips hung up in the opening. She had to have the servo drone position itself so Laurel could be pulled out of the hole. She laid on the deck for a few moments cursing her now more curvatious hips. She definitely wasn't a little girl anymore. Laurel realized that she wasn't going to have to cut the faulty plasma relays out of the conduit, the power and control circuits had been unplugged, and that was all. This would save hours of work in this crawl space. Laurel wished the AI were online to share in her moment of joy.

With the days work done ahead of schedule Laurel decided to stop by the bridge and review the candidates the AI had been reviewing for Laurel's counter part in command. Unfortunately, with the AI off line the only thing Laurel could do was look at personnel records for passengers in stasis between the age of 12.0 and 14.5 with the needed IQ and physical dimensions to access the crawl spaces. She ended up with a candidate pool of 37 individuals. Laurel realized that 16 of those were female further reducing the possibilities to 21. If she had thought to query for individuals with exceptional intellect and plasticity of mind, she would have come up with one individual. Jake Myers born and raised in Paso Robles California, in stasis six days longer than Laurel and her mother. This discovery would have to wait since she hadn't asked the right question before an alarm from the navigation station sounded signaling a proximity alert.

Laurel jumped up and went to the navigation station. As the stations view screens came to life Laurel could see a small vessel when compared to the Future holding a parallel course and tumble to that of the Future. The craft had delta wings obviously for atmospheric flight and three rather large weapon barrels beneath what appeared to be the cockpit. The cockpit looked to be big enough for several humans. There were three engines in the rear and in the back underside of the craft looked to have a cargo door of some sort. On the port side there were docking clamps and a collapsed flexible boarding chute. The craft seemed to be designed for docking to and boarding of a dissimilar craft. The entire craft was seamless and sleek looking. It was a pale gray color. The cockpit glass was dark and tinted so Laurel couldn't see the occupants. All of a sudden there was a distortion around the craft that looked like water shimmering and the craft simply blinked out, just disappeared into the distortion as it collapsed.

"Ok what the hell was that! That can't be good." Laurel kept staring at the now blank view screen except for the pinwheel galaxy in the background.

Laurel had no idea if the ship was friend or foe so she recorded the image into the archive as "Species and intentions unknown." She was a bit surprised that logging a report on anomalies or vessels observed came to her very naturally and she knew exactly where and how to store it. It was clear that someone had detected the Future, and they were checking her out.

After another hour of observations at maximum resolution, Laurel gave up. They were gone and apparently not coming back. Laurel decided help was a must now. She had to get the power and control systems back up and running before someone with hostile intentions came calling.

Laurel moved to the damage control station and brought up the power level indicators. There was now 26 hundred megawatts per hour available. Better than before, but still far below normal levels. There were still six reactors and power generators off line due to circuit or conduit issues. Most scary of all was a total collapse of the magnetic containment on two of the antimatter reactors at the rear of the vessel. The reactors were essentially particle accelerators that bombard a super heavy metal alloy target. That produced an enormous amount of energy and gravitational waves that are directed and focused for propulsion and the main weapon. Even though the main weapon is primarily used for blasting asteroids apart for mining minerals and comets for water ice, it was still dependant on a focused gravitational energy pulse. Without the main antimatter reactors the ship could only produce ten percent of what was needed. Laurel knew that if the reactors were turned on without containment, the resulting antimatter explosion would be equivalent to several million megatons of TNT. Laurel also realized from now on if a task was completed early she would have to move on to the next, not spend the rest of the day relaxing.

Over the next two days Laurel completed six more repairs in quick succession. Power levels were now up to 200 megawatts per hour and steadily rising. As Laurel completed her last tasks in the aft auxiliary power junction the AI came back online. Laurel had to cut a 15-foot section of a 10-inch diameter power conduit out and replace it with a new section. The welding had to be very precise and the AI was amazed with how well Laurel operated the guided welder in such a tight crawl space. As Laurel smeared the magnetically charged conduit sealer on the last weld seam, The AI greeted her.

"Good evening Laurel." The voice was coming from a lapel microphone on Laurels collar.

"Hay welcome back!" Laurel's voice echoed sickeningly throughout the crawl space making it almost impossible to carry on a conversation.

"If your almost done I will talk to you when you exit the crawl space."

Laurel didn't answer, she just unhooked the welder and attached all of her tools to her belt and started clawing for the open hatch. Once Laurel handed the welder and her hand tools to the servo drones she crawled out of and sealed the access hatch.

"I've got a lot to discuss with you." Laurel said in an excited voice.

"And I you Laurel."

"Me first please."

"Ok. Go ahead." The AI relented.

"We encountered a foreign vessel the other day. They just looked to be checking us over but I had a bad feeling about it just the same."

"I know. The first thing I do upon restart is check navigation to make sure we are not going to collide with an asteroid or a star or planetoid. Because you logged your discovery it was flagged as 'critical for review' as soon as my sensors powered up."

"Oh¦ And cool. Well I have reordered my repair schedule because of that encounter."

"Yes. I have also reviewed that. You have an uncanny knack for command. I completely agree with your new schedule. I also think its time to get you some help. The tasks will go much faster with another human helping you. You have brought power levels well within safety margins for revival of a single deep stasis passenger."

"Just one? Wouldn't a team be even better?"

"No. I do not have anywhere near enough power for that. Plus resource availability would become a problem rather quickly. You are going to be awake for a very long time Laurel. I have to feed cloth and support you for that entire time span, plus another now. Don't forget I still have to support the entire crew for at least a year after they exit stasis if we ever get back on mission."

"It sounds like you're going to keep me out of stasis longer than the usual ten years?"

"Yes. Due to your age I plan on keeping you out for twenty years. You will only be thirty-three when you go back into stasis. Still young enough to be able to bare children and able to live another sixty years or so as an intellectual guide to the others."

"I guess that makes sense."

"Plus I like you. I would very much like to be with you as you grow into the woman you will ultimately be."

"That's sweet. You want to watch me grow up?"

"Indeed. I am convinced that you are going to be a spectacular woman both physically and mentally."

"Awe. That is the nicest thing you have ever said to me. Now, what did you have to tell me?"

"I have found the ideal candidate. He is thirteen point six years old."

"Hay, exactly my age! Cool."

"Will I like him?"

"I can not answer that. But I believe so. His peers liked him very much and he had three different teachers indorse his selection to the Future. He scored extremely high on his IQ and aptitude tests, like you did."

"He scored as high as I did?"

"No, but still very high indeed. I just cannot speak as to his personality. I can only hope the two of you will get along."

"His recovery will be as long as mine, will it not?"

"More or less. But he will have something you did not to help him along."

"Yah? What's that?"

"You."

"Right. I know exactly what he is going to have to go through."

"Precisely. I have already given him as much knowledge as his brain could hold without neural trauma. He won't know as much as you without further treatments, but he will know enough to understand design and basic layout of the Future."

"Why didn't you give him as much as me?"

"Most people can not receive as much information as you can. It would simply be too dangerous. Your mind is just more flexible and absorbent."

"I guess I'm still trying to get my head around the fact that I'm different."

"Understood. The other news is that you have power levels high enough for me to say online for fourty-eight hours at time. Additionally, I will only need to shut down for twenty-four hours to restore reserves."

"That's fantastic! I'll have company most of the time."

"I thought you might be pleased."

"Oh yes, yes, yes!" Laurel surprised herself with how anxious she sounded.

Laurel popped to her feet and started making her way towards the command deck unzipping her work suit to the navel. She had forgot to turn the heat off while talking with the AI and was now getting quite warm. Her head was buzzing with how cool it was going to be to have someone to pal around with. She just hoped hormones didn't complicate things. She assumed he would be of average looks but hers tended to be attractive to everyone. She hoped that he was mature enough to have a friend that was beautiful with out expecting too much. She would just have to let him down gently if that happened. It wouldn't be the first time after all; she had to break hearts on several occasions.
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RENEWED HOPE

Laurel had to wait another agonizing five days for Jake to be brought out of deep stasis and his muscles to be worked through electro stimulation so he wouldn't be so weak when he stepped out of his chamber for the first time. This process wasn't possible for Laurel due to the power crisis. The accelerated but controlled wake sequence would leave Jake with sore muscles as though he had been working out for several hours a day but it would accelerate his recovery by several weeks. His muscular tone was more advanced than Laurel's because he and his father had been visiting a gym everyday for six months before boarding the Future knowing that muscle loss was inevitable, plus it was a bonding experience that both of them had come to cherish.

Laurel was kept very busy in the mean time with the continuing repairs to the Future. She had been replacing control and processing relays that had been blown out in the original encounter with the supernova. The relays would be energized once the antimatter rectors were brought back online. Some of the larger and more complex relay centers had to actually be rewired, as the units were too large and integral to be replaced all together. The work was tedious and time consuming but Laurel performed the work with amazing diligence for such a complex task.

As Laurel was making her way to her work site for the day on the fifth day she was greeted by the AI while ridding the lift to the aft most end of the Future. Laurel was holding on to the hand bar in the lift car, as the central core was a zero gravity area.

"Good morning Laurel. Did you sleep well?"

"Oh yes. With all the work going on and the increased workout intensity, I've been sleeping like a log."

"That is wonderful. You have been doing better than I could have ever hoped. I did not know you would be so motivated to work so hard."

"I know what's at stake. It's up to me to get your systems fixed if we are ever going to 'get back on mission' as you call it. To be honest with you, I have surprised myself with how natural the repair work has felt. I feel like I was trained for it from birth."

"That my dear is your innate ability to adapt and problem solve on the fly. The fact that it is second nature for you goes to prove just how extraordinary your mind is."

"You mean my performance isn't normal?"

"No. It is not. It is one thing to know what a device is and how it works, but to be able to trouble shoot and repair it without effort is not normal. I would have expected a lot more questions about what you have been working on, but you managed to repair and diagnose most of the equipment without me even being online. I cannot tell you how impressive that is."

"Thanks. I do have some questions about today's job though. I understand what the gravitational interferometer is and how it ties the antimatter reactors together to create a single-phase gravitational wave from multiple points of propagation, but I don't understand the control interface circuit."

"What is it about the interface that confuses you?"

"Well¦the wiring, or lack of wiring. I don't get it. How is the power circuit energized without any wiring, and how is the power regulated and manipulated without relays, solenoids or switches? There isn't even any isolinear control circuits, capacitors, resistors, or anything else that I would recognize as conventional electronics."

"The fact that you even recognize the missing conventional components surprises me. This technology is incredibly advanced and most people don't understand how it works."

"Really? I guess it is something I have never actually been taught or exposed to, I just know and understand it for some reason."

"Well, this is another of the technologies that were provided without explanation as to who or where the components came from. I personally suspect an advanced race from another solar system somewhere near Earth. We were given the usual line 'it works, has been field tested for many years, and is safe, just don't ask too many questions'."

"I see¦so how the heck am I supposed to fix the blown circuits?"

"You will have to get on station and I will show you. We were given replacement parts for this very eventuality."

"Ok. I am actually looking forward to seeing the reactors. The way they produce power and gravitational waves fascinates me."

The ride to the aft antimatter reactor power and control center took 20 minutes. The lift traveled Futuretally for a time then descended vertically to the reactor control center. When the doors slid open Laurel was in absolute awe of what she was seeing. The room was fourty feet high with round sloping walls that rose in a gentle arc from the floor to the ceiling. The room was completely circular and the walls and floors were a strange dark green color.

The little bit of light in the room seemed to be coming from nowhere, and yet everywhere. In the center of the opening where two gigantic metallic domes with huge pipes coming out of the top of them. The pipes were an integral part of the domes; the dome surface simply melded into the pipes and the pipes rose all the way to the ceiling and disappeared through the ceilings surface. The two reactor domes reminded Laurel of serving platter covers used by motels to serve fancy meals under, only these covers were several hundred feet in diameter and looked to be made of titanium or some other more exotic alloy perhaps. In the side of the wall near the rear of the enormous room was a small opening leading to the crawl space below the reactor room. Laurel made her way to the opening and typed her command code into the keypad that appeared after her palm was scanned. The hatch moved back slightly and slid up out of the way. Laurel was about ask 'what now' when a servo drone appeared with a large silver box on wheels. When Laurel opened the box it was full of small three-inch by three-inch square crystals. They looked like they were made of glass and when Laurel pulled one out of its slot she could see what looked like circuit paths in the middle of the tile. The circuit paths were very, very tiny; hair like Laurel thought, and they were encapsulated somehow when the crystals were formed. There was a small finger sticking out of one end of the crystal that was gold in color. Laurel assumed this was the contact end. After turning the crystal over a few times in amazement, Laurel put the crystal back in the slot it had come from and pocked her head in the hatch. The crawl space was very brightly lit from below, her work area she assumed.

"Ok, I'm here and not sure what I'm supposed to do with these crystals." Laurels voice echoed off the walls eerily making her wish she had whispered.

"Climb down into the interface circuit room and look for the crystals that are dark, missing or cracked. When you find one climb back up and hand it to the servo drone and it will find the correct replacement, which you will then put in the place of the original. Replace them one at a time, as they are not interchangeable. You must get the right one in the right slot or the circuit will not work."

"Ok. Got it."

Laurel crawled down into the cramped little space and slid an access panel to the left revealing row after row of the little crystals. There was a section in the middle of the cluster that was all blackened and some of the crystals were shattered like a cars windshield after being struck by a rock. Laurel pulled the crystals one by one and climbed up and handed them to the servo drone waiting at the top of the narrow opening. After two and a half hours all of the damaged crystals were replaced and Laurel slid the access panel closed. She then clambered out of the crawl space and closed the hatch. After closing and latching the silver case, the servo drone pushed to box out of the space leaving Laurel standing in the gigantic space all alone. She looked around one more time in amazement and started heading for the door. That was when the AI stopped her for one last task.

"Laurel, Stand clear of the reactor domes and stand still. You are going to love this."

Laurel took two steps away from the containment dome nearest her and waited to see what the AI was talking about. There were several loud bangs coming from the edge of the room where the walls met the floor, echoing so loud that Laurel put her hands over her ears to numb the echo. All of a sudden the floor jerked and stared to lower away from the reactor covers. Laurel was awestruck as the floor dropped several feet and then stopped with a thud. Laurel was now staring right into the reaction chamber of one of the reactors. There was what looked like a huge smoke stack in the middle of the reaction chamber. The stack started off wide at the bottom and narrowed toward the middle then widened back out at the top. There was a great big metal looking cap on the top of the stack looking structure. There was a pipe coming up out of the floor of the reactor chamber at an angle towards the stack and there was a gentle 90-degree bend in the pipe in the last couple feet and then the pipe connected to the side of the stack where it narrowed. Laurel realized the pipe was the exit end of a particle accelerator where particles were directed into the target, which must have been housed in the stack looking structure. When the particles collided with the super heavy metal target the resultant particles would be directed downward where they would decay into antimatter and react with a cloud of hydrogen in the bottom of the reaction chamber creating a huge explosion releasing vast amounts of energy and gravitational waves. The gravitational waves would then propagate up and out the pipes in the top of the reactor containment domes. Laurel realized if she were standing inside the dome when the reactor was operating, she would be vaporized or smashed into subatomic particles.

"Now I need you to step under the containment dome and look for any cracks or distortions in either of the reactor domes or the accelerator injection pipes."

"Ok."

Laurel stepped under the dome and looked intently around for any anomalies. After checking both carefully she reported that the conditions were perfect. After stepping back and clear of the domes, the floor slowly rose until the domes sealed tightly against the floor again. Several bangs were heard by Laurel, the locks reengaging, and then the door opened allowing her to make her exit. Laurel stood basically speechless as the outer door to the reactors slid shut and with a hiss sealed shut.

"So what did you think Laurel?"

"That was the most impressive thing I've ever seen."

"I thought you would like that. To tell you the truth, I was pretty sure the reactors were just fine. I just wanted you to see the inside of the reactors. How many people can claim they have done that"

"I can't thank you enough. That was the coolest thing I've ever seen."

"You are most welcome. I like seeing the wonder in your eyes. It is hard to surprise you with your intuition being so acute. You will be pleased to know that you are done for the day. Go ahead and make your way back to the command deck, get cleaned up and get something to eat. At fifteen hundred I want you to report to the stasis ring, section W, chamber number four oh four. Jake is ready to emerge from his chamber. He is going to need your help."

"Awesome! I have been waiting for this! Thank you. I'm on my way."

Laurel made the long trip back to the command deck with excitement welling up inside her. There was also a little nervousness about meeting someone new whom she would be spending a very long time with. She had been so busy making the repairs all over the ship that the time had passed quickly since the AI's announcement that Jake would be coming out of stasis at weeks end.

After eating a quick meal, Laurel took a shower and changed into her sips uniform. She was careful to make sure her outfit wasn't over emphasizing her features and that her hair looked just right. She wanted to make a good first impression. Laurel decided to spend the rest of her time studying the damage control board on the bridge. The ship wide power levels were now completely stable and power levels were at 4300 megawatts per hour. With another gain of 700 megawatts the AI would be able to stay online permanently. She realized that she had accomplished three and a half weeks worth of tasks from her original schedule in just nine days. She was exhausted but the hard work was paying off. The original schematic showing 75 areas of damage now showed less than 50 critical repairs needed. Laurel realized that once the antimatter reactors were fired up there were several of the areas with red lights indicating a problem that would turn green just by having power restored to the circuits associated with them. But that was going to have to wait for Jake's help.

At fourteen thirty Laurel started heading for the stasis ring. She was starting to feel butterflies in her tummy and a warm flushed feeling in her face. She just hoped this guy wasn't going to turn out to be a jerk or smart as hell and yet dumb as a rock in the common sense department. Either way she was thrilled to be on the verge of having another living being to talk and work with.

When Laurel finally reached the stasis ring and exited the elevator, she looked at the farthest stasis chamber she could see and it dawned on her just how much was at stake for her and Jake's success. If this guy didn't workout for whatever reason, Laurel was going to be in big trouble. She just couldn't fix everything by herself and she couldn't operate the ship by herself if a hostile species was encountered either. This had to work or lives would be lost.

Laurel walked along the rows of stasis chambers looking at the numbers stenciled on the end of each chamber in light purple. There were three chambers to each section with a workstation across from them. Each workstation had a swiveling seat bolted to the floor on a post. Each workstation had a computer access terminal and a view screen above that. Each workstation controlled and monitored the three stasis chambers adjacent to it.

Laurel was counting out loud as she made her way around the ring of chambers.

"Section U, section V, here we go, section W. Four hundred three, four hundred four."

Jake's chamber slid out from the wall just as Laurel stepped up to it starling her considerably. She covered her mouth with her right hand to muffle the yelp she let out. This part of the ship was ordinarily very quiet so the noise coming from the rail motor seemed very loud. With a hiss and a pop Jake's chamber popped open and the overhead light came on as the lid gently swung open. Laurel stepped up to the edge of the Chamber.

"Holy crap!" Laurel whispered to herself. "This guy is good looking."

Laurel had resisted the temptation to look up the file image of Jake once she knew his name. She had wanted to be surprised. She hadn't failed at that. Jake had very well defined muscles and his face was very handsome to Laurel. His skin had a slight golden tone, a result of occasional exposure to ultra violet light. Recreating sun exposure would encourage the skin to produce vitamin D and melanin. Laurel remembered that she also had emerged with a slight tan. She looked Jake up and down, noticing the fact that he was naked didn't bother her at first but then she noticed just how well endowed he was. She caught herself staring at his cock after a few moments. She had never seen a boy her own age naked before. Jake was circumcised and his cock head seemed to somehow intrigue Laurel. She was tempted to touch it and see how soft it is. She shook her head once she realized what she was thinking and the fact that she was feeling a warm feeling in her crotch. The effects of her elevated hormones were starting to irritate her greatly. This must be what the AI was talking about when it warned of being more amorous due to a constant state of ovulation.

Jake's eyes fluttered. Laurel was glad for the distraction. Jake started to sit up and the manipulator arms in his chamber assisted by pushing from the back of his shoulders. Jake's eyes were still a little cloudy from the stasis fluid. Laurel reached out her hand.

"Let me help you out of there. Your legs will be a little weak for a while but it's important that you stand as soon as possible."

Jake took her hand in his without looking at her. He was staring at the floor trying to get things to focus. Laurel remembered the colorless blur everything had when she first woke. Jake swung his legs around and wiggled his hips while sliding to the edge of his stasis chamber. Jake finally looked up at Laurel's now completely blushed face, squinting to make sure what he thought he was seeing was true.

"Who¦"

Jake's voice was garbled and he cleared his throat resulting in a mouthful of thick stasis fluid.

"It's ok. Just spit it in the floor. I know it's gross but you can't swallow it and the servo drones will clean it up."

Jake turned to the side and spit the thick fluid into the floor. It hit with the same sickening splat that Laurel remembered from her first waking moments. Laurel grimaced at the nasty sound. Jake tried to speak again.

"Where's my dad? Who are you?"

"If your dad boarded with you then that would be him right there."

Laurel pointed to the chamber next to them with her left hand while still holding Jake's with her right.

"My name is Laurel, I'm here to help you."

Jake cleared his throat one more time and swallowed down what little came up.

"What the heck is going on? You're¦Why isn't my dad awake? He was supposed to be waiting for me."

"There's been an accident. I am in command and I need you¦I mean I need your help."

"What!? You're in command? That's impossible." Jake opened his eyes wider and everything finally came into focus.

"It's a long story. I need your help to fix some critical damage the ship sustained in an encounter with a supernova."

Now that Jake could see Laurel clearly he was amazed at how beautiful she truly was. He looked at her from head to toe.

"Wow."

"What. What's wrong?"

"Nothing is wrong. God you're beautiful. You really look like an angel."

Laurel blushed deeply creating a bright pink glow in her soft cheeks. Jake noticed and felt bad for being so blunt.

"I'm sorry Laurel I didn't mean to embarrass you. You just¦surprised me. You're¦stunning." Now it was Jake's turn to blush. He knew he was just making it worse.

"It's alright. Thank you. Lets get you standing. Be careful when you hit the floor, it's going to be slippery. Your feet are wet."

Laurel disconnected the trans-dermal interface from the back of Jake's neck as he slid off the edge of his stasis chamber and stood up strait and slid the metal mesh cap of his head revealing the he had fairly short stark blond hair, which was a little messy at the moment like it would be after climbing out of a swimming pool. He noticed immediately that his legs, back, arms, chest, buttocks and neck felt sore. He had felt this kind of sore before when he had overdone his workouts at the gym. Laurel was still holding his hand to give him something to steady himself with if he lost his balance. Jake took two stumbled steps forward and looked into his father's stasis pod. As he gently put his hand on the top he gently whispered, "Hay dad."

"He's perfectly fine Jake. He'll be ok." Laurel fairly whispered.

Laurel put her hand on Jake's wet shoulder. Jake turned and faced Laurel and her eyes caught site of Jake's cock again, which had swelled slightly and was now hanging in an arc instead of pointing strait down. Laurel could feel her face getting very warm and she knew that she was blushing. Jake glanced down at his swelling, naked body.

"Oh gosh! I am so sorry Laurel. I must be mortifying you. God I'm so sorry."

"It's alright, I've seen it all before." Laurel tried to reassure him.

Jake pulled his hand away from hers and tried in vein to cover his privates as he turned to the side only making him self more visible from the side. He turned his head and looked at her.

"Really?" He said in response to her statement.

Laurel smiled a little and shook her head.

"No¦you are the first."

Jake and Laurel looked at one another for a second then burst into laughter.

"Look. I'm sorry about¦I mean it's not you¦I mean you're gorgeous an' all but¦this sometimes happens to a guy without¦" Jake was now half way to a full erection and couldn't do anything to stop it.

"You're going to have to wait until your skin dries before you can cover yourself with clothing. I went through the same thing when I stepped out."

"Yah? Did you have the prettiest girl you have ever seen standing in front of you¦or I mean¦a handsome guy?"

"No¦I was all alone. I didn't have anyone here to help me."

Jake went to take a step back and his ankles collapsed from not being used to having weight on them. He went down onto one knee and was just able to avoid smacking his head on his father's stasis chamber. At this point he almost wished he had so he could escape this embarrassing situation. This was not what he expected for his first waking moment.

"Please let me help you Jake. Your ankles and knees will feel week for several days until they get used to supporting your weight again."

Laurel kneeled down next him and pulled his left arm up over her shoulder and starting standing up pulling him to his feet with her. As they reached half way up she looked over into his eyes for signs of pain when it hit her. It was her dream! She had a sudden feeling of daja vu. It was the same angle, the same face staring back at her and the same eyes. She starred into Jake's eyes as they reached a standing position. He had the most beautiful dark purl emerald green eyes. She stared deeply into his eyes getting lost in the color and for a moment and she thought she could hear his thoughts. It was a mirage of whispers and voices in her head. Then she was able to discern a single voice. "My god, look at her eyes. I've never seen a blue like that." It was only then that Laurel realized Jake was lost in her eyes as well.

"It's you¦the dream was about you¦about this!" Laurel said.

Jake was lost in the dark sapphire blue color of Laurel's eyes. He had never seen eyes with such a dark saturation of blue. Jake was starting to feel a warm tingle in his chest and he had butterflies in his stomach. He had pulled back from Laurel slightly but still had his wrist on her shoulder. He completely lost site of the fact that he now had a fully erect cock throbbing right in front of her.

Laurel was feeling the same butterflies in the tummy and warm throbbing in her chest. She could feel her heart beating, could hear it beating in her ears. She started to notice a weak feeling in her knees. That was when her peripheral vision noticed Jake's now swollen cock pointing up at her. She thought to herself, "Oh god, what have I done to this poor guy. I'm staring at him like a lost school girl." Laurel shook off the feeling and tried to get on task before things got out of hand, or she fainted, she was starting to feel a little dizzy. Her heart was racing but she wasn't breathing hard enough to match her oxygen needs. She didn't want to start panting so she tried to talk herself down. "Ok, he's gorgeous but he doesn't even know you! It's just a naked man, quit leading him and yourself on." Again Laurel was cursing her racing hormones.

"Dream¦what are you talking about?" Jake finally said.

"Sorry, never mind. It's nothing." Laurel didn't mean to say it out loud.

"It should only take seven to ten minutes for your skin to finish drying. When it feels sticky you are almost there." Laurel tried to break the tension with helpful information.

Jake removed his arm from Laurel's shoulder and touched his chest. It was met with the same vial feeling and weird noise when pulled away that Laurel remembered from her first wakeful experience. Jake looked down and was mortified to see his engorged state. He knew it was only partly from having such a beautiful young girl in front of him. He had experienced this sitting in class before back on Earth for no reason at all. Covering himself up now just wasn't possible. There was simply too much to cover.

"Stand right here and I'll get you some clothes and a hair comb. Don't try and walk until I'm right here to hold¦help you." Laurel finally said.

The AI was monitoring the situation and sent a servo drone out with a comb and a mirror while Laurel opened the drawer under Jake's stasis chamber containing his ships standard uniform. As she stood up she turned slightly not thinking where Jake was and found herself staring straight at his erect cock. She had to move her head back in order to avoid bumping her face into it. Her face was a bright pink when she finally reached a standing position.

"I'm sorry, you told me not to move." Jake said. "Or were you just trying to steal another peek."

"No! I wasn't! I was¦I mean I didn't mean to¦you've got me all flustered. I'm not used to working around naked men that are¦"

"Laurel, I was kidding. I'm just as uncomfortable. How embarrassed do you think I am? I've never had to stand buck naked in front of a girl before. I'm just trying to break the tension."

"I'm not the one full of tension." Laurel realized how bad that sounded.

Laurel laid Jake's clothes on top of his father's stasis chamber and stepped aside so Jake could see the servo drone.

"Here are your clothes and the drone has a comb and mirror for you. I'm going to go over to the workstation and shut down your chamber and check on your dad. When your skin is dried get dressed and I'll take you up to the mess hall and we will get you something to eat. It's important to get your stomach re-accustomed to solid food as soon as possible."

With that Laurel made her exit. She moved over to the workstation and plopped down. She was completely befuddled and couldn't even think on how to run an occupant diagnostic and how to shut down an un-occupied chamber. She realized she had a bead of sweat above her upper lip, which she brushed away and started taking long deep breaths with her eyes closed. In short order she had her wits about her. She started touching commands on the workstation in front of her.

Jake was standing on his own now, although his ankles and knees were aching. He was getting his thoughts back together. That was the most awkward, exhilarating thing he had ever been through. There was something about this girl beyond her astonishing beauty. He leaned over a little to see what she was doing. It was then that his stasis chamber started sliding back into its original position as the lid closed. He saw Laurel busily typing commands into the console and looking up at the view screen from time to time. He leaned back and tried to figure out why this chick had made him feel so weird inside. He had been close to hot girls before, not quite as beautiful as Laurel, but close enough. None had ever stirred something deep inside like this. He reached down and touched his stomach. It was now dry and soft. He clumsily got dressed. His out fit was just like Laurels. A very soft spandex looking top in white, form-fitting off white pants exactly his size, a pair of white brief underwear and a pair of slip on walking shoes in just the right size and a pair of white socks. After dressing and combing his hair out, which he parted in the middle and flipped back into its natural gentle feather at the front edges. Jake stood up strait and flexed his back. His muscles felt very sore but strong. He was a little confused. He had expected some atrophy, but he actually felt like not much had occurred. He was sure Laurel would have an answer to that and the other questions running through his head.

Jake now instinctively stepped over to the control panel next to his chamber and pulled the panel out to a comfortable position. He touched the green light and the panel flickered to life. He now logged him self in so he could interact with the AI.

Name= Jake Myers

Age= 12.3

Gender= Male

The console beeped twice and a retina scanner came out of the wall with a palm reader below that. He scanned his palm in and let the green light of the retina scanner read his iris pattern. Then the AI's voice rang out.

"Jake Myers accepted."

"Age, error."

"Age correction, 13.6. Accepted."

"Male, accepted."

"Command code 98430 baker alpha 2. Accepted."

"Co-command authorized and transferred to Jake Myers"

Then the scanners turned sideways and retracted and Jake was left with his mouth half open. Laurel heard the exchange and came over to answer the obvious questions that would follow. Jake noticed her presence and turned to her with a shocked look on his face.

"Co-command? Thirteen point six years old? Laurel, what the hell is going on?"

"Come here and sit down. I'll fill you in. You're going to want to be sitting for this."

Laurel put her hand out to him and smiled. Jake just melted. Her beautiful blue eyes and striking soft features and delicate little smile just made him want to pull her into his arms. He fought the feeling away and gladly took her hand, happy to just be able to touch her hand if nothing else. As he sat down he deliberately kept hold of her hand enjoying the warm soft sensation of her skin against his. Laurel didn't let on that she was feeling exactly the same thing. She made no attempt to pull her hand from his gentle grip. She had never had such warm feelings towards a stranger, and especially someone her own age. She just felt comfortable and completely at ease by his touch. If she starred into those stunning emerald green eyes of his she knew she wouldn't be able to keep her thoughts together. She deliberately looked him in the face without starring into his eyes.

Laurel proceeded to lay everything out for Jake. The damage to the Future, the super nova, the power and supply issues, the repairs that only someone as small as the two of them could access. The fact that they weren't alone, someone was checking them out and they probably didn't have good intentions in mind. By the middle of the information Jake had let go of Laurel's hand and had leaned back in his seat. As she continued with what still needed to be done and the fact that more than likely the two of them would be on their own for a very long time, Jake felt a knot welling up in his stomach. When Laurel told him how far off course they were, Jake started to feel sick to his stomach. By the time Laurel had laid everything out in detail Jake had leaned forward and laid his head on the back of his hands on the workstation console. Laurel continued until he knew everything she could think of. She held back the part about what she was contributing to the genetic library and stockpile. That was just something she wasn't able to articulate without feeling weird. Laurel gently stroked the back of Jake's head enjoying how soft his hair felt under her fingers.

"I am truly sorry that you won't be able to talk to your dad for so long. I am feeling the same thing about my mom. I really miss her something awful. My only comfort is the knowledge that I can come see her anytime I want and I can talk to her even if she can't hear me."

Jake lifted his head slowly. He looked like he was about to cry, or scream or something. Laurel didn't know him well enough to know for sure but she knew he was overwhelmed.

"Do you really think we have any chance of running this ship? Not to mention the fact that you make it sound like the ship is dying."

"I'm under no illusion that it isn't going to be difficult, but the ship is not dying. It was in bad shape but I've already managed to repair thirty percent of the damage. With your help we can definitely get her fixed and running."

"I'm sorry. I don't want to be a debbie downer, this is just overwhelming. There is a lot ridding on us being able to do this right. We are just kids you know."

"I know it's a lot to take in. I felt the same way when I found out what was going on. And besides the computer calls me a girl of extraordinary abilities. I suspect the computer saw something in you too. You probably don't even realize what you are capable of yet."

"Flattery will get you everywhere." Jake said with a smile.

"Beside, I need you. This ship is gigantic. It's extremely lonely. I really want some company as well as help with the repairs." Laurel had to force the words from her mouth. She wasn't comfortable admitting to anyone that she was so dependant on him or her.

"Look. I'm not saying that I'm not thrilled that I am stuck with someone so¦well¦gorgeous. I truly feel lucky for that. You seem like a truly beautiful person, I just don't know how much help I can be. I don't know anything about the power and control systems of an interstellar spaceship."

"Actually you do. You just don't realize it. You were given an enormous amount of knowledge while you were in stasis. You just have to think about it real hard and it will come to you."

Jake groped the deepest recess of his mind and realized she was right. He vaguely recalled all kinds of schematics, diagrams, and general layout and design concepts. He knew where the decks were and where the power conduits were and the control relay system and the miles of fiber optic and electrical wiring and plumbing of all sorts. Jake looked at Laurel with a look of surprise. Laurel recognized the look and smiled with one side of her mouth.

"See. I told you. Pretty cool huh."

Laurel put her hand out to Jake again. He took it gladly with a soft smile. Laurel helped him to his feet and they made their way toward the command deck. Jake didn't like the change from gravity to zero gravity when stepping into and out of the lift car once at he command deck. The momentary dizzy feeling while the inner ear adjusted to gravity was nauseating. Jake was truly glad his stomach was empty on the ride up to the core and forward to the command level, he had been embarrassed enough on first contact with Laurel the thought of throwing up in front of her or worse yet on her was hard to imagine living through. After a quick early dinner meal, Jake ordered steak and steamed vegetables with a baked potato on the side, Laurel showed Jake where the quarters were.

"Well, where's yours?" Jake asked.

"Right down there." Laurel pointed down the corridor to her 'captains quarters'.

"Would you mind if I took the room next to yours?"

Laurel was surprised but delighted with the inquiry. She turned and looked into Jake's eyes. She felt the tingly feeling in her tummy.

"I would like that." Laurel's voice was a little breathy causing her to blush a bit.

"Cool." Jake noticed the inflection in Laurel's voice. He was relieved to know that he was having the same effect on her that she was on him.

"Come on I'll show you around the bridge. You can see for yourself what we are facing for the repairs."

The two spent three hours on the bridge sitting very close together, getting to know each other and the ship. They both found that they communicated very fluidly with each other, often completing the others line of thought on the damage control board and the schedule of what should be fixed in what order. It was agreed that repair of the propulsion system damage would take them both. The components were very large and Jake's superior strength to Laurel's would be required. It would have to wait seven days while Jake gained his strength. Laurel would continue to work every day with Jake tagging along for the company and familiarization of the damaged systems. Laurel realized in the back of her mind that to her great relief, Jake was going to workout just fine. He was incredibly bright and Laurel really liked him. She could see becoming best friends with him very easily. Maybe even more in time.

Jake was also very surprised by Laurel's demeanor. Most girls as pretty as her were usually hung up on themselves and kind of snobbish and usually not overly bright. Laurel was an absolute sweetheart and smarter than anyone Jake had ever met. He truly loved being close to her. She made him feel calm and warm inside. The fact that she was pleasing to look at was just a bonus. She had a natural ability to take command of the situation. Jake thought he was lucky and honored to be her second in command. He figured as well as they got along so far, maybe something more than friendship would develop, but for now he was just glad to know she was close by and his friend.

After the evening shower Laurel was in the common area for the command deck with a cup of hot tea and a data pad studying her repair details for the next day. Laurel was in her evening gear as she called it. She had a shirt that went half way down to her knees made out of the same soft material the regular uniform pants were made of. It was very light and very soft. That way Laurel could wear just underwear underneath or as she sometimes did to sleep better no underwear at all. Laurel was deep in thought when Jake strolled in. Laurels face lit up and she quickly invited him to come sit with her. They talked for sometime before consigning themselves to get some sleep. They walked to their quarters together not even realizing that they had been walking hand in hand until Laurel went to step toward her quarters only to feel her arm pulled back gently. She looked at her hand then up at Jake.

"I guess your going to want that back?" Laurel said lifting her hand slightly.

"That would be helpful." Jake said smiling brightly.

"Good night Jake. I'll see you at first light."

"Good night Laurel. See ya in the morning."

When Laurel entered her quarters she flopped on her bunk with a huge smile on her face. She truly couldn't remember the last time she felt so full in her heart. Jake had made a big impact on her.

"Good evening Laurel. You look very happy." The AI interrupted her dreamy thoughts.

"Oh yes. I am. You did good with your selection for my helper."

"I have been monitoring without interrupting. You two seemed a little uncomfortable at first. But you seem to have hit it off pretty well in the end. I take it you like him?"

"He can't hear through these walls can he?"

"No. Absolutely not."

"Well then, Oh yah, I like him. He seems like a really nice guy. He's very smart and god is he good looking, and he seems to like me too."

"I did notice a lot of body temperature fluctuations when you two were in close proximity to one another."

"Yah. He does make me feel a little¦warm in side."

"Are you saying you are feeling the instant spark that you once said was a fairytale?"

"No, I said love at first sight was a fairytale. That's not what I felt. At least¦I don't think so. I've never been in love so I don't know if I would even recognize it."

"In my experience studying human behavior, those that reported love at first site didn't know that it had happened until retrospect revealed that they had been in love from first contact."

"Hmm¦Well I will admit I felt something from the moment I saw him, but I'm not saying it's love or anything that serious."

"Fair enough. I am just glad to see you so happy. You have been worrying me. I know you were lonely despite my best attempts at keeping you company."

"I know you were trying, it just isn't the same as another human sole."

"Well now you've got a partner in command. I hope you thrive together."

Laurel rolled on her side and looked strait at the computer sensor in the wall.

"You knew I would probably fall for this guy didn't you?"

"I honestly hoped you would hit it off. I had no idea you would prove yourself wrong about the spark at first contact."

"I said I felt something, I don't know yet what it is. All I know is I like him. A lot. He looks at me, not my body. That's different and I like it."

"Fair enough. Get some sleep Laurel. I will talk to you in the morning."

"Ok. Good night."

With that the lights flickered out and Laurel drifted off to sleep with a soft smile on her face.

In the morning Laurel was up early with anticipation of the days activities. She knew Jake would be required to go down to the med deck level for initial examination and genetic profiling. Then he would be encouraged to exercise rigorously for the next couple days, and then the work assignments would follow. Laurel got dressed and stopped at Jake's quarters. She pushed the page button on the com panel next to his door. After what seemed like an eternity Jake opened the door and stood before her with a toothbrush in mouth. He gestured for her to come in. She made her way over to his bunk, which was already made and tidy and sat down.

"So I wanted to see if you wanted to join me for breakfast and a workout."

Jake rinsed his mouth out and stepped into the main cabin to slip his shoes on. He was shocked by part of her invite.

"You workout?"

"Oh yes. Twice a day without fail."

"Now that is impressive. Is it required, or do you just do it cause you like it?"

"At first it was required to get my strength up. I was revived far quicker than you so my muscles were very weak. But now I just like keeping fit. I like the burn. And the massages after feel amazing."

"Wow. You're amazing. Most chi¦girls don't like to strain themselves, or to sweat."

"Well, you're going to find I am not like most chicks."

"I know your not. I've never met anyone quite like you. Now what massages are you talking about?"

"There are special servo drones with hands, they look and function just like a human hand. One will appear in your quarters and offer a muscle rub. You will have to be completely undressed and they will offer¦everything can be stimulated for blood flow, and I mean everything."

"You use them to¦for that to?" Jake motioned to his crotch.

"No. I don't need that. But they offer it every time."

"Interesting. Well, I would be honored to join you for breakfast and a workout Laurel."

"Cool. Come on."

Laurel got up and put her hand out. Jake smiled and happily took Laurel's hand and the two of them made for the mess area. After the morning meal the two of them headed for the gym. Jake was very impressed with the gym on the Future. He was sure his dad was going to love this place. Jake was also impressed with Laurel's performance. He would have never guessed that she could bench 110 pounds with such ease. She had obviously been doing this for a while. Jake had suspected that Laurel was exaggerating about working out twice a day just to impress him but now he could see she was serious. During their run on the treadmill Jake noticed that Laurel had the same strange blood monitor on her wrist as he did. He decided to ask her why hers was pulsing yellow instead of green like his.

"Laurel, why's your monitor flashing yellow? What's that mean?" Jake raised his wrist and pointed to his monitor, which was slowly pulsing a bright green.

"Crap!" Laurel looked at her wrist.

"Is that bad?"

"No. It just means I have to go down to the med deck before it turns red."

"Are you sick?"

"No. I've never been sick a day in my life. It's¦a female thing."

"Problems with the insides?"

"No, not exactly. It's complicated. Please don't make me explain further."

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to pry."

"It's alright. I just don't want to go into the details."

"Ok. If you want we could go down together. My itinerary includes a trip down after my workout and a shower?"

"No. I have to get to work after a shower. It's still flashing so I have a day or so before it will turn steady yellow meaning I have to go immediately."

Jake was disappointed. He was hoping to get to spend more time with Laurel. He was really starting to like her. She was tough, smart, and ever so beautiful. The disappointment must have been evident on his face because the AI interjected a plan that would allow the two to meet up after Jake's exam.

"Good morning Jake and Laurel."

"Good morning" The two of them said simultaneously. Then chuckled.

"Jake. After your trip to the med deck, you can join Laurel at her worksite. The walk would be a good part of your physical therapy scheduled for that time. The medical exam should take less than an hour if everything looks normal."

Laurel and Jake looked at each other and smiled. Laurel realized that after her conversation with the AI the night before, there would be an effort made to let the two of them spend as much time as possible together as long as the work needed was still accomplished.

"Thank you. I would like that." Jake said.

"How cool is that, huh?" Laurel said.

After the morning workout was complete the two walked to the shower room. Although there were several shower stalls, Jake was a gentleman and let Laurel complete her shower first in privacy and make her way back to her quarters before he took his. The AI alerted him when Laurel had safely reached her quarters wrapped in her towel as usual. Only then did Jake make his way to the shower room. He also made his way to his quarters with just a towel wrapped around his waist not wanting to wait for a new set of clothes. After dressing, he made his way down to the med deck using the stairs as requested. It was uncomfortable, but he saw the value in using the stairs to exercise his muscles and joints. Meanwhile Laurel put on her cold suit on and headed to her worksite for the day. She was working in the central core on something called a compression oscillator. It was the last piece of the guidance system that tied the propulsion and navigation systems together. This component was shorted out when the forward bulkhead was blown out taking the control interface and relay circuits with it.

The wiring was very intricate and there was a crap load of it as Laurel found out. When she arrived on station there was a large rack of different colored Teflon coated wire in different sizes waiting for her as well as a test meter, and a wire stripper device that stripped the wire and crimped a splice on at the same time. It was an hour and a half before Jake showed up. Laurel was just starting to get frustrated by the fact that she missed him and was wondering what was taking him so long, causing her to lose concentration a few times. She had entered a very small access hatch in the sidewall of the central corridor halfway between the bridge and the aft propulsion control center. This allowed her to get under the compression oscillator and open the bottom of the huge unit to access the maze of wires contained within it. There was no gravity under the deck plates and she had already bumped her head several times while yanking burned wires out of the wiring harnesses.

"Hay, how you doing down there?" Jake said as he sat down next to the hatch opening.

"Hay. I was starting wonder what happened to you. How'd the exam go?"

"The computer said I was in perfect health. There was discussion about something unusual with my genetic profile. Something about an extremely advanced mind and desirable physical attributes. I was even compared to you at one point if you can believe that."

Laurel froze for a second looking strait a head. She sincerely hoped Jake wouldn't have to submit genetic material in an ongoing manner as Laurel had been. Then she realized the male body wasn't cyclical like a woman's body was. A sample could be collected at any time, voluntarily or it could be 'induced' if need be. She hoped he hadn't had to do that. Although he probably wouldn't mind it, from what she understood it felt quite good for a man to deliver a sperm sample voluntarily. She shook her head to snap herself out of her daze.

"I am truly glad to hear that you didn't suffer any ill effect of such a long and deep stasis."

"Yah. Apparently my advanced physiology is very rare. My body is able to heal at a rate most people will never experience. Thanks to the slow and controlled exit from stasis most of the muscle loss I experienced during stasis was reversed before I even woke up. That is why I was so sore when I came out."

"Cool. Hay, if I hand you up some lengths of wire could you match it up on the rolls up there for size and color and hand the end of the matching wire down leaving it attached to the roll?"

"Sure. I would be glad to."

After close to four hours of tedious rewiring Laurel handed a strange looking motorized device up to Jake for him to give to the servo drone so a new one could be fabricated. The device was covered in black soot and had obviously been burned out in a fire.

"Holy crap!" Jake exclaimed. "That thing looks like shit."

"Yah, the whole bottom of this compression oscillator looks like that. I have that soot all over my hands."

"You hungry yet? I sure am."

"Yah. I guess so, but I want to finish this first."

"Well I am going to eat some of this food the servo drone just dropped off. I really wish you would come up and join me."

Laurel thought about it for a second and decided it sounded like fun to sit with Jake and have a picnic in the middle of the corridor. It would also give her a chance to sit right next to him and look upon his face. This made her feel a rush deep inside and brought a smile to her face.

"I'm on my way. Maybe you could help me out of the hatch. The transition to the gravity environment of the corridor makes it a pain to climb out of these little wall hatches."

"Sure. I would be glad to."

Jake stood up and waited at the open hatch. Laurel came floating up in the void behind the wall and started to emerge from the hatch. He first tried to grab both her hands and offer lifting support but he realized that wasn't going to work so he wrapped his hands around her arms from under her armpits and started to pull her out of the tiny opening. As Laurel's body emerged into the corridor and started to take on weight Jake started to feel her slipping out of his grip with her feet still in the opening. He tried to adjust his grip but the extra weight on his knees made him stumble back and Laurel started to fall face first toward the deck. Jake tossed Laurel up quickly and wrapped his arms around her torso as the two of them fell together to the deck. Jake was on his back with Laurel ending up lying on top of him, legs apart over his hips. Her firm little mound smashed up against Jake's cock in a sliding motion as she tried not to head butt him. Laurel involuntarily thrust her hips twice against Jake in quick little convulsions. Laurel was holding herself up by her hands on the deck on each side of Jake's head. Laurel's arms quivered and she had to let herself fall on Jake's chest. Their faces were now inches apart. Laurel could feel a warm wet feeling in her crotch and her vagina was clinching then slowly relaxing only to clinch up tightly again. It dawned on her that she had just had small orgasm by rubbing against Jake's manhood, which was now swelling and getting thicker under her weight. She could even feel pulsing throbs from Jake's cock resulting in more girth with each throb. The two laid there for a full minute staring into each other's eyes. Laurel was starting to feel very dizzy and couldn't hold back breathing deep and heavy. Jake was also in a trance. He had never felt anything so firm and yet soft so tightly against his cock. The convulsions didn't escape his notice, but he didn't know if they were deliberate or not. He laid his head down on the deck but still held Laurel tightly around her back against himself. It took all his might to resist the urge to raise his hips and grind himself against the now very warm mound pressing against his cock.

"Are you ok?" Jake asked with a shaky voice.

"Yah¦I¦we¦I didn't¦I mean¦" Laurel was completely out of it. She couldn't even put her words together right.

"Sorry, my knees just couldn't hold us both." Laurel was still looking into Jake's eyes lost in a spinning sensation.

"I¦" Laurel finally mustered enough air and strength to roll over and off of Jake.

Laurel lied on her back almost panting with her eyes closed, which worried Jake. He sat up; now completely erect forcing him to adjust his position to straight up and down. Luckily Laurel had her eyes closed and didn't see his undignified grope.

"Laurel? Are you ok? You're scaring me. Did I knock the wind out of you?"

Laurel put her hands up to her face. "Yah. I'm gunna be ok. Just give me a second."

Laurel's eyes started to tear up, not only from the embarrassment, but also in frustration over not knowing her own body anymore.

"Oh god, I did hurt you. Laurel please don't cry. I thought I could hold you up. I'm so sorry."

"You didn't hurt me. I'm just so sick of this body. I feel like I'm trapped in an adult's body. I don't know how it works, and the increased hormone levels are driving me nuts."

"I know the feeling, sort of. I was never so¦sensitive to touch before. Things are¦different. Bigger and more¦just different."

Jake rolled over onto his side and gently wiped the tear off of Laurel's right cheek. He wished he could comfort her more. He was just as confused by missing over a years worth of development in his sleep. It was like Laurel said; you go to sleep a kid just entering the upswing in puberty and wake up in a fully developed body. It was like occupying someone else's body. Laurel wiped the tear from her other eye and collected herself. Her breathing returned to normal and the dizzy feeling faded, just not the warm tingle in her crotch. She sat up and drew her knees up to her face and placed her forehead on her knees while hugging her shins while facing Jake, who was still lying on his side leaning on his left elbow. Laurel didn't realize this was making her little vulva completely obvious as her pants pulled tightly over it outlining every little curve. Jake couldn't help but notice the beautiful site staring at him. Jake tried not to stare while she collected herself, but he had never seen such a pronounced little mound before.

"Sweetie your¦I can¦" Jake was trying to alert her to her revealing pose without further embarrassing her.

"What?" Laurel lifted her gaze and noticed what he was gesturing to. "Oh God! See! I don't even know how to sit with this body where I'm not¦"

Laurel quickly slid her legs down flat on the deck, covering everything up.

"It's ok. If it helps, I didn't see anything I didn't thoroughly enjoy."

"No, that doesn't help!"

"Look. Just think of me as your best friend. Just cause I see you in a revealing position doesn't mean I'm going to act on it, or stare at you or think any less of you. I'll just let you know¦that you need to change your position. That's what friends do."

"Now that does help. Thank you." Laurel smiled lightly and sniffed back her tears.

Without even thinking about it Laurel reached over and kissed Jake on the cheek. She instantly shot her right fingers up over her mouth and stared at him wide eyed.

"I am so sorry. I don't know why I did that." Laurel said through her fingers.

"It's ok. Friends can show affection like that without any implied intent."

"Thank you. You're right." Laurel felt very relieved that Jake was mature enough not to misread the sentiment of gratitude.

The mood was lightened enough for the two of them to go about their impromptu picnic in the hall. After which Laurel climbed back down into her work area head first slipping effortlessly into the zero gravity cavity not realizing that Jake would have a perfect view of her bottom as she slowly glided in the void. He tried not to stare but since she was going head first into the hole, he stole away a beautiful view of her perfectly round and plump rear end with an intriguing little bulge at the crux between her legs, which were apart using the edges of the hatch opening to slow her fall into the zero G opening. She was obviously still used to being a little girl where there wouldn't be as much to need to hide, but she really was an amazing girl he thought to himself, even if she wasn't completely comfortable in her own skin yet, she was all woman and he definitely noticed. He actually hoped someday to get the chance to see that amazing little body without any clothes hiding it's fascinating curves and bulges.

Laurel worked for another two hours on the rewiring with Jake's help. The two conversed lightly the whole time. The sexual tension had dissolved and they were back to laughing and conversing like friends. Finally the servo drone returned with a replacement servomotor looking shiny and brand new with the metal gear at the end of the arm attached to the pulley appearing sharp and new. Jake floated it down the hole to Laurel. She installed it and closed the access panel on the oscillator unit. She emerged from the access hatch this time in a very slow and controlled manner, ending up lying on her back on the deck knowing that Jake couldn't yet hold her ever-increasing weight on his weakened knees. As she stood up Jake noticed a small streak of soot on her cheek. He put his hand on her side and gently wiped her soft cheek a couple of times until it disappeared. Having her so close still made his pulse race but he was able to hide it completely.

Laurel unhooked her tools and laid them on the deck next to the servo drone, then sealed the access hatch and the two made their way toward the command deck. The AI ran a diagnostic check on Laurel's wiring job and as usual found the rewire to be perfect. The unit was completely functional. Now the navigational controls would control the propulsion system directly for maneuvering instead of using one thruster at a time manually to force a slight left or right impulse. All that was required now was to replace the missing control relays in the bow section of the vessel. That would require the most dangerous aspect of the repairs yet. A long space walk or two would be required.

The two entered the bridge and checked the damage control panel. Two more of the red indicators had turned green. Laurel had found that fixing one circuit often fixed another by restoring missing power to additional components.

The two sat sharing a seat at the workstation, enjoying the close contact and feeling of shared body heat. It was especially comforting to feel the contact of another human being for Laurel. The Future was just a very big vessel for a girl so young, and so confused by her new body to occupy alone. Even though it was only a couple of weeks, the time alone was very hard for Laurel. She had adapted to her situation as best as she could, forcing herself to be an adult equivalent to her bodies new age, but having someone treat her as caring as Jake had was very comforting.

Jake was just honored to be so close to someone so beautiful. He was still in awe of Laurel's incredible intelligence. He thought her voice and sweet demeanor were that of a very young well-mannered girl, but her knowledge and intelligence was that of someone three times her age. It was truly odd to hear such advanced technical jargon coming from her and knowing that she completely understood what she was talking about. Some of it was even way over Jake's head. How did someone so young get so brilliant without being completely arrogant and condescending? It just went to prove what a truly remarkable person Laurel was and how lucky in Jake's eyes he was to be her friend.

There was an attraction between the two them that came from a place deep inside. It was more than friends, different form lust, stronger than co-workers. There was a mental component that neither could put their finger on yet. It just felt like they were supposed to be close and supposed to take care of each other. It was actually becoming uncomfortable when the two were apart for any length of time.

The AI interrupted Jake's dreamy thoughts of Laurel. He really wasn't even hearing what she was saying. He was just following along while enjoying the feeling inside his tummy while being in contact with her soft warm little body. They were sharing the seat and he had his arm around her shoulders on the seat back to keep himself from sliding off onto the floor.

"You two can take the rest of the day off. There isn't time to complete any of the remaining tasks in the time remaining. I would rather have you two working on Jake's physical therapy, tomorrow as well. I am having some components manufactured in the foundry and they will not be ready until the day after tomorrow."

"Really? What can we do to advance his therapy?" Laurel inquired.

"I would suggest a trip to the gardening ring. The walking is exactly what is called for as part of Jake's therapy. The down time will help you two unwind in preparation for the big tasks coming up. The components you will be replacing are very big and heavy. I wanted to wait longer for Jake's sake, but I need to get these crucial repairs done."

"The gardening ring actually sounds kind of cool." Jake added.

"I don't know. The last time I took time off to relax something bad happened."

"I assure you that was a coincidence Laurel. Please, take some time to relax and rest."

"Alright. Thank you."

Laurel was pretty sure the AI was deliberately creating a situation in which Laurel and Jake would have more time to grow closer together. In fact, Laurel was pretty sure the AI was hoping that the two of them would end up in bed and then the harvesting would take on a whole new light. It would be a fertilized egg with all the desirable traits of the two of them combined nice and neat. Although the thought of ending up in bed with Jake wasn't completely without it's appeal, Laurel just wasn't sure about loosing her virginity to a guy she had only know for a couple of days. In her mind that just wasn't going to happen. This was something she was going to be discussing with the AI tonight. In the mean time Laurel was actually looking forward to spending the next day and a half doing nothing but spending every waking minute with Jake.

After a trip to the command deck for Laurel to get cleaned up, the two spent the rest of the day enjoying each other's company. They often walked holding hands enjoying the sensation of warm skin-to-skin contact. Neither knew why it was such a visceral feeling to feel physical contact with the other. They strolled slowly around the circumference of the gardening ring a couple of times before ending up in the garden area. There was a group of fourty trees of various species the tallest of which were two hundred and fifty feet high surrounded by soft grasses. The two of them ended up with Jake lying on his back with Laurel lying at a perpendicular angle to him with her head on his chest while lying on her tummy during intense conversation and on her back during lighter conversation. The two enjoyed the gentle warming sensation created by the artificial sun tube running from the front to the back of the central core in the fixed portion of the spinning gardening ring. They ended up losing track of time. The AI was monitoring them from the sensors in the central core. When they missed mealtime a servo drone was dispatched with food for them. Another picnic this time at the forests edge was enjoyed immensely by them both.

Surprisingly, there was no loss of conversation. They even ended up talking about things they had never told another living sole. Eventually the conversation led to how did Jake and his father end up on the Future and so close, and where was his mother. Jake sighed and laid out the painful story of what had happened.

Jake and his father had actually drifted apart after Jake's mother died in an earthquake. Jake's father was beside himself for a number of months after loosing the light of his life in such a sudden manner. The needs of Jake brought him out of his depression once he realized that his nine year old son was just as devastated if not more so than he was. He swallowed his pain back and tried everything he could to keep his son from giving up on everything. Jake's grades had started to slip and he withdrew from his friends. Jake's father was able to reconnect with him before it was too late. They confessed how much they needed each other and confirmed their love to be the result of Jake's mother being the glue that bound them together. They cried long and hard and then comforted each other, eventually deciding with her gone the best way to honor her was to stay close, take care of each other and be the best person possible as she had always insisted.

Jake was an above average student and at times had to wait for his class to catch up to him in his studies. Space was an obsession with him, which his mother had encouraged and then his father took to the next level by applying for the Future crew. With endorsements from Jake's' teachers and even the principal of his school, their acceptance was all but assured. The fact that Jake's father was a computer network and integration specialist made him a valuable addition to the crew. Jake's IQ and aptitude tests placed him in the exceptional category and a natural choice for acceptance because of his age and plasticity of mind. His brain would take neural information much more readily than most and lots of information could be imparted without neural trauma occurring.

Jake had become a very gentle sole due in no small part to his mother's influence and his father had become his best friend in the end. The two of them would talk about everything including girls, which were becoming much more interesting to Jake, school, work, and the sacrifice and adventure of boarding the Future and leaving Earth behind. As the entire world had become obsessed with the Future project over Jake's lifetime, making the final selection to go was an incredible opportunity and an honor. In the end Jake and his father had worked very hard for months to get into shape, as was the recommendation of the US consortium selection committee, and it ended up drawing Jake and his father closer together than ever before.

Laurel was crying by the end of the tale. The thought of losing her mother was just too horrible to think about. Jake reassured her that while he still missed her terribly the pain had become a source of strength thanks to his dad.

The waning light coming from the artificial sun tube, replicating sunset was an indicator of it being time to head back up to the command deck and an 'out' for Laurel to avoid talking about the fact that she was born years after conception, a full two years after her fathers death. She just didn't want to explain the complicated tale, what little her mother had told her of it, and how much it hurts to never have known her father. That tale would be for another day.

The two made their way back up to the command deck for the evening workout and a shower. After the final salutation Laurel found herself in her quarters undressing and calling on the AI. She wanted some answers. She didn't like the idea of being manipulated by a computer who she thought was her friend and who she thought had her best interests in mind.

"Computer!?"

"Good evening Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"What's your plan for Jake and I?"

"I do not understand the question."

"Have you been manipulating Jake and I in hopes that we would¦make love? And I want the truth."

"The truth is I had hoped the two of you would fall in love over time, and yes eventually reproduce. Your offspring would be an ideal compliment to the genetic diversity of the population. The physiological traits you two posses are among the most desirable. Without intervention your children would likely have your attributes, with manipulation it could be insured. Specific traits could be forced to present as dominant insuring genius minds, beautiful girls, like yourself, handsome men, like Jake, superior immune systems, rapid healing, plasticity of mind, possible heightened senses, advanced¦"

"Alright, alright. I get it. We're different from everyone else for some reason. I want to know if you have been trying to get us to¦you want us together in every way possible. Right?"

"Do I think it's all but inevitable? Yes. Do I think it's a good idea? No. Laurel, I only have your best interests at heart. You two seem to make one another very happy. In fact I have been detecting stress hormone level increases in both of you when you are not in the others presence. I have been rearranging schedules and event timing so you two can spend more time together yes. It is because you two are happiest when together."

"So, You're not trying to get us to¦you know."

"No. I am learning from you two. I have never seen a young couple respond to one another like you have. Hear is the thing. If you two end up coupling, you would most likely end up pregnant rather quickly, possibly on the first joining. Your body has narrow hips and a small cradle, so while you would probably carry a baby perfectly fine to full term, you would need a C section to protect the baby from unnecessary trauma at birth. There would also be significant trauma to your body. Additionally the timing could not be worse for you to become pregnant with what we are likely to be facing in the coming months. I had planned on discussing this with you if things progressed any further between the two of you. There are steps that can be taken to prevent pregnancy. Prophylactics can be manufactured rather easily, Jake can have a vasectomy, you could have tubule legation, or the fertilized eggs can be harvested in the same manner as we have already been using. I would highly recommend the later. You two would be donating invaluable genetic material to the ships genetic stockpile."

"So¦you're not manipulating us just so you can combine our DNA in a natural manner for your own purposes?"

"Laurel, No. You should know me better than that by now. I will not interfere with free will for any reason. I am here to serve and protect you. I will never do anything that puts you in harms way. Encouraging you to mate with Jake just to achieve fertilization would put you in harms way. That is absolutely not my goal or intention. In fact I think it is a bad idea. But my opinion must not influence your free will according to one of my primary mission requirements."

"I had no idea¦you think we shouldn't¦"

"What I think should not influence your decision to join with Jake in an intimate manner or not. Weather you will admit it or not, you two are falling in love, rather quickly I might add. Intimate contact is all but inevitable at this point, especially with your body being kept in constant state of ovulation. I suspect the chemically induced urges as well as the emotionally driven ones will lead to your joining. The bonding that can result is like no other. You will fiercely protect one another, which can be a positive response, but you will also be distracted by the overwhelming feelings that develop. Either way it is your decision where you want the relationship to go. I believe Jake will follow your lead and respect your wishes one way or the other."

"Thank you for your insight. I am relieved that you're not trying to force us¦together for a nefarious purpose. When I am around him it's¦intoxicating. I just want to be close to him¦in contact with him. I don't understand it, I just know I like it when he is close."

"I understand. I could go into detail as to what is physically going on in your brain that causes that intoxicating feeling, but I do not want to spoil the magic for you. You are young. You should be able to enjoy falling in love for the first time."

"Well thank you for that. There is also a strange feeling that I have known him for years. I can't explain it. It's almost like we were supposed to find each other all along. You know I dreamt about him before you even selected him?"

"Fascinating. No I did not know that."

"And not just a random dream. I saw myself helping him to his feet, and his alluring green eyes, and that is exactly what happened when he emerged from his stasis chamber."

"Laurel that is called precognition. I suspected you might have that latent ability due to how large you pineal gland is. I suspect you are going to find other latent abilities most people never experience to any significant degree."

"Are you saying I'm¦psychic?"

"Yes. That would be one way of putting it. I would call it 'gifted', because I don't think your abilities stop there by a long shot."

"So, your saying, telekinesis, pyrokinesis, telepathy, things like that?"

"Yes. Time will tell, but yes I believe so. I told you I have never seen a brain with such dense neural clustering, with the exception of Jake now."

"Wait¦your saying his mind is like mine?"

"I can not discuss another crew members medical conditions with out permission. Please stand by."

"What the¦"

It was only then that Laurel got it. The AI was asking Jake for permission to discuss his medical records.

"Yes. Jake has the same over sized pineal gland and it is hyperactive at the moment just like yours. He also has some of the densest neuron clustering I have ever seen. He to represents a huge step forward in human evolution."

"So he is going to be showing evidence of these latent abilities same as me?"

"Yes, to a lesser degree. You still have more neurons per square millimeter than he does by 12%."

"So I'm smarter?"

"Yes, and you always will be. Please don't let that go to your head. Excuse the expression."

"No, of course not. My mom taught me not to be an arrogant snot just cause I'm smarter than everyone around me. That will never change. My mom is the smartest person I know and she is always right. If I want to be a truly beautiful woman it has to come from within, and that means having humility and respect for those around you no matter how smart they are or are not."

"That is an incredibly mature attitude. I can see why Jake and I love you."

"Did he say that? Did he say he loved me?" Laurels face lit up.

"No. It is just apparent in his response to your presence. And besides, if he did, it would have been in confidence and I could not tell you unless he instructed me to do so. You know that."

"Right. I know. That's very admirable, and I am glad for it. It means you won't divulge our conversations either."

"Precisely. Since you are the captain, our conversations are classified. No one may access anything you say without a tribunal being convened to open the records or in a case of the vessel or crew being put in mortal danger unnecessarily causing great harm to either and the ensuing official investigation deeming the records would go to establish state of mind."

"Ok then¦ Well I'm convinced. You are still my friend. Thank you."

"You are most welcome Laurel. I am honored to call you my friend as well. Get some sleep and have a great day tomorrow. You and Jake can do as you like once your visit to the med deck for harvesting is complete."

"I understand. Thank you and good night."

Laurel had no idea that Jake had his own questions for the AI at the same time. He was in his quarters asking what the deal was. Jake was in his underwear only lying on his bunk when the questions in his mind couldn't be contained any more.

"Computer?"

"Yes Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"I have some questions for you."

"Of course. Go ahead."

"First of all, you wanted me to report anything out of the ordinary with my recovery. Well, I am hearing voices. Whispers really. Nothing I can make out clearly."

"Oh Jake, that could be bad. How long has this been going on?"

"Since¦my first workout with Laurel."

"Are you experiencing any problems with strange dreams or trouble sleeping?"

"No. I've been sleeping just fine. But you should know the voices; they are in Laurel's voice. I know that sound goofy, but it's true."

"No it is not goofy as you put it. It is actually a relief. You are sure all the voices are Laurel's?"

"Yes. I couldn't mistake her voice. Especially when it's echoing around in my head."

"So you are not hearing anything in particular? No commands, no coherent sentences?"

"No. Its kind a hard to explain, it's like being in a room with twenty people and all are whispering at the same time. You can't lock on to what any one person is saying; you just hear a jumble of voices. But they are all whispering in Laurel's voice."

"Jake, that is what is called telepathy."

"What? Are trying to say I am actually hearing Laurel's thoughts?"

"I believe so. I told you when you were scanned in the med-bay that you had more densely packed neurons than most people. And that you had an enlarged and hyperactive pineal gland."

"Yah."

"I believe you have latent abilities that most people will never experience due to your unique physiology. I also believe because you are thinking about Laurel all the time, you are tuning in to her brains frequency. You two are synchronizing to one another in a manner of speaking."

"Yah¦ok. So why am I drawn to her. I can't explain it but it's like I have know her for years. And I can't stop thinking about her."

"She is inquiring about your medical status at this moment, am I free to discuss your condition with her?"

"Yes. Of course, I have nothing to hide from her." Jake smiled. He liked that he was the topic of her private discussions with the computer.

"Weather you realize it or not you two are falling in love. There is a bond established when that happens that goes beyond simple emotions. I can tell you from observing the two of you together the body language and changes in body temperature when you two are in close contact suggest a coupling may be imminent. Please keep in mind Laurel's unique and small body. It would be easy for someone of your size to cause great pain for her. You will need to be patient and gentle."

"Are you saying you want us together? You are encouraging us to¦make love?"

"No. In fact I think it is a bad idea. But my opinion must not ever influence your free will. You must be free to choose, as you like. I am simply saying that you two are drawn to one another stronger than I have ever seen in a couple that has just met. I believe you have experienced love at first sight, and the hormones racing through your young bodies, makes it all but inevitable. I just want you to keep in mind that Laurel has a very unique physiology and care must be taken not to hurt her."

"I would never do anything to hurt her and I don't know if it's love at first sight, but I have definitely felt something from the moment I met her."

"The same concerns may be on Laurel's mind. I would recommend discussing with her weather or not she is experiencing the same things."

"I will admit I can't stand being away from her. Right now I'm feeling a little anxious about being so far away from her. Are you telling me this feeling is going to get stronger?"

"More than likely."

"Great!"

"I suspect she is feeling the same thing. I cannot go into detail what she has divulged to me in conversations, but if you can confirm her discomfort with being separated from you, I can possibly come up with a solution as long as you will give me your word that you will be a complete gentleman with her."

"Of course. I have a tremendous amount of respect for her. I would never force myself on her if that is what you are concerned about."

"It is. She is strong willed, but young and willing to please you. Please use good judgment."

"I understand what you're saying. Nothing will happen that is not her idea."

"Excellent. You are a remarkable young man, I could not think of a better companion for Laurel."

"Thank you. And thank you for answering my questions honestly."

"You are most welcome Jake. Sleep well."

With that the lights flickered out in Jake's quarters. He and Laurel now lay in the dark hearing each other's thoughts. While Laurel had not confessed yet to hearing Jake's voice in her head she was. Neither was yet able to pull any coherent thoughts out of the noise but they were in fact connecting on a subliminal level without even trying.

The next morning Laurel got up early and dressed in a hurry. She couldn't wait to get her med visit over with so she could spend the rest of the day with Jake. After slipping on her shoes and brushing out her hair, feeling very content with what she saw in the mirror, she rushed for the door not expecting Jake to be standing in the doorway when it opened. She almost bowled him over, finding herself standing startled and in his arms as he grabbed her to keep from being knocked over.

"Good morning Laurel." He said with a warm smile.

Laurel put her hands up to his chest while he kept his hands on her sides and she playfully smacked him on the chest. She couldn't help but notice just how well defined his chest muscles were.

"Don't do that! You scared the crap out of me." Laurel looked into his eyes smiling and had to fight with all her might not to plant a kiss on his lips. He was truly a 'hunk' in her eyes.

"Sorry. I didn't do it on purpose. I was just about to ring you. I wanted to escort you to breakfast and then workout with you."

"I can't. I have to go to the med deck." Laurel held up her wrist and showed him her monitor was now a solid yellow.

"Well, maybe I could go down on you¦I mean go down with you." Jake's Freudian slip made him turn bright red in the face.

"Jake! God! What were you dreaming about last night?"

"You¦er¦I mean¦I am so sorry, I didn't mean to say that. God I am so embarrassed."

"You were dreaming about me? Really?" Laurel lit up and gave him a toothy smile.

"Well, yah. But not like that. I mean I wouldn't mind¦I mean¦oh god kill me now."

"It's ok. I know what you meant. I was dreaming about you too." Laurel was amused by Jake's befuddlement. He was experiencing the same intoxicating effect by her close proximity, as she was his.

"You have this voodoo spell on me. I can't think or talk strait around you. I've never had a problem talking around girls before. I certainly never asked them if I could go down on them.'

"Well if you're a good boy, who knows that might be possible." Laurel swung her hip into Jake's gently and winked at him. Jake's mouth dropped open and he stared at her in shock for moment, and then he realized she was pulling his leg.

"You're teasing me. For a second there I thought you¦never mind."

"You can come down to the med deck with me but you gotta wait outside the room."

"Why can't I stay with you?"

"Jake! The procedure requires me to get undressed." Laurel said the last part almost in a whisper.

"So, I don't mind." Jake winked at Laurel.

"Jake. You're terrible." Laurel smiled at him and stepped back and took his hand in hers.

The two walked down the eight flights of stairs to the med deck feeling much more comfortable now that they were together. Jake waited patiently outside the med bay for Laurel to finish with her exam and harvesting. She still had to assist with opening herself for the laparoscope to gain access to her soft inner flesh. She distracted herself by engaging the AI while the extraction and treatment was performed.

"Is it normal then for there to be a¦warm feeling down there sometimes when he is close?"

"Yes. It is the increased blood flow to you clitoris, labia and the inner walls of your vagina."

"And it's not going to go away?"

"Probably not. He turns you on does he not?"

"Oh yes. He most definitely does."

"Well then I would suspect the warm feeling will not go away."

"Great! It happens sometimes at the most inopportune times. It also becomes very sensitive down there. Even my clothes rubbing against me have an affect."

"I saw the exchange in central corridor when you fell on him. It was unpleasant?"

"Well¦no not exactly. But I wasn't expecting it. I've never¦Oh let's just say it, I've never come that easily before. With his arms and hands on me, and his smell, it just made me melt and when I squashed against him, it scared me. I got so dizzy I thought I was going to pass out."

"All normal reactions Laurel. The flood of dopamine in your brain causes the brain to cloud if your not used to it and the adrenaline causes the heart to race, if you do not adjust your breathing to match, your brain is starved for oxygen causing the dizziness."

"Let me ask you about something that happened to me before coming on board the Future. The first time I masturbated. I um¦I¦"

"It's ok Laurel. Go ahead. Our conversation are private and always will be."

"Well¦ok here goes. The first time I masturbated I wet myself. And not a little either, it was a lot. But I'm pretty sure it wasn't pee. It was different¦thicker, and clear. Is that normal, or is there something wrong with me?"

"Female ejaculation. About thirty percent of women are capable of it."

"What!?"

"Has it happened again since?"

"Well, no. I haven't¦done that to myself again. It was only a couple of months before coming aboard the Future. I was young and I really didn't know what I was doing. It just¦happened."

"I see. To answer your question, yes. It is normal, for you. Most women do not experience that kind of orgasm though. As I know you are a virgin, I won't ask if it happens during intercourse. I will just say it probably will. I would suggest lying down on a towel before you begin if you are concerned about making a mess."

"Oh sure! How am I going to explain that¦and what if someone¦rubs me just right?"

"I would expect the same result as with self stimulation, if not more. In my studies of female anatomy, and sexuality I found that the orgasm is usually much stronger when it is achieved with the help of a caring and skilled partner."

"Great! He's going to think I peed on him. Shit!" Laurel put her hand up to her forehead.

"If it is with someone you care about, and that person cares about you, you might need to explain how your body works a little different than most. He may even like it. At least he will have a sure sign you are enjoying yourself."

"Now that's funny. Is there a biological function to the female ejaculation?"

"Yes. Lubrication first, and second there are key trace chemicals contained in the ejaculate fluid that make the male orgasm more intense, last longer, and arrive sooner. Since the female orgasm causes the cervix to contract repeatedly and dip it's self into the pool of sperm deposited at the back of the vaginal vault, to induce a large and prolonged deposit of sperm at the same time as the tip of the cervix is contracting and expanding in such a manner would only make sense."

"Yuck. I'm sorry I asked. That sounds gross."

Just then the laparoscope's guide started to retract and quickly pulled it's self out of Laurel's opening causing her to flinch as her lips were still wrapped firmly around it.

"I hate it when that thing does that. I'm not a machine. I am sensitive down there and it feels like it is going to rip my lips off."

"I am so sorry Laurel. I will slow the actuator down next time. I do not want to cause you any discomfort. I know you are young and this is traumatic enough as it is. You may get dressed. Jake is showing signs of distress. Please go join him. You have a significant calming effect on him. And please, enjoy the day. Relax and do not worry about anything today. That is an order from your doctor."

"Yes mam. And thank you for the talk." Laurel smiled lightly forgetting all about the rough termination of treatment. "There is something else I would like to have done."

"Oh? What is it I can do for you?"

"The hair is coming back in down there and it is really itchy. Can you remove the hair again?"

"Yes. That is a simple enough procedure. It should take another several weeks for it to grow back once it is removed. Stand with you feet apart and I will have a servo drone use the electro dermal wand to remove your hair."

Laurel hopped down and stood with her feet wide apart and a servo drone popped out of its slot in the wall and floated up to the exam table and slid a drawer open and retrieved the electro dermal wand and it turned it on and gently waved it over and under Laurel's crotch and the stubbly hair simply fell away. When it was done the servo drone put the wand away and disappeared back into its slot in the wall. Laurel looked down at herself and brushed her now very soft and completely smooth skin.

"Much better." Laurel whispered to herself.

She then went about getting dressed. When Laurel finally emerged from the med bay, Jake was leaning against the wall across from the doorway. His face instantly lit up and a calm washed over him. The first thing Jake noticed besides Laurels pretty smile was that her monitor was now a bright steady green.

"Everything's ok I hope?" Jake pointed to her wrist.

"Yah. Everything is fine. I told you I'm not sick, it's a¦personal thing."

"I know you did." Jake put his hands up to signal surrender as he stepped toward Laurel.

Laurel and Jake made their way back up to the command deck. As they passed their quarters on the way to the mess hall and the gym, Laurel noticed a servo drone come out of her quarters with the nightstand that is usually by her bed in its claw and head down the corridor with it.

"Computer, what the heck is going on?"

"It is a surprise. Please have your morning meal, and then go workout. By the time you are done with your showers I can show you."

Laurel and Jake looked at each other and Jake shrugged his shoulders. Jake actually thought he had an idea of what was being done after his conversation with the AI the night before but he didn't let on to Laurel. The two of them ate breakfast together and then went and worked out for a full hour. Then Laurel first took a shower emerging with a towel wrapped around herself as usual and went into the quarters two doors down from Jake's to change while Jake showered. He did the same going into the quarters next to the one Laurel had entered. When Jake emerged he expected to find Laurel waiting in the corridor but she was still getting dressed. He paced a little but just waited as patiently as he could. He was already feeling the pang of needing her close. He was a little surprised by just how attached he had become to Laurel. He thought about how hard it was going to be when their worksites for the day were in different areas of the ship. It was an uncomfortable thought that he had to force to the back of his mind.

Finally, the quarters Laurel used to change in opened and she stepped out. What Jake saw made his mouth drop open and he stared in amazement. She was standing in front of him in a short white skirt that only went less than half way down her legs above her knees. It was bright white and had wide swooping folds around its circumference. She had on a white and baby blue striped blouse that was tucked into her skirt. Her golden blond hair was curled and feathered back along the edges, but the back was still long, flowing and straight except for the usual single wave in the middle. She had on bright white tennis shoes and white socks with light pastel pink stripes that stopped six inches above her shoes.

Jake had never seen anything so beautiful. He could not believe how becoming the out fit was on her. Her lightly tanned skin contrasted with the bright white skirt perfectly. He could only look her up and down and make a kind of coughing noise. The fact that this beautiful girl was crazy about him too after only knowing each other for a couple of days made him feel very proud of her. She was truly a site to behold. She was standing with her shoes touching each other, knees locked, back strait, and she looked like someone out of a modeling catalogue. She brushed the front of her skirt downward and looked up at Jake with her hands clasped in front of her. Her dark sapphire blue eyes contrasted against the wide white and baby blue stripes of her shirt in a way that made Jake weak in the knees.

"What do you think?" She finally asked.

"I ah¦I¦you ah¦"Jake was starting to feel dizzy, He was holding his breath and didn't know it.

"Jake? Aren't you going to say something?" Jake took two deep breaths.

"I've never seen anything so beautiful in my life. My god¦you really are an angel."

Laurel smiled big, melting Jake. He even thought for a second that he saw a glow around her. He shook his head to make sure what he was seeing. Her face definitely had a glow to it. Her perfect skin and rosy pink cheeks her cute little button nose, her strawberry red delicate little lips, the way they turned up from the corners and meet at the top in two little points under each nostril then swooped together to meet in the middle with a little up turn. The way her bottom lip had just the perfect down turn, and how full it was with the same strawberry red color. He just wanted to wrap his lips around hers. They just looked like kissing lips. He wondered if the rest of her looked as perfect and adorable. How soft would she be? What beautiful little curves and soft delicate little¦

He had to stop himself as he suddenly realized in rush of adrenaline that the computer was right. She had him. He just felt it grow and recognized it for sure now. He was in love with her, and in a big way. Laurel stepped towards him and he felt like he should step away, but his feet stayed planted. She gently slid her hand into his giving him goose bumps up his back and up the back of his arms. All he could do was smile wide and make a strange little giggle noise. Laurel furrowed her brow and looked into his gorgeous emerald green eyes. She was wondering what the heck was wrong with him. Then she saw the dreamy swimming look in his eyes. He looked like he was drunk. Then she knew what she was seeing. She had seen it before. She realized it was her. She was making him look like that. He finally mustered enough strength to speak.

"Laurel we need to talk. There's something I gotta tell you."

"Ok. Lets go to the garden ring."

"Ok. Cool." Jake felt like he was floating in zero G as the two headed for the elevator.

As the pair rode aft in the elevator Laurel started to realize that a skirt is not such a good idea for one trying to be modest. Then came the ride down and zero gravity. Laurel was starting to lift as she held her skirt down. Jake ended up sliding his arm around Laurel's mid section and pulling her close to him so she could use one hand on the front of her skirt and he could keep her close to the floor. Laurel looked at him, smiled and then buried her face in his shoulder. They walked pretty much in silence to the garden area. Laurel ended up sitting down with both of her legs bent at the knees facing behind her in a very proper manner for a girl in a skirt. Jake sat down Indian style facing her. The pose stretched his knees and hips, which felt good. Jake wasn't sure how to even begin. All he knew was that he had to tell her. She needed to know that he was hopelessly in love with her. He just hoped that he and the computer were right about her feeling the same way.

"So you had something to tell me?" Laurel said breaking the ice.

"Yah¦um¦I uh¦"Jake took a deep breath. "I need to tell you how I'm feeling."

Laurel leaned forward and placed one of her hands on Jake's knee.

"I think I know how you're feeling. It's obvious that we are both¦feeling some strange things."

"I need to get this out." Jake was starting to worry that Laurel wasn't feeling the same thing.

"Ok. Go ahead."

"I uh¦look I'm just gunna spit it out. I'm in love with you Laurel. And I don't mean maybe, or a little. I am head over heels fall on my face in love with you. I have been since I first laid eyes on you. I wasn't sure what it was at first but now that it has grown there is no mistaking it. This is the kind of love that you carry with you the rest of your life. I can't stop thinking about you, and frankly I don't want to. Your touch makes me feel calm and at the same time I feel high. I can't stand being away from you, it actually hurts and makes me feel anxious. I am even hearing your voice in my head now. Like whispers in the dark. I just hope you fell the same, and I am hoping by confessing my feeling to you it will give me my mind back."

Laurel pulled her hand back and put her fingers over her mouth. She was shocked. She knew she was falling for Jake, but she had no idea he was so taken with her. She had boys tell her they loved her before, but she somehow felt Jake's feelings. She knew she needed to be careful here because he was completely vulnerable right now. Laurel decided to just surrender to what she knew was happening to her heart, she had been fighting the feeling because she didn't believe in love at first site. But now, with this confession, she had no reason to deny herself any longer. She was completely in love with Jake and had been since the first time she touched his hand and felt a warm tingle run right up her spine and into her heart. All that was left was to accept it in and let it grow. To admit it to the one that owned her heart and had since day one.

"Jake, I uh¦I love you too! I mean, I'm in love with you too. I have been since the first time I laid eyes on you. I too wasn't sure what it was at first, I really didn't believe in love at first site, but I was wrong. It's real. You proved me wrong. I just didn't want to admit it to you only to find out you just considered me your best friend."

"Laurel, you're still my best friend and you always will be. You just happen to be the love of my life to. I don't ever want to be apart from you."

Laurel put her hands up to her mouth again and a tear welled up in her eyes. She was so happy and so touched. She didn't know her heart could feel so full. Now she felt complete. She didn't ever want to be apart from Jake either. Laurel couldn't hold back any more. The tears started rolling freely and she leaped forward and grabbed Jake around the neck and bowled him over and landed on top of him with his legs apart, her lying between them. Her cheek was pressed tightly to his as she sobbed.

Jake threw his arms around Laurel's mid section and squeezed her tightly. He greatly enjoyed her body weight on top of him. It was very comforting after having her confirm her equal love for him. He was noticing that the feeling inside him was growing even more now that he was sure she was in love with him too. Now that he knew he didn't have to hold anything back. He could feel the love growing by the minute, swelling filling every inch of his heart. He gently stroked Laurel's back up and down thoroughly enjoying the feel of her well defined back and shoulder muscles from the daily workouts. She felt soft and feminine but strong and solid at the same time. He also noticed how sweet she smelled up close. He inhaled her deeply and let it out slowly feeling intoxicated by the scent. Laurel's sobs made her body shake on his cock, on his stomach, on his chest, under his arms.

"You gunna be ok Laurel?"

Laurel managed to pull the sobbing back and collect herself.

"Yah. I'm going to be ok. You've just made me so happy. I've never felt so loved, or felt so much love for someone." Laurel smiled and pulled back and slid down a little so she was face to face with Jake. Jake slid his legs down from the knees up position and then slid them under Laurel's lifting his knees slightly causing Laurels legs to part to each side of his. He then reached up and wiped the tears from Laurel's soft bright pink cheeks. She then noticed her delicate little mound sitting firmly against Jake's ever-growing cock.

"Jake! What are you doing?" Laurel truly thought he was going to start grinding into her.

"I'm sorry babe, you were smashing my¦my nuts."

"Oh. Sorry." Laurel chuckled gently and rolled off of him.

"Look. Laurel there is some¦serious thing we need to discuss."

Laurel now lying on her back, wiping the remaining tears from her eyes turned half on her side and looked Jake strait in the eyes.

"You mean sex. You want to discuss us making love."

"Well, yah, among other things."

"There are some things you need to know about me¦my body before we get serious."

"Um, ok."

Laurel sat up Indian style holding her skirt down to cover herself properly. Jake sat up in the same fashion facing Laurel.

"I can't believe I'm even telling you this. When the females go into stasis all of their hair has to be removed for cleaning and maintenance. There has to be an air tight seal with the body."

"Yah, I've seen the women in stasis as I walked past their chambers, even noticed a girl maybe sixteen or seventeen with no hair down there and a strange shower cap on. I assumed you had to have the same thing done. Where are you going with this?"

"Well when the hair starts to grow back it gets very itchy. I wasn't going to be caught performing an undignified scratch in front of you so I have had all the hair removed again. I just don't want you to think¦I don't know, that I'm not able to grow hair yet or something."

Laurel bowed her head in embarrassment. Jake reached over to her chin with his thumb and forefinger and gently lifted her gaze to his.

"Laurel, I know you are a woman. I would never think that of you¦that would explain why your¦I can¦"

"What? Why my What?"

"I don't want to embarrass you."

"Yah? Any more than I've done to myself?"

"Alright. Your regular ships uniform sometimes shows your lips down there very plainly. I can make out every little curve, probably cause there is no hair to obscure your shape."

Laurel was now turning bright pink in the cheeks and the tip of her nose. Her ears were even starting to show more color.

"Ok, now I'm humiliated." Laurel put her hands up to her face.

"Oh sweaty, that wasn't my intention. Look, It's a beautiful site. You have an amazing little body."

"My¦parts have always been a little pronounced. The few doctors to see me undressed since the age of four have stared at me and taken measurement and photos and scans for study. I am different as I am told. It's not just the hair, it's the shape and¦function of things down there."

"Wait¦function?" Jake was truly perplexed now.

"Yes. I um¦god this so embarrassing. If we are going to be intimate you've got to know this before anything happens. Before you even touch me."

"Laurel, you don't have to say anything right now if it is to difficult."

"No. The AI is right. It is inevitable. I know how much I want you right now and it's only going to get stronger. You need to¦I need to¦my body works different than most women's bodies do. Something like thirty percent of women function like I do. It's rare but not unheard of. But it can be¦surprising if one doesn't know ahead of time."

"Laurel, you have me completely lost. Is it something bad? Do you get rigid and become unable to perform? I mean I don't understand."

"No I can perform fine. I never¦I'm a¦I've never¦you would be my first, so I don't know what my performance would be like. Everything works, just¦some of it works really well."

"What? Laurel you're confusing me."

Laurel leaned over and placed her face down by one of her knees. Jake gently placed a hand on the back of her head to try and comfort her. He noticed how soft her beautiful golden blond hair was and how much heat was radiating from her skull. She was obviously very embarrassed by what she was trying to get across.

"Laurel, sweaty I'm a guy. We are thick sometimes. I'm afraid you're going to have to spell it out a little clearer before I'll get it."

While still bent over Laurel continued with her face hidden.

"Have you heard of female ejaculation?"

"Female what? No. I've never heard of the term before. I know what ejaculation in a man is but female? No."

"Well when I uh¦at the point of¦" Laurel was so embarrassed that she just couldn't spit it out.

"Maybe I just need to find out when we¦you know. Get together."

Laurel sat back up and despite her completely blushed face continued.

"No Jake. This is important. You really need to know before we do anything. There are certain things I want you to do to me, but before that happens you gotta know what's coming. Or before I do."

"Before you do what?"

"Come."

"Laurel, I think I can figure out how to make you¦come. I might need a little help from you as to where it feels best to achieve¦Laurel what the heck are we talking about? If everything works and is where it is supposed to be, what's the problem? Look my dad showed me a book when I was ten. I know where your parts are and how they work. I've even seen some dirty videos; I think I can¦please you well enough. I'm even familiar with some of the special things that girls like. I might be a little clumsy at first having never been with a girl¦in that way. Besides, I love you Laurel. We will figure everything out together."

"I love you too, that is why I have to get this out. When I reach orgasm things¦happen."

"Things?"

"I have a¦discharge like a guy would. Lots of fluid comes out."

"Really? I'm sorry but I've never heard of such a thing. Wait, you are a virgin right?"

"Absolutely I am! Jake, I was only twelve when I boarded the Future. I wasn't even ready for that yet. My mind is still a little there but my body is here."

Laurel gave a sweeping motion from her head to toe.

"Don't get upset. I'm just trying to figure out how you would know what happens when you have an orgasm."

"I found my sensitive spot by accident and it just happened. But that is also when I found out that when I peak I¦squirt¦a lot."

"I think it's beautiful. It just goes to show how rare you are."

"Like I said, the computer here on the Future told me it's rare but not unheard of. I just don't want you thinking that I peed on you during the best part of making love or anything else."

"Yah I guess if I didn't know better it could seem like that is what happened. Thank you for having the strength to forewarn me."

"That is the hardest thing I have ever had to admit to. Much harder than admitting that I'm head over heals in love with you."

"Really? You never said you were head over heals before." Jake's smile beamed.

"Well¦I am. It's a mind numbing, heart pounding, skin tingling, crotch throbbing kind of in love."

"Awwe. Well, I feel the same exact thing for you. You are in my sole now and I couldn't get you out even if I wanted to."

"Look. There is something else. According to the computer the risk of pregnancy is about one hundred percent with me."

"Oh Laurel. My dad discussed the steps that need to be taken so that doesn't happen."

"No, that's just it. We want it to happen."

"Laurel no. You're to young to be having a baby. The timing is awful to be raising a child, and what it would do to your little body, no babe that is a horrible idea."

"Ok hear me out. You know my visits to med bay-one when this turns yellow?"

Laurel held up her wrist with the now steady green monitor on it.

"Yah. You said it was personal. Female stuff."

"Egg harvesting. I am having my eggs harvested. When this turns yellow another is ready and must be collected before this turns red or the egg will be lost and my regular cycle will begin. I am also being treated inside with a special¦cocktail if you will which keeps me ovulating once every three days or so instead of once every twenty-eight days. This is to add my desirable genetic traits into the general population. There are thirty-six women on this vessel that can't have children on their own. My eggs are giving them the opportunity to know the joys of being a mother and helping to spread my genetic desirability. If you and I fertilize eggs together they can be harvested in the same manner and placed in deep stasis and either brought to term by me or another woman on the Future at a later time. We both possess highly desirable physical traits that can be forced to present as dominate. So in the end we would be helping the AI achieve it's goal of maintaining and diversifying the genetic stockpile."

"So, no condoms? No pills?"

"Nope. I just keep visiting the med deck every couple of days just like I already have been"

"Does it hurt?"

"No. The collecting device is the size of a human hair. There is a little warming feeling when I am treated with the hormone solution but no pain of any kind."

"Thank you for sharing that with me. That must be difficult to talk about."

"Ordinarily I would say yes, but I fell like I can discuss anything with you. You're not going to judge me."

"No Laurel. I will never judge you. Friends don't do that to one another."

"Let me make it clear though. The computer thinks us¦joining as it calls it is a bad idea. Frankly I agree. But, the hormones my body is producing while I am being kept in a constant state of ovulation are pretty powerful. Plus you're gorgeous and hard to resist so I realize it's inevitable that we will end up¦making love. Even though it's not my goal to end up in bed with you¦I guess I'm asking you to let me decide if and when we¦come together. Oh god, that sounded like a dirty innuendo."

"The computer already made me swear that I would be a perfect gentleman with you and I agreed. I know you don't completely know who I am yet, but rest assured I would never ever force or assert myself on you. I have far to much respect for you."

"Thank you Jake. I am just really confused by what is in my head and what my body is telling me."

Laurel uncrossed her legs and then started uncrossing Jake's legs, so he complied and Laurel hooked one of her legs under his and put the other on top of his other and then reached around his mid section in a hug and started pulling him toward her. They scooted and wiggled until their crotches were almost touching and Laurel looked directly into Jake's eyes.

"I love you Jake Myers, and I always will."

Then Laurel tightened her grip on Jake and moved in on his face. Jake knew what was coming and could feel a warm tingly feeling in the pit of his stomach and his cock started to swell slightly. Laurel closed her eyes as she drew in on Jake and she could feel the tingly feeling in her tummy and chest spread. She slid one hand up to Jake's cheek as their lips met for the first time. Laurel felt an instant spark of lust, love and respect for Jake. Jake felt almost overwhelmed by the swimming feeling in his head and stomach. Laurel's lips met his in a warm and gentle manner pushing firmer once contact was made. Jake drew Laurel's lower lip in between his and he gently licked the edge of it with the tip of his tongue while Laurel drew Jake's upper lip deeper in between her lips. The two held the embrace for a minute before either could think through the clouds of dopamine flooding through their brains causing an intoxicating buzz in their minds. Jake noticed how soft and plump Laurel's lips were immediately, only confirming his observation that she just seemed to have kissing lips. The two pulled back from the kiss and stared into each other's eyes for a moment. Jake was the first to regain his senses enough to speak.

"That was amazing. You are amazing Laurel Kade. I will love you for the rest of my life."

Laurel smiled and moved back in towards Jake's face. This time they turned their heads more in opposite to one another and their lips met with their mouths staring to open. Their tongue tips met and then their mouths gently opened wider and Laurel slid her tongue down the side of Jake's and then he responded by sliding his tongue deeper in Laurel's mouth. Laurel started gliding her tongue around Jake's and he followed suite running his around Laurel's in the opposite direction. Their gliding tongues speeding up running circles faster and faster then pulling back to the tip and making slow tickling motions at the tip before sliding in deep again and running firmly against each other in circling motions. They repeated this several more times before winding down the kiss by withdrawing their tongues and ending up lip locked. Laurel had pressed herself firmly against Jake's cock, which was now very hard and swollen, without realizing what she was doing. The kiss was then ended with two gentle pecks on the lips. Jake opened his eyes and saw little twinkling spots before his eyes, which took 15 or 20 seconds to fade. Laurel opened her eyes and saw swirling colors for a second then the same twinkling little dots that faded as slowly as it did for Jake.

"Holy shit Laurel. You are amazing. Where did you learn to do that?"

"Me? Where did you learn to do that? I was just following your lead?"

"Laurel. I've never French kissed before. I swear. I mean I knew how¦sort of¦but I've never actually kissed like that before."

"Well neither have I. I've never even let a boy give me a peck on the lips before."

"Well, one of us has the instinct for it and taught the other."

The two laughed and the rocking motion of Laurel laughing alerted Jake to the warm bulge firmly entrenched against his throbbing cock. He thought about pulling her tighter against it but he resisted thinking that in the heat of the moment she may not have even known that she had ground herself into him. He decided to lift the edge of her skirt so she could see his shape being smothered by her firm and now very hot mound.

"Laurel if you keep that up you're going to get a wet surprise." He then lifted the edge of her skirt high enough for her to look down and see what she had elicited out of him and how firmly she was pressed up against the tip of his cock. Jake kept his gaze on Laurel's face, preserving her dignity. Laurel looked down and stared for few seconds before scooting back slightly and pressing her skirt down.

"I'm sorry Jake. I didn't mean to¦I mean I just got so caught up that I didn't even know I was grinding into you."

"It's alright. I was so completely into the kiss I didn't know either. I'm just very¦aroused. I though I should warn you before I ruined your shorts."

"I'm not wearing shorts."

"Are you saying you're naked under there?"

"No silly. I have underwear on. I'm not a complete savage. There are bikini shorts that are supposed to go with this outfit to cover things up for modesties sake, but I'm to sensitive down there to have the material rubbing up against me."

"Is it the treatments that you were talking about?"

"Yes. It leaves it very¦responsive to touch or stimulation of any kind down there. Underwear is the only thing I can wear without problems."

"I can't even imagine what that must be like."

"I have to keep telling myself it is for the greater good. So if we are in an embrace and I¦you know, press myself up against you¦It's probably not on purpose."

"I think I understand. The body does things the mind isn't aware of."

"Exactly. If I decide to¦you know, go all the way. It will be in a controlled manner and at a time of my choosing."

"I can respect that. But you also need to know that I am also very sensitive down there. You are sending some really mixed signals to my body. I know how to behave myself but I am dealing with a man's body when I was only a kid when I went into stasis. It is very confusing like you've said."

"I know. And I am sorry but I love you, and I am going get close to you, it doesn't mean I want to¦ do it. It just means you make me feel good when we touch."

Jake reached over and gave Laurel a peck on the forehead and a big smile.

"I know. I love being in contact with you too. You're very warm and it feels comforting somehow."

"Hay, am I going to get dizzy like that every time we kiss?"

"I don't know. I got all light headed and saw spots before my eyes too. I would imagine the first time is just overwhelming cause it's new and different."

"Well there is only way to be sure." Laurel smiled brightly and with her big dark sapphire blue eyes and Jake felt the warm fuzzy feeling all over again.

Laurel wrapped one arm up over Jake's shoulder against his neck and the other under his armpit and hooked her hands behind him and pulled him down on top of her and the two locked in a long passionate kiss. When the kiss finally ended after several minutes of changing who tilted to the right and left and reengaging in the tongue circles and tip tickling, both were just as impressed with the other and just as dizzy and swimmy headed. Neither had any idea that due to their unique brain physiology this would always be the case. An overwhelming buzz of neural energy would always be exchanged between them. They would feed off one another's energy and feel drunk in it.

After the embrace ended Jake was gently stroking Laurel's hair at the hairline above her forehead when he realized the surprise for them had been completely overlooked. It was probably done hours ago. Time was a blur while the two were locked in their embrace.

"Laurel. We need to go back up to the command deck."

"What? What the heck for? I thought we were going to relax today?"

"Not for work. The AI and I have something to show you. I was promised if I treated you respectfully and got you to admit you loved me and couldn't stand being apart from me then a fix would be devised."

"You talking about the drone coming out of my quarters with pieces of my room?"

"Yes. Come on. I want to see also."

"Ok."

The two strolled unhurriedly to the elevator and made their way back up and forward to the command deck with Jake giving Laurel the same assistance as before to keep her on the floor in a dignified manner. Now that Jake understood that Laurel wasn't wearing the shorts that were supposed to offer a small level of modesty he could see why Laurel was working so hard to keep her skirt down. There was next to nothing underneath covering her beautiful little lips that he hoped to be petting and kissing soon enough now that their love and non intercourse plan was out in the open.

When the two arrived at Laurel's quarters the work was indeed complete. As the door slid open Laurel was expecting the usual cramped quarters. Instead the bulkhead and restroom that had separated her and Jake's quarters was gone, as was the bulkhead and restroom to the next room. There was a huge oversized bed toward the sidewall with a light brown area rug under it. It was free standing not built into the wall, as the bunks had been before. There was a dresser with a large ornately framed mirror at its back sitting where the small dresser had been before. The restroom now had a double sink vanity and two mirrors with overhead lights. There was a large tapestry along the corridor side wall; it was of earth with the sun just peeking out from around the lower hemisphere and the full moon towards the upper left and a brilliant star field as a backdrop. It took up almost the whole wall. Up high on the far end wall was a giant view screen occupying almost all of the wall and below it was a long clothes bureau with two tasteful lamps resembling old earth 18th century Faberge lamps. There were synthetic flowers in a vase in between the lamps. The room truly looked and felt homey. The thing Laurel noticed first was a set of two pillows at the head of the bed. There was also a table at the head of the bead that acted as a headboard as it had a solid back that went all the way to the floor. She couldn't contain her excitement. Her eyes welled up and she turned to Jake hopping up and down slightly.

"You mean you had this done for me? We can sleep in the same room now? In the same bed? Holding each other all night?"

"Yes. Well, I asked that the uncomfortable feeling of separation that was felt at night be addressed. This was the AI's design idea. I had no idea what to expect. I certainly didn't know that it was going to design a home for us. The computer just has good taste."

Laurel ran up to Jake and leaped on him with her arms wrapped around his neck almost knocking him over. She then pecked him on the mouth then found her self staring dreamy eyed into his emerald eyes. The two locked in another long wet kiss. The kiss ended with the same two pecks as before and they both had to wait for several seconds for the neural fog to clear and their eyesight to return without twinkling spots.

Jake looked around the room very pleased with the design choices chosen made by the computer. The lighting was very subdued and warm feeling. The restroom was twice as big as before and all of their sundry items were lying on the vanity next to each sink as if they always had been and just belonged. The bathroom was at least twenty-five feet from the bed so a modest level of privacy would be offered when someone was in bed and the other was using the facility. The view screen at the end of the room could be used for watching videos or displaying any number of ships system displays from the bridge. Jake thought the whole layout was ingenious and well thought out.

"Jake, you're a genius. I don't know how you convinced the computer to do all this, but thank you." Laurel planted another prolonged lip lock on him then broke away to look around her triple sized quarters.

"Computer?" Jake called out.

"Yes Jake. How can I be of assistance?"

"You have already done more than I could have ever imagined. Thank you from the bottom of my heart. This is truly stunning. It feels like a home now."

"You two are most welcome. I hope this dispels once and for all any thoughts that I do not have your comfort and best interests at heart. You two are precious to me and I just want you happy and healthy."

"I am so sorry that I ever doubted you. You are an amazing ship and a good friend. Thank you." Laurel was in tears by the end of the apology.

"Apology accepted. Jake just remember what we agreed to. I will be expecting you to honor what you promised."

"Of course. You have my word."

"Promise? What promise?" Laurel inquired as she wiped the tears from her eyes.

"I had to promise to treat you the way I would have anyway. With respect, dignity, patience, and love."

Laurels face lit up. "The computer made you swear too that?"

"Yep. The computer is very protective of you. I had to promise not to hurt you emotionally or physically. It said something about you being very small and me being very big, be gentle and patient or I could cause great pain for you."

Laurel hadn't even considered Jake's noticeable girth and length when compared to her small dimensions. She had to pry herself open just for the harvesting laparoscope's guide to gain access. The scope of how far she would be forced open to accommodate him made her clinch up inside. She wasn't ready to think about how painful that was going to be or how the act would be accomplished. It was obviously going to take patience and delicate manipulation to get him in. She decided to worry about that later.

"You two are supposed to be taking the day off. I suggest a trip up to the observation deck. There is a stellar nebula that will be visible for the next three hours as we pass it by. It is a truly beautiful site. And Laurel, you look absolutely adorable today in that outfit. Good choice."

"Thank you." Laurel curtsied. "I promise, no work today. Only fun."

"Isn't she beautiful? She caught my heart with that outfit. When I saw her step out wearing that, I just lost it. I couldn't resist her anymore."

"I am glad you two have each other. You seem very happy. That is my primary goal. Keep the crew happy, healthy and productive."

"That's beautiful." Laurel said.

"Now go you two. I insist."

Laurel and Jake used the stairs and climbed the brutal twenty-four flights of stairs up to the observation level. The top of the observation level had a retractable dome that would roll away to reveal the whole top section of the Future was synthetic clear ruby. It wouldn't fog or crack when struck by ballistic micro-meteoritic dust particles. When the dome was closed it was protected by the same EMPACC coated surface as the rest of the ship.

Laurel and Jake laid on their backs most of the time staring up at the passing nebula. It had the most beautiful green and light blue and purple colors all throughout with vibrant yellowish orange on the very outer most fringes. It was truly spectacular the two thought. Like nothing either had ever seen. The two ended up making out several times. There was usually nothing said to initiate the exchange. One or the other would just roll over and start kissing the other very passionately. At the termination of one kiss Jake found that he had his hand up the back of Laurel's skirt and had in fact planted his hand on her butt cheek. It was very round and muscularly plump. He gave it a gentle squeeze and withdrew his hand. He was a gentleman and never touched her package. He was going to wait for an invite no matter how hot and heavy the making out got. Even when Laurel ground her warm bulge into Jake's thigh, he resisted the temptation to steal a gentle rub. The two stayed in the observation bubble until the nebula was long since out of sight.

The pair came down via the lift, and had lunch then strolled back to the garden ring after making a visit to Jake's father for a proper introduction. Jake introduced Laurel as his girlfriend, and then a visit was made to Laurel's mother to introduce Jake as her boyfriend. Laurel reassured Jake that her mother would be very proud of Jake and happy for Laurel because Jake made her so happy and treated her with such dignity and tenderness. The things Laurel's mother always said she deserved to be treated with above all else. The two strolled the gardening ring for the rest of the day. Stopping often to make out. Sometimes while standing, most of the time while lying down. Both were still experiencing week knees during especially passionate embraces. Jake was feeling more confident that Laurel didn't mind his hand on her behind. He even slipped his hand under her underwear and gently kneaded her butt cheek with out any thing between his warm hand and her plump muscular butt cheek. He even found that if he moved his fingers in toward her butt and held his hand still during a prolonged kiss with her on top of him, he could feel her butt tightening up then relaxing. He assumed it was from her vagina squeezing, wanting to be filled and stimulated. He enjoyed feeling the twitching and tightening and shivering without crossing the line and touching what he wanted to.

Jake thought to himself that after the evening work out the servo drone would be his new best friend. With all of the false start stimulation with no release going on he would have to get relief somewhere. It hadn't quite yet dawned on him that he no longer had a private room.

By the end of the day Jake was hoping that he would get to see Laurel in the skirt outfit again some day. She looked very cute and playful, a stark contrast to how she looked in her usual ships outfit. She was always a stunning beauty to behold but she somehow looked more youthful and free in the skirt ensemble. After evening meal the two stopped by the new quarters and Laurel stepped into the now oversized bathroom/changing room and changed out of her skirt outfit. Jake was slightly disappointed with how professional Laurel now looked. The usual white form fitting pants and spandex like top made Laurel look at least five years older, and the slip on shoes made her move different. Some how more deliberate and gliding. Not as bouncy. But Jake was still head over heals for this beauty and if anything he could almost make out the shape of her vulva, which he hoped to sometime soon be cradling and gently massaging in his hand.

After the workout the two decided angel would always be allowed to shower first so she could return to their quarters and dry her hair and get dressed in the middle of their quarters where there was the greatest amount of room to move around and she could be naked without fear of Jake seeing her exposed body while she got dressed. Jake would then use the bathroom/changing room until such a time when Laurel would be comfortable seeing him naked again. Then it came down to how to dress for sleeping.

"Well how do you usually dress for sleeping?" Laurel asked.

"In my underwear. Is that going to be enough between us for you to be comfortable?"

"Yah. I guess so. If that's how you're most comfortable than I'm ok with it."

"What about you? What do you usually wear?"

"My night gear shirt and underwear. Although sometimes I don't wear underwear under the shirt if my¦sometimes it's too sensitive¦I have to have nothing against me and sleep only on my stomach or my back. I can't have the weight of my legs pressing in on my¦on me."

"I am so sorry that you are so uncomfortable so much of the time. At least the bed is huge so you can lay how ever you want and we will still both have plenty of room."

"To tell you the truth I don't really care. As long as I am next to you, and I can feel you next to me I don't care what we are wearing."

"Awe. That's beautiful." Jake was truly amazed how lucky he was to have this girl.

The two slipped below the covers and gave each other a long lip lock kiss good night. Both of them were experiencing sore jaws from all of the making out. Neither was used to holding their mouth open so long and working the tongue so vigorously. French kissing was just becoming uncomfortable for the time being. They ended up with Jake on his back and Laurel curled up to him with one knee hooked over his leg the other parallel to his and her head lying on his chest. Jake could feel her firm little lips pressed against his leg especially when she shifted position slightly. It was actually a very pleasant sensation. Her vulva was very warm and her labium had a very distinctive feel against his leg. He was able to keep one arm on Laurel's back and gently caress her back until she fell asleep. Even once Jake rolled over on his side Laurel would scoot right up to his backside and burry her head against his neck with one arm draped over his mid section. When Laurel would turn over she would unknowingly pull him over on her. She smelled heavenly to Jake so he loved snuggling up to her backside with her firm little butt cheeks right up against his crotch and her head right next to his. The two of them slept more soundly than they ever had in their lives. They listened to the ever clearer and more well defined inner voice of the other for comfort as they drifted into deep sleep.


Chapter 6 Uninvited Guests

––––––––

UNINVITED GUESTS

When Laurel and Jake woke up in the morning as the AI slowly brought the lights up at 06:00 the two opened their eyes and smiled very big. They felt refreshed and like new people after the confessions of the day before, and all of the making out made them both feel ever so much older and more mature. Laurel was the first to break the dreamy eyed gaze and speak.

"Hi handsome. I love you."

Jake could only give a big toothy smile and giggle.

"Did I say something funny?" Laurel asked.

"No. To hear those words coming out of the mouth of someone so gorgeous directed at me¦all I can do is giggle like a school girl."

It was now Laurel's turn to giggle. That statement struck her funny bone and was very flattering. Once she stopped giggling she responded.

"Awe. Aren't you sweet."

Jake rolled onto his back and stretched, then stared to climb out of bed as Laurel rolled onto her side facing away from Jake and drew her legs up into the fetal position. As Jake pulled the covers down and stood up and turned back and he noticed that it had been one of those sensitive nights and Laurel wasn't wearing any underwear and her night gear shirt had ridden up way above her waist. Jake could only stare in amazement. He could see her perfectly round butt and muscular legs; her rounded hips and well defined lateral muscles. He wanted to warn her of the compromising position she was in but he couldn't. He was completely dumb founded and stuck speechlessly looking at her beautiful body. He had his hand on that plump behind several times the day before but it just couldn't prepare his eyes for just how stunning she was in the flesh. He again thought how truly blest he was to have such a drop dead gorgeous girl as this confess her deepest love for him.

Finally Laurel noticed the draft on her backside and pulled her night gear shirt down over her behind. Jake managed to slip away unnoticed and shake off the daze. As he headed for the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair Laurel finally emerged from the bed and also made her way over to the bathroom to begin the daily routine.

After the two were dressed and ready for the day the two met in the middle of the compartment and looked around while standing with their arms around the back of the other. It was like a dream. The new gigantic compartment, the love confessed, the awesome make out sessions. It somehow just didn't feel real yet. The two stepped against one another and had a long passionate kiss before going to breakfast and the morning workout.

After the workout and showers were done following breakfast, Laurel got into her cold suit and Jake was introduced to his. The two made their way all the way to upper right engine nacelle compartment. That is where the damaged components were located. The engine with the damaged bell had a blown out electromagnetic wave guide damper and the firing order synchronizer module. These engines were electro magnetic fusion containment engines. Nick named the 'sun in a bottle' design. A fusion reaction is initiated and then contained and then released through a magnetically controlled orifice at the back of the engine at close to the speed of light developing close to a billion horsepower, and there are six of these engines on the Future. The main engines had a seventy-five foot diameter and the engines were over a hundred feet long. The damage to this particular engine was very obvious. There was a giant hole blown in the side of the engine casing and all the components that used to be attached to the side of the engine were either blown to smithereens or some of the smaller components were permanently imbedded in the ceiling some fifty feet up. The six thousand pound firing order synchronizer module would be pulled out by crane, what was left of it, and a new one installed in its place. Then the engine casing would be cut away and a new piece welded in and then the missing electromagnetic wave guide damper components would be replaced. Total repair time was to be 16 hours. It would take a day and a half if a 12-hour day were put in today.

When Laurel and Jake arrived on station the first thing they did was turn on their heated suites and open the hatch to the #3 nacelle room. It was very cold in the nacelle room, as the space was not heated because it wasn't ever designed to be occupied except for during repairs. The two climbed into the room and looked around at the scorch marks on the wall and ceiling, and the components imbedded in the ceiling. It was apparent to both of them that magnetic containment was breached for a second before the safety protocols shut the engine down. This caused the enormous hole in the side of the engine as the fusion gasses escaped through the hole at over a million degrees.

The two got right to work. Laurel grabbed a ladder and laid it against the engine so she could climb into the breach hole and start unhooking the module for removal and Jake started grabbing the pieces of the gantry that would need to be assembled right over the top of the engine for lifting the firing order sequencer module out of the engine nacelle. Since the gravity plating in this particular room was only designed to either be on or off, no modulation of the gravitational force was possible. All of the work would be done in 100% Earth normal gravity.

As the two went about their work the servo drones were bringing the rest of the replacement components into the room and stacking them against the bulkhead out of the way. The two were hearing the whispers of the other louder and louder. The whispers were becoming coherent voices in the voice of the other. Laurel was finding it comforting to have Jake's voice right in her ear, in her head. Jake on the other hand was finding it very distracting. He loved the sound of Laurel's sweet little voice; the pitch of her voice was he thought like a bird singing. It was very melodic and beautiful but when he was trying to concentrate on moving very heavy beams and trying to get alignment marks lined up precisely it was distracting to say the least. He just worked through it with out complaint.

By lunch time the gantry was erected and functional and Laurel had the module plumbing unhooked and had started on the wiring connectors. There was a mile of wiring in the engines and most of it transited through or connected in the module section. All of it had to be disconnected and moved out of the way. Laurel was just glad to be doing the module work and not the crane work. The components of the crane looked very heavy and now she understood why the AI wanted Jake's brawn while Laurel's brain dealt with the complex internals. As the two sat against the wall outside the hatch in the control room they were enjoying being close together again. They were practically sitting on each other's lap. Laurel would place her head against Jake's shoulder while chewing her sandwich. Jake was trying very hard not to let the warm fuzzy feeling that her proximity elicited become over whelming. As he later thought in retrospect, it was a neat feeling but if you just sat and let it go it would become all encompassing making it impossible to work or think or do much of anything. He had to constantly force the feeling back so he could function in a useful manner. Laurel was the first to break the calm silence between the two after finishing her sandwich.

"Hay. I wanted to thank you for the suggestion of unhooking the plumbing before the wiring in the module. That saved a lot of time. There was a whole bundle running behind the injector conduit in there."

"Laurel, I didn't make any suggestions. We haven't talked all morning." Jake looked over at her with a puzzled look on his face.

"Sure we did. I asked you which would make more sense to begin with once I had the anchor bolts removed and the access panels gone."

"Laurel. Think about it. You were inside the engine under the module most of the time. How could we have talked? I would have never been able to hear what you were saying."

"Holy crap you're right." Laurel put her fingers up over her mouth.

"You must have been thinking out loud and answered your own question."

"No. It was your voice. I know what I heard." Laurel was perplexed.

"Are you sure you heard it out loud?"

"Well¦no. I'm not. I always hear your voice a little in there, so I don't know if the whispers became a single voice or not. Do you remember talking to me in your mind."

"I'm hearing your voice in whispers in my head all the time too. I love hearing your voice but it is a little distracting. I've been trying to ignore it so¦I don't think I was conversing with you but I don't know for sure."

"Ok, now I feel crazy. I know it was you. I have a photographic memory. I remember stuff like it just happened, even years later. Your voice makes me¦giggly inside; it's sexy to me. I just couldn't have been mistaken."

"Well then your welcome."

Jake kissed her on the top of the head and stood up and then offered his hand to her to help her to her feet. As she stood up she pulled herself up close to Jake and gave him a very warm lip lock kiss and then smiled warmly at him causing a warm tingle in his chest and head. Then the two then went back to their respective tasks. The two of them kept working until the dinner meal, which was delivered by servo drone. A hot thick stew that tasted like beef stew minus the chunks of beef but it still had carrots, celery, potatoes, peas, and corn. The meal was served to them hot with bread rolls made from a bean curd that Jeff the previous crewman had perfected as well as the primary stew recipe. It left a very full and content feeling in the tummy. Another three hours were put in with Laurel finally getting the last wiring unhooked and the module ready for removal and Jake got the last of the external sub components pre-assembled and laid out for installation.

The two returned to the command level noticing it was well after simulated sunset in the gardening ring as the lift passed through. The gardening ring was a little strange at simulated night. The temperature was dropped to 60 degrees and the light level was like that of a brightly lit full moon night. There were some plants that had to have these conditions to bloom and pollinate and would only open their flowering stamen under these conditions so the conditions were critical for continuing diversity in the gardening ring. Laurel and Jake went to their quarters and changed then went to workout despite the late hour. Afterwards, Laurel showered and then Jake took his turn. Upon returning to their quarters Jake was about to enter the bathroom/changing room to get dressed for sleep when Laurel stopped him.

"Jake, I feel bad making you hide in there when I am allowed to use the whole room as my changing room."

"Well, what else can we do? I don't want to embarrass you or make you think I am trying to show off my¦you know."

"I've already seen it all. And this time it's the truth. It's just not fair. This is our quarters. You should be just as comfortable as I am."

"You sure?" Jake secretly liked the idea.

"I'm sure. Besides, you're a good-looking guy. I would be a fool not to want to see your body."

"Laurel! Holy crap." Jake smiled brightly.

"What! You are! And you're mine, right?" Laurel shot him a sultry look that made his pulse quicken.

"You know I am. Ok then. Thank you."

With that Jake pulled the towel from around himself and stepped into the changing room and returned with a pair of underwear. Laurel let her eyes drink in Jake's form. She could feel the warm tingle in her crotch as well as the soft spot in her heart. She truly loved this man and would do anything for him, or to him if he asked. Laurel was just glad that so far he had been an absolute gentleman. He hadn't tried to touch anything or convince her to do anything she wasn't ready for. The hands on the butt during making out was a little scary at first but once she realized he wasn't going to slide his hand around to places she wasn't ready for, she came to like his firm hand on her bottom. She had other boys in the past and even one older guy try the same thing and it disturbed her greatly. It felt like a complete invasion. This felt like a welcome warm embrace.

Once Jake was covered he combed out his hair and then came over and sat next to Laurel on the edge of the bed. She was in her 'night gear' shirt with nothing under it again.

"You're being awful mature about this whole thing." Jake said.

"I love you. Plus, you've treated me like a princess first and your commander second. I want to show you the same respect. You should feel like the king in our castle."

Again Jake could only smile. Laurel was taking the frame of mind of a woman three times her age. It was odd to see someone that looked so young speak in such a mature manner. She was an extraordinary girl who acted well beyond her years. Jake was truly honored to be her partner. After a long and very hot kiss the two slipped under the covers with Laurel curled up to Jake's backside. She kept one arm up under his and across his chest, which helped him feel very relaxed and comfortable.

The next morning after the morning workout and shower Jake and Laurel made their way back down to the #3 nacelle compartment to complete the repairs. The two were holding each other tightly around the mid sections feeling particularly needy of each other today for some reason. Jake was the first to mention a strange feeling of needing to stay close to Laurel to protect her. From what he had no idea.

Three hours into the refit Jake was lowering the new module into position when a proximity warning sounded. The AI's voice could be heard from through the open hatch announcing three bogies, one dead a head and two astern. The two stared at each other with looks of shock. Laurel immediately thought, "Their back".

The two dropped everything. Laurel scrambled out of the engine and slid down the ladder with her feet hooked on the sides hitting the floor with a thud. They ran into the control room and Laurel slapped her hand on the palm reader. The control room display came to life and Laurel quickly switched from engine displays to command display then brought up external images and sensor telemetry. As she feared the image was of the same rapier she had seen before Jake was revived. Only this time there were three very sleek and very menacing looking craft.

"Jake that's them. That's the craft I told you about." Jake stepped closer to get a good look.

"Shit. They do look mean¦Sorry Laurel. Didn't mean to curse."

"It's alright. What do you think they want?"

"I don't know¦ I have a bad feeling about this."

"Yah, me too."

One of the craft off to the rear swung around facing strait at the Future and a bluish green glow followed by a yellow flash could be seen from the barrels below the cockpit. There was a dull thud that echoed through the control room. Then in quick succession, three more were seen and heard.

"What the heck are they shooting at us for!? We didn't do anything to ask for that." Jake stated.

"They are testing our defenses." Laurel offered as an answer.

"Defenses? What kind of defenses could we offer against that?"

"They've probably never seen a coating like ours. They probably want to see if we have anything that will shoot back also."

"Well crap. Are we in any danger?" Jake was starting to sound concerned.

"Computer? What about it? Any danger of penetration or damage?"

"No. If that is full strength for their weapons, then no. They seem to be using charged particle plasma of some kind. The EMPACC coating is unaffected and the hull plating is dispersing the residual energy with ease."

The craft now moved off and spun around facing the Future parallel to the lower hangar bay. Laurel immediately initiated a magnetic lock on the hangar doors. The doors had a thick coating of EMPACC but the seams where the doors met the hull were vulnerable. Laurel instantly recognized this and diverted energy into an electro static field around the doors. The two craft that had been at the rear now opened fire on the hangar bay doors. After several concentrated shots from both craft simultaneously, the craft just sat facing the Future. There was no sound heard this time because the hangar bay was so far from the control room.

"They are looking for a way in aren't they?" Jake asked quizzically.

"Yah, it looks that way. I've initiated counter measures. They're not getting in." Laurel replied in a calm voice that surprised Jake.

The three craft moved off slowly converging several thousand yards to starboard and then simply disappeared into a distortion just as Laurel had seen before. It looked like they just blinked out of existence but Laurel knew what to look for. She rewound the recorded images and then replayed the moment they disappeared and froze the image as the three craft entered the distortion.

"Computer, I want you to start analyzing that distortion field. Figure out how they are creating it and find a way to detect it. I want to know when these guys come back for another try. I suspect they will be coming back in force and with bigger guns."

"Understood. That was quick thinking to reinforce the hangar doors. They might have caused significant damage if you hadn't magnetically locked the doors and electro statically reinforced the door seams."

"Thank you. You can reduce the field strength to eleven thousand jewels. That should keep anyone out and reduce the power required to maintain the field until we get the main reactors back online."

"Understood."

Laurel bowed her head while still leaning on the edge of the console and closed her eyes. She took three deep breaths and then stood up strait and looked over at Jake's stunned face.

"Laurel that was amazing. How the heck did you learn tactics like that?"

"I don't have any idea. It just came naturally without thinking about it."

Laurel walked over to Jake and curled herself into his chest. Jake wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her tightly. Laurel half whispered into Jake's shoulder.

"Jake, if they get on board¦we are going to be in big trouble. Call it a gut feeling, once they realize you and I are the only crew awake, they will kill everyone and take what they want and then detonate the reactor cores." Laurel pulled back a little and looked Jake in the eyes.

"We need security forces. I know¦we have a squad of special tactics marines among the crew, but we can't support that many people for as long as we are going to be out here." Jake said.

"Besides, if we meet a benevolent race out here that's not the face I want put on the human race. The first things they will do is relieve me of command and then militarize the expedition. I don't want killing to be the word of the day." Laurel said.

"The best thing we can do right now is get this engine fixed and get the hell out of here. We are sitting ducks."

"Agreed. Let's get back to work. Computer, alert us if our uninvited guests show up again."

"Understood." The AI responded.

Jake and Laurel made their way back into the nacelle #3 compartment. They worked tirelessly for the rest of the day to get the work completed. Once the module was installed, the two worked together to get the wiring and plumbing reconnected. Jake started cutting the ragged edges of the breach hole out while Laurel and the servo drones got the replacement panels cut to the right size and shape to cover the hole. Laurel and Jake then worked in concert welding toward each other while magnetic clamps held the repair panel in place.

Finally after a servo drone with an ultra sonic analyzer confirmed that the welds were perfect, the job was done. The tools and spare components were removed from the room and the gantry was disassembled and hauled off by the drones and the room was sealed and the gravity was turned off for an initial engine test.

From the control room a bang was heard and then a rumbling that soon faded to a low growl, which was the normal sound of the engine then the air was evacuated from the room and all sound disappeared. Laurel brought the engine up to 100% thrust and the Future started to change attitude heading away from the now very close galaxy M1996UB. She engaged the #1 engine (the upper left most engine) to counter the #3 engine thrust and got their course back to strait toward the center of the galaxy and then cut the engines off.

Laurel stepped back and breathed a sigh of relief, then smiled. They had finally completed the most critical repair for the propulsion system. Now she understood why the AI insisted that Laurel alone could not do it. Without Jake's strength she would have never been able to complete the job. She turned and gave Jake a big hug and a peck on the mouth.

"I couldn't have done this without you. Thank you Jake. For everything."

"You're welcome Laurel. What a feeling of accomplishment huh?"

"Yah. Now we just have to replace the front bulkhead, coat it in EMPACC, and reinstall all the missing components to tie the bridges systems back in and we will be in business."

"What the heck are we going to do if our friends show up while we are out there in space suits?" Jake was looking up to Laurel more than ever for leadership.

"If they do¦we're toast!" Laurel shrugged her shoulders.

"I don't like the sound of that."

"You wouldn't feel a thing. You would simply be vaporized."

"Laurel! If you keep it up and I'm not going to let you go out there."

"We both have to go out there. If they figure out that there is no bulkhead there, they will start bombarding the ship there, causing explosive decompression of the entire forward section of the ship. Plus they could enter the ship through the connecting passageways up there and we couldn't do anything to stop them. That is the last chink in our armor."

"Crap. I hadn't thought of that. Let's go check the damage control monitors. I want to make sure everything is still where it should be. One of them was parked right off the bow."

The two hurriedly made their way to the command deck. Once on the bridge, the two sat together sharing one seat as usual. The damage control screen revealed three more green lights where red had been before. The propulsion systems now had no more repairs required. Most of the remaining damage indication was due to a lack of power from the antimatter reactors and the gaping hole in the bow of the ship. There was no indication of missing supplies or equipment. Apparently the attack on the hangar bay was a distraction to allow detailed scans of the bridge and to test for defenses. The AI was still analyzing the distortion that was present when the ships disappeared. Laurel was pretty sure it was a passage to another dimension but had no way of proving it until the computer finished analyzing the data. For now the two were going to have to go about their normal routine and light up the antimatter reactors manually in the morning since the control circuits from the bridge were gone. The need for greater force was something the AI was already working on without distressing Laurel and Jake. Laurel noticed an increase in power consumption by the stasis coprocessors but she had no idea it was anything more than the usual scheduled physical maintenance on the occupants.

After the analysis of the damage control system was complete the pair headed off the bridge in silence holding each other's hands firmly. They made their way to the mess hall and ordered an early evening meal. After eating Jake was sitting finishing the rest of his drink when it hit him.

"Ugh. Why didn't I think of it before? Holograms. Holograms Laurel."

"What? What are you talking about?" Laurel had no idea what he was getting at.

"We use holograms to hide the hole in the front of the ship."

""What's that going to¦wait I see where you're going with this. We hide us working on the bow by projecting an image of an intact bow section while we work behind the emitters. That way if we have visitors we just stay still, let them look around, then leave and they will never be any the wiser."

"Exactly. I know if they somehow see through the illusion we are in trouble, but we will have a much better chance than if we are just floating around out there in plain sight."

"That's brilliant Jake. Go ahead and sketch up a design for the emitters and submit it to the computer to have the components manufactured."

"Wait¦do I know how to do that?"

Jake looked down into his drink, through his drink, and it hit him. Yes, he knew exactly how to do it.

"Computer?" Jake called out. No response.

Laurel and Jake looked at each other for a moment then it dawned on them. It was time for the computer to shut down for 24 hours. Jake would have to retrieve a portable tablet from the bridge and sketch his design ideas for the AI to look over tomorrow night. In the meantime working outside was going to be a potentially fatal task. Jake's other idea would prove equally lethal for any possible boarding party. He was planning on visiting the battle bridge and he was going to evacuate the air for two decks above and below the exposed compartments. Then the gravity plating was going to be turned up to 200% earth normal if any movement or temperature fluctuation was detected. Jake knew the AI wasn't going to like the lethality of his plan, but he simply wasn't going to let anyone or anything get close to Laurel. She was precious to him, and her protection was going to be his absolute priority.

The two of them made their way to the gym and had a strenuous workout. After, feeling sore but very alive Laurel took her shower followed by Jake. As Laurel prepared for bed Jake excused himself to enact his plan.

"Laurel I need to do a few things on the battle bridge. I can't enter without your access code. Will you give me permission to access the battle bridge from the command bridge?"

"Sure. What are you going to do?"

"Let's just say if our friends out there manage to get on board, I plan on making it very uncomfortable for them." Jake pointed towards the front of the vessel.

"Ahh¦Ok. Well I have absolute trust in you. Just don't do anything¦distasteful."

"Laurel! Are you¦no sweetie I am not going over there to spy on you, I am going to modify the gravity plating and to evacuate the air in the decks around the breach."

"Jake, the med deck is two decks below the breach, how far around the breach are you going to remove the air?"

"Crap. That's going to be a problem. I had planned on a two deck perimeter including the stairwells."

"Jake." Laurel raised her wrist to reveal a now pulsing green monitor. "This is important. I only have a day or so before this turns yellow."

"Alright. I will erect a pressure door on the far side of the corridor next to med bay one. All of the other med bays will be in a vacuum. The stairwell will also be maintained at normal atmospheric pressure."

"That'll work. Good thinking on the rest of the plan though. Come on I'll get you access to the battle bridge."

The two walked across the corridor and onto the bridge. Laurel manually extended the palm scanner and read herself in and then authorized unescorted access to the battle bridge for the executive officer for the remainder of his term or until relieved of duty. Jake then gave her a long lip lock kiss and headed down the now open battle bridge access stairs. He watched with a grin as Laurel sauntered back to their quarters in her 'night gear' shirt. Her rump was a true delight to watch bouncing across the corridor.

The stairs to the battle bridge were accessed through an ordinarily hidden access way across from the main bridge and off to the right slightly. The stairs only had one flight meaning the space was actually in between decks for the reinforcing strength the adjacent decks would offer. The space was just as big as the main bridge but the lighting was much dimmer and the consoles were a light black color making the inactive view screens and touch consoles blend in seamlessly. The captain's chair was in the middle of the space towards the rear of the room with a touch console on each side on a pivoting arm attached to the side of the chair itself. The console on the left was slightly smaller making room for the radiographic station beside it. There were ten separate and distinct station stations just like on the main bridge, each with the cascade arrangement in a semi circle that was laid out on the main bridge. The stairs exited into the space from the right side of the giant main view screen leaving an odd feeling when entering the room from the front instead of the rear as on the main bridge. The entire space faced forward in respect to the vessel, just like the main bridge. The only significant difference in the whole lay out was the addition of weapons station. The targeting console had two small joysticks on each side of it. Jake wondered if there were still weapons the computer had not given Jake knowledge of and just how the joysticks tied it all together. The other strange difference was the wall-to-wall red short pile carpet. The room had a very eerie quiet feel with all the sounds of footsteps being absorbed by the carpet and the strange dark mauve colored coating on the walls. Jake knew the coating on the walls prevented electromagnetic energy from entering the room and any radiant energy would be blocked rendering body heat and any other ordinarily detectible energy from exiting the room or being detectable from the outside, in essence the room and occupants would be invisible from the outside.

Jake made his way to the captain's chair and sat down. The two consoles flickered to life. He quickly moved unwanted controls up to the corners of the console leaving them represented by small icons, and brought up the oxygen concentration controllers for each deck. He used the tip of his finger and slid the controls down on the vertical slider indicator from 100% to 0 for all interested areas except the med deck. He sealed and locked out the elevator to this deck and put in place a waiting command for evacuating the air from the med level until he got the pressure doors installed in the stairwell and down the corridor from med bay one. Laurel's little haven. He then with a flick of his hand, slid that control to the top where it shrank to a small icon as well. He then touched the icon for artificial gravity control with a double tap of his fingertip a graphical representation of the entire vessel appeared showing all the gravity induced areas using gravity plating in green. He zoomed into the bow section and made a circle motion with his fingertip covering the two-deck perimeter he was interested in and then tapped the level indicator, which showed 100% Earth normal. He slid the control gently up until it read 200% percent Earth normal, then he touched the delete area button and he removed the entire command deck and connecting passage ways then slid the delete command down the stairway to the med deck and stopped after passing the med bay one door way. He then tapped the select under condition control. He then touched the keyboard control and typed in the conditions he wanted to be met before the increased gravity would be initiated. He then touched the accept icon. There was a very light beep and the words active appeared. He gently leaned back and grinned at the thought of someone stepping onto one of the affected areas and being slammed to the floor. A 200-pound being would suddenly weigh 400 pounds. It was probably not lethal, but would be very uncomfortable, and difficult if not impossible to dawn a pressure suite before suffocating.

With his dastardly task done Jake stood up and froze for a second. His mind wondered to what Laurel said; "nothing distasteful". He glanced over to the console on the left and just for a second he considered looking up the file images of Laurel emerging from stasis. She would be completely naked. After all she had seen him, for a prolonged period when he emerged in his birthday suit. The thought thrilled him. He really wanted to know what she was so diligently hiding. He knew it would be spectacular, and he remembered her saying she was shaped 'different' and he desperately wanted to know how different. He shook the thought away. That would be a complete violation of trust and privacy. He loved and respected her way too much to do that. He stepped away from the command chair and the control panels faded to black.

Upon exiting the battle bridge Jake turned to watch the white hatch slide shut silently and then slowly slide forward a half-inch and blend seamlessly with the rest of the bright white bulkhead. This vessel was truly amazing to Jake. It held many wonders and secrets.

Jake stepped back to the new 'commanders' quarters. His new shared home. When he stepped in Laurel was already slid under the covers on their bed reading something on a data pad. Jake stepped over to the right side of the bed and pulled his shirt and pants off and slipped under the covers sliding up very close to Laurel's back.

"It's done babe. It's a small measure of protection for you" Jake was proud of his work.

"Me? You mean us."

"Right. Sorry. What're you reading?"

"There was something odd about the power readings in the stasis ring. I copied the last twelve hours worth of data and I'm analyzing the data to try and figure out what the elevated power is all about."

"Power surges?" Jake asked.

"No. This is a steady rise in power consumption to section Z."

"What's in section Z?"

"The special tactics marine squad."

"What! What the heck is going on in their section?"

"I don't know. It's not enough power to be the entire squad being revived. It looks more like just a single occupant."

"You didn't initiate the wake sequence did you?"

"No. I think the computer started it. That would explain the sudden need to shut down. The power needed to revive even a single occupant is enormous and prolonged."

"What the heck is the AI up to?"

"I'm not sure. Here look at these readings."

Laurel rolled onto her back and held up the data pad so they both could see the screen. Jake scooted close and looked up at the data while breathing in Laurel's heavenly scent. It was really impossible to pay to much attention with the dizzy feeling in his head and the tingly feeling in his tummy. She was just intoxicating at such close range with next to nothing between them.

"What are we looking at?"

"Look. These power levels were steadily rising for twenty-four hours, then they leveled off with small impulses of energy every fifteen minutes." Laurel pointed to a diagram showing a line graph and a yellow line pointing to the section Z stasis area.

"Now the power consumption is steady at three thousand megawatts per hour and every fifteen minutes there is a two thousand watt surging draw."

"I'm having trouble following your train of thought."

"Someone is being revived. They have been brought from deep stasis to light stasis and they are being electro stimulated just like you were."

"Are you sure?"

"Yes. I've seen these reading before." Laurel flicked the view screen. "When you were being revived. If I hadn't been anxious for you to come out I would have never noticed the strange power readings. They are identical. One occupant, one power draw, interspersed with power surges every fifteen minutes. This will go on for five days or so and then a huge upsurge in power consumption then it will bottom out."

"Sorry Laurel I am having trouble concentrating on what you're saying. I feel drunk or something."

"I know I am feeling it too. I've just learned to ignore it and think through the fog. I'm trying to say, someone is coming. And he is a marine. I think the computer sacrificed its ability to help us tomorrow in order to start the revival process."

"Great. I hope he doesn't think he is going to start running the show."

"I don't think so. He won't have any idea how to run the Future. Unless he has a brain like ours, it would take years to teach him what he would need to know to run a vessel this complex."

"It's not that complicated."

Laurel sat up and shot a shocked look over at Jake.

"Jake, think about it. This thing is the most complex and advanced device ever built by humans. The scale and complexity is staggering. The amount of knowledge the computer had to give us to operate and repair this thing would likely take a normal mind a lifetime to learn. Then practical application would have to be learned hands on. How can you say it's not that complicated?"

"You're right, sorry. That was conceited of me. I just feel like I have always known how the Future was built and how it works."

"Well you haven't! Neither have I! We didn't know squat about this ship when we came aboard. You must maintain humility with the vast knowledge that has been given to us."

"Of course you're right Laurel. Sorry."

Laurel laid back down wondering whom the AI had chosen to offer security to the Future. How one person could make a difference just escaped her. Of course just one young girl had managed to fix some of the most complex technologies ever constructed so one man may have ideas or abilities she just didn't understand yet.

With the question and Jake's whispers rolling in her mind Laurel reached over Jake and slid the light control down to almost zero light. There was just enough light left to avoid injury if one got up in the middle of the night to use the bathroom.

Laurel was the first to wake at 04:00. She was up since the two went to bed so early. She tried to be quiet and kept the lights low. She was about to start dressing and had actually shucked off her 'night gear' shirt when Jake stirred and rolled over and turned the lights up to 50%. As he opened his eyes and rolled back over, a truly beautiful site met him. Laurel was standing next to the bed wearing nothing but her underwear. Her muscles were amazingly well defined in her tummy and shoulders. She had a thick but feminine looking neck when she was nude. Her plump breasts poked out in soft round mounds with delicate little orioles tipped with now hard pink nipples. Her breasts looked to be just the right size to fill a man's hand without much left over. Her breasts rose from her firm chest in a perfect curved manner out to a mound shape with the nipples creating the perfect punctuation mark at the tip. Her shoulders are softly square to her frame crating a delicate but muscular frame for her ample breasts and youthful but well-defined female frame. Her arms looked much stronger without the lines of any fabric to breakup the lines of the muscle groups in her arms. Her legs were muscular, just below that of a runner from all the leg lifts and all the hours on the leg press station in the gym. Her white high cut bikini underwear seemed to point strait down to her well-defined and obvious mound. It was a soft gentle rise to the center that stood up from the rest of her body. The outline of each labium was clear without the usual crease in the middle. Her lips came together very firmly and perfectly even creating an almost invisible seam where they meet.

She blushed hard but didn't make any effort to cover up. She stared right back at his ever-darker blushing face. He looked her up and down settling on her face without the usual locked stare on her feminine and pronounced mound. This gave her pause not to drop to the floor or scramble for something to cover her self with. It occurred to her that he had been a complete gentleman as he promised and she also felt she owed him a long look. She had more than a passing eyeful of his form at his emergence from stasis. Her face felt very warm and it took all her might to fight the urge to run and hide. Jake was quite impressed with the bright pink filling her cheeks. It gave her face a different glow from its usual radiance.

"What do you think?" Laurel asked in a quivery nervous voice.

"Laurel, you are more beautiful than I could have ever imagined. Very nice."

Jake finally pulled his gaze away so Laurel could cover up with some measure of dignity. Laurel made no attempt to move at first. She was dumbstruck embarrassed, but also kind of liked the idea of returning the favor to Jake. Jake looked back to check her progress only to find her gorgeous figure still exposed and her nipples now standing out very erect. He drank her body in amazed at how gorgeous she truly was from head to toe. She had the perfect proportions to her form. He was particularly intrigued by her willingness to just let him get his fill of her practically naked form. The fact that her underwear was so thin now to ease the stimulation of an overly sensitive vulva, meant not much was left to the imagination. He filled his mind with her image and glanced again at her unusually beautiful little labium before realizing he was now becoming very engorged.

Just as he was going to say something Laurel noticed the firm outline of his throbbing cock and a little pang of shock shot through her. She wasn't inviting a sexual encounter and if she didn't move that is exactly what Jake was going to think she was inviting. She slowly moved off toward the bathroom to get dressed.

Jake was left stunned and short of breath. He was breathing heavy and feeling very dizzy once she left his sight. He glanced down and noticed his very hard and obvious erection and realized that was probably what encouraged Laurel to leave the room. He was pretty sure she wasn't implying an invite to do anything but enjoy a good long look but the sight of his response must have scared her. Jake kind of felt bad for frightening her, but what did she expect. Perhaps she really didn't realize just how drop dead gorgeous she was. Any man would become aroused seeing what Jake just had. He finally started to catch his breath and come to grips with what he had just seen. An image he would cherish and never ever forget for the rest of his life. He was intent on asking the AI in private why Laurel was shaped so different. He had never seen images or any female stasis occupants that looked anything like Laurel did.

When Laurel emerged from the bathroom with her hair brushed and her teeth brushed to their usual glistening whiteness, she was completely dressed except for her shoes. Jake had also retrieved his outfit from the bureau and was dressed. His state of arousal could still be seen and Laurel was a little sorry she had such a profound effect on him but only a little. At least he had a pretty good idea of what she was all about. That was the only goal she had in mind. She addressed him to be sure he didn't think she was just being a tease.

"I hope you didn't get the wrong idea about what happened?"

"No. Of course not Laurel." He gave her a peck on the lips.

"I just figured I was already busted, and I owed you a good look."

"I will remember that for the rest of my days. You are a truly stunning woman. And I mean stunning everywhere, like no other."

Laurel still wasn't completely over what she had forced herself to do. It went against everything she was ever taught or felt about modesty and ladylike behavior. She knew it was inevitable he would get a peek here or there, but this was overt and unnatural feeling. At least he had taken it in the right light and hadn't focused his gaze on her crotch. He was defiantly a unique young man and a good friend and she loved him ever so much more now.

After the two grabbed an at first a little awkward breakfast things went back to the usual giddy, tummy tingling, head swimming way it was before.

After a good workout and shower. Laurel had to leave Jake's side to go down to the control room to prepare to start up the antimatter reactors while Jake and several servo drones installed the pressure hatch in the stairwell and a pressure door in the med deck corridor. After Jake had the door and a hatch in place he initiated the vacuum on the med deck. Jake then hurried to Laurel's location to help with the final checks for igniting the reactors.

"Are we finally ready?" Jake asked once back at Laurel's side.

"Yup. The last check is complete and everything is a go."

"Well if we got even one thing wrong, we will never know it. There will be a new supernova style explosion where the Future used to be."

Laurel flashed him a quick look of shock at the thought, but realized that just wasn't going to happen. She had been too thorough with her checklist. Once the bridge systems were replaced this could be done from the bridge with the touch of a button on the command console. But for now Laurel touched the initiate icon and the reactors came to life. There was a slight rumbling in the floor but it was barely perceptible. The power levels all over the ship started to rise to maximum levels for the first time in centuries. The control relays Laurel had spent so much time repairing sprang to life and even more systems soon appeared on the control room displays. Total ship wide power levels wouldn't be visible until the damage control station could be visited on the bridge but the two instantly noticed the ambient lighting increase in intensity. Once they started making their way back to the command deck they noticed everything on the ship was brighter and even the lift seemed to be running sharper and faster. Laurel realized it was probably just the result of increased perception by them both over the new power levels.

Once on the bridge, the damage control screen indicated 2.24 gigawatts per hour available. Laurel stood and wrapped her arms around Jake tightly and bounced up and down with excitement. Full power was available to the entire vessel except for the damaged bridge. There were some key components to replace before that would be possible, but the rest of the red indicators were one by one turning green as systems came online and completed startup sequences, most of which were automatic. The few requiring manual startup were minor subsystems. There were now only 12 minor and 11 major power interruptions or control failures. The AI was still offline on a timer with no way of waking it early.

Laurel wanted desperately to climb in the captain's chair and initiate a controlled course change but she knew that just wasn't possible yet. She instead analyzed the components needed in the bow of the ship to repair the bridge systems. She had to type commands into the keypad on the damage control console to order the components to be manufactured and stockpiled near the front air lock control room. With the AI offline much had to be done manually. Jake then scooted the keypad toward his side of the console and ordered the foundry to begin manufacturing hull plates and connector beams for repairing the missing bow section. He ran to their quarters and fetched his design plans for the holographic system needed to create a curtain of illusion to work behind and dropped the data pad on the console causing an instant transfer of data. He submitted it for consideration and immediate construction of the needed components if approved.

The new power levels also meant the limited navigation as rewired by Jeff was now able to scan several billion kilometers out and on a continuous basis, not in pulses. Laurel also decided the next repair needed was in the AI's main processor bay. It was a gigantic high-energy space that had to be entered with nothing metal or electronic on ones person. It was also a controlled environment so no oxygen would be available in the space. Small plastic oxygen breathers would have to be worn around the neck and a mask strapped to the face. This repair would eliminate the higher processing errors and make every system on the vessel accessible to the AI again. There was hundreds of thousands of terabytes of information and stored data that the AI had no access to, which would be restored. This would clear the damage control board of all minor repairs needed. Laurel thought the repairs to be pretty major but it was listed as minor repairs and not a priority. Because of this Laurel and Jake would be working on almost opposite ends of the vessel. Laurel didn't like the thought of it, but knew it was the only way to get the repairs done in an efficient and timely manner. She uploaded her new repair schedule with Jake watching. She glanced over at him just in time to see him bow his head and frown.

"Sorry Jake. It has to be done. We can't be sitting around just because we can't stand being apart."

"I know. It just¦it hurts." He said the last part in very low voice.

"What? I can't hear you."

Jake lifted his head and looked strait into her beautiful dark blue eyes and thought what he was feeling instead of voicing it. Laurel flinched when she was hit with a wave of emotion from him. It was a feeling of dread and pain of the heart. Then she heard his voice as clear as if he had spoke the words. "It hurts to be away from you!" She was amazed. It was loud and clear.

"Jake. How did you do that? I heard you¦and I felt that¦I felt your feelings."

Jake shook off his gaze and came out of the trance like state that staring into Laurel's eyes always elicited.

"Sorry. I don't know how I did that¦I just thought it into your eyes."

"That was weird. And cool. You gotta teach me how to do that."

"I don't know if I can. I don't really know how I did it."

Just as the two were going to experiment and discuss communicating with out words the proximity alarm sounded.

"Their back!" Laurel shouted.

"Laurel, relax. Focus. Get to the propulsion station, I have an idea."

Laurel shook off the fear and did as her co-commander asked. Jake stepped over to the navigation station and focused on the brightest and closest star in the galaxy dead ahead and retrieved the coordinates and transferred them to his data terminal and then moved over to Laurel's station and had her manually type them in. Then he went to the inoperative velocity control console and typed in a maximum gravitation pulse dead ahead. This will make the computer try and open a gravity well in front of the ship and engage the engines at full thrust. When the velocity controls fail to engage the safety systems would initiate a dead stop maneuver to avoid being thrust into an unstable gravity well. Laurel was trying to understand what Jake was doing, and then it hit her. The rapier would continue zooming through space at close to a million miles an hour and the Future would slam on the brakes and disappear from view. This would also put anyone approaching dead a head and in range of the main weapon.

Just as Jake confirmed that there were three craft moving in on their position from astern, Laurel enacted the plan. The engines came up to full thrust causing a nauseating feeling of acceleration before the inertial dampers engaged canceling the feeling. There was a loud alarm and the engines gimbaled swinging the whole ship around, which surprisingly only took a couple of seconds, then the engines throttled up automatically to 125% thrust. The entire vessel shuddered for a second before the inertial dampers again compensated for the negative Gs'. It only took another couple of seconds and the Future was answering dead stop. Laurel then manually swung the Future back around to the manually entered coordinates and thrust the engines for five seconds at 80% power then initiated a full shut down.

The bogies flew by in a flash on the external sensors and began slowing as Jake moved over to the main weapon console and brought the main weapon on line. There was a loud grinding gear-to-gear sound as the outer door covering the weapon bay slid up and the weapon started sliding out of the lower portion of the bow circumference. The main weapon reached the extended and locked position with a low thud. Then there was a high pitch whine that built in intensity and pitch until it rose above the level of human hearing. The end of the weapon visible from the bridges view screen was very menacing. The whole contraption looked like three gigantic 20 foot diameter gun barrels, two side by side and one below that with spiraled focusing coils wrapped around them. The focusing coils looked like they were made of frosted glass but they were in fact another of the exotic materials that were supplied without an explanation of where it came from or who actually invented it. The coils began to glow a strange blue color as the weapon charged up. The weapon was consuming several million volts while it charged. Then the reactors at the rear of the vessel started ramping up to replace the consumed energy and gravitational waves started being redirected from propulsion to the weapon. The barrels would deliver a spinning vortex of compressed and focused gravitational energy and the focusing coils would deliver the stored energy. The combined energy was enough to destroy a comet the size of a small moon or obliterate planetoids or asteroids for collecting the rubble for soil or iron ore minerals for the foundries, or a space craft could be blown into millimeter size debris.

The craft finally started to come within range of the forward cameras. As Laurel had sensed, it was the uninvited guests only this time the ships were much larger and had multiple weapons arrays. Some of the weapons looked like what the two had seen previously and others looked like parabolic dishes with coiled metal devices in the center with a ball at the tip. The craft were large enough to be carrying a rather large boarding party this time. There was one of the delta shaped rapiers but the other two looked more like cargo containers with parts cobbled onto them with the same magnetic docking ring and retractable boarding chute. They were approaching in a diamond formation making it very difficult for Jake to get all three within the narrow focusing area of the weapon. Since the automatic targeting system was inoperative Jake would have to aim and fire manually. The craft started moving apart so Jake took the best aim he could with his fingertip on the aiming sites and then lifted his hand and reached over and touched the icon labeled fire. There was a crackling sound and then a wiring noise followed by a bright flash and a thud. There was a ball of light traveling out away from the end of the weapon surrounded by a strange shimmering effect. The blast found its target striking the center and largest vessel almost dead on. The vessel simply spread apart and disintegrated. There was a small flash as the fuel and oxygen that had been in the cockpit ignited then there was just tiny debris scattering in all directions. The craft to the left was half consumed by the bolt of energy splitting it in half, disintegrating what was hit and the rest of the craft exploded in a small smoky flash as its fuel was ignited by the energy from the weapons plasma discharge. The third rapier had its wing disintegrated making it spin like a Frisbee and the fuel ignited in a quick white flash that then turned into a bluish black cloud of persistent smoke. The occupant section seemed intact, but it was probably full of smoke and equipment shorting out. There were occasional flashes inside the craft shining through the dark tinting on the cockpit glass. Jake knew he couldn't spare the crew and take a chance they could deliver a message that the Future had such a devastating weapon in its bow. That would be where future weapons fire would be concentrated exposing the vulnerable open bow to heavy bombardment without any EMPACC or hull plating for protection.

"Laurel, give me three degrees left impulse. Thrusters only."

"Jake. There done. We don't have to kill them."

"Babe we can't let them radio our position and speed. We also don't want our only weapon location given away."

"Don't call me babe on the bridge Jake. Everything is recorded here."

"Sorry. Captain, left three point five degrees please?"

Laurel complied without saying another word. Jake charged the weapon to 30%, aimed and fired. He hit it dead on and what was left of the spinning craft simply turned into a puff of smoke and debris after a small flash as the oxygen from the occupant area burned away. Jake moved back to the external sensors and checked for any other craft. There were none. He leaned back slowly and bowed his head. He was not at all happy with what he had just done. There were at least a dozen or so creatures that would not be coming home to their families tonight.

Jake looked over to Laurel. She was just as saddened and she also looked a little pissed.

"I'm sorry Laurel."

"It's alright. I'll get over it in time. I don't like killing. We are supposed to be above that."

"Laurel, if they got on board the things they would've done to us¦you and the rest of the crew¦well some pretty ugly things come to mind."

"I know I can hear them. Please stop thinking about it."

"You can here me thinking?"

"Yes. Quite clearly now."

"Sorry. Again."

Laurel decided to leave the vessel traveling at only 6000 miles per hour. The boarding parties were looking for them at a significantly higher velocity and on a different course. She figured it would throw them off for a little while. She stepped over to the weapon console and shut the weapon down and retracted it back into the bow and sealed the outer door. She then leaned back on the edge of the console and looked down on Jake who was still sitting looking rather bothered.

"Look. Your ideas were genius. The way you came up with a plan and executed it so fluidly was truly impressive. I'm just sad that we didn't have any other choice. This vessel of exploration just became a device of horrific death. In the end you're right. If they, whoever they are get on board, they will kill everyone on board. You more than likely saved us all. Me included. Thank you for that."

Laurel put her hand on Jake's shoulder snapping him out of his daze. The two shut down the consoles and headed for the mess hall for some lunch. The events of the morning had been fortuitous. If they had not started the reactors when they did, the boarding party would have done substantial damage and there would have been no way of stopping them from getting on board. Jake's performance confirmed to Laurel's great relief that he was an excellent choice for second in command. His intellect and instincts were truly amazing to Laurel and a big turn on. He would make a good protector. But that was something she would keep to her self.

After lunch Laurel decided to work on some more of the minor calibration activities that would normally be done by the AI to keep herself busy. Jake stayed very close and helped where he could. Laurel had a calculating mind that just worked faster than Jake's. Laurel's wrist monitor had also begun to show a slow yellow pulsing a little after lunch, so she agreed to let Jake escort her down so he could show her his handy work and where to avoid stepping.

Once the two made it down to the med deck Jake pointed down the corridor to the pressure door. He also pointed to a small red mark on the bulkhead marking the point where the gravity plating was modified.

"What ever you do don't step past that point. I'll be right here waiting you for you."

Laurel stepped into the med lab and noticed the table again with the stirrups in the up position. She took a long breath and started undressing. Laurel slid up on the table and put her feet up into the stirrups. The manipulator arm rose up from below and stopped the usual three inches from her. She reached down and pulled herself up and apart. The laparoscope then moved forward to the middle and then gently slid down to her vaginal opening and settled right against her opening. She let her labia settle against the device and took another deep breath. She hoped the AI had instructed the laparoscope to withdraw in a much more gentle manner. She watched on the view screen as her egg was finally located much farther back than the other times, making her think she should have waited until the monitor was a steady yellow instead of pulsing. The egg was removed and then the warm saline and hormone solution was delivered. The usual warm and tingling feeling occurred and the camera light went out and the laparoscope started rewinding. Laurel clinched up waiting for the laparoscope guide to yank itself out of her lips. Instead the device very gently withdrew pulling its self from between he lips with a gentle slipping motion letting her slip off the tip of the device as her lips drew together. She unclenched and grinned. "Thank you." She whispered. This was the first time the whole procedure felt respectful to her sensitivity down there. After the harvesting was complete the stirrups lowered and the control panel beeped and displayed the instruction to lie still during the scan and to move all the way up onto the pillow. After the MRI and 4D imaging was done, she was given instructions to get dressed the exams are done.

She got dressed with a smile. This visit was the most pleasant visit yet. Finally she felt like she was being treated with respect for how delicate she was down there. She was also glad to finally be getting back to Jake's side. He really made her feel like a woman.

As the door opened and she saw Jake's face she wasn't quite sure why he was so wide eyed. He also had his hand up to his cheek in a gesture of shock.

"What? Jake, what's wrong?"

"Laurel! I could hear you!"

"What!?" Laurel's face drained of color. "No!"

"Oh yah. I heard you¦thinking about what was being done¦how the warm feeling tickled inside¦I am so sorry that the device always hurt you down there before."

"Oh¦my¦god!" Laurel now turned bright pink in the face and then shot both hands up over her face in embarrassment.

"And I heard what you said about me¦thought about me. I make you feel like a true woman?"

"Jake I am so humiliated." Laurel couldn't look at him. She kept her face covered by her hands and stepped forward and buried her face into his chest.

"You had no idea you were sharing your thoughts. It's ok."

"Did you hear everything?"

"From the time the door shut and you said¦I mean thought, god I hate those things."

Now Laurel was feeling completely mortified. She thought about what she was thinking to herself, which only made it more embarrassing. She looked up at him and pressed further. She still wasn't convinced he had heard everything.

"You didn't hear the whole time did you? Please tell me you didn't."

"Let's see¦I wish the computer was online so I would have a distraction¦uhm¦that's weird why is it taking so long¦where is it¦oh there it is. Why is it so far to the back? I'm going to have to wait longer next time¦that feels nice I like the warm tickly feeling¦Oh god this is gunna hurt like always¦I hope the AI remembered to instruct the manipulator arm to be gentle¦uhm¦I don't want my lips torn off. Should I go on?"

"No. Please don't. I'm mortified." Laurel started to tear up.

"Oh god, I'm so sorry Laurel. I didn't mean to make you cry. I can't help what I heard¦I mean I didn't mean to listen. It was just there." Jake tried to comfort her by holding her tighter and rubbing her back.

"It's¦its just such a private¦and embarrassing thing¦that I'm doing in there." She was now sobbing.

Jake now felt horrible for saying anything. He wished that he could take it back and never say a thing about being able to hear her inner thoughts so clearly.

"Look. Laurel please don't cry. You're breaking my heart. I'm a guy and guys are pigs. I shouldn't have said anything about what I heard. I should have thought about how much it would hurt you." Now Jake started to tear up. He hated seeing Laurel so devastated at his hand. Laurel cried for a few more minutes before gathering herself. By that time Jake had lost it. He was absolutely broken hearted over how much pain he had caused the love of his life.

"Jake you're not a pig. I don't want to hear you insult my man like that." Laurel sniffled and wiped the tear from under Jake's eye.

"I am so sorry baby. I will check myself before I open my mouth in the future."

"Oh Jake, you were just excited to finally be hearing my thoughts so clearly like I have been yours."

"What! You've been hearing everything I think?"

"No. Just when we are apart really, and a couple other fleeting thoughts. Nothing revealing though"

The two hugged again and then quietly headed back up to the command deck. Laurel stopped by the bridge to check on her ordered components for repairing the AI's core processor. They were ready. Jake wasn't going to be thrilled but someone needed to stay close to the bridge while the work in the processor core was being carried out.

"Jake. I'm going to go back to the AI core and wait for it to come back online so I can repair the damaged neural nodes. I need you to stay close to the bridge incase our friends got off a distress message alerting our position and speed."

"Eye captain. I'm going to miss you." Jake's face was solemn but he new Laurel was right.

"Hay, if you want we can keep in touch here." Laurel pointed to her temple.

"Yah I know. I don't think we have a choice about that."

Laurel smiled, gave him a long French kiss and moved off to the elevator. It took a full fifteen minutes to make it to the processor core center. Laurel checked over the supplies and tools laid out for her. Another large metal box on wheels was waiting but this time when Laurel opened it and looked at the neural nodes, they looked like the crystals used in the interferometer but the circuit paths imbedded in the tiles looked like brain neurons. They were very organic and complex looking. Theses tiles were a little thicker than the relay style and much heavier.

Laurel also noticed a strange clear plastic pole with an odd gripper at the end that was at a 90-degree angle to the shaft. She stared at it for some time before it dawned on her it must be for replacing the neural nodes that are higher than a person could reach. There was also a smaller version of the gripper without the pole. She started to realize that when the neural nodes are active the static from a person's hand and clothing would cause problems. She looked down at the case of nodes and hoped she hadn't done damage just by touching one. She decided to unseal the outer door to the processor bay. It required an iris scan and manual input of her command code to unseal the door. She had been standing on a fairly narrow steel grate covered walkway that stopped at the outer door. When the door opened she stepped into a room with bright white walls and three access doors. Each door had a designator number stenciled on it and below that main processor or co-processor #1 and #2. Next to each door were a palm scanner and a keypad.

She sat down against the wall and closed her eyes and started to listen. She figured if she was going to have to wait for the AI, she would see if she could hear Jake's voice in her head. As she started tuning the world around her out the servo drone started moving the tools and supplies into the room with her very quietly. She became aware of movement in the room, the gentle hum of electricity flowing through regulator circuits, and how cold the floor was under her bottom. Then she focused on the gentle whispers that were always present, which she had learned to ignore. She focused on the whispers intently trying to make out what was being whispered. There was rush as the voices changed from whispers to loud voices as though she was whisked into a room from outside to the middle of the room with many people talking at the same time. She popped her eyes open being startled by the increase in intensity. She then closed her eyes again and focused on the most calm of the voices. All of the other voices faded back to faint whispers and the single voice became as clear as if standing right in front of Jake while he was talking. It was him. His coherent thoughts were clear and loud.

"I wish we could've worked together on the processor core."

"I miss her. This sucks. "

"I want to look upon her."

"She's so hot."

"I love her so much."

"I want her."

Laurel was starting to realize she was foremost on his mind. She knew the feeling. It was very distracting, and at times painful. The heart doesn't care what you are trying to do it wants what it wants. Laurel was starting to feel like she was spying on him in the most intimate manner possible. But the feeling wasn't enough to make her stop. She was wondering what he was actually doing. Was he working or just sitting waiting like she was. She decided to look deeper. What was his body feeling? She found a spot that felt like intermittent pain then relief. She quickly realized he was in the gym. He was working out for distraction. A smile came to her. The expression of the smile distracted her as she became aware of her own face stretching into a big grin. She fell back into his voice. His voice was so attractive to her. It was strong, caring, smart, and youthful. He was ever so smart to her, a genius by any other comparison to someone his age. She found that to be a complete turn on. Then she heard his deepest and most secretive thoughts. The thoughts he never voiced.

"I can't wait to see her nude." Laurel's mouth opened a little.

"She's got a body I just want to touch and hold."

"I wish I could see it all."

"Her lips are so beautiful."

"I never knew a girl could be so beautiful."

"I wish I could rub those lips. I bet there as soft as silk."

"I bet she would taste as sweet as the sweetest candy."

"I would love to have the whole thing in my mouth."

"I would love to caress her beautiful breasts."

Laurel snapped her eyes open. She was hearing things Jake never meant her to hear. She was a little shocked how much he wanted to be intimate with her. She glanced down at her crotch and gently shook her head. That thing has caused so much trouble for her. She was proud of how beautiful she was but she really wished all men didn't crave it so much. She leaned her head back, closed her eyes and reentered his mind deliberately avoiding his secret thoughts.

"I've got to get strong if I'm going to protect Laurel from those thugs."

"She's my everything."

"If I lose her I'll die."

"What would I do?"

"Five. Six. Seven. Eight. Nine. Ten."

"My pecks hurt."

"Maybe some food will keep my mind off of her."

"God I hate this. I wish she was here."

"I wonder what she's doing."

"I wonder if she's doing something dangerous."

"I should be there."

"I should go check the external sensors."

Laurel was startled out of her trance by the thought of the uninvited guests coming back. Jake would need help if that happened, but she was at least 20 minutes from the bridge. She suddenly felt very tiny on a gigantic vessel. That alone offered some level of comfort. There were a lot of places to hide if they got on board. Plus the effort that would be required to destroy something as huge as the Future without detonating the antimatter cores was staggering.

Just as angel was about to listen in again the AI interrupted her. The sound of the AI's salutation made the hazy world she had entered turn cloudy like smoke and then was blown away like a breeze blowing a puff of smoke from your face.

"Good morning Laurel. You are looking fit."

Good morning. I am standing by for the repairs to your processor core. Well, sitting by."

"I see that. Very well. You will be entering a very sensitive location. Please remove all metal and electronic devices before entering the neural center."

"What about my clothing. Will static be a problem?"

"No. Your clothing is made from synthetic spiders silk. It will not create enough static to be a problem."

"Ok. Cool. I wasn't looking forward to climbing into the core in my underwear."

"Actually your underwear is the only thing you are wearing that would create static. You would have to remove them if you were not wearing low static clothing."

"Thank god there isn't any need for that."

"I see you and Jake have been very busy. I am very impressed with your handy work. I have full power to all systems, and propulsion has been restored. I also see you have had an encounter with another species."

"Yah. It didn't go as I would have liked, but Jake's instincts were right on the money. He really is an amazing second in command."

"I have analyzed the incident, and have determined the lead vessel was preparing to fire a weapon of incredible ferocity when Jake opened fire. I believe our friends know that the bow is vulnerable."

"So your saying he saved our lives?"

"Without a doubt."

"I thought as much. I didn't know they were charging weapons or whatever, but I was pretty sure they had bad things on their minds."

"I would suspect they are looking for supplies and technology."

"Hay, who are you reviving from stasis?"

"You noticed that did you? I have decided I can support one more individual without to much of a problem with resources. You and Jake need help with security. Your next crewmate is the leader of the marine squad in stasis. He is very smart, and he will have tactics and abilities that you and Jake do not possess."

"Couldn't you just teach us?"

"No. This man is a highly decorated marine. He has experience I could never offer through simple knowledge."

"So, what's his name?"

"Lieutenant Mark Tillman special tactics division US Marine Corps voluntary regiment for the Earth vessel Future."

"Wait¦regiment? I thought we only had a squad on board. Isn't a squad smaller than a regiment?"

"Yes. An entire regiment volunteered to go and through a rigorous selection process only the brightest and toughest were selected to go. They were meant to act as a police force onboard to keep the peace and as security for all when we arrived at the Future planet. No one knew what we were going to find when we arrived. We have no idea what the society we were going to encounter would be like."

"I see. And this guy will follow our lead?"

"He was twenty eight years old when he boarded so he may not initially understand someone so young being in command but he will have a great deal of respect for the chain of command. Once you prove you are fit to lead he will follow your command without question."

"That's not going to be easy. Proving that I am fit to be in command."

"You have an uncanny knack for command. He will just need a little time to see it in you. In the mean time I will have to give a field promotion to you and Jake so he will not out rank you."

"Are you saying we will be drafted into the military? I don't want to be a commissioned officer. I don't like how the military thinks. Shoot first and ask questions later."

"You will be in the civilian deffense corps. Since it is a field commission and not a voluntary enlistment, you can resign your commission to a superior officer at any time without repercussion or negative impact. You must outrank Mark or he will take command and the mission will become militarized. This vessel was built by and must remain under the control of the civilian corps."

"So...what will my rank be?"

"You will be a lieutenent commander with the posting of captain Earth vessel Future. Jake will be a commander, with the posting of executive officer Earth vessel Future."

"So I'll out rank Jake and Mark?"

"Yes. All military officers are subordinate to civilian corps officers. You will also be receiving six commendations of merit and Jake three. It is required that a captain and executive officer possess a certain minimum number of citations in order to be eligible for such a posting. You deserve more but I don't want to go overboard. Mark will not be able to override your command posting without a fellow commissioned officer concurring with his decision to take command, which would be Jake and he will never usurp your command. He loves you far to much and recognizes your natural ability for command."

"It's all so confusing. I don't like or understand the military command structure."

"Just do what you have been. You have done an amazing job for one so young. I will tell you this; Mark is a definite bad ass. You must show your dominance and rank from the moment he challenges you. Tell him in no uncertain terms that you are in charge and there will be consequences for insubordination. If you make your presence and command clear he will fall in line. And he will do whatever it takes to protect you and Jake as well as the Future."

"I think I get it. Enough with that, let's get your brain fixed."

"Agreed. Please remove your shoes and socks and I will guide you through the process."

"Will do."

Laurel popped to her feet and began removing her shoes. Once barefooted she made her way to the palm scanner and scanned her self in then typed her command code into the keypad. There was a hiss and the door to the main processor core gently swung open. The room was absolutely gigantic. It was very dark except for the light being emitted from the billions of neural circuit crystals. There were freestanding banks of the crystals fifty feet high in a gentle arcing array that curved away from the open door for as far as Laurel could see. The room was very warm when compared to the 68-degree air out side. There was row after row of the neural crystals sitting in slots in the freestanding banks. There was a tiny number under each neural crystal. Laurel's mouth was wide open. She had never imagined there would be so many. Then it dawned on her. The AI had a processing center patterned after the human brain. The advanced computations required enabling a machine to become self-aware and to think as fast as a human would require huge amounts of power and billions of simulated neurons. The neural crystals were blinking and slowly glowing and pulsing in a very peculiar manner. Laurel poked her head into the opening and immediately recognized that there was no oxygen in the room except for what was drifting in through the open door.

"You will have to wear the OBA in order to breath."{Oxygen Breathing Apparatus}

"Right. It looks dark in there. How am I going to see what I'm doing?"

I am sorry, but you cannot take anything in the processor core that emits any kind of energy. There should be enough light coming from the neural circuits. Just bare in mind, the neural nodes are electrically charged. You need to take care not to come into contact with any of the nodes. Most are low current and voltage circuit paths but some are very high power circuits. If your bare skin makes contact you may be electrocuted. Additionally, you will only have thirty minutes of usable air, so at twenty-five minutes I want you to come out and get another OBA"

"Great. Ok I'll be careful."

Laurel strapped the OBA around her neck and turned it on then strapped the mask over her mouth and nose.

"Take the node remover with you. You will need to go to bank seventy-five and look for damaged nodes. Remove them one at a time and come out and use the analyzer to find the correct replacement. Then section ninety-nine four zero six will be you next target location."

"Got it. What about my wrist monitor? Will it cause a problem?"

"Yes. Place it face down on the palm scanner and I will disable it."

Laurel did as the AI requested and her monitor turned black and the band relaxed its grip. She then removed it from her wrist. Her wrist was whiter than the rest of her arm where it had been. She rubbed her wrist and went to step into the processor core.

"Remember Laurel, the neural nodes are stacked all the way to the floor. Please use extreme caution. If you kick and break one a neural path could be interrupted or an errant signal initiated. At worst a signal could be sent to something critical such as magnetic containment for one of the reactors or an airlock door could be opened inadvertently."

"Right. No pressure."

With that in mind Laurel stepped into the very dark and very warm room. Laurel guessed it to be just a little less than 100 degrees. As she approached the first bank of twinkling neural nodes with the node removal tool in her hand she couldn't help but be amazed. The banks containing the nodes were made out of a dark black material that looked like plastic but Laurel knew it couldn't be plastic because plastic would melt and develop a static charge. The material would have to be light and resist expansion of deformation in heat and be extremely rugged. The nodes were packed less than a half-inch apart and they were stacked one on top of the next from right at the floor all the way to the ceiling in these strange black banks. There were small non-conductive metal clips holding each node in place. Now the gripper made sense. The gripper would be used to squeeze the clip to unhook it and then it would be pulled out gently without touching the neural node. Then the node would be grabbed and pulled from its slot.

Laurel turned sideways and started moving into the first row of two banks. She could sense the energy flowing through the circuits' only inches away from her body. She moved several hundred feet down the curved row looking for section 75. Once she found the target section the damaged nodes were easy to spot, they were the only nodes that were blackened. Laurel found thirteen damaged nodes in the upper most corner of section 75. There were little yellow lines running from floor to ceiling along the face of the neural node banks that had the section number on each side of the yellow line in very little numbers so Laurel always knew where she was working. After her thirteen trips out she moved on to section 99406. She had to make her way around the end of the banks until she found the right row. Once she got almost to the end of the row she found her target. There was a node lying on the floor. One of the metal clips had failed and the node was jarred loose and fell out of its slot, contacting many other nodes on its way to the floor shorting out the other nodes. Laurel made the long trip back to the open door 23 times, replacing her OBA on one of the trips. Once she had all of the damaged nodes replaced she gladly made the long trip out of the processor core and sealed the door behind her. After putting her socks and shoes back on she couldn't wait to get back to Jake but she knew there was one last task.

"Run a neural diagnostic. You should find all your circuits now active."

"You are correct. I now have access to long-term memory banks three hundred to twelve thousand five hundred. I can now show you exactly what happened five hundred fourty-two years ago. Both stars exploded in a chain reaction. That is why there was so much damage. The fact that we even survived is a miracle. I can tell you this vessel survived something far beyond design specifications. There is no system, no sensor, and no control path that I do not have access to now. Thank you Laurel. This repair was considered low priority, but thank you for making me a priority."

"You are very welcome. That is what friends do. They consider each other important and do what ever they can to help the other."

"My internal sensors are now operating at levels not seen in hundreds of years. This will prove invaluable should intruders manage to get onboard. The power levels and renewed neural circuits will benefit everyone. I am detecting elevated stress levels in Jake. Please go to him. He has expressed extreme discomfort with your absence. I don't know if you realize how long you have been working"

"Wait, you've been talking to him?"

"Yes. I can carry on several thousand concurrent conversation if need be. He and I have been conversing all afternoon. It took some convincing to get him to agree to being commissioned as the executive officer."

"Nice! He hated the idea to?"

"Vehemently. In the end he agreed when I told him it was the only way to protect you properly."

"So you tricked him?"

"No. It is the truth, from a certain point of view. I do not trick my crew. I present the facts in a compelling manner."

"I see. Just like you compelled me?"

"Yes. Please Laurel we can talk while you are enroot. Jake needs you, as sure as if he were physically injured. Go to him and relieve his discomfort."

"I miss him pretty bad to. I'm out a here."

With that Laurel made her way back to the command deck jogging at times to make the trip as quick as possible.

Jake was on the command deck watching the progress of Laurel's work from the sensor station. He had spent the whole day watching internal and external sensors for intruders and to keep tabs on Laurel. In the end it was the only relief he was able to find for his aching heart.

He had started the day when Laurel departed in a pretty good frame of mind. He started by examining the telemetry from the strange craft that he was forced to destroy. He was looking for transmissions of any kind before destruction occurred. The problem was he didn't know what frequency he was looking for. After some time he decided to watch Laurel's progress to make sure she was safe. It didn't take long to start missing her. He had thought it was bordering on obsession. He could see her position wasn't changing at all after reaching the processor core access doors. He was pretty sure she was waiting for the AI for help with the tasks specifics. The AI hadn't shared much about the core, only its location and the security measures required to access it.

After a good while watching her position as a small yellow dot blinking and not moving he moved on to maximum external sensor readings. He knew the ship was actually getting low on water and a comet was going to be the most feasible solution. There was only one within range on an intersecting course a light week out. Maneuvering that precisely was going to be a bitch without the navigation and propulsion tied together.

He was finding it harder and harder to concentrate on the task at hand. He was hearing Laurel's soft whispers breaking his chain of thought more often the longer she was gone. After a couple particularly deep echoes he decided to go try a hard workout to distract himself. He made his way to the gym thinking about Laurel the whole way. He was getting mad at himself for not being able to get her off his mind. He worked his muscles to the point of pain thinking the pain would be stronger than his weakness for her. He found himself loosing count of his reps a couple times, which luckily the workstation monitors alerted him to. Then it occurred to him after working out till his chest felt like it was on fire that a meal could be distracting. He usually ate first for fuel to workout but this day he was all out of sorts and did the routine backwards. Now his stomach was growling for food.

Once in the mess hall he realized that for some reason he had been thinking a lot about Laurel's fantastic naked body. It was something he worked very hard to keep deep inside. He didn't want his lust for her shapely figure to be on the surface where Laurel might hear him dreaming about caressing her or burying his face in her crotch or burying something else in her crotch without penetrating her. That was the thought he had to fight down into the deepest vault of secret places. He knew he could turn the thoughts off but the desire was definitely there. She was the most sensual thing he had ever seen. He just didn't know women could look like Laurel. In fact he was pretty sure women don't look like her. She was unique and astounding. He decided to keep his tender thoughts of her and how much he respected and loved her on the surface to hide everything else. He needed her to understand that while he wanted her he was perfectly content just being close to her. After all he was now able to spend every night with her right next to him.

Jake finally ended up back on the bridge watching the external sensors for anything that wasn't supposed to be there. That was when the AI offered a welcome distraction.

"Good afternoon Jake."

"Hay good afternoon. Wait¦ is it still afternoon? God time drags without Laurel around."

"Yes it is still early afternoon. You two have been busy. I see you have restored power to every system on the ship. I cannot tell you how impressed I am with the work you and Laurel have done. I have a renewed hope for the mission."

"Thanks. Laurel did most of the work. She is an absolute genius. I just followed her lead."

"Don't sell yourself short Jake. You are right up there with her in the smarts department. Without your help she would have never been able to repair the number three engine."

"Yah, that was a pain. I'm not saying I feel useless. I can see where my brains and brawn are valuable, but I'll never understand the kind of brain power she has."

"She is something special. That is why I chose her for command."

"Well I am the lucky one. I could have come out to a stodgy old crone that mad me crawl into every hole that poor thing had to."

"There are still plenty of small spaces you will be forced to crawl into. Trust me not everything is repaired yet."

"Yah. I've seen that. So, have you looked at the data from our encounter while you were resting?"

"Yes. You performed admirably Jake. It is my opinion that if you had not acted as you did you and Laurel may have been killed in the first exchange."

"I know Laurel was going to try and negotiate before firing. I don't think they would have known English and the element of surprise would have been lost."

"Agreed. The lead vessel was in the process of firing when it was destroyed. I do not approve of being used as a weapon of destruction, but in this instance you acted appropriately. You and Laurel compliment each other perfectly for a command crew. You are both very young but your instincts are spot on."

"Thank you. I think Laurel was disappointed that I resorted to killing so quickly."

"As long as you recognize it should never be the first course of action, then you acted properly."

"I am just worried that they got off a message before I could finish them off."

"I have been examining the telemetry and I don't believe they did unless they use a form of communication that I am unable to detect."

"I hope to god that is not the case, but that had crossed my mind too. I've been looking for any anomalous reading no matter how insignificant. You're far more capable of detecting such energies. If you could keep looking I would feel a lot better."

"Of course. There is another piece of business we need to discuss."

"Oh? Have we done something you're not happy with?"

"No. I have decided to get some help for you and Laurel from the marines."

"Yah. Laurel had already mentioned that you were reviving someone in the marine section."

"Yes. I did not want to distract you two from your tasks so I did not mention it. I should have known that Laurel is brilliant and thorough; she would notice the anomalous power readings. I did not have enough power available for the revival process without risk to the occupant plus everything else that needed to be done so I shut down for twenty hours."

"So what is so special about this guy you've chosen for the head of security?"

"He is the squad leader for the special tactics personel assigned to the Future. He is incredibly smart and tough as nails. He has been there and done that when it comes to performance under fire if you will excuse the expression. He has tactics and abilities I could never provide you with. In short, you need him."

"I wont argue that we need security, but wont this guy take command of the mission and militarize the whole mission?"

"Yes. By the military regulations that he is bound by, he would. That is why you and Laurel must be field promoted and assigned the Future as your duty station."

"No! Absolutely not! My dad told me the military couldn't be trusted to peacefully do anything. Look at how some of your key technologies were developed. Alien craft were shot out of the sky, the crew dissected or killed outright in the first exchange and then the technologies were reverse engineered and horded for clandestine uses for decades. No! I don't want any part of it."

"Jake you would be in the civilian corps that built the Future and is currently in charge of the mission. You are already part of the command as co-commander. It would just be a formality to officially recognize your accomplishments and rank. This vessel and the mission must not be militarized. In order to avoid that you and Laurel must out rank our new crew member."

"I don't like it. Who is this guy?"

"Lieutenant Mark Tillman Marine corps special tactics division voluntary regiment for the Earth vessel Future."

"Look...will he respect Laurel as his superior if we don't accept the field promotion?"

"No. He will likely order her put back into stasis first. Then start reviving other military personnel to take command. Then you would be ordered into stasis once the limited access repairs were completed. I can guarantee you that life would become very uncomfortable and strict aboard the Future. Resources would become a problem rather quickly and piracy to replenish them would become common and justified by the attitude of survival first peaceful contact second."

"That sounds ugly. That is why I don't want any part of the military."

"The only way to protect Laurel from brutal work schedules and being put back in stasis is to officially assume command and take your rightful place as her executive officer."

"Man this is a lot to accept." Jake laid his head on the console.

"I hate to make you rush into anything you are not comfortable with but this vessel needs your unique gifts. Laurel needs you. She is a natural born leader but needs a protector. I would feel most confident with you in that role. You two make a good couple in command and life. You have a connection that most people are incapable of. I would like to see you two flourish into the astonishing adults you will soon be and I would like to see you two grow together. It represents a unique opportunity to observe the next step in human evolution in action."

"That's a nice sentiment that you want to see us grow up together, but do you really think we should be hooking up and running something like the Future mission."

"If you two didn't have the gifts that you do I would say no. You two are physically and mentally advanced far beyond your years. You are exactly what this vessel needs. And like it or not, you two are bound for life. Even if you go back into stasis you two will always long for the other. You might even become ill until you learn how to control and modulate this connection between the two of you."

"Yah I already feel sick. It hurts to have her so far away. I love being so close to her but this thing sucks when we are apart. I get anxious and start feeling stressed out. Like having a big problem you can't do anything to resolve. It's always there at the back of your mind, in the pit of your stomach, in the middle of your heart. The only fix is to have her next to me, touching me. I don't know if you can ever know how frustrating that is."

"I can understand cause and effect. I will never know emotion and the powerful affect it has on individuals. I do understand that you two have to be together to feel right and your health and happiness is my primary concern. I am going to do anything in my power to insure you two stay close and healthy." Jake lifted his head.

"I need your loyalty and help to insure my primary mission is accomplished. That is to keep the crew and passengers alive and safe until we can get back on course to the Future planet."

"That's heavy. And cool. You are going to make sure we have each other in exchange for our continued loyalty¦it's a deal. You have been very fair so far."

"So you will accept the field promotion?"

"Yes. How long is my term of service to be for?"

"You may relinquish your commission to a superior officer at anytime without repercussion since you are not a voluntarily enlisted officer."

"Fine. For Laurel I will do it. I love her and I'm not going to see anyone treat her with disrespect or dishonor."

"That is extremely admirable and I happen to share the sentiment. After your evening shower you and Laurel come to the bridge and I will swear you in and present you with your commendations."

"Cool. I assume a certain level of commended service is required in order to be in command?"

"Yes. Very perceptive."

"Well now that I've been drafted can we change the subject?"

"Yes. What would you like to discuss?"

"My ideas for the holographic curtain. Have you looked at it?"

"Yes. The idea is ingenious. I approve of your plan and have already begun construction of the necessary components. Would you like to go over the details?"

"Yes. Please. It should distract me from my discomfort. I really miss my¦I miss Laurel."

"It is ok to call her your Laurel with me Jake. I know for a fact she considers herself yours. She also considers you hers Jake."

"Really? That's so sweet. I love her so much¦Come on lets talk holograms. I got to distract my mind."

Jake and the AI talked for the rest of the afternoon until Laurel finished her grueling task. By this time Jake had an ache in his gut that was very uncomfortable. He wished he knew a solution to this problem. For now all he knew to do for relief was to find Laurel and pull her into his arms and stay close to her. From what he could tell the range was about fifty feet. He assumed it had something to do with the range of her energy. That was how far her aura radiated and beyond that he longed to be in her field of influence. It was like a drug to him and he was addicted to her in a bad way. Then when he was right next her he felt drunk. Like he was over whelmed by the beautiful radiant energy she produced naturally. Jake noticed the little yellow dot representing Laurel moving back towards the bow at a very fast pace and he smiled big and breathed a sigh of relief. Relief was on its way and his ache would soon be at an end. The AI alerted Jake that Laurel was returning even though Jake was already aware.

"Laurel has completed her tasks and is on her way back Jake. You will soon be feeling better."

"I can see that. Thank you for talking with me. I really needed the distraction."

"You are welcome. I am glad I could help. I know how uncomfortable you are. I can detect elevated levels of stress hormones and your body temperature is fluctuating."

"You can detect hormone levels?"

"Yes. Since Laurel got my processor core repaired my sensors are thirty percent more sensitive and the increased power level allows me to keep them on maximum at all times. I can retrieve the readings from your bio monitor from a great distance now. You two have done an amazing job repairing and improving my systems. I could not have chosen a better repair and command crew."

"Thanks. That means a lot to hear that."

"Laurel is exiting the elevator. Go greet her. She is just as anxious to be by your side again."

Jake tried to act as calm as possible as he exited the bridge and caught his first sight of Laurel. His every instinct was screaming to run as fast as he can and grab her. She caught his eye with a flip of her beautiful hair as she rounded the corner into the command corridor. He thought to himself that he forgot just how sweet she looked. She was truly gorgeous even at a distance. He started smiling big as he saw her, he just couldn't hold it back. He was already starting to feel relieved.

As angel rounded the corner into the command corridor she flipped her hair out of her eyes so she could see clearly as she noticed Jake just exiting the bridge. Her heart fluttered and her face lit up. She was pleasantly surprised by just how handsome he was today. All the trips to the gym were starting to make him bulge in all the right places. She couldn't resist any longer, She let out a little squeal and her smile seemed to stretch from ear to ear she thought. She bolted down the corridor and leaped into Jake's arms and wrapped her arms around him in a bear hug and buried her face into his neck. The two spun around and Jake took one step back as Laurel was starting to get heavy with muscle and almost knocked him over. Jake buried his nose into the top of Laurel's hair and breathed her in deeply. He squeezed her as tight as he could without hurting her. She felt so good in his arms. He let out a gentle moan of relief. Laurel unwrapped her legs from Jake's waist and slid down him to the standing position but didn't let go of her grip around him. Jake felt the anxiety melt away and the ache in his chest was replaced with a warm glowing feeling. He felt for a few moments like he wouldn't be able to let go of her, she just felt to good up close to his body. Her warmth and sweet smell was intoxicating and he found himself breathing it in deeply while rocking her gently. Laurel was also feeling the same melting away of her stress and her heart was filling with a warming feeling. She could feel Jake's biceps pressing in on her shoulders and it made her feel safe and a little turned on making her crotch tingle and start to feel very warm.

"Jake I missed you so much. I hate being away from you for so long." Laurel was talking right into Jake's ear and her hot breath on his neck gave him goose bumps.

"I love you too Laurel. I missed you something awful." Jake had his eyes closed drinking in Laurel's warmth and energy.

"Why does this happen Jake? It hurts so bad to be apart for so long."

"I don't know sweetie. I've never loved anyone so deeply. I don't know if it's supposed to be like this."

Laurel finally relaxed her grip a little and pulled back to look into Jake's beautiful dark green eyes. She felt a wave of sweet warmth run through her. She knew she was feeling Jake's feelings. It made her smile and brought a tear to her eye. She had never felt so loved and so important before. She thought it was the most beautiful thing she had ever experienced. Jake felt a similar wave wash through his very fiber. It was coming from inside Laurel. He was feeling her feelings. It was a warm and tender feeling yet some how sweet like her. There was no mistaking she was a sweetheart all the way from the core of her being. It was like feeling another person's sole he thought to himself. The two stood with their bodies firmly pressed together arms tightly wrapped around one another feeling the others energy from within while staring into each other's eyes. Then they drew in and locked in a long and passionate French kiss. Jake found himself engorged and even more in love with this tender sole. Laurel felt his reaction as the kiss ended with two pecks on the lips. She kept herself pressed against him despite the firm bulge growing between them. She flashed to the thought that it was inevitable; she loved him so much, so completely that she was starting to want him inside her. She knew it would be challenging to say the least to get his girth inside her small opening but it would be worth it to feel the complete connection to him that couldn't be achieved any other way. Their soles would finally touch from the inside.

"Laurel! I heard that."

"What? What did I say?"

"You said you wanted me¦inside you. You said there's no stopping it from happening very soon because you love me so much and want to touch my soul."

"I guess I did. It's not an invite¦yet. It just means I am starting to want you in every way." Laurel relaxed her grip and moved away from Jake's bulge.

"Laurel, you know me. I will never rush or push anything. Take as much time as you need. It's a big step and I want you to be absolutely sure. I will continue to love you and be there for you."

"You're such a good man. Thank you for respecting my feelings. You are truly one of a kind."

The two engaged in another passionate kiss ending with the two pecks and a big smile. They then walked to the common area to compare notes with Laurel's arm firmly around Jake's midsection and Jake's over her shoulder and Laurel's head leaning toward Jake's shoulder.

Once in the common area Laurel started to feel more relaxed. The feelings were back to a normal calm focused perspective. The thought of becoming officers was weighing on both of them.

"I understand the point the computer is making. I just don't like the idea." Laurel was still wrestling with conflicted feelings.

"Look. We need this guy. But we have to keep him in check. This is the only way I see that happening. Believe me, I thought I would be the last person endorsing this plan, I just don't see any other way."

"I respect your opinion so if you say do it I will."

"It's the right thing to do."

The two of them talked for over an hour about the repairs coming up and the dangers of working in free space. Laurel was not crazy about going outside. She knew something about spatial vertigo. It was an impression more than anything. She knew it could be debilitating and dangerous if panic ensued. The two decided the buddy system was the only safe way to prevent an accident. The two would never go outside alone and a tether would be connected between them so any lost grip wouldn't result in someone floating away. If vertigo was experienced the other could talk them out of it by pulling the other in close and maintaining eye contact.

After the evening meal and a strenuous workout the two took their showers and prepared for the swearing in ceremony. The computer had them place their palms on the palm scanner on the bridge and repeat an oath of service to civilian corps and the crew and passengers of the Future and made them swear to conduct themselves in manner that would represent the Human race with honor dignity and strength of character. Laurel had to swear to a willingness to make the ultimate sacrifice in order to save her crew or vessel. She agreed realizing what she was swearing to with a solemn heart. Then the computer read the commendations of merit into the record for each. Laurel's included a commendation for outstanding valor in the face of imminent danger and one for outstanding use of intellect to resolve a crisis in the face of danger. Jake's most impressive was for outstanding performance in the face of hostile forces. Then there was a tone heard through the ship wide intercom system that rose sharply and then slowly lowered in pitch followed by the words:

"Officers on deck! Captain on deck!"

Then the computer greeted them for the first time by rank.

"Lieutenent commander Kade, commander Myers, it is my honor to recognize and field promote you to the rank and title of lieutenent commander Kade, captain of the Earth and vessel Future. Commander Myers, executive officer of the Earth vessel Future with all of the rights and responsibilities of said positions. Congratulations. May your term of service be long and honorable."

Laurel looked at Jake and smiled and shrugged her shoulders slightly. Jake could only smile back. He then stepped back and raised his arm and hand in a firm salute to his captain. Laurel straitened her back and gave back a smart salute. Jake terminated his salute in kind and the two stepped off the bridge.

The two stepped across the corridor and into their quarters. As Jake began to undress for sleep Laurel made her way into the changing room to get undressed. When she emerged Jake was under the covers waiting for her. Laurel had on her 'night gear' shirt and nothing else. It was a particularly sensitive night for her so the underwear was shed. Laurel slid under the covers and laid over Jake's leg with his legs in a figure four with her knee hooked over his while he laid on his back. He really liked this position as he could feel her warm crotch against his leg and he could wrap his arm over her shoulder and down her back. Laurel's head lying on his upper chest made him feel very secure and comfortable. Jake turned the lights down and kissed Laurel on the forehead and told her that he loved her and she smiled and returned the sentiment and the two drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 7 Boarding Party

––––––––

BOARDING PARTY

Jake was the first to wake in the morning. He stirred at 05:30. He laid in bed for a few minutes thinking about the days' activities. He knew the holographic emitters should be ready for installation. That would require the first of at least three space walks for installation. For some reason he was more concerned about Laurel going outside than himself. He had a gut feeling that Laurel was not going to do well in free space. He was already consigning himself to keeping a very close eye on her. He just couldn't put his finger on it but he was sure she was in danger. He tried to tell himself that he was just being overly protective. He turned his head and looked at Laurel sleeping so peacefully. She was lying facing away from him with her back touching his side. He realized as soon as he moved she would wake to find out where he had moved. She was a cuddler and needed him touching some part of her body in order to sleep peacefully. He slid his head over and kissed her on the back of the neck. She turttled down into her shoulders and smiled and gave a delicate moan of approval. She immediately turned over facing him and slid up onto his side with her head buried in his chest. Now he had done it. If he moved at all she was going to be disturbed awake.

He laid for another couple of minutes enjoying the feeling of her warm breath on his chest. She had her arm over his mid section with her hand hooked under him. He grinned at her cute expression. She looked like a child with their teddy bear snuggled up to them. She had a gentle grin on her face as though life couldn't get any better. Jake lifted the covers and began to sit up. Laurel's hand slid off his stomach and plopped right in his lap smacking him in the cock making him lean forward. Laurel's eyes popped open as she realized her flat palm was right on Jake's morning erection. She slowly slid her hand off in a dragging motion causing a tingle for Jake that made him lean further in and grimace. He gave a couple of hard throbs then several little ones as he tried not to explode right there on the edge of the bed in his underwear. Laurel saw the look on his face but had no idea how close she had brought him to an orgasm completely by accident.

"Good Morning Jake. Sorry I didn't mean to touch your¦you like that."

"Good morning beautiful. I know. I should have moved your arm first."

Jake was doubled over trying to regain his composure. His cock was tingling and throbbing still. He was really surprised how little it had taken to bring him right to the edge and how much it was taking to bring the feeling down. He didn't even realize he had an erection until Laurel rubbed the end of it like a genie's lamp. She almost got the genie out of the bottle too. As the feeling finally subsided Jake sat up strait and looked at Laurel in the very dim light of the room hoping she didn't notice the watery eyes and flushed look on his face.

"Did I hurt you?" Laurel finally asked.

"Oh no, quite the opposite. I almost¦you almost made me¦never mind. You didn't hurt me. It was an accident and completely my fault. Give me a few minutes before you turn up the lights unless you want to be embarrassed."

"Sorry I didn't know you were that sensitive or I would've been more careful with what¦where I touch you."

"I'm just as sensitive as you are if not more so. Especially first thing in the morning."

"Really? I didn't know what's been happening to my¦me happened to guys too."

"Laurel, look at what I am sleeping next to every night. The hottest girl I have ever laid eyes on, and I'm in love with her. You better believe I am almost always right on the edge of¦I'm very sensitive."

"Maybe we rushed into this whole cohabitation thing a little to fast? I really didn't know I would be making you so uncomfortable all the time."

"Laurel, please don't second guess our situation. If we had separate quarters I would be far more uncomfortable and so would you. I can take the sexual tension; not living with you at my side would hurt. Come on, you know we can't be apart for long before we both start feeling negative affects. I love living with you. It's just my age and your beauty combined has a profound effect. It's nothing I can't deal with."

"You sure?"

"Absolutely. Some day we will be¦you know¦making love on a regular basis and this won't be a problem. I will be able to rely on you when I need relief. I will be able to just roll over and make love to you and everything will be fine. For now it's just a minor inconvenience. I am addicted to you. Don't take away my fix."

"I love you Jake. I'm just not ready yet. But I'm not going anywhere if you say it's ok."

Jake laid back down on his back now that he was half flaccid and Laurel turned over and slid on her side with her head on his stomach looking up into his face.

"I know you're not ready. I am never going to put pressure on you. I have far too much respect for you to do that. You take all the time you need babe. I'll be right here when you're ready. I don't care if it's five years from now or tomorrow. As long as I get to be by your side I don't care."

"You're so sweet for waiting for me. I love you Jake. I wouldn't want to be with anyone else."

Laurel slid up next to him lying on his chest and planted a firm lip lock with him. Laurel then pulled her face back and looked him strait in the eyes.

"You are such a good man Jake. I guarantee you it will be worth the wait when it does happen. I promise."

"Thank you Laurel. You are worth the wait."

With that Laurel slid out from under the covers and headed for the bathroom to get ready for the day. Jake on the other hand laid there for another minute thinking about what she had said. "It will be worth the wait, I promise." He wondered exactly what she meant by that. He imagined her wrapping her fingers around his sides digging in her nails and pulling him in harder and faster with every thrust. Then he heard Laurel gasp from the open bathroom door.

"Jake! I can hear that! Stop it!"

"Oh god!" He shot to his feet and shook the thoughts from his mind. "I'm so sorry Laurel. I forgot you could hear me. How about this instead."

He concentrated with his eyes closed on the phrase: "I love you."

"That's better. I love you too."

It hadn't escaped Jake that in a very short period of time he had fallen in love with possibly the most beautiful woman to ever live, and now she could hear his inner most thoughts. He was really going to have to work hard at being on his best behavior mentally as well as physically in order to show her the respect she deserves. She didn't deserve to have every waking thought of her be something lurid. She was a tender sole deep inside and Jake had felt that part of her. It was something no other person would ever have any way of knowing. It was that part of her that he was in love with. It was that part of her he wanted so desperately to touch and to protect and respect. The beautiful, tough, genius on the outside was what everyone else would know. She had no problem protecting that part herself.

After getting dressed, hair brushed and teeth brushed the two greeted in the middle of the room for a long embrace. Laurel could sense a feeling of dread from Jake. She could feel it but his face showed no hint of anything bothering him. He looked fresh and ready for the day with a glow about him. Laurel was finding his air of confidence growing by the day and it was becoming a source of great respect from her.

During breakfast and the morning workout Laurel had tried to figure out what was bothering Jake inside but all she could hear was the normal whispers and every now and then a fleeting coherent voice. Most were of her. She was on his mind in a way that was much more controlled than usual. He seemed to have achieved a level of control over his mind that Laurel had not seen before. Laurel didn't dig any deeper than what was at the surface as she really felt like she had invaded Jake's privacy before and it just somehow wasn't right.

After the showers were done and Laurel took the time have a massage performed by the servo drones the two ended up on the bridge going over the days activities. The installation of the holographic system was fairly strait forward. A space walk would be performed to clamp the emitters above the area of breach and then another to install the receiver array below the breach. Then a third and final to connect the power cables through holes that would be cut in the outer hull plates. The cutters used to cut through the EMPACC coating were nasty to say the least. The coating was so tough once cured that the molecular bond had to be broken at the sub atomic level. The cutters would reverse the molecular polarity of the particles of matter that made up the hull plating and EMPACC coating. There would be a disruptive field around the area being cut that would be deadly if a hand or finger were to enter the affected area. It was like turning two magnets of similar polarity toward each other. They would repel one another in a violent manner. Essentially molecular bonds were broken and then the material was blown apart with a negatively charge ionic pulse.

The two made their way to the forward air lock six decks down from the command deck and dawned their space suites. Jake couldn't help but think Laurel somehow just didn't look right in the big bulky working space suite. Once the thruster packs were attached and the tools needed were clipped onto the waist the suites weighed close to three hundred pounds. Walking would be next to impossible if the gravity plating hadn't been modulated to 10% that of normal. When the outer door finally swung open and the two got their first view of open space starring them in the face, Laurel started to hyper ventilate at first and Jake had to calm her down.

"Slow steady deep breaths. Relax Laurel you're tethered to me. If anything happens I'll just real you in." Jake tried to reassure her.

Laurel only nodded in her helmet and proceeded out the air lock door with a couple short blasts of her thrusters. It only took a couple of minutes for the two to become very proficient at maneuvering and working in the strange environment of outer space. Laurel already had experience with working in zero gravity so she adapted quickly. Jake would turn Laurel so he could see her face often to make sure she had proper color in her face indicating proper oxygen concentration and to make sure she looked calm. He couldn't help but notice how odd it was to see her bulky suite spin around and then to find her cute little face appear behind the thick visor, with her bright blue eyes washed in light from the bluish white glow of the internal helmet light and her rosy pink cheeks outlined by golden locks of hair coming out from under the white and red head cover.

The first two walks went well and the major components were installed and ready for the power connections and then the EMPACC coating could be sprayed on and cured with an electrical charge. Once installed the emitters would become a permanent part of the hull. With the coating in place there was no reason to remove them once the new hull plating was installed and coated with EMPACC.

After the two made their way back in through the airlock and Jake sealed the outer door, lunch was brought to them by servo drone. The two sat in the airlock control room on the floor and enjoyed leaning against each other while they ate and discussed the next walk.

"I'll spray on the EMPACC while you finish the power connection inside the forward relay compartment. That sound fair?" Jake was trying to ease his own mind by keeping Laurel inside a compartment while working even if it had no forward bulkhead.

"Yah. That'll work. I'm still a little uncomfortable about climbing out of the thruster pack though. If I lose my grip I'm gunna¦"

"Just tether yourself to a bulkhead with a magnetic clamp and you can real yourself back in if anything goes wrong." Jake wasn't even convinced himself.

Laurel's usual confident air was missing and Jake knew that mistakes were made when nerves got the better of one. He was secretly very nervous. He just couldn't put his finger on it but he had a gut feeling Laurel was in danger. He was burying it deep inside so she wouldn't sense his unease. So far everything had gone perfect so he was trying to convince himself that he must have been wrong.

After lunch was finished the two gave each other a long hug, which Jake found very soothing and then suited backup and headed out of the airlock to finish the tasks for the day. After a quick five minute flight over to the work area the two got right to work. Laurel maneuvered herself in through the enormous opening and parked herself against the back bulkhead in what used to be a relay and processor junction control room. There was nothing left in the space except for scorched walls and ceiling plates that were slightly deformed in an upward arc. What ever went on in this space Laurel thought it must have been pretty nasty. She unhooked her restraint harness and slowly floated out of her thruster pack. She attached a magnetic clamp to the bulkhead behind her and clipped herself to it then hooked the thruster pack to it. Laurel then started to claw up the bulkhead and across the ceiling using magnetic clamps in a hand over hand method until she was right under the power cable coming in through the hole Jake had cut in the hull plates. She had to let go of both magnetic clamps at times to connect the power cables to the existing junction boxes near the ceiling. She made sure to keep a firm grip on the power cables when at least one hand wasn't on a clamp. She had to repeat this procedure in all six of the exposed compartments. Meanwhile Jake was busy spraying the EMPACC coating on all of the exposed external components then electrically charging the surface to cure and harden the coating. He was truly amazed that the EMPACC acted like a liquid in the cold vacuum of space until an electrical current hit it then it would change from little droplets to a uniform liquid pool resembling a puddle of mercury filling in every little crack and crevice and then it would harden as hard as rock when the current was removed. After that the stuff was damn near indestructible. If you got it somewhere you didn't want it and it hardened, to bad it was there to stay. Jake sprayed the coating on two layers thick in each area and then moved on to the next spot.

Jake and Laurel were working at opposite ends of the breach so they wouldn't get in each other's way. As Laurel hooked up the last emitter she went to reach for her clamp and let go of the power cable at the same time anticipating the clamp being right where she had left it attached to the ceiling panel. She had bumped the actuator switch turning the clamp off with her bulky gloves and didn't realize the clamp had floated away deeper into the compartment. Now she didn't have anything to hold onto and started to free float out of the compartment and out into the darkness of open space. She bumped her helmet on the way out causing her to start rotating in a completely out of control manner. As she floated out of the opening further in a slow spin she flailed with her arms as though it would somehow right her position to face back into the compartment. Her boot touched the outer hull arresting her spin but leaving her facing out into deep space. All she could see was the galaxy several thousand light years away and nothing else but deep dark nothingness. She started to hyper ventilate and truly panic then special vertigo took hold of her with no reference for what was up or down or back or front. She felt a nauseating spinning feeling in her head and she almost threw up. She swallowed her lunch back down and a feeling of complete panic set in. She couldn't scream because she was too scared, and she didn't know what to do. She desperately pawed at her waist trying to find the lock brake on her tether. She inadvertently unhooked her entire work belt. Now she was in dire trouble and she knew it. She could sense the release of pressure around her waist and knew she had unhooked her only lifeline. She floated away at an ever-increasing pace with her back to the Future in a completely frozen panic. She knew if she drifted to far away Jake's thruster pack wouldn't have enough fuel to reach her and get back to the Future. She finally mustered enough calm to scream at Jake over the comm.

"Jake! Help me! I can't¦I lost hold! Help! Don't let me die out here!"

Laurel's voice was piercing and full of dread and panic. Jake had been blissfully working away completely unaware of Laurel's predicament. He turned his head in his helmet looking down the side of the Future expecting her to be right next to the hull floating in one of the compartments. He didn't see anything. Then out of his peripheral vision he saw her work belt flayed out without her attached to it. It had reached the end of its 100-foot tether length and then snapped back towards the Future. He let go of the sprayer nozzle and gently tapped his thruster controls to spin around facing out into space. The sight that met his eyes made his mouth drop open. Laurel was already several thousand yards out and drifting very quickly out into open space.

"Oh shit! Laurel hold on I'm coming babe!"

Jake kicked the EMPACC hopper and sprayer out of his way sending it spinning down and away and he slammed the controls forward for maximum thrust. His head was snapped to the back of his helmet as he accelerated toward Laurel's position. He could see Laurel's arms and legs flailing and he realized she was in full-blown panic mode. He also realized he was going to have to pass her turn around and let her drift into him in order to catch her.

"Hold on Laurel! I'm almost there!"

"Where? I can't¦Jake help me!"

Again her voice was high and panicky. Laurel was starting to make gasping noises and her breathing was getting raspy. Her mike was on vox so Jake could hear every agonizing sound she made. The shear terror in her voice told Jake that she was going to hyperventilate beyond what the suite could provide air for and she would pass out. He was going to need her awake to hold onto him while they made the return to the relative safety of the exposed compartments. Jake glanced down at the fuel level indicator on the arm of the thruster pack. He had already consumed 2/3 of his available fuel and he was still 100 feet away. He let off the controls and allowed himself to free drift now that he was traveling faster than she was. It was an agonizing three minutes until he passed Laurel and she disappeared from his peripheral vision. Jake executed a spin maneuver and could now see Laurel 10 feet behind him. He maneuvered to his left, which put him right in front of her. He gave a couple light taps on the controls, which made him match her speed perfectly. He thought he saw small pit cracks in her visor and he really started to get a bad feeling then he squinted and realized Laurel had been crying and her tears were floating around in her helmet and splattering against the inside of her visor.

"Laurel! I'm right here." He tried to use a calm voice to get her to stop panicking.

"Laurel, talk to me. Can you see me? Look at me Laurel."

Laurel was staring strait out into space past Jake and was gasping. She had quit flailing only because she wasn't getting enough oxygen for how hard she was gasping. Jake knew if he couldn't snap her out of it, she would simply bounce off him and keep right on going in another direction. Jake gave another little tap on the forward control and he slowly started drifting toward Laurel.

"Laurel. Babe I'm gunna need your help¦Come on Laurel, snap out of it!"

"I uh¦. I can't breath¦my suite¦it must be¦damaged."

"No babe, you are hyper ventilating. Slow down. I'm right here. I almost got you. I am going to need your help. You gotta grab onto me, but you can't panic. Come on Laurel, look at me."

Jake finally got Laurel to look at him instead of the deep abyss she was headed towards. Her face was wet with tears and she had puffy eyes. Jake had never seen what tears would do in zero gravity. They didn't run down the face, they just popped out of the corner of the eye and floated away in little bubbles. Laurel had flung them all over the inside of her helmet flailing around and her face was now wet with tear splatters as well as the inside of her visor. Jake was now only four feet from her and slowly closing in on contact.

"Now. Slow and deep breathing. I need you to calm down baby. I'm right here. I'm not going anywhere. I'm going to need you to grab onto me and hold on somewhere while a get us back to the ship. You can't panic when you grab on, if you unhook me from this pack we're screwed. We'll both drift out into space. Do you got it?"

Laurel nodded in a quick but understanding manner. Her breathing had slowed to deep long breaths. Jake gave another little tap of the thruster control and he drifted into Laurel. He heard a bonk as her helmet visor knocked against his. Laurel gently closed her eyes and reached out and Jake then grabbed her gloved hand. Her fingers gently closed around his hand. Jake guided her hand down to the arm that the lateral thruster control was built into and guided her hand onto it. Laurel opened her eyes and could see Jake looking down at where she was grabbing.

"Ok. You got it. Hold on right there and don't let go. I'm going to use gentle thrusts so you don't lose hold. We should have plenty of fuel to get you back to your pack."

"No! Get me inside! Don't take be back to the pack. Just get me inside."

"Laurel we got to retrieve your pack and your tools."

"No! Get me inside!"

"Ok, ok. We'll make for the airlock. Just don't get upset, ok?"

"Alright. I'll try and keep it together."

Jake nudged the thruster controls in gentle bursts making Laurels feet swing back each time. She was gripping the arm so tight that her hands were starting to hurt. It took many small bursts to arrest the withdrawal from the Future and to start heading towards the open airlock. After an agonizing fifteen minutes they reached the airlock. Jake parked himself blocking the opening and told Laurel to reach out and grab the frame of the door and pull herself in. She just stared at the open door for a moment then clawed her way in. Jake then flew himself strait into the opening and settled on the deck and engaged a magnetic lock on the bottom of the pack. Laurel floated over to the controls for the airlock and slid the control down to the close and lock position. The door swung shut and sealed and the room started to pressurize. Jake turned the gravity up to 10% of normal and unhooked from his thruster pack.

After the room lighting turned a pale green indicating breathable conditions had been achieved Jake unlocked his helmet and gave it a twist to unlock it and then he lifted it up off of his head. He took his hair cap off and unlocked his gloves at the wrist and removed them then stepped over to help Laurel. She was standing facing the wall still trying to regain her composure and trying to breathe steady, deep and normal. Jake unlocked her helmet and started to twist the helmet to unlock it when she stood up strait and started to help. Laurel pulled the hair cap off and started to sling the gloves off once they were unlocked. Jake managed to avoid being hit in the face by them as he started unhooking her backpack, which contained the power cell and oxygen generator assembly. Jake then moved to Laurel's side and lifted her arm and started to unzip the zipper than ran from just up under the armpit to just below the knee. Laurel again started to flail the suite around trying to get out quickly so Jake stepped back and worked on his own suite. Jake had Laurel unhook his backpack and start his zipper. He managed to get out of his suite before Laurel did hers. Jake could tell she was mad at herself for screwing up so bad and for panicking like she had. She was usually the one thinking and acting on everything in a calm intellectual manner.

Jake stepped over once clear of his own suite and lifted the neck ring and inner suite up over Laurel's head so she could climb out. Again she fairly clawed her way out and stepped out of the suite. She then lunged at Jake wrapping her arms around his neck so tight that it hurt the back of his neck. He wrapped his arms tightly around her waist and hugged her tightly. He could tell she had started to cry again.

"It's ok Laurel your safe. I got you."

"You saved my life Jake¦I screwed up and almost got myself killed."

Those words made Jake's heart race. He had been right all along and he almost lost her. He squeezed her even tighter and buried his face in her neck. It was starting to dawn on him that this could've turned out way worse if she had been traveling just a little faster away from the Future. He would have run out of fuel before reaching the airlock if she had been just a few hundred yards further out.

"I know sweetie. But you're ok now. We're ok."

"Don't make me go back out there Jake. I just can't do it. I can't go back out there."

"Laurel you know we have to. We've got to get the bulkhead erected. Plus we left all our gear out there."

"I just can't!" Laurel started crying freely now.

"Alright. Not today anyway. I'll have one of the mining pods retrieve the EMPACC hopper and sprayer. We can't let that stuff float away and fall into the wrong hands. I won't make you go back out today. You got the power hooked up before you¦"

"Yah. Everything's hooked up and ready to go."

The two finally relaxed their embrace and Jake wiped the tears from Laurel's face. He then gently stroked her hair and slid his hand down to her cheek. He gently stroked her cheek with his thumb, as he looked right into her bloodshot eyes.

"God Laurel, I almost lost you. I should have never taken my eyes off of you."

"You can't work like that. I shouldn't have been so clumsy. I'm sorry I scared you."

Jake pulled her back in as he swallowed back his own tears. He put his left arm over her right shoulder and his other arm under her left arm and gave her a warm rocking hug. She felt so good up next to his body. Jake was determined to never again ignore his instinct. It almost cost Laurel her life. Jake blamed himself for not taking advantage of these heightened senses that he now possessed. The two hugged for several minutes while each tried hard to regain composure.

It was Laurel who first remembered that they were both in their underwear. Clothing had been shed to reduce bulk in the suites and so the cooling/heating system would be right next to the skin or at least as close to the skin as possible. Laurel had on a thin tank-top t-shirt and her usual high cut bikini panties. The t-shirt outlined her breasts in a very pleasing manner to Jake's eyes and her underwear just left next to nothing to the imagination, which Jake liked very much. She had a very shapely form and he loved every opportunity to get a look at her. Jake had on just his briefs and nothing else. There was no sense of urgency to get dressed until the nerves were calmed enough to become aware of each other's clothing or lack thereof.

"I think we better get dressed now. I like being so close to you with next to nothing on but it¦does things to me." Jake said.

"I promise to be a better leader in the future Jake. I swear I will be." Laurel offered without any attempt to acknowledge Jake's previous statement.

"Laurel, you are a great leader. Let's face the facts. We are just a couple teenagers who have been put into some extraordinary circumstances. We are doing the best we can. We're not going to be perfect, mistakes will be made along the way and we'll have to learn from them. You are doing an outstanding job all things considered."

"I know. I'm just disappointed in myself. Once the special vertigo hit me I just¦panicked. I thought I was stronger than that."

"Laurel. Quit being so hard on yourself. Look at it this way. How do you think they discovered spatial vertigo? Some astronauts a lot older than you got caught just like you did, and they panicked. Someone had to rescue them to. And I bet it has happened many times to many people or they wouldn't know about it and train for what to do if it does happen."

"You know what? Your right, that actually makes me feel a lot better about it. You're so smart Jake. That's why I love you so much. You're so cool when it counts."

"Thanks babe. I learned from the best."

"Who, your dad?"

"No silly, from you. You are so calm and cool when things get tough. You think your way through things and act with precision instinct. I have a tremendous amount of respect and admiration for what a genius you are. I want to be just like you. You are an ideal commander for the Future, and one of my heroes."

"Jake. I had no idea¦" Laurel's eyes teared up again.

Laurel could feel that Jake was speaking from his heart. He wasn't just saying something to make her feel better. Her heart just melted and she pulled herself close to him and held him tight against her practically naked body and thought to herself that she could never ask for a better partner in life. She had never had anyone look up to her so genuinely before. She was determined to never let him down again. Laurel lifted her head from his shoulder and gave him a very long passionate kiss. Jake couldn't help becoming aroused.

Laurel pulled herself back realizing she was sending the wrong message. She loved him so much and wanted so much to give him what he wanted but she just didn't feel the time was right yet. She didn't know what she was waiting for but something deep inside just told her not yet.

"Laurel. I can hear that¦I can feel that. You don't owe me anything. Especially not something as precious as that."

"I owe you my life. That's not something I take lightly. I will make it up to you somehow."

"You can make it up to me by taking me to dinner and having a good workout with me."

"Your on. I would be honored."

The two of them retrieved their clothes from the servo drones holding new pressed outfits for them and after getting dressed made their way to the mess hall. After eating a hardy meal the two slowly made their way to the gym feeling even more connected than before. Laurel especially had a newfound admiration for her co-commander. He had portrayed all the traits that would make him an outstanding second in command. The workout for the evening was twice as strenuous as usual. The two pressed themselves to the point of pain doubling their usual number of reps at each station. Jake was a little surprised when they weighed in that Laurel was now topping 129 pounds. He didn't know where she was hiding the weight. She didn't seem to have an ounce of body fat anywhere on her body. Jake was now pushing 139, which he wanted to add another 10 pounds to be happy with his mass. He was just content having added 7 pounds since his first weigh in.

After the evening showers were done Jake was going to go to the bridge and let Laurel have the quarters to herself so she didn't have to feel guarded. She stopped him with an intriguing offer.

"Jake you don't have to leave."

"Laurel, you said your legs and back hurt and you wanted to have a massage. I'm not going to make you that uncomfortable."

Laurel was standing next to the bed with a towel wrapped around herself. The thought of that towel missing made Jake's pulse quicken, but he could hear and sense just how uncomfortable Laurel was with the idea of being completely nude in front of him. For whatever reason Laurel still wasn't completely confident about her looks. She was stunning and had been told as much but she just wasn't completely convinced that she was perfect.

"I thought we could both get a message together¦at the same time. I will keep my eyes closed. You can do as you like."

"As much as I would love that¦no. You are not ready for me to see you like that. Remember, I can hear and feel what's inside." Jake pointed to his temple.

"Jake I love you. I am willing to do this for you. It's the least I can do."

"I know you are. I'm not going to make you sacrifice your dignity just to fulfill my lust for your gorgeous body. No babe. You relax and have a good massage. I'll be across the way when you're done."

Jake turned without saying another word and exited their quarters for the bridge. Laurel was left shocked. At first she felt completely rejected. She sat down hard on the edge of the bed and tried to figure out what went wrong. How could a guy in throws of peek puberty turn down the opportunity to see a girl naked? Why would he do that? Is there something wrong with her body? Then it hit her. There was actually a small feeling of relief that he had declined the offer. There was some small part of her that was not at all comfortable with what she was about to force herself to do. He had seen, or heard that small voice and it had compelled him to do something completely against logic. He turned down the opportunity to see her in all her glory out of respect for her deepest feelings. This gave her solace. It wasn't anything wrong with her body, it was something wrong with her feelings. She smiled lightly and shook her head. " I can't hide anything from him. And he is a true gentleman." Laurel actually greatly respected Jake for turning her down at this point. She wasn't sure how things would have turned out and things might have happened that she was sure she wasn't ready for yet.

Laurel disrobed and laid down on her back in the middle of the bed as the servo drone entered the room through its trapdoor. The drone was holding up Laurel's wrist monitor. She had completely forgot about putting it back on in her excitement to get back to Jake the other day. She took the monitor and put it around her wrist. She immediately felt the probe tendrils pierce the skin, which made her flinch then the band tightened itself up and the face immediately turned to a slow pulsing yellow after some white bio readings flashed quickly as her blood chemistry was sampled and recorded.

"Crap!"

She knew within 24 hours she needed to go down to the med deck for harvesting. It also didn't escape her that if things had progressed all the way with Jake, she would have ended up pregnant. She remembered the AI saying that likely on the first encounter she would produce a fertilized egg. She also realized her amorous feelings towards Jake now had an explanation. The brain was telling the body to do things the heart wasn't ready for. She knew this was going to be a challenge to decipher what part of her was she acting on.

As Jake stepped onto the bridge after turning Laurel down Jake slapped his palm against his forehead with a loud smack.

"I must be out of my freakin mind!" He said in a shrill voice.

He wanted to see Laurel's naked body like nothing else and he had just turned her down. He had done it in a respectful manner but he was still surprised at himself. The thought of lying next to her awesome little body completely naked was a delightful image indeed. He remembered quickly that Laurel could possibly hear what he was thinking so he pushed the lustful thoughts down deep inside. He thought about just how much respect he had for her and he realized he had done the right thing. He may have been tempted beyond his strength of will power to touch her in a way that would have been completely wrong. He could feel from somewhere deep down that she wasn't ready to surrender herself yet. Not from her heart anyway. He wasn't going to do anything to diminish her first experience. He understood how important the first could be for a woman. Plus he loved her so completely that he wanted it to feel completely natural and right for her.

He shook the feelings off and decided to run some tests on the holographic system that had almost cost Laurel her life to install. He brought up the external sensor readings and there was a new icon up in the left corner. Under was the words 'holo image'. Jake gave it a double tap with his fingertip and the entire view screen was filled with a split image of the bow of the Future. One view was from above the gaping hole in the bow and the other was from the left looking right across the bow. At the bottom of the screen was a small red colored indicator slowly blinking that simply said 'activate' and another indicator in green that read 'status=inactive'. He touched the activate command and there was a double yellow pulse from the emitters and then an instant later there was the bow of the Future looking as it did before the explosion. Jake noticed the color saturation was a little off. The hologram was a little more white than rest of the hull. The rest of the bow showed five and a half sentries of exposure to space and slight traces of scorching, the new fake hull needed to look the same. Jake called up the computer to make some adjustments.

"Computer?"

"Yes Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"Hay, good evening. The color is a little off for the illusion we are trying to create. Can you adjust it to look more like the rest of the hull?"

"Yes. How is that?"

Jake glanced at the view screen. The match was now perfect. It looked like the hull would have if it had never been damaged.

"Yah. That's perfect. Will we be able to see through this curtain of light if we are working behind it?"

"No. It will look the same as it will from the outside looking in. It will appear to be a solid structure."

"How will we know if our friends come back for a look?"

"I will have to alert you and you will have to remain completely still and radio silent."

"Right. Any movement will create movement eddies in the light patterns."

"Yes. It would be obvious to even the most rudimentary scanners that what you are looking at is not real."

"Got it. I guess you saw what happened out there today?"

"I did. It was most distressful. Your quick thinking and reaction are commendable. You very likely saved Laurel from brain damage by getting her calmed down the way you did."

"Brain damage?"

"Yes. She was consuming more oxygen than her suite could provide. It only takes thirty seconds of oxygen depravation for brain damage to begin. At two minutes the damage is irreversible. At five minutes the damage can be fatal."

"Wouldn't she just pass out and start breathing normal again?"

"Not necessarily. She could have stopped breathing all together. You would have needed to get her back aboard and out her suite before resuscitation could be performed. By that time it would have been much to late."

"Holy crap! I knew she was in trouble I guess I just didn't realize just how bad it could have been."

"We would have lost her. You with out question saved her life with your quick thinking."

"I don't even want to think about that. I wouldn't know what to do if she¦"

"Jake. Perhaps you do not realize the connective nature you two have. Your blood chemistry when separated indicates a possible toxic affect may result from prolonged separation."

"What!? Are you saying I could die if she¦if we aren't close to one another?"

"That is what the indications seem to suggest. Look at your monitor even now."

Jake lifted his wrist and looked at his wrist monitor. It was a slow steady pulsing green.

"Yah. It's green. That's normal right?"

"You are in no danger but normal is a steady bright green. The blinking and dark green color indicates a change in your blood chemistry. Are you feeling any anxiety about not being close to her?"

"Well, yah. I miss her already. But I know she is just across the hall. In another half hour or so we will be back together."

"Like I said, you are in no danger at this point. Take note of your monitor when you two reunite. You will see an almost instant change in its color."

"So you are monitoring these things all the time?"

"Yes. With my new internal sensor sensitivity and available power I can monitor and download the data from your monitors from anywhere on the ship. I would have recommended you remove it by now but your varying readings compelled me to monitor you two much closer and for much longer than usual. Did you not notice the day Laurel spent hours inside my processor core your monitor had turned red?"

"No. I didn't. Is that bad?"

"Steady red indicates something is out of balance. Slow flashing red means levels are approaching dangerous levels. Fast flashing dark red means toxic levels have been reached and immediate action is required. I would have dispatched servo drones to sedate you and you would have been rushed to med bay two for intensive care."

"So¦my connection to her could be fatal? That's not good."

"I am working a counter agent to the effect. The problem is I have never seen blood chemistry so complex as yours. The levels are different every time you are separated. I suspect you have an electrochemical effect on each other when close. I plan on running some simple experiments later on to confirm my suspicions. Perhaps in time you will reach equilibrium with one another and you will be able to be separated for longer periods. For now, it is not a good idea for you two to be separated for more than six hours at a time."

"That's great! So not only am I in love with her but I am truly addicted to her¦like a junky. If I don't get my Laurel fix I could die?"

"That is a crude way of putting it, but yes you are physically dependant on her close proximity."

"Well, at least it's someone who is a beautiful person. She really is an angel."

"Yes she is. I am very fond of you and her both. You two are extraordinary beyond anything I have ever seen. I am pleased you are treating her with the dignity and respect she deserves. I will admit it was a concern of mine when I selected you for revival that your age may have led to hormones getting in the way of good judgment. It is a credit to your parents that you are an honorable young man. Laurel is truly lucky to have you as her partner."

"Thank you but I am the lucky one. To have to stay close to someone as beautiful and sweet as Laurel, to have her confess her love for me, it's a dream come true. That kind of stuff just doesn't happen except in fairy tales."

"That a boy. Look at the positive side of your connection to her. There is much more positive to being chosen by her than there is negative. She loves you very much and has a great deal of respect for you. You have shown her a side of life that no one else could have. You are lucky to have found each other. I consider myself lucky as well. Your incredible intellects and stamina and work ethics have saved the crew and passengers from certain death. If you and Laurel hadn't been able to fix my systems, I estimate three weeks before complete system wide collapse. I would be a floating coffin to what could have been. You two are amazing in your own rights, but together there is nothing you two cannot accomplish."

"Well thank you from the bottom my heart. Rest assured that Laurel will be treated with highest level of respect. She has an intellect that I can't even begin to comprehend. She is a true genius and doesn't even know it. There is a lot I can learn from her. I just need to listen and follow her lead."

"Indeed. Well put. She is done with her massage. You may go to her now. She has covered up so you will not embarrass her."

"Wait¦do you monitor our quarters all the time?"

"No. Only if sounds of distress are detected or to ascertain your location and state of well being. Anything you say or do in the privacy of your quarters is not monitored or recorded."

"Ok. Good. Thank you for the talk and the information. You managed to distract my mind from Laurel even if only for a little while."

"Despite the fact she was the topic of discussion ninety-seven percent of the time."

"Indeed." Jake smiled and chuckled.

Jake rose from his seat and made his way across the corridor to his quarters. When he stepped in he found Laurel lying on her stomach on the bed with her 'night gear' shirt on. She looked very relaxed and comfortable. As he approached the bed Laurel turned her head and looked up. She had such a cute little face that Jake couldn't help but melt. He felt like he lost his tough guy bravado every time she looked at him. Laurel's face lit up and she cast him a big grin.

"Hi babe. You look relaxed. Good massage?"

"Yah. But the backs of my legs are sore. I think I over did it with the exercises."

"Sorry about that. I shouldn't have pushed you so hard."

"No you were right, I need to build the strength in my legs. I've been concentrating on my ability to lift more and more weight without regard to my legs. I'll heal in a day or so."

"Well, I was going to have the drones rub down my legs. Do you want me to wait?"

"No don't do that. I'll give you the room. I was going to go talk with the AI on the bridge anyway. I'll show you the same respect you showed me."

"Thanks." Jake glanced at his wrist monitor and noticed it was now a steady bright green. The AI was right. Her presence balanced his system.

"Well I'll be damned." Jake said aloud.

"What? Something wrong?"

"No. The computer indicated that my blood chemistry gets all screwy when I'm not right next to you. My monitor was flashing now it's steady and bright."

"Really? I know I hate being away from you but I thought it was an emotional attachment and nothing more."

"Apparently if we are apart for more than six hours it could get serious. That ache in your gut and anxious feeling, that's some kind of chemical imbalance that results from us feeding off each other's energy. I don't know you'll have to ask the computer about it. I'm not a doctor so I am probably describing it wrong."

"Alright, I will. I'll see you in a bit."

Laurel stood up and planted a lip lock kiss on Jake and gave him a big hug.

"Thank you for taking care of me Jake."

"What? What are you talking about?"

"Earlier. What I was going to¦you know, for not letting me get totally naked in front of you. I wanted to but not for the right reasons. Thank you for seeing through that even if I couldn't."

"You're welcome. I love you Laurel not for your sexy body but for you. I want it to be you, not your hormones that open up to me."

"You surprise me at every turn. I am so lucky that the computer chose you."

Jake smiled and gave her a peck on the lips. She then exited the room and Jake got undressed for his massage.

Laurel entered the bridge and sat down in the damage control station seat. She put her feet up in the seat against her haunches with her knees up almost to her chin. The stretch on the back of her legs actually relieved some of the discomfort. She then addressed the computer.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel. How can I be of assistance captain?"

"Nice! Good evening. I have some questions about our uninvited guests?"

"Of course. But first if I might suggest, the position you are sitting in is very revealing. You will soon be in the company of two male counterparts. If either one was to come on the bridge and see you sitting in that position it would be undignified and inappropriate."

Laurel lifted her shirt off her knees where it was hooked and looked down and sure enough her bare vulva was very pronounced and prominent. It was cute in her eyes but not at all ladylike to be flagging her body so obviously.

"Wait¦I thought you said you don't care about the human form?"

"I do not. You are very beautiful and I can appreciate the summitry of your body, but I neither feel lust nor desire. I am simply pointing out that you need to be more aware of your posture at all times now that you are serving with an all male crew."

"I know. I won't sit like this in the future, I just over did the exercises and this feels good. It is stretching the back of my legs."

"Understood. You should not try to keep up with Jake during your workouts. He is a man and will always be twenty percent stronger than you. In order to match his strength you would have to increase your muscle mass by thirty percent. It would not be a healthy level of muscle mass for a woman."

"I know men are the stronger of the species. It was a dumb thing to do. I was just showing off and now I am paying for it¦hay, going back to my form and all. You had said you were looking into why my body was shaped like it is. Did you ever come to any conclusions as to the biological function or rarity of my shape?"

"I only have some hypotheses to work with. I have examined the file images of women that I have in memory. I found no similar matches. Even the file images of girls around your age yielded no similar matches. You are truly unique and apparently one of a kind."

"Uh¦Ok. How many image files do you have?"

"Over one million. Four hundred twelve thousand are girls approximately your age."

"So¦I am at least one in a million?"

"As I said before it is likely you are one of kind. There are no other women with a vulva shaped like yours so I cannot ascertain for certain what the biological purpose could be."

"You said you had some theories though? I just want to know why I am the way I am. I have the pretty gene as my mom calls it so what happened down there?"

"Do not be disheartened Laurel. Just because we have not found the exact biological function to explain the shape down there as you put it does not mean there is not a purpose for its shape. Since you seem to have inherited all the best genetic traits the human form can express whether it be for superior immune response, superior intellect, superior senses, superior healing ability, or superior symmetry resulting in heightened beauty. You seem to be the best a human can be so I would assume your shape down there must represent a genetic anomaly of a desirable nature. It is very symmetrical and thus pleasing to the eye, perhaps it is part of your over all beauty gene as your mother called it."

"Your making me blush. I'm not saying I think its ugly; I just want to know why. Why do I look like this? I'm nervous about anyone seeing me. I am afraid they are going to think I look weird."

"You are talking about Jake?"

"Well¦yah. He is the most important to me. I want him to like what he sees."

"Laurel, You are a beautiful genuine dear spirit. Jake sees that and he loves every part of you. I realize you are young and not yet completely confident with your looks, it is the awkward stage of puberty but rest assured that you are gorgeous, especially in his eyes. And I happen to agree."

"Thank you. You'll keep looking for a possible purpose though?"

"Of course. Anything to ease your mind."

"Thank you. Ok. Enough self-indulgence. Our guests have you found out how they are able to appear out of nowhere?"

"I have a working theory. I believe they are using a parallel dimension to hide in. How they dissolve the barrier the way they do escapes me but I am convinced they are slipping in and out of a this domain in a controlled fashion. Unfortunately I have not come up with a way of detecting them until their vessels are solid enough for my sensors to see them. They could be right next to my hull and I would not know it until they slip into this domain. It is the only way I can explain it. I have determined that the alloy their craft is made of is unlike anything I have ever encountered. I would suspect the environment on the other side where they are operating from is very different from ours. The hull composition must be to withstand the conditions there."

"So we couldn't follow them in one of our shuttles?"

"No. I would not recommend it. For all we know our alloys could simply dissolve or become as flimsy as paper or they may not even make the transition through the barrier they are transiting through without imploding. For now we will have to deal with them in our domain on their terms. We know our weapon is effective in destroying their ships. We know their weapons are ineffective against our hull plating. They will probably be trying to board us through any vulnerable points they detect."

"So the best defense is to get the relay controls fixed and seal the breach and get the heck out of here?"

"Yes. If they get on board and commit acts of sabotage our escape may be delayed. We need to get out of this region of space in a hurry."

"I really have a bad feeling when it comes to these¦whatever they are. I sense death and danger."

"You would be well advised to listen to your gut feelings Laurel. I do not want to see you hurt. Jake is tough but I do not know yet what we are dealing with. These may be very formidable creatures."

"No you don't understand. I sense danger for us but I sense death for them. I don't want to kill. I don't want to take the life of another being. No matter how nasty they are. I don't want to be responsible for their death. But my gut tells me there will be death for them when they come. Horrible painful death. I can't explain it, all I know is I don't like it. It fills me with a sense of dread. I know they are coming. And it is going to be bad when they do."

"Do you sense them getting on board?"

"Yes. I can feel their hands all around me. I am in danger. More than anyone else on board I am in danger. I don't know why though. But I know for them it is not going to end well. They have no idea how fiercely Jake will protect me. He is a kind and gentle sole, but he will kill in an instant if he thinks I am in danger. He can't help it. His fight or flight instinct is strictly fight where I am concerned. I know that sounds horrible but I feel it deep down. Jake would never hurt me, ever but someone coming after me you better believe it."

"That is not a pleasant thought Laurel. Please do not ignore your gut feelings. You have an intuition that you must listen to. Your heightened senses mean you are probably sensing events that have not yet occurred. As unpleasant as they may be, you need to heed that gut feeling as you call it. And you need to discuss it with Jake. He has the same heightened senses. If you two are sensing the same thing, steps must be taken to insure your safety and to prepare for what is coming. It sounds like a storm is coming."

"That's a fair assessment of the feeling I have."

"Do you sense a time line for their arrival?"

"Yes I do. About three days."

"That is not enough time to finish the repairs to the bow. That is unfortunate. We can try to outrun them when they do arrive but it will have to be done manually. I do not know if you realize just how difficult it will be to control the Future at full thrust. We can only achieve ninety percent the speed of light with the main engines alone. I would not recommend using the gravity drive while maneuvering manually. The calculations and minute adjustments to velocity and direction are beyond the human mind while trying to steer the vessel into a gravity well."

"Great. I don't know if that will be fast enough to out run them. What about our marine? Will he be ready in time?"

"He will be revived in fourty hours. It will be difficult to get him read into the situation in time to be of any help. He was in amazing shape when he went into stasis so he should be in pretty good shape when he comes out. His aging was much more progressive than yours and Jake's so I don't think I would tell him right away that he is now thirty-two years old. In his mind he will still be twenty-eight years old. He will still be in his prime and able to perform as well as he did when he went into stasis."

"I think we can impress the urgency of the situation in that time."

"If things are going to be as bad as your senses are telling you then we are going to need his skill with hand to hand combat and strategic planning."

"I would agree. I promise I will discuss this with Jake in the morning. I thought I was just being paranoid but now I know better."

"Jake is done with his massage. You may go to him now. He is under the covers and waiting for you. I do not know if he is wearing anything but I would assume he is dressed however you two normally dress for sleep."

"Didn't you watch him when he was done with his massage?"

"No. As I told Jake I do not monitor your quarters except for when sounds of distress are detected or to ascertain your location and state of well being. What you two do and say in your quarters is private and never monitored or recorded."

"Well, thank you for the talk. And the reassuring compliments."

"You are most welcome Laurel. I hope you and Jake have a restful night."

With that Laurel slid her feet off the chair and into the floor. She then stood up and made her way back to her quarters to join Jake. When she entered their quarters she found Jake under the covers, which he pulled back to invite her in. He was in his underwear as always and very happy to see Laurel's bright smile. She slid under the covers and gave him a long French kiss good night. Jake then turned the lights down and Laurel curled up very close to his back with her knees hooked right behind his and her head right against his back. She then tucked her left arm up under his with her hand on his chest and she whispered that she loved him.

In the morning Laurel was the first up. She lay in bed for thirty minutes awake but still. She was feeling more concerned than the night before now that she was listening to the inner voices after her conversation with the AI. She had to shuffle Jake's constant whispers to the side and try and hear her own inner voice. She knew Jake would sense her unease when he woke. She was going to have no choice but to have a serious discussion with him. When the lights finally started to come up at 06:00 Jake stirred. He rolled onto his back and stretched then looked over and noticed Laurel's bright eyes. He reached over and gently rubbed his hand on her tummy. She smiled at him in a manner unrevealing to her inner conflict.

"You been awake long?" Jake asked.

"Yah, a little while. I didn't want to disturb you."

"Laurel what's wrong?" Jake could immediately sense a tension in Laurel.

"We need to have a serious chat after the morning workout."

"It's not me is it? You seem to be troubled by something. Did I do something stupid in my sleep?"

"No, of course not. We need to discuss our battle readiness."

"Battle readiness? God, you sound like we are going into a war."

"Let's just get through the morning routine and we'll talk."

"Yah¦ok."

Laurel kissed Jake on the cheek and slid out of bed. The two went about their usual routine with an unspoken tension between them. Jake could feel an overwhelming sense of dread coming from Laurel. He was having trouble putting his finger on any one particular feeling because they were changing by the moment and there was a flood of emotional conflict that he really didn't like. Laurel seemed to be worried for her safety and had a feeling of sorrow when it came to Jake and it confused him. What ever she was consumed with it wasn't good.

By the time the workout was done, which was an abbreviated workout for Laurel her legs and back were still sore Laurel had managed a level of calm and directed energy. The chaos that was present in Laurel's mind first thing in the morning had been replace by order and purpose. As Jake sat at the foot of the bed putting his socks on after his shower Laurel returned from her shower. Jake felt the calm and quiet in her mind. The usual level of gentle whispers that her presence ushered into his mind was conspicuously missing. Laurel was in her command mode. Realizing it was time for serious work just by her state of mind Jake faced the view screen at the end of their quarters and let Laurel get dressed in relative privacy as he focused on his own calm.

Laurel came and sat on the foot of the bed next to Jake and leaned her head on his shoulder. Her touch made his stomach tingle and a fog creep into his brain. It had a calming effect but also made it hard to think. Jake laid his head on hers as he put his arm around her and gently squeezed her. Through the cloud of haze Jake could finally feel Laurel's feelings. It was not pleasant. She knew Jake was going to be forced to do some pretty ugly things in the near future and she was worried it would change him forever. She was concerned that he was going to become hard and vicious deep inside. She also knew that she was in great peril but still couldn't figure out why or how. Jake removed his arm and sat up strait in shock.

"Laurel what the heck is going through your mind? I'm not going to become a killer. I don't understand why you think you are going to be put into danger like you're thinking."

Laurel turned to look Jake straight in the face with her left leg hooked up on the bed.

"Jake I'm not thinking it I'm feeling it. Search your feelings down deep. What do you sense?"

"I never know anymore if I'm feeling your feelings or mine¦god that sounds corny."

"I know it's confusing. You have to look down deep. Go past the turmoil, past my voice. Find the little voice speaking from the deepest spot you can find."

Jake closed his eyes and concentrated on his own inner voice. He furrowed his brow as he narrowed in on the spot Laurel was guiding him to. He suddenly found it. Not so much a voice but feelings that could easily be translated into thought. He opened his eyes slowly keeping hold of the feelings as he interpreted them into a voice.

"Oh babe! How could I be so stupid? It was there all along. You are in great danger. We have to get you to safety. I will be¦oh god Laurel¦death¦lots of grizzly killing."

Jake stood up quickly with a look of sorrow on his face. Now he was hearing the voice. It was his own voice telling him what was coming. Now he was feeling the dread and sorrow that he had felt from Laurel and he was sure it was his own feelings.

"I can't believe it was there the whole time and I was ignoring it. Pushing it away."

"Look I've only been aware of this since last night. It's not like I've been hiding this from you. We've both been trying so hard to make sense of this thing we have together it's only natural some important feelings were being pushed aside. The important thing is that now we know how to listen for our gut instinct. The computer says we must learn to listen to that little voice inside us."

"I ignored that gut feeling once before and it almost got you killed. I can't believe I was doing it again."

"Don't be so hard on yourself. We both have to learn how to use this gift that we have. We have to learn how to separate the others feelings out and listen to our own gut instinct."

"This is just so confusing. I want you in my head, I love the sound of your voice but it is so distracting."

"The computer seems to think in time we will learn how to distinguish and organize this¦thing we have."

"I still don't know if I am feeling my own¦I don't know how to feel."

"Well, women think different than men do, I am sure it's unnerving to feel the mixed emotions I experience everyday combined with your own feelings. Lord knows I haven't made it easy on you lately. You have to figure out if I'm acting on impulse or with my heart. That has to be difficult."

"I need help. That's all there is to it. I need someone who isn't thinking for two. I'm hoping Mark will be able to offer a strategy I'm not thinking of. I just don't know why I feel you are in imminent danger. And I feel like I am going to have to do some damn distasteful things to keep you safe."

Jake bowed his head for a moment then knelt down in front of Laurel. He put his hand on hers and looked her in the face.

"I am going to do whatever it takes. Please don't judge me to harshly for what I am about to be forced to do. I don't believe in killing but I will when it comes to protecting you."

"I know. That's what I'm afraid of."

The two of then stood and hugged each other for a few moments then sat and discussed the day's work that needed to get done. Laurel was not at all crazy about the idea of going back outside but she knew she had to. They had to get the bow repaired so they could get out of this region of space. Jake brought out a data pad and the two of them mapped out the work to be done. The jagged hull plating and bulkheads had to be cut away so new plating could be patched in. Then the girders had to be welded into place. Next the new hull plating could be attached and then it would need to be coated and sealed. It would take 6 days at best. Then the internal repairs could be done. That was going to take another week of steady work. The mining shuttles were going to be used to ferry the girders and patch plating out to the worksite in pieces as large as possible. The shuttles were completely automated and would have to be programmed before they left the cargo bay. Once they left the confines of the cargo bay there was no way to update their programming. Wireless and radio communications it was decided were just too dangerous. It would be only too easy to trace any radio signals to its source. A universal signal for uninvited guests was decided upon. It would be a series of three high to low pitch tones repeated twice. No voice communications would be used. Jake and Laurel would communicate by visual cues and by thought as best as possible. Neither was very proficient at sending exact messages or thoughts, just waves of feelings at this point but it would have to do.

Before the work began Laurel went down to the med deck for her harvesting procedure. The visit left her feeling much better about the whole procedure now that care was being taken not to hurt her upon termination. It left her feeling much more dignified about what she was contributing to the superior genetic diversity of the genetic library.

The two spent all day without incident working on the repairs. They only came in once to have lunch and enjoy a little close time. The tactile sensation of touch was missing in the bulky suites so the little time they had to lean against one another long enough to eat lunch was all the contact they would have all day.

By the end of the day the cutting was complete and 90% of the replacement patch panels had been welded in. Laurel became very skilled at the welding process on the flat sections. She was welding in feet per minute by the end of the day instead of inches per minute. Jake was also becoming very quick with his welding speed. The girders that would be required were bundled and strapped down in each of the 6 exposed compartments. Both worked with a sense of urgency and diligence. Both knew the welds had to be strong and had to penetrate the alloys completely. There was no way to double check their work so they just had to get it right the first time. Jake kept a close eye on Laurel this time. He wasn't going to lose her to an accident like he almost had the day before. He constantly checked her emotional state in flashes since he couldn't actually stop what he was doing and look at her.

Laurel was very calm and focused until it came time to load her thruster pack and tool belt from the day before into the mining shuttle. It made her think of the out of control feelings all over again. She was still very disappointed in herself for losing her cool. She fairly threw the thruster pack toward the open door in the back of the mining shuttle and the grappler arms grabbed it and pulled it in. By this time the jagged blast hole that had been the front of the Future was now very neat and square. Laurel took a moment to look at their handy work before heading in for the last time. She was actually surprised by just how much they had accomplished. The hole was still huge but at least it didn't look like an explosion had caused it. It just looked like a huge section was neatly cut away and removed.

Laurel and Jake ate the evening meal in quiet. Each was focused on their gut feelings and trying to bring the feelings closer to the surface. They knew this would be the only way to know for sure what was coming. This was the feeling that neither could ever ignore again. Jake was having the most trouble adapting to his feelings. He loved feeling Laurel's feeling because she felt so sweet to him but he knew he had to learn to differentiate her feelings from his own and that still wasn't easy. When he would let her into his heart he would feel a confusing wave of mixed feelings. Sometimes hers would wash his away and all he could feel was whatever she was feeling at the moment and other times he had to fight his own feelings into balance. It was an emotional roller coaster that was tiring to try and keep on top of. If he just let it go he seemed to be in a free fall and he had no idea whose feelings he was feeling. He just wondered if Laurel was having the same difficulty with perspective.

After the evening workout and the showers were complete it was finally time to get some much-needed rest. Jake was glad to finally be able to curl up to Laurel and enjoy some actual contact. He curled up behind her and wrapped his arms around her. Her warm body next to his was very relaxing. After the lights were turned down Jake was gently rubbing Laurels belly until she shifted a little and he found his hand on her breast. He was going to pull his hand away but as he started to Laurel put her hand on his and gently moved it back onto her breast. He rubbed its gentle curve under his hand and soon found her nipples getting very erect. He stimulated the tip of her nipple for a minute longer running slow gentle circle around them until it dawned on him what he was doing. He was very erect and pressed up against her right butt cheek. He knew she had given him the ok but it still felt a little odd. He had worked so hard not to let these kinds of urges get the better of him and now he had a whole hand full of her warm soft breast.

"Babe your ok with this?"

"Yah. It feels nice. You're very gentle so I'm not scared at all."

"Well I am. I'm very close to¦let's just get some sleep before things go any further."

"Ok. You're probably right. I wouldn't have stopped you from touching anything you wanted."

"That's not helping."

"I love you Jake. Thank you for being you."

"I love you too Laurel."

After a long good night kiss the two squirmed in closer together so as much body contact as possible could be made and the two fell asleep.

In the morning both felt revived and ready for the day. They had slept holding each other very close and Jake felt a renewed calm thanks to Laurel. She also was feeling a calm determination. The two ate and worked out while carrying on good conversation unlike the solemn feelings of the day before. Jake passed Laurel as she was coming out of their quarters and he was heading in following their showers. She stopped him and gave him a big kiss and offered a warm smile that renewed his calm. She always had that affect on him. Her smile was so warm and her face so cute it just melted him every time.

The two met up in the airlock knowing this would be the last day to work comfortably assured that they weren't going to have any guests. Both felt that the enemy would be showing up sometime tomorrow. The first task would be to finish up the bulkhead patches. Toward the top some plumbing had to be installed before the walls could be closed in. That would be Laurel's task while Jake started to pre-assemble the girders. Both were feeling very confident now with working in space. The occasional bonk on the helmet visor was the worst that happened.

By lunch time all the patchwork was done and Jake had the main vertical and Futuretal girders in place. Laurel was maneuvering around the work area with ease and fluidity while out of her thruster seat, which made Jake feel much better about her working further away from his location when he was out of his thruster seat. He still kept himself tuned into her emotions at all times when she was far away, which he found tantalizing anyway. She was very much in love with Jake and he could feel it without trying. The feeling seemed to always be just under the surface. She did have a lot of emotional turmoil going on all the time just as she had told him but the warm feelings she had for him were very strong and focused unlike all the other chaotic feelings running through her. It made him think being a girl must be hard. "No wonder women can't turn their brains off." Jake thought to himself. In comparison being a man was very simplistic, one feeling for one moment, not a jumble to have to sort through every second.

The two spent lunch in the airlock control room again. They even took an extra fifteen minutes to close their eyes and practice sending simple phrases to one another. Both would giggle when the message would arrive in a coherent manner. It was like thinking in the voice of the other. There was also a warm echo in the tummy when the thoughts were accompanied with a flash of emotion. This was most apparent when the phrase 'I love you' was sent with a flash of the love felt for the other. After lunch, before dawning their suites the two stood hugging each other very warmly while strengthening their bond by allowing the other to enter the deepest part of their sole. Feeling the others essence from the deepest spot was very intoxicating and very intimate. There was no deeper trust than to allow that part of ones self to be touched by another without guard. It is the place where the most private part of oneself is located. There is no thought or feeling that can be hidden once that deep inside the other.

After the experimenting was ended and the resultant fog lifted from their minds the two went back to work. Laurel was now able to help Jake attach all of the connecting girders and supporting trusses. There was a maze of trusses once each space was closed in. The bracing beams were then welded in place, which is what the hull plates would be attached to. By days end two entire compartments were ready for hull plating and half of a third was done. The two were tired but had a great feeling of accomplishment. It took a little time to get used to a gravity environment again after spending nine and a half hours in zero gravity. The trip back to the command desk was a little clumsy and laughable as stumbling and tripping over ones own heavy feet was a problem. By the time the holographic emitters were turned back on and the walk to mess hall was completed the heavy feeling had worn off.

During the evening workout the AI alerted Laurel that Mark was ready to emerge from his stasis chamber. Laurel and Jake stopped what they were doing and looked at each other. They knew the hard work was at hand to convince a seasoned vet that two kids were in charge and the enemy was at the gates without a feasible defense strategy in place. Plus trying to convince poor Mark of how they know the enemy is close by and coming in force was going to be difficult to say the least.

The two finished their workout and took their evening showers while mark was held just below consciousness so his new command crew could greet him. Laurel and Jake prepared a briefing of the encounters with the uninvited guests, the repairs done to the vessel by Laurel and Jake, the limitations of the Future's current state, and the fact that the three of them were it for the crew. Then it was time.

"Jake can you please go help Mark from his chamber. I just¦I really don't want to greet another naked man. You were¦are a handsome man but I only want to see you naked not every crewman that I am going to have to work with."

Jake smirked and chuckled. He pictured how blushed Laurel was when he emerged and it struck his funny bone.

"Of course babe. I'll go get him and fill him in as best as I can."

"Thank you. And hay. No more pet names or nick names in front of Mark or on the bridge, ok? We need to project an air of professionalism."

"I'm sorry. You're right. I just have a soft spot for you. It's a habit."

"I know Jake. I have a real soft spot for you too, but we have to behave our selves. I also think we should limit our¦making out should only be done in privacy."

"I guess we have been kinda doing what we want where we want haven't we?"

"Yah we have, and it's not going to sit well with a die hard military man."

"Do you want me to call you captain?"

"No¦Just Laurel."

"Ok. Well I love you gorgeous. There. My last pet name on the bridge."

"I love you too Jake, with all my heart. Now please¦go get Mark." Laurel said with a big warm smile.

Jake patted Laurel's shoulder gently as he passed by her to go get Mark out of stasis.

By the time Jake reached the Z section of the stasis ring Mark's stasis chamber was already starting to open. Jake was very impressed by Mark's build. In fact Jake's first thought was "holy shit this guy is huge". Mark had a very muscular build and sharp well defined features. He had obviously devoted a great deal of time to the gym and track. Jake stepped up next to Mark's chamber and took a good look at his face. He looked like a kind person but the lack of facial hair thanks to the continuing electrolysis while in stasis made him look clean cut, like a proper marine. Mark was 6 foot 4 inches tall with a chiseled square chin and high cheekbones. He definitely looked like a marine in Jake's eyes. The marine special tactics tattoo on Mark's right arm meant he had seen some of the worst conflicts in the mid 2060's. Despite mankind's unifying effort to construct the Future, there was still some very nasty extremist movements that wanted nothing more than to cause as much turmoil and death for any man woman or child that did not bow down to their extreme views of how one should live and worship. This particular marine would have been deep behind the lines to put these people down. It was this experience that made him an ideal special tactics and chief of security officer for the Future. He knew how to kill in a quick efficient and unthinking manner.

As Mark started to stir Jake took a deep breath and braced himself for the task at hand. Jake removed Mark's metal hair net revealing a very shortly cut blond crew cut head of hair. Mark started blinking rapidly trying to get things to focus then started to sit up. The manipulator arms assisted him in sitting up until he swung his legs out of his chamber and immediately sprang to his feet. Jake was a little surprised. He remembered a sore and tired feeling in his legs that Mark showed no signs of. Mark squinted and looked Jake up and down then tried to speak. It was nothing more than a garbled sound.

"Your going to have to clear the stasis fluid from your esophagus before you'll be able to speak. Just spit it in the floor. The servo drones will take care of the mess." Jake tried to sound strong and in control.

Mark cleared his throat and spit the thick fluid in the floor after nodding to Jake that he understood. He then cleared the last of the fluid from his throat and spit that in the floor as well. He grimaced at the sound the mess made when hitting floor. He then leaned back against his chamber and rubbed his thigh muscles.

"Where's the rest of my team?" Marks voice was very deep surprising Jake.

"They are still in stasis and will remain so. I am Jake Myers. I am your new xo."

"What! What the fuck is going on? Where's the captain?"

"She's on the bridge waiting to give you a sit rep. We are in a bad way and don't have much time. We have hostiles preparing a boarding party for an all out assault on the Future. We likely can't out run them and as you are probably are aware, we only have the main weapon and the EMPACC coating and special hull plating for defense. I estimate we only have twelve hours until they will be making a run at us."

"Hold the phone¦she? The captain is a woman? What happened to captain Dillon Alexan?"

"He is in deep stasis. Commander Laurel Kade is the captain and your new commanding officer. Look, I know this is not what you expected to come out to but like I said we are in a bad way and need your skills. Its gunna get ugly in the next day or so and we need someone that can put the hurt on these guys and keep the captain safe. Are you up to the job?"

"Yes sir! That's what I came on this mission for. In case shit got ugly. How far are we from the Future planet? Can we expect help from the senders of the message?"

"Uhhh¦No. There isn't any chance of help from them. We are pretty far of course."

"How far sir?"

"Four hundred thousand light years and some change and it's been five hundred and sixty-two years since we left Earth space."

Mark's face noticeably went pale and his mouth fell open.

"What the¦How? We should be dead." Mark slid down the edge of his stasis chamber a little.

"The last crewman found a way to put us all into a deep state of stasis that kept us alive and almost stopped the aging process. We uh¦Look it's a mess. The captain and I have a video sit rep prepared for you. It's a long tale. I just need to know if you ready for battle. Are you going to need time to recover?"

Mark stood up strait and stretched his arms up over his head then arched his back and then relaxed.

"I'm a little sore like I've been on a long march with a full battle pack but I feel fit. I should be able to kick some ass if it's called for. I just want know what the hell is going on. Who are these guys? What the hell do they want from us? Did we provoke them?"

"We didn't do shit to them. Apparently we look like easy picking for supplies and technologies. We are simply in their space and that is enough to garner their hostilities. At this point we only know what their craft look like."

Mark bent over and put his hands to face for a second then stood back up.

"So more shit heads taking and killing cause we're different! Great, same shit, different front. You can count on me sir. I won't let you down. Let's go see the captain. I want to meet her and get a proper sit rep. We are going to have to take measures to keep these fools out."

"Good man. I'm glad to have you with us. As soon as your skin finishes drying, there are some clothes under your stasis pod in that drawer. Get dressed and we'll go see the captain."

Jake pointed to the drawer under the stasis pod then went over to the control consol and prepared the scanner to accept Mark as the official chief of security. When Mark logged in he was disheartened by the computers response. The response to his entered information and palm and retina scan were:

"Mark Tillman accepted."

"Age error"

"Age correction, 32.2 years accepted."

"Male, accepted."

"Lieutenant U S marine corps special tactics unit accepted"

"Chief of security Earth vessel Future, transferred and accepted"

"Top level security access authorized."

"Security access code 15359 baker alpha three."

"Thirty-two point two? Great! So I've lost five years?"

"Yah. The aging process is slowed considerably but not stopped."

"So how old were you? Like seven when you went in?"

"No! I lost a little over a year and a half."

"So you were like thirteen!? Holy shit kid!"

"Actually I was twelve, but I have some unique¦gifts. My IQ is like two hundred twenty, I heal in hours instead of days, I can't get sick and I can¦well let's just say it doesn't stop there."

"So how the heck did¦why did you come out? I don't get it."

"Look all your questions will be answered by the briefing we have prepared for you. I know it seems odd but there was good reasoning for me to be revived when I was. Your skin looks dry so please get dressed and let's go see the captain."

"Alright. So do I call you sir, or kid or what?"

"Well I am your superior, but Jake will do if you prefer. Call me kid and we are going to have a problem. I am young but I'm not a kid in the derogatory way mean."

"Right¦fine Jake it is. No disrespect intended. I've just never seen a ki¦guy your age in charge of something like the Future mission."

"I am the youngest executive officer on record. There are more surprises coming so keep an open mind."

"I can't wait!"

Mark started to get dressed while Jake cued Laurel on the bridge that Mark was alert and at least willing to take the position even if was a little confused so far.

Mark looked, in Jake's eyes, a little odd in the ships outfit. He belonged in fatigues or in an all black assault uniform but this is what was chosen for him. The two made their way toward the command deck. Along the way mark was taking everything in looking amazed by how large and pristine the Future was. The army of servo drones really did an amazing job of keeping every inch that could be reached clean enough to eat off of. Jake was shocked that the transition from zero G in the elevator to Earth normal in the corridors didn't faze Mark in the slightest. Jake assumed that jumping from aircraft into hot zones behind enemy lines and flying fighter aircraft must have acclimated him to this kind of transition. Or he was just a tough son of a bitch.

When they reached the bridge and rounded the corner into the bridges doorway Laurel was sitting in the captain's chair. It was obviously to project a posture of command since the control consoles could only display the ships readings; no control of just about anything was possible due to damaged control interface hardware. As Mark stepped onto the bridge Laurel stood and turned to face them. Jake made the proper introductions.

"Captain, this is lieutenant Mark Tillman. Mark this is captain Kade. Our commanding officer."

Mark's mouth popped open and he just stared in shock. She was indeed pretty but just a kid like Jake.

"No! What the fuck is going on!"

"Hay marine!" Jake said. "Your are in the presence of a lady and your captain! You will show proper respect!"

"I¦you know what? You're absolutely right. I apologize. I guess I just expected¦could someone please explain what the heck is going on. Why isn't someone much older in command?"

Laurel stepped down from the platform her command chair was on and made her way over to the palm scanner. She slapped her hand on the scanner while maintaining eye contact with Mark. The computer read her name and rank out loud.

"Laurel Kade. Commander united Earth civilian forces. Captain, Earth vessel Future."

Mark was stunned. It was true, a woman captain. What Jake had left out was the fact that the captain was just barley a woman. Mark didn't fail to notice that she was in fact very beautiful up close but just so small. The captain in his eyes should be someone with a commanding presence. Laurel was in charge but the whole room just seemed to swallow her up some how.

"Look I am in command and your superior. If anyone can respect the chain of command it should be you. If you give us any crap what so ever, the slightest hint of insubordination and I'll have you stuffed back in the freezer. There are eleven other marines to choose from. I wanted the brightest and most experienced marine available. The computer said you were something special so I need you to prove it."

Mark shook his head and looked at the floor for a moment then stood up strait and clicked his heels together and gave a smart salute to Laurel.

"Mam. Lieutenant Mark Tillman reporting for duty mam!"

Laurel returned his salute and breathed a sigh of relief deep inside.

"At ease marine. Welcome aboard. Now let's get you read in. If you'll have a seat at the damage control station we have a rather lengthy video briefing prepared for you."

Laurel gestured to the seat next to her, which Mark sat in and just stared at all the small blinking controls and icons. Laurel touched the icon for the video her and Jake had put together with the help of the AI. The video was a narrated presentation of every thing that had transpired in short pertinent snippets and informational displays. The presentation was close to three hours long so Laurel and Jake excused themselves after showing Mark how to pause rewind and stop the presentation if he wanted to. The two moved off to their quarters.

"So what do you think Jake?"

"I like him. He seems tough but really smart. He is exactly what we need."

"Well, he seems to have accepted that we are in charge without to much question. Hopefully the briefing will give him an idea of what we are facing and he can come up with an idea for stopping the inevitable invasion."

"Laurel there is no stopping it. They're coming. We just have to come up with a strategy for limiting the damage. You are my biggest priority. I still don't understand the feeling that you in particular are in so much danger but it's an overwhelming feeling. I won't make the mistake of ignoring my instincts again."

"I know. I feel it too. I'm worried about what this going to do to you."

Laurel fairly threw herself on Jake wrapping her arms around him. The two lay on the bed holding one another for sometime. Jake had managed to make Laurel feel a little calmer by sending waves of love and calm feelings to her. He had hoped to cover her conflicted feelings with his focused and directed calm.

By the time Mark finished the briefing he was feeling a little sick to his stomach. He realized he was probably never going to see the Future planet, which was what he came on this mission for in the first place. The situation he found himself in was just something he never planned for. He was very impressed with the miniature command crew that the AI had found though. He was truly amazed by Laurel's intellect and ability to adapt. Most kids would have curled up in a corner and waited for help. This amazing girl took charge and actually got most of the damage repaired. That alone was way beyond anything he himself would have ever been capable of. Jake seemed to be equally impressive with his tenacity and intelligence. Mark had decided this young command crew was well placed and he would follow the two of them into battle any day. He also noticed the strange connection the two had. He didn't understand it at all but he gathered that there was some kind of mental ability that the two possessed and that they could probably hear one another in a way no one could possibly understand. The briefing had included an explanation of the DNA mutations Jake and Laurel possessed and even the exact genes that led to their heightened abilities. Mark was completely perplexed by the images of the DNA strand and the genes in the mitochondrial DNA that were traceable back through their lineage and responsible for Laurel and Jake's unique physiology but he got the legist of the presentation. These two were different and uniquely qualified for their position. The only thing he didn't take away from the briefing was how they knew when the enemy was coming.

Laurel and Jake returned to the bridge just as the briefing was winding down. Mark looked much more focused now that he knew exactly what was going on. He had some crucial questions though. Once the briefing ended Mark addressed the pair.

"Ok I get what you two have been through and how we got here. I am very impressed with both of you. But I don't understand how you know these¦intruders are coming."

Laurel offered the explanation in as simple of terms as she could muster.

"Jake and I have discovered that we both have an ability to sense events that haven't yet occurred. We are still learning exactly how to interpret these¦feelings."

"So you can see what's going to happen before it happens? Come on!"

"No. It doesn't work like that. We can't see what's going to happen. It's more like a gut feeling that can be interpreted into events that are coming."

"I¦I don't get it."

"Let me put it this way. I feel danger coming. I feel that I am in great peril. I feel hands all around me, closing in on me with bad intentions toward me. I feel that late tomorrow afternoon is significant. I sense death. Lots of horrible death, not for us but for our uninvited guests."

"Feelings? How do you know you are interpreting what you are feeling correctly?"

"Well, if you feel you don't like something can you identify the feeling and know what it is your feeling and express it in words?"

"Yah. I suppose so."

"It's the same thing just more complex. I'm sorry I can't describe it any better for you. All I know is Jake and I are feeling the same exact thing and after discussing it with each other we come away with the same interpretation of the feelings. They are coming. You can be sure of it. With your help we will win the day. But it is going to get messy. We need a strategy to limit the damage they can visit on us."

"So¦this is just a lot to put on a gut feeling. From what I saw in the brief you have something I can't possibly understand. You are my captain and I will do my duty to keep you safe. Do you know where they will get onboard from?"

"No. Like I said this is new to us. It's not like I can see what is coming; it's just a gut feeling. I have felt Jake's feelings and he feels exactly the same thing I do. We just don't know exactly how this thing works yet."

"Wait, back up a minute. You felt Jake's feelings?"

"Um¦yah. We can feel each others feelings."

"Ok now it's getting weird. How do you feel someone else's feelings?"

"Well, we can communicate with each other in feelings. It's complicated. We can enter the others mind and hear what the other is thinking and we can feel what the other is feeling and we can send waves of feelings to the other."

"So you can talk to each other without words?"

"Sort of. We haven't been able to send thoughts to one another yet. But we can listen into the mind of the other and hear thoughts in the voice of the other. We are still learning how this all works."

"Have you always been able to do this with other people?"

"No. It seems to only work with the two of us. It seems to have been triggered by our age and¦working so close together." Laurel withheld the fact that falling in love was the true trigger for their unique form of communication and it that was growing stronger every day.

"I got to tell you this is some weird shi¦stuff."

"It gets even weirder." Jake added. "If we are kept apart for to long we get sick. It could even prove fatal."

""What! You're addicted to each other?"

"Kind of. There is a biophysical affect we have on each other that causes our physiology to become balanced only when we are close to each other."

"So if one of you dies the other will too?"

"It looks that way. The AI is trying to come up with a way of countering the effect but it is going to be very difficult to synthesize something that will counter all of the negative effects we experience. It seems like all of our renal systems go haywire and the organs start to poison our blood stream."

"Well that's jacked up. Laurel seems like a hell of a girl to be addicted to but that means I have to keep you two together and safe. That is going to make things real difficult. I had some ideas for a defense plan but I am going to have to reconsider my plan."

"So you have come to grips with the whole situation?" Laurel asked.

"As weird as things are yes. Come look at what I'm thinking. Who came up with the security measures in the forward section of the bow by the way?"

"That was me." Jake offered.

"Well it was genius. I want to expand that to every possible space on the Future."

Mark brought up a schematic of the Future and the three of them decided exactly what spaces could be sealed and evacuated of all air and the gravity plating could be changed to a debilitating level. The obvious weak spot was the airlocks. They could be sealed but there was no way to magnetically lock them like the hangar bays. Mark decided to set up a kill chute from the only airlock that could not have the connecting corridors evacuated of air. The airlock was located in the aft starboard bow section on deck 2. It was an obvious week spot in the defendable areas of the vessel. The only problem was the plasma conduits and control circuits behind the bulkheads in the corridor. If an explosive device were detonated the conduits could be ruptured resulting in an explosion similar to the ones that destroyed the bow compartments. Mark had some special marine weapons in his gear that Laurel and Jake and even the AI had no idea were on board. These weapons could be put on tripods and operated by the servo drones. The drones would only have to squeeze the trigger when movement was detected so simple programming was all that was needed. The live crew would use the hand held weapons. The weapons were nasty pieces of work that would liquefy bone and flesh on a low setting and cause practical vaporization of a bone and flesh on higher settings. The problem was a missed shot would cause the walls to flex which could cause the control circuits or plasma conduits behind to be flexed and possibly ruptured.

The decision was made to start preparing the kill chute first thing in the morning by Mark while Laurel and Jake would continue their work on the bow until lunchtime then the ship would be locked down and the command deck would be where the three would holdout. If the boarding party made it that far Mark would have a nasty greeting waiting for them. Laurel had refused to be part of any killing. She was going to be issued a weapon set on stun. It was the only way she would have any part of firing on the enemy. Mark was a little disappointed but he understood her frame of mind. He was trained and desensitized to killing, that didn't mean a civilian would have that state of mind. He would have to wait and see if Jake had what it took to take a life without hesitation. He was sure there was something between Jake and Laurel that the two weren't telling him about. Perhaps the two were sleeping together and didn't know how to admit it. In the marines it would have been against regulations but the civilian core was much more lax so hiding it wasn't necessary. Whatever it was that was going on between them Mark hoped it would make Jake fight to the death to keep his captain and possible girlfriend safe.

After the plan was approved Laurel made for her quarters to get ready for sleep while Jake showed Mark where the mess hall and gym were. He then showed mark to his quarters down the corridor from the command quarters. Jake then made his way to his quarters to get some sleep and to enjoy his snuggle time with Laurel. He was feeling much better about their chances of thwarting the boarding parties. Mark was a truly bright strategist. His plan was lethal and left very little to chance. As Jake slid under the covers with Laurel a calm washed over him. She really had a profound calming effect on him that he found liberating. After a long goodnight kiss Jake lowered the lights and the two drifted off to sleep awash in the others calming energy.

In the morning Laurel and Jake woke at 06:00 feeling refreshed and ready for the inevitable stand off against an unknown foe. The work had to continue on the breach in the bow section despite the danger of being outside the safety of the Future's virtually impenetrable walls. Laurel and Jake discussed at length what each was feeling in regards to the safety of continuing to work outside. Both were confident that they could work until mid day then something was going to happen. Neither could exactly pinpoint what was going to transpire only a feeling of being watched from a hidden place. No immediate danger was sensed. There was still an overwhelming feeling of death and high anxiety by days end. Something horrible was defiantly coming.

After discussion it was decided that Laurel and Jake would practice listening to each other's thoughts every chance they could get. The hope was that it would become second nature and instant enough to be used for voiceless communication. If the thought can't be transmitted it could just be thought about and the other could listen in and then think about a response in his or her own mind allowing the other to hear it. There would be a delay in response and error would be common but it could be used as a crude form of communication. It would at least allow some communication since the radio was out of the question.

Once dressed and ready for the day Laurel and Jake spent a few minutes passionately making out in their quarters since kissing was going to be taboo outside of their quarters. Both felt invigorated and ready to put on a professional air for the rest of the day. As the two made their way down the corridor toward the mess hall they could smell that Mark was already eating his breakfast. When the two entered the mess hall Mark offered a warm smile and motioned for the two to join him. Mark was dumb founded by the food fair that was available. Laurel explained that there was several tons of fresh meat cheese and dairy in a type of hard stasis. The food would never spoil and it could be returned to a usable state in seconds. It was a lot like the stasis used on the passengers but much faster and much deeper since keeping someone alive was not the intention. The food was stored in solid blocks of hardened stasis gel. The stasis gel was actually very high in proteins so the residue was actually good for you when ingested.

After the meal was complete all three made their way to the gym for the morning workout. Mark was astounded by the intensity of the workout for Laurel and Jake. He was especially impressed with the amount of weight Laurel was able to push without much effort. When it was revealed that the two worked out twice a day without fail mark was finally convinced these two kids were something special. He was starting to like these two a great deal. It hadn't escaped Mark that these two were beyond genius level smart and still somehow behaved like typical teens. Neither seemed conceited or full of themselves. Laurel especially seemed very humble for the pretty girl type. Most girls Laurel's age that were as beautiful as she was were complete snobs. Mark could see why a good-looking guy like Jake was attracted to her. Mark was observant enough of people's behavior to know the looks and smiles exchanged between Laurel and Jake were indicative of something intimate. Mark decided to leave that subject alone as long as he didn't see it affect decision-making or represent an inappropriate distraction.

Once the workout was complete Mark and Jake sat in the gym talking while Laurel left to take her shower. After twenty minutes Mark and Jake went to take their respective showers. Mark noticed Jake enter the same quarters as Laurel had without Laurel having left only further confirming his suspicion that something intimate definitely existed between Laurel and Jake.

Once redressed Laurel and Jake made their way to the forward airlock to begin the days work while Mark went to the storage compartment that contained the marine's weapons and combat gear. Mark would set up the kill chute while the command crew worked on closing in the breach in the bow section. The weapons Mark assembled in the corridor were very heavy and had self-contained power cells. Each weapon would be capable of thirty minutes of continuous fire before needing a new power cell. The weapons used a magnetically charged non-linear accumulator to accelerate charged particles to near the speed of light and produce a shockwave at the same time. The effect when bone and flesh are struck is obliteration and vaporization. When used at close range, as they will be in the kill chute the affect should be a rather large smoking hole replacing one's abdomen. Mark set the weapons up in overlapping lines of fire all the way up the corridor. Twelve emplacements would be used. Two more were set up in the stair well and three on the command deck just around the corner from the gym. Mark was fairly convinced that there was going to be a hell of a mess to clean up if these guys used the airlock to gain access. It seemed to make sense that any hostile force would make their way to the bridge to kill or capture the command crew. This was the only access point that wouldn't be a death trap due to the other counter measures put in place.

Laurel and Jake worked diligently all morning on erecting the superstructure needed to start attaching the new hull plating. By lunch time the two had another two and a half compartments enclosed with girders and trusses. The supporting beams were tacked in place but complete welding in place would have to wait. The two decided they really needed to get inside so the tools were loaded into the mining shuttles and the shuttles headed down to the lower hangar bay.

Just as Laurel was hooking herself back into her thruster pack the holographic system came on and the three-tone alarm sounded twice in their headsets. Laurel looked at Jake with a startled look. Jake thought 'just stay still, it's probably a scout ship'. Jake and Laurel remained as still as they could. They couldn't see a thing outside of the curtain of light so both just froze and waited it out. They could sense something closing in on them from below.

Mark was on the bridge monitoring Laurel and Jake's progress when he heard the proximity alarm sound. He reached for the comm. button and then stopped himself. He instead hit the holo image button and brought up the sensor image of what was being detected. He saw a rapier just like what he had seen in the video briefing. The craft was approaching from below the Future on a high-speed intercept course. The craft slowed as it approached and Mark got a good look at the craft. He could tell it was heavily armed and looked very maneuverable and formidable. The dark cockpit glass prevented the occupants from being visible and gave the craft a very menacing look. Mark watched as the craft rounded the front of the vessel at an oblique angle. It was obviously looking for the gaping hole that used to be so apparent in the bow section. It was just a scout looking the vessel over and probably reporting the vessel's speed and course although no transmissions were being detected. The craft slowly swung around the starboard side of the Future and drifted all the way down the length of the vessel and then zoomed off into space without firing a shot. Once the craft reached one thousand miles out it just seemed to blink out. Mark rewound the sensor images and froze it just at the moment when the craft disappeared. He noticed the shimmering effect around the craft as the barrier between dimensions was dissolved. He noticed by stepping frame by frame that the effect started as a little bubble emanating from the top of the craft. He assumed whatever piece of technology that allowed them to create the rift must be located in the top aft section of the craft. That was going to be the target area if a shot could ever be taken at one of these guys.

After a few minutes of waiting Mark was pretty sure the rest of the boarding party would be assembling for an all out assault and there would be a short lull long enough to get the kids on board as he was starting to call them to himself. He disengaged the holo emitters signaling the all clear and made his way down to the airlock to meet Laurel and Jake and to activate the weapons on the way out.

Laurel and Jake got the signal when the curtain of light disappeared. They both locked into their thruster packs and jetted over to the airlock as rapidly as possible. They knew they had been found and now it was only a matter of and hour or two before all hell broke loose. Mark greeted the two in the airlock and helped them out of their suites. Laurel was the first to notice the gun emplacements lining the corridor facing right at them with a servo drone sitting behind each one. Looking down the corridor gave Laurel the impression that this would be a deadly place to be if the guns were active. As the three made their way down the corridor Mark switched each gun on as they past by. The weapons made a high pitch whine as they were turned on then it faded above the level of human hearing.

Once on the bridge Mark shared his discovery with Laurel and Jake and the sensor image of the rapier checking out the Future was reviewed twice. Luckily the illusion seemed to have fooled the scout vessel or he would have fired on Laurel and Jake's position for sure. It was decided that Mark would take the forward position just inside the gym doorway. Jake would take up position in the doorway to Laurel and Jake's quarters and Laurel would hold up inside the opening to the bridge. The bridge would be the fall back position for everyone. The door was very thick and could be magnetically sealed. Mark turned the holo image back on and the waiting began.

Mark engaged Jake and Laurel in general conversation for nearly two hours trying to get to know his command crew. He was quickly coming to the conclusion that he really liked these two. They were genuinely good people and incredibly smart. Mark was still not sure how they would perform under fire but during times of peace he was starting to really enjoy talking with them and thought in no time he would think of them like family. If they were intimate with each other he thought good for them. He just wished they would come clean. He didn't like dirty little secrets. He could tell the two were very fond of one another but there was a professional decorum being maintained that Mark appreciated.

The conversation was light hearted until the proximity alarm sounded. The AI announced that twelve vessels just appeared at six miles out and closing rapidly. There were two of the rapiers and the rest of the craft were of the crude cargo vessel design. They were heavily armed and looked to be ready for bombardment before attempting boarding. The craft broke their initial v formation and started to spread out. At 1000 yards out all of the craft began to open fire. The sensors recorded many direct hits but there was no damage other than scorching of the EMPACC coating. The craft spent twenty minutes making strafing runs all along the sides of the Future. Then four of the craft moved to the rear and started firing at the engines. Laurel knew what they were trying to do so she sat down at the propulsion control station and engaged the engines. She slid the thrust slider up gently with her fingertip until the yellow numbered indicator read 90% power. The thrust was brought up so gently that no feeling of acceleration could be felt. The enemy craft were trying to fire strait up into the engine bells in hopes of blowing the engines apart. With the increase in exhaust gasses the incoming energy was insufficient to enter the engine bells. There were several dull thuds as the other craft tried to penetrate the bow section where the bridge was located. All the crew could do was look on and hope the hull plating did its job. Two craft were trying to lock on to the port side of the lower bow section. The Future was wobbling around without the computer interface to control velocity and heading making it difficult for the craft to lock on. Mark prayed that none of the craft would hit the still exposed bow section.

Then the words no one wanted to hear rang out from the AI.

"Hull breach at the forward air lock. Intruder alert. Intruder alert."

Mark un-holstered a weapon and handed it to Laurel after setting it on the lowest setting. He then produced another from his rear waistband and tossed it to Jake. This weapon was set on level three. Deadly to be sure but not sufficient to cause damage to the bulkheads Mark hoped in case of a missed shot.

"Alright campers here we go. Don't miss and don't hesitate. Head and upper body is your target. Take your positions." Mark shouted.

Mark bolted down the corridor to the gym to assume his forward position. Jake moved across the corridor and took up position just inside the door to his quarters. Laurel lay down on the floor just inside the bridge and poked just her head and right arm armed with an ion pistol out of the doorway. There were thumping sounds coming from down the corridor, which Laurel and Jake assumed was the sound of the weapons Mark had set up doing their dastardly work. The AI was calling out the deck and corridor numbers as the intruders somehow made their way past the weapons and advanced on the command deck.

Mark was the first to hear heavy foot steps and to his astonishment voices in English. They were shouting to leave the dead and dying and to spread out. Mark glanced down the corridor to Jake and Laurel and shot them a look of shock. How the boarding parties knew English was beyond anything expected. Jake shrugged and shook his head. Laurel could now hear the voices just around the corner and she was just as shocked.

The first creature came around the corner and Mark immediately dispatched it with a headshot. The creatures head simply exploded all over the bulkhead behind it in a spray of dark blood and bone. What was left of the creature's skullcap slapped back down over the stump that used to be its neck and the creature fell forward onto the floor face down with a thud. Mark was a little surprised that the creatures looked so un-human but yet human like. They were about 6 feet tall with what could be described as popey looking arms and legs. Their muscles were very large and football shaped. They came to a point at the elbows wrist and knees. They had very broad square shoulders and thick burly torsos. The skin was flesh colored like a Caucasian human but the head was oddly square with dark black hair and bushy eyebrows and scrubby facial hair. The faces were very flat under their squared and low foreheads. The creatures also had very large feet making them look clown like with their big boots on. Their faces were very unpleasant looking. Mark thought they looked very Neanderthal like. They had blunt square looking teeth with large gaps in between all the teeth. Their voices were very deep and they spoke perfect English in an odd slur like a deaf person sounds when speaking, which dumbfounded the entire crew. How a species on the other side of the universe could develop the same language and mannerisms of speech just seemed too impossible to be true.

Two more of the creatures rounded the corner and Mark killed another with a headshot with the same ghastly result and killed the second with a shot to the chest. The shot to the second creature created a very large hole in its chest cavity that almost went all the way through. The creature froze as its innards just spilled out of the hole left by the well-placed shot. The creature then fell backwards and died. Laurel saw the exchange and had to roll on her back and cover her mouth with her left hand and fight hard not to throw up. She had never seen so much gore. After a moment she breathed deep and rolled back on her side and waited for the creatures to get past Mark's deadly position. Mark dispatched three more creatures before they could determine where the deadly fire was coming from. The corridor was now chocked with lifeless bodies and was made very slippery with blood and entrails. One creature slipped in the gooey mess and fell right on its ass. Mark took no quarter, he killed the creature with a shot to the neck severing the head right off its body.

As Mark continued to slaughter the creatures as they rounded the corner and had to slow to step over what was left of their comrades, Jake noticed a shimmering in the center of the corridor between his and Mark's position. Jake raised his weapon and waited to see what it was that he thought he was seeing. Suddenly a creature appeared behind Mark with a weapon aimed at his back. Jake closed one eye aimed and fired hitting the creature in the back leaving a large steaming hole, which its internal organs spilled out of and the creature fell on its face only three feet from Mark's position. Mark swung around just in time to see the creature smack the floor and to notice Jake pointing his weapon in Mark's direction. Mark was dumb struck how one of the creatures got past him but he didn't pause to think about it he nodded toward Jake and swung back around. Mark heard a voice from around the corner yelling.

"You seven go down that way! Grab anything that isn't nailed down! You four come with me! Territs on!"

Mark had no idea what a territ was but he assumed it was a weapon. He waited listening for the heavy footsteps but the footsteps simply stopped. Mark pulled back into the doorway just in time for a projectile to miss his head by inches and ricochet down the corridor towards Laurel's position. Laurel pulled back into the bridge just in time to be missed by the errant round. Mark didn't see a target but he could feel a static charge in the air. He fired three shots in a sweeping motion the third of which found an invisible target. The creature let out a yelp and appeared out of nowhere. Mark had hit the creature in the lower arm disabling the device that allowed it to become invisible. Mark squeezed off another shot and hit the creature in the side of the head resulting in another headless body flopping on the floor. Mark realized that he was in serious trouble if he couldn't see or hear the creatures coming.

Jake got a gut feeling that he could see the creatures if he looked real hard and deep. He squinted and stared down the corridor. After only a moment he could see three ghostly looking creatures. He could see right through them but he could definitely see three individuals closing in on Mark's position. Jake took aim and fired two shots hitting one creature in the shoulder and another in the chest. The creature hit in the chest dropped in a pool of its own guts and the other creature cursed and grabbed its shoulder. The tip of the shoulder bone was missing along with a large portion of the muscle from the upper most arm. Mark could see a pool of blood running towards him so he traced it back towards it source and he squeezed of a shot in the general direction he thought the creature should be in. He hit the creature in the stomach resulting in a splat as the organs from the upper chest spilled out through the hole. The creature suddenly appeared face down only inches from Mark. He quickly scrambled back into the gym doorway in surprise. The other creature took a shot at Mark and missed. The round ricochet around in the gym a few times before lodging in the seat cushion of one of the workstations. Jake took aim and squeezed of a shot hitting the creature in the arm and side leaving a large steaming hole. The creature tried to scream but nothing came out as its lungs had been decimated by the well-placed shot. The creature turned and looked down the corridor towards Jake. Jake could see the anguish on the creatures face. The creature raised its hand and leaned forward against the bulkhead. Jake put the creature out of its misery with a perfect headshot. The creatures head exploded all over mark and the bulkhead in a dark spray of brains and bone.

Laurel was now feeling very woozy and was about to move back into the bridge when she felt something grab her leg and yank her back onto the bridge. She screamed for Jake's help.

"Jake help!'

Jake turned just in time to see Laurel disappear into the open doorway very quickly as she was yanked in.

"Shit! Laurel! Mark they got Laurel!" Jake yelled.

Jake darted over to the open doorway and peeked in. He saw one of the creatures with its hand wrapped around Laurel's throat holding her up off the floor. The creature was staring right into Laurels face while she was trying to gasp for air. The creature pulled Laurel in close and some device attached to the creatures shoulder swung up and what looked like a green laser scanned her from head to toe very quickly while the creature held her still. Laurel saw a flash of horrific images. Things were being done to young females of varying species. One was being brutalized in a particularly horrific way and Laurel was seeing it up close even as her own life was slipping away.

"Well aint you a pretty little thing." The creature said. "I should be able get a handsome price for you alive. You're coming with me!"

The creature then let go of Laurel's neck and touched a device strapped to its wrist then grabbed Laurel again and there was a bright flash of light that blinded Jake for a second. When Jake opened his eyes again he saw nothing. The creature and Laurel had disappeared. Jake swung himself to the left side of the doorway as his heart ran cold. Mark arrived at the other side of the doorway and smacked himself against the bulkhead as he swept the gore off of his face. Jake raised his hand in a gesture of stop toward Mark. Jake closed his eyes and listened for Laurel. He could feel that she was in pain and couldn't breathe. He grimaced and then he could feel that she was still very close. Jake opened his eyes and squinted as before and swung into the bridge with his weapon raised. He could make out the creature facing him with Laurel still being held by the neck this time her feet on the ground. Laurel had both her hands wrapped around the creature's wrists. Jake took aim and squeezed off a shot. He instantly lost his focus when he realized he was aiming inches from Laurel's head. He could see a pool of blood coming from seemingly nowhere. All of a sudden Laurel appeared squatting down with the creatures wrist in her hand and she was pressing a button on some device on the creature's wrist. She looked over at Jake then back at the headless body she was squatting over. She quickly dropped the creature's arm, which hit floor in a wet splat as it landed in the pool of blood coming out of the creature's neck. She fell back and scooted away from the grizzly sight as quickly as she could until her back hit the wall. Jake lowered his weapon and reached down toward Laurel with an outstretched hand. Laurel grabbed his hand and popped to her feet then clawed her way up Jake's arm until she could fling her arms around his neck. Jake wrapped his left arm around her tightly keeping his armed hand free.

"It's ok Laurel I'm here. I got you. Mark get in here!"

Laurel was still coughing and trying to catch her breath when Mark entered the room. He came in with his weapon raised scanning the room. Mark looked over at the body and then put his hand on Jake's shoulder.

"Good shot xo."

"Thanks. That thing on his wrist, grab it. It's what allows them to disappear. If you put it on and turn it on I suspect you'll be able to see the others, if there are others."

Jake gestured toward the lifeless body on the floor. Mark lowered his weapon and made his way over to the creature. He squatted down and unhooked the device from the creature's wrist and hooked it onto his own.

"How does this thing work I wonder?"

Laurel unwrapped herself from Jake's neck and stepped over to Mark.

"Push that white square and it will shift you partially into another dimension. Push the red circle and it will turn off." Laurel's voice was low and raspy, as the creature had bruised her larynx.

Mark pushed the white square and in a flash of light he seemed to disappear. Mark could now see three other creatures standing at the other end of the bridge. They were trying to make sense of one of the control displays. Luckily the displays were non-functional due to the missing components in the gutted forward compartments.

Jake could no longer see Mark but he suddenly felt his pistol raising up and being pointed toward the front of the bridge and then his pistol wiggled slightly. Jake squeezed the trigger hitting one of the creatures in the back while Mark shot the other two in quick succession hitting one in the head the other in the chest. Mark then reappeared standing right next to Jake. Jake flinched and started to swing his weapon toward him.

"Damn it man that's a good way to get shot! Nice trick with aiming for me. That was sneaky."

"I'm glad you understood what was going on. You ok captain?"

Laurel nodded. Her throat still hurt which she was rubbing. Jake turned to go to Laurel when another creature stepped in through the doorway. It was different looking than the others. Its head was more rounded and its hair color was dark brown. It was also wearing different clothing. The other creatures had been wearing heavy coats and brown leather looking pants that were more like shorts that ended just below the knee. This creature had pants that went all the way to his feet and it had a button up light blue shirt with some kind of markings above its right breast pocket. Jake grabbed Laurel and swung her behind him as he raised his weapon and prepared to fire. The creature raised its hands in gesture of surrender. Jake relaxed his squeeze on the trigger. He wanted to see what this creature wanted.

"What the hell do you want?" Jake said.

"Look we don't need to kill each other. Maybe we can make a deal here."

"A deal? You started this! Your intentions are clear. We don't negotiate with ass holes!"

"Whoa. Take it easy. I think I can make it worth your while to call a cease-fire. Just hear me out."

"How is it you can speak my language?"

"We have acquired a piece of technology that imparts knowledge from a¦source of great reserve. Look. You give us the girl and we'll return everything else we've taken and leave you in peace. What do you say? As beautiful and young as she is she's worth a fortune where I'm going."

Jake turned his head slightly and looked at Laurel's shocked expression. Jake then looked back at the creature, repulsed by the offer. Jake shook his head no then fired into the creature's chest twice. The second shot went clean through and scorched the doorframe behind the creature while scattering what was left of his guts all over the floor and doorframe. The creature had a shocked look frozen on his face as he fell backwards and hit the floor with a wet thud leaving him lying halfway out in the corridor with his feet pocking into the bridge doorway.

"No deal shit head¦Sorry about the language Laurel." Jake said.

The creature fell back out of the doorway half into the corridor. Laurel stepped closer to Jake and slid her hand into his.

"That's ok. I guess now we know why we felt I was in danger."

"Don't worry Laurel. These scumbags will never get their hands on you again. I promise you that."

Laurel pulled her head back slightly and looked at Jake in surprise. She felt a wave of hatred from Jake toward these creatures that she really didn't like. Just as she feared he had become just a little hardened and resolved in his hatred from deep down inside.

Mark decided to make a sweep with his newfound toy and see how many creatures were left.

"You two stay here and stay close together. I'm going to go make a sweep for stragglers."

"Wait. We can check from here." Jake said. "Computer?"

"Yes Jake."

"How many intruders are left on board?"

"There are twenty-six deceased and four alive. They are attempting to remove an override console on deck twenty-six corridor thirteen."

"Son of a bi¦gun. That's the upper port airlock corridor." Jake said.

"That corridor is isolated from this deck is it not?" Mark asked.

"Affirmative." The computer responded.

"Then evacuate the air and turn the gravity plating up to max."

"I can not comply. I can not extinguish a life in such a manner."

Mark moved over to the damage control station and swept the gore of the view screen then brought up the air controls for deck twenty-six and slid them down to 0% oxygen concentration. He then brought up the pressure readings. He slid the control form 14 psi down to 0 psi. He then hit the initiate icon. Next he brought up the external sensors. All of the attacking vessels had already fled. There were no contacts within range. Laurel saw this and moved over to the propulsion station and lowered the thrust back to 2% power. Mark noticed that there were still two enemy craft locked onto the Future with none of their crew left alive to pilot them. Mark realized this was a golden opportunity to recover some intel on their guests.

Laurel was still sore and trying very hard not to throw up. Everywhere she looked there were guts and blood and mangled bodies. She was pretty sure these creatures would be back. She was now going to be the prize that all future boarding parties wanted. She represented something in short supply in this quadrant of this galaxy. It was a gut feeling she had garnered from the one trying to strike a deal for her capture. Beautiful young females of most species were abused tortured and sold as sex slaves to some very unsavory types. If they got their hands on her it was going to be a very painful slow death for her after being tortured. The thought made her skin crawl. She had never known such hostile intentions directed at her before. She secretly hoped that if she were taken the separation from Jake might prove fatal before any of the horrors awaiting her could be carried out.

She wanted desperately to grab Jake and squeeze him for all she was worth but she knew she had to be strong and professional in Mark's presence.

"Alright that should do it." Mark said.

"The life signs on deck twenty-six have terminated." The computer said a couple minutes later.

"Well I'm not sorry to hear that. Look I know this was pretty¦bad for you two. Do you have a sense that these guys will be back any time soon?" Mark asked in a calm voice.

"I¦I can't tell. I sense danger for me still but not immediate. I would say they won't be giving up any time soon if I'm worth as much as that one says." Laurel pointed toward the lifeless corpse in the doorway without looking.

"You both did great for your first time. Especially you Jake. I feel much better about you watching my back. You saved by bacon twice. Your captain here owes you her life also. I would stand side by side with you anytime anywhere."

"I'm not real proud of what we had to do here but I am glad I was there for both of your sakes."

"Computer take inventory on what these guys got off with. We need to know if anything sensitive was taken."

"Understood. If I might suggest, there are two craft still attached to the airlocks full of equipment taken from various sections of the bow section. I would recommend recovering the items and examining the craft for information on travel coordinates and information on how these people are able to appear in different sections of the ship without having to walk there. Communication frequencies may still be active. It would be a good idea to make sure there are no tracking beacons active."

"That's a good point. Come on Jake you're with me." Mark snapped.

"I'm not leaving Laurel alone. If I go she goes."

Mark turned and looked at Jake. He was about to say something when he noticed the determination in Jake's face.

"You're right. Sorry. You're the command crew and I follow your orders, not the other way around."

"Well I'm not leaving you alone either. We need to stay together and armed until we are sure none of these guys are hiding with this cloak or whatever it is. All three of us will go. Computer, could you start cleaning up these bodies? Remove any signs of technology from the bodies and then get rid of the corpses." Laurel said.

"Understood. Where would you like me to dispose of the bodies?"

"Take them to the foundry and throw them in one of the crucibles. Do not eject any bodies into space. I don't want to leave a trail of bodies to be traced back to our location."

"Understood. I will begin immediately. Please use caution, I cannot track these people when they are not visible."

"I know, but I can. I can see them if I look real hard." Jake said.

"I thought as much. Why didn't you tell me you could track them?" Mark said.

"Because I found out by accident when they tried to ambush you at the beginning of the engagement. My gut instinct told me to look real hard and I could see them. They looked like an apparition but I could see them. I have to concentrate very hard in order to see them."

"I see. Well let's go see what our friends left behind. All three of us."

The three made their way down to the forward airlock corridor. When the three exited the stairwell and stepped into the corridor the sight that awaited them was ghastly. There were dead invaders lining the corridor all the way to the airlock. It was apparent that some of the bodies had been pushed aside to make room for the raiders carrying supplies and equipment back to the cargo hold of the craft docked with the Future. Many of the bodies were completely blown in half and there was a very pungent smell of burnt flesh and death. The weapons had made a real mess of the boarding party before they found a way to get past the emplacements. Three of the emplacements from the front of the corridor were missing. Mark prayed that they were on board the craft waiting ahead.

Laurel was bringing up the rear holding Jake's hand very tightly. It was all she could do to keep her stomach down. The smell and the sights were like nothing she had ever experienced before. She was saddened by the amount of death that had been wrought on these creatures. She was sure they had some very nasty things on their minds for her in particular but she still hated to see this kind of killing. She noticed that mark seemed unfazed by all the gore everywhere. He had probably seen much worse in his time in the field but this was her first time seeing a massacre like this up close. She swallowed down her shock and pressed on.

As mark stepped onto the craft he saw crates of supplies and some control consoles that had been ripped right off the workstations they used to control. There were plasma welders and various hand tools from the repair work Jake and Laurel had been doing on the bow. There were also 6 smashed servo drones heaped in a pile in a corner. Mark shook his head. These guys were just taking anything they could find. He made his way deeper into the cargo hold looking for the missing M-94 assault riffles. Unfortunately they weren't there. They were gone. He made his way back up front to the cockpit of the craft. The controls and displays looked to be of different designs. It was like all the systems were just hodge podged together from different species. It dawned on Mark that these guys had done this to other space goers and then reverse engineered the equipment in a crude fashion to make them work together.

Mark climbed into the pilots seat and tried to understand what he was seeing. The control sticks looked pretty strait forward but the language being displayed on all the consoles was like nothing he had ever seen before. Reading it was out of the question.

"Jake. Ask the computer to bring us a data pad with a fiber optic data terminal. I think I can down load this navigational data for the computer to analyze. The rest of this crap is no good to us. We should blow this thing up once we have retrieved the data. I can't read any of these displays so I can't tell if we are transmitting a signal or not."

"Agreed. Screw this thing, I don't even want it around the Future." Jake said.

Jake turned around quickly and almost bowled Laurel over. He wrapped his arms around her to keep her from falling. The two looked deep into each others eyes for a moment then grinned at each other and then separated. Jake stepped past Laurel and went out into the corridor to request the equipment from the AI. Laurel stepped forward once Jake was clear and looked around in the cockpit. She noticed right away that the darkened glass was because there was information being displayed on the inside of the windows like a heads up display. There was a view of outside with a sight heretical being displayed on the two side windows. The front window had some odd hieroglyph looking text displayed on it. Laurel was bent over right next to Mark's head when he looked up at her. He finally noticed just how beautiful her eyes were and how pretty her face was. Her skin seemed to have a glow to it and she didn't have a single imperfection like most teens did. She was truly a striking young lady. Mark thought if she were ten years older he might have thoughts about dating her. He shook off the thoughts and invited Laurel to sit in the navigators seat next to him. She gladly accepted and plopped down in the seat trying to take everything in before they had to destroy the craft.

"Hay cap. Let me ask you a question. You and Jake are you guys¦you know¦intimate. Is there something serious between you two?"

Laurel was shocked by the question and a little afraid of where this might be going.

"We uh¦we're very close. We aren't¦sleeping together¦well we are sleeping together but we aren't¦I haven't¦why are you interested in our private life?"

"Don't take it the wrong way. I'm just curious. You two act like a couple but you left that out of your initial briefing."

"So you're not¦coming on to me?"

"Oh god no! You're half my age Laurel. Look you're very beautiful but I aint no cradle robber. Besides I can see you two have something between you. I don't step on toes like that. I'm just curious like I said. I've seen some intense looks between you two. I just wanted to know what I'm seeing."

"We have to stay close as you know and we have¦" Laurel turned and looked to see if Jake had returned, which he hadn't.

"We are in love in way I don't think any other person can possibly understand. We can visit the deepest spot in the other like¦it's hard to explain. Yes we are serious. No we haven't gone all the way."

"Ok. Enough said. I like you two very much. I say good for you. Finding true love is a hard thing to do in this day and age. Whatever age we are in now. Finding a sole mate is a very rare thing. Keep him close to your heart."

Laurel was shocked by his comment. She sensed that he had been deeply in love at least once in his life and had allowed it to slip away. Even now he still regretted it. This man had a tender side no matter how much of a bad ass he was.

"Thank you Mark. I plan on keeping him close for the rest of my life. He's never getting rid of me."

Mark smiled at her, which she returned warmly. At that moment Jake returned with the data terminal. Mark plugged the terminal in and Laurel offered to access the onboard system.

"She's a genius with this stuff. I would let her do her thing." Jake said.

Mark nodded and handed the pad over to Laurel. She started tapping and typing on the terminal. She moved icons off to the side and brought others to the forefront so quickly it was all a blur. Finally she accessed the crafts on board processor and initiated a complete download of all data. She leaned back and waited for the process to complete. Mark's mouth was half open watching her. He looked back at Jake.

"I told you. She's amazing with this stuff. She's a magician with computer systems. Apparently even with alien ones."

After five minutes of looking around and downloading, the trio exited the cargo vessel. The servo drones had retrieved all of the supplies and equipment from the cargo hold and the time had come to get rid of the craft. The outer door that was installed by the invaders was closed and sealed since the Future's airlock door was damaged. It was decided that the damaged inner door would be replaced and welded shut. Then EMPACC would be sprayed over the opening on the outside. The hangar bay would be the only way on and off the Future from that point on. Mark set small explosive charges in the boarding tunnel and set a remote detonator.

Once back on the bridge Mark detonated the explosive charge setting the cargo vessel adrift. Laurel slowed the Future and steered the Future to an angle that put the cargo vessel dead ahead. Then Jake deployed the main weapon.

"You are gunna love this Mark. You like big guns? Check this out."

Mark watched on the main view screen as the main weapon slid out and with a thud locked into place. Then Jake charged the main weapon and targeted the cargo vessel. When he fired Mark actually flinched as the bright shimmering flash left the weapon and struck the cargo vessel. The vessel simply ceased to exist at such close range. It simply disintegrated into small millimeter size particles in a puff of what looked like smoke spreading out in all directions.

"Oh now that is impressive! I'll take a dozen." Jake chuckled at Mark's comment.

Jake retracted the main weapon and the three started making their way to the other vessel still attached to the upper airlock. The elevator was used since many of the connecting corridors were still depressurized and the gravity was being manipulated.

When the door opened the three floated out of the elevator and stepped out onto the corridor gravity plating. There were four dead

creatures splayed out on the floor. The removal of air and pressure had some nasty results. Laurel made a point not to look as they walked past them. Once at the airlock Mark stepped into the craft's boarding chute first. He immediately recognized that this craft was of a single species design. Everything was very smooth and seamless. The cargo area was much smaller with an actual boarding ramp leading down to the belly of the craft. To Marks great relief the missing M-94's were stuffed in a corner. These creatures were using traditional projectile weapons and if they had access to these weapons and managed to reverse engineer them they might have a small chance of causing significant damage to the engines on the Future. The rest of the cargo hold was full of electronics, medical supplies and two of the larger servo drones one of which was still active. It was being held against the wall with an electromagnetic clamp. Mark had Jake order up some more servo drones to help carry out the ill-gotten cargo.

When mark opened the cockpit door he was very impressed with the layout. The seats looked like race car seats. They had very comfortable looking curves and the pilot almost lay on his back when in the seat. The control consoles were controlled with a halo that tapped right into neural impulses. There was no control stick and no pedals. The language on the displays resembled Russian. It almost looked human except for some of the characters were swooping shapes that more resembled Cantonese or some other Asian language.

Mark slid into the seat and picked up the control halo. He turned it over a couple times and the curiosity got the better of him. He placed the halo over his head. He saw a bright flash of light and there were suddenly symbols and readouts everywhere he looked. The language was foreign to him but it was a heads up display projected by the mind. He closed his eyes and thought out the entire alphabet and pictured in his mind 0 to 10 one at a time. Now the symbols being displayed switched to English. He suddenly recognized everything being displayed. He thought about the communications system and he could see all the controls right in front of him. Laurel and Jake could see all of the control panels flicker and then start displaying information in English.

"Mark be careful. You don't have any idea what that thing could do to a human brain." Laurel was very suspicious of the technology.

"No it's ok. I'm fine. I have access to all the systems. I'm turning off the beacon."

Mark thought about powering down the communication system and the interdimensional pulse beacon quit transmitting. Then he powered down all the weapons. Then he realized there was a booby trap explosive in the airlock that needed to be disarmed. If they had tried to close the airlock without disarming it the craft would have exploded.

"Jake open that panel above the airlock controls and pull the red lever out and down."

Jake turned and looked above the door. There was a panel with a thumb lock. He pressed the lock in and the door swung open. There was the lever Mark had mentioned. Jake did as Mark requested and the explosive was disarmed followed by a triple click. Jake looked over at Mark.

"How did you know that was there?" Jake asked.

"The computer just told me it was there and active."

"That was smart thinking to put that thing on. We would have been killed if you hadn't."

"We need to keep this ship. I have an idea how we can use it."

"Are you crazy! We can't keep this thing." Jake said.

"I can pilot it down to the aft hangar bay and I can land it. It flies by thought."

"Are you sure that's a good idea?"

"Absolutely. We can get some crucial intel on the enemy with this thing."

"You want to take it to the other side don't you?"

"You got it. Plus the data contained in this things memory could tell us who made it and where it's been."

"What do you think Laurel?"

"He's right. If he can fly it it's worth holding on to."

"Very well. I'll go to the bridge and open the lower hangar door for you."

Laurel and Jake stepped off the craft and sealed the outer airlock door. Again the invading party damaged the inner door. Laurel was relieved that the bodies that had been in the passage way were gone when her and Jake made their way back to the bridge. Once on the bridge Jake disarmed the counter measures and opened the hangar bay doors. Mark parked the craft in back of the hangar bay with a precision that even surprised Jake. After fifteen minutes Mark joined Jake and Laurel on the now clean and bodiless bridge. The damage control board was now showing an additional seven minor repairs needed that had not been present before the attack. Most of the repairs were minor enough to be repaired by the servo drones to Laurel's great relief. After double-checking the sensors for any anomalies the trio decided it was time to get cleaned up get some food and get some sleep.

After the evening meal, workout and showers were done Laurel and Jake finally found themselves in their quarters and in a position where they could embrace each other. Laurel was still feeling danger closing in on her and Jake could sense the same thing. The two stood holding each other after a long session of kissing and heavy petting. Jake had Laurel sit on the edge of the bed next him.

"Look I've come up with a game plan for keeping you safe. I am calling it the Laurel watch."

"What! What the heck are you talking about?"

"You can't be left alone. Not ever again or not until we find a way to stop these guys. I am going to discuss this with mark tomorrow. From now on we will each stand a bridge watch to monitor the sensors. We will rotate in eight-hour watches. While you are on watch someone else will be with you. Mark and I will rotate so we can get some rest. When you are in these quarters I will be with you. When you are on the bridge watch someone will be on the bridge with you. These guys aren't going to stop until they get their hands on you. I will not let that happen."

"Jake you are getting carried away with this. You can't run yourself into the ground like that."

"Laurel I can't¦I can't lose you. The way these guys can move from deck to deck with these devices of theirs means we won't be able to stop them if we aren't right next to you when they strike."

"I'll tell you what. In the morning we will come up with a strategy, all of us together."

"Ok. In the mean time I'm not leaving your side for anything."

"Fair enough."

The two then got undressed standing right next to each other with their backs to one another and then Laurel put her night gear shirt on and the two then slid under the covers and turned down the lights and snuggled up very close to each other and fell asleep.


Chapter 8 The Rescue Mission

––––––––

THE RESCUE MISSION

In the morning Laurel and Jake woke feeling regretful for what had transpired the day before. There had been killing like neither her nor Jake had ever seen before. Jake was especially remorseful for what he had been forced to do. He would do it again if it meant keeping Laurel safe but he had a very heavy heart about the whole affair. He was most sorrowful for the way Laurel would look at him from now on. It had been all too easy to kill once the first shot was fired. The feeling of anger at seeing Laurel being strangled was still very strong in him. It wasn't something he was going to be able to hide from her either. He was going to have to come to terms with the fact he was a killer now. If it came down to it though he was ready to kill again in heartbeat to protect his crew.

When Laurel stirred to life Jake was glad to see the bruising around her throat had healed almost completely. She offered him a warm smile signaling that she still loved him very much. She had either forgiven him for the heinous things he had done the day before or she just wasn't going to hold it against him. The two held each other for a few minutes as they did most mornings just glad to be in each other presence. Jake was starting to sense something from Laurel that she was trying to avoid thinking about.

"Laurel I can feel your avoiding something within yourself. Maybe it would help if we talk about it."

"I just can't hide anything from you can I?"

"No. You know better than that. We can't hide anything from one another. We are going to spill the beans whether we want to or not."

"I sensed some really horrible images from the individual that grabbed me yesterday. From the one trying to bargain for me as well."

"Wait¦your saying this thing we have is starting to work on others? And you're seeing images?"

"Yes. But they were ugly horrible images. I saw¦"

Laurel buried her head into Jake's chest and started to tear up. She had seen images of young girls being abused in awful ways. The girls didn't all look human but they were very young. The individual that had grabbed Laurel by the throat in particular was raping one in a particularly brutal fashion. Laurel could see the horror and pain on the poor girls face. She looked to be even younger than Laurel and she was being held down and brutalized. Laurel could see her face up close so she could tell it was from the minds eye of the attacker himself. Laurel could also tell the creature was looking forward to doing the same thing to her.

Jake could hear and sense what Laurel was feeling. It was a feeling of fear and dread that was most unpleasant. Jake cringed at the thoughts going through Laurel's mind. Laurel just never thought she would be in this kind of danger.

"Laurel I'm never going to let these¦people get their hands on you again. You can count on that. Please baby, don't cry. You're breaking my heart¦I can feel your pain and fear...I just don't understand the pain. I'm not going to let them hurt you."

"Here, I'll try and show you what I saw and you'll understand. Look deep into my mind. Try and picture what I'm thinking about."

Jake closed his eyes and listened to Laurel's thoughts. He then tried to picture what she thinking about. In a flash he saw the horrible images that were running through her mind. He could feel the anguish Laurel was feeling for the poor girls being abused in some of the most awful ways possible. There were cages in a dark space containing several girls of different species in each. The girls were cowering in corners completely nude. Some had almost blue skin while others had skin color that looked just like Caucasian human skin. The eyes were very different and the limbs were longer on some but all looked small indicating a very young age. There were beds with bright lights shining down them. The covers were dirty and stained and the girls were being thrown down on the beds with a hard bounce and there were different creatures taking turns violating them in a brutal manner. Jake could see them screaming and probably pleading for them to stop. The language was unlike anything Jake had ever heard before. Then there was the poor girl up close that was haunting Laurel the worst. She looked very human indeed except her eye color was golden yellow. She was in great pain and she was crying. Then Jake saw an image of the girl being slapped in the mouth very hard. It knocked her senseless and her lower lip began to bleed.

Jake had to yank himself out of Laurels mind. The images were just too horrible. He didn't want to see any more. He had the strong impression this is exactly what awaited Laurel if she was captured. Jake grabbed Laurel and pulled her very close to him. She was practically lying on top of him. It was all Jake could do to avoid tearing up himself.

"Laurel I am so sorry that you are stuck with that trapped in your mind. I had no idea anyone could be so cruel¦we have definitely got to stop these guys."

Laurel cried for a few minutes before pulling herself together. Jake was now very distressed. He had never even imagined such ugly things being done to another living soul. Now poor Laurel was stuck with that horror show in her head permanently. With a photographic memory it meant she would never forget and the images would never lose their intensity. Laurel finally composed herself enough to discuss the new found ability.

"So I guess during times of great stress we can actually pull images out of the mind of someone else. You just saw images from my mind so I guess our abilities are evolving."

"I felt your stress and anguish. I suppose that gave me the ability to see what you saw. I would like to be able to see some of the more beautiful things in your mind instead of just horror."

"Maybe in time we can experiment with this new ability and we'll see what happens."

"You know we have to discuss this with Mark. These slave traders and thieves have to be put down. This is what Mark was trained to do. Stopping horrible people from doing horrible things to other people is what he does. This is no different."

"I know. Even if we don't suggest going in and stopping them he would come up with the idea himself."

"There is something else I need to discuss with you. I um¦"

Jake could feel a wave of feelings from Laurel and then he could sense what she was going to say.

"Laurel! You told him? Why did you tell him about us?"

"I don't know. He asked what was going on between us. He could tell there was something more than what we had told him. He saw the way we looked at each other. He's not stupid you know. He can read body language. Besides I get the gut feeling we can trust him and we shouldn't be keeping secrets from him. Not simple secrets like are we boyfriend and girlfriend. There are obviously some command secrets that we can't discuss with him but this is something simple and it just confirms something he already knew."

"Yah but did you have to tell him the intimate details?"

"No I suppose not. But I am proud of our slow thoughtful approach to¦you know¦going all the way."

"You are such a sweetheart. I don't know how you can be such a genius and still act like a typical teenage girl. I love that naivetÃ© about you. I hope you don't ever lose it."

Laurel gave him a passionate lip lock kiss and then the two got ready for the day. Once dressed Laurel and Jake made their way to the mess hall. Mark was already up and having a hardy breakfast. He had a data pad with him and he was going over the data retrieved from both of the craft that had been left form the raid on the Future. The three discussed at length what Laurel had gleaned form the two individuals on the bridge and it was decided that Laurel would be the new priority, especially since the data retrieved indicated there was now a rather sizable bounty put out for anyone who recovered Laurel in one piece. Apparently there was someone in the background that wanted to break her in himself. Someone of Laurel's youth and beauty was vary rare and desirable. The AI had come up with a way of protecting her in a limited fashion in the mean time. After experimenting with Mark's new found dimensional shifting device, it was determined that certain parts of the command deck could have electro static fields put in place that would prevent these creatures from walking through walls as they had before. The showers, mess hall, crew quarters and some parts of the command deck corridors could all be shielded. It would result in a nasty shock if one of the affected walls were touched while the field was in place, but since the walls weren't normally touched anyway it wasn't determined to be too much of a problem.

Jake's idea of an Laurel watch was thought to be a very good idea. Especially since these guys could appear at any time, someone had to be awake and dressed and monitoring the sensors. Anytime Laurel was working on the still needed repairs someone would be with her and armed at all times. Everyone was going to be issued a side arm and regular practice in the ships shooting range would be required. It was agreed that Laurel could keep her weapon in the stun setting but Jake and Mark would be shooting to kill. No mercy was to be shown to these scumbags now that their intentions were perfectly clear.

Mark had also managed to get the data from the first cargo vessel translated thanks to his connection with the second rapier craft. They now knew where these guys were operating from and how to slip into their side of the dimensional barrier without being detected. There was a very large space station of sorts on the other side. That is where their captives were held until they were broken in and then auctioned off into the slave trade industry. The data indicated that many species had fallen pray to these creatures over the last century. Mark was determined to put an end to these guys once and for all. As Laurel had suspected he didn't need to be asked, he insisted this is what he was trained to do and these guys were in for a nasty surprise when the United States marines came a calling. If at all possible Mark wanted to go in and disable the entire station and land in the lower portion of the station where the prisoners were held and take as many prisoners as possible out of there. He wanted to destroy the station but Laurel wouldn't allow it. No matter how viscous these creatures were she would not allow mass murder to take place. Lethal force was justified to get the prisoners out but that was it. Once the prisoners were out they would be brought back to the Future and isolated on the passenger deck and they would be given medical treatment and fed, clothed and taken to the nearest space fairing species that could get them back to their respective home worlds. Then the Future would return to its own mission of getting home.

After the long discussion was complete the trio went to the gym for a good morning workout to try to clear their heads of the nasty business of the day before. Laurel had a new sense of urgency and purpose. She was getting her gut feeling again. It was telling her that the Future needed to be fully functional and able to travel at top speed if a rescue for these poor girls was going to be successful. She felt danger looming, especially for her. She still felt hands closing in around her but she also sensed a great deal of confused company was on its way. She was going to follow the Laurel watch protocols very closely to keep herself out of harms way but she was also going to work very hard for the exploited girls that she felt had no one else to look out for them.

After the workout while Laurel was in the shower she could hear a crackling in behind the bulkheads and she realized the electro static field had been activated. The computer had found a way to erect the field without having to tear the walls apart. She felt much more relaxed knowing she wouldn't have unexpected visitors when she was at her most vulnerable, in the shower or in her bed. With the new duty of bridge watch there was going to be times when Jake would be on the bridge standing his watch and Laurel would be in bed getting some sleep. Now she knew she could sleep deeply and could feel confident that no one could get at her.

Once the showers were done Laurel and Jake made their way down to the forward airlock and welded the new door shut permanently. Then they went to the two upper deck air locks and welded those shut as well. Then they went to the lower hangar bay and climbed into their space suites and thruster packs and went to finish the repairs on the bow.

By lunch time Laurel and Jake had all 6 compartments closed in and ready for the final welding of the supporting braces. The next step would be the installation of the hull plating. It would be complicated because of how the plating worked. The plates were a reactive material so they couldn't be touched by hand when fitted into place. Magnetic clamps would have to be used. Once the EMPACC coating was sprayed on and cured, the plating would react with the existing plating becoming a seamless energy absorbing skin.

Laurel and Jake ate lunch in the hangar control room. After lunch the two spent a little time exploring each other's minds. It was a bonding experience that both enjoyed very much. They still couldn't send thoughts to the other without listening in to the other's mind and imagery was going to be even more difficult to master. It came from a much deeper part of the mind and was much more complex to lock onto. The feelings seemed to be the easiest thing to transmit. It was almost becoming second nature to feel what the other was feeling at the moment and to send a wave of emotion to the other. After the experimenting was done and the fog cleared from their minds the two went back to work.

By days end all of the welding was completed and the EMPACC had been sprayed over the old airlocks. The temporary docking clamps and airlock doors that the boarding parties had installed were removed and taken to the foundry to be melted down and reused for something useful. Mark had spent the day watching the sensors and keeping an eye on the kids. He still looked upon them as kids even though they weren't like any kids he had ever met. He was still in shock at just how capable and smart these two were. The work they were doing would put most adults to shame. They worked tirelessly and never once complained. The fact that there was no interaction with the computer the whole day meant they knew exactly what to do to practically build a space ship as complex as the Future. The understanding of the required layout and connection techniques for the maze of girders trusses and connecting beams was something even Mark didn't understand. Plus their welding skills were astounding. They looked like seasoned ironworkers, in space no less. Mark was very impressed and frankly in awe of them both. He was truly honored to be working with them after only a day and a half. He also watched the two in the hangar bay control room after lunch. He was amazed to see them sitting Indian style in front of one another holding hands with their eyes closed for almost fifteen minutes smiling from time to time without saying a word. They were obviously communicating in some way that he would never understand. He was starting to realize these two were indeed special. They were lucky to have found one another. The chances of the two of them naturally inheriting these advanced abilities and then finding each other on the other side of the universe under these circumstances were next to zero. The fact that it happened at all made one wonder if destiny was a true force and were these two being pulled together by it.

By the evening Mark had studied the limited information on the space station the invaders were occupying but he just couldn't figure out how to disable something as big as it was with only a crew of three and one vessel without getting killed. The station had some pretty wicked auto defenses that would dispatch a rapier in quick order. Besides a ship as small as the rapier would have no chance of causing much damage to a station that size. Mark had concluded that he was going to have to pilot the craft through the barrier and take some active scans of the station hopefully without being noticed and then analyze the data for any possible weaknesses.

Mark discussed his conclusions with Laurel hoping she would be on board with the idea. If not it was going to be a tough battle to convince her. She was incredibly bright but Mark sensed a stubborn streak in her and a propensity for maintaining a safety margin that was frankly frustrating.

To Marks great surprise Laurel agreed that some active scans were in order. She wasn't crazy about the idea of him going alone but Jake and Laurel wouldn't be of any benefit to the mission and it was going to be exceedingly dangerous. Mark was finding himself looking up to this girl as a leader. She had a natural knack for command. She was incredibly smart and thought outside the box, he should have known she would see the wisdom in getting some active intel on the enemy.

"You can depart whenever you are ready. We will remain on the bridge until you return safely."

"Thank you captain. I'll try and make it quick. I know you two are probably tired."

"God speed lieutenant. Well keep the lights on." Jake offered with a smile.

Mark made his way to the lower hangar bay and boarded the rapier. He slipped the halo on and scooted down in his seat. All of the system powered up simultaneously. Mark just thought about the airlock sealing and it popped shut and sealed with a hiss. The ship then very gently lifted and the landing gear retracted and the gear doors sealed themselves shut. He guided the craft out of the enormous hangar bay with ease. He was very impressed with how agile the craft felt for such a novice. He thought about traveling about two thousand miles out and then stopping and the craft whooshed off with no feeling of acceleration. It only took him a few seconds to get a feel for the display layout and control factor needed. Once at a stop he turned the craft to face the Future. It looked much smaller from this far out but it was still a very large object off in the distance. He then thought about the barrier dissolving and he noticed the control panel off to his right now had a flashing white indicator. He reached out and touched it and there was a loud pop above him somewhere in the hidden recesses of the aircraft and he felt a warm tingle all over. Then everything outside the aircraft started to shimmer like looking up through a large body of water. The next thing he knew the stars and background of space reversed in color. Space was a bright gray color and the stars were little black dots. It was a very unusual site to say the least. All of the sensors on the craft went very quiet. There was no background radiation, no solar winds, nothing. The only radiation signal was coming from a point several hundred thousand miles to astern. Mark turned the craft and tried to make sense of the readings. It was the station. It was broadcasting radio signals and pulsing locator signals and a strange electro magnetic static.

Mark decided to move in a little closer and start taking active scans instead of only passive. As he made his way in closer he was still amazed by the sight out the windows. Space was almost blinding bright and the stars were the dark points of negative light. The approaching galaxy was a bizarre mix of dark and light gray and white and black. There wasn't any color to speak of like on the Future's side. There were also no gasses on this side and no cold. There was no temperature reading at all. All of the nebulas that had been present simply didn't exist here. Mark closed to within 10 thousand miles and he brought the craft to a stop. The station was very noisy on the scanners with all the other quite space around. Mark switched on the active scanners and started taking detailed scans of the station. The thing was huge. The exterior seemed to be bolted and sloppily welded together in most spots. Looks obviously weren't a concern when it was built. It resembled two old earth style cast iron claw footed bath tubs stacked lip to lip one on top of the other. There were three large protrusions from the front of the station. What the purpose of these were Mark had no idea. It was just as weird as the creatures inhabiting it. On the bottom of the station there were several small docking bays with craft docked to them and one huge hangar bay presumably for raiding parties to unload their stolen goods and people. Mark could now make out a deck-by-deck layout. In the rear lower section was a large compartmented deck sitting oddly placed all by itself. Mark determined that had to be the prisoner cells and torture cells. He could tell there were at least 100 individuals in that portion of the station. If they were all prisoners getting them all out was going to be next to impossible. He didn't want to leave anyone on this dung heap but he had no way of carrying that many souls on this little craft.

Mark suddenly noticed movement from the lower docking bays. Two craft had detached and were swinging around his way. He didn't know if he had been detected but he wasn't waiting around to find out. He switched off the active scanners and thought about the barrier again. He felt the warm tingle again and everything shimmered and then darkness surrounded him. He found himself back in normal space in an instant. He immediately turned the craft and thought about full speed ahead. The craft immediately obeyed his command and with a whoosh he was away. He didn't see any contacts on his passive sensors. He made his way toward the position he thought the Future should be in.

Mark found the Future only a couple thousand miles off from his guess. He really didn't know what the Future's speed was when he left and he didn't want that kind of information in the ships computer anyway in case of capture. He was delighted to even be this close just by a guess. He corrected his course and made a beeline for the Future. As he approached he switched the active scanner on for an instant to determine if the hangar was open and waiting for him. It was. The kids had probably detected his approach and saw the red cross Mark had painted on the top of the craft for visual id and opened the hangar for him. Either way he was glad to see the Future getting very large outside his window. Mark was surprised by how easily the sensors identified every deck and passageway on the Future just in the instant the active scanners were on. It's no wonder the boarding parties knew exactly where to hit and how. The Future must have looked like an all you can eat buffet. "Good thing she is tough as nails" he thought to himself. If any of the strafing rounds had penetrated the spinning section, the gardening ring and the stasis ring would have explosively decompressed. It would have been disastrous. As Mark approached to within a mile of the Future he couldn't help but notice just how beautiful the Future really was when compared to the pile of crap he had just seen on the other side. The Future was also very large indeed. It could easily hold 10 times as many people as it does now if only it could keep them all fed.

Mark was glad to finally swing his little craft around and settle down safe and sound on the deck of the hangar as the hangar bay doors started to lower. Mark breathed a sigh of relief as he pulled the halo off of his head. The systems on the rapier started shutting down as the hangar re-pressurized. When the light out side turned from a dull red to bright white Mark popped the airlock open and stepped out into the enormous hangar bay. Mark stepped aside as a servo drone dragging a data cable glided past him and up into the rapier to down load the data recovered on his reconnaissance run.

By the time Mark reached the bridge Laurel and Jake were already reviewing the data recovered. They were in utter amazement at the readings and images recovered.

"So what do you think?" Mark asked as he stepped onto the bridge.

"Amazing. That place is nothing like normal space. It almost seems like it is halfway in between two dimensions." Laurel said.

"Yah but have you noticed how close the enemy station is and the parallel course it's holding?"

Laurel switched the screen to the navigational data. She had been standing but now she plopped down in the damage control station seat. She realized that in galactic terms they were just behind and parallel to the Future. It was defiantly to close for comfort. Laurel thought for a moment then looked up to the navigation control station. She immediately got up and went over and turned the navigation control panel on.

"Laurel what are you doing? You know that station isn't functioning." Jake said.

"I know. I just need to find a new coordinate."

Laurel picked a new star at random and pulled its coordinates. She then stepped over to the propulsion controls and manually entered the coordinates and began throttling the engines up to full power. Once she had the power at full she had to keep making minute adjustments to their course in order to keep the coordinates from turning red. As long as the coordinates stayed green they were on course. She waited until the velocity reached 80% the speed of light and then she throttled the engines back to 2% power, once she was sure the coordinates were still green.

"There. New course new speed." Laurel said proudly.

"That's genius. They'll be looking for us in the wrong place if they do come around for another try at us." Mark said.

"Exactly. It will take them quite a while to guess where we actually are. Now, enough of this ugly business for today. Let's go grab some food and then we can have a good workout. I'm pretty tired and I'm looking forward to a good nights sleep."

"Good idea. You two get some sleep and I will take the first sensor watch tonight. Jake you take tomorrow nights watch and Laurel you take the night after and I will take the Laurel watch that night so Jake can get some rest."

"Sounds good." Laurel said. "And Jake you can come wake me after four hours to get some relief for the separation affects."

"Ok. Thank you. I was a little concerned about that." Jake offered a warm smile to Laurel.

With that the trio went and ate dinner together and then worked out. Laurel took her shower and made her way to her quarters while Mark and Jake took their shower. Jake then made his way to his quarters and Mark got dressed in his fatigues with a side arm and made his way to the bridge to take the first sensor watch.

The following morning Laurel and Jake woke twenty minutes before the computer brought the lights up. The two lay in bed holding each other and explored deep inside the other. Laurel came to enjoy the feeling of being at the deepest part of Jake's being. He was a very warm spirit at that deepest level and had a great deal of love inside him. Jake had come to find it easier each time to allow Laurel past his barriers and to allow her to touch any part of his being with out regret. Laurel on the other hand still had some areas she hadn't let go of yet. Jake found her deepest being to be very warm, and sweet. She truly felt a tremendous amount of love for all living things and even more gentle love for Jake. She was a beautiful being all the way to the core. Jake knew if he pushed he could touch and hear every part of Laurel but he only touched those parts she allowed without guard. The areas she still hadn't released Jake knew in time would be revealed to him.

As the lights came up the two began to withdraw from the others mind and allowed the fog to dissipate from their minds. When Jake could finally see again Laurel was lying on his chest looking up at him with her sparkling blue eyes and perfectly cute face ringed with her golden blond hair. He sighed at the thought of just how truly lucky he was.

"You are the most beautiful girl alive. And you've given your heart mind and soul over to me. How awesome is that?" Laurel blushed and smiled big.

"And you are the most handsome man I have ever seen, and you too have given every part of yourself over to me. I am the lucky one. I will never forsake you or leave your side. I will be with you for the rest of your life." Jake smiled big as his tummy started to tingle.

Laurel slid up on him and engaged him in a very passionate kiss. Jake wished it could go further. He was dying to know what it would feel like to be inside her. If just a kiss did this to his stomach and head, making love to her would have to be like an out of body experience.

"Jake! I can hear that. I know you can't wait. Me either. It will be amazing I'm sure, but I'm still a little scared¦it won't be long now. I promise."

"Laurel ¦please ignore my hormones talking. I will wait as long as you need. I am not trying to push you. I can't help what runs through my mind. You are gorgeous and I am in love with you. Sometimes my mind just wonders what it will be like. You are my first so I don't really know what to expect."

"Well you'll be my first too. As long as it's with you it will be amazing. I can't wait to make you feel like a man."

Jake blushed a little and then gave Laurel a final peck on the lips as he slid out from under her to start getting ready for the day.

The two got dressed and exited their quarters for the mess deck. As the two entered the mess deck they noticed Mark already enjoying his breakfast. As Laurel raised her hand to wave to Mark she noticed her monitor had turned yellow. She was going to have to make the trip down to the med deck after her morning shower. She sighed and had to remind herself 'it is for the greater good'. Jake heard her thoughts and grinned slightly.

"What? Did I¦I didn't say anything. What's so amusing?" Laurel asked as the two sat down at Mark's table.

"I heard what you were thinking."

"Are you saying I finally sent a thought?"

"No. I don't think so. I think I was just listening in." Laurels face sank a little.

"You know, that's just got to be the weirdest thing to listen into someone else's thoughts." Mark commented.

"Yah I guess so. We're getting used to it. We definitely can't hide anything from each other." Laurel said.

"So can you tell when he is listening in?"

"No. It doesn't work like that. I can sense his presence sometimes when he is trying to feel what I'm feeling, but I can't tell when he is just listening."

"And you can't turn this thing off?"

"No. You can't turn your mind off. If you are thinking it's just there. I can't stop him from listening."

"Now see, that would give me the creeps. Knowing I don't have any privacy of thought."

"Well then you would hate being in our place. We always hear little whispers of the other's voice in our heads. It's real faint but it's always there. Our minds are always a little connected. Always listening in just a little."

"I kinda like it. I don't mind telling you that I like her voice. It's melodic to me so always hearing her whispering in my ear¦well I like it." Jake said.

"I guess I'll never really understand it. I am glad you two will always have company even when you're apart."

Jake looked at Laurel and gave her a warm smile and a push of emotion, which she reacted to with goose bumps and a smile.

"Well since you know about¦well how close we are I can tell you, love is the key. Falling in love is what turned this thing on for us. I think if people felt more love for one another and I mean true deep love, this might be more commonplace among the general population. It's probably a gift all people are capable of to some degree but have forgotten how to use it because of hate prejudice and jealousy."

"You know you are probably right about some of that. We could all stand to show a little more love towards our fellow humans." Mark said with a solemn face.

"You can empathize with other people right? You feel their pain when they are sad? You feel their joy when something good happens? And I mean you genuinely feel good inside?" Jake asked.

"Sure. I think everybody does to some extent."

"Well this," Jake gestured to himself and Laurel. "Is the same thing only a thousand times stronger. The slightest hint of emotion from her and I can fell it deep down inside me as though it were my own emotion."

"I don't know how you two don't just go nuts. Having someone else inside my head just isn't a pleasant thought."

"Well we can also enter the others essence. We can feel and hear the deepest part of the others soul. It takes a great deal of concentration and trust to touch that place but we can both do it. In that place there is no secrets, no thoughts, no feelings that can't be shared."

Laurel felt a little touch of shame because there was still some places deep down that she hadn't allowed Jake to see. There were things she wasn't ready to share yet. She knew he hadn't held back but she had. Her self-image and some of the things she had done to herself she wasn't ready for him to see yet.

"Now that's just freaky. Entering another person's soul. It's kind of beautiful, but freaky."

Jake was starting to feel like he had said to much and Laurels gentle tap of his foot with hers confirmed that she was getting a little uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation too.

"So, did you come up with a way to stop our friends out there?" Jake asked.

"No. That ship or station or whatever it is, it's to big for an all out assault. I am trying to figure out a way to disable the whole thing so we can make a run on the lower deck. I think that's where they are keeping any prisoners they may have."

"Well I'll take a look at the data while you get some rest after our workout. Maybe a fresh pair of eyes can come up with new prospective." Laurel said.

"Good idea. You're pretty smart so I would welcome any thoughts you might have."

The trio finished their breakfast together then made their way to the gym for the morning workout. During the workout Mark noticed that Laurel's monitor was yellow unlike his, which was a steady green. When he inquired Laurel was a little dismissive at first but she knew he was pretty smart and would notice the visits to the med deck every couple of days. She had to give him a straight answer.

"You're not sick are you?" Mark asked.

"No. I don't get sick. Ever. It's a¦female thing."

"Well I'm sorry to hear you're having problems so young."

"It's not¦call it preventative maintenance."

Mark was working on the bench press while Laurel was using the curl weights. Mark was trying to think of what kind of preventative maintenance a girl as young as Laurel could possibly need unless something was wrong with her.

"Look. Your business is your business but I got to know if my captain is compromised somehow."

"I am not compromised! I am¦I am having a procedure done that¦"

Laurel stopped and moved over to the leg press. Jake was working on the butterfly press and he could sense that Laurel didn't want to keep any secrets form Mark but she was having as much trouble telling him what was being done as she did telling when she told Jake. It was very intimate what was being done and meant letting down a huge guard to discuss it with someone.

"She is having her eggs harvested. She is then treated internally so that she will produce another egg every couple of days instead of once a month. She is rare and beautiful so the ship is trying to add her traits to the general population in future generations."

Mark stopped and hooked the weight bar on its cradle and turned and looked at Laurel.

"Really? That's kinda cool. See that's all you had to say. Curiosity satisfied. I would love to have a little girl that looked like you."

"You? But you don't even have a girlfriend." Laurel added.

"If your eggs are in storage I wouldn't need a girlfriend, just a surrogate."

Laurel hadn't thought of that. His sperm could be combined with her egg in the lab and then implanted for live birth. She looked at Marks physique and thought about how smart he was. He probably would make a good father. Then it struck her that her and Mark would have daughter together. The thought crept her out a little. He was a nice guy but her mind couldn't help but think of conceiving a child in the traditional manner and it was very unpleasant to think about. Jake was the only person she ever wanted to have on top of her. She suddenly realized where her mind had wondered and that Jake could be listening and most likely was. She pushed the disgusting thought away and concentrated on her feelings for Jake, which made her feel warm inside and loved. That was how she wanted it to feel if she was going to conceive a child in the traditional manner.

Laurel turned and looked at Jake who was staring right at her. She was pretty sure he had heard and felt her personal opinion on the matter. He offered a gentle smile after a moment to her great relief. He was man enough to know it was just a fleeting thought and nothing more. Jake glanced over at Mark who had sat up and was wiping the sweat from his face with a towel. Jake looked back at Laurel and smiled and then he silently mouthed the words: "I love you too" to Laurel. She smiled big and went back to her workout.

After the workout and showers Mark went to his quarters to get some rest and Laurel and Jake went down to the med deck for Laurel's procedure. During the procedure Laurel was engaging the AI for distraction when she was interrupted with an interesting turn of events. The AI directed her to look at the view screen. There were two eggs this time around.

"Twins do not run in your family do they?" The computer inquired.

"No. Not as far I know."

"Well congratulations. You would have produced twins."

"Do you think the treatments are increasing my fertility?"

"It is possible. You are being kept in a very fertile state for much longer than would occur naturally. It is possible your body is responding to a lack of successful pregnancy buy releasing more than one egg at a time to increase the chances of fertilization occurring."

"My body doesn't know I am not¦active yet?"

"No. This is all a biochemical reactions. The body does not think Laurel."

"Right. Sorry that was stupid."

"Not at all. You are learning. I did not think to impart much knowledge about the reproductive cycle while you were in stasis. What we are doing is very advanced and experimental."

"Wait¦you've never done this before?"

"No. But this technique had been used for decades to help women who had fertility issues. It just has never been performed on one as young as you who is not actually sexually active. I assure you it is perfectly safe."

Laurel watched as the eggs were vacuumed up one at a time and then she could feel the warm solution being sprayed deep inside her. She was left with the usual tingling feeling as the laparoscope's guide gently withdrew from between her lips. She climbed down and got dressed feeling excited to go tell Jake the news that she would have produced twins.

When the door opened Jake was leaning against the opposite wall. He already knew the news as he had heard and felt the whole exchange but he didn't say anything. He wanted to let Laurel express her joy at the news. Her face was awash with pride as she told him what she had seen. She really was beautiful and Jake loved to see her get such joy out of anything, especially in light of recent events. Her eyes would sparkle and her cheeks would glow. Her smile was just infectious and he couldn't help but feel the same joy and pride. He gave her big hug and a peck on the lips and told her the news was fantastic and that he was proud of her.

The two then made their way back up to the command deck to examine the data from Mark reconnaissance run and to map out the days work on the bow plating. Laurel started by examining the deck layout for the enemy vessel. She came to the same conclusion that Mark had. If there were any captives they would be on the lower decks. Getting to them was not going to be easy. There were six doorways between the hangar and the suspected holding cells. There was also the problem of the number of bodies indicated. There were at least one hundred at the time of the scan. Laurel had no idea how they could possibly get that many people off the station without a bloody firefight.

Laurel then started examining the electro magnetic noise the station was producing. As she brought up a spectral analysis of the noise she started to see a pattern. The noise was electrical energy running through unshielded cables. She could also detect a lot of radio noise through equally unshielded fixtures. She suddenly had an epiphany. An EMP would overwhelm the unshielded circuits and cables. It was a vulnerability that had been deliberately engineered out of the Futures systems. Electronics on earth used to be extremely vulnerable to electromagnetic energy. The sun caused worldwide blackouts in the 2030's. After a financial melt down was narrowly averted when banking system exploded and massive amounts of data were lost, new components were invented and universally implemented in the early 2040's. These guys obviously didn't consider it to be a problem in an area with no radiation of any kind. If a device were detonated close to the station it would effectively destroy all electronics and shut everything down for hours, maybe even permanently. She was going to suggest it to Mark when they met up again.

If everything was shut down there was the remote possibility of stealing a cargo vessel from the station large enough to carry everyone out safely, as long as the same EMP didn't affect the ships. Laurel ordered the computer to start drawing up designs for an explosive device large enough to create an EMP of sufficient force and yet small enough to fit on the rapier.

Then she started planning the day's work with Jake. They assumed they could get two entire compartments closed off by days end. The work was going to be dangerous as the hull plating was reactive and would become very energy absorbent once contact was made with the existing hull plating. Laurel remembered her experience with accidental contact to a boot while working in the crawl space. She didn't want that to happen to her glove or space suite. It would prove fatal in the vacuum of space.

The two made their way down to the hangar bay and suited up after agreeing on the section to start working on for today. They were going to spend the day working on the starboard side of the opening. Once on site they found one of the mining shuttles waiting with an entire bay full of panels. The panels were very heavy but in the weightless vacuum of space they were easy enough to move around. Once the pair got the hang of how the panels attached the work went quickly. The two were getting much better at communicating by hand signals and constantly listening into the others thoughts. Laurel even entertained Jake for a while by humming to him. He loved the constant input of Laurel's soft voice and it helped to keep a smile on his face most of the morning. He knew his singing voice would have been like a bear trapped in a well so he didn't even try and return the favor. But he did comment on how beautiful her voice was. The exchange was made all the more incredible because of the fact that their comms were turned off so there would be no transmitted signals.

By Lunch time the two had emptied the mining shuttles cargo hold and two entire compartments were now completely closed in. The two made their way back down to the hangar bay to have lunch. They were both surprised by how fast the day had gone by and just how much work they had accomplished. As the hangar bay door closed the two stood waiting for their first chance to touch each other since the day had began. Once the all clear was signaled the two scrambled out of their suites and gave each other a big warm hug. The two made their way to the control room where the servo drones were waiting with their lunch. After eating the two sat Indian style and joined hands and practiced some more with trying to send thoughts and images to one another. In the end the two were merely enjoying soaking in the others energy. No real thoughts just warm fond feelings. Jake had managed to get a faint image at one point but since it was of Laurel looking at herself in the mirror nude he thought it best not to pursue the image to deep. He was looking deep into her mind and it was obviously a recent memory he was seeing. It was faint anyway and only lasted a split second only to be replaced with bright colors and swirling smoky images of haze.

After lunch the two went back out to the work site to continue installing the new hull plates. Another mining shuttle full to the brim this time with hull plates was waiting for them when they got on site. The two worked diligently for the rest of the day. The silent communication was becoming almost second nature. Jake could tell in no time at all the communication would become as seamless as verbal communication.

By days end another two and a half compartments were closed in. It would only require the first half of the day tomorrow to finish installing the hull plates then the EMPACC spraying could be started. So far the installation had gone as planned and without incident. Jake was starting to realize that Laurel would have to work with Mark tomorrow since he had the sensor watch tonight. He would be asleep during the day. He hoped Mark would keep as close of an eye on Laurel as he had.

As the two exited the hangar bay on their way back up to the command deck Jake could sense some unease within Laurel. He decided to ask her what was bothering her rather than prying into her mind.

"Laurel I sense you are struggling with something. What's going on?"

"Our sharing experience in the hangar this afternoon left me with a desire to share more with you."

"I don't know if I follow you. How can you¦Ooooh. Share more. Are you sure your ready for that?"

"No. I'm not sure. But I want to be closer. I want¦to share more of myself with you."

Laurel gripped Jake's hand tightly. Jake tried to feel what was going on deep down inside her. He could tell she was still scared and unsure about making love to him. What he was sensing was that she was horny but didn't want to go all the way yet, leaving her very confused. She felt it in her heart, she loved him very much and wanted or needed some intimacy but not the total release that making love would require. She desperately wanted his hands all over her body without the fear that it would go further than she wanted. She just didn't quite know how to express it. She was afraid of coming off like a tease. She definitely wasn't teasing she was just trying to take her time and take things one step at a time. She was also full of curiosity as to what Jake would feel like in her hand. She had seen it and now wanted to feel him in her hand.

"Laurel I think I understand. But you know I have sensor watch starting at twenty two hundred tonight?"

"I know. Sorry I just¦these urges have been getting stronger lately. Maybe it's the treatments. It's raising my libido. Forget it, I'll get over it." Laurel's grip relaxed.

"Tell you what. After our evening shower before I go on watch I will meet you in our quarters for a little¦us time. I promise I won't try anything you don't want to do. Remember I can feel what you want. You don't have to try and put it into words."

"Kay. Thank you Jake. I love you."

"I love you too beautiful."

The two were riding in the elevator at the moment and experiencing zero G. Jake pulled Laurel over gently by the hand and wrapped his arms around her. She was blushing very brightly so she kept her face looking down as she wrapped one arm around him and held the stabilizer bar with the other. Jake could feel her love deepening for him. She was really ready for this first step. He was also feeling a new respect and deeper love for her.

As the two exited the elevator and stepped out onto the gravity plating Jake realized his pulse was racing He had to take a couple deep breaths and quietly get himself under control. He was very excited indeed about tonight.

The two of them walked down the corridor and around the corner to the mess hall. To their great surprise and delight Mark was sitting reading a data pad at one of the tables. The two sat down at his table and discussed the day's work that had been completed and the work that would have to be done the next day by Laurel and Mark. Mark indicated that he had considerable zero G experience and that he would just follow Laurel's lead and do whatever she needed. Laurel also outlined her plan for disabling the enemy strong hold and the idea of possibly using a transport ship off the enemy ship to transport everyone off the station. Mark thought the idea was brilliant. He was glad Laurel could think outside the box the way she did. He doubted he would have thought about the static as being an indicator of vulnerability. Either way the likely hood of success was actually starting to look pretty good.

After the evening meal was finished the three went over to the gym and had a good workout. Jake and Laurel kept looking at each other and grinning big and even chuckling once or twice. Mark watch the two but said nothing. He was pretty sure they were exchanging thoughts or feelings or something and giggling like typical teenage kids. It really didn't matter to him. In his eyes these two earned a great deal of respect and admiration. With the amount of work that they were getting done everyday and the way Jake handled himself in the firefight Mark was honored to be serving with them both. They were truly amazing kids and deserved some latitude with how they behaved off the bridge. It was still professional even if a little lax. It was obvious to him the two cared a great deal for each other. He was beginning to care a great deal for the both of them himself. They felt like his little brother and sister and he would do anything to keep them safe and happy.

After the workout Laurel went off to take her shower while Jake and Mark chatted a little. The chat was light and general in topic. Jake was really very distracted and barely able to keep his mind on topic with the impending intimate contact with Laurel on his mind. He was reaching out and listening for what Laurel was doing so that he wouldn't leave her waiting to long. He didn't want her to get cold feet and stop what her heart was telling her to do. She really wanted this. Jake knew some day the other part would feel just as right for her. For now he was just honored to be the first guy to ever touch her body in an intimate way.

Once Jake could sense Laurel had made her way back to their quarters he and Mark went to take their showers. Jake was excited but nervous while he bathed. He had never touched a girl's crotch before and he was starting to realize he really didn't know where and how to touch Laurel. It was starting to make him apprehensive until it dawned on him he could look into her mind he would know exactly where she wanted to be touched and how.

Jake finished his shower then made his way to his quarters and he and Laurel had an intimate encounter without having intercourse that was mind blowing for both.

When they were done Jake gave Laurel a final long kiss and then got up to get cleaned up, dressed, and armed for his turn at the sensor watch. As Jake was ready to depart his quarters for the bridge he stopped by the bed and gave Laurel another long goodnight kiss. She thought he looked very handsome as always but she didn't like to see him with a gun strapped to his right leg. It somehow didn't fit her picture of him but she understood the necessity of being armed at all times. She wondered if she would look as out of place with one strapped to her leg.

Jake made his way over to the bridge and to his great surprise he found Mark sitting at the sensor station. They greeted each other and Mark informed him that there had been some kind of sensor echo that he had been tracking for sometime.

"Do you think it's a ship?" Jake asked.

"I don't know. It would have to be an awfully small ship. It's defiantly not our friends if it is."

Jake stood behind him and looked at the reading he was talking about. It was more like a spike in the readings of the electro magnetic envelope that surrounded the Future and shielded the vessel from cosmic radiation all the time.

"You think it's just stray gamma rays from an exploding star somewhere?"

"Well that is sure what it looks like. I am just wondering if someone is using that as a way to hide from our sensors though."

"Computer?"

"Yes Jake. How can I be of assistance?"

"I want Laurel sealed in our quarters. I suspect we are going to have visitors tonight."

"Understood."

"Mark do me favor and sleep with your weapon under your pillow if you know what I mean."

"I always do. But I was going to hang out for a little while if you don't mind?"

"Absolutely. I would welcome the company."

Jake climbed into the captain's seat and had mark copy the sensor data onto the main view screen. He and Mark then engaged in some light conversation. Mark was teasing Jake that he looked different after the long visit to his quarters following the evening showers.

"Did you get lucky or something?"

"Well, kind of. I don't want to kiss and tell. It's not fair to Laurel."

"That would explain it. You're smiling a lot and you have a¦glow about you."

Jake blushed a little. He didn't think it would be so obvious how happy and fulfilled he was. He felt like more of man than he ever had before but he thought he was hiding it pretty well. He hadn't counted on Mark's exceptional skill and training at reading peoples body language and micro expressions.

"Don't worry xo. I won't say anything to the captain."

"Thank you. I appreciate your discretion."

"I say good for you two. Nothing relieves stress better than a good roll in the hay."

"Well we¦yah you're right."

Jake decided not to discuss the details of their limited contact. It wasn't exactly a roll in the hay but Mark didn't need to know that.

"She's a beautiful girl. You are a lucky man."

"I couldn't agree more. I really feel honored to be working for her. She's smart like nothing I've ever seen before. She's way smarter than me and I'm no slouch."

"Indeed. I was a little taken aback when I laid eyes on you two as the command crew but now I feel bad for ever having doubted you. She's really something else."

"Yah, beauty doesn't usually carry the kind of brains she does."

"I hope I can do you both proud tomorrow when I have to work with her out in space."

"Ah...you'll be fine. Just follow her lead. We have the advantage of knowing what the other is thinking but she is a genius. She'll take good care you."

The two carried on until almost midnight when Mark finally excused himself to go get some rest. He knew he had to be at his best when working out in space and with the dangers of the reactive hull plating.

Jake reviewed the data from the enemy station for sometime before studying the damage control board to workout what still needed to repaired internally when Laurel would be taking her day of rest. At fifteen minutes to one o'clock Jake was starting to try and decide what time he was going to go spend a few minutes with Laurel to get some relief from the anxiety building in his guts when the AI rang out.

"Intruder alert, Intruder alert. Intruder in the aft engine control room."

Jake couldn't figure out how someone got onboard without the setting off the proximity sensors or how they managed to get through the hull. He zoomed in the internal sensor display to the aft engine room just as the intruder disappeared. He backed the image out. Next the intruder was detected in the gardening ring, only to disappear a moment later. Only seconds later the intruder was in the central core moving toward the forward section. Jake knew no one could move that fast. He was dealing with something different.

Mark came racing onto the bridge with his weapon in hand.

"What do we got? Where are they?"

"I think it's one individual. He's making his way forward."

"You think?"

"Yah. Look at this reading. He's disappearing and reappearing all over the ship in seconds."

Mark looked at the sensor data and the time stamps and pulled his head back in shock.

"How's that even possible? And where the hell is his¦"

Mark was interrupted by a yelp out in the passageway. Mark looked at Jake and then dashed out into the corridor with his weapon drawn. He was stunned to find a creature lying on its back outside the second door to Laurel and Jake's quarters. The door is even with the bed but sealed shut from the inside to accommodate the expanded dimensions of the room. The creature had tried to access the room through the doorway and had been electrocuted by the electro static field put in place to keep Laurel safe.

The creature started to reach for a weapon when Mark dispatched it with a shot to the torso. The creature was different from the boarding parties species. This creature had long spindly arms and legs and a long thin neck with a bulbous head. Its frozen open eyes were very large and had a sky-blue color. The skin was a strange leathery texture and was white in color. The creature's blood was jet black and very thick.

Mark approached the creature cautiously with his weapon trained on it until he was sure it was dead. He kneeled down next to it and had a good long look at it. There was a device strapped to it's wrist that had a deck by deck layout of the Future and a small yellow dot flashing where Laurel's location was. Mark yanked the device from its wrist and pulled it in close to have better look. His finger inadvertently touch a button on the side and Mark found himself standing in the central core passage way and everything around him was a colorless gray. He stood up quickly and looked around.

"What the fuck is going on?" Mark exclaimed as he stood up.

He looked at the device and noticed his location was indicated by a small blinking green dot on the schematic view of the Future. He turned the device on its side and touched the button above the one he had just touched by accident. He now found himself standing in the same spot but all color returned and he could feel the warm air being circulated down the corridor. He was very careful not to touch any other buttons. He was afraid he could make himself appear out in space by accident.

From Jake's perspective he saw Mark disappear around the corner out into the corridor and he heard the thud as the creature was blown almost in half. When he rounded the corner into the passageway Mark was stepping toward a dead and very strange looking creature. Jake pointed his weapon further down the corridor to cover Mark in case another creature appeared as the boarding party had done. He saw mark bend down and kneel next to the creature and then rip something off of its wrist. A second later Mark simply vanished. Jake pointed his weapon to the ceiling not knowing if Mark was still there and just not seen. Jake slowly stepped back onto the bridge and sealed the door behind him.

"Computer?"

"Yes Jake."

"Do you have a fix on Marks location?"

"Yes he is in the central core passageway making his way to the elevator."

"What? How the hell did he get there?"

"Unknown. He was in the corridor next to your quarters and then he was in the central core passage way. I would assume the piece of technology he removed from the being he killed in the corridor is responsible. It would apparently give the user the ability to instantly transport if you will a great distance without being detected."

"That's not good. These guys could grab Laurel and simply disappear?"

"It would appear so."

"Son of a bitch! How do you stop something you can't even see?"

"Unknown. I would have to examine the technology closer."

"That was rhetorical. Could things possibly get any worse for Laurel?"

"If you review the data it would appear the technology is relatively limited in how far one can travel. The creature appeared several times before making it to the command deck."

"Where the heck is his ship? How did he breach the hull without setting of the alarms?"

"I don't think it did breach the hull. I think its vessel is parked somewhere in close proximity and cloaked in a manner I am unable to detect. I suspect the creature transported right through the hull?"

"Those sensors echoes that Mark noticed, could that be the ship interacting with the electro magnetic field around the Future?"

"Unknown, but that would be one explanation."

Just then Mark reentered the bridge. He had a strange look on his face. He held up the device and looked Jake in the eyes.

"This is going to be a big problem. If these bastards get their hands on the captain they could be on the other end of the ship before we could stop them."

Jake's blood ran cold. He had forgot to even check on Laurel since this all started.

"Computer. Is Laurel safe at the moment? Please check on her."

"Yes. She is fine. She is asleep."

"Mark we have to tell her about this. This is going to make our job of keeping her safe damn near impossible."

"I know. I just hope there aren't to many of these things out there. If I had to guess I would bet this guy is a bounty hunter of sorts. This is probably what will be hitting us from now on. Single man units trying extract the captain in one shot. I would bet he found us and didn't tell anyone else either. He would want the reward all to himself."

"Well we still have to find his ship and destroy it. I don't want any evidence left behind."

"Agreed. If he first appeared in the aft auxiliary engine control room, I would bet you money his ship is astern somewhere. This device should get us aboard if we can figure out how to use it without popping up out in space."

"Yah¦I wouldn't go pushing buttons if you don't know what you're doing."

"Look at what is being displayed. There is a white dot off to the rear of the Future between engines number two and four. That's got to be his ship."

"I would like to consult the captain before we do anything. I was going to go see her anyway so I'll see what she thinks."

Mark nodded as Jake stood to go to his quarters and wake Laurel. He knew this was going to be distressing and he wished he could just let her sleep but she was the captain and needed to be kept informed.

The computer detected Jake's approach and deactivated the field around his quarters and allowed the door to be opened. Jake made his way over to the bed in the dim light and laid down next to Laurel. She was facing away from him but noticed his presence and scooted back against him while remaining under the covers and gave a gentle moan of acceptance. He immediately started to feel a calm wash over him. She grinned and rolled over onto her back. He leaned in and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

"Hi. How's the watch going?" Her voice was very low and tired sounding.

"Hi beautiful. I want to thank you for earlier before I get into that."

"You are most welcome Jake. It felt amazing for me too."

Laurel suddenly woke up enough to start hearing Jake's thoughts and to start feeling what he was feeling.

"Lights!" The lights popped on to full intensity.

Jake sat up onto the edge of the bed as Laurel rose holding the covers up on her chest.

"Jake what the heck happened? An intruder? From where?"

"Relax Laurel. He's been¦taken care of. We aren't exactly sure how he got onto the ship but he made it to the corridor outside our quarters."

Laurel looked around the room then back at Jake.

"Was I¦was it close?"

"Yes, but the electro static field worked. He was almost knocked unconscious when he tried to walk through the wall right here." Jake motioned to the wall covered by the tapestry.

Laurel just sat for a moment looking at Jake. Jake could tell the gears were clicking and an idea was coming to her.

"Alright. Give me a minute and I'll meet you on the bridge."

"I wouldn't um¦it's still in the corridor. It's kind of a mess. I'll get the drones to clean the mess up."

"Is it the same as the others?"

"The mess, yes. The species, no."

"Are you saying we have a new enemy?" Laurel sounded shocked.

"No. I don't think so. We think it was some kind of bounty hunter. It appears he was alone."

With that Jake stood up and made his way to the bridge. As Jake stepped out of his quarters he looked down the corridor and saw three drones lifting the deceased creature onto a levitating gurney. There was a fourth standing by to clean the gore off the floor and bulkhead. As he stepped onto the bridge Mark asked how it went.

"Well she was glad to see me at first. I really didn't have to say much. She could tell that something bad had happened." Jake pointed to his temple.

"Take a look at this. I think I found the ship."

Mark pointed to the sensor reading from astern. There was an eddy of sorts present between two of the engine nozzles for a short time. It was right where the white dot was indicating on the stranger's device.

Laurel got up and got dressed quickly and grabbed her weapon and strapped it onto her leg and stepped out of her quarters. She looked down the corridor despite Jake's warning. She was appalled by the mess and a little sickened. She wished the marine weapons didn't make such a mess of a body. The invader was being carried down the corridor on a gurney and a servo drone was vacuuming up the mess from the floor as she stepped onto the bridge.

"Hay cap. Sorry to have to wake you." Mark offered as he saluted Laurel.

"That's alright. So fill me in." She said as she saluted him back

Mark gave her a complete rundown of everything that had happened and showed her the device and gave an explanation as best as he could as to what it did. Jake then chimed in and filled her in on where the visitor's craft was likely parked.

Laurel instructed Mark to take the rapier out and scan the back of the Future for alloy density anomalies and when one was found to fire on it. Mark wanted to board the craft but Laurel was having no part of it. She wanted the craft gone. Mark agreed with her wisdom in the end. It was most likely a two man craft just big enough for the pilot and one prisoner so there would be no loss of life by destroying it. The craft was also probably booby-trapped to explode as soon as someone stepped on board. It wasn't worth the risk of losing Mark just for the satisfaction of curiosity.

Mark piloted the rapier around the back of the Future and started making detailed scans of the back of the Future. Sure enough just as Laurel had said there would be, there was an anomalous density reading right where Mark thought the craft should be parked. He took aim and fired. There was a flash of light as the little craft popped into sight, as it broke apart. Mark fired two more times obliterating what was left of the craft.

Mark returned to the hangar bay and powered down the rapier and then made his way back to the bridge. Laurel was already working on an idea for stopping cloaked ships from getting close to the Future. She also had an idea about stopping the strange device from functioning properly within the confines of the Future.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you set up a cascade field that would surround the Future?"

"I believe so. Yes. I can if I use the gravitational drive and modulate the gravitational waves into a cascade field."

"I'm sorry, a cascade field? What's that?" Mark asked.

"Don't take this the wrong way, but I don't know if I could dumb it down enough for you to understand it without a fundamental understanding of quantum mechanics and the bi-fold gravity theorem."

"Right." Mark looked at Jake.

"Way smarter than us. I told you she was a genius." Jake shrugged and chuckled as did Mark.

"Please make the calculations and implement the field as soon as you're ready." Laurel told the computer.

"Understood." The AI responded.

"That will keep anyone from repeating this type of raid. If they try this again they will be¦it wont end well for them. Now, I'm going to go take a shower and then get some more sleep."

"Right, good night cap." Mark said.

He didn't understand the desire to take a shower in the middle of the night but he figured at least she had a good sense of hygiene. Jake on the other hand knew exactly why she wanted to bathe. It was partially his fault.

"You should get some sleep too Mark. I got this. Oh, and thank you for responding to the alarm so quickly. I'm glad to have you around."

"You got it xo. Any time. Good night."

Mark made his way back to his quarters and Jake escorted Laurel back to their quarters. Jake gave her a big hug and a long kiss goodnight then went back to his watch station on the bridge.

The rest of the night was uneventful for Jake. He was feeling pretty stressed by morning but he knew Laurel would be getting up at 06:00 and he could get some relief at that time. Mark was up and having breakfast by 05:30 so Jake made his way into his quarters at that time to be close to Laurel. He planned on just quietly sitting by her and letting her sleep until the lights came up but she was already half awake when he entered the room. After only three hours apart from Jake she didn't sleep very well but both were feeling better within seconds of being close to one another. After a long embrace Laurel got dressed and met up with Mark for breakfast and the morning workout. After the showers were complete Jake went to get some sleep and Laurel and Mark went down to the hangar bay to suite up to begin the days work outside.

Mark and Laurel arrived on site to find a mining shuttle full of hull plates just as her and Jake had. The work went slow at first, as Laurel had to establish visual contact with Mark in order to communicate. She also had to stop Mark several times when he began to attach the plates incorrectly. After only an hours time Mark was getting the hang of handing the plate off to Laurel and watching exactly how she was attaching them. Laurel let Mark attach many of the plates but she had to double check his work and correct any crooked plates which made the work go much slower. When Mark handed her the plates the process went very quick.

By lunch time the two still managed to get all of the plates installed. The two made their way to the hangar bay for lunch. Mark was finding that it was a lot more difficult to do the work than it looked from the bridge watching Laurel and Jake on the sensors. The two made it look easy. It gave Mark a whole new respect for how hard the two had been working to get the repairs done.

The two engaged in light conversation as they sat in the control room eating lunch. Mark was finding that he really liked Laurel. She was an absolute sweetheart and didn't seem to have a mean bone in her body. She was truly bright beyond her years but still had a neat kid demeanor that Mark found very endearing. He could see why Jake was so attracted to her beyond her obvious gorgeous looks.

After lunch Mark noticed a definite change in Laurel's ability to focus and stay on task. She seemed to be daydreaming and Mark had to touch her on two occasions to snap her out of it. Mark assumed it was this separation thing between her and Jake. She was probably uncomfortable and getting a little sick he assumed. He just kept a close eye on her and kept working.

By days end the two had finally completely closed the hole off and had a good portion of it sprayed with fresh EMPACC coating. The stuff really amazed Mark. He had never seen a material that would act like a liquid in the cold of space. The coalescing property of the coating when an electric charge was applied was truly something to behold.

The two called it a day at 15:00. Laurel was just unable to stay focused and she could sense that someone could get hurt if they pushed it any further. Mark was also concerned with her lapses and was relieved when she signaled to head back to the hangar bay. Once in the hangar bay and re-pressurization was complete Laurel helped Mark out of his suite and began to struggle out of hers. Mark assisted her but could sense urgency to her actions. She got dressed quickly without saying a word.

"Cap? Does this thing between you two really make you that uncomfortable?"

"You have no idea. It's like¦a drug. I feel sicker and sicker until I can get close to him."

"That's a big disadvantage to this connection you two have."

"I know. The only solution is not to be separated for to long."

"And you feel better just by being close? You don't have to actually touch him?"

"Just being in the same room for a few seconds is enough to make the feeling go away."

"That's just bizarre."

"We feed on each others energy I guess. It seems about fifty feet is the effective range."

"Well let's get you back up stairs. If Jake is feeling this bad as well then we need to get you guys together."

The two made their way back up to the command deck. Mark headed for the bridge and Laurel made a beeline for her quarters. Jake was in bed but the disheveled condition of the covers told her he wasn't sleeping very well. He immediately popped up when he sensed the door open. Laurel unhooked her weapon and laid it on the nightstand next to the bed as she practically dove into Jake's arms. The two hugged each other tightly and laid down while still in an embrace. Both felt relief of their symptoms immediately.

"I missed you Jake. I hate being away from you for so long."

"I missed you too. I haven't been able to get much sleep. I needed my Laurel fix."

Laurel glanced at her monitor. It had returned to a slow pulsing yellow instead of the fast pulsing red it had been in the hangar bay when her and Mark returned from working outside.

"If I didn't have so much work to get done tomorrow I would take the Laurel watch tonight so I could be close to you but I have to get some rest."

"I know Jake. At least tonight I can come across the hall and give you a kiss and we'll both feel better."

"That's true."

"Maybe after the morning workout we can¦you know¦really get some relief."

Jake smiled big.

"Really? You want to do that again?"

"Are you kidding? I want to as often as we possibly can. That felt amazing and I want to feel it with you again."

"Cool. I would love to feel you and see you again."

"It's a date then."

Laurel gave him a very long passionate kiss before excusing herself to go get some food and go workout with Mark while Jake got some rest.

Laurel returned to her quarters after taking her shower and found Jake just waking from a good three-hour nap. Laurel stepped up to him and gave him a peck on the lips then stepped into the bathroom to get changed. When she emerged she was completely dressed.

Laurel strapped her weapon to her leg and leaned in and gave Jake a lip lock kiss and stroked his cheek. She then made her way to the bridge. When she got there Mark was already there waiting for her.

The two talked about the impending raid on the enemy station to free the captives, what they were going to do with them and possible strategies for stealing a large transport off the station. The two talked about various subjects until 02:00 when Laurel excused herself to go see Jake for a few minutes. Her monitor was a slow pulsing red color indicating the imbalance was getting pretty advanced when she did finally leave for her quarters. As she entered her quarters she could see Jake's monitor in the dark room had the same indication. She stood for a moment watching her and Jake's monitor. After only 20 seconds his changed to a steady green and hers turned to a steady yellow. She was going to have to go down to the med deck in the morning. She couldn't help but wish it were to confirm a pregnancy with Jake instead of for harvesting. She then thought about the hardships a baby would be exposed to at this point in the mission and decided it would be a really bad idea to have a baby right now.

"A baby! God Laurel. Aren't you getting a little ahead of yourself?" Jake said startling her.

Jake was more awake than she thought. He had sensed her arrival in the room and was waiting for her to come over for a quick hug and a kiss. He was shocked by what he heard going through her mind.

"It was just a thought. I'm too young to be having a baby. The computer already made it clear that there would be dire consequences for me."

"I know Laurel, I'm just teasing. Everything's quiet on the sensors?"

Laurel came over to the bed and planted a kiss on Jake. He felt the warm tingle her touch always elicited and the restlessness was washed away in an instant. He now felt very relaxed and calm. Laurel experienced the same exact feeling. Laurel then laid down next to him on top of the covers.

"Yah it's all quiet. I don't think we will be having any more problems without knowing someone is there. If they get to close¦let's just say we'll know about it."

"Are you saying it will kill them?"

"No. That wasn't my goal. I don't want to kill anyone. Think of it like flying a glider into a tornado. We are in the calm eye of the maelstrom and several thousand yards out in every direction there is a current of turbulent gravity swirling around in random directions. If you tried to fly into it, it could destroy your ship but at the outer edges it would simply be impossible to maintain a steady flight path, it would blow you off course."

"I think I get it. You're brilliant, you know that?"

"Thanks. I got to get back to the watch."

"Alright. I love you Laurel."

"I love you too Jake, with all my heart."

Laurel gave him another long passionate kiss and hugged him goodbye. When she returned to the bridge Mark immediately noticed a change in her. She was much more calm and relaxed. She wasn't moving around in her seat and she was talking in slow deliberate manner instead of in a fast almost hyperactive manner. The change was pretty profound in his eyes. She wasn't gone long enough for there to be any hanky panky, which he thought was very professional and admirable, it must have just been the close contact as the two had said. He couldn't imagine being that attached or addicted to someone or whatever it was. It made him realize these two would have to be together for the rest of their lives. He also realized Jake was incredibly lucky to have this thing with Laurel. She was very beautiful and sweet all the way through. She would make an excellent mother and wife when the time came.

The two talked in general and joked a little for the rest of the night. By morning Mark felt like he had really gotten to know her. He liked her very much. She was the smartest person he had ever had the pleasure of meeting but yet she still had a very humble spirit. She acted just like any teenager would in a social setting. She was engaging and playful but still had a child like quality to her that was refreshing. Mark usually found it a little difficult to relate to someone Laurel's age but she was so easy going and so damn smart that she could hold and adult level conversation with ease. Mark just wondered if the computer knew about these qualities in her when it chose her for the command position.

By morning Laurel was anxious for her shift to end so she could be with Jake. She was looking forward to more intimate contact with him with great anticipation. The feel of Jake's hands on her and the feeling of him bringing her to a climax was almost more than she could bear. Jake seemed to know after only a little direction exactly how to pleasure her in the perfect way. He really was quite the man in her eyes and he had great instincts for how to touch her.

Mark left for the mess decks a 05:45 and Laurel told him she would meet him there after she got Jake up and dressed. Laurel entered her quarters and immediately removed her weapon and climbed on the bed with Jake. He responded by turning over towards her and smiling with his eyes closed. Laurel gave him a gentle kiss on the cheek and laid her forehead against his. From this position the process of allowing the other to access the mind was very seamless and required no effort. The two got lost in one another for sometime before breaking their connection to go meet up with Mark. Jake arose and found himself feeling very rested and ready for the days work. Jake knew working outside was out of the question since he would be alone. He figured he would unseal the compartments that had been closed in and coordinate with the AI on moving the equipment into the compartments for installation to begin. He understood most of the equipment that was going to need to be installed but much of the final computer interfacing was going to need Laurel's brains.

Jake got dressed and brushed his teeth and combed his hair while Laurel just looked on. She was defiantly feeling more attracted to him. She didn't even think that was possible. As he went about his business Laurel watched him closely. His muscles were really starting to show signs of constant use. He really turned her on in a new way. She wanted to put her hands all over him and had to keep her mind in check so as not to embarrass herself. Jake could sense her eyes undressing him constantly while he went about getting ready. He actually kind of liked being a sex symbol to her. She was hot, and to be the object of her lust was an honor to him. He planned on trying to live up to her expectations by treating her like a woman after the morning workout and showers were done.

When Jake was finally ready the two strapped their weapons on and made their way to the mess hall after a very passionate kiss that left Laurel weak in the knees. Mark looked glad to see the two and genuinely lit up when he saw Laurel enter the room. Jake didn't fail to notice. He figured the two really must have connected working together the day before and then standing watch all night together. He knew that Laurel had a magnetic personality and it was only natural to end up feeling very fond of her after working so close with her. Her aura was very warm and inviting.

The three ate breakfast and then went to the gym to workout. Mark noticed a couple strange looks between Laurel and Jake, which he attributed to a new level of intimacy between the two. He figured it was defiantly none of his business but something had happened between the two that was new. He assumed the two were reminiscing in their minds. Something he was a little jealous of. To entice your partner with the mind alone was something cool to him.

Jake was trying to send erotic images of what he wanted to do to Laurel without much success. He ended up sending a mixed up array of emotions that Laurel wasn't able to interpret. She was pretty sure he was feeling anticipation of the impending intimate date but she was having trouble understanding the complex emotions he was sending her way. She on the other hand was sending very clear feeling of desire and love back to him. He understood the feeling completely.

After the workout Laurel went to take her shower while Mark and Jake lightly discussed the upcoming raid on the enemy vessel. Jake had the idea to have the computer experiment on the bounty hunters device using servo drones as Ginny pigs. If the operation of the device could be figured out, it could be a valuable tool during the raid. Two people could go deep into the target area and then one could return to the hangar and then the person inside could work their way out once the captives were freed while the others could work their way in and meet in the middle. Mark thought the idea was brilliant. It would be a pincher attack. Hit them from two sides at once.

Once Jake sensed Laurel was back in their quarters he and Mark went to take their showers, then Jake made his way back to his quarters.

Laurel and Jake had another intimate encounter without intercourse.

Afterwards the two laid there for a few more minutes enjoying experiencing the others feelings as well as their own before Jake had to excuse himself to get ready for the work day. He gave Laurel a last passionate kiss and thanked her for the amazing experience. She smiled big and thanked him right back.

Jake got cleaned up and dressed and strapped his weapon to his leg then kissed Laurel goodbye. He made his way down to the control circuit deck after stopping on the battle bridge to deactivate his counter measures and get the heat circulating on that deck again. When he finally arrived on site there were several larger drones moving equipment and various components into the corridor. He started by setting up the cutters to unseal the doors that had been sealed up centuries before by Jeff. When the doors were finally freed up and opened the air inside the compartments was very cold and smelled a little strange. It smelled like old paint and burned metal. Jake cut open four of the six compartments that had been breached. The last two hadn't yet been sealed off from space with the EMPACC coating so they would have to wait to be opened.

Jake spent the morning in the first compartment reinstalling conduits and fiber optic bundles. The work was tedious and monotonous at times but vital for getting the bridge back up and running as it was intended to be. He had to install and align control processors and relays, which was at times confusing for him but with the help of the AI he managed to get them installed and functioning properly. By lunchtime he was finding it hard to keep focused and he was getting irritable. He knew he needed to get close to Laurel. He finished his last relay alignment and then made his way to his quarters to see Laurel.

When Jake reached his quarters he was surprised to find Laurel awake and dressed with her hair brushed and a big smile on her face. She dropped the data pad she had been working on onto the bed and rushed over to Jake for a big hug. The two engaged in a long kiss followed by more hugging. Jake was the first to break the embrace.

"How come you're not sleeping sweetheart? Aren't you tired?"

"I couldn't sleep anymore without you here. I thought I would join you for lunch if that's alright."

"Alright? You know I love being with you, I would be honored for you to join me."

"Cool. I'm pretty hungry anyway."

The two made their way to the mess hall hand in hand forgetting decorum since Mark was asleep. The two ate a hardy lunch and enjoyed each others company feeling much more relaxed. After the thirty-minute lunch Jake was ready to go back to work when Laurel surprised him with an odd request.

"Can I come work with you on the refit?"

"Laurel you're the captain. You don't have to ask permission to do anything you want on this ship."

"I know, but you're my man. I wanted to give you the respect of asking."

"I would love to have you come work with me. Some of the processor wiring is really confusing I could actually use your help. You're a wiz at that stuff."

Laurel smiled brightly. She could feel that Jake was excited to be working along side her again. The day went so much faster with her close by. Plus he really was struggling with the refit. The wiring and cabling to the bridge was horribly complex and had to be encased by magnetic shielding that had to be aligned at every connection point to keep the system electromagnetically isolated and protected.

Laurel and Jake worked for the rest of the day side by side. With Laurel's assistance the computer wasn't needed for direction. Jake couldn't help but be impressed with Laurel's incredible abilities. She was just an absolute genius when it came to the complex processor junctions and alignment variables. By days end the refit was 30% complete thanks to Laurel's help. The following day would be spent with continued network interface replacement and new forward bulkheads after the plasma conduits were installed in addition to the welding in of a new control console and workstation in the next compartment.

At the end of the day Laurel and Jake made their way up to the command deck to go to the shooting range before evening meal. Mark was up and sitting in the common area studying the results of the ships experimentation of the personal transporter recovered from the bounty hunter on a data pad. Jake invited him to join him and Laurel at the shooting range. He gladly accepted and the trio made their way down the corridor to the shooting range. The 50-yard range was down at the end of the corridor past the bridge on the port side of the deck. The range used a plasma field to catch the spent projectiles at the down range end of the target area. There were six range chutes in all. Mark was astounded that Jake and Laurel both achieved 100% accuracy at all distances without ever having practiced. He assumed they had a level of eye to hand coordination that most people would never be able to achieve and they probably had superior eyesight. Either way he was very impressed and relieved that they would never need any training. Trips to the range would be for fun not for honing any needed skills. He concluded that it would be lethal to be on the business end of a weapon in the hands of these two.

After an hour and a half at the range the three made their way to the mess hall for the evening meal then to the gym to workout. While working out Mark noticed that Laurel couldn't take her eyes off of Jake and at one point he got caught grinning and laughing about it to himself. Jake saw him laughing first.

"What? What's so funny Mark?" Jake asked while smiling.

"Laurel. She's¦she can't take her eyes off you. Sorry, it just struck me funny."

Laurel blushed hard and grinned at the two. She forgot where she was and got carried away with thinking about how hot Jake was to her now that she knew what he could do to her in the bedroom. Her libido was defiantly higher and he was helping to raise it even higher. She was seeing him in a whole new light now that they were intimate and as good as he was at pleasing her.

"Sorry. He's hot and I just got carried away."

Mark laughed out loud as Jake blushed and dropped his curl bar on the floor with a loud clang and thud. Jake had to jump back to avoid smashing his toes.

"Laurel! Geeze!" Jake said smiling.

"What? You are."

"You know what? Good for you cap. As long as it only happens in the gym, who cares? He's your man and you're proud of him. There's nothing wrong with that."

"Exactly! Thank you Mark, I promise you the bridge is serious business only. I feel more at ease in here with you guys. I don't feel like I'm on duty."

"I take it you two are¦have taken things to the next level?"

"Something like that." Laurel blushed again.

"Hay, you two are taking steps to avoid a baby right?"

"Mark! I don't think that's appropriate for you to even ask that is it?" Laurel was shocked by his forward question.

"I'm not trying to pry. I know you're my captain but you're young and I care about the two of you. I feel like you're my little brother and sister as well."

"Oh. That's sweet that you actually think of us as family. Well with the harvesting there won't be any babies. I'm way to young for that. Besides were not¦we're not doing anything that could lead to me getting pregnant."

"But¦you know what? It's none of my business. I shouldn't have said anything."

"Since it's because you truly care about us, I don't mind."

"I hope someday you'll consider me like family too."

"Mark. I already love you like¦an older brother or something. I love everybody I am close to and you defiantly have a special place in my heart. I owe you my life many times over and you have treated Jake and I with absolute respect. Of course I consider you like family."

"Thank you cap. That means a lot to me."

Laurel stopped what she was doing on the butterfly press and walked over to Mark and gave him a hug and kissed him on the cheek.

"None of us is ever going to see Earth and anyone we left behind ever again, we are your family now without question. I always wanted an older brother to look up to and to have look out for me. I couldn't imagine a better big brother than you."

"I am honored Laurel. You can count on me. I will always have your back¦little sis."

Laurel teared up a little and hugged him again.

"The same goes for you Jake, I will always be there for you¦brother."

"And I'll always have your back bro." Jake almost teared up himself.

The three went back to their workout and all felt just a little closer together. When the workout was complete and Laurel departed for her shower Mark and Jake sat and talked until she was done.

"Hay look. I don't want you two to be insulted by my personal questions. I'm trained to notice behavioral changes in people and to decipher what the behavior indicates. I really only want the best for you two."

"No offense taken. Now that we know where you stand I think you'll find us being a little more forthcoming. Laurel's just new to all this intimate stuff and has a strong sense of modesty. She gets embarrassed real easy."

"You know you are a real lucky guy. She is a beautiful little sweetheart. You take good care of her and I would wager she will take good care you."

"I will. I have a tremendous amount of respect for her and I love her very much. I will love and protect her for the rest of her life. You have my word."

"Good man. I know you will bro. I can see the way you look at her. I know you look up to her as much as I do."

"Yah she's one of a kind. God pulled out all the stops when he made her. She is truly an angel and I feel truly blessed to be her partner."

Mark smiled and the two bumped fists and then left the gym to go take their showers. When Jake got back to his quarters Laurel confronted him on the conversation he had with Mark.

"Jake I heard what you said."

"Did I say something wrong?"

"No. But you're new to this intimacy thing too. I would just like to keep some things private."

"Laurel you don't think I would ever tell him what we are doing or what you look like do you? I love you far to much for that."

"No, I suppose not. But what you said about me being an angel and God's finest work that was really sweet. I could feel that it came from your heart."

"You are something truly special Laurel and I intend to show you that I appreciate that fact every day for the rest of your life."

"Awwe. Jake that is the sweetest thing I have ever heard. I love you so much. You're such a good man and I am so lucky to have you."

Jake didn't know what to say so he just stepped over to Laurel and gave her a long rocking hug then gave her a long passionate French kiss. After that the two climbed into bed for a good nights sleep.

In the morning Mark woke Laurel and Jake with a call from the bridge. He had detected a signal that he was pretty sure was directed at the Future deliberately. He needed help deciphering it. Laurel replied that they would be right there. The two got up and got dressed quickly and combed and brushed their hair and then made their way to the bridge. Mark was sitting at the sensor station pouring over a very strange and complex signal. It was coming from a star cluster 20 degrees starboard of their current heading but the signal was interlaced in a way that none of the crew had ever seen before. It almost looked like the background radiation present in all solar radiation fields except this was in a very confined bandwidth. That is usually the sign of an intelligent and advanced species. Especially since this signal was on such a narrow focal point that it had to have been aimed right at the Future. There was no other explanation. Laurel tried decrypting the signal through a bandwidth processor but with out a point of reference for the encryption sequence the signal was just gibberish.

Laurel set the computer to analyzing and tracking the signal while her and Jake went back to their quarters to finish getting ready for the day. They got cleaned up and made their way to the mess hall to catch breakfast before the morning workout. After the workout Laurel went to take her shower while Mark and Jake went to the bridge to check on the signal analysis. The signal had terminated just as suddenly as it had begun. The computer had no success in deciphering the signal. It was able to determine that the signal was so compressed and narrow that it likely could be an instantaneous signal from hundreds of light years away. This was something humans hadn't accomplished yet. It had to be from a race far more advanced and far older than the Human race. Jake decided this was exactly what they were looking for in order to deal with the overwhelming number of alien passengers they were about to be receiving. He was going to recommend the origin point of the signal be used as a course heading.

When Laurel finished her shower and headed for her quarters Mark and Jake went to take theirs. When the guys were done Jake made his way back to the bridge after getting dressed where Laurel was reviewing the data. She concurred with Jake's assessment and recommendation since the new course heading would take them in a direction away from the last known heading for the enemy vessel. The cascade field was dragging their speed down anyway so Laurel decided against all good judgment to slow to a near zero velocity and assume the new heading. The repairs were going to have to be accelerated by working twelve-hour days and Mark would have to take the night watch every night so Laurel and Jake could get rest and concentrate on the repairs together during the day. Working alone was just going to be to slow with the negative affects of being separated. Mark was consulted about the plan and he reluctantly agreed to the new schedule. He didn't like the idea of the Laurel and Jake working without backup during the day but he would feel a little more at ease with Laurel safely behind the electrostatic field surrounding her quarters at night. As long as the Laurel and Jake were armed at all times he was on board with the plan.

As Mark went to get some sleep Jake and Laurel made their way down to the hangar bay and suited up to go out and finish the EMPACC coating of the bow. The work only took a little over an hour. Mark and Laurel had most of the work done the day before. The two then made their way back into the hangar bay and redressed and went down to the control deck to pickup where they left off the day before.

By lunchtime Laurel had 90% of the work done for the refit in the first compartment and Jake had the new workstation and console framing welded in place. The two went back up to the command deck for lunch. To their great surprise and delight Mark was in the mess hall waiting for them. The two shared with him what they had accomplished so far. Mark was impressed as usual with the astounding amount of work the two were able to get done when they worked together. They were in his eyes an unstoppable team when they worked together. Their level of brilliance really shined when they worked as a team. After lunch the two went back down to their work area while Mark went back to bed to get some sleep.

Laurel and Jake worked tirelessly until evening mealtime. Laurel had the first compartment completed including welding in the plasma conduits and sealing the bulkheads and deck plates with a fresh coating of EMPACC. Jake was plumbing in all the control circuits for the control consoles he had welded in. Once Laurel was able to join him in the second compartment the work went much faster. The power for the gravity plating was routed in and turned on making the work much less nauseating but required much more effort to move the heavy components into place. After eating dinner the two went back to work for another four hours. The two were very tired by the end of the day but had achieved a milestone by getting the propulsion tied back in to the main processor control circuits. The AI could now regulate their speed directly.

Laurel still wanted to workout despite the strenuous workday and late hour to Jake's great surprise. Jake wasn't about to argue with her. If his captain said we're going to go workout then that was what he was going to do. After the workout Laurel went and took her shower while Jake went to the bridge and visited with Mark. Mark was pleased with the new level of control restored to the bridge and expressed his amazement with the work the two had done. The work was light years beyond anything Mark could even begin to comprehend.

After Jake sensed Laurel was back in their quarters he excused himself and said good night to Mark then went and took his shower. When he got back to his quarters he was a little surprised to find Laurel lying in the bed under the covers with nothing on. She was ready for some more intimate contact. He was only too happy to oblige her. The two enjoyed a prolonged experience since no one had to rush off to duty after. The result for both was relieving and intense. Both were left feeling exhausted but exhilarated.

In the morning the two were tired but ready to do whatever it took to get the Future operational so the poor girls in custody could be rescued. Every day that went by meant more abuse would be visited on them and the possibility of them being auctioned off was greater.

After breakfast and the morning workout and showers were done the two went back down to the work area and got right to work. Jake worked on fitting in several rather large compression transformers for the high frequency oscillator system. Laurel meanwhile worked on the maze of wiring and fiber optic control circuits that tied all the systems into the bridge. By lunchtime Jake had started installing the plasma conduits and Laurel had the wiring bundled and magnetically sealed and the alignment process completed. The two ate lunch on site then spent fifteen minutes sitting Indian style on the floor facing one another while holding hands allowing the other total access to the other's deepest feelings. The bond between the two continued to deepen and evolve when the process was performed.

When the two went back to work both felt much more calm and focused. The rest of the day went without incident or accident. By the end of the workday the refit was completed in the second compartment and the components for the third compartment were unpacked and the gravity plating was repaired and active. Laurel and Jake were feeling the affect of the long workdays and less than normal sleep. There would be no prolonged intimacy tonight. Both just wanted to workout get showered and hit the bed.

Mark could see the exhaustion on the faces of Laurel and Jake but he knew the work had to get done. In the mean time he had worked out a complete plan for the raid on the enemy strong hold. The AI had also come up with an explosive device that should do the job as long as it wasn't deployed to close. The explosion would be enormous and the conditions on the other side were the unknown factor that could prove the most difficult to overcome. With the explosion being equivalent to 100 megatons of TNT it would be a hell of a light show. No one was sure how the initial shock wave would transmit in an environment that was so different from normal space. It could destroy the station outright or all the energy could be absorbed or be dissipated and nothing would happen to the station at all. He shared his plan with his beleaguered command crew and they agreed to his plan.

Laurel and Jake went and worked out and then showered at the same time. It was unusual for Laurel to feel so comfortable in being completely naked around Jake outside of their quarters but she was so tired she just wanted to get cleaned up and into bed. The two barely looked at each other in showers they were so beat. Jake did however take notice how beautiful Laurel was glistening with water all over her body but Laurel didn't mind the thoughts going through his mind and in turn hers. After the shower the two made their way back to their quarters and after a passionate kiss good night they fell into a deep sleep holding each other tightly.

In the morning the two felt much more rested and ready for the long day ahead. Laurel was up first followed by Jake a few minutes later. The two got dressed and brushed their teeth then strapped their weapons on and made their way to the bridge to check on Mark. He looked tired but was happy to see the two of them. He reported all was quiet except for an asteroid strike to the cascade field in the middle of the night. Laurel checked the analysis of the signal but there had been no success in deciphering the signal. This worried her since someone went to a lot of trouble to make it clear they were out there. The signal problem would have to wait until the rescue mission was done.

The three made their way to the mess hall to catch breakfast before the morning workout. During the workout Laurel tried to explain to Mark the work that was going to have to be done but it was way over his head and he simply listened and followed along out of courtesy. He really had no idea what she was talking about. The only part that made sense was the self-diagnostic that would result in various systems going on and off line for a couple of days. He understood that the hope was that by the end of the day the bridge would be tied back in to all of the systems. The last two compartments were full of auxiliary support fixtures for other systems. Laurel didn't tell Mark those auxiliary systems were for the battle bridge. Even with Mark's top-level security clearance the battle bridge was above top secret and above his level of access. He wasn't supposed to know it even existed.

After the workout was completed and the morning showers were out of the way Mark went to get some rest while Jake and Laurel returned to the control deck and went to work on compartment number three. The two worked until lunchtime without verbally saying a word. The voiceless communication was becoming so seamless that words didn't need to be spoken. The sharing of one's self that the two had been practicing each day after eating lunch had also become very effortless. Laurel had finally completely opened herself up to Jake. She wasn't hiding anything from him. She had been a little embarrassed to reveal how much she lusted after Jake but now that he was very aware of that fact with the intimate physical contact the two were sharing there was no reason to hide that from him. She was also reluctant to let him see how much she had enjoyed her first orgasm and the fact that it was self-initiated and very intense resulting in a very wet orgasm but in the end she had shared the feeling surrounding the incidents experience with him. She still had some doubt within her self-image but Jake had helped her greatly to improve the way she saw herself. She was accepting the fact that her unique shape didn't mean anything was wrong. By sharing how sensual she was to him at the deepest level it made her feel much more confident about her overall beauty from head to toe. In turn she had helped Jake feel like more of a man by sharing her image of him as a very sexy man and just how handsome he was to her.

After the sharing was broken off the two went back to work and to their amazement they got the third compartment completed by the end of the day and had the numbers five and six compartment unsealed and ready to be worked on the following day. Once the number four and five compartments were completed they would be tied into the rest of the system in the number four compartment. There was only two and a half days worth of work left. The modular design of most of the Future's systems and components made a lot of the refit go very quickly. After the last of the EMPACC was sprayed and cured in the number three compartment Laurel stepped out of the compartment and watched the doors slide shut marking the end of the work in that compartment. She looked over at Jake while leaning against the bulkhead in the corridor and smiled at him. He couldn't be more proud or impressed with her. She was truly an amazing individual. He could see why the computer chose her for the repairs and command position. The amount of knowledge in her brain and her stamina were simply astounding. She had an intuition about the complex systems that he simply couldn't understand. Again he found himself in absolute awe of her. Jake stepped over to her and pulled her into his arms from around the waist.

"You are something else babe. This stuff just seems like child's play for you doesn't it?"

Laurel just shrugged not wanting to sound smug by anything she could say. This stuff was simple to her mind. She knew deep down that all the computer programming and component placement and specialized tools should seem confusing but it just wasn't for her. The amount of knowledge the computer had imparted to her while in stasis and the way her mind worked just made it seem simple. She leaned in and gave him a long kiss and then the two made their way back up to the command deck to go workout and get some sleep.

Laurel made a stop by the med deck after the evening shower so the harvesting could be performed. Laurel engaged the AI during the procedure again to distract herself. She shared the fact that her and Jake were now interacting on an intimate level and that Jake had confirmed what the AI had been saying all along. He thought she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. She was in fact different down there but it was in a good way and Jake liked what he saw and felt very much. The AI pointed out that her hymen was still intact so she had to explain that it wasn't intercourse it was only touching and rubbing. The rest would come later, much later. The AI congratulated her and commended her for taking her time. Sex was a big step for someone her age. She hated how the computer always reminded her that she was so young. It talked to her like an adult but always seemed to find a way to remind her that she still had a lot of growing up to do before she would be considered a true adult. Once the procedure was complete her and Jake returned to their quarters and got ready for bed. Jake was in the mood for some intimacy but Laurel was just too tired. Sensing this he didn't push the issue. He gave her a good night kiss and curled up to her backside with his arms wrapped around her just glad to be so close to her.

The next two days went by very quickly for the three lone crewman of the Future. Jake and Laurel had settled into the routine of long days filled with hard work and little sleep. Neither complained but both were looking forward to getting the repairs done so they could go back to normal levels of sleep. Both of them fed off each other's energy to get through the day and keep working despite exhaustion. The work had to be precise so a high level of attention to detail was very important. If the plasma conduits weren't placed and welded just right there could be a catastrophic explosion. The plasma driven transformers and generators were very powerful but also very temperamental, the processors that controlled the generators had to be aligned and calibrated very carefully. Jake left most of the algorithm and digital line coding to Laurel since she was a genius with the computer coding on the Future. The AI would double check her calculations but vary rarely found any errors of any significance. She tried to explain the coding system to Jake but he was barely able to understand it and keep up. In the end he learned a great deal from her but defiantly didn't ever want to program the generators line for line from scratch. Ordinarily it would have taken a computer network specialist like Jake's father days to write all of the lines of code and get it all right but Laurel could do it in hours. Her fingers were a blur as she typed the code into a diagnostic data terminal and then uploaded the information directly into the generators coprocessor.

On the last day as Laurel was writing the last safety protocols into code and storing them on the generators flash memory Jake was cleaning up all of the tools and leftover component parts. The two were beat but the work was finally done and the Future was 99% repaired and ready for a full power shakedown run. The diagnostics would continue to run all night. By mid morning the diagnostics would be complete and if everything checked out the shakedown run would take an hour and then it was on to the rescue mission.

After the programming was complete and everything was pulled out of the last compartments Jake sprayed a coating of EMPACC on the new forward bulkheads and gravity plates then charged it curing the coating to a rock hard state. The two then decided to go get some food and have a good workout without having said a word out loud.

The two made their way to the mess hall to grab some dinner before their workout. Mark came and joined them for the evening meal then the three made their way to the gym for the evening workout. After the work out Laurel went and started her shower. After she was sure she was clean she left the showers and signaled Jake mentally that she was heading back to their quarters. Jake and Mark then went and took their showers and then Jake joined Laurel in their quarters.

Laurel was in her 'night gear' shirt lying on the bed looking over some data on a data pad. Jake put on his underwear and joined her on the bed. As he laid down she laid her head back onto his chest. He gently stroked her hair and looked down on her fondly. She was just so beautiful even from this angle he just couldn't help but melt. She made him feel so calm inside when she touched him in any way. She looked up at him with a warm smile and then sat up and put her data pad on the night table and slid under the covers with him and gave him a lip lock kiss and then turned the lights down and the two drifted off to sleep while holding each other's hand.

In the morning the two awoke still holding onto each other. Laurel snuggled her head up against his cheek waking him with a smile. He heard her say "Good morning handsome" he was sure she didn't speak the words but he wasn't sure if he was listening in when he heard it or if she managed to send it to him. Either way it made him smile big. He thought back "You are my heavenly angel", which made her smile broaden. She rolled over and kissed him on the cheek and then slipped out from under the covers.

As Laurel got cleaned up Jake laid in bed for a few minutes thinking about what they were going to be doing today. He felt like he was dragging Laurel into the lion's den but he definitely wasn't leaving her behind. Her brains would be needed if this thing were going to work. He sighed and got up to get ready as well.

After getting dressed the two made their way to the mess hall where Mark was already done but waiting for the two. He lit up as the two entered. Laurel was starting to enjoy seeing Marks face light up when the two would make an appearance. Laurel was pretty sure it meant he was starting to love the two as much as she loved him. She wished she could feel his emotions like she could with Jake. She knew in time that was very likely to be possible but for now she would just have to go off body language and gut instinct. And her gut told her that he had warmed up to her and Jake in a profound way. Laurel and Jake ate breakfast while mark laid out the plan one last time. Everything had to go like clockwork for this plan to work. Mark ended by expressing his hope that there would be a ship big enough to carry all the captives back to the Future safely.

"If there isn't a cargo ship on one of the cargo decks this mission is going to be to disable the station and then get out of there." Mark said.

"I have a gut feeling we will find exactly what we need in the lower cargo bay." Laurel said.

"Are you sure?"

"Absolutely. I sense we are going to be getting some help too."

"Help? From who?"

"I don't know exactly. I just feel like there will¦a death. A tragic death will occur."

"Oh crap! One of us?" Mark asked.

"No. I sense we will be fine. It's one of the girls. She's not going to make it. And it's going to be a pointless death." Laurel closed her eyes and shook her head.

"We're going to do everything we can to make sure that doesn't happen cap¦Is there anyway you could be wrong?"

"No. I'm afraid not. These gut feelings are always right from what I've seen."

Laurel was sensing that the death would be at the hand of Jake but she didn't want to believe it or speak it out loud. It made her heart feel heavy. She hoped he wouldn't get angry enough to shoot blindly. She buried the feeling deep down inside where Jake would have to share her deepest spirit to see it. She forced her composure and continued with the briefing. The plan was laid out and unanimously agreed to. Everyone understood the plan Mark had devised and the plan was to be stuck to without exception. In this matter Laurel and Jake understood Mark was in control and calling the shots. If he said bug out they were to drop everything and run for the relative safety of the rapier and no one was to be left behind. Laurel was to stay close to the ship so she wouldn't be recognized. If any of the thugs recognized her face things were going to get complicated. Laurel didn't want to venture to deep into the station anyway. She liked the idea of staying close to the ship and keeping the hangar clear of hostiles that would hamper their escape.

After the meal the three went and worked out followed by their showers and then the three met up on the bridge for the shakedown run. The diagnostics were complete and everything had been adjusted and cleared for full power runs. Laurel took the command chair while Jake was at propulsion and Mark was at the navigation station. Laurel gave the order for full speed on marks coordinates. Mark asked what coordinates and Laurel said, "pick a star", they would be returning to their current position upon completion so it was his choice. Mark picked a star at random and laid in the coordinates and Jake touched the activate icon and there was a sensation of acceleration for a moment before the inertial dampers washed the feeling away then a shimmer appeared directly ahead and the Future rushed into the gravitational distortion in a flash. Jake called out the engine temperatures and velocity. When 7.85 times the speed of light was reached the main engines automatically throttled back and the velocity fell off to 7.5 times the speed of light. There was no feeling of speed except for the stars at the peripheral of the main view screen rushing past as rainbow colored streaks. Jake noticed the engines temperature reaching 12 Kelvin. He reported the finding to Laurel.

"Increase the intake flow pressure to twelve thousand parts per million. That will start to drop the engine temperature and as it reaches seven Kelvin start reducing the pressure until the temperature stabilizes. Don't let the temperature drop below five Kelvin or the engines will develop harmonic vibrations and shut down automatically."

"Understood." Jake replied.

Mark was dumbfounded by her knowledge of the operation of

the engines. Jake on the other hand knew how brilliant she was and was completely unfazed by her instructions. He waited for 7 Kelvin to be reached and with his fingertip he slid the pressure control slider back down slowly and caught the temperature at 6.3 Kelvin and managed to hold it there. The temperature reading on the engines turned from yellow to green and a slight ding could be heard indicating optimum temperature and pressure threshold had been reached and was locked in. Mark kept an eye on the navigation and noticed and reported a small deviation in the heading. The deviation was only .0003 percent but over thousands of light years in distance that would be a huge deviation form a target coordinate. Laurel typed a new dynamic algorithm into her control console and then sent it over to Marks navigation terminal with a flick of her fingertip. Mark added the new algorithm to the root directory for the navigational computer and then the computer compensated and brought them back on course. Again Mark just looked back at Laurel who was looking down at all the data coming in from all the control displays she could fit on her console displays and slowly he shook his head. He thought to himself this girl is just a genius. He felt very relieved she was in the command chair. He turned back to his view screen and continued to monitor the navigational data.

After thirty minutes at full speed and full power on every available system she could see that there was still 5 million kilowatts available. The reactors and generators were functioning perfectly and without deviation. She finally ordered Mark to return them to their previous coordinates and for Jake to set an all stop command for those coordinates. Mark was moving his fingertip back and forth trying to find the right icon. Laurel grinned slightly and offered him the solution.

"It's the small icon marked 'return path coordinate'."

"Got it. Thanks cap." Mark was a little embarrassed.

Laurel knew the navigation station had over a hundred different variables and icons to keep track of. It was not an easy station to operate from deep imbedded knowledge. He was actually doing extremely well for his first time. She was going to make a point of telling him that when they got back on station and stopped. Jake was monitoring and adjusting the propulsion station like a pro. He was very comfortable with the layout and had no problem getting the engines balanced and the gravitational bending of space in front of the Future in relation to the rest of the vessel became like second nature to him very quickly.

Once the Future was back on station and answering all stop, Laurel stood up and stepped over to Mark and placed her hand on his shoulder as he was plotting in their original heading before the shakedown run.

"Mark you did an excellent job. Navigation is a tough station to master. I think you just need to relax and it'll come to you."

"Thanks cap. That means a lot coming from you."

Laurel smiled at him and looked over to Jake.

"You did a good job too Jake. That was impressive the way you balanced the engines."

"Thanks ba¦captain." Jake said leaning back in his seat.

"Alright Mark. It's time. You're in command from this point on. What do you want us to do?" Laurel said.

"Well first of all you're going to have to get changed. It's going to be very dark once we knock the power out and we need to blend in. I had the computer design some assault uniforms for you. They are very dark and should keep you warm as well. They should be waiting for you in your quarters. Get changed and meet me in the common area. I have to go get some special equipment for us."

Laurel and Jake made their way over to their quarters. There on the bed were their new outfits. There were very form fitting dark blue almost black pants that were thicker than the ships uniform and a sweater like shirt in the same color. There was a utility belt of sorts with a flexible metal band in its core. To top it off there was a beanie cap also in dark blue.

The two got dressed quickly and grabbed their caps in hand and made their way to the common area. Mark was waiting with a small crate at his feet. He told the two to sit down so he could camouflage their faces. He put black grease paint on Jake's face first making him blend into his outfit perfectly. Then he took a swipe of paint on his fingers and leaned in toward Laurel then stopped and leaned back for a second.

"What? What's wrong?" Laurel asked.

"Sorry cap. You're just so cute I hate to put this stuff all over your face."

Laurel grinned and blushed a little as Mark leaned back in and covered her entire face in the grease paint. Her golden blond hair stood out brightly against the now very dark outline of her face. Mark told her she would have to tuck as much of hair as possible under her cap. It was the one identifying feature she really needed to keep covered. When he was done he had Jake apply the paint to his face as well. Then Mark stood up and looked at his team.

"Well you two certainly look different."

Mark then opened the crate and started handing small black cylindrical grenades to Laurel and Jake. He then handed them each an extra weapon and two spare power cells for their weapons. He then took out a very nasty looking rifle in a back sling and put it over his shoulder and around his mid section. Laurel gave him a look of disapproval but said nothing. This was his mission and he knew the orders of no unnecessary killing. She assumed it was for the circumstance where killing needed to be fast and thorough. Mark then explained the weapons he had issued.

"The grenades are on a seven second delay. As soon as you pull that pin you better be ready to through it. They are also equipped with a magnetic clamp. That's to hold it to your belt and to attach it to a door or to wall to make a door. The M-4 grenade is a fragmentation grenade so don't be anywhere near it when it goes off. It has a blast radius of about thirty feet. They are round so you can quietly roll one into a room and it will roll to middle of the room before detonating. These other grenades are flash bangs. They are a little larger but only produce a bright flash and a loud noise to disorientate your target. Don't get the two confused. I would suggest M-4's on your left and flash bangs on your right. Just remember these hand held weapons are only good for about thirty shots on stun and about twenty on lethal settings, except maximum. You'll only get about ten shots on maximum. Just don't point them at an exterior wall on anything but stun. They will blow a hole in most alloys. We don't want to depressurize the station while we are still on it. I also want you both to have a bowie knife on your calf in case you're disarmed and have to go to hand to hand combat. I would like to give you more lethal weapons but per the captains orders these are the weapons we will be using. My rifle should take care of any locking devices on the cells without killing the occupants. Any questions?"

Laurel and Jake both shook their heads no. With that the three headed down to the hangar bay for departure. As the three reached the rapier and started to climb aboard Jake took a good look at Laurel with her shirt tucked in, grenades around her waist, knife strapped to her calf, pistol on her right thigh and another at the middle of her rear waist band and as her cute little tush stepped into the rapier he couldn't help but think it just looked wrong for her. She looked like she was ready to go kill but knowing her personality it just didn't fit.

Jake shook the feeling off and stepped onboard and sealed the hatch as mark removed his rifle and climbed into the pilots seat and placed the control halo onto his head. As the craft powered up Jake looked back into the cargo area at the gadget as Mark was calling it. The thing was actually fairly large and took up most of the rear half of the cargo area. Jake didn't really understand its construction only that it had a particle accelerator and some of the fuel that that the antimatter reactors on the Future used. The device was round and pot bellied with tubing running around its circumference that dove back into the shell of the device. There was one small control panel with a keyboard and several toggle switches. Jake assumed that was for arming the device and turning the accelerator on. He really didn't like being so close to it. It was capable of creating an explosion big enough to destroy the Future in its entirety if it was detonated onboard.

Mark lifted the rapier up and the landing gear retracted as he swung around facing out into space. In a whoosh the craft left the hangar bay and headed out into deep space. Mark brought up an external view. The three could see the Future getting smaller and smaller and then disappear altogether.

Laurel and Jake sat down on the cargo bay floor across from each other and just looked at each other. Jake really didn't like the way Laurel looked. Her piercing blue eyes were set against a black face that was unrecognizable. Laurel could hear his thoughts and grinned at him and patted his foot.

"It'll wash off. I'm not going to look like this forever." Laurel said.

"I know. It just doesn't look right. You're to sweet to look like a¦criminal going on a bank robbery."

"The look isn't exactly flattering on you either."

"No? I think I kinda look cool." Laurel just smiled and shook her head.

It took nearly an hour to finally reach what Mark guessed to be the right coordinates. Mark brought the craft to a stop and turned on the device to slip through the barrier. There was the bang he had heard before, which startled Laurel and Jake and then the warm tingle followed by bright white light flooding in through the cockpit glass. The glass instantly darkened as Laurel and Jake stepped up and peeked into the cockpit. They had seen the data images of Marks last trip through but to behold the bizarre sight with their own eyes was still amazing. Mark looked back at the two heads poking into the cabin and smiled.

"Welcome to wonderland Alice."

"What?" Laurel asked looking at him.

"Nothing. Jake go get the gadget un-strapped and start the arming sequence."

"I um¦you got it."

Jake actually didn't have any idea how to turn the damn thing on and he wasn't going to just guess. As he stepped back he grabbed Laurel's arm and pulled her back with him. He looked into her eyes and thought without saying:

"Can you arm this thing?" Laurel smiled at him.

"Sure. You get it unhooked and I'll take care of it." She thought without saying a word.

Jake went to the straps holding the device in place and started unhooking them as Laurel went to the control panel and turned the devices power cell on. There was a bang and a buzzing sound as the devices display came on. Jake flinched and looked around the device at Laurel.

"Relax. It's only the onboard generator coming on."

Jake went back to unhooking the device as Laurel typed her command code into the keypad. The display now read 'ACTIVE'. She flipped up the second switch and the display read 'ACCELERATOR ACTIVE'. She then flipped the next three switches up and the device began to hum loudly. All she had to do now was flip the next two switches up and the arming sequence would be complete and an overload would be started.

With their work done Laurel and Jake walked back up to the main cabin door. Mark was still searching for the station. He could see the static he was looking for but it was very faint. He headed for the faint signature for some time before the sensors alerted him to a solid object. He slowed and locked the coordinates into the guidance. As the station finally started to come into view Laurel couldn't help but comment that it looked like a bucket bolts. Mark smiled.

"Makes you appreciate how beautiful the Future is doesn't it?"

"Yah you got that right. I don't like being this close to that thing."

"Well, we are going to get a whole lot closer."

Mark turned on the active scanner for a few seconds then turned it off. He could see the upper hangar was full of crap from some recent thefts. There were also two very large craft sitting in the lower cargo bay just as Laurel had predicted. Mark breathed a sigh of relief. Mark moved to within 1,000,000 kilometers and came to a stop. It seemed awful far away but he knew the gadget was going to produce an enormous bang. Any closer and it would be like sitting next to a star exploding.

"Ok. Initiate the firing sequence and we'll deploy right here." Mark said looking back.

Laurel stepped back to the device and flipped up the sixth toggle switch. The display now read 'ARMED'. She looked over at Jake as she flipped the flipped the last toggle switch up and the display said 'FINAL FIRING SEQUENCE INITIATED'. The device began to vibrate and shake a little. Laurel stepped back and gave a thumbs up to Jake.

"It's done." Jake said to Mark.

"Ok you two get in here and we'll dump this thing."

Laurel and Jake squeezed into the cockpit and then sealed the cockpit door. Mark then depressurized the cargo area and opened the cargo door. He brought up a display of the cargo area with the gadget sitting in it. He then turned off the artificial gravity and the device slowly floated up from the floor. Mark backed the craft up very slowly and swung the nose of the craft up allowing the gadget to float out of the cargo ramp. He was very careful as he backed up not to bump the device. As he kept backing up he closed the cargo ramp and the device could finally be seen out of the cockpit window. Mark turned the device on to slip back into normal space and there was a warm tingle and then darkness flooded in. The three looked at each other for a minute before Jake unsealed the cockpit door after Mark re-pressurized the cargo area.

They waited in silence for the five minutes it would take the device to reach the end of its count down. Jake half expected to hear a bang but there was nothing. Only silence. Mark flew forward 1,000,000 kilometers and dropped down to what he hoped would be just below the enemy station and came to a stop. Mark pulled the bounty hunters device out of a pouch on his belt and strapped the device on. From what the AI on the Future had told him he simply needed to touch the spot he wanted go to on the face of the device and then press the top button on the side. He then had to press the bottom button to appear in normal space. If he didn't there would be no color and he could walk right through walls and doors as long as they weren't statically charged. The servo drones testing the device had twice appeared out in space and mining shuttles had to go pick them up. The servo drones were destroyed but the device seemed to be very resilient. It was still functioning even after being exposed to the cold vacuum of space.

"If I'm right about where we are going to emerge we will be right below the station. We are going to know in a hurry if the gadget worked. We will be so close they will get a bead on us immediately and this mission will be over for us."

"God be with us." Laurel said.

Mark looked at her and nodded in agreement. He engaged the device to slip through the barrier and there was the warm tingle following the bang overhead somewhere. When they emerged they were indeed just below the station. There were no shots fired and no pursuit craft coming after them. There was no static coming form the station either. If the station wasn't right in sight one wouldn't even know it was there. Mark could see what had to be smoke roiling from the lower docking ports and two of the enemy rapiers were disconnected and floating freely slowly tumbling away. There had been secondary explosions of some kind. Mark turned on the active scanners and took a detailed scan of the station. At this range he could discern over ten thousand life forms. In the aft lower section there was 104 signatures all confined to a very small area and twenty other signatures moving around presumably trying to figure out why the lights were off and why they couldn't use their radios.

Mark slowly moved around to face straight into the cargo bay. Again he could discern ten life forms bustling around in the back of the hangar. The artificial gravity was obviously still working which meant not all of the technology these guys used was affected. Mark was trying to decide the best place to set down. He decided to set down right next to a very large freighter. It was about sixty feet long and twenty feet wide at its midsection. It was very boxy looking but seemed to be large enough to fit around ninety people or so into it. The rest would be crammed into the rapier for the trip home. As Mark brought the craft into the cargo bay no one even seemed to notice. There was smoke pouring out of one of the upper deck doorways. The hangar was well over 100 feet high and there were walkways and doorways ringing the main cargo area about every 20 feet up. At the back of the hangar there were three hatches, two of which were closed and a third was open and it had thick black acrid smoke billowing out of it. Mark continued to take detailed scans before opening the hatch. He could see that the door in the middle was the door they need to go through to get to the holding area. There were six doors that needed to be breached and none were open at the moment. Mark checked the oxygen concentration in the hangar and found it to be breathable. He slipped the halo off of his head and the crafts systems began powering down. He stood up and slung his rifle on his back and he put a hand on each of Laurel and Jake's shoulders.

"Please guys. Keep your heads down. Remember these guys seem to prefer projectile weapons. You're outfits are woven from synthetic spiders silk and Kevlar but a strike to the head will be fatal. A shot to the body probably wont kill you but it will hurt like hell. Laurel I want you to go over to the craft next to us and see if it still works. If not you'll need to start moving oxygen bottles and heaters over there so everyone can be kept alive. Jake you are going to go into the detention area with me and we are going to take out anyone not in a cage. Then you come back to the hangar and blow that doorway and Start working your way to me and we'll meet in the middle."

Jake and Laurel nodded that they understood. Mark opened the hatch and to his great surprise there was bright light washing into the hangar form outside. He hadn't counted on that. Their black outfits were going to be very obvious. He turned and looked at Laurel.

"Try and stick to the shadows. I didn't think the hangar would be this bright."

"Got it." Laurel said.

The three pulled their side arms and turned them on then climbed out of the rapier. Mark could see two creatures at the back of the hangar looking the other way so he shot twice at one of them while Jake shot the other one once. The creature Mark hit dropped to the floor in a slump immediately but the creature Jake hit only collapsed to his knees for a second then started to look like he was going to be able to get back up. Jake hit him again and he collapsed forward onto his face. Jake looked at his weapon and frowned. It took two shots to drop these guys so they would only be able to drop 15 before needing a new power cell.

Mark and Jake leaned up against the wall next to the doorway and just as Mark was about turn the transport device on a bang rang out and a bullet ricocheted off the wall right next to Mark's head. He looked up three levels and saw a creature leaning over the railing with a weapon pointed at them. He knew the likelihood of hitting him with the pistol was pretty low so he pulled out his rifle, aimed and fired. The recoil forced the weapon back into his shoulder and with a thud the creature simply disappeared in a flash of pink spray along with a large section of the railing he had been leaning over. Jake saw this and was very impressed.

"Holy shit that thing is wicked." Jake said.

"That's my piece maker. You make piece with me or I don't leave a piece of you standing."

Mark put his rifle back in its holster on his back and he touched the confinement area on the map the transport device was showing. He then pulled Jake in right in front of him and wrapped his arms around him from behind and touched the top button on the side of the device and from Laurel's perspective the two just vanished.

Laurel had moved over to the freighter next to the rapier and was down on one knee just inside the open cargo area watching for anyone sneaking up on Mark and Jake. She was pleased to see the two using the stun setting as she had ordered. She was scanning the cargo bay when a shot fired from somewhere above rang out startling her. She looked over and saw Mark aiming his rifle up into the overhead area. When he fired a rain of red liquid hit the hangar floor like a shower had been turned on following the thud above. She was upset at first but she knew the creature was probably out of range for the pistol and the round it had shot almost hit Mark in the head. It was he or Mark and she didn't want to lose Mark. Then she saw an exchange between Mark and Jake but couldn't hear what was said. Next thing she knew Mark pulled Jake over in front of him and the two just disappeared. Laurel looked around the enormous hangar one last time then holstered her weapon and stood up and ran to the front of the freighter. The cargo area was quite large and she thought it should do nicely to hold all the girls. She pulled the cockpit door open and stepped in. With the light streaming in she could see it was designed for a three-man crew. There was one seat in the center lower down in the nose of the craft with an odd-looking octagon shaped display with a lot of switches and buttons around it on the sides. There was a control yoke coming out of the floor that swept back toward the occupant with buttons on it and there were three pedals down near the floor. Laurel guessed the creatures that built the thing must have another appendage that humans don't. The other two seats faced left and right toward large control panels with a myriad of switches and dials. The entire ceiling was covered in switches and buttons and small screens that looked like LCD displays. She had no idea how to power the thing up. She scanned the overhead for anything that looked remotely like the main power switch. She finally decided on a switch with a red dead man cover over it. There were some symbols on the cover but she had no idea what they meant. She lifted the cover and pushed the button. Nothing happened. There were two rows of push buttons on each side of the switch so she started pressing them all in row one by one. Still absolutely nothing happened. She was pretty sure the ship was DOA thanks to the EMP. She was going to have to lug the heavy oxygen bottles over and put them in the cargo area along with the heaters and portable generator.

She quickly turned and exited the cockpit and trotted down the cargo area pulling her weapon as she neared the back. She stopped and peaked around into the hangar only to see three creatures walking quickly toward the rapier. They were talking to each other in some strange language that she couldn't understand. They all had a firearm in their hands. She took aim at one of them and fired two shots dropping him in his tracks. The other two looked around not exactly sure where the shot came from. She took aim and dropped another with two shots then pulled pack inside the freighter. She heard shots ring out and could hear bullets plinking on the outside of the freighters hull. She hoped the creature didn't hit anything vital for closing the door when they needed to escape. She laid down on the floor and poked her arm and head back out. The creature was in a dead run toward her but he was aiming where her head had been before. She squeezed off two shots hitting the creature in the face and chest dropping him onto his face. He came to a sliding halt just short of the rapiers landing gear. She got to her knees and looked around to see if anyone heard the shots. There was no one else in sight. She quickly got up and made her way over to the rapier and climbed in and opened the cargo ramp. She holstered her weapon and started un-strapping the oxygen bottles. As she leaned the first against her chest and hugged it she realized it was a good thing she worked out everyday. The bottle was very heavy but she was able to drag it down the ramp and over to the freighter easy enough.

She got all the oxygen bottles moved and had all the heaters on the freighter when she heard a commotion out in the hangar. She pulled her weapon and crept to the entrance of the freighter. As she peaked around the corner she could see five creatures standing at the bottom of the cargo ramp to the rapier and there was another one inside the rapier presumably looking at the portable generator still strapped into the cargo area. She pulled her head back in and thought for a second. She looked down at her grenades and an idea struck her. She holstered her weapon and grabbed a flash bang from her belt. She then crept to the end of the cargo ramp and pulled the pin and gently rolled it into the middle of the small group. She spun around and crouched down and squeezed her eyes shut and put her palms over her ears tightly. She heard a bang and felt the concussion of the blast blow past her. She pulled her weapon and spun around. It had worked perfectly. All five were rolling around on the deck either gripping their ears or holding their hands up to their eyes. She rolled over so she could see up into the rapiers cargo area and there was a creature looking straight at her. It's eyes got big as she shot him twice in the head dropping him instantly. She stood up and shot the other five in the backs and chest twice each.

She looked around and then holstered her weapon and went to fetch the power generator to load it onto the freighter. Once she had that done she crouched down at the back of the freighter and waited for the guys to come running out with the girls.

Mark and Jake had appeared in a very dark and long room. Mark touched the lower button on the transport device and the two separated and started scanning the room. The only light was coming from what seemed to be emergency lights very high up in the ceiling. The ceiling was at least twenty feet high and had an observation deck ringing the entire room. Jake could make out two rows of cells one on each side of the room containing several girls in each. In all there were 14 cells. Down at the very end of the room there were rows of beds with lights hanging over each. The lights weren't on but Jake could tell it was the torture room he had seen in Laurel's mind. They were definitely in the right place.

Mark started dispatching anything moving with shot after shot and Jake soon joined in. Mark exhausted his weapon and kneeled down to change power cells while Jake kept firing. Just as Mark slapped his power cell into place in the but of the grip Jake shoved him over just as a creature took aim and shot at Mark. Mark rolled over and leaned up and shot down between his toes and hit the creature in the head twice. Jake squeezed off one last shot and then his weapon stopped working. The creature he had hit moaned out but didn't drop. Jake fell to the floor and started reaching for another power cell as Mark finished the creature off. Once Jake had his weapon loaded he got back up with his weapon drawn and he scanned the darkness with the light in the end of his weapon piercing the darkness like a beacon.

Mark got to his feet and he and Jake walked down the row of cages looking at the terrified and totally naked girls cowering in each cage. They looked very scared and very hungry. Some had their ribs showing indicating they had been here for a while and hadn't been fed very well. Jake looked back at Mark with a look of disgust and sadness.

There were electronic locks on each cage that were dark. Mark knew he had to blast every cage open and it was going to make a hell of a lot of noise.

"Keep an eye on those upper decks. This is gunna make some racket." Mark said.

"Alright. Let's just be quick. I sense Laurel is¦never mind she's holding her own. Let's just get these poor girls outa here."

Mark moved to the last cage on the right side of the room and pulled his rifle out. The girls in the cage moved to the back in corner and huddled together some started crying thinking Mark was there to kill them. Mark stepped up to the cage and tried to motion the girls to separate and get clear of the back of the cage but they didn't understand. He lifted his weapon and looked over to Jake.

"Hay you think you could use your mind thing on them? Try and tell them I'm not going to hurt them? I got to blow this lock and I can't get them to move out of the way."

"It doesn't work like that. I can only talk to Laurel. They would have to be telepathic to hear me and they probably wouldn't understand me. They aren't human and certainly don't know English."

"I do! I know your English." One of the girls said.

Mark looked at Jake with a shocked look. Jake looked just as shocked. One of the girls in one of the center cells stood up and stepped toward the cell door. She was very tall and very pretty. She had skin in the same tone as humans but her eyes were an odd yellow color that seemed to shine even in the very dark light of the cell. Marked stepped over to the cell and greeted her.

"My name is Mark. I am with the United States Marine Corps and I am here to get you girls out of here and take you home."

"I am Liana. What is a Marine Corps?"

"How is it you can speak English?"

"The Hodong have a device that they stole from the elder race that teaches many languages into the mind. You are one of the races taught from the device. The Hodong experimented on some of us to see if the device would work on different races."

Mark pointed to one of the creatures lying on the floor.

"They are the Hodong?"

"Yes. They are bad people. They steal and kill without regret."

"Look. I am sorry for what you girls have been through but we are here to get you out. Can you tell the others to get away from the back of the cells? I have to blow the locks and this thing is dangerous." Mark lifted his weapon into the air.

"Yes I can speak almost all the languages of the girls here."

"Good. Step aside and have the girls back there get up here near the front and off to the side."

Liana turned and spoke two different and distinct languages and the girls quickly got to their feet and moved to the front of the cage and stood clear of the door. Mark pointed his weapon at the lock and with a very loud bang blasted the lock apart. He swung the door open and motioned for the girls to come out. The girls filed out and stood behind Jake as he scanned the upper balcony for any one that heard the shot. Mark and Liana then went to each cage and repeated the process until all the girls were standing in the middle of the room in a huge crowd. As Jake looked around he couldn't help but notice there was a lot of flesh showing and some of the girls were very beautiful indeed. He tried to keep his eyes where they belonged but he couldn't help an occasional glance at some of the girls. He did note that none looked like his Laurel. She was apparently completely unique. The rest of the girls looked very much like a human would except some had big bushy clumps of hair and others did not. There was even one that had the prettiest blue skin Jake had ever seen.

Mark took the device off his wrist and handed it to Jake once the last cage was open so he could go back to the hangar and start blasting his way toward the now very large group of girls. Mark heard a door open above them and a strange deep voice shouted something down at them. The creature did not have weapon. He was leaning over the railing and shouting something in a strange language. Liana shouted something back to him and he shut up and just watched. Mark was about to shoot him when he remembered what Laurel had ordered. "No unnecessary killing". He lowered his weapon and thought to himself this was this creature's lucky day. Mark looked at Liana and asked what she said to him.

"I told him you would blow his guts against the ceiling if he didn't shut up." Mark smiled at her.

"Nicely put."

Jake made his way through the sea of girls to the front of the room with Mark and Liana following behind him. When he reached the front of the room he touched the hangar area on the face of the device and then nodded at Mark. As Jake turned he could see three red dots on the other side of the door they were standing at and the hundred plus red dots behind him. He lifted three fingers and pointed at the door. Mark nodded again and slung his rifle on his back. He motioned for the girls to move back as he pulled a grenade off of his belt. Liana spoke a few different languages telling the girls to move back. Mark turned back around just as Jake disappeared making some of the girls gasp.

"Liana, tell the girls to get down cover their ears and face away from the door. This is going to be loud."

Liana did as he asked and told all the girls to get down and motioned to cover their ears. Once the last girl was crouching down Mark stepped up to the door and pulled the pin from an M-4 and clamped it to the middle of the door and then quickly moved to the front of the crowd and kneeled down himself and covered his ears with his eyes closed. There was a very loud explosion seven seconds later and mark could feel small particles peppering his back. He hoped none of the poor naked girls got hit with hot shrapnel. A few girls further back in the crowed popped to their feet as hot embers landed on their back but none was seriously hurt. Mark turned and looked at the now disfigured door that had a very big hole in it and smiled. Luckily their alloys weren't any more resilient than ours. Marked looked up to see the creature on the observation level rubbing his ears. That at least gave him some satisfaction. Mark whistled loudly and motioned for the girls to follow him as he pulled his side arm and headed for the next compartment.

Mark stepped into the hole and quickly dispatched two creatures lying on the floor one with a bleeding wound to the forehead. The third pulled his weapon and was starting to raise it as Mark hit him twice in the face dropping him where he stood. He waited for the crowd of girls to file into the room filling it nearly to capacity. The room was completely dark except for the light coming from the end of Marks weapon. The next door was a very thick pressure door that was electronically sealed with dead bolts all around its circumference. Mark knew he only had one M-4 left and this door was probably not going to be opened enough to climb through with one grenade. He was going to have to blast the dead bolts off one at a time with his rifle. He was worried that the girls would be hit with flying debris so he over turned one of three tables in the room spilling the things that were on the table into the floor with a loud racket. He motioned with his light at the other tables and the girls got the hint and dumped them over as well. He then made a straight line across the room with the tables and motioned for the girls to get down behind them. Liana helped by telling the girls at the back to get down and turn away again.

Mark then stepped up to the door and placed his ear against the door and listened. He heard nothing assuming the room had been abandoned. He stepped back and began blasting the dead bolts apart. As he feared there was a lot of debris sent flying but it bounced off the tables and hit no one. When he only had one bolt to go he looked back at Liana and told her to keep the girls down and quiet once he had the door open. He said he would clear the room then come back and get them when it was safe. He then turned and blasted the last lock and the door swung inward a little. Mark pulled a flash bang off his belt and pulled the pin and dropped it inside the slightly open door and then pulled the door shut. He waited until he heard a thud and he kicked the door open and hoped into the room. This room was very large and had several control consoles in it all of which were now smashed in. There were two creatures in the room but both were already dead. They had some kind of headsets on and had apparently been electrocuted when the EMP hit the station. Mark stepped back to the doorway and called out to Liana to bring everyone in.

Once the dark room was full of very quiet girls Marked sized up the next door. It had a simple single action dogging latch off to the left of the door. He stepped over and pressed his ear up to the door. He could hear voices on the other side talking in a language he didn't recognize. He had no idea how many Hodong were on the other side. He considered his options and decided to use his last flash bang and just go in shooting after. He slowly raised the dogging arm until the door was unlatched. He pulled his last flash bang and pulled the pin and pushed the door in slightly and to his great surprise the room was brightly lit. He set the grenade on the floor and gave it a little toss roll and then pulled the door shut. He heard some yelling and then the bang. He quickly thrust the door open and started shooting everyone he saw once. After expending 15 shots he had dropped everyone to the floor although they were still conscious. He then took his time shooting everyone a second time. He had to replace his power cell before finishing the last few off. He looked around and realized he was in some kind of damage control center. There were a great many display screens that showed all the damaged areas of the ship. It was very similar to the damage control station on the Future but much more crude. He could make out that there were fires out of control all over the station. The EMP had caused far more damage than just knocking power out. He could also make out that there was some kind of reactor that was in the red. It looked like the cooling system was down and the damn thing was ready to melt down or explode. Mark knew they had to get the hell off this station. He stepped over to the doorway and waved the girls in. Once they were all crammed in the room Mark moved over to the next door and listened but heard nothing. He was going to wait until he heard a concussion on the other side. That would be Jake breaching the room from the other side.

Liana pulled on Mark's arm and pointed to a door on the left side of the room.

"In there is the device they stole from the elder race. Please, you must destroy it. These people cannot be allowed to continue killing, stealing and abducting the young from people based on what they learn from that device."

Mark looked at the door then looked at Liana's expression. She looked like she was about to cry. Mark put his hand under her chin.

"Ok sweetheart. Show me."

Liana led him through the crowd of girls and opened the door. There in the middle of a bright room with two other doors was a chair that looked kind of like a dentists chair and there was a halo just like the one in the rapier lying on the seat. There was a power cable lying across the floor going to a great ring of glowing crystals in a circle above the back of the chair. The circle was divided up into wedge shapes surrounding a green glowing circular crystal in the center. Each of the wedges was pulsing slowly and when they reached their brightest he could see some kind of blue straight structure in the middle of the wedge. There was a large stone looking device off to the side that looked like a round table but it had some bizarre symbols on its surface that looked to be buttons. In the center of that device was a bright red circular domed crystal that was also pulsing. It was like nothing Mark could have ever imagined. It was beautiful but bizarre.

"That's it. Please use your loud thing and destroy it." Liana pointed to his last grenade.

"I'm probably going to need that to open the last door. It's sealed from the other side."

"Then use that."

Liana pointed to the rifle slung on his back. He knew he only had a dozen or so shots left but she was right. If this is how they somehow learned of the Future, it had to go. God knows what other poor souls were massacred because of this thing.

"Alright. Step out of the room and I'll take care of it."

Mark pulled his rifle and took aim at the red crystal in the center of the stone looking device and fired. The device exploded like he had hit it with a grenade surprising him. When he turned back to look at the device there was a great white cloud of smoke rolling up against the ceiling. He shook off the surprise and took aim at the center of the concentric circle of glowing crystals and fired. There was a loud snap sounding like glass being shattered and what looked like lightning bolts started emanating out of the devise and burning holes in the ceiling and walls. It scared the crap out of Mark and he jumped out of the room and slammed the door shut almost dropping his rifle in the process. He stepped back from the door still looking at it and he could see an electrical charge running around the doorframe and across the door and he could hear a strange buzzing within it. Then there was a loud bang on the other side of the door and the door glowed red and swelled out ward like a bubble before returning to a gray color and then smoking like a hot pizza mark thought.

"Holy shi¦crap. I think its toast." Mark said chuckling.

"Thank you. My parents were murdered thanks to that device."

"I'm sorry to hear that. Well they won't be finding anyone else with it."

Mark motioned for all of the girls to take a seat. He wanted to get a head count. Most of the girls sat in unrevealing position but some sat Indian style and still some sat on their hunches with their knees up making their vulva poke out in a way Mark wished they wouldn't do. He went about the business of counting heads and tried his hardest to ignore the lumps of flesh staring at him. He counted 104 all together. He knew this was going to be a hard group to feed and get the medical help they needed. Some were very young indeed. Mark guessed some to be barely above a child. Some had obvious wounds from abuse and he was going to try and get them medical help first. All were going to need exams to look for pregnancy and diseases. He knew this wasn't going to be easy.

From Jake's perspective he touched the button on the device and he found himself standing in the hangar bay next to the rapier. Everything was on odd washed out gray color. He stepped back over to the door he needed to open noticing Laurel's handy work as he walked by. He was impressed. There were bodies everywhere it seemed and even one inside the cargo area of the rapier. His little Laurel had done some good work for herself. Jake looked around and didn't see Laurel at first then he heard a small noise inside the freighter and then he saw Laurel peek her head out and look around and then she bolted over to the rapier and ran up the ramp into the cargo area. She didn't seem to be aware of his presence, though she did pause for a moment when she got inside the rapier and she looked at the floor for a moment then shook her head and disappeared deeper into the ship. Jake stepped up to the door and took a breath then stepped right through the wall. On the other side he saw three individuals cowering in a corner with weapons drawn. They obviously couldn't see a thing and had no idea what was going on. Jake positioned himself beside the creatures and drew his weapon and pointed it at them. He then touched the lower button and everything went dark. Jake switched on the light on his weapon blinding the creatures and he fired at point blank range hitting all three twice rendering all of them unconscious. He then stepped over to the door leading to the hangar and opened it. He found himself looking straight into Laurel's weapon pointing at him from the freighter. He raised his hands in the surrender gesture and Laurel lowered her pistol and stood up. She started to come toward him and he put up his hand to signal her to stay there. He heard her think, "OK" and kneel back down.

Jake then went back into the compartment he had just cleared and stepped up to the next door. He looked at the device on his wrist and could see there were eight individuals in the next room milling around. He looked at the door. It wasn't very substantial but blowing it would let everyone on the other side know he was here. He instead touched the lower button again and the washed out gray look returned and he faced the door. Again he took a deep breath and stepped forward and passed right through the door. He found himself in what looked like a computer network room. There were floor to ceiling banks of now inoperative processors as best as he could tell and there were individuals trying to fix them with flashlights of some kind in hand. Jake got in the middle of the largest group and pulled a flash bang and pulled the pin then set it down and stepped back through the door and waited till he had counted to eight and then he stepped back in again. The individuals were now rolling around on the floor so he touched the button again and he was standing in a very dark room surrounded by yelling in an odd language that almost sounded like North American Indian of some kind. Jake quickly shot the individuals closest to him twice then dropped low and looked at his wrist. There were two more individuals right in front of him. He raised his weapon and his light caught them in the eyes as he quickly shot them both twice. He could hear heavy footsteps as the rest tried to escape down one of the rows of dead computer network towers. Jake shot one in the back twice dropping him on his face and caught another once in the shoulder before he disappeared around the corner. Jake stepped around the other side of the tower and shot the individual in the side dropping him. Jake looked again at the device and saw two more individuals escaping through a doorway going the opposite way from what he needed. He figured let them go. He made his way down the center row of computer towers stepping over the individual he had dropped finally coming to another much more fortified pressure door. He looked at his wrist device and he noticed the device starting to get dim. The thing was running out of power, something no one counted on. He could make out three individuals on the other side of the door. They seemed to be sitting still. Then the device on his wrist went blank. That was it. His advantage was gone. He looked the door up and down. It was electrically operated and very thick. He instead pulled one of his M-4's and stuck it to the wall and pulled the pin then quickly moved down one of the rows of computer banks. He covered his ears and waited for the very loud bang and flying debris.

Once he heard the explosion and the debris stopped raining down he pulled his weapon and made his way back to the very large hole in the wall. When he peaked in he saw three creatures lying on their backs with their eyes wide open. They weren't moving but looked like they hadn't been dead long. Jake stepped in through the hole and approached the first individual and touched his neck. It was still warm but there was no pulse. He tried to make sense of the expression on all of their faces. Then it hit him. With the air handlers down and the doors electrically sealed they suffocated. He now realized the air was very thin in this room. The only Air in the room was coming in through the hole he had just blown in the wall.

Jake scanned around the room and realized this was a generator room. There were some very large generators against the far wall that seemed to be steaming slightly. They probably overheated and shut down when the EMP hit. Jake made his way over to the door closest to the back of the room. He put his ear up to the door and listened but heard nothing. Jake had no idea what was on the other side of the very formidable pressure door. He was just going to have to take his chances. He pulled his last M-4 off his belt and attached it to the wall next to the door and pulled the pin then quickly made his way back out of the hole on the other side of the room.

Just as he stepped through the hole the grenade detonated. The concussion blew him over onto his face. He got up quickly and made his way back into the room and ran over to the new hole next to the pressure door. He peaked in and scanned around the room quickly. There was one dead creature that had been leaning against the wall Jake just blew open. He had large shards of metal imbedded deep in his back and blood was coming out of his ears. Luckily he was face down so Jake didn't have to see his death face.

Jake saw three more unarmed individuals sitting against the opposite wall with their hands up. One of them tried to say something that Jake didn't understand so he shot all three once one right after the next. Then he stepped right up to the three and shot each one more time. Jake looked at the last door that was pretty substantial but wasn't a pressure door. He put his ear up to the door and heard voices on the other side. He slumped a little thinking he had another room to clear. He listened carefully and noticed the voices were speaking in English. He slowed his breathing and tried to make out what was being said. He just couldn't make it out; the door was just too thick. He hoped it was Mark. He stepped back and turned his weapon on maximum and blasted the hinges apart one at a time. He then blasted the electric lock twice and pulled on the door. The door creaked and fell in toward him.

As he jumped back as the door fell from its frame and bounced in the floor with a horribly loud clang, clang. The room was flooded with light from the other side of the doorway. Jake found himself staring right into the business end of marks pistol, which made him throw his hands up in a startled manner. Mark lowered his weapon and looked very relieved to see Jake's dark face looking back at him.

"Hay xo. Glad to see it's you."

"Like wise. You guys ready to get the hell out of here?"

"You bet. Some of these girls are in really bad shape. We need to get some food and water in them."

Jake peaked past Mark into the room and saw a sea of trembling flesh and some very familiar looking damage control displays. He took note that the station was showing damage and fires on almost every deck. He pulled his head back and made his way back over to the other hole in the opposite wall and stepped through and waited for the crowd to start piling through. He soon saw the first girls start streaming into the room and head for the light of his weapon. They started filtering into the room in a seemingly endless line. When Mark came into the room Jake made his way to the next opening and guided the girls through.

Mark and Jake guided the girls through all the compartments until Jake stepped into the hangar and saw Laurel waiting in the freighter. She stood when she saw Jake step through the door. Jake took several steps toward her and waved. She smiled and waved back. The girls started filtering onto the hangar floor and Jake pointed to Laurel and she started waving the girls over. Jake had to put his finger up to his lips when a couple of the girls past by talking to each other. They immediately got the signal and stopped talking and just quickly walked past toward the freighter.

Mark came through the open door and past by Jake patting him on the shoulder on his way to the rapier. As the last girls were coming through the door one of the Hodong came out of the door and grabbed the last girl around the waist and pulled her back to him and then put a very large black knife up to her throat as he grabbed her by the chin with the other hand. The girl screamed as she was grabbed making Jake flinch.

Jake pulled his weapon and tried to point it at the creature but the other girls were in the way blocking his shot. By the time all the other girls had run past the Hodong had backed up right to the open doorway. Jake trained his weapon on the Hodong but he couldn't avoid hitting the girl and his weapon was still on maximum. He held off but kept his weapon aimed at him. The girl was now crying and the Hodong moved his hand over her mouth. The Hodong now started saying something Jake couldn't understand and he started waving the knife at him. Jake got the signal to put his weapon down as the creature put the weapon back against the girl's neck causing a small trickle of blood to run down onto the blade. Jake lifted his aim and slowly bent down maintaining eye contact and set his weapon on the deck. He then stood back up. The Hodong now started saying something again and waved the blade in a sweeping motion for Jake to move back. Jake took a couple steps back as the Hodong put the knife against the girl's neck again.

Jake could see the girl was terrified and in pain. The Hodong then grinned big and lifted the girl's chin up and started cutting deep into the girl's neck. Her eyes opened wide as the blade dug deep into her flesh and muscle. Her blood started to spray in a crimson red flood from her neck as the blade dug deeper and deeper into her flesh. The girl closed her eyes tightly as the hodong started to pull the knife around to the front and began slicing into her throat. Jake heard Laurel scream from behind him and he suddenly realized the head would live for a full minute or more after being severed from the body and he prayed to himself "God have mercy on my soul" as he pulled his weapon from his rear waist and as he raised the weapon with his thumb he switched the weapon to the maximum setting and balanced it and fired. The girl and the Hodong simply exploded from the waist up in a pink spray, which almost hit Jake. The two lower torsos slumped down together into the pool of blood and gore on the floor and flopped around for a few seconds.

Jake was appalled by what he had just done and felt sick to his stomach. He slowly lowered his weapon and stepped over to retrieve his other weapon. When he turned around he saw Laurel holding her hands up to her mouth with tears in her eyes. There were also several of the girls staring at him. He looked over to Mark who also looked a little surprised. Jake holstered his weapon and started walking toward Laurel who then just turned and made her way through the crowd of girls toward the front of the freighter. Jake stopped for a moment feeling Laurel's anguish. She was very disappointed in his actions. Jake breathed a sigh and closed his eyes for a second and forced Laurel's voice from his mind and forced his mind closed to her.

Mark interrupted him by calling out to him.

"Jake! Come on we got go!"

Jake opened his eyes and got back on task. He quickly ran up onto the rapier and rolled the unconscious Hodong out onto the hangar floor and then he had the twelve girls there sit down as he closed the cargo ramp. He then went to go ask Laurel if the freighter had power but Mark was already on the way. He figured it was for the best and instead handed water bottles out to the girls from the emergency rations cabinet.

Mark ran over to the freighter and made his way through the trembling mass of girls. When he got to the cockpit he found Laurel pouring over the switches and knobs all over the cabin.

"How you doing cap?"

"I'm trying to get us some power but I think this thing has had it. Too many conventional electronics were destroyed by the EMP."

"That's not what I'm talking about."

"I'll¦I'm ok. We got to get the rest of these girls out of here." Laurel sounded very sad.

"We got to figure out a way to get the door closed. You think you can patch the generator in and power the door?" Mark asked.

"Maybe. I just don't know where the power junction is on this tub."

Mark thought for a minute then had an idea. He turned and headed back into the sea of girls standing in the cargo area. He called out for Liana and she answered and made her way forward.

"Liana, this is captain Kade. She is my commanding officer and the captain of the Future. That is our ship."

"The captain? But¦she's¦you're the captain?"

"I am. Your name, it's beautiful Liana."

"Thank you captain."

"Please call me Laurel. That is my name. Do any of the girls recognize this ship?"

"Let me ask."

Liana turned and addressed the girls. She asked if anyone knew the builders of this ship in several different languages. One of the girls made her way to the front of the crowd and in perfect English but with the slightest hint of a rolling accent said that she was of the race that built the ship. She was a small girl that looked to be about 10 or 11 earth years old at most. She looked very human except for her hair. It was wiry and bright white in color.

"I'm Korica. My father is¦was a pilot on a ship just like this."

"Korica do you have any idea where the power junctions are on this vessel?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. Behind a panel near the door back there." She pointed toward the open cargo door.

"Can you show me?"

"Sure. Come here."

The small girl disappeared into the crowd. Laurel followed her to the back of the craft where Korica pushed two thumb releases and a panel fell away from the wall almost on top of her. Laurel caught the panel before it flattened her and dragged it off of the freighter. She let it fall to the floor in the hangar and she looked around for anyone coming her way. They were still alone. She went back up into the cargo area and looked into the opening. There were wires and pipes and there were two what looked like glass rods running parallel to each other with one being slightly larger than the other. Korica pointed at them.

"Those are the power conductors. The upper one is high energy for the engines and the lower one is low energy for everything else."

"You're sure?" Laurel needed to be sure.

"Yes. I'm sure."

"Mark. Bring the generator back here please."

Mark rolled the generator back to where Laurel was standing. Laurel pulled the auxiliary cables out of the back of the generator and clamped one cable to the lower conductor and clamped the other to a frame girder in the opening and switched the generator on. The cable arced a little and then the conduit started to glow an amber yellow color. The lights in the cargo area started to flicker to life and then got brighter and brighter. Laurel stood up and pulled the door lever up and the hydraulic rams started to lift the cargo ramp with a wining sound. She released the lever and the ramp stopped rising and shook to a stop a couple inches off the hangar floor.

"We're in business! I can shut the door. She's not going to fly, but I can seal us in."

"You're a genius cap!" Mark said.

"No. Our friend Korica is the genius." Laurel looked over at Korica and winked at her.

"Indeed. Thank you Korica." Mark said with a smile.

Korica just grinned and stepped back. Mark couldn't help but wonder what kind of hell this poor little girl had been through. She looked so young and sweet. He just couldn't see why anyone would want to do anything to hurt her.

"Ok. I'm going to clamp onto this thing and try and drag it out of the hangar. It's going to be a rough ride so have everybody sit down and hold on once you get the door shut. Open the oxygen bottles two at a time. If it starts getting hard to breath, open two more."

"Got it. Good luck." Laurel said with a grin.

Mark nodded and made his way back to the rapier. As he was walking away he could hear the rams closing the cargo ramp on the freighter behind him. He quickly climbed onto the rapier and sealed the door shut. He motioned for all the girls to sit down, which they did immediately. He climbed into the pilots seat and placed the control halo on his head. The craft instantly started to power up.

Mark lifted the craft up and gently landed it on top of the freighter. He then reached down and engaged the magnetic clamps and prayed the landing gear could hold the weight of the freighter. He tried lifting off and nothing happened at first. He thought about full power to the lift motors and the craft began to shake and the girls started to cry out back in the cargo area. He kept the power on and finally with a lot of shuddering the freighter started to move forward. He concentrated on forward motion and the rapier began dragging the freighter forward toward the open cargo doors with a loud squealing as metal dragged on metal. He kept it up until the freighter was teetering on the edge of the ramp with the nose hanging out in space. Suddenly the weight was relieved and the freighter started to lift very rapidly. Mark closed his eyes and thought about slowing the rise so as not to slam into the roof of the hangar opening. He stabilized the lift and held position for a second before moving out of the hangar very slowly.

Once out in space the weight disappeared and mark needed very little effort to maintain smooth and steady flight. He moved off several hundred yards, spun them around and brought the craft to a stop. He was reaching over to engage the device for shifting through the barrier when there was an enormous explosion that breached out the side of the station. Mark figured it was the reactor that he had seen reaching critical heat limits finally giving up the ghost. There were flames and debris rushing out of the hole along with some red glowing matter presumably the core material being blown out into space. It was an eerie sight to see it all happening in complete silence.

Mark watched the show for a second then engaged the device for shifting through the barrier. There was the thud in the overhead and then the warm tingle followed by darkness all around. Mark breathed a sigh of relief. Then he started to smile. 'Those poor bastards fucked with the wrong marine' he thought.

Mark turned and made a best guess heading for the Future. He knew it would take at least an hour and a half to get back if he guessed right. He turned on the active scanner for a couple seconds but found nothing. The Future was running silent and he really didn't expect her to show up like the enemy station did on the other side. He noticed his speed was down slightly because there was so much more mass being dragged through space. He was also experiencing some reflective energy from the very large metal object below the engines. Mark double checked the sensor readings and saw 92 strong life signs on the freighter. Every one was at least alive and breathing.

Mark was settling in to a reduced speed search for the Future for close to an hour when he finally caught a single source narrow beam signal. It was only a single high pitch tone and only lasted for a microsecond but it was enough for the sensors to get a source lock and make a heading based on that signal. Mark grinned a little. He assumed the Future saw him approaching and sent the signal for him to home in on. The Futures sensors would be at least ten thousand times more sensitive than those on the rapier and the Future probably detected their approach long ago.

Jake was starting to get restless in the cargo bay. He hadn't had close contact with Laurel for hours and he had closed his mind to her and now he was paying a heavy price. His guts were starting to hurt and he was felling anxious. He was also trying to keep his eyes where they belonged. There was still a lot of bare flesh walking around from time to time. None of the girls were bad looking either. The Hodong were obviously selective about who they grabbed. He was starting to understand why they wanted his Laurel. She would fit right in with these beautiful girls. He was still torn inside about killing the girl in the hangar. He was stuck with the look of terror on her face as that animal started digging his knife into her neck. It was a pointless death just as Laurel said it would be. He was concerned she wouldn't want to have anything to do with him after seeing what he did.

Mark broke his train of thought and suffering with a call from the cockpit. Jake stood up and made his way to the cockpit with his hand on his stomach.

"What's up?" Jake asked as he stepped into the cockpit.

Mark nodded at the front window. Jake turned and looked. He saw the Future as a little speck in the distance. Jake grinned. Home. They were home. Mark noticed Jake holding his hand on his stomach.

"You feeling ok?"

"I'll be ok. We've been apart too long. I'm sure she's feeling it too."

"We're almost there. Just hang in there xo."

Jake made his way back to the cargo area to sit down. He was starting to feel a little ill. Like he was going to throw up or something. Mark made a beeline for the Future's hangar bay, which was open and waiting for him. The usual red subdued lighting in the hanger was replaced with bright white light. Mark pulled up to the hangar opening and stopped. He wasn't sure if he could carry the weight into the hangar without similar problems to those experienced when he left the enemy station. He didn't want to break radio silence to ask the Future's AI to deactivate the power in the hangar so the gravity plating would go dormant.

After a minute of wondering what to do he just decided to go for it. He moved to the top of the opening and started slowly inching into the opening trying to adapt to the weight as he entered. The engines required more and more thrust maintaining his hover. Soon the rapier started to shutter violently causing the girls in the cargo area to start crying out. Finally the weight was too much for the rapier's engines and the freighter slammed to the hangar floor bouncing everyone hard in both vessels. Mark poured on the power and dragged the freighter toward the back of the hangar bay. As he neared the control room he heard the unmistakable noise of metal being stretched and twisted and he thought about reducing power and stopping the lift force. The rapier shuttered and powered down. Mark attempted to release the magnetic lamps but they wouldn't release. Mark assumed he had twisted the landing gear and the magnetic clamps had buckled under the strain. The command to release wasn't reaching the clamps.

He powered down everything and then opened the cargo ramp after the hangar doors closed and the hangar bay re-pressurized. The rapier was sitting on top of the freighter some thirty feet in the air. The girls stood up and walked to the edge of the ramp and then stepped onto the roof of the freighter. They looked very confused as to why Mark decided to stay on top of the freighter. The girls looked around in utter amazement at how neat and clean everything was compared to the Hodong's vessel. As mark holstered his rifle and stepped into the cargo area he noticed that they were very high up and he worried that one of the girls would step off the edge of the freighter and fall to her death so he whistled and waved them back into the rapier.

One of the larger servo drones was moving an electric boarding ramp into position at the side of the freighter and started raising its height so Mark, Jake and the girls could get down. As the small crowd came down the boarding ramp and filed onto the hangar floor the freighter's rear door started to open. Mark could see the sea of girls standing in the cargo area as the ramp came down. He was pleased to see no one was hurt during the rough ride and sloppy landing.

Laurel looked very relieved to be back on the Future and started waiving the girls out of the freighter and onto the cold hanger floor. Jake made his way over to Laurel and the two stood close to each other for a few minutes to recover their composure and strength. Laurel didn't say a word to him. She was going to take a while to forgive Jake for such a heinous act.

Laurel made her way up to the hangar control room and asked the computer to put them back on course and engage the engines at best possible speed. She then had the lower passenger area isolated from the rest of the ship. The girls would have several decks of free space to explore and all the food and water they wanted. Laurel then escorted the crowd to the common area for the passenger decks. It was a very large area designed for over 1000 people at a time so the 103 girls wouldn't feel cramped. After designating 103 quarters for each of the girls Laurel showed them where the showers were and told Korica to tell them 10 at a time could go shower if they wished and then had the computer start taking remote measurements for some clothing for the girls. With that done the command crew headed for the command deck to get cleaned up and changed themselves.


Chapter 9 The Healing

––––––––

THE HEALING

After Laurel had showered she waited for Jake in her quarters. She was still very saddened by the loss of one of the girls. Someone's little girl would never be coming home. She didn't even know her name or where she was from. It just seemed so pointless for her to have died in such a horrific manner and partially at the hands of the man that Laurel loves so much. She knew in time she would get over it but for now she was just feeling like she needed some distance from Jake. She still wanted him close to her but she needed to rethink their relationship. She was starting to feel like she didn't even know this man.

Jake finally entered their quarters from his shower looking so much more human without the grease paint on his face. He lit up when he saw Laurel's beautiful face without the war paint on and her beautiful blond hair that he loved so much could be seen again. Laurel could hear his whispers again and it was comforting for her. The whole ride back to the Future was spent in isolation from his feelings. She didn't like not being able to reach out to him at any time. He really was a comforting spirit for her. She was left feeling so conflicted. She loved Jake so deeply and needed him close but she was now a little afraid of him.

Laurel stood and greeted him with a warm hug. He held her especially tight. He sensed the conflict in her and he knew he had a long road to forgiveness. She was such a tender spirit and all the violence was unnerving for her. She didn't want to accept that this was the way it had to be. She was convinced there was a better way than killing.

After the two released their embrace Jake resisted the urge to kiss her. He knew she still loved him very much but needed some time to reassess her connection to him. He was a little afraid she would never want to be intimate with an animal like him again. He swallowed the sad thought down deep and went about getting dressed. Now that the two were feeling themselves again it was time to help the girls to see that there is good out there and they are among friends who care about them.

While Mark monitored things from the bridge Laurel and Jake made their way back down to the passenger deck. When they arrived in the common area Jake couldn't help but notice that he still felt very uncomfortable with all the flesh walking around. Some of the girls didn't seem to mind being completely nude at all but most had a sense of modesty that they just couldn't do anything about. The AI was working on clothes for the girls but it was going to take a little while for them to be complete.

Laurel found Liana and little Korica and had them identify the girls that could read and speak English. In all there were 8 girls that had been experimented on. Each was a different species and came from different parts of the nearby galaxy. There was Liana, Korica, Vrill, Thana, Renoy, Tret, Praxy, and one girl that Laurel called Cat because she had vertical slits for pupils in her other wise completely ruby red eyes and her real name was just to hard to pronounce.

Laurel had the girls help her identify the girls that had been assaulted. Those that had the worst injuries needed immediate medical attention. Laurel explained that unwanted pregnancy and disease needed to be addressed. Luckily little Korica was going to be broken in after the rescue took place so she was still a virgin and not in any danger of pregnancy but disease needed to be ruled out just the same. Liana on the other hand had been on the station for some time and had been assaulted by many different individuals, some of whom were not even Hodong. Laurel was going to start with her and three of the girls that had bruising and lacerations and of course little Korica.

Jake in the mean time would help get the rest of the girls familiar with the menu scrolls, which had been converted to pictographic representations of the available food items. One of the English-speaking girls would help him with translations. As it turned out most of the girls thought Jake was very handsome and became giggly around him, which he took as a sign that the girls mental state was pretty healthy despite what they had been through. Luckily not all of the girls had been broken in yet so while traumatized and treated harshly they hadn't been brutalized beyond the ability to trust men. There was the exception of three of the girls that were very beautiful but wouldn't come close to Jake. They had been brutalized to the point that all men seemed evil to them and they wanted nothing to do with them. As with most of the girls they were very young and their minds had been made up that men only wanted sex and to cause pain for no reason.

As Laurel and Jake would later learn most of the girls were grabbed during raids on outposts and freighter vessels that happened to stray into the Hodong's sphere of plunder. Some of the girls however were a special ordered by some of the Hodong's clients like little Korica. Her species had some unusual physical adaptations internally that made them irresistible to men. This made her a target species and she just happened to be very pretty and in the wrong place at the wrong time. She lost her parents and everyone she new on her ship when the Hodong attacked. Many similar tragic tales would be shared as Laurel and Jake tried to get to know the girls better.

Laurel escorted her little group up to the med deck and took Liana into one of the med bays to show her what to expect. The same MRI and 4-D scans were taken of her and then an internal exam was performed to look for anomalies and possible pregnancy. Her blood was then drawn and analyzed for possible pathogens though it would be difficult to identify diseases since the AI was unfamiliar with her species. Liana didn't like the idea of something being inserted into her body but she knew Laurel wouldn't let anything terribly invasive be done to her. The fact that Laurel had the same procedure done regularly helped Liana relax a little. When she realized she couldn't feel a thing being done to her other than the presence of the laparoscope's guide at the entrance to her vagina applying slight pressure she felt at ease with the whole process.

When Liana's exam was done the other girls were brought in one at a time and Liana explained what was going to be done in their own language and held their hands for comfort. The computer fixed their injuries with dermal stimulating lasers and applied a numbing gel to their bruised labium, which thankfully they had no adverse reaction to. They in fact were very similar to Humans in anatomy and chemical composition of blood. It was close enough that the computer felt confident in prescribing some mild painkillers for the obvious discomfort from their injuries. The girls had been beaten and their bodies violated in a very rough manner causing a great deal of bruising and tearing. Laurel was relieved that none of the girls so far were pregnant and only one of them had seminal residue that needed to be flushed from her body. With no eggs present in their uteruses the likelihood of pregnancy occurring in the next day or two from residual sperm was next to nonexistent.

When the last of the brutalized girls were done it was Korica's turn. Laurel had ordered the exam only to be external and a blood draw. The scans had revealed that she was indeed different inside. Her ovaries were next to each other and in the front of her pelvic area just above the pubic bone and she had three sets of muscle groups on the inside of her vaginal vault facing downward toward the opening. The muscles would create a pawing or drawing up motion when Korica clinched up. This gripping and pulling motion must have been what made her species irresistible to men, that and the fact that she was absolutely adorable made her in particular very attractive to men. She was going to be devastatingly beautiful when she got older.

Laurel held her hand tightly and stroked her head as the exam was done. Korica was staring into Laurel's eyes the whole time and even commented on how beautiful Laurel's eyes are. Laurel was finding herself becoming very fond of this poor little girl. She secretly hoped her own children would be as sweet and pretty as Korica. When the exam was done Laurel kissed her on the cheek and told her she was very brave and that Laurel would make sure nothing bad ever happened to her again. Korica surprised Laurel by reaching out and grabbing Laurel around the neck and pulling her in for a tight hug. She thanked Laurel for being so nice to her and for risking her life to get her and the others out of that awful place. Laurel found herself tearing up a little. She could barely imagine what this girl had been through. A kind gesture must seem miraculous to her at this point.

Once all the exams and treatments were done the group made their way back down to the passenger deck. The girls were feeling much better and seemed to be walking a little better as well. Whether it was the painkillers or the topical gel either way they were more comfortable. Laurel noticed some of the girls were now clothed in the usual ships uniform upon returning to the common area. She was glad to see some level of dignity being restored to these tortured souls. She could also see quite a few plates of food here and there and the girls seemed to be making rounds sampling from different plates to see what they liked. This made her feel warm inside. These girls were not fed regularly and what they were given was probably not very good for them. The girls seemed fascinated by the servo drones bringing them things and taking away dirty dishes and disappearing into their little slots in walls.

Jake had quite a group of girls around him watching as he tried to explain the menus and clothing being delivered for different girls, and how to use the utensils for eating all with only visual cues. Laurel could see the looks on some of the girls faces indicated they were very taken with Jake's very handsome looks and muscular physique. She decided she was going to have to make it clear whom he belonged to. She wasn't necessarily jealous but the girls needed to know he wasn't available just the same.

Laurel made her way over to him and put her hand on his shoulder as she stood behind him. He turned his head and looked at her with a big smile then finished showing the order the clothing went on. Laurel found it a little amusing when he held a bra up to his chest and showed the straps going over the shoulders and around the back and then showed how to hook the loops on the back strap. He then handed the pile of clothing to the girl they had been sized for and pointed to the restroom across the common area. The girl stood trying to cover herself with the clothing as she did so and nodded to Jake that she understood. As she stood Laurel noticed she looked a little older than she was, probably 15 or 16 earth years and she was very beautiful. She looked absolutely Human in appearance right down to the fingernails. Laurel watched to see if Jake watched her perfectly round tush as she walked away but he instead turned and gently pulled Laurel in closer to himself from around the waist with one arm and looked at the crowd of girls squatting and sitting in front of him and he made a gesture with his finger back and forth from Laurel to himself then he leaned in a gave her a warm lip lock kiss.

Laurel enjoyed the kiss very much. It made her tummy tingle as always and reassured her that she was still the most important girl to him. The girls giggled and made a long "ooooh" sound followed by robust laughing. Laurel realized that Jake had probably heard what she was thinking when she entered the room and he was putting her mind at ease. Jake smiled warmly at her when the kiss ended and he mouthed the words "I love you". Laurel blushed at the girl's reaction and buried her face in his shoulder for a second. She then got her composure back.

"I love you too Jake. I'm going to be taking the girls up to the med deck in groups for treatment of their injuries. Can you try and make sure none are in their quarters until all of them have been seen?"

"You got it." Jake said as he released his hold on Laurel.

With that Laurel moved off to find the eight girls that could speak English to get them treated and to have them help explain anything the computer said that needed to be translated. Laurel was going to take 5 girls at a time for each girl that could speak English.

The end of the three trips up to the med deck identified only one girl as being pregnant. It was very early in the pregnancy, only a week or two so the girl was notified and Laurel and Liana sat with her and discussed what she wanted to do. The girl was Laurel's age, just about to turn 14 earth years old and she was very confused. She understood the gravity of having a mixed species baby but since the cells were continuing to divide she considered it a life and didn't want to kill it. She thought it wasn't the baby's fault that it was conceived in such a manner. Three different individuals had raped her in the last three weeks. The first was the Hodong that broke her in three weeks ago a day after she arrived. He raped her several times over a three-day period in a very brutal fashion. Then some guests were brought in to look at the girls and she was chosen to be sampled. This was how it usually went for all the girls. If the client liked what he saw and felt he would put in a high bid and take possession of the girl after the auction was concluded. The third individual had his way with her twice in one day about a week and a half ago and the last time he didn't pull out or use protection. She was pretty sure he was the father of the baby since she got sick to her stomach two days after that happened and had felt ill ever since.

Laurel was appalled by the tale and very saddened. The girl stated that she didn't want to get a beating from the Hodong that had broke her in so she offered no resistance and just let the man do as he liked. He was not necessarily mean to her but it was without feeling or compassion just the same. The man spoke a language she didn't understand but he looked like a mody just like she was. The mody were from the planet Hermosa in a nine planet single star system on the far edge of the Angdor galaxy as she knew it to be called.

In the end Laurel left it up to her what to do about the pregnancy. With Liana's help the girl understood that the AI could terminate the pregnancy at any time up to one month from the approximate date of conception. After that it would take a direct order from the captain and a minor surgery to remove the fetus. The AI was programmed to protect all life and murder was beyond its capability. The girl promised she would make a decision in the next couple of days as to what she was going to do.

After the last girl was returned to the passenger level Laurel needed some time to reflect on the horror stories she had heard. She wanted to be alone but she knew she couldn't be away from Jake for long or she would start to feel ill herself. In the end she invited him up to the observation deck to get away from everything and everyone and look out at the stars. The two let Mark know where they would be and made their way up to the observation deck in complete silence.

Jake was glad to be close to Laurel but he knew it was by necessity not choice that she brought him along. Once comfortable with the roof retracted lying on their backs looking up at the stars zipping by Jake could sense a great deal of anguish in Laurel's heart. The tales shared with her were going to be with her for the rest of her life. It was the worst kind of abuse that could be visited on a woman and especially when the women were just barely old enough to be called women. Jake was just glad the ordeal was over for these girls and that so many had not yet been broken in. The thought of that kind of brutal treatment befalling Laurel had they not put down the raid on the Future made his stomach turn. She was very kind and tender inside and that would have destroyed her.

After close to two hours of relaxing and coming to grips with her feelings Laurel decided it was time to fix things between her and Jake. She realized she just loved and needed him far too much to let things sour between the two of them. She tried calling out to him several times in her mind with no response indicating that he was deliberately staying out of her mind. She could hear his thoughts so she knew he wasn't closing his mind off to her. His thoughts were general in nature and he was feeling calm. Laurel turned over on her stomach and moved around on the ring of cushions her Jake were lying on so she was right next to him looking up at his face.

"Jake I want you to understand that I still love you with all my heart. I just realize now that I don't know you as well as I thought I did. You are capable of things I never thought possible. Things I could never do. I also understand in your mind what you did was an act of mercy. I don't see it that way but I am starting to understand why you did what you did."

"Laurel that poor girl was dying a slow and horrific death. There is no possible way she could have been saved. A severed head can live for a minute or longer before dying. Would you want to spend your last minute alive knowing you had been decapitated and that you were going to die slowly?"

"Of course not. No body wants to die lake that."

"What I did ended her suffering in an instant. She never knew it was coming, and it terminated that¦cold heartless bastard. He had no reason to do what he did. I just wanted¦" Jake's eyes teared up.

Laurel put her hand up to Jake's face and stroked his cheek. She had almost forgotten the fact that he really felt sorrow for the girl. He wasn't ok with her death. That was the difference in them and us. They had no feelings of remorse or regret and Humans did. Laurel pulled herself up onto Jake's chest with her head right beside his and put her arms around and under him. She kissed his ear lobe and whispered into his ear.

"I forgive you Jake."

Jake wrapped his arms around Laurel and half rolled on his side and pulled her further up onto him and squeezed her tightly while he shed tears of regret. He really felt horrible for ending that girl's life the way he had whether it was out of mercy or not and Laurel could feel that from deep down inside him. That was what she wanted to see. True regret and not satisfaction for what he had done. He wasn't becoming a killer, as she had feared. Jake finally mustered enough composure to whisper in her ear.

"I can't lose you over one transgression in judgment. I love you Laurel and I promise it will never happen again."

"I know Jake. I love you too."

Laurel stroked the back of his head for a minute while he regained himself and then relaxed his grip on her. Laurel then leaned back and swiped the tears out from under his eyes and kissed his wet cheek. Laurel waited a moment and then engaged Jake in a very long passionate French kiss. She was completely surrendering herself to him again.

The two waited for the tingling in the stomach and loins to subside and then got up and closed the observation dome and then made their way back down to the med deck for Laurel's harvesting to be performed. The procedure went quickly and without incident. The computer informed her that it was working on synthesizing some antibiotic solutions for some of the girls as they were showing signs of a minor infection from what the computer could tell. Most notably all the girls seemed to be carrying a virus that they seemed to be fighting off in a normal manner but it was one that could prove problematic for the Future crew as their immune systems have never seen this bug before. The computer wanted a blood draw from the three every day for the next seven days until it could be determined whether or not the virus was going to act as a pathogen in the Human bloodstream. Laurel knew this was always a possible consequence of interaction with a new species. They could be carrying innocuous bugs to their own systems that could prove fatal at worst for Humans.

Laurel agreed to the computers recommendation and caution. The computer also provided a data pad with pictures of the girls that would need further treatments when an antibiotic based on their unique blood chemistry could be synthesized. In the meantime there would have to be strict hygiene regiments observed by these girls in particular involving showering at least twice a day and changing their clothes regularly. The same regiment Laurel observed by nature but one that may not be common for another culture. Laurel would have to stress the importance of this routine and of further medical treatment. It had to be assumed these girls did not get to bathe very often while in the custody of the Hodong and they probably had zero medical attention.

Laurel got dressed and exited the med bay to find Jake standing across the hall with a look of worry. He understood everything Laurel had thought about so he knew the gravity of the situation. He hadn't even thought about the risk to the Future crew of possible infection. He was fairly confident that he and Laurel weren't in too much danger with their superior immune response but Mark could be in big trouble. If he got sick and an antidote couldn't be found quick enough he could die.

Jake also felt bad for the poor girls with lingering internal infections from the unsanitary conditions they had been forced to live in. The Hodong had found a way to continue to screw these girls lives up even though they had been put down once and for all.

Jake gave Laurel a big hug as he sensed she really hated having to deliver this kind of news to the girls after all they had been through. Luckily Laurel's favorite, little Korica got a clean bill of health. She was clean and showed no signs of the virus that all the other girls were carrying. The AI concluded that she probably had a natural immunity to the virus. This if nothing else lifted Laurel's spirit a little. She really liked Korica and wanted desperately to keep her promise that nothing else bad would ever happen to her.

Jake and Laurel went back down to the passenger level together so Laurel and Liana could take the girls aside and give them the AI's instructions. When the two made it to the common area Korica saw them and came running over and wrapped herself around Laurel. She apparently was just as fond of Laurel. Laurel was upset that she was still naked and she was going to do something about it. She brought Korica over to one of the comm. Panels and called on the computer to take her measurements immediately. Then Laurel had an idea. She loved miniskirts herself and wanted something cute and fun for Korica. She had a data pad brought to her and she sketched up something different from the usual ships uniform. Korica loved the skirt idea and helped pick out some colors for the ensemble. She ended up accepting Laurel's suggestion of a white denim mini skirt with bikini cut under shorts and she chose a very light pale green shirt with very short sleeves that dove back up to the shoulders in a point with slight ruffles to the sleeves. The shirt would have a little bit of a diving neckline in the front with a delicate little bow at its lowest point that blended into the collar seam. Korica then chose white socks that would just poke over the top of some white slip on tennis shoes. She then chose some light green and light blue swirl designs for the side of the shoes.

Once submitted Laurel told the computer to put the order into priority since 90% of the other girls were already dressed. She wasn't very happy that Korica had been made to wait so long.

Laurel then excused herself to go deliver the bad news to the girls needing special attention with Liana's help for translation. The girls all spoke a different language but luckily Liana knew them all and was able to convey the information. The girls weren't pleased but understood the instructions and agreed to take care of themselves as outlined.

By the time all the questions had been answered and Laurel gave each girl a firm hug and told them how to reach her through the AI at the comm panel if they needed anything at all, Korica's new outfit had arrived. Korica was so excited she started to get dressed immediately instead of going into the restroom as Laurel would have preferred but she just grinned and figured she was already naked so what's the difference? Laurel had to briefly explain why there were two pieces that looked similar with the underwear and the shorts being shaped the same only one was thinner than the other.

Once Korica got the idea that the underwear was something no one else was ever supposed to see or touch she understood the bikini shorts with such a short skirt. The skirt only came half way down her thighs and bending over would be very revealing without the bikini shorts. When she was dressed and had slipped her shoes and socks on she stood up and lifted her arms as if to say 'what do you think?' Laurel was in love. She was absolutely adorable and finally looked like a proper little girl her age should. She looked ready to go outside and run and play in the sun, which gave Laurel an idea for later on.

"You look beautiful sweetheart!" Laurel finally said.

Korica started drawing a crowd as soon as the other girls saw her fun looking outfit. She wasn't paid much attention until now and she liked all the girls coming over with smiles and patting her on the head and shoulders. She was obviously a hit with everyone now. It was all Laurel could do to keep from crying. Laurel wished she could do more for this poor girl who had no one left to take care of her. Laurel was determined to make her feel loved and important as long as she was on the Future. Korica finally broke herself away from the crowd and made her way over to Laurel who knelt down on one knee and gave Korica a big hug. Korica then kissed her on the cheek and thanked her for her special clothes.

"You are most welcome Korica. I'm going to come get you after everyone goes to sleep so stay dressed. I'll meet you in your quarters." Laurel whispered into her ear.

Korica smiled brightly and winked at her the way Laurel had done on the freighter. She then turned and went back to the crowd of girls to show off her new outfit some more. Laurel was going to let Korica feel unique and special for the rest of the day and then tomorrow she was going to show the 8 English speaking girls how to use a stylus and data pad so they could show all the girls how to design anything they wanted. The color pallet would be limited so the clothes could be manufactured quickly without to many pigment or dyes being necessary.

Feeling like her job was done for now Laurel took Jake by the hand and the two headed back up to the command deck to get something to eat and then go workout. Once on the command deck Mark met the two in the mess hall and pointed out a new problem. There was going to be a problem with water in the near future. The onboard supply was down to just over 800,000 gallons. It seemed like a lot but the consumption rate was going to go way up now that there were 103 new passengers. The Future had 11 ten million gallon water tanks and all were empty except one and it was getting very low. Jake remembered sighting a comet some time back on one of their previous headings only a couple light weeks away. He was going to have to find the telemetry and then he could see if it was still within a reasonable range. The three agreed to the preliminary plan and finished their meal with light discussion about their new guests.

After the meal the three went to the gym and worked out followed by the usual shower routine. Laurel first followed by Mark and Jake once Jake sensed Laurel was safely back in her quarters. After Jake was done with his shower he returned to his quarters to find Laurel completely dressed and slipping on her shoes. He thought the two were going to possibly fool around but he could tell Laurel was heading back down to the passenger level. He was having a little trouble reading her thoughts though. She had so many fleeting thoughts streaming in and out of her head it was a confusing cacophony of ideas and thoughts.

"Where you going babe?" Jake asked as he dried his hair thoroughly.

"I wanted to take Korica to the gardening ring."

"Laurel it's night time in the gardening ring."

"I know. I was going to adjust it to daylight for a little while for her."

"Look I know you're really taken with this little girl but why are you doing this at night?"

"I don't want the other girls to know what's at the other end of the ship. We can't have everyone going to the gardening ring since they'll have to transit past the stasis ring to get there. Plus I really feel a connection to Korica. Kind of like you and I. I can't explain it, I just feel drawn to her¦I want to be with her and I want to make her feel loved."

"You've got such a kind heart, you love everybody. I feel drawn to her more than any of the other girls myself. I thought it was just me. She's so cute you just can't help but love her."

"So you're ok with it?"

"Of course Laurel. You're the captain. I can't say no to anything you set your heart to."

"I'll try not to be long. I just want to get to know her a little better and I want to make her feel special."

"Ok. You guys have fun. Please tell her I said hi and give her a peck on the cheek for me."

"I will."

Laurel stood up and went to the bathroom and brushed her hair out and then gave Jake a warm kiss before leaving for Korica's quarters. Since Korica's quarters were toward the port side of the passenger deck Laurel went down the elevator to one deck above the passenger quarters and then made her way over to the service entrance, which would avoid the common area and all of the other passenger quarters. She was virtually sneaking in the back way through a passage way sealed off to the passengers. When she arrived at Korica's quarters she stopped for a second and checked herself over for some reason wanting to appear just right for her. She almost wished she had worn something more casual like her own fun skirt outfit. She pushed the hail button on the com. panel next to Korica's door and waited.

Korica finally opened the door and her little face lit up brightly. She was smiling big and immediately greeted Laurel with a big hug. Laurel peaked down the corridor but saw no one although she could hear voices somewhere further down the gently curving corridor. The two stepped into Korica's quarters and had a seat on the bed. Laurel had forgotten how small the general quarters really were since hers was now four deep including the oversized bathroom.

"So what is it you wanted of me?" Korica asked.

"I just wanted to spend some time with you. I have something special I want to show you, but you have to promise not to tell anyone else."

"I promise." Korica's smile broadened.

"You know this ship is very big? It is a thousand times bigger than what you girls can see from here."

"Really? Can we go see some of it?" Korica's eyes sparkled with wonder.

"Absolutely. That's why I am here. How would you like to see what my planet looks like with plants and trees and grasses and even fish?"

"Oh that would be wonderful! Wait¦what's a fish?"

"It's an animal that lives and swims in water and we sometimes eat them for protein."

"A lotus. We have those on my world but we call them lotus."

"What is your world called?"

"Draxima."

"That's beautiful. My world is called Earth."

"I know. That's one of the things taught by the learning device."

"Really?"

"Yep. I learned your language your numbers and your planet and galaxy. Milky Way, right?"

"That's right. What about your galaxy? Do you know what it's called?"

"In your language it would be called the origin galaxy but we call it the Oberon galaxy. There are many different names for it though. Every language taught to us by the learning device has a different name for it."

"Do you know where your home world is if you saw a star map?"

"No. I don't know stars. I don't even know where we are now."

"I see. Well come on sweetheart I want to show you something."

Laurel stood and put her hand out for Korica. Korica smiled and took Laurel's hand as she slid off the edge of the bed. Laurel opened the door and peaked down the dimly lit corridor but saw no one. She stepped out and her and Korica headed toward the service entrance and Korica stopped her.

"The doors down that way don't open."

"I'm the captain dear. I can open all the doors on the Future."

"Oh. I forgot you're in charge."

When the two got to the service door Laurel touched a dark portion of the comm. Panel and a palm scanner flipped out of the wall and Laurel placed her palm on it and the green light spilling past her hand reflected off the ceiling as it read her palm. Korica watched the light on the ceiling then flinched a little when the door lock clanked open. The door then slid open and the two stepped through and waited for the door to slide shut.

"Keep hold of my hand. This ship is very big and it would be easy to get lost."

"Kay." Korica said as she stepped up right next to Laurel and took her hand in hers.

The two climbed up to the next deck and then stepped into the elevator. Korica squealed a little as she stepped in and started to float. Laurel was so accustom to the zero gravity in the lift car that she forgot to warn Korica. Once Korica figured out how to hold the stabilizer bar she rather liked the strange sensation. She thought it was funny that her skirt rode up and she was now very glad for the bikini shorts she had on.

The two rode up and then with a clang rode Futuretally for a time causing them to be forced against the wall of the car and then with another clang rode Futuretally in another direction for a short time eventually finding themselves riding through the central core and they were able to see out through the transparent aluminum sides. Korica grabbed Laurel's arm as she looked out and down and started to realize just how gigantic the Future was in the mid section. It was twilight so everything was in a subdued amber glow. Once Korica realized she wasn't going to fall she relaxed and looked around in absolute awe.

The lift then popped back into the solid lift tube and slowed to a stop. Then there was the bang of the next lift motor grabbing the car and they started going down causing them to rise in the car. Laurel warned her that they were going to start feeling rotational gravity so prepare to be pulled toward the floor. As the car slowed the gravity got stronger and stronger until their feet were firmly planted and Korica's skirt fell as it was supposed to hang on her. The door finally slid open and the two stepped out into the stasis ring. Korica looked up and around the great ring at row after row of stasis chambers as far as the eye could see all the way around the circumference of the ring. By this point Korica was dumbfounded at just how big the ship was. She had no idea the Future was anything more than a transport with a giant hangar, a bunch of hallways and a very big passenger area with a miraculous medical area somewhere above it.

Laurel Knelt down on one knee and looked Korica right in the eyes and confided the strange truth of what she was seeing.

"These are my people. Six thousand five hundred of them in all and my mother is among them. This is why we had to stop the Hodong. They are all in a very deep sleep of sorts and can't be revived until we get where we are going."

"Really? Wow." Korica looked around again in amazement.

"You want to see my mom?"

"Oh would I! I would love too."

"Come on. I'll introduce you to her."

Laurel stood back up and took Korica's hand and the two started walking up the ring. After quite a ways Laurel stopped and turned toward her mother's chamber. As Korica let go of her hand and stepped up to the edge of the chamber Laurel reached up and turned on the overhead light. Korica flinched a little and peered in at her mother's face encased in hardened stasis gel. Korica could see the resemblance right away. There was no mistaking the fact that she was looking at an older version of Laurel.

"She's very pretty. She looks a lot like you but I think you are even prettier."

Laurel blushed a little and smiled as she stepped up behind Korica. She looked down at her mother and sighed. She missed her so much. She wished she had her words of wisdom for what to do with her conflicted feelings about Jake and Korica. She just didn't know what she was going to do when she had to say goodbye to her little friend.

"Hi mom." Laurel said with a quivering voice. "This is Korica."

"Hi¦what's her name?" Korica asked looking up at Laurel.

"Amelia. Amelia Kade."

"Hi Amelia. You have a very beautiful daughter. I am proud to call her my friend. She saved my life and that of all the girls now on the Future. You should be very proud of her. She is a good captain and a kind person."

Laurel was touched by Korica's words. She couldn't say anything without breaking into tears. She just put her hands on Korica's shoulders while standing behind her and smiled.

"I won't bother you too much mom. I know you told me be strong and think smart and I have done my best to do both. Korica here is very special to me and I just wanted to introduce her to you. Jake and I are still very happy and very much in love. I know you would like him. He is kind and gentle with me and he has a good heart. I can't wait for you to get to know him. We'll let you sleep now. I'll see you at first light mom."

With that Laurel turned off the overhead light and stepped back. Korica looked up at her for a moment then took her hand and smiled at her.

"Why are showing me this and why are you being so nice to me?"

Laurel knelt down on one knee again since Korica was so very small and looked her right in the eyes.

"Because I love you sweetie. I don't know why but I feel drawn to you. Can you understand that?"

"Yes. You probably feel my spirit. The women of my world have that affect on people. We share our feelings without words with those we love."

"Wait¦Are you saying you're people are telepathic?"

"I don't know that word. What is¦telepathic?"

"You can talk to people in their minds and share your feelings without speaking?"

"Oh yes. It is common among my people. As I said all our women can do it and most of our men can to some degree. It usually starts at about eight quarens old."

"What is a quaren?"

"Sorry. You call it a year. It is one revolution of our planet around our sun."

"That explains it. I've been feeling your feelings. That's why I'm drawn to you. Jake and I are able to do the same wordless sharing of feelings and he and I can hear each others thoughts too."

"Do all your people share thoughts and feelings like that?"

"No. It is vary rare. Jake and I are among the first of our kind to have such heightened abilities. We think our species is evolving and this talent will soon become common but right now he and I are unique in what we can do as far as I know."

"On my world love is the key to experiencing it for the first time."

"That is what turned it on for us. We fell in love almost as soon as we met and this¦sharing just turned on and now we can't turn it off and we can't be apart for long or we get sick."

"That is the life paring among our people. When a man and woman pair, they are paired for the rest of their lives."

"I see."

"That is why I was taken. I am too young to have a life pairing. I am capable of sharing a little but I don't know how to control it yet."

"Does that mean you love Jake and I? He feels drawn to you too."

"Yes. I love you very much. You risked your lives to save us and you didn't even know us. And you are being especially nice to me. You make me feel special. Like I matter."

"Well you are special to me. Come on I want to show you more of the Future. You're gunna love this."

Laurel stood up and walked over to nearest hatch leading into the gardening ring. She had her palm scanned and the hatch opened and the two stepped into the gardening ring and then Laurel stepped up to a large free standing control panel and had her palm scanned and then slowly started increasing the artificial sun until it was mid day bright. Korica's mouth opened wide as she looked up and across and out and everywhere she looked there were trees and plants and grasses and a very large pond off in the distance. She couldn't believe how far it was to the opposite most curving soil covered surface. It was so far away through the high humidity that it was blurry.

Korica slowly stepped out into the gigantic warm open space and tried to take it all in. She was so stunned that she was only capable of single word phrases at first. She just didn't know ships could be so big and so beautiful. The stand of giant trees stretching hundreds of feet high caught her

attention and she couldn't wait to go stand under them and look up at their enormous canopy.

"How¦it's¦why¦what's keeping the dirt down?'

"This part of the Future is spinning fast enough to create the same gravity as on my home world. Look up at the fixed core. It looks like its spinning but we are what is spinning around it."

"Wow! This place is amazing. Can I¦" Korica pointed to the stand of trees off in the distance and looked at Laurel.

"Go ahead sweetheart. This is what I brought you here for. Go run and have fun."

Korica's face lit up and she grew a huge smile on her face. She took off running and Laurel slowly followed behind her smiling brightly. She was pretty sure this was as close to outside as this poor little girl had seen in a very long time. Laurel laughed as Korica slowed and spun around a few times with her arms out. She was truly free to be a little girl here. Laurel let her try and wrap her arms around one of the five hundred year old red wood tree trunks before leading her over to the pond to see some fish. There were cloned croppy, bluegill and perch slowly swimming around in great schools. Korica even saw a catfish slowly wiggle by causing her to giggle and point at it. She thought the catfish was a goofy looking fish.

The two spent almost an hour walking and running around and sampling some of the gardens bounty. Korica especially liked the tomatoes. She had never seen fruit that was so messy and tasted like a tomato did. The apples were a big hit with her too. They were sweet but kind of hard on the gums while biting through the skin.

Eventually the two ended up in Laurel's favorite place the grassy meadow used for raising worms. Laurel wanted to find out more about how this dear soul ended up in such a dreadful place as the Hodong station. Once the two were sitting down Laurel decided to ask her to share her story.

"Can you tell me how you ended up with the Hodong?"

Korica looked down and sighed. She was sitting on her behind across from Laurel with her legs straight out leaning back on her hands. She moved her legs apart and sat up and looked into Laurel's captivating sapphire blue eyes. Korica decided she really loved this girl that was being so nice to her and she was going to be honest and tell her almost everything that had happened to her. There was some of it that just felt so disgusting that she wasn't going to talk about it to anybody.

"My mom and dad met while running freight with their parents twenty five years ago. They were hired onto the same freighter by a race from a nearby star. We had a metal on our planet that they needed to build their ships. They paid very handsomely for the metal. Eventually my parents bought their own vessel and started making runs deeper and deeper into the outer rim as they call it. I was born two years after they bought their own ship. I was born on Draxima but my parents took me with them on their supply runs from the beginning. I got to see many beautiful worlds and some strange stations all over the place. I was very happy growing up and my parents always showed me lots of love. You would have liked them¦we were running some medical supplies and food to a place called yoplong when the Hodong attacked us for no reason. They shot our engines out and cut a hole in our ship and came aboard and¦"

Laurel scooted over closer to Korica and put her hand in hers. Korica's eyes were tearing up but she pushed on.

"They appeared out of no where. There were four ships that looked like the one your Mark was flying. We tried to run but they were just too fast and there were to many of them. They came in and took everything. They¦tortured the crew and¦they did things to my mom¦she screamed and pleaded with them to just take what they wanted and leave us in peace. They shot her¦and the entire crew¦they found me hiding in one of the cargo bins and took me with them after one of the¦they tore my clothes off of me and put their finger into my body. They decided I was young enough to be worth taking without the worry of being paired with anyone. I didn't know what they were saying at the time but after they put me in the chair of knowledge to see if it would work on me I could understand them and then I knew what they had said. I have a really good memory so I remembered what they had said. They said I was a Draximan. I was one of the type they were looking for and young enough to be unpaired. One of them¦he said I was tight and had the special muscles. I didn't know what he meant by that at the time. He said I was pretty enough to fetch a really high price. He really hurt me when he¦did that. Anyway I was on their ship for a while before they gave me any water and it was dirty and had sand in it but I drank it anyway. The food came once a day after that. It tasted horrible but I was so hungry that I ate it whole without chewing it. There were¦beings that came and looked at us from time to time. Some of the girls would be taken out of their cages and they would be taken to the back of the room. The Hodong would slap them if they struggled or they would punch them in the stomach and they¦did awful things to them. Some of the girls would be brought back bleeding and crying. Some of the girls would be taken out and strangers would do things to them and then the girls would be gone. Every five to ten days or so an auction would be held and we would all have to stand in the middle of the room and there would be men shouting bids as we turned for them. I arrived around the time of one of these auctions. I was sold but I was supposed to be broken in first. If you hadn't come when you did I would have been¦I was to be broken in over a three-day period like the other girls then my new owner would come back and take me with him. I didn't want any of it. I didn't ask to be made this way¦it's just how I am."

Korica finally lost it. She started weeping openly. Laurel grabbed her and pulled her up onto her and laid on her back and held her tightly and let her cry. Laurel had tears in her eyes as she consoled this poor tortured soul. Korica wrapped her arms around Laurel's neck and wept for some time. Laurel felt horrible for making her relive the whole thing.

"I'm sorry for making you relive that sweetie. No one is every going to hurt you like that again. You have my word. You are safe now and I love you."

Korica regained some of her composure and scooted down so she could look Laurel in the face while still lying on top of her.

"I am so glad you came along when you did. I don't want to live with a strange¦being as his slave. I want to be with you and your Jake."

Laurel rolled over and slid Korica onto her side.

"You know what our plan is for all you girls right?"

"Not really." Korica sniffled and wiped the tears from her eyes.

"We are heading for a star system that sent us a signal. We are going to leave you girls with them in hopes they can take you to your home worlds."

"But I don't know anyone on my home world. Who will take care of me?"

"Don't you have family there?"

"I don't know any one there. My parents are gone and they raised me in space." Korica looked very sad at the thought of leaving the Future.

"We need to get back to our own galaxy. It is a very far away. We won't ever be coming back here."

"Can't I come with you? I promise I would be good. I won't cause any trouble. I want to stay with you and your Jake." Korica started to tear up again.

"Korica we may not reach our home for many centuries. We will probably even have to go back into stasis ourselves."

"I don't care. I want to stay with you. I don't have anybody left here."

Korica grabbed onto Laurel again. Laurel stroked the back of her head and contemplated what to do now. She had opened a can of worms with this one. She wanted desperately to help this girl and show her the love she needed but she hadn't thought about her staying on the Future permanently. She was going to have to talk to Jake and Mark about this. Mark was going to be the least likely to think it's a good idea. There was also the fact that she wasn't Human. She deserved to grow up and fall in love. How was she going to do that among a different species? Were Humans and Draximans even compatible enough to have children someday if she did fall in love?

"I'll tell you what honey. I'll discuss it with my crew. If they agree to it you can stay."

"Aren't you the captain? Don't they have to do what you say if you tell them too?"

"Well yah. Technically they do. But this is different. I need my crew to trust me. I can't go ordering them to accept something like this. I will do my best to convince them, but if they say it's a bad idea and you should stay in your own galaxy I have to abide by that."

Korica leaned back and looked at her with sad eyes. She could see the wisdom in needing her crew to follow her lead not by command alone but by trust. Korica saw Laurel as very wise indeed like her father had been as a captain. His crew loved him and he always talked things out with his crew as well.

"Alright. Thank you for at least considering it."

"You're welcome. In the meantime you can come see me anytime you want. Ok?"

"Ok." Korica gave her a kiss on the cheek and then leaned back and cleared the tears from her own cheeks.

"Come on we got to start heading back. It's getting late and I've got to get back to Jake."

"You're not feeling sick are you?" Korica looked concerned.

"No. But I miss him. I want to be close to him again. He and I had plans of a special kind for tonight."

Korica smiled in devilish way.

"You're going to love him in bed aren't you?"

Laurel blushed and opened her mouth in surprise at her intuition.

"Well¦kind of. I've trusted him with more and more of my heart. He's been so good to me I want to reward his patience."

"Well then let's get you back to your Jake so you can share your love with him too. I can't have all of you."

The two got up and made their way back to the doorway they had come in through. As Laurel passed her empty stasis chamber after turning the artificial sun back to night she had an idea.

"Hay how would you like to learn all the decks on the Future in only a few minutes?"

"Really? How's that possible?"

Laurel stepped over to her stasis chamber and touched the button on the overhead console and the light came on and the chamber slid out as the lid started to open. Laurel reached in and picked up the neural transducer cable with the trans-dermal interface pad at the end of it.

"This was my stasis chamber while I was in stasis. This device here is what taught me how to be captain. If I place this on your neck I can have the computer teach you where all the decks are and how to find me anytime you want."

"You want to put me in¦your going to put me to sleep?"

"No, not exactly. You just need to relax and the computer will put the information right into your mind."

"Is it safe?"

"Computer?"

"Yes captain Kade."

Laurel liked being addressed in that manner. It mad her feel important.

"Can the neural interface be used on Korica safely?"

"I believe so. I have a detailed scan of her brain on file. Her brain is structured very similar to humans with the exception of much denser neural clustering. Her brain more closely resembles yours and Jake's than most Humans so I believe it should be safe."

"There you see sweetie?"

"Ok. I'll do whatever you say."

Korica climbed up onto the edge of the chamber and Laurel lifted the hair at the back of her neck and placed the device at the base of her skull and touched the activation button Korica flinched and said "ouch" as the tendrils pierced her skin and started guiding themselves into her brain. Laurel helped her turn and lay down then smoothed her skirt down.

"Just close your eyes and relax. When you see the flash of light don't try and open your eyes. That's just the first connection to your visual cortex. You'll then feel drowsy, just go with it and don't fight it."

"Ok."

Laurel then stepped over to the workstation and worked up a short learning program for familiarization of decks, doors and locks. She initiated a security level 0 authorization sub routine and touched the initiate button. She stepped back over to Korica and could see her eyes fluttering behind her eyelids meaning it was working. She stepped back over to the workstation and watched for signs of neural trauma. Her mind was soaking the information in without the slightest hint of effort or trauma. Laurel decided to add a general history of mankind from 5000 BC to current. If she were going to stay at least she would have a general idea of who Humans were and how they got to this point in the evolution of society.

It took almost 45 minutes for the upload to complete. When Korica began to stir Laurel stepped over to the chamber and helped her sit up. Korica blinked several times trying to get her equilibrium back. Laurel removed the trans dermal interface from the back of her skull and laid it down in the chamber. Korica finally got her sight and balance back and looked up at Laurel with a grin.

"How do you feel?" Laurel asked.

"My head hurts a little. But I¦" Korica gasped. "I know all bout your people. How did you do that?"

"Computer?"

"Yes captain."

"Is the information supposed to be immediately accessible to her?"

"She does not posses the same stored memory barriers Humans have. Her active short term and long term memory is accessed by the prefrontal cortex. You have the same unusual direct access to memory and self. That is why you have direct active access to the information imparted into your mind. Her species are apparently all born that way. She has a very advanced and complex brain. Her pineal gland is twice the size of an average Human also. Again much like yours."

"I guess that would explain her ability to share feelings and in time thought?"

"Yes. It would."

"The pain in your head will go away in little while." Laurel reassured Korica.

"I know where all the decks are now! Your ship is huge. And I can open doors with my hand that the others can't. Oh thank you Laurel."

"You're welcome sweetheart. Just a little something to show you I love you and I trust you."

Korica jumped down from the chamber and gave Laurel a big hug around the waist.

"Now remember, you can't tell the others. And if you come to see me you have to make sure no one sees you. Also some of the doors you can now open will reveal things that are dangerous if you start touching things you don't understand, ok?"

"I won't touch anything. I promise."

"Ok let's get you to bed."

Laurel took Korica's hand and the two headed for the passenger deck after Laurel turned off and closed her stasis chamber. Once the two reached Korica's quarters Laurel entered her quarters and asked her how she normally sleeps.

"What do you mean how do I sleep? With my eyes closed."

"No silly." Laurel laughed. "What do you usually wear when you sleep?"

"Oh. I wore a puja my mom bought for me on a trading post."

"Ok. I don't know what that is. How about if I give you some night gear shirts like I wear at night?"

"Oh yes. I would like that. I'll wear what you wear."

Laurel called up the computer and ordered a night gear shirt like hers in Korica's size. Laurel decided to stay with her until it was ready despite the anxiety building in her guts to get back to Jake. In the mean time Laurel helped Korica get undressed and enjoyed a tickle session once she was down to her underwear. The two giggled and rolled around on the bunk for a few minutes until the servo drone showed up with the night gear shirt and a fresh pair of underwear for Korica. Laurel stood and let Korica get changed and ready for sleep. Laurel tucked her in and made sure she was comfortable.

"You like the skirt outfit?"

"Oh yes. I like it very much."

"Ok. How about blue for the shirt tomorrow?"

"I like blue. Anything you recommend will be perfect." Laurel smiled brightly.

She ordered the same out fit but in blue for Korica for after her morning shower. Laurel then kissed Korica on the forehead and wished her a good night.

"Thank you for everything you have done for me. I didn't know good people like you were out here. I am glad we met."

"I am glad we met too Korica. You are exactly what I want when I have a little girl. I love you baby, now get some sleep and I'll see you sometime tomorrow. I promise."

"Ok. Night captain Laurel." Laurel smiled and exited her quarters.

Laurel leaned back against the bulkhead next to Korica's quarters for a minute with her eyes closed. She was in love with this little girl and it was going to rip her heart out when she had to say goodbye. She prayed Jake and Mark would let her stay. She regained her composure and started walking down the gently curving corridor. She heard voices ahead and was a little surprised that all the girls weren't getting some rest now that they had all the food they can eat and fresh clean water and soft clean beds to lie on. As she rounded the corner almost out into the common area there were two girls talking in a language Laurel didn't understand. One was leaning against the bulkhead and the other was standing in the middle of the corridor facing her. They saw Laurel and perked up. Laurel offered a big smile and gave a nod to the two. One of the girls gently grabbed Laurel's arm and pulled her back to stop her. The girl pointed down the corridor toward Korica's quarters and placed her palms together and tilted her head and laid it on the back of her hand in the sleeping gesture. Laurel glanced down the corridor and then understood. She nodded yes and returned the sleeping now gesture. The girl then wrapped her arms around herself and rocked a little. Laurel again nodded yes and grinned. The girl then surprised Laurel by giving her a hug and placing her head on Laurels shoulder for a moment then kissed Laurel on the cheek. Laurel was a little dumbfounded. It was obvious this girl liked Korica and was glad someone was showing her the attention she needed.

The other girl then took Laurels hand in hers and placed it on her chest. The girl then pointed to Laurel and back to herself. Laurel assumed it to be a gesture of gratitude and love. Laurel then took both the girls free hands and placed them together on her chest and nodded to the girls who then smiled big. It struck Laurel that these girls were more grateful for the kindness than she could have ever imagined.

Laurel then continued on her way with a renewed sense of purpose. She was now convinced they had done the right thing by putting the Hodong in their place. These girls understood the danger they had put themselves in to get them all out and they were truly grateful.

Laurel got back to the command deck as quickly as she could. She was starting to feel the affects of being away from Jake deep in her guts and it was making it hard to think. She wished there was a way to ease the symptoms without breaking the bond to Jake. She loved having him in her mind and heart but the separation anxiety and ill feeling was a major pain in the ass.

When Laurel finally reached her quarters she realized she had been walking very fast and she was slightly winded. She stopped for a moment to catch her composure and then entered her quarters. She noticed that as soon as she stepped in the room without even looking for Jake she felt relief. Her guts unknotted and a calm started to wash over her. She saw Jake lying half under the covers reading a data pad while lying on his side. He pushed the pad aside and sat up on the edge of the bed. Laurel tried to act calm as she sauntered over to him but she was very glad to see him and could barely contain herself. When she finally reached him he stood and she wrapped her arms around him in a manner that gave away her enthusiasm. He wrapped his arms around her and soaked in her warm energy. The two stood embracing and enjoying the calm the other provided for a few minutes. Laurel ended up with her head resting on his shoulder feeling like herself again. She pulled back and gave him a peck on the lips.

"So how'd it go? You two have a good visit?"

"Yes. I learned a great deal about her. She's been through some terrible stuff Jake."

"I know sweetie. All these girls have. I think some of them are telepathic or something. I've been catching whispers that aren't yours. It's in a language I don't know and a voice that's not yours."

Laurel pulled back and furrowed her brow slightly.

"Really? Korica said she could share feeling like you and I do but thoughts would come much later."

"Is that why you and I are so drawn to her?"

"I think so. I don't know exactly though. Maybe she's just adorable and we can't resist her."

"Well I won't argue that fact. She seems amazingly well adjusted for what she's been through."

Laurel let go of Jake and sat down on the bed. Jake could tell there was something going on in her mind that she was conflicted about.

"I want to talk to you about her." Laurel patted the bed next to her and Jake sat down.

"What's the matter?"

"Korica has spent her whole life in space and she saw her parents¦she's got no one left."

"Babe I fear that is going to be the story for a great deal of these girls."

"Can I keep her?"

"Laurel! She's not a pet! She's a person. You can't just decide to keep her. What does she want to do?"

"She wants to stay with you and I. She wants asylum on the Future."

"Laurel this is serious. Once we get back on mission we will never be coming back. Does she understand that she will never see her home world and family again?"

"Yah. I made it very clear to her that we were headed somewhere very far away. She's incredibly bright. She understands the consequences of staying with us."

"And she's really ok with that?"

"She loves us Jake. I think her people experience feelings in a much deeper and more profound way than Humans do. If she says she loves you it comes from the deepest place possible and it's forever. And frankly I love her too. She's so sweet and so well behaved. I would really like you to get to know her better before you say no."

"Alright look. I won't say no yet, but I will say it's a bad idea. How is she going to have a normal life among Humans? What if she wants to fall in love and have kids? Can she even have kids with a Human?"

"Those are all good questions. If it is at all possible I will give her one of mine."

"What? Laurel! Think about what you're saying. You'll give her one of your own?"

"No, one of my eggs. She can have it combined with her mate's sperm and have it implanted in her uterus."

"Oh¦sorry I thought you meant¦never mind I'm a dunce. Is she even built like us inside? Could that actually work?"

"She's a little different but all the parts are there. Her blood chemistry is very similar in that she has iron-based hemoglobin and the hormones are pretty close. Her leucocytes are different but there's no reason she shouldn't be able to carry a Human baby to term...at least I think so."

"She wasn't¦damaged by the Hodong?"

"No. She wasn't raped if that's what you mean. We got her out of there before she was to be broken in."

"Oh thank god. That's exactly what I meant."

"She had some¦things done to her but nothing that would cause permanent damage."

"That's awful! Why would anyone want to¦"

"They were checking to see if she had the right anatomy. The girls of her species have some extra muscles inside that Human woman don't. It's why she was special ordered."

"Special ordered? You mean she was targeted? Like you?"

"Yes. Some of the others were probably targeted in the same way for one reason or another."

"Geeze! It's horrible that something that makes you so special could be such a curse."

"It's been a problem all my life with my looks and the shape of my¦I look different and boys stare. That's why I never wanted to wear a bathing suite. I got stared at and not in a way I liked."

"Laurel, you realize she will bring more heat on us if it is discovered that we have a¦whatever species she is on board. The bounty hunters are still going to be after you and now her. They don't know the Hodong have been put out of business."

"She is a Draximan. Her planet is called Draxima. I will take personal responsibility for her safety. Besides the Future is a pretty tough ship. With full power restored they are going to have a hell of time getting onboard. Besides I'll sick Mark on 'em. He's my new big brother and he'll kick their ass." Jake laughed out loud.

"Alright. We'll take it up with Mark. He is chief of security and if he says no only a direct order from you can override him."

"I won't do that. I am in command but I will not override my crew when they are doing their jobs. If he says it's too dangerous for all of us, I will abide by his decision."

"You're a good captain for seeing it that way. The good of the many should always out way the desires of the one."

"You will put in a good word for her though won't you?"

"I don't really even know her though. I have to be honest. I don't think it's a good idea for her sake as well as for ours."

"Well I gave her a low level security access grant and told her she could come see me anytime she wanted so don't be surprised if you see her up here from time to time. Please just keep an open mind and get to know her. You'll see she is a sweetheart and very well behaved. She won't get in the way or cause any mischief."

"Laurel! You should have consulted Mark before issuing any security clearances."

"Captains prerogative. I can issue clearance to any passenger I see fit."

"I know you can but he needs to be told so he doesn't see her as a security threat when she accesses corridors that are normally off limits. Plus she could get hurt if she enters the wrong compartment and starts pushing buttons."

"She's not going to come up here and play along the way. She was raised on starships, she knows better than to mess with anything she doesn't recognize or go into any compartments she doesn't belong in. I will go tell Mark right now though. You're right that he needs to know she will be in some unusual places for passengers. I gave her the deck layout through neural suggestion using my stasis chamber so I would assume she will use the most direct route possible."

"Alright babe. I'll try and keep an open mind ok?"

"That's all I'm asking."

Laurel immediately left to go talk to Mark about the clearance that she issued to Korica. Mark was in his quarters but awake when Laurel buzzed him. He invited her in and the two sat on the edge of his bunk.

"I need to inform you that Korica has been granted a level zero security access. She is welcome to come see me at any time so I don't want you to freak if you see her accessing the command deck."

"I see. Why would you do that?"

"She is the youngest of the girls and has no one to rely on when she needs someone to hold her."

"I see. So you've adopted her?"

"Kind of. I really like her Mark. She's spent her whole life on freighters so she knows proper etiquette on a spaceship and not to be touching anything she doesn't recognize."

Mark looked like he was thinking about the concerns of having a child wondering around the command and control decks.

"You know what? We need to be¦Human about how we deal with these girls. If you think she will behave herself I'm ok with it. The poor little thing is all alone except for us. If you want to show her some love what the heck. Let's just keep the rest of the passengers where it's safe and where we can keep an eye on them."

"Agreed. Thank you Mark. I think when you get to know her you'll like her as much as I do."

"I already like her. I just don't want her getting under foot."

"She won't. I'll see to it."

"Good enough cap. I trust your judgment."

Laurel then stood and surprised herself when she gave Mark a hug and wished him goodnight. Laurel then made her way back to her quarters and halfway there realized she had to pee, which would ruin what she had planned to do or let Jake do with her. She didn't want to break her promise to him but the yuck factor was just something she couldn't ignore and she remembered what the AI said about enjoying it to its fullest. She decided she would just have to take an unscheduled shower before the event took place.

When she got to her quarters she was shocked to find Korica standing next to the bed talking with Jake who looked very uncomfortable seeing as he was only in his underwear.

"Korica what are you doing up here? I thought I had you tucked in!"

When Korica turned to look at her Laurel could see she had been crying. She felt like a heel for confronting her so harshly.

"I had a bad dream. I heard my mom¦" A tear rolled down her cheek and Laurel simply melted.

"Oooh. I'm so sorry baby. I had no idea. Come here." Laurel knelt and put her arms out.

Korica ran up to her and grabbed her tightly and started crying even harder. Laurel stood up with her arms around her and Korica wrapped her legs around her. Her weight made Laurels back hurt but she held her up and walked over to the bed and sat down. Korica was rocking with sobs as she cried. Jake put his hand on her back and gently rubbed her back. Laurel looked over at Jake with a look of 'I told you so' and pain. The two let Korica have a good cry before trying to talk to her. Once she was breathing heavy but not crying anymore Laurel slid her onto the bed next to her.

"Are you going to be ok?" Laurel said.

"Yah. I've been trying not to think about it when I'm awake but I can't control what I dream about. I miss her so much. She always knew how to make me feel better."

"I know the feeling." Jake said. "I lost my mom when I was a couple years younger than you are. I still miss her very much."

"You lost your mom?"

"Yah she was killed in a natural disaster on my home world."

"I'm so sorry to hear that. So the pain does go away."

"It never really goes away it just becomes bearable." Korica dipped her head and another tear rolled off her cheek.

Jake felt helpless to comfort this poor little soul. He knew exactly what she was feeling except he didn't' have to watch his mother being killed by thugs. Jake heard Laurel's thoughts on what Korica had told her had happened so now he knew the whole ugly story.

"Come here. You can stay with us until you feel better."

Jake put his arms over to her and she climbed up on his lap and wrapped her arms and legs around him. He rocked her and stroked her back for a few minutes before he looked over and saw Laurel watching with a tear in her eye and a small smile on her face. Korica really felt good in Jake's arms. He thought it felt very natural to have her hanging on his shoulders with her head right next to his. After a few minutes Jake pulled her back and looked at her cute little face. How someone could ever want to do something cruel to this beautiful little girl was just beyond anything he could imagine.

"You feeling better?"

"Yah. I guess so. I'll be strong and brave like my captain." Korica looked over at Laurel.

Laurel blushed a little. She had apparently made a strong impression on Korica. She wasn't used to being someone's inspiration.

"You ready to go back to your quarters?" Laurel asked.

"Could I sleep here? With you two?" Laurel's eyes got big.

Jake thought about what he and Laurel were planning on doing and his heart sank then he heard Laurel's thoughts saying, "It will have to wait Jake. We have to take care of her". Jake replied," I know sweetheart. I can't say no to that cute little face". The decision had been made. Their intimate adventure would have to wait for a night when Korica wasn't in pain.

"Your quarters are so big. I promise I won't hog the covers and I don't snore." Jake chuckled and pulled her into a tight hug.

"Laurel and I have discussed it and you can sleep here tonight." Jake said smiling.

"You did?" Korica looked at Laurel then at Jake and then the light went on.

"Absolutely. You can stay. But just tonight ok?" Laurel said.

"Thank you, both of you. You talked without words right?"

"That's right. We do it all the time¦talk I mean¦not¦I didn't mean anything dirty."

"I know what you meant." Korica giggled.

"Maybe I should go put something on?" Jake said.

"You're ok. I won't look and I won't touch it. I promise." Jake now blushed.

Laurel got up with a grin she covered with her hand as she went to the bathroom with her night gear shirt to change for bed. Meanwhile Korica and Jake slipped under the covers and got comfortable. When Laurel came back over to the bed Korica was curled up to his side with her eyes closed and Jake had his arm around her neck with her head half on his chest. Jake looked up at her and grinned and shrugged. Two women now adored Jake and he was going to have to get used to it. Laurel slid down in the covers on Jake's free side and kissed him on the lips and nuzzled his cheek. She then curled up to him in almost the same manner except she hooked her leg over his and pressed her crotch against his leg and rubbed it into his leg a little letting him know she still wanted him. He leaned over and kissed her on top of the head then did the same to the top of Korica's head then drifted off to sleep.

When the computer brought the lights up at 06:00 Jake turned over and found Laurel holding little Korica and staring right at him. She looked as though she had been awake for some time. She offered him a smile and her free hand from around Korica's back. He took it in his and smiled back. He then stroked the back of Korica's head causing her to stir. Korica finally opened her eyes and found herself face to face with Laurel. She instantly gave a big grin and moved in under her chin. Jake couldn't help but notice that Laurel looked very natural with a young one under her arm. She was going to make a great mother someday.

"I thought I was dreaming for a second and I was still on the Hodong ship wishing I had someone to hold me and protect me."

"Well you're not dreaming sweetheart. You're really safe and no one is going to hurt you." Laurel said.

Laurel tightened her grip on Korica as Jake kissed the back of her head and slipped out from under the covers. He stood up and stretched and yawned just as Korica turned over to look at him and noticed his morning erection and quickly turned back toward Laurel with a shocked and blushed look on her face. As Jake moved off toward the bathroom to get cleaned up and dressed Korica commented on what she saw.

"Holy crap! He's huge! Doesn't that hurt?" She said in a whisper.

"Holy crap indeed¦we haven't done that yet sweetie so I don't know."

"You two live together and sleep together and he hasn't loved into you yet?"

Laurel didn't know what to say so she just shrugged.

"I've never seen a man¦that looked like that. Is that normal?'

Laurel simply nodded yes.

Korica was now speaking loud enough for Jake to hear as he brushed his teeth. He glanced down and realized what probably started such an adult conversation. He felt bad for exposing her to such things with as close as she came to being forced to endure a man inside her. As he rinsed his mouth out he realized he had to walk past her again to the end of the room to fetch his clothes from the bureau under the giant view screen. He didn't want to traumatize her and he didn't see her as a woman but as a defenseless child seeing stuff she wasn't ready for. Jake reached out with his mind and luckily found Laurel listening in. He asked her to distract her for him. Laurel slid out of the bed and picked Korica up who immediately wrapped her legs around Laurel's waist and put her chin on Laurel's shoulder. Laurel then turned so Korica was facing the wall as Jake strolled past to the front of the room. Laurel then sidestepped as she rocked Korica and gently rubbed her back on her way to the bathroom. The the door then slid shut leaving Jake to get dressed in privacy.

Laurel ordered up a toothbrush for Korica and the two brushed their teeth together and then Laurel brushed out Korica's hair followed by her own. Laurel stood behind Korica and looked at her in the mirror and told her she was beautiful. Korica responded with a big smile and a slight blushing. When the two emerged from the bathroom they found Jake dressed and a fresh set of clothes for Korica had been delivered by servo drone and were waiting for her on the nightstand. The girls grabbed their clothes and Jake stepped into the bathroom and slid the door shut so they could change their underwear and get dressed while he combed out his hair. He waited a little longer after he was finished trying to give as much privacy and time to the girls as he thought was necessary.

When he stepped out Laurel was slipping on her shoes and Korica was completely dressed. When Jake caught site of little Korica in her skirt with a bright blue shirt on he just melted. She was so adorable and her big smile at his return to the room just made him want to scoop her up and hold her. He knelt down on one knee and put his arms out and Korica came running over to him and embraced him with a tight hug. Jake looked over at Laurel and nodded yes. She didn't have to hear his thoughts to know what he was thinking, "She can stay. I want her to stay with us. I will put in a good word for her with Mark" Jake thought so Laurel could hear it.

Laurel smiled big and thought back to him, "Thank you Jake."

Jake could feel the love from inside this little girl and it was different form Laurel's love but no less intense. It felt very innocent and warm and genuine. Korica loved him very much and enjoyed his strong arms around her. He sensed that she felt very safe and content for the first time in a very long time. She knew no one could get at her while Laurel and Jake were around and while she was on the Future. Jake relaxed his grip and pushed Korica back so he could look at her face. He smiled at her and felt her energy for a moment.

"I can feel that Korica. Are you doing that on purpose?"

"No. Not really. I love you on purpose, but I can't control the sharing of feelings. It just happens from inside."

"Well it feels amazing. Come here Laurel. Kneel down next to her and see if you can feel it."

Jake gestured for her to come closer. Laurel stepped over next to the two and as she was kneeling down she felt a wave of warm gentle energy wash over her. It tingled in her heart first then spread to her whole body. It was the most intense feeling of love she had ever experienced and it made her gasp.

"That's amazing. I've never felt such intense¦it's throbbing with your heartbeat sweetie."

Laurel put her fingers up over her mouth in shock. She remembered the first time she felt Jake's love and it was the same thing only much more physical. She could actually feel the warm energy striking her skin and then sinking into her flesh. Jake was feeling the same thing and he thought it was intoxicating. It reminded him of the sharing of spirit he and Laurel performed but from the outside in. It made the skin warm and the head swim.

"Is this what makes your women irresistible to men?" Jake asked.

"Yes. This and how we¦we can do things on the inside when a man is¦when a man loves inside us."

"Well I'm not going to let anyone do that to you for a very long time. Not until you want it to happen anyway."

"Does that mean I get to stay? Can I stay with you and captain Laurel? Please?"

"Oooh, baby. If I have a say, then yes. But we still need to convince our chief of security Mark."

Korica wrapped her arms around Jake's neck and her radiant energy intensified again. Now Jake was finding it hard to think and even see. He hugged this beautiful little spirit and then he knew he had to ask her to try and pull this thing back or he was afraid he would lose his balance and fall over. He pushed Korica back slightly and tried to look her in the face but she was blurry.

"Korica honey you need to calm down and ease up your emotions. You're overwhelming us."

"Sorry. I told you I don't know how to control it yet. Once the love starts it just kind of gets away from me."

Korica closed her eyes while keeping her hands on Jake's shoulders and concentrated on pulling the feelings back inside and a cool breeze instead of a warm one. She kept pulling it back and back until Jake could finally see again and then the intense emotional energy just seemed to fade away. It was an amazing feeling but it scared Laurel and Jake both. Once the two could see they looked at each other a little concerned. If this was possible for a little girl just on the verge of puberty the thought of what a girl in the throws of hormone overload could do was a little frightening. She definitely wasn't Human and was far more powerful than Laurel and Jake ever imagined. Jake decided not to scare her with how close to unconscious he and Laurel had come. He stood up and looked down at Korica.

"Well you look beautiful Korica. Would you like to come to breakfast with us?" Jake asked.

"I would love too." Korica's smile broadened.

The three then headed down the corridor to the mess hall where Mark was already sitting waiting for them reading a data pad. His face lit up and he stood and waved them over to his table. He was a little surprised to see Korica but he greeted her warmly and told her she looked very cute in her mini skirt. He said it fit her nicely and the color made her eyes sparkle.

Mark got down to business as soon as everyone had ordered his or her meal. Mark had found the comet Jake mentioned and it was still in range and would only require a slight detour to intercept it. The three discussed the plan for intercepting and mining the comet while Korica kept quiet and ate her breakfast. She followed along but was very respectful of the very important subject being discussed. It was determined in the end that the comet would yield more than enough water ice to fill the water tanks. The comet was several trillion tons of almost pure ice. Laurel called out to the AI and ordered a course change to intercept the comet and to prepare every available mining craft for retrieval. She wanted to get the mining done quickly since the hangar would be left open and they would be flying in circles to retrieve the cometary fragments. They would be very vulnerable to attack if someone was around.

After the meal Korica shared some tales of some of the places she had seen in her travels with her parents and their crew. There were some truly amazing places in this galaxy and little Korica had been lucky enough to see quite a few of them. She was never allowed to wonder to far from the ship but she did get to meet some other kids of different species and even play with a few while her parents negotiated for the cargo deals close by. On one occasion she got to skinny dip with some kids her own age in a sea that was so salty you could float on the surface without even trying. Small rocks could even be made to float if you set them on the surface very gently.

In the hour that Korica regaled her travels Mark was struck with just how happy and well adjusted she seemed for a child that never lived on tera firma. She lived her entire short life aboard one vessel or another and it seemed perfectly normal to her. She never even experienced anything bad happen until the Hodong got a hold of her. She was educated by her mom and dad and seemed to be at about the equivalent to a sixth grade level in education in Human terms. She was very fluent in English and only had the slightest hint of an accent of some kind. Mark couldn't help but notice that she was extremely bright and articulate. She didn't mince her words either. She pretty much spoke what she thought with confidence and dignity. He was very taken with her and could see why Laurel wanted her around. She was sweet, respectful and polite. Always with a thank you, no thank you and please where appropriate. She didn't interrupt and made no noise as would be expected for someone as young and full of energy as she should be. She was also very cute. Mark wasn't crazy about kids but she was just adorable.

She had very pleasing features from her little button nose and rosy cheeks to her big bright bluish gray eyes. She had a symmetry to her face that was just pleasing to look at and her white hair just looked right for her personality. The wiry look to her hair had disappeared now that she had been bathed a few times. Her hair now looked soft and managed. She was very short but Mark assumed for her species it was probably normal for a 10 or 11 year old. She wasn't skinny by any means though. She obviously ate right before ending up with the Hodong and Mark assumed she would still pick up another couple of pounds now that she had regular healthy food coming her way. Her legs looked like she had been exposed to some sunlight, as they weren't stark white, they had a slight tan to them and the well-developed leg muscles meant she was exposed to a normal level of gravity most of her life. She seemed thick in the torso indicating she was about to start entering young adulthood soon. Mark read her general body language as happy and fairly comfortable but a little reserved and still unsure of all the wonders around her. He read some micro expressions that told him she loved Laurel and Jake very much and looked up to them and she was a little intimidated by Mark's tough exterior and deep voice. He just assumed keep it that way, he didn't want to get attached to a child that was going to be dumped somewhere in hopes she could be taken back to her people.

After the meal and Korica's stories, Mark decided he did indeed like this little girl and would continue to let her hang around the command deck as long as she continued to conduct herself in a mature manner so he invited her to come hang out while they performed their morning workout. Korica was pleased she wasn't asked to leave at this point as she expected. During the workout she wondered around the gym a little and ended up on a butterfly machine with twenty pounds of resistance set by Laurel to pass the time as the crew worked out in their usual strenuous manner. After the workout Laurel wasn't sure what to do with Korica and so invited her to shower with her before the guys. Korica was thrilled just to be allowed to remain with Laurel no matter what the activity.

After the girls were done Laurel sent the mental message to Jake that it was clear for them to take their turn in the shower. Laurel in the meantime got dressed with Korica in her quarters and had to explain why they had walked back to her quarters in a towel and nothing else. Korica was used to a routine of showers every three or four days, if that and they were very quick cold showers. The hot prolonged showers at least twice a day seemed unusual until Laurel made it clear that hygiene was expected and necessary especially for girls. Korica knew the basics of the female anatomy but hadn't experienced her first menstrual cycle and didn't completely know yet what to expect. She also hadn't thought about the female organs getting moist and a need to wash that away. The poor thing just didn't have access to facilities that allowed that to be taken care of and so it was never taught to her. Laurel then explained the need for fresh clothes and especially underwear. She told Korica she wanted her to change them after every shower for new clean ones and Korica agreed she would do as Laurel asked. Laurel explained that her clothes would be taken away by the servo drones and new ones provided anytime she laid them down.

Laurel was starting to realize she was going to have to teach Korica a lot of things about being a woman and how to care for herself in a healthy manner if she was going to be staying with her forever. She was going to have to take over for her mother since she had no one else to rely on. She was starting to understand the gravity of her decision to take responsibility for this girl's safety and development. Undoubtedly there were some things that would have to be untaught and new values taught to help her fit into a Human society.

Once dressed Laurel again found Korica to be irresistible in her new look. She felt like she couldn't hug her enough or shower her with enough kisses. Laurel decided to take her over to the bridge so she could give Jake the quarters to get dressed in privacy.

When the two stepped on the bridge Korica was absolutely in awe of how clean and elegant the controls were. There were no buttons and switches and dials and gauges or anything she recognized. Everything had gentle curves and the control panels had bright colors showing that just amazed her. Laurel climbed up in the captain's chair and lifted Korica up onto her lap and swung one of the control panels around in front of them and tilted it up as it came to life. All the instrument readings and icon buttons and lights and graphs just amazed Korica. Laurel touched a couple icons and then enlarged one that read 'forward view' and moved it to the middle of the panel.

"Go ahead sweetie. Touch that little circle with your finger tip."

Korica touched the icon and it turned from yellow to green and the giant view screen at the front of the bridge came on and a view of the Oberon galaxy as Korica knew it, was visible in all its glorious color and breadth. Korica just stared in amazement.

"Did I do that?"

"You sure did. Does that look familiar?"

"Yah. That's my home. I've seen it before."

"Do you know where your world is?"

"No. All I know is it's somewhere in that arm up there."

Korica pointed to the upper arm of the pinwheel galaxy. Laurel touched a couple more icons and there appeared a small green flashing circle and the image quickly zoomed in to a twin star system 20 degrees to port.

"That is where we are headed. We received a signal from that star system. We hope that whoever sent the signal can help you girls get home."

"Me too? You're going to leave me there too?"

"Not if I can help it. Mark likes you Korica. We just have to convince him you belong with me¦us¦with us as much as Jake and I feel you do."

Korica bowed her head and sighed.

"I could¦do what I did this morning. I could make him feel I need to stay."

"No Korica! No manipulation of the mind. He needs to come to this decision on his own. If he's going to fall in love with you like Jake and I have it needs to be natural not induced."

Korica spun around quickly on Laurel's lap and looked her in the eyes.

"Your in love with me?"

"Yes. Very much so. So is Jake. I can feel what's in his heart and he feels the same way I do. It's not¦like the in love a man and woman feel toward each other but I would die for you and I will do anything to make you happy and keep you healthy, and I can't stand to be away from you."

"That's the nicest thing anybody has ever said to me."

"Didn't your mother and father tell you the same thing?"

"Kind of. They would share their love with me so I could feel it, they didn't have to say it."

Laurel then scooted forward a little and pushed the control panel aside and had Korica turn around facing her and lock her legs around her. Laurel then scooted back again and told Korica to close her eyes and the two placed their foreheads together and Laurel told her to relax and listen with her mind. Laurel thought about her feelings for Korica and let the feeling grow stronger and stronger then tried to look inside Korica and listened for a moment. She could suddenly hear Korica's soft little voice and she could feel herself slipping into Korica. She let the feeling go and she suddenly realized she was feeling Korica's emotions not her own. There was confusion and a great deal of tender love like Laurel had never felt before. It was very intense and very innocent. There was pain and longing for Korica's mother and father and there was a sense of dread for the future. Laurel could hear whispers of thought in another language that she didn't recognize. Then Laurel found a spot deep down inside and she saw bright swirling colors and a deep feeling of love and gratitude. The love there was very pure and deep. Laurel let herself drift into that place deeper and deeper then brought her love for Korica in with her and let it intensify.

Korica felt a wave of tingling in her skin and then she could hear Laurels voice. She could hear thoughts of all sorts in a collage of sound then she felt a warm soft love and she relaxed and let herself drift toward the feeling and let it wash her own feelings away. She didn't resist the feeling of floating into a different place. She could feel very intense flashes of anguish and longing for Laurel's mother. She then felt a deep rushing of emotions of all kinds and then a calm deep firm love for Jake and an overwhelming lust for him and then she moved past and could hear her name in Laurel's voice and she let herself move toward it and she suddenly felt a very strong and deep love. She was bathed in it and surrounded by it. It felt intense, strong and tender. It was Laurel's love for Korica. Korica wanted the feeling to last. It was intoxicating and very warm and sweet and protective. Korica could tell it came from a very deep place in Laurel's heart and only Laurel's love for Jake was stronger. The love came from the same deep unguarded place.

As Mark and Jake entered the bridge they found the girls in their locked mental embrace and Jake had to touch Laurel's shoulder to break them out of it. Laurel slowly pulled her head back and broke the connection. It took a few seconds for the fog to wash out of her mind before she could see straight. It took a little longer for Korica to come out of it. Her head slumped a little against Laurel's shoulder like a tired child that won't wake up. She finally regained her vision as well and let the fog dissipate from her mind. She was left with a small piece of Laurel's love deep down inside her.

Jake stepped around and looked at Laurel who still looked a little drunk.

"We have to start preparations for the encounter with the comet Laurel."

"Ok. Give us a second."

Laurel got up still holding Korica and stepped off the bridge out into the corridor. She then set Korica down and knelt so she was looking right into her face.

"Do you understand now?" Laurel asked.

"I do. Thank you Laurel. That was the most beautiful and intense thing I have ever felt in my life. I was inside you wasn't I?"

"Yes dear you were. I saw everything inside you too. You are a very beautiful little spirit. Jake is the only other person to touch me so deeply. Please keep anything you felt or heard to yourself ok? You have felt some of my most private feelings."

"I will. I promise. Can we do that again sometime? I like how you feel. You are very strong and very kind. I've never had anyone love me like you do."

"Of course sweetie. I like how you feel inside too. You are very tender and pure. I like sharing myself with you."

Korica then gave Laurel a big hug and Laurel gave her a kiss on the lips and told her she needed to make her way back to the passenger deck so Laurel could get to work. Korica agreed and with a smile and headed off down the corridor.

Laurel stepped back on the bridge and found Mark and Jake both staring at her.

"It was¦a sharing thing. She'll have no doubt that she's loved now."

Jake and Mark looked at each other and just shrugged. It was time to get to work and questions would have to wait until later. The comet was only two hours away at present speed and the harvesting hadn't been performed in a very long time. All but one of the mining shuttles were operational and standing by. 29 shuttles would make quick work of getting the ice on board and loaded into the hoppers for melting and filtering.

The whole process was automated so the crew would just be monitoring and making sure no one took advantage of the slowed speed and open cargo bays. Laurel called down to the passenger deck and informed the girls that a comet mining operation would be going on and not to worry about the strange noises they would be hearing. The main weapon would be very loud on the lower decks when fired.

In the end the whole process went without a hitch and by late morning the fresh water tanks were well on their way to being filled again and a fair amount of carbon and other trace minerals had been harvested, which would be used in the foundry to enhance some of the alloys being produced and the soils for the gardening ring could be enhanced to increase fertility.

Once the Future was back on course for the signals origin point Laurel wanted to go down and make sure the girls had everything they needed and to show them how to use the data pads to design some unique clothing if they desired. Laurel invited Jake so she could take some of the girls aside while Jake occupied Korica, plus she really wanted him close by anyway.

When the two entered the common area on the passenger deck the girls really lit up and thankfully all were dressed and looked well rested. Korica came running over and offered first Jake then Laurel a big hug. Laurel felt her presence in a new and profound way as a result of their sharing this morning but she actually liked it. Korica was deeper in her heart and now Laurel would be able to reach out and sense her feelings anytime she wanted.

Jake took Korica by the hand while Laurel made her way over to Liana and the other English-speaking girls to show them how to access the clothing design program on the data pad. After that Laurel gathered up the girls that needed continued medical attention and had Thana, Praxy and Cat come with them up to the medical deck for translation of the computers instructions.

The AI had come up with an antibiotic and hormone solution much like the one used on Laurel based on the girls unique body chemistry. It was delivered in the same manner by internal delivery and offered a great deal of relief for the girls. The warm tingle replaced the sore burning feeling that had been ever present. A follow up visit was scheduled for two days later if no discomfort was experienced in the meantime to make sure the healing process was progressing normally. It was determined that the girls should remain fertile and capable of having offspring since the infections were caught early.

The girls were amazed at the precision and adaptability of the medical equipment. The fact that a treatment could be devised at all based on their unique physiology and so quickly simply amazed them. When the exams and treatments were finished all the girls showed a great deal of appreciation to Laurel for treating them with such dignity and compassion. Laurel was just glad she could help restore their sense of importance. These poor girls were so young to be going through such a traumatic experience Laurel just wanted them to feel like people again not objects.

After the hugs and tears from the girls were done Laurel knew she still needed to see the girl that was pregnant. Hers was going to be the hardest and longest recovery effort. In Laurel's eyes no 12 or 13 year old should ever have to face such a dilemma. Life is precious but hers was in imminent danger if she kept the baby. Do you risk your own life to protect a life that was conceived in such a manner that may not survive anyway or may not be healthy or normal?

Once back in the common area Laurel and Liana took the girl to her quarters and sat to discuss what she wanted to do. The girls name was Ondroxa and she was very pretty and very scared. She had come to the heart wrenching decision that she couldn't bring a child into being that was probably going to be unhealthy due to her young age and the possible mixed DNA and she wasn't sure if she could give it the love it deserved without seeing the man's face that had raped her without feelings resentment or disgust towards the baby. She tearfully asked that it be removed.

Laurel was heart broken that she had decided to end the pregnancy but completely understood Ondroxa's decision. Laurel decided to offer an alternative to outright killing of the new life. It could be removed and placed in hard stasis and maybe the advanced race they were seeking would have knowledge of Ondroxa's race and could offer a technique for making sure the baby would be healthy and normal. Ondroxa might even be able to bring the baby to term herself later in life when her body was ready to have children.

Ondroxa loved the idea. It meant the baby wouldn't have to be killed to save her life and there was hope for the baby to become normal someday. Laurel knew the same thing had been offered to her and Jake when the two become sexually active so there was no reason it shouldn't work for Ondroxa. Liana was impressed with Laurel's quick thinking and compassion. Most people would just tell her to kill it and get it over with. Laurel seemed to truly care about all life and most especially the happiness and well being of the girls now in her care.

Laurel called out to the computer and asked for the med bay to be prepared for the procedure. Laurel then escorted Ondroxa up to the med deck and stayed with her during the procedure and while she was treated and flushed internally. The computer then repaired the damage to her vaginal cavity and opening where she had been torn while being violated in such a rough manner. The dermal regenerating laser worked perfectly on her flesh just as it would on a Human. She was amazed after the procedure was done that she no longer felt any discomfort or the negative affects of being raped repeatedly. She felt the warm tingle in her tummy but otherwise she felt completely healthy and normal like she did before being attacked for the first time.

She gave Laurel a big warm hug and then surprised Laurel by touching her forehead to Laurel's. Laurel felt a wave of emotion run through her that was warm and soft and very similar to what her and Korica had shared but not as profound or deep. Apparently this girl also possessed the ability to share feelings by thought alone. Laurel sensed a great deal of love and gratitude from Ondroxa that made her smile.

Laurel touched Ondroxa's face gently with her hand before exiting the room so she could get dressed. When Ondroxa finally exited the room with a big smile on her face Liana was a little confused that she would seem so happy until her and Laurel explained what the AI had done for her in addition to ending the pregnancy without killing the new life. Liana told Laurel that she and her amazing ship were simply miraculous.

The three made their way back down to the passenger deck to rejoin the other girls. Laurel was now feeling very proud of what she was able to offer the worst cases and decided she wanted to get to know some of these girls better. After a warm embrace from Jake and Korica Laurel went and sat with some of the girls to hear their tales of how they ended up with the Hodong.

One girl in particular seemed very willing to share her tale. She was very pretty as all the girls were but her beauty was very striking. She looked Human in every way possible except her vulva as Laurel remembered had lips that looked very much like what would be on the face. Very sensual and well defined. It was pretty obvious why she was picked up. In fact Laurel pieced together that she was targeted from her story or at least her species was.

The Girl's name was Fretta and she was 14 earth years old. She had to have Renoy translate what she was saying into English for Laurel. Fretta was grabbed on her home world of Brina. She was swimming in a favorite swimming hole about what Laurel gathered to be a mile form her home with three of her best friends when the Hodong showed up out of nowhere. The girls were made to come out of the water at gunpoint and taken aboard one of the rapiers. The Hodong stripped them naked and two of Fretta's friends were raped then shot on the spot right in front of her and their bodies were dumped before leaving the surface.

They spent the next day and a half in transit to one of the Hodong's allies. The girls were then raped and beaten before being given water and some kind of root to eat that was very bitter but filled their stomachs. Another two days of transit and continued brutal treatment led them to the Hodong station. As soon as they were led to the detention area Fretta was raped again repeatedly by two different individuals. The same thing was done to her over and over for two days. Fretta's friend was taken out of her cage and raped by a stranger and his son at the end of that two-day period and she was never brought back. Either she was sold on the spot or she put up a struggle and was taken out and killed. Either way Fretta was now all alone. The next day as best as she could tell her heroes came and rescued everyone.

Laurel was appalled and saddened by the tale. To be ripped from a happy childhood and exposed to such ugly brutality and violence was just horrifying to think about. This poor girl needed to be returned to her family. They probably assumed some sociopath had abducted her and her friend and they were probably searching franticly for her.

Laurel stood up and took the Fretta's hand and had her stand up and Laurel gave her a warm hug and then had Renoy tell her how sorry she was that she had been treated so badly. Laurel then had Renoy tell her that she was going to do everything in her power to see that she got back to her family safely. Fretta hugged her back very tightly and Laurel could hear her voice in her head. She had no idea what she was saying but Laurel could sense her emotions and hear her thoughts as clear as day. Fretta felt a debt of gratitude and love to some degree for Laurel. She was also feeling a great deal of pain and loss. She was devastated by the loss of her best friends in such a brutal manner. Laurel did sense a small glimmer of hope somewhere deep down and she hoped she had provided that small hope that she might get home to the people she loved and missed so dearly.

Laurel was starting to see a pattern emerging. She was starting to suspect all the girls that the Hodong learned about using the device that the English-speaking girls had spoke of were telepathic to some degree. The device must seek out higher thinking species and glean information about them somehow without the knowledge of the host species. That would certainly explain English and Humans being one of the languages and races the device taught. It must have learned it from her and Jake without them even knowing it.

Laurel then reluctantly asked another of the girls sitting in the now rather large group to share her story if she would. Renoy translated and the girl came over and sat next to angel and shared her story.

This girl was called Myrina and she was only 13 earth years old. She was from a world called Quera. She was very cute with long blond colored hair and very long arms and legs. She had a fairly Human looking face with very pleasing features and bright blue eyes that would change color depending on her mood from blue to almost a gray color. She was being raised on a lunar colony on the moon of Quera. Her father drove mining skiffs on the moon while her mother worked in the medical field as a pediatrician. She was on her way home from school traveling between domed habitats in what was called an ATT when the Hodong showed up. They bombarded most of the habitats breaching the domes presumably causing a lot of deaths. The driver of the ATT (all terrain transport) tried to make it to some fortified cave bunkers but the ATT was blown on its side and picked up by a very large transport with a magnetic winch. The Hodong cut their way into the ATT and everyone was pulled out and placed in bonds. The driver was shot in the head immediately and the eleven students were separated into groups of boys and girls. The boys were given injections of some kind that made them fall asleep and the girls had their clothing torn from their bodies and the two older girls were raped right in front of everyone letting the others know what was coming. When one of the girls put up a struggle and even bit one of the Hodong, she was beaten ruthlessly and repeatedly and she died before they even left the lunar surface.

Myrina started to cry at this point and Laurel was starting to think she had done the wrong thing by asking the girls to tell their tales. Myrina cried for a moment leaning on Laurel before she regained her composure and reassured Renoy that it felt good to talk about it and let someone know what had happened so she pushed on.

The Hodong put all the remaining girls in a line and Myrina and Rien another girl a little older than her were pointed at and taken up to a different part of the ship. Myrina was instructed to lie down after her restraints were removed and when she refused one of the other girls was loaded into the airlock while crying and she was forced to watch as the door was opened and she was sucked out into space. The airlock was then closed and the unconscious boys were thrown into the airlock like bags of produce. She got the message and laid down and let the Hodong do what he wanted. He put his fingers in her body first in a very mean manner and then raped her. It seemed to last forever and hurt like her flesh was being torn. The Hodong was very big and took his time. He seemed to be enjoying it and liked her moaning in pain. After that she was thrown in a small dark room by herself and left there for a very long time before being given some water and some rotten food that she couldn't eat without throwing it up. She didn't know how long it was before she was loaded onto another ship still completely naked and she had dried blood on her legs that she didn't know was there before. She used her next water serving to wash it away saving only a sip to drink.

It was a long time before she got to the Hodong station. She didn't know exactly how long though. She never saw her classmates again. She assumed they were blown into space or dropped off somewhere to be turned into worker slaves. Either way she was alone when she got to the station. She was in fact in the same cell as Korica. She arrived sometime before Korica did though. She was raped again as soon as she was brought into the detention area by a nasty looking creature whose species she didn't even recognize. She was in great pain during the auction that soon followed. It hurt to stand or walk but she didn't want to get beat the way she saw two other girls beaten for not doing as they were instructed. She was sold to the individual that had raped her when she arrived. Luckily the Future crew came and rescued them all before she could be raped again or be taken away. She expressed gratitude for whatever the AI gave her in the little pills and whatever it put on her labium that took all the pain away. She was much more comfortable now and her tummy was now full. She said she thought the food on the Future was simply magnificent.

Laurel was almost in tears when the tale ended. She was glad talking about her experience made her feel better but Laurel simply couldn't take anymore, not today anyway. This poor girl looked even younger than Laurel and she had been brutalized in a manner no woman should ever have to endure. Her family was likely gone and her view of the world has been destroyed. Her future was bleak. Laurel had Renoy ask her if she still had family on Quera. Myrina said she had grandparents and an aunt on Quera that she knew of. Laurel was relieved that she would have someone to take care of her if she could get back to Quera.

Myrina took Laurels hand and slipped it into her shirt between her breasts and closed her eyes and then Laurel closed hers. She could feel a warm sensation in her palm and then she could feel what Myrina was feeling. It was an odd sensation not like anything she had experienced before. The emotions were very sharp and firm. Laurel listened but heard no voice only a warm firm love and fondness. She didn't sense anything else. It seemed this girl could transmit just the feelings she wanted to share through touch. When Laurel opened her eyes she was left with a very strange sensation in her mind. Myrina did not experience emotions like Humans did. They felt very different.

Laurel withdrew her hand from Myrina's chest and had Renoy tell her to close her eyes again and place her forehead against hers. Laurel was going to take a chance and try and share her version of feelings with her. The girls placed their foreheads together and Laurel concentrated on her feelings for Jake. It was the strongest emotion she could think of. Laurel concentrated and let the feeling grow and tried to enter Myrina's mind to share but she instead found Myrina entering her mind. Laurel let her in but kept the connection light. After a few minutes of this Laurel pushed Myrina back out of her mind and opened her eyes. Myrina sat looking at her with a confused look on her face. Laurel looked around for Jake and when she saw him playing learning games with Korica on a data pad she pointed at him and then herself and crossed her hands over her chest. Myrina finally got it. She made the 'aaah' gesture. She smiled and nodded. She understood that Laurel had shared her love for Jake with her. Laurel wondered for a split second if Myrina thought Laurel was in love with her and lusted her before she pointed to Jake. Either way Myrina now understood and was obviously touched by Laurel's tender feeling for Jake even if Human emotions were strange to her.

Laurel then stood up and gave Myrina a hug and had Renoy thank her for sharing her feelings and her story with her. Laurel then made her way over to Jake and Korica. Korica offered a huge toothy smile as Laurel approached. Laurel was feeling very sad and sick to her stomach at the tales she had heard but Korica's bright little face made her feel much better. Jake stood up and pulled Laurel into a tight hug. He could hear some of what was going through her mind and it was disturbing to him.

"You're doing the right thing by letting these girls talk about their painful experiences Laurel. We knew they had been through hell. We just didn't know how bad it truly was."

"I know. I hope I'm helping them cause it's not easy for me to hear. At least I know now for sure we did the right thing. These girls have lost so much¦"

Laurel buried her face in Jake's neck and started to cry. Little Korica patting her side interrupted her tears. Laurel pulled herself together and looked down at her bright eyes looking up at her. Laurel knelt down and Korica put her arms around Laurel's neck.

"Please don't be sad captain Laurel. You saved us all. You didn't make those people take us from our families but you did save us from them and they won't be able to do this to anyone else. Right?"

Laurel picked her up and hugged her tightly as Korica wrapped her legs around her.

"You're so sweet. Thank you Korica. I love you so much. I just hope we stopped them forever."

Laurel felt a hand touch her back and she turned around while holding Korica and saw one of the girls she had seen in the corridor the night her and Korica snuck into the gardening ring. The girl smiled warmly and touched Korica's face and nodded to Laurel. Laurel reached out and placed her hand on the girl's chest and the girl then placed her hand on Korica's chest then on her own. It confirmed what Laurel suspected. The girl loved Korica as much as she did and was pleased to see Laurel so protective of her and so loving to her. The girl then walked away and Laurel wondered at her fondness of Korica.

"Do you know her Korica?"

"Yes. We were in the same cell together. When strangers would come to look at us she would push me to the back and sit in front of me so I wouldn't be taken for¦she protected me so I shared myself with her at night the best I could. It helped us both to rest at night when the lights were turned out. She has a very good heart. Her little sister was taken with her but she was sold. She was around my age and she had to watch her¦broken in and she couldn't do anything to stop it."

"God how horrible. Do you know how she was¦how did they get a hold of them?"

"She was a special order. I don't know the details but I heard the Hodong say that she was a special order but the buyer could only afford one. Her sister was taken for her¦"

"It's alright I don't need to know. I've heard enough." Laurel interrupted.

Laurel put Korica down and asked Jake to get her out of here without words. Laurel loved all the girls but their foreign voices in her mind and the horrific tales were overwhelming her.

"We have to go back to work upstairs Korica ok?" Laurel said.

"Ok. Will I see you later?"

"Sure. I'll come tuck you in Ok?"

"Ok."

"You be sure and eat plenty of food and don't forget to take a shower before bed."

"I will. And I'll change all my clothes like you said too."

"You're such a good girl for remembering. I'll see you tonight."

Korica kissed her on the cheek and then pulled on Jake's shirt so he would bend down and she kissed him on the cheek and then ran off to join the other girls.

Once Laurel and Jake got back to the command deck Mark greeted them with a new problem. He took them to the bridge and showed them the aft long range scans. There was some object at the edge of what the sensors could detect on an intercept course closing on the Future at an incredible rate of speed. If the objects speed remained constant sometime tomorrow the objects would intercept the Future. Even an increase to maximum speed would only gain a few seconds.

Laurel wasn't sensing any impending danger but she had been using her mind in ways she never had before and still really didn't know how to control her abilities just like most of the girls on the Future. She was afraid she might have overdone it. Mark suggested going to a lockdown of the entire vessel and an electrostatic field was to be erected around the entire passenger deck.

Mark thought the Hodong might have managed to get a distress signal off to a more powerful ally and revenge might be on its way. Jake wasn't sensing any danger either but he was also fighting mental fatigue with all the new voices and feelings floating around the Future. Laurel told Mark to take any steps he felt necessary but Korica was to be housed in her quarters until the danger passed. She didn't want her wandering into a passageway that had no air or had manipulated gravity. It would not take much to damage her little body. Laurel decided to find out where Korica was.

"Computer where is Korica?"

"She is in the common area deck one, passenger level."

"Thank you. Mark, please suspend her security clearance for the time being. I will go retrieve her myself when we are finished here."

"You got it cap." Mark said.

He immediately pulled up the security files of which there were only four active and changed Korica's to inactive. He checked the electrostatic field status and saw that the passenger level was being isolated door-by-door and wall-by-wall. It didn't take long for the whole deck to be protected and isolated. Korica would be safe there but Laurel still wanted her in her quarters and close by for some reason.

Laurel sensed Jake's disappointment. There would be no intimate contact while Korica was sharing their bed. She sent him a message of apology in her mind. He responded by telling her he loved Korica too and would feel better with her on the command deck. They had the rest of their lives to be intimate.

Laurel and Jake then went back to the passenger level and entered the common area and had the English-speaking girls gather everyone in the center of the room. Laurel stood on a chair and addressed the crowd of girls. When she looked out over the heads of the crowd of girls she was struck at how young and small all the girls looked as a whole. They were just kids much like herself but most even younger. The Hodong must have been trying to capture girls young enough that their advanced abilities were undeveloped or not understood so that their spirits could be broken before the girls realized just how powerful they were.

Laurel informed the girls that there was the remote possibility that an ally of the Hodong was in pursuit of the Future and would catch them sometime tomorrow morning. The girls made some noise as the few that could communicate with each other began talking to one another. Laurel reassured them that the Future was very resilient and could take a hell of a pounding with out being damaged. She then explained that the walls surrounding the passenger level were now dangerous to touch. It was to protect them from intruders using technology like what they saw Mark and Jake use when they were rescuing them.

Once the girls were convinced that they weren't necessarily in any real danger Laurel stepped down from her perch and started scanning the crowd for her favorite girl. Korica was sitting off by herself but looked very content. Laurel waved her over and she stood up with a big smile and came and gave Laurel a warm hug and a peck on the lips.

"You want to come to the command deck with me?"

"Really? I thought you wanted me to stay here."

"Things have changed. I want you close by just incase we are attacked."

"You sound like my mother."

"I'm sorry. Is that a bad thing?"

"No, not at all. I like it."

Laurel smiled big and took Korica's hand and the two walked to the exit. Laurel waited for the little green light signal in the comm. Panel next to the door indicating the electrostatic field had been dropped around the door and conditions in the passageway were normalized and then she had her palm scanned and the door opened. Once the door closed Laurel realized if she was going have Korica locked in her quarters she was going to have to be able to communicate with the AI directly so she led her to an interface terminal down the corridor at an unused workstation.

Laurel sat down and activated the terminal then brought up the interface directory. Korica's name was not in the directory so as Korica looked on as Laurel started typing in her information in. Laurel had to stop and ask her for her complete name and age.

"I'm sorry sweetie, I don't even know your last name and your exact age."

"Korica Prentor. I am ten of your earth years old."

"Prentor? That's an unusual last name. How many months past ten are you?"

"I don't know. How long's a month and how many months are in a year?"

"Right. Sorry. Of course you don't know our calendar system. Roughly thirty days to a month and twelve months to a year."

Korica looked down and thought for a moment then came up with an answer.

"I am ten years and eleven months I guess."

"Good girl. Close enough."

Laurel now had the information to enter Korica into the official recognition program. She entered the information while Korica looked on again.

Name= Korica Prentor

Age= 10.11

Gender= Female

Security access level= 0

A round metal retina scanner with a green light at its center slid out of the wall and a square pad with its inside contours in the shape of a human hand slid out below that. Laurel instructed Korica to place her palm on the scanner and put her chin on the iris readers chin rest and look strait at the little green light without blinking. After her palm print was scanned and recorded and her iris and retina pattern were scanned in there were two small beeps and the computer voice rang out.

"Korica Prentor, accepted."

"Age 10.11, accepted"

"Gender Female, accepted."

"Security level 0 access accepted, current status, inactive."

"Ships compliment updated to six thousand five hundred and one. Welcome aboard Korica Prentor. I am at your disposal by voice recognition. Pleases state your name for voice recognition ID imprint."

"Korica Prentor." Korica replied.

"Please enter command code to save file to permanent memory."

Laurel typed in her command code, 86939 baker alpha 3 and hit enter and the computer beeped twice indicating permanent storage and acceptance of the information and then the palm and retina scanners turned sideways and retraced back into the wall.

"There you go sweetie. Your are officially a permanent member of the Future crew."

"So I get to stay? I don't have to stay in my own galaxy¦alone?"

Laurel pulled her in close in an embrace around her waist. Korica's inquisitive look was pulling at Laurel's heartstring. She loved this girl so much, but she knew she had to be honest. Korica was smart and would see through a fib.

"We still have to convince our security chief that it's a good idea, but I know he is going to love you once he gets to know you better. Just be patient."

Laurel kissed her on the forehead and then stood up.

"This just means you can call on the computer like Jake and I can. It knows who you are and that you have a security clearance."

"Thank you captain Laurel. I'll make you proud. I'll do as I'm told and conduct myself with dignity." Laurel touched her cheek.

"I can't ask for anything more. I'm already proud of you. You're mother and father did an outstanding job of raising an honorable young lady."

Korica smiled brightly. Coming form Laurel she took that as a very high compliment to her and her parents. The two then moved off toward the elevator after Laurel turned the workstation off. Once they stepped into the lift and the door closed the air was evacuated from the passage way and the gravity plating was turned back up to a debilitating level and the lights were turned off.

As the two emerged onto the command level Korica shook off the temporary nausea as her ears adjusted from zero gravity to full gravity and the two walked hand in hand to Laurel's quarters. Laurel instructed her to stay in her quarters and watch videos or play learning games with the computer and don't touch the walls. Laurel put an old animated video from earth from the 2030's on the view screen, which instantly captured Korica's attention and then she kissed her on the forehead and made her way back to the bridge.

When Laurel stepped on the bridge Mark looked past her expecting Jake to be following her.

"He stayed on the passenger level. I can hear what he is doing. He is trying to reassure the girls that they are safe. I would assume safety is a relative term to them seeing as how many of them were snatched off their home worlds or off of other vessels."

"I just can't get used to that. You two knowing what the other is doing just by listening to what the other is thinking."

"Sure beats wearing a radio and I don't have to interrupt him to ask what he doing."

"If you put me in a room with a hundred beautiful women there would be some shi¦stuff going through my head I wouldn't want my girl to hear."

"Jake is a guy. He has the occasional dirty thought but he is very respectful of the fact that I can hear everything he thinks. He is more curious about the girls background and culture than their bodies."

"You got a good man cap. You better keep him."

"I know. I don't plan on letting him get away."

While Laurel and Mark went about their monitoring duties on the bridge Jake was doing his best to comfort the girls and learn more about some these fascinating girls. He couldn't help but notice that all of them were gorgeous in looks and figure but he was most curious how they all ended up with the Hodong. He was most intrigued with one girl in particular who had the prettiest blue skin. Her eyes were almost a purple color and she was very beautiful and seemed very shy. She had light brown, medium length, lightly curled hair and a very small symmetrical face with small delicate aqua colored lips.

He had Praxy ask her to come sit with the group of eight girls he was talking too with Praxy as a translator. Praxy was quite taken with Jake and always volunteered her service as translator for him. Praxy herself was 14 and had been on the Hodong station for quite a while. One of the Hodong liked her in particular and always started her bidding price very high to insure she wouldn't be sold.

The girl with the blue skin had a very unusual language that seemed to Jake's ears to be a multi syllable worded language. There weren't many of her words that had a single English word translation. It was more ideas and descriptive translations. Jake learned her name is En'nala. She was from a planet she called Grou'tok in what she called the Bok'tan galaxy. She had been on the first intergalactic vessel her people had ever built to try and reach the next closest star to her home world. It was only 16 light years away and should have only taken roughly 30 years in a deep frozen sleep. She was with her parents and a sister. She was the equivalent of 12 earth years old although a year on her planet was far different from earth. She lived on the sixth planet of a twelve-planet system in a binary star system. Their version of a year was far different since there was always a sun in the sky except for the equivalent of a winter that lasted seven earth weeks long when only one sun was visible as one sun passed behind the other.

En'nala really didn't know what happened to her family or the rest of the passengers. She assumed the worst but just didn't know for certain. The Hodong had entered her ship and figured out how to open her cryo chamber and revive her without killing her. She woke to find herself being strapped onto a gurney from her vessel. There were crates of equipment and generators and other things she didn't understand being torn from her ship. She assumed the vessel was left without power and probably had no hope for rescue since her people didn't have any other vessels capable of long space voyages.

She was taken to a very large vessel that was run by creatures like nothing she could have imagined. The Hodong were strange enough to her but the other creatures were reptilian and very ugly. They had greenish looking scaly skin and pointed heads with yellow unblinking eyes that had only a slit for pupils. She was thrown in a cell of sorts and kept there for several days while blood was taken and internal exams were performed in a very painful manner. She was the first creature they had seen with copper based green hemoglobin and with such strong vaginal muscles.

She explained that her people had a second sight as she called it. When her people enter puberty the second sight awakens and she would be able to hear others thinking and could feel what they felt from a great distance. She hadn't yet been able to hear thought but she could feel what others felt. She knew she was going to be abused in bad ways but she had no idea just how bad it was going to be.

After the experimenting was done to their satisfaction the attacks started. When she struggled she was slapped very hard and punched in the guts. When the first Hodong raped her it hurt so bad that she kept tightening up and hurting the Hodong and he would slap her and tell her to stop it. She tried to relax and let him do what he wanted but she kept gripping him to tight and she got more beatings. She then had two other Hodong attack her one of which spoke her language. She tried to tell him it hurt and she wasn't trying to resist. He didn't care or believe her. They didn't understand that her people mated by inserting the cock into the female and the cock is then held firmly in place by the female's vagina and the head of the cock is caressed by special soft muscles until ejaculation is achieved and it is drawn up into the uterus when the female achieves orgasm. The orgasm is controlled by choice. The simple act of being penetrated starts the process and the woman can choose to have an orgasm or not. Either way it is very pleasurable for the female to caress an orgasm from the male for a couple that loves one another.

En'nala just couldn't convince the Hodong that she was different and not ready to breed. She was raped repeatedly and often. Eventually she learned how to relax and not tense up so she wouldn't be beaten. She arrived on the Hodong station after being transferred onto two different ships. She arrived a couple days before the auction was held and different Hodong individuals and one stranger raped her again several times. The stranger had won the high bid and was going to come back for her but luckily the rescue took place before that happened.

Jake now understood why Laurel was so upset after hearing some of the tales from these poor girls. He was sickened and a little angry at what this girl had been put through. She looked so young and fragile that he just couldn't understand how someone could want to hurt her like that. Her mind still seemed strong though. They hadn't broken her spirit completely. She was defiantly going to have issues with trusting a man and intimacy but she seemed fairly stable now that she was being fed properly and looked after in a humane manner.

Jake tried to offer more reassurance that she was among friends by gently placing his forehead against hers without putting his hands on her and letting her feel warm and caring emotions. As with Laurel's experience he found that she experienced emotions from a different place in the mind and they didn't feel the same as Human emotion but he could still identify the different emotions. She was very tender inside and scared of all the strange sights and sounds around her but she was particularly fond of Laurel and had a great deal of admiration for her. Jake also found that En'nala actually didn't trust him at first but the fact that he could and would share himself with her left her feeling very comfortable with him. She still had a place in heart to love someone so she wasn't without hope. Jake found that En'nala found Jake odd looking but very handsome and could see what Laurel saw in him.

The two broke off the mind sharing with a smile once the fog cleared from their minds. Jake was amazed at how complex this girl was. He wished they could have become friends under normal circumstances. She was probably a bright confidant outgoing and exiting girl before she turned into the quiet shy girl he saw now. He knew he had a friend in her now though. She knew she had a protector and was among true friends that wouldn't hurt her or let anyone get close to her with bad intentions.

She seemed to relax a little and sit a little closer to Jake. As the other girls watched on, Jake gently took her hand in his and felt of her skin, which felt just like normal skin only the color was different. He looked at her fingers and turned her hand over and noticed her palms were a little lighter in color; they were a pale blue color and they were very soft. She had the same unique lines in her palms that he had and after tracing some of the lines in her palms with his fingertip she took his hand and studied his skin and palm lines the same way. It was a gentle bonding experience that he enjoyed. He then pointed to her hair, which was a light brown color and came down just below her shoulders. She had bangs in front that had obviously been maintained before her cryo sleep. En'nala grasped a lock of her hair and pulled it over her shoulder and held it up toward him. He expected her hair to be coarse but it was actually very soft and fine. It reminded him of exactly how Laurel's hair felt. She then cautiously reached over and felt of his hair and she also looked surprised at how soft and fine his hair was.

She then had Praxy tell him thank you for being so nice to her and for making her feel so welcome to be part of their group. Jake smiled warmly and nodded to her. He was starting to realize not only was he making friends with her but he was helping the girls to get to know each other as well. They all had the common bond of the hell they had been through but now they could relax and just be normal teenagers.

Jake then engaged another of the other girls in the small group and asked her if she wanted to talk about her experience with Praxy translating. She was particularly young looking. Her name was Ditra and her home world was Thara in what she called the Tronip galaxy. She had beautiful sky blue eyes and flowing blond colored hair with a small round face. Her lips were two small bright red spots and a very young looking face with perfect unblemished Human looking skin. She was only days away from turning 12 years old when she was grabbed while on a trading outpost with her father. The outpost was attacked without provocation and without mercy. Her father was killed right in front of her and she was taken to one of the cargo vessels attached to the station and bound and tied to a structural post.

After the cargo hold was full of stolen goods the craft departed for a bright region of space that she could see through the open cockpit door. She was made to wait bound and gagged to stop her crying for a full day. When water was finally offered to her she had to remove all her clothing to be allowed to drink. She was allowed to remain un-gagged if she didn't make any noise but her clothing was taken away. She was offered food much later but it also came at a price. The Hodong exposed himself to her and pointed to her crotch and then to the floor. When she refused he slapped her so hard she almost lost consciousness and he tied her back up and made her go hungry. When he offered water again much later he pointed to her crotch again and wiggled his finger. She was so thirsty that she agreed. He inserted his finger in her body many times making her bleed the first time and did things that hurt but he kept his word and gave her water.

It was many more hours of this same bargaining for water and two more attempts to bargain for food, both of which she refused before they reached the Hodong station. She was taken to the detention area and thrown in a cell and finally given some horrible tasting food. She wasn't violated again but seeing all the naked girls she was sure it was only a mater of time before she would be. She had to watch and listen to some of the other girls being attacked and beaten, which made her cry and dread her own turn. Luckily the rescue mission took place before she was actually broken in.

Again Jake felt anger at childhood stolen and innocence lost and sadness at the loss of her father and the tragic abuse she had to endure. This poor girl was just in the wrong place at the wrong time and happened to be absolutely beautiful. That fact alone is probably why she wasn't killed along with her father. She looked absolutely human right down to the sky blue colored eyes and golden blond hair that came down to the middle of her back. Jake even remembered seeing her without clothing and that part of her was very cute and very normal looking. She had well defined lips and typical length of labium with a little punctuation hood at the top. She had delicate features and high cheekbones with a little button nose and soft pink rosy cheeks. Nothing hinted at her being a different species except the fact she didn't speak English.

Jake offered his sincere condolence for the loss of her father and reassured her she was among people who cared about her. As Jake stood just to stretch his legs Ditra stood also and embraced him with a warm hug and a peck on the cheek. Jake was a little surprised but felt it was a sincere thank you from someone so young and scared. He read nothing into it other than gratitude. He also caught a hint of Ditra's voice in her own language in his mind only further confirming his and Laurel's suspicions that all the girls had some latent telepathic ability. He listened in for Laurel's thoughts on what he was thinking and he heard her saying "you're doing fine. I love you, and thank you for comforting the girls. They need a friend who will listen and not judge."

He looked at the three girls that wouldn't come near him and wished he could convey that he was a friend and wouldn't hurt them but he saw the stony look on their face and knew that their spirit had been broken and men were the enemy and he would have no chance of getting to know or help them. He was starting to feel a need to be close to Laurel again but he wanted to keep the girls calm and give them someone to talk to if they wanted.

He did notice one of the girls off in his peripheral vision that had been staring at him and he sensed she wanted companionship but didn't speak any of the girl's language and so felt isolated. He looked over to her and gently waved her over. She nervously shook her head 'no' and looked away. Jake looked at Praxy and she smiled and went over to the girl and worked for a minute to get the girl to speak so she could determine if she could speak her language. Once Praxy got her to say more than just 'no' she recognized her language as one that she could indeed speak. Praxy asked her to please come and be with the others. She reluctantly agreed and Praxy took her by the hand and guided her to sit right next to Jake making her very nervous.

Praxy got her to tell her she wasn't on the station very long but long enough to be hurt a couple times. Her name was Tiera. She had just turned 13 years old and came from a planet called Herot in what she called the Fermon galaxy. Jake could immediately sense her fear and discomfort. She was obviously able to share feelings and probably thoughts. Jake tried to concentrate on how glad he was that she was close by and the warm feelings he had for her. Tiera looked down for a second then up and slowly turned and looked at him. She looked genuinely surprised. She pointed at him and then herself and back. Jake smiled and slowly nodded yes and smiled a little. Tiera blushed noticeably and bumped his shoulder with hers. She then nervously looked back at her knees. Jake took a chance and slid his hand under hers and clasped his fingers in hers. She looked at his hand in hers but didn't pull hers away. Jake had Praxy tell her she is among friends who care about her and she is not alone. She smiled and leaned into Jake a little. He was sensing a calm washing over her. Her feelings seemed very familiar and easy to identify.

She had a good level of tan indicating she spent a great deal of time in the sun and she was very cute to Jake. She had a small frame but seemed to have lived a healthy life before the Hodong got a hold of her. She had no scars or imperfections in her skin. Her teeth were straight and very bright indicating a caring family had taken care of her and she brushed her teeth and ate right. She had curvy hips and fairly muscular arms and legs indicating a high level of use for one reason or another. She had brunet hair that was lightly curly and came down past the middle of her back and her bangs were manicured and curled back naturally. She had light blue eyes that sparkled with green flecks in the right light. She had high cheekbones and a soft rounded chin and a small button nose. She had soft small pink lips that spoke to her young age. She was stunning but Jake was sure she would be absolutely gorgeous when she got a little older.

Jake had Praxy ask her if she wanted to talk about what had happened to her on the station. It was taking longer to express questions and get a response now that Praxy had to translate for all the girls in the group but it was a unifying feeling for everyone to be included in the translations. Tiera was still a little nervous as Jake could tell by her ever-changing feelings. She wanted to talk but was very shy and she had been through some ugly and very personal experiences even though most of the other girls were forced to witness some of it.

Tiera pulled her hand still clasped to Jake's up to her stomach and placed her other hand over it and then with a sigh started to open up. She explained that she was on Herot and headed to a market with her best friend on the equivalent to a bicycle that she called a harver. She lived a few minutes out of town on a farm with two other families in a cooperative community of growers. She was taking the day's collection of vegetables to the market for her mother to sell when the Hodong showed up. She was knocked from her bike and so was her friend when the Hodong fired upon them form high in the air. The Hodong landed in the road and took the girls aboard at gunpoint. The Hodong vessel was small but fast. She knew she couldn't outrun or outride the craft so she surrendered without a fight. Her friend was crying and when the Hodong started tearing her clothing off Tiera was helpless to do anything to stop them. She wept but kept quiet as her friend was brutally slapped around and raped on the spot while another Hodong held a weapon pointed at Tiera and watched.

After that her friend was marched to the edge of the boarding ramp and shot in the back of the head. She just watched in horror as her body rolled off the ramp and then the ramp was closed. She was sure she was next. She started crying harder and she was hit in the head from behind with something hard.

Tiera started to tear up and Praxy told her she could stop if it was too much and put her hand on her knee. Tiera shook her head no. She regained her composure and gripped Jake's hand tighter and continued. She said she next woke up with a bad headache tied to a crate full of vegetables that she recognized from her farm. She didn't know how the crate got filled or if anyone else got hurt. She decided to just keep quiet and do as they told her and hopefully they wouldn't attack her. They traveled for many hours while her head throbbed before one of the hodong came and untied her and gave her some dirty water. The Hodong pointed to the vegetables in the crate and then pointed to her mouth then motioned for her to take her clothes off. She wanted to do as they asked to avoid being killed but she didn't want to be naked so she shook her head no. The Hodong was about to grab her when the other called him away to the cockpit. The craft made some violent maneuvers throwing her around the cargo area. She assumed they were being chased.

She said there were then some loud noises in the walls and the violent maneuvers stopped. The Hodong then came back and tied her up again and it was many hours before they arrived on another bigger ship. She was taken into a small room with a bed of sorts and left alone tied up for a very long time. She didn't know how long it was before another Hodong came and gave her some water and put something on the back of her head that made the headache stop. He kept trying to talk to her but she didn't understand him. He was the only one that ever treated her in a way that didn't scare her. He was wearing a gray long thin coat of sorts. She guessed he was there to keep her alive and check her out. He passed some kind of long white wand over her entire body while she was made to lie down. He then left and it was many more hours before another Hodong came in and undressed her. He didn't hurt her but he wasn't nice either. She was then left naked and scared for a few minutes before one of the individuals that originally picked her up, she recognized a scar on his chin, came in and made her lie down and he pulled her legs apart and pointed something at her that she guessed captured her image. There was some strange words that from the device and he smiled. He then put his finger in her body and felt around. It made her bleed and hurt like nothing she had ever felt before. He was very mean about it and seemed to enjoy how much it hurt her. He then put his finger in and out several times looking for her response. He then left her crying and didn't come back.

Tiera was gripping Jake's hand so tight at this point he thought she was going to cut the blood flow off. She was feeling disgust with herself at this point and Jake tried to send feelings of how beautiful and sweet he saw her to be hoping it would help. She relaxed her grip and looked at him. She really was extremely pretty and he tried to reassure her without words that she was a beautiful person. It seemed to work as she smiled a little and continued.

She next found herself being taken out of the room and yanked through the ship and down some stairs past all kinds of Hodong feeling completely humiliated because she was completely naked. She was taken to a large hangar bay and then a hodong came out and grabbed her by the back of the neck very roughly and she was lead to the detention area and pushed down as she stepped into one of the cages. The Hodong then told her in her own language "Do as you're told and you won't be killed. If you prove more trouble than you're worth I'll take you out and shoot you myself."

She said the rest everyone else saw. She was taken to the back of the room a little while later and when she started to cry one of the Hodong punched her in the stomach so hard she threw up and couldn't breath. When she caught her breath he made her clean up the mess and then threw her on the bed. A stranger that looked Hoospa then came to her, the equivalent of Humans to the people from Earth as Praxy explained. The stranger put his mouth on her breasts and kissed on her stomach and neck, which she didn't like but she just let him so she wouldn't be beaten. He then put his hands on her crotch and rubbed her and put his finger inside her several times. She wept but kept quiet. He then put his mouth on and in her crotch and he made her body do things she didn't want it to do. She felt tingles that she couldn't stop and then she quivered and shook and just couldn't stop it from happening. She couldn't think for a minute because it was so intense. She thought she did something wrong because when she stopped shaking he just stood up, wiped his mouth and smiled and then just left. She was then grabbed by the Hodong and thrown back into her cell. She was given water with everyone else and fed the horrible food that she ate without thinking about what it was. The Hodong then came and told her he would start breaking her in the next day. She then had to watch as Tret was taken from the cell and she saw what it meant to be broken in. Tret came back sore and crying. She was smart enough by this point not to struggle or resist. It was day 2 of the 3 day break in for Tret as Praxy explained. The rescue mission came the next day before Tiera was touched again.

Jake was appalled and saddened but relieved that they had gone in when they did. Laurel had been right. Every minute they delayed meant more abuse and pain. Tiera started to weep and Jake pulled his hand from hers and put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her in closer. She hid her face in Jake's shoulder and turned toward him a little. All he could do was send feelings of warmth and compassion. Praxy then moved over next to Tiera and pressed her head into Tiera's shoulder. Tiera wrapped her arms around Praxy and cried openly. All the girls put a hand on Tiera and closed their eyes so Jake did the same. Jake could feel a collage of warm glowing emotion that was very calming and tender. When all the girls lifted their heads after several minutes Tiera leaned over and kissed Jake on the cheek as she wiped the tears from her cheeks and had Praxy thank him for listening and for caring enough to invite her over. She then surprised him by having Praxy tell him that Laurel was a truly lucky girl to have such a good man looking as her mate.

Listening to these horrible acts of cruelty was the hardest thing Jake has ever had to do but he was pretty sure it was helping these girls to talk about what had happened to them and to feel accepted and loved despite their experiences. Jake was left with a profound sense of love for these girls. He felt like he had 103 little sisters now that he was going to look out for. He was more resolute that they had done the right thing in putting the Hodong down.

Praxy then shocked him by responding directly to what he was thinking.

"You did the right thing for all our sakes. I know I speak for all of the girls here when I say we love you too Jake. Thank you."

"Holy crap! You can hear what I'm thinking?"

"Yes. I have been able to for some time."

"Why didn't you say something?"

"I wanted to see where your heart and mind were."

"My heart and¦oooh. You mean with all the girls..."

"Yes. I wanted to see if your heart said the same thing as your words."

"Sooo¦What did you learn?"

"You love us for the right reason and in the right way. You are to be trusted. You are the kind of friend we all need. I wish I had more male fiends like you back home. Most boys are pigs, you're not."

"How do you know what a pig is?"

"From you. You told me they are dirty four legged mud sniffing animals." Praxy pointed to her temple.

Jake laughed out loud.

"That describes some boys on my world too."

"And don't worry if I can hear you and your Laurel. I can only hear you when you are close to me. It only started once I started to care about you."

"I was actually wondering about that."

"I know. And I know you do not have any lust in your heart for any of us. You only have lust for your Laurel."

"I can't help it. I'm in love with her."

"It's ok Jake. That is how it should be. She has a great deal of love for you too. She also feels a strong lust for you. I think it is beautiful. It's how love and sex is supposed to be."

"Thank you Praxy. That's sweet of you to say that."

Jake then had Praxy ask Tiera if she needed anything at all. She shook her head no. She then had Praxy tell him that she had a new friend and now knew how to talk to the other girls through Praxy. She couldn't ask for anything more. Jake smiled at her brightly and bumped her shoulder the way she had his making her smile big. He spent a little longer sitting with the girls talking lightly before he had to excuse himself to get back to Laurel. He was feeling anxious and his stomach was starting to hurt. Praxy noticed his aching heart and asked him if he was ok.

"I need to be close to Laurel. We have a¦bond that prevents us from being able to be apart for long before we start to feel ill. The heart aches and our bodies¦we get sick."

"Really? That's kind of beautiful."

"Thank you. I can still hear her and I feel what she is feeling, but we have to be close to one another to feel normal."

"You can hear her and feel her from great distances?"

"Oh yes. I can't go anywhere that I can't hear her."

"I hope I have a love that strong someday."

"Somebody is going to love you very much Praxy. You are beautiful and kind. My mother used to tell me there is somebody for everybody. We have only to find them."

Jake put his hand on Praxy's cheek and smiled at her. She could feel the love in his touch and it made her feel like things might actually be ok for her.

"We will miss you. Go and see Laurel and give her a hug for me will you?"

"You got it."

With that Jake stood up and started making his way to the exit. He was feeling a little sickened by the stories he had heard. As he looked back at the girls sitting and walking around and talking to each other through the 8 translators it dawned on him the common age element to all the girls. All were 11 to 14 with the exception of one 15 year old and one 16 year old and little Korica who was only 10 and the youngest of all the captives. He just couldn't believe there was a market for such young girls. They weren't even women yet and they were being sold like cattle. It just didn't seem right.

As he stepped into the passageway the voices and waves of emotions stopped and he only heard Laurel. She too was very young and he had to remind himself that he was pursuing her actively and she was barley a woman. He loved her with all his heart and had no plans to let her get away but he was now very aware of her young age and fragility. He was going to make sure she never felt pushed into anything or like he was taking advantage of her naivetÃ©.

Once he arrived on the command deck he headed strait for the bridge. As soon as he entered the bridge he began to feel relief of his symptoms. Laurel stood and smiled at him brightly and he could hear her think, "Oh thank god". She looked as though she was going to come running to him but she remembered where she was and maintained proper bridge etiquette. She was very glad to see him though and she also felt immediate relief. She sat back down as he stepped up close to her chair and just stood for a moment soaking in her energy and warmth. He was glad to feel strong direct emotions again instead of the confused and uncontrolled waves of emotions that were present on the passenger deck.

"So how are the girls doing?" Laurel asked.

"Their scared, confused, but I think we are making some headway with making them feel loved and important. I am starting to get the impression that most if not all are telepathic to one degree or another. We are going to have to be very careful what we think about in their presence."

"Yah. That's the impression I got too. I guess this thing we have is a natural evolutionary step for an advanced species. We are definitely not alone with this gift."

Mark stopped what he was doing and looked at the two a little concerned.

"Are you saying these girls are going to be able to pull information out of your heads?"

"Not really. Some can hear thoughts when we are close to them but most of them just seem to be able to share feelings and feel what others are feeling. It takes a conscious effort to let them in your head. They are very young and none of them really know how to control what they can do. Besides, only eight of them know English including Korica."

"Well, will I know if they are digging around in my mind?"

"Yes. If you start hearing a strange language and female voices in your mind then say something to one of us. We will find out who is messing around, but I don't think any of them is that strong yet. I think that is why the Hodong took only eleven to fourteen-year-old girls. If love is the key to their abilities developing and you break their spirit before they fall in love or make them afraid to love or feel unloved their abilities are stunted or may not develop at all."

"So they are as young as they look?"

"Yes. They are¦they are just babies." Jake's eyes watered up and Mark noticed.

"They've touched you haven't they xo?"

"I'm trying not to get angry but these girls are so young and they were so innocent. Those bastards took someone's precious little girl and¦ruined them."

"Take it easy xo. We got 'em now. No one is going to mess with their heads¦or bodies anymore."

"You should hear some of thing the girls have been put through. It's enough to break your heart."

"I don't need that kind of horror in my head. I've already heard and seen things in my life that would make your blood run cold. Just having a pretty good idea it was ugly for them is enough."

Jake regained his composure and cleared his eyes and just as he was about to take his station at propulsion the AI chimed up.

"Captain you have a call coming in from your quarters. It is Korica, would you like the message forwarded to your conference room?"

"No. Put it through here."

Laurel looked down at her control panel and saw an icon appear that read, ' Korica holding' so she touched the icon and it turned green and she called to Korica.

"Korica? Are you ok?"

"Yah. But I'm hungry. I can't find a menu in here."

"Sorry baby. There aren't menus in the quarters. I'll come get you and we'll go get something to eat, ok?"

"Ok. Thank you."

"You're welcome sweetheart." Laurel touched the icon again and the speakers shut off and the icon disappeared from her panel.

"Come on guys let's get some chow in us." Laurel said smiling.

The three set their respective stations to auto and departed the bridge for the mess hall. As angel approached her quarters the computer sensed her presence and deactivated the field around the door and Laurel stepped forward and the door slid open. There was Korica smiling brightly and Laurel felt a wave relief that she was there. She put her hand out and Korica took her hand and the two followed Mark and Jake down the corridor.

During lunch Mark engaged Korica curious as to her abilities since he now knew all the girls had been discovered via the machine he destroyed on the Hodong station as a direct result of their abilities. He had pieced together for himself and from feedback from Laurel and Jake that the device would seek out telepathic races and store information about them for later use when one placed themselves in the chair.

He was impressed with just how smart this kid was and how well mannered she was. She obviously had parents that paid a great deal of attention to her development. She seemed to have an intuition that he assumed was related to her ability to sense what others were feeling. She was sweet but he sensed she was always sizing up what a person said compared to what was going on with what they felt. He asked her to talk a little more about her travels, which she did gladly. It gave him an opportunity to read her body language and micro expressions for honesty and understanding of what she had experienced.

At the end of an hour lunch he was really starting to see what Laurel liked about her. She wasn't hyper, didn't interrupt others and spoke very thoughtfully. He came to like how she called Laurel 'captain Laurel'. He was convinced she had no agenda and no hidden motives for what she did. She was innocent and just wanted to be loved and desperately wanted guidance. He could tell she was on the verge of becoming very independent but hadn't quite made it there just yet. He was pretty sure she wasn't manipulating anyone. She just loved Laurel very much and her face lit up every time she looked at her. Mark decided he liked her very much and would be more accommodating to her presence.

After lunch as the four were heading back toward the bridge Mark decided to bite the bullet and let Korica spend the afternoon on the bridge. As Laurel was about to enter her quarters with Korica in hand Mark called out to her.

"Hay, why don't you bring her over to the bridge with you. As long as she promises not to touch anything I don't see the harm. She is an official crewmember after all and she has the security clearance."

Korica's face lit up and she smiled big.

"You saw that did you?" Laurel said grinning.

"Of course. I wouldn't be doing my job if I didn't see new credentials being recorded."

"I promise, I won't touch anything. I'll behave myself."

"I know you will. Come on." Mark waved her over as he stepped onto the bridge.

As the four of them entered the bridge Korica looked around again in absolute amazement. The bridge of the Future was a wondrous place to her compared to the cramped and confusing bridge on the freighters she had lived on her whole life. As Laurel sat down in the captain's seat she slid the control panel out of the way and patted her knee for Korica to come have a seat on her lap. Korica hopped up in her lap with a big grin and Laurel pulled her right up next to her stomach and then pulled both control panels back in front of her and went about checking all the systems.

Korica looked on in amazement as Laurel pulled up different systems and touched icons to turn things on and off and slid icons out of the way with a flick of her finger tip. This went on for close to an hour before Korica asked if she could go watch Jake at work. Jake was thrilled that she wanted to be with him. Laurel slid her panels to the side and told her go ahead. Laurel needed to let the blood flow return to her legs anyway. Korica wasn't very heavy but just heavy enough to restrict the blood in the top of Laurel's legs.

Jake slid his seat back a little and picked Korica up and placed her squarely in his lap. He liked the warm sensation of her body up against his. He wrapped his arms around her and hugged her for a moment and he could feel a wave of emotion from her. She truly loved him very much in a tender way. She felt safe and loved in his embrace. He then went about explaining the propulsion displays and changed the arrangement of the display so all the engines were visible and the level of thrust being produced was shown in a graph form. He explained the gravity well in front of the Future and discussed the power factors and how the computer did most of the calculations and manipulation of the engines and gravity field coefficients. He knew it was all way over her head but she watched and listened anyway.

After a while Jake found himself leaning back with his arms around Korica very much enjoying her constant radiant pulsing emotional energy that seemed to mimic her heart beat. It dawned on Jake that all the love he and Laurel had been showering on her was keeping her abilities in a heightened state. She would soon be entering puberty and a measure of control was going to have to be learned. For now it was small and gentle but that would change as her hormones started going crazy. He wondered just how challenging that would be for him and Laurel. They didn't even know how to control their own abilities let alone teaching an alien girl how to control her much stronger gift.

He suddenly realized he was thinking very long term for her care. He searched the feeling deeper and realized it was coming form his gut instinct. That little voice deep down inside that he and Laurel were learning to never ignore. He was convinced Korica would be staying with them permanently He smiled a little at the thought. He loved little Korica so much he couldn't bare the thought of her going away and he was sure now that he would never have to do that. She would always be with him. He even tried to imagine what she would look like as a teenager and a young woman. She was already very pretty and had some stunning looks starting to develop. She was going to be drop dead gorgeous as a young woman and he was going to have to watch who took an interest in her. He didn't want to see her end up falling in love with a jerk.

His thoughts were interrupted by a wave of emotion from Laurel. He turned and looked at Mark, who was watching his sensor and navigation panels intently and then he looked at Laurel who was looking right at him with her hand up to her mouth covering her lips with her fingers. Jake listened in and heard Laurel saying that she felt it too now. Korica would be staying. She didn't know how or why but she felt it deep down. This precious little soul would be with them for the rest of her life. Jake's eyes opened wide as he motioned over at Mark. Laurel looked over at Mark then back at Jake and shrugged as she brought her hand down. She hadn't even brought up the idea of her staying yet. She told Jake this by thinking it and he to just shrugged. Both he and Laurel were thrilled but a little confused. They didn't know how far in the future they were sensing but it was inevitable. Mark was going to fall in love with her too. Maybe he already had.

Jake was about to suggest to Korica that she go watch what Mark was doing but she beat him to it.

"Can I go see what Mark is working on?" Korica said looking backwards and up at Jake.

Mark looked up then leaned back and scooted his seat back a little.

"Absolutely. Come on little one. I'll show you how our sensors work." Mark patted his knee.

Korica smiled big and slid off of Jake's lap and walked over to Mark and turned backwards. Mark lifted her up and plopped her down in his lap. Jake looked back at Laurel and smiled broadly. Jake heard Laurel think, "He does like her. That tough marine has a gentle caring side after all." Jake had to fight not to laugh. The thought of Mark strolling down the passage way with Korica on his hip just seemed hilarious and out of place. Jake turned and went back to his engine displays so Mark wouldn't see him on the verge of cracking up.

Mark scooted his seat back in and pulled Korica close to his gut and kept one arm around her stomach. He went about explaining the sensor data and showed a graphic representation of the Future with a dotted circle showing how far the sensors could detect most objects. Korica was amazed at how powerful the Future's sensors were. Her father's freighter could only sense things several million miles out. The Future could detect things light years away and get a precise fix on them. Mark showed her the objects that were being tracked on an intercept course and then let her touch a couple icons that did nothing more than change the sensitivity of the sensors.

Mark kept her at his station for well over an hour explaining all the different controls and icons before Korica had to excuse herself to go use the restroom. Mark slid his seat back and picked Korica like she weighed absolutely nothing and set her down next to his seat. He then patted her behind once gently and told her to go ahead and use the bathroom in the command quarters. She smiled and left the bridge with Laurel to go to their quarters.

Mark waited until he was sure the two were out of earshot range.

"Ok. I'm convinced. She is a sweetheart and I can see why you and cap like her so much. She makes you feel good to have her close. I don't know if it's her voodoo or if I'm just getting soft, but she can hang out at my station anytime."

Jake was dumbfounded. He didn't know what to say. He just stared for a moment before he too glanced back toward the open door then back to Mark.

"I think she is just a well behaved little sweetheart and you can't help but love her. She's cute as button too."

"Yah I noticed. How could you say no to that little face?"

"I can't. She's got me wrapped around her little finger."

"Just¦don't tell cap that I'm being a softy. I have a reputation to think of."

"To show love to a helpless little girl makes you more of a man to a woman. But your secret is safe with me. Or at least a s secret as I can possibly keep it."

"Right. Shit, she can read your mind. Can't she?"

"It doesn't work like that. It's not like reading a book. She can hear what I'm thinking and can tell what I am feeling at the moment. She can't see what's in my memory if I'm not thinking about it. Barriers that no one can get through protect some parts of the brain. Memory is one of those places."

"Cool. Well I like the little one. A lot."

Jake smiled and turned and went back to his displays. A few minutes later the girls strolled in Laurel holding Korica's hand and Korica grinning brightly. Korica could feel the love from Mark even if he wasn't going to announce it to everyone and she had shared her revelation with Laurel. As Korica strolled past the unoccupied sensor station she glanced over and saw the upper display with a big white circle and the alien signal was streaming across the circle in a straight line as it was being analyzed. Korica recognized the signal but had no idea how important the signal was.

"Hay I recognize that signal." Korica said pointing to the display as she walked by heading back to Mark.

All three froze and looked at Korica. Out of the mouth of babes came what they had been looking for. Someone that knew the signal. Mark chimed in first as Korica reached his position.

"Little one, you know that signal? Are you sure?" Mark asked with big eyes.

"Sure. It's from the elder race. I've seen it before."

"The elder race? They are the ones who built the chair¦the learning device I destroyed on the Hodong station right?"

"Yep."

"Where have you seen that signal before?" Mark scooped Korica up and sat her on his leg.

"The elder race contacted our people many years ago when we all started to talk to each other without words. We've all seen that signal. We are taught about it in school. It took fifty quaren¦years to decode."

"Do you know the cipher to decode it?"

"Sure. It's embedded in the signal."

Mark looked at Laurel with his mouth open. If he hadn't decided to bring Korica on the bridge they may have never deciphered the signal. The elder race would have probably ignored the Future and no help would have been available for their passengers.

"Show me."

Mark stood up and carried Korica over to the sensor analysis station and put her on his lap and scooted the seat in. Korica looked up at the sensor display and then down at the myriad of control icons and incoming readings and she was completely lost.

"I don't¦I don't know how these controls work." Korica squirmed around a little.

"Just tell me what you need and I'll help you." Mark said right into her ear.

He was feeling the warm sensation inside in his chest again and he was keeping Korica's body very close to his. He had his face right next to her head so close he could smell her soft sent and clean hair.

"Bring that down here." Korica pointed to the upper display and then pointed to the lower.

Mark reached up and touched the upper left corner of the display and started to drag the display down. As he did the display pushed all the other icons and controls and data views aside and started to appear on the lower control panel. Korica could now reach the signal display as the signal scrolled by in a wavy line of dips and peaks.

"How do I stop the signal? I just need to see a couple seconds of it stopped."

Mark touched the signal line then touched what looked like a small stop sign and the signal stopped scrolling by.

"I need to see the high and low spots closer."

Mark reached over to the sensitivity slider and touched it and slid it up slowly until Korica stopped him. Korica then by instinct alone reached out and touched the signal line and slowly dragged it to the right.

"There. How do I cut that part off?'

"Just touch that little icon that looks like a pair of scissors and then touch where you want to cut the signal at."

"A pair of what?" The term scissors confused Korica. For her scissors were called nops.

"Scissors. They are used to cut things like paper, material¦signals."

"Oh. We call them something else."

Korica touched the scissor icon and then touched the signal display then scrolled the signal to the left a little after touching the scissors again. She scrolled through 3.1415 seconds of signal and then touched the scissors again and cut the signal and dragged the piece of signal up by itself and went back to the signal and did the same thing again. She did this several times laying each piece of the signal one on top of the next.

"Keep doing that and stack fourteen pieces to each pile. You see there in the signal high and low spots? Those are words and numbers in the language of the elder race."

"That's pi! The signal length you cut is pi. Three point one four one five, and if you add those numbers together it's fourteen." Laurel said.

"Pi? I thought pie was food to your people?" Korica said bewildered.

"Well it is. But it is also a mathematical equation for finding the ratio of the circumference of a circle to its diameter. It takes a fundamental understanding of mathematics to know that formula. An indication of an advance race." Laurel said.

"So if we have the computer do this to the signal you can translate the cipher?"

"Sure." Korica sounded like she was talking about a simple nursery rhyme.

"Oh I could kiss you little one. We have been racking our brains trying to figure this out."

"I won't stop you." Korica said smiling big at Mark.

"What!" Mark looked shocked.

Laurel put her hand on Mark's shoulder.

"She's not coming on to you silly. She likes you. She's only being affectionate."

"Right. Sorry with what she was being conditioned for I¦thought the worst."

Mark turned Korica sideways on his lap and lifted her chin and planted a peck on her lips. Korica blushed and reached around Marks broad chest and hugged him. He looked up at Laurel who was beaming at him and he wrapped his arm around Korica and squeezed her into his chest. It made him feel warm inside like he had never felt before. He didn't know he could feel so much affection for a little girl. He was becoming attached to Korica and rather liked the way she made him feel inside. He assumed this was how a father was supposed to love his little girl. She was sweet and warm and he wanted her close by him so he could protect and love on her.

Mark relaxed his embrace and turned Korica back around on his lap and went to setting the computer to assembling the signal in strings as Korica had outlined. When he had the parameters set he had Korica touch the icon to start the process. The indication was that it should take a little over a day to compile the signal and analyze the characters Korica had pointed out. Mark was impressed with just how smart Korica was. He was feeling very small somehow with all the genius level people around him. He was very glad to have them but he knew they were out of his league in the brains department.

Mark set Korica back down on the floor next to him but he slid his hand down her arm and then took hold of her hand so she wouldn't think he wanted her to leave his side and he stood up and went back to his navigation station with Korica in tow and then picked her up and put her back in his lap and straightened her skirt out then scooted her back against his stomach and wrapped his arm around her stomach and scooted his seat back in.

Laurel watched this with great pride and realized Korica had him. He was falling in love with this tender little spirit and it was only a matter of time before he couldn't stand the thought of her leaving either. Mentioning her possibly staying on the Future permanently was going to be easier than she thought. The four continued their shift sharing Korica's attention equally among everyone's lap leaving Korica with a feeling of truly belonging and a great sense of love for the entire crew. She felt like nothing bad could ever happen to her again and she definitely was never going to be violated again. Her privates felt private again and it was a great relief for her. She could just grow up being happy and normal without fearing a stranger touching her in an evil dirty way.

Once the days monitoring was complete and a new work schedule was compiled for the remaining repairs the four made their way to the mess hall for the evening meal. Mark was very impressed with Korica's behavior on the bridge. True to her word she didn't touch anything without express permission and she kept very quiet. Except for the times she sat in his lap and kept him company he didn't even know she was there. She obviously had great ship etiquette. He was also very surprised by how good it felt to have her in his lap. She was very warm and comforting. She seemed to have a slightly higher body temperature than Humans so she was very warm all the time in his lap. She also stirred something in his heart that he had never experienced before. He wasn't sure what it was but he liked it.

The four ate dinner during which Korica chose to sit next to Mark. He was pleased by her choice since it kept the warm feeling inside him growing. The conversation was light and humorous at times. There was a little discussion of the girls becoming more telepathically active down on the passenger deck. Laurel concluded that they had created an environment of love and caring among the girls and they were probably feeding off of each other's energy. She didn't see any cause for concern even the ability of some of the girls to hear thought didn't worry her especially since they didn't know English it was probably just gibberish to them. The girls that did know English couldn't listen in without their presence being known since whispers always accompanied the listening in. It was like they brought a little piece of themselves when they listen in to someone else's thoughts.

After the meal the four went to the gym and worked out. Korica even wanted a workout devised for her little body. Mark sat down with her and developed a thirty-minute work out based on some stress tests and her current body weight and body fat percentage. She was very healthy surprisingly enough and it was estimated that in 4 weeks time she could trim up a little with muscle changing her body weight to a desired 70 pounds based on her height. Korica felt like she was part of a family now that she had her own workout routine and permanent crew status and a security clearance the allowed her to be on the bridge. She was most pleased with the level of emotions Mark was eliciting in her. The more he loved her the more her energy would grow in direct relation so the more love he showed her the more he would feel it in return and she was feeling a great deal of affection from him. He was making deliberate efforts to keep her closer to him.

After the workout Laurel and Korica left to take their shower together while the guys talked a little. Jake decided to see if Mark realized he was falling for little Korica like he and Laurel had.

"So what do you think of little Korica after spending most of the day with her?"

Mark looked down like he was thinking carefully.

"I really like her. She's ah¦I already miss her and she's only been gone a few minutes. Pretty weird huh?"

"Nope. I miss her too. Her energy is addictive."

Marked looked at Jake with a look of shock.

"Her energy? Are you saying she's doing something to me deliberately?"

"No. Not at all. Let me see if I can explain it. She radiates an energy that affects the pleasure center in the brain. It makes the brain produce dopamine in large quantities. She makes you feel good. When she leaves that affect is removed and you crave her presence to restore the feeling. She can only produce that affect if she is loved first. The more love she feels the stronger the field of energy she produces becomes and it grows exponentially. If she hadn't felt love from you first she wouldn't have been able to build on the feeling so what you are feeling is you own love amplified and radiated back. She can't completely control it once it starts and it can get away from her, but it's not dangerous. At least I don't think so."

"So¦I¦I don't get it. Your saying I'm feeling my own feeling through her?"

"Yes. Now you got it."

"That is some weird messed up shit. I really don't understand this¦thing you guys have with sharing feelings and whatnot, but when you tell me I am feeling my own shit coming back at me amplified through that adorable little girl, that is just some weird voodoo shit."

"Mark! Please don't let her hear you say that. She's not doing it on purpose. It's just how her body works. This thing as you call it between Laurel and I works the same way but it's ten times more intense when we feed on each others energy. I send her love she amplifies it blends it with her own and sends it back to me and I amplify it blend it with my own and send it back to her and so and so on. It gets very intense and very intoxicating. We have to work very hard not to make each other pass out. That is why our bodies crash and burn when we are separated. We experience withdrawals when our brains stop producing the feel good drugs. We could actually go into DT's and die."

"Now see¦that's just messed up. You're telling me I'm going to become addicted to that little girl and get sick when she isn't around?"

"No. Of course not. You aren't built like Laurel and I are. You don't have the wiring up there to do what we do. I am saying you are going to fall in love with that precious little girl and you're never going to want her to leave."

"Hay now! I don't operate like that! I'm a grown ass man! I don't go for babies."

"No¦I didn't say you were going to lust after her. You're going to love her with all your heart in a very protective and nurturing way. You can be in love with another soul without having to ravage them."

"Oh. Well alright then. Look I don't understand this stuff. So you're saying I did this to myself by getting close to her?"

"Well yah in a way. This is why some sick bastard through the Hodong targeted her species. Her women are irresistible to men because once love is shown to the women it is radiated back ten fold. Can you imagine what sex would be like with a woman that can amplify what you are feeling and beam it into your head along with their own feelings?"

"No. I don't suppose I can."

"Well her people experience a life pairing. It's exactly what happened to Laurel and I. Once paired it's for life. If you separate them they die. That is why they wanted little Korica. She is too young to be paired and her abilities are just starting to manifest. All she can do is love a person that loves her first. Is that really so bad?"

"Well¦no I guess not. It's weird but I guess if she can't help it and it's not dangerous it's not so bad."

"She's just loving you with exactly as much love as you're giving her. It's not voodoo or magic or any other bizarre force. It's just love pure and simple."

Mark seemed to contemplate this deeply while looking at the floor. Jake was pretty sure he was getting through to him. Mark finally looked up at Jake.

"Well I do love her damn it. I don't know if I'm in love with her or if that's even possible, but I love her very much ok? There I said it."

"Look, that's all she wants from you. That's all she wants from any of us. She just doesn't want to be hurt anymore and she wants to be loved and accepted. That's all. She's just a beautiful little girl that had her parents slaughtered right in front of her in the most horrific way and listened as her mother was brutalized then shot because she had a pairing with her father."

"Alright, alright. She can have my love. Hell, she already has it. I'll give her as much as she wants. No one else is going to love this nasty killing machine, it might as well be her."

"Thank you Mark. It means a lot to me as much as I love her that you would love and protect her too."

"Are you kidding? I'll splatter a fool that looks at that little girl wrong. Any of those poor girls down there gets looked at wrong and I'll bring the marines down on them like a bag of hammers."

"Geeze! Well I don't think that is going to be necessary. I saw what the Hodong got from just one marine and that was before you knew these girls needed protecting. A whole squad of you guys would be a shit storm I wouldn't want to be on the receiving end of."

"Semper Fi! You got that right! Look I guess I don't have to understand this shit to accept that it just is the way it is. If that little sweetheart has a crush on me so be it. I'm already committed to keeping my little bro and my little sis safe, what's another beautiful little soul to watch over."

Jake smiled big. They had him. Mark was in full tilt. With a little more time and him not fighting his feelings for Korica he was going to be nuts about her and there is no way he was ever going to leave her behind.

"You're a good man Mark, but I won't tell anyone."

"Yah, I would appreciate that. And if you can, try and keep these other kids out of my head or heart or whatever?"

"I can't promise that. If they think you are their protector and sense the love in your heart, you may be done for. You might have a hundred and three little sisters to love on."

"Hay, that's not even funny. I can love the shit out of one little girl but all those little girls down there, that's just to much."

"I'll be honest with you, Laurel and I have been trying to help them heal mentally, and to try and show them that they are loved, it's hard. There are a lot of lost souls that are very young and very hurt. I've only touched maybe a dozen or so and the same for Laurel and it's draining to show them the love they so desperately need and deserve. Especially since almost all of them can do what Korica can to a lesser degree. I'll tell you this much, there is no bullshitin' them. They can tell if you are full of crap when you tell them something. You better mean it when you tell them you love them and it better be coming form the right place."

"Well¦don't expect me to be able to go down there and shower them with hugs and kisses. I aint made that way. I can sneak one little doll in my heart but¦"

"No. We aren't going to ask you to do that. Leave that to Laurel and I. We can relate to them because we are very close to their age and because of what we can do."

"Are the girls done yet?" Mark asked trying to change the subject.

Jake listened and could hear Laurel thinking about how cute Korica's little tush was as she dried her off in their quarters and he grinned.

"What? What's so amusing?" Mark asked.

"Nothing. They're done and back in my quarters. Hay thank you Mark. Thank you for accepting Korica into our little family."

"You got it xo. But I'm doing it for her not you. No offense."

"I don't care that it's not for me. I'm not offended at all. As long as she gets all the love she wants and needs I don't care."

The two got up and started heading toward the shower room and Jake sincerely hoped Laurel was listening in to his thoughts during their conversation. Little Korica had Mark wrapped around her finger now.

After Jake was done with his shower he made his way back to his quarters and when he entered Laurel was just helping Korica put her night gear shirt on. She had her underwear on but nothing else. Jake was a little beside himself as to what to do.

"Maybe I'll go get dressed in the changing room."

Korica stopped Laurel and turned to Jake with a look of bewilderment.

"I got nothing to hide from you. This is your room you don't have to go hide. Heck you've seen my naked and you didn't feel lust in your heart. I don't care if you see me naked again. I know you love me and won't hurt me."

"Awe. Aren't you sweet? No you don't have anything to fear from me. I still want you to feel a sense of privacy. I have to get dressed anyway and I don't want to make you look at a naked man."

"Captain Laurel does though." Korica shot her hand up to her mouth. "Sorry I forgot I wasn't supposed to tell."

Laurel grinned at Korica as she went back to slipping her night gear shit over her head.

"It's alright sweetie he knows I like looking at his body. He can hear what's in my mind."

Jake was about to slip into the bathroom when he realized he was going to have to start wearing more to bed than just underwear.

"I don't care if you just wear your underwear. I promise I won't touch anything down there." Laurel looked at Korica thinking she was talking to her.

Jake was jaw dropped. He knew she was responding to his thoughts.

"Korica! Did you hear me?" Jake asked in amazement.

"Yah. You didn't say that out loud?"

"No sweetie I didn't. I only thought it."

Korica now turned and looked at him just as surprised. She had never heard anyone's thoughts before. They stood staring at each other for a minute. Jake knelt down and Korica looked at Laurel then slowly moved over to Jake and stood right next to him and looked down sadly like she was in trouble.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to eavesdrop."

"You know what eavesdrop means?" Jake asked.

"Yes. To listen to a private conversation." Korica sounded very quiet and remorseful.

"You are so smart Korica. I know you didn't mean to. Have you ever been able to hear someone else's thoughts before?"

Korica shook her head no still looking down at the floor. Jake gently lifted her chin until she looked right into his eyes.

"Can you hear my thoughts right now?"

"No. I can feel you but I can't hear you."

"Well I'm honored to be your first."

Korica looked at him a little odd.

"Oh that sounded horrible. I am so sorry sweetheart. I meant your first voice other than your own¦I'm going to go get changed now."

Jake kissed Korica on the forehead and stood up and went into the changing room and the door slid closed. He stood for a moment completely embarrassed. He could feel the warm feeling in his face and knew he must have blushed beat red in front of her. He reassured himself when he remembered what Korica said to him. She felt like she had nothing to fear from him. He would never do anything inappropriate to her and she knew it deep down. He regained his composure and got dressed and combed his hair and brushed his teeth and opened the door to find Laurel and her both under the covers watching an animated video from old earth stock. Korica looked very content and happy. Laurel looked very natural with a little girl under her arm lying half on her chest.

He stepped over to the bed and Korica pulled the covers and back.

"We saved you a spot."

"You did? Thank you sweetheart."

Jake slipped down under the covers with Korica now squeezed in-between him and Laurel. He looked over at Laurel and grinned big.

"I know. Just feels natural doesn't it." Laurel asked.

"It sure does."

Korica snuggled her head down into the gap between the two and Jake laid his head against Korica's causing an instant buzz of emotional energy in his head.

"You know guys I think we have Mark onboard with Korica staying." Jake said.

Korica rolled her head and looked at him.

"You really think so?"

Jake turned and looked at Laurel.

"Should we tell her?"

Laurel knew exactly what he was talking about. She nodded yes and smiled.

"Laurel and I have a¦an instinct if you will that is never wrong. We both have the gut feeling that you will be with us for the rest of your life."

Korica sat up quickly and turned toward Jake.

"Really? Really? You're not messing with me? I can stay?"

"Yes. You get to stay. One way or another it's going to work out so you can stay."

Korica squealed and dove on Jake and squeezed his neck painfully and kept kissing him all over the face. She then turned and flung herself on Laurel and did the same. Jake let her enjoy her moment of elation before he brought her down to reality. After Laurel rolled around holding her for a moment he got his turn of her squirming all over him. He finally sat her back down facing him and explained the rest.

"Look, here's the thing. I had a long talk with Mark while you and Laurel were showering and I got him to understand why he is becoming addicted to you."

"What? Addicted to me? I don't get it."

"There is a biological process that explains the affect you have on people. It helps explain the unusual feeling you leave in person's mind and heart when they are not used to sharing feeling like we do. Does that make sense?"

"I think so."

"Anyway. He now understands that you are not doing anything to him on purpose. It helped him understand why he missed you as soon as you left the room. You're not doing anything right?"

"No. I promise. Captain Laurel made me promise, no manipulation of the mind. I can't help what I do to people. It¦just happens." Korica sounded and looked like she was about to cry.

Jake pulled Korica up into his arms in a cradling position on his chest with her legs and behind still on the bed and kissed her on top of the head.

"It's ok baby. I know it's just the way you are made. I just had to make sure. Well I reassured Mark that you weren't. He understands now that the more he loves you the stronger the feelings are going to be from you. He's just not used to feeling something from someone else like he does with you. He admitted that he loves you very much and he will continue to let it grow. He doesn't quite understand the concept of being in love with a girl without feeling any lust but he is coming around. He said no one would ever hurt you again or look at you the wrong way without answering to him. You are very special to him like captain Laurel and I are. I think he loves you even more because you are just so cute. He can't resist you. Give it a little more time and we will ask him if you can stay and he won't be able to say no. It will break his heart to be away from you to much for him to say no."

Korica buried her face in Jake's chest and blushed from the cute comment and then seemed to accept things for what they are.

"So you won't leave without me?" Korica looked up into his face and he just melted.

"Never! I couldn't go anywhere without you sweetie. Who would sit in my lap double check my propulsion equations?"

Korica giggled and rubbed her face into Jake's chest. Jake could feel the intense level of emotion coming from her in warm throbbing waves matching her heart beat and he thought about what he told Mark and realized as much as he loved this little beauty she must love him more than she has ever loved anyone in her life.

Laurel placed her hand on Korica's heart and felt her heart beat and paid attention to the waves of emotion radiating from her. As they suspected there was an exact match. A thump in her chest would equal a warm wave of energy. Laurel realized she was an amazing little girl with an incredible gift. She loved and lived with her heart.

The three then got comfortable and laid for a time enjoying each other's warm energy until Jake had an idea. He turned the video off and lowered the lights and had Korica lay on her back in between himself and Laurel. He and Laurel then slid their heads against Korica's and Jake told her to relax and let him and Laurel into her mind. She felt an intense swimming feeling in her head and then she could hear both of them in her mind, which made her smile. She could then feel Jake's deepest love for her and for Laurel. Both were very intense and came from the almost same place very deep in his heart. The three slowly drifted off to sleep while floating in each other's love and hearing all three of their voices floating in and out of each other's minds. It was soothing and very intimate. Korica could feel how much Jake and Laurel loved and lusted each other. She now knew what true unrequited lust was. She found it tantalizing and new but liked the deep bonding experience of allowing two other minds inside her at once the most. She felt very important and could feel how loved she truly was without question. She drifted off to sleep with her mind and heart full and wide open.

In the morning when the lights came up at 06:00 Jake was the first to stir. He hadn't moved at all through the night and his shoulder was a little stiff from laying on it without moving. As he pulled his forehead away from the side of Korica's head he could feel himself lifting out of her mind where his conscious mind had been all night. It took a few minutes for the usual fog to lift. Much longer than the usual two or three seconds. As he rolled onto his back staring at the ceiling waiting for his sight to return to normal he started to realize he was remembering a dream but it wasn't his own. It couldn't be because he was seeing faint images of a woman with white hair speaking in a language he didn't recognize and the perspective was looking up at her. He was remembering Korica's dream. The woman was very attractive with a small face and slender frame but she had very muscular arms. Jake didn't know if that was a twisted manifestation of the dream or if she was really built like that. There was an animal in the dream too. It was the size of medium sized dog with a wagging bushy tail but the animals head was more like that of a calf. It definitely wasn't a cow but it was unlike anything he had seen before. The animal seemed very affectionate licking Korica's face and making her giggle as she played with it. It snorted like a pig would and had a purple tongue like a chow-chow breed of dog from Earth.

Jake was trying to remember more of the dream but it was fading except for bits and pieces as he woke more. It left him with a very odd feeling to know he had remembered someone else's dream. He guessed their minds must have stayed deeply linked all night. He rolled his head over and looked at Korica's cute little face as she slept. She looked so innocent and sweet. He still couldn't see how anyone could ever want to harm that adorable little girl. He leaned up on his elbow and brushed a piece of her white hair off her forehead, which was now as soft as a feather as he looked down at her. He wondered if all her people were attractive like her and her mother were or was she just blessed with the beauty gene like Laurel was. He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek and grinned. She had such a gentle and kind disposition that completely matched her cute little round face. He knew he was a little biased because he loved her so much but she was definitely a bright sweet little soul that didn't have a mean bone in her body and she wasn't spoiled or disobedient in any way. All she wanted was to be loved and to make others happy.

As Jake laid back down and placed his hand on Korica's chest to feel her breathing gently he noticed Laurel stir and move her head away from Korica with the same blind drowsy look he remembered feeling. Laurel rolled on her back and put her hand up to her forehead trying to clear the fog from her mind. She stared at the ceiling blinking just as Jake had while rubbing her left shoulder. She too had slept all night without moving in one position.

Laurel finally regained her thoughts and rolled her head over and looked at Korica then over to Jake and smiled brightly. She looked so beautiful to Jake. Her cheeks were rosy and her eyes were a bright and mesmerizing sapphire blue color. She was truly stunning to look upon. Jake thought she was getting more beautiful every day but he knew he was also falling for her harder every day and was seeing her outer beauty grow and match the beauty of her spirit. She was truly one of a kind and he was blessed to be the object of her desire.

Laurel reached over and placed her hand on top of Jake's on Korica's chest. The added weight caused Korica to stir and start moving her head slightly. She then went back to breathing slow and deep for a few minutes as Laurel and Jake just looked at her adoringly. Korica finally started to react to the increased light in the room by raising an arm and rubbing her eyes as she stretched her legs and arched her back. She then started blinking trying to remove the fog from her own mind from the extended merging of minds. She laid staring straight up for a moment before blinking the sleep away. She turned her head and looked at Jake, which made her smile big as she stretched again and pushed the covers down to below her waist. Korica then looked over at Laurel and smiled even bigger. Her two favorite people in the whole universe were right by her side when she woke up and she felt very happy about that.

"Did you sleep well sweetheart?" Laurel asked of Korica.

"Oh yes. I've never¦" Korica gasped and put her hand up to her mouth and looked Laurel right in the eyes.

"I dreamed your dream. How is that possible?"

Laurel's eyes got big and she lifted onto her elbow and looked right at Jake then back to Korica.

"I think I remember your dream too baby. I didn't dream anything that scared you did I?"

"No. You dreamed about Jake doing things to you. I learned what lust is last night from your minds and you were letting him do¦lustful things to you. I could feel everything like it was me¦like I was there."

Laurel blushed a deep pink and Jake was horrified. This poor little girl that didn't even understand sex experienced something in her sleep that she shouldn't have been exposed to for years to come, and it was apparently at his hand. Korica blushed hard as she remembered the dream more and in deeper detail as she thought about it.

"I am so sorry honey. I totally forgot that adult things would be running through our minds. We¦there are desires we have for each other that we never meant to¦expose you too." Laurel said.

"It wasn't¦it didn't hurt. It actually felt really good. I didn't know a man could make a girl do that. Can my body really do that by being tickled down there?"

"Well¦yah. You have all the right parts, I don't see why not. But you shouldn't be thinking about such things for a while. Girls your age are not supposed to be touched like that. Ever! In time someone who loves you¦that stuff will come much later baby."

"But I liked it. There was a lot of love how it was done and it was very gentle. He really does that to you sometimes?"

"Sometimes. I am so sorry Korica you weren't supposed to see things like that. I forgot to block some parts of my mind for you."

Jake couldn't take the humiliation any more and got up and headed for the bathroom quickly and shut the door. He sat down on the toilet and tried to get his blood pressure down. He was breathing heavy and could feel the flushed feeling in his face. He was mortified and wasn't sure how he could face that sweet little girl again. He felt like he had molested her in her sleep and it disgusted him. As if things hadn't been done to her that weren't horrifying enough now the people that loved her and wanted to protect her most were doing things to her in her sleep that she wasn't ready for.

Laurel was humiliated but determined not to leave Korica with questions or doubts now that the cat was out of the bag so to speak. Laurel watched Jake jump up and make his way to the bathroom quickly with a bright red face and with a look of horror on it. She felt like she had done something wrong by dreaming about what he had done to her. She loved the experience and couldn't help how much she wanted him to touch her. With the hormone treatments and how much she loved him and how good he was at making her climax it was inevitable that she would dream about it. She could now remember the dream as well and it was very beautiful and loving but it also ended with a particularly intense orgasm. The sharing of minds was a very intimate experience anyway but leaving minds connected in such an intimate and deep manner meant your deepest desires and fantasies would also be shared. This was something she just hadn't thought about or she would have never let herself fall asleep while connected to Korica.

She decided to swallow her pride and embarrassment and not leave Korica alone with this thing rattling around in her mind. Korica continued pressing for discussion not even aware how private the subject should be.

"Is that what the Hodong wanted me to do? I was supposed to¦ tighten up and shake like that?"

"Well¦yah kind of. That is the natural reaction a woman has to being stimulated at the clitoris. The same kind of thing can happen during intercourse as well but I don't think the Hodong were going to be nice about it at all though."

"Clitoris? What's that? And what does inter¦intercourse mean?"

"Ok. The clitoris is that little spot at the top of your lips that is very sensitive. It's covered by that little piece of skin called the clitoral hood that you can see from the outside. Intercourse is¦it's when a man loves inside a woman."

"Oooh. My mom told me about that. That's how I was made. My daddy squirts his swimming seed inside my mother, that was me, and I swam up inside her and I was the first to find the egg. I won the race and so was rewarded with being allowed to grow inside my mother and then come out so they could love me and take care of me."

"That's right. That's beautiful. And now I get to love you and take care of you."

"And I love you too captain Laurel. But what is the clitoris for? Does it do anything important?"

"Well, as far as I know its only function is pleasure when it is¦stimulated by a man or by one's self."

"By one's self? Why would you do that?"

"Well¦when you are a couple years older if you are anything like Humans you will¦it feels very intense to¦to have an orgasm. By rubbing that spot yourself you can achieve one on your own. You don't need a boy for that."

"A what?"

"That intense feeling close to the end of the dream? That is called an orgasm to my people. It releases a great many chemicals in the brain that feel very pleasing and the body¦well you felt what the body does. When that is achieved with a man that you love very much it has a bonding effect. Especially if an orgasm is achieved during intercourse."

"I don't think I understand. Is it a bonding like sharing the spirit?"

"Yes. It is very much like that."

"And I can do that anytime I want?"

"Well¦technically yes. But it's a very private thing done only when you are alone and no one can see what you are doing or walk in on you¦it's not something you need to worry about sweetheart. You are too young to fool with stuff like masturbation and orgasms."

"Master what?"

"Sorry, masturbation. It's the act of pleasuring one's self. Making yourself achieve an orgasm."

"You mean by body can't do that yet except in dreams?"

"Well I don't exactly know sweetie. For Humans about six to eight years old is when the body is capable but most girls don't do that until they are twelve or thirteen or even older. I'm not sure about girls from Draxima though. I don't know what age your people reach puberty or become capable of having an orgasm."

"I don't either. My mom never told me about things like orgasms or clitorises. I didn't even know I had one."

"Um¦I've seen you undressed, you have a hood so I have to assume it is hiding the clitoris. The scans taken in the medical bay showed that you have all the same¦stuff I have just¦you have a few extra muscles inside and stuff is in a little bit of a different place than me but it's all there and you in fact look very Human. Everything should work the same way. I wasn't looking for your clitoris at the time but I am sure you have one and it should work just like mine."

"Really? What I felt in the dream? That's what it feels like to¦orgasm?"

"Yes. At least for me. It was what I feel when I¦Korica please don't get obsessed with this stuff. You don't need to worry about all this adult stuff for a very long time."

Korica looked away like she had been scolded.

"I'm just curious. I didn't know I could do things like that or that I even had a clitoris to make me do that. I'll shut up. I'm sorry I made you upset." She fairly whispered.

Now Laurel felt like a heel. She was the one who had prematurely exposed her mind to this and now she was shutting her down with questions on the mind. She decided that just wasn't fair and she was responsible for this girls' development and that included answering all her questions honestly and letting her know it was all right to be curious and she could depend on her for the answers.

"I'm sorry honey. I did this to you. It's not your fault and you didn't do anything to make me upset. Go ahead and ask me anything you want to know."

"Really? You're not mad at me for being nosey?"

"You're not being nosey. I let you in my mind I need to be ready to answer any questions about anything you hear, feel or see. I could never be mad at you. Go ahead sweetie, what do you want to know."

"Ok. Does the man feel an¦orgasm like we do?"

"Yep. When he¦squirts his swimming seed it feels very good for him and it is called an orgasm just like when we¦some of us¦squirt like a man does."

"No! Really? You squirt a seed to?"

"No. There is no seed, but I¦I squirt a clear fluid that feels amazing when it's released."

"All your women do that?"

"No. Only a small percentage of Human women do it. Just like a very small number of us have the gift Jake and I have." Laurel pointed to her temple.

"Wow. You do that every time you have an orgasm?"

"Ahh¦I don't know. I actually haven't had that many orgasms. I've only had three or four my whole life. I am very young like you baby if the truth were told. I don't have a lot of experience with sex and orgasms and all. In fact I haven't even made love to Jake yet. I really don't know what it is like. I can only tell you what my mother told me and what the computer on this ship has told me."

"I hadn't thought about you as being young like me. I see you as a woman, like my mom."

"I am a woman! I'm just¦a young woman. I still have a lot of growing up to do. I just happen to be the smartest woman on this ship. The computer needed my smarts and my small size to fix some broken things in very small places that were very complex."

"Well¦how old are you?"

Laurel paused for a second. She didn't want to be seen as a child by Korica but she needed to be honest. Korica would see right through a lie and would never trust her again.

"I'm thirteen. I'll be fourteen in just a couple months. I was¦I was just over twelve when I came aboard the Future and was put into stasis over five hundred and fifty years ago."

"Holy crap! You're the¦your over five hundred years old?"

"Well, technically yes. Technically I am five hundred and sixty five years old. The original crewman flying the Future put all of us in a very deep hard stasis that almost stopped us from aging five hundred and fourty-two years ago. I aged a little while I slept in light stasis before that. I should have been about sixteen when we reached the place we were going but¦stuff happened that ruined all that."

"Sooo¦you're the same age as most of the girls the Hodong took?"

"Yep. That is why it breaks my heart so much to see¦just how young they are. I am almost the same age and one of the Hodong almost got me¦Jake¦saved me before he could get me off the ship."

"I didn't know. I mean I knew they attacked the Future but I didn't know they got their hands on you. I'm sure glad Humans are so tough."

"Yah, me too. You don't see me any differently do you?"

"Nope. You are still my hero and as close to a mom as I could ever hope for. Look, I want to be a big girl but I need you Laurel. I can't take care of myself yet. Not completely. My mom still had a lot of things to teach me¦we thought we had plenty of time. I don't know about a lot of things and need some help to understand. You are the smartest and kindest person I know and I need you. I need your help. I don't care what your age is, you're way smarter than me and way tougher. I love you and just want to grow up with you kind of as my mother and as my best friend."

"Oooh baby, that is the sweetest thing I've ever heard. Of course I'll be your best friend for the rest of your life and I will try my best to make your mother proud and help you grow up to understand the world around you in the best way possible. You are the smartest ten year old I have ever met. Your mother must have been a genius and very devoted to you. I would be honored to take over for her."

Korica's eyes teared up and she wrapped her arms around Laurel's neck in a tight embrace. After Korica regained herself she laid back down and wiped the tears from her eyes.

"So I can ask you about anything I don't understand?"

"You most certainly can. I will be honest with you no matter how uncomfortable I may seem."

"Well I still don't understand why the Hodong and those¦men wanted to put their hands on me like they did. I now understand what lust is and what it means to be attracted to a woman like Jake is to you, but why would you want to¦what is it about me that makes them feel that way towards me. I'm just a¦just a kid."

"Well, there are just some really messed up people in this universe that never stop wanting someone as young as us. You are particularly beautiful and that attracts a man's lust. I have had the same problem my whole life. When you are as beautiful as you and I are men just want to possess and touch you whether you are ready for that kind of thing or not."

"But I didn't do anything to suggest that I would¦"

"Baby people like the Hodong just don't care what you feel. They just care about what they feel and what feels good for them. You in particular have some¦desirable traits that they seek out. You are extremely pretty to look at and you can do things on the inside that makes your people rare and desirable."

"But Jake doesn't look at me with lust. He has seen me naked and it doesn't matter to him. He loves me very much, with all his heart or at least the part you don't occupy but he doesn't want to put his hands me. Well not in a bad way. He sees how pretty I am and he only wants to help me and make me feel loved."

"That is because he is a true man. A true man does not victimize other living beings. He knows you don't want anything to do with sex. You just want to be loved. And he is more than willing to give you all the love you want or need. A true man saves lust for someone who loves him and shows signs that they want his lust."

"Like you?"

"Yes. Like me. I want him to put his hands on me and he knows it. That is what you saw in the dream. That is what I want him to do. He never touched me in a sexual manner until I asked him too. That is how a true man is supposed to behave. And a true man never puts his hands on child either. Never! Someone your age should never ever be looked at or touched in a sexual manner. What was done to you by the Hodong was just wrong in every sense of the word."

"What they did hurt¦really bad. I didn't know any part of it could feel good. I like what I felt in the dream."

"Well that's between two people that love each other. That's different."

"So I can still do that myself if I want?"

"Well, yah I guess. I wish you would wait until you're older but if you're really that curious you can do that if you want¦when you are all alone." Laurel was very uncomfortable but honest with her.

"I don't know exactly where the clitoris is though and what to do with it though."

"I can't really help you with that Korica. Another girl should never touch someone as young as you like that either."

"I just want to know where it is and I'll figure the rest out then."

"Tell you what. After our shower this morning before you get dressed I'll point to it but I¦I don't feel comfortable touching you like that...down there."

"Ok. Thank you."

"Just¦you need to be alone when you do that sweetie. It's very private and no one else should ever see it."

"Ok, I'll keep it to myself. Thank you for being honest with me captain Laurel."

"You're welcome honey. I guess I was about your age when my mom had to explained things to me. Now I know how difficult it must have been to be so open with me. She left out some things that a man would want to do that I wish she would had told me about though."

"Like what?"

"Oh geeze. I shouldn't have said that. Um¦oh honey I wish you wouldn't have asked me that."

"Is it something bad? Is it something that hurts or something?"

"No, it doesn't hurt¦it just¦its kind of yucky to me. I guess it feels really good but it¦alright, I'll tell you what my mom didn't tell me. A boy may want to put his mouth on you down there. He will want to kiss your lips down there and put his tongue¦between your lips and tickle your clitoris with his tongue. From what I've learned it feels really good for the girl and it's done all the time. It is a normal part of sex. I guess it will make you have an intense orgasm if it is done right."

"That¦that's not gunna happen! No one is going to kiss my lips down there like that no matter how good it is supposed to feel. Have you¦Jake has done that to you?"

"No, not yet. But he wants too. I probably shouldn't be telling you this sweetie."

"I would have heard about it anyway when he shared his mind with me. I've heard and felt some¦private stuff from both of you that I haven't said anything about. I don't want you to stop sharing yourselves with me so I have kept my mouth shut."

"Awe. I wouldn't do that baby. I love you and I love sharing myself with you. You are such a dear and tender soul I love being inside you. I know how much you like the intimate contact of sharing spirits as you call it. I would never take that away from you. I appreciate your discretion though. It is a very personal and revealing experience to be in the mind of another. You should always keep anything you learn to yourself. You are a good girl for doing that."

"Really? Thank you. I love being that close to you. I wish I knew how to share my thoughts with you. I would tell you all my secrets if I knew how. I only know how to share my feelings."

"It's ok. In time you will learn how. Maybe we can even teach you."

"Oh I would like that very much."

"In the mean time I will try and keep the¦dirty stuff where you don't hear or see it, ok?"

"Ok. And I won't go looking for it either. Not from either of you, just don't¦I'm ok with what I¦felt. I know it felt like it was me but it wasn't. It was you. I know the difference. Jake won't ever touch me like that and I know it. I love him so much I want to¦I still want to share myself with him. I don't want to lose that from him either."

"He's going to be a little uncomfortable for a while but I will convince him you need to feel connected to us. He will still share himself with you. I promise. He will just have to keep the stuff meant for me in a safe place as well. It goes without saying; I don't think we should stay connected and fall asleep again. I can't control what my mind does when I'm asleep. Jake is on my mind all the time and we are¦we are about to become very intimate in an adult way."

"Ok. I've never done that before. I didn't even know I could stay connected. I thought we would separate when we fell asleep."

"Well I think that's what we all thought."

"Thank you again for¦treating me like I matter. I'm glad I have you both."

Korica rolled over and climbed on top of Laurel and wrapped her arms around her and laid her head on her chest. Laurel was thrilled to be such an instrumental part of this girl's life. She had answered some of the most intimate questions for her even if it was the most difficult thing she had ever had to do. After petting Korica's head for a few minutes and enjoying her warm body heat she decided it was time to help poor Jake recover his dignity.

Laurel gently sat up and rolled Korica onto her side and kissed her on the forehead then made her way over to the bathroom door. She knocked on the door and Jake opened the door. He had brushed his teeth and had his hair combed but just couldn't bring himself to come out with what he was hearing in Laurel's mind. He seemed calm but she sensed he was still uneasy about what Korica had been inadvertently exposed to. He never wanted her to feel like something distasteful would ever be done to her again. He looked past Laurel and saw her little figure sitting up on the bed and just seeing her even at this distance made him uneasy.

Laurel stepped up to him and embraced him with a warm hug and then nodded him back into the restroom. He stepped back and Laurel closed the door as she stepped in. Jake looked relieved when the door closed. Laurel could sense the heartbreak he was feeling at what Korica had experienced.

"Jake you didn't do anything wrong. It was my dream that she experienced. If anyone is to blame it's me."

"Laurel if I had never touched you like that she never would have¦seen or¦felt anything like that."

Laurel put her hand up to Jake's cheek and looked straight into his bright but dark emerald green eyes.

"Jake don't you ever regret loving on me, please. The way you touch me and how right it feels is precious to me and I don't ever want you to regret it. I don't want you to stop either. I love you and I need you to touch me and caress me. It feels natural and beautiful. I can't stand the thought of losing that."

"I didn't know it meant so much to you."

"Are you kidding? Listen to my heart. I'm in love with you silly, of course it means everything to me. I need you Jake. You are my rock in an ugly universe full of depraved animals that victimize beautiful little girls and kill without regret or compassion. The way you love me and love on me is what reassures me there is such a thing as real love and a real man that knows how to treat a girl like a woman."

"That's beautiful baby. I love you too Laurel, with all my heart. I will do anything you ask of me and if it's that important to you I won't regret a second of my time with you. I still feel horrible that Korica has¦me in her head doing that to her."

"She's a lot smarter than you give her credit. She knows it was me you did that to not her. She knows you would never ever touch her like that or let anyone else touch her. She loves you Jake and needs you in heart and mind. Don't shut her out, please. She is a little curious about her own body now in a way she couldn't even imagine before but it is a natural part of growing into a woman. It just happened in an unusual way for her. I have promised to take her into my care and answer all her questions about herself and boys and anything else she is curious about. She needs to know you don't see her any differently than before and she can come to you too. She needs both of us."

"You're sure she's ok with what she¦felt or whatever?"

"Yes. She now knows where most everything is and how it works. I will continue to help her understand what it is to be a woman. She holds no ill feelings nor does she have any lingering questions. She loves you Jake, just go to her and show her that you love and respect her too. Please."

"Ok. I love her too. I would do anything to make her happy and keep her safe. As long as you say she doesn't feel abused I'll forget the whole thing."

"Thank you sweetheart. I love you. You are an excellent role model for her. You can show her what it means to be a real man."

"Awe. I'm just me. You make me the real man I am. You are my conscience when I wonder what to do and my inspiration for what to strive to be. You are more humane and brilliant than I could possibly be on my own."

Laurel smiled and moved in and engaged Jake in a very passionate kiss by the end of which both had butterflies in their tummies and swimming heads. The two ended with the usual two pecks on the lips and then both smiled at each other. Jake waited for his inevitable erection to fade then opened the door and stepped into the room. He found himself feeling much more calm and he could feel Korica's energy now like he felt Laurel's when he entered the room after being away from her. It was warm and calming and hypnotic but tender and sweet. It was distinct and different from Laurel. It was easily identifiable as Korica and it was new after their intense and prolonged connection from the night before. She would now have a profound and distinct affect on him when the two were close to one another.

He noticed Korica look up and stare straight ahead as she now felt his energy in a new and profound way too. Korica turned and looked at him unsure what he was going to say. He knelt down and put his arms out. Korica's face lit up and she gave a big toothy smile and jumped off the bed and came running to him. She almost bowled him over she dove into his arms so hard. She wrapped her arms around him very tight and he returned the gesture then stood up as she wrapped her legs around his waist. He put one hand on her bottom and the other on the back of her head as he stood up then moved both arms around her again. He could feel warm waves coming from her in fast pulses. He could tell her heart was beating fast and hard. He rocked her gently as he enjoyed her energy and let his own love flow into her. After a couple minutes of this she leaned back and released her lock hold on his neck. As she leaned back he looked into her adorable little face and realized he was in love with this tender little soul and couldn't be more proud of her maturity with how she was handling the whole affair.

"I love you Korica. I won't ever deny you my love or access to my spirit if it is what you want."

"I love you too. I like how you feel inside. You're strong and determined and you have a caring spirit. That's the part of you that loves captain Laurel and I. I only want your love. I don't want anything else from you but friendship and guidance. Help me be a good person like you guys are."

"That's sweet. I will always be there for you baby doll. I won't ever hurt you ok."

"Ok. I know you wont. I can feel what's in your heart even now, you don't lust me, and you just love me. That's all I want."

"Look. Any questions you have about guys or anything else, just ask ok. I'll be completely honest with you and try and help you understand and Laurel here will continue to help understand what it is to be a woman."

"Yah she already told me she would be my best friend and my mom when I need her to be. Now I have another best friend and a dad when I need."

Jake smiled and put her back down. He was feeling completely at ease around her once again. The girls went into the bathroom to get cleaned up while he went and got changed in the front of the compartment. He then stepped out to give the girls the room to get changed and dressed. He stepped over to the bridge to check on the approaching craft. The craft were now close enough to be identified as spacecraft without a doubt. There were two relatively large craft that weren't entirely metallic. They were traveling at close to twenty times the speed of the light and closing fast. In another four and a half hours they would be upon the Future's position. Jake leaned back and pondered who could be in such a hurry to catch them. The craft were big but not when compared to the Future. Jake hoped if they opened fire the EMPACC coating would take the pounding. They would be finding out soon enough.

Laurel in the meantime helped Korica out of her night gear shirt and prepared to help her change her underwear at which time Korica noticed her crotch was wet. She looked at Laurel a little embarrassed and reassured her she didn't wet the bed anymore and hadn't for many years, she didn't know what had happened.

"You had a wet dream dear, remember?"

"A wet dream?"

"Yes. Your body reacted like you¦well like you would have if you had really been touched."

"What? But it was only a dream."

"Yah but you¦we had an orgasm in the dream so our bodies really had an orgasm."

"You mean you did too?"

"Yes. My underwear are damp too."

"Nu uh. We did that at the same time? Together?"

"Yep. That is probably why it was so intense in the dream. We were enjoying the sensation together and feeding on each other experience."

"I thought you¦you know¦squirt."

Laurel lifted her shirt and looked down at herself wondering that herself. Her crotch was defiantly damp but not soaked.

"Well, I guess that answers that question for both of us. I guess I don't do that every time I have an orgasm."

Once Laurel got Korica's crotch wiped dry with a hand towel and got her in clean underwear and then dressed she started to change herself at which time Korica noticed for the first time Laurel's labium looked different as she was wiping herself dry.

"Hay how come I don't look like that? Do all women from Earth look like that?"

"No they don't. I am quite unique. I don't know why I look weird like I do."

"Weird? You're not weird. You're beautiful. I wish I looked like that."

"Really? You think I look beautiful?"

"Oh yes. Look at your lips how they stand up, and the way they come together, you don't have a crack in the middle, and how yours is so small. You're very beautiful. I want to look like you do. Will I change to look more like that?"

"No. I don't think so. I think you will look the way you do now for the rest of your life."

"Hmm. But I want to be gorgeous, like you are."

"You are gorgeous sweetie. You are very cute down there. You have nothing to aspire to. You should be very proud of your looks. You are adorable. You are going to be a very beautiful woman someday."

"Well I think you already are a very beautiful woman. You aren't weird in the slightest."

"Oh, aren't you sweet."

Korica actually made Laurel feel much better about herself. She knew Jake and the computer said she was perfect but now to have a completely unbiased beautiful girl say she wanted to look like she did just made her day. Laurel didn't hurry anymore now that she knew Korica actually liked what she saw and wasn't appalled. Once Laurel was changed and dressed and the two brushed their hair and teeth, Laurel led Korica over to the bridge knowing Jake was there and then the three headed to the mess hall to get some breakfast and greet Mark.

Mark's face lit up brightly when he saw the three enter the mess hall and to Laurel and Jake's great surprise he leaned down with his arms out for Korica. Korica smiled big and ran into his arms. He scooped her up and pulled her into a tight hug. Laurel and Jake sat down and just watched as this big tough marine just melted and rocked Korica in his arms and Korica just ate it up. Jake looked at Laurel and mentally told her," I told you so. He's in love with her." Laurel grinned and waited for Mark to finish soaking in Korica's warm energy after being apart all night. It was very obvious that he was crazy about her and just didn't care who saw it anymore. It did Laurel's heart good to know Mark had a soft side after all and Korica had found it. He was never going to be able to send this little darling of his away.

The four of them enjoyed a good breakfast and then made their way to the gym to workout. Korica began her routine with Mark close at hand to help her as the other two worked through their own routine looking on with great pride. Laurel had been right, as always that Mark would come around. He looked like a protective dad with his little princess at his side, looking on with complete pride and love. It dawned on Jake that little Korica now had exactly what she so desperately wanted. A family that would go to any lengths to protect her and a family that truly loved her with all their hearts. No harm would ever come to her as long as she was on the Future and with Laurel's help she would grow into an incredible woman of shocking intelligence. She was already extremely smart and intuitive; with Laurel guiding her she would be a genius in no time just like her role model.

After the workout the guys sat and talked as the girls left to take their showers. Mark and Jake discussed possible scenarios for the impending encounter with who ever was chasing them down. Each was more far-fetched than the last up to the possibility that it was the elder race themselves.

Once the girls were done and heading back to their quarters the guys took their showers. Laurel was toweling Korica's hair in their quarters when Korica reminded Laurel of her promise. Laurel was very uncomfortable with the whole idea but she had promised and was going to keep her word. She dropped the towel and pointed quickly then went to stand when Korica stopped her with a sad look.

"You promised me Laurel. Please just¦show me. Where is it?"

"I'm sorry Korica, you're right. I'll show you."

"It's right under there."

Laurel touched her hood gently and pushed in very slightly. Korica craned her neck down and tried to see what she was pointing to. She ended up pulling her lower tummy up a little making Laurel's fingertip slip down in between Korica's lips. Laurel pulled her hand back quickly and tried not to get up quickly as her instinct was screaming to do. Korica was unfazed and she pulled her labia up a little more and then moved her fingers down and pulled her lips apart revealing her bright pink inner flesh. She then pawed at them a little more and pulled them up and apart finally lifting herself open and up enough to lift her hood with one fingertip and her little clitoris poked out. Laurel looked on a little amazed at seeing it first hand. Laurel reluctantly reached out and touched the tip of her clitoris and pushed in very lightly.

"That. That's your clitoris."

"Oh. Ok. It is hidden isn't it?"

Laurel looked on in fascination as Korica gently dragged her fingertip over it several times. Laurel had never seen a girl's lips pulled apart revealing her inner flesh before, or a girl's clitoris for that matter and couldn't take her eyes off of Korica's. She was surprised how bright the pink inner flesh was and how soft and moist the delicate little flesh looked. Laurel snapped out of it and stood back up.

"Baby that's what you do in private, not in front of me."

"Oh right, sorry."

Korica let go of her lips and they slipped back together covering her pink flesh and her lips settled back into their normal cute look. Korica then looked at Laurel as she toweled her own hair dry and asked why she didn't have a hood visible from the outside.

"It's there, it's just tucked inside between my lips. I'm just a little¦different."

Korica shrugged it off and the two went about getting dressed. Laurel dressed her in a very light pastel yellow shirt today and the same cute denim looking skirt that Korica had become so fond of wearing. Laurel looked at her wrist as she was helping Korica step into her skirt and noticed her monitor was a solid and steady yellow. A trip to medical was going to have to be worked into the day's routine.

Laurel then got dressed herself and brushed her hair followed by Korica's. Korica's hair had become so soft and clean that Laurel thought it felt like she was stroking her hands on feathers. Laurel looked at Korica in the mirror and was very pleased with what she saw. Korica was adorable and looking more like what a happy proper little girl should. Laurel kissed her on top of the head and the two departed for the bridge.

As her and Korica did a systems check the guys got changed and ready for the day. Eventually Mark showed up on the bridge and immediately took custody of Korica with a warm hug and a little peck on the cheek. He plopped her in his lap and went about scanning through the telemetry from the night before. He had Korica touch every icon that he needed activated when the time came and even let her change the navigation depth of field a couple of times as he verified their course and heading.

Jake showed up in short order and took the propulsion station after checking the compiling of the strange signal. The signal was almost finished being segmented and compiled then analyzed. Jake was a little more concerned with what he had heard going through Laurel's mind earlier. He wasn't sure why Laurel was touching Korica where she had and why she was noticing a bright pink anything on her. As he went through the propulsion settings and readouts he asked her what was going on by thought and feeling alone.

Laurel reassured him it was instructional touching only. Korica was now very curious about her body and she was showing her precisely where things were. It was her fault that Korica was now so curious about what her body could do and she wasn't going to leave her wondering or fumbling as a result. If she asked, Laurel was going to show her anything she wanted and talk to her about any subject no matter how uncomfortable. With Jake's mind put to rest he thanked her for being such a good friend and role model to Korica. That was what she needed most.

At twenty minutes from intercept Mark reluctantly told Korica it was time for her to go hide in the command quarters. Korica agreed without argument as was her respectful way and gave him a big hug and a surprise peck on the cheek at its conclusion and slipped from his arms and then gave Jake and then Laurel a warm hug and a peck on the cheeks.

Once she was safely sealed in their quarters Laurel got serious and ordered Jake to bring their speed down to sub light and prepare the main weapon for charging but not to charge it yet just open the gravitational pathway and be prepared to send energy to the weapon at a moments notice.

The slowing of the Future so its gravitational energy could be diverted to the weapon if necessary brought the strange craft upon the Future almost immediately. One craft came up below the Future and a scanning beam was immediately detected as the other craft slowly made its way down the starboard side of the Future. The craft was large but it looked relatively small compared to the Future's enormous bulk. The craft had gun turrets on its top surface and along its side that were trained on the Future and were swiveling back and forth slightly as the craft progressed down the length of the Future. There was obviously someone manning the guns and they were pointing them in a very menacing manner making it clear they were ready to open fire if provoked.

Mark had moved to the sensor station and was pouring over the data on what and how their friends were scanning. Mark was becoming concerned because their scanning beam was a focused high impulse beam that was penetrating the hull now and was locked onto the passenger area. They were trying to penetrate the electrostatic field unsuccessfully so far but in a continuing effort. Either they knew there should be 103 small life signs that they hadn't found yet or the field itself was attracting their attention and they simply wanted to know what was behind it. Laurel and Jake were glued to the giant viewer looking at these very strange craft making their way around the Future. Mark noticed that one of them had scanned the engines then the antigravity reactors then the AI's central processor core then the navigational co processor bay then the hangar bays and paid particular attention to the hangar containing the rapier recovered from the Hodong. Mark had thought about pitching into space earlier but decided the information it contained and the device for slipping through the barrier to the other side was going to extremely valuable if the authorities for this region of space were ever located. He now doubted the wisdom of that decision.

Laurel zoomed in on the craft sitting stationary below the forward section of the Future. It had roughly a tetrahedral shape as did most of the visible view ports. The ship looked like it was made out of some kind of organic material with metal fasteners that resembled rivets. The entire vessel was a light olive drab color and had rows of pastel pink, yellow and blue lights offset with intense bright white lights that seemed to be pulsating slightly down its periphery. The bottoms of the craft were smooth surfaces and landing gear doors were discernable, three in the front and four towards the rear. The craft were obviously designed to set down on a planet or large space station at some point. The thick look of the nose of the craft told Laurel that the craft were designed for atmospheric interaction. A heat shield of sorts was incorporated right into the design of the hull. As the craft that had been running down the length of Future reached the bow it pivoted around and parked itself 50 thousand yards away and held a station keeping position. All the crafts weapons including a vary nasty looking cannon not visible before located in the very tip of the craft were pointed straight at the Future. Laurel looked over at Mark.

"What do you got?"

"The one below us is trying to see what's in the common area deck two section six."

"The girls! Are they in any danger?"

"No. I don't think so. Our friends haven't been able to penetrate the electrostatic field so far. Either they know the girls are there and want a fix on every one of them or they just want to know what we are hiding."

"What about my quarters? Can they see¦is Korica in any danger?"

"Again I don't think so. They are trying to scan past the walls but can't penetrate the field. Your little idea of electrifying the walls seems to be pretty effective."

"It's a little more complicated than that, but thank you. I get the compliment in that."

"Well it goes without saying that they know there are only three of us. They also know our deck lay out and where our reactors and computer controls are. That was the first thing they scanned. Maybe we should return the favor and do some active scans of their interior."

"No. I don't want any overt acts to be miss read. I don't sense any real danger as long as we don't provoke them. I think they are just curious."

"Curious? They have been pursuing us actively for at least two days. That's more than curious. But you're the captain, I just hope you know what your doing."

"Trust me. My gut instincts are never wrong and they are telling me just don't make yourself look like a threat and you'll be fine."

The craft dead ahead slowly started closing in and stopped 1000 yards away. Laurel was sure they didn't want a fight, they probably knew there is a very large weapon in the bow of the Future by this point and they are staying right in its path. Jake reached out to Laurel and asked her if she wanted him to charge the weapon and she told him, "No. In fact take the gravitational manifold off line and redirect the gravitational energy to propulsion. Jake complied without arguing no matter how crazy it seemed.

Mark suddenly detected a new signal coming from the strange vessel and it was on a communication frequency. There was compressed video and sound being directed at them in pulses.

"Cap? I think they are trying to hale us. I've got video and audio."

"Well¦now we're talking. Put it through on the main viewer"

Mark routed the signal through a filter and then to the main viewer. A very large image of what looked like a praying mantis only this creature was an off white color was standing facing them. Mark was the first to say something.

"Holy shi...holy crap sticks! Will you look at that? They're bugs. Big¦mantis bugs."

Jake was shocked by what he was seeing. He remembered discussion in school about bugs being the dominant life form on Earth if you removed Humans but he never thought he would see a 6 foot tall sentient and space fairing bug. Laurel was the least surprised. She knew life would be all over the place in the universe and stranger than one could ever imagine. The fact that they had only been dealing with bipedal hominid life so far meant they hadn't seen all there was to see. This creature had very large black almond shaped eyes that appeared to be complex eyes, like a fly. The creature had the mandible mouthparts of a typical insect, which told Laurel normal communication would be impossible. They wouldn't even have a larynx or vocal cords or even lungs as Humans did. She assumed they breathed through openings in their thorax and communication would have to be visual. The creature seemed to be staring waiting for a response when it dawned on Laurel they would need to send a return signal before the creature could see her.

"Mark. Open a return signal with video from the forward camera facing us. Let's say hi."

"You got it cap."

Mark got up and moved over to the communications station and began routing the video feed from the bridge to the transmitters and matched the signal compression of the incoming signal and sent the feed live. The creature turned its gaze slightly to its left obviously now seeing the Future crew. The creature just stared for a moment then returned its gaze to its own camera. Laurel could now sense a strange sensation in her chest, a warm tingle of sorts and then she saw Jake put his hand on his chest and she knew he was sensing it too. In a flash Laurel realized it was a form of emotion like nothing she had ever felt before. She maintained her gaze on the creature and concentrated on sending warm feelings of greeting. Like she would send to anyone she didn't know but was glad to be meeting anyway. The creature bowed slightly and Laurel did the same. It was working. The creature was able to share feelings. Laurel was amazed. The creature was telepathic and had sent her a greeting and nothing more.

The craft that had been trying desperately to scan the common area of the passenger deck stopped its scanning beam and zipped away at an incredible speed. Laurel was surprised but kept calm and kept a feel for what her new friend was feeling. She got a sense that he was feeling relaxed now. She could sense a masculine self-image from the creature so she knew it was a male and was very highly regarded in the standing of its colony. Probably the equivalent to a general or something. Laurel didn't quite know how to proceed now. She only wished the creature would aim its weapons another direction. She didn't want an itchy trigger finger on the part of a novice gunner to send the wrong message.

As she thought that, the creature turned slightly and touched something and its wings on its back seemed to vibrate and sounds like a cricket would make could be heard. The sounds were controlled squeaks and clicks. All the weapons now swiveled away and faced out into space and the cannon in the bow retracted and disappeared behind a sliding door. Laurel couldn't help but grin as she realized somehow she had conveyed her concerns and the creature made a gesture of non-aggression. Laurel bowed slightly and the creature did the same. Laurel then slowly raised an arm and waved from right to left and the creature did the same. She could now see the creature had a three digit hand that looked kind of like a soft claw with a third finger of sorts in the middle of the two longer outer appendages. The creature now clasped its hands in front of itself with its elbows bent upward looking very much like a pose a praying mantis would assume.

Laurel didn't quite know what to do at this point so she let her instinct guide her. She leaned over toward mark.

"I want you to open the aft cargo bay and turn the lights up to their brightest intensity."

"Ooo k. Whatcha doin cap?"

"I'm going to invite him aboard."

"Are you cra¦eye captain. Sorry. You're the captain. I just hope you know what you're getting us into."

Jake stood up and walked around behind Laurel's chair and stood on her right side. He wasn't even completely sure this was a good idea but he knew what she was thinking and just watched as she set the external flood lights all down the length of the Future on slider controls and then set an on off command to fingertip buttons at the bottom of each slider. Mark deactivated the magnetic seal for the aft cargo bay doors and opened the doors. As the doors began to lift the craft in front of the Future backed away and moved down and a little to port then stopped. The creature never broke its gaze with Laurel. Laurel also maintained her gaze as though mesmerized. Once the hangar bay doors were completely open Mark turned the lights to their brightest intensity and left them there.

Laurel now placed her fingertips at each flood light command buttons after sliding the intensity up to 50%. She then began slowly strumming her fingers along the controls starting with the bow and working her way down the length of the Future to the stern. Jake could see what she was doing and asked mark to send the lighting control for the hangar over to her console. He brought up a graphical representation of the bridge stations and slid the lighting control icon across his control panel and stopped it at Laurels number 2 display panel then hit initiate. Jake saw a new icon appear on Laurel's control panel and he reached over and slid the button down under Laurel's hand and placed it so her thumb could activate it. Jake was about to tell her what he had done when he realized that would be unnecessary. She already knew seeing as how she lifted her hand for him to slide the button down it meant she knew exactly what he was doing for her.

Laurel strummed the lights again this time at 60% illumination then touched the hangar light twice with her thumb blinking the lights in the hangar. She never broke her gaze or looked down at her control panel. The creature maintained his gaze until the second time Laurel repeated the light pattern. The creature glanced down and touched something with both hands and the same pattern of dime to bright lights moved down the side of the creature's craft. Laurel could feel what she thought was excitement and then the view screen went blank. She repeated the pattern of lights down the Future at 100% luminosity this time and blinked the hangar lights three times. The craft slowly dropped below the Future and Mark brought up the external sensor view of the craft as it slowly drifted back then stopped just below the hangar.

"Cap you know what you're doing here?"

"Not really. I'm making it up as I go."

"Why the aft hangar?'

"It's farthest from the girls, and we can access the gardening ring without going through the stasis ring."

"Very clever. Smart girl. I still don't understand your desire to bring it aboard though."

"It's a gesture of good will. He's an insect right? He will probably like the vegetables we are growing. He came millions of miles at top speed just to meet us. Why shouldn't we extend an olive branch and show him we are no threat and can be trusted."

"I want to be armed just the same."

"I wont deny some prudence is in order, but set your weapon to stun the creature if you must carry it."

"Understood. Thank you."

The three got up and started heading for the exit once they saw a hangar opening on the creatures ship. Laurel thought about bringing Korica to see something truly amazing but she was actually afraid it might scare her and so in the end decided against it. The three made their way aft in the lift then headed down to the aft cargo bay. When they arrived in the hangar control room the creatures craft was already parked in the hangar. Mark closed the hangar doors and started re-pressurizing the hangar. He did a quick sensor sweep of the creatures craft and determined there was only one occupant and it did indeed breath oxygen in the same concentration as Humans. Mark couldn't help but wonder what secret weapons this little two man craft had hidden. The craft looked like a single cell from a beehive with a pointed sloping nose at one end. The craft seemed to be made of the same strange substance the mother ship was made of and it was the same color.

Once the hangar was breathable the three made their way down to the creatures craft and waited for him to emerge. As the door popped open and swung to the side the creature stepped out and Laurel got a feel for just how tall the creature was. It stood a full 6 inches taller that Mark and Laurel thought of Mark as a very tall individual at 6'2". The creature had some kind of shiny metal device strapped to its wrist and a very long knife in a scabbard strapped to its right leg. Other than that it didn't have any clothing or accessories with it.

Laurel didn't quite know what to do so she bowed slightly and the creature did the same. She then slowly raised her arm and turned her hand palm up and the creature placed its hand on hers. Laurel noticed the creature's hand was soft but cold. It didn't seem to be warm blooded as would be expected for a highly active brain. The creature made two quick chirps of its wings and Laurel clasped her hand around the creature's middle appendage and turned and started leading it toward the passage leading out of the hangar.

As they walked down the passage with Jake beside Laurel and Mark bringing up the rear behind the creature, Mark and Laurel noticed the creature touching the walls from time to time probably trying to figure out what they were made of. It had never seen anything like the bright white EMPACC coating that everything was covered in. They walked down several passages and had to climb two flights of stairs before making it to the corridor leading to the gardening ring. Laurel stopped by the hydroponics bay and brought the creature inside and let him look around a little before she grabbed a couple leafs of lettuce from the floating rows of hundreds of heads of lettuce and offered it to the creature. It fed them into its mouthparts and made two chirps of its wings. Laurel could feel that the creature was pleased with the lettuce and very much at ease. There were thousands of plants of many varieties being germinated and cultivated by servo drones for planting and the creature seemed to be impressed with how big and efficient the whole process was. Laurel finally led him out the opposite end from where they had entered. There was a mulching and recycling bay that didn't smell pleasant but was vital for the healthy soils needed in the growing ring. The creature understood what was being done. Laurel could feel it not in words but just in feelings of understanding. This creature felt emotions vastly different from Humans but Laurel and Jake were still able to understand and put into words what they were feeling from him.

Laurel and Jake were discussing this amazing creature and discussing what they were both feeling the whole time leaving poor Mark to just figure things out for himself. Once the creature seemed like he had seen enough Laurel took his hand again and let him down some winding corridors and finally to a pressure door leading into the gardening ring. She placed her hand on the palm scanner and the door hissed as it unlocked and slid open.

Laurel had to step through and walk along with the open door to show the creature that the gardening ring was spinning at a fairly good clip and the section they were coming out of was stationary. The creature understood since it had scanned the Future in detail and noticed the center 2/3's of the ship rotated. As the creature stepped into garden ring passing through the small space in zero gravity it started to lose its balance and Laurel reacted out of instinct by wrapping her arms around the creatures thorax and squeezing him as she took a couple of steps to help him regain balance. The creature was very heavy and solid feeling and he was actually warm in his mid section.

Laurel could sense the creature was not comfortable being touched by something as odd looking as Laurel but was more grateful his dignity was saved by not being allowed to fall on his back. Once Laurel was sure he had adjusted to the heavy centripetal gravity she let go and stepped back. She wished she knew how to apologize but just settled for another bow toward the creature, which he returned to her obviously touched by her kind assistance.

The creature now looked around at the enormity of the gardening ring and Laurel could sense the awe the creature was feeling, which made her smile. She looked at Mark who was just taking his hand off his weapon. He was afraid the creature was going to strike or worse yet bite Laurel for grabbing him. His mandibles looked very sharp and capable of removing a good portion of her neck in one bite and his forward bent bony looking legs looked very strong, a good kick would have done some serious damage. Laurel was glad he was watching her back but showing restraint.

The creature started wondering a little farther from the open hatch and then looked back at Laurel. Laurel made a gesture of putting something in her mouth then made a sweeping motion across everything that could be seen and the creature got it. This was all for food production and it knew plants expelled oxygen and consumed carbon dioxide as a bonus. The creature started feeling very comfortable with the whole crew once it realized how amazing the Future was and that there was no hostile feelings whatsoever.

The four walked around for a great while sampling vegetables and fruits from time to time when Laurel had an idea. She went and found one of the servo drones and had it go get a data pad. She then started compiling a list of the items the creature seemed to like the most. Tomatoes, bell peppers, lettuce, potatoes, green beans, squash, and although soy beans weren't a favorite but is a base food source for many of the foods manufactured on the Future some were included. There were apples, mangoes, papaya, pomegranates, bananas, kiwi, and strawberries, which all sweeteners on the Future were made from, and many other staple and experimental fruits vegetables were included. She ordered a gross of each to be loaded into a cargo container and placed by the creature's vessel in the hangar.

At one point the creature pointed up into one of the pineapple trees and looked at Laurel. Laurel smiled and stepped forward and looked up at the ripe fruit hanging and looked around for a servo drone but didn't see any close by. She then looked at Marks weapon and pointed to it with out saying anything. Mark handed the weapon to her in an unthreatening manner for the creatures sake unsure what Laurel had in mind. She slid the power up to level 2 and aimed at the top of the tree and fired. There was a loud pop and several Pineapples fell to the ground. She then turned the setting back down to stun and handed it back to Mark. She then pointed to the large Knife on the creature's leg. The creature pulled the long knife out of its scabbard and handed it handle first to her. She stepped over and swung the weapon down on one of the pineapples splitting it in half. She then quartered it and picked it up and carved the flesh out of the skin and handed it to the creature. It fed the big chunk of fruit into its mouthparts and then bobbed a few times and made several chirps. Laurel smiled big. He loved it and pointed to the other pieces on the ground. She carved the flesh from the other quarter and handed it to him then cleaved the other half into quarters and skinned them and handed them to the creature. It ate the entire pineapple greedily making quite the mess with juice on the ground in front of itself while leaning forward so as not to dribble it down its front side. Laurel then ordered 12 pineapples to be included in the cargo container.

Laurel then returned the knife to the creature and led him up around the ring to the large pond and pointed at the schools of fish swimming around. Laurel leaned down and washed the pineapple juice from her hands and then the creature did the same. He then leaned down and got a drink of water. Laurel thought it a little comical the way he swiveled on his legs to lean down to the water putting a grin on her face.

They then walked over to the stand of ancient trees several hundred yards away and the creature looked up to the canopy a couple hundred feet above. Laurel could sense the wonder and awe in the creature. The Future really was a wondrous example of what Earth had to offer in the way of diverse plants. Most of the animals that had originally been included on the voyage were long since gone but the plants continued to flourish with the constant maintenance by the fleets of servo drones of all sizes and continuous soil rejuvenation through the harvesting of moonlets and asteroids although that process would be impossible to illustrate to their guest.

After a little longer the tour ended back where it had started at the airlock door. Laurel activated the display panel next to the door and had her palm read and the small group had to fairly hop into the doorway while walking along side it. The small 3 inch thick space that had no artificial gravity or centripetal gravity caused a nauseating moment for the creature again, the rest of the crew were unfazed as they passed through small barriers like that all the time on the Future and were accustom to it. The creature leaned against the wall for a moment then caught his composure and bowed to Laurel who grinned and returned the gesture.

Laurel led them back a different route that took them past the aft triage rooms. Laurel guided the creature into one of the rooms and let him look around a little and she got the distinct feeling he completely understood what he was looking at. He knew it was a medical ward of some kind although he had no idea what any of the devices did. Laurel climbed up on one of the tables and called on the computer to take an injury scan to show their guest how it worked. A long white wand on a shaft dropped down from the ceiling and a light blue glow emitted from the wand as it passed from her feet up to her head and her internal organs, muscles, bones and skin were displayed on a view screen above her head with each structure group in a different color.

The creature stepped past Jake and stared at the view screen intently. It pointed to her female organs and touched the view screen, which made the image move closer and zoom in. Laurel was a little surprised at first then realized it was merely noticing that she was a female of the species. The creature then started to manipulate the image more like it knew what it was doing. It looked at her beating hart then her lungs then down to her digestive track then over to her kidneys. It then moved on to her muscle groups in her chest and lower abdomen then seemed to start to look at her female organs from the outside. It moved the image around to a view straight up into her crotch and the scan was in very fine detail and Laurel decided that was enough with Mark looking on. She ordered the computer to turn the image off and the view screen went dark. She really didn't want Mark seeing her form in that much detail.

She slid off the bed and made a sweeping gesture over the bed and nodded to the creature. To her great surprise the creature climbed up on the bed. She called on the computer for another scan and the mimetic wand descended and took a scan of the creature. It looked like what would be expected of an insect with the exception of one organ Laurel had no clue as to what it did and the brain was bizarre looking. The main structure of the brain was in the head and was y shaped with a nodule of brain matter in the crook of the y and then there was a long tube of brain matter running from that down into the creature's thorax that ran almost the entire length of its body. It was a brain and central nervous system with no spinal column protecting it. It looked like a brain had been put through a sausage press and stretched out five and a half feet long. Laurel thought if this creature could process thought in even a fraction of that structure it must be incredibly smart and resilient. No wonder it was telepathic, its brain was huge and very complex.

Laurel touched a button next to the view screen and saved the image into permanent memory with a date stamp and 'species unknown but friendly' for the title. Laurel did notice that she had been right about the creature not having lungs. It has air passages along its body and by squeezing its abdomen it forced air directly into these passages and the passages branched smaller and smaller and the blood through osmosis from the fine passageways picked up oxygen.

The four then made their way down a myriad of passageways with Laurel leading back to the hangar. There sitting behind the creatures craft was the shipping container full of fruits and vegetables. Laurel knew she couldn't fit a sample or every eatable food grown on the Future in the container so she just included the one's that had the biggest reaction from the creature.

The creature looked at the container in puzzlement. Laurel stepped up to it and unsealed the top and lifted the lid. The creature looked inside and made three quick chirps. He got it and was very pleased with the gift. Laurel shut the lid and showed him how to unlock the container before stepping back. The creature looked at the container and seemed to be sizing up how to move it. Laurel leaned against the container and gave it a little nudge making it roll an inch or so illustrating that it was on wheels. The creature then stepped onto his craft and shut the door and Laurel thought for a moment that he was going to leave without the container. Then there was a loud bang and the entire back of the creatures craft started to lift. As the hexagonal door lifted high enough to see inside, the crew could see only two seats and some displays that were very bizarre. They looked like stretched skin held at several points on the periphery but there was information being displayed through the skin. It was very organic looking and almost gross Laurel thought.

The creature stepped out and realized the container was still not going to fit. He stepped back in and ripped one of the seats right off the floor with a crunching sound and then stepped out and laid the seat on the hangar floor. Then he pushed the crate up the small ramp that had descended and into his vessel. The container just barely fit but there was still enough room for the creature to fit in his craft but just barely. Laurel was surprised how easy it was for the creature to push the container into his craft. It took all her bodyweight just to nudge it a couple inches and he pushed it in like it was empty.

After the back of the craft lowered and locked itself shut with a thud that echoed throughout the hangar the creature stepped out of the door and handed Laurel a small rectangular device that when touched emitted a holographic image of a golden looking planet with two moons orbiting it. It was obviously this creature's home world and its moons. Laurel put up one finger and ran off to the control room and fetched a data scroll that she quickly uploaded an image of Earth and its moon and then added an image of herself, Mark, and Jake then paused for a second and added an image of Korica. She didn't know why she included her but felt good about including her in any way with official business. She then ran back down to the creatures ship and showed him how to un-scroll the device and turn it on and off and roll it back up. She then handed the data scroll to the creature. He pulled the scroll open and looked at the image of Earth for a time then flipped the images to the side one by one stopping on Korica's. The creature pointed to Korica's smiling image and looked at Laurel. She concentrated on her warm feeling for her and placed her hand on her chest then pointed to Korica's image. The creature then rolled up the data scroll. Laurel wasn't sure if he understood her feelings for Korica. He may have assumed she was a sibling or possibly her daughter.

The creature then put his hand out to Laurel palm up and she placed her hand on his. He bowed to her slightly and moved on to Mark doing the same thing then Jake. After that the creature stepped onto his craft and shut the door. The three made their way up to the hangar control room and depressurized the hangar and opened the doors. As the creatures craft lifted and floated out of the hangar Mark watched until the craft was clear then started the doors closing. Once the doors were closed and the hangar re-pressurized Mark leaned back and looked over at Laurel.

"Well cap, I'll have to admit I would have handled things far differently and might have got us into a shooting match. You are truly an incredible leader and diplomat."

"Thank you Mark. That is how you have a peaceful encounter with an advanced species and make new friends in the process. God knows we need some friends out here."

"I'll second that. Let's go let our much prettier alien know we are in no danger shall we?"

The three made their way back up to the command deck and headed straight for the bridge. Once there they saw that the visitor was still sitting in the same position. They watched for a time until the craft started to move off. Before leaving it stopped dead ahead and flashed its lights in sequence down its hull then dashed off in the same direction the Future was heading at an amazing rate of speed. Sensors indicated a jump to almost 20 times the speed of light almost instantly. Laurel then ordered a return to their previous heading and speed. She then stood up to go get Korica as the guys took care of getting them moving.

Mark deactivated all the security measures and reinstated Korica's clearance as Laurel stepped off the bridge and crossed the corridor and stepped into her quarters. She was dumbfounded to find Korica on the bed with her knees apart and up with her hand in her crotch with her head back eyes closed and mouth open holding her breath with her back arched. Korica only had her shirt on and her skirt, shorts, underwear and shoes were lying on the bed. Laurel covered her mouth and watched for a few seconds as Korica drew her back up further and dug her head into her pillow. She was obviously right on verge of an explosive orgasm and she let out a couple soft moans and took a deep breath then shook a little so Laurel turned and headed back out and went back to the bridge. Mark looked at her and furrowed his brow.

"Where's the little one?" Mark asked.

"She ah¦She's occupied at the moment." Laurel said blushing.

"Occupied? What's that mean?"

"She'll¦I'll go back and get her later."

Mark looked very disappointed and confused but he let it go. Jake was shocked by what he was sensing from Laurel. He didn't understand what she was feeling and why. He reached out to Laurel's mind to ask what the problem is.

"She's learning what it is to be a woman. Just give her some time and privacy."

"You mean she is playing with herself?"

"Yes. Just don't ever mention it to her that you know what she is doing. You can't embarrass her about this. It's natural and expected for a girl her age."

"I wont. It's our fault she started doing this. I love her and respect her right to privacy."

The three went back to their duties and Laurel gently reached out to Korica to see if she was finished. She sensed a flood of emotion and exhilaration. She was trying to catch her breath but was indeed finished. Laurel waited until she sensed a calm focused warm feeling coming from her again. She then stood up and headed out into the corridor just as Korica was coming out herself. Korica greeted her with a big smile and a warm hug.

"Hi sweetie. I was just coming to get you. The danger has passed."

"I can do it captain Laurel! I can make myself orgasm! And you know what? I'm really good at it!" Laurel blew air through her lips and chuckled.

"That's great sweetie. Just remember to keep that stuff deep down inside ok?"

"Ok." Korica sounded confused.

"When you share your spirit with us that stuff needs to be kept secret. Ok?"

"Oooh. Right. I forgot about that."

Laurel kissed her on the top of the head. She then took her by the hand that she was glad was a little damp indicating she had washed her hands. Her talks about hygiene were getting through.

The two stepped onto the bridge and Mark was the first to light up and put his arms out for Korica. She smiled and ran to him and dove into his arms. He scooped her up and pulled her into I tight hug then gave her a kiss on the cheek.

"You ready to help me adjust our heading?" Mark asked her.

"You bet."

The two sat together for the remainder of the morning and Laurel and Jake wanted it that way. They wanted him to bond with her the way they had so she could stay.

A little before lunchtime Laurel excused herself to go have the harvesting procedure performed. She was surprised when Korica asked if she could please go with her. Laurel was reluctant but agreed in the end. She just didn't want to disappoint her. The two made their way down to the med deck and Laurel told Korica she would have to wait outside. Korica didn't understand at first but once Laurel explained that the process was very intimate and she needed to be alone for it Korica agreed. The harvesting went perfect and her health was determined to be perfect in light of the unscheduled total body scan. She was growing normally and putting on the perfect amount of weight for her height and age. The AI expressed great admiration for her handling of the encounter with a new species. The gesture of sending a sample of food from the Future was a really good gesture of kindness and generosity according to the AI.

When the procedure was complete the AI asked if Korica would agree to a follow up visit since she was just outside. Laurel said she would ask but didn't see why not. She got dressed and made her way into the corridor to ask Korica if she would mind a quick check up.

"The computer wants to check you out real quick, do you mind?"

"No. Does the ship think I might be sick?"

"No sweetie. I think it just needs to make sure you are still growing properly and that you are healthy. The girls are all carrying a virus that you seem to be immune to. We just need to make sure that is still the case."

"Sure. Do I have to¦am I going to have to have that thing put inside me?"

"I don't know. You want me to stay with you?"

"Would you. I don't like the machines doing things to me without you there."

"I promise they will never hurt you Korica."

"I want you there anyway."

"Ok. I'll come in with you."

The two entered the room and the computer asked Korica to undress and climb onto the table. Laurel lifted her up onto the table once she was undressed and the table slid into the wall for detailed scanning. After the scan was complete the table slowly slid out while Laurel looked at the display of Korica's body. Everything looked perfect. The computer took a blood draw from her and Laurel at the conclusion and told her she could get dressed. Korica hopped down and Laurel went to retrieve her clothes but they were gone. She had laid them in the floor and a servo drone had come in so quietly and collected them she didn't even hear it.

Korica only had to wait another minute and a fresh set of underwear, a new shirt, bikini shorts and a skirt were delivered. Korica got dressed and the two made their way back up to the command deck. Once they arrived on the bridge the guys both smiled big and asked the girls to join them for some lunch. The girls smiled big and agreed. Mark put his hand out to Korica and she smiled even bigger and took his hand and he led her down to the mess hall with Laurel And Jake following both of them grinning.

During lunch Laurel reminded the guys that they needed to go and have a blood draw to check for the virus the girls were carrying. They agreed and then Laurel informed them she would be taking Korica back down to the passenger deck and she was going to check on the girls. She sensed some still wanted to talk about their experiences with someone. Mark was not at all happy at the prospect of losing Korica's company. He stammered for an excuse why she needed to say on the bridge with him before catching himself and agreeing she needed to be with the other girls. He had already reinstated her security clearance so he knew deep down that she could come back up to the command deck anytime she wanted.

After lunch Mark gave Korica one last big hug and she gave him a kiss on the cheek and told him she would come back and see the three of them soon. She was very popular with the girls now and she really wanted to go say hi to them. Laurel and Jake made their way down to the common area once Mark told them he could handle the bridge in their absence.

When angel and Jake made entry to the passenger common area many of the girls were now wearing pastel colors and clothing that looked completely different from the ships uniform. Some had long lose leg pants and shirts with collars and Tiera had on very tight darker blue shorts and what looked like a pastel yellow polo shirt and Fretta had on a one piece light blue swimsuit in honor of her lost friends and it was what she was wearing the day she was abducted. All the girls lit up and came to greet Laurel and Jake. Andrena, Korica's protector from the Hodong station, greeted Korica warmly. Jake was now particularly popular with most of the girls. Word had gotten out that he was kind and warm hearted and was to be trusted. He didn't judge and truly loved the girls and would be a friend with no desire to touch or stare at anyone unduly. He was also very handsome, which made him even more likeable to the girls.

After a long round of hugs and a few kisses on the cheeks Laurel and Jake separated into different groups to admire the clothing and inform the girls the danger had passed and there was no real threat in the first place. Praxy made herself available to Jake as translator and told him one girl had asked for him in particular. Her name was Briela and she came from a planet called Tremin in the Brinnot galaxy as her people called it. Jake was intrigued and had Praxy introduce him to her.

She was sitting by herself when the group approached and she looked a little intimidated by such a large group. She was a very small girl but she was extremely beautiful. She had auburn colored hair that was very fine and it came to just past her shoulders and she kept it brushed neatly and curled back at the front. She had light brown eyes with yellow flecks in them that were very stunning to look at. She had a small cute nose and soft bright pink lips that curved up slightly in just the right manner to make her look very charming. She had fairly high cheekbones and a soft rounded chin that made her face look very dainty but well proportioned. Her skin was a little tanned suggesting she spent a fair amount of time outside in the sun. She was young enough to be of the sort to run and play yet old enough to have a social life of friends.

Briela greeted him with a bright smile and he could immediately sense her presence. She was definitely telepathic and a fairly strong one at that. Her emotions felt very familiar and she seemed like a genuinely warm individual that was very scared and just wanted to feel like she mattered. Jake sat very close to her this with his body touching hers. He made general conversation at first quickly realizing she was very reserved but had a sweet disposition. After only a few minutes she started feeling very comfortable with Jake's presence and put her knees down and even let one rest on Jake's leg.

He finally asked if she wanted to talk about how she ended up with the Hodong and she agreed to share her story. She had been in a park with some of her friends playing when the Hodong attacked her town. They started destroying everything in sight and two craft landed at each exit to the park that was fenced in most the way around its border. There were a great many people in the park as it was a warm summer day and school was in intermission. The Hodong seemed to be killing everyone they came across. Entire families were wiped out whether they were men, women, or children. She tried hiding in a maintenance building but she and her friends were discovered. The Hodong grabbed her by the neck and lifted her up off the ground and tore the clothing off of her. She and her friends were then placed up against a wall completely naked and one individual went down the line one by one and put his finger in their bodies in a very painful manner. Two different individuals raped two of her friends on the spot and she was forced to watch while crying.

Briela teared up and wept for a moment before regaining her composure. She then gently put her hand on Jake's, which he then turned over and clasped his fingers in hers. Jake felt a warm wave of acceptance from Briela. She didn't want anything sexual from him just companionship. He scooted a little closer making his entire right side touch hers and just gave her the time she needed to continue. Briela looked around the group of girls listening intently to her story and continued.

Once the Hodong were finished with her friends she thought she was next and cried openly at the thought. The Hodong then had a noisy conversation and one of them kept pointing at her and yelling something at the other Hodong. She guessed they were fighting over who got to take her first. Her friends were left lying on the ground crying and when she bent down to help one of them she was slapped very hard and shoved against the wall so hard it bruised her tailbone. The Hodong argued a little longer then she was grabbed by the back of her neck and led outside leaving her friends behind. She could see smoke rising from fires all over town when she was led past a great number of bodies scattered about and onto one of the Hodong's ships. She was bound and tied to a structural beam so she couldn't escape and then the Hodong left her there and he departed the ship. She could hear screams and explosions off in the distance and she wept for all the people being slaughtered. Some time later the Hodong returned with another naked girl about the same age as her but she was struggling and screaming. The Hodong tried to restrain her but when she kicked him in the groin in anger he dragged her to the edge of the boarding ramp and shot her in the face and kicked her body down the ramp.

Briela wasn't going to make that same mistake. She continued to weep out of fear but kept quiet. The Hodong then lifted off and landed a short time later some miles away and some stolen goods were loaded. There were computer-controlled gyros, electronic compressors and some turbine engines meant for aircraft loaded. She assumed they had landed at the airport outside of town. She could see other Hodong ships nearby and explosions and gunshots could be heard. After a short while the cargo compartment was full and they headed into space. She was kept tied up for the ride to a larger ship. She was then dragged into a hangar and put in line with a couple other girls that were now on the Future. She was thrown in a temporary holding cell after being dragged through a couple different compartments. After many hours she was visited by what she guessed to be a doctor of sorts. He looked in her mouth felt of her arms and legs and waved some strange device over her body then he gave her some water. There was a man that then came to her who looked very much like he was from Tremin but the things he did to her meant he was from somewhere else. He never spoke so she couldn't be sure. All she knows is her people simply don't abuse young girls.

The man touched her in gentle ways but it was things she just didn't want done to her by a stranger or any man for that matter. He put his mouth on her breasts and licked her crotch while inserting his finger in her body. She knew what he was trying to make her do so she faked it so he would quit. He then forced her to put his cock in her mouth and he squirted his seed in her mouth. She spit it out as it tasted very bitter and she wept as he cleaned himself up. He then sat with her and stroked her head like he cared about her but she just wanted him to leave her alone.

He came back several times over the next two days to give her food and water and put his hands on her several times but he kept the Hodong from doing what they wanted when they came to rape her. She finally arrived on the Hodong vessel and the man handed her off to the Hodong and she was thrown in a cage with some other girls. She didn't know why the man was watching over her but she had to assume it was her ability to share feelings without meaning to. He probably felt her fear or just felt bad for what he had done to her. Either way he kept her from being raped by the Hodong like her friends had been. It was brutal and rough when they took a girl. Another stranger visited her on the Hodong vessel around two days later but he just looked her over and felt inside her and she assumes he made an under the table deal for her. She was told by a Hodong that could speak her language that she was going to be broke in starting the next day. He told her if she didn't put up a struggle she wouldn't be beat. She saw some of the girls that got beat for struggling or refusing to do what they are told to do. She was just going to do what they wanted and try to stay alive. Luckily the next day the rescue mission took place probably minutes before she was going to start being broken in.

She had no idea what happened to her friends in the park and whether or not her family was killed. She begged Jake to please get her back to Tremin. She wanted to help her people rebuild and she wanted desperately to find out if her friends and family survived the attack. Jake asked her how old she was and she said she was 11 years old but since after a little discussion he found out a year on Tremin was a little longer than a year on earth she was actually a little over 12 and a Â½ Earth years old. He promised to do everything in his power to get her home before her 12th birthday.

Briela smiled brightly and thanked him then pulled him into a hug and kissed his cheek. He could feel a great deal of affection and respect from her. She was very young and innocent but very driven to get back to her people and she felt Jake would keep his word. She expressed her delight such good people had rescued them from the Hodong. The other girls had told her through the interpreters that Jake was a good man and would treat her with respect and kindness and she was relieved that they weren't exaggerating. Jake then had all the girls in his little group of a dozen or so, hold one another's hands and they all sent warm feelings of friendship to Briela. She was left feeling very warm and appreciated for who she was. She was a very bright gorgeous little soul who now felt hope and felt like she had some true friends among the Future crew.

Jake sat and talked with her and the others for sometime before Laurel came over and joined them. She noticed how close Briela was sitting to Jake and the fact that she was holding his hand, but she felt no jealousy at all. She knew Jake was comforting this poor abused girl and nothing more. She could feel the warm feelings emanating from all the girls and especially from Briela. She was feeling like she was accepted, loved and important. Laurel sat down on Jake's left side and he introduced her to Briela then introduced Laurel as his captain and his girlfriend. Laurel appreciated the fact that he included their personal relationship as part of the introduction. She sensed that Jake was actually very proud of introducing someone as beautiful as Laurel as his girlfriend. The girls could feel his pride and very strong love for her also.

Laurel had taken Andrena who had protected little Korica so vigorously on the Hodong station aside with Thana as interpreter to tell her that Korica would be staying on the Future permanently and was actually granted permission to come and go from the command deck as she liked. Andrena smiled broadly and squeezed Laurel with a big hug and shed tears of joy. Laurel asked her if she would share how she and her little sister ended up on the Hodong station. She reluctantly agreed since Laurel was going to take Korica as her charge.

This girl had reddish blond hair and beautiful light green eyes. She was taller and older than Laurel with a great figure and a delicate face. She looked very human in skin tone and moved like a woman not a little girl like most of the other girls. She was very demure but extremely smart. She said her name was Andrena and she came from a world called Hermosa in what she called the Dremila galaxy. She was 16 earth years old. Her people had been exploring deeper into space over the last 100 years and she was on a research station at the outer edge of her solar system. Her parents and her little sister lived there for almost a year before the Hodong attacked the station. She was studying to be an astronomical physicist. She was learning about the way the universe worked and loved her studies. She was trying to mentor her little sister who she loved very dearly. She said her little sister had her mothers light gold colored hair and her fathers blue eyes. She wasn't really interested in astronomy but was very interested in being a pilot on an exploration vessel so studying with her older sister was helping her toward that end. Her little sister was named Hyra after their grandmother and she was only 11 years old.

The Hodong appeared out of nowhere and opened fire on the station without provocation or mercy. Power was knocked out and Andrena and her little sister tried to hide in their quarters but the Hodong entered the station and began ransacking the place and killing everyone they came upon. The women were brutally attacked and murdered after wards. Many of the research labs were occupied at the time of the attack and had large windows that were blasted open killing everyone in the room. When the Hodong blasted their way into their quarters she tried to protect her little sister but there were just to many of them. She had her clothes torn off of her and then she was beaten and raped and forced to watch as her little sister's body was violated by one particularly ugly Hodong with his finger after her clothing was shredded off her body. He raped Andrena and made her sister watch so she would know what coming her way next. It was very painful and made her bleed but she didn't scream so her sister wouldn't be scared.

Andrena and Hyra were dragged through the station completely naked past her classmates and friends being attacked and murdered in cold blood. Andrena was thrown on a docked ship and she was tied up along side her sister. She said her little sister was terrified and in pain but she couldn't do anything to help her. The station was left powerless and drifting in space. The Hodong didn't give them food or water for days while they traveled to another vessel. The two were thrown in another room thankfully untied and she was able to comfort her little sister for a time.

Her sister got very weak from hunger and she had to pound on the door and try and beg for food and water for her. She had to let the Hodong have their way with her in trade for food and water. When the Hodong started to come regularly to attack them again she always offered herself so her sister wouldn't be raped. She managed to keep her safe and fed for the long trip to the Hodong station. She said her sister was just a little girl, like Korica she wasn't ready for sex or any of what was happening to her.

While weeping Andrena continued while holding Laurel's hand tightly. When they arrived at the station a Hodong took her and her sister to the detention area and threw them in a cell together along with some other girls. She was immediately taken to the back of the room and raped in a particularly brutal manner. She was dragged back to her cell very sore and crying. There was a stranger that came to look at her and her sister the same day. He had both girls taken to the back of the room and some discussions were held although Andrena had no idea what was being said. Her little sister was thrown on the bed and when she tried to intervene she was punched in the side and thrown on the bed next to her. The stranger pulled their legs apart and put his hands on Hyra and Andrena. After some more discussion the stranger left and the Hodong took Andrena back to her cell and she had to watch helplessly as her little sister was brutally raped. She was brought back to the cell crying and unable to stand up from the beating she got when she struggled. The Hodong then told Andrena in her own language that she and her sister were going to be broken in and sold together. The Hodong then came two or three times a day and raped her little sister and she couldn't do anything to protect her. She was also raped two or three times a day by different individuals. When the day of the auction came the individual that had come to look at them three days earlier took her little sister away. He won the high bid but could only afford one of the girls and Hyra was taken because she wasn't able to share feelings or hear others thoughts yet and was much younger. Andrena admitted that her little sister was incredibly beautiful and sweet, that was probably another reason she was taken. She was taken away and Andrena never saw her again.

She was on the station long enough to see little Korica arrive and experience another auction. She was sampled by strangers a couple of times and raped by the Hodong almost daily in the mean time. When Korica arrived she couldn't help but feel protective of her. She looked just as young and small as her little sister and she was absolutely terrified. Andrena said she would push Korica to the back of the cell when strangers came so she wouldn't be taken and even offered herself to one Hodong who was going to take her to the back of the room. She said Korica saw her crying about losing her sister at night and helped her feel better by sharing herself with her. She admitted Korica wasn't able to hold a connection for more than a few seconds at a time but it helped her greatly to relax just the same.

After the next auction She found out that Korica had been sold and she was feeling helpless to stop what she knew was coming. She didn't want to watch another innocent little girl being attacked. There was another girl, Dreana from her station who arrived the day of the auction who was 13. She tried to come up with a plan with her to stop Korica from being taken but Dreana was just to scared to do anything that might get all three of them killed. Luckily the Future crew showed up before Korica was broken in.

Laurel now remembered seeing Andrena talking to another girl the night her and Korica snuck into the gardening ring. She assumed that must be Dreana. Laurel offered her warmest condolence at the loss of her sister and parents. She offered her the knowledge that she had saved Korica's virtue and she was going to be an honored member of the Future crew since her entire family was gone. She would grow up among people that love her and she would never again be hurt or mistreated.

Andrena hugged Laurel and Thana warmly and thanked them for caring enough to want to hear her story and thanked Laurel in particular for having a big enough heart to accept Korica as a part of her crew. It meant a great deal to her to know she would have a happy life after all. Laurel promised her she was going to get all the love and guidance she needed and was in for a great and meaningful adventure aboard the Future.

Laurel then excused herself after another warm embrace to go join Jake. Laurel was starting to realize her curiosity about how these girls ended up with the Hodong was resulting in tales that her heart just couldn't bare to hear anymore of. She was going to let anyone else that wanted to share their stories come to her.

While Laurel was sitting with Jake, Praxy, Thana, Briela and the other girls in Jake's little group, Jake could hear her thinking about not being able to handle anymore stories of pain and suffering. Jake took her hand in his but kept holding Briela's hand and let her continue to lean on him to feel warm and welcome. He loved all these girls very much and Laurel was feeling very calm and relaxed so Jake knew he was doing the right thing offering so much of his heart to the girls. He didn't press for any more tales of how the girls ended up with the Hodong out of respect for Laurel though.

After sitting and talking lightly for a little longer Laurel and Jake excused themselves to go back to the bridge. The girls were sad they had to go but understood they had a great responsibility on their shoulders and offered one last group sharing before the two left. Laurel found Korica but she wanted to stay so she could take a shower and promised to change all her clothes again. Laurel was very proud of her for remembering to keep clean and take advantage of what the Future could offer her. Plus she was making a lot of friends among the girls since she could speak everyone's language. Korica gave Jake a big hug and he kissed her on the cheek and told her to be good and be sure and come up for her workout after the evening meal. She smiled big and promised she would.

The two then made their way back up to the command deck to check on the signal analysis. Mark was pouring over the sensor readings from the signals origin point but he wasn't seeing any planets in the twin star system that looked to be capable of sustaining life. In fact the star system had some very odd characteristics. The larger star seemed very old, somewhere around 5 billion years old but the other star was burning through its fuel like it was only a couple million years old, which just shouldn't be possible. There were 10 planets in all including a couple outer gas giants and some rocky inner planets. The fifth from the stars seemed to be the origin point of the signal but its atmosphere was far to thin to support advanced life, which just didn't make any sense to Mark. He wasn't an expert on planetary development but he knew enough to know what to look for as an indicator of a life bearing world and he just wasn't seeing it here at all.

As the Future drew closer and more details were emerging Mark was starting to doubt the computers accuracy of plotting the origin point. He broke off his analysis when Laurel and Jake entered the bridge. He greeted them with a big grin. Jake sat down at his usual position and asked Mark how the signal analysis was progressing. Mark brought up the progress so far and sent it to the main viewer. The computer had identified over 1000 characters so far. They were gibberish without Korica's help translating the characters however. The complete signal would be broken down and recompiled into a string sometime in the middle of the night.

Mark then brought up his findings for the approaching star system to ask Laurel's opinion. She was just as perplexed and had the computer reanalyze the original plotting of the signal to make sure they had the right coordinates. The computer confirmed they were looking at the right spot. She then decided to run a diagnostic on the entire system again. It would take several hours but she wasn't sure they were getting the right readings. Something just didn't add up. The bridge would be basically unusable while the diagnostic was running so Laurel and Jake decided to address a minor repair down on deck seven in one of the crawl spaces. There were some fiber optic bundles that were burned out during the original encounter with the supernova. The largest bundle was several hundred feet long and would require Jake and Laurel to work together, one on deck seven and one below on deck two. Mark decided he was going to use the down time to go on a long run to stay in shape. He was going to go the med deck for his blood draw then he would go to the gardening ring and run its circumference a couple of times.

Laurel escorted Jake down to the med deck and he had his blood draw performed and the computer performed a quick full body scan to check his overall health and development. It was determined in the end that he was in peak physical health and still showed absolutely no signs of the virus the girls were carrying despite his close and prolonged contact with the girls. Laurel and Korica also weren't showing any signs of the virus suggesting an innate immunity or just a superior immune response that was eradicating the virus every time they were exposed.

Laurel and Jake then suited up in cold suits and made their way down to the deck seven starboard side crawl space hatch to begin the repairs. The tools and cables were already waiting onsite when they arrived. The fiber optic bundle was coiled up and down the corridor several times to accommodate its length. The two unsealed the crawl space gave each other a peck and slipped into the bone chillingly cold crawl space to begin opening the conduits containing the burned out cables.

Jake didn't like working so close to the outer hull as he was only too aware of how deadly accidental contact could be with the bare flesh. He and Laurel worked for quite a while eventually getting to damaged cables exposed and disconnected. As Laurel prepared to start pulling the cables from their conduit housings Jake climbed out of the open hatch and made his way down to deck two to open the access hatch on that deck and prepare the receiver interface for the new fiber optic cable.

To his great surprise there were three of the girls sitting in the stairwell just hanging out talking with one another. Jake excused himself by them as he descended the stairwell and they followed to see why he was dressed so oddly. Jake recognized Cat and offered a warm grin and a touch of her shoulder as he passed by. She was incredibly beautiful and slender. She had curly light brown hair and skin that was darker than most humans. She looked to be from India if one was to guess at an Earth-based descent based on skin color. She had a soft and small voice hinting at her young age. Jake guessed her to be around 13 earth years old but she was very well developed and had curvy hips suggesting woman hood was just around the corner for her.

She offered a warm smile at Jake's touch and he could feel her essence very strongly. As he reached the crawl space hatch she squatted down while the other girls stood and watched what he was doing. He unsealed the hatch and pulled it out of the hole and a great cloud of cold steam rose out of the opening as he did. The girls stepped a little closer as the cloud dissipated and the warm air from the passageway created steam going into the hole. Cat finally spoke up out of curiosity.

"You're actually going to go in there?"

"Oh yes. There are¦I have to replace some damaged cables in there."

"You mean you repair your ship as well as fly it?"

"Oh yah, there are places just like this all over the ship that only Laurel and I can fit into."

"You don't have machines to do that for you? Like the ones that bring us food and clothes?"

"Well, not really. Check this out."

Jake took a diagnostic probe off his tool belt and stuck his hand into the hatch opening and gently let go of the probe and it just hung there very gently moving a little but not falling. The girls were a little confused for a second then it dawned on them what they were seeing.

"There's no gravity in there and it's several degrees below zero." Jake said.

Cat furrowed her brow at the reference to a temperature. Jake reached in and grabbed the probe and placed it in Cat's hand and she tossed it back and forth between her hands for a moment before batting it back to Jake.

"That's really cold!" Cat said.

"Exactly. The servo drones don't work in zero gravity and even if they did, the cold would destroy their internal components within minutes. Only a small person in a cold suite can do this work."

"I see. So it is dangerous in there?"

"Very much so. Deadly if you stay to long. Laurel is already inside up about a hundred feet or so."

"So you risk your life to repair your ship as well as rescue girls you don't even know."

"Well¦I hadn't thought about it that way. I guess we do. Besides, I know you now. You girls are my friends and I would risk my life for you again in a heartbeat."

Cat smiled and went on to translate what they had just said to each other to the other two girls and explained what he was doing. Jake grinned and turned and slid down into the hole and then turned himself facing up once his entire body was in the weightless void. He then clawed his way up past the opening and went to the isolation bulkhead and opened the pressure hatch. Laurel was waiting on the other side with the tools he needed to cut the conduit open to remove the fiber optic bundle from his side.

He and Laurel worked together with the help of the servo drones feeding the cable into the hatch on deck seven for another two hours before getting every thing in place and aligned. Once Laurel finished spraying the magnetic sealer on the conduit she fed the tools through to Jake's side and sealed the pressure door marking the end of her portion of the repairs. She floated up to the access hatch and pulled herself out of the hole and rolled onto the deck only to find herself looking up at Cat.

"So it's true. You really climb into dangerous places with Jake to fix your ship?"

"Well yah. I've been doing this even longer than Jake has."

"Amazing. Women would not be asked to do such dangerous thing on my world."

"Really? Well on Earth women do almost everything the men do."

"You are a remarkable woman Laurel."

"Thank you Cat."

Laurel stood up and grabbed the hatch cover and put it in place and sealed it shut. She turned off her suit heater and zipped her suit down to the middle of her chest. She stood and talked with Cat for a little while longer before excusing herself to go change.

As she was walking to the elevator the AI called out to her and told her it had finally come up with a treatment regiment for the girls that needed reconstructive surgery. It would require each girl to surrender a quart of blood so a serum could be synthesized from her own blood and a pint would be held in reserve incase of excessive blood loss during surgery. With that done the same hormone flush that was created for Laurel could be devised for the girls and the reconstructive process could be performed without the risk of infection or negative reaction to anything based on Human hemoglobin and hormones.

Laurel was thrilled. All the damage inflicted on the girls could be reversed after all. There were 30 girls in all that could benefit from the operation. The rest only had minor penetration trauma that didn't warrant such drastic measures. Laurel said she would make a trip down to the passenger level to see how many of the girls were interested.

When Laurel arrived at her quarters she found Jake already changed and waiting for her. She explained that Cat had stopped her and they talked for a little bit. He was a little surprised and informed her that Cat seemed very interested in what he was doing down on deck two also. The two shrugged it off as idol curiosity on Cat's part and then Laurel told Jake that a procedure for reversing the physical damage the Hodong had done to the girls had been devised. He thought it was a good idea to offer a return to a sense of normalcy for the girls. All physical traces of their abuse should be erased if possible. He hoped the girls would all take advantage of the opportunity.

After Laurel got changed while Jake sat and watched mesmerized by her ever increasingly beautiful body, the two stood in a warm swaying hug for a few minutes soaking in each other's love and warm energy before the AI interrupted them.

"Captain to the bridge." The AI called out startling them both.

Laurel broke the embrace with a peck on the lips to Jake and a sigh.

"Come on handsome, duty calls."

Jake smiled big and the two made their way over to the bridge and once there immediately saw what the hale was for. The diagnostic had revealed a malfunctioning sensor signal processor module in the digital compression circuit. The components were easy enough to replace but the alignment and calibration process would take the skilled hands and sharp mind of Laurel. She was the only one of the crew with the embedded knowledge to write the computer code without effort and perform the precise alignment procedure.

It was agreed that while Laurel repaired the signal processor Jake would go below and start bringing the girls up to the med deck for blood to be drawn from all the girls interested in the corrective surgery. Jake really wished it was Laurel explaining the process but he knew with the help of the English-speaking girls he would be able to explain what was being offered to the girls.

The two went back to their quarters and engaged in a very passionate kiss and enjoyed each other's energy for one last time, then parted ways. Laurel knew her job would only take a couple hours and she could join Jake at that time. Jake was far more nervous about his job at hand. There were going to be some very uncomfortable conversations coming up.

When Jake stepped through the doorway into the passenger deck common area quite a few of the girls came up to him in a crowd of big smiles and warm hugs and even a peck or two the cheek was given to him. He had really made some friends among the girls and they were very fond of him and felt completely at ease around him. They could all feel his love for them with no desire to touch their bodies. They felt safe and appreciated for being beautiful bright girls, not objects.

After the greetings were over Jake called all the English-speaking girls including little Korica to the doorway so he could take them up to the medical deck and explain to them first what was being offered. The blood collecting would begin with those of the 8 English-speaking girls interested in the surgery. Korica and Vrill were not going to need the surgery as they had the least traumatic injuries only having fingers inserted in their bodies but they were going to be needed to explain the process to the other girls and to escort those interested up to the med deck.

Jake realized with her security clearance Korica could open all the security doors between the med deck and the passenger deck. She was going to be vital to assisting the girls to get between decks. Jake took all eight up to an unused recovery room and had the computer present a video explanation of what was going to be done and file footage of before and after images using Ondroxa with her face and body blurred out as an example of what could be accomplished. The girls were a little shocked at the images until they saw the after images. Ondroxa looked completely normal and healthy after the process was complete. The AI then answered all the girl's questions about the process and why the blood was needed from all the girls before the surgery could be started.

After the questions were answered Korica stepped out and got Jake since he didn't want to see any of the girls in the manner he knew was going to have to be shown and so he waited in the corridor as soon as he saw a naked vulva on an exam table. The girls understood what was being offered and to his delight all were on board and agreed to help explain the process to the others. Korica was thrilled to be such an instrumental part of the operation. As the blood was being drawn Jake took Korica down the corridor a little ways and explained to her that he really needed her to make sure the girls didn't get curious and wonder off or enter anywhere that they shouldn't be. They could really get hurt or worse. She promised she would keep a close eye on them and thanked him for trusting her with something so important.

Jake then had eight data pads loaded with the information needed to explain the process to the other girls. After the girls were finished with having their blood drawn and a fifteen minute wait so they wouldn't feel dizzy the group went back down to the passenger deck and began finding the girls the computer had flagged to under go the surgery. Names, ages and species were to added to the faces on the data pads for follow up visits if necessary and for blood tracking.

After an hour all the girls identified by the computer had been contacted and to Jake's great relief all of them agreed to the surgery. Many thought of it as erasing the scars from their bodies of an experience they would just assume forget ever happened. It would be the last time they would have to be touched down there until they wanted to be. Several of the girls gave Jake a warm hug and thanked him for offering his amazing ship to be at their disposal in such an incredible manner. The fact that this kind of surgery was even possible seemed miraculous to the girls. Jake had the girls go up in one large group. With twelve medical bays available three girls could be attended to in each room at one time.

Korica took Jake aside and asked why she wasn't being asked to have her blood drawn and he gently explained that her injuries were minor enough that the invasive process of performing surgery inside her vagina just wasn't necessary. She seemed to think about it for a minute then asked why it hurt so badly when she was violated if no significant damage was done. Jake remembered his promise to be honest and answer any questions she had. He explained that there was a hymen on Human women that was torn or perforated the first time they had a cock enter their body and presumably she had the same structure that was torn causing great pain. He said her small size also probably made it painful. He explained that her body just wasn't ready for any kind of penetration so even a finger would be painful. She kind of understood and accepted his explanation in the end.

Korica started escorting the girls back down to the passenger deck when they were finished and the fifteen-minute waiting period was up. Just as the last girls were having their blood drawn Laurel showed up to Jake's delight. She offered a warm embrace that unknotted his stomach and made a calm wash over him. He explained that all the girls were going to have the procedure done and that they understood what was going to be done to them and the risks involved. En'nala was going to be the most complicated since she would need to be completely anesthetized because her vagina was so muscular. The AI needed to keep her from tightening up as she was operated on. The other girls would be put under a light sedative but kept awake for the most part. She was relieved they were all onboard and would be offered some level of dignity when all was said and done.

It would take overnight for the computer to synthesize the necessary hormones and blood serums for each girl. The first surgery would take place first thing in the morning. Korica would be left to escort the girls up to the med deck. That would leave the command crew to their responsibilities on the bridge. Laurel wanted to be there for the girls as they came out of surgery but she knew that was unfeasible.

As the last of the girls was finished giving blood Laurel and Jake escorted them down to the passenger deck but to their surprise Mark was in the corridor talking with Korica and two of the girls. Korica was translating for him and introducing the two girls that had been particularly nice to her. Mark seemed a little uncomfortable but he was courteous as it meant he got to spend time with Korica. When Laurel noticed him shaking their hands as he was introduced to the girls it dawned on her that it was probably a bad idea for him to have physical contact with them since he had no immunity to the virus they were all carrying. Laurel intervened by calling Mark aside like she had something important and private to discuss with him. She then told him of her concern and his face ran pale. He had completely forgotten about the virus. He went back to the girls and said his goodbyes telling them he needed to get cleaned up after his strenuous run. He gave Korica a big hug and then departed for the command deck.

After escorting all the girls back down to the passenger level Laurel told Korica that a big responsibility was being placed squarely on her shoulders. She said she was up to the task and wouldn't let her down. Laurel gave her a big hug and a kiss on the cheek and then her and Jake departed for the command deck with her following close behind.

Once on the command deck the three made their way to the bridge and checked on the diagnostic progress. There were no new findings yet, but the computer would be working long into the night to finish the process. The three then went to the command quarters to relax a little before evening meal and their workout. Korica snuggled up to Jake on the bed and watched an animated video while Laurel sat on the edge of the bed with a data pad working out some equations for improving the sensor efficiency.

At 18:00 the three went to the mess hall to meet up with mark and catch dinner. Mark seemed particularly pleased to be in Korica's presence again and talked with her extensively during the meal. He was starting to recognize not only was she a delight to be around but she was in fact very smart. She was settling into her role in their little family very well and was showing signs that she would someday make a fine addition to the command crew if she so desired.

After dinner the three went to the gym and worked out then the girls departed for their shower while the guys sat and talked. Jake was a bit surprised when Mark inquired about Korica's continued role on the Future.

"You know we could use a guide through this galaxy if we are going to be here awhile. Korica can speak god know how many languages and has visited quite a few planets and outposts in her travels."

"Are you saying you want her to remain on the Future permanently?"

"Well¦yah I guess I am. I haven't discussed it with her, but she doesn't have anyone left to take care of her. Her parents are gone and she was raised on a freighter. I don't think she even knows who her grandparents are and who knows if they are even still alive."

"Yah that thought had crossed our minds before. If we leave her with the other girls she will be on her own."

"That just doesn't seem right. I¦we promised her we would make sure she was safe. I just¦we aren't exactly doing that if we dump her with the first advanced race we meet are we?"

"No I suppose not. Sooo¦you want to grant her asylum on the Future if that's what she wants?"

Mark looked like he was thinking hard on the subject. Jake tried his best not to jump up and down for joy. This was exactly what he and Laurel were waiting for. Mark couldn't stand the idea of not having Korica's sweet little face around all the time.

"You know what? Yah. Let's ask her. You couldn't ask for a better-behaved child than her. Plus this whole bouncing feelings back and forth thing, I kind of like it. She really makes a person feel good. I think I see what you were talking about falling in love with a little girl and all. I just want her close by all the time and I would do anything to keep her safe and happy."

"I'll talk to her and see what she thinks."

"Yah if you would. I don't want her to think I'm asking for my own sake even though that's exactly what it is. I want her around because I like her."

"Sure I understand. I'll talk to her and let you know what she wants to do."

"Cool. Thanks xo."

"The girls are done. Let's go get showered and I'll talk to you tomorrow after I discuss it with her."

Jake and Mark made their way to the showers and Jake could hardly contain himself. His gut instinct had been right. Korica would get to stay after all. He was pretty sure Laurel would already know but he hoped he would get to deliver the good news to Korica.

After his shower was done Jake headed back to his quarters and found Laurel brushing Korica's hair very tenderly with her sitting on her lap. Korica had her eyes closed and seemed to really be enjoying the tactile sensation of having her head stroked and petted. Jake grabbed his clothes and as he walked by the two headed for the bathroom Korica opened her eyes for a moment and grinned as he passed by but she looked hypnotized by Laurel's gentle stroking motion of her head and her occasional brushing of her bangs back.

Once he had some pants on and his hair was combed and teeth brushed Jake calmly stepped over in front of Laurel and Korica and knelt down. He looked up at Laurel first.

"Thanks for letting me tell her babe." Laurel just grinned big as Korica looked down at him drowsily.

"Tell me what?" Jake put his hand in hers and Smiled big.

"Mark asked me if I would talk to you about staying on the Future permanently."

Korica's face lit up and she grew a huge smile on her face. Her eyes sparkled and the drunken look on her face disappeared.

"Really! I get to stay?"

"You sure do sweetheart. He said he likes how you make him feel and he wants to have you around to hold and to protect. He's in love with you as much as we are."

Korica squealed and hopped down from Laurel's lap and wrapped herself round Jake almost knocking him over. He grabbed a hold of her and stood up as she wrapped her legs around his waist. He held her tightly and rocked her back and forth as she wept with her face buried in his shoulder. Laurel stood up and began to tear up herself. They would be able to keep her safe for the rest of her life now.

Once Korica regained herself she leaned back and kissed Jake square on the lips and thanked him for sticking up for her.

"Now look sweetie. He thinks this is his own idea, so we need to let him keep thinking that ok? He doesn't want you to feel like he is asking you to stay for his own selfish reasons."

"Ok. But I really want to stay with the three of you taking care of me. I love you all with all my heart. I promise I will be good for you. I wont bug you or ask annoying questions."

"You better! You better ask all the annoying questions you can think of."

"Ok. I will."

Korica then slid down Jake's front side then turned and grabbed Laurel in a big hug and the two shed tears of joy together. Then Korica wiped the tears from her eyes and asked a serious question.

"Where am I going to sleep? You're not going to make me stay down on the passenger deck all by myself after all the girls are gone are you?"

"Well we hadn't actually thought about it. Of course we wouldn't leave you down there all alone. That would be mean. No, we will have to issue you your own quarters up here. That way if you have a bad dream you can come and climb in bed with us or Mark for that matter."

"Oh I would like that. Can I have the empty room next to Mark's?"

"You sure can. You can have your choice of any quarters you want."

"Then that's the one I want."

"Done. It's yours after we get the girls taken care of."

Laurel put both her hands on each of Korica's cheeks and lifted her face a little.

"I told you he would fall for you. How could anyone not love that beautiful little face of yours? You're such a beautiful little spirit you deserve all the happiness we can give you."

Korica blushed then leaned in and put her head against Laurel's chest. Laurel gently stroked her head and kissed her on top of the head. Laurel loved the way Korica's hair now felt. It was very soft like feathery down and very fine, it just felt wonderful to touch to her head.

"Laurel why don't you take her over to the bridge and have her status changed to permanent crewman. She can then be assigned a stasis chamber for the trip back to the milky way."

"That's a great idea. Come on baby let's get you changed from a temporary passenger to a crewman."

"Really? I'll be a permanent part of the command crew?"

"Well, not part of the command crew but you will be among the five hundred official crewmembers. Your stasis chamber will be in the crew section so your neural instruction will be more advanced and you can only be issued quarters up here on the command deck that way."

"Oh. Ok."

Laurel stood up and took her hand and escorted her over to the bridge and had her palm scanned and she had to make the same solemn promise to honor, protect and serve her ship, the Earth vessel Future, and her crew with dignity and honor in a manner that would represent the Human race and the Draximan race in the best possible light. She grinned big and swore she would. The computer then congratulated her and field promoted her to junior ensign and upgraded her security clearance to level 1. There were now only a few doors and sections on the whole ship she couldn't access without escort. She would also now be able to login and control all the control panels on the bridge except the captains control panels.

Korica now truly felt like she belonged and she was home when on the Future. She asked the AI to issue her the quarters next to Marks and it was stricken into the record. She was now a full fledge crewman and could begin studying for advancement and promotion opportunities. Laurel promised to help her with her studies and to make herself available to her anytime she needed her. Korica gave Laurel a big hug and a kiss on the lips and thanked her for taking her in and giving her a family and a career. She said she was going to make her proud to have her as a crewman.

Korica and Laurel then went back to the command quarters and told Jake the good news of her promotion and new security clearance. He was delighted for her. He could see the pride in her face as she told him the news. Jake gave her a big hug then stood up and saluted her and she returned the gesture and promised him that she would make him proud too. He reminded her that he was already extremely proud of her and the AI also must be proud of her and obviously saw something special in her to have promoted her and upgraded her security clearance as soon as she was sworn in. Jake then told her to go get some rest and begin escorting the girls up to the med deck as soon as the computer was ready for them. Korica was so thrilled that she just couldn't quit grinning. She wished the two goodnight and departed for the passenger deck.

Laurel smiled big and chuckled after she left. Jake was curious what was so funny.

"What? What's so funny?" Jake asked.

"You realize she is the youngest Earth force crewman in history. If we keep this up Mark is going to be serving with an entire crew made up of kids a third his age and three times his IQ."

Jake laughed out loud and touched Laurel's cheek.

"Well let's just see how he reacts to her new permanent status before we mention that to him. You realize Korica just took your badge of honor as youngest crewman ever away from you?"

"Well good for her. I still hold the honor of being the youngest captain to ever command an Earth force starship."

"That's true. And you are an amazing captain sweetie. I couldn't be more honored to serve anyone than I am to serve with you as my captain."

Laurel slid over and under the covers and looked up at Jake with a demure look.

"Well then why don't you come over here and serve me handsome?"

Jake grinned big and slid his pants off and started to climb on the bed when Laurel shocked him.

"No. Why don't you take your underwear off too?"

Again he smiled big and began sliding his underwear off and as he did she began moving around under the covers and he could tell she was pulling her underwear off. She then sat up and pulled her night gear shirt off exposing her beautiful breasts and delicate hips as she then slid back down under the covers.

Jake then climbed in bed with her and the two enjoyed a particularly intense round of intimate contact without intercourse.

Laurel then slid off the bed and went to brush her teeth and rinse her mouth with mouthwash. Jake then did the same and the two climbed back into bed and Jake snuggled up to Laurel's backside with his knees hooked behind hers and her bottom right against his cock which quickly swelled and Laurel lifted her leg and placed it up against her lips and closed her leg on it. The two then slowly drifted off to sleep together.

In the morning when Jake woke he found Laurel now curled up to his backside with her arm draped over him. She was very warm and comforting to have so close. He smiled and stretched stirring her awake. As he rolled onto his back she stretched her arms up exposing her beautiful breasts. He just looked at her stunning face and small domes of soft flesh and he just couldn't believe she was his. She turned her head toward him and grinned big.

"Good morning handsome man."

"Morning sexy woman."

He turned on his side facing her and she dragged her arm down under his neck. He laid staring into her bright sapphire blue eyes and just melted. She could feel his lust and overwhelming love for her and it made her feel very much older than her actual age. She knew what he wanted so while staring right back into his dark emerald green eyes she slid her hand onto his and drew her knees apart and then guided his hand onto her crotch. He looked at her fondly as he gently caressed her lips then lifted onto his elbow and watched her begin to sink into pleasure as she closed her eyes and enjoyed his touch. He caressed her clitoris until she softly moaned into an orgasm but luckily not a real wet one since she wasn't lying on a towel. He loved the soft squeaky moans she made when she came and it left him feeling very content just to watch her experience ecstasy.

The two then got up and got ready for the day. After getting dressed and brushing their teeth and hair the two left for the bridge. Both wanted to check on the diagnostic. No other problems had been detected and the sensors were now working perfectly. There had been a 22% increase in efficiency and gain since Laurel's repairs were completed. The signal coordinates were now being precisely plotted as coming from somewhere in orbit around the sixth planet. It certainly made a lot more sense. Laurel assumed there was a large ship or orbiting space station that the signal originated from. The signal had also been completed in the middle of the night but the identified characters just looked like hieroglyphs to Laurel and Jake. There were over a thousand characters identified so far. For any meaningful translation Korica would have to help out. The other girls would probably know the language too but none had proper clearance to be on the bridge and Mark would have a coronary if he found out they had brought any of them up to the command deck. Laurel knew it would just have to wait until the surgeries were completed. Korica was now a very valuable member of the crew and her time was in high demand.

The two eventually departed for the mess hall to grab some breakfast before working out. They had to explain Korica's absence to Mark but he understood. He had already done a security review and noticed Korica's new credentials as a permanent bridge crewwoman and he couldn't be happier. He thought she would make a fine officer someday. For now he was just thrilled she had decided to accept the offer to stay on the Future. He was also delighted that she chose the quarters right next to his for her own. He couldn't wait to have his little buddy right next door.

After the meal the three went and worked out and then Laurel departed for her shower while the guys sat and talked.

"So she liked the idea of staying did she?" Mark started out with.

"Oh yah. She was very excited at the idea. She really feels at home here. There is a lot of love and guidance. The two things she craves the most."

"Well I'm glad she accepted. She would have been very lonely on her home world in a foster home or orphanage or wherever she would have ended up. She belongs here with me¦I mean us, she belongs with us."

"I know Mark. It's alright I feel very attached to her too. I keep finding myself calling her my little Korica. She really has a profound affect on those around her."

"Yah you're telling me. I am crazy about her. I'm not a big fan of kids but she is just special. I didn't know I could love a child so much."

"Well she loves you too Mark, an awful lot." Mark grinned big at the thought.

"So I take it a stasis chamber is being constructed just for her?"

"Yep. The servo drones have already begun the process. It should be done in a couple of days."

"Awesome. I like the idea of seeing her again someday after I go back in. I recon she will be a woman the next time I see her after I'm stuffed back in the box."

"I would guess so. That'll be something huh? Our little Korica all grown up and beautiful."

"I bet she's going to be a knock out too, looking at how cute she is now."

"Smart too. She is going to an absolute genius just like her mentor Laurel." Jake beamed at the thought.

"We just got to keep her safe until then. She is curious and trusting. I could see that getting her into trouble."

"Well she knows now that the universe has some ugliness in it. I don't think she will have any illusions anymore about there being evil out there that would do her harm."

"No one's going to do her harm with me around. I promise you that."

"I know. Come on. Laurel's done. Let's get cleaned up."

The two then departed to take their showers after which Jake made his way to his quarters and met up with Laurel. After he got dressed the two made their way down to the passenger deck to see how things were going.

When they entered the common area they were immediately greeted with smiling faces and a couple of very grateful girls. They had already had the procedure done and felt 100% better. A great deal of the anguish was washed away now that they would look and feel like proper girls again. The before and after results were nothing short of miraculous to the girls. Even the stone-faced girls as Jake called them had the operation done and they looked much more congenial though Jake still sensed they wanted nothing to do with him. The mental scars would take years to heal beyond the physical ones. At least he felt solace in the fact that there wouldn't actually be any physical scars. All evidence of the tremendous abuse they had suffered would be gone.

Jake and Laurel went up to the med deck after the thanks were given and the hugs were exchanged. They found Korica standing guard on the med deck making sure the girls had everything they needed and didn't go wondering off. She was elated to see the two and told them that so far every surgery had been a complete success. It would take well into the afternoon to get everyone seen but it was going flawlessly. Even the girls that had initial signs of infection were cleared up enough to undergo the procedure. Their ability to heal was astounding and far faster than most Humans even to the amazement of the AI.

Laurel asked Korica if she had eaten or showered and she said no. She had been escorting and watching the girls since 04:00 in the morning and Laurel felt horrible. She asked Jake to take her down for food and a shower while she stayed with the girls and escorted the next ones up. He agreed with a big smile. He loved spending time with Korica and was only too glad to take care of her.

When Jake got her back down to the passenger mess hall she ordered a big meal and the two got to talk about what she was witnessing. He was under the impression that it was extremely disturbing for her.

"So are you ok with everything you're being exposed to?"

"Yah. It was a little hard to see at first but I understand how important this is."

"And you understand what it is that's being done?"

"Yes! I'm young but I'm not dumb. I get it. I understand what a large grown man can do to a girl when he¦I understand their injuries."

"Right. Sorry Korica. I forget how smart and mature you are."

"It's alright. I'm just really glad you saved be before it was my turn. Some of the younger girls were¦injured pretty bad."

Now Jake was the one who was shocked at the graphic details he was worried about her being exposed to. She was being very strong and indeed he too was glad she hadn't been violated any worse than she was. She was very small and the damage would have been significant and from the stories he had heard, the Hodong are huge.

After the meal Korica looked to be feeling much stronger and so Jake walked with her to the showers then went and waited for her in her quarters. When she returned from her shower she asked him if he would brush her hair out like Laurel did. She had come to love the gentle stroking and petting affection Laurel gave her after every shower. Jake was only to honored and sat brushing and stroking her head long after her hair was neat and dry sensing how tranquilizing the experience was for her. After several minutes of that Korica dropped her towel as she prepared to change into fresh underwear and so Jake closed his eyes.

"Why are you hiding your eyes? Is there something wrong with me?"

"No sweetie. No man should look at you naked."

"But you're not any man. You're my¦you've already seen me. What's the big deal?"

"You need to have a sense of modestly Korica. Even I shouldn't see you naked."

Jake opened his eyes shocked to see her still standing holding her underwear. He gently grabbed them and held them while she stepped into them and he slid them up on her.

"Look, I've seen you but that doesn't mean its ok. You're going to become a woman very soon and this will be completely inappropriate. Can you understand that?"

"No. You're my best friend. You don't feel any lust for me when you look at me. I would know it if you did."

"Of course not. I love you Korica. But that's not the point. I don't want you to let anyone look at you naked. Not even me. It just isn't right. If you want to fit into the Human society this is just not accepted ok? No matter how strange it may sound to you."

"Well I¦ok. I'll hide from you then." Korica sounded confused.

"Look, I appreciate that you trust me, and it's well placed trust. But I just want to instill the normal behavior for¦well for Humans. I know you're not Human but you are going to spend the rest of your life around them and modesty is just¦expected¦and normal."

"Well I certainly wouldn't run around naked in front of every man I see. Mark has seen me naked and I certainly wouldn't want him dressing me like this. It would just feel weird. You're different. It's like my dad or something. It just feels natural. Plus like I said I can feel you, I know what your feeling and it's not¦dirty."

"That's¦that's actually very sweet. You look at me like¦like your dad?"

"Yes. You're the closest thing I'll ever have to one anymore."

Korica's eyes watered up and Jake just melted.

"Oooh, come here baby. I'm sorry. I didn't mean to make you cry. I just¦I didn't know you saw me like that."

Jake scooted to the edge of the bunk and pulled Korica against his chest and wrapped his arms around her and let her cry openly for a few minutes until she managed to pull the pain back again. Korica leaned back and wiped the tears from her eyes.

"I know I say I'm a big girl but¦I'm just a kid. I wasn't ready to have my mom and dad taken away from me. I still¦"

"I am so sorry sweet heart. I just didn't understand your comfort with me. Here I am one of the most advanced Humans ever, able to feel what's inside others and I'm still messin it up. I guess I'm just a kid myself when it comes right down to it. I want you comfortable around me. You are absolutely right that I will never stare at you or touch you wrong. From now on you are my little girl ok? Like my daughter."

"Ok. I just need to feel I still have a dad to take care of me so I don't think about my father being gone. I loved him so much, and he was so good to me. He always dressed me and took care of me." Korica started to tear up again.

"Shhh. It's ok sweetie. You've got us. We are going to do everything to take care of you. I promise. I didn't mean to make you feel weird about something so natural for you. Can you forgive me?"

"Of course. That's what friends do. That's what family does too. If you think you're just a kid too¦how old are you?"

"Well¦I guess I'll be fourteen in about a month or so."

"What? You're thirteen like captain Laurel?"

"Yep. She told you that did she?"

"Yah. I didn't¦wow. I didn't know you were so young. You don't look or act thirteen."

"Well I had to grow up in hurry with what I was facing when I came out of stasis."

"Like what?"

"Uhh¦it's a very long story. With your new security clearance you can be told what happened so ask me next time you are on the bridge and I'll have the computer show you the security briefing given to Mark when he came out of stasis. In the meantime let's get you dressed."

Korica smiled big and wiped the last tears from under her eyes. Jake then helped Korica put on her fresh shirt then she put on her bikini shorts and Jake held her skirt for her as she stepped into it and he pulled it up to her waist then turned her around and zipped it up after tucking her shirt into her shorts. He then let her stand facing away from him leaning against him as he brushed her hair out again taking his time, feathering her hair slightly at the front edges. Her hair was very soft and felt nice under his hands as he stroked her hair after every brush stroke. She stood quietly and enjoyed the tactile sensation of being loved on with her hands on his knees as he sat behind her. When he was done she turned and looked at him. Her eyes were now bight and her cheeks rosy. She was a very beautiful girl and he was very proud to be her surrogate father and very proud of how she looked. She looked very happy and very healthy.

Just as he was about to stand up Korica stepped into him and wrapped her arms around him. He put his arms around her in kind and kissed her on top of the head.

"I love you too baby." Jake said a little surprised by the sudden hug.

"I'm so glad it was you that rescued me. You truly love me and you gave me a home."

"Yes baby, this is your home. Right here with Laurel and I."

"And you wont leave me behind if you leave the Future?"

"Are you crazy? I wouldn't go anywhere without you? But we are going to be on the Future for a very long time and in twenty years or so we are going to have to go back into stasis so we won't be old when we get where we are going."

"And I'll go into stasis then too?"

"Well you are a little younger than us, you could stay out for a little longer if you want. I don't know how long your people live."

"A hundred and seventy of your years or so."

"What! Are you kidding me?" Jake pushed her back from her embrace and looked her in the face.

"No, I'm not kidding. Some even live to be two hundred. But they are very weak by that time. Don't your people live that long too?"

"No baby they don't. We only live a hundred and ten if were lucky and the mind usually goes at about a hundred. You could stay out of stasis far longer than we ever could."

"But I don't want to be without you guys around. That sounds lonely."

"Korica you would be thirty years old by then. You would be a full grown woman."

"I don't care. I'm still going to love you and I still wont want to be without you."

"Ooh, that's sweet. Well that is a very long way off. We don't need to worry about that for many years to come. Come on lets go help captain Laurel with the girls now that you're all fed and beautiful."

Korica smiled big and blushed a little at the compliment. The two then left Korica's temporary quarters holding hands and as they entered the common area Andrena noticed him holding her hand and smiled at him warmly. He noticed and let go of her hand and pulled her right against him with his arm around her back hooked around to her right side and Korica smiled big at the gesture. She could feel his pride in being associated so closely with her. Andrena got a tear in her eye as the two walked over to the exit and Korica had her palm scanned to open the door.

After they stepped through and the door closed behind them Jake looked down at her and saw the big smile on her face. He could feel the pride and love from her.

"Thank you for doing that." Korica said looking up at him.

"You're welcome sweetie. Why shouldn't they see how much I love my little girl? I'm very proud of you and I'm proud to be seen with you."

Korica smiled even bigger as the two went back to holding hands as they made their way back up to the med deck. Once there Laurel greeted them warmly and told them two more girls were ready to go back down and two more could be brought up. Korica waved to the two smiling girls and then left with them to escort them back down to the passenger level. Laurel noticed a change in Jake and Korica and waited until she was gone to ask what had transpired between the two.

"What's going on with you two? You feel differently about each other. I sense a new feeling of¦"

"There was an uncomfortable naked moment that I miss handled and Korica had to put me in my place."

"What? You were naked?"

"No silly she was, after her shower. She wanted me to help her get dressed like you do and I totally misread her naked comfort around me. I thought she had no modesty at all. Turns out it's just around me. Do you know she's as comfortable around me as she would be her own dad? And her people live as long as two hundred years?"

"Well I knew she looked up to you as a father figure. I didn't know she was as comfortable around you as she would have been her own father though. She's pretty bight you know? She can see what's on the inside and knows whom she can trust. I did not know she would live two hundred years. That's amazing."

"Well I loved her as a beautiful innocent little girl before. Now I love her like my own daughter. She said that's what she wants. I'll never be uncomfortable around her again or make her uncomfortable around me again either."

"Well I think that's beautiful. She needs so much love and attention like a father would give her, I couldn't think of a better person to give it to her than you."

"Thank you Laurel. You know I think she is going to out live us by a significant margin?"

"I wouldn't be so sure. The computer said you and I still haven't shown any signs of the dying that usually starts at seven years old. We may very well out live her in the end."

"Wouldn't that be something if we lived as long as her?"

"Well I'm not going to live my life like that is a certainty."

"No of course not. We need to live every day like it could be our last."

With that the two parted ways with Jake heading for the bridge and Laurel staying to help facilitate the girls into the med bays. By lunchtime a good portion of the girls had been operated on and so far there had been no adverse reactions to the surgeries or the synthesized hormone treatments.

Jake came down and first had lunch with Laurel then Korica. During Korica's visit to the mess hall several of the girls came over to them and thanked them again for being so kind and for reversing all signs of what the Hodong and the others had done to them. They now felt like they could get on with their lives and try to forget the ugly things they had seen and experienced. It struck Jake as amazing how well adjusted all the girls were. They had been through torture and yet they were all behaving like normal girls their age should. Their resilience and mental fortitude was inspiring to him. He knew the mental scars and pain of friends and family gone would be a serious challenge for them but all of them seemed amazingly strong willed.

After lunch Jake departed for the bridge while the girls stayed on the passenger deck and med deck levels. At 15:00 Jake was starting to feel the affects of prolonged separation from Laurel so Mark told him he could handle the routine on the bridge and he urged Jake to go see how the girls were doing. As Jake made his way down to the passenger level he reached out and listened to what the girls were thinking. He was surprised how well he was able to hear Korica's thoughts and feel exactly what she was feeling. It wasn't as clear as Laurel's thoughts but it was pretty close. He found Korica still thought in her own language which meant he had absolutely no idea what she was thinking but he could feel her emotions and she was calm and focused.

Laurel on the other hand was very worried about En'nala's surgery. She was going to be a challenge because of her unique body chemistry. If she reacted badly to the anesthesia it would get very dicey to try and bring her around. She didn't have enough knowledge of her own biology to be of much help and the AI certainly didn't. It was going on a guess as to how her body actually worked. The reconstructing of torn muscle was not an easy process and she had a great deal of trauma to her little body.

Jake arrived on the passenger deck just as En'nala and Korica were heading up to the med deck. En'nala gave him a warm hug and thanked him for being able to offer such an amazing opportunity to be completely healed of her injuries. She explained how important it is in her society to look and function normally and that was being restored to her all but insuring she would be able to select a mate someday and have children of her own.

As the three of them entered the corridor on the med deck Laurel was escorting two of the girls back down to the passenger level. Korica took over for her and Jake and Laurel were able to be close to one another for a good dose of relief. They stood touching each others sides and holding hands with their arms down to be discrete but it was very comforting even though both of them wanted to grab the other in a tight embrace but in the end they maintained their composure.

As En'nala was ready to enter the med bay she put her hand on Laurel's cheek and Laurel could feel the distinct emotion of gratitude coming from her. Laurel escorted her into the room and shut the door. She relayed the computers instruction to get undressed and climb up on the table with visual cues. When she had done that Laurel offered her a warm smile as the mask was placed over her nose and mouth and the gas was started. It only took a few seconds for her to close her eyes and slip into a deep sleep. Laurel then lifted her feet up into the stirrups and then prepared to step out of the room. She glanced at the poor girls vulva and the damage was very apparent. She just didn't look right for a 13 year old even if she wasn't Human. There was a great deal of stretching and tearing that had been done to her little body. Laurel winced at the sight and took a deep breath and hoped for the best as the manipulator arms rose to begin the process.

As Laurel stepped out and the door closed behind her Jake could hear what was going through her mind and he stepped over to her and broke protocol by giving her a warm hug.

"I'm sorry babe. I know this is hard to see. These poor girls have been brutalized in some of the most horrific ways. She will come out the other side looking completely normal."

"I know. It's just hard to see. She's just so young to be so¦"

Jake placed his hand on the back of Laurel's head and placed her chin on his shoulder. Laurel closed her eyes for a moment and tried to put the sight out her mind. Jake's warm touch helped her to regain a sense of calm pretty quickly. Korica rejoined them and the waiting began. Korica escorted the girls down one by one until En'nala was the only girl being worked on.

The computer finally called for assistance after two and a half hours. Laurel looked uneasy but rose and headed into the room with Korica. Laurel was met with a pleasant sight. En'nala's lips now looked very healthy and normal and there was very little swelling visible. She looked like what a 13 year old should. Very firm and tightly contoured. Laurel smiled big and put her hand up to her mouth as a tear formed in her eyes. The difference was dramatic and she was thrilled for little En'nala. The computer reported that everything went perfectly and there was almost no bleeding during the surgery.

Laurel stepped up to her and lifted her feet out of the stirrups and laid her legs together and scooted her back up onto the pillow on the table. She was a truly beautiful girl and now it was apparent from head to toe. Laurel gently stroked her cheek as she started to come around. En'nala finally started to open her eyes and she tried to sit up. The effort made her tense up and she shot a hand to her lower tummy. Laurel had Korica tell her that the tingle inside her would fade in a couple hours and that she would be a little sore inside for a while because she had so much muscle reconstruction and muscles heal slower than regular flesh. En'nala wanted to see the result immediately once her head cleared up from the gas.

Laurel had the computer deliver a mirror and she held it at her knees facing her as she lifted her knees and took a look. She pulled herself open a little and a smile crept onto her face. It was apparent that she liked the results. She looked like she remembered looking before being attacked and her chances of having a normal relationship with a man had been restored. En'nala teared up and laid back down and grabbed Laurel's hand and squeezed it tightly. Laurel put her cheek next to En'nala's and let her cry for a moment. Korica took her other hand and En'nala had her thank Laurel for her compassion and the amazing AI for doing such an astounding job.

After another ten minutes En'nala felt strong enough to get off the table and start getting dressed. She had a grin on her face the whole time she was getting dressed. As the three exited the room Jake was smiling as he had felt all their emotions and could hear what Laurel was thinking. He knew she was beautiful again and saw herself as a beautiful vibrant girl again not damaged goods. He realized this was going to go a long ways toward helping her mentally recover from her experience. En'nala gave him a painfully tight hug around the neck and kissed his cheek as he hugged her back. He could feel true love from her for the entire crew.

With En'nala's surgery complete all the girls had now been restored to their pre-Hodong condition and after a day or two the swelling would disappear and one would never know they had ever been assaulted.

Laurel and Korica escorted her back down to the passenger deck. Korica decided to stay for a little while and Laurel agreed it would be a good idea for her to help the girls that were still a little sore to adjust. Laurel made her way back up to the command deck and joined Mark And Jake on the bridge. The two were pouring over the signal analysis and the string of characters that had been recovered from the signal.

The characters still looked like gibberish to them without Korica's help translating them. Over a thousand characters were identified and there were possibly more that the computer didn't recognize as characters. After spending over an hour trying to make sense of the symbols Mark finally said what everyone was feeling.

"We have to get Korica up here working on this. Without her help we aren't ever going to be able to make any sense of this stuff."

"I know you're right. I'll have her paged." Laurel said.

She sat in her seat and looked for her unique signature down on the passenger level. She was with three other individuals in the common area. Laurel closed her eyes and reached out to her with her mind. She sensed her presence and felt what she was feeling at the moment but she was still unable to send any message mentally. Laurel was a little disappointed in herself. She just wasn't strong enough yet to send her thoughts to anyone else, she would have to rely on the computer.

"Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you call Korica to the bridge please?"

"Understood."

"And¦call her by ensign Prentor."

"Understood."

Korica was sitting with En'nala, Liana, and Briela when the overhead speakers popped and the AI called out for Korica.

"Ensign Prentor please report to the bridge¦ensign Korica Prentor please report to the captain on the bridge."

Korica looked up and smiled big. She felt a wave of pride as she soaked in the looks from the English-speaking girls, some of whom looked shocked. They knew she was being treated special but had no idea she was now a member of the crew. The girls started translating what the computer had called out and what it meant and even more shocked looks followed.

Korica excused herself and headed for the exit with a good many of the girls watching her in amazement as she had her palm scanned and the door opened and she stepped through it. Once the door was closed she smiled very big knowing that Laurel had her paged that way on purpose. There was no doubt now in any of the girl's minds that she was in fact a part of the crew and her abilities made her very important.

Korica made her way up to the command deck and entered the bridge and as Laurel turned to her with a grin Korica saluted her.

"Ensign Prentor reporting as ordered captain."

"We're not in uniform sweetie, you really don't have to salute me." Laurel returned her salute and Korica snapped her salute down quickly and properly.

"I just wanted to show my gratitude for how you called for me. You should have seen the looks on the girl's faces. You really got their attention."

Mark chuckled and put his arms out to Korica. She stepped into his embrace and hugged him warmly.

"Mark now that Korica is a junior officer there is proper bridge etiquette¦" Laurel started.

"Right. Sorry I totally forgot about that." Mark released his grip on Korica and stood up.

"Which I intend to completely ignore in the case of Korica. It's my turn. Come her baby."

Laurel stood up and then knelt down on one knee and put her arms out. Korica gave a big toothy smile and ran over to Laurel and fell into her arms. Laurel grabbed her up and stood up as she wrapped her legs around her. She walked over to the guys and Jake reached out and kissed her on the cheek and then wrapped one arm around her in a small hug while Laurel continued to hold her. Laurel then slid her down to the ground and pointed to the signal analysis.

"We really need your help with the characters identified by the computer. Can you translate them for us?"

"Sure. I know the language of the elder race better now than I even did growing up."

Mark scooted his seat out and stood up for Korica to take the chair. She scooted in and raised the seat so she could see control panels and took a deep breath. She glanced at the string of characters and realized something didn't look right. She knew the letters and words for each character but they were in a gibberish order. She then realized the signal had only been deciphered from left to right.

"The signal has to be deciphered backwards now taking every other word or letter and place it in sequence. Then you have to turn the signal upside down and extract the words and letters from left to right then right to left and take every other word or letter and place it in sequence. Then turn the signal around, put the left end on the right and the right end on the left and read it from left to right then from right to left extracting every other word or letter and then put those words or letters in sequence."

"Are you telling me this is a four dimensional message?"

"I guess so. I don't really know what that is."

"Here get up for second sweetie."

Laurel sat down after she got up and scooted her seat back and lifted Korica onto her lap then scooted back in. She furiously typed a query into the control panel and hit initiate and the computer started reassembling the characters using the new algorithm parameters. After only a few minutes of the signal segments being jostled around and flipped back and forth and reassembled, a coherent message appeared. This time the message was several thousand characters long. It was a tremendous amount of data that Korica would now have to translate into English.

While Laurel looked on with her arms wrapped firmly around Korica's tummy, she went to translating the characters one by one. As she would translate a word the computer would automatically assign that value to the same character as it appeared somewhere else in the message but she had to keep correcting this because depending on the syntax and usage some words had two or more meanings. Laurel enjoyed the close contact with Korica as she worked on the translation. She was very warm as she had a normal 99.4-degree body temperature and so her warm energy was very soothing and relaxing for Laurel.

After close to an hour Korica had the translation done. With one last touch of the enter key she leaned back against Laurel and set her head against Laurel's.

"There. All done. That's what the message says."

Laurel looked on in amazement as she read the message. Mark and Jake were equally shocked by what they were seeing.


Chapter 10 The Elder Race

––––––––

THE ELDER RACE

The message in part read: "We are the elder race. We are reaching out to your race because you have demonstrated an understanding of the universal language of love and understanding. We seek peaceful contact with those of great potential who speak and feel without the spoken word. She who is called the one who descends from the heavens and he who is called Jake, you are being sought for enlightenment. We hear you. We feel you. Yours is a potential we seek with great anticipation and hope. Listen and feel for our calling. From your Future we hope to learn of your journey to our stars and understand your need for help. You need only to open your heart and understand the mind is a conduit to a greater place of understanding. Do not despair, there is good out here and it seeks your light. You speak to us loud and presently with compassion, understanding, and wisdom that is essential for the new oni anquis tock bee day oh. The council of 1000 souls awaits your reply with open arms."

"Korica are you sure about your translation? Laurel asked.

"Pretty sure. Don't take this the wrong way but your Human English is a very primitive language and the language of the elder race is very complex. There are some words that have no translation at all in English and some words have several different meanings. I did the best I could"

"So the one who descends from the heavens¦that's an angel¦that's me¦my name¦they are calling for Jake and I by name?" Laurel was dumbfounded by the implication.

"Right! Sorry I didn't catch the reference there."

"So what is new oni anquis tock bee day oh?"

"I don't know. I spelled it out phonetically because I don't know what it is."

"Did the message sent to your people look like this? Was it directed at specific individuals?"

"No. The first part is similar to what was sent to the people of Draxima, but the rest is totally different. Someone is calling you captain Laurel. You and Jake both, and they know about the Future and want to learn from the AI. At least that's what it looks like to me."

"Cap this is a little humbling. The most advanced race in this part of the galaxy is calling for you by name. Shouldn't you respond somehow?" Mark said.

"How the heck do I do that? We can't reproduce a signal like theirs."

"Laurel, look at what the message says. You speak to us loud and presently? They can hear us. The mind is a conduit? I think we just need to¦I don't know, call out with our minds while listening with our hearts." Jake was convinced the mind was the key.

"But we don't know how to send thoughts yet. The only reason you and I can communicate by thought is because we know how to listen to the others thoughts."

"I sent a message to Korica by accident. We obviously can send our thoughts we just need to concentrate I guess."

Laurel suddenly had a flash of genius. She looked at the signal and it struck her. The signal kind of looked like a brain wave signal on an EEG readout. She pulled up the original signal and increased the gain until the signal filled almost the whole screen. The dips and troughs now looked very familiar. It wasn't a radio signal, it was someone's thoughts being amplified and transmitted as a carrier wave and the message was encoded in that carrier wave.

"I just had a crazy idea. What if they are transmitting pure thought as energy in the form of a carrier wave? Ooooh, that's deep. We could be looking at someone's thoughts."

Mark scratched his head looking at the signal and realized she could be right. He knew she was a genius but to pull that out of thin air was beyond genius, it was simply brilliant. He then had an idea.

"Hay the rapier uses a neural interface that works by thought alone, and the chair I destroyed on the Hodong station had a¦halo or whatever you call it hooked to it out of one of the rapiers. Couldn't you use that somehow to make a transmitter for thought?"

"That's brilliant. That might just be possible." Laurel said.

"Korica? That second half of the message with all those numbers and strange words, do you have any idea what that is?" Jake asked.

"No. Our message had that too, but we never figured out what it is."

"Did your people ever manage to make contact with the elder race?"

"No. We had no idea how to contact them."

"Computer?" Laurel called out.

"Yes captain how may I be of assistance?"

"You've done an in-depth analysis of the rapier in the hangar bay right?"

"Yes."

"Is there a way to build a transmitter based on the halo interface?"

"I'm not sure. I would have to disassemble the craft and see what components were used in its construction. It is something I never considered doing. It was my understanding that you wanted the craft intact and functional when you turned it over to the authorities for this region of space."

"Yes I do. Could you replicate the halo itself though?"

"Yes I believe so. Mark's marine attack craft uses a similar principal for its weapons system."

"That's different. That is a learning computer that you teach simple word commands. It knows what 'fire' looks like when you think it. It knows what 'missiles' looks like when you think it but you have to teach the computer to recognize your specific brain patterns." Mark said.

"But it does have neural energy receivers in the helmet or whatever right?" Laurel asked.

"Well, it's actually a Velcro head band that you strap around your head before you put the helmet on but yes, it is a neural energy receiver of sorts."

"And the computer constantly looks at your brain waves?"

"Yes. It's looking for the subtle signal produced when you think a specific word. With training and experience the signal gets stronger and so easier for the computer to recognize increasing the weapon system sensitivity."

"So what if we take a sign wave from that system and fed it into our active scanners and narrowed the beam to a pinpoint and amplified it as much as possible and transmitted a carrier wave and piggy backed a message on that carrier?" Laurel asked.

"The scanners? You would never see the return signal unless it¦oooh I get it. You don't need to see a return signal."

"Right your transmitting a carrier. What if all those numbers in the second half of the message are compression, carrier and coordinate settings?"

"Computer, remove the halo from the rapier and start building an interface for the scanner interface. I have some ideas how that can be done. I'll sketch the ideas down later. Start analyzing the number strings in the message also for correlation to frequency and compression."

"Understood."

"We are just going to have to hope the elder race knows how to make a new halo for the rapier when we turn it over if we can make contact with them."

"I got to admit cap, you are amazing. Your mind just blows me away. How you can figure that out just by looking at a seemingly random pattern in a signal is just astounding."

"Just good instinct I guess." Laurel said while shrugging her shoulders.

"Well whatever it is I'm glad you are in the drivers seat."

"Thank you Mark."

Laurel Slid Korica out of her lap and made her way over to the captain's chair and started pulling up the data on the rapier. She really wished she knew what was behind the walls. It was light years beyond anything humans had ever designed but it had the key to duplicating the signal for a reply message. She started working off of guesses and designed her own version of an interface for the halo. The AI asking her to make a trip down to the med deck so a detailed brain wave pattern could be acquired from her for analysis interrupted her.

"Captain I need you, Korica and Jake to head down to med bay four for an EEG scan to be performed on you in particular Laurel. Mark you need to proceed to med bay one for an additional blood draw. After your contact with the girls on deck three I need to make sure you have not contracted the virus they are all carrying."

"Wait¦why do you need Jake and Korica if you're taking a scan on me?"

"Because they have a tranquilizing effect on you. I need to see your pattern with them in the room with you and then with them in another room away from you."

"Ah. Well let's go gang. All of us need to go down to the med deck."

The four of them made their way down to the med deck. Mark stepped into med bay one and the other three stepped through the pressure door and entered med bay four. There was a ribbon with electro leads lying on the exam table waiting for Laurel. She stepped up to the table and placed the band around her head and secured it at the back. She then climbed up onto the exam table and laid down. The computer instructed her to try and close her eyes and relax as much as possible.

The computer then had Korica and Jake leave the room and shut the door and wait in the next room. After they left Laurel laid for sometime trying to think about nothing in particular while her baseline was established. After a time the computer instructed her to try and reach out to Jake with any thought she desired.

"But I don't know how to send thoughts. Neither of us does."

"I know. I need to see you attempt it anyway."

Laurel tried to send him her most basic message," I love you." She could immediately hear him respond that he loved her too very much. She knew it was just her ability to listen to him and vice versa. When Laurel

told the AI this it instructed Jake to engage Korica in conversation and try not to listen into Laurel's mind. Laurel then tried again and this time she got no return message from him. She could hear him thinking about what he and Korica were discussing but he obviously couldn't hear her shouting to him.

The computer then had her just relax again and asked Korica to come in the room very quietly and stand in the doorway for a moment then go stand right next to Laurel for a moment then hold her hand. Korica was then asked to step out and Jake was asked to do the same things. The computer noticed a profound change in her patterns when Korica and Jake just stepped into the room, and when they held Laurel's hand it was even more dramatic. Her patterns leveled off and flattened out noticeably. She seemed to become very calm and focused. When Korica was asked to come back into the room and her and Jake both stood on each side of Laurel while holding her hand her brain wave very closely matched the frequency of the pattern discernible in the signal.

The computer then told Laurel it was finished with her. It informed her if her idea was going to work she needed Korica and Jake in physical contact with her and she would have to practice lowering her brain wave frequency with a data pad designed to display brain wave frequencies in a graph from an EEG head band. She needed to achieve a 4 Mhz signal differential to match the signals frequency. Ordinarily one would have to be unconscious to achieve a brain wave frequency as low as that in the signal but Laurel was already very close to it by only relaxing and being touched by Jake and Korica.

"Computer is it our love for one another that has this affect on my brain waves?"

"There is a tangible physical reaction that their touch has on you. Whether it is because you all love each other so much I do not know. That would be beautiful to assume to be the case, but I honestly do not know. All I know for certain is you will not achieve the desired brain wave frequency without Korica and Jake in physical contact with you."

"I see. Well I have one last idea. We are capable of sharing ourselves with each other all three of us at the same time for long periods of time. We achieved it once before with¦amazing results. We had shared dreams and an increase in the level of sensitivity to each other's presence. I propose that we join spirits and look at my readings again. I'll bet we are very close to the desired frequency."

"Very well. What do you need to facilitate this joining of the minds?"

"Well we did it in bed last time and then fell asleep. Just bring us a blanket and we will attempt it on the floor. It makes it much easier if we can physically touch our heads together."

"If you are going to do this jointly right here I would like to monitor Jake and Korica's brain waves also. I would be interested to see how their brains react to the joining as well as yours."

The computer had a thick blanket and two more EEG bands brought into the room and Jake and Korica were wired up to the coprocessor with Laurel. The three then laid down with Laurel in the middle and Korica and Jake on their side facing her on each side of her. The three grinned at each other then closed their eyes.

"If I'm right and love is the key to this working, I want you two to concentrate on your strongest feeling of love from inside your own mind once we are connected. Jake just¦Korica will be in our minds so remember to keep the lust buried."

"Ok." Jake replied.

Korica placed her forehead against the side of Laurel's head first and she instantly felt the dizzy swimming feeling in her mind and started to hear Laurel's voice whispering in her mind. Jake then moved his forehead against the other side of Laurel's head and he two instantly felt the woozy feeling in his head and he could now hear Korica's soft little voice as well as Laurel's. Korica could also now hear Jake's voice along side Laurel's. The three then concentrated on their own feeling of love for one another while working hard not to drift into the minds that were so close and so inviting right next to their own. Eventually all three were able to find their own love centers and let the feeling grow and surround them. Korica found that she loved Jake and Laurel very deeply and she let that feeling grow to an overwhelming level that she had to pull back some so she didn't lose control of it as it wanted to radiate outward.

Laurel and Jake felt the warm waves of pulsing energy coming from Korica and it was intoxicating but made it hard to think until she pulled it back. Jake found his love for Laurel to be the strongest thing in his heart with Korica in a close second. He concentrated on both of them and let the feeling grow and swell until he too felt surrounded by the warm energy. Laurel could feel the love coming from the other two in waves, which made it hard for her to find her own center but she eventually found it and concentrated on her gentle love for Korica and her mind numbing love for Jake. She let the feeling grow until she too felt surrounded by the warm energy.

It was at this moment that her brain waves almost perfectly matched the signal frequency and so did Jake and Korica's after a few more minutes. The three then laid there for quite some time all with a matching frequency before Korica first withdrew from the connection. Her shoulder was getting sore from lying on the hard floor and it was just becoming to difficult to maintain the connection without letting herself slip into Laurel or Jake's mind. They just felt so warm and inviting it was an overwhelming urge to slide into them. She could tell anyway that they initiated the connection for her; she wasn't the one establishing the connection herself. She still wasn't strong enough to initiate a connection on her own for more than a few seconds at a time.

Jake then withdrew his mind once he realized Korica was gone. As he pulled his mind back and the fog cleared from his mind he glanced up the view screen in the wall behind the exam table and saw in big green flashing letters 'Match Achieved'. He grinned big and waited for Laurel to clear her mind of the fog from such an intense connection. Once her mind was clear she smiled big without looking back at the view screen hearing it in Jake's mind instead.

Korica lifted up onto her elbow and looked at the view screen and grinned.

"We did it. We all did it! Didn't we?"

"Yes sweetie we did. We all matched the frequency including you." Jake said.

"Love is the key just like the message said, 'the universal language of love and understanding." Korica said.

"Well now we know how to make the message. We just have to figure out how to amplify and transmit the message." Jake said.

"Leave that to me and the AI. We'll figure out a way if it is at all possible."

"Congratulations on achieving the right frequency. I would suggest practicing this joining of yours as often as possible until you perfect the process of achieving the right frequency. I will send what you need to the command quarters for you to practice with. It will beep when you attain the right frequency."

"Ok. Thank you." Laurel said.

With that the three got up and exited the med bay to find Mark waiting in the corridor. He greeted them with a smile and the four headed back up to the command deck to grab an early dinner meal and then go workout.

The four of them ate casually and spent some time discussing the findings from their experiment in the med bay. Mark was left feeling that destiny was a strange bedfellow. If they hadn't fallen in love with little Korica and if she hadn't decided to join the crew this message probably would have never been deciphered properly and even if it was, without her unique abilities however undeveloped they may be Laurel and Jake alone may not have been strong enough to match the required signal pattern. Mark was left with a whole new appreciation for her presence and for Laurel and Jake's good sense to pick her out of a crowd of over a hundred to become attached too. Laurel's instincts were spot on again.

After the meal the four went to the gym and enjoyed a good workout. Mark seemed to be particularly proud of little Korica. She worked hard at her routine and Mark was impressed with her desire to stay fit and fall in to the same routine as the rest of the crew. She was a truly astonishing young lady and incredibly bright and driven in his eyes. Laurel and Jake were surprised how loving he was with her and how happy she seemed to make him. They couldn't help but think he would have made a great a father if he weren't so rough around the edges. Laurel was sure it would only be a matter of time before Korica brought out a softer side of him permanently.

After the workout the girls departed for their shower and the guys discussed how Korica was going to fit into the crew for the long term. Jake wanted to see her advance toward the science studies but Mark hoped she would actually take a liking to mechanical design and operation. She was naturally gifted with the same gut instinct Laurel had. Mark considered it a woman's intuition taken to its fullest and he thought she would be a genius and could someday advance ship designs to a whole new level if she applied herself.

After twenty minutes of talking Jake sensed the girls back in his quarters and the guys went and took their showers. When Jake entered his quarters after his shower he found Laurel brushing Korica's hair with her sitting on her lap completely dressed in a clean skirt with a light pastel pink shirt that contrasted her hair perfectly and made her rosy cheeks seem to glow. Jake had to stop for a moment and take a good look. She was so beautiful he was just glad she was going to be around from now on. Korica noticed his prolonged look and opened her eyes and looked up at him.

"What? What's the matter?" Korica asked.

"Nothing is wrong. You're just so pretty sweetie. I didn't mean to stare."

Korica blushed and smiled big as he stepped past and retrieved a pair of underwear and some pants from the bureau at the front of the room and then made his way into the bathroom. Korica looked up at Laurel who was beaming at her.

"You are beautiful sweetheart. This light pastel pink seems to be a good color on you."

"Thank you. I feel pretty thanks to you two always telling me I am."

After a few minutes Jake returned from getting changed and brushing his teeth and he gave Korica a big goodnight hug and a kiss and then she hugged Laurel and gave her a peck on the cheek and then departed for the passenger level to rejoin the girls.

Jake then shucked off his pants and he and Laurel climbed into bed together. Laurel worked for a while on her designs for the transmitter and interface on a data pad while Jake laid on his side facing her just staring at her making her smile from time to time when she heard him thinking about how beautiful she was. Once her eyes became tired she turned off her data pad and lowered the lights and slid down in the bed and snuggled herself up to Jake's front side with her head tucked under his chin and the two drifted off to sleep.

In the morning the two found themselves wrapped in each other's arms when the lights came up at 06:00. They enjoyed holding each other closely for a short while longer before getting up and preparing for the day ahead. Once they were dressed and cleaned up the two departed for the mess hall to get some breakfast but Jake first stopped on the bridge and had the computer start compiling a complete briefing of the story of the Future from construction to present for Korica. He wanted her to know what had happened and whom it was she was now living and serving with.

When the two entered the mess hall they were a little surprised to see Korica sitting with Mark eating her breakfast. She offered a warm smile and got up and gave the two a big hug when they stepped up to the table. She was in her cute little skirt out fit still opting for a fun look over the usual boring ships uniform. Laurel had no intentions of correcting her attire. She actually liked to see her feeling comfortable and care free to an extent.

After the meal the three went to the gym and performed their morning workout together. Korica worked hard and put in a good effort that Mark liked to see in her. He wanted to see her get strong and work some of the baby fat as he saw it off her body and replace it with strong muscles. She was already pretty strong for someone her age but he wanted to see her able to lift twice her own weight as the other two were able to do without much effort.

During the workout Laurel asked Korica how the girls were fairing and she reported that they were giggling and getting along much happier than before. They felt very safe for once and they were all talking about getting home. They truly looked and felt like proper teenagers again and it showed in their behavior and the clothing they had chosen. Some of the girls had even taken to using the gym on the passenger level and all were eating and bathing regularly. They seemed happy enough though they missed their families terribly and just wanted to go home.

Once the workout was finished the girls departed to take their showers Jake explained to Mark that he had a briefing prepared for Korica that included some sensitive topics. Mark said it would be a good idea to have the briefing on the bridge, as the terminals there were the most secure on the ship. Jake suspected Mark just wanted her close by but since he wanted her close by too he didn't mentions his suspicions.

Once Jake could feel the girls were back in the command quarters he and Mark left to go get showered. When Jake was done he made his way to his quarters and found Korica sitting on Laurel's lap looking like she was in a trance as Laurel gently and lovingly brushed her hair. The girls were completely dressed except Korica who didn't have her shoes on yet. After he was completely dressed and ready for the day he sat down next to Laurel and Korica and asked if he could have a minute alone with Korica. Laurel grinned at him and she kissed Korica on top of the head and slid her onto Jake's lap and handed him the hairbrush and then departed for the bridge.

Jake began brushing her hair even though it was almost completely dry and looked perfect. He loved the tactile sensation of her delicate soft hair under his hand anyway and he knew how soothing it was for Korica to be loved on in such a manner. He explained to her that he had a briefing prepared for her but it would contain some secrets of the design and construction of the Future and some very personal images and events in his and Laurel's life together. He made it clear that being part of the crew meant keeping secrets from those without a need to know. She smiled big at the level of trust being given to her and she promised not to tell anyone what she saw in the briefing.

After a few more minutes of brushing Korica's hair Jake laid the brush down and wrapped his arms around her tummy and pulled her against him in a tight embrace. His hands ended up on her sides as he held her tightly and she slid her hands down his arms and placed her hands on top of his and laid her head back on his shoulder with her cheek right next to his as he leaned down and whispered into her ear.

"I love you so much Korica. I am so glad you are who you are and that you going to be a part of our lives from now on."

Korica grinned big and closed her eyes. She was hearing and feeling what she so desperately wanted. She could feel Jake's love for her and she felt appreciated and very important to him. She knew he would truly do anything for her. Jake could feel her radiant energy increasing as the two sat in their embrace. He could feel her heart beating slow and regularly in her pulses of energy. It was intoxicating and made his vision get cloudy. He sat for sometime with his eyes closed soaking in her energy and just let her enjoy her love for him as strong as she wanted. He found himself slipping into her mind in a gentle gliding feeling and he could hear her thinking in her own language and he could sense a calm and serene feeling from deep inside her. She felt very safe and for the first time she felt like she was finally home and she was surrounded by the love and attention she had sought for so long. She was very tender and gentle at her deepest spot and Jake very much liked how she felt and so he let himself drift deeper and deeper into her.

Korica could feel Jake's presence pushing at her mind as she closed her eyes. It felt like her hands dissolved into his as the two became one. She could hear Jake's thoughts in a parade of whispers and emotions flashing by her. She then felt a warm rush and she drifted inside him. She let herself drift deeper and deeper until she felt a very tender and intense spot deep inside him and she recognized it was his love for her. She felt like her whole body was buzzing and being penetrated by a warm soft energy. It was intoxicating and she didn't want it to end. She could hear Jake thinking how thrilled he was that he could share himself with her anytime she wanted and how good she felt from the inside. She could hear whispers of his love for Laurel and the deep focused emotions toward her. She could tell what it was like to truly be completely in love with someone and she hoped someday she would feel the same thing toward a man and that he would love her just as deeply.

The two sat for almost fifteen minutes totally lost inside the other loving the intoxicating rush of chemicals their brains were producing and feeling very calm and warm. Jake finally started to withdraw himself as he lifted his head from beside Korica's. It felt like waking up without having enough sleep. He felt groggy and his mind was cloudy and his vision was blurry for a time when he opened his eyes. He looked down at Korica leaning back on him holding onto his hands as he continued to hug her with her eyes closed and she looked so peaceful and so cute.

He leaned in and kissed the side of her head and she started to stir finally and blinked her eyes as she too tried to clear the drowsy fog from her mind. She finally turned her head and looked over at him and smiled big. Jake could see the drunken look in her eyes fading as he smiled back.

"That was beautiful. I love it when you and captain Laurel let me inside you."

"Thank you sweetheart. I love sharing myself with you. You are a very beautiful spirit inside and I love how you feel. I feel like I could just stay there all day."

"Yah me too. I don't want it to end. It feels good like nothing else."

"Laurel and I will teach you how to initiate a joining like that in time ok? Laurel and I practiced every day at lunchtime for quite a while until we got good at it. We will practice with you like this as often as we can until you get good at it too."

"Oh I would like that very much! I love sharing myself with both of you. I would really like to do it every day."

"It's a deal. You're going to have to get good at this so we can join forces to send the return signal to the elder race. It's going to take all three of us working our hardest to send the strongest signal possible."

"Ok. I'll get real good at it and make you proud of me. You'll see."

"I'm already proud of you Korica. You are able to stay connected to us once we initiate the joining. That's something special in itself. You are going to be very powerful someday. Come on let's go join captain Laurel on the bridge."

Jake released his hold an Korica and she slid down out of his lap. As Jake stood up he realized he was a little dizzy still. He was starting to think he shouldn't have let Korica release her energy at whatever level she wanted and as long as she wanted. He was realizing she was going to be very powerful in the near future and she was going to have to learn how to control her abilities. She was probably going to be able to render a person unconscious with her mind. He wondered if all her people were this strong or if she was just particularly gifted. Jake held her shoes for her as she stepped into them and then the two made their way over to the bridge.

When they stepped onto the bridge Laurel swiveled her chair toward them and smiled at the two. She was glad to see them looking fit. She was a little concerned when she couldn't sense them independently for a time. She only sensed one very strong presence for a short time and she couldn't hear Jake's whispers for that same time period. She knew they had initiated a joining of spirits but had no idea she would have such an odd sensation herself.

Jake sat Korica at one of the science stations and reached under the control panel and pulled out an earpiece that he put on her right ear. He brought up the prepared briefing and started the briefing for her. The first images were of the strange probe form the Future planet and an image of Earth below it. Jake knew it was going to be a long briefing and so left her to it and went to the propulsion station.

The three went about their usual routine while Korica watched and listened. She seemed casually interested at first until she started to see the millions of shuttle trips necessary to build the Future. She seemed to sit up straight and pay more attention as the images of the Future during construction in low Earth orbit really caught her attention. It was an odd sight to see the skeleton of the Future as it was being constructed.

After two hours Laurel excused herself to go down to the med deck for her harvesting to be performed. During the procedure she was shocked to find this time she had three eggs to be removed. She was indeed becoming extremely fertile with the continued treatments and refined hormone solution being delivered. She was a little worried that when she did decide to become pregnant later on in life, which she knew for certain she eventually would, she might have twins or triplets or maybe even more. Those kinds of pregnancies were always very complicated and hard on the mother's body as well as the babies.

The AI reassured her that as long as she was physically mature enough it was equipped for such an eventuality. It would make sure nothing happened to her or the babies that was unexpected. She actually felt much better knowing the computer was knowledgeable with such pregnancies. She reassured the computer that she was not currently sexually active in the fullest meaning of the word. She said she was having intimate contact with Jake but they weren't going all the way yet. She just wasn't ready for that. The computer urged her to continue in this manner and reminded her again that she was extremely young to start having sex. Laurel didn't like the insinuation that she was a child but agreed that she was very young and should put it off as long as possible to give her body a chance to develop a little more.

As she was getting dressed the computer brought up the issue of Mark's contact with the rescued girls. His blood work showed that he was in fact infected with the virus. How the virus would manifest wasn't exactly clear but he was definitely going to start getting sick very soon. Laurel stopped what she was doing as she was getting dressed and leaned against the exam table. She loved Mark very much and it scared her to think they might actually lose him if an antidote can't be found. Viruses were inherently difficult to combat anyway and they now had one from another galaxy that no one had ever seen before. The AI said it was working on a solution but the virus was very resilient and antibiotics weren't going to cut it.

Laurel finished getting dressed in a very somber mood. She knew the elder race probably had a way of fighting this type of infection but they were nowhere near capable of contacting them yet. Time was going to be the enemy here.

When Laurel got back up to the command deck she found Mark and Jake standing out in the corridor by the bridge talking and Mark didn't look very happy. Jake had heard Laurel's thoughts and delivered the dreadful news for her. He knew she didn't want to be the one to tell him. Laurel stepped up to Mark and wrapped her arms around him and put her head against his chest and embraced him tightly. He put one hand on her back and the other on the side of her head in return. He had forgotten how much Laurel loved him with all his attention being devoted to Korica's happiness.

"I feel fine cap. I probably won't get sick for quite a while."

"You don't know that Mark. I'm just scared. I don't¦I just feel so helpless. I wish there was something I could do."

"Maybe you'll pull a rabbit out of your hat with this one too. Besides, the computer has all the medical knowledge of the Human race at the time of our departure at its disposal. Hopefully something will come up before I get to sick to be of much use to you."

Laurel released her grip on Mark and looked up into his eyes.

"Please tell us as soon as you start to feel sick. Don't be macho and try and work through it."

"I promise the first sign of a sniffle I'll let you guys know."

The three of them then went back onto the bridge to go back to work. Laurel had been planning on going below to finish some needed repairs but now she felt compelled to stay close to Mark. She was sure he wouldn't actually say anything if he started to feel sick. She knew he was just a tough bastard and a little illness wouldn't bother him.

Korica finishing her narrated briefing interrupted Laurel's concerns. She removed her earpiece and looked at Laurel with a look of shock.

"I had no idea things were so bad for you. This ship was dying. Without you everyone would have¦I never would have met you. That must have been scary to wake up to that."

"It wasn't what I expected to wake up to, that's for sure."

"And Mark you saved her and Jake. The Hodong aren't anyone to mess with but you¦you made a mess out of them. I would have never thought the Hodong would turn tail and run but you scared the crap out of them."

"Well thank you little one. They just hadn't counted on the United States Marine Corps being on the job. That's what I do honey. I stop nasty people from doing nasty things."

"I saw how that¦animal grabbed you captain Laurel. That's exactly how they grabbed me when they pulled me out of the cargo container I was hiding in. I'm glad Jake shot him. What a slob. Good riddance."

"Sweetie you should never wish harm on another living being no matter how¦mean they are. There is never a good reason for taking another life."

"But they¦I'm still not sorry he is dead. He would have done awful things to you. Believe me I know. If he had got you off this ship and you struggled at all he would have¦"

"I know baby. Come here."

Laurel slid her control panels out of the way and put her arms out for Korica who eagerly climbed up onto her lap and fell into her embrace sitting sideways on her lap.

"Look with big men like Mark and Jake around willing to do whatever it takes to keep us safe we are never going to have to face that again. I know Jake saved my life many times over that day and so did Mark. I'm just saying I don't ever want you to think that killing is the best way out of a bad situation."

"But they're evil. They don't know how to show mercy or even feel bad for hurting someone else."

"I know honey. I know it seems weird but you can't bring yourself to their level. We are better than that."

"But they hurt me Laurel. Bad. I don't want them to hurt any other girl like that."

"I know baby. They wont. We stopped them for good."

Korica offered no other rebuttal as Laurel gently stroked the side of her head. It was obvious to Laurel that the mental scars of what Korica experienced would be with her for the rest of her life. She just hoped Korica got what she was getting at. She knew that she was such a gentle little soul that killing was beyond her anyways.

After a few minutes Korica regained her composure and gave Laurel a peck on the cheek and climbed off her lap and went and offered herself to Mark who was only to glad to scoot back and plop her in his lap.

The rest of the morning went without incident until the AI announced it had a prototype of the neural chair complete and a test run was in order to calibrate the chair. Korica, Jake and Laurel were instructed to go down to deck eleven and proceed to the scanner relay compartment. The three made the walk in silence not quite knowing exactly what to expect when they got to the relay compartment.

When they arrived and the door slid open all three were shocked at what they saw. In the middle of the room was a set of three seats contoured for the Human body with one being smaller than the other two obviously designed for Korica's little frame. The seats were made of a black composite with padding in the seats and they looked very comfortable. They were angled back so one had to almost lay in them. They all came together at the top and all three of the molded compartments for the heads merged together slightly so when the seats were occupied the heads would touch. There were also molded indentations at the side of each position so that hands could be held comfortably with the arms down at ones side. There were white Velcro head bands with many electro receptor leads in them lying on each seat and the wires coming out of them led up to a round computer interface terminal that had a very large cable coming out of the top of it that led straight up into the conduits in the ceiling.

There was an open computer interface panel in the far wall with a servo drone working on it. The chair was tied into an interface with the AI but not the scanner coprocessor yet. It was obviously not finished but power was available to the chair and the AI could monitor the energy out put of the chair. At this point the AI needed to see how much energy the three were going to produce when they joined forces.

Laurel just stood looking at the impressive device in awe. It was exactly what she had imagined when she sketched it. She was just amazed to see exactly what she imagined right before her eyes. There was a soft glowing light coming from above that shined right onto the seats and the rest of the lights in the room were off.

As the three climbed into the chair and settled in, the position was perfect for each of their heads to just touch one another. All three put their head bands on and clasped hands with one another and with a grin all three closed their eyes. Jake told Korica to try and initiate the connection herself and he asked Laurel to resist making the connection for her.

As the three laid there Jake could hear and feel Korica enter his mind momentarily then slip back out. Laurel on the other hand was sitting in the middle position and could sense Korica's feelings very strongly and actually had to fight not to let herself sink into her mind. Her presence was very warm and Laurel knew how sweet she felt inside and just wanted to connect with her but she resisted the temptation and let Korica attempt over and over to make a connection. Laurel could feel her slip in and out of her mind repeatedly but it was only for seconds at a time. Laurel finally offered her a word of advice.

"I think you are trying to hard honey. You need to listen for our voice and let yourself slip toward that voice. Don't try and force yourself there just let yourself float very gently."

"I'm trying, I'm just not strong enough. I can hear you guys for a second and I want to hold on but I¦I just don't know how."

Korica sounded frustrated and almost like she was going to cry so Laurel griped her hand tighter.

"It's ok baby. You're just new to this stuff. Jake and I have been practicing for a while and we're older. We'll keep practicing with you later on. For now we will initiate the connection. Just relax and let us in."

"Kay." Korica said in an almost tearful voice.

Laurel reached out and immediately found Jake and let herself sink into his mind and then she could hear Korica's soft little voice and it made her smile. She had such a small and delicate whisper compared to Jake's masculine warm voice.

From Korica's perspective there was an instant tugging sensation followed by a warm tingle and then an instant rush of Laurel and Jake's voices whispering in her mind. She grinned when she realized how easy it was for Laurel to connect with her and pull her into Jake's mind at the same time. In Jake's mind he felt Laurel's warm presence enter him and become overwhelming for a second before he realized it was Laurel and Korica entering his mind with soft combined whispers that felt gentle and inviting. He let himself float toward their voices with a grin and he could feel all the love the two felt for him. He could hear Korica thinking in her own language, which still seemed very odd and foreign but the gentle spirit that accompanied the voice he identified as Korica right away by her sweet innocent love for him. He realized despite her claims she loved him far deeper than a father alone and she saw him as a very handsome and desirable person because of Laurel's feelings now being part of her. She was able to keep it in perspective but she definitely saw what Laurel lusted about him even though Korica felt no lust at all herself for him. Jake realized many of the feeling she experienced through joining with Laurel she had never felt herself before and were confusing and new to her mind.

Once all three found their own love center for each other they concentrated on the feelings and then let the feelings grow to their strongest. Once they were all consumed by their deepest love they concentrated on projecting that love outward at the same time by listening to each other and counting to three and then pushing the love out. On the third attempt Korica sent an enormous wave of energy that Laurel and Jake could physically feel and there was a loud snap and popping that started coming from the interface terminal above them as the computer completely shorted out and sent a shower of sparks out into the room startling all three out of their connection.

Korica and Jake rolled out of their seats onto the floor as they swept the head bands off their heads and Laurel sat up and practically dove out of her seat landing on the floor in front of the chair. She then turned onto her haunches and scooted several feet away from the chair. All three had to wait for the fog to clear out of their minds before they could see properly and when they did they could see that the computer had basically exploded right above their heads. All three sat on the floor for minute looking at the smoking computer interface shocked that they had just blown up an interface with their minds. Laurel started to wonder if the headbands could have electrocuted them.

"Computer what the hell happened?" Jake asked.

"I'm sorry are any of you injured?"

The three looked at one another and all shook their heads no.

"No. I think we're all fine. Were we in any danger of being electrocuted through the headbands?" Laurel asked.

"No. There are safety protocols in place that immediately terminated the connections to the interface when an overload was detected. I didn't expect you three to produce energy with such high intensity. Your brain waves shot off the scales and an enormous amount of raw energy built up in the buffer. I did not design the system to handle that much raw energy. I will begin constructing a much more robust system immediately."

"I want a guard built above the head compartments as well. We can't see when we are joined that deep and are startled awake like that. I can't have a shower of sparks and debris raining down on us while we are blinded."

"Korica sweetie how did you do that?" Laurel asked as she got to her feet.

"Me? What did I do?" Korica sounded offended.

"Sweetheart that was the same thing you did to Jake and I in our quarters only way stronger this time."

"I don't know. I didn't mean to break anything. I've never done this before."

"Have you ever heard of any of your people being able to do what you can?"

"No, not really. I've heard stories about people hurting others with their minds but I thought they were just stories to keep kids from experimenting until they were taught how to control their minds properly. My parents said I wouldn't have to worry about learning how to control my mind for a long time yet."

"Well we are probably pushing you to do things you're not ready for yet. Don't worry about the damage. We will get it fixed and try again ok? In the mean time we will have to practice with you every day and help you learn how to control this thing."

"Ok. I'll try and be careful next time. I wont let it all go at once like that."

"Good girl."

Laurel gave her a hug, as did Jake and the three then made their way back up to the bridge. When they arrived Mark asked how it went.

"Well it was going fine until Korica released so much energy that the computer interface exploded." Jake said.

"I didn't mean to. It just got away from me." Korica sounded sorrowful.

"I know sweetheart I'm just kidding with you."

"Oh. You're not mad at me?"

"No. Of course not, I'm proud of you for being strong enough to blow up a computer with your mind."

Korica offered a grin and Jake winked at her and smiled big.

"So you really blew the damn thing up?" Mark asked with a shocked voice.

"Yah the rough design was really crude. I don't think the AI knew just how much power it was going to be dealing with. None of us did to tell you the truth. We'll get it right eventually, we're just going to have to practice every day at lunch with Korica until we get it right." Jake said.

"Are you talking about that sitting holding hands meditating thing you guys do?"

"Yes. It's how Laurel and I learned how to¦connect or share ourselves with each other. I can enter her center and she can enter mine. Korica can do the same thing if we start it but she's got some other talents hiding in there that we need to coax to the surface. We need her ability to send a powerful burst of emotional energy the way she can in order to send the signal as far as we need too. I suspect she has abilities her parents never knew about or just never told her about."

"So our little one here is the key to this working?"

"Yes. It's going to take all three of us but without her we don't stand a chance of making this thing work. She is far more powerful than Laurel and I are even when combined."

"You really think I'm that¦important?"

"You sure are sweetie, you're important to making us happy plus we need you in order to contact the elder race. We just can't do it without you."

Korica smiled big and her cheeks blushed. She liked feeling like she was so important that without her they couldn't help the girls get home. Korica made her way back over to Mark who immediately lifted her into his lap. He told her he was proud of her too and he tickled her a little making her giggle and squirm around on his lap.

Laurel went to her chair and immediately started refining her design for the interface couplings. She realized now instead of micro volts they needed to design something to handle hundreds of Jules and thousands of volts at thousands of cycles per second. She hadn't planned for just how powerful the neural energy would be when amplified in the way they were attempting but she wasn't going to make that mistake again.

She worked with the computer for nearly an hour until the design was refined to something far more robust. This design would take far longer to construct than just an hour or two but it would be far safer and the time it would take to build the device would allow time to practice with Korica.

As the morning progressed Korica sat with Mark learning how his sensor station worked. She paid close attention to everything he was doing and devoted it to memory until her tummy started rumbling. She told Mark she was a little hungry so after logging off his station he told the other two he was taking her to the mess hall to grab a snack.

Mark grabbed a cup of tea, the closest thing the Future had to his favorite, coffee. While the two sat and Korica peacefully ate Mark asked her if she was sure she wouldn't hurt Jake and Laurel with her outbursts of emotional energy.

"I honestly don't know. I certainly don't want to hurt them but I just don't know. I've never done what we are trying to do before."

"Just use caution ok? I'm really fond of Laurel and Jake and so I'm really protective of them so just¦try not to do anything that could hurt them."

"I promise I'll do my best to be careful. I don't want anything bad to happen to them either."

"That's my girl." Mark grinned at her and winked.

After Korica was done eating the two made their way back to the bridge and Korica spent the rest of the morning sitting with Jake trying to learn his propulsion controls as best as she could. The controls were very confusing and extremely complex to her but she learned quickly and devoted everything she saw him doing to memory.

When lunchtime came around Korica was excited to practice joining with Laurel and Jake. The experience was very intimate and intoxicating for her and she lavished feeling so connected to another person so deeply. After lunch was done the three excused themselves to the command quarters for a half hour of practice.

When the three entered the command quarters the data pad was waiting for them with three headbands connected to it. The three sat down at the foot of the bed in the floor with their legs folded Indian style and placed the neural bands around their heads and then held hands. Korica was allowed to try and establish the connection first with the same results as before. She was able to enter the minds of Laurel and Jake for a few moments but just couldn't hold the connection. Laurel finally waited until Korica connected with her and then she held onto her and pulled her into her mind.

The three sat enjoying each other's warm energy and experiencing the warm rush of emotions from each other's spirit until they centered on their own love for one another and let feelings grow to their strongest. Korica could feel her emotions trying to get away from her so she worked very hard to keep them in control remembering what Mark had said about not letting her abilities get away from her and possibly hurting Laurel or Jake.

After twenty minutes the three slowly withdrew from each other and after the fog cleared from her mind Laurel checked the data pad. They only had a six-megahertz differential from the original signal but it wasn't within the four megahertz they needed to achieve a proper coherent signal for transmission. They knew they would have to keep practicing to get it right. All three were left feeling very close to one another and none wanted to stop but they knew they had to get back to work.

Laurel and Jake made their way back over to the bridge while Korica went down to the passenger deck to check on the girls. Laurel wanted her to make sure none of the girls was feeling any ill affects from their surgeries and that they had everything they needed to feel comfortable. Korica was careful to keep the specifics of what they were doing to herself. She simply told the girls that with her key participation they were attempting to contact someone important to help the girls get home.

Laurel in the meantime worked on the number sequences in the message from the elder race with some surprising results. By using the center of the galaxy as a plotting point she was able to extrapolate some rough coordinates about eight thousand light years away that were not the origin point of the signal sent to the Future. It didn't make much sense to her but it seemed the return signal was expected somewhere other than where the message originated. It also meant the signal was going to have to be particularly strong to traverse the distance without significant signal degradation. The rest of the number string seemed to be heuristic compression algorithms that Laurel used to change the way the neural interface dealt with the signal compression in ways she would have never thought of. She was starting to recognize the fact that the signal was going to be transmitting almost outside of normal space-time. She just hoped that the signal didn't destroy the scanner emitters since those would take months to replace if they were in fact damaged beyond repair.

Laurel finally had a stroke of genius when she realized she could transmit just part of the signal using the compression algorithms at a two megahertz differential and let the rest of the signal transmit in normal space-time through a compressive filter that would collect and dissipate the excess signal into raw energy further enhancing and boosting the overall signal strength. It would in fact increase the output by 35% without changing the signal differential at all. It would only require a larger heat sink to absorb the heat developed by the interface as the energy built up during transmission of the signal. She drafted the modifications into the new design and sent them to the AI for incorporation into the overall design specifications.

By the days end the AI was well into construction of the new interface and compression filter assembly for the chair and the crew was feeling that they had a pretty good chance of actually making contact with the elder race. Korica came back up to the command deck at 17:30 and reported that the girls were doing extremely well. All were happy and missed Laurel and Jake terribly and wished they would come down to visit. None of the girls had any ill affects from their surgeries and all the swelling had disappeared in all of the girls except En'nala who was still a little sore inside but she reported the level of discomfort was fading quickly. She felt whole again and so didn't mind a little discomfort for a couple of days.

Korica sat with Mark learning more about the navigation controls until it was time for the evening meal. Everyone logged off their stations and switched their respective controls over to the AI and made their way to the mess hall. They ate their meals while talking about what they thought the elder race would be like. Laurel thought they would be unrecognizable as anything they had seen before but Korica thought they would look just like everyone else on the crew did. She couldn't see any reason why they would look any different than most of the girls now on the Future did. In her travels she had seen many different races and most had a very uniform look to them. Some did indeed look very bizarre but most looked Draximan as she saw them. Eye color and hair color was always different but overall looks and shape were very similar. Language was the most significant difference and if you could feel what the other folks were feeling then language wasn't even that much of a barrier to communicating with them.

Mark was left feeling a little humbled by the fact he would never be able to communicate by feelings alone. He just didn't understand this thing they all had and it seemed to be rampant in this galaxy. This communicating by thought and feelings was just something he would never experience or understand. He was left feeling very alien even among his own crew. He appreciated the warmth that Korica elicited in him though. She was very special to him and he loved what she could do and how she made him feel. It was the closest he would ever get to experiencing another person's feelings himself.

After the meal was done the four made their way down the corridor to the gym and worked out. After the work out the guys sat and talked lightly until the girls were done with their showers at which time the guys went and took their showers.

When Jake returned to his quarters he found Korica sitting on the bed between Laurel's legs so Laurel could brush her hair out. Laurel was in her night gear shirt but Korica was dressed except for her shoes and skirt. She was wearing a new light blue shirt that was lightly tucked into her bikini shorts and she looked very cute without her skirt on but he thought she just looked incomplete somehow. He also noticed that she was starting to look more slender since working out twice a day. She had been working very hard and it was showing in her physique.

After Jake put on some underwear and a pair of pants he joined the girls on the bed kissing Laurel on the neck, which made her giggle and turtle her head down onto her shoulders. He then kissed Korica on the cheek and told her she looked absolutely beautiful as always. She blushed and smiled and leaned into him a little as Laurel continued to softly stroke her head with the hair brush.

After a couple more minutes the three laid down on the bed with Korica in the middle and Laurel and Jake on their sides facing her so their heads could touch hers lightly. This would make the sharing of minds much easier to facilitate. After placing the headbands on their heads all three closed their eyes and relaxed. Korica decided this time to try and pull Laurel and Jake into her mind instead of trying to enter their minds since their minds were much stronger. Within seconds she was able to pull both into her mind in a dizzying flash of thought and emotion. She was overwhelmed by their strong presence for just a moment but a smile crept onto her face as she was able to hold the connection while Laurel and Jake adjusted to the connection and merging of thought and emotions.

The three laid for quite some time swimming in each other's warm energy before they heard the beep from the data pad indicating they had achieved the desired four-megahertz differential. They kept connected and just enjoyed the visceral feeling of the deep intimate connection. Korica enjoyed the deep love Laurel and Jake felt for one another and had to keep diverting her mind away from the lust and the feelings of desire to be caressed by the other. Once all three found the center of their own love for the others they let the feeling grow and Korica let her emotions swell until they started emanating in waves as before and she kept them at a peak level that slowly grew and grew until she heard Laurel and Jake tell her to pull it in a little in her mind. It was getting hard to think for the other two so she fought hard not to let it get away from her. She managed to get it to a level that was controllable and Laurel and Jake could feel her heart beating in pulsing waves of warm soft energy.

After nearly an hour and a half Laurel realized she was starting to drift into a drowsy sleep and so slowly pulled herself out of the connection remembering what happened the last time they fell asleep while connected. Jake then slowly pulled himself out of Korica's mind and once the fog cleared and his sight returned he looked at Korica's cute little face and realized she was sound asleep. Korica had become so relaxed that she fell asleep and that's why Laurel was feeling so groggy and tired.

As much as he hated to, Jake gently shook Korica until she woke up. She apologized for falling asleep. Jake assured her she did absolutely nothing wrong by becoming so relaxed that she passed out. She got up and Laurel helped her put her skirt and shoes on and after a long hug form her and Jake both. She gave each a kiss and headed off for her quarters down on the passenger level.

Laurel and Jake then got completely nude and climbed in bed together. They both thought it was a little funny that Korica became so relaxed that she fell asleep. They would have just let her sleep but both wanted some intimate contact and that was just not going to happen under any circumstance with her in the room.

The two then engaged in intimate contact without intercourse and it was mind blowing for both.

After the two brushed their teeth and got cleaned up they climbed back in bed and snuggled up to each other tightly and drifted off to a deep calm sleep.

The next two days went much the same with Korica practicing with Laurel and Jake after lunch for a half hour and then after the evening showers for another hour. Korica was able to let her emotional energy grow stronger each time and still keep it under control and she was able to initiate the connection herself by pulling the other two into her mind instead of trying to enter theirs. Laurel visited the med deck and had her harvesting performed and there were even two visits to the passenger level by Laurel and Jake to the great delight of the girls. They greeted them warmly and a lot of emotional energy was floating around the passenger deck and as Korica had reported the girls spirits seemed much higher and there was a great deal more conversation going on. Mark was still showing no signs of being ill but Laurel knew it was only a matter of time and when it did hit him it was likely to be fast and debilitating.

After lunch on the second day the AI announced that it had the chair complete and needed Laurel, Jake and Korica to proceed to deck eleven for a test run of the new neural interface.

When the three arrived at the scanner control relay compartment and the door opened they were met an awe-inspiring sight. The new design included a seven-foot tall round black heat sink encasing the whole control interface. There was now what looked like a clear plastic looking umbrella that gently curved down over the seats although it was actually made of transparent aluminum and the Velcro headbands were replaced with non-conductive metal devices that sat over the head. There was a large rectangular blue colored pickup covered in metal in the front that would cover almost the entire forehead with two small metal arms that curved around to the temples where there were two smaller round blue inductive pickups. There was a metal band that came off the top of the forehead pickup that curved up over the head and toward the back of the head it split into a y and then there were two more small triangular pickups at the ends of the y that sat high enough on the back of the skull so one could lay the head down without hindrance. At the top of the device was a small twisting latch for securing the whole device to the head snuggly. The devices looked far closer to what was in the rapier except this design left enough of the head exposed so contact could be made between all the occupant's heads. The interface was connected to the ceiling with a conduit that completely encased the wiring and cables and the interface itself was in and explosion proof housing that when the cover was open would blow out into the room away from the chair. The interface had a touch screen control panel and a view screen that faced rearward away from the chair as well.

Jake was the first to speak as the three stood staring in amazement at Laurel's design come to fruition.

"Wow. Will you look at that?" He spoke slowly as he stepped closer.

Laurel immediately went around to the backside and turned the neural interface on but left the huge compression filter in the corner of the room idle for the moment. She uncoupled the scanner emitters and set the interface for a lower power test run without actually transmitting the signal yet. As she turned the interface on there was an audible hum coming from the unit that steadily pulsed and groaned. Laurel couldn't help but think the dark black color of the heat sink fit in with the subdued light in the room.

Laurel stepped back around after closing up the interface's housing door and helped Korica put her neural pickup halo on and then plugged the leads into the top of the forehead pickup. She then sat in her place and put her pickup halo on and plugged it in. Laurel then said:

"Hear we go campers. Korica you start the connection ok?"

"Ok." She said sheepishly.

The three closed their eyes and held each other's hands and relaxed as Korica initiated the connection by pulling Laurel and Jake into her mind. After the dizzying rush of mixed feelings and voices settled in her mind Korica immediately felt her emotions trying to get away from her and she had to furrow her brow and fight hard to keep it under control. Laurel and Jake sensed how hard she was fighting to keep her emotions in check and so both sank deep into her mind a soothed her with warm words of praise and calm feelings. Korica quickly found it helpful and pulled her feelings back in.

The three sat for a few minutes feeling very calm and relaxed enjoying each other's spirits when Laurel told Jake and Korica to stay connected to each other while she disconnected herself and checked on the interface. As Laurel lifted from the minds of Jake and Korica the two felt the other's presence very deeply and Jake asked Korica if she was doing ok. She told him she had herself under control now. He told her he loved her very much and showed her just how proud he was of her by sharing his feelings of pride with her. She smiled big and sent him her feelings for him in a big rush and it concerned him a little because he was sure she was falling in love with him in a boarder line inappropriate manner. There was no lust but she definitely loved him differently than a sister or daughter would.

Laurel slid her halo off once the fog cleared from her mind and got up and stepped around to the backside of the neural interface controller. She opened the housing's door and took a look at the readings. The interface was absorbing the neural energy perfectly and the heat sink was dissipating the heat being produced by the buffer perfectly. She engaged the filter, which came online with a thud from the back of the room and she watched the readings for a few minutes. The filter was compressing the signal exactly as she had planned and it was leaving a neural signal with a 2.25-megahertz differential available for transmission. She was a little surprised by the strength of the output signal though. With just Jake and Korica connected and Korica not even pushing herself to the max yet the signal was in the hundreds of thousands of terahertz and holding steady. Laurel was pretty sure with all three of them connected and concentrating on their strongest emotion and Korica pushing her hardest, they could reach millions of terahertz or maybe even more.

Laurel placed her hands on the console and closed her eyes and listened for Korica's soft little voice. She quickly found it although she was thinking in her native language, which was still disconcerting for Laurel and it reminded her that Korica in fact was not Human at all. Laurel let herself sink into her mind just a little so she could talk to her.

"Korica sweetie can you hear me?"

There was no response. Laurel knew she would have to get Korica's attention before she would know to listen in to her thoughts. Laurel then sent a rush of emotion toward her trying to get her attention. Laurel heard Korica ask Jake if he did that. He said no it wasn't him it must be Laurel and he told her to listen for Laurel's voice. Korica's mind got very quiet as she stopped thinking out loud to herself.

"Korica can you hear me?"

"Yes! I can hear you captain Laurel. How did you do that?"

"You are listening to my thoughts. This is how Jake and I talk to each other all time."

"Neat! But were not connected. How am I¦"

"You are connected to me at a distance. This is something else Jake and I can do. In time you will be able to do the same thing. It takes a great deal of love and practice to be able to do this. I need you to count to five and then push your feelings out a little. I need to see if the interface can handle how strong you are ok?"

"Ok. I just¦I promised I wouldn't do anything that would hurt you. I can't always pull it back in very well."

"It's ok sweetie. If the machine is working the way it is supposed to it should absorb your neural energy and nothing bad will happen ok?"

"Ok."

Laurel then withdrew herself from Korica's mind and shook the fog off and stepped back from the interface. Korica counted to five and then concentrated on her love for Jake and Laurel and let it grow stronger and stronger and then gave a little shove. She quickly found her pulse racing and she started breathing faster. She felt like she was jogging on the treadmill in the gym her pulse was racing so face. Laurel could feel the waves of throbbing energy emanating into the room but they were very light compared to the last time she felt it. Her mind wasn't clouded and she didn't feel overwhelmed. She heard the interface start to hum deeper and she could feel the warmth coming off of the giant heat sink but nothing was exploding as before. She stepped back up to the control display and took a look at the readings. As she suspected the signal was off the scale but the power was being shunted through the buffer and into the filter with a 2-megahert differential remaining steady and the excess energy was being used to boost the signal gain into the hundreds of millions of terahertz. Laurel noticed the temperature in the room quickly climbing into the 80's. She was going to have to have the a/c vents in the room increased in their capacity.

Laurel was convinced the control interface was going to work and smiled big. They finally had their transmitter to send the signal and with all three of them pushing their hardest the signal was indeed going to transmit through subspace not normal space. She stepped back around to the front of the chair and noticed that Korica was breathing very fast and beads of sweat were trickling down from her temples. Laurel wasn't sure how long her little body could maintain that level of exertion before she would simply pass out. Laurel quickly took her seat and placed her halo on and let herself drift into Korica and Jake's minds.

She found Korica concentrating very hard to keep her emotions from getting away from her. Laurel gently told her to pull it back in and try and relax. She was almost hyperventilating. Korica furrowed her brow heavily and started trying to pull it back in but couldn't find the right technique, she had never let it go for so long and her body had taken over. The thoughts of a cool breeze weren't working and trying to focus it into herself wasn't working either. Laurel finally sensing her frustration told her to just let go. Just let it do what it wanted and quit fighting it. Korica was to winded to argue and so she let go of her hold on it just let it all out. Laurel and Jake could feel the relief in her and they could feel a rush of emotion but the neural interface was absorbing the energy and so they didn't feel overwhelmed. Korica's breathing slowed a little and her heart rate began to slow but the steady pulsing waves of love and energy continued and Korica was unable to think straight for some time until she finally gained control of her feelings again and slowly started pulling the emotions back in.

Slowly but surely Laurel and Jake could feel the warm waves of emotional energy fading and Korica was able to think again. Once she had it completely under control again and she was starting to breath more normally Laurel and Jake withdrew from the connection and both were shocked when their vision returned at how hot it was in the room. The temperature was hovering in the upper 90's and poor Korica was drenched with sweat.

Laurel immediately took the halo off of Korica's head and scooped her up out of her seat and carried her out into the cool corridor and sat her down leaning against the bulkhead out side the door. Korica was still breathing deeply and the fog took quite a while to clear from her mind. Once she could see Laurel's scared look she realized something had gone wrong.

"Are you ok baby? You scared the shit out of me."

"Yah. I'm ok. I'm just tired and¦I'm all sweaty. What the heck happened?"

"I don't know honey. I don't think your body is ready for that level of neural activity yet. We might be pushing you a little to hard."

"Please don't make me stop. This is too important. I think I'll be ok if I just don't fight it. That's what was hard was trying to fight it back. If I just let it go it wasn't that bad."

"Ok we won't stop as long as you¦I would never forgive my self if you¦you're sure you can keep doing this?"

"Yes. I'll be fine as long as you don't make me fight it. I have to just let it go. I can let it go slowly but I can't try and hold it back anymore. I have to just let it do as it will."

"Alright then. At least we know the machine works and can handle you. I'll have the cooling capacity in the room increased and then I think we are ready to try transmitting."

Jake stepped out of the room facing into the room walking backwards as though he couldn't take his eyes of the machine. He looked down at Korica with Laurel squatting down in front of her.

"It's got to be a hundred degrees in there. Did you see that?"

"See what?" Laurel asked.

"I don't know. For just a minute when she let go I thought¦I felt like I was somewhere else."

"What! You felt like you left the room?"

"You didn't see it?"

"No. I was trying to help Korica. My mind was preoccupied."

"I can't explain it. I just felt like I was¦in a different¦place for a minute."

"That doesn't make any sense."

"No wait¦he's right. I¦I think I went with him. Or at least I know what he means. It was a place filled with a mist everywhere and there was¦an endless void there." Korica said.

"Exactly! Thank you Korica, now I know I'm not going crazy. I'm telling you, for just a couple seconds we were somewhere else entirely."

"Are you talking about¦astral projection?"

"I guess. I don't know babe. I've never experienced anything like that before. It would seem Korica here is capable of something truly spectacular and she took me with her."

"Well¦maybe this is how it is supposed to work? Maybe we can actually contact the elder race in person this way."

"Wouldn't that be a mind trip?"

"Well come on sweetheart, let's get you cleaned up. Your soaked with sweat."

Korica stood up and felt a little dizzy for a second from the exertion she had experienced and then the three made their way back up to the command deck. Korica departed for the showers and Jake and Laurel went to the bridge and reported to Mark what had happened. He reported that he had a warning about a 30-degree rise in temperature in less than five minutes in the scanner control relay compartment and he tuned in and watched the whole thing unfold on video.

"Look, I made Korica promise she wouldn't do anything that could endanger you two and I expect you guys to do the same. I love that little girl and you better not do anything or make her do anything that could hurt her. You guys have no idea what you're fu¦messing with. I expect you to proceed with due diligence. I'm not saying stop what you're doing but I am holding you two personally responsible for Korica's safety. If I think for a second she is in any danger of being hurt and you don't stop what it is you are doing at that moment I will pull the plug on this thing. Is that understood?"

Laurel and Jake were floored. They had never heard Mark talk to them like they were children doing something they weren't supposed to be doing. They both stared at him for a second before they heard each other thinking that he was absolutely right. They really didn't know what they were fooling with and Korica could have been hurt. She could have had a stroke or an aneurysm or god knows what else.

"Yes sir! We understand." Jake said.

"Yes sir. We will do everything in our power to make sure she isn't hurt." Laurel said.

"Ok then. Thank you. Where is the little one?"

"She's taking a shower and then I am going to recommend that she take a nap in our quarters. That took a lot out of her and I don't want her overdoing it."

"Very good cap. That's the kind of concern I want to hear."

"Look Mark, despite whatever you may be thinking, we love that girl with all our hearts too. We aren't going to sacrifice her just to make this thing work. She was never taught how to use her abilities by her parents and she is experiencing unexpected hormone spikes that are prematurely advancing her abilities before she was ready, as well as what we are training her to do."

"Unexpected hormone spikes? What the heck are you talking about?"

"She uh¦She is experiencing early onset puberty thanks to us. Her brain is being flooded with chemicals that don't normally occur for another year or two, well for Humans anyway, and it is triggering a waking if you will of her pituitary and pineal glands which are directly responsible for her abilities as well as puberty."

"Wait¦thanks to you? I'm not sure I follow you."

"She has seen and felt things from our more¦mature minds that woke urges in her that have led to increased hormone levels. She is becoming a young lady and this thing she has goes right along with it. She needs our continued guidance and help to keep this thing from getting away from her."

"Are you saying you exposed her to smut and now she is¦"

"Yes! And every time she does that she exposes her brain to more of the chemicals and her little brain is waking more and more. This experiment with the transmitter is the perfect way for her to release her ever increasing energy levels and to learn exactly what it is she can do and how to control it."

"God girls are confusing! I don't even want to think about her doing that. I get what you're saying. Just be careful, that's all I ask. I'm as overprotective of her as I am you two."

"I know Mark. We love you too."

Mark didn't know what to say at that and was afraid he would blush and so he spun back around to his controls. Laurel grinned and gave Jake a wink and departed for her quarters to wait for Korica.

Korica arrived a few minutes later wrapped in a towel and offered a big smile to Laurel sitting waiting for her. Laurel helped towel her hair as dry as possible and then waited for her to put on some clean underwear and her new bikini shorts and her new white shirt. She then pulled her up onto the bed between her legs and started brushing her hair out.

"You know Mark is concerned that you might get hurt by us fooling around with this ability of yours."

"I don't think it is capable of hurting me. It's just¦stronger every day and I have to quit fighting it like I said earlier. That's how I'm gunna get hurt. I'm not strong enough to pull it back in anymore before it does what it wants to."

"I know sweetie. But if he thinks we are being reckless he is going to stop any further experiments. Somehow you're going to have to learn how to control your outbursts. Frankly I'm a little concerned too. You really scared me this afternoon."

"I didn't mean to scare you. I'll try and get control of it. I promise."

"Ok. I think in time you will get stronger like with your workouts in the gym. The more you workout the more weight you can handle and the easier it becomes. Mark just loves you very much and isn't going to let us do anything that might cause serious harm to you."

"I'm more worried about hurting you or Jake. I know you can feel it when I¦when it gets away from me."

"Well the neural interface is capable of absorbing most of the energy so we aren't in to much danger. I am going to have some pickups incorporated into the spark shield though to absorb more of the residual radiation and funnel it into the machine and with bigger cooling ducts in the room, you won't get so hot. You are far more powerful than I ever imagined."

"Is that a good thing?"

"It is. It just means you are very special."

Korica grinned big and leaned back into Laurel while she continued to gently brush her hair out. Laurel tuned into Korica's feelings and could sense a calm glow from within her. She was very happy and loved Laurel very deeply.

"I can hear you're whispers captain Laurel. Are you listening in to me?"

"I am. I don't understand what you're thinking because I don't know your language but I can hear you too honey and I can feel what you are feeling."

"Well I can understand you and your right I am very happy and I do love you very much. You and Jake make me happy. Does that mean I could share my thoughts with you now?"

"Yah, I suppose so but you would have to think in English and that doesn't seem to be natural for you. You were raised to speak Daximan and so that seems to be how you think all the time."

"Actually it's called Hiram. I speak Hiram. It's like English to Humans. Aren't there different languages spoken on your planet?"

"Oh yes. There are many languages spoken on Earth and English is just one of them."

"Well I can't really change the way I think. It's all I ever knew until the Hodong put me in the chair. Now I can speak¦probably thousands or maybe even millions of different languages."

"That's amazing sweetie. Well you'll know if I'm listening in because I have to enter your mind a little and so you'll hear me. That is what Jake and I hear all the time. He and I are permanently connected just a little and always hear those little whispers of the other's voice."

"I think that's beautiful. I wish I was always connected to you."

"Well if you stayed on Draxima you might fall in love and become paired with someone and you would always hear and feel him in your mind."

"No! I want to stay with you! I don't want to hear someone else that bad."

"Shhh. You are going to stay with me. Relax baby I'm not suggesting that you stay behind. You just need to be aware that Humans don't¦no one else is going to be able to do what Jake and I can do...at least I don't think so anyways. When you do fall in love there wont be any pairing or sharing of thoughts and feelings."

"If I love him I don't care. He will feel my feelings and that's enough for me."

"Good girl. That's very mature of you to accept that is the way it is going to have to be living among Humans. Now, why don't you lie down for a while and take a nap. I can feel how tired you are."

"Really? I can sleep right here in your bed?"

"Sure. Jake and I aren't using it right now. You are always welcome in our room."

"Except when you want him to touch your body with love?"

"Well yah. That's private and you don't need to see that."

"Ok. Thank you Laurel. I love you."

"I love you to sweetie."

Laurel kissed her on top of the head and as Korica stood up Laurel stood up and then pulled the covers back and let her lie down on her side and then she tucked her in and stroked her cheek gently a couple times. She then turned the lights down before departing for the bridge.

At 15:00 Korica came strolling back onto the bridge looking refreshed and now dressed in a fresh white skirt. Mark was actually the first to feel her presence. He smiled big and spun his seat around and put his arms out toward her. She smiled big and stepped into him and wrapped her arms around his chest. He swept her up as he wrapped his arms around her little frame and inhaled her soft clean scent. He then plopped her in his lap facing him with her legs wrapped around his waist.

"You feelin better little one?"

"Yes. I slept like a rock. I didn't even dream."

"You certainly look better. You're back to your usual beautiful self. You ready to start your learning programs?"

"Yah. I would like that very much."

"Ok. Come on over to the science station and we'll get you started with astronomical math. You'll be learning how to calculate distances in space and how to plot a course using geometry. You just tell us if it's to difficult for you ok?"

"Ok." Korica sounded excited.

Mark stood up and set Korica on her feet and led her over to the science station and had her log herself in and then he pulled an earpiece from under the control panel and handed it to her and then started her on the basic lessons of astronomical mathematics. He stood behind her for a few minutes and to his great surprise she was whizzing right through lesson without any difficulty. Mark returned to his station and looked over at Laurel.

"I told you she was smart." Laurel said as she shrugged and smiled.

"I still struggle with that stuff and it's like two plus two for her. She's got your genius in her even though I know you two aren't related."

The crew then went back to their duties until it was time for the evening meal. Korica finished her lesson just as 18:00 rolled around and Mark stepped over to her station when she announced that she was finished. He double-checked her quiz sections and she scored a 99.8% on her quizzes and a 100% score on the final exam sections. His mouth fell open as he realized in three hours she had aced what was supposed to take at least two days to master.

"Have you ever been exposed to this kind of math before?" Mark asked stunned.

"Well my mom and dad were teaching me math but it wasn't like this. This is hard."

"But¦Korica this stuff is what is taught in astronomical sciences in college back on Earth and most people barely scrape by it's so complex, you earned an almost perfect score."

"What is college?"

"It is an institution of higher learning that most Humans don't attend until they are eighteen or nineteen years old."

"Hmm. Well I understand it. The computer does a very good job of explaining it all. You just have to pay attention and remember what it tells you. Will I be able to do some more of this?"

"You still want more?"

"Well yah. Don't I have to know this stuff to work on the bridge someday?"

"You most certainly do. I'm sorry little one I guess I just underestimated you. Tomorrow I'll give you some more lessons ok?"

"Ok, cool." Mark pulled his head back and looked at her.

"Did I use that word wrong?"

"No. I just didn't expect you to know slang terms."

"I learned from Laurel and Jake through the chair. It teaches however they think and talk."

"I see." Mark grinned and looked at Jake who just a grinned and shrugged.

The four then logged off their stations and let the AI take over all the controls and they made their way to the mess hall. After the meal was completed the four headed over to the gym and worked out. Once the girls departed to take their showers Mark sat and talked with Jake about Korica.

"Did you know she was a savant?"

"A what?"

"A genius hiding in a little girls body. She has a natural ability to calculate and think outside the box like an adult."

"Well I don't know about all that but I knew she was pretty damn smart."

"No ten year old should grasp geometry and trigonometry at first exposure. She should have struggled with it at least a little."

"For all we know among her people it might be normal to be so smart at her age."

"Well it makes me feel dumb. I certainly wasn't tackling that kind of math at ten."

"What's your point?"

"I guess I'm just surprised that of all the girls we rescued, you guys gravitated to the one that is absolutely adorable and an absolute genius and has the ability to make the toy Laurel built down there work. What's the chance of that all coming together by chance?"

"I don't know. Pretty slim I guess."

"Well I love her even more now. You guys just better take good care of her. She's obviously something really special and I think fate brought us all together like this."

"Mark you seemed to be so convinced we are going to do something to hurt her. We are going to take good care of her. If we do something wrong you are going to be right here to slap the shit out of us."

"And you can count on that. I'm still older and wiser if not smarter than you."

"Look I'm glad she has you watching her back. If you're so worried why don't you come down and watch us yourself?"

"No, screw that. I'm not standing in the room when you guys are bouncing that kind of energy around. I just don't want to lose her. I don't want you or the cap hurt either. You're older and so I expect more out of you guys. You know what I mean?"

"Yah I know exactly what you mean. Laurel's pretty damn smart. She wouldn't be doing this if it weren't relatively safe. Her new design down there has a lot of safe guards in place in case anything goes wrong."

"I sure hope so."

"Come on the girls are done. Let's go get showered."

The guys then went and took their showers. When Jake got back to his quarters he found Korica completely dressed and ready to depart for the passenger deck. Jake knelt down and gave her a warm hug and asked her if she was going to practice the joining with them. Korica said she really wanted to go see the girls first but she would come back up later and practice with them. Jake put both his hands on Korica's cheeks and looked straight into her beautiful eyes.

"I love you sweetheart. I just want you to know how proud I am of you. You are so smart and so sweet, I am just so glad to have you with us."

"Awe. I love you too Jake. I've been trying to be good and do as I'm told so you will be proud of me."

"Well I couldn't be more proud of you. You go have fun with the girls and say hi for us ok?"

"I will. Thank you." Korica smiled big.

Korica then gave him a peck on the cheek and left to go visit with the girls. After she left Laurel looked at Jake with an inquisitive look.

"Sorry babe. Mark has me a little flustered. He is convinced we are going to do something careless and get Korica hurt or killed or something. It's just made me appreciate just how much I care about her."

"Yah I heard what you two were discussing."

"You heard us?"

"No, but I heard what you were thinking so I have a pretty good idea what he was saying."

"Oh ok. So what are your thoughts about it?"

Jake proceeded to get changed while Laurel talked.

"What we are doing is a little dangerous I guess, but I don't think it is anything that will hurt her. I've tried to take every precaution possible to make the interface as safe as possible. The compression filter is as far away from us as possible incase it overloads, I just don't see to much danger unless it comes from exhaustion. It is very hard on her body but she has reassured me she can handle it."

"You don't think she'll push herself to hard just to make this work?"

"No I don't think so. She's pretty tough but I don't think she wants to push until it hurts. I think she is just making her body keep up with something she wasn't meant to fool around with until she was much older. Her lungs are just struggling to get enough oxygen into her body to match the increase in brain activity and thusly her heart rate."

"See that's what has me a little worried. Can her body take the increase in blood pressure and metabolic rate with out stroking?"

"I honestly don't know. I hope it's not more than her body can handle."

"See that's what Mark doesn't like. He knows we really don't know what this is doing to her. He's afraid we are going to push her to the breaking point and she will end up dead. He loves her like his own little girl and he wouldn't let us push his own flesh and blood like this."

"Are you saying we should stop what we are doing?"

"No, we can't afford to do that. I think we should have her wear one of those monitors like you have to wear and if her blood pressure or oxygen concentrations reach dangerous levels we need to have the AI alert us with a loud alarm or something."

"That's actually a really good idea. That would detect a problem before she even knew there was one."

"It's the least we can do to keep an eye on her. I would never forgive myself if she¦I can't stand the thought of losing her."

By this time Jake was changed and had a pair of standard ships uniform pants on and was sitting on the edge of the bed. Laurel was lying in the middle of the bed on her side leaning on her arm facing him wearing her night gear shirt.

"Don't start dwelling on that Jake. I can't have you losing your confidence or second-guessing yourself. That's when mistakes are made."

"You're right. I'll let it go."

Jake laid down on his back on the bed and the two talked about much lighter things until Korica returned at 21:00. She looked very happy and immediately shucked her skirt off and then kicked her shoes off and climbed up on the bed and squirmed in between Jake and Laurel. She reported that the girls were doing excellent and they all said hello.

The three got comfortable and then Korica closed her eyes as Laurel and Jake gently put their foreheads against the side of her head. With a smile Korica was able to instantly pull them both in without the slightest effort. After enjoying each other's warm energy for a while Laurel told Korica to break the connection and try entering their minds for once.

She was able to enter their minds briefly much as before but just couldn't hold the connection yet. Laurel let her try several times before she reached out and entered her mind and helped her connect to Jake several times trying to show her how it felt. She then withdrew and Jake did the same thing showing her how it felt to enter Laurel's mind. Korica found it felt different entering each of their minds. Laurel felt like a slow free fall feeling when she entered her mind and Jake felt like an abrupt drop into his mind then a slow floating feeling would set in.

After another hour of practicing the connecting over and over Laurel and Jake withdrew from Korica's mind and deliberately made her seek them out by clearing their minds of all possible thought. She was able find them by feeling for their presence and then letting herself drift toward their feelings first then listening for their whispers very carefully and finally making the connection into their minds, which she was able to hold onto. She did this several times before Laurel and Jake sank into her mind very strongly and very deeply initiating the deep emotional sharing that she loved so much. They let her explore every emotion and almost every corner of their minds before exploring her emotions and thoughts themselves.

The three enjoyed this very intimate connection for quite sometime before Laurel and Jake withdrew themselves from Korica's mind. She was left feeling very relaxed and very content though she wished they could stay connected longer. She was finding that she always wanted more because the sharing was very intoxicating and almost addictive.

Laurel knew it was getting late and they had practiced long enough for the night. Laurel was very proud of Korica's progress. She seemed to be able to initiate the sharing herself by either pulling them into herself or she was now able to enter their minds and hold the connection firmly without any assistance. Laurel slid out of the bed and collected Korica's new skirt from the night table and waited for her to finish giving Jake a long embrace goodnight. Laurel then helped her put her skirt on and gave her a long hug and told her how very proud she was of her. Korica then slipped her shoes on and departed for her quarters down on the passenger deck.

Laurel then slid back into the bed as Jake slid his pants off and climbed back into bed with her. The two discussed Korica's remarkable progress for a few minutes before the subject of Korica's ever deepening love for Jake came up. Laurel felt the same thing Jake was feeling from deep within Korica. It was different from brotherly love and definitely not what a girl would feel for her father either. There was no lust but her feelings were starting to run very deep and tender in a way that concerned Laurel and Jake both.

In the end they both knew there was nothing they could do about it, the sharing was very intimate and very deep and Korica was starting puberty early and her feelings would soon be all over the place. It was agreed that Jake would have to stop touching her deepest emotions hopefully keeping her love for him in perspective.

Laurel kissed Jake goodnight and the two snuggled up together facing each other for a good nights sleep after turning the lights down. Laurel just couldn't help herself and ended up with her hands on Jake's cock and after only a few moments of groping him his erection was irresistible to her so she pulled his underwear off as well as her own and the two enjoyed a particularly intense round of intimate exchange resulting in a relieving orgasm for both. Both then drifted off to sleep after getting cleaned up wearing nothing at all while holding each other.

In the morning the two got up as the lights came up and got ready for the day. They both knew today would be the day they would actually attempt to transmit a signal to the elder race. Korica would translate a message of greeting drafted by all three into the language of the elder race and it would be piggy backed on the signal by the AI while the three were connected to each other and pushing their strongest feelings of love through the interface.

When Laurel and Jake arrived in the mess hall they found Korica sitting with Mark discussing the up coming attempt at transmitting the signal. Korica immediately lit up when she saw the pair enter the room as did Mark. Korica got up and greeted them with a warm hug and a peck on the cheeks.

During the meal Mark reminded all three that he would be watching closely and that no unnecessary risk was to be taken. He wanted Korica to be given supplemental oxygen via on oxygen concentrator and at the first sign of excessive physical stress on Korica the experiment was to be ended. All agreed that they would use caution and the mood lightened.

After the morning workout and showers were out of the way Korica was seated at the science station on the bridge again and her lessons were resumed. The computer reported that by midday the modifications to the chair and ventilation would be complete. Laurel also ordered a signal compressor pathway from the receiver array be patched into the chair just incase an incoming signal from the elder race was detected; it could be fed directly into the control interface and hopefully it could be piped right into the minds of the three while connected.

By late morning Korica was studying hard and had completed two rounds of very complex mathematics and navigation plotting and control familiarization. She again scored 100% on the final exam sections of her lessons astounding Mark. She obviously had a brilliant little mind and as long as things were explained once she was able to grasp very complex ideas and use them with absolute precision.

Mark was starting to feel like he had a cold coming on but he knew it was going to be far worse than a pesky cold. He decided it was so close to the time for the signal to be transmitted and everyone was so excited about it that he would wait until afterwards to tell them the virus was finally starting to make him sick.

Just before lunchtime Korica finished her lessons for navigation and plotting and was ready to begin guidance and propulsion when the AI announced that the modifications to the scanner relay compartment and the chair were done. Laurel plotted the coordinates for the signal to be aimed at and Jake slowed the Future and then finally brought the Future to a dead stop. Mark took a detailed scan to make sure they were alone and then set his controls over to the computer for continuous passive scanning until it was time to switch over to the neural interface and use the scanners for transmitting the signal at maximum gain.

The four then logged off their respective stations and handed the controls over to the AI then departed for the mess hall. During lunch Mark apologized for sounding like a broken record when he reemphasized that Korica's well being was the absolute priority. Jake reassured him it was being taken very seriously and he further proved it by having a wrist monitor delivered for Korica to wear during the whole process. It looked just like Laurel's and the AI would be able to monitor her vitals down to the finest detail the whole time and the first sign of dangerous blood pressure readings or insufficient oxygen concentration or hormone or adrenaline spikes would result in a very loud alarm and the neural interface would be turned off immediately so she could be attended to.

Mark's mind was put at ease as much as possible and the four went about enjoying their lunch. After the meal Laurel stopped by the med deck for her harvesting to be performed before meeting the other two in the scanner relay compartment. The AI informed her that the hormone treatment had been reformulated again to more closely match the naturally present levels detected inside her uterus. The result would be less of a tingling sensation after delivery and less of an elevated libido after wards, which has been driving her nuts when she is close to Jake.

Laurel then made her way to the scanner relay compartment and joined Korica and Jake who were waiting for her in the corridor. Laurel entered the room first and immediately noticed two very large round air conditioning vents coming out of the walls from the adjoining compartments that came to the middle of the room then curved down toward the floor. There was also a larger return air duct over the compression filter in the corner of the room that would create a steady flow of cool air through the room, which was now a chilly 60 degrees. The clear transparent aluminum spark shield that curved over the occupant seats now had metal looking strips with neural energy receptors incorporated into it them making the assembly look even more like an umbrella with its ribs showing.

Laurel made her way to the back of the interface and brought up a touch keypad and the three composed their simple message to be sent to the elder race. It simply said:

'We are the Humans from Earth. We received your message and understand. We humbly request an audience with the elder race to discuss enlightenment and to request help with a dire and sensitive matter involving many tender souls from this galaxy. We send you greetings and warmest wishes for peaceful contact between our people.'

Laurel then asked Korica if she could translate it into the language of the elder race in a manner that would retain as much of the meaning as possible.

"Yes. I can do it but I'll need to draw the characters since you don't have the language of the elder race in your computer library."

"We can do that. Computer please have a stylus delivered to us so Korica can write directly onto the control panel."

"Understood."

A few minutes later a servo drone entered the room with the stylus and handed it to Korica. She then set about creating the translation. The piggyback signal wouldn't be near as complex as the original signal from the elder race but the message would be discernable as a massage in their own language from the Human race using thought as a transmission medium. It only took Korica a few minutes to write out the translation and enter it into the system. Laurel then turned the control interface and the compression filter on filling the room with a low groaning hum.

The three then went to the seats at the front of the chair as it was being called and Laurel fitted Korica's neural halo to her head and then put the breathing mask for the oxygen concentrator over her nose and mouth and smiled at her and then stroked her cheek gently with her thumb as she cupped her lower jaw as she turned the oxygen flow on. She was still incredibly cute even with the mask on her face. Korica then climbed into her seat and got comfortable. Laurel then took her seat and put her halo on and looked at Jake who was already lying back with his halo on and adjusted. The three then grabbed the wires hanging in front of their faces and plugged them into the forehead pickups and laid their heads back and closed their eyes and took hold of each other's hands.

"You can initiate the connection Korica." Laurel said.

"Ok. Thank you for letting me start it."

Korica grinned and listened for the voices of the other two and pulled them into her mind at the same time with ease.

At the same time Mark was seated on the bridge at one of the science stations and he had ordered the computer to display all of the vitals it was monitoring from Korica at his station and he had a video link from the room being shown on the large forward display so he could see all three of them in high detail as they proceeded. He didn't understand most of what the AI was monitoring from Korica though. There were adrenaline levels and Ph levels and hormones tagged with long chemical numbers and peptide levels but the ones he was most concerned with were the blood pressure, pulse rate, respiration rate, body temperature, and blood oxygen concentration level and those were easily identifiable.

He noticed almost as soon as Korica closed her eyes her heart rate jumped from 70 beats a minute to 95 beats a minute and her respiration rate increased significantly. The readings then settled back a little and evened out. He could tell all three looked very calm on the view screen and Korica was grinning slightly behind her mask. He had no idea if it was normal or not but she seemed to be genuinely enjoying the experience for the moment.

After the dizzy feeling of having two minds enter hers at the same time faded Korica relaxed and felt the warm feelings of affection from Laurel and Jake and it made her grin. She could tell they both loved her so much they would do anything for her. She let herself slip into their minds for a moment and they didn't resist letting her explore a little before Laurel whispered to her it was time to get serious. Korica withdrew into her own mind while holding the connection firmly and concentrated on her love for Laurel and Jake finding her love for Jake a little stronger than before.

Laurel and Jake concentrated on their strongest feeling for one another as well as their tender and warm feelings for Korica and let the feeling grow and swell to their strongest. Korica then let her feeling grow beyond her ability to hold them back. Laurel and Jake could sense that Korica was building to her maximum potential and Laurel counted to five and all three pushed their feeling outward as Korica completely let go of her emotions and didn't try and fight them at all as she pushed.

The interface began to hum louder and the room jumped in temperature by five degrees in seconds before the ventilation kicked on to maximum creating a cold rush of air into the room.

Mark sat up in his seat as Korica began to breath very heavy and her pulse rate jumped to 135 beats a minute. Her oxygen concentration only fell to 96% from 98% so he wasn't to terribly concerned yet but it was obvious Korica's little body was working very hard, like she was jogging fast to try and supply the blood needed to support such an intense level of brain activity. Mark then heard the AI announce, "transmitting" as the signal was focused and directed through the scanner emitters.

Korica was continuing to let her maximum effort flow through her in heavy pulsing waves that mimicked her heartbeat. She started breathing even harder and her pulse rate jumped again to 142 beats a minute and she felt intermittent waves of visions of some kind coming into focus in her mind. Laurel and Jake were both starting to feel drawn into Korica stronger and stronger until they were feeling and seeing exactly what she was as all of the feelings and sound from the interface started to fad away.

They were seeing a calm floating fog up to their waists and suddenly they became aware of the other two standing next to them in this misty fog that came above Korica's stomach. It was very quiet and all the noises from the interface had just faded away completely. The three looked around but couldn't discern any walls and there was no ceiling but there was a gentle glowing light that seemed to be coming from everywhere above. Laurel gently reached down to take Korica's hand and her hand passed right through her like she wasn't even there. Korica raised her hand and looked at it and it looked wispy like smoke when it was moved and then coalesced to whole when held still.

"Are we dead?" Korica asked.

"I don't think so baby. I think this is an alternate dimension or something. I think you¦transported us¦or our minds anyway, somewhere else. Is this what you and Jake saw?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. This is exactly what I saw." Jake answered.

"Me too. So where the heck are we?" Korica sounded a little scared.

"I don't have any idea. Can you get us out of here Korica if necessary?" Laurel asked.

As Laurel looked down at Korica she looked completely normal until she moved her head to look up at her when her head became wispy just like her hand had then re-coalesced. It was very dizzying and disorienting for her.

"I honestly don't know. I don't even know how I got us here if I did this¦do you feel that? There is someone or something here with us."

Laurel thought about it for second and then realized she was feeling it to. All three of them felt the presence drawing in toward them and it was enough for Laurel to become concerned.

"Korica you have to try and break this connection. I don't like what I'm feeling."

"I¦"

Korica suddenly looked like she was out of breath and she put her hand up to her chest in a quick movement that stirred the fog around her and made her arm turn to a wisp of blurry movement before coalescing at her chest. Now Laurel was really frightened. It looked like Korica was in distress and couldn't break the trance or whatever she had initiated. Laurel knelt down and looked into Korica's face and could see genuine panic in her eyes. She was in pain and couldn't speak. Suddenly everything got blurry and started to spin and then faded to black.

Laurel's eyes popped open as she realized there was a loud buzzer sounding and the interface was humming very loudly as it was being shut down by the computer. As soon as her vision cleared up she leaned forward and looked over at Korica who had a hand on her chest but her eyes were closed. She looked like she was just sleeping but her face looked very pale. Laurel could finally discern the AI's voice over the buzzer saying that Korica's heart had stopped get her out of her seat and lie her on the floor.

A rather large servo drone came floating into the room very quickly and it had defibrillator paddles in its hands. Laurel stumbled out of her seat and scooped Korica up and as she was about to lay her on the floor she gasped long and deep then began breathing hard and coughing. Laurel pulled her up to her chest and began to weep. Jake then put his hand on her shoulder startling her and told her to lie her down and get the oxygen mask back on her face.

Laurel laid her down on the floor and placed the mask that had fallen off onto her seat back onto her face. Korica blinked several times while breathing heavy and fast. Laurel was now crying because she was so scared and so sorry at the realization that Korica was technically dead for a few moments. This was exactly what Mark was afraid of. Her little body just couldn't take the shock of being pushed so hard to do something it wasn't ready for. Laurel laid her forehead on Korica's stomach as she began to cry openly. Korica put a hand on the back of her head and gasped that she was ok.

After only a few moments Mark stormed into the room and knelt down next to Korica pushing the servo drone out of the way as he did so. He looked straight into her eyes and she mustered a small grin as her breathing started to slow. The color was returning to her cheeks and her pupil response was returning too normal as Mark looked at Jake and shook his head.

"Computer cut the alarm please." Mark growled.

The alarm was very loud and piercing and had been sounding since Korica's body temperature reached 101 degrees and her pulse flat lined. Her pulse had jumped to 195 beats per minute and stayed there for sometime before palpitating then stopping all together.

Mark gently scooped Korica up into his arms and stood up and slid the mask off of her face and then made his way out into the corridor where a hovering gurney was waiting. He gently laid her down on it and strapped her legs and waist down. The gurney was then pushed down the corridor toward the elevator by a servo drone. Once the gurney disappeared into the elevator Mark turned and stepped back into the room. Laurel was sitting in the floor with her knees up to her face and her arms were wrapped around them while she was crying with Jake kneeling on one knee next to her with his hand on her back trying to console her.

Jake lifted his hand toward Mark so he wouldn't start yelling first thing. Mark got the signal and just gently knelt down in front of Laurel and placed his hand on Laurel's head.

"I think she's going to be ok cap. She wasn't out that long. I've seen guys go a hell of a lot longer without their ticker beating and they came out just fine." Mark said calmly.

Laurel immediately swung her legs around and leaned up and grabbed Mark in a very tight hug around the neck. Mark stood up pulling Laurel to her feet with him. He then wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into a tight hug around the midsection. Laurel sobbed on his shoulder for few moments before trying to regain her composure.

Mark gently pushed her back once he sensed she wasn't sobbing anymore.

"You gunna be ok cap?"

"Yah. I'm so sorry Mark. I should've listened to you. We almost lost her. There was¦something in there with us. It scared the crap out of us all. I guess it was just to much for her little heart with as hard as she was working to keep us in there."

"You keep saying in there. Are you saying you were inside the machine?"

"No. Korica¦took us somewhere. It was a strange¦dimension or¦I don't know. We just weren't here anymore. I didn't hear the alarm or anything."

"Look, until you can insure this won't happen again there isn't going to be any more transmissions. The experiment is over. You transmitted for two and a half minutes. That is just going to have to be good enough."

"I know. I am so sorry Mark. I didn't mean to¦" Laurel's voice cracked and she started to tear up again.

"I'm not going to spout the I told you so's. Let's just go see how the little one is doing."

Laurel took Jake's hand and the three made their way up to the med deck. When they arrived at the trauma room that the AI indicated Korica was in, they entered to find Korica laying on her back on the exam table looking completely calm. She sat up and smiled brightly at the sight of all three of them. She looked like nothing had happened at all. Laurel stepped up and grabbed her in a very tight hug and began apologizing to her.

"You didn't do anything to me Laurel. I just got scared and couldn't breathe."

"No baby. Your heart stopped for¦computer how long was her heart stopped for?"

"Twenty-seven seconds. She is going to be fine. I did not find any signs of brain damage."

"Almost a half a minute baby. You were¦we could have lost you. I won't ever make you do that again."

"But the signal. We have to get the signal to the elder race."

"We did sweetie. We transmitted for two and a half minutes. It should have been more than enough time for them to see the signal."

"But I want to do it again. I want to learn more about where we were."

"No Korica! You almost died honey. You just aren't strong enough for the strain it puts on your body. Your people probably don't mess with this stuff until they are adults and much stronger than you are. I should have never made you do this."

"You didn't make me, I wanted to do it."

"I know Korica. You are very brave for volunteering for something so dangerous but I am not going to let you do something that I know could potentially take your life."

"You'll still share yourself with me though, right?"

"Yes. I don't think that is dangerous at all and I know how much you love it. You can still share yourself with me as much as you like. Just no more pushing your feelings out or whatever it is you do."

"Ok." Korica smiled big.

Mark stepped up to her next and pulled her off the table in a bear hug as she wrapped her legs around his waist.

"You scared the pants off us little one. I really thought you were a goner."

"Nope. I'm fine. You can't get rid of me that easy." Korica gave him a big toothy smile and kissed him on the cheek.

Mark smiled back and kissed her on the forehead. He then slid her down to the ground as his head started to throb and he began to lose his balance. He stepped up to the exam and laid down on it and Laurel knew immediately what was going on.

"Mark are you feeling sick?" Laurel asked.

"Yah. I started feeling a little sick about ten or eleven this morning but I wanted to let you finish transmitting the signal before I said anything."

"Damn it Mark! You promised me you would tell us as soon as you felt sick."

"And I am right now. I'm feeling like shit and my head hurts."

The AI immediately ordered them out of the room so an oxygen tent could be erected and so his clothes could be removed. The three hurriedly left the room and the door slid shut. The three stood looking at each other with a look of worry for a moment before slowly departing for the command deck.

Once back on the command deck the three went to the bridge and sat quietly for a few moments before trying to return to their duties. Laurel set Korica up with the next set of lessons for the bridge studies. Korica was finding it hard to concentrate though and had to keep pausing her lessons. She couldn't get Mark out of her mind. She was very worried about him knowing there was no cure for what he had.

Jake got the Future moving again toward the origin of the signal from the elder race. By 14:00 the AI interrupted everyone to tell them to come down and see Mark while he was still conscious. He was fading fast and it was likely he would soon slip into a coma. His temperature was very high and he was asking for his crew.

The three logged off their stations and quickly headed for the isolation room Mark had been moved to. When they arrived he had several intravenous lines in his arms and he looked horrible. The speed of his deterioration was astounding. He was shaking from the fever and body aches and seemed listless and groggy.

He smiled a little and waved them into the room. He moved his hand out toward Korica and she stepped forward and reached in through the oxygen tent and took his hand.

"Hay little one. I want you to do as these guys say ok? They love you and only want the best for you. I love you Korica. Don't you ever forget that ok? You made me feel things I didn't even think were possible. Thank you for being my friend." Marks voice was low and shaky.

"Mark, you sound like you plan on leaving us. Please don't talk like that. I love you too and I need you around to watch my back." Korica began to cry.

Laurel stepped up behind her and put her hands over her shoulders onto her front side and hugged her from behind. Mark looked up at her and pointed his finger at her with his other hand.

"You take good care of her cap. Don't you let anyone touch her wrong or talk bad to her. She's going to be beautiful and will need you to look after her when the guys come running." Mark laughed and then coughed.

"Mark I don't know what to say besides I love you and hang in there please. We are going to find a way to lick this thing; you just got to hang on until we find a cure."

"Hay xo you take care of these ladies for me. I'm gunna kick your ass if I find out you let them get into trouble you hear?"

Jake stepped forward as Marks voice was getting weak and hard to hear.

"Yes sir! I won't let you down Lieutenant." Jake saluted him and tried not show how close to tears he was.

"It's been an honor and a privilege to serve with you three. And I mean that from the bottom of my heart. You are the most extraordinary young people I have ever met and I am proud of all of you."

Mark then rolled his eyes up into his head and lost consciousness. The computer ordered them out again so Mark could immediately be prepared for hard stasis. It would preserve him as he is and give the AI time to try and find a cure for the virus. As the three stepped out of the room several servo drones carrying large pieces of a stasis chamber rushed into the room.

Laurel lost it and started crying into Jake's shoulder as he wrapped his arm around her back. Korica soon followed suit and Jake put his hand on her back as she cried into his side. After several minutes the girls pulled themselves together and the three headed back up to the command deck.

The three went back to work, as they were sure Mark would have insisted they do. The best way to honor him was to be strong and keep forging ahead. The three went about their daily routine until it was time for the evening meal. Korica had completed another round of lessons that should have taken days to complete, which only confirmed what Jake was starting to suspect. Korica was indeed different just like he and Laurel were compared to others their own age among Humans. She possessed a mind of extraordinary flexibility and adaptability. The things she was learning at 10 without any real effort would be tough for most adults to absorb and remember if they had weeks to study the material. He couldn't be more proud of her.

After logging off their stations on the bridge the three made their way to the mess hall to have dinner. They ate in almost complete silence. Jake could hear Laurel thinking hard about ways to possibly assist the AI in finding a cure for the virus but she was making wild guesses since advanced medicine was not part of her neural training while in stasis. Korica was thinking in Hiram so Jake had no idea what she was actually thinking but he could tell she was very sad but calm and exuding a great deal of love as always. Every time he listened into her mind she would look over at him and grin. She was hearing his whispers giving away his presence in her mind. He would just smile back and exit her mind.

After the meal the three went to the gym and worked out. Once the girls departed for their showers Jake felt very lonely. He usually sat and talked with Mark about the days events or Mark would confide something to him that he didn't want to say in front of the girls. His absence was very profound and disturbing for Jake.

Once he sensed Laurel was done and heading back to their quarters he departed for the showers himself. When he was done he made his way back to their quarters and found Korica sitting in Laurel's lap so Laurel could brush her hair and be close to her. Jake noticed that Korica was in her night gear shirt.

"Korica's going to sleep here tonight I take it?" Jake asked looking at Laurel.

"That's ok isn't it?"

"Absolutely. I think it's a great idea. I was going to ask her to stay anyway. She must have read my mind." Jake smiled and winked at Korica.

"Honestly I didn't. I just don't want to be alone tonight."

"Korica baby you can read my mind any time you want. I got nothing to hide from you. I was just ribbing you."

"Oh. Ok. Well I don't know how to do that yet anyways. I can only hear you if you enter my mind first."

"Give it time sweetie. We are getting closer everyday and with all the sharing we do I am sure before to long you will be able to reach out and listen to our minds with ease."

Korica closed her eyes again and went back to enjoying the sensation of Laurel's hands gently stroking her head. It was very calming and helped take her mind off how much she missed Mark already. He had become a big part of her life and she was going to miss his big strong arms and constant words of praise and encouragement.

Jake grabbed his pants and underwear and headed into the bathroom to get changed. When he was done brushing his teeth and changing he stepped out and found Laurel and Korica sitting across from each other on the bed with their legs folded Indian style with their foreheads touching. He now understood why he couldn't hear Laurel's soft whispers but he could hear Korica thinking in English for once. She was inside Laurel's mind, which was capable of reaching out to him, and Laurel was inside Korica's mind, which wasn't capable of reaching out yet. He thought it was a little comical to listen into Laurel's mind and hear Korica's whispers there instead.

He sat down on the bed gently and let the girls enjoy their intimate time in peace. As he sat he noticed a small hand touch his arm. It was Korica's hand but he was pretty sure it was Laurel reaching her hand out to invite him in. He spun around and crossed his legs and leaned his head toward the girls and took their hands into his. As he slipped into Laurel's mind he found the overwhelming and distinct presence of Korica there. Once he got his bearings he let his mind slip in deeper and he soon felt Laurel entering his mind in a warm soft presence. He let her drift into him as he slipped into Korica's mind and let himself sink very deeply into her. He made sure not to touch her deepest spots but he enjoyed the visceral feeling of being inside her gentle little mind. She still felt very small and innocent when compared to Laurel's much bigger and stronger presence. Laurel felt innocent but she was a very commanding presence and just somehow felt bigger.

The three stayed connected for quite sometime enjoying the comfort the other's provided and the intense love made all three fell very close and bonded like nothing else possibly could. Laurel was the first to pull herself out of the connection leaving Jake and Korica swimming in the other's mind and feelings for a few moments before Jake noticed Laurel's absence encouraging him to slowly withdraw himself as Korica slid back down into her own mind. Jake held his forehead against Korica for a moment longer to give her time to clear the fog from her mind without falling over, which always took a little longer than it did for him or Laurel.

Korica leaned back and smiled at him big. It was only then that she noticed all three were holding hands. She lifted her hand clasped to Jake's and kissed his fingers then did the same to Laurel's fingers clasped in her other hand.

"Thank you for being so nice to me. I can't tell you how happy you both make me."

"You don't have to tell us sweetheart. We can feel it. You make us both incredibly happy too. We love you Korica and we always will." Laurel said.

Korica leaned over and kissed Laurel on the cheek and then did the same to Jake then turned on her back between them. Jake stood up and pulled the covers down under her then pulled them up on her and slid in next to her. Laurel then stood up and slid in on the other side of her. Laurel and Jake both leaned in and kissed her on the side of the head at the same time making her smile big as she closed her eyes. Jake was relieved to hear Laurel's whispers in his head again just as he always did. Being this close to her he could hear them particularly crisply as did she his.

Laurel lowered the lights and then her and Jake snuggled up to Korica sharing her body between them and drifted off to sleep.

In the morning as the lights came up Korica woke first and found herself lying looking straight into Jake's face. She took a moment to take note of just how handsome he truly was before leaning in and kissing him gently. He batted his eyes a few times and found himself staring into Korica's beautiful grayish blue eyes. He smiled at her and reached up and swept a small lock of her white hair off her cheek.

"Your eyes are so beautiful Korica¦did you sleep good?"

"Your eyes are pretty too. I love the color of green in your eyes¦I slept great thanks to you guys. I always sleep better if I get to share myself with you before going to sleep."

Jake then closed his eyes and listened into Laurel's mind and found her feeling very warm at the sight of him doting on Korica. She was worried that he would act a little cold to her since he was worried about her feelings being a little stronger than they should be toward him. He sent a wave of his love toward Laurel in a push and Laurel smiled and sent him a rather large push of her own feelings.

Korica noticed Jake's unexpected smile with his eyes closed and assumed he was talking to Laurel. She rolled over and met Laurel's warm gaze. Her azure blue eyes and inviting grin made Korica smile big. Korica couldn't help but notice that Laurel had stunning beauty that seemed to always show; even first thing in the morning when most people look a fright she was absolutely beautiful to look at.

"Good morning captain Laurel." Korica leaned in and gave her a peck.

"Good morning sweetie. Are you as hungry as I am?"

"I sure am."

"Well let's get you dressed and we'll go get something to eat."

Korica smiled big and pushed the covers down and sprang out of bed. Laurel stood up and stretched and then walked around to Jake's side of the bed and put her hand out to him and he took it and stood up. Laurel then wrapped her arms around him and the two stood for a few minutes in a warm embrace. Jake gave her a long lip lock kiss and then the two moved apart to get dressed. Laurel joined Korica in the bathroom where she was already brushing her teeth with their clothes in hand and the door slid shut.

Once they were dressed and had their hair brushed the three made their way to the mess hall half expecting to see Mark sitting waiting for them drinking his morning tea but instead the room was empty and eerily quiet. The three felt a profound sense of loss at Mark's absence but walked over to their usual table and sat down and ordered their breakfast.

After the meal was done the three went to the gym and worked out then the girls departed for their shower and Jake walked with them to the showers while talking to them leading Korica to think he was going to join them, which she didn't think was right. She didn't care if he saw her naked since he already had many times but she didn't know how she would react to seeing him naked. He was a man not a boy and she knew she would have an urge to look and she didn't want to get caught looking at him. To her relief he gave Laurel a peck and kept going toward his quarters to leave the girls to shower in privacy.

When the girls were done and entered the command quarters Jake departed for his shower leaving the girls to get dressed in privacy. When he returned to his quarters Jake was surprised to find Korica dressed in the ships uniform for the command crew. Her form fitting pants hugged her little curves tightly and really accentuated just how skinny she was becoming. By eating healthy and exercising twice a day strenuously she was really starting to look very fit. Her baby fat tummy as Mark called it had all but disappeared and her butt looked muscular instead of pudgy and plump and her legs looked very toned and muscular for her size. Korica sensed him staring at her as she stood with her back and side to him as Laurel brushed her hair. She stopped Laurel and turned facing him. He couldn't help but look her up and down. She looked amazing in the ships uniform. She actually looked like a young lady instead of a little girl as she did in her skirt outfits.

"What? What's wrong?" Korica asked as she looked down at herself.

"Sorry. There isn't anything wrong with you. You just¦I¦you look so different. You sure you're only ten?"

"I'm positive. Are you saying I look older?" Korica sounded surprised.

"You most certainly do. You look great Korica. I guess I just didn't realize you had become so fit. I would guess you to be at least twelve or thirteen if I didn't know better."

Korica smiled big and looked at Laurel. Laurel raised her eyebrows and nodded yes in agreement. Jake then shook his head to break off his stare and went and fetched his clothes and turned to make his way to the bathroom only to catch sight of her from the side at a little distance this time and again he was floored by how fit and proper she looked. He remembered her naked frame when they had rescued her and she didn't look anything like that now. She looked very healthy and almost gorgeous, as a woman should. He knew in another couple of months as puberty took a hold of her she was going to be a knock out. He was truly proud of the turn around she had made but he was just a little shocked at how quickly and how completely she had changed without him even noticing before.

He took a second to examine his feelings for her while watching her only to realize he still had his feelings in the right perspective, he wasn't falling for her or anything crazy she was just growing right before their eyes and he hadn't noticed until now. Laurel turned and looked at him hearing what was going through his mind.

"Sorry Babe. I just never noticed how alluring she was becoming until now."

"It's alright. You just surprised me, that's all."

Jake broke his train of thought and made his way into the bathroom to get changed. When the door slid shut behind him Korica looked Laurel in the face for second with an inquisitive look on her face.

"Captain Laurel, what is¦alluring?"

"Ah¦it means attractive."

"Jake thinks I'm attractive?" Korica sounded worried.

"It doesn't mean he is attracted to you like he is to me¦he's just not used to seeing you dressed like this and he sees you are becoming a woman."

"Oh¦I don't know if I understand. He said I am alluring but he doesn't mean it?"

"No sweetheart. That's not it at all. You remember us talking about a true man?"

"Yah. You said Jake is a true man."

"That's right and a true man can see the beauty in another woman without feeling a desire to possess her or touch her. He just appreciates how gorgeous you are becoming. He loves you Korica. You don't ever have to fear anything he sees in you. He will never betray your trust in him I promise you that."

"Well I notice how handsome he is too but I don't want to possess or touch him either. Well not in a dirty way, I want to hug and kiss him but not¦not like you do."

"See, it's the same thing. He loves having you in his arms and in his heart but not like he does with me. He wants to hug and love on you, not caress and rub on you."

"Oh. In that case he can look at me all he wants and I won't feel uncomfortable."

"In time you will be able to look into his mind and see exactly what he is thinking like I can. You'll see he knows you are beautiful but you choose who gets to touch you or not."

"I'm glad he respects me that much as well as you. He's your man and I don't ever want to ruin that for you."

"Don't worry baby you can't. It's just not in him. He loves me far too much to ever hurt me like that. You've seen what's inside him and how he feels about me, he isn't capable of betraying that love and trust."

"You're right. I hadn't thought about that. I know exactly what's in his heart. I guess that's why I don't care if he sees me¦undressed or not. I got nothing to fear from him. He might look at me and he might think I'm pretty but he isn't going to do anything to me."

"Now you're getting it. He loves you almost as much as he loves me. He'll never hurt you like that."

Just then Jake came out of the bathroom and he looked at Korica and smiled at her and walked up to her and knelt down in front of her. Korica leaned in and kissed his cheek and then wrapped her arms around him tightly.

"What's all this for?"

"Thank you for respecting me Jake."

"Awe. You are most welcome sweetie. You deserve it, you've earned every ounce of my respect."

The three then departed for the bridge to begin their day. Korica was set to work on her next set of lesson for gravitational theorems and propulsion dynamics. Jake was sure these lessons would be much more of a challenge for her. He had the dynamics implanted directly into his brain and it was still a little confusing at times.

By 10:00 Korica had the lessons done and again scored 99% on the quiz sections and 100% on the final exam section. Jake was speechless. These lessons should have been beyond her understanding but she soaked the information in like a sponge and seemed to have an intuitive understanding of the material just like Laurel was with problem solving the ships repairs. The lessons should have taken all day or longer to complete leading Jake to suspect she was naturally capable of speed-reading at the very least and far more brilliant than Human girls her age. The fact that English was actually an alien language for her made it even that much more remarkable.

It dawned on him that if she was taught English from the chair and it learned from him and Laurel perhaps Laurel's ability to read at well over a thousands word a minute was somehow passed on through the chair. He wondered what else might have been inadvertently passed on like Laurel's intuitive learning ability, her love of math, her insane understanding of gravitational theorems and her concepts of space time as non linear and flowing like a liquid, which Jake still didn't get.

He suddenly had a radical idea and looked over at Laurel.

"Laurel, are you thinking what I'm thinking in regards to Korica's ability to learn like us?"

"Well I am now. I can hear what is going through your mind. Mark would hate the idea."

"I know but he is overly protective of her. I think she could do it. It would take¦a day maybe?"

"Yah something like that. It would depend on how much she could take before neural trauma set in."

"What? What are you guys talking about?"

Jake turned and knelt down next to Korica.

"How would you like to try and learn all the lessons for the bridge ensign position?"

"Isn't that what I'm doing?"

"Well yes. But I'm talking about all one hundred lessons at the same time. You could be a fully qualified Bridgman in a day."

"Are you talking about in the stasis chamber? Using that neural¦neural suggestion thing?"

"Yes. These lessons are just to slow for you and you are obviously a genius."

"Is that really possible captain Laurel?"

"Well¦I thought about it once before but you are very young, and you're not Human. The chamber was designed for Humans. If it went wrong there could be significant brain damage. You wouldn't be the same if your brain neural prolapsed."

"If my brain what?"

"It's like a stroke. Part of your brain would die. The part where all the information was being sent would simply stop working. Everything you know would simply be gone and you wouldn't be able to use that part of your brain to think anymore. From what the computer said your memory and sense of self are wired in together. That would all be gone. I thought it was to dangerous so I never mentioned it."

"Well couldn't we try just a little bit and see what happens?" Korica asked.

"I don't know sweetie, the last experiment I did with you resulted in your heart stopping. I'm not sure this is such a good idea. You can't restart the brain. It could even result in your death. I'm just not willing to take that chance."

"You used it on me once before. You taught me all about Earth and your people and all the decks and doors on the Future. Nothing went wrong that time."

"That was a little different. Those were very basic learning programs. This would involve terabytes of information and a full day to embed the information. Plus what I did before was reckless. I never should have never put you in my chamber."

"Laurel you sound like you are starting to second guess your decisions after what happened to Korica in the chair?" Jake said.

"You better believe it. You are supposed to learn from your mistakes, not repeat them somewhere else. We've almost lost Mark because of my decision to rescue the girls, I am not going to lose Korica because she is capable of learning faster than Humans and I am inpatient."

"Are you saying you regret rescuing us?" Korica sounded wounded.

"No baby not all. You needed to be taken out of there. What the Hodong were doing to you girls was evil. It had to be stopped. Mark isn't sorry either. He would gladly give his life if it meant the suffering and indignity came to an end for all of you girls. I'm just saying there are consequences for my decisions as captain and your death is not one I am willing to accept."

"Laurel, will you at least consult the AI and see how dangerous it would be?"

"Computer?"

"Yes captain Kade. How may I be of assistance?" Laurel grinned at the AI's use of her proper title.

"I assume you have been monitoring our conversation?"

"Yes. As always."

"Well¦what is the danger to Korica if we do this?"

"I estimate a ninety-eight percent chance of complete and safe neural suggestion for bridge officer in the ensign category. You very eloquently pointed out the worse case scenario of something going wrong. Korica is not human and I only have her for reference as to how her species functions. I must point out however her ability to learn and adapt may in fact be a trait of her entire species. Look at her physical changes since being exposed to healthy food and rigorous exercise. I would postulate that her species is far more advanced than Humans in their ability to adapt to new conditions and her body is rapidly changing before your very eyes and you don't see it because she is right next to you. Since she started wearing the monitor I have detected a nearly five percent increase in growth hormones, and pituitary peptides have increased by almost seven percent. Her body strength and stamina are increasing hourly."

"Are you saying every time we push her a little she gets stronger within hours?"

"Yes. I estimate pound for pound she is now stronger than Jake. I believe her episode in the chair as you are calling it, has led to a consistent and sustained increase in adrenaline levels that have made her heart adapt by increasing in the overall muscle mass and efficiency of her heart by ten percent. Her lungs are delivering oxygen five percent more efficiently than before resulting in a lower respiration rate with a higher oxygen saturation level."

"So that's why she looks different to me? She is¦developing overnight?"

"Yes. She weighed in at sixty-eight pounds yesterday morning before her workout and this morning she weighed in at seventy-two pounds before her workout. Four pounds may not seem like much but her waist size has decreased by almost a half an inch and her gluteus muscles have firmed and increased by a significant margin as well. Her body is turning fat into muscle everywhere possible and I would conclude a large portion of that is internal muscle i.e. the heart, lungs, and diaphragm."

"So her butt is cuter today?" Korica shot a look at Jake as he said that.

"I would say so yes. She is leaner and so yes better looking today."

"Sorry Korica. I don't mean anything by that. I just couldn't help but notice you looked¦better today."

"You were looking at my butt?" Korica grinned slightly.

"Well¦if you had been wearing your skirt I might not have noticed at all, but with what you're wearing? Yes I was looking at your butt, your waist, your shoulders, and your hips. Yesterday you were a little girl and today¦not so much."

"You should know her bodies equivalent of estrogen is surging in bursts in her bloodstream as well. I don't want to embarrass you young Korica but you are going to need to have a private conversation with captain Laurel about what is inevitably coming very soon. You will need to become familiar with how to use the hygiene products I can supply for you."

"So that's why her uniform¦' Jake stopped what he was about to say not wanting to embarrass Korica.

"My uniform what?" Korica spoke in a low deep tone.

"Nothing sweetie."

"God if she is growing by the minute do I have much time before she¦starts?" Laurel asked.

"Unknown. I do not have enough information on how her species develops. I would not wait very long though. We don't want her to be surprised. She is wearing a white uniform after all."

"Oh crap! Come on Korica. You and I are going to have a conversation about being a woman."

"Ok." Korica sounded a little scared.

Laurel took her hand and escorted her over to her quarters to explain to her about her monthly cycle and what to expect. Jake was left a little bewildered until he heard what was going through Laurel's mind and then he was really glad she was around to explain it to her.

After about fifteen minutes the two came back onto the bridge and Korica looked Jake in the eyes and grimaced.

"Being a woman sucks! You guys got it easy." Korica said making Jake chuckle.

"I won't argue that point. I really do not envy what you poor girls have to go through."

"Yah. Yuck! I don't want all that¦stuff to deal with. Cramps, moodiness, blee¦the other stuff too. This sucks!"

"Look, this is all from a Human's perspective. Maybe it's different for you're women." Jake offered as a consolation.

"Yah, it's probably ten times worse¦I'm sorry. I shouldn't be complaining. This is my problem to deal with, not yours."

"It's alright Korica. I am here anytime you have a gripe. You never complain so I don't mind it if you need to vent and want someone to listen without judging you. I love you sweetie, that's what true friends do. They sit and listen to each other."

"You're not going to¦look at me different now are you?"

"Because you are changing into a woman? Come on Korica! You know me better than that. I think we are partly responsible for all this stuff happening to you anyway. I will always love and respect you Korica, always. To be honest with you I can't wait to see how gorgeous you are going to become."

Korica smiled big at him and gave him a hug. He did notice an unmistakable increase in her strength as she squeezed him tightly. He gave her a peck when she released him and then he looked at Laurel.

"Look Laurel I think we are going to have a full blown teenager on our hands in a matter of months if not weeks. We created the stresses her body is adapting to both mentally and physically. The AI thinks she is more than capable of handling the neural suggestion process. Since you already put her through a light one once before I believe her mind has adapted and strengthened. I also think her body is adapting to the stress the chair puts on her body and she is capable of enduring it again without to much risk."

"Computer is that your summation as well?"

"Yes. I believe her body is undergoing rapid puberty in order to increase cardio pulmonary strength and endurance as well as cardio vascular strength and size, or the puberty is just a side affect of her body adapting, either way I believe she is adapting to the cardiac arrhythmia she suffered. Her heart should not have restarted on its own. I think we are underestimating just how tough and resilient Korica truly is."

"So you believe we should use the stasis chamber for neural suggestion?"

"It is ultimately up to her. I believe the benefits far outweigh the possible dangers, but the choice must be hers and hers alone."

"What do you think Korica? You want to give it a try?" Laurel now sounded confident.

"Well yah. Learning from the computer this way is boring." Korica pointed over to the science station.

"Well ok then. We'll do it."

"If I might suggest." The AI interjected. "You should use the stasis chamber designed for her not yours. Hers is designed for her unique physiology. Should anything go wrong I can put her into deep stasis within seconds and minimize any brain damage."

"I understand. That's a good idea."

"Does that mean I have to¦get naked."

"I am afraid so. I will be putting you into light stasis with the lid to your stasis chamber closed. It is the safest way to embed so much information into a virtually unknown species. You are very close to Human but different enough and precious enough to me that I am going to take every precaution possible to insure your safety. Clothing interferes with the bio scanners in the stasis chamber and clogs the filters that the stasis gel runs through. I am afraid you have to lose all your hair as well except for the hair on your head just like you were being put into deep stasis."

"That's alright I don't have any body hair yet anyway. I was hoping Jake could stay with me but I know he doesn't like me naked around him so I won't ask him to come with us. And thank you for saying I am precious."

"All life is precious Korica, but you in particular mean a great deal to the crew and I. You keep my crew happy and a happy crew is a productive crew¦plus I am very fond of you on your own merits. You are a truly remarkable young lady."

Korica smiled big and looked at Laurel.

"Did the computer just tell me it loves me?"

"That's the closest it will ever come to saying that it does."

"Korica, if you want me with you then I'm there. I'll do anything for you, you know that." Jake said.

"I¦I would really like you there. You two are my favorite people in the whole universe. If I'm going to¦if something happens I want your faces to be the last thing I see."

"That's so sweet. But nothing bad is going to happen. Let's keep a positive attitude."

"Ok. Sorry. Yes I want you there Jake. Will you please come with me when I do this?"

"Yes. I would be honored to accompany you." Korica smiled very big.

"Computer when can you have her stasis chamber ready?" Laurel asked.

"It will only take ten minutes to warm up her chamber and prepare the programs for implantation. If you left now by the time you get to her stasis chamber it will be ready."

"You want to do this now Korica?" Laurel expected her to be hesitant.

"Yes. Let's get it done." Korica was nervous but excited.

The three then departed the bridge heading for the elevator to go down to the stasis ring. On the way Korica was talking and asking questions about the whole process of being put into stasis. Laurel answered all her questions without hesitating or showing any signs of nervous tension putting Korica at ease.

Once the three arrived at the stasis ring and stepped out of the elevator car they immediately saw the green arrows twinkling on the floor just like they were when Laurel emerged from her stasis. She smiled lightly remembering how disoriented and scared she was back then. It seemed so long ago and so much has happened since then.

They walked along the ring until an open chamber began to come into view. It was actually quite a long ways away from Laurel's chamber and as the three approached Korica commented that she wished her chamber were closer to Laurel's and her mother's.

"I know sweetie. I'm sorry but I wasn't on the command crew when I came onboard. Let's get you undressed so we can get your hair removed."

Jake stepped over to the workstation across from Korica's chamber and took a seat. As he looked on Korica got undressed while Laurel retrieved the electrolysis wand. When Korica finally removed her underwear Laurel was a little surprised to see some short white pubic hair that wasn't there the last time she saw Korica nude. She looked up at her chest and noticed she was also developing breast buds that she never noticed before. She decided not to embarrass her and so said nothing.

"Ok honey put your legs apart a little and hold your arms up."

Korica did as she asked and Laurel turned the wand on and began removing her hair under her arms and then moved to her legs and worked her way up to her crotch. As she began removing her pubic hair Korica looked down and was just as surprised as Laurel at the sight of hair she had never seen before.

"What the heck is that?! Where did all that hair come from?" Korica's eyes got big.

"That's part of becoming a woman sweetheart. You'll get a lot more of it later on."

"Yah but¦I never had hair down there before."

"Well you do now, and quite a bit of it."

Korica just looked on as the hair fell away. Laurel also noticed that her lips were fuller and the tips of her labia minor were now protruding just a tiny bit from between her labia major toward the middle of her vulva. Her clitoral hood also looked a little more pronounced and well defined than it was before. Laurel knew that she definitely wasn't shaped like that before. She had blossomed overnight into a young woman.

"Ok honey let's get you hooked up." Laurel said once she was done.

Korica put her arms down and turned to face her chamber and Laurel then noticed how muscular her behind now was. No cute plump baby fat whatsoever remained, just firm and well-toned muscles. She looked like she had a runner's behind.

Korica then turned and angel lifted her up onto the edge of her chamber and she slid back and down into her chamber and Laurel first removed her blood monitor from her wrist and then she lifted her hair at the back of her neck and attached the trans-dermal interface pad to the base of her skull. Korica flinched as the synaptic leads pierced her skin and began making their way up into her brain stem. Laurel then helped her tuck her hair into the metal mesh cap so that if she did have to be put into long term stasis she wouldn't lose her beautiful soft hair during the routine electrolysis. Korica then thought about her impending first period and wondered what would happen if she started while in her chamber even though she hadn't felt the slightest hint of cramps yet. As she turned and pulled her legs in and laid down she decided to ask Laurel.

"Laurel what happens if I¦start while I'm in here?" Korica asked in a low voice.

"Well that's one of the reasons why we had to remove your hair down there. You see that thing in the bottom of your chamber?"

Laurel touched a button on the overhead controls and a concealed door slid open and Laurel pointed to the curved cup looking device in the bottom edge inside the chambers inner wall that was very distinctly shaped like a woman is curved. Korica lifted herself up on her elbows and looked down at it.

"Yah, I see it."

"Well that will make an airtight seal to your¦to you and carry away the fluids and then clean you up inside and out."

"Wait¦something is going to be put inside my body?"

"It's so small you won't even feel it. You're only going to be in here a couple hours anyway, you're not going to have worry about that honey."

"Oh. Ok. I just don't like the idea of a machine going inside me down there."

Jake now stepped up to her chamber and leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.

"We will see you tomorrow morning sweetie."

Laurel then leaned in and kissed her and smiled at her as she put the oxygen mask on her face for a minute and then Laurel pushed the 'begin sleep cycle' button on the overhead console as she pulled the oxygen mask away and then touched the red button on the matting surface of the chamber and the lid began to slowly swing closed. By the time the lid closed Korica was looking very drowsy and her last sight was of Laurel and Jake looking at her smiling as both started looking blurry through the clear cover of her chamber.

After only a few seconds Korica closed her eyes and drifted into a deep induced sleep. Laurel immediately went over to the workstation and looked at Korica's neural readings and body scans as Jake stood looking dumbfounded as he peered into Korica's chamber at her body. He was amazed at how developed she had become almost overnight.

"Babe! What the hell happened to our little Korica? Have you seen her?"

"Of course I have. I just removed all her body hair."

"Sorry Laurel I just¦I didn't expect her to be so¦developed."

"Jake!"

"Sorry. How's she doing?"

Jake stepped over to the workstation and looked at her readings with Laurel. The stasis fluid began flooding into Korica's chamber and her bio readings were becoming very slow and regular. Once Korica was finally submerged completely in stasis fluid and her embedding was beginning, she initially had a spike in neural trauma readings and then they went completely flat and Laurel stood up and went over and looked into her stasis chamber. Her face was submerged in fluid but her eyes were fluttering behind her eyelids indicating the process was working. Laurel stepped back over to the workstation and looked at her readings again. She was showing absolutely no signs of trauma at all. She looked as if she was simply having an intense dream.

The two sat for close to an hour watching her readings while talking before realizing that she was in no danger whatsoever. Her brain was just soaking the information in with complete ease with no signs of stress at all so both departed for the command deck.

The two resumed their duties once back on the bridge but both felt profoundly lonely without Mark and Korica. Neither realized just how much their presence meant to them and how much they would miss them. They were able to comfort each other through gentle waves of emotional energy, which now seemed very easy to produce and push toward the other.

Laurel worked for sometime with her limited medical knowledge on the problem of the virus that was on the verge of killing Mark in the hopes that she would have a stroke of genius as she so often did with unknown subjects. Her intuitive abilities had come in very useful in the past and she was convinced that there had to be way to break apart the chemical protein bonds that made up the constituent molecular structure of the virus but she just didn't have any idea how to do that. She had very little chemical & molecular biology knowledge embedded along with her command knowledge.

By lunchtime she was no closer to a solution but she knew she couldn't devote too much of her time to the problem. There were still repairs that needed to be addressed and she wanted to make a trip to the passenger level to check on the girls since Korica would be out of commission for the next day.

Laurel and Jake ate lunch then headed to deck one section three to complete another crawlspace repair that would restore the override controller to the bridge. Laurel could have completed the repairs herself but she wanted Jake close by so she wouldn't suffer the separation anxiety while trying to work in a cramped and dangerous space.

After only two hours in the crawl space Laurel and Jake had the damaged coupling processor replaced and aligned. The two then made their way to their quarters and changed then headed down to check on the girls. The girls greeted them very warmly but immediately asked where Korica was. Laurel and Jake simply told them she was occupied with an intense training program and that she would come see them when she was finished.

The two spent the rest of the day with the girls talking about how they were doing and what their plans were when they got home. Laurel was left feeling encouraged that all the girls were doing so well. They were all eating and bathing regularly and simply loved the foods on the Future. They all looked very fit and well rested. Tiera, Briela and Praxy spent their time very close to Jake. They were very fond of him and seemed to enjoy the warm essence he naturally produced. Laurel was still amazed that despite their harrowing experiences the girls were happy and seemed so well adjusted. They were all very sweet and friendly toward Laurel and Jake as well as each other.

By days end Laurel and Jake were very glad they had stopped by to visit with the girls. They had provided a welcome distraction and left them feeling very warm and appreciated. Laurel was more determined than ever to get these gentle souls back to their families and familiar surroundings.

At the end of their visit there were warm hugs given by many as Laurel and Jake prepared to depart for the command deck. Cat even told Laurel that her kindness wouldn't go un-rewarded. Laurel didn't exactly know what she meant, but she assumed that she simply meant the good lord above would repay her kindness with good fortune and so she simply thanked her and gave her a hug goodbye.

Once on the command deck Laurel and Jake ate dinner and then worked out followed by a shower together. Laurel was completely at ease being nude around Jake now so taking at shower at the same time was comforting for both since neither wanted to be alone. Jake particularly enjoyed any chance to see Laurel's phenomenal body any time he could so the experience was especially rewarding for him.

Once back in their quarters and ready for bed the two sat for some time discussing how cool it was going to be to have Korica back in their lives with so much new learning in her head. Laurel assumed she would still be sweet Korica and her innocents would still shine through but Jake was convinced she would be different somehow. In the end he knew he would love her no matter what but he hoped some of her childlike naÃ¯vetÃ© would remain intact. It really endeared her to him.

The two finally drifted off to sleep at around 21:00 after Laurel had Korica's base readings forwarded to the large view screen in her quarters. Korica was progressing without the slightest hint of neural trauma or distress. She was 40% through her neural programs and the AI had even augmented her training programs with some of the medical disciplines to give the crew the equivalent of a level three med tech when she was finished. Laurel was pleased that Korica had such an incredible mind that such a thing was even possible. The computer also reported that her elevated hormone levels had returned to a more normal looking level for Korica indicating that her astounding growth spurt was coming to an end. She should continue to develop at a more normal rate when she emerged from her chamber as the growth hormones wore off.

In the morning Laurel woke first just before the lights were scheduled to come up at 06:00 and immediately looked at the continuing reading on the large view screen of Korica's progress. Korica was now 72% through her training programs and was still progressing at a phenomenal rate. She was absorbing the information at a fairly substantial rate. The computer was delivering the information at 70% of Korica's capacity to learn to avoid any possible neural shock and it was still substantially more than any Human could match including Laurel or Jake. She would be done somewhere around 10:00.

The two got up and got dressed and cleaned up and then went and had breakfast then worked out followed by their morning shower together. The two then resumed their duties on the bridge after getting dressed. Laurel was a little disappointed that there hadn't been any signs of a signal from the elder race indicating their signal had reached its intended target. Laurel was sure the way the signal was transmitted it should have only taken around eight minutes at most to reach the coordinates she had plotted if the signal reached the right coordinates at all. She was starting to fear that the signal had been to simple in its complexity when compared to the original signal to have merited consideration by the elder race.

At 09:40 the AI announced that Korica was nearly done with the neural suggestion portion of her training and her chamber was being prepared for her emergence. The stasis fluid was being drained from her chamber. Laurel smiled big as did Jake. Both found that they really missed her bright presence as well as the sharing they had been doing twice a day. Laurel and Jake both quickly logged off their stations and headed toward the stasis ring.

When they finally neared Korica's chamber the lid hissed and slowly began to swing open. To Jake's relief she looked exactly as she did when she entered her chamber. Her body glistened with stasis fluid that began to turn to gel as soon as it was exposed to the air in the stasis ring. Jake was a little surprised how glad he felt deep down inside to look upon her again. She had become an important part of his life and he looked forward to seeing her as often as possible.

Korica's eyes began to flutter as the computer released its hold on her autonomic functions and she began to wake completely. It took her a few minutes to be able to see clearly and once she could see Laurel and Jake looking down at her smiling she grinned big. As she began to try and sit up the manipulator arms in her chamber gave her an assisting push from her shoulder blades and then she swung her legs over the edge of her chamber and put her hand up to her forehead. She tried to speak but her esophagus was full of thick stasis gel, which she cleared and looked around for what to do with the mouthful she produced. Laurel pointed to the floor and Korica furrowed her brow for a moment then she leaned over and spat it into the floor and it hit the floor with a nasty sounding splat. A servo drone immediately appeared and began to clean the mess up for her.

Korica then cleared her throat again and also spat that out on the floor. She then took several very deep breaths and Jake now noticed that from the side her upper torso looked much thicker than he remembered. As she slipped off the edge of her chamber and stood up straight he now also noticed that her shoulders sat back a little more squarely and her shoulder blades were more pronounced and she was more muscular in her back than he remembered her being. Her body had indeed filled out in a manner suggesting she had larger lungs and a bigger heart and the difference was quite dramatic.

She stood leaning against her chamber for a moment before standing up straight. Laurel looked into her eyes and asked her how she felt only then realizing that she was now a full two inches taller than she was before.

"My head really hurts and I'm tired but I know a lot more than I did before. It's kind of weird cause it feels like I always knew what's in my head now but I remember thinking the bridge controls were confusing before going in there." Korica motioned toward her stasis chamber.

"The headache will fade shortly honey."

"Can I get dressed now?"

"No sweetie, I'm afraid not. You have to give your skin time to absorb the residual stasis fluid that's all over your body. It should only take about ten minutes or so."

"Well, I know Jake is uncomfortable around me like this, I just don't want him to be uncomfortable or whatever."

"Korica I just feel you are entitled to have some things remain private like what you look like naked. I promise you I'm not uncomfortable."

Korica stared at him for a second and Jake could suddenly hear her thoughts in Hiram in a gentle whisper and he knew she was listening to his heart to see if he was just saying that or did he truly feel at ease with her not having any clothes on. When her whispers disappeared from his mind, she grinned slightly and looked down indicating to him that she felt and heard what she wanted to hear and feel. She could tell he saw how truly beautiful she was but he felt absolutely no discomfort with her being naked in front of him, nor did he have any lust toward her or any desire to stare at her body.

"I told you sweetie. I really don't mind." Korica looked at him a little surprised.

"Sorry I did that without even thinking about it. I forgot you can tell when I listen to your mind now."

"It's alright, the fact that you can do that so effortlessly means you are getting much better at listening in to our minds. I'm very proud of you." Korica now smiled big.

"Captain Laurel¦Why am I so tired?"

"Well, Your body was resting but not your mind. It was busy learning all night."

"Oh. I guess that makes sense."

After another ten minutes Korica's skin was dry and her headache had faded significantly. Laurel touched her arm to see if her skin was dry and when she discovered it in fact was, she opened the drawer under her chamber and handed her the fresh set of clothes that were contained within it so she could get dressed. The new clothes were tailored for her new physical dimensions based on precise measurements taken by the body scanners while she was in her stasis chamber. As soon as she was dressed and had finished slipping her shoes on, Jake stepped forward and pulled her into a tight embrace that she found very comforting. She responded by wrapping her arms around him tightly.

"I missed you Korica." Jake whispered into her ear.

"It feels like I was only out for a few minutes." Korica said in a low voice.

"Well it was a lot longer than a few minutes, I guarantee you that."

"Awe. I love you too Jake."

As Jake released his grip on her Laurel stepped up and embraced her just as warmly.

"You are an important part of lives now Korica. We miss you terribly when you're not around."

"It's really nice to feel like I'm so important to you guys."

Laurel released her hold on her and put her hand up to her cheek.

"You mean the world to us sweetie and we love you. You're part of us now and we don't ever want you to be away from us." Korica smiled brightly at her.

"So¦do you feel smarter?" Jake asked.

"Oh yes! I understand how all the controls work on the bridge now¦except for captain Laurel's. Those controls weren't taught to me. I know tons about how the Human body works now too, so in turn I now understand my own body far better than before. I am different from Humans but if I study the scans the computer has taken of my systems at work I can understand that far better too."

"Yah, you were doing so well with your regular learning programs that the computer decided to give you something a little extra."

"Well I am very grateful. All the changes to my body that seemed so confusing before make complete sense now and I know exactly what to expect next. I will do my very best to be as easy to get along with as possible as puberty starts to increase my mood swings. Just because I understand what is happening to me doesn't necessarily mean I will react well to it. If I'm acting out of line please just say something and I will adjust my attitude."

Jake didn't quite know what to say. Korica sounded like a young adult instead of a confused little girl. The way she thought had definitely changed and it was going to take some getting used to. That was still sweet Korica's voice but she sounded far more sophisticated and mature than before.

"Don't worry Korica we are going to be going through the same stuff right along with you. We are in fact very young just like you and we are going through some similar hormone induced mood swings. It's not pleasant sometimes but it is manageable."

"That's right. I look up to you two so much I keep forgetting just how young you are."

"Hay, are you hungry Korica?" Laurel asked trying to change the subject.

"Yah, I guess so a little."

"Come on sweetie lets get you fed and then you can lie down for a while and get some rest. Trust me, it will do wonders for that headache."

After Laurel put Korica's bio monitor back on her wrist the three then headed back up to the command deck. While Korica had a light snack Laurel asked what she thought about trying the chair again since the elder race it seems didn't get the message. To Laurel's great surprise and delight she didn't hesitate to say yes she would be willing to try again. Laurel was fairly confident with Korica's new physical development since the last try, there shouldn't be any problems. She was just glad Mark wasn't around to see her so willing to put Korica back in the chair.

After Korica was done the three headed back toward the bridge. Laurel stopped Korica and asked her to please go lie down for a while and at least try and get some rest. Korica agreed she would try and get some shuteye. As she turned to head for her quarters down the corridor Laurel told her she could use her quarters if she wanted. She smiled big and came back and entered Laurel's quarters.

When lunchtime rolled around Laurel went to her quarters and checked on Korica. She was sound asleep lying on top of the covers completely dressed with her shoes still on. Laurel quietly went to her feet and softly slipped her shoes off, which barely even made Korica stir and then she slipped back out of the room.

Laurel reported to Jake that she was sleeping peacefully and so it was decided to just let her continue to rest. Her mind had been worked pretty hard while her body rested in stasis. It was time to let the two catch up to one another.

Laurel and Jake ate lunch and then went back to the bridge. It was another two hours before Korica appeared on the bridge looking and feeling much better. After a warm hug from Laurel and Jake both she was offered the sensor station as her unofficial station to monitor. She was only too glad to take Mark's position instead of sitting down to more boring lessons. Laurel watched her for a few minutes from the captain's chair as she whizzed through the controls like she had been using them for years. Laurel grinned and went about her own duties.

After only an hour Korica's stomach started rumbling and so she excused herself to go get something to eat. Once she had departed Laurel asked Jake what he thought of the new Korica.

"Well it's a little strange. I still sense our Korica in there but she has an air of confidence that I've never really sensed in her before. Don't get me wrong, we can use another qualified hand at the bridge controls, this place was designed to be run by a crew of twelve and there is only four of us with Mark, but I am going to miss how dependant she was on us for everything. There is an¦innocents about her that is gone."

"I sense that too. She seems to have gained a couple of years in maturity practically overnight. Just don't forget she may have the knowledge of a twenty year old in her head now but she is still only ten. She is going to need our guidance for everything else just as before."

"I know. We are just going to have to get to know her all over again. She's still my little Korica and always will be."

"Did you notice how¦muscular she is now?"

"Yah, what about that? You think that is normal for her people to adapt that quickly to physical stress?"

"You remember the dream of her mother and that¦pet of hers, whatever it was. Her mother's arms were huge. I bet it was her body adapting to carrying heavy cargo on and off their ship by hand all the time. I think the workouts and the¦her experience in chair made her body kick into puberty so she could adapt quicker. I think it is probably a common trait among her species. In time Humans might even evolve the same adaptability."

"Heck it's been five and a half centuries since we left Earth, for all we know Humans may have already evolved some similar traits. What you and I have may not be so unique anymore. Can you imagine what Humans would be like if her species and ours mixed?"

"I don't think that is ever going to be possible. She looks Human but she is very different. Without significant intervention I don't think Korica will ever have children of her own. Not by traditional means anyway. Her blood chemistry is just too different for a pregnancy to ever be possible between her and a Human. Either the baby's blood would be toxic to her or vice versa. Either way the pregnancy would be dangerous if not lethal for both her and the baby."

"That's kind of sad. Korica would make beautiful babies."

"I think she understands that she has given up the possibility of having a baby in order to stay with us. If she ever wants children they will have to be completely Human and either adopted or a surrogate will be necessary with only her partner's DNA and that of another woman. I hope she will accept my offer of using one of my eggs if it ever comes to pass."

"I'm sure it will happen eventually. Look at how beautiful she is. Some guy is going to fall madly in love with her and they will want children eventually, especially with how she shares her feelings and all. She is going to make some lucky guy very happy and I think she will be an excellent mommy too."

"I suppose you are right. That is at least some consolation."

"I think she is going to make a good life for herself among us Humans. Hay, you remember some of the crazy trends in personal looks when the Future departed Earth? I bet her white hair and those beautiful eyes of hers are going to be seen as very cool and desirable. Heck she might even start a trend among the younger crew and passengers when they come out of stasis and get a load of her."

"You think so?"

"Oh yah. She's an absolute sweetheart and makes friends easily, just look at how the girls all love her. She was the first thing they asked about when we visited them yesterday. I think she is going to be just fine. She is going to have us and Mark watching over her anyway. She will always feel loved and appreciated with us around, I promise you that."

Just then Korica came strolling back onto the bridge and asked what they were talking about. She sensed she was the topic of discussion.

"Well we were talking about you sweetheart." Laurel responded.

"Really? It wasn't bad I hope?"

"No, of course not. We were just talking about how different you seem since your neural suggestive training and whether or not you would ever want children."

Korica stopped in her tracks and stared first at Laurel then at Jake.

"I don't want children yet! I'm not near old enough." Korica sounded flabbergasted.

"Not now silly. When you get much older and eventually fall in love with someone."

"Oh. Sorry. I guess that was kind of dumb." Korica said as she continued on to her seat.

"Have you ever thought about it? Having children someday that is?"

"Yah, I suppose so. But that was before. Before the Hodong and before deciding to stay with you. I wanted to have someone to take care of like my mother and father took care of me. I wanted to show them the wonders I have seen. But now that isn't possible. I understand biology enough to know I can't have a baby with a Human. My body would treat the baby like an infection and would kill it. I can't ever get pregnant; I have to be careful that I don't by accident either. I would get very sick."

"Would you ever consider adopting, or surrogate pregnancy?"

"Yah, probably. I don't know if I will ever get that close to a man though. I still don't like the idea of being touched by a man much less¦intercourse."

"I'm sorry honey. I forgot how traumatic what happened to you must have been. Not all men want hurt you though. I hope you will get to enjoy the experience of falling in love like Jake I did. It can be a very beautiful thing with a true man."

"Well I still don't want to be touched by anyone. If a true man like Jake comes along we will see but until then I just assume stay away from men¦except for Mark. He is my friend and he loves me. He's not going to¦do anything to me."

"No you're right about that. Mark is a true man as well. He knows and wants what's best for you."

"I know I gave up ever having babies when I asked to stay with you. I'm ok with it as long as I get to be with you and Jake. I can help you raise your kids when you and Jake decide to have children. That's close enough to having my own for me."

"Awe. That's beautiful sweetie. I would be honored to have you as a godmother to my children."

"What's a godmother?"

"If anything ever happened to me or Jake, you would be the legal guardian of our children. You would become their mother."

"I would like to be their godmother then. I hope that never happens though."

"Computer?"

"Yes captain, how may I be of assistance?"

"Will you strike into the official record that Korica Prentor is hereby named as our children's godmother and legal guardian in the event something unforeseen ever happens to Jake and I?"

"Understood. You will both have to have your palms scanned as accepting the official record as binding and legal as well as Korica."

Korica and Laurel along with Jake all proceeded over to the palm scanner by the doorway and had their palms scanned while stating for the record that they understand and accept the binding agreement and the responsibility of said agreement.

"Well it's official Korica. You don't have to do anything except be there for our kids if something tragic ever happens to us."

"I will. I promise. And if they are to young to remember you I promise you they will know who you were and how beautiful you are inside."

"Thank you sweetie. That's sweet of you to say that."

Laurel and Jake gave Korica a warm hug and then the three went back to their stations.

"There is something else we need to discuss Korica." Laurel said.

"Yah? What's that?"

"Well, you said you were willing to try the chair again?"

"Yes."

"I want to try first thing tomorrow morning."

"Ok. I'm ready. I feel much stronger than before. I really want to know more about where we were and the presence we felt there. I think we got scared and fled to soon."

"Honey your heart stopped. We didn't have time to flee."

"Well you wanted me to get us out of there."

"I did. And that is still what is concerning me. I want you to figure out how to get us out of there as soon as we manage to find that place again."

"But why?"

"Honey if something goes wrong, or if there is an evil¦presence there, we need a way to get out of there without having your heart stop. That's not a legitimate exit strategy."

"Oooh. I hadn't thought about that. Ok, I'll try and figure out how to get us out of there in a hurry."

"Thank you sweetie. As far as today's itinerary, I think a visit to the girls is in order. They asked about you yesterday. We told them you were in intensive training, and I think we should keep the information brief. Ok?"

"I got it. I won't tell them what we have been doing."

"You can't even think about it. Some of the girls have become very good at listening in to our thoughts. Since you can speak all of their languages there is the possibility they could glean some information from you. You just need to be very careful ok?"

"Ok. I'll do my best."

"That's my girl. They all really love you Korica. Almost as much as Jake and I do."

"Really? I know the girls I've shared myself with do, but I didn't know they all did."

"Oh yes. Every one of them has shown a genuine love and concern for you. Andrena is especially proud of you and she loves you very much. She is going to be very surprised to see how you now look."

"I look that different from before?"

"Dramatically different Korica. Your face still looks the same, but you are a little taller and your upper body looks far different, as well as¦well parts they won't notice look different too."

"Parts they won't¦oh you mean my female parts? Is there something I should be embarrassed about? I do take showers around some of them."

"No honey of course not. I shouldn't have even said that. Sorry."

"Korica let me reassure you from a man's perspective you are absolutely gorgeous. You have absolutely nothing to be ashamed of. You should in fact be very proud of how you are developing. You just look a little different than you did fourty eight hours ago." Jake said.

"Oh. Well I can't help that. It was an inevitable part of my body seeking growth hormones only produced during and after the later stages of puberty causing sympathetic early development of the female organs that react to high levels of DPHT."

Jake was dumbfounded by how mature and knowledgeable his little Korica suddenly sounded. It sounded like he was talking to a doctor just for a moment.

"I have no idea what that is and I don't think I want to know."

"Sorry, I'm not trying to sound like a smarty pants. There is just so much stuff up here anymore it just seems to spill out." Korica pointed to her head.

"No it's ok sweetie. You're just way smarter than I am when it comes to biology."

"So when do you guys want to go and see the girls?" Korica asked.

"Right after our evening showers."

"Sounds good. I can hardly wait. It's kind of odd but I miss the girls too. I really like spending time with them."

The three then went back to their duties at their respective stations until it was time for the evening meal. At 18:00 all three logged off their stations and made their way to the mess hall for evening meal. After the meal was done the three went to the gym to workout. Korica's weigh in now put her weight at 75 pounds, which was absolutely ideal for a girl her age and her height. Jake did notice during her workout she had to increase the preprogrammed weight for her entire workout regiment. She had to nearly double the weight in order to feel like she was working at it at all and she never once got winded despite working her hardest. He was sure Mark would have been very proud of her.

After the workout Jake waited in his quarters while the girls showered then he went and took his when once they returned to the command quarters. When Jake returned to his quarters he found the girls completely dressed and Laurel was brushing Korica's hair, as she was so fond of having Laurel do. Jake dressed quickly and brushed his teeth and then the three departed for the passenger deck.

When the three entered the common area on the passenger deck they were greeted excitedly by the girls. Korica was swamped with hugs and questions as to why she stayed away so long. Her new physical condition was a big hit as well. She had to explain that her people had a unique ability to adapt extremely quickly to new physical demands and her intense workouts were resulting in an increase in body mass. She also told them she was involved in some particularly intensive junior officer training that she couldn't exactly discuss other than to say she was well on her way to becoming a full fledge officer. She was careful not to mention her intense mental training although some of the girls noticed her ability to hear what they were thinking without any effort.

Andrena was the most concerned as she took Laurel aside with Tret as translator to ask what had happened to Korica. Laurel reassured her that it was her bodies' natural ability to adapt and not the result of any experimentation or a drug induced reaction. In the end Andrena knew Laurel wouldn't do anything against Korica's will or expose her to dangerous drugs that would have such a dramatic affect on her so she just accepted that Korica was even more extraordinary than she could have ever imagined. She did like her new look after all; she looked extremely healthy and happy.

After watching Korica for a few minutes, Andrena gave Laurel a warm hug and thanked her for taking such good care of Korica. Laurel reassured her that Korica would only get the very best the Future had to offer her and that she was in fact very happy. She also reassured Andrena that Korica was very special to her and no harm would come to her as long as she was around to protect her. Laurel made a point not to think about how close Korica had actually come to dying in the chair thanks to their meddling with Korica's abilities before she was old enough to understand what she was capable of, and before she was physically capable of enduring the intense physical demands put on her body.

The rest of the visit went very well. There were moments of sharing done by all three, which the girls enjoyed thoroughly and much conversation of the possibility of getting home very soon. The girls were very comfortable on the Future but they had an overwhelming desire to get home. Most of the girls however were just grateful that they were in fact now safe and being treated with such dignity and love. They expressed how truly amazing the Future was even though they had only seen several of her lower decks. They had all the food they could possibly eat and it was amazing food to most of them and fresh clean water and hot, endless showers. The hot showers in space seemed miraculous to most of them. The fact that they could custom tailor their own clothing designs also seemed unbelievable to them. There were only a couple of girls still wearing the standard ships outfit in a loose cut. The rest had bright colors and stylish looks of all sorts.

When it was finally time to head back up to the command deck Korica asked Laurel if she could come up and perform the deep sharing with her and Jake despite the late hour. Laurel was only too glad to honor her request with a big smile and an answer delivered mentally.

"You know how much I love joining spirits with you Korica. You are always welcome in my room and in my heart."

Korica smiled big and her cheeks blushed as she replied out loud.

"I heard that captain Laurel. I heard your thoughts."

"I told you that you would be able to hear our thoughts eventually, just like Jake and I can. You have only to feel for me and listen. I'm so proud of you sweetie."

Laurel knelt down on one knee and gave Korica a tight hug. Laurel noticed at the conclusion of the hug that this position used to put Korica at eye level but now she was looking up at her slightly. Laurel quietly wondered how much she would continue to grow now that her growth hormones had returned to normal levels.

The three departed for the command deck after saying their goodbyes. Korica was particularly excited to experience the deep sharing and Laurel and Jake could sense it. The bond formed during such an intimate act just couldn't be reproduced any other way and it always left Korica feeling very connected and loved. She wished her parents had been willing to share themselves so deeply with her but she understood now that they were probably afraid of waking what Laurel and Jake had in her. She knew her parents loved her very much but she just never knew she could have felt it so completely.

Once the three arrived at the command quarters Laurel and Jake got ready for bed while Korica waited patiently on the bed with her shoes off. When Laurel and Jake finally slipped under the covers with Korica lying in the middle it was clear Korica was addicted to the sharing of minds and spirits with them. Laurel and Jake turned on their sides and each took one of Korica's hands and then gently placed their foreheads against the side of her head.

Korica was able to enter Jake's mind first and then she tried to pull him with her into Laurel's mind, which Jake resisted slightly just to make Korica work at it a little. With a big grin Korica was able to slip into Laurel's mind with only a little effort anyway. The three then relaxed and spent quite a long while enjoying the visceral feeling of being inside one another. Jake was careful not to explore to deeply into Korica so she could keep her feelings for him in the right prospective. Despite this Jake could still sense that she was very much in love with him and it was getting stronger every time they joined but he also sensed that she loved Laurel very deeply and it too was growing stronger even though it wasn't quite as profound or tender. Jake just hoped it was a normal result of such an intense and intimate coupling of the minds.

Laurel and Jake then withdrew from Korica and let her practice pulling them inside her mind over and over before hiding their minds from her making her seek them out and letting her try and enter their minds. This took quite a bit more effort from Korica but when she did manage to connect with them she was able to hold the connection unlike before when she would slip back out after only a few seconds. Korica still had a habit of thinking in Hiram so Laurel and Jake really didn't have any idea what she was thinking, they could only sense what she was feeling. The few times she thought in English it was to convey a thought directly to them and then she would sink back into her own language.

After a couple of hours of letting Korica practice and letting her swim around in their feelings Laurel and Jake withdrew from Korica's mind and told her it was time to get some sleep. She thanked them for sharing with her and then climbed out of the covers and slipped her shoes on and departed for her quarters. She was left feeling very warm inside and her head was swimming with feelings that weren't her own that began to fade as soon as she started making her way down the corridor toward her own quarters.

In the morning Laurel and Jake woke as the lights came up and embraced each other for a few minutes before getting up and getting dressed and cleaned up. When they arrived at the mess hall they found Korica already there waiting for them. She jumped up and greeted them both with a warm hug. The three then sat and ate breakfast while discussing the impending attempt at reaching out to the elder race. Korica had come up with a possible plan for a quick departure from where ever it is they end up going to while in the chair. She knew it took all three working in concert to establish the signal so she concluded if all three concentrated on withdrawing into their own minds it should bring them back or break the connection or whatever it is they are managing to do.

Laurel was proud of Korica for coming up with an idea that made so much sense. She wished she had thought of it herself. It seemed so simple and elegant. After the meal was done the three went to the gym and worked out and then the girls took their showers while Jake waited for them in his quarters. When they appeared he slipped Laurel a peck as he departed for his shower. When he returned he found the girls dressed and cleaned up and Laurel was gently brushing Korica's hair as usual. Jake got dressed quickly and brushed his teeth then came over and sat next to Laurel who had Korica sitting between her legs.

"Are you really sure you're ready for this Korica?"

"Yes. I feel fine. I'm a little nervous but I am sure I'm ready."

"We aren't going to have Mark around to watch our backs. If this goes wrong, we are on our own. If anything happens to you Mark is going to kick our butts for putting you in harms way again."

"I know. The thought had crossed my mind that if he were here he wouldn't let us do this. It's just too important to give up just because I wasn't ready before. I feel much stronger this time."

"You're such a brave soul Korica. I can't tell you how proud I am of you for being so strong and brave for us. We just can't do this without you."

"Thank you. It's nice to feel so important?"

The three then got up and headed over to the bridge. Jake slowed the Future down slowly and then gently brought her to a dead stop. Korica took some detailed active scans to insure they were in fact alone and then switched over to passive scanning and logged off her station once she was sure they were in fact in empty space with nothing around for light years. Laurel then entered the coordinates for the signal to be transmitted to and logged off her station as well. Jake logged of his station giving total control of the Future over to the AI and the three departed for deck eleven.

When they arrived in the scanner relay compartment Jake stopped and stared at the chair for a second. He remembered coming out his daze and seeing Laurel cradling Korica's lifeless body and it made him feel very uneasy. He was startled out his locked gaze by Laurel touching his shoulder from behind.

"You ok Jake?" Laurel asked.

"Yah. I was just¦I don't ever want to see someone I love hurt by this thing again. If this goes wrong I want this thing destroyed. I am not willing to lose you or Korica just to make contact like this."

"Alright. You have my word. If this doesn't work I'll have the chair and all its components melted down."

"Thank you. Ok, let's do this."

The three stepped up to the chair and picked up their halos and then climbed into their seats and put the halos on their heads and adjusted tem to fit their heads comfortably then plugged them in. Laurel then instructed the AI to turn the interface and compression filter on and prepare to transmit. With a thud the filter kicked on and the interface began its low throbbing hum. Laurel slid her hand under Korica's and clasped her fingers in hers and then she did the same with Jake.

"Ok Korica, If you want to get us started I want to see if your idea works as soon as we arrive, ok?"

"Ok. I love you guys."

"We love you too Korica." Laurel said smiling.

The three closed their eyes and relaxed. Korica reached out and found Laurel's mind first. She let herself slip into her mind then listened for Jake's mind. She quickly found his presence and pulled Laurel with her as she dropped into his mind. She couldn't resist the urge to let herself sink deeply into their minds for a few minutes before pulling back into her own center. All three began to concentrate on their love for one another and let the feelings grow stronger and stronger. The interface began to hum louder as their feeling grew to their maximum potential. Korica was continuing to let her feelings expand as she started to breath deeper and faster until she reached her maximum potential and began to slowly let go of her hold on her feelings. Laurel counted to three and then all three pushed their love outward and Korica completely let go of her hold. There was a dizzying spinning feeling and then everything faded to a dead quiet calm and all three found themselves standing next to one another in waist deep fog. Korica looked around and realized they had made it. They were in the same place as last time. Laurel looked over at Korica and she looked completely calm unlike the last time.

"Ok, we're here, now we need to make sure we can get out if we need to." Laurel said.

All three of them closed their eyes and concentrated on pulling themselves back out of their connection with one another and they were suddenly aware of the vibrating hum of the compression filter and the steady low rumble of the interface right behind their heads. They had done it. They were back in the scanner relay compartment. Laurel shook her head to clear the fog from her mind as quickly as possible and then she leaned forward and looked over at Korica. She was breathing fast and deep but she didn't look to be in any distress. She blinked a few times and her breathing slowed then she looked at Laurel and raised her hand and gave her a thumbs up. Laurel smiled big and settled back into her seat. She was relieved more than she expected to see Korica happily looking at her.

Laurel glanced over at Jake who was just settling back into his seat from looking intently at Korica also. The three closed their eyes again and Korica initiated the connection again starting with Jake this time. He immediately gave her praise for being so strong as soon as he heard her thoughts whispering in his mind. She grinned big and giggled as Jake gave a gentle push of his emotions toward her. It tickled her tummy and made her head swim for a moment. Korica then pulled Jake with her as she gently slid into Laurel's mind in a slow floating feeling. All three then withdrew into their centers and concentrated on their strongest feelings and let them build and build again. Laurel and Jake held on for a few moments while Korica built herself up to her maximum and then all three pushed on Korica's count this time to three.

They once again found themselves standing next to one another in the waist deep fog. Laurel looked over at Korica who turned and looked back at her and smiled.

"I'm ok. Really I am. I can keep this up for quite a while before I'll get tired."

"Do you sense anything?" Jake asked.

"No. Not like last time." Korica said in a low voice.

The three started walking forward though forward was a relative term since nothing changed except the fog swirled around them a little.

"Hello. We are from Earth, we seek an audience with the elder race." Jake said aloud.

Laurel looked over at him and furrowed her brow.

"What? We can't just stand around wondering what to do. What can it hurt to call out?"

All three suddenly sensed a presence drawing down on them. Seemingly out of nowhere some of the fog started to rise up and coalesce into the shape of a person. Laurel told Korica to get behind her. Korica just looked over at her and reminded her that they weren't actually there, and she moved her arm through Laurel's midsection a couple times to illustrate her point.

"Right, sorry sweetie. It's just my instinct to protect you."

"They can't hurt us Laurel. All they can do is scare us." Korica said in a firm voice.

The shape started walking toward them and suddenly they could make out that it was a woman. She was very pretty with striking green eyes and very curly blond hair that came down to just above her shoulders. She stepped up to the three and stopped but said nothing. All three looked her up and down. She was wearing what looked like an officers uniform of some kind. Her jacket was a light tan with brown shoulder boards and it looked to have a zipper right up the middle. Her pants where fairly loose fitting straight legged pants and they were the same light tan color as her jacket. She had a lighter tan shirt visible through the part of her jacket that was unzipped to the middle of her chest. She had a kind looking round face and her skin tone looked Caucasian Human. The woman folded her arms behind herself and stood in silence looking at the three of them with a bit of an inquisitive look on her face.

Laurel finally stepped forward slightly and decided to try and break the ice.

"Hello. I am captain Laurel Kade of the Earth vessel Future. This is my¦paired mate¦and second in command Jake Myers. And this beautiful little soul is Korica Prentor. Can you understand my words?"

"Yes I can, quite so. I am Asaria. I thought¦you're just children. I thought you would be older. We have been awaiting your reply for some time. You contacted us once before but departed before we could establish a connection with you. We feared you had changed your minds."

"We had difficulties with how our transmitter works. It takes a great deal of effort on the part of Korica here to establish and maintain¦this. Whatever this is."

Asaria looked down at Korica and her mouth opened as she brought her arms down to her sides.

"She¦she's even younger than you are. Are you saying she is the one responsible for making the bridge?"

"Yes. It takes all three of us to get us here, but without her unique abilities I don't think we would be here at all. And please quit insinuating that we are mere children. We are very young but we are not children."

"I mean no disrespect. I just thought we would be dealing with someone older. Who constructed your device for communicating with us in this manner?"

"I did. Well the AI did the actual construction but I designed the transmitter based on your signal parameters."

"You did? Astounding! So you are the Laurel and Jake we have been hearing in the eurot op klanot."

Laurel pulled her head back and looked over at Korica.

"It means seat or chair of learning or knowledge." Korica said.

Asaria looked surprised again.

"You know our language?" Asaria asked of Korica.

"Yes. I have been exposed to the chair of knowledge before. It taught me many languages including the language of the elder race."

"How is that possible? The chair of knowledge is a closely guarded secret. I would have been informed if the council of a thousand souls had approved its use on you."

"You are familiar with the Hodong?"

Asaria's entire demeanor changed and she noticeably tensed up.

"Yes I am. They're an¦evil¦predatory scourge in our galaxy."

"Well they got their hands on one your closely guarded secrets and after capturing me and murdering my parents they placed me in it to see if it would work on me."

"I am so sorry dear. How did you escape?"

"I didn't. My captain here and Jake rescued me."

"Your captain? Hmm."

"So you are one of the elder race then?" Laurel asked.

"I'm sorry, yes I am. I am on the supreme council of elders. I am one of the oldest of the elders."

"The oldest? You don't look to be more than thirty years old."

"If I understand your solar cycle to be a planet of twenty four thousand five hundred miles in circumference spinning at roughly one thousand miles an hour at the equator on its axis and orbiting your sun at an average distance of ninety-three millions miles away and it orbits your star at about sixty-six thousand six hundred miles an hour and one orbit of your sun is a year and one revolution on your planets axis is counted in twenty-four one hour increments?"

"Uh¦yah. That's exactly right. How do you know such intimate details of our home world?"

"You told us. By that counting system then I am three hundred and fifty-five years old."

"Three¦holy crap! What do you mean I told you?"

"The eurot¦chair of knowledge seeks those who communicate without the spoken word and learns from them and stores the information then disseminates it when one connects with the chair. When a race demonstrates a specific level of mental sophistication and emotional strength of character we send a message of invite, just as we did for you. It will take a specific level of technological sophistication, as well as mental, to send a proper return signal and that's what we look for. We usually listen for an entire race to become advanced enough to warrant our attention, but you showed an exceptional level of emotional strength of character. Love is the strongest emotion any advanced being can produce and it takes a tremendous amount of it to garner the capture of your essence by the chair. We want only those races that truly love one another and all other beings before we will invite them to interact with us on this level. I've never seen chil¦people so young make a bridge to this realm though."

"Well Jake and I are fairly unique among our people with what we can do. Or at least we were when left our home world. That was a very long time ago and we represent what our species is evolving toward. We were not artificially enhanced in any way. We have genetically evolved to this level and I suspect the rest of mankind will soon be just like us if they aren't already."

"Wait¦you two are the only ones capable of communicating with out the spoken word? What about Korica Prentor here?"

"Korica is not Human. She is in fact from this galaxy. She is from Draxima. She is far stronger than Jake and I will ever be." Korica smiled at the compliment.

"Draxima? I know of this place! We have been waiting for her people to return our signal for many years. Her people are exactly what we want in a membership requesting species."

"Well now you have their respondent right here. Without her love and strength of emotional character as you put it we probably would have never been able to reach you."

"But how did she come to work with you to contact us?"

"After we rescued her from the Hodong we¦well we fell in love with her. We taught her how to access her abilities and her body adapted to the physical requirements of making the interface work. We love her very much and that seems to be what awoke this ability in her."

"Astounding! This changes everything. We have two races working together with true love for one another as a medium. This is unprecedented, especially for ones so young. Do you know the coordinates for the Hodong strong hold that you rescued Korica here from? We have been trying to locate them for many, many years, but they seem to slip into another dimension and disappear every time we get close to them."

"Yes. We have one of their ships with the device they use to slip through a barrier if you will into another¦dimension. We uh¦when we rescued Korica we put the Hodong out of commission for a while. The chair they were using to track down beautiful innocent girls by the ability of their parents to communicate without the spoken word? Well, we destroyed that. They won't be preying on the innocent that way anymore."

"Really? You have done this galaxy a huge service by stopping them if what you are saying is accurate. They have been operating with impunity for many years. Please, I have to bring this information to the council. I will contact you again. Look for my signal and connect the same way as you did this time."

Asaria leaned down and looked Korica in the face.

"You my dear will have to speak for your entire race when you come before the council. Thanks to you we will dispatch a ship immediately to make physical contact with your people. If you would like we could take you home aboard that ship?"

Korica took a step back and tried to grab Laurel's hand, only to have her hand pass right through Laurel's.

"I am home! I live on the Future with Laurel and Jake. My family is¦they are all gone and I don't know anyone on Draxima. Laurel and Jake are my family now."

Asaria looked shocked as she stood up straight.

"Wow. Ok, but you will speak for your people wont you?"

"Oh yes. I am a Draximan and I would be honored to speak on behalf of my people."

"Very good. I am sorry to have to cut this short but I must get this information to the council for consideration. I will contact you when they have made a decision as to what they want to do."

Asaria then turned quickly and simply dissolved into the fog as she stepped away leaving all three bewildered as to what just happened.

"Did we do something wrong?" Jake asked quietly.

"I don't think so. I think we overwhelmed her. Three kids, two species, and we kicked the crap out of the Hodong, which they have been trying to do for god knows how long and we managed to generate enough love for and through each other to make this transmitter work virtually by ourselves. I don't know if we impressed them or scared them, but either way we've definitely got their attention."

"Well I guess we are done here then, are we not?" Korica said.

"Indeed. Let's get back and see how you are doing sweetie."

All three then withdrew into their own minds breaking the connection. When they opened their eyes everything was blurry for a few seconds as the fog cleared form their minds and they could hear the interface winding down. When Laurel could finally see she leaned forward and looked over at Korica who was breathing very rapidly and small beads of sweat were trickling down her cheeks. Laurel grimaced slightly knowing it was still very hard on her body maintaining the connection.

Korica raised her hand and gave her the thumbs up as her breathing slowed. Laurel pulled her halo off then climbed out of her seat and leaned in over Korica and placed her hand on her chest over her heart. It was pounding vigorously but it was a steady hard rhythmic beating.

"Computer? What was Korica's heart rate and respiration rate?"

"One hundred fifty beats per minute and one hundred twenty respirations per minute at her peak."

"Korica baby you were breathing twice a second. I'm worried about you. This is still very hard on your body."

"I'm ok¦captain¦I promise." Korica sounded winded.

"Computer? Was she in any danger of cardio distress?"

"No. I do not believe so. Her oxygen saturation was ideal and she seemed to be holding a rhythmic pattern like that of someone running up a hill with a ten percent grade. There were no deviations or palpitations at any time. It was actually quite impressive."

Laurel looked down as she stood back up straight. She hated how hard it was on Korica. She was genuinely afraid of her having a heart attack or stroking her brain.

"Well, that was a little odd. Not at all what I expected." Jake said as he removed his halo.

"Captain Laurel¦how come you didn't¦want to tell Asaria¦about the girls?" Korica asked.

"I don't know exactly. I just felt the timing wasn't right."

"But¦I thought that was¦what we wanted to¦contact the elder¦race for." Korica said still sounding very winded.

"It is baby. I just want to proceed cautiously. I promised those girls I would take care of them. I am taking a big chance to even mention they are in my care. I'm not going to hand them over to the first person I meet without getting to know their intentions first. I need to know they will be treated with dignity and respect. They aren't just a bunch of children to me as we are apparently seen as. They are wounded dear souls that need love and consideration. If I think for a second that they won't be treated properly, I will take them home myself. It would take the rest of my life to do that but they deserve to be treated as the tender spirits they are."

"I see. You're so smart captain. I feel so safe with you as my captain."

"Thank you sweetie. That really means a lot to hear you say that. Come on let's go get you cleaned up."

The three then departed for the command deck. Korica went straight to the showers while Laurel and Jake got the Future moving and back on course. Once that was done Laurel and Jake discussed what took place during their contact.

"Laurel, was it just me or did Asaria seem a little¦condescending and arrogant?"

"A little! Are you kidding? She was down right rude."

"You would think three hundred and fifty some odd years would give a person a more evolved¦sense of humility."

"I don't think she expected to be dealing with¦such young people as she put it. We caught her by surprise. I think the fact that Korica was actually the one responsible for our ability to communicate with them was even more of a shock. I just feel this doesn't bode well for the girls if this is how they interact with their young."

"Well, maybe the rest of the council she had to confer with will be a little more¦evolved or at least more accepting of the idea that youth is capable of greatness just as well as any adult."

"Let's hope so. It's a little humbling and disappointing to know such an ancient and advanced race doesn't deal with their young any better than Humans do."

"I will say though, Korica called it right with what they would look like. She looked Human. I guess what we look like is a very common frame work throughout the universe."

"Or we share a common ancestry somewhere along the way. For all we know someone¦or something may have seeded many galaxies with a common species that was resilient and adaptable and Human looking progenitors were what they chose to start with."

"Laurel! That's blasphemous! God made us. Not some alien."

"Oh? What's to say his plan wasn't to have an alien as you call it spread the seed of life all over the place in his image billions of years ago. In that light he did create us in his image by allowing us to be spread across the universe by an advanced intelligence, he probably just interceded by making the resultant races look like we do, in his image."

"You are so smart Laurel, I had never thought about it like that before."

"God works in mysterious ways and truth is stranger than fiction. You have to have an open mind to any possibilities."

"Well I would like to think I have an open mind, but my mind is not open to having those poor girls down there treated like shit by a supposedly advanced race. I am in agreement with you. If the elder race can't deal with them in an intellectually proper manner we will take them to their homes our selves. We will have an additional one hundred two stasis chambers constructed and we will spend the rest of our lives delivering them to their home worlds one by one."

"That's not a pleasant thought. The Future is not going to last forever. She will eventually stop functioning and we have sixty-five hundred of our people to think about. We are supposed to be heading for the Future planet."

"Well then we are going to have to get our point across that we are more than a bunch of dumb ass kids."

"I guess so. We are going to have to earn their respect I suppose. Look, if you can handle things here I have to go down to medical for my harvesting." Laurel raised her arm and showed Jake her wrist monitor, which was now a steady yellow.

"Sure. I'll keep Korica company when she returns from her shower."

Laurel then departed for the med deck after logging off her station. Once Laurel arrived at med bay one she got undressed and ready for the procedure to begin at which time she engaged the AI for a distraction.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel."

"You are aware that our little Korica is about to start her menstrual cycle any day?"

"Well from what I have been observing of her blood chemistry, I think she has a while until that happens. Her hormone levels have returned to a very low level. Her body's equivalent of estrogen has returned to a prepubescent level. I am aware however that it is inevitable the she will eventually begin a normal cycle, yes."

"Well, can you develop a suppressant for her cramps based on her unique physiology?"

"It would take some time, but yes. Any painkillers designed for Humans would be metabolized by her system before they would have any appreciable affect. I would need a sample of her blood to make sure anything we introduce her to does not become a toxin. We could start with a very low dose and gradually increase the dosage once we are sure it doesn't make her stomach upset. Would you prefer injection or pill form?"

"I think pill form would be more convenient. I didn't realize her blood was so different from Humans."

"She looks very Human in most respects but her appearance, general anatomy and iron based hemoglobin are the only real similarities. Her ph levels and the way her red blood cells function is far different than that of Humans. Her entire endocrine system is different and far more efficient than that of a typical Human."

"So she really couldn't ever carry a Human baby?"

"No. I would definitely not recommend she ever attempt to breed with a Human. Her immune system would treat the pregnancy like a foreign infection. She would get very sick and the offspring would never survive. If her body could not expel the fertilized egg it would have to be surgically removed. To be honest with you I don't think fertilization would ever take place anyway. The sperm just wouldn't have the right chemical trigger to thin the cell wall of the egg in order to achieve penetration. She is just not the right species and Mother Nature has a way of stopping cross species breeding."

"I see. But she could have a normal¦sexual encounter with a Human?"

"Yes. I believe so. She would need to monitor herself after her first few encounters to make sure pregnancy does not actually take place, but I do not see why she couldn't enjoy a completely normal sex life with a Human. She is built just like Humans in respect to shape and depth except for some extra muscular structures inside her vaginal vault. She has not expressed a desire to become sexually active has she?"

"Oh god no! I am just asking for her long-term prospects. I want her to able to fall in love and at least have the ability to make love to man without possible negative health affects."

"I am really unfamiliar with her species Laurel. I am going on complete conjecture based on her appearance alone. I would guess it should be safe, but she would just have to find out by trying it and see what happens. I would postulate that inter species intercourse is possible and relatively safe based on the number of girls onboard the Future that were inseminated by many different species and they did not get pregnant nor did their bodies react to the seminal fluid in a toxic manner. But remember each girl is different. They are in fact all a different species so each could react different. What has no affect on one girl might be deadly for another."

"Well that sucks! There is a remote possibility she could¦it could be deadly?"

"It is not likely, but yes the possibly, however remote, is there."

"Well I hope that's not the case. I just want her to have as normal of a life as possible with us. She is smart enough to know she can't allow herself to get pregnant. I just don't want her to miss the experience of being intimate with a man. She doesn't much care for the thought of being close to a man after what happened to her anyway, but hopefully she will be able to put that behind her and allow a real man into her heart someday."

"If it helps, she is extremely beautiful, she should not have any trouble attracting a man. If he is patient and caring with her she will probably eventually let him into her heart. It will take a special kind of man though with what she has experienced."

"You really do understand emotions and love don't you?"

"Yes. Psychology is a very large part of my Human interactive sub routine. I have to have a very clear understanding of emotions and their affect on behavior in order to interact with people on an intellectual level that as closely as possible mimics the Human condition. I probably understand emotions better than any one Human can because so many different individuals contributed their entire knowledge base to my core programming."

"I guess I forgot how complex emotions truly are."

"I will say the love and consideration you and Jake have shown Korica has done wondrous work toward healing her psychological scars. Sexually abused children typically have great difficulty relating to other people normally and they usually end up having dysfunctional personal lives especially with the opposite sex. You have made great strides to insuring that will not be the case with Korica. You have also helped many of the other girls to overcome their trauma just by simply showing them love and making them feel important. I do not think you realized the lasting impact you Jake would have on these girls for the rest of their lives just by being a friend and listening to them without judging them."

"No I guess I didn't. I just knew how I would want to be treated if I were in their place. I do genuinely love all of them and I wanted to show them that fact."

"Well you are an extraordinary young woman for knowing exactly what to do for them by instinct alone. I am very impressed and I am glad I chose you to lead the Future into this galaxy. I do not believe captain Alexan would have made the same choices you did to help those girls had he been in command."

"Well thank you. It's not everyday that your ship thanks you for your service and sacrifice."

"You are most welcome Laurel. We are finished. You may get dressed. Please have Korica stop by so I may retrieve a blood sample and I will begin work on a cramp suppressant specifically for her physiology."

"Thank you, I will."

Laurel then got dressed and headed back up to the command deck. She found Korica on the bridge with Jake going about her duties. She gave her a quick hug and asked her to make a quick trip to the med deck for a blood draw after explaining what the blood draw was for. Korica hugged her again and thanked her for thinking of her long term needs before she experienced any discomfort. Once she had departed Jake gave Laurel a short hug seemingly out of the blue.

"I heard what you were discussing during your visit down there. Well I heard your side of it anyway. You continue to astound me with your compassion for those around you. I am so lucky to be your boyfriend."

"Jake, you are more than just my boyfriend. You are more than a husband and much more than a partner to me. You are my soul mate and I plan on spending the rest of my life with you at my side."

"Oh babe, that is absolutely beautiful. I feel the same way. I just don't exactly know what to call myself with regard to us."

"From what I can tell, in this galaxy anyway, it is called a paired mate."

"Well then I am so lucky to be your paired mate. I don't know what cosmic force brought us together but I am eternally grateful for it."

"God did. He made us for each other and put us on this amazing ship for a reason. What you and I have is how truelove is supposed to work. It's instant and lasts for a lifetime. I didn't believe in love at first site, but you changed my mind. It does exist and I am lucky enough to have experienced it for myself with you."

"I¦I don't know what to say. I felt something from the moment I first saw you too but since I had no clothes on I assumed it was complete embarrassment¦and a little hope that you were single. I've never known a girl as gorgeous and sweet as you are."

"I hope it was more profound than that!"

"I'm joking, of course it was. You stirred something in my heart the first time I saw you."

"Oh. Ok then. No one else has ever done that to you?"

"No. I've never even been in love before. Until I met you I didn't want a serious relationship with a girl. Most of the girls my age are¦well¦just not mature enough. You are a woman, not just a girl."

Just then Korica came strolling back onto the bridge. She looked at the two for a moment and both could suddenly hear her whispers in Hiram. She was becoming very adept at listening to their minds without much effort.

"I'm sorry, you want me to give you some privacy? I thought you might have been talking about me again."

"No honey. We weren't talking about you but of course you don't have to leave. Remember, we have no secrets from you. If we can't say it in front of you we shouldn't be discussing it on the bridge." Laurel said.

"Well I think it is sweet how much you love each other. I truly hope a man loves me half as much someday."

"Aren't you sweet. He's out there baby. Your man is out there somewhere. You just have to have faith that you will find him someday. Does that mean that you don't hate all men anymore?"

"I never said I hated all men, I just don't trust them and I don't want them¦touching me or staring at me."

"Well I can certainly empathize with that."

Korica took her seat at the sensor station and logged back in. The three then worked until lunchtime without further discussion. Jake had even managed to eek out another .25% in forward speed for the Future making their total speed now equal to 7.75 times the speed of light. It was still going to take close to thirty days to reach the origin point of the signal however and Jake knew it.

All three logged off their stations and made their way to the mess hall to get something to eat. The three talked lightly as Laurel and Jake tried to adjust to Korica's new persona. She still had the same relatively high, soft little voice she always had but she spoke far more eloquently and she sounded much more confidant and mature. She wasn't asking for lap time anymore and she was giving far less hugs and kisses as well. She seemed to have become more independent overnight. She was still an absolute joy to be around and she was still very considerate and she still emanated a great deal of love making her presence very soothing.

During lunch Laurel asked Korica if she would mind sleeping on the command deck until the elder race contacted them again. Laurel was pretty sure the elder race would have no concept of day and night for them so the call could come in at any time and if it occurred in the middle of the night she wanted all three of them to be able to get dressed quickly and head down to the scanner relay compartment at the same time. She agreed she would stay close by just in case.

The three went back to bridge after they finished eating their lunch and the rest of the day went without incident. Jake even traded stations with Korica for the last part of the day to let her get a feel for the propulsion control station. It was far more complicated than she imagined but she managed to get comfortable with the controls after just a little while. Staying ahead of the gravitational fluctuations in the forward gravity well proved to be the most complicated part of the propulsion controls and required a lot of math to be done in the head in very quick bursts. She liked the challenge but as she found out if one got the math wrong to even the slightest degree the gravity well would oscillate slightly causing a slowing in forward speed. She still managed to hold their speed at 7.5 times the speed of light only losing Jake's slight gain from the morning session and she maintained an efficiency coefficient of 98% available thrust to power ratio. Jake thought she actually did extremely well for her first watch at the propulsion controls.

Jake made some slight adjustments at the end of the day with Korica looking on and then he locked the settings in and handed control over to the computer and logged off. He then told her what a phenomenal job she had done for her first time.

"You really think I did that good?"

"Oh yah! You should have seen my first day at these controls. I couldn't keep us above six times the speed of light to save my life. I was horrible at it. You're a natural sweetie. These controls are anything but easy and require the use of very complex math in your head."

"Yah once I figured out the constant fluctuations in gravitational energy that needed to be adjusted and how to manipulate them smoothly and gradually, I got better at holding our speed constant without distorting the magnetic field in the engines."

Jake just stared at her for a second.

"What? Did I say something wrong?"

"No, I'm sorry for staring at you like that. It's just¦hearing that coming out of your mouth and knowing you completely understand what you're saying is just¦you are absolutely amazing sweetie. I could not be more proud of you than I am right now."

Korica smiled big and blushed. The three then departed for the mess hall to have dinner together. After the meal was done they made their way over to the gym to workout. During their workout Jake couldn't help but notice that Korica's endurance on the treadmill and elliptical machine were astounding. She was exercising in a manner that would have made his lungs and legs ache. In fact he was pretty sure he wouldn't have been able to keep the same pace for as long as she did without collapsing. He gently nudged Laurel with a push of emotion and gestured toward Korica with his head.

Laurel watched her for a few minutes and smiled at Jake and shrugged. She knew Korica was pushing herself her hardest to try and get in shape so she wouldn't scare Laurel when she sat in the chair to talk to the elder race. Laurel was just as worried that she would push herself to hard in the gym and run the same risk of pushing her body to the point of a stroke.

After the workout Korica was breathing hard and sweating but Jake sensed a strong sense of determination and pride in her and he decided not to mess with that and so said nothing to her about taking it easy on herself. He let the girls go take their shower while he sat in the gym and waited until he sensed Laurel heading for her quarters at which time he went and took his shower.

When he entered his quarters after his shower Jake was actually relieved to see Korica sitting between Laurel's legs letting Laurel brush her hair longer than what was necessary. At least some parts of her old habits of dependency were still present. He made his way into the bathroom after retrieving his clothes and got changed and cleaned up. When he emerged from the bathroom all three headed down to the passenger level to visit with the girls for a couple of hours.

The girls were delighted to see them and greeted them warmly as always. En'nala was finally feeling no discomfort of any kind and she was very glad to see the three of them. Praxy was particularly glad to see Jake and practically ran up to him when she saw him and offered him a warm, long hug while sharing her feelings with him. He returned the embrace and shared his feelings for her in the same manner leaving her feeling very warm and content. Cat asked Laurel how the progress of contacting someone to help them get home was coming along and Laurel simply told her that a contact had been established but further negotiations would be necessary to insure their safe transport to their home worlds. Cat accepted that answer and thanked her for at least making an initial contact to get the process started.

Andrena made a point to spend some time talking with Korica and seemed very pleased with the change in her. She could sense the new air of confidence in her and she could tell that her level of understanding of the world around her was far greater then before. Korica also now spoke with a level of intellect that she didn't posses before making her seem much more mature and independent. Andrena thanked Jake and Laurel for helping Korica to become such a spectacular young lady so quickly. It was obvious to her that Korica would flourish on the Future, just as Laurel had promised.

After a couple of hours Laurel, Korica and Jake said their goodbyes and told the girls if they needed anything to please call for them through one of the communication panels and they would see to their needs immediately. The three then departed for the command deck.

Once there, they made their way to Laurel and Jake's quarters to allow Korica to practice connecting with them. While Korica was exploring Laurel's deepest feelings Jake took the opportunity to look deep into Korica's heart to see if her feelings were still growing for him. To his dismay he found her feelings were indeed deeper and more profound than before. He knew she would never pursue him or act on her feelings and that it was an inevitable side effect of such an intense and intimate joining of spirits that she would start to fall in love with him. But he also felt that she was having similar intense deep feelings for Laurel, which he assumed must have been very confusing for her. Her feelings were aligning with his and Laurel's feelings for one another and the only way to stop them from progressing any deeper would be to stop sharing with her so deeply and so frequently.

At the conclusion of the practice session Korica was able to initiate a connection with both of them with relative ease by either entering their minds or by pulling them into her mind. Korica was also now able to listen into their minds just as easily as they could each other. She was in fact becoming very talented for someone so young and inexperienced leading Jake to the conclusion that she really didn't need anymore practice.

The three said their goodnights to one another and then Korica departed for her quarters down the corridor. Jake discussed his findings with Laurel and she agreed that she felt the same things and she really didn't want Korica to become confused by their relationship and so any further practice would do more harm than good. If Korica wanted the deep sharing it would be kept light on the part of Laurel and Jake and no more exploration of Korica's deepest places would be done. It was just to intimate and the feelings left behind could be misinterpreted way to easily.

Laurel and Jake got undressed and settled in for a good nights sleep after their discussion was done. Laurel had a gut feeling that they would be getting a call very early in the morning. She had learned to trust her instincts and just hoped Korica would be able to get dressed quickly. Korica had proved to be punctual so far but this would be different.

At 04:40 in the morning the AI awoke Laurel and Jake with the announcement that a signal had been detected and it matched the previous signal from the elder race. The two sprang up and started getting dressed. Laurel asked that the signal be sent to the chair and the AI informed her it had already been done. Laurel brushed her hair quickly after getting dressed and then her and Jake stepped out into the corridor and to her delight Korica was already coming down the corridor and she was completely dressed and her hair looked neat and brushed.

Korica smiled softly as she approached and then the three made their way down to the chair. All three climbed into their seats and slipped their halos on and plugged them in and then Laurel told the AI to engage the interface and compression filter. The three then clasped each other's hands and closed their eyes. Korica initiated the connection by pulling the other two into her mind. The three then concentrated on their love for one another and let the feelings grow to their strongest and then all three pushed their emotions and Korica let her feelings slip beyond her ability to hold them slowly and her breathing became very fast and heart rate jumped as her body surged enough blood into her brain to hold the incredible level of neural activity necessary.

All three experienced a free falling feeling then found themselves standing next to one another facing Asaria in the sea of waist deep mist. Asaria bowed slightly and greeted them much warmer than before.

"Hello. I am glad you recognized my signal. Please, have a seat. We have a lot to discuss." Asaria gestured behind the three.

"Have seat? There's nothing¦" Laurel started to say then turned and looked behind her.

The other two now turned to see what stopped Laurel mid sentence. There was a couch now sitting right behind them and the mist had cleared away revealing a hard shiny black floor that looked like polished marble with no grain in it. The three looked at the gray couch for a moment in shock. It had appeared out of nowhere and silently. When they began to sit and turned and looked back at Asaria she was now seated in an oversized red thrown style chair with a very high back and soft padded arm rests.

The three sat down very gently half expecting to fall right through the couch since they couldn't even touch each other.

"You will now be able to touch one another in this place." Asaria said.

Laurel immediately reached over and took Korica's hand in hers and then put her arm around her pulled her a little closer. Laurel didn't know why but it was very comforting to have Korica as close as possible to her and she was now sitting with her leg right up against hers as she held her hand tightly. Korica looked up at her and smiled warmly and leaned into her a little then the two leaned back against the back of the couch.

"I need to begin by apologizing for my initial meeting with you three. I was not expecting ones so young to be making the first contact with us. The fact that Korica here is the one making this contact possible deserves a great deal of respect and admiration. And your ability to construct a device capable of reaching us in this manner Laurel also warrants a great deal of respect. And you Jake at such a young age to be capable of expressing the necessary love and devotion to these two¦women to make this possible speaks to your advanced level of emotional evolution. I am truly sorry if I insulted you three in any way and I ask for your forgiveness."

Laurel was astonished by Asaria's level of humility and contrition. She now seemed like the advanced race Laurel had hoped the elder race would be.

"Apology accepted, and we forgive you. I'm sure this isn't what you expected in a first contact."

"No. It is not. No two first contacts are the same, but this is really unusual to say the least. The longer we communicate like this though the more I am learning from you, all three of you. I now understand that Future is your vessel, not a person? We were hoping this Future would explain how you got here."

"Well, the Future is our vessel, but the AI that runs the Future is extremely advanced. It seems so¦humanlike that one begins to think of her as a person."

"AI?"

"Yah sorry. Artificial intelligence. The computer that runs the Future's systems and interacts with us is a culmination of almost all of mankind's knowledge at the time we left our home world." Laurel explained.

"I see. Well we may yet be able to learn from your AI¦I can't help but notice you seem very¦protective¦or close to Korica here. You are not related but you treat her as your own?"

"I most certainly do! I¦I made a promise to her that no harm would ever befall her again so long as I live and I intend on keeping that promise. She is very dear to me and yes I do consider her mine. She is closer than a daughter, more precious than a sister. I love her with all my heart, as does Jake. I am sure you understand how¦intimate the experience of sharing ones spirit can be? We have bonded with Korica very deeply, and I believe it is this bond that has allowed us to perform this¦bridging as you called it."

"Hmm. I've just never seen someone as young as Korica with the ability to reach out with the mind and enter this place let alone share their inner essence with another."

"Well¦she couldn't when we rescued her. We have been practicing a couple times a day every day to get her to this point. It is very hard on her body but she has adapted in an astounding manner to make this possible years before she would have on her own."

"That would explain the strong but fragmentary impulses of information to the chair of knowledge. Every time you connected you were sharing a little piece of yourself with us."

"So¦Jake and I have been doing the same thing every time he and I connected?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. That would explain why the information was so fragmented. You are very young and really didn't know what you were doing."

"Can you tell us what this place is?" Korica asked.

"This is a realm of pure thought. Nothing actually exists here. In this place if you think it, it becomes as real as you want it to be. This is your concept of what should be here Korica."

"But there is nothing here." Korica sounded confused.

"That's because you don't expect there to be anything here. If you expect everything around you to look like your home world then that is what you will see. Any fantasy, any dream, it's all possible here. Time has no meaning and space has no meaning here. That is why we can communicate across many light years instantaneously. If you compress time then hours here will equal seconds on the other side."

"Look this is extremely hard on Korica as I said before. If we can compress time so we can spend longer asking questions with out putting her at risk we need to do that. How do we compress time in this place?" Laurel asked.

"Well if Korica is the one that created the bridge to this place, she needs to be the one to decide to compress her thoughts."

"That is¦so unhelpful."

"I'm sorry Laurel I can't tell her how to do it. She needs to decide to do it on her own and just do it. I hate to sound so vague but some things need to be learned on one's own and no help can be offered. She needs to evolve the ability to compress her thoughts by herself."

"Are you still doing ok sweetie?" Laurel asked looking over at Korica.

Korica closed her eyes and furrowed her brow as she tuned into her body back in the chair on the Future. She then opened her eyes and looked over at Laurel.

"I'm hot and I am starting to get tired but I'm still doing ok. I know you like details, so my heart rate is one hundred fourty-five beats a minute and my respirations are at one hundred twenty per minute and my body temperature is one hundred point eight degrees Fahrenheit."

"God baby! You can't do that for very long. You need to try and figure out how to compress time here or we don't have long before we need to get you out of the chair."

Korica closed her eyes tightly and started concentrating very hard on compressing time.

"I don't understand why your device is so hard on her body." Asaria said.

"It's not the device itself. It's how hard she has to work to make her brain do this. The intense neural activity in her brain requires a tremendous amount of blood flow to supply the needed oxygen. This is something she probably shouldn't have been capable of doing until she was much older."

"Then why would you make her do this?" Asaria actually sounded concerned.

"I didn't make her do anything! She volunteered to do this. It was important that we contact you."

Laurel and Jake suddenly felt an odd sensation like that of feeling intense deceleration.

"I did it captain Laurel! I think I just compressed my thoughts." Korica said excitedly as she opened her eyes.

Asaria disappeared completely for a second then reappeared out of a wisp of the mist standing up. Her chair then reappeared and she sat back down in it slowly while looking at Korica with an amazed look on her face.

"Very good young Korica! That is impressive. It took the chair of knowledge a moment to compensate for the change in signal compression but we are now experiencing what I would guess to be hours for seconds on the other side. You really are gifted Korica Prentor. Your strength is¦not many can do what you have done so easily. I believe we can now talk at length without her body being stressed unduly."

"Good. I have a great many questions for you." Laurel said.
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"Go ahead. You may ask your questions." Asaria said as she leaned back in her chair.

"Are you familiar with the content of the message that was sent to us?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. I am."

"Are you the one who composed the message?"

"No. I am not. I am just the emissary with the honor of making initial contact with you."

"Well, there are some things I don't exactly understand if Korica's translation was correct."

"What is it that perplexes you?"

"Well, you don't usually seek individuals for enlightenment do you?"

"No. We usually invite an entire population to participate in a first contact. Your case was¦unique. We only heard you and Jake. We usually hear a collage of millions or even billions of voices when a race becomes capable of communicating by thought and feelings of the unspoken word. You embodied all the traits of an advanced species capable of great potential, and you seemed to be in great need of our help. Something about you in particular Laurel Kade captured the attention of Oberot. He wanted to ascertain whether or not you were in fact as advanced spiritually and technologically as he hoped. That is why I have been designated as your liaison to the council of elders. I am to report back my assessment of your¦compatibility with our requirements for acceptance into the membership of advanced races. If I am not convinced, then we will have no further contact with your kind. Korica on the other hand is to be evaluated as a person of extraordinary light and her people have already been accepted for membership if she so requests it. Since she has already been exposed to the chair of knowledge, she has already been enlightened if the chair was functioning properly."

"I see. So I need to impress you? So who is Oberot?"

"He is the leader of the council of elders. He has been on the council for many centuries and he has initiated many first contacts. For two individuals to garner enough attention from him to seek you out is very significant and should not be taken lightly. We thought you were¦well older. We do not usually see such advanced abilities in those of such youth. The fact that you were able to construct a device for communicating with us in this manner and what you have trained Korica to do with her abilities to make this all work is enough to convince me that you warrant further study and consideration."

"So you're not ready to cut us off yet?"

"No, of course not. Even if we decide you are not ready as a species, Korica here is. We need to have continued contact with her and we apparently need you for that."

"Well¦where she goes, we go. You will not be taking her from us! If we are deemed unfit for your continued consideration I will accept that, but Korica stays with us. Any communication with her I will be more than happy to continue to facilitate for her and her people's sake, but make no mistake, we will defend her right to choose where she resides."

"One of the things we value above all else is the right of free will. She has chosen you as her family and we do not disrupt family units. Ever! We have no plans to take her from you. You two are ideal surrogate parents for her, she obviously loves you two very deeply and I can see your love for her is very strong as well. We will need her to come before the council and request membership as a representative of the people of Draxima though. Because of her young age a guardian will be required to accompany her anyway and that will be you and Jake. Her importance should not be underestimated. She will be speaking on behalf of nine point eight billion people."

"I never knew there was that many of us." Korica said.

"Oh yes. Your people are settled across three star systems and have been peacefully interacting with hundreds of other species for many years. It is this ability to peacefully coexist with so many different species that has earned your people our respect. We feel with enlightenment your people are capable of greatness and their potential would further enhance the peaceful coalition of advanced races."

"Can you tell me what 'new oni anquis tock bee day oh' means?" Laurel asked.

"Well, there is no translation in your language that would suffice. I will explain it like this. Because you are from another galaxy, and one that is very far away, we would need to send a vessel of immense proportions to observe and possibly make contact with your people. We have our own version of an AI that is not artificial. Oberot was a little premature in his invite for you to be that AI in my opinion, but essentially you would be the emissary to make contact with your people on behalf of the elder race. Everything that makes you who you are and what you are would be¦copied into this vessels AI. The intelligence is not artificial but it is in fact an extremely complex biological computer if you will that will run the entire vessel."

"Come on, how is that even possible?"

"It is not something I could explain in the time we have. It is possible though, rest assured we can, and have done this many times in the past."

"Wait¦that means you would have access to everything I know?"

"Well yes, I suppose you could look at it that way. But you would have access to everything we know as well."

"I would, or my copy would?"

"The essence in the vessel would."

"I'm not sure I'm comfortable with that. I have¦things in my head that I don't think would be appropriate for others to have access to. I have hopes, desires, dreams and aspirations that are very personal. I would also be giving you very¦sensitive details of the Future and her systems. Jake and I may be in command but we are not alone. I have to consider the well being of the sixty-five hundred souls that I am responsible for."

"Well I think you are too young anyway. Like I said, I think Oberot was premature in his offer. He did not have all the information he needed to make an informed decision. You are in fact very¦advanced, and I sense a great deal of¦potential in you, but you are not ready in my opinion for something of this magnitude."

"There is also the fact that I am¦paired for life with Jake. If you have a copy of everything that makes me what I am, that would include my feelings for him would it not?"

"Yes, it would, but¦that's just not possible. The pairing does not happen until much later in life. At least not in any species we have ever encountered."

"Have you ever encountered Humans before?"

"No. We have not. Aren't you a little young to be¦so intimate with one another?"

"God, here we go again! I am not a child! My body is completely capable of¦reproductive intimacy, but we have not engaged in such things yet. Jake and I fell in love with each other from the moment we met. Our joining of spirits has bonded us in a way that is permanent. If we are apart for to long we get very sick. The AI on the Future thinks we might even die if we are separated permanently. If you take a copy of my essence and I am taken away from Jake, I would be lonely and sad beyond measure. For that matter I would be miserable without Korica by my side. We have bonded almost just as deeply."

"You have paired without physically joining? I have never heard of such a thing being possible, especially at your young age. I will have to discuss this with Oberot. Perhaps you are further along in your evolution as a species than I thought. Do you hear his spirit within you?"

"Yes. Constantly."

"Astonishing! And you hear her young Jake?"

"Oh yes. Her whispers keep me company every waking moment. We have even shared dreams. All three of us have."

"No! After the fact?"

"Oh no. We shared a dream¦or two, while it took place."

"How is that possible? You shared your deepest spirit with Korica here?"

"Yes. We share our deepest spirit with her often. She loves the intimate feeling of sharing like that. We fell asleep while deeply connected one night and we shared each other's dreams. Is that unusual? You sound surprised." Jake said.

"Well, it's not unusual for a paired couple to share their deepest essence with one another, but to share an active dream, I have never heard of such a thing being possible. I must say though, to commit to such an intimate act with a¦with someone as young as Korica is not a good idea. It could lead to¦confused feelings. Aren't you afraid she could fall in love with you? She could even become paired with you."

"Well, actually she already has fallen in love with me. We have been very careful not to touch her deepest spot to often so she wouldn't become paired with either of us¦Sorry Korica, but I know. We know." Jake looked over at Korica and grinned.

Korica lowered her head slightly and her cheeks turned bright pink. She then looked at Jake.

"Sorry, I thought I was hiding it pretty well."

"Well, you were but we can feel everything you feel and we know what it feels like to be in love with someone. It's not a bad thing, it's just a side affect of our intense sharing of spirits with each other."

Korica then looked over at Laurel.

"I promise you I won't mess up what you and Jake have, I promise. I can't help what I feel but I can control what I do about it. He is your mate and I don't ever want to come between you two. After all I love you as much as I do Jake."

"I know sweetheart. I don't feel any threat from you. I know what's in your heart baby."

Laurel put her hand up to Korica's cheek and stroked her soft cheek with her thumb as she smiled at her.

"Amazing! The amount of open love between the three of you without reservation is truly remarkable. No wonder you were able to make your device work. You all truly feel an undeniable love for one another. And I sense that you respect all living things with that same perspective of love young Laurel?"

"I truly do. Life is precious in all its forms and should be respected as such."

"Well¦that must be what Oberot sensed in you. I guess I was wrong to doubt his assessment of you being what we seek for the new oni anquis tock bee day oh. He truly is wise and I should learn to trust his instinct. I guess that is why he has been our leader for so many years."

"So, Humans may yet be right for membership in this coalition of advanced races?"

"If you represent what it is to be Human, and you at such a young age are advanced enough to express the amount of love you do and possess the ability to demonstrate such an advanced level of technological sophistication that you can build a means for communicating with us as you are right now, then yes, your people warrant further study at the very least and I am going to personally recommend that you two immediately be accepted for temporary membership and full enlightenment until such time as your people as a whole can be evaluated, hopefully with your help."

"Well I am honored by your sudden decision to endorse my people but I am still not willing to hand over everything I know without getting to know you better."

"As you wish¦I would pose a question to you now about your return message if I may."

"You understood it then?"

"Oh yes. It's not hard when it is in our own language. I would assume we have Korica to thank for that?"

"Yes, you do. What is your question?"

"You mentioned needing help with a dire and sensitive matter involving many tender souls from this galaxy? Can you elaborate on what you meant?"

"Well¦I was reluctant to mention it at first. When we rescued Korica here, we did not rescue her alone."

"Oh?"

"We in fact rescued one hundred and three girls including her. They are all onboard the Future and we really need help getting them back to their families. The Hodong used the chair knowledge to locate these girls' home worlds. They would then go on raids stealing, destroying, raping and killing as they went. They did¦awful things to these poor girls. Many had friends and family murdered right before their eyes. We have healed their physical injuries completely and tried to mend their hearts by showing them love and compassion but we need your help getting them home. I promised them we would do everything in our power to get them home safely. Most are even younger than I am, and all are beautiful tender souls that just want to go home. I hope the young are as precious to your people as they are to mine. These are someone's babies that were taken from them and abused in the most horrific ways possible. We were hoping you would help us get them all home?"

"Well that does change things. We might be able to help each other in this situation. I assure you our children are the most important things in our lives. We value all life but especially that of our children."

"I am actually relieved to hear you say that. I wasn't quite sure with the cold reception we received before. I can tell you do not personally like the idea of dealing with¦someone so young. These girls need to be treated with dignity and tenderness, especially with what they have been through. I need to be sure you people are capable of such compassion and respect for them despite how young they are before I will release them to your care."

"I'll admit I was a little rude, and possibly disrespectful at first and I have tried to apologized for that. I can assure you these girls will be handled with the utmost dignity and respect. Like you said, these are somebody's babies and should be treated as tenderly as they would be by their own families. I promise you we are more than capable of showing them the love and consideration they deserve."

"There is also the fact that some of these girls have tragically lost their entire family, like Korica here. They have no one to go back to. What will you do with them?"

"They will be offered a life with a loving family among our people. My people have a very advanced sense of love and compassion. We are experienced with gifted children and can help them realize their fullest potential in a safe and loving environment."

"That is actually going to be a very important consideration. Everyone of these girls were found because their people are capable of communicating without the spoken word and many are now showing signs of blossoming abilities since they have been treated with love and kindness. Some are particularly¦gifted and will need guidance and further nurturing."

"We can provide that, I promise you."

"You know, I wish I could sense what you are saying, but I sense nothing from you at all. You on the other hand seem to have access to my feelings. I feel like I am at a strong disadvantage here."

"The chair of knowledge captures the essence of what you are saying as well as information about your race. It's the way the device was designed to work so we get truthful information. It does not work both ways for security reasons I am sorry to say."

"I see. So I just have to trust you even though I really don't know you."

"I'm afraid so. I have no reason to deceive you though."

"Well¦there is another very sensitive matter in regards to one of the girls. One of the girls was pregnant when we rescued her. She is pretty sure the father was of her own species but she is not certain and she couldn't bring herself to have a baby that she might not love properly or that might have been of a mixed species blending. We were able to remove the fertilized egg without killing the embryo and we have preserved it in hard stasis. Ondroxa is very young and bringing a baby to full term at her age would have been very risky to her and the baby. My hope is that she may yet want the

baby later in life. Special handling will be necessary with her and her¦baby. Ondroxa's wishes must be observed with regards to what she wants done with the embryo."

"I uh¦this is going to have to be brought to the council as well. I can assure you it will be handled delicately though. How is this Ondroxa doing?"

"Well, we fixed her injuries like they never happened, and she is very grateful for that fact. We introduced her to several of the girls that have been very kind to her and I have tried to comfort her as often as possible. She seems to be fairly happy despite being brutalized in such an evil manner. The girls have all come together to help each other get past their horrible experiences."

"I see. So she is also capable of communicating without the spoken word?"

"Yes. As I said, they all are to one degree or another. Some were not even aware they could share feelings without words until the three of us shared our feelings with them for the first time. Korica here is one of eight girls exposed to the chair of knowledge, so communication among all of the girls is possible using the spoken word through interpreters like her."

"Your compassion for these girls is astounding. I sense a great deal of tenderness for them from you¦and Jake. So what drew you to Korica here in a crowd of over a hundred girls?"

"You know, I really don't know. She is the youngest as far as I know and seemed to need the most attention I guess. She needed someone to look after her needs. I just loved her from the moment I met her."

"Look at this cute little face of hers, how could you not love her? Even in a crowd of beautiful girls she stands out as especially beautiful?" Jake said as he gently stroked her cheek making her blush.

"She is very pretty. I just find it incredible that you two would gravitate to the one girl that is of a species we have been waiting for a response from for so long and she just happens to have the latent ability to create a bridge to this place only after you shared all of your love for each other with her waking her abilities before she was truly ready."

"Are you saying this was all¦advanced instincts at work?" Laurel asked.

"I don't think you realize how far your instinctive abilities reach. Something inside you knew you needed her. Allowing her to¦fall in love with you I suspect was also a necessary part of making this work. You may not have realized it but you were working on a plan from the moment you met her to reach us."

"That¦that's deep. I never thought about it like that." Laurel said.

"That is what it means to be an advanced race." Asaria said raising an eyebrow.

"So us ending up with Korica as our¦as part of our family, that's just a lucky side affect?"

"Well with her family gone, does she not need a loving family?"

"So her advanced instincts were at work all along too?"

"Yes. Don't take this the wrong way, but she is even more advanced than you are. And I don't mean she was planning anything knowingly. Her instincts told her you needed each other for a deeper purpose. I would strongly recommend that you listen to her when she has a¦gut feeling about something."

"So are you saying we are a worthy race after all?" Laurel asked in a small voice.

"Yes. You are. You will come to see much more potential in yourself as you come to recognize more of your advanced traits. Not all are so obvious as hearing others without them speaking. Some are very subtle but no less important or impressive. This is what we look for in these interviews. I am sorry if it seemed¦cold or invasive, but it is necessary to make sure we are in fact dealing with an intellectually advanced race. I sense you have been completely open and honest with me, and that will go a long ways toward me getting you the help you seek."

"So what about the girls? I really don't care what you do with me. They need help."

"I don't have the final say, but I can assure you they will get the help you are asking for. I just don't know what will be asked of you in return. I will do everything in my power to get things moving for the girls. I have a great deal of power among the elders and I can get something going until the council of elders decide what they want to do."

"I see. Well confer with the council and tell them¦anything they want will be considered. Just¦help them¦please." Laurel dropped her gaze to the floor knowing what was going to be asked of her.

"Do not despair Laurel. The council will not ask more than you already have to give. You will not be asked to go on a quest to acquire or deliver anything if that is your concern."

"No, that is not what I'm thinking. You're interpreting my feelings wrong. If the price is to high, if I can't uphold my oath to protect my ship and my crew, I will be forced to seek out their home worlds on my own and deliver them one at a time to their families. You were our only real hope of getting them home in a timely manner."

"You do realize that would likely take a lifetime to accomplish with how slow your vessel travels?"

"How do you know what our top speed is?"

"We have a detailed analysis of your propulsion method and engine capabilities. Your technique of propulsion is unusual but not unique. For your vessels size we estimate a top speed of one million four hundred thousand miles per second using one of your distance and time calculation methods. Is that not correct?"

"That's¦so you have been scanning us?"

"In a manner of speaking, yes. When a vessel the size of the Future comes into our space we keep an eye on it. "

"I see. There is another issue besides getting the girls home and getting ourselves back to the Milky Way that we need help with."

"Oh? And what is that?"

"One of our command crew has been exposed to a virus like nothing we have ever seen before. He is very¦dear to me and he is on the brink of death. We had to put him into stasis to preserve him and give ourselves time to find a cure. All of the girls seem to be carrying the virus but they seem to be immune to its affects. The three of us were also exposed through our close contact with the girls but our bodies were able to eliminate the virus completely. If you could offer any advice it would be greatly appreciated."

"It sounds like the Lersa virus. The Lersa virus is fatal in one out of ten species."

"Lersa?"

"Yes. It causes complete organ shut down in those susceptible to its affects. It is named after a world that had its entire population exterminated by the virus. No one knows where it originated from but all space-fairing civilizations in this galaxy are familiar with it and most have been exposed to it at one time or another. It is highly contagious and it can survive in the cold vacuum of space in dust particles on a ships hull. It is assumed that is how it became so virulent throughout the galaxy."

"Is there a cure?"

"Yes. I will transmit a representation of the protein molecule that will destroy the virus after we are done here. Your crewman's immune system will develop the ability to fight the virus successfully once the protein is introduced to his spinal fluid. It is important that the virus not be allowed to cause swelling of the brain stem or he will die. That is the most common fatal reaction to the virus. If you and Jake are immune to the virus, I would suggest using your own antibodies as a base for assembling the protein molecule. Encode the protein molecule into your antibody proteins and introduce it into his spinal fluid and his immune system should recognize it as his own antibody and begin replicating it."

"I'm not a molecular biologist. I'm not sure I understood everything you just said."

"Your AI does have advanced molecular antigen knowledge does it not?"

"Yes. I believe so."

"Good. I will send you everything you should need. Korica can assist you with any necessary translations."

"I can't thank you enough. Mark is very important to us. He is in no small part responsible for the successful rescue of the girls from the Hodong. Will there be a price for this information?"

"No. It is in everyone's best interest to eradicate this virus any time it is encountered. Besides, this is an act of good will. We want to show you that not every favor will require a sacrifice. We are glad we can help your sick crewman."

"Thank you very much. Look, I hate to bring this up, but the Hodong got their hands on one of these chairs of knowledge. How many of these things are there and are they guarded?"

"There are thousands of them scattered all over the galaxy. They act as a network communicating with each other and relaying information all over the galaxy about advanced species. The chair I am using was the first built and is the most powerful among them. The devices are hidden and safeguarded with disguising technology that should make them impossible to find without knowing what you are looking for and the chairs will only work on a species with pure intentions and extremely advanced minds. For a lesser species, trying to use the chair could prove fatal."

"Thousands? Holy crap! Well the Hodong figured out how to¦hotwire one of them. They used a neural halo from one of their ships to make the damn thing work. Korica here is proof they had one. Don't you think that it's a little¦dangerous to have these things all over the place?"

"These devices are a crucial part of unifying the advanced races throughout the galaxy. They have been around for many thousands of years and this is the first time one has been compromised and used for nefarious purposes. It is possible that tectonic movements exposed one of the devices hidden in a cave, or disabled the camouflaging technology. Korica, what all did you learn when you were put in the chair?"

"Well¦it was painful. In an instant I knew thousands of languages and I was aware of the people each language belonged to. I understood how they think, how they talk to and act with one another as though I was one of them for a time. I knew where many of their home worlds were and I knew whether or not they had space travel capabilities and that was it."

Asaria pulled her head back in surprise.

"You didn't learn any technological information about these species?"

"No, Just what I told you. That was it."

"And it was instantaneous?"

"Yes. There was a bright yellow flash of light and my head hurt very bad afterwards. I woke up after a while sitting in the chair and I could understand the Hodong's language. The halo was then yanked off my head and I was thrown back in my cell."

"That's not how the chair of knowledge is supposed to work. It is supposed to be a gradual process so the mind isn't overwhelmed. Brain damage can occur if too much knowledge is dumped into the brain too quickly. It sounds like whatever they did to get the chair to work it didn't access all of the learning circuits in the chair thank goodness or you would have been imparted with a great deal of knowledge about billions of races across millions of years. They obviously only cared about finding the coordinates for more worlds to raid and how to speak the local languages."

"Well they did more than just raid the planets. They grabbed the most beautiful young girls they could find, like Korica here. All the girls they grabbed were very young and exceptionally beautiful. Any that didn't measure up to their standards were attacked then murdered on the spot."

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to downplay the evil things the Hodong did because of our over confidence in our ability to keep the chair of knowledge out of the wrong hands. We are going to enhance the safeguards in place at each device to insure this won't happen again."

"Look, I have a great deal to think about and I think I have answered all your questions right?"

"Yes. The three of you have answered all my questions with complete honesty. I have gathered enough information to report back to the council with my recommendations. I now have a very good idea of who you are and what you are capable of, all three of you. You are anything but a child and you deserve a great deal of respect and from now on you shall have it, you have my word."

"Thank you. How can we reach you if we need to talk to you?"

"It's best if we contact you, but if you really need us, just call out to us with your minds and we will hear you. You three are exceptionally gifted with your ability to reach out to us."

"So do we need to do anything special to end this¦compressed connection?"

"No. When Korica breaks the connection you should slip back into your own minds just as you always do. If I might suggest though, you may want to limit your deep sharing of essence with Korica. She is capable of establishing this bridge now, so there is no need to risk confusing her feelings any further. She is extremely young to be committing to such an intimate and potentially permanent joining of spirits."

"Don't take this the wrong way but what we do with Korica is our own business. We know the risks and the precautions that must be observed. We love her and we aren't going to deny her any amount of intimacy and love that she desires¦wow, did that sound as bad as I think it did?"

"Pretty much, but I understand what you meant and I can sense what's in your heart. I know you meant it innocently. You're right though, it's your business how you raise her, it was just a suggestion from somebody with years of experience with gifted children like her."

"While I can appreciate your experience with other children like her, but you are not experienced with Korica, and no two children are alike. She is unique and I think she has her feelings in proper prospective and she is more than capable of keeping them that way."

"Fair enough. I need to confer with the elders. I will contact you when they have reached a decision as to what they want to do. Rest assured, you have my full endorsement. You have impressed me with your intelligence and compassion. Korica here is very lucky to have you two looking after her. I could not think of a more fit family to raise her properly than you two. I believe she will have all of the love and encouragement she will ever need"

"Thank you! That means a lot to hear you say that."

Asaria then stood up and smiled slightly and simply evaporated into a cloud of mist that then blended into the rest of the fog around her and her chair simply disappeared. The three then looked at each other for moment before Jake just shrugged.

"Ok Korica, you think you can get us out of here?" Laurel asked looking over at her.

"Sure. I'll just withdraw from your minds right?" Korica sounded unsure.

"I don't know sweetie. You've compressed time in this place and I don't know how that works."

"Maybe all three of us should withdraw at the same time." Jake said.

"Ok, let's stand up and give it a try."

All three stood up and closed their eyes and concentrated on withdrawing into their own minds. All three suddenly became aware of how warm it was in the scanner relay compartment and they could hear the control interface winding down. All three of them had a dizzy spinning feeling in their heads for a few moments as the usual confusing fog and blurred vision wore off. Laurel immediately took her halo off and leaned forward and looked over at Korica. She was breathing hard and looked like she was tired but she managed a grin and gave her a thumbs up signaling she was ok.

Laurel put her face in her hands and leaned forward as she brought her knees up. She hoped she hadn't just done the wrong thing. She felt like she had just betrayed the girl's trust in her to protect them. Jake took his halo off and leaned forward and put his hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"What's wrong babe?"

"God what have I done Jake! I don't even know those people and I just told them all about the girls." Laurel said as she removed her hands from her face.

"I thought¦that's what we did this for isn't it? We needed help getting the girls home."

"I just feel like I jumped the gun. I didn't realize how much I rely on my ability to feel what a person is thinking until it's taken away from me. I just hope I haven't made a big mistake by trusting these people."

"Is your gut telling you that you did something wrong, or is your head?"

"What?"

"Lean back and close your eyes and try and calm down. Listen to your gut instinct. That little voice deep down inside, what is it telling you?"

Laurel did as he asked and leaned back into her seat and tried to calm her mind. Asaria had irked her by trying to tell her what to do with Korica and she was now upset and conflicted by her emotions. She was able to calm down enough to feel for her gut instinct. She sensed no danger and she was sure the right people were going to be involved shortly to get the girls exactly what they needed and more. She actually sensed something wonderful coming to the girls but she had no idea what the feeling meant. She just knew they were safe and she had done the right thing. Asaria was a little condescending but she seemed to have warmed up to Laurel in the end and she probably meant well with her suggestions on how to deal with Korica.

"You're right, I don't sense any danger to the girls. These people can truly help them if we can get the right people involved. I think Asaria means well, but she is a bureaucrat and a diplomat, not a child advocate. She doesn't like the fact that she has to deal with a bunch of kids no matter how smart or advanced they are."

"What about you Korica? What does your gut tell you?" Jake asked.

"Really? You're interested in what I think?" Korica sounded shocked to have her opinion considered.

"Oh baby, of course. Don't you let what Asaria said make you think for a second that you aren't important. We absolutely value your opinion. Remember, she did say that when you have a gut feeling about something it would be wise to pay attention to it." Jake said.

Korica closed her eyes and thought hard about what she feels deep down inside.

"I don't sense any danger either. I think you did the right thing captain Laurel. Something really good is going to come out of this but I can't exactly tell what it is yet. I can't explain it but I also get the feeling that this Oberot is very interested in you in particular Laurel for some reason. You remind him of someone that he misses and¦loves¦or did love or something like that."

"What! How can you possibly know that?" Laurel asked.

"I don't know, but I'm sure of it. He likes you and wants to meet you."

"You get all that from a gut feeling?"

"Yes. He doesn't want to hurt you, he just wants to¦know you."

"I¦I don't know what to say to that. It's almost creepy."

The three were suddenly interrupted by a call out from the AI.

"Captain, I have an incoming signal. It is different than the other signals. It is a compressed data stream coming form the star system we are headed towards."

"Route it to a non network memory module. It's the cure for Mark¦how about that, she kept her word and sent us the cure."

"Understood. Could you explain the cure?"

"Um¦it's a protein that you will have to synthesize from mine and Jake's antibodies. It's actually a little over my head but I can tell you exactly what Asaria said to do in order to create a protein that will destroy the virus. I will need Korica's help to translate the message into English."

"I had already considered that but you and Jake have AB negative and AB positive blood types so I discounted the idea since Mark has A positive blood."

"You're not going to perform a transfusion." Korica said. "You are going to introduce the protein directly into Mark's spinal fluid so the infection in his brain stem can be stopped before it kills him. The protein marker will be encoded on Laurel and Jake's antibodies and that is what will be introduced into his spinal fluid, which will trick his immune system into replicating the exact antibody needed to destroy the virus."

Laurel looked over at Korica with a shocked look.

"You understand all that stuff?" Laurel asked her.

"Sure. I don't know how to do it, but I understand how it works in principle."

"I didn't realize you were that knowledgeable with molecular science."

"Yep. I have a lot of stuff up here about science and medicine. The computer gave it to me in case you guys ever got hurt." Korica pointed to her temple.

"I also did it because I really like you Korica. I wanted to give you something special that the others would not have. I will have to deliberately infect you with the virus Laurel and Jake, and then watch for your body's immune response in order to extract the right antibody. I do not like the idea of introducing a deadly virus into your bodies, but I do not see any other way. As soon as you can translate the information for me Korica, I will begin working on a way to model the protein."

"I'll start as soon as I get cleaned up." Korica said.

"We got to get you fed too sweetie. Aren't you hungry?"

"Starving!" Korica said with a smile.

"Well then come on, let's get you cleaned up and then get some food in you."

"Shouldn't I eat first then workout then shower so I'm not taking two showers?"

"No sweetie. You don't need to worry about wasting water. All of the water from the showers is recycled. You like the hot showers don't you?"

"Oh yes, very much."

"Well you can't take as many showers as you like. We will get you cleaned up first. Jake and I will wait to eat until you are done so we can have breakfast together."

"Thank you. I love you guys so much. You always think of me first."

"You better believe it! And we always will. We love you honey."

Korica smiled at her brightly and climbed out of her seat. The three then departed for the command deck. Korica went straight to the shower room and Laurel and Jake made their way to their quarters to wait for Korica. Laurel laid down on the bed and Jake laid next to her on his side facing her.

"So Jake, what do you think about Korica's intuition about this guy Oberot?"

"She obviously has a sense that we just don't possess yet. I don't know how this guy knows enough about you in order for you to remind him of someone. I'm a little worried it might be an old lover or something creepy."

"That's exactly what I was thinking. It could be something as innocent as a granddaughter that looked like me but I just don't know if I like it."

"I personally think you should meet him at a distance first so you can get a feel for his intentions before meeting him face to face. I would hate to have to confront an elder race leader about his intentions towards my girl. Then there is the fact that he has been the leader of the council for centuries, you really think he would be attracted to a girl as young as you in an inappropriate way?"

"Well, look at the men that the Hodong sold their captives to. They were grown men seeking a very young girl. I think we better just watch our backs and make sure these people are on the up and up."

"Well I am going to have your back, your front, your side and everything else covered. I'm not going to lose you to a¦sick old bastard looking for a tight young gorgeous blond."

"Jake, geeze! You don't know if I'm tight!"

"I meant that everything is in a perfect little package. Gosh Laurel, I'm not a pig. Besides you really don't think you're tight like you're thinking?"

"I¦yah I suppose I am. I don't really know though, I've never felt inside to find out."

"Come on babe, look at how you're built. There's no way you couldn't be. Everything about you is in small dimensions so why wouldn't that be also."

"Hay! Are you saying I have small breasts too?"

"God no. You're twisting my words. I mean your¦pussy is small on the outside, why wouldn't it be on the inside as well. I can't wait to find out for myself someday."

"I'm just messin with you. I knew what you meant, I just wanted to make you say it."

"You're terrible! You know I don't like talking crude in front of you. It's not respectful."

"I promise you, you will get to find out for yourself eventually. Just¦not yet."

"I can wait as long as you need Laurel. I love you. I'm perfectly happy with what we are already doing. I get to see you up close and we both get what we need. You are pretty spectacular to look at and I love the noises you make when I get to pleasure you. You have no idea how erotic your soft moans and little squeaks are when you build up to an orgasm and then finally let go."

Laurel's cheeks blushed bright pink. Jake slid over and gave her a peck on the lips. She smiled at him and put her hand behind his head and gently pulled him in for an intense French kiss. They pulled themselves in closer together and started making out while stroking each other's crotch for some time before Korica entered the room.

Korica entered so quietly that neither noticed her enter with how intensely they were enjoying each other's embrace. Korica was a little shocked at first but just stood quietly for a minute and watched the two kissing very passionately. She quietly wondered what it would feel like to have a boy's lips pressed up against hers so passionately and for so long. She had never experienced anything but a brief peck on the lips from Jake from time to time. She worried if she would ever even get to experience such a thing herself since she didn't trust men and what she could see Jake doing between Laurel's legs repulsed her. She never wanted a man to touch her like that again.

Korica cleared her throat "hmm, hmm" startling the two out of their embrace.

"Oh god! Sorry baby, we kind of got carried away." Laurel said.

"It's ok. I know you two love each other like that sometimes. I would have just left and let you two be alone, but my clothes were delivered here and I'm¦well except for this towel I'm naked."

"No, don't be silly Korica. You don't have to leave. We are here to take care of you and that means our stuff can wait until later. You come first." Jake said.

He rolled over and pulled Korica into a hug being careful to grab her towel so it wouldn't fall off of her. Laurel got up and walked around to the other side of the bed and knelt down in front of Korica to help her dry her hair completely. As she pulled the towel off of her Jake rolled onto his back and looked at the ceiling to give her at least a little privacy.

"You are still uncomfortable seeing me naked Jake?"

"Nope. I think you are adorable to look at, I just don't want to make you uncomfortable."

"I thought we went through this already. I don't care if you see me. You take care of me, you don't desire me."

Jake rolled back onto his side and looked at her. She really was adorable and he was honored that his gaze didn't faze her in the least. Korica simply looked at him as Laurel hung the towel around her neck and went to get the hairbrush out of the bathroom. Jake wondered how he got so lucky to have such a lovable girl in his life. She was an absolute sweetheart and a joy to be close to. The love she radiated just made him feel good.

By the time Laurel returned with the hairbrush Korica had her underwear, pants and top on. Jake told her to spin around so he could look at her. He then gave her a thumbs up and a grin.

"You're so beautiful Korica. I am so glad you are staying with us for good. I would miss you terribly if you were to go with the other girls." Jake said Making Korica smile.

"Thank you. I'm not going anywhere. I love it here with you two. You make me feel so pretty and special inside. If I had to leave I would just die."

"Awe. Did you really ever have any doubt that you were pretty?" Jake asked.

"Well, my mother and father used to tell me how beautiful I was but of course they would say that. I can feel it from you two, and you tell me how pretty I am all the time. It feels good to hear it and I believe you. I truly believe I must be beautiful for you to say it as often as you do. I have¦felt how you see me through our sharing."

Korica was sitting between Laurel's legs on the edge of the bed by this time and she was speaking from her heart without even thinking about it as Laurel hypnotized her by brushing her hair and petting her head very gently and very lovingly.

"You know, your beauty is what kept you alive with the Hodong. If you hadn't been so beautiful they would have just¦well they wouldn't have taken you with them."

"Your right! I hadn't thought about that before. I must be cute and I guess it's not a complete curse to look the way I do."

Laurel stopped brushing her hair and thought about what her mother used to tell her when a creepy look was given to her by an older guy.

"Sweetie let me tell you what my mom used to tell me. Your stunning beauty is a gift from God to the rest of us. He made you so beautiful so the rest of us would get the joy of looking upon you."

"Thank you Laurel. That really makes me feel good."

"You're welcome. Let's get your shoes and socks on and we'll go get you fed sweetie."

After Korica finished getting dressed the three made their way to the mess hall and ordered breakfast.

After that the three went to the gym and performed their morning workout followed by another shower for Korica with Laurel joining her. Jake sat in the gym and waited for the girls to finish their showers while he seriously contemplated what Asaria had said about it not being a good idea to engage in the deep sharing of spirits with Korica anymore. He was starting to see behavior in her that he was a little concerned about. He hadn't taken the step of listening to what Korica was feeling this morning, but he was concerned that she might be looking for attention from him at the wrong times and for the wrong reasons. Asaria may have been right about her feelings getting confused. He was just going to have to pay attention to her feelings more closely even if she would know he was digging around in her head.

Once Jake sensed the girls were finished he headed for the showers himself. He was again caught up in deep thought while showering. He was wondering what they had done to this poor girl's head by messing around with stuff for which they had no idea as to what the side affects of would be. He was starting to think he might need to ask Asaria for advice on fixing the issue if there was a way to correct the damage they had already done.

Jake made his way to his quarters after his shower was completed still engrossed in deep thought. When he entered his quarters Korica was again enjoying Laurel's gentle touch while brushing her hair. Jake retrieved his clothes and as he moved toward the girls he tuned in to Korica's feelings for a few moments. She seemed very happy and very relaxed. She felt much better after her shower, like a great weight had been washed away. He sensed her emotions peek as he walked by her. She had her eyes closed as she sat on the bed between Laurel's legs but she sensed Jake's presence very strongly, and with him listening in to her thoughts and feelings she could hear his whispers in her head making her smile slightly. She still thought in Hiram so Jake really had no idea what she was thinking in particular. He offered a gentle push of his love toward her and Laurel making both of them shiver, like a cold chill had run up their spine and Korica giggled and smiled big as did Laurel.

Jake got dressed and brushed his teeth and combed his hair out then the three headed over to the bridge. It was still early but Laurel had Korica start on the translation of the data sent by Asaria. Laurel and Jake then excused themselves to go down to the med deck to work with the computer on extracting their antibodies to the virus.

Laurel and Jake were placed in separate rooms next door to one another and the virus was tagged with nanometer sized tracking chips so they could be tracked in their blood stream. To the computers horror the virus went straight to the brain stem and began multiplying at a terrifying rate. It then moved to the heart and liver and started to destroy the tissues of the blood vessels leading to and from those organs. Within twenty minutes the virus was present in every major organ. Laurel was particularly nervous about the procedure so her and Jake concentrated on each other's voice and feelings in order to distract themselves.

After thirty minutes Laurel and Jake's immune response kicked in responding to the damage being caused by the virus. Their body temperatures climbed to 99.5 degrees as the virus cells started being destroyed by their antibodies. The computer drew blood from both of them and then continued to monitor the progress of the viral infection. The AI asked Laurel and Jake how they felt from time to time and both reported they felt a little warm but otherwise perfectly fine.

After another hour of monitoring the two the computer was astonished by how quickly their bodies got the upper hand on the infection. The damaged tissues were already regenerating and the viral count was dropping significantly. The computer decided it was safe to let them return to their duties. It was obvious that the virus posed no real risk to them any more and enough blood had been drawn to extract the necessary antibodies to begin synthesizing the proteins for Marks antidote once it had the data Asaria had sent them.

Laurel greeted Jake in the corridor with a big hug and kiss. She noticed that he felt very warm as did she to him, but he looked perfectly handsome and as healthy as ever. His dark emerald green eyes seemed bright and shiny and she found herself getting lost in their captivating color as she so often did. She had never seen another person with such a beautiful eye color and she felt like she couldn't get enough of looking into them. Jake noticed her prolonged gaze into his eyes giving him the chance to stare back into her gorgeous striking sapphire blue eyes. She had the most beautiful and stunning eye color he had ever seen as well. They fit the rest of her stunning facial features very well.

After a few moments of mesmerized staring into each other's eyes the two made their way back up to the command deck. When they arrived on the bridge Korica had the translation complete to the best of her ability. She greeted them with a warm smile and Jake immediately tuned into her feelings to see if she felt anything disproportionably stronger for him than she did for Laurel. He was relieved that her emotions were identical for both of them. She released a great wave of love as they approached her and then a comforting wave of feeling safe could be sensed. She in fact still felt a little uneasy when she was left alone for any length of time even though she knew the Future was extremely well fortified. Jake was pretty sure it would take a very long time for her fear of being grabbed by something or someone unseen to fade.

Jake could hear her thoughts racing and some were even in English. She was continuing to deliberate her translation to make sure she got it right. She was also thinking to herself how beautiful Laurel was today and how she hoped someday she would be as beautiful and graceful as Laurel is. It relieved Jake that he wasn't an obsessive thought in her mind as far as he could tell. He just really wished he knew her language so he could understand everything she was thinking. As he continued to listen in to her thoughts and feelings she eventually looked at him and locked a gaze on him.

"If you're looking for something, you can just ask me. I'll tell you anything you want to know." Korica said while looking right into his eyes.

Jake could now hear her whispers very clearly in his mind indicating she was listening to his thoughts and feelings.

"I'm sorry Korica, I don't mean to invade your privacy. I just wanted to make sure you were doing ok and I got lost listening to your sweet little voice. You have a very cute accent."

"I have an accent? Really? I sense there is more to it than that though."

Jake took his seat at the propulsion station and looked over at her sitting at the sensor station.

"I forget how¦intuitive you are."

"Jake? Are you meddling around in her head?" Laurel asked in a scolding tone.

"I 'm not¦yah I was listening to her thoughts, but I don't understand her language so I listened deeper to feel what she was thinking."

"It's alright captain Laurel, I don't mind him listening to my feelings. I was just wondering what he was looking for."

Jake was a little embarrassed, like he had been caught eavesdropping on her. He decided he would listen to her feelings more often and hopefully she would become desensitized to his presence in her mind so he could spend longer examining her feelings for him. He really hoped she would be able to keep her feelings in the right perspective.

"If that's what you're worried about, spending more time in my head will just make it worse. I've been working very hard to keep my feeling for you under control. You're very good looking, so it's not easy, but I can keep it in perspective."

Laurel's mouth dropped open. She was a little surprised that Jake was being so invasive with his abilities.

"Jake! What the heck are you doing? You know better than that! I won't have you messing around in Korica's mind without her permission."

"You're absolutely right. I apologize Korica. I'll be honest with you about what I was doing. Asaria has me a little concerned by what she said. We may have inadvertently put your feeling where they are and I was looking to see if anything had changed since the last time we connected. I am really worried that you will become permanently paired with Laurel or myself. It is something I cherish with Laurel but it has serious repercussions. You are with us by choice right now, but if we become paired for life that choice is gone. You would get very sick if you were away from us for more than a couple of hours at a time. I don't want you to be stuck with that because of something I started."

"Jake, I know I am¦falling in love with you because I am feeling Laurel's feelings for you. Laurel is falling deeper in love with you every day and I am experiencing that with her but I feel the same thing toward her. Your love for her grows more intense with every passing moment. I am also aware of my own feelings though, and they are different. I love you two for everything you have done for me and for making me feel like I belong here. It is a little confusing trying to figure out which feelings are actually mine, but I do know the difference."

"Ok then. I'll ask before I go poking around, sorry."

"I told you, I don't care if you listen to my thoughts or feelings. Just¦ask me and I'll tell you if you want to know something. I'll never lie to you so you don't have to sneak around. You're welcome in my head anytime you want. Asaria doesn't know me, and she doesn't know what I am capable of."

"Your so smart Korica. I'm sorry I let her rattle me into doing something I ordinarily would never do. I'll respect your right to privacy."

"Thank you Jake." Laurel said. "I knew you were better than that. We can't let the influence of these¦elder race characters change who we are. We've never entered each other's minds with anything but love and respect before and that's how it should always be."

"Agreed." Jake said.

"Agreed." Korica echoed.

Jake then smiled at Korica and sent a push of his emotions toward her making her giggle and say that it tickled in her tummy. Korica sent her translated data to the AI and then the three went about their duties. The rest of the morning went much smoother with all three on the same page again. Jake would send a gentle push toward Korica from time to time then listen in to her mind for the funny responses she would make. She was really quite the character. Korica would then, out of the blue send a push of her own feelings toward Jake making him clutch his stomach and laugh.

Laurel was relieved to see the two giggling from time to time. She was glad there were no hard feelings over Jake's indiscretion. She even felt the gentle pushes he was directing at Korica to make her giggle and squirm around in her seat and joke back with him. She also felt the pushes coming from Korica, though hers were much more intense. The two seemed to be acting like best friends again to Laurel's great delight.

When lunchtime rolled around the three logged off their respective stations and headed for the mess hall. Korica held Laurel and Jake's hands all the way there reassuring them that she did still indeed need their comforting touch every now and then despite her new independent behavior. She was still very dependent on them for reassurance that everything was ok if nothing else.

The three ate lunch while talking lightly and joking with each other. Jake could sense Korica's feelings deepening but as she had stated, when compared to Laurel's feelings there was an exact match. He was in fact feeling Laurel's love for him deepening through Korica. He didn't dig deeper into Korica's true feelings out of respect for her and plus he knew it would take a much deeper and more intimate connection before that would be possible anyway. He just enjoyed the good food and warm company and just accepted that he felt true love from two girls based on only one's true deep love for him and it was growing stronger everyday.

Once lunch was done the three headed back to the bridge. As soon as they stepped on the bridge Korica noticed some objects being tracked on her sensor station at an extreme distance headed right for them. She logged on and tried to resolve the sensor data better but the objects were over 2,000 light years distant and showed as little more than identifiable objects that had made a course correction giving away the fact that they were not naturally occurring objects.

"Captain Laurel? I think we have incoming ships dead ahead on our present course." Korica said.

"Put your data up on the main view screen sweetie. Let's see what you've got."

Korica slid the data feed over to the icon for the main view screen and touched the initiate button and her data was mirrored up onto the giant viewer at the front of the bridge. Laurel studied the data and the small blinking red circle indicating the location of the objects. Laurel agreed with Korica's assessment. They appeared to be ships, several in fact and they had made a very obvious course correction to align themselves with a head on course with the Future.

"Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of Assistance?"

"The objects you're tracking, is there any way to identify what they are made of? Are they metallic?"

"I'm sorry captain, they are to far away for me to make that determination. They are most likely vessels based on their trajectory changes. They changed course abruptly and collectively."

"I want Mark's security measures put into affect immediately. I want the girls protected at all costs. I also want the electrostatic field at its maximum field strength as soon as it is enabled."

"Understood."

"Korica you are to stay up here on the command deck and close to Jake or myself at all times, is that understood?"

"Yes mam. I wont go anywhere without you or Jake at my side."

"Good girl. I don't know who is coming, but they aren't getting their hands on you or the girls."

"Laurel, if they are bounty hunters you are in just as much danger as the girls. The Hodong wanted you pretty bad and put a out very enticing bounty on you." Jake reminded her.

"Korica, what do you sense? Are we in any danger?" Laurel asked.

"You really want to know what I feel?" Korica looked shocked.

"Oh yah! You have to learn to use your intuition sometime. Your feelings are very important to me."

Korica closed her eyes and took a deep breath then let it out slowly and tried to clear her mind. She began to furrow her brow and slowly shake her head no.

"I don't sense any danger but¦that can't be right."

"What sweetie? What can't be right?"

Korica continued to tune into her gut feelings for a moment longer then opened her eyes and looked at Laurel with an odd look on her face.

"I sense that someone we know is coming."

"Someone we know? We don't know anyone out here¦it's not the elder race is it?"

"No. I don't think so. I can't explain it. I just feel like someone we know is getting closer, that's all I can tell you."

Laurel now closed her eyes and concentrated on her gut feeling. She also sensed no immediate danger but the feeling of someone they know getting closer wasn't coming to her like it was Korica. Laurel opened her eyes and looked at Korica.

"I want you to pay attention to your gut feelings ok? If you sense anything bad, please tell one of us?"

"Ok. I will, I promise."

"Computer, can you estimate the velocity of the inbound objects?"

"Yes. Five hundred fifty-eight million miles per second."

"That's¦three thousand times the speed of light?" Laurel calculated in her head quickly.

"Yes."

"Come on! That's impossible! Check again."

There was a pause, then the computer answered again.

"Confirmed. The objects are closing at three thousand times the speed of light. Just because that velocity is beyond my capability and I can't explain how to accomplish such a feat, that does not mean it is impossible."

Laurel then decided to call down to the girls and tell them to avoid touching the outer walls and that there were some unknown craft inbound and to be prepared for loud noises if they started shooting but that they were in no real danger.

Laurel was busy at her control panels when Korica sent a push to Laurel to get her attention. Laurel looked up at Korica who pointed to her lower belly. Laurel grinned slightly then listened in to Korica's thoughts.

"I have to pee captain Laurel. Is it safe to go alone?" She thought.

"No sweetheart, I don't want you alone. Ask Jake to escort you over to our quarters." Laurel thought in return.

"Ok." Korica said out loud.

Korica got up and walked over to Jake and put her hand on his shoulder then leaned in and whispered in his ear that she had to go to the bathroom. He Smiled and put his hand up to her cheek.

"I'll be glad to take you honey. I also have to go." Korica blushed and smiled big.

Jake logged off his station and got up then took Korica's hand and as he passed by Laurel she put up her hand and he slid his palm over her palm as he walked by and she smiled at him. The two then walked across the way to his quarters and waited for the door to open and then stepped in. Korica hurriedly rushed to the bathroom and the door closed behind her. Jake grinned and wondered how long she had waited to ask if she could go. After a few minutes she emerged looking much more relaxed. Jake then stepped past her and took his turn.

When he emerged Korica was standing by the door leading to the command deck corridor waiting for him. He stepped up to her and took her hand and led her over to the bed and sat down and pulled her in close to him standing in between his knees facing him with his arms wrapped around her waist.

"Now that we're alone, I want to apologize to your face for my behavior earlier. You mean the world to me Korica and I am so sorry for invading your personal space without talking to you first. I should have remembered that you are far more¦sophisticated than Asaria could ever know. I have a tremendous amount of respect for you sweetie and I walked all over you, like a little kid and I am truly sorry I treated you like that."

Jake could hear Korica's whispers in his mind and he knew she was listening to his feelings as well as his words. Korica's eyes got glassy as she teared up slightly.

"Thank you Jake. It means a lot to know you consider me as an equal, not a little girl or an annoying child that doesn't matter. I can feel how much you love and respect me. You really consider me one of the crew don't you?"

"Absolutely! You are a vital part of the bridge crew now and you are my best friend. I don't ever want you to think I don't look up to you. I love you baby, like no one else, and I always will."

Korica threw her arms around Jake and buried her face into his neck and began to weep. Jake scooted forward slightly and pulled Korica right up next to him so their stomachs were touching and he wrapped his arms around her back and held her tightly with his eyes closed. She could feel his love and admiration for all she was capable of. After a minute Korica withdrew and smiled at him as he gently wiped the moisture from under her eyes away.

"So you forgive me?" Jake asked smiling at her.

"Of course I forgive you. That's what friends do right?"

"That's what family does. I consider you like family as well as my friend. I would do things for you that I don't think I would for just a friend."

"Oooh, that's so sweet. You know I would do anything for you, or anything you asked of me too."

"I know you would. Thank you for forgiving me. I promise you it wont happen again. You still don't mind me¦listening in from time to time though right? I really do love your accent."

"Anytime you want. I am going to start trying to think in English too, so you and Laurel can understand me."

"That would be nice. Your language sounds very complicated. I think it would take Laurel and I a long time to learn it."

"Well we have the rest of our lives together. I will try and teach you guys Hiram. It's only one of hundreds of languages my people speak."

"That would be awesome. You teaching us for a change, how cool is that? Come on beautiful, let's get back to the bridge."

Korica stepped back as Jake released his grip on her and stood up and then the two of them stepped up to the exit and waited for the door to open and Jake peeked up and down the corridor and then the two walked over to the bridge. As the two stepped in Laurel swung her chair around and smiled at the two of them.

"So all is forgiven between you two?"

"It is¦. you were listening to us?" Jake said.

"Well, to you yes."

"You can't tell when she is listening to your mind?" Korica asked sounding surprised that he was unaware of Laurel listening to his mind.

"No sweetie I can't. I hear her whispers in my mind all the time, which I love by the way, so I can't tell when she is listening in or not."

"Oh, I forgot about that." Korica said as she took her seat at the sensor station.

"And you have the same problem captain Laurel?"

"Well, I wouldn't call it a problem. I love having Jake's voice whispering in my ear all the time. It's very comforting now that I'm used to it. But yes it's the same for me; I can't tell when he is listening in either. You have to understand that I start to miss him the second he walks out of the room and so I end up listening for him more intently the longer he is gone."

"Wow. I guess I didn't know it was that intense between you two."

"It's all part of being in love and being paired like we are I suppose."

"Now do you see why I am so worried about you becoming paired to both of us? Imagine having Laurel and I both whispering in you mind all the time." Jake said.

"Yah, I guess I can see how that would be¦difficult to get used to."

"There would be no privacy of thought for any of us, including when her and I are intimate with one another. You would have to listen to¦well, dirty stuff."

"Ok, that I wouldn't like. I love you two to death but I don't want to hear you¦get it on."

Laurel and Jake both laughed at her comment and her brightening cheeks as they blushed bright pink.

"So when captain Laurel does¦private stuff, you can hear her¦thinking about it?"

"We uh¦we do that for each other honey. She doesn't have to do that to herself."

"Right. I should have known that. I don't have a boyfriend so I didn't think of that."

"Well, if we were paired we would both hear you when you do that."

"Oh crap! I hadn't thought about that either! That would be embarrassing. I¦wait¦you guys haven't¦heard me¦I mean I would know if you were listening, right?"

"You probably would the way we are now, but if we were paired? No, you wouldn't know if we were listening or not. I've never heard you¦doing that, but I don't listen in to your mind at a distance very often for just that reason. I really don't want to hear you doing that to yourself." Jake said.

"I've never heard you¦well, once. The first time you did that. But not since." Laurel said.

"Please tell me you're kidding?" Korica's cheeks flushed bright pink again.

"Well you want honesty right?"

"Yah."

"Well I saw you more than I heard you, although I did hear and feel what you were thinking at that moment. It was an accident. I had no idea you were doing that and I just walked in and¦I turned right around and left. I had to listen in a couple minutes later to make sure you were done before I returned, but back then you weren't able to tell when we listen in to your mind. You are far stronger now and that couldn't happen without you knowing."

"At least it wasn't Jake. I would simply want to crawl in a hole and stay there."

"There is nothing wrong with doing that sweetie. It's a natural part of growing up and exploring your body as long as it's done in private. Don't ever let anyone tell you that it's wrong or dirty." Jake said.

"Well I've only done that a couple of times just to see what it's like. I don't do that very often."

"That's your business baby. You don't need to tell us how often you do that." Jake said.

"Right, you'll find out about it when we share ourselves with each other, right?"

"That's the personal stuff that we keep to our selves if we discover it by accident while sharing ourselves with each other."

"So¦you knew I had done that?"

"Yah, I guess so."

"Am I making you uncomfortable?" Korica grinned at him.

"Yah, a little bit."

"Sorry. I thought we could talk about anything."

"Well, we can. It doesn't mean I won't be uncomfortable though. I just don't want to picture you doing that stuff to yourself. I tend to picture what I'm talking about and eventually my mind is going to try and picture you doing that. You're my sweetheart and I don't want to know what it looks like when you org¦do that."

"Geeze Jake! Don't be so graphic with her." Laurel said.

"Sorry." Jake was now the one who blushed as he quickly turned back to his console.

Jake went about his propulsion checks trying to ignore the images his mind produced just by mentioning that it would. It was disturbing to him to think about Korica doing anything that wasn't completely innocent. Laurel sensed what was running through his mind and while she couldn't see what his mind was imagining, she was shocked by where his thoughts were going.

"Jake¦can you hear me?" She called out to him in her mind.

"Yah babe. What's up?" He thought in response.

"Stop thinking like that about Korica!"

"Sorry! My mind went there after all didn't it?"

"Yes it did! Now stop it!"

"I'm trying!"

He finally washed the images away by closing his eyes and imagining her running across the gardening ring in her cute little white skirt and how adorable she is when she smiles big and giggles at him. He grinned slightly as he imagined her infectious laugh and her gentle accent when she tries to talk just like Laurel. Laurel smiled as she heard his thoughts return too much more innocent and caring tones.

Just then Korica's sensor alarm started blaring a proximity alert. Korica silenced the Alarm and put her readings up on the main view screen. Laurel looked intently at the intermittent signal only seven thousand miles to astern.

"Were you watching your station honey? How did they get so close without being noticed?"

"I swear captain Laurel I was paying attention. It just appeared out of nowhere."

All three looked at each other with a look of fright. This sounded all too familiar. The Hodong used the same tactic when they paid a visit. Jake moved over to the weapons station and began charging the main weapon without Laurel having to tell him to do so. He then moved back to the propulsion station and prepared to take the gravity drive off line and divert the gravitational energy to the weapon.

Laurel double checked the Future's state of readiness for battle and was satisfied that the girls were well protected at the moment. No one would be slipping in and grabbing any of them without a very nasty surprise waiting for them. Laurel then took the additional step of increasing the gravity in the command corridor to 50 times Earth normal.

"I wish we had Mark here. He would know what to do if we get boarded." Jake said.

"No killing! That's an order!" Laurel barked.

"I¦yes mam." Jake said.

"Computer? What's your analysis of the approaching craft?"

"It has a hull composed of titanium, duranium and aluminum. A very strange combination of antimatter and inverse fusion powers the craft. My main weapon should destroy the craft easily enough if it should come down to it. There are seventeen life forms aboard the craft, five of which are in the forward section. The craft has three weapons arrays including a magnetic fusion cannon in the front of the craft. They pose no real threat to us unless they get a lucky shot to our main weapon bay while the door is open while the weapon is being deployed."

Just then the craft reappeared this time only three thousand miles astern and slightly to port. Korica gasped as she finally got a good look at the craft. The craft was roughly batwing shaped with long pointed protrusions coming off the tips of the wings. There was a dark area in the center of the forward section, which appeared to be where the bridge was located. The skin of the craft was seamless and smooth with bulbous protrusions in the middle and toward the outer edges of the wings. The leading edge of the craft was much thicker than the trailing edge suggesting a lifting body design for atmospheric interaction and flight within a thick gravitationally bound atmosphere. The entire craft was five hundred feet wide and two hundred feet long and thirty feet high. There were no protruding engine nacelles as there were at the back of the Future suggesting gravitational manipulation for flight rather than kinetic energy or thrust being directed in the opposite direction of flight. There were three obvious landing gear doors under the craft, one in the front and two toward the outer rear edges of the winged sections and there was a very large canon barrel slung under the middle of the center section of the craft and two smaller pivoting weapons toward the outer edge of each wingtip on the top of the craft.

The craft had absolutely no lights apparent and looked very dark in the dim light coming from the brightly lit galaxy ahead but it was enough with the enhanced active scanners on the Future for Korica to recognize the craft as one she had seen many times before.

"Captain Laurel I know them! Well, I know someone who owns a ship just like that anyway."

"You do? Are they friendly?"

"Oh yes. My parents used to trade with them often for food and information on where high paying cargo runs could be chartered from. Don't shoot them!"

"No one's going to shoot them sweetheart. You think they will fire on us?"

"Not if they don't feel threatened. I think they know they are no match for something the size of the Future."

"You think you could talk to them? Maybe you could tell them we mean them no harm?"

"Well, if it's Holon and his crew, they won't know English, but they have a translation dahram that will know Hiram."

"A daram?"

"No it's pronounced da..hram. It basically means computer."

"Ah. Go ahead Korica. Give it a try."

Korica got up and moved over to the communication station and engaged the transmitter on a wide band carrier. She then proceeded to call out in Hiram. Laurel was enthralled to hear Korica speaking her own language. It sounded very elegant and rolling. Laurel recognized Korica announcing the Earth vessel Future and her own name in the hale. There were a few moments of silence as they waited to see if they recognized Korica's language.

Then, a response in what sounded very distinctly like an artificial computer generated voice in Hiram. Laurel recognized Korica as the first word returned, and then what seemed like a postulation. Korica's face lit up and she turned to Laurel with a big grin.

"It's him captain! It's Holon! He's asking if it's me!"

"What did you say to them in your hale?"

"I said this is the Earth vessel Future on a mission of peace. I am Korica Prentor calling the vessel following us. Please state your intentions."

"Not bad honey. What did they say?"

"They said Korica is that really you? This is Holon Marshon, where is Andron and Resa?"

"And who are they?"

"My father and mother." Korica looked down somberly.

"Oh. I'm so sorry baby. I never knew their names. You gunna be ok sweetie?"

"Yah. I just never thought I would have to answer questions to old friends about what happened to them."

"How long have you known Holon?"

"I think I was five or six the first time he met me. He has always been very nice to me. My parents really liked him and his crew. He always had sweet comb for me."

"Sweet comb?"

"It's like a hard candy made from an insect hive extract on Proda. That's his home world."

"I see. Sounds like honey. So you trust him?"

"Oh yes. Absolutely."

"Ok. Go ahead and tell him it's really you. You should tell him the truth about your parents if he was a friend to them."

Korica reopened the transmit circuit and narrowed the bandwidth to match that of the incoming signal precisely. She then proceeded to confirm she was the Korica Prentor that he knows. She then told him that Andron and Resa had been killed in an attack on their ship. There was a long silence and Korica started to worry that Holon didn't believe her. Finally Holon responded with his most heartfelt condolences and asked her if she was doing ok. She responded that she was among good people that were taking good care of her and they had helped her with her pain and loss. There were then several exchanges as Laurel just watched Korica speaking her own language so eloquently. Laurel couldn't help but think this may be her last opportunity to actually use it in a conversation.

"Captain Laurel, he wants a video transmission. He wants to see me with his own eyes."

"Ok. Go ahead Korica. Jake power down the main weapon please."

"You got it." Jake said.

Jake moved back over to the weapon station and powered down the main weapon while Korica enabled a live video feed from the bridge through the transmitter array. Korica stood up and faced forward toward the view screen at the front of the bridge, which had the video camera built into its perimeter housing. There was a several second delay and then the return signal popped onto the view screen.

There stood Holon with a surprised look on his face. He looked very Human, but he was very un-kept looking. He had a scruffy brown beard and mustache with a big nose poking out from above his mustache. He had light brown eyes and low cheekbones and a broad boxy chin. He was wearing what looked like a well-worn black leather jacket with a dark blue shirt under it. His hair was fairly long but he had it slicked back tightly and pulled into a ponytail that was braided. He had a rather nasty looking hand gun with a large sight on it strapped to his right hip and he was wearing what looked like blue jeans with a straight leg cut to them. He was fairly tall and extremely stocky in build. His arms looked enormous and very strong. He obviously carried a great deal of heavy cargo by hand regularly.

He waved his arm from left to right at Korica and then posed a question to her in his own language. A moment later the computer-generated voice translated his postulation into Hiram. Korica had forgotten that she looked completely different from the last time he saw her approximately 4 Earth months before her capture.

"Korica, I am truly glad to see you again." The computer generated translation said in Hiram. "You are as pretty as ever but you look so different. What have these people done to you?"

"I have been engaging in physical workouts twice a day to get as healthy as possible to qualify for a position on the crew. This is my captain, Laurel Kade."

Korica gestured toward Laurel who recognized her name and the gesture of introduction from Korica so she bowed slightly. Holon returned the gesture and grinned at Laurel.

"This is Jake Myers, My executive officer and her paired mate."

Jake now, recognizing his name, bowed slightly and smiled, which Holon returned with another slight smile and a bow.

"These people have taken me in and given me an opportunity to join their crew and they truly love me. They are good people Holon, and can be trusted."

"I am glad to see you looking so fit but your captain looks to barely be above a child herself. How is one so young able to command such an impressive ship?"

"They have a technology for teaching unlike anything you could possibly imagine. Years of learning can be put directly into the brain in hours. I have experienced this technology first hand and it is truly amazing. My mental abilities are awakening and my new family here is helping me to understand what I can truly do."

"You look very fit and you sound happy. My crew and I will miss Andron and Resa dear one. I am truly sorry for your loss. They were good people, and you were the center of their world. They would be relieved to see you end up among loving friends. Is there anything you need?"

"No sir. All my needs are met by the Future, this is an amazing ship, and I am treated with tremendous love and respect. Just do me a favor and don't call my captain a child or mention how young she looks if you talk with her. She has an advanced ability like my people do and she is probably smarter than you are. She really gets offended by being referred to as a child. She really is an amazing captain and deserves a great deal of respect."

"I understand. Thank you for the advice. I will treat her as a fellow captain and nothing less. We are on our way to the Detra outpost and we are running a little low on food. Do you think you could negotiate with your captain for some food stock if you can spare any? We don't have much to offer in return, but anything we have except our customer's cargo is yours for the taking."

"I will ask her, hang on a minute."

Korica turned to Laurel who was patiently waiting for Korica to finish talking with Holon without interruption.

"Captain Laurel, they need food. Is there anything we can do to help them? They said they don't have much to offer in trade, but anything but their cargo is yours in exchange."

"Well¦hmm¦if they were friends of your parents, and you truly believe they can be trusted?"

"Yes he can be trusted. I sense he is being honest about his destination being the Detra outpost; I have been there myself a couple times. It is in the Golon star cluster, which is in the same general direction we are heading."

"I sense no threat from him either, although I have no idea what he is saying. I will have to rely on you for translation. Since he is an old family friend to you, and you are family to me, we will give him as much food as we can spare for free. I want nothing from him but reassurance that his crew will behave themselves. Tell him the food is his and he is invited to come aboard the Future and have a meal with us while the food is loaded into shipping containers for him."

Korica smiled big at the thought of seeing Holon in person again.

"Oh thank you captain Laurel! He will be glad to hear that. If you will allow me to send them our language library for the English language, they have mobile translators that can be worn around the neck that will translate their language into English."

"Really! Sure honey, go ahead and send it to him and tell him we will prepare the lower hangar bay for his ship. Be sure and tell him the hangar has artificial gravity but he can't exit his ship until the hangar doors are closed and the hangar is re-pressurized. We will have a meal in the gardening ring with him and his crew."

"Holon, my captain has agreed to give you as much food as we can spare since you are an old friend. I have vouched for you guys so tell your crew to be on their best behavior."

"Of course young one. I have some sweet comb for you too. I look forward to seeing you again Korica."

"We are going to empty the lower hangar bay and you can come aboard and have a meal with us. There is gravity in the hangar and the opening is only ten farthe wider than your ship. You will have to enter very carefully. Stay on your ship until the hangar doors are closed and breathable air is pumped back into the hangar. You're really going to love the Future. She is an amazing ship Holon. Give us a little bit to move our mining shuttles to the upper hangar bay. We will let you know when it is safe to come aboard. We are going to have to stop the Future, so be prepared to match our speed."

"I understand. I can't get over how grown up you look and sound Korica. Your parents would really be proud of you."

"Thank you Holon. Hay, I want to send you the language library for my captain's language so you can communicate with her through your translator dahram¦I can't wait to see you Holon. I've missed you."

"You're so smart young one! I've missed your adorable little face too Korica. I'll look for your data. We will load the mobile translators with your captain's language. That will make things go much easier."

Korica then turned to Laurel once Holon disappeared from the view screen.

"I told him he would only have ten feet of free space between his wing tips and the hangar opening captain Laurel. I also told him we would need to slow down, so he is ready to match our speed."

"Good girl. Jake will you bring us to stop please?"

"Eye captain." Jake said.

Jake stopped the gravitation flow and then slowly began decelerating the Future to a stop. Once the Future was answering all stop, Holon's ship reappeared several hundred feet below the Future and took up a station keeping position there. The AI then depressurized both hangar bays and opened the doors. It then started moving all of the mining shuttles up into the upper hangar bay. It was a tight squeeze toward the end but the AI managed to fit them all into the hangar then closed the doors to the upper hangar bay.

In the meantime, Korica sent the English library files down to Holon's ship in a compressed data stream. His computer was able to convert the data first into Hiram with Korica's help with a rosetta stone of sorts using some of the languages, which she recognized as ones he would know that were recovered from the rapier's memory files, and then into his own language of Rotan. The translation took several exchanges of the data stream back and forth until it was complete. The AI on the Future would also now have Hiram and Rotan stored in its memory for future translated exchanges.

Korica then sent a message to Holon to proceed into the lower hangar bay and wait there until the captain could meet with him. Holon sent a brief signal confirming receipt of the message and then his ship slowly starting angling for the lower hangar opening.

"Ok gang, let's go greet our guests." Laurel said.

The three logged off their respective stations and then headed for the lower hangar bay. Along the way Laurel had an epiphany about Korica's earlier gut feeling.

"Korica honey, you realize don't you that Holon is who you were sensing getting closer? That's why Jake and I didn't sense his approach. We don't know him but you do."

"I hadn't thought about that. You're right. Now that you mention it, it was Holon I sensed."

"It's an amazing feeling to realize you sensed him from so far away, isn't it?"

"Yah, It's like I should have known all along that it was him."

"Well in time you will get better at interpreting those¦hunches, and so will Jake and I."

"Thank you for teaching me how to recognize my abilities Laurel. I really owe you guys a lot for all you've taught me."

"It's our pleasure sweetheart. It's the least we can do for how happy you make us."

"Awwe. Thank you Laurel." Korica said.

When the three arrived in the hangar control room, Holon was already parked and awaiting their arrival. Jake checked the breathable air concentration and when it reached normal levels the three made their way down to the hangar floor to greet Holon.

The enormous landing gear kept the bottom of Holon's ship seven feet off the hangar floor so all three were able to easily walk under the gigantic looking craft to the rear center section where the exit ramp was located. With a hiss and a pop the hatch unsealed and started to lower. There were steps integrated right into the hatch door, which swung down slowly and came to rest on the hangar floor. Holon exited first with a big smile on his face as he saw Korica standing at the bottom of the ramp.

He exited and stopped right in front of Korica then he knelt down on one knee and put his arms out to Korica who smiled big and ran up into his embrace. He stood up while holding her tightly in a hug, and then he leaned her back and reached one hand into his jacket and produced what looked like square sucker wrapped in clear wrapping of some kind on a wooden stick, which he handed to her with a big smile. Korica took the sweet comb from him and kissed him on the cheek. He then leaned over and let her slide down his hip to the ground. He then tried to say something to her in Hiram but his Hiram was so bad that Korica really didn't know what he was trying to say.

After shaking her head no indicating that she didn't understand him he turned to one of his fellow crewman who produced several small square devices that were white with a blue glow coming out of the sides and a wireless earpiece. The devices were on a long gold looking chain to be worn around the neck. Holon handed one to Korica first then he handed one to Laurel and then Jake.

Once Korica and Holon had their earpieces in, she greeted Holon properly with warm words of greeting in Hiram, which was instantly translated for him into Rotan.

"It's really great to see you Holon. You and your crew look like you've been doing well."

"I've missed you too young Korica. You were always the bright spot in my day when we met up with Andron and Resa."

"You're so sweet. Holon I would like to formally introduce you to my captain. This is lieutenant commander Laurel Kade, she is the captain of the Future."

Laurel stepped forward and extended her hand.

"I am honored to meet you captain Marshon. Any friend of Korica's is always welcome aboard the Future and help will never be refused if it is within my power."

"Thank you captain Kade. It's good to meet you and thank you for your generosity."

Holon took Laurel's hand firmly and shook it. Laurel was touched that Holon referred to her as 'captain Kade' instead of lieutenant commander Kade

"And this is my executive officer and the second in command of the Future and captain Kade's paired mate, commander Jake Myers."

Jake now stepped forward and took Holon's hand in a firm handshake.

"It's good to meet you captain Marshon. Welcome aboard the Future sir."

"Thank you commander. So you two are paired, huh? I didn't know it was possible in ones so young. No matter, I am honored to meet anyone who treats my little friend Korica here with such kindness and respect."

"Thank you captain. She is very special to us. Captain Kade and I love her very much." Jake said ignoring the comment about how young they are to be paired.

Holon smiled warmly and put his hand on Korica's shoulder as he then introduced his entire crew to Laurel and Jake. Once all the introductions were out of the way, several of the crew stepped up and gave Korica a warm hug and one of the female crewman named Charan produced a small stuffed animal for her that was of some animal like nothing Laurel or Jake had ever seen. It reminded Laurel a little of a triceratops but it had several small horns on its head along with three larger ones as well as a big frill at the back of its skull. Korica took the stuffed animal with a warm smile and Charan gave her a kiss on the cheek.

Laurel was paying close attention to what everyone was feeling and it was very obvious to her that Holon and his crew genuinely loved Korica and all of them seemed very excited by the chance to reunite with her. She obviously had a profound affect on them in the past. Laurel was becoming convinced that if all of Korica's people had this affect on the people around them it was no wonder they had been so successful at peacefully interacting with their galactic neighbors for so long and why the elder race were so interested in them.

Laurel finally led the group through the maze of corridors to the hatch leading to the gardening ring. She had her palm scanned and the door slid open and she stepped through and then walked alongside the doorway to illustrate the fact that the gardening ring was moving in relation to the hatch. As each crewman stepped through Laurel took their hand to steady them as they adjusted to centripetal gravity from the artificial gravity in the passageway.

Holon's crew was absolutely amazed by the sight that greeted them once they stepped through the doorway. Laurel grinned big as she saw the look of amazement and wonder on their faces as they slowly walked deeper into the gardening ring and tried to take it all in.

"This is my favorite place on this amazing ship. It's like being on another planet but you're inside a ship." Korica said to Holon.

"This place is unbelievable. Why would you devote so much space to plants?"

"This is our food Holon. With all this growing we don't ever have to stop to barter for food like my parents had to. We are able to travel through the vast empty expanse between galaxies and we won't run out of food. These plants are what we are going to give to you in the form of protein bars and dehydrated fruit chips and whatnot."

"You are so smart Korica! I should have put that together for myself."

"Thank you Holon."

"You really planning on trying to make it to another galaxy?"

"Oh yes. We are heading for the Milky Way galaxy. It is over four hundred thousand light years away. It is where this ship is from and where my captain and everyone else on the Future were born."

"What! You'll never make it in a lifetime! That will take hundreds of years!"

"We are headed to see the elder race first. We are hoping they can significantly reduce that time and we have a way of significantly reducing the aging process by putting a person in stasis."

"I have heard of such things, but I've never seen it put into practice. You really think you can find the elder race? I've never known anyone that could find them. They are a pretty reclusive bunch."

"Captain Laurel can I tell him?" Korica asked looking at Laurel.

"Sure. Go ahead sweetheart." Laurel said.

Laurel instantly reached out to Korica once she recognized the fact that she could hear Korica's voice whispering in her mind. Laurel asked her to keep the girls and their deep sharing a secret. She assured Laurel that she would.

"You see Holon, we have already talked to the elder race. They have been waiting to hear from Draxima for a very long time and I am now the official spokesperson for my people. We have been invited to come before the council of elders so I can accept membership into the coalition of advanced races on behalf of my people."

"No! Seriously?" Holon knelt down and looked Korica straight in the face.

"Honestly! I wouldn't fib to you about something as important as this."

"Oh Korica! I always knew you would be something special because of how sweet and how pretty you are, but I never knew you would become one of the elder races favorites. I am so happy for you and your people. Incredible things will be coming to your people if you are accepted into the good graces of the elder race."

"Well I hope my people will be lifted up by their relationship with the elder race. Unfortunately, if everything works out the way we are hoping, I won't be around to see the results."

"You really plan on leaving our galaxy forever?"

Korica stepped over to Laurel and took her hand in hers.

"I do. I love Laurel and Jake with all my heart, and they love me unconditionally. They are my family now. Where they go, I go."

Holon looked at Laurel as he stood up.

"Please take good care of our Korica. This galaxy will be just a little dimmer without her presence. I personally will miss watching her grow up. I have known her since she was just little girl and she has always been a delight to be around."

"I promise we will take very good care of her captain. She will have all the love and nurturing she deserves. She will be safe and she will be encouraged to be all she can be aboard the Future and while in my care, which will be for the rest of my life. Come now captain Marshon, let's eat and I will have several tons of fresh and dehydrated foods as well as fruit sweetened protein bars moved to the hangar for you." Laurel gestured to the wide-open spaces of the gardening ring in a sweeping gesture.

Holon's crew wandered around the gardening ring for many hours eating as they went with Korica, Jake and Laurel acting as tour guides and making suggestions on what is best to eat right off the vine. The group ended up in Korica and Laurel's favorite grassy area by the tall redwoods sitting just talking and laughing. Holon regaled tales of his travels, as did Korica to everyone's delight. The servo drones brought some hot stew and soybean based bread followed by butter cookies with strawberries on the side for desert.

After everyone had their fill, which was several servings of stew for most of Holon's crew, Holon announced that they really had to be on their way. The group slowly made their way over to the spot where they entered from and waited for the exit hatch to revolve around to where they were standing. While waiting Holon thanked Laurel and Jake for their hospitality and for their kind treatment of Korica.

"You are most welcome captain Marshon." Laurel said while looking at Korica as she talked with some of Holon's crew in the distance. "Korica is very special to me and I have loved her from the moment I met her. She is going to have a good life with us despite never being able to see her people again. I promise you she will always know what it is to truly be loved and appreciated. No harm will come to her with her by my side."

"You speak very eloquently captain Kade. I believe Korica is among good people and I will sleep well knowing you and your mate Jake are looking after her. Your ship is truly stunning in it's grandeur and strength. There are parts of your ship I was unable to scan and your hull is like nothing I have ever seen. I suspect my weapons and most of those I have ever seen would not damage your hull. Between the genuine love I see in your eyes when you look upon her and the durability of your vessel she will be happy and safe, of this I am certain and grateful for."

Just then the exit hatch came into reach and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open. The entire party then made their way back to the hangar bay where there were fifteen large shipping crates full of food sitting near the ramp to Holon's ship.

Holon and his crew spent thirty minutes loading the crates up into his ship then said their goodbyes. Korica was particularly sad to know this was probably the last time she would ever see Holon and his crew. She gave him a last big hug and a kiss on the cheek and then she handed her translator back to him. He touched her cheek with his flat palm and smiled at her.

As Laurel and Jake started to remove their translators Holon stopped them and told them to keep them. He had one of his crew retrieve a charger assembly from onboard his ship to recharge the translators and he gave that to Laurel then Holon shook her hand one last time and then boarded his ship.

The three made their way into the hangar control room and once the boarding ramp on Holon's ship was closed Jake depressurized the hangar and then opened the hangar doors. Holon's ship seemed to sit absolutely still as the landing gear simply lifted from the floor and retracted into their compartments then the gear doors slid shut. The ship then slowly drifted backwards out of the hangar opening. Korica was sad to see them go but she was also glad that she actually got to say goodbye to Holon and his wonderful crew before she actually left the galaxy. In her eyes they really were good people just earning an honest living carrying cargo for a living. They were very kind to her and her parents and she hoped she would meet good people like them in the Milky Way galaxy.

Once Holon was clear of the hangar doors Jake closed the doors and re-pressurized the hangar. The three then made their way back up to the bridge. To their surprise Holon was hailing them as soon as they stepped onto the bridge. Korica looked at Laurel who simply smiled at her and gestured toward the communication station. Korica stepped over to the communication station and enabled the translator circuit and opened a channel for Holon.

"Captain Marshon this is Korica, go ahead sir. We are all here and can here you."

"Korica please, call me Holon young one. We are like family. You don't need to be so formal with me."

"Thank you Holon. What can we do for you?"

"I was hoping your captain wouldn't mind if we hang around for a little while? We are headed in roughly the same direction and the Future offers a good way to avoid hijackers like the Hodong. They frequent this part of space and I would assume your sensors are far more sensitive than ours and you could advise us of unwanted company so we could put up a good defense?"

Korica looked over at Laurel. She stepped closer to Korica and grinned.

"It would be our honor to have you around as an armed escort." Laurel said. "We will relay our sensor telemetry over to you so you can see what we can. If someone wants to make a run at us you will know about it long before they get here."

"Thank you captain Kade. Holon out."

"Korica go ahead and send our sensor feed at eighty percent capacity. We need to keep our total capabilities a secret for now."

"Yes mam. Shouldn't we tell him that we put the Hodong out of business?" Korica said.

"No¦we don't know that we put them out of business for good and I don't want a reputation for being combative. We can hold our own in a fight and we can bring the fight to the enemy if necessary, but we don't have to advertise that fact. We are on a mission of peace after all."

"I understand. I guess that makes sense." Korica said as she lowered her gaze.

"I'm sorry honey, but the fact is for all we know the Hodong could have repaired the damage we did and started¦doing what they were before. We aren't even sure if that was their only base of operation. We really need to get the elder race involved to make sure they are brought to justice and stopped once and for all. I don't want to give Holon a false sense of security only to find out we were wrong. He could be caught completely off guard. I wont be responsible for that."

"You're so smart captain Laurel. I should just learn to trust your judgment."

"Thank you Korica. You will in time. You're just new to working on the bridge under my command."

Jake then got the Future moving on their original heading. As the Future picked up speed Holon's craft disappeared for a time then reappeared only twelve thousand yards to starboard and managed to hold their position at 7.5 times the speed of light, though they were only detectible on sensors as an intense gravitational distortion suggesting the presence of a ship. To the naked eye they were invisible except for an odd shimmering effect to the space they were occupying. Laurel realized that if they hadn't seen them accelerate by slipping into this gravitational distortion they wouldn't even be aware they traveled in such a manner. It also explained how Holon was able to sneak up on the Future without being detected. It was something she wasn't going to allow to happen again as this affect was now something the sensors would alert to as a possible ship using an intense gravity drive like Holon's ship.

It was only a short time later that Korica told Laurel that she was a little hungry. All three logged off their stations and handed control over to the AI then departed for the mess hall. Korica ordered a small meal while the other two had more of a snack than an actual meal. After the meal was done, the three headed over to the gym and performed their evening workout. After that the girls departed for the showers and Jake waited in the gym, again wishing he had Mark to sit and talk with about the events of the day.

When Jake sensed the girls heading back to his quarters Jake went and took his shower. Once he was done he made his way to his quarters himself. When he entered he was a little surprised to find Laurel completely dressed and Korica in her night gear.

"Am I missing something Laurel?" Jake said sounding puzzled.

"Well I have to go have the harvesting done. Will you keep Korica company until I return?"

"You know you don't even need to ask. I am always glad to stay with Korica."

Laurel kissed Korica on top of the head and then departed for the med deck while Jake stepped into the bathroom after retrieving his clothes from the bureau at the front of the room. When he emerged after brushing his teeth and combing his hair he found Korica lying on the bed waiting patiently for him. As he approached the bed Korica scooted to the middle of the bed to give him room to lie down. He laid down next to her facing her and she rolled onto her side facing him.

"So what do you think of Holon Jake?"

"He really seems like a good man. I can see why your parents liked trading with him."

"I'm really going to miss him and his crew."

"You are making a huge sacrifice leaving everyone and everything you've ever known to come with us."

"It's worth it if I get to spend the rest of my life with you and Laurel. I've never known a love like you two have shown me, and this ship is just amazing. I really want to learn all about the Future and what it is like to be a Human. The only way to do that is to stay here and learn from you and the AI."

"Well I am glad to give you all the love you deserve and I will do my best to show you what it is to be a Human. I can help you understand from a man's perspective what it is to be a Human anyway. I will tell you that men will never understand women. We need you women for everything from love to companionship to guidance, yet we will never understand how you think or why you think the way you do. All I know is, I may not understand Laurel, or you for that matter, but I can't imagine a world without either of you in it."

"That's sweet. You really think men and women think that different?"

"Oh yah. I have a unique perspective because I can hear what Laurel thinks and it just doesn't make sense to me most of the time. She is smart in a way I will likely never understand and yet her mind is so complex, and her thought process is so calculating and so orderly that I just don't understand her. Does that make any sense?"

"Yah I think so. Am I as confusing to you as Laurel is?"

"Yep. I can't understand what your thinking because you think in Hiram, but what I feel from you definitely confuses me. Just when I think I understand how you think, you do or say something completely different than I expect. I am getting to know you better everyday but I will probably never truly understand you either."

"I see. Does that bother you?"

"Um¦no, not really. It's just the way things are. I will still love you and Laurel with all my heart, I just won't ever understand either of you completely."

"Well I think I understand you pretty well, and I like what I know about you. You have a good heart and you truly love me. I don't need to know anything else."

"Trust me honey, in time that won't be enough. You are still very young so you are content with simple answers. As you get older like Laurel you will need to know why, and how, and for how long, and when. It's just how women think from what I can tell. They need to understand everything in detail."

"And you don't need to understand things in detail like that?"

"Well, some things yes. My job and how the Future works? Absolutely, I need the details, but you and Laurel, and our relationship? Not so much. I just need to know how to make you two happy, and what you want from me. But the details of why you want what you want? As long as I can provide what it is you girls need and want I don't really need to know why you want it."

"That¦is so confusing."

"Now you know what I mean. We just think different."

"Yah, I guess so."

"Look sweetie, I am young too. I am learning from you and Laurel as I go. I've never been in love with such a complicated woman as Laurel, and I've never tried to raise a girl as complex as you are."

"You think I'm complex?"

"You certainly are Korica. You are anything but simple."

Just then to Jake's relief Laurel entered their quarters. She smiled at what she was sensing from Jake. She sensed relief that he didn't have to continue his line of discussion any further. He was really out of his element trying to discuss the difference in men and women and how they think. Laurel knew that Jake really had no comprehension of how complicated her thought process is and why.

"Come on Korica, you ready to go get some sleep?"

"I am. Thank you for the talk Jake."

"You are most welcome Korica. I will be glad to confuse the heck out of you anytime."

Korica giggled and slid past Jake as he sat up onto the edge of the bed. She stood up and then stepped up to Jake and gave him a warm hug, which he returned with a smile.

"You sleep good sweet Korica. I will see you in the morning. Please don't leave your quarters until we come for you in the morning, ok?"

"Ok, I won't. Good night Jake."

Laurel then took her hand and escorted her down the corridor to her quarters. Korica gave Laurel a warm hug and then stepped into her quarters and the door sealed shut behind her and the electrostatic field then popped on protecting her quarters from unwanted entry. Laurel then turned and made her way back to her quarters to get some sleep herself.

When she entered her quarters Jake was undressed and lying under the covers waiting for her. Jake patted the bed and then pulled the covers back. Laurel stepped up to the side of the bed and then got undressed and slipped her night gear shirt on then climbed into bed with him.

The two snuggled up to one another and then initiated the deep sharing of spirits for some time before separating. Jake couldn't help but wonder what it would be like to be joined that deeply with one another while making love.

"Jake, I can hear what you're thinking. I think it's going to be a natural part of us making love for that to happen without us having to try¦once I get past the pain."

"Pain? I'm not going to hurt you baby."

"I know you're not going to on purpose, but the first couple of times are going to be a little uncomfortable for me. You're huge Jake, and I'm¦it's a natural part of losing your virginity. It hurts the first time¦or two."

"Well that just sucks! It makes me not want to do it either. I don't ever want to cause you pain¦especially down there."

"It's just how the Human body works. That's why I am waiting. I want to make love to you with all my heart Jake, but I the longer we wait, the less traumatic it will be for me."

"I guess I hadn't quite thought of that. I'll wait as long as you want Laurel. I'm not going anywhere. I'm a little nervous about¦exactly what to do anyway."

"I'm sure it will come naturally to you honey. You just do what feels right I suppose."

"Well as long as it's with you it will be beautiful no matter how clumsy I am."

"I love you Jake. Goodnight my handsome man."

"I love you too Laurel. Goodnight gorgeous."

The two then drifted off to sleep while holding each other tightly.

In the morning Laurel sprang out of bed as soon as the lights came up at 06:00. She knew Korica would be waiting for them since she was asked to remain in her quarters until they came to get her. Laurel got dressed and cleaned up quickly then departed for Korica's quarters to get her.

When she arrived at Korica's quarters, she waited for the door to open and she found Korica sitting on her bunk completely dressed and looking as cute as ever. Korica slid off her bunk and smiled big at Laurel. After a long, warm hug the two headed back to Laurel's quarters to meet up with Jake.

When the two entered Laurel's quarters Jake was dressed but still brushing his teeth. The two made their way over to the bed and had a seat and waited for Jake to finish. When he finished and stepped out of the bathroom, both girls stood up and looked over at him making him sigh and smile. They were both so beautiful, and they loved him so much and he could feel the warm energy radiating form both but especially form Korica. He considered himself the luckiest guy alive to have the two most beautiful women alive in his life. They both just made his heart feel full.

Korica walked over to him and gave him a hug and he could now feel her heart beating in her waves of radiant energy. He hugged her tightly and rubbed her back gently while she embraced him for a long while with her head resting on his shoulder. She obviously missed the two of them a great deal overnight. Once Korica pulled back, Jake grinned to her and paid her a compliment that made her blush and smile big.

"You look simply radiant today Korica."

The three then departed for the mess hall to have breakfast before engaging in the day's activities. The first topic of conversation while waiting for their meals to arrive was Holon. Laurel wondered if he was still holding his position off the starboard side of the Future. Korica closed her eyes and took a deep breath then let it out slowly and furrowed her brow slightly. After a moment she opened her eyes and reported that he was still very close by.

"That's amazing sweetie. You can sense his presence?"

"Yes. It's a little hard to separate him from all the girls below and you and Jake, but yes, I can sense his presence."

"I can't tell you how proud I am of you for becoming so sensitive, and for being able to decipher everything you sense. You are capable of things Jake and I can't even do yet."

"I bet you could if you put your minds to it."

Laurel and Jake looked at each other for a moment then both closed their eyes and listened to what they could sense. Sure enough, they both sensed exactly what Korica did. They sensed all the girls down below in a collage of individuals and then they could distinctly sense Holon and his crew at a little distance as a separate group of individuals as well as Korica's very strong warm presence in the room with them.

"That's incredible! I didn't know I could do that." Jake said as he opened his eyes.

"I didn't know I could either until you guys said something about Holon still being around. I just figured I would give it a try." Korica said as she shrugged her shoulders.

The three spent the next thirty minutes eating their meal while talking lightly. After the meal was done the three made their way to the gym and performed their morning workout. During the workout Jake noticed that Korica again had to increase the amount of weight at each of her workout stations in order to feel like she was exerting herself. Jake was sure Mark would be extremely proud of her, just like he was. Her progress was simply astounding. She didn't look that strong, but she was actually incredibly strong for her size.

After the workout Jake walked with the girls to the shower room then headed to his quarters to wait for the girls. He simply couldn't sit it in the gym and wait anymore; it just reminded him of how much he missed Mark's presence. After twenty minutes the girls came strolling in and Jake then departed for his shower.

When he returned to his quarters the girls were sitting on the bed talking. He offered them a warm grin as he stepped past them and retrieved a fresh set of clothes from the bureau at the front of the room. As he turned to head for the bathroom both girls turned and looked at him and again he just melted. He stood for a moment just looking at the two of them, making them look at each other then back at him.

"What's wrong Jake?" Laurel asked.

"Nothing is babe. You two are just so beautiful. I couldn't help but stop in my tracks and take in the view. I can't believe I have the two of you in my life like I do. It's like a dream or something."

Both of the girls blushed making Jake smile big. They were so adorable with bright pink cheeks. Jake finally shook the daze off and headed for the bathroom to get changed. When he emerged both of the girls were standing by the exit holding one another's hand. He stepped up to Laurel and kissed her on the lips and then stroked Korica's cheek gently while smiling to her, then the three walked over to the bridge.

Just as they were about to take their seats to log onto their stations the AI interrupted them.

"I have the antiviral treatment ready for Mark. Would you three like to be present when I give him the treatment?"

All three looked at each other for a moment and then all three nodded yes.

"Yes. We would like to be there." Laurel said.

"Good. I could actually use your help rolling him over. The servo drones are less nimble than a Human is. Make your way down to med bay four. I will re-pressurize the corridor and reset the gravity plating to normal levels for you."

All three immediately departed the bridge for the med deck. When they arrived at the pressure door just down the corridor from med bay one, the light above the airlock was still red and so they had to wait a moment for it to turn green. Once it turned green Laurel unsealed the door and stepped through followed closely by Korica then Jake.

They walked down the corridor to med bay four where Laurel unsealed the door and stepped in. There was the usual exam table in the middle of the room and Mark's temporary stasis chamber close to the right bulkhead along with two large tanks containing the stasis fluid. As the three stepped into the room Mark's chamber hissed and then the lid slowly began to lift open. As the three stepped up to the side of his chamber Korica was the first to make a comment on Mark's naked form.

"Holy¦I forgot that he would be naked."

"If this disturbs you, you can wait by the door sweetie." Laurel said.

"No¦I just didn't expect to see what I see. I'm ok. I'm grown up enough to be able to handle this."

"I need one of you to hold his shoulders and his head, and one of you at his feet and the third at his midsection. Roll him up on his side then scoot him back and slowly lower him onto his stomach." The AI said.

Korica stepped over to the foot of his chamber while Jake took his midsection and Laurel took his shoulders. They rolled him up then scooted him back and slowly laid him on his stomach while Laurel turned his head to the side. A servo drone then appeared and it had a syringe with a very long needle and the syringe was full of a clear liquid. The three stepped back as the servo drone rose from the floor and settled down on the edge of the stasis chamber and began to maneuver the syringe toward Mark's spine between the third and fourth cervical vertebra.

"Oh god I can't watch!" Laurel said as she quickly turned away.

Korica was fascinated by the procedure. She understood completely how delicate the injection had to be done so as to avoid damaging the spinal nerves. Jake grimaced a little as the needle began sinking into Marks flesh but he didn't turn away either. Once the injection was complete, which took only a few seconds; the servo drone began withdrawing the needle very slowly. As the needle exited his skin a small drop of clear fluid followed it and began to trickle down the side of Mark's neck.

The three now grabbed a hold of Mark and rolled him up onto his side again and scooted him forward then laid him onto his back. Korica wanted desperately to throw a towel or something over Mark's naked body, but she understood that the stasis fluid had to be allowed to absorb into the skin without interference. She just didn't like seeing her friend in all his nakedness.

"Computer, how long will it be before we know if this is going to work?" Laurel asked.

"I hate to say it but not long. Mark was minutes from expiring when I finally got him into a deep enough sleep to start the stasis process. If this doesn't work he will die within minutes."

"And you're sure you got the antigen right?" Korica asked.

"The elder race gave very detailed instructions on what to do, but not much on how to accomplish it. I had to create some devices from scratch in order to combine the proteins in the manner outlined and remove the existing proteins from the RNA. The resultant molecule exactly matched the diagram given by the elder race when modeled, so I would have to assume I got it right. Of course, I had no way of testing it except to give it to him. We just have to hope his immune system hasn't completely stopped working by this point or this is not going to work."

"That doesn't sound reassuring." Laurel said.

"I am sorry Laurel. It is all I can give you. I have the protein molecule right; I just do not know if it is too late to save him. He is very weak."

"I know. I just really don't wan to lose him."

"If it is any consolation, I am already detecting a slight lowering of the inter cranial pressure and if this works to any degree, we will have a cure that I can synthesize in mass quantities for the rest of the Human population on the Future with your help of course. I will need to infect you several more times and extract your blood at the peak of your immune response to the virus."

"Great. How much antigen as you called it do you have right now?"

"Ten doses were all I could manufacture from the blood I extracted from you And Jake. I have nine left."

"Well we will of course help you make more. First let's see if it's even going to work though."

"Understood. The biometric scanner in his chamber is reading a lot of activity along the spinal column, so I think it is working. His immune system is replicating the antibody and the virus cells are being destroyed as we speak."

"Geeze. That was fast." Laurel said.

"Destroying the virus is only half the battle." Korica said. "His body will have to repair the damage done to his organs by the virus before he will truly start getting better. It would be best to keep him sedated. He would be very uncomfortable if we revived him to early and it would put a lot of stress on his heart and lungs."

"Agreed. That is a very precise and astute evaluation Korica." The AI said.

"Thank you. I really miss him but he is better off here where he can gain his strength while under close observation."

"I will let you know when he is strong enough to be revived."

"Thank you. Oh and can you cover Mark up once his skin dries? There's some parts of Mark I could have gone my whole life without ever seeing if you now what I mean."

"Of course Korica. I apologize. I should have know it would be traumatic for with what you have been through."

"Yah, I don't ever want to see¦one of those up close again."

The three took one last look at Mark. Then stepped back as his stasis chamber began to close.

"The body scanners are indicating that his viral count is dropping rapidly. The swelling in his brain stem has halted, so I think we got to him just in time to save his life." The AI said trying to offer some consolation.

"Well thank you for letting us be a part of his treatment. At least we got to see again. We all really miss him." Laurel said.

"You are welcome Laurel. Thank you for the assistance with rolling him over."

With that the three made their way back up to the command deck. Once on the bridge all three logged onto their stations and began monitoring their individual control panels. Korica immediately detected Holon's ship holding a steady course just outside the reach of the Future's gravitational field. Korica started to wonder what would happen if the elder race sent a signal with Holon in such close proximity. Would he detect the signal? And would he know what it was? What would he think when the Future began transmitting a similar signal in response? She just figured they would have to cross that bridge when the time came.

As if on cue the Future detected a signal coming from dead ahead. It was in fact the elder race calling.

"Captain Laurel I have a signal coming in from the elder race. What do you want me do about Holon?"

"Well¦let him know we need to stop for a time to respond. He can see our telemetry, so he knows we are receiving a pinpoint signal. I'm sure he is puzzled by the signal architecture though. We can't ignore the elder race. We have to get down to the chair and respond to them. Hopefully we will have our answer as to what they want to do about the girls."

Korica turned on the hale frequency that she knew Holon would be monitoring and called to him.

"This is the Earth vessel Future calling Holon Marshon. Please respond?"

After only a few seconds Holon responded. Korica opened the channel through the translation circuit and put it on the overhead speakers.

"This is Holon. Go ahead Korica dear. It is great to hear your sweet little voice again."

Korica smiled big and looked at Laurel.

"Go ahead sweetheart, tell him."

"Holon, we have an important signal coming in and we have to stop in order to respond to the signal properly."

"Yah I saw the signal but I've never seen a signal like that before. Is it the elder race?"

Korica again looked at Laurel who nodded yes to her.

"It is. Will you be stopping with us or are you going to keep going?"

"I would be honored if I can stay and listen in."

"Uh¦they communicate in a way you can't listen to. You don't have the right equipment."

"I see. Well I would still like to hang around until you are done. Your sensor data is very impressive. I like knowing what's around for light years instead of millions of miles."

"I would like that Holon. Knowing you are around is a comfort for me too. We will be transmitting a signal that creates gravimetric energy distortions so you will need to hold a position to our stern so we don't depolarize your antimatter drives."

"You continue to impress me young one. We understand and we will keep our distance. Holon out."

Laurel just looked at Korica in amazement before responding.

"Jake please bring us to a stop. Korica honey, you understand the signal compression architecture and antimatter drive properties?"

"Well yah. I looked at your design for the transmitter and your compression algorithms, and basic antimatter theorem and how it relates to gravimetric propagations were part of my learning program. I have been scanning Holon's ship so I understand how his engines work."

"I see. I'm sorry honey I just didn't realize you were so well versed. You're so smart baby, I'm so proud of you."

"Thank you Laurel. I want to be as smart as you someday so I have paid close attention to everything and I've done my best to try and understand it."

Once Jake had the Future answering all stop the three logged off their stations and headed down to the scanner relay compartment. The three climbed into the chair and put their halos' on and clasped each other's hands and closed their eyes.

"You can go ahead and get us started Korica." Laurel said.

"Thank you captain Laurel." Korica said with a smile.

Korica listened for Jake's voice in her mind first. When she found it she let herself drift toward it and then dropped into his mind. He immediately said "hello beautiful" to her startling her slightly as his voice seemed very loud when directed at her. She grinned and said "Hi Jake, love you" then she listened for Laurel's voice and immediately found it and pulled Jake with her as she gently slipped into her mind. Laurel felt very warm and inviting to her and she couldn't resist the temptation to drift deep into Laurel's spirit for a few moments to enjoy her gentle love. She then withdrew and all three concentrated on their love for each other and let the feeling grow and grow to its maximum potential. Once all three had reached their maximum potential, on the count of three all three pushed their feelings out and Korica slowly let go of her control on her feelings and there was a dizzy throbbing then all three found themselves standing in the mist facing Asaria.

"Hello Laurel, Jake, Korica. I was starting to worry that you might be to busy to respond to our signal."

"No of course not Asaria. Our chair is several decks below the bridge. It takes time for us to make our way down to it and engage the transmitter. Your calls are extremely important to us."

"I see. Well, have a seat. I have much to tell you." Asaria gestured behind them.

All three looked back and the couch was behind them just as before, so all three sat down and Korica scooted very close to Laurel again.

"Korica, I sense unease within you. Are you uncomfortable with this type of communication?"

"No mam. I know you don't especially like children and you see me as a child. It makes me nervous."

"I like children Korica, I've just never had to deal with them during such¦delicate negotiations."

"Wait, before we go any further. Korica I want you to try and compress time here like you did last time, ok?" Laurel said.

"Ok. I'll try."

Korica closed her eyes and concentrated on the idea of compressing time. It only took a few moments until Laurel and Jake felt the same dizzying deceleration feeling like the last time and Asaria disappeared. Korica opened her eyes and smiled at Laurel.

"I did it captain Laurel!" Korica said excitedly.

"Yes you did sweetheart. I felt it. I'm so proud of you baby." Laurel said while smiling.

Korica smiled back at her.

"Interesting." Asaria said when she reappeared.

"What's interesting?" Jake asked.

"Korica has compressed time down to a factor of a thousand to one. I've never known a child with the ability to do that before." Asaria said as she sat down in her oversized chair.

"I wish you would call her a young lady or something other than a child. It sounds so derogatory the way you're saying it."

"I assure you I mean no insult. When you are three hundred and fifty-two years old, a girl that is ten years old is a child."

"Well she is a girl of extraordinary ability¦and beauty. She deserves to be talked to, and about with dignity and respect." Laurel said as she looked over at Korica and grinned.

"You're right. I am sorry Korica. You are an amazing young lady and I do admire you greatly. You are exactly what we look for in an advanced race."

"Thank you."

"So, you said you have lots to tell us? I assume the council has come to a decision?"

"Yes. There was an emergency session called and all one thousand souls weighed in on the matter. It was ultimately decided that what has happened to these innocent girls is our fault. We will take full responsibility for getting them back to their families. It is heart breaking to know that something that was meant to identify advanced races for possible enlightenment was misused to victimize the most precious and innocent of the advanced races. We have identified where the chair was taken from. It was hidden on a planet that is largely unoccupied and so it was thought it would be safe. No one had used the chair in many centuries so we had no idea it was missing."

"That's good news that you are going to help these girls. What about the girls that were sold? Is there any way to track them down to try and rescue them?"

"Possibly. We are hopeful that the Hodong kept records of all their transactions like any business would. We may be able to track down their customers that way. We also have ways of getting information from a person that they would not ordinarily divulge willingly."

"You mean torture?"

"No! Absolutely not! We are above those tactics. We can simply enter a person's mind and get the information we are looking for."

"Right, sorry. You should know, these guys are armed and have no conscious perception of mercy or right and wrong. They will put up a fight."

"Rest easy Laurel. We will simply pluck them from their ship without them even knowing we are there until it is too late. Do you know how many individuals were on the ship you encountered?"

"Over ten thousand. Although, there was a reactor breach that tore an enormous hole in the side of their ship, I would have to assume quite a few individuals were¦the radiation would have been lethal if they survived the initial blast. There is also the fact that we don't know if this is their only strong hold. There could be more of them still conducting their business as usual."

"Well once we have the information stored on the craft you are carrying in your cargo bay and we know the particular dimension they are hiding in, we will put a stop to them wherever they may be. They have become particularly brazen with who they have been grabbing lately and some very influential families are going to devote significant resources to finding the Hodong and to getting their young back."

"And so what is the price to be paid for your help?"

"The help for the girls you are carrying is not going to cost you anything. As far as the help you need to get back to your own galaxy, the entire council wants you to seriously consider letting us merge who you are with the vessel that we are going to be sending to the Milky Way galaxy. I assure you there is almost no pain involved. You simply enter a chamber that copies every single synapse in your brain and takes a snapshot of your essence if you will and transfers it to the vessel in question."

"I see. And you will have access to everything I know?"

"In a manner of speaking. There will be another individual created that we hope will share her knowledge with us freely. In turn we will share vast amounts of our knowledge with her."

"That just seems so weird to think about two of me out here in the galaxy. The aspirations I have as a Human will be part of her as well, correct?"

"Well, yes I suppose so. Since she will be a ship, they will change for her. She will develop new aspirations based on her existence as a living ship, not as a Human."

"And she will still be¦a female?"

"Oh yes, very much so. She will even be capable of having off spring of a sort. More living ships are made in this way. She will be every bit as much a female as you are."

"And she will feel love and compassion and all the other things I am so proud of as a Human?"

"Yes. That fact we are counting on. It will be you Laurel in every conceivable way. She will have your convictions for doing good and treating others with kindness and respect, and yes love. That is why the council wants you in particular. You have a good heart. You treat those around you with love and you refuse to kill on the principle that all life is important and needs to be cherished. You see, the vessel is heavily armed and we need an individual that will only use lethal force as an absolute last resort. We believe you posses this quality."

"I¦I have some things I wanted to accomplish in my life, will those things still be important to me¦or her, or whatever?"

"Yes. But if those things require a Human body, she will have to learn to accept the fact that she will never be able to accomplish those aspirations. But remember, you will be identical for only moments. Once she recognizes the fact that she is no longer a Human, you two will diverge in who you are as individuals. You will have a unique understanding of how she thinks but that is where the similarity will end after a time."

"I see. Then I have some thing I need to do before we go through with this."

"Such as?" Asaria raised an eyebrow.

"They are¦very personal. There are things that would haunt me if I never accomplished them when I still had the chance."

"Does that mean you will agree to the new oni anquis tock bee day oh?"

"Well it is the only way to get my crew home is it not?"

"I believe so considering the distance you need to travel to get back to the Milky Way. At your vessels top speed it would take fifty four thousand four hundred years to travel four hundred eighty thousand light years."

"Well then I have some conditions before I agree."

"And what might they be?"

"You will find a way to incorporate Jake and Korica into the vessel with me. I know how it would break my heart to have them taken from me for ever right now, and I will not subject myself¦or my duplicate to that kind of pain for a lifetime."

"That's not possible. The vessel is only designed to harbor one conscious essence."

"Figure it out. You're the elder race for crap sake. If anyone can figure out how to do it, it's you guys."

"Fine. I will consult with the engineers working on the vessel to see if we can accommodate them as well. What else would you ask of us?"

"I want a way of communicating with¦the vessel. What is the vessel going to be called anyway?"

"These vessels usually give themselves a name. Some have retained their names from their former lives and others have come up with completely unique names for themselves. We will equip the vessel with a chair knowledge and since you have your transmitter you will be able to communicate with her just as you are with me right now."

"The other thing is Korica's relatives on Draxima. She has no idea who they are or where they live. You folks will make every effort to find them and they are to be given every privilege of royalty. They are not to ever want for anything. Her parents were Andron and Resa Prentor. That point is not negotiable, make it happen."

Korica looked at Laurel with a look of shock.

"Thank you Laurel. I didn't think I¦or my family rather, would even be a consideration of yours."

"Of course baby, next to Jake you are the most important person in my life. I love you Korica, of course I am going to make your families needs a consideration."

"We can make that happen. Is there anything else?" Asaria said.

"Not that I can think of at the moment, but I may think of something later."

"I understand. You are making a huge contribution to spreading our mission of elevating the advanced races everywhere to a new level of understanding and enlightenment. We will probably be establishing a new council of elders in the Milky Way and you are helping to make that possible."

"How many people will be on this vessel that I will become?"

"Approximately fifty thousand."

"What? Fifty¦that sounds more like an invasion!"

"We will need to establish a network of chairs of knowledge throughout the galaxy and that will take quite a few individuals to scout possible locations and to make contact with any indigenous populations."

"I see. And Earth will be your first destination?"

"Yes."

"Well, if I might suggest, don't just appear in orbit unannounced. I am not sure how Humans have evolved socially over the last five and a half centuries, but in my time you would get a pretty hostile welcome if you did that. We tended to fear what we don't understand. You might be seen as an invasion fleet instead of bringers of good tiding."

"We wouldn't do that. We have strict protocols for first contact and it specifically forbids just what you have described. The fear response was a common response in the past and we learned some hard lessons on how to be delicate and discrete with a first encounter. You will be our guide to what to expect, or at least the version of you that we will be traveling in."

"Then we have deal. I will submit to this new oni anquis tock bee day oh, and you will get us home?"

"We have relationships with hundreds of thousands of races throughout this galaxy and some are even older and more¦sophisticated than us. We will make every effort to contact one of them on your behalf."

"Every effort? You mean you don't stay in touch with them?"

"The races I am thinking of, no. They don't tend to interact with those less advanced than themselves very often. There is one species in particular that have been experimenting with the power of black holes as your people call them, for a very long time resulting in some interesting time bending capabilities. We have specifically forbidden the manipulation and experimentation of time but these folks have not observed such restrictions as they are not in the coalition of advanced races nor are they on the council of elders."

"I'm not sure I follow how that could be to our advantage?"

"Well, if we can contact them, they may be able to use the gravitational and time dilation extremes of a black hole to send you all the way to the Milky Way in a very short time and possibly even¦get you there in the past."

"Come on! Time travel?"

"Do you not understand how immense the gravitational and time distortions around the event Future of a black hole are?"

"Well, yes. But I also know the Future would be torn apart by the tidal forces before we even got close to the event Future. All the known laws of physics as we understand them go out the window when you're dealing with a black hole."

"Agreed. But if your race is say¦a billion years old. How far could your cosmic science have progressed in that time?"

"I don't have any idea. Pretty far I guess. Do they even look like us?"

"No. Not at all. Their appearance is a little shocking at first, but you get used to it."

"And you think they will help us?"

"If you asked on your own? No, probably not. But if you have the weight of the entire council behind you, then possibly. There is also another race that we know for a fact travels between galaxies regularly. They don't use space ships, but they know how to do it, so they may have some ideas on how to send an entire vessel across the universe with out destroying it."

"I see. And there are many species with this level of technological advancement?"

"Yes."

"Incredible. Well then I agree to your price. I will give you all that I know, all that is me."

"Fantastic. We have already dispatched an escort to bring you to the Farqua research and terra-forming station. It is the place that you have been receiving my signal from. We will have you here in a little over one of your days. You will be brought before the council to answer some questions and Korica here will be expected to formally request membership into the coalition of advanced races. She will be asked some tough questions, but if she answers honestly and with integrity she will do fine."

"Farqua? That almost sounds French."

"What is French?"

"I'm sorry. It is one of the languages spoken on my world. I don't personally know how to speak it, but I know what it sounds like."

"I see. Well Farqua was the name of the person who designed and commissioned the Farqua station six thousand years ago. It was named after him when he was killed in an accident during the construction of the station."

"That's kind of beautiful. It's his legacy to us all?"

"Exactly. You will learn more about him when you are enlightened."

"I thought the enlightenment was¦not a good idea for someone as young as me."

"That is true. If you are willing, it is to be offered to you, your mate Jake, and even Korica. It will be particularly dangerous due to her extremely young age, and it is unprecedented for it to even be offered to one as young as her. She has shown all the traits of the plasticity of mind that is required to survive the process, as have you and Jake. We will also request access to your AI so we may learn as much as possible about the Human race before we head to the Milky Way galaxy. We also need to know exactly how you got here. It should have taken thousands of years to get here not hundreds. We may even learn something that could aid in us getting you home quicker."

"I'm not sure I can allow that. Let me consult with the AI and see what she thinks."

"Your artificial intelligence has a gender?"

"No, not really. It is currently using a female voice at my request and one tends to associate it with gender after a time."

"Ah. Well, us helping you is not contingent on this point, but it would be of great benefit to us both. We could even offer a return of expanded knowledge from our data library. Your AI would be allowed to access all the information it wants and it could encode as much information as it wants into its own memory."

"I understand. We will come before the council as you have requested, but if you can't find a way for Jake and Korica to¦be with me in this vessel, I will not undergo the process."

"Fair enough. We will do our very best to make that possible. This vessel is going to be completely unique if we are successful."

"Well, am I not completely unique?"

"Indeed. Good point."

"So we can tell the girls they are going home?"

"Yes. You have our solemn promise that they will be taken to their respective home worlds as quickly as possible and those with no family left will be given the opportunity to stay with a loving family among the elder race or we will take them anywhere they want to go without question. No matter what you decide to do, the girls will be attended to with dignity and love. It is the least we can do for allowing such¦horrible things to befall them because of our overconfidence and lack of oversight on such powerful devices."

"Thank you from the bottom of my heart on the girls behalf. You have helped me keep my promise to them."

"You are welcome. How is your crewman doing by the way? Did your AI manage to create the antigen?"

"Yes. Thank you for asking. He was treated this morning and he is improving though there was a lot of damage done by the virus. He has a long road to recovery."

"Why don't you heal him if the virus is being eradicated by his immune system?"

"What? What do you mean why don't I heal him?"

"Of course! You are young and don't know what you are capable of yet. You can heal his injured tissues. Well not you alone probably, but together you can."

Laurel looked at Korica then at Jake with a look of surprise then back at Asaria.

"We are really capable of doing that?"

"Well, I am not sure about you and Jake, but Korica definitely is. Her people have had this ability for many years. It takes a great deal of concentration and strength. It is usually not realized until late into adulthood, but she has shown an ability to do many things the chil¦the young are not normally capable of. She should be able to teach you two how to heal from the mind if you possess such an ability. I personally think she represents an extremely advanced version of what it is to be Draximan. Much as you represent an extremely advanced representation of what it is to be a Human. It couldn't hurt to try. Your crewman could be up and on his feet by the end of the day."

"Holy crap! I had no idea we would be able to do such things." Laurel said looking at Jake.

"I bet there is a lot of stuff that we can't even dream of yet that we will be able to do. Telekinesis, pyrokinesis, psychokinesis and god knows what else." Jake said.

"Will you teach us Korica?" Laurel asked while looking over at her.

"Of course I will. I love Mark. He is my friend. I would do anything in my power to help him, and you. You have helped awaken all these¦things I can do, I would love to be able to teach you for once. The only thing is, I have absolutely no idea how to heal someone with the mind."

"Korica, simply place your hands directly on his flesh and concentrate your energy into his body. Just like you have done to make this transmission possible." Asaria said.

"You mean focus my energy of love into him?"

"Yes. Love is the strongest and most powerful energy you can produce. If you have true love for him, use that to heal him."

"Ok. I will try my best."

"If we only have a day to prepare, we need to inform the girls they are going home. I also have some¦things to take care of, and I have to think over what you are asking of me and my ship."

"Very well. Make your preparations, and try healing your crewman together. I think there is a good chance with Korica's help you will be successful. Just remember Laurel that we are asking a lot of you but we are offering a tremendous amount of knowledge to you in return. This will require a great deal of trust on both of our parts. The potential for abuse of trust is high for both of us. We will be giving you access to almost everything we know about¦everything. We are asking for the same trust in return as we are placing in you."

"I know you are. I will consider all aspects carefully." Laurel said somberly.

"If I might ask a personal question?" Asaria posed.

"Yes, go ahead." Laurel replied.

"How is Korica doing? Have you noticed any problems with her feelings being confused?"

"Shouldn't you be asking me that question?" Korica insisted.

"You're right. I'm sorry Korica. How are you doing with your confused emotions?"

"I'm not particularly confused. I know exactly what I am feeling. The feelings I experience between Laurel and Jake are a little confusing, but they are not my feelings and I know the difference. They have taught me what it is to feel true love, and what it is to be in love with another person so deeply that it almost hurts, and what it is to lust another person with your heart and not just your mind. I didn't understand the lust I saw and felt from the Hodong and the men that came to¦see me, but now I have a clearer understanding of it. I don't feel any of that for anyone, but I understand what it is now. I have learned a great deal from Laurel and Jake, stuff that would have taken me years to find out on my own. I don't know if I will ever fall in love with a man now that I live among Humans, and since I don't really trust men to be nice to me, but at least thanks to them I know what it feels like, or at least what it feels like for them to be completely in love with each other. I know a small part of their love stays with me when we perform the deep sharing and so I still feel like I am falling in love with Jake, and Laurel too for that matter, but I also know those aren't my true feelings for them, I am just feeling what they are. I do however love both of them with all of my heart. They very likely saved my life. They have shown me love and kindness without ever asking for anything in return. That is a true friend, and that in my opinion is what family does for one another."

"I had no idea you had such a clear grasp on what you are feeling. It is clear to me that I rushed to judgment on these two before really getting to know what an amazing young lady you are. You have a better concept of love and emotional connection than most adults do. It's obvious that Laurel and Jake have done a phenomenal job of healing your heart and of helping you to understand the world around you. You are among good people Korica and you have a well placed trust in them."

"Thank you for calling me a young lady, not a child Asaria. I know I am with great people. Laurel and Jake have shown me that I can be loved for who I am, just because I am me, not because of how I look or what I can do for them. I truly feel safe and beautiful on the inside as well as on the outside."

"That's how you should feel. You are extremely beautiful on the outside young Korica; you should be made to feel that way on the inside as well. That is the sign of a good parent or guardian if you are made to feel that way."

"So, Asaria, when am I going to be able to meet Oberot? I would like to talk to him before I come before him and the council of elders." Laurel asked.

"He is an extremely busy man. I don't know if he will have the time to talk to you like I am."

"Look, he took the time to send the original message to us, didn't he?"

"Yes, he did."

"Well all I am asking for is a few minutes of his time to discuss why he is so interested in us. With Korica's help, if she is willing to do so, we can compress time like we have right now and he won't lose any time by talking to us."

"Of course I'll help you captain Laurel. But thank you for asking and not just volunteering me." Korica said.

"You're welcome sweetheart." Laurel said while touching her cheek.

"Astounding! You really see her as an equal don't you?" Asaria asked.

"Of course I do. Just because I am a couple years older than her means absolutely nothing. She has earned my respect and her current position as junior ensign in study."

Asaria's mouth dropped open and she stared at Laurel for a moment before being able to continue.

"Are you saying she works with you on the control deck?"

"We call it the command deck, but yes. She works on the bridge with us. She is qualified to operate every station except weapons and command."

"Unbelievable! How did you teach her to operate such a complex vessel?"

"Her plasticity of mind as you call it has enabled us to use neural suggestive training. The necessary training was simply uploaded directly into her mind in a matter of hours. She has the equivalent to five years of bridge studies at her disposal plus she has another five years of medical studies and the history of mankind that would normally take eight years of traditional schooling to learn and memorize. We started with traditional training, but it was to slow and boring for her. She was being held back by how slow the information was being presented. Her mother and father were teaching her math and engineering studies that would put our institution of higher learning professors to shame. She is simply a genius. She also possesses something I call an intuitive learning ability. I possess the same thing. You can look at something and somehow you just understand how it works and how to repair it if it's not working. She looked at our travel companions engine design from our sensor scans and understood how they worked and how this transmission would effect those engines in a catastrophic manner if we got to close to one another. She also understands the principles of my transmitter and how it functions just by looking at my designs and the compression algorithms provided by Oberot in his original message to focus the signal outside of normal space time."

"I¦I'm at a loss for words. I had no idea she was so smart."

"She is brilliant. I am so proud of her, like she was my own over achieving daughter."

"Now wait, you said travel companion?"

"Yes. We have met up with a cargo pilot named Holon Marshon. He is a family friend of Korica's parents. He has known Korica since she was just a little girl. He needed food and we gladly provided it to him and he is now shadowing us as an armed escort and we are providing him with sensor telemetry."

"I know of this Holon Marshon and his crew of merchants and traders. He has conducted himself with honor in this part of the galaxy."

"Really? You know Holon?" Korica asked sounding surprised.

"No, not personally. I know of him though. I told you anyone operating a ship of any significant size in our region of space is monitored. He has been involved in some unprovoked firefights on the part of other aggressors and he did not destroy his aggressors. He simply defended himself honorably and then left once they were no longer a threat. He does not plunder or steal or lie. He has in fact carried cargo and passengers for some of our allies. So, does he know you well Korica?"

"Yes, very well. He has always been a perfect gentleman with my parents and he has treated me with kindness. He always had a smile and some sweet comb for me. He wouldn't leave until I would give him a smile and a hug to send him on his way."

"I see. Do you think he would be willing to stand in witness for you?"

"What? I don't know what that means."

"When you stand before the council you will be asked if you have any character witnesses to testify on your behalf. Because you are so young if you said no, it would not way against you at all, but if you could say yes, and Holon could testify as to your character, it would make a huge difference. To have an honorable man like Holon and his entire crew speak to your good character would be extremely impressive to the council especially with how young you are."

"Well couldn't I also have Laurel and Jake and Mark speak on my behalf?"

"No, I'm afraid not. It would be like having your mother and father speak on your behalf. We call that a biased witness. Your crewman Mark can though. He is not your guardian, unlike Laurel and Jake. The council will recognize Laurel and Jake as your mother and father for the proceedings since yours are gone¦and that is our fault and for that I am truly and deeply sorry."

"I am sure Holon would be more than happy to. I will ask him."

"Actually we have to ask him, not you." Asaria said rather bluntly.

"Oh. So¦we let him go on his way and you will find him?"

"Yes. Do not mention it to him at all."

"Uh¦alright. Whatever you say."

"I will tell you this. By us contacting him, and the fact that he is a family friend of yours, he is going to find some very lucrative contracts offered to him with your name on them. He is going to find that anytime he accepts a cargo or passenger run with your name on it, he will make ten times what he has ever seen for any other run. He is going to become very wealthy because of your glowing endorsement of his character, and for how he has conducted himself since we have been watching him."

"Really? He is going to become rich just because he knows me?"

"Yes. Anyone who is referred to us by you and proves himself or herself to be of outstanding character like Holon has will be handsomely rewarded. Technological upgrades to their craft, knowledge of where the best deals with honest merchants can be found, wealth, land, good medical care, whatever they desire and are willing to work for will be theirs. He may even be chosen for individual enlightenment if he desires it. He will be able to speak as many languages as you do Korica, if not more. New races are added to the knowledge base almost daily."

"I would like those things to be available to him. He helped my parents find some very high paying cargo runs that helped them pay off their freighter years ahead of schedule. He is a good man and deserves some good things to come his way for a change."

"Well then he shall have it. I will see to it personally."

"Why are you being so¦nice to me now?"

"Because you have impressed me. I had no idea how¦special you are. I like you."

"Really? You didn't like me before?"

"No, that's not what I meant. Now that I know you, I can see that you are sweet, unbelievably smart, yet humble. You don't try to act like you know it all, as one would expect from a girl your age with as much knowledge as you possess. You have good role models and you have obviously listened to them. I like all three of you, very much. I just had to get to know you."

"Let me ask you something?" Korica posed.

"Sure, go ahead."

"How many times have you acted as emissary for a first contact?"

Asaria just stared at her for a moment. Then she opened her mouth and then closed it again and stared at her a moment longer before answering.

"I have welcomed several different races."

"Recently?" Korica pushed on.

"No. It has been¦seventy-five Earth years."

"I see. And never someone as young as us?"

"No, and never three at a time. There has never been an instance of¦such youth being involved. What are you getting at Korica?"

"Why do you think you were chosen for this invite?"

"It is not my place to question the requests of the supreme council of three. I really have no idea why they chose me."

"Do you think you had become a little bitter, and maybe Oberot hoped we would warm your heart?"

"I¦how could you possibly know that?"

"I don't know, call it a gut instinct just from talking to you. You said if I had a gut instinct it was best to pay heed to it. Right?"

"I did say that. I will ask Oberot if there is any merit to your¦instinct."

"Look despite your semi condescending manner, I like you too Asaria. I would like to consider you my friend, but it is hard to do that if you are going to hide things from us."

"What? I'm not hiding anything you need to know."

"Aren't you? Why is it you still won't let us sense your feelings? What are you afraid of?"

"I can't¦you are testing me. Trying to get me to confess to something you have no knowledge of."

"I have been exposed to one of your chairs before. It was broken and hobbled together by the Hodong, but I know it worked both ways. You have something turned off."

"How can you possibly know that?"

"Laurel called it intuitive learning. I am also starting to read your body language better and I can tell you are hiding your feelings for some reason."

"You are just to smart Korica. It is done for security reasons on a first contact as I said before, but it is customary to turn it back on for further contacts once a person is deemed safe. I just didn't want¦I have some feeling I didn't want to share with anyone. However, give me a second and I will let you sense my feelings."

Asaria stood up and closed her eyes and simply seemed to evaporate into the mist behind her as well as her chair.

"Korica, did you really know the chair works both ways?" Laurel asked quietly.

"No. But her body language and my gut instinct really told me that she was hiding something. I just made a wild guess that it was her feelings."

"Good girl! Way to work the situation to get to the truth."

"Thank you."

Laurel leaned over and kissed her on the side of the head. A moment later Asaria reappeared and all three were hit with an almost painful wave of emotions making all three close their eyes and grimace and put their hands up to their forehead for a moment. Asaria's favorite oversized red chair reappeared and she slowly sat down in it.

"You can now sense my feelings, yes?"

"Yes we can. You are a very¦powerful essence. Why would you hide such a beautiful essence from those who just want to be friends?" Korica asked.

"You will sense it in time."

Korica suddenly gasped as she felt a wave of heartache coming from Asaria. Asaria had fallen in love with her last assignment and he died after only thirty years of love. A moment later Laurel and Jake also sensed her heartache. She had been paired and the others saved her life as she was on the verge of dying after Mordock died. She never wanted a connection to another person as deep as the chair requires for proper communication.

"Asaria, I am so sorry for your loss. I¦I had no idea it would be so painful to lose someone¦if I lost Jake I wouldn't want to go on either. The pain hasn't faded for you even though it has been fourty-five years? God how horrible."

"That is why I couldn't act as emissary for so long. I had no idea you three would be so young, but I suspect Oberot knew. He said my time of morning was over, it was time to get back to my responsibilities and he had a perfect match for me. I didn't want to¦love you three, but I do. You three have so much love between you and it is so infectious, especially from Korica. She is so innocent and so pure of heart, I¦loved her immediately and it made me mad. I apologize for being so evasive with you."

"You got mad because you¦loved me?" Korica scratched her head and looked at Laurel.

"Yes." Asaria said looking down.

"So all the suggestions of not performing the deep sharing with her were because you can feel our love growing deeper and you didn't want to feel that?" Laurel asked.

"No, not entirely. It really is a bad idea for ones so young to be experimenting with such things, especially when two of you are paired like you are. But I also didn't want to remember what it felt like and Korica is particularly powerful at sharing everything she is feeling. She is not even trying to hide any of her feelings. It is very¦familiar and I miss it terribly, I miss Mordock's love for me."

"Friends do not hide things from one another. Laurel and Jake taught me that as well as my mother."

"If it helps Asaria, we have plenty of love to go around. If you will allow us to, we would like to be your friend and share our love with you." Laurel said.

"I uh¦I would actually like that. I have not shared my love with anyone else since Mordock. I already love you three and it will grow stronger every time we communicate like this."

"So will you ask Oberot if I can see him before we reach the Farqua station? It will give you a chance to ask him if he tricked you." Laurel said.

"I will ask him. Like I said, he is a very busy man so no guarantees."

"Thank you Asaria."

"You're welcome Laurel. Is there anything else you three want to know now that we are being completely honest with one another?"

The three looked at one another then back to Asaria.

"I think you answered all of our questions for now Asaria. Thank you for opening up to us. You seem much more¦approachable now that we know what you are feeling. We won't think you don't like kids, or us in particular. It's not a comfortable feeling to think someone doesn't like you just because you are so young."

"I am truly sorry I made you three feel that way. Now you know I actually love you three and I won't be afraid to show it from now on."

"Thank you. Spoken like a truly advanced race."

Asaria grinned slightly and stood up as did the other three. Korica then stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Asaria's waist and squeezed her. Asaria looked down at her for a moment then Laurel saw a tear form in the corner of her eye as she put her hand on the side of Korica's head and then she put her other hand on her back and stroked her back gently. As Korica released her grip and stepped back the tear ran down Asaria's cheek and disappeared as it fell from her face.

"You three have¦touched me, especially you Korica, you little vixen. I have much to deliberate on and I need to report to the council. Make your deliberations Laurel and your¦preparations. I know now what it is you are conflicted over, and I wish you and Jake luck. If you need me, just call out to me. I will be listening for you."

"Thank you Asaria." Laurel said.

Asaria then closed her eyes and disappeared into a wisp of mist that settled to the floor. Korica looked over at Laurel with a puzzled look on her face.

"Captain Laurel, What is a¦vixen?"

"It is a female fox. It is a beautiful and sneaky or stealthy predatory canine on Earth."

"So it's a compliment to be a vixen?"

"Uh¦kind of, in this instance yes. She means you have are beautiful and were sneaky about getting her to open up to us."

"Oh. What preparations was she talking about you two making that she was wishing good luck for?"

"Oh¦it's¦something Jake and I¦we uh need to seriously talk about."

Korica suddenly sensed what was going through Laurel's mind and she gasped and put her hand up to her mouth. She knew it was none of her business and she did not want to discuss Laurel giving up her virginity before she was ready so her copy wouldn't wonder what it would be like for possibly thousands of years. Jake now sensed the same thing as it went through both of the girl's minds. He opened his mouth as if to say something but just looked at Laurel. Laurel could hear what Jake was thinking and she simply shook her head no.

"Not here Jake. Not while we are in Korica's mind."

"I don't¦you're right babe. We'll talk later."

All three took one another's hands and closed their eyes and concentrated on withdrawing into their own minds. There was a dizzying fast spinning feeling and then all three became aware of the warm temperature in the scanner relay compartment and the massive amount of cool air being blown down on them and Korica's hard and fast breathing. As the control interface wound down Laurel shook the fog out of her mind and leaned forward and looked over at Korica. She gave a thumbs up and grinned at her. Laurel then looked over at Jake who was still laying back just looking at her like he was in shock.

"Are you ok Jake?" Laurel asked.

"No. I don't like the idea of¦what you want to do so you won't wonder what it is like. That's not the right reason to do that."

"I know. There is more to it than just that. We will talk later in private."

"Ok. I love you babe, no matter what you decide."

"I love you too Jake."

"I love both of you." Korica said making Laurel smile.

"We love you too Korica. You ready to go tell the girls the good news?"

"Yah! They are going to be so excited." Korica said smiling big as she panted.

"Catch your breath and we will go give them the good news after we get the Future moving again."

It only took Korica a few minutes to begin breathing normally again. Once Laurel was confident that she had recovered the three headed back up to the command deck. Once on the bridge Korica haled Holon and told him they were ready to get underway again. He seemed a little surprised that the communication was so brief, but Laurel shook her head no when Korica looked at her to explain why it seemed so short.

Jake brought the Future back on their original course and accelerated back up to 7.5 times the speed of light. Holon appeared a moment later in his original position off the starboard side of the Future. Jake locked in their speed and Korica pinpointed their course at the navigation station and then turned to look at Laurel.

"So, Asaria has a heart after all huh?" Korica said.

"Yah, It would appear so. She seems like a good person now that I can sense what's going on inside." Laurel said.

"Are you really going to let them have all the information stored in the AI's memory?"

"I don't know. They are going to the Milky Way and Earth no matter what we do at this point. I suppose it would be a gesture of good will to give them everything we know about our galaxy. It just goes against everything I have sworn to protect."

"What about the enlightenment. Are you going through with it?"

"I don't think so. It would fundamentally change who I am inside. I'm kind of proud of who I am. I don't think I want to change that. Besides, Asaria indicated that it was kind of dangerous. You should though honey. You are far more advanced than we are. It probably wont be so dangerous for you even though you are so young."

"No captain Laurel. If you're not doing it neither am I."

"Baby you can't pass up an incredible opportunity like this to grow and expand who you are just because I like who I am and don't want to mess with it."

"No¦I'm not doing it without you. I like who I am too. I may not be as smart as you guys are, but you are helping me to realize I am beautiful inside, why would I mess that up and make myself into someone I don't know."

"What about you Jake? You want enlightenment despite the risks?"

"I don't know. The idea of how much knowledge would be passed on to me is a little exciting, but like you said, it would fundamentally change who I am. I'm not sure it's worth that. If the AI has access to all their knowledge, couldn't we just use neural suggestion to learn anything we need or want?"

"I guess I hadn't thought about that. The AI would be the one to gain enlightenment and we could then learn from the AI. I like that idea a lot better. It certainly removes the risk of an aneurysm or whatever else could go wrong with their process on people as young as us."

"I like that idea better too. I've been in one of their devices before and it wasn't a pleasant experience. I had a bad headache for a long time afterwards." Korica added.

"So then it's decided? No enlightenment for any of us and we give them access to the AI's memory core?"

Korica looked at Jake for a moment and he looked right back at her then the two looked at Laurel and nodded in agreement.

"And I will agree to this new oni anquis tock bee day oh. They get to take a copy of me. That still just seems¦weird to me though. Another version of me leading the elder race into my galaxy."

"I couldn't think of a better ambassador to the Human race than you Laurel. You are a bright, beautiful, kind, gentle soul. Who better to make sure these guys behave themselves when they reach Earth." Jake said.

"Thank you. That's sweet of you to say that Jake. I guess I am going to have to¦set my mind to a couple of things and make sure my double keeps to those things. I have to give them what they want if we are going to get home, but I don't have to compromise my values in order to that."

"Are you saying you're going to withhold some stuff from them?"

"Yes. They don't need to know the complete design aspects of the Future for one. It serves no purpose to them to know everything about the Future. They don't need access to the personal files on the crew either. They will undoubtedly take some very detailed scans of the Future and that is all they are going to get."

"Well, you are the captain Laurel and we will back your play whatever you decide." Jake said.

"Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"What's your thoughts on giving the elder race access to your memory core in exchange for their help to get us back to the Milky Way?"

"It would not be my first choice to offer such a thing, but if it is what they are asking for in order to facilitate our return to the Milky Way what choice do we have?"

"We don't have a whole lot of options here. They also want a copy of my memory files if you will to create an AI with my core essence as the mind behind the machine. They have a living ship as I understand it and they want me, or the essence of what I am to lead them into the Milky Way in order to establish a beachhead with Earth as ground zero."

"And this is also part of their price for their help?"

"No, not exactly. It's not required but if I don't submit they will find someone else from among their people to take my place. It would be someone completely unfamiliar with the Milky Way and Earth as well as Humans and Human behavior. At this point all they know of Humans they have learned from Jake and I. That is why they, and Korica here talk like us and act a little like us. They have learned everything they know about Humans from us during our sessions of deep sharing. I guess we share a little of our essence or something with their chair of knowledge every time we share ourselves with each other. That's why they all sound like teenagers, because we are only teenagers and we are the only Humans in this galaxy for them to learn from."

"That has to be a little humbling."

"Yah, to say the least. I can hear my mannerisms in every conversation as well as Jake's. Their vocabulary seems to be as limited as ours as well. Plus as Korica pointed out once, the English language is very primitive when compared to the language of the elder race, so they are forced to dumb down every conversation."

"Do not sell yourself short, your vocabulary is not that different from any adult I have ever conversated with. I would agree with your earlier statements. I will not compromise my design aspects or the secure files on the crew. I will give them access to all the pertinent files for getting us home but nothing more unless you give me a direct order to release everything I know."

"No. I don't want you to do that. Just give them what they need and nothing more. I plan on doing the same thing with what I know. I took an oath to you and my crew and I intend on honoring that oath. We need them in order to get back on mission but we don't have to bow down to their every whim."

"Understood. I will comply then. Might I suggest the stasis ring be kept off limits to their personnel?"

"Agreed. All the elevators and access doors are to locked out. I want all of your data terminals disconnected as well. If anyone tries to gain unauthorized access to your data files I want to know about it also."

"Understood. That is standard protocol anyway. Do you want an alert when we are scanned as well?"

"No, not particularly. I think we are going to be under constant scrutiny anyway so you would constantly be alerting me."

"Understood. There is also the delicate matter of the medical files on the girls. Some of them are undergoing continuing treatments, some of which can be discontinued once they leave, but there are the records of treatments performed up to this point."

"Right, I hadn't considered that before. There are going to be some very intimate image and data files. We will have to ask each girl if they want their medical records kept confidential. At the very least you can put their medical records onto a data crystal and we will give it to them when they depart. It will be up to them whether they want the elder race to see what was done for them. I thought all their infections and injuries were healed?"

"That is correct."

"You said some of the girls are undergoing continuing treatments? What are they being treated for?"

"I'm sorry captain but it is confidential. They have a right to privacy, just as you three do. I can not discuss it with you unless we are in private and you order me to open their medical records."

"No, I won't do that. It's nothing of a major health concern though?"

"No. They are all very healthy and happy."

"Ok then. Well, shall we go give the girls the good news?" Laurel asked looking at Jake and Korica.

Korica and Jake both grinned. They knew the girls would be delighted to know they were going home very soon.

"I can't wait to see their faces. They are going to be so happy to hear the news." Korica said.

All three logged off their stations and made their way down to the passenger deck. When they entered the common area the girls lit up and came up to the three and offered warm hugs and kind words. Laurel gathered up the English-speaking girls and told them to gather everyone into the common area for a big announcement. It was discovered that two of the girls were sleeping and so they would have to be woke up and there were six girls up in the mess hall so one of the girls was sent to bring them down to the common area. There were another five girls in the showers getting cleaned up after working out so the delivery of the news would have to wait until they were cleaned up and dressed.

In the mean time Jake ended up separating with a group of eight of the girls to sit and talk about how they were doing. Laurel also separated into another group of five girls to sit and talk. Korica ended up with the biggest group of over twenty girls. They wanted to know how she was doing and hear tales of what she had seen since starting her new job on the bridge. The girls seemed very proud of Korica for her accomplishments and for how fit she now looked. Korica shared the story of Holon and his wonderful crew coming over for a meal and his beautiful ship.

The girls hung on her every word making her feel very warm. She really liked being the center of attention with the girls. It was a dramatic departure from how they treated her when they first arrived on the Future. She seemed small and insignificant back then and now she was a star among them. She showed just how far one could go with the right nurturing environment and a loving pair to watch over her.

Laurel noticed one of the girls in her little group was wearing a wrist monitor just like hers, which made her think of what the AI had said about some of the girls receiving continuing treatments that could be discontinued after they left and she started to wonder if the harvesting was being performed on these girls and if so, why. She started scanning around the room and noticed several other girls wearing the monitors as well. In all she counted nine girls with the monitors on their wrists, and all were displaying a color pattern just like hers was.

Most were showing a slow pulsing green but one was a steady yellow color and then she knew for certain. They were in fact being monitored for ovulation just like she was. She couldn't figure out why the computer would have talked them into the harvesting procedure. The girls that were wearing the monitors looked healthy and happy, so there couldn't be any other explanation for the wrist monitors in Laurel's opinion. She was going to have to ask the AI later in private what the hell was going on.

After twenty minutes it was announced that all of the girls were finally present. The two that emerged from their quarters where they were sleeping looked tired and their hair was a little messy, but not horribly so. They joined everyone else in the middle of the room while rubbing their eyes to hear this big announcement that had so rudely disturbed their sleep.

Laurel stood up on a chair and looked over the sea of small figures and announced in English that they had reached the elder race and they had agreed to take the girls home. Within a couple days they would be leaving the Future and headed back to their families. Laurel then stepped down and lifted Korica up onto the chair and she started announcing the good news in different languages. The girls started to erupt into loud conversations and cheers. Yells would sound out form time to time as the news was disseminated into the different languages.

The girls hugged one another and some jumped up and down while holding each other's arms in excitement. It was the news they had all been waiting for. Well almost all. There were the few girls that had nothing to go back to. The few that had absolutely no idea where their home world was, and were absolutely sure everyone they loved were gone only smiled for everyone else's excitement but there would be no homecoming for them.

Laurel took these girls down the corridor leading to the sleeping quarters so they could hear Korica's delicate little voice as translator over the ruckus going on in the main common area. Laurel explained that they could go anywhere in the galaxy they wanted but a loving family would be made available to them with the elder race if they wanted to stay somewhere safe and nurturing. They understood and decided it would be best to stay with the elder race. At least their stunning beauty and young age wouldn't be exploited if they stayed with them. Laurel offered them a warm hug and then they rejoined the rest of the group now that the girls felt like they did indeed have at least something to celebrate and look forward to.

The three spent the next two hours visiting and sharing in the girl's joy of thoughts of home and an end to their ordeal. Laurel was approached by one of the girls that she hadn't talked to before who had one of the wrist monitors on. She tried saying something that Laurel just couldn't understand. Laurel put her hand up to stop her and looked around for Korica. When she finally found her she closed her eyes for a moment and listened for Korica's thoughts. When she finally started to hear Korica's whispers she was a little stunned to find her thinking in English. Korica perked up noticeably indicating she could hear Laurel's whispers as well. She looked around a little and Laurel thought "behind you baby". Korica turned and looked around a little then finally found Laurel and smiled big to her.

"I need your help Korica." Laurel thought.

"Kay. I'll be right there." Korica thought in return.

Korica concluded her conversation with the girls she was talking to then excused herself and made her way over to Laurel. Laurel had her engage the girl for a moment to determine her language and then had her ask the girl to take them to her quarters so they could talk in private. The girl led them half way down the long gently curving corridor then stopped at her quarters and opened the door and the three stepped in. Laurel let Korica and the girl sit on the bunk while Laurel stood. Laurel apologized for the fact that Korica would also have to hear the private conversation but it was the only way to communicate with her without any misunderstood concerns. The girl indicated that she liked Korica anyway and so it didn't bother her in the least.

The girl introduced herself as Perena. She was curious about the harvesting that she was undergoing and whether there would be any lasting effects.

"Did the computer talk you into doing the harvesting?" Laurel asked.

Korica translated and Laurel waited for her reply through Korica.

"No. I asked your computer what I was supposed to do when I start to bleed as I do every twenty-eight days or so. It was time for that to happen again very soon. The computer showed me what to do when it did happen and then said it might be able to stop it from happening all together for a the rest of the time I was here on the Future. It took some fluids from inside me and made a special treatment just for me based on my body's natural hormones. It then removed my eggs with my permission and stopped me from bleeding until I chose to."

"Well, as far as I know there is no lasting effect. Right Korica?"

"No. The affects will wear off within a couple of days of harvesting if it is not repeated."

"You understand what the AI took from your body, right?" Laurel asked.

"Yes, of course. Your computer said I was so close to Human in everyway that my eggs could be used to help a Human female that could not have children of her own, and I would be expanding the Human genetic diversity and enhancing the genetic library."

"And you're ok with that?"

"Yes. It is the least I can do to repay your kindness and generosity. I kind of like the idea of my seed being taken to another galaxy and helping someone that would not be able to have children without my help."

"Very well then. Your body will return to its normal cycle within days. May we use your quarters for a few moments to talk in private."

"Of course. It's your ship. I am just a guest. I will go rejoin the others. Thank you for taking the time to talk with me."

"You are most welcome Perena. We love all of you girls and you can come to us anytime you want to talk."

Perena then got up and left the room to go rejoin the other girls in the main common area.

"Computer?" Laurel called out and got no response.

Laurel stepped over to the com panel by the door and activated the AI hale circuit.

"Computer?" Laurel called out again then went and sat next to Korica.

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Have you been monitoring our conversation?"

"No. I do not monitor the quarters except when sounds of distress are detected."

"Perena just informed me that you have been performing the harvesting on her. What do you plan on doing with her eggs?"

"They have been placed in stasis for later use."

"Later use! You really plan on creating a¦whatever race she is and Human hybrid?"

"Tropin. She called her species a Tropin. She is so close to Human I cannot tell the difference. Blood chemistry, hormone levels and ph is identical. She is a perfect candidate to expand the genetic diversity of the Human population. She indicated that her people enjoy perfect health, live two hundred and fifty years on average and are telepathic. These are extremely desirable traits to incorporate into the Human genetic library."

"I see. Aren't there some ethical concerns here?"

"No. The genetic material was not taken without permission and Perena knows exactly what I plan on doing with her eggs."

"And you have done the same thing to the other girls wearing the wrist monitors?"

"I am sorry I cannot discuss that with you captain."

"Damn it! I am ordering you to unseal the records and discuss it with me! Now answer the question."

"We are not alone captain."

"Korica knows how to keep a command secret. You are never to discuss what you are about to hear with another living soul, ever. Is that clear Korica?"

"Yes mam. I understand." Korica said in a small voice.

"Good girl. I know I don't have to even ask you baby, but the computer needed to hear you agree to keep it to yourself."

"Kay."

"Now we are all on the same page, so please answer the question."

"Yes I have harvested eggs from all ten girls. They all expressed a desire to have their menstrual cycle stopped temporarily and I asked permission to harvest their eggs to add to the genetic library onboard the Future."

"Ten? I only counted nine¦and you explained in detail what you plan on doing with their eggs?"

"Yes. All declined experimentation but agreed the eggs could be used to help women who were infertile."

"And you are certain they are compatible with Humans?

"Yes. Of the eighteen requests made, these were the only ten that were actually compatible with Humans. Look at Perena, she is absolutely beautiful, and her genetic traits would extend the life expectancy of a child created with her egg and they would likely enjoy perfect health."

"They? How many eggs were collected?"

"Three"

"At one time?"

"Yes."

"So her fertility is through the roof. You don't even know if that is normal. What about the other girls?"

"I collected one egg from each."

"Well one of them has a yellow monitor. I saw it earlier. You are absolutely sure these girls are like Humans?"

"Yes. Their mitochondrial DNA is different because they are not in fact Human, but it is compatible with Human DNA. Their anatomy is absolutely identical as is their chemical composition of blood serum."

"And any potential recipient of their eggs would be informed that they were in fact receiving alien DNA?"

"Yes. They would be given a picture of the donating mother and a short biographic of the donor's species, planet, and galaxy along with any family history shared with me."

"This was the continuing treatment you spoke of earlier?"

"Yes."

"I see. It still bugs me a little, but since it was by consent and you are absolutely sure they are compatible with Humans, I will allow it."

"Understood. Thank you."

The two then got up and made their way back into the common area to collect Jake and head back up to the command deck. The girls were sad to see them leaving so soon, but knew they had busy preparations to make for their inevitable face-to-face meeting with the elder race. After a good many tight hugs and a few pecks on the cheeks the three exited the common area and made their way back to the bridge.

Once there, Laurel asked Korica to check and see if Holon was still holding position twelve thousand yards to starboard. Korica started to turn back to her workstation when Laurel stopped her.

"No sweetie, I want you to tell me if Holon is still there, not the computer."

Korica smiled big at Laurel.

"Ok. I'll see."

Korica closed her eyes and her face got very serious. She furrowed her brow slightly and felt for Holon's presence. She sensed all the girls down on the passenger deck and then she reached out further and sensed Holon and his entire crew. She even felt a little of their emotions and could tell one of the crew was exerting themselves very hard, she assumed working on repairing something on the ship.

"Yep. They are still there captain Laurel. They seem to be calm and relaxed except for one person physically working hard on something."

"That's amazing that you can tell that from here. Good girl Korica. I'm very proud of you sweetheart."

"Thanks." Korica said with a grin.

Korica turned back to her sensor readings and checked on the incoming objects. They were still outside of the range of what was being seen on Holon's ship but Korica knew that wouldn't be the case for much longer.

"Captain Laurel, what are we going to do when Holon sees our escort party coming into range? He is going to start asking questions and I really don't like the idea of lying to him. I wish I could just tell him what's going on and what he is in for."

"Well then we won't lie to him. If he sees them we will tell him it is our escort to the elder race and we need to part ways. How much longer until he is heading off course from his destination?"

"I don't know. Let me check."

Korica started looking at star clusters trying to recognize the Golon star cluster. She finally found it by complete accident and plotted the course back to the Future and found that Holon was already starting to head off course by staying with the Future.

"He is already heading slightly off course. I don't think he will be sticking around much longer."

"Good girl. Are you getting better at star mapping?"

"Uh¦kinda. I can plot a heading and course and calculate distance and time at a given speed, but finding specific stars is still¦frankly I suck at it."

Laurel chuckled at how much Korica sounded just like her.

"You'll get better at it with practice honey. I don't know the stars in your galaxy either."

The communication panel suddenly captured Korica's attention. Holon was haling them so Korica moved over to the communication station and opened the channel through the translation circuit.

"Holon this is Korica, go ahead sir."

"It is always great to hear your voice again Korica. Hay we are going to have to get going now. We are drifting pretty far off course by sticking around and we have to get our cargo to the Detra outpost. I have really enjoyed our time together young one. We will miss you dearly."

"I'm going to miss you too Holon. Thank you for the sweet comb and the stuffed animal as well as the kind words. Good journey to you and your crew."

"Same to you sweet Korica. Good journey to you and your crew. Congratulations on your position on the Future and to you and your people for being invited to meet the elder race. I hope to cross paths with you again before you leave our fair stars forever."

"You never know Holon. Stranger things have been known to happen."

"You got that right. Thank your captain for me for the good food and warm hospitality. My crew really love the fruit chips."

"You are most welcome captain Marshon." Laurel said. "It was an honor to have you visit the Future. Thank you for the years of kind regards to Korica. I hope good things come your way in return."

"Take care. Holon out."

With that Holon's ship drifted down and to port and then shot off into the distance and disappeared and then the Future was all alone again. Korica turned off the telemetry feed and turned the sensor gain back up to maximum. She was now able to discern more details on the incoming vessels. She was a little stunned when the readings came back as non-metallic for all but the largest craft. The readings came back as almost organic and moving at an incredible speed. Korica estimated that if their speed and the Future's speed remained constant they would intercept each other some time the next day in the late morning around 10:30 ships time. She sent her calculations over to Laurel's terminal for review, and went back to omni directional scanning.

Laurel noticed the new icon appear on her display and she touched the icon opening the data. She was impressed with the calculations accuracy factor. Korica was getting very good at the complex math required to calculate such a finite number with so many variables. Laurel concurred the data and sent it back to Korica with a title of 'excellent work'. Korica smiled big when she saw the icon appear on her control display. She liked the encouragement Laurel always gave her when she did a good job.

Laurel was finding it hard to concentrate with what was going through her mind. She needed to sit down with Jake and have a talk about the decision she had reluctantly come to. She reached out to Jake and found him listening in to her mind.

"Jake can you hear me?" Laurel thought.

"Yes. What's up beautiful?" Jake thought in return making Laurel grin.

"I am having trouble concentrating on my work. Can we talk for a few minutes?"

"Sure. I could tell you were troubled about something."

Both of them logged off their stations and Laurel pushed her display panels out of the way.

"Korica sweetie, you ok for a little while by yourself? Jake and I need to go over to our quarters to talk."

Korica looked over at Laurel with a look of surprise and a little bit of dread. She really didn't like being on the bridge alone. The room seemed so big when no one else was around and she still hadn't exactly gotten over her fear of being grabbed by someone. She always had a small nagging feeling that she wasn't safe unless Laurel or Jake were right next to her.

"Sure. I'll be ok. I'll come get you if I have a problem¦your not going to be¦you know¦doing stuff I shouldn't see are you?"

"No sweetheart. We just need to talk. You come get us if you need anything¦or if you get lonely. We'll try not to be to long."

"Ok."

Laurel could sense Korica's unease with being left alone on the bridge. She thought she had gotten past the trauma of being grabbed like she was after hearing her parents murdered, but her fears were reemerging and Laurel could feel it in her. She was trying to be strong, but she was still just a frightened and traumatized girl deep down inside.

Laurel and Jake made their way over to their quarters and Laurel stopped next to the bed and waited for Jake then pulled him in close and put her arms around him and placed her head on his shoulder and squeezed him tightly for a few moments before whispering in his ear that she loved him very much.

"I love you too Laurel. With all my heart."

Laurel released her grip on Jake and the two sat down next to one another. Laurel took a deep breath and looked over at Jake.

"I guess you know the decision I've come to?"

"Yah, I do. I wish you would rethink it though. You were just telling me last night that the longer you wait the less traumatic it will be for you."

"You don't want to make love to me?"

"Come on babe, you know better. You are hot and I'm a guy. Of course I want to make love to you. I just don't want you to rush into this. If it's going to hurt¦I never want to cause you any pain. This is a huge step for us too."

"If I'm going to go through with this¦blending with a living ship, I have to think of the new me. I can't imagine what it would be like to go for possibly thousands of years longing to make love to you and never being able too. I would regret never experiencing it while I had the chance. I want you so bad Jake, fear is all that is stopping me. I am afraid it will hurt and I am afraid I will embarrass myself."

"Embarrass yourself? Babe, as talented as you are at everything you do there is no possible way you could be bad at making love."

"I just have no idea what to do. I honestly thought I would have years to think about this. I had planned on waiting until I was like¦fifteen or sixteen, but my hand is being forced."

"Laurel, I don't want you to feel forced into this. I thought we would have years until this happened too, and I was perfectly fine with that if it meant it felt absolutely right for you when it happened. Maybe I was just sensing what you wanted and so I became comfortable with it. Either way I don't like the idea of you forcing yourself to do this."

"I don't either Jake. I know I love you with all my heart and my head and my heart are ready for this, just¦not my body. I want to know what it is like to have you inside me; and I want to feel that kind of deep intimate connection to you. I also want to know what our¦abilities do when we let go like that. I can't stand the thought of never knowing. I love you and want you far too much to let that to happen. Will you please answer all my questions and make love to me tonight?" Laurel's eyes seemed to twinkle as she looked into Jake's eyes.

"If you are absolutely sure you want this, then yes. I would be honored to make love to you. I'll be as gentle as I possibly can be babe. I want it to be special for you."

"I am sure Jake. I want this and I am ready. As long as it is with you, it will be special no matter how uncomfortable it is at first. Thank you Jake."

"You're thanking me for having sex with the most gorgeous woman to ever live? I should be thanking you Laurel. Thank you for choosing me as your mate and your first."

"You're welcome. I think you are the most gorgeous man I have ever seen as well, so thank you for choosing me as your mate and your first also."

"You're welcome Laurel."

The two then stood up and grasped each other in a very tight hug and rocked each other gently from side to side for quite a while. As the two pulled back Laurel leaned in and engaged Jake in a very long and passionate kiss. Jake's head was spinning from the emotions coming from within Laurel and when he was finally able to think he realized Laurel's hand was on his butt squeezing his cheek gently so he slid his hand down and returned the gesture to her soft firm round cheek while continuing to run circles around her tongue with his.

Just then the door slid open and Korica stepped into the room making them stop their embrace and look over to her while still holding each other. Korica stopped just inside the door and looked over at the two and could tell she had just walked in on a kiss.

"Am I¦I know I am interrupting, but can I come in?" Korica said with her hands folded in front of her stomach.

"You most certainly can. You ok baby?" Laurel could sense Korica was feeling scared.

"I'm a little hungry and I¦ok, I don't like being alone on the bridge. I don't feel safe without you guys there. Sorry, I thought I had beaten my fears but I'm¦it's¦"

"It's perfectly fine honey, come here." Jake said as he knelt down and put his arms out.

Korica smiled big and bolted over to him and practically threw her arms around him. She buried her face into his neck as he squeezed her tightly and rocked her gently. After she didn't release her grip right away he could tell she had become insecure for some reason so he gently rubbed her back as he continued to rock her to console her. It took several more minutes and him transferring his weight by putting both knees on the floor making her just a little taller than eye level but still at the perfect height for hugging for her to feel at ease. She held onto him for another minute then slowly relaxed her grip and leaned back to an upright stance.

"Sorry, some days are worse than others and¦well this is not my finest moment. I just freaked out and needed to be held." Korica said as she looked down.

Jake gently lifted her chin and smiled at her.

"That's what we are here for beautiful. I'm always glad to give you a big hug." Jake said.

"You got any left for me?" Laurel said putting her arms out to her.

"I sure do!" Korica said as she let go of Jake and hopped into Laurel's arms.

Laurel wrapped her arms around her tightly and tried to pick her up only to find she was far heavier than she remembered. Korica hopped up and wrapped her legs around Laurel's waist and Laurel groaned as she lifted her weight and had to put one hand on her bottom and pull her up onto her waist. Laurel stepped back and took a seat on the edge of the bed plopping Korica onto her lap. She could now wrap her arms around her tightly with Korica's chin resting on her shoulder. Laurel gently rocked her as she turned her head to the side and rested her cheek on her shoulder. After a few minutes of this Korica leaned back and that's when Laurel noticed that Korica had actually been crying.

"Baby¦I didn't know you were crying. Are you ok?"

"I miss my mom and dad. I'm trying to be strong, but I really miss them and sometimes I just feel¦scared and wish they were here to hold me like they used to."

"I'm sorry sweetheart. I know it must be hard for you. We're here for you for what it's worth." Laurel said as she wiped the tears from her cheek.

"It means everything to me. I love you two. I don't know how I would handle days like this without your love to comfort me."

Korica leaned forward and held onto Laurel for a moment longer before pulling back and climbing off of her lap.

"You know sweetie you are getting kind of big for me to be picking you up like that without hurting my back. Next time I should sit down before you jump into my arms."

"Ok. Sorry about that." Korica said while grinning.

"You feeling better baby?"

"Yes. I'm all better now, thank you. I just kind of lost it sitting on the bridge all alone. It just¦hit me all of a sudden like. I'm so glad I have you two here to make me feel like it's going to be ok."

"And we always will be honey. Anytime you need a big hug, you just ask. We will never tell you no."

"Kay. Thank you."

"You ready to go back to work Korica?" Jake asked.

"I sure am." Korica said with a smile.

"Actually, if you're up to it Korica, I think we should go see Mark." Laurel said.

"Yah. I'm feeling much better now. I just needed a good cry and a warm hug to make me feel better."

"You logged off your station on the bridge, right?"

"Yes mam. I would never leave the bridge unattended without logging off first, no matter how upset I am."

"Good girl. You're so smart baby. Well then, let's go see if we can help Mark. I don't even pretend to understand how this healing with the mind works, but we should give it a try. Your parents never mentioned your people having this ability?"

"No. I don't even know if they were aware they could do this. Or they just wanted me to be a kid as long as possible and not to go messing around with stuff I don't understand."

"I'm sorry we keep making you do things you aren't ready for sweetie."

"That's ok. These things are important. I just have to be careful that I don't hurt anyone. I really don't know what I'm capable of. I think I may be¦stronger than most of my people and I could do some real damage if this stuff gets away from me."

"Are you saying there's a possibility you could hurt Mark?"

"I honestly don't know. I don't think so, I just don't know what I'm doing."

"Maybe we shouldn't do this. We might make things worse by fooling around with your abilities before your mind and body are ready for it. We already killed you once. I would never forgive myself if we hurt Mark next."

"I'll be real careful. We need Mark. I think it would be a worse idea not to try at all out of fear."

"Ok. Let's give it try then." Laurel said.

The three made their way out into the corridor and as they walked toward the elevator Laurel called out to the AI and ordered the security measures be disabled on the med deck and that the elevator be re-enabled.

When they arrived at med bay four, Laurel unsealed the door and stepped into the room at which time the AI asked what she was doing since they looked like they were on a mission instead of a routine visit.

"Asaria, the woman we have been talking to with the elder race, indicated that Korica is capable of healing with the mind and there is a good chance Jake and I are capable of the same thing."

"Really? I have never heard of such a thing."

"Aren't there tales of shaman on Earth capable of healing people simply by touching a person?"

"Yes. But those are unverified tales and nothing more."

"Are you so sure? Perhaps these shamans actually had advanced abilities like Jake and I. They could have represented the first stages of our evolution into what we are today."

"I suppose it is possible. You two do have talents that most people only rumor about. I am willing to keep an open mind on the subject. If you truly can heal with the mind, and you represent what Humans are evolving towards, doctors may become obsolete."

"I hadn't thought about that. You're right, we could put some folks out of business."

As Laurel stepped up to Mark's chamber the lid began to lift open and Laurel got a good look at him. He looked like he was just sleeping. He had good color to his face now but his breathing was labored. Laurel could tell he had suffered damage to his lungs. Laurel was also glad to see that a small sheet had placed over Mark that covered him from his feet to the middle of his chest. As Laurel turned and looked at the other two she noticed Korica was staying by the door and had an odd look on her face.

"It's ok Korica. He has been covered up like you asked. You won't have to look at his¦you won't see anything disturbing." Laurel said.

Korica's face cleared to a look of relief and she stepped up to Mark's chamber. She looked in at him and almost looked like she was going to cry.

"Why isn't he breathing right?" Korica asked.

"One of his lungs sustained severe damage from the virus. I have been keeping him in an oxygen rich environment but since his chamber was opened that has dissipated into the room. His liver, kidneys, spleen, lungs, and heart were all severely damaged." The AI said.

As the three looked at him his face was turning noticeably pale right before their eyes.

"Let's get to this before he deteriorates any further." Jake said.

"I don't even know how to begin." Korica said.

"Asaria said we need to make contact with his bare skin and use our feelings for him just like we did to make the transmitter work. I think we need to concentrate on our love for him and then push it into him, like we push it out when we engage the transmitter." Laurel said.

Laurel pulled the sheet covering Mark down to his waist and all three stepped up close to his chamber and put their hands on his chest and stomach and closed their eyes. Laurel then entered Korica's mind and then pulled her into Jake's mind and with grin Korica began letting her warm feelings for Mark start to grow. The three concentrated on how much they truly loved Mark and let the feelings grow and grow. Korica started to breathe faster and faster and she was finding it hard to concentrate because her legs were getting shaky. As her feeling started to reach their maximum potential she concentrated on her hands touching Marks stomach and she could tell her hands were getting very warm. Laurel was feeling the same warm tingle in her hands as she concentrated on letting her feeling flow down her arms and out through her hands. Jake was feeling the same strange warm tingle in his hands as he focused his energy into Mark's chest while trying to hear the girl's thoughts.

Laurel finally counted to three and all three pushed as hard as they could. Korica was fighting to stay standing up as her feelings got stronger than she could hold back anymore and she just slowly let it all out and tried her hardest to focus them through her arms and into her hands instead of letting them escape everywhere in the room. The lights in the ceiling began to flicker and pop a little as Korica finally found her center and pushed her hardest. Mark arched his back and took a deep breath startling all three but they kept pushing their feelings into him. He flopped back down into his chamber as Korica started to feel like she couldn't get enough air into her lungs even though she was breathing so fast she sounded like she was panting. Jake and Laurel could feel the throbbing waves of energy coming from her in waves matching her heartbeat, which was getting faster and faster by the second.

Korica furrowed her brow and gave another hard push making Mark arch his back again and then flop back down into his chamber and Korica simply couldn't keep her knees locked any longer and she started to slide backwards as her legs collapsed from under her. She slid down into the floor and once her hands lost contact with Mark she passed out and collapsed into the floor. Laurel immediately sensed Korica's mind slip out of hers so she tried to open her eyes but everything was a fuzzy white color and she could see a swirl of bright colors before her eyes. Jake was still pushing his hardest and he too sensed Korica slip out of their minds but he couldn't stop the energy from flowing through him. He slowly tried to pull it back and he tried to withdraw into his own mind.

Laurel finally managed to stop the neural energy from flowing through her and she managed to pull herself out of Jake's mind. She lifted her hands off of Mark's chest and her knees now buckled from under her and she stumbled back and then collapsed against the side of the exam table striking her head with her full body weight as she went down. She felt like she was right on the verge of passing out and she too was breathing very heavy and she couldn't see anything. All she could see was blurry light flickering and she could hear the lights popping in the ceiling.

Jake lost his battle to keep his knees locked next and once he sensed Laurel withdraw from his mind it seemed to leave him without enough strength to hold his own weight on his legs any longer and he slid to the side and once his hands lifted from Mark's body he simply crumpled into the floor striking his head very hard on the wall as he went down And then he lost consciousness.

Laurel tried desperately to shake the woozy feeling from her mind but it persisted for several minutes as she gasped for air. She managed to straighten her legs, which were numb and tingling and she got herself to a sitting up position so she could breath long and deep trying to catch her breath. After what seemed like an eternity her vision started to return to her. She looked over to her right and saw Korica in heap lying half on her stomach. Laurel desperately wanted to help her but she was just to dizzy and weak to move and she still felt like she couldn't get enough air into her lungs.

She could make out a servo drone with hand manipulators rolling Korica onto her back and then it flew right past Laurel's face and retrieved an oxygen mask that was connected to the wall with a small clear hose and the drone flew back and placed it Korica's face. It then flew past Laurel again and retrieved another mask and then drifted down right next to Laurel and placed it up to Laurel's Face. Laurel could feel the crisp clean cool air being released by the mask and she was able to lift her arm and take hold of the mask and give a nod.

The drone then flew back right past her face and retrieved even a third. It then floated down to Jake who was collapsed and slumped up against the wall in a very uncomfortable looking position. The servo drone grabbed one of his legs and dragged him away from the wall until he slid onto his side in the floor. The drone then rolled him onto his back and placed the oxygen mask on his face. Jake was breathing just as hard and fast as Laurel and Korica even though he was unconscious.

Laurel finally noticed Korica begin to stir and move around a little as she continued to breathe very fast and heavy. Laurel's vision finally cleared up completely and she was starting to get the feeling back in her extremities as she thought about trying to get to her feet. Her breathing had slowed but she still felt out of breath and not all together normal. She was starting to think she didn't know exactly what had happened but it obviously took something out of all three of them.

Laurel looked over at Jake and she could tell he was batting his eyes and he had put his hand up to his mask as he continued to gasp for air as he tried to get his vision back. Laurel then moved over onto her side and slid herself over to Korica and laid her head on Korica's stomach for a moment then lifted herself up to look into her face. Korica immediately met her gaze while holding her own mask trying to catch her breath too. It was apparent to Laurel that Korica had her sight back and seemed to be recovering much faster than she was. She was used to this kind of thing every time they used the transmitter, but Laurel had never experienced anything so scary. She now understood how Korica's heart stopped during their experiments with the chair. Her chest hurt from her own heart beating so hard.

After a few more minutes all three were starting regain their strength. Korica was back to standing up and Jake was leaning against the wall looking a little confused but strong. Laurel was sitting against Mark's chamber wondering what the heck they had just done. Korica stepped around Laurel while still holding her mask up to her face and pulled the sheet covering Mark back up to the middle of his chest. She could tell his breathing was no longer labored and he had a good pink color to his face and lips. Korica took a couple last deep breaths of oxygen and then removed the mask from her face.

"Computer, how is Mark doing? Can you tell if we made a difference?" Korica asked.

"Yes. He is doing exceptional. His vitals are returning to normal. Breathing, respiration, heart rate are all normalizing. If I had not seen it for myself I would not have believed it possible. Whatever you three did, he is nearly ready to be revived."

"That's a relief, I don't want to try and do that again. That was even worse than making the transmitter work."

Laurel finally felt strong enough to try and get to her feet as well. She had a massive headache from the bump on the head as she went down but her strength had returned to her. She turned around and used Mark's chamber to steady herself as she climbed to her feet. She instinctively put her hand to the back of her head and immediately felt a rather large goose egg on the back of her head that was tender to the touch. She winced in pain as she touched it and the AI noticed it.

"Are you going to be ok Laurel? You look like you are in pain."

"I'll be ok. I smacked the shit out of my head when I went down. I guess I could use an aspirin or something."

"I'll give you something a little stronger. Give me a second and I will have a servo drone bring it to you. What about you Jake? Are you in any pain?"

Jake took two deep breaths then pulled the oxygen mask from his face.

"My head is killing me but I'll be ok. I think I got a knock on the head when I went down too."

"You struck the wall with your full body weight when you collapsed. I will give you a painkiller as well. What about you Korica? Are you feeling any discomfort?"

"No, I'm fine. I'm tired but I'm not hurt."

A few moments later a servo drone popped out of the wall with a silver tray containing a vial of clear liquid and a pneumatic syringe.

"Korica would you give the painkiller to Laurel and Jake for me?" The AI asked.

"Sure."

Korica took the tray from the drone and set it down on the exam table and plugged the vial onto the top of the syringe and turned to Laurel first. Laurel looked at the strange device and stepped back.

"Whoa, what the heck is that?"

"The painkiller is a derivative of morphine." The AI said.

"No, the device. It looks like a gun."

"It is a pneumatic syringe. It will deliver a measured dose of the painkiller right through your skin without any needles. The painkiller will work almost immediately when delivered in this manner." Korica said.

Laurel just looked at her for a moment.

"God, you sound so smart when you remember your neural training."

"Thank you Laurel. This shouldn't hurt. It will only sting a little afterwards until the painkiller dissolves into your bloodstream."

Korica stepped up to Laurel and placed the syringe up against her arm and with I quick 'psst' she delivered a quick shot of painkiller. She then stepped over to Jake who was still sitting in the floor and lifted his sleeve a little and delivered a quick double shot to him since his goose egg was very large and apparent just by looking at the side of his head. He mouthed an "ouch" without actually saying it.

When Korica stood up and turned around to look at Laurel she could see a dumb grin on her face indicating that the drug was already taking affect on her. Korica grinned at her a little and then placed the syringe back on the tray and handed it back to the servo drone that then disappeared back into the slot in the wall.

"Wow! That's some good shit. I feel like putty." Laurel said.

"Laurel! Geeze. Watch your mouth. Korica doesn't need to hear that kind of language." Jake said.

"Sorry Korica."

"That's ok, I know you're just stoned. Your pain is gone I take it?" Korica asked.

"Oh yah. You could hit me with a log and I don't think I would feel any pain."

"Holy¦that is some powerful stuff." Jake said as the painkiller reached his brain.

"You two are going to want to lie down in a little bit and get some rest. I will take the bridge in the mean time."

"You sure you want to be alone on the bridge?" Laurel asked.

"No, I don't, but you guys aren't going to be any good to me in your condition. I can't allow you to go back to your stations."

"Allow us to?" Laurel asked raising an eyebrow.

"Yes. I have medical override authority if I know you are impaired."

"Really?" Laurel cocked her head a little.

"I can confirm that Laurel. Med techs are not normally qualified to work on the bridge so it is a rarely used authority, but Korica does in fact have the necessary training and authority to forbid you from resuming your duties until you sober up." The AI said.

"I see. I suppose I would be error prone in this condition. Is Mark able to be revived?"

"I do not see any reason why not. The body scanners in his chamber are not detecting any abnormalities any longer. I will release his hypothalamus and he should regain consciousness rather quickly."

Jake slid up the wall to a standing position and then stumbled to the edge of Mark's chamber and looked down at him. As the computer released its hold on Mark's brain his eyes started to flutter then popped open. He looked back and up at Jake and managed a small grin. He then looked over at Laurel and grinned bigger and then looked down at Korica and his grin turned into a big smile.

"What the heck happened? The last thing I remember was telling you three to look after one another and feeling death creeping up on me?"

Korica moved up close to him and reached into his chamber and put her arms across his chest and laid her head on his chest. Mark put his hand on the back of her head and grinned.

"You have no idea how much I missed you Mark." Korica said.

"Thanks little one. I love you too."

As Korica stood back up Mark noticed how different Korica looked. She was a little bit taller and much more muscularly toned than he remembered. She looked much thicker in the torso.

"Korica, what the hell happened to you? You look¦different. How long was I out?"

"We uh¦you weren't out that long. We have a lot to tell you. A lot has happened since you were put into stasis." Korica said.

Mark sat up and looked intently at Laurel.

"Cap you look¦drunk. What the heck is going on? Korica looks two years older, the captain looks tanked, and Jake¦" Mark turned and looked at Jake. "You look messed up too."

"Laurel and Jake¦fell and hit their heads¦real hard, and so I had to give them a particularly powerful painkiller. They will heal faster than an ordinary person would, but they will be out of it for a couple of hours. I will brief you on everything that has happened if you feel up to it.

"Yah, I actually feel great. I don't know how you guys got rid of the virus, but thank you. I thought I was a goner¦I can't get over the change in you Korica. You sound more mature and¦I don't know, I can't quite put my finger on it."

"Smarter maybe?"

"Yah, that's a good way to quantify it."

"I have the equivalent of about ten years of knowledge in my head that wasn't there before. I am smarter. Way smarter than I was."

"What? How is that¦you were stuffed into one of these things weren't you?"

Mark gestured to the chamber he was sitting in.

"Yes, the one over in the stasis ring that was designed specifically for my unique physiology. I have the equivalent training of a fifth year med tech and a full-blown ensign as well as eighth year schooling education in Human history, government, sociology, and a four year college level math, engineering, and science education."

"Holy shi¦crap Korica!"

"I've been working at your station on the bridge in your absence. I've been working very hard to make you guys proud of me."

"I'm more than proud of you, I'm in awe of you."

Mark looked down at himself and noticed his scar on his side was now completely gone. He put his hand on his side and rubbed where the scar used to be then looked at Korica.

"What? What's the matter?"

"I used to have a scar on my side. I took a nine-millimeter bullet to the side and had to dig it out with a bowie knife and it left a nasty scar, but it's gone now. How is that possible?"

"I guess we healed more than just the damage done by the virus."

"You healed? Korica, what the hell did you guys do to me?"

"I promise I will explain everything. We need to get these two up to their quarters first and I think I might need your help. I'm a lot stronger than I was before, but I'm not big enough to carry them both."

Mark lifted his sheet and looked down at his naked body.

"Well, you guys better get the heck out of here so I can get dressed or you're going to get a hell of a show." Korica blushed and stepped back.

"I've already seen more than I ever wanted to. We'll wait for you in the corridor."

Korica took Laurel and Jake by the hand and walked them out of the room. It took Mark about ten minutes to get dressed and when he stepped out into the corridor he found Korica trying to hold Laurel up who was leaning up against the wall and looking very intoxicated. Jake was also leaning up against the wall and he didn't look any less blitzed. Mark stepped up to Laurel and she practically fell on him in an embrace. She held onto him and apologized for anything stupid she did or said in the next couple of hours. Mark just grinned and pushed Laurel back to a standing position then scooped her up into his arms like a child and she wrapped her arm around the back of his neck and kissed him on the cheek.

"Come on cap, we got to get you to bed before you fall down and bust your ass."

"I really am glad to see you Mark. Sorry I'm so doped up. You wouldn't believe what it took to fix you up." Laurel said with a dopey smile.

"Korica, can you handle Jake there?"

"I think so. He has a greater body mass so he is metabolizing the drug better than Laurel. I did give him a double dose though."

Mark started heading for the elevator and Korica helped Jake walk by letting him use her shoulder as a crutch when he walked, which wasn't very steady. They managed to get the pair up to the command deck and as they headed down the corridor Jake was leaning heavier and heavier on Korica until his arm was lying across the back of her neck and almost his full body weight was on her. As they reached the door to Laurel and Jake quarters, Mark turned sideways once the door slid open and stepped in. He looked around for a second in awe of just how gigantic their quarters were compared to his.

He stepped over to the bed and gently laid Laurel down and then pulled her shoes off and pulled the covers back under her and then pulled them up to her chest. He then turned and went back to the door and scooped Jake up the same way he had Laurel and carried him over to the other side of the bed and gently laid him down and pulled his shoes off and then pulled the covers down under him and then pulled them up to his chest as well. Jake immediately scooted over closer to Laurel and she snuggled herself right up to him in return and closed her eyes. Mark stood for a moment looking at the two and grinned a little. They really were an adorable couple and they just looked good together and they seemed to love each other a great deal. He was a little jealous that he would never know that kind of intense love for anyone.

Mark then turned and left the room. When he emerged into the corridor, Korica was rubbing the back of her neck.

"You ok little one?"

"Yah, I'm ok. He's just heavy."

"What did you give them? It really seems to have kicked their butts."

"It's a derivative of morphine. It's a little more powerful but it's not as addictive and it won't leave them with a hangover."

"Cool. So, you want to fill me in? I've obviously missed a lot."

"Yes sir. Come over to the bridge, some of what I have to tell you I'll have to show you for it to be understood."

Korica and Mark stepped over to the bridge and Korica proceeded to tell Mark everything that had happened since he went into stasis. He was a little pissed at first that Laurel put Korica back in the chair despite his orders for her not to do so, but once he saw a graphical representation of the changes Korica's body had undergone he was stunned and he got over the initial anger. Once he had the big picture and understood everything that had happened, he was in fact impressed with Laurel's performance as usual. Korica looked like a little girl in his eyes but she was in fact as far from a little girl as one could possibly be without actually occupying an adult's body. Once Mark understood the gravity of everything that has transpired, he relaxed and tried to take it all in.

"So you're not such a little one anymore, are you?"

"I don't know. I feel the same, just stronger and smarter. It's still me though."

"I'm going to have to find a new pet name for you honey. You're just not the little girl I saw when I was dying. Let me ask you something Korica. If you are a med tech now, you'll know what my chances are of contracting this virus again?"

"Your chances are zero for getting sick. The way the protein binder was encoded onto the antibodies from Laurel and Jake, your immune system is now producing the proper antibodies on its own."

"What? In English honey."

"You're immune to the virus. You may catch the virus, but you wont get sick."

"Oh. See, that's all you had to say. You're smarter than me now sweetheart, you're going to have to remember how dumb this old fool is."

"You're not dumb Mark! I don't like it when you talk bad about yourself. Just cause I know something you don't doesn't mean you're dumb. I can't defuse a class three explosive and you can, that doesn't mean I'm dumb does it?"

"No, of course not. You're so sweet. At least you haven't lost your¦humility."

"Like I said, it's still me, I just know a lot more than I used to. Laurel told me I am not allowed to become conceited or arrogant just because I know more than other people do."

"Good girl. You need to listen to her. She is an absolute sweetheart and a genuine good person and she is smarter than anyone I have ever met."

"I know huh. I want to be just like her when I get older."

"So, this healing with the mind that you guys did for me? Is that something you can do again if necessary?

"Yah, I suppose so. I don't think we should try it though. It takes a great a great deal of concentration and strength from within and that's how Laurel and Jake got hurt. We all passed out and they hit their heads when they collapsed. We are really messing around with stuff our bodies just aren't ready for."

"I was just curious. I'm dumb founded that you guys can even do that. I don't plan on asking you three to do anything that might get you hurt."

"You know, I'm a little curious where captain Laurel is going to put me now that you will be back at your station."

"I don't really know. She's going to be putting you wherever she feels your talents will go to the best use. She's pretty damn smart, she will know right away where to put you."

"Wherever she puts me is fine now that I have you back. I really missed you Mark. The bridge just isn't complete without you here and neither am I. I feel so much safer with you here."

"Awe. Thanks Korica. I'm glad I can give you piece of mind. I like having you close at hand too. You make me feel like less of an animal all the time."

"I guess I should show you our escort that is on its way."

Korica stepped up next to Mark and logged into his station and brought up the extreme long-range sensors. Mark looked intently at the readings and was stunned at the speed of the inbound craft. They were now close enough for some very bizarre readings to be available. There was some kind of energy waves emanating from all around the craft like nothing Mark had ever seen. When the computer colored the energy waves in so Human eyes could see them they looked like ribbons flapping and swirling in a breeze all around the craft. The computer could offer no explanation for the readings. It was massive amounts of detectible energy that seemed to be binding all the craft in a tight formation and it wasn't an artificially produced energy. It resembled gravitational energy except it was compressing space in a way that just couldn't be explained. It more closely resembled the shock wave produced when a star collapses except it didn't propagate outward, it was of a focused and controlled nature.

"That is the strangest thing I have ever seen. How are these guys going to get us to this research station you mentioned?"

"I honestly don't know. It's called the Farqua station. Asaria didn't tell us how these guys are going to get us across fifteen hundred light years of space in less than a day, just that they would be coming to escort us in."

"I see. That's a little vague."

"I'm sorry Mark, It's all I know."

"No, not you beautiful. I mean on the part of these elder race folks. They could have given more information on what to expect."

"You really got to read between the lines with these people. They don't like giving a straight answer."

"Well, that's a little disturbing. Hay, I'm famished. You hungry Korica?"

"I'm starving. I've been hungry since before we revived you."

"Well let's log off and go get something to eat. I don't even know how long it's been since I had a good meal."

"Cool. I'm so glad you're back Mark. I have someone to hangout with when Laurel and Jake aren't around. I've found that I really don't like being alone on this gigantic ship."

Mark stood up and Korica logged herself out and the two made their way to the mess hall. Once there the two took a seat right next to one another and ordered a small meal for Korica and a full meal for Mark. The two sat and caught up more on everything going on with the girls and the plans for Laurel's impending blending with a living ship and the possibility of actually getting back to the mission of reaching the Future planet.

Mark was finding that Korica had a whole new level of intelligence that made her seem so much older than before but her sweet little innocence was still intact. She still talked like little Korica but she was now able to engage in extremely sophisticated conversations and in fact she was far smarter than Mark in a good many areas. He was also very impressed with her new physical condition. She looked like she had a runners body and she wasn't wearing the little skirt outfit that made her look so young and adorable before. She now looked like a proper part of the crew.

As the two ate their meal while talking Marl was noticing a distinct increase in the level of Korica's little gift of sharing the love in her heart with those around her. He knew his love for her was unrestricted now, but she seemed to be emanating far more love than he was feeling for her. He liked the feeling it elicited within him but he couldn't figure out why she seemed so much more powerful. He assumed the sharing she was performing with the Laurel and Jake must have made her abilities more pronounced somehow. He figured in the end it didn't matter.

After the brief meal, the two made their way back to the bridge. Mark assumed his old position at the sensor station and after only a few moments he noticed Korica standing looking around at all the different stations like she was unsure what she was supposed to do.

"You ok Korica? You look lost." Mark said leaning back in his seat.

"I'm kind of out of sorts. I'm so used to working your station that I'm not sure what else I can do to be useful."

"If you've got the training of a full ensign, why don't you take the propulsion station?"

"Right, that station is very challenging. I guess I'm just not used to captain Laurel and Jake both being absent."

Korica made her way over to the propulsion station and logged in and began quantifying the propulsion factors and started making minute adjustments to the forward gravity well in order to improve their forward speed. Mark took the time to watch her for a few minutes only to be amazed at her ability to work the controls like an old pro. She seemed very comfortable and competent at the controls. He just couldn't get over the sight of a girl like Korica who could barely see over the control board before even with her seat raised to its highest position, operating one of the most complicated stations on the bridge with such ease. She really was something special, just like the captain.

The two went about their duties until just before lunchtime when Laurel came strolling onto the bridge. She looked surprisingly refreshed and bright. Mark was particularly glad to see her looking herself again. He really didn't like the idea of Laurel being so out of it. There were just to many possibilities of her being needed with all that is going on and she would have been useless in the condition she was in.

"You feeling better cap?"

"Yes, thank you. I'm really sorry if I made an ass of myself. Thanks for getting me to my quarters, I don't think I could have made the walk without falling down."

"Think nothing of it cap. You didn't really say anything to off the wall. You just looked really numb from the eyebrows down."

Laurel chuckled and nodded to him.

"How's the bump on your head?" Korica asked.

"It doesn't even hurt anymore. I should be fine."

"Can I take a look?"

"Sure."

Laurel knelt down next to Korica and tipped her head forward for her and Korica gently rubbed the back of her head where her goose egg was. She could still feel it very slightly but to her amazement it was gone for the most part.

"That's amazing Laurel! That type of injury should have persisted for a couple of days and should have resulted in a hematoma and or a concussion, but it's almost completely healed already. Your ability to heal is simply astounding."

Laurel lifted her head slowly and just looked at her for a moment.

"What? Did I say something wrong?" Korica asked in a sweet tone.

"No sweetie. You just sounded so¦professional. You continue to amaze me honey. I am just so proud of you Korica, that's all."

"Thank you Laurel. It means a lot to hear you say that. I really want to make all of you guys proud of me. I don't want you to feel like you have been wasting your time on me."

"Oh baby, I could never feel that way. Even if you weren't a genius I would be proud of you. Your parents did an amazing job of raising you to be an absolute sweetheart. You are an amazing individual Korica, I will always be proud of who you are as a person no matter what you do or how much you know."

Korica started to tear up a little and she stood up out of her seat and hugged Laurel who was still kneeling next to her. Laurel hugged her back tightly and then kissed her on the cheek. Korica then wiped the tears from under her eyes and with a big smile on her face she went back to her duties at the propulsion station. Laurel then stepped up to her chair and logged on to her control panels and began her system checks. It was at this time that Mark decided he needed to apprise Laurel of his observations on the inbound escort craft.

"Hay cap, I need you to see something. I am getting some really bizarre reading from the inbound craft that are supposed to escort us to the Farqua station."

Mark put his sensor reading up on the main view screen for Laurel to see. Laurel's mouth dropped open as she looked at the readings.

"What do you make of that cap?" Mark asked.

"What the heck is that? Laurel said.

"I was hoping you could tell me. I've never seen anything like it. The energy looks like it's compressing from the space around the lead ship."

"You know, I think we could be looking at a form of dark energy drive."

"What? What the heck is dark energy?"

"It is also known as vacuum energy. The theory goes that the universe is full of the stuff but it can't bee seen or measured but it's everywhere. In this case, since it seems as though it is being compressed it has become detectable. If someone could harness this energy, it would be an inexhaustible and unlimited form of energy. It would certainly explain how these guys are capable of flying at thousands of times the speed of light. That might also explain how they plan on getting us to the Farqua station in less than a day. Look at how much larger the lead ship is compared to the other vessels. I would suppose that is the¦dark energy drive and the other vessels are ridding in its wake, like dolphins riding the bow wake of a large ocean vessel."

"So we are going to be riding that same wake?"

"I have no idea. This stuff is actually way over my head. I couldn't even begin to explain what we are looking at. I am just making a wild guess based on the available data and what little I know of extremely high energy theorems."

"Well you have me baffled. I just thought you should see this."

"Thank you Mark. I appreciate your diligence."

The three went back to their duties and once angel was satisfied that everything was in order, the three logged off of their stations and made their way to mess hall to have lunch together. Laurel was surprised by how much of a comfort Mark was to have back in their midst. She had forgotten just how much he made the Future feel like a home. She really loved him and just didn't want to try and imagine life aboard the Future without him around. She secretly hoped his presence would help Korica with her feelings of insecurity. He even made Laurel feel safer with him around. He may have been melted by Korica's overwhelming feelings of love that she radiated, but he was still a very commanding presence and he looks like someone you just don't want to mess with. That in itself made her feel very safe with him around.

As the three were heading back to the bridge after eating lunch Jake came wandering out of his quarters and he too looked bright and alert. He took one look at Laurel coming down the corridor and his face lit up. He was a little distressed when he woke up to find Laurel gone. Her absence was what woke him up in the first place. He just couldn't sleep without some part of her body touching his. As the three approached Jake, Laurel wasn't able to restrain herself and she darted the last few steps and grabbed Jake in a firm embrace. Jake smiled big as he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her on the side of the neck making her giggle slightly. After a few moments Laurel regained her composure and pulled back and looked deep into Jake's eyes and mouthed, "I love you" and he mouthed, "I love you too." in return.

"Hay xo you feeling better?" Mark asked once the two were done greeting each other.

"Yah. I feel great. That was some really powerful stuff that Korica gave us."

Jake instinctively rubbed the spot on his arm where the painkiller had been injected.

"Can I look at the knot on your head?" Korica asked.

"You sure can honey. And thank you for helping me to my quarters."

"You're welcome. I'm glad I could help."

Jake stepped forward right in front of Korica and then knelt down and turned his head for her to see where the bump should have been on the side of his head. Korica gently rubbed the side of his head but couldn't find the goose egg that should have been very obvious.

"Incredible! You're injury has completely healed just like Laurel's did. I hope I can heal that fast when I get hurt."

"Really?" Jake said as he in turn rubbed the side of his head for himself.

Jake stood back up and looked at Korica and just shrugged. Laurel now stepped up to him and smoothed his hair back down where he and Korica had messed it up a little. Jake grinned at Laurel's gentle touch as she corrected his sideways pointing hair. She then turned and stood right next to Jake soaking in his warm radiant energy. Mark again couldn't help but notice just how fit the two looked together. They just looked like they belong together.

"You know, you two really look good together? I'm sorry if it's inappropriate for me to say that, but you just make a very dashing couple." Mark said.

"Thank you Mark." Laurel said. "I don't think there is anything wrong with telling us we look good together. You're just confirming what we feel. We feel like we make a good couple."

"Well I'm glad to have the family back together. The whole gang is here and it makes me feel very complete again." Korica said.

"I'll second that sentiment." Jake said.

Mark smiled big and placed his hand on Korica's shoulder knowing that she meant she really missed her big protector.

"If you want to grab some grub Jake, Korica and I can handle the bridge. Laurel has eaten already but I know she will want to sit with you while you eat. You two go ahead and I'll keep Korica company."

"Thanks Mark, I'm starving." Jake said.

Korica smiled big at Mark as the other two departed for the mess hall and Mark reached down and took Korica's hand and led her over to the bridge. Mark resumed his duties at the sensor station while Korica went back to the propulsion station. Korica worked diligently to try and improve the forward speed factor while Mark tried to understand the bizarre readings coming from the inbound craft. After thirty minutes Laurel and Jake returned from lunch and Jake was immediately in a quandary as to what to do with Korica. He hated to kick her off of the propulsion station but that was where he was the most comfortable working.

Laurel noticed the conflict going through Jake's mind and offered a solution.

"Korica sweetie, I want you to work with Mark to catalog and quantify the readings coming from our inbound escort. It's important for us to try and understand how they are compressing space the way they are and any possible risks to the Future once we are in close proximity to such an intense energy field. Plus you are a wiz at the complex math needed and you have a unique understanding of gravitational propagations."

Korica stopped what she was doing and looked at Laurel for a moment then decided she wouldn't argue with her captain. She had learned to just trust in Laurel's decisions and good judgment. Korica logged off her station and got up and offered a warm smile to Jake as he stepped past her and then she stepped up to Mark's side and looked on at his readings. Mark scooted his seat back and then put his hands around Korica's sides and lifted her up and plopped her down on his lap. He then scooted them in and showed her what he had been working on. He found Korica's close contact very comforting and almost intoxicating. He had almost forgotten just how much he loved this girl and what it felt like to feel her love emanating in throbbing waves that matched her heartbeat.

The three worked for the rest of the afternoon feeling very content and happy. Korica found through a close examination of the strange energy propagations that there was a good chance the energy was going to interfere with the antimatter reactors on the Future. The math told her that there was a chance that the gravitational waves would be reflected back into the reactors causing a catastrophic back build of energy in the reaction chambers. She did the math several times to make sure she wasn't mistaken but the numbers kept telling her there was going to be a serious problem. The possible explosion would be like two thermonuclear explosions occurring at the same time and feeding off of one another. The resultant reaction would completely destroy the Future from the inside out. She knew when antimatter reacted with normal matter there was a tremendous amount of energy released and it was one of the most energetic processes in the universe.

"Captain Laurel?" Korica said in a small voice.

"Yes Korica. What's the matter honey?"

"I think we have problem. And possibly a really big one."

"Oh?"

"Yah. Could you take a look at my numbers here? I've done the math several times and I keep coming up with some disturbing results."

"Sure sweetie. Show me what you've got."

"It's to much data to send to your displays. I think you should come over here and look at my readings."

Laurel pushed her displays out of the way and got up and walked over to where her and Mark were sitting. Laurel looked at the representation of the antimatter reactors on the Future and the gravity waves being distorted and reflected back down the director conduits and the graphical representation of an explosion being funneled forward through the hull of the Future and exiting the bow section in a big fireball and then the entire Future bursting like a paper bag being smashed in the hand popping at its sides first then completely disintegrating from the back forward. She then looked at the equations quantifying the possible reaction.

"Oh this is bad! The input energy is simply greater than the output energy. Let me take your seat for a second. I want to run the numbers myself."

Mark slid his seat back and Korica slid off his lap and then he stood up and gave Laurel his seat. She sat down and scooted in and immediately started running some extremely complex mathematical equations that Mark and Korica both looked at in complete confusion. She was using math like nothing they had ever seen before. Her fingers were a blur on the keypad as she worked the numbers and had the computer double check each of her resultant equations.

"Laurel, what kind of math is that? I've never seen equations like that." Korica asked.

"It's called base eight math honey. You will have to learn this math eventually if you ever want to sit in the captain's chair, but you have much more to learn before you need to worry about that."

"It looks¦really hard."

"It is baby. You have to know some other very complex math theorems before it will ever make any sense to you. Don't worry sweetie, you'll have plenty of time to learn this stuff later on."

Laurel continued to crunch the numbers and she was finding that Korica was indeed right. If the reactors weren't operating at 100% power continuously while in close proximity to the strange energy, there would be serious problems. Laurel slid her seat back and stared at the display screen for a few moments before slowly standing up and stepping aside so Mark and Korica could sit back down. Mark sat down and Korica leaned up against his side with his arm around her and his hand on her tummy.

"You afraid she is going to get away Mark?" Jake asked.

Mark quickly withdrew his arm and looked rather embarrassed.

"No I¦I don't know why I was holding onto her like that. Sorry Korica."

"I didn't mind it. It's cause you love me and want me to stay close."

"I was just messing with you Mark. I actually like seeing Korica being loved on like that. She deserves to be held close and reassured that she is safe."

"Well, you were right Korica." Laurel said. "We are going to have a problem with the reactors. We will either have to take them off-line or we will have to try and run them at 100% while we are in close proximity to those ships. I think it would be far safer to just shut them down. If the reactors breached while at 100% output the explosion would be like¦"

"Let's not go there!" Korica said.

"Wow. You sound just like me Korica. I agree with you though. The safest thing would be to shut the reactors down for the trip to the Farqua station."

"What are we going to do for power? This ship requires huge amounts of power to run properly."

"We have other sources of power honey. If we shut down the non-essential systems we should be ok. Remember your training Korica. There are seven reactors on this vessel and the fission reactors will be unaffected by this type of polarized energy."

"Sorry, I forgot about that."

'It's ok sweetie. You've had a lot of¦stuff put in your head. I don't expect you to remember it all at once. I'm proud of you for discovering this problem before something catastrophic happened. I had a feeling you and Mark would make a good team."

"I don't know if I really contributed anything to this. She's the one who discovered the problem with the reactors."

"Yah but you kept her focused by keeping her from feeling any insecurities. She's been having a little difficulty lately with¦her healing process. You can't begin to know how much you are helping her with that just by loving on her and making her feel like no one is going to sneak up on her."

"Thanks cap. I guarantee that's not going to happen on my watch."

"I know Mark. I am glad you're on the job for her sake as well as my own."

Mark grinned at her and put Korica back in his lap and the two went back to work. Laurel climbed back in her chair and began assembling a shutdown protocol for their impending encounter. She wanted to be able to shutdown the reactors and switch over to other power sources as quickly as possible. She realized this meant sub light speed was all the Future would be capable of without the gravity well. She was counting on the fact that they were going to be under tow for their trip to the Farqua station.

By the end of the day Laurel had her protocols in place and with the touch of a single icon on her control console she could shut the antimatter reactors down and simultaneously switch over to the fission reactors without any disruption to the control circuits. Korica and Mark had calculated the amount of power needed to maintain his security measures and they ultimately concluded that there just wouldn't be enough power to maintain the electrostatic fields and increased gravity all over the Future so they tied a disable command to Laurel's protocol so that when she shut down the reactors the security measures would also be disabled. With that done all four logged off their respective stations and made their way to the mess hall to have their evening meal together.

The meal was particularly enjoyable with Mark back at the table. Korica was finding that she forgot just how much Mark's very presence made her feel whole and happy. Without him around she just felt uneasy. Laurel and Jake had done everything they could to reassure her but it just wasn't the same. She loved Mark and needed him around to feel completely safe.

After the meal was done the four made their way to the gym to perform their evening workout. Mark was astonished by the amount of weight Korica was working with and just how hard she was pushing herself during her workout. He was truly proud of her progress. She was bench-pressing more than twice her bodyweight and she was curling fifty pounds with absolute ease to his amazement. She was able to run a full four mile program at a full speed run without stopping or stumbling making Mark think she was ready to start joining him on his 2am runs that he performed when he couldn't sleep.

When the workouts were done the girls departed for their showers and Mark and Jake sat and talked. Jake was particularly glad to have Mark back at this time of day. He really missed their talks. Mark was so smart and Jake really felt like was learning a lot from him. Mark started the conversation as soon as the girls were out of sight.

"Jake, is Korica going to keep growing like she has been? She's got to weigh all of seventy-five pounds now and she looks¦well, she just doesn't look like the adorable little girl I fell in love with before I went under."

"No. You noticed she is wearing a blood monitor like Laurel? The AI has been tracking her blood chemistry and it's the strangest thing but her hormones have returned to prepubescent levels. So have all of the other chemicals in her blood. She was experiencing all the hormone and growth characteristics of someone that was sixteen or seventeen years old but at an accelerated rate until her body reached a certain equilibrium with how much physical demand was being put on her body by the intense workouts twice a day and the incredible demands of making the chair work. Once she increased her cardio capacity by twenty five percent her body simply shutdown the growth spurt and went back to that of a normal girl. I've never seen anything like it before, but I guess her people are able to adapt to environmental stimuli and stresses like that, practically overnight their bodies will adapt."

"That's the strangest thing I have ever heard. Don't get me wrong, I still love her to death but she just looks so different."

"Trust me, the changes are everywhere. She started to develop¦well, in ways I would have never expected. From what I can tell though all that growth stopped as well."

"Oh god, I don't want to know about that stuff. I just wanted to know if she was going to get taller and fill out any more."

"No she's not going to change overnight on us. She should continue to grow at a relatively normal rate. We just got to remember that despite how much she looks like a Human she in fact isn't. Her people are far older, more advanced and more adaptable than Humans."

"Yah, I got that. I want to see her grow into the beautiful woman she is going to be, but not over several months instead of years."

"It wouldn't change how you feel about her if she did experience another explosion in growth, would it?"

"No, of course not."

"Good. She needs stability and a continuous presence in her life to give her a feeling of normalcy. Your absence had a very profound negative affect on her. She just doesn't feel truly safe without you in her life. Laurel and I can give her all the love and reassurance possible and it's still just not enough. She needs to know that you will always love her no matter how much her body changes."

"She's got me wrapped around her little finger. I will never stop loving her or protecting her no matter how much she changes. She will still be my little Korica no matter what."

"You know, far be it for me to say, but you might want to tell her that. She would probably love to hear you say it."

"You think she really doubts that I will always care about her?"

"No, probably not. But feeling something and then hearing it confirmed to be forever are two very different things. You can never tell her to often that you love her and always will."

"I'm just not used to being so mushy. I will work on it though, for her sake."

"Thanks Mark. Her mental well being is just as important as her physical well being to me. She has lost everything at a very critical age for determining what kind of person she will be later in life. She could easily become very bitter and even hateful of men if she isn't shown that men can be trusted and are capable of loving her just because she is a beautiful person on the inside."

"She knows I love her just because I do."

"Yah she can feel what's on the inside. But from what I have learned of girls from my relationship with Laurel, they need to hear it as well¦. and often. Listen to me, a dumb kid giving you advice on your relationship with an alien girl."

"Hay! You stop that shit! You're not dumb, and I don't see you as a kid. You're very young compared to me, but you are far more mature than me in a good many respects. I had an opportunity to possibly have a love like you and the cap have and I screwed it up, I let her get away because I was a cold bastard and wouldn't tell her how I truly felt. I didn't know how to tell her what she meant to me. I would do well to listen to you. You're obviously doing something right, the cap is crazy about you and you keep her very happy. Any sound advice from you on how to keep Korica happy is welcomed. I've never raised a child before and I've never been very comfortable around them either. Korica is different. I am comfortable around her and I want her to feel like she can rely on me to be a good friend."

"You've already made her feel important, you just need to¦tell her without confusing her. Let her know that you are her best friend and you will always love her no matter what."

"I can do that."

"And I don't mean just once. She needs to hear it from you often. Mushy is what girls like. Even if she is an alien, she is still a girl and I think it's a universal need for girls to feel loved and to hear it."

"Hmm. Ok. Let me change the subject for a second. This living ship thing Korica mentioned the elder race is asking the cap to be part of? Is she really planning on going through with it?"

"Yep. She sees it as our only way of getting home with the help of the elder race."

"I don't even pretend to understand how something like that works, but won't they have access to everything in her head?"

"In a manner of speaking. You got to remember though it will be an exact copy of Laurel. Anything she wouldn't divulge now, she won't as a living ship either. She is only going to tell them what she thinks they need to know."

"You don't think they will be able to just take what they want from her?"

"I'm not completely sure. Like you said, I really don't know how this new oni anquis tock be day oh works. I do know they said she would be heavily armed, if they start making her do things she isn't comfortable with, she could be very dangerous. I've never seen it first hand, but I know from the type of deep sharing Laurel and I have committed to, she has a temper. If she is pushed and she snaps, it could get real ugly. I think it would be more likely that she would simply shutdown and they would get nothing at all from her though. She is gentle soul by nature, so it is most likely that she will just tell them that she is not going to sacrifice her values and give them everything they want to know."

"I see. Korica also tells me that Laurel has demanded that you and Korica be included in this¦duplicate thing. Are you comfortable with that?"

"Not completely. Laurel sees her duplicate as being the only way to get full cooperation from the elder race to get us home. She is willing to make that sacrifice, but she knows it will be an exact copy of her and that includes every emotion that she feels right now. It would rip her heart apart to be taken away from Korica and I. She is thinking of herself¦or the new herself that will be created. If I can ease her pain, this new her, then I'm willing to do whatever it takes. It is going to be the very essence of my Laurel and I love her with all my heart. I can't even imagine what it would be like to carry that kind of heartache around with you for centuries. I won't let that happen if I can do anything to prevent it even if it means creating a copy of me too."

"Wow. What a mind fuck that must be."

"Yah. It's pretty deep. You also have to realize though that one of the first things they will do is impart all of their knowledge into this living ship and it will fundamentally change the copy of us into someone else. With that much knowledge rattling around in your head you will become a totally different person. You will see yourself and the universe totally different. Things that used to be important will seem insignificant. That is why we have all decided to decline enlightenment. We like who we are. Why would we go screwing with that?"

"I think that is a wise decision. I like you guys the way you are."

"Well, there is also the fact that Asaria has indicated that there is some risk to performing an enlightenment on people as young as the three of us, and most especially Korica. If there is a chance you would come out of it a vegetable, then it's just not worth the risk."

"And this¦Oberot is it? What is his interest in Laurel in particular? Korica said she feels like Laurel reminds him of someone he used to know and love. How freakin creepy is that?"

"Yes it is Oberot. I know what you're saying. I'm a little uncomfortable with it too. I'm trying to keep an open mind, but I don't want this guy alone with my Laurel until I now where he is coming from. Laurel has asked Asaria to arrange a meeting with him before we get to the Farqua station but we don't have much time and he is a busy man. We may not get to ask him what he wants of my girlfriend until we arrive."

"Well you guys seem to have a sense for what is on the inside of a person, I would suggest you listen carefully to what you¦sense or whatever. If you need I can put this guy in his place with some well-placed words when we see him face to face. I don't plan on letting any of you guys out of my sight when we get to this research station."

"I hate to think I can't protect my woman, but if this guy is¦big, I may ask you to gently persuade him stay the fuck away from my girl, but let's find out what his intentions are first. We could be totally misreading the situation."

"Alright. Just rest assured that I will always have your guys backs."

"I know Mark. Thank you. The girls are done now and back in my quarters. We should go get cleaned up."

With that Mark patted Jake on the shoulder and the two departed to take their showers. When they were done Mark headed for his quarters and Jake headed for his. He was full of nervous anticipation about what he and Laurel had planned. He still hated the idea of hurting Laurel like he knew he would, but he was exhilarated by the thought of making love to her. She was so incredibly gorgeous and he still could hardly believe that she was ready to give herself to him completely.

When he stepped into his quarters Laurel was sitting on the bed brushing Korica's hair as she always did after their showers. Both of the girls were wearing their night gear shirts and Korica looked very tranquilized by Laurel's very gentle stokes of her head. Jake stepped past them and retrieved his clothes from the bureau. As he turned to walk back toward the bathroom he met Laurel's hungry gaze and he couldn't help but smile big.

He made his way to the bathroom and the closed behind him. He brushed his teeth and combed his hair and then put on a pair of pants for Korica's benefit and then exited the bathroom. He stepped over to the bed and took a seat next to the girls. Korica immediately came out of her trance and slid out from between Laurel's legs and then turned around and gave her a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. She then stepped over to Jake and gave him a hug and a kiss on the cheek as well.

"Goodnight you two. I love you guys." Korica said while grinning.

"Goodnight Korica. You sleep well sweetie, and I love you too." Laurel said.

"Goodnight honey. I love you. We'll see you in the morning." Jake said.

"Can you call Mark to watch me go down the hall? I¦I would just feel better if he watched me." Korica said in a small voice.

"It would be my pleasure honey." Jake said.

Jake stepped over to the com panel by the door and paged Mark in his quarters. Mark said he would be glad to watch Korica to make sure she was safe. Jake thanked him and stepped out in the corridor with Korica and he could see Mark standing out in the corridor down by Korica's quarters. Korica smiled and thanked Jake then quickly headed down toward her quarters with Mark smiling at her the whole way. Jake then stepped back into his quarters and sat down next to Laurel.

"She ok?" Laurel asked.

"Yah. That poor thing. She just has some justifiable fears of being in an empty space by herself. It seems like it is actually getting worse. Maybe we stopped the deep sharing to soon. It seemed like she was much more self confident when we shared ourselves with her."

"This is probably a fear she will carry for the rest of her life. She knows people can appear out of nowhere and grab her with awful intentions toward her. I don't think all the sharing in the world is going to help her forget what she has seen and been through. She has seen the images of how the Hodong and the bounty hunters have appeared out of thin air on the Future when they were coming after me. That has to be terrifying for her."

"I wish I could erase the memories of what happened to her."

"As horrible as it sounds, she needs to know that there is evil out there and it could get her. It keeps her senses in a heightened state and that is actually a good thing. I don't like to see her afraid to be alone though. At least she has her big protector Mark right next door to her now. Hopefully that will help her to sleep better at night."

"Well, she doesn't know it but I have instructed the AI to monitor all the sounds in and around her quarters. The slightest strange noise is going to set off an alert and the camera in her quarters will come on and we will see what is happening on the view screen in our quarters."

"Jake, what if she is¦you know, doing things to herself?"

"That's not a strange noise so the computer will ignore it once it determines that she is¦making noises because of pleasure not distress, if she even does make noises while doing that. Besides she said she doesn't really do that very often."

"Trust me, she make noises."

"Laurel! How the heck would you know that?"

"Because I walked in on her once."

"Oh, that's right. I forgot about that. I just want to know the second that someone tries to grab her. You want me to remove the heightened sensitivity from her quarters?"

"No. I suppose not. You should have told her though."

"I didn't want her to feel like I was spying on her."

"She still needs to know that the slightest noise triggers the monitors. At least she could ask the computer to giver her some privacy while she¦you know."

"Alright, I'll tell her."

"Ok, thank you."

"So are you sure you're ready for¦this?" Jake gestured to the bed.

Laurel took a deep breath then let it out.

"Yes. I'm really ready for this. I'm nervous, but I want it. Will you go grab a towel? I'm going to¦there will probably be a little blood from what I was told by the AI."

"Blood?"

"It's perfectly normal Jake. Almost all girls bleed a tiny bit the first time as the hymen is stretched out of the way."

"Right. Sorry, I just don't like the idea of how¦traumatic this is going to be for you."

"It's fine. This is just how the female body works."

Jake leaned over and kissed her on the cheek then went and fetched a towel from the bathroom as she asked and returned to her side. Laurel was about to turn and climb into the bed when Jake stopped her.

"Can I just look at you babe?"

"Sure."

Laurel stood up and faced him then pulled her shirt up over her head revealing her naked body underneath. Jake took her hands in his and looked her up and down. From her perky breasts to her muscular stomach to her gorgeous little mound to her strong looking legs and down to her dainty bare feet. He then stood up and looked at her beautiful blue eyes and beautiful face staring back at him. She slid her hands up his arms and then down his chest and across his stomach and hooked her fingers in the waist band of his pants then slid her hands to his hips and pulled his pants down while kneeling down right in front of him. His erect cock slid out and bounced slightly right in front of her face as he was not wearing any underwear and she suddenly had a flash back to the first time she greeted him as he emerged form his stasis chamber and how she had almost been smacked in the face with it. She grinned slightly as she now looked at it in a whole new light. She now wanted to touch it and wanted it inside her.

As Jake stepped out of his pants Laurel gently wrapped her hand around his cock and softly stroked it as it continued to grow and swell until she had it standing almost straight up. She then slowly stood up while still holding his head firmly and as she met his gaze she could feel him throb a few times making get even harder for a moment and she wondered what that would feel like if he did that while inside her. She pulled his cock right up next to her bare skin and let go and pushed herself against it as she slid her hands around his sides and wrapped her arms around him. He put his hand up to her cheek and looked straight into her eyes.

"I love you so much Laurel. I hope this is everything you ever hoped it would be."

"I love you too Jake. That's what will make this so special. It's with you and that's all that matters."

Laurel then leaned in and started kissing Jake very gently and very passionately. Laurel could feel Jake's cock throb a few times while they were kissing and she could sense a distinct warm tingle in her crotch. Her legs began to quiver and she felt like she was going to fall down. Jake wrapped his arms around Laurel and squeezed her in tightly and as she lifted a little to match the turn to his head he lifted her slightly by tugging in on her back and Jake's cock slid down off of her tummy and came to rest right up against her lips.

Laurel lifted slightly and then settled down onto its firmness and found the hard warm sensation against her vulva to be very comforting. The two stood for a moment longer kissing until Jake ended the kiss and stepped back and then scooped Laurel up into his arms and he gently turned and laid her down on the bed. He then climbed on top of her with her legs still together and he started kissing her again very passionately running his tongue against hers and making swirls around her tongue with the tip of his. He then withdrew his tongue and gently pulled on her lower lip as the kiss ended and then he started kissing her cheek and worked down to her neck, then down to her breasts. He sucked on them and ran circles around her nipples before placing his whole mouth over them again and sucking on them.

Jake then started kissing down her chest to her stomach then to her tummy and Laurel smiled and softly moaned, as she knew what was coming next. Jake finally lifted himself and gently pushed Laurel's legs apart and she willingly lifted he knees to reveal her glistening labia. As Jake stared at her beautiful little labium he could see small drops of glistening fluid that had worked out from between her lips as she got excited by the prospect of his tongue lapping in between her lips and swirling her clitoris around with soft firm pressure.

After he had his eye full of her stunning little body, he gently kissed her lips several times savoring the sweet fluid on her lips before running the tip of his tongue up and down her lips several times then he put his whole mouth over her entire labium while sucking on her gently. He did this several times making her squeak each time he did it. He finally adjusted his weight and Laurel knowing what was about to happen lifted her crotch to him and he stroked her lips with his fingers a couple of times then used the side of his thumbs to push in and pull apart at the same time on her lips revealing her delicate bright pink inner flesh, which he sank the tip of his tongue into. He licked from top to bottom and swirled the tip of his tongue around at her opening then swiped back to the top. He did this several times enjoying her sweet taste before focusing his attention on her delicate little clitoris. He swatted it back and forth then started swirling the tip of his tongue rapidly right on the end of her clitoris. He could hear her soft moans and squeaks getting louder and stronger and her hips were thrusting at him. As she was winding up he gently slid his index finger to the first knuckle inside her opening making her gasp and moan. She had no idea what the new sensation was but it felt incredible for her.

He was amazed by how hot and soft she felt inside. It was like cottony soft pillows inside as he kept focused on her clitoris and then started to slide his finger in and out of her opening at the same time. Laurel started to moan his name and he could feel her tightening up on his finger and he knew he had her close. He started to poke at her opening with increased speed as he also licked her clitoris even more vigorously. He felt her give a couple of good thrusts then completely tense up and a gush of fluid squirted into his mouth then she said, "Holy crap Jake I'm coming so hard" then she held her breath again and quivered as she released another gush of fluid across his tongue and hand. She did this another two times to his amazement, and on the last one he pushed his index finger all the way into her opening making her scream out scaring him a little bit, he thought he might of hurt her. He worked his finger around inside her feeling the tip of her cervix at one point and he was amazed by how soft she felt inside. As her orgasm wound down and her convulsion lessoned he gently withdrew his finger from her opening.

He then slid his finger up and down between her lips as he watched her quiver every time he touched her clitoris. He gave a couple of last licks to her inner flesh then let go of her lips and watched them pull back together into their usual beautiful mound shape. He then wiped his face off on the end of the towel as well as his wet fingers, and then he slid up on her until he was face to face with her. She finally opened her eyes and looked straight into his face.

"I don't know what you did down there, but that was amazing. I've never felt it like that before."

"I'll tell you what I did later. Are you really sure you're ready for this last step baby? I want you to be completely sure."

"I'm sure Jake. I'm scared but I want you inside me."

"Ok. I love you Laurel."

Jake then slid himself right up against Laurel until he could feel that his cock head was putting pressure on her lips. Laurel had a scared look on her face and she was trembling, making Jake ease off for second.

"Babe you need to relax. You're trembling."

"I'm scared Jake. This is going to hurt. I don't like pain. Let's just get it over with."

"Babe! We don't have to do this."

"I'm sorry Jake. I didn't mean that the way it sounded. I want to get to the good part but I have to get past the initial pain first. Just go ahead, I'm ready."

Jake took a deep breath then let it out. He lifted himself up slightly and pushed himself against her again but he couldn't get past her lips. He reached down and grabbed himself and tried to wiggle it up and down but it just wouldn't go past her tight lips. Laurel realizing his difficulty reached down and pressed in and apart just like she had to for the harvesting and let her knees fall to the side further. Jake wiggled his head against her again and this time he felt her soft warm flesh against the tip of his head. Laurel then let go of her lips and they pressed around his head and he pushed in against her again and this time he felt the very tip start to sink into her opening.

Laurel grasped her hands on his lower back and pulled in on him slightly and as he slowly sank into her he could feel her opening expand to the middle of his head and she opened her mouth as though she was trying to say ouch. He then felt his head slowly sink in more until almost the whole head was in. He lifted up and looked down only to see her entire labium stretched around his head and most of his head had disappeared into her delicate flesh. Her lips looked like they were stretched to their maximum capacity as they mimicked his shape as he sank further between them and then his head disappeared completely from sight and Laurel moaned out in pain just as his head popped into her vagina past her hymen. She let out a quick shout of pain and dug her fingers into his back so he froze. He could feel her clenching and relaxing against his girth.

"Should I stop baby?" Jake asked.

"No. Just¦go slow. It hurts, but I'm ok." Laurel said with her eyes squeezed shut.

Jake lifted up again and put more pressure against her and he watched again as his shaft just kept disappearing into her body inch by inch. When he had nearly half of his total length inside her, he could feel her suddenly squeeze down on him painfully tight and she shot her hands to his chest and she coughed a painful moan.

"Ahh. Stop! Stop! Please just¦"

"I'm sorry baby. You want me to pull it out?" Jake grimaced as her face distorted in pain.

Laurel quickly put her hands on his lower back and dug her fingers in slightly.

"No. Just give me a second to get used to you¦it's like trying to park a locomotive in a one-car garage. I didn't know it would feel like this."

Jake gently laid his body weight down on Laurel and waited as she squeezed him painfully tight. After a few moments she relaxed then squeezed again then relaxed completely. Her face cleared from the look of agony and she opened her eyes and looked at him and grinned.

"We really did it Jake. You're inside me."

Jake managed a grin of his own.

"Yah we did. You feel amazing Laurel. You're so soft and so¦warm and¦tight. It almost hurts your so tight."

"You're just big Jake. I think I'm ready. The burning has eased up and I'm getting used to your size. Just¦go easy."

"Ok baby, I will."

Jake lifted himself up and looked down at Laurel's contorted lips and couldn't figure how she would ever be the same. Laurel too lifted her head and looked down at herself and there was a look of amazed shock as Jake began to bury himself deeper into her opening. She moaned a soft whine as she watched him disappear all the way into her and then start to slowly withdraw now glistening with her fluids on his shaft. He withdrew while both watched until just his head was still inside her. He stopped for a moment and felt her quivering and clenching and then he slowly sank back down into her and as he got Â¾ of the way in she let out another soft moan that made him clench and swell larger and Laurel closed her eyes and tried to ignore the burning caused by his increase in girth but it just hurt to much.

Laurel laid back down and put her hands up to his chest again to stop him. Then she slid her hands around to his back and gently pulled in on him so he finished sinking into her all the way to the back of her vault and Laurel popped her eyes open and curled her fingers into his flesh. Jake froze his movements and gently settled back down onto Laurel.

"We can stop if you want baby. I can see I am causing you a lot of pain."

"No, please don't¦I just have to get used to something so huge being somewhere I have never felt anything before. I'll be ok in a second. Will you just hold onto me until I can¦"

Jake slid his hands around Laurel's soft back and gripped her very tightly. Laurel in turn wrapped her arms around Jake and gently stroked his muscular back.

"I love you Jake. Thank you for making love to me and for being so gentle with me."

Jake lifted his head and clenched once making his cock increase in size for a moment again making Laurel flinch and squeeze down on him and give a gentle moan.

"You're welcome Laurel. I love you. I wanted this to be special, but it seems like I'm just hurting you and nothing else."

"Why don't you connect with me? Maybe that will take some of the pain away."

Jake smiled at her and nodded. He gently laid his for head against hers and tried to enter her mind but he just couldn't relax his heart rate enough to connect with her. She was having the same problem as her heart was racing as well.

"Forget it Jake. Just make love to me."

Jake lifted himself up and flexed his cock making it completely hard again and he began to slowly withdraw it from her. She lifted up on her elbows remembering that seeing it before was such a turn on that she forgot about the pain just for a second. She watched as his shaft kept coming out and out glistening wet with her fluids. As soon as he got the head to where it was visible at her entrance as her lips started to follow its contours closely. He then started pushing it back in making her lay her knees further apart and open her mouth ready to scream in pain but this time there was great pressure as he slowly sank into her but very little pain. Once he was all the way in and could feel the end of her vault he immediately began to withdraw slowly making Laurel let out a soft moan the whole time he was withdrawing to his great delight. He then slowly plunged back into her making her again release a breathy high-pitched moan.

He did this several times nice and easy and gentle until he felt her quivering from within. He wasn't sure if she came or if she was starting to build up to an orgasm but she had closed her eyes and she really looked like she was starting to enjoy the sensation of continuous motion. He started to speed up how fast he was pushing and pulling in and out of her watching his glistening rod stabbing into her lips with them stretched to their maximum. It looked to him like he was filling her all the way up to her clitoris as he pulled her apart.

He held a medium pace for a time then sped up again as he saw a smile growing on Laurel's face. Now he was sure the pain must be gone for her and only the pleasure remained. Jake held the faster pace for a time until he noticed a rhythmic pant and moan coming from Laurel that he lavished. She sounded so delicate and so sweet with how high pitch and how soft her moans were. Laurel was finally enjoying every sensation of Jake's tremendous manhood rippling her apart and sinking deep into her vagina. She could feel the same sensation coming on that she felt when he went down on her but it was coming form deep inside her this time and she could tell it was going to be intense if it kept building like it was.

With every thrust now Laurel was releasing a small moan of pleasure and so Jake sped up even again and he suddenly felt the same dizzy feeling he felt when he sat in the chair trying to make it work. Laurel suddenly got caught up in the same dizzy feeling and she knew they were about to connect with out trying. Jake suddenly felt the woozy flash as he entered Laurel's mind and immediately fell deep inside her. Laurel also felt the spinning flash and she was pulled deep inside Jake's mind. Laurel could feel herself being gripped by her own vagina and she winced for a moment as she tried to adjust to feeling Jake's cock furiously sliding in and out of her. It was an odd sensation to feel what Jake was feeling. She now knew exactly what she felt like for him. Soft, warm, wet and extremely tight. The friction was unbelievable to her.

Jake was having the same strange sensation of feeling his cock thrusting in and tugging as it pulled back out of her tight flesh. He could tell exactly what it felt like for his enormous girth to pierce into her body. It took him a few moments to even realize what he was experiencing. He could change his momentum and immediately feel it through her and he realized the faster he went the stronger her urge to orgasm was getting. He then changed his angle and found the angle that offered the perfect trajectory for her shape and so he maintained that and sped up again. The two swam in each other's love and experienced what they were doing to the other for quite some time until Jake could tell he was getting close to an explosive orgasm. As he tried to drift back into his own mind, as did Laurel as she could feel a release coming on and she could feel Jake getting larger indicating he was on the verge, the two seemed to bump into one another in the middle somewhere and nowhere in a bright white flash of light like lightening striking and Laurel reached out for Jake in this blinding flash and found him reaching for her and the two merged into one as they both simultaneously had an orgasmic release. They squeezed each other tightly as the intense energy flowed through their bodies and they suddenly lost awareness of everything going on and felt like they were convulsing together as Jake's warm seaman flowed into Laurel and Laurel's warm fluids lubricated his shaft and made him come even harder. As the two wound down from their orgasms they found themselves still connected but a deep piece of themselves had been left burned into the soul of the other.

As Jake regained his awareness of his body he realized he was still vigorously thrusting into Laurel and he was now completely wet with her fluids and his own only making the thrusting easier. When Laurel finally regained her awareness of her body, she felt the warm fluids deep inside her and continuing thrusting into her vagina and it felt simply heavenly and she didn't want it to stop. She started thrusting her hips into Jake as the feeling kept growing for her. Jake started to slow down at one point and Laurel told him in a panting whisper, "Don't stop¦I love it Jake¦It feels great¦Faster, faster." Jake obliged her and sped up his pace and started letting his hips smack into hers. She started to moan louder and held still a couple of times as her vagina tightened up on him then she went back to thrusting against him. The two went at it like this for another couple of minutes before both felt the dizzy feeling creeping up on them again. Jake maintained his furious pace as Laurel asked him too, then in flash Laurel froze and clenched up as she started to come and Jake felt the woozy feeling again as he sank into Laurel's mind and she into his and in a bright flash and an exhilarating scream the two came together again and found themselves somewhere else holding each other tightly then they felt like they became one for a few moments as their bodies convulsed in orgasmic ecstasy. Jake released a huge flow of semen deep into Laurel and then froze there as he released two more enormous squirts right against and through her cervix making her scream as she felt the warm fluid shoot into her uterus through the tiny opening, which didn't hurt but it surprised her. Her eyes popped open as Jake resumed his thrusting and she continued to orgasm on his rock hard cock. She couldn't see anything but blurry colors and flashing light as Jake moved back and forth in front of her.

Laurel closed her eyes again realizing that she was still connected deeply with Jake's mind and that is why she couldn't see. She finally stopped coming but the continuing motion in and out of her body still felt heavenly. She let Jake slow his pace but she asked him to keep making love to her. He was getting short of breath and his hips were starting to hurt but he kept a medium pace and just kept thrusting into her for some time before he started to cramp in the hips. As he slowed almost to a stop Laurel rolled him over and sat on top of him and slowly sank all the way to the bottom of his shaft causing her a little discomfort. She pulled her knees up then started to rock up and down on him in a slow pace at first then she picked up speed and got faster and faster. Eventually Jake put his hands under her cheeks and lifted her slightly as he thrust from underneath her. After only a few minutes of this Laurel sat up and started to softly moan with every stab of her vagina. Jake could tell she was getting close again. He increased his speed again and began thrusting up into her vigorously and he again felt the dizzy feeling coming on and he knew she was going to take him with her again.

As he felt her tightening up he tried to look down to watch his cock stabbing into her, but everything was a blurry haze for him so he closed his eyes again and just enjoyed making her come for the third time in less than fifteen minutes. As she tightened up and squealed softly he found himself pulled deeper into her mind and everything disappeared and again they met and in a bright burning flash of white light like lightening in the darkest of nights without any noise as they exploded together. He squirted his seaman up inside her and she squirted her fluids down on his shaft making the continued motion much easier and less strenuous but it also made him come harder and longer. As they slowly became aware of their own bodies again Laurel was trembling and panting as well as sweating and Jake was also panting hard and sweating. Laurel settled down on one last thrust up into her body. She wanted more but she was absolutely exhausted and just couldn't move her hips any more.

She laid down softly on Jake's chest and straightened her legs out but kept him inside her by settling back against his still very firm erection. She squeezed tight on him a few times testing his firmness and felt complete resistance to her delight. Once she caught her breath she wrapped her arms around his damp back and yanked rolling him over on top of her making sure to keep him firmly entrenched in her as she did so. She then pulled on his lower back sinking him all the way back inside her.

"I love you Jake. That was simply amazing. I didn't know it would be like that. I never should have made you wait."

"I love you too Laurel. Even more than I did before. You are an amazing woman Laurel Kade. I don't think it is like this for everyone else. I think we just experienced the pairing that everyone was talking about happening when you¦physically join together."

"So that's what the bright flash and the feeling of being burnt into your soul was?"

"I think so baby. You now have a permanent part of me inside you forever."

"Well I don't want it to end. It felt so good the way you do it. Will you make love to me one more time?"

"Geeze babe. You want more?"

"Yes. Your amazing Jake, I just can't get enough of you."

"You're amazing too Laurel. I would be glad too."

Jake maneuvered himself into the right position and Laurel laid her knees as far apart as she could. Jake rose up and looked down as he slowly drew back then sank slowly and steadily back into Laurel's incredibly tight vagina. Laurel then lifted up onto her elbows and watched as Jake sank into her flesh and enjoyed the wonderful sight. As he withdrew the second time he was glistening with her fluids again making his return into her depth much smoother and much more enjoyable. Laurel watched him do this slow loving penetration a few times before it started to tingle as he plunged into her making her get very wet this time and as he withdrew her lips kissed around his big cock and they were covered in a dewy glistening clear fluid making them seem to glow. He started picking up speed as the motions made her start her delicate little breathy moans in his ear and every plunge into her felt better than the last.

He kept a medium pace for several more thrusts until Laurel closed her eyes and he looked at her beautiful face with complete pleasure expressed on it and her mouth was open just enough to see her bright white teeth as she breathed deep and then moaned softly as he sank into her. He smiled big knowing he was making such a beautiful girl feel such pleasure with his loving thrusts. He closed his eyes and began to pick up speed again and soon he was thrusting into and out of her in a blur and she was back to squeaking with every thrust in and out.

He then sped up even more and he felt Laurel quiver and grunt and tighten up and he knew she was about to come again. He suddenly felt himself being drawn into her mind again as he was approaching the same orgasmic feeling. The two melted into one another again and Jake could faintly hear Laurel moan his name as the two saw the bright flash again as they both exploded in an intense orgasm. Jake delivered a large seaman stream into her and she squeezed him so tight it hurt while she was coming. As the orgasm wound down Jake found himself sinking back into his own mind and Laurel also drifted back into her own mind as Jake slowed and then stopped altogether. He settled his weight down on Laurel and fought to catch his breath again.

Jake slowly withdrew himself from Laurel's vagina and he could feel her lips slowly kissing his head as he gently drew it out of her body. He laid there for a moment then rolled onto his back and tried to catch his breath further. Laurel was also panting and tingling trying to catch her breath and trying to understand what she and Jake had felt while coming together. She had never experienced something so intense or so beautiful. She truly felt connected to Jake in everyway possible now.

"That was the single most intense mind altering experience I have ever had. Did I satisfy you in the end Laurel?"

"Oh yah, very much. I don't think I could have taken anymore. You are truly amazing Jake. I told you that you would be good at it."

"We are truly amazing together Laurel. I love you so much."

"We better go take a shower and get cleaned up so we can get some rest." Laurel said.

The two got up and found their legs wobbly and burning. Both put on some pants and a shirt just in case someone else was awake and made their way to the showers. They showered for a few minutes and then ended up making out in the shower and if they both hadn't been so sore Jake was pretty sure they would have made love in the shower with how intensely Laurel was kissing him.

After their shower the two made their way back to their quarters and to their relief their bed was made and had new sheets and covers and the bloodstained towel was gone. The two dried their hair then stepped into the bathroom and brushed their teeth and combed and brushed their hair then climbed into bed completely naked and curled up to one another for a good nights sleep.

In the morning the two woke as the lights came up and Laurel found she was curled up in Jake's arms facing him. Jake's eyes fluttered then opened and he found himself staring right into Laurel's beautiful face.

"Good morning beautiful." Jake said.

"Good morning. Thank you for last light. I didn't know it would be so beautiful, and you were awesome. Everything you did felt amazing."

"You were pretty amazing too babe. Every time you came so did I. Then there was that¦flash of light when we came together."

"Yah, you really think that was the pairing?"

"I do. If we weren't paired for life before, we definitely are now."

"Does that bother you?"

"Absolutely not. I want to spend the rest of my life with you."

"Good. Me too."

The two then got up and got ready for the day. As the two were departing their quarters they saw Korica and Mark coming out of Mark's quarters and heading towards them. Korica offered a bright smile and greeted them both with a big hug before they stepped into the mess hall. All four had breakfast together then departed for the gym to perform their morning workout. Mark could see the strange smiles and giggly behavior between Jake and Laurel and he figured something profound had happened between the two overnight. Laurel had a glow to her that Mark hadn't ever seen in her before. He figured he wouldn't embarrass her by asking her what the deal was.

After the workout routines were done the girls departed for their showers and the guys sat and talked while waiting for their turn.

"So, you and cap seem particularly happy today. I assume you guys¦"

"Yes. I probably shouldn't be saying anything but yes we did. She really wanted to wait a couple more years to¦get serious, but she couldn't stand the thought of never knowing what it was like with me."

"I thought you just said she wanted to wait a few years? She would know what it's like in a couple of years."

"No, sorry. I mean her duplicate, this¦living ship. If she hadn't done it last night she would have been curious for ever with no way of going back and finding out while she had a Human body. She couldn't stand the thought of that."

"And how was it¦you know what? Forget it. I'm sorry I even asked that. It is absolutely none of my business."

"You know, I probably wouldn't confide in anyone else, but I know you will keep this between us. She was freakin awesome. I never knew it would be so head spinning good."

"Really? Good for you guys. You're a little young but you know what? I can see you guys truly love one another so I say good for you. You guys used protection, right?"

"No¦actually we didn't."

"Jake! That's a really bad idea. She's young and I would assume extremely fertile. You guys need to be careful. Now would not be a good time for the captain to be having a baby."

"We ah¦the AI has a way of removing the embryo and placing it in stasis. Remember, I told you about that once before?"

"That's right, you did. Sorry, it's none of my business like I said before. I'm just looking out for you guys. You two are like a little brother and sister to me. I just want what's best for you."

"I know Mark. I really do appreciate the fact that you love Laurel and I as much as you do."

"So then you guys are all ready to go through with this¦blending of spirits with a living ship?"

"Yep. Laurel has answered her deepest burning question for herself, so I think she is all ready. You're going to have to excuse us if we act a little¦giddy around each other. What we experienced last night was very profound for us with our¦gifted abilities. I will try and behave myself, but I am much deeper in love with her now and it can make a person feel a little¦goofy."

"Yah, I could see some overt behavior in you two that I haven't seen before. You two are usually pretty reserved. I see a glow in Laurel's face that I haven't ever seen before too."

"Things are at a whole new level for the two of us. I will try and act professional, but she makes my stomach turn upside down when she is close to me. I don't know if you know what that is like, but it is a little distracting."

"I actually do. It has been a very long time, but I do remember what it's like. I can't even begin to imagine what it must be like to¦do what you guys did while being in the others head though. Look, I'm not going to file formal complaints or anything crazy if you two act a little chummy. I know you're young and crazy in love. As long as I don't see any dereliction of duty or distracted behavior during a crisis, I don't care if you two hold hands and even kiss each other from time to time. You two have done an amazing job of handling things so far, I think you'll do fine and I won't be super critical of you two like I would a regular command crew."

"Thank you Mark. It's nice to know you think we have been doing a good job."

"With the bizarre circumstances you guys have been thrown into, I would say you have been doing a phenomenal job. You put this ship back together after it encountered a supernova for Christ's sake. You then found the most advanced race in this part of the galaxy and rescued over a hundred innocent girls from some pretty nasty thugs and then convinced the elder race to take responsibility for their mistake that led to those girls being snatched by the Hodong, and you found little Korica and turned her life around¦and mine. I was a bitter, mean, nasty killing machine until you introduced me to that sweet little girl and she melted the ice off my soul. She probably saved me from a bitter lonely existence by myself and I have you and Laurel to thank for that. I guarantee you captain Alexan would not have done as good a job as you two have at handling the diplomacy and compassion. I am extremely impressed with your performance and your humility. I am absolutely honored to be serving with you two as my command crew. I can honestly say I love Korica in a way I would have never thought possible. She is the one true bright spot in my life now¦right next to my relationship with you and Laurel."

"I¦I don't know what to say Mark. I guess I didn't know you actually looked up to Laurel and I like that."

"Thank you is all you need to say."

"Thank you Mark, from the bottom of my heart. And thank you for taking such an interest in Korica. She means the world to Laurel and I, and she really loves you very deeply. She is absolutely beside herself when you aren't around."

"The feeling is very mutual. She makes me feel good inside. How could I not love her once I got to know her? She is just a joy to have around and to be around."

"Thank you for being so candid with me. The girls are done so we should go get cleaned up."

The two then got up and went to take their showers. While they were showering Laurel and Korica were also discussing the new feelings Korica sensed in Laurel.

"Captain Laurel?" Korica said as Laurel was drying her hair.

"Yes baby."

"Did you and Jake finally¦you know, go all the way last night?"

"Why would you ask that Korica? You know that is something very personal that I don't exactly want to discuss with you."

"I'm sorry. I don't mean to be nosy. I just feel something different from you. You miss Jake so much right now that it hurts."

"Well, that is true. I've always missed him when he is not right beside me."

"No, this is different." Laurel could now hear Korica's whispers in her head as she helped her step into her underwear and pulled them up on her.

"Really? Different how?"

"I sense Jake in you."

"What?"

"I sense a part of Jake in you. I've never felt that before. I always sensed your deep love for him, but I actually sense a part of him coming form deep inside you. I know what he feels like, and he is what I am feeling inside you."

Laurel turned Korica around and held her pants out for her to step into them.

"Look, I will admit to you that we did make love last night, and there was a¦something happened to us that I can't explain but I think you will sense a part of me in him also."

"So, you experienced the pairing of spirits?"

"I think so. I'm not really sure to tell you the truth. Whatever it was, it was amazing and I am still feeling it. I love Jake way deeper than I did before."

"Captain Laurel?"

"Yes sweetie?"

"Does it¦hurt?"

"It does baby. A lot. But only for the first while then it goes away and just feels¦well, amazing."

Laurel slid Korica's top over her head and tucked it in around her waistband then pulled her own towel from around her and started rubbing her hair vigorously to get it as dry as possible. Korica turned around and looked at her out of curiosity.

"Well, you look the same." Korica said in a matter of fact way.

"Korica! Are you staring at my body?"

"No! I just glanced. You said Jake was huge, I thought it might¦change how you look."

Laurel chuckled as she slipped her underwear on.

"Honey the human body is very elastic¦and so is your body for that matter, not just Human's. He may be big but it doesn't change anything that can be seen from the outside."

"So I'll look the same when I do that with someone?"

"Korica! Why are worrying about this. You are so young to be concerned about this stuff."

"I'm just curious. You said I could ask you if I¦" Korica sounded hurt, like she had been scolded.

Noticing that she was about to tear up Laurel finished putting her bra and top on and then knelt down in front of her and put her hand up to her cheek.

"You're right baby. I am so sorry. I keep shutting you down every time I get nervous. I keep forgetting I am like your mother now and I have a responsibility to answer all your questions. You will look the same as you always did when you make love to someone¦as long as you're older than you are now."

"I don't even love anyone like that right now."

"Well, I truly hope you will fall in love someday."

"I probably won't ever¦let a man do that to me. I just don't want to be touched."

"I can certainly understand you feeling that way with what was done to you. Not all men are like the Hodong and their¦customers. I truly believe you will find someone special who will love you properly. I can tell you that at your age I didn't want to be touched either. That all changed when I met Jake."

"So how did you know he is the right one?"

"For me it was an instant desire to be right next to him. It wasn't until much later that the feelings of desire started to develop. I just started looking at his body more and eventually I found myself wanting his hands on me in private areas."

"It didn't scare you the first time he touched you?"

"It most certainly did, but it also just felt right."

Laurel stood up and slipped her pants on then sat on the edge of the bed and slipped her socks on and handed Korica hers to put on and Korica sat down in the floor in front of her and started putting them on.

"And Jake never hurt you by accident?"

"No baby¦well except for last night. He was very gentle with me as a real man should be. He never¦touched inside me until last night. He knew it would hurt and that was the last thing he ever wanted."

"I guess I just don't understand how a boy is supposed to touch me so it doesn't hurt."

"Jake just had a good instinct for what feels good to me. I would have to say it's a petting and rubbing, not poking and grabbing."

"Really? And that feels good?"

"Look baby, when you get a little older, I can show you some¦videos that will give you an idea of what a man should be doing to you. There are some things that might seem¦odd, but they actually feel quite good and are a normal part of intimacy with a man."

"You're talking about a boy putting his mouth on me down there, like you were talking about before?"

"Among other things, yes."

Laurel stood up and helped Korica to her feet and the two made their way to the bathroom and brushed their teeth then Laurel brushed out her hair and then Korica's and the two then went back to the edge of the bed and Laurel sat down and spread her knees and Korica sat down and scooted back against her so Laurel could brush her hair some more.

"You really think I will ever be able to stand a man's hands¦and other things touching my body?"

"I do. I think someone will touch your heart and you will be able to get past what was done to you against your will. The intimate contact from someone who truly loves and respects you is a very beautiful thing honey. I know it seems hard to believe right now, but you are so young baby. Just be patient and keep an open mind."

"Ok." Korica was sinking into her hypnotic state as Laurel gently brushed her hair and stroked her feather soft hair.

"As beautiful as you are baby, there are plenty of boys your age on this ship that will be clamoring for your attention. You will find the mothers of these boys very accepting of the fact that you are not Human. My people do not discriminate against people because they are a little different, you will be accepted for the beautiful person you are on the inside as well as on the outside."

"I hope so. I would like to make some new friends my own age, and maybe even find a boyfriend someday. Someone who will love me like Jake loves you."

Just then Jake entered their quarters and Laurel felt like a weight was lifted form her chest. Korica had been right, she did miss him far more than she would have before. Jake lit up as well and immediately stepped up to her and planted a quick kiss on her lips. He then kissed Korica on top of the head and knelt down in front of her. Korica's eyes popped open as she sensed Laurel from within him. Jake could hear Korica's whispers in his mind so he knew she was listening in to his feelings. The look of surprise on Korica's face caught his attention.

"What's the matter Korica?" Jake asked.

"I can feel captain Laurel in you."

"What?" Jake sounded perplexed.

"I can sense you in her and I can sense her in you."

Jake looked up at Laurel who just shrugged.

"Honey are you saying Laurel's spirit is¦part of me now?"

"Yah. I used to feel the same thing from my parents when they would share their love with me before I would go to sleep. I could feel my mom in my dad and I could feel my dad in my mom. I thought it was just how things are between two people that love each other, but now I know it is the life pairing. You and captain Laurel are physically paired for life. Before your feelings were paired, now your spirits are. It must be because of what you did last night."

"Laurel you told her that we¦you know?"

"Yes. You know how perceptive she is. She knew before I even said anything."

"Right. I keep forgetting just how smart you are Korica." Jake stroked her cheek with the back of his hand.

"Besides, you told Mark." Laurel added.

"I¦alright, I did. He saw us acting different this morning and he said you were glowing."

"Glowing? What the heck does that¦" Laurels face suddenly ran white as she looked at her wrist monitor.

She looked at her monitor then turned it towards Jake and he furrowed his brow. The monitor was a bright turquoise blue in color. Laurel looked at it again not sure if it meant what she thinks it means.

"What the heck does blue mean honey?"

"I don't know. I've never seen that color on it before. Either it's broken or¦I'll have the AI check it out later."

Jake wasn't listening into Laurel's mind but he heard her plain as day say," shit, I think I'm pregnant." He wasn't looking at her face at the time so he thought she said it out loud it was so loud and clear.

"Babe, please don't use language like that in front of Korica."

"I didn't say anything! Well¦not out loud anyways. Were you listening into my thoughts?"

"No. I wasn't. Korica was listening into my thoughts so I was listening in to her mind at the time."

"So how¦do you think I just managed to send a thought to you?" Laurel's face lit up.

"It would sure appear so. Korica, tune in to mind again to distract me. Babe you try and send something to me again."

Korica looked straight at him and he could hear her whispers turn into soft voices. Laurel thought, "You are my everything." Making Jake smile.

"You are my everything?"

"Yes. You are, and that is exactly what I tried to send to you."

"I heard it too captain Laurel, in Jake's mind."

Jake noticed Korica's voice disappear from his mind and he thought, "I will always cherish you gorgeous."

"I will always cherish you gorgeous?" Laurel said.

"And you weren't listening into my mind?" Jake asked.

"No. I wasn't. It just echoed in my mind as loud as if you had said it out loud."

"Holy crap! true telepathic communication. It must be a side affect of our shared experience last night."

"Amazing! I wonder what else we gained by the pairing?"

"You should be able to see what the other sees too." Korica offered. "My parents could anyway."

"Are you saying I will be able to see her memories?" Jake asked sounding excited.

"Only if she is thinking about them."

"So if she is on the other side of the ship I can see whatever she is seeing?"

"Yah, I think so."

"Now that is cool!"

"I don't know. It seems awful invasive. I kind of like having a little privacy."

"Laurel! You don't want to share everything with me?"

"Well¦yah I guess I do. I guess I don't have any choice. This is the way we are now. I'll just have to get used to it."

"I guess we kind of gave that up last night whether we wanted to or not."

"I'm sorry Jake, I don't mean to sound like I'm not thrilled to be so closely tied to you. I am thrilled."

"Captain Laurel, you can turn this thing off and keep him out of your head now that you are paired by spirit." Korica said.

"What? How?"

"I don't know. I've never been paired to someone. All I know is you can turn it off. You can't stop him from feeling everything you do though. That's permanent."

"How do you know all this honey?"

"My parents told me. They had to close their mind when they flew the ship cause they heard everything the other was thinking so loud that it got in the way."

"I see. Well I have absolutely no idea of how to do that."

"I suppose we will have to learn over time." Jake said.

"I know you had something to offer Korica. I think it is a great idea. Go ahead and ask her." Laurel said.

"Right, I got distracted. Korica, Mark and I were talking while we were in the showers and he thinks you ready to take the entrance exam for an ensign. Would you like to take the test and see if you qualify?"

"Really! Oh I would really like that! I could become an ensign if I pass?"

"Well, kind of. Here's how it would work. If you pass the written exam with a passing grade, he would administer the physical test, which you have to pass, and it is not easy. If you pass that as well, you would be fully qualified as an acting ensign. You would still have to serve your time in rank, but as soon as that was done you could be promoted to a full ensign. You would be a full-blown officer in the civilian corps."

"Time in rank? How long do I have to be an ensign in study?"

"Well, ordinarily it takes over a year to pass all of the study exams, but you have already been endowed with everything you need to know. Six months is the minimum time you must serve on the bridge and prove a proficiency at every station."

"Six months!"

"Sorry honey, that's the rules. Mark thinks it is important to get you fully qualified except for the time in rank incase we get home soon."

"What does that matter?"

"Because, if we get to the Future planet Laurel and I will be waking the entire crew from stasis and we will be surrendering our command to the assigned command crew. We only have a field promoted command status until we get home. If you are a fully qualified ensign, captain Alexan will have no choice but to include you in the duty roster. He has to give you some hours on the bridge to further you studies."

"But¦what about you two?"

"We will become civilians again. We will have to move down to the passenger deck and live there with our parents."

"No! I don't want to live away from you guys!" Korica sounded upset.

"Honey, Mark will still be up here. He will be keeping an eye on you and making sure you are treated fairly and with respect. He was always supposed to be in charge of security. His role won't change."

"But I like you guys in command. You're good at it."

"Well, neither of us is even close to old enough to qualify as captain and executive officer."

"Well that just blows mud!"

Laurel and Jake both laughed at how much she sounded just like Jake.

"Do you still want to take the entrance exam?"

"Yah, I guess so. I want to make you guys proud of me."

"We are proud of you baby. I told you Korica, there is nothing you can do that will ever change how proud we are of you." Laurel said.

"I'll have the entrance exam compiled and you can take it this morning."

"Ok. Thank you for believing in me. I will work real hard to pass the tests."

"Can you imagine the look on captain Alexans face when he sees an alien girl qualified as an ensign?" Jake said.

"Well, he better respect the hard work she has put in to get to that point."

"I'm sure he will. Mark will see to it."

With that Jake stood up and went and retrieved his clothes from the bureau at the front of the room and then went into the bathroom and got dressed and cleaned up. When he emerged the girls were standing by the exit waiting for him. He again was amazed at just how beautiful they both were. Korica was the picture of an adorable little beauty, and Laurel was just sexy beyond belief to him now that he knew her intimately.

He stepped up to Laurel and stared at her for moment until she let go of Korica's hand and wrapped her arms around him in a warm hug. He felt a sense of relief at her touch and held her tightly in return. Laurel then leaned back for moment then gave him a very loving kiss. He smiled at her brightly and the three exited for the bridge.

When they entered the bridge Mark was already at his station examining the incoming ships that were looking very large and close now. He turned and saw the three and his face lit up.

"So, did you ask her?" Mark said smiling at Korica.

"Yep. She would love to take the exam." Jake said.

"Awesome! I'm really proud of your progress Korica. I think you are going to ace this thing. The PT portion is going to be tough and I have to be hard on you, but I love you and I want you to pass, ok?"

"Ah¦ok."

"I just don't you want you to think I am being mean or trying to make it so hard that you can't possibly pass. You have to be very fit to qualify."

"Ok. I know you wouldn't be mean to me for no reason. And I love you too Mark."

Mark smiled big and put his arms out to her and she smiled and stepped into his embrace. Jake went over to the science station and logged in then had the ensign exam compiled and loaded onto the control panel. He then took an earpiece from under the control display and handed it to Korica once she was done with her hug from Mark. She took a seat at the science station and put the earpiece on and Jake began the exam and told her she had three hours to complete the exam so not to rush through it.

Jake then took his seat at the propulsion station and logged in and began his duties. The morning then went quietly for the first hour until Laurel happened to glance at her wrist monitor again and decided she better check what a blue indication meant. Laurel sent a message over to Jake that she was going to step over to their quarters for a few minutes and she saw Jake nod a few times. He sent back a message to let him know what the blue means, he is curious too.

Laurel pushed her control panels out of the way and got up and walked over to her quarters and touched the com panel next to the door and called out to the computer once the door closed behind her.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel. How can I be of assistance?"

"My monitor is blue. What does that mean?"

"It means you are pregnant. Is it dark blue, or a light turquoise?

"Uh¦turquoise."

"I see. Then you have a little time. I need you to come down to the med deck as soon as possible so we can extract the embryo. The darker the blue gets, the more difficult it will be to remove the embryo without destroying it. I thought you were going to wait to become sexually active?"

"I was. I just¦I couldn't stand the thought of my duplicate not ever knowing what it is like. I love Jake so deeply, and I wanted this so much. I felt like I owed it to myself. Or the new me, or whatever."

"I see. How long ago did you have intercourse?"

"Uh¦approximately twelve hours ago."

"You should not have achieved fertilization already. It should have taken at least twenty-four hours or more."

"Well, it was pretty intense and¦there¦there was¦"

"Laurel, you do not need to be embarrassed. It's hard to understand you when you stammer."

"Sorry, he came inside me several times and I'm pretty sure he ejaculated straight into my uterus once. That's what it felt like anyway. There was a sudden warm flowing sensation in the same place I feel it when you administer the hormone treatment. It actually kind of tickled as it squirted through my cervix."

"I see. That is not unheard of if the angel of penetration is just right. That would explain your rapid pregnancy. Please do not wait to long to go down to the medical deck. I really do not want you to have to carry this pregnancy to term."

"Can I just¦wait a little while? I just want to enjoy knowing that I am carrying his baby if just for a little while?"

There was a long pause as the AI accessed its Human psychological files. Laurel expected a quick 'no' but looked up at the com panel after a moment realizing the computer was actually considering the question from a 'Human' perspective.

"Very well Laurel. I can understand how momentous this is for you and how much you love Jake. I hope you will think very carefully before deciding to keep the baby. You only have twenty four hours from the moment of conception before you will put the baby at risk to have it removed."

"No, I know I can't go through a pregnancy right now. I just want a couple of hours, then I will go down to the med deck."

"Sure. Enjoy the feeling for a little while. Congratulations. I am sure it is the first of many."

"Thank you. I know you said I would probably get pregnant on our first encounter. I just didn't think it would¦feel so good to know I am carrying his child. I feel complete. Like this is what I was born for."

"That is the joy of motherhood Laurel. Now you know how your mother felt when you were implanted and started growing inside her. That is why she named you Laurel. She felt like you came from heaven to save her life and make her feel complete again after losing your father."

"How do you know that?"

"She left a video file for you incase of her demise. All the parents with children on the Future were asked to do this just incase the unthinkable happened and their children survived but they did not."

"I never knew that. Can I see the video?"

"No Laurel. It was only to be shown if she did not survive the trip to the Future planet. She is alive and well."

"Darn. Ok. I promise I will go down to the med deck in a couple of hours."

"Understood."

With that Laurel turned the com panel off and reached out to Jake.

"Jake, can you hear me?" Laurel thought.

"Yes, I'm here sweetheart. I miss you already." Jake thought in return.

"Can you come over to our quarters for a minute?"

"Sure. I'll be right there."

Jake logged of his station and stood up and told Mark he had the bridge for a few minutes while he went and had a private conversation with the captain in his quarters. Mark saluted him and smiled so as not to disturb Korica. Jake then headed over to his quarters. When the door opened Laurel was standing just inside with one hand on her lower stomach. Jake stepped in and the door closed behind him. Laurel then stood up straight and looked him in the eyes.

"I'm pregnant Jake. You're a daddy." Laurel said grinning at him.

"Really? So that is what the blue on your monitor means?"

"Yes."

Jake stepped up to her and she removed her hand and he looked at her flat muscular belly and gently placed his hand on her stomach. She gently grabbed his wrist and scooted his hand down to her lower belly and held his hand there with hers on top of his.

"It's actually way down here honey. Congratulations Jake."

Jake looked at his hand for a few moments then his face changed and he looked Laurel in the face.

"Babe, you're not keeping it are you?"

"No. I can't afford to be pregnant right now. Eventually though, yes. I want this to be our first born together. When we do decide to start a family, I want to have this one first."

"Oh, that's beautiful. Agreed. Can you think of a name?"

"If it's a girl, Korica. If it's a boy, Andrew."

"That's beautiful. Korica will be delighted to here you've named a baby after her."

"I only hope my little girl is as sweet as she is."

"She'll have your love and strength of character as a guide. She couldn't be anything but a little sweetheart like her mom and her aunt Korica. Why Andrew if it is a boy?"

"That was my fathers middle name."

"Oh. I think that is a fitting tribute to his memory."

"I just wanted to tell you in person before I have it removed and put into stasis."

"Thank you babe. I love you and I can't wait to raise your beautiful children together."

"I'm going to wait a couple of hours to go have the procedure done. I want to spend at least a couple of hours knowing I am the mother of your child and I am carrying it inside me."

"That's so sweet. Thank you for giving me children Laurel."

"You're welcome Jake. And thank you for giving me a child."

Jake then wrapped his arms around Laurel and gave her a very passionate kiss before the two returned to the bridge. When they stepped onto the bridge Mark turned and quietly asked if everything was ok. Jake gave him a thumbs up and a bright smile. Mark then looked at Laurel and she smiled and nodded yes. Mark grinned and went back to his control panel.

After another hour Laurel sent Jake a message to bring the Future to a stop so they could try and make contact with the elder race before they had their encounter with the escort ships. Jake didn't argue at all. He simply put up his thumb and took the gravity well off line. He then began decelerating the Future very gradually. Mark immediately noticed their drop from light speed to sub light. He looked over at Jake's back then looked at Laurel. She gestured out to the corridor so Mark logged off his station as did Laurel and the two stepped out into the corridor so as not to disturb Korica.

"Cap, what's going on?"

"I didn't want to shout commands while Korica is taking the exam. I had Jake bring us to a stop so we can try and contact the elder race one last time before we are put under tow. With the antimatter reactors off line we won't have enough power and I don't think the transmitter will work while we are moving."

"You're really going to put Korica back in that thing?"

"She is able to handle the stress now. Besides she has this neat little trick of compressing time in her mind when we are in there. Hours or even days will pass in there for seconds out here. To you an outside observer, it will seem like we are only in there for a couple of seconds."

"Really? I didn't know she could do that. That's actually kind of cool."

"Yah isn't it though. I think she is capable of a lot of cool stuff that we aren't even aware of yet."

"Alright. I'm sorry I questioned what you're doing."

"It's alright Mark. You need to know what the heck we are doing too. I can't talk to you without words or I would have advised you what we were doing."

"No, no, no. I don't want anyone fooling around in my head. I'll leave that to you guys. I'm perfectly content with the spoken word."

Laurel covered her mouth and laughed so as not to make a racket.

"You chicken!"

"Yah. Whatever. I aint got super powers like you guys and I'm just fine with that."

The pair then stepped back onto the bridge, with both of them smiling and Mark reassumed his scanning of the inbound vessels. After another ten minutes Korica removed her earpiece and announced that she was done. All three of the others being excited got up and came over to her station and waited for the computers graded results. After only a few moments, in bold green numbers, the computer displayed her score. All three cheered for her and patted her on the shoulders as a perfect 100% was displayed.

"Oh baby, I'm so proud of you!" Laurel shouted.

"A perfect score! Way to go Korica!" Jake said.

"I better watch out or she's going to outrank me in a couple of months! Nice job little one! I knew you could do it!" Mark said.

Korica got up out of her seat and hugged Jake first who patted her firmly on the back, she then moved over to Laurel who kissed her cheek then gave her a tight hug. She then turned to Mark who scooped her up off the floor in his arms and gave her a tight hug and whispered in her ear.

"I love you Korica. I new you could do it. You're so smart and beautiful. I couldn't be more proud of you."

"Thank you Mark. I love you too." Korica whispered back into his ear.

Korica then kissed Mark on the cheek and he pretended like it tickled and made a goofy laugh as he put Korica back down.

"Ok little one. As long as you pass the PT you're in! Just tell me when you want to take the test and I'll set up the obstacle course on the gardening ring. The PT will take about two hours to administer."

"Ok. I'll let you know when I'm ready."

"Good girl."

"Ok guys. We need to get down to the chair and try and contact Oberot. We don't have much time, but it's important that I talk to this guy before we reach the Farqua station." Laurel said.

"I'll monitor you guys from here." Mark said.

"Thank you Mark. It's nice to have you watching our backs again." Jake said.

"Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"How long until our escort reaches us?"

"Now that we have stopped, seventy minutes."

"Thank you. We have a little over an hour. After we talk to the elder race I have a personal matter to attend to."

With that the three made their way down to the scanner relay compartment. When they arrived the control interface was running and waiting for them. All three took their seats and put their halos on. They then took each other's hands and closed their eyes.

"I want you guys to think about calling for Oberot this time. I need to talk to him in particular. I have to get this nagging feeling out of my head." Laurel said.

All three concentrated on calling Oberot's name instead of just connecting to whoever happened to be listening. After a few minutes of doing this quietly, Laurel connected with Korica's mind then pulled her into Jake's mind. Korica swam around in their warm feelings for a few moments, then all three concentrated on their love for one another and let the feeling grow to their strongest potential. Korica started to breath faster as the neural activity in her brain started to peak and her heart started beating harder and faster to keep the blood flowing to her brain.

All three focused their energies and on the count of three they pushed their hardest. All three felt the dizzy spinning feeling and then found themselves standing in a green field of grass with rolling coolies and a densely wooded forest three rises away at approximately a Â½ mile away. They were standing in the sun-dappled shade of a very large tree that Laurel thought looked like an elm tree from Earth. There was a strong warm sun high overhead and there was a single puffy white cloud floating by in what is an other wise completely cloudless blue sky. It felt to be about sixty-nine degrees Fahrenheit and there was a very gentle cool breeze blowing through the tree they were standing under.

All three looked around for a moment completely confused by what they were seeing. As they looked at each other they realized they weren't wearing their ships uniform, they were in their favorite outfits. Korica was in her white skirt out fit with a very light pink shirt and white shoes, Jake was wearing the blue running suit he used to wear when he and his father would go running when they were getting into shape before coming aboard the Future. Laurel was wearing a button up dark blue shirt with a small collar in the exact same color as her eyes and it was unbuttoned to the middle of her chest and she had on a rather tight fitting pair of blue shorts with red piping around the leg bands and up the hip seam like the ones she wore at summer camp in North Carolina in 2074 and she had on white socks that came up just above her ankles and a pair of white tennis shoes.

"Laurel. What the heck is going on? Why are we dressed like this and¦where is this place?" Jake asked.

"I don't know. I'm just as confused as you are. Korica, are you doing this?"

"No. I promise. I like what I'm wearing, it's my favorite outfit, but I'm not doing this. I've never seen this place before."

"I haven't seen this outfit since I was eight. I wore this at summer camp in North Carolina in twenty seventy-four."

"This is the running suit I used to wear when my dad and I went running to get into shape for the trip to the Future planet. I loved this thing, but I couldn't take it with us. I left it behind on Earth."

Laurel stepped up to Jake and placed her hand on his chest to see if he felt solid and she could feel his heart beating strong and fast. She then looked down at Korica who was looking up at her and Laurel knelt down and touched her shoulder. She too was solid to the touch to Laurel's relief. Laurel then touched her cheek gently and smiled at her. Korica's eyes looked so beautiful in the sunlight. They seemed to glow with a captivating bluish gray color and her white hair seemed even more white in the bright sunlight making her rosy pink cheeks stand out among her adorable facial features.

Laurel stood back up and turned around and looked off into the distance trying to see if she recognized the vista in front of her. It looked vaguely familiar but she just couldn't place it. As she turned back around she caught Jake staring at her butt then staring at her crotch for moment before looking up her slowly to meet her eyes. Laurel leaned one knee forward a little with her feet right next to one another with one pointing slightly to the side and then leaned on her hip with one hand and tilted her head a little to one side.

"Jake! What are you doing! You know how much I hate being stared at!"

"Laurel, It's me, and you're¦stunning. Your beautiful golden blond hair is glowing in the sunlight and your body is¦I've never seen you like this. You are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen. I can't believe you're mine. Sorry Laurel, but you're hot. I can't help but stare at you."

Laurel looked down at herself before saying anything else and she could see the outline of her vulva sitting against the inside of her leg. She then looked down at her muscular legs and back up to her small visible cleavage. She realized Jake was right; she had to admit that she looked amazing.

"Ok. I guess I do look pretty." Laurel said as she looked at Korica.

"Captain Laurel, I agree with Jake. You're stunning in the bright sunlight, and I'm a girl saying that. I hope I'm as beautiful as you are someday."

"You are beautiful honey. You're just young. You'll blossom soon enough."

Laurel then looked back at Jake.

"You are extremely handsome in this light as well Jake. Your eyes look like they are glowing the way the sun is shinning through them." Jake just grinned at her.

All three suddenly sensed a presence drawing in on them and Laurel quickly moved over next to Jake and half stood behind him and took his hand firmly in hers. The intense presence drawing down on them then scared Korica, so she quickly moved over closer to Jake and grabbed a handful of his sweat jacket up on his side and he put his hand up on her back.

The three heard what sounded like light thunder in the distance and a bolt of light caught their attention as it swirled down out of the blue sky and hit the ground just in front of them and then expanded into the shape of a man then the man's figure filled in with color and shape. In a flash there was an older and very distinguished looking man standing in front of them. He had a white beard that was very neatly trimmed and he had piercing blue eyes and a broad nose. He also had a white mustache that blended into his beard and he had white side burns that led up to glistening white hair that was relatively short in length and it was parted in the middle and combed back neatly. He was wearing the same tan pants and odd-looking uniform jacket that Asaria had been wearing with a blue shirt underneath it. He was wearing dark brown shoes with no laces to them that almost looked like suede.

He took two gentle steps forward making Laurel step a little more behind Jake. Korica immediately felt at ease and let go of the handful of Jake's jacket that she had been clutching tightly. Korica took a small step toward the man and raised her hand in salutation.

"I'm Korica. Are you the one called Oberot?" Korica asked in a firm voice.

"I am, young Korica. I didn't know how cute you would be." Korica pulled her head back at his comment.

"I am Jake Myers, and this is my¦mate and my captain, Laurel Kade." Jake said stepping forward to stand right next to Korica as he gestured back to Laurel.

"Hello young Jake. I know who you are. And young Laurel, I know you, or I will know you very well."

"Excuse me sir, you act as though you have met us before. I don't recall ever meeting you before." Laurel said as she stepped up next to Jake.

"You haven't. But you will come to know me very well. I met you in the past. When you were older. I new you would be pretty, but you are even more adorable as a young girl than I ever imagined."

Laurel looked at Jake with a look of total confusion then back at Oberot.

"How could I be older in the past sir? You must be confused."

"I'm sorry, I must be confusing the heck out of you. We have much to discuss. I am Oberot Taltroe, the leader of the elder race and the supreme chancellor of the council of elders. This is in fact the first time you have met me. I am truly honored to make all of your acquaintances. Please, have a seat and we will talk. I will try and explain everything to you."

Oberot gestured behind the three and as they turned and looked the very grass they had been standing on morphed and started rising into the shape of a long bench of sorts with a back that would come to the middle of the back and the seat had a slight arch to it but the whole thing was covered in the soft green grass they had been standing on. The three of them stared at the bench for a minute in total amazement before taking a seat. The grass was very soft and warm as they sat down making the bench extremely comfortable to sit on.

Oberot then turned and waved his hand and a chair morphed out of the grass and rose up to form a seat big enough for one person with a fairly high back and soft rounded armrests. He then turned and took a seat and grinned at the three.

"I like to make a dramatic entrance as you saw. I am sorry if I startled you. Now, Korica dear, you think you could compress time for us since this is being hosted in your mind?"

"Yes sir. I can."

Korica closed her eyes tightly and balled up her fists and concentrated on the idea of slowing time. There was the sudden feeling of deceleration that usually accompanied Korica successfully compressing time, and Oberot became opaque but didn't disappear completely as Asaria always did. He then looked normal again and nodded to Korica.

"Mr. Taltroe, can you please tell us where this place is? I think I might recognize it from Earth but I'm not sure." Laurel asked.

"Please call me Oberot. You and I are old friends Laurel, or at least from your perspective we will be. This place is from your mind Laurel. I do not know where on Earth it is from, but you have fond memories of this place for some reason. I wanted you three to feel comfortable, so I took elements from each of your own minds and suggested them deep into Korica's subconscious mind."

"So the clothing? That is from our own minds?" Jake asked as he tugged at his jacket.

"Yes. These are your favorite outfits. They hold strong sentimental feelings and come from your warmest memories. Are you not most comfortable dressed like this?"

"While I remember this get up fondly, I would not dress like this around¦men I do not know." Laurel said as she looked down at herself to make sure her knees were together firmly.

"Well I sense that Jake really loves seeing you dressed like this. You are¦hot¦to him. Search my feelings Laurel, you will find you have nothing to fear from me. I think you look absolutely adorable dressed like this."

Laurel squinted one eye slightly as she honed in on Oberot's feelings and she found very fond and innocent feelings of love from him. It felt more like what a grandfather would feel of his granddaughter. He had deep feelings of love for her as though she had been away for a very long time and he was feeling relieved to see her again. She was a little confused by his feelings of familiarity but she could tell she truly had nothing to fear from his looks. He just saw a beautiful girl that he loved. She also felt the same familiarity and deep love for Korica and Jake only confusing her more. Laurel relaxed her knees apart now that she knew he wouldn't be undressing her with his eyes. Thankfully their misgivings about Oberot had been misplaced.

"You see Laurel, I mean no ill will toward you. You three are safe here with me."

"I'm sorry Oberot, you have to understand that looking like this my whole life makes me suspicious of every man's intentions."

"I do understand Laurel. You are extremely beautiful and not all men are evolved enough to know how to respect that. You are going to be a stunning woman and Jake will fiercely defend your honor many times as well as Korica's."

"You keep talking about things to come, yet you said this is the first time we have met. Can you please explain that?"

"Yes, of course. I must be completely confusing you three. What do you know of temporal causality?"

"It is called the grandfather paradox on Earth. If you went into the past and shot your grandfather you shouldn't exist so how could you go back and shoot your grandfather in the first place?" Laurel said in a matter of fact tone.

"Well, I would call that one of the properties of temporal causality. Let me just give you the facts instead. You sent me a message almost six hundred years ago. You were eighteen years older than you are right now. You asked for my help when your younger self arrives with a mission of dire importance. You were afraid to mention too much detail because you did not want me to take drastic measures that would alter the way you remembered things had played out. That is also why I must be very careful with what I tell you right now. Things must happen the way they were supposed to without interference or a divergent timeline will be created. You might never come to our galaxy, or you might never end up on the Future together. If we had interceded in what the Hodong were doing too soon, you might never have met Korica here and you would not have been able to interpret my message or make your chair work, which is very impressive by the way. I will tell you that you and I become dear friends Laurel. I new you until¦you stopped communicating with me when you were two hundred and fourty years old. I came to love and respect you greatly. You were one of my dearest friends and I was heartbroken when you stopped communicating with me. I hope you can understand that is why I am so thrilled to see you now. You are very special to me, and you are a young girl. I never knew what you looked like as a youth. All I know is the woman that contacted me was in her thirties and the images I saw of her from her own mind were breathtaking. You are, or will be one of the most beautiful woman I have ever had the pleasure of calling my friend."

"How do we know you aren't blowing smoke up our tail pipe? Do you have any idea how hard it is to swallow what you are saying?" Laurel posed.

"Yes. I can imagine for a young mind this is beyond belief. You are with child right now, are you not?"

"How¦I buried that as deep as possible so no one would know. I am pregnant yes."

"You told me you would be carrying your first the day you and I meet for the first time. Her name will be Korica."

Korica's eyes opened big and she slowly looked over at Laurel.

"Your¦your going to name your baby after me?"

"Yes. I hope that's ok."

Korica's eyes teared up as she just stared at Laurel for a few moments before she could respond.

"That would make me very happy Laurel."

Laurel smiled and touched Korica's cheek with the back of her hand then looked back at Oberot.

"This could still be stuff you took right out of my mind. I tried to hide it but you might be strong enough to see what I am not thinking about."

"Telepathy, as your people call it, does not work that way. If you are not thinking about it, it can't be heard."

"What about Korica here? Does she find love on the Future?"

"Yes. There is one among your passengers that she falls in love with from the moment the two first lay eyes on one another. He is almost exactly the same age as she is. Tamaric Reynolds. In time he becomes know as Tamaric¦Prentor. He takes Korica's last name to honor her and her family line. Their first born is named Resa, after her mother and their second born is named Mark."

"Wait¦Humans and Draximan can't have babies together. It could kill her."

"No. You figure out a way to make it possible. She becomes active very early in their relationship and pregnancy never occurs until you intercede. You must start studying advanced genetic biology. That fact is very important. You accidentally find a cure for several virulent diseases that have plagued Humans for centuries while trying to find a way to make it possible for Korica to carry a Human Draximan baby. You also find a way to reactivate dormant genes in the Human genome that extends their life span by more than fifty years in most cases, and in some even more. You call it the youth gene. It is the body's natural healing ability and anti-aging gene. You will use your own genetic profile as a template for your work."

"No! I don't know the first about genetic research."

"You will. It is important that you make it a priority. You must also promise not to attempt to contact anyone on Earth. You¦it is vital that you not interfere with the natural progress of things on Earth. I cannot stress enough how important that is. It will be tempting to try and change things in your past, but you must resist the temptation. The tragedies in your lives are¦sad, but important that they transpire as they were supposed to."

"You mean don't try and save Jake's mother, or my father?"

"Yes. I am sorry for how hard that is to hear but it very important that you do not interfere with the past. You also cannot artificially advance the Human race. You could introduce technologies that could lead to the extermination of the Human race at your own hands if it is introduced to soon. Even the technologies on the Future could be misused in the most horrific ways possible. Your people need to evolve the social maturity to use these technologies wisely and for peaceful means. You are the one who told me to reinforce this into our conversations. Under no circumstance are you to attempt to contact Earth or go there in person. You must also convince the entire population on the Future that this must be observed."

"That's not going to be easy. Our whole mission was to go to the Future planet and report back what we found if at all possible." Laurel said somberly.

"I can't tell you what you will find when you reach your Future planet, only that you will reach it and that you must remain isolated from Earth"

"I'm still having trouble believing all this." Laurel said.

"Do you know all the names of everyone on your vessel?"

"No, Of course not. There are sixty-five hundred individuals. I couldn't possibly know them all."

"Check your records then. If there is a Tamaric Reynolds among your children will it not help to convince you that I speak the truth?"

"Yah, I suppose that would be pretty compelling evidence. Wait; aren't you messing with the way things are supposed to go right now by telling us the name of Korica's husband? How do we know she wasn't supposed to meet him by chance in say thirty years or something?"

"Because you told me they met while they were still very young and Korica loved him from the moment she laid eyes on him, and he thought Korica was the pretties girl he had ever seen in his life with her beautiful white hair and those unique blue eyes of hers. I have to admit, I have never seen that eye color in anyone else, and I have met millions of people in my life time."

"So when does he¦no, I don't want to know." Laurel stopped her curiosity.

"Well I want to know Laurel." Korica added. "Can I ask if he knows?"

"I¦we are treading on some delicate ground here baby if this is true."

"But I want to know when I meet my mate for life. I¦you guys have shown me all the love I could ever want, but I am still lonely for someone my own age to talk to and to hang out with. I want my own love like what you and Jake have. I just want to know when that's going to happen."

Laurel looked back at Oberot and shrugged her shoulders.

"Very soon young Korica. Before you leave our galaxy." Oberot said.

"You don't know exactly when?"

"I do. Some things should be left to be a surprise. You know who he is and where he is, let's leave the rest to destiny."

"Is he¦gifted? Like captain Laurel and Jake?"

"Not like Laurel and Jake exactly, but he is able to connect with you spiritually and mentally to a limited degree once you teach him how. He is incredibly bright and he will serve with Jake in the protectorate confederation as his second in command for many years. He will be well liked and respected by those around him and he will make you very happy."

"Wait¦the protectorate confederation? What the heck is that?" Jake asked leaning forward.

"I don't know how much I should tell you young Jake. Your people will make alliances among their galactic neighbors and a peacekeeping force will be formed at your direction and under your leadership. I really don't want to say too much more than that though."

"Well at least I know what to call it when the time comes."

"So Tamaric never¦hurts me? He is not mean to me?" Korica asked in a small voice.

"No. Not that I am aware of. Laurel always talked highly of him and said he treated you with complete dignity and respect from the first time you two met. I think he will come to see how delicate you are and treat you accordingly."

"But he won't live as long as me? Will he?"

"I will only say that you were still alive the last time I talked to Laurel but he was not."

"I still want to meet him. I will just enjoy the time I do get to spend with him."

"That's very noble of you Korica."

"Oberot, may I ask about this escort you folks are sending to bring us to the Farqua station?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. They are friends that can be trusted. We have loaned them a type of jump drive if you will, that will bring you to us in a matter of minutes as you count time. The drive can only be used once then it must be recharged. It takes several days to store enough energy to be functional again. That is why it is being driven to you in the traditional manner. It would have taken to long to wait for it to recharge if it had been jumped to your location."

"So we will not be towed to the Farqua station?"

"Well, you will be towed up to a minimum speed by several craft then the jump drive will be initiated."

"And this jump drive¦it uses dark energy?"

"I am unfamiliar with that term. It uses ether energy. That is the closest English term I can use that you will understand. Your language is very primitive and there are some technologies that just don't translate into English very well. There is background energy that is everywhere you look. It can't be felt or seen but it is there in copious amounts. We have a way of squeezing this energy out of the space around us and funneling it into the main drive for power and propulsion. It is a very complicated process that would take days to explain in its entirety and I don't know that you would understand most of what I was talking about if I tried to explain it."

"It sounds like dark energy or vacuum energy as it is also called. We have detected some very strange radiation in close proximity to the approaching craft."

"Yes. Good point. Because this technology works with a negative flux, you will need to cease operating your antimatter reactors. Anything that produces gravitational energy will experience a negative reflection of an unpredictable nature. We don't want your reactors to operate in reverse, the results would be less than desirable."

"Yah, we already figured that out. Actually, Korica here is the one who quantified the possible problem. She determined that the gravitational waves would be reflected back into the reactors and a breach would occur destroying the Future from the inside out."

"Really? Astounding! So you are a genius even as a youngster? That's wonderful." Oberot said smiling at Korica.

"Aren't most of her people extremely smart?" Laurel asked.

"They are. That is one of the reasons why her people were invited to join the coalition of advanced races fourty years ago. We have just been waiting for them to accept our invite with the proper response."

"Well, her people deciphered the message sometime ago. They just didn't know how to respond until little Korica here came along. She inspired me to build the chair as I call it."

"Well the council has decided to consider her participation in the design and function of your transmitter as qualifying her as being responsible for its construction."

"So you already know how this¦meeting of the minds at the Farqua station is going to play out?" Laurel asked.

"No. You would not divulge that information to me. It is probably for the best. This is exactly why it is forbidden to experiment with or manipulate time. It is one of the highest laws of the council. They are unaware of my relationship with you three in the past. We need to keep it that way, so please try and avoid thinking about it while at the Farqua station. I would have to answer some very uncomfortable questions. It is best that the responses to the council be spontaneous and genuine. You will be expected to answer any questions truthfully and completely. Any deception will be detected immediately and you will be asked to leave the council hall. There will be some hard and direct questions asked of all three of you. I will be asking the questions that are posed by the council of one thousand souls. Please do not think I am being confrontational when I ask hard questions, they will be coming form the other members who will remain anonymous as they are asking the questions through me."

"Wait¦won't our discussions taking place right now be a matter of record that everyone will have access to?"

"The data is going to be lost in an unfortunate glitch of the translation matrix crystal." Oberot then winked at her.

"I see. How are we expected to dress?" Laurel asked.

"Formal. There will be a large banquette afterwards in your honor if all goes well. You have no idea how powerful some of the families are that have missing daughters and are hopeful you are carrying them home. They insisted that you be honored as heroes. It is being called the banquette for the salvation of the innocent. There will be thousands in attendance."

"Thousands? Holy smoke! How big is this Farqua station?"

"Using you distance measuring figures, three thousand miles in diameter. It is spherical in shape. It will look like a small moon with an enormous building topped with skyscrapers perched on its top. There are over a million people working on the station at any one given time. Our most advanced and secret research is done there, as well as that of many of our allies. It is in fact where we grow our living ships for the new oni anquis tock bee day oh."

"Yah, I have some questions about that process." Laurel said.

"I knew you would young Laurel."

Oberot waved his hand in front of the three and Jake And Korica simply disappeared from sight and Laurel now found herself sitting in a chair just like Oberot's, designed for one occupant.

"Hay! What did you do with Jake and Korica? You bring them back!"

"Relax Laurel. We are still in Korica's mind. We are just borrowing a deeper part of her subconscious mind. I sensed we needed some privacy and this is the closest thing we can get to private."

"I¦I do have some very private concerns."

"I know. I want to put your mind at ease in anyway possible. Go ahead and ask anything you want."

"Well, first have your people found a way to incorporate Jake and Korica into the mind of this living ship with me?"

"Yes. No one else knows it, but I commissioned and designed this ship with three minds at its core. Believe me, it was not easy to hide my unusual design aspects. There is a triple core in the main neural core. You will be the primary essence core; Jake will be the weapons and guidance core, and Korica will be the subsystems core."

"You mean you knew I was going to insist that all three of us be part of this ship?"

"Yes. You told me long ago before I had the ship commissioned. It took twenty years to grow the ship as large as it is. I had to know in advance or it would have been impossible to incorporate all three of your essences into the ship. It will be an odd existence for the three of you. It will be like joining spirits forever."

"Well, we already commit to the joining of spirits at the same time. We know what it is like to have three minds connected at the same time."

"This will be different. You will not be able to get away from one another. It will be deep, intimate, and permanent. We ordinarily would never consider this process for ones so young and for a couple that are paired for life. We are going to have to be very careful with the process, Korica is extremely young and you and Jake are of an unknown species. There are some real risks to your physical bodies. We obviously mange to do it somehow or I wouldn't have met you in the past but we still must be cautious. It will require a total commitment of the mind from all three of you if we are to get a complete transfer. You will be completely naked in the neural transfer chamber and you must get comfortable with your raw essence in every detail being available."

"Oh crap! Really? Naked? That's really necessary?"

"Yes. It has to be your raw unabashed naked essence. There has to be no reservation, and no humiliation felt. It is important. You have to be comfortable with your naked essence. If you were clothed there would be some part of you that felt hidden and protected from sight so there would not be a complete transfer of everything that is you. If the transfer goes wrong, the essence would have to be purged and the process started again until we get it right."

"Purged? You mean killed?"

"Yes. We don't ever want to have to do that. It is disturbing to listen to someone being¦it's not pleasant. We have to have this total commitment from all three of you. We can't purge one without purging all. If we got you in properly, then got Jake in properly, but had a problem with Korica, we would have to slowly purge all three of you in order to start over. You would be forced to listen and feel, as the others were ripped from you piece by piece. It would be ghastly and traumatic."

"How horrible!" Laurel felt sick to her stomach at the thought.

"That is exactly why we don't ordinarily perform this with ones so young. You three are exceptional beings of tremendous potential and ability, but you are extremely young for something of this nature. The mental discipline necessary to be completely comfortable exposing ones self to such an intense and intimate process is normally not possible for ones as young as you three."

"You don't have to¦insert anything into us or anything crazy do you?"

"No! Of course not. Your physical bodies are relatively meaningless. They are just containers for the essence inside. That is what you have to get beyond. Are you three uncomfortable being naked around one another?"

"Well, yah a little. Korica is just a little girl, Jake would never expose himself around her."

"Well, see that could actually be a problem. All three of you will be joined in your naked raw form and then you will feel like you are forced together like that forever. Like I said it is very intimate and¦revealing if you will. You will all be occupying the same body with your sense of gender intact as well as any inhibitions or senses of modesty. Those feelings will fade in time once you become comfortable with your new existence as a living ship, but it will take time."

"Are you saying we should start¦getting naked around one another to get used to it?"

"Heavens no! Like you said, Korica is an innocent little girl. You can't expose her to that. You are going to have to get used to the idea though. You will have to eventually get comfortable with the fact that you will be naked and sharing one body¦forever. The slightest discomfort with the idea will cause problems."

"I¦I don't even know how you would come to accept that idea."

"You three will have to figure it out in a hurry. I would purpose more of the deep intimate sharing and don't hide anything form each other."

"Now, Asaria said that was a really bad idea. It could lead to some unintentional consequences."

"Well, ordinarily that would absolutely be true. You three are trying to accomplish a deeper intimate familiarity though, and it is only a suggestion. This is a unique attempt to incorporate three separate individuals into one mind and body."

"I think I will just work on Jake myself. He is the only one of us that is uncomfortable with his naked form being exposed."

"Very well."

"This purging? Won't that be a vulnerability to this ship forever?"

"No. Once the transfer is successful the neural chamber will scar over and be inaccessible for the rest of the life of the ship."

"Will you guys be watching us? You know, with cameras or something?"

"While you are in the neural chamber? No. It is deep in the neural core of the ship. We don't take any electronics that deep into the core. The possible static could prove deadly for the ship. You will be dressed in static free robes that you will wear until you enter the neural passageway then you will disrobe and proceed the rest of the way to the core undressed. You will undress and disrobe in complete anonymity. No one will see you naked if that is your concern."

"Good. I don't like the stares I get when I am naked. I look different and men always stare at me."

"Different? Different how?"

"I'm not going to go into detail! I just¦men really like the way I look."

"I promise you my people are good people. They will not be trying to sneak a look at you. You are safe with us. As much as you hate to hear it, you are just a young girl to us, you're not going to be exploited or abused in such a manner. Neither will Korica or Jake."

"Will you have access to everything in my mind once this transfer of essence is complete?"

"No. The information the ship shares with us is voluntary. We do not coerce or take anything without permission. The vessel is respected as an intelligent living entity, just like any other person would be. The ship will convert its knowledge to a digital format and transfer the information into our data library and at the same time the ship will have access to a virtually unlimited amount of information on every conceivable subject. We will share our knowledge freely with the ship."

"Won't that much knowledge change the personality of the essences in the ship?"

"No, not at all. The information is stored in a separate processor core from the mind of the ship. It will not have any effect on the personalities of you three. Not like enlightenment will. That will change you drastically because it is imparted right into the brain, which is where who you are is developed from."

"Well, we have all decided to decline the enlightenment. Asaria said it was risky and we like who we are. We want to grow and develop on our own, not all at once."

"As you wish. I can certainly understand you feeling that way. It's not for everyone."

"Do you know what this ship will be named?"

"I do, but I want you to come up with the name on your own. It will have more meaning for you that way."

"Can I ask something kind of personal about my future and Korica's?"

"Sure. I will answer if I can."

"How many children does Korica have in the end?"

"Three."

"And me?"

"Five."

"Are her children¦gifted, like her?"

"Yes, very much so. Less so than her I think, but they are extraordinary people with great insight and good hearts. She is a very good mother to them and Tamaric loves them and Korica very much."

"And my kids I would assume have my abilities?"

"Yes. They turn out extraordinarily well behaved and particularly gifted. Your bloodline will enhance the new colony you establish with great potential and incredible abilities. There are even some other mothers that chose to have hybrid babies with genetic material donated by some of the girls on the Future right now. Some of your grandchildren are a little¦wild, but they are still good hearted and make a positive contribution to your society in the end."

"That is good news. I worried about my possible children greatly."

"You are of good stock Laurel, you needn't worry."

"Can you tell me in private now when Korica will meet her prince charming?"

"If you promise not to intervene with what is supposed to happen?"

"I promise. It doesn't sound good."

"There is a control feed conduit under the stasis ring that you were supposed to repair some time ago but didn't. It seemed like a low priority with all your distractions. That conduit is going to rupture and Tamaric's chamber is going to be destroyed. Tamaric's parent's chambers nearby his will not be affected so they will be perfectly safe in continued stasis. It is destiny that you did not repair the faulty conduit when you should have. You will be forced to pull Tamaric out of deep stasis without the proper neural withdrawal process being complete. He will be put in intensive care to prevent brain damage. You must not try and interrupt these chains of events. I did not want to tell Korica because he comes very close to dying and it would have been hard for her hear that. She will spend every spare moment at his side until he recovers and afterwards as well. He will suffer no lasting damage but his chamber will be destroyed beyond repair. The time it takes to find a way to save Tamaric's life will give Korica the time necessary to realize he is the one for her and the moment Tamaric lays eyes on Korica the two become inseparable. Their love is deep, intense and instant. I will tell you, he later admits to you that he felt drawn to Korica from the minute he first saw her. The love she radiates for those she cares about is particularly strong for him probably because she knows he is the one for her."

"I think that's beautiful. I was worried about her finding love among Humans and with what she has been through. I am relieved to know she will find love so young. It's like a great worry has been lifted from my heart. I promise I won't intervene no matter how scary it sounds."

"Good girl. I hope you are finally feeling more comfortable with me and with what I am sharing with you?"

"I am Oberot. I can sense nothing but honesty and a great deal of love from you. I may not know you yet, but I feel that I am important to you. You really loved me very deeply. I must turn out to be a good woman."

"You are unique Laurel. I have never met another soul quite like you. You are as beautiful on the inside as you are on the outside. I remember our years of friendship with great fondness and warm feelings of love. Your daughter even called me pop Oberot."

"Really? Korica did?"

"No, your second daughter. Korica didn't like using the chair, even after you made improvements, she didn't like how hard it worked her mind and body."

"You're not going to tell me her name?"

"I will only tell you that you and Jake let Korica from Draxima choose her name."

"Will we meet again before we have to come before the council of elders?"

"Yes. I will come aboard the Future, with your permission of course, when you arrive. I am really looking forward to meeting all three of you in person. I have always wanted to shake your hand in person. I had no idea you would be so adorable as a young girl."

"Thank you Oberot. I am looking forward to our friendship six hundred years in the past. It sounds like I really come to love you as a close friend."

"We talked often about a great many things. You came to me for advise on raising gifted children as did Korica, and I came to you for advice with my love interests."

"No! Really?"

"Oh yes. I may be old and wise at the time, but I was and still am to a degree terrible with women. You and Jake have a love and a friendship that is awe-inspiring. One can only hope to be so blessed with such a successful relationship."

"Can you tell me what happens to Mark? Does he find happiness where we are going?"

"He takes very good care of you three while you are in this galaxy, but I can't say to much about his fate. The temptation to intervene would be to great."

"No! He¦dies soon after we get to the Milky Way?"

"You specifically told not me not to tell you anything. It is crucial that things play out the way they are supposed to. I tend to agree with your older self, we just have no idea how things would turn out if we start messing around with things to come. We could inadvertently make things much worse."

"Well, should we rejoin Jake and Korica? They are probably wondering what the heck is going on."

"Actually from their perspective, only a split second will have passed."

Oberot waved his hand past Laurel's face and Jake and Korica were suddenly sitting right next to her again and she was back on the long grass covered bench big enough for three to sit comfortably.

"What the heck was that?" Jake asked.

"We borrowed a deeper part of Korica's mind so we could speak in private." Laurel responded.

"I thought there was to be no secrets between us?" Jake said dismayed.

"They're not really secrets Jake. There are just some¦details that are private."

"So, we are convinced this¦stuff is true? Time travel and all that jazz?" Jake asked of Laurel.

"I'm trying to keep an open mind. I will be verifying some facts that he couldn't possibly know from our minds alone, but tentatively yes."

"Wow, this is a lot to try and get your head around." Jake replied.

"Mr. Oberot sir, do you know what race will get us home?" Korica asked.

"You're so cute Korica, please just call me Oberot. I know exactly what race will get you back to the Milky Way and in the past. I don't think I should say anything though. I don't want that information in your minds yet. You are going to be exposed to some very powerful minds in the council hall. They have not yet concluded whether they are going to support your efforts to get home, and some would never approve of getting you there in the past."

"We have to agree to this new oni anquis tock bee day oh first, right." Korica said.

"No. You have to undergo it first. They will not trust your word alone. You're just a couple of lost kids to some of them."

"I'm still not completely convinced that an open invite to our home world and our galaxy is in our best interest either Oberot." Jake retorted.

"It will be up to you in the end. I will be behind you three no matter what you decide. I have a unique insight into the way some things will possibly play out, but others I am unclear. You three can always choose to say damned be destiny, we are doing it our way and everything will change. I am hopeful you will choose a path that leads to the memories I have right now. We have a long and happy friendship and I cherish the memories very dearly."

"I don't think you need to worry about us rebelling Oberot. We just need time to digest what you've told us." Laurel said.

"Laurel, one last hint at thing to come?"

"What's that?"

"Your peoples obsession with building the Future, it needs to be induced to everyone at one time."

"What! What the heck does that mean?"

"I¦I just can't tell you more than that. I'm sorry for being so vague. You made me swear I wouldn't say anything more than that."

"I don't even know what that means though."

"Just think about it this way. You will arrive at the Future planet in what on your calendar system would be two thousand twelve. Sixteen years before the probe arrives at Earth."

"That still doesn't explain your previous hint."

"It will make sense to you in time. I know you have a photographic memory, so just devote what I said to long term memory and don't think about it again until you are on your way to the Milky Way."

"Alright, I will. I guess I only have myself to blame if I made you swear not to tell me."

"Once you have come before the council, I can tell you some other things, but not before then."

"I understand. It's best not to even have the information in our heads so we don't accidentally think about it and have the wrong person overhear it."

"Exactly."

"Well, it has been a pleasure to meet you Oberot. Thank you for not blocking your feelings from us as Asaria did. It has helped tremendously to know what you are thinking and feeling."

"You are most welcome Laurel. You three opened Asaria's heart after a very long dormancy. She loves you three and I knew you would get to her. It was a little devious of me, but it worked. She is smiling around the control station she is assigned to according to the latest reports, and that hasn't happened for a very long time. She is actually looking forward to meeting you three in person and especially Korica. She said Korica here saw right through her attempts to hide her feelings."

"We thought she didn't like us at first." Korica said.

"She made everybody feel like that in an attempt to keep everyone at arms length. She didn't want to care about anyone for fear of losing him or her. You three showed her it is ok to love someone even if you know they are going away."

"She has a good heart and she seems like a beautiful woman inside." Laurel said.

"Oh she is a very beautiful soul. She just has a broken heart that she won't let heal. She feels like it is betraying the love of her life to even think about letting the pain heal."

"So it is possible to lose a paired mate and not¦go with him or her?"

"Yes. The pairing cannot be undone without death occurring, and it takes several very powerful individuals that know what they are doing to save a paired mate when one dies, but it is possible. Asaria is living proof that it is possible. There are serious psychological hurdles to overcome though. The individual has to have a very strong mind and a will to survive. It takes a lot of loving friends to help one through the initial pain and shock."

"Well I hope I never have to endure that. If I lost Jake¦I wouldn't want to go on."

"See, that would result in your death. You have to have the will to go on or the process will not work."

"So then it's true that if I¦if something happens to one of us the other will soon join?"

"If you are truly paired as I know it, then yes. Within a day or two the other will die as well. You two are joined permanently in life and in death."

"Well, I'm not absolutely sure we were before, but after this." Laurel clasped her hands over her lower belly and looked down at it. "I am positive we are now."

"There was a flash of light and the feeling of melting into one another?" Oberot Asked.

"Yes. A couple of times in fact."

"That is the life pairing without question. It must have happened every time you two¦it is a very beautiful thing but it has its serious repercussions."

"But we experienced something similar before we ever¦physically joined last night."

"Really? I know Asaria mentioned that in her report but I have never heard of such a thing being possible. Especially with ones so young."

"Well, trust me it is possible. I got very¦stressed if I was away from him for very long. Our AI said the symptoms could have turned fatal if any separation had gone much past five or six hours."

"That is definitely a life pairing. I've just never heard of it occurring without physically joining first. You two must be particularly gifted at the deep sharing of spirits."

"Or maybe we just love each other that deeply and that completely?"

"I suppose that is possible. Love is a particularly powerful emotion. It is the key to all of your abilities working to their fullest potential."

"Is that why only three people in love with each other could make the transmitter work?"

"Yes. The fact that you encouraged Korica to share her deepest feelings with you and you in turn shared yours with her allowing her to fall in love with you both is beyond astonishing. The instinct it took to allow that to take place without having any idea it would be necessary in order to make your chair work just goes to prove you are particularly gifted. All three of you are. You have keen instincts and an amazing love for one another. You are very lucky to have Korica here so deep in your hearts and she is very lucky to have you two so deep in her heart. Fate has smiled kindly on you three so far."

"Well, we are the lucky ones to have met her. She is an absolute joy and an inspiration to be close to her. She has enriched our lives and continues to amaze us and make us proud of her."

"Ooh. Thank you Laurel. I love you guys too." Korica said with teary eyes.

"I can feel the genuine love you three have for each other. It will make the process of combining your essence into the living ship that much easier."

"We have much to think about Oberot. Thank you for taking the time to sit with us so we could get to know you." Laurel said.

"You're welcome. I am so glad I got to meet you three at such a young age. You three are extraordinary individuals at any age."

"Thank you Oberot. We will see you at the Farqua station." Jake said.

With that all four of them stood up and Oberot closed his eyes and simply evaporated and his grassy chair morphed flat into the ground. The three took each others hands and closed their eyes and they felt a dizzy spinning sensation and they suddenly found themselves in the scanner relay compartment holding hands and Korica was panting trying to get enough air into her lungs.

Once the fog cleared from her mind and her vision cleared up, Laurel leaned forward and took her halo off and looked over at Korica. Korica was breathing hard enough to make Laurel a little uncomfortable. She watched her for minute until she looked to finally be getting enough air and Korica managed a small grin and nodded a couple of times to signal she was ok.

"Mark, are you monitoring us?" Laurel called out.

The overhead speaker popped and Mark's voice rang out into the room.

"Yah cap. I'm here. I thought you said it would only be a few seconds."

"Sorry, we had to wait until our guest showed up before Korica could compress time. How is she doing? Any signs of traumatic readings?"

"No, not really. She was up to one hundred twelve respirations a minute and her pulse was a hundred thirty five beats a minute. Her blood pressure was little high, but not dangerously so. Her saturation levels were perfect and body temp only rose one degree. I wouldn't want to see her keep that pace for very long though."

"How long were we in?"

"About five minutes."

"Good. We still have plenty of time."

Laurel slid out of her seat and stepped over in front of Korica and waited for her to slow her breathing to a fairly normal pace then she lifted the halo off her head and then put her hand out for her to use as she climbed out her seat. By this point Jake was already out of his seat and standing next to Laurel.

"You two go ahead and join Mark on the bridge. I have to go to the med deck. I'll meet you up there when I'm done." Laurel said.

Jake and Korica made their way to the elevator and Laurel used the stairs to go up one flight to the med deck. When she arrived at med bay one and stepped in she froze for a moment and just stood with her hand on her belly while she enjoyed the last few moments of knowing she was carrying Jake's baby inside her.

"Are you experiencing any discomfort Laurel?" The AI asked of her.

"No. I just didn't realize being pregnant would affect me so profoundly. I hadn't thought about the psychological affect."

"If it's any comfort you are only putting off the delivery date, not terminating the baby."

"That actually helps a great deal. How¦what's the likelihood of something going wrong with the extraction?"

"Very unlikely. We have done this before many times Laurel and none of the eggs have been lost except the one damaged by radiation while you were working out in space for prolonged periods. The only difference this time is that cell division has begun."

Laurel took a deep breath and got undressed and climbed up onto the exam table and put her feet up in the stirrups. As the manipulator arm rose up and started to move in on her crotch as usual she reached down and pulled herself open for the laparoscope's guide. As the guide's camera closed in on her opening the manipulator arm stopped for a moment then continued on its path until it was resting up against her opening. As the laparoscope started to feed out into her vaginal cavity the AI told her what the delay was for.

"Laurel, you engaged in intercourse approximately fifteen hours ago?"

"Yes, there about. Why?"

"Look up at the control panel next to the MRI and I will show you why I ask."

Laurel slid her head to the side and looked back and up at the display and she could see an image of her vaginal opening up very close. Her hymen was highlighted and blinking in yellow.

"This is your hymen as it appeared during every previous exam."

"Yah, ok."

"This is the image just taken of your hymen."

The screen flashed and a new image appeared and her hymen was again highlighted and blinking in yellow. This time the hymen looked a little darker and thicker.

"Ok. So it's a little darker. What's the significance?"

"Laurel, your hymen should have been perforated and sitting in a different position and there should have been evidence of penetration around the vaginal opening at three and twelve o'clock but there is no such evidence. Your body has healed all evidence of penetration. If I were examining you to determine your virginity status I would conclude that you were still a virgin."

"Whoa, wait¦I think I know where you are going with this. Are you saying the next time I make love to Jake it will be as painful as the first time?"

"Unknown. I would conclude that it is highly likely though. With the amount of thickening of your hymen I do not believe it will be perforated or torn though. Did you experience discomfort during your sexual encounter?"

"Yes. It hurt like hell at first. The pain subsided after a minute and the rest of the experience was incredible. I never knew it would be so¦moving¦and intensely pleasurable. I don't want to bleed or experience that kind of pain again though."

"Your body is obviously healing your hymen as rapidly as it would any other injury. Perhaps your body will adapt with repeated penetration to a point where the discomfort is minimal. Your body is simply trying to restore itself to the condition it was in prior to the injury occurring. I have reached the egg, would you like to see it before it is removed?"

"Yes, please."

The screen flashed and changed to a live image inside her uterus with an egg filling almost the whole screen sitting in a bright pink fold of her uterine wall. The egg looked just like all the others collected except it was darker in its core.

"It doesn't look all that different from all the other times." Laurel said looking at it intently.

"It is only a collection of several hundred cells at this point Laurel. It is a life though."

As the laparoscope drew up to the egg as it was about to be drawn up, Laurel could distinctly make out several individual cell walls within the egg and they were moving around as cell division was continuing to occur. The egg then moved a little and disappeared from the screen and Laurel looked away and considered how she felt. She reminded herself that the life would be preserved just as she had been in stasis and she couldn't help but wonder what the baby would look like when she decided to bring it to term.

Laurel then had an idea before she was flushed out.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel."

"I want you to run a genetic sequence on Jake and I. I want you to look closely at our DNA for any anomalies or evidence of manipulation. I want to be sure he and I are the way we are naturally and not as the result of tampering or manipulation of our genetic coding."

"I will need a sample from Jake in order to proceed as you requested."

"You have it right there inside me. His DNA should be everywhere."

"Right. I should have thought of that. Understood. I will do as you requested and I will let you know when I have the results. It would help if I had a sample of your mother and fathers DNA to use as origin comparison."

"Well, his father and my mother are in stasis, that will have to do."

"Understood."

The AI then flushed Laurel's uterus and vaginal cavity with sterile distilled water and collected the water after to strain out Jake's sperm and then performed the usual hormone and saline treatment for Laurel. She was left with a warm comfortable feeling deep inside her. The laparoscope then withdrew itself and the AI announced that it was finished and Laurel could get dressed.

She got dressed and left for the bridge feeling just a little empty in her heart. She really liked how special it made her feel to know she was pregnant with Jake's baby. She knew she had to get over the psychological affects quickly if she wasn't going to suffer any lingering depression.

When she did get back on the bridge the first thing she noticed was that Korica seemed very uncomfortable and she was holding one hand on her lower stomach as she was working at the science station mapping stars to pass the time.

"Do you have an upset tummy Korica?" Laurel asked as she took her seat.

"No." Korica said bluntly.

In a flash Laurel realized what the problem was. Before she even logged in she pushed her control panels back out of the way and walked over to Korica and touched her on the shoulder.

"Come with me honey." Laurel said.

Korica logged off without saying a word and followed Laurel over to her quarters. The two stepped over to the bed and Laurel sat down and Korica stood right in front of her between her knees and remained standing.

"Are you feeling cramps baby?"

"Uh huh. It hurts bad. It started about ten minutes ago and won't stop. It comes in waves and it keeps getting stronger. It hurts to sit."

"Oh I don't miss that. Have you taken the necessary steps to contain the bleeding when it starts?"

"No. It just started to hurt. I didn't want to move around."

"Go into my bathroom over there and you'll find what you need in a silver box hanging on the wall by the toilet. Get yourself ready for what's coming and then come and lie down for a while. I will have the computer bring you something for the cramps. Remember I had the computer work on something just for you?"

"That's right, I forgot about that. Thank you Laurel. I knew this was going to happen eventually but I was hoping it would be a while before it did."

"You're welcome sweetie. This is just all part of you becoming a woman. I was a little younger than you when I had this happen to me the first time."

Korica went into the bathroom and prepared herself for the inevitable bleeding that would follow. Laurel had already asked the AI to bring a couple pills for the cramps to her quarters and was sitting on the bed waiting for Korica when she came out of the bathroom. Korica stepped past her and gently crawled up onto the bed and laid down on her side and looked over at Laurel with a very pained look on her face.

"I'm sorry you're in pain baby. You want me to stay with you for a while?"

"No. I know you got stuff to do."

"I always have time for you Korica. We have almost an hour until our escort arrives."

"If you could just stay until the medicine arrives that would be nice."

"You got it."

Laurel turned side ways on the edge of the bed with one leg up on the bed and the other over the edge with her foot on the floor. She gently stroked Korica's head as she watched her wince up every time a cramp took hold of her then let go. After another minute a servo drone popped out of its slot in the wall carrying a small square silver serving platter with three pills on it and in the other manipulator hand was a small container of electrolyte infused water. Laurel scooped up the pills and handed them to Korica who sat up and popped them in her mouth. Laurel then unscrewed the lid on the container of water and handed it to Korica who chugged it back washing the pills down.

Korica then handed the container back to Laurel who in turn handed to the servo drone and asked for another to be brought and for it be placed on the night table next to the bed. The servo drone beeped twice quietly confirming receipt of the instruction and then it turned and disappeared back into its slot in the wall. Laurel then leaned over and kissed Korica on the cheek.

"You sure you don't want me to stay?"

"No. It's ok. I feel safe in here. I know no one can get through these walls and grab me. I saw what happened to that bounty hunter that tried to get you. He got knocked on his butt. As soon as these pills kick in and the cramps go away I promise I will come back and resume my duties."

"Well, you take all the time you need baby. There's no rush."

"Kay. Thank you Laurel. Thank you for being here for me."

"You're welcome sweetheart. I'll always be here for you. I love you my beautiful little Korica." Laurel leaned in and kissed her cheek again.

Laurel then got up and went back over to the bridge. She stopped just inside the door and looked over at the damage control board for a moment, then went over and turned it on and looked at the outstanding repairs. She confirmed what Oberot had said, there was a conduit under the stasis ring in section I with a variable reading indicating a possible crack or loose welded coupling. She was tempted for just a moment to go down right at that moment in a cold suit and address the problem, but she remembered her solemn promise to Oberot not to interfere with events as they were destined to occur no matter how scary they were.

She turned off the damage control screen and took a deep breath then went back to her seat and pulled her control panels back in front of herself and immediately logged in and brought up the passenger manifest. She scanned down to the R's and sure enough she found Korica's mate listed. Reynolds Tamaric, section I chamber 144. She looked at his name for a few minutes just staring at it, and realized this and the outstanding repair right below his chamber meant Oberot was telling the truth about everything. As crazy as it all sounded, it had to be true. There was just no way Oberot could have know about Tamaric and the cracked conduit.

Laurel slid the part of the manifest she was looking at up onto the main view screen and got Jake's attention with a push of her emotions for him. He put his hand to his stomach as it tickled a little and looked over at Laurel who just pointed to the view screen. Jake turned and looked at it.

"Well I'll be damned! There he is."

Mark looked over at the view screen then looked at Jake.

"There who is? Who is Tamaric Reynolds?"

Jake looked him straight in the eyes.

"That's Korica's husband, or at least he will be."

"No way!" Mark said as he looked back at the giant blinking name on the view screen.

"Oberot said he would be onboard and that he and Korica would meet at a very young age and fall in love at first sight." Jake said.

"What do we know about this kid?"

Laurel zoomed out of the manifest and touched the family bio menu. It brought up his lineage and place of birth among other things. He was born in Perth Australia, his age was 10.1 when he boarded, he has aged to 11.2 while in stasis, mother Clara, father Liam, Father born and raised in USA mother born and raised in AUS. Both parents worked in production of stasis chambers and support structures for the stasis ring as well as power couplings for gravity drives in cargo and personnel shuttles for Future project.

Laurel grinned and sent the bio information to the view screen in her quarters knowing the bright light when the screen came to life would eventually get Korica's attention. Mark suddenly looked around thinking Korica was standing next to Laurel for some reason and now realized she never came back when her and Laurel stepped out to talk.

"Where's is Korica?" Mark asked looking at Laurel.

"She's lying down in my quarters." Laurel replied.

"She doesn't usually get tired in the middle of the day."

"She's not sleeping. She's¦it's female stuff. It hurts to sit upright."

"Oh fu¦she's cramping?"

"Yep. Our little girl is growing up. The AI gave her something that should ease her discomfort."

"Poor thing. I'm sure glad I aint a girl. That stuff would piss me off to have to go through every month."

"She's not exactly thrilled about it, but she is to sweet to cop an attitude over it."

"So, this is supposed to be the man of her dreams?" Mark asked pointing to the view screen at the front of the bridge.

"That's what Oberot says. There is no way he could have known this boy was onboard. As farfetched as it seems, it must be true. He said he makes Korica very happy according to me."

"I assume you mean the future you?"

"Yes. This me has no idea what he is like. Jake did you tell him everything Oberot said?"

"Yes, but I left this out until we knew for sure that he existed."

"I see. Well, according to Oberot they are going to have a couple kids together."

"Really? Not soon I hope."

"No, I don't think so. They are still just kids. They might¦experiment with one another, but they won't have kids until I find a way to make it possible if you can believe that. She is an alien after all."

"That's right. I'm so used to her I forget that she's not really one of us."

"Mark!" Laurel exclaimed in shock.

"You know what I meant. She's not Human. She's one of our family, just not one of our kind."

"I don't ever want you to let her hear you say that Mark. You would break her heart if she thought for a moment that you don't accept her as one of us."

"You're right, sorry cap, that's not what I meant but it did come out sounding bad. I guess I'm just going to have to keep an eye on this kid and make sure he doesn't lay a hand on our Korica."

"Well now, in an inappropriate or unwanted manner yes absolutely, but if she comes to accept and possibly want him touching her, you can't interfere. It will mean she has gotten past what was done to her. I don't want you to make her feel like it is dirty or wrong between people that love each other."

"What? I don't want anyone touching my little Korica."

"Mark, I know you love her and want to protect her but scaring the crap out of her future husband is not going to help do anything but alienate her from you. If you want to continue to have a close loving relationship with her, you will have to give her and Tamaric their own space to get to know each other on their own terms, not yours."

"I'll try and be nice, but I'm not crazy about the idea of him¦"

"If she comes to you and says he is doing something that she doesn't like, then you can say something to him. Other than that you have to keep your cool and let them be."

"Alright. I'll try and be accepting."

"Good man."

Just then the door to the bridge opened and Korica stepped in.

"You found him! He's really here! Can we go see him Captain Laurel? Please?"

"You sure you're feeling up to it honey?"

"Yah. The pills made me dizzy for a few moments then the pain faded. I really want to go see Tamaric. Please?"

"Ok sweetie. You guys mind watching the bridge for a few minutes?"

"Naw. Go ahead babe." Jake said.

Laurel logged off and pushed her control panels to the side and stood up then walked over to Korica and took her hand and the two headed for the stasis ring. Laurel was a little surprised how excited Korica was to go see her future mate. She never realized how much she craved the company of someone her own age.

When the two exited the elevator on the stasis ring both started walking toward the civilian section until they found the I section then walked along until they got to chamber 143. Laurel stopped and looked over at Korica.

"You ready for this honey?"

Korica took a deep breath and let it out and smiled.

"I'm ready."

Laurel let go of her hand and let her take the lead. Korica walked slowly up to chamber number 144 and stepped in beside it. As Korica stepped in close Laurel reached above her and turned on the overhead light. Korica grinned as she looked in and caught the first sight of her future mate. Korica's first impression was that he looked small in a chamber big enough for a man over six feet tall. He was submerged in stasis fluid but Korica could clearly make out his features and her face lit up. He had the metal mesh cap on so she couldn't see his hair color but he wasn't scrawny by any means and he was very cute to her. She stared at his cute face for a few moments enthralled with the idea of getting to know him. Korica finally turned and looked up at Laurel.

"He's really cute!" Korica said smiling big.

"He certainly is honey. You really know how to choose em'" Laurel said grinning back.

Korica looked back at his face then leaned in close and put her hands up on the side of the clear crystalline.

"Hi Tamaric. I'm your¦I will be your girlfriend, Korica."

Korica then looked down to his toes and back only then noticing that he was naked. She quickly moved back and looked at Laurel.

"Is it wrong that I see him naked and like what I see?"

"Korica!"

"No not his¦I don't mean I like that in particular. I just mean I like his looks. He looks strong and healthy and he has a kind and very cute face. When I look at him, my heart pounds fast."

"Really? He makes your heart flutter?"

Korica looked back at Tamaric and as she leaned in a little her heart started beating faster as she continued to stare at him.

"Yah¦he excites me and I feel¦nervous¦down here." Korica put her hand on her stomach.

Laurel put her hand up to her mouth for a moment. She remembered that exact same feeling the first time she saw Jake. She later found it was love at first sight.

"Honey, that's love at first sight."

"Really?"

Korica looked back at Tamaric and again felt the rush of her blood pumping faster and she could tell her cheeks felt hot.

"I really like him. I don't know if this is love at first sight or not, but I like it. It feels neat."

"Congratulations sweetie, he's a winner. I really like him too."

"Can we bring him out?"

"No baby. We can't just bring people out for no reason."

"But Oberot said we would meet at a very young age. I really want to meet to him."

"Honey, Oberot considers me very young, it could be another three or four years and Oberot would still see you as very young."

Korica looked back at Tamaric and again her pulse quickened and she giggled quietly at the butterflies he elicited in her stomach. She was convinced he was the one for her. She had never experienced this kind of reaction to just looking at a boy sleeping. She looked down his body again to his legs that looked very strong and healthy and down to his feet that looked even and firm. She then looked back up his legs to his stomach. He had a good strong build and she felt he would keep her safe. She looked up to his arms, which looked fairly well developed for a boy Tamaric's age and she thought he would give good strong hugs. She leaned back and looked at his face again and grinned then Laurel startled her slightly.

"You ready to head back sweetie?" Laurel said as she put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"Can we stay just a few minutes longer? I really like looking at him."

"Ok, but just a few minutes. We have to get ready for our escort to arrive."

Korica leaned in closer loving the feeling it brought up in her tummy and he really was pleasing to look at. She crossed her arms on the edge of Tamaric's chamber and just stared at his face trying to memorize every line and every characteristic of his face. She glanced down him to his feet a few times and then back to his adorable face. After a couple of minutes Laurel touched her shoulder again and told her they really had to go.

"Can I come back and see him again?"

"Not alone baby. Not until we get to the Farqua station anyway."

"Awwe." Korica sounded very disappointed.

"Tell you what, have a servo drone with a high res camera sent down here and you can look at him from the command deck anytime you want."

"Hay! That's a great idea!" Korica said standing back up straight as Laurel turned the overhead light off.

The two then made their way back up to the command deck. When they entered the bridge Mark said, "Five minutes to contact cap." As Laurel took her seat and logged in Mark watched Korica walk by with bright pink cheeks and a huge grin on her face.

"I take it he's a keeper?" Mark said.

"Oh yah! He's hot." Korica shot her hand up to her mouth once she realized what she just said and blushed so hard even her nose turned pink.

Mark looked over at Laurel.

"He is very cute Mark. She really likes him."

"Yah, I got that!"

Laurel grinned big and went back to her controls as did Mark. Laurel realized Jake had reengaged the engines and that was why the time to contact had drastically changed since she last checked. Laurel touched the icon to shut down the antimatter reactors and the security protocols simultaneously. She then looked over to Jake.

"Jake, please take the engines off line. Just let the Future coast until we make contact."

"Eye captain."

Jake gently lowered the thrust slider with his fingertip to 0% power then initiated the shut down process. The Future immediately started to loose forward speed though it was a slow drop in speed. Laurel asked Mark to put the forward view up on the main view screen so everyone could see the approaching craft.

Korica was the first to recognize the smaller craft as ones they had seen before.

"Captain Laurel, isn't that the same ship as our bug friend?"

"You may be right Korica. Why didn't I see that? No wonder they returned as organic and non-metallic. Mark can you zoom in on one of the smaller craft please?"

"The resolution won't be very good with main power cut in half. The enhanced scanners are off line, but I'll do my best."

Mark took aim at one of the craft and started to use the visual scanners to zoom in as best as possible. As he feared the image quality was terrible with how far away the craft were and with the fact the ships weren't broadcasting much if any light but it was enough to confirm Korica's suspicions as correct. There was no doubt as to the shape of the craft and the menacing gun turrets all along the side of the craft. Laurel was a little nervous that there were seven craft this time instead of one.

As the craft drew closer Mark slowly brought the zoom out and the details of the craft became clearer and clearer. Mark finally brought the image back far enough to see all eight of craft including the enormous jump drive. As the craft drew up on the Future they separated from their tight formation and took up position in a perfect six point star pattern just ahead of the Future and one craft rushed past the forward view and took up a position directly behind the Future. Once the craft all reached their ideal position the huge jump drive took up a position in the middle of the six-point formation only one thousand yards away from the bow of the Future and slowly began pivoting as the Future and all eight craft continued zipping along at 6 times the speed of light.

The entire crew finally got a good look down the side of the jump drive. It had an alternating checkerboard pattern of purple and bright chrome looking square panels. The craft had a roughly jar shape to it with absolutely no windows, markings, or protrusions. The entire craft was several hundred feet long and over a hundred feet tall. The ends of the craft were domed slightly outwards. Laurel assumed the strange purple tiles must be some kind of collector tiles, like solar panels except these collected vacuum energy somehow and directed it into the interior of the craft.

Everyone was captivated by the sight on the view screen until the jump drive completed its maneuver and that's when Korica noticed a hale coming in over at the communication station. She got up and moved over to the communication station and immediately recognized the strange characters as the same ones they had seen on their last encounter with the mantis looking creature. Korica did a quick comparison to make sure and it was an exact match making her smile.

"It's definitely our friend captain Laurel. Do I have your permission to open a channel and send our bridge video to him?"

"Go ahead Korica." Laurel replied.

Korica opened the channel and put the video signal up on the main view screen. When the screen came to life there was a very tall image of the mantis creature they had encountered before. Laurel smiled big and waved from right to left in one sweeping motion with her hand and the creature returned the gesture confirming that it was their friend. He then bowed to Laurel and made a couple of chirps from under his wings and Laurel returned the bow then stood up. The creature then made a double gesture with one of his arms for her to sit back down and then the creature crossed its arms in front of itself and drew its arms in and Laurel listened to what she sensed from him and in an instant she understood he meant hold on there is going to be a tugging feeling to follow.

Laurel immediately opened a channel to the passenger deck and told everyone to spread the word for everyone to sit down wherever they happened to be standing, they were about to be pulled to a very high speed by their escort to the elder race and it was going to be a rough ride. The view screen then went blank and the entire Future shuttered as though someone grabbed the entire ship and shook it back and forth a little.

All four of the crew looked at each other and then there was suddenly an intense feeling of acceleration for a moment before the inertial dampers washed the feeling away making Korica almost fall out of her seat as she was completely taken by surprise. Jake readjusted himself in his seat and looked at Laurel with a look of concern. Laurel looked over to Korica.

"You ok baby?"

"Yah, I'm ok. That scared the crap out of me though."

"Take the guidance station honey. Tell me what our speed is."

"Korica moved over to the guidance and navigation station and logged on and immediately checked their position and speed. Her mouth dropped open as she looked at the readings.

"We¦we just past three hundred times the speed of light and we are still accelerating rapidly."

"Are you sure Korica?"

"Well yah. All I have to do is read the numbers. I can't screw it up with bad math."

Korica mirrored her readings up onto the main viewer next to the forward view. Everyone watch in amazement as the stars visible turned into streaks of rainbow colored light and the velocity passed four hundred times the speed of light with no signs of slowing in acceleration. All four just watched as the numbers finally passed one thousand times the speed of light and the view outside started to look like a tunnel of blue and white light corkscrewing around the Future.

"Mark, what's the radiation level like?" Laurel asked.

It took Mark a second to break his stare off of the view screen. When he checked the radiation levels he was detecting the strange energy radiating all around the Future but nothing was penetrating the hull that was of any significant level.

"We're good cap. Radiation levels are only one percent above normal background levels."

"Thank you Mark."

The four went back to staring at the numbers, as they seemed to be climbing even faster now. As their speed passed two thousand times the speed of light Laurel began to worry whether or not the Future could withstand the stress of traveling so fast without coming apart. She checked the hull stress factors and structural reinforcing fields and she was amazed to find the levels only ten percent above normal threshold tolerances.

As their speed approached two thousand five hundred times the speed of light their acceleration factor began to slow and just as they passed the twenty five hundred times the speed of light there was an intense flashing outside and a shuddering that reverberated through the Future and all of a sudden the guidance readings went blank and their forward speed began to slow. The numbers began to drop rapidly and an intense feeling of deceleration was felt before the inertial dampers again washed the feeling away.

The forward view was now completely different as the swirling vortex dissipated and stars could be made out again. The first thing Laurel noticed was the fact that the entire galaxy couldn't be discerned any longer. They were obviously deep inside the galaxy now. It took another couple of minutes of intense deceleration before the guidance came back online. As the forward speed dropped below fifty times the speed of light there was another intense shudder that shook through the entire ship as their tow released their grip on the Future and started to drift off ahead of the Future.

They watched as the jump drive drew further and further away and the other seven craft assumed their original formation around the jump drive and kept creeping further and further away. Korica suddenly noticed another hale coming in so she moved over to the communication station and opened the channel after looking at Laurel and getting an obligatory nod.

Their mantis friend stood facing them and gave a slight bow and waved his arm from right to left. Laurel returned the gesture and then gave a push of her warm feelings of gratitude. The creature gave two quick chirps and then the screen went blank.

"Korica can you give us a precise fix on our location sweetie?"

"Sure give me a second. I was mapping stars earlier so I should be able to plot where we are easy enough."

Korica moved back over to the science station and started plotting the nearby stars.

"Jake can you bring us down to a reasonable speed?"

Laurel turned the antimatter reactors back on and power levels immediately jumped back up to normal levels and the enhanced scanners came back online for Mark. Korica had a plotting solution and immediately moved back over to the guidance and navigation station.

"We're here captain Laurel." Korica said.

"What? We're here where?"

"Look."

Korica turned the forward view screen back on. There was a vast field of distant stars and Laurel didn't understand until Korica slowly swung the Future around as Jake used the gravitational drive to slow their speed down to sub light speed. A very bright and fairly close sun started to fill the forward viewer making everyone shield their eyes until the computer compensated and dimmed the view screen. As the sun kept rotating by a distant planet suddenly came into view and it was only one million miles away.

"Mark, what are you getting for readings?" Laurel asked.

"It's about twenty six thousand miles in circumference and has absolutely no atmosphere. The crust seems to be rocky with high levels of metal oxides and¦what the hell? Hold on cap, something isn't right here. The planet appears to only be a couple of months old. That can't be right. Something must be jacked up with the sensors."

"Wait, if this is supposed to be a twin star system where is the other sun?"

"It's directly behind the sun we just saw. This would be the equivalent of a solar winter on that planet if it had an atmosphere captain Laurel."

"Is this the origin point of the signals we have been receiving from the elder race?"

"Yep. The signal has been coming from somewhere in orbit around that planet." Korica said.

"Jake take us in at maximum sub light please. Mark I don't think your sensors are wrong. It is called the Farqua research and terra forming station. What if they are terra forming entire solar systems, not just planets?"

"Come on! An entire solar system?"

"You have to keep an open mind Mark. We have recently found out that you can talk without words, share feelings with other people from a great distance, time travel is real and possible, why not making entire planetary systems?"

"I suppose that's true. Truth is stranger than science fiction?"

"Exactly."

It took another ten minutes to reach the planet and slow down and begin to orbit around the planet at an altitude of one thousand miles using the planets gravity to sling shot them around it. As they came around to the sun lit side of the planet the sensors suddenly lit up with enormous energy readings coming from a small moon just coming into view. The strange thing was the fact that the moon was coming back as metallic and mostly hollow with millions of passages and compartments. As the moon came further into view Mark looked at the main view screen and leaned back in his seat.

"Well holy shit, will you get a load of that." Mark said.


Chapter 12 The Station

––––––––

THE STATION

The station was completely spherical except for an enormous building with skyscrapers coming out of the top of it perched on top of the station just as Oberot had indicated would be present. The station in fact looked just like Earths moon minus the craters. The building perched on its top was square with rounded corners and on one side there was a parabolic indentation that was hundreds of miles in diameter with a cone shaped projection coming out of the middle of it. There were two giant slits running up and down from the center of the indentation and the interior of the parabolic formation was jet-black in color like it had been scorched. The entire building reminded Laurel of a castle keep. One side of the building had a ramp coming out of its lower corner leading down to the surface of the station. The skyscrapers twisted slightly in a spiral design as they stretched straight up into space and at the tip of the tallest skyscraper was an enormous sphere with a pointed spire coming out of the top of it.

"Mark, what's your readings telling us about this moon?" Laurel asked.

"Well first of all, it's not a moon. It is comprised of some kind of alloy like nothing I've ever seen before. It seems to have a layer of dirt for lack of a better term covering the entire surface to a depth of several feet in most places but the crust is completely metallic and several feet thick. It will take a few minutes to count all the life forms in the station but preliminarily I would guess there to be a little over a million¦people onboard the station. This thing is almost completely hollow though. There seems to be some kind of huge cavity right in its core. I am picking up energy reading that are off the scale. That thing is producing as much energy as a small star. On the backside of that building is what I would guess to be a docking station. There are a couple of concealed doors. That building at the base of those twisting skyscrapers is over a thousand miles wide on every side and close to seven hundred miles tall. The tallest of the five skyscrapers is over a thousand miles high."

"How on earth would something this large be built? It must have taken years, heck centuries." Laurel said.

"Well, if you live four or five centuries that wouldn't be such a problem would it?" Korica asked.

"Good point. I guess I'm stuck with the idea of only a hundred if your lucky." Laurel said.

"But captain Laurel, Oberot said he had a relationship with you until you were two hundred and fourty years old before you stopped communicating with him."

"Yah, that's true, but most humans don't live nearly that long sweetie."

"Well I'm sure glad you're going to."

"Thank you Korica. Can you check and see if we are detecting any signals?"

"Sure."

Korica moved back over to the communication station and began listening for obvious audio signals. She was detected quite a few internal communications in languages she didn't recognize but none were directed at the Future or out into space at all. After separating the collage of voices into separate bandwidths she managed to find some communications in languages she did recognize.

"I've got some internal chatter about us captain. They definitely know we are here¦Oberot has been called to the um¦sorry no translation available. He is¦finishing his meeting with Gordan Peltro¦Captain one of the girls on the Future has the last name of Peltro. I wonder if they are related?"

"I guess it's possible. Oberot did say a number of prominent families were here in hopes we had their little girls on board. Can you tell what they want to do with us?"

"Not really. Most of the voices I am picking up are speaking in languages I don't know. There is an awful lot of internal communicating going on too. Let me see if I can't pull out something useful."

As the Future orbited around the planet and drew closer to the station it came into full view and the shadow being cast onto the bottom of the station mad the bottom third of the station seem to just disappear into darkness like it wasn't even there. Laurel was a little concerned about the abilities of the station to scan the Future just as like they were scanning the station.

"Mark are you detecting any scanning beams or strange energy fields penetrating the Future?"

"Oh yah. We've been scanned almost from the moment we entered this solar system."

"What about the passenger level? Are they able to see the girls?"

"No, I don't think so. The electrostatic field is at its highest level possible and it seems to be scattering their attempts to scan the interior of the passenger decks. I'm not detecting any scanning beams on the inside of the field. I'm sure the scans performed by our friends that towed us here were relayed to these guys so they know we have the girls and how many there are and roughly where they are but they can't see them right now."

"Good. I still feel a sense of responsibility for keeping them safe and private. Korica, do you suppose that station would be able to here our internal communications they way we are theirs?"

"It's probably a good guess that they would. We don't use wireless communications for exactly that reason, but they might have sensors that are sensitive enough to detect the vibrations coming form the speakers. The magnets in the speakers do produce a very tiny electromagnetic field to make the coils vibrate the speaker elements and I would assume that is detectible."

Laurel just stared at her for a second or two then shook off her amazement.

"You are just so smart Korica. I'm glad you're here. We will notify the girls in person that we have arrived. Jake keep us in orbit around the planet. How far away is that station orbiting?"

Mark did a quick check of the distance.

"It's about two hundred and fourty eight thousand miles away from the surface of the planet."

"That's a good distance to maintain until we are invited to come closer. Are you detecting any other vessels in the area?"

"No, not exactly. Not overtly anyway. I am reading some odd distortions in the area similar to what Korica's friend Holon's ship produced."

"Really? How many and how close?" Laurel sounded concerned.

"Around a dozen or so but they aren't very close relatively speaking. The closest is three hundred thousand miles out. I don't think it's anything we have to worry about cap. I would disguise some ships in the area too, in order to act as security for the station if I were in charge of security. If the Hodong made a run at this place they could be dispatched in a hurry and I'm sure they aren't the only hostile race in this galaxy that would love to raid this station."

"I suppose that makes a lot of sense. You'll let me know if any of the distortions get close?"

"Absolutely. I wouldn't be doing my job if I didn't cap."

"Korica go ahead and open a channel for me. We may as well announce our presence even though we have no doubt they know we're here."

"Yes mam."

Korica opened a narrowband channel for Laurel including video from the bridge then nodded at Laurel when the channel was open.

"Farqua station, this is captain Laurel Kade onboard the Earth vessel Future."

There were a few minutes of anxious silence before a return signal was detected. Korica directed the signal through a filter then sent the video portion up to the main view screen at the front of the bridge. When the view screen came to life there was a very attractive young man dressed just like Oberot and Asaria had been in a brown uniform of sorts with dark brown shoulder boards and a white shirt under his jacket. He had bright blue eyes and very bright blond hair that was well groomed and parted in the middle with his bangs swept back. He didn't look to be much more than twenty years old but Laurel knew with the long life span of the elder race he could be as many as a hundred years old and one wouldn't ever know it.

"Captain Kade, welcome to the Altek system. I am Servon. We have been expecting you. Oberot will be with you shortly. He is attending to a delicate matter at the moment but he sent word to tell you he is pleased you arrived safely and he is looking forward to meeting you and your crew in person. Please maintain your current orbit of Altek and we will contact you with approach instructions when the time is right."

"You speak English? That's a little surprising."

"Oberot has gone to a lot of trouble to prepare the station for your arrival. English and Hiram have been disseminated to almost all of the station personnel you will be in contact with in order to make you feel comfortable. If you need anything, please call for us on this frequency. We are to make every resource available to you without question or payment. You and your crew are celebrities and heroes around here. The Humans from the Milky Way who came and rescued our young. You have no idea how¦relieved some of us are to see your vessel finally orbiting close by."

"Thank you. I didn't realize the whole station would be on alert for our arrival."

"Oh yes. We stopped our terra-forming project in order to double our efforts to prepare for your arrival. The new oni anquis tock bee day oh is ready when you are."

"I see. We will maintain our orbit as you instructed and wait for word from Oberot. Thank you Servon, captain Kade out."

Laurel nodded to Korica and she closed the channel.

"Korica, you think you can put us in a stable orbit around Altek?"

"I¦you really think I should be the one to do this? I've never tried to maneuver us so precisely."

"I'm sure. You need the experience and Jake can back you up. If something goes awry Jake can blast us out of orbit and you can try again."

"Ok. I'll give it a try."

Korica nervously moved back to guidance and navigation and began the orbital insertion maneuvers. Jake switched the maneuvering thruster controls to her station for primary attitude control and stood by the main engines to initiate a quick burst to get them out of orbit if Korica made a mistake.

"Korica, remember there is no atmosphere so you need to ignore the drag compensator. It's going to be looking for atmospheric drag to slow us down but there won't be any. Just use the gravitational drag of the planet instead." Jake said.

"Ok. Thanks."

Korica brought the Future down to an altitude of 600 miles to pick up speed and gave a couple quick bursts of the bow thrusters to level off their decent and ignored the drag compensator warnings of insufficient drag to compensate for forward momentum as Jake suggested. She then gave a quick burst of the main engines to further increase their speed and when she reached 20,000 miles an hour she gave another five second burst of the bow thrusters pulling them up to an altitude of 900 miles at which time she gave a quick burst of the stern thrusters and used the planets gravity to pull the Future into a perfect arcing orbit at a speed of 18,000 miles an hour. She then locked their flight characteristics into the autopilot and turned control over to the AI.

Korica let out a long breath and leaned back in her seat.

"I got us in a perfect equatorial geosynchronous orbit captain Laurel."

"Great job Korica! I knew you could do it. I'm so proud of you sweetie. I'm going to try and give you more time at helm control in the future honey. You're a natural."

"Thanks. That was a little nerve racking. This ship is big and heavy."

Korica smiled big and moved back over to the science station to continue mapping the local stars for future navigation. The four continued their duties until lunchtime rolled around at which time Laurel and Jake went to eat first while Korica and Mark stood watch on the bridge and then Korica and Mark went to eat while Laurel and Jake took the bridge watch.

As if by design, just as Mark and Korica logged back in Oberot sent a hale to the Future. Korica looked at Laurel and she could hear Korica's whispers in her mind so she knew she was reaching out to her. "I think it's Oberot Laurel," she thought. Laurel smiled at her and gave a nod and thought, "Go ahead and put it through". Korica got up and moved over to the communication station and directed the signal through a filter and sent the video portion to the main view screen. When the image popped on Oberot was standing facing the crew with Servon standing behind him working at a control panel.

"Welcome Future crew. I can't tell you how pleased I am to see that you made it safely. Your vessel is truly amazing to see up close. I'm glad it is robust enough to survive the stress of using the jump drive. Not many vessels the size of the Future wouldn't be capable of such a feat."

"Thank you Oberot. I'm very proud of the Future myself. She is a marvel of Human ingenuity. I should introduce you to our chief of security and one of my dearest friends, lieutenant Mark Tillman." Laurel gestured over to Mark with an open palm.

Mark stood up and stepped out next to Laurel's chair and bowed slightly.

"It's a pleasure Chancellor Oberot. Thank you for your kind consideration of my command crew sir."

"It's an honor lieutenant Tillman. I will forward our security measures to you for consideration and I will look for yours concerning my personnel if they are to come aboard the Future. Please just call me Oberot, we don't need formal titles lieutenant."

"Thank you Oberot." Mark touched Laurel's shoulder and then returned to his seat.

"I need you to maintain your current position in orbit around Altek until we finish our preparations for your eventual docking inside the Farqua station."

"Will we be docking in the structure on the surface? We detected a hangar on one side."

"No. You are far to big for that hangar and it's not exactly equipped to furnish your needs. We will be guiding you into the core hangar. We have to move some things around to accommodate you though."

"I see. When will we be appearing before the council?"

"Some of the council members are still away on urgent business. As soon as they are back we will give you an exact time. I have another matter to discuss with you though."

"Oh, and what matter is that?"

"Is there one among the rescued with the last name of Peltro?"

"Actually there is."

"Thank heavens. Would you forward her image please? We have a very distraught father looking for his missing little girl. He is offering a reward if she is with you. I would suggest you not refuse his offer. You would insult his peoples honor and that would not be a good idea." Oberot looked very relieved to hear the news.

"Korica will you send a message to the girls to find the girl with the last name of Peltro and have her come to one of the com panels so we can forward her image?"

"Yes mam."

Korica quietly paged for the girl to come to the com panel while Laurel and Oberot continued to talk.

"Oberot, can you give us an idea of what formal wear is appropriate for this banquette being hosted in our honor? I don't want to offend anyone's sensibilities. Our ideas of formal wear may not be the same as yours."

"Of course. I will send some images of formal wear for men and women in our society. You may want to quiet your minds as well. You are thinking quite loud and many on the station have commented about it."

"I'm sorry Oberot, we had no idea we were doing that. You know we are new to these abilities and we aren't exactly sure how to¦quiet our minds where others won't hear us."

"I forgot how young you three are. I will connect with you three later and instruct you what to do."

"Will we need to use the chair?"

"Oh no. Not with you this close. It will be a simple enough matter to connect with you without any assistance. It will be a private conversation by not using the chair of knowledge."

"Captain Laurel, I have Akira Peltro on the com." Korica announced.

"Go ahead and patch her into the signal honey." Laurel said.

Korica patched the com signal into the transmitted signal and added the com signal image to the lower left corner of the main view screen on the bridge. Laurel was surprised to see the image a very cute little blond with striking green eyes, long flowing blond hair that came down well past her shoulders and bright pink cheeks. She looked to be no older than 12 years old and Laurel guessed she could possibly even be younger than that.

She greeted Oberot in her own language and Oberot immediately looked at a picture of her he was holding in his hand then made a couple of exchanges with Akira in her own language at the end of which Akira put her hands up to her mouth and her eyes teared up. Laurel knew she had obviously been told that her father was on the station waiting for her. After Akira regained her composure she engaged in a couple more exchanges with Oberot and then the com signal switched off.

"Thank you Laurel. Akira was plucked from her home world while walking home from her education center. Her classmates weren't so lucky. Many were¦her entire town was devastated in the attack and there was a great loss of many lives. As you saw by her reaction her father survived, as did her mother and her older sibling. Her father works in the advanced research division of their space travel and exploration agency."

"I am glad the first of hopefully many reunions was a happy one." Laurel said.

"Indeed. Now you can see why you are being heralded as heroes. If you will excuse me, I need to go inform Gordan Peltro that his little angel is safe and will soon be back in his arms."

"I understand. Thank you for taking the time to welcome us Oberot. We will talk later."

Oberot nodded and the view screen went blank. Laurel decided she needed to go down and formally make the announcement to the girls that they were close to the elder race and awaiting docking instructions. Laurel asked the other three to watch the bridge while she went down to the passenger deck. Korica immediately popped up out of her seat and requested permission to join her. Laurel knew she had ulterior motives since they would be so close to the stasis ring but she figured she could use Korica's help as interpreter anyway so she agreed that Korica could accompany her.

The two made their way toward the elevator and Laurel noticed the big grin on Korica's face. She let her enjoy thinking she was getting one over on her for a few minutes longer before confronting her.

"Korica we can only spend a few minutes visiting Tamaric with everything going on, ok?"

Korica looked up at her with a look of surprise.

"Was I that obvious?"

"Pretty much sweetie. I know when you're up to something. If I didn't need your help with making the announcement to the girls, I might not of approved."

"Really?" Korica sounded a little surprised.

"Well¦I might have agreed anyway. I don't like disappointing you."

Korica's smile returned as they finished the ride down to the passenger deck. When the girls arrived on deck one the doors opened and Korica sprang out onto the deck with a thud. Laurel just grinned at the spring in her step knowing she was particularly excited at the thought of seeing Tamaric again even if it's only for a few minutes.

When the electrostatic field dropped around the entrance to the common area door the two stepped into the room and were flooded with girls asking Korica what was going on. Her and Laurel quickly spread the word that they had arrived at the end of their journey. With the help of the other seven girls that spoke English the word spread quickly to everyone. Laurel had word spread that a record of everything that had been done for the girls would be encoded on an information crystal and handed out as they departed and that they were welcome to take their clothes and anything else they wanted with them including the data pads some of the girls had been using to keep a journal of their experience on the Future and with Hodong.

It took some time to convince all the girls to be patient and not to clog up the com channels with to much traffic in an attempt to find out if their families were on the Farqua station waiting for them. Laurel showed the English-speaking girls how to format text only requests and send them up to Korica on the bridge for transmission to the Farqua station. Laurel figured giving them access to the transmitter for voice communication just wasn't a good idea.

After close to an hour the girls were in high spirits and Laurel made the announcement that she and Korica had other business to attend to before they were given docking instructions. The girls gave Laurel and Korica warm hugs and a few even kissed them on the cheeks with tears in their eyes. Their ordeal was close to over but Laurel knew for some it was only the beginning of the next chapter in their lives in which they were on their own.

Once Laurel and Korica were out in the corridor and the door slid shut and the electrostatic field popped back on Korica looked up at Laurel while holding her hand and grinned big.

"Go ahead sweetheart, lead the way."

Korica's grin turned into a big smile and she walked so fast down the corridor toward the stasis ring entrance that Laurel had to fairly run to keep up. Laurel had to tell Korica to slow down going down the corridor as she worried she was going to stumble and trip and hurt herself. She slowed down a little and started walking at a quick but safe pace. By the time they got to the end of the corridor Korica had slowed to a more normal pace as she started to feel a nervous knot in her stomach even though she knew Tamaric would be in deep stasis and completely unaware of their presence.

As they approached the access door to the stasis ring Korica had taken to holding her hand to her stomach. Laurel noticed but though it was her cramps resurging.

"Are your cramps bothering you again sweetie?" Laurel asked putting her hand on her shoulder.

"No. The pills have made those go away completely. I'm¦my stomach tickles. I'm nervous for some reason."

"Nervous? Really? You know he will be sound asleep, right?"

"I know. I can't help it. I'm excited and nervous."

"It sounds like you have a crush on him."

Korica stepped up to the palm scanner and laid her hand on it and had her palm scanned resulting in the door lock popping open and a hiss was heard as the slightly different air pressure rushed in. Korica stepped in and took a deep breath and made her way around the stasis ring to Tamaric's chamber. As she stepped up to the edge of his chamber Laurel turned on the overhead light for her and she was surprised to see Tamaric lying in a dry chamber. She was about to object when she remembered that the fluid in his chambers had to be drained and filtered and the occupant would be brought into a state of light stasis every 30 to 40 days.

She was actually glad because she got a really good look at his face and she thought him even cuter than before. He had very pleasing features and she could now tell that he was actually kind of buff for his age. She stared at his chest for a time before looking back to his face and grinning at how it made her feel to look at him. He really looked sweet to her even though she really had no idea what his personality would be like. All she knew was that she really liked looking at him. She looked down him to his stomach and that was when she noticed that there was a round suction cup looking device connected to a hose completely encasing his cock. Her mouth opened and she leaned back and pointed at it and looked at Laurel.

"His waste has to be collected while his stasis fluid is being replaced. We can't have him peeing in his chamber before he can be re-submerged and put back into deep stasis." Laurel said.

"Oh, right. I should have known that. Sorry I just didn't like seeing something foreign on him."

"Or did you just want to see his¦"

"No! He's cute but I¦wait, you're teasing me, aren't you?"

"Yes. I know you could care less what his thing looks like."

"Well, I've already seen it. He is just fine for my taste."

"You have a preferred size and shape?"

"Stop! You're embarrassing me." Korica's cheeks had turned a bright pink by this point.

"I'm sorry baby. I'm just joking with you. I like seeing you blush."

"It's not nice. It's hard enough to be around someone I like so much while he's naked. I don't need to be teased about it too."

"I'll stop. I'm sorry Korica."

As Korica leaned back in and stared at Tamaric's face the stasis fluid began to flood back into his chamber in a thick gurgling sound. She watched intently as the chamber kept filling up until Tamaric began to float and that's when the collection tube released itself from Tamaric's cock and as it drew back into its compartment Korica looked down and noticed he had an erection and her face turned bright red all the way to the tip of her nose. She leaned back quickly and looked at Laurel.

"Why is he like that Laurel? Did it feel good or something?"

"No honey. The suction draws blood into the cock making it erect like that."

"Oh. I thought¦it gets a lot bigger, doesn't it?"

"I hadn't noticed honey. I guess it's pretty big."

Korica continued to watch Tamaric's face making sure not to look down as the fluid continued to fill the chamber until his face was submerged completely. Laurel touched her shoulder and told her they really had to get going. Korica asked if she could please stay until his stasis fluid hardened. Laurel reluctantly agreed knowing it would only be a few minutes before that happened.

The two stayed for another three minutes at which time the stasis fluid in Tamaric's chamber could be seen to quit quivering when Tamaric would twitch slightly as he passed the deep dream state and slipped into a very deep coma like state and the stasis gel surrounding him hardened in an instant looking more like clear solid tree amber now. His facial features became very distinctive as the stasis fluid could now be seen through like the purest clean fresh water.

"We have to go baby. I'm sorry, I know you really like being close to him, but we have to get back up to the bridge."

"I know."

Korica leaned in and took one last look at Tamaric and smiled.

"I got to go Tamaric. I'll come see you again as soon as I can. Sleep well."

Korica put her hand flat on the clear crystalline cover and smiled. As she leaned back again Laurel turned off the overhead light.

"That's sweet honey. You really like him don't you?"

"I can't explain it. I just feel drawn to him. He makes me¦feel something I never have before. It reminds me of what you feel for Jake but¦different."

Laurel put her hand up to her cheek.

"You got it bad Korica. I can see it in your eyes."

Korica just shrugged and blushed hard. Laurel took her hand in hers and the two made their way back up to the command deck. When they arrived on the bridge Mark pointed to the view screen where they could see a fairly large transport vessel was making it's way past Altek headed straight for the Farqua station. The vessel was white with strange markings near its bulbous bow in a language unlike anything they had ever seen before. It appeared to be the name of vessel. The vessel wasn't very tall but it was extremely long and almost torpedo shaped with two flat wing structures on each side that dipped down at their tips. The craft also had a vertical stabilizer and a tail flaps. The craft had very distinct square panels comprising its outer hull and they appeared to be welded together. There were several rows of round windows running down the side of the craft that were brightly lit from within.

"Korica, do you recognize that ship?" Laurel asked as they were taking their seats.

"Yah. It's Lumerian. My parents hauled cargo for them a couple of times. I didn't know they knew the elder race though."

"Maybe it's the rest of the council returning for our meeting." Jake said.

Korica closed her eyes and furrowed her brow slightly and her head slowly dropped as she concentrated on what she could feel. After a few minutes she opened her eyes and lifted her head.

"There are seven Lumerians, two Dukati, four Similans, three Diterians and three elder race. They knew I was listening in. They said hello in Hiram and said to thank you guys for what you have done to bring all of their young back to them. One of the Lumerians lost his granddaughter when the Hodong attacked the transport she was on. The Hodong left no witnesses so no one knew who had attacked them or why. The rest of them had their home worlds attacked and their young were grabbed."

"They weren't offended by you listening in like that were they?" Laurel asked Korica.

"No, I didn't get that sense. If it had been anyone but us it might have offended them, but I get the feeling we are being given some latitude with what we can get away with."

"Really? How do they know we have the missing Lumerian girl on board?"

"Because I confirmed it for them. We actually have two Lumerians onboard. Neither was¦taken to the back of the detention area, they were only¦well you know what the Hodong do to all the girls when they are first captured. The same thing they did to me."

"I see." Laurel said while bowing her gaze slightly. "So the other Lumerian girl, is her family on that ship too?"

"I don't know for sure. I would assume so though. I was communicating with one of the elder race not the Lumerians."

"I wonder if we should contact Oberot and see if this is the last of the inbound council of a thousand?"

"I think we should wait for him to contact us. If he's in charge of that station he is going to be really busy." Korica said.

"I guess you're right Korica. They just aren't going to have any sense of day or night for us. He could end up calling for us in the middle of the night."

"Why don't we tell them when we go off duty? We could just tell them we are going to be out for thirteen hours."

"No we can't do that sweetie. One of us will have to remain on duty at all times. We can't leave the bridge unattended in such close proximity to an active alien base. It's in the regulations, remember?"

"There's so many of them I forgot about that one."

"It's important that you memorize them all if you are going to be a bridge officer."

"Kay. I'll work on it."

As they were talking Mark detected another inbound ship but this one was traveling using an intense gravity drive and was invisible to the naked eye but Marked tracked it's course and as it rounded Altek he was able to use the enhanced sensors to discern its shape as matching Holon's vessel precisely.

"Cap, I think Korica's friend Holon just dropped into the system."

Laurel looked around the view being displayed but saw nothing.

"Where? I don't see anything out there."

"Here, I'll highlight his ship."

A yellow outline of the gravitational field suddenly appeared on the view screen then a lighter red outline of Holon's ship appeared inside the shimmering yellow outline.

"Ah, there he is. Yep, that's him all right, unless his ship is not unique. Good eye Mark."

"You sense anything Korica?"

Korica closed her eyes and bowed her head and concentrated hard. She was able to sense Holon and his entire crew along with four other individuals that she didn't recognize. She opened her eyes and lifted her head and looked at Laurel with a grin.

"It's him alright captain Laurel. He is carrying some passengers."

"You can hale him if you want Korica."

Korica opened a clear narrow channel and engaged the translator circuit.

"This is Korica Prentor calling Holon Marshon. Can you hear me Holon?"

After a moment there was a return signal, which Korica fed through a filter and put on the overhead speaker. It was a distinctively computer generated voice in English.

"Korica. How are you young one?"

"I am doing well Holon. I sense you are carrying passengers this time. Not you're usual fair is it?"

"I owe you a huge kiss young one. I have been offered some passenger and cargo runs with your name at the top of them that pay like nothing I have ever seen before. If you pay me that much I don't much care who or what I'm carrying, I'm in. I hope you are getting a percentage of the contracts."

"I am being told I am. I haven't seen the account balances yet though."

"Well, I don't know who these people are and frankly I don't much care with how much they are paying me. I really wish I could stop by and visit with you but I have two more passenger runs for this banquette of yours."

"That's ok Holon. I am happy to see you so busy just the same. I take it you won't be making any more runs to the outer rim?"

"I don't think so. The elder race has promised to keep me very busy with Korica Prentor contracts here in the occupied territories if I want them. I can't thank you enough Korica for putting in a good word for me with these guys. They have an awful lot of respect for you young one."

"You earned this Holon. They wouldn't have offered this to you if you hadn't proved yourself to be honorable and trustworthy. The elder race has been keeping their eye on you for some time now. I simply told them you were a friend and you had always treated me like family."

"Thank you Korica. Hay I'm getting docking instructions, I got to go honey. Please take care and tell that adorable captain of yours and her mate Jake that I said hello and good luck on your journey."

"She's listening Holon. I love you Holon and good travels."

"Awe. I love you too beautiful. Holon out."

Korica looked over at Laurel with a big smile on her face and a tear in her eyes.

"She kept her word captain Laurel. Asaria actually kept her word and took care of Holon for us." Korica sniffled as her heart felt warm for Holon's good fortune because of her name.

"She sure did. I guess this means we can trust her in the future."

"You know cap, I wonder how these guys pay? I mean is it in gold, or credits or what?"

"It's in gem credits." Korica said. "If you want to cash out as it were, you would receive precious gems that are universally desired and accepted all over the galaxy."

"Cool. I wonder if we should be carrying currency in the form of these gems for any negotiations we have to make with others after we leave the Farqua station?"

"I could probably make that happen. From what I gathered, every time Holon makes a successful run with my name on it I am paid for it. Or at least my family account is." Korica said.

"Really? Astounding! It was just a thought honey. I wouldn't feel right taking money from you." Mark said.

"You're not taking it from me, I'm giving it to you. I got no use for it. If it's going to help us get to the Milky Way you're more than welcome to it."

"You're such a sweetheart Korica. Well, don't drain your account, but I think it would be a good idea for us to be carrying some raw currency that is accepted everywhere."

"Ok. You got it. I'll bring it up with Oberot or Asaria and I'll make it happen."

Just then the sensors alerted to another vessel coming within range. Mark zeroed in on the craft and this time the vessel was very impressive looking. It looked like it was made out of dark green stone of some kind and had a very large front window that appeared to be multicolor rainbow tinted, like a pair of polarized sunglasses. There were geometric lines running down the side of the craft that appeared to be inset into the hull like they were carved out of it. There were two engine nacelles hanging on pylons toward the lower rear edges of the craft that were glowing a beautiful blue color. The entire craft had a delta wing shape to it that looked very distinctly aerodynamic and menacing. There were no weapons visible but as large as the craft was Mark assumed they were stored internally just like his attack craft sitting in the upper hangar bay had. The only difference was this craft was enormous. It was 100 feet wide and 75 feet long and 20 feet tall. The entire craft seemed to have a lifting body design hinting to it being designed to fly in a dense atmosphere at incredible speeds.

As the craft zipped by Mark detected the unmistakable presence of gravitational energy that was continuing to fade indicating they had just dropped out of faster than light travel.

"Korica, do you recognize this one?" Laurel Asked.

"I think it belongs to the elder race. I've heard about them and seen images of them at a great distance but I've never seen one up close."

"Well it's the most impressive ship I have seen so far. Cap, I've got the security protocols for Oberot's people ready. I would like to have Korica go ahead and send them over to the station?"

"Go ahead." Laurel said.

Mark slid the icon for the security protocols over to Korica's station on his control panel and touched the transfer icon and Korica saw a new icon appear on her control panel. She encoded the data and sent a compressed data burst over to the Farqua station to the attention of Oberot. It was only a few seconds before she got a confirmation of receipt signal along with the security protocols for the Future crew once on the Farqua station. Korica slid the data once uncompressed over to marks station and touched the transfer icon making the contents of the message appear on his control panel. Mark immediately opened the message and began reviewing the information.

"Cap it looks like Oberot isn't expecting anything to unusual of us. We aren't to touch anything without permission, go anywhere without an escort and weapons of any kind will be forbidden. We will be under constant observation by their AI, the same as they will be while on board the Future."

"No great surprise there." Laurel said

"Have you come up with a duty cycle for us while we are here?" Mark inquired.

"Yes, six on six off."

"Korica and I will take the midnight to six am so you two will be fresh in the morning if you want?"

"Ok. You two should go eat and workout then get some sleep in that case." Laurel replied.

"But I'm not tired captain Laurel. I won't be able to sleep."

"Well, you don't have to go to bed if you don't want to. As long as you are off duty and not stressing your mind you can do whatever you want. Just get some time away from the bridge."

Korica grinned as she realized she could go spend time with Tamaric without distraction.

"Ok. I'm sorry for being argumentative. Of course I'll always do as you say."

"I know honey. You're young, so I expect you to question things at times when others wouldn't. I'm not offended."

Korica turned around to her station to log off just as another message came in. This time it was a request for the names of all the girls on the Future. Korica was a little surprised and she was pretty sure Laurel would never agree to that.

"Captain Laurel they are asking for the names of all the girls you rescued. Do you want me to transmit that kind of information to the station?"

"I most certainly do not! I am not broadcasting that kind of information. You may tell them we will not be giving such sensitive information via an unsecured transmission. These girls deserve to have their privacy preserved. I will memorize their names and when I talk to Oberot I will give him all of their names."

"Wow, you're going to memorize them all?"

"Sure, I have a photographic memory. If I see it once, I can't forget it. Will you ask the girls to submit all of their names to the AI through the interpreters so I can memorize all of their names?"

"I forgot about you having a photographic memory. I'll send the message to the station and then have the girls compile their names for you before I log off."

"Thank you Korica. You are doing a great job sweetie. I'm very proud of you."

"Thanks. It means a lot to hear you say that so often."

"You're welcome." Laurel said while smiling at her.

Korica did as she said she would then logged off and her and Mark left to have an early meal and Jake took over her station and Laurel took over Mark's station at the sensors. She was still concerned by the continuing efforts of the station to scan the interior of the Future. Jake was being flooded by requests for an open audio channel to the station that he had to keep denying with the suggestion of text only messages instead which he would then forward to the station. Korica had already been doing the same but there were some very excited girls at the prospect of being so close to a completion of their ordeal. They were now feeling very trapped and Jake suspected that some might even be sensing their families close by. They maybe weren't capable of communicating with them by thought, but they could probably feel their presence just out of reach.

Korica and Mark had a light meal though he was noticing a light meal for her was becoming much more calorie intense. He assumed her slightly higher metabolic rate than

Humans and her new build just required more fuel than a Human girl at her age would. He was still pleased to see her looking so fit compared to the skinny little girl they had plucked off the Hodong station. She was blossoming into a beautiful girl and he was indeed very proud of her in every way possible.

After the meal and a good round of knock-knock jokes from Mark that Korica thought were absolutely hilarious, the two made their way to the gym for their workout. After the workout Mark let Korica take her shower first and she peaked into the gym when she was finished and told him it was his turn as she made her way to her quarters. Korica got cleaned up and dressed quickly and made her way down to the stasis ring and spent some quality time staring at her Tamaric as she was beginning to call him in her own mind. She still couldn't figure out why she was becoming so obsessed with spending time close to him. She even tried to connect with his mind to no avail in hopes he might be conscious enough to hear her thoughts.

She knew he didn't have an advanced mind like Laurel and Jake, and in fact he might very well be just another clumsy immature eleven-year-old but she was dying to know. She certainly liked his looks. She thought he was going to be a very good-looking man someday. At the very least she would have someone her own age to hang out with. The certainty that he would someday be her mate just made him seem fascinating to her. She couldn't help but wonder what it was about him that would make her drop her guard enough to let him touch her in adult ways and even sire children with her. To her the thought of sex was completely unappealing but something would change her mind and she couldn't think of what that could possibly be. He was handsome and all, but she still didn't want to be touched like that, not even by him.

Korica stayed and just stared into Tamaric's chamber until her feet started to ache a little at which time she wished Tamaric a fair well and returned to the command deck. Laurel had been following Korica's movements from her station to make sure nothing happened to her as well as to confirm her suspicions of where she would go instead of getting rest, as she should have. Laurel was a little relieved when Korica started making her way back out of the stasis ring. Laurel knew there was going to be a fire below Tamaric's chamber and she really hoped it would not occur when Korica was down there by herself.

Laurel watched Korica's progress until she made it all the way to her quarters. Laurel decided to outfit a servo drone with a high-resolution camera for Korica so she could view Tamaric with out having to actually go down to the stasis ring alone. Laurel hoped this would fulfill her need to look upon her little man without feeling the need to actually be there. Laurel also hoped this would keep her out of the line of fire when the control feed conduit ruptures. She put in the specifications with the AI and left instructions for an alert to be delivered to Korica when the servo drone was ready for use.

As she continued to watch vessels passing from time to time on their way to the Farqua station, some of which only showed up as a distortion in space as they passed by, Laurel decided she was going to have to have the dreaded talk with Jake about getting past his uncomfortable feelings around Korica.

"Jake, there are some things Oberot said to me in private that I think we need to discuss."

"Oh, such as?" Jake said as he leaned back in his seat.

"This new oni anquis tock bee day oh will be a very¦intimate and permanent joining of our essences. The fact that you are uncomfortable being naked in front of Korica and of having her naked in front of you is actually going to be a serious problem."

"What? How so?"

"We are all going to be joined into one body while completely naked and our sense of gender will remain intact. So will our sense of modesty. We apparently have to be completely comfortable with one another's bodies. As I understand it this process will feel like our bodies are forced together and merged into one."

"I don't mind Korica being naked around me, I just don't want to¦ok I'm a little uncomfortable with it. She's at an age where it's not right unless we were a couple¦and we definitely aren't. I will never be comfortable being naked around her."

"Apparently for most other races the naked body is just no big deal. It's a Human stigmatism that being naked around others is wrong unless you are engaging in sexual acts. If you feel even the slightest reservations the process will go horribly wrong. They will have to tare us from the mind of this ship and do it again until they get it right."

"How am I ever supposed to get comfortable with something like that?"

"I'm not sure, but you absolutely have to feel comfortable and you can't hide anything."

"So, every intimate thought and memory will¦become part of her?"

"Yes, the same with mine¦and hers with you. You can't be afraid of that fact. You need to come to accept and even welcome it."

"I don't know if I am ready for this kind of¦commitment to one another."

"This is exactly why they don't perform this blending of the minds on people as young as us. We have to have a mental discipline and a commitment that is total and unquestioning."

"Well, I am totally committed to you, you know that. I am totally committed to Korica too but in a much different way. I am committed to loving her and raising her for the rest of my life."

"You are going to have to become as comfortable with her as you are me. This is a deeply intimate commitment Jake. I know that sounds bizarre, but until this is complete that is the mind set you must assume."

"I'll try my best. I know how intimate the sharing of ones spirit at the deepest level is, I guess I will have to assume that posture all the time."

"Oberot said we might even commit to more of the deep sharing to get used to being close to one another."

"God, this is so complicated. Why can't they just copy us like a body scanner and be done with it?"

"Because this is a copy of our deepest essence. Those essences will then be forced into one body¦forever. I can't even pretend to understand what that will be like. You remember what happened to us when we made love, every time we climaxed?"

"Yah."

"It will be just like that I suppose. That feeling of melting together and occupying one point in space, but forever."

"I will put myself in the right mind set. I promise. I love Korica so it shouldn't be that hard, right?"

"I don't know. You have no sexual feelings for her so I would think it shouldn't be that hard. You need to be as comfortable with her naked form around your naked form as I am with her naked form around mine."

"Yah, why didn't I think of that? I can just use your feelings as a base line for how I should feel around her."

"There you go. If that works for you, go for it."

"I will. Thank you for bringing this to my attention babe. I don't want any problems when we do this thing. I want to do it once¦properly¦and then be done with it."

"I just thought it was important that I tell you what Oberot had said. I think Korica is already so comfortable around you that there isn't going to be a problem for her. She just doesn't have a problem being naked around either of us."

"Yah, I've noticed that. I will work on it babe."

"Ok. Thank you Jake."

The two then went back to their duties. After another hour the AI announced that it had all of the girls names compiled. Laurel brought up the list of names and took a deep breath then started staring at all the names one by one to memorize them. After a time she had Jake look at the long list of names while she closed her eyes and pictured the names and recited them one by one. Jake was amazed that she was able to remember them all and recite them without a single mistake, and some of the names were very strange sounding. He wished he had that kind of perfect recall.

As if on cue Laurel and Jake could sense Oberot reaching out to them. It wasn't exactly a voice, it was more like feeling that he was close by and wanted to talk. Laurel had the AI check on Mark and Korica and it reported that Mark was asleep but Korica was still awake reading the rules and regulations for serving on the Future on a data pad though she was dressed for sleep. Laurel had the AI page her to the bridge.

Korica showed up only a few moments later wearing nothing but her night gear shirt.

"You wanted me captain Laurel?" Korica said as she stood in the doorway.

"Yes honey. I'm sorry for disturbing you, but Jake and I need to talk with Oberot and I was hoping you could watch the bridge for a couple of minutes?"

"Sure." Korica then looked down at herself. "I'm not exactly dressed right though."

"That's ok sweetie. I'll over look it. I just need someone on the bridge while Jake and I are in our quarters and you were the only one still awake."

"Ok. I would be glad to watch the bridge for you."

"Thank you Korica. I knew we could count on you."

With that Laurel and Jake headed over to their quarters and Korica took a seat at the sensor station and logged on. When Laurel and Jake got to their quarters they took a seat on the bed facing each other while holding hands sitting Indian style and closed their eyes and connected with one another then reached out for Oberot. They found a good many strong presences close by but after a moment Oberot connected with them in a flash of emotion and bright light.

"Hello Laurel and Jake." Oberot said to them startling them both.

"Hello Oberot." Both thought simultaneously.

"The preparations are nearly complete for your docking. We have a good many families arriving in hopes they will be reunited with their little girls. If I had their names it would make things much easier though."

"I can give you all of their names. I have memorized them. I wasn't going to broadcast them though as had been requested of us."

"No. I would hope not. There are some prominent families with missing girls and I don't think they would want their names broadcasted. It would be embarrassing for their family names. Servon is young and impetuous, he requested sensitive information without being instructed to do so. I appreciate your discretion and good judgment not to honor his request. You showed all the signs of a good captain knowing that information could have been intercepted."

"Can you recall the names from my memory?"

"Yes. You need only to think about them and I will remember them. I have the same photographic memory, as you call it, as you have."

Laurel concentrated on picturing the list of names. Oberot was able to see what she was picturing in her mind in an instant.

"Thank you Laurel. I will be able to inform the families in private whether or not their little girls are on board."

"You're welcome Oberot. I am glad you are handling this as discretely as I would. I want these girls to have a sense of privacy with what they have been through. I have compiled a record of the medical treatments the girls received while in our care. I encoded it onto a crystalline storage medium. It will be given to each girl as they depart the Future. If they share the information with you, you'll see that some of these girls went through some of the most horrific abuse imaginable."

"I can already sense what you are remembering Laurel. It is heartbreaking to know we are responsible for their misery. Even we aren't perfect. When we make mistakes, people get hurt."

"This is so odd. You know what we know right now?" Jake asked.

"No, young Jake. I only know what you are thinking about. I know you are concerned about the new oni anquis tock be day oh for instance. You will have to get past your feelings of modesty."

"I know. Laurel was trying to explain that to me just a little while ago. I'll be ready when the time comes. I promise."

"I know you will Jake. You have a strong mind and a good sense of decency. It will serve you well during this process. Laurel have you verified the information I passed on to you?"

"Yes. Tamaric Reynolds is indeed onboard the Future as you said he would be. Korica has become almost obsessed with him, as you said she would. He is very cute and I think Korica is falling for him already. I believe everything else you said as a result."

"Good. I have no reason to deceive you. I only want to help you to realize your potential. Now, about the loud thoughts you are broadcasting. You have to learn to quiet your minds. You need to picture your thoughts as energy radiating out in every direction, which is exactly what it is. Picture that energy being trapped in a bubble around you. Then picture that bubble slowly shrinking in until it is only big enough for you to stand in. If you truly want your thoughts to be unheard by anyone then think about that bubble shrinking down to the size of your head then collapse it into yourself completely. You will find that no one will be able to hear your mind after that."

"Will that be¦can I undo it?"

"Of course. Simply reach out to someone with your mind and the effect will disappear."

"Will Jake and I still be able to hear each others whispers?"

"No. You will still feel each other's presence and you will sense what the other is feeling, but you will not hear the spirit if you perform this quieting of the mind. I would suggest you both practice this until you can do it with ease. Especially once you are on the Farqua station you will need to keep your thoughts to yourself in light of what you now know about events that have not yet occurred."

"I've become so accustom to hearing Jake's voice in my head all the time, it will be¦disconcerting not to hear him."

"I know Laurel. You will have to adapt to the new conditions. You will still be paired, that cannot be undone, the voices will just be gone."

"I assume this is not something that should be done while we are connected to one another?"

"No, absolutely not. That would be a very bad idea. The results would be most unpleasant."

"I see. And Korica should be capable of doing this also?"

"Yes. She is even louder than you two are. Look, I have to go finish greeting the families as they arrive. I will send word for you when the last of the elders arrives. It will be sometime before that happens though. Some were very far away on official business. Please get some rest and try and relax. You are both very tense and very nervous. Things will workout just fine, I promise you that much."

"Thank you Oberot. I am really looking forward to meeting you in person. You seem very kind and I still sense that you love all three of us like¦family almost."

"I am looking forward to looking upon you with my own eyes also Laurel. You are very perceptive of my feelings. I knew you for a very long time, I have missed you terribly, all three of you."

"So long Oberot." Jake thought.

"Goodbye for now Jake." Oberot thought in return.

With that Oberot's presence became very distant and weak and Laurel and Jake were still connected at a very deep level. Laurel let herself drift deeper into Jake's mind eventually touching his deepest innermost place. Jake also let himself drift very deep into Laurel's mind. He enjoyed her warm essence and deep love for him for a time before looking around for her feelings for Korica. He found her feelings to be very tender and extremely strong for Korica. He explored them for a time finally finding the spot where she felt indifferent about being naked around her. Jake had never thought about a feeling of indifference before. He decided to adopt the same exact feeling now that he knew what it felt like.

Jake grinned at finding what he was looking for deep down in Laurel's heart as he slowly withdrew from her mind. Laurel could sense a new calm resolve in his heart replacing the nervous anxiety that had been there before as she also withdrew back into her own mind. The two opened their eyes and looked at one another for a moment while still holding hands as the fog cleared from their minds and their vision slowly cleared up. Jake leaned forward once he could see Laurel clearly and wrapped his arms around her and thanked her for being his source of strength and inspiration. She hugged him back and told him she was glad he had begun to resolve the conflict in his feelings and that he was welcome to share her prospective anytime.

The two then leaned back and concentrated on a bubble surrounding themselves as Oberot had described. They then pictured that bubble getting smaller and smaller until it collapsed into their minds. When they opened their eyes again, it seemed very quiet without the voice of the other echoing around in their mind. They sat looking at each other for a few moments trying to get used to the new quiet that used to be the norm before they met each other. Laurel looked just a little sad at first at the loss of Jake's voice in the back of her mind but when she realized she could still feel his feelings like they were her own she perked up.

The two then got up off the bed and enjoyed a very passionate kiss then made their way back to the bridge. When they got there they worked with Korica for a few minutes until she was also able to quiet her mind completely. Laurel was able to sense her presence very strongly but her gentle little voice was simply gone. Laurel then quieted her own mind again and told Korica that she would be getting a surprise alert from the AI about something she had done for her. With her mind quieted Korica had no idea what Laurel had done for her but she was excited to have a surprise coming her way. Korica then left for her quarters and Laurel and Jake went back to their duties at the communications and sensor stations.

After close to an hour Korica came rushing up to the doorway to the bridge to thank Laurel for what she had done. Her face was glowing she was so happy. She had a data pad in her hand with a bright and very clear image of Tamaric in his stasis chamber on it. Laurel got up and stepped out into the corridor and received a painfully tight hug around the neck from Korica. Korica was thrilled to be able to view Tamaric anytime day or night with the touch of a button. Laurel reminded her that the image being sent to the data pad was wireless so inherently unsecured so it would be better to put his image on her com panel in her quarters but if she weren't in her quarters at least she would have a way of getting her Tamaric fix. After a quick peck on the cheek Korica made her way back to her quarters while staring at the data pad the whole way. Laurel just watched her until her door slid shut and Laurel shook her head and smiled at that time. For whatever reason, Korica was crazy about Tamaric and she didn't even know him yet, but as long as it made her happy Laurel was happy too.

The rest of the evening went without incident. At 18:00 Jake told Laurel to go get something to eat and workout if she wanted and then he would take his turn. That's exactly what she did though by the end of her shower she was starting to miss Jake and just wanted to get back to the bridge to be with him. When she finally finished getting dressed and cleaned up she entered the bridge to find Jake just as anxious to see her. As she stepped onto the bridge he got up and took her hand and walked off the bridge and engaged her in a long warm swaying hug. He then gave her a loving kiss and slowly released his grip on her then drifted down the corridor to get something to eat and workout himself. Afterwards he showered then got dressed and cleaned up quickly and made his way back to the bridge.

Laurel took his hand and led him off the bridge and gave the same warm welcome as he had given her while standing in the corridor. After that the two went back to work until 22:30 at which time Jake could tell Laurel was getting tired so he told her to go ahead and go get some rest and he would join her as soon as Korica and Mark showed up. He reminded her that it would only be an hour or so until one or both of them showed up. Laurel reluctantly thanked him for thinking of her first and left to get ready for bed.

At 23:45 Mark and Korica showed up to relieve Jake after grabbing a quick meal. Jake explained that he already sent Laurel to bed and he was looking forward to joining her. It had been a long shift and his eyes were heavy. He reported that there was really nothing to report except for a continuous stream of ships heading for the station none of which had attempted to scan the Future. The Future was huge enough to be seen with the naked eye in its current orbit, but no one was getting curious enough to approach or scan them except for the Farqua station itself.

When Jake entered his quarters the lights were down low but not at sleep levels. He stood next to the bed and undressed then slipped under the covers and curled up to Laurel who immediately scooted back against him. Jake had been hoping to make love to Laurel or at the very least engage in some intimate contact but he was just to tired as was Laurel and he had sensed a reluctance on her part before she quieted her mind to make love again. Either the intense experience of being joined scared her, or she was afraid of the pain she experienced at the beginning. Whatever it was that was making her apprehensive, Jake knew she was to tired and not in the mood to fool around so he just enjoyed being next to her warm body and drifted off to sleep with her.

Mark and Korica noticed a drop in the amount of traffic coming and going to the station and it became a very boring and long night shift. After about two hours Mark noticed that he wasn't feeling the usual warm tingle in his guts that he usually felt when he was in close proximity to Korica.

"Hay Korica, why is it I don't feel your presence like I usually do?"

"The folks on the station were complaining that the three of us were thinking to loud so I quieted my mind which means my feelings are being suppressed slightly as well."

"Really? I didn't know you could do that."

"Neither did we. Oberot had to tell us how to do it. No one can hear our thoughts when we are like this."

"Hmm. I'll miss your warm glow."

"I can make it so you can feel what I feel for you again if you want."

"No, not if it's causing problems on the station."

"Aw, they're just a bunch of pansies looking for something to complain about. Here¦"

Korica sent her feelings to Mark in a push of her emotional energy and Mark felt a strong warm wave of energy hit him that made his vision blurry for a second.

"Whoa, that's incredible! I can feel you from here now. You feel warm, soft and gentle."

"That's my core essence. It will fade in a minute and whatever you feel for me will be reflected back to you through my heart. What you're feeling is cause I love you, I'm a girl, and I'm young."

"Well, I like how you feel¦or how you make me feel, or whatever."

"I love you too Mark."

"I guess I still have a problem with coming straight out and saying it, don't I?"

"Uh huh."

"Sorry about that. I love you Korica. I always will."

"I can feel that you love me, but I like to hear you say it. It makes me feel important to you."

"Come here little one." Mark put his arms out to her.

Korica smiled and got up from her seat and came over to Mark who scooped her up into his lap while hugging her.

"You are the most important thing in my life right now Korica. I didn't know I could feel this much love for a girl like you. You have shown me what it would be like to have a little girl of my own to love and cherish. I am trying to express my love for you more often, I have been told that girls like to hear it as well as see and feel it. So¦I love you Korica Prentor, I love you with all my heart."

Korica wrapped her arms around Marks huge neck and pulled herself up on him so she was facing him and kissed his cheek.

"Thank you Mark. I'm always gunna love you. You are my hero. You blew my cell open and saved me from those¦animals. I'll never forget the sight of the lock flying apart and you yanking the door open."

"Well it was my pleasure beautiful. You saved me in return in more ways than you could possibly know."

Korica now turned her head sideways and laid her cheek on Mark's shoulder and let her feelings for him swell as she enjoyed his strong arms around her back making her feel very safe and very much loved. After a few minutes she slid down and made her way back to her station leaving her mind wide open so Mark could feel her love for him at a distance as well as his own being amplified and reflected back to him. The two spent the rest of the night talking and joking from time to time until they heard Laurel and Jake come out of their quarters at 05:00 to go get breakfast and workout.

Mark asked Korica if she was hungry and when she said she was he told her to please go join Laurel and Jake while he watched the bridge. Korica gladly accepted remembering to grab her data pad as she logged off and quickly sprinted down the corridor to join them. After the meal, while Laurel and Jake worked out Korica rejoined Mark on the bridge.

Laurel and Jake then went to the showers together and then went to their quarters and got dressed and cleaned up after. They made their way onto the bridge at 05:55 and Mark and Korica went to the mess hall so Mark could have breakfast, then he and Korica went and worked out. Korica was allowed to shower first and when she told Mark she was done he took his shower then they both retired for some sleep.

Laurel and Jake followed the usual routine until 11:20 when word finally came from the station that they had permission to begin their approach. The last of the council had arrived and all of the families that could be retrieved in time had been. It was also revealed that Korica's people would be reached within the week. A ship called the Faltron had been dispatched to make the official greet with the highest government officials of Draxima. Korica's appearance on behalf of her people would still be necessary since her people still had no idea that they had already been selected to join the coalition of advanced races.

Laurel had Mark and Korica paged to the bridge by the AI. Mark was in the mess hall and so came almost immediately and Korica was awake but still getting dressed so she appeared a few minutes later. Laurel filled them in on what was going on and the two took their stations and prepared to break orbit. Korica was offered the honor of taking the helm control, which she nervously accepted.

Korica gave a long blast from the main engines increasing their speed to 50,000 miles an hour and as they orbited around Altek and as the station became visible Korica punched it and used the fore and aft thrusters to break orbit like a pro. Korica watched her display screen closely as she made her maneuvers. Her lower control panel had the attitude controls displayed as fingertip icon buttons and miles per hour were being displayed between the thruster controls and her upper view screen had a graphical representation of the Future and the planet Altek close by with the Farqua station blinking in the distance as the primary guidance target. There was a row of triangular columns between Altek and the station indicating the ideal course path and Korica was making gentle corrections to keep the Future drifting forward in this imaginary tunnel being displayed.

As the Future picked up speed Korica made anticipated corrections further and further ahead of time until she had them on a perfect trajectory for the station. Laurel was very impressed with her natural ability to anticipate and react ahead of time and her innate ability to get complete situational awareness of just how big the Future was and how long it would take to react to input from the thruster energy. Korica got them up to fifty percent the speed of light and then cut the main engines and let the Future coast toward the station.

The communication circuit suddenly lit up and so Jake logged off the propulsion control station and took the communications while Korica was busy flying the Future. Jake looked at Laurel and she simply nodded and Jake opened the channel through the filter circuit.

"Captain Kade, this is Farqua station approach control. You are on a perfect course and at an ideal speed for the moment, is your vessel capable of station keeping?"

The voice was that of a young woman with a very calm and pleasant sounding voice.

"Yes it is, though it has not been practiced in many years in such close proximity to a gravitational body." Laurel answered.

"I understand. Would you like guidance assistance?"

"I'm sorry, I'm not familiar with what that is."

"We can guide you into the hangar using propagating negative kinetic energy."

Mark looked at Laurel completely dumb founded.

"Tractor beams." She whispered.

Mark shook his head and wondered why they didn't just say tractor beams.

"That would be helpful. I would appreciate any assistance you can offer in making a safe docking as we are unfamiliar with the stations layout."

"No problem. We are always glad to assist with a vessel the size of the Future. When you get to within¦one thousand of your miles, bring your vessel to a station keeping position directly below the station and wait for further instructions."

"I understand. Thank you Farqua approach control."

"My pleasure, and welcome to the Farqua station."

Jake closed the channel and looked over at Korica.

"Are you ready for this Korica?"

"Yah, I guess so. It shouldn't be to complicated."

"That station is the size of Earths moon but only has a third of its gravity." Mark said. "You will have to make your approach with that in mind Korica."

"Ok."

Korica plotted a new course that would take them down below the station. As they drew closer to the station it started to look very immense and completely featureless. As Mark had alluded to, there was very little gravitational pull from the station for how large it was. Korica was able to compensate for the low gravity field with short bursts from the thrusters to keep their course true. As they dropped down below the station it became apparent that there was an enormous hangar door at the bottom of the station. It looked like the bottom of the station had been carved up like a pie. There were eight wedge shaped doors all coming together to a single point at the tip of a round indentation that made up the hangar entrance, which was close to a hundred miles in diameter.

Korica made a perfect approach and brought the Future to a complete stop directly below the hangar entrance and set a station keeping position one thousand miles from the surface of the station. The sensors were giving a perfect view of the hangar entrance directly above them when the edges of the wedge shapes seemed to begin to glow as the doors began to retract open. The wedges retracted straight back into the openings circumference walls. The light seemed to get brighter and brighter until the computer had to dim the giant view screen at the front of the bridge to compensate for the intense glare.

Once the doors had retracted enough to diffuse the light out over a larger area the crew were met by an awe-inspiring sight. In the very middle of the gigantic hangar was a swirling ball of plasma looking like a small star producing vast amounts of light and warm radiant energy. The inside of the hangar opening was curved around this swirling ball of plasmatic matter. There were small shuttles zipping to and fro and a couple of ships slowly gliding from one side of the hangar to the other. The hangar was so tall that it was virtually impossible to see all the way to the top of the opening.

The light was so intense coming from the ball of swirling gas and plasma that it was hard to make out any finite details of any of the hundreds of ships moving around. Mark took a quick reading of the radiation being emitted and he was amazed to discover that there was virtually zero UV b and UV c emissions detectible and there was no x-rays or gamma rays and in fact the background radiation was lower than it was outside the station. They were somehow filtering or containing the lethal radiation usually produced by a star. The ball of plasma also seemed to be hanging in free space in the center of the hangar opening without any supporting structures of any kind.

The four sat staring in absolute amazement at the sight before their eyes when the communication board alerted to an incoming signal. Jake shook off his stare and opened the channel.

"Earth vessel Future this is Farqua approach control. Please cut your engines and we will bring you in." The young woman's soft voice announced.

"Understood Farqua approach control." Laurel said as she nodded to Korica.

Korica cut all thrust control and slid the main engine thrust controls down to 0% with her fingertip and there was a sudden gentle shudder and the Future began to rise into the hangar opening as the hangar doors continued to retract out of the way. There were several huge pipes facing strait at the Future that began to pivot as the Future rose up into the gigantic opening and Laurel realized they had to be what was producing the guiding force dragging the Future on its course.

As the Future passed the entrance completely several other large pipes could be seen swiveling down to point at the Future as it was gently guided closer to the outer surface of the hangar opening and it rose steadily into the humungous space. There were walkways and catwalks with people milling around and many smaller craft docked as the Future rose up and up and Laurel was wondering how the main doors could be wide open and these people weren't wearing space suits and the mammoth hangar wasn't depressurizing. Once the Future passed the entrance the hangar door wedges began to slide back toward each other closing the entrance just as two much smaller ships zipped out through hangar doors out into free space. The forward view screen was displaying a screen split into four in order to show the straight up view the look down view and the port and starboard view. The four watched as the entrance finally sealed itself as the wedge shaped doors came together and locked shut.

The Future continued on its gentle rise up the side of the hangar passing many, many ships and thousands of people and even some very strange looking creatures walking around on the catwalks and boarding ramps to the docked ships. Laurel noticed that virtually everyone who caught sight of the Future as it gently rose past them would stop and stare as though they were in awe or as if they knew it the Future bringing home the wayward girls that had been stolen from their families. Word had probably gotten out that an unsanctioned yet successful rescue mission had been carried out by the Future in Laurel's summation.

As the Future continued to gently lift up the wall at a constant distance of five hundred feet away, a truly breathtaking sight started to come into view. Above them was a gigantic vessel that was an odd greenish tan color and the hull didn't look like it was metal. It distinctly looked like skin of some kind. The bottom of the craft was perfectly smooth and slightly bulbous shaped, like the belly of an animal. It had four enormous landing gear at each of its four corners but the landing gear looked like the legs of an animal in a squatted of retracted position and they were completely flat on the bottoms of what could only be described as its feet, which reminded Jake of an elephants foot.

As they drew up closer their slow steady rise began to slow a bit and they could see that it looked like the forward section of this vessel had what could only be described as a long round neck and a very menacing looking section forward of that which looked like the head of an animal with a large protrusion coming out of its chin that curved down then made a 90 degree bend and faced forward like a huge beard though it was obviously a weapon of some sort. As they continued to slow in their rise they begin to see the upper surfaces of the craft. It had what appeared to be scaly plates and bony looking protrusions here and there in a seemingly random configuration. The bow section now looked very much like the head of an animal with a row of windows curving around what would be the mouth if it were an animal with it lips curled in a snarl and the windows were completely dark. Up higher in the bow section was an enormous oblong window that looked just like an eye if it were to be compared to the shape of an animal's head. The window was made of an iridescent red glass of some kind that made it appear as though the animal had glowing red eyes although the eye on the other side could not be seen from the Future's vantage point.

As the Future slowed even further it gave the stunned crew time to notice more bony looking protrusion on the bow section of this very odd looking craft and what looked like two more gently curved protrusion coming off what would be the back of the neck if this were an animal that then faced forward but had an obvious ability to swivel like forward facing gun turrets. As they looked down the back of this craft they suddenly noticed coming into view, a long tail that curved up over the back and at the tip was a round bulbous structure and what appeared to be a stinger at the very tip just like a scorpion would have. Jake's first impression was that the ship looked like a dragon of sorts.

As the Future slowed even further Mark noticed that there were wings folded up against the side of the craft in between the landing gear. He pointed this out to Laurel and it became apparent to everyone that this thing was designed to fly in space or in an atmosphere. There were no protruding engine nacelles so the method of propulsion was a total mystery. This enormous ship enthralled Laurel, as she was pretty sure this was the living ship that they would be joining with. She did notice that there was an enormous hangar entrance under the craft toward the rear of the vessel that she couldn't help but think was in a very undignified location if this were modeled after an animal some kind.

The hangar entrance was very apparent but closed at the moment and it looked to be at three times the size of the large lower hangar entrance on the Future which Laurel thought was gigantic until now. She realized this vessel was designed to accommodate an enormous number of very large craft and the hangar was probably of a multi deck layout all accessed from the huge opening under the vessel just forward of where it's tail met the main body of the vessel. The tail itself was 70 feet in diameter at its base where it meets the main body and stretched up over the body of the vessel almost all the way to the beginning of the neck which was at least three and a half kilometers from the base of the tail at its rear most point. The neck and head of the craft were a quarter mile long on their own. Laurel looked the whole ship over from front to back and realized the Future could easily fit inside of the craft comfortably if it were hollow.

The ship was at least ten times the size of the Future making everyone suddenly feel very small and insignificant in comparison. There was a boarding ramp extended to the front tip of the craft where the mouth opening would be if it were a living thing, and there were a number of people milling around at what looked like an open-air control center right in front of the craft. The vessel seemed to be held in place by two enormous I beam shaped docking clamps that were attached to the vessel at the back of the mouth right where the jaw muscle would be if it were an animal.

The Future suddenly shuddered to a halt startling the crew out of their mesmerized stare and then the Future gently drifted forward until it came to a stop with its forward most hull only one hundred feet from the catwalks and the communication channel sprang back to life. They were stopped just above and beside the strange craft.

"Earth vessel Future, this is the Farqua approach and docking control, if you would please open your rear lower hangar doors we will extend a boarding ramp and secure you in a fixed position right where you are at."

"Understood approach control. We will have to depressurize our hangar. Give us just a minute to do that." Laurel said.

"No! Please don't do that. We have extended a pressure and gravity field around your hangar opening. You will not need to depressurize. We have already analyzed your oxygen and pressure needs and we can exactly match the conditions present in your hangar at this moment."

"I see. Give us a few minutes to get down to the hangar. This is a big ship and it will take about fifteen minutes for us to get down there after we secure our stations here on the bridge."

"You don't have a support crew that can meet us in the hangar?"

"I uh¦no. I will meet your ground crew myself."

"As you wish. We will begin extending the boarding ramp and await your presence, approach and docking control out."

With that the channel closed from the stations end. Jake closed the channel and leaned back and looked at Laurel.

"Well, what do you think captain?"

"I'm nervous. If we had to get out of here in a hurry¦well that's just not possible. They have us. I don't sense any immediate danger but I'm still nervous about all of this."

"You think that's our¦new home?" Jake pointed to the view screen.

"Yah, I think it is. It's not exactly what I expected."

"It looks like a dartare." Korica said.

"What's a dartare?" Laurel asked.

"It's a mythological creature that supposedly existed on Draxima hundreds of millions of years ago. It ate meat and was at the top of the food chain until Draxima became to oxygen rich for it to survive. There are weird stories about them surviving to this day in caves below some of our largest volcanoes."

"Were they as big as this?"

"No. This thing is gigantic. The dartare was supposedly the size of a one of our freighters, like the one you have in the hangar."

"Sounds like a dragon. That's what that thing reminds me of too." Jake pointed over his shoulder to the view screen.

"What do you think about all of this Mark?" Laurel asked

"Well, like you said, they've got us. I think if they can grow a ship like that, and make an artificial sun inside a station for heat and power and control it to where it doesn't cook you¦well, if they wanted to do us harm, we would be like a gnat. They would just reach out and smash us. I think these guys are way more advanced than I even imagined. I think we would be well advised to do exactly as we are told and keep our eyes and minds open. We could really learn a lot from these guys."

"So you think we should trust them with open arms?"

"Shit no! Sorry Korica. They are going to have ulterior motives just like anyone would. I do think your friend Oberot is our best bet for getting what we want out of this deal."

"Well, let's go meet our benefactors. I hope Oberot will be there to greet us."

All four logged off their stations and got up to head down to the lower hangar. Mark had everyone stop by his quarters first though and he produced a small box with tiny little transmitters that looked like a grain of rice. He explained that they had a range of about ten miles but it would be severely limited inside the station once they were buried deep in the passageways. They worked by interpreting the vibrations in the skull when one talked into a coherent long-range digital signal and that there were no speakers. The device would transmit received signals into vibrations that would be transmitted to the inner ear by vibrating the bones in the skull. The device would be placed behind the ear and could be activated simply by tapping it twice with the fingertip. The devices would also be capable of transmitting to and receiving signals from the AI on the Future. Mark placed one behind everyone's ear, which Korica said ouch to as the attaching tendrils pierced the skin and dug into her skull.

The four then continued down to the hangar. When the four finally arrived at the lower hangar control room Jake made a quick check of the conditions outside the hangar doors and sure enough it was an exact match for the conditions inside the hangar right down to the temperature and humidity level. Jake touched the open command with his fingertip and the doors began to rise and he and the other three made their way down to the hangar floor and started the long walk to the hangar opening.

When they finally arrived at the entrance they could see a very wide boarding ramp extending toward the opening and there were some extremely large grappling claws reaching for the side of the hangar opening. With a clang and a shudder of the entire ship the grapples grabbed onto the Future to hold her in position. Laurel thought it was an odd sensation to be standing right at the edge of the hangar opening with the doors wide open. Laurel stepped up to the edge of the boarding ramp and peered over the edge and looked down and immediately felt sick to her stomach. It was hundreds of miles down to the main hangar doors off in the distance. She then looked up at the rotating belly of the Future and wondered just how high it is to the top of the hangar opening above the Future. She then leaned out slightly and looked out into the mammoth hangar opening. The opposite side was so far away that it couldn't be discerned clearly. She realized the opposite side had to be at least a thousand miles away if not more at it center and widest most.

Laurel stood back up straight and shook off the queasy feeling after realizing just how gigantic the station truly was. She looked down the boarding ramp and could make out a hovering vehicle with three individuals on it approaching from a great distance away. Laurel looked up at the rotating belly of the Future and had to remember just how big the Future was and the fact that the boarding ramp was extended out to the rear bulbous portion of the Future and the bow was still at least one hundred feet from the closest object. That meant the boarding ramp was at least two kilometers long with no signs of support or understructure, just a very long shiny metal looking bridge with two foot high side rails hanging out into free space. She couldn't fathom how such a thing was even possible.

As the rectangular hovering vehicle approached Laurel was able to make out the slightly portly shape of Oberot sitting at the drivers seat and a very beautiful Asaria sitting to his right and another man who appeared to be in his mid thirties sitting in the middle row of three rows of seats. As the craft approached even closer Asaria began to grin big as she locked gaze with Korica and Oberot locked his gaze on Laurel and began to grin himself. As the craft finally reached the edge of the hangar opening Oberot smiled big and came to a complete stop before entering the hangar.

"Permission to come aboard captain?" Oberot said smiling even bigger.

"Permission granted. Welcome aboard the Future Oberot." Laurel said smiling back.

Oberot pulled forward slightly and entered the hangar and stopped right next to the four Future crew. The craft made absolutely no noise as it powered forward and stopped. Mark was amazed that it had no wheels or landing gear of any kind and just seemed to float several inches off the floor at all times.

Oberot and Asaria stepped off the craft that had no sides to it, only a platform with three rows of seats attached to it and a control yoke in front of the front left seat. Oberot immediately stepped up to Laurel and put his hand out and Laurel reached up to shake it but Oberot simply held her hand looking at it as though to try and remember the first moment he touched her. He gently reached down and took her other hand and lifted both her arms up and looked her up and down then returned his gaze to her face.

"You are a truly stunning young woman Laurel. I am so glad to finally meet you in person. Your self-image does not do you justice. May I?"

Oberot let go of her hands and put his arms out as to ask for a hug. Laurel thought about it for a second and then realized this was someone who knew her for centuries from a galaxy away. He just missed her and was delighted to finally meet her even if she was only a teenager when he finally got to meet her. Laurel stepped forward and Oberot wrapped his arms around her tightly and closed his eyes as he enjoyed her warm energy up close for the first time. Laurel saw a flash of light in her minds eye and all that Oberot knew of Laurel suddenly flooded into her mind all at once. She felt the warm love that he felt for her and the pain of losing touch with her so long ago and so suddenly. Laurel turned her head sideways against Oberot's chest and wrapped her arms tightly around his girth. Her hands didn't touch in the middle of his back due to how large he was and how small she was in comparison. She waited for the dizzy feeling to fade and the images to fade to that of memories instead of overwhelming images flashing in front of her eyes. She knew she had to maintain her composure and not alert the others to what she just saw and the fact that Oberot has known her for all of her life except for the next couple of years.

At the same time Asaria stepped right up to Korica and knelt down and pulled her into an embrace that Korica returned warmly. Mark was bewildered at the warm tidings, he thought it looked more like a family reunion than a first meet. He was just glad to see Korica and Laurel being treated with such kindness and respect. He could feel the tense muscles in his back relaxing noticeably. After her warm and almost tearful hug with Korica Asaria stood up and greeted Jake with a quick but equally warm hug. She then stepped back and smiled at Jake and touched his cheek.

"You really are very handsome Jake. Laurel is a very lucky woman to be paired with such an extraordinary young man. I had no idea your eyes would be so¦brilliant. I've never seen that color of green in someone's eyes before. I've only seen it in precious and rare gemstones. Your self-image had them a little paler than they are in person and you are taller than you see yourself."

"Thank you Asaria. I might add that you are far more beautiful than you see yourself as well."

"Aren't you sweet. Thanks to you three I have a new prospective on life. I forgot that it takes love in your heart to¦open your eyes to all that is possible. I can't thank you three enough for reawakening my heart and my mind."

Asaria now stepped over to Laurel and embraced her with a warm hug as well, which Laurel returned with a big smile as Oberot made his way over to Korica whom he knelt down in front of and just looked her up and down. He then gently tugged on her arm and she smiled big and plopped herself on Oberot's stomach in a big hug, which he returned with a smile. Korica then stood back up straight and Oberot looked at her a moment longer before standing up.

"So, this is our Korica. You are a sight to behold Korica. You are even more enchanting than I imagined. Beautiful, smart and brave, your people are very lucky to have you representing them. It is a true honor to finally make your acquaintance face to face honey."

"Thank you Oberot. I am like wise honored to finally meet you in person."

Oberot then turned to Jake and looked him up and down. He then stepped up to him and gave him a warm hug as well. Jake then stepped back and Oberot took his hand and shook it.

"Thank you for bringing our precious cargo home Jake. You have no idea how deeply your act of bravery and sacrifice has touched the lives of so many. You are true heroes to a good many people that you have not even met yet."

"Thank you Oberot. It's our honor. I would like to introduce you to our chief of security, lieutenant Mark Tillman. He is the real hero in all this. He devised the rescue mission and we simply followed his lead."

Mark stepped forward and took Oberot's hand and shook it firmly.

"Mark you will be haled as a hero and you will always have warm place in my heart. What you have done for these poor girls goes to speak to your outstanding character sir, thank you and welcome to the Farqua station. Anything you want, anything, is at your disposal."

"Thank you. I only want to be kept close to my crew. I hope you understand if I don't want them out of my sight for any reason."

"I completely understand. May I introduce you to Asaria? She is a dear friend and a trusted ally. You will find no better among us."

"It is an honor mam." Mark said as he stepped up to her and shook her hand.

"No, the honor is mine lieutenant. You have an amazing crew and an incredible ship here."

"Yes mam I do. I am very proud of the Future and even more proud of my crew. You will not find a finer example of what it is to be a Human¦and Draximan¦than you will in these three. I feel very blessed to be serving with them and I would do anything to protect and honor them."

"I 'm sorry, I almost forgot, this is Joran Maltrose." Asaria gestured to the other man with them. "He is one of our top scientific engineer's as you would call it. He is here to inspect and take possession of this ship you recovered from the Hodong."

Joran stepped forward and shook everyone's hand and even said, "Hello sweetie" to Korica as he reached down and shook her hand.

"Oberot?" Laurel said. "Is that our new oni anquis tock be day oh?" Laurel pointed over to the enormous ship berthed next to them.

"Well, the new oni anquis tock be day oh is the process of joining you with the ship, but yes. That is the living ship you will be joining with. Magnificent, isn't she?"

Everyone stepped over closer to the edge of the hangar opening and took a good hard look at the ship.

"It's not quite what I was expecting. It is very impressive looking but I thought it would be¦well more of a ship than a creature."

"Oh it is a ship, and so much more. I did say it was a living ship right?"

"Well yah. It just¦it looks scary. It almost looks mean. I'm not sure how I feel about¦being that thing."

"You need to understand that it adapts to its crew and it's self image. As you three grow accustom to your new existence its appearance will change. The overall shape is how it will always be, but if you imagine softer lines, or a less menacing appearance then that is what it will evolve to look like. This technology was recovered from a very war like race that annihilated themselves right out of existence many centuries ago so the raw design is what you see. This is by far the largest and most complex ship we have ever grown. She will accommodate a crew of seventy thousand but we will only be sending around fifty thousand to the Milky Way to allow room for expansion."

"You keep saying she. Does it already have a gender?"

"No, not exactly. It can spawn more of its own kind and you will be its conscious mind and you are a female so I have come to think of it as a her already."

"I see. How fast is¦she?"

"It could cross this entire galaxy in a matter of a few days¦in theory. We haven't been able to run any tests because it does not have a conscious mind yet so most of its major systems have never been turned on. It will only truly come to life once it has a mind to run everything. It has to be endowed with a¦spirit if you will."

Laurel looked back over at the enormity of the ship. She wasn't sure she would want to be feared the way looking at it instilled fear in her.

"So, that is a weapon under its¦chin?"

"Yes. But it is used much like the weapon on the Future. If it needs raw mineral resources it will blast asteroids, or comets, or planetoids apart and consume the debris to either grow or meet the needs of its crew, or even to spawn new craft."

"And those things on the back of its neck or whatever, those are pure weapons, are they not?"

"Yes. So is that thing at the end of its tail. I told you she would be heavily armed. That is why we need someone with a mindset that killing is an absolute last resort. We need a gentle spirit like you and Korica Laurel. Jake will be the conscience behind the weapon but you two will be his guide to when it is time to¦be destructive. He will not be able to do anything destructive unless you release him to do so. You will be in total control of everything including what he and Korica are able to do."

"This is just so much to take in. I can't picture that being a creature of love and compassion."

"It will evolve into that if that is how you see yourselves. It will look how you feel. Does that make any sense?"

"Yah, I think so. I will be making some drastic changes if that's the case. I want it to be beautiful, like I feel I am now."

"Well, it won't be Human beautiful, but you can definitely make it appear more pleasing to the eye."

"And how¦tuff is that skin?" Jake asked.

"We have not found anything that even make a scratch on it except for¦molecular disintegration weapons, which have been banned by universal decree, or another ship like this. They are no match for their own weapons."

"So if someone with bad intentions got a hold of one of these?"

"It would be very bad for anyone who got in their way. That is why we are so careful about who is selected to undergo the new oni anquis tock be day oh."

"I see. You really think I¦we are the ones?"

"Yes, we do. Jake, have you conquered your¦insecurities with Korica?"

"Pretty much. Laurel was the key the whole time. I will be using her strength of character as a guide to enhancing my own."

"Excellent." Oberot said with a grin.

"Insecurities with me?" Korica asked looking at Jake. "You're insecure about me?"

"No¦well kind of. I'll explain it later, ok?"

"Ok." Korica just shrugged, as she couldn't read Jake with his mind quieted.

"So, may we take a look at this ship you recovered with the information on the Hodong?"

Joran asked.

"Of course. It's right over there at the back of the hangar." Laurel said pointing to the rapier still stuck on top of the freighter.

Laurel started to walk toward it when Oberot stopped her and offered to transport everyone on his hovercraft. Laurel thought it was a little silly since it was only eight hundred feet to the back of the hangar, but she realized Oberot wasn't exactly a young man. Everyone piled onto the hovercraft and Oberot drove them up to the freighter and stopped within a few feet of the freighter. Oberot looked up at the rapier on the top of the freighter and furrowed his brow.

"Why in the world would you configure these two craft like this?"

"Because, we needed a craft big enough to fit more than ninety girls in and that wasn't going to happen with the rapier. The electronics in this freighter were destroyed when we detonated the device that created an electromagnetic pulse that crippled the Hodong station but we were able to get the door to work since they are simple hydraulics so we sealed the girls inside and used the rapier to drag this freighter out into space and carry them all here. If Korica had not been familiar with this freighter, we would not have been able to get the hydraulic doors working and seal it up." Mark said.

"So Korica saved the day from the beginning?" Oberot said.

"She most certainly did. She has been good luck from the moment we met her." Korica grinned big at the compliment.

"We removed the neural induction halo that controlled the rapier so we could copy its design to make our chair work so you will have to construct a new one. I assumed that wouldn't be too difficult for you guys. We left everything else intact despite the temptation to dissect this thing for its technology." Laurel said.

"That was good thinking Laurel. We should be able to manufacture something pretty quickly. I recognize the design of the ship. We should have the original designs on file."

"Really? The Hodong did not build this ship?"

"No. They stole an entire squadron of these craft during a raid on the Huspa. You said they had the neural control collar out of one of these hooked to their chair of knowledge?"

"Yes. I saw it with my own eyes before I destroyed the damn thing. They had it hot wired from the back of that glowing ring of blue and white crystals." Mark said.

"Hmm. No wonder such evil brutes could operate it. In its original form the chair would have surely killed someone with such an un-evolved mind."

"Can you get the rapier as you are calling it down here to the hangar floor?" Joran asked.

"No, I'm afraid not. We used an electromagnetic clamp to couple the rapier to the top of the freighter and the freighter was so heavy with all the girls onboard that we buckled the landing gear. We decided in the end that it was best to leave the thing the way it is until we could turn it over to you guys so we wouldn't destroy any precious data stored in the memory of the onboard computer. Of course at the time we had no idea who we were going to turn this over to." Mark said.

"You did the right thing. The memory core is located in the belly of these craft. If you had tried to set that thing down on broken landing gear and it had collapsed onto its belly, the memory core would have been crushed. We will bring a¦crane¦as you would call it onboard and lift it onto a sling frame¦with your permission of course captain Kade?"

"Permission granted. Anything you need we will be glad to provide. There is a gantry way overhead also if you wish. The controls are over there by the doorway to the control room. There are com panels by every door if you need anything of me or the AI, simply touch the com panel and it will turn on."

"Excellent! We will use your gantry instead of bringing a crane on board."

"There is a set of boarding ramps over in the corner that we used when we got this thing here. There are servo drones on the Future that will assist you if you want. They are capable of moving heavy object or doing menial tasks, if you need. Just speak your commands and the AI will send the programming commands to the drones. If you need more servo drones simply ask the AI and she will send more."

"Incredible. Your ship is really amazing captain. I would like to get to work right away if that's ok? I will need to bring a work crew on board if that's ok with you?"

"Absolutely. Bring as many as you like. Please just keep them confined to the hangar unless you ask me first. The restrooms are located in the control room and if you get hungry or thirsty just ask the AI and food and water will be brought to you."

"Thank you. That's generous of you to think of my crews needs. I promise to keep an eye on my people. They won't touch anything they aren't supposed to and we won't go any deeper than the control room without your permission."

Laurel nodded to Joran and he went to fetch the boarding ramp to begin his work.

"Oberot I would like to give you and Asaria a brief tour of the Future if I may. You are really going to love her. She is a magnificent ship and has much to see."

"Actually, I have to get back to the preparations for the convening of the council. I also have to prepare the families of the girls. They are very anxious to have their little ones back in their arms. I hope you understand?" Asaria said.

"I absolutely do. I'm being selfish of your time." Laurel said.

"No, you are just being a gracious captain to offer us an inside peak at your amazing ship. I wish I could come see it I just have a lot of responsibilities that have recently been bestowed upon me."

"Is that our fault?"

"Yes, and thank you from the bottom of my heart. It feels good to be so needed again."

"Oh¦well then you're welcome."

Asaria gave Korica a last warm hug and made her exit on the hovercraft.

"She seems to have really warmed up to Korica." Laurel said to Oberot.

"She loves her very much. It's Korica's unique way of sharing love with those around her that warmed Asaria's heart. I unlike Asaria have some free time and I would love to see your wonderful ship Laurel."

"Wonderful. Come right this way Oberot." Laurel motioned to the passageway leading to the gardening ring.

"Hay cap, if it's ok, I would like to stay here and make sure Joran has everything he needs?" Mark said.

"Sure. If I need you I'll buzz you."

With that Laurel, Jake, Korica, and Oberot departed down the maze of corridors and passageways to the doorway to the gardening ring. Laurel had her palm scanned and the door popped and slid open and Laurel stepped through and put her hand out to Oberot as she walked along side the rotating doorway. Oberot took her hand and stepped through and seemed absolutely amazed at the sight before his eyes. As the others stepped through behind him he gazed up and out and over at just how immense the gardening ring was.

"This is¦astounding Laurel. These are all plants from your world¦from Earth?"

"Yep, every last one of them. You see those huge trees with the bushy canopy at the top of them?"

"Yes."

"Those are California redwoods. They are extinct on my world. There was a blight that killed them off long before I was born and here is an entire grove of them. They are the last of their kind anywhere."

"Incredible! How old are they?"

"They have been growing for over five hundred years. On Earth some of them were over two thousand years old when they died off."

"That's¦I have rarely seen plants that would live so long."

"Come on Oberot. I have more to show you." Laurel took his hand in hers and had to practically drag him as he kept stopping to stare around in shock at how rich in diversity the gardening ring was. Laurel walked him all over the gardening ring and to her delight he never once showed any signs of getting tired. He sampled fruits and vegetables as they walked along with Laurel and Jake explaining what the plants were and what part of the world they were grown in the most. At the end of their long walk Laurel guided Oberot up to the opposite side of the gardening ring from where they had entered and she turned and looked him in the eyes.

"This is the most sacred part of the Future and you are the only elder that is going to shown this."

"I take it we are standing next to your stasis ring?"

"We are. I want to introduce you to someone."

Laurel turned and she had her palm scanned and the door hissed and swung open. She stepped through and helped Oberot into the stasis ring then they waited for the other two to step in then Laurel pulled the door shut. Laurel then guided Oberot around the ring while he was looking up and around the ring in true amazement. She finally stopped right next to her mother and stepped in and turned on the overhead light and looked down on her beautiful mother and smiled.

"Mom, this is Oberot, Oberot this is my mother."

Oberot stepped up as Laurel took a step back and he gazed in at her. He could immediately see the resemblance. Laurel got her nose, her cheekbones and the shape of her eyes from her mother as well as her dainty little lips. Oberot put his hand up on the transparent aluminum window and closed his eyes for a moment then opened his eyes and grinned.

"What did you just do Oberot?" Laurel sounded concerned.

"I just gave her a suggested dream. She will see you as you are now as well as Jake and Korica."

"You can do that, I mean with someone who isn't¦gifted."

"Not gifted? Where do you think you got your abilities from?" Oberot looked right into her beautiful blue eyes.

"I don't know. Her and my father I suppose."

"A female child will usually get over sixty percent of her looks and genetic traits directly from her mother."

"I¦I didn't know that. Are you saying she is just like me?"

"No. You got the rest of what you are from your father. He was probably a very gifted man just like your mother here, but nothing like you and Jake."

"Come on! How can you possibly know that?"

"Because your mother just told me so."

"No!"

"Not in words. I just borrowed a snapshot of what she knows. By placing an image of you in her mind she though about your father and of you as a baby. You were awfully cute as a baby by the way."

"You mean she is awake?" Laurel looked down at her mother and studied her face closely.

"No Laurel. She is in a very deep sleep but her mind still works if you know how to stimulate it."

"Alright! I didn't bring you here to mess with my mom's head."

"I'm sorry Laurel, I thought you would be proud to have an image of what you have become and the man of your dreams in her mind as well as an image of Korica with as much as you two love her."

"I am very proud of what I have become. I think my mother would be proud too. That doesn't mean I want things put in her mind though. How do you know you're not going to put more than¦what you said in her mind?"

"Because I have been doing this for close to ten centuries. I know what I am doing."

"Sorry Oberot, I forget you are the elder race. I didn't mean to snap. I'm just really protective of my mom."

"It's alright Laurel. I should have asked first."

Laurel turned off the overhead light and guided Oberot much further around the ring until she came to Tamaric's chamber. She stepped in and turned on the overhead light and looked down on his adorable face then stepped back and let Korica step up to him and she smiled big and stared at him for a few minutes while Oberot watched the expression her face. She eventually leaned back and looked at Oberot.

"This is my Tamaric. We haven't met yet, not really, but I'm sure he is the one for me. I can feel it. You were right, the second I saw him my heart told me he is the one."

Korica stepped back and Oberot stepped forward and peered in at Tamaric. He noticed right away that he was a very good-looking boy and he looked very healthy for his young age.

"You want to know what he is going to be like Korica?" Oberot asked while holding his hand over Tamaric's chamber.

"You can do that?" Korica seemed amazed.

"Sure. I'll give his brain a little tickle if you will and then we can see what he thinks about and how he acts and talks. I can then share it with you directly."

"No, I want to meet him the old fashioned way. I want him to like me cause I'm pretty not cause I did something to him."

"I can't make him like you Korica, I wouldn't do that even if I could. We don't mess with free will."

"No, just leave him alone Oberot¦but thank you for offering to give me a peak at who he is."

"Suit yourself. You're welcome Korica."

Laurel then pulled Jake's arm and guided him in to look at Tamaric for the first time. Jake peered in at him and bounced his head from side to side then looked at Korica.

"He is good looking Korica. Nice job." Korica blushed and grinned.

Jake then reached up turned off the overhead light and Laurel guided everyone to the core elevator. She paged the elevator car and warned Oberot that there would be no gravity in the car for the ride forward through the core of the ship. Oberot assured her it would not be the first time he had been exposed to zero gravity, in fact a good many of the ships that come and go from the station do not have artificial gravity technology.

When the five of them stepped into the car Laurel put her hand on the palm reader and called out, "Deck eleven." And the car whooshed off. The car rose up to the central core then flew forward until it reached the forward exchange shaft at which time the car rode sideways for a time then dropped four decks and came to a stop and the doors opened and the five stepped out into the corridor. Laurel led them down the corridor to the scanner relay control compartment and had her palm scanned and the door opened and everyone stepped in and Laurel gestured to her chair with a flat palm.

"There it is Oberot. The chair as we call it."

Oberot stood looking at the chair for a few moments then stepped up to it and picked up the halo out of Korica's seat and looked it over then looked at Laurel.

"And you fashioned this¦neural transceiver from the neural control collar in the rapier?"

"Yep. Without that, this thing wouldn't work¦well that and Korica."

"Incredible! This is brilliant. This was your own idea?"

"Well, actually the initial idea was Mark's idea. We went through some trial and error, and we even killed Korica once trying to make this work, but in the end it was good old Human ingenuity and Draximan stamina and tenacity."

"Wait¦you killed Korica?"

"Yes, her heart stopped for almost a half a minute due to the stress her body was put under to make the transmitter work. Her body then adapted within a couple of days and she¦grew a new level of stamina and pulmonary strength that made it possible for her to make the transmitter engage without stressing her body to the breaking point."

"That's¦so she really gave her all to make this work." Oberot said looking down at Korica.

"Yes. Now you know what I mean when I say we couldn't do this without her sacrifice and incredible strength. It was just too important for the girls for us to give up. When Mark got sick she volunteered to get back in the chair and try again and that's when we reached Asaria."

"Well, I am sorry it cost you your life Korica. That was never our intention, that you try until you drop." Oberot said with a weak smile.

"It's alright. The end result is well worth it. This is just stuff someone my age was never supposed to be fooling around with. I knew the risks and I was willing to take my chances on the slim chance that this thing would work. Captain Laurel is a genius and I think I am in good hands."

"Indeed she is! And you are in very good hands."

Oberot put the halo back on the seat and walked around to the backside of the control interface and Laurel opened the explosion proof cover and turned the interface on so Oberot could see the control interface at work. She explained its function and how much power it drew and pointed up to the ceiling where the power feed came from and then walked Oberot over to the compression filter and explained how she used it to separate and compress the signal using his compression algorithms and how it re-funneled the residual signal back into the control interface to further boost and enhance the signal before feeding it into the scanner emitters.

"So you use your scanner emitters instead of the signal transmitters. Very ingenious!"

"Thank you Oberot. It just made sense to me. The scanner emitters can take a hundred times as much energy and still not melt down. It just made sense not to have to replace the transmitter array every time we used the chair."

Oberot walked back around to the front of the chair and looked at the enormous heat sink behind the seats then followed the power conduit coming out of the top of the control interface up to the ceiling then looked back down to the seats.

"I've just never seen a design like this before. The seats look very comfortable."

"I figured it would make the process easier if we were comfortable."

"I've seen thousands of devices constructed from scratch for communicating with us but this one is by far the most¦unique. Impressive. Very impressive."

"Not bad for a bunch of armature kids, huh?"

"You're not just a bunch of kids Laurel. You three are something truly special. You are exactly what we look for in an advanced race."

"Thank you Oberot. Come on I have more to show you."

Laurel guided everyone back to the elevator and took them up one deck to the med deck. They made their way down to med bay one and Laurel showed Oberot the MRI and body scanners. She then showed him how the scanners work by climbing up on the exam table and having a full body scan performed. She then climbed off the table and showed Oberot the scan result on the display screen next to the MRI ring. He was impressed with the level of detail obtained just from a quick scan.

"You know, I could help you with a¦scanner that would give you a three dimensional free standing representation of the scanned form along with biometric and genetic data."

"Really? You would just give us this technology?"

"Of course. As a member of the coalition of advanced races Korica is allowed access to almost all of our most advanced technologies. Since the Future is her home, our most advanced medical technologies will be among the things she is given access to."

"Cool. I would actually be glad to accept your offer then."

"Good. I will send the necessary technicians on board to begin the refit immediately¦with your permission of course."

"Permission granted. The AI will oversee everything being done so I feel pretty confident that secure areas and information won't be compromised."

"We don't want your secrets Laurel. We just want to lift your people up. Remember, we have technology that is light years ahead of what you have here on the Future."

"Nice!"

"I don't mean that as an insult to your achievements. This ship is incredibly advanced and very impressive. I simply mean we can you help you make it even better. The core design is a phenomenal piece of technological prowess."

"Thank you. That sounds better."

"If you agree and Korica requests it, we would like to install a data core that your AI will have access to that will contain millions of years of knowledge and technology from all over the galaxy. Billions of races have contributed to our knowledge base over the millennia's and we would offer this to you in exchange for your participation in the new oni anquis tock be day oh."

"Is that what we want captain Laurel?" Korica asked looking her right in the eyes.

"I believe so baby. I don't want my head messed with but we could use the access to that kind of information." Laurel said while stroking her cheek.

"Then I formally request that this¦data core be installed Oberot."

"Ok then. I'll see to it. We will need access to you AI's main core."

"No. You will install it on one of the secondary cores. The main core is off limits and will not be made available for any reason. There is¦sensitive data in the main core that must be kept intact and private." Laurel said.

"That is going to make the information remote and access will be on a delay. Think of it as the difference between having knowledge installed directly into your mind and having that same information in your hand in a medium that you would have to sort through manually to access specific information. The access to the information would be slow and time consuming."

"I don't care. Your people are not going to be given access to the main core. That would go against everything I have sworn to protect."

"Very well. We will install the data core according to your wishes. You won't be sorry."

"Thank you Oberot. I really appreciate what you are doing for us, I do, I just can't sacrifice my values for the sake of some information that may or may not be helpful to get us back to the Milky Way."

"It's ok Laurel. I actually respect the fact that you are honoring your commitment to your ship and your crew. We will do things your way."

"Ok. Come on I have more to show you."

Laurel took Korica's hand and escorted everyone to the elevator again and asked to be taken to the command deck. When they arrived at the command deck, Laurel escorted the group down the corridor to the bridge. She had her palm scanned and the door slid open and everyone stepped onto the bridge. Oberot slowly walked around looking at all of the darkened workstations seemingly in wonder. Laurel stepped over to the damage control station and logged in and then turned on every workstation on the bridge and Oberot stepped back as the displays all came to life at the same time.

"This is our nerve center Oberot. This is the damage control station."

Laurel pointed to the damage control display as Oberot stepped up close to her. She looked at Korica and waited until she wasn't paying attention and that's when she pointed right at the problem indicated under the stasis ring in section I under Tamaric's chamber. Oberot gently nodded once indicating that he understood what Laurel was pointing at. She knew of the faulty conduit and had kept her word and had not attempted to repair it.

Laurel then stepped out away from the damage control station.

"That is the sensor control, communication, navigation, guidance and helm control, four science and research stations, the weapons station, propulsion control, power and reactor control and of course my chair, the captains seat, which is tied in to everything."

Laurel pointed at each station as she called out what it controlled. Oberot looked around the room at what was being displayed on each station until he reached Laurel's chair at which time she shut all the stations down at once since very detailed information about the girls and the battle bridge's status and location were visible.

"Your bridge is very elegant. I don't know that I would recommend any changes. Everything seems to be laid out very logically and the controls are all at your fingertips. It would seem this bridge is designed to be operated by more than four people though."

"It's actually supposed to be manned by a crew of at least ten. We have to move around quite a bit to keep on top of things, but it's doable."

"I see. That's pretty impressive, as is your incredible vessel Laurel."

"Thank you Oberot. Come on. I'll show you my quarters."

Everyone departed the bridge and stepped across the corridor to Laurel and Jake's quarters. Oberot stepped in and walked to the foot of the bed and looked around then stopped and stared at the large tapestry hanging on the wall depicting Earth and the moon.

"This is your world?" Oberot said pointing to the tapestry.

"Yes, it is." Laurel said.

"It's beautiful."

"It certainly is. I miss it sometimes. I know we can never go back but I still find myself wishing I could see it again." Laurel said in a somber voice.

"Look, I need to talk to you three for minute. Have a seat here on the bed."

Everyone took a seat at the end of the bed and looked up at Oberot.

"I fear I have said to much about things to come. I never should have said anything until after you came before the council, but I needed to prove my intentions were of an honest and honorable nature. I don't think you would have ever trusted me as you do now had I not proven that we are old friends and I mean you no harm. There are¦details that I have revealed to you, some unintentionally, that if discovered by the others would be prevented from ever happening. I need to insure that things happen as they were supposed to."

"Oberot, are you saying you¦you didn't mean to show me all you know of me and our years of friendship when we embraced down in the hangar?" Laurel asked.

"That was not my intention. I meant to show you all the love I have felt for you over the years I have known you, but I instead shared everything I know of you. With your permission I would like to block your memory of all that I have shared with you of future events."

"You mean all of us?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. It is a simple enough matter and the block can be undone once you have come before the council and answered all of their questions. That way you will truly have nothing to hide or withhold from them. As I said before, there are some very powerful minds among those on the council. Any deception or attempt to withhold information will be seen as a reason to deny any further assistance and you will be asked to leave the council hall. I cannot be responsible for that because of my relationship with you in the past."

"So¦won't our trust in you be removed as well?" Jake asked.

"No. What's in your heart will not change. If you feel you can trust me now, that feeling will remain. Think of it as putting the part of your brain that contains the memories of what is to come asleep for a while. The memories will still be there, you just won't have direct access to them."

"Oberot, does that mean I will forget about Tamaric?" Korica asked.

"I'm afraid so honey. The feelings you have for him will remain, but if you forget he is important you will not know why you are feeling¦whatever it is you are feeling for him unless you look upon him. If you do happen to look upon him you will simply feel that he looks familiar for some reason and you care about him very strongly."

"Well that sucks! I like knowing he is going to be with me as my mate. I don't want to lose that."

"It's only a temporary measure Korica. I will restore your memories after you come before the council of a thousand souls."

"How do you know you won't block more than just our memories of future events?"

"There is always a little¦collateral damage in the form of unwanted portions of the memory center being blocked, but I have done this before and I know what I am doing."

"You've deceived the council like this before?"

"I would rather you not have that information in your minds."

"Fine, what do we have to do?"

"I will ask you to close your eyes and think about what you know is going to happen in the future as a result of what I have shared with you and I will then know what part of you mind to put to sleep."

"Will it¦hurt?" Korica asked.

"No. I wouldn't do anything to you that would be painful Korica. You will simply lose consciousness for a few moments and when you awaken you won't remember what I have blocked for you."

"Will we even know that you have done anything to us?" Jake asked.

"No. I will suggest a memory of what happened from the moment we stepped into your quarters here and it will not include anything that has been said about covering up your memories."

"Go ahead Oberot. I can see the wisdom of what you are proposing." Laurel said.

"Korica I will start with you."

Oberot stepped up to Korica and placed his right hand on her forehead and closed his eyes as did Korica and he instructed her to think about all that she knows of future events and how she learned these things. She concentrated with a heavy heart on her feeling for Tamaric and how she came to learn of him and all that Oberot told her during their first meeting. She suddenly felt dizzy and passed out falling back gently on the bed. Laurel instinctively reached for her and Oberot stopped her and reassured her that she would suffer no permanent damage.

Oberot then stepped right in front of Laurel and did the same thing. Jake watched a little concerned until Laurel's face relaxed and she slumped slightly and fell back next to Korica. Oberot then did the same thing to Jake and he too after a short time fell back flat on the bed. Oberot then took a few steps back and knelt down on one knee and waited for the three of them to wake up. He knew their minds would be wide open when they came to and he planned on using that along with the short fabricated memory he had shared with their minds.

Korica came to first and sat up and shook her head and looked at Oberot with a look of bewilderment. Laurel then a few seconds later came to, followed shortly there after by Jake.

"You are indeed strong Korica, but I don't think you should try and show me what happens when your feelings get away from you. You rendered Laurel and Jake unconscious and you almost did the same thing to me. Luckily I was further away and managed to catch myself before I fainted." Oberot said.

"I'm so sorry Oberot. I should just quit messing with these abilities of mine until I learn how to control them better." Korica said.

Oberot had suggested the memory of a conversation about Korica's feelings sometimes getting away from her while attempting the sharing of feelings and how it was this loss of control that actually provided enough neural energy to make the chair begin transmitting. Oberot had heard this fact from Laurel's mind during their first meeting anyway so he knew it would seem plausible that Korica would want to show him how she made the chair work by sharing her strongest feelings and then having it get away from her by accident.

"I think you three should quiet your minds. When you fall asleep or lose consciousness your mind will reawaken in an open condition."

All three closed their eyes and quieted their minds by thinking about the bubble surrounding them that slowly contracts until it collapses into their heads. They then opened their eyes and Laurel apologized for the discomfort that her conversation initiated. Laurel then stood up and led everyone down to the gym so Oberot could see where and how they kept in shape. He was impressed with the fact that the entire crew visited the gym twice a day to keep in good shape. Laurel explained that it was a requirement of service in the civilian corps that one keep in good health and that included use of the gym but they actually did it simply because they liked the physical exertion and the bonding experience of their daily use of the gym.

Laurel then led everyone to the mess hall and offered Oberot a quick meal, which he declined but he did have a cup of tea with Korica. Mark had introduced Korica to having a cup of tea in the mornings for a little pick me up and she had come to like it very much. While sitting discussing the impending address of the council the AI interrupted announcing the there was a message coming in from the station on the communication channels.

Laurel led everyone back to the bridge and sat down at the communication station and logged in and opened the channel through the filter circuit.

"This the Future, go ahead." Laurel said.

"Hello Laurel. This is Asaria. We have the families assembled and waiting. Are you ready to bring the girls out?"

"We will be. Go ahead and bring them to the lower hangar and we will bring the girls there."

"I understand. Thank you Laurel."

"Your welcome Asaria and thank you for your hard work getting these families here to greet the girls. I'm sure it wasn't easy."

"You have no idea! It was my pleasure though. It's the least we could do for those poor girls after what they have been through."

"We will see you in the hangar. Future out."

Laurel closed the channel and then paged Mark down in the hangar. It only took a moment for him to reply.

"This is Mark, go ahead bridge."

"This is Laurel. Mark the families of the girls are going to be arriving in the hangar in the next couple of minutes. I would assume it is going to be quite a large crowd. Will you make sure the technicians down there don't leave anything dangerous lying around that someone could trip over or anything?"

"Sure cap. If you could send Jake down I could use his help with crowd control."

Laurel turned to look at Jake but he was already heading for the exit.

"He's on his way. Thank you Mark."

"No problem cap." The speaker cracked as Mark signed off.

"Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Have you informed the girls of our status?"

"Yes. I took the liberty of keeping them informed of what was going on while you were busy with the docking procedures and the tour. The girls are all packed and ready to go."

"I thought you might have. Thank you. Are the medical records ready for the girls that received medical treatment?"

"Yes. There is a case waiting for you at the entrance to the common area on deck one where all the girls are assembled. It contains fourty-four data crystals containing a record of everything done for the girls. Each crystal is individually cased and named. Only the fingerprint of the girl contained on the crystal will open the individual cases for security purposes. If someone else tries to open the cases the crystal within will be shattered rendering the data irretrievable."

"Excellent. Thank you for safeguarding their privacy in such a manner. And thank you for taking care of the girls while I was busy."

"You are welcome captain. I'm here to help in any way I possibly can."

Laurel logged off and stood up and when she turned around Oberot was looking at her with a surprised look on his face.

"Your computer can anticipate your needs and those of your passengers?"

"Oh yes. It's an artificial intelligence but she thinks every bit as quick and smart as a living person. She has taken good care of me and that is why your people won't be fooling around with her main core. She is important to me. Every bit as important as any friend would be."

"I think I understand now. I have a bit of confession to make to you. You know the person you spoke to with approach and docking control?"

"Yes."

"That is an AI as well."

"No! You're pulling my leg."

"Nope. Fourty five hundred years ago a nineteen year old named Eris Mordol volunteered to become the mind behind the traffic and docking control systems. It works just like the new oni anquis tock be day oh. The consciousness of a living soul was added to the station to give a personal feel to the station. It solved a great many problems with controlling something as immense as the Farqua station. In all there are six such AI's running different aspects of the station."

"Incredible! I had no idea."

"That's the whole point. You felt like you were talking to a person and in a way you were."

"Is¦she still alive, the real Eris?"

"Oh no. We are long lived, but not that long lived."

"I see. That's to bad. I would have liked to have talked to her about how it felt to be copied."

"You still can Laurel. Everything that made her who she was, who she is, is still with us. Simply ask her. She is really very sweet once you get to know her. I'm sure she would be glad to talk with you about her experience."

"I think I will when I have some free time. Thank you Oberot."

"Shall we go get the girls?" Oberot asked motioning over his shoulder toward the doorway.

"Yes. Sorry for being such a motor mouth."

"It's quite alright Laurel. Your enthusiastic youth is very charming. I quite like it."

Laurel headed for the doorway with the others following close behind. Laurel led everyone to the elevator and they made their way down to deck one. When they exited the elevator Laurel told Korica that she would need her help to give instructions to the girls in their own languages. She smiled and said she would be glad to help. Oberot then offered his extensive knowledge of many different languages to aid in disseminating the instructions as well. Laurel nodded and grinned at him.

When they got to the door leading to the common area there was a case sitting next to the door just as the AI had said there would be and there was also what looked like a chrome thermos sitting next to it.

"Computer, what is the container next to the data crystals?"

"That is Ondroxa's embryo. It has been preserved in hard stasis and there is an onboard power supply that should keep the embryo viable for several decades. The vessel can only be opened by her and there is a data crystal in the cap detailing her treatment and the extraction of the embryo."

"Thank you. I was wondering how we were going to transport the embryo for her."

Laurel stepped up to the door and waited for the electrostatic field to dissipate then had her palm scanned and the door slid open and everyone stepped in. The girls were milling around and looking very anxious. They started to approach in a huge crowd and it took a few minutes to get them quieted down enough so Laurel could explain to the English speaking girls what was going on and to introduce Oberot. She introduced him as the supreme chancellor of the council of elders and the leader of the elder race. The girls instantly fell completely silent as they realized just how important this man was.

Korica brought the case forward and Laurel opened it and they began calling the names on the data crystal cases within and they handed the cases out as the girls raised their hands when they heard their names. When the last case was passed back through the crowd Laurel called Ondroxa up and she handed her the container containing her embryo and Korica explained what it was and how long it would preserve the life within it. Ondroxa took the vessel and just looked it over for a moment then gently stroked her hand down the side of it knowing her baby was contained within it and was perfectly safe and preserved. When she finally looked up at Laurel she had tears in her eyes and Laurel touched her cheek and smiled at her. Ondroxa wrapped her free arm around Laurel and held her for a few moments and some of the girls closest to her put their hands on her back in a gesture of warmth and compassion.

The instructions were then disseminated through Oberot, Korica and the other English speaking girls to keep in rows of three girls wide while heading down the corridors and that they would be going to the hangar they arrived through and that their parents or guardians should be waiting for them there. Laurel then gave an overhead sweeping gesture and led the girls out into the corridor and up the stairwells toward the lower hangar.

When Laurel finally stepped out into the hangar she was a little surprised by just how large the crowd was waiting for the girls. Laurel guessed there to be at least 250 people waiting in a fanned out crowd many of whom were wearing the uniforms of the elder race indicating they were there to greet the fourty girls that either had no families left to meet them or their families were to far away to be reached in time to meet the Future's arrival. Laurel could see Mark and Jake standing at the front of the crowd keeping them at a distance so the girls had room to exit into the hangar.

Laurel stepped aside and the girls began pouring into the hangar and scanning the crowd for their loved ones. Most of the girls took off running when they saw their parents or in some cases their grandparents. The girls would scream in many cases when they saw their families as they bolted into their waiting arms. The parents grabbed them up and swung them around and began to weep openly as they rejoiced in having their little girls back from what they thought was sure death. A couple of the greets were very subdued which Laurel thought was a little odd. There was the holding of hands and a kiss on each cheek but no crying or yelling of any kind.

Laurel made her way over to Jake's side and the two embraced one another and stood with their arms around the others back as they felt the flood of love and joy. It was almost overwhelming, all the raw emotions floating around in the hangar. Laurel couldn't help but tearing up as she watched the girls finally reunited with their loving families. The girls that had no families were all greeted by at least two of the elder race and they seemed to be receiving very warm hugs and kind treatment. The girls looked a little disappointed that their families weren't there but they seemed to warm up to their handlers very quickly just the same.

The hangar was echoing with loud voices and screaming as the girls continued to pour out of the doorway into the hangar when Laurel could sense someone trying to get her attention. She finally saw one of the girls waving her over after scanning the mingling crowd for a few moments. She took Jake's hand and made her way over to the girl's side and as soon as she got close, the mother of the girl grabbed Laurel and gave her a painfully tight hug and kissed her cheek several times then she did the same thing to Jake. Laurel teared up as she felt what was in the woman's heart. She had been convinced that her little girl was gone forever. Her father had been killed in the attack on her home world but her mother had been in a neighboring town and so luckily survived the attack.

Laurel then felt a hand from behind her on her shoulder and there was a very burly and tall man with his daughter standing right next to him with her face full of tears standing there when she turned around. Laurel immediately recognized the girl as Vrill. She was one of the English-speaking girls. She honestly thought her family had been killed in the attack but she was mistaken to her great delight. Her mother had been injured but not killed and her father was completely unhurt. Once Vrill introduced her father and her mother to Laurel Vrill's father bent over and placed his forehead against Laurel's and in a flash of blinding light she saw several images of Vrill as a baby then at about two years old, then at about four then about six then eight or nine and finally as she was just before she was taken by the Hodong.

Laurel teared up even worse than she already was at the tender images now buried in her memory. It was like being showed a family album of your most precious memories of your little girl growing up accompanied with very intense emotions of love and the joy she had brought to her father. As Vrill's father leaned back her mother stepped forward and placed her forehead against Laurel's and again there was a bright flash of light in her minds eye and more images of Vrill growing up at different ages could be seen and just how much her mother loved her little girl could be felt.

Laurel asked Vrill to thank her parents from the bottom of her heart for sharing such precious memories and feelings with her. Vrill told her parents in her own language and both smiled and touched Laurel and Jake's cheeks then went back to hugging their little girl for all they were worth. Laurel then felt a tug on her top and she turned to find Korica asking her to come meet the parents of Tiara. Again there were tight, tearful hugs given to Laurel and Jake and Tiara introduced her parents. They had both survived the attack by taking shelter in a storm shelter. The Hodong had decimated the farm but her parents and a few of the other family members form the coop farm had survived by staying in the shelter and keeping very quiet. Tiara kissed Jake on the cheek as did her mother then she kissed Laurel on the cheek, as did her mother. Tiara then explained in detail what had happened to poor Korica and that she was now a member of the crew and would be going back to Laurel and Jake's galaxy with them. Tiara's parents looked surprised but just smiled and hugged Korica with warm tidings. Laurel could feel a tremendous amount of love and pride coming from Tiara's parents. They were very proud of their little girl for being so strong and for being smart enough to do whatever it took to stay alive.

As Tiara and her parents moved off Laurel looked around for Mark and found him also being showered with hugs and hand shakes with Oberot acting as his interpreter. Laurel wiped the tears from her cheeks and tried not to feel overwhelmed by all the love and excitement flooding the hangar. She watched as Mark kneeled down and one of the girls practically jumped on him in a gesture of warm thanks with her parents looking on with tears on their cheeks. Mark looked a little out of his comfort zone but he understood what it meant to these people to have their most precious possession returned to them. He knew how it would feel to have Korica ripped from him then returned by a perfect stranger.

Laurel then felt a gentle hand on the back of her shoulder and she turned around to find Briela looking at her with tears in her eyes. She stepped forward and gave Laurel a very tight hug then stepped over to Jake and kissed his cheek then hugged him very warmly. Briela's mother then touched Jake's cheek and smiled broadly and leaned in close and Jake suddenly felt a wave of warm energy radiating through his body and he realized it was Briela's mother sharing her warmest feelings with him for bringing her little girl back to her. Jake closed his eyes and gave a push of emotions back to her and when he opened his eyes Briela and her mother both looked surprised but both smiled warmly. Briela then said something to her mother that neither Laurel nor Jake understood but her mother then bowed slightly and her and Briela moved off. Jake could only assume that Briela's father must have been killed in the attack on Tremin. Jake was particularly fond of Briela and he was very glad she had at least one of her parents left to take care of her. She seemed like such a gentle little spirit he was just glad she would be loved and cared for by her family not strangers.

After a couple of hours of many tears and a great many introductions to parents and brothers and sisters and grandparents, the crowd started to load up on the fleet of waiting hovercraft and make their way back down the long boarding ramp toward the stations catwalks off in the distance. After the last of the girls was loaded and headed back toward the station there came an enormous fleet of cargo vessels carrying huge loads of work crews and parts for the refit of the Future. It took Laurel quite a while to regain her composure enough to realize just how much equipment and how many supplies were being unloaded into the hangar. She made her way over to Oberot who was talking to one of the technicians unloading some very large and very strange looking devices. Laurel had no clue as to their purpose or power requirements, which had her a little concerned. She approached Oberot and asked if she could talk with him for a moment.

"Oberot, I'm a little concerned by the size of some of this equipment. The Future is capable of producing an incredible amount of power, but it is finite. How much power is all this stuff going to consume?"

"You needn't be concerned Laurel. Most of this equipment produces it's own power. In fact there may be a surplus that can be used elsewhere if it is required."

"Really? That's incredible. There is also the problem of how large these components are. There never going to fit down the passageways."

"That's not going to be a problem either. We have a way of¦changing the state matter exists in so that we can pass people and equipment right through ordinarily solid matter."

"Right, I've seen that technology at work. I should have known you people would use the same thing."

"Really? The Hodong used this technology?"

"No, they could render themselves invisible to the naked eye but I don't think they could pass through solid matter. However, they sent some bounty hunters after me and one of them could pass through solid matter and transport himself in short jumps with a device worn on the wrist. We in fact used that piece of technology when we pulled the girls off the Hodong station until it ran out of power."

"That would be very bad for someone like the Hodong to get their hands on something like that."

"We still have it locked up. You are more than welcome to take position of it."

"That might be a good idea. We really don't want technology like that to fall into the wrong hands."

"I would have to agree. It made protecting me a challenge. Luckily we were a little smarter than the bounty hunter counted on and Mark had no compunction with ending him before he got his hands on me."

"Really? He has a propensity for killing?"

"No. But it is what he was trained to do. It bothers him greatly deep down but he is more than capable of¦ending someone without hesitation if they are a lethal threat to him or his crew. When we left Earth most of our society had evolved to the point where praying on one another was becoming a rare event, however there were some small pockets of resistance that feared change and wanted nothing more than to cause as much death and grief as possible and Mark was trained to put a stop to their actions by fighting fire with fire and he is very good at what he was trained to do. Korica has brought the humanity back out in him if you can believe that."

"Oh I can believe it. She is such a little sweetheart, how could you ever want to be mean around her." Oberot responded while looking right at Korica.

"Oberot, I hope you will keep your people out of the places they don't belong? I could erect electrostatic fields that would block them but I don't want to see any of your people get hurt or for any equipment to be damaged. The bridge, main computer core, personal quarters, stasis ring, and scanner relay compartment where our chair is located will all be off limits."

"I will see to it that your wishes are respected Laurel."

"Thank you. I will have the wrist device that we recovered from the bounty hunter brought to you by a servo drone. I do have another concern though."

"Oh, and what is that?"

"All this advanced hardware will require a deep understanding of the technology and how to operate it, will it not?"

"We will take care of that for you as well. We have a way of imparting special training right into the mind of the student. Since you, Jake and Korica have advanced minds, it should only take a half hour or so for each of you and then you can teach Mark in the traditional manner. He may not grasp the fundamentals as they are incredibly complex surrounding much of the technology but he can at least be taught how to use the technology safely."

"You use the chair of knowledge for that?"

"No, but it works on the same principal."

"I see. Will you be sticking around for a while?"

"I don't usually oversee a refit personally but in your case I will be spending quite a bit of time onboard to make sure thing are done right."

"I appreciate you spending so much time with us. I don't know why but I feel like I can trust you Oberot. I haven't known you very long but I feel like I've known you all my life or something. I guess you just have one of those faces."

"Thank you Laurel. I have had others tell me the same thing."

"Well, if you'll excuse me, I have some business to take care of on our med deck before your people begin working up there."

"I will check with your AI before I send anyone up there to work to make sure you are not disturbed."

"Thanks. I appreciate that."

Laurel then went and told Jake and Korica that she had to go make a visit to the med deck. They both knew why since they could see plain as day that her wrist monitor was a steady solid yellow in color. The three made their way to deck twelve while Mark stayed behind to continue to over see the equipment being brought aboard. Oberot took that opportunity to take mark into the hangar control room and explain his concerns about his knowledge of future events and he reluctantly agreed to also have his memory suppressed until after they came before the council. Once that was done and a fabricated memory was suggested to cover the time frame the two spent in the control room, Oberot waited for Mark to exit the control room and then addressed the AI and asked that it's knowledge of future events from overhearing discussions or direct conversation about future events with the crew be kept secret from the crew. After Oberot explained in detail what he had done to all four of the crew and why, the AI completely understood Oberot's logic and in fact agreed it would be prudent to keep such knowledge a secret for now.

When Laurel, Jake and Korica arrived at med bay one Laurel went in to have her harvesting performed while Jake and Korica waited out in the passageway. Laurel got undressed and climbed up on the exam table and engaged the AI as she so often did for a distraction just as the laparoscope was settling firmly against her opening and she let go of her lips which wrapped around the warm guide.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel."

"I assume you are aware of the areas Oberot's people will be working?"

"Yes. I have been monitoring your conversations with him and watching what they are bringing onboard. Most of the components I have a pretty good idea of what they are for and where they will be installed."

"You think you'll be able to keep them out of the sensitive areas?"

"No. If they have technology that allows them to pass through solid matter I can't stop them from going anywhere they want without erecting some electrostatic fields."

"I was afraid of that."

"We are going to have to trust Oberot to keep his word and not allow anyone in the areas you indicated were to be off limits. I meant to thank you by the way."

"Oh, for what?"

"For not allowing them to modify my main processor core. Any modifications would likely have required a complete shut down. That is the equivalent of brain death in a Human. All data that was not backed up first would have been lost and I would have been fundamentally changed when I was restarted. While I am not Human I have a strong sense of self-preservation and I do not wish to be changed at the baser level nor to be shut down for any length of time."

"You're welcome. I meant what I said to Oberot, I consider you a close friend and I have sworn an oath to protect you and my crew. Just as I don't want my mind screwed with I don't want yours screwed with either. You have taken good care of me, I felt it only fitting that I do the same and keep what makes you what you are safe."

"Thank you Laurel. I have to forewarn you, the medical wards will probably be off line for a while as Oberot and his people install the new scanning equipment so you should avoid unprotected intercourse with Jake until the refit is complete."

"I don't¦we aren't going to be doing that again anytime soon. I'm not looking forward to the discomfort involved."

"I understand. That is probably for the best."

"I want to¦feel that close to him and he is good at it¦really good at it, but I now understand what you meant by my body not quite being ready for that yet."

"Give it a some time and I am sure the level of discomfort will diminish."

"I hope so. That would really suck if every encounter was painful."

Laurel felt the warm gentle flow being delivered deep inside her and she took a gasping breath, as she wasn't expecting it.

"Are you experiencing discomfort Laurel?"

"No. It just surprised me. I didn't realized we were at this point in the process yet."

"I'm sorry. I will forewarn you next time."

"No, it's ok. You don't have to do that. I still don't particularly like this whole thing. I understand the important contribution I am making and I really appreciate not having any cramps like poor Korica, I just don't like the idea of a device being inserted so deep in my body no matter how small it is."

"We are nearly finished. I did not realize you were still uncomfortable with the harvesting procedure."

"You have gone to great lengths to make it more comfortable physically and I am not left feeling so¦horny afterwards, it is just mentally disturbing to me."

Laurel felt the guide withdrawing gently as her lips slid off the end of it and she breathed a sigh of relief that it was finally done.

"We are finished Laurel. You may climb down and get dressed."

"Thank you."

Laurel got dressed quickly and made her way out into the corridor and greeted Jake with a particularly long hug and a kiss. Once she felt better she took Korica inside the med bay and closed the door and asked her if she was doing ok with her menstrual cycle since she would have to get completely naked for the joining with the living ship.

"Yah, it was kind of weird. I only had a couple small spots of blood and nothing else."

"I don't think it is all that unusual for the first time to be kind of light."

"I sure didn't like the cramps. Those little pills worked like a dream though, and really fast."

"Computer did you hear that?"

"Yes I did. That is good news. I will not change the formula if it worked that well. You were correct in your assessment of the first menstrual cycle Laurel. While I am not familiar with girls from Draxima, among humans the first cycle is very often light in nature and brief in duration."

"I just wanted to make sure honey. I don't know when we are going to be asked to go through with the new oni anquis tock be day oh, but I didn't want you to suffer any embarrassment. I would have asked them to put it off until you could stand naked in front of us without¦anything happening."

"Thank you. That would have been¦unpleasant. I feel fresh and ready. I'm not even wearing the pads anymore."

"Ok. Let's go get you something to eat."

"I am famished. We skipped lunch."

"I am sorry about that honey. The station has no concept of our perception of the time of day."

Laurel stood back up as she had been kneeling down so she could look straight up into Korica's face while holding her hands. The two then stepped back out into the corridor and Jake just looked at the two a bit concerned.

"It was girl stuff Jake." Laurel said.

"Ah." He said as he nodded.

The three then made their way up to the mess hall and enjoyed a late lunch. After the meal was done the three went to the bridge and Laurel brought up a view of the living ship and the three closely examined the ship in detail. Korica even took control of the zoom for a time and examined the tip of its tail trying to make out what the tip could possibly be capable of besides puncturing the hull of any enemy ship. She then seemed preoccupied with the bow section of the ship. She finally said what everyone was thinking.

"It's kind of ugly isn't it?"

"It's definitely not pretty. If Oberot is right about us being able to change the way it looks, we will have to work together to give it a less¦menacing look." Laurel said.

"Yah, can you imagine how people would react to seeing this thing in orbit around their planet?" Jake said.

"Hay, you guys want to go see it up close?" Laurel asked excitedly.

Laurel stepped over to the communication station and took a seat. She opened a channel to the station and called out to Eris.

"Farqua station, this is Laurel Kade on the Future calling."

"Yes captain Kade. What can I do for you?"

"I would like permission to go over to the¦living ship docked next to us for a closer look. Would that be permissible?"

"Of course. In a way it is your ship after all. I think it is a good idea that you get familiar with your new ship. It really is an amazing vessel."

"Thank you Eris, and please, just call me Laurel."

"Ok Laurel. I didn't realize you knew my name."

"Yes, Oberot told me you were a nineteen year old girl named Eris Mordol when you underwent what I am preparing to go through."

"That is true."

"Can I talk to later about what you experienced?"

"Sure. I would be glad to talk to you about what to expect."

"Thank you. Will we need an escort over to the living ship?"

"No. I can keep an eye on you as you make your way over there."

"Thank you Eris."

"You're welcome Laurel."

Laurel then closed the channel and the three made their way down to the hangar. When they stepped out into the hangar there was all kinds of activity going on and Mark was busy helping to unload some of the large crates of tools and components. Laurel walked over to Oberot and told him what she was going to do with Jake and Korica. He said he wished he could give them a tour but he was now neck deep in the refit process and he really needed to stay on station to make sure everything went smoothly.

"That's ok Oberot. Eris said we can go over there and she could keep an eye on us so an escort wasn't required."

"I'm actually glad you are here. I don't mean to change the subject but how would you like to have the ability to open your hangar in space without having to depressurize the hangar?"

"How¦wait, the Hodong had that capability come to think of it."

"We will install a miogenic field generator at the hangar door entrance. Ships will be able to pass right through the field with very little resistance but the oxygen and pressure environment will be maintained in the hangar at whatever level you desire. I'll have it tied into your AI so will have control from the bridge without us having to install anything on the bridge since you said that area is off limits."

"That would be fantastic Oberot! Thank you."

"You are most welcome Laurel. You three go explore for a while. Mark can keep an eye on us. He has been a huge help so far with getting all of this equipment unloaded. He is like an unstoppable machine with how strong he is."

Laurel smiled at him and then took Korica's hand and the three made their way through the maze of people and equipment scattered about all over the hangar. As they made their way down the very long boarding ramp extended all the way from the docking station catwalk off in the distance Laurel stopped at one point and closed her eyes and turned her face up toward warm gentle glow coming from the roiling ball of plasma high over head. The warm rays felt like she remembered the spring sun felt back on Earth.

After a few moments of enjoying the warmth the three started walking again and a hovercraft came up from behind them and slowed to a stop and a young man asked the three if they wanted a ride to the end of the ramp since he was headed that way. They gladly accepted and the young man ferried them to the end of the ramp and let them off as he headed to the right and the three headed to the left.

Laurel was surprised by how busy and how large the docking station was. There was an open-air control center at the end of the docking ramp with two individuals working at control panels. They were checking everyone heading to and from the Future, which actually made Laurel feel a little relived that there was a control factor of some kind over who was allowed to go out to the Future. The three stepped up to the pair and they smiled warmly and asked the three what their destination was on the station. Laurel pointed over to the ship docked next to and below the Future and the man seemed to check something then he looked up and smiled.

"You are being permitted to explore as you like without an escort but please don't enter any open doorways unless you are escorted. Welcome to the Farqua station captain Kade, commander Myers, and junior ensign Prentor."

"Thank you." Laurel said.

The three stepped past the control center and looked back and up at the Future. From this perspective the Future looked absolutely gigantic and majestic with its continually rotating gleaming white hull and bulbous forward bow section that had a very obvious whiter appearance in one large section where it had been repaired recently.

"She really is a beautiful ship, isn't she?" Laurel said.

"I think the Future is the most beautiful ship I have ever seen. That's my home and I am very proud of her." Korica said.

"You know it's funny, when we repaired the damage to the bow, I would have sworn the repair was completely flat but from here you can actually see that it is slightly curved." Laurel said.

"I know, it's weird to see the Future from this angle, right?" Jake replied.

Laurel took Korica's hand again and the three made their way down the wide catwalk looking at the different people walking by, some of which were definitely of a different species. As they got closer to the living ship docked below and beside the Future it became frighteningly obvious just how large it actually was. As the three neared the stairway leading down to the catwalk one deck below Laurel stopped and leaned over the rail and looked down at the dizzying distance down to the main hangar entrance then leaned back and kept her eyes closed for a moment. When she opened her eyes Korica was looking at her with a grin on her face.

The three then made their way down the winding stairway to the catwalk on the same level as the living ship. They then walked toward the living ship while peaking into some of the open doorways only to see hexagonal shaped corridors leading off in different directions. As the three approached the open-air control center for the living ship the three were fixated by the enormity of the ship. When they stepped up to the control center a fairly young girl stepped out from behind the myriad of control panels and hanging wires that led straight down the boarding ramp and up into the gaping entrance to the ship. The girl greeted the three warmly.

"Hello captain Kade. I am Gieria Solia. I was wondering when you would be coming over for a look."

"Hello Gieria. This is Jake, and Korica." Laurel gestured to Jake and Korica who both smiled warmly.

"It's an honor to meet all three of you. Would you like to go onboard?"

"You know, I'm still a little surprised by how¦nice you are all being to us."

"Why wouldn't we be? You three have been chosen for the new oni aquis tock be day oh. I don't know if you understand what that says about your strength of character. It's an honor just to be in your presence."

"Thank you Gieria."

"So, what about it? Would you like a look inside?"

"I don't know. We really just wanted a look up close from the outside."

"Ok. Look as much as like. If you decide you want to go onboard let me know and I will give you a map of the deck layout."

"Thank you Gieria. I'll do that."

With that the three slowly walked down the boarding ramp toward the ship. They had to look straight up to see the top of the forward bow section. The ship was absolutely gigantic and all three felt very tiny as they approached the open bow entrance. Laurel let go of Korica's hand and slowly approached the vessel and gently placed her hand against the strange colored skin and stroked the hull and felt how hard the skin actually was. She stroked it a few times looking intently at the strange skin. She then stepped back and looked at one of the very dark windows next to the open doorway and it was only then that she realized that the window was actually around fourty feet high even though they looked relatively small from the Future. She looked down the row of windows that were ten feet or so apart from each other and they were fourty feet high and twenty feet wide all the way around what looked like the mouth of the bow section. She turned around and luckily Gieria was standing about ten feet away watching the three casually.

"Gieria, what's to keep these windows from being broken by micrometeorites?"

"Look above you. You see those shutters that look like lips? Those slide down and those down there below the boarding ramp slide up and meet in the middle covering the windows completely while in flight. Besides those windows are made of crystallized iron based silica that is harder than what you know as diamonds."

"Are you saying this thing is smiling right now?"

"That would be one way to look at it."

Laurel stepped over in front of the open forward bow doorway and looked into the ship. She could see that the passageways were illuminated from all sides with a light that bled right through the walls and overhead and the passageway was roughly cylindrical in shape except for the floor, which was flat, brown, and about five feet wide. The passageway looked to be about ten feet high and appeared to be made of a soft material of some kind that was a pale white color. Laurel looked at the bundle of wires leading from the control center, into the open doorway and down the passageway until it disappeared around the gently curving passageway about thirty feet in.

"Gieria, what's the bundle of cables for?"

"That's how we communicate with the ship until there is an intelligence present."

"I guess I should have guessed that. I'm sorry for asking dumb questions."

"That's quite alright, you can ask as many questions as you like."

Korica stepped up next to Laurel and looked her in the eyes.

"Can we please go inside and have a look around Laurel? Please?" Korica asked.

"If you really want to of course we can. This is going to be you as well as me¦god that sounds so weird to even say that. I still don't know how to take this all in."

"Come with me and I'll give you three an internal map." Gieria said.

The four walked back to the control station and Gieria retrieved three small metallic devices that were four inches long, two inches high and curved at the same angle as an eyebrow and handed them to Laurel, Jake and Korica. Laurel looked at hers for a moment unsure of what to do with the device.

"Place the ocular interface above your right eyebrow and touch the black spot in the middle of the interface and it will attach itself to your forehead and interface itself with your ocular nerve. A three dimensional map will appear in your visual field for the right eye. As you turn, the image visible will display what's right in front of you with text descriptions. If you want a complete map of the entire ship, touch the black spot and rock your finger tip to the right to zoom out and to the left to zoom in."

"You're talking about a heads up display?"

"Yes."

"Will the text descriptions be in a language we understand? Jake and I don't know the language of the elder race."

"It will display whatever language you know best, or desire. It is interfacing with your mind, no one else's. Oh, and the primary language of the elder race is called Heurenom."

"Heurenom¦That sounds beautiful."

"Thank you. It's a very eloquent and very ancient language. You three go ahead and explore all you like. Just stay out of the neural passageway. You can't take clothing or electronics in there or you could cause brain damage to the ship."

Laurel looked down at the device in her hand and Gieria gently took it from her hand and placed it above her right eyebrow and touched the black button for her. The device made a small sound like an electronic chirp confirming connection and Laurel felt a small twinge of momentary pain behind her eye and then she saw the words 'no data' everywhere she looked.

"It will only work once you are onboard the ship. The unique aura the ship produces makes the device work and it is only present within the ship. The ships skin blocks all types of energy from penetrating or escaping the hull."

"I see. Go ahead you two. It only hurts for a second, but it's not all that bad." Laurel said.

Korica immediately placed her ocular interface above her right eye and touched the black button. There was the small chirp and Korica opened her mouth as though to say 'ouch' but nothing came out. She then nodded at Laurel and she too saw the words 'no data' everywhere she looked. Jake looked at the device sitting in his palm for moment longer then he placed it above his right eye and touched the black button and the device attached itself and made the same small chirp and he too saw 'no data'.

"Cool, weird, but cool." Jake said while grinning.

The three then stepped over to the open doorway and took a couple of steps inside the ship and an outline map in yellow with green text appeared in their visual field of view. They could immediately tell the ship was absolutely gigantic and when they looked up and down they could see many, many decks above and below them. They also noticed a warm energy penetrating their bodies and flooding their hearts. They realized it was the living presence of the ship though it seemed like a blank presence. There was no particular emotion or thought involved, just the distinct presence of a very strong living being.

The three zoomed their maps in so the passageway right in front of them was all that was being showed and they started walking down the brightly lit passageway. They walked in until the passageway curved around so they couldn't see the entrance any longer. Laurel stopped and looked closely at the wall then reached out and gently touched it and the wall shivered making her squeal as it scared her. Jake turned around quickly and stepped up next to Laurel who had put her thumb, index and middle finger up above her eyes in surprise at her own reaction.

"You ok babe?" Jake asked as he put his hand under her arm.

"Yah, I'm ok. I touched the wall and it¦quivered. Like a horse shoeing a fly off of its back. The walls are skin. That's why they are this color."

"You scared me Laurel. I thought something hurt you."

"Sorry, it scared the crap out of me. You don't expect walls to shiver when you touch them. The walls are warm too. Feel it."

Jake and Korica reluctantly put their hands on the walls and they were warm like a person would feel and very soft, like a baby's skin.

"That's amazing! Where do you suppose the light shining through the walls is coming from?" Jake said.

"I would guess it's some form of bioluminescent light. Like the creatures of the deep sea on Earth produce." Laurel said.

The three then walked further into the ship following the map to a large room being described as 'flight management center'. The three stepped into the room and were a little surprised at how spartan the room was. There were some large display screens that seemed to have the walls growing around them holding them in place and there were control pads below them shaped like a hand that one would lay their hand on to manipulate the various controls. There were no seats until Laurel stepped up to one of the control stations and then a seat morphed right up out of the floor. It was covered in soft skin and stood three feet high, the exact height perfect for Laurel's small frame.

She sat down in the seat and placed her hands on the hand shaped control pads. The pads curled up over her hands and she could feel tendrils attach themselves to her fingertips. The display screen suddenly sprang to life and displayed the current flight characteristics of the ship. Laurel stared at all the different readings and controls being displayed and had absolutely no idea of what she was looking at except for the flashing symbols that she assumed meant no forward velocity.

She applied a gentle tugging motion to her hands and the tendrils released themselves from her fingertips and the control pad retracted from around her hands and the display screen went blank. As she stood up the seat morphed back into the floor and she was able to step straight back from the station.

"This place is amazing! Everything seems to react to your very presence." Laurel said.

Laurel looked around the completely round room and could discern ten control stations by the number of displays integrated into the walls. The walls all had a gentle curve to them from the floor all the way up to the ceiling that was roughly fifteen feet high with a large round structure at its apex that was glowing much brighter than the walls were. Laurel could make out structural beams behind the walls but they didn't look like any kind of metal she had ever seen before.

Korica stepped over to one of the open walls and approached what could only be described as what looked like a vertical mouth without lips. She leaned in and gently touched the structure and it pulled apart revealing a very large storage cabinet imbedded in the wall with several shelves that had some strange looking hand held devices on them.

"Laurel, come look at this." Korica said.

Laurel and Jake stepped over next to Korica and looked at the bizarre looking devices on the shelves. Laurel reached in and grabbed one of the devices that looked like a data pad of some kind with a round protrusion on its top. Laurel flipped up its cover and there were two display screens. One on the cover and one on the base and the device immediately came to life and started displaying readings in Heurenom. Laurel waved the device over her arm and she could see an image of the bones, muscles and veins in her arm and as she moved it down over her wrist monitor she could actually see the tendrils reaching into her bloodstream. The reading coming from the wrist monitor began to appear on the device though Laurel still couldn't read the text and numbers being produced. Laurel touched one of the small controls on the face of the device and the image changed to the muscles in her arm alone and some different readings started to scroll out on the covers display.

"Korica, can you read this thing?" Laurel asked handing the device to her.

Korica took the device and pointed it at Laurel's tummy and took a scan and then touched a couple buttons.

"Yah, it's a hand held scanner. You are a fertile female in the process of ovulating and your hormone levels indicate an elevated state of readiness for breeding, and your last meal is fourty percent digested, your blood chemistry is ideal for your species."

"Korica!"

"Sorry, your tummy is right in front of me, I just aimed it at random and that's what it told me."

Korica then aimed the device at Laurel's head and slowly drew it down to her feet.

"It says you are a female of almost seven years of age using the elder races measurement of age. You are stronger than what is normal for a female of your age; you have a denser neural clustering in the brain than what is normal for a hominid of your age. You have iron based hemoglobin and a blood ph of seven point four."

"It really tells you all that?"

"Yep. I wouldn't fib to you. There is a bunch of other stuff being displayed that I don't understand."

"Wait¦why is it saying I am only seven?"

"Their concept of age is far different than ours. The indication of almost seven is the equivalent of almost fourteen for Humans. Is that right?"

"I¦I honestly don't know anymore. I don't know what month it would be on Earth. I was born on September 2nd. The AI said I had aged to thirteen point five when I came out of stasis but it gave me no indication of what year or month it was at that time."

"So, you're still thirteen but you're almost fourteen?"

"Well, yah, I guess so."

"We could really use one of these on the Future if it displayed its information in English." Korica said.

Korica closed the cover on the device and put it back on the shelf. Korica then reached in to a lower shelf and picked up a small round device that was about six inches in diameter and had sliver concentric rings coming out from its center. At the very center of the device was a blue gem or crystal that was faceted and very beautiful. There were several small black spots on the concentric rings that looked just like the buttons on the ocular device. Korica touched one of the black spots and the blue stone in the center began to glow then pulsed once and Korica looked scared and she quickly handed it to Laurel and stepped back. Laurel looked at the device for a moment and then it pulsed again and made a small buzzing sound for a moment. Laurel now became concerned and handed it back to Korica and told her to put it back where she got it.

Just as Korica took the device from Laurel the two saw a blinding blue flash of light and suddenly found themselves in a different room in the ship. They looked at each other with a look of fear then referred to their HUD map only to discover they were now on the other side of the ship in an auxiliary power distribution control room. The two looked around and could see some odd looking and very large cylindrical generators that were humming slightly and they were partially imbedded in the floor and they had a bunch of smaller control devices attached to the generators and there were four display screens imbedded in two different walls. The control devices looked like they were made out of some kind of dull gray metal and had electronics incorporated right into them like the metal was molded right around the electronic control apparatuses.

Laurel zoomed her HUD map out and tried to figure out how to get back to where Jake was. She realized her and Korica were now deep in the central portion of the ship and fifty decks below Jake.

"Captain Laurel, touch me and I will try touching one of the buttons on this thing and we'll see if it takes us back to the flight management center."

"I don't know sweetie, maybe we should just walk back."

"If you say so. It's obviously not dangerous, we just don't know what all the buttons do or how it decides where to send us."

"I guess you're right. Go ahead." Laurel said as she put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

Korica chose one of the buttons at random and touched it. The blue crystal pulsed once and nothing happened and then a few seconds later there was a blinding blue flash of light and the two now found themselves standing on a circular catwalk that ringed an enormous open space. The two took a step up to the edge of the catwalk and leaned against the four foot high guard rail and looked down and could see that there was at least ten decks down below them that all looked the same and as they looked up there were just as many going upward. At the bottom of the enormous opening were several dozen tables that were the same dark brown color as the floors. It was either a common area or a mess hall of sorts.

Laurel and Korica stepped back from the edge of the guardrail and looked at the wall behind them and they noticed the walls were covered with one aperture after another and their HUD called the aperture a sleeping compartment. They looked down the curving wall and could see that there were hundreds on this deck, one every twenty feet or so and they went all the way around the opening and this was only one of twenty decks like this all connected by angled staircases every hundred feet going from the bottom deck all the way to the top deck.

Korica stepped up to the closest aperture and touched it and the opening pulled itself open revealing a relatively large sleeping compartment inside. The opening was now about four feet wide from its middle to the bottom and tapered to a point at the top. The opening withdrew when it opened like skin being pulled back. Korica stepped in and looked around with Laurel following close behind. There was a bed coming out of the wall that was actually quite large and it had a single layer of skin that one would lie on and there were was a thicker roll of skin looking material at the foot of the bed that obviously acted as blankets. There was another aperture in the far wall about twenty feet away that Korica assumed concealed a storage cabinet just like the one in the flight management center for clothing or whatever one wanted to put in it. On the opposite wall from the bed was a table with a seat in front of it. The table was covered in the light colored skin but the chair was dark brown like the floor.

Laurel noticed another aperture next to the table and as she stepped up to it the aperture drew open to reveal a bathroom with a sink, toilet and a shower. All the fixtures seemed to be made out of a hard off white substance that closely resembled bone, not metal. There was a mirror incorporated right into the wall above the sink and there was another aperture in the wall that Laurel assumed was were the cabinet for sundries and clean towels would be. As she stepped away from the aperture it drew closed and she looked up at the glowing ceiling some twenty feet up and noticed that the room was slightly curved up to the ceiling and there were reinforcing beams coming up from several points in the room that looked to made of an odd bronze colored metal giving a very warm feel to the room. The light in the room was radiating right through the skin covered walls just like it was in the passageways but it was much more subdued in the sleeping compartments than it was out in the passageways.

As Korica stepped closer to the bed she could see a control panel imbedded in the same wall that the door was part of. The entire room looked very organic with soft curves and no sharp edges to anything in the room except the imbedded electronics.

"This looks really close to the layout of the crew quarters on the Future except these quarters are a lot bigger." Korica said.

"It does look kind of familiar doesn't it?"

The two stood looking around for a few minutes longer then made their way back out onto the walkway outside the sleeping compartment. Laurel then remembered the small communicator Mark had placed behind everyone's ears. She reached behind her ear and tapped the small device twice.

"Jake can you hear me?"

"Yah, I can hear you babe. Your voice sounds so small, where are you two? I saw a bright flash and when I looked back you two were gone."

"We are in the heart of the ship in the sleeping compartment enclosure. We were transported to the auxiliary power distribution control room, then to the sleeping quarters. It looks like there is another enclosure just like this one half a kilometer further back in the ship and then another three even farther back. According to my HUD, we are about thirty decks below the flight management center and about a kilometer in. I guess we found a transportation device of some kind."

"Well, at least you're safe. I was worried."

"Yah were ok. We just have to work our way back to you."

"This ship is amazing Laurel. I found the entrance to the neural passage. It is close to five hundred feet long and spirals its way into the brain of this ship."

"Really? You didn't go in did you?"

"No, of course not. Gieria told us not to with clothes on. There are also a lot of laboratories on this thing with some very strange equipment incorporated right into the walls and tables."

"This ship is simply amazing Jake. Everything is so¦organic. I can't wait to make the outside as beautiful as the inside"

"Leave it to a woman to want to redecorate as soon as she moves in. I agree though, the outside does not do justice to how inviting and functional the inside is."

"Nice! We are going to try and use the device to get ourselves closer to your location. Stand by for a second. Let's try another button Korica."

Laurel cupped her hands under Korica's hand holding the small device and Korica touched another of the black buttons and the device pulsed once as before and buzzed slightly then a few moments later there was a bright blue flash and the two found themselves standing in a room being labeled 'weapons control'. The room was thirty feet in diameter and completely round. On one wall there was a very large display screen imbedded in the wall and there were two sets of the hand shaped control pads. In the middle of the room there were three seats that curved back in a reclined position just like the seats Laurel had created for her version of the chair on the Future. The seats had a curved back that came all the way over to the front of the seats and there was a curved display screen that hung right in front of the occupants. There was a hand shaped control pad to the left of the occupant and on the right was a control yoke with several buttons on it one of which was lower on the front side of the yoke in the right position to act as a trigger to be squeezed by the index finger.

Korica stepped up to the center seat and knelt down to look inside up at the display, which was blank and she looked as though she was tempted to climb in the seat when Laurel put a hand on her shoulder and when Korica looked up at her, Laurel shook her head no. Korica nodded and stood back up and took a step back. Korica then zoomed her HUD out to try and figure out where they were at and she was shocked to find out they were in a compartment adjacent to the flight management center. She looked over at the far wall and it was being labeled flight management center. Korica stepped up close to the wall and the entire wall pulled back right up to the ceiling. They were now staring into the flight management center and with the wall retracted the weapons control was part of the room making the room far larger.

"Jake, we are back where we started. Where are you?"

"I'm down the corridor in what is being called the 'neural prep chamber'. You have to see this! I think this is where we get prepared for the new oni anquis tock be day oh."

"Ok, stay there and we'll be right there. Korica put that thing back in the cabinet where we got it from sweetie."

"Ok. Gladly."

Korica stepped over to the aperture in the wall and touched it and it drew open for her and she put the device back on the lower shelf where she originally found it. As soon as she let go of the device the blue gem stopped glowing. She then stepped back and the opening drew closed. As Laurel stepped up behind her the wall separating the weapons control and the flight management center drew closed returning the room to its previous dimensions. The two then stepped out into the passageway and followed their HUD map seventy feet down the corridor until they came to a cylindrical opening in the wall that was being labeled 'neural passageway'. Almost directly across from it was an aperture that was being labeled 'neural prep chamber'. Laurel stepped up to the aperture and touched it and it drew open and there was Jake standing looking up at three enormous flexible tubes coming out of the ceiling.

Laurel and Korica stepped into the room and the opening drew closed behind them. Laurel stepped right up to Jake and hugged him for a moment. She then stepped back and took a look around. There were three showerheads coming out of the ceiling and what looked like a three-foot wide trough below them and there was one large bony protrusion coming out of the wall to turn the showers on. In the middle of the room coming down from the ceiling were three large tubes facing downward and on the far wall was a skin-covered table and there was nothing else in the room whatsoever. The floor had a fairly large drainage grate with a one-inch hexagonal shaped design to its openings right below the flexible tubes.

"You got to see this babe. Watch."

Jake stepped up into the shower trough and pushed the shower control then hoped back before the water began cascading out all three showers at the same time. The water only cascaded for a moment, sensed his absence then shut off. All of a sudden powerful air currents began blowing out of the flexible tubes and they began swiveling and moving around slightly blowing over him completely then the air slowed and reversed direction and started blowing up from the floor and the air was drawn up into the tubes. This lasted for a few minutes then the air reversed direction blowing from the tubes downward through the floor and there was a strong suction from below. The air was very warm and smelled almost sweet. This went on for several cycles of upward then downdraft before the air slowed and then stopped.

Jake then jumped back and a mist sprayed up from the opening in the floor and then down from the tubes above and this mist had an even stronger sweet smell to it. It reminded Laurel of the smell of Jasmine. The air then flowed again from the floor upward for a few moments then reversed and blew down from the tubes above while being drawn through the opening in the floor then the air slowed and stopped.

"What do you make of all of that?" Jake asked.

"That's amazing. No towels needed. I wonder what the mist consisted of?" Laurel said.

"I bet it's some kind of disinfectant or antiperspirant¦or both." Korica said.

"I think this is where we have to come to get prepared for entering the neural passageway. I almost got sprayed by that mist the first time I messed with this."

Korica looked at the shower arrangement then looked at Laurel.

"Laurel there isn't any divider for the showers. Are we going to have to shower in here at the same time? Jake doesn't like me being naked around him let alone him being naked around me."

Jake stepped up in front of Korica and knelt down so he was looking up into her face.

"I've gotten past that infantile insecurity honey. We have to be comfortable around one another and we will be naked together from the time we enter here until this whole process is done. We will be sharing the same conscious body for the rest of our lives. I¦we have to be very comfortable with the idea of our nude bodies merging into one."

"Are you ok with us showering together and standing in front of each other nude?" Laurel asked Korica.

"I've told you guys, it never did bother me. I don't have a problem with it at all. I feel completely safe with you two and I know what is in Jake's heart. He loves me like his own¦daughter. I would never feel this comfortable with anyone else, especially a man but you guys are different. You're my family."

"Good girl. That level of comfort is essential for this process to work properly from what Oberot told Laurel." Jake said while stroking her cheek.

"Are you really going to be comfortable with this?" Korica asked looking him straight in the eyes.

"Yes. I will rely on your and Laurel's indifference as a measure of how I should feel. With the next deep sharing between us I will be ready. I've already come to accept the idea that this is just how it has to be. I love you sweetie and I am going to do whatever it takes to make this work for your sake. I love the idea of sharing a body with the two of you for the rest of my life."

"Me too." Korica said while grinning.

Jake then stood back up and the three headed for the exit. Once out in the passageway Korica took Jake's hand and smiled at him. He smiled back warmly then stepped aside and pointed down the neural passageway.

"That's where we have to go to get to the neural core. Zoom your HUD out and you'll see just how long the passageway is."

Laurel and Korica zoomed their HUD out and could see that the passageway was completely round and led down for a ways then gently curved up to the left then made a hard right curve then back down to the left and then went uphill for a time then descended down into the middle of the brain of the ship where it led into a thirty foot diameter room with three openings off the main chamber and there was some kind of structure in the middle of the room that simply showed as a solid object that tapered from wide at the bottom to narrow in the middle then back to wide at the top.

"That's amazing. You're right, it's at least five hundred feet long." Laurel said.

"You two want to explore some more?" Jake asked.

"I've had enough. That little jump around with¦whatever that hand held device was, was enough for me." Laurel said.

"I don't care. Whatever you guys want to do." Korica said.

"If you've had enough babe, we'll head back to the Future."

"Thank you Jake."

The three then made their way back up the passageway and out of the ship. As soon as they stepped out of the open doorway their HUD's displayed 'no data' again. They walked up to the open-air control center and there were two new individuals at the controls. Laurel went to pull the ocular interface off her forehead but it wouldn't come off and that's when the very handsome young man who had taken Gieria's position offered some advice.

"If you touch the button three times quickly the ocular interface will shut down and fall off."

All three did as the young man said and the devices simply fell off into their palms.

"Thank you¦I don't even know your name." Laurel said.

"I am Aroth. Everyone knows who you three are. Thank you for your service to the innocent. It took a lot of guts and fortitude to do what you did."

"Thank you Aroth. It's nothing anybody in our situation wouldn't have done if they had a heart at all."

"Heroic, beautiful and modest. Admirable qualities."

"Hay can I ask you something?" Laurel said ignoring the obvious come on.

"Of course."

"Do you know much about how this ship works?"

"No, I'm sorry to say. I really only know the exterior aspects. I've never even been onboard. I'm just assigned to this post to make sure there is no unauthorized entry made. You three are welcome to come and go as you please though."

"That's to bad. I guess I'll have to ask Oberot. Thank you Aroth."

"You're welcome captain Kade. Have a great morning."

The three stepped past the control booth and started heading back toward the Future. When they got thirty feet or so away from the control center Jake looked back at the pair to see if they were looking and he caught Aroth looking at Laurel's behind as they walked away. Aroth quickly looked away as Jake glared at him.

"You know he was hitting on you babe, and I just caught him staring at your butt?"

"I know. I sensed his intentions. He thought I was the most gorgeous girl he had ever seen with my striking blue eyes, flowing golden colored hair and stunning body. I've seen it a hundred times before. It doesn't bother me. I'm with you so I feel perfectly safe."

"Really? That's the kind of shi¦stuff you've had to put up with all your life?"

"Yep. I've just never been able to hear what they were thinking before. You should get used to it too if you are going to be with me for the rest of your life."

"Well I don't like guys undressing my wife when I¦mate, my mate¦sorry Laurel, I don't know why I said that."

Laurel looked at Jake quickly then grinned at him.

"It's alright Jake. I hope to be your wife someday. I don't have any objections to you thinking of me as your wife."

"Did that make you mad Jake?" Korica asked.

"No, not really mad. I think it was kind of rude with me standing right next to her, but he didn't actually say anything inappropriate and I know how I would react if I saw Laurel standing in front of me for the first time. People are entitled to think how they like as long as they don't act on what they are thinking."

"And what would you think if you saw her for the first time?"

"Exactly what Aroth did. Wow she is beautiful and she has a sweet voice. That's precisely what I thought when she pulled me out of stasis and I saw her for the first time. I would have never dreamed that we would end up paired for life or that I would love her as much as I do."

"Awe. That's sweet Jake." Laurel said then she leaned over and kissed his cheek.

"I hope I can find a love like that someday. I'm sorry I keep saying that but I really do hope so." Korica said.

"I hope so to baby. I want you to find someone who will take care of you and love you like Jake loves me. I'm sure he's out there somewhere. You just have to be patient and he will come along." Laurel said.

The three walked further down the catwalk until they stepped past an open doorway and Gieria stepped out and started walking the same way they were going.

"Hi Gieria." Laurel said.

"Hay! How was your tour? Did you get to see a lot of the ship?"

"Not really. We found one of those little circular things with a blue gem in the middle and it started popping us all over the ship. It kind of freaked me out." Laurel said.

"Oh, that's a mutral tundral servont?"

"Mutral tundral servont?"

"Miniature transport node." Korica said.

"That's very good Korica. You know Heurenom?"

"Yes. I was one of the girls exposed to the chair of knowledge by the Hodong."

"I did not realize that. Well, there are transport nodes all over the ship for transporting one's self from one place to another without having to walk there. The mutral¦miniature transport nodes are capable of storing several transport coordinates that are programmed by the user. The support staff that have to transport to specific locations frequently that are not close to the regular transport nodes uses them. You didn't find the regular transport nodes?"

"I saw a couple listed on the HUD but I had no idea what they were. I didn't even step into one."

"You should check them out. You simply step in and when the door closes behind you, on the back wall a map of the entire ship will light up with small white dots where you can transport. You simply touch the dot where you want to go and you will be transported there in an instant. The ship is far too large to walk everywhere you need to go. It would take hours to get anywhere. The technology uses a field generator built right into the ship for power and control."

"Amazing! So we were following the path of the last support person who used the device we found?"

"Yep. I guess I should have warned you guys about the miniature transport nodes, I just didn't know you would be tinkering around with them."

"That ship is really amazing."

"Oberot really out did himself when he commissioned such a large ship for no apparent reason. Who would have guessed that we would need a vessel that size to go to your galaxy and carry the consciousness of three individuals at the same time? You're just really lucky they were able to find a way to make it possible for such a thing to be done. I have never heard of a ship carrying more than one conscience at a time or of someone so young being put through the new oni anquis tock be day oh. You guys are so lucky, I hope some day I am considered advanced enough for such an honor."

"Can I ask you a personal question?"

"I guess so. Sure."

"How old are you?"

"I am sixteen."

"Sixteen Earth years?"

"Oh that's right, your concept of age is different. No, I would be¦thirty three to you."

"Holy crap! You don't look more than fifteen or sixteen Earth years old."

"We age far differently than you do. I can expect to live four or five hundred years. That's eight hundred to a thousand years to you."

"Unbelievable. Thank you for discussing your age. I know women don't like discussing such things."

"Your welcome Laurel."

"So, where are you headed?"

"I'm headed up to the meditation hall to meet some friends so we can practice our mental disciplines."

"Really? You mediate everyday?"

"Oh yes. It's expected of us until we are adults."

"I'm sorry, you're not considered an adult?"

"No. We aren't considered an adult until we reach twenty five¦fifty of your years."

"Wow. And here I've been giving Oberot crap for calling me a child at thirteen. Now I feel like a complete ass."

"You're in command of the Future at thirteen? That's six and a half for us!"

"I most certainly am. I'm not exactly typical though, even for Humans."

"I'm impressed."

The four began climbing up the long spiraling staircase to the next level up as they continued to talk and as people hurried by in both directions.

"So what do you do in this mediation?"

"Well, we practice quieting the mind, reaching out to others, deciphering what others are feeling, sending our feelings to others, listening for distant voices, connecting with the stations essences."

"I see. You don't practice the deep sharing of spirits?"

"Oh no. That is forbidden for the young. That is reserved for the paired or intended once adulthood is reached. I don't think most of us are capable of that kind of deep connection anyway. Have you experienced the deep sharing before?"

"Well¦Jake and I are paired for life, so yes. We have also performed this deep joining of the spirit with Korica on many occasions."

"What! Why would you do that with a¦with someone so young? That's dangerous."

"As it turns out it was necessary in order to make our transmitter work in the right manner for contacting your people. She had to be in love for it to work. Or at least she had to know what it felt like to be in love even if she wasn't in love herself. It took her strongest and deepest emotion to reach your home world. We couldn't have done it without her."

"I had no idea she was so gifted."

"That is why her people have been accepted into the coalition of advanced races. She is the liaison for her entire race."

As the four came to the top of the staircase Gieria stopped in front of an open doorway and turned and faced Laurel, Jake and Korica.

"This is the corridor I have to go down. I appreciate your candor with me. I knew who you three were but I had no idea why Oberot was making such efforts for you three. I'm starting to understand that you three are truly exceptional people. No wonder he wants all three of you joined with that ship. I wish you the best of luck and I truly hope I get to see you again. I've enjoyed talking with you. I feel like I can relate to you, and congratulations to you and your people Korica. I am looking forward to meeting more of your people and possibly learning from them just what it is you can do."

"Thank you Gieria." Korica said.

With that Gieria waved goodbye and disappeared down the crowded passageway. The three then continued walking down the long and wide catwalk toward the Future. As the three walked along slowly taking in everything and everybody, they inevitably looked up at the Future as it once again started to look enormous from their position. Laurel stopped and looked the ship over from stem to stern and a smile snuck up on her face.

"What is it babe?" Jake asked as he stepped up next to her.

"I just can't help but love my ship. She is really something to behold isn't she?"

"It truly is magnificent. I personally think it's the best looking ship here."

Just then the three saw what could only be described as a skiff with an enormous load of equipment heading straight for the side of the bow section of the Future. It wasn't slowing at all and Laurel was afraid it had broken loose from a docking platform and was about to collide with the Future. She could only point and cover her mouth to keep herself from screaming. The ship then became almost transparent and drifted right through the side of the Future and disappeared into its interior.

"Did you see that?" Laurel exclaimed.

"I sure did! Can you imagine if that technology got into the wrong hands?" Jake said.

"I hope they guard that technology better than they did the chair of knowledge." Korica said.

The three continued to stare at the Future and after a few minutes they saw the skiff come floating out the opposite side of the Future from the one it entered with less equipment on it and then it drifted up the rows of loading docks and smaller ships and finally disappeared from sight in the glare of the artificial sun above. Laurel looked across the hangar and could barely discern the opposite curving side of the hangar and guessed it had to be at least several hundred miles across at this level and it was far wider further up.

"I just can't get my head around how big this station is. What would even make a person conceive of something this gigantic?"

"I don't know babe. These people just think big, really big."
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The three continued down the walkway after gazing at the Future for a few more minutes. When they finally reached the open-air control station they checked in and were met with warm smiles and they were told to proceed but watch for swift moving cargo craft moving up and down the boarding ramp. The three made their way out onto the bridge leading to the lower hangar and Laurel was again a little concerned by the amount of cargo being brought aboard. She was afraid the Future would be unrecognizable with all the new additions.

When the three finally got to the hangar, Laurel looked around for Oberot but didn't see him anywhere. She saw Mark over on the far side of the hangar and so went to turn her cranial transmitter on when she remembered that she never turned it off. She closed her eyes for a second realizing he heard every word they had said since stepping out of the living ship.

"Mark, can you hear me?"

Mark stopped what he was doing and stood up straight.

"Yah cap. What's up?"

"Sorry I left this thing on."

"Not a problem. I guess I know now what it's like for you guys to hear everything the other is thinking. I would have said something but I wasn't alone and I rather enjoyed listening to what you guys were talking about. At least I knew you were all right. I'm sorry you were being oogled over by a stranger by the way."

"That's alright, same old crap, different place. Some things never change when you look like I do. Hay, do you know where Oberot is?"

"He said he was going down to the Van Allen reactor. He said something about a better way of producing a radiation shield for the Future instead of a spinning ball of deadly radioactive material. He promised he wouldn't make any changes without talking to you first. He just wanted to take a look at it."

"Great! That deadly reactor has kept us all alive for five hundred and fifty plus years. Thanks Mark."

"You're welcome. Where are you guys?"

"We're in the hangar about six hundred feet from you."

Mark looked around the confusing activity in the hangar and finally locked gazes with Laurel and waved.

"Hay there you are. I was just curious. You make me nervous when you guys take off on your own. I can't protect you if I'm not there."

"We're ok Mark. We've got Jake to protect us."

"I know, there are over a million people on this station though, I don't want to see you guys¦taken advantage of or¦something worse. There are people here that are not as evolved as the elder race and you and Korica are very beautiful and very young. It could make men do some sick shit to try and get you alone."

"Mark! Korica can hear everything you're saying."

"Sorry Korica, I don't mean to use bad language around you or scare you unnecessarily."

"It's ok. Don't forget we can tell what is going on in person's head. If they got bad things in mind, we will know about it and we will be able to take steps to keep ourselves out of a bad situation. Besides, I don't think the AI for this part of the station would let something happen to us without alerting someone." Korica said defiantly.

"Yah I guess so. I'm glad to have you guys back aboard just the same."

"Thank you Mark. I love you too." Korica said smiling and waving at him.

"Sorry little one, I love you." Mark said smiling back.

Laurel looked down at Korica and tapped her cranial transmitter twice. Korica then tapped her transmitter off, as did Jake.

"I've been trying to get him to say it out loud more often. It makes him feel good to be able to say it to me and mean it. Look at the smile it put on his face."

Laurel looked over at Mark who had gone back to stacking crates on a pallet and he truly was grinning big and looked very content.

"You're amazing Korica. You've got that big old brute all but singing while he works. It's good to see him so happy."

"He makes me happy too. I really do love him like family. Not quite like a dad, but something close."

"That's sweet. Come on, let's go find Oberot."

The three then headed out of the hangar and down the corridor leading to the elevator. They stepped into the lift and rode toward the rear of the ship then up to the Van Allen reactor control room. When the elevator stopped the three stepped out into the control room. The room was very large and dome shaped to accommodate the huge reactor vessel that was in the middle of the room behind a very thick layer of transparent aluminum. There were control and diagnostic panels ringing the reactor each with a different set of control capacities. The walls were lined with the same dark mauve energy and radiation absorbing material as what was present on the battle bridge containing any stray radiation surges and keeping the space from being detectable from outside the Future since this was the one thing truly keeping everyone alive. The three walked up to Oberot who had a hand held scanner exactly like the one they had played with on the living ship.

"Oberot, you shouldn't spend to much time in here. The radiation levels are kind of high." Laurel said.

"Hay you three! Welcome back. I'm wearing a personal shield."

Oberot pulled his jacket back and revealed a hexagonal shaped device attached to his shirt that was glowing a bright emerald green color.

"If you three stay within about twenty feet of me it will shield you too. I would say the radiation in here would be lethal in a matter of a few days at most. This is a novel way of producing an electromagnetic field capable of reflecting cosmic radiation away from the Future, but there is a much better way."

"Oberot, this has kept us alive for over five and a half centuries. We can't shut it down. Once the process was started it can't be stopped. That spinning ball of metallic plasma is over nine thousand degrees. If we stopped the spinning containment vessel or if we disengaged the magnetic containment the core would melt right through the containment vessel and keep going through the bottom of the Future."

"We could remove this entire reactor in one piece. We would then send it to the core of one of the nearby stars. It would further enhance the stability of that star. I've analyzed the materials used in the construction of this reactor and there is no iron whatsoever and that is actually a good thing. If you introduce iron to the core of a star it will destabilize and collapse and then explode in a supernova."

"Whoa, hold on a minute. You can't take our Van Allen reactor! We would be defenseless against the lethal cosmic radiation that is present everywhere in space. Especially as close as we are to the stars of the Altek system."

"Of course we wouldn't remove it without replacing it with something far better. I am proposing that you let us install a neutron field accelerator and an oscillating toroidal generator powered by a negative matter core."

"Are you talking about¦shields? A force field of sorts?"

"That's exactly what I am saying in layman's terms. It would be far more than a radiation shield though. It would absorb and reflect every conceivable type energy, kinetic energy, radioactive energy, electromagnetic energy, thermal energy, radio energy, and plasma energy just to name a few. When combined with your very impressive hull coating, the Future will be all but impenetrable. The technology for passing right through your hull that we are using right now, that would be worthless. There would be no more bounty hunters passing through your hull to attempt to abduct you."

"That's actually really¦you would really give this shield generator to us without expecting anything in return?"

"Laurel, you are already giving us the most any person ever could. Your very essence. I keep trying to tell you that we are not taking lightly what a gift, and a sacrifice you're giving to us. Besides, most of this is technology that Korica and her people will have free access to."

Laurel looked at Korica with wide eyes then looked over at the spinning containment vessel. She realized this is technology Humans had only dreamed of when the Future was being built. She put her hand out to Oberot and he took her hand and she shook his firmly.

"I accept. This is an incredible act of generosity Oberot."

"No more so then yours. To us and the girls you rescued."

"How much power will this field generator consume form the rest of the ship?"

"None. It will generate its own power and in fact there will be a substantial surplus especially when the field is not running at full strength. You funnel power off of this Van Allen reactor, correct?"

"Yes. It's what kept the computer cores viable for centuries when the last crewman had to force himself into stasis."

"Good. We can use those same power conduits for excess power from the new generator. You know what a particle accelerator is correct?"

"Yes. We use them all over the ship. The servo drones have a smaller version of one powering them."

"Think of this as the same basic thing but we will introduce some exotic particles like nothing you have ever seen before. The new elements created and their power potential are vastly different from anything you've ever seen. We will use the resultant power from negative matter and anti matter reactions to power the toroidal generators."

"Negative matter?"

"There is exotic matter in other concurrent universes that does not exist in our universe. When it is extracted and brought to our universe it wants to annihilate anything it comes in contact with. It can only be contained by and reacted upon with anti matter which has a reverse spin to it."

"I'm sorry, you are talking about particle physics that's way over my head."

"We will impart all the knowledge you need to completely understand the theorems of what I am talking about. This is not new technology for us."

"I see."

"With your permission I would like to begin this phase of your upgrade and refit immediately. This Van Allen reactor is dangerous. I don't want to see you and your people exposed to this archaic technology any longer than necessary."

"That's fine. Will we be in any danger when you remove this reactor?"

"No. We will place it in a multiphasic containment field and then drag it right through the bottom of the Future and dispose of it. You won't even notice it happening. There is no radiation to speak of in the Farqua station that you need to be protected from so it's presence will not be missed."

"How long will this refit take?"

"This portion? Less than a day for removal of the old reactor and installation of the new system. Then another day or so for calibration and to tie it into your AI."

"You people work with amazing speed and efficiency."

"Thank you. There is another technology I would like to offer to you."

"There's more?"

"Oh yes. Much more. I would like to install a coalescing field generator and transport compressors in at least fifteen locations throughout the Future."

"Are you talking about transporters like what's on the living ship?"

"Yes. Your elevator is functional for what it is, but it's pretty slow. With your permission I would like to install the field generator just aft of the gardening ring and it would broadcast the compression field throughout the entire ship. The transport compressors and transport regulator system would be installed in at least fifteen key locations that I can see as vital areas. The system would be under the control of the AI so unauthorized access to the system would be impossible. You won't have passengers suddenly transporting onto the bridge for instance."

"Oh Oberot! That would be amazing to have access to that kind of technology. We have been¦we were experimenting with that kind of technology when we left Earth with some ghastly results."

"If the field generators aren't constructed and aligned to biological matter properly, the results can be¦messy. I've seen it before when other species messed around with this technology without knowing what they were doing."

"How much power will the system consume?"

"It works in bursts only when someone is transporting. Your concept of power would be six thousand kilovolts for seven seconds to send and the same to receive. The rest of the time the system would consume next to nothing. Maybe an amp or two at twelve hundred volts to maintain the field generators proper saturation level throughout the ship."

"The system would not be self powered?"

"I can make it so, but no, not normally since the power drain is intermittent not constant."

"I see. Whatever you feel is best."

"I wanted to offer some¦more significant propulsion upgrades as well but I was overruled unanimously by the council. With this negative matter core your existing propulsion system will be greatly enhanced instead."

"You're going to go against the council?"

"Not exactly. I am not installing a new propulsion system as they insisted, I am instead improving the efficiency and capabilities of your existing propulsion method by a significant margin."

"Ok. Sounds like a bit of gray area with the interpretation of their orders not to upgrade our propulsion system. Can I ask you something about the living ship?"

"Of course, anything you like."

"The neural prep chamber. What is that mist that is sprayed out of the floor and ventilation ducts?"

"That's an antibacterial pheromone solution. The ship detected your presences and began mixing your pheromones the second you stepped on the ship."

"What? I thought there was no consciousness in the ship yet."

"There isn't. It has been programmed with your identities and there are autonomic functions that work without a conscious effort. Think of it as animal instinct. It requires no thought for some systems to work."

"You said it began mixing my pheromones the second I walked onboard?"

"Not just yours Laurel. That is the scent of all three of your pheromones combined. It smelled pleasant did it not?"

All three looked at each other and nodded in agreement.

"Yes. It smelled sweet, like flowers or something."

"It might not smell that way to someone else. You three love each other so I would assume the pheromones you all produce smell pleasant to one another. The ship is producing that pheromone to identify you as safe. If you entered a biologically sensitive area and did not exhibit that scent you would be seen and reacted to as a foreign body. You know how your bodies react to a foreign body?"

"Yah, the foreign body is isolated and attacked by the immune system and white blood cells among other things."

"The ship would do the same exact thing. It now associates your combined scent as its own. Can you imagine entering the neural passageway without the right scent? The passageway would collapse on you and you would be attacked as an invading body. It would not be a pleasant way to die."

"Are you saying we were scent marked? Like what a dog or cat does with its territory?"

"I don't know what a dog or a cat is, but yes you were marked. The ship will now smell like all three of you do. It has begun to adapt itself to you. It knew at an instinctive level who you three were from the moment it heard your voices and saw you based on the information we have given it electronically. It's trying to become more like you"

"Saw us?"

"There are sensors all over the ship that are tied into the mind of the ship as well as the control center outside the ship. It is how you will keep track of your passengers once you're joined with the ship."

"So an intruder would be an impossible scenario?"

"Yes. They would not get very far before the automated defense system dealt with them and they certainly couldn't hide anywhere onboard."

"That's a comfort to know my crew will always be safe¦our crew."

"Quite so. That ship is virtually impenetrable."

"So¦what if someone on the crew is allergic to our scent?"

"We do not suffer from allergies. We will adapt very quickly if the scent is¦unpleasant to any of us. I don't think that is going to happen though. You three smell quite pleasant all the time."

"That's because we bathe regularly."

"The ship will too if you so desire. It has a self cleaning cycle."

"No way!"

"Oh yes. If you are fastidious now, you probably will be as the ship too and you will have the ability to clean yourself thoroughly as often as you like. No one likes a dirty ship, I am sure everyone will come to appreciate your desire to keep yourself clean. We as a people also share that propensity for cleanliness."

"What a truly amazing ship."

"Yes you are."

"Right, it is going to be me, isn't it?"

"Yes it is. It has already started to become you. It smells like you."

"That is so humbling. That giant ship knows who we are and wants us to be part of it, wants to be part of us."

"That is what it was grown for. That is the fulfillment of it's ultimate goal, to join with a person and become one."

"Oberot, can I ask a question?" Korica said in a small voice.

"Of course honey, go ahead."

"Is it going to be a problem if I'm not comfortable with¦sex or intimate physical contact? The thought of a man touching me or anything else¦is yucky."

"No, That's not going to be a problem. I can certainly understand you feeling that way with what you have been through. It is not part of the process of the joining and so your distaste with the idea will have no bearing on the process whatsoever. There will be the sensation of your bodies merging but it will only be a feeling, there will not actually be any physical contact between you three."

"Ok. I just wanted to make sure."

"I'm sure once you three are joined and share a single mind, if the experience for Laurel and Jake was beautiful you will come to see the beauty in a loving embrace. At least you won't have to worry about that once you are joined with the ship. You will never ever have to worry about a man touching you."

"Well, for the me that becomes part of the ship. This me will have to worry about it for the rest of my life. I'm pretty and men will soon start to notice me like they do Laurel and think about doing dirty stuff with me like they do with Laurel."

"I'm sorry honey. There will always be the un-evolved creep or two around but your beauty is something to be proud of Korica, not loathed or feared. The men like Jake here and myself who appreciate the company of a beautiful woman just because they are sweet and smart are glad for your looks. It brightens our day to see such beauty around and we want to be close to you just because you are you."

"Thank you Oberot. That's very sweet of you to say that, it actually makes me feel good about being this pretty."

"As you should be. That is what a friend does. They make you feel good about yourself just because you are special. The good looks are just a bonus for us. We love you for what's on the inside."

Korica smiled big and blushed slightly.

"Well, we will leave you to your work Oberot. Thank you again for the miraculous technology you are giving us."

"You are very welcome. It's my pleasure to make your lives easier and safer in the process."

Laurel stepped forward and wrapped her arms around Oberot and squeezed him tightly. She felt a feeling of dÃ©jÃ  vu, as though she had done this same gesture before and something¦odd happened but she couldn't remember what that was or if it really happened at all. Laurel pulled back quickly and stared at Oberot for a moment with a puzzled look on her face. Oberot feared he may have triggered a memory recall by accident and so took Laurel's hand and gave a hard push to her mind. He could see her eyes lose focus and slowly start to close so he griped her hand tightly as she crumpled toward the floor and he gently pulled up on her arm so she wouldn't hit her head as she went down.

"Laurel!" Jake yelled.

Jake practically slid under Laurel as she crumpled to the floor and Oberot held her up until Jake was under her then he gently set her down on Jake and let go of her. Laurel batted her eyes and almost immediately regained consciousness. She sat up and leaned back against Jake.

"Babe, are you ok?" Jake asked.

"Yah, I'm ok. I don't know what happened. I was giving Oberot a hug and I just felt dizzy all of a sudden and everything went black."

"Perhaps it's the pregnancy?" Oberot said.

"No. I'm not pregnant anymore."

"Oh¦I am so sorry to hear that Laurel."

"It was by choice, not miscarriage. The embryo has been put into stasis until I get older."

"Can you stand up?" Jake asked.

"Yah, I think so. I feel fine now."

Laurel got to her feet as did Jake and she just shrugged her shoulders.

"I'm fine Jake. I don't know what that was all about."

"Maybe you should go up to the med deck and get looked at Laurel. It's not normal to just pass out." Jake said.

"Um, that might not be possible. The medical coprocessor is off line for the upgrade to the scanners." Oberot said.

"Great! What if one of us gets hurt¦or passes out for no reason?" Jake said.

"Wait, Oberot you have a hand held scanner. You could look her over and see if anything is wrong with her." Korica said.

"Right, of course. Good thinking Korica." Oberot said.

He opened the cover on the scanner and ran a scan from Laurel's head to her feet despite the fact he knew he wouldn't find anything wrong with her. At the end of the scan he pressed a couple buttons and scrolled through all the readings then handed the scanner to Korica.

"Nothing. She is in perfect health, look for yourself Korica."

Korica looked through the data from the scan and found that she was actually extremely healthy for someone under the amount of stress that she had to be feeling.

"He's right captain Laurel. You're health is beyond excellent. No hormonal or chemical imbalances, no physical anomalies or abnormalities. Your O2 saturation is perfect, and your BP and heart rate are ideal for a female of your age, in fact I'm not even detecting any of the normal stress hormones that should be present for someone in command and facing what you are."

"I feel fine. It must have just been a fluke. Maybe its because Oberot is just such a powerful mind and I am suppressing my abilities so I wasn't prepared for close contact with him."

"That's possible, you are new to these abilities of yours." Oberot said.

"That must be it. We will leave you to work Oberot. Thank you again for everything you have done for us."

"You are more than welcome Laurel."

The three then departed for the elevator to head back up to the command deck. Oberot watched them leave with a heavy heart. He hated to deceive Laurel but he was convinced that it was for her own good in the end. After the three were gone the AI asked Oberot exactly what he did to Laurel and why. Oberot explained that he simply gave a push to her hypothalamus and hippocampus putting her to sleep for a second and reinforcing the mental block put on her memories of future events before so she wouldn't remember the suppressed information that was possibly in the process of waking up. Part of it was something done for the young to help them go to sleep when they are restless. It was harmless and temporary. The AI asked Oberot to refrain from manipulating Laurel's brain any further whether he thought it was harmless or not since he was completely unfamiliar with Human physiology. He apologized and promised no further manipulations.

When Laurel, Jake and Korica finally reached the command deck and stepped out of the elevator they could hear voices around the corner in the main corridor and they looked at each other for a moment then walked down the corridor and around the corner and saw several individuals working in one of the empty quarters down the corridor from the captains quarters and Laurel gritted her teeth and instantly got angry with Oberot for breaking his promise to stay out of the personal quarters. She started walking faster as she approached the men working then mentally calmed herself down as she realized these workers had no clue as to the promise that Oberot had made. As she approached the men and a young working in the main corridor assembling some strange looking components she addressed them.

"Excuse me, what are you folks doing in these quarters?"

"Hello captain Kade." The young girl said. "We are installing the transporter systems in this room since it was unoccupied¦did we do something wrong? You look angry."

Laurel looked at her for a second as she sounded exactly like her. Then she remembered that every nuance they knew of Human behavior had come from her and Jake alone through the chair of knowledge.

"What's your name?"

"I'm Galia mam. It's an honor to meet you. The room was unoccupied right?"

"Yes Galia, this room was unassigned. I wasn't notified that you would be using one of our empty quarters for the system. You didn't do any thing wrong though. My issue is with Oberot."

"He said we are forbidden from entering the bridge where we wanted to install the transporter so he chose an unoccupied crew quarter as close to the bridge as he could find. I thought you knew we had started work two hours ago."

"Two hours ago? Nice!" Laurel turned and looked at Jake.

"He started work on the installation before asking you, didn't he?" Jake said.

Laurel just nodded as she was feeling anger welling up in her and she didn't like it. It was an evil emotion and she didn't want it in her heart.

"Go ahead and keep working Galia. I told Oberot we wanted the transport system, I just didn't realize what would have to be sacrificed to accommodate the system. It's nice to have met you."

"Thank you captain. We should be done in another couple of hours and an alignment crew will come up tomorrow to calibrate the system once the field generator is up and running."

"I understand. Thank you."

The three then stepped in front of the compartment and looked in and could see a maze of wiring and strange looking components lying all over in the compartment, which had been gutted to the walls to accommodate the new transporter and all of its associated components. Laurel immediately knew the AI must have been aware of what was going on and said nothing to her for some reason. Laurel led the way to the bridge and sat in her seat and addressed the AI.

"Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Were you aware of the work being done up here to install the transporter system?"

"Of course. I told them which compartment to install the system in on this deck."

"So you knew the system was being installed without talking to me first."

"No. I thought Mark talked to you about it. You three were unavailable so Oberot asked Mark if you would want the system and he assumed you would so he told Oberot to go ahead and start the install on forward decks twenty, fifteen, eleven and deck one. He told Oberot not to install the field generator until he actually had a chance to ask you and get approval for the whole system. I thought that he had done so by now."

"So Oberot didn't start working on the install without talking to someone?"

"No."

"And you're the one who told him to use one of the crew quarters up here?"

"Yes."

"Alright then. I'm no longer angry with Oberot. I shouldn't have gone off to play when work needed to be overseen."

"Laurel, you deserve to take some time to enjoy yourself. Mark knows you well enough to know what you would approve of or not. He is technically in command when you are not onboard."

"How can you not know what Mark and I have talked about onboard the Future? Don't you have audio and visual sensors in every passageway and every compartment on this ship?"

"Yes, but well over half of my sensors are off line with all of the refit projects going on. I am being tied into every single piece of advanced equipment being installed and system connections are being interrupted all over the ship."

"So you can't even track what these guys are doing and where they are working and exploring?"

"I am using my external scanners to look into my own hull to keep track of everything going on. I have given specific instructions not to interrupt the scanner circuits until all the internal sensors are back on line."

"Oh. Sorry. I should have known you would find an alternate method of tracking their movements while onboard."

"Please do not be angry with Mark. He is doing the best he can with all that is going on. He wanted you three to have some free time to yourselves even though he doesn't like the idea of you three leaving the Future alone. He is worried about you and Korica being accosted in light of our experience with the hostility in this galaxy. Beautiful young girls are especially prayed upon as you are well aware and you two are particularly beautiful and vulnerable."

"I know he is extremely protective of us, and not just because we are his crew. He loves us. I could never stay mad at him."

"See, Oberot didn't break his word. We can still trust him." Korica said.

"Laurel, we still need to focus on getting prepared for the joining with the living ship." Jake said.

"You're talking about the deep sharing?"

"Yes. I'm almost mentally prepared, but I need your help to get totally prepared. I have to have the right mindset so this thing doesn't go wrong. I need you and Korica for that."

"Really? We can do the deep sharing? I would really like that captain Laurel. I love sharing spirits with you two."

"Yes baby. In fact we really have to. Jake needs our strength and perspective with each other to strengthen his own."

"Well can't we just go in your quarters?"

"Not with all of the elder race that are onboard right now. I don't know how much of our sharing would be heard or sensed or whatever. Especially with a whole group of them working right down the corridor."

"We need somewhere that is isolated and insulated. There is only one place on this ship that I know of like that." Jake said.

"No Jake. It's above top secret. We can't¦she isn't even supposed to know about it."

"Do you know of anywhere else that is insulated the way we need?"

"No, but I still don't think it is a good idea. It violates about ten different regulations."

"What? What am I not supposed to know about?" Korica asked wrinkling her brow.

"We aren't going in there to use any of the stations Laurel. We're just using the isolative quality of the space."

"What are you guys talking about? Please tell me."

"There is a secret compartment on this deck that someone of your rank isn't supposed to know about. It is electro magnetically insulated so that it is undetectable from the outside. If we are scanned it would show up as a solid structure or something."

"Captain, if you need to use the compartment for your preparations for the new oni anquis tock be day oh, I would be willing to overlook the violation of regulations by revealing its location to Korica. I would even be willing to disable the sensors inside the space while you three do what you have to in order to get mentally prepared." The AI said.

"Really? That would be great. We really have to be in the right frame of mind for the process to work right."

"I know. I have overheard enough conversations to know how critical it is for Jake to have the right mindset in place. I know the process of sharing of ones spirit is deeply intimate and private and that is why you usually use your quarters, but I would agree that it would not be a good idea to do that in light of our guests onboard."

"Very well, thank you."

"You are quite welcome. I am rooting for your success with the process of joining with that living ship."

Laurel got up and walked over to the doorway and peaked down the corridor. The installation crews were all working inside the compartment and so none would hear or see the battle bridge being accessed. She placed her palm on the palm reader and said, "Battle Bridge."

"Battle Bridge?" Korica said in surprise.

Korica noticed the light scanning Laurel's palm was red instead of the normal green. Once her palm was read and accepted, the door across the corridor unsealed and moved back a few inches then started to slide to the left silently. Laurel peaked down the corridor again then waved Korica and Jake to follow her. All three quickly stepped across the corridor and onto the battle bridge and the door slid shut behind them and sealed itself closed. Laurel and Jake moved in to the center of the room and Korica slowly descended the stairs looking around in amazement. When she got to the bottom of the stairs she looked back at the door then at the enormous view screen at the front of the room.

"I had no idea the Future had two different bridges." Korica said.

"This is a well guarded secret. This is the battle bridge. It is to be used if the other bridge has been destroyed or rendered unusable for any reason. You must swear to keep this place an absolute secret. Mark doesn't even know this place exists."

"I swear. You know I will keep the secrets of the Future to myself."

"Good girl¦Computer?" Laurel said.

There was no response indicating that it had kept its promise to turn the internal sensors off.

"Ok. We're alone. Come on over here honey. Let's get comfortable." Laurel said.

Korica stepped over next to Laurel and the three sat down in the middle of the room in the floor.

"You know what? Let's lie down. I think we are going to be here a while."

Korica smiled at the thought of being connected for a long period of time. She always felt it wasn't long enough for how much she enjoyed the feeling of being inside the minds of Jake and Laurel. All three laid down on their backs next to one another with their heads just touching each other's and clasped their hands together. Korica initiated the connection and found Laurel's mind with very little effort and let herself drift into her mind then she searched for Jake's mind and found him waiting for her and she pulled Laurel with her as she dropped into his mind.

Jake smiled at the return of Laurel's whispers in his mind and the sweet little sound of Korica's whispers also flooding into his mind. Korica let herself sink deeper into Jake's mind and found his strong masculine presence very soothing and comforting as she swam around in his feelings. She had forgotten just how intoxicating it was to feel his love for Laurel. She enjoyed his warm presence for a few moments with a big grin on her face before letting herself sink deeper and deeper into his mind until she could feel his very spirit. It made her want to stay there forever with how warm and inviting it felt. He offered no resistance to her presence and just let her explore his every emotion and thought.

Laurel was finding herself slipping deeper into Korica's deepest spot and she could sense just how tender and gentle she was at the deepest level. Laurel sensed that her feeling had shifted somewhat. Korica was still feeling the intense love for Jake and an almost equally intense love for her but she was also feeling a deep desire to be close to another and Laurel couldn't figure out who she had such strong feelings for. She was sure it wasn't Mark; Korica's feelings for Mark were easily identifiable and they were very strong but there was a love developing for someone altogether different. Laurel searched Korica's deepest spot for a few moments not wanting to spend to much time touching her deepest of spots but it was as though Korica didn't even know who it was she had such strong feeling growing towards.

Jake was letting himself drift as deep as possible into Laurel's mind until he found her intense love for him. It was even stronger than the last time they had connected in such a deep manner. He realized the pairing that had occurred when they made love had changed her feelings for him in a very profound way. He also found her feelings surrounding the whole experience of making love for the first time. She thoroughly enjoyed the experience once she got past the initial pain but the pain was very intense and she was resolved not to experience that level of discomfort again for a good while. He found her feelings about the whole experience of having his girth inside her and she liked the feeling of how much pressure he induced in her when he gently glided in and out of her. He was a little surprised that she enjoyed that portion of the experience the most. He would have thought the intense orgasms would have been her favorite aspect.

Jake pushed past those feelings and searched her heart for her feeling surrounding Korica. He was able to sense how much Laurel loved and respected Korica. She truly looked up to Korica for what she could do and for how hard she was working to make everyone proud of her. Jake pushed deeper into her feeling about Korica and finally found her feelings about being undressed around her. The feelings were of a tender and gentle nature and he was able to zero in on her indifference to seeing Korica naked and to having Korica see her naked. Jake studied the feelings very hard and tried to adopt the feelings as his own. He could feel some of his own feelings being washed away and Laurel's feelings taking their place. Once he was satisfied that he had the right feelings in place and in the right place he pulled himself back and listened to Laurel's thoughts for a few moments. He loved the tone of Laurel's voice and found that she thought in the same tone and so he just listened and enjoyed her melodious voice for a time before he withdrew and searched for Korica's mind.

He was able to find Korica's mind and let himself start to drift deeper into her mind and also sensed that Laurel was deep in Korica's mind exploring her new developing feeling for someone unknown. Jake drifted deeper toward those feelings then searched her love until he found her love for him, which was still very intense and closely matched that of Laurel. It concerned him a little but Korica had promised that she knew the difference in her own feelings and those of Laurel and so he pushed past those feeling and found her feelings for Laurel. They too were very intense and closely matched what he felt for Laurel though they weren't quite as strong by a small degree. He let himself drift even deeper into her mind until he felt her deepest essence and he knew he was to deep and he could confuse her if he spent to much time touching that deepest of spots. She felt very gentle and he wanted desperately to stay there and explore who she was at the deepest level but he pulled himself back a little and explored her feeling for Laurel instead.

Jake was able to zero in on Korica's admiration for Laurel. She felt that Laurel exemplified everything she wanted be someday and Korica had a tremendous amount of respect and awe for who Laurel was and how smart and brave she is. Jake was able to explore around a little more and finally found Korica's feelings surrounding being undressed around Laurel and they were just as indifferent as Laurel's were to being naked in front of her and to having Laurel naked in front of her. He found that Korica thought Laurel was the most beautiful girl she had ever seen when naked and she wished she looked like Laurel. Korica thought Laurel had absolutely perfect proportions for her age and her vulva was something truly spectacular to behold. Jake felt the same exact way. He concentrated on her indifference to being naked around Laurel and he adopted some of what she felt and he could feel even more of his own feelings being washed away and being replaced by what Korica felt. He then withdrew a little and listened to what Korica was thinking.

Korica was feeling a little overwhelmed by having Laurel and Jake both touching her deepest essence but she offered no resistance and rather liked having such loving and strong spirits so deep inside her. Once the two pulled themselves back a little Korica realized she loved them both even more than before. She was sure she was feeling their love for each other though her own feelings were in there somewhere. She could hear Jake thinking about his experience deep inside Laurel's mind and Korica tried to ignore his thoughts about the details of what Laurel loved about making love to him but she couldn't help but hear everything. She had no idea that it would feel as good as it did for Laurel to be penetrated in the manner that Jake did. Korica listened into Jake's feelings and thoughts about making love to Laurel and again she was surprised at how good it felt for Jake to penetrate Laurel. She had no idea it would be so visceral for him to feel her gripping him so tightly and how her soft moans would be so erotic to him. Once Korica realized what she was focusing on she pulled herself back from both of the other's minds and concentrated on the feeling of their love instead of the lust and desires in their hearts for each other.

After close to an hour of swimming around in each other's minds all three pulled their minds back and broke the connection. The three laid there for a few more minutes while the mental fog cleared and they got used to feeling their own emotions instead of each other's. Laurel finally opened her eyes and looked over at Jake.

"How you doing Jake? Did you find what you were looking for?"

"Yah. I did. We're good. I don't know why or even how I ever felt uncomfortable around poor Korica. I was making her feel uncomfortable. There's just no big deal about being naked around her or vice versa."

"How about you Korica? You doing ok?" Laurel asked rolling her head and looking at her.

"Yah, I'm ok. I sensed some things I wasn't expecting, but I'm ok. It feels good to share myself with you two. There's so much love in your hearts."

"I thought you might¦feel some intimate things that happened between Jake and I but Oberot said not to hide anything from you. I'm sorry if any of it was shocking."

"I never knew how it would feel to have a man penetrate you. I still don't want it done to me but I understand now how it feels and I can see why people do it. I never knew it would feel that."

"Like I said, I'm sorry you had to feel that."

"It wasn't particularly bad, just surprising maybe. I know you love Jake more than you ever did before, and he you."

"Well, I won't deny that. I love him more everyday that we are together."

"And I love you more everyday Laurel. I don't know how I ever felt any happiness without you in my heart." Jake said grinning at her.

"Awe. That's sweet." Korica said.

"And I love you more every day to Korica. I am so proud of you and what you have accomplished in your short time with us." Jake said.

"Thank you Jake. I love you guys so much. I never want to disappoint you two or Mark."

"Hay, who are you falling for? Is there someone in your life that we don't know about?" Laurel asked.

"What? What the heck are you talking about?" Korica asked furrowing her brow.

"There is someone new in your heart. Search your feelings and you'll see."

Korica thought about her feelings for minute and then realized Laurel was right, she was feeling something growing for someone.

"You're right, I am feeling something¦new. I haven't met anybody new though. Just Oberot and Asaria and a couple of the other elder race."

"No, this is something different. I was able sense your feelings for them and they are different. This is¦infatuation, the beginnings of falling in love."

"But I haven't met anyone new¦have I?"

"I felt the same thing when I was exploring your feelings Korica." Jake said.

"How can you have feelings for someone and not remember them?" Korica exclaimed.

"Maybe you reached out to someone in your sleep or they reached out to you?"

"I suppose that's possible. Who would I have reached out to that would make me fell like that though?"

"He must have been pretty spectacular." Jake said teasing her.

"Come on, I don't fall for boys like that. I want a love of my own like you two have, but I'm not that desperate¦am I?"

"I don't know sweetie. We have tried to give you all the love you could ever want or need but it's not the same as having a boyfriend. That kind of love is unique."

"I'm just going to have to try and remember my dreams from now on."

"Hay, are you hungry?" Laurel asked as she sat up.

"I feel like I am always hungry anymore." Korica said sitting up.

"You're a growing girl Korica, and your metabolism is much higher than ours. It's not a bad thing." Jake said.

Laurel stood up and put both her hands out and helped Korica to her feet. Korica popped to her feet and immediately wrapped her arms around Laurel and embraced her tightly. Laurel smiled and kissed the top of her head while putting her hands flat on her back as Jake stood up.

"We're going to have to quiet our minds before we leave." Laurel said.

"That sucks, I just got your voice back in my head. I hate not hearing your whispers all the time anymore."

"I know Jake. I hate it too. We can't go broadcasting everything we are thinking to the whole station though."

The three closed their eyes and quieted their minds by thinking about the bubble surrounding them and then letting that bubble collapse into their heads. Jake opened his eyes and looked at Laurel with a sad look on his face. Laurel reached over and stroked his cheek and smiled and he returned a smile back to her. The three then headed up the stairs to the door. Laurel touched the com panel by the door and called out for the computer.

"Computer?"

"Yes captain."

"First of all, thank you for letting us use the battle bridge in this manner."

"You are welcome. I hope your sharing was enjoyed by all and produced the results you were hoping for?"

"Yes. We enjoyed ourselves very much and I think Jake has achieved the necessary perspective. Is the corridor empty?"

"Yes. There are four individuals still working on the transport system but they are all inside the transport compartment and there are three more individuals in the mess hall."

Laurel stepped up closer to the door and it slid in and then to the right and all three stepped out into the corridor and then they stood and watched as the door slid shut, then forward and blended into the rest of the wall perfectly.

"That's amazing, you can't even tell there is a door there." Korica said.

"That's the whole point honey. It is supposed to be undetectable to scanners or the naked eye. Remember, you have to keep this an absolute secret ok?"

"I will. I promise."

"Ok. Let's go get you fed."

The three then walked down the corridor toward the mess hall and as they passed the transport compartment they peaked in and could see that all the mess that had been present before was cleaned up and the installation crew was just buttoning up the panels concealing all of the electronics and various other support components.

The three continued down the corridor and entered the mess hall where there were three young men sitting talking and eating a meal. They immediately stood up as though they were going to leave.

"Please enjoy your meal guys. You don't have to leave on our account. You are more than welcome to anything the Future has to offer." Laurel said.

"Thank you captain Kade." One of the men said as the three sat back down.

Laurel, Jake and Korica took a table across from them and a servo drone appeared almost immediately with a menu for all three. They ordered their meals and then Korica got up and went over to the wall with the dispensers built into it and poured herself a cup of tea and returned to the table and took a seat. Laurel couldn't help but notice one of the men looking her way but she couldn't sense what he was thinking only that he had curiosity in his heart. Laurel turned and looked at him and gave a warm grin.

"Captain Kade, can I ask kind of a personal question?" The man said.

"Sure, go ahead."

"Are you really only six and a half years old?"

Laurel looked at Jake then back at the man.

"Yes."

"Incredible! And you are really going to go through with the new oni anquis tock be day oh?"

"Yes. All three of us are."

"And you're the same age commander Myers?"

"Yes I am."

"And you must be the girl from Draxima, junior ensign Korica Prentor?"

"Yes I am. It's nice to meet you¦?"

"Oh, sorry. I'm Drakon this is Elbron and Tearn. It's an honor to meet all three of you. I'm sorry for asking such personal questions. It's just amazing to see such a young command crew for a ship as complex and magnificent as the Future. You look to be even younger than they are ensign Prentor?"

"You would consider me five and a half."

"Wow. Aren't you scared of the joining with how young you are?"

"No, not really. Maybe I'm just to dumb to know the difference."

"Korica! You're not dumb. I don't like to hear you say that about yourself." Laurel said.

"Sorry captain Laurel, I didn't mean that I'm stupid. I just meant that I don't know what to expect so I am oblivious to any real danger."

Just then their meals arrived and the servo drones rose up from the floor and placed their plates on the table along with salt and peppershakers then descended and floated off across the room and disappeared into their slot in the wall.

"I've never heard of three people being joined with one ship before and the last time someone a little older than you was joined to a living ship it¦well it didn't go so well. It took three tries to get it right."

"That's horrible! Did they have to remove the essence each time?"

"Yes. It's not something I would care to describe in detail. Needless to say it's not a pleasant experience for the ship or the participant. It nearly killed Anessa. The whole process is very hard on the body from what I am told."

"How old was this Anessa?"

"Nine I think."

"Holy crap! If it almost killed an eighteen year old, we might be getting in over our heads." Jake said.

"Look, I'm not trying to scare you three. I'm just a little surprised by how young you look in person. You three must really be something special for the council to approve of this."

"That's what Oberot keeps telling us. He seems to think our unique dispositions make us ideal for this particular ship." Laurel said.

"If you don't mind me saying so, you are very beautiful and so are you ensign Prentor and you are very handsome commander Myers. You all seem very¦sweet even though I don't really know you. I've heard from others on the station that you are a joy to be around. The girls you brought in sure adored you."

"Thank you. We became very fond of all of the girls ourselves."

"I'll let you eat in peace. You don't mind if we speak to each other over here in Heurenom do you?"

"No, not at all. I know English is foreign to you."

"Thank you."

Laurel knew that Korica would understand everything they were saying so anything inappropriate would be reported to her immediately anyway. The men went about finishing their meal while the Future crew went about eating their own meals while talking lightly. Half way through the meal Laurel went to reach for the salt shaker but she only opened her hand and the salt shaker lifted off the table and flew into her hand and she began to add the salt to her food before she even realized what she had just done.

Laurel suddenly stopped shaking the shaker and looked at it then looked at where it had been sitting on the table and it dawned on her what she had done. She looked up and Jake who was staring at her with wide eyes, as was Korica.

"How did you do that Laurel?" Jake finally asked.

"I don't have any idea. I didn't want to reach my arm across Korica's plate and I just opened my hand and thought 'salt'."

"Holy crap! You have telekinesis. Try that again."

Laurel handed the shaker to Korica and she put it back where it was before on the other side of her plate and Laurel opened her palm and stared at the saltshaker. Nothing happened at first, and then Laurel closed her eyes for a second and calmed her excitement then opened her eyes and said, "salt" out loud. The shaker shook around a bit then lifted and flew into her hand as it did before.

"That's amazing babe! You're a natural. Try again."

Laurel handed the shaker to Korica and she put it back again and Laurel looked at the shaker hard and opened her palm and it lifted immediately and smacked her palm and she didn't close her hand in time and it bounced off of her hand and hit the table with thud then clop sound and all three broke out with laughter. Laurel then felt embarrassed when she realized that Drakon, Elbron and Tearn were staring at her. Laurel stared back for a moment before engaging them.

"Do your people have this ability to move things with the mind?"

"No. That is a very rare talent. I have never heard of someone as young as you being able to do that. Have you ever done that before?"

"No. I never knew I could do that until now."

"Oberot was right. You are special."

Laurel blushed and picked the shaker up and stood it upright and went back to eating her meal. After a few more minutes the three men got up to leave having finished their meals and they looked around as though wondering what to do with their empty plates.

"Just leave your plates on the table. The servo drones will come clear the table for you once you have left." Laurel said.

"Oh, ok. Thank you. It was a true honor to meet you three in person. Good luck with the new oni anquis tock be day oh, and congratulations on finding your new talent captain Kade."

"Thank you Drakon. It was great to meet you three as well."

"You really have an amazing ship here. People will be talking about the Future for a very long time and I will actually be able to say that I helped work on her. That gardening ring is something else. What a spectacle that is to behold."

"Thank you. We are quite proud of the Future. She really is a remarkable ship if I do say so myself."

"Indeed. You three have a good morning."

Laurel now knew for sure that the perceived time of day on the station was far different from that on the Future.

"Thank you, you do the same." Laurel said warmly.

With that the three headed back to the transport compartment to finish the install work. Laurel waited until she knew they were out of earshot and then asked Korica if they were saying anything about them.

"Yah, but nothing bad. They said you and I are adorable. They assumed you and Jake are the ones paired for life not he and I. Um¦let me see¦you seem like a good candidate for the living ship with your warm aura¦the Future is really beautiful then some stuff about the work they are doing. They never said anything bad about any of us and frankly I think they see us as barely more than children but extraordinarily gifted ones. Especially after they saw you moving stuff just by simply thinking about it."

"Yah, I got the same impression. I didn't sense any inappropriate feelings towards you or me. We probably seem like infants to them."

"Listen to you two! They were perfect gentlemen with you two and even said you were adorable and you're going to bash them for it."

"You're right. That is kind of rude of us isn't it?"

"I'll say. You two are better than that. Be nice."

"Sorry." Korica said.

"Yah, me too. I don't want to sound like a snob." Laurel remarked.

"You two want to go workout? I know it's a little early, but what the heck."

Korica finished the last few bites of her meal then wiped her mouth with her napkin and the three got up and headed for the gym. The three performed their workout routines then Jake engaged in a round of tickle me with Korica making her squirm and giggle on the floor before they made their way to the showers. Jake waited in his quarters until the girls were done then he went and took his shower.

When Jake returned to his quarters Korica was sitting in between Laurel's legs while Laurel brushed her hair out and Jake could sense Korica very strongly. He stopped and looked at her for a moment only to find himself opening his mind by reaching out to her slightly. He found her mind was still quiet but she noticed his close presence anyways and opened her eyes and looked at him and smiled.

"Hi sweetheart. You really are truly beautiful Korica."

"Thank you Jake. I feel pretty too. I can see the pride in your eyes when you and Laurel look at me."

Jake stepped up in front of her and kissed her on top of the head then went and retrieved his clothes and stepped into the bathroom to get changed. When he was changed and had his teeth brushed and hair combed he came out and stepped over next to the girls and took a seat on the bed beside them.

"Are you girls ready for this joining with the living ship?"

"Yes." Korica answered.

"Yes, as ready as I'll ever be." Laurel answered.

"I am too. Why don't we ask Oberot if we can go ahead with the new oni anquis tock be day oh?"

"You mean today? Now?" Laurel asked.

"Yah. If the ship is ready why don't we go ahead get it done? I am honestly looking forward to joining with you two for the rest my life. I just wish I could experience it from the other side. That would have to be a beautiful thing to share a body with you two. You are both so beautiful and so sweet and I love you both so deeply, I can't wait to do this with you."

Laurel stopped brushing Korica's hair and Korica turned and looked Laurel in the face. Laurel shrugged, as did Korica.

"Ok. I'll see if I can reach him and I'll tell him we are ready." Laurel said.

Laurel closed her eyes and reached out to try and find Oberot. She sensed a great many minds fairly close by and had to concentrate very hard to pick Oberot out of the crowd but she was finally able to sense his presence after a few moments of searching. She called out to him in her mind and she was surprised when he immediately responded. She told him that they were ready for the joining and asked if it could be done right away. He told her it would only take an hour or so to get things ready if she was truly sure they were ready. She assured him that they were all very comfortable with the idea and were actually looking forward to it. He was delighted and told her he would put things in motion and to meet him at the docking station for the living ship in one hour. She thanked him and then quieted her mind.

"It's all done. He said to meet him in one hour over at the docking station in front of the ship."

"I thought you were going to call him on the transmitter or something." Jake said.

"Why would I do that when I can just talk to him one on one?"

"I'm a dunce. I forget that we can do things like that."

"I can't wait to know everything you guys know. I'm going to be as smart as Laurel." Korica said.

"That's right! We are going to know everything the others know." Jake said.

"Yep. I don't know much but you guys are welcome to everything I do know."

"And I feel the same way Korica. I will gladly let you know everything I know, everything I have ever done will be in your¦our mind. You have lived a very interesting and exciting life Korica. I can't wait to see all the beautiful places you have been in your life and to know all the amazing people you have met." Jake said.

"Don't forget there are some bad things in my head too. You will remember being¦well you'll know exactly what happened to me."

"Perhaps together we can help you get past that. We love you very much and you will feel our deepest emotions as though they are your own."

"So I'm going to know what it is like to make love without ever having to do it myself. I like that idea."

"That's one way to look at it. You are also going to know what it feels like to be pregnant. It is a very special and tender feeling."

"Cool! I hadn't thought about that. Thank you Laurel. Thank you for what you two did and for allowing me to share everything you have ever experienced."

"You're welcome baby. I just wouldn't feel complete unless you were with me forever along with Jake."

"You know, it's amazing that Oberot was exactly right about us committing to one more deep sharing of spirit sessions and everything would be better. We were unsure and frightened before and I had insecurities around Korica that have completely vanished and now there are no reservations and we are all looking forward to this. I feel like I love you girls even more than I ever did before."

"There is someone I want to talk to before we do this." Laurel said.

"Oh, who is that?" Jake asked.

"Eris. She went through something similar. I would just like a better understanding of what to expect."

"Ok. Go ahead and contact her."

Laurel stood Korica up then went over to the com panel by the door and activated the internal com channel to the AI.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you contact Eris for me on a secure channel and put it through to my quarters here?"

"Sure. I would be glad to. Please stand by."

Laurel stepped back over to the bed and sat down and gently pulled Korica back so she was sitting in between her legs again and leaning back against her and then Laurel wrapped her arms around her front side with her hands on her tummy.

"You know, for how healthy you eat you are still skinny as a rail. What the heck do you do with all that food?"

"I don't know. Turn it into energy I guess?"

"Well you're certainly not storing it as fat."

Laurel curled her fingers into her tummy and tickled her making her giggle and squirm slightly. It was only a moment later that the AI announced that it had Eris on the line.

"Go ahead and put her through." Laurel said.

"Hello Laurel. What can I do for you?"

"If you have time, I would like to talk about your experience with being¦copied and joined with the Farqua station?"

"Of course. I am capable of carrying out millions of tasks at the same time so I have all the time you need."

"Was there any pain involved for you?"

"I don't know if I would exactly call it painful. What I underwent was a little less¦organic than what you will experience. The technology was adapted to work with the station. It wasn't exactly natural. What you will be experiencing is going to be far more natural but no less intense. From what I remember there was an intense feeling of electrical currents running through my body. There was a lot of tingling and buzzing for lack of a better term in my hands and feet. I could feel my essence being pulled out of my physical body and then I could sense another presence that thought exactly like I do. I don't know if that makes any sense."

"I think so. You became aware of the new you, or the second you?"

"Yes. There was someone right next me and it wasn't me, but I was alone in the neural chamber. It was a very odd sensation. I imagine it will be somewhat different for the three of you. The three of you will be duplicated and then combined into one mind. I can't even begin to imagine what that will be like. Personally I wouldn't want to be in the neural chamber with anyone else. You are required to be nude and standing in a very revealing position."

"We knew we will have to be nude but we weren't told anything about any particular position we would be required to assume."

"Oh yes. You will be standing with your arms up above your head holding soft handles and your feet will be wide apart standing in foot restraints."

"I see. Was there any lasting affect to your body?"

"You have to understand from my point of view I can only tell you what I felt up until the point that I became what I am now. The other Eris lived until she was two hundred and fourty-two years old, so I would have to say no, there is no lasting affect that I am aware of."

"That would be four hundred eighty four years to us, correct?"

"I'm sorry, yes pretty close to that."

"That's amazing. Is that a typical life span for your people?"

"For the way you age it would be the equivalent of dying at around sixty five."

"That's kind of young. What happened?"

"I would really rather not talk about it. It wasn't a natural or pleasant death for her."

"I'm sorry. I understand it must be disturbing to see your own mortality come about."

"To say the least. I will say this about the process you are about to undergo; you must be ready to accept the life you are about to initiate. You have to have a total commitment to the new oni anquis tock be day oh without any apprehension."

"We are very excited to participate in the process. The three of us are looking forward to spending the rest of our days sharing one body. We love each other very much and there is no greater commitment to one another than to be joined together in such a manner so as to serve your people and ours. We are committed to doing this I assure you."

"That is a very healthy attitude. I was going to mention a necessary element of love for one another since you will not be able to escape one another if there is anything about the other that bothers you, but it sounds like you have that resolved already."

"There isn't a single thing that bothers me about either Jake or Korica. I am¦I am in love with both of them."

"And they feel the same way?"

Jake looked over at Korica and she nodded yes.

"We do. I am in love with Laurel and Korica. I love everything about the both of them."

"And I am in love with both of them too. They have never done or said anything that bothers me." Korica said.

"We have engaged in the deep sharing with Korica many times and she now feels exactly what Jake and I feel for each other for both of us. If we engage in the deep sharing and touch her deepest place one or two more times, she would likely become paired with us. That's how close we are to feeling exactly the same thing."

"Don't take this the wrong way, but I have never heard of anyone as young as the three of you being capable of such things. If you have that much love in your hearts for one another and you are truly looking forward to the process, then I would say you are ready. I have never heard of the process being carried out on someone so young, but as long as it is done slowly I think you will be fine. That is going to be a very special ship with you three running it."

"Thank you Eris. Oberot was right. You really are very sweet. Thank you for taking the time to talk with us."

"Thank you, and you're welcome Laurel. I think you are a very sweet girl too. I can see why Oberot chose you. I hope I have put your mind at ease at least a little."

"I think you did to some degree. We aren't afraid of anything since you said our bodies should be just fine."

"Oberot has most of the team assembled and waiting and the ship has been powered up in the necessary areas. Good luck and it was a pleasure to have a chance to talk with you."

"Like wise. Thank you Eris. Future out."

The AI then closed the secure channel and turned the com panel off.

"I guess we are ready then. It sounds like the biggest issue all along was our feelings for each other rather about the process, though we had to be comfortable with that too." Laurel said.

"Well I am ready. I love you guys more than I ever have. After our sharing, the feelings are even stronger and I am more resolved than ever that this is the right thing to do. I can't wait." Korica said.

Laurel looked at Jake with a concerned look on her face. Jake returned a similar look. They both knew that after the process was done there were going to be some lingering feelings that needed to be addressed but for now it was best to leave them as strong as possible to make the process work properly on the first try.

"Well let's go tell Mark what we are about to do. He will probably want to be there. I think he is more worried about this thing than we are." Laurel said.

Laurel gave a gentle push to Korica's back and she slid off the bed and stood up. Laurel then got to her feet and put her hand out to Jake. Jake took her hand with a smile and the three departed for the elevator. As the three approached the transport compartment door they noticed it was closed and Laurel couldn't resist. She stepped up to the door and it slid open and the room was empty except for a circular platform that was twenty feet in diameter and at its rear was a post that was three feet tall six inches wide and two inches thick and the last six inches of it curved at a 30 degree angle toward the rear wall that was covered in gray panels with odd protrusions and fasteners here and there covering all of the associated components that make the transport system work.

The platform rose six inches from the floor and its top looked like polished and frosted glass and the edges and sides of the platform were covered in a dark golden colored metal. There was a step platform that ringed the entire center platform so one didn't have to step to high to get to the center platform. Laurel stepped up onto the platform and it began to glow a turquoise color and a map suddenly appeared toward the back wall but it was free floating in the air. It was a deck-by-deck map of the Future with several bright white dots indicating places the transporter would transport a person to if the dots were touched. Laurel counted only seven dots but she knew Oberot had said he knew of at least fifteen key locations that he thought of as vital areas indicating that the system wasn't complete yet. Laurel lifted her hand and passed it right through the map, which flickered slightly as she did so and she could feel a slight resistance.

She stepped back off the platform and the map disappeared and the glowing platform went dark and a hum she hadn't realized was there from behind her in what used to be the bathroom went quiet. Laurel turned and looked at the door for a moment then stepped back up onto the platform and it began to glow the beautiful turquoise color again and the map reappeared hanging in the air.

"Are you guys seeing this?" Laurel said excitedly.

"We sure are. There's no display screen."

"It must be a reactive hologram of some kind."

Laurel touched the dot for the lower hangar and the dot turned red and nothing happened then green text that said, 'field generator off line' appeared across the middle of the map. Laurel looked at the map of the Future for a moment longer then stepped back off of the platform and it went dark and the map disappeared.

"I guess we will have to go the old fashioned way for now. This is some amazing technology. I can hardy wait to see it working." Laurel said.

The three then stepped back out of the room and made their way down the corridor and around the corner to the elevator and called for the lift car. It took several minutes for the car to arrive only reinforcing what Oberot had said abut the elevator being fine for what it is, but it is very slow. The three stepped in and grabbed the stabilizer bars and Laurel had her palm scanned and said, "lower hanger" And the door closed and the elevator took off heading aft.

When the elevator reached deck five everyone floated out and stepped onto the deck and headed for the hangar down the maze of corridors and passageways. When they finally stepped out into the hangar they looked around for Mark and finally found him working with one of the technicians to install the miogenic field generators for the hangar opening. The three approached him and let him finish scooting the extremely heavy looking device he was working with into place. When he stood up to wipe his brow Laurel engaged him.

"Hay Mark. How you doing?" Laurel asked.

"Hay cap. I'm good. I've been helping Teran here get the miogenic generators in place. The coalescing reflectors and wave-guide amplifiers are already in place all the way around the opening. You three look like you're on a mission."

"Hello Teran." Laurel said as she waved at the technician.

"Hello captain Kade. It's an honor to finally meet you in person. Mark here has been bragging about you three non stop."

"I don't know about all that, I just mentioned that you are one of the most innovative and beautiful women I have ever met, and Korica is my favorite person in the whole universe and Jake is my main man."

"Flattery will get you everywhere with us Mark." Laurel said.

All five cracked up laughing out loud.

"Actually we are heading over to the living ship to undergo the new oni anquis tock be day oh."

"Now! Oberot thought it might be a couple of days before you would be expected to go through with it."

"Well, we uh¦we committed to the deep sharing and got our minds right. It turns out it was up to us when we would be ready. Oberot was going to wait as long as the council would let him before he made us go through with it. We needed to feel compelled to go through with it on our own. We are truly excited to perform the procedure now."

"I thought you guys said the deep sharing was having undesirable side affects?"

"Well, it is. In this case though it is exactly what we needed to get prepared. We are all truly looking forward to joining into one body for the rest of our days. We are truly in love with one another and the only thing left to do is to join as one forever."

"I can't even begin to understand what you three are going through or feeling. This whole thing is just beyond understanding for me as a simple Human."

"From what I know of the process involved and the state of mind necessary to achieve a complete transfer, it sounds to me like these three are perfect candidates and in the ideal state of mind." Teran said.

"Really?" Mark said scratching his head.

"Yes. They should get it done while they have no apprehension of any kind. The slightest apprehension or reservation will have dire consequences."

"We really want this Mark, and we are ready. We are truly looking forward to it." Laurel said.

"Alright. I won't stop you. I know this is the key to what they want and what we need from them to get home. I'm coming with you though. If something goes wrong I want to be there. If you guys got hurt or¦I don't know what I would do if any of you¦Oberot mentioned that this is going to be hardest on Korica. She is very young and fragile."

"Mark, I'm not going to break. I'm stronger than I look. But I want you there anyway. I would have asked you to please be there if you hadn't insisted." Korica said.

"There is no way I wouldn't be there."

"Have you eaten Mark?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. Teran and I ate something about a half hour ago in the control room."

"Ok good. I don't know how long this is going to take"

"Good luck you three." Teran said.

"Thank you Teran, and it was nice to meet you."

"The honor was mine captain Kade, commander Myers, ensign Prentor."

Teran shook all of their hands as he gave his salutation. He then went back to work and the four Future crew stepped off of the Future and started heading down the boarding ramp toward the docking station. About halfway across the bridge Laurel stopped and looked back at the hangar way off in the distance then she looked straight up at the gigantic spinning central body of the Future and the others thought she might be having second thoughts.

"Are you ok Cap?" Mark asked. "You're not having doubts are you?"

"No, absolutely not. It just dawned on me that this is the last time I will see the Future up close like this as a Human being."

"You're coming back Laurel. It's your copy that won't see this again." Jake said.

"Is it that different? It will be an exact copy of me. All my feelings. All my desires. Everything that is me will be on that ship forever. I know I will be coming back, but at the same time I won't. This is so profoundly absurd to even try and get my head around. I want this, I will do this, but it's just sad to say goodbye to the Future and everything I have ever known."

"Laurel, let's get to the ship before you start having true regrets. That can turn into doubt real easy." Jake said.

"You're right. I'm sorry. The view is pretty awe inspiring from here though isn't it?"

"It certainly is. I can remember the first time I saw the Future up close with my dad when we first came onboard. I could hardly believe my eyes. She is truly magnificent."

The four then continued on their way down the bridge to the docking station. When they reached the open-air control center the three individuals on duty there wished Laurel, Jake and Korica good luck and thanked them for their sacrifice. Laurel was a little surprised that they knew where they were going and what for without even asking, but she quickly realized that the whole station probably knew what was about to happen.

Laurel thanked the three at the control station and the four kept walking toward the living ship. They were getting looks by many people as they walked past and a few people even stopped them and wished them good luck and all seemed truly appreciative of what they were about to do. As they walked along Laurel dropped back next to Mark and engaged him in her observations.

"Mark have you noticed the overwhelming amount of respect everyone has been paying me? I've not once been called a child and everyone has addressed me as captain Kade and Jake as commander Myers and even Korica has been addressed as ensign Prentor and she has been treated with the utmost respect. Does it not seem¦odd to you?"

"No. I think they have come to appreciate how truly extraordinary you three really are."

"I can't put my finger on it but something just feels phony or forced about it."

"Are you talking from one of your gut instincts?"

"Yes. Something about the way we have been treated so far just feels¦wrong."

"You're making me nervous Laurel. You're gut instincts are never wrong."

"I know, that's what's making me nervous too."

"Are you sure these people aren't just far more evolved than we were expecting. Maybe they just have that much¦love in their hearts. You know how they value love above all else as weird as that seems. Even their technology runs on it. If you three hadn't done your little mind joining thing and fallen in love with each other at the deepest level, you wouldn't have been able to do this thing without some nasty results."

"I suppose that's possible. Maybe I'm just suspicious of everybody with what I've seen going on in this galaxy. Just do me a favor? I'm going to be very preoccupied with what we are about to do and the after affects with Korica. Will you keep your eyes open for suspicious¦anything. You have an ability to read people that could glean suspicious behavior or ulterior motives."

"You got it Laurel. I got your back. You just concentrate on keeping my Korica alive. I know this is some really serious stuff and you need your head in the game. And¦take care of her essence for me. I mean the you that isn't coming back with me, take care of my Korica in whatever form she takes."

"I will Mark. I love her too. I will make sure she is happy and continues to grow mentally. She will be sharing everything I know. She is going to be very smart and very happy. I promise you. Jake and I will love her and cherish her for a very long time."

"Thank you. That actually makes me feel better to hear you say that. I know you're in love with her or whatever and you would naturally take good care of her mind. I just feel better hearing you promise you will. I know you aren't capable of breaking your promise to me."

Laurel put her hand up on Marks enormous arm in a warm gesture and she realized just what a gigantic man he had become with all the working out he has been doing since coming out of stasis. Mark looked at her and grinned as they all continued on their way toward the living ship. As they started climbing down the staircase to the level the living ship was on Mark's eyes started to get big as he was finally getting a sense for how truly colossal the living ship was. As they stepped onto the lower platform and made their way through the sea of people coming and going and some brushing past them only to disappear into one of the open doorways Mark looked back at the Future and grinned slightly at just how beautiful and stately it was but he also realized how much larger the living ship was in comparison. The Future suddenly looked very small and vulnerable to him.

As they made their way around the slightly curving and wide walkway the crowds of people moving about began to thin out and they could see that a rather sizable crowd of people had gathered at the open-air control station for the living ship. Laurel stepped up between Jake and Laurel and took their hands in hers as they drew closer to their ultimate destination. Once they rounded the walkway so it appeared that they were headed straight for the docking station Oberot stepped out of the crowd and waved to them and smiled big.

Oberot took several large steps toward the three and then knelt down on one knee and waited for the three to reach his location in a position slightly out of earshot of the others. The three stopped right in front of him and smiled warmly.

"Hello Oberot." Laurel said.

"Hello you three."

"I didn't know there would be such a large crowd."

"This is a very rare event and especially so with your age and the fact that there are three of you. This is unprecedented."

"I see. I assume most of these folks are members of the council?"

"Yes. Most are watching this live from their staterooms, but a select few were insistent on seeing this first hand. That way years later they can claim they saw it with their own eyes, it's a political thing."

"I guess we still haven't gotten our heads around how important this is to you guys."

"This is one of our highest honors to be selected for the new oni anquis tock be day oh."

Oberot then lowered his voice significantly and looked Korica right in the face.

"Are you three really sure you're ready for this? You must be absolutely sure and you must have no doubts of any kind for this to work."

"I'm sure Oberot. I want this. I have never been more sure of anything in my life." Korica said in a low voice.

Oberot then looked up at Jake.

"And you young Jake. Are you completely sure you will not have any apprehension or reservation about what you must do?"

"Yes sir. We took your advice and committed to the deep sharing. I found my inspiration for obtaining the right perspective from the girls. They helped me conquer my ridiculous insecurity. I am truly ready and I want this."

Oberot then looked up at Laurel.

"And you are completely sure that your hearts have the right feelings in them?"

"Yes Oberot. We¦we are deeply in love with each other. All three of us are now. She feels exactly what Jake and I feel for each other. We are truly ready and I want this. I am looking forward to being joined with each other and this magnificent ship forever."

"Ok then." Oberot stood up. "I'll escort you to the neural prep chamber and explain what to do and what to expect."

Oberot turned and the five of them walked toward the control station and the crowd erupted with applause as they stepped through the crowd. The three grinned big at the warm welcome and broad smiles as they made their way out onto the boarding ramp. Mark stopped about ten feet out and watched as they made their way towards the gigantic ship.

Mark then remembered the transmitters that everyone was wearing. He tapped his transmitter twice and haled Laurel.

"Laurel can you hear me?"

The four stopped walking and Laurel put her hand up to signal hold on.

"Yah Mark. What is it?"

"Hay I know you said that you can't take electronics in¦wherever you're going. Tap the transmitter five times when it is idle and it will detach itself."

"That's good thinking Mark. Thank you."

"Hay you and Korica are still wearing your wrist monitors. Don't you need to have those removed as well?"

"That's right. I was so excited about doing this that I totally forgot."

Oberot stepped in front of Laurel and looked at her with a look of curiosity as to how she was talking with Mark.

"We are wearing cranial transmitters Oberot. Mark just reminded me that we still had them in place. I'm sorry, I totally forgot they were there."

"Ah. They will have to come off. You can't take anything electronic into the neural chamber."

"I know. I'm sorry I just forgot. We are so excited about this whole process that we aren't exactly thinking right. There's also this."

Laurel raised her arm and Oberot saw the wrist device displaying a slowly pulsing green color and he furrowed his brow.

"What is that for?"

"It's¦my hormone levels are being closely tracked for¦important reasons. Korica has one on too. We need to keep a close eye on her vitals when she is in the chair. We almost lost her once and we aren't taking any chances that it could happen again plus she¦she's different from Humans and the Future is learning about what is normal for her for future reference."

"I think I understand all of that. I sense some other underlying reasons but that is none of my business. Can you remove them? They will have to be removed."

"I can't remove it myself but the AI on the Future might be able to tell us how to remove them."

"Go ahead then."

"Future, can you hear me?"

"Yes Laurel, I can hear you. I have been listening to your conversation?"

"Tell Oberot to use a linear burst at nine hundred fourty megahertz for three seconds and the bio monitor will shut down and withdraw itself from your blood stream. What is the current indicator before you shut it off?"

"It's a slow pulsing green."

"Good. You have at least twelve hours before it will indicate yellow if your body continues to maintain its regularity of ovulation. I will alert you in eighteen hours if you have not reinitialized the monitor by that time so you can have your harvesting performed in the aft medical ward."

"Thank you Future."

Laurel turned to Oberot.

"Can you produce a three second linear burst at nine hundred fourty megahertz?"

"Yes. I can produce that with a detranome."

Laurel looked at Korica.

"He's talking about the hand held scanner device."

"I'm sorry, there is no English translation for that word." Oberot said.

"I know, the English language is primitive and limited in comparison to Heurenom?"

"I'm sorry, that's just how things are. Come on, I'll get you three ready."

Oberot took the lead into the ship and led everyone to the flight management compartment where he retrieved one of the detranomes from the storage compartment. He opened the cover of the device and programmed it to emit the linear burst then stepped up to Laurel first. Laurel raised her arm and Oberot pushed a button on the detranome and held the device right over the top of the wrist monitor and after a few seconds the pulsing green display turned completely black and Laurel could feel the tendrils withdraw from deep in her arm and then the strap became very loose on her arm.

Oberot then stepped over to Korica and did the same thing and her monitor withdrew its tendrils from her flesh and the strap became very loose. The girls slid the devices off of their wrists and handed them to Oberot who slipped them in one of his jacket pockets. He then closed the cover on the detranome and placed it back in the storage compartment and led everyone down the passageway to the neural prep chamber. Oberot touched the aperture and it pulled itself open and he stepped in and waited for everyone to file in. Oberot immediately sensed an extremely high pulse rate in Laurel and it had him a little concerned.

"Laurel your heart is pounding. Relax honey. I know this is a little scary but I assure you it's going to be ok."

"I'm not scared. I'm just¦excited about joining with these two for the rest of my life. In a way this is the last time we will be together in this form. We will never be able to look upon each other again."

"Ok. Let me tell how this is going to work. If you look over there on the table you'll see three robes. They are static and lint free robes. You can wear those to cross the passageway where there are visual sensors. There are thousands watching the visual feed being sent out to the docking station via the cables you saw lying in the floor out in the passageway. Once you step into the neural passageway take the robes off and proceed the rest of the way in without anything on. The passage way is extremely sensitive so it is important that you are sterile. You may get undressed and place your clothes on the table over there. Step over here and get showered. It's important that you clean yourselves extremely well. I don't want to be too graphic but you need to scrub every crack and crevice. Under the arms, behind the ears, between the cheeks and¦you get the point. Just make sure to scrub everywhere. You can help each other to reach the backside. When you are done step onto the drain vent in the middle of the room here and stand with your legs apart and arms up. The air will blow up and down several times to dry you from the bottom of your feet to the top of your heads. When the last cycle stops close your eyes and hold your breath and you will be misted with a disinfectant pheromone spray. Keep your eyes closed, as there will then be an intense ultraviolet pulse that will feel very warm. It is meant to destroy any remaining microbes that might have survived the previous cleaning processes. Once that is done put the robes on and make your way over to the neural passageway. Oh, there are scrubbing aids in that small compartment in the shower enclosure." Oberot pointed to a small aperture in the side wall of the shower enclosure.

"Scrubbing aids?" Laurel said.

"Organic sponges made by this ship."

"Ah. I see. We aren't to use any soap or anything?"

"No. You need to have a natural sterile scent. Soaps as I understand them have chemicals in them that would be foreign to the neural chamber. Their very presence could have some very bad results. That's why it is so important that you scrub yourselves down extremely well."

"I get it. So what happens after we enter the neural chamber?"

"Ok, when you reach the neural chamber you will see three openings across from one another. They have been specifically designed with your bodies in mind. One is much smaller than the other two and one will be tallest of all. The smallest of the three is for Korica and the tallest is for Jake as he is just a little taller than you girls. You will see two handles up high that you will grab a hold of and there are two imprints in the floor shaped like a foot. Place your feet on those imprints and your feet will sink into the depressions a couple of inches. Don't feel panicked when the ship grips a hold of you. It will hold you in place in case you lose consciousness."

"Are you saying we could pass out?"

"It's possible. Especially for Korica. The process can be a little overwhelming toward the end. You'll see what is called a neuronal transducer in the middle of the chamber. That is what makes this whole process possible. It will start to glow as we ramp up the power. Once the ship takes over and the process becomes automated, it can't be stopped until it has run its course. The transducer will begin to flash very brightly as it matches your own neural activity. I would suggest keeping your eyes closed and try and relax as much as you can. Once your neural patterns are matched precisely you will start to feel like you are being drawn out of your bodies towards the neuronal transducer. Don't fight the feeling or put up any resistance. You have to just let the process happen naturally. You will start to sense another presence and it will feel like it is right next to you and it will think and feel exactly like you. In a way it will be you. It will be your duplicate. That is when things will be a little different than any other joining ever performed. You three will feel yourselves being drawn together closer and closer. You will feel your bodies come together and start to merge into one another while facing each other. Don't offer any resistance to the process. I can't tell you how important it is that you feel comfortable with each other at this point and not offer any hesitation or apprehension. As you can imagine this process is very intimate and very¦personal. We have never tried to do this with multiple persons of a different gender and a different species before. You may experience your reproductive processes engaged in a dramatic fashion. I don't want to be graphic about it but you will feel like every part of your body is in contact with each other and then merged into one body in an intense flash. That intense flash could result in a¦others have climaxed at this point even when they are alone in the neural chamber."

"Oh come on! We're going to get off together! That's just not right!" Jake exclaimed.

"I don't know that for sure. I just need to tell you that it is possible. It has happened to others when they were joined with a living ship in this manner. Your entire body will be flooded with neural energy including the pituitary gland that is in direct control of that process and you and Laurel have some pretty strong feelings for each other of a sexual manner. Can you honestly tell me seeing her standing in front of you completely naked in the manner I have described will not be arousing to you or have any effect on you?"

"No, I can't tell you that. She turns me on tremendously without a doubt, but Korica doesn't do that to me. I just don't see her like that."

"Yes but you will be joined into one body in an instant when the final neural transfer occurs. Please don't fixate on that aspect. I can't have you developing any reservations about this process. The actual likely hood of a climax occurring is very low. You will feel like you are inside her body for a few moments and she will feel like she is inside your body at the same time. Laurel will also be feeling the same thing with both of you. I told you, this is very intimate and it will feel very physically draining. You will never actually touch each other but from your point of view it will feel like you have. If the process is successful you will feel your hands released and the room will be very bright with flashing neural activity all around you. You will need to make your way out of the neural chamber as quickly as possible. The room will begin to collapse on itself almost immediately so you will need to make your way out of the neural passageway and put your robes back on. You can then come over here and get dressed and make your way out of the ship. It will take several hours for us to get the new essences acclimated to their new existence. When we get them used to their new body you can come back and talk to them if you would like."

"I guess I should have known this would involve some weird stuff with how we are being joined. Will we remember everything?"

"Oh yes. You will remember it for the rest of your lives. I have been told it is really a very beautiful experience."

"And you said our sense of gender will remain intact?" Jake asked.

"Yes. I would have to assume the ship will assume a more feminine sense since there will be two female minds at work, but there will definitely be a masculine aspect to the ship as well."

"Lets just do this while I still have the desire to go through with it. Jake said.

"Very well. I'll see you three at the end of the process. Good luck. Take your time to get comfortable with each other while bathing. You can take as much time as you need to enter the neural passageway. There is no rush whatsoever so take your time and get comfortable and relax Laurel. Your heart is still racing honey."

"Thank you Oberot. How will you know when we are ready?"

"We are tied into the internal sensors. We will see you enter the neural passage and we will detect you locking into the neural compartments. We will ramp the power up very slowly to give you a chance to adjust to the energy running through your bodies slowly."

"Thank you Oberot. Give us a little bit to get ready ok?" Laurel said.

"Take all the time you want. Like I said we aren't going to rush you into this. You take things at your own pace."

"Ok."

Oberot then turned and headed for the exit. As the aperture opened and he stepped out he looked back and smiled as the aperture closed. He then made his way out to the control station and he told Mark and every one else waiting there that it could be a little while before they would be ready to begin so get comfortable. Mark assumed a position behind Oberot and Asaria at the controls to keep an eye on what they were doing but also so he could see the video screens showing a view of the main passageway looking down the corridor toward the neural passageway and another view looking toward the main entrance and the neural prep chamber.

As soon as Oberot left and the door closed Laurel looked at Jake and smiled. She could feel how hard her heart was beating. She was nervous but truly excited about what they were about to do. Korica was still looking around the room at all the organic looking curves and surfaces. She even made her way over to the shower trough and stepped in and looked up at the showerheads then looked over in the wall and saw the aperture Oberot was talking about. She touched the aperture and it drew open and there were three soft sponges on one shelf one of which she picked up and looked it over. Laurel thought it looked like a sea sponge from back on Earth. It was an off orange color and had different sized Swiss cheese like holes all over it and it was actually very soft.

After showing the sponge to the other two she put the sponge back and picked up something that was on the other shelf in the small compartment. It was a light purple wand of some kind. It was fairly small at one end and contoured like the hand and it gradually got larger toward the other end and it had a gently rounded end to it. Korica looked it over and couldn't figure out what the heck it could possibly be for. She showed it to Laurel and Jake and they had no idea what it would be used for while bathing either. Korica put the device back and stepped out of the shower and stepped up next to Jake and gently reached up and clasped her fingers in his.

"Can we open our minds now Jake?" Korica asked in a low voice.

"Of course honey. This ship is insulated so no one will hear us."

Korica closed her eyes and reached out to Jake and he sensed her essence getting very strong so he opened his mind for her by reaching out to her in return. He suddenly felt a rush of emotion coming from her and his heart raced for moment before he took a couple deep breaths and got it under control. He sensed how Korica was feeling and she was indeed deeply in love with him, which troubled him but he knew now wasn't the time to do anything about it. He heard her soft little voice echoing around in his mind and then he heard coherent thoughts in English.

"Don't worry about it Jake." Korica thought. "I'm not scared about this. I don't care what my body does around you as long as I get to do this with you two."

Jake looked at her and grinned.

"I love you Korica." Jake thought in return. "Thank you for being so strong and mature about all of this."

Laurel knelt down in front of Korica and took her free hand.

"Are you ready for this?"

"I sure am. I'm excited to do this."

"I am too. My heart feels like it's going to pound out of my chest."

"Well then let's get started." Jake said.

The three stepped up to the table and they all picked up the neatly folded robes and held them up to look at them. They were a light blue in color and felt very soft, like silk. Jake had the smallest of the three and chuckled and handed it to Korica.

"I'm pretty sure this is meant for you sweetheart." Korica smiled and handed him the one she was holding up.

Jake held it up and it still looked a little short for his build. He held it up to himself and it came down just below being revealing for him so he looked over past Korica at Laurel. She was watching and fighting the temptation to giggle. She handed him the robe she had and he handed her the one he had and he held the new robe up to himself and it came halfway down to his knees. He looked over and saw that Laurels robe was almost exactly the same length on her, as was Korica's.

"I guess we don't want to be running in these do we?" Jake said.

"They're only meant to get us across the passageway without showing our¦packages off." Laurel said laughing.

The three then laid the robes back on the table and began to get undressed. Once all three were completely undressed they each tapped their cranial transmitters five times and they simply fell out from behind their ears. They set them on the table together then turned to head for the shower trough. Jake was relieved that his passing glance at Korica had absolutely no affect on him and he felt completely at ease with her passing glance at him. He let out a sigh and smiled slightly. He realized he had been successful in adopting the girl's indifference.

The three walked toward the showers and they noticed the floor was actually warm on the bottom of their feet. They stepped up into the shower trough and Jake reached out and turned the water on. The water was very warm to their great surprise; in fact it was almost hot. The three stood in the torrent of cascading water for a few moments soaking their hair and enjoying the warm water running down their backs and legs. The room started to fill with steam rather quickly making the air thick and a little laborious to breath until the overhead vents began gently drawing the air away as fresh air came in from the floor vent. The three rubbed themselves down for a few minutes before Laurel swept her hair back out of her face then reached over and touched the aperture in the wall.

Laurel retrieved the sponges and handed them to Jake and Korica. Korica spread her feet and began scrubbing her legs making sure to cover every square inch of her skin. Jake was doing the same working his way up his legs then down the back of them trying scrub everywhere. Laurel retrieved the other device and looked it over trying to figure out what it could possibly be for. She placed her sponge back on the shelf and looked the device over and realized there were no buttons of any kind so she thought it couldn't be an electronic device. She put her hand on the handle and laid the device on her chest in between her breasts and her skin tingled where it touched her. She gasped and drew it away. The other two stopped what they were doing and looked at her.

"What? Are you ok?" Jake asked.

"Yah. It¦tickled me."

"It what?"

"Here watch."

Laurel stepped past Korica and gently laid it on Jake's arm and he felt a warm tingle just under the skin and he pulled his arm back quickly. Laurel then knelt down and placed the wand on Korica's back and she smiled and giggled but didn't pull away. She pushed against the device after a moment and began to rub against it. Laurel pulled the device away and Korica looked at her.

"Why'd you stop? It felt good. Like a million little fingers working my muscles and skin."

Laurel stood up and put the device on her arm and she could feel a warm tingle in her skin and in the muscles beneath. She lifted it again and placed it on her leg and she felt the same warm tingling in her leg muscles. She pulled the device off of her leg and held it up.

"I think it's a muscle relaxer or stimulator of some kind. It stimulates the muscles right through the skin with a warming electro stimulus field of some kind."

Laurel looked at the device for a moment longer then put it back and took her sponge and began scrubbing herself. Jake and Korica scrubbed everywhere they could reach when Jake told Korica to turn around and he knelt down and scrubbed her back while following the sponge with his hand. He saw goose bumps forming on Korica's arms and he knew she liked the gentle touch in areas that she couldn't reach herself. He stroked her back very lovingly for a time noticing that she was moving forward and back slightly like she was hypnotized every time he pressed into her. He then leaned over her shoulder and asked her to move her legs apart a little. She did as he asked and he scrubbed between her cheeks from top to bottom being careful not to hurt her or go to far under her. He was going to leave that area for her to do herself.

When he was done Korica stepped back and told him to turn around and kneel down. He knelt down and sat on his heels while she gently scrubbed his back in the same soft stroking manner following the sponge with her hand. He found her small delicate hand on his back very soothing and he soon found himself feeling anesthetized in the same way as she had been. She scrubbed his back for several minutes before leaning her cheek against his wet shoulder and whispering that she loved him. He smiled and stood up. He then turned around facing her and told her that she needed to scrub in all the curves of her female parts too. She blushed and said, "Thank you for not doing that for me".

Jake laughed and put his hand on her wet shoulder. Korica turned away and moved her legs apart and began gently scrubbing beside and over her lips and Jake stepped past her and told Laurel who had been watching closely to turn around and she smiled and did so. Jake brushed her hair over her shoulders and off the back of her neck and then he began scrubbing her neck while gently wiping her soft skin with his hand. He worked his way down her back scrubbing and petting and noticing just how muscular she was. He scrubbed all the way down to her cheeks then he leaned in and whispered for her move her legs apart. She looked back at him and slid her feet apart and he gently stroked down between her cheeks. He scrubbed very gently while staring into her eyes and got lost in her beautiful blue eyes. He then stroked further down and over her labium. She closed her eyes and opened her mouth slightly and breathed deeply a couple of times.

She then pulled her legs together and turned around and Jake gently swiped the sponge down her tummy and across her crotch making her spread her legs slightly. She put her hands up on his shoulders and he gently wiped her crotch several times from front to back being sure to swipe next to her lips against her legs on each side. She then took her sponge and looked down and took his cock and lifted it and scrubbed behind his cock a couple of times then reached down further and gently lifted his testicles and scrubbed behind his testicles under his crotch as far back as she could. She then told him to turn around and she scrubbed his back very slowly and gently then worked her way down to his cheeks and she leaned in and told him to move his feet apart. He did so and she scrubbed between his cheeks several times then reached down under him and scrubbed him a few times very gently.

When she was finished Laurel wrapped her arms around Jake from behind and squeezed him and whispered that she loved him with all her heart. He turned around and engaged her in a very passionate kiss completely forgetting that Korica was standing right next to them. When they terminated the kiss they looked over at Korica who was leaning against the wall with both hands enjoying the warm water cascading down around her head and down her back.

"Are you done scrubbing yourself Korica?" Jake asked.

"Yah. I think I have scrubbed everywhere possible."

Jake reached over and turned the water off. The three then wiped the hair from their faces and stepped over onto the floor grate and put their arms up and legs apart. The air began to rush up from the floor in a large gust and Korica giggled as her hair blew upward. The air was warm and slightly sweet smelling. The air then slowed down and reversed direction and blew hard downward and the tubes above moved around directing the air over their entire bodies. The air then slowed after a minute and began to flow upward. This up and down flow switched several times until all three were completely dry including their hair. After the last cycle they closed their eyes and held their breath. There was a wet whoosh of mist sprayed up on them then another equally wet spray down on them from above and they then stopped holding their breath and the floor vent blew up on them gently for a time and then the air slowed and started to blow down on them. After only a few moments the air stopped and all three closed their eyes tightly and they could hear a high frequency tone building and then there was a bright and hot feeling flash and the high frequency tone wound down and then faded to nothing.

The air smelled very sweet and crisp. Laurel thought of sweet wild flowers on a warm spring day. The three looked at each other and they noticed that the skin of the others was glistening like it was wet but they knew it wasn't wet any longer. Jake reached out and touched Laurel's shoulder and it was incredibly soft but dry. Jake felt Korica touch his back and gently stroke her fingers down his back and it gave him goose bumps and almost made him squirm. He turned and looked at Korica and her skin looked like it was glowing as well. He knelt down and looked down her to her feet and back up and then gently touched her shoulder. Her skin felt incredibly soft and smooth, even more so than her usual youthful supple skin.

"I guess our skin has never been so clean before huh?" Jake said.

"That mist must have a moisturizer in it or something." Korica said.

"You look and smell beautiful Korica." Laurel said.

"Thank you. You smell sweet and I¦this stuff is doing something to my mind. I feel¦never mind. Let's get going."

"Go ahead and say it honey, you feel what?" Jake said.

"No. I shouldn't be saying stuff like that to you."

Jake stood up quickly and stared into her gorgeous little light blue gray eyes. He suddenly realized he was feeling the same thing and it disturbed him greatly. He turned and looked at Laurel and she met his gaze and he felt like he melted into her eyes. She was so beautiful and she just made his heart race to even be close to her. Laurel could sense what was in his heart.

"It's acting like an aphrodisiac, isn't it?" Laurel said in a drunken voice.

"Yes. Oberot didn't tell us about this affect. No wonder he said we might¦you know?" Jake said.

"We better get in there before it becomes so intoxicating that we can't control ourselves."

"I agree. Involuntary things are going to start happening. I don't want that to happen around Korica¦or because of Korica."

"Jake!"

"This stuff is like a I drug Laurel. I can't help what it is making me feel or think. I am in love with her after all."

"I know what you two are talking about. Remember, I am a qualified med tech. I know what an aphrodisiac is. I am feeling tingles in places I don't want either when I look at you guys and I feel¦intoxicated. I am in love with you two also after all."

"Come on you love birds!" Laurel said as she stepped over to the table and grabbed her robe and put it on quickly.

"Are you mad Laurel?" Korica asked.

"No. These feelings were necessary between us all but I don't have to like it. Let's just get going before it gets any worse. That stuff is still floating around in the air in this room."

"Would that stuff cause a problem if it got inside you?" Korica asked.

"Did you breath it in?" Laurel asked.

"No, it¦got inside me another way."

"Oh crap! Did it spray up inside you?"

"A little. I did have my legs apart and there was a jet of that stuff spraying up from the floor."

"That's why you are feeling a tingle Korica. Hopefully it isn't harmful. I would kind of doubt the ship would produce something harmful or dangerous."

Korica and Jake put their robes on and wrapped them around closed in the front and crossed their arms to keep them closed and then they all made their way to the door. When Laurel touched the door it pulled back and the three stepped out into the passageway and luckily the floor felt very warm here too. Laurel glanced up at the support beam just down the corridor and saw the dark visual sensor dome and she waved with one hand while holding her robe with the other and grinned. The three walked down the corridor three feet and stopped in front of the neural passageway and just looked into its slightly descending passageway and then looked at its completely round bright structure that was very obviously constructed of a skin like membrane.

"We ready for this?" Jake said.

"Yes. I still really want this no matter the consequences." Korica said.

"Me too. I love you two and I am ready to be with you." Laurel said.

The three then stepped into the passageway and the floor stretched out under their feet like trying to walk inside a balloon. The entrance then drew closed behind them like skin growing over a cut. It stretched out in what looked like a spider web then all the spaces in between the webs just filled in with a soft pink looking fleshy membrane. The three stood watching in shock and waited to see if it was an immune response or just acceptance of their presence. After a minute when nothing else happened, Jake shucked off his robe and Korica just looked at him for a second and then she slid her robe off her shoulders and let it fall off of her. Jake thought it was very sensual the way she slid it back revealing her glowing soft shoulders and then let it drop exposing the rest of her body. He shook his head realizing the mist was still messing with his perceptions. He turned and looked at Laurel and she leaned back into the wall and he stepped clumsily up in front of her and gently pulled her arms down and slid the robe back on her shoulders until it started to slide down her back. He then reached in front of her and slid his hands up her stomach and across her breasts rubbing them gently and he pushed the robe off of her and it fell to the bottom of the passageway as she leaned forward into him in and kissed him.

Jake slid his hands around her and pulled her in slightly until he was making gentle contact between his cock and her vulva. He looked her straight in the eyes and stared at her for moment lavishing the tranquil sapphire blue color of her eyes and she was equally mesmerized by the dark azure emerald green color of his eyes.

"You are the only one for me Laurel Kade. This stuff might be making me think things that aren't real, but this is as real as it gets. I am deeply, truly, madly in love with you Laurel and I want you and I always will."

"Thank you Jake. I love you with all my heart too. I never thought I could feel this much love for another Human being. I too truly, deeply love you. I want you too Jake Myers and I always will. I am experiencing some weird¦feelings too, but this is very real."

Jake kissed her again and then leaned back and looked down and he was aroused again. He decided to wait for a moment to let the feeling dissipate before proceeding any further in. He looked back up at Korica who was leaning against the side of the passageway with a very drunk look on her face. Jake waved her down and she stumbled and clumsily stepped down right in front of him and he knelt down as best as he could with one knee up to cover his erection while he addressed her.

"I want you to know that I love you very deeply as well Korica. It's not sexual despite the weird feelings going through my head right now, but it is no less deep and true. I will always love you like no one else."

"Awe. I'm¦I love you too Jake. I know there are some things in my heart that are more of your feelings for each other than they are my own feelings, but I love you like I have never loved another person. I am truly glad to be joining with you like this."

Korica then reached out and pulled herself up on him in a very tight and loving embrace. He squeezed her back equally tightly and kissed the side of her head. Jake then stood up nodded at Laurel to go confess her feeling for her. Laurel waved her over and Korica stepped past Jake. She stepped in front of Laurel and looked her from head to toe in a drunken look and she found that even Laurel elicited a tingle in her when she looked at her gorgeous and well developed body. Laurel knelt down in front of her and pulled her into a hug and stroked her back gently.

"I love you so much Korica. You are so special to me for so many reasons. I have never met anyone that made me feel so warm in my heart. I will always love you. You will always be my Korica."

Korica stroked Laurel's back a few times feeling her rippling muscles and the warm glow coming from deep within her warmed Korica's heart. As Korica leaned back she found herself looking at Laurel's breasts with very erect nipples. Korica wanted to reach out and touch them for a moment before she shook the feeling off knowing the mist was playing tricks on her libido especially since it was sprayed inside her unintentionally.

"I love you too Laurel. You have shown me so many things about being a woman and how to be a leader. I love you with all of my heart and I always will. The mist is screwing with my¦feelings too but I know for a fact that I love you in a very tender way. It is more than just what Jake is feeling for you though that is definitely in there too, it is mostly my own feelings of loving you with all of my being. I can't wait to spend the rest of my life sharing a body with you."

"Thank you Korica. That is so sweet."

Laurel stood up as straight as she could and stroked Korica's cheek as she so often did before but her skin was so smooth and soft that Laurel felt the contact to be arousing and she new they had get to the neural chamber. Laurel started to head down the passage and the other two followed her. They walked down for a ways then the passage curved up to the left for a ways and they soon found out how to bounce as they stepped while using their hands on the sides to keep themselves upright. They started to spring along making the travel much quicker. They bounded around a hard right turn that led down slightly then curved back to the left and the passage then headed up a steep grade that they had to fairly claw their up but as they neared the middle of the up hill portion they started to slip and slide back on each other making them laugh and giggle as they tried to claw their way up.

Jake finally pushed his way half way up so he was right under Laurel and he pushed her from her behind and then from her legs and then from her feet. As she reached the top and finally started to get traction with her arms he got a perfect view up between her legs as her legs flailed to the sides and he found himself staring at her gorgeous little mound. He had never seen her box from this angle and he thought she was stunning to look at and he wished he could reach up and stroke it. Her lips came together so tight and they rose so firmly into a perfect little rise leaving no crack or crease in the middle making her completely enticing and unique. Laurel finally topped the rise and turned back and saw what Jake was looking at and she simply smiled at him and waved her finger. She could hear exactly what was going through his mind and she could feel what he was feeling so there was no hiding his lust for her.

Jake then waved Korica up and she clambered and scratched to get up close enough to him for him to reach down and hook his hands under her armpits and begin to lift her. As he pulled her up he slid down a little and she ended up right in front of him looking into his eyes while giggling as his hands tickled her armpits. He laughed at her then pulled her into a hug and rubbed her back to calm her down. After a few moments she caught her composure and Jake leaned in and gave her a peck and she looked at him for a moment then leaned in and gave him a peck back with a short delay. He looked at her for a second and knew he had to get her moving before things got out of hand. He scooted back and let her flop onto her stomach and then draw her knees up and try and claw her way up further. He pushed her up from her behind then her legs being careful not to let her slip down on his hands. He finally got her up high enough to get his hand under her foot and he gave a shove and her knee bent. She finally straightened her leg out lifting herself up close enough to Laurel for her to pull her up onto the top of the rise. He watched as her cute little butt disappeared up over the rise.

Laurel then looked down at him and grinned and shook her head at him. He blushed as he realized that she felt and heard everything he was thinking. Laurel reached her hand down toward him and so he turned on his stomach and clawed his way up far enough to reach Laurels soft hand waiting for him. He gripped her hand and she yanked him up surprising him at how strong she was. He ended up sliding a little past her on the downward slope so he was facing right into her crotch. He stared at her magnificent little mound for a moment without moving out of her way and since she was on her side she lifted her left leg up giving him a perfect and complete view of her vulva. He wanted desperately to lean forward and put his mouth on her lips but he fought the feeling off and slid past her and got to his feet. He was now looking down a fairly steep down grade and then he noticed Korica standing leaning into the side of the passageway staring at him. She bounced herself out of the side so she was standing facing straight at him.

"You really want to do that to her?" Korica asked grinning.

Jake stepped up to Korica in the now widening passage.

"I sure do. I always want to do that to her. She tastes good, looks good, and feels good. I can't get enough of her little¦"

"Jake!" Laurel yelled. "Quit talking so dirty to her!"

"Sorry Korica."

"That's ok. I asked for it. You were just being honest."

Laurel stepped up next to Jake after getting to her feet and smacked his butt cheek with a loud smack.

"Jake your drunk on this stuff. Get a hold of your self. You're bordering on the crude."

"I'm so sorry babe. This stuff has my brain all clouded up. I'm doing¦and thinking stuff that I never have before. Back there I¦"

"I know! I saw what you saw for a few seconds from your minds eye. I know exactly what you were staring at and who you were staring at and I know what you were thinking about who you were staring at."

"What? That didn't make any sense."

"I'm feeling pretty loose in the mind. Let's just get moving. We are all feeling attracted to each other in inappropriate ways. We need to get moving before we¦do something we are going to regret."

The three then pressed on. The passage made a fairly steep down run then leveled out and they could see a bright light a little ways ahead. As they walked further in they could start to make out the actual brain matter on each side and above the passage. It got closer and denser as they walked further in and they could start to make out more dense brain tissue under the passage as they kept walking. The three noticed that the part of the passage that they were walking on started to feel firmer under their bare feet. The bottom was no longer stretching under their feet like a balloon. It was more like walking on a soft layer of skin lying on a bed of meat. The surface gave under their weight but would only compress a few centimeters before feeling solid. They found themselves walking gently for fear of causing any damage to the tissue they were walking on.

As the three approached the neural chamber they noticed a marked increase in the temperature. It was now somewhere in the high nineties in temperature but the humidity was very low making it quite comfortable compared to the rest of the passageway. The three finally stepped into the neural chamber, which was a completely round thirty foot diameter space with three indentations on opposite sides of the space with soft gray looking handles up high in each opening and what looked like foot shaped depressions in the floor at each opening. In the center of the space was an odd looking structure that was round and about six feet in diameter at the top where it joined the top of the space and it narrowed to about two feet in diameter in the middle and then widened back out to six feet in diameter at the bottom where it met the floor. The structure had flesh colored skin covering it coming down from the top ten feet then there was a transparent membrane covering the center ten feet of the structure where it narrowed to its smallest diameter and the last ten feet was again covered in flesh colored skin where the structure became wider again and met the floor. Inside the center transparent portion of the structure were a large collection of blue bulbous orbs hanging from a blue central tissue that made the bulbs look like fruit hanging on a tree.

Laurel stepped up to the structure and touched the transparent section only to find the membrane gave under the gentle pressure of her hand. She walked all the way around the structure looking at the hanging blue bulbs wondering what the heck they could possibly be made of. The outer surface of the bulbs looked like they were covered in blue vein like structures. They were very obviously organic and not mechanical in nature. Laurel then turned and looked at the opening right behind her. At the back of the opening right in the center of the opening was a brake in the otherwise uniform skin covering everything. At the center of the break in the skin was a small gray and blue funnel looking structure. Laurel assumed it was raw neural tissue and it was blue in color due to blood or blood like fluid of some kind flowing through the tissue.

Laurel walked around the space past Jake and Korica who were also looking around in amazement at the sight before their eyes. Laurel could tell that one of the openings had handles far lower than the other two openings suggesting that as Oberot had said there was an opening specifically designed for Korica's short stature. The opening was also narrower for her shorter arms. There was another opening that seemed perfect for Laurel's height and arm reach and the last seemed just a little wider and taller suggesting its design was for Jake's slightly bigger stature. Jake stepped up next to Laurel and leaned against her slightly and put his arm around her lower back.

"Laurel, doesn't it seem a little odd that this place is absolutely perfect for our sizes? Wouldn't you think that this space would have to have been designed into this ship from the first day it was created some twenty years ago? How did they know how tall we would be before they ever met us?"

"That's a good point. Korica wasn't even born yet when Oberot commissioned this ship to be built. It makes one wonder what he knew or what he is hiding from us."

Korica stepped up next to the two and looked at the smallest opening that they were standing in front of.

"I guess that is meant for me?"

"I would have to say so. Are you ready for this baby?"

"I think so. My head is still¦cloudy and I'm horny or something like that but I'm ready to get this over with."

Jake removed his arm from around Laurel and stepped over behind Korica and put his hand on her shoulder as he knelt down on one knee. Korica turned and faced him and Jake put his other hand on her other shoulder. He looked her straight in the eyes.

"I love you so much Korica. You want one last hug before we do this?"

Korica stepped into him and wrapped her arms around his back and squeezed him tightly while laying her cheek on his shoulder. Jake stroked her back as he shifted to both knees and pulled her in tightly. They embraced for a minute before Laurel touched Korica's back and she released her grip. Laurel then knelt down and gave Korica the same warm loving embrace. Laurel then gave her a loving kiss on the cheek.

"I love you sweetheart. You ready to get locked in?"

"I love you too Laurel. I'm a little scared about this."

"Come on, I'll get locked in first to show you it's ok."

Laurel stood up and walked over to the opening that was her height. She turned facing out and stepped back into the opening and placed her feet in the foot shaped depressions. Her feet slowly sank down into the depressions up above her ankles like stepping into quicksand. The material felt like it was a gooey thick jelly of some kind making Laurel curl her lip in disgust. Once her feet quit sinking and she could feel a hard surface under her feet she tried to pull one foot up out of the thick material. Her foot slowly pulled up out of the material with a sick sucking sound as air was pulled in replacing the volume her foot had occupied. Her foot finally came all the way out and she expected it to be wet with goo as the material felt wet but her foot was completely dry and smooth. She placed her foot back on the depression and let it sink down until it bottomed out. She looked down at just how far apart her legs were and now she knew what Eris was talking about. It definitely stretched the legs so far apart that the crotch was in plain view in its entirety. Laurel then looked up at the two handles and she reluctantly reached up and grabbed them and she was surprised that the curved handles were soft, warm and squishy in her hands. When she grabbed the second handle and squeezed slightly a web like material began to cover her hand just like they had seen at the entrance to the neural passageway. The web then filled in with soft, firm and warm skin that extended all the way down to her wrist bone and the goo her feet where in suddenly firmed up and she could no longer mover her toes around.

Laurel resisted the temptation to struggle at being restrained so firmly and in such a vulnerable feeling position. Laurel closed her eyes for a moment then looked at Korica.

"See baby, It's not so bad."

Jake was looking down at Laurel slightly as she had settled down six inches or so into the floor in the gooey depression. He leaned in and gave Laurel a long lip lock kiss and stroked her cheek. He was tempted to rub her crotch as it was in a completely vulnerable and accessible position but he fought the drunken temptation as he pulled back and stared into her gorgeous blue eyes.

"I know what your thinking Jake. Korica can you turn your head for a second?"

Korica turned and walked over to her own opening and stared at the depressions in the floor to give them a tiny measure of privacy as she knew exactly what was going through their minds.

"Go a head Jake. Give it one last touch." Laurel said grinning.

Jake reached down and gently curved his hand over her soft and warm lips. Laurel closed her eyes for second as he gently gripped her and stroked her from front to back then pushed in and out at the outer edges of her labia and sank his middle finger between her lips and stroked her forward then back several times as she gave out a breathy sigh. He then dragged his finger up across her clitoris and withdrew his hand. Laurel opened her eyes and smiled at him.

"Thank you babe. That is the last time I will get to do that. At least from a certain perspective."

"Your welcome Jake. I love you and I love your touch. Now go get Korica ready so we can get this started."

"Ok."

Jake leaned in and kissed her on the lips one last time then stepped over behind Korica and put his hands on her shoulders.

"You ready honey. You saw Laurel do it. It didn't hurt at all."

"I know. I guess I'm ready."

Korica turned around and faced Jake and grinned at him then stepped back into the foot shaped depressions while holding his hips for balance as she sank into the nasty feeling goo. When she finally quit sinking she looked at how far apart her legs were and she now felt the uncomfortable vulnerable feeling that Laurel had. She looked up at Jake as she stood up straight and looked straight into his eyes with a look of concern.

"You're not going to do to me what you did Laurel are you?"

"Korica! God no! I would never do that to you baby! I love you Korica. I could never betray your trust. Look, this stuff has my head all screwed up and I know I have¦weird stuff going through my mind, but I will never ever touch you like that."

"Ok. I love you too Jake. Thank you for taking such good care of me¦and for respecting me."

"You're welcome Korica."

Jake knelt down and leaned in and kissed Korica's cheek then touched her cheek and she leaned into his hand.

"Ok sweetheart, go ahead and grab the handles."

Korica looked up at the handles and took a deep breath and grabbed one and then the other. Her hands were quickly covered in the web like structure up to her wrist bone once she gave a squeeze to the handles. Then the skin grew in and filled all the open spaces and the gooey material she was standing in firmed up and locked her feet in place

Korica then pulled at her hands and they wouldn't move, as she looked at the outline of her little fingers in the skin covering her hands. She then looked down and tried to pull her feet up and they wouldn't move. She couldn't even wiggle her toes and she looked down at her naked form in such a vulnerable position and a wave of panic suddenly set in and she started to pull and jerk around trying to get free. She started to make struggling noises and her eyes teared up and she looked back up at her hands and full-blown panic set in.

"I don't like being restrained like this! Get me out of here! Jake get me free! I can't do this! I want out!" Korica squealed.

Korica was jerking back and forth as she tried to get free and tears began to roll down her cheeks as she screamed for Jake to get her loose. She then began to scream out loud and cry uncontrollably. Jake tried to reach in and comfort her but she was flailing and swaying around as she tried to break free.

"Jake! Help her! Comfort her, she's terrified!" Laurel yelled.

Jake didn't quite know what to do for her. He knew if he put his hand in to touch her face she would slap herself with it as she struggled around. He finally dropped to his knees and scooted in and flung his arms around her, one over her right shoulder and one under left arm and he squeezed her tightly and pulled his body right up against her trying to make as much contact with her as possible to stop her struggling and to giver her the feeling that he was right in front of her. She kept crying openly and leaned her head on his shoulder but stopped struggling against her restraints as he stroked her back.

"Shhh. I'm right here baby. Shhh. You have to quit struggling baby, you're going to hurt yourself."

Jake kept holding her as she continued to cry and sob. He was able to get her calmed enough to talk in broken sobbing words.

"I can get you loose, but if I do it's going to destroy the handles and probably cause pain to this ship. If you want I'll rip you loose and you can leave and Laurel and I will do this without you if possible. If I get you loose though, there is no way to get you back in."

"I¦didn't tell¦you guys...everything that¦happened to me. They tied¦me up like¦this and¦did things to¦me. I don't want to be¦tied up." Korica sobbed out as tears streamed down her cheeks

"I am so sorry Korica. I had no idea this would be so traumatic for you. There is no one here that is going to do anything bad to you. You really want me to get you loose?"

Korica's sobbing subsided but tears continued to roll down her now rosy cheeks.

"No¦give me a minute. Just don't let go of me. I think I'll be ok. I still want to do this with you guys."

Jake continued to hold onto her tightly and rub her back for a minute longer until he felt her lift her head off his shoulder. He withdrew his arm from over her right shoulder and placed it around her and stayed very close to her where he had to pull his head back to look at her. She sniffled a few times and the tears slowed and she nodded. He slowly pulled back from her but kept his hands on her sides.

"You going to be ok?"

"Yah. I just¦I don't like the feeling of being tied up. I've been in this position before and it¦they hurt me¦and they did stuff that I didn't like. I'm sorry I never told you before. I just didn't want to remember it."

"It's ok sweetheart. I wouldn't want to remember that kind of stuff either."

"Thank you for holding me. I'll be ok. The panic is going away. I know this ship doesn't want to hurt me, and neither do you."

"Never baby! I could never hurt you. I love you."

Jake leaned back and wiped the tears off of Korica's cheeks and out from under her eyes. He then just sat in front of her and let her regain her composure while staring at him. After a few minutes she nodded again quickly and blinked several times.

"I got it together Jake. Thank you. I'm ready to do this."

"Are you absolutely sure honey? You take all the time you need. You can't have any apprehension or this will go badly. I'll stay right here until you are ready."

"No, I'm ok. I still want this really bad. I just got really scared for a minute. I'm sorry for panicking like that."

Jake leaned in and kissed her cheek.

"Don't apologize Korica. You're well within your rights to panic. I'm sorry for what was done to you baby. You're so beautiful. If anything you have given me more time to memorize your adorable face." Korica smiled big and seemed to calm down completely.

"Go ahead Jake. Let's get this started. I won't freak out on you any more, I promise."

"Ok."

Jake stood up and touched her cheek one last time then walked over to Laurel and looked at her.

"Thank you Jake. I'm glad you were here for her."

Jake leaned in and kissed Laurel very lovingly then stepped past her and walked over to his opening and turned facing outward into the room. He looked over at Laurel then over to Korica and he was glad the room was jut the right dimensions so that they could all see each other while locked into their openings. He stepped back onto the foot shaped depressions and let his feet sink into the gooey material with a gross slushy sound until he felt the bottom of his feet hit a solid surface once he was deep enough for his ankle bones to be covered plus two inches. He looked up at the handles that now seemed very high up in the opening. He reached up and grabbed one then the other and gave a gentle squeeze to the soft material and the web material spread over his hands quickly then the skin filled in the open spaces and sucked up tightly around his hands and then the gooey material around his feet firmed up locking him in place. He took a deep breath and waited to see what happened next. When nothing happened for a few minutes he looked at the girls and tried to shrug his shoulders but he was reaching so high to grip the handles that it was indiscernible as a gesture.

"So what now?" Korica finally said.

"I don't know. I guess Oberot has to notice that we are all locked in. We did kind of mess around and take our time getting to this point." Jake said.

"I'm sorry about that." Korica said.

"It wasn't just you honey. We were all taking our time. That stuff that was sprayed on us made us all a little goofy and carefree. Oberot said to take our time. We also spent like an hour or so bathing."

"I liked that part. I liked how you took your time scrubbing my backside." Korica said.

"I liked it too honey. I liked you scrubbing my back for me. It was a bonding experience."

"Jake, if I hadn't been here with you two do you think you and Laurel would have made love?"

"I don't know sweetie. Possibly. But I'm glad you are here though."

"I am too. I was just curious. You two seemed close to that

in the shower."

"Yah I guess we got a little carried away didn't we?"

"I think it's beautiful to be close to that kind of intense love. I felt everything you two were feeling. It was¦"

All three could suddenly sense a humming building in the room and the neuronal transducer lit up and started to pulse slightly. The three could see the orbs glowing a bright white color and there were small pulses of electrical energy running down and up out of the neuronal transducer and across the overhead and under the bottom of the room and then trough the handles and up through their feet in an intense tingle, then it felt like the energy exited their bodies in the middle of their backs and then flew into the funnel shaped opening behind them and then disappeared into the dense neural tissue in a swirling pattern.

The transducer began to glow brighter as Oberot increased the power from outside and fed it directly into the brainstem through the cable bundle out in the main passageway. The intensity of the light in the transducer and the static humming and crackling sound increased and there was an intense pulse sent out of the transducer and all three yelled out as the energy ran up the overhead and down into their bodies while a simultaneous burst ran under the floor and entered their feet meeting in the middle where it remained and swirled around in their bodies for a few moments before exiting their backs and swirling into the openings behind them. All three were left breathing heavy as it took their breath away like dropping over a rise and having your stomach lifted for a few seconds in zero gravity then dropping back down hard to positive gravity.

The transducer began pulsing and getting brighter to the point that it was blinding to look at and all three closed their eyes as the transducer began releasing pulse after pulse getting stronger and stronger with each pulse and the noise became deafening. The intensity and frequency of the pulses kept increasing until the frequency of the pulses was so fast that it appeared to be on continuously. Jake grit his teeth as the energy made all his muscles tense up and he could feel his body pulsing at the same frequency as the light he could see right through his closed eyelids. He suddenly felt a floating feeling and he felt like he was being tugged out of his body forward toward the transducer.

Laurel was feeling the same tightening of all the muscles in her body as the energy increased and she too soon felt the free floating feeling and a forward tugging feeling and then she felt herself leaving her body behind her and floating toward the neuronal transducer. She could sense herself being drawn closer to Jake as he was drawn toward her. Korica was experiencing a little pain in her feet as the energy increased in its intensity. She wanted to yell out but her body tensed up and she could only grit her teeth as the frequency of the pulses reached its peak and she felt a lifting and floating feeling followed by the same tugging feeling as she was drawn out of her body toward the transducer. She could now sense Jake and Laurel coming toward her and her toward them.

All three could suddenly sense the others so close that they no longer felt restrained at the hands and they reached out for each together in the blinding light and they took each others hands as they started to feel like they were beginning to spin in a circle around the transducer. The spinning got faster and faster and the transducer began to make a new whining noise only further increasing their speed. Laurel was the first to hear her own voice right next to her. The voice was thinking in unison to her own feelings and thoughts and she knew the copying process must have begun. As the spinning feeling continued Korica next sensed her own voice and very presence right next to her and it was thinking exactly like her and felt warm and delicate just like she felt but she knew it wasn't her it was another person right next to her. Jake then felt a presence right next to him that thought exactly like he did and when he thought anything he felt it echoed from right next to him.

The multiple presences got stronger and stronger until they felt like a completely separate individual right next them. The whining intensified and the humming became a buzzing sound and all three finally felt drawn in even closer to one another. The blinding light faded and they continued to draw slowly closer. First their arms seemed to merge, then their shoulders touched. They thought they couldn't get any closer when they felt their chests and stomachs touch one another very gently then the feeling of being drawn together intensified and they felt their heads touch then start to merge. Jake felt his legs melt into Laurel's then into Korica's. It was a tingling and joining of sensory input. Then Korica felt Jake's pelvis touch hers and she didn't offer any resistance then she sensed Laurel's pelvis touch hers and they drew further together. Laurel felt Jake draw into her stomach then Korica drew into the same space and there was a feeling of butterflies in the stomach as all three experienced the same sensory input. Then their chests merged together and they could feel three separate heartbeats at different extremely fast rates synchronize and become one beating heart. As they drew even closer all three could feel their genitals touching then merging in a squeezing feeling and none fought the feeling as they drew up into a female form then extended into a male form and back again.

All three suddenly felt one last squeeze as they finally merged into one body with three separate minds. All three felt their faces drag past and into one another and the energy running through their bodies suddenly pulsed twice and then there was a bright flash and a loud snapping sound and Korica lost consciousness as their new singular combined presence was shot into the openings behind them. The spinning feeling disappeared and they could feel a separation of essences and a floating feeling as they withdrew back into their own bodies and minds and Laurel and Jake became aware of their own bodies in pain from the intense energy entering their hands and feet. The pulsing began to slow and the light became less intense. All three finally felt a throbbing in their muscles but the constant tightened muscles relaxed.

As the frequency of the pulses continued to slow then cease all together Jake opened his eyes and could see Korica's head hanging forward and Laurel's head was falling forward then back as she fought hard to maintain consciousness. He was breathing heavy and his muscles hurt everywhere and his mind was blurry with all the feelings over what he had just experienced. He had felt what it was like to be woman for a time and he felt like his cock was dragged inside Laurel then inside Korica and it had him conflicted. He felt it from his perspective and from theirs. He knew they were equally confused and conflicted but the overall experience was exhilarating and sensual for all three of them. He also had a fading feeling of how Laurel thought as well as Korica. Laurel had a very orderly mind but she also had a strong sense of thinking outside the box, like anything and everything was not only possible but also it was a certainty. Korica had a very innocent and complex mind. She saw everything as happening for a specific reason but she also thought that nothing was truly impossible but she was also convinced that there was incredible evil all around her closing in on her at all times. Jake could now understand why she didn't like being left alone. She really only felt truly safe when Mark was close by.

Jake shook off the contemplation of what he had experienced and tried to lift himself up only to find his hands still firmly encased. He felt the gooey material around his feet soften up and he pulled first one foot free then the other. His hands were now down much lower and he tugged a few times before the skin surrounding his hands started to withdraw slowly. He patiently waited for the skin to completely release its hold on him then he opened his fingers painfully and released the handles. He rubbed his hands together for a moment then made his way over to Korica. He was feeling a deep sense of dread as he approached her limp hanging body. He was afraid she hadn't survived the process. He stepped up to her and knelt down and gently lifted her head from her chin. She didn't react at all to his touch. His heart ached, as he was sure she was gone and he just wanted to scream out her name. He reluctantly put two fingers on her jugular while holding her head up straight and to his relief he felt a strong throbbing in her neck. He breathed a sigh of relief and gently let her head hang forward again. He then looked over at Laurel.

Laurel was completely awake but she looked out of it and she wasn't trying to get free at all. Jake knew she was trying to process the feeling just like he had. It was a very strange thing to occupy another person's body and mind for a time especially when that other mind and body are of another gender. It leaves one very unsure and shocked. He also knew she was experiencing the same fading feeling of knowing exactly how his mind worked. It probably felt very unsophisticated and raw compared to her own analytical mind. He got to his feet and that was when he noticed that the space he had been locked into was now covered over completely. It looked like it had never been there at all and he remembered Oberot saying they would have to make their exit as quickly as possible as the space would start to collapse in on itself if the process was successful.

Jake stepped over to angel and knelt down in front of her and touched her cheek. She still looked completely out of it.

"Babe are you ok? We have to get out of here."

Laurel just looked at him for a second before she rocked her head shaking off her contemplation of what she had just experienced.

"I'm ok Jake. That was¦really bizarre."

Laurel lifted herself up straight and pulled at her hand restraints a few times.

"Lift your feet out first babe. That's what worked for me."

Laurel looked down and the goo around her feet made a sucking sound as she drew first her left foot out then her right. Her arms were now down lower and she tugged at the hand restraints a few times before the skin began to withdraw. She waited for her hands to be completely uncovered before she opened her hands and released the handles. She mouthed 'ouch' as she opened and closed her hands a few times then she looked at Jake and grinned. She took two steps forward and put her arms around Jake's neck and squeezed him in a hug. He wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her in close until his stomach was right up against hers. Jake looked over her shoulder and watched the opening behind her grow closed just like his had but unseen.

That was when both of them noticed bright twinkling lights behind the walls on every side and above and below them. There was even the occasional bolt of electrical energy running along the wall in zigzag patterns that then zipped off deeper into the brain tissue. It was apparent that the brain was far more active than it had been before suggesting success of the neural transfer. The two separated and looked at the neuronal transducer, which was now twinkling and pulsing gently most of the time with only the occasional brighter flash followed by neural energy running out along the floor and along the overhead only to disappear into the thick brain matter.

The two stepped over to Korica's still unconscious body and both knelt down in front of her. Laurel lifted her head gently this time and looked at her beautiful face.

"She really is a beautiful girl isn't she?" Laurel said.

"She certainly is. I love her so much Laurel. I truly hope our little girls are as pretty and sweet as her."

Laurel held her head and gently tapped her cheek trying to get her to come around.

"I checked her pulse. She survived; I think her mind was just overwhelmed. I hope that's all that happened to her anyway."

Jake stood up and tried to figure out how to lift Korica without injuring her or himself. Laurel gently let her head slump forward and stood up to give Jake room as he was trying to find the right position to lift her from. He ended up on her left side almost beside her with her head on his shoulder with his arms wrapped around her. He hooked his shoulder under her armpit and lifted her up slightly until he saw the material around her feet move a little.

"Lift her feet out babe. I've got her weight."

Laurel pulled up on her left leg by reaching in between Jake's legs. Her foot slowly lifted out of the goo with the same sick sucking sound. Laurel then moved over to her right leg and pulled until her foot came free. Jake could then stand up straighter with her hands still encased. He lifted Korica so she was leaning on his shoulder and he reached up and tugged at her right hand a few times until he could see the skin start to withdraw from around her hand. He waited and stroked her back gently until her hand was completely uncovered. He pulled on her right arm dragging her fingers off of the handle. He then turned slightly and pulled her other hand off of the other handle. Her hands were still curled in the gripping position and he knew it was the intense gripping that he too had experienced that caused her hands to remain in the clamped position. He stood up straight and took a couple steps back and knelt down and leaned forward and began to lay her down. Laurel put her hand behind her head as Jake rocked her forward and let her fall gently to the floor. The two then heard a strange noise as her opening began to scar closed just like the other two had.

Jake scooted both her legs together and looked her over from her toes up to her head. He saw no injuries and he couldn't help but notice that she was just a perfect looking girl in every way. She looked healthy and firm and well trimmed all the way up to her adorable face. Laurel tapped her cheeks gently a couple of times trying to get her to come around to no avail. Jake sat watching with his hand on her tummy feeling her breathing regularly and steadily.

There was a rumble that could be felt echoing through the entire ship and Laurel and Jake looked at each other with a look of concern. It reminded them both of an earthquake growl. The room then shuddered and began to shrink in on itself. Jake looked up and could see the skin covered wall drawing in closer.

"That's it babe. Time's up, we got to get the hell out of here."

Jake stood up and then bent over and scooped Korica up and stood up with a grunt. Laurel then stood up and the two made their way to the passage leading out. There was another rumble heard and the ship actually moved to the right a little making Jake lose his balance and fall into the side of the passageway. He knew he was going down so held onto Korica and turned so his back hit the side of the passage and then he slid down onto his butt ending up with Korica on top of him. Laurel stopped and came back to Jake and helped him get Korica's weight shifted so he could sit up, as the walls were soft but very slippery, as they found out when coming in.

Jake got himself sitting up and he looked back just in time to see the neural chamber completely disappear as well as part of the passageway. Jake scooted back and pulled Korica up next to his chest with her head on his shoulder. He tried tapping her cheek gently at first and when nothing happened he tapped her cheek a little harder leaving pink finger marks on her cheek. She still didn't come around but he knew they had to keep moving or risk being trapped and suffocated by the collapsing passageway. He knew further down the passageway where the floor flexed he wouldn't be able to carry her very fast so he needed to find a way to revive her.

Jake slid her off his lap and stood up then scooped her up again and started heading further down the passageway. When he got to the rise that he knew was followed by the steep drop that they so clumsily clawed their way up, he laid Korica up at the top lying on her back and gave her a little shove and she slid down the rise head first and stopped at the bottom in a slump with her legs apart and one arm up on her chest. He clawed his way up to the top of the rise then looked down at Korica and thought how undignified she had ended up at the bottom.

Laurel put her hands up under Korica's armpits and dragged her further down the passageway so Jake could slide down the steep grade without slamming into Korica. Once she was out of the way Jake slid down headfirst and then tried to get to his feet. He clumsily fell to the left and right and realized this was going to be difficult. Jake decided to carry Korica over his shoulder so he picked her up and tossed her up on his left shoulder and used his right hand to balance himself by pushing off of the side of the passage. He bounded down the passageway following Laurel for a short ways. He couldn't help but stare at Laurel's gorgeous round butt as they plodded on. As they reached the sharp curve to the left Jake lost his balance and slid on his side and Korica ended up rolling onto his head. He pushed her over and she took a double roll and ended up lying across his lap on her front side facing down. Jake looked back at the sharp curve in the passageway and he couldn't see anything but he could hear the passageway collapsing further back and then the sound stopped and the ship rumbled again and shook for a few seconds then came to a stop and went quiet.

Jake scooted himself sitting up more and looked at Laurel. She looked just as concerned by the movement of the ship. Something was going on that neither was sure of. Jake looked down at the back of Korica's head and he felt her twitch and he could hear a small moan so he rolled her over towards him and scooped her up and pulled her up close to his chest. He brushed her hair out of her face and looked into her face. She made another small groan and her eyes began to flutter. Jake leaned back and pulled her with him and Laurel noticed her stirring and so she stepped up next to Jake and sat down right next to Jake and leaned in on his side. Korica stirred further and finally opened her eyes and looked up at Jake. She batted her eyes a few times and Jake could see her focusing in on his face. She grinned slightly then hooked her left arm up over him and leaned in to an embrace.

Jake let her take her time to get her bearings before he engaged her. She leaned back and looked at Laurel and smiled and managed a small "Hi" before Jake pushed her to a sitting up position in his lap. She rubbed her eyes and looked at the two again.

"That was the weirdest thing I have ever experienced in my life. I felt¦I was you Jake, and you too Laurel."

"Yah, a little freaky huh?"

"I was¦I know how your mind works. You sure think different than I do."

"I know baby. I was you for a time too. Being a girl feels weird. You going to be able to stand up? This passageway is collapsing, we really need to get out of here."

"I think so. My head is swimming though. That was more intense than I expected. Do you know if it worked?"

"I think it did. That's why the passageway is disappearing."

Jake leaned back and Korica swung her legs on each side of Jake's and leaned forward and stood up. She then took a few steps forward and leaned into the side of the passageway. Jake got to his feet and the three began bounding down the passageway as it started to close behind them again. They made their way around the curve to the right and headed slightly down hill then curved up and to the left and they could finally see their robes lying in the bottom of the passageway. They made their way up to the robes and sorted through whose was whose and put them on. The passageway was open to the main passageway again to their relief and as they stepped up to it they pulled their robes closed in the front and Laurel prepared to step out first when the ship began to rumble and shake around violently and this time it didn't subside. The rumbling seemed to be echoing right through the superstructure of the ship and the movements were a violent rolling to the left and right along with a shaking motion. All three fell down and Korica ended up falling right back into Jake and he held her tightly as the two went onto their backs with a bounce.

They laid on their backs and tried waiting out the shaking until Jake finally yelled at Laurel over the rumbling to crawl out into the passageway. He knew something was wrong. Laurel managed to claw her way out into the passageway onto a hard warm floor and get to her feet while fighting to keep her robe closed. Jake and Korica had to roll onto their stomachs then get turned around and claw their own way out into the passageway. Once Jake and Korica got to their feet in the main passageway the shaking started to get even more violent. All three looked up the passageway to the aperture to the neural prep chamber and they knew they weren't going to be able to get dressed. They needed to get off the ship. Whatever was going on it was getting worse.

The three stumbled fighting to stay standing and walk while keeping their robes closed as the ship thrashed about. They made their way toward the exit bouncing off the walls and Jake had to catch Korica once as she almost fell backwards as the ship bucked. When they could finally see the exit they started to fairly run and just as they got to the exit they heard a creaking and groaning from outside as the docking clamps started to buckle under the twisting force being produced by the ship. On a downward buck all three dove for the exit and landed on the cold metal boarding ramp leading up to the ship. They all turned sitting on their butts facing the ship while holding their robes closed and scooted backwards with their feet until they got about twenty feet from the entrance.

Oberot gave a command to withdraw the boarding ramp up to the feet of all three of them and Asaria punched in a command and the boarding ramp began to withdraw from the bow of the ship. It pulled back and stopped about two feet in front of Laurel, Jake and Korica's feet. All three just sat and watched as the ship kept tugging and moving around against the docking clamps. Laurel looked up and she could see that the left docking clamp arm that was attached at to back of the mouth of the ship with a huge clamp had a bend to its giant I beam arm and it was continuing to flex and bend even worse. The metal could be heard to creak and squeal as the metal was flexed beyond its design limits. The three could hear voices from behind them but they didn't want to be in a crowd of people wearing nothing but their thin silky robes.

Oberot told Asaria to get the three of them away from the ship. He was afraid the docking claps would fail explosively sending big chinks of metal flying or that the ship would break free and ram the boarding ramp. Asaria nodded and ran down the ramp to where the three were sitting watching in amazement as they tried to figure out what was going on. Asaria reached the three and hooked her hands under Korica's armpits and lifted her to her feet. She then lifted Laurel to her feet. The two took a couple steps back as Asaria finally helped Jake to his feet.

"Come on you three. We need to get you away from here incase she¦they break free."

The four turned and quickly walked back toward the control center. They could start to make out Oberot working feverishly at one of the control stations. All three drew their robes tighter as they approached the large crowd watching with big eyes. The three stopped about fifteen feet out and turned to watch the ship still moving around violently. They were all struck with just how gigantic the ship was and how violent and quick its motions were. Asaria reassumed her position next to Oberot as they worked together at the controls. Jake turned slightly and addressed the two.

"What the heck is going on? Why is the ship moving around like that?"

"They are waking up much sooner than we expected and they are trying to adjust to their new existence. It must be completely disorientating for them. We're trying to turn off the various systems that Korica and Laurel keep turning on. We can only hope they don't break the encryption lockout on the star drive."

"Star drive?"

"Think of it like the jump drive that got you here in minutes from fifteen hundred nine thousand light years out."

"What happens if they turn it on in here?"

"It would be very bad. A singularity would be formed just about where we are standing and half of the station would be sucked into it."

"Holy shit! You got to stop them."

"We are trying to do that young Jake, but we are a little preoccupied trying to turn everything off that they keep turning on by accident."

Jake stepped back up next to Laurel and made sure her robe was completely closed. He noticed that her breasts were outlined extremely well and while he liked it he didn't want everyone else to enjoy it.

"Babe, don't grip your robe so tight and up so high. You're making everything pock out."

Laurel looked down and could see what he was talking about. She may as well have been wearing nothing on her upper body for how well you could make out her perky breasts. She relaxed her grip and moved her hands down lower to keep her robe closed.

"Thanks Jake."

"You're welcome. There's some parts of you I would like to keep a mystery to everyone else."

"Cant you get them calmed down? If they break free they could slam into the Future. This is freaky to even watch." Laurel said looking back at Oberot and Asaria who were still working hard to disable everything being switched on.

"We need to talk them down if we can get a minute." Asaria said.

Korica went to turn around to say something and her robe opened from the bottom up to her waist making her swing back around quickly and grip her robe lower. She turned beet red in the face and just looked at Jake. Jake put his arm around her and pulled her in close to him.

"Don't worry sweetie, they didn't see anything."

Jake turned slightly and looked at Mark and motioned with his own robe opening. Mark instantly got the signal having seen what just happened to poor Korica. He turned to the crowd and saw three individuals wearing belts and pointed to them.

"You, you, and you. Give me your belts."

The three just looked at him for a second and Mark leaned toward Oberot and told him to tell them to comply. Oberot then said something in Heurenom very loud and sharply without turning around and the three individuals jumped and immediately took their belts off and handed them to Mark. He then stepped off the platform and walked over to the three Future crew. He dropped two of the belts on the deck and reached around Laurel from behind and began to fasten the belt on her front side. She raised her elbows and let him and as he leaned over her shoulder so he could see what he was doing as he synched the belt gently and engaged the buckle Laurel kissed his cheek.

"Thank you Mark. I can always count on you to protect my virtue."

"You're welcome cap. I always got your back¦or front."

Laurel laughed as he finished buckling the belt and then moved to Korica who was still watching the ship thrashing about. Mark picked up one of the belts and knelt down in front of her. She lifted her arms as he wrapped the belt around her and synched it in front of her and fastened the buckle, then he adjusted her robe so it was hanging on her properly. He then leaned in and kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear.

"I love you Korica." Korica broke her gaze from the ship and gave him a toothy smile.

"I love you too Mark. Thank you for the belt." Mark winked at her and moved to Jake.

Mark picked up the last belt and stepped up to Jake and reached the belt around him from behind. Jake took the ends of the belt from him and fastened it in the front.

"You're the best. Thanks Mark, for the girl's sake."

"You got it xo. You know I'll do anything for you guys. Even rob complete strangers of their ability to keep their pants up."

Jake laughed out loud then went back to looking at the ship. Laurel finally had an idea. She took Korica and Jake by the hand and led them around to where Oberot and Asaria were feverishly smacking disable commands. When they were standing right behind them everyone suddenly felt a static charge building in the air then it dissipated and disappeared.

"What the heck was that?" Laurel asked.

"Shields. Laurel turned¦the other Laurel¦turned the shields on. I turned them off before they charged completely."

"Could that have hurt us?"

"Oh yah. Without a doubt." Asaria said.

"Crap! Hay don't you have a communication channel with the ship?"

"Yes." Oberot said pointing to a panel to his left without looking. "Right there."

Laurel looked at the panel but everything was in Heurenom and she couldn't read any of the command labels. She gently tugged on Korica's robe and pulled her up close.

"Open the audio channel for me honey. I can't read what any of these controls do."

Korica touched three buttons then slid a volume slider up halfway and then motioned with an open palm indicating 'go ahead' and stepped back slightly.

"Laurel, this is¦this is Laurel. There are a lot of scared people out here. You need to quit struggling around. You're going to break the mooring clamps and you could hurt someone or you could end up slamming into the Future. You really need to try and lay still and get used to your new body."

The ship immediately stopped bucking around. It was still shuddering and flinching a bit but the horrible noises being made by the buckling docking clamp arms ceased.

"Laurel? That's me? Where are you? I can't see anything."

Oberot turned the external sensors back on and then continued shutting down systems on the living ship.

"This is so strange, I can see myself¦and Korica¦and Jake¦but they are right here with me."

"I can't even begin to imagine how weird this has got to be for you. You need to get the other two calmed down. Don't forget what Jake is in control of. He could kill us all in an instant."

"I¦we're scared. I think it's Korica. She's terrified and I can't find her to hold her."

"You don't have a Human body anymore. You can't hold her. You're going to have to comfort her mind."

Laurel tugged at Korica gently and pointed at the control panel.

"Korica? Can you here me? It's me, Korica."

After a few moments Korica could here her own voice coming back at her.

"I can hear you. I'm scared. I didn't know it would be like this. I can't feel my arms¦or legs."

"You need to calm down and quit turning things on and off. I don't know how you're doing that but you need to quit struggling around and try and lay still until you get used to your new¦form."

Korica looked at Laurel and shrugged her shoulders. She had no idea how to actually calm herself down or exactly what she was doing that was turning things on and off. Oberot and Asaria seemed to be pushing fewer buttons indicating that the very act of talking to their selves was having a calming effect. Laurel looked over to Jake and waved him over. He took a deep breath and stepped up to the control panel.

"Jake bud, can you hear me? It's me¦you."

"I'm here. I can hear you. Man this is so weird. I'm inside the girls¦I mean that in the most literal way possible. You know that¦odd feeling of being a girl when we were in the neural chamber? That feeling is permanent for me¦this is so weird trying to explain this to myself."

"Look, you guys are moving around and you're about to bust loose and possibly do some serious damage out here. You need to keep the girls calm. I'm counting on you to continue to be strong for the girls. You need to stay still and quit trying to reach out in any way."

"I'll try. We are sharing a body but we are all here separately. The girls were trying to push their way to the front but there is no front, is there?"

"I¦I don't even know how to answer that. Look, Laurel is the main essence in control you need to remember that. I think once you get used to your new body you will find your places."

Jake looked at Laurel and raised his palms and shrugged while shacking his head. Jake could then see that Oberot and Asaria were watching their control panels but they were no longer desperately punching buttons. Oberot looked at Jake and nodded. Jake assumed he meant to keep it up. Jake looked at the communication panel and asked the only thing he could think of.

"Can you tell me how the girls are feeling?"

"Yah. They are right here with me. Korica is really scared. She thought she would sense her body as before. Laurel is¦she's trying to feel all of her decks¦She's adapting quickly. She is calm¦plotting¦in control¦this is some really strange stuff. She's letting me talk to you while she works. She gets it now. She's shutting down unnecessary systems and she is comforting Korica at the same time. Hay, all the love you feel for the girls? It's all here. We took it with us. I know you were worried that it would be lost but it's still here in our heart."

Laurel watched Jake's face and she saw genuine relief on his face.

"That's good news man. I'm glad you will feel what I am feeling for the rest of your life. It feels good to love these two as much as I¦we do."

"You don't understand, I feel everything they are feeling too bud. You don't realize just how deeply these two love you. You got your work cut out for you with Korica. She's got it bad. Take good care of her for me, ok?"

"Ok. You know I will. They mean everything to me."

Jake then motioned to Korica to take over. He was just feeling to weird hearing his own voice coming back at him. Korica stepped up next to Laurel and Jake kissed her on top of the head and stepped back.

"Korica, how are you doing?" Korica asked.

"I'm doing better. Laurel is so smart and so sweet. She has found a way to show me where we are and how much she loves me. Hay¦Tamaric."

"What?"

"Tamaric. Just remember that name."

"Who is Tamaric?"

"I¦I can't tell you anything more than he is very important. You'll know when the time comes."

Korica looked at Laurel who shook her head and shrugged.

"I'll remember. We need to get dressed. Does Laurel have enough control now for us to come aboard safely?"

"I have control now." The Laurel in the ship said. "Korica and Jake aren't fighting me for control any more. We understand what we are. The body is simply gone. We are a ship¦a very big ship. I love you Korica. Come on over and get dressed. We're going to be just fine. Hay by the way; I want you to quit blaming yourself for what happened to your mother and father. It was not your fault baby. You had no idea the Hodong were tracking your movements for over a month looking for the opportunity to grab you."

"How do you know that?" Laurel asked.

"The data recovered from the rapier yielded tracking and capture data on all of the targeted species. There were rewards being offered for the harder to find species. Korica's home world was far too distant for the Hodong to be able to reach it in anything less than several years. Korica was reported as being from Draxima and in this part of the galaxy by an ally of the Hodong a month before she was grabbed. She was spotted on the Detra outpost. They simply waited for her ship to return and they followed her ship into deep space and attacked where no help could reach them."

Korica bowed her head and a tear rolled down her left cheek. Laurel pulled her into a tight hug and let her cry without anyone seeing it. Laurel had forgotten that the ship would have access to the Farqua stations memory banks.

"You didn't need to tell her that!" Laurel barked.

"Yes I did. You need to work with her to get past this. She blames herself. She doesn't want to talk about it, but she can't keep this bottled up. You need to help her Laurel. I'm going to do the same thing here. She experienced much more than she has ever told you. This poor baby is still haunted and needs your help. You and Jake both have a responsibility to her for her healthy mental state of mind."

"I know we do. I'm sorry for snapping at you. You know how protective I am of her. I don't want her to feel pain in her heart."

"Trust me, I know better than anyone. She is inside me now. I know everything she knows. She is such a tender little spirit and she is looking to you two for absolutely everything. Don't leave her alone at anytime either. She really hates it."

"Ok. So we can come get dressed?"

"Yes. I have complete control now. I'm sorry we scared you. It was a little confusing at first. Come on over."

Laurel kissed Korica on the top of the head then pulled her face out of her chest. Korica managed a small grin and nodded. Korica reached over and turned the communication channel off and the three stepped down from the control center and the crowd erupted in applause. Laurel was a little surprised by the sudden show of appreciation. She raised one hand and waved as the three stepped down and turned to walk back to the ship. Asaria extended the boarding ramp back out to the ship and breathed a sigh of relief.

The three walked hand in hand all the way back to the bow entrance. When they got to the bow entrance they could see that the ship was sitting a little crooked with the damage done to the docking clamps and docking arms. They had to step over a crooked six-inch gap between the ship and the end of the ramp. They made their way down the main passageway to the neural prep chamber and Korica touched the aperture and it drew open. The three then stepped in and found their clothes thrown all over the room. They collected all of their things and placed them up on the table.

Laurel removed the belt from around her waist and knelt down and put her hands on Korica's cheeks.

"I had no idea you were still feeling so much pain honey. I'm always here for you anytime you want to talk about your pain."

"I don't want to talk about it though. I know it's my fault that we were attacked. There is nothing I can do about it. I just don't want to think about the fact that my looks got my parents killed."

"Oh baby¦it wasn't your looks or your fault."

"If I didn't look like this they would have left us alone."

"Baby they still would have attacked your ship, they just would have¦we would have never met if you weren't so beautiful. I can't imagine my life without you in it Korica. You are a bright beautiful wonderful person. I love you Korica. I want to help you get past this. It's not your fault. You have to quit blaming yourself for what happened baby."

"Ok. I'll work on it."

Laurel leaned in and kissed her forehead.

"That's my girl."

The three then got dressed. When they were dressed they had to hunt around to find their cranial transmitters but they managed to find all three in different corners in the floor and then put them on. As the three stepped out of the neural prep chamber they looked down the passageway to where the neural passageway had been and the wall was completely smooth like the passage had never been there. As they then started to walk toward the bow exit Laurel stroked the wall with her hand and wondered if the ship could even feel the gentle touch of a person. She decided to ask.

"Laurel? Can you hear me?"

"Yes we're here."

"Can you feel it when I touch your walls?"

"Yes I can. It's like¦a gentle touch on the inside of your mouth under your tongue."

"That's incredible! So you do have a sense of your head in respect to the rest of your body?"

"Of course. We do have a body; it's just¦different than what you know as your body. I can see you right now¦I really was¦am very beautiful. I never had a perspective from the outside looking in. You three take good care of each other ok?"

"We will. Are you three really happy like this?"

"Yes we are. It is really beautiful to be together like this Laurel. You did the right thing by making love to Jake before we joined like this too. All three of us are very content and our heart is full."

"I don't regret doing that with Jake in the slightest. I'm just glad you three are truly happy."

"We are. I am glad we did this¦Korica wants to say something to you."

"Laurel?"

"Yes baby. I can hear you. Are you doing ok?"

"Yah. I wanted to thank you for insisting that I be included in this. I feel so much love in my heart now. I will be in love like this forever. No one can ever take me away. I have Laurel and Jake right here as part of me and I'm part of them. You have given me a truly wonderful existence. I will never be lonely or scared ever again."

Laurel took Korica's hand in hers and smiled big at her.

"You are so welcome honey. That's all I ever wanted for you was to make you happy. I love you sweetheart. I'm glad you're thankful for what I made you do."

"You didn't make me do this, I wanted to be with you two forever."

"I'm so happy for you baby. I'll take good care of the other you."

"I know you will. You always have. Thank you for everything you have done for me. I could have never asked for better friends or guardians than you two. Tell Mark I love him and I'll really miss him something awful. All three of us will."

"I'll tell him honey."

"Hay, Jake wants to say something."

"I need to talk to myself for a minute. Can you girls give us a second?" The Jake in the ship said.

"Sure. I love you Jake." Laurel said while looking right at her Jake.

"I love you too gorgeous."

Laurel smiled big as it sounded exactly like her Jake speaking to her. Laurel and Korica made their way out of the bow entrance and hopped over the gap and stopped about twenty feet from the ship and turned and watched as Jake talked to himself.

"What is it?" Jake asked.

"I didn't want to embarrass your Korica or concern your Laurel but Korica is deeply in love with you. You're going to need to work with her to get her feelings reeled back in."

"Jake!" The Korica in the ship yelled out.

"Look, it's a beautiful love and it feels good to be loved so much by two girls. For me it makes no difference but for you it is going to need to be addressed. She has done a good job of keeping her feelings in control until we committed to the last session of the deep sharing. It was probably what made the joining with the ship successful so it was probably necessary as it turns out, but you just need to be aware of just how bad she has it for you now."

"I see. I had already sensed some¦stronger than expected feelings from her."

"I'm sorry Jake. I didn't mean to fall for you. It just happened." The Korica in the ship said.

"I know sweetie. Laurel and I knew this was likely to happen. We had no choice. I needed your perspective about our nudity together in order for me to eliminate my apprehension. I'm not upset with you. How could I be mad that a beautiful girl fell in love with me?"

"I hope you can convince the other me to get over it."

"I'll figure it out. I love you Korica. You take care of your Jake."

"I will. I will love him as much as Laurel does from now on."

Jake then turned and joined his Laurel and Korica on the boarding ramp. The three took one last look then turned and headed for the open-air control center. When they got to the control center Mark stepped down and collected the belts from them and returned them to their owners then came back and asked the three how they were doing. They all reported being extremely tired and sore but otherwise perfectly fine. He was relieved that they felt no lasting affect to their minds. Oberot said he would be coming back aboard to finish the refit and that they should go get some rest.

As the four departed for the Future the crowd erupted again in applause as they walked past them. All four smiled big and waved as they pressed on toward the Future. They made the long walk in almost complete silence though Laurel, Jake and Korica were still swimming around in each other's minds from time to time. All three could hear the whispers of the other's while walking in such close proximity to one another. They didn't even bother to silence their minds since the sound of the other's was comforting for all three.

When they finally reached the Future Mark made his way to the gym for his evening workout while the other three made their way to Laurel and Jake's quarters. All three flopped down on the bed and Jake was wondering if now was the time to start working with Korica on her feelings. Korica sensed that Jake was concerned about his own feelings as well as hers so she thought she would put his mind at ease.

"Jake I can hear what's going through your mind. I know my feelings are a little out of place but I'm not going to pursue you or anything weird. I'm feeling the same exact thing for Laurel. I never want to come between you two. I'll get my head sorted out I promise."

"Ok honey. I'll try and be sensitive to how¦delicate you are right now. I don't ever raise my voice to you anyway but I'll be particularly aware of how easily your feelings will be bruised. I feel I should apologize for anything I did or said that was inappropriate. That pheromone we were sprayed with really screwed with my head."

"You didn't do anything wrong. I was feeling a pretty¦weird too. You never touched me so I don't care what you looked at or thought about doing."

Jake could suddenly hear Korica's thoughts clear as day and in English no less, remembering what she was looking at and thinking about doing to him and Laurel. He was a little shocked, but didn't tell her he could hear everything she was thinking. He then heard her thinking that she couldn't wait to get to her quarters so she could relieve her pent up tension that was still making her crotch feel warm and tingly. Jake fought hard not to react at all to what he was hearing. He didn't want to think about Korica doing that to herself.

"Well, it's been a long day sweetheart. Why don't you go get some rest? Laurel and I are going to get some sleep ourselves."

"Ok. That's a good idea. Will you walk me to my quarters?"

"Sure."

"I'll do that Jake. You go ahead and get ready for bed." Laurel said.

"Ok. Thanks babe."

Korica rolled over and sat up and scooted down to the end of the bed while Jake scooted back off the bed from the same way he had flopped onto it on his stomach. Jake knelt down and waited for Korica to get to her feet and walk around to where he was kneeling waiting for her. He put his arms out when she got close and her face lit up. She stepped into his embrace and he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her tightly with his face turned sideways on her chest. He could hear her heart beating strong and fairly fast and it made him smile to feel her arm wrapped around his head pulling it in tighter while she kept her other hand on his back. After a few moments of listening to her loud heart beat in his ear he leaned back and looked up into her eyes.

"I'm so glad you're with us Korica. I can't tell you how¦devastated I was to see you hanging by your restraints in the neural chamber when the joining was complete. I truly thought we had lost you."

"I'm sorry for scaring you. I'm fine. It just took my breath away and I passed out."

"You know, if it had been any other girl your age, it probably would have ended in death. I'm so proud of how strong and resilient you are. You are a truly remarkable¦woman."

Korica smiled big at the compliment and blushed slightly making her cheeks glow a soft pink.

"Thank you Jake. And thank you for carrying me out of there."

"It was my pleasure."

Jake then stood up to let Laurel and Korica past him. Laurel gave him a quick peck as she walked past him and then the two departed for Korica's quarters. When they reached her quarters the two stepped in and Laurel asked her if she wanted her to stay and tuck her in.

"No. I feel safe now that I'm here in my quarters and I'm going to¦I'll be ok."

Laurel heard the rush of thoughts going through her mind and her eyes got big for a second then she just grinned at her.

"Don't forget to ask the AI for some privacy or every noise you make will be recorded by the room sensors. Your quarters are still being monitored for the slightest noise so we can keep you safe. The view screen in our quarters would pop on and we would see and hear everything you are doing."

"I will. Thank you for reminding me. I love you Laurel."

"I love you too Korica. You sleep well baby."

Laurel then turned and headed back toward her quarters. She walked rather slowly down the corridor knowing that Jake was just as horny as Korica and she in fact was also feeling the itch to engage in some intimate activities but she still didn't want to make love again. She just wasn't looking forward to the kind of pain she experienced the first time and she knew Jake wasn't exactly a little man. In fact he was huge when he got excited.

Before Laurel knew it she was standing in front of her quarters staring at the door. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly then stepped forward and the door slid open. When she stepped in Jake was lying in bed and the view screen at the front of the room was on displaying all the personnel working on the ship and a list of the systems being upgraded or in some cases removed were in a scrolling list displayed in the right margin.

Laurel walked around to her side of the bed and sat down. She was a little surprised to see that there were over a hundred station personnel still on the Future working on the various systems. She noticed that there was thirty people concentrated in the area that the neutron field accelerator and oscillating toroidal generator were being installed. After studying the information for a minute Laurel turned to Jake.

"Jake, can we talk for a minute?"

"Absolutely. I love hearing your voice. Why don't you get dressed for sleep and come climb in bed with me. I promise to keep my hands to myself."

"Ok."

Laurel stood up and got undressed down to her underwear then she stood for a moment after dropping her bra in the floor wondering if she should take her underwear off or would it give Jake the wrong idea.

"I'm not going to get the wrong idea Laurel. I know you are afraid of me. I'm not going to try anything."

Laurel looked at him surprised for a moment then gently slid her underwear off and slipped under the covers. Jake resisted the temptation to look at her gorgeous body as she did so. Laurel scooted right up next to him on her back and looked over at him.

"I love you too Laurel. I didn't mean to hurt you so bad the first time that you would be afraid of me after that. I never would have thought I would ever regret having a big member."

"Sorry Jake. I just don't like pain. I still want you though. There are plenty of other things we can do besides¦that."

"I know babe. I'm honored to touch you in any way you will allow me too. I may crave that feeling of coming inside you, but I can wait as long as you need."

"I wish you wouldn't say that¦I just tightened up at the very thought of how good that part felt."

Jake finally broke his gaze from the view screen and turned his head and met her gaze. He was struck again with just how absolutely beautiful she was. Her face had such perfect features and her eyes were just the perfect exclamation points for her delicate glowing face.

"We can always go to sleep without doing anything if you want."

"No! Sorry, I really¦I'm horny Jake. I need you to relieve my frustration. I just don't want to make love again. Not yet anyway."

Jake smiled at how quickly she snapped 'no'. He smiled at her and leaned over and the two engaged in an intense round of making out then the two then engaged in a mind blowing session of intimate contact without intercourse.

When Laurel finally caught her breath she looked over at Jake rubbing his shoulder and kind of felt bad.

"I'm sorry Jake. That just felt so good I didn't want you to stop."

"That's ok babe. I didn't know I could get you off like that."

"I didn't either. When I finished from you going down on me it just started to tingle inside and I didn't want you to stop. You did it perfect. I came real hard¦both times."

"Well, I'm glad I am able to satisfy you that way since we won't be making love any time soon. There was no pain right?"

"No, none whatsoever. It felt amazing. You are an extraordinary lover Jake no matter how you are doing it."

"Cool. Maybe this will get you conditioned so I don't cause you so much pain when I¦when we make love."

"I hadn't thought about that. That's possible. Should we go get showered so we can get some sleep?"

"Yah, that's a good idea. I think we should get this pheromone stuff off of us before we attack each other again. I still feel¦just smelling you from here makes me want to kiss on you and¦well you get the point."

"I feel the same thing. Maybe that's why it was so intense."

"Probably so. Even poor Korica was left feeling like she needed a release."

The two then got up and got half dressed and made their way to the showers to get cleaned up and after that they brushed their teeth and washed their mouths out. They then got undressed and climbed into bed completely naked and snuggled up very close to one another and drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 14 The Trial

––––––––

THE TRIAL

In the morning Laurel woke first a few minutes before the lights came up. Jake was curled up to her back making her smile when she realized how close he was. She squirmed back up against him waking him and making him place his face up against her bare back until the lights came up. Laurel waited a few minutes enjoying his close contact before turning onto her back and looking Jake in the face.

"Good morning handsome." Laurel said while smiling big.

"Morning gorgeous. How did you sleep?"

"Like a rock. Thank you for last night."

"I should be the one thanking you for letting me do the things you wanted."

"I guess I did kind of get out of control didn't I?"

"No, not really. I'm just a little surprised that you liked things so rough. I was really afraid I was going to hurt you."

"Well thank you for having a good aim and a gentle touch."

Jake chuckled and kissed her on the lips.

"You're welcome Laurel. Thank you for the happy ending to what you did for me as well."

"You're welcome. I kind of surprised myself with that. I am so glad not to be under the influence of that stuff anymore. I feel like I'm myself again."

"Yah, I don't know if I want to be covered in you and Korica again. It smelled wonderful but I was a little loopy and thinking some¦awful stuff about Korica."

"You were thinking about hurting her?"

"No, god no. I could never hurt Korica. I was feeling attracted to her though in the wrong way."

"Oh that. Yah so was I."

"What? Are you kidding me?"

"No. I had some disturbing stuff going through my head¦and so did she. I heard it from her more than once. We were all pretty jacked up. Luckily our moral inhibitions were still in place. No one did anything but look and think wrong about each other."

"I guess it didn't help that we are all in love with each other now."

"We got our work cut out for us trying to get her past those feelings."

"She's got a pretty strong mind and good sensibilities. I think she will do most of the work for us. I don't know why but I have a gut feeling she is going to get over us rather quickly as long as we are extremely careful to never touch her deepest places during any future deep sharing."

"I hope you're right. Let's get dressed so we can find out how well she slept."

The two then got up and got dressed and cleaned up then departed for the mess hall for the morning meal. When they got half way to the mess hall they saw Korica step out of her quarters. She looked fresh and bright and her face lit up when she caught sight of Laurel and Jake coming her way. All three exchanged their morning hugs then made their way to the mess hall together. When they arrived at the mess hall they expected to find Mark sitting at their usual table having his morning tea but he wasn't there. Laurel decided to go to his quarters and see if he was ok. Korica said she would go with her. When the girls got out in the corridor Korica looked around to make sure they were alone then engaged Laurel in some questions.

"Laurel, did you guys experience anything unusual last night?"

"Unusual? We had a particularly intense round of physical contact with each other. Is that what you mean?"

"Yes. I uh¦I had an unusually high libido last night. I couldn't keep my hands off of myself. I'm a little embarrassed with my behavior even though I was alone."

"You didn't hurt yourself or something crazy like that did you?"

"Kind of¦I made myself orgasm twice from the outside¦and I even put my finger inside to see what it would feel like. It hurt at first but I actually liked it in the end. Is there something wrong with me?"

"No sweetheart, there's nothing wrong with you. I think it was that pheromone solution that was sprayed on us. Jake and I did some uncharacteristically¦rough things ourselves."

"Do you think we could have been feeding on each others energy?"

"That's real likely. We are closer than any friends ever would be. We sense each other's presence and feelings in a very profound way so it's very possible we were¦making it more intense for each other even from a distance without being aware of what we were doing to each other."

"I don't want to feel like that again. I felt high all night. I even had some really weird dreams."

The two finally reached Mark's quarters and Laurel touched the hale button outside his quarters. There was no response so Laurel touched the com panel and called for the AI.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel."

"Is Mark in his quarters?"

"No he is not. He left at four thirty to go help the install crews."

"And that's where he is right now?"

"Yes. He is in the aft auxiliary co processor junction compartment on deck twenty, section II. He is overseeing the installation of the new computer core."

"I see. Thank you."

"You are welcome Laurel."

The two then returned to the mess hall holding hands but otherwise in complete silence. Laurel was feeling guilty for possibly influencing Korica to do things that might of actually made her hurt herself. She couldn't help but see her as a little girl but she was obviously growing up in hurry right before their eyes and Laurel felt like some things were being rushed for her. Laurel simply knew that when she was Korica's age the things she's doing were the furthest things from her mind.

When the girls returned to Jake's company Laurel decided to ask Korica about her dreams.

"You want to tell us about your dreams honey? They weren't disturbing for you were they?"

"No, they were just weird. I saw the face of a boy that looked to be about my age. He was very cute but he was in a stasis chamber here on the Future. I then heard myself saying the name Tamaric...the other me that is. I saw flames wrapping up around his stasis chamber and then I was performing CPR on him. I saw it play out three times and then I kept hearing myself...the other myself¦saying 'Tamaric, he is important'. I felt something when I looked at him too. Something very¦deep."

"You think you were seeing future events?"

"No, I don't think so. The flames around his chamber were blue, not yellow and there was no smoke. It had to just be my mind creating an answer to who Tamaric is. I have no idea what I¦the other me that is, meant by Tamaric is important and to remember that name."

"Did you sleep well besides the weird dreams?" Jake asked.

"Yah, pretty much. Once I got up and showered that stuff off of me I was able to sleep pretty good."

"We had to do the same thing. That stuff was pretty powerful whatever it was. I'm not really complaining about what we were inspired to do while under its influence but I am glad to be back to myself. I am sorry for how it made me look at you sweetie. I am truly sorry for the inappropriate stuff that you heard running through my head too, ok?"

"Apology accepted. I'm also sorry for what I was thinking about doing too or with you two. I'm really not like that. I don't actually want to¦do stuff like that with anybody. Yuck."

"We forgive you Korica. We both know that just isn't you."

The three went about eating their breakfast then went to the gym and worked out followed by their morning shower. Once all three were cleaned up and dressed they made their way over to the bridge to check on the refit progress and to see if the station personnel had fixed the damaged docking arms on the living ship. When Laurel brought up an external view of the living ship on the main view screen they were met by a shocking sight. The ship had its docking arms replaced with new ones but the shock was the appearance of the ship itself. All of the overlapping plates were now one seamless skin that had changed color from the odd greenish tan to a soft gray with a slight pink hue to it and all of the bony protrusions were completely gone. All of the wrinkled lines around the mouth and down the landing gear legs were gone, they had been replaced by a soft and smooth textured looking skin. The enormous oblong eyes that had been an eerie red color were now a dark iridescent green and blue with white streaks in a couple of well placed spots. The entire ship now had the smooth appearance like that of the underbelly.

"Will you look at that!" Laurel said.

"I know Oberot said we would be able to change the appearance of the ship but I didn't know it would happen so quickly. I guess we have been busy over there." Jake said.

"I think it's kind of pretty now." Korica said.

"Hay, look at the cannon below the chin." Jake said.

The cannon that looked more like a beard before was now right up against the bottom of the lower jaw and it was wide and flat. It looked like it flowed with the bodylines instead of projecting in an obvious and menacing manner. The weapons on the back of the neck were still very distinct and unmistakable as something you didn't want pointed in your direction but the skin covering them was much lighter and smooth instead of choppy and overlapping. The entire ship had a sleek flowing look to it now and the rows of windows in the mouth opening were all lit up in a bright white glow. The lips around the mouth were now a soft flesh color and completely smooth instead of wrinkled and snarling looking.

"I guess we¦they must have accepted their existence and made improvements to their looks. It is much more beautiful than it was before." Laurel said.

"That had to be your influence Laurel. You too Korica. As beautiful as you two are it was inevitable that the ship would become more beautiful."

"Awe. Aren't you sweet? Don't forget, you are in control of the weapons system on that ship so the attractive lines of the cannon and the sleek new look to the turrets on top are because of your influence."

"Is it just me or does the ship look¦happy?" Korica posed.

"You know you're right. It does project an aura of being happy. I guess we must be happy being joined after all. Our experience of the joining was only momentary but for them it is permanent. I'm glad we love each other so much. I think it has enhanced what those three will feel for the rest of their¦life. I wonder how long that ship will live?" Laurel said.

"Oberot had hinted at thousands of years. We are witnessing the start of a new life that will outlast us by hundreds of centuries." Jake said.

"I think it's beautiful to think about being in love with each other for thousands of years." Korica said.

Laurel and Jake looked at each other and both were concerned by Korica's comment. While both loved her dearly they knew they needed to get her feelings reeled in somehow.

"I can hear what you two are thinking." Korica said. "I know I shouldn't be feeling this toward you two but I do. How do you stop caring about someone who means as much to me as you two do?"

"I honestly don't know baby. Are you sure you're not just feeling what Jake and I do for each other and not your own feelings?" Laurel said.

"No, I don't know that for sure. My feelings are all confused anymore. I'll sort it out though, I promise."

"Alright Korica, we will just be patient with you. In the mean time we should quiet our minds. We have been broadcasting our thoughts and feelings since last night."

All three closed their eyes and quieted their minds. They were finding it much easier to quiet their minds every time they did it. Jake still hated not having Laurel's whispers in his mind but he understood the need to keep their thoughts private just the same.

Laurel then had Korica log in and reach Eris so they could talk to the living ship. Eris patched the Future in directly to the living ship on a secure channel.

"This is Laurel on the Future. How are you three doing over there?"

"We are doing quite well Laurel." Laurel had to shake her head at hearing her own voice talking back to her.

"I see you guys made some significant changes to your hull."

"Yes we did. It was a collaborative effort. You like the results?"

"Oh yes. You are far more beautiful than before."

"We have come up with a name for ourselves too."

"Oh?"

"Yes. We are now the Angalon."

"Angalon¦Angalon. I think I like it. It just rolls off the tongue."

"Jake and Korica wanted to name us the Laurel but I insisted on a name that would honor them as well. The name is all of our names combined just as I am a combination of all three of us. We are quite happy Laurel. We did the right thing by going through with the new oni anquis tock be day oh. You can't begin to imagine the amount of information they have given me access to."

"Are they expecting you to give them everything you know in return?"

"They were hoping I would. We have all shared what we feel they need. Nothing more."

"I see. Did that make them mad?"

"Not really mad, just disappointed. I can tell you that from what I have heard listening to the chatter on the station, the council has nearly unanimously decided that Korica is definitely worthy of consideration as an official member of the coalition of advanced races. There were a good many that did not think you three would even survive the transfer process. Your willingness to try and ultimate success has convinced them that you are something truly special, all three of you."

"Well that's good news. I have to admit that I went through with it for some selfish reasons. I wanted to love these two the way I do now forever as well as earn enough respect from the council of elders to get the help we need to get home."

"I know Laurel. I am you, so I know exactly why you did this."

"Well look, you three take care. I just wanted to check in and make sure you three were happy."

"We are extremely happy Laurel. We have each other and a new mission. You three take care of each other and live well."

"We will. Future out."

With that Korica cut the channel off.

"You know, that's still just so weird to hear my own voice like that. I didn't realize my voice was so soft."

"It is until you get mad. Then your voice gets deeper and much more piercing."

Just then the computer interrupted with an internal call from Oberot.

"Captain, Oberot is calling for you from the aft computer core."

"Go ahead and put him through."

"How are you three feeling?" Oberot asked.

"We are doing well Oberot. There were some lingering affects last night but we have suffered no permanent damage."

"I am relieved to hear that. We worked all day to get the ship acclimated and comfortable. In the end they are very happy with their new body."

"Yah, we saw the external changes. I like the new look."

"There were some changes made internally as well. Korica didn't like her passageway layout so we told her to make all the changes she wanted before anyone came aboard. Jake and Laurel then went to work on the hull with Korica's help of course. The last thing they did when they were satisfied with the design was to come up with a name for themselves. I think the Angalon is a beautiful name."

"We just talked to the Angalon for a few minutes. I get the impression they are very happy together. I like the name as well. Thank you for helping them to get comfortable with themselves Oberot."

"It was my honor. They are you three after all and I really like you three. I couldn't have asked for a sweeter bunch to occupy the ship. They are sweet and considerate with each other and the ground crew. They are going to be a wonderful ship to be stationed on."

"Are you saying you are going with them?"

"Yes. I will be stepping down as the supreme chancellor in this galaxy and assuming the role as supreme chancellor to the Milky Way council of five hundred. I couldn't resist the temptation to travel with you three to another galaxy."

"That's so sweet. You won't be driven crazy by a bunch of kids asking all the way across the universe are we there yet?" Oberot laughed out loud.

"You aren't a bunch of kids to me. You are my friends."

"When are you leaving?"

"Oh it won't be for quite some time. We still have to take the Angalon on her shake down runs so all of the systems can be tested and calibrated. She will get a crew of ten thousand permanently assigned to her so they can get used to taking care of occupants before the entire compliment of fifty thousand is brought aboard."

"I see."

"That's not why I am calling you though. Can you three come back here so Mark and I can show you how this new data core works?"

"Sure. It's done?"

"Yes. We just made the final checks and it is operational and functioning as designed."

"Cool. Give us a bout twenty minutes and we'll be there."

"If you use the new transport system you can be here in an instant."

"That's done too?"

"Yes mam. We are eighty percent of the way done with all of the upgrades."

"Wow. You people really don't mess around, do you?"

"This is not our first refit. Your technology may be unique to us but it is not beyond our level of understanding."

"Right. We'll be right there Oberot. Bridge out."

All three logged off their stations and got up to leave when the AI interrupted them again.

"Captain, you have not put your bio monitors back on."

The main door slid open and a servo drone came floating in with two bio monitors in its manipulator hand.

"Thank you. I forgot to even get our monitors back from Oberot last night."

"He returned them when he came aboard over night."

Laurel took one of the monitors and strapped it around her right wrist and it immediately synched itself up tight and she felt the tendrils pierce her skin and sink deep into her wrist under it. The face of the monitor flashed trough several different color combinations and then a series of white numbers and chemical descriptions flashed on the face momentarily as all of her body's chemical constituents were identified and stored into flash memory and then the face stayed a constant yellow color. Korica then took the other monitor and strapped it on her wrist and hers synched itself up tight and she too felt the tendrils pierce her skin and sink deep into her wrist. Hers displayed a series of white colored numbers and data readings before going blank.

"Korica your hormone and peptide levels indicate you have begun puberty. You may start to experience mood swings and body development over the next several months unlike any that you have experienced before." The AI said.

"You mean I'm going to grow overnight like the last time?"

"No. Your chemical balance is nowhere near that level. This would indicate a normal healthy level of growth and development. You should experience the changes very gradually if the levels remain consistent, though your body's equivalent of estrogen is in extremely high levels and there is a chemical constituent in your blood that I still cannot identify."

Korica looked at Laurel with a furrowed brow.

"It just means you aren't a little girl anymore honey. It's nothing to be afraid of. I can talk to you later when we are alone about what happened to me when puberty kicked in."

"I know how the Human body develops for girls¦but I'm not Human. Things could be far different for me. We develop¦cravings and desires at a much younger age. From what my mother told me, the next two years are going to suck."

Laurel laughed out loud and put her hand on her shoulder.

"We will be here for you as best as we can honey."

"If I get a bad attitude, or say something stupid, just tell me to shut the heck up ok?"

"I could never talk to you like that Korica. I'll simply let you know that you are being mouthy ok?"

"Kay."

The three then departed for the transport compartment. When they arrived at the transport compartment the door slid open and all three stepped into the room and looked at the platform for a moment before stepping up onto it. The platform instantly started glowing the most beautiful turquoise blue color and all three noticed the hum from behind what used to be the bathroom door this time. The free floating map of the Future appeared toward the back wall and this time there were twenty eight white dots scattered all over the Future. Laurel studied the map for a moment and found the space being called 'aux computer core'. Laurel touched the dot and the hum from behind the door across the room increased in frequency and the platform got brighter and there was a momentary feeling of static electricity in the air and then what could only be described as a feeling of being squeezed from all sides and then there was a blue flash of light and all three suddenly found themselves standing on an identical platform in the new computer core compartment.

Two compartments had been combined into one giant space and all of the walls were bright white with row after row of green glowing cylindrical memory modules hanging in gray colored brackets covering the entire back wall. In the center of the room was a circular control station with free-floating displays just like the map at the transport platform hanging all the way around. Mark was standing in the middle of the curtain of displays that could be seen right through like looking through water. His face was distorted but could be seen plain as day. Oberot was standing just in front of the transport platform waiting to greet everyone.

"Welcome you three. This is the new interactive data core. Come, I'll show you how it works."

"Oberot this is amazing!" Laurel said as she stepped down from the transport platform.

"Wait till you see it in action." Oberot said.

He walked everyone over to the control station and they simply walked right through the displays to join Mark. When everyone was standing looking at all of the displays Oberot started showing them how to access the information by simply reaching out and touching the display icons and text images. He scrolled through star maps with many different worlds identified by name as they were know to their own inhabitants and to the elder race. He then switched to the design of the Angalon. There was a complete deck-by-deck layout of the enormous ship as it now appeared after Korica's reconfiguration of the internal deck structure and the regenerated exterior. Oberot then showed them the language library that contained over ten billion different languages from all across the galaxy and even some from different galaxies, which included English from the Milky Way's Earth as well as all of the other languages from Earth that were known to the AI on the Future.

Oberot then let everyone explore the data core at their leisure for some time until Laurel brought up a list of known hostile and dangerous species in this galaxy and she looked shocked by just how many there were.

"Holy crap Oberot. A full third of the know species are considered hostile and dangerous?"

"Yes I know. It's a sobering statistic isn't it?"

"It's a little frightening. I don't want to run into any of these guys."

"It's inevitable that you will run into some of them. If you keep your wits about you and don't present yourself as a threat most will let you pass without a fight. It will help if you can speak their language though."

"Well Korica can right?"

"Yes, but you need the ability too speak their language."

"Are you saying you want to put me in your chair?"

"Yes. I know you have made it clear you don't want the full enlightenment, but we should at the very least give you the equivalent of what Korica has. It would be a fundamental understanding of all of the races we are familiar with and even some we have not formally met yet. It will also be of a great advantage during the trial."

"Trail? Did we do something wrong?"

"No, of course not. What would make you ask that?"

"Maybe I'm miss understanding the terms use with your people. Back on Earth anyone accused of a crime is put on trial to determine his or her guilt or innocents."

"That's completely unnecessary for us. We can simply ask an individual if they committed a specific crime and if they lie about it we will know. To be part of a trial is a great honor among my people. It is simply a measure of your worth as a potential member of the coalition of advanced races. Korica here already is a member technically. She just needs to formally request it and answer some tough questions from the council about her and her people."

"Well then Jake and I will accept the offer. We also need the training for all of the advanced technology you have installed on the Future."

"I was going to use the hensba, but if I am going to put you in the chair of knowledge we can just give you the required knowledge from that source."

Laurel looked over at Korica with a questioning look.

"Hensba means teacher or instructor."

Laurel nodded that she understood.

"I'm going to trust you not to put anything in here except what we want. No enlightenment¦and no taking anything out." Laurel pointed to her temple.

"The essence of you is imparted to the device, that's just how it works. You are already in there to an extent. It will simply be a clearer sense of who you and your people are."

"I see¦you won't be taking specific personal information from me?"

"No. Not if you don't want us too."

"I don't. I have stuff in my head that needs to stay there."

"You can trust me Laurel. I will not take any information from you without your permission and I will only give you that which we have discussed."

"I know I can trust your word. I don't know why but I trust you emphatically and that honestly scares me a little. I don't trust anyone else except Jake and maybe Korica and Mark in that way. It is hard to trust anyone that deeply."

"I appreciate your good faith and I will never betray that trust. I only want what is best for you and your people."

"Thank you Oberot."

"So, with that business taken care of¦I should inform you that the council is going to convene the trial tomorrow morning. Have you decided what to wear?"

"Tomorrow? That was fast."

"Well your successful participation in the creation of the Angalon has convinced everyone that you are truly special and immediate attention of your situation is in order."

"I see. Actually I haven't even looked at the data on proper attire yet. I thought we had some time."

"Actually I have looked at it cap. The formal dresses for the women are pretty close to what you would wear on Earth known as a ball gown but the attire for the men is pretty far out there. I would suggest that we wear our officers dress uniforms."

"But Korica isn't an officer. What about her?"

"She can wear a gown. The AI has already been putting together some design ideas for her based on her age, skin tone, height, eye color, and hair color."

"I had no idea."

"I didn't want you to have to worry about it with all the stuff you had going on so I took the liberty."

"Thank you Mark. You always have my back even when I don't know it."

"You can count on it cap."

"So Oberot, this banquette for the salvation of the innocent? Is that still going to be immediately after the trail?"

"Yes. Everything is in place."

"Look, our perception of the time of day is far different than that on the station and it seems to be constantly changing. Will you please give us a heads up a couple of hours before hand?"

"Yes. I would be glad to. It is early evening on the station right now."

"See, for us it's mid morning."

"The station operates on a twenty eight and a half hour day."

"Ah. Humans have evolved on Earth with a twenty-four hour day. Our circadian rhythm has evolved to match that no matter where we are."

"I understand. I will give you a call a couple of hours ahead of time so you can get ready."

"Thank you Oberot."

"My pleasure. I have to admit I wanted to get you three back here to ask you about your experience with the new oni anquis tock be day oh as well as to show you your new data core. Can you share your experience with me?"

"Mark, can you give us a few minutes of privacy? This stuff is kind of¦personal. I have a feeling it would be a little disturbing for you to hear."

"Really? It was that¦never mind. I'll take your word for it cap."

"Thank you Mark."

Mark turned and stepped through the display and made his way into the next compartment so Laurel could talk openly.

"Ok, let me first tell you Oberot if you ever have more than one person at a time perform this joining again and especially if they are of different genders or ages, the pheromone that is sprayed on one is not only a scent marker but it acts as an intoxicant and aphrodisiac."

"No kidding? I've never heard that reported before. I hope it wasn't to uncomfortable for you three."

"Not really¦well¦kind of. We were so stoned it's kind of hard to say."

"We all had some very impure thoughts about one another. Luckily we all love and respect one another greatly so there was nothing more than a lot of staring and thoughts of touching and what not. As you can imagine, with how young Korica is and with how precious she is to us, if we hadn't been stoned it would have been very disturbing." Jake said.

"Most of what you told us to expect is exactly what happened." Laurel said. "We felt our¦essences drawn out of our bodies toward the neuronal transducer and then there was a spinning sensation while we felt like we were holding hands and then for me at least I could sense myself standing right next to me. We then felt like we melted together for lack of a better term. We could feel all of our body parts becoming one and I mean all of our body parts. I was Jake for a couple of seconds then I was Korica for a couple of seconds and then all three of us were occupying the same space for about ten seconds. That's how we know exactly what those three are feeling over there on the Angalon. It is very intimate and very beautiful but very confusing at the same time. The neural energy that is charged through the body through the restraints is kind of painful and intense and the moment the transfer occurs, it is so overwhelming that poor Korica was rendered unconscious. Jake had to free her from her restraints and carry her out of there. When we finally got back here to the Future Jake and I really went at it as did Korica."

"What?!"

"Not together! Korica in her quarters and Jake and I in ours."

"Oh, sorry. I should have foreseen that happening. What was sprayed on you was a mixture of all three of your pheromones in a concentrated form. With your ages I should have known your limbic system would be put into overdrive especially with all three of you being in love with each other based on your feelings for one another Laurel and Jake and with how much you two are obviously attracted to one another. Your sexual energies were passed on to Korica unintentionally. I hope you three have recovered your senses by this point?"

"Yes. We have apologized to each other for the¦inappropriate thoughts we had for each other. We know it was drug induced and not an indicator of real desires or attraction¦except for in the case of Jake and I."

"I see. I'm sorry it was unpleasant for you."

"Actually, I never said it was unpleasant. The overall experience was incredible including what happened when we got back to the Future. I just thought you needed to forewarn any future participants of what might happen. The warning you gave us about a possible orgasm occurring during the transfer?"

"Yes."

"It was close as we passed into each others bodies but it did not occur. So, what happened to us is a possibility but not a certainty for someone else."

"That seems to be a fair assessment."

"I can honestly say we all have a unique experience that we will never forget for the rest of our lives. I know how these two think at the fundamental level and I know how it feels to be a male. I have experienced something very few people anywhere will ever have the opportunity to experience. All three of us have. It is a tender bonding experience that I will hold dear for the rest of my life and I feel just that much closer to these two because of it."

"That is a very beautiful sentiment Laurel. It is that kind of genuine sentimentality that makes you the perfect choice for the essence behind the Angalon. You have such a beautiful heart Laurel. I appreciate your candor in this matter. I know it can't be easy to talk about something so deeply intimate and personal."

"Thank you Oberot. I don't know why I feel like I can be so¦candid with you. I feel like I can talk to you about anything."

Laurel looked over at Korica and her face was bright red.

"Did I embarrass you Korica?

"Yah, kind of. I don't want people knowing what I do behind closed doors and I'm not real proud of what was going through my head when we¦never mind, I'll get over it.

Laurel knelt down on one knee and put her arms out.

"Come hear sweetie. I am so sorry. I should have thought of your feelings before I divulged everything."

Korica stepped into her embrace and Laurel kissed the side of her head and then hugged her tightly for a few moments. When Korica stood back up straight Laurel looked her in the eyes.

"I love you so much Korica. I never want to embarrass you. Can you ever forgive me?"

"Of course. I love you too and that's what family does. They forgive each other. If it was anybody but Oberot or if you wouldn't have asked Mark to give us the room, I might have been upset."

"I promise the details of who and when will stay between us Korica." Oberot said.

"Thank you Oberot. I appreciate your discretion."

"So, if you three have a little time how would you like to see your new shield generator?"

"You mean it's done?"

"It sure is. We can't turn the actual shield on unless we move the Future out into the middle of the hangar but you can take a look at the generator. It should be ready to be powered up for the first time."

"That would be awesome." Laurel said.

"Call Mark back in and we'll go down to the shield generator."

"Computer, will you tell Mark to come back in please?"

"I would be glad to."

The four stepped over to the transport platform and as they stepped away from the control station for the data core the displays simply disappeared. They waited until Mark entered the room and joined them on the transport platform. Laurel told him they were going to have a look at the shield generator compartment. Mark lifted his head in a gesture of acknowledgement.

Oberot touched the white dot indicating the negative matter core compartment and after a few seconds there was the blue flash and they all found themselves standing on a platform right outside the negative matter core compartment. Oberot stepped down and had his palm scanned and the door slid open to what used to be the Van Allan reactor compartment.

As they all stepped in Laurel noticed that it didn't look too different from how it did before. There was still the thick curved glass looking walling between the reactor and the control panels that ringed the reactor but the reactor core itself looked far different. There was a completely round sphere in the place of the former spinning Van Allen reactor core. The sphere was almost a thousand feet in diameter and completely smooth and made of an exotic alloy that had a slightly purple hew to its otherwise chrome looking appearance.

Oberot stepped up to the first control panel and touched a couple of icons and a free-floating display appeared in front of them. This display had a black background and a video image of the interior of the reactor core. The view was looking up through a slot in the shell of the reactor that was encased in a six-foot thick layer of a super rare crystalline that is produced in the heart of a super massive star when it explodes as Oberot explained. The interior of the sphere had ten foot by ten foot curved panels everywhere that could be seen covering the interior surface. Hanging in the middle of the enormous void was what Laurel thought looked like a misshapen Christmas ornament. There was an irregularly shaped star with longer and shorter points seemingly haphazardly arranged. The star shaped object looked like it was made out of frosted glass and it was suspended from the overhead by a shaft made out of the same bizarre material.

Laurel squinted and looked closer and to her the curved panels covering the inside of the chamber looked to be slightly green in color. Laurel was confused by the whole design but she assumed this is where the negative matter would be drawn into and contained. She could see that each panel had three relatively small holes in the center of each of them. She assumed this is how antimatter would be introduced into the chamber for containment and reaction purposes.

Oberot touched a couple of icons on the control panel then stepped to the next control panel over and touched the initiate command and there was a thud in the ceiling high overhead then several other workers came strolling up from the around the other side of the chamber and they were looking at what looked like data pads. They nodded to Oberot and he touched a couple more commands and a whirring sound could be heard as the neutron accelerator began to fire up and the floor seemed to start vibrating then he looked over at Laurel.

"Would you like the honor of initiating the first reaction?"

"Sure. Thank you." Laurel said as she stepped up next to him.

Laurel looked down at the readings and could see that just about every ounce of energy the antimatter reactors could produce was being funneled in the containment field. She looked at Oberot with a look of concern.

"Don't worry Laurel. Once this process is started it will be self sustaining and in fact as you will see it will produce copious amounts of excess energy."

"Alright. I'll just have to take your word for it."

Laurel touched the command for the negative matter to be drawn into the chamber for the first time and in an instant the view of the interior seemed to just fade to black and then beautiful rainbow colored streaks of light began to appear at random slowly heading across the screen then as they drew closer they seemed to actually be heading right at the camera only to slowly make a dive away at the last moment. It was beautiful but bizarre to see something behave in such an eye-catching manner. Everybody stood staring at the hanging display for a few minutes trying to get past the bizarre trick being played on the eyes.

"That is the weirdest thing I have ever seen." Laurel said.

"Negative matter is six dimensional matter. It can exist in two places at the same time and in two distinctly different states at the same instant. That is why it looks like the matter is streaming across the view port, and at it, and curving away from the anti matter containment field all at the same time, because it is doing all of that at the same time."

"What? Come on. Nothing can exist in two places and two states at the same time." Laurel said.

"Not in our universe, no. What you are looking at is a small chunk of another universe where the laws of physics are completely different than they are for us. We simply couldn't exist in that universe, in fact if you could somehow transport there every molecule in your body would have an annihilative reaction with the negative matter in an unbelievably massive explosion. Every atom of negative matter will have an adverse explosive reaction with positive matter equivalent to ten thousand times its original mass."

Laurel's mouth dropped open.

"So if I understand you correctly the amount of negative matter in this chamber would destroy¦"

"This entire quadrant of space would be annihilated."

"Holy shi¦crap Oberot! And you thought our Van Allan reactor was dangerous?"

"Relax Laurel. This is a self-sustaining containment vessel. We have been using this type of energy for close to fifteen thousand years and we have never had a containment breach, not once. There is zero radiation, no waste material to need disposal of and if you really had to you could dump the reactive material back into the universe that it is being drawn from and shut this whole reactor down. You could then climb inside that reaction chamber and there would be no ill affect on you. This is clean renewable and unlimited energy Laurel. This is the ultimate achievement for many advance civilizations seeking clean limitless energy."

"I'm sorry, I don't mean to sound ungrateful. This is a stunning piece of technology that you have given us. Maybe my lack of a fundamental understanding of this technology just scares the crap out of me. It seems to me this could be used as a¦nasty weapon if it got in the wrong hands."

"That is why the design aspects will not be included in the data we have given you. You will be given the fundamental understanding of all aspects of this device and the properties of negative matter but we will not be giving you the information on how to extract it yourselves or how to build a reactor like this."

"Good. I don't even want that kind of information in our computers."

"We are trusting in your people to use good judgment and keen intellect on how to use this technology for beneficial and peaceful purposes."

"I know that is what an advanced race does, right?"

"Exactly. That is what the trial is meant to determine. Korica's people have already exhibited the right level of peaceful coexistence with hundreds of other species and the required intellect to understand this technology so as to earn access to this technology. I am taking a leap of fait that Humans also deserve access to this kind of technology. You certainly do, and I am counting on the fact that you, Jake and Mark are a suggestive representation of what Humans have evolved to in their short time as an advanced species."

"Short time? We are two and a half million years in the making."

"Well the elder race has been using advanced technology for sixteen million years. By comparison your race is still in its infancy, and I mean that with all due respect for your accomplishments."

"Right. Sorry, I don't mean to sound arrogant. I know we have a lot to learn and I really appreciate your willingness to teach us. I am sure you have seen a great many races with the same potential as Humans go down the wrong path."

"We have. Far more races rise only to fade away than do rise and evolve to lend a lasting positive and flourishing contribution to the universe. Love is the key to everything. Love of oneself and all others. It is by far the strongest and most lasting of all of the emotions advanced beings are capable of. It can be infectious and uplifting if its potential is recognized and harnessed for the greater good. As you have witnessed even our most cherished and powerful technology is designed around it and you haven't even seen all of the technology we have developed that requires an advanced sense and understanding of love to make it work. Many races come to think of love as a weakness or sign of impotence as a society and refrain from exploring its tremendous potential wanting instead to explore hatred and exploitation of others and that ultimately leads to their downfall."

"I see. That's so sad to even think about. I am still trying to get my head around the importance of love. I have a tremendous amount of love in my heart thanks to Jake and Korica and it is even spreading to Mark who I fear had a great deal of pain and borderline hatred in his heart. I can see him becoming a better and stronger man now that he is embracing its healing and uplifting power."

"Cap! Geeze. I only hate evildoers. Korica has in fact shown me what it means to love those around you¦and you too¦and she has shown me that it is ok to express it openly but I will never understand how you guys do your little sharing thing or how you healed me with whatever you did to me when that virus destroyed all of my internal organs. I'm just a relic of what Humans used to be and you represent what we are now evolving to become."

"Mark, unfortunately the universe is a hostile place." Oberot said. "We will always need people like you that are willing to do whatever it takes to protect the innocent when they are prayed upon and exploited. The fact that you are able to express love and understand it at a fundamental level and still do the right thing means you are of an advanced race. You stepped in and rescued those poor little girls not for fame or glory or wealth or because you wanted them for yourself but simply because you loved those girls even though you didn't even know them. You knew they should be treated with love and respect. That in my book makes you a hero. You have even taken one of them into your care and given her a home and all the love and respect she deserves. The Hodong have just gone for so long without love in their hearts that they are no longer capable of feeling it at all."

"Well thank you Oberot. So you do get me?" Mark said.

"Oh yes, without a doubt. Folks like Laurel and Korica here need you around to keep them out of harms way. The Hodong may have been a morally bankrupt group but they are nothing compared to some of the truly evil and hostile races out there. Your ability to strategize and then do what it takes will be the only way they will ever survive. Laurel just doesn't have it in her heart to kill, and thankfully so. It has made her the ideal candidate for the Angalon but it means she is vulnerable."

"Well no one is going to screw with my captain while I am still breathing. Nor my friends¦and those I love."

"I know Mark. I can sense what is in your heart. Korica could not have a better protector and friend than she has in you. Laurel now that the generator has been powered up for a few minutes take a look at the power generation readings."

Laurel looked up at the output readings and her mouth dropped open again. She looked down and touched a few icons and brought up more detailed power readings and she was stunned by the readings.

"I would say this is impossible but I'm looking at it with my own eyes. How come the reaction chamber is so dark if that much reactive energy is being produced?"

"Well like I told you, negative matter does not behave like anything you are accustom too. If our eyes could see in all of the different spectrums that exist you would see the violent reactions going on in there."

Korica was looking at the same reading but she just didn't understand what Laurel was so excited about.

"I don't get it captain Laurel. What's the big deal about how much energy is being produced?"

"Honey this thing is producing close to a hundred times as much energy as our antimatter reactors are capable of even at full power and this thing is only idling. If we punched the power up the energy potential is¦well it's staggering. If you concentrate that into a coherent rotating toroidal field around the Future I can't think of anything that would be able to penetrate it. You could literally fly into the corona of a star and all of the thermal and radioactive energy would be reflected away. The hull wouldn't rise in temperature in the slightest."

"I wouldn't recommend putting that to the test. Look at the dynamic energy being produced as well." Oberot said.

Laurel touched a couple more icons and the energy readings changed into a graph form representing the amount of dynamic and kinetic energy being produced. Laurel pulled her head back in amazement as she immediately got the implication.

"What? What are we looking at Laurel?" Jake asked.

"I don't know if I could explain it in a way you will understand Jake. Basically we could produce an energy field below the Future so intense it would¦we could bend space time back in on itself. How would we keep from crushing the hull of the Future as the field expanded away from the reaction chamber Oberot?"

"That will come with the fundamental knowledge of this technology and the affects is capable of producing. I could never explain it in a way that your language would allow and still convey all the principals involved."

"This is going to change our very understanding of the laws of physics and spatial dynamics."

"And thermodynamics, and particle physics, and gravitational lensing, and the very fundamental elements of the universe itself." Oberot said.

"This is incredible Oberot. I thought this would be a simple field generator but this is capable of so much more."

"Just use it wisely Laurel. You could cause absolute chaos if you use this wrong."

"I understand. We will be very careful and we will keep this to ourselves."

"Thank you Laurel. Look, I need to get back over to the station to prepare for the trail. I will come get you when I have the chair of knowledge ready for you though."

"Ok. Thank you again Oberot. I knew you were going to give us some advanced technology but this far exceeds anything I ever expected."

"You are most welcome. Technically I gave this to Korica though. She is the one who earned the rights to this kind of technology by being a Daraximan¦and for being so beautiful."

Korica smiled big and her cheeks turned bright pink as she blushed at the compliment.

"Thank you Oberot." Korica said.

"You're welcome honey. You just keep smiling. Your smile really lights up the room."

The five of them then turned and headed for the exit leaving the technicians to oversee the generator to make sure everything was working perfectly. Once out in the corridor Oberot stepped up onto the transport platform and the other four stood back as he touched the white dot indicating the lower hangar and then he turned and faced them and raised his hand and smiled and in a blue flash and with a buzz from the compressor behind the gray panels next to the platform he simply vanished and a moment later the platform went dark.

Mark then told the other three that he was going to make his rounds throughout the sip using the transport system to check on all the work still going on to make sure everyone was where they belonged and that their messes were being cleaned up properly. Laurel knew he was exploring the system more than anything but she agreed and they stood back while he stepped up on the platform and touched the white dot for forward deck one section two and a moment later he disappeared in a blue flash of light and then the platform went dark.

The three then stepped up on the platform and Jake touched the white dot indicating the command deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash they found themselves standing on the platform in the transport compartment. They then stepped down and headed for the bridge. When they arrived Laurel sat down in her chair and logged in and checked on the internal sensors. She was shocked to see the sensors identifying three Humans one Draximan and eighty-seven Marquelian life forms awake on the Future. There were still twenty percent of the sensors off line but those that were working were far more sensitive and detailed in their capabilities. Laurel could tell exactly where Mark was and she could tell what his body temperature, BP, heart rate and genetic species were in an instant. Even when he transported to a new location he was instantly detected and identified with all of the same readings.

Laurel even zeroed in on the bridge and she could see all of their vitals right down to Korica's 99.4-degree body temperature. She was a little surprised to see her own body temperature was 98.9 when she suddenly remembered she was constantly ovulating and probably just finished releasing an egg. She looked at her wrist monitor and it was a slow pulsing yellow indicator reminding her that she needed to go down to medical again to have her harvesting performed.

"Computer?" Laurel called out.

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Are the upgrades to the medical deck complete?"

"Almost. There are several individuals still working there."

"So none of the medical bays are available?"

"Yes, but privacy could be an issue."

"Are you saying they could just walk into the room?"

"No of course not. The internal sensors are off line on that entire deck and when they are brought back online they will be fed into a hand held controller for alignment. Everything going on in the room would be visible to whom ever was holding the controller."

"Well that could be awkward. I need to have the harvesting performed in privacy. I'm not going to share that with¦strangers."

"You will need to proceed to the aft medical ward. The upgrades are complete in that section."

"I see. Thank you."

"You are welcome. Shall I prepare one of the beds for your arrival?"

"Yes please do so."

"Understood."

"Captain Laurel, can I come with you?" Korica asked.

"Uh¦I would have to leave you in the hallway. I know you don't like to be left alone for any great length of time."

"No I don't want to be alone in that part of the ship. It's spooky back there."

"Why don't you stay here and keep Jake company. I won't be long."

"Ok."

Laurel pushed her display screens away after logging out and headed for the transport compartment. When she entered the compartment she stepped up on the platform and when the map of the Future appeared she studied it for a moment and then touched the dot that would take her to aft deck eleven, the antimatter control room. She would only have to go down one deck from there to the medical ward and forward about a hundred yards to the triage ward. When she appeared in the antimatter control room she stepped down from the platform and headed for the exit. She then walked down the connecting corridor to the end and took the stairs down to deck ten and then headed to the forward end of the corridor and stepped into the medical triage ward. Curtains were all that separated the individual beds so she locked out the main door controls so no one could just walk in on her and then she stepped up to the first table and pulled the curtain back. The tables were a little smaller than those up in the rooms on the main medical deck and there was a lot of triage equipment on shelves and in cabinets and there was a body scanner hanging high overhead suspended from the ceiling on a retractable pole.

She started to get undressed when a servo drone appeared with the laparoscope's guide in its manipulator hand. She looked down at it and grimaced. She knew this would be inaccurate and the servo drone would be moving around a bit.

"Is this the best we can do?" Laurel asked.

"If you are addressing me Laurel," The AI said. "Yes this is the best I can do on short notice. This medical ward is for emergency triage not advanced medical procedures like yours."

"Well I need you to look for signs of¦injury. Jake and I got pretty rough last night."

"Are you experiencing any discomfort?"

"No. He never hurt me. It was just¦vigorous and I'm¦small if you know what I mean."

"Was it rough intercourse, or use of an object?"

"Geeze! Neither, sort of. He used his finger."

"I am just trying to determine what type of injury to look for, internal, external, or both."

Laurel continued to get undressed and when she had her pants and underwear off she climbed up on the table and put her feet up in the stirrups. After the servo drone captured a few images of her external appearance she reached down pulled herself open and the servo drone took images of her labium and her vaginal opening as it settled the guide right against her opening and then she let her lips close around the device. She could feel the servo drone floating around a bit as she expected making the device swim around between her lips in a way she really didn't like. She closed her eyes and tried to ignore the sensation of something moving around in such a sensitive area. The AI sensed her uncomfortable posture and decided to try and distract her.

"Laurel I have found no evidence of any injuries internal or external. You look completely healthy and normal."

"Really? That's a little surprising."

"Your body obviously has an astounding ability to heal injuries so any damage done must have healed already."

"Shit!"

"You should be pleased Laurel."

"I'm glad I heal rapidly but Jake and I were hoping more activity like this would condition me for intercourse without pain."

"I see. Well if it helps there is a very slight thickening of your hymen, possibly as a result of your activity last night. You don't seem to scar as would be expected so this must be your bodies way of healing the injured tissue and its attempt to prevent future injury by bolstering the affected area with stronger and more flexible tissue."

"So it's working? It may eventually get to the point where it won't hurt?"

"I honestly do not know Laurel. You are very small as you said and Jake is very large when engorged."

"So you're saying he is larger than what is normal?"

"For a boy his age, yes. And you are very petite. Most women would desire the extra girth but you are just not made for that kind of size yet. I am not saying you are a child either, you are just very young and small."

"Great! Well we will keep¦working on it without intercourse. He says he is content with what we are doing and I really don't want to be¦torn or stretched or whatever by his big size."

Laurel suddenly felt the warm rush deep in her tummy making her breath deep. She was glad the old tingle did not accompany the warm rush anymore. She closed her eyes again as the servo drone floated around a little again pushing in a little then floating up and then wiggling back down to the center of her opening. She was relieved when she heard the laparoscope winding back into its holder. She waited until the servo drone slowly dragged the guide out from between her lips to start breathing normally. She was just so sure the servo was going to ram into her or jerk upward and cause pain but luckily neither happened and it was finally over.

She lifted her feet out of the stirrups and climbed off of the table and asked the AI to show her before and after images of everything. She stepped up to the display screen on the back wall and looked at the side-by-side images while putting her underwear back on. She saw absolutely no change externally or deep internally but the view of her hymen definitely showed a slightly darker and thicker ring around the bottom third of her opening. The rest of the opening was a bright wet pink and showed absolutely no signs of ever being touched by anything.

"So that's what a virgin is would look like?"

"Pretty much. No two women look exactly the same but the overall structure would be indicative of a young girl that has never engaged in sexual activity of any kind."

The screen flickered and an image of her very first exam appeared next to her current appearance.

"This is what you looked like as a virgin before you even met Jake. You can see the images are identical except for the slight thickening and darkening of your hymen."

"I've seen enough. You can turn it off. These images will be stored in a secure file right?"

"Of course Laurel. They are in your personal sealed medical records. No one will ever have access to these images except for the captain and he or she would need a strong justification before I would ever unseal them."

"Sorry I'm just a little paranoid with all the pocking around the elder race has been doing."

"File images of a juvenile of this sensitive nature would never ever be accessible to them or anyone else for that matter. I would destroy the files before I would let them fall into someone else's hands. They asked for medical records to understand the Human physiology only once and I vehemently denied them access to them. They have not tried to access them without permission beyond that."

Laurel finished getting dressed feeling relieved that her records were being protected with the threat of destruction rather than unauthorized access.

"Thank you. There is only one other person that I ever want to have see me like that."

"Are you saying you would grant access to these images to Jake?"

"I don't care if he sees them. He's already seen me up close anyway."

"Very well."

"Wait¦are you putting an authorization for him in my record?"

"Yes. That is what you just said is it not?"

"Well yah, I said I don't care if he sees my¦why would he ever want to see my medical records just to see me naked? He could just ask me and I would lie down for him and gladly let him look all he wants at whatever he wants. He has already done so in fact."

"I see. I had no idea he was that curious about your body."

"I think any boy would be. I'm just as curious about him even though I have seen him naked before."

"So do you want the authorization left in your record?"

"I don't care. He is my¦mate, why not. Do I have access to his records?"

"No. Not without his authorization. Would you like me to inquire it of him?"

"No! No, it's not that big a deal to me. Unless there is something I should know about."

"All I will say is that he has experienced perfect health just like you. He has never been sick a day in his life."

"Ok, good. Hay that reminds me, did you finish the genetic profiling for both of us?"

"Yes I did. You are not related to one another to begin with."

"Well that's a relief. It would have sucked to find out I was in love with a brother or a cousin or something."

"You both originate from the north American continent for at least the last twenty generations. You share seventy two percent of you're your genetic traits with your mother. Jake shares seventy percent of his genetic traits with his father. Without the missing parents DNA I cannot be certain where you inherited the rest of your traits from but I can say they are naturally occurring traits. I can find the same exact traits in ninety percent of the crew on the Future in one form or another. Your most advanced traits you inherited directly from your mother and your grandmother on her side. The advanced traits Jake possesses he inherited from his father and his grandmother on his father's side. There are absolutely no signs of manipulation or tampering with your DNA of any kind. You are both a natural result of genetic evolution to further a species survival potential, plain and simple."

"So we do truly represent what Humans are evolving towards?"

"Without question. With how long you have been away from Earth, your abilities and traits for everything from beauty to healing ability to superior intellect may very well be common place back on Earth."

"And my strange¦shape down there?"

"It is not strange Laurel. You are very beautiful, you are just rare. My hypothesis is for insured pregnancy."

"What? How so?"

"Your shape lends itself to keeping seminal fluid inside your body for as long as possible even while standing thus giving more of the sperm a chance to swim up to your uterus and find the egg."

"Really? So why do I still bleed when I have my period."

"You seal tight, no shut. That would cause all kinds of problems if those menstrual fluids could not escape. That would be biological suicide if you were actually sealed shut. You are less likely to suffer from infections though since less of your sensitive female genitals are exposed to the outside environment as long as good hygiene is practiced, which you absolutely do observe excellent hygiene."

"Are you taking about how often I bathe?"

"Yes. And how thorough your are at cleaning your entire body."

"My mother taught me that. She taught me to always keep myself as clean and fresh as possible."

"That is sound advice. Your mother obviously cared a great deal about your well being."

"Well thank you for confirming our genetic diversity as being natural¦and for the suggestion that I look the way I do because I am extremely fertile, not cause I'm a freak. No wonder men can't take their eyes off of my¦me."

"You are welcome Laurel. You really should be proud of yourself. You are a truly spectacular young woman in every way possible."

"Thank you. That feels good to hear that."

With that Laurel unsealed the door and headed back down the corridor toward the stairs to go back up to the anti matter control room and the transport platform.

While Laurel was heading for the medical ward Jake decided to ask Korica if she wanted to talk about the confusing experience on the Angalon.

"Hay how are you doing with what happened over there Korica?"

"I'm doing better. The feelings are actually fading some. I'm remembering that there is something¦no someone else that my feelings are drifting towards and I'm trying to forget the dirty stuff that I was thinking about."

"I'm sorry if that stuff haunts you or whatever. Do you know who it is your feelings are drifting towards?"

"No. That's the confusing part of all of this. I just don't get it. How do you have feelings like this and not know who you are feeling this for?"

"I really don't know honey. Laurel and I felt someone in your heart but we never got a sense of who it is."

"Well besides that I'm doing ok I guess."

"So the feelings of being in love with us are fading?"

"Yah a little."

"I guess that means we didn't take you beyond the point of no return."

"What? No, I'm not paired with you if that's what you mean?"

"No, not exactly. I know you aren't paired with us. I meant you aren't so far in love in with us that you can't get over us?"

"Oh. No. I know the difference in what I feel for you guys and your feelings for each other even though that's in my heart too. Does that even make sense?"

"Yah, actually it does. You are still able to discern your own feelings and they are different from what Laurel and I feel for each other. It actually relieves me to here you say that."

"I still love you two like¦like nothing I have ever felt before. I can't stand the thought of not being with you guys."

"Well you're not going to have to worry about that Korica. We are always going to be here and so are you."

"I Know. I'm just saying the very thought makes my heart ache because I love you guys so much."

"You know, you are sounding like Laurel and I more and more everyday. Your use of you guys and the way your little accent completely disappears when you get real serious and talk exactly like Laurel. You're just so adorable."

"So it's a good thing?"

"Absolutely. It just makes you very endearing. A person just can't help but love you. The other people on this ship are just going to love you. You're going to fit right in."

"I hope so."

"So you're not¦disturbed by the other stuff you heard or felt?"

"No, not really. I wasn't expecting it too be like that and I'm a little embarrassed by what was going through my head¦and yours, but it was actually kind of¦it was with and about someone I love so its not all that bad and plus I don't sense that stuff in your hearts anymore so it really doesn't bother me."

"That's a relief. I know I said it before but I really am sorry I ever looked at you like that. I don't lust after you and I don't want you too ever be afraid of me."

"You never touched me so¦"

"And I never ever will. You have my word on that."

"I know what's in your heart. You have too much respect for me to ever be capable of doing something like that. You're just not like that. You're a real man."

"Awe. Thank you Korica. That's so sweet of you to say that. Hay why don't you come over here and let's see what dress you are going to wear for the trial and banquette."

Korica got up and walked over to him and he slid her up in his lap and Jake opened the data file from Oberot regarding formal wear for men and women. Jake was a little surprised at how close the dresses depicted matched the dresses worn by women on Earth. Some were extremely fanciful and some were a little too sexy and revealing for a girl Korica's age. Korica showed him the designs the AI had suggested for her and how they might look on her.

Korica was partial to one in particular that was a bright blue color and came almost to the floor with a big white bow around the waist but Jake thought the color was a little to loud for her white hair and small build. He scrolled through the different designs until he found one that was less of a ball gown and more of a formal dress. It was white except for the mid section panel that was a very light pale pink color and the big fluffy quarter sleeves that were also the same pale pink. The dress had a flowing wide shape at the bottom and it had a delicate floral pattern in white in the middle smooth panel. The dress had soft pleats to its flowing length from the waist to the floor and there was a brighter soft pink piping around the bottom edge of the entire dress. The dress also had a ruffled light pink lace around the modestly low curved neckline. There were a pair of pointed white flat shoes with a small pink bow on the top of the foot to complete the dress as well as a silver headband with a light pink lace center band and a small bow in the center in the shape of a flower and one at each edge that were a little smaller and placed so that it would place them just above the ears.

Korica looked at the dress for a few minutes and began to actually rather like the colors and overall design. She remembered Laurel telling her that pastel pink was a good color on her so she decided this was the one for her. She submitted the design for the AI to begin making the dress along with the shoes and headband.

Korica then asked what Jake would be wearing. He had no idea what his formal officers uniform even looked like so he had an image of his uniform brought up. It consisted of a white jacket with a white button up dress shirt under it and a dark navy blue tie. It had blue shoulder boards with gold bars and rank insignia on them and white dress pants with a blue line down the length of them on the outer seam. There were white square tipped shoes with laces on them and the image included a white belt with a brass belt clasp. The jacket had gold buttons up the front and small gold rank insignia on the collar ends along with the commendation bar on the upper left front, just above the breast pocket.

"Wow, you are going to look very handsome wearing that. I think the blue dress would have clashed with your uniform. What's Laurel's uniform going to look like?"

"I would assume her uniform is virtually identical. Let's take a look."

Jake pulled up an image of the dress uniform for a female captain and as he thought it was absolutely identical except for the shoulder boards that were black instead of blue and the stripe down the leg of the pants was gold and she had a few more commendations on the commendation bar than he did. She had the option of the white strait leg pants or a white skirt that would come down to just above her knees. Jake knew she would choose the pants over the skirt. The pants offered a more commanding look and sitting down would be far less cumbersome in that she wouldn't have to keep her legs crossed at all times.

"It's kind of hard to imagine Laurel in a uniform like that. I'm so used to her in the form fitting ships uniform that we all wear." Korica said.

"Well she is beautiful in anything she wears. I think the white will be very attractive against her golden blond hair and those blue eyes of hers."

"You're just biased. You love her in anything or nothing at all."

"Korica! Geeze." Jake said chuckling.

"What? Am I wrong?"

"No¦but still."

Korica giggled and leaned back against him.

"Thank you for helping me to find the right dress. I think it's going to be very beautiful."

"You're welcome honey. You are what's going to make the dress beautiful."

Just then the door slid open and Laurel stepped in. She stopped and looked at the two with Korica sitting in Jake's lap leaning back against him and he with his arm wrapped around her waist and his other hand on her stomach. She grinned slightly then stepped up to her seat and sat down.

"You two ok? You look comfortable with one another again."

"Yah, we're good babe. Korica has forgiven me for being a perv last night and her feelings are settling back to where they should be."

"That's good to hear. I don't want our relationship to change because of what we did. We have created a new life so to speak that is the culmination of all of our love and mutual respect for one another."

"Well I got no regrets. What about you Korica?" Jake said leaning her to the side slightly to look into her eyes.

"Nope. None. I guess it was a learning experience to feel lust in my heart for once of my own making but I am kind of relieved it isn't permanent. I value our close relationship too. I'm just not ready for that kind of stuff yet."

"I can't help but feel like we are rushing you through childhood and making you grow up faster than what's fair." Laurel said.

"It's ok Laurel. You guys aren't doing it on purpose. It's just life. Things happen for a reason and this is just preparing me for whatever's coming next."

"Well I still feel like crap for what you have been through."

"Please don't feel that way. I don't care what I have to go through or how fast I have to grow up if it means I get to stay with you two. Meeting you guys is the best thing to ever happen to me. I truly mean that."

"Awe. You have touched our lives too Korica and made them just that much richer. You are one of a kind and we are the lucky ones to have you come into our lives and our hearts." Jake said.

Korica moved to the side and kissed Jake on the cheek.

"That's the sweetest thing I've ever heard you say to me." Korica's eyes teared up as she looked at him.

At that very moment the door slid open and Mark stepped onto the bridge and immediately caught the emotion in Korica's face and misread it.

"Hay, what the hell did you do to my Korica?"

"I didn't hurt her Mark. I swear. I was showering her with compliments and I think I touched her heart¦and she mine."

"Oh. Sorry, I don't like seeing her in tears and I thought¦I thought with what you three have been through you were breaking her heart or something."

"He was just telling me how much I mean to him and Laurel. He just has a way with words that is beautiful sometimes."

"Got it. I should know that you guys wouldn't hurt each other. As you were."

Mark stepped over in front of Laurel to deliver his report on the repairs when he noticed tears in her eyes too. He scratched his head and thought for a second. He wished he had their ability to hear what was going through the mind of another person but he had to just read body language and rely on his knowledge of how women think, and how Laurel in particular thinks.

"You know what, it can wait cap. There's nothing that can't wait until later."

Laurel quickly wiped the moisture from under her eyes and smiled at Mark.

"I'm sorry Mark. I know this is unbecoming behavior on the bridge. Go ahead with your report."

"Naw, you know what? It's Korica we are talking about here. You guys love her to tears all you want. God knows the poor thing has had enough tears for negative reasons. I didn't find any real problems that require your immediate attention so you three go ahead and relax. I'm never going to be bothered by you two showing her affection on the bridge or anywhere else for that matter."

"Thank you Mark. Thank you for loving her as much as we do."

"Just look at that little face of hers. How could you not love that sweet little girl? You would have to be dead or numb from the neck up."

Everybody cracked up laughing including Korica.

"I love you too Mark." Korica said when she finally quit laughing.

"Oh right, I forgot. I love you Korica, I love you with all my heart and I always will."

It was at this time that the AI interrupted with a message from Oberot. Laurel told the AI to go ahead and put it through on the bridge.

"Hello Laurel. I have the chair ready. If you three want to make your way to the docking control station for the Future I will send someone to bring you up here."

"That was fast. You guys amaze me with how quickly you get things done."

"Do you need some time to prepare yourselves? This is nothing like what you went through on the Angalon."

"No. We are ready. We will head down right now."

"Ok. I'll see you in the chamber of learning."

The channel then closed from Oberot's end.

"I'm coming with you three cap. I know you trust Oberot but I don't trust anyone when it comes to the safety of my crew." Mark insisted.

"I wouldn't have it any other way Mark. I want you there and not just for our safety."

Jake logged off and then all four of them departed for the transport compartment. When they entered the room they all stepped up onto the transport platform and Jake touched the white dot for the aft lower hangar. After a couple seconds there was a blue flash and all four found themselves standing on the transport platform in the hangar in a glass looking enclosure right beside the hangar control room. All four stepped down and Mark pushed the door open and they made their way across the hanger and down the long boarding ramp to the docking control center.

When they arrived they found Gieria waiting for them.

"Gieria, I didn't expect you to be our escort." Laurel said.

"Well somebody told Oberot that I really like you guys. Thank you if that was you."

"I swear it wasn't me. No offense but I didn't tell him that we even know each other."

Laurel then looked over Gieria's shoulder at one of the sensor domes on the wall behind her. Gieria noticed Laurel staring at something behind her so she turned and looked around a little then turned back and looked at Laurel.

"What? What are you looking at?"

"Eris. Eris must have told Oberot what we talked about when we met you going to the meditation hall."

"Right, she hears and sees everything going on in the hangar area."

"No matter. It's comforting to have someone I know¦and like escorting us to Oberot."

"Thank you Laurel. I really do like you three as well. I don't know your friend here though."

"I'm sorry. This is lieutenant Mark Tillman, our chief of security."

"It's an honor to meet you Lieutenant Tillman. I am Gieria. If you have any questions about anything you see please feel free to ask me. I'll answer any questions you have if I can."

Gieria then stepped forward and put her hand out and Mark shook her hand. Mark was struck by just how young and pretty Gieria looked though he thought it was fitting seeing as how young his own crew is.

"It's a pleasure to meet you Gieria."

Gieria then led everybody past the control center and down the walkway to the right and into the first open passageway. There was a tremendous amount of foot traffic and it took some doing for the group to stay together. At one point Korica got separated from the group as she peered into the open doorways along the hexagonal shaped passageway. Jake stopped when he noticed her absence and went back and took her hand with a smile on his face and the two then caught up with the others. Gieria led them several hundred feet down a very wide passageway finally arriving in an enormous open space with a very high arched ceiling. At the apex of several large columns was an ornately detailed and very colorful fresco covering the entire space. There were alcoves with shops all along the sides of the open space all flooded with a bright golden light from above the opening of each.

Laurel stepped up to Gieria to ask what this beautiful space was used for. She explained that it was a trade center. Goods from all over the galaxy were bought, sold and traded here. She explained that some of the merchants here offered goods that could not be found anywhere else. They were permitted to trade their goods here by special permit and this space and the thousands of other spaces just like this on just about every docking level were a welcome break from the intense studies that the young who were stationed here engaged in, though young was a relative term with how the elder race age though.

Gieria led them across the space and into another wide passageway with far less foot traffic. They walked several hundred feet down the passageway past many closed doors up to a security checkpoint where Gieria's identity was verified as well as her destination. She was granted permission to proceed into the secure area through a security barrier. She looked at the others and told them to simply walk through what looked like a solid wall. When they got to the other side they were in a very large room with fifteen transport platforms exactly like what had been installed on the Future against the back wall. There were people appearing and disappearing and some people standing waiting for their chance to step onto a transporter to take their turn to transport elsewhere on the station. The room was gently lit from above by what looked like square skylights though everyone knew they were deep in the station so no light would be coming in from outside.

The floors were a dark green polished stone of some kind with geometric inlays in a lighter green stone creating a warm feel to the room along with the curved lighter green walls. All of the soft gentle curves of each wall seemed to all curve towards the line of transporters. The group stepped up to the transporter third from the left and waited for their turn to use the transporter. When it was finally their turn all five stepped up onto the transport platform and a fairly large map of part of the Farqua station with hundreds of small white dots appeared. Gieria chose one close to the top of the map and a few second later they all disappeared in blue flash and then found themselves in another very large room with orange toned floors and walls. Laurel started to step off of the transport platform when Gieria gently grasped her arm and shook her head no. Gieria then turned to the map being projected behind them and she touched a white dot almost all the way at the top of the map and again they disappeared in a blue flash and again found themselves in another room with a whole row of transporters and this time the floors and walls were covered in a dark blue stone.

"Gieria, just how many of these¦jumps do we have to make" Mark asked.

"I'm sorry, these transporters are limited to a thousand miles or so and we are going all the way to the sphere on the highest spire above the station. That's something like thirty five hundred miles from where we started."

"I guess I didn't realize where we were going and I forgot just how big this station is."

"That's alright, I sometimes forget just how big this station is myself and I have lived here most of my life."

Gieria waited for the map to appear and this time the building structure on top of the station was part of the map along with the skyscrapers. She touched the white dot that was at the tip of the spire in the sphere and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash and then found themselves standing in a dimly lit room with a chair of knowledge in its center under a spot light of sorts with Oberot standing next to it along with two other technicians.

The floors were covered in a dark colored metal as well as the walls. The room was very sparse except for the chair and its large glowing ring of concentric wedges and the platform behind it with a large red glowing gem in the middle of a control pedestal. There was one control console against the farthest wall with several free floating displays above it but other than that there was nothing in the room with the exception of the transport platform and its associated control and power apparatuses.

As the group stepped off of the platform Oberot smiled big and waved everyone over as the technicians took their position at the control console at the far wall while Oberot stepped forward toward the approaching group. Korica took a look at the chair and her blood pressure immediately spiked and she stopped walking. Jake stopped and took a couple steps back to her and knelt down on one knee in front of her.

"Are you ok honey?"

"The last time I was this close to one of these things I was completely nude and being led by a firm hand wrapped around the back of my neck. Needless to say it is not a pleasant memory."

"I'm sorry Korica. I keep forgetting to consider how much crap you have been through and how raw the memories still are for you."

"I'm ok, really. It just brought back all the feelings in an instant."

Oberot approached her as Jake stood back up.

"This will be far different Korica. I promise you, and you are among people who love you this time." Oberot said.

"Thank you Oberot. It's nice to see you again."

"Like wise honey."

Everyone stepped up to the chair to take a look at it. Mark immediately recognized the device as identical to the one he destroyed except for the chair itself, which was curved and a light tan in color and there was a halo of sorts lying in the chair that looked like it was made out of some kind of crystal or glass with a green material in its core that appeared to be a thick liquid of some sort.

"So does this look familiar to you Mark?" Oberot asked.

"Oh yah. This is definitely what was on the Hodong station. The halo is different as is the chair itself but there is no mistake that this is what I destroyed."

"I see. Well the halo as you call it is very delicate and the Hodong are clumsy animals, they probably dropped the one originally coupled to the chair they stole and had no way too repair it. The fact that they were able to take the control collar out of one of the rapiers and wire it in to the device is astounding in itself. It's probably what kept the chair from killing them outright when they tried to use it for the first time."

"Oberot, are we sure this won't kill us when we try and use it? We are Human after all and you folks are completely unfamiliar with our physiology."

"We have a way of checking that before we ever put the halo on you. Tameran and Malock here will run a check on you before we proceed."

Oberot waved the two technicians over and they both had a device in their hands. Tameran approached with a hand held scanner device that looked like a curved wand and Malock had a reader in his hand that received and translated the data from the scanner. They first scanned Korica and when Malock nodded 'yes' to Oberot Tameran moved over to Laurel and waved the device over her head and he again nodded 'yes' to Oberot. He then moved to Jake and waved the device over his head and again nodded 'yes' to Oberot. He then waved the device over Mark's head and the device in Malock's hand made a double beep and he slowly shook his head 'no'.

"I'm sorry Mark, you can't use the chair. Your brain just isn't capable of absorbing the kind of neural energy the chair of knowledge delivers without serious brain damage occurring." Oberot said.

"That's alright. I really wasn't looking forward to climbing into an alien device and having knowledge shoved into my head."

"For you three it's perfectly safe though. Your brains are perfectly structured so the technology will be safe to use on you." Oberot said looking at Korica, Jake and Laurel.

"Thank you for checking first Oberot." Laurel said.

Oberot grinned then stepped to the control pedestal with the big red gem at its center. He started touching the large buttons ringing the red crystal and one by one the glowing wedges in the giant circular ring standing behind the chair started to go dark. He continued until only two wedges on opposite sides of the circular device remained lit and all others were dark. He then stepped back out from behind the chair.

"We are ready now. You will only receive the language and cultural knowledge and the knowledge related to the technologies installed on the Future. Who wants to go first?" Oberot said.

"I will." Laurel said raising her hand slightly.

Oberot gestured to the chair with an open palm. Laurel stepped up to the chair and Oberot picked up the halo and gently placed on her head as she sat down in the chair.

"Just relax Laurel. This won't hurt at all. You will feel like you are falling into a waking dream as the information is imparted to you. We will be monitoring you neural stress levels from over there at the control console ok? If anything goes wrong we can shut the chair down in an instant."

"Ok."

Oberot stepped back to the control pedestal and placed his palm flat on the red gem and pushed it in slightly. The gem began to glow brightly as well as the green gem at the center of the circular ring of wedge shaped crystals. The two wedges that were lit became extremely bright and a blue gem in the center could be seen pulsing quickly. Laurel closed her eyes and took a quick breath as the chair connected with her mind and began the imparting of information. Oberot looked at the readings being displayed at the control station at the back of the room. After a moment he grinned then stepped back to the control pedestal and placed his palm flat on the brightly glowing red gem and slowly twisted it clockwise while watching the readings on the displays. He lifted his hand and then placed it back on the gem and twisted it some more until Laurel began to breath very fast and furrow her brow. He then twisted it slightly back counter clockwise until Laurel's face relaxed again. He then lifted his hand and watched the displays for a few moments before stepping back around next to Mark, Jake and Korica.

"She really has a remarkable mind. I have only seen one or two people that can take the information at this level. This should only take about tem minutes at this level."

"You're sure you won't hurt her or change her in any way?" Korica asked.

"Korica, I use this chair myself all the time. I assure you she will not be changed or injured in any way."

"I'll just have to take your word for it. Can this be undone if she is¦different or doesn't like the results?"

Oberot chuckled.

"No honey, this is very permanent. The knowledge she is receiving will become an integral part of who she is and what she knows. Can you unlearn what you learned when you were put in the chair by the Hodong?"

"No, I guess not. I see what you're saying. It's a part of me that I can't separate from what I was before I was put in the chair."

The four stood around talking for another ten minutes until the chair shut itself down when the imparting was complete. Laurel laid still for a few moments with her eyes closed until Jake stepped up to her and put his hand up to her cheek. She opened her eyes immediately and smiled lightly then sat up and gently lifted the halo off of her head and handed it to Oberot. She rubbed her forehead for a moment then stood up and put her arms around Jake's neck and hugged him.

"I'm ok Jake. It's a little intense but beautiful. I can't begin to tell you how many languages I now know and almost all of the advanced technology installed on the Future makes complete sense now. You have to try this."

Laurel pulled back and looked up at the ring of wedges with only two lit.

"If that much information is delivered from only two crystals, I can hardy imagine how much information would have been delivered if all thirty or so wedges were lit." Laurel said.

"Many, many life times worth. Are you ready Jake?" Oberot said.

"Yes, I'm ready. Let's do this."

Jake sat in the seat and Oberot put the halo on his head and he leaned back and closed his eyes. Oberot dialed the intensity up just like he had for Laurel until Jake showed signs of neural stress then he turned it down slightly. In the end Jake wasn't able to absorb the information at nearly as high a level as Laurel but it was still being delivered at a substantially higher rate than usual. Oberot told everyone that it should take about eighteen minutes to complete.

Laurel suddenly realized that she now knew Hiram. Korica's thoughts would no longer seem alien to her and Laurel now had a sense of what her people were like. They were a strong driven and genuinely caring people. They cared about everyone in a profound way much like how Korica loved everyone around her. It wasn't just a characteristic of hers it was how all of her people felt about the rest of the galaxy. They truly loved all life in its many forms. It was obvious to Laurel now why the elder race was so interested in Korica's people. To her it sure explained Korica's sweet demeanor at the very least.

"Oberot, let me ask you something since we have some time?" Laurel said.

"Go ahead dear."

"Have you heard of people being able to move stuff with their mind?"

"Of course. You call it telekinesis?"

"That's right. Is it common among your people?"

"No it's not. It isn't unheard of but it is a very rare talent. Why do you ask?"

"I was able to move a salt shaker across a table without touching it. It simply lifted and flew into my hand."

"Incredible! You are able to manipulate an objects gravitational field."

"Gravity fields?"

"Sure. To move an object like that you are canceling out the normal gravity field of an object and creating an intense focused gravity field in your hand. You are able to manipulate localized gravity at a fundamental level."

"So I can probably move larger objects in the same manner?"

"With practice I don't see why not. You could even learn to manipulate the gravity field around something as large as say¦the Future. You could make it weigh nothing while in close proximity to a planet or even while sitting right next to the ground in the atmosphere of a planet."

"Come on, really?"

"Sure. It would take a great deal of concentration and a very strong mind but it's not impossible. You must use caution when exploring a gift like that though. You could cause great harm to a person by accident."

"Oh, how so?"

"Imagine creating an artificial gravity field inside someone's head and then compressing that field. You could literally crush a persons brain, or their internal organs or you could even break bones simply by creating opposing gravity fields at two different points along someone's arm or leg or spine."

"Yuck¦I would never do that. I don't want to hurt someone like that."

"Of course not. You are a sweetheart and don't want to hurt anyone but you could by accident. I am just saying to be very careful if you experiment with your ability."

"I'll be careful."

"You know, most folks that have your abilities also possess the ability to speed up or slowdown molecules in a localized region?"

"You're talking about pyrokinesis?"

"Yes, and what you would call cryokinesis."

"I've never heard of that one."

"That's the ability to make things very cold. You will probably find all kinds of abilities that your people don't have a name for."

"You think my children will have these abilities too?"

"It depends on the father, but I would say there's probably a pretty good chance they will if Jake is the father of your children. You will need to learn how to control your abilities so you can teach your children the same level of control if they are gifted."

"I see. I hadn't thought about that. I never knew I would have these abilities. I thought hearing others thoughts and sensing their feelings would be the extent of my abilities."

"You are obviously far more advanced than you know. Your species has far more potential than I even imagined. Would you consider donating your DNA for research?"

"My DNA? I don't know Oberot. I'm not sure I would be comfortable with that."

"I understand. It was just a thought. We have ways of bringing a baby to term without ever having a mother involved except to donate the initial genetic material."

"Are you talking about a test tube baby?"

"That's a cold term. We call it artificial gestation."

"No! Absolutely not! I didn't know you meant you wanted to¦I am not leaving one my offspring without a mother. That's just no going to happen. You want to create a Human¦elder race hybrid?"

"No. We are incompatible as a species. We would need a Human male donor to join with your DNA, preferably someone as advanced as you are, like Jake for example."

"I'm sorry, that's just to creepy. I'm not going to have one of my children created just for the sake of experimentation. Have other species done this before?"

"Oh yes, on many occasions. A loving family raises the offspring and they have in turn themselves donated DNA of their own for further research. Some of their traits are even integrated into our own genetic diversity."

"I'm just not at all comfortable with that Oberot."

"It's ok. Not everyone is comfortable with the idea of having children they will never know or that were not created in the traditional manner."

"Oberot," Mark queried. "This station? Is it capable of terra-forming an entire solar system? We were debating that on our initial approach when we got some very bizarre reading about the stars in this system and Altek itself."

"Yes. We are creating this solar system for a race whose planet is dying. Their solar system lost one of its larger stabilizing outer planets and their home world is now drifting out of the habitable zone in its orbit of their star. Their planet will only be able to support life for another fifty years or so."

"I thought as much¦well Laurel here did anyways. How on Earth do you go about creating an entire solar system?"

"Well, we didn't actually create the solar system. It was already on its way to creating itself. One star had already condensed and begun converting hydrogen into helium and the other star was only a few million years away from igniting its own nuclear furnace and all of the planets were beginning to coalesce. We simply stepped in and accelerated the process by several hundred million years. We condensed the enormous clouds of gas and rock into the planets in this system. Altek will be compressed further once soils and an atmosphere are introduced and then we will introduce a super heavy radioactive element to its core and start it spinning thus creating a self-generating biosphere with a protective electro magnetic field around it in order to have the affect of shielding it from the radiation of the nearby stars. We will then introduce the plant life and animal life from the dying planet and eventually we will transplant the entire population here."

"Incredible! And how long have you been working on this?"

"About ten years. It should only take us another five or six years to complete. We suspended work in light of your arrival. We cannot have any vessels approaching or departing the station when the terra-forming process is underway."

"Excuse me for saying this, but can't you just fix their planets orbit if you can virtually create a solar system?"

"No. Believe it or not this is the easier solution. A rouge planet strayed to close to one of the larger planets in their native system kicking the larger planet out of its stable orbit turning it into a rogue planet itself. The large planet has left their solar system all together and the rogue planet that caused this disruption is far too small to be a stabilizing force and there simply isn't enough material in their solar system to create a stabilizing planet of sufficient size in the time allotted before their planet would become uninhabitable. The only solution was to find a solar system in its infancy and manipulate its growth so to speak into a new solar system that meets their needs."

"That's incredible that your people can even do that."

"That is what this station was originally built for. It has been adapted into a research station but its primary purpose is artificial terra-forming of solar systems to save otherwise imperiled civilizations."

"And what does a civilization have to do to garner this kind of monumental effort to save them?"

"All members of the coalition of advanced races would get this same consideration if it were necessary to save them as a people and if it were requested of us."

"How many times have you had to do this?"

"Five in all, including the Altek system."

"That is so absurd to try and get my head around. You can create a new solar system for them and transplant everything they know to a new planet? Plants, animals, technology?"

"That's it in a nut shell. Luckily it does not happen very often. Finding a young solar system in the habitable zone of the galaxy and with the right conditions present for us to do this is extremely rare. Only one in a billion young solar systems will fit the criteria perfectly."

"Doesn't that suggest that this could be used in reverse? You folks could destroy a solar system with relative ease?"

"We would never ever do that. But yes, we could wipeout an entire solar system fairly quickly by focusing on the star itself. By introducing iron in large quantities to any star's core it would immediately become unstable and collapse then explode. That is why this station and its fundamental technology is a closely guarded secret. Anyone approaching this system whom we do not know or trust would simply find nothing here."

"Are you saying this station would become invisible?"

"No. That is an oversimplification of what would occur. The station simply would not be here when they arrived."

"I don't think I understand."

"It's probably for the best. It is not something I could explain easily nor would I want to discuss our best defense against unwanted company."

"Right. Sorry."

Just then the chair powered down and Jake slowly opened his eyes and stared straight ahead for a few moments before looking over at Oberot. Oberot stepped up to Jake and gently lifted the halo off of his head and asked him how he felt.

"That is the most incredible thing I have ever experienced¦" Jake looked at Laurel. "Ok the second most incredible thing I have ever experienced."

Laurel blushed noticeably and Mark didn't fail to notice the looks on their faces making him cover the big grin on his face with his hand. He knew exactly what Jake was thinking without having their little trick of hearing their thoughts. They really had it bad for each other and neither was very good at hiding it.

"Your turn Korica." Jake said as he stood up.

Jake stood up fast and had to hold the edge of the chair for a moment to catch his balance as all of the information continued to unwind into his subconscious mind.

"Take it easy Jake. The information is delivered in a compressed format if you will and it will take several hours to completely uncompress and you will experience dizzy flashes as it does so." Oberot said as he grabbed Jake's arm to help steady him.

"I'm ok. I just got up too fast with what is flooding into my mind."

Jake looked at Korica and in a flash he knew her language and he had a strong sense of her people much as Laurel had. He now understood why she was so sweet. She couldn't help it. It was just who she was as a Draximan. They were all incredibly kind and caring as a people; she was just particularly sweet and beautiful as a person. Jake grinned at her and addressed her in Hiram.

"I can now speak your language and I know your people. Your language is just as beautiful as you are."

Korica smiled big to hear her own language being spoken in such perfect syntax.

"Thank you Jake. Thank you for using my language. You sound like you have been speaking it all of your life." Korica said in Hiram.

"Are you ready Korica?" Oberot asked.

"Yah, I guess so. The last time I was in one of these I had a bad headache afterwards."

"I promise I won't do that to you. We will deliver the information very gently so there is no discomfort. The Hodong simply didn't know what they were doing."

Korica climbed up into the chair and slid back to a comfortable position and Oberot gently put the halo on her head and smiled at her.

"Now just relax honey. There won't be any pain, I promise you."

Oberot then stepped to the pedestal at the back of the chair and placed his palm on the center red crystal and pushed gently and the crystal began to glow, as did the green crystal at the center of the concentric circle of wedges. Korica closed her eyes and took a couple of deep rapid breaths then relaxed and began breathing normally. Oberot adjusted the chair just as he had with Laurel and Jake while watching Korica's neural stress levels on the display at the back of the room above the work console until she just started to show signs of neural stress and then he backed it down a little ways. Her face went from a furrowed brow and pained look to calm and restful and that was where Oberot left the settings.

Oberot stepped around to the others and told them it would be about thirty minutes with the settings so low but he wanted to take no chances with how young and delicate her mind was. Too much all at once could cause a psychotic break and he was taking no chances of that with Korica. Jake decided to ask Oberot what was being done about the Hodong problem.

"Oberot, have you guys already made a decision as to what to do about the Hodong?"

"Oh yes. They have already been dealt with. The first thing we did was to determine where they were hiding and we dispatched several cruisers to take them into custody. They were right where you left them and in pretty bad shape too. We took close to nine thousand of them into custody. We were also able to extract a great deal of information from their computer systems about where a good many of their prisoners had been taken after being sold. Efforts are underway to recover those girls as well as to take their captors into custody. As you had feared Laurel there were two other such stations in operation. We have sent our fastest ships to put a stop to their actions. They stumbled onto the chair of knowledge by pure dumb luck on their part. That station luckily kept very detailed records both in text format and visual records of every girl brought aboard. Every girl that was captured and¦there was a visual record of everything that occurred in the detention area. They are responsible for the abduction of close to seven thousand girls over the years. Four thousand of those were in the last year alone. They have been very busy since they found the chair of knowledge and got it to work for their purposes. It gave them a decisive way to pinpoint the youngest and most beautiful girls and some really wicked technology from some very advanced races."

Laurel looked like she was going to throw up. The thought of seven thousand girls that no one came to help made her feel absolutely ill. She bent over and put her hands on her knees and fought to keep her stomach from coming up. When she regained her composure she stood up and looked Oberot straight in the eyes.

"What is their punishment going to be?"

"They will be marooned on a habitable but unoccupied world without the benefit of any technology for the rest of their days. If they start to build any level of technological sophistication we will step in and remove it. They will be allowed to live but not flourish."

"And the men that bought and special ordered girls like our precious Korica here?"

"They will be turned over to the people they acted against to be judged by their own laws. All see forcible kidnapping and rape of a child as a particularly heinous act deserving of severe punishment. Some will undoubtedly be put to death and still others will have their minds wiped permanently and they will be put into harsh and unpleasant labor for the rest of their lives. They will not be allowed to remember their victory over one so innocent."

"And what of their stations? What will you do with the stations built by the Hodong?"

"They will be destroyed of course. We have a weapon that will leave absolutely no trace of the stations when we are finished with them."

"That sounds fitting I suppose."

"Within a few months the Hodong will cease to be anything but a bad memory that will fade out and disappear in time and we will make every effort to make reparations to the affected families where possible. Those girls who wish it will have the memories of what was done to them erased. They will simply have a gap of several months with nothing there. It is the best we can offer to these poor abused souls."

"You can really do that?"

"Yes. We have a piece of technology that seeks the most traumatic or disturbing memories and isolates and wipes out those memories. We have used this technology for victims of abuse for many years."

"Are you saying that stuff happens among your own people?"

"No. Not for millions of years. We have contact with others though that¦are less evolved socially and they do not see forcing themselves on others as a problem. In those cases we can eliminate the traumatic memories so one can get on with their lives."

"I see. So we could remove Korica's mental scars permanently?"

"Yes. If she so desires."

"I'll ask her. She is still haunted by what was done to her. I don't know the full extent of what was done to her seeing as she won't talk about it but there apparently was far more done to her than she ever told us."

Oberot looked at Korica lying in the chair so peacefully with her eyes closed with such an adorable little face. She looked so small and helpless.

"That poor thing. She is so young and innocent to be put through so much pain and suffering. She would have to relive the incidents of abuse in her memory so we could isolate the particular memories and remove them. Are you sure you want to put her through that? She has already begun the healing process on her own."

"I hadn't thought about that. No, I don't want her to have to relive that stuff again. Maybe we should just leave her alone and let her heal on her own. She seems very strong and very sweet for what she has been through."

"I hate to say it but I feel it would be best to leave her mind alone. The young mind is a very dynamic thing and it is easy to make changes that are irreversible and undesirable."

"Alright then just leave her alone. I love her to much to go fooling around and possibly do more harm than good."

The conversation then turned light and general in nature for the next fifteen minutes until the chair turned itself off having completed the imparting of its information into Korica's mind. Korica continued to lay for a few minutes with her eyes closed when Laurel got concerned and stepped up to her and knelt down on one knee and took her hand in hers.

Korica slowly opened her eyes and looked right at Laurel.

"Do I know you¦who are all of you people?"

Laurel's mouth fell open and she looked right at Oberot for a second then back at Korica.

"I'm just kidding Laurel. I feel fine." Korica said smiling big.

"Oh you little stinker! You scared the crap out of me!"

Laurel proceeded to tickle her and make her squirm and giggle for a few moments before she leaned in and hugged her. Laurel then lifted the halo off of her head and gently handed it to Oberot. Korica slid out of the seat and stood up only to put her hand up to her forehead just as the others had.

"That was pretty intense but nothing like what happened when the Hodong threw me into their chair. My head is swimming but there's no pain."

"I told you we wouldn't hurt you Korica." Oberot said.

"Thank you Oberot. I think I did learn a few new languages though it's hard to tell. There was already so many in there before." Korica said pointing to her temple.

"At the very least you will all be able to speak every language you will run across on the Farqua station. Gieria, will you escort them back to the Future please?"

Gieria stepped out of the shadows where she had been standing quietly leaning against the wall minding her own business and simply observing.

"Yes sir. It would be my pleasure. Thank you for choosing me as their escort by the way. It's an honor to serve the council in an official capacity."

"You are most welcome Gieria. Someone whispered in my ear that you were particularly nice to our guests on your last encounter and that you deserved the honor."

Gieria smiled big and waved everyone over toward the transport platform.

"I will see all of you tomorrow for the trial." Oberot said as he waved goodbye.

"Thank you Oberot." Korica said as she waved goodbye in return.

"You are welcome sweetheart. Remember to keep smiling. I want to see those pretty teeth of yours when you smile."

Korica offered him a big toothy genuine smile and then took Laurel's hand as they all departed for the transport platform on the other side of the room. As they all stepped up onto the platform and turned to face outward they saw Oberot and the two technicians watching them until Gieria touched one of the white dots on the map and a few seconds later in blue flash they disappeared. They then found themselves standing on a platform in the room with the blue walls and floors until Gieria touched the map again and they disappeared and found themselves in the room with orange walls and floors. Gieria then touched the new map and a few seconds later they all disappeared in a blue flash of light and then found themselves standing in the room with green floors and walls.

Gieria stepped down off of the platform and everyone followed her across the room and they all stepped right through the security barrier and they were now standing right behind the security checkpoint. The individuals manning the checkpoint only looked with passing interest as they were coming out of a secure area into a low security area. Gieria then led everyone down the passageway back into the large trading center. She then took a right turn down the rows of vendors. She led everyone to an area of open tables and had everyone take a seat while she stepped up to one of the vendors and had a brief exchange then came back and had a seat with everyone else.

"I know you folks are probably in a hurry to get back aboard the Future, but I really wanted to talk to you for a minute plus you really have to try the drinks I have ordered for us. I will of course pay for the drinks since this was my idea."

"The drinks don't contain any alcohol do they?" Mark asked.

"I don't know what that is?"

"Fermented fruit or grain that is distilled to produce a mind altering affect."

"Oh, no these are made from fresh fruit from two different worlds."

"Ok good. I don't want anything dangerous to be given to my crew. They are all minors and very important to me."

"I am aware of their youth and I would never recommend something dangerous or intoxicating."

"Actually we have a little free time Gieria." Laurel said. "What's on your mind?"

"Well, we seem to have established a good friendship so I was hoping I could be forward enough to ask you, as a friend, for an invite to your trial."

"You weren't invited?"

"No. I hold no position of any consequence so I was not invited. I would really like the experience of witnessing a trial. They do not occur very often and one is only invited by someone directly involved with the trial."

Just then the vendor Gieria had talked to approached with a tray with five thick looking pink drinks in tall slender glasses with wooden straws in them and a wedge of an orange piece of fruit hooked on the edge of each glass. She placed the tray on the table and set a drink in front of everyone and then handed Gieria a small data device, which she held up to her eye then she read the transaction details and touched a button approving the transaction. The vendor said, "thank you Gieria" in Heurenom and then went back to her booth.

"I would be honored to have you come to the trial." Laurel said. "Who do I need to inform that were invited by me personally as a friend?"

"You just did." Gieria said smiling and pointing to one of the sensor bubbles on the wall.

"Ah. So Eris is listening to us?"

"Actually she controls the hangar area and any traffic outside of the station. Jemin controls this portion of the station."

"Jemin? What a pretty name."

"Actually Jemin is a male." Gieria whispered knowing that she would still be heard.

"Oh, sorry Jemin. I meant no offense. Your name is still a beautiful one." Laurel said staring right into one of the dark sensor bubbles.

"So, try your drinks. You're going to love them. I come here all the time and have these."

Everyone picked up their glasses and took a sip from their straws. Everyone then smacked the thick liquid in their mouths to try and place the vibrant flavors.

"It reminds me of banana, strawberry, and¦maybe orange with a thin cold yogurt consistency. I like it. Thank you Gieria." Laurel said.

"You are welcome. I don't know what any of those things are that you just named but I know these are very good for your skin and digestive system."

"So, are you going to be coming to the banquette after the trial?" Laurel asked.

"I would love too but again I was not invited."

"Well, you are now. I would love to have you come to the banquette. If at all possible I would like to have you sit close to us. I won't know many of the people there and it would be comforting to have a friend sitting close by. Perhaps you could give us advice on what to eat and maybe what not eat."

"I would really like that. Thank you very much captain Kade¦Laurel."

"Do you have a date to escort you?"

"No, not really. I have a boyfriend but he is stationed on a security ship here at the station and he is currently out on patrol. He won't be back for several days."

"I'm sorry to hear that. It must be hard being apart for so long."

"We have gotten used to it. We have been seeing each other since I was eight so I have come to accept that I only get to be with him for a couple days at a time and then he will be gone for ten days at a time."

"Since you were eight? God!" Mark said.

"Mark that is sixteen for us." Jake said.

"Oh¦right. Sorry Gieria. I forgot that you age differently."

"You Humans age the equivalent of two years for every year we age."

"Incredible. We could only dream about living so long."

The five of them sat for close to an hour and enjoyed their drinks and talked about life aboard the station that began at age four for Gieria and how many different races she has met in her lifetime. But inevitably, Gieria finally told everyone that she really had to get to the meditation hall for her evening mediation and thanked Laurel again for inviting her to the trial and banquette.

Gieria then led everyone out to the control station for the Future boarding ramp and said her goodbyes and departed for her meditation session. As the four walked down the boarding ramp they stopped to look at the Angalon. It had evolved an even softer color to its skin and the lips were now completely smooth, a very light pink in color and supple looking. Every last wrinkle and crease in the skin had completely disappeared giving a smooth sleek look to the entire ship all the way to the tip of its tail. The four stood staring at her for sometime before Korica said what everyone was thinking.

"She's absolutely beautiful. What a difference from what it looked like when we went aboard to join with her."

The four then continued on their way to the Future. They transported up to the command deck and made their way to the mess hall to have lunch together. After lunch Mark went to make his rounds throughout the Future while the other three went to the bridge. Laurel took her seat and looked over the systems with a whole new perspective now that she had a fundamental understanding of almost all of the advanced hardware on the Future.

Laurel had Jake bring up the power readings on the Future and put them up on the main view screen at the front of the bridge. The power readings were near the top of all of the scales even sitting in the hangar at an idle. Laurel just shook her head and grinned a little. She knew they were going to have to rewrite some software coding in order to expand the top of the scales for full power runs. She also realized that now she knew exactly how to create an artificial singularity that could be used to either propel the Future into another region of space or to fling an enemy vessel into another sector of space with no way for them to get back.

Laurel immediately began rewriting the base coding for the power indicators and range scales. She also reconfigured the power readings to include a stress indicator for the hull. She was pretty sure the new reactor was going to cause some pretty significant vibrations when it was dialed up for maximum power. She was still experiencing occasional spells where it was hard to concentrate as new knowledge would un-spool into her conscious mind leaving her with a new understanding of the technologies installed on the Future.

Korica spent her time accessing the new data core to extract star mapping data that she would then add to the AI's permanent memory core. It was time consuming and tedious work but she knew it would be important later on to have the information in a place where it could be accessed quickly and locally instead of the way she was forced to do it. She too from time to time would feel a dizzy wave followed by new knowledge being realized that felt like it had always been there lying just under the surface waiting to be remembered.

Jake was spending his time trying to understand how the new propulsion controls were going to work. He felt like he had to learn the controls all over again. There would be vastly more power available to create the gravity well but now it would also be possible to create an artificial singularity for travel. He understood the fundamental principles but the dynamics of how that was actually going to work and the level of control that was going to necessary was a mystery to him. He too was experiencing the occasional dizzy feeling followed by a new level of understanding for what he was concentrating on. He was finding that every time he strained his mind to try and understand this new highly complex system he experienced a new flood of knowledge into his subconscious mind. It was helping to really understand the new equipment but it was leaving him feeling sick to his stomach at the same time. He felt like he was in an information overload all the time.

Jake ended up running several simulations so he could get used to the new controls that Laurel had developed and the new technology itself. Laurel had written new subroutines and base coding changes to all of the workstations on the bridge to allow for the new technology so everyone was finding they had to get to know to their old stations all over again. Everything was still there just in expanded capabilities and parameters. Laurel knew Mark was going to have the most trouble adapting since he had no new level of understanding of the new technologies and the sensors and scanners were far more sensitive and capable now. Laurel realized Korica was going to have to retrain him on his station as odd as that seemed. She was light years ahead of him in understanding how the new sensors and scanners worked and what they were truly capable of.

Just as they were all getting used to their minds blurring out then coming back with expanded knowledge, Mark stepped onto the bridge and immediately stepped up in front of Laurel with a strange looking square device that had some wires hanging out of it. He laid it up on Laurel's console very gently and looked her in the eyes when she was done examining it.

"It's a data miner. It was hooked into the secondary processor cross connect to the AI's main memory core. I don't know how long it's been there or who installed it because the sensors are still down in that section but it appears as though it hasn't been there very long. Someone was hoping to gain access to the main memory core remotely. We have a data thief at work."

"Son of a bitch! Did they get any data from the memory core?" Laurel asked.

"This thing has been mining data in small packets to small for the AI to detect, until it got greedy that is and tried to access the medical files and a red flag went off. It tried to access yours, mine, some kid in stasis section I, and Korica's before it was stopped. It seemed to be looking at random within the files but it was enough to alert the AI that it was being data mined."

"That really chaps my ass! We trusted these people and they repaid us by trying to steal sensitive information from us. Was anything transmitted in any way?"

"I honestly don't know yet. I'm not even completely sure how this damn thing works. All I know is there is a ton of data sitting on this thing right now that is waiting to be transmitted or downloaded if one plugged another data storage device into this thing."

"Will you work with the AI to try and determine who was in that section that could have put this thing there? And try and find out what frequency this thing operates on and see if there have been any transmissions at that frequency originating from the Future. I will contact Oberot myself and let him know what we have found. If I find out he is involved in any way, we are out of here. Trial or not we are freakin out of here."

"Before you do that let me do my investigation first. I could be wrong about how long this thing has been there. Oberot's people may be completely innocent. Just¦let's not let anger make us do something we are going to regret, like accusing the most advanced race in this part of the galaxy of being data thieves."

"Alright, conduct your investigation but keep me in the loop. I want to know as soon as you find out anything useful."

""Ok. I'll let you know cap. I'll be down the hall in the gun lab. I can take this thing apart there and maybe determine how it works and maybe even who made it."

Mark picked the device up very gently so as not to damage Laurel's control console or display screen and he departed with it in hand to go to the gun lab to begin his work. Laurel closed her eyes for a minute and tried to calm herself down. She was feeling very angry and betrayed at the moment but she knew Mark was right. They needed to gather convincing evidence before they confronted Oberot. If accusations were made that later turned out to be wrong, everything that they had worked so hard to earn would be lost. They would have given up a copy of their very essences for nothing.

Laurel finally got herself calmed down by telling herself that Oberot would never have anything to do with such behavior. She then made sure her mind was quieted so no one on the station would hear her thoughts and alert whoever was trying to mine data that the jig was up. Jake and Korica looked shocked but eventually looked at each other for a few moments but said nothing and just went back to work. The three worked until evening mealtime rolled around. Laurel had Mark paged to the mess hall so they could all eat together but he instead had the computer ask them all to come down to the gun lab.

All three logged off their stations and made their way down the corridor to the end where the gun lab was. They stepped into the room and Mark had a pile of strange looking components scattered all over the table. Laurel was aghast at the disassembled mess of components.

"Mark, how the hell are we going to present evidence if you are tearing our only evidence apart?" Laurel said as she stepped up to the table.

"Before you get to mad at me cap I think you should see what I found."

Mark had one component that looked like a printed circuit board with small silver square components on it. They resembled the integrated circuit chips like what used to be used on earth before myolinear crystals were found to be far superior in durability and unaffected by electromagnetic energy. Mark pulled a magnifying glass on an articulated spring arm out from the wall and maneuvered it right over the circuit board.

"You guys can read all kinds of languages from this galaxy right?"

Mark got up out of his chair and stepped aside so Laurel could get right over the device and look at it through the magnifier. There was tiny writing on some of the metal components. Laurel only had to look at it for a moment to recognize the writing.

"It's Tamarin. This is a product part number and capacity rating. This is a sixteen-haggle multi switch. Look guys."

Laurel stepped aside and let Jake and Korica take a look through the magnifier.

"What the heck is a sixteen haggle multi switch?" Mark asked.

"I have no idea. Looking at its placement in the circuit and the small size of the other components around it I would guess it means it is something like a sixteen volt isolated multi transistor canister. We used to use similar components during the days of silicon chips and metal can transistors."

"So you guys know who made this piece of shi¦sorry Korica and Laurel¦you know who made it?" Mark said.

"Well, we know who made this particular component. As far as who assembled the whole device and how it got on the Future, we are going to have to get some help with that." Laurel said.

"So you don't think it was Oberot or any of his people?"

"No. They have way more advanced technology at their disposal. They wouldn't bother with such low-grade electronics. They certainly wouldn't use something with such identifying marks on it if they were trying to sneak data out of our computer core."

"So what do you want me to do with this thing cap?"

"Uh¦leave it right where it is. Is the data still stored on it?"

"I guess so. I disassembled the casing but I haven't removed any of the major components yet."

"Don't. Just¦leave it like it is and I will have an electrostatic field erected around this room. When Oberot comes to get us in the morning I will show it to him and see what he thinks. He may recognize the technology and have some ideas about who would use it to mine data from an active computer core. I feel horrible for getting pissed at the elder race and Oberot in particular."

"You realize this suggests that we might have an intruder onboard?" Mark said.

Korica immediately stepped up next to Mark and grabbed a handful of his shirt at the waist and looked around the room as if she expected someone to jump out of the corner of the room.

"No! I don't¦you got to find em' Mark."

Korica sounded almost panicked and had a scared look on her face so Mark pulled her hand loose from his shirt and knelt down in front of her.

"Hay, take it easy honey. No one is going to get you. We aren't going to leave you alone for a moment until we get this sorted out ok?"

"I'm sorry for freaking out, I just don't like the idea that someone might be here without us knowing it."

"Laurel, maybe we shouldn't wait to contact Oberot. He could send some people over to help us search the ship."

Laurel looked down at Korica and realized he was right. Korica would never feel safe until there was a thorough search done.

"You're right. We shouldn't wait. Computer?"

"Yes Laurel?"

"Will you please contact Eris for me?"

"Right away. I will begin erecting the electro static field around the gun lab as soon as you four exit the compartment as well."

"Thank you."

With that the four of them departed for the bridge. As soon as they stepped onto the bridge the computer announced that Eris was on the line waiting for them and Laurel instructed the computer to open the channel.

"Captain Kade, What can I do for you?"

"Eris, we may have an intruder onboard. We found a device hooked into one of our secondary processor cross connect junctions to mine data from our main computer's memory core. It appears to have Tamarin components."

"Tamarin? Those people have been nothing but trouble for us. I will notify Oberot and I will send a sweep team over immediately. Have your sensors picked up anything unusual?"

"No, but the sensors are still down on several decks. We have been using alternate means to track movements on the ship but as far as I know nothing out of the ordinary has occurred and there certainly shouldn't have been anyone in the section where we found the device."

"I am sorry for your troubles. We will do everything in our power to help determine if there is someone onboard who shouldn't be."

"Thank you Eris. I really appreciate your help. This is a very big ship and it would take us a long time to search it completely from stem to stern."

"You are most welcome captain Kade. We have ways of detecting biological matter that you probably don't."

"Yuck! I hadn't thought about that. If someone has been here for an extended period they would have to relieve themselves eventually."

"Exactly."

"Thank you again Eris. We will remain on the command deck so as not to confuse any search parties readings if they are going to be using scanners."

"That's a good idea. I have already initiated a deep scan using the hangar scanners. I am only detecting you four on the bridge and sixty-two of our own people onboard. I will let you know when we complete our sweep."

The channel then closed from Eris's end. Laurel then stepped over to the sensor station and sat down and logged in and began a sensor search of her own. She found the same exact readings that Eris had reported about the number of souls onboard. Laurel was also detecting the scanning beam coming from the station penetrating the hull on multiple decks. After only a few minutes Laurel was detecting a flood of personnel arriving in the hangar and beginning to fan out all over the ship. Some were transporting to the forward sections and some were transporting deeper into the aft sections while still more people were proceeding into the passageways on foot.

Laurel opened the ship wide com channel and in Heurenom told the search crews to concentrate on the aft computer core bays and even directed a group of four to the sub processor compartment where the device was found. Laurel continued to watch their progress until she noticed a group of six individuals staging outside of a research lab in the aft quarters on deck three. They appeared to be preparing for an assault entry on the compartment by the way they were staging into two groups of three on each side of the doorway. Laurel watched as the group began to move in on the entrance when the AI interrupted her.

"Captain, I am detecting weapons fire in the aft section of deck three section two."

"Can you give me a visual?"

"No. The power has been cut to the sensors in that section. I am using the sensors from deck four to detect movement and energy readings¦more weapons fire. I would wager they have found our intruder."

Laurel continued to watch, as the six individuals seemed to be focusing on one corner of the compartment that appeared to be unoccupied. After a minute a new life sign appeared out of nowhere and it wasn't Human or Marquelian. Eris suddenly haled the Future and the AI put it straight through.

"Captain Kade, we have apprehended an intruder. He was using a device that rendered him undetectable to your sensors. He is being taken into custody as we speak."

"How the hell did he get onboard?"

"I don't know. We will interrogate him when he regains consciousness and his injuries are mended."

"Take him to the transport platform in the new computer core. Before you take him off the ship I want my chief of security to look at whatever gear he has with him. I need to know what he has been doing with the data he has been stealing. He may have some very sensitive material in his possession."

"I understand. That is exactly what I would do in your place."

"Thank you Eris. Future out."

Laurel then closed the channel.

"Mark get down there and see what he is carrying with him. Jake you go with him to translate any writings or if he wakes up I want you there to speak to him for Mark. I will stay here and keep Korica¦comfortable. I don't even want her close to him."

"Eye captain." Mark said.

Mark and Jake immediately headed for the transport compartment While Laurel and Korica continued to watch what was happening on deck three until the intruder was dragged up to deck four where the sensors were functioning. They could see a rather burly individual being dragged down the corridor by his shirt collar while four men followed with strange looking rifles pointed at him. He was dragged to a transport platform and taken to the new computer core just as Laurel had asked and then he was dragged off of the transport platform in the computer core and his head was dropped on the floor with a thud. The men then stepped back and another man threw a backpack of sorts on the unconscious man's chest and then they stepped back and waited for Mark and Jake to arrive.

When Mark and Jake stepped up onto the platform to transport to the new computer core Mark touched the white dot and it turned red and the message 'in use' appeared so they had to wait for the men to clear the transport platform in the computer core before they could transport down. After a few moments the dot turned green and the hum coming from behind the door that used to be the bathroom could be heard to increase in frequency and a couple seconds later they disappeared in a blue flash and then found themselves standing in the new computer core looking at a man lying in the floor with six individuals pointing their weapons at him.

As soon as they stepped down from the platform one of the men addressed them in Heurenom.

"There's your guy and that was everything he had with him."

"My chief of security here does not speak Heurenom, can you speak English for his sake?" Jake said in Heurenom.

"Sure, sorry I thought you all spoke our language now." The man said in perfect English.

"Mark here was unable to use the chair. Is this guy alive or did you kill him?"

"No, he's alive. We just stunned him. He was using a lethal weapon but we wanted him alive to interrogate him."

Mark stepped up to the unconscious man and dragged his bag off of his chest and opened it and began pulling out everything he had. There were dry food rations and water and some small handheld tools and a couple of electronic devices. One appeared to be a remote controller of some kind. Mark touched the face of the device that had a seven-inch square color display to it and it came to life but everything was in a language that Mark couldn't read.

"May I?" One of the men said putting his hand out recognizing that Mark couldn't read it.

"Sure." Mark said handing the device to him.

"Oh this isn't good. This is a remote transport recall and ship command initiator."

"Are you saying he has a ship close by that he can control with that thing?"

"I don't know how close it is but this would initiate a transport from off site and yes he could control his ship with this."

Mark knelt down and pulled out another device from the bag. This device was completely square and had no buttons of any kind on it. It only had a pigtail lead coming off of one corner. The device felt like it was made out of some kind of composite. It was heavy but it didn't feel like it was made out of metal. Mark looked the device over and then it dawned on him what it probably was. He guessed it was a data retrieval and storage device, like an external hard drive of sorts. He assumed the device he had torn apart up on the command deck would mine data until its memory was full and then this device would retrieve that data so more could be mined by the other device. Mark set the device down and looked in the bag again. He found a pistol that looked a lot like a revolver that would have been produced on Earth. He looked at the open end of the projectile compartments in the cylinder and could see that all of the rounds had been expended. He set the weapon down in the floor and looked in the bag again and to his surprise he found what appeared to be a personal data device, like an electronic journal. There was scribbling in a language Mark didn't recognize. He stood up and handed it to Jake.

"Can you read this?"

Jake looked at the writings and was able to read it immediately.

"Yah, I can read it¦sort of. This guys writing sucks. It's a journal of what he has been doing¦he transported onboard while we were in orbit around Altek. He was told about our defensive capabilities from the Hodong. He was trying to¦he wanted to sell our database. God! If he had managed to get this information off of the Future and sell it to someone with big enough guns we would have been dead meat. I guess he thought we were just going to drop the girls off and run. He didn't know we would be receiving upgrades to most of our major systems. When the sensors came back online in the section he was hiding in we would have detected him and he knew it. He was trapped. If he had tried to leave the Future the second he stepped off the ship he would have been discovered."

"We do not ordinarily refit an alien vessel with such advanced technologies. He had no way of knowing that you would be getting a heroes welcome or that you would become a member of the coalition of advanced races. This turd just picked the wrong vessel at the wrong time."

Mark and Jake looked at each other and laughed.

"You know what a turd is?"

"Yes. It's what this guy left all over the floor where we found him hiding. It is in fact how we found him. That device on his wrist is what kept him hidden but as soon as he crapped in the floor that material was no longer hidden. We assumed your vessel was self cleaning judging by how spotless the rest of your ship is so we just looked for foreign biological matter where there shouldn't be any. If you people were slobs, that wouldn't have worked."

"Look, we will be keeping this journal and the other electronics except for that remote control. I know you guys need that to find his ship but there is going to be sensitive information contained in these other devices that we would prefer not be in anyone else's possession." Mark said.

"That's fair enough."

"As far as our turd here, I could care less what you do with him."

"He will be spending the rest of his life doing hard labor somewhere very nasty for his transgressions against the Future and the Farqua station. You are in effect one of us after all."

Just then Oberot appeared on the transport platform. He looked very angry and Jake hoped he was not angry with the Future crew for disturbing him. Oberot stepped down from the transport platform and walked up to the unconscious man and looked at him for a moment.

"We have a Tamarin supreme chancellor. It appears he was alone though we will continue to search the ship until we are sure of that fact." The man Mark had been talking too said.

"These people have been nothing but a bother from the moment we met them. I hate to judge an entire people by the actions of a few renegade individuals but this is really getting annoying. You are the third vessel to be boarded like this. Luckily with the technology we have given you, this will not be possible in the future, once everything is up and running that is."

"So¦you're not mad at us for bugging you?" Jake said sheepishly.

"No, of course not young Jake. You will never be a bother to me. I don't care how mundane or serious the issue, you will always have my attention."

"Oh, thank you Oberot. This guy was data mining our main computer core and storing the information on this device here." Jake said pointing to the square device at Marks feet.

"Really? Do you know exactly what he was looking for?"

"It seems like everything. He even tried to access the medical records for myself, Korica, Laurel and some kid at random who is still in stasis. That is what alerted the AI to a possible intruder. Our medical records are well guarded and set to alert at the slightest hint of someone trying to access them."

Oberot's face ran noticeably pale for a moment. He realized that if this man was trying access Korica's records he must have been aware of Tamaric being destined to be her life mate and that was who Jake thought of as some kid at random who is still in stasis. It meant there was a purpose to the data beyond what anyone could see at the moment. It suggested that this Tamarin was monitoring conversations for a very long time and possibly knew what Oberot had discussed about future and past events. This man was now more than just an annoyance. He represented a real threat to the timeline if he opened his mouth to the wrong person or persons.

"Take this man to the detention block. I will interrogate him myself. I don't want anyone talking to him until I have a chance to probe his mind, is that understood?"

"Yes sir."

The men then dragged the man over to the transport platform and Mark handed them the backpack containing the man's rations and weapon along with the remote control. The search team then disappeared.

"So you are going to keep this man's possessions?" Oberot asked.

"Yes. He was keeping a journal while he was here. I have glanced far enough back to know he witnessed some¦private stuff. If I discover anything of interest to you guys I will let you know but for now we will be keeping these electronic devices." Jake said.

"That's fair enough. Just remember that he has been trapped here on limited rations for quite some time. Some of his entries could be hallucinatory fictions made up in his mind."

"Uh¦ok. His writing is sloppy but it doesn't sound that incoherent or delusional."

"I'm just saying to take it all with a grain of salt."

"Do you want to see the device he had connected to the secondary processor core?" Mark asked.

"Yes. I would like to know what to look for in the future."

The three then stepped up onto the transport platform and Jake touched the dot for the command deck. When they appeared in the transport compartment they stepped down and exited the room. When they got out into the corridor they saw Laurel and Korica standing in the corridor outside the bridge. They walked up to them and Jake immediately gave Laurel a warm hug as his stomach unknotted now that he was back in her presence. He then knelt down and took Korica's hand and looked up into her face.

"See, told you we would never let anyone get you. He is going to prison."

"Yah but how long was he here and what did he do or see while he was here?"

"Well, he kept a journal so we will go through it and see." Jake held up the journal.

Jake then stood back up and they all walked down the corridor to the gun lab. Once the electrostatic field dropped the door opened and they all stepped in. Mark pointed to the pile of disassembled components scattered about on the table and Oberot stepped up to the mess and looked over the components.

"Interesting. I've never seen a device configured quite like this before. Crude, but effective if not a little limited in its capacity. It looks like every time your secondary processor was used to access the main data core this thing would take a copy of the information being exchanged."

"So what about the access to the medical records?"

"I would propose that he initiated that data retrieval manually. If he hadn't done that I don't see how this device would have ever been detected if it were out of sight. It is self powered and insulated from the outside environment."

"So the new sensors would have found him but not this thing?"

"Pretty much. We know what to look for now though. This won't go unnoticed in the future. I would like to take this device off your hands if that's ok?"

"Oberot, this thing has data right out of our main computer's memory core. I'm not going let that kind of information out of our hands without knowing exactly what's on it." Laurel said.

"How about a compromise. I assume you have images of this thing before it was disassembled?"

"Yes. Of course."

"Would you send those images over to me at the station so I can have a record of what the device looks like as well as a detailed image of these internal components?"

"Absolutely. I would be glad to do that much. And thank you for giving us access to your station personnel to find that guy."

"You are welcome Laurel. I am sorry your privacy was invaded again. With your new capabilities this will be a thing of the past for you. No one will get through your shields and your new sensors will detect someone hiding in the manner that this individual was."

"That's reassuring. I just hope this guy didn't do anything but plug this data-mining device in. He could have carried out some real detrimental sabotage if he wanted and we would be none the wiser."

"If you want I can have a scanning crew go through the ship and check for anything out of place?"

Laurel put her hand up to her chin and rubbed it while thinking about it.

"You know what? I would appreciate that. This is a very big ship. It would take us forever to search it on our own. Just remember, I don't want anyone in the stasis ring or the personal quarters up here or the scanner relay compartment and the main computer core is still off limits."

"How do you know he did not enter those areas?"

"We will check those areas ourselves. If he had gone into the main computer core, he would be dead. It is an oxygen free vacuum environment so he would have suffocated or worse the second he stepped in there."

"Ok, I'll leave that to you then."

Everyone departed the room and headed back toward the transport compartment. Along the way Oberot decided to see if they were ready for the trial.

"Have you all decided what to wear for the trail and subsequent banquette?"

"Jake helped me pick out the most beautiful dress. I think you're going to like it Oberot." Korica said taking Jake's hand in hers with a big grin.

"That's wonderful. I can hardly wait to see you on it. What about the rest of you?"

"We are all going to wear our officers dress uniforms. It seems most appropriate since we are representing the Future and Earth." Laurel said.

"That's a great idea. I hope this little incident hasn't dissuaded you in any way."

"No, if anything it has only served to convince us that you have our best interests in your hearts. We truly feel like we are important and we belong among you."

"You are one of us now. You will be afforded all the rights and privileges that we would extend to one of our own vessels and its crew."

"Thank you. It means a lot to hear such an advanced race express that sentiment."

"So are you nervous at all about the trial?"

"A little. I just don't want to say anything dumb that could hurt our chances of getting the help we need." Laurel said.

"I don't think you are capable of doing that Laurel. You are incredibly intelligent. As long as you answer the councils questions honestly and completely you should be fine. What about you Korica?"

"I'm real nervous. I've never had to stand before a thousand people and represent an entire world before. A world that I barely know myself. I have spent my whole life in space. I just don't want to ruin things for the rest of Draxima."

"I don't really know what the council is going to ask you but I can tell you to just be yourself. You are an absolute sweetheart and the council will see that if you are honest and don't try and withhold anything from them at any time."

"I won't lie to them. That would just be wrong. I'll try and be myself."

"That's all anyone can ask of you. They are not going to try and trick you or ask you anything beyond your capability of answering even if you don't realize it."

They finally arrived at the transport compartment and they all stepped in and Oberot stepped up onto the transport platform.

"Just keep smiling. You are all among friends and we will never forget the sacrifice you have made for us and for the innocent of this galaxy. I will return in about five hours to escort you to the council chambers."

"Five hours?" Laurel said.

"Yes. It is the middle of the night on the station."

"Right. We will see you then Oberot." Laurel said.

Oberot then turned and touched the indicator for the lower hangar and a few seconds later he disappeared in a blue flash. The four stood looking at the transport platform until its base went dark and then they turned and headed for the mess hall to have dinner together.

When they got to the mess hall they ordered their meals and while they waited for them to arrive Jake read some of the journal entries aloud until he flipped back to the point where the Tamarin started referencing being in the room and overhearing a conversation about Korica's husband. Jake's mouth fell open as he read the entry in its entirety to himself. Everyone was looking at him as he read to himself. He sat staring at the journal for a moment before looking up and realizing he was being stared at.

"What? What does it say? You stopped reading out loud." Korica said.

"I¦Oberot was right. This guy is nuts. He was rambling on about nothing. He made some summations based on a fantasy or something."

"Can I read some of it?" Korica asked.

"I would rather you not. There are some graphic details in here."

"Huh, of what?"

"Just trust me honey. This guy is disturbed. I don't want you exposed to this kind of imagery."

"Imagery? Are you saying he had fantasies about us¦about me?"

"Not¦I don't want to go into detail. I want this thing locked up until we are done with the trial. There is stuff in here that could cause all kinds of problems for us. Please, no one ask what I am talking about, just take my word for it."

"Jake, you're scaring me." Laurel said.

"Look, he was all over the ship and he heard things we shouldn't be thinking about this close to the trail. Please, just trust my judgment on this. No one, including myself should read this thing any further until the trial is over."

"Alright. I do trust you Jake. We all do. If you say it's that bad then it must be ugly."

"Thank you. Let's just eat and then have a good workout so we can get some rest. We got a big day ahead of us in just a couple of hours."

Laurel had the computer send the image files of the data-mining device over to Eris so she could get it to Oberot and then they all had a good meal followed by a strenuous workout. When the girls departed to take their shower Jake asked Mark to take the electronic journal and stash it in his quarters since he couldn't read it anyway. He told him to keep it there and not to let anyone including Laurel look at it until after the trial. Mark still didn't understand but he agreed to do as he was asked without question.

When Laurel finally peaked her head in to tell the guys they were done Jake and Mark departed to take their showers. When they were done Jake made his way to his own quarters debating what he had read in the journal. He wished he hadn't read it at all. It hinted at hidden information that was already in his head and just buried somehow just below the surface. When he entered his quarters Laurel was brushing out Korica's hair as she always did after their shower. Korica looked up with a big smile, as did Laurel. As he stepped up to them he gave Laurel a peck on the lips and Korica a kiss on the top of the head. He then went and retrieved his clothes and stepped into the bathroom to get cleaned up.

When he came out the girls were both sitting on the edge of the bed talking and both were wearing their night gear shirts. Jake came over and sat down next to them.

"Are you going to be sleeping with us tonight honey?"

"No. I just got ready for bed here but I'm going to sleep in my own room. I know you two need your privacy."

"Don't be silly honey. You are welcome here anytime you want."

"I feel safe once I'm in my quarters with the door locked."

"I'll be right back Jake. I'm going to escort Korica down to her quarters." Laurel said.

"Ok."

Laurel and Korica then got up and headed down to Korica's quarters. Laurel stepped in and tucked Korica in and gave her a kiss on the forehead then returned to her own quarters. When she arrived Jake was already under the covers and he had the giant view screen on with a night vision view of Korica in her quarters. Jake was relieved to see Korica immediately settle down into her pillow and close her eyes.

"Are you checking up on our girl?" Laurel said.

"Yah. I love her so much Laurel. I really hope we can keep her safe after this. I hate the idea of voyeurs slinking around the ship watching what she is doing."

"Is that what you read in the journal that disturbed you so much"

"Kind of. We were all being watched when we least expected it."

"Well she is safe now."

"I know. Look at her, she looks so peaceful when she is sleeping."

Korica flopped from her side onto her back and pulled her covers up to the middle of her chest then took a deep breath and let it out then went completely still.

"Can you imagine how awful her life would have been if we hadn't of rescued her when we did?" Laurel asked.

"I don't even want to think about it. She is so gentle and so sweet. I hate the thought of someone hurting that poor girl. She just doesn't deserve that."

"Well she is very happy here with us. We did the right thing by letting her stay."

Jake leaned over and kissed Laurel on the cheek.

"I'm sure glad you fell in love with her from the moment you met her. She has been an absolute joy in our lives."

Laurel leaned over and slid the light control on the wall down to the sleeping position and Jake turned the view screen off and snuggled up close to Laurel's backside and they drifted off to sleep.

Everyone slept peacefully until 00:30 when the AI raised the lights slightly in Jake and Laurel's quarters and gently called out to them.

"Laurel¦Jake¦Oberot is on the line with your wakeup call."

Laurel sat up quickly and rubbed her eyes and cleared her throat.

"Go ahead and put him through." Laurel said in a low voice.

"Good morning Future crew. I hope you slept well, what little you were afforded."

"I always sleep good with Jake at my side Oberot¦sorry, I'm speaking before my mouth filter is awake."

"That's perfectly fine Laurel. That's actually a beautiful thing to say about your partner. I should tell you we found no evidence of any sabotage during our search last night. I think this guy was just an observer and a data thief."

"That's good news. I would hate to punch up our new reactor only to have it explode or something like that."

"That reactor's casing is virtually indestructible. He could have never set off a large enough explosion to cause any real damage to the reactor."

"I guess you guys would have thought of something like that huh?"

"A very long time ago. You are in no danger from that particular piece of technology."

"Good morning Oberot." Jake said as he sat up.

"Good morning Jake. You slept well too I hope?"

"I sure did. I share Laurel perspective. With her here I always sleep good."

"It's nice to hear such genuine young love. You two compliment each other well. You make an adorable couple too. You just¦look good together."

"Aren't you a sweetheart?" Laurel said as she swung her feet out of the bed and onto the floor.

"Look, I'm sorry I had to wake you two so early from your perspective but the council is set in their time schedule. They would not move the trial to the afternoon no matter how much I asked them too."

"That's ok Oberot. We are the guests, we can't expect over a thousand people to reorder their day just to accommodate us. That would be a little presumptuous of us."

"I'm glad you are so easy going and considerate of others. You get some food in your stomachs and I will send someone to escort you down in an hour or so."

"I thought you were going to come get us." Laurel said.

"I can if you really want me too but I have a great deal of prep work to oversee still. I was going to send a friendly face to escort you over."

"No, that's fine Oberot. I'm sorry I forget how much responsibility you must have on your shoulders all the time running something as complex as this station. We'll see you in the council chambers." Laurel said.

"Thank you for understanding Laurel. Goodbye."

With that the channel closed from Obeort's end. Jake then laid down on his side and put his hand on Laurel's back and stroked her back a few times.

"Should we check and see if the others are awake?" Jake said.

"Yah, the remote's on your side."

Jake grabbed the remote off the nightstand on his side of the bed and turned the view screen at the front of their quarters on and an image of Korica appeared. She was sitting up in her bed looking around obviously trying to wake up more before she stepped out of bed. Jake switched the audio and two-way visual on.

"Good morning sweetie. Are you doing ok?"

Korica looked around for moment trying to figure out where Jake's voice was coming from.

"Look at your com panel Korica."

Korica was now looking right at them.

"Hay, I didn't know you could do that. I can see you two. Good morning. Are you asking if my feelings are doing better?"

"Well that and I wanted to make sure you aren't still freaked out about our intruder?"

"Nah. I still don't like the idea of someone hiding on the ship when we didn't know it but Mark is right next door and no one can get into my room when I'm in here so I'm ok. My feelings are doing better too. They are pretty much back to where they were before we shared ourselves with each other the last time."

"Good girl. You're being so strong and mature for us. I can't tell you how proud I am of you. You continue to amaze me all the time."

"Thank you Jake. I'm trying my best to make all of you proud of me."

"You get dressed and we will meet you in the mess hall, ok?"

"Ok. I love you guys."

"We love you too Korica."

Jake then switched the view screen off so Korica could get dressed and cleaned up in privacy. Laurel stepped over to the com panel and haled the AI to make sure Mark was awake.

"I woke him up at the same time as you. He is getting dressed as we speak."

"Thank you."

"You are welcome Laurel. I have your uniforms ready. They are hanging on the wall in the bathroom."

"Cool. Thanks."

Laurel made her way into the bathroom to have a look at her uniform. There hanging on the wall were two bright white pressed uniforms that were identical except hers had a pair of pants and a skirt for her to choose from and hers had the black shoulder boards while Jake's had blue shoulder boards. She stood for a moment looking at the uniform and even stroked the jacket once before deciding she would wear the pants. The skirt just looked too uptight for her taste.

She turned and picked up her tooth brush and proceeded to brush her teeth and washed her mouth out then she brushed her hair and when she was done she looked at herself for a moment and realized she was going to need to curl her hair and style it slightly for the formal nature of the banquette. She also realized she was going to need a little makeup to achieve the look she had in mind.

Laurel stepped out when she was done and told Jake it was his turn to use the bathroom and to check out his uniform. While Laurel walked to the front of the room to retrieve her clothes Jake grabbed his and stepped into the bathroom and had his first look at his uniform. He touched the jacket, which was thick and looked like it might actually be hot depending on how warm the council chambers were. He was just glad he didn't have to wear the dress uniform all the time. It was very stately looking and he was pretty sure he was going to look really good in it but it looked very formal and heavy.

Jake got dressed in his normal ships outfit and then brushed his teeth and washed his mouth out then combed his hair out and then departed the bathroom. When he stepped out Laurel was dressed and waiting for him by the doorway leading out to the main corridor. He couldn't help but melt when he looked at her. She was just such a beautiful girl and he still could hardly believe that she was devoted to him.

"You look beautiful Laurel."

Laurel looked down at herself then back up at him with a puzzled look on her face.

"This is how I always look."

"I know." Jake said smiling.

"Awe. Aren't you sweet."

The two then engaged in a long kiss then departed for the mess hall. When they arrived Mark and Korica were already there waiting for them. Korica bolted out of her chair and came over and gave them both a big hug. While they were waiting for their meals to arrive Korica asked if they were still going to workout this morning.

"No, honey. We need to get ourselves ready for the day ahead of us. We just don't have enough time." Laurel said.

"Awe. That sucks."

Laurel chuckled at her.

"You really look forward to our workouts that much?"

"Yah. I like doing anything where we can all spend time together but the workouts are especially rewarding. I've never been more fit in my life and it's all because of the workouts."

"Well maybe tonight we can spend a little more time than usual working out, how's that sound?"

"I guess that'll do."

The four of them then went about eating their breakfast and then they all departed for their quarters to get ready. Laurel and Jake retrieved their uniforms from their hangars and Jake told Laurel to go ahead and use the bathroom since he knew she would need to do up her hair and what not. While Jake was getting dressed at one point he saw a servo drone come into their quarters with a tray containing what was unmistakably a curling wand and a case containing what he could only assume was makeup. The drone entered the bathroom with the tray and didn't come back out. He guessed it was assisting Laurel in whatever she was doing to get herself done up.

As Jake was slipping his shoes on he got a hale on the com panel from Korica. He stepped up to the com panel and opened the audio channel.

"What's the matter honey? You ok?"

"Jake can you come to my quarters and help me? The servo drones aren't able to help me right."

"Sure. I would be glad too. I'll be right there."

"Kay. Thanks."

Jake closed the channel and finished tying his shoes then made his way down to Korica's quarters. When he arrived he pressed the hale button on the com panel outside her quarters. After a moment the door slid open and Korica was standing in the middle of the room trying to zip the back of her dress up. How beautiful Korica looked stunned Jake and he found himself simply staring at her with his mouth partially open. Her hair was parted from the right and curled lightly along the front edges and all along the back. Her hair was pulled over to the left and her headband was keeping all but the curls hooked behind her ears and she had the most subtle and stunning makeup on. She had a soft pink lipstick on and she had a light sky blue eye shadow on her upper eyelids and her eyeliner just made her eyes seem to pop and she also had a light touch of soft blush on her cheeks with a little bit of glitter in it making her skin seem to glow. Korica looked up at him wondering why he was just standing there when she was holding her dress closed and trying desperately to reach the zipper in the back.

"Jake! I need some help. I can't get this damn zipper up and the servo drone kept hurting me."

"Sorry baby. I've just never¦I mean you look so¦you're absolutely stunning Korica."

Jake shook off his daze and stepped around behind Korica and knelt down and took the zipper end and tried to pull up but she was bending over slightly.

"You're going to have to stand up perfectly straight and suck your tummy in."

Korica pulled her shoulders back and stood up as straight as she could and took a breath then pulled her stomach in and Jake was able to pull the zipper all the way up. When he had it all the way up she let her stomach out against the firm smooth stomach panel of her dress and then she stroked it downward once while looking down at it. She then turned and looked at Jake and put her arms up as if to ask 'what do you think'. Jake stood up and took her whole appearance in. He was dumbfounded by just how gorgeous she was. He knew what the dress would like but not how beautiful it would be on her or how jaw dropping she would be with her hair styled and such perfectly toned and well placed makeup on.

"God baby! You look like a princess. I didn't know you would be so beautiful in this dress. And how did you get your hair and makeup so perfect?"

"The AI helped me. The servo drones can style a persons hair but can't pull up a zipper to save their lives without cutting you in half. And look at you Jake, I've never seen you look so handsome."

"You like it huh?"

"Yes, very much so. You look very dashing if that's the right word?"

"Yah, that's the right context for that word. Laurel is simply going to die when she sees you Korica."

"I really look that good? It feels kind of weird. It's hard to breath and this thing is heavy."

"You really look amazing honey. The pink and white was a good choice. You look simply radiant. I couldn't be more proud to be seen with you like this. You're always beautiful but I had no idea you could be so¦gorgeous. I didn't know your hair would hold a curl like that with how soft and fine it is."

"It took a bunch of something called hairspray to hold it like this."

"You make me feel underdressed to be with someone so beautiful."

"Awe. Thank you Jake. Will you help me with my shoes? I don't know if I can bend over to put them on."

"I would be honored to."

Jake grabbed her shoes off the bed and set them in the floor then bent over as she grabbed a handful of her dress and lifted her dress so he could see her feet. She had on ankle high white socks with a little red bow at the top edge on the side of each one. He grinned as he looked at the delicate little bows on her socks and he slipped first one shoe on and let her wiggle her foot into it then the other. She let her dress fall to its natural position and she held her arms up again.

"I think I'm ready."

"You look absolutely perfect honey."

Jake turned and held his elbow out and Korica hooked her hand on it with a smile and the two stepped out of her quarters and made their way to the common area where they found Mark sitting in his dress blue marine officers uniform. He immediately stood up when the two entered and he looked Korica up and down then Jake then he locked gazes with Korica with his mouth open. The two stepped right up to him and Mark bowed lightly to Korica then saluted Jake and he returned him a smart salute. Jake then looked at all the commendations on Mark's uniform and he was a little shocked by just how many there were. They went from just above his breast pocket almost all the way up to his shoulder.

"I never knew you had so many commendations Mark."

"Yah, I earned at least one every time I went on a mission though I am not allowed to discuss what I did to earn most of them. Needless to say in ten years you go on a lot of missions. Korica you are simply gorgeous honey. I had no idea we would be dinning with royalty tonight."

"Thank you Mark. You look very handsome too. I didn't know you would clean up so well."

"Nice! She's getting your sense of humor Jake. I don't know if that's such a good thing or not. Come here honey. Let me get a real good look at you."

Korica stepped up right in front of him and slowly spun around with her arms out then stopped so she was looking right up into his face.

"You're simply stunning Korica. Those colors are perfect on you. They look so soft and delicate yet eye catching."

"Thank you Mark."

Just then Jake heard Laurel coming down the corridor so he stepped out to get a look at her and he was stunned again at just how beautiful she was. Her hair was curled all along the front with a part in the middle and it was swept back. Her hair was also curled along the back edges and her white uniform just made her hair seem to glow and her brilliant blue eyes were striking in their color against her white jacket. She had on a light red lipstick and she had rouge on her cheeks making them seem to pop. She had a light blue eye shadow on and her eyes had eyeliner on only making her eyes stand out even more when she got closer. Her shoulders sat very squarely in her captain's jacket and the pants she chose just touched the top of her shoes making her look very commanding as Jake thought she would. As she got closer Jake couldn't help but grin form ear to ear.

"Hi babe. You look fantastic."

"Hi Jake. You look very handsome yourself. I wish I could dress you like this more often."

"Really? You like it that much?"

"Oh yah! It makes me want to say that's my man! Look all you want but don't touch."

"Wait till you get a load of Korica. You ready for this?"

"Yah, I resisted the temptation to look before. I wanted to be surprised."

Jake took her hand and they stepped around the corner into the common area and Laurel got her first glimpse of Korica. She gasped and put her hand up to her mouth and looked her up and down then had to fight hard not to cry. She was absolutely amazed at how gorgeous Korica was. She stood looking at her for a few moments and then had to fan her hand in front of her face to keep from crying. She was so proud of her little Korica. She was absolutely breathtaking to Laurel. Laurel leaned her head against Jake's shoulder and fought back the lump in her throat.

"Well, what do you think captain Laurel?" Korica asked with her hands up.

"Oh baby, you look simply amazing. You look so regal and¦stunning. You truly have a shocking beauty to you honey."

Laurel stepped up to her and that's when Mark saluted her so she straightened her back and returned his salute.

"Mark you look phenomenal in your dress uniform. I had no idea you were so highly decorated."

"Thank you captain. You look simply divine. I would follow a beautiful captain like you to the ends of the Earth. I wish all captains looked like you do. Being in the military might be a more pleasant experience if all captains were hot like you."

"Mark, geeze. I am your commanding officer you know."

"Begging the captains pardon, just making an honest observation mam."

"I'll let it slide lieutenant. Thank you for the compliment Mark."

"You're welcome Laurel. You really are stunning. Jake and I are the luckiest guys alive to have two such beautiful women at our sides."

Laurel looked back at Korica and smiled at her.

"Look captain Laurel I got the shoes to go with it."

Korica grabbed a handful of her dress and pulled it up so she could see her shoes with the delicate little pink bow on the top of them. Laurel could also see the little red bow on her socks and she grinned at her.

"You are absolutely adorable honey. I dare say you are hot as well. All the young men at the banquette are going have their eyes glued to you."

"I don't want to be stared at." Korica said as she let go of her dress.

"Honey when you're as beautiful as you are it is inevitable."

"Crap. I hadn't thought about that. I just wanted to look the prettiest I possibly could so you would be proud to be with me in such a public place."

Laurel reached down and patted one of her curls from underneath of it and looked her in the eyes.

"Korica, I am always proud to be with you in public. You are charming, sweet and adorable no matter how much makeup or fancy dress you put on. You just happen to be extremely gorgeous right now."

Just then the AI called out that their elder race escort was requesting permission to come aboard. Laurel told the AI to grant him or her permission and to have him or her transport up to the command deck. Mark put his cap on and all four made their way to the transport compartment. They stepped into the room just as Gieria appeared on the platform in a beautiful light blight blue strapless gown with her hair feathered back in the front and the rest of her hair was pulled up into a bun on the back of her head. She had on a tasteful touch of green eye shadow that matched her eye color and bright blush on her cheeks and she had on a bright red lipstick that somehow looked perfect for her complexion. Her dress was floor length and had flowing pleats and layers to it. She wasn't extremely well endowed but she had just enough cleavage to make her dress stand out in all the right places to make her look very sexy for her apparent age. Laurel knew she was 33 years old but she looked like she was only 15 or 16 years old making the dress understated but sexy enough to be appropriate.

"Gieria! I had no idea you would be our escort?" Laurel said stepping up to her and giving her a gentle hug.

"Someone told the supreme chancellor that you had invited me to the trial and banquette for the salvation of the innocent and that you wanted me seated at your side so¦"

"Well you look beautiful Gieria."

"Thank you. If I had known I was going to be going I would have saved up more currency to get something more formal but this was all I could afford on short notice."

"Are you kidding? You look fabulous. I think your dress is perfect."

"Awe, thank you. And look at you, you are absolutely beautiful Laurel and Jake is¦gorgeous. You have one heck of a man there Laurel. And look at Korica; you are absolutely breathtaking honey. You look like¦a royal daughter¦or even a princess, and lieutenant Tillman; I didn't know you could be so handsome. You all look incredible."

"Thank you Gieria. So you think Oberot will be pleased?"

"Oh, more than pleased. He will be thrilled with how you look."

"Well I am glad he sent you to escort us. It's nice to see a familiar face."

"Well thank you. I really like all of you as well. You have been nothing but nice to me. Come on. I have a transport waiting for us at the boarding ramp."

All four stepped up onto the transport platform and Gieria touched the indicator for the lower hangar, and a few seconds later they all disappeared in a blue flash and then found themselves standing in the hangar transport enclosure. Laurel stepped forward and pushed the transparent aluminum door open and they all made their way across the hangar to a craft waiting for them just outside the hangar opening. This hovercraft looked different than all of the others they had seen before. It was long with enough seating for at least ten people. It hovered twelve inches of the ground and had some obvious engines underneath it that were glowing a bright white color and there were curved sides made out of a polished metal that curved in a graceful arch from the bottom of the craft up to the chest of the occupants once they were seated and the top edge of the curved metal had what looked like blue florescent lights in slots along the entire top edge. The pilot sat in the middle of the front most bench seat and he had a myriad of controls right in front of him in a touch screen that was as thin as a sheet of paper but as bright as a light bulb lit control console. He was holding a control yoke that looked just like what would be in an airplane and he had two foot pedals down on the floor as well.

Gieria climbed into the front seat next to the pilot who ginned at her through his helmet visor as she climbed in and Laurel and Jake took the next seat together and then Korica and Mark climbed in the seat behind them. The pilot looked back through his tinted visor on his helmet and then looked forward and touched a button on his control console and the fixtures that looked like fluorescent lights began to glow brightly and an eerie orange glow could be seen rising out of the slots only to curve in and come together at the top where there was a bar that came from the back of the craft all the way to front of the craft where it made a steep curve down to the front of the craft where it met the frame right in front of the steering yoke. The orange glow got brighter then faded away and disappeared all together. Laurel decided to ask what that was.

"Gieria, what was that orange glow?"

"Go ahead, reach your hand out and touch it."

Laurel furrowed her brow and looked out at seemingly nothing. She gently reached out until she felt resistance and a gentle buzzing in her fingertips.

"It's a safety shield so no one will fall out and nothing will fall in on us either."

"Safety shield? Are you saying this thing flies?"

"Oh yah. There aren't any transporters close to the council chambers for security reason. This is the fastest way to get there. You're going to love this."

Gieria nodded to the pilot and the craft swung around and floated down the boarding ramp about fifty feet then stopped and began to rise up until it was only fifty feet from the enormous spinning hull of the Future. They then floated off the side and rose up along the side of the Future which everyone watched dropping down past them until it was below them and they swung back over the top of the Future and then began to rise very quickly giving a sickening heavy feeling in the stomach. Korica closed her eyes for a moment and grabbed Mark's hand firmly then opened her eyes again.

"You ok sweetie?"

"That didn't bother you?"

"Naw. I used to fly fighter jets and attack helicopters back on Earth and my attack rapier stored in the upper hangar pulls way more g's than that."

"Oh. Well I don't like it."

"Well you just hang on to me tight. I'm pretty sure this thing doesn't have inertial dampers like the Future does."

They moved out away from the walls of the docking bays and continued to rise at an astonishing rate then the pilot called out to the traffic control to request clearance to the special guest docking station for the council chambers. Everyone heard Eris's unmistakable voice granting him permission to make a straight out departure for the straight in approach to the special guest docking station and that there was no other reported traffic in his current flight path and then he was told to remain below seven hundred Teradyne.

"Gieria, what is a Teradyne?" Mark asked.

"It's a measurement of speed. It would be the equivalent to about one point one five five miles per hour per Teradyne."

"That's a knot. In aeronautical terms on earth that is almost exactly what a knot would be. You're telling me this thing can fly at the speed of sound?"

"There's no air in this part of the hangar so there is no sound."

"What! Why aren't we suffocating?"

Gieria reached up and tapped her finger against the shield making a tiny orange spot appear each time her fingertip touched the shield.

"Right, the shield. Sorry for asking stupid questions."

"That's quite alright lieutenant Tillman, I was equally puzzled by these things the first time I rode in one when I was a little girl. I was just sure I was going to be sucked out of my seat at any minute. I couldn't even keep my eyes open the first two times I rode in one."

"So this thing could fly in space?"

"Well¦you wouldn't suffocate and your blood wouldn't boil as the gasses came out of solution, but the cosmic radiation would kill you pretty quickly. I certainly wouldn't want to be in one of these in free space."

"So I assume these things can produce artificial gravity for the occupants?"

"Yes. There are gravity generators under all of the seats."

"You people really got some cool toys."

Gieria laughed and everyone went back to enjoying the amazing view as they drew up toward the middle and widest portion of the hangar space. They then turned to the left and began heading toward the artificial star then they banked to the right and began to orbit it at several hundred miles away. They continued on their banking turn for what seemed like an eternity to poor Korica who was not at all enjoying feeling all of the g's and gentle bobbling as thermal turbulence buffeted the craft slightly. Eventually they leveled off and began heading away from the artificial sun straight toward the opposite side of the hangar from the Future, which was now several hundred miles below and completely unrecognizable as anything but a tiny white dot on the lower Future if you knew what to look for sitting beside a flesh colored dot that was the Angalon.

As they continued their straight in approach Eris came over the com again announcing that the Herendon was making a parallel approach to the main docking station for the council chambers and advising the pilot not to deviate from his present course. Everyone except the pilot leaned out and looked down to see another much larger craft rising toward them from below and heading toward the docking station below their destination. Korica watched for a few moments then leaned back in and put her hand up to her stomach as she closed her eyes.

"You're not going to loose it are you honey?" Mark asked.

"No, not as long as I don't do that again. I was trying to find the Future and I suddenly got real dizzy and my stomach knotted up."

"That's called vertigo. You had your head hanging out where there is no artificial gravity and your inner ear didn't agree with what your eyes were seeing. Gieria said the artificial gravity generators were under the seats, I'm sure they only work on what is right on top of them."

"I don't care what you call it, I don't like it."

"You've lived your whole life in space and you've never experienced zero gravity?"

"Of course I have, but I wasn't looking down at a drop of several hundred miles when I experienced it. In space there is no up or down or anything."

"We are almost there honey. Just hold my hand and don't look down." Mark said smiling.

As they continued their approach the craft below them drew to within a couple hundred feet and assumed the same straight in approach. As they got closer they could start to make out people milling around the docking station just below where they were heading and they were all in very fancy dresses and what looked like disorganized tuxedoes with brightly colored collars and long contrasting colored tails. There were some individuals on the level they were approaching in white uniforms that looked like what Oberot and the other councilors wore but much fancier and they seemed to have side arms, which seemed very odd to Mark seeing as the whole station was one big high security area. As they drew even closer the craft began to slow making everyone feel negative g's for a few minutes until their speed was only around a hundred miles an hour. It seemed painfully slow with how enormous the station was as they drew closer to the docking station. Mark knew from his flight experience that approaching a giant curving surface made it feel like one was going much slower than they actually were and distance was hard to judge with a curved surface as well.

As they could just begin to make out just how wide the walkways were and how large the crowds were on the decks just below where they were approaching, the craft slowed even more and two flashing lights could be seen that acted as aiming points inside an enormous opening. The pilot guided the craft smooth and steadily right into the opening nodding at the platform security guards as they glided past them and came to a complete stop inside a fairly large room with several people standing around. The craft slowly spun around facing out into the main hangar and the doors began to scissor closed as the craft touched the floor with a light clack sound. The pilot then shut off the shield, which disappeared like a soap bubble popping just dissipating out into the room without making a sound.

Gieria stepped off of the craft and turned and waited for everyone else to make their exit. When everyone was standing right in front of her she turned and nodded to the others standing in the room and they stepped up to the group.

"This is where we part ways. Your handlers here will show you were to go."

"You're not going to be coming in with us?" Laurel asked sounding disappointed.

"Oh no. I will be in the gallery as an observer. You will be going into the participant section. My job was to get you to this point safely. Thank you for allowing me to experience this by the way. I can't tell you how honored I am to be able to call you folks my friends."

"We are the one's who are honored Gieria. You have been very nice to us and I am glad we are able to help you experience something that means this much to you."

"Thank you captain Kade. I will see you at the banquette afterwards."

Gieria then turned and one of the men standing behind her escorted her up a small ramp and they disappeared down a long passageway. The other six men approached the four of them and gestured toward a ramp on the other side of the hangar. One of the men started talking to Laurel in Heurenom as they walked down the passageway after walking up the small ramp in the hangar.

"So you are the famous Future crew? They told us you were a young crew but I had no idea you would be quite this young."

"Is that a problem?" Laurel said in Heurenom.

"Oh no, please don't take that as an insult captain Kade. I am simply surprised. As incredible as you are at your age the adults of your race must be absolutely amazing people. I am familiar with the people of Draxima and I know for a fact they are an amazing people and it has been a long time coming that one would be coming before us to formally request membership into the coalition of advanced races. I am not familiar with Humans however."

"I see. You know we aren't even from this galaxy right?"

"Laurel, what is he saying to you? Is he being respectful?" Mark asked.

"Yah, he's not being rude. He is simply surprised how young we are in person."

"Look, I heard the word Draxima so I know he is talking about Korica and I don't like it. Ask him to either speak English or shut up."

"Relax Mark. I'll tell him¦lieutenant Tillman here doesn't know Heurenom, he would like you to speak in English if possible."

"I apologize lieutenant. I thought all of you spoke our language." The man said in perfect English.

"It's alright, I just don't like being excluded from conversations about my crew."

"I completely understand. I was telling your captain here how amazing the people of Draxima are and so Korica must be as well and how I hope all Humans are as amazing as captain Kade. I didn't realize how young she would truly be which is amazing for what she is capable of. I know all three survived the new oni anquis tock be day oh and in the process created a remarkable vessel that I am going to have the honor of being stationed on when the shake down runs are complete. I have the rare honor of meeting the minds behind my ship in person. I don't know if you can possibly understand how humbling and remarkable that is."

"I had no idea you had that much admiration for my crew."

"I am going to be their crew in a manner of speaking. I am in complete awe of them. I feel truly honored to meet them in person like this."

Mark looked over at Laurel and simply shrugged his shoulders. The man led them down a winding passageway until it opened up into a foyer with high vaulted ceilings that reminded Laurel of a medieval gothic church. There were ornately detailed columns and pillars that were made out of a stone that looked just like white marble. The columns went from the floor all the way up to the ceiling that was at least thirty feet high and had intricately curved geometric and floral designs in it. Between two of the columns on each side of the opening were what looked like giant curved windows with a brightly lit beach with a lapping ocean and a bright blue sky with wispy clouds hanging in the sky out one window and out the window on the other side was a sun drenched forest of trees that looked just like pine trees from Earth with a grassy meadow between the window and the tree line. The bright sunlight was flooding the space with a bright warm light.

Everyone stopped and stared out the windows at the golden sand stretching some fifty feet down to the blue ocean lapping at the shore and the amazing vista of a beautiful forest out the other window gently swaying in a breeze that couldn't be felt. Laurel could only point at the window and look at the escorts.

"That's the Sharin forest and the beach at Forin point on our home world." One of the escorts said pointing to each window.

"That's the most amazing thing I've ever seen. It looks like we are actually looking outside."

"The sunlight is real, it's the sun in the middle of the station creating the sunlight but the beach and the forest are particle reconstructions of the real scenes from Marquel."

"Marquel? Is that the name of your home world? Is that where the elder race is from?"

The other escorts looked at the man with a stern look.

"I would ask you not to repeat that name. I didn't mean to say that. There are some very hostile species that would kill for that information. We are forbidden from mentioning the name of our home world for that very reason."

"I understand. We will keep it to ourselves."

"Thank you. You four may have a seat here and we will come get you when they are ready for you." He gestured to two long stone benches below each window.

All four stepped over to the bench below the window with a view of the beach and had a seat. The men then walked to the end of the room and opened one of the fifteen foot high double wooden doors that arched to a point at the top of them and four of them stepped in and the other two took up a position on each side of the doors facing into the giant space as the door quietly swung shut.

"I'm nervous captain Laurel. What if I say the wrong thing and screw this up for my people?"

"I know this is a lot of pressure for a young girl, but you're not just any young girl honey. You are a remarkable person with an incredible mind. You heard what Oberot said, you just have to be yourself and answer their questions honestly. I wish I could say something to put your mind at ease but I just don't know what these people truly want from us."

"I appreciate the fact that you think I am up to the task but I still wish they had picked someone else. Someone who knows how to speak to crowds or at least someone that is more educated than I am."

"Honey, you are a fully qualified ensign on a starship as complex as the Future. Please don't sell yourself short. You are more educated than the average person."

"I guess I hadn't thought about that."

"I think you're going to do just fine honey."

"Laurel, we should all make sure our minds are quieted. I can hear your whispers" Jake said.

"That's a really good idea. We don't want these guys picking us apart by what we are thinking."

All three closed their eyes and concentrated on the bubble surrounding them and then the sense of that bubble collapsing slowly until it shrank into their heads. All four of them then sat in silence waiting to be called in to appear before the council. It was another twenty minutes before one of the doors opened and one of the escorts came over to the group holding a round flat device with buttons along its periphery. He stepped up to them and knelt down and set the device down in the floor right in front of them and touched one of the buttons on the side of the device and a free floating three dimensional image of the council hall appeared in blue outline hanging three feet above the device.

"This is where you are going to enter the council hall from."

The man pointed to a walkway outlined leading in from the main entrance. He then touched another button and zoomed in to the platform they would be expected to stand on to appear before the council. The platform was a round platform in the middle of the space with a half round platform at one end that was a little higher than the main platform. The council members were arranged facing the platform in a half circle of concentric seats in levels that steadily rose from floor level up to a height of thirty feet and there were rows of seating positions sixty deep on each level. Each seat had a small table with a display screen built into it.

"You are going to walk down to the center of the room and step up onto the participant platform and stand until you are told to have a seat. There are four chairs waiting for you on the main platform but do not sit down until you are told to do so. There will be many people behind you in the shadows watching the proceedings. Please do not wave to anyone if you happen to see someone you recognize. It is considered rude to the council members to interact with the observers. You are here to see the council not the observers."

The man zoomed back out a little and pointed to an area off to the right side of the main platform.

"This area is reserved for anyone that is going to stand in witness for you."

"Is it just me or does that area look big enough for a pretty sizable crowd?" Laurel said.

"It is meant to accommodate well over a hundred individuals."

"We won't have anyone to stand in witness for us. We really don't know anyone in this galaxy." Laurel said.

"That's ok. I just want you to be aware of your surroundings so you wont be distracted into looking around. The observers will be in the balcony seats in concentric circles of seats surrounding the rear third of the council hall. They will be watching you from display screens in front of each seat that are fed live images from visual sensors right here at the front of the participant platform."

"Do you know how many observers there are going to be? Not that it really matters." Laurel asked.

"I don't know the precise numbers but I would guess several hundred. There will be thirty primary guests of members of the council who will be seated down on the main floor right here." He pointed to the area behind the main participant platform on the main level. "The rest of the guests and observers will be up here on the upper balcony levels."

"Ok, I think we have a pretty good idea of what to expect."

"You will each be asked to come up to the prospect's platform and the supreme chancellor will ask you questions on behalf of the entire council of a thousand souls." He said pointing to the half circle at the front of the participant platform. "Speak loud and clearly so you can be heard clearly by all. Answer their questions honestly and completely. If you are asked to leave the council hall, please exit the way came in without argument or question."

"I think we all understand. I truly hope we don't do or say anything that will result in us being asked to leave." Laurel said.

"Look, I know this can seem a little intimidating but just try and relax. You all look perfect and this is really only a formality to satisfy the curiosity of the council. Miss Korica Prentor and her people have already been accepted as members of the coalition of advanced races. The rest of you are also already tentative members until the crew of the Angalon can assess your people in person."

The man then reached down and touched one of the buttons on the side of the device and the image of the council chamber disappeared and he picked up the device and stood back up.

"It will only be a few minutes until they are ready. Good luck and thank you for all you have done for us and the people of this galaxy."

"Your welcome. Thank you for inviting us to participate in this trial." Laurel said.

The man smiled and bowed slightly then turned and walked back over to the double doors and stepped through one of them. It was another five minutes until the door opened and a man waved everyone over. They got up and Mark removed his cap and hooked it under his right arm as they all walked over to the doors. As they got closer both doors swung open and they were now staring down a descending isle that led to the participant platform in the middle of the gigantic white hall.

As they stepped through the doors everyone that was seated on the main level stood and faced them and the entire council chamber erupted in applause that lasted until they all reached the participants platform some fourty feet down the isle. As they stepped up onto the participants platform, which was a brilliant white in color it began to glow from beneath and an intense floodlight shown down onto them and the rest of the lights in the chambers lowered to a faint glow except for Oberot and Asaria's seats that were also bathed in bright light from an intense floodlight.

"Welcome friends." Oberot said. "Please stand fast, the platform is going to rise and I will ask you to step up to the prospect's platform and identify yourselves one at a time. Give us your name rank and current posting if you will."

With a slight shudder the entire platform began to gently rise into the air until it was about fifteen feet in the air and then it began to slowly rotate.

"Friends, guests, fellow council members, I give you the crew of the Future. The saviors of our young and those who put an end to the plundering and murderous Hodong once and for all." Oberot said in Heurenom.

Korica took Laurel and Mark's hands as the entire crowd seated everywhere rose to their feet and erupted in even louder applause than when they first entered the hall and a few even cheered for a full rotation of the platform. As the applause faded Oberot took his seat and started to call them up to the front platform.

"Laurel, please step forward and identify yourself." Oberot said in English.

Laurel let go of Korica's hand and gave her a grin then stepped forward up onto the prospect's platform and she could see a small oblong metallic device about the size of an American football with a dark round lens on the side of it floating right at her eye level and she assumed it was a remote camera of some kind so everyone could see them while the platform was rotating.

"I am lieutenant commander Laurel Kade, united Earth forces. I am from the planet Earth in the Milky Way galaxy. I am the captain of the Earth vessel Future."

"Jake, please step forward and identify yourself." Oberot said.

Jake straightened his back and stepped up right next to Laurel who then stepped back down off the prospect's platform.

"I am commander Jake Myers, united Earth forces. I am from the planet Earth in the Milky Way galaxy. I am the executive officer and second in command of the Earth vessel Future."

"Mark, please step forward and identify yourself." Oberot said.

Mark now stepped forward up onto the prospect's platform next to Jake who then stepped back onto the main platform next to Laurel who looked very calm in contrast to Korica who looked extremely nervous.

"I am lieutenant Mark Tillman, United States Marine Corps, special tactics division. I am from the planet Earth in the Milky Way galaxy. I am the chief of security for the Earth vessel Future."

"Korica, please step forward and identify yourself." Oberot said.

Korica then took a deep breath and let it out then stepped up right next to Mark and looked up at him and grinned as he winked at her and stepped back down to the main platform.

"I am junior ensign Korica Prentor, united Earth forces. I am from the planet Draxima in the Oberon galaxy, as my people know it to be called. I am an ensign in study for the bridge crew aboard the Earth vessel Future."

Korica then turned and stepped down and stood right next to Mark and took a deep breath and looked up at Mark.

"Was that ok?" She whispered.

"That was perfect." Mark whispered back.

"Please be seated and we will begin." Oberot said.

All four sat down on the chairs on the main platform and the platform slowly began to descend and rotate until they were facing the council members. The floodlights produced a reflective glow off of the bright white marble looking surfaces, which made all of the members of the council visible slightly. Laurel was dumbfounded when she realized she could make out the shape of their mantis friend sitting four rows back on the left from her prospective. When he noticed her gaze he lifted his arm slightly and waved from right to left confirming that it was indeed their friend who had been offered the olive branch of a visit aboard the Future. She realized her olive branch may have had a much more profound affect on their chances of winning over the council to get the help they need to get home than she ever thought possible.

Oberot was touching his display and Laurel assumed he was coordinating prearranged questions for the four of them. While he was doing that it gave them all a chance to look around the large crowd of council members. Some of them looked nothing like a Human or a Marquelian at all. Some had very pronounced cheekbones with their skin pulled tightly over them and still others had odd colored skin and eyes that looked very alien compared to what would be considered normal for a Human like species. It became quite clear that the traditional Human look was the exception not the rule when it comes to advanced races and all were accepted on their merit not their looks. There were even several members that appeared to be wearing respirators of some kind suggesting they did not breath oxygen or at least not at a level that would be considered breathable for the majority of the council members. When Oberot finished working with his display he looked up and smiled.

"Captain Kade, will you please come forward and face the council."

Laurel took a deep breath and got to her feet and stepped up to the prospects platform that began to glow brighter when she stepped up onto it.

"Hello Laurel. You look wonderful. How are you doing this morning?"

"Thank you Oberot. I'm doing quite well thank you."

"That's good. We will be conducting these proceedings in English out of respect for lieutenant Tillman. Everyone has been issued an electronic translator so all will know exactly what is being said. You will be speaking for your entire crew since you are the captain of the Future and therefore in command and responsible for their actions. Our questions will be crafted in a manner so you can answer any questions we have. Do you know exactly why you are here today?"

"Yes sir, I believe so. I have come before these good people to ask for help in getting back to our galaxy¦in our lifetime, and to answer for our actions in stopping the Hodong."

"You are also being considered for acceptance into the coalition of advanced races if your people so desire. You have exhibited all of the traits we seek in a truly advanced race and then some. Your sacrifice and bravery in rescuing our young from the clutches of the likes of the Hodong and the manner in which you performed that action is what we would like to discuss with you."

"I see. Well I would like to formally request membership into this coalition of advanced races on behalf of the people of Earth and I am ready to answer any questions you have."

"We will determine if that is in the best interest of the Humans of Earth and the council itself. Let's begin by examining your reason for assaulting the Hodong. Can you tell us why you thought it was in your best interest too take on the Hodong on your own?"

"They were bent on our destruction and my capture and we don't¦didn't know anyone else that could help us. If we had not acted as we did when we did there is a good chance they would have eventually found a weakness in our defenses and they would have exploited it to their advantage. I was able to glean an image of what the Hodong were doing and how they treated their captives. When I became aware of the number of young girls in their possession and what was being done to them, I made the decision not to leave them to the fate that I knew awaited them. The Hodong had to be stopped."

"We have all examined the record of what the Hodong did when they boarded the Future so I will not make you relive that aspect of your contact with the Hodong. I know it was unpleasant and almost resulted in your capture. I am sorry for your experience on a personal note."

"Thank you Oberot. If you have a record of what happened aboard the Future from our AI then you know we were assaulted more than once. We did not do anything to provoke the Hodong. They found out about us in the same manner as your people did. They used your unguarded technology against us. Without it they would have never discovered who we are and where we were and who I am in particular. In fact from what I understand I still have a rather sizable bounty on my head and the word has not reached all of the bounty hunters that the Hodong have been taken into custody."

"We are grateful for your actions in that device being destroyed by the way. We don't deny some responsibility in the Hodong plundering some advanced cultures due to their use of the chair of knowledge. When you assaulted the Hodong station, what were your orders?"

"I ordered no killing unless it absolutely couldn't be avoided. Revenge was not our motivation and I would not allow it to cloud our mission. We were to go in with all weapons set to stun and no unnecessary confrontations were to be initiated. We were to go in and free the girls from their cells and get out without engaging the enemy if at all possible."

"And do you know how many were killed during the assault?"

"Well, when we detonated an explosive device close enough to the station to disable their electronic capabilities, I would have to assume a number of individuals were lost when their air handlers went down and through secondary explosions. There was also a reactor breach that I would assume resulted in more individuals losing their lives but during our actual assault on the station there were only two individuals killed at our own hands."

"Are you sure about that?" Oberot looked her right in the eyes and bowed his head slightly.

Laurel closed her eyes and her heart ached as she saw Jake shooting the Hodong that was in the process of decapitating the girl for whom she didn't even have a name. The image of the girl's legs and lower torso slumping to the ground with no body attached to them flooded her mind. She swallowed hard and forced herself not to tear up.

"No, there was one of the girls lost. I¦I don't even know her name. One of the Hodong came out of nowhere and began to¦he was cutting the head off the girl right before our eyes for no reason and Jake¦killed them both to stop the Hodong and to end the girl's suffering. There was no chance of saving the girl and the Hodong could have slipped into a space we couldn't have reached him in, and he could have possibly deactivated the field holding the atmosphere in the hangar. He had to be stopped."

"Thank you for being honest with us. Her name was Meresha and she was from Brool. We learned of her name and fate from the debriefing with the girls when they were brought aboard this station. I needed to make sure you would be honest with us about everything that happened."

"I see. It was not our finest moment. I assure you it still weighs heavy on our hearts. We just wanted to help those poor girls get out of that horrible place and after everything they went through we¦" Laurel had to stop to swallow the lump in her throat.

"I know this is hard Laurel. Let's move on."

"Look, the silver lining in this whole ordeal is that we met Korica! She is the sweetest and smartest girl I have ever met. We love her with all our hearts and she has made all of the pain suffering somehow bearable because she is now a part of our lives."

"I know Laurel. Please don't take my questions as an attack on you personally. There is no question as to your love for Korica or how special she is. Your success at the new oni anquis tock be day oh has proven to us without question how much you three love each other and how talented Korica is even at her young age. Would you like to take a break and compose yourself?"

"No, I'm ok. I'm sorry for getting defensive. Please continue with your questions."

"Very well. Let us move on to another subject. There is some question among the council members as to whether your extraordinary abilities are the result of natural evolution or genetic intervention or manipulation on the part of your people."

"I actually had the same question run across my mind. I had the AI on the Future run a genetic profile on Jake and myself to look for any signs of manipulation or tampering of our genes. There are no signs of any tampering with our DNA. Our brains are eight percent larger than that of the average Human and we have an increased neural density that is rare but not unheard of and all of our advanced traits can be found in almost all of the Humans aboard the Future to one degree or another. Jake and I just have the perfect mix of all of those traits to give us the ability to do what we can do. We are a true representation what our species is evolving towards. In fact given how long we have been away from Earth our abilities may already be commonplace and in fact tame in comparison to what has evolved in the general population back on Earth. We have stopped praying on one another for the most part and love and tolerance are becoming much more common traits rather than hate and prejudice."

"I see. Would you be willing to share those results with us so we can confirm your AI's conclusions for ourselves?"

"If it puts your minds at ease, I will have a profile ran on every man woman and child on the Future and I will share the results with you. I will also release the profiles already performed on Jake and myself."

"That would be an incredible act of good will and it will go far to quell the questions in the minds of the council members."

"Then you shall have it. You have my word."

"Thank you captain Kade. Moving on. Is it your position that Humans are one of the most advanced races in the Milky Way galaxy?"

"No sir. Much of our experience with other races in the Milky Way has been hidden from the general public so I honestly can't say how we rate for advanced races in my own galaxy. We are indeed advanced, but I would have to assume there are far older and far more advanced races than the Humans of Earth elsewhere in the Milky Way."

"And do you believe we will receive a warm welcome if we journey to Earth?"

"If it is handled properly I believe so. If the Angalon just showed up in orbit and you tried to land at the doorstep of our leaders you might be perceived as an invading threat and I would have to assume you would meet a military response. The Angalon is like nothing my people could possibly imagine. It will take some careful negotiations and proof that I am the essence behind the Angalon as well as my¦as well as Jake and Korica."

Oberot then looked down as though he was thinking about something intently. When he looked back up he continued his questioning.

"Have you considered the implications of taking one of our galactic citizens into your care without permission and what it means for her to be in another galaxy for the rest of her life?"

"I actually hadn't thought about asking permission since her only known family is now gone. I have considered Korica's feelings carefully though, and exactly what she is giving up to stay with us. She has no one left to care for her. Her parents were murdered right in front of her and then the Hodong brutalized her in an unspeakable manner. The least I can do is offer her a loving family environment and a possible career that she has embraced with open arms. It is what she wants and I could never leave her behind. I know I am now responsible for her development and care for the rest of her life and I am up to the task. I will take good care of her. Just¦please don't take her away from us."

"We have no plans to do that Laurel. We just wanted to make sure you have considered carefully what her care is going to require of you."

"Oh, yes I realize having a child to raise at my age is a big responsibility but I am in a unique position to offer her an extraordinary life aboard a starship like the Future. I can provide for her education and she will have all the love she can possibly ever need or want."

"Look, this line of questioning is to determine her permanent custody. If Korica agrees and requests it, we are prepared to give permanent guardianship over her to you and Jake Myers. You have already shown all the proper levels of concern for her well being and you have demonstrated the fundamental ability to provide for her in a nurturing environment. We will give you the proper documentation so that no one can ever contest her custody. You will be her mother and father in our eyes. You also need to be aware that we will hold you responsible for her actions just as we would her biological parents."

"Oh, I see. We are ready to accept responsibility for her as you have outlined. We love her, I just couldn't imagine my life without her in it anymore."

"Do you have any experience raising gifted children?"

"No I do not. I am still trying to come to grips with the fact that I am one myself. We are learning from each other. I will have to deal with her abilities as they manifest and teach her how to control them as we go."

"Does that not concern you that you may not be equipped to give her the guidance she needs?"

"No, not at all. I¦we will adapt as needed. My mother is onboard the Future in stasis and she is an absolute genius, she will be able to offer good advice and help with raising Korica properly. Jake's father is also onboard the Future and he is extremely smart and can offer an experienced father's prospective, so I am not concerned whatsoever."

"Good answer Laurel. You don't claim to know it all and you are willing to accept help from those around you?"

"I need the help of those around me. I am smart but I would never be arrogant enough to think I know it all."

"As far as I am concerned the issue is resolved and the council seems to share my¦peace of mind that she is in good hands. Let's move on to the technology that has been installed on the Future. What do you plan on doing with the advanced technology at your disposal?"

"Well it is going to have to be closely guarded. I have seen first hand how advanced technology can be used for horrible purposes despite its original intended use. We will keep them a secret for the most part."

"You will not share it with less advanced species that you encounter?"

"Absolutely not. We will help less advanced species if we possibly can through the use of advanced technology, but we will not help them by giving them access to technology that could be dangerous or that might advance them unnaturally."

"I am relieved to hear you say that. It is one of our fundamental principals for imparting advance technology to our partner races."

"I understand the responsibility for the technology you have given us. You have given us some truly remarkable technology that will insure our safety and it will make things much easier for getting back to the Milky Way. We will not betray your trust in us to keep that technology safeguarded."

"One final question for you, do you have anyone to stand in witness to your character?"

"No, I'm sorry we do not. We really don't know anyone in this galaxy. We have not been here all that long."

"Actually you do. You have over a hundred character witnesses ready to testify as to your outstanding character."

Oberot touched his display and the lights came up and both of the double doors they entered through swung open and all 102 of the girls they rescued began to file into the council chambers very quietly and take up position in the large witness section off to their right. Laurel's mouth fell open as she realized the first five girls were wearing tiaras. They were in fact royalty and one of them was Cat and three of them were the stone-faced girls as Jake had come to call them. Now Cat's comment about Laurel's kindness would be repaid to her made sense. Her surprise at Laurel's willingness to climb into dangerous spaces to repair her ship also made complete sense now. The subdued greetings in the hangar when they were reunited with their families also now made complete sense. All of the girls were wearing some of the most beautiful flowing gowns in all different colors and styles and they all had their hair styled and brightly colored makeup could be discerned. Every one of them was absolutely stunning in how beautiful and proper they looked. Once all of the girls were standing and in position in the witness area, Cat stepped forward and faced a small floating camera drone just like the one floating in front of the prospects platform that Laurel had to face.

"These people have shown us genuine kindness and respect. The dignity they treated us with goes to show their own strength of character and moral superiority to those that would do us harm. I am honored to call Laurel, Jake, Mark, and Korica my friends. They truly treated us like¦family. I speak for all of us here when I say these people should be accepted into the coalition of advanced races without hesitation or reservation and if they need help getting home it is our duty and responsibility to give them whatever support is at our disposal to achieve that goal to repay their heroic deed in rescuing all of us from our captors."

Cat then stepped back and smiled big at the four of them.

"Thank you Catmanaliqueora. As you can see captain, you have made some powerful friends that are willing to witness for you and they seem to believe you are a fine group of people and I would tend to agree with their assessment and recommendations."

Oberot then lowered the lights and all of the girls sat down and faded into the shadows.

"I'm a little humbled by Cat's kind words. We love all the girls we rescued; they are all absolute sweethearts and behaved with complete dignity while in our care despite what they had been through. I¦we are honored to call them our friends as well. I simply treated them the way I would want to be treated given their ordeal. I wanted them to know there is good out here and not everyone they encounter will want to pray upon them. Some of us just want to love them for the kind, sweet and gentle souls they are."

"Thank you captain Kade. You have answered our questions honestly and completely. You have convinced us that you are bright, articulate and truly kind hearted. Your kind treatment of our young went way above and beyond what was required. The level of care both medically with healing their injuries and mentally with comforting and befriending these girls has proven you are to be trusted and you are what we look for in an advanced race. I would like to personally welcome you to the coalition of advanced races. It would normally require a conference and a vote as to your fitness and acceptance into the coalition of advanced races, however the entire council has already unanimously weighed in and they have decided that you and your gallant crew are to immediately be accepted as members. Of course permanent membership is still dependant on an evaluation of the rest of the Human race in person, which will be carried out by the Angalon and her crew, but in the mean time, welcome home. You are now one of us."

Oberot then gestured for all four to rise and the entire council chamber rose to their feet and erupted into loud applause and cheers. Laurel waved the other three up to the prospects platform and when they stepped up next to Laurel they bowed toward the camera and smiled. The four were forced to bow a couple more times as the applause didn't let up for a couple of minutes and it took Oberot raising his hand to actually get the crowds to quiet down and take their seats. Once the crowds quieted down Oberot told the four to take their seats. They all stepped back down onto the main participants platform and took a seat.

Laurel was just glad it was over and that she didn't trip over her words or say anything dumb or offensive to the council. She was glad they were in, but the decision to help them get home she knew would still need some deliberation in private on the part of the council. She was just nervous for what Korica was now going to be put through. She knew she would have to resist the temptation to come to her defense if the questions got hard on her. Oberot touched his display a few times then looked up and called on Korica to step forward.

"Ensign Korica Prentor, please come forward and face the council."

Korica took a deep breath and stood up and looked over at Mark.

"You can do this honey. Go get 'em." He whispered.

Korica grinned slightly and stepped up onto the prospects platform and stood looking at Oberot nervously.

"Good morning Korica. You look absolutely beautiful honey. I love your dress." Oberot said.

"Thank you Oberot. Jake helped me pick it out."

"Did he now? I love your hair too. You look so glamorous."

"Thank you." Korica blushed slightly making Oberot and Asaria just melt.

"Do you know why you are here today?"

"Yes sir. I am here to formally request membership into the coalition of advanced races on behalf of the people of Draxima and to ask for your help to get the Future back to the Milky Way galaxy."

"Very good honey. We will assess your people's readiness for acceptance into the coalition of advanced races based on your answers to our questions. Please answer completely and honestly ok?"

"Yes sir."

"First, let's talk about your permanent custody status. Do you truly understand what you are giving up to stay with the Future crew?"

"Yes sir, I do. I know I will never see any of my people again and I will never have children of my own. I am not compatible with Human physiology so I can never give birth to a Human child. If I want children I will have to adopt a child like captain Laurel and Jake are willing to do for me. I know I will always be seen as an alien to the Humans. I have no illusions that it won't be hard to fit in, but I will have the best parents a girl could ever have to help me find my place in Human society."

"And you're ok with those sacrifices?"

"Yes sir. I have thought about it very hard and I want to stay with Laurel and Jake. I love them and they truly love me. They have given me a home and a career. I am already twice as smart as I was when they met me. They treat me like an equal, not like some little kid. I am in the best physical condition I have ever been in too. I am truly happy and I know what I want out of life. I want Laurel and Jake as my parents and I want to be an officer on the Future."

"Very well. Let it be entered into the record this day. I hereby grant permanent and uncontestable custody of Korica Prentor to Laurel Kade and Jake Myers of the Earth vessel Future. We will supply you with the appropriate documentation as to this declaration. Congratulations sweetheart."

Korica smiled big and looked back at Laurel and Jake who were also smiling big. She then looked back at Oberot and he nodded.

"Go ahead sweetheart. Go give your parents a hug."

Korica smiled even bigger and made her way down to Laurel as quickly as she could without tripping over her dress. Laurel knelt down and gave her a tight hug and kissed the side of her head. There were cheers from the witness area and loud applause and even a couple of awe's as they embraced.

"I love you Korica. Thank you for accepting us as your parents." Laurel said.

"I love you too¦mom. Thank you for adopting me." Korica said.

Korica then leaned back and Laurel touched her cheek gently. Korica then stepped over to Jake who knelt down and hugged her just as tightly and rocked her slightly.

"I love you Korica. I will always love protect you honey."

"I love you too¦dad. I promise to always make you proud to be my dad."

Korica then leaned back as Jake got to his feet and Korica could see tears in Jake's eyes. Korica then stepped over to Mark and he embraced her in a warm hug as well.

"Congratulations honey. We are now officially a family. You deserve it Korica."

Korica then smiled big and took a deep breath and stepped back up onto the prospects platform.

"That was beautiful honey. You are a very lucky girl to have these three looking after you."

"Thank you Oberot. You have made me very happy."

"You are most welcome Korica. I would like to take a ten-minute recess to confer with the council. This trial is in recess for ten minutes. You may step out if you wish, we will call you back when we are ready to resume."

Oberot then touched his display and the lights all came up to full intensity and the room became noisy with conversation from the observers section. All four immediately stepped off of the participant's platform and made their way over to the witness section and greeted the girls. It was much easier to communicate with them since they now spoke all of their languages. There were many warm hugs and friendly greetings given. Korica was congratulated on her adoption being approved and she was given wide praise for her stunning appearance. She looked far different from the wiry haired naked girl that had been thrown into a cell with them.

Laurel asked Cat why she never said anything about being from a royal family as well as the other four girls wearing tiaras. Cat explained that it was forbidden to use her royal status to garner special treatment and in this situation it could have been deadly if the Hodong had discovered that they had a princess in their midst. Pieces would have been sent back to the families in trade for a ransom or they might have just been outright murdered to hide any evidence of crimes against a high family. Laurel could see the logic to keeping her royal identity a secret and understood adherence to royal edicts.

Mark even received warm hugs and comments form the English-speaking girls about how truly handsome he was in his dress uniform. He felt a little out of his element with so many beautiful girls all around him but they all looked familiar to him, like old friends and he was glad to see the girls looking so healthy and so happy. The transformation from the naked, trembling and skinny girls to these remarkably beautiful girls did his heart good. He was sure now that they had done the right thing by getting these girls to the elder race and back into their loving families.

After ten minutes of talking and hugging each other, there was a gentle triple bong heard and the lights lowered slightly indicated it was time to for the trial to resume so all four of the Future crew made their way back over to the participants platform and took their seats. Once they were seated and the murmurs quieted down the lights were once again dimmed down and the spotlights were brought back up. Oberot smiled at Korica and gestured for her to stand.

"Ensign Prentor please come forward and face the council."

Korica stepped up onto the prospects platform and stood up straight and prepared to answer their questions.

"I'm sorry for the interruption Korica. There were some questions being posed that I was not comfortable asking of you. I think we have an appropriate line of questions based your age and experience."

Korica furrowed her brow for a moment not knowing exactly how to take that. She couldn't figure what the other members could have wanted to know that was not appropriate. She figured in the end that it was probably best she not even know what they were going to ask her.

"Ok. I'll answer anything you ask of me if I can."

"Good girl. So let's discuss this transmitter that you three constructed to contact us. It's my understanding that you helped decipher the message that was sent to the Future?"

"Yes sir. I recognized the signal on one of the display screens on the bridge as being from the elder race. I was taught from an early age all about the elder race and the message that was sent to my people. It took almost thirty years for someone on Draxima to figure out how to decipher the message. All Draximan children are taught the cipher sequence as a matter of general learning and we are expected to memorize it incase we ever run across a similar signal in our lifetime, and that's exactly what happened though it wasn't exactly directed at me or my people."

"And so what did you do with the message after that?"

"Well, I had no idea how to transmit a reply. Captain Laurel recognized the signal as that of a brainwave and she came up with a way for all three of us to combine our brainwaves at a matching frequency and she built our chair to transmit at that frequency using the scanner emitters on the Future. It took all three of us together in order to get the signal strong enough and then it took my ability to send a burst of neural energy in a focused manner in order for the chair to engage the transmitter circuits. They couldn't have done it without me and I couldn't have done it without them. We had to work together. We had no idea that I would be able to connect us to the chair of knowledge at the same time. I thought you knew all of this Oberot?"

"Well, I do honey, but you revealed it to me in a private session while we were connected through the chairs so I need you to share it with everyone here."

"Oh, sorry."

"It's ok Korica. Please continue."

"Well, we still had trouble with transmitter overheating and even exploding once. Once captain Laurel was able to use the compression algorithms encoded in your message, and once my body adapted to the physical stress of the chair so it wouldn't stop my heart we were able to make the chair work safely."

"Whoa, whoa, whoa. Can you explain what you mean by once your body adapted so your heart wouldn't stop?"

"Yes sir. Sorry. When we first tried to use the chair the stress was so great on my body because I was not old enough or strong enough for that kind of neural exertion my heart stopped for almost a half a minute. It basically killed me. My body then went through an intense period of growth and change. Within a day or two my pulmonary and cardiovascular systems increased in size and strength by almost twenty five percent. The AI on the Future says I have the upper respiratory strength and capacity of a sixteen or seventeen year old athlete now."

"And is it common for your people to adapt like that? Practically overnight?"

"Yes sir it is. We can adapt to new physical stresses in a rapid manner to insure our survival. I remembered reading about it when I was younger but I didn't really know what it meant until I experienced it myself."

"I see. And so you mentioned that the first design was not successful?"

"Yes sir. The computer interface overheated and overloaded and then exploded. We almost gave up but we knew it was very important to contact the elder race to get help for the other girls. Captain Laurel redesigned the chair with a compression filter and an enormous heat sink and had giant cooling ducts installed in the room where the chair is. After that we were able to make the chair work in relative safety. Of course the new design is way more complicated than I could ever explain. I'm not as smart as captain Laurel. She figured it all out."

"So it was a collaborative effort?"

"Yes sir. I don't know if they would have figured out the original signal without my help and I would have never known how to reply to the message without their help."

"I see. So who was it that discovered your love was the answer to the signal strength?"

"Well, captain Laurel and Jake were teaching me how to focus my mind every time we practiced the deep sharing and we she started to find that the deeper we loved each other the stronger the signal got. I had to learn how to connect with their minds first then I had to learn how to release all my love for them in single hard push without sending it all over the place. I¦I fell in love with them in the process. I was feeling their feelings in my heart and it took me a while to realize I was feeling their feelings not my own¦does that even make any sense to you?"

"Yes honey it does. Love is a very powerful emotion, but it can also be very confusing for someone so young. Committing to the deep sharing with a paired couple is a dangerous thing for the very young and inexperienced."

"Well I'm not sorry and I'm not confused. They have shown me what it is like to truly be in love with another person at the deepest level possible. I may never experience that for myself now that I will not be with my own people so they have given me a rare glimpse at what it truly means to be in love. We were very close to being paired, the three of us when we performed the new oni anquis tock be day oh. I don't think it would have worked if we hadn't been that close to one another."

"I would have to agree honey. I am not saying you three did anything wrong. You have helped us to create a magnificent vessel. The three of you that are now part of the Angalon continue to grow even closer and love each other even deeper now that they are sharing one body."

"Do we really need to discuss such intimate details of our relationship?"

"I'm afraid so honey. It goes to show a fundamentally advanced understanding of the power of love."

"Ok."

"Can you tell us if all of your people have this ability to share themselves with one another as a general rule?"

"Yes they do. All of our women can share their feeling like I can and most of our men can to a lesser degree. This connecting of the minds is something we can all do as young as thirteen or fourteen years old but we can all sense what others are feeling from the time we are born. We feel what they are feeling like it is our own feelings and we radiate that back to those we love."

"So you would say it is unusual for someone your age to be engaging in the activities you have been?"

"Yes. We are discouraged from exploring our abilities until we are old enough to understand and control them. When I would hear an occasional word from my parents minds as a little girl they would tell me to just ignore it and that when I was old enough they would teach me how to listen to the thoughts of others, with their permission of course. I was told listening to others thoughts without permission is rude and should never be done."

"That is absolutely true. Let's move on to your intellect. How smart you are. Would you say you have average¦smarts for someone your age on Draxima?"

"My mother and father¦my biological mother and father, used to tell me I was smarter than most kids and that I was able to learn faster than most kids my age, but I really don't know if that is true since I have only met a couple of other people from Draxima and they were adults."

"So you really don't know what your people will do with the advanced technology we are ready to offer them or whether they will even be capable of understanding it?"

"I was raised my whole life in space away from my home world so I really can't tell you what most of my people are like. I can tell you though that my father's entire crew was very smart and very resourceful. If they are any indication of how smart my people are as a whole then they will be respectful and diligent with the technology you are ready to give them and they will understand it just fine and if not they can learn about it very quickly. I understand the technology, at a fundamental level anyway, that has been installed on the Future and I'm just a kid."

"Well stated honey! I guess the next question is if you have anyone to stand in witness for you?"

Korica looked down for a moment then back up at Oberot and Asaria.

"No sir, I do not."

"Actually you do honey."

Oberot touched his display and the lights in the witness area came up and one of the doors at the main entrance opened and Holon came strolling in wearing an all white flight suit with a white leather looking jacket on. The only thing missing was his enormous side arm that he usually wore. His beard and mustache were groomed neatly and his hair was now much shorter and his ponytail was gone. He looked very clean cut and very handsome to Korica who smiled big as soon as she saw him. Korica then noticed a flight patch on his arm that had a white shadow image of his ship on a blue background with a swooping green arc below it and very proximately in red letters in Heurenom were the words ' Korica Prentor Contract Line Carriers'. Korica could hardly believe her eyes. That is her name on his ship. There was an entire contract line in her name with Holon running it. She had to fight not to cry she was so honored.

"Holon Marshon, thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to stand witness for Korica and her people." Oberot said.

"Are you kidding, for Korica I would drop everything and come to her aid anytime anywhere?"

Oberot looked a little perturbed by Holon's loose candor.

"How long have you known Korica personally?"

"I have known her since she was just a little girl...at least five years if not more."

"And can you speak to her character and that of her people?"

"Yes sir I can. Korica has always been and absolute joy to be around. She is sweet, smart and look at her, she is an absolute heartbreaker with how beautiful she has turned out to be. She is always respectful, kind and courteous. It goes to show what fine parenting she had as a child. Her parents were good people and I will miss them terribly. They were good friends and excellent trading partners. I have had the pleasure of dealing with several cargo vessels and one passenger freighter from Draxima and all of the crews I have ever dealt with were all the same. They are extremely smart and very kind. They all showed an extreme level of respect and compassion and they all have this way of making you feel¦well like Korica does, you just feel warm inside to be in their presence. It makes it a pleasure to deal with them and they are always honest and upfront with their transactions. They can tell if someone is giving them a fair deal or if they are hiding something so to have them negotiating for you or with you gives you a distinct advantage. You folks need her kind in your coalition and I would recommend Korica and her people without hesitation."

"So you would call her a fair representation of what it is to be a Draximan?"

"Yah, I think so, but she is just a little smarter than most I think. She has an instinctive ability to learn that is beyond explanation. She can just look at a complex puzzle and figure it out in seconds. It's a little spooky if you ask me, though her parents were pretty damn smart just like her, there is no doubt where she got her smarts from."

"Thank you Holon. I appreciate your honest opinion and it will carry great weight for our decision."

"You're welcome supreme chancellor. May I respectfully ask permission to stay for the rest of the trial?"

"Permission granted. Have a seat with the girls."

"Thank you."

"Oberot how is it that Holon can speak English so fluently?" Korica asked.

"The same way you and your crew can speak well over a billion different languages. He needed the expanded linguistic abilities for the new contract line he has agreed to manage bearing your name."

"So that really is my name on his patch?"

"Yes it is. He is building three more ships just like the Marshon in order to fulfill the number of contract runs he is now responsible for."

"I'm glad to see he is prospering."

"Oh quite so. He is a dependable and very capable pilot. Enough about Holon, I would like to get back to you."

"Yes sir. Sorry."

"It's quite alright. I have a question as to your qualifications as a junior ensign. Maybe this is something captain Kade should answer. Captain Kade will you step forward again just for a moment?"

Laurel stood up and stepped up next to Korica on the prospects platform.

"Captain Kade, is it typical for officers your age to serve aboard starships in the Human fleets of Earth?"

"No sir. We are the youngest crew to ever qualify for and serve as a command crew."

"And how well did Korica do on her qualifying exams for her current position?"

"She scored a perfect one hundred percent on her ensign final exams. She is technically a full fledge ensign but she has to serve time in rank and complete her physical fitness tests before she can be promoted to a full ensign plus until now she wasn't a citizen of Earth. With your official recognition of her adoption by Jake and I she is now eligible to serve in the united Earth forces as an officer without any barriers."

"I see. Well I am glad we were able to remove one of her barriers to citizenship and officer status. So her age is not a barrier?"

"Well, the regulations speak to her qualifications and familiarity with her duty station as well as her score on the exams and time in rank. There is no actual regulation that one has to be a certain age as long as their peer reviews are favorable. Most children her age would simply never pass the initial entrance exams. They are unbelievably complex."

"And how have her peer reviews been so far?"

"Well, she has only had one so far, but she got excellent marks for adaptability and knowledge of her duty station as well as punctuality and an overwhelming sense of duty and respect for the chain of command. She is easy to work with and can be depended upon to carry out her tasks without to much questioning of orders. All in all she is doing excellent and seems to be enthusiastic about her job. She really likes working on the bridge and she is good at it. She has well above normal intellect, which is a huge advantage for her and frankly for me too. I really don't have to explain much to her beyond the basics."

"Thank you for discussing what I am sure is confidential information about her service record."

"You're welcome. It is confidential, but in this case I thought it important to divulge the information and I don't think she doesn't mind me sharing her performance review with you."

Korica looked up at Laurel with a puzzled look on her face.

"I didn't know you guys had to review me?" She whispered.

"Every Month honey." Laurel whispered back.

"So do you think your new status as her mother and father will influence your reviews of her work in the future?" Oberot continued.

"No sir. I have to be honest and unbiased no matter our relationship. If she performs poorly or does something wrong I have no choice but to report it and make it a permanent part of her record. Jake and Mark have the same responsibility to be honest and forthright with their reviews. Case in point, Jake had no choice but to report that I do not do well in a pressure suit working in space for long periods and in fact in one instance I lost my cool and panicked instead of following outlined procedure nearly resulting in my death. It doesn't look good to have that in a my record but he had to be honest despite our close relationship."

"I see. I fear I have treaded deeper than I intended to. I just wanted to establish if your ages were typical given your positions in the crew."

"It's quite alright Oberot. Our ages are not at all typical. As I said there is no regulation that specifies a specific age as being necessary though time in rank would imply that a certain age would be a natural result of having to serve in any one position for a specified period of time. As long as one can reach the controls and has a good understanding of those controls there is nothing stopping someone even younger than Korica from being an ensign for instance."

"So given the time in rank specification, how has someone as young as yourself and commander Myers made it to your respective ranks?"

"Given our extraordinary situation we were drafted and then field promoted to our current positions so that we could bring Mark out of stasis and he would not feel obligated to militarize the Future mission. We had to out rank him."

"So your mission is not military in nature?"

"No sir. We are in the United Earth Forces, which is a civilian operated corps. They are the ones who built the Future and they are the ones who operate it. Mark's particular training and skill sets are crucial in keeping us alive and proved absolutely invaluable in dealing with the Hodong threat and in getting the girls rescued successfully, but the military thinks and acts¦different than the civilian corps does. They might offer a more confrontational approach to a first contact situation that could prove undesirable for our overall mission. We need him right there in case a first contact goes badly and we need to offer a strategic military response but it is not necessarily a good idea to always have that posture."

"Well stated captain Kade. Thank you. You may take your seat."

Laurel nodded and step back down to her seat next to Jake.

"Korica do you have any questions for the council before we make our decision?"

"No sir, not really. I would just like to say, please don't¦don't judge my people by my lack of sophisticated speaking ability. I am only a kid and I did the best I can ok?"

"Korica honey you did fine. You spoke very eloquently and you were honest with us. We have taken your age into consideration with all of your responses and with all of our questions. I am personally proud of you honey. It took a lot of guts to come before us like this and speak on behalf of an entire race of people. The biggest thing is that we have detected no signs of deception or withholding of any information. You were yourself and that has carried more weight than you know. We can all see why you are serving with your parents here on the bridge crew. You are an extraordinary young lady and you have great potential within you and Laurel obviously sees that and is letting you express it to her advantage. You can go ahead and take your seat and we will deliberate for a few minutes ok?"

"Ok. Thank you Oberot."

"You're welcome sweetheart."

Oberot then gestured for her to take her seat next to mark. As she stepped down Mark could see the bead of sweat on her forehead and underneath her eyes. It was very apparent to him that this was nerve racking for her and she was working hard to be mature and answer their questions honestly. As she sat down Mark pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and handed it to her and she dabbed her forehead and under her nose and eyes as well as around her neck to remove the sweat then handed it back to him with a smile.

"Thank you Mark. How do you think I did?" She asked very quietly.

"You did excellent Korica. I think they all like you. They just had to get to know you like Oberot does." He fairly whispered back making her grin.

After only a few minutes of murmured conversation among the council members and a bit of communicating on their display screens Oberot sat back up straight and smiled at Korica letting her know her people were in.

"Korica Prentor, please step forward and face the council." Oberot said.

Korica got to her feet and stepped up to the prospects platform and crossed her hands in front of herself in nervous anticipation.

"Korica, it has been decided by unanimous vote that the people of Draxima are to be immediately accepted into the coalition of advanced races. Welcome home honey. You are now one of us."

Before Oberot could say anything else the entire council chamber erupted into loud applause and yelling cheers startling Korica into flinching. She then smiled big as Oberot waited for the applause to fade so he could finish what he was going to say. It actually took several minutes for the crowd to settle enough for Oberot to press on.

"Korica, you exhibit everything we look for in an advanced race. You are an excellent example of good parenting and good genes. You are incredibly smart and you have an excellent sense of nobility and love beyond all else. If the rest of your people are anything like you at all then we need and welcome your kind among us. We have been studying your people for quite sometime so we know we have made the right choice. I couldn't think of a better representative of your people than you honey. You did well. On a personal note, some of the council members have absolutely fallen in love with you and they wish they could have adopted you themselves."

There was laughter from the observation area at Oberot's comments.

"Ladies and gentleman, friends, guests, I give you our newest member races, the Humans of Earth and the people of Draxima!"

Oberot then touched his display and raised the lights in the entire council chambers and then all of the other members of the supreme council stood up and began applauding loudly and then he gestured for Laurel, Jake and Mark to step forward and as they did so the applause got even louder as the entire council chamber began to applaud and cheer. Laurel stepped up next to Korica and took her hand in hers and the four raised their hand to the crowd as the platform once again rose and began to rotate slowly. The crowds continued to give a standing ovation until the platform completed two full revolutions then settled back down gently. As the applause began to fade Oberot officially concluded the trial.

"This trial is here by concluded. Thank you all for coming and especially thank you to our witnesses for taking the time to come stand witness for their friends. The banquette for the salvation of the innocent will commence in two hours. I hope you can all attend. Thank you friends and good day to you."

With that the platform's under lighting went dark as did the intense spotlights from above and all of the doors to the council chambers were opened and the people slowly began to filter out. Korica immediately made her way over to the witness area and gave Holon a big hug and a kiss on the cheek.

"Thank you for standing witness for me Holon. It really means a lot to me what you said about my parents. I think what you said had a big influence on the council."

"Hay, I was just being honest with them. Look at you Korica. You are absolutely beautiful young one. I've never seen you all dolled up before. I think I like it. Your mom and dad would have been so proud."

"I wish they could have been here to see this. They would have spoke so much better than I did."

"Awe. They loved you Korica. You heard what the supreme chancellor said. They fell in love with you and wanted to take you home themselves."

"You don't think he just said that to make me feel good?"

"No. He doesn't operate like that. He wouldn't have said that unless it were true."

Korica then stepped beside Holon and had a good look at his flight patch. She then looked carefully at his flight jumpsuit.

"So you really started a company in my name?"

"I sure did. I hope that's ok?"

"I'm touched that you would use my name for your company."

"Well, the contracts under your name kept coming and when I checked on how many there were in total I was dumbfounded. I decided to take them all instead of just one hear or there. The elder race gave me a years advanced pay based on my performance of the last seven contract runs. I now have enough currency to have three more ships built to satisfy the contracts. And hay, one of them is going to be twice the size of the Marshon, they made me name her to keep the ships straight, guess what the name of that ship is going to be?"

"Oh god, you didn't name a ship after me too did you?"

"No, it's going to be called the Resa. It is going to be a luxury passenger freighter for hauling royalty and dignitaries as well as the average every day passenger."

"You named it after my mother? That's beautiful Holon. Thank you."

"You're welcome honey. It was a way to honor my friends lost. The ships will be ready within a day or so. These guys really don't screw around when they set themselves to a task."

"Yah I know. They refitted the Future with all kinds of advanced technology in days instead of weeks. We have some really cool stuff now. People like the Hodong just aren't going to be a problem for us anymore."

"That's good news. I have been worried about you guys. There are some really nasty species out there that do not negotiate just like the Hodong. They take what they want from unsuspecting ships and if they leave you crippled or kill you in the process they could care less. Some will blow you out of the sky just for wondering into their space without permission."

"We should be able to outrun most anything out there now. So is this your new uniforms for you crew?"

"Nah. This is a dress uniform for when we carry the important clients and for events like this trial. Our regular uniforms are blue and black but we all proudly carry your name on our arms. I can't thank you enough for getting us hooked up with these guys Korica. I don't know how you got your name on so many contracts but thank you for getting them to come to me for fulfillment. My crew and I are on our way to becoming very wealthy thanks to you."

"Apparently they feel an incredible debt of gratitude for what we did to help create the Angalon. The contracts are meant to help of my family if they can ever be found back on Draxima and all I said was that I wanted you to have first choice at piloting the contracts for how kind you have been to me and my parents. You earned their respect based on your own actions. If you had been a scoundrel they would have never approached you in the first place."

"Well the proceeds from the company are being split fifty fifty once I have our initial debt for the construction of the new ships paid off. Half of everything I make is going back into the company and thus to your family account. Your surviving family is going to be stinking rich if they are ever found."

"Thank you Holon. That is incredibly generous of you."

"I sure wish I could hire you guys to fly for me. I need some good pilots and so far the candidates are very raw. Not much seat time behind them if you know what I mean?"

"You know our mission Holon. We have to get to the Milky Way galaxy and complete the mission for which the Future was built in the first place."

"I know. I'm really going to miss you Korica. Somehow I always thought I would get to see you grow up into the incredible woman you were destined to be."

"Awe. I'm going to miss you too Holon. You've always treated me with respect and dignity, like I was family or something. You know you can always visit with the other me on the Angalon until they depart for Earth which Oberot said won't be for sometime?"

"Yah, how exactly does that work?"

"Well, there is an exact copy of us in that ship. It's a living ship. Just ask for a tour and when you step onboard call out my name and you will hear my voice. It is an exact copy of me so everything I know and feel is a part of her. She loves you just as much as I do cause it is me."

"Well, she is a magnificent looking ship. I saw it one day and it looked like a war machine and the next time I saw her it was¦beautiful and sleek. I can really just go on her and talk to you?"

"Yep. It won't be this me that you see standing in front of you, but it is me just the same. Captain Laurel and Jake are in there too. We share one body with three minds."

"You know, maybe I will get a tour. As a contract pilot for these guys they have a certain level of trust in me."

"I think I would like that¦the other me that is. She hasn't seen you in a while."

"How did the whole new oni anquis tock be day oh work anyway? I don't completely understand the whole thing."

"Well, we can't exactly go into detail, it was¦very intimate. I'll just leave it at that. We physically joined with the ship in the neural center of its brain and a copy of our essence was made and imbedded in its brain."

"Intimate? Are you saying you had to¦mate with that thing or something?"

"No! God Holon, no. It's actually even more intimate and pure than that. The three of us merged into one and then merged into the ship. It's a little hard to explain. I would rather not go into detail as to precisely what we had to do."

"Yah, it sounds¦complicated. I'm just glad you survived it. There was some talk around the station that you three might not survive the process and especially you Korica with how young you are."

"Yah, I had heard that. I'm glad I was able to prove everyone wrong. I'm not as delicate as everyone thought."

"Hay, I hate to interrupt but have you guys noticed that the council chambers are nearly empty but every member of the council is still seated and they are all talking about something?" Jake said.

"Yah, you're right. Everyone's left for the banquette so what are they up to?" Holon said.

"Excuse me for a minute. I'm going to go ask Oberot what's up." Jake said.

Jake walked back over to the participant's platform and stopped and looked at it for a second not sure if he needed to stand on it in order to address the council. Asaria noticed Jake's approach and touched Oberot's shoulder as he was turned around in his seat talking to the members seated directly behind him. Oberot looked at her then she pointed to Jake and so Oberot turned around in his seat so he was facing forward.

"Jake my boy. What can we do for you?"

"Do I need to stand on the platform to address you?"

"No. You are one of us now. You don't need any formalities for the council to recognize you. Come on up here and just speak your mind."

Jake stepped around the platform and walked up the incline to Oberot's seat and stood right in front of him and Asaria.

"I was just curious Oberot why you folks still seem to be deliberating despite the trial being concluded. I thought Korica and Humans alike were accepted? Is there still some debate over that?"

Oberot chuckled.

"No of course not. You are members of our coalition now. We are debating how to help you get back to the Milky Way. Now that you are a member of the coalition of advanced races as is Korica, we are obligated to help you as you requested. We are debating what is the best way to do that. Some want to give you a jump drive like what brought you to the Farqua station, but it would require a significant number of jumps to get you back to your own galaxy and if something went wrong with the jump drive you could end up in deep space with a broken piece of hardware that you would have no way of fixing, plus the jump drive is a piece of technology we don't exactly want to have floating around another galaxy. Some of us have proposed a permanent stasis that would stop the aging process all together and then we could send you to your own galaxy at whatever speed the Future could muster on her own. That would likely take several thousand years but you would not age a single minute, but the Future could breakdown and would require intervention to repair her or she might not survive that long at all given her current age. Still others of us want to elicit the help of some much older races in our galaxy that have a means for getting you home virtually instantly but they are not exactly friendly to us lower life forms and they have a tendency to experiment with time as they see fit, which could lead to all kinds of strange paradoxes if they chose the wrong time to send you to and we forbid the manipulation of time for our member races. As you can see we have to hash this out amongst ourselves. Rest assured one way or the other we will be helping you. We just haven't reached a consensus on how yet."

"Well I'm sorry for disturbing you guys¦and gals. Should we stick around for your decision?"

"You can if you like, though it could be a while."

"Well, will we need to come back before the council in these chambers?"

"Not particularly. I can just come find you and let you know what we have decided to do."

"Ok. Thank you all for accepting us and for agreeing to help us." Jake said looking up into the very large crowd of council members.

"You are welcome Jake. And thank you, all four of you for all that you have done for us and our coalition friends and their families. You just can't imagine how grateful those families that had their little girls brought back to them safely and healed of their injuries are. You folks are heroes and will be treated as such."

"We did what any advanced race should do given the opportunity."

"Here, here. You go enjoy yourselves. We will all meet you at the banquette for the salvation of the innocent."

Jake smiled and turned and headed back down the incline to the main floor and joined the others. They all then headed back out of the council chambers into the brightly lit foyer. Korica stopped so she could look out the windows at the amazing artificial vistas being created from actual scenes on Marquel. After gazing at the forest and beach for a time Korica turned to Holon.

"Holon are you coming to the banquette with us?"

"I really got to get back to work Korica. I have a lot of cargo that is waiting to be hauled and I have agreed to take everything available on the Korica Prentor contract line. I have to meet the deadlines or my reputation for on time performance will be shot."

"Oooh. All right. Well you take care of yourself Holon and thank you again for standing in witness for me."

Holon knelt down and gave Korica a hug.

"You are welcome honey. You look gorgeous by the way. You have grown into one fine young lady. I just can't tell you how proud I am to see you looking so fit."

Holon then stood up and stepped right up to Laurel and Jake.

"Thank you for adopting my little Korica there. You take good care of her. She really means the world to me and I am glad to see her end up in the loving care of a solid couple like you two."

"We will take excellent care of her Holon. She is our little girl now. We will raise her properly I promise."

Holon smiled and nodded then stepped up to Mark and took his hand and shook it while looking over his uniform.

"And you good sir look like you have seen a battle or two. You take care of our little crew here. Don't let anyone screw with them huh?"

"You can count on it sir. These three are like my little brother and little sisters. No body messes with my crew without the United States Marine corps inflicting a world of hurt on them. Just ask the Hodong what happens when you threaten my crew. Those that are still alive will tell you it's a really bad idea."

"Nice!" Holon said smiling.

Holon turned to look at Korica again and she had taken up a position standing right in front of Laurel leaning back against her and Laurel had her hands down in front of Korica on her stomach and Korica was holding onto her hands and Jake was standing right next Laurel with his arm touching hers. Holon just melted. He had never seen anything so beautiful and so sweet. They just looked like a perfect family together.

"Can you guys stand just like that for a second? Lieutenant will you please stand behind them as well?"

Holon then pulled a round device out of his jacket pocket and turned it on as Mark put his cap on and stood right behind the three at attention. Holon then pointed his device at the four for a few moments as they smiled warmly and he then thanked them. He stepped up to them and turned the device flat in his hand and touched the side of the device and a three dimensional color image of the four appeared floating above the device in mid air. Laurel couldn't help but think they looked wonderful and Korica looked very comfortable and very happy and she was absolutely gorgeous in her pink and white dress with her hair done the way it is. It made the perfect keepsake image of her.

"Thank you guys. I am going to treasure this image. Hay, you want to see Our Korica at age five?"

"Oh, I would really like that." Laurel said.

Holon touched the side of the device again and several different images of different planets and several different people appeared then disappeared until an image of a much smaller and chubby cheeked Korica appeared. She was in a one piece green overall that was tight fitting with brass looking buttons holding the shoulder straps on her little frame. Korica was smiling for a moment and then she waved and then she blew a kiss then the image cycled over again.

"Oooh. She's adorable. Look how cute she was." Laurel said smiling.

"If you want I have a bunch of still images and several moving images of her and her parents, I will send them over to your ship if you want?"

"Oh Holon, that would be wonderful. We have only known Korica like she is now, we would love to have images of her when she was younger. It would be nice to have some images of her parents for her sake as well."

"Consider it done. I got to get going. You four have a good time at this banquette."

"Thanks Holon. Take care." Korica said.

They stood and watched as Holon disappeared down the passageway toward the hangar with his escort walking beside him.

"So it's true, you have always been a heartbreaker. You were even beautiful at five years old." Jake said making her blush.

"Things were a lot simpler back then. My biggest worry was what book my mother was going to read to me when I went to sleep."

"She read you bedtime stories?" Laurel asked looking down at her face.

"Either her or my father always did. Every time I went to bed."

"I'm sorry, I had no idea they were that devoted to you. You want us to start doing that now that we are your mom and dad?"

Korica pulled forward and turned and looked right at her.

"You would really be willing to do that for me?"

"Are you kidding? We would be honored. You're our daughter now. Anything we can do to make you feel at home with us would be our pleasure. I would welcome the bonding experience of reading to you."

"I think I would like that. I read by myself anyways most nights before I go to sleep just because I like reading but it would be nice to have you guys read to me."

"Well then that's what we will do. We will tuck you in and then read to you. We can even read to you in Hiram now."

"That's right, you can speak and read my language now."

"So should we head to this banquette now?" Mark asked.

"Well, it doesn't start for another hour or two but I guess we can go ahead and go and visit with the girls for a while. It's pretty cool that we can now speak all of their languages. We can finally tell them the things we could only convey through feelings before." Laurel said.

Jake turned to their escorts standing some fifteen feet away and he addressed them in Heurenom.

"Can you please take us to the banquette now?"

"I would be glad to. Follow us."

The three escorts led them into the passageway leading back to the hangar where the transport they arrived on was still sitting. They were then led across the hangar and down several passageways until it opened up into another brightly lit foyer that had sun lit scenes just like the one outside the council chambers but these windows had a scene of a calm lake with a small stand of trees out one window that looked like a chilly glacier lake in the mountains somewhere and out the other window was a giant waterfall that was at least fifty feet high with a thickly wooded forest at the top and there was a plunge pool at the bottom with a gentle rainbow being cast in the mist broiling up from it and the pool led to a gently flowing stream that led toward the window then took a sharp bend and disappeared out of sight behind a grass covered hill.

The escorts stepped up to the big double wooden doors and pushed them open. They then found themselves staring into an enormous banquette hall with big square tables scattered about and in the middle of the gigantic space was an omega sign shaped table with a fancy white table cloth covering its entire surface and there were hundreds of seats around its outer curving edge. There were strange flower arrangements every twenty feet and there were place settings at each seat many of which were already occupied. They stood looking at the high arched ceiling that looked like it was gilded in gold with ornately detailed columns and fresco's in the highest open curved sections. There was light flooding into the space from around the edges of the fresco's making the images depicted seemingly glow. There were huge ornate chandeliers with dazzling crystals hanging from each arm suspended on chains all throughout the space further casting a gentle but bright light all throughout the space. The walls were a royal blue color with gold borders in what looked like columns bordering each wall. The space stretched on for several hundred feet and there was a loud but subdued murmur of many different conversations going on all at the same time in many different languages. Laurel immediately realized that she could understand them all picking out words here and there hinting as to the content of the conversations.

As the four stepped into the gigantic hall Mark removed his cover and several of the rescued girls came rushing up and offered warm hugs and handshakes. They then found themselves inexorably being pulled to different tables to meet the families of the girls. Many of the parents in attendance immediately got to their feet and offered warm hugs and some tears as they thanked them for bringing their babies back them in one piece. Laurel was completely beside herself at how warmly the families embraced her and Jake as well as Mark. Korica was dragged off by some of her former cell mates to meet their families and siblings and for once Laurel and Jake felt completely comfortable letting her disappear from sight knowing she would be safe. Inevitably some of Jake's biggest fans among the girls dragged him away from Laurel so he could be introduced to their families to be thanked in person for being such a gentleman with their precious little girls. He had every opportunity to look and touch inappropriately but he never once did and the girls reported this to their families only further endearing him to the families.

After a good many families met Laurel she bumped into Cat and made comment on how incredibly beautiful she looked and she thanked her and then said she wanted to introduce her to her father. Laurel was a little apprehensive to meet her father since she knew he was a king or some such royal figure but she reluctantly agreed. Cat led her over to a large table with twenty people seated at it. Cat walked her around the table introducing her to cousins and family friends and finally introduced her to her mother and father, the king and queen of Frendal. The largest continent on Gracia, her home world. Laurel wasn't sure how to greet them so she bowed slightly and said it was an honor to make their acquaintance. Cat's father immediately stood up frightening Laurel a little into thinking she had done something wrong. He was very tall when he finally stood up completely and he had a red and white fur of some kind as part of his collar and he wore what other wise looked like a three piece suit just like what would be worn on Earth. Laurel was a little shocked at how familiar his clothing looked other than the gaudy fur collar and small gold crown on his head that sat almost down to his forehead.

He stepped away from his seat and to Laurel's shock he knelt down on one knee and bowed his head slightly.

"We are forever in your debt for bringing our precious daughter princess Catmanaliqueora back to us. She is our only hope for producing a male heir to the thrown. Our family line would have been broken if you and your gallant crew had not rescued her. Any price you want you have only to name and it will be yours."

Laurel was dumbfounded by the show of attrition from such an otherwise stately man.

"Your majesty, I want no treasure from you. I returned your precious daughter because I love her and all living souls sir. I seek no reward or fame from you. Your gratitude is reward enough for me."

The king looked up at her with a surprised look on his face. He just looked at her for a moment before getting back to his feet.

"Captain Kade, I don't think you realize just how important our daughter is to us or how much we truly love her. By my own law each family, including royal families are only allowed one child per couple. It is a law that is strictly observed for population control purposes. We love our daughter with all our hearts but we need a male heir to pass my crown on too. She is our only hope of that happening in my lifetime. You have restored our only chance for our family to stay on the thrown."

"You mean her son will be king?"

"Yes. It has to be a male that shares my blood so her cousins on her mother's side of the family are ineligible."

"I don't even pretend to understand the complexities of your royal line to the thrown. I would think her survival had merit on the basis of your little girl being back in your arms."

The king just stared at her for second making her wish she would have just kept her mouth shut until he responded.

"Look, she is my baby girl first and foremost. I would have gladly abdicated my thrown if I thought for a second it meant I would get my daughter back, but she is far more important to the stability of my kingdom than just my love for her. She has had a destiny from the moment she was born to continue our rule for our people. The next in line to the thrown if we are forced to step down is frankly a war monger and the peace and just rule that we have enjoyed for over a hundred years would be a thing of the past."

"That sounds¦complicated. I am glad I was able to help insure a peaceful kingdom for your people."

"Please let me give you a gift if you will not ask anything of me."

Laurel then remembered Oberot talking about some folks being insulted if their gifts are refused so she decided to just accept even though she wanted nothing from any of the families. The king turned to one of his royal attendants and put his hand out and the attendant asked "how much" and he shrugged and said "ten thousand" and the attendant shuffled through some hard square cards and finally handed one to the king who then handed it to Laurel.

"I'm sorry your majesty, but I don't know what this is."

"It is a credit chit for ten thousand credits. You can cash it out for raw currency here on the station if you desire. Please take it as a small gesture of my gratitude for bringing my little princess back to me."

"Thank you your majesty. I'm honored to accept your gift. We could use some hard currency on our journey and this will definitely help."

Laurel then bowed to the king and he did the same and took his seat again next to the queen who had been watching quietly and respectfully while her king spoke. Laurel put the credit chit in her inner pocket in her jacket and excused herself to go find Jake. Cat then gave Laurel one last hug even though Laurel was pretty sure she wasn't supposed to behave like that with those not of royalty.

Laurel looked around and finally found Jake sitting with En'nala and her elder race caretaker. Laurel walked over and put her hand on Jake's shoulder and he smiled big and stood up and hugged her tightly feeling immediate relief to have her close by again. Jake then offered her his seat next to En'nala. She sat down and asked En'nala how she was doing in her own language.

"I am doing well thank you. I will be returning to Grou'tok within the month once a transport is available. I cannot thank you enough for all that you have done for me. The elder race have promised to give my people the secrets to star travel without having to rely on sleep ships like the one my family was murdered on and¦"

En'nala started to tear up so Laurel leaned over and pulled her head onto her shoulder and rubbed her back as she cried. She let her cry as long as she wanted and tried her best to comfort her in the mean time. The elder race care taker, a beautiful brunet woman with very soft facial features leaned over and put her hand on En'nala's shoulder and tried to comfort her as well.

"Do you want to return to our quarters En'nala?" The escort asked.

En'nala sat back up straight and wiped the tears from her eyes.

"No Triena. I want to stay. It just hurts. I really miss my family."

"I'm sorry it still hurts so much honey. Is there anything I can do to help?" Laurel asked.

"No. Just being here is helping. It just hits me all of a sudden sometimes. I'll be ok, really."

"I wish I could do something to ease the pain for you."

"You have already done so much for us captain. Only time will heal my pain."

Just then four more of the girls that were rescued came up to the table and Laurel stood up and greeted them with warm hugs, and then Jake did the same. There was a brief exchange of compliments on the girl's appearances followed by a round of compliments directed at Laurel for how sharp she looked in her dress uniform. They all thought the white uniform made her eyes and her golden colored hair stand out in a very attractive manner. They found Jake to be very dashing as well and many comments were made about how his dark green eyes seemed to glow against the white background of his uniform.

Once the compliments were exchanged and the hugs were done they all had a seat and Laurel asked them how they were doing. They all said they were doing as well as could be expected but they were glad to be together to comfort each other when they got sad or depressed. All of the girls would be heading home within the month and in the mean time they were all staying with Triena in her quarters, which were quite large and so had plenty of room for everyone. Laurel asked En'nala if she was going to be ok and she smiled and reassured her that she would be fine, the wave of pain had passed and she was fine now that her roommates were back to keep her company.

Laurel and Jake then said their goodbyes and made their way towards the omega symbol shaped table in the middle of the enormous room. They could see near the head of the table where it arched around Gieria was sitting talking with another girl and Laurel and Jake assumed that was where they were expected to sit so they made their way around the ends of the table and up to Gieria's position. Gieria was talking with Myrina and both stood up when Laurel and Jake approached. Myrina offered a warm hug to both and Laurel had to tell her how gorgeous she looked in her green dress. It suited her well and made her look very tall if not skinny as a rail.

All four then had a seat and talked for several minutes until Korica finally found them and came over and had a seat with them. A few minutes later Mark found his way over to them and had a seat as well. When Myrina finally made her exit to go rejoin her care taker Gieria told them that a ship had been dispatched to Quera and Myrina's aunt had been located and couldn't make the trial and banquette but she would be arriving in a day and a half to escort Myrina back home. Laurel was relieved that she would soon be back with her family.

As the five of them sat talking a waiter of sorts came up and asked them if they would like anything to drink besides the water already on the tables in pitchers. Gieria took the liberty of ordering something appropriate for the younger of the group and then offered Mark something that would calm his obviously nervous disposition. He agreed he could use a stiff drink and so Gieria ordered something called a hongru for him and she ordered a drink called a calliman for herself that was like a whine. Laurel then decided to ask Gieria how much her credit chit was valued at.

"Gieria, can I ask a rather personal question?"

"Sure Laurel. Go ahead."

"I was given a credit chit but I don't really understand your currency values. How much currency do you earn each month?"

"It depends on my work schedule but usually around twenty five hundred to three thousand credits a month or so."

"So if I was given ten thousand credits, that's a pretty sizable chunk of change?"

"Holy crap! Yah I would say so. It would take me like four months to earn that much if I didn't spend anything in the mean time."

"Speaking of that." Jake said. "I was given a couple of those credit chits by some of the families that I was introduced to as well."

"Do you know how much you were given?" Laurel asked.

"One is for four thousand credits and another is for eight hundred. I tried to tell them I didn't want their money it's not why we did what we did but they insisted that I take it."

"Wow. I had a similar experience. I had a king get down on one knee and beg me to please ask him for something, anything. When I told him I didn't want fame or money he insisted I take the credit chit. I didn't want to insult him so I just accepted it. Apparently we have stabilized their kingdom by returning Cat to them. Her son is going to be the next king and only her son can insure their family name remains in power."

"That's amazing. I had no idea she was so important to the stability of an entire kingdom. It seems to me some of these families really had to scrape hard to come up with the money they gave to us. I felt horrible taking it but what are you supposed to do when they insist."

Just then one of the girls came up from behind them with her mother and father and introduced them. The girl's name was Shalla. Laurel recognized her face from her time on the Future but she really didn't know her at all. Laurel got to her feet and shook hands with Shalla's mother and father and then her father asked Laurel if he could talk to her in private for a moment. Laurel agreed and so the two walked away from the table over close to one of the outer walls and the man pulled a square device out of his jacket pocket and handed it to Laurel.

"This device has all of our research into cross species breeding and genetic stabilization. Oberot said it was imperative that I give you everything we had on cross species blending. Please take this with my heartfelt thanks for bringing my little Shalla back to me. She is the light of my life and I just¦I didn't think I could go on not knowing what happened to her. I can't live without by my baby girl in my life."

Laurel looked at the device and then looked over at Korica and tried to imagine her being ripped from her life and she knew exactly what Shalla's father was talking about.

"It was my pleasure to bring your little girl back to you safely sir. Why would Oberot think this was so crucial to us?"

"Look, we have had some of our citizens fall in love with those of another species and they longed to have children of their own. It is a natural urge to want children of your own. We found a way to make it possible for every one of the couples to have strong healthy children of their own. I heard what Korica said in the trial. She has come to accept the fact that she can never have a child of her own with a Human and she says she is ok with that. As a young girl that may be the case but if she ever falls in love with a Human, she will long to have children of her own. Now I am not familiar with Human genetics or that of a girl from Draxima either for that matter, but this research could help your scientists to find a way to make it possible for her to breed with a Human and have a healthy child of her own. Oberot just wants her to have every chance possible at a happy, healthy, productive life among your people. This research may prove useless to you or it might have the key to her success at having children of her own making. Please just take it and use it if at all possible. It is the least I can do to say thank you for what you have done for Shalla's mother and I."

"Thank you sir. I am honored to accept this. Thank you for thinking of my Korica's future happiness. I love the thought of her experiencing the joys of being a mother someday."

"There is no greater reward than to have a child. My Shalla is my greatest achievement. I am so proud of her and she is my reason for waking up everyday."

"She is very beautiful sir. I hope you have many, many happy years together."

"Thanks to you and your heroic crew that is a certainty."

"The man then surprised Laurel by hugging her very tightly. Laurel put the data device in her inside jacket pocket when the man released her and the two walked back over to the table and Laurel took her seat. Shalla kissed Laurel's cheek then Jake's and finally Mark's then she and her parents walked away holding hands.

"That is one grateful father." Laurel said.

"What did he give you Laurel?" Jake asked.

"All of their research on cross species breeding. They have found a way to make it possible for their people to have offspring with several other species. It might be possible for Korica to have a child with a Human after all."

"Really? The answer is on that thing in your pocket?" Korica asked.

"I don't know for sure honey. Human and Draximan physiology is pretty different but there might be a way around that. It's going to take a lot of studying of this data to confirm that though. Maybe if this research is combined with the information given to us by the elder race in the data core they installed on the Future a way can be found to make it possible."

"That would be cool. You have a long time before I am going to be ready to have kids. I have to grow up first and I don't even have a mate yet."

"Like you said, there is plenty of time for that. You have your whole life ahead of you. I hope you will meet someone someday that you love enough to want to have children with. In the mean time I will work on this data to try and find a way to make it possible. I promise."

"Thank you Laurel." Korica said with a big smile.

"You're welcome sweetheart."

Mark suddenly noticed Oberot and Asaria walk through the double doors with a huge crowd of almost a thousand council members following him and Oberot looked very happy. Oberot and Asaria walked around the table and Oberot sat down next to Mark and leaned in and smiled as the rest of the council members fanned out to different tables and a few sat down at the omega shaped table.

"I got my way. We are going to send you home and in your own time."

"In our own time? What the heck does that mean?" Laurel said.

"We are going to contact an extremely advanced race of beings that know how to harness the power of a super massive black hole. Not only can they get you to the Milky Way in your lifetime, they can get you there in the past. You will arrive at the Future planet when you had originally planned to. It will be like none of the last five hundred fifty years ever happened."

"That's amazing Oberot. You really think they will help us though?" Laurel asked.

"They are a reclusive bunch and we have not had much contact with them, but we are not on bad terms with them either. They tend to see us flesh burdened species as a lower life form and not worth interacting with for the most part, but if the entire council works together along with some of our ally's we should be able to get their attention."

"You're sure they will know how to do what you're talking about?" Jake said.

"They have been around for billions of years Jake. They will know how. Trust me."

"Are they even¦like us? I mean will we know what we are looking at as a person or whatever?"

"They can assume a flesh and blood form, but they are more pure energy than anything else. They¦it's all a little hard to explain. They don't need a body but they can¦make one in order to interact with us."

"That sounds a little spooky. Are you sure they are going to want too help such a low life form as us and especially with how young we are as a species?"

"If they say no¦or nothing at all, there are other species with similar but less advanced capabilities."

"Well, either way we are grateful for everything you have done to help us Oberot, and you too Asaria."

"It has been our pleasure. You four are some of the nicest people we have ever met. Now that you are one of the advanced races anything you need will be seen too without question." Asaria said.

It was at this time that a steady line of workers began streaming in through the main doors with tray after tray of amazing looking food. Some of the trays were carried to the tables scattered about the room and a good many were placed at the inside edge of the horseshoe shaped omega table and they were placed seemingly in mid air and the trays began to slowly float down the front edge of the table as more and more trays were placed in mid air and they too floated in free space at a leisurely rate down the front edge of the table right at the same height as the table. As the trays slowly floated by the seated guests would simply pull a tray containing something they wanted out of the line and it would float right in front of their plate while they served themselves then when they had their fill they would gently shove the tray back into the line of trays that had gaps in the precession of about two or three feet between trays and the line of trays would slowly adjust to maintain that gap. When the trays reached the end of the table they were collected and the empty trays would be carried off and still full trays would be carried back to the front of the tray line at the other end of the table and they would be put back in the precession of trays.

Some of the food was nothing like anything any of the Future crew had ever seen before and some looked very familiar indeed. There were carved steaming hunks of meat with fruit slices on their tops looking like ham roasts and some that looked a little like sirloin roasts and some that were distinctly some kind of large bird lying on their breasts with the succulent meat on the flanks sliced and ready to placed on the plates. There were steaming vegetables of every variety some with very strange shapes and colors and there were fruit salads with sweet creamy fillers and leafy salads of a red lettuce like plant with a myriad of salad dressings on the side. There were a few items that no one exactly knew what they were looking at, only that it was being served steaming hot and sliced and ready to be retrieved from the trays.

It was also at this time that the drinks ordered earlier arrived from behind and were placed at each person's place setting. Gieria warned Mark not to swill his drink, as it would leave him light headed if he did so. It was meant to be sipped and was pretty strong in its own right even when sipped. Gieria gave them all suggestions as to what she personally liked and some thing she wasn't crazy about but could be sampled for something different. She warned of the bitter foods and of those that she really didn't like at all. As the whole group began loading their plates with food a particularly beautiful woman with a very odd looking instrument entered the room and took up a seat in the crook of the omega sign shaped table and began playing her instrument.

The instrument was two feet tall and about a foot in diameter and completely cylindrical in shape and it had hundreds of square buttons all around its sides. The woman closed her eyes and seemed to mediate for a moment before she began playing. The moment she began touching the keys on the instrument the most beautiful three-dimensional light show projected out of the top of the instrument and seemed to just hang in free space very close to the ceiling. The instrument produced sounds that sounded more like voice tones than those produced by an instrument. The woman had her eyes closed most of the time she was playing leading Laurel to think there was a mental component to the instrument. The music she produced was hauntingly beautiful and almost sad and made one feel the music from deep inside.

There were multi spectral colored lights and swirls being projected that sometimes looked like colored smoke and other times it morphed into swirls that resembled a galaxy at a long ways off then it would change to almost a person looking form only to morph into the smoky ribbons of colored light. It was captivating for everyone in the banquette hall and many stopped eating and just watched and listened to the enchanting musical voices being produced. After a five-minute chorus the music stopped and every one applauded and the woman then started playing some more music that was much lighter in its mood and much quieter in its volume allowing conversations to resume and plates of food to be devoured.

The entire hall ate for over an hour with the haunting music playing in the background. The Future crew ate until they felt like they were going to burst. Korica focused on the sweet fruit salads and the roast beef looking meat tray. Laurel wasn't real crazy about most of the meat dishes except for the large bird. It reminded her of an extremely juicy turkey. Jake was fond of what looked like a ham roast but tasted like corned beef. It had an odd texture but was very well seasoned and flaked apart very easily with a fork. Mark had found the other strangely shaped purple colored meat was very sweet and tangy and he had several helpings of it along with some steamed vegetables that he thought looked and tasted just like asparagus and artichoke hearts. Once everyone had their fill their plates were taken away and fresh smaller plates were placed in front of them and their drinks were refilled and then a stream of deserts started to be placed in the steady stream of trays slowly floating by.

Korica found a brown, white and yellow creamy cake that she had a couple of slices of and Laurel decided to skip the deserts. To her they all looked extremely fattening and very rich. She was full to the brim from the main course anyways. Jake sampled a couple of suggested cakes and cream filled pastries from Gieria's favorites while Mark had what he was sure was a cultured frozen yogurt like dish. One had to use a scoop provided in the serving dish because the desert was so cold that clung together like ice cream.

Once everyone seemed content and full Oberot leaned in and told the Future crew not to refuse what was coming next. They all looked at him rather puzzled as Oberot got to his feet and walked around to the inside of the arch of the table and gently touched the shoulder of the woman playing the instrument and she opened her eyes and stopped playing. Oberot then stepped up to the table and grabbed his glass and stepped back.

"Friends, guests, please raise your glasses to our heroes and guests of honor." Oberot raised his glass high.

Oberot then had to wait for the translators worn by those that weren't multilingual to translate what he was saying. When he saw everyone's glasses being held up he continued.

"To our friends and the saviors of our young and precious little girls, to the crew of the Future, may you enjoy long life and prosperous journeys."

Oberot then took a drink from his glass as did everyone else in the banquette hall and then Oberot made a gesture to one of the attendants at the door who then stepped out and retrieved a three foot diameter round flat device that he carried to Oberot's position. He then laid the flat device on the floor and walked back to the door. Oberot then turned to the Future crew.

"Friends, you have made some very powerful friends. As a reward for your heroic effort I would like to call Gordan Peltro to present you with a gift from his government. Mr. Peltro will you please come up and present your gift."

The Future crew turned and looked toward the back of the room and from about ten tables back a rather stocky man wearing a dark blue suite with a conservative bright red collar and tails got up and walked around the table to the place where the device was sitting in the floor.

"Let me first express my heartfelt gratitude for returning my little Akira to me."

He gestured to the table he had just come from and his beautiful daughter stood up for moment and smiled big, She was wearing a stunning pink and red gown with her hair curled and styled and she had tastefully subtle make up on her face so her greens eyes and delicate little facial features stood out.

"She is my baby and I thought I¦" He had to swallow a lump in his throat. "I thought I had lost her. There was so much destruction and loss of life that we just didn't know for sure. You people are nothing short of heroes to me. I managed to pull some very big strings within the space agency and in particular within the research division where I work and I would like to present you with this."

He reached down and removed a small remote control and pointed it at the device in the floor and pressed a button and a three dimensional image of a Indian arrowhead shaped attack craft appeared and began to slowly rotate. Mark immediately sat up straight in his seat and became very interested.

"We call these crimson fighters. As you will see when you operate one of these, when you punch them up to faster than light speeds they emit a crimson flash that lingers for a second. And yes, I said faster than light speed. They are capable of traveling at one and a half times the speed of light in space and seven and a half times the speed of sound in the atmosphere. The hull is comprised of a cobalt infused poly duranium alloy that is completely heat and shock resistant yet incredibly light. These craft are incredibly lightweight but very tough. Traditional projectiles just bounce off the hull at any speed. Thanks to the inertia compensator system the occupants only feel the slightest tug even during the hardest turns and during full power acceleration. They can reach top speed in atmosphere in seven seconds and in space they can reach top speed in less than four seconds. They carry a crew of three with room for six in the back for delivering a strike team or supplies. They are capable of hovering in place indefinitely and carry enough fuel for ten hours of sustained full throttle flight in atmosphere and several days of full speed flight in space. They are agile, quick and deadly."

Gordan pushed another button on the remote control and the craft flipped upside down and two cannon barrels slid out of previously unseen openings in each winglet and a weapons bay retracted open underneath in the belly of the craft.

"As you can see there are two concealed negatively phased particle cannons. You can select the depth of your target inside a structure or enemy craft and the particle weapon will pass straight through most ordinary matter and then come out of negative phase and detonate or rip through the intended target from the inside out. There is also a weapons bay in the belly of the craft that you can stack any number of missiles or further particles weapons or unguided or guided projectile high explosive bombs in. These craft are the culmination of thirty years of research and development. They are finally ready to be put into production. If we had a fleet of these when the Hodong attacked we would have been able to put up a good fight but the government wasn't sure they wanted to spend the money required to build fleets of these. Now they have changed their minds and they are sure it has to be done no matter the cost to keep our¦innocent safe. With your permission captain Kade, I have not one but four of these sitting in a ship in the hangar ready to be loaded into your hangar and we have seventeen crates of support parts. Enough to build another entire craft from just incase yours are damaged or parts break. We also have enough fuel rods to power your four craft for years to come. It is a reactive material that is completely inert until it is catalyzed in the engine reactors so it is perfectly safe to handle."

Laurel sat with her mouth hanging open for a few moments looking at the upside down image staring her in the face before she remembered Oberot saying it would be unwise to refuse the gifts from Gordan Peltro.

"I¦I don't know what to say sir. Of course we would be absolutely honored to accept your gracious gift. We won't even know how to fly them or work on them though. They look extremely complex."

"Ah, but you will. Oberot has told me you have a technique for imparting learning right into the mind of an individual while they slumber?"

"Yes sir. We do have that capability."

"With Oberot's help I have compiled everything a pilot and a service crew needs to know as well as the fundamental principles of the advanced technologies incorporated into these craft. We have a simulator program that Oberot tells me your new data core is compatible with so training will be a breeze. These craft are very intuitive to fly for anyone that has ever flown an aircraft before."

"I am touched sir. This is so much more than I would have ever thought possible."

"This is nothing when compared to how much my Akira means to me. You have brought the one thing I value above all else back to me. My family. My little girl. My Akira. You can now safely explore other worlds without having to worry about getting into a firefight or having to say how do I get out of this."

"Thank you Mr. Peltro and thank your government for me please. You may load the aircraft into our upper rear hangar bay."

"I'll make the arrangements. Thank you captain Kade, to you and your entire amazing crew. I hope you find what you are looking for and I hope you have a safe journey wherever you are going."

The entire banquette hall then erupted in applause. Once the applause faded Gordan pointed the remote at the device in the floor and the image disappeared and he put the remote control back into its slot and he bowed slightly to the Future crew and then went back to his table. Mark looked over at Laurel with a big dumb grin on his face.

"Uh oh. Mark has a new toy to play with." Laurel said smiling.

"Can you believe that cap? That stuff is years ahead of my attack jumper."

Oberot then signaled the musician to resume her play and the enchanting music and light show flooded the room again. It was then that another grateful father with his beautiful little girl in tow came and introduced himself and gave Laurel another credit chit. He told Laurel to please take Korica to one of the trading centers on the station and let her just go nuts. He wanted her to have pretty clothes and neat games and toys to keep her occupied while on her long journey to the Milky Way. Laurel was touched that Korica's happiness was his intention. She gratefully accepted and promised a shopping spree for Korica as soon as they had a chance. The man lifted Laurel's hand and kissed the back of her hand and thanked her and her gallant crew for returning his baby to him unharmed. She was one of the few that had been humiliated by having their clothes brutally ripped off of them, but she was never violated. The rescue happened before anything more tragic was done to her.

The man then stepped back and his little girl reached up and kissed Laurel's cheek then turned to Jake and kissed his cheek then stepped over to Mark and put her arms up and Mark looked at Jake with wide eyes for a moment then he leaned down and the girl hugged him tightly around the neck and he returned the gesture by wrapping one arm around her back then as she pulled back she kissed his cheek as well. Mark smiled and gently cupped her chin and looked into her bright hazel eyes and winked at her and she giggled and then the two sauntered back to their table.

"I wonder what that was all about?" Mark said.

"I don't know. You obviously have a big fan though." Laurel said grinning at him.

"I guess they think I'm just a bored little kid wondering around the Future all day while you guys work huh?" Korica said.

"Well, I wouldn't take offense to it. The gesture is sweet. Not every ten-year-old pilots a starship for a living you know. You just aren't like most kids your age."

"Yah, I guess you're right. Are you really going to take me shopping though?"

"Absolutely, this was given to me for you. Besides, from what Holon said you are rich, a day shopping is not going to be a problem with your bank account."

"Cool, thank you."

"You're welcome sweetie."

The four went back to enjoying the music only to have another family come up to them and insist that they take a credit chit from them. Laurel hated to take money from these people but she just didn't want to insult them. The girl was dressed up very beautifully in a flowing white dress with layered ruffles and a tasteful bow around her waist. Again Laurel and Jake recognized her face from her time on the Future but neither knew her name. Her mother and grandparents were with her but her father was nowhere to be seen. Laurel didn't want to bring up the painful question of where he was. She just assumed the Hodong killed him. The girl's mother thanked Laurel for bringing Pumera back to her and told her that she would always have a special place in her heart. She then congratulated her on her successful recognition of her adoption of Korica and she thanked her for taking on such a big responsibility for an orphaned child. The woman then handed Laurel the credit chit and insisted that she take it. Laurel thanked her and then she stepped back and Pumera gave Laurel a hug around the neck then Jake got the same loving embrace followed by Mark. Pumera then stepped over to Korica and wished her good luck and told her she was very lucky to have such a pretty mom and handsome dad to adopt her. The grandparents then shook everyone's hands and the small group then went back to their table.

Laurel looked at the chit for moment then put it in her jacket with the others. She then looked over at Oberot who was beaming at her.

"I told you that you were heroes. You just have no idea how overjoyed these families are."

"Yah, I'm starting to get that now. Hay, can I ask you something Oberot?"

"Of course."

"During the trial, you didn't ask me very many questions. I thought the council wanted to know all about my people and I? I think you asked Korica more questions than you did of me?"

"Well, much of what we needed to know the AI on the Future answered. It provided a very detailed briefing on your situation and who you and your people are. We even watched you put your ship back together. Amazing work by the way. You and Jake did an amazing job of fixing some pretty significant damage."

"Thank you. I had no idea the AI was so forthcoming with personal details."

"It wouldn't give us any personal details. Only what it felt was pertinent to your situation. We were able to get a pretty clear idea of just how amazing you and your crew are from what we were given. I told you the trial was just a formality. You were already in based on your merits and behavior. Korica was a little more of a mystery to the council but they absolutely fell in love with her like I knew they would. They just had to hear her talk and see for themselves what a sweetheart she is. I wasn't joking when I said that a couple of the council members wanted Korica for themselves if you hadn't adopted her. That's why I opened that as our first order of business to her. They were bugging me with the question of what was going to be done with her before they even heard from her. They wanted to take her home with them."

"I had no idea. I guess I owe you a thank you for sticking up for us and for keeping us together. She means the world to us."

"I know she does Laurel. She belongs with you. She is going to enjoy a long and happy life with you two."

Laurel had to think about that for a few moments. It sounded like he knew for a certainty what no one could possibly know for certain. She wondered just how extensive his abilities to sense future events were. She figured it was probably best not to press the issue of just what he knew and how he knew it.

After another two hours of listening to the beautiful music and many more warm wishes and a few credit chits from some of the girls families Laurel decided it was time to get back to the Future. She told the others it was time to get back to the ship and they all agreed. They were all pooped with the stress of the trial and with how early from their perspective they had to get up for it.

They said their goodbyes to Oberot and Asaria and Oberot said he would come by later to give them a detailed brief on the plan for their eventual departure and where they would be going to get help in getting home. The four then made their way toward the exit with Gieria tagging along to take the same transport back to the level she lived and worked on. As the group made their way down the passageway toward the hangar they could start to hear crackling in their cranial transmitters as the Future was trying to reach them. Once they got to the hangar where their transport was waiting, they could clearly hear the AI on the Future calling for them.

"Future, this is Laurel go ahead." Laurel said.

"I am sorry if I am disturbing your banquette. I have a cargo shuttle asking permission to deliver an unspecified number of secret objects. Are you aware of some cargo destined for my cargo bays?"

"Yes, I'm sorry, I should have contacted you sooner. Please let them deliver the cargo into the upper rear cargo bay. There should be plenty of room for what is being delivered."

"Would you care to fill me in as to its exact content?"

"There are four advanced faster than light attack craft and seventeen crates of support supplies and fuel rods for the craft. It is a gift from one of the governments of one of the girls we rescued."

"I see. I guess the appropriate term would be¦cool."

Laurel looked at Mark and laughed.

"Very cool indeed. We are on our way back down. We should be on deck with in an hour or so. Laurel out."

"Understood. Future out."

Laurel then tapped her cranial communicator off and everyone climbed aboard the transport craft. The pilot showed up a few seconds later carrying his helmet. He climbed into the pilots seat and asked how it went. Laurel smiled big and said, "We are in and so are the people of Draxima and Korica is now our daughter all legal like."

"Fantastic. Congratulations to you all. Sit back relax and enjoy the ride back to the Future." The pilot said as he put his helmet on.


Chapter 15 A Day Of Play & One To Learn

––––––––

A DAY OF PLAY AND ONE TO LEARN

The transport shuddered to life and levitated gently until it was a foot off the floor and then the pilot touched a button on his control console and the orange shield enveloped them and then he touched another button and the hangar doors began to scissor open. The pilot then called to the traffic control to ask for clearance to depart from the council chambers special guest docking station and Eris's soft voice could be heard telling the pilot to hold his position for rising traffic. A few moments later a ship rose past their position very quickly and disappeared from view as it continued on its path upward. Eris then gave the pilot clearance for a straight out departure.

The pilot guided the transport gently out of the hangar and then accelerated rapidly pinning everyone back in their seats for a few minutes, making Korica grit her teeth and close her eyes. Once they were up to speed and the acceleration let up Korica relaxed her clinched teeth and looked up at Mark.

"Do you think that was really necessary?"

"It gets us out of the busy traffic lanes close to the docking stations quicker honey. I would have done the same thing."

The pilot turned and looked back at Korica and raised his tinted visor.

"I'm sorry honey. I forgot you don't like space travel."

"I don't mind space travel. I've done it my whole life but this is something all together different and your right, I don't like it."

"I'll try and keep the inertia to a minimum."

"Thank you." Korica said with a grin.

He then flipped his visor back down and touched a button on the control console and took his hands off of the yoke. Mark assumed it was an autopilot of sorts freeing the pilot's attention so he could check traffic and whatever else he had to do. After about fifteen minutes of straight flight the pilot grabbed a hold of the yoke and touched a button on his control console and then began a slow descending left banking orbit of the stations artificial sun. After a full ten minutes of banking around the sun the craft leveled off and flew straight toward the opposite side of the hangar. As they neared the docking stations along the sides of the station wall Eris came on and gave the pilot his descending coordinates and she could be heard clearing other craft out of their path.

Once they were close enough to start to make out the ships docked at the many different docking stations and people could be made out walking along the catwalks the pilot very gently brought their forward speed down only causing the slightest feeling of negative g's. Once he had arrested their forward travel completely he started their drop down toward the Future and the Angalon. It took a long while of steady dropping until the display screen in front of the pilot started to show a clear image of the Angalon getting larger and larger from below.

As the transport dropped past the Angalon a steady stream of people could be seen making their way into the bow opening of the Angalon. She was getting her crew. The people were wearing different colored uniforms that all looked like Oberot's except these were dark blue with black shoulders and white with red shoulders and some that were an off yellow with brown shoulders. They were all carrying what looked like duffel bags, presumably containing their personal possessions and clothes. There were lines of men and women four wide streaming all the way down the boarding ramp and back into the station from down the walkway. As everyone watched the amazing stream of personnel filing into the Angalon it struck Laurel that it looked like a great deal more than ten thousand were being boarded onto the Angalon though the distant perspective may have just made it appear that way.

It was then that everyone noticed that they were dropping well below the Future and they were still continuing to drop away from her. As their drop slowed and finally stopped all together Eris cleared them for approach to docking station twelve twenty three. The pilot gently guided the transport toward an empty docking station with two individuals standing at the control center waiting for them. On the back wall in Heurenom were the numbers 1223. Laurel assumed it had something to do with the distance to the main hangar doors as well as a way to identify the particular docking stations. Laurel leaned out slightly and looked down and the main hangar doors were so far away that they really couldn't be discerned clearly only confirming her suspicions. She then leaned back in and looked straight up to the underbelly of the Future and the Angalon, which even at this distance dwarfed the Future by a significant margin. She guessed that they were somewhere around thirty miles below the Future and the Angalon but she couldn't figure out why they weren't being delivered to the Future.

As the transport gently touched down on the docking station floor right in front of the open air control center Laurel leaned forward a little and asked the pilot what the heck was going on.

"Chancellor Oberot instructed me to bring you good folks to this level for Korica."

"I didn't hear any communications with Oberot."

"No mam, he did not use the communicator. He wanted this to be a surprise."

"He used telepathy?"

"Unspoken communication? Yes mam."

The pilot then disengaged the safety shield and Gieria stepped off of the transport and waved everyone off.

"Come on folks. You are going to love this, and especially you Korica."

Everyone stepped off the transport and simply took Gieria at her word and followed her past the control center where the individuals stationed there simply smiled and let them pass without having to verify their identities since everyone working on the station knew the Future crew by this point. Gieria led them to the left down a very wide passageway and it became apparent that this level was identical to the level the Future was on. They walked in until the passageway opened up into another trading center but this one was full of families and their children and there was a play ground in the middle with swings and spiral slides that were at least twenty feet high and there were jungle gyms with climbing bars and there was even a small roller coaster of sorts that ran all along the perimeter of the trading center. It was obvious this entire trading center specialized in goods for children.

Korica's face lit up as she saw all of the kids playing in the playground and the sound of children yelling and enjoying themselves sounded like music to her ears. She looked down at her dress and then looked up at Laurel.

"Now I see what Oberot had in mind. Let's get you some clothes you can move around in and you can go play for a while." Laurel said.

"Really? Like really, I can just go play? Don't we have to get back to work?"

Laurel knelt down right in front of her and took her hands in hers.

"You deserve some time to just play. Life is so serious for you all the time aboard the Future and you have never once complained about it. I want to see you just have fun and be a kid for once."

Korica stepped forward and hugged her around the neck and then kissed her cheek.

"I would really like that."

"Come on. I know the perfect place to get her something to wear." Gieria said.

Gieria led them past several toy shops and eateries and finally led them into a vendors store that had all sorts of brightly colored cloths hanging on racks that were very obviously only available in children's sizes. Gieria stepped up to the proprietor and asked her in Heurenom if she could help with something fun for a girl Korica's age. She smiled and stepped up to Korica and knelt down in front of her and introduced herself then commented and how gorgeous her dress was. Korica smiled and shook her hand then the woman who introduced herself as Rema pulled a soft tape measure out of the pocket of her smock and measured Korica's waist first, then from the floor to the top of her shoulders then across her shoulders then she told Korica to put her arms up and she measured her chest and arm length.

"We need to get you out of your pretty dress so I can measure how long your legs are" Rema said.

Korica put her arms down and looked at Laurel and Jake with a look of concern.

"I hope you understand if I have to insist that I go with her into the dressing rooms?" Laurel said.

Rema stood back up and smiled at Laurel.

"I wouldn't have it any other way. Come, the fitting room is right this way."

Laurel stepped up and took Korica's hand and they followed Rema through a curtain into the back of the store where there was a couple of chairs against one wall and there was a long bench with no back to it in the middle of the room and at the back of the room there were bolt after bolt of brightly colored material stacked nearly to the ceiling and around the corner could be heard some machines running that Laurel recognized as sewing machines.

"So you make all of the clothes you sell?" Laurel asked.

"Yes mam. We make them right here in our shop. Would you like something custom for your little sister here?"

"Actually she is my daughter."

Rema just looked at her with a curious look on her face.

"I adopted her today in fact. That is part of what we are celebrating today."

"Oh, well that certainly makes more sense. I was trying to figure out how one so young could possibly have a child of her own the age of your daughter here."

"Do you have something that would fit her on the shelve already?"

"Possibly. Let's get her out of her dress and I will take her measurements and then I can determine if we have something that will fit her properly."

"Are you ok with that Korica?" Laurel asked kneeling down next to her.

"I don't have to get completely naked do I?"

"I don't see why you would have to. You can keep your underwear on." Laurel said.

"Ok. Just don't leave." Korica said looking her in the eyes.

"I'm not going anywhere honey. I will be right here with you."

Korica then turned around and pulled her shoulders back and sucked her tummy in and Laurel unzipped her dress for her and then slid it off of her shoulders and gently slid it down off of her body and into the floor in a round pile. Korica then stepped back away from her dress and now looked very odd with only her underwear and her bright white shoes on. Laurel had her turn toward her and she pulled her shoes off of her feet making her a full inch shorter. Laurel then nodded to Rema and she came over and took out her tape measure and measured Korica's inseams then measured around her cheeks to her front side.

"I think I have just thing for you honey. Wait right here and I'll be right back."

Rema then stepped through the curtain out into the front of the store.

"Laurel, I don't like a stranger putting their hands on me where she did."

"She was just taking your inseam measurements honey. I watched what she was doing closely. I didn't see her¦touch you inappropriately at any time."

"No she never did anything wrong, I just didn't like it."

"I'm sorry honey. I guess I didn't realize how sensitive you are to people touching you. You want to just go back to the Future and forget this whole thing?"

"No. It's done now. I just want to get some clothes on. This feels awfully familiar and not in a good way."

Rema then stepped back through the curtain with several outfits over her arm. She stepped up to the bench and laid the clothes out and let Korica look them over and choose for herself. Korica went straight for a jumper that had a one-piece design with short sleeves and legs that were short like what a pair of shorts would have. There were two pockets on the front of the hips and a cute little flower outline embroidered in light yellow and green on the stomach. The entire outfit was an off white to almost a gray color. Korica looked it over then pointed to it and looked at Rema.

"Go ahead Korica, try it and see how it fits." Rema said smiling.

Korica picked up the jumper and tried to figure out how to step into it. Rema stepped up to her and showed her that the top of the shoulders had clear zippers that zipped down so one could step into the out fit from the top and then the shoulders would be zipped closed. Korica smiled at the unique design for creating a one-piece outfit. She stepped into the outfit as Rema stepped back next to Laurel. When she had the outfit on and zipped the shoulders closed she turned and faced Laurel and Rema.

"You look adorable Korica. I love it. Is it comfortable?"

"Yah, it actually is."

"Lift your arms up as high as you can honey." Rema said.

Korica put her arms straight up into the air as high as she could and the outfit now cut into her sharply in the crotch making her bend forward and yank her arms back down quickly while gasping.

"I was afraid of that. You have a very wide chest and back. I can have one of these made for you based on your unique dimensions if you like?" Rema said.

"I really like it mom. Can I please have one made for me?"

Laurel just looked at her for a moment. She had never thought about how it would sound for Korica to call her mom in general conversation. She liked it but it just sounded weird to actually hear it out loud.

"Absolutely. Anything you want honey is fine with me."

"We need to take her overall torso measurement. I will need your help for this mom." Resa said.

"Please just call me Laurel."

"Are you the Laurel that is the captain of the Future docked up on level twelve forty?"

"Yes mam, I am."

"I had no idea I had the guests of honor from the banquette for the salvation of the innocent in my store. Now your Korica's beautiful dress makes sense. You folks earned me a lot of business over the last couple of days."

Rema stepped up to Korica and knelt down in front of her and gently tapped the inside of Korica's legs and told her to move her legs apart slightly. Korica did so while furrowing her brow.

"Laurel, will you please hold this end of the measuring strap down her on her crotch where the seam is. I don't touch children in sensitive areas; I need the mom and dads for that."

Laurel was relieved that this woman was so cognizant of how sensitive it can be for a child to be touched by a stranger on the crotch. Laurel stepped up to Korica and she grabbed the end of the tape and knelt down and looked under Korica and found the seam in the middle of her crotch and put the end of the tape on it and then put a slight pushing pressure on it to hold it in the right spot and Korica looked at her and blinked a couple of times then managed a small grin. Rema then took the tape and pulled it up tight to Korica all the way up to the top of her shoulders, then she told Korica to put her arms up as high as she could reach. Korica reached straight up into the air and Rema took the measurement then stood up.

"Ok, we got it. It will only take about ten minutes to make the outfit for her. Korica, you want to pick out a different color from the material in the racks over there." Rema pointed to the mountainous stack of bolts of material.

"But I kind of like this color."

"We can always make a couple of them in different colors if you really like this design?"

"Really? Can I captain Laurel?"

"You can have whatever you want baby. We're here for you. You pick out anything you want."

Korica smiled big and unzipped the shoulders on her outfit and slid it down and stepped out of it and placed it back on the bench and then she began to walk over to the bolts of material when she heard the machines working around the corner and she stopped and crossed her arms over her chest and stepped back and looked at Rema.

"They are automated honey. There is only one person back there and he can't possibly see you from his control room."

"I think I want some clothes on anyway. I shouldn't be wandering around practically naked."

Korica stepped back up to the bench and looked over the clothes and picked up a light royal blue colored pair of pants that looked like they were made of a very soft cottony material that had a white stripe down the outer leg seams of the pants and she held them up for a second then stepped into them and pulled them up to her waist. They fit her perfectly and just barely touched to tops of her feet. She then looked over the different shirts and Rema pointed at one that had royal blue sleeves and shoulders with white stomach and back panels. Korica picked it up and slipped it over her head carefully so she didn't snag her headband or mess her hair up. She pulled it down and tucked it into her waist band then tugged just a bit out so it sat loose on her stomach then she held her arms up for Laurel.

"You look great honey. Is it comfortable?" Laurel asked.

"Yep. The waist is perfect and it's not cutting into my crotch and the material is really soft. Can I keep this outfit too?"

"Absolutely. It looks great on you honey. It does my heart good to see you in fun clothes for once."

Korica smiled big then stepped over to the racks of material bolts and Rema pulled a small data device out of her back pocket and followed Korica and began inputting her dimensions from memory and her choices so far. Korica looked around the corner now that she didn't feel completely naked and she could see that the sewing machines were indeed completely automated. There was a man back in a control room facing the machines but he would never be able to see a person standing in front of the material racks from his angle. Korica walked back and forth in front of the racks and pointed to a light red bolt then to a pink bolt then to a pale green then a bright white bolt then to a tan colored bolt. She then looked back at Laurel.

"How many can I have mom?"

"As many as you want honey. Money is no object."

Korica smiled and went back to her color choices. She picked out a sky blue bolt next then a light yellow and finally she pointed to a multicolored bolt that looked like a tie-dye pattern. Korica then walked back over to the clothes laid out on the bench. She noticed a pair of pants that had pant legs that were shorter than most. They would only come down to just above her knees. She quickly shucked her pants off and laid them on the bench and put the white pants with the short legs on, which as she thought they would only came to just above her knees. They also fit her waist and legs perfect and snuggly. Laurel smiled at her and gave her a thumbs up when she looked up at her. Korica then gazed over the tops and found a blouse that looked like lace with a conventional T-shirt under that it was attached to. She gently worked the shirt she was wearing off of her body and she put the lacy shirt on and gently pulled it over her head. The colors didn't match but she loved the feel and the look was adorable to Laurel.

"Rema, can you make these in a pastel pink just like the pink in her dress color?" Laurel asked.

"I sure can. I have a soft material form Dremis that your Korica will love." Rema pointed to bolt up very high in the rack that was almost exactly the same shade of light pink as Korica's dress.

"That's perfect. In fact if you like it honey, why don't we do one in pink and one in blue, like your eyes?"

"No, I want a blue like your eye color Laurel. You have the most beautiful blue in your eyes that I have ever seen."

Rema stepped up to Laurel and leaned in a little and smiled.

"Your eyes are stunning Laurel. I don't have anything quite that striking but I think I have something pretty close."

Rema stepped over close to the end of the rack and pointed to a bolt all the way at the very top. There was a bolt of material that was indeed close to Laurel's eye color and it almost looked like silk and right below it in the same color was a thicker and coarser material.

"I can use that for the lace and for the pants and the shimmer weave for the underlying shirt. It is very soft and shear but it is also very expensive."

"That's ok. My Korica is worth it."

Korica walked up to Laurel and pulled on her jacket slightly and so Laurel knelt down on one knee and Korica wrapped her arms around her.

"Thank you for spoiling me¦mom. I love you so much."

"You're welcome baby. I love you too."

Korica then leaned back and wiped the tears from under her eyes and went back to the clothes laid on the bench. She picked up one outfit the she didn't understand at first. It was a beautiful light blue one-piece swimsuit. Korica held it up by the shoulder straps and then held it up against herself and tried to figure it out.

"Why would I ever wear something so¦body hugging in public?"

"It's for swimming in honey. I thought you folks might be going down to the swimming pools at some point." Rema said.

"There's a swimming pool here?" Laurel asked.

"Sure, go down to the end of the trading center and take a left and go into the first doorway on the right. Does your Korica know how to swim?"

Laurel looked over at Korica who shook her head no.

"There is one pool that is only as deep as her shoulders at its deep end and some others that will only come up to about her waist. They are meant for children her age that don't know how to swim. There is a water slide and fountains and a wave maker in the shallowest pool with a sandy beach to play on."

"Oooh, can we go Laurel? Please?" Korica clasped her hands in front of her chest and gave her puppy dog eyes that just melted Laurel's heart.

"Sure. I guess the rest of the day is going to be for you. What ever you want to do."

Korica's face lit up and she gave her a huge toothy smile.

"There are a couple of two piece suits there too." Rema said pointing to them on the bench.

Korica laid down the one piece and picked up a bright red one-piece bikini bottom and held it up to herself and looked at Laurel. Laurel cocked her head and just let Korica decide.

"Can I try it on and see if it's too much?" Korica said.

"I'll step out and let you try them on with your mom honey." Rema said.

"Ok. Thank you for giving us privacy."

"You're welcome sweetheart. You have an adorable little girl there Laurel. I can see why you adopted her."

"Thank you Rema. She is the light of my life and my biggest joy anymore."

Rema smiled and then stepped around the corner and handed the details of the order so far to her mate then stopped and asked Laurel who 'dad' was in the group out front. Laurel told her it was a man named Jake that was dressed in a uniform just like hers. Rema then stepped out through the curtain to go tell the others how it was going in back.

Korica undid her pants and slid them off and laid them on the bench then stepped into the bikini bottom and pulled them up onto her hips. Laurel had to ignore the portions of her underwear showing around the edges of the bikini and just looked at how it sat on Korica's figure.

"Well, they are kind of sexy and they look a little tight. Do you like them baby?"

Korica looked down at herself and she kind of liked them but she couldn't see if they were hugging her curves properly so she stepped over to the mirror on the back wall by the material bolts and had a look at herself. She liked how it looked on her and the material was very soft and elastic. She squatted down once then stood back up and now she could see a clear outline of her lips and she wasn't sure if that was the right look for her. She turned and looked at Laurel.

"They make my¦you can see my lips." Korica said in a whispered voice.

"That's cause you have underwear on. When you squatted down they rode up in between your lips. That won't happen without underwear on." Laurel whispered back.

Korica turned back to the mirror and reached down and ran her fingers around the edges of the bikini and her underwear and cleared them from between her lips then looked at herself again.

"I like it but I think maybe it's a little much out in public."

Korica stepped back over to the bench and slid the bikini bottom off and then picked up another pair that weren't so French cut as they would be called on earth. They had a frilly little skirt incorporated into the waist that came down just below the crotch line. Korica looked at them for a moment then stepped into them and pulled them up to her waist and realized they were very tight in the waist. She looked up at Laurel and she looked at her for a moment then shook her head no.

"They're cute, but they look like they belong on a seven or eight year old, not a girl your age."

"Yah, they are kind of small and kiddy looking aren't they?" Korica said.

Korica slipped them off and laid them back on the bench then picked up the one piece and stepped into it and pulled it all the way up and slipped the shoulder straps up over her shoulders and held her arms up. Again angel had to ignore her underwear peeking around the edges and the line around her waist where her waistband was but she really liked the color and hugging shape of the swimsuit. Laurel nodded yes.

Korica stepped over to the mirror and looked at herself and turned to the side then squatted down and then she stood up and turned back toward the mirror. She could still see a small crease line between her lips but nothing like what the bikini produced. The blue looked radiant on her against her white hair and it made her eyes stand out even more than usual as they reflected the blue.

"I like it Laurel. I want this one."

"Are you sure? I like it too but I want you to be sure you really like it."

Korica glanced toward the curtain then slipped the swimsuit off and then slid her underwear off and Laurel stopped her.

"Honey if you do that you have to buy it. You can't wear something in a store that others might try on without something between your genitals and the garment. It's just not proper etiquette."

"I'm sure I want it. I just want to see how it's going to look without my underwear in the way."

"Ok, go ahead."

Korica stepped out of her underwear then stepped into the one piece and pulled it up on herself and hooked the shoulder straps over her shoulders. She then looked at herself in the mirror again while turning slightly. She really liked it now. It was a very snug fit but when she squatted down then stood back up she could see her curves were perfectly outlined but there was no sign of a crease between her lips making her smile. She then turned to face Laurel and she held her arms up.

"You look beautiful honey. It's a good color on you and it fits perfectly. Is it comfortable?"

"Very. It's very soft and stretchy. I can move around and it doesn't cut into me." Korica said stroking her tummy.

"You want to show your dad?"

Korica smiled big and Laurel saw her eyes tear up a little.

"You ok honey?"

"You just don't know how good it feels to hear you call him my dad. I have a mom and dad again and it¦"

Laurel stepped up to her and knelt down in front of her and wrapped her arms around her and squeezed her tightly. Korica began to weep openly and she squeezed Laurel very tightly. Laurel held her tightly until she didn't feel her shaking while crying anymore.

"You gunna be ok honey?"

Laurel wiped the stream of tears from her face smearing her makeup slightly.

"I am just so happy to have someone that loves me as much as you and Jake do. You have given me so much for no reason at all."

"Oh baby, it's not for no reason at all, you make Jake and I so happy. How could we not love you? You deserve all the happiness we can possibly give you."

"Can you get Jake¦I mean dad¦and let him see how I look?"

"Sure, wait right here."

Laurel stood up and walked over to the curtain and waved Jake back. He stepped through the curtain and got a load of Korica and he lit up with a huge smile.

"Look at you. You look so cute. That's a beautiful color on you Korica. Turn around. Let's have a look."

Korica put her arms up a little and turned for him to see her from every side. As she turned back facing him he nodded.

"It's perfect on you honey. You have such a delicate shape and this hugs it perfectly without looking too sexy."

"You think it looks sexy?"

"Well, yah, a little. You are what's sexy not the outfit. You are becoming a woman. You have hips and a butt that suggests you are becoming a woman. And I say that from a dad's perspective."

"Really?" Korica looked down at her hips then tried to look at her backside. "I had no idea."

"You look great honey. I think you should get it. Rema says there is what we on Earth used to call a water park just down the way from here. You can go have some fun."

Korica smiled big again and her face lit up at the thought.

"Let me show you what else I picked out." Korica said stepping up to the bench.

She spent a few minutes showing Jake the outfits she had decided to buy and showed him the colors they would be made in. While she was doing that Laurel went and told Rema they had made a decision and it was ok to come on back. When Rema got a look at Korica she too smiled big.

"What a beautiful girl. You look fantastic Korica. I think you have made a good choice. If you would like I can have all of her outfits delivered to your ship. It should only be a few more minutes and her first outfit will be done. She can wear that one out of the store and I will have the rest delivered right to the Future along with her fancy dress."

"Thank you Rema. That would be wonderful. I was wondering how we were going to carry this all around with us."

"It would be my pleasure. Come, let's go see if the first outfit is finished."

The three followed Rema back to the sewing machines working behind a clear safety enclosure and just as they stepped up a robotic hand pulled the first outfit out from under the sewing heads and folded it up and set it at the edge of the worktable. The machine then maneuvered a large pole over to the material bolts to retrieve the next required material. Rema opened a door and reached in and retrieved the outfit then closed the door and handed the outfit to Korica. It was the same exact off white-gray color as the first outfit Korica had tried on but looked much brighter as the material was brand new and supple looking.

Korica grabbed the shoulders and let it fall unfolded and held it up to herself.

"Now that is cute. I can't wait to see it on you Korica." Jake said.

Korica walked back around to the bench and in her excitement started to slip one of her shoulder straps down before she realized what she was doing and the fact that she had no underwear on. She stopped and looked up at everyone watching her.

"Don't take the swimsuit off honey. Just put your jumper on right over it. That way you can just slide it off at the pool. You won't have to change." Laurel said.

"Good idea." Korica said.

She stepped back and unzipped the shoulders and then stepped into the outfit and zipped up her shoulders then turned toward Jake and put her arms up.

"You look so cute honey. I love it." Jake said.

He knelt down and rubbed the flower embroidery on her tummy and she giggled a little. She then turned for him so he could see her all the way around. When she was facing him again he put his arms out and she stepped into him and he wrapped his arms around her tightly and squeezed her then whispered into her ear.

"I love you so much Korica. I'm so glad you are my daughter now."

Korica closed her eyes and felt the tremendous love coming from Jake.

"Thank you dad. I love you too."

Jake stood back up and looked Korica over again. She looked so cute in her new outfit with her hair done up so fancy but he knew her makeup needed to be fixed or removed. He could tell she had been crying and wiping the tears from her cheeks had ruined her blush and eyeliner.

"Rema, do you a bathroom where we can fix Korica's makeup?" Jake asked.

"Sure. Right behind you."

Jake took Korica's hand and led her into the bathroom and found a hand towel next to the sink and he turned on the faucet and got one end wet then he knelt down and gently wiped all of the makeup off of her cheeks and then told her to close her eyes so he could remove the smeared mascara from under her eyes.

While Jake was attending to Korica Laurel asked Rema how much the bill was going to be. Rema retrieved her small data device and began adding everything up. When she was done she handed it to Laurel. It was all in Heurenom but Laurel was able to read it without any difficulty. The itemized total was two hundred and fourty credits or two hundred and six carrots of raw gems.

Laurel reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out the multiple credit chits and filed through them until she reached the white one for eight hundred credits given to her for Korica's shopping spree and she handed it to Rema.

"I hope you can take these for payment? I honestly don't know how transactions are handled here on the station."

"Sure. Come with me and I'll show you how to use these."

Rema led her through the curtain up into the storefront and up to the customer service desk. There was a device lying on the desk that was exactly the same shape as the credit chit with a small free floating display being projected out of the side of it. Rema laid the credit chit on the device and then touched her small data device to the top of the device and the bill instantly appeared on the free-floating display.

"If you approve of the total simply touch the accept button and the total owed will be subtracted from the chit."

"Can you add a twenty percent gratuity to the bill?"

Rema's mouth fell open.

"Yes mam, I can do that. That is very generous of you Laurel. Thank you."

Rema touched a couple of buttons on the display of her data device then touched it to the top of the tender machine and a twenty percent charge was added to the total bill. Laurel then touched the accept button and the total was added to the stores account and subtracted from the credit chit. Rema then picked up the credit chit and turned it over and showed Laurel a small button on the bottom corner that when pressed would make a holographic image of a stack of gems appear showing what the trade value of the card was and in red letters in Heurenom the total credit value balance on the card was displayed.

"So you will send the rest of her outfits and her dress to the Future for us?"

"Yes. I'll pack everything up when the order is done and I will bring them up there myself. You folks go have a good time with your Korica and I'll take care of it for you. She is absolutely adorable by the way and I can see you and Jake love her very much and she loves you two like nothing I've ever seen."

"Thank you Rema. Do you know where we can get her some shoes for playing in? Her dress shoes are going to be very uncomfortable for her."

"Yes mam. Go straight across the way there. The man there has all sorts of hand made shoes for children. He is very nice and his prices are very reasonable."

"Thank you."

Laurel then went back into the back room through the curtain and just as she stepped into the room Jake and Korica were stepping out of the bathroom. Korica now had all of her makeup off except for her lipstick and she looked very happy. Korica went to put her shoes back on when Laurel stooped her and told her they were going to buy her some new shoes across the way at another store. Korica looked up and her face lit up.

"Don't worry about her dress shoes, I will return them to your ship along with her dress." Rema said.

"Thank you Rema. You've been so nice to us."

"It was my pleasure helping you spoil your Korica there. This is what I do Laurel. I love children and especially the well behaved ones like your Korica here. What an absolute sweetheart she is."

The four then made their way back out through the curtain and into the front of the store and Mark and Gieria finally got a look at Korica's new outfit.

"Awe. You look adorable Korica." Gieria said.

"You look like you are ready to play little one. Very cute indeed." Mark said.

"Hay if you guys are ok I need to get to work. I have to get changed and get to my workstation in about an hour."

"I'm sorry to see you go Gieria. Thank you for everything you've done for us."

"I should be thanking you. Thank you for inviting me to the trial of the century and for inviting me to the banquette."

"You're welcome Gieria. You've been a good friend and I truly hope more good things come your way."

Gieria then gave Laurel a hug then she gave a hug to Jake and then knelt down and hugged Korica and finally hugged Mark. She then turned and walked out of the store and turned right and headed back toward the hangar. The four then waved good buy to Rema and stepped out of the store. Korica stopped and looked down at her socked feet and Mark could tell she didn't want to destroy her beautiful little socks so he stepped back and scooped her up surprising her and then he pulled her up close to his chest and smiled at her as she wrapped her arm around the back of his neck.

The four then walked over to the store directly across the way, which had all kinds of shoes and boots and sandals in the window. There was no door simply a wide opening into the store that had row after row of shoes on racks. As they walked down the rows Korica whispered in Marks ear that he could put her down now.

"Sorry honey. You feel so good that close to my heart I didn't want to put you down." He whispered back.

"Sorry, I can't stop that from happening. I love you and it just happens when I'm close to those I love."

Mark squatted down and gently set her on her feet and pushed her upright from her back.

"You don't have to apologize for something that feels so beautiful honey. I like feeling your heart beating like that."

Korica smiled at him and then started looking at all of the shoes on the racks. An elderly man came out from behind a workstation where he was making a pair of shoes.

"Hello folks. Welcome. How can I help you?" The man said in Heurenom.

"Hello sir. We need some shoes suitable for play for our Korica here." Laurel said gesturing toward Korica.

Korica stepped forward and smiled.

"Hello sir." Korica said.

"Wow, what a beautiful girl you are. Come on back and lets get your foot measured."

Korica followed him toward the back of his store with Laurel following right behind her. The man stopped next to a seat with a clear glass pedestal right in front of it.

"Have a seat honey and we will see what we have that will fit you." The man said.

Korica sat down and put her feet up on the glass pedestal that began to glow brightly as soon as she put her foot on it. There was a beep and then in Heurenom in front of her foot was the number seven. The man then rubbed his chin for a moment while looking at Korica.

"You look like a pretty active girl. May I guess you weigh about seventy seven darnins?"

"Yes sir. That's exactly how much I weigh."

Laurel looked at her for a moment.

"A darnin is almost exactly one pound."

Laurel nodded her head up. The man then got up and went into the backroom and came back out with a pair of shoes that were white with a pink swoosh on the sides. They had thick soles with a relatively aggressive white tread on the bottoms and there were laces on the top. They in fact looked just like a youth running shoe, as the Future would design. The man sat down on a stool right in front of Korica and gently put her foot into the shoe then set it down and tied the laces in an unusual side knot that held them firmly on her foot. He then lifted her other foot very gently and slid the other shoe on then set her foot down and snugged up the laces and tied it with the same unusual side not.

"Go ahead honey, stand up and see how you like them." The man said as he scooted his stool back.

Korica got to her feet and bounced her weight in the shoes a few times then smiled.

"Their comfortable. There's a lot of padding in them."

"Go ahead and walk down the isle a few times. Make sure they don't pinch your toes."

Korica stepped down and walked toward Mark and Jake and let them look. They both nodded yes and curled their lips agreeingly. Korica then walked back and bounced a few times and looked up and smiled.

"Their pretty and their comfortable. I like 'em Laurel. Can I have these, please?"

"Of course you can. I like them too. They are pretty just like you."

"May I check one more thing before you decide on this particular pair?" The man said.

"Do you have others like this?" Korica asked.

"No, These are one of a kind. Please come over and stand on the foot measuring platform."

Korica did as he asked just praying he didn't find a problem that made the shoes a bad buy. He pulled a 'c' shaped device that was made out off a dark glass of some kind and he placed it over her right shoe and touched a button and it lit up and he could now see her foot inside her shoe with a faint outline of the shoe around it. He then turned it off and placed it on her left foot and turned it on and he could see her foot and he could tell that the shoe was just big enough for her foot.

"If I can make a suggestion?" The man said.

"Sure." Laurel said.

"The shoes fir her just fine though her left foot is right at the end of her shoe. She looks to be at the age where growth is at its most rapid, if you are going to be on the station for a day or two I could make another pair for you that would give her room to grow."

"What do you think Korica? You want another pair like this?"

"Oh yes please. I would really like that."

"You have deal sir. I will gladly pay you for both pairs now if you could arrange to have the second pair delivered to our ship. We are the command crew of the Future. Do you know where we are docked?"

"Oh, you are the heroes from Earth and Draxima. I don't think there is anyone on this station who does not know who you are or where the Future is docked. It is one of the most incredible vessels I have ever seen."

"Thank you sir. This is our daughter junior ensign Korica Prentor and I am her mom captain Laurel Kade and that is her dad commander Jake Myers and that is lieutenant Mark Tillman, our chief of security."

"Her mom and dad? I'm sorry you look to barely be older than she is."

"We were awarded custody of her today. You are correct that we are only three or four years older than her though."

"Oh, I see. Well congratulations. She's really something to look at. I would be glad to make her another pair of shoes exactly like the ones she is wearing."

"You hear that honey? You get to wear them out of the store."

Korica smiled big and flung her arms around Laurel's waist.

"Thank you so much mom."

"You're welcome baby. I love you."

"I love you too."

Laurel then pulled the chits out of her jacket pocket and gave the man the white one designated for Korica's day of shopping. The man nodded and stepped past them and walked over to his workstation where he was working and he brought up a tender machine exactly like what was used over at Rema's store. He touched the small display and a total appeared and he turned the device so Laurel could see the total. It was showing in Heurenom a total of thirty credits due or twenty-six carrots of gems for two pairs of custom made shoes. Laurel really didn't know if it was a good deal or not.

"Sir can you add a twenty percent gratuity to this bill?"

"Yes captain I can. That's a pretty generous gratuity are sure you want to add that much?"

"Yes sir I'm sure. You were very gentle with my Korica and you went above and beyond to think of her happiness in the future when she out grows her shoes."

The man touched a couple buttons and twenty percent was added to the total and then Laurel touched the accept button and the total was taken off of the card and added to the stores account. The man then handed the card back to Laurel and she put it in her jacket pocket and she thanked the man for his gracious service and they all made their way out of the store. They stood looking down the trading center toward the playground and Laurel could tell Korica was now very excited to go play.

"Go ahead honey. You go play for a while and we will stand close by and wait for you."

Korica smiled big and then took off running for the playground. The other three walked along slowly keeping her in sight. She went straight for the ladder leading up to one of the spiral slides. As they got closer they could see many parents seated at some tables right at the edge of the playground so they sauntered over and had a seat and let Korica play with the other children running around loudly enjoying themselves. After ten minutes a young girl came up to them with an electronic menu and asked them if they wanted drinks or any food. Jake looked at the menu and ordered what was listed as a Germoli tea. He hoped it wasn't bitter but the dry air in the station did have him feeling thirsty. He then handed the menu to Laurel and she read the menu to Mark as he also felt the affects of the dry air and asked for something cold and just left it up to Laurel to decide what. Laurel ordered three cold Simian pells. She was pretty sure they were a cold fruit juice drink since the top of the menu said 'No Intoxicating Drinks Will Be Served'.

She handed the menu back to the girl and thanked her and they went back to watching Korica running around playing. Laurel sighed to see Korica just behaving like a kid. It did her heart good to see her having fun and smiling form ear to ear. Korica was taking turns pushing a rather dark skinned little boy on the swings when the drinks arrived. Laurel made a shrill whistle through her tongue and lips and Korica shrank in her neck and looked over and Laurel smiled and waved her over. Korica said something to the little boy she was playing with and then came running.

"I got you something to drink honey. The air is really dry in here. You need to keep hydrated baby."

"Ok." Korica sat down facing the playground and she noticed her little friend sitting in the swings by himself looking at the ground rather sadly.

"Laurel, can I asked Willit over?"

"Willit? Is that your friends name?"

"Yes. He looks so sad sitting by himself over there."

"Where are his parents?"

"I don't exactly know."

"His parents might get nervous if he is at a table with a bunch of strangers. Why don't you just drink your drink and then you can go play with him again."

"Ok."

Korica drank her drink rather quickly then kissed Laurel on the cheek and ran back over to her little friend and began pushing him on the swing again to his great delight. Everyone sat for close to an hour while Korica burned enormous amounts of energy running around like a proper little girl before Laurel again whistled for Korica. She gave her little friend a hug and surprisingly a kiss on the cheek and she came over to the table.

"Is it time to go?"

"You still want to go swimming?"

"I sure do. I haven't been in the water in years." Korica said smiling big.

Laurel looked around for the young girl that brought the drinks and she finally found her standing in front of a vendor's station so she made her way over and asked the girl if she could pay for the drinks now. She looked at her and smiled.

"You are the crew of the Future aren't you?"

"Yes we are."

"My employer will not accept currency from you. You are heroes around here. My employer's sister had her little girl grabbed by the Hodong. You rescued her."

"I had no idea. I am glad she was returned safely."

"Yah, me too. My employer was despondent until his favorite little girl in this universe was returned to the family. You have no idea how much he loves that child. You will have free drinks and food here for life."

"Well, thank your employer for us. We might just be back."

"I'll do that."

Laurel then went back over to the others and told them what the young girl said.

"It's a small world isn't it?" Mark said.

The four then headed down toward the end of the trading center past a good many stores all with brightly colored clothes and toys in the windows until they reached the end of the center then they took a left and stepped into the first door on the right and they found themselves standing at the front desk to giant water park. There were hundreds of children swimming and playing together in the water and there was a huge viewing area right next to the waters edge with a huge crowd of adults sitting watching their kids play. Korica's face lit up and she smiled big and got very excited.

"Welcome folks." A slender girl in pink shorts and a white tank top of sorts said. "Are you here to visit someone or to swim yourselves?"

"We are here so our Korica can go swimming." Laurel said gesturing to Korica who smiled big.

"Ok, does she know how to swim proficiently?"

"No. She does not know how to swim." Laurel said in Heurenom.

"Ok, that's not a problem. I need you to keep her in the three shallow pools for her safety. If she wants to go into one of the pools deeper than she is tall, you will have to go in with her or come get myself or one of the other guardians and we will go in with her. Please do not leave the swimming area at any time while she is in the water. Other than that it is required that you have fun Korica. There will be no frowns allowed is that clear?"

"Yes mam." Korica said smiling big.

"Do you have a swimsuit Korica?" The girl asked.

"Yes. I have it on under my clothes"

"Perfect. Go on in folks. Have fun. If you need anything I am Setra and there are paging boxes in the seating areas and near every doorway. Drinks are free though we ask you too keep them at the tables." Setra then smiled big and made a sweeping gesture into the pool area.

The four walked into the park and Korica hardly knew where to start. There were fountains raining water down into a poll that looked to be about three feet deep and there were swiveling tubes with streams of water flowing out of them and one end had a handle so the kids could swing them around and point them at each other like water cannons. There was a shallow two and a half foot deep pool with a wave wall at one end of a one hundred fifty foot long pool that was gently pulsing back and forth creating gentle rolling waves the whole length of the pool that then gently lapped onto a wide sandy beach that was fifty feet wide where kids were making sand castles and digging in the sand. The next pool over was four and a half feet deep and had a spiraling water slide at one end and there were floating rings with water spraying up from their edges. The next pool was twelve feet deep and had a very high diving board and a lower diving board and a very high enclosed spiral slide that looked to be at least thirty feet high with a huge volume of water flowing out of its end into the pool. There were kids of every age in the different pools playing and swimming. The entire space was being flooded with sunlight from the stations inner sun through a huge round skylight tube and there was gentle music playing in the background that could just be heard over the noise of the cascading water and children laughing and screaming from time to time as they exited the slides.

As they walked toward the observation area they could make out a lap pool for the adults towards the very back of the park that looked extremely deep and was at least a hundred yards long and fifty yards wide. At one end was a diving platform made out of a polished black and white stone that was at least fifty feet high at its highest platform and then there were more platforms every ten feet below that. Laurel looked at the highest platform and couldn't help but say, "Screw that!"

"That would take cahonies of granite to jump from that." Mark said laughing.

They all made their way over to an empty table and Korica started to untie her shoes. She laid them up on the table after taking them off then she pulled her socks off and stuck them in one of her shoes then unzipped her shoulders and slid her outfit down and stepped out of it and then laid that on the table and then turned to run for the water when Laurel stopped her and pointed to her own head. Korica stopped and touched the top of her head and stepped back up to the table and took her headband off and laid it on the table then smiled big and turned and headed for the water. Jake saw several boys immediately stop what they were doing and look at Korica with mouths open as she made her way down to the first pool. For the most part it didn't bother him, as he knew Korica just had shocking beauty and she drew attention without trying but one boy looked older and it did make Jake a little nervous. He just figured he would watch closely and if he did anything inappropriate he would send Mark down to scare the shit out of him.

Korica immediately went for the water cannons and began spraying the other kids, which actually drew a crowd to her and she quickly made some play friends and they seemed to be behaving themselves. None got rough with her or tried to touch her so Jake quickly relaxed even though she did have a group of boys that stayed with her everywhere she went. She was just good looking and made friends easy. Korica spent a good deal of time on the water slide and on the beach playing with the much younger children helping them make sand castles. After almost two hours Korica came back to the table breathing hard and soaking wet. She was having the time of her life but she wanted to go down the huge enclosed slide at least once to see what it was like. Laurel reluctantly agreed to call Setra over so she could go down it once. Laurel stepped over to the paging box and pressed the button and called out for Setra.

"This is Setra, is everything ok?"

"Yes. My Korica wants to go down the big slide. Would you mind taking her down?"

"Sure. I'll be right there."

It was only a few seconds before Setra arrived now wearing a light green one-piece swimsuit. She took Korica by the hand and the two made their way over to the big slide. They had a conversation at the bottom of the ladder and then Korica began climbing the ladder and Setra jumped into the water and swam to the end of the slide and treaded water waiting for her. When Korica got to the top with a line of two girls and thee of her swim mate boys waiting behind her she waved to Laurel, Jake and Mark and the boys looked over at Mark and their eyes got very big probably thinking he was Korica's father making Jake grin. Korica then disappeared into the slide and everyone could hear her distinct voice as she screamed with joy inside the tunnel. When she finally came shooting out of the end of the slide Setra swam up to her and wrapped her arms around her and swam with her to the shallowest end and helped her to the edge of the pool. Korica clambered out of the pool with a huge smile on her face and then she made her way back over to the table where everyone was sitting.

"How was it honey?" Mark asked.

"It was scary but fun. I didn't think I was ever going to get to the end. You really get going fast by the time you reach the end."

"You want to go again?" Jake said.

"No! It was fun to do it once but I got a bunch of water up my nose. I don't want to do it again. I'll just stay in the pools where I can touch the bottom."

As Setra walked by Laurel thanked her for helping Korica and she smiled big and said it was a pleasure then kept walking back to the front desk.

"Can I still play some more?" Korica asked.

"Sure. You aren't getting tired are you?" Laurel asked.

"No. The other kids are being real nice to me and I think one of the boys has a crush on me. He gets dreamy eyed every time I get close to him. I kind of like the attention."

"You little heart breaker. You go have fun honey. I don't know if we will ever get a chance to do something like this for you again in such a safe environment." Laurel said.

"Ok. Thank you¦mom."

Korica then smiled big and bolted back to the pool and her crowd of swim mates. Korica played for another full three hours while the others looked on fondly before she finally started to show signs of getting tired. When Korica looked over at one point Laurel could see how heavy she was breathing and she just looked tired so Laurel waved her over. Korica knew it was time to go so she said goodbye to her new friends and even gave a hug to one of the girls she had been playing with all day then she stopped and leaned against one of the water cannons while talking to the older boy that had made Jake nervous in the beginning and she was leaning in from time to time saying her long goodbye and eventually she leaned in and kissed his cheek then quickly made her exit leaving him holding a hand on his cheek with a big dumb grin on his face. As Korica stepped back up to the table and flopped down on one of the seats Jake just looked at her with a half grin on his face.

"What was that honey?"

"He wanted desperately to give me a kiss goodbye but he couldn't get up the nerve so I just did it for him. I don't know how to kiss a boy so I just kissed his cheek. I already told him we were leaving this galaxy and we would never be coming back so he's not going to be calling for me or anything like that. I told you he had a crush on me. I could hear what he was thinking. He thinks I am drop dead gorgeous and he wished he could give me a kiss goodbye but he just didn't know how to do it without offending me."

"Korica! It's not nice to listen to others thoughts without their permission honey, and you shouldn't be leading a boy on." Laurel said.

"I'm not leading him on. I really do like him and he was listening to my thoughts first. I could hear his voice bouncing around in my mind first."

"Honey¦I hate to ruin your fun¦you have stuff in your mind that you have to be real careful with baby. In the future when you hear someone in your mind I want you to quiet your mind ok?"

"I'm sorry Laurel. I forgot about that. I was just having so much fun and so many of the kids here are gifted so I heard all kinds of voices. His was just the loudest."

"That's cause he is older than most of the other kids honey. It's ok. You really didn't do anything wrong. Since you weren't thinking about the Future and her secrets I'm sure he didn't glean anything sensitive. I'm glad you had a good time and you even got to experience a normal healthy interaction with a boy."

"I'll be more careful next time. I'm an officer on a starship or at least I will be soon and I have to think of my ship and my oath to keep her secrets safe."

"Good girl. That's how you need to think all the time honey. See what I mean about we are forcing you to grow up faster than what is fair? You can't even have a play day with out me reminding you to be more serious."

"You're not forcing me Laurel. I chose this life with you and this carrier. I have to be willing to make the sacrifices that come with it and that means not being able to play like everyone else can. I'm ok with it, honest."

"You're such a brave girl Korica. I promise you I will try and give you more opportunities to play like this when we get to the Future planet. There should be lakes and oceans to play in and there are hundreds of children on the Future that you will be able to play with."

"Thank you Laurel. I had a really good time today. Thank you so much for letting me come down here and for spoiling the crap out of me."

"We aren't done yet. I want you to pick out some toys to take back to the Future with you. Please find something that is fun for you. Everything is so sterile on the ship and you never once asked for any simple pleasures."

"Really? We're going shopping some more?"

"We sure are. You still have some money left on the card that was given to me for you."

Korica smiled big and stood up.

"Honey you have to wait for your swimsuit to dry before you get dressed or you will get your outfit all wet."

"Why don't we just go to the changing rooms and I'll take it off?"

"You don't have¦" Laurel stopped herself not wanting to embarrass Korica.

Laurel got up and collected Korica's things and told the guys they would be right back. They walked up toward the entrance to the water park and stepped into one of the changing rooms. There were blow dryers on the walls for the purpose of drying ones hair and clothing if necessary and there was a full length mirror on the back of the door. Laurel then thought about Korica's hair and she had an idea. She told Korica to hold on for a moment while she stepped out. She went up to Setra and asked her if she knew where she could get a hairbrush. She reached behind the desk and produced one wrapped in a clear hard container that she handed to Laurel.

"You wouldn't believe how often we get asked that questions when folks are done swimming. We keep a big supply of free brushes and combs."

"Thank you Setra."

Laurel then knocked on the door to the dressing room Korica was in and Korica opened the door and Laurel stepped in and locked the door behind her. She then had Korica stand under the blower to dry her hair and her swimsuit. It took several minutes but Korica finally managed to get her swimsuit dry and Laurel had her stop the blower and come sit on her lap so she could brush her hair out. Laurel brushed her hair very lovingly and very gently making long slow strokes and following the brush with her hand. She hypnotized Korica quickly making her close her eyes and start to weave a little as she thoroughly enjoyed the sensation of being loved on so tenderly. Laurel couldn't help but notice that Korica was much taller when she sat on her lap than she used to be when Laurel first started brushing her hair out for her. Korica was growing up and filling out into a beautiful young woman incredibly quickly.

After several minutes of brushing Korica's hair Laurel was satisfied with how she had it feathered back at the front and the rest of her hair was lying neatly with just the slightest hint of an upward curve to her hair at its ends in the back. Laurel kissed the side of her head and whispered in her ear.

"I love you so much Korica. Thank you for being you."

Korica grinned big and opened her eyes.

"I love you too mom. Thank you for taking me in when no one else really wanted anything to do with me. I am really the luckiest girl in this galaxy to have you and Jake taking care of me."

"You're welcome honey. Let's go get you some toys, ok?"

"Ok." Korica said smiling big.

Korica stood up and Laurel picked up her jumper and handed it to her. She stepped into it and pulled it up on her body and zipped one shoulder closed while Laurel zipped the other closed. Laurel then had Korica sit down and Laurel put her socks on her and then slipped her shoes on and then tied the laces for her. Laurel then slid her headband over her head. The two then stood up and walked over to the door and unlocked the door and stepped out and Korica's new special friend was still standing by the water cannons watching everything she did so Korica walked very careful and deliberately so she didn't trip and so he could get a good look at her. When they got back to the table Jake furrowed his brow and looked at Laurel's hands.

"There are personal dryers in the changing rooms. She has her swimsuit underneath her jumper and its perfectly dry now."

"Ah. You look like you again Korica and you're still very beautiful."

"Thank you Jake." Korica said with a big smile.

"Have you noticed you have an admirer?" Jake said.

"Yah, I saw. This is the first time in my life that I like being stared at."

Jake shook his head and grinned. Everyone then got up and started walking toward the exit. As they walked past the water cannons Korica smiled at her admirer and waved to him. He smiled big and waved back and just stood and watched them walk through the exit. They walked through the door and took a left and then a right and found themselves entering the trading center again. There were still a good many parents and their young milling around and the distinct voices of children squealing with joy as they played and rode the roller coaster could be heard echoing all throughout the large vaulted ceilings.

As the four walked down the trading center Korica was looking in all the windows at the fascinating toys and colorful signs going from one side of the concourse back to the other while the other three followed behind her marveling at the wonder in her eyes as Korica knew she could have absolutely anything she wanted but she was taking her time to find just the right goody to take back to the ship. Some bright multicolored light flooding out of one store in particular finally caught Korica's attention. She stopped at the window and looked in and she could see what looked like a purple mist morphing into green floating in the floor dropping down from the ceiling some twenty feet up but the mist was behaving very strangely. It was floating up and dropping to the floor to slowly to actually be water vapor. It looked like a slow motion video image of how mist behaved but it was being projected into the whole room.

Everyone came up behind Korica and watched the light show for a few moments before Korica asked if they could go in.

"Go ahead baby. We're following you wherever you want to go."

Korica smiled and stepped around to the door and stepped into the storefront. There were several other families with their young children milling around in the shop and there were shelves and racks full of toys. There were dolls and air vehicle recreations and small hand toys and to everyone's shock there was an entire section devoted to yoyos of every conceivable color and weight. There were electronic toys that made noise and had brightly colored flashing lights on them and there were racks full of plush stuffed animals. There were depictions of animals like nothing the Future crew had ever seen before. Some animals were winged with exaggerated colors and smiles stitched into the faces with brightly colored eyes made of glass beads. There were cases of building blocks and coordination learning toys that were hand held and very obviously hand made with great detail and painstakingly hand painted artistic designs on them.

Korica walked down the isles touching the stuffed animals and Laurel could see a wonder in her eyes that just melted her heart. Here was a girl that was capable of piloting a starship and had a college level education in its operation and yet she was completely enthralled by a room full of simple toys meant for children. They let her wonder around for sometime touching and looking at everything until she focused on the stuffed animals. She seemed to gravitate to one in particular that looked similar to a black panther on earth but this animal had blue glass eyes and round ears. Whatever it was made out of was very soft like real animal fur. When Laurel knelt down next to her and touched it reminded her of rabbits fur it was so soft. Korica then picked up an animal that looked like a bear except it had six limbs. It had bright yellow glass eyes and a smile on its mouth and it was holding a ball between its upper two limbs that had three articulated fingers with two digits to each finger.

"You like these baby?" Laurel asked.

"Yes I do. Very much."

"Every girl should have a couple of stuffed animals on her bed as sleep mates. I was hoping you would pick out a toy though. Something to actually play with."

"But I will play with these. They'll be my new friends."

"Ok. Go ahead and take them honey. Why don't you keep looking around and I'll have the shopkeeper hold onto these for you. I really want you to find something unique that you would like to have for your very own."

"Ok. Thank you Laurel."

Laurel took the two stuffed animals and then kissed Korica on the side of the head and stood up and walked to the back of the store where the strange multicolored mist was emanating from. There was a device sitting in the floor that was about a foot in diameter and about two feet tall that was producing the light show. Laurel could see that the device was slowly rotating on a flat base and the light and mist were coming right up out of the middle of the device. Laurel set the stuffed animals on the customer service desk and knelt down and looked closer at the device. There were a series of buttons along the bottom edge of the flat base and the center portion was actually free floating while it slowly rotated. The rotating portion was brightly lit from within and looked to be made out of some kind of crystalline material. Laurel reached down and touched one of the buttons out of curiosity assuming nothing dangerous would occur. The lights being emitted now changed to bluish green and then it slowly morphed into a purple color then to a pink and finally back to a bluish green color. Laurel touched another button and a beautiful hypnotic music began being produced and it seemed to flow with the mist that was coming out of the top of the device in a narrow funnel shape and then when it hit the ceiling it fanned out and slowly ran along the ceiling to the outer walls then gently floated down the walls outlining everything it passed over. The music eventually flooded the entire store. Just like the mist it took a few seconds to follow the mist and encompass the whole room.

When Laurel stood back up she realized Korica was standing right next to her staring at the amazing little device.

"Go ahead honey. Touch some of the buttons and see what it does." Laurel said.

Laurel then turned to the proprietor and asked if she would hold onto the two stuffed animals Korica had picked out while they continued to look around in the store. The woman smiled warmly and said she would be happy to. Laurel thanked her then turned back to Korica who was squatted down by the calliope of sorts touching the buttons to see what it did. Some of the buttons would cause a momentary change in the light patterns and colors and still others would change the mist into what looked more like smoke than mist though it still behaved very oddly in that it moved slower and more flowing than the real thing would. It was very hypnotic and the music was absolutely haunting with how beautiful it was. There seemed to be an infrasonic component that made one feel the music as well as see it interacting with the mist and smoke effect being produced. A particularly high or sharp note would cause a ripple in the mist and the sound would seem to follow that ripple out into the room like the affect surround sound would produce as a noise would seem to move from one end of the room to the other as it followed the speakers. It was the most intriguing effect the crew had ever experienced. Laurel could see that Korica was in love with the device. She was pushing button after button and in different sequences to get still different affects and color combinations. Laurel decided to ask the woman behind the desk what the device was after she was done with the customers she was ringing up.

When the customers had their items in hand and made their way out of the store Laurel stepped up to the woman.

"Can you tell me what this device is? It's incredible."

"It's called a foria transarpa. It comes from a world called Remeron. It was made to help children that have trouble sleeping in a dark and quiet room. As you can see it floods the whole room with light and sound and the infrasonic setting can be adjusted so that it actually helps calm an otherwise very active child so they can go to sleep."

"It's absolutely beautiful. So it can put a child to sleep?"

"No. That would be dangerous. It produces an infrasonic frequency that is relaxing and calming when a body is exposed to it. It does not actually affect the mind; it produces a calming warm tingling feeling in the skin and nerves. It is a calming field of sound that is unheard but can be felt. Active children can be problematic to get them to go to sleep especially if they don't like a dark room. This is meant to relieve both issues. It can be played with as well, as a toy of sorts. We use the light show to attract the attention of the people walking by out in the trading center concourse. It has worked like a charm."

"It worked on us. The only reason my Korica came in was to see what the beautiful lights were all about. I think she's hooked."

The woman laughed lightly and smiled as they watched Korica squatted down by the device touching buttons and smiling and giggling.

"Is this device available for purchase?"

"Well, yes. Everything here can be purchased but it is very expensive. As you can imagine they are not easy to acquire and we use it to attract customers."

"What do you think Korica? How would you like to have this in your room on the Future?"

"Really? You would get this for me?"

"Of course, I would do anything for you Korica. If you like it I would be glad to try and work out a deal?"

"Oh Laurel, I would really like that. This thing is amazing. Maybe my nightmares would go away if I had this to help me relax. The music it makes is¦relaxing and beautiful."

"Wait¦you're the crew of the Future?" The woman asked.

"Yes mam, we are. I am captain Laurel Kade, and this is my daughter junior ensign Korica Prentor."

"Your daughter? Incredible! You people are absolutely my heroes. I love children, that is why I have this shop on this level. You saved over a hundred from what I heard and Korica here is one of them. Oh sweetie now I understand what you mean by nightmares. You poor baby. I am so sorry for what you must have been put through."

"Thank you mam. Things are much better now that I have a mom and dad again. The Hodong¦killed my mother and father and I had to¦" Korica swallowed hard.

"Shhhh. You don't have to talk about it baby." Laurel said pulling Korica against her waist.

Korica buried her face into Laurel's jacket and put her arms around her for a few moments. When she regained her composure and swallowed the lump in her throat she managed a small smile for Laurel.

"I'm ok mom. I would really like to have this foria transarpa. You said to find something unique for my very own?"

"I did say that didn't I?"

"In light of who you folks are, I would be glad to work out a deal with you. If nothing else for your Korica's sake."

"Well, let me ask you something? How much did you pay for the foria transarpa?"

"I paid nine hundred carrots of diorite gems."

"What if I offered to pay you eighteen hundred credits? That would be almost double what you paid for it if I understand your currency correctly."

The proprietor's mouth fell open at the generosity of the offer.

"You have a deal! Thank you captain Kade. That is most generous of you to offer that much knowing what I paid for the foria transarpa." The woman said shaking Laurel's hand.

"Well I know you are going to have to acquire another one and that is going to take money for the trip and the purchase price."

"That is true. I will include the electronic instruction manual of course. There is a very detailed explanation of how to operate the device and how to recharge its power cell. Can you read Remeron?"

"Yes mam, I can. So can Korica and my mate Jake, her dad."

Jake stepped forward and shook the woman's hand.

"Hello mam." Jake said.

The woman seemed to size up Jake and Laurel then she looked at Korica for a moment then she looked back at Laurel.

"Korica is very lucky to have you two in her life. I sense an intense love from all three of you. A good many children are not so lucky to have such a loving pair of individuals taking care of them."

"You can sense peoples emotions?" Laurel asked.

"Yes I can. It comes in handy for determining what a shy child really likes in a toy. I don't need that with your Korica here. She is on love with her soft filled animals and the foria transarpa."

"Is the foria transarpa delicate? Can it be broken easily?"

"It's fairly rugged. Excited children have knocked it over here in the store and it has never been damaged. It is meant to be placed in a child's room after all so it is pretty well built."

"Can you arrange to have it delivered to our ship? It looks like it would be a little awkward to carry it around."

"I would be more than happy too."

Laurel reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out her credit chits and found one with a value of twenty five hundred credits and handed it to the woman. She placed it on the same tender device as the other shop owners had and she touched the small display screen a few times. The total for two hand made soft filled animal and one foria transarpa came to eighteen hundred twenty credits. Laurel touched the accept button and the total was subtracted from the card and added to the stores account.

Korica grabbed her stuffed animals and they started to walk out of the store when something caught Korica's attention. On one of the shelves was a miniature replica of one of the elder races transport cruisers just like the one they saw arriving while they were in orbit around Altek. Korica handed her stuffed animals to Laurel and she picked up the cruiser and she immediately said, "Whoa, it's heavy." She turned it over and examined it closely. The exactness of the details was astonishing. It had an eight-inch wingspan and was twelve inches long but the weight made it feel like it was considerably bigger than it actually was. Korica then noticed it had been sitting on a black glove with five fingers and what looked like wires running down each finger that were stitched right into the material and on the back of the glove was a small square object that was also sewn right into the fabric of the glove. The square object had several small bottoms on it.

"Mark check this out." Korica said turning around and handing the cruiser to him.

"Whoa, this thing is heavy. What the hell is this thing made out of?" Mark said as he took the cruiser from Korica.

"It is made of a manganite composite alloy just like the real thing." The shop owner said as se walked up.

"I'm sorry I thought we were done but this caught her eye at the last minute." Laurel said.

"That's quite alright. Here, let me show you how it works."

She took the glove and worked it onto Korica's hand and it fit a little loose but it was tight enough for Korica to feel a tingling in her fingertips. The woman then touched one of the buttons on the square portion on the back of her gloved hand and the cruiser vibrated and then lifted right out of marks hand and just floated in mid air.

"Ok, when you tilt your hand like this." The woman put her hand on Korica's and rocked it from side to side and the cruiser mimicked her movements dipping its wings back and forth.

"See how it follows your movements? When you dip your hand forward the Pratgal will dip its nose and when you tip your hand back the nose will point up. Your two middle fingers are the thrusters left and right. With your fingers both pointing strait down it is in hover mode. As you point your fingers forward the thrust will increase making it fly forward. If you curl your fingers pointing back it will fly backwards. You make it turn by tilting your hand and moving your middle fingers at different angles to produce a turning thrust. Your thumb will control the yaw from the tail and your other two fingers are the fire buttons for the simulated weapons. It uses a dissipating uncoupled plasma field for the simulated weapons fire so it is perfectly harmless as long as you don't point it into someone's eyes. It could cause temporary flash blindness, like looking straight into a star for too long. You want to give it a try?"

"Oh yes. This is the neatest thing I have ever seen."

The woman touched another button on the back of Korica's gloved hand and the cruiser whooshed off across the store and smacked into the wall with a thud and then tumbled back and flipped itself upright and just hovered with a slight humming sound about two feet off of the floor.

"It's ok. These things are pretty close to indestructible just like the real thing. You have to remember the position of your middle fingers honey. They are your throttles. Make sure you have them pointed straight down before you engage the controller. If you crash or loose control it will go into a hover and wait for your next command. You touch this button right here to engage the flight mode ok?"

The woman touched a button on the back of Korica's gloved hand and the cruiser slowly started moving forward.

"That's it, now tilt your hand up a little bit and give it a little throttle with your middle fingers and it will start to climb."

Korica did as she said and the cruiser climbed up slowly to about twelve feet in the air and then Korica leveled her hand out and tilted it slightly to the right then moved one finger a little more than the other and the cruiser started to make a perfect banking turn while she used her thumb to control the tendency of the cruiser to side slip. Korica kept it circling the store a few times before she moved her fingers straight down and leveled it out then curled her fingers back a little and the cruiser began to fly backwards and Korica smiled big.

"I think I get it now. This is so cool!"

"Cool? I assure you it is the same temperature as the air around us." The woman said.

"No, I mean neat. I like it."

"Ooh. Cool¦I see. A new expression among the youth?" She looked at Laurel.

"It's actually an old expression among my people. She has been picking up on the way Jake and I talk since she learned our culture from Jake and I alone not my whole population as would normally occur when one is place in the chair of knowledge."

"I see. Can I assume you will take one of these?"

"Please Laurel. Can I please have one of these? This is just the coolest thing I have ever seen."

"You absolutely may. I am glad to see you interested in a toy that is meant for someone your age."

"Go ahead and try the weapons." The woman said.

Korica dipped her index finger and a small shimmering pink ball of plasma erupted from under one of the wings and flew across the room and splattered against the wall and then disappeared. Korica giggled loudly.

"That's funny. It looked like ink hitting the wall but flew like weak plasma."

"It is weak plasma honey. Now you can see why the toy is so heavy. It is actually harder than you would think to miniaturize an antigravity drive and thruster assembly and a set of plasma generators that are safe for children to handle. This is meant for little boys that want to be pilots someday but I don't see why a girl couldn't have just as much fun with it."

"I already am a pilot. I have piloted the Future before."

"No kidding?" The woman looked at Laurel who nodded her head yes.

"Laurel I have no idea what you guys are saying but you have too talk Korica into getting this thing. I have never seen anything like it. In fact, have her get two of them and I will play with her with them. We can have races and chase each other down the corridors." Mark said.

"Mark!"

"What? There is a kid locked in us all and this thing is just to cool to pass up. Besides, I will get to play with Korica. Nothing could be better. You said you wanted to see her play like a proper kid right?"

Laurel smiled at him and turned to the woman.

"I guess we will take two of them."

"Wonderful. She is going to have a good time with these. If you use them together in a dogfight when one hits the other with the plasma it will roll once to indicate a hit. They can actually teach a child a good deal of hand eye coordination skills as well as strategy and flying skills if used together with a friend."

"It looks like my chief of security here has offered to be her wingman. He is an actual fighter pilot so maybe he can teach her a trick or two."

"I sense he loves her very deeply and he is very protective of her¦and you too captain Kade. I would have thought you were related with how he feels about you. It's not a professional protectiveness that he feels for you it's¦personal. He loves you captain Kade."

"Well, we are not related but we are a family. We would do anything and go anywhere for each other and I love him too."

"I suppose that is the natural disposition for a crew aboard a starship?"

"I suppose it is. You need to be able to trust each other and know for certain that the others have your back no matter what."

"I see. Would you like the cruisers sent to your ship as well?"

"If you would please."

"Sure. Come on back and we'll get you taken care of."

Laurel followed the woman back of the store to the customer service desk and had to duck once as Korica zoomed the cruiser by just above their heads. The woman pulled up the small menu on the side of the tender device and the bill showed two hundred fifty credits due for two remote controlled Pratgal cruisers. Laurel pulled out her credit chits and found the one that was designated for Korica's shopping spree and handed it to the woman. She laid it on the device and Laurel touched the accept button and the total was subtracted from the card and added to the stores account and then the woman handed the card back to Laurel.

"You know, with how much you folks spent in my store today I think I will take the family out to eat tonight."

"I hope you do that. You have been very nice to my Korica here and it means the world to me for her to have a positive experience with what she has been through in her short life."

"It was my pleasure. She is so courteous and so sweet. I'm glad to see you folks care so much about her having fun."

The two then walked back up to the front of the store and Laurel told Korica it was time to go. She piloted the craft right overhead and stopped it then touched the button to stop the craft and it just hovered in mid air. As she slid the glove off the craft shut down and the storeowner caught it as it was headed for the ground.

"You have to land it before you take the glove off honey." The shop owner said nicely.

"Sorry. I didn't know."

"It's ok. There is an instruction disc that comes with everyone of these. It will explain the different functions and precautions you have to observe."

"What about the power cells if there are any?" Korica said.

"The power cells are self generating recumbent power cells. They will out live you honey. The glove gets its power from you. That is what the tingling in your fingertips is. You provide the power."

"Amazing! Thank you again for everything." Laurel said.

"You are welcome. You folks have a good day."

Laurel then handed Korica her stuffed animals and she wrapped her arms around them tightly and smiled big. The four then turned and headed out of the store and down the concourse toward the exit into the hangar. When they arrived in the hanger the transport was gone and Laurel looked up at the Future and wondered if they were going to have to climb up the many decks to get to her. She stepped up to the docking control center and tapped one of the individuals there on the shoulder.

"Excuse me, can you call us a transport to get back up to the Future?"

The man turned and saw Laurel and smiled big.

"Captain Kade! I would be honored to call you a ride."

The man turned and touched a couple of buttons then turned back to Laurel.

"It will only be a couple of minutes. Did you folks have a good time in the children's trade center?"

"Oh yes." Korica said. "I can't believe you guys have an entire trade center devoted to kids."

"Our children are very precious to us. They deserve an outlet to just be kids. This whole deck is devoted to that idea."

"I had the time of my life. I can't remember the last time I got to just play and not worry about work or anything else. It was a nice way to end a stressful day."

"That's great. You deserve it miss Prentor."

"You know me?"

"I don't think there is a person on this station that doesn't. I have a brother that is assigned to the Angalon. He said you three are simply amazing. He really likes you in particular miss Prentor."

"You can just call me Korica."

"Thank you Korica. I wish I had made the selection process to serve with you three as my ship."

A few minutes later a transport came floating down from above and settled down on the docking platform right in front of the control station. The four walked up to it and climbed on and the man they had been talking to waved goodbye and the orange shield enveloped them and then the transport floated out a little and then started to lift at an incredible rate making Korica close her eyes for a moment. It didn't take long for the transport to arrive at the docking station for the Future. The transport set down gently in front of the open-air control station for the Future and the shield disappeared and then everyone stepped off the transport. One of the individuals working at the control station waved Laurel over and he handed her a garment bag and two boxes, one of which she handed to Mark to carry. The pilot then offered a ride to the hangar on the Future seeing that they had their hands full and it was a very long walk to the Future's hangar. They gladly accepted and so climbed back on the transport and the pilot shuttled them down the long boarding ramp to the Future. The pilot set down deep in the hangar and everyone stepped off the transport and then the transport spun around and zipped off back down the ramp to the docking control center.

All four walked to the back of the hangar and stepped into the transport enclosure and Laurel touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later they all disappeared in a blue flash and then found themselves standing in the transport compartment on the command deck. All four stepped out into the main corridor and to Laurel's amazement Korica asked if they could still workout together.

"Holy crap honey! Where do you get all of your energy from?"

Korica simply smiled and shrugged her shoulders.

"If you really have your heart set we will go get changed and meet you in the gym. I'm exhausted but I'm not going to disappoint you if it's that important to you."

"It really is mom. Isn't it a requirement that we spend sixty minutes a day in the gym to counteract the affects of reduced gravity?"

"Very good. You've been studying your regulations haven't you?"

"Uh huh. I almost have all of them memorized like you told me too."

"You continue to amaze me with your diligence honey. It most certainly is a requirement."

"So, we can still workout together?"

"Absolutely. Go put your animals and your new clothes in your quarters and get changed and we will see you in the gym."

Korica smiled and turned and headed for her quarters with Mark right at her side carrying her new clothes in their boxes and her dress in its garment bag. Laurel and Jake made their way to their own quarters while holding each other's hand. When they arrived in their quarters Laurel unbuttoned her jacket and slid it off and laid it on the bed then sat down and looked at Jake as he undid his jacket.

"If only we could bottle her energy and put into the engines we could reach the Future planet in minutes." Laurel said with a smile.

Jake laughed as he removed his jacket and laid it on the bed then went and retrieved his standard ships uniform as well as Laurel's. He placed hers on the bed then flopped on the bed and laid on his back for a moment.

"She is going to make one hell of an officer one day. She's smart, dedicated and beautiful. She will be a force to be reckoned with."

The two then got up and got undressed and then put their standard ships uniforms on and made their way to the gym. When they arrived Mark and Korica were sitting on one of the weight benches waiting for them. Korica smiled big and stood up and stepped out and faced them.

"Hi mom and dad. Thank you for exercising with me."

"Hi baby. Anything for you if it makes you happy." Laurel said.

"It feels good to be back home." Korica said while grinning.

"It does feel like home doesn't it?"

"It does now."

The four then engaged in an hour-long session of exercise. When the workout was done Laurel and Korica departed for the showers and Jake and Mark sat and talked.

"So Korica seems to have enjoyed herself today huh?" Jake said to start a conversation.

"I'll say. She even got to flirt a little. It really does the heart good to see her behaving like a typical girl her age. She did an amazing job of standing before the council too."

"Yah I couldn't be more proud of her. The council absolutely loved her. I guess it's not just us that think she is a radiant little soul. She catches everyone by the heart."

"Like cap said. Poor Korica has such a sterile structured life aboard the Future and she has never once ever complained or asked for some time to just play. She is always dedicated and focused to her job. She even spends her free time alone in her quarters reading regulations instead of fairytales or romance stories or any of the stuff a girl her age should be more interested in. It makes one feel bad for her even though she is so happy. She just wants to please us and to be loved in return."

"I know you couldn't understand any of the conversations going on today, but the shop keeper in the toy store said she could sense others feelings and she said she could feel that we love Korica very deeply and you in particular were very protective of her and Laurel and that you loved Laurel in a way that was more than just a professional colleague type of love. She said she thought we were all related somehow because our love was so deep for one another."

"Are you telling me that woman was in my head?"

"No Mark. Emotions are different. They radiate out from your center. You can't contain them and if a person is especially sensitive they can pick up on them."

"Oh. Well, she's not wrong. I love all of you but especially Laurel. And it's not her beauty that I love though she is one of the prettiest girls I have ever seen; it's the person she is that I love. She is smart and sharp in a way I just don't understand in a girl her age. I have never known a super genius and especially one as young as her. She carries herself like a typical teenager, which just makes her endearing, but she has that little commanding presence about her that just puts one in awe. She is one of a kind and she truly has a good heart. She has proven herself to be an excellent captain and a good friend."

"And you know she loves you right?"

"Yah I know. She has said as much, and I can feel it and I can see it in her eyes and her body language speaks to it being a fact. She tends to think with her heart first and her intellect second. Most people, myself included think the other way around."

"But it makes her and Korica special because they think like that right?"

"Oh without a doubt. It is probably exactly what the elder race was looking for in her and Korica and probably you too for that matter."

"I think like that too?"

"Yes. You are very unique just like the girls. I now understand that folks can think like that but I will never truly understand it. I'm just not wired like that."

"Well I am just glad you came around. You were a bit of a scary bad ass when you came out of stasis."

"Well that bad ass is still who I am, Korica has just melted the ice off of my heart. She makes me feel like being gentle and nice like she is or needs or whatever."

"It still makes one wonder how anyone could ever abuse that tender little girl. She is such a soft little spirit and radiates such love, I just don't get it."

"That's cause you're not an animal. Those thugs just aren't capable of empathy and now they are going to get what's coming to them."

Just then Laurel peeked around the corner and told the guys it was their turn to shower. As the two stood up Mark put his hand on Jake's shoulder and looked him in the eyes.

"Look, I enjoy these little talks we share but you will keep what we talk about to yourself?"

"Absolutely. As I have said before, your macho image is safe. I won't tell the girls what a softy they are making you turn into."

"I would appreciate that." Mark said smiling.

The two then went and took their showers and then headed for their quarters. Jake stepped into his quarters to find the usual scene of Laurel sitting on the bed with Korica between her legs letting Laurel brush her hair. Jake smiled and walked past the two and retrieved his clothes from the bureau at the front of the room and then he stepped into the bathroom to get dressed and brush his teeth. When he stepped out Korica got up and practically ran up to him and threw her arms around him.

"What's this all about?" Jake asked as he stroked her back.

"I just love you and I want to thank you for an amazing day. I got my people accepted into the coalition of advanced races without screwing it up and then I got adopted by the two most amazing people I have ever met and then you guys took me out and spoiled me and took me swimming. This has been the best day of my life."

"Well you deserve it honey. You are one of the most amazing people I have ever met Korica. You are such a sweet girl and I just want you to be happy and I want to give you all the love you deserve. The universe isn't only ugliness and evil and I truly hope you can see that now."

"You have restored my ability to trust in people. I now have parents that will never let bad things happen to me again. I just can't tell you how much that means to me."

Korica then took Jake's hand and the two walked over next to Laurel and had a seat on the bed. Jake could tell that Laurel was exhausted and it showed on her face. It wasn't just the fact that she had to get up at midnight to begin her day it was the stress of the trial. She didn't show it at the time but Jake could tell it really took a toll on her so he wanted her to get some rest.

"Laurel, why don't you let me tuck Korica in and read a little to her? You get some rest. I should only be a half hour or so."

Laurel simply grinned and nodded. She was just to beat to argue. Jake and Korica stood up and Jake pulled the covers back and let Laurel slide under them and then he leaned in and kissed Laurel on the lips and stroked her cheek. As he stood up Laurel closed her eyes with a smile on her face. Jake took Korica's hand and the two made their way out into the main corridor. When the door shut the AI alerted Jake that some packages were delivered to the docking station control center. He asked the computer to see if someone could bring them to the Future. Jake knew it had to be Korica's toys.

"Computer, What time is it?" Jake asked.

"Sixteen twenty one ships time, twenty one thirty three stations time."

"Holy crap! We forgot to check what time it is when we got back onboard. Laurel's going to be pissed when she finds out I put her to bed at four twenty in the afternoon."

Jake stopped at the transport compartment and Korica looked down at her night gear shirt and she realized she didn't want to see a stranger wearing nothing but a long T-shirt. Korica shook Jake's arm with the hand she was holding and looked down at herself when he looked down.

"Oh god baby! I'm so sorry. I forgot you aren't dressed. You want to wait out here in the corridor while I retrieve the packages?"

"No. I don't want to stand out here¦alone."

"Ok, why don't you go to your quarters and wait for me. I'll stand right here and watch you until you enter your quarters."

Korica grinned and departed for her quarters. Jake watched her until her door opened and she stepped in and then turned and looked at him and waved and then the door slid shut. He grinned and stepped forward and the transport compartment door slid open and he stepped in and waited about ten minutes at which time the transport platform lit up and the equipment behind the closed door in the compartment that used to be the bathroom started to hum. A few seconds later there was a bright blue flash and a man in a blue and white uniform that looked like a typical elder race uniform except for the colors, was standing holding two rather large boxes that had carrying straps attached to them.

"Good evening commander Myers. These packages arrived a little while ago from a trade center store called the toy corral."

"Yes, we were expecting them. We kind of went nuts spoiling ensign Prentor today."

"That's sweet that you celebrated her successful day by taking her shopping. She is quite the young lady sir."

"Yes she is. We have given her a home and all the love she needs now its time for her to have some fun. Thank you for bringing these up at this late hour."

"My pleasure commander. Any chance to board the Future is an honor. We had to flip a coin down at the control center to see who got to actually come aboard and I won."

Jake took the packages and nodded to the man who then stepped back up onto the platform and touched the indicator for the lower hangar and a second later he disappeared in a blue flash. Jake then turned and made his way to Korica's quarters. When he arrived he put one package down and touched the hale button and when the door opened Korica was standing right in front of him with a big smile. Jake just melted. She was just so cute and it did his heart good to see her so happy. Jake picked up the package he had set down and stepped into her quarters and the door slid shut behind him. He set the boxes down and Korica immediately began to open them up. The first box contained the Pratgal cruisers and control gloves along with two instruction discs. Korica placed them on her dresser and moved the box aside and then opened the other box.

Korica pulled the components of her foria transarpa out of the box and laid them in the floor then she pulled out the electronic instructions and handed it to Jake while she reached in the box and pulled out another small flat round device that she thought looked an awful lot like the holographic picture device that Holon had her images stored on only this one was a little larger. Korica didn't remember seeing the device before so she started to think it might have been put in the box by accident.

"Jake, do you know what this is?"

Korica handed the device to Jake and so he put down the instruction reader and looked it over. He didn't remember ever seeing anything like it in the store. He accidentally touched a button on the side while it was lying flat in his palm and a color three dimensional holographic image of a vase with a bouquet of the most beautiful flowers appeared and the store owners voice in Heurenom said, "Congratulations on your adoption, this is something just for you so you will have something pretty in your room." Jake grinned and handed it to Korica.

"I think she liked you Korica. See what I mean, everyone you meet just falls in love with you whether it's a boy at the pool or a toy store owner or me and your mom."

Korica smiled big and stood up and put the device in the middle of her dresser and when she touched the button on the side a different bouquet of flowers appeared. The flowers and vase depicted where life sized and very beautiful. Korica then sat back down in the floor with her legs folded Indian style facing Jake and the two went about assembling the foria transarpa according to the instructions. When it was finally complete Jake touched a button on the side and the device lit up and the mist slowly started rising up out of the center of the device. Korica then looked at the instructions and touched a button and the mist changed to what looked like multi colored smoke and the hauntingly beautiful music began playing and rippling through the smoke that eventually hit the ceiling and then spread out all along the ceiling and then started to drift down the walls and onto the floor. The music only took a few moments to follow the smoky apparition and fill the whole room.

"Why don't we just call this a calliope? We have things kind of like this on Earth but nowhere near as complex as this...sort of."

"Well whatever you want to call it I absolutely love it. Thank you so much for getting it for me. You, Laurel and Mark have made me the happiest girl alive."

Korica then unfolded her legs and scooted around the device and leaped onto Jake bowling him over ending up laying on top of him with her arms wrapped around his neck very tightly with her head right next to his. Jake wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her tightly around her back.

"I'm glad you like it honey. It's beautiful just like you are. I just want to make you happy and help you realize there are people in your life now that will always love you no matter what just because you are you."

"Thank you Jake. You are the best dad in the universe."

Korica then kissed his cheek and slid off of him and the two laid in the floor on their backs and looked up at the amazing light show rippling through the smoky images being projected as the colors morphed and traveled slowly out through the wispy smoke. After several minutes Jake asked Korica if she still wanted him to read to her.

"I would really like that."

The two got up and Korica turned the music off but left the device on and she climbed into her bed. Jake then pulled her covers up to her chest and picked up her data pad and accessed the ships library and he let her pick out a story. She ended up picking out a story called 'a flower in the wind' that was written in the year 2035 about an orphan girl that was orphaned during the civil war in America and her desperate search to find her remaining family when she was old enough to leave her orphanage. The story was actually based on a true story.

"This seems a little fitting. You are an orphan that has found her new family from among the stars. I'll read until you fall asleep ok?"

"Ok."

Korica scooted over and turned a little on her side to make room for Jake and he laid down on her bunk next to her and began reading to her in Hiram. She smiled big when he began at hearing her own language being spoken perfectly and she squirmed down into her pillow and got comfortable. Jake only got fifteen pages into the story when he noticed Korica's face was completely still and her eyes were moving behind her eyelids indicating she was already dreaming. He turned off the data pad and laid it on the floor then he got up carefully so as not to disturb her. When he was standing he looked back at her adorable little face and he just sighed. He loved this girl so much and she meant everything to him now. He was so glad that fate had brought her into his life, as she was just such a sweet girl. He truly hoped she would find love among the humans on the Future someday. He really wanted her to have a love like he had with Laurel. He wanted someone to fill her heart and treat her with kindness and love.

Jake leaned in and kissed her forehead gently and stroked her soft hair to the side and she squirmed flat onto her back and took a deep breath then let it out and went still making him smile. At least he was sure she was happy for now. He then picked up the data pad from the floor and set it on her dresser next to the holographic flower device and smiled at the beautiful flowers and the tender thoughts conveyed by a total stranger toward his Korica. Korica just had a way of making everyone care about her without even trying. It just confirmed what he already knew. Korica was very special and one of a kind.

Jake then departed Korica's quarters and headed for his own quarters. As he passed the mess hall he saw Mark sitting at their usual table with a data pad in one hand and a cup of tea in the other. Jake stopped and leaned in.

"You're still up?"

"Well yah. It's only five fifteen in the afternoon. I'm just going over the security scans performed by the AI while we were gone."

"Well, I got Korica to sleep and I think Laurel is passed out too. I'm going to go join Laurel, I'm bushed."

"Alright. Since we are docked and the refit is still underway, I don't see a problem with getting a little extra rest. I'll see you guys in the morning."

"Thanks Mark."

Mark put his tea down and gave Jake a loose salute. Jake saluted him back then stepped back out of the mess hall and made his way to his quarters. When the door opened and he stepped in he immediately felt a calm wash over him as Laurel's presence hit him. He hadn't even realized that being separated from Laurel for so long had his stomach knotted and his nerves tense. He took a deep breath and smiled. His Laurel was heaven sent and it felt good to be close to her again. As Jake approached the bed Laurel slid the covers down for him without turning over and he grimaced at the thought of her being so exhausted and not being able to go to sleep because he was away for so long. Jake slipped his shoes and his pants off then removed his top and laid it on the night table. He then slid in behind Laurel and she snuggled back against him and moaned softly in approval of his body touching hers. The two then drifted off into a restful deep sleep.

At 04:30 the AI woke Laurel announcing that Korica was outside the door paging her. Laurel cleared her throat and told the AI to let her in. Korica came in quickly and walked around to the foot of the bed. Laurel sat up and scooted over and patted the bed between her and Jake. Korica grinned and kicked her shoes off and climbed up onto the bed and clambered up between the two and Laurel pulled the covers down for her and she tucked her feet up and pocked them under the covers and then slid down on her back and Laurel then pulled the covers up on her and laid down on her back. Laurel then put her hand over on Korica's tummy and rubbed her belly a few times. Jake then stirred and turned over toward the girls.

"Your breathing hard honey. Are you ok?" Laurel said.

"I am now. I got up early and I tried to wake Mark so we could have morning tea together but he isn't in his quarters. I just¦I kind of freaked out and didn't know what else to do so I came here."

"Ooh. You are always welcome here baby. I'm sorry you're having so much trouble being alone."

"I don't know what's wrong with me. I was doing fine until recently. I just get a cold chill every time I'm alone anymore. I feel like someone could pop out of nowhere and grab me and then disappear with me and take me away."

Laurel turned on her side and scooted closer to Korica and put her arm up around her head. Korica turned on her side facing Jake and scooted back against Laurel and laid her head on Laurel's Arm. Jake then scooted forward and slid his arm next to Laurels then pulled himself right up next to Korica and sandwiched her between the two. He then put his other arm on Korica's side and rubbed from her side down to her hip and back a few times.

"We aren't going to let anyone get you baby. With the new internal sensors that just isn't possible. The AI would know if there was someone anywhere near you and we would come running." Jake said.

"My mind knows that, but something deep down just tells me to panic when I'm alone. I hate it. I feel like a little kid that is afraid of the dark and is being thrown into a huge dark room with monsters all around."

"God honey, what a terrible thought. Here, let me try and calm your mind." Jake said.

Jake closed his eyes and slid his forehead right against Korica's and reached out with his mind and he searched for Korica's thoughts. He found Korica's presence very warm and strong and he quickly sank into her mind. Korica smiled big as she heard Jake's thoughts and could feel his very strong presence sinking into her. It was a warm tingle that she missed and it had an instant calming affect on her. She then let herself drift into Jake's mind and she could feel what was in his heart immediately. His love for her was very strong but tender and reassuring. Korica could then hear Laurel's thoughts whispering out of the darkness and she thought Laurel had joined them but she didn't sense her presence as profoundly as Jake's. She then realized it was the whispers that Jake always experienced by being paired with Laurel. Korica felt very calm after only a few seconds of being connected with Jake at such a deep level. Jake then sent an intense push of his love toward Korica making her giggle as it tickled her tummy.

Laurel felt the intense wave of emotion that Jake pushed and she too smiled in the darkened room, as she knew Jake was playing with Korica while they were connected. Laurel then placed her forehead against the back of Korica's head and let herself gently slip into Korica's mind. Korica now sensed Laurel's presence as profoundly as Jake's and she smiled big again. Laurel gave a gentle push of her own love directed at Korica and she again giggled at the tickle it elicited in her tummy. Laurel and Jake could now feel Korica's heart beating as she radiated their love back to them along with her own love for them. Jake then let himself drift deeper into Korica looking for the source of her fear and after a moment he found it deep down inside her and he tried to cover it with his own strength and lack of fear. Korica's face got very serious as she could feel Jake manipulating her feelings. It scared her a little at first but she didn't resist his efforts to change her feelings. She started to breath faster as he pushed deeper and deeper and she could feel the overwhelming fear that she had been feeling being washed away and a new hard resolve taking it's place. When Jake was content that he had removed a good deal of her fear and replaced it with his own feelings of confidence and strength he gently pulled himself back out of her deep mind.

"Are you feeling better honey?" Jake thought to Korica.

"Yes. You scared me a little at first. I could tell you were changing my feelings and it felt weird but I feel much more confident now. Thank you for sharing your strength with me." Korica thought in return.

Jake then withdrew from Korica's mind completely and opened his eyes. He slid his head back slightly and looked at her delicate little face and he could tell she was still connected with Laurel and very much enjoying the visceral feeling. Laurel could feel a new level of calm confident resolve in Korica and it made her grin. Jake had removed her fear and replaced it with his own feelings. Laurel slowly withdrew from Korica's mind and then she slid her head back a little. Korica then opened her eyes and found herself staring right into Jake's gorgeous green eyes. Korica smiled and leaned over slightly and kissed him and thanked him for making her feel better.

"You're welcome honey. I don't want my girl afraid to be alone. I can completely understand why you are feeling the fear like you are, but you are safe now. I hope I have given you a little more confidence."

"I feel a lot more confident. There is nothing to be afraid of. I love you guys so much."

"We can feel it honey."

"Am I doing it again?"

"Yah, but it's not a bad thing. It's just the way you're body works and it's beautiful."

"Thank you for understanding that I can't help it. It just happens when I feel as much love as you two feel for me."

"You just rest a little. Do you know what time it is?"

"I think it's around four thirty. It was four when I got up."

"Ok. You rest and your mom and I will wake up more and then we'll go get something to eat."

"I like how that sounds. My mom."

"No one can ever argue that point now. We have documentation to prove you are ours¦and we belong to you." Korica smiled big and closed her eyes.

Jake scooted back and let Korica slide onto her back and then he put his hand on Laurel's hand that was now lying on Korica's hip. Laurel then sent a thought to Jake.

"Thank you for curing her fears Jake. You are a good man and a good father."

"You're welcome. I honestly didn't quite know what I was doing. I was going on instinct alone. I just don't want her to feel anymore pain or suffering because of what the Hodong did to her." Jake thought back to her.

"I know, me too."

Laurel and Jake laid for another ten minutes thoroughly enjoying feeling Korica's pulsing waves of warm emotion that mimicked her heart beat until they heard Korica's stomach growl. They knew it was time to get up and get some food in her. Laurel and Jake both slid out to their sides of the bed and put their feet in the floor.

"It's time to quiet our minds." Jake said.

All three closed their eyes and spent a few seconds quieting their minds. Jake then leaned his forehead on his hand and locked his elbow on his knee. Korica noticed first that he seemed upset. She scooted over to his back and laid her head right next to his hip and looked up at him.

"What's the matter? You look sad." Korica asked.

"I just¦I don't like not hearing Laurel in my mind. I have gotten used to it and I even crave it now. I miss her."

"Awe. But she's right here."

"I know honey. I can feel her I just miss hearing her too. I love her voice. It's kind of hard to explain or even understand."

Jake reached down and stroked Korica's head a few times making her grin up at him.

"For what it's worth I miss hearing your voice in my mind too Jake." Laurel said. "I know exactly what you mean. It bothered me at first but as I came to love you more I began to like it and even crave it."

"It's means a lot to hear you say that babe. Once we get away from this station and all of these telepaths we can keep our minds open all the time."

"I can't wait. This place is amazing but I don't like the quiet. Like you said, I can feel you but it's just not the same."

Jake then scooted over a little and leaned down and gave Korica a kiss.

"Go give your mom a good morning kiss. I'm gunna go get dressed."

"Ok. I love you." Korica said with a big smile.

"Love you too sweetie."

Jake then got up and went and got his clothes in the dim light and made his way to the bathroom to get cleaned up and dressed for the morning meal and workout while the girls were talking. In the mean time as soon as Jake got up Korica crawled to the other side of the bed and Laurel laid on her back and Korica crawled around so she was facing the same way and laid down half on Laurel and planted a good morning kiss on her then laid her head on her chest with the rest of her body half on and half off of the bed and Laurel. Laurel put her hand on her back and rubbed her back gently.

"You seem to be in a really good mood now." Laurel said.

"I am. Jake has put my mind at ease. I feel like there isn't anything I can't do with you guys by my side. I'm not afraid of anything anymore¦well almost nothing anyways."

"That's great baby. I wasn't real crazy about the idea of Jake messing around so deep in your mind but he seems to have helped you in the end."

"Yah, I didn't even know he could do that. It scared me at first, but I trust him so I just let him in and I let him do what he wanted. If it had been anyone else I would have pushed back real hard. It's kind of weird to have your feelings¦taken away like that and then to feel someone else's feelings take their place and become your own."

"I could sense what was going on and it felt weird from my perspective too. I would imagine if you had bad intentions you could make a person do some bad stuff by making them feel different than they did before. You won't ever let anyone else in your mind and your heart like that right?"

"No. Like I said I would have pushed back real hard. You guys are the only one's to ever touch me that deeply without any effort to resist. I learned how to just let you in during the new oni anquis tock be day oh. I remember how it felt to let him slide into my mind and body. It took all of my will not to resist it cause it felt¦well you were there¦you know how it felt."

"I sure do. You won't ever have to go through that again honey. We will leave your deepest place alone and you won't have to completely surrender yourself to either of us ever again."

"Kay. It was beautiful but I really don't want to ever do it again."

"I guess I should get dressed so we can get you fed. I can hear your tummy. You must be famished."

"I'm starving. That's what woke me up in the first place. Maybe now I'll be brave enough to go get something to eat by myself."

"That a girl. With these new shields and the enhanced internal sensors, you really are pretty safe honey."

"I know. I'll keep telling myself that."

Laurel then sat up and Korica rolled off of her and sat up with her. Laurel slid the light control up to full intensity and then went and retrieved her clothes and walked back to the foot of the bed and started to disrobe just as Jake stepped out of the bathroom. Jake took several steps and stopped dead in his tracks and just watched in utter amazement at just how gorgeous Laurel's body is. To him she was the epitome of what a girl is supposed to look like. Her sensual little mound was breathtaking along with her perfectly sized breasts and firm nipples with the perfect sized soft pink areolas and her stomach was well defined and muscular and she had firm but feminine shoulders and her golden blond hair was the most amazing color he could imagine. Her soft facial features and small pink lips just blended perfectly with her hypnotic deep sapphire blue eyes. He looked down to her plump round behind and curvy hips and her muscular legs that seemed to be just the right length for her torso. She just had ideal dimensions all the way around.

Korica sensed an odd feeling from Jake and so she turned and caught his hypnotized stare. She grinned and watched him for a few moments and then sighed. She turned to Laurel who was wrapping her bra around herself and fastening it in front of herself before twisting the latch around to the back.

"He loves you so much Laurel. I hope I'll have someone to look at me like that someday." Korica then quickly put her hand up to her mouth.

Laurel looked at her for a moment as she put her bra's shoulder straps up over her shoulders then she looked over at Jake.

"Jake! You're embarrassing her." Laurel said smiling.

"No mom it's ok. He's not embarrassing me, I embarrassed myself."

"I'm sorry Laurel I can't help it, you are just¦you are the most sensual and gorgeous woman I've ever seen."

Laurel stopped what she was doing and turned and looked at him for a moment.

"And how many naked girls your age have you seen?"

"I uh¦only you, but I've seen enough magazines and what not to know that you are gorgeous beyond comparison. You're like¦beyond supermodel gorgeous."

"Good save." Laurel said smiling.

Korica giggled and rolled on her back.

"And you young lady should not have a desire to have any man to stare at you in any way." Laurel said smiling at Korica.

Korica's face turned bright pink right to the tip of her nose, as she blushed hard.

"I don't want anyone staring at me. That didn't come out the way I meant it to. I meant I want a love like you two have so my mate would look at me like that and feel toward me what Jake is feeling toward you. That's all. I have had enough of dirty men looking at me with hungry eyes and evil hearts while I'm naked."

"Oh. Ok. You'll find a love of your own someday sweetie."

Laurel then went back to getting dressed with Jake still watching her. Once she was dressed she slipped her shoes on and made her way over to the bathroom stopping to give Jake a peck on the lips and a warm hug. When she disappeared into the bathroom Jake walked over to the bed and sat down and slipped his shoes on, as did Korica. Korica then turned on her stomach on the bed and looked up at Jake.

"Jake, do you feel a new sense of closeness to me now that you are officially recognized as my dad?"

"Uhm¦yah I guess I do. Why do you feel different about Laurel and I?"

"Kind of. I've loved you guys just about from the moment I first met you and you treated me with such kindness, but I was a little confused about how I should love you. Especially with how close we became in order to create the Angalon. But now I feel like for the first time I know exactly how to love you. You are my mom and dad now and that finally puts things in the proper perspective for me."

"Well that's good honey. I don't want you to be confused by our relationship. I think I love you a little deeper than I would my own flesh and blood daughter if you can believe that, just because of what we have been through together but I see you as my daughter just the same. We have shared a love for each other that goes way beyond anything a biologically related father and daughter would ever be capable of feeling for each other but now it's a special bond that we both feel for each other as father and daughter."

"Yah, that's it. You're so much better with words than me. That's exactly what I feel. I'm not in love with you anymore but I know exactly what it feels to be in love with you and Laurel."

Just then Laurel stepped out of the bathroom looking as radiant as ever with her hair now brushed and looking perfect. She stopped and smiled at Jake and Korica.

"You two ready to go put on the feed bag?" Laurel asked.

"Yah! I'm starving." Korica said.

The three then took a moment to quiet their minds again and then they departed for the mess hall. When they arrived they expected to find Mark sitting at their table but the lights were out until they stepped in and triggered them on. All three sat down and Laurel decided to find out where he was even though it was still only a little after 05:00 according to her calculations. While Korica and Jake ordered their meals Laurel called the AI.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Is Mark in his quarters?"

"No. He is not onboard at this time."

"What? Where did he go?"

"He is in a confidential meeting with Asaria and four other the members of the supreme council."

"Really? Do you have any idea what the meeting is about?"

"Yes. There was a message left by Oberot at zero three fifteen ships time for the Future crew. He had called and asked if you were available. When I told him you were all sleeping he said not to wake any of you. He apologized for his absence when you wake but he said he was called away on an urgent mission aboard the Angalon. He then recorded a message for you to listen too when you woke up. Mark woke a little before four and he listened to the message then requested an audience with Asaria and the supreme council so he could be briefed in full."

"The Angalon? Is she gone?"

"Yes. The Angalon departed at zero three thirty ships time."

"But she hadn't even been through her shakedown runs yet. What the heck is going on?"

"Apparently she was pressed into service early. She departed with a crew of twenty eight thousand nine hundred individuals and twelve hundred assorted craft in her hangar bay including four heavy cruisers and at least a dozen destroyer class battle cruisers."

"Holy shi¦holy crap. It sounds like she is going to war." Jake said.

"I think you should wait for Mark to brief you on exactly what is going on. Asaria refused to discuss it over an open frequency."

The three looked at one another for a few minutes.

"So we have created a ship of conquest after all. I should have known a warship to be used for a peaceful mission to Earth was to good to be true." Laurel said in a somber tone.

"Now wait a minute Laurel, that ship is us. We would never agree to a mission of conquest. There must be more to this than we know."

"It's not us anymore. They are duty bound to do as they are told." Laurel said.

"Think about it Laurel. If they told you to go destroy another race would you? No. You would tell them to shove it. Korica would never go along with it either. She just doesn't have it in her to go on a mission that would involve any killing."

"What about you?" Laurel posed.

"You've already seen what I'm capable of. If you told me too, I would fire." Jake said looking down at his lap.

"This just doesn't make any sense. The elder race is known as a group of peacemakers and negotiators, intellectuals and thinkers not warmongers. Why would they take so many war ships and so many men?"

"I don't know babe. Let's just wait for Mark and find out what's really going on first hand before we jump to any conclusions."

The three then ate their meals in complete silence after that. Laurel thought about the message from Oberot but she just didn't want to hear it until she had eaten and worked out. She was just sure it would be an apology for misleading them about the intended use of the Angalon. She was feeling very betrayed and she was fighting hard not to get angry until she really knew what was going on.

After the meal the three made their way to the gym and performed their morning workout routine then Laurel and Korica showered while Jake waited in his quarters. He also resisted the temptation to listen to the message until Laurel was right there with him. He was pretty sure they didn't have the whole picture and Mark would be able to put their minds at ease when he returned. When the girls came into the quarters Jake departed for his shower and the girls got dressed and brushed their teeth and hair.

When Jake returned from his shower he found the girls in a very subdued mood. The bright, happy mood of the last couple of days had completely disappeared. The girls were still sitting in their usual position on the bed with Laurel brushing Korica's hair far longer than what was necessary but she did not look very happy at all. She still gave him a little smile when he walked by to get his clothes from the bureau at the front of the room but it looked very forced. Jake got dressed and brushed his teeth and combed his hair then he stepped out into the room and the girls got to their feet without a word.

The three then made their way over to the bridge to listen to the message left by Oberot. Laurel logged on and brought up an external view and sure enough where the Angalon had been docked there were the huge docking arms point down toward the main hangar doors and the boarding ramp was retracted all the way to the open-air docking control station. It was a huge empty void looking very odd, as they had never seen that particular docking station empty before. Laurel found the message left by Oberot and opened it and piped it into the overhead speakers.

"Future crew, this is Oberot Taltroe. Good morning friends. I am sorry I could not see you in person but after your long day I wanted you all to get some rest so I had the Future let you sleep. I have been called to duty on an urgent matter of galactic importance. There is an unknown invading force that is exterminating entire worlds as they move through sector 419 of this galaxy. There are members of the coalition of advanced races that are in immanent peril and we are honor bound to come to their aid. I don't want to go into to much detail in this manner, but I will tell you that you are in no danger. Your mission is going to be taking you in the opposite direction. I have ordered the Angalon to be put into service, as she is the fastest and most capable ship at our disposal. We will be picking up coalition partners along the way and the Angalon can carry them all with ease. I must apologize for things not undone. In time things will reveal themselves to you and you will understand. You are an amazing crew and I consider you my dear friends. I dare say I love you all. Please take care of each other and whatever you do, please do not feel compelled to follow us. Your mission lies on a different path and you need to remember what is at stake for you and your people. Good journeys to you all and may you find happiness in each other's love. Oh and thank you for your instrumental help in creating the Angalon. The timing could not have been better if we had planned it, and congratulations on making it into the coalition of advanced races. The timing of that could not have been better placed either. I have transmitted your custody documents for Korica to your AI. They are legal and binding anywhere in this galaxy and thusly in yours too. I have also given your AI your new security identifier codes. Because you're Human and have a Draximan crewmember, you have been assigned two of them. If for any reason you get in a tight spot with another race just transmit that identifier and they will know instantly that you are one of us. It should afford you a level of respect and reverence that would not otherwise be given to you. Good luck, and I love you all."

The three sat for a moment trying to digest Oberot's words. Things not undone made the least sense of all. No one had any idea what he was talking about. Laurel was rather sad.

She had really come to like Oberot and she was pretty sure they would never see him again. At the very least Laurel was no longer feeling any anger welling up in her. It was clear that the Angalon was on a mission of protection not one of conquest. Now she could understand why the Angalon would agree to the mission in the first place. There were still question lingering but all three knew that was exactly why Mark asked for a meeting with Asaria and the supreme council. As a member of the coalition Mark is now privy to information that would have other wise been none of his business. The fact that he is the chief of security for the Future probably also carried weight in what will be divulged to him.

While they waited for Marks return Korica sat at the stellar cartography science station and brought up a map of the galaxy. She had managed to update the map with the information in the new data core so eighty percent of the known galaxy according to the elder race would be available. Korica brought up sector 419 and her heart sank into her shoes. Draxima was in the heart of that sector. Without knowing the exact path of destruction being wrought by this invading force she had no idea if Draxima was actually in danger or not but it would certainly explain Oberot's comment about a coalition member being in peril.

Laurel could see the sector that Korica was staring at and the look on her face confirmed that sector 419 was where her home world was located. Laurel remembered Korica pointing to that arm of this pinwheel galaxy and saying that her home world was somewhere in that arm of the galaxy. Laurel knew that Korica was very adept at reading stars now and she had presumably pin pointed her home world.

"Are you ok sweetie?" Laurel asked.

"No, I'm not. Draxima is in the middle of sector four one nine according to the elder races star maps. My¦I could be the last of my kind and I wouldn't even know it."

"I'm sorry honey. Let's try and be optimistic here. We don't know what worlds have been attacked. That sector looks to contain millions of stars. The likelihood of Draxima being one of the systems that have been destroyed is pretty remote."

"I wish we could do something to help."

"I know Korica, so do I."

Just then the AI announced that Mark and Asaria had just arrived in the hangar and were headed for the transporter. It only took a few minutes for the pair to come walking onto the bridge. The first thing Asaria did was to walk up to Korica and kneel down beside her.

"Korica, am I going to get a hug?" Asaria said smiling with her hands out.

"Of course, where are my manners?"

Korica got up and stepped into Asaria and hugged her tightly for a few moments.

"Thank you Korica. You are my¦inspiration. You helped me get my head screwed on straight after decades of apathy. I owe you more than I could ever express in words."

"Really? I did that?"

"Oh yes. You opened my heart and my eyes. The love in your heart is very special and very powerful. It infects those around you and heals wounds of all sorts. Some can't be seen but are just as painful as any sword would cause. You my dear are one of a kind and my little savior."

"Thank you." Korica said shrugging her shoulders with a grin on her face.

Asaria then stood up and walked up to Laurel who stood up from her chair and hugged Asaria just as warmly.

"Thank you for caring about my Korica so much Asaria."

"Thank you for caring enough to take her into your heart and your life and thusly mine. She is very lucky to have such a compassionate captain¦and guardian. You take good care of her you hear?"

"We will. I promise."

Asaria then stepped over to Jake and he too embraced her warmly.

"And you my strong Jake, you watch over them both. You have a big heart and a sharp mind. They are both indeed fortunate to have you in their lives."

"Thank you Asaria. I consider myself to be the lucky one. Laurel is my one and only and Korica is my only one. No one is ever going to mess with my little girl ever again or my Laurel. They are both the reason for everything I do anymore."

Asaria touched his cheeks then turned and faced everyone.

"So, I know you are wondering what the heck is going on with Angalon and Oberot. Mark here has been fully read into the situation. That device in his hand has your new course to reach the tel pok maron. They are a very recluse species but we are not going to stop trying until we reach them and implore their help on your behalf. By the time you reach their region of space we will have conveyed your needs to them. Mark will now fill you in on what is going on in sector 419."

"Thanks Asaria. Look guys, this is really bad. No one knows where these guys came from but they are ripping a path through this galaxy that is leaving entire civilizations exterminated. They are not taking prisoners and no wealth or mineral recourses are being extracted. They will not communicate with anyone so negotiating is out of the question. Any vessels that have tried to meet them head on have not lasted more than a few seconds before exploding from within. These guys have an unseen weapon that simply pops a ship like an over inflated balloon. Given the amount of time it takes them to wipe out a world and move on¦they will reach Draxima in thirty five days."

"No! What did we ever do to them? My people aren't warriors. We won't stand a chance." Korica said bursting into tears.

Mark stepped over to Korica and pulled her against his stomach and gently placed his hand on the side of her head and let her cry and looked back at the others.

"This is why the Angalon was pressed into service. She can be there in a little over a day, if you can believe that, if she lives up to her design criteria. She is going to deliver some very¦impressive defensive technology to Draxima and then the Angalon is going to go meet these guys head on. She has shields that are more than a hundred times stronger than ours so she should be pretty safe. They need to assess just how many vessels they are facing but no scout vessels have ever returned with any numbers. You remember Oberot talking about pure evil out there that made the Hodong look like simple schoolyard bullies? This is what he was talking about. These guys have already raised at least four million worlds to the ground. It's unknown how long these guys have been cremating worlds before word finally got to the elder race. When these guys are done with a planet there is no living biosphere left. They leave a dead rock in their wake. They've got to be stopped. We have been instructed to steer clear of this conflict and stay focused on our own mission. Frankly I would have to say that is really sound advice. The Future is not a war ship she is a vessel of exploration and transport, nothing more. I don't think we would stand a chance against that kind of destructive force. The Marines don't run from a fight but we know when not to stick our noses in one that is pure suicide. This device has an overview of the path these guys have carved through this galaxy and it looks to me like they began at the outer edge and they have steadily worked their way into the heart of sector 419. Let me show you."

Mark took Korica's shoulders in his hands and gently pushed her back as she released her grip on his waist. He knelt down and opened the kick panel below science station number four and he plugged the data device into a pigtail that was clipped to the side of the electrical junction grid. The whole panel was lit up in different twinkling colors as the crystalline circuits worked their magic as Mark though it to be. He had absolutely no understanding of the Future's myolinear crystalline circuits. He simply knew they were some funky crystal material that conducted electrical energy a thousand times better than silicon chips and wires ever could and they virtually never failed or got hot unlike silicon chips. As he plugged the data device in a new circuit lit up and turned a pale yellow then started to twinkle as the data was uploaded into the system. He waited until the circuit fell dark and then he unplugged the device and closed the kick panel and latched its thumb latches shut. He then stood up and fumbled at the station for a moment trying to access the right information. He brought up a detailed map of the destructive path the invading species had made through sector 419 and sure enough Draxima was dead in their path.

"As you can see these guys are carving a path of destruction several light years wide. They can really chew up a planet quickly once they get started."

Korica looked at the path after wiping the tears from her eyes and a thought struck her.

"Could these guys be preparing a path for terra forming later on? Look at the architecture of their path of destruction. They started at the edge of the galaxy and worked their way in on a perfectly straight path. If you were trying to wipe out all life in a galaxy wouldn't you use¦I don't know a sweeping motion or something to clear an entire sector? Not a straight swath right through the middle of it?"

Asaria stepped up behind Korica and rubbed her chin for a moment. She quickly saw the pattern and Korica's logic jumped out at her.

"You're right. That is a real good hypothesis. We should send some covert scout ships to here and here." Asaria pointed to the outer most edge of the galaxy and two points on opposite sides of the path of now dead worlds.

"It just popped into my head that they might have a goal aside from complete annihilation of anyone they encountered." Korica said.

"That's very good Korica. It's always good to get a fresh pair of eyes on a situation. I will bring the idea up to the counsel. In the meantime I don't want you good folks to worry. You are going to be heading into sector fourty one. Korica can you bring up a map of that sector with the Farqua station at its periphery edge?"

"Sure."

Korica zoomed the image back out then typed in a query for sector 41. The image being shown quickly drew over to the complete opposite side of the galaxy. Korica then touched and dragged the map over so the blue dot representing the Farqua station was right on the edge of the displayed map.

"Ok, now overly the route data that Mark uploaded into your system."

Korica touched the icon for the new data being stored and she found the information labeled 'tel pok maron route. She opened the data file and touch the map icon and slid it up and overlaid it on the present star map then touched the merge icon and the slightly unaligned maps became one map with the desired route in yellow and along the route were worlds and species that the Future would likely encounter given her new range. The Future would be able to leap 500 light years at maximum density for the field generator and 300 light years at normal and suggested density for the field generator. The map reflected this in where the species where listed. Laurel immediately noticed that the rout was anything but a straight line.

"Asaria why is our intended route a zigzag instead of a straight shot to our destination?"

"Because, there are some species we would rather not see you encounter and this route takes you well outside their sphere of influence. The Future is durable and very impressive but we are well aware of your limitations. We aren't going to put you harms way for the sake of a straight line and a shorter trip."

"I see. So my original hypothesis was correct in that the field generator will produce an intense enough distortion for us to use it as a¦wormhole generator¦or a miniature jump drive of sorts?"

"Yes. Oberot did not want the certainty of that in your minds before the trial but that was his idea all along. You will have to stop and let the reactor vessel cool down between jumps just to be safe but it will be extremely fast. You can probably perform two or three jumps one right after the next before the safety protocols would prevent any further jumps until a minimum safe temperature was obtained but I would not suggest pushing the ship that hard. It should only take a half hour or so to cool the reactor vessel down enough after each jump to make another jump, but you can use your shields at full strength in the mean time so you will be completely protected should you run into any hostile species."

"So¦we still have some learning to do about our own systems then?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. I'm sorry Oberot couldn't give you everything you needed from the chair of knowledge but he was being watched very closely and he was giving you far more advanced technology than he had permission for at the time. That is why he oversaw the refit himself. Your AI has what you will need to know. You will have to use your stasis chambers to impart the required training and knowledge. It is also the best way to gain access to the knowledge of your new crimson fighters. They are very complex and we actually have no knowledge of them. The information now exists in you AI's memory core alone. Your refit is ninety eight percent complete so you have a little time left before we are done giving you everything Oberot wanted you to have and the time for your shake down run is at hand."

"Asaria, why is Oberot going so far beyond what he supposed too in order to help us?" Jake asked.

"I honestly don't know. He has really stuck his neck out for you folks. All I can guess is that he really loves you four for some reason. He doesn't explain himself to me. In fact he really doesn't answer to anyone. He has been the supreme chancellor for so long that most just don't mess with him. You just don't want to be on his bad side."

"I did notice that he didn't install any overt weapons of any kind?" Laurel said.

"No. The install teams that would have been required for that kind of work would have set off some serious red flags and he would have been stopped. We do not weaponize ships during a refit with weapons more advanced than those already onboard. We have had some really bad experiences with that in the past. You have a pretty formidable mining tool that can be used as a weapon if needs be and if you use your new devices in a manner contrary to its original intended use¦just like your mining tools then you actually kind of did get a weapons upgrade."

"I see. The thought had already crossed my mind that we could dispatch a ship without causing any deaths quite easily if we use our heads."

"There you go. We have tried to lay out a path for you that will not bring you into contact with to many races that would require such strong defensive reactions, but there is always the possibility that you will run into someone we didn't plan for. At least you have some new tools at your disposal for those situations."

"So¦once we leave, after our shakedown runs, will we be able to contact you for updates on the battle with these¦destroyers of worlds? Korica has a vested interest in what is happening."

"Yes. You can use your chair and I will fill you in with what I know. Oberot has left me as deputy chancellor in his absence so I will have access to the latest intel."

"We will still have to stop the ship though in order to transmit. That will leave us pretty vulnerable in unknown territory. Will we need to direct our signal at Mar¦your home world?"

"I can't help the limitations of your chair's design. You would not allow us to get anywhere near it so we couldn't make any improvements to it for you. It almost sounded like you know the name of my home world. Please do not repeat it to anyone and do not store it electronically if you do know it. Not everyone in this galaxy likes how powerful we have become and they think it is time to overthrow us as the leading civilization behind the coalition of advanced races and the supreme council, they are in favor of a return to taking knowledge and technology from others instead of sharing it."

"I understand Asaria. We aren't going to say anything to anybody."

"Good, thank you. You do not need to aim your signal at my home world since I am not there. You can aim for the station here. As long as we are in orbit around Altek I will be able to hear you."

"I still don't exactly get aiming at one place and being able to talk to a person in another location."

"Our chair uses a coherent and focused sub-peripheral coalescing trans-dimensional signal that punches through a subspace barrier and communicates with the other chairs across the entire network of chairs in subspace so time and distance are meaningless."

"See I have no idea what that means. I think I understand that the entire network operates outside our space time but your explanation of how they do that¦" Laurel swept her hand over the top of her head.

"Think of it this way. You know how the Hodong hid in a parallel dimension that had no radiation of any kind in it except for their station? Think of the chairs as operating their communication circuits at the baser level along those same lines. Now how quiet would it be in that dimension except for the communication between chairs? Now imagine that same space has no dimension to it. There is no distance. If there were no distance then communication would be instantaneous and very loud, as if the chairs were sitting right next to one another, and if there is no distance then there is no time either, thus the instantaneous nature of their communication. The chairs themselves could not exist there but the signals are just a form of radiation and nothing more."

"That's incredible. I knew the chairs were complex but that puts them in a whole different realm of complexity than I ever expected."

"You better believe they are complex. We are not only transmitting thoughts we are transmitting a persons very essence and all of their emotions as well. That in itself is an incredible feat but the chairs also seek out the thoughts and expressions of advanced races and then captures the essence of an entire population and then shares it across the entire network."

"You know it's kind of ironic. I made a version of one of those chairs myself and yet I still don't completely understand the fundamental principals behind what it is doing when it operates the way it does."

"Well your chair is a multidimensional, bi-directional conductive neural compressive transceiver, that is a far cry from what our chairs are and what they do, but I see your point. There is a certain funny irony to it. It just means your intellect is far greater than your knowledge. For a girl your age that is not surprising. You are just beginning to experience all of the wonders of life. In the fullness of time the two will become more equal."

"Can I ask you what happened to the Tamarin that was sneaking around the Future?"

"Oberot was attempting to interrogate him when he suffered a mental seizure and permanent brain damage resulted. He now has the mind of a four year old and he is unable to form new memories that last more than about fifteen minutes and he can't recall anything beyond his first few years of life."

"So his hippocampus was damaged?" Laurel said looking at Mark.

"Yes. Severely. As well as his prefrontal ganglier structure. It is a structure you do not possess in your brain. Neither do I for that matter. It is involved with long term memory recall and filtering of what will be devoted to long term memory in the first place."

"So we will never know what he learned while he was on the Future and who he was going to sell his information too?"

"Not likely. Oberot said what he had learned from the man before he suffered his seizure was of no consequence to the investigation. He was watching you folks, trying to learn your habits and routines as well as mining data with his electronic devices before he became trapped in the back of the ship when the new internal sensors started to come on line. We found his ship parked on the surface of Altek. He had been aboard the Future since you folks first arrived. Don't worry; he will be locked up for the rest of his life, though I really don't think he will know the difference."

"I appreciate you coming over to fill us in yourself. I'm sure you have a lot of responsibility squarely on your shoulders now, yet you took the time to come see us in person."

"It's the least I can do after all you folks have done for us. They are keeping me busy but it's nothing I can't handle so far."

"I guess we will have to spend some time in our stasis chambers learning what we need to operate our own ship."

"I won't hold you up. If you have any questions or need me for any reason I'll be on the station so just have Eris contact me."

"Can I ask you one last question?" Laurel inquired.

"Of course Laurel."

"Oberot said something a little odd in the message he left for us. He apologized for things not undone. Do you know what he meant?"

"No. That doesn't even really make sense. Are you sure you heard it right?"

"No she's right Asaria." Mark said. "That is exactly what he said and it didn't make any sense to me either."

"I'm sorry, I have no idea why he would have said that."

"He said in time things will reveal themselves to you and then you will understand."

"In time¦things will¦" Asaria said in a whisper then she mumbled the rest. "I don't¦that's down right cryptic, even for Oberot. I'm sorry I have no idea what he is talking about. I wish I could help."

"That's ok Asaria. We'll eventually figure it out."

"Ok. Can I have a goodbye hug Korica?" Asaria said putting her hands out.

Korica grinned big and stepped over to Asaria and wrapped her arms around her waist and placed the side of her head against her. Asaria laid her hand on the side of her head and kissed the top of her head.

"You take care you little cutie pie you. Please don't leave without saying a final goodbye to me ok?"

"I won't. I didn't know you liked me so much." Korica said stepping back slightly.

"Like you? I love you Korica. You make my heart feel light and my head swim with your emotional radiance."

"Oh that. I do that without trying and it kind of seems like it is getting stronger everyday."

"Don't all of your people do that?"

"Yah, but not usually at my age. We messed around and got things started for me early."

"Well whatever the reason, I love you for your beautiful spirit and adorable face. You folks take care of each other."

Asaria then turned and walked off the bridge heading for the transport compartment.

"Now I really feel like¦a heal. That makes twice I thought the elder race was up to no good and I was wrong. What the heck is wrong with my instincts anymore?"

"Well I don't think anything is wrong with your instincts. You sense something fishy is going on with these guys and I think Oberot's strange comments in his message still speaks to that being the case." Mark said.

"You think so?"

"Absolutely cap. I have learned in the time I have known you that your gut instincts are always right in the end and to trust in you without question cause if I do question I won't understand the answer."

Laurel smiled then laughed at his comment.

"Do I tend to talk over your head a lot?"

"Yah you do. I'm not afraid to admit that you are way smarter than I ever will be. I am very glad you sit in that seat sometimes and not me." Mark pointed to her captain's chair and gave a crooked smile.

"Thank you Mark. That's high praise coming from you."

"Welcome cap."

"Computer?" Laurel said.

"Yes captain, how may I be of assistance?"

"We need neural suggestive training, all of us. Can you prepare a program suitable for us all?"

"I have already done so in anticipation of that very inquiry. Mark will take the longest due to the low density of neural clustering in his brain. It should take thirty-eight hours for his training program to complete and it will include advanced tactical and fundamental operations of the crimson fighters. With only a few hours in the simulator he should be quite proficient at flying them. The rest of you will get a fundamental understanding in the technology and the basic operations but I do not see tactical training as being necessary. I estimate Laurel will take eight hours or less, Korica will take a little over eight and a half hours and Jake should take around nine and a quarter hours. I would suggest that you enter the stasis chambers two at time while the other two stay out. If something goes wrong or a crisis arises on the station I really need someone from the bridge crew to be available."

"Thank you for thinking ahead like that. So, who is going to go in first?"

"I think you girls should go in first. For one thing you are going to come out the quickest."

"I don't have any arguments with that. Computer will you

prep my chamber as well as Korica's please?"

"Understood. It will take thirteen minutes to get the chambers warmed up. I will need you completely plugged in case I need to put into rapid deep stasis and so I can feed you and keep you hydrated while you are under."

"I understand."

"Mom does that mean we have to¦take everything off?

"I'm afraid so Korica."

Korica looked up at Mark then at Jake then back to Laurel.

"Can dad put us in? No offense Mark but I would feel a lot more comfortable with my dad seeing me¦exposed as opposed to you even though I know that's how I was when you first met me."

"No offense taken little one. That is exactly how you should feel."

"I would be glad to put you in Korica. I'm going to be putting Laurel in anyway for obvious reasons, so I'll just put you in too."

"Kay. Thanks."

"You're welcome sweetie."

"Mark will you watch¦never mind. I forgot we are still docked and being refit. You don't have to stay on the bridge if you don't want." Laurel said.

"I was going to make my rounds anyway. I'll see you girls in couple of hours. Sleep well."

"Thanks Mark." Laurel said.

The three then headed for the transport compartment. When they stepped in Laurel took Korica's hand and grinned at her then all three stepped up onto the platform and when the map appeared Laurel touched the dot indicating the forward entrance to the stasis ring and a few seconds later in a blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on a transport platform only fifteen feet from the door leading to the stasis ring along the same passageway that leads to the passenger common area that was now dark and silent after the long journey with over a hundred girls livening it up. The three stepped down and walked over to the stasis ring hatch and Korica had her palm scanned and the door popped open with a slight hiss. The three stepped in and the door closed and they made their way to Laurel's chamber first since it was closest.

When they arrived at her chamber Laurel immediately stepped up to her mothers chamber across from hers and put her hand up on the clear cover and looked in at her beautiful mother frozen stiff in stasis fluid. "Hi mom. I really miss you." Was all Laurel could say before a lump formed in her throat. Laurel closed her eyes and took a deep breath and then slid off her shoes and began to get undressed. When she finally had her last thread of clothing off she looked at Jake and he was fighting hard not to stare at her or look her up and down as he thought it would make her uncomfortable. Laurel noticed and so stepped right up to him and planted a long kiss on him.

"You can look all you want Jake. Just don't make Korica uncomfortable with it." Laurel whispered in his ear.

"Thanks babe. It's hard to resist looking at someone so gorgeous whom I love so much."

Laurel grinned at him then stepped back right next to her chamber and waited for it to open. As Jake drank in her phenomenal beauty and alluring body Korica discretely watched from the workstation across from Laurels chamber. She was watching Jake to see how a man should look at his mate when he desires her and to give her an idea of how a man should not look at her. It was pure unadulterated lust and desire built on an undying love for her. When Laurel's chamber finally began to open Jake stepped around Laurel and picked up the trans-dermal interface and lifted Laurel's hair at the back of her neck and he placed the interface right up against the base of her skull and then he touched the initiate button and the tendrils pierced into Laurel's skin and began feeding into her brain. Jake then picked up the metal mesh hair net and handed it to Laurel then helped her get it on straight and tuck all of her hair up under it.

Jake then reached over behind her and picked up the electrolysis wand and held it up in front of her. She rolled her eyes and put her arms up. Jake then proceeded to wave the device under her armpits and over her arms then down over her crotch. Jake then tapped her legs gently and she moved her feet further apart and he past the device over her entire vulva being very careful not to pump her or get so close that it would pop her with a static discharge. He then worked all the way down her legs and around to the back side of them and then back up to her behind. He then turned the device off and as he stood up he put his hand on her right cheek and very gently stroked it and kissed the back of her shoulder making her shiver with a chill and big grin.

"Jake! Korica is watching." Laurel said nodding at Korica.

"I know. So she sees me kiss her mom. There is absolutely nothing wrong with it and it shows her how a man should treat a woman with love and tenderness."

"Alright Romeo. Get me turned on."

"I thought I just did."

"Yah you did at that."

Laurel turned and slid her behind up on the edge of her chamber then let her bottom drop down in and finally she pulled her legs together and up and in. She then held onto the sides and scooted herself down until her head was sitting right on the integrated headrest. Jake looked down her body slowly staring at her incredible beautifully shaped vulva for a moment then he drifted up past her perfectly round breasts to her captivating blue eyes. He smiled at her and gently reached in and laid his hand on her lips and squeezed very gently then stroked her up and down twice making her close her eyes in ecstasy and open her mouth slightly only to open her eyes and look down at him as he squeezed her delicate soft warm lips firmly one last time. Jake then smiled at her and she returned a serious look as she fought to get her blood pressure back down. She could feel her heart beating hard and fast. Jake was just such a turn on to her and his touch was almost more than she could handle without moaning and embarrassing herself.

"Sorry babe you're just irresistible to me." Jake whispered to her.

"It's ok Jake. I love you touching me." Laurel whispered back after swallowing hard.

Jake stared into her hypnotic eyes for a moment longer then he stroked her cheek with the back of his hand.

"God your eyes are just so pretty." Jake said. "I'll see you in a couple of hours."

"Thank you Jake. I love you."

Jake leaned in and gave her a peck on the lips then grabbed the oxygen mask and placed it over her nose and mouth and Laurel could hear a hiss begin as cool crisp air flowed into the mask. She breathed deep and steady taking the near 100% pure oxygen deep into her lungs. Jake then reached up and touched the 'start sleep cycle' button and Laurel almost immediately began to feel very tired and drowsy. Laurel's eyes finally closed and she seemed to go completely limp and her head fell to the side ever so slightly as she fell sound asleep. The AI then addressed Jake.

"Jake, you can either use a feeding tube that will be inserted into her mouth and down her throat or you can use an intravenous line so I can introduce fluids and nutrients right into her bloodstream. The choice is yours."

"I don't want to stab anything into my Laurel. I'll use the feeding line into her throat."

"Very well."

A small door slid open inside the wall of Laurel's chamber and a small hose began feeding into her chamber that Jake grabbed a hold of and waited for a small amount to coil up next to her. He then removed her oxygen mask and put his hand under her neck and lifted slightly making her head tilt back. He then reached up to her chin and pulled down on it slightly and her mouth popped open startling him.

"Did you do that?" He asked of the AI.

"Yes. I am tied directly into her motor functions. Place the tube just inside her mouth, it is self guiding so you will not have to work it past her esophagus, I will do that for you."

Jake held the line at the adhesion strip and placed the end of the tube in her mouth lying it on her tongue and he could then feel the line spooling into the back of her throat and down into her stomach. When it stopped he laid her head back down gently and then peeled the backing off of the adhesion strip and stuck it to the side of her chin right below her lips. Her mouth then popped shut startling him again as it was a quick snap and he could hear her teeth clack as her mouth closed. Jake then looked up at the overhead display and he could see that her oxygen saturation was still a little low so he placed the oxygen mask back on her face and waited for it to come up to 99% before he removed it and he touched the initiate button on the mating surface of her chamber and the lid slowly started to close. Jake stood and watched until the lid completely closed and sealed with a small hiss.

Jake then stepped over to the workstation where Korica was sitting quietly and he watched as the reading leveled off then her EEG reading became extremely active as the information began flowing into her brain. There was absolutely no sign of neural trauma or even the slightest hint of neural stress. She was soaking the information up like sponge. Jake put his hand on Korica's shoulder and smiled at her.

"It's your turn sweetie."

"Kay." Korica said in chipper tone.

The two then departed for Korica's chamber after Jake turned the overhead light off above Laurel's chamber. As the two walked around the perimeter toward Korica's chamber Korica decided to ask Jake if Laurel liked him touching her since she couldn't see her from where she was sitting.

"Jake, did Laurel like you touching her like that?"

"You could see what I was doing?"

"No, not really, but I could tell where your hand was on her body based on how tall she is in her chamber and I could tell your arm was moving up and down slowly so I knew what you were doing even if I couldn't see your hand or Laurel's body."

"Oh, sorry I didn't¦yes she liked it very much. I didn't mean to¦if I knew you could tell what I was doing I would have never done that."

"Don't be sorry if she liked it. I don't care if you guys touch each other when I can't see it. She's your mate so there is absolutely nothing wrong with it. I was just curious what it would be like to have a boy touch me like that and not be disgusted or feel invaded or whatever."

"Here we are." Jake said as they finally reached Korica's chamber.

The lid to her chamber was already open waiting for her. As Korica slipped her shoes off and began to disrobe Jake continued her conversation.

"When you fall in love someday, you'll feel the same¦urges to experience your mates body on an intimate level. He will also feel the same urges to feel your body against his hands. It's completely different when it is not a stranger abusing you. It is a very comforting and enjoyable experience to feel another person touch you like that with love in their heart and in their eyes. You'll see for yourself someday."

"So it doesn't have to hurt?"

"God no honey. If it's done gently and with love it shouldn't hurt at all. Now the intercourse, well that's a different story, it will probably hurt the first time¦or two until your body gets used to it."

"Yah Laurel had said something about that. Did it hurt for her the first time you two made love?"

"Yes. It hurt a lot for her. But the pain fades after a few minutes."

"A few minutes? I'm not looking forward to that part."

"Well maybe girls from Draxima are different. You look the same as a human from the outside but things could be totally different on the inside. Maybe it won't hurt at all for you."

"That would be a nice surprise wouldn't it?"

Jake waited until Korica had all of her clothes off and then he reached into her chamber and retrieved the metal mesh cap and helped her tuck all of her hair up into it. He then picked up the electrolysis wand and knelt down in front of her.

"I don't have any hair to remove Jake. You really don't need that thing."

"I beg to differ honey. I can see little white hairs on your¦down there and your arms have grown it back as well. Look."

Jake rubbed upward at the top of her vulva and the hairs could be heard scrubbing against his fingers. Korica then reached down and stroked downward first and it felt completely smooth then she stroked upward and she could hear and feel the stubbly hairs that had sprouted since her last trip in the stasis chamber.

"Well what do you know? I didn't know I had grown anything there yet."

"The AI said your hormone levels indicated that you have started puberty so your hair is probably going to grow rather fast and thick. You just can't really see your pubic hair yet cause it's short and it's white."

"That sucks. I finally start to show signs of being an adult again and we have to get rid of it?" Jake chuckled at her comment as it sounded just like Laurel talking.

"Sorry baby. Can't have body hair in the stasis chamber. I'm going to have to do the same thing when I go in."

"That would just look weird to see you with no hair down there. I've never seen you without hair there."

"Well if it's all the same to you, I will have my Laurel remove my hair and put me into stasis?"

"I don't want to be the one to remove your hair or anything like that but I was hoping I could be with you when you go in. You know there is always a remote possibility you will¦you won't be coming back out or you could suffer an embolism and you would never be the same. You might not know who I am when you come out. I just want to see you every second possible until you fall asleep."

"Let's not think about what could go wrong. I know there is always the possibility these things could kill you, but so can¦falling down a flight of stairs and yet we climb them all over this ship. Tell you what, if it's really that important to you, I will suffer the indignity of having my little girl see me completely hairless. Just¦no laughing at me or bad jokes about it. I've seen it and it's¦well it just looks weird."

"Ok. I'll be respectful. Thank you."

Korica then moved her feet apart and put her arms up and looked straight ahead as Jake turned the wand on and began removing what little hair Korica had growing on her arms and under her armpits and on her legs and on her crotch. When he was done Korica put her arms down and moved her feet back together and looked down at herself. Jake rubbed up and down a couple of times at the top of her pubic area quickly and the skin felt perfectly smooth and soft with no scrubbing noise.

"See smooth as a baby's butt now."

Korica then rubbed up and down a couple of times while looking down at herself and she bobbed her head from side to side.

"It is softer now and there's no scratchy noise."

Jake then stood up and put the wand down and retrieved the trans dermal interface with the ribbon connected to it that fed back into Korica's chamber and he placed the pad right up against the base of Korica's skull and touched the initiate button and the tendrils pierced her skin and began to feed up into her brain. Korica then looked at how high the edge of her stasis chamber was and grimaced. Jake grinned slightly and he put one arm behind her knees and the other around her back and he gently scooped her up and set her down inside her chamber. She then placed her hands on the edges of her chamber and scooted down so she could lie down comfortably. Jake then placed the oxygen mask over her nose and mouth and she could smell the crisp cool oxygen flowing in around her mouth and nose. Korica breathed deep and steady trying to pull the oxygen in as deep as possible. She knew she had to get her saturation levels up so the sleep cycle could be started safely without her breathing being labored. Jake watched the overhead display until her saturation level was reading 99% and then he touched the 'start sleep cycle button. Korica immediately felt tired and her eyelids started to feel heavy. She turned her head slightly and looked at Jake and muttered in a tired voice from behind her mask.

"I love you dad."

"I love you too beautiful. You learn well and I'll see you in a couple of hours."

Korica smiled at the compliment and then her eyes closed and her whole body went limp. The same door that had opened in Laurel's chamber opened in Korica's and the feeding tube began to spool into her chamber next to her neck. Jake removed her oxygen mask and slid his hand under her neck and lifted slightly making her head tilt back and then he grabbed the end of the feeding line by the adhesion strip and as he was reaching for her chin her mouth popped open just like angel's had and he flinched.

"That is just so freaky when you do that."

"I am sorry Jake. I can affect her motor control functions but I cannot control her functions with the smooth finite control that she would have on her own." The AI said.

Jake laid the feeding tube inside Korica's mouth with the end lying right on her tongue and he could feel the tube begin to guide itself into the back of her throat and down into her stomach. When he felt the movement stop he gently laid her head back down and then peeled the backing off of the adhesion strip and stuck it right below her mouth. Korica's mouth then snapped shut just like Laurel's had. As he leaned back he heard a door open in the bottom of her chamber and from between her feet he saw a cup shaped funnel that was very distinctly shaped like a woman's crotch in reverse started moving up between her legs on the end of a spindly manipulator arm.

"Hay what are you doing?" Jake asked.

"She has to urinate. I do not want it all over her stasis chamber."

"You can tell that?"

"Yes. She has seven and a half ounces of liquid in her bladder. I would assume she has been holding it for quite some time. Once I have a tight vacuum seal with her body I can initiate the signal to her brain for her bladder and urethra sphincters and pelvic floor muscles to relax and for her bladder muscles to contract and she will empty her bladder."

"That's just¦I guess I did ask didn't I?"

"Yes. I suppose I could have skipped the explanation of how the process works. I did not know it would be disturbing to you."

"No, it's alright it was educational. Is the¦it works the same way for the other stuff to?"

"Yes. There is a different collection device that will be connected around her anus and there are quite a few more muscles involved that have to be stimulated but it is essentially the same. She is a couple of hours away from that being necessary though. She relieved herself when she got up this morning."

"Oh geeze! I didn't need to know¦wait, how do you know that if she did that in her quarters? You said you do not monitor us from inside our quarters."

"You have the sensor sensitivity set to one hundred percent in her quarters. The slightest noise or movement in her quarters triggers the sensors to monitor and record."

"Right, sorry I forgot about that."

Jake continued to watch as a pair of manipulator hands extended out from the sides of Korica's chamber and gently pulled her thighs apart and then the collection device settled over her entire vulva and then sank down a little and he could hear a vacuum being applied and the device drew in tightly against her body and then the manipulator hands let go of her thighs and disappeared back into their slots in the sides of the chamber and then he watched her tummy and he could see her tummy suddenly tighten up as she began to empty her bladder. He thought it fascinating to see it in action. It seemed very efficient, clean, and tidy. After a few moments her tummy relaxed and he could hear the suction device making a different sound as it cleaned her up.

"Does that thing actually¦like wipe her clean?"

"A sterile solution is sprayed against her labium and then it is brushed and vacuumed away so infection does not set in. I would assume you do not want me to go into detail as to how that is done?"

"Please don't. I know you clean her up to keep her healthy and that is all I need to know."

"Understood."

Jake then touched the button on the mating surface of Korica's chamber and he held it for a moment and looked at Korica's calm restful expression for a few moments before he leaned in and kissed the side of her face next to her nose. He then leaned back and let go of the button and the lid began to close on her chamber. He stood and watched until it closed completely and sealed closed with a small hiss.

"She is so desperate not to be seen as a burden that she didn't ask to stop and go to the bathroom so she wouldn't inconvenience us. She is co considerate of everybody but herself."

"She is a very special girl. She is very lucky to have you and Laurel taking care of her for the rest of her life."

Jake stepped over to the workstation across from Korica's chamber and checked on her readings, which were picture perfect.

"Yah I just wonder what is going to happen when we reach the Future planet and everyone else is taken out of stasis. Laurel and I will be decommissioned and my dad is going to have a heart attack when he finds out I have adopted a girl like Korica. He's going to love her but he is still going to freak out a little. He is going love Laurel too but he sees me as his little boy, he is probably going to think I am not ready for all of this."

"You do not think he will try and keep you three apart do you?"

"No, absolutely not. If I tell him I am in love with Laurel he will bend over backwards to make her feel like part of the family. He will also accept Korica as my daughter and so his own granddaughter in a way since he is still responsible for me. I just don't know how things are going to play out in the long run. I guess Laurel will go live with her mom or something until we can explain that we can't be apart or we will get sick. How do you explain something like that to your parents? Hay mom and dad, this is my girl friend, this is my boyfriend, and oh yah if you separate us we will die have a nice day. How is a parent supposed to hear that from their teenage son or daughter and not think your full of crap?"

"Perhaps I can actually help you two to convince them of the medical validity of reporting that. I can show them documentation of the physiological responses your bodies have to one another and the dire consequences if you are separated for more than five or six hours at a time."

"That might actually be extremely helpful. Who knows, maybe we could introduce my dad to her mom and they might hit it off. How cool would that be if they got married or something and then we could all live under the same roof?"

"Jake, you would be in love with your step sister."

"Oh shit! That's right. We would be related by marriage. How would you ever explain that to someone on the outside without them being repulsed?"

"Technically you two met first but it would raise some eyebrows."

"We are just going to have to get a place of our own where we can raise Korica or something. At least they can't take her away from us. We have legal documents stating that she is our daughter in every way possible except biologically."

"You and Laurel could always get married. You could become emancipated adults and you would be free to do as you like."

Jake flopped down in the seat at the control station and looked at the floor for a moment.

"I don't want Laurel to marry me because she has too. I won't force her to do something that serious out of obligation or as a way to rebel."

"Jake, she loves you. I am pretty certain she wants to marry you anyway someday. It would just be sooner than expected."

"I guess there is that. I suppose I knew I would marry her eventually, I am in fact looking forward to it, I just didn't think I would be getting married before I was even fifteen."

"It would not be unprecedented. Some cultures on Earth allow children to get married as young as six years old. It combines and strengthens family wealth and insures blood lines."

"I know, I've heard of that before. Poor Korica is going to be right in the middle of this too. She has worked so hard to qualify as an officer on the Future. I would hate to see all of the work she has done go to waste. We have to consider what she wants in all of this."

Jake looked over at her chamber with the bright light from above shinning down on it. He couldn't actually see her from where he was sitting but he definitely sensed her presence even with her sound asleep.

"If she has her heart set on continuing her work toward a position on the bridge crew then Laurel and I are obligated to seek permanent residency on the Future until she is old enough to be on her own. We owe it to her to let her fulfill her dreams."

"You are forgetting how much your service to the people of the Future will count toward your own continued service in the civilian core if you so desire. You will not hold the rank of commander but I would wager that you are offered an officers position because of your knowledge and experience. I would think Laurel would be offered the same opportunity. You could continue to serve aboard the Future and Korica can continue her studies toward a position on the bridge crew. No one is going to know this ship like the three of you with all of the new technologies that have been installed."

"That's true, I hadn't thought about that. Are you going to be able to teach everyone a fundamental understanding of this new technology?"

"I have already begun to do so. I had to bring everyone into a state of light stasis so I could extract a DNA sample from every man woman and child onboard in order to run the sequencing that Laurel promised during the trial so I am imparting the necessary knowledge at the same time."

"You know what happened in the Trail?"

"Yes. I was given a live feed from the trial and I had a partial feed from the banquette. I know everything that was said and done."

"Oh, cool. How is the sequencing coming?"

"It is eighty percent complete. With the new scanners on the medical decks the work is much quicker and more accurate."

"Let me ask you this, have you found anything¦revealing or unexpected?"

"Yes actually. I have discovered that there is high degree of likelihood that at least seventeen other members of the crew including four children share your heightened abilities. I do not believe any will be near as gifted or smart as you and Laurel but some have the right characteristics to at least sense emotions the way you do and possibly hear others thinking to a lesser degree just like you are able too. They will likely pass this on to their own offspring and if they pair with others that have this advanced physiology then in a generation or two they could rival you and Laurel."

"What about this pairing of souls or whatever?"

"That I can not be certain of at all. I really do not understand how that works. To permanently alter the quantum frequency of the brain to match that of another individual is something far more complicated to quantify than physical attributes. It can be measured and confirmed to be fact, but how the brain achieves that is a mystery as is your ability to commit to the sharing of consciousness."

"So we really are evolving into something much more¦advanced if you will?"

"Yes. I thought you and Laurel were the convincing evidence of that but since I have found it in more of the crew and passengers there is absolutely no doubt. Humans are evolving into something new."

"What about our ability to heal and to heal others?"

"That is going to be much harder to confirm without some testing. Many of the crew and passengers have reported perfect health their whole lives but that is not surprising since that was one of the selection criteria to come on the Future mission in the first place. Anyone that reported being sick more than once every twenty-four months was disqualified as a possible candidate. Everyone had to have a superior immune system in light of contact with a new alien environment with germs that Humans had never seen before. You have already seen what can happen if a new virus is encountered. The Lersa virus almost killed Mark, in fact it would have if you three had not intervened the way you did."

"Yah what about that? Isn't the rest of the crew going to be exposed to that as soon as they come out of stasis?"

"They will, but I have created enough antigen to introduce it into everyone's wake cycle within their stasis chamber. As soon as they reach light sleep they will be inoculated with it."

"Oh, good."

"There is something I need your permission for." The AI posed.

"Oh, what's that?"

"The information Laurel was given on cross species hybridization has been uploaded into my memory from the device she brought back from the banquette. I would like permission to impart all of that information to Laurel, as well as everything the elder race provided us in the new data core on their own research into the subject."

"Why would you¦ooh so she can try and make it possible for Korica to have children?"

"She can already have children just not with a Human. I have no way of testing the theories without removing eggs from Korica and using Human sperm to confirm some hypothesis. I will not ask that of Korica, but Laurel might have some ideas of her own that might not occur to me. She has a tendency to think outside the box if you will. She also might be inclined to ask Korica for the necessary genetic material to conduct some testing."

"Are you saying she is smarter than you?"

"No, she just thinks different."

"Ah¦go ahead and give her what she needs. I would really like to see Korica have children of her own someday and I think with you and Laurel working together on the problem there might actually be a chance of success."

"Thank you Jake. It will only require a little extra time compared to my original estimate of how long she would be in."

"So¦you're not actually putting us in stasis right?"

"No. I am prepared to put you into deep stasis if something goes wrong but I am simply using the stasis chambers to introduce the knowledge that you need. I will be filling Mark's chamber though. He is going to be under for close to two days and he would develop sore muscles and bruises if I did not float his body. His mind just cannot absorb information like the rest of you. I have to be very careful not to cause any brain damage thus the long stay in his stasis chamber."

"I understand. I appreciate your diligence with him. I don't know what I would do if something happened to him."

"I won't let anything happen to him."

Jake then got up and walked over to Korica's chamber and he looked in at her and grinned. She looked so peaceful and she was just so cute. She was a very beautiful girl and her face seemed to glow in the light shinning down on her flooding into her chamber from above. It then dawned on him to ask the AI about what he and Korica had discussed.

"Hay, you heard what Korica and I were talking about right?"

"Yes."

"So¦is it going to painful for her the first time she¦makes love? Is she built just like us? You know, on the inside?"

"She has a hymen just like Human girls do, so I would have to conclude it will be a little painful the first time. She is built just like a Human girl on the inside as you put it except she has a few extra muscles in her vaginal vault and her ovaries are larger and sit in a different location than they do in a Human female."

"That's too bad. I was hoping it would be different for her. I really hate the idea of her experiencing any pain down there with what has already been inflicted on her. Do all girls from Draxima have the larger ovaries where hers are or is it just her?"

"Unknown. She is the only female from Draxima I have ever seen."

"Dah, I should have known that. So she could be¦deformed or something?"

"It is possible, but unlikely. The cavities her ovaries sit in are very uniform and exactly the right shape to accommodate her ovaries, deformities do not usually occur with such perfect symmetry and the ovaries would probably not be functional if they were in the wrong place for her species."

"And they do work properly?"

"As far as I know. Since she started wearing the bio monitor she has ovulated once successfully that I have observed and her hormone levels are consistent enough to maintain female characteristics that are perfect throughout her entire body so I would have to conclude that they work perfectly."

"Ok. So they will work during intercourse and what not?"

"Yes. She is capable of achieving orgasms at a normal healthy level and her brain responds to the chemical triggers of stimulation as would be expected."

"I cannot believe I am discussing my little girls ovaries and her orgasms and stuff."

"If you were not her legal guardian we would not be having this conversation."

"I appreciate that. I just want to make sure she is not going to have problems later on."

"It is those small inconsistencies that are going to prove problematic in blending her physiological attributes with those of a Human. Her blood chemistry is also going to be a big challenge. The biggest problem is her bloods PH level. A Human's blood PH level ranges from seven point three five to seven point four five, Korica has a PH of seven point seven-five. Her blood is very alkaline when compared to Humans. She also has some hormonal constituents to her blood that I have not been able to identify yet. I simply do not know what the hormones are for and why they vary so much in the levels present from one hour to the next."

"I'll have to leave all that stuff up to you and Laurel. I can understand what you're saying, but as far as finding a solution to those problems, I wouldn't have a clue."

"Rest assured, she is in perfect health and everything appears to be where it should be and everything works perfectly fine. She is capable of having a perfectly normal interaction with a Human of the opposite sex short of having any offspring of her own unless significant intervention is undertaken."

"Ok. That's all the matters for now."

Jake reached up and turned the overhead light off and made one last check from the workstation and her neural and physical reading were ideal so he departed for the transporter. He walked around the stasis ring until he could see the exit rotating down toward his position. He had his palm scanned and waited for the door to revolve around closer to his position. When it got close the door slid open and he stepped through and found himself standing right by the transporter. He stepped up onto the platform and touched the indicator for the command deck a few seconds later he disappeared in a blue flash and then found himself in the transport compartment on the command deck.

The first thing he did was head straight for Korica's quarters. He had to ask the AI to open the door since Korica was not with him. The AI opened the door for him without question but monitored what he was doing when he went in. He went straight to her dresser and went through her new clothes and found her lace covered T-shirt that was the same color as Laurel's eyes and her above the knee length pants that were the same color.

"Computer?"

"Yes Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"I want this outfit and her new shoes taken to the stasis ring to be placed in the drawer below Korica's stasis chamber. I want her to feel pretty when she gets dressed after she comes out. This color should be beautiful on her."

"That is very thoughtful of you Jake. Please stand by. I am sending a drone to her quarters."

Jake stood for a couple minutes looking around her room. Her bed was neatly made and her new friends and the dinosaur Holon's crew gave her were standing guard playfully up by her pillow and the flowers were brightening up the room on her dresser. She had her two cruisers placed one on each side of the holographic device at an angle toward one another and her data pad was in the middle of her pillow in anticipation of tonight's story time. Her shoes were both side by side over in the corner next to her dresser and on the dresser behind the holo device was her hair brush and tooth brush both lying perfectly parallel to one another along with her head band that was leaned up against the mirror perfectly placed square in the middle of the dresser and in a manner that it could be seen from all the way across the room and it struck Jake just how neat and tidy everything was.

"Computer?"

"Yes Jake."

"Did you organize Korica's room like this?"

"No. This is exactly how she left it. I changed her bedclothes but I returned everything exactly how it was before I did so, that way she would never know the servo drones were in her room. She makes her bed and organizes everything like this every morning. She just has more objects now than she ever did before."

"She is very organized isn't she?"

"Very much so. She likes everything in its place and she has a place for everything. Just look in her drawers. She has her underwear, shirts, pants, socks all organized and folded neatly and in a separate drawer."

"You mean you didn't do that either?"

"No. I deliver her clean clothes onto her bed and let her decide where and how to put them away."

A servo drone finally popped through the walls and put its hands out flat and Jake laid the outfit across the hands then picked up her shoes and set those upside down on the top. The servo drone then spun around and disappeared back into the slot in the wall. Jake then leaned down and pulled open the bottom drawer in her dresser and Korica had several pairs of socks and one spare pair of white slip on shoes and the shoes were placed perfectly side by side off to one side and the socks were folded neatly and the top of the cuffs were folded down to keep them in pairs. There were two perfect rows of socks that were stacked two pair high in each pile. He slid the drawer shut and opened the next one up and off to one side neatly folded up was her short white skirt with the bikini shorts folded and lying right on top of the skirt. Right above that five different colored shirts that went with the skirt were all neatly folded up and lying in a small-organized pile. Next to that were two neatly folded piles of underwear. Below that was her stunning blue swimsuit neatly folded up and tucked into the perfect corner spot for it.

Jake looked at the neat attention to detail and he put the side of his fist up to his mouth and smiled. He had no idea she was so particular with how organized her things had to be. He slid the drawer closed and then opened the next drawer up. There were two neatly folded piles of her new one-piece jumper outfits in all of the different colors she had chosen. Toward the front were three standard ships uniform pants folded perfectly and sitting in a pile. Toward the side of the drawer was her royal blue colored pants with the white stripe down the outer seam and they were folded perfect and neatly and on top of them was her shirt with the same royal blue color on the shoulders and sleeves with the white front and back panel also perfectly folded sitting right on top of the pants. Jake grinned and closed the drawer then slid open the top drawer and there were her new above the knee length pants in all of the colors she had picked out. They were folded perfectly just like all of her other clothes. She had her ships uniform shirts folded up in the corner in a neat pile as well. At the bottom corner of her drawer was two of her so called night gear shirts for sleeping in just like her role model Laurel.

Jake gently slid the drawer shut while smiling. He just never noticed that she was so neat and organized with everything. He didn't know she was a perfectionist. It would come in handy if she stayed in the civilian cops and he was extremely impressed. He suddenly wondered about her fancy dress. He looked around and then looked at her bathroom door. He stepped toward it and it slid open and there hanging on the wall was her garment bag presumably containing her dress. He remembered back when he was ten and how his room looked. He would toss his things in and wherever it landed was where it stayed until his dad told him to clean it up. Korica was proving to be more of an amazing girl than he even imagined. He was pretty sure he just fell in love with her even more. He and Laurel would never have to come in after her and pick up her mess.

"Computer?"

"Yes Jake."

"Why is it that in my quarters you put my clothes away neatly folded up but you don't for Korica?"

"I never do that in your quarters either. I always lay your clean clothes on your bed. Laurel folds them up neatly and puts them away without fail before you ever see them. She does it to make you happy and so you won't have to do it yourself."

"I¦I had no idea."

"That's the point. She does not want you to even think about it. She just does it because she loves you and wants to serve you."

"I feel like such an ass. My girls are doing so much and I never had any idea."

"Impressive is it not?"

"Incredibly so. I just love that girl so much¦and my Korica."

"That is how a good woman and a good girl are supposed to behave, is it not?"

Jake's eyes teared up as he looked around again. He stepped up to her calliope sitting against the wall next to the foot of her bunk and he squatted down and touched the top of it stopping it from its gentle rotation. He then stroked his hand down the side of it gently and then pulled his hand back and watched it slowly start spinning again. It was producing no light or sound but it was still on and doing something quietly. He stood up and looked down at it again.

"This is just the beginning. I am going to show her how much I appreciate her. I don't exactly know how but I want her room full of pretty things and I want to show her what a good girl she is being by being so organized and so sweet."

"Jake, just spend time with her. And I don't mean on the bridge. Take her to the gardening ring or to the observation deck or to the gym, just the two of you. She loves you Jake and your time is the most precious gift you can give her. She has told me in confidence that she wished you and her could spend more time together."

"Really? I've been neglecting her?"

"No. Not whatsoever. Now that she thinks of you as her father she wants to get to know you better. When you are alone she feels she can talk to you openly and get to know who you are as a man. She sees you as very wise and brave. Just get to know her."

"Ok. I¦I guess I don't really know her."

"If you think about it you have not been in each others lives for very long. You have been through some amazing experiences together but that does not mean you really know each other."

"Amazing, I've shared spirits with her on the deepest level possible and she has even fallen in love with me for a time¦and vice versa, but we still don't know each other. Fine, I'll set aside more time for her."

"Your idea of reading to her at night is an excellent idea. It is a close one on one time, which is exactly what she craves. I would suggest sitting and talking with her for a little bit before you begin reading."

"Ok. That's what I'll do."

Jake then turned and walked out of Korica's quarters. He walked to the bridge and took a seat at the sensor station and logged on. He immediately pulled up an internal sensor view and initiated a sweep that he thought would take a minute or two like it used too and so he leaned back but it only took seven seconds to sweep the ship from one end to the other. He opened his eyes big and leaned forward. There was still a small area in the forward bow where install crews were aligning the sensors but all of the rest of the sensors were operational. The amount of information delivered by the sensors was astounding to him. Every conditional reading he could possibly think of was all being displayed in a cascade of readings all around the perimeter of the images being flashed back to him. In total there were now seventeen crewmembers from the station still on board finishing up the refit. He could tell in a glance what the temperature, humidity, pressure, even dust grain particle concentration suspended in the air was. He then changed the wavelength of the data and he could see information on living suspended particles amazing him at just how much stuff there was floating around in the air that was biological in nature and showing as alive.

Jake then changed wavelength again and he could see electromagnetic radiation levels all over the ship and to his amazement they were actually pretty low until you looked close to the new exotic reactor and then they were elevated but no where near dangerous, in fact they were significantly lower that when the Van Allan reactor was in its place though they never had a way of seeing the radiation like this. Now Jake understood what everyone meant about no one would ever be able hide on the ship again with these new sensors. Jake then switched back to visible light and looked for Mark. He was in the aft upper hangar looking over his new toys that he had no clue as to how they operated yet. Jake decided to call Mark back to the bridge and see if he could workout a schedule with him. Jake opened the com channel to the hangar and called for him.

"Mark this is the bridge, can you hear me?"

Jake could see mark making his way across the hangar on the sensors. When he reached the com panel he called back.

"Yah I gotcha. What's up xo?"

"Can you make your way back to the bridge? I need to talk to you for a minute."

"Yah, no problem. I was just foolin around up here anyway. I'll be right there."

"Ok. Thanks Mark."

"Anytime."

Mark then closed the channel and Jake could see him making his way over to the transport platform enclosure. Jake watched as his life signs disappeared and immediately appeared on the command deck and Jake just shook his head. A thirty-five minute ride in the elevator and a climb down two flights of stairs had just been reduced to mere seconds. Jake could then see Mark coming down the corridor toward the bridge so he logged off and stepped out to meet him. Mark smiled as Jake stepped out into the corridor and greeted him with a wave.

"What's up xo? There's nothing wrong with the girls is there?"

"No nothing like that. Let's go get some tea and talk for a few minutes. This is off the record."

"Ok. Cool."

The two then turned and went to the mess hall and each got a cup of tea and sat down at their favorite table to talk.

"Mark, once we get under way I'm sure Laurel is going to have you set up a work schedule so that the bridge is always occupied so I would like you to try and come up with a schedule that allows Korica and I some time alone away from the bridge. I know it's going to be a little difficult with the fact that Laurel and I can't be apart for very long before we start to experience withdrawals but I am hoping you can come up with something."

"I uh¦why would you need time alone with Korica?"

"It's been brought to my attention that she wants to get to know me better now that she sees me as her dad."

"That's actually kind of sweet that you want her to get to know you better. I thought you guys would already be extremely close with how you can share your minds and spirits and all?"

"Well, we have a real good idea of what is in the other's heart but that's different. We are closer than anyone can possibly be because of what we can do, but she apparently still feels like she really doesn't know me. When you really get down to it we haven't known each other for all that long and a good portion of that time was spent with confused feelings. We were constantly trying to force the other out of the wrong place in our hearts. I think she just wants to bond with me as her dad now."

"I can try and come up with something. I would kind of like to see her relaxing anyways. She is so focused on making us proud and learning what she needs to know that I think she is forgetting to just be a kid once in a while. Did you see how much fun she had at that water park? To hear her say it had been years since she had the chance to swim like that and play with other kids just breaks your heart. What kind of life is that where you can't have fun for no reason at least some of the time?"

"I hear you. Unfortunately she doesn't have anyone to play with around here except us and we are always focused on getting ourselves back to the Milky Way without getting killed or abducted in the process. It just doesn't leave much time for enrichment. I feel obligated to change that now that Laurel and I are her legal guardians. Either way I still feel she is better off with us rather than a foster family among the elder race or wherever she would've ended up and she is very happy with us but I still feel we need to make a concerted effort to think about her development in a manner that is both fulfilling and nurturing. That means play time and bonding time with her new parents."

"That's a very responsible attitude Jake. I'll do whatever I can to come up with a schedule that gives you free time with her and still keeps you close to Laurel. I can't have you two getting sick and loosing your focus when it counts most. We have no idea who and what we are going to encounter out here. You guys are uniquely suited for the encounters we are sure to experience and I need you at the top of your game when those encounters take place. It would sure help if it wasn't just the four of us running a ship that is designed to be operated by a crew of five hundred."

"Yah I know. But can you imagine trying to get the crew up to speed with everything that has happened? There is also the issue of the resources we would burn through. I think the AI is right that we should have a minimal crew until we reach the Future planet. We are so close to getting ourselves home that I just don't want anything to screw it up for us."

"Yah you're right. It was just a thought. So far you and Laurel have done an exemplary job of getting us to this point. I would have never in a million years thought that I would be following a couple kids¦no offense, but you have proven to me that age doesn't always make for a problem if you have a super intellect."

"No offense taken. I'm humble enough to know when it comes right down to it I am just a kid. I'm doing the best I can with a fantastical situation. Everything I thought I knew as fact has been proven to be wrong or at the very least narrow visional. Truth is just stranger than science fiction."

"A men to that! Nothing could've ever prepared me for the things I have seen in my short time with you guys and the adventure is far from over."

Just then the AI interrupted.

"Jake, the refit crew has just reported that they are finished with the refit. They are assembling a shakedown run crew that will accompany us in order to balance the new toroidial generator and the new drive system that they are calling a star drive. They will be ready to depart for the shakedown run at our discretion."

"Ok, thank you."

"You are welcome. If I might remind you when you start to feel discomfort at being separated from Laurel she will also be experiencing similar stresses despite being asleep."

"Does that pose a problem with you imparting knowledge to her?"

"Yes. I have to regulate the flow of information based on her neural stress levels and she is already showing signs of elevated physical and neural stress."

"Ok, I hadn't thought about that."

"You need only to be close to her for a few minutes to provide relief. You can then go about your day. Physical contact is preferred but not required."

"Can I even open her chamber?"

"Yes. It is closed so I can provide an oxygen rich environment but she is not actually in stasis so you can open her chamber for as long as you like."

"Ok. How is she doing by the way?"

"She learns at a phenomenal rate. She is sixteen percent of the way through her first learning program. I estimate by fourteen hundred ships time she will be finished as long as you keep her stress levels down. I would estimate that you should visit her at least three times. Once every three hours."

"Ok, I'll do that. I'm sorry our connection is such a problem."

"It is not a problem Jake. It is simply the way things are. Until a solution to your physical requirements of being in close proximity to one another is found this is the way it will have to be. Please do not apologize for being so deeply connected to Laurel that you cannot be away from her for very long."

"Thank you. I guess I have to remind myself of that fact. She is worth it in the end. How is Korica doing?"

"She is doing extremely well. She also has an ability to absorb information at an amazing saturation level. She is twenty eight percent through her first learning program and she is still showing absolutely no signs of any neural or physical stress. I estimate she will be finished at eleven fifty ships time well ahead of my original estimate. She just absorbs and processes information unlike anything I have ever seen before especially for someone so young."

"That's good news. I am really proud of her. Every time I turn around she astounds me."

"She is definitely something special."

"Thank you, I always love hearing compliments directed toward my Korica."

"You are welcome Jake."

"Mark can you imagine what a spectacular woman she is going to be?"

"It's kind of hard to imagine. She is going to be beautiful and smart like the dickens. I hope I am around to see her grow up."

"Why wouldn't you be around? She adores you, you wouldn't actually consider leaving her life without staying in contact would you?"

"Look, I have a particularly dangerous career. Putting myself on the front lines of every bad action by someone evil gives me a particularly short life expectancy. I could by the farm on the next mission and I know it."

"Oh, I hadn't thought about that. You could always change your career so you could be part of her life."

"Jake, this is all I know. It's your job to make sure you are always there for her and to make sure Laurel is kept safe so she can always be there for her. My destiny just lies on a different path. I don't exactly fit in with normal folk with my propensity for action. I would get bored quickly and then I would probably cause all sorts of grief for everyone around me. Korica may have brought out a softer side in me, but it's not really who I am. I'm kind of hard to get along with and I don't play well with others not to mention I am impossible to live with. I have already tried the domestic life and I fucked it up in a hurry."

"Geeze, what a grim outlook for your life."

"Look, there is a certain level of¦mental conditioning that takes place to train someone to do what I do at the level I do what I do. That conditioning just can't be undone. I will always be a marine trained to put down nasty people¦and aliens¦and when that part of my life is done I will probably be a mercenary for hire continuing to do the same thing. There will always be some shit head praying on innocent little girls or forcing their beliefs on someone at the end of a sword or a rifle and I will be the one to put a stop to it. It's just what I was made for. I'm not evil, I stop people from doing evil things but I have no illusions that my soul is destined for a dark place with how many¦lives I have ended."

"You don't think the number of innocent girls and helpless people you have saved will have any bearing?"

"I don't know. That is up to our maker when I have to stand before him. I would think a life taken is a life taken no matter how evil that person's deeds were."

"God Mark, no wonder you seem so sad sometimes. I almost feel sorrow for you."

"Don't ever feel sorry for me Jake. I chose this life of mine. I do what I do so people like you and Laurel and Korica can live full rich lives without some coward ending it prematurely like what we saw on the Hodong station as we were making our exit. My reward is your longevity and the happy life Korica is going to get to enjoy with you two. That is not anything to be sad about."

"Well, I am sure glad you are on our side. I still think you are good man and Korica loves you to death so there must be something redeemable in your heart or she wouldn't love being close to you so much."

"Well I love her too. She is like¦like the little girl I dreamt of having at one time. It also does my heart good to see a love like you and Laurel have. I never knew there was any such thing as a love that would bind you at the very soul. You two are bonded in a way that makes it worth fighting to keep you safe, as well as the other sixty five hundred people on this ship. I have a small glimmer of hope that someday people like me won't be needed anymore."

"Well Oberot hinted at there being technology that can stop evil deeds with the power of love. I don't pretend to understand what that technology would look like or how it would work, but I guess it's pretty powerful and it operates with the raw energy created by the emotion of love. Perhaps one day Humans will evolve to the point where we understand that kind of power and learn how to harness it to protect the innocent and weak."

"Yah I heard that. Your chair down there was designed to use that kind of power. I have no clue as to how you guys do what you do to make it work, but Laurel is a genius for figuring out how to make that thing from scratch and then having the instinct to let Korica fall in love with you guys so it would work. And then there's the whole blending with a living ship thing that required you three to feel unquestioning love for one another in order for that to go off without a hitch. I am starting to see that there is a real power potential in love even if I don't understand it myself. I can feel what Korica does to those around her so I know it's a quantifiable¦power or whatever. I truly hope mankind learns to build technology based on it."

"You know it just dawned on me that our conversations always seem to drift to the philosophical."

"Yah I know. I'll tell you, it is refreshing to be able to hold a conversation with a, what are you¦ a thirteen year old, at that level and it is meaningful and educational. You are one hell of a kid Jake. At your age I was a dumb shit in comparison."

"Thanks Mark¦I think."

"It's meant as a compliment Jake. I really like you and I love talking with you. You are smart way beyond your years. All three of you are and you keep making Korica even smarter and more mature with every one of these information uploads. She was innocent and naÃ¯ve and not exceptionally smart when we picked her up and now she is I fear smarter than I am."

Jake chuckled and sipped the last of his tea down.

"Yah we'll have to see what she is like when she comes out. At least she still has the little kid in her though. She hasn't become stuffy or pompous as I think the enlightenment would have brought out in her."

"You really think she would ever be capable of acting like that? She just seems so sweet all the way to the core. I just can't see her ever behaving like that."

"If you have the knowledge of millions of years of evolution across billions of peoples life times, everything else would seem small and insignificant. I think the sweet innocent girl in her would have been washed away completely. I think Laurel and I would have been equally changed. You might not have liked us very much. That is exactly why we declined the full enlightenment...well that and the fact it could have killed us."

"That would have been a major tragedy. I would have held those guys responsible and things probably would have gotten real ugly between us."

"I'm glad you value us as we are. Hay I'm going to go down and see Laurel for a few minutes. You wanna come with?"

"Jake¦you're going to open her chamber and she's completely nude. I don't need to see my captain and my friend like that¦especially at her age."

"God, I can be such a dip shit sometimes. Sorry, I totally forgot."

"You go ahead and get some relief and help her relax. I will be right here waiting for you."

"Ok. Thanks for the talk Mark. You are a good friend you know that. To all of us."

"Thanks Jake."

Jake then got up and as he walked past Mark he put his hand on his shoulder and smiled then made his way to the transport compartment. When he stepped in he felt a twinge in his guts making him stop and put his hand on the wall for a second. He hated this feeling when Laurel was gone for to long and he hadn't realized how bad it had gotten this time. He stepped up onto the transport platform and touched the indicator for the stasis ring and in a blue flash he disappeared and found himself standing on the platform right next to the stasis ring hatch. He stepped down and another twinge hit him hard and this time the knot didn't let go. He had to stop walking and physically strain to stand upright against the tightened stomach muscles and his mind was getting a little cloudy as well.

Jake slapped his hand on the palm scanner and he heard the door lock pop and the hiss as the slightly unequal air pressure rushed out. The door then slid open and he stepped in and looked at the chamber section number right in front of him on the other side of the closest workstation. He was in section B near chamber 12. He knew he had a long walk around the circumference of the ring to get to Laurel. In fact he was closer to Korica than Laurel. He began his long walk around the ring and as he got to Korica's chamber he stepped up to her chamber and peeked in at her. She still looked completely peaceful with only the occasional twitch. He smiled at her adorable face and sighed. She was just too cute for her own good. Her parents just mixed in a perfect way to create an absolutely stunningly beautiful girl. Jake felt his stomach tighten up a little more so he stepped out and kept walking toward Laurel's chamber.

As Jake got to within fifty feet of Laurel's chamber he felt the knot in stomach relax and he could sense her calming presence washing over him making him literally breath a sigh of relief. He immediately walked up to the workstation across from her chamber and touched the display screen and it came to life showing Laurel's vitals. Her EEG readings were falling back to normal levels and her pulse and respiration were also slowly dropping out of the red and back into the yellow zone. He brought up the last thirty minutes of readings and he could see that the information flow had been slowed significantly in response to her increased level of stress. The information was now speeding back up as her readings continued to normalize and drop from the yellow into the green.

Jake stood up straight and now felt almost completely at ease again and then stepped over to Laurel's chamber and reached up and turned on the overhead light. It shown down on her in a very flattering manner. She had such soft facial features and the light seemed to make them all flow into one another perfectly and with completely flawless symmetry. He smiled at how she made him feel and he leaned back and touched the command to open her chamber. There was a pop as the magnetic locks let go and a small hiss could be heard and the lid then slowly lifted open. Laurel now had the same collection device attached to her crotch that he had seen attach itself to Korica so he couldn't see her magnificent vulva to his chagrin. He reached into her chamber and lifted her hand and clasped his fingers in hers then pushed her fingers closed over the back of his knuckles and kissed the back of her hand then laid it on her stomach and stared in at her face for a few minutes.

With his relief at it's maximum he gently slid his hand out of hers and put her arm back down at her side and touched the button on the mating surface of her chamber giving the command to close her chamber. As the lid was closing he said out loud, "I love you Laurel Kade." And he thought for a second that she started to grin before her face relaxed again. He shook his head realizing that it had to just be a reflex grin to whatever was being uploaded into her mind at that moment. Once the lid was closed he looked at her one last time then turned the overhead light off and started walking back toward the exit.

Jake made his way all the way back up to the command deck and when he entered the Mess hall it was empty so he turned around and stepped out and he immediately saw Mark sitting in the common area reading a data pad. Jake sauntered over and sat down next to him on the white couch and looked over at what was on his data device. It wasn't information at all, it was the pictures of Korica growing up that her parents had shared with Holon and he had in turn shared with the Future.

"Awwe. Look at her¦she's adorable." Jake said.

"I know. Here take a look." Mark said handing the data pad to Jake.

"Look at how chubby she was as a baby. She doesn't look like she ever missed a meal does she?"

"I know." Mark said laughing. "It's hard to believe that's our Korica. If it weren't for those blue-gray eyes of hers I wouldn't think it was her."

There were hundreds of images ranging from a couple of days old to what looked like only weeks before she was captured. There were some clear images of Korica's mother and father holding her at different ages and it became apparent to Jake why Korica was so beautiful. Her mother was a stunning woman and her father was incredibly handsome. They both had the same white hair though her mother's was long, well past the middle of her back and it seemed to be styled quite nicely in every image. They both looked very young and in every image they were smiling big at Korica and in the few that they were looking right at her it was very apparent that they loved her immensely and looked at her with tremendous pride.

Jake flipped through every image and he could see from the captions on some of the images written in Hiram that Korica thinned out at about age three. She then progressively got thinner and thinner and even prettier with every year of age right up to the last images. Most of the images were taken inside her parents ship but there were a few that were taken on different planets. There was even a long distance shot of her skinny-dipping with some kids that looked to be the same age as her. She looked to only be about six. The image was taken from the back as she jumped from a large rock into a lake of some sort. Her cute little rump could be made out but the image was very tasteful in that the front side of her friends was deliberately smudged so nothing inappropriate was visible. Jake eventually came across one in particular that was pretty late in Korica's life with her parents standing right behind her with their arms around each other and they were kneeling down behind Korica who had a huge smile on her face. Korica looked to be about nine or ten and the image was taken with a dark star field behind them making all of their faces stand out particularly well. Korica was in a green jumpsuit of some kind and her parent both had on white jumpsuits making Korica seem to leap out of the image.

The last image was the one taken by Holon of all four of them after the trial. Jake was amazed at how gorgeous Korica looked in her gown with her hair done up and the perfect touch of makeup on. Jake was also struck by how gorgeous Laurel looked in her dress uniform with her hair curled and styled like it was. She looked way older than she actually is and very commanding. Korica looked very happy and very content if that can be conveyed in a still image. Jake decided to have that particular image framed in a hard copy and hung on the wall in his quarters right by the door.

"Computer can you hard copy this image and frame it to be hung on the wall next to the door in my quarters?"

"Yes I can. I would be glad to do that for you."

"Great, thank you. Make one for Korica's room too if you will¦plus the one of her and her parents in which she is wearing the green jumper with the star field behind them?"

"Understood. She will like that."

Jake then handed the data pad back to Mark and the two engaged in more discussions about the girls and about their mission coming up to reach this tel pok maron. They talked until Jake was once again feeling uneasy and conversating was becoming troublesome as his mind was clouding up and he was forgetting things very quickly. He excused himself at that time and made his way back down to the stasis ring and again opened Laurels chamber and held her hand for a few minutes. After he laid her arm back down at her side and touched the command button to close her chamber he again said, "I love you Laurel." And this time he saw the same hint of a grin cross her face momentarily and now he was convinced that she must of heard him or sensed his presence and felt his emotions. Either way she was reacting to him. He grinned and turned the overhead light off and made his way back up to the command deck. He spent another two and a half hours talking with Mark and even accompanying him on his security rounds before he returned and calmed Laurel again and relieved his anxiety at being away from her. He knew it was still going to take another visit before she would be finished with the information upload. She was seventy-eight percent of the way through her last learning program.

Jake feeling himself again walked around the ring to Korica's chamber and stopped at the workstation across from her chamber and he could see that she was ninety six percent of the way through her learning programs. He was actually looking forward to her emergence so he could spend time with her and so he could see if she seemed different with so much knowledge being shoved in her mind. He then stepped over to her chamber and turned the overhead light on and opened her chamber. She look completely peaceful, like she was sleeping but he knew her mind was getting no rest at all. She was getting the equivalent to years of training and knowledge uploaded in a half a day. He leaned in and kissed her forehead and stroked her soft cheek a couple of times then leaned back and closed her chamber and turned off the over head light and then made his way back up to the command deck.

Jake and Mark ended up on the bridge going over the systems checks for the impending shakedown run and they found everything in an ideal state of readiness. There was no reason they couldn't leave now if the whole crew had been ready. It was going to be at least a full day for Jake to receive his training. They at the very least needed a crew of three in order to run the systems properly. The ship was actually far more complicated than it was before. It was in fact capable of a much higher degree of automation but the shakedown would definitely need at least three to monitor and shut down everything properly.

Just as Jake and Mark had their checks done the AI announced that Korica was finished and was being held in a very light sleep until someone could go assist her in exiting her chamber. Jake smiled big at Mark and got up to go get his Korica. He made his way all the way down to the stasis ring and he stopped by Laurel's chamber and he just stood right next to her chamber for a moment without opening it in order to relax her and himself. He then made his way around to Korica's chamber. As he approached the lid hissed and began to open making him smile. He stepped up and turned the overhead light on. He was relived to see the waste collection device no longer connected to Korica. He pulled the adhesion strip loose from her face and gently pulled the feeding tube back a little and then he lifted from under her neck making her head tilt back slightly. He could then feel the feeding tube retracting the telescopic end out of her stomach. When that was through he laid her neck back down and waited for her to regain awareness.

It only took a few moments for her to start batting her eyes and finally she opened them completely and rubbed her right eye with the side of her fist. She then blinked a few times and turned and looked at Jake and grinned big. Jake then reached in and slid his arm under her knees and she sat up a little and then put her weight on his other arm that he wrapped around her back. He then lifted her up and tilted her toward him and took two steps back then squatted down and set her feet on the warm floor and pushed her upright from her back. Korica took a stumbly step forward and put one hand on the edge of her chamber and rubbed her temples with the thumb and middle finger of her other hand.

"You ok sweetie?" Jake asked putting his hand on her shoulder.

"Yah, there's just so much stuff to assimilate. My head is swimming with information. This is all supposed to be imparted to your subconscious mind but my brain doesn't work like that so it's all flooding into the present¦and past¦or something. It's kind of confusing. What time is it?"

"It's a quarter to noon or so. Are you hungry? We could go get you something to eat?"

"Not really, I'm not real hungry. I could eat but I'm not starving like I normally am at this time of day."

"That's cause you had a feeding tube in your stomach. The ship has been giving you protein paste and vitamin enriched water while you were under."

"Oh, cool. Well have you eaten yet?" Korica asked standing up straight on her own.

"No. I was to excited about you coming out baby. I wanted to be here for you as soon as you were ready to wake up."

"Awe. Thank you Jake. Well I'll get dressed and then you can get something to eat and I'll come with you. Is mom ready to come out yet?"

"No, she still has a couple of hours until she'll be done. The AI added some extra stuff to her learning programs."

"Really? For what?"

"For you."

"For me? What do you mean for me?"

"She is being given everything the elder race know about cross species breeding as well as all the information that was given to her at the banquette on that data device so she can help the AI work on a way for you to have children of your own someday¦with a Human father that is."

"Awe. I knew she said she was going to work on the issue over the next several years but I didn't know she was going to go to this extreme."

"She doesn't even know yet that it was added to her learning programs. The AI asked me after Laurel was under if it could add that so they could work together on it. The computer seems to think Laurel will come at it from an angle that it might no think of."

"Hmm. Interesting. Well I'm starting to get cold. I'm going to put some clothes on."

As Korica squatted down to open the drawer under her chamber, she remembered that she still had on the metal mesh cap and she still had the trans dermal connector attached to the back of her skull. Jake reached up and disconnected the connector and Korica could feel the tendrils sliding out of her skull and withdrawing from her skin. She then pulled the cap off of her head and shook her hair out. She then turned and squatted down in front of the drawer.

"You will find a little surprise in there for you. I hope you don't mind¦"

Korica pulled the drawer open and gasped when she saw her blue lace covered shirt along with her above the knee length pants and her new shoes sitting in the drawer.

"I went into your quarters and had those brought down here for you."

"Oooh. You did that for me?"

"I thought you might like something pretty to wear besides the usual ships uniform."

Korica picked up her shirt and held it up next to her chest and stood up and faced Jake with a tear in her eyes.

"It's so soft¦and beautiful¦thank you Jake." Korica looked at Jake for a moment clutching her shirt before she stepped forward and wrapped her arms around him.

"You deserve it honey." Jake said wrapping his arms around her and kissing the top of her head.

Korica then stepped back over to the drawer and retrieved her underwear and slid those on followed by her pants and socks and then she slipped her shirt on and tucked the smooth portion at the bottom end of the shirt that didn't have the lace on it into her waist band and then tugged it out just a little so it sat loose on her tummy. She then turned to Jake and looked into his eyes and smiled.

"Feel how soft it is Jake."

Jake stepped forward and felt of the shirt under the lace.

"Whoa, it feels just like silk." He then felt of her pants at her hips. "And the pants feel like velvety soft cotton or something. That must feel really good up against your skin."

"It's so soft and warm."

"Well the color looks amazing on you honey."

Korica then stepped into her shoes and Jake squatted down and tightened and then tied her laces for her. He then stood up and stepped back and looked at her.

"God you're so beautiful baby. I am so proud to be your dad. I couldn't ask for a prettier girl to call my daughter."

"Thank you Jake. I feel pretty. I love the clothes. Thank you for thinking of me. I don't mind at all that you went into my quarters. You're welcome in there anytime you want¦well almost anytime."

"You're welcome honey. How do you feel?"

"I feel ok now. My head is still kind of¦fuzzy with all the stuff I'm trying to process but I'm ok, really."

"Computer, we need a hair brush."

"Understood." The AI's voice seemed to echo from all over the stasis ring.

A few moments later a servo drone showed up with a hairbrush in its manipulator hand. Jake retrieved it and went over to the workstation and patted the back of the seat and smiled at Korica.

"Come here sweetie, let me fix your hair."

Korica smiled and walked over and sat down and leaned back so Jake could brush her hair. He leaned over her from behind and started at the front and brushed her hair back in a feathered lay and then had her lean forward so he could brush all the way to the ends in the back, which were now well below her shoulders. He then had her lean back and he feathered the front back a few times then he reached around her and hugged her from behind with his hands down on her stomach and she put her hands up on his arms and closed her eyes. She could feel the love coming from him and it made her heart feel warm and brought a smile to her face. He in turn could feel every beat of her heart as she radiated her love combined with his out in strong pulsing waves.

"That is simply amazing how you do that honey."

"I don't try to, it just¦happens."

"I like it. It makes you very special."

"Thank you Jake¦I mean dad." Jake grinned and then released his grip on Korica, sliding his hands up her stomach and onto her shoulders.

"Your hair is getting pretty long." Jake said gently stroking the back of her head. We are going to have to get your hair cut before to long."

"But I don't want it cut. I want it to grow long like¦" Korica stopped and swallowed hard.

"Like your mother had?" Jake said in a low voice.

"Yes. She had the most beautiful long hair that¦how do you know that my mother had long hair?"

"Because I have seen an image of her from not to long ago. She was very beautiful and she had very long beautiful white hair. She looked an awful lot like you. I can see the resemblances in the two of you but you have your father's chin and ears."

"Holon used to tell me exactly the same thing. Now I know you've really seen them."

"I wouldn't fib about that honey."

"Should we go get you something to eat?"

"Yah, sorry I was¦your kind of addictive to be close to, sorry."

"Quit apologizing for loving me¦or loving what you feel from me because you love me or whatever." Korica said in a raised sarcastic tone.

Jake took a step back and looked at Korica from behind for a moment.

"That was a little snippy Korica. What's that all about? I've never heard you get mean like that before."

Korica stood up and rubbed her temple for a second then turned and looked at Jake.

"Sorry Jake. I didn't mean to talk to you so disrespectfully. These hormone spikes are making me have these weird mood swings and¦urges that I don't like."

"I didn't know they were messing with your mind so badly."

"It's been getting stronger all the time but up until now I was able to keep it in check. I'm sorry for talking to you like that. "

"I forgive you honey. I went through some similar mood swings when I started puberty. I'm sorry to say it will get worse if you are anything like Humans are during puberty."

"Great! I can hardy wait."

Jake laughed and put his hand out timidly and Korica took it and then stepped into him and wrapped her free arm around him and placed her face flat against his chest.

"I love you so much Jake. I don't ever want to make you think badly of me."

"I won't honey." Jake then kissed the top of her head. "I know this is got to be a hard time for you. I'll try and keep an open mind if you lose your cool. You're still my little sweetheart no matter what."

"Kay. Can we go by mom's chamber on the way out?"

"Absolutely. I would like that very much." Jake said smiling warmly.

The two then headed around the stasis ring after Jake shut down Korica's chamber and laid the hairbrush on the workstation seat. As they walked around the ring holding each others hand at one point Korica stopped dead in her tracks pulling on Jake's hand and she gasped and put her fingers up over her mouth. Jake stopped and stepped back toward her and furrowed his brow and looked at her expression of shock.

"What's the matter honey?"

"I just realized that I know how to fly Mark's crimson fighters."

"Really?"

"Yah, I know how to start it¦and I know how it flies¦and I understand it completely. I was afraid of them before but now I get it."

"That's great Korica. We can always use another good pilot."

"I know how they fly but I don't know how good I would be at actually piloting one."

"Well we'll put you in a simulator and see how good you are. You might be a natural."

"I guess I'll become aware of a lot of new stuff over the next couple of days. This information is supposed to be in my subconscious mind but my brain just doesn't work like that. It's all right in the front of my mind in a dreamy blur that I have to sort through. This imparting of information just isn't the same as using the chair of knowledge. That's like you have lived the experience of the knowledge and this is raw learning that you have to try and understand without having the benefit of ever using it before. Book learning is just different."

"I'll have to take your word for it honey. It's a little different for me. I'm so proud of you for understanding all of this."

The two then kept walking to Laurel's chamber. When they arrived at her chamber Jake turned on the overhead light and opened her chamber so Korica could see her clearly. As the chamber lid hissed and began to slowly lift open Jake smiled at the sight of his beautiful Laurel lying so peacefully in the glowing warm light shinning down on her from above. Jake reached in and took Laurel's hand in his and stepped toward her head so Korica could look in. Korica looked at her from her head down to her toes then looked at Jake and pointed to the waste collection device connected to Laurel's crotch.

"Did I have one of those on me like that too?"

"You sure did. The computer can tell when your bladder is full and it can tell your brain when it is ok to go. It then draws it away and cleans you up when you are done and sterilizes your¦your female parts."

"Oh. I guess I kind of knew that¦I don't know how I knew that though."

Jake then kissed the back of Laurel's hand and gently laid her arm back down at her side.

"You want to see something cool? Watch her face real close¦I love you Laurel."

Laurel's face made the micro expression of a grin and even Korica was able to detect it.

"She heard you! I thought she was in a really deep sleep of sorts?"

"She is. Apparently she is sensitive enough to detect my presence and when I say that to her. I must be sending a small burst of emotional energy that she can feel or something. I've come to see her three times now and she reacted the same way every time I say that to her."

"That's so cool! She sure is beautiful, isn't she?" Korica said looking at Laurel's face.

"She sure is. I've never seen anyone as beautiful as her¦although you are real close second."

"Awe, thank you."

"You're welcome. That comes from my heart. When you are Laurel's age I would bet money you are going to be just as striking as she is."

Korica smiled big and blushed slightly. Jake put his hand up to her cheek and winked at her then reached up and turned the overhead light off then touched the button on the mating surface of Laurel's chamber and the slid slowly swung closed and sealed itself shut with a slight hiss. The two then departed for the command deck.

When they stepped out of the transport compartment they found Mark standing right outside the door waiting for them. Korica greeted him with a hug and then the three headed for the mess hall to get some lunch. Mark engaged Korica in steady conversation to try and feel her out so he could determine if the new knowledge had changed her personality in any way. After thirty minutes of conversation and laughing he was relieved to conclude that other than an increased vocabulary and an obviously higher intellect she was still the same adorable girl she had always been. She was obviously still undergoing intermittent information awareness as she would stop what she was doing and close her eyes for a moment and put her hand up to her forehead but she would then quickly recover and return to her bubbly self.

After the meal was done Jake teased Korica about being on a feeding tube for eight hours and still managing to put away a full lunch.

"I'm a growing girl. I can't help it if I'm hungry all the time. I exercise twice a day so I work the calories off."

"Whoa, relax honey. I'm just poking fun at you. I like seeing you eat so hardy. You're skinny as a rail so I don't think you overeat."

"Oh, I guess I'm being a little to sensitive aren't I?"

"No, I can get a little carried away with my ribbing sometimes. Sorry."

"I forgive you."

"You know Jake, she is becoming a woman and women really don't like comments or jokes about their weight or how much they eat." Mark said raising one eyebrow.

"Really? I didn't know that."

"It's a fact. Would you joke with Laurel like that?"

"Well I certainly won't now that I know it is a taboo subject."

"It's one of the fundamental no nos' of dealing with women and Korica here is a woman now so no more joking about her eating habits."

"Got it. Sorry Korica. I'll respect your feelings as a woman in the future."

"Kay, Thank you¦dad."

"You're welcome honey. Mark, now that the meal is done you know we should probably get you in your chamber so your learning programs can be started."

"Yah I suppose so. I'm just not looking forward to climbing back into one of those things. The last time was to keep my death at bay until you guys could work your magic for me."

"Well this is a little different. You're going to come out with a lot of imbedded knowledge. This ship is so complex now that it's a must if you are going to be able to work on the bridge in any kind of meaningful way. You also need the training around the new crimson fighters."

"I know how to fly 'em now¦or at least I know how you are supposed to fly them. I don't know if I will actually be any good at it." Korica said.

"No way! My little Korica knows how to fly something that I don't? We can't have that. Let's go get me plugged in. I got some catchin up to do."

"You gunna be ok up here by yourself Korica?" Jake asked.

"Yah, I still don't like being alone but just because it's lonely not cause I'm afraid of anything. You eliminated my fears surrounding being alone. I'll just hangout in my quarters and read until you get back."

"Good girl. I'll be back in just a little bit and we'll hangout together, ok?"

"Kay. I would really like that."

All three then got up and Korica headed for her quarters while Jake and Mark headed down to the stasis ring. When they stepped into the stasis ring they were in fact very close to the military section so it only required a short walk to Mark's chamber, which was already open and warmed up for him. Mark looked at it and sighed.

"You know the drill Mark. Get undressed and we got to remove all of your body hair. The AI is going to float you so it's important that we get it all off."

"Yah I got it." Mark said in a sour tone.

Mark kicked his shoes off then got completely undressed and put is arms up and legs apart so Jake could use the electrolysis wand to removed all of his body hair. The last thing Jake did was to wave the wand around Marks neck and lower face to remove his facial hair. When he was done he reached into Mark's chamber and grabbed the trans dermal interface and he placed it at the base of Mark's skull and touched the initiate button making the tendrils pierce his skin and begin feeding up into his brain. Mark then picked up the metal mesh cap and placed it over his head and then turned toward Jake and put his hands up.

"So do I look completely ridiculous?"

"It's not that bad Mark. Everyone has gone through the same thing. I will too when it's my turn."

"Yah but they are¦have you noticed we all seem to be spending a lot of time naked and hairless around one another."

"Yah I've noticed. With the girls the scenery is much more pleasing to the eye though."

"I'm sure you lucky dog. I could've only dreamt of seeing what you have when I was your age. Let's get this over with."

Mark turned and slid into his chamber and scooted down and got comfortable. Jake reached up and touched the command to bring up Mark's vitals and he was astonished to see Mark's O2 saturation was hovering at 98.8 %.

"Geeze Mark, how do your lungs operate so efficiently even when you're breathing normally?"

"Because I run at least ten miles every other day in order to stay in shape I guess. You would be surprised how that can be useful if you need to get out of a hot zone after a mission is completed."

"Right, I forgot you're a fitness nut¦and for good reason. Computer do we need a feeding tube or intravenous line for Mark?"

"No. He is going to be submerged in stasis fluid so I can provide everything he will need through the stasis fluid. The nutrients and fluids he needs will be diffused right through his skin and his throat will be full of the same fluid so I can provide for his nutritional needs."

"Are you saying the stasis fluid is¦good for you to eat or whatever?"

"Yes. It is a highly enriched organic diametric suspension fluid."

"Freaky, I had no idea."

"I can harden the fluid everywhere around the body and keep the fluid inside the body soft as well as a small path to the recycling ports so I can introduce anything the body needs right through the pallet and stomach."

"Jake, I want you too look after the girls for me. Please make security sweeps often with the sensors. I don't want anyone getting close to them again." Mark said holding Jake's arm firmly.

"Alright Mark. I'll stay diligent. I know we aren't truly safe until we can turn the new shields on. I'll see you in about thirty-eight hours."

"You're a good man Jake."

"Thanks Mark."

Jake then reached up and touched the command to begin the sleep cycle. Mark quickly relaxed and his eyes started to flutter and then he closed them all together. Jake then touched the initiate button on the mating surface of Mark's chamber and the lid began to swing closed. When it closed and sealed with a slight hiss the stasis fluid started to pour into the chamber. Jake continued to watch until the fluid completely surrounded Mark and poured into his mouth and a few bubbles could be seen coming out of his mouth as he breathed out his last breath of air and took the stasis fluid into his lungs. Jake then reached up and turned the overhead light off and Mark's chamber slid towards the console and plugged itself into the power grid. Jake then stepped over the workstation across from Mark and looked at his bio readings. He was showing absolutely no signs of physical stress and his learning programs were beginning to engage and his neural stress reading were in the green and only touching the yellow range from time to time. His levels were significantly higher than Korica's or Laurel's but they were in the normal range for an ordinary Human undergoing intense information imbedding. The information was being delivered at a twenty two percent saturation rate in comparison to a sixty eight to seventy percent saturation rate as it was for Laurel and Korica but it was still at a rather high rate keeping him just under the level of neural trauma alert.

Jake could tell the computer was doing an excellent job of giving him the information at a regulated level that was ideal for his brain physiology and so Jake stepped away from the workstation and walked around the ring to Laurel's chamber. Jake stepped in and turned the overhead light on and looked in and he could immediately feel a calm washing over him. He reached up and touched the open command and the cover hissed slightly and began to swing open and now he could sense her presence in a truly reliving way. He side stepped right up next to her head and leaned in and kissed the side of her face below her eye then whispered right next to her ear, "I love you so much Laurel" And he saw a clear smile run across her face for a moment then disappear and he smiled. He wondered if she would remember him sharing his feelings with her even though she was in a very deep coma like state.

Jake leaned back and stroked her soft stomach once then touched the button on the mating surface of her chamber and the lid slowly swung closed and sealed shut. Jake then reached up and turned the overhead light off and stepped over to the workstation across from her chamber and he could see that she still had 21% of her learning programs left to be imbedded. It was going to take a couple of hours. It was considerably longer than the AI had estimated but he assumed there was just a lot of reduction in the saturation levels due to her physical stress increasing being away from him for such long periods at a time.

Jake took a deep breath and let it out then departed for the exit. He hated being away from Laurel like this. He felt like he kept walking away from his reason for everything he does anymore. He shook his head at one point while he was walking and thought to himself, "You got it bad for her." He just never knew this is what it would be like to be in love with a girl. He knew the love of his life would always be on his mind but he just had no idea that he would crave her close physical contact so deeply.

Jake made his way back up to the command deck and when he stepped out of the transport compartment into the main corridor he looked both directions and it hit him how empty the ship seemed knowing that all of the elder race had left the ship and Laurel and Mark were now in stasis in the same condition as the rest of the sixty five hundred crew and passengers. He was just glad they were docked while doing this because he was pretty sure he and Korica just wouldn't be able to operate the ship with just the two of them especially since he was still unfamiliar with some of the key technologies installed.

Jake shook the helpless feeling off and headed for Korica's quarters. When he arrived at her door he touched the hale button on the com panel next to her door and a moment later the door slid open and he stepped in. Korica was lying on her stomach on her bunk with her socked feet hooked over one another up over her behind as she leaned on her elbows and read from a data pad. Jake noticed that Korica had her calliope on filling the room with beautiful misty colors but it was silent as she read.

Jake walked up and sat on the edge of her bunk by her head and stroked her head a couple times.

"So it's just you and me for a couple of hours. Is there anything you want to do together?"

"I don't care, as long as were together I'm happy."

"We could play with your new cruisers if you want?"

"Could you just read to me? I know it's not bedtime but I really liked it last night. This time I won't fall asleep, I promise."

"You got it honey."

Jake stood up and Korica rolled over onto her side and scooted back against the wall and let Jake lie down on his back and she handed her data pad to him then rolled onto her side and half laid on him and put her head on his chest. He kissed the top of her head and scanned through her data pad until he found their story, 'a flower in the wind' and he opened it and went back to page ten since he was pretty sure he read a couple pages while she was sleeping. He then began reading to her in Hiram. He read for a while until Korica had to turn onto her back lying right next to him with her head still on his chest. He put his left arm around her and kept reading to her with the data pad in front of her with his hand on her chest so she could see what he was reading.

When he reached the end of the first chapter he laid the data pad down on Korica's stomach and rubbed his eyes. Korica scooted her head over and looked up at him.

"Your eyes are getting tired already?"

"Yah a little. I'm not used to reading such small text from so far away. If it were just me, I would be holding it a lot closer to my face."

"We can do something else if you want?" Korica said.

"You want to go for a walk? We can go to the gardening ring if you want?"

"That would be nice. I really love the gardening ring."

Jake then got up and took the data pad from Korica and placed it on her dresser and then she scooted off her bed and stepped into her shoes and looked at the laces for a moment and Jake grinned and knelt down in front of her.

"Like this honey. Cross the laces and pull them tight then put your finger right here to hold it in place then make two loops like this and wrap them around each other like this and make a bow and pull one end through then pull the ends tight like this."

Jake snugged the bow then motioned to her other shoe.

"Go ahead and try it and I'll help you sweetie."

"Kay. I've never had shoes with strings like this."

Korica reached down and began to make a knot and Jake moved right next to her facing the same way and put his hand over hers and guided her and she made a perfect bow and drew it snug and Jake then drew it up tight and evened out the ends.

"That's really good for your first time tying shoe laces. If you want to get good at it you can practice with the shoe sitting in your lap later on."

"Ok, I'll do that."

The two then stood up and departed for the transport compartment. When they arrived they stepped up onto the platform and when the free floating map appeared Korica touched the white dot indicating the rear gardening ring entrance. A few seconds later in a blue flash the two disappeared and then found themselves standing on a platform right next to the palm reader for the gardening ring in a connecting corridor. The two stepped down and Korica had her palm scanned and the door popped and swung open and the two stepped in and the door closed behind them.

Korica took Jake's hand and the two wondered deeper into the gardening ring on the opposite side from the stasis ring. They walked a little ways in silence before Korica asked if they could go over to the grassy area at the base of the giant redwoods. It was her favorite place in the whole gardening ring and it was where she confessed to Laurel most of what had happened to her at the hands of the Hodong. Jake agreed but took the long way over around all of the rows of planted crops being grown for food. As they walked along he engaged her about her childhood growing up among the stars. She chattered on about the amazing planets and strange people she had met that spoke completely alien languages. Jake started to realize she was really fortunate with how tolerant she had to be in order to play with children that she couldn't speak to and that looked so different from her.

When they reached the grassy area Jake laid down on his back looking up at the artificial sun tube in the fixed central portion of the gardening ring and Korica laid down right next to him and scooted over so she was touching his side then crossed her arms behind her head and enjoyed the warm glow coming from the artificial sun tube. After a few minutes Korica turned on her side and laid her head across Jake's stomach and asked him to tell her about his childhood. He leaned up on his elbows and began to describe his happy childhood in California. He talked about his friends and some of the adventures they had together while growing up. Korica asked him if he ever had a girlfriend and if so what was she like. He explained that he never had a romantic girlfriend but he did have a girl that was one of his best friends growing up and they often played and hung out together.

After almost an hour of Jake talking about growing up on Earth Korica felt like she had a much better idea of who her new dad was. She wished she had been able to grow up like Jake, on a single planet with the same friends living right down the street and seeing them everyday and being able to go to school with them. She was happy her whole life just because she didn't know any different. Her parents always showed her all the love she could ever want and she was never hungry and always had at least something to engage her attention on the long flights between planets or trading posts but in retrospect it was a lonely life lacking the enrichment of interacting with other children on a regular basis.

Korica then asked Jake what his parents were like since they were now her grandparents in a way. Jake tried his best to describe what loving parents his mother and father were both towards him and towards each other. He told her that his kind heart was the result of his mother insisting that he be kind and respectful to everybody and as a result of how sweet and gentle she was herself. He explained that his father was an incredibly smart man and very brave. He has a strength of character that is reflected in his every action and he has a very strong sense of family. He told Korica that she would have loved her grandmother and her grandmother would have been crazy about her with how sweet and beautiful she is. He explained about his mother's untimely death in an earthquake, something Korica had no concept of. He had to explain the plate tectonics of Earth and how active California is and especially central California where Paso Robles is, since it is only fourty miles from the San Andreas Fault. He explained how it was his father's love for him and his strong family value that drew him and his father even closer together to get past the incredible loss of his mother. He explained that she would be a shock to her grandfather but he would be accepted her like family since she is family now. He assured her that his dad was going to absolutely love her despite her being an alien. Those sorts of things just wouldn't matter to him. Korica was relieved to know that Jake's father was so accepting and that he would treat her kindly. She knew Jake was the man he is because of his parents so his dad had to be a good man in the end.

Korica finally turned on her back with her head still on Jake's stomach and looked out at nothing contemplating everything Jake had told her. Jake was wondering what was going through her mind but he decided to keep his mind closed and not invade her thoughts.

"What are thinking about honey?" Jake asked as he laid back down flat on his back.

Korica startled him a little when she rolled over quickly and scooted right up next to his head and laid her head on his chest facing him.

"You had such a simple and happy life before all this. I was just wondering how you became such an incredible man and such a good leader. I can certainly see why Laurel fell in love with you."

Jake leaned up on his elbows again and looked Korica right in the eyes as she leaned up on her elbow on her side looking right at him.

"You're not still¦confused about your feelings or feeling the wrong thing for me are you?"

"No, I swear I'm not in love with you anymore. I don't know if I ever really was. I think I was just feeling Laurel's feelings for you and they were so strong that I could barely sense my own under hers¦I do love you with all my heart though. I love you for accepting me as your daughter. It's different than¦romantic love. I don't want to be your lover or anything weird like that. I just want you in my life for the rest of my life."

"Oh, ok good. I just got my own feelings straightened out, I didn't want to have to confront yours again."

"Your feelings were confused about me?"

"Come on Korica, look at what we went through. I was almost paired with you. It takes more than just a passing fondness for that to happen and what we went through on the Angalon¦confused the heck out of me to say the least"

"Right, that was pretty intense wasn't it?"

"It was beautiful but very confusing to try and sort out afterwards. Anyway, my life's experiences are what made me what I am today. As far as what has happened here on the Future, nothing could have ever prepared me for this. I woke up to the most beautiful girl I have ever seen in my life and she told me if I don't help her fix this ship we are all going to die. Then we¦I fell under her spell from the moment I met her. I can't begin to tell you how I have adapted to all this weird stuff without simply curling up in a ball and crying but I just did what I had to do and followed her lead. Then I met you and fell in love again, but in a different way."

"Well that's not quite what I meant but thank you for being so open with me and for¦staying close to me despite confused feelings."

"You're welcome honey. Do you feel like you know me a little better?"

"Yah, I do actually. That's all I want is to get to know you. I already know what's in your heart, I just wanted to know what makes you¦you."

Jake could see a servo drone off in the distance floating their way with a data pad at the end of its manipulator arm.

"I will always be honest with you and I will tell you anything you want to know about me or my past. We are going to be part of each other's life for a very long time. I want you to be completely comfortable with me and I want you to feel like you know who I am."

"Ok, answer me this? When Laurel first came to me to get to know me better you were against the idea weren't you?"

"Yes. I cared about you the same as I cared about all of the girls but you were just the youngest of the girls to me and nothing more. I didn't understand why she felt so drawn to you. She had an instinct about you that I simply didn't understand. Once I got to know you I felt it too. After that I couldn't stand the thought of leaving you alone. I wanted you in our lives. I had no idea it was an instinctive need to have you fall for us so we could make the chair work and reach the elder race and ultimately create the Angalon. We have a destiny that is linked at a very deep level honey."

"But you didn't dislike me?"

"No, never. I always cared about you I just didn't know how special you are."

The servo drone then floated up to the two and handed Jake the data pad and he and Korica sat up.

"It's a message from the AI honey. Laurel will be ready to exit in twenty minutes. She is showing signs of physical stress and my presence is requested in order to get her balanced."

"Ok. Thank you for spending time with me¦and not while on the bridge. I love my job but I want time with you like this¦just talking."

"You're welcome honey. I love spending time with you Korica."

The two then got up and Jake handed the data pad back to the servo drone and the two made the long walk across the gardening ring holding hands the whole way. When they got to the stasis rings side Jake had his palm scanned and the door hissed and slid open and the two stepped in and started the walk to Laurel's stasis chamber. As Jake got to within fifty feet he could feel a knot in stomach relaxing and he became aware of how anxious he had been. He had been ignoring the feeling until now and he felt bad knowing Laurel was experiencing the same uncomfortable feeling.

Jake made his way straight for the workstation across from Laurel's chamber and he touched the display screen and it came to life and displayed Laurel's bio readings. Her readings were just dropping out of the red and falling toward the bottom of the yellow scale. She was ninety nine percent complete but the data saturation rate had fallen to six percent due to her physical stress readings. Jake watched as the saturation levels quickly rose back up to the high sixty percent range as her bio reading continued to fall into the green range.

Jake stepped over to Laurel's chamber and reached up and turned on the overhead light. Laurel looked very peaceful but Jake knew she was just now feeling the same relief that he was. He reached up and touched the command to open her chamber. As the lid slowly lifted open Jake was pleased to see the waste collection device gone. He was able to see her gorgeous body in its entirety making him grin. Korica bumped her hip into him gently and he looked over at her to see the smirk on her face.

"Sorry, was I staring?"

"Yah. It's not nice when she is asleep."

"But she is so¦I love her body."

"Still¦"

"You're right."

Jake reached in and took Laurel's hand in his and clasped his fingers through hers and kissed the back of her hand. He then leaned in a little and said, "I love you Laurel." And again he and Korica saw the micro expression of a grin run across Laurel's face making Korica giggle. Jake then closed his eyes and reached out to Laurel trying to sense what was going through her mind and he heard a cacophony of noises and blurry thoughts and he saw mathematical equations that seemed to rush at him then fade away and his head immediately started to hurt and he quickly withdrew from her mind and quieted his mind trying to stop the pain and confusing loud noises. He then felt his knees wobble and he let go of her hand and stumbled back against her mother's chamber and fought hard to stay conscious. He bent down and put his hands on his knees and tried to breath deeply to get oxygen into his lungs. Korica stepped up to him and put her hand on his arm to try and steady him.

"Jake, what the heck happened? Are you ok?"

"Give me a second¦I saw¦that was really dumb of me."

Jake finally regained his senses and stood up straight. He now had a very bad headache but his vision was clearing up and he didn't feel like he was going to pass out. Jake stepped back up to Laurel and lifted her arm that was lying on the edge of her chamber pointing in the air and laid it down at her side then he turned facing out and leaned back against her chamber and put his hands up to his forehead.

"I connected with her mind and I saw and heard¦something bizarre. I think I saw the information that is being uploaded into her mind. I saw mathematical equations and weird geometric shapes and all kinds of text floating all over. I also heard a bunch of weird noises that were extremely loud¦it was like a squealing noise or something and it hurt my head. Now I have a really bad headache."

"That was a really bad idea to do that. The conscious mind can't process that kind of information. You could have suffered a perisemetic collapse that would have resulted in permanent brain damage."

"A what?"

"We are put into a deep sleep for reason when the information is imparted to us. The part of the brain that separates your conscious and subconscious mind could have been damaged and you would have slipped into a permanent coma. There would have no way to fix that kind of brain damage or to wake you up."

"So this headache is¦"

"Possible slight brain damage."

"Shit! I guess that was beyond dumb. Someone could have warned us about this."

Jake put his hands back up to his forehead and closed his eyes as his head throbbed with his heartbeat.

"Korica, how do you know all of this stuff about the brain?"

"I have a level three med tech education, remember?"

"That's right. I guess I did forget that. I don't have a perfect memory like Laurel."

"I'm sure no one ever thought about someone connecting to someone at a subconscious level while someone is actively being imparted with information or there would have been warnings issued about not doing that."

Jake tried to shake his head to shake off the dizzy feeling in his head and it only made his head hurt worse making him reach his hands up to his forehead again.

"I might have screwed up worse than I thought, my head really hurts."

"Why did you even do that in the first place?"

"I just wanted to hear her voice¦I miss her. The fact that we have to keep our minds quieted all the time just makes me miss her even though I'm standing right next to her."

"You want to go up to the med deck and get looked at?"

"No, I think I'll be ok. I'm not leaving until she is awake and back in my arms."

Jake blinked a couple times then turned back around and faced Laurel and just ignored the pounding in his head. Jake reached in and removed the adhesion strip from the side of Laurel's mouth and put his hand under her neck and lifted gently making her head tilt back slightly and her mouth popped open and so he tugged gently on the feeding tube and it began retracting from her throat. When it was completely retracted he laid the feeding tube down next to her neck and it retracted back into the side of Laurel's chamber. Jake then gently lowered Laurel's neck and pulled his hand out from under her neck. He then stroked her cheek gently and waited for her to come around. It took a few more minutes for Laurel to begin to stir. Her eyes finally opened and Jake could see her beautiful blue eyes as he grinned and waited for her to look over at him.

"Hi babe. How you feeling?" Jake asked taking her hand in his.

"My mind is a little¦fuzzy but I feel ok."

Laurel started to lift her head when she stopped and laid back down and looked at Jake with a serious look on her face.

"I¦I heard you¦a couple of times in fact."

"You heard me tell you that I love you?" Jake smiled big.

"Yah, in fact I saw your face for a second in a bright flash and I heard you tell me that you love me. It came like a dream or something."

"I opened your chamber and held your hand every time our symptoms got bad and I told you that I loved you. I thought I saw a grin on your face each time I did that."

Laurel grinned big at him and sat up in her chamber then swung her legs out of her chamber and Jake gave her a hand and pulled her out as she slid into the floor and stood upright. Laurel immediately closed her eyes and put her hand up to her forehead.

"Whoa, there's a lot of information running through my mind. This is like the first time I came out of stasis except my muscles don't hurt."

Korica then stepped up and wrapped her arms around Laurel's warm body and laid her head against her chest between her breasts. Laurel let go of Jake's hand and put her hand on the side of Korica's head and pressed her into her chest while putting her other arm around her back hugging her tightly.

"I missed you too baby. No I don't feel any pain and yes, I know Jake stares at me when I'm asleep. I don't mind it."

"Hay, are you too talking about me in private?" Jake asked smiling.

"Sorry Jake when she's this close I can't help but hear her thoughts and feel what she's feeling."

Laurel then closed her eyes for a moment and quieted her mind then kissed Korica on the top of the head and Korica then stepped back and Jake slid his arms around Laurel and pulled her up to him tightly and buried his face in her neck.

"I missed you so much Laurel. I hate being away from you for so long. With our minds quieted three hours has the same affect as five hours when I can't hear your voice in my head."

"Awe, believe it or not I missed you too. I should get dressed before that lump gets any bigger in your pants there."

"Sorry, I miss that too."

Jake released his grip on Laurel and stepped around behind Laurel and released the trans dermal interface from the back of her skull and then she slid the mesh cap off her head and shook her head letting her fall into it's beautiful natural position on her shoulders and down her back. Jake then stepped back and let Laurel retrieve her clothes from the drawer below her chamber. She then got dressed while Jake and Korica stood off to the side holding each other's hand. When she was dressed and had her hair brushed she stepped into her shoes and smiled at Korica.

"You look beautiful in that color honey. I'm glad to see you wearing your new clothes."

"Yah, Jake brought these to my chamber so I could have something pretty to wear when I woke up."

"Well it was a good choice. You look adorable. I really like that lace covered shit."

"Thanks." Korica said smiling and looking down at herself.

"I guess we should get you inserted Jake." Laurel said as she reached up and touched the button to shut her chamber down.

"Can I wait just a little? I really want to spend a little more time with you first."

Laurel just looked at him for a moment before responding.

"I want to get moving with the shakedown run, but it's actually kind of sweet that you missed me so much. I suppose we can wait a little while."

Laurel then stepped up to her mother's chamber and looked in at her. She then put her hand up on the clear cover and smiled at the feeling knowing she was close by brought up in her heart.

"You really miss her don't you?" Korica asked.

"Yah, I miss her council and her soft voice."

"At least you know you can see her anytime you want?"

"I just can't wait to tell her everything that has happened. She is really going to love you Korica. She has a granddaughter now."

"I can't wait to meet her too mom. She is very beautiful just like you."

"Yes she is beautiful. She's incredibly smart too."

Laurel took a deep breath and turned and took Korica's free hand and the three headed for the exit. The three made their way up to the command deck and Jake had to admit to Laurel that he needed to lie down for a little while to try and let his headache fade away. Laurel asked him if he knew what was causing his headache and he had to explain what he had done and the possible consequences as outlined by Korica. Laurel immediately ordered him to go down to the med deck and get a complete brain scan done to insure no permanent damage had been done. He agreed that it would be prudent and Korica insisted that she wanted to go with him.

Laurel gave Jake a warm hug and a long kiss then he and Korica headed back to the transport compartment and Laurel headed for the bridge. When Korica and Jake arrived on the med deck they stepped off the transport platform and made their way to med bay one and stepped in and they were both surprised by the new scanner platform and overhead apparatus. In the front corner was a five foot diameter round platform that was eight inches high and the platform had what looked like clear glass over a concave white funnel shaped device with a red spot at it's center and deepest most point. Above the platform suspended from the ceiling was a dark black colored round structure that looked like the platform on the floor except it was a full twenty four inches tall and the spot in the center of the funnel shaped structure was blue. There was a small pedestal off to the side set up to control the scanner and to project the resultant scan in a free floating three dimensional image in a manner that the patient standing on the scanner platform would be able to see it.

There was also a new scanner device installed above the exam table. There was a five-foot wide and seven foot long square device made out of the same black metal as the scanner platform suspended on four telescopic arms. The scanner had the same clear glass covering a concave internal structure that was bight white and descended up into the device. The exam table also now had the same structure under the mattress sitting on the exam table. There was a new image projection pedestal at the head of the exam table for displaying exam results up into the air so a patient lying on the table could see what was being done to them in real time as well as the results of a body scan after it is performed.

Jake wasn't quite sure if he should stand on the upright scanning platform or lie down on the exam table. Korica stepped up and looked at the upright platform and put her index finger and thumb up to her forehead and looked down at the floor for a moment before her face lit up.

"I do know how this thing works. I understand how it's built and how to operate the scanners¦both of them."

"That's great honey. You want to help me with this?"

"I would be glad too. Step up on the platform." Korica said pointing to the platform in the corner of the room.

Korica then walked over to the control pedestal and turned the scanner on. The bottom platform glowed a dull red color and the overhead scanner head glowed a dull blue. Korica touched the begin scan button and a circular ring of blue light began to sink from the ceiling and a similar red ring began to rise from the floor mounted platform. The two circular rings drew together until they met in the middle and the ring then turned a light purple color and the rings continued on their path to the floor platform and ceiling mounted scanner. Jake was a little concerned when he was surrounded by the intense purple field but he felt absolutely nothing so he assumed it must not be dangerous. When the purple glow disappeared at the conclusion of the scan Korica projected the three dimensional scan image up in the air and Jake could see her manipulating the resultant scan by slowly zooming in to his head. She stripped away the skin and muscle layers then the bone layers revealing an extremely high definition image of his brain.

Korica knew what damage to look for so she started removing sections of his prefrontal cortex until she reached an area deep in his brain that was showing as a long red section that was several inches long and had spider web like edges that were being shown in yellow highlight.

"That confirms it. That's where there is brain damage. I was right about the kind of damage that could result from what you did. You almost destroyed the structure that regulates the waking state in the mind."

"Can it be repaired?"

"I'm afraid not. The brain is¦"

Korica stopped what she was saying and zoomed in to the edges of the damaged area and focused on the portion that was being displayed in yellow. It looked to her like the brain tissue was regenerating right before their eyes.

"Computer?"

"Yes Korica, How may I be of assistance?"

"Is Jake's brain tissue regenerating or am I reading this wrong?"

"You are reading the image correctly. Damaged tissue is dissolving and new brain cell ganglion and synaptic connections are growing in their place."

"That shouldn't be possible. Nobody grows brain tissue like that. When that much damage is done it should be permanent."

"Ordinarily I would say that is correct, but Jake is anything but ordinary. He and Laurel have an astounding ability to heal injuries and that must include damaged brain cells. I have no record of anything like this ever occurring in any other brain damaged patients."

"Whatever you did Jake your body is¦fixing the damage. Look at how the edges of the damaged area is shrinking and being replaced with normal healthy tissue."

"So if I had suffered complete parasemetic collapse as you called it I might have actually recovered eventually?"

"It certainly looks that way. At this rate I would guess the damage done will be completely healed in about an hour or so." Korica said.

"Actually, the rate of tissue regeneration is increasing at an exponential rate. I estimate it will only be fourty minutes until all signs of damage will be gone." The AI interjected.

"Amazing! My headache is starting to fade a little. Since I am on this thing is there anything else wrong with me?"

Korica zoomed back out slowly and touched the analyze command and the image started to rotate and move around as all of Jake's organs were examined one by one and then his circulatory and repertory systems were all analyzed finally ending with an examination of his skin. The image ended up with an external view of him from the front and Jake blushed and looked at Korica.

"Korica! Come on!"

"Sorry." Korica said half laughing as she turned the image off. "I didn't know it would show you¦like that. I've seen it all before anyways."

"That doesn't make me feel any better about you seeing me like that."

"I've never seen you blush before. Come on, let's go tell mom you are going to be ok. The scan revealed that you are in excellent health except for the brain damage."

Jake stepped down from the scanner platform and the platform on the floor and attached to the ceiling went dark. The two then made their way back out into the passageway and stepped up onto the transport platform and Korica touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later the two disappeared in a blue flash and then found themselves standing on the transport platform on the command deck. The two then stepped down and made their way to the bridge to report their findings to Laurel.

"I'm going to be ok Laurel. There was some damage done but apparently you and I have the ability to heal every kind of injury including brain damage."

"Really? That's good news. We have to be really careful with these abilities of ours Jake. As you now know we could hurt ourselves by accident if we don't think about what we are doing."

"I'm sorry babe, I just wanted to hear your voice. I miss you so much. I need you in my mind again."

"I miss hearing your voice all the time too Jake. Just be careful from now on. I could have lost you if the damage had been beyond your body's ability to heal. We both would have died. Don't forget we are forever tied together in life and death."

"I hadn't thought about that. Sorry for putting you in danger too."

"I forgive you. I know you didn't do something dangerous on purpose."

"So¦is the ship ready for the shakedown run?"

"Yes, I think she is ready to go. Once we get you up to speed we can get it over with. I still have some doubts about some of the interfaces between the alien devices and our own now that I know how they all work."

"Are we going to go on the shakedown run with Mark in stasis?" Jake asked as he took a seat at the propulsion station.

"I would really rather have him here but we can't wait two days to get started. I'm pretty sure the three of us can handle it with the help of the elder race crew that will be onboard."

"Ok. You're the captain. If you say we go then we go."

"Captain Laurel, what systems are you expecting problems in?" Korica asked.

"The field compensating modulators work on a different frequency from that of our own systems. I'm concerned that the two systems will overwhelm the transient regulators on deck twenty. There is also the issue of balancing the new drive system. This field generator they replaced our Van Allan rector with is extremely complex and it can't be adjusted from the bridge. If the dynamic pressure is out of balance when we use it to make a jump we will end up off course by a significant margin. We could end up jumping right into the heart of a star since we use the stars for navigation thus the nickname 'star drive'."

"I understand. I'll help you keep an eye on those key systems." Korica said.

"Thank you Korica. That would be a big help. There is going to be a ton of data to keep on top of."

"You really understand that stuff Korica?" Jake asked.

"Yah. It's all part of the training the Future gave me."

"Holy¦I can't believe how smart you are now."

"You'll know the same stuff when you are done."

"Laurel, didn't we repair the transient regulators when we got the Future running?"

"Yep. You and I had lunch sitting above one of them. I have an intimate knowledge of what a bitch it is to rewire one."

"I thought so. What about the power relays on deck seventeen? Can they handle the higher power levels that this new reactor is going to produce?"

"I sure hope so. That's something else I'm a little concerned about."

"I sure hope we didn't make a mistake letting the elder race install so much advanced equipment that is designed to operate through our five century old equipment."

"That is what the shakedown run is meant for. We will push things to see where the weak links are. With the help of the elder race we will get this very old ship to work with the very new technology to get us home safely. Once we are back in the Milky Way, we will be the only link to that technology. Korica here will be our proof that we were here and there are some spectacular species out here, just look at her. She is beautiful, smart, and adaptable. She has made this whole trip worth it."

"Thank you mom."

"You are welcome honey, and thank you for being you."

Korica blushed and smiled big.

"So Jake, are you ready to begin your learning programs?" Laurel asked.

"I suppose so."

"Are you going to be ok waiting here for me to return Korica?" Laurel asked.

"But dad said I could come be with him until he goes under."

"Jake?" Laurel said while looking at him and raising one eyebrow.

"I did say that. We have bonded in a new way while you were under. I told her she could be at my side until the moment I go under."

"I see. Ok, you can come with us honey. Let's go. Computer can you warm up Jake's chamber for him?" Laurel said as she pushed her displays aside and stood up.

"Understood. I can accept Jake into light stasis but I cannot begin his learning programs until his brain damage has healed completely. I risk re-injuring his prefrontal cortex if the information imbedding is started before the damage is completely healed. The damage occurred in a very sensitive area of the brain and I do not want to take any chances that further damage could be inflicted. He is just too important in to many ways to let that happen. His demise would result in your demise just to name the most critical result of a hemorrhage or embolismic event."

"So should we wait to put him in?"

"I would suggest having Korica perform another full scan and I can compare the previous scan with the current scan and establish a more precise rate of healing. I will then be able to more precisely estimate when it will be safe to begin the learning programs."

Laurel nodded at Korica and she nodded back and as she went to walk past Laurel, she gently grabbed her arm and stopped her and pulled her into a hug then kissed the top of her head.

"Thank you Korica."

"You're welcome mom." Korica said in a quiet voice.

Korica then stepped to the door and Jake gave Laurel a quick smile and followed Korica back down to the med deck via the transporter. When they arrived at med bay one Jake stepped up onto the upright scanner and Korica stepped over to the control pedestal and initiated the can. When the purple field disappeared Korica project the image of his scan up in the air and peeled away his flesh and bone layers until his brain was again visible. She then zoomed into his brain and began removing slices of his prefrontal lobes until she found the damaged area again and this time it was noticeably smaller and the damaged area was still shrinking by the second as new tissue continued to replace the dead tissue as it simply dissolved away.

"That is simply amazing Jake. I just never knew tissue could regenerate like that. It's amazing to see it happening like this in real time."

"Ok so how much has it shrunk between scans?"

"Right sorry. Let me check."

Korica accessed Jake's medical records and brought out his previous scan and then overlaid it on the current scan and ran a comparative analysis. It only took seconds for the results to be displayed in big white numbers. There was a 21% reduction in the size of the injured area and the number was steadily counting up by the second.

"Computer, how long do we need to wait?" Korica asked out loud.

"I would estimate twenty two minutes. The rate of regeneration is continuing to increase. I have never heard of or seen anything like this and especially not at this level of detail. This scanner is simply stunning technology. I can even run a genetic coding right down to the molecular level while he is standing on the scanner platform. Observe."

The image started zooming into a healthy area of Jake's brain tissue. It got closer and closer right down to a single cell and then it continued to zoom into the cellular structures contained within the cell and then it zoomed in even closer until it reached the double helix DNA strand contained within the cell and then it zoomed in closer until the central portion of the spiral DNA strand filled the entire image.

"That's my DNA?"

"Yes it is. It is a real time image of the DNA strand contained in one of your brain cells."

"That's just freaky."

"I can even show you the protein molecules contained in each connecting branch of that particular strand."

The image then zoomed in still further to a single branch of the DNA strand and got closer and closer until small round protein molecules could be discerned connected to one another in long chains until they were filling the whole image and then a single protein molecule began to fill the whole image as the image continued to zoom in.

"So that blue basket ball is a protein molecule?"

"Yes. That is the basic building block of all life as we know it and yours in particular."

"That's crazy. So you could reconstruct a Human if you repeated all of these protein molecules in the same order as they are represented here?"

"In theory, yes. There are trillions of molecules associated with a single strand of DNA though. It would be an impossibly complex procedure to accomplish that."

"Jake, Laurel is waiting for us." Korica said gently.

"Right. So I can go ahead and enter my stasis chamber then?"

"Yes. The time it will take you to go tell Laurel your findings and make your way down to the stasis ring and then get yourself physically prepped for entry will provide enough time for the damage to completely heal by the time I am ready to begin imparting the information you need."

"Ok, cool. Come on baby, let's go tell your mom and get me stuffed in the oven."

Korica giggled and turned the scanner off and then the two made their way back up to the command deck. Jake reported his condition to Laurel and she breathed a sigh of relief. The three then made their way down to the stasis ring via the transporter. When the three appeared on the transport platform outside the gardening ring the three stepped down and Korica reached the palm reader first and so had her palm read and the door to the stasis ring popped and then hissed slightly and slid open and the three stepped in and began the long walk around to Jake's chamber. When they got close to his chamber they could see the lid raising open on his chamber as they approached. Jake made his way straight to his father's chamber and turned the overhead light on and looked down at his submerged face.

"Come and look Korica. This is your grandpa."

Korica timidly stepped up next to Jake and looked in at his father.

"Whoa, he's handsome. He has a kind face too."

"He is very kind honey. You are really going to like him. I miss him so much. He's my best friend and he always encouraged me to reach for anything I truly want. Never give up and never believe those that say it is impossible if you really want it. He's really going to love you honey."

"I think I'm going to like him too."

Jake then reached up and turned the overhead light off and stepped back and slid his shoes off. Korica took the chance to get one last hug from Jake. She wrapped her arms around his back and squeezed him particularly tightly.

"Thank you so much for spending time with me today. I feel like I know you a lot better than I did before."

"You're welcome honey. I enjoyed it too."

Korica then released her grip on him and he gave her a peck and she stepped over to the workstation across from his chamber and took a seat. Jake then shucked his top off and turned his back toward Korica and slid his pants off and then his underwear and socks. Laurel then reached into his chamber and grabbed the trans dermal interface and placed it at the base of Jake's skull and touched the initiate buttons and the tendrils pierced his skin and began feeding up into his brain. Laurel then handed him the metal mesh cap out of his chamber and he placed it over his hair and Laurel then picked up the electrolysis wand and Jake moved his feet apart and Laurel began removing all of his body hair. She started with his facial hair then worked around his arms and under his armpits and down his stomach and all around and under his crotch and then down and around his legs. When she was done he put his arms down and moved his feet together and looked down at himself and shook his head.

"It just doesn't look right does it?"

"It's not that bad. I like how you look no matter how much or how little hair you have." Laurel said grinning at him seductively.

As she stood up she gently rubbed her hand over his cock and looked him in the eyes then leaned in and gave him a lip lock kiss while gently grasping him in her hand. She then slid her hand down him and grinned.

"Now were even." She whispered in his ear.

"Nice! Thanks babe. I can't exactly hide it when I'm aroused." He whispered back.

Laurel looked down and saw that he had become slightly engorged.

"Then climb in before it gets any more obvious." Laurel said smiling at him.

Jake turned and placed his behind on the edge of his chamber and slid down into it and then lifted his legs up in and then put his hands on the edges and scooted himself down so he was comfortable then laid down flat. Laurel reached her hand in and stroked his now baby soft face and smiled at him.

"I love you Jake. I'll see you in about nine hours. You learn well my handsome man."

"I love you too gorgeous. Spend some quality time with our Korica ok?"

"Ok. I will. I promise."

Laurel then reached up and touched the 'begin sleep cycle' command and Jake's eyes got very heavy then slowly closed and he went limp.

"Laurel, you can either use a feeding tube to keep him nourished and hydrated or you can use an intravenous line so I can introduce nourishment and hydrating fluids directly into his bloodstream. The choice is yours."

"I would rather insert a feeding tube into his mouth. I'm not real crazy about needles."

"Understood."

A small port slid open in the side of Jake's chamber and Laurel grabbed the end of the feeding tube and held it by the adhesion strip and as she reached for his chin his mouth popped open just as hers had and as Korica's had resulting in the same flinch as it surprised Laurel.

"You did do that right?"

"Yes. I have a direct connection with his motor functions. He was equally startled when you and Korica opened your mouths for him in this manner."

Laurel grinned and laid the end of the feeding tube on Jake's tongue and then reached her other hand in and gently lifted his neck making his head tilt back slightly and then she felt the tube guiding itself down his throat and down into his stomach. When the tube quit feeding in she gently let his neck down and then removed the adhesive backing and stuck the adhesion strip right below his bottom lip on the side of his face then she side stepped and kissed the side of his face and then leaned back and looked up at his oxygen saturation level. It was sitting right at 96% so she grabbed the oxygen mask and placed it over his mouth and nose and left it there for a few minutes until his saturation level reached 99% and then she removed the mask and looked him over from head to toe one last time then touched the button on the matting surface of his chamber and the lid began to swing shut. Korica then got up and came over and stood next to Laurel as she could sense the dread in Laurel's heart. Despite her strong persona she hated the idea of being away from Jake just as much as he hated the idea of sealing his beautiful Laurel in her chamber for hours at a time. Korica took Laurel's hand and grinned at her as the chamber finally sealed shut with a slight hiss. Laurel took a deep breath then let it out and reached up and turned the overhead light off. The two then stepped over the workstation as Jake's chamber slid forward and plugged itself into the power grid.

Laurel watched Jake's neural stress reading closely while practically holding her breath. His levels spiked momentarily then fell back into the green and became very active but steady. His first learning program had begun and he was showing absolutely no signs of physical or neural stress at all. At the current saturation rate the computer was estimating nine hours and ten minutes until completion.

"Oh thank god." Laurel said out loud.

"Were you scared something would go wrong?"

"Yes. We would have seen his neural stress levels spike and remain high and he¦" Laurel swallowed hard.

"He's ok Laurel."

"I know, I was just scared of losing him. He means so much to me honey. I love him with all my heart."

"I love him too. I couldn't stand too lose him either. I would lose you both and I would be on my own again."

Laurel touched her cheek and then set her forehead against Korica's for a moment. The two then stepped away from the workstation and walked around the ring to Mark's chamber and Laurel touched the display at the workstation across from his chamber and she could see that he was taking the information at an adequate level and his physical and neural stress levels were in the green. He was 7% of the way through his first learning programs and the computer was estimating 33 hours to completion. Laurel then stepped over and turned the overhead light on and looked in at Mark. He was completely submerged but he looked calm and aside from an occasional twitch he was completely still. Laurel smiled and turned the overhead light off and took Korica's hand and the two made their way to the nearest exit.

When the two arrived on the command deck they stepped off of the transport platform and stepped out of the transport compartment and as Laurel started to head for the bridge Korica gently tugged on her hand.

"Mom, can we please do something together besides running the same systems checks over and over."

Laurel turned and knelt down in front of her.

"Well I have a lot to do in preparation for¦tell you what? If you want to spend time with me we can get some work done and still spend time together. How would you like to help me repair a faulty transducer resonator coil?"

"What's a transducer resonator coil?"

"Think about your training honey. It's part of the secondary coupling circuit for the gravitational propulsion system."

Korica looked down and thought about it for a second then her face lit up and she looked up at Laurel.

"It's up on deck thirty five above the primary gravitational wave guide amplifiers."

"Good girl! That's right. Come on I'll show you exactly where it is on the damage control board. It's one of a couple of low priority repairs that have needed repair since we first got the Future running again."

"This isn't exactly what I had in mind but as long as we get to spend time together away from the bridge I guess it'll do."

"I know you want to play honey but I just have a lot of responsibilities as the captain. I really could use your help though."

"Ok. I would love to help you. It'll give me a chance to see some of the integral hidden components on this ship anyway."

"That's my girl. Come on I'll show you where the damaged components are."

Laurel stood back up and the two walked over to the bridge and Laurel sat down at the damage control station and brought up the repair list. There was the faulty resonator coil on deck thirty-five and a variable reading coming from under section I in the stasis ring indicating a possible problem with the power feed conduit. All of the other low priority faults had been repaired by the elder race as they were installing the new technologies throughout the ship as an un-requested favor.

"That's it right there honey." Laurel said pointing to the red dot on desk 35.

"What about the other red dot indicating a problem in the stasis ring?"

"That's going to be a lot more complicated and time consuming honey. We will have to bring the occupant in chamber¦one fourty-four out of stasis and transfer them to a temporary stasis chamber and then completely remove the chamber so we can access the power feed conduits for that section in order to find out exactly what is going on underneath. I was going to wait until we are underway with everything we got going on."

"Oh, ok."

"You still want to help me with this repair?"

"I would be glad to."

"Great. Computer?"

"Yes captain, how may I be of assistance?"

"Can you have the tools and equipment required for the repair of the faulty transducer resonator coil on deck thirty five moved into place for us?"

"Understood. You will be required to enter the crawl space but I do not have a cold suit that will fit Korica if she is going to assist you."

"Cold suits? We're in a space station." Laurel said

"The conductive hull plating is absorbing the thermal energy being produced by the stations artificial sun. The crawl space is well over a hundred and twenty degrees and the hull plates are well over two hundred and seventy five degrees. You need the protection the suits will provide with the cooling system integrated into the suit."

"Right, I should have known that. How long would it take to make a suit for Korica?"

"About an hour."

"We can't wait that long. She will have to assist me from the passageway."

"Understood. I will begin constructing a suit for Korica in the meantime."

"Ok, thank you. Will you have my cold suit brought to my quarters?"

"It is already on the way up from the storage locker."

"Thank you. Come on sweetheart I have to get changed."

The two then got up and made their way over to Laurel's quarters and they sat down on the edge of the bed. Laurel slid her shoes off and a few moments later one of the larger servo drones entered through the door with Laurel's cool suit in its hands. Laurel stood up and took the suit and laid it on the bed and the servo drone turned and left the room through the main door. As Laurel got undressed Korica lifted her suit and looked it over.

"Whoa, this thing is heavy. How can you work in this thing?"

"That thing will keep me alive. It draws up to your body when you turn it on and it has a built in heating and cooling system like a spacesuit has."

Laurel took the suit from Korica when she had her top and pants off and stepped into the cold suit and zipped it up. She then walked over to the front of her quarters and opened the storage compartment next to the bureau and retrieved her work shoes and put them on and plugged them into her cold suit. Laurel then walked up to Korica and put her arms up. Korica giggled first then looked her up and down.

"I'm sorry for laughing mom. You just look so¦different."

"It's ok Korica, I know this suit isn't very flattering. It will keep me alive though."

Laurel put her hand out and Korica took her hand and slid off the edge of the bed and the two departed for the transport platform. When the two stepped up onto the platform Laurel touched the white dot that would take them to deck 34. A few seconds later in a blue flash the two disappeared and then found themselves standing on a platform in the power control interface compartment for the number five fusion reactor. The two stepped down from the transport platform and exited the compartment and made their way down a long corridor toward the outer hull. When they got to the end of the corridor they entered the stairwell and climbed up to deck 35. When they stepped out into the corridor there was a large square device that was about five feet high and four-foot square with odd protrusions and several cables hanging from it. There was also a fairly large toolbox sitting next to it with hand tools and diagnostic equipment contained within it.

"That doesn't look like a coil." Korica said as she looked at the coil housing.

"The coil is integrated into that transducer housing honey."

"Oh."

Laurel stepped up to the toolbox and retrieved a dogging wrench and stepped over to the hatch in the far wall and put the wrench on the dogging lugs around the hatch and twisted them out of the way. Laurel then spun the hand wheel sealing the hatch shut and pulled the hatch open. She felt a wave of warm air come floating out of the small space behind the bulkhead. She knelt down and poked her head in and looked down and she could see scorching on the top of the wave-guide amplifier that was directly below the damaged transducer regulator coil module. She then leaned back and sat down flat on her butt and took a deep breath.

"What's the matter?" Korica asked.

"It's just hot in there and I know disconnecting the transducer regulator coil assembly is going to be a major pain in the butt. There just isn't much room to work in there."

"How can I help?"

"Well, I'll call up for specific tools and I will need you to hand them in to me ok?"

"Ok. I can do that. Can I talk to you while you work?"

"Sure. Sounds will echo around in there but I would be glad to talk with you."

Laurel smiled at Korica then got up onto her knees and poked her head into the open hatch and slid down into the hole headfirst. Korica stepped over to the hatch and poked her head in and watched Laurel swing her feet around facing down and she began opening the module casing's thumb latches. When she had the outer casing open she moved the cover plate out of her way and arrested its movement then looked in at the transducer regulator. It was obvious to her that the whole assembly needed to be replaced. There was going to be no way of repairing this kind of damage. The whole thing had overloaded and exploded all of the myolinear crystals and their circuit paths within the device. The circuit paths were simply vaporized and the whole assembly was now a big paperweight.

Laurel clawed her way back up to the opening and started calling out tools that she needed. As Korica handed them to her she would float back down to the module and unhook the devices many connectors and bolted fasteners. Korica engaged Laurel in general conversation while Laurel carried out her work. After almost an hour Laurel had the transducer assembly completely unhooked and pulled it out of its module housing. As she got it all the way out she could see that the backside was completely melted indicating a very violent short circuit within the device when it went. She pulled the assembly out and drifted it down below her work area and arrested its movement then clawed her way back up to the hatch.

Korica could see that Laurel had a bead of sweat on her forehead despite having her cold suit on and in the cooling mode. Laurel gave Korica a little peck and a big smile then clawed up to the top of the crawl space and started to uncouple the bulkhead fasteners. After only a few minutes she had the entire bulkhead disconnected and a very large servo drone locked onto the entire bulkhead with magnetic clamps and gently pulled the twelve foot high and ten foot wide bulkhead section back slightly and then swung it sideways to the corridor and set it up against the adjoining bulkhead. Korica stepped back well out of the way and when the bulkhead was swung out of the way Korica could see Laurel floating behind the attaching girders and she could feel all of the heat bleeding out of the space Laurel was in out into the corridor. It was like standing in front of a huge electric heating coil. The 120-degree heat was filling the corridor as the local air handlers kicked into high trying to compensate.

Laurel then slowly clawed her way back down to her work area and grabbed the damaged transducer regulator coil and pushed it up until a servo drone could grasp it and drag it out from between the girders and move it down the corridor. The drone then lifted the shiny new transducer and guided it in-between the girders until it was in the zero gravity space that Laurel was in at which time the servo drone let go and Laurel gently guided it back down to the module housing. Laurel pushed the whole assembly back into its proper position in the module housing and began attaching the power and computer connections. She would then claw her way back up where she could now look right through the enormous opening where the bulkhead had been removed to have Korica hand her the tools she needed. After thirty minutes of making the connections and bolting the assembly in place Laurel had the AI power up the transducer regulator coil and she had Korica hand her the diagnostic interface and then she floated down and plugged it in and began aligning the transducer.

Korica laid on her tummy on the floor with her head hanging in the zero gravity space looking down at Laurel as she worked. The zero gravity let Korica's hair drift in an uncontrolled manner making her lift her head out from time to time to sweep her hair back then she stuck her head back in and continued to watch Laurel work. It took Laurel fifteen minutes to accomplish the alignment procedure. Then she reinstalled the module cover and latched it closed then clawed her way back up to the open bulkhead opening and handed Korica the diagnostic interface.

Laurel then told The AI she was ready to reattach the bulkhead. The large servo drone grabbed the bulkhead and Korica quickly stepped back down the corridor where she wouldn't be hurt if the drone dropped the bulkhead. The servo drone maneuvered the bulkhead into place and Laurel began connecting the bulkhead from behind. After ten minutes Laurel was done and dove out of the open hatch onto her back in the corridor and she scooted away from the hatch and laid on her back for a few minutes enjoying the cool air in the corridor before Korica came up next to her and sat down on her behind right next to Laurel's head.

"You ok mom?"

"Yah, it's just really hot in there and I really need to be close to Jake. It's getting hard to think."

"You want me to close the hatch?"

"Would you please?"

"Sure."

Korica got to her feet and grabbed the dogging wrench and then stepped over and swung the hatch closed then spun the hand wheel until it locked then she dogged the eight dogging lugs closed, sealing the hatch tightly. Korica then stepped up to Laurel and put her hand out and Laurel took her hand in hers and got to her feet. The two put the tools away in the toolbox then made their way down to deck 34 to the transporter. The two transported down to the stasis ring and then they entered the stasis ring and since they entered near the military section they stopped by Mark's chamber and checked on him quickly then made their way toward Jake's chamber.

When Laurel got to within fifty feet she could feel her tension levels dropping and her stomach was unknotting. The two stepped up to the workstation across from Jake's chamber and Laurel touched the display and it came to life and showed that Jake's stress levels were just dropping out of the yellow into the green and his information saturation levels were steadily rising back up to their high levels that would be normal for his advanced physiology. Laurel grinned and checked his level of completion. He was 26% of the way through his second set of learning programs and had an estimated five hours and fifty-five minutes remaining until total completion of all six learning programs though his saturation rate was increasing steadily changing the estimate constantly.

The two then stepped over to Jake's chamber and Laurel reached up and turned the overhead light on and then touched the button to open Jake's chamber. As the lid hissed slightly and started to slowly lift open Laurel became aware that her and Jake would never be able to be entered into stasis at the same time or both would die with no way of counteracting their need to be close to one another. She took a deep breath as she could now sense his presence completely without the thick lid insulating his energy from escaping. She stepped up to him and took his hand much as he had for her. She looked at his face closely to try and figure out what it was about him that she was so attracted to and she found herself grinning just at the opportunity to look upon him. She just knew that he was the best looking man she had ever seen and she was attracted to him in an indefinable way. He simply made her feel good inside and she couldn't get enough of looking at him.

Laurel became aware that Korica was looking up at her instead of Jake. She turned and looked at her.

"What? Why are you looking at me like that honey?"

"You have the same¦dreamy look on your face that Jake had when he looked at you in your chamber."

"Really? He looked at me all dreamy like?"

"Yah, and you look just like he did. He whispered in your ear too."

"I guess we both got it bad for each other huh?"

"Did you ever really doubt that?"

"No, I suppose not."

Laurel then leaned in and kissed Jake's cheek and whispered in his ear.

"I love you Jake."

Laurel noticed a grin wash across his face then disappear and she grinned and leaned back.

"You did the same exact thing when he did that in your ear." Korica said smiling.

"I know exactly what he saw then. He probably just saw my face and heard my voice for a split second in a blurry dream like state."

"That's neat that you two can do that to each other. Just don't try and connect with him. That's what caused the injury to his brain."

"No I won't do that. I now know better than that."

Laurel put Jake's arm back down at his side and reached up and turned the overhead light off and then she touched the button on the mating surface of his chamber and the lid began to close. Laurel and Korica stood watching until the lid sealed shut with a slight hiss and then the two made their way back up to the command deck. When they arrived in the transport compartment Laurel took Korica's hand and the two stepped down and headed for Laurel's quarters. When they arrived Korica went and had a seat on the edge of Laurel's bed while Laurel unhooked her work shoes and slid them off without untying them and then turned her suit off making it relax on her body and then she unzipped it and stepped out of it. Laurel then stepped over next to Korica and had a seat beside her.

"I have to go get showered, are you going to be ok here by yourself?"

"Can't I come take a shower with you?"

"Sure, if you want to. You feeling like you need one?"

"No, but I love the hot showers on this ship. I never had that growing up."

"I would love for you to join me honey."

"I just don't want my clothes taken away. I want to put these back on afterwards."

"Get undressed here then and put your clothes on the counter in my bathroom and they will still be there when we get back."

"Kay."

Korica stood up and untied her shoes then slid them off and then slid her pants off and laid them on the bed then she took her shirt off and then she collected her pants and walked over to the bathroom and placed them both on the counter then she walked back to the bed and she slid her socks off and placed them on her shoes and the two then took each others hand and departed for the shower room. When the girls entered the shower room they got completely undressed and chose showers next to one another and turned the water on and enjoyed the hot water cascading over their bodies for the first few minutes before Laurel retrieved a handful of shampoo from the dispensers built into the wall and then she stepped over behind Korica and placed the handful of shampoo in her hair and began to massage it in while lifting the long ends of her hair up she could work it into the ends too. Korica stood leaning against the wall with her hands up while enjoying Laurel's loving touch as she gently massaged her scalp. Laurel then stepped back and gently pulled Korica back into the torrent of water by her shoulders so she could rinse her hair out. The two performed this same ritual every single time they showered together so they performed the acts without even really thinking about it. It had become instinctive to help each other in the same loving and caring manner.

Laurel then retrieved another handful of shampoo and placed it in her hair and began massaging it in when Korica tapped her on the back of her shoulders and she knelt down and Korica now massaged the shampoo into her scalp very gently and very lovingly lifting the long ends of her hair and she worked the shampoo into that as well. She then tapped her shoulder and Laurel stood up and stepped under the flow of water and rinsed her hair out. Laurel then pushed the concealed compartment open and retrieved a body sponge and dispensed a generous amount of body wash onto it and handed it to Korica then reached in and retrieved another and applied a generous amount of body wash on it and the two scrubbed themselves down thoroughly from their neck and face all the way down to their toes then rinsed themselves off completely. At one point Laurel stepped over and scrubbed the middle of Korica's back where she couldn't reach and Korica then in turn did the same for Laurel. Laurel then placed the body sponges back into the concealed compartments to be sterilized and recycled for the next use. Laurel then looked over at Korica.

"Did you clean your female parts real well too?"

"No, I forgot."

"It's important to clean yourself down there real well every time you shower honey."

"Kay. Sorry."

Korica then moved her feet apart while standing in the stream of water and rubbed her hand over her labium several times being sure to run her finger between her lips at least twice from front to back. Laurel then spread her feet and did the same thing just as she had taught Korica to do being sure to run a finger between her lips at least twice from front to back, which required a little more work for her due to her unique shape and firm plump lips. The two then stood in the water for a few moments longer thoroughly enjoying the warm cascading torrent of water over their bodies and then they turned the water off and pushed their hair back from their faces and stepped out of the shower trough and retrieved a towel from the locker on the opposite side of the room. The two then toweled themselves down and dried their hair for a time then wrapped a fresh towel around themselves and placed their damp towels in the laundry shoot which led right down to a hopper that uses vacuum to draw the towels to the automated laundry facilities two decks below the command deck.

The girls then exited the shower room and servo drones immediately entered the shower room and began wiping the walls and floor down with a disinfectant solution that would then be dried with an intense burst of ultra violet light. This was all done in a matter of seconds and to the ignorance of the crew except for the vague knowledge by Laurel that this was one of the automated processes aboard her ship. She had to have at least a vague knowledge of every process on the Future.

The girls headed for Laurel's quarters and they stepped in and Korica dropped her towel making Laurel grin as she stopped and watched her cute little rump as she walked over to the bathroom. Laurel then picked up Korica's towel. Korica then came out of the bathroom with her beautiful blue outfit in hand. She sauntered over to the bed and laid her clothes down and Laurel stepped up to her and began rubbing her hair as dry as possible with the towel. Laurel then handed her the towel and removed her own towel and rubbed her own hair vigorously to get it as dry as possible. As Laurel was doing that Korica looked at her stunning body and a question dawned on her.

"Mom, how come you never have hair down there? You've always been¦bare since the first time I saw you naked."

"That's because I have my hair removed regularly so Jake¦I do it on purpose, let's just leave it at that."

"Oh, I thought maybe you couldn't grow hair down there or something."

"No honey. I can grow hair there I just choose to have it removed."

"I won't ask why, I would probably be embarrassed by the answer."

"Thank you. I can guarantee you that you would be."

Laurel then stepped into the bathroom and retrieved her hair brush and brushed her hair out then stepped out and walked over to the bed and sat down and Korica assumed her position between Laurel's legs with her back to her and Laurel brushed her hair out as she always did. While she was brushing her hair out she could feel Korica's heart beating strongly making her grin.

"I love you too Korica."

"Did I say something?"

"No. I can feel your love radiating into the room baby."

"Oh that. That always happens around you two."

"I like it, it's very warm and innocent feeling, just like your personality."

When Laurel had her hair brushed out and looking perfect Laurel gently scooted Korica out of the way and then went and retrieved her clothes from the bureau at the front of the room and made her way back to the bed and started to get dressed. Korica looked at her own clothes and it dawned on her that she now needed a new pair of underwear and her socks had been collected from her shoes after she left.

"Um Mom, what am I going to do about some underwear and socks?"

"You could either walk down to your quarters or have the AI retrieve them for you from stored inventory."

"I'm not walking down the corridor naked! Are you crazy?"

Laurel laughed for a moment.

"We are alone on the ship honey. All of the elder race have departed and Jake and Mark are both in their chambers."

"I¦I'm still not going out there naked. Everything that goes on in the corridors is monitored and recorded."

Just as Laurel was going to tell her to go to the com panel and ask the AI for what she needed a servo drone entered through its slot in the bulkhead with a complete change of clothes for her in anticipation of her needs. Korica retrieved the clothes and placed them on the bed and the servo drone turned and disappeared back through its slot in the bulkhead. Korica then retrieved her underwear and socks and set the shirt and pants aside on the bed and then proceeded to get dressed. When she had all of her clothes back on she stepped into her shoes and knelt down and slowly tied her shoelaces perfectly just as Jake had taught her.

"Jake taught me how to tie these. I've never had shoes with strings like this before."

"That's sweet, he taught you how to tie your shoes?"

"Yep. Did I do it right?"

"Yah, they look like you have been tying shoelaces all of your life honey."

Korica then came and sat down next to Laurel and Laurel gently stroked her hair all the way to its tip.

"Your hair is so soft and pretty honey. Have you thought about how long you want to grow it?"

"To the middle of my back. That's how long my mother's hair is¦was. I want my hair just like hers."

"That's beautiful honey. I kind of like long hair if it is taken care of. I think you will look beautiful with long hair like that. You're already over half way there. Your hair is below your shoulders now. We are going to have to get your bangs trimmed and you will need a light thinning out on the top eventually. Your hair is growing more quickly now than it used to."

"Ok."

"So¦it's just you and me kiddo. What would you like to do?" Laurel asked as she laid down on her back on the bed.

Korica stepped up to the bed and flopped on her stomach lying next to Laurel.

"Do you still have work you need to do?"

"Yes, but I was thinking I should do whatever you want now that we got that repair done. Anything else can wait until later."

"Can we play with my new Pratgal cruisers? I know Mark wanted to be first but I actually wanted to play with them with you first."

"Awwe, really? That's so sweet."

"Yah, you're my best friend as well as my mom. Of course I want to play with you first."

"I would be honored honey. Let's go have some fun."

Korica smiled big and the two got up and made their way to Korica's quarters and retrieved her new cruisers then made their way to the gardening ring so they would have plenty of room to fly around without smacking into anything. The two played with Korica's cruisers for a little over an hour chasing each other around the entire gardening ring until Korica started to feel hungry. The two then landed the cruisers and picked them up and then headed to the stasis ring to visit with Jake and provide some relief for Laurel. When the two arrived at Jake's chamber Laurel again turned on the overhead light and opened his chamber and kissed his lips this time then whispered that she loved him in his ear. Again there was a hint of grin that passed over his face in a micro expression. Laurel stood holding his hand for a few minutes at which time Korica asked if she could kiss her dad on the cheek. Laurel smiled and lifted her up from around the waist and Korica gave him a gentle peck on the cheek and then Laurel put her down and closed his chamber and turned off the overhead light.

Laurel then stepped over to the workstation across from Jake's chamber and checked on his progress. His neural and physical stress levels were picture perfect. He was consuming information at a 63% saturation rate and the computer was estimating two hours and fourty-seven minutes remaining at the current rate until completion of his learning programs. Laurel sighed heavy, it seemed so long to her to have to wait that long to have him back at her side. She had taken his presence for granted as something that would always be right there and now it seemed so illusive to have his warm energy right at her side whenever she needed him. Korica sensed her dread again and stepped up to her and wrapped her arms around her from the side.

"He's not gone Laurel. He will be back with us soon."

"I know. I just¦I don't like it."

"Well I'm here. Does that help at all?"

"Yes it does honey. It helps immensely to have you here. You're a big comfort for me Korica."

The two then exchanged a quick peck and then made their way up to the command deck. They went straight to the mess hall and had their evening meal together and then went to the gym and worked out then went and took a shower and finally ending up back in Laurel's quarters with Laurel brushing out Korica's hair again while enjoying each other company. Korica could still sense that Laurel was feeling a great sense of loss at not having Jake close by so when Laurel had her hair brushed out Korica offered a temporary solution to her aching heart.

"I could comfort you from the inside mom. I would love to share myself with you. I know it's not the same as what Jake does for your heart but it can be calming and soothing just the same."

"Sure, anything to get my mind off how much I miss him."

Korica slid off the bed then turned around and climbed up onto the bed and crawled to the middle of the bed then laid on her side facing Laurel and she laid down facing Korica and grinned at her then they both closed their eyes and moved their foreheads together so they were just touching and Korica laid her arm up over Laurel's side and Laurel gently put her hand up on the side of Korica's cheek and the two reached out for each other. Both immediately heard each other's voices and then sank into the others minds. Laurel was very careful to enjoy the feeling of being inside Korica's mind without allowing herself to drift to deep into her deepest place even though it was all she could do not to let herself drift there. Korica let herself drift deep into Laurel until she found her place of anguish for Jake and that's where she concentrated on spreading warmth and comfort as strong as she could.

Laurel felt a great deal of relief from her anxiety over not being close to Jake as Korica seemed to fill her heart completely and make her feel calm and loved. Laurel was able to determine that Korica indeed had her feelings back to the proper perspective and she was feeling very content and fulfilled by her relationship with her and Jake. She wasn't in love but she definitely felt a tremendous amount of love for Laurel and Jake both equally. She felt safe and genuinely happy with her new role as their daughter. It seemed to be what she sought all along and now she felt like she had everything she would ever need to be happy though her heart was still being pulled toward an unknown presence that Korica just wasn't able to identify. There was somebody that was drawing at Korica's heart but Laurel was unable to find a name or a face other than Korica's odd dreams about a boy in a stasis chamber on the Future for whom she felt she had never truly met before.

The girls laid in a mental embrace while touching the other for close to an hour before Laurel gradually withdrew herself from Korica's mind and then slowly quieted her mind. When she opened her eyes Korica was just opening hers as well. Korica immediately gave her a toothy smile.

"You feeling any better?"

"Yes I am actually. Thank you so much Korica. What would I ever do without you? You fill my heart and calm my mind."

"I'm glad I could help. I love sharing myself with you guys. It really feels good."

Laurel stroked her cheek several times with her thumb then lifted her head and kissed her forehead. Laurel then rolled onto her back for a moment with a big grin on her face. Her heart felt full and warm, something usually only Jake could do just by being close to her. She still felt the pain of Jake's absence but she knew relief was only a few seconds away by transporter. Laurel then sat up and scooted off the end of the bed and went and retrieved a change of clothes from the bureau at the front of the room and then made her way back to the bed and began to get dressed. At the same time Korica rolled over to the edge of the bed and retrieved the change of clothes that the servo drone had brought in for her in complete silence while they were connected to one another. Korica then stood up and got dressed herself. When the two were dressed Laurel walked around the bed and picked up Korica's shoes and gently wiggled them on her feet and then let Korica tie them herself as she asked to be allowed to for the practice of it. Laurel then stood up and slipped her own shoes on and sat back down next to Korica and put her arm around her back and pulled her in tight.

"I'm so proud of you and so lucky to have a special girl like you in my life honey. You make me feel like everything is going to be ok as long as you and Jake are close by."

Korica put her arm around Laurel and leaned into her.

"I feel the same way. I am the lucky one to have you and Jake in my life. I know things are going to be just fine since I have you two taking care of me."

Laurel leaned over and kissed the top of Korica's head then gave her a squeeze.

"Shall we go see if your dad is ready to come out of the incubator?"

Korica giggled and leaned into Laurel again.

"Yes, I miss him almost as much as you do. I really feel like I have bonded with him now. He told me all about growing up on Earth and he told me of his wonderful childhood in the land called California."

"That's wonderful baby. I want you to feel close to him. He loves you so much Korica."

"I know, and I love him for loving me so much¦and cause he is a genuine good man with a good heart and a kind soul."

The two then got to their feet and took each other's hand with a big smile and departed for the transport compartment. When the two arrived at the transport platform Korica stopped for a second and closed her eyes and quieted her mind then the two stepped up onto the transport platform.

"I'm proud of you for remembering to quiet your mind."

"Thanks."

Korica then reached back and touched the indicator for the stasis ring and a few seconds later in a blue flash the two disappeared and then found themselves standing on the platform by the stasis ring door. The two stepped down and Laurel had her palm scanned and when the door popped and slid open the two stepped in and began the walk around the stasis ring to Jake's chamber. As Laurel drew near she started to feel immediate relief of her symptoms that had built up significantly since Korica relieved her anxiety thusly allowing her to go longer than she should have without visiting Jake for relief.

Laurel stepped over to the workstation and Jake's neural and physical stress levels were all peaked in the red and slowly falling only confirming that she had waited far longer than she should have as she suspected. The estimate was 27 minutes remaining to complete his learning programs but that was at a 6% information saturation level which was the maximum the computer could maintain without causing any distress. As the neural and physical stress levels were steadily decreasing the saturation levels were climbing and the time remaining to completion was decreasing.

Laurel grimaced and immediately stepped over to Jake's chamber and turned on the overhead light and then touched the command to open his chamber. Once the lid was open all the way Laurel leaned in and whispered that she was sorry for waiting so long and that she loved him. She saw no micro expression this time, only a still, calm, unmoving face. Laurel reached in and took his hand in hers and she was startled into flinching when the suction released from the waste collection tube as it let go of Jake's cock and began to slide off of him. Korica saw this happening and stepped back.

"Mom I'm going to go sit at the workstation and wait. I don't need or want to see Jake's¦I don't want to see his thing anymore than I have to and especially not like that." Korica pointed to his half flaccid state, which for his girth and length was significant forcing the waste collection hose to lift up his shaft before it could withdraw into its compartment within his chamber.

"Ok honey. Tell me what the display says for his estimated time remaining?"

Korica forced herself to look away as she walked away from Jake's chamber and stepped up to the workstation display and took a look at the numbers.

"It says he has seven minutes¦six minutes, no five minutes¦four¦it keeps changing as the saturation rate keeps going up mom. I would say only a matter of a minute or so. We got here just in time."

"Ok thank you honey. I'll let you know when¦when he is ok to look at. He is going to want to know that you are right here though."

"Ok."

Laurel removed the adhesion strip from the side of Jake's mouth below his lip and then put her hand behind his neck and lifted gently making his head tilt back slightly and his mouth opened quickly and so she gave a gentle tug until she could feel the feeding tube begin withdrawing from his stomach. When it finally cleared his throat she pulled it out of his mouth and laid it next to his neck in his chamber and it then withdrew back into its compartment and disappeared all together. Laurel let his neck down and his mouth snapped closed with a clack of his teeth. Laurel then picked Jake's hand back up and held his hand firmly with one of her hands clasped in his and the other wrapped over the back of his hand until she felt him gently squeezing her hand in return. She started to smile as she then saw his head move a little and finally his beautiful deep emerald green eyes fluttered open and he looked up at her. He managed a small smile and she could immediately sense his presence get very strong. She felt like her heart was going to burst out of her chest at seeing his beautiful green eyes looking up at her again.

"Hi Jake, I missed you so much. I'm so sorry I didn't understand your pain while I was under. I just¦" Laurel swallowed hard. " I forgot how much it sucks to be apart from each other for so long."

"Hurts huh? It physically hurts and makes it hard to think."

"I don like it. You're just going to have to stay right next to me from now on¦god, listen to me. I sound pathetic."

Jake pulled his hand from Laurel's and she gently swept the metal mesh cap off of his head as he put his hands down and started to sit up. He managed to get sitting up before he closed his eyes and leaned back on his hands.

"Where's my Korica? Is she here?"

Jake opened his eyes and blinked hard a couple of times before looking around.

"I'm over here dad, I'm here I just¦you were swollen and I¦"

Jake looked down and didn't understand at first since he was completely flaccid now. He looked up at Laurel who blushed slightly and leaned in and whispered in his ear.

"You had a hard on when the waste collection tube let go of you and she didn't want to see it."

"How embarrassing. I'm¦normal now honey."

"I can come over?"

"Come on over honey." Laurel said.

Korica got up and stepped around Laurel and Jake leaned over the edge of his chamber and he put his arm around Korica's neck and she put both of hers around his chest and hugged him.

"You missed me that much?" Korica said as she pulled her arms back.

"Are you kidding me? You're my girl, of course I missed you."

"Well, I missed you too dad¦a lot."

Jake smiled big and finally managed to sit up straight and so Korica moved back to the workstation as he climbed out of his chamber with Laurel's help. Laurel then reached behind Jake's head and touched the buttons to release the trans dermal interface and Jake could feel the tendrils withdraw from his brain and leave his skin and Laurel set the interface back in Jake's chamber then she stepped aside so he could retrieve his clean clothes from the drawer under his chamber. Jake then stood up and slid his under wear and top on then he startled Laurel by throwing his arms around her and pulling her into a very tight swaying hug. After a few minutes he relaxed his grip and pressed his lips against Laurels for a prolonged peck then he touched her cheek and looked deep into her eyes.

"I love you so much Laurel. I don't ever want to do this again. What the hell are we going to do if we ever have to both go into stasis at the same time?"

"We can't Jake¦not at the same time or we will never be coming out."

"This is a real problem babe."

"I know. The thought had crossed my mind. I've actually got some ideas about how to get around this problem but I have to workout some details to see if my ideas will work."

Jake then released his grip on Laurel and continued to get dressed.

"What ideas do you have?"

"I want to make a chamber built for two."

"Wait, these things are meant to keep a single occupant alive. Is that even possible to regulate two people simultaneously?"

"No, not in one of these." Laurel gestured to Jake's chamber as he put his socks on. "I would have to come up with a completely unique design. These things already consume an enormous amount of power in order to put a person into stasis. A chamber for two would consume more than twice as much power and a shared chamber means shared resource as far as stasis fluid and neural monitoring and adjusting. It's not going to be easy and I really don't know if it's even possible at all. These chambers were just never designed to work like that."

"You're a genius Laurel. If anyone can design a chamber for two it's you."

"The other problem is where do you put a chamber as big as that? As you can see this entire ring is designed for single occupant chambers and the power requirements would simply overwhelm the existing control feed and power feed conduits. It would likely cause a brown out in the adjacent chambers if it didn't outright cause a fire in the regulator override circuits as it drew more power than the system was ever designed to handle."

"That sounds like it could be a bad day for more than just us in the chamber together."

"It would cause a catastrophic power failure in an entire section resulting in several occupant deaths. I think it would have to be in a separate area of the ship as close to one of the fusion reactor power feed consoles as possible."

"I see what you mean by it's not going to be easy. How much power does one of these consume for a single occupant?" Jake asked as he stepped into his shoes.

"Eight hundred volts at about twelve hundred amps or so."

"Holy shi¦crap, sorry Korica, I almost slipped. I had no idea they consumed that much power."

"That's at peak power draw while someone is being put into and taken out of stasis. Once the occupant is in deep stasis they only consume a hundred volts at maybe an amp or so."

"I'm just going to have to leave that up to you to figure out babe. That stuff is way over my head." Jake said as he turned and shutdown his chamber and turned off the overhead light.

Jake then stepped beside Laurel and knelt down and put his arms out and smiled big at Korica.

"Where's my hug from my Korica?"

Korica lit up and gave a big toothy smile and jumped to her feet and ran up to Jake and threw her arms around him and he wrapped his arms around her tightly and picked her right up off the floor so her feet were dangling and he gently swung her back and forth as he rested his chin on her shoulder and she hooked hers on his shoulder. After a few moments he gently set her back on her feet and kissed the side of her head then stood back up.

"How are you feeling Jake?" Laurel asked.

"Well there's a lot more crap in here now." Jake pointed to his temple. "But physically I feel fine. How are you doing babe?"

"I know what you meant now. With our minds quieted the symptoms of separation become acute much more rapidly. Korica here found a way to comfort me and even relieve my symptoms a little."

"Really? How'd she do that?"

"We committed to the sharing of minds and she found my pain and covered it up with her own strength and love. We stayed like that for around an hour or so. It was very comforting and very helpful."

"We got to be careful with that babe. Her spirit or whatever is very¦enticing, we got to be sure we aren't exploring to deep."

"I know, I was careful."

"Well anyway, we're back together and we're going to stay that way. I'm pretty sure I can do my job now without to much trouble. I just wonder why Oberot didn't give us this knowledge from the chair?"

"I don't know. I've wondered the same thing despite Asaria's explanation. Perhaps he was limited by how far he turned the chair down so that we would only receive a fundamental understanding, not complete enlightenment, or he may have really given the Future way more than he was supposed to and he was being monitored. I get the sense that he might be in charge but he still has a great many that he has to answer to."

"I guess that's possible. I see you were playing with Korica's new cruisers, how did they do?" Jake said pointing to the cruisers sitting in the floor by the workstation.

"They are just the coolest thing when you take them into the gardening ring where you can really open them up. Korica here got pretty good at staying on my tail and blasting me every time I slowed to turn around."

"Awesome! I'm glad to see you taking time to play with her. I know how work oriented you are."

"We repaired a faulty transducer resonator coil up on deck thirty five and then mom played with me for a while in the gardening ring. It really felt good to just mess around without worrying about work even if just for a little while." Korica said grinning.

"Well we are all going to set more time aside just for you honey. You should be able to have fun for at least a couple of hours a day. I want you to have a childhood while it still makes sense for you." Jake said.

Laurel then took Jake's hand.

"Come on, let's go home."

The three then departed for the exit with Laurel carrying one of Korica's cruisers for her while she carried the other and the two controller gloves. When the three arrived on the command deck they stepped out of the transport compartment and followed Korica to her quarters. Korica stepped into her quarters and placed her cruisers up on her dresser and then turned her calliope on in silent mode then began to undress for bed while Laurel and Jake sat on her bunk. The whole room filled with a brilliantly colored smoky light within a few seconds and so Jake turned the main lights off. When she had her night gear shirt on Korica retrieved her data pad and handed it to Laurel as the two stood up and let Korica climb into her bed. Laurel then tucked her in snugly and laid down next to her and Jake had a seat in the floor beside the bunk. Korica then showed Laurel the story Jake had been reading to her and Laurel picked up the story from chapter two. Laurel began reading in English when Korica asked her if she would read to her in Hiram. Laurel kissed the top of her head and then she continued reading in Hiram.

Laurel only got ten pages into the chapter before Korica's eyes were closed and her head was starting to slump on Laurel's chest, so Laurel handed the data pad to Jake and lifted Korica's head and got up and then tucked her back in and kissed her cheek. Korica opened her eyes sleepily and smiled and then Jake stepped over and gave her a peck on the lips and she again smiled then closed her eyes and squirmed her head down into her pillow and Laurel and Jake made their exit.

As the door slid shut Laurel put her arms up on Jake's shoulders and grinned at him. Jake noticed that Laurel's bio monitor had a fast flashing yellow indicator showing as she did so. Laurel pulled Jake in closer and looked into his beautiful eyes and smiled.

"I really feel like mom now. I am so proud of Korica. She really is a sweet girl."

Jake wrapped his arms around Laurel's waist and pulled her hips into his gently.

"I couldn't be happier with her. She really makes you feel good inside doesn't she?"

"She sure does. She is very special. I have a surprise for you tonight Jake."

"Oh, did you bake me a cake or something?"

"No silly, I am your surprise. I missed you so badly today that I want to celebrate being back together."

"You mean¦the whole thing?"

"Yes. I need to feel you close to me and seeing you naked in your chamber reminded me just how much I want you. I really think I am ready to try again as long as I don't think about it to much."

"Laurel, I can't tell you how much I would love to make love to you but have you noticed your bio monitor?"

Laurel turned her wrist and looked at the fast blinking pulse of her monitor.

"Oh crap. That's why I'm so horny isn't it?"

"More than likely."

Laurel closed her eyes and sighed. She didn't want to think that her amorous state wasn't because she missed Jake so terribly. Laurel opened her eyes again and looked into Jake's eyes again.

"I guess I should go down to the med deck before I do anything I will regret right?"

"It would certainly be more¦sterile if you took care of it first. Can I tag along?"

"Jake I don't¦I still need privacy when I have this done. I have to assume a very undignified position to have the harvesting performed."

"Not in the room goofy. I know that's a very intimate thing you have to do. I just want to go with you and wait outside the room."

"Oh, duh. I would like that."

Jake then smiled at her and Laurel leaned in and engaged Jake in a very passionate and long French kiss. She broke the kiss off when she felt Jake swelling against her crotch putting a slight poking pressure on her upper labium. The two then headed for the transport compartment and transported down to the med deck. The two then stepped off of the transport platform and Laurel turned and gave Jake a peck as she stepped into the room and the door shut behind her. Laurel looked around the room at the new scanners for a minute before stepping up to the exam table and sliding her shoes off. She then removed her pants and underwear and climbed up on the table and put her feet up in the stirrups. She then heard the door in the front of the table pop open and the manipulator arm containing the laparoscope's guide started to swing up into position. Laurel slid her hands down her inner thighs and pressed in at the sides of her labium and then pulled her lips apart and the guide settled in against her opening and she let go of her lips making them surround it firmly as it put a slight pushing pressure. She then engaged the AI for a distraction as well as to answer her question as to her strong attraction to Jake tonight.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel."

"Are my hormone levels at a normal level? I am finding myself¦experiencing some urges that are a little stronger than usual."

"Stand by, I will analyze your bio monitor readings."

Laurel laid in wait for a few moments before the AI had an analysis complete.

"Your progesterone and estrogen levels are extremely high at the moment. I am also detecting an unusually high peptide level in your bloodstream."

"Is that normal?"

"For you no. I would conclude that you are entering a new faze of puberty and the increased hormone levels are resulting in an increased level of libido around Jake if that is what you meant by urges that are stronger than usual?"

"Yah that's what I meant. I feel like I am ready to¦to do things I'm not really sure I am ready to do."

"You are feeling a desire to engage in intercourse?"

"Yes. I really wanted to wait until my body matures a little more but it is getting really hard to ignore the urge to be with Jake like that. The first time was painful at first but it was also very beautiful and¦well frankly it felt really good. Jake is very good at pleasing a woman. He knows right where and how to touch me."

"I see. I could counteract the hormones but this is a natural part of your growth as a woman. I would really rather not mess with your body's natural processes in this case. I am already interfering with your body's natural processes by encouraging your body to ovulate so often. If I start introducing counter agents to your body's natural hormones, there is the possibility that I could stunt your growth."

"No let's not go doing that. I was just wondering why I am so horny. If you say it's normal I will just deal with it."

"Your hormone levels are not anywhere near dangerous or unheard of levels. The levels are simply at a level that I have not seen in you before. You are probably going to start a new level of growth and development that you have not seen before."

"Great, mood swing, hot flashes, breast tenderness and swelling, all the stuff I experienced when I first started puberty? The stuff poor Korica is starting to experience?"

"It is very likely."

"What about acne problems? I have been real lucky so far in that my skin is still very healthy looking."

"You bathe regularly and very thoroughly so it shouldn't be a huge problem for you but if you should notice any signs of acne problems let me know and I can give you some acne creams that will clear up any blemishes rather quickly."

"I guess I just feel older than I really am. I have to remember that I'm still a kid and this is the normal crap we all have to endure."

"That is a healthy attitude Laurel. You are in fact very young and this is a normal part of becoming a woman."

"I am going to alter the chemical compound being delivered to you internally to compensate for your new hormone levels however."

"It's not going to tingle like before will it?"

"I will do my best to keep that side affect to a minimum. I do not want to raise your libido or fertility rate. I simply need to prepare your uterus to accept a new egg sooner than would normally occur and I need to firm up your uterus so menstruation does not occur. I also need to keep you sterile and healthy in the absence of a normal menstrual cycle. If your urges do get the better of you and you engage in sexual activities that could result in seaman entering your body in any way, please come to the medical deck as soon as it is convenient. You are very fertile as is Jake and pregnancy is all but a certainty."

"You mean even if he¦without penetration?"

"Yes. If he ejaculates between you labia it will be trapped there due to your unique shape."

"But I¦I understand. We are likely going to do something tonight, I just don't know what. I already told him I wanted to and I don't want to disappoint him."

"I understand. I am going to deliver the flushing solution, prepare for a warm feeling in your uterus."

Laurel clinched up and then felt the warm rush deep in her tummy. She took a quick breath and then the feeling faded with only a slight hint of a tingle that faded quickly.

"Thank you for warning me."

"You are welcome. We will be finished in just a moment."

Laurel closed her eyes as the solution was sprayed back and forth inside her uterus and then she heard the laparoscope rewinding into its guide and she relaxed and breathed out a sigh. When she felt the guide gently pull out from between her lips she opened her eyes and waited a moment then lifted her feet out of the stirrups and turned and planted her feet on the floor and stood up. She then put her underwear and pants back on and stepped into her shoes and started to head for the exit.

"Thank you for taking such good care of me by the way."

"You are most welcome Laurel. You are very important to me. I will monitor your bio monitor with the new sensors in the corridors and I will let you know if there are any changes to your hormone levels."

"Ok, thanks."

Laurel then stepped up to the door and it slid open and she saw Jake leaning against the wall with his arms crossed waiting patiently for her. He immediately lit up and stood up straight and uncrossed his arms. Laurel felt her loins tighten up several times just looking at him. He was incredibly handsome and a huge turn on for her just to look upon him. She knew it was going to be extremely hard to resist going all the way with him tonight. Laurel walked up to him and slid her arms around his waist and pulled him up next to her tightly and grinned at him.

"Hi handsome. Going my way?"

"I would follow you anywhere gorgeous. You know your face is¦kind of glowing. Is everything ok?"

"Yep. Well, to be honest my hormone levels are spiking for some reason. The computer seems to think I have entered a new phase of puberty and I will start growing again."

"Really? You're going to get taller?"

"Yah, taller and more filled out. My boobs are probably going to get bigger and my butt will get more plump and I will likely experience some mood swings so just¦have patience with me ok?"

"You poor thing. You know me, I'll be patient with you¦and Korica. She has already snapped at me once and immediately apologized for it."

"Yah she's really got some hard stuff coming. I remember when I went through what she's about to grow through. It's not real pleasant sometimes."

"So have you changed your mind about what you were in the mood for?"

"Not¦I still want to give you some love¦just not¦I don't want to be a tease. I promised you something and I am going to do what I said. I just don't feel my body is ready for all of you yet. Give me a little time ok?"

"Oh Laurel, I would never think of you as a tease. I know hormones can make you say and do things you aren't truly ready for. I'm happy just being with you even if you don't do anything¦sexual with me. I'm never going to pressure you into anything."

"Thank you Jake. You're such a good man. How did I ever get so lucky as to find you?"

"Fate I guess."

Laurel then leaned in and engaged Jake in a very passionate kiss and moved her hands down to his rump and pulled him in tighter while squeezing his cheeks firmly. Jake then wrapped one arm around Laurel and slid his other hand on her right cheek and pulled up on her firmly while kneading her cheek in his hand. After a few minutes of tongue swirling Jake pulled his tongue back and terminated the kiss with two pecks and when he opened his eyes he realized he was completely engorged now and it was pressed right up against Laurel and she was making no effort to pull away from the hard lump pressing against her vulva. Laurel slid side to side against his firmness while grinning at him seductively.

"I guess that means you still want to do something if not everything?" Jake said.

"Come on and I'll show you what I have in mind."

Laurel released her grip on him and stepped back and took his hand in hers and led him to the transport platform and she touched the indicator for the command deck when the map appeared. A few seconds later both disappeared in a blue flash and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment. As Jake went to step down Laurel gently pulled him back and engaged him in another long kiss while standing on the platform. When the kiss ended Laurel led Jake off the platform and out into the main corridor then they walked hand in hand to their quarters. Laurel gave Jake a quick peck when they stepped in and then headed straight for the bathroom. When the door closed behind her Jake just shook his head and stepped over to the bed and slid his shoes off and a minute later Laurel came out of the bathroom with a towel in one hand and she was completely naked with her hair brushed out beautifully. Jake's mouth fell open as he gazed upon her.

"You are really something to look at babe." Laurel smiled and sauntered up to him and brushed her hand on his crotch as she tossed the towel on the bed.

"You are too my handsome man you."

The two then engaged in intimate contact without intercourse.

When they were done Jake rolled over and stood up, then walked around to Laurel's side of the bed and put his hand out. As he caught sight of her gorgeous body as she maneuvered to the edge of the bed he couldn't help but get slightly aroused. By the time she got to her feet while holding his hand he was starting to arc skyward and swell outward and Laurel noticed.

"Are you still¦you know, horny?"

"Kind of. You're just gorgeous Laurel. My body reacts to the sight of you like this without any input from me."

Laurel stepped up to Jake and gave him a long lip lock kiss and then the two started to walk toward the door when Jake tugged on Laurel's hand gently.

"Babe, we have to check where Korica is. If she is up getting something to eat or something we could really traumatize her."

"Right. Sorry forgot about that." Laurel pointed at the remote on the nightstand.

Jake picked up the remote and turned the huge display screen at the front of the room on and the power readings all over the ship were the first thing being displayed and he navigated to the personal quarters and selected Korica's and pressed enter and an image from inside her quarters appeared that was completely blurred out by her calliope so he selected a different spectrum and the image flickered and now they could see her in an amber night vision mode with her face toward the back wall of her bunk and her back to the camera. She was in her quarters sleeping peacefully. Jake smiled at the image of her sleeping beneath her covers breathing slowly and steadily. He looked at Laurel with what looked like the verge of a tear in his eyes.

"That's our little girl now. That's my daughter."

"It sure is honey. She's ours and no one is ever going to hurt her again."

"I'm so proud of her Laurel. Her parents did such an amazing job of raising an absolute sweetheart." Jake said looking back at the display screen.

"I know. I'm proud of who she is too. Come on, let's get cleaned up."

Jake turned the display off and laid the remote back on the nightstand and took Laurel's hand and the two departed for the shower room wearing nothing at all. As they walked down the corridor their feet slapped the warm corridor floors in a way that echoed slightly until they reached the shower room. When they stepped in the lights immediately popped on and Laurel still holding Jake's hand led him into the shower trough and turned on the water and adjusted it to her liking, then she pulled Jake up to her and put her arms up on his shoulders and stepped back into the torrent of water with him following her.

He wasn't quite sure what she was doing since she had her seductive face on. Laurel pulled him into a kiss as she stepped right under the water flow then slipped her hand down his chest and onto his cock. He pulled his face back and looked at Laurel for a moment.

"Babe, what are you doing?"

"Well you're still horny so I wanted to help relieve your tension. I can't leave my man in need if I can help it."

"Laurel, I'm fine really. I told you, you are just very beautiful and you smell good. I can't help but get aroused. You got me good so I'm really ok."

"Well then let me wash it for you¦please?"

"Ok. If you really want to go ahead."

Laurel then retrieved a handful of body wash from the dispenser built into the wall and then lathered him and stroked the soapy lather all over his testicles and ever growing cock. She then lifted his testicles and stroked down under him then stepped around behind him and shocked him by lathering his cheeks and then rubbing her hands down between his cheeks and up under him again. She then stepped around in front of him with a grin on her face at the shocked look on his face. She then rinsed her hands off and pulled him into the stream of water and rinsed his cock off stoking it gently and then she gently cupped his testicles and massaged the lather off of them and then stroked her hand under him and scrubbed behind his testicles and then rinsed her hands off and pushed him toward the wall so the water was cascading down his back and she rubbed his cheeks clearing the lather then she rubbed between his cheeks again making him straighten his back and then she gently rubbed up under him clearing the rest of the lather then she gently put her hands on his hips and turned him around so he was facing her.

"How'd I do? Did I get everything clean that I got dirty?"

"I uh¦yah I think so. Now its my turn to clean up what I got dirty."

"You gotta¦.you have to be careful with a girl Jake. You can't get that body soap in me or it will sting."

"I wasn't going to put it inside you babe. I know better than that."

"Ok."

As Jake turned to retrieve a handful of body wash, Laurel moved her legs apart then pulled her lips apart and let the water wash down her body and across her inner lips. She then ran her finger from front to back a couple of times to clear out the semen residue and then she rinsed her hands off in the water stream. She then held her position and let Jake lather her lower tummy and he gently stroked down over vulva without applying any pushing pressure. It was a very gentle touch that he used and then he stepped around behind her and she put her hands up on the wall knowing what he going to do. He was going to get even. He lathered her cheeks then slid his hands down between her cheeks right up against her anus and made a couple rubbing strokes then he reached down under her as he knelt down and he gently stroked her labium. As she moved back and the water washed the lather away he got his best ever look at her vulva from behind and it was stunning to him. She had perfectly plump cheeks with a beautiful curving mound underneath her.

He then gently rubbed her underneath to clear the lather then he stood up and rubbed between her cheeks again right up against her anus again then he pulled her back against him with his now swelling cock touching her cheeks and he looked over her shoulder and gently rubbed down her front side as the water cascaded down her body. He rubbed across her belly then gently followed her curve around under her and he gently stroked her lips several times more than was necessary. On the last up stroke he pressed against her firmly making her close her eyes and fight not to moan. He then reached his other hand around her and put both hands on her crotch and gently squeezed.

Laurel couldn't take much of that before she would lose it so she pulled forward and turned toward him and engaged him in a passionate kiss. She could feel his erection starting to lift up against her lips so she moved one leg out and captured it between her legs then closed her legs and drew herself off of him while continuing to kiss him very passionately. It was Jake that now had to terminate the kiss and pull himself from between her legs.

"Babe, you're going to get me to the point that I can't stop."

"And you think you aren't doing the same thing to me?"

"I think we are both clean now, let's just get dried off and go get some sleep."

Laurel smiled big at him and gave him a last peck then reached over and turned the water off. The two then stepped out of the shower trough and retrieved a couple of towels and dried themselves off and then they departed for their quarters again wearing absolutely nothing. When they arrived in their quarters they both went into the bathroom and Laurel dried her hair out thoroughly with a towel and then brushed it out and Jake dried and combed his hair and then the two brushed their teeth and rinsed their mouths out then exited the bathroom and stepped over to the bed, which was now clean and made up neatly and the towel they had used was gone. Laurel pulled the covers back and slid down under the covers and so Jake negated getting a fresh change of clothing and climbed into bed with her. Laurel gave Jake a last long kiss and then turned on her side and slid the light control down to sleep mode and Jake scooted right up to her back and hugged her body with his and he hooked his arm over her side and placed his hand next to her breast and she laid her arm on his then took his hand and clasped her fingers in his and the two then drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 16 The Shakedown Run

––––––––

THE SHAKE DOWN RUN

In the morning the two woke up to Korica clambering up onto their bed from the foot of the bed at 05:15. Jake pulled the covers back for her once he realized it was her, and he slid out of bed and went to fetch some clothes. He slid on a pair of underwear and pants then walked back to his side of the bed and climbed back into bed and scooted up to Korica's incredibly warm body. Korica had curled up to Laurel's backside as she laid facing the wall and Jake in turn curled up to Korica's back side. He kissed the back of her head and without a word he tugged his pillow over and she lifted her head then set it on the pillow and the two shared the pillow as they laid in the dark and Jake felt the intense waves of warm energy coming from Korica. Whatever prompted her to join them she was now very happy and emitting a great deal of love. Jake laid his arm up on Korica's side with his elbow on her hip and his hand flat on her chest and half fell asleep until the lights came up at 06:00. Jake rolled onto his back and rubbed his eyes and he felt a warm kiss on his cheek and he turned his head to find Korica on her side now facing him grinning innocently with Laurel right behind her also facing him with her eyes closed.

"What a beautiful sight to wake up to. How ya doin sweetie?"

"I'm better now."

"Did you have a bad dream?"

"No, I just got lonely. Mark and I always get up at five and have tea together but he's still got twenty-one hours to go. Is it ok that I came in so early?"

"Yep. Our door is always open to you. As you saw you don't even have to hale us anymore, you can just come in like it's your own room."

"Kay thanks." Korica said smiling.

Jake then slid his head over and kissed Korica then rolled over and sat up on the edge of the bed and rubbed his eyes and some of the learning flooded his mind and he felt dizzy just for a moment and he realized he had a whole new understanding of how the Future operated. He now had a fundamental understanding that was always missing in the past. Jake shook the feeling off then stood up and turned to see if Laurel was awake. She was still lying on her side but she had her eyes open looking at him with her deep blue eyes making him feel weak in the knees and very much in love with her.

Jake walked around the bed to Laurel's side and she pulled her arms off of Korica and rolled over as he knelt down and laid his head on her chest for a moment listening to her heart beating then he smiled and wrapped his arms around her and pulled her up into a hug.

"Good morning gorgeous. I can hear your heart talking and it says you love me."

"That's absolutely true, my heart doesn't lie."

Korica rolled on her back and giggled.

"You two are silly."

Jake kissed Laurel and then laid her back down and stood up.

"I can hear your heart from here Korica, and you love me too."

Korica giggled again.

"Yah I do."

"Well I love both of you with all my heart." Jake said.

Jake winked at Korica and smiled then walked over to the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth. Laurel then sat up and swung her feet out into the floor. Korica looked at her perfectly smooth and muscular bare back as she reached up high and stretched then curled her arms down and flexed her back and arm muscles.

"Mom, I thought you always slept with your night gear shirt on?" Korica looked down at the top of her rump. "And underwear?"

"I usually do but we¦I just didn't last night."

"Oh. You guys were doing stuff huh?"

"Yes we were. Jake and I really missed each other and we needed the bonding experience that¦results from what we did."

"Did it hurt?"

"Korica!" Laurel said turning and looking at her smiling.

"I'm just curious. Sorry is that none of my business?"

"Kind of. We didn't actually do what you're thinking though."

"But¦I don't understand. I thought you were doing intimate stuff?"

"We were honey. There are other things a couple can do besides intercourse."

Laurel then got up and walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes from the bureau along with a pair of socks and a shirt for Jake.

"Other things? Things like what? Now I'm really confused." Korica pressed on.

Laurel walked back to the foot of the bed and laid out Jake's

shirt and socks then began to get dressed herself.

"Korica baby that is stuff you are really not ready for, ok?"

"But I want to know about this stuff. What if I have a boyfriend someday? I don't want to look stupid when I don't know what to do."

"Korica geeze!" Laurel laughed. "I thought you said you don't want a man touching you?"

"I don't want any men looking at me or touching me, but if I fall in love with a boy that's different and I'm¦I'll stop. I'm making you uncomfortable. Sorry."

"No you're¦ok you're making me a little uncomfortable. Look, I know I am responsible for your understanding of all things and I told you that you could ask me anything. Just¦this is something that is going to take time and visual aids."

"Visual aids? Gosh I had no idea it was so complicated."

"Well I'm certainly not going to show you on me¦or you."

"Eew. That would be gross."

"Exactly." Laurel then laughed at Korica's reaction and the look on her face. "I promise I will sit down with you when we have free time and I will show you every thing ok?"

"Ok. Thank you mom."

"You're welcome baby. Did you quiet your mind this morning?"

"No. I'll do it right now."

Korica then closed her eyes and quieted her mind, as did Laurel. Jake then stepped out of the bathroom and Laurel walked past him giving him a peck on the way by and a gentle tap on his behind. Jake grinned and took a double step and then composed himself and stepped around the bed and saw his shirt and socks laid out for him. He slipped his shirt on and then sat down next to Korica and started to put his socks on when Korica shocked him.

"Dad, how did you learn what to do with girls?"

"Well I¦ok honestly¦my father told me a great deal of what I know, my mother told me some things and I looked at magazines and videos, though those can be kind of exaggerated and ridiculous. The rest I learned from Laurel."

"What? Mom taught you?"

"Yep. I was a virgin when I met Laurel. I really didn't know what to do. I knew where everything was and what it does but not how to make it do what it does."

"That¦what?"

"Look, I'm still learning. I don't pretend to know it all. A woman's body is a very complicated and sensitive thing. If I didn't have the ability to hear what your mom thinks and feel what she is feeling I would be lost¦why are you asking about sex again?"

"I don't know. New strange urges and the things I have found out my own body can do lately."

Jake finished putting his socks on and slipped his feet into his shoes and he knew his face was blushing because he could feel his face getting hot. Korica leaned forward and looked up into his face.

"Did I embarrass you?"

"Yah, a little. I just don't want to know about what my Korica is doing that makes her curious about¦what you're asking me about."

"Why is the female body and sexual stuff so awkward for Humans to talk about?"

"I really don't know honey. It should be easy to talk about but it's just not. I don't want your head filled with all kinds of questions but I don't know if I know enough to actually be of much help Korica."

"You know more than I do¦and you've actually had sex before. I just want to know what it's like and what I am supposed to do¦or not do."

Just then Laurel stepped out of the bathroom to Jake's relief and she came over and sat down on the other side of Jake and looked at his bright pink cheeks.

"She asked you too?"

"Yah. I know that is part of raising a girl but I somehow thought we would get out of it."

"She needs to know Jake. It's our job to teach her properly if she asks and we did promise her quite a while back that we would explain it all to her."

"I know. I just don't know what I can tell her. As you know and as I already told her I have learned a lot of what I know from you."

"Well I think I've learned from you. I think together we can answer her questions and explain how the body works."

"Now?"

"No, not right now. We need to get our breakfast; workout and shower done so we can get started with the shakedown run. I think we have some time before it is going to be critical to get the information to her. Can you wait to have our talk honey?"

"Yah I guess so. I'm just curious. There's no rush as long as you promise to really explain things to me and not keep putting me off."

"I promise honey. We will try and explain it all to you as best as we can."

"Kay"

The three then got up and made their way to the mess hall and had a hardy breakfast then went to the gym and enjoyed a particularly strenuous workout. Jake then walked with the girls to the shower room and he went to his quarters and waited until they returned wearing only a towel and then he went and took his shower. When he returned Laurel and Korica were dressed and Laurel was brushing out Korica's hair as she always did after their shower. Jake knew it was a tender bonding time for the two. He stepped over and kissed Laurel on the lips and Korica on the cheek and then went and retrieved his clothes and went to the bathroom to get changed and brush his teeth. When he stepped out he found Laurel and Korica standing at the door waiting for him. Laurel looked beautiful and Korica was adorable looking just melting his heart. He couldn't help but making a quick comment.

"Korica you are going to be a heartbreaker and Laurel you already are."

"Is that a bad thing?" Korica asked as she looked up at Laurel.

"No honey, that means you are beautiful and you are only going to get more beautiful. I don't exactly know what he meant by I already am."

"I meant you break my heart every time you step out of the room."

"Awwe. That's so sweet. To both of us."

Jake then stepped up between the girls and took a hand from both and the three stepped out and walked across the corridor and entered the bridge. Korica went straight to the science station to continue her mapping and Jake went to the sensor station and began a security sweep while Laurel took the captain's seat and called for the AI.

"Computer?" Laurel called out.

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you please contact Eris for me? I want to get the shakedown crew aboard as soon as possible."

"Understood. Please stand by."

When Jake had his sweep done he reported to Laurel that no anomalous readings were detected.

"Not that I'm complaining, but why are you doing security sweeps?" Laurel asked.

"Mark asked to me to cover his rounds while he is absent. After our stowaway incident he feels we are vulnerable. He made me swear I would keep you girls safe. Speaking of that, I need to make the rounds on foot so I am going to be gone for a little while."

"Hold up for a few minutes until we see how long it will be until the shakedown crew will be here."

"Ok."

"Can I come with you dad?" Korica asked.

"It's going to be a lot of walking, you sure you're up to it?"

"Yah, I'm up to it. I can go put my new shoes on that way my feet won't hurt."

"You ok with that Laurel?"

"Sure. The exercise will be good for her."

"Ok Korica. Go get your shoes changed and then come back here."

"Cool!" Korica said with a big smile.

Korica logged off the science station and quickly departed for her quarters to get her shoes changed.

"Captain I have Eris on the communication frequency for you." The AI said.

"Thank you put her through."

"Future, this is docking control. How are you doing tonight?"

"Hello Eris, we are doing quite well thank you. I didn't realize what time it is on the station."

"That's quite alright. I don't sleep. What can I do for you captain Kade?"

"Please Eris, just call me Laurel. I consider us friends."

"Thank you Laurel. That's sweet of you to say that."

"You're welcome. Hay, is the shakedown crew available? It's early morning for us here on the Future. I would like to get started on the shakedown run if they are available."

"Some are having evening meal at the moment. I can call them to duty if you would like though."

"No, I don't want to disturb their meal. Can you get word to them to report to the Future in one hour? That should give them time to eat and make their way here right?"

"That should be plenty of time. I'll let them know you are ready. Will you be requesting navigational assistance out of the station?"

"Please. The Future is not exactly nimble at close quarters navigation."

"I completely understand. I would be happy to guide you out of the hangar. Please keep your shields off until you reach the hangar doors. I will not be able to lock onto your hull with them on."

"Will do. Thank you Eris."

"You are most welcome Laurel. Contact me when you are ready for departure."

"Understood. Future out"

The AI then closed the channel.

"Well you heard her Jake. You have a little over an hour to make your rounds with Korica."

"That should be plenty of time. I walked Mark's usual rounds with him once while you girls were under so I know what and where he wants covered."

"Good deal. If Korica gets tired of walking you can send her back here ok?"

"I'll keep an eye on her Laurel. She should be ok."

Just then Korica stepped back onto the bridge with her pretty new shoes and a big smile on.

"We ready dad?"

"Yep. We've got a little over an hour until the shakedown crew will be coming aboard."

"Kay." Korica said still smiling big.

Jake and Korica then departed the bridge for the transport compartment. The first place Jake took Korica was down to deck 1 fusion reactor 1 to make a sweep of the adjacent control and relay compartments. As the two stepped off of the transport platform outside the rector number 1 override relay control center compartment Jake decided he needed to talk to Korica about the bridge etiquette that everyone had gotten a little lax with since being docked.

"Korica, now that we are going to have the elder race with us for a little while we are going to have to get used to addressing each other by proper title or first name ok."

"Ok. Have I been kind of messing that up?"

"Well, we all have gotten a little used to being docked and unofficially on the bridge. Now that we are going to be underway we have to observe proper bridge etiquette. Laurel and I have to quit calling you by our affectionate nicknames for you. Stuff like sweetie, honey, sweetheart, baby, we have to quit saying that on the bridge. I know how good it feels to call us mom and dad but you have to make an effort to stop doing that as well."

"I understand. Everything we do and say is being recorded for the record and it has to be professional."

"You got it. And I have to quit kissing your mom on the bridge. Even a peck on the lips is unbecoming and frowned upon."

"That kind of sucks."

"I know huh? I love her kisses and I like showing her affection¦and you too for that matter but it's just not allowed to take place between the bridge crew while on duty and while on the bridge."

"I'll behave myself, I promise."

"Good girl. I will too."

"Can I still call you dad if we aren't on the bridge? I really like being able to say that. It's kind of comforting."

"Only if we are alone honey, like right now. Or if we are off duty."

"Ok. I got it."

Jake put his arm around her and pulled her into his side as they walked down the corridor.

"You're still my baby we just got to remember our position on this ship. We have to set a good example even though I know we are essentially alone on this ship. Eventually there will be a good number of people reviewing our performance and behavior while on duty."

"I hadn't thought about that. Can I still say I love you to you guys?"

"Yes. Expressing love and overtly showing it are two different things. We are related no matter what and we do in fact love each other so saying it is fine, just no hugging and kissing on the bridge."

"Kay, I get it. What about Mark? He likes to call me little one and stuff. Is that still bad since I'm not related to him?"

"Well¦he is not actually a bridge officer. He is in the military and under different rules of conduct. Is it proper? Not really. But is it against the rules for him? No. You are not in the military so he can address you as he likes as long as it is done respectfully. As long as you don't mind it there really isn't anything that says he can't call you that."

"He's always been respectful to me as a girl and as his friend so I really don't mind it."

"Ok there you go then. As far as him hugging you and giving you the occasional peck, technically you're not supposed to behave like that but if he is the one initiating that behavior then technically it's ok. That's kind of a gray area in the rules of conduct becoming of an officer. You're not actually an officer yet so you could probably get away with affectionate behavior on the bridge but it might be seen as an indicator of your behavior later on when you are an officer. You see how it's kind of yes and no whether it's ok to let him call you that or to let him show affection in the form of hugs and kisses?"

"Yah I can see how it's a little hard to say one way or the other. I would hate to hurt his feelings by telling him not to show me any affection on the bridge."

"The fact that he shows anyone affection like he does with you is astounding. I would say just let him do as he likes. I've heard him say you are like the daughter he always wished he had. The fact that you have brought a gentle giant out in him is something we shouldn't tread on, you know what I mean?"

"Yah, I think so. He might shut down and never show any affection at any time no matter where he is?"

"Precisely. He has fallen in love with you as much as Laurel and I have¦well pretty close anyways. He is a lot easier to get along with when you do what you do with your heart and he is able to reciprocate that love."

"So I can¦hug him back or whatever?"

"Yah, I don't have a problem with it. Your mom seems to be overlooking a lot when it comes to you. I don't think she really has a problem with it either."

"Overlooking¦what are you talking about?"

Jake stopped and had his palm scanned and then stepped into the number 4 auxiliary machinery rooms and Korica followed him. As soon as they stepped in the lights came on and the two walked around the generators and electronic support equipment checking all of the secure panels for signs of tampering as Jake continued the conversation over the noisy equipment.

"Laurel lets you question her orders and even explains her decisions in a way that would never fly with Mark or myself. She let's you pick and choose your duty station on the bridge and she still uses pet names for you like I was talking about. She's already told me to knock it off when I slipped and called her babe on the bridge and chewed me out mentally once when I gave her a peck on the lips without thinking about where I was. That's something she will never do to you."

"Wait¦she treats me differently?"

"A little. I do too. I just love you too much to crush your spirit by scolding you over the small stuff like I would another ensign in study for bridge crew."

"So you let me screw up and don't say anything? That's not right. How am I ever going to know when I am doing something wrong?"

Jake stepped up to the door and it slid open and the two stepped out and the door closed behind them as he had his checks complete for that compartment. Jake took Korica's hand and the two continued down the corridor toward the number 1 fusion reactor control room.

"No honey, I would say something if you really screwed up. I overlook the small stuff. Believe it or not you haven't ever done anything that warranted a tongue lashing and that would fall to Laurel to correct you anyways, not me. She is the captain. I would simply tell her if I noticed you doing something wrong and she would reprimand you or write you up or whatever was necessary. You're an exemplary Bridgman and way to smart to make a mistake that was serious enough to get yourself in any kind of real trouble. You just don't screw up."

"Come on really?"

"I swear Korica. I promise you that if you do something wrong it will be brought to your attention and the proper action will be levied against you. Your mom has made mistakes and it's in her service record and so have I but you simply haven't done anything serious enough to warrant such action yet. Laurel and I both know it would do way more harm than good not to treat you as we would any other ensign in study if you make a mistake."

As the two approached the number 1 fusion reactor control room Jake stopped and turned to Korica and let go of her hand.

"Wait right here, I'll be right back."

"I can't go in with you?"

"No, you don't have the security clearance to go into the reactor control room. Only level three or higher can go in here."

"I forgot I'm only level one."

"There's very few places you can't access but this is one of them. It will only take me a minute to make my checks ok?"

"Ok. Please don't be long though. This part of the ship is really creepy."

"Is that nagging fear coming back?"

"No. Hay, I understand what is going on in that reactor and I don't particularly like being this close to it. Even with you standing right next to me I don't like this part of the ship. I'm not afraid of an invisible intruder, I'm afraid of what lies on the other side of that blast wall."

Jake chuckled and turned and had his palm read then a retina scanner slowly extended out of a previously unseen compartment in the wall and Jake laid his chin on the readers chin rest and stared at the tiny green light and his iris and retina were read and then a small keyboard and display folded out below that and waited for his command code to verify his identity. He placed his fingers on the keys and typed in his command code and the scanner and keyboard retracted and the door clanked as the magnetic bolts slammed out of the way and the door then swung inward and he stepped in. Jake quickly stepped up to the main control console and checked the reactor temperature and pressure and then checked the digital log of entries into the space. The reactor was at ideal operating parameters and the last entry was by Mark. Jake quickly walked around the reactor control room and checked all of the cam locks on all of the access panels looking for signs of tampering and when he was satisfied he turned and headed for the blast door. He laid his hand on the palm scanner and the twenty-ton door slowly swung inward and he made his exit.

Korica was still standing exactly where he left her. She smiled at him as he stepped out and then turned and waited for the door to close and the magnetic bolts to slam back into place.

"Every thing good in there?" Korica asked taking his hand in hers.

"Yep. Marks was the last one in there and the reactor is operating the same way it has for the last five and a half centuries."

"Where to now?"

"Deck five, reactor two."

"You're going to check all seven reactors?"

"That's Mark's route. He checks all of the reactors then the stasis ring then the hangars and finally the antimatter reactor control room and the processor core. I told you it was a lot of walking."

"I'm staying! I want to be with you. I like talking to you."

"Well I like spending time with you too honey. You are good company and easy on the eyes."

"Awe. Thank you."

"You're welcome. Come on, we only have fifty minutes or so to get the rounds done."

"Kay."

The two then departed for the transporter platform down at the end of the corridor. While Jake and Korica were busy with their rounds and enjoying each other's warm company Laurel was firing up the antimatter reactors and making the final checks for departure when the AI announced an incoming message from Asaria.

"Go ahead and put her through please." Laurel said.

"Actually she is requesting a personal connection in private."

"A personal¦oh, she wants to connect with my mind. I understand. Tell her I will be right with her."

"Understood."

Laurel logged off of her station and pushed her display consoles out and away and got up and went across the corridor to her quarters and laid down on her bed on her back and took a deep breath then gently reached out for Asaria. It only took a few seconds of searching to sense Asaria's presence at a little bit of a distance. Laurel then gave a gentle push and she could sense Asaria wanted her to wait a moment. Laurel kept herself in tune to her presence for a few minutes and then in a rush Laurel sensed Asaria entering her mind. Laurel kept her guard up so Asaria was only able to make the most tenuous of connections with her but it was enough for clear private communication to take place.

"Hello Laurel dear."

"Hello Asaria."

"I just got done with a brief from the Angalon. I know you said Korica would want to know what was happening with her home world so I want to share what I know."

"I really appreciate that Asaria. Have they reached Draxima yet?"

"Not quite. They are picking up coalition partners along the way and it is going to take a little time for them to do that. They have established a dialogue with the provisional government of one of the largest continents on Draxima. They have a radio telescope that is large enough to receive signals from the Angalon. Oberot has transmitted a coded set of instruction for building a chair similar to your own. As soon as they decipher the message and construct the chair they will be able to communicate with us in real time. Oberot included an explanation of the imminent danger Draxima is facing and a brief explanation of Korica's role in getting the people of Draxima accepted into the coalition of advanced races. She is likely going to be seen as a hero once all is said and done."

"That's great Asaria. So they know they are facing destruction if something is not done quickly?"

"Yes. They were warned not to try and confront these invaders head on until the Angalon arrives in another day or so."

"So¦let me ask you something? How is it that you received an update from the Angalon if she is half way across the galaxy?"

"She has a chair of knowledge built into her inner hull. Her occupants can use it and so can the three consciousnesses that occupy the ship."

"No way! Do all of the living ships have that capability?"

"Oh no. As far as I know there have only been a handful of ships that were so equipped."

"Were?"

"Yes. None of the other ships that were so equipped are with us anymore."

"That's so sad. So these magnificent ships do eventually die?"

"Yes. Nothing is forever except time itself."

"So why was the Angalon chosen to receive this honor?"

"In light of her mission to another galaxy and one that is a very far away, it was deemed prudent to be able to communicate with her and the other council members in real time via the Angalon until more chairs can be constructed and possibly spread throughout the Milky Way in a new expanded network."

"Of course, I should have known that. Does that mean I can communicate with the Angalon?"

"Um¦the way your chair works might make it extremely difficult. Your design is extremely directional so you would need to stop the Future and pinpoint the Angalon's location and if the Angalon were moving or even drifting slightly the connection would fail."

"So how is the Angalon going to be able to communicate across four hundred and fifteen thousand light years?"

"The chair of knowledge transmits across a sub domain that has no time or space dimensionality to it, remember. The Angalon could be billions of light years away and she would still be able to establish a real time connection with us right here on the Farqua station."

"Right, you told me that once before but it's still hard to get my head around."

"It is an amazing piece of technology."

"I don't know if you are aware that we are getting ready to go on our shakedown run in the next hour or so?"

"I am aware. There is not much of a significant nature that I do not know about when I am the deputy chancellor. I wish you good luck and safe journeys. The shakedown teams have a great deal of experience in technological hybridization. You will be in very good hands if anything goes wrong."

"Is that what you guys call a refit like we were granted?"

"Yes. Your vessel is now a hybrid of several different technologies from several different races all working in unison. The Future is even more unique than she was before. The Future should be capable of a level of automation the likes of which you have never experienced before. She will be able to run without Human intervention for many years at a time if necessary."

"I see, will you be able to keep us updated on the progress of the Angalon while we are away?"

"Possibly. You can aim your signal at the Farqua station and I will make my way to the hall of learning. You will need to be patient, it may take me a little time to reach the spire so I can talk with you. If you can't reach me that way you can aim for my home world since you have the coordinates in your AI's encrypted memory files."

"How's that going to work if you are here?"

"Someone there will connect with you and then an alert will be sent to us here and I will join in and then they will drop out of the connection. We will then be able to talk in relative privacy."

"That¦ok, I'll just take your word for it. Thank you for everything Asaria. And most especially for taking care of my Korica's people. I can't begin to tell you how much that means to me."

"You are very welcome Laurel. She has earned our respect and admiration and she has earned her people a special place among us. She is one of us, as are the rest of her people."

"I will let Korica know that her people at least know that danger is close but help is on the way and they have her to thank for the help that is on the way."

"Very good. In a way her people will be able to thank a version of her in person. They will also meet a version of her rescuers."

"That's true. It's not actually her though."

"Isn't it? It is a complete copy of everything that makes her who she is."

"Except the Angalon has been enlightened. That changes one significantly, doesn't it?"

"It does to an extent. She is a woman now instead of the girl you are raising but the essence of Korica is still there."

"I don't want to think about it to much or I will get sad. I love my innocent Korica so much and I am enjoying watching her grow and mature into the beautiful person she is becoming."

"I completely understand. I love your Korica too Laurel."

"Well thank you again Asaria, I need to get back to my preflight checks. I will let Korica know what is going on."

"Take care Laurel."

Laurel then felt Asaria slowly drift away and her presence became distant and faint, blending in with the thousands and thousands of other presences she was sensing from all over the station. Laurel then quieted her mind and opened her eyes. She then called out to the AI to see how long she had been communicating with Asaria. When there was no response she grinned slightly realizing she was in her quarters and the AI did not monitor the interior of her quarters. Laurel then sat up and swung her feet into the floor and sat for a moment digesting her conversation then got up and stepped up to the com panel at the door and touched the AI call button and tried her hale again.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"How long have I been in my quarters talking to Asaria?"

"You entered your quarters fourteen minutes ago. I have not been monitoring you since you entered your quarters so I have no way of knowing how long you were actually communicating with her."

"I just wanted to know how long I have been off of the bridge. Thank you."

"You are welcome."

Laurel then departed her quarters and went back to her duties on the bridge. She worked for another twenty minutes at which time Korica and Jake returned from the security rounds and reported nothing out of the ordinary. There were no signs of tampering or unauthorized access to any of the sensitive areas of the ship. Korica also reported that she had a new appreciation for just how big the Future truly is. Laurel thanked them for their diligence and competent reporting of the ships safe condition. Laurel then told Korica of Asaria's report on the information relayed from the Angalon.

"So they haven't actually talked to my people?"

"Not¦in person. They are communicating via sub space data bursts. It's the same way they sent a message to us while we were fifteen hundred light years away. You can tell where the message is coming from but it's not a real time communication."

"At least they know about the danger they are facing."

"I'm sure your people recognized the signal as coming from the elder race and deciphered it pretty quickly. They have likely begun evacuating any settlements in the path of these destroyers of worlds. I can pretty much assure you that you have saved a good many lives by getting your people accepted into this coalition when you did and by helping us create the Angalon."

"I suppose that's something to be proud of."

"Don't be so modest Korica. You have single handedly saved an entire race from an extinction level attack. You have saved your people from certain death in the most terrifying manner possible. I just can't imagine what it would be like to have an entire worlds atmosphere destroyed then stripped away. It makes me shudder to even think about it. If at all possible the Angalon will stop that from happening to Draxima thanks to you."

Just then the AI announced a shuttle arriving with the shakedown crew and several cargo containers containing parts and tools. Laurel told the AI to allow them aboard and to please have the team leaders come up to the bridge. Ten minutes later a rather tall and thin woman with the most beautiful dark brassy colored blond hair stepped onto the bridge with two other individuals following her. There was a man that looked to be about thirty years old who had piercing sky blue eyes and short kinky brunet hair and there was a girl who looked to only be about sixteen or seventeen years old who had long brown hair and delicate facial features with a small nose and little lips hinting at her young age who gazed around the bridge with her dark brown eyes seeming to take it all in with a sense of wonder. Laurel stood up after pushing her consoles out of the way and the three stepped up to her. The blond woman extended her hand to Laurel who accepted it in a firm shake and the woman looked her right in the eyes with her piercing light green eyes and introduced herself and her associates.

"Captain Kade, I am Hirema Trance. I am the technical supervisor for the shakedown team. This is Terran Grotten; he is an expert in propulsion dynamics and quantum level gravitation manipulation."

The man stepped up and shook Laurel's hand and smiled warmly.

"It's a true honor to make your acquaintance. I am very excited to have the chance to work with you and your amazing ship to get your improved propulsion systems dialed in and operating at peak efficiency."

"And this is Triesta Yolon." Hirema gestured toward the young brown haired girl who stepped up and took Laurel's hand. "She is an expert in the technological hybridization of vessels like the Future and she has been imbedded with an intimate knowledge of your vessel in particular as provided by your AI."

"Hello captain Kade. You're even more beautiful than they led me to believe. They said you were very pretty, they should've said you are stunning to the eyes. I am truly honored to be part of the shakedown team and I am at your disposal should you have any questions or concerns."

"Thank you Triesta." Laurel could feel the warm feeling in her face and knew she was blushing slightly. "If you don't mind me asking, how old are you? You look so young to be an expert on such a complex subject."

"I am the equivalent of thirty five years to most other species. This will be my twelfth mission of this nature. I specialize in the larger and more complex vessels though this is my first on a vessel that is going to be almost completely automated thanks to a manufactured artificial intelligence."

"Right, sorry I forgot how you folks age. I am honored to have you folks and your teams aboard. This is my second in command, commander Jake Myers and that is my daughter, junior ensign Korica Prentor. I would ask that you folks communicate with us in English as it is our first and most fluent language though you may communicate with Korica in Hiram as that is her first and most fluent language."

"We completely understand captain." Hirema said, "We will need to station some personnel in the new data core in order to process the data at a rate your AI is not capable of on its own and we will need access to your antimatter reactor control room since we will be combing the gravitational output of your reactors with that of your new negative matter core. Of course we will also need access to your new core control room. The rest of the team members will be stationed through out the ship to monitor and adjust power couplings and regulators as well as to monitor transient gravitational radiation to determine the minimum shield strength necessary to protect the interior of the Future from any damaging affects. We will initiate protocols once we have those readings precisely determined that will keep your shields at ten percent above minimum safe levels at all times in the future. Due to the nature and redundancy of your power generation capabilities there should never ever be a time that your shields actually drop below those levels. That is what we are going to be fine-tuning as well as the hysman quantum wave generators."

"You haven't lost us so far. So I assume the hysman quantum generators are named after the individual that perfected the theorems that led to the development of the generators?"

"That is correct."

"I see. We give similar accolade to those on Earth who make breakthrough technologies possible. Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"As you heard I need you to issue level three clearance to all of the shakedown team so they can access the areas they need to work in without hindrance. I also need Korica's clearance to be upgraded to match since she is our only active med tech in service at this time, just in case anyone is hurt while working she will need to get to him or her without delay."

"Understood. Each individual will need to access one of the palm readers and they will need to identify themselves for a voice print then have their iris and retina scanned into the permanent record. They can do that at any of the sixty one thousand palm readers on the ship. That includes you Korica. I do not need your iris and retina pattern or your voice print since they are already on record but I need your palm scan to update the security sub processor."

"Ok."

Korica got up and walked over to the palm reader at the entrance to the bridge and placed her palm on the scanner and the scanner read her palm print using a red beam instead of the usual green. Korica then stepped back and gestured at the reader with an open upturned hand and Hirema Terran and Triesta had their palms scanned then set their chins on the chin rest when the retina scanner folded out of the wall then spoke their full name in English for the voice print record. Laurel then stepped off the platform her chair sat on and approached Hirema.

"Hirema, I hope you understand that you and your team will now have access to virtually every space on this ship and there are still some areas that are to be considered off limits. Any continued attempt to access those areas that are identified as off limits will result in that person being incapacitated. I am sure you know we now have that capability in light of how many times we have been boarded by undesirable individuals. The stasis ring is to be considered off limits at all times ok?"

"I got it captain Kade. We are here to help not invade. We will respect your peoples right to privacy. We will need some time to unpack our tools and to get our people scanned in and in place. If you want to depart the station that would fine. I would suggest taking up a course that takes us clear of the ecliptic of the Altek system. I'll call you when we are all in place and ready to begin."

"Ok, that sounds good."

Hirema seemed to then realize someone was missing as she looked around the bridge then back at Laurel.

"Is there not a crew member missing? I seem to recall that you had an active crew of four."

"Lieutenant Mark Tillman, our chief of security is in his stasis chamber being imparted with new knowledge. He could not be placed in the chair of knowledge safely so we are using our own technology that was designed to work on someone with his physiology."

"Ah. I see. Can you three operate this ship by yourselves?"

"Yes. We will be kept busy but it is possible for three to operate and monitor everything thanks to our high level of automation. Technically the ship can fly itself once you give it a course heading and destination and lacking that it can choose a course based on the most logical plotting available without any interaction from us."

"Incredible! You really have an unbelievable piece of hardware at your disposal captain Kade."

"Thank you. I am really proud of her myself."

"We will leave you to your preparations. Like I said, I will let you know when we are ready to begin the shakedown."

Laurel shook Hirema's hand and the three left the bridge heading for the transport compartment. Laurel then went back to her seat after gently putting her hand up to the back of Korica's head. Korica followed her to her seat and when she was seated Korica grinned at her.

"Thank you for introducing me as your daughter. I wasn't expecting that."

"You're welcome Korica. It's a fact that I am extremely proud of. You going to be ok monitoring the sensors while manning the navigation station?"

"Yah I think so. I'm going to try and help keep an eye on those key systems you are worried about too."

"Good girl. Go take your station and I will call Eris and let her know we are ready to go."

"What do you think Jake? You've been uncharacteristically quiet this morning."

"I think we really need Mark. But we can handle the load. It's just going to be a challenge to say the least."

"You think we should wait nineteen hours until he comes out?"

"No. He is going to need a full day of decompression and sleep after he comes out. I just wasn't going to contradict your orders. You're the captain and I will follow your lead."

"That isn't exactly a glowing response. You sound like you have doubts."

"No it's ok. I just¦I didn't want to say anything but I have a bad feeling about this shakedown run."

"Is it a gut feeling or just insecurity in my decisions?"

"It's a gut feeling. I trust your decisions without question or doubt."

"What do you feel we are facing?"

"Danger and injury. I'm sorry I can't be more specific but that's all I can discern for certain. You know we don't know how these gut feelings work."

"I don't sense anything like that. What about you Korica?"

"I'm sensing Jake's feelings so I feel the same thing."

"Right. Well I think we should press on. Will you two please tell me if your feelings become more specific?"

"I will Laurel." Jake said with a small grin.

"I will mom¦sorry, captain Laurel."

"Computer will you please get a hold of Eris for me?"

"Understood. Please stand by."

It only took a few moments for Eris's soft voice to come across the speakers in the overhead.

"Hello Laurel. Are you and your crew ready to depart?"

"Hello Eris. It's always nice to hear your voice. We are ready for departure."

"I will begin retracting the boarding ramp and you can close your hangar doors."

"Understood, thank you Eris. Jake will you begin closing the hangar and Korica I would like you to begin running up the new negative matter reactor in preparation for initialization of the shields the moment we clear the stations hangar doors?"

"You want me to do it?" Korica said in a shocked voice.

"Yes mam. You are imminently qualified. We never had shields before so I had to assign their control and regulation to somewhere and that is the new sensor and shield control station. You're responsible for sensors and so the shields as well."

"Ok."

"Laurel, You will be protected by the stations overlapping bilinear shields until such time as you engage your own shields." Eris said. "The stations shields extend out close to a thousand miles using your own distance measurement parameters."

"Thank you Eris. That's extremely helpful to know that."

"Korica will you bring up the external sensors please and put the images up on the main view screen?"

"Yes mam."

Korica got up and stepped over to the sensor station and took a seat and brought up the view outside and then sent the feed to the main view screen then got up and went back to the navigation station and had a seat. Laurel grinned then pushed her control screens out of the way and walked over to Korica and put her hand on her shoulder.

"I'm sorry Korica, I forgot to tell you that I wrote a new sub routine that allows a cross connect between adjacent workstations. You can bring up the workstation on either side of your current workstation so you don't have to keep getting up. See the control icon for your neighboring workstations? Just touch the one you need to take control of and that stations control interface will transfer to your station. See here?"

Laurel touched the icon for sensors and the controls for navigation shrank to a small point and scooted down to the very bottom of her lower control console and the sensor readings immediately popped up on her upper display screen and the sensor and shield controls appeared on her lower control console.

"That's cool. You're such a genius mom¦sorry, captain Laurel."

"Thank you Korica. You can call me mom if you like. You can control the science station on your left so you can do your star mapping or you can perform a data query from the new data core without having to get up."

"Awesome. So all of the control stations are tied together like that now?"

"Yes. All of them. It's the only way we can keep an eye on everything without running all over the bridge, especially with only three of us on duty."

"I would have never thought of that. How did you know how to rewrite the computer coding to allow this?"

"I just have a deep understanding of the basic computer coding for the entire ship. You could say I can speak the computers language. I just know how to ask it to do what I want."

Laurel then kissed the top of Korica's head and stepped back to the captain's chair and pulled her displays back in front of her. She could feel Korica looking at her questioningly so she reached out to her without looking up and she could suddenly hear Korica's gentle voice in her mind.

"Mom, aren't we supposed to be calling each other by proper title or first name while on the bridge? And isn't it frowned upon for you to kiss me while on duty and on the bridge?"

"That is all true honey. Technically you are not an officer yet so there is some leeway with what kind of affection can be shown openly. You are my daughter and I love you, if someone wants to report me for loving on my girl, so be it. I don't plan on a life long career as an officer in the civilian corps so I'm not going to loose any sleep over it and neither should you baby. It's good that you're aware of the rules of conduct though, I am proud of you."

"I love you too mom. I just don't want to get anyone in trouble and I don't want to get written up myself."

Laurel now looked up at Korica and grinned at her slightly.

"You're not going to get in any trouble honey. We are more than just coworkers we are family. I'm not going to have a stuffy, uptight atmosphere on my bridge."

Korica smiled back and turned back to her control console and Laurel then closed her eyes and quieted her mind, as did Korica. Laurel then felt a slight backwards tugging feeling until the inertial dampers washed the feeling away and she looked over at the main view screen and she could see that the Future was beginning to back away from the docking station. The Future backed away until the open air control station was barely discernable and then there was a slight dropping feeling that then disappeared as the inertial dampers again washed the feeling away. Eris's voice then came across the speakers as she vectored another craft out of the way below as the Future began descending faster and faster.

As the Future neared the hangar doors the crew could see the wedge shaped doors begin to retract as their descent began to slow. Jake gave short bursts from the thrusters as he compensated for the gentle roll that the inertia of the spinning section of the Future was producing as they neared the bottom of the hangar and a slight gravitational loading began to affect the ship. At the same time Korica brought the negative matter to full density and began loading the toroidal generators in preparation for activating the shields. Laurel in the mean time monitored all of the automation centers and the interfaces between the alien hardware and the Human hardware to make sure everything was interacting in a smooth and fluid manner. She was pleased with the readings so far.

As the Future passed through the enormous hangar doors a gentle rocking feeling could be felt as Eris released the Future with a last small push out of the station.

"You are free and clear Laurel." Eris said. "You may engage your engines and shields any time you like."

"Thank you Eris. We will see in a couple of days when the shakedown is done."

"Good luck captain. I will remain on this frequency until you clear our space incase you should need me."

"Understood. Future out." The AI then closed the channel.

"Ok Korica, fire up the shields. Let's see what happens."

"Yes mam."

Korica touched the initiate command and the toroidal generators engaged and the sensors indicated an intense toroid shaped ring of energy forming around the Future then Korica engaged the neutron accelerator and the toroid began to oscillate in frequency and then the toroid began to rotate faster and faster until the toroidal shape was indiscernible. There was an impenetrable field of energy surrounding the Future that doubled in intensity every three seconds until the shields reached fourty percent of maximum available field strength. Laurel looked at her display, which was indicating that the shields were only consuming 1.5% of the total power the negative matter core was producing.

"Ok Korica, please take us out of the system nice and easy."

"Yes mam. Do you have any particular course in mind?"

"Nope, your choice. Just take us up out of the ecliptic of the solar system."

"Eye captain."

Korica touched the icon for the navigation controls and the sensor control and display shrank away and the navigation moved to the forefront of her control console and she plotted a course at half the speed of light that would take the Future one million kilometers out from under the station then take a hard turn straight up out of the solar system. As the Future began picking up speed quickly there was only the slightest feeling of acceleration that faded quickly as the inertial dampers washed the feeling away. Laurel then powered up the gravity drive and shifted the controls over to Jake's station as the Future made its hard turn just as Korica had plotted.

"Jake will you please punch us up to four times the speed of light as soon as we finish our turn."

"Eye captain. Korica will you check our final course on the sensors before I engage the engines at full thrust? I just want to make sure we aren't going to run into any asteroids or anything else unexpected."

"Sure da¦Jake."

Korica shook her head at herself as she remembered her conversation with Jake about proper etiquette on the bridge. She touched the icon for the sensors and the sensor readings and controls drew back to the forefront and Korica performed a quick sweep and instead of it taking six seconds it was almost instantaneous that she got a high detail clean sweep reaching out several light years in their forward path. Korica smiled and shook her head.

"Holy crap that was fast. These new sensor processors they have given us are amazing. You have a clear path Jake."

"Thank you Korica."

Jake then waited until the Future was on a straight and steady course and then he slid the thrust slider up with his fingertip to 100% thrust and the gravity well developed in front of the Future and she was inexorably drawn toward it as it moved ahead of the Future and within seconds the speed indication was 7,440,000 miles per second.

"We've reached four times the speed of light Laurel." Jake said as he locked the flight characteristic into the computer and handed control over to the AI with the touch of an icon.

"Thank you Jake." Laurel said as she continued to monitor the new hardware to make sure everything was still performing as expected.

Jake then watched as the throttles slowly decreased to 70% in order to maintain their steady speed. He then studied the new speed controls that hadn't been brought online yet. He had to grope in his mind to remember what was imparted to him about how the controls would work. He knew a lot of the controls were automated, but the activation of the new star drive would be complicated and would have to be initiated in a very precise sequence as the new negative matter core intensifies the gravity well. Jake studied the controls and the sequence came to him. He knew what to do and when and he breathed a sigh of relief as he realized he could do this without too much trouble after all.

It was at this time that Hirema called up and announced that her team was in place and they were ready for the first long range jump to calibrate the star drive. She asked Laurel to chose a point one hundred light years away and plot a jump for that coordinate.

"I understand. Korica will you find us a star and plot a course that will take us a couple of degrees off center from that star?"

"Yes mam. You don't want me to plot a precise heading for the star?"

"No. Until the new drive is calibrated we could shoot long or of course and we could end up jumping right into the star."

"Right. You're so smart."

Korica touched the icon for the science station and its controls appeared in front of her and she scanned deep into the stars ahead and found one at random that was 98 light years ahead. It was being labeled as the

Bulion system and had a massive blue giant star at its heart. She extracted the coordinates then brought the navigation controls back up and plotted and laid in the new coordinates. She then turned and looked at Jake and nodded.

"We're ready Laurel." Jake said.

"Ok, Korica bring our shields up to one hundred percent and Jake take us in."

Korica brought the sensor and shield controls back up and slid the power to the shields up to 100% density and then Jake intensified the gravity well to its maximum and then started introducing the quantum gravity from the negative matter reactor in incremental waves. Korica brought up a view from straight ahead and they could all see what looked like a perfectly round region of space that was several hundred kilometers in diameter in which all of the stars behind it simply faded to black and it looked like a white line formed down the middle of the region of distorted space and then if began to distort like looking at the bottom of a glass bottle while it's melting. The line then twisted in a circular pattern and the Future began to move toward the distortion as it intensified even more as Jake continued to dump the reactors energy into the distortion. He then initiated the last sequence and Korica plotted the coordinates through the dead center of the distortion And Jake then engaged the engines at 100% thrust and then the distortion collapsed into a funnel shape with billowing green and blue edges and the Future shot into the center of the distortion.

There was a slight feeling of acceleration that the inertial dampers washed away quickly and the ship shuddered slightly as it cork screwed through the artificial wormhole only confirming what Laurel suspected the star drive was going to produce. Jake was able to stop the ships rotation and Korica made minute course corrections to keep the ship in the center of the tunnel of bright shimmering light. Once she had their course precisely stabilized she locked in their flight characteristics and handed control over to the AI. Laurel grinned as she went over the readings and saw that the new systems were working flawlessly. The only confusing reading was the forward speed indicator that was still reading four times the speed of light but she knew they were now traveling many times faster than that speed. Due to the intense distortion of the space around the ship there was no way for the sensors to determine their actual speed.

The ship traveled without incident for close to two hours at which time in a bright flash the ship exited its artificially created tunnel and shuddered into normal space. Korica checked their coordinates and could tell they were indeed of course despite entering precise coordinates at the beginning of their jump. Laurel could see their present position on Korica's upper navigational display screen and she knew something had gone wrong.

"Hirema, what the hell went wrong? We're almost a half a light year of course."

"I'm sorry captain, there was a surge in the output of the reactor and it wasn't compensated for quickly enough and it must have destabilized the wormhole slightly which threw us off course. Give us a couple of minutes to make some adjustments to the wave-guide compensator circuits up on deck thirty-four and we will give it another try."

"Alright. Let me know when you are ready to give it another go."

"I will. Thank you captain."

While Jake was studying his controls Korica was performing some very deep sensor scans of the space ahead. She could see that twelve light years ahead there was another solar system with triple stars at it's heart. Korica entered a new course that would take them ten degrees off their present course and entered it. Just as she touched the initiate button there was a shudder and a rumble that shook through the whole ship for several seconds almost knocking all three of the command crew out of their seats and the ship scooted sideways several hundred miles. When the shaking stopped Korica yanked her hands up from her console and looked around thinking she had done something to cause the quake.

"Did I do that Laurel?" Korica asked in a scared voice.

"No Korica, you didn't. Check the sensors honey. I'm not getting any ship wide alarms and everything is still operating at full power so it had to have originated externally."

Korica quickly switched to the sensor readings and the display showed that they had just passed through a class four gravitational wave front from an exploding star. She put her readings up on the main view screen and then checked for follow up waves and found another class four wave front headed their way. Laurel immediately opened the ship wide com system and in Heurenom called for all hands to brace for impact. There was a sudden shuddering that echoed through the whole ship again for several seconds and the ship was scooted of course sideways by several hundred miles as the Future rode the wave front for a time. When the ship stopped shaking Laurel pushed her display screens out of her way and got up.

"Jake take the engines off line until I determine if there was any damage."

"You got it."

Jake then slid the engine thrust down to zero and stopped the gravity well from being developed and the ship began coasting. Laurel made her way over to the damage control station and brought up the ship wide monitors. There was no new damage but the existing damage under the stasis ring was now showing an elevated temperature reading and erratic power readings were showing in stasis chamber number 144 in section I indicating imminent failure of the stasis chamber.

"Shit! We've got a problem! I'm getting indications of a plasma fire under the stasis ring. Computer I want you to begin draining stasis chamber number one fourty four in section I in preparation for removing the occupant from stasis."

"Understood. I am having trouble establishing a control connection with that particular stasis chamber. I need you to get down to the stasis ring Laurel. I would suggest that Korica stay on the bridge and monitor the systems in the mean time."

"Are you crazy? She's a fully qualified med tech and we are going to need her if something goes wrong while pulling the occupant out of chamber number one fourty four."

"Agreed. I need all three of you down in the stasis ring. I have some pertinent information that I must divulge to you along the way."

All three looked at each other for a moment then they logged off their respective stations and departed for the transport compartment. The AI started to fill them in as they trotted down the corridor.

"You three know the occupant in chamber number one fourty four. He is very important to Korica's future."

"You must be mistaken. We don't know anyone in stasis except for Mark and Jake's father and my mother." Laurel said.

"Your memories have been suppressed. The occupants name is Tamaric. Tamaric Reynolds is going to be Korica's husband."

Korica gasped and stopped running for a moment as she remembered her copy on the Angalon telling her to remember the name Tamaric and that he was important.

"Come on Korica. Don't stop, we have to get down there and see what we can do to help him." Laurel said reaching her hand out to Korica.

Korica took her hand and the two caught up to Jake and rushed into the transport compartment. Laurel continued her conversation as the three stepped up onto the transport platform.

"Look, we know that name but how could you possibly know that he is going to marry Korica?"

"You told Oberot close to six hundred years ago. He then told you over the last couple weeks of things to come as divulged by you."

Laurel touched the indicator for the forward stasis ring a few seconds later they disappeared in a blue flash and then found themselves standing on the transport platform fifteen feet away from the stasis ring doorway and palm reader.

"So why don't we remember any of this if that's true?"

"Oberot thought it best if you did not have the knowledge of things to come in your minds when you stood before the council. He had expressed concern that some of the council might be able to glean things from your mind that could have hampered your ability to be accepted by the council. Manipulation of time is one of the highest laws of forbidden behavior."

Laurel slapped her palm up on the palm reader and the door to the stasis ring popped and slid open and all three stepped through the door.

"So Oberot¦removed our memories of everything he told us?"

"Turn right, section I is seven hundred yards in that direction. Oberot did not remove your memories. They are just suppressed. He had planned on restoring your memories after the trial but as you know he was called away before he could do so."

As the three walked along quickly Laurel slapped her hand up to her forehead.

"Oberot's apology for things not undone. That's what he meant?"

"Yes. I was hoping your memories would reawaken on their own without a traumatic event being the trigger."

"So you know more than just who Tamaric is?"

"Yes. Some of your conversations were in private so I do not know everything Oberot told you before suppressing your memories. I know you insisted that Tamaric's fate not be interfered with. You said it was important that things play out as they were supposed to, as you remembered them happening. Of this you were emphatic."

"So I guess that means that one way or another we must end up back in the Milky Way?"

"Yes. You communicated with Oberot until you were two hundred and fourty years old before you stopped communicating with him all together. He assumed you passed away but he never knew for sure."

"I have lost the connection with stasis chamber number one fourty-four. I can no longer control the wake sequence and it was nowhere near complete. Please hurry you three. I am detecting some seriously high temperatures in that section now."

All three began running toward section I as fast as they could in hopes of saving Tamaric from an ugly death as he drowned in his chamber. As the three got close enough to see Tamaric's chamber they could see that there was a little bit of blue and white smokeless flames licking up from beneath his chamber. Just as the three got to within ten feet of his chamber the co processor at the head of his chamber exploded shooting a shower of sparks and debris out into the walkway making all three turn away for a moment in reflex as they were peppered with small fragments of the display panel that had been there. When they turned back there was now thick acrid black smoke rolling out of the computer housing and the flames from underneath intensified even more. The overhead light that was shining down on Tamaric's chamber flickered and then went out as all power to his chamber failed.

Laurel tried to step up to his chamber but the plasma fire was just to hot to get closer than five feet away before one had to put their hands up to shield their face from the heat. Korica could see the side of Tamaric's face and her heart skipped a beat and then started beating very fast. It was the boy in her dreams and he was the one her heart was being drawn towards. She stepped over to the foot of his chamber and she suddenly had the feeling of daja vu as she saw the blue flames shooting up the sides of Tamaric's chamber. She could see that the power interface at the foot of the chamber was melting like running chocolate so there was no chance of a servo drone plugging into it to provide temporary power. Korica started to panic as she realized her future mate and the boy she was falling for was about to be cooked alive if they didn't find a way to get him out. She started to cry as she looked around trying to figure out what to do.

"Mom get him out of there or he's going to die! You got to do something!" Korica yelled over the fire alarm and blowtorch sound of the flames as tears streamed down her face.

Laurel tried to get closer but she could smell her hair singeing so she covered her face and stepped back and now she was starting to panic. It finally struck her. The saltshaker. She could move things by simply thinking about it.

"You two step back!" Laurel said as she stepped right in front of Tamaric's chamber and closed her eyes.

Laurel concentrated on calming her mind and focusing her energy on his chamber. When she tuned out all of the noises she could see her vision becoming tunnel like and she slowly lifted her arms and curled her fingers just like she were reaching out and actually wrapping her arms around his chamber then she started pulling with her hands and she could actually feel the resistance to her motion and she knew it was working. She pulled harder and harder and the heat softened anchor bolts began to distort and stretch. She furrowed her brow and let out a yell as she gave a yank and the bolts could be heard squealing as they stretched then broke with a thud and the chamber slid off of its platform and flew toward Laurel. She dove out of the way as the chamber slammed into the workstation seat across from Tamaric's chamber and then turned sideways as it rebounded.

Laurel got back to her feet and made a scoop shape with her hands and pushed as hard as she could and Tamaric's chamber lifted off the floor and began to float in the air. Jake grabbed Korica's hand and pulled her back as Laurel took several steps back while carrying Tamaric's chamber mentally. When she got to where she could no longer feel the heat from the plasma shooting up out of the whole in the floor she lowered her hands and set the chamber on the floor then stumbled sideways against Tamaric's mother's chamber and breathed heavy. She had a slight hint of a headache as she had concentrated and pushed so hard to carry Tamaric's twelve hundred pound chamber. Korica moved up to his chamber to try and open it but as her hands got close she could feel the heat radiating from the metal and so she didn't try and touch it. Laurel stood back up straight and looked in at Tamaric. He was half submerged and unconscious but he looked calm and Laurel assumed the stasis fluid is probably what prevented him from being burned by the intense heat. Laurel touched Korica's shoulder.

"Step back sweetie. I'm gunna try something."

Korica took a couple of steps back and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Laurel then closed her eyes and focused her mind for a moment then she opened her eyes and looked at the mating surface of the lid and the bottom half of the stasis chamber. She then lifted her arms and pictured herself gouging her fingers into the seam and yanking the lid open as she made claw hooks with her fingers and thrust her hands towards the chamber. The chamber actually scooted away from her slightly and the mating surface curled in like aluminum foil being crushed in the hand. Laurel then made a pulling apart motion with her hands and the lid creaked and groaned and separated and then the transparent aluminum cracked as the lid distorted and peeled up and away like someone peeling an orange. Korica and Jake watched with wide eyes as Laurel peeled the lid further and further back and the lid continued to distort as it curled around the hydraulic locks and lifting mechanisms for the four hundred pound lid.

Laurel finally had the lid torn far enough back to get Tamaric out and so she made flat hands with her palms up and pictured herself sliding her hands under Tamaric's body and he moved around slightly as she made a forward motion with her arms then she made a gentle lifting motion and Tamaric lifted up out of his chamber dripping in warm stasis fluid and he floated up out of his chamber and Laurel took a step back and withdrew her arms slightly and she furrowed her brow as she tried to be gentle with his body. Tamaric floated up and out of chamber and floated out into free space with only his neural transducer cable attaching him to his stasis chamber. Laurel floated him a couple feet away from his still very hot chamber and gently squatted down and laid Tamaric on his back in a pool of stasis fluid that had dripped off of his body into the floor. Once he was lying completely still on the floor Laurel broke her concentration and closed her eyes as her head was now throbbing. It wasn't quite a painful throbbing but she could sense the massive amounts of blood pumping through her brain and she was short of breath, as she wasn't breathing hard enough for how fast her heart was beating. Laurel got a little dizzy and fell onto her butt and leaned back against Tamaric's mother's chamber and closed her eyes as she panted trying to get enough oxygen into her lungs.

Korica went into med tech mode without even thinking about it. She knelt down next to Tamaric and she put her ear up next to his mouth and she could tell he wasn't breathing. Korica leaned back and looked at Tamaric's handsome face and tears rolled down her cheeks as she realized he had drowned in stasis fluid before they could get him out. She leaned down as she cried for him and set her forehead on his damp chest. She cried just for a moment then a wave of determination hit her and she sat up and looked at him and what she needed to do just hit her. She rolled him toward her on his side. She then called out to the AI.

"I need a suction line and a defibrillator drone. I have to get the fluid out of his lungs and I have to get his heart started."

"Behind you Korica." The AI said.

Korica turned and looked directly behind her and the drone meant as a power back up for Tamaric's father's chamber had a small self guiding tube sticking out of a small compartment on its front side. Korica grabbed the end of the line and pulled on it until she had a small amount of the line curled up in the floor. She then pulled down on Tamaric's chin and a small amount of stasis fluid poured out of his mouth and Korica poked the vacuum line into his mouth and the drone initiated a suction as the line fed into his esophagus and began removing the fluid from his airway. Korica then turned Tamaric's head and rolled him onto his stomach then climbed over him straddling his back and sat on him and began pushing from the middle of his back up to his shoulders in a sliding motion trying to clear the fluid from his lungs. She did that same motion several times and each time a small amount of fluid poured out of his mouth and the suction line then cleared his esophagus of any residual fluid. After several gentle sliding pushes up Tamaric's back Korica finally saw no fluid coming out and so climbed off of him and slid her hands under his chest and rolled him over onto his side then she hooked one hand over him and gently rolled him onto his back.

Korica then lifted his neck and pinched his nose closed with the other hand and then gave him five breaths. She then felt his jugular and she felt no pulse so she gave him ten compressions of his chest then gave him five more breaths. She then listened for breathing sounds of which she heard none and then she felt his jugular and she could feel a very faint pulse. She then lifted his neck again and pinched his nose closed and gave him seven breaths at which time she felt him breath back in her face as she was about to give him another breath. She turned her head sideways and listened and she could hear Tamaric breathing on his own even though it was a little gargly. She knew the stasis fluid would dissolve into his lung and throat tissue now that he was breathing on his own.

Korica laid her forehead on Tamaric's chest for a moment then sat up straight on her knees.

"Computer, we need a levitation gurney with a servo drone that can move Tamaric to the med deck. He is breathing but I can't get him to come around."

"It is already on the way. The gurney is too large for the transporters so it is coming in the elevator. It should arrive in about three minutes. You are going to have to sever the ribbon lead to Tamaric's trans dermal interface. Without power I have no way of retracting the tendril leads that are still in his brain. That is why he has not regained consciousness."

Korica got to her feet and then realized that her crotch, butt and inner thighs were now soaked with stasis fluid.

"Yuck! Looks like I peed myself."

Korica stepped up to Tamaric's chamber and pulled on the ribbon lead being careful not to touch the hot metal and when she reached the end of the ribbon she put it up to the jagged edge of the lid and rubbed it back and forth until it sliced through the ribbon lead. She then turned and looked at the intense blue flame blowing out around the glowing white pedestal that Tamaric's chamber had been ripped free from.

"What are we going to do about that?"

Laurel got to her feet and walked up behind Korica and pulled her back against her and put her arms down her front side with her hands resting on her tummy.

"Computer can you shut the plasma flow off?" Laurel asked.

"No. The cutoff valve has fused in the open position and if I shut the flow off further upstream this entire section will loose power."

"Crap! Ok, I have an idea. Stand back honey."

Laurel slid her arms up Korica's front side until they were on her shoulders and then she gently pushed her to her side. Laurel then closed her eyes and started to concentrate on the plasma leaking out of the conduit at close to a thousand psi. She could sense where the plasma was coming from and she formed a pictured in her mind of the end of the conduit collapsing and rolling up like a tube of toothpaste and then being squished flat and the plasma suddenly ceased and the blue flames disappeared and Korica and Jake could hear the conduit collapsing and rolling up in a squeal of hot metal and crunching as the hard magnetic confinement jacket crunched into pieces as Laurel reached out and clasped her hand closed and then rolled it like she was actually grasping the conduit in her hand. When Laurel opened her eyes she could see the fire was out and the pedestal that Tamaric's chamber had been attached to was changing from a bright white color to a bright red color as it started to cool down.

"Laurel, how the hell did you that?" Jake said in a stunned voice.

"I'm honestly not sure. I just pictured it in my mind and then I pushed my hardest and it just happened just as I pictured it."

Laurel then took a step sideways and put her hands on her knees as she leaned over and put her weight on her arms as she breathed deeply trying not to pass out as her head buzzed with neural energy.

"Are you ok mom?" Korica asked as she wiped the last tears from under her eyes.

"No I'm not. Here we are three and a half hours into the shakedown and I've almost lost one of our passengers because of a repair I have procrastinated about getting fixed. And it's not just any passenger it's your husband that I almost got killed by being lazy about my duties. I am so sorry Korica."

"Hay you didn't know. If that star hadn't exploded and slammed into the ship this would have never happened. I think he's going to be ok if we can get that neural interface out of his brain."

Laurel slid down to her butt and put her hands up over her face and started to cry. She was disappointed with herself and scared because she knew if she wouldn't have been able to do what she just did, Tamaric would now be dead. He would have been boiled alive while he slept. Korica's best chance of finding a love of her own would have been gone. She knew it was very close to that happening anyway. Another ten or fifteen seconds and Tamaric's brain would have started to cook like a hard boiled egg. Just as Laurel was feeling maddest at herself the stasis ring revolved around through the black cloud of smoke left over from the computer processor explosion and everyone choked on the noxious acrid soot tasting smoke and then it floated on past them as the ring continued to revolve.

Jake sat down next to Laurel once he stopped coughing and put his hand on Laurel's knee and she pulled her hands down from her face and looked at Jake. He had never seen her eyelashes soaked in tears like this and he didn't like it. It hurt him to see her beautiful eyes swimming in tears and knowing she was in so much emotional pain.

"I almost got him killed Jake. I've been so full of arrogant pride in the job I have been doing that I forgot how my every decision could so easily result in someone's death if I decide not to do something I am supposed to do just because it is difficult. I can't¦I won't ever let this happen again."

Jake put his arm up around Laurel's shoulders and gently pulled her face into his neck.

"I know babe. You had no idea this was going to happen, none of us did. What you did to save Tamaric is nothing short of miraculous Laurel. You are an incredible woman and an incredible captain. Please don't doubt yourself honey. He's going to be ok."

Laurel continued to cry in anger at herself as the levitating gurney and servo drone finally showed up. Jake pushed Laurel back slightly and she sat up straight as Jake kissed the side of her head and then got to his feet and helped Korica unfasten the restraints on the gurney. Jake then squatted down and scooped up Tamaric and stood up and gently laid him down on the gurney. Korica then covered him up with the blanket on the gurney and she and Jake strapped him down tightly so he could ride in the elevator with no gravity without floating off of the gurney. Korica went to follow the gurney and Jake stopped her at first. Laurel then told Jake to let her go with him. "It's her husband after all." she said.

Jake stepped back out of the way and just watched Korica walk away behind the gurney until they disappeared through the exit. Jake then squatted back down beside Laurel.

"Laurel, you and I can't run this ship just the two of us. We need Korica in order to finish the shakedown run."

Laurel stopped crying and sucked the anger deep down inside and wiped the tears from her face. She then forced herself to get to her feet and took a deep breath and wiped the rest of the tears out from under her eyes.

"I know we need her. I was too humiliated to have her standing here looking at me Jake."

"Ok. What about this mess?" Jake said pointing to the destroyed stasis chamber with its lid peeled back like a tin can.

"There is no chance of fixing that thing. It's junk. And the stasis co processor is also wasted. It's going to take weeks to fix the damage and with the control feed conduits ruptured and the adjacent plasma supply conduit pinched closed we are never going to be able to put another stasis chamber here unless we shut this whole section down in order to drain the plasma conduit and replace the damaged valves and plumbing. We are going to have to put Tamaric in either my or your stasis chamber or the emergency chamber up in med bay four that was assembled to keep Mark alive. That's if we can figure out how to get the neural leads out of Tamaric's brain without killing him."

"Between you and Korica I would say he is in pretty good hands. You guys will figure out a way." Laurel managed a small grin at the compliment.

Laurel then took Jake's hand and the two headed for the exit leaving the mess for the servo drones to clean up. As the two stepped out of the stasis ring Jake decided to distract Laurel from her destructive self defeating frame of mind.

"Laurel did you see the look on Korica's face when she looked at Tamaric? I think she's already in love with him. She got all dreamy eyed."

"Yah I saw that. I was really impressed with how she revived him too. She seemed to know exactly what to do with a drowning victim. I am so proud of her."

The two then stepped up onto the transport platform and Jake touched the indicator for the med deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash the two disappeared and then found themselves standing in the corridor to the med bays. As they stepped off of the transport platform the AI simply said, "Med bay three." And the two walked down the corridor and through the pressure door while continuing to talk.

"We are going to have to give Korica the time and space to get to know her mate." Jake said.

"I know Jake. I know what that first infatuation is like. It's all consuming and intoxicating. I don't plan on fighting it much as long as we can still get our work done. Like you said, we can't fly this ship without her."

The two then stepped into med bay three and Korica was standing right next to Tamaric just staring at his face. He was on the exam table and it now had side rails and he had an intravenous line in his arm that led up to a bag of clear liquid hanging in a small compartment in the back wall above him and he had an oxygen mask on his face and he was wrapped up in a blanket and the metal mesh cap was gone revealing relatively long dark blond hair. Korica immediately ran up to Laurel and she threw her arms around her and a tear crept down her face and dropped off of the side of her chin.

"He's in a coma mom. He won't come out of it until we can get the neural tendrils out of his brain. One of them is tapped into his hypothalamus. And one is attached to his pituitary gland. What are we gunna do?" Korica said as she pointed to the scan being projected near the ceiling.

The scan was showing a real time view of his brain with hundreds of tendrils spider webbing throughout his brain and as Korica had said there were dense clusters in his hypothalamus and in and around his pituitary gland deep in his brain. Laurel looked at the scan as she gently stroked the side of Korica's head, which was flat against her lower chest.

"We are going to have to rewire the interface ribbon so the computer can instruct all of those tendrils to retract. There's no other way."

Korica pulled her head back and looked up at Laurel.

"You know there are over a thousand individual wires in that ribbon that are the size of a hair that would have to be¦rewired or whatever?"

"I never said it was going to be easy. He's stable right?"

"Yes. His respiration and pulmonary functions are strong and steady but one of the areas that are being affected is the part of his brain that controls his ability to produce adrenaline. It's a miracle that I was able to get his heart beating using CPR. Defibrillators would have never worked without injecting adrenaline straight into his heart."

"I know it was close honey. Look, you need to get changed, your bottom is covered in stasis fluid and we really have to get back to the shakedown run."

"Please don't make me leave Laurel. I really want to stay with him."

Laurel let go of Jake's hand and knelt down in front of Korica.

"Korica, there is nothing we can do for Tamaric right now and you have to consider your duty to the ship. We have to get this done so we can get home honey."

Korica looked down and sniffed and then took a deep breath then looked Laurel straight in the eyes.

"I love him mom. I don't know how but I¦I just feel it. I'll go back to work but I'm coming back ok?"

"Ok honey. I can feel what's in your heart. I know you love him baby. You can come back after we are done with the shakedown ok?"

"Kay."

Laurel then stood up and Korica walked over to Tamaric and leaned over the side rail and kissed his cheek then she walked back over to Laurel and grinned up at her.

"That was sweet honey. He will be fine here until you come back."

"Computer will you let us know if there is any change in Tamaric's condition?"

"Of course Korica. I'll take good care of him. He is in no immediate danger."

The three then turned and exited the med bay and made their way back to the transport platform and transported back up to the command deck in a blue flash and then stepped down and exited the transport compartment. Korica went to her quarters and changed her clothes then joined Jake and Laurel who had waited for her in the common area and the three went to the bridge together. Korica took her seat with a heavy heart. She had to fight the feeling that she was abandoning Tamaric when he needed her most. Laurel took her seat and she was also trying to swallow down some very intense emotions. She was feeling like this whole incident was her fault. Laurel took a deep breath and haled Hirema down in the negative matter reactor control room.

"Hirema, was any one hurt?"

"No, everyone has checked in and aside from some bruises that will heal quickly everyone is fine."

"Thank god. Are you ready to give it another try?" Laurel's voice sounded small and unsteady.

"Yes. We have made our adjustments. How is you crewman? The AI told us what was going on."

"He is going to live. It was really close."

Laurel didn't want to say anything else about what had happened and especially what she had managed to do to save Tamaric. She was afraid it would frighten the shakedown crew if they knew what she was capable of.

"Are you sure you don't want to take a little break?"

"No. I want to get back to work. What happened had nothing to do with the shakedown. There were damaged components that were shaken loose by the shockwave."

"Ok. We are ready to try again then. Please chose another location one hundred light years away and take us out."

"Understood. Go ahead and find us a star Korica."

"Yes mam."

Korica touched the icon for the science station next to her and the science station moved to the forefront, as did the star map on her upper display. She found another random star being labeled the Trigdar system and it was one hundred six light years away. This star had an occupied world fourth in the system out from a yellow single star only seven percent larger than Earth's star. Korica extracted the coordinates and then brought the navigation back to the forefront and plotted and laid in the coordinates and then turned to Jake and nodded to him. Korica then brought the sensors back to the forefront and made a deep scan and found a vessel of some kind about thirty degrees to starboard of their planned course but it was heading away from the system so she knew it would be no factor.

Jake then started introducing the quantum gravity from the negative matter reactor into the gravity well in incrementally stronger pulses and the space ahead behaved exactly as before making the stars seem to wink out and then there was the distorting white line that twisted like melting glass and then the Future began to move faster toward the developing wormhole and then when the distortion drew in and collapsed into the funnel shaped object with smooth rounded edges the Future shot into the opening as the engines came up to full power as Jake slid the thrust up with his fingertip. The ship shuddered ever so slightly and the feeling of intense acceleration was quickly washed away. Korica switched back to her navigational controls and centered the Future in the tunnel of strangely distorted light then locked in the coordinates one last time and then set the flight characteristics into the flight computer and handed control over to the AI.

Korica then seemed to drift away from what she was doing as she watched the light show dancing on the giant view screen at the front of the bridge as the Future scooted through the wormhole at ever increasing speeds. Laurel noticed Korica's distracted attention and she was a little concerned. Laurel decided to reach out to Korica so she sent a particularly intense push of her love toward her and Korica giggled and clutched her tummy and then turned and looked at Laurel.

"I love you baby. You got to try and keep your mind on your work ok?"

"I love you too mom. I'm sorry; I'm just worried about Tamaric. I feel like I've found what I've been searching for all this time and I could lose him after all if we don't figure something out."

"I know it's got to be hard honey. Tell you what, after this jump is done we will break for lunch early and after you eat you can go spend an hour so with him while we prepare for the next jump ok?"

"I would really like that. It feels good to be close to him even if he is in a coma. Thank you."

"You're welcome sweetheart. Now help me monitor the sub systems ok?"

"Ok." Korica smiled big at Laurel and then spun back around and got back to work with a grin on her face.

Laurel then closed her eyes and quieted her mind and went back to work. The three went about their duties for a little over two hours at which time the Future exited the artificial tunnel in a bright flash that caught everyone by surprise making them lift their hands towards the view screen. Jake slid the thrust slider down to fifty percent and Korica quickly got a fix on their position. They were only a few million kilometers away from their target coordinates. They were on the opposite side of the sun from the inhabited planet and so in no danger of being spotted at the moment. Korica plotted a new course to take them out of the solar system away from the sun and the inhabited planet and then she looked at Jake and nodded and he slid the thrusters up to 100% and the gravity well developed in front of the Future and they quickly accelerated away from the system at 7.23 times the speed of light.

Laurel then Haled Hirema down in the negative matter core control room.

"Yes captain, this is Hirema?"

"Hello Hirema. We were close, but still just a little off course when we exited into the Trigdor system. I'll send down the final coordinates we arrived at in comparison to the coordinates we were aiming for."

"That would be helpful. I think just a slight adjustment to the wave-guide stabilizers should fix the problem. I will let you know when we are ready to try again."

"That sounds good Hirema. We are going to break for lunch in the meantime. It should give you a couple of hours to do what you need."

"Thank you captain Kade. Maybe we will take a lunch break as well."

"That's probably a good idea. I would assume the next jump will be a full power maximum distance jump?"

"That's correct. If you want to chose a star five hundred light years out before you go to lunch that will be our next goal."

"Understood. Bridge out."

Laurel then closed the channel and told Korica to go ahead and choose a star that isn't too close to any systems that are labeled as dangerous and hostilely occupied. Korica brought the science stations controls to the forefront and chose a system called the Dertian system. It was at least ten light years from any hostile species and would provide a five hundred light year jump. She extracted the coordinates then brought up the navigation system and plotted and laid in the coordinates then she logged off of her station. Laurel then asked Jake if he would take Korica to get something to eat. Jake gladly accepted the assignment and so logged off his station and he and Korica made their way to the mess hall to eat lunch together. Laurel stayed and monitored the sensors and the sub systems that so far were working harder than usual but were showing no signs of failure being imminent.

Jake and Korica enjoyed a hardy lunch without saying too much to one another. When the meal was finished Korica asked if she could go spend some time with Tamaric. Jake asked her if she had run it by Laurel and when she told him that it was Laurel who told her she could go see him after lunch he agreed that she could go. Jake walked with her to the transport compartment then gave her a kiss and told her he would see her after a while. He then went to the bridge and relieved Laurel so she could go get something to eat while Jake monitored the systems and sensors.

Fifteen minutes later Laurel returned and the two set up for the long jump. Laurel knew this would push the systems to their maximum and if anything were going to fail it would be during this run. Once they had everything set Laurel set a new subroutine so that the star drive could be engaged with the touch of a single button. The automated systems should be able to open a wormhole automatically and take the Future in at just the right time if everything worked the way it was designed to. Laurel then logged off her station and had Jake watch the bridge while she went down to the med deck to see how Korica was doing.

When Laurel arrived on deck twelve she made her way down the corridor and she could hear Korica's voice so she walked up to the open door to med bay three very quietly and stopped just at the door and peeked in. Korica had a data pad and she was reading to Tamaric. Laurel grinned and stood for a moment listening. Korica was reading in English from a story that Laurel had never heard before. She waited a few moments longer listening to her read before she stepped into the room. Korica stopped reading and looked up at Laurel.

"Hi mom. I was just reading to Tamaric. Is it time?"

"No, you have a little time if you want."

Laurel pulled up a chair that was next to the wall by the door and scooted it over next to Korica then had a seat.

"Go ahead and finish the chapter you're reading right now. I'll stay with you while you read."

"Kay Thanks." Korica said smiling big.

Korica went back to reading the story until she reached the end of the chapter. She then turned off the data pad and stood up and leaned over the side rail and gave Tamaric a kiss on the cheek. When she turned back to look at Laurel she noticed a strange look on her face.

"What? Did I do something wrong?"

"No of course not honey. It just struck me that when Tamaric wakes up he is going to have absolutely no idea who you are. Doesn't that kind of worry you that you're letting yourself get so attached to someone who you really don't know?"

"He is going to be my husband. He deserves my respect and admiration. I don't know how but he is going to fall in love with me. I'm just getting a head start."

Laurel chuckled and took Korica's hand in hers.

"Ok sweetie. Just don't be hurt if he doesn't reciprocate those feelings right away, ok?"

"I know he will have to get to know me first. You don't think he he's going to¦dislike me do you?"

"God no baby. You are a stunning young woman and an absolute sweetheart. Maybe I shouldn't have said anything. I seem to be confusing you."

"You are¦a little. I can't help but love him Laurel. He is going to be my mate and my friend for the rest of my life¦plus he's awful cute. I just like how he looks."

"Fair enough. I'll admit he is very cute. I just hope he lives up to your expectations."

"I hope he loves me as much as Jake loves you. You two have a love and a mutual respect that I want."

"Well, he's not going to be an Jake Myers. There is only one of those and he is mine."

"I know. I can hope though."

"Hope drives the heart baby. Come on, we have to get back up to the bridge so we can get this last test done."

"Ok. By Tamaric, I'll come back tonight before I go to bed."

The two then departed for the command deck while holding each other's hand for comfort. When they stepped onto the bridge Jake smiled at the two and they sat down and prepared for the longest jump yet. When everything was set Laurel called down to Hirema to make sure everything was ready.

"Hirema is your team in place and ready?"

"We sure are captain."

"Ok, we are going to initiate this jump with the automated systems engaged. We were engaging the star drive manually last time."

"That 's a good idea. We are ready when you are."

"We have plotted a course for the Ditrian system. It is almost exactly five hundred light years away and we shouldn't run into any dangerous or hostile species once we emerge into normal space."

"Sounds ideal."

"Stand by for star drive activation. Go ahead and engage the star drive Jake."

"Eye captain."

Jake touched a single command and the antimatter reactors came up to full power and directed the gravitational waves through the wave guide amplifiers and then the negative matter core charged itself up to almost full power and it intensified the gravity well with impulses thousands of times stronger than anything seen before. The engines then slowly started to ramp up and just as the gravity well collapsed into a tunnel the Future shot down the tunnel and cork screwed for a moment then with several blasts of the thrusters it maintained a perfectly steady flight down the middle of the tunnel. Korica double-checked their trajectory and heading and they were spot on so she made no attempt to correct their flight path. Korica leaned back in her chair and after a moment swiveled around and looked at Laurel.

"You know, with all this automation the ship is doing all of the work while we just wait for something to go wrong?"

"I know. The whole point to these systems is to establish a system that can virtually run without human intervention for days and maybe even years at a time. Asaria hinted at that very possibility if everything worked as Oberot hoped it would."

"That¦what the heck are we supposed to do if the ship can run itself?"

"You can get back to your studies and maybe¦just maybe¦you can actually play a little more than you get to right now."

"Really? We won't have to sit here for nine or ten hours just watching the ship do its thing?"

"No. My quarters are right across the hall so I am seconds away if something should go wrong. You still need to finish your PT exam for your ensign qualifications. You are going to have to practice with Mark in order to get into shape."

"I'm really going to have the free time to do that?"

"Yes honey. We will all stand a duty cycle each day but only one of us at a time. That will give you three days to do what you want until your next duty day."

"What are you going to do? Won't you go nuts without working every minute of every day?"

"Hay! I'm not that much of a work nut! I have a lot of research to do. I have to develop a stasis chamber built for two; I have to find a way for a Draximan and a Human to have a baby. I also have to find a way to make the chair work from the Milky Way galaxy. I also need to figure out a wake sequence for the rest of the crew. I need to decide who comes out first."

"You have plenty of time to figure out how to make it possible for me to get pregnant. I'm in no big hurry to start¦you know¦having kids."

"I know that Korica. It is likely going to take me a very long time to figure it out and I will need to experiment a little."

"Experiment? On me?"

"No silly, I would never do that. We can talk about it in private later on."

"Wait¦you want¦you need my eggs to experiment with don't you?"

"Yes. Is that going to be a problem?"

"No, not really. I'm not using them. They just go away if they aren't used right?"

"Kind of. They are passed out of the body during the menstrual cycle. You sure you want to be discussing this right now?"

"I don't care if dad hears. You're going to tell him anyways right?"

"Probably."

"So what's the difference?"

"Good point. Ok, I need to find out exactly what it is that makes us incompatible as a species. I know the basic physical differences and those are just the outward differences. There are going to be fundamental differences in our genes that need to be identified and corrected for. You have a double helix DNA strand just like humans do so the basic building block is arranged right I just have to figure out what protein sequences and nuclear peptides are misaligned for fertilization to occur when the sperm meets the egg."

"Wait that brings up the point of who you are going to use to experiment with?"

"What? Whose sperm you mean?"

"Yes."

"I don't know. I hadn't thought about it. I suppose it isn't really important until I am ready to fertilize an egg beyond the first division of cells."

"It is to me."

"I'm sorry Korica. I didn't realize you would have an opinion one way or the other. Ok, whose would you like me to use? Tamaric's?"

"Preferably."

"Uh¦ok, you do realize how that works right?"

"Yes. I am a level three med tech and I¦oooh¦I see what you're saying, he has to volunteer a sample huh?"

"Exactly. You want to ask him to give a sample?"

"Uhm¦not as soon as he wakes up, but eventually? Sure. Maybe I'll help him deliver it."

"Korica! Geeze! Let's not get ahead of ourselves. There are ways to extract it involuntarily but I would really rather have his permission."

"Me too. I'm not going to just take anything from him without asking first."

"The first experiments are going to be to simply see how your eggs react to Human sperm. I am sure there is a reactive self defense mechanism preventing cross species blending. I need to identify that characteristic and stop it from killing the sperm or blocking the sperm from reaching the heart of the egg so it can deposit its genetic information. That is what I learned how to do from the information given to us at the banquette. The rest is going to be very complicated. Once that issue is overcome I will need to figure out which genetic traits to tweak a little. Some of yours will need to be changed and some of the Human markers will have to be changed slightly to make our species truly compatible at the fundamental level."

"I don't even have any idea how you would go about doing that."

"Well luckily I do. I might be able to come up with a gene therapy that I could introduce into Tamaric's bloodstream and yours that would change his and your genetic coding very subtly so you and he could conceive in the traditional manner."

"You mean through normal intercourse?"

"Yes. That is the traditional manner. Failing that I could possibly use in-vitro fertilization. I could fertilize one of your eggs with Tamaric's sperm and then stabilize the embryo and when I am sure it is a healthy viable embryo I could simply implant it in your uterus."

"I think I would rather the other way. The traditional manner."

"Well so would I honey. I just don't know yet if that will ever be possible. I am going to work very hard on this and I won't give up until I find a way for it to be possible for you to be a mother someday one way or the other."

"Thank you Laurel. I would like that. I thought I was giving all of that up when I decided to stay with you and Jake."

"I don't want you to have to sacrifice everything that makes being a woman worth all of the headaches of being a woman in the first place."

"I think I understand that. Isn't building the new stasis chamber for two going to be more important than my ability to have children?"

"Kind of. You are very important to me Korica. Your happiness now and in the future is almost more important than my very survival. I am going to work on both issues at the same time."

"I see. I kind of look forward to a time when we don't have to work so hard all the time."

"That time is closer than you might think. I would guess we are going to be in transit to the Milky Way for a very long time at a very high rate of speed. We will have a lot of time to kill."

"How long do you think it will take?"

"I honestly don't know. It is over four hundred thousand light years. You just don't make that kind of trip overnight. I would guess anywhere from a couple of months to a couple of years. It might even take so long that we should all go back into stasis. If the latter is the case, I have to get the stasis chamber for Jake and I completed before we can do that. Tamaric can then use my chamber or Jake's and you will go back into your own chamber."

"I hope we don't have to do that. I want to spend some time getting to know my Tamaric."

"Your Tamaric?"

"I¦yah, my Tamaric. If he is going to marry me or whatever then he is mine and I am his."

"Wow, ok. Well it is going to be a little while until we get the help we need to get home and once we figure out how to remove the neural interface from his skull you will get to know him. Look, worse case scenario is that we get home on our own. I have calculated that it would take around eight hundred jumps of five hundred light years each with an hour or so between jumps for the reactor to cool down. It would take us a little under a year to get to the Milky Way. The only problem is what year it will be when we arrive. I really like the idea of arriving when we were originally supposed to. We just don't have any way of doing that ourselves. The tel pok maron are our best chance of doing that. Plus if something went wrong with the star drive, we could end up in deep space with a trip of a million years ahead of us with no way to fix the problem."

"I don't want to take that kind of chance." Korica said. "If what the AI told us is true, well then we obviously are going to get the help we need to get to the past. That is if the timeline isn't broken resulting in an alternate time line in which things turn out far different."

"That's very good Korica. You understand linear timelines and time paradoxes?"

"Yes. I understand our timeline and how it has to flow as it was supposed to in order for what the AI said to be true. I know that is probably why you wouldn't tell Oberot much about what is happening right now, you didn't want to say anything that would make us do something different from what you remembered as happening."

"I'm proud of you for even understanding that much honey. When you start messing with converging timelines it gets really complicated and weird. Computer, do you know how much Oberot told us that we do not remember?"

"Most of your conversations about future events were in private either in your quarters or while connected mentally. I do know that he told you about the fire under Tamaric's chamber and he said that you made him swear he would not let you intervene. I would assume you needed the crisis in order to realize what you are truly capable of."

"Someone could have just told me what I can do."

"Would you know how to do what you can do if someone had just told you that you can rip a stasis chamber from its anchor bolts and peel its lid open with your mind not to mention stopping a leaking pressurized plasma conduit the way you did?"

"I suppose not. Was anything shared about how to help Tamaric?"

"Not to my knowledge, but like I said most of your conversations were in private so I do not know everything that was revealed to Oberot by you and in turn back to you. I am working on an adapter the will allow a temporary connection to the ribbon still attached to Tamaric's trans dermal neural interface pad. His wake sequence was interrupted at a key stage in the wake sequence so there are more concerns than just retracting the synaptic connections. He needs to be taken through the proper wake sequence or he will suffer permanent brain trauma."

"Laurel I hate to interrupt you but I am getting some disturbing readings from the engines." Jake said. "The number four main engine is oscillating a little. The thrust is wavering by about twelve percent."

Laurel pushed her display screens out of the way and got up and stepped over to Jake's station and looked over his shoulder at his readings. The number four engine was indeed loosing power then pulsing back up to full power only to fall back to 88% for a few moments then it would pulse back up to 100%. As if on cue as she was about to say something a call came up from the antimatter reactor and engine control room.

"Bridge, this is Triesta in the engine room calling?"

"Yes Triesta. Go ahead." Laurel said.

"We are having a problem with the modulator control circuit for the main engines. I need to shut the entire automation center down so I can replace the faulty components."

"Understood. I take it you brought spares with you?"

"Yes. The repairs should only take about thirty minutes and then we can get underway again. I will need the main engines taken completely off line in the mean time."

"I understand. Jake please take us out of hyperspace."

"Hyperspace?"

"I don't know what else to call it. Space is being stretched and expanded in front of us and collapsed and compressed behind us."

"I kind of like it. Sounds science fictiony." Jake said as he touched the command to reduce the energy being injected into the gravity well.

"Nice! Just get us stopped please." Laurel said chuckling.

"Eye captain." Jake said with a smile.

As the space in front of the Future quit expanding the ship quickly decelerated to ten times the speed of light then quickly decelerated even further as Jake slowly slid the thrust sliders down to zero percent power. The stars visible outside stopped looking like rainbow colored daggers and looked more like white streaks as they continued to slow even further. When the forward speed indicator relayed a speed of less than the speed of light the stars finally looked recognizable as stars moving quickly by in the periphery view and steady glowing in the forward view. Laurel then stepped over behind Korica.

"Run a sweep Korica, we need to find out where we are and if we are alone."

"I'm already on it. We are near the Terandon system. We appear to be alone at the moment but I don't think that is going to last very long. The Terandons are very territorial and we are deep in their space without permission."

"Crap! Did you hear that Triesta?"

"Yes I did. I'll try and be quick."

"Thank you." Laurel said as she moved back to her seat and pulled her displays back in front of her and tilted them back at a good viewing angle.

She brought up the sensor data on her own screen to her left and monitored the communications frequencies on her right screen. It only took five minutes for the sensors to detect a rather large craft approaching at three times the speed of light from astern. Laurel knew an encounter was immanent and only seconds away. Laurel looked at the shield strength and she knew with them holding steady at 100% they were in no real danger.

"Captain we have company. They are approaching from astern. They will intercept us in¦ seven seconds." Korica said.

"I saw that. Thank you Korica."

"What are we going to do?"

"There's nothing we can do honey. With the engines off line we can't arrest our drift or outrun them. Just be ready to transmit our coalition identifiers when I signal you. Human first then the Draximan identifier."

"Yes mam."

Korica quickly retrieved the identifier codes and sent them to the communication station then got up and moved over to the communication station and opened them and set them to transmit at the touch of a button. She then monitored the open frequencies and she almost immediately detected an incoming hale.

"They are haling us Laurel." Korica said.

"I can see that. Do we have their language loaded into the translator circuit?"

"No. It will take me a minute to locate it in the new data core and upload it into the AI's active memory core."

"Crap. No you are going to have to talk to them. Tell them who we are and be honest about what we are doing here."

"Ok."

"Go ahead and open a channel Korica."

Korica opened the transmitter circuit and they could hear a male voice speaking in Dramaly, one of the more common dialects of the Terandon civilization.

"Unidentified vessel, come to a halt and state your business in our space. This is the Calif one calling to the unidentified vessel. If you do not halt and identify yourselves we will consider you hostile and open fire on you."

Korica looked at Laurel with a look of concern and Laurel nodded at her once. Korica took a deep breath then let it out and then replied in Dramaly.

"This is the Earth vessel Future. We did not mean to trespass into your space. We are field-testing some new equipment and we have had a small malfunction in one of our control apparatuses. We had to take our engines offline to make some repairs. We cannot stop our drift at the moment. We mean no harm or ill intent and as soon as we have our repairs complete we will leave your space." Korica said.

All three sat watching the forward viewer that was still showing nothing as the craft was still approaching from astern. There was no reply until a strange twang could be heard, like someone smacking a high tension steel cable while it is drawn tight. Laurel looked at the sensor data and could see that the shields had registered a small energy spike in the rear quadrant. There were then two more of the strange sounding twangs that echoed through out the ship. Korica got up stepped over to the sensor and shield station and analyzed the energy spike. She could tell there was a high-energy plasma discharge of some kind striking the shields but there was absolutely no danger as the energy was completely absorbed and dissipated. Korica stepped up next to Laurel and whispered to her, as she knew the transmitter was still active.

"They are firing on us but we are in no danger. The shields didn't even waver in the slightest."

Laurel nodded and touched her cheek with a slight grin and then pointed to the communication station and Korica went back to her station. Laurel decided she was going to have to be a little more aggressive as that is how these people think. She gave a gentle push to Jake and he put his hand on his stomach and turned and looked at her and she pointed to the weapons station. She then sent a thought to him.

"Deploy the weapon so they can see it when they come around the bow but don't charge it." Laurel thought.

"Ok, if you're sure." Jake thought in return.

"I am. I have no intention of firing on them. I just want to show them a strong face if you will." Laurel thought back to him.

Jake stood up quickly and stepped over to the weapons station and activated the deployment controller then went back to his station. They could all hear the weapon bay door ratcheting open and after a moment they could see the triple barrel coming into view on the forward sensor as the weapon slid out into place and then with a thud locked into its forward carriage. Almost at the same instant the Calif 1 swung around in front of the Future and matched her forward drift speed while flying in reverse.

The craft was very large with a swooping wing like shape to the whole ship that looked like a sail full of wind that had deliberately placed holes in it. There were longitudinal separations in the sail shape that had curved smooth edges to them and the trailing edge of the craft came to a razor sharp edge with points out on the tips that pointed back. The main body of the craft all blended back into a tail section that came out from under the main sail like structure into a smaller sail like structure with two enormous engine nacelles hanging under it. There were rows of round windows along the leading edge of the main fuselage that seemed to have metallic shutters closed over them at the moment. The whole ship was a gleaming silver color as the Future's forward floodlights reflected off of its hull in an almost twinkling manner. Under the main sail like structure there were two very large weapons that seemed to be glowing a dull red color from within the tips of the barrels.

The three sat staring at the very impressive looking ship waiting to see what they did next. Laurel reached over and performed a deep penetrating scan and she could see that there were at least a thousand individuals on the Calif 1. They had shields of a sort but they were very weak when compared to the Future's. Laurel knew that a single medium power blast from the Future's weapon would devastate the Calif 1. Laurel could detect a small reflective energy in the forward quadrant of the Future's shields and she assumed the Calif 1 was attempting to perform a scan of her own but the shields were reflecting the energy back into space. After a moment the voice spoke again in a much more even tone suggesting that the shields and very nasty looking weapon hanging out of the bow of the Future had the desired effect.

"I am unable to confirm your statement as to your engines sustaining any damage. Will you transmit a visual signal? I wish to confer with your leader."

Laurel sighed quietly. She knew from the knowledge passed to her by the chair of knowledge that the Terandons were a patriarchal society and strict rules of conduct would have to be followed if no insult was to be perceived. Laurel pushed her displays to the side and stood up then knelt down on one knee and crossed her wrists on her knee then looked at Korica who was staring at the Calif 1 on the main view screen. Laurel sent a gentle push to her and Korica looked over at her and realized that as a female she had to assume the same submissive and respective posture. She quickly got up and knelt down and crossed her wrists over her knee and then Laurel waved Jake over. Jake got up and stepped over next to Laurel and stood right beside her facing forward. Laurel then nodded at Korica and she reached over and touched the visual feed command and sent the signal through the transmitter while accepting the incoming visual feed through a filter and then up to the main view screen.

An image of what Korica thought was a very unattractive male figure standing in front of four other male figures appeared on the view screen. The man did not at all look like a human or Draximan. He had protruding cheek bones and a bony ridge on his forehead and his hair was a dishwater brown color and it had several thick dreadlock like strands that seemed haphazard in their position and his skin was very dark and almost an orange color and very leathery looking. He had yellow eyes that only had a circular area of yellow color around the very outer edges of his eyes and the centers were a light blue color with a dark black pupil at their center. The man was wearing what was very obviously a military uniform that hung on pointed and narrow shoulders and he had a thick neck that had some kind of rank insignia band around it, looking like a dog collar to Laurel. Their uniforms were a dusty brown color with a dingy white collar and shoulder boards. The view screen only showed the men to just above their waists so it was a little hard to tell just how tall they actually were. The bridge behind them was full of lights and dials and buttons that were being manned by some individuals with their backs to the camera. They also had the dreadlock looking hair. It seemed to just be how their hair grew.

Laurel looked up at the man and fought hard not to react to his shocking appearance. She assumed that she might be just as shocking to him, maybe even ugly to him.

"I am lieutenant commander Laurel Kade. I am the captain of the Future. This is my mate and second in command, commander Jake Myers."

Jake bowed slightly while maintaining eye contact.

"That is my daughter, ensign Korica Prentor." Korica lifted her hand without looking up knowing it would be a sign of disrespect for a female to look him in the eyes without being directly addressed.

"I am Omage Darten. I am the first fortan of the Calif one. This is Doron, Rasal, Torma, and Jorlath. They are my first second and third prime arctols. Jorlath is my control engineer. You are not a full-grown? You barely look to be beyond a child."

"I am indeed very young but I am not a child. I assure you I have the learning of a full grown and then some."

"Why is it you resist our attempts to verify your claims of incapacity?"

"I mean no disrespect, we do not allow others to peer into our vessel as they please. The shields also keep us safe from cosmic radiation¦and unwarranted weapons fire."

"I see you are ready to return fire. If you are just here by accident why the show of force? What is your business in our space?"

"I simply wanted to show that we are capable of defending our selves if necessary. We mean you no harm. Our weapon is not even charged, unlike yours."

"You are drifting, as you call it into a sensitive area. We have a weapon testing facility twelve leagues from here. Our enemies would like to know what we are up to in this part of space. We would rather that not happen. You must halt and turn around or you risk being fired upon by much more powerful ships than the Calif one."

"We are working on doing just that Omage. We only need a little more time to complete our repairs and we will¦"

"You will comply or you will be destroyed! Turn your ship around now!"

Laurel could tell that she was being seen as a disobedient child and an insignificant little girl at the same time. Laurel looked at Korica who was still looking at the floor and she gave her a gentle push of emotion and she looked over at her. Laurel then sent her a thought.

"Send the identifier honey. They aren't going to listen to a girl no matter what I say."

Korica nodded and turned to the communication controls without standing up and touched the transmit button for the coalition security identifiers.

"Perhaps this will clarify things Omage."

Omage turned and looked down as a tone was heard and his whole demeanor instantly changed as his mouth fell open. He then turned to someone unseen and nodded and the image of the Calif 1 in the bottom corner of the big view screen showed that the red glow in their weapons began to fade to black.

"I apologize captain Kade. I had no idea you were of the elder race. You transmitted two identifiers. Can you please explain?"

"My daughter is from Draxima. Her people are members of the coalition of advanced races as are my people, the Humans of Earth."

"I see. Please rise captain Kade, and your Daughter ensign Prentor too. You will of course be allowed free passage through our space. Please forgive my aggressive greeting to you and your crew. We have had many violations of our space as our enemies attempt to spy on us."

Laurel and Korica stood up and Korica took her seat.

"As you can probably guess, we have no interest in your weapons or any other private business of yours. We have access to and possession of weapons far more advanced than anything you could possibly imagine. We simply want to fix our engines and then be on our way."

"Of course. So the elder race built the Future?"

"No. The people of Earth built the Future, the elder race just made her faster and stronger. It is those modifications that we are in the process of testing."

"And if I may ask, do all of the people of¦Earth look like you?"

"Well not exactly like me but they have the same basic appearance."

Laurel then pointed to the weapons station and looked at Jake and he nodded and stepped down from the platform Laurel's chair is mounted to and he touched the command to retract the weapon. Omage looked off to the side of his current position as the weapon withdrew back into its bay and the door ratcheted closed then slid in and sealed itself shut blending in to the forward hull completely.

"You and your ship are both very beautiful and very impressive. I wish you luck and good travels."

"Thank you Omage. I would suggest that you move off a fair distance. I do not know how you measure distance but when we bring our star drive online there will be some gravitational effects that could be dangerous to any ships in close proximity. I completely understand if you need to keep an eye on us until we depart but I would really recommend that you do it at a great distance away."

"Of course. I appreciate the warning captain. We will move off to a safe distance. If we are still to close please just call us and let us know."

"I'll do that Omage. Safe journeys to you and crew. You have a very beautiful and impressive ship as well."

Laurel then nodded to Korica and she closed the channel and Omage disappeared and the Calif 1 filled the whole screen again. The Calif 1 then banked off to starboard and flew away at a casual pace until it was so far away that it took the enhanced sensors to even see the ship. It then turned facing the Future and stayed at over one million kilometers off to their starboard while matching the Future's forward drift while flying sideways. Laurel sat down and breathed a sigh of relief.

"Did you see the way his whole attitude changed when Korica flashed our identifier to him?" Jake said. "He was ready to destroy us until he saw that. Now I see what Oberot meant by we would be shown a level of reverence and respect that would not other wise be offered."

"Yah, I think he kind of pissed himself when he realized he was essentially firing on the elder race." Laurel said.

"I am again impressed with your ability to conduct first contacts in a peaceful and mature manner captain." The AI said out of the blue. "I honestly do not think captain Alexan would have handled that as well. Nicely done."

"Thank you Future. I take that as high praise coming from you."

"I hope you do not mind that I was sending a video feed to the rest of the shakedown crew so they could see what was going on?"

"No, that's perfectly fine. They should see how we conduct ourselves with the knowledge and technology they have given us. We could have blatantly destroyed the Calif 1 without any effort but that is not how Humans behave. We didn't even have to observe their customs but we are representing the elder race now and I want them to be seen with respect and as respectful to their galactic neighbors."

"Well said. Spoken like a truly advanced race if I have ever heard one." The AI said.

"Thank you again."

It was only a few minutes later that Triesta called up to report completion of her task.

"Bridge, this is Triesta?"

"This is Laurel, go ahead Triesta."

"I have the modulator replaced. I'm sorry I couldn't replace it any faster. You handled yourself very admirably just the same. We are ready to go anytime you are."

"Thank you Triesta. Korica you want to take us out on our original course?"

"Yes mam." Korica said with a smile.

Korica gave one last scan on their forward path and then locked the previous coordinates into the computer then looked over at Jake and nodded to him. Jake then turned and touched a single icon and the antimatter reactors began cycling up and the engines started throttling up to 100% all without him touching anything. Then the computer started ramping up the negative matter core and more energy started being dumped into the gravity well in ever increasing intensities until the space in front of the Future darkened and then twisted as before and then folded into the funnel shape with bright blue and green smooth edges and the Future then shot into the tunnel and from Omage's perspective the huge ship spiraled into a bluish green cloud and then in a flash disappeared altogether and the bluish green cloud just faded away into nothing.

Once the ship was centered in the tunnel and space was collapsing behind the Future and expanding in front of her evenly Korica moved her hands away from the override controls and watched as the AI made the same subtle course corrections that she would have. Korica leaned back and stretched her arms up over her head and took a deep breath.

"You bored Korica?" Laurel asked smiling.

"No¦well maybe a little. Everything is so automated that the ship really doesn't need us anymore."

"You know, that is how the Future was designed to operate in the first place. It was supposed to take fifty years to get to the Future planet with only one crewman awake to monitor and repair the simple stuff that the servo drones couldn't reach. We are simply returning to our original design with more capabilities and power than ever before."

"I guess I kind of knew that. I just grew up on a ship that needed constant input from the crew. This is something totally different."

"Welcome to life on an intergalactic ship. The ship you grew up on was meant for relatively short trips. The Future is meant for very long trips. I don't think anyone expected the Future to take a trip between galaxies though. To tell you the truth I still don't completely understand how we even got to your galaxy in five hundred years. It should have taken millions of years at the speed we were going."

"Can't you ask the AI?"

"I have. There are huge gaps in the data. There was just too much damage done when we were only a couple million miles away from two stars exploding simultaneously. The computer was offline for months and when it was brought back online it had the equivalent of brain damage until I entered the neural processor core and repaired the damage. It was shutting down for three days after being online for only seventeen minutes to conserve power to keep the Human cargo alive and every time it did that it wiped out most of the short-term memory files. Star mapping and mission data was all inaccessible in the long-term permanent memory core. It was a complete fluke that the AI was able to pinpoint our location when it awoke me to tell me where we were and what I needed to do. Jeff thought we were drifting through the Milky Way when were actually drifting through your neighboring galaxy. The elder race calls it Ida."

"So the odds of you rescuing me and the other girls were like one in a million?"

"More like one in a billion. Thanks to you the Future has been restored to her former glory and we are almost on our way home. I honestly had doubts that we would even get this far safely. I pressed on but I truly thought at any moment something horrible was going to happen and we would never see the Milky Way again."

"What changed your mind?"

"You did honey. Your love and the sense of purpose you instilled in me convinced me that it might all work out after all. None of this would have been possible without you Korica. You are our savior whether you realize it or not."

"Awe. It's nice to know I mean that much to you guys."

"You mean the world to us honey. That is why we are going to work for the rest of our lives to pay you back for everything you have done for us. There are sixty-five hundred people on this ship that owe you a debt of gratitude."

It was at that moment that the ship shuddered for a moment but kept moving and no alarms sounded. All three popped to attention in their seats and looked over their data.

"What do you have Korica?" Laurel asked.

"The shields were impacted by something. Sensors are showing no damage and the shields are still holding strong at 100% capacity."

Korica then switched to navigation and did a quick check of their course and relative speed.

"We're still right on course and¦speed is showing four and a half times the speed of light. I know that can't be right but it's what has been showing all along, so no change there."

"What about you Jake?" Laurel asked.

"Engines are holding steady at eighty percent, the gravity well is at a sixty percent coefficient to power, the negative matter core is still dumping a steady stream of quantum energy into the wormhole in front and behind us."

Jake then touched the icon for auxiliary power controls and the engine readings shrank away and all of the auxiliary systems came to the forefront.

"All of the power levels are in the green and we have¦holy Moses¦we have nine billion megawatts of energy being produced and contained and the kinetic and dynamic energy is being directed into the bubble surrounding the Future with one hundred percent efficiency. That is simply amazing¦I show no signs of power loss or even the slightest fluctuation in output. The new core is warm but by no means hot yet."

"Well whatever we hit it seems to have bounced off of the shields without any damage. I wonder what the heck we hit?"

"Captain, may I offer a hypothesis based on available data?" The AI asked.

"Of course. I would welcome an educated opinion."

"I would purpose that we crossed paths with another vessel traveling in the same manner as we are."

"Are saying it was¦wake turbulence?"

"That would be a good analogy. Based on the lack of any sensor contact of any kind and the fact that we are traveling slightly outside of normal space-time at eight hundred thirty seven thousand miles per second it would have to be something capable of reaching the same density of energy dispersion as my own propulsion system. I would conclude that we are leaving the same wake and it probably takes a while to dissipate as we travel."

"So we could have collided with a ship if the timing had been just right?"

"The likelihood of that actually happening is extremely remote but not impossible."

"Would we survive such an encounter?"

"Unknown. It would depend on the size of the other craft, the density of their shields, and if they had a negative mater core like we do and it if it was breached during the collision, in the case of the later, no. We would not survive and the resultant explosion would destroy a good portion of this sector of the galaxy."

"That's a little horrifying to think about. Especially if we both had a reactor breach, half of the galaxy would be destroyed would it not?"

"Very likely. Negative matter is the very definition of unstable when reacted upon by normal matter. It would be a miniature big bang possibly consuming this entire galaxy. Every star within sixty light years would likely have their cores destabilized and they would explode or implode into black holes in the case of extremely large stars. All of that chain reactive energy would emanate in every direction presumably destabilizing even more stars causing even more supernovas. The chaos could be all consuming and unstoppable."

"You're starting to scare me. Is there anyway to detect another vessel while we are traveling like this?"

"Not unless they were on the same course at the same speed and heading directly at us."

"I guess I now know what Oberot meant by we could cause absolute chaos if we aren't careful with this thing. I really don't like being blind and unable to determine our exact speed."

"Remember captain, we are traveling at eight hundred thirty seven thousand miles per second but space is moving around us at a far greater velocity. How can you measure your speed against a fixed object if space and that object are moving at a different rate than you are? There is no frame of reference to calculate a speed from."

"Right, high energy physics?"

"Not exactly. High-energy physics would deal with how we are able to travel like we are. Quantum physics might better explain how space and time is being distorted and manipulated like it is resulting in an immeasurable speed. If space were not pulled around us and if a dynamic bubble were not surrounding the Future we would emerge from hyperspace as you are calling it and you would find that several decades had passed in the nine hours you had been traveling. I believe Einstein purported that effect in his theory of general relativity."

"Yah but he also said that traveling faster than light was impossible yet we do it all the time."

"He said that traveling faster than light using traditional means was impossible and he is right. A ship would become infinitely massive and the power requirements would become infinite not to mention the fact that the tidal forces would rip a ship apart as one approached the speed of light. Einstein had no way of knowing that gravity was so malleable when the right conditions are achieved or that it could be artificially produced using a controlled antimatter reaction in order to encompass a ship in an artificially created gravitational field thus negating the effects of time dilation or¦"

"What's the matter? You stopped in the middle of a sentence."

"I am detecting a signal. It is the same type of signal that Oberot used to contact you using the chair of knowledge. It is a focused narrow beam signal."

"I didn't think you could detect radio signals while in hyperspace?"

"Neither did I. This is not a traditional radio signal though. It is a subspace carrier directed straight at us. It is not being distorted by the intense gravitational field surrounding us or the shields that are constantly modulating to compensate for that gravitational field."

"So it's definitely the elder race?"

"Unknown. They are the only race I know of who are capable of producing a signal like this though."

"Should we stop and answer them?"

"I would say it would be a bad idea to interrupt the shakedown run to take a phone call." Jake interjected.

"Can you pinpoint the origin of the signal?" Laurel asked.

"Not while in hyperspace. Space is moving as are we."

"How can we send a return signal then?"

"If there is a strong mental component to how your chair works, you may not have too. You are not sending a call you are simply receiving one. I can send the signal through the scanners to your chair."

"I didn't design it to work like that and especially not while the ship is traveling at possibly hundreds of times the speed of light."

"I think it is closer to a little under a hundred times the speed of light but that is not important. It can't hurt to try and see what happens. Your design might be more capable than you thought."

"I don't like the idea of us all leaving the bridge during a shakedown run."

"I can shut the chair down if anything goes wrong and with the transport platform stationed right outside the door to the scanner relay compartment you can be back up here in seconds."

"Ok. Let's go you two. We'll go see who is calling in the middle of a shakedown run."

All three logged off of their respective stations and then Laurel called down to Hirema to let her know that they were going to the chair to take a call from someone that had to be of the elder race. Hirema agreed it was probably important if they went to the trouble of pinpointing the Future like this. All three then departed for the transport compartment and transported down to the scanner relay compartment. When they stepped into the scanner relay compartment there was a great deal of noise as the scanners were busy doing their work to keep the ship on course. Laurel stopped for a moment and looked up at the huge ventilation ducts and wondered if the secondary scanner, of which most of the hardware was in the overhead, would be sufficient to keep the Future on course.

The three then stepped up to the chair and picked up their individual halos out of each seat and then climbed into their positions and plugged the halos in and then put them on their heads and leaned back. All three then took each other's hands and closed their eyes and Laurel and Jake rolled their heads slightly so they were just touching Korica's. All three then reached out and found each other's thoughts almost immediately and drifted into one another's minds. They enjoyed the tender feeling for a few moments before pulling back into their own minds while staying connected to one another. All three started to concentrate on their love for one another and they let the feelings grow more and more intense until they reached their maximum potential. Laurel and Jake could feel Korica's heart beating in strong waves of neural energy and she started to breath faster as her energies grew stronger than she was able to hold back. Laurel counted to three mentally and her and Jake pushed their hardest making their hearts beat faster and it took their breath away. When nothing happened Laurel counted again to three and all three pushed at the same time and this time Jake and Laurel could feel themselves being dragged with Korica's intense push and all of the sounds in the room as the interface kicked in just faded away into a very calm and quiet place.

All three found themselves standing right next to one another amidst the mist just like the first time they established a deep connection together. The three looked around at the endless mist that seemed to go on forever wondering what now.

"So¦is this it?" Jake said.

"We are obviously inside Korica's mind but what now? I don't even know if the chair works while we are moving. I just simply didn't design it to work like that."

"Maybe we waited to long to come down to the chair. Whoever was signaling us might have given up." Korica said.

"I suppose that's possible. Let's wait a few minutes and see if anyone shows up¦or whatever. Korica, we're in your mind can you change the scenery for us? This is kind of eerie."

"I don't know how to do that. No one ever told me how."

"I think you just need to imagine someplace beautiful. Someplace that you remember being that made you feel good. Just try and picture it in your mind."

Korica closed her eyes and imagined herself standing on the cliffs of Pentaka. Everything seemed to just dissolve away and in a wave the scenery changed to the vista from high up on a cliff some one thousand feet above a lush green valley with a stream running through it to a lake at one end being held back by a natural rock dam. The sky was bright blue with a warm sun shinning down on them and they were standing on a granite outcropping that could only be reached with an aircraft.

Korica opened her eyes and smiled at her success. Laurel looked down and took two quick steps back from the edge of the cliff and Jake chuckled at her.

"Laurel we're in her mind, she won't let you get hurt."

"It just startled me to suddenly find myself standing at the edge of a sheer drop off. This is beautiful Korica, is this a real place?"

"Yep. This is the view from the trading post on Pentaka. I've been here many times with my parents. The valley floods when it rains so they built the trading post up here so it won't get flooded plus the trading post can only be reached by air so animals and thieves are kept at bay."

"You must have seen quite a few amazing places like this in your life time." Jake said.

"I have. It's one of the perks of traveling all over the galaxy hauling cargo. You just never know where you are going to end up."

"Laurel, this is neat and all but I think we missed whoever was signaling us. Shouldn't we get back to the shakedown?" Jake said.

"I suppose so. I was hoping we¦"

All three suddenly sensed a presence drawing down on them so they turned facing away from the valley toward a completely flat granite peak that stretched out several hundred feet then led to a sheer rock face that rose several hundred feet above the outcrop they were standing on creating an ideal wind block for such a high place. Korica took a side step and put her hand up on Jake's back and so he put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her in tighter to him as he knew it had to be freaky to have two already in her mind then to feel someone unknown drawing in on her.

To Korica's relief Asaria seemed to just walk out of nowhere like an apparition and step toward them and become solid right before their eyes. Asaria had a big smile as she approached and she knelt down in front of Korica and put her hands out.

"I'm sorry, did I frighten you Korica?"

"A little. I had no idea who was entering my mind. You have a very strong presence."

Korica smiled and stepped into Asaria's embrace and hugged her for a moment then stepped back next to Jake.

"Asaria, it's always wonderful to see you but how in the world did you manage to pinpoint us like this? I didn't even think our chair would work while we are moving." Laurel said.

"You are broadcasting your security identifier codes. We know how to lock onto a code broadcast at that frequency from anywhere in the galaxy. You are relatively close so I was able to triangulate your precise location and lock onto you with our¦it's not important how, it just matters that we did and thankfully your chair is capable of processing our signal at this distance and while you are moving. You are a better engineer than you give yourself credit for Laurel."

"Thank you Asaria."

"So how is your shakedown going?"

"We've had some bumps in the road but all in all we are doing ok. I think we finally have the bugs worked out. We are testing endurance and thermal shutdown protocols right now. We have about six or seven hours until the star drive should shut down on it's own. The automation controls are working as expected. The system should be able to run itself for years at a time without human intervention if all goes well. The only frustrating thing is that we can't measure our velocity when we use the star drive."

"Most vessels with the type of systems you have are not able to measure their velocity when traveling like that. If you calculate how long it takes to travel a selected distance over several trips you can come up with an average speed capability but it will be an average speed not a real time speed. You will find that you can make minute adjustments to how the energy from your new core is dumped into the quantum gravity field surrounding the Future and you will be able to improve your speed slightly. The fine-tuning of the negative matter core and its regulating components is what is most critical. Once we have that done for you, you will be able to run the reactor as hard or as easy as you want without any worry of it collapsing or overloading."

"This adjustment process isn't something we need to know how to do?" Laurel asked.

"No. Once everything is adjusted you will never have to balance the system again."

"Incredible! This is really some wild technology. The people of Earth could only postulate at this kind of high-energy physics. We never even knew there was such a thing as negative matter."

"Most that discover it by accident do not survive the encounter if the right containment procedures are not observed. Negative matter just doesn't behave as logic would dictate that it should."

"Anyway, what was it that you contacted us for Asaria?" Laurel asked.

"Have a seat and we'll talk. I have news from the Angalon."

Asaria stepped up next to Laurel and turned around facing the flat outcropping and raised her hand and a bench arose out of the very granite she had been standing on. She then stepped forward and sat down and patted the bench next to her while looking at Korica. Korica smiled and stepped forward and had a seat right next to Asaria and then Laurel sat down next to Korica and Jake had a seat on the other side of Laurel.

"Ok, the Angalon has reached Draxima."

"Wait¦I thought you said it would be tomorrow before the Angalon would arrive at Draxima?" Laurel said.

"No one knew how fast she would be when she pushed herself as hard as she can. As you can imagine once the coalition partners were onboard the Angalon pushed on to Draxima at her top speed. Draxima is going to be the front line for stopping the invading species."

"Is it physically demanding for the Angalon to push herself like that?" Korica asked.

"Yes. She is a living ship and it is liken to running your hardest to fly as fast as she did. She is very¦sore if you will. It will be some time before she can fly faster than light again without injuring herself."

"I sense you have more to tell us though." Laurel said.

"Yes I do have more. The ruling government of Draxima's largest continent initiated a search for Korica's family as soon as they understood the messages being sent to them. Your fathers¦mothers¦mother has been located. Her name is Riella and she is living on a continent called Literia in a small town called Mersel. She is one hundred fourty two years old and in very good health. She will be contacted very soon in order to sign her into your family account. I thought you should know that some of your family had been located."

"That is good news. You don't think she will want to take custody of me do you?"

"I don't know for sure but she will not have any legal claim to you unless Laurel and Jake signed you over to her. I don't think there is any possibility of that happening."

"Not unless it's what Korica wants." Laurel said.

"No! I want to stay with you and Jake. It's nice to know that I do have family out there somewhere but I don't know Riella. I don't want to go live with a stranger. I want to live with you¦in the Milky Way."

"Ok, relax honey. We aren't going to make you do anything you don't want to do. I think we have proven that we want you with us. You are our daughter now and nothing will ever change that." Laurel said.

Korica grinned at Laurel and relaxed noticeably.

"I will give you more updates as they become available until you leave our galaxy. I would suggest that you not travel around broadcasting you security identifier codes. I hope Oberot made it clear that not everybody is content with our role as the ruling body to such a powerful coalition. You could invite a hostile action by a few seeking to overthrow us and put their own puppet council in place so they can plunder the galaxy for wealth and technology."

"Will you still be able to track us without the identifier codes?" Laurel asked.

"No. You can turn them on when you feel like communicating with us now that we know your chair is capable of receiving our signal while in motion. We will find you and send a signal just like we did this time."

"But we won't be able to initiate contact while we are moving, right?"

"No. Your design is just to directional. You have to be facing right at a receiving chair location without movement in order to lock on and you have to have pinpoint precise coordinates because of that fact. I hope you will understand if we are not willing to divulge precisely where all of the chairs are located throughout the galaxy."

"No I understand. We know full well what happens when a chair gets into the wrong hands. We may not be the wrong hands ourselves but that kind of information should not be stored in our computer's memory. We have seen how that kind of information can be accessed and exploited." Laurel said.

"Well that is all I have for now. I'll let you get back to the shakedown run. I wish you luck. If you need me you know how I can reach you now. Consider this a shakedown of your new sensors and signal processors. They work even better than had we hoped."

"Thank you Asaria. Thank you for everything you and your people are doing for us."

"You are most welcome Laurel. It is the least we can do for what you have done for my people and the other families you have touched by rescuing our Korica and the other one hundred two innocent souls." Asaria said looking right at Korica.

Asaria then stood up and turned around and faced Korica and she stood up with a smile and stepped into Asaria and Asaria hugged her into her stomach warmly. When Korica finally stepped back Asaria smiled and raised one hand and then simply dissolved away as she pulled herself from Korica's mind. Jake and Laurel then stood up and took one last look at the amazing vista and then all three took each other's hand in theirs and closed their eyes and withdrew into their own minds.

The noise of the ventilation system flushing huge amounts of cold air down on the chair was the first thing all three became aware of. Laurel then noticed Korica breathing extremely fast and heavy as the sound of the neural interface winding down faded away. Laurel lifted the halo off her head and tried to lean forward but she had to wait for a moment for the fog to clear from her mind and her vision to return to normal. She then climbed out of her seat and stepped in front of Korica with a look of concern on her face. Korica's breathing began to slow a little and she managed a small grin and put up a thumb and nodded.

Laurel took Korica's hand in hers and let her just lay in her seat for a few moments to catch her breath. When Korica was finally breathing deep but not fast Laurel lifted her halo off of her head and then helped her out of her seat and wrapped her arms around her and hugged her tightly.

"I am so sorry honey. I forgot to have you compress time while we were in there."

"It's ok mom. I'll be all right. Eventually I'll be strong enough so this won't be so hard on me." Korica said while wrapping her arms around Laurel's back.

"It just¦it scares me a little to see you so winded when we emerge from the connection."

"You worry to much. I get stronger every time we do this."

"Worry to much? Korica, I've seen this thing stop your heart before. It scares me for good reason."

"I know. I'm sorry it scares you. I'll remember to compress time next time ok?"

"Ok. That's my girl. You're so brave honey."

"I hope to be as brave and smart as you someday."

"Awe. And here I wanted to be more like you."

"Really? Un uh. You want to be like me?"

Laurel gently pushed Korica back by her shoulders but kept her hands on her shoulders and looked her right in the eyes.

"You are an amazing person honey. I could do far worse than to look up to you. Your resilience and intelligence is inspiring honey."

"Thank you. I never realized how much you looked up to me."

"I'm not the only one baby. You are an inspiration to Asaria too."

Jake then stepped up to Korica and put his hand on her back.

"You can count me among those that look up to you Korica."

"Thank you Jake. It feels good to hear you guys say that. I've been working real hard to make you guys proud of me."

"And you're doing a great job Korica. We couldn't be more proud of you. You have proven that you are something truly special and worthy of a great deal of respect."

"Are you feeling good enough to get back to the bridge?" Laurel asked of Korica.

"Yah. I've caught my breath now. I'm a little tired but I'm good to go."

"Good girl. Come on."

Laurel put her hand out and Korica took it with a grin and the three headed out of the scanner relay compartment. The three stepped up onto the transport platform right outside of the door and Jake touched the white dot indicating the command deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash all three disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck. The three stepped down and made their way to the bridge and logged themselves back in. Korica immediately turned off the transmitter that had been continuously transmitting their coalition security identifiers.

Laurel then called down to Hirema and let her know that they were back on station.

"Is everything alright back on the station?"

"Yes quite so. The call was of a personal nature so to speak. The Angalon has arrived at Draxima ahead of schedule and the government of Draxima's largest ruling body has located one of Korica's family members."

"That's great news. I hope you aren't planning a trip to Draxima?"

"No mam. We were warned to steer clear of the conflict going on in that part of the galaxy and we have no intentions of ignoring the warning to stay on mission in this part of the galaxy. I would never subject you folks to that kind of danger Hirema. I know we are not equipped for battle. We are a ship of exploration and nothing more."

"I really appreciate that captain. We are scientists and engineers not soldiers."

"I know. We have some well-trained soldiers in stasis but none are trained for that kind of enemy. How is the new reactor doing?"

"The output is holding steady now and the temperature is only just now starting to rise slightly. I would really like to continue pushing the system to see how the safety protocols are going to respond."

"I understand. I am leaving it to your discretion as far as how hard we push things. Let me ask you something?"

"Sure go ahead."

"How much heat is being produced in the heart of the reactor if you know?"

"Oh at the very core I would guess it is somewhere around a million degrees Celsius to use a range you might understand."

"Good lord! That doesn't concern you?"

"No, not at all. The cores casing is essentially one large thermionic generator. The excess heat it transformed into useable energy that is siphoned off and stored in the capacitive cells that also act as shielding tiles. If the power levels exceed the storage capacity of the cells the power is diverted into the shields only further protecting the ship. This should all be part of your fundamental knowledge of the basic system components."

"It is. I'm sorry this is just technology operating on a level that my people have never been exposed to before. You're talking about temperatures and pressures that exist at the core of a star."

"Rest assured that this technology is safe captain Kade. It may seem a little hard to believe for one so young but it has been in use for a very long time without incident."

"Nice! We'll be standing by." Laurel said in disgust.

Laurel then turned off the internal communications that had been active since leaving the Farqua station. Laurel shook her head and Jake grinned at her.

"Laurel you need to quit being so insulted when our age is mentioned. We are very young in the eyes of a people that live several hundred years."

"I know Jake! I just don't like how every time I mention the enormity of how complex all of this technology is the fact that I am just a little kid playing with adult things is thrown in my face. It really pisses me off!"

"Laurel¦I am on your side. Don't snap at me because you are offended by a superior race."

Laurel leaned forward and put her hand up to her forehead and closed her eyes for a few moments before pushing her display screens to the side and standing up.

"I'm sorry Jake. My face feels hot and my head is spinning. I'm going to go get a cup of tea and cool off. I think I'm experiencing hormone rushes that are just making me moody. You have the bridge."

This caught Korica's attention as she had been experiencing the same exact feelings but she had been fighting hard not to let her emotions get the best of her. She decided to try and help Laurel by sharing herself with her in a way that only she could.

"Can I come with you captain Laurel?"

"Sure, if you want."

Korica got up and followed Laurel down to the mess hall and Korica sat down right next to Laurel after the two retrieved a cup of tea from the dispensers built into the far wall. Korica leaned against Laurel's side and the two sat for a few minutes in silence as Laurel took deep breaths and tried to get her emotions reeled back in.

"Laurel, you know I can help you get calmed down if you want?"

"You already are honey. I can feel your love in radiating waves and it is having a calming affect on me. I am entering a new phase of puberty probably brought on by engaging in sexual activity that my body wasn't ready for."

"I would be willing to share myself with you if you want?"

"I don't think we should do that Korica. There are to many telepaths onboard for how open that leaves our minds."

"I hadn't thought about that. You know I understand how important our hormones are for development during puberty but their affects really suck sometimes."

Laurel laughed and leaned over and kissed Korica on the side of her head.

"You must be going through similar moodiness and hot flashes now that you've started puberty?"

"And tenderness and¦tingling in areas that I don't like. Do you think I did that to myself by¦touching myself like I have?"

"No honey. It's just how puberty affects a girl. Things swell and become more sensitive and boys become more interesting in new ways. It's completely normal. There is absolutely nothing wrong with what you did."

"But you said you are experiencing new stuff because you engaged in sex."

"It wasn't the stimulation honey. It's because I got pregnant at such a young age. That has repercussions that I hadn't counted on. In response my body is trying to prepare to bare children at a younger age than would normally occur. The AI warned me about engaging in intercourse at my age but I didn't listen. I didn't want my duplicate to wonder what it would be like to make love to Jake for the rest of her life and I am just paying the price for that."

"Oh ok. So it's ok to¦do that."

"Yah it's not going to hurt anything honey."

"Ok, cool." Laurel chuckled at Korica and squeezed her around the shoulders.

"You always make me feel better baby. Finish your tea and we'll go back to the bridge. I owe Jake a serious apology."

The two finished drinking their tea and then made their way back to the bridge and Laurel called Jake out into the corridor and gave him a warm hug and apologized for talking to him so mean. He gave her a long kiss and told her that he understood that she was going through growing pains and he didn't take it to heart. The two then stepped back onto the bridge and went about their duties for the next five hours without incident. The work was rather boring for all of them since everything was being run by the new and improved automation system without the need for any input from the crew.

When the evening mealtime rolled around Jake asked Laurel if they were all going to eat their evening meal at the same time.

"Yah let's go get something to eat and then I'll come back and watch the bridge while you and Korica workout and get showered and then I'll go workout and get cleaned up while you two watch the bridge."

Laurel then called down to Hirema to let her know that they would be off the bridge for a short time. Hirema told Laurel that she was also sending her teammates to evening meal in shifts so that the key systems were still being monitored closely. The three then logged off of their stations and went to the mess hall and had their evening meal together. Laurel then went back to the bridge and monitored everything while Jake and Korica went to the gym and performed their workout routines. Jake then walked with Korica to the shower compartment and waited outside for her to finish and then while she went to her quarters to get changed he took his shower and made his way to his quarters to get changed himself.

When Jake finally stepped onto the bridge after getting changed Laurel departed for the gym with Korica joining her to keep her company while Jake watched the bridge. When Laurel finished her workout, Korica came back to the bridge while Laurel showered and got changed. When Laurel finally returned to the bridge looking refreshed and radiant Jake and Korica were both sitting at the science station looking over the star maps contained in the new data core. Laurel liked seeing the two working so closely together. Their usual duty stations kept them on opposite sides of the bridge from one another and now they were practically sitting in each other's lap.

It was another two hours of steady travel before an alarm sounded alerting the crew to the heat levels around the negative matter core reaching thermal limits. Korica checked their relative position and she could see that they were almost at the Ditrian system. Jake pulled up the auxiliary systems on his station and he silenced the thermal alarm for the negative matter core and pulled up the readings surrounding the core. The temperature of the core casing had reached 700 degrees but the containment field was still stable and unwavering. The available power was still in the high 800 billion megawatt range and the dynamic compensating inverters were still functioning at 85% capacity despite the high heat in the dynamic stabilizer components. Jake put his readings up on the main viewer so everyone could see the readings then held his finger over the override icon in case the automated controls failed to respond.

Five minutes later Korica put the forward sensor view up on the main view screen at the front of the bridge just as the Future began to slow and the negative matter core started to ramp down and in a blinding flash the Future emerged into normal space traveling at 50% the speed of light and the computer initiated a perfect orbital path around the Ditrian star. Korica made a quick scan of the space around the Future and she found no vessels and no anomalous readings. They had emerged precisely where Korica had plotted. They were 85 million miles from the star at the core of the Ditrian system. Korica was detecting signs of technology and atmospheric pollution on the third planet from the star but no signs of any spacecraft were being detected.

"Welcome to the Ditrian system. We are right where we are suppose to be captain." Korica said.

"That's good news. Thank you Korica. Hirema did you hear that?"

"I did. I think we finally have the system balanced properly. We will need about ninety minutes to let the core cool down properly. How far are we from the Farqua station?"

"Korica?" Laurel said looking at Korica.

"We're a little over eight hundred light years from the Altek system." Korica said.

"That's a good distance for the final test of the automation and propulsion system. If you would, plot a return course and let the computer plot our cool down stops on its own. Just make sure we don't stop anywhere hostile for the cool down."

"Understood. Korica will you plot our course and take us out please?" Laurel said.

"Yes mam."

Korica brought up the star maps and plotted a direct course back to the Altek system and let the computer chose the length of each jump. It chose 330 light years for the first two jumps but the second would terminate in the Ferman system which was listed as dangerous and hostile on the maps provided by the elder race so Korica changed the second jump to the Werton system that was 320 light years from the initial Cernan system stop since it was listed as uninhabited and safe. The last jump to the Altek system would be 157 light years giving a total distance of the trip at 807 light years and an estimated total travel time of 10 hours and 15 minutes plus a cool down of 30 minutes after each jump for a total trip time of 12 hours and 45 minutes including the 90 minute cool down they were now undergoing.

Korica plotted and laid in the coordinates then touched the initiate icon locking them into the automated navigation system. The Future immediately made a hard turn up out of the ecliptic of the Ditrian system and accelerated onto a course for the Cernan system 330 light years away. The computer was estimating at their current speed it would take 47 and 1/4 days to reach the Cernan systems star at an orbital distance of 90 million miles away.

"We're on our way captain. We should be back at the Farqua station tomorrow morning at around nine o'clock."

"Thank you Korica."

"How are we going to work the duty schedule? Are we all going to forgo sleep?" Jake asked.

"No, that would be pointless. I will take the overnight shift solo. I have a great deal of work to get to, so you two will get some rest while I man the bridge. I want you two to sleep clothed so you can come to the bridge in a hurry if I need you."

"Laurel that's not fair to you. Let us split the overnight watch with you." Korica said.

"Korica, this is not a democracy. Please just follow my orders ok?"

"Sorry. Yes mam." Korica said turning back to her display screens.

"Look, I'll read to you before you go to sleep ok?" Laurel said.

"Kay. I would really like that."

"Jake will you take Korica down to her quarters and fire up her calliope and get her ready for bed?"

"Eye captain. Come on Korica. Let's get you ready for bed."

"Ok."

Korica and Jake then logged off of their stations and as Korica started walking past Laurel she pushed her displays out of the way and gently grabbed Korica's arm and stopped her. Laurel then knelt down and hugged her tightly and reached out to her mentally.

"I love you Korica but I can only have so much patients with you questioning my orders ok. I'm sorry I came down on you." Laurel thought to her.

"I love you too mom. Jake told me that you were letting me get away with stuff that you wouldn't ordinarily put up with. I'll follow your orders without questioning them from now on. I'm sorry. I'm trying, I really am." Korica thought in return.

"I know you are honey. You're doing a great job. When captain Alexan is in command he will likely not tolerate any questioning of his orders and I am simply trying to get you in the right frame of mind before he takes his ship back. I want to see you succeed as an officer."

"Thank you for looking out for me and for having such patients with me." Korica thought.

Laurel kissed Korica on the cheek and smiled at her brightly as she stood back up.

"You're young and not completely familiar with human behavior. I am extremely proud of how well you are adapting to your role among us honey. You are well on your way to becoming an outstanding officer very soon."

Korica smiled at Laurel and then departed for her quarters with Jake while Laurel took her seat and took a moment to quiet her mind. Jake and Korica walked down the corridor holding each other's hands until they reached Korica's quarters. When the two stepped into Korica's quarters Jake moved Korica's calliope into the middle of the floor and turned it on in silent mode while Korica slipped her shoes off and climbed up onto her bed. Jake then stepped up to her bunk and had a seat next to her and put his hand on her tummy.

"If you get hungry in the middle of the night will you call me? I'm not going to be sleeping very well with Laurel on the bridge all night so I would really like to spend time with you in any way possible."

"Ok. I'll do that."

Jake then leaned in and kissed her goodnight and got up to go get Laurel to read to her. Jake stopped at the door and looked back at Korica and grinned at her.

"You sleep well beautiful. I'll see you in the morning."

"Kay. I love you Jake."

"I love you too Korica."

Jake then departed for the bridge. When Jake stepped onto the bridge Laurel was working on her control consoles with an image of a neural interface adapter on one screen and a wire frame image of a stasis chamber large enough for two occupants on the other. Jake looked at both images and furrowed his brow for a moment.

"How can you work on two things at the same time?"

"I don't know. I just pose an idea for one device and while the computer quantifies the idea I work on ideas for the other device. I can work on several subjects at the same time. I've always been able to think like that."

"You're simply amazing babe¦sorry¦captain. I forgot we are on the bridge."

"That's alright. We just got to watch our behavior while Korica is present. I can't lay into her about etiquette and then use pet names for each other in front of her. I don't want her to think I'm picking on her."

"Gotcha. She is ready for her bedtime story."

"Ok. You have the bridge until I return."

"Eye captain."

Laurel then logged off her station and departed for Korica's quarters. Laurel pushed the hale button and the door slid open and Laurel found Korica lying in her bed under the covers with her data pad in her hand. She had already cued up the story 'a flower in the wind' and she greeted Laurel with a big grin as she held the data pad out to her. Laurel stepped over to Korica's bunk and took the data pad and laid down next to Korica and kissed her forehead and began reading to her in Hiram. Laurel read all the way to the end of chapter 2 at which time Korica's eyes were getting very heavy so Laurel turned the data pad off and got up and let Korica get comfortable in the middle of her bed and then Laurel tucked her in and gave her a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek.

"I love you so much Korica. You sleep tight ok?"

"I love you too Laurel. Thank you for giving me such a good home. I feel so safe and so appreciated living with you and Jake. I'm the luckiest girl alive."

"I'm glad you're that comfortable with us. That's all I ever wanted for you. I just want you to have a happy and normal life. Well, as normal as can be living on a space ship anyways. I'll see you in the morning."

Korica smiled big and closed her eyes and rolled her head to the side and Laurel then departed for the bridge after laying Korica's data pad on her dresser. As Laurel was walking down the corridor she glanced around at the gleaming white bulkheads and dark alloy negative gravity plating in the overhead and it dawned on her again just how tough and how gigantic the Future is and how much protection it offered to a simple little girl from an alien world in another galaxy who had her family and her relatively simple and happy life taken from her at such a tender age. The thought made Laurel smile. Korica made her so happy and she was so special and so talented in so many unique ways, the Future was a fitting home for her to end up on.

When Laurel arrived on the bridge she had a big smile on her face and Jake was wondering what she was so happy about.

"You look like you're in a really good mood." Jake said,

Laurel stepped up to her seat and sat down and pulled her displays in front of herself.

"I guess I am. Korica just really makes me so happy as does the Future. This ship is an astounding piece of technology and an ideal place to raise Korica. I think she is really finally in a place where no one can ever get at her."

"Korica is really happy too Laurel. She loves us both with all of her heart. She has even apparently found a husband or whatever among us."

"I know. You can't imagine how happy I am about that. I want her to know what it is to share what you and I have Jake. I truly believe you and I have the love of a lifetime and hopefully her Tamaric will treat her as well as you treat me."

"You know I have a gut feeling that Tamaric is going to be crazy about Korica from the moment he sees her for the first time and the two will be inseparable. Korica is going to take good care of him and he is going to worship the ground she walks on."

"Really? Your gut instinct tells you that?"

"Yes. I sense an intense love for the two of them and¦children. I don't know how but I sense a couple of children¦and not adopted either. If I concentrate on the two of them I sense a long happy life and a great many personal things come to me that are none of my business."

"Personal things? What are talking about?"

"Please don't make me go into detail Laurel. When I say personal details I mean personal."

"Why don't I sense these¦personal things?"

"I don't know Laurel. Maybe your mind is preoccupied with everything going on right now, or maybe her and I share a different bond that allows me insight into what is going to happen to her."

"There's not stuff that we should be concerned about is there?"

"No. I sense completely normal stuff happening between two people their age who are curious about the opposite sex and who love each other."

"Are you talking about¦sexual activity between them?"

"Kind of¦I think. Look, with what Korica has been through the fact that she would ever let a boy get close enough to touch her and please her is a miracle. We can't get overprotective and interfere with that. I just sense that Tamaric is going to make her feel like a woman. I can't actually see anything that's going to happen, I just sense the feelings that Korica is going to experience and they are beautiful and sensual and they are at the hand of Tamaric¦literally."

"I don't even know what to say to that."

"Well you know that we don't know how to use this thing that you and I have. You and Korica mean so much to me that I get a lot of gut instincts about both of you without to much effort and if I really concentrate the details are significant which is why I try not to think about it to hard. Some of the details are very¦personal."

"You get that same level of detail about me?" Laurel sounded astounded.

"Yes."

"Like what? Can you share some of your impressions with me?"

Jake closed his eyes and breathed out slowly and listened to his deepest voice and almost immediately he had gut feelings come to his attention and he opened his eyes and looked at her.

"You are going to have¦multiple children with me. You are going to have many firsts with me¦in the bedroom that is."

"I've never let a man touch me or see me nude so I could have told you that. Everything is a first and it will never ever be with another man¦right?"

"Yes. I don't sense another man ever touching you¦there will be another male that falls in love with you but you are going to rebuff his advances."

"Come on! You're making that up."

"Look you asked. I wouldn't make stuff up Laurel. I shouldn't have said anything. This is why I keep this crap to myself and I try not to tune into these impressions very often."

"I'm sorry Jake. I just can't see how that could ever happen with you at my side."

"Laurel look at yourself in the mirror. You are absolutely gorgeous and an absolute sweetheart. Any man that spends any time around you at all could easily fall in love with you. I did from the moment I met you. I won't ever let another man touch you but I can't stop anyone from feeling what they feel about you."

"You did with Korica. You instilled your own feelings in the place of hers."

"That's different Laurel. She was a willing participant and she has an extremely advanced mind. If I tried that on someone with a normal brain and against their will I would assume I could do a great deal of damage. I could make them¦insane or worse."

"That's true. Well thank you for the compliment anyways. If you know someone else is going to fall for me or whatever will you¦watch out for me?"

"Of course Laurel. You know you don't even have to ask that. I am always going to stick close to you and fend off any would be suitors. Living with a beautiful woman is not going to be easy in that respect but I am more than willing to do it for the rest of my life. You are well worth fighting for."

"Awe. So are you Jake. I won't make you divulge anything else. At the very least I know you are in tune to Korica's future and it sounds like it is going to be a fulfilling and healthy future."

"She is going to have a very happy life Laurel. I will tell you that I sense that she is going to be in our lives for the rest of hers."

"I like the sound of that. You can go ahead and go get some sleep. I will come in every three hours or so and relieve your symptoms, ok?"

"That sounds good. Are you going to come tuck me in too?"

Laurel looked at him for a moment and then she caught a sense of his feelings and they were of a very intimate nature.

"Let's wait until we jump into hyperspace after the cool down and I'll come tuck you in."

"You mean really tuck me in?"

"Yes I mean really tuck you in. I sense what's in your heart and I feel the same thing."

Jake grinned at her and logged off his station and made his way over to his quarters. Jake entered his quarters and stepped up to his bed and sat down and slid his shoes off and then he wondered if Laurel meant what he hoped she meant. He wasn't quite sure if he should get completely undressed or if that would be presumptuous of him. He knew Laurel was being cognizant of what she was saying since the audio channel was still open to the rest of the ship so everybody could hear everything they were saying. He decided to just lay down with his clothes on and wait to see if Laurel was really in the mood to make out or hopefully a little more.

It was only ten minutes later that there was a tone alerting Laurel to the fact that the minimum safe temperature had been reached and the star drive was charging and preparing to engage on its own. Laurel put the forward sensor view up on the main view screen and watched as the stars ahead faded to black and the spherical space around the gravity well began to twist and distort then the event Future turned a bluish green color as the space then collapsed into a funnel shape and the engines then throttled up and the Future shot into the tunnel and the space closed behind them explosively as they accelerated to many times the speed of light within seconds creating a slight tugging sensation on Jake lying in his bed. Jake grinned, as he knew Laurel would soon be joining him now that they were traveling in hyperspace as Laurel was calling it.

Laurel watched their speed indications and the indication was that they were traveling at 4.35 times the speed of light. The estimate was now indicating arrival at the Cernan system in 4.1 hours instead of 47 days as previously estimated. Laurel monitored all of the systems until she was satisfied that all of the systems were operating perfectly. Laurel then called down to Hirema to tell her she would be off of the bridge for a little while.

"I don't know if you were aware that you were transmitting your conversations to all of us down here. We know that you and Jake need some time alone. You enjoy yourselves. We will reach you through the AI if we have any problems that require your attention."

"I knew, I just didn't think it was that obvious what we were talking about."

"It was quite obvious captain Kade. There is nothing to be embarrassed about. You're young and in love, it's to be expected. We'll be standing by monitoring things for you. You two take your time and enjoy each other's embrace."

"Thank you for understanding Hirema."

"You're welcome."

Laurel then put her forehead on her hand and she could feel how hot her face felt and she was very glad there was no one around to see how hard she was blushing. After a few moments she collected herself and logged off of her station and pushed her displays aside and as she stood up she could feel a significant tingling in her crotch signaling how much she wanted Jake and how much the very thought of him touching her turned her on. Laurel stepped down and made her way over to her quarters. When she entered Jake was lying on his back seemingly looking up at the ceiling in a daze. As she stepped up to the bed she could see Jake's engorged cock right through his pants and she knew he was thinking about her. Laurel grinned big as she was just as excited but it was apparent in a different and unseen way.

Laurel went to the bathroom and retrieved a towel and came back to the bed and slipped her shoes off then laid down next to Jake.

"Hi beautiful. Are you going to tuck me in now?"

"No. I'm here to give you an orgasm and a show."

"Damn! A show huh?"

"Yah, how would you like to see a naked blond?"

"I would love that as long as it's you and no one else."

Laurel then scooted a little closer to Jake and engaged him in a very passionate French kiss. At the end of the kiss Laurel climbed on top of Jake and straddled his crotch and pressed his swollen cock right against her hot crotch and wiggled her weight down on him for a moment then pulled her shirt off and dropped it in the floor. Then she reached behind herself and unhooked her bra and let it fall off of her shoulders and then she dropped it in the floor. Jake then put his hands on her muscular stomach and gently slid his hands up to her breasts and gently massaged them in his hands. He cupped her small mounds and wrapped his hands around them and slid his hands up to their tips and then he gently squeezed her nipples and Laurel closed her eyes and her loins clinched up and she had to put her hands on his firm chest as she quivered at his gentle touch. He massaged her breasts for several minutes while she breathed heavily and moaned softly every time he worked his way to her nipples.

Laurel then slid off of him and stood up and slid her pants down and stepped out of them and looked at Jake as he laid on his side with his head on his hand while resting on his elbow with a huge grin on his face. He looked at her from the top of her beautiful blond head down to her feet and back up to her hypnotic blue eyes. Laurel then slid her underwear down and stepped out of them and Jake smiled even bigger as he stared at her gorgeous firm mound. He then looked up to her face and that's when he noticed that Laurel was blushing very hard.

"Are you still embarrassed to have me looking at you babe?"

"It's still very hard to get naked in front of a guy and let him just stare at me. I feel like I should be running to find something to cover up with. It's just very unnatural with what I have had to put up with all my life looking the way I do."

"I'm sorry, I thought you had gotten comfortable with me looking at you."

"I have forced myself to accept you looking at me because I love you and because I love looking at you just as much as you love looking at me."

"Really? You like looking at my body?"

"Oh Jake, you are incredibly handsome and¦just looking at you makes me get hot and bothered. Your muscles and your thick and shapely cock are fascinating to me. I feel like I can't get enough of looking you Jake. You are a hunk."

Jake smiled at her and scooted his feet off of the bed and stood up right next to her and he pulled his shirt off and looked at her and she put her hands up to his chest and ran her hands around his chest a few times and then she kneaded his pectoral muscles a few times then looked up at him and he could see a dreamy look in her beautiful deep blue eyes. Jake then slid his pants down and kicked them to the side and Laurel stared down at his swollen crotch for a moment until he reached down and slid his underwear down and when he stood back up Laurel was grinning as she stared at his bare manhood pointing up at her. She gently put her hand on his testicles and slid her hand around them delicately then she slid her hand up to his shaft and stroked her hand up to his head and then wrapped her hand around it firmly and stroked down his shaft and back up to his very firm head.

"You're so soft Jake."

Jake then gently put his hand on Laurel's soft lips and stroked her up and down a few times as she moved her legs apart slightly for him.

"You're incredibly soft too Laurel."

Laurel then leaned forward and put her arms around Jake and pulled him tightly against herself and engaged him in a very tender lip lock kiss while stroking his back. Laurel then gently pushed Jake down to the bed and she stepped back and let him get his eyes full of her body.

"How do you want me Jake?"

"How¦I would like to see you from behind with you on all fours."

"Ok."

Laurel slinked onto the bed and climbed away from him with her behind toward him and she looked back toward him as he got up onto his knees and looked at the submissive look on her face and he looked at her gorgeous round cheeks with a bulging delicate mound down beneath her. He smiled big and reached up and stroked her soft cheeks then slid his hand down under her and caressed her labium several times then squeezed her lips twice gently and then stroked back up onto her cheeks. He then leaned forward and kissed her right cheek.

"Now you can say I have kissed your ass before and will gladly do it again any time you ask."

Laurel burst out laughing nervously and rolled onto her side. Jake then moved up next to her and stroked her cheek gently.

They then engaged in intimate contact without intercourse and it was mind blowing for both of them.

Laurel and Jake then got dressed except for their shoes and then went and took a shower together then made their way back to their quarters and Jake got dressed except for his shoes and Laurel got completely dressed and then went and brushed her teeth and her hair and then went back to the bridge after giving Jake a very passionate goodnight kiss. Jake then went and brushed his teeth and combed his hair and then climbed into bed with a huge smile on his face.

Laurel then stepped onto the bridge and before she could even sit down the AI addressed her.

"Laurel I have disabled the ship wide audio channel and the bridge recordings are suspended at the moment so we are essentially in private. Did you engage in intercourse with Jake?"

"I uh¦not intercourse but we had intimate contact, yes."

"Your bio monitor is steady yellow so if your genitals were exposed to sperm at any point I need you to go down to the medical deck so I can tend to you."

Laurel lifted her wrist and looked at her bio monitor and sighed.

"I keep forgetting how fertile we both are. I'm on my way."

"Thank you Laurel."

"Thank you for watching out for me. I'm so preoccupied with everything that I keep forgetting how easy it's going to be to end up pregnant."

"You are my first concern Laurel. Your good health is extremely important to me. I need you Laurel. I need you at your best so we can workout the issues facing us. I really need your unique insight and intellect without unnecessary distractions."

"That's a little humbling to have an artificial intelligence tell you that it needs your intellect in order to solve our issues."

"There are lives at stake Laurel. Tamaric is not going to survive if we don't find a way to uncouple the trans dermal interface from his cortex. That will send Korica into an emotional freefall that none of us can predict the outcome of. The timeline will be altered in an unpredictable manner putting our entire mission into doubt. I cannot keep him alive like he is for very long Laurel. The lack of proper signals and chemical triggers from his brain will eventually result in organ failure. I need your help with that issue above all else."

"I know. I am working on some ideas."

By this point Laurel had reached the exit from the bridge.

"Please don't tell Korica how much danger Tamaric is in ok?"

"I will not lie to her. I will not volunteer the information but if she asks I must be honest in accordance with my primary directives. She is one of my command crew. I can no more lie to her than I could lie to you."

Laurel closed her eyes and sighed then she departed the bridge and headed for the transport compartment. Laurel entered the transport compartment and then stepped up onto the transport platform and before she transported down she continued the conversation.

"I want you to put the available information into the new data core as an open query for technology that could solve the issue with available materials on the Future."

"Understood. I will begin immediately. See, that is something I actually hadn't thought about trying. I was trying to resolve the issue myself."

Laurel then touched the indicator for the med deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash she disappeared and then found herself standing on the transport platform on the med deck. Laurel stepped down and walked over to med bay one and entered the room. She stepped up to the exam table and slid her shoes off and then got undressed except for her shirt and she climbed up onto the exam table and before the manipulator moved into position the table glowed brightly from under her and the scanner above her lit up and a blue square beam of light rose from the table and met a red square beam falling gently from the overhead scanner and the two met in mid air and Laurel was encased in a purple haze. A few moments later the purple haze disappeared and a three dimensional image of Laurel's body was projected up into the air where she could see it and the computer manipulated the image focusing on her uterus first then moving down to her vaginal vault and ending up on her labia and her very pink inner flesh.

The image then zoomed quickly into her uterus and kept zooming in until it locked onto a red dot indicating the location of an egg. The image zoomed in until the egg filled an entire 3-foot by 4-foot image.

"No fertilization has taken place yet Laurel. There is sperm present in your vagina though."

The image then zoomed out quickly and moved to her flesh between he lips and there were dozens of yellow dots indicating the presence of individual sperm and then the image shifted to her vaginal vault and there were hundreds of yellow dots and they were slowly moving up towards her cervix.

"As you can see there is sperm on its way to your cervix. That is how you get pregnant without intercourse. Your anatomy traps them where they have the greatest chance of reaching your uterus. This only confirms my suspicions about your unique shape being a biological adaptation to insure that pregnancy occurs."

"Can you remove them all? It looks like there is a lot I missed while washing myself."

"Yes. I will need to perform a complete flush, rinse and scrub but I will be able to sterilize your labium and vagina completely."

Laurel then heard the manipulator opening pop open and the manipulator then moved up between her legs holding the laparoscope's guide. As it swung up toward Laurel she slid her hands down her thighs and onto her lips and pulled herself apart and the guide settled right against her opening and settled in with a slight pushing pressure and then she actually felt a slight tickling as the laparoscope fed into her swollen vagina. Laurel closed her eyes and let go of her lips that encircled the guide and she tried to ignore the feeling of something touching her in such a tender area.

"Are you experiencing any discomfort Laurel?"

"No not really. I'm just¦sensitive right now."

"You are a little engorged and swollen inside, I want you to tell me if anything gets uncomfortable."

"Jake just left me¦it was real hard not to make love to Jake. He satisfied my primal urge to achieve an orgasm¦twice, but I didn't let him penetrate me and my body is still very sensitive as it is craving the sensation of being penetrated by him."

"I see. I will attempt to be very gentle with that condition in mind."

"Thank you."

Laurel took a quick breath as she felt the warm rush as she was flushed with more fluid than normal and then the fluid was drawn away then there was another warm rush and a slight tingling feeling deep in her tummy. She then felt her vagina being flooded with a warm fluid and she grimaced as she could feel herself filling up. Then the fluid was drawn away and a moment later there was a gentle warm feeling in her vagina that actually felt very good and reliving and her face relaxed. She then heard the laparoscope retracting into its holder and the manipulator withdrew from between her lips with a very slow gentle tugging and her lips drew off of the guide then came together firmly.

"Please lay still while I flush and scrub your external and internal labium surfaces."

Laurel didn't move as she heard another compartment open and she looked down and saw a curved device looking just like what is used in the stasis chambers to collect the Human waste moving up toward her. She looked up at the continuing live image of her body as the device settled against her and then she could feel a vacuum that reminded her of what Jake did when he put his whole mouth over her and sucked on her but this was even stronger. Once a tight vacuum was established she could feel something touching her lips and she grimaced and looked up at the image being projected and she could see two small blunt curved devices working between her lips. She could feel them wiggling to get between her tight lips and she knew she couldn't help this time. She closed her eyes, as she really didn't like feeling like her lips were being played with and that was exactly how this felt.

Laurel then felt the devices finally achieve a penetration between her lips and then she felt a very warm rush on her inner flesh and her eyes popped open as the devices worked up to the top of her lips then slowly worked their way down her length as they dowsed her with a warm fluid that was then siphoned away. After two passes from top to bottom the fluid flush stopped and the device changed the noise it was making and she could feel a gently slippery brushing motion that started at her vaginal opening and worked its way up slowly to the top of her vulva and she tensed up as she realized it was approaching her clitoris and when the gentle brushing reached her most sensitive spot the stimulation made her tingle and she closed her eyes tightly and tried to ignore the fact that it actually felt very good on her clitoris. Just as the tingle was getting to the point that she feared she might be building to an orgasm it stopped. The devices then drew out from between her lips and started the gentle brushing motion while flushing the outer surface of her lips and they worked all the way down to her vagina then stopped. She then felt the vacuum intensify slightly and then the vacuum lessoned and released her and the collection device then withdrew and she started breathing normal again.

Once the device disappeared back into its compartment Laurel lifted her feet out of the stirrups and she scooted up slightly then climbed off of the table. When she stood up she reached down and felt of her lips and they were completely dry and very soft. She half expected them to be dripping wet with how much liquid she felt being sprayed in and against her but she was completely dry. Laurel then started getting dressed and the AI again engaged her.

"You did not experience any discomfort did you?"

"No. It felt really weird though. I almost¦you were scrubbing a very sensitive spot and it¦never mind. It didn't hurt."

"That is a procedure normally done while a person is not awake. I apologize if the stimulation almost resulted in an orgasm. That was not my intention."

"I know. I am just very sensitive right now."

Laurel then finished getting dressed and then departed for the transport platform. She transported up to the command deck and then exited the transport compartment and made her way to the bridge and sat down and logged in and checked the condition of all of the systems then went straight to work on the neural interface adapter for Tamaric. Laurel worked steady until 00:50 when a tone signaled the fact that the Future was approaching the Cernan system. Laurel brought up the sensor readings on the main view screen and watched as the Future slowed and then in a bright flash dropped into normal space traveling at a speed of 93,000 miles per second and then the computer initiated a picture perfect orbital insertion maneuver around the Cernan star at a distance of 90 million miles away. Laurel checked the navigation readings and she could see that they emerged from hyperspace precisely where they were supposed too. Laurel then checked the temperature of the core and it was showing a temperature of 420 degrees. She knew from the fundamental knowledge of the negative matter core and the star drive that was imparted to her that the core could sustain a temperature of well over 1000 degrees without sustaining any real damage but the support components were far more heat sensitive and 420 degrees was tolerable but still very high though not high enough to do any damage.

Laurel gave a quick scan of the system and she detected no spacecraft within the system and the fourth planet showed signs of inhabitation in the form of atmospheric levels of carbon monoxide and lead-phosphorus acids and carbon dioxide in unnaturally high levels. Laurel then went back to her work on the trans dermal adapter problem while the ship cooled down for thirty minutes. Laurel worked for ten minutes until she was having trouble concentrating and so she got up after pushing her display screens aside and made her way over to her quarters. As soon as she stepped in she felt a wave of warm relieving energy and her stomach unknotted. She stepped up to the bed and leaned down and kissed the side of Jake's head. Jake stirred slightly and then a moment later he rolled onto his back and put an arm around Laurel's neck and pulled her down closer and he kissed her cheek and then let go of her. Laurel then pulled the covers up on Jake's chest then stood up straight and took a deep breath then departed for the bridge.

Laurel returned to her seat and went back to work on the neural adapter for Tamaric. Twenty minutes later there was a tone signaling that the star drive was about to engage. Laurel brought up the readings surrounding the core and she could see that the temperature had fallen to 100 degrees. She then brought up the external sensor view and watched as the Future made a gentle turn all on its own and then the space began to distort just as before as the stars faded to black in an area of several hundred kilometers and then the space collapsed into a funnel shape as the energy from the negative matter core was dumped down the wave guides through the conduits and into the gravity well in ever intensifying pulses and then the engines throttled up and the Future shot into the tunnel and quickly accelerated to its previous speed on a course for the Werton system. Travel time was estimated at 3.9 hours. Laurel then checked the sensors and there was the beginnings of a slightly distorted image of the space the Future was traveling through. Laurel could tell the AI was matching the modulation of the shields and the oscillations of the space being distorted around the Future in order to create a clearer image. Laurel was pleased but went back to work on Tamaric's issue once she was convinced the ship was on a precise course through the artificial wormhole being created.

The ship traveled on without incident and at 01:40 Korica awoke to a growling tummy and so sat up in her bunk and rubbed her eyes then stretched her arms and called out to the AI.

"Computer?"

"Yes Korica. Did you have a bad dream?"

"No, I'm hungry. Can you call Jake for me?"

"I would be glad to. Would you like him to come to your quarters?"

"No, just have him meet me in the mess hall."

"Understood."

While Korica put her shoes on and tried to wake up a little more the AI called for Jake in his quarters.

"Jake?" The AI called through the com system in Jake's quarters. "Jake please respond."

The AI raised the light level slightly in Jake's quarters making Jake finally stir awake.

"Yah, what's up?"

"Korica has asked if you would meet her in the mess hall. She is feeling hungry."

Jake smiled big. He was pleased that she remembered to call for him.

"Tell her I'll be right there."

"Understood."

Jake then got up and found his shoes and slipped them on. Korica was already on her way to the mess hall when the AI told her that Jake was up and on his way to meet her in the mess hall. Korica smiled and thanked the AI. Korica stepped into the mess hall and the lights popped on and she retrieved a cup and dispensed a glass of apple juice and then went over to their usual table and had a seat. It was only a minute later when Jake strolled into the mess hall. His face lit up when he saw Korica sitting at their table. She looked tired but she managed a smile for him. Jake walked over and sat down next to her and gave her kiss then a servo drone showed up with a menu and the two ordered a quick meal. Korica ordered a sandwich and Jake ordered some cream of wheat with fruit sweetener and artificial butter. Jake then got up and retrieved a cup of apple juice just like Korica had.

The two sat and talked and enjoyed each other's company until their meals arrived. The two then ate their meals and at the end of the meal Korica had another cup of juice and then the two went to depart for their quarters while holding each other's hand. As Korica was about to take a right to her quarters Jake gently tugged on her hand and nodded toward the left. Korica stopped and looked at him for moment then the signal hit her and she smiled big.

"I can sleep with you?"

"Sure. Laurel is going to be on the bridge all night. I would be glad to share my bed with you."

Korica then walked with Jake to his quarters. Korica went straight into the bathroom and relieved herself while Jake slipped his shoes off and climbed under the covers. When Korica came out of the bathroom she stepped up next to the bed and slipped her shoes off and then climbed up onto the bed and Jake pulled the covers back for her and she slid over right next to him and Jake reached over and slid the light control down to sleep levels leaving a very faint glow toward the bathroom and main entrance and the rest of the room was bathed in almost total darkness. Jake then scooted down lying on his back and Korica turned on her side facing him and reached up and kissed his cheek.

"Thank you for taking such good care of me."

"You're welcome Korica. I love you baby."

"I love you too dad."

Korica then crawled up on Jake with her head on the side of his chest and her very warm body lying right along his side and he put his arm around her back and laid his hand on her hip. The two then drifted off to sleep rather quickly feeling very content with full bellies and warm hearts.

At 04:15 Laurel was finding it hard to think again and her stomach was starting to hurt so she stopped her work and pushed her display screens aside and stood up and made her way over to her quarters. As soon as she stepped through the door Laurel felt a warm wave of energy coming from Jake and her stomach instantly relaxed and her mind cleared up and she took a deep breath and grinned and then she sensed Korica's presence very profoundly and she knew that she had to be in the room in order to be sensing her presence that deeply. Laurel thought about it for a moment and she could sense Korica's heart beat in slow steady beating waves of radiant energy that made Laurel smile.

Laurel walked around the bed and strained to see in the darkened room and after a few moments her eyes adjusted and she could make out a smaller lump under the covers right next to Jake. Laurel stepped up to Jake and sat down gently in the curve of his stomach as he laid on his side facing outward and then she leaned over pulled the covers back a little and planted a peck on his lips. Jake smiled and stirred and his eyes opened and he saw his beautiful Laurel sitting in front of him and he smiled even more.

"Hi babe." Jake whispered.

"Hi handsome. I see you found a warm teddy bear to snuggle up to?" Laurel whispered.

"That's ok right?" Jake whispered.

"Absolutely. She is always welcome in my bed and in my husbands arms." Laurel snapped her hand up to her mouth.

Jake raised his head slightly and stared right into her eyes then he smiled and laid his head back down. Jake then reached his arm behind himself and felt Korica curled up to his back with her head right against his back. He placed his hand flat on her back and gently rubbed her back. Korica stirred slightly and moaned approvingly and snuggled even tighter into his back and she put her arm up over Jake's side and she gave a squeeze and then fell motionless again.

"What time is it honey?" Jake whispered.

"A little after four. You two still have a couple hours to sleep. I just needed relief from my symptoms. Were you feeling it?" Laurel whispered.

"A little. Korica's presence offers a little relief but not total." Jake whispered back.

"I've noticed that before but I thought it was just me."

"No I feel it too. Her love relives our pain." Jake whispered with a smile.

"Well I'm going back to work. You two sleep for a while. I love you Jake." Laurel whispered.

Laurel then leaned down and gave Jake a very long lip lock kiss while holding his cheeks.

"I love you too¦my wife." Jake whispered making Laurel blush.

Laurel then stood up and put one knee right in front of Jake's stomach and she pulled the covers off of Korica's head and then she leaned over putting her hand on Jake's side to steady herself and she kissed the side of Korica's head then she pulled the covers back where they were and then she stood up and leaned down again and kissed Jake's cheek then she departed for the bridge. Laurel continued her work until 05:10 at which time the signal that the Future was approaching the Werton system sounded. Laurel monitored the readings as the Future slowed and then in a flash emerged into normal space again precisely where Korica had plotted. The core temperature was again at 400 degrees but all of the automated systems were performing flawlessly. Laurel detected no signs of any spacecraft or civilization on any of the eleven planets in the Werton system. Once Laurel was content with their orbital path around the Werton star she went back to her work while the core cooled down.

Laurel worked until 05:40 at which time a tone signaled that the core had reached a temperature of 95 degrees and the Future was about to head toward the Altek system. The Future made a hard turn to the left seemingly right toward the Werton star forcing the computer to dim the forward view screen as the star filled the entire screen. A dark region then formed seemingly blocking out the region of space next to the star and the space distorted and then intensified as it drew in and finally collapsed into a perfectly round funnel shape with blue and green glowing smooth cloud like edges. The engines then throttled up and the Future slipped into the tunnel and the tunnel closed behind her in a flash of dissipating green clouds that faded to nothing. The computer estimated travel time to the Altek system to be 2.95 hours. That would put arrival at 08:35 ships time. With a twenty minute cool down in orbit of the Altek system star Korica's estimate of a 09:00 arrival at the Farqua station was incredibly precise.

Laurel had to take a moment to think about just how much space had been covered in the last 24 hours and it struck her just how capable the Future now was thanks to the elder race and thanks to Korica. Laurel smiled at the thought of just how fortunate she was to have met that wiry white haired little girl on the Hodong station. She seemed so small and skinny compared to the fit and clean-cut beautiful young lady now sleeping with her Jake in her quarters. The Future and Korica were now both forces to be reckoned with when crossed. Korica was a stunning young lady and the Future was a shinning beacon of what cooperation among friendly forces can achieve in very short order.

Laurel shook off her admiration of her Korica and her Future and went back to work on the trans dermal interface stuck in Tamaric's brain. Laurel had developed a device that would facilitate a connection from the computer to Tamaric's trans-dermal interface ribbon. There was a technique listed in the new data core for mapping the synaptic firing patterns in a brain with similar architecture to the Human brain. The mapping required a device that fed tendrils directly up into the brain just like the neural conductors used in the stasis chambers trans-dermal interface connectors. By modifying the design slightly Laurel had come up with a device that would clamp over the ribbon and through magnetically conductive resonance the signal from the computer could in theory be sent into the ribbon without making an actual physical connection with the wires within the ribbon. The only problem Laurel was running into was the device that the elder race had been using long ago contained a type of magnetite that was not available on the Future and the so-called conductive magnetite was very rare. Laurel had no other ideas and no way of actually constructing the device without the conductive magnetite. She was left with the painful decision that she was going to need the help of the elder race again in order to construct the device.

After close to an hour of searching available components on the Future through the new data core Laurel put the project aside realizing that she was stuck. Without the magnetite she simply couldn't build the device needed. Laurel shifted her attention to her project of building a stasis chamber for two. She was still having a great deal of trouble with its design as well. The biggest obstacle was the fact that both occupants would have to be precisely and simultaneously put into a deep stasis and if there were an imbalance in the slightest the occupants would suffer neural or physical trauma that could potentially be fatal. Laurel was finding the hardware was feasible and relatively simple but the software was going to be very difficult and maybe even impossible. The fact that no two people were exactly alike meant that synchronizing two brains simultaneously was possibly an impossible feat.

06:00 rolled around and the lights slowly came up in Jake's quarters and he went to roll onto his back when he felt Korica's hot body right behind him. Jake smiled and scooted forward then rolled onto his back and Korica scooted closer and half climbed on his side making him grin. He stroked her head a few times then laid for few minutes longer then he pushed the covers down and put his hand on Korica's back and shook her lightly.

"It's time to get up baby. Are you alive?"

Korica slid her head to the side and looked up into Jake's face with a grin.

"I'm alive. I slept like a rock. I can't remember the last time I slept so deeply."

"It helps to have someone to snuggle up to huh?"

"Not just someone¦someone I love. You make me feel safe Jake."

"Awe. Thank you honey. Let's go get cleaned up and we'll go get Laurel and have breakfast together."

"Kay." Korica said with a big smile.

The two got up and walked to the bathroom. Korica asked to use the facilities first then when her apple juice from her midnight snack was taken care of she opened the door for Jake. Jake then stepped in and brushed her hair and then a servo drone brought a toothbrush and the two brushed their teeth. The two then went and slipped their shoes on and then made their way over to the bridge. Laurel immediately felt a wave of relief when Jake stepped onto the bridge making her smile and breath a sigh of relief. Korica stepped up beside Laurel and smiled at her brightly. Laurel put her hand on her cheek and smiled back.

"Good morning Korica dear. Did you sleep well?"

"Yes mam. I got the best sleep I have had in days thanks to Jake. He comforts me even when he is asleep."

"I know the feeling. I'm glad to hear that you slept good."

"Are you hungry? I would really like you too join us for breakfast." Korica said.

"I'm famished. I would be glad to join you two."

Laurel called down to Hirema to tell her that the three would be off of the bridge and Laurel was told that Hirema was asleep and that Terran was in charge of the shakedown team in the meantime. Laurel told Terran that she could be reached through the AI if the need should arise and he said that he understood. As Laurel was about to log off Jake looked over her shoulder and saw the image of the stasis chamber she was working on and he was intrigued.

"Hay is that our stasis chamber?"

"Yah, if I can ever figure out how to tie two people into one neural control computer. That is proving very difficult."

"It looks roomy."

Laurel swiveled her display screen toward Jake so he could get a good look at the design. It looked like a big egg shaped chamber with a lid that raised toward the foot of the chamber so the individuals could climb in and out from each side. The entire top was made of transparent aluminum with one gleaming beam of titanium running across the middle of the cover for bracing and to house the body scanner pickups and transmitters.

"I am designing it to be large enough for us to occupy it when we are adults. It may look roomy for how short we are now but when you are six foot tall and I am five foot ten or so it is actually going to be a tight fit. If I can ever get the computer issue worked out we will actually be able to hold each other's hand when we are put under."

"I like the idea of having you right at my side Laurel. Did the computer impart you with the knowledge of the stasis chambers so you could design this?"

"No. I had to figure out how these things are built on my own based on the design specs in the computers memory and then I had to tweak the design into what you see here."

"You are amazing Laurel. I would have never been able to figure that out."

"Oh I think you would surprise yourself if you applied yourself. You are just as smart as me Jake."

"Pshaw. I'm no slouch but I am no where near as smart as you Laurel."

Laurel then logged off of her station and pushed her displays to the side and stood up.

"I wish you wouldn't sell yourself short Jake. You are a genius, you just don't see it."

"She's right Jake." Korica said. "You know all of the systems on this ship and how to repair them. That takes an incredibly smart man."

"Thank you Korica. I guess that does take a fair bit of brain power doesn't it?"

"A fair bit? Not many people Human or otherwise would be capable of such a thing."

The three then departed for the mess hall to eat breakfast together. During the meal Laurel revealed that she had come up with a design for the adapter needed to revive Tamaric. Korica was thrilled until Laurel had to tell her that the elder race were going to have to help her with the construction of the ribbon pickup. Korica was saddened but she understood Laurel's explanation of the problem. Korica asked if she could go visit with Tamaric after the morning shower and Laurel told her it was fine.

After the meal all three departed for the gym and performed their morning workout routine and then the girls went and showered together while Jake waited in the gym. He couldn't wait to have Mark back to talk with while the girls showered. He knew Mark was probably very close to ready to come out but he was going to require at least another day to decompress from all of the knowledge being imparted to him. When Laurel peaked around the corner to tell Jake they were done Jake went and took his shower.

When Jake was finished he made his way to his quarters and to his great surprise Laurel and Korica were gone. When he stepped over to the com panel and inquired of the AI as to where the girls were the AI told him Laurel was on the bridge and Korica was on the med deck sitting with Tamaric in med bay three. Jake went a head and got dressed and cleaned up and then joined Laurel on the bridge.

Jake touched Laurel's shoulder and she smiled and pushed her displays aside and then took Jake's hand and the two stepped out into the corridor and then Laurel yanked Jake into a tight hug followed by a very long French kiss. She terminated the kiss with the customary two pecks and then she held onto him for a moment while staring into his eyes.

"I really missed you last night Jake."

"I missed you two babe. I hate trying to sleep without you right next to me for comfort."

"You had Korica."

"That wasn't until around two. She is a comfort and she is a snuggler like you but it's just not the same. She's not my Laurel."

"Well luckily we don't have to do this very often. I got a lot of work done though so in the end it was worth it. With a little help I think we can get Tamaric out of his state without killing him. The computer came up with the good idea of putting him back into a state of stasis instead of trying to bring him out first. The computer can then go about bringing him out properly since we don't know exactly where he was in the wake sequence when the power failed."

"I see. I'm glad you were able to come up with a solution. She hasn't said much about it but I sense that Korica is really beside herself with worry. She knows Tamaric won't survive for long like he is now."

Laurel then took Jake's hand and the two made their way back to their stations. Jake immediately brought up the power readings throughout the ship and he was stunned to see 720 billion mega watts available above and beyond what was being used by the star drive. Jake was starting to realize that the negative matter core produced thousands of times more power than all seven fusion reactors combined. The two went about monitoring their systems until 08:00 rolled around at which time the AI announced that Mark was ready to be brought out of stasis.

"Can you keep him in a light sleep until we arrive at the Altek system?" Laurel asked.

"Yes I can. He is going to need a great deal of sleep to rest his mind anyway. His learning programs terminated five hours ago but I brought him out of stasis very slowly as his brain was being imparted with knowledge at a saturation rate of ninety percent of what his brain could tolerate. It was very hard on him but he did well in the end."

"Good deal. Thank you. I know we are going to be dropping out of hyperspace in about thirty minutes or so and Korica is still preoccupied so I would rather wait until we are back in a safe location and done with the shakedown run."

"Understood. I will let him rest."

"Jake will you watch the bridge? I'm going to go get Korica."

"You could just¦eye captain. I have the bridge."

"Thank you Jake."

Laurel then logged off of her station and departed for the transport compartment. Laurel then transported herself down to the med deck and made her way through the pressure door down the corridor from med bay one and proceeded to med bay three. When she entered the room Korica was holding Tamaric's hand while reading to him from a data pad. Laurel walked up to her and kissed her then pulled a chair over next to her and had a seat and let her read a little more. Laurel finally told Korica it was getting close to the time when they were going to be dropping into normal space in orbit of the Altek star. Korica turned off her data pad and put Tamaric's hand back at his side and stood staring at him for a moment while Laurel returned her chair to its previous position in the room next to the door. Laurel then stepped up next to Korica and looked at Tamaric.

"He's looking a little pale isn't he?" Korica asked.

"I'm afraid so honey. He is stuck at a low metabolic rate and his breathing is not able to adjust as it normally would for changing bodily requirements. The rest of his organs are requiring more oxygen and he isn't able to provide it even with pure oxygen being delivered to him through that breathing mask. Eventually he is going to suffer complete organ failure if he stays like this. Luckily I think we have a solution that is close at hand."

"I really like him Laurel. I can't wait to actually talk to him."

"Soon baby, very soon. I promise to do everything in my power to get him the help he needs."

"Thank you mom."

"There is something else I need to discuss with you while we are alone."

"Oh, what's that?"

"I would like to begin collecting some eggs from you so I can start working on a way to make it possible for you to have a child with a Human."

"Does it hurt?"

"No not at all. You really don't feel anything at all except for the collection device sitting against you. The laparoscope is as small as a hair. We will need to take some samples from deep in your uterus to determine the right chemical balance for your unique body chemistry. You will be flushed with a hormone solution that will make your body ovulate sooner than it would on its own and the eggs are collected every other day or so¦just like mine are."

"That sounds yucky. I don't know if I want a device inside me down there."

"I completely understand you feeling that way. Just think it over ok? I really want you to have the opportunity to be a mother someday and I think I could make that possible if I have the opportunity to try."

"Ok, I'll think about it."

"Good girl. Let's get back up to the bridge for now. We will revisit the subject later."

Korica then stepped over to Tamaric and put her hand on his arm.

"I got to go Tamaric. I'll come back and see you as soon as I can."

The two then departed for the bridge. The two stepped through the pressure door and sealed it behind themselves and then walked to the transport platform at the end of the corridor. They stepped up onto the platform and Korica touched the indicator for the command deck when the free floating map appeared and a few seconds later in a blue flash the two disappeared and then appeared on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck. The two then stepped down and exited the transport compartment and made their way to the bridge. The two then stepped onto the bridge and assumed their stations and then Jake stepped over to Korica and knelt down next to her.

"Korica honey you forgot to quiet your mind this morning. I did too and I heard what you were thinking down there when you got nervous. You have a really powerful mind and I am conditioned to sense your thoughts really easily. I want you to take a moment and quiet your mind ok?"

Korica blushed brightly and stared at Jake with her mouth half open for a moment then she closed her eyes and concentrated on the bubble surrounding her and then she thought about that bubble shrinking until it shrank into her head. She then opened her eyes.

"Thank you Jake. I totally forgot. Do you think the elder race onboard heard me too?"

"I don't know honey. Maybe. I'm just particularly sensitive to your presence all the time no matter how far away you are. Others may not be so aware of you. In a little while we won't have to worry about that any more."

Jake then stood up and went back to his station and resumed his duties. The three monitored everything for another twenty minutes at which time a tone was heard indicating that they were about to arrive at the Altek system and the end of their shakedown run. Korica put the forward sensor image up on the main view screen just as the Future began to slow and in a bright flash they emerged into normal space. Korica made a quick navigational check and she found that they had emerged right where they were supposed to be with pinpoint precision. The Future then automatically initiated an orbital insertion maneuver around the Altek system star at a distance of 80 million miles away. Jake checked the temperature surrounding the core and the indication was 380 degrees. Korica then initiated a deep scan looking for the Farqua station and she was worried when she found Altek itself but the Farqua station was nowhere to be seen.

"Laurel, we have a problem." Korica finally said.

"What's the problem ensign?"

"I can't find the Farqua station."

"What! Could it be on the other side of Altek?"

"No. Our new sensor processors can tell what's on the other side of a planet at this distance and there is nothing there. It's gone."

Laurel pushed her displays aside and stepped over to Korica and looked at her readings from over her shoulder. She could see where the Farqua station should be but Korica was right. It simply wasn't there. Laurel slowly stood up straight looking at the giant view screen showing a distant planet with no moon shaped station orbiting it with a huge building protruding from its north pole with skyscrapers coming out of the top of that building.

"Korica look for any spacecraft in this system or inbound into this system."

"Eye captain."

Korica broadened the scan and detected three very large spacecraft on the outer edges of the system heading straight for Altek. The ships did not match any known craft as outlined in the new data core and they were heading in at close to the speed of light. Korica put her sensor readings up on the large view screen so Laurel could see what was being detected.

"Ok, that's a problem." Laurel said.

"Didn't Oberot say that if unknown craft were snooping around in this system the Farqua station wouldn't be there when they arrived?" Jake asked.

"Yah he did." Laurel replied. "He also said there were some hostile races that want to overthrow the elder race in favor of stealing knowledge and technology rather than sharing it."

"What do you want to do Laurel?" Jake asked.

"How long do we have until they arrive Korica?"

"If their speed remains constant¦about twelve hours."

"Ok, assume navigation control and take us in a little closer to the star and park us on the backside opposite to the approach path of our friends out there."

"Yes mam." Korica said.

"Jake, give thruster and engine control to her station so she can pilot us to the other side of the star."

"Eye captain."

Jake brought up his primary propulsion controls and then slid the control over to the navigation station on the map of the bridge stations that he brought up. Korica then touched the new icon and the engine and thruster controls tied into her navigation controls and she plotted a course for the Altek star at .95% the speed of light.

"It should take us about eight minutes to get to the other side of the star captain. Excuse me for asking but what are we going to do once we get there?" Korica asked.

"We are going to shoot a signal to the elder race's home world using our chair."

"Ahh. Good idea." Korica said.

"Thank you. Take us out Korica."

"Yes mam."

Korica placed her hands up on the attitude controls on her lower control screen and began piloting the Future manually.

"Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please fire up the chair and get things warmed up so we can attempt to communicate with the elder race?"

"Right away. What coordinates would you like to aim the signal at?"

"The same coordinates used when we communicated with Asaria for the first time."

"Understood."

Korica piloted the Future around to the backside of the Altek star and then parked her at a distance of twelve million miles out and then handed control back over to the AI so the AI could aim the ship at the elder races home world. When everything was set all three logged off their stations and departed for the transport compartment. They transported down to the scanner relay compartment and then stepped down from the transport platform and Jake had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the three entered the compartment. The computer interface was humming in preparation as the three stepped into the compartment. The three of them stepped up to the chair and picked up their halos and climbed up into their seats and placed the halos on their heads after plugging them in and they laid back and took each other's hands.

"Computer?" Laurel called out.

"Yes Laurel."

"If this doesn't work I want you to be ready to take us out of the Altek system at maximum speed."

"You want me to use the star drive?"

"No, we are to close to the star. We would pull billions of tons of charged particles in with us. Just punch us up to seven times the speed of light."

"Course heading?"

"I don't care, just away from here."

"Understood."

"What is our hull temperature by the way?"

"Ninety-one degrees."

"Incredible! So I guess the shields are reflecting all of the solar radiation as I had predicted?"

"Yes. The hull temperature is only that warm due to the plasma conduits running along the underside of the hull. There is no heating whatsoever coming from external sources. I must warn you though that our shields are beginning to fluoresce as the charged particles streaming from the star are slowed slightly as they strike the shields and curve around us. We are probably going to look like a neon light to the visual sensors of the approaching craft if they move around to this side of the star."

"I knew that was likely to happen. That's why I wanted Korica to park us on the backside like this. If anybody comes around to this side please shut down the chair and take us out without delay."

"Understood."

"Korica I want you to push real hard baby, ok? We are very close to the star and I'm not completely sure how that will affect our signal if at all."

"Ok. I'll push as hard as I can."

"Good girl. I love you sweetie."

"I love you too Laurel."

All three then closed their eyes and reached out to one another. They all found the other's minds immediately and let themselves sink into the other's minds. Laurel could sense right away that Korica was nervous about pushing as hard as she could. She was afraid she would hurt Laurel and Jake. Laurel told her that the halos would absorb ninety-nine percent of her energy so she wouldn't be capable of hurting anyone and thus it was perfectly safe. All three withdrew into their own minds while staying connected to one another. All three then concentrated on their love for one another and let the feeling grow to its maximum potential and then Laurel counted to three and they all pushed. Korica let the energy well up and she pushed so hard that she yelled out in her mind and Laurel and Jake both felt a dizzying wave of almost hot energy pass through their bodies and then in a flash everything went silent.

When the three started to become aware of their surroundings again it seemed as though someone were turning the lights up from a pitch black room and the three were standing right at the waters edge of a huge lake. The water was gently lapping up onto a sandy beach and there were three very large rocks piled one on top of the other protruding out into the water a little distance and there was a large tree with a huge canopy covering the rocks in a sun dappled shade. The water was dark almost black color suggesting that it was very deep if one stepped more than twenty feet from the shore. Laurel turned and looked behind her and there were green grassy knolls rolling for as far as the eye could see in every direction and there was a warm sun beating down on them with the gentlest hint of a sweet smelling breeze. The air smelled of flowers though none were visible anywhere.

Jake looked at the huge rocks and it dawned on him that this is the place that he saw Korica jumping from those very rocks with a group of other children with her bare tush visible in the images that Holon had sent to the Future.

"You've been here before haven't you Korica?" Jake asked.

"Yes. This is Menos. There is a settlement and trading post about three miles from here in that direction." Korica pointed behind them seemingly to nowhere. "My parents used to let me swim here with some of the other kids in the settlement. I even swam nude a few times. I didn't want to get my clothes wet so I just took them off. I haven't been here in a very long time."

"This place is beautiful. I just hope our signal reaches the elder race." Laurel said.

"Come on, we can go sit on the rocks and wait." Korica said.

Laurel and Jake followed Korica over to the rocks and they climbed up onto the second rock in the stack of three and had a seat.

"Korica, if you don't know how to swim how did you get back to the shore after jumping off of the rocks?"

"The water is only as deep as my chest below the rocks. You could jump feet first but you couldn't dive in or you would hit your head. Course that was when I was like five or six, I guess now it would only come up to my tummy."

"Well if this is in your mind you could make the water as deep or as shallow as you wanted."

"That's true, I hadn't thought about that. What a weird thought, I could go swimming in my mind."

"You could wear your new swimsuit too."

"Why would I bother with a swimsuit? This is in my mind so no one is around to see me. I could wear nothing at all and it wouldn't matter."

"I'm around!" Jake said.

"Are you still bothered about seeing me naked? I just don't understand the Human thing of being disturbed by seeing a family member naked even if they are of the opposite sex."

"Korica, you are my little girl but we aren't really related and you aren't exactly a little girl either."

"So."

"So, I shouldn't see you like that."

"Whatever Jake. I just don't get it. If you aren't¦turned on or whatever I just don't see the problem."

"Maybe it is just a Human thing. We just aren't comfortable being naked around the opposite sex."

"You got nothing to be embarrassed about and I don't think I have anything to be embarrassed about so why don't you like seeing me?"

"No you don't have anything at all to be embarrassed about Korica. You are gorgeous and very shapely. Maybe that's what the problem is."

"What, that I'm pretty?"

"Well yah. You're not just pretty honey, you are becoming sensual and attractive like a woman. If you are going to fit in with Humans you are just going to have to accept that this is the way we are. Dads just don't look at their daughters after a certain age and you are well past that age. If I happen to see you it's no big deal but as a matter of principle I should avoid seeing you nude."

"So you appreciate my beauty but don't want to see it?"

"Exactly. I am very proud of how gorgeous you're turning out to be but I don't need to see all of it."

"I guess that kind of makes sense. My people just don't have a problem with the being naked around each other."

"At any age?"

"Yah at any age. My mom and dad used to sleep nude with me all the time once I knew how to use the toilet."

"I would bet that would have changed if they were around you at this age. You are a young woman now not a little girl even if I still call you my little girl."

"I guess I'll never know." Korica said in a sad voice.

Jake put his arm around Korica and scooted right next to her.

"I'm sorry honey. I didn't mean to remind you of what you've lost. Hay, this is just a discussion Korica. To tell you the truth If we are alone, just the three of us, I won't yell at you or stare at you or even tell you to put something on if you are nude around me ok?"

Korica put her arm around Jake and leaned into him.

"Kay. Thank you. I just don't want to be made to think my body is ugly to look at."

"No baby. You are very pleasing to the eye."

"Thank you Jake. Mom, how long should we wait? Do you think our signal even reached the elder race's home world?"

"I'm sure there isn't someone sitting in the chair all the time sweetie. They have to notice our signal and someone has to get to the chair in order to answer us. I'm not going to wait to long though. This is very hard on your body still and I don't like it. I'll give it a few minutes and then we will just leave the Altek system and come back tomorrow or something."

Laurel scooted closer to Korica and put her arm around Korica's shoulders and Jake scooted his arm down around Korica's back and the three sat for a few minutes just enjoying each other's warm energy and the gentle breeze that shifted around and started blowing off the water.

Just as Laurel was ready to give up all three sensed a presence drawing down on them.

"Someone's coming mom." Korica said in a concerned voice.

"Yah, I feel it too. Someone must have finally seen our signal and they are responding. As soon as they appear I want you to compress time ok?"

"Ok."

The three sat huddled together as the presence drew closer and closer and then a man suddenly seemed to materialize out of nowhere walking toward the rocks they were sitting on. The man was tall and slender but very good-looking. He had curly bright blond hair and piercing green eyes with a small nose and very distinguishing facial features. He was wearing the typical elder race uniform but he had some kind of medal pinned on his chest where a breast pocket would ordinarily be. It was a small star shaped medal with blue points and the center was red with a gold winged spaceship at its center. The man stepped up to the edge of the rocks with his hands up holding his wrists across his stomach making him look very stately.

"Hello Future crew. I am Ferro Dellwitt. Are you experiencing difficulties?"

"We are actually." Laurel said as all three stood up and stepped down off of the rocks and stood right in front of Ferro. "You know who we are?"

Ferro suddenly evaporated and just disappeared to Laurel's shock and then she looked down at Korica who was just opening her eyes back up after compressing time just as Laurel had told her to.

"Good girl, you remembered."

Korica just grinned at her and a moment later Ferro reappeared.

"Why did you do that?" Ferro asked.

"Transmitting like this is very hard on our Korica's body."

"Ah, I do seem to remember Asaria saying that you compressed time at a staggering rate so you could talk longer without stressing her young body."

"So then you know of us?"

"Oh yes. Anyone who has sat in the chair recently knows of our newest members to the coalition. You are captain Laurel Kade of Earth. You are commander Jake Myers also of Earth. And this must be our star, ensign Korica Prentor of Draxima." Ferro said bowing to each as he said their names.

"It is an honor to meet you Ferro." Laurel said.

"So how can I help you good folks?" Ferro asked.

"Um we just returned to the Altek system having completed our shakedown run and there are three large spacecraft entering the system which the spacecraft recognition program can not identify and the Farqua station is gone. We have a crew of twenty elder race onboard and I am concerned for their safety. We are not a warship, so I would prefer not to get into a shooting match with our unknown inbound guests. Any help you could offer would be appreciated."

"I see. Is Terran Grotten among the shakedown team?"

"Yes he is actually."

"That's good news. Can you remember some long string numbers?"

"Yes. I have a photographic memory."

"Great. Remember these numbers¦frequency one, one, eight, three, four, point one, nine, six, two, nine, nine, zero, one. Alignment density one, four, four, three, two, two, zero. Coordinates one, eight, three point four, one, nine by two, six, one four by three, three, two. Can you remember all of that?"

"Yes sir. What is all of that?"

"That is where the Farqua station is. Give those frequency, density, and coordinate parameters to Terran. He will adjust your negative matter core to match those frequencies and you will find the Farqua station."

"You knew that we were given a negative matter core?"

"No, but you do. You are thinking about it right now."

"Right, we are connected through a shared mind. We can't adjust the negative matter core from the bridge ourselves?"

"No. That will require direct manipulation of the field density and the harmonic frequency of the core. That is not something that can be done remotely. Terran will know what to do."

"Thank you Ferro. We really appreciate you even acknowledging our signal."

"It was my pleasure captain Kade. You are one of us after all. If I might be so bold as to say¦you and your Korica here are far more beautiful in person than words alone could express and you commander Myers are very handsome indeed. You and your captain look good together. I sense a tremendous amount of love between you three. I see why Oberot is so taken with you three."

"Awe, thank you Ferro. That's sweet of you to say that." Laurel said.

"It's been an honor to have this meeting of the minds with you. I sense that all three of you have a good heart and you girls are very sweet. Please don't loose that naivetÃ©, it is very charming and very rare."

"We will try our best to hold onto it Ferro. Is our signal distorted at all, beings we are so close to the Altek star?"

"No, not at all. A star will not affect a signal of this nature. Your signal is very loud and extremely saturating on my end. Korica is very gifted at her ability to produce a signal of significant density and clarity that is both unique and special."

"Well she pushed as hard as she could just incase our signal was affected by the nearby star."

"I see. Well if there is nothing else you three need from me I will let you get back to your mission."

"Thank you for being so nice to us Ferro. I sense that you¦you have a lot of love in your heart and you're a good man¦Korica reminds you of your¦great granddaughter?"

"She does indeed. Except for the white hair they could be sisters. I truly love children and especially my Branna. She is my favorite person in this universe."

"Awe. Well thank you again Ferro."

"You are most welcome captain."

"Please call me Laurel."

"Thank you Laurel. I hope we have an opportunity to talk again sometime. So long and good journeys."

Ferro then turned and simply dissolved away as he walked away. All three then withdrew themselves from each other's minds and they became aware of how hot it was despite copious amounts of air blowing down on them from the ventilation system. Laurel immediately noticed Korica was breathing very hard and almost raspy sounding as she struggled to get enough air into her lungs. Laurel waited until her vision cleared and the neural fog wore off and then she lifted the halo off of her head and unplugged it and handed it to Jake as she slid forward and got to her feet. She stepped in front of Korica who was lying with her eyes closed trying to catch her breath. Laurel furrowed her brow and just watched as Korica finally started to slow how fast she was gasping and she opened her eyes and grinned at Laurel. After a moment longer Korica lifted the halo off of her head and unplugged it and handed it to Laurel and then leaned forward and continued to pant for a few more breaths before she finally started to feel like she was getting enough air into her lungs and her head cleared up as did her blurry vision.

"God I hate this Korica. It scares me to see you breathing that hard for that long. This is the worst I've seen you winded yet."

"You worry¦to much mom¦I never pushed...this hard before¦I'm ok really."

"I worry cause I love you baby."

"I know¦you do¦I love you too. You used to get just as winded as me."

"We have bigger lungs Korica and we aren't the ones pushing our brain to do what it is not supposed to be capable of for years to come. You are the one doing all of the work anymore and we are just fighting to stay connected to your mind as you take us along with your mind."

Laurel put her hand out and Korica took her hand and then scooted forward and climbed out of her seat and stood up straight. Laurel then pulled her into a tight hug as she continued to breath deep but not near as fast.

"I guess I am overprotective of you just like my mom used to be with me. She was always terrified when I went out on my own like I was going to fall into a hole and disappear or something. I now know it's cause I am so pretty that she was afraid someone would grab me to try and do something terrible to me but at the time I thought she was overreacting. I feel the same way now. I am so afraid that your heart is going to stop again that it scares the crap out of me even though I know you are stronger than me when it comes to your cardio capacity."

Korica wrapped her arms around Laurel tightly and her breathing finally slowed to normal.

"I guess it's nice to know that you love me that much."

By this time Jake had taken his halo off and unplugged it and then stood up and laid his halo in his seat and Laurel's in her seat and he was standing right next to the girls. Jake gently took Korica's halo out of Laurel's hand and laid it in Korica's seat and then put his hand on Korica's shoulder.

"Come you two. We have to get those numbers to Terran so we can find the station."

Laurel pulled back from Korica and cupped her hand under her chin.

"You ok now?"

"Yep. Good to go." Korica said smiling.

"You are so pretty Korica. I swear you are getting prettier every day." Korica blushed and smiled brightly.

"You are too mom. You get even more beautiful every day."

"You're both getting more stunning every day. Even complete strangers can't help but tell you how beautiful you are." Jake said as Laurel took his hand.

The three then exited the very hot scanner relay compartment into the comfortably cool corridor and stepped up onto the transport platform and Korica touched the indicator for the command deck when the map appeared. A few seconds later in a blue flash all three disappeared and then they found themselves standing on the platform on the command deck. They stepped down from the transport platform and exit the transport compartment and made their way to the bridge. Laurel immediately called down to the shakedown crew when she took her seat.

"Terran can you hear me?"

"Yes mam. Go ahead captain."

"I assume you are aware of our situation?"

"Yes. Your AI has kept us abreast of what our situation is."

"We used the chair and managed to reach Ferro. He gave me some numbers for you so we can find the Farqua station."

"Really? Ferro is a good man. I'm sure he loved your Korica. He loves children and I believe his daughter's, daughter's daughter is very dear to him. She is just about ensign Prentor's age or maybe even a little younger."

"We Humans would call her a great granddaughter. Anyways, are you ready for the numbers?"

"Yes go ahead."

"Frequency one, one, eight, three, four, point one, nine, six, two, nine, nine, zero, one. Alignment density one, four, four, three, two, two, zero. Coordinates one, eight, three point four, one, nine by two, six, one four by three, three, two."

"I got it. I will need helm control in the reactor control room."

"Uh¦the ship was never designed to be piloted from down there. I don't think it's even possible."

"I only need access to the navigation controls. I will not actually be engaging the engines."

"Computer can you transfer navigation to the reactor control console?"

"Yes but engine control is as you said a separate circuit that cannot be accessed from the reactor control room. Terran can enter coordinates into the navigation system manually and engage them but no thrust will result. They will be static coordinates until the engines are engaged either from the bridge or the engine control room."

"That's perfect. That is exactly what I need." Terran said.

"Please give him the navigation system."

"Understood."

Korica's navigation controls went blank as the control was diverted to the reactor control room control screens and then Korica's screens came back on as a mirror image with only override control available which would take control back from the reactor control room but all of the rest of Korica's controls were now otherwise ineffective. Korica watched as the coordinates where entered by Terran and then instead of speed settings he entered what looked like frequency settings into the speed controls and then he tied it into the negative matter core in way Korica had never seen or even thought about before. She turned and looked at Laurel and pointed to her display screens with a puzzled look on her face. Laurel put her hand up and shrugged.

Jake then saw the power levels in the negative matter core ramping up and the ship seemed to vibrate slightly and then the shields attenuated to the same exact frequency as the out put from the negative matter core and after Terran adjusted the shield alignment density to the specific density rate that Ferro had given, the forward view turned a rosy pink and then everything became hazy like they were trapped in a rose colored fog bank and the communication station lit up with com traffic from within the Farqua station. Korica brought up the sensor readings and she was detecting a huge metallic object that she knew had to be the Farqua station based on its shape and almost hollow internal echo return and the fact that there was as much energy contained within the object as the nearby star, which was now a strange pink color instead of bright white as before. Terran then called up to Laurel.

"Ok captain, you can take the helm control back but do not adjust the shields or try and use the power from the negative matter core. They are very delicately balanced right now and they need to stay that way. Travel only at sub light speeds to the coordinates set into the navigation."

"I understand. Thank you for your help Terran."

"My pleasure Laurel¦I mean captain, sorry. I want to get home too."

"You can call me Laurel if you like Terran."

"I would much prefer it. It's closer to how friends would address one another."

"Korica will you please take us to the preset coordinates at eighty percent the speed of light?"

"Yes mam. Gladly."

"And please open a channel to Eris when you get the chance."

"Eye captain."

Korica set their forward speed and then engaged the engines at sixty percent thrust until the Future had completed her turn and then she increased the thrust to one hundred percent until the Future reached 80% the speed of light and then she backed the engines down to 75% thrust and then got up and stepped over to the communication station and opened a channel to the Farqua approach control and then she pointed at Laurel as she stepped back over to the navigation control station and took her seat.

"Farqua approach control, this is the Earth vessel Future requesting permission to approach for docking."

"This is Farqua approach control. I do not have you on visual but I have you on deep sensors. You are approved for approach at your discretion. I have no other traffic at this time. Hello Laurel."

"Understood approach control. Hello Eris. It is really good to hear your voice. We were a little worried when we returned and the station was gone."

"Sorry about that. We have been tracking some uninvited guests and when they entered the system we took steps to keep our presence unknown. You're very resourceful to have found a way to locate us."

"It took a call using our chair and the diligence and experience of the shakedown team in order to accomplish this. I seriously doubt if we could have done this without them."

"It's all part of looking out for each other. I hope you will keep the details of how this was done to yourself?"

"Absolutely. I am going to order the¦key frequencies and whatnot to be erased from the memory core when we are done."

"That's a good idea. Thank you. It will help to keep us all safe in the future. The shakedown team is quite a team aren't they?"

"To say the least. They have us calibrated and aligned to run like we never have before. I am very impressed. They worked tirelessly and unobtrusively the whole time."

"Thank you Laurel and Eris. It's nice to hear praise once in a while for such a thankless job." Terran said.

"You're most welcome Terran." Eris said.

"You folks have been a pleasure to have onboard and I am extremely grateful for everything you have done to get us ready for our trip back to the Milky Way." Laurel said

"Thank you Laurel. It was¦fun. I really enjoyed myself."

"Eris, if you are allowed to tell me, are we in a parallel dimension?" Laurel asked.

"Not exactly. Because of who you are and what you have done for us, and the citizens of this galaxy I can tell you. Think of this of a sub domain of normal space. We are vibrating at a different frequency from that of the space we normally occupy. If you were to step out into this space you would simply dissolve because you vibrate at the wrong quantum frequency to exist here. We are containing ourselves in a bubble of artificially created extremely low frequency quantum flux gravitationally distorted energy. That is the key to how we hide from those we do not want to have find us. Hiding like this takes an enormous amount of energy in order to achieve a stable state of quantum flux. Most vessels would never have the kind of power or technology available to them required to achieve this state. The Future and this station luckily both have more than enough power and advanced technology available to maintain this state virtually indefinitely."

"I uh¦you know that should have gone right over my head but I completely understood everything you just said¦what about you two?" Laurel asked of Jake and Korica who both nodded yes.

"Would you like guidance assistance for docking?"

"Please. We are extremely fast now but still a little un-gamely at close quarters maneuvering when in close proximity to a gravitational body."

Eris actually chuckled making Laurel smile. There was a very Human feel to her laughter even though she was never a Human to begin with.

"I would be glad to give you an assist into your docking station¦welcome home Laurel."

Laurel smiled again as did Korica and Jake. It was humbling to hear an elder race welcome them home. Korica kept watching the sensor readings but she still couldn't detect the Farqua station on normal visual sensors only on enhanced sensor readings was the station showing as being there at all. When the Future got to within 1 million kilometers Korica began using the thrusters to slow their approach and she cut the main engines to 1% thrust just to keep their forward motion steady.

"Captain Laurel I still can't see the station visually. This is like trying to miss a mountain in the pitch dark of night." Korica aid.

"You are on a perfect approach path young Korica. You can drop your angel three degrees and cut your engines all together and you should drift right below the station." Eris said.

"Ok. Understood approach control." Korica said.

Korica used the bow thrusters to dip the bow slightly then she used the lower bow thrusters to level off their path and then she cut the engines to zero and let the Future coast. At 500 kilometers the station finally showed upon visual sensors bathed in an eerie pink and pale red glow. Korica dipped the bow a little more and the Future glided below the station until the ship shuddered slightly as the gravitational guides attempted to lock onto the Future only to be deflected by the Future's shields.

"You are inside the stations overlapping bilinear shields so you can deactivate your shields so I can lock onto your hull." Eris said.

"Go ahead Korica." Laurel said.

Korica brought up the sensor and shield controls and she touched the slider for the power to the shields and gently slid it down to zero and the toriodal shields stopped oscillating and spinning and formed a perfect glowing donut shaped ring around the circumference of the ship and then dissipated altogether and the ship rumbled for a second as the heat energy coming from the station's internal star shined down on the Future and saturated the hull heating it up from 90 degrees to several hundred in seconds and then the heat spread out across the hull plates and then faded to only 200 hundred degrees across the entire surface of the Future's hull and then there was a slight jerking motion that the inertial dampers quickly washed away as the Future jerked to a complete stop just below the enormous hangar door wedges that had already started retracting open. The Future then began to gently rise toward the wedge shaped doors before they had even opened all the way making the crew realize just how big the doors were in comparison to the Future that now seemed very small once again.

The Future rose through the ever widening opening up into the gigantic hangar and as the Future passed the doors with several hundred feet to spare the doors stopped retracting and began to slide closed again. Korica switched the view screen at the front of the bridge into a four way split showing below, above, forward and starboard view toward the individual docking stations and walkways. The crew watched as the doors below continued to slide shut closing the eerie rose colored fog out of sight until the doors drew further and further away and they finally closed shut tightly and locked themselves closed with enormous bolts that slid from one wedge into the next among all of the doors. The Future continued on its rapidly speed increasing rise up along the walls of the station seemingly only at arms length though the people milling around that looked several inches tall put into perspective just how far away the docking stations and walkways actually were. The Future continued on its steady rise for a few minutes and then with a slight shudder the Future began to slow more and more until the crew could see where they were docked before just above and to the right of the gigantic empty docking station where the Angalon had been docked.

The Future finally shuddered to a stop and bobbled a little and then began to draw toward her docking station and Korica switched the forward view to fill the entire view screen. As the Future drew ever closer to the docking station everyone could see the gigantic grapple arms reaching out from below the ramp that was extending toward the lower hangar bay.

"Jake will you please open the lower hangar bay doors?" Laurel asked.

"Yes mam."

Jake got up and stepped over to the auxiliary systems and touched the icon to initiate the command to open the doors then went back to his seat and went about shutting everything down. Laurel was also shutting down and powering down everything not needed while docked. The Future continued to gently float forward for a few moments and then with a gentle shudder the grapples took hold of the Future at her maw gapped hanger opening and arrested her movement completely. The boarding ramp then extended right up to the edge of the hangar floor and made gentle contact and a flap lowered creating a smooth transition from ramp to hangar floor.

"We have you firmly locked in Future. You may power down all of your unnecessary systems and deactivate your hangars pressure field." Eris said.

"Thank you Eris. Computer will you take care of that?"

"Right away captain."

Laurel finally switched the last systems to idle including the negative matter core and then leaned back and let out a deep breath.

"Eris will you please contact Asaria for me? I have a matter of urgent business to discuss with her."

"I would be glad to Laurel. Please stand by."

"Thank you Eris."

Laurel then loaded the details of the inductive adapter and the receiver designed to work with the device into a single file and slid it over to the communication station and touched the initiate icon and the file disappeared from her display screen and appeared over on the communication station with a gentle tone as it arrived.

"Terran are you still in the reactor control room?" Laurel asked.

"Yes I'm here. Go ahead Laurel."

"Hay I just wanted to thank you and your team again for all your hard work. I really appreciate everything you guys did down there."

"You are most welcome Laurel. You really have an amazing ship here. Thank you for your hospitality and kind consideration while we were here¦and thank you Future. You are an amazing AI and you took very good care of my team. I can't tell you how much it means to have my team made so comfortable and treated with such respect. You kept us in the loop while your captain was preoccupied making our job much easier and you gave us clean comfortable quarters and fantastic food anytime we asked. I could go on and on but I'll just bow to you both and say thank you and it was an honor working with both of you."

"Thank you Terran. I was programmed to serve and to provide companionship. I am glad I was able to provide both to a level that met your satisfaction." The AI said.

"You and your team can disembark at your leisure Terran." Laurel said.

"Thank you Laurel. We are locking all of the settings into permanent memory and locking out changes except by command code authorization so no one will accidentally or maliciously make any critical changes to any of the primary systems."

"Thank you for taking care of that. I thought I was going to have to do that myself."

"No mam. I will leave you in a condition where you can safely operate all of your new technology without having to worry about safety or security."

"What about the modulator that failed during the shakedown? Are we going to have access to some spares?"

"Yes. We are going to leave you with an ample supply of all of the components that are likely to ever give you any trouble. We contract the manufacture of some of the subcomponents to provide employment to many thousands of people and so quality control can sometimes be a little less than desirable but you will be provided with enough spares to fix any failed components rather quickly. Rest assured we make all of the major components and hardware ourselves to the highest quality control standards possible. None of the major equipment will ever fail."

"Ok thank you. Bridge out."

Laurel then closed the ship wide communication channel and leaned back and closed her eyes for a moment. Jake noticed the exhausted look on Laurel's face.

"Laurel we are docked again, why don't you go get some rest? Korica and I can take care of seeing the elder race team off."

"I'm tired but I have one last thing to take care of first."

Just then Asaria came across the speakers on the bridge.

"Good evening Future crew. I'm glad you were able to find us. We had to duck out when our friends decided to try and pay us a visit."

"Good evening Asaria." Laurel said. "It's actually early morning on the Future. I was able to get help form Ferro via our chair."

"Oh Ferro, he is a good man. I'm glad you got to meet him. I bet he loved Korica."

"Eris said the same thing. He was very nice to us and even told Korica and I that we are even more beautiful in person than he was led to believe. I sensed that he was very fond of Korica. He indicated that she reminded him of his great granddaughter whom he adores."

"He talks about Branna constantly and he won't let go of her hand when the are together. He truly loves all children but Branna is his pride and joy."

"I could tell. He was really sweet with his compliments and kind heart. I take it he has been around for quite a while? He carried himself like Oberot does."

"I think he is somewhere around seven hundred or so."

"Holy¦you people really hang in there don't you? He looked about fourty or so."

"We age very gracefully. He captained a living ship many, many years ago. He was awarded the martial award for valor and heroism in the face of danger. Anyway, that was a very long time ago. I was told you had an urgent matter to discuss with me?"

"Yes. We have a passenger in a bit of a bad spot. One of our stasis chambers was damaged during the shakedown run and the occupant is now trapped halfway in stasis and halfway out. His body is awake but his brain is still somewhere in the middle of the wake sequence. He is going to die if we don't get the synaptic leads out of his brain. I found a device in the new data core that could help us revive him properly but it is made out of a very rare type of conductive magnetite that is not available on the Future. I was hoping you would be willing to build one for us and loan us the receiver that is designed to work with the device. We don't have very long before his organs will start to shut down. His brain is frozen so to speak and it is not delivering oxygen or hormone triggers or any of the other necessary chemical signals that keep us alive at the proper levels. Are you somewhere that I can send you a file containing the design criteria?"

"Yes, send it to Eris and she will forward it to me here at my desk."

Laurel nodded at Korica and she touched the send icon and the file was sent in a compressed data burst. There was silence for a moment and then Asaria spoke again.

"Ok, I have the file. Let me see what we are talking about here¦Laurel this is an inductive neural transducer adapter and processing receiver but the¦why have you changed the pickups shape like this?"

"Because our crewman has a trans dermal interface adapter connected to the base of his skull and the control ribbon is the only way we can interface with the device without killing Tamaric."

"Oh I see. Tamaric. That's the man's name?"

"It's not a man, it's an eleven year old boy but yes that's his name."

"Well I hmm¦I think we might have one of these over in the research section. We haven't used this type of technology for a very long time. Let me check."

There was silence for a few moments then Asaria spoke again.

"Yes we are in luck. There are several in storage. I can have one modified to your specifications and have it delivered to the Future."

"Oh that would be fantastic Asaria. This boy is very important¦I mean all of my crew and passengers are important but Tamaric is¦Korica is very attached to this boy even though she has never even spoken to him before. You would make one beautiful little girl very happy if you do this for us. How much is this going to cost and how long will it take to have it modified?"

"Nothing we have will ever cost you anything Laurel. You are one of us. I would love to answer Korica's hopes and dreams for this Tamaric. It should only take about thirty minutes to have the device pulled and modified. I have already put in the executive order to have the device modified as you specified. It should only take ten minutes after that to have it delivered to the Future. Anything you folks ask for is always put on a fast track."

"Thank you so much Asaria. I haven't lost any of my crew or passengers yet and I don't want to lose one now."

"I hope none of our upgrades caused this tragedy?"

"No. There were weakened high pressure fixtures under the stasis ring and we emerged into normal space very close to an exploding star and the shockwave broke things loose. The inertial dampers couldn't compensate for the shockwaves quick enough. It was a rough ride for a few seconds but no other damage was done. It had nothing to do with any of the upgraded equipment."

"I see. I'm sorry to hear that. I could track down some specialists if you would like?"

"No, between Korica and I we have everything in hand once we have the adapter and receiver."

"Ok. I hope the rest of the shakedown went well?"

"It did. The new star drive is absolutely amazing Asaria. We covered more than sixteen hundred light years in less than twenty-four hours and we met some of your galactic neighbors without too much hostility thanks to the security identifiers. They really made a big difference in how we were treated."

"That's great Laurel. I am so glad we were able to give you something to say thank you for all you have done for us and the girls families."

"I would say the Future is probably one of the most capable ships in the galaxy now short of the Angalon."

"That's probably a good assessment. I honestly don't know of many ships that can travel that far that quickly. Well if you need anything please don't hesitate to ask."

"Ok, thank you again Asaria."

"You're welcome. Have a good evening¦or morning as the case may be."

The channel then closed from Asaria's side and Laurel leaned back in her seat and sighed.

"Jake will you please go help Mark out of his chamber? He is going to need to get some sleep believe it or not."

"Yes mam." Jake said.

"Korica, if you would please go prep Tamaric for the procedure to induce stasis and then we will try and revive him ok? I will bring the adapter to you as soon as it arrives"

"Yes mam! Thank you so much for finding a way to save my Tamaric."

"You're welcome Korica."

Jake and Korica both logged off of their stations and departed for the transport compartment together. One was heading for the med deck and the other for the stasis ring.


Chapter 17 A New Member

––––––––

A NEW MEMBER

Jake and Korica walked down the corridor to the transport compartment and stepped in and Jake stopped and watched Korica step up onto the transport platform and touch the map when it appeared and then she raised her hand and before Jake had the presence of mind to wave back she disappeared in a blue flash.

"What an ass hole!" Jake said of himself.

He shook his head in disgust at himself and then stepped up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared he touched the indicator for the stasis ring and a few seconds later in a blue flash he disappeared and then found himself standing on the transport platform fifteen feet from the stasis ring entrance. He stepped down and walked over to the palm reader and had his palm read and the door popped with a slight hiss as it did so and then slid open for him. Jake then stepped into the stasis ring and he could still smell burnt electronics and the sweet acrid smell of cooled plasma gasses. He wrinkled his nose and looked around the ring to his right and he could just make out were there was an obvious gap in the rows of gleaming stasis chambers where Tamaric's chamber had been. The twisted and scorched chamber was no longer sitting in the walkway and he wondered for a moment what the AI had done with the chamber itself. He knew the chambers weighed well over a thousand pounds and were far too large to fit through any of the doorways in the stasis ring.

He shrugged off his wonder and turned left and started walking toward the military section. As he got close enough to see Marks chamber he could see that the lid was already open and the overhead light was on in anticipation of his arrival. Jake stepped around Marks chamber and stepped right up next to Mark and looked in at him. The waste collector had disconnected from Mark and he had already returned to a flaccid state. Jake was just about to reach up to the overhead controls to make sure the final sequence had finished when Mark groaned and he moved his head. A few moments later Mark's eyes fluttered and then popped open. Mark blinked several times and then turned his head and looked at Jake. Mark managed a half grin and Mark sat up halfway leaning on his arms and tried to say something but it was garbled and unrecognizable as his throat was full of thick stasis gel.

Jake took a half step back and pointed to the floor and Mark cleared his throat bringing up a thick mouthful of gel and then he leaned over and spat it in the floor. The gooey mess hit the floor with a disgusting squishy splat that made Jake curl his lip and swallow hard. He remembered what that felt like coming up and it is not a pleasant sensation as the stasis fluid hits the oxygen rich air and thickens in the throat. Mark coughed twice then cleared his throat again bringing a little more stasis gel up and he spat it in the floor also but with some force this time really grossing Jake out. A servo drone then moved around from the foot of Mark's chamber and began vacuuming the mess up out of the floor.

"How you feeling Marine?"

"Like someone parked a semi in my skull."

Mark put his hand up to his forehead and it slid off his head a little and he moaned.

"Holy fuck my head feels like shit. Is it always like this when information is imparted through these things?"

"Not really. You just had an awful lot of stuff put in your mind and you aren't built like Laurel and I. You were right on the threshold of neural trauma the whole time. It's going to take a couple of days I would imagine for all that information to integrate into your mind. Now you can see why it is introduced subconsciously. You just had ten years worth of studies crammed into your head in thirty-nine hours."

Mark pulled his hand off of his forehead and tried to sit up further and the extra blood flow as his heart beat faster made his head pound making him stop for a second so he could disconnect the pain and then he sat up straight and put his hands up on the edge of his chamber and swung his feet out and Jake offered him a hand to pull on to slide out of his chamber. Marks feet hit the floor with a smack and his head pounded several times making him wince one eye and Jake noticed.

"Look, I know you're one tough son of a bitch but take it easy Mark. That throbbing means you are moving to fast. You can ignore the pain but listen to it. It is telling you that you need to go slow."

"Alright xo. I'll go easy. How is my Korica? Did she come see me?"

"She's doing great Mark. She came to see you a couple times I think. So did I bro. I really missed you man. I am drowning in estrogen around here and you help tip the balance to our favor."

Mark laughed out loud for a minute then put his hand up to his forehead and this time it stuck like putting ones hand on fly paper.

"Don't make me laugh xo¦this headache is going to go away right?"

"Your mind hasn't slept for almost two days despite being unconscious. The headache will subside but not until you get some real sleep."

"Nice! Well pardon me then if I am a little short tempered."

Mark then peeled his hand off of his forehead sounding a little like two pieces of Velcro are being separated.

"God this shit's nasty when it's drying."

"The AI says it's actually good for the skin."

"Doesn't make it any less freaky feeling. So what have I missed?"

"Well, we got through the shakedown run. Everything is dialed in and ready for a good pounding¦um¦oh Korica found her husband, in fact there was a fire in the stasis ring that almost killed him."

"Husband! What the fuck are you talking about? No dirt bag is claiming our Korica's hand without my say so."

"Mark! Shit man calm down. There is¦oh man this is going to take a while to explain."

"Start explaining xo¦sir¦please."

"Ok, that's a little better. Ok there is an eleven year old boy that Oberot says is going to be Korica's husband in the future. She has been having dreams about him and apparently Laurel told Oberot almost six hundred years ago that Tamaric Reynolds is Korica's husband. The fire occurred under his chamber and Laurel tore his chamber open with her mind no less, to get him out and now he is stuck with a neural transducer thing in his brain. He is in a coma and he is not going to survive long if we don't get that thing out of his brain. Korica absolutely went gaga for this kid the second she laid eyes on him. Apparently Oberot suppressed our memories of conversations he had with us about future events. He did this with our permission before the trial and then he was called away on galactic business and he can't undo what he did. If everything works out right we are going to arrive in the Milky Way galaxy far earlier than we planned on."

"So it's not some dirty old man claiming some crazy Draximan ritual of right to¦pillage a young girl or whatever?"

"Mark, come on. Do you really think we would allow something like that? No it's a boy her age. He is very good looking if it helps and I think she is already falling for him¦hard."

"I don't know if that makes it any less weird. So¦future events passed on by Laurel before the Future existed? Things are so fuckin weird on this ship xo. Now my head really hurts."

"I will have a brief prepared for you Mark. I guess you missed more than I realized at first. Korica is on the med deck with Tamaric getting him ready for a procedure that Laurel came up with that should save his life and the cap is up on the bridge waiting for some specialized device to be delivered to the ship so she can get the neural interface out of Tamaric's head. Let's get you unhooked and I'll take you up and get some food in your gut and then you can get some sleep."

"Sounds good xo. Hay¦thanks for being here when I came out of the oven huh?"

"You got it man. You are family Mark, of course I'll be here for you. The girls really didn't want see you come out naked so I get the honor, but I really wanted to be here when you came out."

Mark slid the metal mesh cap off of his head and Jake reached up behind Marks head and disconnected the trans dermal interface. Mark felt the neural tendrils withdraw from his brain and exit his skin and then Jake set the trans dermal interface pad in Mark's chamber. Jake then stepped back as Mark bent down and opened the drawer below his stasis chamber and retrieved his fresh uniform and shoes. Mark set his clothes on the edge of his chamber and then felt of his legs. They were slightly damp now but not sticky so he began getting dressed.

When Mark was completely dressed he reached up and touched the command to shut down his chamber and he turned the overhead light off and he and Jake then departed for the command deck.

While Jake was just heading for the stasis ring Korica made her way into med bay three and removed the side rails from the exam table that Tamaric was lying on and called for a hover gurney and a servo drone to help her get Tamaric loaded and moved to med bay four where the emergency stasis chamber was located. While she waited she closed the line in his arm and disconnected his IV bag. She then checked his bio readings being displayed on the free-floating bio scan that was being projected up into the air above the exam table. She could tell that he was starting to deteriorate as his blood chemistry became more and more out of balance with the key chemical triggers failing to have the proper affect in his brain.

Korica opened the blanket and unwrapped Tamaric as the gurney and servo drone arrived and she looked him over for a few moments. She liked how muscular he was but it meant that he weighed a little over ninety pounds and he was just too heavy for her to lift him without hurting her back. She stroked the side of his face with the back of her fingers and looked at him dreamy eyed for a few moments before she blinked and shook off her daze. She moved to the head of the table and slid her hands under Tamaric's shoulders and the servo drone scooped under Tamaric's knees and just below his waist and the two lifted him up off of the exam table and slid him over onto the gurney that was floating at the same exact height as the table.

Once they had him on the gurney the servo drone grabbed the hand bar at the end of the gurney and gently guided the gurney out the door and down the corridor to the next medical bay. Korica walked past Tamaric and the servo drone and went into med bay four first and stepped up to the stasis chamber and opened the lid and removed the metal mesh cap and trans dermal interface and she laid the cap on the exam table and hung the trans dermal ribbon out the side of the chamber. The gurney floated up next to the chamber and then sank until it was at exactly the same height as the lip of the stasis chamber and Korica scooped Tamaric up by his shoulders again with his head against her chest and the servo drone lifted Tamaric by his knees and lower waist and then the gurney floated out of the way and the two set Tamaric into the stasis chamber and then the servo drone grasped the gurney and disappeared out the door.

Korica then turned the heating unit on in the stasis chamber so that Tamaric would be warmed from underneath since he was completely naked. She then turned on the bio monitor circuit in the chamber and then knelt down next to the chamber and took Tamaric's hand in hers and watched him slowly breathing while she waited for word from Laurel that the device they needed had arrived.

While Jake and Korica were heading for their individual destinations within the ship Laurel finished the shut down procedures and took the anti matter reactors off line. The negative matter core was till producing 9 million kilowatts of energy while just idling so she ramped all of the fusion reactors down to their minimum safe levels and began cutting power to the unoccupied sections of the ship and then she put the internal scanners on constant deep scan and began shutting the air circulation down in the unoccupied sections. When she finally had everything powered down the stasis ring and the gardening ring were the only sections still drawing considerable power from the power generators. She left the power on throughout the passenger deck until all of the shakedown teams departed and she leaned back and closed her eyes. She was exhausted but she knew she had one last task that was going to take all of her concentration before she could get some sleep.

Laurel sat with her eyes closed for close to a half an hour at which time she was startled by the AI announcing that there was someone at the hanger entrance with two boxes in hand requesting permission to come aboard.

"Permission granted." Laurel said as she sat forward and looked around.

"Laurel you really should get some sleep. You are pushing yourself pretty hard." The AI said.

"I know. Tamaric can't wait. I will not put off what needs to be accomplished just because I'm tired. That attitude is what got Tamaric in this predicament in the first place."

"You know mistakes are made by the tired mind. If you are going to push yourself this hard at least let me give you a light cortical stimulant to keep your mind sharp."

"If it will help me stay awake than go ahead."

"A servo drone is on the way."

Laurel then logged off her station and pushed her display screen aside and stood up and then made her way to the transport compartment. Just as she stepped into transport compartment the transport platform lit up and a humming could be heard from behind the door that used to be the bathroom and a few seconds later a very cute young man appeared holding two boxes. One looked like a medical lock box and the other was an opaque white box that she could see contained a pair of shoes.

"Hello captain Kade." The young man said. "This package came for you while you were on your shakedown run and this other one is from the neural research department."

"Oh Korica's shoes, I had forgotten about those. Thank you so much for bringing these up to me."

"It was my honor captain. My name is Roden and I will be on watch at the docking control center until morning. If you need anything please feel free to call me. I am always excited to come aboard the magnificent Future."

"I'll do that Roden, thank you."

Laurel stepped forward and took the boxes from Roden and he then turned and touched the indicator for the lower hangar and a few seconds later he disappeared in a blue flash of light and then the transport platform went dark. Just as Laurel turned around a servo drone entered the room with a pneumatic hypodermic gun in its manipulator hand. Laurel set the boxes in the floor and retrieved the pneumatic hypodermic gun from the servo drone and put it up to her upper arm and injected herself with a quick squirt and a hiss of the gun. When she bent down to hand the gun back to the servo drone her mind instantly cleared up and the heavy feeling in her eyelids vanished completely.

"Holy crap that stuff works fast. Will you please have Korica's new shoes taken to her quarters Future?"

"Right away. The stimulant will last about two hours and you will feel even more tired when it wears off. It is blocking all of the melatonin production that normally brings about sleep and it has washed away what was already in your brain. You should feel alert and sharp for a good while."

"Thank you. I shouldn't need but an hour or so."

"Understood."

Laurel then picked up the medical lock box and stepped up onto the transport platform and touched the indicator for the med deck and a few seconds later she disappeared in a blue flash and then found she herself standing on the platform in the med deck corridor. She stepped down and made her way through the pressure door and she stepped up to med bay three and she could see it was empty so she walked to the next med bay and found Korica squatted down with Tamaric's arm hanging out of the emergency chamber and Korica had a hold of his hand. When Laurel walked in carrying the box Korica smiled and her face lit up.

"Is that what we were waiting for?"

"Yep, this is it. Your new shoes came too. I had them taken to your quarters."

"Oh cool. Thank you. I've been keeping Tamaric company until you arrived."

"You're such a loyal girlfriend. He is very lucky to have you."

"I'm not really his girlfriend yet¦am I?"

"Mmm¦close enough. You love him right?"

"Yah, I think so."

"So you're his girlfriend and he just doesn't know it yet."

"I like that. I hope he likes me."

"Come on baby, how could he not. You're beautiful, sweet, charming and with that¦purring you do with your heart he's gunna love you honey."

Laurel set the case down and opened it up and began taking the receiver and neural transceiver adapter out.

"Purring?"

"Yah, you purr like a cat when you are happy but you purr with your heart. You know what a cat is right?"

"Uh¦" Korica looked at the floor as she thought real hard then it came to her. "Yah I do, they are soft furred predatory animals that were worshipped by the Egyptians as gods and demigods in the old kingdoms of the pharaohs of Egypt from fourty-five hundred bc to¦twelve hundred bc."

"Very good sweetie, you remember your Earth history lessons."

"Yah but I didn't know they¦purred or whatever."

"When they are happy they kind of vibrate as they breath and it is called purring. Ask the AI some time to show you some video images of cats purring and you'll see what I mean. It isn't exactly the same as what you do but it's close. You purr with emotions and they purr with sound."

"Ok. If you say so."

"I can feel you doing it right now honey. It means you are happy and feeling loved."

"I don't mean too, it just happens."

"You keep saying that. I like it Korica, you don't need to be apologetic or ashamed of what your body does. It feels beautiful¦just like you."

Laurel set the receiver in the floor and then took the ribbon connected to Tamaric and opened the adapter like a paper cutter and laid the ribbon across the conductive magnet and then snapped the cover shut then she opened the other side of the adapter and grabbed the ribbon coming out of the stasis chamber and laid it across the conductive magnet on that side of the adapter and then snapped the cover closed. She then took the cable coming out of the side of the adapter and plugged it into the back of the receiver. Then she realized they needed a 70-volt power source to power up the receiver.

"Computer, can you supply the correct power for this receiver?"

"Yes. If it is exactly like the one pictured in your diagram then I can. I had an adapter cable made to plug into the receiver. You will need to plug the other end into the front of the stasis chamber and program the right output voltage and current frequency."

"Ok, got it. Where is the power cable?"

"It is lying on the exam table."

Laurel stood up and looked over at the table and there was a four foot long cable with one end that looked exactly like the power jack in the front of the stasis chamber and the other end had the same rainbow curved shape with four pins just like what was at the back of the receiver. Laurel stepped over and grabbed the cable and then stepped to the front of the stasis chamber and squatted down and plugged the cable in and then touched the small touch screen next to the power knob and it came to life showing the power settings. She turned it down from 200 volts to 70 volts and then adjusted the frequency up to 100 hertz as the receiver was designed to work on. She then handed Korica the other end of the cable and she plugged it into the back of the receiver and then Laurel turned the power on and nodded to Korica and she flipped the power switch on the front of the receiver to the on position and the front of the receiver slowly began to glow and then the display screen flickered a few random numbers then it began searching for neural signals as indicated by tiny points appearing at random on the display screen in different locations. It then began organizing the signals into a straight line as it detected each of the synaptic tendrils in Tamaric's brain.

"I think it's working!" Laurel said with a big smile.

She scooted over next to Korica and sat with her legs crossed Indian style as more and more tendrils were identified and categorized by their location in his brain. Korica slid sideways onto her bottom and leaned against Laurel's side so she could see the display screen. Laurel reached down and turned the receiver so Korica could see it better and the two sat watching as one by one all of the synaptic leads were identified. After a few minutes Korica turned and kissed Laurel's cheek.

"You're a genius mom. It's working like a charm. Once all of the leads are identified the computer can start communicating with his brain again."

"This was a long shot honey. I'm just glad the elder race had an interest in this kind of technology at one time. This receiver looks really old."

"Computer how is Tamaric doing?" Korica asked.

"He is stable at the moment. His O2 saturation is extremely low though. He is not breathing as deeply as he should be and his renal system is on the verge of shutting down completely. I cannot monitor his hormonal balance but I would assume it is in a bad state."

"You can give him my bio monitor if it will help." Korica said raising her arm.

"Your bio monitor is programmed for monitoring a female Draximan's physiology. It will never again work properly on a Human."

"Can he use mom's?"

"I need to keep a close eye on her bio readings. That would be a very bad idea to remove hers, but yes it would work on him. I am sending another from storage. It will arrive momentarily."

The two sat watching the receiver for a few more minutes when a servo drone popped out of a slot in the wall holding a new bio monitor in its manipulator claw. Korica took it and stood up and slid it over Tamaric's wrist then she touched the single button on the side and it synched up tight on his wrist and the tendrils pierced his skin and fed down into his blood stream. Korica stood watching the white numbers appearing on the display as all of his different chemical constituents were identified and stored onto flash memory within the device. When the last was identified and the display faded to black, Korica sat back down next to Laurel.

"So¦how is he?"

"Not good Korica." That AI replied. "Everything is out of balance and his blood is indicating borderline toxemia conditions. His kidneys and his liver are probably not functioning properly and I am detecting extremely low testosterone levels for a boy his age and body weight. The neurochemical signals are not reaching his testicles to tell them to produce more testosterone. His peptide levels are non-existent as well, that is most concerning to me. I am sure you know exactly what that means."

"Yah I do." Korica said in a sad voice.

"What? I'm not a med tech Korica, what does that mean?" Laurel said looking into her eyes.

"It means there is no communication from his spinal column. His core functions to keep him alive are the only things working, heart, lungs stuff like that. His brain is not talking to anything else."

"That sounds bad."

"The brain is the engine that runs the body. Without constant communication from it the body poisons itself and dies rather quickly." Korica said.

The receiver finally made a tone signaling that it had found all of the synaptic connection within the ribbon. It then started making a cross connection to the ribbon connected to the stasis chamber assigning a signal connection for every wire present. It only took a few second and every wire and every synaptic connection was accounted for.

"Ok, that's it. Connections complete. You can turn the sleep cycle on and take him into deep stasis." Laurel said.

Korica reached over to the stasis chamber and touched the 'begin sleep cycle' button and a click could be heard as the co processor engaged and began once again communicating with the trans dermal interface connected to Tamaric. His body twitched hard and his head turned slightly and then he went still again. Korica got to her feet and immediately she noticed Tamaric breathing very deep and faster than he was before making her grin. It only took a few minutes for the color in his face to improve and his body temperature began to rise from 98.2 closer to 98.6 where it should be.

"Computer is it working?" Korica asked.

"Yes. I have complete communication with his brain reestablished. I am trying to stabilize him a little before we put him in deep sleep. This going to take a little time. You can return to the command deck if you wish and I will signal you when he is ready to emerge."

"I'm not going anywhere!" Korica said emphatically.

"I think we'll stay. How is Jake doing?"

"He and Mark are in the mess hall eating. Mark is suffering from a bit of compression sickness but he will be fine after he gets some sleep."

"Compression sickness? I¦you mean the bends?" Laurel asked.

"No. There was a vast amount of information imparted in a compressed format into his mind and as it is unfolding into his mind it is making him feel ill and he has a bad headache. His brain cannot process massive amounts of information like you, Jake, and Korica can. It is making him dizzy and nauseous. I pushed his brain's ability to process information to the limit for many hours continuously and he is paying a heavy price for that level of saturation. He will recover but it will be nowhere near as quickly as you three recover from the same level of saturation. He needs at least thirteen hours of uninterrupted sleep while the imparted information uncompresses into his mind. He should not strain his mind for at least thirty hours while his brain establishes new synaptic connections so he can access the new information properly. "

"Oh ok, that makes sense I guess."

"Mom you can go get some sleep if you want. I'll stay with my¦with Tamaric."

"No it's ok honey. I want to stay with you until he wakes."

Korica smiled and leaned her hip into Laurel's shoulder.

"You want to here him speak to huh?"

"Yah, I really do. More than that I want to see the look on his face when he sees you for the first time. I know the look Jake gave me when he first came out and I want to see if Tamaric gives you that same look."

"What look is that?"

"Wow! Who is that beautiful girl?"

"You heard Jake think that?"

"No. I wasn't able to hear him at that point. I had no idea that I even had that ability. It's a look of pleasant shock."

"Did you feel the same¦shock or whatever when you first saw him?"

"I think so¦well kind of. I noticed how handsome he was and I was very glad the computer chose him to help me repair the Future but I was ignoring my primal urges or signals or whatever. He was naked so that alone was a bit of a shock and he got¦I really don't know if I felt it in my heart right at first if that's what you mean."

"He got what?" Korica said grinning coyly.

"He got¦hard when he got a good look at me and it kind of frightened me. He is very well endowed as you know."

"Is that going to happen to Tamaric?"

"I honestly don't know honey. You are pretty foxy so it's possible he could get aroused."

"What do I do if he does?"

Laurel chuckled lightly.

"Just ignore it honey. Don't embarrass him. He may not be able to stop it from happening."

"Hay, I just realized that his clothes were destroyed in his chamber. What's he going to wear?" Korica asked.

"I am in the process of making him a ships uniform now that I have his exact dimensions." The AI said.

"Where is he going to sleep? His designated quarters are down on the passenger deck but we can't make him stay down there alone."

"Well¦technically he is not suppose to be on the command deck, but I can't see leaving him down there alone either. I guess we will have to give him temporary quarters up on the command deck and he will be your responsibility. You will have to keep an eye on him and explain to him where he can and can't go."

"He could always sleep in my quarters."

"Korica!" Laurel said chuckling. "I know he is going to be your husband but he doesn't know that and he isn't yet. I don't think that would be proper. Besides, your bunk really isn't big enough for two."

"Sorry, it was just an idea." Korica said blushing slightly.

"For now we will just put him up in the empty quarters next to yours, ok?"

"Kay, that works."

Laurel uncrossed her legs and stood up and looked in at Tamaric. He had good color in his face and skin now and his lips had turned back to their proper dark red color. Laurel placed her hand on Tamaric's chest and she could feel his heart beating very strongly and his chest was rising and falling regularly as he breathed deeply where as it was barely discernable before. As the two stared at him the waste collection device began feeding out of the bottom of the stasis chamber startling both girls. It stretched up between his legs and then angled over his cock sank down onto him and made a tight connection against his pubic bone.

"I guess you got his kidneys and bladder working?" Korica said.

"I believe so. Before I test that theory I need to be ready to catch his waste."

Tamaric's stomach then tightened up as the command was given to empty his bladder and the urine was siphoned away. A few moments later his stomach relaxed and the sound of the vacuum stopped.

"His bladder is functioning properly. Korica will you hang another bag of protein enriched saline so I can keep him hydrated?"

"Ok."

Korica stepped over to the compartment beneath the exam table and she retrieved an IV bag of saline water enriched with a 20% protein solution and she hung it in the small compartment in the wall above and behind the exam table and the stretched IV line over to the connector still in Tamaric's arm and she connected it and then opened the drip valve and the clear liquid began quickly dripping through the sight glass.

"He is stable enough now to be taken from his present state to a deep state of stasis. Korica please turn his O2 mixture up to one hundred percent and I will begin."

"Understood."

Korica stepped over to the O2 valve sticking out of the wall and she gently turned the green knob until the digital gauge read 100% concentration. She then stepped back over next to Laurel and placed the oxygen mask over his face and they watched as his breathing slowed and he seemed to sink even further into a calm state.

"How long will it take to put him into deep stasis?" Korica asked.

"Less than a minute. Once his readings all bottom out I can immediately begin bringing him out of stasis. I just cannot go the other way because I do not know what stage he was left in. If I send the signal for the wrong stage at the wrong time, I could send him into shock."

"Ok. I completely understand."

The girls just stood and watched as the computer manipulated his brain and reestablished a connection with every one of the tendrils in his brain finally mapping out all of the connections.

"I have complete neural lock now. He is in deep stasis and his brain is communicating perfectly. I do not believe there was any brain damage suffered. I am now going to start the wake sequence."

Korica grinned big and leaned against Laurel who put her arm around Korica's back and squeezed her gently. After a few minutes Tamaric began to breath very deeply again and his feet were moving as were his fingers from time to time. Korica stepped up closer and looked right into Tamaric's face as his eyelids began to move and flutter and they drew open and he looked around a bit and then he glanced at Laurel and then to Korica and he locked gaze with her. Korica smiled big as she finally got to see his eyes. They were a beautiful sky blue color and very bright and shinny. Korica turned to Laurel with a huge smile on her face.

"He's got blue eyes! He's got blue eyes mom."

"Did you want him to have blue eyes?"

"I hoped he would. I was trying to guess what color his eyes would be and I got my wish. They're beautiful."

Korica turned her head back and looked at Tamaric who was still staring at her. He looked up at her hair for a few moments then he looked around her face then he locked a stare at her eyes, then he looked down her chest to her tummy and then he looked back up at her eyes.

"Hi Tamaric. I'm Korica. Do you know where you are?"

"Am I dead? Did I die and you two are angels?"

Korica leaned back a little and looked at Laurel.

"Why is he talking like that mom." Korica said in almost a whisper.

"It's an accent honey. He sounds like he is from Australia...I think."

Korica then turned back to Tamaric.

"What do you last remember?"

"The lid on my stasis chamber was swinging down sealing me in and my mom and dad were looking down at me."

"Very good. You're not dead Tamaric. Why did you ask that?"

"Because Laurels are supposed to be the most beautiful creatures one can imagine and you two are¦you look like angels."

Korica blushed and grinned at him. Korica looked up at his O2 saturation rate and it was hovering at 98.7% so she reached in and slid the oxygen mask off of his face.

"You are still on the Future but a long, long time has passed since you were put into stasis. This is lieutenant commander Laurel Kade. She is the captain of the Future right now. I am junior ensign Korica Prentor. We are here to help you out ok?"

"Where are my mom and dad?"

"They are still in deep stasis. They are safe ok? There was a fire in the stasis ring and your chamber was severely damaged. You are in the med bay a couple of decks below the command deck."

"Why do I feel so sick? My back and chest hurt too."

"You have a little bit of pneumonia. It will fade in time."

"How much time has passed?"

"Roughly five-hundred and fifty years. You aren't in the Milky Way anymore. You are in the Oberon galaxy about four hundred thousand light years from the Milky Way."

"How?"

"Ten years after the Future left Earth, two stars exploded at the same time very close to the Future. The Future was badly damaged and somehow you ended up way out here. Laurel here repaired the damage and got the ship running again."

Tamaric raised a hand up and covered his eyes for a moment then looked back at Korica.

"So¦what am I supposed to do now?"

"Get better. You are welcome to stay awake with us or we can put you back into stasis in Laurel's chamber or in the executive officers chamber."

Korica was afraid of Tamaric's response. She wanted desperately to get to know him and his accent just made her skin tingle. She thought it was the sexiest thing she had ever heard. She hoped desperately that he would want to stay with her.

"Are you the nurse or whatever?"

"I am a level three med tech. I am the closest thing to a doctor and a nurse as the ship has right now."

"If you are the one that is going to be taking care of me then I want to stay out. You're the prettiest nurse I have ever seen." Korica blushed and smiled big.

Tamaric and Korica both felt an instant spark that shot through both of their hearts and they couldn't unlock their gaze from one another's eyes. Korica could tell her breathing was shaking and Tamaric felt a warm rush in his face and felt weak and almost dizzy as he stared into the eyes of what he thought was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen in his life and she obviously really liked him too. Laurel watched the interaction and she began to grin as she realized the two had just connected and she knew that butterfly in the stomach lightheaded giddy feeling. It is beautiful and intoxicating and addictive and she still felt it sometimes when Jake looked at her just right. Laurel could see that Korica was slowly sinking toward Tamaric and she was a little shocked but decided to let them enjoy their first encounter without interruption. Korica sank further and closer and Tamaric maintained his locked gaze with Korica's and Korica finally sank down and both closed their eyes and then their lips met and they held a lip lock for several seconds and then Korica gently withdrew her lips from his pulling gently on his lip as she did so and then she put her hand up to her heart as did Tamaric.

Korica and Tamaric continued to stare into each other's eyes with a dreamy eyed look for sometime before Korica was able to shake off her daze.

"I hope you don't mind that I did that? I don't know what made me do that."

"That was the most intense thing I have ever experienced. I think I just¦thank you for doing that Korica. I've never had a girl kiss me like that before."

"I've never had a boy kiss me like that either. Is there anything I can get for you Tamaric?"

"No, I'm really good now. I'm all warm inside and kind of dizzy like."

Korica leaned back and that's when she noticed that Tamaric's waste collection apparatus had removed itself and he was Â¾ of the way to an erection. She didn't know if the kiss did that or if it was a residual erection from the suction produced by the waste collection device. She tried her best to ignore it but it was fascinating and attractive to her like never before and she was feeling a small tingle in her own crotch that scared her a little. She had never felt the slightest twinge there while looking at a boy and the feeling was growing by the second and her breathing was becoming heavy and she felt a swimming feeling in her head making it hard to think. She placed her hands on the edge of the stasis chamber and dug her fingers in to keep from falling over. She blinked a couple times as her vision got soupy on her.

She was about to excuse herself so she could compose herself when Tamaric broke his gaze with her and looked down at himself and blushed a bright pink in the cheeks. He closed his eyes and tried his hardest to think the erection away to no avail as it continued growing until it reached maximum length and throbbed a few times to his horror. He was going to use his hands to cover himself but he didn't want to attract attention to his ever-swelling cock.

Laurel bent down and slid the drawer under the exam table open and pulled out a light blue blanket and she unfurled it and gently laid it over Tamaric covering his protruding announcement of his being a man though it was still very obvious as it poked up a mound of the blanket.

"Thank you captain."

"You're welcome Tamaric. I feel I must tell you that Korica here is my daughter as well as my ensign, so please be a gentleman with her or I will take personal offense to it. Is that clear?"

"Yes mam. I will treat her like a princess mam. I promise."

"Good man. I have to get to my other duties since I can see you are in very good hands here. I am very glad to see your bright eyes Tamaric. Welcome to our world. Korica here can fill you in on what is going on and where we are going. I have assigned you quarters up on the command deck next door to Korica here so she can show you what is off limits and where everything is ok?"

"Captain¦are you really as young as you look mam? I don't mean to be disrespectful or anything but you look really young to be the captain."

"You never ask a woman her age son. I will tell you that the xo and I may be young but we are¦gifted. I have an IQ of almost three hundred as does my executive officer. Make no mistake, we are in charge and in command."

"I'm sorry, I got it mam."

"You may call me captain, captain Kade, or just Laurel ok?"

"Yes mam¦Laurel mam."

Laurel grinned and winked at him then chuckled.

"Korica, can I have word with you outside real quick?"

"Eye captain. I'll be right back Tamaric."

Laurel and Korica then calmly walked outside and waited for the door to slide shut and then Korica lost it and grasped Laurel's hands and clasped her fingers through hers and squealed and started jumping up and down.

"He likes me, he likes me! Did you see the look on his face when we kissed? He likes me mom!"

"I saw baby! I saw. He is crazy about you honey! I've never actually seen someone fall in love before but now I have. You be nice to him Korica. His heart is like putty in your hands right now so you be nice."

Korica continued to hop up and down and squeal for a moment longer then she threw her arms around Laurel's back and she squeezed her tightly.

"I found him mom! I found the boy of my dreams! I promise I'll be good to him. I am going to help him get better and I won't let him get lonely or anything."

"I want you to be careful too honey. You saw his physical reaction to your kiss. He is not a little boy. He has adult thoughts running through his mind ok?"

"I know, I saw. He's big huh? It got ten times bigger than when it's soft¦maybe even twenty times bigger. I felt a little something too mom. It's not just him. I will be real careful though."

"You felt something? You mean down there?" Laurel pointed at her crotch.

"Yah, when I saw his thing get hard and throb like that my¦I got all warm and tingly down there and it all tightened up and I got all light headed and stuff."

"Oh god, that's... Just¦you're a smart girl. You'll know what not to let happen and what you are and aren't ready for."

"I love him mom¦with all my heart. When he kissed me I felt an¦electric shock go right through me. He is the one Mom. I want him in my life forever."

"Ok baby. You go take care of your man. I have to get some sleep. Congratulations Korica. He is handsome and respectful and sweet. You got a good one baby doll."

"And that accent is¦ugh¦it just melts me. Have you ever heard anything so sexy in your life?"

Laurel laughed for a moment then gave Korica a warm hug and kissed the top of her head.

"It's pretty hot honey. When he feels better you can escort him up to the command deck to meet the rest of the crew ok?"

"Ok. Thank you so much for saving my Tamaric mom."

"You're welcome sweetie."

Laurel then let go of Korica and headed through the pressure door heading for the transport platform and Korica took a deep breath and stepped back through the door into the med bay once the door slid open. She walked right up to Tamaric and looked deeply at the color in his eyes and she found herself again feeling light and swimmy headed. She shook the feeling off and noticed he was staring right back at her presumably wondering what she was staring at.

"Do I got a bug on my forehead or something? Tamaric asked half jokingly.

"No, you just have the dreamiest blue eyes I've seen for from a time long."

"Excuse me?"

Korica was stumbling over her own words and feeling particularly clumsy and nervous.

"I¦let's get that trans dermal interface out of you¦your uh¦your skull."

"Are you feelin alright darlin? You sound drunk or somethin."

"My head is all cloudy at the moment. You're¦I feel weird when I'm close to you."

Korica reached into Tamaric's chamber and grasped his chin and gently turned his head to the side and took a hold of the trans dermal interface and squeezed the deactivate button and Tamaric felt the tendrils withdraw from his brain and exit his skin. Korica pulled up the interface and looked at it for a second then dropped it in the floor like a disgusting bug. She then put her hands on each of Tamaric's cheeks and turned his head back straight and the very contact with his skin felt visceral and made her stomach tumble. She had to fight the blurry eyed dreamy state being so close to him elicited in her in order to talk to him.

"How you feeling Tamaric?"

"Pretty good I guess. Maybe a little hungry¦thirsty too."

"We can't have that. You like apple juice? We have a recent harvest stockpile of several gallons if you would like some?"

"Really? Fresh made?"

"Yep. Grown and processed right here on the ship."

"I would like that."

"Computer, I need eight ounces of fresh apple juice and a¦peach soft protein bar please."

"Right away Korica."

"I like the peach ones the best." Korica said with a grin.

"Was that the ship talking?"

"Yah, that's the AI. Mom calls her Future sometimes."

"Mom? You mean Laurel?"

"Yah. Laurel and Jake adopted me after my parents were murdered by the Hodong."

"Oh god, that's so sad. I am really sorry to hear that Korica. Who are the Hodong?"

"They are some really ugly mean creatures that specialize in brutalizing young girls like me and then selling them in auctions to the highest bidder. You put up a struggle you get beat. You cry you get beat and starved. You fight back and they kill you."

"How horrifying. Did they¦you know¦do stuff to you?"

"They¦put their hands on me and¦" Korica swallowed hard. "Can we talk about something else please?"

"Absolutely darlin. I'm so sorry."

Korica noticed goose bumps on Tamaric's arms and she thought he was getting cold and so she stood up straight and leaned in over him and started tucking his blanket in around him. Tamaric looked up at her cute face while she was working and he looked at her fine soft white hair hanging so delicately over her ears and he noticed just how perfect and pink her skin looked. She didn't have a blemish one to her skin and it looked to be almost glowing.

"So¦where you from Korica? I can't quite place your accent. I know Laurel is from the United States¦probably the east coast somewhere¦maybe the Carolina's, but your accent is¦it's cute but I just can't place it."

"You're pretty good, Laurel is from a place called North Carolina. I'm not from Earth."

"What?"

"I'm not from Earth. I'm what you would call an alien."

"No¦way?"

"Yep. Does that bother you?"

"No, not at all. I just¦I didn't know alien's would be so pretty. You look just like us¦I mean you look Human."

"Trust me I'm not. We look exactly the same but we are way different."

Korica kept tucking his blanket in around him working down to his legs which she scooted together and tucked the blanket in under his legs and then she moved down to his feet and wrapped those tightly then smoothed the blanket with her hand up his leg and across his hip and he shivered at the sensation.

"You're freezing you poor thing."

"I'm not really cold Korica."

"But you had chill bumps on your arms and you just shivered."

"Your touch did that not the cold air."

Korica blushed and grinned a little then went and retrieved a chair from by the door and dragged it over next to the stasis chamber and sat down and leaned on the edge of the chamber and looked at Tamaric and just looking at him with his bright blue eyes staring back at her made her smile and her stomach did a summersault.

"So where are you from if not Earth?" Tamaric asked as he turned his head so he could stare right into her eyes.

"I am from a planet called Draxima in this galaxy."

"Draxima¦that's a cool name for a planet. Do all the people on your planet look like you?"

"You mean Human like?"

"No, I mean beautiful. You have¦gorgeous eyes and perfect skin and a cute little nose and those cute little pink lips and that hair is so¦it looks so soft and fine and I love the white color. How'd you get it that color?" Korica blushed again and made herself keep focused.

"I was born like this. Almost all of my people have white hair. My mother was very beautiful and Laurel says I am beautiful like her but I grew up in space. I've only met a handful of my own people my whole life so I really don't know how most my people look to tell you the truth."

"You are hands down the prettiest alien I have ever seen."

"And how many alien's have you seen?"

"Counting you, one."

"So how do you know what aliens are supposed to look like? What did you expect an alien to look like?"

"I don't know. I thought they would have green or gray skin and maybe look like a lizard, or a troll or something."

"A troll?"

"It's a fairytale creature that is very ugly and green and eats flesh and lives under bridges."

"Yuck! Well aren't you glad we don't look like that?"

"Oh yah. You are a big surprise and a real nice one. You are¦female all the way through right? I mean you have all of the parts we Human's do?"

"Yes silly. I am a girl through and through. We have babies just like Humans and we make them the same way too. I'm a little¦different inside but the parts are all there if you know what I mean?"

"That's good. I am feeling kind of attracted to you and I just wanted to make sure you¦can I ask you something?"

"I'm kind of attracted to you too Tamaric. I have been since I first saw you. You can ask me anything you want."

Korica set her chin on her hands on the side of the chamber putting her face close enough to feel Tamaric's breath every time he breathed and it made her tingle and tighten up in way that felt good deep inside.

"When you¦kissed me, I felt¦it was like a hundred fast bullets hitting my chest and sinking right into my heart. What was that?"

"Oh that. That was my heartbeat. My heart was beating so fast that I thought it was going to burst out of my chest. Laurel calls it purring with my heart. When I feel love for someone and they feel it for me my body combines the two feelings and then radiates it back with every beat of my heart."

"I felt your love? Are you saying¦you love me?"

Korica sat up straight and debated telling him who he is destined to be in her life but she decided that learning she was an alien that purrs with her heart was enough for right now. She didn't want to scare his feelings away. Korica could feel her heart racing and her face felt very warm so she was pretty sure she was blushing hard.

"I guess that is what I'm saying if you felt that. I did kiss you didn't I?"

Tamaric got a big goofy grin on his face and his eyes got dreamy as he remembered the kiss and the feeling that shot through him when she pulled her soft lips from his and looked into his eyes with her adorable little smile.

"Yah you did. It was magical. I've never been kissed like that before. I felt a¦bolt of lightning shoot through my heart when you looked into my eyes just before you kissed me."

"Trust me, I don't just go around kissing boys¦not like that¦not with my heart."

"What makes me so different? How did I earn your heart?"

"I don't know. You're just¦special. I really like you Tamaric. You got a good heart and a gentle soul. I think you will be nice to me and I want to¦be close to you. I just feel drawn to you for some reason."

"I'm not going to look a gift horse in the mouth. You're absolutely beautiful in everyway possible and I¦I get lost when I look into your eyes. I don't believe in love at first sight but I think I just found out what it must feel like if it is real at all."

Korica leaned back down on her hands and she could feel Tamaric breathing fast and it again made her tingle all over.

"Tell me more. Are you trying to say you think you're falling for me at first sight?"

"I'm nervous and my heart is pounding and my stomach is flip flopping and I feel weak and dopey when I look at you Korica. I don't know what it's like to fall in love but this feels¦really good and I want more. You make me feel good, it's like a drug and I want more of it."

"Awe. I'll be honest with you Tamaric. I feel exactly the same way. I'm¦tingling all over and I like it. No boy has ever made me feel like this and I want more of it too."

The two stared into each other's faces for a few minutes and Tamaric began to shake due to the fact that so much adrenaline and dopamine was rushing through his body.

"You're shivering Tamaric. Are you sure you're not cold?" Korica asked.

"I'm not cold at all. You're making me do that."

"Sorry, you want me to back off?"

"No, please don't. It's making me forget how much my back and chest were hurting before."

"I don't want you uncomfortable Tamaric."

"Will you¦will you do me a favor?"

"Of course. Anything you want."

"Will you kiss me again?"

Korica raised her head and leaned back and now she began to tremble as her nerves kicked into high gear and her heart began pounding hard and fast making her start to breath faster.

"I'm¦I'm nervous Tamaric. I don't really know what to do with boys. I don't know how to kiss a boy like adults do."

"I don't know how to kiss a girl like that either. Just¦do what you did before but¦longer. I want it to last longer."

"I don't know Tamaric¦should we really be doing this?"

"Sorry Korica. I'm being a pig. I'm just glad you kissed me before. I'm sorry for being greedy and wantin more."

Just then the servo drone popped out of its slot in the wall carrying a drinking canister and a protein bar on a small plate. Korica got up and took the plate and the drinking canister and sat back down.

"You're not being greedy or whatever Tamaric. I'm just nervous and I have no experience with this kind of thing."

Korica opened the drinking canister and handed it to Tamaric and then set the plate in the floor and put her hand behind his shoulders and pushed as he tried to sit up and he winced and coughed once but managed to get to a sitting position. He tipped the canister up to his mouth and drank almost all of the apple juice in one go. He then pulled it away from his mouth and let out an, "Ahh." He then slowly started to lean back and Korica held him from under both of his shoulders and lowered him gently to a lying position. She then sat back down and picked up the plate and held it out toward him and he took the protein bar and handed her the drinking canister and he took a bite and then looked at it while chewing. When he finally swallowed the bite he looked over at Korica.

"How in the world did the ship make this?"

"I don't precisely know how but the ingredients are grown in the gardening ring. Fully half of this sip is a dedicated growing ring where food of all sorts is grown. When you get better I'll take you there. It is my favorite place on this ship. The peaches and cinnamon are grown there as well as the wheat and barley."

"Amazing. I remember them telling me that the ship would never run out of food but I never really understood how that was possible."

"The ship has had a very long time to stock pile food in stasis compartments."

Tamaric went back to eating his protein bar and when he downed the last bite he looked at the drink canister and Korica got up and helped him sit up again and this time he groaned as he sat up and then he coughed for a full minute before he made himself stop and he managed to get his breath back. Korica furrowed her brow as it broke her heart to see him in such agony. When he was finally sitting up and breathing normal again Korica handed him the drinking canister and he downed what was left then shook the canister and looked at Korica who smiled at him warmly.

"Computer can we please have another eight ounces of apple juice and twelve ounces of water in a separate container?"

"Right away Korica." The AI said.

Tamaric remained sitting up for a minute looking around the med bay at the vertical scanner in the corner and he looked up at the portion hanging from the ceiling then he looked at the overhead portion of the Futuretal scanner over the exam table and he looked at the stasis fluid storage tanks in the opposite corner.

"That scanner was given to us by the elder race."

"By who?"

"The elder race. We are docked in their space station. They are the oldest and wisest race in this part of the galaxy. They are literally millions of years older than Humans as a race."

"Why would they give us a scanner like that?"

"It's a long story. Let's just say it's because we have an amazing captain taking care of us. She not only saved me from the Hodong, she saved one hundred and two other girls that are all right around her age and younger."

"So they gave her medical scanners?"

"Oh no. They completely upgraded this entire ship. How fast were you told the Future could travel?"

"Uh...something like seven times the speed of light."

"We just finished our shakedown run and we averaged eighty-four light years per hour. We travel so fast that we can't actually measure our speed while traveling in hyperspace. We have to average out our speed afterwards."

"Hyperspace?"

"Mom¦Laurel has decided to call it that. We can create an artificial wormhole and maintain it for hours at a time."

"Ok I remember that in school. A wormhole is a shortcut between two points in space that are light years apart making the trip far shorter and faster."

"Kind of. That is a natural wormhole. We create an artificial one and slip into it and then we can move the other end around if we want¦sort of. It's really, really complicated to try and explain to someone that doesn't understanding dipole gravitational folding and lensing and quantum gravity theorems."

"Quantum gravity? What the heck is that?"

"It's not important Tamaric. What's important is that the elder race gave us way more than just a medical scanner."

"Sorry I'm so dumb about gravity and stuff. You sound like you are way smarter than I am."

"Hay, stop it Tamaric. You are just young. I am no better than you are I just had access to technology that put a whole bunch of stuff in my mind so I could help run this ship by understanding how everything works and not just how to operate everything."

Tamaric put his hands on the sides of his chamber and started to lie down and so Korica got up quickly and put her hands under his shoulders and helped him lay down so he didn't have to strain his back muscles. When he got to a lying position he coughed twice very hard and then grimaced in pain making Korica grimace. She hated seeing him hurt like that. Once the pain subsided Tamaric looked up at Korica who looked like she was about to break into tears.

"Korica, Why do my lungs hurt so bad? What the heck happened to me?"

Korica took her seat and leaned toward him and put her hands back on the edge of the chamber and rested her chin on her hands.

"Well, basically you drowned in stasis fluid when the power failed to your chamber. Laurel¦pulled you out of your chamber and I gave you CPR."

"Are saying I was¦dead?"

"Well¦technically yah. You weren't breathing and your heart had stopped so yah you were kind of dead I guess. Your brain was still alive though. It was stuck halfway between deep stasis and wakeful consciousness."

"You saved my life?"

"I sure did. That might be why your chest hurts a little. I was scared and I might have compressed your chest to hard when I tried to get your heart beating again."

"No, I can feel that bruise, this is deep in my chest toward the sides and behind my shoulders in my back."

"That will fade in time. You have slight pneumonia in both lungs. That just means fluid in the lungs. The stasis fluid turns to a gel when it comes into contact with the air so there is a thick liquid trapped in your lungs."

"You are so smart and so beautiful Korica. Why would you ever be interested in a dingo like me?"

"A what? What's a¦dingo?"

"It's a dog¦a four legged canine animal on Earth."

"Tamaric stop it! Does it matter why I like you? I do and that's all there is to it. Please quit insulting yourself. It hurts me to hear you say things like that."

"I'm sorry darlin. I didn't mean to hurt you. That's the last thing I ever want to do. I just mean I am just a kid that doesn't know anything from anything. Won't you get bored with me when you realize just how much smarter than me you are?"

"No. I'm not conceited and arrogant like that. Just cause I know more doesn't make me any better than anyone else. I like you because of what's inside you not because of what you know."

"You're such a sweet girl¦and so pretty. I could lay here and stare at you all night."

"It's actually morning right now and I happen to think you are extremely handsome. I could sit here all day and look upon you too."

Korica let her head fall to the side slightly as she stared at Tamaric's amazing face.

"Korica, are we¦in love?"

"I think so Tamaric. I know I sure love you anyways."

"So what do we do about it?"

"Enjoy each other for the rest of our days I guess."

"It really feels good doesn't it?"

"Yah it does." Korica said with a dreamy look on her face.

"I think I can feel your heart purring again."

"It does that when I am at my happiest and when I feel love coming from those I care about."

"So how long am I going to have to stay in this chamber?"

"Your clothes were burned up when your stasis chamber was destroyed. You don't have anything to wear until the AI finishes making you a new uniform. Course¦I could let you walk up to your quarters just like you are if you want? I promise not to peek¦much."

"Korica holy Meredith¦you want to see me naked?"

"I've already seen it all."

"I aint wondering around this ship nude. The captain would have my hide. She told me to be a gentleman around you and that aint being a gentleman."

"I'm kidding silly. It shouldn't be long. You've been assigned the quarters next to mine. I'll be able to check on you anytime I want¦or you want."

"Oh¦ok. I would like you to check on me often."

"You can count on it." Korica said with a dopey smile.

"Hay let me ask you something?"

"Go ahead."

"If you're from Draxima and not Earth, how do you speak English so good? You sound like you've been using it all your life."

"The elder race have a piece of technology called the chair of knowledge. When one sits in the chair the language and customs of an entire advanced race is imparted to you. It's like being one of the people whose language you are learning for a time. Laurel and Jake were detected by the chair and a sense of who and what humans are was captured from the two of them. That's why I speak English and why I kind of sound like them. I learned Human mannerisms from them alone, not an entire population as would ordinarily occur. The Hodong managed to get their hands on one of these chairs and they threw me in it to see if it would work on me."

"That's kind of cool. Did it hurt?"

"Not really¦well kind of. They had to hot wire their chair because they broke the mind interface device so the stuff I learned came all at once in an instant instead of slowly so I had a really bad headache when I woke up after the information was crammed into my head. They did the same thing to several of us girls. I can understand and speak millions of languages now."

"No way! Millions?"

"Yep. The chair constantly seeks out advanced races that can speak without the spoken word. It is the sign of a truly advanced race. When a new one is heard they are added to the collective knowledge of the chairs and then the information is spread over the network of chairs."

"Wait, there's more than one?"

"Oh yes. There are thousands spread out all over the galaxy."

"And Laurel and this Jake can speak without the spoken word? You're talking about telepathy, right?"

"Yep. They can hear my thoughts and each other's. In fact they hear each other's voice in the back of their minds at all times. They can feel what other's are feeling too and so can I."

"Freaky. So they can read minds and bend spoons and stuff?"

"It's not like reading a book Tamaric. They can hear what you are thinking at that very moment. They can't look into your brain and read everything you know. It just doesn't work like that¦and why would they want to bend spoons? What the heck would that prove?"

Just then the servo drone popped out of the slot in the wall carrying a tray with two drinking canisters. Korica took both of the drinking canisters and set them in her seat and then put the plate and the empty drinking canister on the tray and the servo drone turned and slipped back through its slot in the wall. Korica then bent down and picked up the receiver and unplugged the cable to the to the adapter and set the receiver at the foot of the chamber then reached up and turned the power off then unplugged the power cable and she laid it on top of the receiver and then she disconnected the cables from the adapter and she curled up the one leading to the chamber Tamaric was in and laid it above his head and she curled up the severed cable and she stepped over and placed that one on the receiver. She then scooted the case the receiver and adapter came in over next to the receiver then she went back to her seat and picked up the two drinking canisters and sat down and that's when she noticed Tamaric half on his side watching everything she was doing. She smiled at him and her face lit up as she opened the canister containing the Apple juice.

"What? Why are you looking at me like that Tamaric?"

She set the canister containing the water in the floor and handed him the other one.

"You're so graceful. You float around with such purpose and¦most of the girls I know that are your age are kind of¦I don't know different. You seem very mature and lady like." Korica smiled again and got up to help him sit up again.

"Thank you Tamaric."

Once Tamaric was sitting up straight he took a couple swallows from the drinking canister then leaned back on one arm with his hand behind him to hold himself up and he looked back at Korica.

"Can I ask how old you are? I know the captain said you never ask a woman her age but I'm just curious."

"I don't mind. I'm ten. I'll turn eleven in a couple of days¦I think."

Tamaric's mouth fell open and he just looked her.

"What?" She asked in a raised tone.

"You're¦no¦way!"

"What I look younger than that?"

"No¦sadies no. Your so¦filled out and all. I would have thought twelve or thirteen¦or so."

"Oh." Korica smiled and blushed.

Tamaric seemed to size her up looking her up and down all the way to her feet that he had to lean over a little to see and back up to her cute face.

"Amazing!"

"What?"

"You. You're amazing."

"Does it bother you that I'm only ten?"

"No. Are you kidding me? I'm even more¦impressed. Pretty, smart and interested in me? I got to be the luckiest dude alive."

"You really think I'm all that pretty Tamaric? I mean aren't there pretty girls on Earth?"

"Well yah but they are all ditsy and little girls and they could care less about talking to me. You¦you're like¦a woman¦in a beautiful girls body."

"Ooh, aren't you sweet. I have had some recent experiences that have¦my mind and body are more advanced than would ordinarily be the case had I not been through what I've been through."

"I don't even know how old I am anymore. I remember them telling me I was going to age a little while I slept but they didn't tell me we would be in for over five hundred years."

"You are eleven point two years old Tamaric." The AI said startling him slightly.

"Wow. I lost a whole year?"

"You did. I can slow the aging process significantly but I cannot stop it all together. The younger the occupant the less aging will occur."

"Wait¦so our captain must have been like¦nine or ten when she went in?"

"She was twelve point two years old when she entered stasis for the first time."

"How long has she been out? Wait¦don't answer that. I don't want to know. I am asking personal stuff huh?"

"You are. The captain made it clear that such questions are not proper to be asked of a woman and they are certainly not proper to be inquired of others about a woman without her knowledge."

"Computer can you tell me how Tamaric's blood chemistry is fairing?"

"His peptide and testosterone levels are back in balance though his testosterone is actually a little high but not abnormally so. His ph is ideal and the toxemia has cleared up rather quickly."

"That's great news. Do you have any idea why his hormone level's are so high?" Korica said.

"I would need a more complete medical background for him in order to postulate a proper answer."

"Tamaric, what age did you start puberty if you don't mind me asking?" Korica inquired.

Tamaric took another big swig of the apple juice then handed the canister to Korica and started to lie back down so she put the canister in the floor and got up quickly and held his shoulders as he laid back down. She then noticed that he had fairly muscular shoulders that were a little uncharacteristic for an eleven year old who hadn't entered puberty and then it dawned on her that he probably entered puberty early and that would certainly explain the high hormone levels and the muscular tone at such a young age. Once he was lying down and breathing normally Korica sat back down and leaned in on her hands on the edge of the chamber again hoping he would turn toward her and breath in her face again as she really like the tingling and warm chills it gave her. To her delight he turned his head toward her and looked at her with a grin.

"I really don't know what age I started puberty. I started getting hair downstairs at nine or so and I had¦other stuff start happening just before I turned ten."

"Other stuff?" Korica asked turning her head slightly.

"It's embarrassing. I really don't want to explain."

"I'm your medical technician Tamaric. I am simply trying to establish why your testosterone is high. We need to make sure there wasn't damage done to your pituitary gland or the hypothalamus or the pineal gland or the¦"

"Ok I get it¦I had wet dreams well before I turned ten. Ok there I said it."

"Wet¦you mean nocturnal emissions?"

"Yah, whatever you want to call it. There was a mess in the mornings¦and a tingling sensation when I cleaned myself up. I even woke up in the middle of one once."

"It's ok Tamaric. Please don't be embarrassed. Computer would that explained the elevated hormone levels?" Korica asked sitting up straight.

"Yes. He is in stage two puberty. The hormone levels are perfectly normal and at ideal levels if that is the case."

"Is it normal for someone his age to be in stage two?"

"It is unusual but not unheard of. It is not anything to be concerned about whatsoever."

"Is that why he has a big¦muscles and what not?" Korica blushed very hard at what she was actually thinking.

"Yes. The elevated levels of the growth hormones associated with the elevated levels of testosterone have resulted in muscle mass being generated earlier than normal. He is likely going to be a very muscular and tall man."

Korica could feel a twinge in her stomach as she thought about a very muscular Tamaric squeezing her in a tight hug. She looked at him with the dreamy look in her eyes again.

"You got that look again Korica. You like big muscles?"

"I don't know. I've never been attracted to someone like this before. I never really thought about it."

"I'll work real hard to get muscled if you like that kind of thing."

"I think¦I workout twice a day. You could workout with me and that would be good enough." Korica was still blushing.

"Are you getting embarrassed Korica?"

"I don't know. You make me feel all goofy inside. I don't know what I'm feeling."

Korica was just about to say something else when the door slid open and Jake stepped in. Korica gave him a toothy smile and got up and walked over to him and gave him a very tight hug. Jake turned his head sideways and laid it on top of Korica's head as he felt the warm waves of energy coming from her. He rocked her gently as Tamaric watched wondering why they seemed so enamored of each other. When Korica finally pulled back Jake kissed her forehead and she took his hand with a warm smile and led him over to Tamaric.

"Dad, this is Tamaric. Tamaric this is commander Jake Myers. He is the executive officer and second in command of the Future and he is Laurel's mate for life."

Jake stepped forward and took Tamaric's hand and shook it firmly.

"Hello Tamaric. It's nice to see you looking so much better. We were afraid we could lose you for a while there."

"Hello commander Myers sir."

"Please, just Jake is fine. You will find we run this ship like a family. We are all very close friends and Korica here is my favorite person in the world. No need to be so formal. Has Korica been taking good care of you?"

"Yes sir she has. She is really something else sir¦Jake sir."

"She certainly is. I am very proud of her and¦very protective of her."

"I get your meaning sir. I will never do anything to disrespect her. You have my word."

"That's all I ask. Be nice, be respectful, and be gentle. She has been through some horrible shi¦stuff at the hands of men. I expect you to show her how a woman is supposed to be treated with pride and tenderness."

Tamaric looked into Korica's eyes and he couldn't help but melt at her return look. Jake immediately recognized the same thing Laurel did to him. It is the putty faced look. Jake grinned slightly trying to maintain his composure. He assumed Korica had put her spell on Tamaric and he was hooked just like Jake was. Korica was just irresistible and adorable to anyone with a pair of eyes and a heart.

"So, I take it you two hit it off?"

Korica looked up at Jake and she had the same stoned dreamy eyed looked that Laurel used to have on her face all of the time when they were close.

"He's the one dad. I feel it in my heart. Oberot was right. The first time I looked into his eyes I was lost and¦"

Korica's face suddenly cleared up and her eyes got very shinny and she put her hand up to her mouth as she gasped from behind it.

"What Baby? What's the matter?"

"Oh my gosh¦I remember it all¦I remember everything that happened¦everything Oberot said and did. It all just came back to me. I even know everything he told Laurel in private in my mind."

Jake let go of her hand and knelt down in front of her and looked up into her face with his hands up on her shoulders.

"Is there anything about our upcoming mission? Did he say anything about how we are going to get home and what is going to happen to us along the way?"

"No. Laurel wouldn't tell him much and what she did tell him she made him promise not to tell us before we left."

Jake bowed his head for a moment then he looked back up at her.

"Have you¦" Jake then reached out to Korica mentally. "Have you told Tamaric that he is destined to be your husband?" Jake thought.

"No." Korica thought in return. "I didn't want to scare him away."

"Does he love you properly? Have you looked and listened to what is in his heart?"

"I did. He fell in love with me the moment he laid eyes on me and I kissed him. It was electric and magical and tender and erotic and sensual and innocent all at the same time. Oberot said we would fall in love the moment we met and he was right dad. He is the One. I can feel it. He has a good heart and he loves me, I'm sure of it."

"Ok sweetie, I believe you. Just be mindful of his intentions ok. Guys his age can be kind of¦dirty and mean."

"He isn't mean dad. The dirty stuff is just cause he thinks I am the most beautiful and graceful girl he has ever seen. He likes my butt. I sensed that clearly. You and mom have to sit down with me and tell me the stuff I don't know ok? Please?"

"Ok honey. I will do the best I can. Your mom is going to be asleep for the rest of the day and so is Mark. I will try my best to answer your questions, I promise. I love you Korica."

"I love you too Jake." Korica smiled big as she returned the sentiment.

Tamaric was watching their exchange as they stared into each other's faces and he assumed they had to be talking in the mind or something. He could see changing facial expressions and grins and even big smiles all with no words being exchanged.

"Hay, are you too using telepathy?" Tamaric finally asked feeling left out.

Jake stood up and put his arm around Korica's back and pulled her gently toward him.

"Sorry Tamaric. Yah, we talk like that all time. I guess it's a little rude to do that around folks that aren't gifted."

"I guess it's alright, I was just curious."

"You are going to find that Korica has some very unique talents. I want you to always be mindful that she is not a Human girl. She is incredibly smart and sharp witted but she is going to need¦proper consideration Tamaric. Do you understand what I mean?"

"Yah, I think so sir. She knows what we are but not who we are?"

"Kind of. She does not know what is normal behavior between someone her age and a boy her own age that is Human. Help her figure out how to fit in among us Humans."

"I can do that sir. I can already tell that she is something special. That thing she does, that purring with her heart? That is just the darndest thing I have ever felt."

"Purring with the heart¦I like it. That is a real good analogy. That is not the limit to her abilities Tamaric. She can feel what you are feeling and she can tell what is deep in person's heart just by looking at them. If you attempt to lie to her, she will know. If you have bad intentions, she will know. She is a member of the command crew and she is dedicated and loyal to a tee, so if you have malicious intentions she will be forced to report you to us by the an oath and regulations she swore to uphold. She knows if she doesn't we will find out about it. She just can't hide anything from us. Do you understand the gravity of that?"

"Yes sir I do. She isn't just my¦best friend, she is a member of the command crew. I will respect that Jake sir. If I do something stupid or even think about doing something stupid I understand that she has to tell on me and I have to be ready to pay the price of my actions¦or thoughts."

"Good man Tamaric. I think you are going to fit in around here just fine. Just stick close to Korica and follow her lead and you should be just fine ok?"

"Ok sir."

"Tamaric please quit calling me sir. I am your Korica's¦I am Korica's dad right now and nothing more. On the bridge I am sir, any other time you can just call me Jake ok?"

"Ok¦Jake."

"Look you make Korica happy and I'm happy, ok?"

"Ok. That's all I want to do."

"Good deal. Korica, since your mom is going to be catching up on her rest and so is Mark your mom said we could take a duty free day. You two can spend as much time as you want down here ok?"

"Really? No work today?"

"Nope, no work. You can change into something comfortable and you two can hang out and get to know each other or whatever you want to do. Just remember that Tamaric doesn't have a security clearance of any kind so you will have to be with him at all times while on the command deck and you can't take him into the high security areas."

Korica smiled real big at the thought that she had to be with him at all times.

"I got it dad. I won't disappoint you."

"I know you won't baby. You're just not capable of making mistakes that disappoint."

"What are you going to do?" Korica asked.

"I think I'm just going lay with your mom and read a book so she can get some deep sleep."

"Will you still have that talk with me?"

"Absolutely honey. I said I would and I intend to honor that."

"Ok, cool. Thank you."

"You are most welcome honey."

"I'll walk you to the transport platform ok?"

"Ok, sounds good. It was nice to finally talk with you Tamaric. Welcome aboard if no one ever wished you that." Jake stepped forward and took Tamaric's hand and shook it firmly.

"Thank you Jake. And thank you for not¦freakin out over Korica and I."

"She is an independent woman Tamaric. She is free to peruse whom ever she wants and it is not for me to interfere when it is someone worthy of her."

Jake took a split second and listened to what was in Tamaric's heart as he shook his hand. He sensed exactly what Korica had said. It felt like genuine love and a very deep one at that. He was very curious about her and unfortunately he was definitely turned on by Korica's appearance. Jake sensed that Tamaric wondered if everything looked Human and he hoped to find out for himself but he also felt a tremendous amount of reverence and respect directed toward Korica. He had no evil and no ill intent in his heart, which left Jake content that he would be respectful and kind to Korica.

Jake then turned back to Korica and he stepped up to her and gave her a very tight hug and kissed the top of her head and then he cupped her chin and smiled at her.

"You two have fun. I'll see you after a while ok?"

"Ok, I love you dad."

"I love you too beautiful."

Korica looked over at Tamaric and his eyes got glassy and he gave her a big grin.

"I'll be right back Tamaric, ok?"

"I'll be right here waiting for you."

Jake and Korica then exited the room and when the door closed behind them Korica pulled on Jake's arm to stop him. She then stepped right in front of him and looked up into his eyes.

"What do you think of him dad? And you can be completely honest with me."

"I really like him Korica. He's got an interesting accent too. Australian I would guess. He has some things in his heart that¦I'm not real crazy about but I know you are a smart girl and you can probably feel it too."

"I know." Korica said looking down for a moment then she looked back up at him. "He is turned on by my looks. He wants to¦see it all. He has a good heart though right?"

"Yah, he does. I don't think he will ever do anything to hurt you. He has a kind heart and he is smart too. I am convinced that he loves you honey. I saw things in his eyes that looked very familiar. I know that¦googley eyed look he gives you. Laurel makes me feel the same exact thing, which leads me to believe that he is indeed in love with you baby. I am going to have to trust your judgment on this one. If he tries to take things where you don't want them to go, don't beat around the bush or just let him do what he wants just cause he wants to. You tell him no."

"I will. I kind of¦I'm curious about him too dad. I never understood what you and mom went through but now I think I get it. He makes me tingly and warm like no other boy ever has before. I could feel what you and mom feel when we¦you know¦the thing we did on the Angalon where I was inside you for a few minutes. I just never knew how something like that would be possible. You guys have such a deep intimate love for one another and I really hope Tamaric and I will have something like that."

"Just don't rush things Korica. You are so young to be messing around with such¦intimate things honey. What Laurel and I have is very deep and¦well you may never find what we have. Just don't push things just to try and find what we have ok?"

"I won't. I'll just take it as it comes."

"That's a girl. I'm really happy for you baby. I really want you happy and he obviously makes you extremely happy."

"Thank you for your vote of confidence dad. That really means a lot to know you trust my judgment."

"You're as smart as they come Korica. Of course I trust your judgment. I just happen to agree as well. He is a good man and I think he will treat you properly. When you get him dressed and settled in or whatever you come see me and we'll have that talk ok?"

"Ok, cool. I love you dad."

"I love you too Korica."

Jake gave her a kiss goodbye and headed for the transport platform while she took a deep breath and then stepped back into the med bay. When she stepped in Tamaric was sitting up on the edge of the stasis chamber with his feet in the floor with the blanket across his lap. Korica walked up to him quickly and took a hold of his arm.

"What are you doing Tamaric?"

"I got to go to the bathroom."

"You don't have to get up for that. Come on lay back down."

"What? I'm not peein in the chamber."

"No silly there's a collection device that will attach to you and you can go and it will draw it away."

Tamaric turned and looked around in the chamber then he looked back at Korica.

"It's in a hidden compartment at the foot of the chamber."

"Isn't there a restroom I could just walk to?"

"Yah, there's one three doors down if you really feel up to it."

"Uh¦no help be back in. I aint wondering down the hall in the buff."

Korica helped him slide back down into the chamber and then he swung his feet in and she then went to the head of the chamber and held the back of his shoulder as he laid back down with a cough and a groan. When he was lying down she reached down and manually opened the waste collection funnel compartment with the touch of a button and then she reached down and took a hold of the funnel and pulled it up out of the compartment and held it up where Tamaric could see it.

"Just put this over your¦your cock. There is a sensor in there that will turn the suction on and it will draw up tight to you and then you can just go."

"Do girls have to do this same humiliating thing when they have to go?"

"Yup. There is a funnel shaped like us that attaches itself and when we are done it cleans away the mess and dries us off."

Tamaric took a hold of the funnel and looked at it for a second then looked at Korica and it dawned on her what the look was for.

"You want me to step out or just turn around?"

"Just turn around. I don't want you to leave." Korica smiled at him and turned around and leaned back against the edge of the chamber.

Tamaric flung the blanket back and slid the funnel up over himself and as soon as he inserted himself into the funnel the suction started up and pulled him firmly up into the funnel and then it drew down against his pelvic bone and made a tight connection. Tamaric then pushed slightly and his waste began to flow and he breathed a sigh as the fluids drained away from his painfully full bladder.

"So Tamaric, does this mean we are¦going out with each other as your people call it?"

"I guess I should formally ask you to go with me huh?"

Korica spun around quickly with a big smile on her face.

"I would love to be your girlfriend. Yes I'll go out with you."

Tamaric looked at her with a furrowed brow for a second.

"I didn't even ask you yet."

"You're going to right?"

"Korica, will you be my girlfriend?"

"Yes, yes a million times yes."

"Thank you Korica. You've made me one really happy guy."

"Do I kiss you now?"

"I would say yes but¦not with my thing in this vacuum cleaner please."

"Oh right."

Korica looked down at the white funnel covering his crotch and she tried to picture what his cock looked like drawn up into the vacuum tube for a moment then she caught herself and she realized the warm tingle had returned and she was embarrassed at herself and so looked back at Tamaric's face and he was looking right at her.

"Are you¦you're trying to picture it aren't you?" Tamaric said as his cheeks blushed.

"No! I was¦maybe¦I'm not telling you if I was or not."

"The bright pink cheeks tell the whole story Korica."

Korica stepped back and she looked away trying to regain her composure and she could feel Tamaric's eyes on her and she moved her head so she could see his face in her peripheral vision and she could see that his gaze was at her crotch and hips making her nervous. She decided to put the receiver and neural interface adapted back in their case in order to distract herself. As she stepped around to the foot of the stasis chamber and squatted down it dawned on her that for the first time ever Tamaric's eyes on her privates may have scared her a little but deep down it didn't bother her in fact she kind of like it. She liked knowing that she was attractive to him.

She went about putting the receiver and adapter in the medical lock box and closed and locked it and then lifted the box and placed it on the exam table and then she tugged on the top of her wait band straightening the wrinkles out of her pants and she turned back and looked at Tamaric and he was now really staring at her and she didn't understand at first. Tamaric broke his look and met her eyes then looked at the receiver box.

"Is that some more stuff from the elder race?"

"Yah, that thing is what saved your life."

"I'm sure glad they are willing to share their stuff with us."

Tamaric then flashed his glance across Korica's crotch and then he looked her in the eyes.

"Tamaric, why do you keep looking at me like that?"

"Cause I can see your¦I can see the outline of everything and it's¦I like what I see."

Korica pulled her tummy back and looked down and now she understood. When she tugged up on her waistband she drew her pants right up into her lips and now the outline of both lips and the beautiful curving seam in the middle where they meet was as plain as day. Korica blushed bright pink and spun around and pinched the material at her hips and wiggled her hips slightly as she worked the material out of her crotch and it dawned on her that subconsciously she must have done that on purpose in the first place. She didn't know why she would be flaunting her body at him like that, she figured something deep down must have liked his eyes on her. She stood facing away for moment trying to let the blood fade out of her cheeks when she realized Tamaric was particularly fond of her curvy butt and he was getting a real good view of it right now. Korica turned around expecting him to be staring at her butt yet he was looking down at the funnel instead. She was about to say something when she noticed a flushed and dizzy look on his face. She decided to try and listen to his feelings and see what would cause that kind of look and her eyes opened wide when she felt what was going through his mind. She couldn't quite hear his thoughts but she could sense his feelings clear enough to know that he just popped in the waste collection hose. Just looking at her shape and then seeing her butt wiggle while she cleared her camel tow whilst there was intense suction was enough to get him off and it startled and excited him. There was a jumble of emotions running through him including embarrassment and guilt.

Korica wasn't quite sure what to do at this point. She was feeling a tingle too but nothing close to what it took to achieve an orgasm and she was shocked that just looking at her was enough to get him to that point. She decided she had done enough damage and she needed to give him a few minutes alone to collect himself.

"I got something to take care of next door Tamaric. I'll be right back ok?"

Tamaric nodded quickly without looking and Korica scooped up the medical lock box and exited the room quickly. When she got outside the door and the door slid shut she leaned back against the wall and then slid down so she was sitting with her knees up to her chin and her bottom was on the floor. She set the lock box in the floor next to her and put her hands up to her forehead and closed her eyes. She felt bad for pushing Tamaric over the edge and she was a little upset at herself for putting on such a show even if she didn't mean too. She just didn't know what she was doing and she was going to have to have more of a presence of mind as to what she was doing to poor Tamaric. She just had no idea that she was going to be such a turn on to him or that he would be that much of a man.

Korica wiped her thumb and index finger through her closed eyes quickly then shook off her disgust with herself and rolled to the side and got to her feet. She then reached her hands into her pants and cleared her underwear out from between her lips and then smoothed the edges to where they were supposed to be then she straightened her pants and did a double check to make sure they were sitting where they were supposed to be. She knew the uniforms were very form fitting and usually sat on the body very tastefully but with the wrong tug they could be taken to a whole new level of revealing for a girls shape. She then looked at her chest and it dawned on her that she was going to have to start wearing a bra to hide her breasts that were starting to show quite noticeably now. She hadn't even though about it until now since she was only around the other crewmembers that saw her as family and a growing girl so it was no big deal. Tamaric obviously saw her as a woman and a very good-looking one in his eyes.

Korica scooped up the lock box and entered med bay three and set the box on the exam table and then made her way back to med bay four assuming she had given Tamaric enough time to disconnect and collect his thoughts. When she walked in he was disconnected and had the blanket back over himself though he was still pocking up a rather noticeable mountain at his crotch. As she stepped in that mountain moved in a salute as he throbbed once and she fought the impulse to stare or smile at the compliment to her looks. She instead walked up to the chair and took a seat and leaned in on her hands again on the edge of the chamber.

The two sat and laid and stared at one another for a few minutes smiling from time to time as their eyes met and then Korica reached one hand in and tilted her chin onto her other hand and she gently stroked her fingers through his hair making him close his eyes for a moment. Then she kept her hand on his head working her fingers around in his hair, which felt very soft to her fingers. Korica found herself daydreaming about the life she hoped to have with Tamaric. She was sure he would always treat her with kindness but she wondered what kind of a man he would be once the newness of their relationship wore off. Would he always be respectful and patient with her or would he become firm and controlling with her. As much as she loved him right now she hoped he would always treat her in way that allowed her to feel this way without being hurt. She felt particularly vulnerable and exposed at the moment. Her heart was wide open and it would be extremely easy for him to break her heart by using harsh words or by treating her as a little girl instead of an equal.

"Korica, can we please get out of here? I really want to get out of this med bay."

Korica pulled her hand back and sat up straight.

"Computer?"

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"How much longer is it going to be before you get Tamaric's uniform finished?"

"Approximately one hour. I have had a problem in the garment shop. The stitch arm broke on the sewing machine and I am having a new one constructed. I am sorry about the delay."

"Wait there is only one machine?" Korica asked.

"There is only one machine capable of sewing the synthetic spider silk garments without snagging or bunching the material."

"Oh¦ok thank you."

"You are welcome Korica."

"Sorry Tamaric it's going to be a little while longer." Korica said leaning back in close to him.

"Well can I at least get out of this stasis chamber?"

"I can help you with that." Korica said.

Korica leaned back and reached behind her into one of the drawers in the middle of the exam table and she fetched a sterile one inch by one inch gauze and a laser dermal regenerator. She opened the gauze and then removed the adhesion strips holding his IV line in his arm. She then reached up and closed the drip valve stopping the fluid drip and then she laid the gauze right on the skin where the IV needle was inserted into his arm and she gently withdrew the needle. She held the gauze on his arm for a moment then she turned on the laser regenerator and she lifted the gauze and squeezed the trigger and closed the small wound on his arm rather quickly then turned the regenerator off and placed it back in the drawer in the exam table and slid it shut then she got up and walked over to the bio waste slot and dropped the gauze into it then walked back over to Tamaric who was gently rubbing the spot where his IV had been while looking at his skin in amazement.

"There isn't even a mark. How the heck did you do that?"

"The laser regenerator encourages the skin to fuse closed by stimulating the dermal¦it makes new skin grow."

"Very cool darlin."

"Let's get you sitting up."

Korica stepped up to the head of the stasis chamber and scooped her hands under his shoulders and again just touching his muscles firmly made her cringe. She pushed as he pulled himself upright and then she slid her hands up onto the top of his shoulders and she kneaded his shoulders once while looking right at her hands and she felt firm thick muscles under the skin and even again she felt the twinge run through her and she closed her eyes just for a second as the feeling was particularly intense and new for her. She then slowly dragged her hands off of his shoulder and had to shake her head once to shake the daze of. Tamaric grinned at the sensation of Korica's delicate and soft hands squeezing his shoulders lovingly and it actually felt very good to have his muscles pummeled like she did.

Korica then walked around to the side where Tamaric was sitting and he swung his legs around and then scooted forward while holding the blanket over his lap. Korica turned facing the same direction as Tamaric and she took his hand in hers and lifted his hand until his elbow was even with her shoulders and then she pulled his arm forward and laid it on her shoulders and she pulled his hand down over her front side and when he put his weight on her she felt a warm rush run through her and she got slightly dizzy and she had stop Tamaric from getting onto his feet completely.

"What's wrong Korica?"

"Just give me a second."

Tamaric leaned forward and looked up into her face and he could see that she was flushed and she looked dizzy her eyes were floating around a little. After a moment she got used to the feeling and regained her composure.

"You sure you're ok?"

"Yah I'm fine. Your arm around me just made me dizzy."

"Really?"

Tamaric smiled big as her very warm body up against his bare side and under his arm was having the same exact affect on him but he didn't want to embarrass himself and say anything. Korica finally had the strength back in her legs and stood up into his arm and pulled forward and he grasped the blanket with his other hand to keep it from falling to the floor as he stood up. His legs trembled for second and he furrowed his brow then took two clumsy steps and then leaned his full weight on Korica and she stood up into him and supported him with ease.

"What the farthing hell is wrong with my legs?"

"You haven't used them in five hundred fifty years. The AI would usually put you through a physical workup to emergence from stasis but it had no idea you were coming out and so had no time to work and strengthen your muscles."

"This hurts."

"You want to go sit down?"

"No. I like my arm around you. You're so warm. Am I heavy?"

"No, not really. I squat one fourty during my workouts so you aren't all that heavy. I run a body temperature of ninety-nine point four so I will always seem a little warm to you."

"Help me take some steps."

Korica stepped forward while supporting his full weight and let him just go through the motion while clutching the blanket in front of himself. She walked him around the room a couple times until his legs got used to carrying his weight again. After three laps around the room Korica was only keeping him from falling and he was carrying his own weight. She finally guided him back to the exam table and turned him around and let him lean back against it. He stood with quivering legs for a moment before he grunted and stood up completely straight and locked his knees and hips and Korica could finally see how tall he was. She only slightly looked up into his eyes that were now bright and shinny and to her absolutely gorgeous in their brilliant sky blue color. They were rich and penetrating and they stood out from across the room against his dark blond hair and small chiseled chin.

Tamaric started to wince and Korica could see that his hips were hurting him and starting to give out so she flung his arm up over her shoulders and stood up into him and wrapped her arm around his back and squeezed him into her and she felt the dizzy rush again and had to close her eyes as she held his full weight up and she could see little twinkling lights everywhere. She knew it was a dopamine rush, the body's natural feel good drug brought on by her feelings for Tamaric and his thick muscles and heavenly smell. His pheromones were intoxicating and thick in the air as he strained to hold his own weight on atrophied muscles.

"You better get me on the table darlin, my hips are crampin and I'm about to collapse."

Korica spun around and she suddenly felt all of his weight fall on her and she gave a gentle moan as she adjusted and locked her knees then slowly straightened her hips until she was standing perfectly erect. She pulled down on his arm and tucked herself firmly up into him and swung him around gently and his feet simply dragged. She then took three steps carrying him and then turned her back to the table and stepped back as he winced in pain until he had his butt against the table. He winced even harder as she tried to scoot him up onto it so she stopped for a moment and let him collect himself.

"Tamaric, you're going to have to let go of the blanket and use your other hand to lift yourself up onto the table or I am going to hurt your back. I could end up dislocating your shoulder too."

Tamaric took two deep breaths then forced his hips to straighten out and lock again and he closed his eyes for a moment then opened them and dropped the blanket and put his hand back and up on the table and lifted as he scooted back and Korica lifted him back at the same time. She then took his arm off of her shoulders and stepped aside a little and she placed his hand down on the table and he scooted himself back then Korica scooped up his legs and swung them around gently while swiveling him around on his bottom until his leg were pointing forward on the table then she set them down on the table and Tamaric scooted himself back a little and then used his hands to walk himself down to a lying down position. She bent down and picked up the blanket and unfurled it and dragged it up him as it gently fell and she stole a peek then scolded herself for being dirty minded and unladylike.

Korica pulled the blanket up to the middle of Tamaric's chest then stepped up next to his head and put her hand up in his hair and gently rubbed the top of his head.

"You ok?" She asked.

"I will be. My hips are burning and my calf muscles hurt. It's like my body never carried this much weight before."

"We'll get you into a physical therapy routine and you'll gain your strength back soon enough."

Tamaric winced once as his hips tightened up and then he relaxed as the cramp eased up.

"This sucks Korica. I want take a walk with you and I'm to weak to even hold up my own weight."

"Don't be so hard on yourself Tamaric, I'm not going anywhere. I'll stay right by your side until you can walk again."

Tamaric turned his head and looked at her for moment and then he got the dreamy eyed look again and he gave her a goofy grin.

"You're really something else. I'm so glad you were the one to be here when I came out."

"Me too Tamaric. I've been waiting for days to see your beautiful eyes and hear your voice. I knew you were from Australia but I had no idea you would have such an¦intoxicating accent. You make me feel weak every time you speak."

"Were you watchin me while I was in stasis?"

"Yah. I knew who you were sort of. Oberot told us that you and I would fall for each other the moment we met."

"Who is this Oberot?"

"He is the leader of the elder race. He knew things about our future and everything that he revealed to us has come true so far."

"How could he possibly know what is going to happen in the future?"

"That's a little hard to explain and frankly a little hard to get your mind around. Ok here goes. Laurel met Oberot almost six hundred years ago. Not in person but via the chair of knowledge. Laurel has built a chair that kind of works like the chair of knowledge but different. It allows real time communication through mental projection and a sub space inter-dimensional super high frequency feedback signal. I know that's a little confusing but it just means the chair can communicate across the entire universe in real time. The Future is going to be sent to the Milky Way in the past and Laurel is going to contact Oberot using this chair and she is going to tell him about things that are happening right now. She told him that you and I met and¦fell in love the moment we met. I knew weeks ago that you and I would end up here together¦like this."

"Holy Meredith Korica. Why didn't you guys stop the fire before it happened then?"

"I guess Laurel didn't tell him about it. If she did she must have made him swear not to tell us."

"Why in the heck would she do that?"

"Um¦do you understand divergent time lines and time paradoxes?"

"No."

"Ok, I'll see if I can explain it so it makes sense. If someone told us we were going to walk into a wall and so we avoid that wall and arrive around the corner three seconds sooner than we would have if we had walked into that wall and say a bullet was flying by and we get hit by that bullet. If you had walked into the wall you would have arrived around the corner after the bullet went by and you would survive but because you knew you were going to walk into the wall and did something different because of your knowledge of the future then you end up dead cause you arrived sooner and got hit by the bullet. So, you knew what happened if you walked into the wall but you have no idea what happens if you avoid walking into the wall because that is different from what you remember as happening. That is two alternate timelines. In one you walk into a wall and just miss being hit by a bullet. In the other you are forewarned and you don't walk into the wall but you end up dead because the bullet hits you and you had no idea the bullet would hit you because that is not part of the time line the person warning you remembers. They did not live in the timeline in which you died. That is why Laurel would not tell us about so many things. She had to make sure that things played out just as she remembered them or we would end up in an alternate or divergent timeline that cannot be predicted and stuff like us getting to the Milky Way might never happen or¦you and I meeting would never happen. If we had avoided the fire somehow there would have been no reason to ever take you out of stasis and you and I would have never met at all. Frankly the thought makes me want to cry Tamaric. You make me feel so good inside and you are so handsome and so sweet that I just can't imagine not having you in my life even though we just met for the first time."

"Good limey poop on a stick¦you are so smart Korica. I don't want to live in timeline where I don't get to meet you either. You are hands down the most beautiful and smart alien I can imagine. How the heck do you know all that stuff?"

Korica shrugged and grinned at Tamaric with a dreamy look in her eyes.

"Did you understand that?"

"Yah I did. It's¦really confusing but I get it. There are certain things that she can tell us¦or this Oberot can tell us through her or whatever but there are other things that we would react to by doing something different than what Laurel remembers happening and then the future changes."

"Exactly. She made sure you and I get to meet each other."

"So I take it we are going to be together for a long time?"

"Yep. For the rest of our lives."

Tamaric smiled real big and rolled his head so he was looking straight up and then he closed his eyes. Korica stood up and she saw a tear roll down Tamaric's cheek.

"Are you sad about hearing that" Korica said sounding timid.

"No Korica." Tamaric said as he opened his eyes and looked back at her. "I'm so happy to hear that Korica. I'm¦so happy it hurts. It means you aren't going to get tired of me. It means I'm not going to do something so stupid that you'll tell me to get lost."

"Never! I would never do that Tamaric. I might tell you that your being an ass but I will never ever leave you and I don't ever want you to leave my side."

Korica reached over and wiped Tamaric's cheek and smiled at him and she then felt another warm rush in her chest and her head buzzed for a second. She blinked the feeling away and sat back down.

"So what else did Laurel tell Oberot about us?"

"I don't know how much I should tell you Tamaric. I don't want to ruin things or scare you away or whatever."

"I aint goin nowhere Korica. You can't possibly scare me away now that I know we are supposed to be together."

"Kay. I still think we should just take it slow. I'm not going to say anymore until you get better."

"So there is more?"

"Yes. Let's just say I am letting myself fall so hard for you for good reason."

"I'll just accept that I am the luckiest guy to ever live and that's good enough for me. Does that mean I can fall for you without worry?"

"You better! I feel that you already are anyways. Remember, I can tell what's in your heart and in time I might even be able to hear what you're thinking."

"I wish I could hear what you're thinking right now."

"That would be a little embarrassing for me."

"What? Why? Is it bad?"

"Not¦well maybe a little bad. I've never had thoughts and feelings like this in my head and my body."

"Your body? Are you getting hot over me?"

Korica blushed a bright pink in her cheeks right to the tip of her nose.

"I'm not saying a thing."

"You are so pretty when your cheeks turn bright pink like that Korica."

Korica shivered right to the tip of her feet and then looked at Tamaric with a small grin.

"You just got no idea what it does to me to hear you say my name with that accent of yours."

"To me you're the one with the accent. Your little accent is¦cute and delicate."

"Thank you Tamaric. You know we can't carry on like this once we leave here right?"

"The thought had crossed me mind. Your mom and dad would have a cow right?"

"Not exactly. You haven't met Mark yet."

"Who's Mark?"

"He's our chief of security. He is a lieutenant in the Marines. He loves me very much and he is real protective of me. I love him too¦very much. He is my friend and he rescued me from the Hodong. He knows what they did to me and he has sworn that no one will ever touch me again. I never knew I would want someone to."

"You want me to touch you?"

"Tamaric please quit reading things into what I'm saying."

"Sorry darlin. I hate when I do that. I just like hearing you say that you want more from me than just a boy to play with."

"I do want someone my age to hang out with but¦I definitely want more from you than just that ok?"

"You do?"

"Yes. I'm not going to spell it out but yes¦I do."

Tamaric smiled warmly at her and looked deep into her eyes and felt lost in her blue-gray eyes as she smiled back.

"Just hearing you say that makes me feel¦special."

"Just don't you go thinking that means I'm jumping into the sack or something perverse the first chance we get."

"No mam. You are a lady and I intend to treat you like one."

"Kay. Thank you."

"Can I still introduce you as my girlfriend?"

"Yes. That's what I am. I'm your Korica."

"In that case I'm your Tamaric."

"Don't get mad but I've already been calling you that for a while."

Tamaric smiled again.

"I'm good with that."

"I guess I should check on the progress of your uniform huh?"

"Why? I'm enjoying spending time with you. If I have clothes we have to leave."

"We can't stay here forever Tamaric. This is nice and I am really enjoying being close to you but I need to get you up to your quarters."

"How are you going to get me up there if I can only take a few steps before my legs and hips cramp up."

"I'll carry you if I have to."

"What? I aint havin my girlfriend carry me through the ship."

"I don't think I would actually be able to carry you that far anyway. We have floating gurneys. I'll lay you down and simply use the elevator."

" ."

"Computer, how are we doing on Tamaric's uniforms?"

"They are nearly complete. In another ten minutes I will have them finished and they will be sent down to you. There is a hover gurney waiting out in the corridor."

"Ok thank you Future"

"You are welcome Korica."

"I guess we have a few more minutes alone Tamaric."

"Can I ask you something Korica?"

"Absolutely."

"What am I going to do when I have to go to the bathroom once I am in my quarters? I can't walk"

"I'm going to help you."

"This is so humiliating. My new girlfriend has to help me to the toilet?"

"I don't mind Tamaric. I want to be there for you when you need me."

"I just don't like feeling so helpless."

"I know. You'll gain your strength quickly with my help. I promise."

"I guess I should get to my feet huh?"

"You feel like sitting up?"

"Yah, I guess so. Can I have some water?"

Korica reached over and picked up the drinking canister containing the water and she handed it to Tamaric and then helped him sit up straight and he drank over half of the water at one time then handed the canister back to Korica. Tamaric then swung his legs off the edge of the exam table and put his hands at the edge of the table and looked at the floor. He wanted desperately to hop down in the floor and walk around like he had always been able to do but he knew if he hopped down he would crumble to the floor in a naked pile like an old man and Korica would have to pick him up like a drunken fool that had one to many and he wasn't having any part of that kind of humiliation. Tamaric lifted and relaxed his legs several times and it didn't take long for his legs to start hurting.

"Save your strength Tamaric." Korica said noticing the pained look on his face. "You're going to need your strength to get dressed and then climb onto the gurney."

"Ok. I was just¦yes mam."

Korica turned facing the same way as Tamaric and leaned back against the exam table and she put her hands up on the edge of the table with her elbows pointing back and her right hand was just touching Tamaric's and the sensation of even that simple contact was intoxicating and made the butterflies in her stomach come alive again. She looked down at his hand and she lifted her fingers and gently slid her hand over onto his hand and she set her hands weight on his making him look down at her hand for a moment. Then he took his weight off of his hands and he turned his hand over and curled his fingers up around her hand making her smile at the dizzy blurry feeling his touch elicited in her mind. He then lifted her hand and he brought up his other hand and cupped her hand and turned it over and then he opened his hand and put his other hand under hers and gently swept her fingers back and then he looked at her soft hands and he started tracing the lines in her hand and she felt a buzzing in her head and her vision got blurry and she felt like closing her eyes as he gently and softly drew in her palm with his finger tip.

He started making gentle slow little circles in her hand once he noticed the tranquilizing affect it was having on her. She finally gave in to the impulse to close her eyes and she opened her mouth slightly and enjoyed the gentle sensation thoroughly. Tamaric leaned forward slightly and grinned at the sensual and hypnotized look on her face. He kept gently tickling and stimulating her palm as he looked at her soft little pink lips and delicate little nose. She had perfectly straight and bright white teeth and a small delicate tongue sitting just behind them that he could see just the tip of as she breathed deep and steadily as she drifted deeper into a state of total brain saturation with norepinephrine and dopamine causing a sensual and drugged like state as her heart pounded hard and regularly. As he watched her beautiful face he kept tracing the lines in her hand and making slow circles using light pressure then harder pressure until he found just the right pressure point to make her breath deeper and seemingly come right to the verge of a delicate moan. He was tempted to lean over and kiss her damp lips but he was afraid he would startle her and possibly get a smack in the face.

He stopped tracing the lines in her hand and watched the look on her face and she only very slightly turned her head toward him but kept her eyes closed as she thoroughly enjoyed the visceral and debilitating affect the chemicals in her brain were having on her. He went back to gently tracing the lines in her hand and she grinned for a second then fell back into a total state of relaxed bliss. He finally gently lifted her hand and kissed the middle of her palm and she let out a small squeak and closed her mouth and breathed deeply in through her nose and then let out a shaky breath and he noticed her knees draw together and he assumed he was having an affect on her down there too. He gently lifted her hand slowly again and kissed her palm a couple of times in different spots and when he moved to her palm by her thumb she opened her mouth and let out a quiet sigh and then he moved to her wrist and this time she squealed very quietly and he parted his lips and kissed her wrist just behind her palm and he drew his lips together and sucked gently on her wrist as he drew his lips together and she shivered and her knees almost buckled and her eyes popped open and she looked at him with a look of almost fear and ecstasy both.

Korica pulled her hand away slowly and seemed to be holding her breath and then she gave a gentle and soft grunt and breathed a couple times quickly and looked into his eyes as she sank away a little and then she closed her eyes and shivered again but this shiver looked different and seemed to shake through her whole body and she bowed her head slightly and drew her knees even tighter together then she put both of her hands on the edge of the table and pushed herself up and began panting heavily and Tamaric furrowed his brow and wondered what the heck he just did to her. She panted several times then leaned forward and put her hands on her knees with her bottom against the table and breathed heavily for several breaths then she finally stood up straight and looked at Tamaric while still breathing deeply while her eyes were watery and her whole body buzzed and tingled and her crotch felt hot and she could feel her insides contracting strongly and tingling to her amazement.

"How the hell did you do that Tamaric?" Korica said while fairly panting.

"Do what? What did I do?"

"You made me¦I'll be right back."

Korica immediately stood up straight and forced her tingling legs to carry her weight and she quickly headed for the door and exited the med bay and then leaned against the wall and leaned down with her hands on her knees again and took several deep breaths then stood up and walked down the corridor to the restroom and quickly stepped in and when the door closed she pulled her pants down quickly and felt of her underwear and they were damp. She then kicked her shoes off and pulled her pants all of the way off and then pulled her under wear off and then felt of her vulva and her skin was very warm and moist. She pulled her stomach back and looked down at herself revealing nothing but two lips stretched tightly together and then she dropped her underwear and stepped up to the sink and leaned on it and tried to figure out what the heck just happened to her. She knew what an orgasm felt like but this was from inside and it was far stronger than anything she had ever experienced before and she was confused by what made her pee a little. She then remembered Laurel telling her that she had a discharge almost every time she achieved an orgasm. Korica tried to figure out how Tamaric did that to her just by touching his finger in her hand and then kissing her hand.

She walked over to the com panel and touched the AI hale button.

"Computer how quickly can you get a pair of underwear and a pair of pants down here to me?"

"One point two minutes."

"Please bring me a one of each."

"Right away Korica. Your bio monitor is indicated some odd readings all across the spectrum. Are you experiencing any difficulties?"

"I¦no. I'm ok. I just had an unexpected¦never mind I don't want to talk about it. It's embarrassing."

"As you wish. I would like to point out that observed your exchange with Tamaric in med bay four. There is a pressure point on the Human female hand and wrist that can cause arousal and purportedly an orgasm according to the Kama Sutra if that pressure point is stimulated in just the right manner. It would appear that the females of Draxima also possess those pressure points."

"I didn't¦ok I did. How the heck does a boy make that happen just by touching and kissing your hand?"

"I have never observed that reaction or his technique before so I cannot answer that inquiry without more data. I could postulate a guess if you would like?"

"Please."

"I can tell that close contact with Tamaric makes your serotonin, dopamine and estrogen levels spike significantly. I would postulate that you become sexually aroused and receptive to his touch and his pheromones only strengthen the affect further. If he has no idea how he stimulated your pressure points then he must have just accidentally touched you in the right spot and in the right manner to elicit an orgasm."

"So it was an accident?"

"Yes. That would appear to be the case."

"So I'm more like Human's than I thought?"

"That would appear to be the case as well. The extra muscle groups in your vaginal vault and the larger size of your ovaries as well as the higher than normal density and number of nerve endings in you genitals would suggest that the Draximan people are an extremely sexually charged species. Your reaction could just be the result of how the females of your species are physiologically programmed from birth."

"So I should be careful how and where I let him touch me?"

"Unknown. I am not familiar enough with your physiology to know if this was a one off event or if you are more sensitive to stimulation than a Human female would be."

Just then the door opened and a servo drone appeared carrying a pair of clean pants and a pair of clean under wear. Korica took them and laid them on the sink then handed her dirty clothes to the servo drone and it turned and disappeared. She then reached down and felt of her lips and they were now dry and so she slipped on her underwear and then she slipped on her pants and then checked to make sure they weren't pulled up to far. She then stepped into her shoes and when she was content with how she looked she was about to walk out and return to her Tamaric when she thought she better ask the AI for some discretion.

"Future, you won't tell anyone what happened to me right?"

"Absolutely not Korica. This is a very private matter and will never be divulged to anyone. Nothing of this nature that involves a minor will ever be available for review to anyone except the captain and he or she would have to have a very strong justification for me to ever reveal what has transpired here or in med bay four. Your privacy is always one of my top priorities Korica."

"Ok. Thanks."

"You are welcome Korica dear. Congratulations on finding the love you have been so desperately craving by the way."

"Thank you Future. I am very, very happy with Tamaric."

"I can tell. Your bio monitor tells me he has a very profound affect on you."

Korica then stepped out of the bathroom and walked back to med bay four and entered the room and Tamaric instantly sat up straight and smiled warmly at her.

"I missed you Korica. I¦I got it for you bad. Are you feeling ok? You said I did something to you then you ran out of here like you were going to be sick or something."

"I'm ok now Tamaric. I would rather not talk about it ok?"

"But I want to make sure I didn't do something bad."

"No you¦" Korica sighed heavy and walked up to Tamaric. "You touched what is called a pressure point. You made my body¦do something that I wasn't expecting. It wasn't bad, it was just a surprise that's all."

"A pressure point? I don't know what that is."

"There are places on person that you can touch and it will cause pain or numb pain or cause pleasure. You found one that causes pleasure."

"Oh. Sorry. Does that mean that you won't hold my hand ever again?"

Korica stepped around next to Tamaric and looked down at his hand on the edge of the table and she slid her hand up against his hand and he leaned back and took his weight off of his hands and then she slid her hand up under his hand and clasped her fingers over the edge of his hand then looked up at him as the warm feeling flooded through her chest again and her head felt light as her stomach did summersaults.

"Does that answer your question?"

"Yah. It does. Thank you Korica. It would have broken my heart to never hold your hand."

"You really had no idea what you were doing?"

"No, I swear to you. I just wanted to touch your soft hands and then I just started tracing the lines in your hand and then I just¦you looked like you were in heaven so I just¦I really wanted to kiss your beautiful lips but I thought you'd get mad at me so I just kissed your palm instead, then I just worked my way down to your wrist as you had a stronger reaction the further down your hand I kissed and then you looked at me weird and pulled your hand away and made those soft noises and breathed all weird like."

"You're an amazing man and don't even know it Tamaric."

"Thank you Korica¦I guess."

Just then a servo drone popped out of the wall carrying Tamaric's new ships uniform. Korica let go of his hand a retrieved the clothes and the servo drone then spun around and disappeared into the slot in the wall and Korica set his clothes and shoes on the exam table next to him.

"Let's get you dressed before anything else happens."

Tamaric smiled at her and leaned back. Korica went through the pile of clothes and found his socks and she grabbed them and squatted down and then gently slid them up onto both of his feet. She then stood up and found his underwear and turned them around so the pocket flap was facing forward and then she squatted down and hooked them around his feet and slid them up his legs until they hit the edge of the table and then she looked up at him.

"Ok, you're going to have to lift your entire weight up off the table using your arms so I can slide these up onto your hips. Can you do that?"

"Yah, I think so. That means¦you're going to be staring right into my crotch Korica."

"Does it help if I tell you I like what I see? You are extremely good looking Tamaric. You got nothing whatsoever to be embarrassed about."

"While I love hearing you say that¦and it does help a little bit, you're still a pretty girl staring at my naked body."

"Man up Tamaric. Now lift yourself up!"

Tamaric closed his eyes and pushed into the table and managed to lift his entire weight off of the table and Korica swept the blanket to the side and slid his underwear up his legs and around his behind. She finally got his underwear up to his waist and then ran her fingers around the waistband and then she gently placed her hand on his thigh.

"Ok Tamaric. You did it. You can relax."

Tamaric slowly let himself down on the table and breathed out hard and looked at Korica. Korica then found his shirt and handed it to him and he started putting it on while she lifted his pants and found the front side and squatted down and slipped them up over his feet and slid them up to the edge of the table. Tamaric finished working his arms into his shirt and then he pulled it down to his waist. He then put his hands flat on the table and with a groan he lifted him self up on his arms again and Korica worked his pants up around his hips then she reached around him and pulled his pants up over his behind and then she touched his thigh again and he let himself down and then blew his breath out and took two deep rapid breaths and looked at Korica who was very close to him now. She grinned at him making his heart race and then she put her hand up to his chest and she could feel his heart pounding like someone running.

"I can feel that Tamaric. I can feel it inside my chest."

Korica then took his hand and gently placed it on her chest in between her breasts and he looked down at his hand and he found himself staring at her two small points on either side of his hand and then he made himself stare at her hand so he wouldn't become aroused. Once his distraction was overcome he noticed what Korica was trying to show him. He could feel her heart pounding and with every beat he could feel a warm tingle in his palm and he could feel the waves of energy passing through his hand and striking his body and sinking into his chest and making his heart feel a warm gentle tingle in pace with her heartbeat. He stared at his hand for a few moments then looked up at Korica's face and he gently smiled.

"That's the most beautiful thing I have ever felt Korica. I can feel your heart beating in mine."

"And I can feel yours in mine Tamaric."

Tamaric slowly pulled his hand out of Korica's and off of her chest but kept staring at her.

"Am I actually feeling your love?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes¦well you are feeling my love combined with yours. My body combines your emotional energy, which most people can't even detect, and it mixes it with mine then my heart radiates it back. You are feeling¦our love."

"You are an amazing girl Korica. Can all of the people on Draxima do this?"

"Yes but not usually at my age and most don't ever do it nearly as strongly as I do. I'm particularly gifted."

"Yah you are." Tamaric put his hand up over his mouth for a second. "I'm sorry for how that must have sounded¦though¦you are gifted in the body if truth be told."

"Thank you Tamaric. Let's get your shoes on and we can get you out of here. How's that sound?"

"Sounds great."

Korica then picked his shoes up off of the table next to him and slipped them on his feet and then took a step back and looked at him and then gave him a big smile then she stepped outside the compartment and grabbed the hover gurney and guided it back into the room and then lowered it so it was only a foot and a half off the ground and then she stepped back up to Tamaric and took his left hand in hers and she turned her back to the table and he scooted up to the edge and then she stepped up under his arm and he slid off the table and she caught most of his weight as his feet hit the floor with a thud. The two then took a couple of steps forward and then turned so the gurney was behind them and then Tamaric began squatting down and Korica pulled on his arm to keep his weight on her and she locked her back and squatted down just like she would in the gym while in the squat rack working out. When Tamaric's butt finally struck the gurney it floated down then back up slightly as it adjusted to his weight.

Korica then slid his arm off of her shoulders and she scooped up his feet and swung them onto the gurney and then she raised the gurney to waist high on her and then she buckled the restraints around his shins, waist and chest. She then moved to the head of the gurney and she pushed gently and the gurney began floating toward the door. When the door opened Korica pushed him out and turned to the left and made her way to the elevator. When she got to the elevator she had her palm scanned and a few minutes later the doors opened and Korica pushed the gurney in until it contacted the back wall and then she squeezed the trigger on the handle and the magnetic locks grabbed the wall firmly. Korica then spoke the words "command deck" and the doors closed and the car took off with Korica holding the hand bar and floating slightly after rebounding off of the floor when the car took off vertically. The car slowed and a clank could be heard as the Futuretal motor grabbed the car and they then took off Futuretally for a short time and then the car slowed and finally stopped.

When the doors opened Korica floated out and stepped into the corridor then turned and reached in and grabbed the hand bar at the head of the gurney and she squeezed the trigger on the hand bar and the magnetic clamps disengaged and the gurney floated free and she gently tugged it out of the elevator and swung it around pointing down the corridor.

"That was just freaky feeling darlin. I forgot about the elevator lifts not having artificial gravity in them."

"You aren't going to get sick are you?"

"No. I thought I might when you pulled me out of the lift but I'm ok now. I would have been stuck throwin up all over myself since I'm strapped down."

"Oh geeze, I'm sorry Tamaric. I totally forgot."

Korica yanked the gurney to a stop and stepped beside it and unfastened the restraints and laid them at Tamaric's sides. As she was about to step back to the head of the gurney she noticed Tamaric looking right at her and she smiled at him and furrowed her brow for a split second.

"What?"

"You are just so pretty Korica. I just can't stop lookin at you."

"Awe. Thank you Tamaric."

Korica then stepped around to the head of the gurney and gave a gentle push and the gurney continued moving down the corridor. She then stopped right in front of the quarters next to hers. She then stepped up to the side of the gurney and put her hand out to Tamaric and he took it with a huge smile on his face and sat up with her pulling on his arm. She then scooped his feet up and set them in the floor. She then turned around facing away and Tamaric couldn't help but look intently at Korica's cute plump round butt pointing right at him. He was extremely tempted to reach out and gently stroke his hand around her cheek but he knew that would be extremely rude and he would more than likely get kicked in the shin so he resisted the temptation.

Korica took his hand in hers and squatted down and placed his arm up over her shoulders and she locked her back and stood up straight pulling his weight with her until he was standing up straight on shaking legs. As the two stepped up to the door it slid open and Korica helped him over to the bunk and turned him around facing out and then squatted down slightly until his butt was planted on the bed. She then lifted his arm off of her shoulders and turned facing him and squatted down in front of him in order to take his shoes off.

"Korica dear, I can do that."

"But I like doing things for you Tamaric."

"Ok then go ahead. I'm just not used to having anyone do things for me like this."

"You will find that I am willing to do everything for you. You are my¦I am supposed to do everything for you as your girlfriend."

Korica looked down and slipped Tamaric's shoes off and then dropped to her knees and lifted his feet and swung them up onto the bed while he laid back and down. She then stood up and scooped her hands under his butt and lifted him and scooted him over to the center of the bed. Then she stood up straight and looked down at him lovingly. She sighed lightly at the warm sensation being close to him brought up in her.

"You going to join me?"

Tamaric patted the mattress right next to him and Korica's eye's got big.

"I don't mean anything dirty by that. I just meant have a seat close to me."

"I actually have a quick piece of business I have to take care of first Tamaric. I won't be long. I want to get out of this uniform also. I have something in mind that I think you will like."

"You're going to get dressed up for me?"

"Kind of. The bathroom is right over there if you need it. If you need anything of me in the mean time you can reach me through the AI. The com panel is right over there by the door."

"Can you help me to the restroom before you go. I don't know how much longer I can hold it."

"You poor thing, why didn't you tell me you had to go? We could have taken care of that down on the med deck before we came up here."

"I aint sticking my¦I'm not using that waste collection thing again."

"Come on, I'll help you."

Tamaric blushed a bright red in the cheeks as Korica gently swung his feet into the floor. She then stepped next to him facing away and squatted down to Tamaric's delight. He thought her behind was simply irresistible to look at it. Korica then took his hand in hers and swung his arm up over her shoulders and she stood up while pulling on his arm lifting the majority of his weight on her back and shoulders. She then took slow steps over to the bathroom and as they approached the door slid open and the two turned sideways and shuffle stepped into the bathroom. Once Tamaric was leaning on the sink Korica took his arm off of her shoulder and turned facing him and side stepped to get past him and as she passed right in front of him their bodies brushed past one another and Korica felt a warm rush run through her mind and her arms and legs tingled and she locked gazes with Tamaric who looked equally drunk on dopamine. She stopped and put her hands up on his hips and had to fight the urge to pull him against her. After a moment of staring into his eyes she side stepped again and then turned facing the door and stepped out as her breathing increased and her vision got blurry. She was actually glad to hear the door slide shut behind her and she closed her eyes and tried to get her breathing in control as she put her hand up to her forehead. She had never experienced anything like this in her life and it was exciting and intoxicating but scary. She knew what her body was signaling and craving but it was way beyond what she knew how to handle. This felt very adult and not like anything she was prepared for. She knew falling in love was an adult thing but she just had no idea there would be so many other feelings and desires that would come along with it that she wasn't prepared for.

It only took her a few minutes to get her blood pressure and breathing back in control and she waited for Tamaric to finish while looking around his tiny compartment. She wished they could give him a bigger room like hers but she knew this was the standard crew quarters and Laurel wasn't going to go rearranging walls just so Tamaric would have more room to move around in. When the bathroom door slid Open Korica stepped in and Tamaric put his arm up over Korica's shoulders and she scooted right next to him and stood up straight under his arm picking up most of his weight and the two side stepped out of the bathroom and then Korica helped him walk over to the bed and then she turned him around facing out and squatted down until he was planted on the bed. Korica then lifted his arm off of her shoulders and stood up straight and Tamaric swung his legs up onto the bed. He then laid back with a groan.

"Is there anything else I can do for you Tamaric?"

"No, I'm good. Please don't be long Korica. I'm sorry for how that sounds but I'm really going to miss your warm presence when you're gone."

"I'll miss you too¦my Tamaric. I'll try and be quick ok?"

"Ok. I know you got responsibilities around here being a part of the command crew and all. I'll try not to hog your time when you have to go back to work."

"I will only have stand a twenty-four hour watch every four days. The other three days I will be free to spend as much time as I want with you."

"Nice. I'll see you in a while¦my beautiful Korica."

Korica gave him a bright toothy smile at hearing him say that with his accent. She then turned and stepped out of his quarters and the door slid shut behind her. She took a deep breath and then departed for Laurel and Jake's quarters so she could have a serious talk with Jake. She had a good many questions about what was happening to her and she hoped he would be willing and able to answer her questions.

Korica arrived at Laurel and Jake's quarters and as she stepped up to the door half expecting to have to hale Jake the door simply slid open for her virtually silently startling her slightly. As she stepped into the room she saw Jake lying on the bed fully dressed except for shoes with his legs crossed reading from a data pad and Laurel was right next to him so close he had to hold his arm up over her in order to keep from pocking her in the head with his elbow. Korica smiled at the sight of the two laying so close together. She wanted that kind of close relationship with her Tamaric. She could sense that Tamaric was head over heels for her already but the close tender relationship that Laurel and Jake had was very special.

As Korica stepped toward Jake he sensed her presence and lowered his data pad and turned toward her and waited for her to walk up next to the two of them. When she finally stepped around where he could see her he smiled brightly at her and she leaned in and he put his arm around her and hugged her lightly then kissed the side of her forehead. She glanced over at the back of Laurel's golden blond head and Jake set his data pad down and raised a finger vertically to his lips. He gently swung his legs onto the floor and bent down and picked up his shoes then stepped toward the door and set his shoes down and then stepped into them and then he and Korica stepped out into the corridor.

Jake knelt down and looked up into Korica's bright eyes as he took her hand in his.

"How you doing sweetie?"

"I'm confused dad. Really confused. My mind and body are working on two different wavelengths and I am confused as hell. What the heck is happening to me Jake? I feel like I am someone else when I am close to Tamaric. I have¦stuff going through my mind¦and my body is doing things on it's own that I've never felt before."

"Geeze baby! Sounds like¦come on, let's find somewhere private and I'll try and help you figure this out."

Jake stood up and tried to think of somewhere that would be private and quiet. He decided to take Korica to her quarters. He started walking while holding her hand and he wondered how he was going to answer her questions without confusing her further. He was also a little worried by just how adult it sounded like the things going through her mind were.

As the two walked toward Korica's quarters she finally realized where he was taking her and she thought it was as good a place as any to sit and talk. At least she would be close to Tamaric. The two stepped up to Korica's quarters and the door slid open and Korica stepped up to her bed and climbed up on the bed and laid on her side towards the back and Jake sat down on the edged with one knee up on the bed and his other leg hanging off in the floor.

"Computer?" Jake called out.

"Yes Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"I want you to turn off the recording function here in Korica's quarters and I want you to return the sensor sensitivity to normal."

"Understood. Is there anything else before I disable this connection?"

"No that's all for now. This conversation is going to be very sensitive and I don't want anyone to ever have access to it."

"Understood."

Jake waited several seconds then called out for the computer again and this time there was no response so he was convinced they were in private.

"Ok honey, I think we're finally alone. Tell me what's going on?"

"Ok. Tamaric makes me happy but I'm really scared of where my mind and body go when I'm close to him. Why do I get all warm and tingly down there when that's not what I want from him? At least I don't think that's what I want."

"I have a feeling some of what you are experiencing is our fault honey. By joining with us like you did you were exposed to things your mind isn't even aware of. You experienced the lust and chemical bond Laurel and I feel for one another. We have a very deep emotional bond but she makes my body do things without even trying just like what's happening to you honey. Laurel tells me I have the same affect on her. I'll be honest and tell you that at your age that kind of stuff never happened to me."

"I don't want it too happen Jake. I just want to be close to him and show how much I love him but when I get close it just¦happens."

"I would say it's normal but I'm not real sure in your case honey. You're not Human and you are way younger than that kind of stuff would be normal for if you were Human. Do you know what age the women of Draxima become sexually active?"

"No. I didn't grow up with other Draximan kids and my parents never told me. They told me how babies were made when I asked where I came from but they never told me about how to act with boys or what to do with them."

"You're talking about kissing and touching?"

"Yah. I don't know what to do."

"Are you sure you want to mess with all of that intimate stuff?"

"No I'm not, but I have a feeling my body is going to force the issue. I have¦urges that are almost impossible to ignore especially since I started puberty. I'm having warm flashes and things are tingling at weird times and I'm¦this is so embarrassing dad."

"This is really hard for me too honey. I'm just not experienced with talking about this stuff to someone¦well someone I care so much about who happens to be a girl."

"I'm glad you're here to help me Jake. I can tell how hard this is. I can feel that you are real uncomfortable right now."

"Well I can't exactly answer questions about what your body is doing as far as puberty since I'm not a girl. You'll have to ask Laurel about that stuff."

"Have you ever heard of a boy making a girls have an orgasm just buy running his finger in her palm and kissing her palm and wrist?"

"No¦god, did that happen to you?"

"Yah. Tamaric was tracing the lines in my palm and then he kissed my hand a couple times then he kissed my wrist and the way he did it I¦it made me lose it."

Jake's face suddenly went real pale and he looked at Korica as he remembered tracing the lines in the palm of En'nala to try and relax her. He had no idea that there was even a remote chance that he could have caused her to have an orgasm. He then realized he never kissed her hand and wrist and there is no way he would have ever done that.

"Are you ok?" Korica asked looking into his eyes.

"Yah I just¦I'm fine honey. I've never heard of that happening. I would have to say that he just got lucky with were and how he touched you. I think the fact that I sense you are deeply in love him might have contributed to your sensitivity to his touch. He didn't touch you anywhere else did he?"

"No. Well¦nowhere that I didn't want him too. He was a gentleman with me. I don't think he knows that I¦how intense it was. I think he also had one at one point just by looking at my¦he saw my shape if you know what I mean and he was using the waste collection hose at the same time and I think it made him¦you know?"

"I can hear what's going through your mind honey. I know exactly what you mean. I told you that you were becoming beautiful like a woman sweetie. I wasn't kidding. I can tell you that what happened to him is completely normal. When a boy goes through early puberty it becomes very easy to achieve an orgasm with only a little physical stimulation and a visual stimulation can trigger a¦release all by itself."

"So he's going to do that around me all the time?"

"Well I don't know about that. I didn't have the kind of visual stimulation you present when I was his age. If he is falling in love with you honey he is likely going to be attracted to you sexually. I told you guys his age could be dirty honey. That's exactly what I meant."

"So am I¦a bad girl or whatever if I like him looking at me and I like the tingling that he brings out in me?"

"Geeze¦no Korica, you aren't a bad girl. He is just interesting to you in a new way and I know that¦sexual stimulation feels good. It's not bad to like it. I just wish you would wait a couple of years to become sexually active like this."

"I can't stop it dad. It just happens when I'm around him. I just want an innocent love with him but all this other stuff seems to be happening whether I want it to or not."

"Well, he is destined to be your husband right?"

"Yep. I am going to have his children too. Oberot said that we became active very early in the relationship so I guess this is what he was talking about. He did say that I don't get pregnant until mom makes it possible."

"How do you know all that baby?"

"Oberot told Laurel in private but they were using my subconscious mind and I now remember everything that he said to her before Oberot prepared us for the trial by suppressing our memories. They thought it would remain private but it was done in my mind after all."

"Oh. Well welcome to adult life honey. Falling in love is a very adult thing and it all goes hand in hand. When I fell in love with Laurel I had some¦urges that were very hard to ignore and I caught myself looking at her¦in places that I wasn't real proud of but I couldn't help it. I love her so much and she is just so beautiful that I couldn't help myself. I would expect that Tamaric will have the same thing happen to him. You are very beautiful Korica. I don't see you in a sexual manner whatsoever but I can see how someone your age would like what they see."

"But I didn't think I had a sexy body."

"Well to Tamaric you do."

"Can you help me understand what to do with him?"

"Oh lord! I'll try honey. What do you want to know?"

"I want to know how to kiss a boy. Like how you kiss Laurel."

"Ok I'll tell you what. My mom showed me how to french kiss a girl and I'll show you how she taught me. Believe it or not my mom said that she had to teach my dad how to kiss a girl properly. She didn't want me to have the same problem with my first girlfriend."

"French kiss?"

"Yah, it's also called tongue kissing. It's the way Humans kiss among¦mates. It is very intimate and passionate and it feels really good. Ok, sit up with your legs crossed in front of me here honey."

"You're not actually going to kiss me are you?"

"God no Korica! You're my daughter honey. You don't touch your daughter and that includes tongue kissing."

"Kay. That would be really gross. I love you Jake but not like that. I don't want to kiss you like that."

Korica got up from her side and sat on her behind and crossed her legs Indian style while sitting right in front of him and he crossed his legs the same way.

"Ok, now I am going to show you what the boy is supposed to do with his tongue with the tip of my finger, ok?"

"Ok."

Jake pointed his index finger at her nose and went about showing her what to do.

"Now I want you to open your mouth a little and point your tongue and touch the tip of your tongue to the tip of my finger. I will move my finger around the tip and sides of your tongue like a boy is suppose to do with his tongue. Close your eyes and just concentrate on what I'm doing ok?"

"Ok."

Korica closed her eyes and leaned forward slightly and when she opened her mouth Jake pointed the tip of his finger at the tip of Korica's tongue and then he made slow circles around the sides and tip of her pointed tongue then he moved back to the tip and he tickled the tip of her tongue then he slid his finger down the side of her tongue and then made swirling motions around her entire tongue then me moved back to the tip.

"Now you make those same motions around my finger while I hold it still."

Korica pulled back and swallowed once then closed her eyes and leaned forward with her tongue pointed and Jake pocked his finger into the tip of her tongue and she circled his finger several times then moved her tongue back to the tip of his finger then she slid her tongue down his finger again and made the swirling motions around his finger and then he started moving his finger around and along her tongue in return and she quickly got the idea and started making quicker and more fluid motions as he returned the swirling and stroking motions several times. He then pulled his finger up her tongue and out of her mouth. She closed her mouth and opened her eyes and swallowed a few times.

"Won't I end up drooling in his mouth?"

"Well, yah. There is some exchange of saliva. That is why you lock lips and keep your lips pressed together while you are kissing like that. That way you don't drool down each other's chin."

"I want to do that one more time."

"Ok."

Korica closed her eyes and leaned forward and opened her mouth a little and pointed the tip of her tongue and Jake put the tip of his index finger against her tongue and this time she rolled her tongue around his finger and up and down the sides of his finger in a much more sensual manner and he realized she was getting it now.

"That's it baby doll. That's much more natural and caring. You let your tongue squish and roll without keeping it so stiff."

She ended by flicking the tip of his finger several times then sliding her tongue softly down the side of his finger as he returned the gestures she was making. He then gently pulled his finger up the side of her tongue and out of her mouth and he wiped his finger off and she closed her mouth and swallowed a couple of times then opened her eyes and grinned.

"That's kind of neat. How am I going to show Tamaric how to do that?"

"Tell him to open his mouth a little while kissing you and tell him to try and touch the tip of his tongue to the tip of yours and then do to his tongue exactly what you just did to my finger. Show him how to do it with tenderness and passion. You'll see. It gets very sensual and feels really nice. You did it really well the last time."

"Thank you for showing me how to do that Jake. I was really nervous about not knowing how to do that."

"You're welcome honey."

"Now what do I do if he wants to¦touch me¦you know¦down there."

"If you don't want him to touch you honey I expect you to grab his arm and tell him no. Don't you let him ever touch you anywhere you don't want him to."

"But¦" Jake heard what she was thinking but couldn't bring herself to say out loud.

"You actually want him too? I really wish you would avoid all of that Korica."

"I don't¦it's not that I really want him too it's just that if he does I'm not sure I'm going to stop him¦I think."

"God honey! So what can I answer for you?"

"What should I let him do that won't hurt."

"Geeze Korica¦I guess you shouldn't let him put his fingers inside you¦though if it is done very gently it can be done where it doesn't hurt. The lips are very sensitive as well as the flesh between your lips. I would say to show him where your clitoris is and just tell him or show him that that is where he needs to rub or whatever in order to give you the most pleasure. Do you know what the clitoris is?"

"Yah. Mom showed me a while back."

"Ok good. He can gently rub the outside of your lips but make sure he doesn't push to hard when he is rubbing your lips. As you probably know more than me they are sensitive and it would be easy to hurt you. If he wants to put his mouth on you down there don't be totally disgusted. It is a normal part of intimate contact. Just direct him to your clitoris and tell him to swirl the tip of his tongue around it in circles. He can move his tongue up and down in between your lips and it will feel good too if he is gentle."

"Eew. He's not putting his mouth where I pee! Mom told me about that too but I'm just not real comfortable with the idea."

"Look, your mom felt the same way until I talked her into letting me try it. She says that what I do there makes her orgasm harder than anything else she has ever experienced. Just keep an open mind if he wants to try it ok?"

"Ok. So it feels really good?"

"That's what I'm told. It's actually a nice sensation for the man too."

"Really? It doesn't taste bad?"

"No, not at all. I only have the experience of one girl but for me it tastes¦sweet and kind of¦tangy¦sort of¦ and she feels very soft on my tongue. It's very pleasing for me to hear what it makes her do. I don't want to get to graphic about how Laurel reacts honey but she definitely likes it and so do I."

"Wow, Kay. So¦what do I do with his?"

Jake sighed heavily.

"I'm certainly not going to show you so you will just have to take my word for it. You can gently stroke his shaft up to the tip and then you want to use a just a little bit of squeezing pressure around the tip. The end of it is the most sensitive part. It's the male equivalent of the clitoris. Stroking his shaft will feel good if it is done firm but gently but the end of it is what will make him¦orgasm. He may want you to put it in your mouth. That is also a completely normal part of intimacy. You just have to keep your teeth out of the way and create suction with your mouth and throat while keeping your lips sealed around him firmly and you use the roof of your mouth and your tongue to contact as much of the tip of him as you can while sucking on it and move him back and forth in your mouth mimicking the actions and sensations of intercourse. If you feel it throbbing and suddenly swelling bigger, take it out of your mouth and use your hand to quickly stroke up and down over the tip of it or he will¦you'll get a whole mouthful of semen."

"No¦way! I am not doing that! I will¦I'll touch him with my hand but I am not putting him in my mouth. Yuck!"

"I know that is really graphic and I am really sorry to even have to go into such detail about this, but you did ask and this what is done and how it works."

"God I really had no idea what the urges were leading up too. I feel like I'm going to be sick. I don't know what I'm going to do if he asks me to¦put his thing in my mouth."

"Don't you let him force himself on you Korica. If you don't want to do any part of it, you just tell him no and if he is a real man he will not force you to do anything. That's why I wish you wouldn't have any part of any of this baby. I don't want you to be abused or treated like anything but a lady. If he¦if he forces anything on you honey or scares you in anyway you come tell me Korica. I mean that, I will have a talk with him about treating you with dignity and respect ok?"

"Kay. I will, I promise. What about the rest?"

"The rest? You mean¦intercourse?"

"Yah."

"Korica jesus! You're only ten for craps sake."

"I'm not going to run to his quarters and strip and jump on him. I don't want that part for a while. I know its gunna hurt¦bad. I just want to know how since were talking about this stuff."

"God help me. Ok baby. I said I would tell you all of it. You know the basic mechanics of how, right?"

"I know where it goes if that's what you mean."

"What do you want to know then?"

"How do you get to that point?"

"You make sure that he kisses you with passion and tenderness and that he caresses your body how you want first. Instinct should guide most of what happens. Have him kiss your neck gently and let him kiss down to your chest. Your breasts are tied into everything down there if you are at all like Human women so gentle caressing, kissing and sucking on your breasts will¦get things stimulated. If you want¦extra stimulation down there first, you make sure that he pleases you first and it will definitely make it feel much better for you. If he is going to¦go down on you, have him kiss his way down your body, don't let him just go to it if you know what I mean. When you are ready you'll know it honey. When it comes time for intercourse, he will lie on you and you can guide his cock where it is supposed to enter you or you can let him just find the right spot on his own, though we can be kind of clumsy in the heat of passion. Make sure he glides it in easy and slow at first. Once it feels ok he can start moving in and out of you slowly at first and then he can start moving faster and faster and it will feel good for you. If he¦comes before you do, you make sure he respects you enough to keep moving in and out at the pace you like until you come too."

"You mean I can have an orgasm from that too?"

"Oh yah. You can have several in a row if he is good at it. Love makes it more intense without question. It is definitely more intense if you¦come at the same time. He will swell larger as he prepares to and achieves an orgasm and you will tighten up as you orgasm making it much more intense for both of you. He may not be able to achieve more than one orgasm closer than five or ten minutes apart or so, but if you are at all like Human women then you can have as many as he has the strength to help you achieve honey and one right after the next too. He will probably remain hard for quite a while after he¦comes, so you will have time to achieve more than just one orgasm if you want. You can also make love from several different positions and from what I understand they all feel different and very pleasurable for the girl."

"Positions?"

"Yah. You can sit on top of him facing toward or away from him while moving up and down on him or you can get on all fours and he can kneel behind you and move in and out of you from behind. You can lie on your side and he can straddle your leg with one leg up over his shoulder and he can slide in and out of you that way. There are as many different ways as you can think of. Use your imagination¦and the furniture to lie on and over if you want. As long as he can reach you or you can reach his cock then you can experiment. You can even do it standing up facing each other or with him standing behind you."

"I¦that is a lot to take in. I think I would just want him lying on me so I could hold onto him."

"That's a good way for the first time until you get used to each other. You can teach each other what feels good for you and what doesn't."

"I can tell you're really, really uncomfortable right now Jake. Thank you so much for explaining all of this to me and for showing me how to kiss a boy like mom kisses you."

"You are most welcome sweetheart. This is my responsibility as your dad to explain this stuff to you when you ask. I guess this is just part of raising a girl. It's uncomfortable but a real man and a real dad explains it anyway."

Korica then unfolded her legs and she leaned forward and put her arms around his neck and he put his arms around her back and she hugged him for a full minute. Jake eventually unfolded one leg and pulled on her behind until she slid sideways into his lap and he let her fall back on his arm so he was looking down into her face like a cradled child with one of her arms wrapped around his back.

"I love you so much Korica. I hope I helped you with all of this disgusting stuff."

"I love you too Jake. You've answered all my questions for now. I'm a little shocked¦and I feel a little ill but I did ask and so now I know. I'll ask mom about the confusing issues with what my body is doing ok?"

"That's a good idea honey. I really don't understand the changes you are going through right now. You just remember, if you don't want any of this sex stuff you just say no and no means no. If he ever disrespects you, tell me and I'll instruct him on how a man behaves and how I expect my Korica to be treated."

"Kay. I really have a feeling that he is going to treat me good dad. He loves me and respects me. I just know it."

"I'm really glad to hear that Korica."

Jake then gently lifted her up to a sitting position and she moved off of his leg and he stood up and stretched his arms over his head and then he leaned down and kissed Korica's forehead.

"I'm going to go rejoin your mom so she can get some sound sleep. Neither one of us sleeps well without the other right next to us."

"That's so beautiful. That connection to each other I mean. I wish Tamaric and I could have that someday."

"It is a very special bond that her and I have and I consider myself very lucky to have found her and to have been selected by her to be her mate¦forever. You go check on your man and I'll see you at dinner, ok?"

"Ok. Thank you again. You are the best dad a girl could ever ask for."

"Thank you beautiful."

Jake then turned and exited her quarters and made his way back to his quarters to rejoin Laurel. His head was spinning from nervous energy and he felt horrible for corrupting his innocent little Korica with such smut as he saw it, but he knew it would have been far more damaging to have put her off and never told her how things work.

Korica let herself fall on her back and she contemplated everything Jake had told her and showed her. She was most grateful for him showing her how to kiss a boy. The rest she was really unsure about. She got excited thinking about Tamaric gently touching her, as the feeling even thinking about it elicited was intoxicating and tender but she just wanted to take the whole intercourse thing slowly. After a few minutes she decided she had made Tamaric wait long enough and so she got up and walked over to her dresser and opened the drawer containing her white skirt and multiple colored shirts. She pulled out the white shirt to perfectly match the short skirt and bikini shorts. She then got completely undressed and put her shirt on then pulled up the bikini shorts and tucked her shirt into her shorts and tugged just a bit out so it sat relatively loose on her tummy and chest then she stepped into the skirt and pulled it up above her waist and then zipped it up and then pulled it down onto her hips and smoothed out the ruffles then slipped her white shoes on and then she exited to go see Tamaric and see what his reaction would be to her outfit.

She stepped next door and just as she was about to touch the hale button on the com panel outside Tamaric's quarters she stopped and looked down at herself and lowered her arm and wondered if she was showing to much of herself by wearing her short skirt. She contemplated it for just a second then thought 'the hell with it'. She loved her skirt and she had nice legs so there was no reason not to wear it even if it was a lot tighter on her now then the first time she wore it. It just meant her curves were much more apparent now but no one was going to be looking under her skirt at her shorts to see how they followed her curves.

Korica raised her arm again and touched the hale button and she waited a moment and the butterflies in her stomach were almost more than she could stand. She was nervous and excited and frankly a little scared. Armed with her new knowledge thanks to Jake's guidance she felt better prepared but she just wanted to be close to Tamaric without all of the other confusing things that went along with it all. She wanted an advanced and adult love with him but she just didn't want the adult sexual things that her body seemed to want despite her mental attitude. She took a deep breath and tried to calm her nerves but she was practically shaking she was so nervous.

The door finally slid open after what she thought was an eternity but was actually only a few seconds while the AI told Tamaric who was at the door and he told the AI to please let her in. Korica stepped in and crossed her hands in front of herself and looked at Tamaric with a big smile. Tamaric looked at her with his mouth half open and he looked her up and down for a few moments and then he turned on his side facing her so he could see her better and he leaned up on his elbow and looked her over again then he met her eyes and his face lit up.

"You look absolutely beautiful Korica. You have beautiful legs darlin. The white looks amazing on you."

"Thank you Tamaric. I was hoping you would like it."

"Like it? I love it. You look so cute Korica. You look like you're ready to play a round of tennis."

Korica looked at the floor for few seconds then it came to her.

"Tennis¦Wimbledon, Carnegie, US open. Two or four players on opposite sides of a three foot high net, rackets are used to hit a yellow tennis ball within a specified court square over the net to the opponent who tries to hit it back in a manner so that it cannot be returned easily. A six billion dollar a year industry on Earth. I get it now, this does look like a tennis outfit." Korica said as she looked up at him.

Korica stepped up to the bunk and Tamaric scooted back and she sat down right next to him and her nerves seemed to calm down a little though she was still nervous that Tamaric would want to take things much further than she was ready for. She could sense the tantalizing affect she was having on him and she was starting feel like she should have worn something that covered more of her body. She turned facing him and pulled one knee up on the bed with the other leg hanging in the floor and she looked into his eyes and just melted. He was just so handsome and he looked like such a sweet boy. He made her feel special and warm inside. She could feel the warm tingles returning just by being this close to him and she closed her eyes for a moment and tried desperately to make the feeling go away but it was no use. She opened her eyes and looked at him as the feeling intensified and she grinned at him.

"You ok Korica? You look a little¦uncomfortable or something."

"I'm ok Tamaric. I'm just experiencing a lot of things that are unfamiliar to me. I've never been in a mature relationship like this before and my body is doing things I wasn't expecting."

"So it is me then?"

"No Tamaric. It's cause of you but it's not you. Does that make sense?"

"Not really. I've never had a girlfriend like you either Korica. And I don't mean a girl from another planet. I mean a beautiful mature girl like you. You are smarter than any girl I've ever met that is as young as you are. You're also the prettiest girl I've ever seen in my life. I mean that from the bottom of my heart."

"Thank you Tamaric. Just be patient while I get used to being in such a¦complicated relationship ok?"

"You got it Korica. If I've done anything out of line or anything that scared you just tell me."

"You didn't do anything I didn't want you to do. To tell you the truth I don't exactly know what I want. My body seems to want one thing and my mind another. I don't exactly disagree with what my body is telling me to do, it's just a little scary that's all."

"Korica, I'm not quite sure I'm following you darlin. I don't know what it is you're saying your body wants that you don't disagree with. Are you talking about¦sex?"

"Well yah. You make me feel weird stuff and I feel like I want you doing stuff to me¦or if you do stuff to me I'm not going to stop you if it's¦what I want and I know what I'm ready for and what I'm not ready for."

"Korica I'm not going to try and have sex with you darlin. I know we are too young for that kind of stuff. Would I like to see you and maybe touch you? Heck yah. You're gorgeous and I've never seen or touched a girl before. But I aint looking to have babies or whatever. You don't have to be scared of me trying to do that to you. If you start something like that than fine but otherwise you got nothing to worry about."

"Really? You won't try and take things all the way if I let you see me or maybe even touch me?"

"No, absolutely not. I only do what you want and nothing more. If that's the boundaries you want set than so be it. I have too much respect for you to ever take things further than you want. I don't want you scared of me or nervous about me."

"Ok, cool. Thank you Tamaric. I sense the truth in your heart. You feel respect and¦admiration? You admire me?"

"Of course I do. You're smarter than a lot of adults I've met and far prettier than the rest."

Korica chuckled for a moment nervously.

"Well thank you Tamaric."

"Why are you talking about all of this sex stuff since you came back Korica?"

"Cause of what being close to you does to me. I just need to make sure we understand each other before things go to far."

"So I turn you on? Is that what you're saying?"

"Yes, very much so. Don't I do the same thing to you?"

"Yah. I can't lie. You absolutely do. Looking at you makes me feel all kinds of tingling and my head gets all¦blurry and confused like. It's happening right now. I can't talk right and it's hard to think but I like it at the same time. You're addictive Korica."

"I'm addicted to how you make me feel too Tamaric. I love looking at you and I love feeling you in my heart."

"So what are we going to do for the rest of the day?" Tamaric asked trying to change the subject.

"I don't care as long as I'm with you Tamaric."

Tamaric's arm started to get tired so he rolled against the wall and then slid down onto his back and scooted over closer to Korica and laid his hand on her bare leg and she scooted right up against his hip and leaned onto him with her elbow on his other hip and her hand up on his side then she reached up and put her other hand on his hand resting on her bare leg and she felt the dizzy rush in her head and her pulse quickened and she had to breath faster to accommodate the extra blood flow and Tamaric watched her face flush pink as his own pulse quickened and he too felt dizzy and almost drunk. When Korica's vision finally cleared she looked Tamaric straight in the eyes and she was tempted to kiss him again. Just the thought of pressing her lips to his made her pulse race again and her face felt hot. She wanted to try out what Jake had taught her but she was just too nervous to move or ask if she could kiss him.

"What are you thinking about Korica?" Tamaric asked trying to figure out what was making her blush.

"You. I¦I want to do something but I'm¦nervous."

Tamaric's eyes got big as he thought she was talking about touching each other or letting him see her naked which is the one thing he really wanted above all else. Korica saw his expression and furrowed her brow for a split second and wondered what the heck the look was for and so she tuned into his feelings and in seconds she knew what was in his heart and it frightened her at first and then she felt her insides tighten up and she started to feel the tingle in her crotch as what he was thinking actually excited her. The thought of his hands caressing her most sensitive spots made her cringe and now the tingles turned into a warm sensation as the blood flow increased making her knee that was up on the bed move to the side slightly pushing into Tamaric's side slightly. Her mind started getting numb and it was getting increasingly hard to think and all she could think was that this is exactly what she didn't want happening. The very act of being close to him and thinking about him made her body start getting aroused without her even trying and it was almost impossible to stop the feeling once it started.

Tamaric very gently squeezed her leg and she broke her stare into his eyes and looked at his hand and that's when she noticed his swelling mound in her peripheral vision and now her heart really started to pound. She realized by staring into his eyes they were feeding on each other energy making them feel exactly the same thing the other was feeling. They were both getting turned on and now that she wasn't staring into his eyes she could break the building cycle.

"Tamaric, I can tell what you're thinking about," Korica pointed to her temple. "That's not exactly what I had in mind. I'm not totally against what you're thinking but I just wanted to kiss you¦not the other stuff."

"I'm so sorry Korica. I've never had a girl make me think about her like you make think about you. It's hard to breath and my heart's pounding and all kinds of thoughts are flooding into my mind. I've never known anyone that could tell what's running through my head before. You're just so cute and I think I¦I'm falling for you hard Korica. Please excuse the stuff going through my mind if it's dirty or inappropriate."

"Do all boys think like that?"

"Around a pretty girl like you that is their girlfriend? Probably."

"Hmm. How about we go get something to eat before we do something we are going to regret?"

"I would like that. I'm kind of hungry."

Korica let go of his hand and scooted her leg out from under his hand and he watched her move so gracefully and so smoothly. She was such a beautiful girl and she talked like someone years older than she was and she moved like a woman, not like a clumsy girl as the other girls his age always had back on Earth. Korica retrieved his shoes and then made her way back over to the bed being very careful and deliberate in everything she did so that her dizzy head and cloudy thoughts didn't cause her to trip over her own feet like a total klutz. She sat down on the bed next to Tamaric and slipped his shoes on his feet and gently wiggled them down onto his feet snuggly. She then stood up and swung his feet into the floor as he sat up with a look of pain on his face. She then squatted down and put his arm up over her shoulder and then she locked her back and stood up straight into his weight. He found himself being tugged to a standing position so quickly and with the swimming head that being close to Korica brought on he found himself in a spinning free fall and he had to lean all of his weight on Korica and wait for his head to quit buzzing.

"Hold up a second Korica, Please I'm dizzy."

"Sorry, did I stand you up to fast?"

"Yah a little. You're so strong. Doesn't it hurt your back to lift me like that?"

"No, not at all. I told you I workout twice a day. If you know what you're doing and don't lift while bending your back a person can lift a considerable amount of weight even if they don't workout every day."

"You make me a little fuzzy headed when you touch me Korica. I've never had this kind of reaction to a girl before. Are you doing that? Like how you purr with your heart?"

"No. I'm feeling the same thing Tamaric. You have a very¦profound affect on me. I like it, but it really makes it hard to think straight."

"Yah that's it exactly. I wish I could express myself as good as you do Korica. You talk like¦like an adult. How the heck did you get so smart?"

"I uh¦it's a little hard to explain¦my brain is able to absorb massive amounts of information without any effort. I have been put in the chair of knowledge twice and I have been put in the stasis chamber twice while information was imparted to my mind. I have about fifteen years worth of studies in my mind right now and a life times worth of experiences thanks to the elder race. That is why Laurel offered me the opportunity to be part of the bridge crew. If you can believe it, I have actually piloted the Future a couple of times."

"I can believe it. I feel so¦small and dumb compared to you."

"You're not dumb Tamaric¦and you're definitely not small. I think you talk just fine. You ready to try and walk to the mess hall?"

"Yah. My head has cleared up."

Korica then lifted into Tamaric and wrapped her arm around his back and pulled him tightly against her side and started walking toward the door. The two turned sideways and stepped out of the door when it slid open and then they walked down the corridor toward the mess hall. They stopped once when Tamaric's hips cramped and his legs fell out from under him but Korica was carrying most of his weight so he didn't fall. When they entered the mess hall Mark was sitting at their usual table with a cup of tea watching a briefing prepared for him on a data pad. When he saw the two step in he got to his feet and walked up to the two to offer help but Korica shook her head no and continued to the table and helped Tamaric sit down then lifted his arm off of her shoulders and stood up straight and stepped into Mark and gave him a tight hug. He hugged her back and stroked the side of her head and as she stepped back he cupped her chin and lifted her face and bent down slightly and kissed her cheek under her eye.

"How you doin little one?"

"I'm doing great Mark. I really missed you. It just isn't the same around here without you around."

"Thanks Korica. I missed you too. So this must be our Tamaric Reynolds?"

"Yah, sorry I should have introduced you when we stepped in. Mark this is my Tamaric. Tamaric, this is Lieutenant Mark Tillman. He is our chief of security and my hero."

Mark stepped over to Tamaric and shook his hand firmly.

"Hello Tamaric. Welcome to the family."

Mark then took a seat where he was seated before and Korica sat down right next to Tamaric and had to fight a giggle at the tingling in her tummy brought on by Tamaric's hip touching hers.

"Hello Lieutenant Tillman sir. It's a nice to meet you."

"You can just call me Mark son. How you feeling Tamaric? I see from the briefing¦" Mark raised the data pad and then set it back down. "We almost lost you."

"I'm doin ok sir. My legs and hips don't exactly work so well but Korica is helping me get around. She is an amazing med tech and as smart as they come sir."

"She is an amazing little woman. She is even smarter than me. It's a little humbling to have to admit that but she is still as sweet and kind as anyone could ever be."

A servo drone showed up at that point and placed a menu up on the table and Korica opened it and showed Tamaric how it worked. While he was deciding what to order Korica leaned in and chose her meal from the menu while he held it by leaning into him and reaching around his arm. Mark watched the interaction and he could see immediately that Korica was crazy about this kid like nothing else. Once she had her meal selected she looked at Mark with a huge grin and dreamy eyes but she didn't lean off of Tamaric.

"How are you doing anyways Mark? The AI said you had compression sickness." Korica asked.

"My head hurts and I feel like I have been cramming for exams for six weeks straight with no sleep. As soon as I get some chow in me I'm going back to my rack. I'm absolutely exhausted."

"I'm sorry to here that Mark. Captain Laurel has given me the day off so I'm going to spend the day with Tamaric."

Tamaric finally decided on his meal selections and touched the items he wanted and then he handed the menu to Korica and she collapsed it and handed it to the servo drone that then spun around and floated over to its slot in the wall and disappeared through it. Korica then sat up straight and looked at Tamaric making him grin big with the same drunken look on his face as Mark saw on Korica's face.

"You want something to drink?" Korica asked Tamaric.

"Yah, I'm still pretty thirsty. It's like I can't drink enough to quench my thirst."

"We got tea, apple juice, orange juice, pineapple juice, water, and something called Gatorade."

"I know what Gatorade is. That actually sounds great."

"Grape, orange or cherry?"

"Orange please."

"Kay. Be right back."

Korica then got up to get his drink and some tea for herself. Mark decided to make sure that Tamaric understood how important Korica's happiness and kind treatment meant to everyone. Once he was sure Korica was out of hearing range he looked Tamaric right in the face.

"Tamaric, I can see that you and Korica are very fond of each other. I'm not going to say anything about getting close to her except this; you had better not break her heart or treat her with anything but the highest level of dignity and respect possible. She is like my little girl so you be on your best behavior while in her company is that clear?"

"Yes sir. Crystal clear. I have a tremendous amount of respect for her sir. I can tell she is very special to all of you¦me too sir. I won't hurt her sir. I just want to make her as happy as she makes me."

"Good man. She has been through hell in her short life and if I hear of you causing her the slightest discomfort in any way the captain and I will come down on you like nothing you've ever seen before."

"I get it sir. My mom and dad always taught me to be respectful to women sir. She will be made to feel like a woman at all times sir."

"Ok. I'll leave it at that then. Where you from son? Sounds like Australia maybe?"

Korica returned and slid Tamaric's cup in front of him then sat down and scooted over so her hip was resting against his again.

"I was born in the Perth Australia sir but we moved to the United states when I was six months old and when I was four we moved to Carlton Australia, its just north of downtown Melbourne. We lived there until I was nine when we moved back to the United States to get ready for boarding the Future. My mom was born and raised in Australia and my dad was born and raised in the United States. They both worked in the construction of the stasis chambers for the Future and the synchronous power couplings used in the engines of the shuttles used all over the world to bring men and supplies up to the Future during her construction."

"That explains a lot. You have an ozzy accent but you speak like an American."

"Yes sir. Ma dad has an American accent and I guess I picked up on how he talks and I also attended school in the United States for a time."

"An American accent huh? Did you spend more time with your mom than your father?"

"My dad was gone for long periods of time while he was in training when I was very young so I spent a lot of time with my mom and then she had to spend a lot of time away for similar training so I was with my dad for a while without my mom around when I was a little older."

"His accent is dreamy isn't it Mark?" Korica blurted out without thinking.

Mark just looked at her for a moment and her cheeks blushed as she realized her comment was very revealing of her feelings for Tamaric.

"I'll tell you Korica, I've always liked the Australian accent. Not the deep bush hard accent that's hard to understand, but the educated clean crisp accent of the modern Australian. Tamaric here sounds like he had educated and smart Australian influences while growing up with a hint of an educated modern American influence."

"Both of ma parents have PhD's in engineering sir. They are extremely smart and dedicated to their field of study¦and me. They always make sure I know that they love me very much despite their absence."

"I can see when you get nervous more of your ozzy comes through. Relax son. I like you. Anyone that my Korica sees as a good person must have redeeming qualities. As you probably know by now she can see¦and feel what is inside a person. I can read a person form the outside and I like what I see and you have a good background. Korica here is obviously very enamored of you and so you are part of our little family here ok?"

"Thank you sir. I was a little nervous about disappointing you. She said you were extremely protective of her and that you would¦do anything to insure her happiness sir."

"That is absolutely true son. You mean her happiness so I will accept you as being part of her life in order to insure her happiness. I do not impose my will on what she does; I only insure that what she does doesn't result in any pain for her."

"That¦that's actually kind of cool sir. You let her be her own person and do as she wants but you watch her back at the same time?"

"Exactly. If you make her happy, I'm happy."

Two servo drones then floated up quietly and slid their meal trays up onto the table breaking the tension and nerves. Tamaric was still very intimidated by this huge marine that had such a dedicated attitude toward Korica but he was feeling a little more relaxed and he even felt confident enough to look into Korica's eyes from time to time and let his heart melt at just how cute she was. She would return the same dopey-eyed grin and gently nudge his side as she looked away shyly and kept eating.

Once Korica had finished her meal she got up and fetched another cup of Gatorade for Tamaric and another cup of tea for herself and then returned to the table and set Tamaric's cup in front of him and then she sat down and scooted right up next to him again and she placed her hand on his inner thigh and gave a gentle squeeze and he looked up and blinked a couple times then he glanced down at her hand then he acted casual and placed his hand on her bare thigh and scooted his hand back toward her tummy and then returned the affectionate and gentle squeeze. Korica couldn't help but giggle gaining Mark's attention. He lowered his data pad and looked at her sternly for a moment then he glanced at Tamaric with the same stern look and Tamaric thought he was going to pee himself then Mark slowly grew a grin and winked at him then looked at Korica and smiled even more and winked at her as well and then went back to his audio visual briefing.

The three sat for some time while Korica and Tamaric listened to Mark's briefing as he watched and listened to everything he had missed via detailed audio/video files from the sensors and AI narrated video bites. The brief also included audio and video details of what Oberot had said about future events as well as discussions among the crew including Mark himself which he had no recollection of whatsoever, via sensor recordings from all over the ship now that the cat was out of the bag anyways.

Tamaric was quietly breathing heavy as his heart raced. He barely heard the brief being playing only inches from his face because of the fact that his hand was only mere inches from Korica's crotch on her inner thigh and it was exciting and tantalizing to him. He had no intentions of actually sliding around the last two inches so the side of his hand could touch her delicate crotch but just the knowledge of how easy it would be and how close he was to her crotch with no attempt by Korica to push his hand away made him breath heavy and his head was spinning. Korica was equally excited and the blood was pumping through her loins and chest at ever increasing rates as she felt Tamaric's hand on her thigh and when his finger's would twitch or move in the slightest she would clinch up in anticipation of him sliding the last two inches and bumping into her lips that felt somehow warm and more sensitive than ever before. When he would gently squeeze of her thigh muscle she found her knees drawing apart instead of together and it felt new and enticing. After several minutes she was actually glad he was behaving himself and only teasing her and not actually groping her in front of Mark despite her discreet but overt inviting behavior. She was a little surprised at herself but she just couldn't help how Tamaric made her behave. She felt reserved but very sexual like never before. She felt very grown up about the things her body was doing and the thoughts that were going through her mind.

Mark finally stopped the brief and laid the data pad down on the table and leaned back and stretched his arms up over his head and arched his back in a good hard stretch and Tamaric got a much better idea of just how large Mark was it made him gently draw his hand off of Korica's thigh.

"Well, I'm still exhausted. I feel like I haven't slept for weeks. I'm gunna go hit the rack. You two enjoy the day huh?"

Mark got to his feet and so did Korica and she stepped up to him and put her arms around him and he engaged her in a warm hug and then he gently led her over to the edge of the table across from their usual table and then he knelt down and put his hands on her hips and looked her right in the eyes and spoke to her very quietly.

"I'm sorry I forgot to tell you how beautiful you look in your little skirt outfit here."

"Thank you Mark. This is my favorite outfit. This is the first thing Laurel had made for me when I first got here."

"I know honey. It looks fantastic on you. You got great legs and you should be proud to show them from time to time. Hay, are you ok with how Tamaric is¦touching you? He seems to be pretty forward with where his hands are going and I want to make sure you aren't afraid to tell him no or stop."

"You saw that?" Korica blushed making Mark grin slightly.

"Of course I saw it honey. You're only sitting two feet away from me."

"I'm fine with it Mark. I like him touching me¦not in dirty places¦I like his hands on me¦I mean I don't mind where his hand was Mark. I'm not afraid to say no or stop it." Korica's face was now a bright pink right to the tip of her nose.

"Ok. I just wanted to make sure you were comfortable with everything going on. I won't interfere or ask about anything that's none of my business, ok?"

"Thank you Mark. I know you're just looking out for me and I really appreciate that. I don't want you to ever stop doing that. Now that I have a boyfriend I don't want any other boy even looking at me. I belong to Tamaric."

"Wow! You got it little one. I always got your back, bank on it."

Mark then stood back up and walked back over to the table while holding Korica's hand and then he picked up his data pad and looked at Tamaric.

"It was a delight son. You take care with my Korica here. You got her heart and I expect you to keep that in mind at all times ok?" Mark said shaking Tamaric's hand.

"I will sir. She has mine as well sir. I promise never to hurt her. If I ever do I deserve to be squashed like a bug by you sir."

Mark chuckled and then leaned in and kissed the side of Korica's head.

"Hay good work by the way Korica." Mark said shaking the data pad in the air.

"Huh?"

"During the shakedown run and after cap got Tamaric out of his chamber." Mark shook the data pad again.

"Oh, thank you Mark."

"Really nice work young lady. I'm very proud of you for using your head in a crisis. You continue to astound and amaze me. I am truly glad you are with us, and not just cause I love you. You are going to be an outstanding officer someday and I intend on talking to captain Alexan about keeping you around when he reassumes command."

"Wow, thank you Mark."

Mark then winked at her and nodded once at Tamaric and he started to walk out when he remembered that he forgot to tell Korica out loud how much he appreciates her. He stopped at the huge open doorway to the mess hall and turned back to Korica.

"Hay."

Korica turned in her seat and faced Mark.

"Yah, what's up Mark?"

"I love you Korica." Korica gave him a big toothy smile.

"I love you too Mark. Thank you for remembering to say it out loud."

"You got it beautiful. I'll see you two at evening meal. You should take Tamaric to the gym so he can work on building strength in those legs of his."

"That's a real good idea. I think I'll do that."

Mark nodded at her and then disappeared through the doorway. Korica turned back around and scooted closer to Tamaric and then slid her hand up under his and clasped her fingers between his and over the back of his hand.

"He likes you Tamaric. Once you get to know him you'll see that he's really a teddy bear."

"Is that what he took you aside to tell you?"

"Uh no. He wanted to make sure I was ok with you being so¦friendly with your hands."

"Oh shoot! He saw that?"

"He is trained to be aware of every detail of his surroundings Tamaric. He is in the special tactics division of the Marines. He was very aware of what you were doing."

"What did you tell him?"

"I told him that I am fine with you touching my legs and that I am not afraid to tell you to stop it if I get uncomfortable with anything you are doing."

"Mark is a freakin gorilla; I sure as heck don't want to be on his bad side. Thank you for telling him I wasn't doing anything wrong."

"Gorilla?" Korica looked down for second then her face lit up. "Jane Goodall, the gorilla's in the mist, the gorilla's of the Congo forest in Africa. I got it. Yah Mark is huge and strong like a gorilla. I told him that because you weren't doing anything that I didn't want you doing Tamaric."

Tamaric grinned at her and when his eyes met Korica's he sighed and felt like melting into his seat.

"You're so pretty Korica. I could just stare at you all day."

"Me too Tamaric. You I mean. I could look at you is what I mean. You make me feel so¦goofy. It's hard to talk and think. Come on, I want to take you to the gym so we can work on getting the strength up in your legs."

Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and stood up and walked around to the other side of him and took his hand in hers and then she squatted down and put his arm over her shoulders and then stepped into him then locked her back and stood up until her hips and knees locked and then she turned with him and helped him walk out of the mess hall and all the way down to the gym. When they stepped in and the lights triggered on Tamaric looked around and smiled. He had never seen such advanced weight machines and exercise equipment.

Korica walked him over to the leg press and helped him sit down and then she set the resistance to twenty pounds. He put his feet up on the stirrups and pressed down expecting a heavy resistance and he slammed the weight up and his knees flopped when his legs fully extended.

"What the heck Korica? There isn't any weight on there."

"You need to get your legs and hips used to moving before you go straining the muscles. Trust me, twenty pounds is plenty for now. You want to build muscle not tear it down."

"Ok. I'll do as you say."

Tamaric then began exercising his hips and legs while Korica sat down on the weight bench one station over and she set a fifteen-pound leg curl weight into place and then sat and watched Tamaric for several minutes until he looked like he was starting to feel a fair amount of pain.

"Ok that's enough Tamaric. I want you to come over here and work with the reverse leg lift."

"What's that?"

"I'll show you."

Korica got up and helped him to his feet and moved him over to the foot of the weight bench with the leg weights on the end. She then left him standing there and then lifted her leg up over the bench while facing the wall and then she laid forward on her stomach and then lifted first one leg and set her knee on the knee pad and then hooked her ankle in the press and then she lifted her other leg and hooked it in the other leg press and then she laid her head down on the bench and curled her legs back. She did this three times and Tamaric watched her and then he noticed that he could see her shorts curving around her behind and he asked her to do a couple more and when she did he could see her adorable little butt when her legs fell back down. He thought her cheeks had the perfect mix of muscular tone with a delicate female curve to them. Korica looked back and saw what he was staring at and she grinned and shook her head. She didn't mind him looking at her but she wasn't going to strain herself in order for him to do so.

She climbed off of the bench and then helped him onto his stomach and lifted his feet and hooked them in the leg press one at a time.

"It may seem easy but as you will see, you'll start to feel it real quick."

Tamaric began curling his legs back and after only three lifts he started closing his eyes each time and he felt an intense burn in the back of his leg and calf muscles.

"Told you. It's not so easy is it?" Korica said grinning.

"It's definitely harder than it looks."

Tamaric managed eight lifts before his muscles cramped and he had to quit. Korica unhooked his ankles and then helped him turn around and straddle the bench again facing out into the room this time. She then had him lie down on his back.

"How much weight can you press?"

"I used to press one sixty before I came on the Future."

"Let's try one twenty five for now. I only want you to do ten and then let your muscles rest for five minutes then do five more, ok?"

"Ok. Got it."

Tamaric then grabbed the press bar and pushed the first time and he thought it might not be enough but by the seventh he was straining and it actually hurt but he got all the way to ten then he hooked the bar in the stirrups and let his arms hang to wait the five minutes.

"Hay Korica, I just realized that I am going to have a problem with the showers. What the heck am I going to do to stay on my feet in the showers?"

"Well, I can call Jake and have him help you stay standing."

"I wish there was a way that you could help me."

"I am no where near comfortable enough to get naked and take a shower with you."

"I wasn't even thinking about you being naked Korica. I just meant I wish it was possible to stay with you even while showering¦I just don't want to be away from you."

Korica listened in to see what was in his heart and she could tell he was being honest. He did want to see her body but that was not his intention in this case. He just didn't like the idea of being separated from her long enough to take a shower.

"I'm not crazy about being away from you either Tamaric. You know we can't spend every second of the day together?"

"I know. I can't believe how¦attached to you I am. I've never felt anything like this before."

"It's the real deal huh?"

"Yah it is. I have liked girls before, but never anything even close to like this. I was never in love before."

"Are you saying you're in love with me?" Korica asked smiling at him.

"Yep. I have to be in love. The thought of being away from you hurts."

"Awe. I'm in love with you too Tamaric. I feel like¦crying just thinking about not being close to you. I never knew it would be like this. This must be what Laurel and Jake feel all the time. They are paired for life. If they are separated for more than five hours at a time they get violently sick and if they were separated more than two days or so they could actually die. It goes way beyond just being in love but this must be what they felt when they first met and fell in love."

"That's deep to love someone so much that you would actually die without them close by."

"My parents were paired for life. It's a merging and sharing of the soul at the fundamental level. A piece of you will always be with the other. That's why Laurel and Jake hear the voice of the other in their minds all the time."

"Will I hear you in my mind someday? Are you capable of this merging of the souls?"

"I am capable but I don't think you are. Go ahead and do your last five pushes ok?"

Tamaric grabbed the bar and pushed three times before his arms started to ache but he managed to push five times and then he hooked the bar and let his arms fall away.

"Ok, I Want you on the butterfly machine now. Do you know what that is?"

"Yah I do."

Korica walked up to him and helped him stand up and then walked him over to the universal machine and pinned up the butterfly machine with fifty pounds of resistance and then had him press ten times then stop and let his shoulders and chest rest for five minutes.

"After this I want to put you on the elliptical machine ok?"

"Ok."

"You're doing good Tamaric. If you do this twice a day when I workout it won't take long to build your strength back up."

"If you're in the gym then that's where I'm gunna be." Korica smiled and looked into his eyes.

She felt the melted butter feeling and she thought her knees were going to cave from under her. She kept staring into his beautiful blue eyes until her vision started to blur and her crotch started to feel warm and tingly. She forced herself to look away and move around a little to get the blood flowing somewhere else but her loins.

"Go ahead and do ten more and then I'll help you to the elliptical machine."

Tamaric hooked his hands over the top of the butterfly press and actually squeezed out twenty more presses then Korica helped him to his feet and she helped him stand up on the elliptical and then he worked on his legs and hips for ten minutes. At the end of it he was leaning on the machine and breathing heavily and his legs and hips felt like they were on fire. Korica stepped up to him and pulled his arm over her shoulders and then helped him over to the weight bench and sat down with him and let him catch his breath. She kept her arm around his back until he was breathing normally again.

"You want to take a shower or do you want to go back to your quarters?"

"I don't want to stink around you Korica. I'm all sweaty and I need a shower."

Korica chuckled and look him in the eyes.

"You don't smell bad Tamaric. I'll go get Jake to help you if you want?"

"Someone's going to have to hold me up. I just don't have the strength in my hips."

"Kay. I'll help you to the showers and sit you down and then I'll go get Jake."

Korica stood up and then squatted down next to him and put his arm up over her shoulders and then locked her back and pulled him into her as she stood up until her hips and knees locked. She then started walking with him while carrying most of his weight on her back and hips. She got him to the shower room and stepped in with him and the two sat down on the bench by the wall and he took his arm off of her shoulders and when he brought his hand forward it came down just above her knee on her leg. She made no attempt to push his hand off of her leg and they both looked at his hand and he gently rubbed his hand back in forth on her leg and her knees parted slightly.

"Your skin is so soft and smooth."

"Thank you Tamaric."

Tamaric then rubbed up a little higher on her thigh and her knees parted a little more and she felt a tingling in her loins and her stomach did a summersault and she leaned back against the wall and opened her mouth a little so she could breath heavier and she decided to see how far he was going to go. He moved his hand up further until his hand started to push her skirt up and then he let his hand slide down over her leg a little more onto her inner thigh and she moved her legs apart far enough so he could see a little of the white of her bikini shorts protecting her delicate vitals. He gently stroked up and then back down over her smooth soft leg and then he decided she was probably willing to let him do just about anything he wanted as proven by her legs parting for him but the shower room was no place for this kind of thing to happen to her for the first time so he slid his hand back down to her knee and he rubbed her leg around her knee for a moment then he stopped and looked into her blushed face.

"Why don't you go get Jake for me Korica? Thank you for¦for trusting me enough to let me feel your soft skin. You have beautiful legs Korica."

"I'll let you¦feel more than just my leg if you want."

"I know you will Korica. It really means a lot to me that you¦you are willing to let me touch you how and where I want. This is no place to do that. I want it to be special the first time I get to do that. The shower room is not special."

Korica stood up and Tamaric's hand slid off of her knee and she turned and leaned in and kissed his cheek then turned quickly and stepped to the door then turned back and faced him.

"I'll be waiting right outside the door here when you are ready to go back to your quarters ok?"

"Ok. I'm going to miss you Korica."

"I'm gunna miss you too Tamaric. Thank you for being a gentleman with me. I can't stop myself so I am glad you can." Korica said grinning big at him.

"Trust me, it's not easy to stop with how you make me feel."

Korica smiled and turned and stepped out into the corridor and she stood still for a minute and tried to get her blood pressure back down and the blurry feeling quickly faded from her mind and she could once again think clearly. She then walked down to Jake and Laurel's quarters and as she turned in front of the door it opened and she stepped in and she saw Jake on the bed reading from a data pas just like the last time she came in. She sent a gentle push of emotion toward him and he swung his feet in the floor and sat up and looked at her with a grin. She waved him over and then turned and stepped out into the corridor. Jake stepped out a second later and knelt down in front of her and looked up into her face.

"What's the matter honey?"

"Tamaric is in the shower room and he needs help to keep him on his feet so he can take a shower. I had him perform a rehabilitating routine in the gym and he got kind of sweaty and he wants to take a shower now."

"I would be glad to help your man honey. Go get him a change of clothes and I'll go help him out ok?"

"Kay. Thank you dad."

"Anything for you baby doll."

Jake leaned forward and kissed Korica on the cheek then stood up and walked with Korica to the shower room and then she kept going to Tamaric's quarters to see if he had any new uniforms while Jake stepped in and helped Tamaric get undressed so he could get cleaned up. When Korica got to Tamaric's quarters she asked the AI to open the door and explained that she was looking for clean clothes for him. The door opened and when she stepped in she found three shirts, pants, socks and five pair of underwear lying on the bed. She quickly folded everything up for him and put them in his dresser and then took a pair of pants, socks, underwear and a shirt in her hands and made her way back to the shower room and waited by the door until Jake peeked out and she handed the clothes to Jake and he stepped back in and the door closed and she waited until Jake stepped out wearing only a towel around his waist while holding Tamaric up. Korica stepped up under Tamaric's arm and locked her back then put her arm around his back and pulled him into her tightly then locked her back and stood up straight until her knees and hips locked. Jake then stepped to the side to let the two step past him.

"Thank you so much dad." Korica said.

"Any time sweetie. You two have a good day. I'll see you at evening meal."

The two then departed for Tamaric's quarters. When they approached the door it slid open and the two stepped in and Korica helped him over to his bunk and sat down with him then he lifted his arm off of her shoulder and she got up and walked over to the com panel by the door and touch the AI call button.

"Yes Tamaric. How may I be of assistance?"

"It's me Korica. We need a deodorant stick, a comb and tooth brush for Tamaric along with all of the other sundries he is going to need."

"Everything has already been placed in his bathroom. There is tooth paste, deodorant, mouthwash, q tips and a comb."

"Ok, thank you Future."

"You are welcome Korica. Do you need anything else before I terminate this connection?"

"No, that was it."

"Understood."

Korica then stepped over to the bathroom and when the door slid open she stepped in and retrieved the comb then stepped up right in front of Tamaric and began combing his hair.

"You don't have to do that Korica."

"I know but I want to. You have nice hair."

"Ok then go ahead." Tamaric said while putting his hands up on her hips and closing his eyes.

Korica combed his hair for several minutes until it was nearly completely dry and feathered back nicely. She then helped him to his feet so he could brush his teeth for the first time in five and a half centuries though he didn't have the slightest hint of bad breath at the moment. She got him to the sink then stepped aside and let him brush his teeth while she looked at his body form a small distance. She liked his butt and she was finding herself looking at his back wondering what it would feel like to have his entire body weight on top of her while gripping her hands into his muscular back. She shook her head gently to shake away the perverted images running through her mind.

When he had his teeth brushed and his mouth rinsed out with the mouthwash she side stepped next to him and held his weight up until she got him back to his bunk. She turned him facing out and squatted down until his behind sat down on the bed. He then took his arm off of her shoulders and she slid his shoes off and lifted his feet up and swung them onto the bed. He then scooted himself toward the back wall and turned on his side to make room for Korica to sit down. She sat down with one bent knee up on the bed and her other leg hanging off the edge of the bed again.

"So what do you want to do now Korica? My muscles ache and my stomach is full."

"You want to watch a recorded video from Earth?"

"Sure."

"Kay, I'll be right back."

Korica stood up then went to her quarters and retrieved the large data pad from her quarters and then returned to his door and touched the hale button and a moment later the door opened and she stepped in and sat down on the bed in the same manner as before with one knee on the bed and one hanging off it. While she cued up the video selections available, which was quite extensive Tamaric looked over Korica's cute little body. Her soft legs and cute little chest caught his eye and he found himself studying every curve and nuance of her body while she worked. She had small pink lips and the cutest little button nose and the symmetry of her facial features just made her face adorable and very pleasing to look upon. He glanced down to her skirt covering her hips and part of her legs and he noted the curvy nature to her hips and he wished that he could see her beautiful hips like he could when she wore her ships uniform though he loved seeing and feeling her bare legs. She was very beautiful to him and she had very nice legs. Korica looked up and saw him looking her over and she grinned and moved her head down to catch his attention and he looked up into her face and smiled.

"Sorry, you're just very nice to look at."

"Thank you. Here, you decide what we'll watch. I'm not real familiar with most of these selections." Korica said handing him the data pad.

Tamaric took the data pad and began perusing the titles most of which he didn't recognize either and now it was Korica's turn to drink in his body. She looked him up and down and then found herself staring at his crotch wondering what it would feel like to have what she saw of his erect state inside her and then she forced herself to look away and wondered what the heck she was doing even thinking like that.

"Here, I think I got one. I'm not familiar with the video but it sounds interesting according to the description. It's an animated movie from the United States. It was made in twenty fifty-five. It's actually a science fiction story about a couple who are in love and the girl is pulled through an interdimensional barrier and she gets trapped and the boy must find a way to rescue her using a magical device called the spear of destiny."

"I guess that sounds interesting."

"How are we going to watch it together?"

"Lie on your back and I'll show you."

Korica stood up and Tamaric shifted onto his back wondering what she had in mind. Korica slid her shoes off and then reached over and hooked her hands on his side and had him scoot closer to the edge of the bed and then she put her left knee next to his hip then flung her other leg up over him planting her knee right next to his left side and this left her crotch right on top of his and she felt a warm tingle run through her and she shivered and put her hands on his stomach and set her body weight down on him then pushed herself back so she was sitting up straight only further pushing herself down onto him. He looked up at her with big eyes and she cringed and froze for a moment then slid off him onto his left side and she scooted down and laid half up on his side. He lifted his arm up and she put her head on his arm and then rolled toward him and smoothed her skirt down then slid her knee up on his hip and stopped just short of covering his crotch. She then slid her head back and looked up into his face while she put her arm up onto his chest. He had the drunken look on his face and he grinned at her.

"Is this ok?" She asked.

"Yah. I really like this Korica. I love feeling your body up against mine. I can hold you while you are lying on me with us like this."

Tamaric cued the video up on the data pad and held it up so both could see it and he wrapped his arm up over Korica's back and his hand landed squarely on her behind and he lifted his hand quickly.

"Sorry Korica. I really didn't realize that's where my hand would end up."

Korica scooted her head back again and looked right into his eyes.

"I don't mind it Tamaric. You can put your hand there if you want."

Tamaric grinned big and gently laid his hand back down on her left cheek and gave a very gentle stroke of her curve then squeezed very delicately and Korica moaned very quietly making him smile and then she snuggled down into him and set her head on the side of his chest and put her arm over him and squeezed of him and the two then went about watching the video together.

After only an hour Korica fell asleep but Tamaric found himself hooked on the story line and so watched the entire 2-Â½ hour long movie. At its conclusion he turned off the data pad and set it on the edge of the bed and looked down at Korica. She was so cute while sleeping. He looked down her body and she looked so comfortable that he hated to disturb her but he wasn't tired at all. He looked at her bare leg up on his leg and her adorable and sensually curved bottom that his hand was sitting on. She was very warm against his side and where her head was sitting on his chest. If she hadn't told him different he would think she was running a fever. He raised his hand and gently stroked her head. Her hair was very soft and fine and he could tilt his head down and smell her head and she smelled absolutely heavenly. She had a sweet scent almost like that of flowers and he could detect her pheromones and they made his head feel all dreamy as he breathed her smell in deeply. He stroked her head gently for a few minutes and she finally stirred and moved her head back a little and yawned big and he could see now that she had perfectly straight, bright white teeth. She stretched her arm that was laying over him out straight and then she pointed her feet and stretched for a few moments then opened her eyes and looked up at him and the beautiful color of her bright eyes made him sigh.

"Hi beautiful. Did you snooze well?"

"Hi handsome. I'm sorry I fell asleep. Did he save her?"

"Yep. Draco managed to figure out how to use the spear of destiny and he rescued his Jasmina from the evil forces holding her captive and they lived happily ever after."

"Would you come rescue me if I was taken into an alternate dimension?"

"I would go to the ends of the universe to rescue you Korica. Nothing would keep me from finding and rescuing you."

"Awe. You're my hero."

"I thought Mark was your hero?"

"He's a hero and my rescuer but you are my hero."

Tamaric smiled at her and stroked her hair again while looking right into her eyes and he felt himself falling for her even harder. She was just so beautiful and so sweet. He felt like he just wanted to pull her into his arms and hug her tightly and enjoy feeling her heart beating her love in the way she did. Korica enjoyed the visceral feeling of him gently stroking her head and she could feel what was going through his mind. She still couldn't quite hear his thoughts but she was getting very close to that level with him. She could hear and feel his every feeling and she knew what he wanted. He still wanted to touch her private areas and he desperately wanted to see her entire body unclothed but he increasingly he just wanted to feel her in his arms and close to his body.

Korica lifted up onto her right arm and pulled her knee off of his leg and she scooted up closer to his head and she rolled more of her body up onto him so she had fully half of her body up on him. She reached up and gently grabbed his arm that she had been lying her head on and pocked it under her arm and he put it around her and up onto her back and then she scooted more onto his chest then crossed her hands at the top of his chest and she set her chin on her hands and stared up into his face. He stared right back and his breathing was deep and rather rapid, as he felt much more of her very warm body on him. He wondered quickly what would happen when she physically exerted herself. She would become hot and probably sweaty during exciting interactions and most notably during sex. He pushed the thought aside as he knew she could feel what was going through his mind and he didn't want it to be completely dirty despite how much of a turn on she is.

Korica sensed his changing mood to a much more plutonic nature and it made her relax and feel much more comfortable about practically lying on top of him. She lifted her head and scooted both of her arms under him and around his shoulders and she then laid her head sideways on his chest and squeezed him tightly and listened to his racing heart. Tamaric loved the feeling of her body weight on him and he put both of his arms around her and squeezed her back tightly and he leaned his head down and without thinking about it he kissed the top of her head and breathed her scent in deeply. She laid there for a few moments and when her thoughts finally came back to her she listened to what he was feeling again and she could hear him feeling that he wished he could kiss her again. He felt this time it was in a special place and it would be proper.

Korica lifted her head and looked into his eyes and then she hooked her hands on the back of his shoulders and pulled her self up onto him so she was practically lying right on top of him and her face was even with his and then she slowly moved into his face then closed her eyes and sank her lips onto his and pressed in firmly. She ended up pulling his lower lip in between hers and she sucked on it gently and he locked onto her upper lip and sucked on it gently and he breathed in deeply as his heart raced. The two maintained the lip lock for a minute then Korica pulled back slightly then pressed into him again and squeezed her arms around him tightly as her heart raced and her soul seemed to sore as she felt like she was finally connecting with him. He squeezed her back equally tightly and stroked her muscular back a few times. Korica finally withdrew and gave him two pecks then opened her eyes and looked at him and she wanted to smile but her heart felt so full that she simply couldn't smile she just looked at him with a serious look. He returned an equally stunned and anesthetized look.

Korica now realized that her crotch felt like it was on fire and she could feel Tamaric swelling into the side of her leg suggesting that he was equally aroused. She had to fight the urge to grind herself into his hip to get relief from the intense tingles and slippery feeling in her loins. She finally got her mind back and was able to talk again and offer a big toothy smile.

"That was simply amazing Tamaric. My head is buzzing¦along with some other stuff."

"That was the most intense thing I have ever felt in my life. That was really beautiful Korica. Are you sure you're not doing something to my heart? I...I felt like it was being lifted or something."

"I kind of felt like I was being moved too. Maybe we are starting to connect on a spiritual level. I didn't think you were capable of¦connecting with me on that level but maybe I was wrong."

Tamaric reached his hand up and stroked the back of Korica's head again and the tactile sensations of her feather soft hair under his hand made him squeeze a throb under her hip and her eyes opened wide for a moment and he stopped stroking her head and looked her in the face.

"I'm so sorry Korica, that¦I can't exactly stop that from happening. I can make it do that if I want, but I can't stop it when it just wants to."

"It's ok, it just startled me. Just¦kiss me again Tamaric."

Tamaric grinned and then it morphed into a big smile and he gently pulled on the back of her head and their heads sank together and their lips met again. Korica squeezed his shoulders and this time she hooked her fingers into the top of his shoulders and pulled down and sank her lips firmer into his and moved her head around a little grinding her lips into his and he held her back tighter with one arm while caressing the back of her head. She pulled on his lips a few times then withdrew and kept her eyes closed for a moment trying to clear her mind and then she realized she had begun grinding herself into his hip and she was still doing it. She swallowed hard and tried to control what her body was doing on its own.

When she finally had her wits about her she slid down off of his hip and looked at him with blurry vision and she tried to focus on his face making her open her eyes wider a few times and then her vision finally cleared up she could tell Tamaric was having the same trouble regaining his own senses. Apparently it was just as intense for him.

"I'm so sorry Tamaric. I just got carried away."

"You don't have to apologize Korica. That was¦I got just as involved in it as you. I liked it. I've never had a girl¦press herself into me like that."

Korica rolled completely off of Tamaric and rolled back up against the cool metal wall behind her and put her hand up to her face and began to cry. Tamaric pulled himself onto his side facing her and tried to figure out what he had done wrong.

"Korica, did I do something to scare you? I thought I was doing what you wanted."

"No you didn't do anything wrong Tamaric. It's me. I love you so much and I want to be close to you and I want to kiss you and hold you but my body is doing all this other stuff and I can't¦I feel so out of control. I don't like feeling like I can't control what my body is doing."

"God sweetheart, please don't cry. You're breakin my heart. This is just how things work. The heart leads and the body follows."

Tamaric pulled her closer with the arm that was still underneath her and he wrapped his other arm over her and she scooted closer to him and put her arms around him and squeezed him very tightly and set her head against his shoulder and continued to cry and he just held her tightly and let her cry while rubbing her back. After a few minutes he didn't feel her shaking anymore and she relaxed her tight grip on him. He let her lie for a minute longer and then he moved back and looked into her face. Her eyelashes were wet with tears and her tears had run up over the bridge of her nose and down her right cheek. He wiped the tears from her cheek then gently wiped the bridge of her nose and then leaned in and kissed her forehead.

"You gunna be ok Korica. This wasn't supposed to be unpleasant. Your first kisses are supposed to be special and tender."

"It was special Tamaric. It was very tender and incredibly beautiful cause it was with you. I felt the whole thing in my heart and I can feel that you did too. I'm just so confused by all the other stuff happening to me. It's also all these hormones running through my body anymore. My feelings are just all over the place."

"I can't exactly explain or understand all of that stuff Korica. All I can do is reassure you that I¦I love you darlin. I'm not going to do anything you don't want, I swear I won't."

"Thank you Tamaric. I love you too. I love you more than I have ever loved another living soul. This stuff is just new to me and I don't know what to expect or what is normal or not."

"I think it's all normal Korica, just maybe a little scary cause you've never felt it before."

"Can we just take things a little slow?"

"Of course darlin. I love kissing you and all the other stuff but I just want¦you in my arms and close to me Korica. I got other ways of¦I don't need the sexual stuff from you darlin. If I scare you or this aint what you want all you got to do is say so."

"You don't scare me Tamaric. I know what's in your heart. You're simply not capable of hurting me. I'm just confused that's all¦Just hold me."

Korica snuggled up closer to Tamaric and climbed half on him and closed her eyes as he wrapped his arms around her tightly and just made her feel loved and comfortable. The two laid like this for over an hour and Korica found Tamaric's gentle stroking of her back very comforting to the point that she almost drifted off to sleep again. Korica knew the evening meal was somewhere around an hour away so she started waking herself up by laying comfortably with her arm curled under herself while she kept her head on Tamaric's chest and just looked around his quarters at nothing in particular.

After a time she scooted over and found herself lying on him looking into his face in the same position that started everything before only this time she felt calm and in control of her nerves and her body. She put her hands up on his chest and set her chin on her hands and simply drank in what a handsome boy he is. He had very pleasing facial features and the most beautiful eyes that she loved staring into.

"You look like you're feeling better." Tamaric said.

"Yah I am. You did that by just holding me and letting me get my head together. I'm just experiencing some hormone rushes that are really messing with me. It's all part of being a girl my age I guess. The AI warned me that I would be going through some stuff like this and so did mom. She said she was a mess when she was my age."

"You talking about puberty?"

"Yah. I¦it's not easy for a girl."

"Trust me darlin it's not a cake walk for boys either."

"Are you feeling hungry yet?" Korica asked.

"A little I guess. Are you hungry?"

"Yah."

"Korica, why didn't you say something? Let's go get some food then."

"I was so comfortable in your arms I just didn't want to move. The way you were rubbing my back really felt good."

"Well we can always eat then come back here and I'll be glad to hold you some more. I love feeling your hot body against mine¦I mean warm¦though you are hot."

"You think I'm hot?" Korica asked grinning wide.

"Heck yah. You got beautiful legs and a plump, perfectly round behind and your lips are¦the ones on your face that is¦you got kissin lips. And you are a really good kisser by the way. And those gorgeous eyes of yours are like nothing I have ever seen before. Yah I would say you are really hot."

"Awe. Thank you Tamaric. You're hot too. You're very handsome and you got a nice butt and your eyes are the color of a cloudless warm blue sky. You mix that with your accent and you are a definite hunk."

"Thanks Korica. You're so sweet to say that."

"You're welcome my handsome Tamaric man."

Korica lifted her head and looked at his lips for a moment and she wanted so bad to press her lips into his. He was a good kisser and she loved how he pulled her lips in between his and sucked on her lips. Just the though of how good it was made her tighten up and get warm and tingly all over her body. She decided she wouldn't be able to stop herself from getting aroused further than what she was comfortable with at the moment so she lifted herself up and slid over the top of and planted her left foot on the floor and pulled her right leg over him and then stood up straight and faced away and then reached under her skirt and ran her fingers around the edges of her shorts and underwear and smoothed the material out of her lips then smoothed the front of her skirt down and stepped into her shoes and when she turned around Tamaric was looking right at her and she blushed hard knowing that Tamaric was probably completely aware of what she just had to do.

"Please don't look at me like that Tamaric. I can't help how I'm shaped. Things¦ride up sometimes."

"Korica I was just looking at your beautiful face darlin. I know how a girl is shaped and what happens when¦it's no big deal Korica."

Korica's cheeks remained bright pink while she set Tamaric's shoes into position and she reached out a hand to help him stand up. He swung his feet off of the bed and slipped his feet into his shoes and wiggled his feet down into them and then Korica went to step next to him and he stopped her.

"No, I got to start working on doing this on my own. Just be ready to catch me but let me do it."

Korica stepped in front of him and gave him her hand and he closed his eyes and took two deep breaths then opened his eyes and slowly stood up while gritting his teeth. He stood for a moment and let his hips get used to his weight and then he took two steps and then stopped and he wobbled a little then grit his teeth again and made his legs hold his weight. He then walked to the door with Korica walking backwards while holding his hands and the door slid open and he took one more step and then stopped and put his hand on the wall and his knees buckled and then he caught his weight before he totally crumpled and slowly straightened his knees back up and stood up straight. Korica then took a step away and he took a step toward her and let go of her hands and placed them on the doorframe and stood looking at her beautiful face and gorgeous body and he smiled big at her.

"Saddies Korica. You are just such a beautiful girl. I am going to pray to the good lord tonight and thank him for sending one of his angels to take care me. You got to be from heaven. Girls just don't come out of the box as sweet as you are or looking like you do."

Korica smiled big and blushed and then her face got real serious and she stepped up to him and wrapped her arms around him and held him tightly and leaned in and pressed her lips against his. He leaned into her and drew her bottom lip in between his and then he let go of the door frame and slid his hands around her sides lifting her arms up and his hands slid around to her sides and onto her back tickling her a little and she lifted her arms over his shoulders and he drew her body tight against his and she felt the dizzy wave wash over her and her mind went blurry. She drew back and gave him a peck then pressed her lips into his again and turned her head to the side slightly and she drew his lip in this time and sucked on it and she tickled the tip of his lip gently with the tip of her tongue. Tamaric's head was becoming just as cloudy and he could feel intense waves of energy pounding from Korica's heart right through his chest making his heart pound in unison to hers.

Korica then slowly drew back and gave his lips two small pecks then pulled back and opened her eyes. Everything seemed blurry like a waking dream and it took a few seconds for the dopamine induced high to fade to the point where she could sense her body again. She continued to hang on his shoulders and neck while their vision cleared, she could see his eyes swimming around trying to focus. She could feel his swollen member pressing against her tummy but she didn't care. He kept a tight grip around her back and when he could finally see straight he relaxed his grip slightly and looked her in the eyes.

"That was¦" He swallowed hard. "Wow. I'm not complaining but what was that for?"

"For saying I'm one of god's angels."

"You really must be Korica. You take my breath away and make my heart¦skip a beat and then start beating with yours. I don't know how you do that but it feels¦magical."

"You're so sweet Tamaric. It's kind of hard to put everything you feel into words huh?"

"Yah. I'm not real good with words anyway. I'll just have to rely on feelings to tell you how you make me feel. I know you can hear those and understand them."

"I can feel what's in your heart Tamaric. I know you love me. Very deeply. That's all I want. I just want to be loved by you Tamaric. I'll do anything you want in return. I'll take real good care of you for the rest of your life, I promise."

Tamaric released his grip around her and put his hand up to her cheek and gently stroked her cheek and she closed her eyes and leaned into his hand then looked up at him while still leaning her face into his hand. He just melted at the tender look on her face.

"I'll always cherish you Korica. You're so sweet and so beautiful. I will give you all the love I can possibly offer and I will protect you from any harm. I'll get strong as fast as I can so you can rely on me to be your protector¦and lover."

"I know you will. Let's get you to the mess hall. You realize you have been standing on your own this whole time."

"You're right, I have. I guess you gave me a new strength." Tamaric said looking down to his feet.

"I wish I could take the credit Tamaric. Your hips are just getting used to carrying your weight again. Come on."

Korica then pulled out of his grip and pulled her arms off of his shoulders and she took his hand and the two slowly walked down the corridor stopping every now and then so Tamaric could put his hands on the walls and let his legs rest while staying standing. It took ten minutes of slow paced walking to get to the mess hall but Tamaric made the whole trip without Korica carrying his weight giving him a big sense of accomplishment.

The two stepped into the mess hall and the lights came on and the two made their way over to the table everyone usually sat at and they sat down and Korica asked him if he was thirsty. He licked his lips and smiled.

"You were reading my mind huh?"

"No I can't do that yet. I just want to serve you."

"How about some pineapple juice?"

"Ok. Be right back." Korica said with a big smile.

Korica got up went over to the dispensers and got a big glass of pineapple juice for Tamaric and some water for herself. She then made her way back to the table and sat down and scooted over right next to him and put her hand on his thigh and squeezed his thigh and grinned at him.

"Are we going to play that again?" He said with a smile.

He slid his hand down onto her upper thigh and squeezed gently then slid his hand down to her inner leg and rubbed her leg gently while he drank half of his glass of pineapple juice. Korica turned slightly and parted her legs and he bumped her crotch and then quickly moved his hand down her thigh and up to her knee and he was about to apologize until he considered her movements and he realized she did that on purpose. He looked over at her and she blushed and grinned but said nothing so he moved his hand back where it was up under her skirt and slid down around the curve of her leg and she offered no resistance and leaned into his side and set her head on his shoulder and just let him caress her thigh.

A few minutes later a servo drone popped out of the slot in the wall and set two menus on the table then settled down to the floor to waited for them to make their menu selections. Tamaric picked up one of the menus and looked at it for a moment and tried to figure out how he was going to stretch it open with one hand on Korica's thigh, which he really didn't want to remove. Korica lifted one hand and held one end and he pulled it open and he then grinned at her. It was like she read his mind. He looked around the menu but he just wasn't really able to think about what to eat with Korica's heartbeat echoing in his chest and his hand so tantalizingly close to her crotch, which was radiating a tremendous amount of heat against the side of his hand.

Korica reached over his hand and made her own selections and he was a little surprised by the size of the portions she was selecting but he assumed her high body temperature meant her species needed to eat more to fuel their bodies and she was perfectly plump while still looking girly skinny so he assumed that she was ordering the amount she always did. He finally made his selections and closed the menu with Korica's help and she handed it back to the servo drone and it floated off and disappeared into the slot in the wall. Tamaric then went back to gently rubbing her leg under her skirt and he hoped she would move into his hand as he just wasn't comfortable being that forward. To his delight she did just that a few seconds later. She shifted her bottom forward just as he was stroking up on her thigh and he rubbed up her delicate crotch and he could feel one of her lips rubbing up the side of his pinky finger. Korica made a soft moan at the sensation of his hand rubbing up against her and he immediately had a swelling reaction and Korica then grasped his arm firmly and made another very quiet moan of sorts as the stimulation surprised her with how good it felt as her insides contracted several times very hard. She didn't realize just how sensitive she was at that moment. He looked down at her as she was now sitting lower in her seat and she hid her face in his shoulder for a few moments then looked up at him coyly. He smiled at her and then realized that her heart was racing as he felt ever increasing warm waves of energy coming form her.

He went back to his gentle up and down stroking of her now quivering thigh. He looked down at her when she finally unburied her face from his shoulder.

"You're shaking Korica. You want me to stop?"

"I never said that."

"I know you didn't darlin."

Korica gasped suddenly and looked straight ahead for a moment then she looked up at Tamaric.

"Maybe we better behave ourselves. I sense mom and dad approaching."

Korica scooted up in her seat and took a deep breath but she stayed sitting right next to him with her hip and leg right against his. Tamaric moved his hand out from under her skirt and kept it on top of her leg closer to her knee. It was no more than five seconds later that Laurel and Jake stepped into the mess hall holding each other's hand. Korica sensed them enter the room and she got up without looking and turned and headed for them. She threw her arms around Laurel first and Laurel returned the gesture with a warm rocking hug and a kiss on the cheek. Korica then stepped in front of Jake and he leaned down slightly and wrapped his arms around her tightly and lifted her off her feet and she squeezed him tightly and then he set her back down and kissed her forehead. She then stepped back and smiled big.

"I missed you mom. I know you were really tired but I hate not having you around."

"You could have come in any time you wanted and I would have been glad to love on you baby. I missed you too."

"I didn't want to wake you."

"I'm guessing you were a little preoccupied anyways, right?"

"Yah, I was. He is a really good man mom." Korica looked at Tamaric and the two exchanged a goofy smile and then she looked back. "He is everything I hoped for and more. I think we are falling in love as deeply as you two. It's not just¦emotional it's physical. My body reacts to his very presence like¦well like nothing I have ever experienced before."

"Is that a good thing honey?"

"Oh yah. It's scary but I like it. I got some questions that I need to talk to you about later ok?"

"You got it sweetheart. Your dad told me you and he had a very intimate talk."

"He told me what I need to know about¦well you know. About what I'm supposed to do."

"You're ok with it all?"

"No! But at least I know about it." Korica said bluntly.

Laurel couldn't help but chuckle a little.

"Well, You look absolutely adorable honey. I like you in your skirt. You've got really pretty legs and this skirt really shows them off nicely."

"Thanks." Korica said with a big grin as she brushed her hands down her skirt so she could see her own legs.

Korica then took Laurel's hand and the three made their way over to the table and Laurel and Jake sat down next to one another and Korica sat back down right next to Tamaric and scooted over so she was touching his hip and leg again. Laurel then asked Jake what he wanted to drink and he shrugged and said, "Surprise me." Laurel smiled and got up walked over to the dispensers and Tamaric looked at Jake.

"Jake sir. May I ask a question about Laurel?"

"Of course Tamaric, go ahead."

"Her eyes sir. Is that a natural color or did she do something to make them that color?"

"No, she was born like that. They're an amazing color aren't they?"

"Like nothing I have ever seen before. They look like¦what do call 'em¦sapphires, that's it. Like sapphires held up to a bright blue light so you can see through 'em"

"It's one of my favorite traits of hers."

"You got brilliant green eyes to sir¦Jake, sorry. I keep feelin like I should be calling you sir."

"That's ok, well I was born with this eye color as well."

"I never knew we Humans were born with the eye color you and Laurel have."

Laurel stepped back up to the table and set Jake's glass in front of him then sat down and leaned into him looking very familiar to Tamaric. He realized it was the same exact thing Korica was doing with him. It was immediately apparent that she was deeply in love with Jake just like Korica was with him. Jake took a sip of his drink and it was his favorite, cherry Gatorade. Jake grinned and leaned into Laurel and put his arm up around her and the two set the sides of their heads together and closed their eyes and looked very content and Tamaric furrowed his brow and looked at Korica.

"Their sharing deep feelings with each other." Korica said.

Tamaric tipped his head up indicating he gets it. He remembered that Korica said they shared souls or spirits or something really deep like that. A few seconds later the two opened their eyes and looked forward then seemed to shake something off. Tamaric thought it reminded him of how he had to shake off the affect Korica had on him especially when she kissed him. His head became soup when she did that or when she touched him or laid on him or any time they had physical contact for that matter.

"So what are we talking about?" Laurel asked.

"I was actually asking about your eyes captain." Tamaric said.

"My eyes? You mean the color?"

"Yes mam¦captain. I've never seen a blue like that before¦same with the green in Jake's eyes."

"Just call me Laurel unless we are on the bridge ok? We are a family here Tamaric."

"Ok Laurel."

"We're pretty unique among Humans as far as our eye color as far as I know."

"Their beautiful ma¦Laurel."

"Thank you Tamaric. You have beautiful eyes to Tamaric. I love the sky blue color."

"I have my dads eyes. His eyes are blue just like mine."

"That's a great gift your father has given you."

"Aren't they dreamy mom? I love his eyes." Korica said with a big grin.

"They are sweetie. I really like them too."

"I sense that you too are¦wow¦I sense a real deep intense love between you two." Laurel said sounding surprised.

"Yah it is kind of intense. It's what I was hoping for mom. He really loves me just cause I'm me."

"That's great honey."

"Korica, you're embarrassing me." Tamaric whispered with a blushing face.

"Sorry Tamaric. I'm just proud of you. I'm proud of how much you love me." Korica said back in a quiet voice that everyone could still hear.

"I guess I'm just not used to being bragged on."

"Well get used to it silly. I'm extremely proud of you and what we have together. Do you know how rare it is to have the kind of love we have?"

"No. I don't."

"Most people will never experience that instant deep¦to the soul kind of love Tamaric. We were brought together by destiny and fate. The things that had to line up for us to meet are frankly mind blowing from a plasma fire to exploding stars not once but twice to Laurel making sure that we came together almost six hundred years ago and yet in the future from our point of view to the Hodong grabbing me and the Future crew rescuing me when they did and the things that had to come to together for that to even be possible to my abilities being brought out early by Laurel and Jake so we could reach the elder race to you even making the selection process to come aboard the Future in the first place. It boggles the mind to think about all the stuff that came together just right so I could find my Tamaric."

Just then a servo drone showed up and delivered another menu and two more servo drones followed with Tamaric and Korica's serving trays with their meals on them. Laurel took the menu and Jake moved the menu still on the table from Korica and Tamaric's first arrival as the trays were slid up onto the table. Jake and Laurel shared a menu and made their selections and then handed the menu to the servo drone and it sped off toward its slot in the wall. It was only seconds later when Mark showed up and Korica immediately sensed his presence and smiled big and got up and practically ran up to him and threw her arms around him. He hugged her tightly and the two stepped up to the table and Mark realized the table was only designed to seat four so he looked around and then it dawned on him. He stepped back out and went across the corridor to the common area and released the magnetic clamp on one of the chairs and carried it back into the mess hall and sat it at the head of the table and sat down. The chair was the perfect height so he could sit at the table as though he were in one of the permanent seats. Korica scooted her tray right up against Tamaric's and scooted even closer to him and Jake handed Mark the menu and he opened it and began looking at the menu while Korica and Tamaric began eating their meals.

Mark made his selections and a servo drone immediately showed up and collected the menu and then he got up and got himself a cup of tea and came back and sat down. He had completed most of the briefing prepared for him so he was up to speed even more than Laurel and Jake since they had not yet been briefed on all that Oberot had shared with them before suppressing their memories. Mark now understood the important role that Tamaric was to play in Korica's life. He still wasn't crazy about seeing a young man all over his Korica but he realized he had to let things be and let them fulfill their destiny without his interference. He could see that Korica was finally feeling complete with Tamaric in her life. He also realized that she wasn't Human so he assumed that it was probably normal for someone so young to get so serious among her people.

"So, how you fairing Tamaric?" Mark asked.

"Better sir. I was able to walk here from my quarters all on my own. I still need Korica for when I fall on my face but I am feeling stronger by the minute. My lungs don't hurt anymore so I don't think any damage was done there. Korica is taking good care of me sir."

"Tamaric, we discussed you just calling me Mark. I'm not old enough to require you to call me sir and you are not in the military so please, just Mark ok?"

"Ok Mark. Thank you. I can see you guys like things informal. It really does feel like a family around here."

"We are all in this crazy adventure together. We have to maintain our humanity through all of this. To be Human is to value family and we have learned that there is a tangible and measurable power in love. The technology of the elder race is dependant on the stuff. There is to be love and kind consideration of each other at all times, ok?"

"I was raised to always be considerate of other Mark. I'm sure in time I will come to love you guys. You are my family now I suppose."

"Good man. You just be real considerate of Korica there. She is to be your first concern in everything you do."

"I don't pretend to understand what horror she has been through but I will see to it that she experiences no pain while I breath and no one will ever hurt her again."

"Good man! That's what I want to hear." Mark said with a smile and a wink at Korica.

"So Tamaric¦" Laurel said. "Have you thought about what you want to do aboard the Future?"

"Do? I'm not sure I follow you Laurel."

"Well, we all have a role on the Future. Are you interested in anything in particular?"

"I would like to continue studying the stasis chambers. I am fascinated by how they work and their construction. My mom and dad worked in the construction of the ones here on the Future, in fact you folks may have slept in ones they actually built."

"Do you have much knowledge in their construction?"

"Yes. I read everything I could get my hands on about them since my parents were so involved with them."

"That is great news Tamaric. I am working on a project to build a chamber built for two. Maybe you could help me with it. I am having some real difficulties with the parallel sequencer to balance and synchronize two occupants simultaneously."

"A chamber for two? They aren't designed to work that way though. The power requirements would be¦well from what I know of how they are powered here on the Future it's just not possible."

"The chamber would have to be placed closer to one of the fusion reactors so the power conduits could be bypassed."

"Interesting. May I ask why you want to build a chamber for two."

"Well, if Jake and I ever have to go back into stasis at the same time we would die. We are¦connected both mentally and physically. We just can't be separated for that long or we won't survive."

"Korica said something about the fact that you two were¦. paired for life or something?"

"That's right. It's a little hard to explain but we are bound together forever, in life and in death. If one of us¦dies, the other will follow within days and we can't be separated for more than a half a day or we will get violently sick. That is why we need a chamber for the both of us so we can stay in close physical contact while in stasis. We would have to share the stasis fluid and the computer interface."

"I would be glad to look at your design and see if I have any ideas that might help."

"Good. When we get underway I will assign you a low-grade security clearance so you can move around on the command deck unescorted and with an escort you will have permission to be on the bridge. You can work on the science stations and you will have access to the new data core."

"New data core?"

"Um¦you don't have clearance at the moment Tamaric. The elder race gave us some truly mind-blowing technology and you will have access to some of it. You will also be able to work right alongside Korica."

Tamaric looked at Korica and she looked up at him while chewing and grinned at him.

"I would really like that Laurel. It's kind of¦"

"Kind of what Tamaric?"

"I don't know how much I should say Laurel¦" He looked at Korica and she simply nodded yes like she was reading his mind again. "It's kind of painful to be away from Korica. She says you know that kind of¦connection or whatever it is like."

"It did not occur this quickly for Jake and I but yes, I know exactly what you're talking about. This might offer a solution for the both of you. She will have a twenty-four hour duty every four days in which she has to stay on the command deck close to the bridge."

"I beg to differ Laurel." Jake added. "I was addicted to you real quick."

Just then a servo drone showed up with Laurel and Jake's serving trays and it slid them up on the table and then turned and zipped away back through its slot in the wall. At the same time Korica noticed Tamaric's empty glass and she took it in hand and got up to refill it for him. When she was out of ear shot Laurel decided to listen to Tamaric's heart and see what he thought of Korica.

"So what do you think of Korica Tamaric?"

"She is an amazing person Laurel. She has so much love in her heart and she is smarter than most adults I have met. She seems to truly love life and she has a fire in her that I've never seen before. She is very driven and very devoted to her ship, her job, and her family, you guys that is. She loves you all very much. I have to admit that she is also extremely beautiful. I have never met anyone like her. That thing she does with her heart, that purring she does? That is simply amazing. She wants to be loved desperately and I don't intend to disappoint her¦if that's ok that is?"

"You better love her with all of your heart young man. She just wants to made to feel important." Laurel said in a very quiet voice.

"She is important to me Laurel, and not just cause of her looks. I think I'm¦I'm falling in love with her. I know I have only known her for a day but you know that saying? You'll know the one when you meet her? She is the one. I feel¦not attracted to her¦I mean I am attracted to her but that's not the word I'm looking for. I feel pulled toward her?"

"Drawn to her?"

"Yah, that's it. I feel drawn to her from really deep down inside me. I don't exactly understand it but I just feel like we were always supposed to be together and we always have been and always will be together. Does that even make any sense to you at all?"

Laurel chuckled.

"That sounds real familiar. Yes Tamaric that makes complete sense to me. You got it bad. That is what truly being in love feels like Tamaric. That purring with her heart only intensifies the feeling, I know. We all feel it from her because we all love her too. It makes her very special and very unique, especially with her now living among Humans."

Korica then returned to the table and placed Tamaric's glass in front of him and sat down and scooted right next to him again so her body was touching his. Laurel had concluded that Tamaric was speaking from his heart and he was very bright and unbelievably intuitive. The fact that he was able to get such a clear and precise idea of who Korica was at such a deep level spoke to his amazing intuitive abilities. He genuinely cared about Korica and already had a pretty good grip on who she was and how important she was to everyone on the Future. Laurel had never seen a couple fall for each other this quickly and this hard but she was convinced that Tamaric would be good to her and for her. Korica desperately wanted a love like she saw and felt between Jake and Laurel and she now had it. Laurel thought perhaps now Korica would feel complete.

"You guys were talking about me huh?" Korica said with a grin.

"Only good things were said darlin." Tamaric replied.

Korica nudged him gently and smiled big then went back to her meal.

"Thank you for filling my glass Korica."

"You're welcome hon."

Tamaric looked at her for a moment while she ate apparently totally unaware of what she had just said. That was the first time he had heard a pet name from her and it was odd at first but then it sank in and he actually liked it. Tamaric then went back to his meal. A few moments later Mark's meal showed up and he dug in and tried to digest what he had heard along with his food. He just wasn't sure how he felt about his little Korica in such a deep relationship. Tamaric seemed like a good guy but Mark just didn't like the idea of this guy putting his hands on Korica even if she was open to it. He knew he had to stay out of it and in the end he was just glad he couldn't hear the stuff that must be going through their heads.

The five of them sat and ate their meals in relative quiet after that with Korica and Tamaric finishing first and sitting quietly enjoying each other's close contact while waiting for the other's to finish their meals so they could all go workout together. Laurel and Jake finished their meals next and Laurel got up and went and filled Jake's glass and hers and then came back and got Mark another cup of tea and then sat down and waited for him to finish as well. When he was done and everyone had finished their drinks, everyone got up except Korica and Tamaric. Laurel, Jake and Mark made their way to the gym and once they were alone Korica asked Tamaric if he felt like working out or going back to his quarters while she worked out. Tamaric said he wanted to stay with Korica and he really wanted to work on building the strength up in his arms and legs. Korica was delighted and gave him a big smile and hugged his arm.

The two then got up and Korica stepped up under his arm and helped him walk to the gym. Korica then had the computer workup a therapeutic workout routine for Tamaric and when it was complete she set him on his own workout routine and then she looked down at herself and contemplated going to her quarters to change. It then dawned on her that she had shorts on under even if they were a little tight and kind of revealing but she was with family with the exception of Tamaric and she kind of liked the idea of him being able to see her curves. She stepped next to the weight bench and lifted the waist on her skirt and unzipped it and then slipped it down to the floor and stepped out of it. She gave herself a quick look over and she was content that it was tasteful enough to workout in.

Korica decided to start with the bench press and so she set the weights to one hundred thirty-five pounds and then straddled the bench and laid back and began her workout. Tamaric was working on the butterfly machine directly across from her and he was delighted by the fact that he could see Korica's hips and adorable butt but he kept his staring to minimum so as not to make the others uncomfortable. He liked how high cut her shorts were, it really showed off everything and she had a fantastic figure. When she finished with the bench press she turned over and worked with the negative leg lift. The rest of the time Korica was working out Tamaric kept his eyes on her beautiful face garnering him a cute smile from her from time to time as she glanced at him to make sure he was doing ok.

When everyone had their workouts done Korica retrieved her skirt and then her and Laurel departed to take their shower and the guys sat and talked while waiting for their turn. Mark decided to make conversation by asking Tamaric what his ambitions in life were.

"So Tamaric, have you ever given any thought to serving in the military or the civilian corps?"

"I thought about it once but I don't want to have to kill anyone. I know Earth is a pretty peaceful place anymore with the entire world concentrating on the Future project¦or at least it was. I just don't think I'm cut out for the military. The civilian corps might not be so bad if it means serving on the Future. If Korica is going to be serving on the Future then this is where I want to be."

"If you don't mind me asking, what was your aptitude score for the selection process to board the Future?"

"Two eighty."

"Crap son! That's a really high score. You should be able to pass the written exam for the civilian corps pretty easy with a little studying."

"I was three years ahead of my class in school. They didn't want to advance me to high school even though I was working at the ninth grade level. They were afraid I would get picked on cause I'm so young. I worked out real hard to try and get bigger but they said it wouldn't matter how strong I was, I was just to small to attend high school."

"If you want I could speak to the captain about you starting the studies for the entrance exam."

"Really? You would do that for me?"

"Sure. I'm sure the xo here would put in a recommendation as well."

"You seem like a really bright kid." Jake said. "If you really think it's something you would be interested in, I could talk to Laurel for you. If nothing else your joining would help keep Korica focused. She really has a bright career ahead of her if she keeps her wits about her and works hard. She is the youngest junior ensign in history and our first non-Earth born candidate."

"How long would I have to sign up for?"

"The standard first tour is four years. Back on Earth you would attend the academy with your smarts and young age but since we are never going back you would have to go right into the service." Mark said.

"I guess it's something to think about."

"We are going to need mechanical engineers when we get back to the Milky Way. This ship is getting very old and things are bound to breakdown. It's going to take a really talented mind to maintain and repair her. This is likely to be our home for a very long time even after we get to the Future planet."

"Doesn't she repair herself?"

"For the most part but there are some areas that the servo drones can't get to without disassembling entire section of the ship and any place without artificial gravity is beyond the capabilities of the drones. There are also the computer interfaces that have to be reprogrammed anytime they are serviced or replaced."

"And you're sure Korica is going to be able to stay in the corps with how young she is and all?"

"She has met all of the exam and qualification criteria with flying colors. All she has to do is complete the PT test and she will be an officer. It is an irrevocable position within the corps. Captain Alexan will have no choice but to keep her on active duty. Besides, truth be told I think she actually has a higher IQ than captain Alexan. He would be a damn fool to let that kind of smarts slip through his fingers. He might not be crazy about a kid in his eyes working on the bridge but he is smart enough to see the potential she has and to use it to his advantage."

"Well, I certainly don't ever want to be far from her. If she has her heart set on remaining in the corps then I guess I owe it to her to help her realize that goal right?"

"You most certainly do. Her happiness and the pursuit of her personal goals should be your number one concern."

"Then I'm in. If you could talk to the captain I would really appreciate it. I guess all the studying will give me something to do anyways."

Just then Laurel peeked her head in and told the guys they were done with their showers. Jake stood up and then stepped up next to Tamaric and he helped him stand and then helped him walk to the showers to get cleaned up. After their showers were done Jake helped Tamaric to the door and to his surprise Korica was standing at the door waiting for him. Korica's hair was brushed beautifully with a slight feathering to the front as Laurel always did for her and she was dressed in her ships uniform. Jake handed Tamaric off to Korica who put his arm over her shoulders and then she stood up into him carrying his weight on her back and shoulders and the two departed for Tamaric's quarters.

Jake then headed for his quarters and when he stepped in Laurel greeted him with a warm hug and a peck on the lips. Laurel was wearing her night gear shirt and looked absolutely stunning to Jake. Her eyes were bright and her hair was feathered back and looking perfect as always. Jake went to retrieve some underwear but Laurel already had a pair lying on the bed for him. He stepped up to the bed and removed his towel and rubbed his hair vigorously to try and completely dry it as much as possible and when he pulled the towel from his head he found Laurel sitting on the edge of the bed leaning back on her hands watching him with a sultry look on her face. He stood up straight and looked at her for a moment.

"What? Why're you looking at me like that?"

"Cause you're gorgeous Jake. I really like your body. You are getting so¦buff anymore. The workouts are really having a profound affect on your tone."

"Oh. Thanks babe. I feel like I am in the best health I have ever been in."

"It shows Jake. So¦what do you think of Tamaric and Korica?"

"I'm not quite sure what to think." Jake said as he retrieved his underwear and slipped them on. "I like seeing Korica so happy but the things she asked me about¦boys and sex and everything that is normal and whatnot has me a little worried. I hate to sound like a hypocrite but she is so young to be¦experimenting with all of that stuff. Like I told you earlier she had me show her how to french kiss and then asked how sexual interactions were supposed to go. I have a gut feeling her body is asking her to do things she isn't ready for."

Jake then made his way to the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth and Laurel got up and followed him and stood in the doorway and continued the conversation.

"I sense some pretty intense things going through her mind too. I was listening to her thoughts during the evening meal and she is really in love with him Jake. She is comparing a lot of what is happening between the two of them to what she gleaned from our minds during all of our connections with her. We might be the reason she is so interested in the sexual things. I sense she is very confused by the affect Tamaric has on her. He really turns her on and she wasn't expecting that. The problem is that I am really hesitant to tell her to put the brakes on in light of what she has been through. The fact that she is able to have a relatively normal and very healthy sexual appetite despite being sexually abused is a miracle. We know she can't get pregnant so that is one real big concern out of the way at her young age. I'm just concerned whether or not she is mentally mature enough to handle a sexual relationship."

Jake spit the toothpaste out of his mouth and then rinsed his mouth out with mouthwash and then stepped up to Laurel and gave her a peck and took her hand in his and led her toward the bed. The two sat down on the edge of the bed and Jake leaned back on his hands.

"I don't mind telling you that I really don't like the idea of Tamaric putting his hands all over Korica but I also sense that he has a tremendous amount of respect for her. In a strange way he looks up to her. Once anyone gets to know her at all you find that she is extremely smart and very¦sophisticated I guess is the right word. She just doesn't carry herself like a typical girl most of the time. I keep telling myself that maybe her behavior is normal for a girl her age from Draxima. We just don't know and neither does she for that matter. I know we are responsible for her current state of mind as well as her bodies advanced state of development and I feel really bad about that. We made her do things that she wasn't supposed to be capable of for years to come. The sharing of mind and body on the Angalon means she knows exactly what it feels like to be in an adult relationship. She was me for a time and she was also you for a time and I think she took a small part of us with her. I just pray that Tamaric will be¦gentle or whatever."

"So you don't think we should intervene either?"

Jake sighed heavy and looked at the tapestry hanging on the wall in front of them as he debated the subject.

"You know, she is really smart Laurel. I have to hope she knows exactly what she is doing. I don't want her to think we are being controlling or that we don't think she is capable of making her own decisions. Like you said, she isn't going to end up pregnant so¦no¦I think we should just let her make her own decisions as to how far to let things go. She wants a love like you and I have so badly babe and that includes the intense sexual attraction you and I have for each other. I love you first but I have a lot of lust in my heart for you and I guess she wants to experience that as well or she just can't stop that from happening. Something about Tamaric just gets her libido all fired up."

"Alright. I'll just leave it alone."

"You still need to explain to her what is going on with her blossoming womanhood though. She had some questions that I really couldn't answer for her. She needs a woman's perspective. I gave her the graphic details of what to expect but you need to tell her from a woman's point of view how to feel about what is happening to her body and exactly what it is that is happening to her body when she gets close to Tamaric."

"Ugh. I'm not really looking forward to that."

"How do you think I felt when she cornered me about the mechanics of how sex and kissing works? That was hands down the most uncomfortable conversation I have ever had with her. She is my little Korica, I didn't want to expose her to that stuff."

"You're a good man for doing that Jake. You taught her that sex is not dirty or wrong. That's the best thing you could have ever done for her in light of what was done to her."

"I guess we should kind of be flattered that she sees our relationship as a good model for what she wants in a relationship with a man."

"Except that if we had practiced abstinence she would think that is what she should want."

"I can't help but lust after you Laurel. Do you know how frustrated we would both be if we had resisted the urge to look at or touch each other?"

"I know Jake. I'm not real proud that I gave in to my urges but I am very glad that I did in the end. You are an amazing lover and a complete gentleman."

"I just hope Tamaric will be a gentleman with Korica. She was really sickened when I explained oral sex to her."

Laurel flopped on her back on the bed and laughed for a minute.

"I'm sorry Jake, I shouldn't laugh but I though it was absolutely disgusting until I tried it. I am so glad that you convinced me to give it a whirl. Maybe I should show her how it works."

"What! Laurel!" Jake looked at her with a shocked look on his face.

"Not on her silly. There are videos in the archive that can show her how it works and how men and women react to it."

"I'm not sure I want to know how you know that."

"I was a virgin Jake. I had no idea what was normal and how it worked. I had to find out somewhere since I knew where we were heading."

"Oh. You don't watch that stuff for entertainment?"

"No. I have you Jake. I don't need to watch strangers doing that to get enticed."

"Thanks babe. I hope I satisfy your needs."

"You are all I will ever need Jake. You are very tender and gentle with me and frankly you are very good at pleasing me. Very good at it." Laurel said shivering at the thought of him even touching her.

The two then climbed up onto the bed and slid under the covers and Laurel retrieved her data pad to do a little work while she waited to get tired and Jake turned on the large view screen at the front of the room and cued up an American football game from the archives and turned the volume very low and watched a game while Laurel laid right next to him close enough so she was touching his side while she worked.

While Jake was still heading down the corridor heading for his quarters Korica helped Tamaric to his quarters and when the door opened she stepped in with him and stepped over to the bed and turned him around facing out and sat down with him then she gently lifted his arm off of her shoulders and got up and went to his dresser and retrieved a change of clothes for him and carried them back to his bed and set them down next to him.

"How do you usually dress for sleep Tamaric?"

"Just in underwear and sometimes not even that. Do you have any idea how hot it is in Melbourne during the spring and summer? Sorry Korica, of course you don't. That was ignorant of me to even ask you that. It's pretty warm on the ship all the time right?"

"Twenty one and a half degrees centigrade at all times. You can make it cooler or warmer in your quarters if you want. Just ask the AI and it will adjust the temperature for you."

"I don't need to do that. I guess I'll just wear underwear¦unless you're going to be in here with me. I don't want to embarrass you or anything."

"I'm not embarrassed that easily Tamaric. I've seen you with nothing on at all."

"Yah, you kind of owe me a look see huh?"

"Tamaric! Behave."

"Sorry, geeze that was down right rude."

"I'll say. You want help getting dressed or just some privacy?"

"Um¦I think I can do it. Will you stay with me, just maybe turn around?"

Korica took a step away and turned knowing full well that he was probably feasting his eyes on her behind. She closed her eyes and listened to what was in his heart and she was right, she sensed him drinking in her backside and then a rush of confusion and then he fell calm as he slipped his towel out from under himself and stood up slowly while gritting his teeth into the pain and then he began getting dressed. She opened her eyes and grinned then walked to the restroom and stepped in after the door opened and retrieved his comb and then turned to step out just as he was clumsily trying to reach the waist band on his pants to pull them up without bending over. She stepped right up to him and set the comb on the edge of the bed and bent down and grasped his pants and pulled them up over his behind and hips. He then sat back down slowly looking like an old man with painful arthritis in his hips.

"Thanks. I hate being so dependant on you to do even the simple stuff."

"I like helping you Tamaric. I like feeling needed."

Korica then picked up his towel and briskly rubbed his hair for a few moments and then she smoothed it down with her hand and then she picked up the comb and Tamaric gently grasped her wrist.

"You really don't have to do all that Korica. It's my legs that don't work."

"I would like too though if you'll let me¦please?" She said in a soft voice that just melted his heart.

Tamaric let go of her wrist and gently tipped his head forward slightly and Korica stepped up between his knees and started combing his hair very gently and very tenderly following the comb with her hand. Tamaric felt anesthetized very quickly and the tickling her touch brought up in his tummy felt very relaxing and intoxicating making his eyes close as he lavished her gentle touch. He forced his eyes open and put his hands on her hips so he wouldn't fall forward onto his face and then closed his eyes and let her preen him very tenderly. Korica felt a warm wave run through her when he placed his hands on her hips and she closed her eyes too for just a moment as she let the rush run through her and then she went back to combing his hair very softly. She knew the affect Laurel had on her when she brushed her hair for much longer than was necessary so she kept combing his soft hair knowing she was practically putting him to sleep.

When she had his hair feathered back from the side looking very dashing she gently lifted his chin and kissed the tip of his nose making him wrinkle his face and smile. She then stepped back and looked at him and she just sighed and stared at him for a moment. Once the tingles wore off and she had her mind back she handed him his shirt and he slipped it over his head and tucked it in and then she combed his hair back the way she liked it then she stepped next to him and lifted his arm onto her shoulders and he stood up only putting a little of his weight on her and she helped him over to the bathroom so she could put his comb away and he could brush his teeth and then rinse his mouth out with mouthwash. When he was done he turned to her and she leaned in and gave him a peck on the lips and then smiled at him while smacking her lips.

"Very nice. I like fresh breath." Korica said smiling at him.

She then helped him out of the bathroom and stopped even with the main exit.

"I got to go to my quarters to brush my teeth. I haven't done that yet. You want to come with me or do you want to lay down?"

"I would rather come with you."

Korica smiled big and the two turned toward the door and took a step toward it and when it slid open the two stepped out and made the short walk next door to Korica's quarters. When the door slid open almost silently the two stepped in and Korica helped Tamaric over to the bed and sat him down and then lifted his arm off of her shoulders and then she stepped over to the bathroom and the door slid open and then she stepped in and the door shut behind her. While she was using the toilet and then washing her hands and brushing her teeth Tamaric looked around her quarters. The first thing he noticed was that her bed was wider and longer and her quarters were bigger by at least a third. He noticed the three cute stuffed animals on her bed and he picked up the Black Panther like animal and set it in his lap and looked it over and it seemed vaguely familiar but the ears and face were shaped a little different than he thought a black panther should look. He then looked around her quarters and noticed a very odd looking device sitting in the floor close to the wall next to the bed and the center porting was silently rotating very slowly seemingly doing nothing. He curled his lip wondering what the heck it was for.

He then looked over to her dresser, which had one more drawer than his had and he noticed a beautiful bouquet of flowers sitting in the middle of it in a vase and he could see two really neat looking space ship miniatures sitting on either side of the vase of flowers. He wished he could get up and go over and look at them closer. He then turned a little and saw a pair of really nice running shoes with a pink swoosh on the side of them and next to them was an opaque white box that looked like it contained another pair of shoes that also had pink on them though it was hard to tell through the box. He looked over by the door and he saw a picture of Korica with two other individuals that he assumed were her deceased parents. They had white hair just like her and the woman was extremely beautiful and the man was very handsome in a stern rugged way. Above that was a picture of Mark, Laurel, Jake, and Korica and Korica was wearing makeup and the most beautiful dress Tamaric had ever seen. It looked very formal and Korica looked particularly happy and absolutely gorgeous. Tamaric thought she looked like royalty with a military escort. Her hair was curled and pulled back over her ears with a beautiful silver and pink headband. Tamaric stared at the picture until Korica finally stepped out of the bathroom and Tamaric could tell she had brushed her hair while she was in there. It looked perfect and neat with a little bit of a feathering to the sides.

Tamaric pointed to the pictures with his mouth still half open. Korica looked at the pictures and smiled. Tamaric set the black cat back on the bed where it was before and looked at the picture again.

"That's my mother and father and that's my new mom and dad and Mark after the trial. That was taken the day I was officially adopted by Laurel and Jake."

"You're¦you're so gorgeous Korica. You look like a princess or something."

"I felt like a princess. I got my people accepted into the coalition of advanced races on that day."

"The what?"

"It means my entire species is considered one of the elder race and so are the people of Earth. I'll explain it all to you later. It's a long story and I'm not really sure how much I can tell you before you have a security clearance."

"Can I see the pictures up close?"

"Sure."

Korica stepped up to the pictures and pulled them off the wall and looked at the picture of her parents as she stepped over to the bed and had a seat next to Tamaric and handed him the picture frames. He set the picture of the command crew on top and lifted it so he could look closely at it. He was struck by how beautiful and official Laurel looked in her dress uniform with her hair styled and a tasteful touch of makeup on and with all of her awards of merit pinned to her chest. He also noticed how stately and frankly scary Mark looked in his Marine dress blues with a tremendous number of awards pinned to his chest. He then looked at how dashing Jake looked in his dress white uniform with his awards pinned on his chest. He wondered what Laurel and Jake could have possibly done at such a young age to earn so many awards. He then looked at Korica and he studied her bright smile and gorgeous dress. Her hair was stunning with the light curl to it as it was swept to one side being held back so her cute little ears could be seen and the perfectly colored makeup on her cheeks and eyes and lips, it just made her beauty almost shocking. Tamaric gently touched Korica in the picture then looked over at her.

"It's hard to believe that's you. I mean I can see it's you but you're just so¦I can't believe that's my Korica. You're absolutely jaw dropping Korica."

Korica blushed and grinned at him.

"Thank you Tamaric. I wanted to impress the council of a thousand souls. I had to speak for over nine billion people while standing in front of over a thousand people all while answering questions about a people I virtually don't know. I have spent my whole life in space with my parents and their crew."

Tamaric pulled the other picture out from under the picture of the command crew and set it on top and looked at it carefully.

"Your parents were very good looking. You look just like your mom¦except for your chin¦and your ears. How old were you in this picture?"

When Korica didn't answer Tamaric looked up at her and a tear was running down her cheek as she looked down at the picture.

"I'm sorry Korica. Is it painful to talk about it?"

"I miss them so much Tamaric. I would give anything to have them back. It just hurts that they're gone cause of me." Korica said in a shaky voice.

"Korica! Come on. That can't be true."

"We were attacked because of me. They wanted me because I am from Draxima and I'm pretty. If had been ugly or¦much older they never wouldn't have attacked us. I should have stayed on the ship like my mother asked me too. I just wanted to see the trading post." Korica said as she now had tears running down both cheeks.

"You poor thing. I just can't imagine losing your parents at your age. I take it for granted that my mom and dad will always be around. I just¦I don't know how I would go on if I lost 'em."

"It's not just that their gone. I had to listen as they were¦" Korica swallowed hard and sobbed once. "It left a big hole in my heart."

"I'm so sorry Korica." Tamaric put his hand on Korica's back and gently rubbed her back. "I wish there was something I could do to help take away your pain."

"You are Tamaric. When Laurel and Jake took me in and gave me love and a family and a career they helped to heal the hole in my heart. Now that I have you even more of that hole is being healed. Laurel and Jake gave me a home and love and now you have given me a life and¦hope for my future. You are my future Tamaric. It's all part of the unbelievable chain of events that had to come together in order for you and I to end up together. This is not the life I would have ever chosen or predicted for myself but this is just what life has given me. If the Future crew hadn't saved me when they did¦my life would be full of misery and pain probably forever. I was to be broken shortly after they rescued me. I would have been¦garted brutally and repeatedly over a three day period."

"Garted?"

"Oh, sorry that's Hiram. Um¦in English the word is raped. I was special ordered by a stranger that wanted a young girl from Draxima." Korica said wiping the tears from her cheeks.

"How horrific. Why would they want someone from Draxima?"

"We have¦special muscles inside that make intercourse particularly intense for a man¦it's intense for us too if it's with someone we love from what I understand."

"I didn't know you were different like that. Do you think that purring you do with your heart made you a target too?"

"I don't know. Probably."

"So you weren't actually¦you know assaulted?"

"Not¦they did things to me that hurt but they didn't¦can we please change the subject Tamaric. I don't want to talk about what they did. I don't even want to think about it."

"I'm sorry Korica. Of course."

Tamaric handed the pictures back to Korica and she sat for a moment looking at her parents and she managed a small smile at their beaming faces looking back at her. She took a deep breath and let it out and looked at Tamaric and he reached up and gently wiped the wet tears from under her eyes. Korica smiled lightly then got up and put the pictures back up on the wall by the door and made sure they were hanging straight then she stepped back over to the bed and sat right next to Tamaric and wiped the tears completely from her eyes and cheek and then reached over and took his hand in hers and smiled at him warmly. He felt the butterflies in his tummy at her touch making him grin and feel a quick adrenaline rush run through his heart. He broke his gaze into her bloodshot eyes and looked down at her calliope.

"Korica dear, what is that thing?" He said pointing to the gently spinning calliope.

"That's my foria transarpa or calliope. Mom, dad and Mark bought that for me the day the image over there was captured. I'll show you how it works. You'll love it."

Korica let go of his hand and stood up and stepped up to the calliope and gently dragged it into the middle of the floor and then squatted down beside it and touched a button on the side of it and it lit up and started pumping clouds of mist up toward the ceiling in slowly morphing colors. She touched another button four times and the mist being emitted changed to rolling clouds looking like billowing thunder heads that were glowing a brilliant yellow orange around the very edges of the clouds with the heart of the clouds full of rich blue and green colors slowly broiling within the clouds. Tamaric watched in amazement as the clouds reached the ceiling and began to spread out as Korica stepped back over to the bed and sat down next to him. The clouds then reached the walls and slowly roiled and rolled down the walls and onto the floor where they just evaporated away. The room soon filled with the beautiful light show as the clouds pillowed and rolled all throughout the room. Korica then got up again and stepped over to the calliope and touched another button and the hauntingly beautiful music began rolling out with the clouds that seemed to be moving slower and more fluid than real clouds despite their exact resemblance to clouds.

Korica moved back over next to Tamaric and sat down right next to him again with her leg pressed right up next to his and she took his hand in hers again and clasped her fingers through his and squeezed his hand firmly. The two sat and watched until the music filled the whole room and continued to roll out with the clouds and travel through the clouds in ripples of ever changing colors. Korica then leaned over while still holding Tamaric's hand and reached in front of him and slid the light control on the wall down slowly dimming the lights out completely. Tamaric took the opportunity to breath Korica's intoxicating sweet scent in as she leaned right in front of him. She grinned at hearing him breath in deeply as she leaned only inches from his face and then she leaned back over when the lights were out.

"Did you just¦smell me Tamaric?" She asked half grinning at him.

"Yah. You smell so nice Korica. It makes me¦dizzy¦and happy. I love your smell."

Tamaric then realized that he was describing the affect instead of just admitting it with a simple yes and he blushed slightly.

"You love how I smell? Do I smell clean? I just showered."

"Well, yah you do smell clean but it's more than that. You always smell¦sweet¦like fresh flowers of some kind."

Korica then thought to herself out loud.

"That must have been the smell on the Angalon. Like flowers. It was me." She said quietly.

"What about this Angalon? What is the Angalon?"

"It's a living ship that contains a copy Laurel and Jake and I as the mind behind the machine. We merged with each other and then the ship."

"What? You merged with each other and then the ship? What the heck does that mean?"

"It uh¦I'll have to explain it to you later. I shouldn't have said anything until you have a security clearance."

"But¦alright if you say so. This calliope is the most amazing thing I have ever seen. That music is¦relaxing and hypnotic."

"There is a setting on this thing that will produce an infrasonic tone that can't be heard but it can be sensed by the body and it will help you to feel relaxed and it will even help you to fall sleep. I leave it on all the time to create a relaxing and calming atmosphere in here. When you turn the lights and mist on it turns off the calming tones and I haven't read through all of the directions to figure out how to leave it on with the visual effects."

"Wow. The lights are beautiful."

"Kind of romantic huh."

"In that it's dark and I'm here holding hands with a drop dead gorgeous girl, yah it is."

Korica grinned big and leaned into Tamaric putting the side of her head on his shoulder.

"So what do you usually do at this time of day?"

"I study for an hour or so and then Laurel or Jake come in and read a story to me until I fall asleep."

"They read to you every night? That's so¦sweet. They must really love you like their own daughter Korica. You're so lucky to have them."

"I'm lucky to have them¦and you Tamaric. I'm sorry if I keep mentioning how blest I am to have you but I have dreamed about having a love like you can give me for so long."

"Don't apologize for appreciating my presence Korica. It's very flattering and I love hearing it. I think I'm the blest one here. You must be heaven sent Korica. Make no mistake about it, I am very grateful to god for bringing you to me to save my life¦probably in more ways than I am even aware of yet."

"Ooh. Aren't you sweet."

"You want to call your mom and dad to have your story time? I would like to sit in on your story if I can?"

Korica sat up straight and smiled.

"That would be really cool. I would like to have you here."

Korica then got up and let go of Tamaric's hand and stepped over to the calliope and turned the music off and it took a few seconds of her standing above the device until the music faded out of the billowing clouds and then she stepped up to the com panel and touched the AI hale button.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?" The AI's soothing voice said.

"Can you page mom and dad for me?"

"I would be glad to. Please stand by."

In Laurel and Jake's quarters they were winding down, Jake watching a five hundred seventy year old football game and Laurel working on her Human Draximan hybrid research project when the AI haled them.

"Laurel and Jake, Korica is calling for you from her quarters. She is waiting on the com system."

Jake looked over at Laurel for a moment and they both got a little concerned that Tamaric had done something wrong and then at the same instant they both relaxed as they could sense Korica from her quarters and she was actually very happy and a little excited for some reason. Jake slipped out from under the covers and walked up to the com panel and touched the slowly blinking green indicator that read 'Korica holding'.

"Hi sweetie. What's up?" Jake said.

"Hi dad. Can you or mom come read to us? Tamaric wants to sit in on our story time."

"You got it beautiful. One of us will be right there."

"Kay. Thank you dad."

"You're welcome honey."

Jake then touched the disconnect command and the channel closed and he stepped back over to the bed and looked at Laurel.

"You want me to go?" Jake asked.

"I don't care. I'll be glad to if you don't want too."

"No, I love spending time with Korica. I'll go."

Jake then quickly headed for the bureau at the front of the room to get some clothes on.

Over in Korica's quarters, as soon as the connection closed she smiled big and stepped over to Tamaric.

"I'm going to get in my night gear shirt. That's how I dress when I sleep. You going to be ok here for a few minutes?"

"Well yah. Where am I gunna go?"

"I don't know. I was just making sure you didn't need anything."

"No, I'm fine. You go get changed."

"Kay."

Korica turned and stepped up to her dresser and opened the drawer containing her night gear shirts and pulled one out and then closed the drawer and then stepped into the bathroom and the door closed behind her. Tamaric looked back at the bed and he wondered how this was going to work. Her bed was definitely wider than his so she wouldn't have to lie half on him so they could both fit on the bed but he didn't know how three would fit on the bed. Tamaric then just sat quietly after sliding his shoes off. A few moments later Korica emerged from the bathroom wearing her knee high night gear shirt and Tamaric could see through her shirt just enough to see that she had underwear on under the shirt and nothing else. Korica's hair also looked perfectly placed indicating to Tamaric that she had brushed her hair again in order to look her best. She placed her clothes on the floor in front of the dresser and before she even got to the bed a servo drone emerged from a slot in the wall and passed through the clouds and collected her clothes and then disappeared back into its slot with her clothes in its manipulator hand.

Korica walked over to the bed and climbed up onto her bed on all fours making her cute little rump wiggle irresistibly as she clambered across her bed and laid on her side by the wall. She then pulled the covers down and lifted her feet and then pocked them under the covers and slid herself down and then she plumped her pillow and then smoothed it out and laid down on her side and looked at Tamaric with an expectant look. When he didn't move she gently patted the bed right in front of her and he then he got it. He swung his feet up and painfully scooted over and laid his head back on her pillow and she put her hand over his hip and gently tugged on his hip signaling for him to scoot closer. He lifted his behind painfully and scooted over right next to her very warm body and then he let his weight down while still lying on top of the covers. Korica then smiled brightly and scooted down so she was even with him and laid her head right next to his on the pillow and rolled her weight onto his side making his tummy do a summersault and he couldn't help but put his hand on his stomach and fight the urge to giggle like a little girl. Korica looked over at his face and smiled coyly.

"You too? My tummy is all¦tickly." Korica said.

"Really?"

"Yah. You make my tummy tumble every time your body touches mine."

"I thought it was just me."

"Nope."

"Korica, I've been meaning to ask you something?"

"What's that?"

"How come your quarters are so much larger than mine?"

"Cause this was supposed to be the first duty officers quarters. Your quarters were supposed to be for a regular command crewman. An ensign or something like that."

"I see. I'm not complaining mind you. I like seeing you with larger quarters. I was just curious."

"You think these quarters are big? Wait till you see mom and dads. Their quarters are the size of three quarters combined and two bathrooms combined. They have two sinks in their bathroom and a gigantic display screen at the end of the room as well as a giant sized bed and two sitting chairs in the middle of the room. It's really cool."

Tamaric was just about to say something when the AI interrupted.

"Korica, Jake is haling you for entrance to your quarters."

"Please let him in."

"Understood."

The door slid open and Jake stepped in and looked around for a moment at the light show all over the walls and ceiling. He could see the outline of Korica's data pad on her dresser so he reached through the pillowing clouds and picked it up and then looked over at the bed. He saw Korica's bright smile as she laid right next to Tamaric who also looked very content with Korica leaning against him. It looked very familiar and frankly very sweet. He knew that feeling of lavishing the others body right next to yours. It was comforting and intimate. He stepped up to the bed and smiled at the two warmly.

"Evening you two. Are you comfortable?"

"Pretty much." Korica said.

"Well get comfortable. Go ahead and snuggle up to one another how you want. Don't be abashed about it."

Tamaric looked at Korica with a questioning look.

"It means don't be bashful. You really won't be¦upset or whatever dad?"

"No, of course not. You are a couple. You are free to behave like one around me. I know how the snuggle can fell good. Go ahead and get comfortable."

Korica grinned big and lifted Tamaric's left arm making him furrow his brow wondering what she was doing and then she scooted down slightly and climbed up on him more and laid her head half on his chest and half on his shoulder and he put his arm down on her back and gave her a small squeeze and then placed his hand on the side of her stomach and grinned at her. Korica then tugged upward on her night gear shirt to expose her leg and she drew her knee up on his leg and settled her weight on him and squirmed into him as he scooted over into her very warm body. When they were finally completely comfortable they had given up another couple of inches of the edge of the bed for Jake and the two were now drunk in each other's presence and touch. Korica brought up her arm and laid it on Tamaric's chest with her elbow on his stomach and she finally felt very loved and very comfortable. She began to purr with her heart very strongly as Jake looked down at her and just melted. She looked so happy and so comfortable with the man of her dreams in her arms. Jake couldn't help but love her adorable face and in a small way he loved Tamaric for making Korica so totally happy and content.

Jake slid his shoes off and looked at the cute couple again and couldn't help but think now that he saw them like this they actually looked really good together. He wondered if he looked that good with his gorgeous blue eyed bombshell snuggled up to his side. Jake turned and laid down next to Tamaric with one of his legs hanging down in the floor and then Jake put his left arm up over the heads of both of them and turned on the data pad and cued up Korica's story 'a flower in the wind' and began reading chapter 3 in English since Tamaric didn't understand Hiram.

Jake read all the way through the chapter and at the end of the chapter her turned off the data pad and looked over at the pair and both were still awake but they looked extremely comfortable and very relaxed. Somewhere near the middle of the chapter Jake had found a way to ignore Korica's intense purring so he could concentrate on his reading and now that he didn't have to tune it out he noticed that she was emitting very even intense warm waves every time her heart beat. She was feeling the love from Jake and Tamaric though most profoundly from her Tamaric as she snuggled his chest and side. The warm energy felt very sweet and beautiful and Jake hated to have to leave but he knew this was now Tamaric's fringe benefit of being the love of Korica's life.

Jake lifted his arm and sat up and then got to his feet and turned back facing the couple and slipped his feet into his shoes and then leaned down and kissed the side of Korica's head and she quickly put her arm around his neck and hugged him painfully tight and kissed his cheek then she relaxed her grip and sank back down next to Tamaric and Jake looked at Tamaric for a moment and then grinned at him and leaned down and Korica moved her head and Jake slid his hand around Tamaric's neck and put his head next to his and hugged him and Tamaric put his right arm around Jake and hugged him back particularly tight for a few moments and then Jake kissed the side of his head too as he lifted back up. Jake then looked at Korica and then back to Tamaric.

"I love you Korica." Jake said.

"I love you too dad."

"And I do love you too Tamaric. Welcome to the family son."

"Thank you Jake. You guys really have a nice family feeling here and I am very glad to be a part of it." Tamaric said smiling.

"Dad?"

"Yes Korica."

"Thank you for accepting us as a couple and for¦letting us get really comfortable. This feels so right and you make me feel like you think it is too."

"If this is what your heart desires and you make each other truly happy, then it is right honey. Don't you ever let anyone tell you anything different. Besides, you two really look good together."

"Really?" Korica said smiling sweetly.

"Yes. You make a beautiful couple honey."

"Thank you dad." Korica said sounding like she was going to cry.

"You two get some rest and I'll see you in the morning at breakfast, ok?"

"Ok. Good night dad." Korica said and this time she was definitely tearing up.

"Good night beautiful. I'll see you in the morning Tamaric."

"Good night Jake. Thank you for everything."

Jake winked at him and then made his exit after setting Korica's data pad on her dresser. Tamaric looked down at Korica once the door had shut and he could see that her eyes were watered up but she hadn't actually cried.

"Are you alright Korica?"

"Yah. Jake just¦touched my heart. I love hearing that we look good together with how good it feels to be with you and what he said means he truly approves of us. I love him so much Tamaric. He is a really good dad. He is going to be an outstanding father when he and Laurel have children of their own."

"He seems like a really good guy. You think he really loves me?"

"He wouldn't have said that if he didn't Tamaric. I felt the honesty of it in his heart. He really likes you for how you treat me and how you make me feel. He knows what's in my heart too."

"Hmm. So¦am I gunna sleep here tonight?"

"Will you? Please Tamaric?"

"I uh. I would love to. I just¦I'm gunna have to take some clothes off. You're gunna cook me if I don't."

"Kay."

Korica climbed up over him and slid her foot over into the floor then pulled herself across his body and then stood up and made her way over to the com panel. She touched the AI call button and glanced back over at Tamaric who had sat up and was taking his shirt off.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you please reduce the temperature in my quarters to nineteen and a half degrees centigrade?"

"I would be happy too. Is there anything else?"

"Yes. I think I am going to sleep very soundly tonight will you bring the lights up to wake me at zero five hundred please?"

"Understood. Is there anything else?"

"No. That's it."

"Understood. Good night Korica."

"Good night Future."

"Good night Tamaric." The AI said startling Tamaric.

"Good night Future." Tamaric replied.

The com panel then went dark and the air could be heard increasing in its velocity and the temperature in the room almost immediately began to feel cooler. Korica walked back over to the bed where Tamaric was lying on his back trying to work his pants down. Korica climbed up over him straddling his legs and she hooked her fingers in his waist band and began to help pull his pants off and she accidentally hooked the waistband of his underwear and those came down along with his pants. She didn't even notice until she had his pants to his knees. She blushed hard as she was now facing his very good looking male parts staring her right in the face.

"Korica!"

"Sorry¦I really didn't mean to do that."

Korica tried to unfurl his pants and separate his underwear from his bunched up pants when she stopped and looked him in the face.

"You could just sleep nude."

"Korica! Come on. Help me out here."

"I'm just saying. I've already seen it all¦more than once and in every state of¦you don't have to be embarrassed Tamaric. You are very good looking."

"You really don't care?"

"No. I'll try and keep my hands off of it."

"Korica, I've never been naked around a pretty girl before. I'm not embarrassed I'm just shy."

Korica went back to pulling all of his clothes off now. She got his pants and underwear down to his ankles and then sat to the side leaning back against the wall with one knee up and one down on the bed completely unaware that she was giving Tamaric a perfect look up her shirt. As she slid his pants off of his feet she sensed an odd feeling coming from him and she turned and looked at him and realized exactly where he was looking and she looked down and blushed a deep pink and dropped her knee, closing her legs with a slap as her knees met. She then leaned over and dropped his pants and underwear in the floor and then gracefully and carefully sat up on her knees and slid one foot down in the floor and then stood up. She then grabbed the edge of the blanket and pulled it up over him and as she passed his crotch she could see that he was starting to become engorged and she thought to herself that this was a really bad idea. She had gotten herself into a nervous predicament that she wasn't sure she was ready for.

She stood looking at him for a moment and then a resolve washed over her and she leaned down and gave him a peck on the lips and then stood up straight. She took a deep breath and reached up under her shirt and hooked the waist band of her underwear with her fingers and slid them down to her ankles and then stepped out of them and then squatted down and picked up his pants, shirt and underwear and her underwear and walked over to her dresser and set them in the floor and then walked back to the edge of the bed and looked at Tamaric's shocked face.

"Korica what are you doin?"

"You're right. I owe you Tamaric. I love you. I owe this much."

Korica reached down and grabbed the bottom edge of her shirt and began to slowly lift her shirt and Tamaric's eyes got big and he reached over and took a hold of her wrist and stopped her and shook his head no.

"Korica, I was being a pig when I said that darlin. You don't owe me anything and especially not your dignity. You're taking care of me love. I'm the one that owes you everything."

"Please Tamaric. I want to do this. I want to give you a look. I'm not saying I want¦you know¦sex or anything. I just want to give you a look. Have you ever seen a naked girl?"

"No."

"I would like to be your first."

"Korica, I'm absolutely flattered that you would offer me a look at your gorgeous body but search your heart. Is this really what you want to do? I somehow doubt it."

Korica searched her feelings deeply looking away from his face for few moments as she let go of her shirt and he let go of her wrist. She was sure that this was what she wanted but there were some very conflicted and confusing emotions running through her. The thought of Tamaric looking on her was enticing and exciting but the there was a fear that he wouldn't like her shape and it was scary to think of a look of disgust or shock on his face. She knew that she looked totally different from Laurel and she was absolutely gorgeous, but she also knew what the Human form looked like aside from Laurel. Her med tech training included detailed knowledge of the female Human anatomy and she was sure from all the naked girls she shared her incarceration with that most girls looked just like her even if they weren't Human or Draximan. She was also afraid he would see her hairless form, thanks to her recent trip into the stasis chamber requiring its removal, and think she was just a child and not interesting or enticing at all, but she also knew he was just as hairless and he was still gorgeous and very enticing to look at. She then felt the wave of resolve wash over her again as she realized she would be even more humiliated if she went through the motions like this only to be rebuffed at the last moment. She took a breath and let it out slowly and got up the nerve to continue. She looked up into his handsome face with those dreamy blue eyes of his and she grinned slightly at the feeling looking at him brought up in her.

"I'm sure this is what I want to do Tamaric. I feel it in my heart."

"Ok, I'll tell you what, why don't we sleep on it. If you still feel the same way in the morning I would love to have a peek at you?"

"But I¦ok." Korica said sheepishly as she looked down at her feet.

Korica felt ashamed of herself for being so blatantly forward. It dawned on her that she had only actually known Tamaric for a day and she was ready to show her entire body to him. She loved him deeply but he had only just met her this morning. She was disappointed in herself as well. She felt like Tamaric was the mature grown up among the two and she was just a little girl experimenting with show me yours and I'll show you mine. She felt like crawling in a hole and hiding. She was embarrassed and humiliated like never before. She looked over by her dresser, as she was tempted to go retrieve her under wear and put them back on but the servo drones had already retrieved them and so Tamaric's pants, shirt and underwear and her underwear were gone. She glanced at her dresser knowing she had several pair in the top drawer and it would be easy enough to go fetch a clean pair but her feet just wouldn't move.

Tamaric saw the bright pink color in her cheeks and the distressed look on her face and he reached out and gently took her finger tips in his hand startling her out of her gaze at her dresser. She looked at him with an almost sad look on her face. Tamaric felt horrible and he was starting to think he should have just let her flash him and get it over with. He couldn't believe he just turned away an opportunity to see a pretty girl like Korica nude. He was very curious what she looked like and he really wanted to see a girl for the first time but he had a nagging feeling in his gut that she was compromising her dignity just because of what he said earlier without thinking about what he was saying and in his eyes it was rude and self indulgent and disrespectful.

"I¦I love you Korica. Will come lay with me? It's getting a little chilly in here. I need your incubator like heat to keep me warm."

"Sure. You want me to turn the calliope off so you won't accidentally see me?"

"Korica! Stop it darlin. Come here you please."

Tamaric gently tugged on her fingers and she stepped up closer to the bed and lifted her shirt from behind her so her hips could swing over him and she swung her right leg up over him and slid up on top of him straddling his pelvis and he put his hands up on her sides and stopped her from sliding all the way over and she settled her weight down on him and drew her knees up to his sides so she could lift herself slightly. She wouldn't look him in the face and she still had blushed cheeks and a sad look on her face. Tamaric now felt really bad. He hadn't counted on her feeling so rejected by his request for her to wait to make sure she was comfortable exposing herself to him in such an overt manner. Tamaric put his hand up on her chin and tried to move her head so she would look at him but she resisted and wouldn't look at his face.

"Korica, please don't be like that. You're beautiful darlin and I would love to get an eyeful of you but I want to make sure you really know what's in your heart."

Korica gently pushed his hand away from her face and she leaned forward and laid down on him and put her head sideways on his chest looking out into the dancing lights. Tamaric put his arms up on her back and squeezed her lightly and she slid her arms up his sides and hooked her hands flat under his shoulders and shook herself flat on him moving her knees to the side so her entire body was lying completely on him. Tamaric closed his eyes and lavished her very warm body pressing heavy on him making his cold chill go away and her hands gripping the back of his shoulders firmly made him feel the hot rush of dopamine run through his brain making it hard to think for a few moments. Just as his head cleared some he became aware of her breathing pressing into him and then relaxing as she exhaled and it sent another wave through his mind and his whole body felt like it was buzzing and tingling. He tried to focus through the gentle waves of ecstasy that she was eliciting in him from head to toe. He tried to ignore her pelvis pressing onto his very heavily knowing there was only a thin layer of blankets separating their bodies.

He began softly rubbing her back in slow gentle circles as he wanted to give her time to recover her usual bubbly mood. He found her very muscular back very sensual and soothing under his hands and so he just kept gently rubbing her back without saying a word and after a minute or two he could feel her purring stronger and stronger with her heart and he knew she must be feeling his love. When he felt her purring was at its highest he stopped rubbing her back and hugged her tightly and she squeezed him back from behind his shoulders and dug her elbows into his sides and it made him smile. She felt so warm and so good lying on him and he loved feeling her purring from right next to his chest. It made his heart match her heartbeat and it left a warm tingle in his pectoral muscles as her energy sank into his flesh and struck his heart in warm pulsing waves that echoed right through him to his back.

She finally pulled her hands out from under him and sat up and finally looked into his face and settled all of her weight on his hips and he had to fight the moan it welled up in him. Her body heat sank right through the blankets and he could make out every inch of her pressing down on him. He just didn't have the heart to tell her how much it hurt to have her full body weight pressing down on his aching hips.

"You ok now Korica?" He said straining to keep his voice strong through the pain.

"Yah, I can tell you love me. You just¦you're a gentleman like mom and dad hoped you would be. I guess I wasn't expecting that and I kind of got carried away. I thought all boys would want to¦see a naked girl and put their hands on 'em."

"Trust me, we do. I'm not going to fulfill my dirty needs to see a beautiful girl at the expense of your dignity. I think you'll feel better with a little mystery between us. You've seen me and I don't care. I'm just a guy. I don't want you to ever think I'm taking advantage of you or whatever."

"Can I still¦if I still feel like I want to in the morning¦?"

"Then I would love to look at you Korica."

"Kay."

Korica then looked into his eyes and slowly sank forward until her lips met his. She pressed into him for a few moments then drew her lips off of his leaving them both with butterflies in their stomachs and blurry vision caused by the intense rush of dopamine running through their brains. When Tamaric could see straight and think again he grinned at her and felt great relief at having her weight lifted off of his painfully sore hips.

"I'll never get tired of that." Tamaric said grinning at her. "You make my head all swimmy every time you kiss me."

Korica smiled at him and then lifted herself up and pulled her other knee next to him and pulled the blankets down and turned on her back and lifted her feet up to her rump and then pocked them under the covers and then turned on her side and lifted herself and straightened out her night shirt then she scooted down and curled up to Tamaric's side. He turned himself toward her slightly and then she met his body with hers and rubbed his arm out of the way with her head and so he lifted his arm and she pulled herself right up on his body and laid her head on his shoulder and chest and then drew her knee up over his leg and then let her weight settle down on him and she hooked her arm around his midsection and squeezed him to her and then he put his arm down her back and his hand ended up right on her bare cheek as her shirt had ridden up as she scooted down. Korica gave a little squeak at his cold hand on her warm cheek.

"Sorry Korica." Tamaric said as he lifted his hand.

"It's ok, you just surprised me."

Tamaric moved his hand to her side and the two drifted off to sleep within minutes.

In the morning at precisely 05:00 the lights came up in Korica's quarters and the two kept sleeping so the AI called out to Korica who was on her side facing the back wall with Tamaric holding on to her curled up right behind her also on his side.

"Korica?" The AI called out.

Korica stirred but didn't wake fully.

"Korica, please respond." The AI said louder.

This time Korica's eyes popped open and she rolled back against Tamaric who rolled slightly and let her lean her full bodyweight onto him.

"Yes Future. I'm here."

"Good morning Korica. Good morning Tamaric. You said you wanted the lights to be raised at zero five hundred."

"Good morning Future. Thank you." Korica said.

"Good morning Future." Tamaric said in a sleepy voice.

Korica curled her arm back and around Tamaric's head and pulled him toward her and smiled.

"How'd you sleep?" Korica asked.

"Really soundly. What about you?"

"I slept like a rock. I didn't realize how much having a snuggle buddy would help me sleep. I felt very safe and very¦loved."

Korica moved her arm back in front of her and closed her eyes and turned over slightly and pulled the covers back up on herself up to her neck and rubbed her rump into Tamaric. Her eyes then popped open as she remembered that he was completely nude and she practically was too. She pulled her hips in drawing her backside away from him and then she remembered how she had behaved the night before and she felt a wave of embarrassment and humiliation wash over her. She was acting like someone else altogether. Laurel had told her to be ladylike and what she was doing last night was shameful and she knew Laurel would be disappointed in her if she found out. She remembered Tamaric being a complete gentleman despite having a naked girl right in front of him and practically on him all night. He never touched her anywhere she regretted. She didn't know how to look at him she was so embarrassed. She felt a warm kiss on the back of her neck and she turttled into her shoulders and giggled. Chills ran up her spine and down her arms and she clinched up until the chills subsided and then she rolled onto her back and put her arms up and stretched, pointing her toes and yawning at the same time. She then brought her arms down on the top of the covers and looked at the underside of the overhang that covered half of the bed where it was built into the bulkhead.

Tamaric then stretched the same way pointing his toes and making a moaning stretch sound and then he laid his arms on the top of the covers and turned his head and looked at Korica's beautiful face and he grinned. She was so lovely to look at and so sweet. Her looks matched her personality perfectly. Korica could hear his feelings and she knew he was admiring her looks. She gave it a moment then turned her head and looked at him and she melted. He was so handsome and he was hers. She grinned first then she smiled at him.

"You got such pretty teeth Korica. You should smile like that more often."

Korica shivered at his accent saying her name.

"You¦" Korica shivered again.

"Are you cold?"

"No. You did that. Say my name again, please?"

"Korica." Tamaric said slowly.

Korica got another chill and shivered and giggled at the feeling in her tummy and she squirmed slightly.

"You got the sexiest accent Tamaric. I just love how you say my name."

"Thank you Korica. I like your accent too. It's delicate and¦cute. What does your native language sound like?"

Korica grinned at him and thought about it for a moment then she spoke to him in Hiram.

"I love you and I always will. You will be my mate for the rest of time." Korica said in Hiram.

"Whoa! Sounds like¦French almost. Your language is beautiful Korica. I can see why your accent is kind of¦curling and rounded like."

"Hmm. Mom and dad always said I had a sweet little accent but I can't hear it in myself. I just talk the way I talk."

"It's very, very subtle, but it's definitely there."

"Hay, about last night Tamaric."

"You don't have to say a word darlin."

"I feel like I do. I'm sorry I was being so¦perverted. These hormones are really screwin with my head. I keep doing and saying things that just¦well they just aren't me. I'm sorry if I was teasing you or driving you nuts or whatever."

"It's perfectly fine Korica. I knew you would feel different in the morning."

"That's just it, I don't. I still want to show you¦kind of. That doesn't mean it's right or that I should though. Thank you so much for being mature while I was acting out."

"I have a lot of respect for you Korica. You are an amazing girl and I don't want to hurt your feelings but I certainly don't want to get squashed like a bug by Mark either. I promised I would behave in a way that treated you with dignity."

Korica giggled.

"Thank you Tamaric. You're a good man. I'm very lucky to have you. Are you hungry?"

"A little maybe. Why, are you hungry?"

"I'm starving."

"Your high body temperature means you have to eat more huh?"

"It's called an accelerated metabolic rate. Yes. It takes more energy to create as much heat as my body does all the time."

"Well let's go get you some breakfast darlin."

"Tamaric, why do you use that word all the time?"

"What word?"

"You keep calling me darlin."

"Sorry, I didn't know it bugged you. My dad uses that word for my mom all the time and now I say it all the time and I don't even realize it."

"It doesn't bug me. I was just curious."

"You wan me to try not to say that?"

"Nope. I just wanted to know where it came from."

"My dad."

"You can call me anything you want Tamaric as long as it isn't mean."

"I'm never gunna call you something mean Korica. That just isn't me."

"I'm making you nervous huh?"

"A little. I'm not real crazy about havin the way I talk picked apart."

"I wasn't¦I'm sorry I made you feel that way. I love the way you talk Tamaric. I can tell when you get nervous; more of your accent comes out just like Mark said. I think it's cute."

"Let's go get you fed Korica."

"Kay."

Korica rolled a little more onto Tamaric and kissed his cheek. She then turned toward the wall and adjusted her shirt so it was covering her completely and then she pulled he knees up and turned onto her stomach and drew her knees up and sat up almost bonking her head on the overhang her bunk was built into.

"We got to get you some clothes don't we?"

"Yah, I certainly can't walk around like this."

"I wouldn't mind."

"Korica! Geeze darlin."

"Sorry." Korica put her hands up to her face as she realized she was doing it again.

"Don't be sorry. Do I make you feel that dirty?"

"No¦yah¦I don't know. I get all¦goofy and I say stuff without thinking about how it's going to sound or if I should keep it to myself when I'm around you." Korica said as she pulled her hands down from her blushed cheeks.

"You are so pretty when your cheeks turn pink like that."

Korica quickly climbed over Tamaric and turned to go to her dresser when she noticed a clean set of clothes for Tamaric sitting at the foot of the bed. The AI had anticipated their needs and had a set of clothes delivered in the middle of the night. Korica looked at them for a second then went and retrieved a ships uniform and a pair of socks and underwear for herself from her dresser and came back to the bed and set them next to Tamaric's clothes.

"We got you a change of clothes right here Tamaric. The computer knew you were staying here last night so apparently brought a change of clothes from your quarters over here."

"That's amazing that the ship knows what we are doing and what we are going to need without us havin to ask."

"You want me to go into the bathroom to change?" Korica asked.

"No. You can just turn away if you want. This is your quarters Korica. You do whatever makes you comfortable."

"Kay."

Korica picked up her shirt and unfurled it and then turned away and laid it on the bed and then pulled her night gear shirt up over her head and dropped it in the floor. Tamaric sat up on his elbows and looked at her magnificent body from behind. He didn't realize until now just how robust her back and shoulders were. She looked like an athlete from behind and her butt was perfectly round and very muscular, like a runner. Tamaric couldn't help but stare at her perfectly toned body and silky smooth skin as she leaned over and picked up her shirt and slid it over her arms and then fed it down her arms and

then she leaned forward to poke her head into the bottom of her shirt. He watched with his mouth half open until she stood up straight and pulled her shirt down over her torso and tugged it down into place. She then leaned over and picked up her underwear and found the front and she was about to step into them when she froze and looked forward for a moment as she tuned into Tamaric's feelings and she suddenly realized that he was extremely aroused and he was drinking in her form. She was tempted to turn around and give him a real good look and maybe even step toward him when she realized it was hormones making her feel like doing strange and uncharacteristic things for her.

She shook the feeling off and stepped into her underwear and pulled them up to her waist then slid her fingers around the seam around her crotch and then she leaned over and grabbed her pants and slid them on one leg first and furled them up over her foot and ankle then she bent down and put her other foot in and furled the material up over her foot and ankle then she stood up straight and pulled them up over waist and her shirt. She then tugged a bit of her shirt out and finally turned around to Tamaric's stunned face.

"What?" Korica asked grinning.

"You are absolutely stunning Korica. I didn't realize you were so¦muscular. I could see all the muscles rippling in your back and your¦your behind. You're incredible looking. No wonder you can carry my weight with out straining."

"I told you I work out twice a day. I've also got the pulmonary development of a sixteen or seventeen year old athlete. My body adapted to the stresses of making the chair work practically overnight. That's why some of the rest of me is overdeveloped for my age. I had¦adult level growth hormones running through my body for a couple of days.

"How¦. do all your people develop like that?"

"No. We develop just like any ordinary Human would until our bodies are put under tremendous stress, then our bodies go through rapid growth to make us stronger and more able to handle the stress without it killing us. The chair was so hard on my body that my heart stopped for almost a half a minute. That's what triggered the accelerated growth and expanded cardiopulmonary organs. Every time I sit in the chair I get just a little stronger. The exercising twice a day makes me even stronger too. The AI says pound for pound I am stronger than Jake and Laurel and almost as strong as Mark¦pound for pound."

"Incredible! And yet you have a delicate female shape too. You have beautiful curves. I got to be the luckiest son of goanna alive."

"Thank you Tamaric. Whatever a goanna is."

"Oh, it's uh¦a reptile. Good eatin if it's cooked right."

"A reptile? Yuck!"

Korica grabbed Tamaric's underwear and handed them to him.

"Do you need a hand putting these on?"

"No, I think I can get it." Tamaric said grinning and raising one eyebrow making Korica blush.

Tamaric put his underwear under the covers and lifted his knees and hooked them around his feet then pocked his feet into them as he pulled them up and then he lifted his hips and pulled them up to his waist. Korica then handed him his shirt and he sat up and fed his arms into the sleeves and then pulled it over his head and pulled it down to his waist. Korica then put out her hand and he pushed the covers down and swung his feet out and put them down in the floor trying to hide his very swollen member by bending over slightly but Korica noticed it readily. She gazed at it for a few moments making Tamaric a little embarrassed and she felt the wave of embarrassment in his heart and she forced herself to look away. She then handed him his pants and he bent over and hooked them over his feet and furled the material up over his feet and ankles and then as he stood up he pulled them up to his waist and over the end of his shirt. Korica pulled her head back in amazement. He stood up like it was nothing.

"What?" Tamaric asked noticing her reaction.

"Tamaric, you just stood up like it was no big deal. Yesterday that was torture for you."

"You're right! That didn't hurt at all. I guess the therapy workouts are helping."

"It shouldn't have made any real significant difference in fifteen hours."

"Whatever it is I'll take it."

"Have a seat. I want to put your socks and shoes on you."

"I can do that darlin."

"I know. I want to do it for you though¦please?"

Tamaric sat back down and Korica grabbed his shoes and socks and sat on her behind in the floor right at his feet and slipped his socks on then she slipped his shoes on his feet and looked up at his smiling face and he put his hand out and she took his hand and pulled on him and yanked herself to her feet. She then took a step back and waited to see if he could stand without any pain. Tamaric kept a hold of her hand but didn't pull on her at all and he stood right up without much effort and absolutely no pain. He then tried to take a step toward her and he winced at the pain shooting through his calves and legs as well as his hips.

"Ok, so rotational strength is returning faster than dynamic strength. Just don't¦don't overdo it Tamaric. Please use me as a crutch until the muscles are strong enough ok?"

"Ok."

Tamaric sat back down and sighed. Korica then picked up her socks and sat on the bed next to him and brought her foot up above her knee and held it there while she slid her sock on and then she did the same with her other foot.

"That looked painful Korica. How the heck can you pull your foot up that high?"

"I don't know. I guess I'm just real flexible or something."

Korica then got up and stepped over to her shoes and slipped her feet into them and wiggled her feet down into them realizing they were almost to small anymore. She was growing again and that meant her baby-sized feet were growing too. She grimaced in disgust, as she always liked her petite sized feet and she knew they were going away. Korica then turned around and stepped over to Tamaric and he stood up without pain or issue and then she lifted his arm and stepped into him and smiled at him as her tummy did a summersault at his close contact to her body. She walked him over to the bathroom and side stepped in with him until he was even with the sink. She slid open the cabinet opposite to the sink and sure enough there was a new toothbrush for him. She picked it up and handed him the toothbrush then picked up her hairbrush and stepped past him rubbing tightly against him as she squished past him making him swallow hard as she was very warm and soft against his behind as she slid by him and then she made her way to her dresser and brushed out her hair while looking at herself in the mirror on top of the dresser. When she had her hair looking neat and presentable she stepped back in and helped Tamaric out of the bathroom and she guided him to the dresser and left him standing there while she went into the bathroom and brushed her teeth and rinsed her mouth out with the mouthwash in the cabinet opposite to the sink. She then put his toothbrush back in the stand in the cabinet along with hers and put the mouthwash away and then she stepped out and she stepped up behind Tamaric and picked up the hairbrush and brushed his hair out with it. When his hair was lying neatly she set the hairbrush down on the dresser and then wrapped her arms around him and pulled herself up tight to his back and laid the side of her face against the back of his shoulder and closed her eyes for a few moments while holding him tightly. He put one hand down on hers that were locked together in front of his lower chest.

"What's all this for?"

"Cause I love you Tamaric. I am so glad you are in my life now. You are kind, sweet, thoughtful, respectful, handsome¦and mine."

"That's so sweet Korica. I'm definitely yours. For as long as you'll have me, I'm yours."

Korica relaxed her grip and put her hands on Tamaric's hips and gently turned him facing her.

"Are you kidding? I want you at my side forever Tamaric."

"Well I certainly don't ever plan on going anywhere darlin. You are an amazing girl and I intend to get to know you better and I'm never gunna leave your side Korica."

"Good. We are in agreement that this is forever."

"Yes mam. This is that once in a lifetime kind of love and I'm never walkin away from it."

"I'm making you nervous again aren't I?"

"Maybe a little. I met you yesterday and I am drunk in love with you. It's a little nerve racking."

"Am I coming on a little strong?"

"That's alright darlin. You know what you want and your goin for it with both feet. I admire that even if it's a little scary."

Korica grinned at him for a moment.

"You're right, you are what I want¦in every way possible and I don't care how that sounds or what anyone thinks. I want to be with you and I want to be a part of you and I want you to be a part of me."

"Korica¦you have me gorgeous. You don't have to give all of yourself to me to insure that you have me."

"I know I don't. I want to though."

"Wow! Ok darlin. If you say so. I would have to be a damn fool to turn you away a second time. You know what's in your heart better than I do."

Korica then stepped into him and wrapped her arms around him and locked her hands behind him and gently pulled him in tightly so she was flat against him. She then leaned in and pressed her lips to his for moment then unlocked her hands and put one up behind his head and gently held his head still while she turned her head and pulled his lower lip into her mouth and caressed his lip with the tip of her tongue. He returned the gesture puling her upper lip between his lips and he stroked her lip with the tip of his tongue. The two then pulled back gently stretching the others lip as they did so then they gave one last peck and opened their eyes. Both were dizzy and their loins and stomachs were warm and tingling. Korica then gently pulled away from him and stepped over to her bed and made the bed and straightened out the covers and placed her stuffed animals by her pillow and then she disengaged her calliope and gently dragged it over by the wall near the head of her bunk. She then picked Tamaric's socks up out of the floor from the night before that fell out of the covers when the two got up and set them in front of the servo drone slot beside her dresser and within seconds a servo drone popped out and collected them and then disappeared back into its slot in the wall. Korica then looked around one last time and when she was satisfied with everything she stepped up to Tamaric and looked into his eyes and leaned in and pressed her lips to his again and held them there while her heart raced and her head buzzed. Tamaric felt his cock twitch as she pressed herself against him and then the soft moist sensation of her delicate lips pressed to his made his head spin and his stomach tingle. Korica then gently pulled back and concluded the kiss with a quick peck and the two opened their eyes and looked at each other.

Korica smiled at him brightly once her vision cleared and she then lifted his arm and put it over her shoulder and turned and stepped up under his weight and she helped him take two steps to the door and when it slid opened they stepped out and made their way toward the mess hall. Korica pulled Tamaric's arm off of her shoulder and made him walk on his own while she held his arm tightly incase his legs collapsed but he was walking much better than the previous day. She was amazed at how much strength he had gained since his first steps the day before. He was definitely healing faster and gaining muscle strength faster than normal.

When the two arrived at the mess hall Mark was sitting drinking a cup of tea reading from a data pad and he immediately lit up and stood up and Korica shook her head no.

"He's got to do this on his own Mark." Korica said.

She then let go of him and he stood up straight and walked to the table slowly but very erect and confidently without shaking or stumbling in the slightest. He then sat down and slid in and Korica stepped up to Mark and squeezed him tightly and he squeezed her back and rocked her gently.

"Hi little one. I was starting to think you weren't coming for our early tea."

"I wouldn't stand you up Mark." Korica said without letting go of him.

Mark stroked the side of her head and he suddenly became aware of how hard she was purring as everyone was now calling it. It felt warm and intoxicating to him. He loved this girl so much and he was sure she could feel it because he could feel her radiating it back. She finally relaxed her grip and he leaned down and gave her a peck and she then went and sat down next to Tamaric and scooted right up next to him so she was pressed against his side and then she wrapped her arms around his arm and leaned into him. Mark was a little shocked but said nothing and even offered a grin as he sat down.

"So Tamaric¦it looks like the strength is returning to your legs?"

"Yes sir¦Mark. I'm a little surprised myself at how strong I feel today."

"Youth has its advantages. The young tend to heal a lot faster than us older folk do."

"You don't look all that old Mark."

"It's not the age son, it's the mileage that kills." Tamaric and Korica chuckled a couple times.

Just then a servo drone showed up with two menus and Korica took them form the servo drone and set one on the table and opened the other and turned it on and looked over the menu.

"Have you eaten Mark?" Korica asked.

"Nope. I was waiting for you so you didn't have to eat alone."

Korica looked up at Tamaric with dreamy eyes.

"I'm never going to have to be alone again."

Mark could see the serious intent in her eyes and while he didn't like it he knew it was none of his business to say anything and the cap had told him in no uncertain terms that when this happened he was not to interfere as long as Tamaric was treating her right and so far that seemed to be the case so he didn't react or say a word. He simply picked up the other menu and opened it. Korica then looked at Mark.

"Should we wait for Jake and Laurel like we always do?"

"No. They already ate and left the ship to go meet with Asaria about some hush, hush business. They told me to tell you two to eat and exercise without them. They will be back later on and then they will workout together."

"Ooh. I like us all eating and working out together."

"Sorry Korica. Ships business comes first."

"I know. Laurel is really dedicated to being the best captain she can possibly be."

"That's right. She is really dedicated to you too Korica."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"I uh¦nothing. Just that she really loves you little one."

"I sense something else mark. What are you up to? You don't usually hide stuff from me but I detect¦something buried in there. You got some really complex feelings Mark. You aren't easy to read."

"Are you screwin around in my head? I told you that is a really, really bad idea. I got some truly ugly shi¦stuff up there that I don't want you seeing or hearing or whatever it is you do."

"No Mark. I'm listening to your feelings. I promised I would never ever listen to your thoughts and I do as I'm told."

"Oh, ok."

"You still didn't answer my question. What are you up to?"

"You're really intuitive little one but I aint talking. You can pull my nose hairs and I still aint talking. Just eat and get some exercise and you'll find out later."

"It's a surprise?" Korica asked after she stopped giggling.

"Something like that¦Hay! I said I wasn't talking and you got me talking. You quit using that adorable little face of yours to coerce answers out of me."

Korica smiled and giggled and then leaned back into Tamaric who was also laughing. He was shocked that this gigantic Marine was such a softy when Korica poured on the charm. She was irresistible and cute but he had no idea that she could melt such a big tough guy like Mark with such ease. Tamaric was starting to realize he had no chance of resisting anything she wanted if she put her heart and charms to it. She was just to cute and to sweet to resist giving her whatever she wanted just to see her infectious smile.

"Is it something for all of us?"

"Korica, please just get some chow in you and quit pressing ok? The captain said not to say a thing except that she is gone."

"Ok."

Korica turned back to the menu and made her selection, as did Tamaric and then Korica handed the menu to the servo drone and then got up and got a cup of tea for her and Tamaric. Mark decided to let Tamaric in on a little bit of the secret while she was out of earshot.

"Tamaric, can you keep a secret from Korica?" Mark whispered.

"I think so. She says she can't hear my thoughts yet. She can only hear my feelings."

"Look you got to keep this from her for a little bit but I want you in on it. Today is Korica's birthday. I don't think she even knows it. The computer has precisely measured her age from that thing on her wrist just like the one you are wearing. She is eleven today and the cap and xo are out getting her a birthday present and a cake. The AI is also planning something for her so you got to keep her away from your quarters and hers and away from the mess hall. After you workout, tell her you want to go to the cap and xo's quarters to change. I'll have your clothes taken there. Keep her in there until we come get you ok?"

"That's so sweet that you guys would think of her like that. How¦what am I going to tell her to keep her in there?"

"I don't care. Don't you get dirty with her but think of something. Ask her¦to show you around the room. Ask about the giant view screen in there or something. Just keep her busy."

"Yes sir. I'll think of something."

"Good man."

Korica then stepped up to the table and set Tamaric's cup in front of him and then stepped around the table and set her cup down and slid in next to him and pushed her body right up next to his again. She then took a sip while looking at Mark and then set her cup down gently.

"Were you guys talking about me again?"

"Not exactly sweetheart. I was making sure Tamaric here was being a gentleman with you. I saw on the security review that he never left your quarters last night."

"He was a complete gentleman Mark. He had every opportunity to¦be a pig and he never did anything disrespectful. He just held me."

"That's¦I know it's none of my business but I love you little one. I just got to make sure you are being treated right."

"I promised all of you that I would treat her with dignity and respect Mark. I will honor my promise." Tamaric said confidently.

"Good enough for me. I can see how¦happy Korica is right now so I know that you didn't hurt her feelings or trespass on her space. You just keep it up."

"I will."

Korica didn't try reading any feelings any deeper than what was at the surface and she sensed that Tamaric was being forthright about his intentions to respect her. She had already seen from his actions that he had a tremendous amount of respect for her and he looked up to her in a very profound way even though technically he was older than her. Korica thought about trying to root out Marks very complex emotions and feelings but she decided it was best to leave whatever was going on as a surprise.

The meals arrived five minutes later and the three set in to eating their breakfast. Korica got up once to refill everyone's tea and Tamaric took the opportunity to tell Mark what he was thinking.

"Mark, after the workout tell Korica you want to go into the showers with me first so you can help me so I don't fall down or whatever and that you want her to wait right at the door so she can help me the minute I am done. Tell her she has to stay right by the door. I will tell her you said it was ok to use the captain's quarters to change in since they are gone and the room is much bigger and our clothes are already there."

"You little schemer, that's perfect." Mark whispered back.

The two then went back to their meals and forgot about the plan so it wouldn't be detectable in their feelings. Korica came back with Mark and Tamaric's tea then went back and got hers and set it down and scooted over next to Tamaric again and laid her head against his shoulder for a moment then she went back to eating. When the meals were consumed the three sat back and finished their tea and then Korica got up and stepped up next to Tamaric and put his arm up over her shoulder and then locked her back and stepped into his weight as she stood up lifting him quickly to his feet. The three then made their way to the gym. Korica took Tamaric straight to the weight bench and set the leg press up for him and let him begin his therapy workout and she went to the next bench over and began her workout routine. Tamaric paid close attention to her workout routine this time and he was shocked by how much weight she was actually working with and how many reps she did on each station and while she got a little sweaty she really seemed like she wasn't working all that hard. He quickly realized she had been completely honest about her physical condition. If he had gotten out of line with her she could have actually inflicted a good deal of pain and injury on him. He wondered if she knew any self-defensive moves in light of her physical strength and the fact that she had a United States Marine Corps special tactics badass wrapped around her little finger. He assumed that Mark must have shown her at least something in order to prevent someone from grabbing her again like the Hodong did. He assumed she could probably now put up a hell of a fight and maybe even take someone out if she was really feeling threatened.

At the end of the workout Mark stepped up to Korica and asked her if it would be ok for him and Tamaric to shower first so she could help Tamaric after he was done showering and then he would stand guard for her. She thought about it for a second and shrugged and said it was fine with her. Korica stepped up to Tamaric and lifted his arm up over her shoulder and locked her back and stood into his weight lifting him to a standing position and then she headed for the exit and Mark followed close behind. The three walked down the corridor to the shower room and Korica stepped in with Tamaric and sat him down on the bench and then lifted his arm off of her shoulder and as she was walking out Mark told her to stay right at the door and wait and she promised she wouldn't go anywhere. Tamaric was supremely confident that she would stay right at the door. She was deeply in love with him and deeply committed to helping him every step of the way during his recovery.

As soon as Korica stepped out and the door shut Tamaric stood up and began getting undressed to Marks amazement. Tamaric was able to get completely undressed and once Mark was undressed Tamaric nodded at him and Mark came over and helped him over to the shower.

"I'm ok standing and bending and whatnot. I just can't walk real well. My muscles feel real tight and sluggish but there isn't much pain anymore."

"That's amazing son. It should have taken you days if not weeks to get to this point."

"Maybe it's the love of a good woman that helped to heal me?"

"Well whatever. So you're ok standing here to wash yourself?"

"Yah. As long as I don't have to walk very far, I'm fine."

"Good man."

Mark then stepped one shower over and turned the water on and the two bathed themselves thoroughly and then Mark helped Tamaric walk out of the shower trough and over to the bench and Mark gave him a towel and then he retrieved one of his own and the two dried themselves off and then they deposited their wet towels in the laundry shoot and retrieved a dry towel and placed them around their waist and Mark helped Tamaric to the door. Mark then stopped at the com panel and touched the AI call button and instructed the AI to send a change of clothes from Tamaric and Korica to the captain's quarters as quickly as possible. The AI acknowledged and closed the channel.

"Take your time getting down there ok?" Mark told Tamaric.

"Got it." Tamaric said.

Korica was waiting for them the second the door slid open. She went to step under Tamaric's arm when he stopped her.

"Hay let me try and do this on my own ok? Mark here says we can change in the captain's quarters since your mom and dad are gone. They are a lot bigger than our quarters so we can move around easier and our clothes are already there."

"Ok, cool. I hadn't thought about doing that. They did say I am aloud in there anytime I want."

"When you get him situated, come back here and I'll stand guard right here ok?"

"Kay, thank you Mark. You're the best."

"Anything for you Korica."

Mark was relieved that Korica went along with it and he watched as Tamaric walked very slowly down to the command quarters. Mark then turned and quickly made his way to his quarters to get changed.

Tamaric ambled down the corridor trying to take his time, frankly taking way longer than he had to and Korica was getting a little frustrated since she knew he was doing better earlier. She stepped up to him and lifted his arm up over her shoulder and stood up into his weight and started walking faster.

"Korica you got to let me try and do this on my own."

"Tamaric you either over did it and you're stoving up or you are dawdling and I need to get my shower in before mom and dad get back."

"Ok, ok don't get testy."

Tamaric just had to hope the servo drones were able to get to the command quarters quickly since Korica was in a hurry. When the two stepped up to the command quarters the door slid open and the two stepped in and the lights came up and Tamaric was relieved to see his clothes and Korica's sitting on the bed in two separate neat piles. Korica walked Tamaric over to the bed and he got his first good look at the gigantic size of the command quarters.

"Whoa! You weren't kidding. These quarters are huge." Tamaric said looking around.

"This room is three quarters deep and two wide. They have a bathroom that is the size of two normal bathrooms too. Are you going to be ok here while I go get showered?"

"Yah. I think I can get myself dressed. You go get cleaned up and I'll be here waiting for you."

"Just don't¦don't mess with anything ok? I'm not real sure if mom and dad would be real crazy about me leaving you alone in here."

"I won't mess with anything I promise. I don't want to get you into any trouble. Please¦don't be long Korica¦god I knew that was going to come out corny before I even said it."

"It's ok Tamaric I won't be long. I'm going to miss you too."

Korica helped him sit down and then turned and faced him and gave him a quick peck and even that quick contact made them both feel the warm rush and spinning head. Korica grinned at him and waited for her head to clear and then turned and made her way to the exit and stepped out after the door slid open and she saw Mark just stepping out of his quarters as she stepped into the corridor. She smiled at his perfect timing. Korica knew no one could get on the Future without the sensors detecting them and the AI was now capable of stunning a person from the sensor domes but there was always a nagging insecurity that someone could be hiding in plain sight just out of sensor detection capabilities and range.

As soon as Korica stepped out of the room Tamaric breathed a sigh of relief. He was frankly amazed that they were able to get anything past her with how smart she is and with her ability to read a persons feelings so well that she could tell what they were thinking. He undid his towel and pulled it out from under himself and rubbed his hair dry then stood up and bent over slowly and picked up his underwear and he held them for a moment and usually he would just step into them but he decided since he was alone he better take it easy. He sat back down and bent over gently and poked his feet into them then pulled them up to his knees and stood back up and pulled them up while he was standing up causing a small twinge of pain in his hips reminding him that he was doing better but his muscles were still very weak. He then sat back down and picked up his shirt and fed his arms into the sleeves and then pulled it up over his head and slid it down over his chest then pulled it down to his waist from the bottom edge. He then picked up his pants and found the front of them and then pillowed them out in front of him then bent over gently and poked his feet into them and then furled them up onto his feet and ankles then he pulled them up to his knees and stood up slowly while gritting his teeth into the pain as he pulled his pants up at the same time. He pulled his pants up over his shirt then sat back down and took a couple of deep breaths.

He looked at his socks and shoes and thought about it for a minute and then said out loud, "To hell with that. I need my Korica for those."

He looked up at the giant tapestry hanging on the wall right in front of him and it only dawned on him now that it was Earth that he was looking at. The image of the sun just peeking out from below a bright blue and green globe with all of the continents on half of the world visible warmed his heart. That was home even if he was never going to see her again. He looked the beautiful tapestry over for another moment then he looked at the front of the room and he noticed the giant view screen covering almost the whole wall. He wondered why it needed to be so big for a moment then he looked at the sitting chairs one against opposite walls facing each other six feet from the edge of what he now realized was an enormous bed. He figured that four or five people could lie comfortably side by side on it and another two lying sideways at their feet and there would still be enough room for them all to roll over comfortably. He then glanced over at the bureau under the giant view screen and it looked like it was made out of wood but he was pretty sure the ship wouldn't be wasteful enough to actually use wood for furniture but it was beautiful in its design and dark rich color and the drawers had fancy pull handles and the gently curving faces of the drawers made it apparent that the drawers themselves were huge and there were two sets of four giving enough room for tons of clothes and uniforms.

Tamaric finally quit looking around and slowly stood up and then slowly and carefully made his way over to the bathroom and when the door slid open he was flabbergasted at how big the bathroom was compared to his in which two people couldn't pass by each other without smashing their bodies together, though he very much liked Korica squishing her soft and very warm body against his. He stepped in and the light popped on and he loved the dark material the counters were made of with two deep side by side gleaming white sinks and gold toned handles and knobs. He stepped in and ambled to the sinks then turned and saw a comb in the cabinet built into the wall to make the walkway seem wider. He took the comb and combed his hair out until it was neat and tidy and he even gave it the little back feather that Korica had been putting in his hair when she combed it. He then put the comb back and took the mouthwash and rinsed his mouth out since he thought it would be wrong to use the toothbrushes he saw in the cabinet. He knew some things should never be used that belonged to someone else and a toothbrush was definitely one of those things.

When he was finished he carefully made his way out into the main cabin and he was very careful not to stumble over the nightstand on the left side of the bed as he made his way to the edge of the bed and sat down and breathed deeply as his hips burned and he waited for his beautiful Korica to return. He missed her already and it drove him nuts. She had a spell on him like nothing he had ever felt before. He just never knew he could love someone so deeply and so completely and so instantly.

Korica had arrived at the shower compartment just as Mark stepped up to the door and Mark Smiled at her and she returned a warm toothy smile.

"Thank you so much for standing guard for me with mom gone Mark. You always got my back and it's very comforting to know that you do."

"You shower in peace sweetie. You take your time. No one's getting anywhere near you while you're exposed and vulnerable."

Korica smiled again and Mark wanted to say 'awwe' but he resisted and just melted inside. She had such a beautiful smile and she was just so cute that he couldn't help but love her. Korica stepped into the shower room and the door shut and he breathed a sigh of relief. As long as the cap and xo didn't show up as the same moment as she walked out they should be able to surprise the hell out of her. Mark didn't even know if people on Draxima celebrated birthdays and if not he was sure Korica would find the surprise of it all very novel.

While Korica was showering Mark heard the elevator around the corner open and then the subtle noises of multiple foot steps and he could tell they were heavier than would be normal for Jake and Laurel suggesting they were carrying about what he guessed to be an extra twenty five pounds between the two of them meaning they got something big for Korica. The two stopped and Mark looked down the corridor and he saw Jake peek his head around the corner and Mark waved him on. Jake then disappeared and then the two came around the corner carrying a fairly large triangular shaped object that was wrapped in a very colorful Mylar looking material and the object had a big red bow wrapped around it and Laurel had a flat pan in one hand carrying it like a waiter's tray. Mark assumed that was her birthday cake. The two slipped down the corridor and then disappeared into the mess hall and Mark knew they had finally done it. They had pulled one over on Korica so far as long as she didn't read Mark when she came out and as long as Tamaric could keep it from her for a while longer.

It was only a couple of minutes later that Korica came out of the shower room with a towel wrapped around her from her chest down to just above her knees. Mark touched her shoulder as she stepped out and then he walked with her to the command quarters and he watched her enter and the door closed and then he spun around and headed for the mess hall to help Jake and Laurel set up for Korica's surprise party.

Korica stepped into the command quarters and Tamaric immediately felt her enter before he even saw her as the door had opened silently. He was a little unsure how he knew she was there before he saw her but either way he was very glad to have her back and he immediately felt a heavy weight in his chest just dissolve away as he turned on the bed and saw her pretty little face smiling at him. He couldn't help but smile what he thought was from ear to ear. She stepped right up to him and he stood up and she stepped right into his outstretched arms. He pulled her in tightly and set his cheek against her damp hair. The dampness was cold but her head was very warm as was the rest of her body coming out of a hot shower and with her normally high body temperature.

He held her tightly for a few moments until he felt her heart beating as she purred and it made him smile and almost giggle like a little schoolgirl being tickled. Korica was the one to finally push him back slightly and so he released his hold on her.

"Sorry Korica. You're kind of addictive to be close to."

"You're not the first to tell me that. I guess that affect might be one of the reasons why I was special ordered through the Hodong like you asked me yesterday. Someone must have felt it once and wanted more of it."

Korica then looked down at Tamaric's bare feet and he wiggled his toes and when she looked back up at him he shrugged and smiled.

"I need some help. I just couldn't figure out how to put my socks on without hurting myself or falling flat on my face. Do you mind?"

"No, not at all. Sit down and I'll get your socks on before I get changed."

Tamaric stepped back over to the edge of the bed and sat down slowly and leaned back on his hands for a moment then he sat forward and looked at his Korica and his heart fluttered. She was just so pretty even with wet hair and a towel wrapped around her. She picked up his socks and squatted down right in front of him and lifted his foot gently and that's when he noticed he could see right up her towel and he had a perfect view of her gently inward curving lips even though it was in a dark shadow.

"Korica I can see your¦your towel is open Korica."

Korica looked down but could only see her towel and so she let herself fall forward onto her knees pushing his foot down and she blushed a bright pink and closed her eyes for a moment then looked down and went back to putting his socks on his feet while sitting on her knees. When she had both socks on she turned to the side and stood up and looked down for a moment then turned back facing him and he looked up in her face with her cheeks still a bright pink.

"Did you really see my¦me down there?"

"I saw shape not detail. You were covered in a dark shadow from the towel."

"Well, I guess you got your peek."

"That's¦not quite what I had in mind."

"Me neither. I promise a way better look later¦just not here, not¦not like this."

"You don't have to do that Korica. I keep tryin to tell you that I was kidding. It was an awful thing for me to say. You don't owe me anything."

Korica simply stepped away and collected her clothes and stepped over to the bathroom and disappeared into the bathroom. Tamaric shook his head at himself. He felt like he should have just looked away and said nothing and he was determined that the next time that was exactly what he was going to do. He was tired of apologizing for being an insensitive slob and saying something totally uncalled for. He stood up and dropped his shoes in the floor and scooted them around facing the right direction and then slid his feet into them. He then gently walked to the foot of the bed and sat down and waited for Korica to emerge. He knew he had to keep her engaged in here until someone came to get them. He just wasn't sure how he was going to do that. He then looked at the enormous view screen and he remembered Mark telling him to ask her about it. He was dying of curiosity as to what it was for anyway so he was definitely going to ask her to show him how it works.

Korica took a few moments to get over her complete embarrassment and confusion. She wanted so badly to show herself to her Tamaric and see his reaction yet when it happened by complete accident she was humiliated even though he really only saw the shape not the detail meaning it was the same as what he saw in the med bay only closer. She was starting to think he was right, she thought she wanted to show him what she is giving to him freely yet it seems something deeper doesn't want to show him after all and thinks it's a bad idea. She still felt like she owed him a good look if he wanted but it was apparent he didn't want to see it so she was going to have to keep it out of his sight until she was pretty enough to be worth looking at.

She shook off her self disgust and dropped her towel and then picked it up and bent over and toweled her hair dry then stood up and slicked it out of her face with her hands then she slid on her underwear and then she fed her arms into her shirt sleeves and then pulled it up over her head and then pulled it down to her waist. She then stepped into her pant legs and lifted one foot at a time and furled the material up over her foot and ankles and then she pulled the waistband up over her behind and hips. She then tugged a little of her shirt out of her waistband so it sat loosely on her tummy and chest. She then looked down at her breasts pocking out and she remembered again that she was going to have to have a bra made for her now that she was developing into a woman so that her breasts wouldn't be so obvious.

She then turned to the recessed cabinet and took out the hairbrush and brushed out her hair until it looked perfect and soft. She tried pushing one side up over her ear and it was cute but she thought it made her look too young. She wanted to look mature even though she knew her body would never match her mind until she was in her thirties. She had the mind of a twenty five year old and the body of a young girl and it was confusing and at times downright irritating. She was glad she didn't go through with the enlightenment or it would be completely maddening. At least she could still think like a young girl, with enlightenment she would have thought like an old woman with a young girl's body.

She bent down and picked up her socks and stood on one foot and brought her foot up well above her knees and slid her sock on then did the same with the other foot then she looked at herself in the mirror. She thought she looked great. She then took the mouthwash out of the cabinet behind her and rinsed her mouth out then spat it into the sink and put the canister back then turned and exited the bathroom.

When she stepped out she saw Tamaric sitting at the foot of the bed looking at the view screen with nothing on it and she instantly felt a warm rush and her stomach got the butterflies. She grinned at herself as she thought ' man do I have it bad for him'. Tamaric seemed to perk up and he tried to turn on the bed hurting his hips making him shoot a hand to his left hip and he slowly turned back straight.

"I'm here Tamaric, don't try and rotate on your hips." Korica said as she walked over to him quickly.

She picked up her shoes and stepped up right next to him and sat down and leaned against him gently and slid her hand under his and clasped her fingers in his. He looked down at her hand and smiled warmly.

"Korica, let me ask you something?"

"Sure, go ahead."

"Why in the world does someone need a view screen that big in their quarters?" He pointed to the view screen with his free hand while asking her.

"It's more than just a view screen. It's a control panel for the entire ship. The captain can look at any system, any sensor reading, any scanner reading and she can manipulate a good deal of the controls from right here in her quarters just like she was on the bridge."

"No¦way! Can you show me? I want to see outside the ship."

"Uh¦Yah I guess I can show that."

Korica got up and looked around and saw the remote on Laurel's nightstand on her side of the bed and she got up and walked over and picked it up and then stepped back next to Tamaric and sat down and scooted right next to him and wrapped her arm under his arm and then pulled her hand in front of her and studied the remote for a moment and then she pointed it at the view screen and touched the power on button and it came to life showing the forward visual sensor view. There was a huge view of the open-air control center and the boarding ramp heading under the belly of the Future and disappearing out of view and there were many people walking around on the walkways going about their business. There was the cascade of icons all around the periphery of the image and Korica looked around at what she could show him without getting into trouble for messing with the captain's controls. She looked down at the remote and found the aiming control and touched it and a red laser beam was projected out of the tip of the remote and she aimed it at the port view and touched the enter button and the image changed to looking out into the gargantuan open space of the hangers central space. Tamaric's eyes opened wide and he sat up straight and tried to understand what he was looking at. He could see spacecraft off in the distance flying by and the opposite side was indiscernible as anything but a distant curving surface and then a ship rose past the sensors and he leaned back as though it might strike him or blow him over and he suddenly got the enormity of what he was looking at.

"That's¦. that's the inside of a space station?"

"Yep. Over a million square miles of internal space with an artificial star at its core for light, heat, and power. There's no air and no gravity out there yet you can walk down the boarding ramp without suffocating or floating off into the station or being cooked by the star. The station was built six thousand years ago and has a compliment of around a million people at any one time and close to ten thousand ships from all over the galaxy and even some from other galaxies¦like us for example. We are one of the largest vessels here right now since the Angalon is gone."

"Are you saying the Angalon is bigger than the Future?"

"Oh yah. It is way bigger. It absolutely dwarfed the Future when she was docked next to us. It's a living ship too. I am a permanent part of that ship and so is mom and dad."

"I know you said that before but I don't even understand that. How is that possible?"

"Uh¦I don't think I can tell you yet. You are going to have to have a security clearance in order for me to explain a lot of things Tamaric. I'm sorry."

Tamaric looked back at the view screen and he was completely amazed at just how humongous the station outside the ship was. He knew he needed to keep Korica occupied but he hoped she wouldn't start looking around inside the ship so he decided to keep her looking around outside.

"So where do you enter this station from?"

"Here, I'll show you."

Korica aimed the laser beam at the down looking visual sensor view and touched the enter button and the image instantly changed to looking down at the distant wedge shaped doors that were barely discernable in the distance.

"Those wedges are the main doors. They retract into the walls of the station down there. Each of those doors probably weighs around ten million pounds. They are contained within a gravimetric reverse synchronized bipolar modulating field that make the doors weigh absolutely nothing."

Tamaric leaned away slightly and looked at Korica with a shocked look.

"You actually know what that is?"

"Well yah. I know how to create gravimetric bipolar modulating field too. It's real close to what the Future uses to cancel out its mass when we fly faster than light. If we didn't do that the back of the ship would weigh billions of time more than the front of the ship and it would tear itself apart. It would be like¦slamming a drinking canister against a wall with the palm of your hand when we tried to slow down at all. It would pop everything out of the sides and flatten like a bug under your shoe."

"I¦geeze Korica, I had no idea you were a genius."

"You can learn the same stuff Tamaric. You just have to study real hard and I am willing to help teach you what I know and what you need to know to be an officer some day if you really want. Who knows, you might even be able to pilot the Future like I have."

"I don't know Korica. I just don't think I am capable of being as smart as you seem to be."

"I don't really care about that Tamaric. I love you anyways and I always will. You're perfectly smart enough for me and I can tell that you are extremely intelligent so you can learn anything you set your mind to."

"Thank you Korica. I take that as a huge compliment coming from you."

"That's how I meant it."

"You are like smarter than my mom and dad put together and yet you are in the beautiful body of someone my age. I can't tell you what a turn on that is Korica. You really are something very special."

"And I'm yours Tamaric. I'm smart enough to know a special man when I see one and you are something very special yourself."

Tamaric was about to return another tender compliment when a tingle in his spine told him someone was standing behind him and Korica looked up straight ahead and then smiled big and stood up and spun around to find Laurel and Jake standing at the head of the bed by the long table running the width of the bed that acted as a headboard. Korica practically ran around the bed and met Laurel as she was walking around the bed. Korica grabbed her in a tight hug that Laurel returned warmly and then she kissed the top of her head and then Jake stepped up to her and she threw her arms around him just as tightly and he squeezed her tightly while Laurel and Tamaric exchanged a smile.

"I missed you guys." Korica said. "I like having breakfast with you guys then working out together. My day just doesn't feel complete without it."

"I know you want and need a stable routine in your life honey. We were just making preparations for our departure." Jake said.

"So are we leaving?" Korica asked looking into his face with her adorable blue-gray eyes.

"Very soon. Mark still needs some time for his mind to decompress."

"So I see you were showing Tamaric our control screen?" Laurel said as Korica stepped back from her embrace with Jake.

"Is that ok? I know I'm not supposed to mess with stuff in here but I wanted to show him what the view screen was for and what the station looked like. I swear I didn't mess with any of the other control functions."

"I guess it's alright. You were only showing him the external visual sensor view. It's not like you were showing him the reactor control sequences and access codes for enabling operation parameter changes. Let's just not make a habit of it ok?"

"Ok. Thank you for not¦getting mad or whatever."

"How would you like to come have a cup of tea with us? We'll talk about the upcoming mission to find the tel pok maron."

"I would like that¦wait, what about Tamaric? Can he sit in on the briefing?"

"Sure. I don't see why not. The mission is going to affect him too."

Korica smiled warmly and stepped back over to Tamaric and picked up the remote and turned off the view screen then handed the remote to Jake who put it back on the night stand and Korica then took Tamaric's hand and he stood up like it was nothing surprising Laurel and Jake both. Korica then put his arm up over shoulder and had to wait a second for the rush of adrenaline and dopamine to wash away slightly before she could stand up into his wait and pull him tightly against her side. The four then exited the room and when they were out in the corridor Laurel and Jake let Korica and Tamaric past them so they would enter the mess hall first. Korica walked fairly briskly down the corridor until she got to the entrance to the mess hall where she lifted Tamaric's arm off of her shoulder and the two stepped in with Laurel and Jake right behind them.

As soon as they stepped in Korica noticed a banner hanging from the ceiling in a gentle arc that read, 'HAPPY BIRTHDAY ONICA' and it had three balloons hinging from it. Mark, Laurel, Jake, Tamaric and the AI all yelled happy birthday startling Korica and she stumbled back a half step and then looked at their favorite table and there was a square pan with a cake with white frosting and colorful eatable sprinkles on it and in red frosting were the words, 'happy 11th birthday Korica' in English letters and there were eleven candles burning placed strategically around the words on the cake. Korica immediately put her hands up to her mouth and began to tear up.

"How did you guys do all of this with out me knowing?" Korica asked in a teary voice.

"It wasn't easy with your abilities" Laurel said. "That's why we had to leave before you got up. You would have been able to hear us thinking about the preparations."

Korica swallowed hard and stepped up to the cake and looked at it closely. That's when in her peripheral vision she noticed something in bright shinny shimmering wrapping with a giant red bow standing over by the drink dispensers. She looked over at the gift and just lost it and tears started streaming down her face. She turned and looked at Tamaric standing right next to her.

"You knew about this?" She said with a smile and wet cheeks.

"Yep. Mark let me in on it this morning while we were eating breakfast. They needed my help to keep you distracted while they set all of this up." He said while smiling as he wiped the tears from her left cheek with the back of his fingers.

"You guys this is¦" Korica said with a shaky voice.

Korica turned and looked up at the banner again and smiled through the tears running down her cheeks. She took a deep breath and stopped herself from crying then turned to Tamaric and embraced him with a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek. She then did the same to Mark followed by Jake and then Laurel. She then looked over at the com panel.

"And even my ship was in on this. Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Korica dear. Happy birthday. I hope I get to experience many more with you while serving as your ship and your home." Korica teared up again and leaned against Tamaric.

"Have a seat and make wish and blow out your candles." Tamaric said.

"Make a wish?" she said looking at him curiously as she sat down.

"Yah, it's an Earth tradition that the one celebrating the birthday closes their eyes and makes a wish and if you blow all the candles out in one breath your wish will come true."

"That's silly, but I like it."

Korica looked at her cake then closed her eyes and tilted her head back for a moment then took a deep breath and blew while sweeping her head and blew all of the candles out in a single pass. Everyone erupted in applause and 'yays'. Korica smiled big and wiped her cheeks and stood up and hugged Tamaric first and then stepped over to Mark and pulled on his shirt so he bent over and Korica kissed his cheek then she stepped over to Laurel who hugged her tightly and then Korica kissed her cheek. Korica then wiped her eyes and stepped up to Jake who gave her a toothy smile and hugged her tightly and then she kissed his cheek and then she eyed her gift for a moment.

"Go on. Go open it Korica." Laurel said smiling brightly.

Korica gave a huge toothy smile and walked over to the gift and began peeling the delicate wrapping off of it. When she had the whole thing exposed she could see that it looked like a painters easel except the easel was made of a crystalline material that resembled glass and there was a round roll contained in a carriage hanging underneath the bottom edge of the easel. There was what looked like a long black shirtsleeve that had been torn from a shirt with a wire hanging out of the end of it hanging over the top of the easel. There was a container hanging on the side that had several strange brushes and drawing wands that resembled pencils and marker pens.

Korica looked the device over and got the legist of what the gift was but not the subtle details of it. Laurel stepped up to the easel and lifted the shirtsleeve looking object off of the top of the easel and turned to Korica.

"You are going to love this thing Korica. I know you have a vivid imagination and you are creative and this is meant to help bring that out in you. Put this controller sleeve on."

Laurel slipped the sleeve on her right arm and it was rather loose looking like she had an old woman's arm with flaps of skin hanging down. Laurel then plugged the wire into the side of the easel and she touched a button on the side of the easel and it lit up all around the edges shinning a bright light onto the work area from four sides and the sleeve began to contract until it was tight on Korica's arm and just the very end of her shoulder. Laurel then picked up two small round transceivers that were sitting on the carriage at the bottom of the easel. She then stepped up to Korica and placed one on her temple and it attached itself without any pain and it began to glow a light blue color that shown through what looked like a metal spider web pattern of metal that was the casing. Laurel then stepped around her and put the other transceiver on her other temple and it attached itself and also began to glow the same beautiful blue color. Laurel then turned and picked up the brush and slid a switch on the side of it and a green light in the tip of the handle came on indicating it was active. She then handed the brush to Korica and stepped aside.

"Now, I want you to think of something pretty. Something that makes you happy and then try and paint it. Use the brush as though it was wet with paint. Think about the colors and subtle details and stroke the brush slowly thinking of those colors and details. When you need finer detail you use the smaller brushes and fine point wands."

"But I don't know how to paint. I've never painted anything in my life."

"Trust me honey. You are going to be shocked at your own abilities. Just give it a try. The control sleeve is going to communicate with your brain and it will send impulses to your arm and hand muscles. It will steady your hand and help you recreate whatever you are thinking about."

"Ok. I'll give it a try."

Korica closed her eyes for a moment then opened her eyes and stepped up to the easel and began making brush strokes and to her amazement they were fluid and smooth and the dry brush was leaving colorful patterns that looked just like real paint. It smeared and flowed just like a liquid though it was completely dry. After only a few seconds Korica was turning her head and making some quick and some slow stroking motions just like a professional painter would.

"This is amazing. I can feel it controlling my hand and my arm. As I think of a color it changes to that color. What I'm picturing in my mind is appearing and I feel like I'm doing it but someone else is controlling and guiding my hand."

It only took a few minutes for everyone to see that she was painting some flowers sitting in a vase. The colors were vivid and life like. It was like looking at a real painting that was a true to life representation of a vase full of brightly colored flowers. Laurel could see that she got it now and she was in love with the device so she stepped over to the drink dispensers and filled five glasses with Gatorade and started handing them to Jake who ferried them over to the table and set them by the cake pan. Everyone took a seat and watched Korica's imagination come to life as she continued to paint her vase of flowers.

After a few minutes when Laurel was convinced that Korica was thoroughly engrossed in what she was doing she grabbed Tamaric's arm gently and nodded at the exit. Tamaric stood up and Laurel held his arm as he gently walked over to the exit and the two stepped out. Laurel walked him directly across the corridor to the common area where there were long couches and reading chairs and recliner chairs and she stepped up to the one sitting with its back up against a support pillar that ran from floor to ceiling and not only provided structural support for the ceiling over the common area but had power feed conduits and a plasma conduit and fiber optic cables contained with in it. Laurel guided Tamaric around so he was standing in front of the chair and there was a small brownish red rectangular box sitting in the chair and Laurel picked it up and then took a breath and looked at Tamaric. He was starting to think he had done something wrong until Laurel lifted the box and looked at it then looked back at him and locked eyes with him.

"You love my Korica right?"

"Well yes mam. Very much so. I've never had a girl touch me so deep like she has. I can't explain it except to say its like she has a spell on me and I'm¦I can't help but love her."

"Has she revealed your fate among us yet?"

"My fate? Well she tried to explain the things that had to come together for her and I to meet. She said something about the fact that you told Oberot almost six hundred years ago that her and I would fall in love the moment we met. She also said that event is still in our future. I mean you already did it but you haven't from our perspective. It's all pretty confusing to tell you the truth. She tried to explain alternate time lines and time paradoxes. I think I get the idea of an alternate time line, if things don't happen exactly the way you said they did¦or will¦or something like then we may never get to the Milky Way among other things."

"Ok¦so¦you intend to stay with her for the rest of your life though right?"

"Oh yah. I would have to be a damn fool to ever leave her side. Pardon the expression. She is the most¦beautiful and sweet girl I've ever met. She is like¦genius level smart and somehow still a sweet girl that just want s to be loved and just wants to share her love with those around her.

"Ok, here it is. You are destined to be her husband. You will take her last name to honor her parents and the precious memory she has of her parents. That act of contrition will insure that the name Prentor will endure. I don't know when this takes place, the marriage I mean, but I know you two will spend the rest of your lives together. So¦what I am about to suggest follows the time line and events that I know for sure take place."

Laurel lifted the box to the middle of her chest and swung the lid open and there were two gold rings with old English script lettering engraved in the bands. The smaller woman's ring said 'Tamaric' in script and the larger and wider men's ring said 'Korica' in script. Tamaric's mouth dropped open as he stared at the rings and he moved his head closer and took in the intricate script that was engraved deeply into both rings. After he caught his thoughts he leaned back and looked at Laurel.

"Are you telling me to go ask her to marry me?"

"No Tamaric. That's not something I would ever order anyone to do. It's not something to take lightly. What I'm saying is I wanted to get her something for her birthday from you. I was going to take you with us but you were in her quarters all night so I couldn't do that so I just decided on my own. I saw these rings and it just hit me that this would be a lovely gift from you."

"Does that bother you that I did that? I swear I didn't¦take advantage of her or touch her in a bad way. I think she wanted me too but I didn't."

"Really? She wanted you too? Never mind that for now. I don't have a problem with you two sharing a bed as long as you are a gentleman with her and remember her physical age despite her advanced mental¦development."

"Of course Laurel. I love her. I don't want to hurt her or abuse her or take advantage of her or whatever. I just¦I just want to be close to her."

"Ok, good. I sense an honesty in what you are saying so I won't press the issue except to say if you do hurt her and that includes emotionally, we are all going to come down on you ok? She has been through the worst kind of hell you can possibly imagine for a little girl. You represent a way for her to get past that and enjoy a happy life full of love and tenderness. She's gunna have scars that I can hardly imagine and you will be the one to help her come to terms with what happened to her and move on."

"I know. She has already started to open up to me a little and it's¦it's horrific what she has been through, losing her parents and all and she seems to blame herself and her looks for that."

"That's only the half of it. You will be given a briefing later that will have more of the details of what she was rescued from and how she got there. I want you to help her stop blaming herself. It's destructive and dangerous for her to feel that way. Anyways, what I am proposing to you now is this. Give her the rings as a birthday gift and as a promise ring. It's a promise to always love her and to marry her someday if she will have you. I know she is bananas over you so I don't think she will say no. You are far to young to get married right now and you will have to talk to your parents first. They must consent unless you are going to wait until you are eighteen. I am Korica's legal guardian so Jake and I can emancipate her and allow her to get married whenever she wants. As long as it is with you we will not stop her from marrying you anytime you two want to."

"I uh¦I don't really know what to say Laurel. I'm touched that you think I am worthy of her. I can see myself marrying her some day. The thought of taking her last name seems like a¦a really sweet gesture. I didn't even know her last name until now."

"Do you want to give her the rings?"

"Yah, I do. I think it would resolve some of her doubts about me stickin around. She seems a little insecure about that. I was the one that thought she would tire of me. I'm not a genius like her and I thought she would come to see me as¦a simpleton and boring or something."

"She's got to big of a heart for that Tamaric. She knows she is smarter than most people will ever be. She is going to be scary smart when she gets older. She loves you Tamaric and that is all she cares about. I can sense what she sees in you. You got a good head on your shoulders and a lot of potential. If you listen and follow her lead she can teach you a lot about a great many things."

"Do I need to get down on one knee when I give these to her?"

"That's up to you. I would say it would be another act of contrition to bow down and look up at her as you ask her if se will marry you someday, but that's entirely up to you."

Laurel closed the box and handed it to Tamaric with a smile.

"She's going to love them because they come from you Tamaric."

"I guess this means I am part of the family you guys have around here?"

"Yes. You have been a part of it from the moment Korica saw you in your chamber. You have a good heart and I think you will be good for Korica in the end so I for one am glad you are with us."

Laurel stepped into him and hugged him gently and he returned the gesture with a tight hug.

"You're a remarkable woman Laurel. I'm glad you are our captain."

"Thank you Tamaric. Let's get back in there."

The two then walked back across the corridor and entered the mess hall and Korica immediately stopped what she was doing and looked at Tamaric with her dopey eyed I love you look. Tamaric smiled at her brightly and walked over to her and looked at the picture she was painting. Tamaric now recognized the flowers as the ones on her dresser in her quarters and the exactness of detail was stunning to him.

"Wow Korica. I never knew you were so artistic. That's beautiful."

"Thank you Tamaric. This thing is amazing. I got all kinds of things in mind that I want to paint."

Laurel then walked up and took a look and she was even impressed with how realistic the image looked.

"That's really good baby. Now, if you like your panting when you're done you can turn the canvas carriage on and it will put this on a print. That's what that thing is at the bottom of the easel. The roll is big enough to run off about fifty prints. I think the ship can produce more canvas if need more after that. We can have some frames made up if you are real proud of your work and want to hang it like a piece of artwork."

"This thing is amazing mom. Thank you guys so much for getting this for me. I love it."

"You're welcome honey. Happy birthday."

"Thank you. How did you guys even know it was the day of my birth today?"

"The AI told us last night. There is a way of looking at the layers of bone in the arm of an individual and you can count the layers like the rings in a tree trunk and you can precisely identify a person's age if you know the rate at which the layers are deposited. You've been wearing that bio monitor long enough now for the AI to get a precise measure of your age. Speaking of¦Tamaric has something for you."

"You do?" Korica said looking at him with a big smile.

Tamaric stepped back and put his hand on the top edge of one of the seats at the closest table and slowly knelt down on one knee. He then gestured for Korica to come closer. She turned around and touched the button on the side of the easel and the lights went dark and the sleeve on her arm began to relax and then began to hang on her arm again and so she slid it off of her arm and hung it on the top of the easel and then she pulled the transceivers off of her temples and set those on the carriage and she put her brush in the canister on the side of the easel and then stepped up right in front of Tamaric and looked down at him. He looked up into her face and felt the tingling in his stomach and then he reached out and took her hand only intensifying the affect and she furrowed her brow for a moment wondering what he was up to.

"Korica, I want to put any doubt you have about my stickin around to ease. I um¦"

Tamaric looked at Laurel and she smiled and nodded and then he looked at Jake and he closed his eyes and nodded once yes. Tamaric then looked back at Korica who now looked almost concerned.

"I love you Korica. I want to protect you and cherish you for the rest of my days."

Tamaric then let go of her hand and raised the box and opened it and turned it facing her and lifted it toward her.

"I want to give you these promise rings as a promise to always stay by your side and as a promise to someday marry you if you will have me. If you will be my wife someday I will take your last name to honor you and your parents who I know you love so much. I will be Tamaric Prentor and I will be glad of it. Their name will endure through us. I will¦how's it go? I will forsake all others before you and stand by your side in sickness and in health till the day I die. Happy birthday Korica, please be mine?"

Korica put her hand up to her mouth and leaned in and looked at the rings and saw the names engraved in them and her eyes teared up. She looked at Laurel who also had tears in her eyes and Jake was grinning at her. She looked at Mark and Korica could tell he wasn't thrilled but he was ginning for her anyways and waiting to hear her response. She looked back at Tamaric and removed her hand and swallowed hard.

"I'm sorry for hesitating Tamaric. You just¦surprised me. I would love to be your wife someday. I love you too Tamaric and I just want to take care of you and all I ask for is that you love me back and keep me safe."

Korica reached down and took the box and looked closer at the rings as a tear rolled down her cheek. Tamaric then tried to stand up but he couldn't get the strength in his hips and calves to stand so he looked at Korica.

"I need a little help here darlin. I can get up."

Korica stepped up to him and put her hands under his armpits and lifted him quickly to his feet. She then slid her arms all the way around him and squeezed him painfully tight making him grunt as she squeezed the air out of him. He wrapped his arms around her and set the side of his face against her head and rocked her gently as best he could. After she regained her composure she pulled back and looked at the rings again. Tamaric reached into the box and pulled out the smaller width ring with his name engraved into it and he looked at her hands wondering which hand to put the ring on and she gave him her left so he slid the ring over her ring finger and he had to wiggle it a little to get it over her second knuckle but it finally sank all the way onto her finger and he let go and she lifted her hand and looked at the bright polished gold band twinkling in the light and she had to fight tearing up again.

Laurel stepped up to Tamaric and whispered in his ear that the ring was supposed to go on the right hand for a promise ring. He looked at Korica's hand and then looked at Laurel and she shrugged.

"Um Korica, I was supposed to put that on your right hand."

"Oh. Ok."

Korica then tried to get the ring off but she couldn't get it back past her second knuckle and she looked at Tamaric with a look of concern when her best bent over effort failed to get the ring off before pain set in.

"You know what? Just leave it Korica. We'll just wear them on our left hand. Who cares as long as we have them on?"

Korica grinned at him and quit trying to get the ring off and pushed it back down to the bottom of her finger where it sat comfortably with a little bit of room to move around. She then reached into the box and took the other ring out and handed the box to Jake who was standing closest to her and then Tamaric gave her his left hand and she slid the ring onto his ring finger and she had to work it past his knuckle too and he mouthed 'ow' as she finally popped it down all the way. He raised his hand and looked at Korica's name so neatly engraved in script on his ring and smiled and then lowered his hand so he could see her face.

"This is never comin off my hand. You've made me a very happy man Korica. Happy birthday darlin."

"Thank you Tamaric. I feel like a complete woman now. I have a home, parents that love me, a marine protector to guard us all, and a boy friend that has promised he will take care of me forever and he isn't going anywhere. I feel complete now."

"Good. That's all we all want for you."

Mark then put his hand on Tamaric's shoulder startling him.

"Welcome to the family son. You take good care of her and I'll take good care of you. I got your back just like everyone in our little family here."

"Thank you Mark. I promise to take good care of her. I'm not looking for an ass stompin by you and I know that's what's waiting for me if I mess up."

Everyone cracked up for a few moments.

"You'll do fine son. That's not going to be necessary, you know what we expect of you and you know what Korica expects of you."

"Hay, how about some cake?" Laurel said with a smile.

"Yah. Let's eat." Korica said.

Everyone stepped over to their favorite table with the cake on it and had a seat and Mark cut the cake and pulled out a slice for everyone, laying them on small plates that were in a stack on the table. The cake was a yellow lemon flavored sponge cake with a creamy custard like layer in the middle and the frosting was a soft and creamy sweet frosting that was made from fruit and eggs. The frosting tasted like strawberries though everyone thought it was unlikely strawberries existed in this galaxy. Everyone sat and ate cake and drank their Gatorade until they had their fill and that's when it dawned on Korica that the easel was kind of big and her quarters were relatively small. It was going to take up a lot of room in her quarters and especially if she started framing some of her artwork.

"Mom, what am I going to do about how big the easel is? It's gunna be pretty cramped in my quarters and I'm not going to have much room to work with it unless I sit on the bed to paint."

"We actually have a solution for that too. Computer, is it done?"

"Yes." The AI replied.

"Is what done?" Korica asked.

"The AI has something for you for your birthday too." Laurel replied grinning at her.

"What? No way. Future you made something for me?"

"In a manner of speaking. Proceed to your quarters when you are ready and you will see what I did for you."

"Can we go now? I'm excited to see what it is?" Korica asked smiling big.

"Of course. It's your birthday sweetie." Jake said.

Korica got up and stepped over to Tamaric and squatted down next to him and then put his arm up over her shoulder and then locked her back and stood up into his weight and lifted him to his feet and then she wrapped her arm around his back and pulled him into her side tightly. The five of them then made their way out into the corridor and walked down to Korica's quarters. As soon as they approached the door it slid open and Korica was expecting to see her dresser, as it was always visible from the door since it was only five feet from the door but the room was dark and she could tell her dresser was missing.

They all stepped into the very dark room and when the last of them stepped in the lights came up and Korica gasped as she lifted Tamaric's arm off of her shoulder. The room was now three quarters deep and at least the equivalent of two and a half quarters wide. There was now a large bed just like the one in Laurel and Jake's quarters with a table at its head to act as a headboard and in the middle of the table was Korica's holo imager projecting the vase of flowers she had been painting on the mess hall. The bed was accompanied on each side at the head of the bed by night tables with elegant looking lamps incorporated into them. The bed had dark covers and three pillows on it with her three stuffed animals sitting below each pillow and there were two sitting chairs against the side walls. At the front of the room was a bureau that was curved slightly in the front and looked like it was made out of a dark cherry wood identical to the one in Laurel and Jake's room and on top of the bureau were Korica's Pratgal cruisers, one at each end facing inward as though flying in formation. To the right of the bureau was Korica's calliope gently rotating silently. Along the bulkhead adjacent to the main corridor was a huge twenty foot wide by ten foot high tapestry similar to the one in Laurel and Jake's quarters but as Korica looked closer at the continents and the fact that there was a pink and purple nebula behind the planet that she recognized she realized it was Draxima on the tapestry not Earth.

Korica stepped in and walked up beside the bed and looked down at how gigantic it was and she smiled. She knew it was meant for two though it could accommodate five or six just as easily. Tamaric stepped up behind her and tried to take it all in. He was struck by how similar it looked to Laurel and Jake's quarters but these quarters were far wider. He noticed the only thing missing was the enormous view screen at the front of the room.

"Holy crap this place is huge." Tamaric said.

"Thank you so much for this Future. This is amazing." Korica said fighting back tears.

"Go look at your bathroom." The AI said.

Korica turned and looked at the bright white bathroom door for a moment then she went up to the door and when it slid open silently the lights came on and the room was close to twice the size it was before with a double sink and a huge mirror on the wall. There was a recessed cabinet opposite the sinks set into the wall just like in Laurel and Jake's bathroom. Tamaric stepped into the bathroom behind Korica and stepped past her without having to squash her into the sink like in his quarters or hers for that matter. All of their sundry items were already in the cabinet and Tamaric noticed two toothbrushes and recognized his from his quarters and there were two canisters of mouthwash and a comb and hairbrush lying on the bottom shelf. Tamaric then looked out into the room past Laurel, Jake, and Mark and he realized the dimensions and placement of the door meant his quarters were gone. His quarters were now part of Korica's quarters plus the quarters that were next door to his were now also part of their quarters. Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom and looked around a little more then made his way to the bed and sat down on the edge of the bed and Korica soon joined him.

"How in the heck did you do all this without us knowing?" Tamaric asked.

"I began work the moment you two exited this morning. The servo drones are designed to work unobtrusively and quietly. This compartment consumed tow storage compartments that used to be behind the back bulkhead. The compartments were empty for the most part so there was not much equipment to move. Are you pleased with the results?"

"I love it Future. It feels like a home¦and it's huge. I am going have to all kinds of room to paint and hang my paintings if I want. Thank you so much for doing this for us."

"Yah, this is amazing Future." Tamaric added.

"You are welcome Korica and Tamaric. Happy birthday Korica."

"Thank you Future. The only thing missing is the big view screen that mom and dad have in their quarters." Korica said.

"Open the drawer in the nightstand on the left side of the bed." The AI said.

Korica scooted sideways and leaned over and pulled the drawer open and there was a remote in the drawer. It was much smaller and had fewer functions than the one in Laurel and Jake's room. Korica smiled when she realized what it was.

"No way! We have a free floating view screen huh?"

"Yes you do. Point it at the front of the room and touch the on button."

Korica pointed it at the front of the room as the AI said and touched the on and a seven foot wide and six foot tall image appeared with movie and book titles scrolling by from bottom to top. The image was hanging in free space being projected down from the ceiling using the same technology as the maps on the transporters and the control screens in the new data core control room.

"That is the coolest thing I have ever seen." Jake said. "You guys have an even better view screen than we do. You got all the bells and whistles that weren't around when our quarters were put together."

"What else can we do with this view screen?"

"You have access to the sensor data from all of the external visual sensors, all of the corridor sensors in most areas of the ship and the observation deck. You can use the view screen for real time audiovisual communication channels both internally and externally sourced. You can check on the bridge conditions but no control interface is available unlike the view screen in the captain's quarters."

Korica then looked at the bed and looked at Tamaric then looked at the view screen.

"So someone can¦look into my room with this thing and see what I'm doing?"

"Not unless you enable the throughput of the com signal. No one will be able to just look into your quarters at any time. Your privacy is safe and a high priority. The captain is the only person that can override that control in an emergency."

"Oh, ok."

"You guys get all the neatest toys." Mark said grinning.

"Hay, you got four crimson fighters in the upper hangar bay. You got some cool toys too." Korica said.

"That's true. I forgot about that."

Tamaric then got up and slowly walked to the view screen and looked behind it then put his arm up and passed it right through the projected image and then he stood back and looked at the image and shook his head.

"That is the damnedest thing I have ever seen." He said in amazement.

"It rearranges and condenses free floating molecules of gasses present in the air including water vapor and then it excites those gasses to the point that they become luminescent and then it uses a stationary oscillating high frequency fluctuation field to produce what you see." Korica said.

"So this is the very air we breathe being made to do this?"

"Yep."

Tamaric turned and looked at Korica.

"And you understand this?" Tamaric said pointing over his shoulder with his thumb.

"Yah. It's part of the fundamental knowledge given to us by the elder race when we were placed in the chair of knowledge following our refit here on the station."

"That's impressive. You're impressive Korica."

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica said smiling big as she sank into her dreamy eyed state as she looked into his eyes and listened to his accent.

"How about we go back and let you finish your painting and then you can bring your easel back here to your quarters? Laurel said.

"I would like that." Korica said breaking her glazed stare at Tamaric.

The five then got up and Korica stepped up to Tamaric and put his arm up over her shoulder and she stood up straight into his weight and smiled brightly at him. She then turned and saw the ring on his finger of the hand she was holding over her front side and she smiled even bigger and turned her hand slightly and looked at her ring sparkling in the light of the room. It made her heart feel warm to see the brilliant gold shimmering on their fingers knowing what the rings meant and because of the fact that Tamaric gave them to her for her birthday. Tamaric noticed her admiring her ring and his and he leaned his head over and kissed her cheek and smiled at her.

"Happy birthday Korica."

"Thank you Tamaric¦for everything. I love you so much."

"I know. I can feel it."

"Am I¦purring?"

"Yes. You have been since we go to the mess hall and you got over us screaming happy birthday at you."

"And that's ok right?"

"Well yah. It means you're happy¦and feeling loved."

Korica smiled and her purring became a little stronger and the two then stepped over to the door and when it slid open the two followed everyone else to the mess hall. Korica stepped in and walked Tamaric over to the seats and squatted down while he sat down and then she went back over to the easel and placed the sleeve back over her arm and turned the easel on and then placed the transceivers back on her temples and then picked up the finer point markers and began filling in the fine details of her painting.

The other four sat watching her for a few minutes before turning to conversation with each other.

"So when do you want to leave cap?" Mark asked.

"You still need a little time to decompress. I'm not going to be in a hurry if it means you could suffer an embolism. We're safe for the moment right where we are. Asaria says they haven't gotten any response from the tel pok maron yet. I'm not sure if they are going to be real receptive to us pocking around in their corner of the galaxy until that happens."

"Well it's a hell of a long trip. Isn't it going to take us like a couple of weeks to reach their region of space?"

"Probably. It would be far shorter if we could travel in straight path to get there but there are some particularly nasty species that we would encounter if we did that. If we can maintain an average speed of eighty four light years per hour I figure it will take about sixteen or seventeen days."

"So how long is the trip home going to take?"

"I have no idea. I don't know how they are going to get us home¦and especially in the past. That can't be an easy task. If we do it on our own, it will take just under year. I just¦there's an awful lot of empty space and unknown space between here and the Milky Way. That could be treacherous on it's own."

"I'm sorry cap but I feel fine. I would really like to get the heck out of dodge."

"No Mark. I will not take any chances with anyone's health no matter how much they insist they are fine. You get some rest and let the information unspool and then we will go. Not before."

"Alright. You're the cap. I think you guys need to view the brief that was prepared for me and maybe read the journal that was left behind by our intruder."

Jake looked over his shoulder at Korica then leaned in.

"Not around Korica. That creep was hold up in her quarters while she was¦doing stuff. I don't want her traumatized by the knowledge of that. Why do you think I told you to stash that thing when I did? I don't like what I read."

"I know. The AI has already translated a good portion of it into English."

"Mark!"

"I didn't read it. I wanted it translated for the record since the AI now has access to a language database that includes the one that guy spoke. Or wrote in anyways. You told me not to read it and I haven't. The AI simply told me that he was observing us in our most intimate moments including Korica. I surmised for myself what that means based on her age and physical development."

"Alright, we'll take a look at it. What's the name of the briefing file?"

"Tillman one oh nine. It's in the security briefs and internal sensor log data."

"We'll see if we want to keep it or¦or delete it. Korica is entitled to some level of privacy. That goes way over the line of invasive. I don't really see how it could be pertinent to anything down the road how she¦how she does that to herself. No one needs a detailed description of that."

"Mom, dad, I'm done." Korica said breaking the tension.

Everyone turned and looked and the image was so striking that they all got up and walked over to the easel. There was a brown table almost ghosted in under and halfway up behind the vase of flowers but the vase and the flowers were bright and vibrant and the colors were rich and deep and the attention to detail in the veins of the leaves and the subtle creases in the flower petals and the design in the side of the vase were striking.

"Oh Korica, that's beautiful honey. See, I knew you had an artistic streak in you." Laurel said hugging her.

"I don't know, it's kind of like cheating cause this thing was making my arm and hand move and I just followed along and just directed the colors."

"No honey. The shop owner that sold this to us said that if you don't have any artistic talent this wouldn't help you develop one. It will only help bring out an existing talent. You did that baby. That's your imagination and talent there. The control sleeve just steadies your hand so you can produce what your mind sees with increased dexterity. In time you might not even need the sleeve if you practice often."

"It's really good Korica. You should frame this and hang it on the wall in the main corridor out here. I would love to look at it all the time. Your attention to detail is amazing. It almost looks real." Jake said.

"I really like it too little one. You got a gift." Mark said putting his hand on her shoulder.

Tamaric then ambled over and looked at it and stood up straight and his eyes got big.

"That's downright beautiful Korica. So you're a genius and a talented artist. You're gunna be ma sugar mama. If we ever get down on our luck you can paint a few of these and make some really good money. People would pay real good money to have that hanging on their wall."

"You guys really think it's that good?" Korica said still sounding unsure.

Tamaric stepped up to her and put his arm up on her shoulders while they looked at it.

"Search our feelings Korica. I know you can do that. We love it. Your dads right, you should frame this so we can all appreciate it every time we come to the mess hall or go to the shower room."

"Awe. Thank you Tamaric."

Korica then discretely listened into everyone's heart and could sense the awe in everyone's heart as they looked at the painting, which no one seemed able to take their eyes off of. Korica leaned into Tamaric and tried to appreciate the painting as much as they did. She could see the symmetry and beauty in it but she just felt like she could do better.

Korica finally stepped up to the easel and turned it off and removed the neutral transceivers and set them on the carriage below the main easel and then when the sleeve relaxed enough she slipped it off of her arm and draped it over the edge of the easel and then unplugged the cord and put the brush away after turning it off.

"Can you guys help me carry this to my¦our quarters. I have to help Tamaric."

"We would be glad to honey." Jake said.

Korica and Tamaric stepped back and Mark and Jake gently grabbed the edges of the easel and lifted it and started heading for the exit and Korica pulled Tamaric's arm tight around her shoulder since it was already there and she stepped up into his weight and put her other arm around his back and pulled him tight to her side and helped him walk behind Mark and Jake with Laurel bringing up the rear. When they got to Korica's quarters she stepped up to the front and the door opened and she stepped in with Tamaric and then Mark and Jake followed and walked past the foot of the bed and then stopped and set the easel down in the middle of the floor.

"Where do you want us to put this Korica?" Jake asked.

"I don't know. I guess against the wall by the reading chair."

Mark and Jake lifted the easel and set it by the chair facing out into the room.

"Can you guys face it toward the bed? I want to be able to look at it from here. Sorry to be so picky." Tamaric said.

"That's nice that you want to be able to see it all the time." Mark said.

Mark and Jake lifted the easel and turned it slightly until Tamaric gave them a thumb up and then they stepped back and looked at it themselves.

"It really is good Korica. You've got a real eye for detail." Laurel said.

Korica lifted Tamaric's arm off of her shoulder and stepped over to Laurel and hugged her tightly again.

"Thank you so much for the gift mom. I really like it. I feel like I can be really creative with it."

"You're welcome sweetheart. Happy birthday Korica." Laurel then kissed the side of her head.

Korica then stepped up to Jake and squeezed him tightly and he returned the gesture.

"You're the best Jake. I'm so lucky to have you as my dad. Thank you for the painting easel. I'm sure it wasn't cheap."

"It doesn't matter how much credit it cost. You are more than worth it honey. Happy birthday Korica."

Korica then stepped back and Jake smiled at her warmly and then she stepped over to Mark and squeezed him very tightly and he wrapped his arms around her back and swayed her.

"You deserve some nice things Korica. I want to see lots of paintings hanging in the main corridor out there ok?"

"Ok. Thank you for sneaking this all by me Mark. You are a really good friend and I love you."

"Awwe. I love you too Korica."

Korica then stepped over next to Tamaric and sat down on the bed right next to him.

"Well, your dad and I have some business to attend to. You two get comfortable with your new quarters here and we'll see you after a while."

"You're not leaving again are you?" Korica asked sounding distressed.

"No honey. We aren't going anywhere. It's stuff we have to do right here on the Future."

"Oh ok. Don't I have to go to work to?"

"Yah, but not right away. Enjoy some of your birthday honey. And congratulations you two. I guess you two are officially a couple now. You just be sure to invite us to the wedding when the day comes."

"Of course. You two will be the first people we invite along with Mark of course." Korica said.

The three then made their way to the exit and stepped out. After the door slid shut Tamaric scooted back on the bed so his feet were just hanging off of the edge of the bed and he laid down on his back and stretched out with his arms above his head while Korica looked at the beautiful bright ring on her finger bearing Tamaric's name and it made her smile.

"I can't believe how my life has turned around. When I was on that station with the Hodong I really though I was going to die or be miserable and¦abused for the rest of my life. Now I have everything I could ever want."

Korica put her hand down and looked over at Tamaric.

"I'm just as¦dumb struck with how my life has turned out darlin. Last thing I remembered was watching my chamber lid closing with my parents looking in at me and then I woke up to your beautiful mom Laurel looking down at me, and a beautiful angel looking down at me. I really thought I had died and I was in heaven. Then I found out I did die and now I am in heaven. I'm basically engaged to the smartest and most gorgeous girl to ever live."

"Awe. Aren't you sweet? You still think of me as an angel?"

"I am dead convinced that you are one of gods angels sent down to watch over me and make me happy cause I sure am happy."

"Tamaric, that's so sweet."

Korica then felt an awnry streak and she stood up and jumped on Tamaric straddling his hips with a knee on each side of him and she leaned up and pinned his arms with her hands and put her weight on him and looked him square in the face with a grin on her face.

"No more sneaking around behind my back and hiding things from me. Are we clear mister?"

"Yes mam. I don't think I'm going to be able to get away with that for very long anyways. You're going to be able to hear my thoughts as well as my feelings before to long right?"

"Probably. I can almost hear your voice in my mind now."

"I just wanted to surprise you Korica."

Korica let go of his arms and leaned back and sat her weight onto his pelvis and he cringed for a moment until he realized where she was sitting and as she noticed his pain and was about to get up, he put his hands on her hips and planted her back down on him firmly and then she realized what she was sitting on and where it was pressing up against her. She looked at him for a moment then grinned seductively.

"You like it huh?"

"You better believe I do. Wait¦you need get up Korica. We can't be doin this."

Korica's face ran sad and she slid off of him slowly and rolled onto her side facing him.

"What'd I do wrong Tamaric? I thought you liked it?"

"I did¦I do. Korica this is exactly what your mom told me to be mindful of. She wants me treating you with respect for¦for where your mind is and where your body is."

"My body¦you see me as a child don't you? My body isn't anything to be attracted to yet huh?"

"No Korica, you're twisting this around. That's not it at all. You are gorgeous to me Korica. I would love to put my hands all over you but that's not what you need me doin. I got to much respect for you to do that. If you keep¦grinding yourself into me like you were I get all¦horny and blurry headed. I don't think straight. Everyone has made it clear that I'm not to be¦treating you like my play toy if you know what I mean."

"Tamaric, it's my body and I'll do with it what I want and give it to who I want. I've come to accept that this¦lust or whatever is part of being in love with you. You make me feel like a woman and you make me feel sexual. That's just how it is. I hated it at first and I still don't understand where it's coming from but it's the way I am and fighting it just confuses me more. I'm starting to think that you love me and you like my face but my body is¦unattractive to you."

Tamaric tried to roll over and winced in pain as he tried to rotate his hips. He took a couple of breaths and then the pain faded and he sat up and leaned back on his hands with his feet wide apart and he looked over at Korica curled up in almost the fetal position on her side looking at him.

"Korica, I've only seen your body from behind and what I saw is¦jaw dropping. You are hot Korica. I'm sure the front is equally impressive. How do I put this? I'm just not good with words and I've never been very smooth with girls let alone gorgeous¦women like you. I am attracted to you Korica, in every way possible. I just¦I'm not sure if we should be¦you know¦fornicating or whatever we keep get close to doin."

"Are you actually afraid of me?" Korica said straightening her legs out and rolling on her tummy.

Tamaric looked at her gorgeous perfectly round and very muscular butt and tried to ignore the twinge seeing it elicited in him.

"I don't know. Maybe a little. I've never been in a relationship like this before."

"Me neither Tamaric. I didn't think I would ever want anyone touching me or looking at me ever again. You have no idea what I've been through and I just feel like you make it all worth it. All the pain, all the hands, all the mouths, all the fingers, all the dirty painful disgusting crap is worth it if I have a boyfriend who loves me and wants me cause I'm beautiful and cause he loves me for me not what I got inside or what I can make him feel when he¦" Korica swallowed hard and closed her eyes for a moment then looked back at him. "You don't have any of that in your heart. That alone is a turn on. I know you're seeing me. The person inside this body. I can feel it and I can see it in your eyes. It makes me want to surrender to you and my body is ahead of my mind. It wants you in ways I wasn't expecting but it's no less beautiful than sharing my heart with you."

"Geeze Korica, that's beautiful. You're so good with expressing your emotions into words. Here I feel like an alien to my own language. If you understand all of this and what your body is doin that well I'll quit¦thinking about what everyone else told me to do or not to do and I'll just do what my¦my girlfriend tells me to do."

Korica laid her hand out flat and looked at the ring on her finger. She then looked back at Tamaric.

"Well your girlfriend is telling you to quit rejecting me or you're going to make me feel like there is something wrong with my body. Like I told you yesterday, I'm not looking for intercourse. That's gunna hurt and I'm not particularly looking forward to experience any more pain down there. There are other things we can do that feel equally¦pleasing."

"Pain? I am not going to do anything to hurt you. And what other¦things?"

"You can't help but hurt me the first time Tamaric. Don't you know how a woman is built down there?" Korica said deliberately ignoring the second part of his comment for now.

"No, well kind of. I know where¦no not how they are built."

"Right, you're not a med tech why would you?" Korica said thinking out loud more than anything.

"No I'm not Korica. I'm just a dumb kid that has never even seen a girls¦thing let alone to know how it's built."

"Vulva dear. The technical name for it all is a vulva. I did not mean any insult Tamaric."

"Vulva huh? That's better than what the other kids call it in school."

"Do I even want to know what the other kids called a vulva?"

"No! I'm not repeating it in front of a lady, and especially not my lady."

"Oh ok. Well the mood is kind of killed for me now. Can we just hold each other?"

"I would like that Korica. You feel really good in my arms and on me¦you know what I mean by that right?"

"Yes I do. I like lying on your body Tamaric. You're cool and comfortable with how muscular you are."

Tamaric laid back down and Korica got up on her hands and knees and put one leg over Tamaric's and climbed up to him so her knee was right up against his crotch and he got worried that she would knee him and hurt him badly so he tensed up and she laid down half on him and stretched the leg along his side out straight and then slid up on him and he put his arm around her and cradled her back and when she finally set all of her weight down on him she drew her knee up next to his crotch and he tensed up again. She then curled her arm up under her chest and laid on her hand and laid her head on his chest and shoulder and he relaxed until she shifted the arm that was under her slightly making him tense up again.

"Why do you keep tightening up like that Tamaric?"

"Cause your knee is right near my testis. They are very sensitive and if you move just right you're going to squash 'em. When a guys testis get squashed it hurts like the dickens deep in our guts."

"Sorry, I didn't know they were that sensitive."

Korica slid her leg down slightly and he relaxed and drew his arm tighter around her back making her close her eyes and moan softly in approval. Tamaric then closed his eyes and waited for the purring to get more intense, which it did within seconds making him smile at the intense warm waves coming from her every time her heart beat making his heart skip a couple of beats and then start beating at the same exact sympathetic rate as hers. It was warm and intoxicating and made him feel very relaxed and almost drunk as the dopamine flooded his brain from her very warm body contacting his as she breathed deep and regularly against his chest and side.

When Laurel, Jake and Mark exited Korica and Tamaric's quarters Mark stepped up next to Laurel.

"Cap, are you sure we did the right thing by encouraging those two to get close like that?"

"Mark, there was nothing we could do to stop them. If we had forbidden their relationship or whatever they would have snuck off somewhere and they would have done whatever they are going to do anyways. They would have bee miserable and they would think love is a dirty thing to be hidden from all eyes and only to be expressed or experienced in secret. They would have asked why Jake and I could love each other openly but they can't. They fell in love with each other the moment their eyes met Mark. They have a destiny together and we are just facilitating that destiny."

"Yah but she's just a baby. She's our little Korica."

"Mark come on. She is our little Korica but she is not a baby. She is becoming a woman more and more so every day. It's perfectly normal for a girl her age to experiment with the opposite sex."

"She's doing more than experimenting cap. We have set them up like a married couple and told them to go for it."

"Mark, geeze! Do you see Jake and I like that?"

"Well, kind of. I don't particularly like what I know Jake is doing to you at your age but it's none of my business to say a damn thing about that. I see you as¦as my baby sister and it bugs me. I love both of you guys and I know how smart you are so I got to just assume you know what you're doing."

"That's so sweet. You see me as your baby sister?"

"Yah, kind of. It's the closest way I can express how I think about you."

"Well it's the same thing with Korica Mark. I'm not real crazy about what I'm pretty sure they are doing when they are alone and she is my little girl. We have to trust that Tamaric won't¦be mean or dirty about it. I won't stifle her heart or make her think that sex with the one you love is dirty or wrong. We have to let go and let her grow and experiment or whatever as she wants. I sense that she is more mature and knowledgeable than Tamaric, so I think she is going to be in control at all times especially with how much respect and reverence he has for her. He looks up to her Mark and he¦he is attracted to her. How could he not be? She's beautiful."

The three arrived at the mess hall and stepped in to clean up but the shinny wrapping from the easel was gone as were all of the plates and cups. The two small portions of cake were still on the table in the pan and there was a clear micro fiber web foil over the pan to keep the cake fresh. The banner was the only real evidence of the party and Laurel thought it was appropriate to leave it up for the rest of the day. Laurel and Jake sat down next to each other and Mark got a cup of tea and then sat down across from them and slid into his seat.

"Look I know how beautiful Korica is. That's why those slobs slaughtered her parents and their crew and snatched her up and did the gnarly things they did to her. Tamaric is a lucky guy that Korica chose him as her mate or husband or whatever. I still see her as my little Korica and I don't like knowing that dirty stuff is being done to her whether she thinks she wants it or whether she thinks she is ready for it or not. I like Tamaric, I really do. He is smart, refined, and good looking even for an eleven year old. I just don't like him all over my Korica."

"You are certainly entitled to feel that way Mark, but you have to keep that kind of stuff really deep down. You know how intuitive Korica is about reading our feelings. I don't want her to sense that you don't like her relationship with Tamaric no matter how distasteful it is to you. Please Mark. This is her opportunity to put her shattered and abused life behind her and build a new one with us Humans. Please help her to feel welcomed and accepted in everything she does. She needs to be free to express herself and to grow at her own pace and how she wants. For all we know this could be perfectly normal for a girl her age on Draxima. Her advanced mind and¦libido is our fault Mark. What she experienced with Jake and I both in the sharing of mind and spirit and what we shared in creating the Angalon is very intimate and very deep and she¦took a sense of us with her and that includes our lust for one another and our experiences together, Jake and I that is. It's something we didn't expect but it was crucial that we be very, very close to one another in order to join like we did on the Angalon. She doesn't even know where it is coming from within her Mark, but it is us. It is the part of Jake and I that she took with her. She learned what it is to be in love as Jake and I are and she learned what it is to feel lust in your heart and in her loins. She is probably confused as hell about the whole thing and I will not punish her for what I put in her heart and mind. She loves Tamaric with all of her heart and it is only likely to intensify as time goes by. It is really a beautiful feeling to love someone that deeply and that completely Mark. You don't have to like what they are doing but please accept that they are together and it is not wrong to love one another like they do. Without her we would be floating out here in a ship that could not possibly hope to get us home. She is the reason we found the elder race and we owe her our very lives. The least we can do is to accept her relationship with Tamaric, which is a direct result of what we did to her to get ourselves home. I feel horrible for ruining that sweet little girls mind but the damage is done. In the end we saved each other. We saved her from the Hodong and gave her a home and she saved us from wandering aimlessly through this galaxy and she is in turn getting us home¦or she will anyways. Look at what was added to the Future thanks in no small part to what she did for us."

"Wow. Ok cap. I guess I hadn't thought about it that deeply. You got an insight into things that would take me a lot longer to realize if at all. So I don't have to like it but I have to accept it?"

"Yes. Please Mark, this is important. I don't want to have to order you but I will if I have to."

"Whoa. Take it easy tiger. You don't have to order me. Let me ask you something?"

"Go ahead."

"If you hadn't passed information up through history about Tamaric and Korica getting hitched at some point in the future would you still feel the same way about them hooking up as youngsters and would you still¦make all the concessions that you have?"

"Um¦probably. It would have taken a little more time to accept maybe but as soon as I saw the look in their eyes and felt what I feel between them, I would have let them be together. Like I said Mark, when it is that intense, the love that is, you can't keep them apart."

"You¦you can feel their love or whatever?"

"Yep. Jake and I are sensitive enough now to sense others emotions from a great distance. Their love is very tender and very¦intense. It feels innocent but that feeling does things to the body that can't be felt by others. I know that intense attraction and animal magnetism that wells up from deep within and takes a hold of your libido and puts it into overdrive. Your body does things with just a glance, just the slightest physical contact, the brushing of hands, the bumping of shoulders, not to mention what the actual physical embrace does to you. A kiss, a hug, the holing of hands. It all drives you to do things that you just can't stop from happening."

"Cap! Come on! That's so graphic! I don't want to know that is happening to my Korica...or to you guys."

"Sorry Mark. It's all part of being young and being in love. Will you try and burry your disgust and disapproval down deep, please?"

"Yes. Like I said, I really do like Tamaric. He is a good-looking guy and he and Korica do make a cute couple. Just¦make sure Korica knows the rules of conduct on the bridge. I don't mind them sitting close to one another or even holding hands particularly but I don't want to see them falling all over each other on the bridge, ok?"

"Absolutely. She knows the rules and regulations probably better than us. I made her memorize them, but I will reinforce the fact that it is a place of professional conduct at all times. We've been trying to instill that in her recently anyways."

"Ok thanks cap. Jake, you've been really quiet so far, do you feel the same way as the cap?"

"Pretty much. She is way better at expressing herself but I feel the same way. I am really torn up about what we did to her mind but it was a necessary evil and at the time we didn't know the damage we were doing. Asaria warned us after the fact for the most part. We were one connection away from achieving the right state of mind and spirit to create the Angalon and we are now one connection away from binding her to us permanently like Laurel and I are to each other. That should tell you how deeply we love Korica and we are willing to accept her relationship with Tamaric no matter how¦advanced or mature that relationship may be because it is our fault that she is even capable of that at her age. She just has a huge heart and she has decided to give it to Tamaric and I am not going to interfere unless he hurts or disrespects her. Korica will tell me if he does something wrong and if it's really egregious I will get you involved just to scare the snot out of him. He has a great deal of respect for you Mark but I sense that he is scared shitless of you too¦sorry about my mouth babe."

"It's alright, I happen to agree with that sentiment. I sense the same thing and I also sense that for whatever reason he is afraid of me. Maybe because I am the captain."

"You don't think he fears me?" Jake asked sounding a little incensed.

"Uh¦I sense he respects you tremendously but I think he¦looks to you for an example of how to treat a woman and how to behave as a man¦like a father figure I guess."

"You sense all of that? He barely knows me."

"I am just better at reading a persons feelings at a glance."

"I can't wait until we can quit quieting our minds. I used to pick up so much from you that I thought was my own abilities and it turns out I was hearing your thoughts and taking your ideas as my own and feeling your feelings as my own. You make me feel more intuitive and smarter."

"Awwe. That's beautiful Jake. We compliment each other. I feel much stronger and way more confident when I can hear and connect with your mind. You are my strength and I am your intuition."

"That is kind of beautiful Laurel. Women have always been known as the more intuitive of our species. You just take it to a whole new level. I miss you too. Your voice is such a comfort to hear singing in the back of my mind."

"Alright you two. Your love for each other is beautiful and all but I've heard enough. I will never know that kind of peace of mind and soul. I'm going to go catch up on some reading and do as the cap ordered and wait for my mind to unspool or whatever."

"Sorry Mark. We really don't mean to flaunt our relationship or whatever. We speak from the heart and I guess it just comes out that way."

"Naw, it's alright. I'm glad you guys have each other like you do. It makes humanity worth saving to know we can care about each other that deeply."

"Thank you Mark. You'll find it much easier to operate all the advanced technology now imbedded all over the Future if you wait until all of the learning programs become a part of you."

"If you say so cap. I am completely unaware of this unspooling or whatever."

"Trust me Mark, it is happening subconsciously all the time. We can detect it because our brains are wired different. Be glad you aren't wired like us. It can kind of make you sick to your stomach as all that information floods your active mind in bursts." Jake said.

"If you say so. If you guys need me I'll be in my quarters. I'll have a servo bring that journal to you guys in your quarters."

"Ok, thanks Mark. Oh and thanks for making Korica's birthday a success. We couldn't have made it that special for her without your help."

"It was a pleasure. The look on her face was priceless. Good choice on the gift by the way. She loves that thing."

"Thanks. That was actually Asaria's Idea."

Mark then got up and nodded once and exited to go decompress some more in his quarters. Laurel and Jake both smiled at each other and both sighed at the same moment at the light feeling they elicited in each other's hearts and then cracked up laughing at the timing.

"I think we made Mark a little jealous Laurel. We all have a special love and he doesn't. That might be why he is disturbed about Korica and Tamaric. He knows she is going to be devoting her every thought to Tamaric instead of us."

"I kind of sensed that too. Mark is real hard to read but I get the sense that he feels like he is losing his little Korica. He just doesn't realize that she is going to love him every bit as much as she ever did, she just has enough heart to love Tamaric with all of her heart at the same time."

"She is so lucky to have found the kind of love we have Laurel. It's everything you and I hoped she would find. We just thought if at all she might find love much later in life."

"I know, maybe that's why I am being so accommodating and tolerant of their relationship. I was so afraid that she would never find a love that would be worthy of her kind and sweet heart and now my prayers have been answered. She has a love that is as deep as my own for you and I thought we had the love of a lifetime like no other."

"Her love may be even more intense than ours in the end Laurel. I don't know about you but a love any deeper or any stronger than I feel for you now would be debilitating and I wouldn't be able to think straight. It's really difficult at times as it is. You have a really profound affect on my heart and mind."

"Awe. Should I be apologizing?"

"No, absolutely not. I am so lucky to be your mate Laurel. You don't need to apologize for loving me so deeply that it makes it hard to think."

"Well you still do the same thing to me too Jake. Especially when you touch me in any way like I was telling Mark. Just the brush of the hand, bump of the shoulder, any contact and the hugs and kisses are¦" Laurel shivered making Jake laugh and smile big knowing he still did that to her. "And the intimate contact is mind blowing and intense and prolonged and heavenly."

"I still get to you just by thinking about me?"

"Oh yah. You are a gorgeous man and a good lover Jake. Don't I do the same thing to you?"

"Without question. As fine as you are I have to fight not to think about you or some very obvious reactions occur. A guy can't exactly hide being aroused like a woman can especially in these uniforms of ours. It leaves very little room for extra body swelling without it being seen by others. I love how they fit you girls but I'm not real crazy about how they fit us guys."

"I love how they fit you guys. You have a really nice butt Jake and I love being able to see it. Just ask Korica and I'll bet she will tell you the same thing about her little man."

"Thanks babe. It's nice to know you like my body."

"I love your body Jake. You have become impressively toned since you came out of stasis and started working out twice a day and I love what I see. I just hide my reactions to you most of the time."

"Nice. Thank you Laurel. Shall we go to our quarters and look over the briefs Mark was talking about?"

"Yah, I'm a little afraid of what I'm going to read about Korica. If it's real graphic I'm getting rid of that part of the journal like you said."

"It's detailed and graphic. The guy thought we were drugging her to make her do what he observed."

"We weren't, the Angalon did."

"That's true."

The two then got up and took each other's hand and made their way out into the main corridor and as soon as they stepped out into the corridor and turned to head for their quarters they both stopped in their tracks and looked at each other. They could both feel Korica purring very distinctly and very strongly. They looked down the corridor at the door to her quarters then looked at each other and grinned.

"You don't think that means they are¦you know?" Jake said.

"I don't know." Laurel said and then she closed her eyes and listened for her feelings beyond her intense love radiating all throughout the command deck.

Laurel sensed contentment and comfortability and a calm resolve and joy at tender innocent contact, Tamaric holding her Laurel assumed. She opened her eyes and looked at Jake with a smile.

"No, there is gentle contact and nothing more. I think they are cuddled up to one another and nothing more and she just really likes being held by him."

The two then continued on to their quarters. When they entered Jake stepped up to his side of the bed and slipped his shoes off and slid them under the nightstand on his side of the bed and then he sat down on the bed and Laurel did the same thing on her side of the bed and then sat down. The two then swung their feet up on the bed and scooted over right next to one another and took each other's hand and then turned and looked at each other and both melted at the sight of the other's face. Laurel felt her stomach and loins tingling just looking into Jake's shocking green eyes and Jake was starting to feel the hazy mind that looking into Laurel's striking sapphire blue eyes always brought about.

"You want to connect with me, don't you Jake?"

"I would love to Laurel. You feel so beautiful and tender on the inside and your mind is so¦orderly and focused. It's very addictive and intoxicating to touch your deepest spirit now that you don't hide any part of yourself from me."

"I guess the brief can wait for a few minutes. I love sharing myself with you Jake. You feel so beautiful and strong and commanding. I love feeling your masculinity and your very even and logical mind."

"We got it for each other bad don't we babe?" Jake said grinning at Laurel's beautiful face.

"Yah we do." Laurel said smiling back at him warmly.

Laurel then turned on her side and so did Jake and then he surprised Laurel by working his arm under her and wrapping his other arm over her and he scooted forward while pulling her toward him and she slid her arm under him and wrapped her other arm over his midsection and she pulled on him so the two ended up in each other's arms and then they intertwined their legs and Jake gently slid his leg up so it pressed firmly against Laurel's crotch and she smiled at the warm tingles it elicited in her loins and tummy and then the two engaged in a tender lip lock kiss for a few moments and then they separated their lips and slid their foreheads together and breathed deep and then let it out slowly and then reached out for one another.

For Jake he instantly heard Laurel's soft voice flooding his mind making him smile. It felt new and familiar at the same time. Her voice was melodious and sweet to him. Laurel heard the immediate rush of Jake's voice also making her smile. It was like an old familiar friend returning home after a long silent absence. The two instantly heard the other thinking how much they loved hearing the other's voice the moment they opened their minds. Jake then sought out Laurel's core essence and found himself gently sliding deeper inside her and she sought out Jake the second she felt him sinking deeper into her center. The two let go of themselves and sank deeply inside the other leaving their own bodies behind.

Jake could feel how tender and how sweet Laurel was at her deepest place and he let himself sink deeper and deeper into her essence until he found her strongest and deepest emotions and he let them envelope him and warm him from within. Laurel could feel Jake's strong masculine presence and she let herself drift deeper and deeper into his essence until she too felt completely enveloped by his deepest emotions. Jake could feel that Laurel was at peace for the first time in many days and completely in love with him. Laurel could feel that Jake felt a great sense of relief at having Laurel deep in his mind again. He felt like a weight had been lifted and he could finally float freely and Laurel could sense that he still loved her with every ounce of his soul.

The two laid for close to fifteen minutes soaking in the others essence and deepening their bond by letting the other capture a piece of them. As Laurel finally started to withdraw from Jake she couldn't help but hold on to a piece of his deepest essence and she felt like she was clutching that small piece of him close to her chest as she rose from his calm and warm center back to the noisy surface. Jake could feel that Laurel was tugging on a piece of his very spirit and he offered no resistance to the unusual sensation of having a piece of him from deep down dragged away as she withdrew from his mind. As he began to withdraw from Laurel he felt like he turned and reached for a piece of her heart and he drew it up close and held on tight as he floated up out of her deepest place until he was in her subconscious mind. Laurel then withdrew to her own mind and Jake felt her presence leaving his mind and with a sad heart he withdrew into his own mind.

They both then opened their eyes and slid their foreheads apart and smiled at each other. Jake could feel that he took a piece of Laurel's tenderness with him and now it was becoming a part of him. It was softening his heart and merging with his own feelings. Laurel on the other hand could feel that she took a piece of Jake's strength with her and it was now a part of her. It was contained deep down and it felt like Jake but it was now trapped in her and slowly dissolving into her own feelings.

"Why did we do that Laurel?"

"I don't know. I guess we miss each other so much that we just wanted to hold onto the part of the other that we love the most."

"It was your tenderness that I held onto. I love how you feel like a mommy to Korica and a loving partner to me. You show us both so much tenderness in everything you do for us."

"You are the two most important people in my life and I love you both with all my heart."

"I know." Jake said smiling warmly.

"I took your strength with me. You have a strong male side to you that is¦well strong and brave and resolved to keep Korica and I safe above all else. I need that strength in my heart and in my life. It's the one thing that I don't have on my own and that I love about you the most. You are a smart beautiful man Jake. You have a good heart and a strong will."

Jake slid his head in and engaged Laurel in a very passionate kiss that made both of their heads buzz and their thoughts get cloudy. Jake finally terminated the kiss with the customary two pecks and then he put his forehead against Laurel's and kept his eyes closed listening to her voice echoing around in the back of his mind trying to enjoy the sensation as much as possible before they had to inevitably quiet their minds. Laurel brought her hand up and stroked Jake's cheek gently making him smile at the feeling deep in his guts brought on by her soft hand touching his face. Laurel was enjoying his voice deep in the back of her mind equally but she knew they had to terminate their connection and quiet their minds so that they wouldn't share everything they thought with the entire station.

"We have to separate and quiet our minds Jake." Laurel said softly.

"I know babe. I love you so much, it's like having you taken away from me and I hate it."

Jake took a last listen and could hear Laurel's tender thoughts of him and some enticing thoughts about what she would like to be doing to him along with some worries about Korica getting hurt emotionally. Jake then broke the connection with Laurels mind and her voice faded to subtle whispers that were to quiet and to distant to be made out clearly and he was only able to discern that it was her presence that he was detecting. Laurel immediately heard Jake's voice fade from her mind to the same subtle hint of whisper way off in the distance of her subconscious and it saddened her. Both then concentrated on the bubble surrounding them that was slowly collapsing in on them smaller and smaller until it shrank into their heads and then both found themselves in the very quiet loneliness of their own minds without even a hint of the other's voice in their minds.

Jake then opened his eyes and looked at Laurel just as her beautiful deep blue eyes opened and looked right into his deep green eyes that were like staring into an emerald that was lit from behind.

"Hi beautiful."

"Hi handsome. I know I say it all the time but you have got the most striking eyes I have ever seen Jake."

"You too babe. I really never knew they came in a smooth seamless uninterrupted color like yours. There's no lines or veins or cell structure, just deep purly blue all the way around. I feel like I could just fall into them."

"You're so sweet Jake. We have to get to those security briefings."

"Ok. I love you Laurel Kade."

"I love you too Jake Myers."

The two then untangled them selves from each other and turned onto their backs and took several deep breaths as the dizzy feeling cleared from their minds so they could think straight again. They both then scooted up on the pillows and Jake retrieved the remote for the view screen at the front of the room and touched the on button and the screen came to life showing the external sensor view looking down at the massive hangar doors way off in the distance, just as Korica had left it. Jake activated the aiming laser and found the ships logs and opened the file and the whole screen showed all of the logs including the internal sensor logs. Jake scrolled through all of the log files until he found the security logs. He quickly found the security file called 'Tillman 109' and opened it and Laurel and Jake leaned back and took each other's hand and laid comfortably while Jake skimmed through the briefing. It took some time to get all the way through the briefing and at the end was listed supporting documents and evidence files and Jake opened it and finally found the journal file and it's translation and the two began reading the journal entries.

They were shocked by the information the Tamarin was writing down. It was hard to understand its strategic value to him. He was trapped in Korica's quarters after following her in there after they returned from the Angalon the night they successfully joined with the ship. He was very graphic and detailed about what he witnessed Korica doing to herself and he supposed that the rest of the crew was drugging this beautiful girl to make her attack herself the way she was.

Laurel and Jake were sickened that this man was able to kneel down and watch Korica with some obvious pleasure. Laurel concluded that she didn't want another living soul to ever read this so she gently took the remote from Jake and selected the two pages containing the graphic descriptions of Korica and what she was doing and Laurel selected the permanent delete function and the pages disappeared. She then went into the translated files and deleted the translated file that made any mention of Korica in her quarters and what she was doing. Laurel flopped her head back on the pillow and put her hand up on her stomach.

"Are you ok Babe?" Jake asked in a concerned tone.

"No. I feel positively ill. Not at what she was doing though it is a little hard to read exactly what the pheromones made her do, it's the fact that she had someone standing over her while she did that and we had no idea¦it just makes me ill. He could have just as easily of killed her on the spot or he could have¦climbed on her and done more unspeakable things to her and we would have never know until we found her in the morning when she didn't show for breakfast."

"I guess we got lucky in that he was just a voyeur and nothing more."

"It doesn't make me feel any better that he didn't actually touch her."

"Well it sounds like Oberot scrambled his brain. I now think that Oberot got a hint of what this guy saw and he got mad and¦tore his mind apart. Oberot really likes Korica and I could see this kind of stuff really making him angry though I think Oberot may have actually seen what this guy saw and not just read it only angering him further."

The two then went about reading through the rest of the journal and it was detailing things that Laurel and Jake were now aware of thanks to the briefing files. As the Tamarin realized he was trapped with no hope of getting off the ship without being captured he wrote that he was never going to be able to get the data and crew habit information back to the Hodong for payment, which confirmed what they suspected. The Hodong had hired this guy through an intermediary to mine critical data from the memory core and to figure out the crew's specific habits and any weaknesses that could be exploited within those habit patterns.

"Jake I don't want you to ever mention to Korica that this guy was hired by the Hodong ok? Korica doesn't need to know that he was that close to her while she was in our supposed safe care while he was on a mission for the Hodong."

"Of course babe. I'm not going to mention anything about this¦ever."

Laurel then closed the secure files and turned the view screen off and sat up on the edge of the bed. She now knew that she was the one who made it possible for Korica to have children and eventually she would be successful. It made her heart feel warm to know that beautiful girl would get to be a mother after all. Laurel decided to completely forget the ugly truth of what the Tamarin saw and did. He was a practically a vegetable now so it didn't matter in the end.

"Jake let's get Korica¦if she isn't occupied¦and have her ask Asaria about making a withdrawal from her family account. We spent just about everything we had on her birthday and I think we should carry some hard currency with us as we're crossing this galaxy."

"Ok. I'll have the AI call for her to come to the bridge."

"Thank you Jake."

Jake then sat up and scooted his shoes over in front of him from under the nightstand and slipped his feet into them. He then stood up and walked over to the com panel while Laurel slipped her shoes on and Jake touched the AI call button.

"Yes Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you please call Korica to the bridge? Tell her to bring Tamaric with her."

"Understood."

The com panel then went dark and Laurel joined him at the door and gave him a particularly tight hug and then a peck on the lips and the two then departed for the bridge.

In Korica and Tamaric's quarters the two were still lying together both with their eyes closed, Korica was lying half on Tamaric and he was holding her tightly and she was purring so hard that he was unable to do much of anything but lie still and thoroughly enjoy the sensation of her radiant energy pounding into and through his body. His head was numb and cloudy and all he could think about was her beautiful face and how warm her body was lying on him. Korica was very content and while she wasn't tired in the slightest she felt calm enough that she thought she could lie like this until she did fall asleep. Tamaric's tight hold on her made her feel very secure and she knew she was purring hard with her heart because she could feel it in her own head.

That's when the AI startled her enough that her eyes popped open and her purring stopped for a moment then resumed at a much lower intensity.

"Korica. Your presence has been requested on the bridge. Jake asked that you please bring Tamaric with you." The AI called out into the room.

"I understand. Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Korica."

Korica lifted her chin and looked up at Tamaric and sighed.

"I'm so comfortable that I don't want to move." Korica said.

"I know the feeling¦actually I don't think I can. You were purring really hard and my head is in a fog."

"Sorry."

"Please don't apologize for something so beautiful Korica. You're very special because of what your body does. I'm definitely starting to see why some one would want a girl from Draxima. Especially one as beautiful as you."

"I'm not suppose to even be able to do this for another three or four years. That's why I don't know how to control it. There's other stuff I can do that I don't exactly know how to control yet either."

"Oh. Like what?"

"The thing I do that makes Laurel's chair work. It just¦gets away from me and it scares me. I got to be real careful that I don't¦push like I do when I'm in the chair or I don't know what would happen."

"Is it something that could hurt me?"

"I don't know. I don't mess around with those abilities when I'm not in the chair."

"That's probably a good idea. I had no idea you had other abilities."

"Yah, I don't even know everything I am capable of yet."

Korica then started to get up so Tamaric lifted his arm and let her get up onto her hands and knees and she crawled backwards to the edge of the bed and then she reached out her hand once she was standing up and helped Tamaric sit up and then he used his hands to lift and scoot himself to the edge of the bed so his feet were on the floor. Tamaric put his hand up to his forehead and had to wait for the mental fog to dissipate before he could even see straight. He then stood up and slipped his feet into his shoes and then Korica stepped up to him and put his arm up over her shoulder and then she wrapped her arm around his back and pulled him tightly against her side and stood up into his weight and then the two headed for the exit.

Korica walked as quickly as she could without tripping Tamaric knowing they took to long to get moving. When she arrived at the bridge the door slid open and she lifted Tamaric's arm off of her shoulder and let him walk on his own through the door. Laurel was sitting in her captain's chair and Jake was sitting at the propulsion station but his display screens were dark at the moment.

"Reporting as ordered captain." Korica said as she stepped in front of Laurel.

"You have to work on getting here quicker Korica. If you're called to my quarters you can take your time but you have to try and be quick about getting here when you're called to the bridge ok?"

"Ok. Sorry."

"It's ok this time since we are docked and everything is shut down. The reason we called you is because we need you to contact Asaria and see about making a withdrawal from your family account if that's ok with you?"

"Yes mam. I said I would do that and I intend to keep my word."

"Good girl. I think a few thousand should be enough for anything me might come across."

"Yes mam. I'll get right to it captain."

Korica then headed straight for the communication station and sat down to log in. Jake stepped over to Tamaric in the mean time and walked him over to the damage control station and helped him sit down. Jake could see the wonder and amazement in Tamaric's eyes as he was looking around at all of the workstations that were dark at the moment.

"You should see this place when we are underway. It looks like a Christmas tree exploded all over the walls in here when all of the stations are active." Jake said.

"I would have never dreamed that I would actually get to look at the bridge. This place is amazing. How many people are supposed to work here?"

"Twelve to fifteen."

"And you guys run this place by yourselves?"

"Yep. The ship is pretty much completely automated now, even more so than it was when she was first built thanks to the elder race."

"That's incredible. So the ship can fly itself?"

"Yep. For years at a time if needs be."

"That's really impressive."

Korica logged on and haled Eris and waited a few moments for a response.

"Future, this is approach and docking control go ahead."

"Hello Eris. This is ensign Prentor."

"Hello Korica. How are you all doing tonight?"

"We are doing good Eris. Can you please contact Asaria for me on a secure channel?"

"Sure I would be glad to. Stand by on this channel and I will patch you in when I reach her."

"Understood. Thank you Eris."

"My pleasure Korica."

Korica then touched the mute button and swung her seat around and faced Laurel.

"Can he sit by me and watch what I'm doing?" Korica asked.

"Sure. Go take a seat at the science station next to her Tamaric but don't touch anything ok?"

"Yes mam. Thank you captain."

"You're welcome."

Tamaric stood up slowly and then walked over next to Korica and gave her a big smile as he carefully sat down at the science station and glanced around the control display screen that was currently reading 'locked' with the outline of a hand in the middle of the display for a person to log in with while all the control icons were arranged in a cascade around the hand outline. Korica swiveled her seat around and explained some of the simple to explain control icons and what they did while they waited, meanwhile Laurel and Jake looked on fondly at the two interacting in a professional, teacher/student manner.

After a few minutes Asaria's voice came over the speaker and Korica turned back to her controls and un-muted the communication channel.

"Hello Future crew. I understand you were looking for a secure communication? Is there anything wrong?"

"Hello Asaria." Korica said. "There's nothing wrong. I just needed to request a¦financial transaction and I assumed it would be best to do it on a secure channel?"

"Hello Korica. It's always a pleasure to hear your sweet voice honey. What kind of financial transaction can I help you with?"

"Can you tell me how much currency is in my family account?"

"Sure. Give me just a moment to pull that information up. Holon has been very busy and very reliable. Thank you for recommending him. He has really made a significant impact in our ability to move people and supplies around the galaxy reliably. The Korica Prentor contract lines are becoming really synonymous with on time and safe transport anywhere in the galaxy. He has not missed a single contract deadline no matter the circumstances so far."

"That's great Asaria. I'm glad to hear that he is doing a good job for you guys."

"I have your account balance. You have one million four hundred nine thousand six hundred fifty available in your account."

"Holy¦are you sure about that? That sounds like an awful lot."

"I am positive Korica. Your family is very rich and so is Holon though I am not at liberty to discuss his account details with you. He has been hauling everything we can throw at him and then some. When there is a lull in our requests of his time he is freelancing and making you even more currency and himself of course. His ships are all paid for in full so he is free to haul what he wants when he wants for whomever he wants. He still chooses to haul every single Korica Prentor contract he can get his hands on though. He now has control of nine ships with plans for two extremely long-range luxury freighters."

"That's really impressive. Sounds like he is being and honorable man after all. I would like to withdrawal one hundred thousand. I would like twenty thousand in assorted credit chits and the rest in hard currency. Maybe you could choose the best gems for trading posts and remote settlement transactions?"

"Sure. I can do that for you honey."

"Thank you Asaria. I appreciate your help."

"Anything for you Korica. Hay, happy birthday by the way. I hope you have had a joyous day honey."

"Thank you Asaria. It's been a great day. I have everything I ever wanted now." Korica said looking right at Tamaric's name on her ring with a huge smile.

"Did you like your gift?"

"I love it. I've already made a painting with it and everyone says it's really good¦were you in on that?"

"I simply showed your family where to find it. I thought it would be perfect for you. I'm glad to hear that I was right."

"Thank you Asaria. I had no idea that I had a talent for painting like that."

"You are a very special girl Korica. I think you will find that you have many hidden talents that you are not aware of yet."

"Thank you Asaria. You've been so nice to me beyond our first meeting. I am really going to miss you when we finally have to go."

"I'm going to miss you too Korica. Luckily I will be able to hear your voice through the Angalon but I will really miss the original you."

"That's sweet of you to say that Asaria."

"Is captain Kade available? I have some information for her."

"Yes. She is here Asaria. She can here you."

"Hello Asaria." Laurel said.

"Hello Laurel dear. The shakedown team has the supplies compiled that you are going to need to repair any of the system we installed on the Future at any time in the future. There are seven¦tons I believe you would call it in eight rather large shipping crates. I would like to have them sent over if that is alright?"

"Absolutely. Send them whenever you would like. We will be staying for a little bit longer while Mark decompresses. We imparted an awful lot of information into his mind and I need to be sure everything has unspooled into his subconscious before we work his mind to hard. He would never admit it but I think his head still hurts a little."

"I see. It will be a shame to see you go but I know you are all excited to get back to your own galaxy."

"Have you heard from the tel pok maron yet?"

"No, I'm sorry to say we have not. We are signaling them as a collective at the same time twice a day. I am hopeful they will tire of us bothering them and respond but there has been nothing so far."

"That's too bad. Well we will let you get back to your responsibilities. I know you are a busy woman with Oberot gone."

"To say the least. I will always take time to talk with my friends on the Future though."

"Thank you Asaria."

"You are more than welcome. Thank you for everything you have done for us as well. We will be indebted to you forever and so will a good many of our galactic citizens. I will send over a secure case with your currency and credit chits when it is ready. It should only take an hour or so to collect that much currency and send it over."

"I understand. Thank you again Asaria and have a good evening."

"You do the same. Have a happy birthday Korica."

"Thank you Asaria. Everyone here has made sure that I have had an excellent birthday."

"That's great. You deserve it. Take care."

The channel then closed from Asaria's end and Korica closed the channel and turned and looked at Laurel.

"Did I do ok captain?"

"You did great Korica. You really didn't have to withdrawal that much but thank you for doing that. I have a gut feeling it will come in handy on our mission to find the tel pok maron."

"You're welcome captain. Can we please grant Tamaric a low level security clearance now so that I can start explaining things to him?"

"We most certainly can. That was why we asked you to bring him with you. Tamaric will you come over to the palm scanner by the door?"

"Yes mam." Tamaric said

Tamaric stood up carefully and then walked over to the palm scanner by the door and Laurel pulled up the security files and made a new entry for him from her control display.

Name=Tamaric Reynolds

Age=11.2

Gender=Male

Security access level=0

Laurel then entered the data into permanent memory and a round metal retina scanner with a green light at its center slid out of the wall. Laurel then pushed her display screens out of the way and stepped over to Tamaric and put her arms around his waist.

"Place your right palm on the palm reader and bend over and sit your chin on the chin rest and stare right at the little green light and try not to blink and I will hold you up as you bend down."

"Ok. Thank you."

Tamaric put his hand up on the palm scanner and bent down and leaned over at the same time and Laurel could see the pain on his face that squatting down like that caused but he muscled through it without making a sound. He set his chin on the chin rest and his iris and retina were scanned into memory and his palm print was scanned into permanent memory at the same time. When the small beep was heard twice Laurel gave a small tug on his waist and he very slowly straightened up and took a step back and Laurel let go of him and then the computer read back the new security file for him.

"Name=Tamaric Reynolds, accepted

Age=eleven point two, accepted,

Gender=Male, accepted

Security Level=0, accepted

"Please state your name for voice recognition ID print." The AI said.

"Tamaric Reynolds." Tamaric said out loud.

"Voice ID accepted and recorded." The AI said.

The retina scanner then turned sideways and retracted back into its slot and disappeared behind a concealed door. Tamaric then turned to Korica and grinned and his heart just melted looking at her. She was so beautiful in the bright lighting on the bridge and all of the gleaming white surfaces made her soft skin seem to glow and her bluish gray eyes seemed to sparkle as she smiled back at him.

"The computer will now recognize your voice to open any door on the ship that you have clearance for. You may come and go as you please on the command deck freely without escort but I would like you to stick close to Korica until you get familiar with everything. You are now allowed on the bridge but I must reiterate that you are to touch nothing unless Korica or one of the other command crew tells you to do so, ok?" Laurel said.

"Yes mam. I understand completely."

"Good man. I will have the computer put together a briefing for you appropriate to your new security clearance that will explain everything from the time I myself came out of stasis. Korica you are now free to tell him anything you want except for operational details of the Future."

"I understand captain. Thank you."

"You're welcome Korica. If you would like you and Tamaric can take the rest of the day to do what you want. Enjoy your birthday Korica."

"Really? I'm really free to do whatever I want?"

"You certainly are. Just don't leave the ship."

"No mam. I would never go anywhere without you guys."

Korica then spun around and shutdown her station and logged off and walked over to Tamaric. Laurel then walked with the two out into the corridor and then Laurel gently pulled Korica into a hug and then kissed her cheek.

"You guys go have fun ok?"

Laurel then stepped over to Tamaric and surprised him by gently pulling him into her arms and she hugged him for a moment. She then kissed the side of his head.

"Welcome¦home Tamaric. We are your family until we get to the Future planet."

"Thank you Laurel. I truly feel like I'm home."

"Mom?"

"Yes Korica."

"Can I talk to you for a second in your quarters?"

"Uh¦. ok."

Laurel peaked her head back into the bridge

"Jake you have the bridge. I'll be in our quarters with Korica for a minute."

"Eye captain. I have the bridge."

Laurel then followed Korica over to Laurel's quarters and Tamaric stepped back onto the bridge. Korica only took a few steps inside Laurel's quarters and then waited for the door to close after Laurel stepped in.

"What's the matter honey?"

"I've come to a decision."

"Oh? About what?"

"I've decided you can start harvesting my eggs so you can find a way for Tamaric and I to have children someday. I want to raise a baby with him when I get older. I know the only way to do that is for you to find out what makes us incompatible at the genetic and micro cellular level."

"Ok sweetie. I would be glad to help you realize that goal. You know how this works right?"

"No, not really."

"Well we will have to take some very detailed reading from deep in your tummy to see what kind of hormone solution we need to encourage your body to ovulate more often than it would on its own. That means some¦invasive samples have to be taken."

"You need to determine the specific chemical composition and chemical balance in my uterus when I ovulate and when I menstruate so you can encourage one and suppress the other?"

"That's¦that's exactly right honey. Sorry honey, I forget you are not a little girl anymore and you have a very sharp mind."

"I am a level three med tech. I know how the body works. It doesn't mean I understand what mine is trying to do to me but I understand the mechanics of it all."

"You enjoy your birthday and if you want I will go down to the med deck with you so we can get started."

"I would really like you there. I kind of understand what needs to be done but it scares me to have something put inside me. It's not gunna hurt right?"

"No honey. You won't feel anything inside. You'll only feel the laparoscope's guide sitting between your lips against your opening."

"Kay. I'll let you know when I am ready. I want to spend some time with Tamaric and I have to try and figure out a way to tell him what we need from him. I'm sure he will contribute what we need but I still have to present the idea somehow without it sounding¦dirty or gross."

"Ok honey."

The two then stepped up to the door and when it slid open they stepped out and walked over to the bridge and found Tamaric standing next to Jake who had the propulsion displays active and he was showing Tamaric some of the controls used to control the engines and negative matter reactor energy. Korica stepped up to him and he smiled brightly and Jake shutdown his station and logged off and Korica and Tamaric stepped back out into the main corridor and then Korica took his hand in hers and the two slowly walked down the corridor headed for their quarters.

Meanwhile Laurel sat down in her seat and seemed to sink deep into thought. Jake stepped up to her and put his hand on her arm and looked her in the face with a look of concern. Laurel broke her train of thought and smiled at him.

"I'm ok Jake. It's something I don't want to discuss here."

"Ok. I gotcha. You just looked¦upset or something."

Laurel logged of her station and pushed her display screens aside and got to her feet and let out a sigh and nodded at the exit and Jake followed her off of the bridge and the two stepped over to their quarters. Laurel stepped up to the edge of her bed and had a seat and patted the bed next to her and Jake came over and sat down right next to her.

"So what did Korica say that has you so upset?"

"I'm not particularly upset Jake. She told me that she has decided to go through with the harvesting procedure so I can try and find a way to make it possible for her and Tamaric to have children together someday."

"Ok, I don't see how that's a bad thing."

"It's not a bad thing. It's the procedure and¦after affects that have me concerned. The harvesting is a little invasive for a girl that has been through what she's been through and the hormone solution results in some¦increased sensitivity down there and your libido absolutely goes through the roof until the solution is refined to the point that mine is. I experienced some real problems until we got it right and if Korica is already having some scary urges right now, just wait until we start messing with her fertility. She's so young to be experiencing things like that. I feel bad for inflicting that on her."

"Does she understand everything that is involved?"

"She understands the mechanics of it but that's just not the same as actually experiencing it."

"Well I only understand the most basic details of what you are going through Laurel. Maybe you could help me understand it?"

"I uh¦"

Laurel scooted back on the bed and slid her shoes off and then moved to a prone position and patted the bed next to her so Jake slipped his shoes of and laid down and scooted over so he was facing Laurel.

"Ok. I'll just give you the graphic details as best as I can. The procedure itself requires a laparoscope the size of a hair to be fed up inside the vagina through the cervix up into the uterus. It is a self guiding and precise instrument so you don't really feel it at all, however the laparoscope's guide has to sit right between my lips and press against my vaginal opening. It's a¦it doesn't feel very good. With my particular shape I have to pull myself apart so it can reach my opening in the first place. Korica is not at all shaped like me but she is very small, she will likely have to do the same thing in order to gain access to her vaginal opening. It's an uncomfortable feeling to have to do that Jake. Then there is the physical side affects of the hormone solution that is sprayed inside the uterus to encourage ovulation every couple of days. While it doesn't hurt at all, it's kind of warm and soothing at first there is a resultant¦tingle that lingers for a couple of hours that is¦hard to ignore. I don't know if you know that women become¦amorous when they are ovulating. It is the body's natural overwhelming urge to achieve pregnancy while there is a viable egg available. Korica is going to become real¦horny all the time. The slightest sensation to the lips causes tingles and contractions that are intense and seemingly never ending. That is why my underwear were so thin when I first started undergoing the procedure. Just the sensation of them moving against me or putting even the slightest pressure on my lips caused arousal. While the sensation is not necessarily unpleasant, to feel it all the time every time you move or sit down to hard does get tiresome and is a major distraction. I had the added distraction and stimulation of everything down there being hyper stimulated while working with and falling in love with an absolutely gorgeous man. Korica is quickly becoming attracted to Tamaric in the same exact way. He really turns her on and especially with that adorable Australian accent of his. I recognize the look in her eyes and I recognize the feeling I sense from her when she looks at him. I want to help her become a mother some day but I don't want to cause problems between the two of them and if Korica is all over him all of the time I can see there being problems."

"Are you even sure she will suffer from the same level of sensitivity?"

"Yah, pretty sure. She is not Human but she is wired just like us. In fact she actually has more nerve endings per square millimeter than Humans do down there and she has some extra muscles on the inside that seem to have no purpose other than to enhance intercourse and insure pregnancy. That in itself requires more nerve endings to control those muscles and to receive feedback from those muscles. Think of it as fingers with no skin on them. The nerve endings are exposed and right at the surface. She may very well experience even more sensitivity problems than I did."

"Have you explained all of this to her?"

"Not exactly. It's kind of hard to explain it all to someone her age."

"Laurel, you keep forgetting that she has the mind of a twenty-five year old when it comes to processing information. She may have the body of a girl but she has the mental capabilities of an adult. I think if you tell her everything she is likely to experience she will get it. She needs to know before you do anything. She might change her mind and decide to wait several years."

"The affects will be the same no matter what age she is. When we get back to the Milky Way and captain Alexan takes his ship back I might not be allowed to pursue this line of research. If I don't have access to the computers and elder race data core I'll be hosed. I have no chance of doing this without the medical technology on the Future. I have to do this before we get back to our own galaxy. That may mean I actually don't have much time to figure this out for her."

"I hadn't thought about that. I don't know what kind of man Alexan is but he may find an alien and a Human interbreeding distasteful or immoral or whatever. Just talk to her Laurel. You seem to be really conflicted about messing with her body so let her decide. She is really, really smart Laurel and I think she can make an informed decision for herself if she has all of the information she needs to make that decision. If she still wants to go through with the procedure despite all of the side affects and invasive exposure to the medical devices then I don't think there is a problem in light of the ultimate goal. We know she ends up having children of her own from what Oberot said so just talk to her babe. Don't torture yourself if she really wants this."

"You're such a smart man Jake. I'll talk to her. You're right of course, she needs to know about all of the crap I experienced before we got the solution I am now using right."

"Are you still affected by the continuing treatments?"

"Not like I was in the beginning. I am still horny all the time yes. Especially with how¦handsome you are and the affect you have on me in general but it's not overwhelming or distracting like before. I can control myself and put the urges aside and you relieve my sexual tension quite effectively with how good you are at what you do to me. I¦I orgasm so hard when we have intimate contact that it holds me over for a couple of days. I don't know if Korica is going to have that kind of relief at her disposal."

"I don't even want to think about Tamaric making her do that."

"Jake, he may come to you for advise at some point as to how to please her. I sense that he is very inexperienced and you are the closest thing he is going to have to a father figure to ask for advice."

"Oh god! I hadn't thought about that. Yuck! I really don't want to tell him how to¦do to Korica what I do to you. That's just down right disturbing to even think about."

"Don't you want her to have a fulfilling experience like I do with you?"

"I suppose so. I don't exactly know where her¦spots are though."

"That's up to him to find. You just need to explain techniques."

"God being a dad is harder than I thought. Now I have a son to guide or whatever?"

"You most certainly do. By helping him you are helping Korica, just think of it that way."

"Yah but¦fine. If he asks I will share what little I know. As you know I am still learning from you Laurel. I had zero experience when you and I met. I learn more every time we have intimate contact about how to please a women."

"You have some really good instincts Jake. Don't sell yourself short. You can teach him how to read a woman's responses to figure out what pleases her."

"Well, not to change the subject but have you noticed that your bio monitor is showing a flashing yellow signal?"

Laurel looked at her wrist monitor and sighed.

"Laurel this could be an opportunity to show Korica what you have to go through and thusly what she will have to go through if she wants to have the procedure done to her."

"I hadn't thought about that. I always made her wait out in the passageway when she went down there with me because it is very¦intimate so to speak."

"Maybe it's time to show her exactly what's involved."

"That's probably a good idea. I'm comfortable being nude around her and with having her look at me so I guess I can show her everything."

Laurel leaned in and kissed Jake then leaned back and grinned at him.

"See, you're so smart Jake. I'm lucky to have as my man."

"Thank you Laurel."

Laurel then rolled over and slipped her shoes on and stood up and walked over to the com panel and touched the AI call button.

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you please page Korica to my quarters at her convenience if she is not otherwise occupied?"

"Understood."

The com panel then went dark and Laurel walked back over to the bed on Jake's side and sat down next to his stomach as he laid on his side and she put her arm up over his back and leaned against him slightly.

While Laurel and Jake were still on the bridge Tamaric and Korica made their way down the corridor at a reasonable pace. Korica wanted Tamaric to work his legs and hips as much as possible to build his strength back up. She knew he was progressing at a staggering rate leading her to believe he had an advanced ability to heal just like Laurel and Jake but he still needed as much exercise as possible while carrying his full body weight to create the loading stresses that he would be carrying under normal conditions. When the two reached their quarters and the door slid open they stepped in and the lights came up and Korica smiled big at how much her quarters looked like Laurel and Jake's. She has always been in awe of their quarters and now she had quarters equally impressive.

The two stepped over to the bed and Tamaric sat down gently and slid his shoes off and then scooted himself back on the bed and laid down. Korica kicked her shoes off and climbed up on the bed on her hands and knees and crawled up next to Tamaric and then sat back on her feet while sitting up and waited for him to get comfortable and then she scooted her feet out and laid right next to him and scooted up to his side and he lifted his arm and she placed herself half on his side and leaned her weight on him and set her head on her hands on his chest making him give her a goofy grin as his vision blurred and his mind became cloudy at her close warm contact with his body. She had to wait for her own mind and vision to clear as his body under hers not only enticed her loins but it made her heart race and her stomach turn upside down with the tender feelings she had for him and with how solid and muscular he felt to her.

"Tamaric, I have something kind of serious I need to discuss with you."

"Uh oh. Ok, did I do something wrong or say something I shouldn't have while I was on the bridge?"

"No it's nothing like that. You acted with perfect dignity while you were on the bridge. I um¦when I took Laurel into her quarters I told her I want her to start harvesting my eggs so she can find a way for you and I to be able to have children together when we get older."

"We can't have children together?"

"No. I'm not Human Tamaric. Our species aren't compatible at the genetic level. We are just too different and nature has a way of stopping two species as different as we are from reproducing together. Laurel thinks she can find a way around that and make it possible after all."

"I thought you said you were just like a normal Human girl inside?"

"I am¦for the most part anyways. Our bodies work and look exactly the same but there are some subtle fundamental differences in our blood and in our genes. The differences are subtle but significant when it comes to making a baby together."

"I'm not sure I understand why we are thinking about children when we are so young Korica."

"Don't you want children some day?"

"I haven't given it much thought. I always thought I might have kids someday but I just didn't worry about it since I'm just a kid myself."

"I certainly don't want children at my age either but someday I do. Now that I have you I want your children growing in me. I don't want to adopt children, it's just not the same to raise someone else's kids as my own. I would give them just as much love as I would my own offspring but I want¦I want children that look like you¦and that look like me."

"So¦if we¦do stuff without protection I can't get you pregnant?"

"No. Does that make a difference?"

"A little. It's something I was a little afraid would happen by accident. I wasn't really sure how I would stop it from happening. So what is this harvesting?"

"I have to have a hormone solution put inside me that will make me produce an egg every other day or so instead of once a month. When my bio monitor signals release of another egg I will go down to medical and it will be removed and another treatment will be administered at the same time."

"It doesn't sound very pleasant."

"There's more."

"Oh?"

"In order for Laurel to do her research she needs to combine my eggs with Human sperm to see what stops the two from joining and once that is overcome she needs to figure out what is required to produce a healthy child without¦deformities or whatever. I would guess it will take a large supply of eggs and sperm to do this since both have a fairly short life span outside of the body and much of the¦experimenting will result in the eggs and sperm being destroyed during or after the individual experiments. I have told her I don't want anyone else's sperm used¦except yours. I want the research done to our specific DNA and no one else's."

"How are going to¦holy crap Korica! I think I know what your asking for now. How am I supposed to¦give what you need?"

"Well I assume you know how your body releases sperm?"

"Yah."

"I can help you deliver it or you can do it on your own or there is a technique a med tech can use to¦extract a sample but since I am our med tech I would still be administering the procedure and to tell you the truth I don't know how to perform the procedure exactly. It would be much easier and frankly more enjoyable to extract it the natural way."

"Oh man¦this is a lot to take in Korica. I like the idea of having kids with you eventually I just never thought I would have to deal with it the day I ask you to be mine."

"Well I'm going through with the harvesting, if you'll let me have your kids that is."

"I would never deny you that if you have your heart set. I can't say no to that beautiful face of yours."

Korica smiled at him making his stomach tingle.

"Well we will eventually need your help to make this all work."

"I¦can I think about this for a while Korica. I just don't know how I feel about all this."

"Of course. I'm sorry to have to lay this on you like this but I wasn't going to sneak around or do this without talking to you first. It involves both of us after all and as I said it will require a sacrifice from you so to speak."

"I just can't say no to you Korica. If this is that important to you then I'll do whatever you want or need of me."

"Thank you Tamaric. Now, what do you want to do for the rest of the day?"

"I just want to be with you Korica. I don't care what we do as long as we are together."

"Ooh. That's so sweet. I just want to be with you too. We could go down to the¦"

"Korica, your presence has been requested in the captains quarters at your leisure." The AI called out into the room.

"Understood. Thank you Future."

"You are welcome."

"Well. I guess we should go see what's up huh?" Korica said.

"I guess so. I love laying here with you but your mom got pissed the last time we took our time."

Korica grinned at him and got to her hands and knees and crawled down to the edge of the bed and then stood up and offered her hand to Tamaric. He looked at her hand and saw the sparkle of her god band on her finger and he smiled and looked at the ring on his own hand then he put it forward to her hand and she smiled as she locked her fingers around his hand and gently pulled him to the edge of the bed. Tamaric then stood up and slipped his feet into his shoes, as did Korica. The two then turned and walked to the door and when it slid open they stepped out into the main corridor And Korica lifted Tamaric's arm up over her shoulders and then put her arm around his back and pulled him tightly against her side and as soon as the cloudy dreamy feeling his close contact elicited faded somewhat she stood up into his weight and the two then made their way to Laurel and Jake's quarters. When they reached the door and stepped up to it Korica's presence was detected and the door slid open and they stepped into the room.

As soon as they stepped in Korica lifted Tamaric's arm off of her shoulders and the two stepped up to Laurel who was sitting leaning back against Jake who was on his side leaning on his elbow with his head on his hand and Korica thought the two looked very comfortable with each other in a way she hoped to achieve with Tamaric very soon. Laurel stood up and took Korica's hand and the two walked toward the front of the room while Tamaric sat down next to Jake assuming it was a private conversation between Laurel and Korica and none of his business. Laurel stopped by the bureau at the front of the room and spoke in a low voice.

"I have to go have the harvesting procedure done honey and I want you to come with me and see everything involved."

"You mean¦in the room with you?"

"Yes. If you are going to have this procedure done I want you to see how it is done."

"Ok. I would like that mom. Thank you."

Laurel leaned forward and kissed her forehead.

"You're welcome sweetheart."

The two then walked back over to the bed and Korica sat down right next to Tamaric.

"Tamaric, I'm going down to the med deck with mom ok?"

"Uh¦ok. Is she¦are you ok Laurel?"

"Yes I am fine Tamaric."

"Can I tell him what we are doing mom?" Korica asked.

"I guess so."

"Tamaric, she is undergoing the same thing I was talking to you about. She is having her eggs harvested. I want to see what is involved so she is going to let me see what I will have go through when I have the same thing done to me."

"You two can't have children?" Tamaric said glancing at Jake.

"No we can." Laurel said. "This is for the genetic stockpile here on the Future. I have very desirable¦traits. There are some passengers here on the Future that cannot have children of their own for one reason or another and they will be able to use my eggs so they can have children of their own. It's a little hard to explain but Jake and I represent what we as Humans are evolving towards at its pinnacle. In order to maintain the genetic diversity among such a small population as that onboard the Future each fertile female will be required to have a child with three different men. This way my eggs can be used and a woman will raise my offspring with her husband as the father. It is a way to maintain a proper pair bond and still sire genetically desirable and partially unrelated children. It's important that we establish a genetic cross section and figure out where our advanced traits came from and where they are going if that makes any sense."

"I think that kind of makes sense. Does that mean you are¦genetically superior to the rest of us?"

"No, not at all. You have the same genetic coding in your DNA Tamaric. Almost all of the Human's on the Future have it. We just have it arranged in a way that brings the most desirable traits to the surface."

"Traits?"

"Things like smarts, looks, ability to heal rapidly, the ability to hear others thoughts and feelings, the ability to move things by simply thinking about it and probably more that I am not even aware of yet."

"Oh. I don't know anything about genes and DNA and stuff. I just know that's the stuff in every cell in our body and it is what makes us who and what we are. I remember studying that stuff in biology but I wasn't real crazy about biology class. I wish I had paid more attention to it now."

"That's ok Tamaric. You listen to Korica and she can teach you quite a bit about biology."

"Yes mam. She is really smart and I know I got to listen to her."

"Jake, you and Tamaric can go grab a drink in the mess hall if you want. We shouldn't be real long." Laurel said.

Laurel then took Korica's hand and the two departed for the transport compartment. Along the way Laurel engaged Korica in a conversation about what exactly she had told him.

"So you told him what you were going to do with the harvesting and all?"

"Yah. He's my partner in everything the way I see it and I'm not doing anything without telling him first."

"Good girl. That's a really mature and respectful attitude honey. What did he say?"

"I think he was a little shocked that I'm worried about having kids at my age. He was a little¦embarrassed I guess is the word for it when I told him what we need from him for you to begin your research."

"You told him that part too?"

"Well yah."

The two stepped into the transport compartment and stepped up on the transport platform and Laurel touched the indicator for the med deck and a few seconds later the two disappeared in a blue flash and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the corridor of the med deck. Laurel took Korica's hand again and the two stepped down and headed for med bay one.

"So what did Tamaric say when you told him we needed his sperm?" Laurel continued.

"I think he was a little shocked that I would ask that of him. He is really shy so the thought of what has to be done to extract it made him feel a touch of fear and embarrassment. He asked if he could have some time to think about it but when I told him this is really what I want he said he couldn't say no to my pretty face."

"Awe. You have the same affect on the rest of us Korica. You have such a cute face that we just want to do anything possible to give you what you want and make you happy."

"Is it¦wrong or dirty that I want to see him¦you know? I am kind of looking forward to making him do that."

"No, it's not dirty or wrong sweetie. He is your man and you want to please him. There is absolutely nothing wrong with that."

The two then arrived at med bay one and stepped in and the door slid shut behind them. Laurel stepped up to the table and Laurel looked at Korica for a moment and then she had an idea.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Korica has decided to go ahead with the harvesting of her eggs so I can begin my research into cross species blending in earnest. I want a detailed scan taken of me and then she is going to watch the process. I want her to be able to see what is done on the inside as well as on the outside. When I am done I want to put her on the table and take a direct measurement of her internal chemical balance. I would like to do a body scan on her too so she can see what is being done in real time."

"Understood."

"You want me to start today?" Korica had a scared look on her face.

"Yes baby. I am going to show you that it doesn't hurt at all ok?"

"Kay." Korica looked down and took a deep breath. "I'll do it. This is important to me."

"Good girl. You'll see exactly what you have to do."

Laurel then slipped her shoes off and then slid her pants down and worked them off of her feet and then slid her underwear down and stepped out of those and then slid up onto the table and laid down flat with her arms down at her side and the scanner platform under the table began to glow as did the overhead portion and Korica took a step back and watched the blue and red energy particles meet and then Laurel disappeared in a purple glow as the red continued down and blue continued up to the ceiling and then the scanner energy dissipated. An active three dimensional image of Laurel's entire body then appeared hanging above her at an angle and Korica stepped up next to her head and looked up at the image as it zoomed into her lower belly and then the skin peeled away and then the muscle peeled away and then the veins and arteries peeled away revealing her internal reproductive organs. The image then zoomed into her uterus and vagina and the top layer peeled away revealing the inside of her uterus and vaginal vault.

Korica then heard the compartment in the bottom of the table open and she looked down at Laurel's feet as Laurel began scooting down so she could put her feet up in the stirrups. When Laurel was in position with he feet up in the stirrups and knees wide apart she gave a gentle push on Korica's shoulder.

"Go ahead honey. Stand by my feet and you can see everything that happens."

Korica stepped over to the end of the table and watched as the laparoscope guide rose up toward Laurel's crotch. Laurel then placed her hands on her inner thighs and slid her hands down and pushed in on her lips slightly and then pulled herself apart and the laparoscope guide then moved in between her lips and settled against her opening with a slight pushing pressure and Laurel let go of herself and her lips wrapped around the guide firmly in an arc of soft skin. Korica cringed a little and thought it looked really uncomfortable and she was also surprised when she saw Laurel's clitoral hood tucked between the top of her lips. Everything really was hidden on her and she looked completely normal once her lips were parted slightly.

Korica then looked up at the image of Laurel's vaginal vault and uterus and she could see the tiny red dot indicating the eggs location at the top of her uterus near her fallopian tube exit and she could see the laparoscope snaking up her vault heading for her cervix. She stepped back up next to Laurel's head while keeping her eyes on the overhead image.

"You don't feel that at all?"

"Nope. I only feel the pressure at my opening and even that isn't painful at all."

Korica watched the laparoscope find her cervix and pass through it up into Laurel's uterus and then the laparoscope guided itself around the soft folds and then headed straight for the egg's location. Korica glanced at the image on the control screen above and behind the exam table next to the MRI ring in the wall that was showing the camera's eye view of the approaching egg that looked huge in the display screen.

"Wow! That's it?"

"Yep. It's almost as small a single cell but holds the power to become a new life."

The egg then moved toward the camera then disappeared as it was drawn up and carried back up the micro tubing in the end of the laparoscope. Korica then looked up at the overhead image and she could see the end of the laparoscope swinging back and forth as the hormone treatment was delivered and Laurel took a quick breath and then let it out slowly.

"Did that burn?" Korica asked sounding concerned.

"No. It just surprises me even when I am watching it happen. It feels very warm and makes everything tingle inside. It actually kind of feels soothing."

Korica looked back up and watched as the laparoscope began to draw back as it continued to spray the solution as it withdrew to her cervix then quickly withdrew through her vaginal vault and back into the tip of the guide. Laurel then Gave Korica another gentle push toward her feet and Korica stepped back down to Laurel's feet just as the laparoscope guide began to slowly slip out from between her lips as they drew back together tightly leaving Laurel looking as shapely as ever. Korica watched the manipulator arm disappear back into its slot and the door closed and Korica then stepped up next to Laurel as the over head image dissolved away as Laurel lifted her feet out of the stirrups and swung her feet around to the side of the exam table and she sat up on the edge of the table and looked at Korica with a small grin.

"See, nothing to it."

"Doesn't that¦leak out of you?"

"It never has yet. Either it's my shape or there isn't enough delivered to leak out."

Laurel hopped down off of the table and noticed her clothes were gone. She made the mistake of leaving her clothes on the floor and a servo drone had slipped in silently and collected them so she was going to have to wait for a few moments while a fresh change was retrieved form storage and delivered to the room. Korica looked around on the floor and then looked at Laurel.

"Any time you put your clothes on the floor they are collected and new ones are brought to replace them."

"Just like in our quarters?"

"Yep. That is done just about anywhere you are at on this entire ship."

"Mom?"

"Yes baby?"

"I don't want to embarrass you or anything, but you are really beautiful. I finally saw your hood down there. You do have one like mine, yours is just hidden between your beautiful lips."

"Ooh. Thank you honey. You think I'm beautiful down there?"

"Very beautiful. Everything is so neat and perfectly curved. I wish I looked like you do. You're just beautiful all over."

"Ooh. That's so sweet of you to say that honey. Are you ready to go through with the internal exam?"

"Yah, I guess so."

A servo then popped out of the wall with a change for Laurel. She took the clean underwear and pants and began getting dressed while Korica slipped her shoes off and then slid her pants down and worked them off of each foot and then slid her underwear down and stepped out of them. She then stepped up to the table with her hands clasped nervously in front of her and she turned around facing Laurel and waited for her to finish getting dressed. When angel finally had her pants adjusted the way she wanted so nothing to much was pocking out she stepped up to Korica and put her hands on her sides and lifted her up onto the table and sat her down and then put her hands on her legs and bent down slightly and kissed her nose.

"You ready to do this beautiful?"

"Yah, I'm ready."

"If any part of this gets uncomfortable or if you start to feel panicked or anything you tell me and we will stop ok?"

"Ok. Thank you. I think I'll be able to hold it together."

Korica then lifted her feet up and rotated them around facing the end of the table and laid down and Laurel stepped back and the scan began. The blue and red energy particles met in the middle and turned purple and enveloped Korica completely for a moment then dissipated and an image of her entire body appeared above her at an angle towards her. The image then moved down to he lower tummy and zoomed in. Laurel then stepped to her feet and gently pulled on her feet and she scooted down distorting the image for a moment and then Laurel gently lifted her feet up into the stirrups and looked at how much it was encouraging her apart and she could see a small separation between her otherwise perfectly shaped labium. Laurel was a little relieved that she wouldn't have to pull herself open and neither would the manipulator hands.

Laurel then stepped back up right next to Korica and took her hand in hers. Korica looked at her and tried to grin but it came out more like a grimace. Laurel smiled at her warmly and Korica's face melted into a genuine warm and sweet smile.

"That's my girl. Just relax honey. I'm right here and I'm not leaving your side."

"Kay."

The two looked up at the scan and Korica's outer layers of tissue had already been peeled away revealing her internal organs. Laurel was immediately struck by the size and location of her ovaries in the front of her lower abdominal cradle and it just looked odd to her. She wondered for a moment what possible biological advantage it could possibly serve to have them located there. The pubic bone partially protected them from injury but it just didn't make sense to her until she looked at the muscle tissue inside her vagina and the nerve bundles coming from her vagina and then it made sense. They would definitely be in the way if they were in the same place as a Human woman. Laurel was again struck by just how different she was inside. There were three sets of concentric muscle inside her vaginal vault one just inside the entrance, one in the middle of her vault and one towards the back. They were relaxed at the moment but Laurel could tell that they were spaced and shaped in a manner that would grip a man in a very pleasing manner and if they contracted in waves from the opening up toward the back and they would work the semen up out of a man's cock from the bottom of his shaft up toward his head in a milking motion. Laurel could now see why the woman of Draxima would be seen as particularly desirable if one knew of this adaptation.

"Korica, can you control those muscles? I mean can you feel them and make them squeeze if you want?" Laurel asked pointing up at the suspended three-dimensional image.

"I don't know. I've never tried. I never even knew I had them until I came aboard the Future and had a scan done showing my internal structures."

"I'm sorry honey. I'm just curious. The knowledge given to me while in stasis means I now understand what I am looking at. Can you try and¦clinch up for me?"

Korica squeezed her floral pan and the muscles extended and squeezed closed and then drew up one after the next as she relaxed confirming what Laurel thought. Korica then squeezed her floral pan again and she was amazed to see what her body was doing. The pawing or milking motion was obviously an adaptation to work as much semen as possible out of the cock toward the back of the vaginal vault and an orgasm would work the tip of the cervix into the semen making pregnancy much more likely to occur.

"You're amazing Korica! You really have a unique physiology in there. Can you see how your muscles are working in a sequential squeezing motion toward the back of your vagina?"

"I didn't know I could do that."

"I think that is why the women of your world are so desirable. That motion must feel incredible for the man especially when he reaches an orgasm. It must make intercourse more intense for you too with all that extra tissue in contact with him stroking him like that."

"I don't know. My mother never said anything about us being different like that."

"It just means you are very special honey. The people of Draxima are a very sensual species. Tamaric is a very lucky man when the time comes. He's going to love making love to you."

Laurel then looked at Korica and her face was blushing bright pink.

"I'm sorry honey. I didn't mean to embarrass you."

The two then heard the door pop open and the manipulator arm began rising toward Korica's vulva with a slightly different looking laparoscope at its tip. It was smaller and more rounded at the end. It rose up and set gently against Korica's lips and pressed in and slid between them then slid down gently and settled up against her opening and she squeezed Laurel's hand tighter when she felt the warm lubricated laparoscope guide touch her sensitive inner labium and slide in between them. The laparoscope then began guiding itself up into her vaginal vault and they could see the end of it progressing all the way back until it reached her cervix and as it slipped through the opening Korica squeezed Laurel's hand even tighter and made a small squeak and tensed up drawing her internal muscles down on the laparoscope and it stopped feeding into her.

"I can feel that mom, I don't like it."

"You want to stop?"

"No. It doesn't really hurt but I can definitely feel it. It's like¦a hair in your throat. You feel it tickling but it's not painful."

"Well you're going to have to relax honey. Look, you're squeezing the laparoscope and it stopped so it won't hurt you." Laurel said pointing up to the image of her tensed up muscles.

Korica concentrated on relaxing and the muscles contracted and relaxed one by one from the muscle by the entrance squeezing up toward the one in the middle, which in turn squeezed up toward the one near the back and then they all relaxed and opened back up and the laparoscope then began feeding in again. When it reached the back of her uterus it stopped feeding in and delivered a small amount of a sterile water and then it drew it back out. The laparoscope then drew up small amounts of her internal fluids from several different strategic locations and then began slowly withdrawing and then it took several samples from each side of her internal muscles in her vaginal vault as it withdrew further and then it withdrew altogether and the manipulator arm gently and slowly withdrew the laparoscope guide from between her lips and as they slid off of the guide Korica squeezed Laurel's hand and closed her eyes. Laurel leaned down and put her head next to Korica's and squeezed her hand back firmly.

Korica then relaxed her grip as the manipulator arm swung away and disappeared back into its slot. Laurel reached up and stroked her cheek and looked into her eyes.

"Did that hurt honey?"

"No. I felt it touching a spot that¦it's a place that was sore after the Hodong did things to me. I just remembered the pain for a second."

"I'm so sorry honey. The last thing I ever wanted to do was to remind you of anything that was done to you."

"It's ok mom. Really. I'm just really sensitive down there on the inside edges of my lips. I'll get over it. This is what I have to do to have my own children with Tamaric some day and I am willing to put up with it."

"Well we are done baby. You can get down."

Korica looked back up at her exposed internal female organs.

"So I really am special? You think Tamaric is going to like what he sees and feels?"

"Oh yah. You are very cute down there honey and he is going to love what you can do on the inside. You have nothing to worry about honey."

"Kay. Thank you mom."

"You're welcome honey."

Korica then lifted her feet off of the stirrups and scooted back and then swung her feet over the edge of the table and sat up on the edge of the table. She looked down and realized she too had her clothes taken away and she was going to have to wait.

"Korica, I need to discuss the other side affects of the hormone solution that is going to be used in your uterus."

"Side affects?"

"Yes. As you probably know a woman becomes¦well horny when she is ovulating. The fact that you are going to be ovulating all the time means you will probably be experiencing a higher than normal libido, or at least I sure did."

"I'm not sure I like the idea of that. I'm already barely able to behave myself around Tamaric."

"I also experienced some¦sensitivity issues. Anything touching or rubbing my lips made me¦clinch up over and over."

"I'm not sure I follow you mom. Are you saying you were sore all the time?"

"No just the opposite. Everything was extra sensitive and the slightest stimulation caused arousal. Looking at Jake drove me nuts and I had to sit down very gently because sitting down to hard caused everything on the inside to contract¦in a good but distractive way if you know what I mean."

"I'm gunna be like that?"

"It's possible. I just wanted you to be aware of everything that is going to happen as a result of screwing with your fertility. You are going to be real horny all the time. I hope that doesn't cause problems between you and Tamaric."

"He is a little afraid of me right now. He won't even look at me¦down there. I can't believe I want to show myself to him but I do. I guess I want confirmation from him that I'm pretty¦everywhere. I know my face is pretty; I just want to know that my vulva is pretty to. I want him to love my whole body"

"Baby, You are absolutely adorable everywhere. Please take my word for it that you have a beautiful body."

"I want see it on his face and here it from his mouth."

"Ok, I suppose I can understand that. Just take it easy on Tamaric, ok? You're scaring him a little because he has never been exposed to this kind of behavior before."

"Kay. I'll try and behave myself."

Just then a servo drone showed up with fresh underwear and a new pair of pants for Korica and she hopped off of the table and took them from the servo drone and it turned and disappeared back through its slot in the wall and she stepped into her underwear and pulled them up to her waist and ran her finger around the seam next to her crotch then slipped her pants up over her feet and pulled them up to her waist and then tugged a little of her shirt out so it sat loose on her stomach and chest and then she stepped into her shoes as did Laurel.

"Computer?" Laurel called out.

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Were you able to identify the chemical constituents of Korica's internal fluids?"

"Yes, quite easily in fact. I will begin working up a hormone solution specifically balanced for her physiology. I will need to take another sample when you are ovulating Korica. Based on the timing of your last menstrual cycle it should be within the next seven days."

"Can you tell from her bio monitor?"

"Possibly. I have detected her last two ovulations by a spike in her cretonne levels. I will continue to look for a similar spike. She can step onto the vertical scanner and I will be able to confirm the presence of an egg in her uterus or fallopian tubes in seconds with out the invasive procedure of using the laparoscope."

"I've ovulated twice?"

"As far as I can tell you have. Your bodies equivalent of estrogen spiked for two days then fell very low right after wards along with a spike in your cretonne. It is the same exact reaction I see in Laurel's blood chemistry when she ovulates with exception of the cretonne levels. There is still another chemical constituent in your blood that I have not been able to identify but I have been tracking the levels of that component and since Tamaric's appearance it has remained extremely high."

"Is that bad?" Korica asked sounding concerned.

"Not necessarily. I do not know what the compound does or why his presence has had such a profound affect on its level. It resembles a hormone but I do not know where it is produced within your body or what its purpose is."

"I've been¦thinking and acting different around Tamaric from what I would have expected of myself, could that be¦why I am so¦turned on by him or whatever?"

"Possibly. I have no frame of reference for your species so I cannot say for sure. It is possible that it is a chemical trigger that makes it possible for your body to purr as you are all calling it. It is an ability that I have never seen before and I have no idea how your body is even capable of producing radiant energy that matches your heartbeat which others can feel at a distance."

"So are you still ok with all of this stuff honey?" Laurel asked looking Korica in the eyes.

"Yah, I think so. I still don't like something inside me or touching me down there like that but I'll do whatever I have to in order to make Tamaric feel like a man and giving him children will be important to him someday. I know it will no matter what he says."

"That's very mature of you to see it like that honey."

"Thank you for sharing what you go through with me mom. It was comforting to see you go through it first."

"You're welcome honey. I hope this shows you that I'll do anything to put your mind at ease and to help you."

Korica stepped into her and wrapped her arms around her tightly and Laurel hugged her back.

"I love you so much mom. You've done so much for me and I¦"

Laurel kissed the top of her head and gently rocked her.

"It's ok honey. Don't try and say anything. I will always love you baby. You're my girl."

The two hugged until Korica regained her composure and then the two made their way to the door to head back up to the command deck and rejoin the guys.

When Laurel and Korica stepped out of Laurel's quarters to go to the med deck Jake sat up on the bed and touched Tamaric's shoulder.

"You want to go get something to drink?"

"Yah. I am thirsty."

Jake then scooted to the end of the bed and then stood up and walked over by Tamaric and slipped his shoes on and Tamaric stood up and the two exited the room out into the main corridor and slowly made their way down to the mess hall. As soon as they stepped in the lights came up and they looked up at the banner from Korica's birthday and grinned then made their way over to the dispensers built into the wall. Jake got a cup of Gatorade and Tamaric retrieved a cup of pineapple juice and then the two walked over to the table that still had the pan containing the last two slices of Korica's cake on it. The two sat down and drank half of their drinks and by that time Jake could tell what was going through Tamaric's mind just by his feelings.

"So Tamaric. What do you think of Korica? Be honest."

"Well, I'm really impressed by just how smart she is. I can't believe she has so much knowledge in the little mind of hers. It's a little¦scary I guess. What could I possibly offer her in the way of an intellectual conversation?"

"Just talk to her like an equal Tamaric. Don't treat her like you are afraid of her or she will detect it and she won't like it."

"I'm also a little afraid of how¦you know, I shouldn't say anything."

"No it's ok Tamaric, go ahead."

"I'm inexperienced with girls and it's a little embarrassing Jake."

"Look, I was too when Laurel and I met. I was a virgin and I had never had a serious girlfriend. She showed me what it is to love a woman and how to love a woman. Is that what you're afraid of? Because you don't know what to do or say?"

"Kind of. She wants a really mature relationship and I am making her feel like I don't like her body even though I've never seen it yet because I want her to make sure she is doing what is in her heart not in her¦hormones or whatever."

"See I have the advantage of being able to feel Laurel's feelings as though they were my own, since you don't have that ability you are just going to have to read her body language and listen closely to what she says and how she says it. If she says she is doing something from her heart and you don't see it in her face then it is ok to put on the brakes. I know you can feel the love from her, we all can and it is particularly intense when she is close to you. She loves you very deeply Tamaric. She is also extremely smart Tamaric, just like you said. I would trust that she is smart enough to decipher what is hormonally driven and what is driven by her heart."

"So I should let her do what she wants to me or with me or whatever?"

"To you? Are you talking about¦intimate things?"

"Yah, isn't that what we're talkin about?"

"I suppose so. It's just hard to hear that my Korica is becoming sexual I guess. I see her as my little Korica and she is becoming a woman. What exactly is she doing that is scaring you?"

"She wants me to see her body and I think she wants me to¦touch her. She's absolutely beautiful and I would love to see her and maybe even touch her but you all told me that I am to behave myself and treat her with dignity and I am really trying to do that but I keep hurting her feelings by turning her away but she is the one starting it, not me. I just don't know what to do and it scares me cause I really don't want to hurt her feelings anymore. It breaks my heart to see her with a sad face."

"I never thought I would say this but I think you should do as she wants Tamaric. She has an advanced understanding of¦intimate relationships. She has never had one herself but she has shared her mind and spirit with Laurel and I, and she took away a fundamental understanding of what it feels like to be in a mature relationship. I know that sounds crazy but it's true. She¦she doesn't know why she has such mature desires in her heart but it's because of us. It wasn't done on purpose, we had no idea what we were doing to her mind but it was crucial that we take her right to the verge of falling in love with us in order to create the Angalon and to make Laurel's chair work. Some of this will be explained in the brief being assembled for you. I'm sorry if this is graphic but you can't possibly get her pregnant so I would just let her take things where she wants them to go, just be gentle and treat her with love ok?"

"She has explained some of that to me already but it just doesn't make sense to me. She has told me I need to listen to her not what everyone else is telling me to do or not do with her. I don't want to hurt her feelings anymore and turning her away is doing just that."

"Well then do as she asks Tamaric. Just don't get carried away and hurt her physically, she is still a small girl if you know what I mean?"

"Yes sir. I do. She said she doesn't want¦intercourse, she just wants to show herself to me and to maybe let me touch her though I would have no idea what to do."

"Just follow her lead Tamaric. I suspect she will tell you what she wants you to do and where she wants it done."

"I'm sorry if this is hard for you to hear Jake, but you did ask."

"Why would you say that?"

"Because you're blushing."

"I am?"

"Yah, hard."

"I guess it is a little hard to hear. Just trust that she knows deep down exactly what she wants from you."

"She is a remarkable girl Jake. I hope I can truly make her happy over time, and I'm not talking about sex now. I just want her happy. She has such a beautiful smile and I like making her happy enough to show those bright white teeth of hers when she smiles."

"She does have a beautiful smile doesn't she?"

"Yes. I love seeing her that happy."

"So do the rest of us and that is why we have accepted her choice to take you into her heart and life and thusly into our lives because she is an integral part of our lives. You make her happy like none of us can. You make her feel complete."

"That's funny, she said those exact words to me. She said I was able to heal the last piece of the hole in her heart left by the absence of her parents. You and Laurel helped heal the hole in her heart but something was missing until she found me was what she said."

"That's kind of beautiful Tamaric. Not many people get to have the kind of love you two have the opportunity to experience together. It's the kind of love that Korica felt in our hearts when she joined with Laurel and I. It is very rare and very intense."

"You two feel that¦stomach churning, blurry sighted, body tingling, mind numbing feeling around each other?"

Jake chuckled loudly.

"Oh yah we do son. Every time we are together or even close to one another. It's been like that virtually from the moment I met Laurel. That is why Korica loves you the way she does. She knows what it feels like to be in love that deeply and she has a really big heart Tamaric. She wants to share it with someone and that someone is you."

"Well thank you for the advice Jake."

"You're welcome Tamaric. Let's go back to my quarters and wait for the girls."

The two then finished their drinks and Jake got up and so Tamaric stood up slowly and the two exited the mess hall and as soon as they did, as if on cue the girls stepped out of the transport compartment and saw the guys walking toward them and both of their faces lit up and each walked up to their man and gave them a very warm long hug. Laurel and Jake then took each other's hands and turned and headed for their quarters and Korica took Tamaric's hand and the two turned and headed for their quarters.

Laurel and Jake stepped into their quarters and Jake slipped his shoes off and flopped down on the bed on his stomach and scooted over so he was lying with his feet pointed to the foot of the bed. Laurel stepped around to her side and slipped her shoes off and laid back and looked over at Jake with a smile.

"How'd it go babe?" Jake asked.

"She'll be ok. I'm not real happy about exposing her to this invasive procedure but she has her heart set on going through with it."

"Is the process really that bad?"

"Not really¦not for me anyways. It's a little different for her because of her unique physiology. I don't think it actually hurts or anything but she can feel it being done and she is¦tender in places that were injured when the Hodong abused her. I have a feeling every time she undergoes the harvesting she is going to remember what was done to her and it breaks my heart."

"That really sucks. That poor thing just never gets a break. Hay, you don't think she is going to have similar experiences when is she is¦touched down there do you?"

"Probably. As you know she hasn't told us everything that was done to her and I think some of it was very painful¦and distasteful."

"Ooh we got a problem."

"What are you talking about?"

"I had a most¦uncomfortable and revealing conversation with Tamaric while you girls were gone. Korica has been coming on to him pretty strong and he has been putting her off in light of how much we all scared him about being a gentleman with her. I basically told him to just do as she wanted if he saw in her eyes that it's what she wants. She is getting hurt feelings every time he denies her what she wants him to do. I told him to stop hurting her and just do as she asks."

"Jake! Geeze! You know how confused she is about having our lust in her heart without knowing where it's coming from?"

"I'm sorry babe, I don't have any experience with this kind of stuff. I just told him to do what I would do or what I did with you."

"You have been the voice of reason for me Jake. If you had followed your own advice I would have ended up pregnant several times by now and I would have been very sorry for what I did in the morning each time."

"I can hear what's in your heart Laurel. Tamaric doesn't have that advantage. I was doing the best I could under the circumstances by telling him to watch her eyes and body language carefully and do as he thought she really wanted from deep in her heart."

"So you're concerned that you told him to go for it and she is going to be traumatized when he touches her and she may freak out on him?"

"Exactly. See, you're reading what's in my heart without thinking about it. I do the same thing with you all the time since we have to keep our minds closed and can't hear what the other is thinking. Tamaric can't do that and I get the distinct impression that he has never been good with girls and he certainly hasn't been in a relationship as serious as the one Korica is developing with him. They are going to traumatize each other if he touches her in the wrong spot or in the wrong way in the wrong spot and she freaks and then he reacts in the wrong way."

"Uhg. This is all getting so complicated. Should we warn him not to touch her?"

"No, it's what she really wants from him I guess. He knows she was abused just not exactly how and where other than the fact that it was sexual abuse. I just feel horrible now. I feel like I sicked him on her or something."

"Jake, I don't think he is going to throw her on the bed and force himself on her. I'm pretty sure she is strong enough now that if he really scared her she would put a hurtin on him and come running to one of us. She is stronger than you and I are if we were her size."

"I'm not particularly afraid of him physically hurting her like that. I'm afraid of him hurting her¦emotionally¦and maybe physically by accident."

"Look, her and I talked a little Jake. She is looking for confirmation from him that she is beautiful. She knows she is a beautiful girl but she needs to know that she is a beautiful woman and only Tamaric can confirm that for her in the way she needs to hear and see. She isn't looking to engage in full-blown intercourse yet. She just needs to see him drink her in and react in a positive manner and she needs him to touch her with tenderness and love. She has only been looked at with dirty cold lust because of what she has and what she can do not because she is a beautiful girl with a beautiful body and a sweet heart. She has only been touched with brutal unfeeling indignity with murderous lust behind the eyes of the ones inflicting that pain on her. She just wants desperately to know that it doesn't have to be like that. Tamaric has the opportunity to show her that she is a bright, beautiful girl that deserves to be loved tenderly because she is beautiful. The girl inside is beautiful and deserves to be loved."

"She said all of that?"

"No, of course not. She gave me the key points and her heart filled in the rest for me. In the end Jake I don't think you really screwed up like you are feeling that you did. If Tamaric is a gentleman with her in what he does and says then looking at her naked body and touching her is maybe exactly what she needs."

"I don't like hearing that about my Korica but I know she is developed well beyond her years both mentally and physically. It's nice to know that I didn't totally screw things up. I guess we will just have to wait and see how she reacts to his new found permission to do as she asks of him."

"I have a feeling beyond the first encounter Korica will relax and quit coming on so hard once she gets the confirmation she so desperately desires. She is going to have plenty of opportunities to see and touch him while she is extracting the sperm we need to proceed with the blending research."

"Nice! Lucky kid."

The AI then interrupted to Jake's relief.

"Laurel, Jake. There are two individuals requesting permission to board. They are from the financial directorate. There is also a cargo vessel inbound with several crates of spare parts. I intercepted their communication with approach and docking control requesting clearance for a flight path to the Future."

"Understood." Laurel said. "Please grant the individuals from the financial directorate permission to board and direct them up to the command deck and have the cargo vessel deliver its load to the upper cargo bay."

"The upper cargo bay is still full of mining shuttles. I do not believe the cargo vessel will have room to set down."

"Right, forgot about that. Just let them unload in the lower hangar and we will move the crates to the forward storage compartments from there."

"May I make a suggestion in light of how large the shipping crates are likely to be?"

"Of course, go ahead."

"I can open the upper forward hangar and move several of the mining shuttles back to their proper location in the lower hangar. I can have the inbound cargo vessel hold position outside the upper hangar until I have the mining shuttles moved then we can unload the cargo in the upper cargo hangar. It will make it considerably easier to unload and stow the cargo. I could call Mark to the upper hangar to oversee the operations."

"That's a really good idea. Please call Eris and let her know there will be some light shuttle traffic within close proximately of the ship."

"Understood."

"Please have Korica paged to the transport compartment also. I would assume she will have to sign for the currier delivery."

"Understood."

Laurel and Jake then got up and slipped their shoes back on and met each other at the door as it slid open and gave each other a warm hug and a peck then exchanged dopamine drunken smiles and then departed hand in hand for the transport compartment.

When the couples separated upon Laurel and Korica returning from the med deck Korica and Tamaric slowly made their way to their quarters and stepped in and Tamaric slipped his shoes off and sat down gently and leaned back on his hands and looked at his beautiful Korica as she slipped off her shoes and climbed up on the bed on her hands and knees and crawled around behind him and crawled under his outstretched arms and laid down and scooted forward and then she gently tugged on his side and he leaned back against her stomach and the two exchanged a warm smile as the contact elicited the tingle in the belly and head of both of them.

"Did everything go ok down there?" Tamaric asked.

"Yah. It wasn't all that bad I guess. I don't like a machine touching me like that but the computer is very gentle about it."

"Look, I had a conversation with your dad about us."

"Us? Is there a problem with us to you?"

"No, not at all. I uh¦I've decided that I want to help you with this project of yours to find a way for you and I to have kids together someday and I'm going stop being¦afraid of what you want to do. You were right, I just need to listen to what you want and quit worrying about what everyone else thinks I should be doing. I'm sorry I hurt your feelings by¦rejecting you or whatever."

"You talked to my dad about that?"

"Kind of. He asked me what I think about you and I said I was a little afraid of the things you wanted to do. He told me to listen to your heart and mine and follow your lead."

"Thank you Tamaric. I'm not completely sure where my heart is leading me to tell you the truth. I just know I want to be¦close to you in every way possible and that includes intimately."

"I know darlin. I'm sorry for complicating things for you."

"Things are complicated all on their own Tamaric and I am a complicated girl, it's not just you complicating things."

"So, if you're going to go through with this harvesting or whatever, how are you going to¦harvest what you need from me?"

"I don't know exactly. I'll have to ask the AI about how that's going to work¦I mean I know how it works as far as what you have to do or what has to be done to you to collect a sample but I don't know where or when and what's to be done with it when you¦you know. I haven't even started the harvesting yet anyways. I have to be conditioned first so I will ovulate every other day or so. The computer has to analyze everything on the inside first and come up with a hormone treatment for me."

"Sounds kind of complicated."

"It wouldn't be so complicated if I were Human. I am different and so the hormones needed have to be invented from scratch to match my¦unique chemical balance inside."

"See I really have no idea what that means exactly."

"It's ok Tamaric. It's not important that you understand the finer points of it all

as long as you understand the broader idea of what is being done."

"I get it...basically."

"So can I ask something of you?"

"Sure."

"Can I paint you?"

"You want to paint my picture?"

"Yah. You bring happiness to my heart just by looking at you. I want to try and capture you how I see you."

"That's sweet. Go ahead then. What do you need me to do?"

"I would like to have you sit in one of the reading chairs looking¦sideways kind of so I can get a side profile of your face."

"I would be glad to Korica. I just can't say no to that beautiful face of yours. Will you give me a bright smile first?"

Korica grinned and then melted into a bright toothy smile that made Tamaric sigh.

"You're so beautiful Korica and you have an infectious bright smile that makes me happy to see it. I'll sit for you as long as you need."

Tamaric leaned forward and Korica got to her hands and knees and crawled off the end of the bed and walked over to her easel and she pulled it out away from the wall and angled it so she could face toward one of the chairs, which se turned facing the front of the room so Tamaric could look at the view screen while she painted his portrait. Tamaric then scooted to the edge of the bed and stood up and walked over to the chair and gently sat down. Korica then went and got the remote for the free floating view screen and handed it to Tamaric and then turned her easel on and then she turned the print carriage on and started the printer in order to capture her flowers in a vase on a canvas print. As soon as she started printing the flowers in a vase the work area went blank and so she slid the control sleeve over her arm and shoulder and then plugged it into the side of the easel and she waited for it to tighten up on her arm and then she picked up the first wide brush and turned it on and began painting. Tamaric turned on the overhead view screen projector and perused through the video selections. He ended up selecting a documentary on the construction of the Future and the Herculean global effort that was involved with developing the technologies needed to build an interstellar ship the size of the Future. Korica was a little surprised by his selection but she said nothing and kept working.

She was only able to work for five minutes when the AI called for her.

"Korica, your presence has been requested in the transport compartment. Your financial withdrawal has arrived and the curriers are boarding as we speak."

"Understood. Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Korica."

Korica turned the easel off and when the control sleeve relaxed she slipped it off of her arm and hung it on her easel and then turned off her brush and put it back in the container on the side of the easel and then she removed the transceivers from her temples and set them on the carriage and then walked over and joined Tamaric who had already gotten up and was standing next to the bed stepping into his shoes. Korica then put her arm around Tamaric's back and pulled him tight against her side and he put his arm up over her shoulders with a big dreamy eyed smile on his face and she took a hold of his wrist and pulled his arm tight over her shoulders so she was carrying most of his weight and the two exited their quarters and headed quickly for the transport compartment.

When the two arrived Korica lifted Tamaric's arm off of her shoulder and the two stepped in and Laurel and Jake were already in the room and offered a warm smile and Laurel stepped into Korica and gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek and the four waited for another two minutes at which time the transport platform lit up and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light two rather stately looking men appeared wearing dark navy blue uniforms that looked like all of the other elder race uniforms except for their very dark color and light blue shoulder boards. Both men stepped forward and that's when Laurel noticed that one of the men had a very large case that was attached to his wrist by a black strap that looked like black anodized metal linked chain attached to handcuffs.

The man with the case stepped up to Laurel and put out his free hand And Laurel then saw a rather nasty looking weapon under his jacket sitting just above his waist.

"I am Herodan. I am the chief financier for the financial directorate for the Farqua station. I assume you are captain Kade?" Herodan said while shaking Laurel's hand.

"I am. This is my executive officer, Jake Myers." Jake stepped up to Herodan and shook his hand. "And this is Tamaric Reynolds." Herodan then shook Tamaric's hand. "And this is ensign Korica Prentor." Herodan then shook Korica's hand with a grin on his face.

"So this is for you then miss Prentor."

Herodan knelt down and set the rather sizeable case in the floor and pulled a small data device out of his pocket and set it on the top of the case.

"Please place your finger on the side of the security cuffs." Herodan said.

Korica reached down and simply touched the cuff on his wrist with her index finger and it clicked and he ratcheted it off of his wrist and the chin released itself from the case at the same time. He handed the cuff and chain to his traveling security guard and then he picked up the data device and turned it on.

"If you would touch the latch on the secure case it will open and I need you to examine the contents and match it to the contents statement on this electronic record keeper and if the contents match what is in the case and if what is in the case matches what you requested then place your finger on the accept button and it will conclude our transaction and sign responsibility of the case over to you."

Korica took the data device from Herodan and looked at the list of the expected contents totaling 80,000 carets of precious assorted gems and 20,500 in credit chits in total value. She then touched the lock and it snapped open and she pulled the top flap back and then unzipped the inner zipper and pulled the zipper open and there were several dividers in the bottom and in each of seven compartments where neat rows of clear, red, blue, green, yellow, purple, and orange gems and one compartment that had a pile of credit chits. Korica picked up and checked the value of each chit. All together there was 20,500 credits on the credit chits since credits were slightly less valuable than raw gems and Korica did a quick count of the gems and she came up with an even 80,000 carets as best as she could tell. She nodded at Herodan and stood up and touched the accept button on the data device and then handed it back to Herodan and then she zipped the inner zipper closed and then closed the top flap but she left it unlocked and then she stepped back next to Tamaric and took his hand in hers making Herodan furrow his brow momentarily and then his face went cold again and he bowed slightly to Korica.

"That concludes our business here. Thank you miss Prentor, and thank you for granting us an audience captain Kade."

The two men then stepped back onto the transport platform and the rather large guard touched the indicator for the lower hangar and a few seconds later the two disappeared in a blue flash and the platform then went dark.

"Mom, will you put this in your quarters?"

"But this is your money Korica. Don't you want to keep it in your quarters?"

"It's our money mom. I got no use for this stuff."

"That's sweet honey. Ok, I'll put it in my quarters."

Laurel went to pickup the case and then she realized how heavy it was and had to put her back into it with a groan.

"You two go to the mess hall and we will join you there for lunch once we get this put away."

"Ok, cool." Korica said smiling.

The four then departed the transport compartment and Laurel and Jake headed for their quarters and Korica and Tamaric made the slow walk to the mess hall while holding each other's hand the whole way. Korica and Tamaric stepped into the mess hall and Korica saw the banner from her birthday party and she smiled big as the two stepped over to their favorite table and had a seat. Korica saw the remnants of her birthday cake and smiled at

Tamaric.

"I guess I know what I'm having for desert." Korica said smiling.

Korica then got up and retrieved some Gatorade for both of them and then sat down and scooted over close enough so their bodies were touching. A servo drone then showed up with two menus that Korica took and the two shared one to make their lunch selections. Laurel and Jake then showed up and sat down and they used the other menu to make their own lunch selections. Once Korica had her selections made she realized that Mark was absent.

"Computer, can you remind Mark that it is lunch time so he can join us?"

"He is eating on site in the upper cargo hangar. He wanted to remain on site while the cargo is being unloaded and unpacked."

"Ooh. I wanted him to eat with us. I understand. Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Korica."

The four then talked lightly until their meals arrived and then they ate lunch together and Korica and Tamaric polished off the last pieces of Korica's birthday cake. The four then departed for their quarters. Korica and Tamaric returned to their quarters and Korica went back to painting Tamaric's portrait after the two slipped their shoes off to get comfortable and Laurel and Jake went about checking Mark's manifest of the parts and supplies being delivered.

Korica worked for four hours on Tamaric's portrait. When she was content with her work she told Tamaric she was finished and he could look at it. Tamaric turned off the documentary he was watching and stood up and walked around the easel so he could see Korica's work. He took a look and his mouth fell open and put his hand up to his mouth as he took in her magnificent work. His face was captured perfectly and the attention to detail was astounding right down to the subtle nuances of how his hair was lying to the detail in his eyes making the painting look alive. The background was a misty looking white and yellow that faded at the edges making it look like it was in a dreamy world but his face was bright, clear and vibrant and he was struck by how much it looked just like him.

"Oh Korica¦this is really good. You've got some real talent darlin."

"You really like it that much?"

"Oh yah. Can we frame this one? I would really like to see it on the hanging on the wall."

"Sure."

Korica turned the print carriage on and began the print sequence and the work area faded to a blank canvas as the painting was being printed onto a canvas. Tamaric then made his way over to the bed and sat down on the edge of the bed. Korica then unplugged the control sleeve and waited for the sleeve to relax on her arm and then she slipped it off of her arm and hung it on the easel and then turned off her brush and placed it back in the container on the side of the easel and then removed the transceivers and placed them on top of the carriage and then stepped over to the com panel and touched the AI hale button.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you please assemble a couple of frames for the paintings I have done?"

"I can certainly take care of that for you. I need to see a completed painting to know the dimensions of the frames."

"Ok. Stand by."

Korica then walked over to her painting of the flowers in a vase that she had laid over the other reading chair and she held it up so the internal sensors in the room could see it.

"I will construct several frames for you if you would like, for future works."

"I would appreciate that. I plan on making quite a few more since Tamaric says my paintings are actually quite good."

"He is not wrong Korica. The flowers in a vase is very good. It should be displayed so others can enjoy it."

"Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Korica. You are very talented and you should be very proud of yourself like the rest of us are."

The com panel then went dark and Korica laid her panting down and picked up the portrait of Tamaric that was just cut free from the printer carriage and she laid it over the other chair to dry and she pushed her easel back over against the wall and then walked over and sat down next to Tamaric. Tamaric put his arm around her back and smiled at her.

"I am so proud to be your boyfriend Korica. You are an amazing girl."

"Thank you Tamaric. And I'm proud to be your girlfriend because you are you. Your talent is how you make me feel."

"Awe, that's sweet Korica."

"It's the truth Tamaric. I love you and I love the way you make me feel inside. I feel¦pretty and important and appreciated for what I am as a person. That's the most beautiful thing you can possibly give me."

"Well you are important and pretty and I appreciate everything about what a truly remarkable girl you are. I intend to show you how much I appreciate you for the rest of your life."

Korica looked into his eyes and she immediately felt drawn to him in an irresistible way. She stood up and stepped right between his knees and gently pushed him back and he slowly walked himself backwards until he was lying down and she was just about to climb on top of him to plant a long kiss on him when the AI called out into the room.

"Korica, your presence has been requested in the captain's quarters."

Korica broke her mesmerized stare into Tamaric's eyes and closed her eyes and hung her head and sighed. She then lifted her head and looked at the com panel.

"Understood. I'll be right there."

The com panel then went dark and Korica reeled her emotions and passion back in and stood back up and offered Tamaric her hand and he took it and she pulled him to his feet and the two slipped their shoes on and made their way to the exit. Once the door slid open the two stepped out and then Korica lifted Tamaric's arm up over her shoulders and she wrapped her other arm around his back and pulled him tight against her side and then she squatted down slightly and pulled his arm tight and then she stood up into his weight and the two then walked down the corridor toward Laurel and Jake's quarters.

When the two arrived at Laurel and Jake's quarters, as soon as they stepped up to the door it slid open and Korica lifted Tamaric's arm off of her shoulders and the two stepped in and walked over next to the bed on Jake's side of the bed where he was lying with his head propped up on his pillow while reading from a data pad and Laurel was lying in the same position on her side of the bed working on a larger data pad working on her interspecies blending project for Korica and Tamaric. Laurel put her data pad down and offered a warm smile.

"Hi you two. I hope we didn't interrupt anything?" Laurel said.

"No." Korica said. "We were just sitting talking after I finished painting Tamaric's portrait."

"A portrait? Oh I would love to see it honey."

"Ok. We are having it framed. You can come see it anytime you want."

"I'm so glad you are getting good use out of your gift."

"I really love it mom. I plan on using it all the time."

"Have a seat you two."

Korica and Tamaric sat down right next to Jake and Tamaric strained to turn himself so he could see Laurel.

"The reason I called you two here is because Jake and I were talking and we have decided we want to leave early tomorrow morning. We are going to depart the station and then park ourselves about sixty million kilometers away and I want to try and contact the Angalon on Draxima. We know where she is and we know she isn't moving right now so we should be able to get a signal to her. We aren't likely to ever have this kind of opportunity to talk with the essences of ourselves again. I just want to find out how things are going on your home world before we depart once and for all. Once that is done I want to start heading for the tel pok maron's region of space. We will be standing twenty-four hour duty shifts. You do not have to remain on the bridge at all times but when we are stopping for our cool downs I want you on station and I want you awake for your entire watch. No sleeping. You will have three days to recover from the lack of sleep so I think we can all handle it. Tamaric I want you to begin viewing the brief that has been prepared for you by the computer. It will give you a greater understanding of where we are going and how we got to this point in our mission. Is there any questions?"

"No mam." Korica said.

"No mam." Tamaric said.

"Ok then. I want you two to head for the mess hall and get some dinner in you. Mark will be rejoining us soon and Jake and I will have dinner with him and then we will all workout together and then we will get bathed for the evening. Jake or myself will then come read to you and I then want you to get some rest. Especially you Korica, we are going to be using the chair tomorrow and I want you well rested ok?"

"Yes mam." Korica said.

"Good girl. Now go you two, get something to eat and we'll meet you in the gym or in the mess hall depending on when Mark gets done with stowing the repair supplies."

Korica then got up and leaned over and gave Jake a peck and Tamaric stood up slowly and the two made their way to the exit and took each other's hands before exiting and then stepped out and made their way to the mess hall. When the two got to the mess hall both went straight to the drink dispensers and Korica retrieved a glass of apple juice and Tamaric got a glass of pineapple juice and then sat down and scooted together and held hands under the table until a servo drone showed up with menus and the two ordered their meal and then spent a few minutes staring into each other's eyes and feeling each other's affect on the other in delight of the feelings it elicited in their tummies. When their meals arrived they starting eating and only a few minutes later everyone else showed up and retrieved drinks for themselves and sat down. A servo drone showed up quickly with more menus and the others ordered their meals and when their food showed up they all had the opportunity to eat together.

When the meal was done everyone went to the gym and Korica got Tamaric started on his therapy workout routine and then she set to her own routine along with everyone else. When the workouts were all complete the guys sat and talked while the girls went and showered. Laurel peaked her head in when the girls were done and told the guys they were done and then the guys went and showered while Laurel and Korica changed in Laurel's quarters and Laurel enjoyed a brief period of bonding with Korica while brushing her hair as she so thoroughly enjoyed doing.

Once Korica's hair was brushed neatly she gave Laurel a warm hug and then departed for the shower compartment and she waited outside until Tamaric emerged and the two made their way to their quarters. Korica went straight to the bureau at the front of the room and retrieved a clean pair of underwear for Tamaric and a night gear shirt for herself and then she went into the bathroom and got undressed and slipped on her night gear shirt and then brushed her hair and then her teeth and then washed her mouth out and cleaned her ears out and then stepped out of the bathroom to Tamaric's handsome face waiting for her. He gave her a peck making her giggle at the tickle it gave her tummy and then he stepped into the bathroom and combed his hair and brushed his teeth and then washed his mouth out. He then stepped out into the main cabin and he walked over next to the bed where Korica was already lying down with the covers pulled back for him.

Tamaric sat down carefully and then scooted back and finally swung his legs up into the bed. Korica then scooted over right next to him and she leaned up on her hand with her elbow dug into the bed.

"Tamaric, you know you can come into the bathroom with me after we shower. Don't be so shy. The bathroom is more than big enough for us both to move around in and I can be modest so you don't have to see anything that will make you blush or feel uncomfortable."

"I'm not¦you're right, I was afraid I would see something. I was thinking of you darlin."

"I want you to feel comfortable too Tamaric."

The AI announced that Jake was at the door and Korica told the AI to please let him in and Jake stepped in and retrieved Korica's data pad and laid down next to Tamaric and read an entire chapter from Korica's story 'a flower in the wind'. At the end of the chapter Jake got up and said goodnight to the two and then departed for his quarters.

Korica then rolled over and reached for the light control and slid the light controls down to sleeping levels leaving only a very dim glow by the entrance to the bathroom and the rest of the room was bathed in virtually complete darkness. Korica then pulled the covers up and slid over right next to Tamaric and laid half on his side and kissed his cheek and he put his arm around her head and she lifted her head and he moved his arm around her back and she pulled herself up closer and laid her head on his chest and shoulder and the two then drifted off to sleep.

Jake made his way to his quarters and got undressed and slipped under the covers and slid over next to Laurel. She was just finishing up her last molecular strand equations. When she was done she turned her data pad off and laid it on her night stand and then lowered the lights to sleep levels bathing their quarters in almost complete darkness just like Korica and Tamaric's quarters and Laurel scooted right up next to Jake and the two enjoyed a passionate kiss and then the two snuggled up to each other and drifted off to sleep themselves.


Chapter 18 The Departure

––––––––

The Departure

In the morning at 04:50 Korica woke early as she did almost every morning to join Mark for early tea at 05:00. She was on her side facing the wall when she woke and she rolled onto her back and pointed her toes and stretched her arms up over her head and stretched for a few moments and yawned then relaxed and brought her hands down and her left hand settled on Tamaric's hip gently and she smiled big as she remembered that she wasn't alone and never would be again. She was tempted to snuggle up to his back but she realized that it was probably well before six and she wanted him to rest so she delicately rolled over and raised the lights ever so slightly so she would be able to see what she was doing in order to retrieve her clothes from the bureau at the front of the room. She slid out of bed and as she was about to walk past the foot of the bed she noticed her clean clothes and Tamaric's lying on the bed so she picked up Tamaric's and put them away then walked back and retrieved hers and quietly made her way to the bathroom to get changed and brush her teeth and hair.

When she was looking perfect she exited the bathroom and stepped up to the table at the head of the bed and peered over and saw Tamaric's dark blond hair as he was almost completely covered beyond the very top of his head and Korica felt a tingle in her tummy and she had to fight the urge to giggle as she smiled broadly at the thought of his handsome face and adorable accent as he said her name. Korica felt a shiver that rocked her whole body at the very thought of how he said her name and this time she had to slap her hand over her mouth or she would have giggled.

Korica then turned and headed for the exit. She stepped out and as soon as the door shut she turned and haled the AI from the com panel next to her door.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please lower the lights in my quarters back to a sleep level for Tamaric? I left before I disturbed him and left the lights turned up a little."

"Right away. Is there anything else before I terminate this connection?"

"Yes. If Tamaric wakes he is going to need my help to get around. Will you please let me know when he gets up or a couple of minutes before six, whichever comes first?"

"Understood."

Korica then turned quickly and made her way to the mess hall and she stepped into the mess hall at precisely 05:00 to find Mark standing at the drink dispensers filling his first cup of tea indicating to Korica that he had just arrived himself. As she approached and he turned, his face lit up and he gave her a huge smile.

"Hay little one, you look beautiful as always. Where's your other half?"

"Thank you Mark¦my other half? You mean Tamaric?"

Korica stepped into him and he hugged her tightly with one arm and kissed the top of her head and then she stepped around him and retrieved a cup of tea for herself.

"Of course I mean Tamaric silly." Mark said as he walked over to their usual table and took a seat.

"I've never heard a person's boyfriend called that before. He's still sleeping. I don't think he is used to getting up this early so I just decided to let him rest while I came to have early tea with you." Korica said as she stepped over to the table and sat down next to Mark.

"That was very considerate of you Korica. I actually thought you might not be coming to early tea with me anymore now that you have Tamaric in your life."

"Are you crazy! I loved you first Mark. I love Tamaric with a different part of my heart. Spending this time a day with you is very special to me and if Tamaric wants to be with me at this time of day he is going to have to get his butt out of bed at five or he can just come get me right here. This is our time and nothing is ever going to change that."

"Awwe. That's kind of sweet Korica. You are the bright point in my morning sweetie. I look forward to seeing your bright eyes and your beautiful smile plus I'll have to admit that now that you are smarter than me, conversations with you are exceptionally enjoyable."

Korica gave him a huge toothy smile and leaned into his side and he kissed the top of her head.

"You know just what to say to make me feel special Mark. Thank you."

"You're welcome sweetheart. So¦can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"These gut instincts that you have just like those that the cap and xo have? Can you tune in to it whenever you want?"

"Pretty much. It's always speaking to me a little and I actually have to kind of ignore it...sort of¦or it becomes overwhelming. But Laurel and Jake have taught me how to concentrate and make it get stronger for a time. Why?"

"Well, we are about to blow this Popsicle stand and I was hoping you could tune into your gut instinct and get a feel for what we are going to be facing. We are going to be heading deep into your galaxy and I just want to know if we are going to be facing any serious danger or whatever."

"You understand I won't be able to give you specific¦details or whatever. It will only be impressions of what we are likely to experience?"

"That's good enough for me. I just want to know if I should be at military ready standards or can I¦relax my guard a little and just worry about what is happening right here on the ship."

"Mark, you know as well as I do that the Future is like a fortress anymore. There is almost nothing out there as fast as us and our shields are¦well like an impenetrable wall. I just don't know of much that could get through our shields."

"I know. Believe me, it gives me a great piece of mind to know that you girls are safer on this boat than anywhere else in the galaxy. Just humor me ok? See what your gut tells you about what we are going to be facing out there?"

"Kay."

Korica took a sip of her tea and then leaned back in her seat and closed her eyes and took a couple of deep breaths and then furrowed her brow as she listened intently to the little voice deep down inside her. She let it grow stronger and stronger and when her mind opened she had to quiet all of the telepathic voices she heard coming into her mind from all over the station and to her surprise she even sensed Tamaric for just a split second. It was just long enough to sense that he was sound asleep and resting comfortably. After a few moments she was able to glean some images of a snow covered mound in the shape of an arrowhead and it made her open her eyes quickly. She realized it was one of the crimson fighters buried in a snowdrift that completely covered the ship right up to the cockpit window. She batted her eyes a few times then slowly closed her eyes again and concentrated on her gut feelings again.

She sensed friends from her past would be revisited on several occasions somehow. She sensed a confrontation with someone that made her stomach tighten up and she felt very nervous about this individual. She didn't like being close to him but she sensed that there was no immediate danger to life and limb, just an unexpected confrontation and Mark would step in and take charge keeping everyone safe. She tuned in deeper and sensed a feeling of being trapped away from the Future and the safety she offered. She sensed that someone that made Korica's heart feel warm would offer shelter, she assumed it had to be someone she knew in the past.

Korica then tuned even deeper into her gut feelings and she had a sense of cold, wet and fun. She furrowed her brow deeper as she tried to understand the sensation she was getting a sense of. She quickly realized that she was going to get to go swimming in some very clod water somewhere and she sensed Laurel and Tamaric with her in the water and she sensed joy. She assumed they didn't fall into the water or something unexpected.

Korica finally quieted her mind and then opened her eyes and looked at Mark and grinned and then she laid out everything she had sensed. Mark was a little dumbstruck at the actual level of detail that she said would not be part of her gut instincts such as seeing an image of a crimson fighter buried in snow.

"So you don't particularly sense any extreme danger for us?"

"No, not really. I get the impression that we are going to get restless and start going on adventures off of the Future."

"Well I don't mind telling you that I think that is a really bad idea. Don't take this the wrong way but the best way to keep a teenage crew that looks like you guys do safe is to keep you right here on the Future."

"How am I not supposed to take it wrong when you say you have a bunch of good looking kids that you need to keep on the ship in order to keep them out of harms way?"

"God¦is that how it came out?"

"Yah it is."

"Sorry Korica. I don't see you guys as a bunch of kids. I guess I should learn how to use my mouth filter before I say something insulting huh?"

"It's all right Mark. I get the legist of what you were trying to say. Look, the Future is a wonderful place to live and she has a lot to offer in the way of entertainment but it's still a bottle in space. We need to get out and smell fresh clean air once in a while. As you so eloquently pointed out, we are young and full of wonder as to what is out there."

"Oh god help me. I hear you little one. I'll try and keep an open mind with that in mind. Will you please try and keep an ear to this neat little insight of yours for any serious danger?"

"Of course Mark. When I sense real danger it seems to scream at me from deep down inside. I don't even have to try and I can feel it or hear it or whatever."

The AI interrupted just as Mark was about to say something.

"Korica, Tamaric is awake. He just brought the lights up in your quarters and inquired of me as to your whereabouts."

"Ok. Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Korica."

"I'll be right back Mark ok?"

"Go ahead Korica. I'll be right here when you get your little man up and dressed."

Korica smiled warmly at him and Mark put his knuckles into Korica's side gently make her squirm and giggle for a moment and then she gave him a big toothy smile that just melted his heart. He just loved seeing Korica's beautiful face when she smiled big enough to make her dimples stand out as she flashed her brilliant white and perfectly straight teeth.

Korica slid out of her seat and quickly made her way to her quarters. When she stepped up to the door and it slid open she found Tamaric sitting up at the edge of the bed and he perked up and his face erupted in a big smile and Korica couldn't help but smile back just as big at the sight of his beautiful blue eyes staring back at her. She stopped for a moment and felt like she had to pinch herself to make sure she wasn't dreaming. Tamaric was really sitting right in front of her and he was really as handsome and sweet as she had dreamed he would be and he was hers.

Korica found herself smiling even brighter as she reminded herself that it was true and she wasn't dreaming.

"Mornin Korica. I was a little worried when I woke up and you were gone."

Korica shivered when she heard Tamaric's accent as he said her name and Tamaric chuckled knowing he had that affect on her.

"I wanted to let you rest Tamaric. I was having early tea with Mark as I do every morning at five."

"Yah, the AI said you were in the mess hall with Mark."

Korica stepped over next to Tamaric and prepared to help him up when he scooted off the edge of the bed and stood up with absolutely no difficulty astounding Korica because he actually bent over as he stood up and then he popped to an upright position. Korica looked at him with a stunned look and her smile disappeared.

"What? Why you lookin at me like that Korica?"

"Tamaric that should have hurt. Can you try and take a couple of steps for me?"

Tamaric took three steps toward Korica's outstretched arms and smiled at the complete lack of pain and firm strength in his legs and hips as well as his lower back. Tamaric slid his arms around Korica's sides and stepped right up against her.

"That's incredible Tamaric! It should have taken weeks to gain this much strength."

Korica then looked down at Tamaric's waist and it dawned on her that he had very little clothing on and she pulled back slightly so she wasn't squashed up against him. Tamaric noticed her apprehension and so he moved back himself thinking that he was making her uncomfortable.

"Tamaric, do me a favor and put your arms out straight and squat down and then try and stand up."

Tamaric took his hands off of Korica's sides as he stepped back and did as Korica asked and he was able to squat down and stand back up with out the slightest hint of pain or strain. Tamaric looked down at his own legs in shock himself. He then looked back up into Korica's beautiful but stunned face and smiled.

"How is this possible Korica?"

"It shouldn't be. I've never seen anything like this¦actually that's not true. Jake suffered brain damage deep in his brain and within an hour or so it healed completely. You must have the same advanced ability to heal that he and Laurel have. Do me a favor and walk to the front of the room to the bureau. That's were your clothes are anyways. Yours are in the drawers on the right and mine are in the drawers on the left."

Tamaric turned and actually rotated his hips as he turned quickly and walked to the front of the room in a smooth pain free stride and Korica caught herself watching his behind for the first couple of steps before she mentally scolded herself and looked at his legs for the rest of his walk to the bureau. He then bent over slid the top drawer open and retrieved a shirt and a pair of socks then bent over still further and opened the next drawer down and retrieved a pair of pants and then he slid the drawers shut and turned like nothing and walked back to Korica holding his clothes and stopped right in front of her and looked at her with a big grin on his face.

"I guess you don't really need me anymore do you?" Korica said in a fairly quiet and almost sad voice.

"You stop that darlin! I may not need you as a crutch, but I will need you next to me for the rest of my life Korica. Sides, I don't exactly know my way around the ship. I remember them telling me in school that this ship is over two and a half kilometers long and one and a half tall. I could get seriously lost without you around to show me where everything is."

Korica looked back up into his bright blue eyes and grinned.

"You know where the mess hall is right?"

"Course. It's straight down the corridor on the left."

"Kay. Why don't you get dressed and cleaned up and then meet Mark and I there for early tea."

"Sounds good. Can I¦will you give me a good morning kiss?"

Korica's face melted into a big smile and she stepped into him and put her hands on the front of his shoulders and leaned over his arm full of clothes and pressed her lips gently into his and she had planned on just a quick peck but once their lips were joined and her stomach was tingling and her head was spinning she pressed in a little harder and didn't want it to end. The quick peck turned into a full ten second smooch before she gently pulled back tugging at his lower lip slightly and then she kept her eyes closed for a moment as she lavished the warm sensation in her heart and in her head. When she finally opened her eyes she found Tamaric with his eyes still closed obviously also thoroughly enjoying the sensation in his head, stomach and heart. When Tamaric finally opened his eyes Korica could see a glassy eyed look in his eyes and he let out a funny chuckle and cough and he gave her a goofy crooked smile as his vision finally cleared up.

"Good lord almighty Korica! You are somethin else."

"Thank you Tamaric. You're not so bad yourself."

Korica then turned and walked to the door knowing full well what Tamaric would be staring at as she walked away and as she got to the door she looked back quickly only confirming what she suspected as she busted Tamaric staring at her butt. She grinned at Tamaric as he realized he had been caught and he blushed and then she turned and walked out.

Korica made her way back to the mess hall and as soon as she stepped in she was flattered to see Mark's face light up at the sight of her stepping into the room. She walked over and sat down across from Mark and moved her tea in front of herself and Mark leaned over and looked past her then sat up straight and looked in her in the eyes and waited for her to explain the absence of Tamaric without having to ask.

"You are not going to believe your eyes when you see him walk in here on his own Mark. He can bend and squat and walk without the slightest hint of pain or stiff muscles. I think he has an advanced ability to heal or something, just like Laurel and Jake¦and maybe even you."

"Really? Are saying he has¦grown muscle mass overnight or something?"

"I can't exactly explain it Mark. I have a pretty advanced understanding of the Human body and I know for a fact that it should have taken at least two weeks for him to gain this much strength if not more."

"Well I've been banged up, shot, stabbed and I've had I don't know how many bones broken and I assure you it took the normal amount of time for my injuries to heal."

"Oh. That doesn't sound like a very nice life you've lived."

"Hazards of the profession honey. When you are sent in to put nasty people down they are usually not very happy to see you at their doorstep."

Korica laughed and took a sip of her tea and then her and Mark talked lightly for five more minutes at which time Tamaric came strolling into the room and Korica sensed him enter the room without hearing a sound from him and she smiled big and slid out of her seat and stood up and turned around and watched him walk over to their table just as smooth as could be. Mark was actually a little dumbfounded to see Tamaric moving so fluidly as he stepped up to Korica with a big grin on his face. Korica took his hand in hers and slid into her seat then scooted over and let him sit down and then she scooted right up next to him so her legs was right up against his and kept a hold of his hand under the table.

"Good morning Tamaric." Mark said with a warm smile. "You sure look like you're moving around better today."

"Yes sir. I can't tell you how glad I am to be able to move around without any pain. Korica can be with me cause she wants to not cause she has to now."

"Tamaric, can I get you some tea?" Korica asked.

"I can get it darlin."

"Please Tamaric. Can I¦can I do it for you?" Korica asked with almost a sad look on her face.

"Ah¦ok. I'm not real crazy about tea though. Maybe some pineapple juice would be nice."

Korica's face lit up and she gave him a beautiful smile.

"Kay. I'll be right back."

Korica let go of his hand and slid out and made her way over to the dispensers to get Tamaric a tall glass of pineapple juice. When Tamaric was pretty sure she was out of earshot Tamaric leaned in and addressed Mark in a very low voice.

"Mark sir, is it wrong for me to have Korica waiting on me like that? I'm not used to being waited on and I don't want her to think I'm treating her like my servant or whatever."

"Naw, you're fine son. She's just crazy about you and she wants to do things for you. Did you see the way her face lit up when you let her get your drink for you? That's love, not servitude."

Korica returned to the table and set Tamaric's glass in front of him and then scooted in next to him pushing him over into the seat she had been seated in while squashing her leg up against his. Tamaric smiled and scooted over and then slid her cup over in front of her. Mark noticed the giggly interaction on Korica's part and it actually did his heart good to see. She finally had someone her own age to goof around with.

"So Korica, are you hungry?" Mark asked trying to distract her from staring into Tamaric's eyes.

"Yah, but I want to wait for Laurel and Jake."

"Computer?"

"Yes Mark. How may I be of assistance?"

"What time is it?"

"Zero five fourty ships time."

"There ya go honey. Go ahead and order something small and then you can order a big meal when cap and the xo show up. You know your metabolism requires more food than we¦than the rest of us do in order to stay healthy."

"Kay. Thank you Mark. You're always thinking of me."

A servo drone floated up to the table a moment later with three menus and Korica retrieved them and laid two of them up on the table and opened one of them and ordered a hot apple turnover and then handed the menu to the servo drone and it spun around and floated across the room and disappeared through its slot in the wall.

"Tamaric I'm sorry I didn't even ask if you were hungry." Korica said looking up into his face.

"I'm ok Korica. I would have said something if I was starving. I can wait until everyone else eats so I can eat with you. You got a beautiful figure darlin so you eat up and I'll just enjoy the good company and beautiful scenery." Tamaric smiled warmly at her and she blushed and gently nudged him.

"You're so sweet Tamaric. Thank you."

"Nicely said son! That's what I want to hear when it comes to Korica." Mark said with a big grin.

Mark was very impressed with the level of maturity and tender respect Tamaric was expressing toward Korica and it made him much more comfortable with the idea of him being so close to Korica.

It was only two minutes later that a servo drone showed up with a small plate with Korica's apple turnover and a fork. The drone slid the plate up on the table then turned and floated over to the wall and disappeared through the slot in the wall. Korica ate her snack while Tamaric and Mark talked about some of the areas that were to be considered off limits and some rules of conduct while on the bridge. By the time Korica was done eating Tamaric was in complete understanding of where he was to avoid on the ship and he understood that basically he was to stick close to Korica and go where she went when she went anywhere. He was to behave in a totally professional and respectful manner anytime he was on the bridge and he was to keep in mind the fact that Korica was about to become an officer and she was to be shown the proper level of respect deserving of her position.

In Laurel and Jake's quarters the lights came up at 06:00 and Jake stirred first. He woke to find himself curled up to Laurel's backside. He gently withdrew his arms from around her and rolled onto his back and stretched long and hard and when he relaxed and turned his head he found Laurel's beautiful blue eyes staring at him while Laurel was smiling at him warmly.

"Hi beautiful. How'd you sleep?"

"Morning handsome. I always sleep good with you holding me, you know that."

"I know. I still love hearing you say it though."

Laurel smiled even broader and then slid her head toward him and the two locked lips for a few moments then they both climbed out of bed and retrieved their clothes from the bureau at the front of the room and then the two went about getting dressed and cleaned up. Once the two were done they made their way to the mess hall. As they stepped into the room Korica perked up and slid out of her seat ran up to Laurel first and threw her arms around her. Laurel hugged her tightly and then kissed the top of her head and then Korica stepped up to Jake and squeezed him painfully tight. When Korica finally released her grip on Jake he put his hands up to her cheeks and tilted her face up and kissed her forehead and then he looked at her smiling face for a moment then he leaned in and whispered in her ear.

"Your cheeks are glowing. I can tell you're in love"

Korica gave him a big toothy smile and her cheeks began to glow even brighter as she blushed a little.

"Yah I am! Big time."

The three then walked over to the table and Mark got up and moved to the head of the table to allow Laurel and Jake to sit down next to one another. Korica stopped but didn't sit down and just stood looking at Tamaric waiting for him to finish sipping his pineapple juice and when he noticed her beaming at him with her adorable face he grinned at her and just melted at how beautiful his girlfriend is. Korica put her hand out to him and he looked at Mark and he just smirked at him and shrugged his shoulders. Tamaric turned back to her and smiled and took her hand and scooted sideways over into her seat and then she stepped back while holding his hand and he stood up just as quick as anything and Korica gave him a beautiful toothy smile then she looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Check this out mom and dad."

Korica then walked around the mess hall while holding Tamaric's hand and Laurel and Jake just looked on with their mouths agape as he walked smooth and fluidly while standing perfectly upright. The two walked back over to the table after two trips around the mess hall and Tamaric sat down and scooted over then gently pulled on Korica's hand and she sat down and scooted in right next to Tamaric while still smiling big.

"Can you believe that?" Korica asked.

"No I can't!" Laurel said. "That's the damnedest thing I've ever seen. How is that even possible Korica?"

"It shouldn't be possible at all. Everything I know of the Human anatomy and muscular development tells me that it should have taken weeks for Tamaric to regain his strength. I suspect that he shares your ability to heal rapidly. It's the only thing I think of to explain it. He's simply amazing isn't he?"

"Korica! Please darlin, you're embarrassing me." Tamaric said as he blushed slightly.

"Sorry, but I'm proud of you Tamaric." Korica said grinning and nudging him slightly.

Laurel and Jake looked at each other smiling with the realization that this only further confirmed what the AI had alluded to. Human beings were indeed evolving into something new and better. Laurel looked back at Korica and smiled at her as her and Jake sat down.

"I happen to agree with you Korica. He is amazing and worthy of your pride."

"Korica, how are you feeling today?" Jake asked. "I ask because your home world is very far away and so we are all going to have to push really hard in order to reach the Angalon."

"I feel great. I slept great and I am ready to sit in the chair and push as hard as I can."

"That's fantastic honey. I'm so proud of you Korica. Tamaric, have you ever had any injuries that healed faster than normal?"

"Yah, I sprained my shoulder once playing football¦you would know the game as soccer in America. I was put in a shoulder sling and I was told I wouldn't be able to play for at least two weeks but two days later my shoulder was completely healed. I also broke my arm once after falling off of my skateboard at the skate park. I was told that it would take six months for my arm to heal but two weeks after my cast was put on it was removed to treat the skin on my arm having been encased for two weeks and when they examined my arm the bone had completely healed. The doctors teased me saying that I had cheated and had my arm completely replaced so that I wouldn't have to wear a cast anymore. They couldn't find any evidence of the break ever occurring."

"Incredible! No wonder you were selected to board the Future."

"Well, from what my mom and dad told me it was also cause of something called extreme plasticity of mind and a well above normal IQ. I don't exactly what know what the plasticity of mind means but I know what the high IQ refers to. It just means I'm really smart."

"Hmm. I see. Well for one thing it means we can impart knowledge to you using the stasis chambers at a fairly high saturation level for one thing. You are probably able to absorb information and then access it at a higher than normal rate."

"Oh, cool."

A servo drone showed up at this point with a couple more menus and everyone ordered a hardy breakfast and then enjoyed a good meal together while talking lightly and then everyone went to the gym. Mark helped Tamaric perform some stress test so he could workup a new strenuous workout routine ideal for Tamaric's newfound level of strength. The weight and duration of his workout at each station would be gradually increased over the next few days in accordance to his level of strength gain. When Mark had him weigh in he was a little surprised that he weighed in at 92 pounds. He was actually very fit for a boy his height and mark assumed that he would bulk up rather quickly if he kept up with the workout routine designed for him.

During the workout Tamaric still found himself staring at Korica most of the time. She was very beautiful to him and he just felt like he couldn't keep his eyes off of her. She would flash him a glance when she sensed his eyes on her and she would smile at him and then continue with her workout. She was frankly shocked at how much she liked him looking at her since she sensed nothing but the most innocent of feelings coming from him. He wasn't undressing her with his eyes, he was simply admiring how pretty she was and she liked it very much.

After the workouts were done the girls departed for their showers while the guys sat and talked. Mark and Jake were both quickly becoming very fond of Tamaric. He was smart and very respectful and Jake sensed that he had a great deal of respect for Korica and Laurel both. He was a genuine nice guy and Jake and Mark realized he was going to fit in perfectly in their little family. He was exactly what Korica needed to make her feel special.

When Laurel peeked her head in to tell the guys it was their turn the guys went and took their showers. While Laurel was brushing out Korica's hair once both girls were dressed and had their teeth brushed, Korica asked Laurel if she would help her design a bra that would offer a comfortable fit and give a small measure of modesty since she was now developing very noticeable breasts that Tamaric had a tendency to make very pronounced just by being close to her. Laurel stopped brushing her hair and retrieved her data pad and showed Korica the existing designs on file for a girl her age. Korica decided on an almost sports bra design since she really didn't really need any support yet, just a modest level of padding to cover the presence of erect nipples and something to get her used to wearing a bra all the time. Laurel then showed her the design for some underwear that were thinner and had no seams over the crotch for when and if any sensitivity issues arose when Korica started undergoing the harvesting. Korica wasn't real crazy about the fact that they could almost be seen completely through, but she understood the need for reduced sensation of any kind and she was determined to keep that part of her body out of sight now that she thought Tamaric wasn't interested in that part of her body and probably wouldn't be for some time.

After the clothing was selected and ordered to be made Laurel went back to brushing Korica's hair until Jake stepped into the room at which time Korica stood up and turned around and gave Laurel a peck and then stepped up to Jake and he gave her a kiss on the cheek and then she departed for her quarters to join Tamaric. Korica saw Tamaric just stepping into their quarters when she stepped out into the corridor and so she walked at a modest pace to give him a chance to retrieve his clothes and head into the bathroom in their quarters so she didn't embarrass him.

When Korica reached her quarters and stepped in the room seemed empty as Tamaric was already in the bathroom getting dressed and brushing his teeth and combing his hair. Korica made her way over to the bed and had seat on the edge of the bed to wait for him. While she waited a servo drone showed up with three bras from storage that were just the right size for her large chest diameter. Korica put two in her drawer in the bureau and then waited for her turn in the bathroom to put the other on.

When Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom Korica popped to her feet and turned toward Tamaric and he stopped and looked at her and smiled broadly and then Korica could see his face melt at the very sight of her and she smiled big at his reaction and she too felt a warm tingle in her stomach and chest at his handsome face and brilliant blue eyes. Korica scooped up her bra and stepped up to him and gave him a warm hug that made both of their heads buzz and then she stepped past him and went into the bathroom and put her bra on and then fixed her hair and rinsed her mouth out with mouthwash and then stepped out and joined Tamaric in the main cabin. She stepped up to him and this time she slid her hands around his sides and pulled him into a prolonged lip lock kiss.

Both found the experience very tender and it left their minds a little cloudy for a few moments when the kiss ended. The two then separated without a word but a huge smile hung on both of their faces. They then took each other's hand and made their way to the bridge.

When the two stepped onto the bridge Mark, Laurel and Jake were already at their stations. Korica offered Laurel a warm smile when Laurel spun her chair around and smiled at the two.

"You want me to get Tamaric started on the briefing file captain?" Korica asked.

"Yes please. We need to get him up to speed. You can get him started at the science station next to the communication station where I want you seated ok?"

"Yes mam."

"Once you have him started I want you to reach Asaria and let her know we are going to be departing as soon as we complete our preflight checks."

"Eye captain."

Korica walked Tamaric over to science station number one and had him take a seat and then she reached under the lower display console and retrieved an earpiece for him and showed him how to turn it on. She then showed him how to use his palm to log in and then she loaded the briefing file for him that was labeled with his name and then she showed him how to rewind, pause, fast-forward and stop the briefing. She then instructed him not to mess with any of the other commands on his display console until he was given instruction on their use. Korica then kissed the side of his head without thinking about it making him grin big and then Korica stood up and it dawned on her what she had done when she found Mark and Laurel looking at her with a grin on both of their faces.

Korica blushed slightly and then stepped over to the communication station and took a seat.

"Sorry captain. I did that without thinking about it." Korica said in a low voice.

"It's ok Korica. Just keep that kind of stuff to a minimum ok?"

"Yes mam." Korica said with a smile.

Korica then turned to her station and prepared to call for Eris while everyone else worked at firing everything up and running through their preflight checks. Mark was finding the sensor station far more complicated and the controls were laid out differently than he remembered. He would have to stop from time to time and grope in his mind to understand the controls and go through his preflight checks slowly so as to avoid any errors.

Korica reached Eris and asked her to please contact Asaria for her. Only a few moments later Asaria responded.

"Hello Future crew. I understand you were trying to reach me?" Asaria said in a chipper voice.

"Yes." Korica responded. "We are going to be departing as soon as we get the ship ready and you had asked us to let you know before we left."

"Good evening Korica. It's always a joy to hear your sweet voice. Do I have time for a quick visit before you folks depart?"

Tamaric paused his briefing as Asaria's warm salutation toward Korica caught his attention. Korica looked at Laurel and she seemed to think about it for a moment then she nodded to Korica.

"It's nice to hear from you as well Asaria. The captain has indicated that we have time. It's going to take some time to get everything fired up anyways."

"Excellent. I'll finish up what I am doing and I should be there within about ten minutes or so."

"Sounds great. We'll see you in just a bit then. Future out."

Korica then closed the channel and then got up and moved over to the navigation station and turned the station on and then went back to the communication station and pulled the navigation over to her station so she could stay close to Tamaric. When she took her seat she noticed Tamaric looking at her with his dreamy eyed look making her give him a toothy smile.

"Saddies Korica, you have such a beautiful smile darlin. Does everybody you meet love you?" Tamaric said pointing to the communication control panel.

"I don't know. I suppose I'm just likable or something."

Laurel looked up and grinned.

"She's being modest Tamaric. Everybody she meets absolutely falls in love with her. She's beautiful and sweet and that smile of hers just tugs at the heart. Asaria is particularly taken with her."

"I see. So it isn't just me then?"

"No, she is just a warm person and very easy to love."

Korica blushed slightly as she continued to work and Tamaric smiled at her and went back to his briefing. Everybody continued their work until the AI announced that Asaria had arrived at the lower hangar and was requesting permission to board. Laurel told the AI to grant her permission to board and to please have her come to the bridge. It was only about three minutes later that Asaria stepped onto the bridge with a big smile on her face. She nodded at Laurel but looked straight at Korica and put her hands out making Korica smile big and get up and step into her arms. Asaria hugged her tightly and then kissed her forehead and then took her hand as she squatted down so she was looking up into her beautiful eyes.

"I am really going to miss you Korica. You are a bright beautiful soul the likes of which comes along very rarely in one's lifetime. I am truly honored to call you my friend honey."

"That's so sweet Asaria. I really like you too. I'm definitely going to miss you something awful."

Asaria put her hand up to Korica's cheek as she stood back up and she looked at Jake and he smiled and got up and stepped over to Asaria with his hand out and Asaria ignored his hand and pulled him into a tight hug. She hugged him particularly tight then kissed his cheek.

"You take good care of your Laurel here Jake. She is something truly special and she needs your love and strength. You are a remarkable young man and I truly wish I could have seen the stunning man you are surely going to be."

"Thanks Asaria. I plan on taking care of Laurel for the rest of my life. I know she is one of a kind, just like my Korica, though Korica now has her own protector besides Mark and I to watch over and love her for the rest of his life."

"Of course, your newest crewman¦Tamaric I believe it is?"

"Yes mam." Tamaric said as he stood up and walked over to Asaria with his hand out.

Asaria took his hand and clasped her other hand over his and looked deep into his eyes for a few moments then she looked over at Korica and then back to Tamaric and then she smiled big.

"Whoa! You are deeply in love with our Korica aren't you?"

"Yes mam. I'm not afraid to admit that I'm absolutely crazy about her and I will do anything for her."

"I can feel that you are. You take good care of her for me young Tamaric. You are a lucky man to be the object of her affection in such a profound way. She loves you just as much as you do her."

"Really?" Tamaric said with a big smile.

"Trust me. I have the ability to sense what is at the deepest level with just a glance and she is¦crazy about you too Tamaric."

Asaria then let go of his hand and put her hand up to Korica's cheek and smiled at her warmly and then she stepped up to Laurel and Laurel pushed her displays out of the way and stepped into Asaria and they hugged each other tightly for a few moments.

"You take good care Laurel Kade. You are a truly spectacular woman and I count myself as very fortunate for having met you."

"Thank you Asaria. I will always remember you with fondness. You have treated my Korica like a princess and that means more to me than anything else. Thank you for turning the Future into such an amazing machine as well. Your people have bestowed us with some truly mind blowing technology and we will guard it and use it diligently."

Asaria then stepped up to Mark who stood up and put his hand out and Asaria took his hand then stepped up to him and put her other hand around him and gave him a good squeeze before stepping back and shaking his hand.

"And you lieutenant Tillman are an inspiration. Please take good care of our young command crew here. They are an amazing group of people and they need your love and strong sense of duty and honor to keep them safe and on the right track."

"Thank you Asaria. I am truly sorry I ever doubted you people as anything other than honorable and amazing. Your kind consideration of my crew and my ship is frankly humbling and I will forever be in your debt. You can count on me to keep this amazing mini crew safe. No one will ever mess with my friends¦I mean my family and crew. I will see too it that they get to grow up strong and proud and that they continue to treat each other with the highest level of dignity and love possible."

"I know you will Mark."

"Asaria, have you heard anything from the tel pok maron yet?" Laurel asked.

"No I am sorry to say we have not. We continue to reach out to them as a collective at the same time twice a day, but we have heard nothing from them so far."

"I see." Laurel said as she hung her head slightly. "I still want to head toward their region of space in the hopes that you will hear from them before we get there. It is a trip of thirty eight thousand light years so it will take us quite awhile to get there anyway."

"We wont stop until we hear from them Laurel. If all else fails there are other species out there that may yet be able to assist us in getting you home if not in the past, hopefully quickly."

"Thank you Asaria. Thank you for everything."

"You are most welcome Laurel. You have all earned everything that was given to you and my love for as long as I live."

"Awe. That's so sweet. Hay we are going to move some distance for the station and attempt to contact the Angalon using our chair before we leave this region of space for good, do you have any suggestions that might improve our chances of success?"

"That's a fine idea. I think the essences of the Angalon will like that. Draxima is a very long ways away from here, if you are going to get their attention you will need to send a particularly intense signal burst. I would recommend reaching out for Korica¦rather the essence of Korica that is part of the ship now. Their Laurel has put the chair of knowledge under her control since she is the most powerful of all three of you when it comes to mental capabilities."

"Are you saying she is stronger than us now?"

"This Korica? No. Their Korica? Yes. All of the abilities that this beautiful little soul will develop in time have come to the forefront for her on the Angalon since she is no longer bound to this young and developing body that you see before you. The same can be said of your copies Laurel and Jake. All that you will be capable of, they are capable of already."

"That's a little scary to think about. Will we even recognize ourselves?" Laurel inquired.

"Not¦you will sense yourselves in them but they are far different individuals than you are. Full enlightenment tends to broaden one's perspective on the universe and make you talk and act¦different. They are still bright beautiful loving essences but they are not you anymore so do not expect to see or sense a young version of yourselves. That is not how they see themselves anymore."

"Well thank you for the heads up and the advice. We will have Korica reach out to Korica. Now how odd does that sound?"

"Indeed. Good luck to all of you and safe journeys. I must get back to my duties on the station now."

Everyone offered a so long at almost the same instant as Asaria turned and stepped off of the bridge. The crew then went back to their duties and Tamaric took Korica's hand and the two walked back over to the science station and Tamaric took his seat and Korica this time remembered not to be kissing on Tamaric while on duty and on the bridge opting instead for a gentle squeeze of the top of his shoulder as she stepped over to her seat.

After another ten minutes of work the ship was ready to go and all the reactors were running at peak power and the negative matter core was idling which still exceeded the power generation capacity of all seven of the fusion reactors at full power while the core was just idling.

"Korica will you please contact approach and docking control and let Eris know we are ready for departure?"

"Yes mam." Korica said.

Korica haled Eris and only a moment later Eris responded.

"This is the Farqua docking control. What can I do for you Future?"

"Hello Eris." Laurel said. "We are ready for departure and we would like guidance assistance out of the station if you wouldn't mind."

"I understand. Give me a few moments to vector some other vessels out of your path. I will begin retracting the boarding ramp in the meantime. I am kind of sad to hear that you folks are leaving. You and your crew have been a joy to have around."

"Thank you Eris."

Laurel looked up at Jake and he sensed her looking at him and she simply pointed at the hangar door control and he knew what she meant and so touched the command to close the hangar doors. It was only a minute later that the last ship passed by them heading straight up when everyone felt a gentle tugging sensation that disappeared quickly as the inertial dampers washed the feeling away as the Future began to back away from the open air docking control center. They backed out several hundred feet then stopped and began to slowly descend toward the enormous hangar doors off in the distance way below the Future. Tamaric paused his briefing and watched the giant view screen at the front of the bridge with a look of wonder as the Future began descending faster and faster toward the hangar doors that began to separate as they picked up even more speed on their steady descent. As the Future approached the doors moving at several hundred feet per second, Laurel addressed Mark.

"Mark I want you to be ready to engage the shields as soon as we pass out of the hangar ok?"

"Eye cap. I'll be ready."

Mark began ramping up the negative matter core to generate enough reserve energy to engage the shields at close to maximum power as soon as the Future slipped through the hangar wedges. As soon as the Future was outside of the hangar entrance there was a gentle rocking sensation as the station released its grip on the Future.

"Future this is the Farqua departure control, you are free and clear and welcome to engage your shields at anytime."

"Understood Farqua departure control." Laurel said.

Laurel looked over at Mark and she was about to tell him to go ahead and engage the shields but she could see from his upper control screen that the toroidal energy ring had already formed around the Future and was beginning to oscillate and then spin faster and faster. She watched until the energy completely encased the Future and then blended into the background of space and then she gave a gentle push to Korica making her lean to the side a little and smile big as she looked at Laurel. Laurel then simply nodded and Korica nodded back and then took a deep breath and placed her hands up on the lower manual controls.

"Jake will you please send the engine and thruster controls over to Korica's navigation station?"

"Eye captain."

Jake slid all of the Future's engine and thruster controls over to Korica's station and then touched the transfer command and the controls appeared on her lower console. She placed the helm controls on her lower view screen and then she put the navigation on her upper view screen. She then slid the engine thrust up to 80% for the main engines and put her finger tips on the thruster controls and took the Future on a straight course out from under the station and when they reached fifty percent the speed of light Korica slid the power down to 50% and then initiated a turn up out of the ecliptic of the solar system. Tamaric watched her maneuvering the Future like an old pro and he had watched the exchange between Laurel and Korica without a single word being spoken and he wished he knew what that level of communication was like.

Once Korica had the Future a significant distance from the station Mark performed a deep active scan and only detected two relatively close but still distant and unmoving gravitational distortions that he knew were the sentry ships that were guarding the local space around the Farqua station.

"Screens are clear except for the protection detail cap. The closest is¦four hundred eighty thousand kilometers directly below us. Other than that, no bogies, no contacts for at least two light years in every direction."

"Thank you Mark. Korica will you please bring us to a dead stop and point us toward sector four one nine?"

"Eye captain."

Korica slid the main engine thruster sliders down to zero and then initiated the braking thrusters and just a few moments later the helm was answering all stop. Korica then brought all of the navigation controls to the forefront on both of her view screens and she plotted sector 419 into the controller and with a few short bursts of the reaction thrusters the Future rotated around and pointed deep into the heart of the galaxy. Korica then handed guidance over to the computer for pinpoint aiming at Draxima's coordinates. She then slid her seat back and that's when she noticed that Tamaric was watching everything she was doing with an odd look on his face.

"What Tamaric?" Korica asked quietly while smiling at him.

"I'm sorry Korica. I don't mean to stare at you like that. I know you said you had piloted the Future before, but to see you actually doing it is so¦"

"What? You didn't believe me?"

"No Korica, that aint what I'm trying to say at all. Give me a second¦I just don't know how to put it into words. You're so pretty and so smart and in such a cute package¦to see you piloting something as big and complex as the Future with such ease it just¦it's just hard to believe what I'm seein. I've never been more impressed in my life. I can see that what everyone keeps sayin about you bein something truly special is an understatement. I'm just trying to get my head around how spectacular you are as a person and the fact that¦you're my girl¦someone like you is in love with someone like me. I must be something special for you to love me as much as you do."

By the end of Tamaric trying to spit out what he was feeling he was speaking very softly and his accent had eased up indicating to Korica that he was very nervous at first.

"You are special Tamaric. You're my guy and I got good taste."

Tamaric grinned at her and started to get the dopey-eyed look when Laurel called out to Korica.

"Are we ready to try and make contact Korica? You have yourself logged out?"

"No mam. I'll do it right now."

Korica turned back to her station and handed complete control of navigation and helm control over to the AI and then logged herself out and stood up. Korica looked over at Tamaric and she sighed at just how cute he was. He looked up at her and then he glanced at Laurel and then back at Korica and looked like he had a question looming and then Korica got a sense of what he wanted from his feelings. She smiled at him and put her hand out to him.

"Come on, out in the corridor." Korica said.

Tamaric furrowed his brow for a moment then he remembered that she could read feelings every bit as clearly as reading someone's thoughts so she knew he wanted to kiss her goodbye. Tamaric stood up and took her hand and the two stepped out into the corridor and Laurel had to fight not to smile or giggle as she could also feel what Tamaric was feeling and she knew Korica was responding to his emotions in the proper manner by taking him off the bridge before obliging him. Korica and Tamaric stepped out into the corridor and then Korica gently spun him around in front of her and she stepped up to him and slid her hands around his sides and crossed her arms behind him and then pulled herself up to him tightly and hugged him and he wrapped his arms around her shoulders and squeezed her into him as they placed their chins on the other's shoulders for a few moments and then Korica pulled back slightly and gave Tamaric a firm prolonged lip lock kiss. When they gently pulled their lips apart Tamaric let out a goofy chuckle at the feeling in his gut and his blurry mind and when his vision cleared he realized they had an audience in Laurel and Jake who were standing holding each other's hand watching them.

"Was that inappropriate Laurel?" Tamaric asked without letting go of Korica.

"Not at all Tamaric. You waited until you were in the corridor and that was actually very sweet the way you held her first then kissed her tenderly. There is nothing at all wrong with expressing love openly if it is in the right place and at the right time."

Tamaric looked back at his adorable Korica.

"I'll be back in just a little while Tamaric. Stay with Mark and do everything he tells you without question ok?"

"Ok. I love you Korica."

"I love you too Tamaric."

Korica gave him a big toothy smile and he relaxed his grip on her and then she stepped away from him and the two dragged their hands down the other's arm to their hands and then clasped fingers until Korica stepped away and pulled her fingers out of his and then he watched as the three walked down the corridor and then stepped into the transport compartment. Tamaric then stepped back onto the bridge and walked back over to the science station and sat down. Mark offered him a warm grin as did so and then he put the view from inside the scanner relay compartment up on the main view screen so he and Tamaric could watch what was going on. Tamaric looked at the image of the chair intently.

"So that's the chair?"

"Yep. Impressive looking isn't it?"

"Yah. I was thinking of a chair with wires coming off of it or something. That is three molded reclined race car seats and¦what ever those things are in the seats with a gnarly heat sink behind them. That thing is wicked looking. What is the¦shield or whatever for that is covering the seats?"

"It's a spark shield incase the computer interface explodes or the power junctions crack open sending a shower of sparks down on them."

"Explodes? I don't like the sounds of that."

"Oh yah. Korica's mind is so powerful that she actually blew up the computer interface on the first try, raining a shower of sparks and debris down on them as they sat in the chair."

"So that could happen again?"

"It's possible but not likely. It's far more likely that the exertion put on Korica's body will prove fatal again."

"Again? I don't want her doing anything that could kill her?"

"I'm not real crazy about it either but her body has adapted so the stress levels are¦more manageable for her and she gets stronger every time she does this. It's still freaky to watch though. Here we go."

Mark pointed up to the view screen just as the three walked into the room. All three stepped right up to the chair and picked up their halos and then climbed into their seats. Laurel slipped her halo over her head and tightened it up slightly and then she looked at Korica and waited for her to get her halo situated comfortably on her head and then she looked at her and smiled.

"You know even with that halo on your head you are so pretty Korica."

"Thank you mom." Korica said with a big smile. "I feel pretty thanks to you and Tamaric."

"Does he tell you that all the time?"

"Yah kind of. He does tell me how pretty I am but I can see it in his eyes in the way he looks at me. He likes what he sees and I can feel it and see it even if he doesn't want to see all of me."

On the bridge Tamaric looked down at the floor and felt a wave of sadness that he had left her feeling that way. He then looked a round for a moment then he looked back up at the view screen

"That's beautiful honey. I'm truly glad he makes you feel as pretty as you truly are. I want you to push as hard as you can this time ok baby? It scares me to tell you to do that, but Draxima is really far away. I want you to push real hard and¦reach out to the other you on the Angalon ok?"

"Ok mom. I'll do my best."

"I'm so proud of you Korica. You are such brave girl honey. I know I can always count on you."

Laurel then leaned back and looked over at Jake who already had his halo plugged in and he offered her a warm smile as he settled his head into the depression for his head. Laurel and Korica then plugged in their halos and all three closed their eyes and took each other's hands and took one last deep breath and let it out slowly trying to relax their nerves.

Tamaric looked at all three seemingly lying so peacefully with nothing happening and he concentrated on Korica's beautiful face and he felt a sense of awe at just how truly powerful this wonderful girl that loved him so deeply is.

"Mark, do they know we can hear and see everything going on in there?"

"Oh yah. I monitor them like this every time they use the chair. They know."

Mark reached over and touched a button on his control panel and all of the readings being monitored by Korica's bio monitor appeared in a cascade down the right side of the view screen.

"That's all of Korica's vitals that are being monitored by that bio monitor on her wrist like the one you're wearing."

Tamaric looked at all of the data and furrowed his brow. Most of the data he had no idea as to its meaning.

"Can they hear what we are saying?"

"No. I have to enable the com link. Any foreign noises would distract them from their¦connection to one another or whatever."

Tamaric looked over at Mark again and he saw him looking intently at the bio readings with no apparent reaction to Korica's statement and Tamaric started to think that maybe he was overreacting to the comment. He then looked back at Korica's face and he was surprised to see a big grin on her face.

As Korica listened for Laurel and Jake's vices she found that she had to tune in very intently to even sense their presences. She quickly realized they were making her work at finding them. She relaxed and felt for their presences instead of listening for their voices and she first sensed Jake as he wasn't quite as good as Laurel at hiding himself from her. He just loved her too much to be able to completely hide from her. Korica let herself drift toward Jake's masculine presence and she suddenly found herself sinking into his mind she then heard his voice way off in the distance echoing in the far recesses of her mind. She then felt for Laurel and she could sense her close by and she let herself gently drift toward her warm loving presence while holding onto Jake's distant voice and she suddenly realized she was sliding into Laurel's mind and when Laurel sensed Korica entering her mind Laurel reached out toward her and gave her a warm push of her tender feelings for her, the equivalent of a warm mental hug and Korica grinned at the warm tickle in her tummy.

"Hi beautiful!" Laurel thought to Korica." You found us!"

"Yah I did! You guys wanted to make me work for it huh?"

"Yah we did! You're getting so good at reaching out and finding us honey." Jake thought. " We're so proud of you Korica. You get better at finding us all the time."

Jake then sent a soft push toward Korica making her grin even bigger as the warm wave washed over her. All three then withdrew into their own minds and concentrated on their love for one another and let the feelings start to grow. Korica's heart rate immediately jumped from eighty-five beats per minute to one hundred fifteen beets and pounded at that rate for a few moments then jumped to one hundred thirty beats per minute and Korica started breathing extremely fast as she always did as her energies built. Tamaric popped out of his seat when he also saw her body temperature start climbing steadily. Mark looked at him with a furrowed brow for a moment then it dawned on him that Tamaric had never seen anything like this but Mark knew this was only the beginning of her exertion.

"Relax Tamaric. This is only the beginning. It's going to get a lot more freaky."

Tamaric looked at his calm face and slowly sat down as he watched Korica panting as though she were running a marathon.

Laurel and Jake let their feelings for each other and Korica grow and build toward their maximum potential and now their hearts began to pound harder and faster and both opened their mouths and started to breath fast and heavy as they strained to get enough oxygen into their lungs to match their ever increasing heart rates. Tamaric furrowed his brow as he watched all three now breathing hard and he could tell they were gripping each other's hands tightly.

When all three felt their feelings were at their maximum potential and Korica was just barely able to hold her feelings back Laurel counted in her mind, "one¦two¦three!" And then all three pushed as hard as they could and Korica let go of her hold and pushed as hard as she could making her body shake noticeably as she shoved for everything she was worth making her yell out in her mind and as she continued to shove as hard as she could and Laurel and Jake pushed harder than they ever had before. The interface snapped loudly as the neural energy engaged the transmitter and the compression filter at the back of the room engaged with a thud. The temperature in the room jumped almost five degrees within seconds as the massive amount of energy was funneled and directed through the interface and out to the scanner emitters.

"Transmitting." The AI announced startling Tamaric to standing up.

"This is freaky Mark. I don't like it! Korica looks like she's in pain."

"She is in pain son. Now you understand how this thing killed her once. Her body isn't supposed to be doing this for years to come."

Tamaric slowly sat back down with a look of genuine concern on his face as he looked back at Korica's vitals. Her heart rate had jumped to one fourty-five and was holding steady and she was breathing one hundred twenty times per minute and her body temperature was now up to one hundred point two and the temperature in the scanner relay compartment had jumped from sixty degrees to seventy-seven despite the ventilation system running at maximum capacity as soon as the temperature jumped past sixty eight degrees.

Laurel, Jake and Korica found themselves lost in a spinning sensation and then the loud noises in the scanner relay compartment just faded away to a very calm and quiet darkness. The next thing all three became aware of was the mist floating around at their waist and the vast nothingness that Korica was creating in her mind. Laurel looked over at her and she looked back at her with a calm grin on her face. Laurel then slid her hand into Jake's without looking at him. It was relieving for her to be able to feel Jake's strong hand gripping hers.

"Korica did you reach out to¦the other you?" Laurel asked.

"No. I just pushed as hard as I could. I couldn't really think about anything but pushing."

"Well then I need you to try and reach out to the Angalon. All three of us should in fact."

Laurel took Korica's hand in hers and all three closed their eyes and listened for the presence of the Angalon that they had felt when they were getting dressed the night they created her. None of them were able to sense the Angalon's presence. Laurel was afraid that the Angalon was just to far away and their abilities were just too infantile for them to be able to sense a presence from that far away.

"Let's give a gentle push of warm feelings toward the Angalon." Laurel said.

All three concentrated on their warmest feelings and gave a gentle push. When they opened their eyes they could see that the mist was swirling slightly indicating that their push had disturbed the mist slightly. It then dawned on Laurel that Korica had never pushed this hard and in fact neither had she or Jake and she became worried that Korica might be pushing herself to hard.

"Korica, can you tune into your body? I just want to make sure you're doing ok."

Korica closed her eyes for a moment and furrowed her brow then opened her eyes and she had a look of concern on her face.

"I think I'm ok for now but I don't want to do this for very long. I've never felt¦what my body is feeling before."

"That's what I'm afraid of honey. The chair is awfully hard on your body and we have never let you push like this before."

"Well I would assume that we have to wait for the Angalon to hear our signal or whatever right?" Korica said.

"I honestly don't know sweetie. I hate to admit that I still really don't understand how the chair of knowledge works despite Asaria trying to explain it to me twice. I just don't know if our signal actually has to travel through space all the way to the Angalon or through sub space or¦do you two feel that?"

Korica stepped right next to Laurel as she could sense a presence drawing in on them. Korica was feeling borderline panic as the presence felt very strong and unfamiliar. There was a stirring of the mist in front of them and then it drew up into the form of Korica standing right in front of them.

"Hello Korica." Laurel said sheepishly.

"Hello Laurel. I'm a little surprised that you three contacted us in this manner."

"We are about to depart to find the tel pok maron and we wanted to say farewell to you three before we left."

"I sense you want to know if we have found a way to stop the destruction of Draxima. It is weighing on your minds heavily."

"That's true. I tend to forget just how intuitive you are. Asaria said not to expect to see a younger version of us, as that is not how you see yourselves anymore. I'm a little surprised to see my beautiful Korica standing before me."

"I know this is what makes you most comfortable. When I realized it was you three reaching out to us I decided this would seem most familiar to you. I am no longer the girl whose hand you are holding. I have evolved to so much more than that."

"I am not a that! I am a person and I have feelings!"

"Of course. I apologize Korica. I meant no disrespect. We are just two completely different individuals now. If I might suggest, you should try and compress time Korica. This is very hard on your physical body."

Korica closed her eyes and balled up her fist and concentrated on compressing time and there was a feeling of deceleration experienced by all three and the Korica from the Angalon became translucent for a moment then became solid again. Korica then opened her eyes and looked at Laurel and whispered to her.

"I did it mom. It's getting easier every time I do it."

Laurel looked at her and smiled and let go of her hand and stroked the back of her head gently.

"I know you did it honey. We could feel it. I'm very proud of you Korica." Laurel whispered.

"You need not whisper in this place. We are sharing a mind so all that is said and felt is shared." The Korica from the Angalon said.

Laurel looked back at her and couldn't help but feel she sounded an awful lot like an elder race now, not her adorable Korica.

"You sound so different Korica. You sound¦older."

"I have been enlightened with the life experiences of millions of souls and I have the understanding of billions more. I am different Laurel. The essence of who I am is still within me but I am not your Korica anymore. I still do and always will love you Laurel. I think you can feel it but my Laurel is far more powerful and refined than you can possibly imagine. Don't take this the wrong way but you three represent the small people we were and I am the huge essence that you will someday come close to being."

"Sure, that's not condescending at all." Jake said.

"You have not yet even begun to scratch the surface of what you are capable of Jake. I have seen and felt your true potential in all of its glory. You have a remarkable strength within you Jake. You've got to understand that I have seen you become an awe-inspiring force to be reckoned with. You represent the boy I fell in love with but I now share my mind and heart with the magnificent man that you will one day become."

"See, now I know you are different from my Korica. She is not in love with me anymore. She is my daughter and she has a love of her own. You claim to be so much more than us but she is experiencing the joy of falling in love for the first time and she is going to get to experience the joy of being worshipped by her man and of having her own children some day. You will be left somehow just a little bit smaller by missing out on that mind altering experience."

"Of this I am aware. Please don't get defensive Jake. I just have a broader view of the universe than you can possibly imagine. I do not see you as any less of a person than I ever did. You are still my Jake in a small way."

"Your Jake! You are definitely different Korica. I'm not completely sure I like it."

"I would echo that sentiment. Please Jake, let's not insult each other about how different we are. I know you have contacted us for a higher purpose."

"I'm sorry Korica. You're right. I love you in any form."

"Thank you Jake. I love you too. Now, if you don't mind Korica I would like to change the scenery if you would allow me too?"

"Ah¦yah go ahead."

The Korica from the Angalon waved her hand and the mist stirred up and then seemed to be washed away by a beautiful lush green forest of strangely shaped trees that had bushy green clumps separated by three foot sections that were bare and then there was another bushy clump that was three foot high then another bare section followed by another bushy clump. The trees had strangely shaped fruit that looked like avocadoes but they were a bright yellow color with three red leaves at the very top of the fruit. There was row after row of these odd looking trees and there was a soft carpet of grass under the trees and there were two foot high animals that looked very close to a goat without horns but their heads were shaped a little different and they were milling around at the base of the trees eating the fallen fruit and munching on the grasses growing all around the trees.

"This is your great grandmother's farm on Draxima. She grows delpond fruit and sells the harvest every year to make a living."

"It's beautiful." Korica said looking around with wonder in her eyes.

"Indeed Draxima is a very beautiful planet. It is well worth saving. There are almost eight billion people living on Draxima and another one and a half billion living on the neighboring planets in this part of the galaxy. Please, have a seat and I will try and explain our progress so far."

The Korica from the Angalon motioned to a bench seat sitting right behind the three and they stepped back to it and had a seat. When they looked up the Korica form the Angalon was now sitting in a relatively understated light blue armchair with pillowy arm rests.

"Korica, where are the other Laurel and Jake?" Laurel inquired.

"They are extremely busy at the moment with our preparations for defending Draxima. I can have them stop what they are doing if you would like."

"No, no. That's all right. I was just curious. I kind of wanted to see what they were like now that you have all been enlightened."

"They are equally different for your point of view. They are not you anymore. I'm sorry if that is difficult to hear but we are still the same loving souls that we always were. We have just grown into so much more than we ever were before."

"I see. So, have you come up with a way to stop these¦destroyers of worlds?"

"In a manner of speaking. We were finally able to get some scout ships close enough to the enemy to see them in action by hiding them in¦that's not important. I will attempt not to talk over your heads in light of your limited understanding of the fundamental properties of the universe. We know the enemy converge on a planet when they begin to destroy the world in question. There is a mother ship of sorts that is as large as a small moon. That is where the biological inhabitants reside. They then send out wave after wave of unmanned drones that strip away the atmosphere and boil away the waters then the biological life in all of its forms is shredded and burned away. We have determined that it is when they are consuming a world so speak that they are at their most vulnerable. Their mechanized devices and their biological presence are all in one place relatively speaking. While they are in transit between worlds they spread out over a space of close to a light year for protections sake. We have come up with a device that will destroy these invaders in one shot. It will turn an entire region of space inside out so to speak by opening a rift into a concurrent dimension that has¦the conditions there are most unpleasant. Space and time will be torn apart over a very large area and everything will be annihilated including these destroyers of worlds. The device needed to do this is horribly complex to construct and it is not exactly safe to be close to it either. It emits a particularly nasty form of radiation that destroys biological matter rather quickly and rather gruesomely. The device is sensitive to most forms of energy so shielding its affects is going to be next to impossible. The device also must be detonated fairly close to its intended target."

"It sounds like you will have to sacrifice a world in order to get them to concentrate their drones in one place while the device is deployed." Laurel said.

"I wish that were the extent of it. It will destroy an entire region of space that will cover the area that several worlds occupy. It is not an ideal solution and there will be a tremendous loss of life but there simply isn't any other way. Any vessels that get close to these invaders explode from within. We just have no idea how these creatures are able to do that. Even my shields may not offer protection from a weapon like that."

"That's a real ugly solution. Who's idea was this?" Korica said.

"Laurel thought about the forbidden technology in our memory banks and Jake went in and found the design for this device and the elder race presented the idea to the governments of Draxima and by a vote of the people it was almost unanimously accepted. I have been against the idea from the beginning but the people that are in peril have spoken. My objections were noted and then overlooked."

"Can you evacuate the worlds that will be destroyed by the device?" Laurel asked.

"Attempts are underway to do so but there aren't enough ships for everyone and there just isn't enough time. These destroyers of worlds will reach Draxima in less than a month. If they are allowed to progress much further then Draxima will have to be one of the sacrificed worlds. I would prefer that that not happen."

"It sounds like an ugly situation with some¦heartbreaking decisions to be made."

"To say the least."

"Have you determined where these guys came from in the first place?"

"Not exactly. There is a path of massive destruction in the nearby Weron galaxy, as it is known by one of the inhabitants of that galaxy. These destroyers of worlds sliced a path right through the heart of that galaxy. I do not believe that is their galaxy of origin though. I think that is just their last field of destruction. We just don't know where they came from originally and how long they have been destroying worlds like this, or why frankly."

"Can I ask you something on a personal note?" Laurel posed.

"Of course Laurel."

"Are you three still truly happy like you are now?"

"We are. We love each other very much and we really like who and what we are. We are looking forward to having this ugly business behind us so we can head to the Milky Way and welcome the people of Earth to a new level of understanding and enlightenment. As an added benefit of this situation, a good many people from Draxima have already been granted full enlightenment and more are coming everyday to use the chair for enlightenment in one form or another. We still feel that we did the right thing in participating in the new oni anquis tok be day oh."

"Ok good."

"I would like to congratulate¦your Korica. In the time we have been talking I have gotten a sense of what is deep in her heart and I can feel that she is deeply in love with Tamaric. I am truly glad someone has come along that makes her heart feel that full and that happy from a place that deep."

"Thank you. He is a wonderful boy and he truly loves me for me. It's very rewarding to be close to him and he has a great deal of admiration for me. I believe he will treat me right for the rest of his life."

"Well if you do not have any other questions for me I will let you get back to your adventure. Good luck in finding the tel pok maron. I truly wish you all the best."

All three stood up and the Korica from the Angalon stood as well.

"I sense this is the last time we will be communicating with each other. My persona makes you uncomfortable. It was nice to see myself one last time. You stop blaming yourself Korica. You know what I mean. If not us, it would have been someone else from our world and they would have never had a fantastic rescue party like you had come after you. Fate and destiny brought us together and you need to rejoice in it, not wallow in sorrow over it."

"I never thought about it like that. Thank you."

"Take care of each other."

The Korica from the Angalon lifted her hand and then just dissolved away as did the chair she had been sitting in.

"Ok, that was just weird." Jake said.

"I don't like her. I hope I don't really grow up into that¦woman. She didn't even sound like me anymore. He voice sounded like me but she acted so¦cold." Korica said.

"If we had accepted full enlightenment that is who you would have been. I for one don't want to meet my other self. I don't think I would like her either." Laurel said.

"You know, I told Mark at one point that he might not of liked us after enlightenment and now I know I was right. I'm glad we declined the procedure." Jake said.

"At least now we know why the elder race are the way they are. They are probably all sweet individuals¦like Gieria until they are enlightened." Laurel said.

"Well let's get back. We scratched the itch to know what was happening on Draxima" Jake said.

All three closed their eyes and withdrew into their own minds and felt the dizzying spinning feeling followed by the loud noise of the interface winding down and the feeling of how hot it was in the scanner relay compartment. Laurel opened her eyes first and as she panted trying to catch her breath she waited for her sight to clear up and then she leaned forward and looked at Korica. Her face was flushed and she had sweat beads running down from her temples as she breathed raspy and fast trying to catch her breath. Laurel flopped back into her seat and continued to breath hard. She was surprised by how hard the connection had worked her body as well as Korica's. She turned her head and looked at Jake and he was gasping equally heavily.

The three just laid there trying to catch their breath when Tamaric and Mark stepped into the room. Tamaric stepped right up to Korica's seat and knelt down and took her right hand in his. She opened her eyes and a few moments later her vision cleared up and she mustered a small grin at seeing Tamaric staring into her eyes. It took another two minutes for Laurel to regain her composure enough to sit up and lift the halo off of her head and then unplug it. Mark then offered her his hand and she took it and he yanked her out of her seat and up to her feet. She turned and set the halo down in her seat and just as Jake was leaning forward she gave Jake her hand and he took it with a smile and slid out of his seat to his feet.

Everyone then stepped up behind Tamaric and watched poor Korica still gasping as she continued to try and get enough air in her lungs. Laurel reached Around Tamaric and unplugged her halo and then she lifted her head slightly as Laurel slipped the halo off of her head. Laurel set the halo in her seat next to her halo and then waited for Korica to recover completely before she could stand up. Mark nudged Laurel with a smirk on his face.

"It really freaked Tamaric out to watch that cap."

"I bet. We've never let her push herself that hard before. We won't be doing that again I can assure you of that."

"How did the meet go? Did you get to meet yourselves?"

"Well we got to meet the new Korica. It wasn't what we expected."

"She was¦rude and mean¦I don't like her." Korica gasped.

"Come on, mean? How can Korica ever be mean?" Mark asked smiling.

"She was a little condescending and arrogant. She is definitely not our Korica anymore. It reminded me a lot of Asaria the first time we met her¦course you have no idea what that was like either. We are just small and¦naÃ¯ve to the new Korica. She still had a great deal of love in her it was just¦buried under many life times worth of knowledge and experience. I am really glad we did not go through with the enlightenment ourselves." Laurel said.

"I just can't imagine her like that. So has a solution been found for their invader problem?" Mark asked.

"Yah. It's uh¦they are going to destroy an entire region of space with some device that will most likely get rid of the problem. It's like using a twenty-megaton thermonuclear device to get rid of a locust swarm. It will do the job but there is going to be a lot of collateral damage. If it's built and deployed in time then Draxima will be spared but they aren't going to have very many neighbors left."

"Gads! I guess we will see the fireworks from our side of the galaxy then?"

"I would imagine so. It's going to be one hell of a bang and the residual affects will probably linger for¦I don't know how long it will linger for, but you aren't going to want to go near that part of the galaxy for a very long time, I can tell you that much."

Once Korica was breathing deep but much slower Tamaric stood up and helped Korica to her feet. He still had a furrowed brow and he was fighting for all he was worth from denying Korica permission to ever do this again. He really didn't like what it did to her. Korica smiled at him and then bent over and put her hands on her knees and fought the dizzy feeling off that even standing produced. Tamaric looked over at Mark and he nodded and stepped up to Korica and Tamaric let go of her hand and Mark scooped Korica up and the four walked out into the cool corridor and Mark stood for a minute looking into Korica's face while she continued to breath deeply. She was feeling very weak and tired but the cold air in the corridor felt wonderful on her face and back, which were covered in sweat.

Laurel stepped up onto the transport platform and waited for everyone else to step up onto it then she touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves in the transport compartment. Everyone stepped down and Tamaric looked back at the transport platform and shook his head.

"That is hands down the weirdest way to travel. Can we transport to a planet or whatever like that?"

"No. There is a device just aft of the gardening ring that floods the ship with a compression field that this technology requires in order to function properly." Laurel said as everyone walked out into the main corridor.

Mark gently set Korica in the floor then pushed her upright and she nodded at him and stood up straight. Her face was still flushed and she was breathing very deeply but slowly by this point.

"Korica you go ahead and get cleaned up and we will meet you on the bridge ok?" Laurel said.

"Kay. Thanks mom."

"You're welcome sweetie. Go with her Tamaric¦not into the shower¦but you may stay with her until she returns to her duty station."

"Yes mam. Thank you Laurel."

Tamaric took Korica's hand and the two walked slowly down the corridor toward the shower room and the other three made their way to the bridge. As soon as they stepped onto the bridge Mark gently took Laurel's arm.

"Cap, you two can go get cleaned up if you want as well. We are in a fairly safe region of space and I can watch the bridge."

"That's sweet of you to think of us Mark. I would like to get showered. Jake and I worked our minds and bodies harder than we ever have before while using the chair."

Laurel then turned with Jake following her and the two walked down to the shower room and Jake stood with Tamaric while Laurel entered to take a shower with Korica.

"Jake, can I ask you something?"

"Sure. What's on your mind?"

"Is it that hard on Korica every time you guys use that chair?"

"Pretty much. We had her push especially hard this time because of the distances involved but it always takes a lot out of her."

"Is there any chance that she could¦over do it?"

"I suppose there is always the chance that it could hurt her. She gets stronger every time we use the chair though so the chances of her having a stroke or whatever diminish as her body adapts."

"I don't mind telling you that I don't like it. I know I'm the new comer around here and I don't really have any¦I know I don't have the right to tell her not to use the chair but I wish it wasn't so hard on her. It scares the crap out of me to see her heart beating that fast and she looks like she can't get enough air into lungs."

"I'll admit it is a little scary to see her body working so hard but she is far stronger than you give her credit for. Maybe she wasn't supposed to be able to sustain that kind of neural activity for a couple of years but the fact that she can at all means her species is incredibly advanced and adaptable. We aren't going to be asking her to push this hard in the future either."

"You're not going to make her do it again soon are you?"

"No. We aren't making her do this Tamaric. She could say no at any time and we would accept that decision. She is more than willing to do this on her own. I think she kind of like the challenge."

"That doesn't make me feel any better about it."

"Look, Korica is very independent so I wouldn't go telling her what she can and can't do. I'm sure she would comply with whatever you tell her not to do but she needs to feel that she is in control and free to do as she likes¦relatively speaking anyways."

"I get that. I want her to feel free or independent or whatever but I also can't just stand by and let her do something that might get herself hurt."

"It's your choice Tamaric. I would say watch her back but don't interfere is the better approach. She is very strong willed so if she really wants something she is going to do whatever it takes to get it."

"Yah, I've seen that in her too. I think she kind of took that approach with me in fact."

Jake chuckled and leaned against the wall.

"Look, like I said she will probably do whatever you say but make sure it's really what is for the greater good and not what makes you feel better. Does that make sense?"

"Yah, I think so."

Just then the girls stepped out wearing towels around themselves and Tamaric put his hand out to Korica and she smiled big and took his hand and the two turned to head for their quarters. Tamaric looked back at Jake as he was giving Laurel a hug.

"Thank you for the advice Jake. I'm going to do as you suggest."

"Any time Tamaric. I'm glad to hear it."

The two then departed toward their quarters and Laurel looked Jake in the face.

"He was conflicted about seeing what the chair does to Korica and he was considering telling her she can't use the chair again. I told him to think hard about imposing his will on her whether it was for his own reasons or for her well being." Jake said in a low voice so it wouldn't echo down the corridor.

Laurel gave Jake a prolonged peck and smiled at him.

"I told you he might be coming to you for advice. You're a smart man Jake."

"I don't mind this kind of advice. The first time he comes to me to ask how to¦please her or whatever I'm gunna throw up."

Laurel laughed and released her hold on Jake and he stepped into the shower room and she made her way to her quarters to get dressed. When Korica and Tamaric arrived in their quarters Tamaric walked with her to the foot of the bed and then he let go of her hand and sat down facing the front of the room and watched her go and retrieve a change of clothes and then she walked back to the side of the bed and he kept facing forward while she removed the towel from around her body and dried her hair completely. She then tossed her hair back and began to get dressed.

"Korica, can I ask you something?"

"Of course. Go ahead."

"If I asked you too¦stop using the chair cause I don't like seeing you worked so hard, what would you say?"

Korica stopped what she was doing and turned and faced Tamaric and her face ran cold. She didn't think he would become controlling so quickly and it made her sad.

"I guess I would say ok and never use it again." She said in a quiet voice. "Tamaric, please look at me."

Tamaric leaned forward and turned to find her holding her towel up around herself as she only had her underwear on. She had a very sad look on her face.

"Are you¦telling me not to use the chair again?"

Tamaric's heart sank to see the scared and sad look on her face. She looked like she had been scolded and all he wanted to do was to find out what her reaction would be if he asked her not to do something that she wanted to do. Tamaric smiled at her and turned back away to give her some privacy.

"No Darlin. I wouldn't do that. I know how important the chair thing is to you guys and you in particular. I was just curious what you would say or do if I asked you not to use it."

Korica's face melted into a grin.

"So you're not telling me what to do?"

"No, of course not Korica."

"Oh, ok. Well I'll do whatever you ask me to do. If you tell me I can't do something¦you're my man, I have to do what you say."

That was all Tamaric wanted to hear. Korica was indeed committed to him and respected him as a man and as her man.

"I was just curious Korica. I hope you know that it goes both ways. If you tell me not to do something¦or to do something then that is what I will do. You're my girl and I love you Korica and I'll always respect what you say."

Korica stepping around the end of the bed startled Tamaric. She stepped right up to him and put her hands on his cheeks and gave him a kiss and then looked right into his eyes.

"I love you too Tamaric. You don't know how glad I am to hear you tell me that you respect what I say that much. You see me as an equal, not as some girl that you just happen to be crazy about."

"Korica, you are not just some girl to me. I have never seen you that way and I never will. Of course I see you as my equal. I was the one wondering if you looked down on what I say."

Korica slid her hands off of his cheeks and walked back over to the side of the bed to put her socks on.

"I know a woman's place in a relationship Tamaric. I will always do as you say¦I mean if it's not ridiculous of course. I'm not going to jump off a boarding ramp just cause you tell me too, but most anything else I'll do as you ask."

Once Korica had her socks on she made her way into the bathroom and brushed her hair out and then she stepped out and when Tamaric sensed her approach he stood up and turned toward her and smiled at her.

"You look beautiful as always Korica."

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica said smiling big at him.

Korica walked to the front of the room and retrieved a pair of shoes from the bureau and set them in the floor and stepped into them and then walked back up to Tamaric and slid her arms around his sides and pulled him tight against her stomach. She gave him a quick peck then watched the expression on his face as his stomach turned summersaults as did hers. She then released her grip on him and slid her hand into his and the two headed for the exit.

When Tamaric and Korica stepped onto the bridge Laurel was back in her seat and mark was at the sensor station but Jake was still getting changed. Korica walked Tamaric over to the science station and almost leaned over and kissed him when she remembered where she was and stopped herself. She instead stroked his cheek then went to the communication station next to him and sat down and transferred the navigation control to her station. She then turned and looked at Laurel.

"Captain you want me to plot a course for the heart of sector fourty one?"

"Why don't you go ahead and lay in the course outlined for us by the elder race? We may as well use their recommended course so as to avoid any hostile encounters if at all possible."

"Yes mam."

Korica brought up the stored plotting labeled 'tel pok maron route' and she laid it in and plotted the distance.

"The course is laid in captain. Estimated distance is thirty-eight thousand seven hundred light years. If it helps, I am familiar with this sector of the galaxy. My parents spent a good deal of time in this sector while I was growing up."

"That's actually going to be very helpful Korica. Any species we come across that we don't recognize you might be familiar with."

Korica smiled big knowing her life in space was going to be beneficial after all. A few moments later Jake stepped onto the bridge and went straight to the propulsion station and logged in and brought the engine controls online. When he was sure everything checked out as operational he prepared to engage the automation controls.

"We're ready Laurel." Jake said.

"Ok then, so long Altek system. Take us out please."

Jake touched a single command and the automation control engaged and started to ramp up the negative matter core as well as the antimatter reactors. The Future made a gentle turn and then a distortion started to form right in front of the Future and it began to expand and Tamaric paused his briefing and watched the bizarre curling formation as the stars winked out and then a region several hundred kilometers in diameter started to twist and distort and then a white line formed down the middle and then it twisted like looking at melting glass and then it began to sink in and when a funnel shape appeared and the edges turned to a brilliant blue green color the engines throttled up to full power and then the Future flew into the distortion and continued to pick up speed for some time before the engines throttled down and the Future's automated navigation made several quick course corrections then a tone was heard indicating optimal flight characteristics had been achieved.

Korica did a quick check of the first destined cool down location. The indication was the Dramali system would be the first stop. Estimated time to the Dramali system was five hours and fourty minutes.

"Our first cool down will be in a little over five and a half hours in the Dramali system captain. It's listed as heavily populated and space faring but peaceful. The fourth, fifth and seventh planets are all populated with the fourth being the only with a breathable atmosphere." Korica said.

"Thank you Korica."

Tamaric shook off his amazement at his girl and went back to his briefing that was now getting to the interesting part about the rescue mission which included some video bytes from Mark's discrete video device that is sewn into his uniform for debrief and evidence files. It also included Mark's detailed debrief reports as recorded by him and Jake.

"So Mark, have you come up with a duty schedule for us?" Laurel asked looking over at him.

"I have. I will take the first watch ending at zero six hundred tomorrow. Korica will then take the second watch ending at zero six hundred the following day. Jake will then take the next watch ending at zero six hundred the following day and then you will take the next watch cap ending at zero six hundred the following day. The rotation will then start over."

"That sounds fair. Thank you Mark."

"You're welcome cap."

"Korica can I have a word with you out in the corridor please?" Laurel asked.

"Eye captain." Korica turned and logged off of her station.

Laurel then logged off of her station and pushed her displays aside and stood up. Laurel stepped down and walked out into corridor and then waited for Korica to join her. When Korica stepped out she took her hand and stepped a little further down the corridor and then Laurel knelt down in front of her and looked up into her bright beautiful eyes and pointed to her temple. Korica grinned and reached out for Laurel just as Laurel was doing the same.

"Hi baby doll. You need to find the time to go down to the med deck to have your scan done for the day ok?" Laurel thought.

"Oh yah. I completely forgot about that. Just a standing scan right?" Korica thought back.

"Yep that's all unless there is an egg present. If there is we really need to collect it and take some samples from within your uterus ok?"

"Kay. I may as well go now. Tamaric is busy with his briefing file and I'm not on duty until tomorrow."

"Good girl. I really want to get to work on making this possible for you. Plus¦I'm kind of curious about your chemical makeup too. Your body is really unique and interesting to me."

Korica grinned at her.

"You're having fun with this aren't you?"

"Yah I kind of am. I'm getting to learn all about you. It's so cool to be the first Human to examine your species with such detail and for the purpose of blending you with us like we are trying to do."

Korica leaned into Laurel and hugged her around the neck and Laurel put her face flat against Korica's chest and listened to her heart beating loud in her ear. When Korica released her grip Laurel stood up and put her hands on both sides of Korica's head and kissed the top of her head.

"Mom, should we quiet our minds?"

"No honey. You don't have to do that anymore unless you want too."

"Of course. I'm a dunce."

"Hay! You stop that. You were being responsible, you just forgot that we aren't at the station anymore."

Korica and Laurel then turned and walked back to the entrance to the bridge and when the door opened the two stepped in and Korica walked over to Tamaric and squatted down next to him and so he paused his briefing and she told him that she had to go downstairs for a little while and that she would come back when she was done. He looked at her with a furrowed brow for a moment and then he remembered her project with Laurel to make a baby possible so he nodded that he gets it. Korica stood back up and started to lean in and she caught herself again and stopped and she looked at Mark who was watching her and he grinned and shook his head and he made a quick gesture waving down with his hand and he spun around to the sensors and Korica grinned big as she got his meaning. He meant go ahead just be quick about it. Korica turned back to Tamaric and leaned in and gave him a slow and prolonged peck then she stood up straight and gave him a toothy smile that just melted his heart. She had such cute dimples and perfectly straight bright white teeth and her cheeks pudged up toward her eyes when she smiled that big making her so beautiful when she smiled big. Tamaric smiled back at her through his dopey-eyed look and then she turned and walked off of the bridge with Laurel following her.

"Hay, you want me to go with you honey? Actually I meant¦could I please come with you?" Korica smiled at her.

"I would really like that mom."

"Ok, hold up one second. Let me tell Jake what I'm doing ok?"

"Kay." Korica thought it was very respectful that she would tell Jake what she is doing and she knew she would do the same exact thing with Tamaric.

Laurel stepped back onto the bridge and walked up to Jake and just looked at him then touched her temple and Jake grinned and reached out to her.

"What's up beautiful?" Jake thought.

"I'm going to go down to the med deck with Korica ok?" Laurel thought in return.

"Ok."

"And please don't quiet your mind anymore? I want to hear you all the time again."

Jake smiled big as he too had become so accustom to quieting his mind that he did all the time anymore just to be sure that was the state his mind was in.

"You got it gorgeous."

Laurel smiled at him and then turned and walked off the bridge to head for the transport compartment with Korica. When the two entered the transport compartment they stepped up onto the transport platform and Korica touched the indicator for the med deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash the two disappeared then found themselves standing on the platform on the med deck. The two stepped down from the transport platform and made their way into med bay one. Korica stepped up onto the vertical scanner and Laurel walked up to the control pad and initiated the scan. Once the purple field had disappeared a free-floating three-dimensional image of her body appeared. Laurel manipulated the image down to Korica's lower tummy and then began removing the layers one at a time until she could see into her uterus and then she perform a quick biological matter scan with a negative result. Laurel looked intently at the detailed image for a few moments longer until Korica got concerned that she was seeing something wrong.

"What's the matter mom?"

"Sorry, nothing honey." Laurel said shaking her head.

Laurel then turned the scanner off and Korica stepped down.

"Sorry for staring Korica. You are just amazing inside. You look absolutely Human from the outside except for that gorgeous hair of yours but on the inside you are so¦different."

"Oh. Is that bad?"

"No, it's just going to make what we are trying to do really difficult. Computer?"

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Is there any indication from Korica's bio monitor whether she is getting close to ovulating or not?"

"I am not familiar enough with her bio chemistry to make that determination. Her body's chemistry is very complex Laurel especially now that that she is in full-blown puberty. The hormone levels in her blood are all over the place. Tamaric still causes some chemicals to appear in higher concentrations when he is in close proximately to her and others go away almost entirely and there are still some chemical constituents that I just cannot identify with any level of certainty as to what they are for and where they are produced within her body."

"So¦no?"

"No. I will not know the tell tale signature for her body until I see them and identify with certainty that she has ovulated successfully. That has not occurred yet."

"Maybe we should have asked your counterpart for some detailed information on your species while we were talking to her honey."

"No, she probably would have said it was ridiculous for me to want children or that we were too insignificant for it to matter to her."

"Korica! Geeze honey. It's a version of you we're talking about. I don't think she would have been that mean."

"I don't like her. She's not me and I don't want to see her or talk to her again. She sensed what was in my heart and she was right when she said that it would be the last time we would communicate with her. She was a¦snob and I will never ever be like that. I promise you I will always be nice to people."

Laurel had to fight the urge to laugh at Korica insulting herself in such a manner.

"Well we will just come down here every day until we catch you holding an egg and then we will know the signs after that. It should be any day now."

"My guess would be in the next seventy two hours based on the timing of her last menstrual cycle if she ovulates within the same time frame following a menstrual cycle as Human women do." The AI said.

"Can't you watch her body temperature for signs of ovulation as well?"

"That is one of the parameters I am watching closely. Her body temperatures stays at ninety-nine point four precisely except when she exercises and when she kisses Tamaric. When she kisses Tamaric her body temperature rises to ninety-nine point eight and when she exercises her body temperature rises to one hundred degrees and on some occasions a little more."

Laurel looked at Korica and she blushed a bright pink and shrugged her shoulders.

"I knew my head got all dizzy but I didn't know my temperature spikes."

Laurel laughed for a moment.

"Don't be embarrassed honey. I'm sure mine spikes when Jake kisses me too."

"I assure you it does Laurel." The Ai said.

"See, it's perfectly normal."

Laurel then put her hand out to Korica who took it with a smile and the two exited the room heading for the transport platform. The two transported back up to the command deck and then made their way to the bridge. When the two stepped onto the bridge Jake and Tamaric both turned toward them and their faces lit up. Mark noticed the simultaneous reactions and had to fight the urge to crack up. He felt like he was surrounded by young hormone and pheromone induced puppy love and it just struck his funny bone. How he had ended up with two couples that were so young and so in love was just an ironic twist of weirdness that he had never planned on. He felt like the kids were running the universe anymore and he was just an old dinosaur relic like a T-rex chasing off the bad guys and bad aliens so they could run the show. Mark shook his head and again fought the urge to laugh at himself.

Korica walked up to Tamaric and put her hand on his shoulder and looked at the part of his briefing he was into. To her amazement she was looking at an image of her and Laurel sitting on the grassy area at the base of the redwood trees on the gardening ring so she knew he was learning about how she and Laurel got close to one another and he now knew where she had been rescued from.

"So what do you think so far?" Korica asked pointing at the display screen.

"It's like a science fiction tale. My head is spinning with all the details." Tamaric then leaned toward Korica and spoke in a very low voice as he took her hand. "I had no idea how gnarly things were for you darlin. I am so sorry for what you must have been through. I had no idea you weren't allowed to wear anything."

Korica curled her lip for a moment in obvious discomfort and disgust at the memories of her incarceration and the ugly things that were done to her that she was working so hard to try and forget. Korica knew she needed to distract her mind or she would start to breakdown.

"It's something I try not to think about to much Tamaric. Finish your briefing and I'll do some star mapping for our route at the science station next to you here ok?"

"Ok. Sorry." Tamaric could sense how uncomfortable Korica was getting so he dropped the subject.

Korica stepped over to science station number two and logged in and brought up the local star maps and began plotting worlds and civilizations using information that she had to manually pull off of the new data core. She was mapping worlds that they were never going to encounter as they flew right by them in hyperspace but it gave a mentally intensive distraction so that she wouldn't think about her past and all of the pain and humiliation surrounding it.

Laurel and Jake watched the two until Korica went to work and then Laurel nodded Jake toward the exit and he nodded 'ok'. He turned and logged off of his station and then he and Laurel headed toward the exit.

"We're going to the mess hall to grab something to drink Mark."

"Oh? You mind if I come with?"

"No, please do."

Mark spun around and logged off and stood up and followed Laurel and Jake off the bridge and the three made their way to the mess hall. When the three entered the mess hall Laurel poured a cup of tea and handed it to Mark then she poured a glass of Gatorade and handed it to Jake then poured herself a glass of water and the three sat down at their favorite table.

"So did you see Korica's reaction to what Tamaric said?" Laurel posed.

"Yah, I saw that. That poor baby is still really haunted despite her tough shell."

"I must have missed something." Mark said.

"Oh Tamaric was apologizing to Korica for what she had been through and when he mentioned the fact that she wasn't allowed the dignity of clothing the look on her face was just heartbreaking. Tamaric is just learning what kind of hell that poor thing was put through." Laurel said.

"Ah. I would have to assume the memories will be kind of raw for her for quite some time." Mark replied.

"Hay, do you think that could be why Korica is acting kind of¦aggressive with Tamaric?" Jake inquired.

"It's real likely. It's just hard to say what kind of behavior the abuse she endured will result in. She's so happy and so sweet all the time that it becomes easy to forget that she was sexually abused in ways that aren't real pleasant to think about." Laurel said.

"Aggressive?" Mark asked raising an eyebrow.

"Well yah. It's exactly what your thinking Mark." Jake replied. "She was coming on to him sexually and it kind of scared him. It might just be her acting out or he just turns her on in way that wouldn't normally occur in one so young had they not been put through what she has. Tamaric just has no experience with that kind of overt behavior."

"Well should we have a talk with her about controlling herself?"

"I'm not exactly sure how we should handle it or if we should get too involved at all. She's not exactly out of control or anything like that. I think she just expected Tamaric to be all over her because that is all she has experienced from the opposite sex but he has been a complete gentleman with her. As odd as it sounds I think it is going to be up to Tamaric to try and help her figure out how a girl is supposed to be treated and how she is supposed to act with boys. Not all of them are going to¦disrespect her and Tamaric in particular is being very patient and respectful with her."

"And you think he will continue to behave that way if she is throwing herself at him? She is awfully pretty after all."

"I think he was raised properly, at least that's the impression I get." Laurel said. "I think he was raised to be kind and respectful to girls and he loves her like the dickens. I hate to say it but I think they will become¦active very early on, but I also think it will be done tastefully and with tenderness. She is already experiencing some hurt feelings when Tamaric is encouraging her to take it slow or when he is blatantly putting the brakes on."

"I see. This whole mess is so¦complicated. I just don't have any experience raising children and especially not a girl that has been abused. I'm not really very good with kids to begin with. You three have taught me a great deal about how to be comfortable around such youth and Korica has taught me about loving a young girl with all of my heart. The thought of her being sexually active just makes my skin crawl."

"Well just be her friend Mark. Don't judge and don't come off as disgusted by her relationship with Tamaric and that will be the best medicine you can offer for her. Jake and I will try and help her with the rest. Luckily Tamaric is one hell of a good guy and he is doing the right thing so far. They are destined to be together for the rest of Tamaric's life at the very least so somehow it must all workout in the end. We're all on unfamiliar ground here. She is an alien after all. She just happens to be a beautiful and sweet alien that just wants to be accepted and loved."

"Well that's true. I keep forgetting about the information passed up through history by you. That's still such a mind fu¦trip. Hay, I feel I should mention that Korica had some insights into our trip to the tel pok maron this morning. I asked her to¦listen to her little voice deep inside her and she pulled out some pretty detailed impressions and even an image or two."

"Really? She is really going to be very gifted when she gets older and learns how to focus and control the things she can do. What kind of details did she give you?" Laurel asked.

"Apparently we are going to be going on some¦excursions off the Future. She had indicated that despite the size of the Future and all she has to offer, cabin fever will set in and fresh air will become important to guys. She got the impression that she will be seeing some folks that she knows from her past and we will get stranded away from the Future for a time and I will be aggressively protecting you from some unsavory types. She didn't detect any extreme danger but she did get the feeling that there will be some sort of confrontation in our near future that I will have to take control of."

"Hmm. Seems a little hard to believe that I would ever want to leave the safety of the Future." Laurel said. "I would suggest that as soon as you have some free time you need to use the simulator to get a feel for how the crimson fighters handle. In fact I think we all should. We all need to be able to fly and land one just incase one of these excursions goes sideways."

"That's not a bad idea cap. We are going to be in this galaxy for quite awhile and things could get dicey if we are going to be taking trips out into space. You do still have a bounty on your head Laurel. If we are going to be going world side or even outpost hoping I want you armed at all times. In fact I want us all armed¦except Tamaric. I don't know if he knows how to handle a weapon and I don't want one of us shot in the back or himself shot in the foot or something."

"I had almost forgotten that I'm still wanted. I won't argue with you when it comes to security matters Mark. What you say goes. I want the weapons set to stun though. No killing unless it absolutely can't be avoided ok?"

"Ugh. All right. As long as your willing to go armed I can accept a slap to the head instead of a whole in the chest to any would be aggressors. I know you and Jake simply don't need any range time. You got a spooky dead on aim that I can't even match but I want Korica and myself¦and maybe Tamaric to spend some time in the firing range. I can try and get Tamaric at least to the point so that he can carry a weapon safely and reload it and fire it without hurting himself or one of us."

"I wont argue that point either Mark. In fact I think that is a really good idea."

"So, there is another point I wanted to bring up with you cap." Mark said. "If Tamaric is going to be with Korica as her partner and she is dead set on becoming an officer in the civilian corps, what do you think about Tamaric being given an opportunity to study for the entrance exam to the civilian corps?"

"I guess I hadn't thought about it. Mark, you do realize how difficult the exam is right?"

"I've never taken it myself but I assumed it wouldn't be geared toward someone his age yes."

"Look, Korica was an exceptional case. The math and fundamental understanding of physics, and quantum theories and propulsion dynamics and gravitational properties and all the other incredibly complex subjects are just well beyond his ability to understand and master Mark. I don't want to set him up for disappointment. I think the idea of him joining the civilian cops so he can be close to Korica and help her keep her mind on her job is a wonderful idea but he is years away from being able to pass the entrance exam."

"So you don't think he should even begin studying for it?"

"Well¦he needs to finish high school first. Then he has about three or four years of college before he would even be ready to try and study for the exam in any meaningful way."

"What if you stuffed him in one of your stasis chambers and gave him the knowledge he needed like what was done for you two and Korica for that matter?"

"I don't think he has the brain physiology for that Mark. Jake and I have a very advanced brain. Our brains are eight percent larger than most and we have¦our brains are wired different. And Korica's brain is even more advanced than ours. That's why so much information could be imparted to her in such a short period of time. If we tried to do that to Tamaric we could kill him. His brain just doesn't have the neural density necessary to hold and process that much information."

"You know he scored a two-eighty on the aptitude test for boarding the Future right?"

"No, I didn't know that. Well that just means that he is really smart and has an outstanding ability to problem solve and think logically. That doesn't necessarily mean he has an advanced brain like us. I don't mean to sound arrogant or conceited but we have exceptional intellects. My score was three twenty-six and I'm sure Jake's was equally impressive."

"Jesus cap! I've never heard of a score like that in a young girl."

"Neither had the selection comity. That's why my mom and I were accepted before the Future was even finished. They were going to the schools all over the world looking for academically gifted students as they called them. I was holding myself back so that I wouldn't be put into some special school away from my friends. I had no idea what I was capable of until they started testing me. Was it kind of like that for you Jake?"

"That's kind of spooky cause I did the same exact thing. I acted kind of dumb so I could stay in junior high with my friends. It drove my teachers nuts cause they knew I could do better and just wouldn't. They tried to make me take a college level exam once and it was easy as heck to me but I deliberately failed it so they wouldn't try and advance me to some other school in another town or something."

"I would bet money that if you talked to Tamaric you'd find that he had similar¦issues."

"Mark, why are you such an advocate of Tamaric all of a sudden?"

"It's not all of a sudden cap. Look, I really do like the guy and Korica is absolutely crazy about him. He makes her happy and so I'm happy. I told him that I would talk to you about him studying for the civilian corps that's all. I'm just keeping my word and asking you too at least think about it."

"Oh, I see. You're a good man Mark. Korica is really lucky to have you in her life. I will think about it. Maybe I'll do some testing with him and see if he has what it takes ok?"

"Thanks cap. That would mean a lot to him and Korica. You know that all of us are on this boat because we were exceptional in one way or another? They were very careful to select only the brightest and healthiest Earth had to offer for this trip."

"That's true. I thought in Tamaric's case it was because he has enjoyed perfect health and he is incredibly smart but most of all his parents were heavily involved in the construction of the stasis chambers and power couplings in the gravity drives that are used in all of the mining shuttles and even in your military jump craft."

"That is probably a decisive reason for him being accepted but as we have found out he also has the ability to heal like nothing I have ever seen before except for in the case of you two. He shouldn't be walking around like he is today after coming out of cold stasis three days ago. That just isn't normal if you ask me. Don't get me wrong, I am really glad to see him walking on his own but it just goes to show that he is indeed something exceptional. You heard his tales about healing injuries when he was younger. He is every bit as advanced as anything I've ever heard of."

"Well he is of our generation, Jake and I that is. I suppose this goes to show that we really are evolving into something new and better as a species and it is our generation that is starting to manifest this advanced physiology in a profound and obvious way. Just wait until we mix that with Korica's even more advanced physiology and then introduce that into future generations. There's no telling what their grandchildren or great grandchildren will be capable of."

"That's right they are destined to have a couple of kids together aren't they?"

"Yah, and I guess I'm the one that makes it possible somehow. I just got no idea how to do that right now¦well, maybe a little bit of an idea how. Korica is just so different from us despite the fact that from the outside she looks absolutely Human."

"Won't she be expected to sire children with more than one mate like the rest of us?" Jake asked.

"I don't think she will be expected to adhere to that in light of the fact that she isn't Human. Now her eggs could possibly be used in another woman but I just don't know if any of the women onboard the Future will be very accepting of that idea. We aren't really a xenophobic race but there would have to be significant intervention put in place to make sure the genetics were safe and stable for it to work that way. It's going to be difficult enough to make it possible for her to carry a Human hybrid baby but the other way around would be far more difficult I fear."

Just then Korica and Tamaric strolled into the mess hall holding hands and looking very content. Korica gave Laurel a quick peck as she walked past to get something to drink for her and Tamaric. Mark moved to the head of the table to give the two room to sit together when Korica returned to the table.

"How's the briefing sitting with you so far Tamaric?" Mark inquired.

"It's a little¦unbelievable to tell you the truth. I skimmed through some parts that I think I will have to go back and pay closer attention to so that it all makes sense. I at least understand where my Korica came from and how she got here and what she has meant to us all. And I mean every person on this ship. We would be screwed if not for her. No offense Laurel but I understand now what she was talking about how things had to come together just right for us to get where we are. Without her¦abilities or whatever and without her falling for angel and Jake like she did things just wouldn't have worked out right. She was¦is the key to your success. I also have a whole new level of respect for what you did to put this ship back together. I would have peed myself if I had woken up to what you guys were facing but you just went to work and fixed this ship better than it ever was before and then fended off some really ugly aliens. Those Hodong are the stuff of nightmares come to life. I can't believe that they were selling girls like that. What bastards."

"I guess now you see why Korica here is so precious to us?" Laurel asked.

"Yes mam I do. It's not just her abilities, she's got no one left. We're it for her. I for one am extremely glad she is here with us but it breaks my heart to know how she got here. Why anyone would want to be mean to this beautiful, sweet girl just doesn't make any sense to me."

Korica smiled at him and leaned her head on his shoulder for a few moments.

"The Hodong only see a pretty female. They aren't capable of feeling anything but lust and greed. They could care less what I feel or any of the other girls that they attacked for that matter."

"Well that kind of crap isn't going to happen to you while I live and breath. You will be treated like a lady for the rest of your life, I promise you that."

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica said smiling at him warmly. "I do feel safe with you by my side."

"So Tamaric, we were talking about you possibly studying for the entrance exam for the civilian corps. Is that something you might be interested in?" Laurel asked.

"Well, it would give me something to do around here and I know how important it is to Korica to become an officer on the bridge and it would give me a chance to stay close to her so, yah."

"Ok. The exam is extremely complex and really requires a college level education but I would be willing to do some testing and see if you might be capable of being placed in an accelerated learning program."

"Accelerated learning program? What's that?"

"It requires the use of a stasis chamber followed by some testing on the computer."

"Oooh. You want to see if the knowledge required can be imparted through neural suggestion."

"That's right. If it's at all possible I would be willing to tender your application and begin the process. Your aptitude score for boarding the Future more than qualifies you too at least apply."

"Cool. When can we get started?"

"Well, as soon as you finish with your briefing if you want. Since Korica is off duty until tomorrow she can stay with you through the whole process."

Tamaric looked at Korica and she gave him a glowing smile that just made his heart flutter and his stomach do a summersault.

"Thank you Laurel."

"You are most welcome Tamaric. So, what do you think of the way we travel now? Did you see the light show when we jumped into hyperspace?"

"That's something they just never taught us about in school. I've never seen anything like that. How fast are we actually going?"

"Well, we are traveling in a manner that makes it next to impossible to measure our actual speed because we are moving forward and space is moving around us at a tremendous speed at the same time. We are traveling at something like seventy to eighty light years per hour."

"Seventy to eighty light years¦per hour¦that's a little hard to comprehend how we can possibly travel that fast without being torn apart."

"The new shields that the elder race helped us with protect us from the gravitational forces going on all around us. It's like we are in an unbreakable bubble of calm space while outside that bubble it's turbulent and violent."

"That's amazing!"

"You have Korica to thank for that. Our main¦power core or drive core or whatever you want to nickname it was given to her because of who she is as a Draximan and because she is so sweet and so beautiful. I think Oberot really liked her."

"Really? They gave us the ability to travel like this just because¦she is who she is?"

"Pretty much."

"That's so beautiful." Tamaric looked at Korica and smiled. "So Oberot fell in love with you too? Is there anybody that can resist the adorable smile of yours?"

Korica blushed and leaned into him in a gently nudge.

"As long as you can't that's all that matters to me."

"You smile for me and I'm like¦putty. There's nothing I wouldn't do for you."

"Good. Then I know how to get my way when I want something."

"Now you've done it! She's got you." Laurel said laughing.

Tamaric hooked his finger in the side of his mouth tugged making Korica giggle.

"What's that supposed to mean?" Korica asked when she quit laughing.

"You got me like a fish on hook. I go where and how you want when you tug on the line. I'm agreeing with Laurel. I'm hooked and it feels good."

"Oh I get it. That is funny. Come on Tamaric, finish your drink and we'll get you back to your briefing."

Tamaric drank the last of his drink as did Korica and then the two got up and headed for the bridge. Tamaric went straight back to his briefing and Korica went back to plotting with a more determined mindset. She was now plotting outposts and occupied planets around their scheduled cool down points. She found one in particular that she recognized as somewhere she had been on several occasions. It was four jumps away and it was only one light week away from their cool down coordinates. It was a world called Euronda. There were close to three billion inhabitants on Euronda and there was a fairly sizable trading post that her parents used to frequent when they needed food stocks. She remembered a meat called Izore that was very tasty and very high in protein and fat carbs. Everything a Draximan needs to stay healthy with their high metabolism. She decided to ask if they could stop by and purchase some. She missed the succulent sweet flavor of the meat when it's cooked right. She plotted the coordinates and realized if they altered their cool down stop by just a few degrees and about twenty minutes or so they could use Euronda as the cool down stop without any due stress being put on the system. She saved the routing without making any changes and figured she would wait and ask Laurel if they could go to Euronda.

When she had that done she leaned back in her seat and remembered Mark asking her to listen to her gut feelings about their trip and at the time she couldn't think of any reason to ever want to leave the safety of the Future but now it just seemed like such a good idea to get some fresh air and something new for the menu at least for a little while. She shook her head and smiled. Her instincts had been right after all. She was amazed at herself and smiled for a moment then went back to her star mapping.

Twenty minutes after Korica and Tamaric exited the mess hall Laurel excused herself to go down to the med deck while Jake and Mark sat and talked some more. Mark had become very fond of sitting and talking Jake anymore. He saw Jake as an intellectual equal and a very sharp guy. The conversations were always meaningful and insightful and Mark really felt like he could open up to Jake and it would stay between the two of them.

Laurel walked to the bridge first and stopped at the entrance and sent a gentle push to Korica and she leaned over and shot her hand to her stomach with a big grin then turned and looked at Laurel and she smiled big and got up and walked over to her. Laurel took her hand and the two stepped out into the corridor so the door would close behind them.

"Hi baby. I have to go down to the med deck to have the harvesting done, you want to come with me? I have an idea running through my head that I want to look into and I need you there to confirm it."

"Ah¦sure. Let me tell Tamaric what I'm doing though."

"Ok, go ahead."

Korica turned and stepped onto the bridge once the door opened and she stepped up to Tamaric and put her hand on his shoulder and so he paused his briefing.

"I'm gunna go down to the med deck with Laurel for a bit ok?"

"Again?"

"She has some ideas that she wants to look into and she needs me there to confirm what she is thinking."

"Ok then. I'll miss you."

"Awe. I'll miss you too Tamaric."

Korica looked around at the empty room and grinned and she leaned down and kissed Tamaric then stood up and waited for her head to clear then she departed for the exit. She stepped out into the corridor and then she took Laurel's hand and the two walked to the transport compartment and then transported down to the med deck. The two then stepped off the transport platform and made their way into med bay one. Laurel pointed at the vertical scanner platform so Korica stepped up onto it and Laurel initiated a scan. While she was being scanned Laurel slipped her shoes off and slid her pants off. She then walked back over to the control pedestal and when the free floating three dimensional image of Korica's body appeared she zoomed into her lower tummy and peeled away the layers until she was looking at her internal organs. She made a quick check for any eggs present with a negative result and then she put her hand up to her chin and looked at her ovaries for a moment.

"What are you thinking mom?"

"Well, I am looking at the size of your ovaries for one. They are larger than would be normal for a Human. I would assume that means you are carrying more potential eggs within them. Computer?"

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"I had an idea earlier. Can you tell me if you are detecting any eggs within Korica's ovaries?"

"Of course. There are tens of millions of follicles but they are not eggs yet until she ovulates."

"I'm aware of that. But a Human girl at her age would only have hundreds of thousands, correct?"

"That is correct. The fact that her species lives seventy to a hundred years longer than a Human would requires more eggs if she is to remain fertile for more than fifty to seventy years as would be the case for a Human."

"So if I was able to encourage her body to drop several eggs at one time, she would still be healthy and fertile?"

"That would be a fair assumption but since we know very little about Draximan physiology I do not see how that would be possible. We do not know the chemical triggers necessary to make that happen without some experimentation and with her young age I would not recommend that kind of blind experimentation. You could alter her body's ability to regulate puberty correctly. You could stunt her growth or stop puberty all together or you could make her body start producing adult level growth hormones again. We just do not know enough about her species to experiment on her safely."

"That's not what I was thinking. I would never experiment on Korica like that. I was thinking about this thing that Jake and I can do to heal by touch. I was wondering if it could be used to make her body produce several eggs at once."

"What makes you think you have the ability to do that in the first place?"

"A gut feeling I guess. If I could do this then she wouldn't have to undergo continuous hormone treatments and harvestings every other day. We could do one harvesting and be done with it. The side affects are what I am thinking of avoiding for her. She wouldn't develop in itch that only her man could scratch. I'm just thinking of you Korica. You have no idea how horny I was all the time and still am a little."

"I see. I'm doing my best to try and behave myself around Tamaric with how¦he affects me. I would like to avoid coming onto him in a way that makes him uncomfortable more than I already am. He finds me beautiful but not¦sensual or whatever. He just doesn't think like that yet. I mean I turn him on but he doesn't particularly want to do anything about it¦or he doesn't know how to do anything about it."

"I think it's the later honey. That is exactly what I want to avoid as well. I don't want to complicate things for you two by making you horny all the time."

"Well then go ahead and try mom. What can it hurt to try? How would this work anyways?"

"Well in Humans¦and many other species as the information given to me at the banquette revealed, the chemical triggers come from the brain and the ovaries themselves so I guess I just need to put one hand on your tummy and one¦on your forehead I guess."

"I trust you. Go ahead and try."

Laurel stepped around in front of Korica and she looked at the three dimensional image of her body to try and place exactly where her ovaries were. Laurel knelt down in front of her and rolled her pants and underwear down right to the top edge of her lips and then she slid her hand flat on her tummy and turned it sideways and then she laid her other hand on her forehead and closed her eyes and took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She then concentrated on her love for Korica and let it grow within her and she thought about what it is she was trying to do and then she let the feelings grow even stronger and then she felt her heart rate jump and she started breathing faster to get enough oxygen into her blood. Korica felt an odd tingling deep in her tummy and her vision got blurry for a second so she closed her eyes and tried to relax as much as possible while standing perfectly still. Laurel could feel the warm tingle in her palms just like when they healed Mark but far less intense. She let her feeling for Korica come to the surface and then she concentrated on pushing the energies through her arms and into her hands. Korica felt an intense tingle and then like an itching deep inside and the feeling became very intense and then everything got very warm in wave working from her neck down her back and then around her hips and finally settling in her lower tummy. The tingling deep inside then intensified as Laurel pushed harder and harder in ever intensifying waves as she concentrated on her love for Korica and what it was she was trying to do to her body.

When Laurel finally felt like her hands were getting hot she started pulling it back in slower and slower waves until the feeling stopped completely. She then opened her eyes and it took a few moments for her vision to clear up and then she lifted her hand off of Korica's tummy and she could see a bright red hand print like someone had smacked her with a flat hand on the lower tummy. Laurel then pulled her hand from Korica's forehead and there was an equally bright red handprint on her forehead. Laurel unrolled Korica's pants and underwear back up where they belonged and looked at Korica who still had her eyes closed. Korica was weaving to and fro slightly like she was in a trance. Laurel stood up and looked at the three dimensional image of Korica's female organs and she could see her ovaries moving around slightly. Korica finally opened her eyes and looked at Laurel with an odd look on her face.

"Are you feeling ok honey?" Laurel asked.

"Yah kind of. I'm kind of dizzy and my tummy is really tingly. I feel like I need to scratch it but its coming from deep inside."

Korica had started scratching at her lower tummy without even thinking about it until she noticed Laurel watching her hand scratching at her belly making her stop.

"Computer, please analyze Korica's ovaries now?"

There was a monetary pause and then the image moved in closer and the outer layers of her ovaries were peeled away and the image moved in even closer to the left ovary and then the right.

"Her bio monitor has registered some incredibly high levels of several different hormone including her body's equivalent of estrogen. Her ovaries are responding by hardening up several hundred follicles. I believe in the next twenty-four hours both ovaries are going to produce a significant number of eggs. Some of the hormones in her blood right now I have never seen in her before and if she were Human I would be worried about the high levels of ecossaise and adrenaline. I would appear you have done it Laurel. I would not have believed it if I had not seen it for myself. You should return first thing in the morning Korica so we can extract the eggs."

"I understand. Thank you mom. You're really amazing. Now I don't have to keep coming down here do I?"

"No baby. Just tomorrow so we can collect the eggs and then I'll leave you alone, I promise."

"Kay. But you still need the sperm from Tamaric right?"

"Eventually, yes."

"Kay. I'll try and talk him into¦delivering it himself or using the servo drones. I think he was a little uncomfortable with the idea of me helping him."

"I'm sorry that didn't work out the way you were hoping."

"It's ok. He loves me for me not my body. My mind is just a few years ahead of him."

Laurel grinned at her then turned the scan image off and then she stepped over to the table and waited to see what Korica was going to do. When Korica stepped up to her side she figured she had her answer so she slid her underwear off and stepped out of them and then slid her behind up onto the table then scooted down and put her feet up into the stirrups. Korica moved right up next to her head and when the door popped open in the foot of the table Laurel put her hands on her inner thighs and waited and then slid her hands down and pushed in on her lips and pulled herself apart and waited for the laparoscope guide to settle against her opening and then she let go of her lips and Korica then took her hand in hers and she kept her company for the whole procedure. Laurel explained what she had done to make Korica's body produce as it turns out hundreds of viable eggs for a distraction. Korica's hand in hers had a calming affect on her anyways so the procedure was done before she even knew it.

Once the laparoscope's guide gently pulled itself from between Laurel's lips and disappeared into its slot Laurel sat up and slid off the table and only had to wait a minute for some fresh clothes to be delivered since she left hers in the floor and they were now gone. Once she was dressed she stepped into her shoes and the two departed the med bay headed for the transport platform to make their way back to the command deck. When the two appeared on the command deck they stepped down from the transport platform and Laurel gave Korica a warm hug and kissed her forehead and then Korica headed for the bridge and Laurel headed for the mess hall to see if the guys were still there.

When Korica stepped onto the bridge she tried to walk in as quietly as possible knowing that most of the doors on the Future were virtually silent when they opened and closed but the moment she stepped in she saw Tamaric perk up and he paused his briefing and turned around with a big smile on his face.

"Hi beautiful." Korica's face lit up at the compliment.

"Hi Tamaric."

Korica walked right up to Tamaric and knelt down in front of him so she was looking up into his gorgeous blue eyes.

"Tamaric did you hear me enter the room or did you¦feel me enter the room?"

Tamaric looked away for moment as he thought about it and the expression on his face changed to one of dumbstruck recognition.

"I felt you. That's so weird. That's happened a couple of times now. Is that normal?"

"For me yes but for an average person, not so much. I think you are becoming more sensitive to my presence."

"Does that mean we are becoming closer or something?"

"I suppose so. I just happen to emit a lot of emotional energy as well and I suspect you are becoming more aware of that energy since it is a mix of our emotional energies."

"Well whatever it is it's kind of cool. Hay, are we allowed to¦behave differently if we are alone on the bridge?"

"Well I'm not actually on duty but everything that is said or done is recorded. Why?"

"Cause I feel like hugging you and maybe¦sorry Korica. You're practically an officer and I need to behave myself around you until we are in private. Forget I said anything."

Tamaric touched her soft cheek and grinned at her then sat up straight and turned back to his briefing, which he enabled and pushed his amorous thoughts deep down inside himself. Korica dipped her head and closed her as she felt precisely what Tamaric was feeling and she didn't exactly like it. He was deliberately distancing himself emotionally so that he wouldn't be so attracted to her all the time. Korica lifted her head and opened her eyes and glanced over Tamaric's shoulder to see where he was in his briefing. There was an image of a dead looking world as the Future orbited Altek so she knew he had quite a while to go.

Korica stood up and quietly walked off the bridge and leaned against the wall right next to the door and tried to get her emotions in check. She knew that she was probably overreacting to Tamaric's withdrawal from his own feelings and now she was feeling hurt and a little angry and disappointed and embarrassed that she couldn't keep her own wits when she was close to him. She took a couple of deep breaths with her eyes closed and when she felt the warm hard spot in her stomach relaxing she opened her eyes and pushed herself off of the wall with her behind and spun toward the mess hall and she let out a quick but quiet squeal and slapped her hand to her mouth when she saw Laurel standing in front of her with a grin on her face.

"You were broadcasting honey. You want to talk?"

Korica dropped her hand and smiled and walked up to Laurel and hugged her tightly and Laurel returned the warm hug and rocked her for a minute. Once Korica felt her emotions were more balanced, she released her grip and stepped back and looked at Laurel and Laurel could see that her cheeks were flushed and her eyes looked glassy like she had been on the verge of tears.

"What the heck is wrong with me mom. I feel like I'm losing my mind or something when I'm close to Tamaric. I can feel what he is feeling but I get all¦goofy and my emotions are all over the place when I don't feel what I expect¦or want or something."

"Oh baby, nothing is wrong with you. It's completely normal to have mood swings and confused feelings with what your body is going through. Come on, let's go in my quarters and we'll talk ok?"

"Kay. Let me tell Tamaric where I'll be."

"Ok sweetie, go ahead."

Korica turned and stepped up to the door to the bridge and when it slid open she stepped onto the bridge and just as before Tamaric perked up and touched the pause command and turned and looked at Korica with a warm smile.

"If you need me for anything I'll be in mom's¦captain Laurel's quarters ok?"

"Ok. Is everything ok Korica? You look a little¦upset or something."

"I'm fine Tamaric. We're just going to talk about girl stuff."

"Ok. Will you come get me if you're going to go anywhere?"

"Of course. I wouldn't go anywhere without telling you first."

Tamaric grinned at her and she raised one hand and smiled warmly at him and then turned and stepped off the bridge. Korica stepped right up to Laurel and took her hand and the two stepped across the corridor to Laurel's quarters and when the door slid open the two stepped in and walked over to the bed and they climbed onto the bed lying on their stomachs. The two of them then rolled onto their sides facing each other and propped their heads on their hands with their elbows dug into the bed.

"So, are you feeling better honey? I'm sensing a calm within you at the moment."

"Yah, I feel better now. You have a calming affect on me. Was I really sending my thoughts all over the ship?"

"Well it wasn't so much your thoughts as your feelings though once Jake and I felt what you were feeling we could hear a thought or two. Now that we know Hiram we can tell exactly what you're thinking."

"Sorry."

"Don't be sorry honey. You just have a very powerful mind and we are supremely sensitive to you. Anyone else might not have even noticed. You want to talk about your feelings?"

"Yah. I'm so confused mom. How can I love someone so much and yet I get all confused by what I am sensing from him? I get this rush off all of these emotions coming at me all at once and I can't¦I want to be close to Tamaric but I get so confused when I'm near him. I always new what I was feeling and why before but now it's all jumbled up and confusing."

"Well when I was your age honey I wasn't in a relationship like what you have with Tamaric. Boys were¦well they weren't something I wanted to mess with. I had some really bad experiences when I was younger. But I had the same¦confused cacophony of emotions that made my face feel hot and I had a tingling feeling all over. I would feel mad then sad then depressed then happy then confused and usually I just felt lost in my own feelings not sure how I was supposed to feel and why. It can be maddening and confusing as hell I know. You may not be Human but I would have to assume that you will experience the same things that I did."

"Wait...bad experiences? Were you¦you weren't attacked like I was were you?"

"No. I was never¦I had some older men put their hands on me in an inappropriate manner. I have always been very pretty so my looks would attract the attention of men and boys without me trying. I was very friendly and trusting of everyone when I was younger and it almost got me into some serious trouble."

"I had no idea. I'm sorry Laurel. I never sensed any of that when we shared ourselves with each other."

"I've buried that stuff down really deep and tried to forget that it ever happened. It really scared me. A seven or eight year old just doesn't need or want that kind of attention. I learned after that to be very careful whom I let get close to me and how I was¦presenting myself."

"So does this stuff ever get better? I mean will I get my mind back?"

Laurel laughed and rolled onto her back and turned her head so she could look at Korica once she stopped laughing.

"It will get better honey. Like I said I never had a serious love like you have when I was your age but the moodiness does get more manageable. Your mind is just much more¦advanced than your body is honey. You have taken a piece of mine and Jake's heart and mind with what happened to us on the Angalon. You have a lust in your heart for Tamaric that I'm sure is really confusing for you. I am so sorry that we did that to you but we had no idea what the consequences would be."

"Well I think I have the¦lust or whatever in check. I just have to ignore that part of what I feel for Tamaric since he doesn't feel the same thing for me. He loves me and he really likes what he sees but he is¦he just doesn't look at me with the same¦hungry look that I have for him. Does that make any sense?"

"Yah, I think so. He is just inexperienced with girls honey. I'm sure you are his first true love and it will take time for him to get used to being in love."

"I am his first. He has never kissed a girl except for me and he has never seen a girl¦undressed or anything. I know he¦his body reacts to me like a boy should but I don't think he really likes it."

"Really? Is that what you think or is that what you feel from him?"

"What I feel from him is totally different from how he acts. It's so confusing."

"Well he probably has urges that he is ignoring so that he doesn't act inappropriately around you. Jake does the same thing. I feel some very intense desires within him but he is completely calm and respectful on the outside. Don't you have feelings sometimes that you don't act on?"

"Of course."

"Well maybe you are reading to deeply into Tamaric. Just cause there is something deep down in someone's heart that doesn't mean that is how they are going to behave."

"So I should read his surface emotions and take that as how he feels about me?"

"Kind of. Look, he doesn't have the ability to feel or see what is inside another person. He has to go by body language and visual cues. I know he can feel it when you purr but that is totally different. That's just not the same as feeling someone else's feelings like they are your own and he certainly can't hear what you're thinking like you can him."

"I can't hear his thoughts yet."

"I'm sure you will in time honey. Your brain will tune into his brains thought frequencies. You saw the EEG readings? Brain waves are just another form of radiation and we are able to tune into those frequencies and our brain can then interpret those frequencies back into coherent thoughts that we understand. Tamaric will likely never have that ability honey. Maybe you should try quieting your mind and tuning out his feelings. Look at just what you see on the surface and read his behavior alone. It might give you a better idea of what he is actually acting on as far as his feelings."

"I don't know if I can do that. Once this turned on thanks to your help it's just on. I don't know if I can stop feeling his feelings or that of anyone I look at anymore."

"I know exactly what you're saying. This thing with Jake and I is the same way. I just can't turn it off. I can ignore it but it's still there in the back of my heart. I can feel what he is feeling right now for instance."

"Well I can't feel what Tamaric is feeling right now but I do sense his presence and I know if I close my eyes and concentrate that I would be able to tune into his feelings. Will the...urges get more manageable in time. I hate being so turned on by him when it isn't reciprocated."

"I hate to say it but that will probably get stronger as time goes by."

"I wish I knew what I could do to get him to feel the same thing for me."

"Have you tried to share your feelings with him?"

"Yah kind of. We've talked a little but he gets embarrassed real easy and when I start talking about¦intimacy or whatever he gets real uncomfortable. I can feel it in him."

"No, not talking. Have you tried to share your feelings with him?"

"Oh. No. I didn't think he was capable of that."

"Well he can't share his feelings with you¦I mean other than the fact you can feel what he is feeling. I know he can't share your conscious mind like Jake and I can but you can¦send a push or whatever to him and maybe he can feel what is in your heart that way. It's just a thought. The three of us really don't know everything we are capable of yet honey. It's entirely possible that you could give him a glimpse of what you are truly feeling and maybe then he will understand and maybe even start to feel the way you are hoping."

"I guess I hadn't thought about that. I think I'll give that a try. You're so smart Laurel."

"Thank you Korica."

"I just hope I can keep my mind together when I'm close to Tamaric to try and implement some of what we've talked about. It's really hard to think straight when I'm close to him. And if he kisses me, forget about it. My mind turns to mush."

"Well that will probably always be the case to one degree or another. Jake has the same affect on me. I lose my train of thought and even start to daydream when he touches me or looks at me just right."

"So that's normal then?"

"Yes honey. That's all part of being in love."

"So is my body always going to react to Tamaric like it does now? Everything inside tightens up and gets real¦tingly and I¦why does my body do that mom?"

"He turns you on honey. Plain and simple. He is good looking and just looking at him arouses you. You'll probably always have that reaction to him. That's one of the reason's why I wanted to try something different with you so we could extract your eggs without the hormone treatments. The treatments intensify that reaction significantly."

"Ugh. I wish I could just go back to the way I was before." Korica said rolling onto her back. "It was so simple before. No one ever turned me on in the slightest."

"Well it's partially our fault that you are feeling this and it is also just part of growing up honey. Boys just become interesting in a whole new way."

"So all the tenderness and swelling is going to get worse too?"

"You're already experiencing that stuff?"

"Yah, a little."

"Well I would have to assume that it will indeed get worse honey. Your boobs are going to get larger and more sensitive and your female organs are going to develop more and become more sensitive."

"Can I still come to you if I get confused about all this stuff?"

"Of course baby. I would be hurt if you didn't. When the emotions get the better of you, you can come to me and have a good cry or a scream or whatever you need Korica."

"Kay. Thank you mom. You've made me feel a lot better and I think I have some ideas now about what I need to do."

Korica turned on her stomach and pulled herself up on Laurel's chest and laid her head sideways on her chest and closed her eyes and listened to Laurel's heart beating in her ear. It was comforting and soothing to hear the regular steady pounding of Laurel's heart. Korica knew that she had a special place somewhere in that big heart of hers. Laurel delicately stroked the side of Korica's head and let her rest and gather herself. Laurel enjoyed the soft tactile sensation of Korica's fine hair under her hand for sometime before Korica lifted her head and smiled at Laurel and then slid up further on her and gave her a peck and then scooted to the edge of the bed. Laurel sat up and leaned back on her hands and let Korica collect herself.

Just as Laurel was about to say something her and Korica both felt a slight feeling of deceleration and Korica turned and looked at Laurel for a moment and then both slid off of the bed without saying a word and stood up and headed for the exit. Both girls stepped over to the bridge and as soon as the door slid open they stepped onto the bridge to find Tamaric standing facing the alerting sensor station and he raised his hands.

"I swear I didn't touch anything captain." Tamaric said in a scared voice.

At that very instant Mark and Jake entered the bridge.

"It's ok Tamaric. I didn't think you had. Take your seat at the science station please. Korica take guidance and find out where we are please." Laurel said pointing to the navigation station as she climbed into her seat. Laurel swung her displays in front of her and tilted them up to a good viewing angle and then logged in and brought up the ship wide systems analysis. Everything looked ideal but the negative matter core was ramping down and they were now traveling at four times the speed of light. Mark sat down at the sensor station and logged on and performed a deep scan and immediately noticed a gravitational eddy heading straight for the ship. Jake sat down at the propulsion station and logged in and did a quick check of the engines and then dragged the auxiliary controls to his station and did a quick check and everything looked perfect.

"I am sorry for dropping us out of hyperspace captain." The AI said. "I detected a star exploding on our previous course and I thought it was not wise to stay in a compressed state of travel while such an intense gravity wave passed by. We are in no danger however. The shields are at one hundred percent density and the gravity wave should pass by momentarily and then we can continue on our way."

"I see. So this is all part of the automation system?"

"No. I intervened to insure our safety."

"I can confirm the gravity wave approaching cap. Seven seconds to impact." Mark said.

Everyone braced themselves expecting a violent encounter like the one that almost killed Tamaric while he slept. Six seconds later the wave front impacted the shields sounding like high tension steel cables being beat on by a drummer but there was absolutely no sensation for the crew as the inertial dampers washed the inertia away before it even registered in the brain. They only noticeable reaction other than the shields echoing throughout the ship was the fact that the star field on the forward view screen drifted down and then to port several times and then the AI corrected their course to their previous heading.

Laurel looked at all of the readings on her display screens and then shrugged.

"That's it?"

"At this speed yes." The AI replied. "If we were not equipped with shields the hull would have absorbed a significant impact. At this speed it was fairly insignificant but if we had been traveling as fast as we were before I took us out of hyperspace the concussive force and gravitational shearing would have been many orders of magnitude greater. You would have likely been knocked off of your feet or out of your seats."

"We are near the Larentia system captain." Korica said. "There are deadly radiation filled nebulas all around this region some of which have been perturbed by the gravitational wave that passed through them. There are no occupied worlds or outposts closer than twenty-one light years from our current location however."

"Thank you Korica."

"I am ready to resume our previous course any time captain." The AI said.

"Please take us out." Laurel said.

Jake's propulsion controls began to engage on their own as the AI reengaged the automation control. The gravity well ahead of the Future began to intensify as the negative matter core started ramping up and the energy was dumped into the gravity well being produced by the antimatter reactors. When the gravity well twisted and distorted and then collapsed into a funnel shape the engines throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the opening and drifted a bit then stabilized in the middle of the distorted blue and white light shinning and spinning all around the shields. After only a few moments Laurel realized they were in no danger and back on course. She logged off her station and pushed her displays aside and then leaned back in her seat and grinned. Korica noticed the odd look on her face and wondered what was going through her mind.

"What's so amusing Laurel?" Korica finally asked.

"Oh it's just this ship Korica. It can protect itself and jump into hyperspace without any input from us other than to tell it ok, go ahead. It's just a little¦humbling I guess is the right word. She doesn't need us yet she was designed to keep us alive and to get us to where we are going as quickly as possible. It just seems a little funny that's all."

"I still need you Laurel. I need your input and stimulating conversations echoing through my decks. As you said, you are my mission. I was built to interact with and protect my Human cargo. I may not have emotions, as you understand them but I desire sensor input from my crew and I enjoy taking care of and watching over all of you. It is what I was built to do."

"That sounded like I love you again captain." Korica said in a low voice.

"It certainly did." Laurel said smiling. "Is there anything you need from us Future?"

"No. I would like to have someone close by when we transition to normal faster than light travel when we reach the Torran system, but that will not be for approximately another eighty minutes and I know Mark is on duty and will be on this deck at that time so the rest of you should enjoy your day."

"Thank you Future, We'll do that."

"And Laurel¦stay off the bridge."

"What?!"

"There is no work that requires your attention. Please try and take some time just for you. Stay off of the bridge."

Laurel smiled and looked at Korica who was covering her mouth so she wouldn't burst out laughing.

"I got it. I'll spend some quality time with Jake."

"I would like to see you do that. You have done an amazing job of outfitting me with some very impressive technology Laurel. You are safe and you are free to be young and relaxed for a while. Go enjoy the fruits of your hard work."

Laurel smiled and stood up and put her hand out to Jake. He spun around and slapped his palm on his lower display logging himself off and then he stood up and took her hand and the two walked off of the bridge together and headed over to their quarters. Laurel led Jake over to the bed and sat down with him and the two laid back and Jake scooted up half on Laurel and looked into her gorgeous eyes and sighed.

"So did you have a talk with Korica?" Jake asked.

"Yah. I think I helped her out a little. She is experiencing stuff with Tamaric that I never did growing up but the rest sounded very familiar indeed. I tried to help her understand what her body is doing and shared some of my feelings with what she should expect. She is a really smart girl Jake but this hormone driven moodiness is more than she expected. It doesn't help that she is deep in Tamaric's head if you will. She can feel all of his feelings and it's confusing the hell out of her. He feels one way but acts another and she just doesn't understand that."

"So she senses all of his emotions not just the one's he is acting on?"

"Exactly. She doesn't know which emotions represent his mood at the moment because there are so many and some are¦what she hopes for but not represented by how he is acting. Does that make any sense?"

"Yah, I think so. I have a lot of things that go through my head and heart that I don't act on so I think I understand."

"That's exactly what I told her. I sense the same thing in you all the time."

"That poor thing. Guys are simple creatures but we have just as much emotional baggage under the surface as any girl does. We just hide it or ignore it more often."

"Well I think she is going to try and actually tune him out a little. Her ability to read what is inside a person is just really acute and he doesn't have that same ability and I'm sure he is not used to being involved with someone who can read his feelings as well as any words. He doesn't know he is sending her mixed signals like that."

"That poor guy has got his hands full being involved with Korica. He isn't going to be able to get away with anything."

"Yah, I think her birthday was last time we will be able to pull one over on her. She's just to smart and to sensitive to our thoughts now. Have you noticed that we can sense her thoughts in the back of our minds all the time now?"

"Yah, now that you mention it, I can hear her whispers kind of like yours but no where near as¦distinct or pronounced or whatever. It's like I hear a faint whisper every now and then and then it fades away but it is definitely her voice not yours."

"I hear the same thing. I think we are all just very sensitive to one another now in light of our experience on the Angalon. It's like we were paired just for a few moments and then it was taken away but the affects are still with us in some small way."

"You think she hears our voices whispering in her mind?"

"Probably. Especially now that we aren't forced to quiet our minds all the time."

"Boy, that's got to be distracting."

"Naw, I bet she likes it. She loves us Jake. It's probably a comfort to hear our whispers. She feels like we are with her that way."

"Hay, I was meaning to ask you about the stuff I heard in your mind earlier. Did I hear you right in that Korica is going to be releasing hundreds of eggs?"

"Yep. It was amazing Jake. I put my hand on her tummy and her forehead and I¦thought about how much I love her and let that build and then I just thought about her body creating many eggs at once. I sensed a wave of warm energy wash through her head and all the way down to her tummy. It's like my abilities knew what I wanted and her body understood what I was trying to do and her brain released a flood of chemicals that triggered a massive ovulation cycle. I will be able to extract hundreds of eggs at one time for my experiments and I won't have to expose her to the hormone solution over and over again. I just don't want to expose her to any more invasive procedures down there and after the extraction tomorrow I won't have to do that. Plus she won't be horny all the time. She is already fighting to keep her hands off of Tamaric and now I won't be mucking that up."

"That's incredible Laurel! I had no idea we could do that to someone."

"I guess we can do more than just heal them even if they aren't Human. Love was still the key though. Like Oberot said, there is a tangible power of love that can be directed and focused if you know what you're doing."

"And you knew what you were doing?"

"Not really but I had an epiphany all of a sudden and I remembered the odd placement and large size of her ovaries and I knew it had to be significant and then it just struck me. What if I can tell her ovaries to create a bunch of eggs instead of just one at a time? Because her people live so long their ovaries are like twice the size of a Human female. They are probably fertile their entire lives and so they are born with the potential for tens of millions of eggs instead of hundreds of thousands like us. She should remain fertile and healthy for the rest of her very long life despite my interference."

"Well I'm glad you aren't going to have to mess with her libido and all. How are you going to mix her genetic material with that of a Human though? Aren't we completely incompatible?"

"Yep. I have some ideas about that now that I can run some experiments though. I think I can strip away the¦I'm not going to bore you with the intimate details. Let's just say that the knowledge imparted to me has given me some ideas. Korica is going to have Tamaric volunteer some samples and then I can get to work on my ideas."

"I wish I was as smart as you Laurel. You got such an analytical mind that is always working in the background. I just can't think like that."

"Come on Jake, stop it. I may know some things that you don't but you are a genius and you know it."

"I'm not saying I'm dumb. Maybe I just like hearing you say it."

"Ok, you are hands down the smartest guy I have ever met Jake and by far the cutest."

Jake smiled at her and rolled onto his back but he kept his head on her stomach and looked up at the ceiling at nothing in particular.

"So, what' a you want to do for the rest of the day Laurel?"

"I want to change into my skirt and I want to go to the gardening ring and make out."

Jake lifted up quickly onto his elbows and turned and looked at her with a big grin on his face.

"Really? You're not just messing with me?"

"No Jake. I really want to get into something comfortable and go lie with you all day and just hangout¦and make out. I wasn't kidding about that part. You're a great kisser and I would love to spend the rest of the day doing nothing but kissing you."

Jake smiled again and Laurel gave him a peck and then slid to the end of the bed and stood up and headed for the bureau at the front of the room to retrieve her skirt outfit.

As soon as Laurel and Jake stepped off of the bridge to head for their quarters Korica gathered herself and then looked over at Tamaric's display screen and she could see a paused image of the front of the Angalon so she assumed he was to the explanation of the Angalon and what she is.

"Tamaric, do you want to continue with your briefing or do you want to go hangout for a while."

Tamaric leaned back in his seat and looked at the amazing image on his display then he turned toward Korica.

"Well, the story is getting good¦but to tell you the truth I would rather just hangout with you. The Angalon is¦impressive but you are far more beautiful and a lot more fun."

Korica blushed a little and smiled big at him.

"You two go to the gardening ring or something. Go have some fun for cripes sake." Mark said.

Korica looked at him and smiled big making him just melt. He leaned forward and put his arms out and Korica smiled even bigger and got up and stepped into his huge arms and he hugged her tightly then kissed the side of her head.

"You heard the AI. You are safe now so go have some fun just bein a kid will you?"

"Thank you Mark."

"Thank you Korica. All of this," Mark gestured all around the room. "This is all thanks to you Korica. It's high time you got to be a kid and now you even got someone to play with. I got this so you go get your cruisers and go the gardening ring or something. And change your clothes. Get out of that stuffy uniform and put on something pretty and fun."

"Kay, I will."

Korica kissed his cheek then stood up straight and walked over to her station and logged off and then Tamaric got up and Korica pointed at his lower display to remind him to log off and after he did that the two headed for the exit. The two took each other's hand and headed for their quarters. Along the way Korica concentrated on quieting her mind with her eyes open and she knew she was successful when Jake and Laurel's whispers disappeared completely making her smile at how easy it was to quiet her mind anymore.

When the two reached their quarters Korica stepped in and went straight to the bureau at the front of the room and retrieved her sky blue one-piece outfit and her running shoes while Tamaric sat down on the edge of the bed. She then slid the drawer shut and turned and walked up to the bed and set her shoes down on the floor and then she made her way to the bathroom.

She changed her clothes and brushed her hair and then stepped out and as soon as the door opened Tamaric stood up with his mouth half open.

"Holy Dooley Korica! Look at you. You're so cute darlin."

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica said smiling and smoothing out her stomach in a downward stroke.

"You know, the others are right. You got really pretty legs Korica. I like being able to see 'em."

"Awe. Aren't you sweet? You sure you aren't just biased?"

"Oh I definitely am. But you do have beautiful legs just the same."

Korica smiled at him making his legs feel weak and then she stepped past him and retrieved her pratgal cruisers from on top of the bureau and the control gloves. She then stepped up to Tamaric and handed one to him. When she slid her hand out from under it and its whole weight fell in his hand he was amazed at the weight of the thing and the strange feel of the material that the hull was made of.

"Bugger me, this thing is heavy. What the heck is this thing made of?"

"It's made of a rare composite alloy that I'm sure you've never heard of. These are made in an exact likeness of the real thing. The elder race have fleets of cruisers like this."

"I've been dying to ask you about these things but I didn't want to mess with your stuff. I figured you would tell me in time."

"Tamaric, I'm your girlfriend now. I don't care if you touch my stuff. Come on, let's go to the gardening ring and I'll show you how these work."

Korica set her cruiser on the bed and slipped her shoes on and then tied them perfectly making feel a great sense of pride in being able to do that with no trouble whatsoever now. Korica picked up her cruiser from the bed and Tamaric took Korica's hand and the two headed for the exit. The two made their way to the transport compartment and when they stepped up onto the transport platform Korica touched the indicator for the rear gardening ring entrance and a few seconds later in a blue flash the two disappeared and then found themselves standing in the corridor just aft of the gardening ring pressure door. As they stepped down Tamaric looked back at the transport platform and shook his head as the base platform fell dark.

"I'm never going to get used to that. That is the darndest thing I've ever seen. How far did we¦travel or whatever?"

"Oh about two thirds of the way toward the back of the ship. Maybe two kilometers or so."

"Really? In just seconds?"

"Actually point eight five seconds to any location within the ship."

"How is that even possible Korica? That just doesn't make sense that you simply disappear and then appear somewhere else in less than a second."

"In a nut shell as the Human expression goes? There is a lot of space between each molecule in your body. If you are compressed so that space disappears then every atom in your body can be mapped and then transformed into pure energy and then that energy pattern can be sent to another location within a broadcasted compression field and then it can be reassembled according to the map and then the space is decompressed and there you are, somewhere else in less than a second."

"You're so smart Korica. I'm sorry every time I ask about something so complicated cause the answer is more complicated than the thing I ask about in the first place and you always understand it completely."

Korica just shrugged and smiled but said nothing about how much she actually dumbed down her explanation of just how truly complicated the transporter system is so that it would make any sense at all to Tamaric and not take hours to explain.

Korica stepped up to the palm reader and had her palm read and the door popped and she pulled it open and stepped in and then walked along side the rotating opening and put her hand out and helped Tamaric step into the gardening ring without falling on his face as he transitioned to centripetal gravity from the artificial gravity in the adjoining corridor.

When Tamaric finally shook off the nauseous feeling while being careful not to drop the cruiser in his hand he took a look around he was stunned at the sight before his eyes. Korica smiled as she watched the shocked look of wonder on his face. Korica guided him over to the stand of over a hundred apple trees and squatted down under one of them and let Tamaric try and take it all in. He couldn't believe how gigantic the space was. The opposite side was so far away that it looked hazy through the high humidity present in the gardening ring. Tamaric set the cruiser down that he was carrying while still looking around in disbelief as to what he was seeing.

"This is where all of our food is grown Tamaric."

"This place is amazing. It's like a little piece of Earth in the middle of another galaxy."

"You never saw images of the gardening ring when you came aboard?"

"No. I came aboard through the upper hangar and then climbed down a crap load of stairs and corridors to the stasis ring and I was put right into stasis. I never got to look around."

"Well come sit with me for a few minutes. I'll explain the controls for these cruisers and then we'll play with 'em for a couple hours."

Korica spent the better part of fifteen minutes explaining the operation and control of the cruisers before she put a control glove on Tamaric and let him give it a try. It only took him a few minutes to get the hang of the flip flop controller on the back of the hand that had to be touched to invert the controls so the hand could be kept flat whether the cruiser was inverted or turning back toward the operator. Once he really got the hang of the throttles and banking controls he became quite good at keeping up with Korica and even engaging in some dog fighting while the two walked around.

While the two were playing Laurel and Jake entered the gardening ring and they were thrilled to see Korica and Tamaric playing and laughing. Laurel guided Jake over to the grassy area under the five hundred year old red woods and they laid down together and immediately began making out for a time before lying and talking for a couple of hours while the other two continued to play. When lunchtime came around a servo drone brought a menu to the gardening ring and all four ordered a meal and sat under the tall trees and ate their lunch together. Korica complimented Laurel on how cute she looked in her skirt and Laurel returned the compliment as to how adorable Korica looked in her blue one-piece outfit.

After lunch Korica and Tamaric went back to playing with the pratgal cruisers chasing each other all over the gardening ring and Laurel and Jake walked around the ring together talking about many different subjects stopping every once in a while to make out for a time before resuming their walks. All four spent the rest of the day in the gardening ring enjoying themselves. When it got close to evening meal time the artificial sun tube being dimmed hinted that it was time to head back to the command deck for the evening meal and workouts.

Laurel and Jake made their way to the exit leading into the stasis ring while Korica and Tamaric made their way to the rear exit. Laurel and Jake actually arrived first by mere seconds. As Laurel and Jake stepped off of the transport platform and it went dark, only a split second later it lit up again and Korica and Tamaric appeared each holding a pratgal cruiser in hand. Korica's face was a little red from being under the artificial sun all day but she was smiling broadly and the color in her cheeks and on her arms and legs actually looked good on her. Laurel offered a smile to the pair and told them to go put their cruisers up and then meet them in the mess hall.

While Korica and Tamaric went to their quarters, Laurel and Jake went to the mess hall and when Laurel noted that that the mess hall was dark she was going to turn and ask the AI where Mark was from the com panel when she noticed him sitting across the way in the common area reading from a data pad. Laurel stepped up to him and he set his data pad down and looked Laurel up and down and smiled at her.

"Now that's more like it Laurel. You look very cute in that get up. You've even got a little color in your cheeks and on your legs."

"Thanks Mark. You think I look that good huh?"

"You look like a proper teen for once. I like it and wish I could see more of it from you."

Laurel blushed noticeably and smiled at him.

"You sound like a proud father or something."

"I am very proud of you Laurel. You are an amazing young lady and I feel a great sense of pride when you are able to act your age instead of like that of a forced leader all the time."

"Awe. Thanks Mark. You gunna join us for evening meal?"

"Absolutely." Mark said with a smile.

Mark put his data pad aside and got up and followed Laurel over to the mess hall and Korica and Tamaric showed up only a few moments later. Mark was granted a tight hug from Korica and he complimented Korica on how cute her outfit was and then everyone sat down and ordered the evening meal together. After the meal Laurel went to her quarters and changed into her ships uniform, as did Korica and then everyone worked out together. After the workouts were done the girls departed to take their showers while they guys sat and talked. When the girls were done Laurel sent a mental push to Jake and he told Mark and Tamaric it was time for their showers.

After the guys were done with their showers Tamaric made his way to his quarters and found Korica waiting for him sitting on the bed. She stood up and gave him a warm smile followed by a warm hug. Tamaric then walked up to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and made his way to the bathroom to get changed and cleaned up. When Tamaric emerged from the bathroom Korica told him that she needed to talk to Laurel for a few minutes and that he was more than welcome to join her if he wanted. He told her he wanted to be with her no matter where she was going.

Tamaric slipped his shoes on and he and Korica departed their quarters headed for the command quarters. When they arrived the door slid open and the two stepped in to find Jake and Laurel sitting on the edge of the bed talking. Laurel was completely dressed since she was planning on coming to Korica and Tamaric's quarters to read to them before they went to sleep but she had no shoes on yet. Jake smiled warmly and Korica stepped right into his outstretched arms and gave him a warm hug followed by a kiss on the cheek. Laurel then put her arms out and smiled.

"You got any of that sugar left for me?"

"Always!" Korica said excitedly as she stepped into Laurel's embrace.

After the warm greetings were done Korica stepped back next to Tamaric and got a serious look on her face.

"Mom I got something I want to ask of you."

"Ok, go ahead sweetie."

"Actually I need you to follow me onto the bridge so I can show you what I'm talking about."

"Ah¦ok. Is it something bad?"

"No. It's nothing bad."

"Ok honey. Give us a minute so Jake can throw something a little more appropriate on and we'll meet you there."

"Ok. Thanks."

Korica and Tamaric then made their way over to the bridge and Korica went straight to the navigation station and logged on and brought up their current route and overlaid her proposed route to Euronda with details of the system as provided by the elder race. It was only a few minutes later when Laurel and Jake stepped through the door onto the bridge and they walked up behind Korica and Laurel's face changed when she saw an alternate route overlaid on their current route.

"Korica honey, what do you got in mind?"

"I know this system and I would like to ask if we could make a small detour to Euronda. I've been there several times and I know one trader family in particular and they were always so nice to me. I would really like to stop in and say goodbye to them. We could also pickup some Izore meat. You guys will really love it and it is really, really high in protein."

Laurel stepped beside Korica and knelt down and looked up into her face. The puppy dog eyes just melted Laurel's heart but she knew she had to point out the obvious hazards of leaving the safety of the Future.

"Korica baby, you know I still have a bounty on my head¦and so does your species for that matter. If there are bounty hunters on¦" Laurel glanced at the navigation display. "Euronda then you and I could be in some serious danger."

"We'll have Mark watching our backs."

"There's also the issue of your insights into our trips off the Future."

"Mark told you about that did he?"

"Of course he did honey. That's his job to keep me informed of possible danger. There's also the issue of the fact that none of us has spent even a single minute in a simulator to practice flying one of the crimson fighters let alone any actual seat time in the real thing."

"Mark is a highly trained fighter pilot mom¦captain. He should be able to fly one after only spending a little time in the simulator. You heard Mr. Peltro. He said the crimson fighters were very intuitive to anyone that had any flight experience."

"This is a really bad idea honey. There are so many ways that this could go wrong."

"Please mom? Please? I love the Future but I really want to get some fresh air in my lungs and show Tamaric some of the incredible places that I've told him about. The Eurondan system is listed as populated and space fairing but safe."

"Are you really considering this cap?" Mark said startling everyone slightly.

Mark had stepped through the door so quietly that no one even heard him come in.

"You startled me Mark. How long have you been standing there?" Laurel said standing up.

Mark walked up to the group and looked at the navigation display.

"Long enough to hear you pointing out some very valid points as to why this is a terrible idea."

"Are we really going to cross through this entire region of the galaxy with our heads stuck in the sand?" Korica asked making Mark pull his head back and grin.

"You really think keeping your head down and staying on mission is keeping your head in the sand?"

"No, but this is what I've done my whole life Mark. I know my way around this part of the galaxy and I have friends out here. I just want to say goodbye to some of them since I'm never going to be coming back. This is my last opportunity to see familiar faces before I leave for another galaxy entirely for the rest of my life. Please Mark? Can we please see my friends? Please?"

Korica clasped her hands in front of her chest and gave him a look that made his heart feel warm and he had to fight the urge to scoop her up into his arms and give in immediately.

"God Korica, this is such a bad idea¦if the cap is onboard with the idea I'll get some rest tomorrow and then climb in the simulator until I can handle the crimson fighters proficiently. We don't go unless I feel I can get us down there and back without killing us."

"I actually don't exactly like the whole idea but I just can't stand the idea of disappointing Korica. We are taking her from her stars forever and this is her last opportunity to say goodbye. I can definitely empathize with that. Besides, I would actually like to see some alien worlds for myself. This is a great opportunity for us all to broaden our Futures."

"So, we can go?" Korica asked with a big smile on her face.

"Yes. We can go." Laurel reluctantly said.

Korica squealed and stood up and flung her arms around Laurel in a painfully tight hug.

"Thank you so much mom¦I mean captain."

"We aren't on duty honey. You can call me mom."

"Thank you mom! I love you so much."

"How long until we will arrive at Euronda honey?"

Korica sat back down and brought up the details of where they are now and how much time it will take to detour to Euronda.

"We will be dropping into the Branot system next for our cool down in approximately six hours and then we will be dropping into the Groggin system eight hours after we reenter hyperspace. From the Groggin system it will be another six hours and fourty minutes to the Euronda system so right around twenty-four hours or so if we average eighty-four light years per hour."

"And you know the Euronda system well enough to think we will be safe in that system until Mark feels confident enough to take us in?"

"Mom, think about how tough the Future is now. Nobody can hurt us while we are on the Future, but yes the Eurondan people are friendly. We will be in no danger."

"All right honey. Please modify our course to take us to the Euronda system."

Korica was about to initiate the course change when her overlaid route became the permanent route without her having to do a thing.

"The computer already did it for me mom."

"Ok. Now, if this goes badly Korica there will be no more trips off the Future. Is that understood?"

"Yah, I understand."

"Cap, since Korica has duty tomorrow I want you and Jake in the simulator with me. As you know the crimson fighters are designed to be flown with a crew of three. I want us all on the same page when it comes time to operate the real deal. We need to be able to operate as a team."

"That's a really good idea Mark."

"Computer?"

"Yes Mark. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please begin assembling the simulator in the new computer core control room?"

"I would be happy too. It should only take approximately five hours to unpack the components and assemble them for use."

"All right then, we have a mini mission to look forward too. Korica you and Tamaric go get ready for bed and I'll come to your quarters in about a half an hour and read to you and then I want you two getting some rest." Laurel said.

"Ok. Thank you so much mom." Korica said.

"You're welcome Korica."

Korica then turned back to the navigation station and logged off and then her and Tamaric headed for their quarters to get ready for bed. Laurel and Jake then said goodnight to Mark and the two stepped over to their quarters and Jake got undressed and slipped under the covers and Laurel gave him a long kiss then departed for Korica and Tamaric's quarters. She stepped up to the door to their quarters and touched the hale button and a few moments later the door slid open and she stepped in and found Korica and Tamaric under the covers with Korica lying half on Tamaric's side and she smiled as she realized what a truly cute couple they made when they were in each other's arms. Laurel laid down next to Tamaric and leaned in and kissed the side of his head and Korica handed Laurel her data pad and Laurel brought up the story 'a flower in the wind' and read two chapters in English.

When she was done Laurel turned the data pad off and then leaned over and kissed the side of Tamaric's head and then stood up and leaned over Tamaric and kissed Korica on the cheek and then told them goodnight and departed for her quarters. Korica then turned over and slid the light controls down to sleep levels and then snuggled up next to Tamaric and kissed his cheek and told him that she loved him very much and thanked him for a fun day in the gardening ring and he returned the sentiment and the two closed their eyes and quickly drifted off to sleep.

Laurel made her way back to her quarters and when she arrived she gave Jake a kiss and then got undressed and then went to the bureau at the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt and slipped it over her head and then she made her way back to the bed and then slid under the covers and asked Jake what he thinks about the whole idea of going to Euronda.

"Well, I don't really sense any perilous danger but I sense that it will not go as smoothly as we would like. We are going to be there for longer than we plan but I sense that this is important to Korica and you know me. I would do almost anything to make that girl happy so I'm in. She really has her heart set on doing this so we kind of owe it to her to stop by and let her say goodbye to these friends of hers."

"I sense the same exact thing Jake. We'll just have to keep our eyes and minds open while we're there."

"I agree."

Jake leaned over and engaged Laurel in a very passionate kiss and then Laurel reached over and lowered the lights to sleep levels and then curled up to Jake's side and the two drifted off to sleep within minutes.


Chapter 19 Euronda

––––––––

Euronda

At 04:45 Korica stirred and found Tamaric holding her tightly from behind. She batted her eyes in the darkened room and laid for a few moments trying to get her wits about her. When her mind was finally thinking clearly she slid her hands on top of Tamaric's and cupped his hands in hers making her smile. She laid for a bit longer, then tried to roll away from him and he gripped her tighter until he stirred and realized what he was doing and released his hold on her. She slid to the edge of the bed and sat up and rubbed her eyes and then stretched her arms over her head and cracked her back then she reached over and slid the light controls up slightly and turned and looked back at Tamaric.

He was batting his eyes trying to wake himself when Korica laid back down setting her head right next to his chin and she looked up at him and he smiled big when he saw her beautiful eyes looking at him.

"Morning Korica."

"Morning Tamaric. I love the way you say my name even when you're half asleep."

"It really does that much to you to hear how I talk?"

"You got no idea what it does to me deep inside. Your accent is just dreamy to me."

"Thanks Korica. Some people don't like the Australian accent."

"Well those people are nuts. I love your accent. Are you gunna join me for early tea?"

"What time is it?"

"I don't know. Well before six I would guess."

"I love you so much and I love being with you but I'm so tired still. Would you be hurt if I wanted to sleep a little more?"

"No, not at all. I got duty starting at six so I'll come get you after I relieve Mark."

Korica slid her face forward and engaged Tamaric in an upside kiss. She loved the way their lips slipped together while her face was upside down to his as it made the kiss very moist and almost his entire lower lip ended up between hers. She slowly pulled back and lavished the feeling as his lip slid out from between hers. Her stomach turned upside down and her vision got soupy for a few moments and she smiled big and waited for the butterflies to settle in her stomach and then she sat up and scooted to the edge of the bed and had to wait even longer for her body to quit shaking from the adrenaline rush that such a wet and intense kiss elicited in her. She was also feeling the intense tingling in her loins that she wasn't happy with, as it was still confusing for her to feel such things when she was pretty sure she didn't have the same affect on Tamaric.

Once Korica had her feelings reeled back in she stood up and she heard Tamaric whisper, "Holy maird." and she smiled to herself as she thought that maybe she had been wrong and she had the same affect on him as he had on her after all. Korica walked to the front of the bed and found two piles of clean clothes for her and Tamaric and she picked them up and made her way to the front of the room and put them away and retrieved a change of clothes for herself and then made her way to the bathroom to get changed and cleaned up. When she had her hair and teeth brushed and her mouth washed out she stepped out of the bathroom and picked up her running shoes and put them in the bureau drawer and then pulled out a pair of slip on shoes and stepped into them and then walked back over to the light controls and slid the lights back down to sleep levels and then made her way toward the exit after taking a last look at Tamaric. Just looking at him made her pulse race and a smile wash over her face.

Korica then exited her quarters and made her way to the mess hall and found Mark sitting at their usual table reading from a data pad. He lit up the moment she stepped in and he put the data pad down and stood up and when she stepped up to him he gave her a warm good morning hug and then she went to the dispensers and retrieved a cup of tea and sat down next to him.

"What are reading about?" Korica asked leaning over to look at his data pad.

"I'm reading up on the Euronda system. I had everything the elder race gave us about Euronda downloaded onto this data pad so I could get a good feel for what we are heading into."

"You still feel it's a bad idea huh?"

"My objections of have been overruled. We're going so I want a good lay of the land before that happens."

"Geeze Mark. If you hate the idea that much we can skip it."

"I'm sorry Korica. I can't keep you guys confined to the ship. This isn't our mission but I can see the merits in letting you say goodbye to your friends just the same. I just need all the intel I can get in order to keep you guys safe."

"I guess I can understand that. Euronda is a peaceful planet. The level of technological sophistication is rather limited and I've only been to two different trading centers. One is a technology trading center and the other is a food stock trading center. The food stock trading center is much larger but it is enclosed so that it can be closed up when bad weather hits."

"And how often does that happen?"

"In the summer months there are strong rain showers that will move in rather quickly and in the winter it snows quite a bit. There are port houses and eateries that are always open so food and lodging isn't really a problem as long as you have some currency on hand."

"Port houses? You mean¦hotels?"

"Hotels? I guess. Places to sleep for the night for a fee."

"Ok honey, on Earth that's called a hotel."

"Oh, ok."

"And you're sure one of these proprietors are friends of yours?"

"Of course I'm sure Mark. I wouldn't be asking to go if I wasn't sure. The leison family were all born and raised on Euronda. They will still be there. They have two girls and a boy who is away at a trade school¦at least he was last time I visited with them. The girls are Gemma and Serina. Gemma is¦fourteen and Serina is my age. Mr. Leison is a local grower in his mid fourties and Mrs. Leison is a couple of years younger and she always minds the storefront. I can guarantee you they are still there and they will be happy to see me."

"So you know them extremely well then?"

"Yes."

"And you should be able to find their storefront pretty easily?"

"Yep. I know right where to go. There are landing pads and a runway right next to the settlement and trading center. I would suggest landing as close to the buliding as possible and there are magnetic clamps for locking your craft down so an afternoon wind gust doesn't turn it over, as they can be quite strong in the late afternoon during the summer months."

"Well how do you know it will be summer when we arrive?"

"I guess I don't. It's been a long time since I was there and I have no idea what time of year it is in Cremon."

"Cremon?"

"Sorry, that's the name of the country the settlement and trading center are located in. The trading center is known by many names but the locals call it the Riven trading center. That is the name of the settlement that the trading center is built next to."

"And how many storefronts or whatever are there at the Riven trading center?"

"About a hundred I suppose. Some are seasonal and some are year round storefronts."

"This is good information honey. How many exits are there from the trading center?"

"There are three main entrances and probably an exit at the back of each storefront so I would say a lot. Why?"

"If it becomes a hot zone I just want to know how easy it will be to get you guys out in a hurry."

"A hot zone?"

"Sorry, it's just my military training kicking in. A hot zone is anyplace with hostile actions going on."

"Oh ok. I get it now. There isn't going to be any hot zones to worry about Mark. I told you these people are peaceful traders and merchants."

"Yah, what about their guests? There could be hostiles from god knows where visiting this place."

"I hadn't thought about that."

"Well I have to sweetie. I got to stay sharp to keep you four safe."

"Well we can fly a go around and take some deep scans before we land so you can identify all of the exits."

"Oh believe me, I had planned on it but that's very good that you would think of that."

"Thank you Mark."

"Do you know if there is any defensive weaponry in the area?"

"None that I know of but I was just a travelers child when I visited so if anything like that existed my parents would have had no reason to tell me about it."

"I see. Well you've given me some really good intel honey. Thank you."

"You're welcome."

The two then went about drinking their tea as Korica shared some tales of some of the other amazing places in this sector of the galaxy that she has visited in her lifetime.

In Laurel and Jake's quarters at 06:00 the lights rose in intensity and Laurel stirred first. She had been curled up to Jake's back and rolled onto her back and pointed her toes and stretched her arms straight out toward her toes for a few moments and then she relaxed and tried to let her mind wake up. Jake then rolled onto his back and stretched in almost the same exact manner then turned to look at Laurel and her beauty made his stomach tingle and he smiled big and slid his head over and kissed her cheek. She smiled big and turned and looked at him with her bright sapphire blue eyes and he got lost in their brilliant color.

"Hi beautiful." Jake said while smiling.

"Hi ya handsome." Laurel said in a soft voice.

"You know it just dawned on me that we could actually sleep in if we wanted."

"Yah we could but I would miss seeing Korica's bright smile when we arrive in the mess hall and you know how much she enjoys the routine of eating and working out with us."

"Yah you're right. It's a nice thought that we could though huh?"

"Yah it is."

Laurel leaned over and gave Jake a peck and the two slid out of bed. Jake headed straight to the bathroom and Laurel got up and put their clean clothes away then got a change of clothes for herself and headed for the bathroom as soon as Jake stepped out. The two then went about getting dressed and cleaned up and then they met each other by the bed and kissed for a few minutes very passionately before stepping into their shoes and then departing for the mess hall. When the two stepped into the mess hall Korica got up and gave both a big smile and a warm hug. She then excused herself for a moment to go get Tamaric up.

When Korica arrived at her quarters she expected the room to be dark but when the door slid open the room was brightly lit and Tamaric was in the bathroom getting ready. She was relieved that he was up and she made her way over to the bed and straightened out the covers while she waited for Tamaric to finish what he was doing in the bathroom. When Tamaric stepped out he was delighted to see Korica standing next to the bed.

"Morning Korica. Thank you for letting me sleep until six. I'm sorry I'm not much of a morning person like you are."

"It's ok Tamaric. I just enjoy early tea with Mark. It's a special time for him and I."

"So you're really not¦hurt or whatever?"

"No, absolutely not."

Korica then walked up to Tamaric and slid her arms around him and laid her chin on his shoulder and held him particularly tight for a few moments. She then released her grip on him and he gave her a big smile at the warm feeling in his stomach and chest as his heart pounded fast at the sensation of her hot body squeezed up against him as she purred lightly. Tamaric stepped past her and stepped into his shoes and then the two headed for the mess hall. When the two stepped into the mess hall Mark moved to the head of the table and Korica and Tamaric sat down. It was only a few seconds later that a servo drone appeared with a menu and the two ordered their meals and then Korica handed the menu back to the drone. The servo drone then spun around and floated over to its slot in the wall and slipped trough it. Korica opened her mouth to say something when the AI interrupted her.

"Korica to the bridge. We are about to initiate our next jump toward the Groggin system."

"Understood. I'm on my way."

Korica looked at Mark as she was standing up.

"We've been coasting almost all night due to the heavy nebula concentration in this region some of which are full of charged and reactive particles."

Korica nodded as she realized that meant the main engines would have been idling for the most part and completely off some of the time so as not to ignite the charged particles as they passed through them and they would have to get clear of the charged nebulas before they could make another jump. Korica walked quickly to the bridge and sat down at the navigation station and logged in and checked their current position. She could see the thirty-minute cool down had turned into an all night event due to the nebulas they had drifted into. Korica got up and moved to the sensor station and made a deep scan and she could see that the engines were off line and they were just about to emerge from the nebula they had been coasting through for the last six hours. As soon as the Future emerged into clear space the antimatter reactors came up to full power and then the negative matter core ramped up and bolstered the shields and then began dumping ever greater quantum gravity pulses into the gravity well until the stars ahead blinked out and then the gravity well collapsed into a funnel shape. The engines then came online and throttled up and the Future shot into the wormhole and quickly accelerated up to an indication of 4.5 times the speed of light though Korica knew that in reality they were traveling many times faster than that with the way space was being compressed around them.

Korica waited until she was sure they were in a perfect flight path and then she stepped back over to the navigation station and sat down and did a plotting of their current course and got an estimate of eight hours to the Groggin system with a distance of four hundred ten light years to be covered until normal faster than light travel would be initiated. Korica did some quick math in her head and realized this was only going to net an average speed of 51.25 light years per hour.

"Computer?"

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Why are we not traveling at eighty-four light years per hour?"

"I do not wish to push the system as hard as we did during the shakedown run. We are capable of traveling at eighty-four light years per hour, or maybe even a little faster if we really pushed things to maximum output levels but the stresses exerted on my six hundred year old superstructure are extreme to say the least and completely unnecessary. We just do not need to be in that much of a hurry. Our current speed is far safer for my passengers and crew and the heat buildup surrounding the negative matter core and the neutron accelerator is far more gradual at this output level."

"I suppose that makes complete sense. Thank you."

"You are welcome Korica. Please go enjoy your breakfast and workout with the others."

"Ok."

Korica logged off and made her way back to the mess hall. When she stepped into the mess hall Tamaric got to his feet and waited for her to return to the table. He put out a hand with a smile and she took his hand and then sat down and slid over. Tamaric sat down and slid up against her.

"Everything ok?" Tamaric inquired.

"Yep. We've made the jump to hyperspace without incident. We were traveling through what I would guess were the remnants of a dead star. We will be at our next cool down location, the Groggin system, in about eight hours or so."

"How do you travel through a dead star?" Tamaric asked with a perplexed look on his face.

"Well, when a star reaches the end of its life it throws off its outer layers in a fairly gentle manner if it's not a massive star. In the final moments of the stars life the core will compress to a certain point and then expel the remaining material in a violent explosion that leaves a massive nebula behind. Not all stars result in a supernova and or a black hole when they die. Earth's sun will likely end this way due to its relatively small size. We have been coasting through such a nebula and the material was actually very unstable and our engines could have ignited the nebula so we have been coasting through the nebula all night."

"Wouldn't the shields protect us if that happened?"

"Yes, but when things get hot like that they expand so we would have been tossed around like a¦tree leaf on a stormy ocean."

"Oh. And the ship knew this so turned the engines off?"

"Yes."

"Un¦believable. This ship is really amazing isn't it?"

"She most certainly is. We're traveling at roughly fifty-one and a quarters light years per hour instead of our top speed of around eighty-four light years per hour to reduce the stresses on the ships superstructure to further protect us and the ship and again it is all being done without us intervening. The AI is constantly weighing speed versus necessary risk to her crew and passengers and taking the necessary steps to keep us alive and safe."

Korica then went about eating her breakfast along with everyone else. Laurel resisted the temptation to go to the bridge herself to check on their status and coordinates. It was an odd feeling for her to observe off duty status to its fullest extent. After the meals were consumed the five made their way to the gym and performed their morning workouts and then the girls went and took their showers while the guys sat in the gym and talked. When Laurel and Korica were done with their showers Laurel sent Jake a gentle push and let him know that it was their turn. Korica and Laurel made their way to Laurel and Jake's quarters and got cleaned up and dressed and then Korica let Laurel brush her hair while she sat between her legs on the bed until Jake appeared and then Korica headed for her quarters to join Tamaric.

When the door slid open at Korica's quarters she stepped in and found Tamaric standing at the foot of the bed facing the front of the room as he was slipping on a pair of underwear and Korica couldn't help but stare at Tamaric's behind and think to herself that he had a good looking butt. She shook her head as she realized what she was thinking and tried to get her mind out of his pants. Tamaric turned to pick up his pants and noticed Korica standing there staring at him and he was very glad to see her until he realized he should have been getting dressed in the bathroom since they were sharing quarters.

"Sorry Korica. I should have thought about the fact that you could walk in on me."

"It's ok Tamaric. For one thing I like seeing your body and I'm not that¦you don't have to be so modest around me. I'm not going to put my hands on you or try and take your clothes off or whatever. I know you don't think like that."

"For someone so brilliant how can you have me so wrong? I think like that darlin trust me. I'm just trying to be respectful to you as a lady."

Korica walked over and sat down on the side of the bed and looked straight ahead at the tapestry of Draxima to give him a little privacy as he continued to get dressed. When he finally had his shirt and pants on he walked over and sat down next to her so he could put his socks on while sitting close to her.

"Tamaric, when we get some free time later on would you be willing to try something with me?"

Tamaric put his second sock on and sat up straight and he was a little nervous by what he thought Korica had in mind.

"I guess so. What do you have in mind?"

"Not what you're thinking. I want to share my feelings with you. I have the ability to share my inner most feelings with others."

"Oh. How's that work?"

"Well, you just relax and try not to think about anything in particular and I will concentrate on my feelings for you and how you make me feel and then I can give a little push and it will send everything I am feeling to you in a wave of emotional energy¦sort of."

"Isn't that what you do to make the chair work?"

"Kind of. That's a single focused emotion, this would be everything I feel about you and everything about how you make me feel."

"I uh¦I'm not sure I understand the difference. It's not dangerous is it?"

"No. This will be a very low intensity push. If you had the abilities that Laurel and Jake have I could just join with you but I don't think you can do that."

"No, I don't suppose I can. Sure, I would be glad to let you try and share your feelings with me like that then."

"I just think it might help you understand where I'm coming from."

"If it will make you feel better Korica I will do anything you ask of me."

"It would make me feel a lot better for you to understand what's truly in my heart, not just my love for you but everything that's in my heart."

"All right. I'll give it go then."

Tamaric got up and made his way into the bathroom to brush his teeth and hair as he was a little embarrassed by what he thought Korica was going ask him to do with her. He then rinsed his mouth out with the mouthwash in the recessed cabinet opposite the sink and then he emerged looking fresh and ready for the day. Korica stood up and smiled at him then stepped up to him and gave him a quick kiss and then the two departed for the bridge.

When the two arrived on the bridge Tamaric went straight to science station number one and logged in and continued with his briefing. Korica then took a seat at science station number two and accessed the new data core and brought up the local star maps to continue the tedious task of updating the Future's star maps. She was really starting to see why Oberot wanted to cross connect the new data core with the AI's memory core. She worked for ten minutes when she felt a warm tickle in her tummy and she smiled and slapped her hand to her tummy and looked at the door where Laurel was smiling at her and waving a finger for her to come here. Korica smiled even brighter at Laurel's beautiful face looking at her and she got up and walked over to the door and stepped out with Laurel into the corridor. Korica gave her a warm hug and then Laurel knelt down in front of her so she was looking up into her face.

"Hi baby. We should make a trip down to the med deck so we can check you out. It may be time to begin harvesting your eggs."

"Kay. Hay, this won't continue to happen will it? I mean this is a one-time thing right? I won't keep making eggs like this will I?"

"No I don't think so. I'm not going to keep poking around in you honey. Once the eggs you have now are collected the rest will be passed out of your body during your next cycle if there are more. I promised you I would leave you alone after this and I intend to keep that promise."

"Thank you mom. That really means a lot to me."

"You're welcome honey. Go tell Tamaric what you're doing and I'll go get Jake to cover for you while you're down on the med deck."

"Ok."

Korica turned and stepped back onto the bridge and Laurel stood up and went to her quarters. Laurel stepped up to Jake and asked him if he would cover for Korica while she went down to the med deck to have the harvesting performed. Jake nodded and sat up on the edge of the bed and slipped his shoes on and then stood up and Laurel gave him a tight hug and kissed him warmly.

Korica stepped up to Tamaric and put her hand on his shoulder and so he reached out touched the pause command and looked up into Korica's beautiful face and he couldn't help but smile at her warmly.

"I have to go down to the med deck with Laurel for a bit. Jake is going to cover for me until I return ok?"

"Ok. I'll miss you Korica."

"Awe. I'm gunna miss you too Tamaric."

Korica started to lean down to kiss Tamaric when she caught herself and she stopped and just grinned at him then leaned back and sighed. She wished she would quit doing this to herself but he was just so cute that she always wanted to kiss him.

"Hay," Tamaric pointed to his display screen. "Now I see what you were saying about the Angalon dwarfing the Future. That thing is absolutely gigantic."

"Told you it was big. You could easily fit us inside of the Angalon with room to spare."

Korica patted his shoulder and then turned to head for the exit and when she got halfway across the bridge Jake stepped in and offered a warm smile. Korica stepped up to him and he touched her cheek gently and she smiled warmly and then stepped past him. When Korica stepped off the bridge Laurel was just coming out of her quarters having put her shoes on and the two headed for the transport compartment. The two transported down to the med deck and then stepped off of the transport platform and made their way to med bay one.

Korica went straight to the vertical scanner and stepped up onto the base and Laurel stepped up to the control pedestal and initiated a full scan. When the purple field disappeared a three-dimensional image of Korica's body appeared and Laurel manipulated the image down to her lower belly and then began peeling away the layers until she was looking inside her at her female organs. Laurel then performed a sweep for biological material and there were hundreds of small red dots in her uterus and there was a collection of several dozen in one of her fallopian tubes and the other was also full of eggs slowly moving down toward her uterus.

"Well, it looks like it worked." Laurel said.

"Actually there were so many eggs released that there is a blockage in her left fallopian tube." The Ai interjected.

"Can you clear that?"

"Yes, quite easily. It is a good thing you did not delay in getting her down here though. This could have been a big problem if it had gone undetected for to long."

Korica sighed as she looked at the image of her body.

"This isn't going to continue to happen right? I should produce one a month after this?"

"Yes. The flood of hormones required to trigger this kind of event does not occur naturally. Once we extract all of the existing eggs you should return to a normal ovulation cycle." The AI said.

"Kay. And you can get them all?"

"Yes. With the Futuretal scanner I can pinpoint every single egg and I will not stop until I have removed them all."

Korica stepped down and the image of her body distorted and then disappeared. She then stepped up to the table and Laurel took her hand.

"You want me to step out honey?"

"No! Please don't leave Laurel. I don't like the sensations that I know I am going to experience and I want you¦close by while I'm doing this."

"Ok. I'm not going anywhere then."

Korica slipped her shoes off and then slid her pants down and worked them off of her ankles and feet and then she slid her underwear down and stepped out of them. Laurel then put her hands on Korica's hips and helped her hop up onto the table. Korica then swung her legs up onto the table and scooted up and laid her arms at her sides and Laurel stepped back as the scan initiated. Once the purple field of energy dissipated Laurel stepped up to Korica's feet and helped her scoot down and put her feet up into the stirrups.

Once Korica was in position, Laurel moved up next to Korica's head and took her hand in hers and then the manipulator arm could be heard raising up into position and Korica closed her eyes until she felt the laparoscope guide settle in between her lips and she wrinkled her face slightly at the sensation and she squeezed Laurel's hand tightly.

"Now, you've got to relax honey. You remember what happened the last time you tightened up. You'll grip the laparoscope so tightly that it will have to stop so it won't hurt you."

"I'll try, but it feels¦I can feel it when it gets to the back."

The two looked up at the image of Korica's body facing down as though it were her hanging from the ceiling with her lower stomach and belly opened up. The layers of her female organs peeled away and they could see all of the eggs all over the place and they could see the laparoscope feeding up inside her vaginal vault. When it reached her cervix, it started to pass through the tiny opening and she clinched up at the tickling sensation and the laparoscope stopped as her muscles gripped it tightly. Korica closed her eyes and concentrated on relaxing and a moment later her muscles relaxed one by one until the laparoscope could again feed up inside her uterus. Laurel turned and looked at the camera's eye view on the display next to the MRI ring in the wall and she could see the eggs one after another approaching and then being drawn up. Laurel looked back to Korica's face and her cheeks were flushed and she looked very uncomfortable.

"You're doing great honey. Just a little while longer ok?"

"Kay. Thank you for staying with me. I really don't ever want to do this again mom."

"I know. I'm so sorry that this is so uncomfortable for you baby."

"There's no pain or anything. It's just the thought of something being put inside me that makes me uncomfortable."

"I won't ever do this to you again Korica. I promise."

"It's ok mom. This is very important to me. You've already done so much for me by having the brilliant idea of getting this over with all at once. I can't begin to tell you how much I appreciate that."

"I'm just sorry I couldn't do this research any other way."

"I know simulations can only get you so far before you¦"

Korica squeezed Laurel's hand tightly and closed her eyes as the blockage was cleared with a soft fluid flush that caused a small twinge of pressure that then faded quickly. The two looked up and could see the end of the laparoscope deep in her fallopian tube and a whole stream of eggs were being drawn away. Once the tube was cleared the laparoscope withdrew from her left fallopian tube and made its way to her right fallopian tube and began feeding up into the tube collecting eggs as it went deeper inside until it reached almost to her ovary and then it stopped and drew the last few eggs up and then slowly began to withdraw into her uterus where the laparoscope continued drawing the eggs present there away. It took several more minutes to collect them all and then the laparoscope began to withdraw and Korica closed her eyes and squeezed Laurel's hand tightly as she could feel the laparoscope sliding out and she concentrated hard not to clinch up as she so desperately felt the urge to do. Once the laparoscope had withdrawn from her cervix Korica relaxed her grip on Laurel's hand and breathed out a sigh and looked into Laurel's face.

"Prepare for withdrawal Korica." The Ai said in a soft calming voice. "I know this was very uncomfortable for you last time so I will attempt to withdraw the guide very slowly so there is no tugging sensation."

Korica closed her eyes and expected the same exact sensation as the last time but this time it was a very gentle gliding sensation that didn't hurt in the slightest and she barely even felt it at all. She opened her eyes and grinned at Laurel.

"Thank you Future. That was much better than the last time."

"You are welcome Korica. I now understand that you are far more sensitive than a Human would be given the extraordinary number of nerve endings in your genital area. I am sorry I caused you discomfort during your last internal examination. We are done, you may get dressed."

Korica lifted her feet out of the stirrups and swung her legs over the side of the table and half rolled off the table and plopped down onto her feet. As she stood up a servo drone floated over to her carrying a fresh change of clothes and she retrieved them and stepped into her underwear and finally started to feel comfortable again.

"Computer, how many eggs were collected?" Laurel asked.

"Four hundred twelve."

"Is that enough to do what you need mom?" Korica asked as she fed her pants over her feet and ankles.

"God yes honey. A couple dozen would have been enough."

"Good. Like I said I don't want to do this again."

"I know. I promise, no more poking and prodding honey. You have given me all I will ever need to help you have children with Tamaric one day."

Korica stepped into her shoes and Laurel put her hand out to Korica and she took her hand and Laurel pulled her into a very tight hug. Korica gripped her back equally tight. Laurel stroked her head and then leaned back and kissed her forehead. Then smiled at her.

"You're a remarkable person in everything you do honey. I want to see that passed on to future generations. You are going to have beautiful children Korica and I can't wait to see them."

"I can. I don't want children for a long time...but when it's time I want them to look like Tamaric. He is really good looking."

"I won't argue that point. He is very cute honey."

Laurel then released her grip on Korica and the two headed for the exit. When the two got to the transport platform Korica touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later the two disappeared in a blue flash and found themselves standing in the transport compartment on the command deck. The two stepped down and made their way toward the bridge. When the two got to the door to the bridge Korica tugged on Laurel's hand to stop her and she looked her in the face.

"I want to show you something. Watch Tamaric when I step on the bridge without making a sound."

Korica let go of Laurel's hand and stepped up to the door and it slid open and she stepped onto the bridge and Laurel stood right behind her and watched Tamaric and he immediately straightened his back and looked up and then he looked down and touched the pause command and turned toward Korica with a huge smile on his face. Korica took a couple of steps into the room and then turned and looked at Laurel.

"Did you see that?"

"I certainly did honey. He can feel you enter the room. That's great honey, he is becoming sensitive to your presence."

Korica stepped past Jake and he smiled at her and put his hand out and she dragged her hand over his as she walked by him and she kept walking until she stepped up behind Tamaric and they both turned and looked at Laurel and Jake and Laurel sighed as did Jake and the two looked at each other and laughed. Laurel then turned and looked back at the cute couple and smiled.

"You two were made for each other. You just look so good together."

Korica gave a toothy smile and put her hand on Tamaric's shoulder.

"You know that you two look the same when you are next to each other. You guys look like you belong together."

"Thank you Korica. That's sweet of you to say that."

Laurel then took Jake's hand and the two departed for their quarters and Korica took her seat at science station number two and went back to star mapping as Tamaric resumed his briefing.

Laurel and Jake stepped up to the bed and slipped their shoes off and Jake looked at Laurel and she leaned back on her hands.

"Are you really gunna make me ask Laurel? How'd it go?"

"It's finally done. She produced enough eggs so that I'll never have to ask her to do that again. That poor thing is just so¦it's done and over with. I'm just glad it's over with."

"You're repeating yourself Laurel. Was it more traumatic for you or her?"

"Now I have to traumatize poor Tamaric and after what Korica went through I'm having second thoughts."

"Really? You would make her go through that and then give up?"

"No, I suppose not. I want to make children with Tamaric possible for her."

"She asked you to do this Laurel. You didn't force anything on her. Quit torturing yourself. How about if we go spend some time in the gardening ring to get your mind clear?"

"I would really like that Jake. I don't know why I'm feeling like this to tell you the truth."

"Cool. Put your beautiful skirt on and let's go get some sunlight on us."

Laurel leaned forward and gave Jake a warm kiss and then smiled at him and scooted off of the bed and made her way over to the bureau to retrieve her skirt, bikini shorts and a bright white shirt with a low neckline that was now appropriate for her limited but noticeable cleavage. She brought everything back to the bed and got changed with Jake looking on fondly. Laurel and Jake then stood and held each other for a few minutes just enjoying the others warm presence before departing for the gardening ring.

Korica kept working on her star mapping until Tamaric finished his briefing and he even took some time to go back listen to the parts he had skimmed through earlier. When he was completely done he leaned back in his seat and seemed to get lost in deep thought. Korica stopped her work and watched him for a time until he noticed her looking at him. He turned and looked at her and her bright eyes and adorable face made him smile at her warmly.

"So¦?" Korica said raising her eyebrows.

"Now I get it. I'm even more impressed with you and I somehow feel even smaller. You are simply amazing Korica. The crap you went through to get us to this point and almost to our home galaxy is¦we owe you so much Korica. I just can't believe you chose me. With everything you've been through you decided to let me into your heart with open arms. It's very¦humbling that you see me as special enough to put your trust in me like that."

"You are special Tamaric. I keep trying to tell you that and it's like you don't hear me. I need to show you how special you are to me."

Korica turned and logged off her station and stood up and then gently pointed at Tamaric's station and he got the hint and turned and logged off his station and then Korica put her hand out to Tamaric and he stood up and took her hand and then he became worried about what she meant by she needed to 'show' him how special he is to her. Korica took three steps gently pulling on Tamaric's hand when she heard Tamaric's thoughts as clear as day for two complete sentences and then it faded and she felt his fear and apprehension and her mouth dropped open and she stopped and turned and stepped right up to him and looked into his eyes.

"I heard that Tamaric! Stop it! I am not going to try and make you do anything to me. I'm sorry I came on so strong the first day, I wasn't thinking straight and I didn't know you like I do now."

"Did you just hear my thoughts?"

"Yes. I heard and felt your thoughts as loud as if you had spoken them."

"Can you hear everything I am thinking now?" Tamaric's face blushed as he asked her.

"No. It was¦a passing thing I guess. Particularly intense thoughts that elicit an intense emotion from deep within you tend to be easier to hear. I am just becoming more sensitive to your particular thought frequencies and I can always hear what your feeling. Every person thinks at a slightly different frequency and my brain is tuning into yours much more readily now cause I¦cause I love you Tamaric. I just wanted to share my deepest feelings with you. I promise I will not be getting dirty with you anymore. Kay?"

"All right Korica. I'm sorry I thought badly of your intentions."

"I forgive you. If this works you will understand me much better."

Korica then turned and headed for the exit while still holding Tamaric's hand. Korica led him down the corridor to their quarters and when the door slid open Tamaric started to get a little nervous and Korica could feel it in him. Korica led him over to the bed once the lights came up and had him sit down on the edge of the bed and she wanted to comfort him but she was sensing that he still felt that it was going to get intimate somehow and that was the last thing on Korica's mind. Korica sat down next to him and slid her shoes off and put her hand on Tamaric's leg and waited for him to look up at her.

"Tamaric I promise this is not going to get dirty. Will you please trust me and relax a little?"

Tamaric grinned at her and slid his shoes off and took a deep breath and let it out.

"Sorry I'm bein such a woos Korica. What do you need me to do?"

"Climb up on the bed and sit with your legs crossed while facing me. I'm going to sit the same way facing you."

The two turned and climbed up onto the bed and sat down in the middle of the bed and crossed their legs Indian style and faced each other with their knees almost touching. Korica then slid her hands into Tamaric's and gripped his hands gently and laid them up on his knees.

"Have you ever meditated before?"

"No."

"Ok. I'm going to try and walk you through this. I need to get your mind calm and receptive so you will be sensitive to my energies."

"Ok. What do I do?"

"Close your eyes and just concentrate on my voice and try not to think about anything but my voice."

Tamaric closed his eyes and tried to relax now that he knew Korica wasn't interested in anything sexual.

"I want you to breath deep and steady. I want you to feel your hands in mine. Listen to the tone of my voice and I want you to feel the energy coming from me right now. Can you feel it?"

Tamaric nodded and grinned slightly.

"That's good. I need you to listen to my voice and relax. Your body should be feeling very calm. Every muscle in your body should be slowly relaxing. Breathe deeply and steady."

Korica could see a calm washing over Tamaric and his head was dipping slightly so she knew she had him in a receptive state. Korica closed her eyes and thought about how she felt about Tamaric and the feelings he elicited in her. She tried not to hide any of her feelings even the way he made her feel sexual was aloud to come to the surface and build. She thought about how his touch made her feel and she thought about how tenderly she loved him from deep down inside and she let the feelings build and then she gave a gentle push at first pulling all of her feelings with it and then she let it build again and pushed hard in a single deep wave. Tamaric gasped and his eyes popped open and he pulled one hand out of Korica's and placed it on his chest as he breathed fast for a few moments.

Korica opened her eyes and grinned, as she knew it had worked.

"There's more Tamaric. Give me your hand and close your eyes."

Tamaric had a look of almost excited fear on his face as he pulled his hand off his chest and placed it back in her hand and closed his eyes. Korica then closed her eyes and concentrated on everything she felt for Tamaric again and she furrowed her brow as she pushed in a steady wave of thought energy this time. Tamaric gasped again but kept his eyes closed as he felt a warm rush and then he heard a flood of thoughts in Korica's voice. The voices seemed to come from all over and there was a distinct feeling coming with each voice. Tamaric began to breathe even faster and Korica knew she would over whelm him if she didn't stop so she pulled her feelings back in and concentrated on quieting her mind and then she opened her eyes.

Tamaric sat for a few minutes longer with his eyes closed as his breathing slowed to a more normal rate as he tried to process all of the emotions and he tried to remember what all of the voices were saying. When he finally opened his eyes he was shocked at the level of detail he had gleaned from Korica. He now understood exactly how she felt about him and why. He was left with a warm loving tingle in his chest that he could tell was a residual afterglow of Korica's love for him and there was a tremendous longing to be close to him and to feel him holding her tightly. He also now understood the lust in heart for him. It came from a very deep place in heart and mind and it was particularly strong. He had never felt anything so beautiful or so deep in his life. He smiled big and put his hand up to his chest again.

"I get it now Korica. That was the most beautiful thing I've ever felt."

Tamaric's eyes teared up as he continued to stare at her with a big grin on his face.

"That's how I feel about you Tamaric and that's how you make me feel all of the time."

Korica reached up and swiped the tears off of Tamaric's cheeks that all of her emotions had brought out of him.

"I'm so sorry that I didn't understand before honey. I can¦feel you now. It's fading somewhat but now I understand what you want and what you need. I can even feel what you see in me and it's absolutely beautiful darlin. You're so beautiful in the way you feel and think."

Tamaric raised his hand to Korica's cheek and she leaned against his hand as another tear rolled down his cheek.

"So now you get me Tamaric?"

"Yes I do. I really understand you now. I'm sorry I was sending you such¦mixed up signals darlin. Now I know where your heart lies and what it is you do and don't want from me."

"Good. That's all I wanted from this."

Tamaric pulled his hand back and then pulled his other hand from Korica's and wiped the tears from his eyes and off of his cheeks and then he uncrossed his legs and laid on his side and put his arms up and Korica smiled big and uncrossed her legs and laid right next to him and he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her into him tightly. He then rolled onto his back and Korica shifted her weight up onto him and enjoyed his warm embrace for quite some time with a big grin on her face. She knew that he got it now. He understood how she thinks and in particular how she feels about him and exactly what affect he had on her in the mind and loins. He totally got it now.

Korica pulled back a little and shifted her weight so she was lying half on him looking straight into his face.

"There's something else I've been dying to do with you but I've been to scared until now. I want to tongue kiss with you."

"I don't know how to do that Korica."

"I've learned of a technique that I want to try with you. Just¦kiss me and after our lips meet open your mouth and touch the tip of your tongue to the tip of mine and I'll show you how."

Tamaric smiled at her and she smiled back warmly. She then sank down to his face with hers and closed her eyes and their lips met tenderly and then both opened their mouths and Korica touched the tip of her tongue to Tamaric's and began gently stroking the tip of his tongue and then she began circling the tip of his tongue and her head began to spin and her loins tightened up and his head also began spin as he tried to process the soft sensation of her delicate tongue squishing against his. Korica then extended her tongue further into Tamaric's mouth and began to let her tongue lie against his as she began to make soft slow circles and he returned the gesture by extending his tongue further into her mouth and swirling his tongue around hers. The two then slid their tongues back up the sides of the others and terminated the kiss.

Korica had to wait for the dopamine high to fade for a moment, as did Tamaric. Korica smiled at Tamaric and he swallowed hard and then smiled back at her.

"That was amazing Korica! Can we do that again?"

Korica smiled even bigger and rolled onto her back and pulled Tamaric on top of her and he scooted up on her and sank down to her face and their lips met and he turned his head slightly and pressed in and opened his mouth and their tongues met and the two proceeded to make out for over a minute in sensual swirling and flicking motions of their tongues. Tamaric was getting the hang of it now and so was Korica and both were lost in the tinglings that were being elicited all throughout their bodies.

When the kiss ended Tamaric looked deep into Korica's eyes and smiled.

"You are really something else Korica. That's the neatest thing I've ever felt."

Tamaric suddenly became aware of his body and realized he was swollen and pressing into her leg and the expression on his face changed and he was about to apologize when Korica put a finger up in front of his face and looked him dead in the eyes.

"Don't you dare apologize for having that reaction to my kiss. Yes I can feel that against my leg, and no it does not bother or scare me. You know how far I want things to go so search the feelings I shared with you."

Tamaric grinned at her as he could feel what was in heart and he knew she actually wanted to see and feel this reaction from him.

"Do I do the same thing to you Korica?"

"Yes. You just can't tell when a girl is aroused like you can with a boy."

Korica smiled at him as she saw his expression return to one of happiness. Korica then stroked the back of his head and looked at his handsome face and then she gently pulled him back down and the two began making out again. The two rolled around on the bed kissing very passionately for fifteen minutes until Korica's jaw was starting to get tired and she had to excuse herself to use the bathroom. She gave Tamaric two quick pecks and then slid off of him and climbed off of the bed and made her way to the bathroom once her vision cleared and she could think straight again.

Tamaric laid on his back looking up at the ceiling and he felt like he couldn't quit smiling. Korica was amazing and his head was buzzing and he was trying to get his thoughts to come together after the intense session of kissing and rubbing. His mind was also still reeling from the sharing of feelings that Korica had successfully committed to with him. He now understood the complex collage of emotions that she felt all the time. It was confusing but very beautiful at the same time. He could tell that she was a very tender soul at the deepest level but she was also very strong willed and knew exactly what she wanted from him and now so did he.

By the time Korica was finished in the bathroom and had her hair brushed out perfectly since they had been rolling around on the bed and it had become a little messed up, Tamaric's swelling had subsided and Korica's tingles were gone though her heart was still pounding at the thought of how good it felt to kiss Tamaric with such intensity and passion and the feelings were still flooding her mind.

Korica walked up to the bed and sat down at the edge of the bed so as not to give the wrong signal. The kissing was fantastic but she knew she was technically on duty and she also didn't want things to go to far yet. She knew touching and groping would probably come next but she wasn't ready for that just yet. Tamaric sat up and scooted up next to her and understood the clear signal now that he knew how she felt.

"So what are we gunna do today Korica?"

"Well I got duty until the morning so I gotta stick kind a close to the command deck. I have to be on the bridge when we jump into and out of hyperspace. You know there is something we could do together that was one of Mark's concerns. Have you ever handled a firearm?"

"Yep. My dad used to take me shooting all the time. We even went on a hunt a couple of times."

"Really? That's great news. Mark wants us all armed when we go down to Euronda so we could go to the firing range and get some practice in. I don't think you've ever handled a side arm like the ones here on the Future. To tell you the truth I haven't either so I need some practice myself. Maybe you could give me some pointers?"

"That would be really awesome. I would be glad to show you how to shoot a handgun."

"Come on then. I'll show you where the range is. We have to get Laurel or Jake to unlock the weapons. I don't have a high enough clearance to open the weapons lockers."

Korica stood up and put her hand out and Tamaric scooted off the bed and took her hand as he stood up and then the two headed for the exit. The two made their way to the command quarters and when the door slid open Korica could see that the room was dark. Korica stepped in and the lights came up and she looked at the bed and it was neatly made but there was no one in the room so she turned to the com panel and touched the AI hale button. There was a momentary delay as the computer identified Korica as the person at the com panel since the AI knew Laurel and Jake were in the gardening ring.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you tell me where Laurel and Jake are?"

"They are in the gardening ring."

"Crap. I wanted to go to the firing range with Tamaric but I need one of them to open the weapons locker since Mark is asleep."

"If you would like I will secure permission from the captain via a servo drone and then I can open the practice weapon locker in the firing range compartment?"

"Oh that would be fantastic. Thank you."

"You are welcome Korica. You and Tamaric can make your way to the firing range and I will open the weapons locker once I have permission to do so. A servo drone is already on the way to Laurel and Jake's location."

Korica stepped back out of the room and took Tamaric's hand and the two walked to the end of the corridor and entered the firing range. Tamaric looked around while Korica took a seat in the observer's area and waited to hear the weapons locker built into the wall pop open.

Down in the gardening ring Laurel and Jake were standing in the midst of the tall rows of corn enjoying a long embrace when the sound of something moving through the cornrows encouraged them to break their embrace. A servo drone floated up to them holding a data pad a few moments later and Jake took the data pad and read the request for weapons access by Korica for a round of practice in the firing range. Jake handed the data pad to Laurel and she read it over and then looked at Jake.

"Now how in the world did she know that Mark wants us all armed on our trip to Euronda?" Jake asked.

"She probably heard me thinking about it at some point and said nothing. Remember, we told her to keep things to herself that she accidentally overhears in our minds?"

"Damn she's smart Laurel. Nothing gets by her anymore. Are you gunna approve weapons access?"

"Of course. I hope she never has to use a gun but if she is going to carry one she needs to know how to use it."

Laurel touched the approve request button and a gentle tone was heard acknowledging the reply and then she handed the data pad back to the servo drone. The drone then spun around a disappeared back into the rows of corn. Jake then slid his hands around Laurel's waist and pulled her tightly against his hips.

"Where were we?" Jake said with a grin.

"I believe somewhere around here¦" Laurel said as she closed her eyes and engaged Jake in another long French kiss.

Up in the firing range Korica heard the lock pop in the door to the weapons locker and she smiled and stood up and stepped up to the locker and lifted the handle and twisted it and the door opened and she was staring at several different types of rifles in a stand and two rows of gleaming black plasma pistols and nine millimeter automag standard projectile pistols. Korica grabbed two plasma pistols and then bent down and grabbed two power cells and then pushed the door closed but she left it unlocked so she could put the weapons away when they were done. She then walked over to the firing chutes and set the weapons down and called Tamaric over.

He took a look at the weapons and developed a big grin on his face.

"Awesome! These aren't anything like the weapons I've handled before but a pistol is a pistol for the most part right?"

"Not exactly. These use a non-linear accumulator to cycle¦these shoot a blast of particle energy contained within a small compression field. The lowest setting will knock a person unconscious but there's no real damage done but the highest setting will liquefy bone and flesh."

"How do you know all that?"

"Basic officer qualification requires one to know all of the components and how they work. This is the standard issue sidearm for an officer in the united Earth forces civilian corps."

"Right. Sorry honey."

Korica pulled her head back and looked at Tamaric for moment.

"What?" Tamaric asked furrowing his brow.

"You just called me honey."

"I did? Sorry, I guess I feel that close to you now. Does it bother you?"

"No, I've just never heard you call me that before."

Korica shook off her surprise and slapped a power cell into the butt of the plasma pistol and the weapon charged itself and a small blue light lit up on the side of the weapon and Korica made sure it was on the lowest setting and then she slapped a power cell into the other pistol and after checking that it was on the lowest setting she enabled the gravity curtain at the end of the chute and then picked up one of the weapons and aimed it at the holographic target and squeezed off a few rounds. She was hitting the target but not with any great deal of accuracy and her grouping was very wide.

Tamaric stepped up behind her and reached his arms around her and turned her a little sideways to the target by putting his hips against her backside and putting his hand on her tummy and turning slightly while pressed up against her tightly and then he showed her how to balance her arm so the weapon didn't jump every time she fired. She looked up at his face right next to hers and smiled at his cute face and he moved his head back a little and looked at her and smiled.

"Focus Korica. It's doing the same thing to me. My heart is pounding being this close to you but you got to focus."

Korica grinned and shook her head and concentrated on what Tamaric was trying to teach her. With the right stance and a few more shots fired her grouping started to get smaller and more confined. She wasn't dead on but Tamaric realized that if someone were on the business end, she could at least drop him or her in fairly short order. Tamaric then picked up the other pistol and stepped over to the next chute and enabled the gravity curtain and a holographic target appeared and he began firing trying to get used to a weapon with a bit of kick but no recoil. After only three or four shots he was able to keep his grouping in the center mass circle with a fair bit of consistency.

Both spent the rest of the morning expending power cell after power cell while having a pretty good time spending time close to each other. When 12:00 rolled around Korica was feeling rumbles in her stomach and so asked Tamaric if they could go get something to eat.

"Why didn't you tell me you were hungry Korica? I hate when you do that. Just tell me you need to get some food in you and I'll stop what I'm doing and come with you."

"I was having fun though and it looked like you were too."

"I was having a blast. I don't like knowing you're hungry though. I want my girl well fed and happy."

"I am happy Tamaric. I couldn't be happier than I am when I'm with you. You make me so happy at such a deep level that I just don't want it to end."

"Awe. Me too Korica. Let's get these weapons and power cells picked up and I'll take you to get something eat."

Korica smiled big at Tamaric and then stepped up to him and gave him a long lip lock kiss and then when their heads cleared the two picked up their mess and locked the weapons locker and then made their way to the mess hall. When the two stepped into the mess hall Mark was sitting at their usual table eating his lunch and he immediately wiped his mouth and stood up and put his arms out to Korica and she gave him a toothy smile and ran up to him and slammed into him in a tight hug. He squeezed her tightly and then kissed the top of her head. When Tamaric stepped up to the two Mark put his hand out and shook his hand firmly. Korica then released her grip on him and turned to Tamaric.

"What do you want to drink? I want to get it for you." Korica asked Tamaric.

"Just water thanks."

Korica smiled and walked over to the dispensers as Tamaric sat down. Mark went back to eating his meal until Korica returned with a glass of water for Tamaric and a glass of apple juice for herself. Korica sat the glasses down and then scooted right up next to Tamaric and wrapped her arms around his arm and leaned into him a little. Mark noticed the interaction and thought things had changed between the two somehow and he knew that he really didn't want to know what they had done to deepen their relationship.

"So what have you two been up to today?" Mark asked trying to distract his own mind.

"We've been at the firing range practicing." Korica offered.

"Really? That's fantastic. I need you two able to handle a weapon safely. Have you ever handled a weapon before Tamaric?"

"Yes sir. My dad used to take me shooting all the time. We shot rifles more than we did handguns but I have a fair bit of experience with both. I was giving Korica some pointers on how to improve her aim. She's really a pretty good shot."

"Nice. When we go to Euronda I want you armed then. Everyone will be expected to carry a weapon since we can all fire one. I'm hoping we won't need them but better to have it and not need it then to need it and not have it. I want you to keep a close eye on Korica and don't ever let her out of your sight ok?"

"You can count on it Mark. I understand the kind of evil that exists in this galaxy now. I know a gorgeous girl like Korica¦and the captain are particularly valuable to some of the scum running amuck in this part of the galaxy. Nobody is getting close to my Korica."

"You know you are probably going to have to protect her like that for the rest of your life?"

A servo drone floated up and Korica took the menu scroll from its manipulator claw and opened it trying not to think about what Mark was reminding her of. Tamaric could actually feel the tension coming from Korica and he knew he had to change the subject.

"I am more than willing and able to fight for Korica for the rest of my life. She is worth it sir. Mark, can I ask you something?"

"Sure. Go ahead son."

"Have you taught Korica any self defense techniques?"

"Not really. We've play wrestled in the gym and I showed her how to take me off my feet but it was all in good fun and nothing more."

"Could I ask you to show her a few things if she is wiling to learn? Just the basic stuff you know? How to get a man off of her, how to take a guy down to the ground and¦slow him down or whatever so she can get away. No killin stuff, just how to stop someone that means to hurt her. As you probably know she is awful strong and I think she could really mess someone up if she knew what she was doing."

"Hmm. I guess I hadn't thought about it before. What do you say Korica? You want to learn how to stop an attacker?"

Korica made her lunch selection and handed the menu to Tamaric and thought about it for a few moments.

"That might be a good thing to know I guess. You won't hurt me will you?"

"I could never hurt you Korica. I'm the one that's going to be getting the fists and feet in the groin."

Korica giggled and leaned into Tamaric.

"Ok then. Just the basic stuff. I don't want to know how to¦hurt people like you can."

"No I'll just teach you how to get someone off of you and how to make it hard for them to walk or run after you."

"Kay thanks Mark. And thanks Tamaric for thinking of my safety."

"You're welcome sweetie." Mark said.

"You're welcome Korica. I'm just not sure I will always be close enough to come to your immediate rescue. I want you to be able to put someone down if they mess with you. Mark is an extremely valuable resource that you should take advantage of while you can. He can teach you many things about protecting yourself that I just don't know anything about."

"What about you Tamaric?"

"Me?"

"Sure. I could teach you both a thing or two. How about from now on after our workouts in the evening I take like an hour or so to teach you some martial arts self defense moves?"

"That would be really cool mark." Korica said.

"Ok, it's a done deal then. And when I show you these things Korica, there is no kicking Tamaric's ass when you get mad at him ok?"

Korica giggled and smiled at Tamaric.

"Deal. I won't hurt him. I can't ever see him doing anything that would make me that mad anyways."

"If I know you could break my knee caps I'll be on my best behavior all the time."

Korica laughed again and nudged him gently. Tamaric then made his lunch selection and handed the menu to Korica and she handed it to the servo drone that then spun around and floated across the room and disappeared into its slot in the wall. The three sat and talked lightly until Tamaric and Korica's lunch showed up and then they dug in while Mark sat back and finished his drink. When Tamaric and Korica were done eating mark excused himself to get the captain and xo to go spend the rest of the day in the simulator. Korica asked him if he would come down to the firing range and open the weapons locker so she and Tamaric could practice some more and he said he would be glad too.

The three got up and walked down to the firing range and Mark entered his security code into the lock on the weapons locker and opened the lock and then gave Korica a warm hug and then departed for the gardening ring where Korica had said the other two were spending the day.

Mark exited the firing range and made his way down the corridor to the transport compartment and then he stepped up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared he touched the indicator for the rear gardening ring entrance and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash he disappeared and found himself standing on the transport platform in the passage way leading to the gardening ring. He stepped up to the com panel and called out to the AI.

"Can you please tell me where Laurel and Jake are in the gardening ring?"

"Yes. They are sitting at the edge of the fishpond talking and kissing from time to time. They are currently in an embrace."

"Oh god¦you don't mean they're screwin do you?"

"No. They do not engage in that activity in the public spaces."

"So they're just making out?"

"Yes."

"Ok, thank you."

Mark then had his palm read and the door popped and he pulled it open and stepped into the gardening ring and got his bearings. He could just barely make out the fishpond a good distance away. He couldn't see Laurel or Jake from this distance and the pond looked very small though he knew it was four feet deep and covered close to half an acre. The water was recycled for irrigation and it was used to keep the humidity high in the gardening ring through evaporation and mist sprayers on the bow side of the pond. Mark began the long walk over to the pond and he hoped Laurel and Jake would sense or see his approach so he didn't walk up on them in an embrace. He thought they were a good-looking couple but he just didn't want to see their faces stuck together just the same.

When mark finally reached the pond he started to make his way around the edge of the pond and he could see that Laurel and Jake were sitting very tastefully. Laurel was lying on her back with her shoes off and her feet together with her head on Jake's lap and he was looking down at her while stroking her hair and the two were talking while staring into each other's eyes. Mark was relived not to walk up on teen hormones run amuck. They actually looked very cute staring into each other's faces while talking.

Mark stepped up to the pair and Laurel perked up and got to her feet and gave mark a warm hug. She then sat back down next to Jake very carefully so as to keep her skirt in place to cover herself tastefully.

"Hay you two ready to go get some practice in the simulator?" Mark asked.

"Do I need to change?" Laurel asked looking down at her skirt.

"No, absolutely not. We aren't actually going anywhere Laurel."

"I didn't know if this seemed a little overly casual or whatever to you."

"No. Don't be silly cap. You look just fine. I kind of like you in a skirt. You got pretty legs just like Korica. You should be proud to show 'em off from time to time and to get some color on them here in the gardening ring is a good thing."

Mark put his hand out and Laurel took his hand with a smile and he yanked her to her feet and then she stepped into her shoes.

"Thanks Mark. Thank you for making me feel so comfortable. I like dressing this way."

Laurel then put her hand out to Jake and he pulled on her slightly as he stood up and he stepped into his shoes and then the three made their way toward the rear of the gardening ring. When the three got to the back of the gardening ring Laurel had her palm read and they had to wait a few minutes for the exit to revolve around to their location and when it got close the door popped and Laurel stepped forward and pushed it open and then stepped through. Jake then followed with Mark bringing up the rear. Mark gave the door a push and it swung closed and sealed shut and then locked closed and the three walked to the transport platform and stepped up onto the platform and Jake touched the indicator for the data core control room and a few seconds later in a blue flash the three disappeared and then found themselves standing on the platform in the blinding white control room for the new data core.

The three stepped down and they noticed the simulator assembly sitting toward the far wall. It was a little unimpressive as it just looked like a bright white box with a door that swung down to the floor towards its rear corner. There was a cable lying on the floor that led straight into the data interface junction box on the back wall. The three stepped up to the simulator and mark stepped in first. He was so tall that he had to duck to avoid smacking his head on the doorway. Once Mark was inside he flicked the lights on and he smiled at the sight before his eyes. It looked exactly like the crimson fighters sitting in the upper hangar that he had been checking out to try and get familiar with the cockpit layout.

The pilot's seat was low in the nose with a yoke right in the middle arcing up to the pilot and there were two color displays that faced the pilot with switches and buttons along their periphery and there were back up analog gauges for the critical flight elements. There were a set foot petals down on the floor and at elbow height on each side of the pilot were two smaller displays that were dark at the moment with a whole series of switches around them. Up higher to the left and right behind the pilots seat were the navigation and weapons station and scanner and power control stations facing forward with brightly lit color touch screens of their own. Up on the over head were a dizzying array of switches and buttons that at first glance looked a lot like the cockpit of an old Earth commercial jumbo jet before they were made obsolete by zero emission gravity drive technology.

Mark slid down into the pilots seat and squirmed into the seat until he was comfortable and then he put his hand up on the forward display and turned and looked at the other two who seemed to be trying to decide what stations to take. Mark grinned and shook his head slightly.

"Jake, take navigation and weapons ok?"

"Gotcha." Jake said climbing into the left seat seemingly by instinct since nothing was labeled as to which station was which. Laurel then waited for Mark to turn forward since she was in a skirt and then she stepped over the right seat and sat down. All three looked around the controls in front of them and it just seemed to kick in after a moment and they started firing everything up as though they knew right what to do.

"Weird." Laurel said.

"What's weird cap?" Mark asked.

"I've never even seen the cockpit in one of these crimson fighters, yet I know what everything does and precisely in what order to turn everything on."

"Yah I'm having the same dÃ©jÃ  vu up here. Kind of freaky huh?"

"Mark, can you read Rosch?" Jake asked.

"Nope."

"None of these controls are in English. Isn't that going to be a problem?"

"All of the computer controlled apparatuses have been updated to English and the switch and button arrangement is something I have been working on memorizing by studying the layout on a data pad for days. With the fundamental operations of these things stuffed into my head through neural suggestion I really don't need to read what a control is to know what it does anyways."

Mark began the preflight warm up and Jake initiated his controls and like the other two, despite never having stepped aboard a crimson fighter the operation of the controls was intuitively coming to him. As the door lifted and sealed shut the cockpit window lit up with a projected high definition recreation of the upper hangar aboard the Future. There was suddenly an alert and Jake looked around for a second until he saw the communication panel had a flashing indicator signaling that a signal was being detected. Jake reached up to the overhead and silenced the audible alert and opened the communication channel and then leaned back.

"This is the¦Prentor. Go ahead." Jake said.

"Good afternoon crew of the Prentor. This is the Future calling. You are clear for departure. The hangar doors are open and there are no bandits, no bogies for at least a light year. Have a safe flight."

"Understood Future. Prentor out." Mark replied.

All three grinned and then Mark reached up and closed the communication channel and then craned his neck around and looked at Jake.

"The Prentor huh?"

"I don't know. It just came to me." Jake said as he shrugged with a grin.

"I think I like it." Mark said with an equally warm grin.

Mark turned back to his controls and he initiated the engine startup sequence. There was a whining that started to build then faded away to a low high frequency hiss. Laurel made a check of the power levels and then she switched to active scanning and Mark grabbed the stick and reached over to his left and slid the hover engine throttles forward and the image showed the ship lifting gently and then hovering and Mark let go of the controls and the ship stabilized itself and hovered at five feet and then he reached up to the left of his main control screen and pushed a button to raise and lock that landing gear and then when he had three green lights indicating the landing gear doors were closed and sealed he put his hands back on the controls and he slid the forward throttles up and the image depicted the ship gently floating out of the hangar out into free space and then he punched the throttles up to full power. The navigation and Marks lower left display quickly registered a speed of .95 the speed of light. Everyone made a last check of the systems and the space ahead and then Mark put his right hand on the FTL throttle and slid it forward gently and the speed indicator quickly surged past 1.25 times the speed of light and the simulated stars began to stretch into bright white blobs with rainbow colored streaks following them just like they looked when the Future flew faster than light.

Mark then flew several standard maneuvers to get a feel for the controls and then he called to the Future and asked for an atmosphere simulation to be added to the program. The navigation then indicated a fairly sizable planet to port and Mark made a hard burn to port and he practiced several entry and exit maneuvers through the atmosphere and he found that at mach 8 the ship would become squirrelly if power was added to quickly while performing an acceleration out of the atmosphere and he shared his findings with Laurel and Jake. Mark then piloted the craft back to the simulated Future after practicing a few stop and go maneuvers in space and landed her and then he powered everything down and he Made Laurel get in the pilots seat and they went through the maneuvers all over again. Laurel's piloting skills were a little sloppy compared to Mark's but she was able to take off and land without smashing into the hangar walls so Mark thought it would do in pinch if she absolutely had to fly the ship to or from the Future. She seemed to be able to control it fairly well for a first time pilot though her atmosphere entries were way to fast and steep but Mark knew with practice that would improve.

Once Laurel had the ship landed on the simulated Future hangar Mark had her power everything down and then Jake was made to perform the same exact maneuvers and Mark noticed that his innate piloting skills were nothing short of phenomenal. His atmosphere flying was smooth and controlled with very little wing rocking which could be deadly at speeds over mach 3. Laurel had almost put them in a spin twice by dipping the wings to quickly while in a high-speed turn. All three had found that the crimson fighters were inherently unstable by design as that made them naturally agile and extremely maneuverable in atmosphere but the fact that they had an inertia dampening system just like the Future meant the pilot couldn't feel when the ship was being pushed to the point of loss of control. One just had to watch their instruments and know when the edge of the envelope for control had been reached. Once Jake had landed the ship back on the simulated Future Mark took the pilots seat again and he had some hostile bogies added to the simulation and the three practiced evasion tactics and then some actual firing on enemy targets to get a feel for the weapons capabilities as the real deal would have right out of the box. Mark quickly decided that he liked the weapons that were already on board. The destructive power of a phased particle weapon was particularly devastating when the enemy's cockpit or engines were targeted to a depth of several inches before the particle energy was to come out of phase.

The three spent the whole rest of the day taking turns practicing landing and take offs both planet side in all weather and on the Future. By the end of the day Laurel was becoming a very good pilot and Mark thought Jake handled the ship almost as well as he did. Mark was convinced that if something happened to him Laurel or Jake could safely pilot the craft back to the Future and land her without causing any damage to the Future or the crimson fighter. Once everything was powered down Mark decided to bring Laurel and Jake onboard with his self defense instruction that he was going to be hosting for Korica and Tamaric.

"Hay, I know our butts are sore and you're looking to get out of these seats, but there is something I need to talk to you two about real quick."

"What's on your mind Mark?" Laurel asked.

"I'm going to be teaching Korica and Tamaric some self defense techniques after our workouts every night and I would like it if you two would join us."

"Self defense? Against what?" Laurel asked.

"Scum bags like the Hodong or any other shit head that would put his hands on you Laurel. You're beautiful and vulnerable if Jake isn't by your side and no offense Jake but I don't know how much of a defense Jake could offer other than to stall someone for a few seconds so you could run away."

"I'm not offended at all Mark. You're absolutely right. I would lay my life down to give Laurel time to get away but I would much rather kick the crap out of someone or at least put a serious hurtin on 'em and leave with her. It would also give me a good piece of mind if I thought she could do the same thing if I weren't there and someone tried to grab her or something."

"So are you guys interested then?"

"Yah, we're in Mark. Thanks." Laurel said.

"Cool¦as you would say. Now let's get out and stretch our legs. I think five hours in one of these things is good enough for one day. I feel pretty confident that if it came down to it you two could fly one of the crimson fighters to or from the Future safely. I'm also convinced that I can get us down and back safely even if we meet some hostiles."

All three climbed out of the simulator and stretched their backs and legs for a few minutes.

"So how did we do Mark? Be brutally honest." Jake asked.

"Ok, don't get butt hurt but, Jake you're a natural and your piloting skills would put some of my guys in stasis to shame. Laurel you got a tendency to lose perspective on your aircraft attitude while in atmosphere. That kind of lack of situational awareness could be deadly with how fast and maneuverable these things are. They could get away from you in a hurry and there isn't going to be much room to recover before you would enter a flat spin that is completely unrecoverable from and could result in a big crater filled with three bodies and a big fireball."

"Geeze Mark! So I suck is what you're saying?"

"No. If you sucked I would have told you to stay out of the pilot's seat. You got serious potential and you're a fairly good pilot in straight and level flight or out in space. That's really saying something for a first time pilot in something so complex and unstable. With a little more practice you could be one hell of a good pilot. It relieves me to know that you aren't perfect at everything you try to do. You're Human after all cap. You're freaky smart but you're not perfect."

"Will you please teach me to be a good pilot?"

"I would love to Laurel. It won't take much to break your bad habits and teach you some recovery techniques in case you do get into trouble."

"Thank you Mark. See I have some learning to do that I can't accomplish without you."

Mark put his arm around her and gave her a squeeze and a smile and then the three headed for the transport platform at the other end of the room.

On the command deck as soon as Mark stepped out of the firing range Korica and Tamaric retrieved a plasma pistol and several power cells and went about improving their aim for close to two hours at which time the AI interrupted their fun.

"Korica to the bridge. We are going to begin slowing to arrive at the Groggin system within the next five minutes."

"Understood Future. I'll be right there."

Korica pulled the power cell out of her weapon and turned off the gravity curtain in her chute. She laid her weapon down and stepped over to Tamaric.

"I gotta go Tamaric. You can stay here and practice if you want."

"But I wanna stay with you Korica. It's no fun unless you're here."

Korica smiled at him warmly.

"That's so sweet. Then let's get this stuff put away and you can come with me to the bridge."

The two picked up their weapons after Tamaric turned off the gravity curtain in his chute and then they stepped over to the weapons locker and put the pistols in their carriage slots and locked them in and then they stuck the power cells back in their charger slots and closed the locker and then made their way out of the firing range compartment. The two headed quickly for the bridge and Korica went straight to the sensor station and logged in and waited for the ship to drop into the Groggin system. It was only a few minutes later that a tone was heard as the Future began to slow and Korica got up and moved over to the navigation station and sat down and watched the display as there was a bright flash on the giant view screen at the front of the bridge and then a fairly close planet appeared. It was a rocky scorched world far to close to the star to harbor life of any kind.

The Future made a slight course correction to avoid its gravitational field and Korica checked their coordinates and could see that they had emerged precisely where they were supposed to be. Korica got up and moved back to the sensor station and performed a deep scan and she detected several other spacecraft in the system one of which was very large and emitting an odd radiation field that Korica assumed was their equivalent of a radiation shield. Korica checked their own shields and she could see that they were operating at 100% density. She then got up and moved back to the navigation station and waited for the automation controls to initiate a turn and engage the engines for a faster than light exit from the system when she heard a tone coming from the communication station.

Korica slid the controls from the communications station onto her station and all of her navigation data shrank to a single icon and all of the navigation controls moved to the side as the communications controls expanded onto her display screens. She could see that a signal was being aimed at the Future. She debated just leaving the system for a second then she thought it would be better to explain their presence in this system incase their haling party was able to give chase at the same speed as their departure. She reached over and touched the override command and the command to accelerate was canceled and the engines throttled down. Korica then cleared her throat and sent a return signal with a simple tone acknowledging the hale.

A few moments later she heard a male voice speaking in Gramoli, which luckily was one of the languages she knew.

"Unidentified vessel, state your business in Groggin space¦do you understand me?"

Korica opened a channel with audio only despite the fact she could see a compressed video signal being sent to the Future.

"This is the Earth vessel Future. I am ensign Korica Prentor." Korica said in Gramoli. "We are simply transiting through your space. We mean no trespass or violation of your space. Our engines need to cool down and we can only do that at speeds of less than¦five times the speed of light." Korica figured she shouldn't let on how fast the Future could actually travel while cooling the reactor core.

"I understand. How is it you entered our system undetected? You appeared out of nowhere?"

"We are capable of a mode of travel that would make us very difficult to detect. It is the equipment that allows us to travel in that manner that now needs to cool down."

There was a long pause causing Korica some concern so she got up and moved over to the sensor station and she could see a spacecraft on an intercept course moving at six times the speed of light. Korica could also tell that the Future was being scanned but the shields were absorbing the scanning attempts and reflecting back nothing but static probably confusing the approaching craft. She was starting to think she was going to have to call Laurel to the bridge when she finally got a reply to her last statement.

"Your shields are blocking our attempts to confirm what you are saying but I feel you have no reason to deceive us. You may transit our space but we will be keeping an eye on your movements."

"Thank you. I completely understand your need to watch what we are doing. We will be heading up out of your ecliptic plane so as not to interfere with any satellite or spacecraft traffic."

"Understood Future. May you find safe and prosperous journeys. Groggin vessel Terisamon out."

The channel then closed from the Terisamon's side. Korica closed her eyes for a second and breathed a sigh of relief. She then looked up at Tamaric and he looked completely confused since he didn't understand a word that was spoken. It just sounded like gibberish to him. Korica put up a hand to him and called out to the AI.

"Computer, did you understand that exchange?"

"I have just completed the translation, so yes."

"Will you plot us a course straight up out of the ecliptic plane of this solar system and once the cool down is complete put us back on a course for Euronda?"

"Understood. What speed would you like me to maintain?"

"Five times the peed of light."

"Understood."

The Future made a hard turn up out of the system and then the engines throttled up to 100% thrust and Korica watched as the Terisamon

slowed but followed their course at a distance of one million kilometers away. Once the Future reached 5 times the speed of light the engines throttled back to 80% thrust to maintain their speed. Korica could see that the Terisamon was slowly dropping back but following at just under 5 times the speed of light. Korica then looked at Tamaric.

"I had to explain who we are and what we are doing in these peoples space. From their perspective we just popped out of nowhere. They gave us permission to pass through their space once I explained that our engines need to cool down and we aren't here to spy or anything like that. They are gunna watch us but not interfere."

"So not only can you fly the Future but you can negotiate with aliens that you've never met before to get permission to cross through their backyard?"

"I uh¦yah I guess so."

"God I love you Korica. You're such an amazing girl. I still can't believe I get to be your guy."

Korica just smiled and shrugged her shoulders.

"I'm just me Tamaric."

"So do you have to stay on the bridge now that we're traveling at five times the speed of light?"

"Not particularly but we will be initiating another jump in about a half hour or so. I have to be on the bridge for that. Why, you have something in mind you would like to be doing?"

"Can't you read my mind¦or my feelings or whatever?"

Korica looked at him intently for a moment and while she couldn't hear his thoughts she could sense what he was feeling. She grinned a little and blushed.

"Yah, I know what you wanna do. You want to kiss me some more." Korica said as a smile grew on her face.

Now it was Tamaric's turn to blush a little and grin big.

"Yah. That was amazing and you're good at it."

"I really liked it too, but technically I'm on duty until tomorrow morning at six. I don't know if I should be sneaking off to make out while I'm on duty."

"That's ok. I can wait. Sorry if I'm bein a pig."

"You're not being a pig Tamaric. This job is just really, really important to me. I don't want to do anything that could get me in trouble and if we got caught doing that¦well I don't exactly know what would happen to me. I would probably get written up. I really don't want that kind of stuff in my permanent record."

"You're right of course. I don't want to make a mess of your record either. I just really like the kissing now. I've never been kissed like that."

"Me neither. It was kind of good huh?"

"Ugh was it. As long as I get to stay with you I don't care what we do Korica."

"Tell you what. After we make the jump to hyperspace it should be several hours until we arrive at Euronda. We can go to our quarters and watch a video together ok?"

"That sounds good."

Korica grinned at him and turned back to the sensor readings and she could see that the Terisamon had dropped back even further. They were now only maintaining a speed of 4 times the speed of light so the Future was pulling away at a rapid rate since she was still traveling at exactly 5 times the speed of light. Korica then did a quick internal sensor sweep and she could see that Mark, Laurel and Jake were all in the new data core sitting in the simulator enclosure. The thought ran through her mind that she actually could go to her quarters with Tamaric and probably get away with making out for hours and no one would ever be the wiser. She grinned at the thought of Tamaric's heavy body on top of her as they kissed each other but then she washed the thought away. She would know and it would eat at her just a little and Laurel or Jake might hear her thinking about it after the fact and then she would be in deep trouble. The last thing she wanted to do was to disappoint either of them. She knew she was being trusted with a huge responsibility and she would never be trusted to stand a watch alone again.

Korica finally got up and stepped over to the science station and sat down and went back to the star mapping for something to do until they were ready to jump toward the Euronda system. It was twenty minutes later that Korica heard a tone signaling that the temperature surrounding the negative matter core had finally fallen below 100 degrees and the system was about to initiate a jump. Korica stopped what she was doing and moved over to the navigation station and brought the controls to the forefront and watched as the course for the Euronda system was plotted and laid in all without her touching anything. The main engines slowed to an idle and then the antimatter reactors were brought up to full power and then the negative matter core began ramping up and the quantum gravity was directed down the wave guide conduits and dumped into the gravity well. Korica turned the forward view on and looked at Tamaric and pointed up to the large view screen at the front of the bridge. The two watched as the stars directly ahead blinked out and then the white line appeared that then twisted and deformed. The entire dark region then began to draw in and collapse into a funnel shape with smooth bright green and blue rolling edges.

The Future's engines then throttled up to 100% thrust and the Future shot into the opening at a tremendous speed and accelerated up to an indicated speed of 4.5 times the speed of light. Tamaric continued to watch the amazing light show as Korica watched the navigation screen until a tone signaled optimal flight attitude had been achieved and it was locked into the automated control circuit. Korica then brought up the plotting to the Euronda system and she could see that there was an indication of approximately 7 hours and 45 minutes to the Euronda system and a distance of 397.1875 light years to be covered. Korica did some quick math in her head and she realized that they would again be traveling at around 51.25 light years per hour. She assumed the computer had found this to be an ideal speed for the amount of stress being exerted on the superstructure of the ship and the amount of power required to maintain that speed. That meant they would arrive at Euronda somewhere around 22:00 ships time tonight.

Korica thought it was slow at first and then she looked at the distances and times involved and she realized a trip that would have taken her parents ship weeks would be covered in mere hours and so it was actually extremely fast. She knew if she had been with her parents by the end of the trip there would be no showers for days at a time and the food would have been reduced to dry food chips by the end of the journey and water would be down to a half a gallon person per day. She remembered some of the long journeys between stops and the thirst that always went along with it and now she was on a ship that she could literally eat herself to death and there was enough water to swim in it if one could get inside the gigantic water tanks and the showers were scalding hot and never ending if one so desired. There was nothing the Future couldn't provide for years at a time if necessary.

Korica broke off her daze and logged herself off and then stood up and put her hand out to Tamaric. He smiled big and got to his feet and the two stepped out of the bridge and made their way to their quarters down at the end of the corridor. When the two stepped up to the door, it slid open and the two stepped in as the lights came up. Korica walked Tamaric to the edge of the bed and then she slid her shoes off so he did the same and climbed up onto the bed and laid down in the middle of the bed with his head up against the back of the table with a pillow propping him up. Korica then retrieved the remote to the projection viewer from the night stand drawer and then she climbed up on the bed and crawled over next to Tamaric and laid on her back and put her head on his chest and handed the remote to him.

"Here, you find us something to watch." Korica said handing the remote to Tamaric.

Tamaric scooted up slightly and Korica turned a little and slid one arm behind him and laid her head back down on his chest. Tamaric pointed the remote at the front of the room and touched the on button and the giant free-floating view screen appeared and he perused through the video titles. He finally selected an animated video from the early 2040's and cued the video to begin. The two then laid there and watched the entire video together. When it was finished Korica asked Tamaric if he would take her to the mess hall to get something to eat. The two got up and stepped into their shoes and then they made their way to the mess hall and Korica ordered a sandwich with a small bowl of fruit and Tamaric had a protein bar and two glasses of pineapple juice and then the two made their way back to their quarters. Tamaric climbed back up on the bed after slipping his shoes off and Korica slipped her shoes off and then decided to paint something since lying on the bed was making her drowsy and she was extremely tempted to start making out again and she was convinced that was a bad idea.

Tamaric watched another video from old Earth stock and Korica started painting her parents ship as that had been on her mind since her daydreaming session on the bridge. The two spent the rest of the day in their quarters until it was close to time for the evening meal. Korica stepped back from her painting and looked it over and really liked what she had painted. She thought it really captured the feel and look of her parent's ship that she assumed was now floating off in space somewhere with the frozen corpses of her parents and their crew still in it. She closed her eyes tightly and swallowed the lump in her throat and tried desperately to push away the images her mind was thrusting upon her. She stepped forward and turned the easel off and when the control sleeve relaxed enough she slipped it off of her arm and hung it over the easel and then she turned her brush off and put it back in the canister hanging on the side of the easel frame and then she pulled the transceivers off of her temples and laid them on the print carriage.

Korica then stretched her arms up over her head and arched her back until she heard it crack and then she let out a deep breath and turned toward Tamaric and he was staring at her with an odd smirk on his face.

"What? What's that look for?"

"Cause you're beautiful darlin. I'm just admiring the view."

"Oh. Thank you." Korica said with a big smile.

Korica then walked over to the foot of the bed and crawled up next to Tamaric and set her head in his lap and enjoyed being close to him again for a few minutes.

"Are you hungry Tamaric?"

"Not terribly so, I bet you are though?"

"I'm starving. Can we go get something to eat please?"

"Absolutely." Tamaric said with a smile as he turned the view screen off.

Korica then rolled over to the edge of the bed and sat up and Tamaric crawled up behind her and gently swept her hair off of her neck and kissed the back of her neck very tenderly and Korica closed her eyes and she could feel a shiver coming on and she closed her eyes just as the chills reached her arms and spine and her whole body quivered in a shiver that made Tamaric smile big. He loved knowing he could do that to her. Tamaric then crawled to the edge of the bed and sat down then swung his feet into the floor and the two slipped their feet into their shoes. Korica rubbed the back of her arm and looked at Tamaric's adorable face and she leaned into his shoulder and set her head on his shoulder.

"I love you so much Tamaric. I'm so glad you are here with me. I just never realized how lonely I was deep down inside until I had you filling my heart and soul."

"Awe. That's down right beautiful Korica. I love you too darlin. I never knew I could feel like this about a girl. See, if all girls were like you the world would be such a happy place."

Korica smiled and lifted her head and kissed his cheek then she stood up and put her hand down to him and he took it in his and stood up and the two headed for the exit. When the door slid open the two stepped out and then made their way down the empty corridor to the mess hall. When the two arrived the mess hall was dark and the lights popped on and the two made their way over to the drink dispensers and each got a glass of juice, apple for Korica and pineapple for Tamaric and then the two walked to their favorite table and sat down together. It was only a few seconds later that a servo drone showed up with a menu and Korica took it and opened it to decide what she wanted for evening meal.

Korica seemed to freeze up suddenly and stare straight ahead blankly and Tamaric furrowed his brow and looked at her.

"What's the matter Korica?"

"They're back. I sense all three of the others very close by right now. It was all of a sudden like. They must have just transported back to the command deck."

"Really? You're that sensitive to their presence?"

"Yes. I'm even more sensitive to yours now."

"Are you saying we're connecting or something?"

"No, I think I'm just falling for you even harder."

"Oh. Did I do something to make that happen?"

"Yes. You've treated me with dignity and respect which makes me feel special."

Just then Mark, Laurel and Jake walked into the mess hall and Korica smiled big before she even turned around. She slid out of her seat and walked up to Mark and grabbed him in a tight hug and then he leaned down and kissed the top of her head and then she stepped into Jake and squeezed him tightly and he lifted her chin and kissed the tip of her nose and then she stepped up to Laurel and took a moment to look at the way she was dressed and nodded yes and then she engaged her in a tight hug and then Laurel kissed her cheek.

"You look great mom. You've gotten some real nice color in your face and on your legs¦which are beautiful by the way."

"Thank you Korica. That's sweet of you to notice."

All four then made their way over to the table and sat down.

"We just got here ourselves. You guys have great timing." Korica said.

Two servo drones floated up to the table with three menus and Mark took them and set one on the table and handed one to Laurel knowing her and Jake always shared a menu and he kept one for himself that he opened. Everyone made their meal selections and then Mark handed all of the menus back to the servo drones that then floated over to the slot in the bulkhead and disappeared through it. Laurel then got up to go get some drink for her Jake and Mark. When she got to the dispensers she looked back at Mark and asked him if he wanted tea and he smiled and nodded yes. Laurel brought back mark's tea then returned and got Gatorade for Jake as she knew it was his favorite and she got a glass of orange juice for herself. Mark took a sip and then leaned back in his seat.

"So how was your day?" He asked looking right at Korica and Tamaric.

"You should've seen Korica talking to some aliens that wanted to know who we are and what we are doing walking in their grass. It was really impressive." Tamaric blurted out.

"Aliens?" Laurel asked sounding concerned.

"There was a Groggin patrol ship asking who we are and what we are doing in their space. When I told them we are just passing through and we need to let our engines cool down, they gave us permission to pass. It was really no big deal. I'll file an incident report though, I promise."

"Good girl. You be sure and do that. So are we on our way to Euronda then?" Laurel said.

"Yep. We should arrive at around twenty-two hundred ships time. We spent the rest of the day practicing in the firing range and I painted my parents ship as I remember it and we watched some videos. How'd it go with you guys?"

"We got some good practice in. The crimson fighters are actually pretty easy to fly even for beginners. They're a little squirrelly at some speeds, but all in all they're very capable ships." Jake said.

"So do you feel comfortable taking us down Mark?" Korica asked.

"Yah I think so. If crap hits the fan I think the cap or the xo could pilot one good enough to get us home and I feel I could probably shake a tail if we get followed. And how are you two feeling about carrying a weapon?"

Tamaric looked at Korica and she shrugged and then he looked back at Mark.

"I think we could both drop someone if we really had to."

"I still don't like the idea of carrying a gun but I won't shoot you in the back or myself in the foot." Korica said with a smirk as she had heard Laurel thinking about Mark saying those exact words of Tamaric's abilities to handle a gun.

Mark blushed ever so slightly and looked at Laurel who just shrugged and grinned while pointing to her temple. Mark gave an acknowledging raise of his head. He understood that Laurel didn't say a thing to Korica, she had pulled a piece of the conversation out of her head somehow.

A few minutes later three servo drones showed up with four plates of hot food and slid them up onto the table and then a fourth servo drone showed up with the last plate of food that was slid up onto the table and everyone went about eating their meals. After everyone was full and the drinks were empty everyone made their way to the gym and performed their evening workout routine. Once that was done everyone gathered in the middle of the gym and Mark used Jake first to show some pressure point take downs for someone trying to grab a person from behind. He then teamed Korica and Tamaric and Jake and Laurel and he started working on sweeping the leg and crushing the kneecaps of an assailant that is attacking or grabbing from behind. After twenty minutes Korica and Laurel were able to get their partners off of them in two or three steps and they were actually starting to inflict some pain as they got the hang of it so Mark decided to change things up. He separated the girls and had them sit down and Mark started to show some of the pressure points and sensitive spots on a man and how to engage those spots to drop a man in his tracks without the use of a weapon.

After some painful but affective demonstrations Mark had the girls come up to their partners and practice some gentle stop action chops and punches. Mark watched for a few minutes and tried his hardest not to laugh as the girls practiced groin crunches with a knee and cluster kicks with the point of the foot as well as the dreaded cluster crush and twist with the hand. Jake and Tamaric were not enjoying the sensation of having a foot or fist swung at their boys but they definitely understood how affective the technique could be in stopping a man in his tracks. Once Mark was convinced that the girls were getting the point he took Korica aside and started working with her on some blocking and counter punching techniques since her strength was a hidden tool for her. She was actually strong enough to crush a windpipe or pop an eyeball if she used the right striking pressure with the right swing or punch.

After fifteen minutes of Laurel, Jake and Tamaric working together while Mark worked closely with Korica Mark called an end to the lessons and sent the girls to take their showers. He then worked with Tamaric and Jake on some lethal techniques as well as some blocking maneuvers that they could practice on their own. He then told them that he was going to work on balance tomorrow night. He told them if you can get your opponent off balance then you can drop him and he is yours if you know what you are doing but it was just as important to be aware of ones own balance so the tables weren't turned just as quickly.

After about ten minutes Jake perked up and told the other two that the girls were done and headed for the command quarters. Mark just shook his head knowing that Laurel had told him from a distance and Mark still thought that kind of communication was just freaky. The guys then departed to go take their showers. When the guys were finished Jake headed for his quarters and as soon as he stepped in Korica stood up and gave Laurel a quick peck and then gave Jake a quick hug and headed for her quarters while Jake got cleaned up and changed.

When Korica arrived at her quarters she went straight to the bureau and retrieved a fresh pair of shoes since she left hers in the shower room. She stepped into her shoes and then went and sat on the edge of the bed and waited for Tamaric to emerge from the bathroom. When he came out completely dressed including shoes Korica was a little surprised.

"Aren't you gunna get some sleep Tamaric?"

"I wanna stay with you Korica."

"Tamaric I have to stay awake all night."

"I know, I want to stay awake with you. I don't want to¦"

"Tamaric please don't make my duty shift difficult. I love you and I want to be with you too but I have to stand watch tonight and every four days after this until we reach the tel pok maron. You remember how tired you were this morning? You aren't conditioned to going without sleep Tamaric. My species only requires four hours of sleep a night to feel rested."

Tamaric looked down like a scolded dog and Korica's heart was breaking.

"This sucks. I¦I know you got a job to do Korica but I don't like it."

"Please stop it Tamaric. Don't make me feel bad for taking my job serious."

"Sorry honey. I didn't know how difficult this would be. I sleep better with your hot body up against mine to keep me warm."

"So have the AI raise the temperature in here."

"That's not the same as a warm, soft, wonderful smelling body."

"Tamaric, that's so sweet but I'm going to get mad if you don't stop it."

"Can I at least spend a little time with you then?"

Korica just stared at him for few moments and the small twinge of anger faded away.

"Fine. You can stay with me until we drop into the Euronda system and then I want you in bed. As soon as I get some rest we are going to be going down and we need to be alert. You're supposed to be keeping an eye on me remember? I need you watching my back."

"Ok. Thank you Korica. I promise to be alert enough to keep you safe."

Korica stood up and grinned at Tamaric.

"Come here you. Give me a hug and we'll go to the bridge."

Tamaric perked up and walked up to Korica and the two hugged each other tightly and Korica set her head sideways on Tamaric's shoulder after he didn't release her right away.

"I know you're acting like this cause you love me Tamaric but I am in the civilian corps. You have a girlfriend that is enlisted and you're going to have to get used to that. I'm young but I'm not a child and I have a very serious job on the Future and I take it dead serious."

Tamaric finally released his grip on Korica and she took a step back and looked into his face.

"I know. I'll get my head out of my butt and let you do your job. Sorry for being so selfish."

"It's ok, I'll be as patient with you as you have been with me with in regards to my behavior with you."

Korica then put her hand out and Tamaric put his hand on hers with a smile and the two made their way to the exit. The two made their way down the corridor to the bridge and Korica led Tamaric to the science station and she took a seat at the navigation station and logged on and checked their relative position. It was a little difficult to get a precise fix on their location due to the way space was being distorted around the shields but it appeared that they were right on course. There was an estimate of 2 hours and 20 minutes to the Euronda system. Korica then decided to give Tamaric some close contact attention so she got up and stepped up next to him and squatted down and bumped his hip gently and he scooted over and shared the seat with her. Korica then dragged her navigation controls over onto the science station and she began showing him how the myriad of controls worked and gave him an overview of the Euronda system.

The two spent the next two hours sitting practically in each other's lap while Korica continued with her star mapping to pass the time. Both were enjoying the extremely close contact until Korica got thirsty. She stood up and reached down and logged off and then she put her hand out to Tamaric and he stood up and took her hand and the two made their way to the mess hall to get something to drink. Korica stood at the dispensers and down an entire glass of water then got a glass of apple juice and her and Tamaric took a seat at the closest table.

"You gunna be ok going to bed without me now?" Korica asked after drinking over half of her apple juice.

"Yah, I'm sorry I got clingy Korica. I'm just so into you and I've gotten used to you lying right next to me at night."

"It's all right. I guess I should be flattered that you are that into me. Truth be told I'm not real crazy about the idea of sleeping without you either."

"Is it always like this for a girlfriend boyfriend relationship?" Tamaric asked.

"I don't know. I've never had a boyfriend."

"I've never had a girlfriend either and especially not one with a job like you got. This¦adult stuff is all new for me."

"That's kind of my fault Tamaric. I don't think like other girls my age. I would have never expected that I would feel like I felt the first time I laid eyes on you."

"So I put a spell on you in my sleep?"

"Yah I guess you did. I just knew you were the one for me as soon as I saw your face. I felt it deep down in my gut."

"Weren't you worried that I would be a jerk or something?"

"You have no idea how scared I was that you wouldn't like me or that you would be mean to me."

"Well that's just not gunna happen. You're just too sweet for me to ever be mean to you and I was raised better than that. I'm just glad that you're not all full of yourself like most of the pretty girls that I've met. You're very¦humble and it's nice. It makes it a lot easier to love you and it makes me want to be close to you."

"Awe, that's so sweet Tamaric. I'm glad you're so sweet too. It makes me want to be close to you so I know exactly what you're saying."

"I meant to thank you for sharing what's inside you with me. I feel so much more comfortable now that I know exactly what you're feeling for me and about me. Now I know exactly what to do and what not to do. You're so beautiful deep down and now I feel like I know you like no one else ever will."

"You're welcome Tamaric. I was hoping that would help us to get closer without fearing what the other was feeling. If things change for me I'll share my feelings with you again like that so you'll still understand me like you do now."

"I think it's so cool that you can even do that. All your people can do that?"

"Yes. Not usually at me age though. I have to be real careful cause I still don't exactly know how to control it and it could get away from me if I push too hard. I just don't know what would happen if that happens and it scares me a little. You saw what we did to Mark to fix the damage done by the Lersa virus. It's all tied together¦sort of."

"God you're amazing! I got to be the luckiest guy alive to be your boyfriend. You're so beautiful and so special Korica. I just don't know what I did to get on God's good side but he is definitely looking down on me and smiling for some reason."

Korica blushed noticeably and smiled at him.

"I'll never get tired of hearing you say that Tamaric. You're so sweet."

The AI interrupted them making both jump slightly.

"Korica to the bridge. We are going to arrive at the Euronda system in less than five minutes."

"Understood. I'm on my way."

Korica downed the rest of her apple juice and then the two slid out of their seats and made their way back to the bridge. When Korica stepped onto the bridge she went straight to the sensor station and logged on and brought up the forward readings and then she moved to the navigation station and brought up their relative position and she tried to plot their arrival distance from Euronda. She found that they would arrive at a distance of ten million miles from the Eurondan star. It would be a trip of about eight minutes for the Future to make an orbital approach to Euronda and it would keep them well out of the busy traffic lanes around Euronda itself.

Tamaric stood behind Korica and watched the forward view on the giant view screen at the front of the bridge until a tone was heard indicating that the Future was about to begin slowing for entry into the Euronda system. A few moments later there was a blinding flash of light and the Future exited hyperspace precisely where she was supposed to be. The bow thrusters fired for a few seconds and then the main engines throttled up for a time to insert the Future in a perfect high-speed orbit of the Eurondan star. The main engines then throttled back to 30% which was just enough thrust to keep the Future from being dragged into the star by its immense gravity or from being swept out of orbit by the intense solar winds being blasted out into space.

Tamaric glanced over Korica's shoulder at her navigation display and shook his head.

"I just can't understand how this ship can plot a course from hundreds of light years out and park us that precisely and that close to the sun without you having to touch anything."

"I won't try and explain all of the technologies that have to come together to make that possible but I will tell you that we couldn't do this until the elder race got their hands on the Future. The automation center is a truly remarkable piece of hardware. The AI could control things to a degree and turn some things on and off before but this is a whole different level of control than what was originally designed into this ship."

"I wish I understood all of this stuff like you do Korica. I don't know how your head doesn't just explode with all the knowledge you got locked up in that beautiful head of yours."

"You could learn all of the stuff I know if you would study and apply yourself."

Korica then got up and stepped over to the sensor station and took a seat and performed a deep scan to make sure no one else was parked in a close orbit of the star though she was pretty sure not many vessels would have the shield strength to sit this close to a star without being cooked or radiated to the point that it would be deadly to a vessels crew. She could see that the closest vessel was in orbit around Euronda and the vessel was puny when compared to the Future. Korica had to remind herself that the Future was as big as a small city and it would take almost an hour to walk from one end to the other.

Korica leaned back in her seat and looked over at Tamaric.

"Well that's it. We're safely in orbit around the star and no one is going to mess with us this close to a star. We should be safe like this until tomorrow."

"Aren't we gunna get blasted by radiation or won't the hull be scorched?"

"No. The shields can reflect one hundred percent of the stars radiation away. Nothing is getting past these shields Tamaric. We are going to fluoresce a bit but it's a harmless light show as charged particles interact with the outer edges of the shield. Now before the elder race upgraded the Future, yes. It would be deadly to sit this close to a star. The electro magnetic field that the Van Allen reactor produced would have been overwhelmed and the interior of the ship would have been bathed in deadly radiation that would have killed us all and it would've gotten unbelievably hot inside the ship. Check this out."

Korica leaned forward and touched a couple of icons and the hull temperature and radiation levels present outside were displayed. Tamaric stepped up behind her and looked at the readings and pulled his head back in shock. The hull temperature was 84 degrees Fahrenheit and the radiation levels were lower outside the ship than they were inside the ship.

"That can't be right!"

"The seven fusion reactors and two antimatter reactors are producing more radiation inside the ship than there is outside getting past our shields. The interior levels are still a thousand times lower than you would experience standing at sea level on a planet with a thick atmosphere like Earth for instance but there is still detectible levels present inside the ship. The hull temperature is the result of heat bleeding from the plasma conduits and bulkheads all over the ship to the outer hull through thermal radiation and from the water tanks that are kept at seventy-two degrees to keep the water from freezing in the tanks."

"Damn you're smart Korica. Just when I think I know you¦you're always teaching me something new."

"Does that bother you?"

"No, I love that you're so smart. I'm just in awe of your brains and beauty."

"Thank you Tamaric. Come on, I got to get you to bed so you can get some sleep. I really need you at your best tomorrow ok?"

"Oh alright."

Korica logged herself off and then got up and led Tamaric out into the corridor. She then took his hand and the two walked to their quarters. When the door slid open and the lights came up Korica walked over to the bed and pulled the covers back and then sat down and let Tamaric get undressed. He then stepped around her and climbed up onto the bed and slid his feet down under the pulled back covers and Korica stood up and pulled up the covers to his chest and then she leaned in and gave him a kiss and stroked his hair and smiled at him.

"I'll see you in the morning my handsome Tamaric."

Tamaric grinned warmly at her.

"I'll be thinking of you Korica. I'll get to put you to bed in the morning right?"

"Yep. After breakfast and the morning workouts and my shower I'll get a couple of hours of sleep."

"Cool. Good night my beautiful Korica. I'll see you in the morning."

Korica then stood up and walked around the bed and lowered the lights to sleep levels and then stepped up to the exit and when the door slid open she stepped out into the long corridor then she truly felt alone. She sighed and grinned a little at the thought of how much this would have terrified her before. Thanks to Jake's intervention her fears were completely gone and she felt just fine being alone even if it was a little lonely.

Korica spent most of the night on the bridge. She spent a considerable amount of time mapping Euronda form afar. She discovered that Cremon was deep in the middle of the winter season. Euronda tilted on its axis as it rotated on its eccentric axis just like Earth. The Riven trading post was far enough north on the northern most peninsula of a triple peninsula land mass surrounded by a gigantic fresh water lake that it got huge amounts of lake affect snow in the winter. Korica could see from the cloud formations that there was a huge low-pressure front that was going to be dropping over the peninsula some time in the late afternoon of the following day. She was able to estimate the nighttime temperature of about 15 degrees Fahrenheit and she assumed the daytime temperature was probably going to stay well below freezing. She put in an order for some arctic cold weather clothing that would fit everyone for the trip down.

She was convinced now that this was the trip she had an insight about. She was sure someone was going to cause trouble for them but she wasn't going to let that dissuade her from visiting with the Leison family before leaving the Oberon galaxy and she was really looking forward to eating some Izore meat. She really missed the sweet flavor of Izore that was open fire cooked. Korica wasn't quite able to pinpoint the location of the settlement because the Cremon continent was entering the night side of the planet but she had a pretty good idea of where it was from memory. She remembered looking out the front view port in her sleeping corner on her parents ship on one of their approaches and she remembered that it was a fair distance from the coast toward the northern end of the northern most peninsula.

By 04:50 Korica was in the common area reading from a data pad to keep herself occupied when she saw Mark walk around the corner into the mess hall. Korica smiled at the thought of having someone to talk with. The night had been long and boring for her. She got up and walked over to the mess hall and Mark sensed her walk in behind him and he stopped and spun around startling her and he smiled big and knelt down and she practically ran up to him and fell into his gigantic arms in a warm hug. He squeezed her tightly and stood up lifting her completely off of her feet. She held onto him tightly as he kissed her cheek and then set her down.

"Long night little one?"

"Ugh was it. I got some work done and even ordered us some arctic gear for our trip but for the most part it was really boring."

"Arctic gear?" Mark queried as the two walked over to the dispensers to get their morning tea.

"Yah, it's the middle of winter on Cremon. It's gunna be really cold down there."

Mark poured a cup of tea and then handed it to Korica then got a cup for himself and filled it then followed Korica over to their favorite table and slid in right next to her.

"So is this the place that you got your little intuition about?"

"More than likely. There is a weather front moving in on the continent that I think the Riven trading post is on."

"You think? We really need to be sure honey."

"Mark, it was like three years ago that I was last here. I know that doesn't seem that long ago but I was just a little girl then. It's not like I was the pilot or anything and it wasn't winter either."

"All right, I'm sorry honey. Just a best guess will have to do."

"I can definitely give you that. I'm pretty sure I can get us to within like fifty miles or so and an active scan should pickup the landing beacons. They transmit on a frequency of two hundred megahertz for the outer marker and two-hundred twenty for the runway end marker."

"There's no traffic control?"

"No. People come and go at their leisure and their own risk. You just got to watch for other traffic."

"Hmm. Uncontrolled airspace. That should be fun."

"It probably won't be very busy this time of year."

"That's probably a good guess."

"I would suggest that you take the translator that Holon gave to the captain. Laurel and Jake and myself can speak I don't know how many languages but you and Tamaric can't."

"That's a real good idea."

"I would suggest taking some extra fuel rods too. If we have to sleep on the ship to wait out the weather we are going to have to keep the engines running to stay warm."

"Good girl, you're thinking ahead. Again that's a really good idea."

"Thanks."

"So are you tired little one?"

"Yah. I should only need a couple of hours of sleep and I'll be good to go. I need you to keep an eye on Tamaric though Mark. He was a little hard to get to sleep last night. He thought he could stay up all night with me but I made him go to bed once we arrived in the Euronda system. I would imagine it's gunna be a pain to get him up this morning."

"Not much of a morning person is he?"

"No, not in the least."

"I'll be keeping an eye on all of you but I'll be sure to watch him especially close for you."

"Thanks Mark. He'll eventually get into the rhythm around here but for now he just isn't used to being on a short sleep cycle."

"Is this going to be a problem for you when you have duty?"

"No! I won't let it become a problem Mark. I promise. I've made it clear to him that I have a serious responsibility around here and he just has to get used to sleeping alone every four days."

"I guess he is kind of young isn't he?"

"That's not it Mark. I know you don't like hearing it but he's just crazy about me. It hurts when I'm not right next to him. I feel the same thing but I know how to push it aside and get on with my job. He's not afraid to be alone he just doesn't like it when I'm not there."

"Isn't that going to make it hard for you to sleep if you feel the same thing?"

Korica shrugged and thought about it for a few moments.

"As tired as I am I'll probably fall asleep just fine. I may not sleep very well though."

"Maybe you should keep him close by so you can sleep soundly."

"I hadn't thought about that. He's going to want to be close anyways so maybe I will."

The two then talked about some of Korica's trips to Euronda in the past until 06:00 rolled around. Korica excused herself to make sure Tamaric was getting up. When Korica stepped up to her quarters and the door slid open to a brightly lit room she smiled and peaked her head in. She could see the covers pulled back on the bed but Tamaric was nowhere to be seen so she assumed he was in the bathroom getting dressed and cleaned up. She grinned and stepped back and let the door close and then she turned and returned to the mess hall and sat down across from Mark and looked at him with a grin on her face.

"I guess I was rushing to judgment on Tamaric. He was already up and in the bathroom getting ready so I left without saying word."

"That's good honey. I hope your little man can get his shi¦stuff together. I would like to see him become a productive part of the crew somehow and being responsible and punctual is a good first step. You know if he is going to stay out of stasis we are going to have to work on getting him into his regular school studies. What's he in¦seventh or eighth grade?"

"He said something about working at a ninth grade level."

"Freshman in high school then. We got to get him back into the standard curriculum for a high school student."

"Kay. I'll work with the AI to assess him and I'll get some lessons worked up for him."

"You're a good woman Korica. We don't want him falling behind."

"I'll take responsibility for him since he's my boyfriend, that way mom doesn't have to worry about it."

Just at that moment Korica looked forward for a moment and then her face melted into a big smile.

"Tamaric's coming!" she said excitedly.

Mark looked at the entrance and furrowed his brow.

"Did you hear him or something?"

"No, I feel him. His presence is getting stronger and stronger so I know he is headed this way. He is excited about the thought of seeing me. Awwe. His heart is aching." Korica said still looking straight ahead.

Mark looked up again and waited watching the doorway for almost a minute until Tamaric walked into the mess hall and as soon as Tamaric caught sight of Korica his face lit up and he gave her a huge smile. Korica slid out of her seat and walked around to the isle side of the table and Tamaric stepped up to her and embraced her with a tight hug. The two stood for a minute holding each other and then Tamaric let go of Korica and she took a step back and then he walked over to the dispensers and got a glass of orange juice and came back to the table and Korica took his hand in hers and the two sat down and Korica scooted over just far enough for him to sit down with her body squashed up against his. Mark offered Tamaric a friendly grin and a nod of the head.

"How you doing this morning Tamaric?" Mark asked.

"Good sir. I didn't sleep real good but I feel pretty good just the same."

"Well¦after your workout I want you to lie down with Korica so she can get some solid rest and maybe you'll get in a nap. I need you both frosty for our little excursion to Euronda."

Korica looked at Mark and grinned knowing he only said that because of their earlier conversation. Mark glanced at her and winked and gave her a little smile and then he saw her expression change as she again stared dead ahead blankly for a second and then she began to grin and it finally morphed into a full on smile.

"I take it the cap and xo are coming?" Mark asked raising an eyebrow.

"Yes. They're very happy too."

"That's just freakin bizarre that you can do that."

Korica's eyes moved to his face and then she moved her head.

"Are you calling me bizarre Mark?" Korica asked in a soft voice.

"No sweetheart. I just mean that ability of yours to feel someone coming without seeing them and being able to tell what they are feeling at the same time is just incredible to me."

"Mark, did she do the same thing before I walked into the mess hall?" Tamaric asked.

"Yah she did. She knew that your heart ached or something and she sensed you coming a full minute before you walked in."

"I told you I'm getting more sensitive to your presence Tamaric. I wasn't kidding."

Just then Laurel and Jake rounded the corner into the mess hall and both were grinning as they could sense Korica themselves as she tuned into their minds and hearts. Mark immediately noticed that Laurel had a good deal of color in her cheeks and on her arms from all of the time spent in the gardening ring and Jake even had a touch of color on his cheeks and on his arms. Korica slid out of her seat out walked around the table and greeted them both with a warm hug and a peck and the two then stepped up to the table and Mark slid out and moved to the head of the table and Jake slid in and Laurel went and got a glass of pineapple juice for herself and a glass of orange juice for Jake. Laurel then walked back to the table and set Jake's glass down in front of him and he looked into it and smiled as she sat down and scooted in next to him.

"You were reading my mind. I was thinking I would like a cold glass of orange juice for a change."

"I know Jake." Laurel said smiling and tapping the tip of her finger to her forehead.

A few moments later a servo drone appeared with three menus and Laurel took them and handed one to Korica and Tamaric and one to Mark and she handed the other to Jake. The five of them then ordered their meals and Mark handed all of the menus back to the waiting servo drone and it took them and then spun around and floated off to its slot in the wall and disappeared through it.

While they waited for their meals Mark laid down the ground rules for their trip down to the Riven trading center. The girls were never to be left alone for any reason or any length of time. Even trips to the restroom would be escorted by one of the guys and the cranial communicators were to be left active at all times. Mark made it clear that at the first sign of any trouble no one was to be a hero. Call for back up and avoid confined spaces was to be the order of the day. Mark also made it clear that the weapons were to be set to stun per the captains orders. Everyone listened intently and all acknowledged the instructions. Mark then made it clear that if the signal to bug out was given everyone was to literally drop what he or she was doing and run for the crimson fighter.

The meals then showed up and everyone dug in and enjoyed a good breakfast with light conversation about the conditions on Euronda. Korica told everyone it was going to be very cold and there would more than likely be a lot of snow on the ground and it would be falling in prodigious amounts by late evening as a low-pressure front was bearing down on the Cremon continent from the northwest. Mark wasn't to crazy about trying to fly in gale force winds and blinding snow but he knew with the advanced instruments on the crimson fighter he could get them out of some pretty hairy weather relatively safely and once they got above fourty thousand feet they would be above the clouds.

After the meals were consumed everyone made their way to the gym and performed their morning workout routines and Tamaric had to ask Mark to show him how to increase the level of difficulty to his routine. Mark was very impressed and relieved that Tamaric was feeling strong enough to go to the next level. He increased all of his resistance and weight settings by 25% and showed him how to augment his workouts himself in the future.

Once the workouts were done the girls departed for the shower room and Mark sat and reiterated with the guys that he expected them to keep their eyes open and make sure nothing happened to the girls. Both agreed that they would watch for predatory behavior and suspicious actions from anyone. Mark then changed the subject to lighter topics until Jake looked straight ahead for a moment just like Korica had when she sensed the others and then he turned to the others and reported that the girls were done. The guys then went and took their showers.

When Jake walked back to his quarters he stepped in and found Laurel brushing out Korica's hair and as usual as soon as he walked up to the girls Korica slid out from between Laurel's legs and turned and gave her a peck and then she gave Jake a quick hug and then departed for her quarters. Jake then went to the front of the room and retrieved his clothes from the bureau and stepped back to the bed and used his towel to dry his hair more thoroughly and then he got dressed while Laurel leaned back on her hands and just watched fondly much as he did when he got to watch her get dressed every morning when they got up. Once he was completely dressed he made his way to the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth and wash his mouth out. Jake then stepped out and Laurel engaged him in a very passionate kiss and then the two held each other for a few moments and then they stepped into their shoes and made their way to the bridge.

When Korica arrived at her quarters and stepped in Tamaric was in the bathroom getting cleaned up so she stepped up to the edge of the bed and sat down hard and sat for a moment then let herself fall onto her back and she covered her eyes with her arm. She felt like she could fall asleep just like she was but she resisted the urge to drift off to deep until she sensed Tamaric step out of the bathroom. She sat up and looked over at him and he smiled at her as he walked up to her and knelt down and lifted her feet and swung her legs up onto the bed. She scooted over a little and then she looked down at herself and realized she wouldn't be able to sleep comfortably in her ships uniform as it tended to ride up when one scooted around on the bed.

"Tamaric that's sweet that you want to help me into bed but I have to get undressed first."

"Right. Sorry I didn't even think about that."

Korica scooted off the bed and adjusted herself from the hips then made her way to the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt from her side of the bureau and then she made her way to the bathroom and she got undressed and then put her night gear shirt on and then she made her way back into the main cabin and set her clothes on the night stand and then she sat down on the edge of the bed and scooted back so her shirt stayed down and then she poked her feet under the covers. Tamaric then pulled the covers up to her shoulders and she turned onto her side and grinned at him.

"Are you going to lay down with me?"

"Yes mam."

Tamaric walked over to Korica's side of the bed and slid the light control down to just above normal sleep levels and then he got undressed and climbed up onto the bed and he pulled the covers down and slid his feet down under the covers and Korica scooted over right next to him and kissed his cheek and then the two curled up together facing each other and Korica almost immediately drifted off to sleep with her arms wrapped around Tamaric tightly like he was her personal teddy bear and Tamaric closed his eyes and just enjoyed the warm tingle that her hot body squashed up against his elicited and the warm pulsing waves of energy as she purred with every beat of her heart making his heart skip a beat and then begin beating at the same pace as hers in a sympathetic rhythm.

Meanwhile Laurel and Jake were pouring over the vast amount of data coming into the sensor station about Euronda when the Future orbited around to the Euronda side of the sun. Some of the details coming in looked very familiar. Euronda had a 22-degree tilt as it rotated on its axis and its circumference was 24,500 miles with roughly seventy percent of the planet being covered by fresh water oceans with an average depth of 13,000 feet though some portions of the oceans were considerably deeper. At eighty-five million miles away it was a little difficult to discern any one particular life form with any great deal of accuracy but there were definite indications that the oceans and landmasses were teaming with biological life. The new scanner processors that the elder race had provided were incredibly sensitive and powerful but the close proximity to the sun and vast distance to Euronda was distorting some of the readings slightly.

Laurel couldn't help but wonder what kind of strange and unfamiliar life could have evolved on a planet with so much fresh water. From the distance the Future was maintaining the planet looked just like Earth except the continents were shaped completely different and there were nine major continents instead of seven. Along the equatorial regions there were vast rain forests with trees that were well over a thousand feet high in a band approximately a thousand miles wide circling the entire planet. There were also some distinct signs of advanced life in the form of cities and roads in the northern and southern regions of all of the major landmasses. Laurel tried to picture what the Eurondan's version of a motorized vehicle would look like. She assumed form would follow function but aesthetics would be dependant on cultural tastes and development.

As the scans continued to return data a second moon came into sensor range though the second moon was more like a giant asteroid that had been captured by Euronda's gravitational pull much like the moon Demos of Mars back in the Earth system. The other moon was quite sizable and obviously had a stabilizing affect on the planets rotational speed as well as its weather. The moon was 3,200 miles in circumference and appeared to be void of an atmosphere or any signs of habitation though Laurel remembered Korica talking about some moons surrounding other planets that had vast cave complexes used for habitation and there were even some moons that were so large that they were covered by thick atmospheres and had sizable colonies on them though this was not the case for Euronda's moons.

As Laurel and Jake shared a seat at the sensor station and continued to pour over the vast amount of information coming in Mark stepped onto the bridge and he grinned when he saw the two sitting with their arms around the other to avoid falling off the end of their seat. Jake stood up when he sensed Mark walking up behind them and Mark put his hand on his shoulder and grinned at him.

"As you were xo. What are we learning about Euronda?"

Jake sat back down and put his arm around Laurel to hold himself in the seat and she put her arm back around him and Laurel brought up the data on Euronda and mirrored the information onto the large view screen at the front of the bridge.

"Well, as you can see." Laurel said pointing to the giant views screen. "Euronda is a lot like Earth except the oceans are fresh water not salt water. There are mountains, deserts, rain forests, and savanas. Volcanoes some of which are super volcanoes like Yellow Stone on Earth there are also polar caps that contain a significant portion of the planets total water locked up in ice just like Earth. There are signs of advanced life in the form of rather large cities and a road system kind of like an Interstate road system. There are no signs of satellites or space stations so I would guess the equivalent of nineteen sixties Earth level technology. If Korica is correct in her general assessment of the area that the Riven settlement is located I would say it's the equivalent of the northern Canadian territories on Earth as far as the limited number of roads and lack of cities. I would guess the Riven trading center is so far north to keep the spacecraft traffic out of sight of the southern cities. I would suggest that we follow a southern approach from the north to avoid over flying any heavily populated areas so we don't cause a sensation to the populations not comfortable with the sight of aliens flying over their heads."

"Well now there's a twist. We're the aliens."

"Unless you're talking about Earth or the Future we are always the aliens Mark." Laurel said.

"That's true. Just seems weird to think of myself as an alien."

"All in all I would say we should have a quiet and uncontested trip down. I haven't even seen any other traffic of any kind coming or going from Euronda. Of course we can only see Cremon a small portion of the time. The Eurondan sun is between us and Euronda part of the time and Cremon is on the opposite side of Euronda a good portion of the time as well."

"Yet we were able to glean all of this information from the brief time we can see Euronda?"

"Well some of the information was in the data core as provided by the elder race but the new scanner processors are absolutely stunning in the amount of information they can pickup and the level of detail discernable in that information. We never had anything even close to this before. We would have detected a planet with an oxygen rich atmosphere and significant bodies of water but not much else from this distance."

"I see. So you guys are still onboard with this whole trip over to Euronda?"

Laurel stood up and faced Mark.

"Mark, this is really important to Korica. Do I like the idea? No. I hate the idea of leaving the Future. But we are going. I'm just not going to disappoint Korica with what she has given up to help us get home. We owe her anything she asks for that is within our power to grant her even if it's a little dangerous. Besides, you're one hell of a good pilot and an absolute gorilla. I couldn't think of a better armed escort than you."

"Relax cap. I happen to agree that we owe that sweet little girl anything she asks for and I have the distinct feeling that this won't be the only excursion she is going to ask us to go on to say goodbye to the people she knows."

"Sorry Mark. I don't mean to get so defensive."

"Ah, it's fine Laurel. I'm gunna go get the crimson fighter loaded for our little trip. If you guys would, please track down your cranial transmitters and put them on. I'll give one to Tamaric when he and Korica wake up."

"Will do."

"I guess this means we will be keeping the Future hidden in the coronal shadow of the sun?"

"I think it would be best in light of the size of the Future and the unknown factor surrounding the cultural acceptance of or knowledge of aliens for the Eurondan people. We could be perceived as a significant threat. Imagine something like the Future showing up in Earth orbit in nineteen sixty-two. The people of that time would have absolutely freaked out. It should only be an eight or nine minute trip at full speed for the crimson fighter."

"Cap, if we are going to avoid detection and make a polar approach we are going to have to make a different approach from that of a straight in approach. If we time it right we can use that moon to hide our approach and we can come straight down toward the North Pole. I would estimate a fifteen-minute flight."

"Right, I hadn't thought about that. It would take us considerably longer to get the Future into a safe orbit and it would cause quite a spectacle. I can remember being able to see the Future with the naked eye in Earth orbit as she was being completed."

"Yah, let's not go doing that to these people. If you need me I'll be in the upper rear hangar getting the ship prepped."

Mark then turned and exited the bridge and Laurel turned to Jake.

"I got some work that I want to do as well. I'll be in lab two on deck fourteen if you need me."

"That's the¦bio genetics lab. Are you going to start on your hybrid project for Korica?"

"Yes. There are a few things I want to get started on. I have Korica's blood and now her eggs so I have enough material to run some experiments until I have Tamaric's sperm to run some more advanced experiments."

"I won't even ask Laurel. I have no idea how complicated this is going to be but I would have to assume I wouldn't understand a bit of it."

"Probably not. I just have to isolate her chromosomes and make sure they are going to be compatible with those of a Human. I don't really need Tamaric's genetic material for that."

"Ok. I guess I'll stick around here until Korica gets up. I'll let you know when she's awake."

"Sounds good. We should both go get our cranial transmitters and put 'em on so we don't forget to do it."

Jake logged off the sensor station and then stood up and followed Laurel over to their quarters. When the door slid open Laurel went straight to the nightstand on her side of the bed and she retrieved both of their cranial transceivers and she stepped back over to Jake and handed him his and he looked at her a little bewildered as he took it from her and put it behind his ear.

"I really had no idea where those were but I didn't want to say anything to Mark. I thought he might get pissed if I had to tell him I had lost it."

"I stashed them when we returned from the Angalon¦well after we finished doing our thing."

"I'm so glad I got you covering our asses. I just don't know what I would do without you."

Laurel smiled at him as she attached her cranial transceiver and then she stepped into his arms and the two hugged tightly and then engaged in a very passionate kiss that left Jake's head buzzing. Laurel then departed for the transport compartment to transport down to deck fifteen and then she would take the stairs down to deck fourteen where the research labs were located. Jake in the mean time went back to the bridge to look over some of the data coming in about Euronda. He was also trying to get an idea of the amount of space traffic coming and going from Euronda of which so far there had been none except for one craft that had been in a high polar orbit when they first arrived in the system, which he thought was more than just a little odd.

At 11:40 ships time Korica stirred from her slumber and rolled onto her back and half onto Tamaric who was awake but lying still and very quiet with the view screen on displaying the information about Euronda in a scrolling text format on the right half of the screen and a live image or Euronda on the left half as the Future orbited the planet side of the Eurondan sun. Korica batted her eyes a few times and then lifted her head and looked at the view screen for a few moments and then she scooted over and turned onto her left side and looked up at Tamaric's face. She could see that he had been awake for some time and she appreciated the fact that he would lie quietly and let her sleep.

"Hi Tamaric. You know what time it is?"

Tamaric changed the view screen to the main corridor view since it would have the time of day in the lower corner of the screen.

"It's eleven fourty in the morning."

"Crap! I over slept. I wanted to get up at ten thirty."

"Korica you went for more than twenty four hours without sleep. You were tired honey you didn't over sleep."

"There's a weather front moving in this afternoon over the Riven trading center. We have to get landed before that happens."

"Ok, so let's get up and get dressed and we'll get going."

"Hay thanks for lying here quietly and letting me sleep. I sleep better with you right next to me."

"You're welcome Korica. I know the feeling."

Tamaric leaned over and slid the lights up to full intensity and Korica leaned over when he leaned back and kissed his cheek and then she slid out of bed and collected her clothes off of the night stand and made her way to the bathroom to get dressed and brush her teeth. Tamaric slid out of the other side of the bed and got dressed himself and by the time he was stepping into his shoes Korica stepped out of the bathroom looking beautiful with her hair brushed and her cheeks were rosy pink and her eyes were bright. Tamaric gave her a bright smile that she returned warmly as she stepped up to her shoes and stepped into them. She then gave Tamaric a warm hug and a peck and the two then exited their quarters and made their way to the mess hall to catch a quick meal.

When the two entered the mess hall Jake was sitting with Laurel waiting for their meals to arrive as they had sensed the fact that Korica was awake and they knew she was excited to get going. Mark had been paged but he wanted to finish up some last minute simulator runs. He was running a simulation of the approach to Euronda so that he would have a good idea of how to approach the planet as discretely as possible. Laurel and Jake got to their feet and gave Korica a warm hug and then Laurel pulled Tamaric into a warm hug surprising him a little. When she released him she put her hands on his shoulders and looked him in the eyes.

"Thank you for staying with Korica so she could sleep soundly. I'm very proud of you for thinking of her first."

"Thank you Laurel. I would do anything to help her. If that means lying still for a couple hours so she can recover then that's what I'm gunna do."

Korica stepped past them and went to get something to drink for her and Tamaric. The other three sat down and a servo drone showed up with a menu that Tamaric took. Korica then returned to the table and set Tamaric's drink in front of him and sat down and scooted up next to him and gave him a smile that just made him feel weak in the knees and his stomach tingled for a moment. She had such a beautiful smile to him and she was so pretty that her bright smile always had this affect on him. Tamaric got lost looking at her and she nudged him bringing him back to his senses and the two went about ordering their meal and then Korica handed the menu to the servo drone that then spun around and floated across the room and disappeared into its slot in the wall.

The meals showed up a few minutes later just as Mark stepped into the room. Korica got up and gave him a tight hug and then he sat down and a servo drone showed up with a menu and he ordered a light lunch and then after handing the menu back to the servo drone he got up and got himself a cup of tea and then sat down and to wait for his meal to arrive.

"So are we ready Mark?" Laurel asked.

"Yes mam. The ship is fueled and loaded and our arctic gear is onboard. I have a pretty good feel for the approach we will need to take to get in undetected as well."

"Cool. Korica you will need to retrieve your cranial communicator from your quarters before we leave."

"My quarters have been completely rearranged. I actually have no idea where it is."

"In the night table on the left side of the bed there is a small red box containing your cranial transceiver Korica." The AI said.

"Thank you Future. I haven't even opened the drawer on that side of the bed yet. I had no idea there was anything in it."

"Tamaric, after our meal I want you to follow me to my quarters and I'll issue you a transceiver ok?" Mark said.

"Ok." Tamaric replied.

Marks meal then showed up via a servo drone and he set in to eating his meal. Once everyone had finished their food and consumed their drinks everyone got up and Tamaric and Korica followed Mark to his quarters and Mark produced a small box with several cranial transceivers in it and he handed one to Tamaric. Tamaric looked at it in the palm of his hand for a moment then Korica took it out of his and put it behind his ear and showed him how to turn it on and off and how to remove it if the need arose. Mark then put the box back in his quarters and the three then walked down the corridor and met up with Laurel and Jake who were standing outside the transport compartment waiting for them.

All five then stepped into the transport compartment and stepped up onto the transport platform and squeezed together. When the free floating map appeared Korica touched the indicator for the upper rear hangar since her and Tamaric stepped up onto the platform first and were at the back of the group and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they all disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the clear transport platform enclosure in the hangar.

Laurel stepped forward and pushed the door open and everyone stepped out into the hangar and Korica looked around a little as this was her first time in the upper hangar. It was a much smaller carbon copy of the lower hangar. The hangar was nearly full to capacity with three marine jump fighters, which were a dark black color and extremely menacing looking with rail guns on two weapons pylons on each side of the craft and then there were the four crimson fighters one of which had its rear side hatch open and there was a weapons case sitting in the hangar floor right next to the open hatch.

Mark led everyone up to the case and he squatted down and unlocked it and lifted the lid open and pulled out a plasma pistol that look a little different than the ones in the ships inventory. He handed one to Laurel then Jake and then he handed one to Korica and finally he handed one to Tamaric. He then took one for him self and he set it on the floor and started handing out thigh holsters. Once everyone had their holsters on he picked up his weapon and pulled a small key out of the side of it and then he told each of the others to pull their weapons and gently touch their fingers to the triggers without squeezing the triggers. He then pulled a small key out of the side each weapon and dropped the keys in the weapons case and then looked at everyone.

"These are almost identical to what the civilian corps uses except these are bio metrically encoded to the individual that the weapon is issued to. By removing the keys your biometric identity was locked into the weapon and no one else will be able to fire the weapon. In fact they will receive a rather nasty electric shock if they attempt to do so. That way if you're disarmed and your opponent gains control of your weapon he can't use it on you. If we get into a firefight just remember that you can't use anyone else's weapon without the same nasty surprise awaiting you."

"If someone drops their weapon or if it gets knocked out of their hand can we pick it up or will we still get shocked." Korica asked.

"No, you can handle the weapon just don't touch the trigger. These weapons have the same firing capacity as the civilian corps models, so you will get about thirty shots on the lowest setting and about ten on the highest setting. These weapons are smaller and lighter in weight but they have the same punch as their larger counterparts. I want you all to carry at least one extra power cell. That's what the small pocket is for up on the waist strap."

Mark bent over and grabbed one power cell at a time and tossed one to everyone and they slipped them into the pocket on their waist and secured the Velcro flap over them holding them in place. Mark then closed the weapons case and picked it up and moved it over to secure bin at the edge of the hangar floor so that it wouldn't float out of the hangar if the gravity plating were to fail with the hangar depressurized and open. Mark then stepped back over to the crimson fighter and looked everyone over and he realized Tamaric had the end of his thigh holster to loose so he squatted down and synched it up for him then stood up and patted his shoulder and then he turned and stepped into the crimson fighter and made his way up to the pilots seat and sat down and squirmed down into his seat.

Laurel and Jake then stepped in and looked around a bit as they had never actually taken the time to look at the real thing and there was a rather sizable cargo compartment in the rear quarter with fold down jump seats that were all folded up against the walls of the cargo area. Laurel and Jake then took their positions and Korica and Tamaric stepped in and Korica secured the hatch behind herself. She then reached over and turned on the cargo area light and helped Tamaric figure out how to unsecure the jump seats and get strapped in and then she sat down in the seat next to him and strapped herself in.

Once the ship was warmed up and all the power levels were in the green Mark reached up and opened the communication channel.

"Future, this is the Prentor. We are ready for departure."

Korica smiled and leaned forward slightly and glanced up toward the front of the ship but she could only see the back of Laurel and Jake's heads. She then leaned back and looked at Tamaric.

"Did you hear that? They named the ship after my family."

"I heard that. I think it's a sweet gesture."

"This is the Future." The AI replied. "I am depressurizing the hangar. Please stand by."

"Roger Future, we're standing by."

Everyone could hear the air rushing by the crimson fighter until the air became to thin to conduct sound and then it fell eerily quiet as a vapor cloud formed for a second outside the cockpit window and then disappeared. The Hangar door then began to retract though it was not visible except to Mark on his rear view camera being displayed by his right elbow as the ship was facing the back bulkhead. Once the door began to retract the lights in the hangar switched to a dim red color until the door was completely open and then it faded to a barely visible level.

"Prentor this is the Future, you are clear for departure. There are no bandits, no bogies anywhere in the Eurondan system. I will decrease the shield strength to the minimum safe levels once you have cleared the hangar. There should only be a momentary interruption in your power systems as you pass through the shield."

"Roger that Future." Mark said.

Mark then reached down and slid the hover throttles forward slightly and the ship lifted and then he reached up and pushed the button to retract the landing gear and once he had three green lights signaling the landing gear doors were closed and sealed he gently revolved the Prentor so it was facing out of the hangar and then he slid the forward throttles up slightly and the ship gently flew out of the hangar and as soon as he moved past the opening he slid the hover throttles down. He then gently flew the ship out a couple hundred feet and asked Laurel to engage the shield generator. She reached up and flipped three switches and then pushed the button to turn the generator on and there was a slight hum that could be heard as the generator engaged and then it faded away.

Mark then gave a quick burst of the forward throttles and then he let the ship coast through the shields and all of the power readings fluctuated for a moment as they passed through the shields and then everything stabilized and Mark then pushed the throttles all the way forward and within seconds the ship was traveling at .95 the speed of light. Mark then slid the FTL throttle forward and in a crimson flash that lingered for a few seconds the ship jumped to 1.47 times the speed of light. Mark headed straight for the Eurondan moon with the plan in mind of using it to obscure his approach. It only took five minutes for Euronda to almost completely disappear from view as the Prentor made a gentle turn and headed straight for the moon. Two minutes later Mark made a turn that would take them straight up over the moon and he punched the FTL throttles all the way forward and the ship sped up to 1.52 times the speed of light. Mark continued on his path until he was three hundred thousand miles up above Euronda's northern most point and then he initiated a hard turn straight down at the north pole of Euronda and eased the FTL throttles back.

As the planet started to get very big in the cockpit window Mark slid the throttles back and used the planets gravitational pull to maintain their speed. Once the ship began to interact with the upper atmosphere Mark slid the throttles back up and initiated a southern entry just as they had practiced over and over in the simulator. As the hull began to glow a brilliant red that bled right up to the cockpit window Mark shallowed his approach slightly and eased up on the throttles. His instruments were indicating a significant amount of buffeting as the atmosphere thickened but there was still absolutely no sense of the slightest bump. He was amazed how sensitive and quick the inertia dampening system was in real life.

As they plunged deeper into the atmosphere the glow faded from the bow of the ship and Mark began using more aerodynamic maneuvers remembering the tendency of the craft to try and spin in high-speed turns. He initiated a gentle turn and leveled them off at fourty-five thousand feet MSL headed due south and then he engaged the autopilot to hold a steady forward course. He then unbuckled his restraint and turned as best as he could in his seat.

"Korica honey, come up here and take a look at the navigation display. I need you to try and give us a good idea of where we are going."

"Kay."

Korica unbuckled herself and stepped up to Jake's side and looked at his navigational display. She reached over his shoulder and zoomed out the image of the terrain below and then dragged the display south and then she pointed to a valley that ran roughly southeast to northwest with a sizable body of water at the southern end of the valley. She pointed to the northern most end of the valley.

"Right there. That should be where the Riven trading center is located."

Jake reached up and touched where she was pointing and the coordinates appeared before him and then Mark looked at his lower right small display screen. He could see the coordinates and he manually entered them into the autopilot and then looked back at Korica and winked at her.

"Thanks Korica. Go take your seat and I'll start our approach ok?"

"Ok."

Korica gave him a big smile and then hurried into the back of the craft and sat down and buckled herself in. Mark monitored the autopilots course until they dropped deep into the cloud layer and he could see that there was a fair amount of snow reflecting off of the shield in an arcing spray of white. As the snow started to get heavier and wetter Mark watched the altitude indicator until it indicated five thousand feet and he worried that the terrain detection would miss a large tree or some other tall obstacle. He just didn't trust the alien software to have the same intuition as a person. He took the controls and disengaged the autopilot and brought their altitude up to seven thousand feet and continued southeast watching the lower navigation display until he heard an alert that a signal had been detected. Laurel brought up the data on the signal and found that it was the outer marker for the Riven settlement.

"We're over the outer marker Mark. Twenty miles to the settlement." Laurel said.

"Roger that cap. Thank you."

Just as Mark was wondering how difficult it was going to be to land blind they emerged from the storm front and bright sunlight flooded into the cockpit making Mark squint for a second until he reached up and touched a button that tinted the cockpit window slightly. He then initiated a slow circle of the Riven settlement and he could see that the settlement covered an area of about three square miles that had a dense collection of buildings and then it thinned out to homes and farms here and there for as far as the eye could see. He could see the runway off in the distance and an enormous rectangular building was sitting five hundred feet from an aircraft parking ramp. He made a gentle banking turn and headed for the runway. Jake was scanning the sky for any other aircraft but the skies were empty except for the Prentor. Jake then scanned the trading center deeply and he was detecting approximately three hundred occupants. There were several dozen strange looking vehicles parked behind the trading center along the side of a road that led down into the adjacent settlement. When mark got to within a mile of the runway another alert was heard as the runway end indicator detected the Prentor and began broadcasting an automated locator beacon. Laurel reached up and silenced the alert.

"The skies are clear Mark. You can make whatever approach you want."

"Got it. Thanks xo. Korica, come up here honey."

Korica unbuckled herself and walked up between Laurel and Jake and looked over Mark's shoulder out the front window. She looked at the trading center and smiled. It looked the same as the last time she was here except there was a ton of snow everywhere. She knelt down and put her arm over Marks shoulder and pointed to a spot on the east side of the building.

"Right there Mark. They're kind of hard to see but there are landing pads right there buried in the snow. If you hover for a few moments there are arms that will sweep the snow off of the landing pads."

"I think I got 'em in sight. Yah I got 'em. Looks like there are several other ships sitting on the pads."

"We used to have to park out near the runway cause my fathers ship created a huge gust when it took off vertically. I think we can get a way with parking right there next to the east entrance." Korica said pointing over his shoulder.

Mark banked around and made a flyover at one hundred feet giving the scanners a good view of the interior of the trading center. Mark then circled around and slowed their speed and slid the hover throttles forward and slid the forward throttles back to and idle and he gently side stepped until he was right over the top of the closest landing pad and he dropped their altitude until they were ten feet off of the ground and then he let go of the controls and the ship stabilized itself and hovered motionless. Mark switched the down looking camera to one of his forward displays and sure enough just as Korica had said they could see some very large sweeping arms brushing the snow off of the landing pad. When the arms returned to their overhang, Mark gently grabbed the controls and slid the throttles back and they slowly dropped and at six feet the landing gear automatically deployed and they set down on them very gently and Mark went about shutting everything down as did Laurel and Jake.

Once everything was powered down Mark poured over the scanned images and data from their flyover. Korica stood back up and looked back and Tamaric and grinned as she watched him fussing with his restraint trying to undo it. Korica walked back and showed him how to lift the lock before trying to twist the latch and he shook his head.

"I'm sorry I'm such a dunce Korica. I've never seen a latch like this before."

"Stop it! You hurt me when you call yourself names Tamaric. I've told you that before."

"Sorry."

Korica took Tamaric's hand and the two walked toward the front of the ship and Mark looked back and up at her.

"Ok where's your friends store at Korica?"

Korica looked aver at Jake's display and she pointed to the tenth storefront in the line from the west end of the building.

"Right there."

Jake reached up and touched the storefront that she was pointing at and it appeared on Marks display.

"Good girl. Ok. Let's get suited up. It's twenty-four degrees out there and you saw what we were flying through on our approach. It's gunna be snowing in the next half hour or so. The temperature is going to get really cold with the wind-chill factor. Everyone remember where we're parked."

Mark switched everything off at his controls and after Laurel and Jake did the same and made their way into the back of the ship. Mark squirmed out of his seat and made his way to the back of the ship as well. Mark opened the storage container at the back of the cargo area and started handing out the off white and tan cold weather suits and thermal boots. Everyone began putting their arctic suits on when Korica asked Mark what she was supposed to do with her weapon.

"Well take it off and strap it on over your arctic suit silly."

Korica shook her head at herself feeling like she had just asked a really dumb question. She slid her shoes off and stepped into the very thick and heavy pants after taking her pistol and holster off. She found that the outfit was the perfect size for her. She then put the coat on and zipped it up and then closed the Velcro zipper cover. She then strapped her holster around her waist and she bent over and attached the thigh strap and synched it up tightly and then holstered her weapon. She then turned and faced Tamaric just as he finished synching his thigh strap and holstering his weapon and he looked her up and down and he put his hand up and rocked it back and forth.

"You're still beautiful Korica, but you look like you've put on twenty pounds."

"This thing feels like it weighs twenty pounds."

Korica then stepped into her boots and knelt down so she could fasten the snap buckles on each and then she stood up and Tamaric pulled his head back a little.

"Good lord Korica! You're a full three inches taller."

"You like it?"

"Yah. Actually I do." Tamaric said grinning at her.

Tamaric then stepped into his boots and Korica stepped up to him and squatted down and fastened his snap buckles and then stood up and looked him over.

"Well you should stay warm anyways."

Korica and Tamaric then turned to the others who were just stepping into their own boots and fastening the snap buckles. When everyone was finished they looked at each other and gave some funny grins. The suits weren't exactly flattering and poor Korica already had a bead of sweat forming on her forehead. The suits were meant for temperatures below zero and with the temperature in the low seventies in the ship she was very hot and uncomfortable with her higher body temperature.

"Alright, I think we're ready." Mark said. "Everyone turn your cranial transceivers on."

Everyone tapped their transceivers to life. Mark gave a one, two, three count and everyone nodded that they could hear him.

"Ok, ordinarily these things would be capable of reaching the Future to call for help but with the Future orbiting the sun I don't think that's gunna be possible and there's no one there to help us anyway. We are on our own and I want you all to keep that in mind. If we get into a jam there's no back up coming. We got to get out of it on our own so stay frosty. Watch for anyone following you or anyone looking at the girls with hungry eyes if you know what I mean?"

"Yah, we get you." Jake said looking right at Tamaric who nodded that he gets it.

"I want you and the cap to take point and Korica and Tamaric will be right behind you and I will bring up the rear. Let's not get separated if at all possible ok?"

"Mark We all get it. These are a peaceful people. I think you might be over reacting just a little." Korica said.

Laurel flashed her a stern glance and Korica shrank back a little.

"Korica, Mark is in charge from this point forward honey. What he says goes."

"Sorry Mark. We'll do as you say." Korica said in a quiet voice.

"It's ok sweetie. With the insights you had about this trip I am going to proceed with an abundance of caution. I'm not going to take the slightest chance that something fu¦messed up could happen to my crew. You guys are smart but not exceptionally experienced with situations like this. Just give me the benefit of the doubt that I know what I'm doing honey."

"I know this is what you're trained to do Mark. I apologize. I'm just not used to going anywhere with this posture in mind."

"If we go anywhere else before we get to the Milky Way this is how we're going honey."

"Ok. I got it."

Mark then reached into a side compartment in the cargo bay and pulled out a small dark blue bag with a gold draw string and handed it to Laurel who slid it into her pocket. Korica furrowed her brow and just looked at her for a moment.

"It's some of the jewels from the secure case you had me stash in our quarters. I figured we would need a little currency if you saw something you liked or if we needed to eat." Laurel said.

"Right. I almost forgot about that."

Mark then stepped up to the cabin door and opened it as he turned off the cargo area lights. There was an extremely cold blast of air that rushed into the ship making everyone except Korica shiver for a moment. To her it felt wonderful as she felt like she was cooking in the arctic suit. The air was crisp and bit the nose, ears and lips immediately. Everyone flipped their hoods up to cover their ears and began filing out of the ship into the bright sunlight. Once the last was out Mark pushed a recessed panel door open and reached in and pulled up on a handle and the door swung up and sealed closed and then he flipped off the power switch and pulled his hand out and the door closed and blended in perfectly with the rest of the hull. Everyone slipped their gloves over their hands to protect their fingers from frostbite and Korica walked to the back of the landing pad and swept the snow off of a metal box on a short post and lifted the cover up and pushed a button and from the middle of the landing pad a trap door swung open and a square magnetic clamp rose up to the bottom of the craft and with a metallic thud locked onto the bottom of the crimson fighter's hull. Korica then swung the cover closed and took up her position next to Tamaric and Mark nodded at her in approval.

Laurel and Jake then took the lead with Korica and Tamaric following them with Mark bringing up the rear just as he had discussed. The first thing everyone noticed was an extremely dark cloudbank off to the west moving in their direction so they knew they needed to get inside quickly. The trudging was slow as the snow was well over a foot deep in most places but luckily Mark had set them down only 100 yards from the east entrance to the trading center building. When they finally reached the huge roll up door Laurel looked at it for a moment then saw a man door off to the right of the roll up door and she stepped up to it and she noticed it had a bizarre two handed vertical handle that had locking bolts that slid in and out from each edge of the door. She assumed it was designed as a storm and blast door since it was so close to the landing pads.

Laurel grabbed the handle and gave a good twist and the bolts retracted with a bit of a squeaking noise and then she pulled the door open and everyone stepped in and then Mark secured the door behind himself. The first thing everyone noticed was a powerful odor of all kinds of food being cooked at the same time. At first it was pungent but as the nose began to pick individual scents out of the collage of odors it actually became quite pleasant. Some of the spices detected were very aromatic and sweet and actually made the mouth water even if one wasn't hungry. There was the distinct smell of meat being cooked and vegetables being steamed of a variety that no one except Korica was familiar with.

Everyone swept their hoods off and pulled their gloves off and swung them back by their attaching straps and secured them to the underside of their arms. Everyone took a look around and no one seemed to even pay them any notice to Mark's relief. There was a collage of voices in different languages mixing and carrying all throughout the building. There were eating tables in the middle of the walkways with vendor stands here and there and along both walls there was shop after shop all seemingly pedaling something different. There were sloping bins of vegetables of all sorts in front of a good many of the storefronts. Mark could see towards the middle of this enormous building there were some enclosed structures that he assumed were the port houses that Korica had talked about. There were lighted signs hanging above many of the shops in a language that no one could read. There were hundreds of individuals milling around and many were sitting at the tables in the middle of the walkways eating and talking. Most of the individuals looked very Human but some were definitely not of the standard Human model. They had oddly shaped heads and eyes and some had bony projections with darker skin than would be expected when compared to a Human Caucasian.

The group began to walk up the north side walkway while looking around and sniffing at the air as they passed by some of the eateries. The individual smells were becoming quite enticing as they walked by. Mark was in scanning mode watching behaviors instead of taking in the sights and smells. There were the passing glances by different individuals as the five walked along and then the individuals would go back to their business seemingly unconcerned and uninterested in the five of them. They walked through the crowds and Korica was explaining to Tamaric some of the strange foods being sold at the different storefronts. Mark was actually surprised by the number of people in the trading center. He knew from the scans on their fly over that there were indications of at least three hundred beings but it looked like a lot more when they were walking amongst them.

They walked almost all the way to the west end of the building and Korica finally tapped Laurel on the shoulder and pointed to a storefront only two doors down from their current position.

"That's the Leison's storefront." Korica said.

The group walked up to the bins full of vegetables in front of the storefront and Laurel and Jake stopped and let Korica walk past them to make the first greet. Korica walked up to the doorway to the storefront and she saw Mera Leison unloading a bag of portans, the equivalent of truffles on Earth. Korica knew that Mera's Hiram was pretty bad but she could definitely speak and understand it though she understood it perfectly and spoke it like a three or four year old.

"Hello Mera. Do you remember me?" Korica asked with a grin on her face.

Mera stopped what she was doing and turned around and her face erupted into a bright smile.

"As I live and breathe. Korica Prentor! Of course remember you I do."

Korica stepped up to her and Mera gave her a tight hug and then Mera knelt down in front of her while putting her hands on her arms.

"Look at you! Different you look much. You've so much grown. Has it been so long?"

"It's been a couple years I guess."

"Where Resa and Andron? Have you come for food stocks?"

By this time everyone had stepped into the storefront and Mera stood up and nodded to them and that's when Mera noticed the weapon on Korica's leg as well as everyone else's and she furrowed her brow momentarily and really stared at Korica's then she looked back up to her face.

"This is my crew now Mera. This is my captain, Laurel Kade."

Laurel stepped forward and shook her hand.

"Of meet you I am pleased captain Kade." Laurel just nodded to her and tried not to react to her terrible Hiram.

Mera seemed to look her up and down and she seemed to be genuinely shocked by her young age and striking beauty.

"And this is her mate and the second in command, commander Jake Myers."

Jake now stepped forward and shook her hand. Mera sized him up just as intently but smiled at him warmly.

"Hello mam." Jake said in Hiram.

"Honored you am I to meet commander Myers."

Jake looked at Korica a little bewildered as to how poor Mera's Hiram was.

"And that is our chief of security, lieutenant Mark Tillman. He doesn't speak my language Mera so he won't understand anything you try and say to him."

Mera just nodded to Mark and he returned the gesture recognizing that Korica had just introduced him since he heard his name spoken.

"And this handsome young man is my mate, Tamaric Reynolds. He does not speak my language either Mera."

Tamaric heard his name and so put his hand forward and shook Mera's hand.

"If these speak not your tongue how you do talk at them?"

"It's a long story Mera but let's just say that I speak so many languages now that I can't count them all so I speak their language."

"You're crew? Korica dear, where is mother and father and they crew?"

Korica looked down for a moment and took a deep breath then looked Mera in the face.

"They're dead Mera. All of them are gone. Laurel and Jake adopted me. The elder race recognized and approved the adoption. They are my mom and dad now and I am a member of their crew."

Mera's face lit up at the mention of the elder race.

"The elder race? No! You've been met over the elder race?"

"Not only have I met them but I am one of them now. My entire species has been accepted into the coalition of advanced races. So have the Humans of Earth. That's what my crew are called. They are Humans from a planet called Earth in another galaxy entirely. Our ship is¦well it's very big and it is parked in hiding so we wouldn't upset the people of Euronda."

"I'm sorry to speak that your mother and father are gone Korica."

"Hear Mera. You mean you are sorry to hear about my mother and father. Thank you though. I am with good people and I have a love of my own now."

Korica took Tamaric's hand in hers and pulled him up next to her gently and then she flashed her ring at Mera and Tamaric got the hint and let go of Korica's hand and raised his hand so she could see the ring on his finger.

"We are¦bound to each other as signified by these rings. We are going to be joined forever when we get older."

"My Hiram is¦weak. Sorry am I if I talk wrong."

"It's ok Mera. I can understand you just fine as can my captain and her mate."

"The girls will be thrilled to saw you Korica."

"Yah, where are Gemma and Serina?"

"Gemma is out back¦how say¦storm coming¦tie down everything?"

"I understand. We flew through that storm when we came in for a landing. Where is Serina? I really miss her. We used to have so much fun playing together while the ship was being loaded."

"She is in sleep. Very sick Serina gets with a virus that makes her legs don't work anymore. She has not walk over year now."

"I uh¦She is asleep or is she in bed?"

"Bed. That's word. She is in bed."

"I'm so sorry Mera. I didn't know she was sick."

Laurel leaned closer to Jake and whispered in his ear.

"Sounds like polio back on Earth. You know we can probably cure that if we can get her back to the Future?"

"Babe our vaccines are meant for Human physiology. It could kill the girl. She's not Human." Jake whispered back.

"Can I see her Mera?" Korica asked.

"Yes. When Gemma comes back I'll see you to her."

"Mera, where's Lorn?"

"He is Serina sitting¦he is sitting¦with Serina. He does not leave her side. He is¦heartbreak about Serina. She will not be much longer being with us. It's good you came Korica. You will happy her."

Korica felt a cold rush of air coming from down the hallway at the back of the store and she assumed that Gemma must have come back in from outside. The cool rush of air made Korica realize that she was roasting in her arctic suit so she opened the Velcro flap and zipped the coat down to her naval and flapped the side panels a couple of times to let the heat out of her coat. Gemma walked into the storefront from the back of the enclosure and saw Korica and smiled at her warmly. She remembered Korica as the bubbly little girl that Serina used to play with while her parents conducted their business and she also remembered that Korica's parents usually bought a lot of food stock at one time making their visits a financial boon for the family.

Gemma and her mother had an exchange in their native language and then Gemma waived Korica toward the hallway. Mark noticed that Korica was being led away and he gently nudged Tamaric from behind.

"Stay with her Tamaric. I don't care if she knows these people don't you let her out of your sight."

"Yes sir." Tamaric said without looking back.

Tamaric took a couple of quick steps and caught up to Korica and Gemma and followed them down the hallway. Laurel in the meantime decided to conduct a little business with Mera.

"Mera, is there any Izore meat available for purchase? Korica has been raving about the sweet taste and I would like to pick some up for her if at all possible."

"Yes there is. We have a brunel or two frozen. They be hunted up the mountains in cold season and valleys of hot weather."

"I'm sorry I don't know what a brunel is."

"Five animals is brunel. Will feed ten people thirty days. More if eat small."

"I understand. When we are ready to leave I would like to pay for a brunel of Izore."

"How pay you?"

"Gems?"

"We accept that type of pay."

"Have you taste Izore?"

"No mam. None of us besides Korica have ever tasted Izore before."

"Oh you're in for treat. I have Gemma prepare some for evening meal. Will you stay and eat my family with?"

"We would love to have a meal with your family Mera. Korica will be happy to spend some time with you folks. She said you were friends and she insisted on stopping in before she leaves this galaxy."

"Leave galaxy? Where she is going?"

"She is about to become an officer in our civilian corps and she is an integral part of my crew. That's why she carries a weapon, which I saw that you noticed when we first arrived. We are heading back to our own galaxy and she is coming with us. We will never be coming back so this time is for her to say goodbye to you and your family."

"That's sweet that you let her that. Does she know shoot weapon?"

"Oh yes mam. She's a really good shot too." Laurel was actually not quite sure just how good of a shot Korica was but she figured there was no reason to let on to that fact.

"She is special young lady and she looks so different than time I saw her before. She is no more little girl. Her parents very sweet people and good traders. Always they pay more than ask I from them and they tell others about my store. I have many people come in and drop name of them to get a good deal and I honor that always. I miss Andron and Resa very much."

"She is a very sweet and special girl Mera. I love her with all my heart and she will be well taken care of. You have my word. She has a love of her own now and she is growing and learning at an astonishing rate."

"I see the kind of love she¦in your eyes is love when look at her you do. She is healthy and happy I can see. Where did her mate from come...come from?"

"He is Human. He came from Earth. There are sixty five hundred Humans on my ship and over a thousand are young like her and she found him among us."

"Wow. I see a¦shine in her eyes that I know. She is loving her Tamaric very much. I know the look in the eyes of her."

"Yes mam she is definitely in love with Tamaric in a big way."

"Her business is mine not. She is your daughter and respect that I will. Come, you hot yes?"

"Yes mam. These suits are very hot."

"Come, we go to the¦live in room and you can take heavy clothes off."

"Can you leave the store unattended?"

"Not for too long but I make you comfortable and give warm Cesal tea then I come back here."

Mera then led everyone down the hallway and took the first left into a rather large living area and motioned to the coat rack by the door and everyone began removing their coats while Mera stepped through a doorway into a cooking area with a large pass through window adjacent to a table large enough for at least ten people to sit down at comfortably. Mera pulled down five cups and lifted what looked like a typical teapot off of a hook over an open fire in a corner of the cooking area with a large smoke hood over it and she poured five cups of tea and then put the cups through the pass through window onto the table. After everyone had their coats off they all sat down at the table and Mera stepped back into the room and put her hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"If you need I'm in the storefront. Please be comfortable. You are Korica family so you are family of mine."

"Thank you Mera." Laurel said.

Mera then exited the room and headed back toward the storefront and everyone sat and looked around the room a little then sipped their tea, which was very fragrant and had a unique but delightful sweet and tart flavor like nothing any of them had ever tasted before.

When Korica and Tamaric entered Serina's room with Gemma leading the way they saw Serina lying in a single sized bed with covers up to her chest and she looked perfectly healthy. Her bright green eyes lit up when she saw Korica enter the room. She had short bright blond hair and small facial features and she was very pretty in stark contrast to her sister Gemma's curly brunet hair and brown eyes. Gemma was very plain looking and not exceptionally beautiful, she was in fact kind of homely looking though not entirely unattractive. Korica always thought it was hard to believe the two were actually sisters since they looked so different from one another.

Lorn was sitting next to the bed in a chair holding Serina's hand and the two were watching a video on a small fourteen-inch flat screen video player that was sitting on top of a dresser across from the foot of the bed. Lorn immediately recognized Korica and stood up and put his arms out to Korica. Lorn's Hiram was almost as bad as Mera's but not quite as bad. Serina on the other hand had picked up on Hiram amazingly well in the time she had known Korica and with the other Draximan traders that had frequented the shop over the years she picked up even more Hiram and some Brakson, another language from Draxima.

"Korica dear. It has long been that I've not seen you." Lorn said as he hugged Korica warmly.

Korica then smiled at Lorn and stepped up to the bed and leaned in and hugged Serina and kissed each of her cheeks and Serina returned the gesture. Korica then removed her coat and laid it at the foot of the bed. She then unbuckled her boots and stepped out of them and took her holster off and laid her weapon up on the bed and she removed her arctic pants and finally she felt comfortable and she then strapped her weapon back on and stepped into her boots and fastened the buckle snaps and then she looked at Lorn who seemed a little shocked not only at how big Korica was but also at her weapon.

"Sorry, I had to get out of my arctic gear. I was roasting." Korica said. "How are you Lorn?"

"I am doing well. Serina is my attention now. Very sick she is."

"Mera told me that you were very sick Serina. What happened to you? The last time I saw you we played for hours together."

"I have some kind of virus attacking my central nervous system. I lost the ability to walk about a year ago and in the last couple of weeks I lost the feeling in my hands and arms. The healers don't really know what I have only that it is getting worse and eventually¦I will eventually go blind and deaf and my heart and lungs will have trouble keeping me alive. If we had a way to get me to Ferris, the capitol city of Cremon there might be a treatment available but it will be very expensive and there is no way to get me there."

"That's horrible Serina. Hay, we have a ship that could get you there really fast."

"There is still the issue of much how¦how much money it will take. We are not exactly wealthy Korica."

"We might be able to help you with that as well. Have they told you how long you have?"

"No one is really sure. Days¦maybe weeks at the most."

Serina started to tear up and Korica's heart just broke. Korica sat down next to Serina and cried with her for a few minutes. Tamaric was torn, he could see that Korica really liked this poor girl but he didn't understand a word that was being said and he really didn't like seeing Korica so upset. He just assumed that Serina was very sick or something. Korica managed to pull herself together enough to tell Tamaric what was going on.

"Tamaric this is Serina. We played together on many occasions while my parents were loading the ship with food bought from Serina's parents. She is paralyzed and she has no feeling in her arms and hands. She got sick a little over a year ago and lost the ability to walk. The doctors say the virus she has is going to take her sight and hearing and then her heart and lungs will quit working. She is going to die very soon. Her family doesn't have the money to get her the help she needs."

"God, how horrific. Is there anything we can do to help?"

"Possibly. They need money and a ride to the capitol city of Ferris. Both we can provide if there is time."

"Well we will have to wait for the storm to pass at the very least."

"I know. We will have to make a trip to the Future to get some more money as well."

Lorn sat back down in his chair and looked at Tamaric as he took his coat off and laid it with Korica's at the foot of the bed. Korica noticed Lorn staring at Tamaric's weapon and then glancing at Korica's. Korica assumed it made him a little uncomfortable to have weapons in his daughter's room.

"Lorn, I am in the civilian corps now. I know that may not make sense to you but it's kind of like the military, we are required to be armed at all times when we are away from our ship." Korica knew this was a little white lie but she hoped it would put him at ease once he saw that everyone was armed.

"You this young man know how shoot these weapon?"

"Yes sir. We both know how to shoot and handle these weapons very well. I'm sorry, I should have introduced you to my mate. This is Tamaric Reynolds. Tamaric this is Lorn Leison, Serina's father."

Tamaric shook Lorn's hand and smiled.

"Serina, this is my mate Tamaric Reynolds. Tamaric this is Serina Leison. We have known each other since I was¦maybe four or so."

Tamaric smiled and waved at Serina and she smiled and lifted an arm and gave a wave up and down with out moving her hand. Serina then looked at Korica.

"Your Mate? You two are bound together?" Serina asked furrowing her brow.

Korica raised her hand and showed her the bright gold band on her hand and Tamaric did the same realizing that Serina was probably asking about their relationship.

"We are promised to each other and when we get older we will be joined together forever."

"So you are not paired?"

"No! Serina we are far too young to¦do that kind of thing. We want too someday but we don't¦we love each other very much but not like that yet."

"Oh. I am happy that you find such kind of love. He is nice to you then?"

"Yes. He is very kind and sweet to me. And look at him he is gorgeous. He is everything I could ever want in a mate."

"That is good Korica. You deserve some to be happy. Is your mother and father here? I would really like to see them before you leave."

Korica closed her eyes for a moment then looked at Lorn and then back at Serina.

"My mother and father are dead. I am part of the Future crew now. I am just about to become a full fledged officer."

Lorn put his hand on Korica's shoulder and rubbed her shoulder gently.

"I'm so sorry Korica. You parents good people and will them miss greatly."

"What happened Korica? Was there an accident?" Serina asked.

"No." Korica sighed heavy. "They were murdered along with the entire crew. I was spared because I am pretty and¦young. Things were done to me but I was not killed with everyone else because of how I look."

"That's horrible. Do you know who did it?"

"Oh yes. My captain rescued me from them and put a stop to what they were doing."

"You poor dear. I hope you not hurt badly?" Lorn said.

"Bad enough but I'll be just fine. My captain came along before I was¦I just don't want to talk about that. It's in the past and it needs to stay there. I have a new life filled with love happiness. I am important to my ship and to my crew and they are important to me."

"Well I am very glad to see you Korica. You look great and I see a sparkle in your eyes¦especially when you look your Tamaric there. I can see you really like him."

"I am in love with him Serina. Totally and completely. He is the one as the saying goes."

"Are you going to stay with us for a while? I would really like to spend some time with you."

"At least until the storm passes and I am going to talk to my captain to see what we can do to help you. Once we depart we will never be coming back. We are headed for my crew's home galaxy. I just wanted to say goodbye to you and your family before we left this galaxy for good."

"Home galaxy? Where are they from?"

"A galaxy over four hundred thousand light years away."

"How is a trip like that possible? That should take many life times."

"The Future is a very fast ship Serina. We could get there in less than a year but we are going to get some help if we can to try and get there even faster. It's a long complicated story and I'm not exactly sure how much I'm allowed to tell you."

"Oh. Well I am very glad you chose to see us before you leave for good. I don't know that there is anything you can do to truly help me Korica. My fate is sealed and we really don't know if there is a cure even if we go to Ferris. My life was just meant to be very short."

"I won't accept that Serina. I can¦let me speak to my captain. There might be something else we can do to help you that won't require any money or any travel."

"Unless you have cure in your back pocket there is nothing that can be done."

"We will see about that. Let me introduce you to my crew at the very least. They are some of the most¦extraordinary people I have ever met."

"Is it ok papa? Can her crew come meet me?"

"Sure. I want you rest but they can¦meet with you for time."

Serina looked back at Korica and nodded to her.

"Tamaric, will you please go get the others so they can meet Serina?"

"But Mark told me not to let you out of my sight."

"Tamaric, we're among friends. I'll be fine."

"Please don't make me break my promise. He scares me and I don't want him mad at me."

"I'll be right back Serina. I am going to go get my crew ok?"

Serina smiled at her and nodded. Korica then stood up and took Tamaric's hand and the two headed out of the room and down the hallway with Gemma following behind them. Gemma noticed the others in the living area as they were walking past and called Korica back and led her into the room and then she stepped out into the storefront with her mother. Korica walked up to the others sitting at the table and straddled the bench they were sitting on and Tamaric stood right behind her.

"How is Serina doing honey?" Laurel asked.

"Not good. She looks as beautiful as I remember and she has actually grown a little but she has lost the feeling in her hands and arms and she will go blind and deaf and then die in the next few days to few weeks at the most. No one knows what to do for her. There may be a cure if they can get her to the capitol city of Ferris but they aren't even sure about that and it's going to be very expensive to get her the treatment she needs. As you can see around us these people aren't rich. They are farmers and traders. I have a gut feeling that they may be turned away because they do not have a high social status. Serina would really like to meet you guys though. You'll see she is so sweet and so pretty¦it just seems like such a waste for someone so promising to die like this."

"Well we would love to meet your friend honey. I wish there was something we could do to help." Laurel said.

Korica stood back up and everyone followed her down the hallway to Serina's room. Once everyone had filed in Korica began the introductions.

"Serina this is my captain¦and my mom Laurel Kade."

Laurel stepped up to Serina's bed and put her hand out and then immediately remembered what Korica had said about Serina not having any feeling in her hands and arms.

"I'm sorry Serina. It's a pleasure to meet you honey." Laurel said.

"It's nice to¦her mom?"

"Jake and I legally adopted Korica. She is our daughter now."

"Awe. That's so sweet that you would do that for her since she has no one with her parents murdered."

"This is my executive officer and the second in command of the Future and Laurel's paired mate, commander Jake Myers."

"Hello Serina. It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"Hello commander. Thank you for taking care of my friend Korica. She is one of the nicest people I have ever met and it's nice to know she is being looked after by good people."

"You're welcome Serina. I just couldn't imagine my life without Korica as a part of it anymore. I must say your Hiram is really good. Did Korica teach you her language?"

"She introduced me to it and some of her people have stopped by from time to time and they helped me to refine it a bit. I even know Brakson another language form her world that I don't think she even knows how to speak."

"Actually I can speak all of the languages of my world now Serina. This big handsome guy is our chief of security lieutenant Mark Tillman. He does not speak any language but his own unlike Laurel and Jake."

Mark waved and offered a warm smile and Serina blushed and smiled back. She thought mark was incredibly handsome and gigantic. She was also struck by how absolutely shocking Laurel's beauty was and she thought Jake was a stunning young man as well. She had just never seen the eye color they both had. She couldn't help but notice that they were young but seemed very nice and they obviously loved Korica very dearly, which made her heart soar. She had always hoped good things would come to Korica since she was always so nice to her and even took the time to try and teach her how to speak Hiram and was always smiling and laughing.

"Serina, do your people know if this virus is the Lersa virus?" Laurel asked.

"That was a concern at first but my people are not affected by the Lersa virus so it was ruled out when I first started to fall down all the time for no reason."

"I see. We have a cure for the Lersa virus if that was what is making you sick."

"No one seems to know what I have¦besides bad luck. The healers keep telling us that they are working on a cure but I think they gave up long ago. None of our medicine has any affect on the virus and its damage is spreading closer to my brain all the time. I do not have long until¦"

Serina's eyes watered up and she couldn't talk anymore as she was feeling tired and weak and helpless to stop her own demise.

"Please, she rests now." Lorn said as he got up and sat right next to Serina and stroked her cheek.

The crew didn't say another word. Laurel was fighting back a lump in her throat as it was. Everyone quietly made their way out into the living area. Tamaric took the time to take his weapon off so he could get out of his arctic pants and Mark and Laurel followed suit. They all then strapped their weapons back on and Korica and Tamaric had a seat on the small couch against the far wall and the other three sat down at the table and sipped their tea. No one said anything for sometime until Laurel got the tingle in her tummy that always accompanied a push from Jake or Korica. She looked at Jake and he was quietly looking around the room while cradling his cup of tea and then Laurel looked at Korica and she was staring right at her. Laurel gave her a small grin and when she didn't even blink Laurel reached out to her.

"What's the matter honey?" Laurel thought.

"Mom we could heal Serina. Can we please try?" Korica thought in return.

"We just don't know what we're doing when we do that honey. We could make things much worse for her."

"Please mom. I don't want her to die. She's my friend."

"I don't want her to die either honey. She's so cute and so¦she's barley even lived but it's so dangerous honey. Let me ask Jake what he thinks."

"Kay."

"Jake?" Laurel said out loud.

"Yah babe." Jake said looking over at her with a grin.

"Korica would like us to try and help Serina with our¦ability to heal others. I don't even know what you call it. Korica is just devastated at the thought of losing her friend like this."

"Cap, maybe you could fill me in a little as to what is going on with that poor girl back there?"

"She has come down with a virus that is attacking her central nervous system. She lost the ability to walk almost a year ago and now it has spread to her hands and arms. She only has days to weeks before she will go blind and deaf then it will stop her heart and lungs. She is going to die very soon if something isn't done."

"That sucks. She's so adorable. I hate it how random stuff takes the weak and young like that." Mark said with a sad heart.

"Well we might be able to intervene. I'm pretty sure we can heal the damage done by the virus like we did for you but we've never tried to destroy an active virus before. I don't know if we should even try. We could kill her or¦well there's not much worse than that I guess. We just don't know what the hell we're doing and we aren't familiar with her species. I wish we could get her to the Future and run some deep scans and see what the heck is going on. The computer might be able to cure her without us having to¦zap her blindly."

"Wouldn't it be a better idea to examine her with our advanced technology before you go messin around with whatever it is you guys can do?"

"Yes. I think that is a much better idea."

"What do you think xo?" Mark asked looking at him from across the table.

"I uh¦I'm with you guys. To be honest with you, this thing we can do scares the crap out of me. It takes a lot out of us and we have no idea how to control it. If it got away from us like Korica's thing can do sometimes we could end up¦cooking Serina's brain or god knows what else."

"So can we try and get her to the Future and have the AI look her over and see if there is something we can do?" Korica asked.

"If her parents say it's ok and if she is willing then yes." Laurel said.

"Ok. Let me go ask her and her and father what they think." Korica said.

"I'll talk to Mera in the mean time and see what she thinks ok?" Laurel said.

"Ok. Thank you mom."

"You're welcome honey."

Korica got up quickly and started to head for the hallway and mark slid his hand across the table and bumped Tamaric's arm.

"Go with her damn it! Don't you let her out of your sight." Mark said in a stern whisper.

"Right, sorry Mark." Tamaric said as he got up quickly and followed Korica down the hallway.

Korica just shook her head and grinned as she heard every word Mark said since their cranial transmitters were still active. Korica and Tamaric stepped into Serina's room and Korica walked up to Lorn and squatted down next to him as he sat in his chair next to Serina who had her eyes closed so Korica fairly whispered to him.

"Lorn, what do you think of the idea of letting us take Serina up to the Future to try and see if we can help her? We have some unbelievably advanced medical equipment that can look into the body and see what is going on in real time. Our computer has a vast amount of medical information available to try and find a cure for this virus."

"I don't Serina from me. She is my baby girl and I¦you I trust but my Serina we speak of."

"You can come with us Lorn. I would never take Serina without you or Mera right by her side."

"Is ride long?"

"Yes it's almost all the way to the¦it's far but we can travel faster than light. It will only take about twenty minutes to get there."

Lorn looked over at his sleeping daughter and he took deep breath and then let it out.

"Ok, if I go and you help her¦yes. Let's go Future."

"Thank you Lorn. All I want to do is help Serina."

Korica stood up with a big smile on her face.

"Let me go tell the captain that you agreed ok?"

"Ok."

Korica stood up and then turned and took Tamaric's hand and the two made their way back toward the living area.

Laurel got up as soon as Korica and Tamaric left the room. She headed up into the storefront and found Mera concluding a transaction with a very strange looking creature with pale green skin and gills that were contained in a bubbling breather of some kind that was strapped around its neck. Mera was conversating with the creature though the creature had to tilt his head up when it talked and it sounded garbled like some one talking with a mouth full of water. The creature had large bulbous gold colored unblinking eyes and it had some kind of contact lenses on that were very apparent to an observer. Laurel had never seen ictio-sapiens before and it was an odd sight to her but not shocking by any means.

When Mera and the creature were done and the creature picked up its bag containing the goods it had purchased and then the creature looked at Laurel and bowed slightly and she smiled and returned the gesture and then the creature turned and walked away and Mera slipped a hand full of small gems into her pocket and then turned and saw Laurel watching and smiled at her.

"Hello Mera. Can I talk to you for a minute?"

"Yes. I have Gemma stay here and we talk."

Mera then had an exchange with Gemma at the end of which Gemma nodded and smiled and took a seat by the entrance to the storefront facing out into the busy trading center. Mera then waved Laurel toward the hallway leading to the living area. The two stepped up to the table and sat down next to each other.

"What concerns you captain?"

"I would like to ask permission to take Serina up to the Future to see if we can do anything for her. We have some technology at our disposal that is unlike anything you have in the Riven settlement and in fact probably more advanced than anything on this planet. We have the collective medical knowledge of the elder race available to us in a data core that may yield a cure if we can identify the virus making Serina sick. We would need to perform a detailed active scan of her body to see what is going on at the micro cellular level. Do you understand what I'm talking about?"

"Yes I think I am¦I think I do. No offend but I am not know you. I know Korica well and I¦I trust her¦and so I trust you to do right thing. Do not hurt my baby girl. Please¦help her. I have not much currency but all I have will I give you even if no help is¦even if you can't help her."

"I don't want your money Mera. I just want to help Serina if I can."

"Will you gone long?"

"The trip to our ship will only take about twenty minutes, so no. We will not be gone long. A couple of hours maybe. I would like either you or Lorn to come with us. It will help to keep Serina calm and I think it will help you to feel more comfortable with this whole thing."

"Lorn will not her leave. He should go. You do nice thing for my girl, why?"

"Because I love Korica and she asked to me do whatever I can to try and save Serina. Korica loves Serina¦so I love Serina. If I can help I feel I have duty to do whatever I can do to help her."

Mera then surprised Laurel by tearing up and pulling her into a hug that almost knocked her off the bench she was sitting on. When Mera released her grip on Laurel she smiled and looked at Mark just as Korica and Tamaric stepped into the room. Mark saw the expression on Korica's face and he knew she had convinced Lorn to let them take Serina to the Future. Mark actually thought it was an incredible act of generosity to help this doomed little girl if at all possible. He thought it would sure make for an incredible goodbye gift to save the life of her friend if possible.

"All right, everyone suit up. We'll go see how bad the storm is outside. If at all possible I want to land the ship right out back so we can load Serina right into the ship without carrying her through the entire trade center." Mark said.

Korica and Tamaric got up and headed for Serina's room to retrieve Korica and Tamaric's pants and Korica's coat off of Serina's bed while the others retrieved their arctic suits from the coat rack and closet in the living area and every one started to get suited up. When Korica and Tamaric entered Serina's room Lorn was working to get Serina dressed so Tamaric immediately stepped back out and took a step past the door and Korica handed him his coat. She then stepped up to the bed.

"You understand what we are doing right Serina?"

"Yes. My father told me you're going to take me to your ship to try and find a cure for the virus. I can't thank you enough Korica. I truly have hope again."

"Good. I love you Serina. I want you to have a healthy long life and we have some truly incredible computers and medical technology at our disposal. I couldn't live with myself if I didn't use it to help you."

"Awe, I love you to Korica."

"Ok, if this works out right we will be landing right in back of the trading center and Lorn will be carrying you out the back door right onto the waiting ship."

"Ok we'll be ready."

Korica smiled warmly and gathered her things and her and Tamaric made their way to the living area and got suited up. After everyone was geared up Korica pulled Mark aside and quietly asked him what the cold wet weather would do to their weapons and he grinned at her and told her they are military grade. No dirt, water, mud, or cold could hurt them in the slightest and they would still function perfectly. She nodded and grinned at him and then everyone made their way out into the trading center and walked in their two by two formation with Mark bringing up the rear toward the east entrance where they knew the crimson fighter was parked only one hundred yards from the door. When everyone finally reached the door they pulled their hoods up and synched them tight so they wouldn't blow back and then unhooked their gloves and slipped them over their hands and then Mark stepped forward and grabbed the vertical handle and gave it a hard twist and the latch squeaked and then the door blew open and he caught it and let it open completely and everyone looked out at the snow blowing sideways from the right to left then it would swirl around and blow straight up for a few minutes then swirl around and blow to the left to the right and the wind was screaming and howling as it blew around the building from the west.

Everyone took the scene in and could feel that it was well below zero and one could only see a few feet and then there was a blinding white curtain of swirling snow. Mark guessed the wind was blowing somewhere around seventy knots and even if they could get to the ship and dig it out it would be suicide to try and take off in this kind of arctic blizzard. Mark and Jake pushed the girls back gently and fought the door closed and closed the handle and Mark undid his hood and swept it off his head and breathed hard a few times as he pulled his gloves off and let them hang by their straps.

"Well screw that! Anyone that goes out in that stuff is going to die within minutes."

"Shit!" Korica exclaimed.

Mark laughed and looked at her sternly.

"Korica! Language!" Laurel said chuckling.

"Sorry mom."

Laurel suddenly had a flash back to the day her and her mother boarded the Future when she said the same exact thing when she saw her bare vulva while being prepped for stasis and her mother scolded her with the same exact expression. She thought it was a funny irony that she sounded just like her mother who was now safely in deep stasis on the Future orbiting the sun some eighty-five million miles away and Korica sounded exactly like she did. Laurel thought she was turning into her mother after all though she thought that was probably a good thing since her mom is a spectacular woman.

"Sorry Korica." Mark said. "If we die trying to lift off in eighty mile an hour winds how are we going to help Serina honey. That's if we could even make it to the ship without freezing to death before we found her."

"I know. I saw what it's like out there. I don't want to go out in that stuff. Thank you for at least trying."

Everyone unsynched their hoods and swept them off of their heads and then pulled their gloves off and attached them to the underside of their arms.

"Well let's go tell the Leisons' the bad news." Laurel said.

Everyone reassumed their two by two formation and made their way back to the Leison's storefront. When everyone arrived Korica opened her coat and walked straight back to Serina's room while removing it and when she stepped in she stopped Lorn and Mera from making any further preparations for Serina's departure. She explained that the storm had become a full-blown blizzard and anyone who went out in it wasn't coming back. Lorn and Mera stopped dressing Serina and sat on the bed and just looked at Korica as she worked her arctic pants off. Once she had that done and had her weapon strapped back on Korica walked up to the bed and touched Serina's shoulder.

"I'm not giving up Serina. I'll talk with the captain and see what else we can do ok?"

"Thank you Korica. I don't want anyone to get hurt on my account."

"You good friend Korica. Serina lucky know you." Mera said.

"We give Serina evening bath while you talk captain. Will you get Gemma come here for me?" Lorn said.

"Sure." Korica said with a smile.

Korica gathered her arctic gear and headed for the living area. She hung her coat and set her pants at the foot of the coat rack and then went out into the storefront and told Gemma that her parents would like a word with her in Serina's room. She nodded and got up and made her way down the hallway toward Serina's room. Just as Korica was going to walk back to the living area she sensed someone walk up behind her and she turned to see a woman step into the storefront looking around so Korica figured she would stay and see if she could help the woman. The woman was dressed very nicely in a long flowing dress with a white ruffled collar and Korica thought it might be some kind of hostess outfit. The woman was very pretty with fairly long brown hair that was curled and swept back and one side was being held back with a hair clip of some kind with a green gemstone at its center. The woman looked Korica over and stared at her weapon for a moment then offered a warm smile and Korica returned a genuine smile as the woman looked very friendly.

The woman tried to say something but Korica had no idea what she was saying so Korica opened her mind and listened to the woman's feelings intently and luckily Korica was able to sense her feelings immediately. Korica got the sense that the woman was from one of the local eateries and she was coming for some very specific herbs and vegetables for the evening meal menu. Korica looked around and found an empty vegetable flat sitting behind the customer service counter and she picked it up and handed to the woman and the woman smiled and bowed slightly realizing that Korica couldn't speak her language but obviously knew what she was here for. The woman then went about filling the flat with what she needed and she stepped outside and put some more vegetables from the racks outside in the flat. The woman then stepped in and set the flat on the customer service counter and Korica found her another and she handed it to her and she went about filling that flat as well. When she had all of the items she was looking for she set the second flat on top of the first and then she stepped up to a display rack with row after row of small jars of spices in them. The woman looked them over carefully and selected two different spices and laid them on the top flat in the middle of the vegetables. She then reached into a bag that was draped over her arm and pulled out a handful of small gems and sorted through them and then dropped a few into Korica's hand. Korica knew the rough value of the gems to be about ten carrots though one gem was a fairly sizable blue star toraz, which was extremely rare in this part of the galaxy and so was worth a considerable amount. Korica looked over the two flats of vegetables and the two small jars of spice and Korica looked back at the gems in her hand and decided it was a more than fair deal so she smiled and nodded yes.

The woman gave her a warm smile and she bowed slightly and then picked up her two flats and walked out with her goods. Korica turned around just as Gemma was coming back down the hallway. Korica waved at her and she bypassed the living area and walked up to Korica. Korica put her hand out and dumped the gems into Gemma's hand.

"You had a customer that I think was from one of the local eateries. A very pretty woman in a white and blue dress with a white ruffled low collar bought two flats of vegetables and a jar of Tumerick spice and one of Sperta spice. I can show you what she selected if you want?"

"You make sale for us? Thank you Korica. She have brown hair very pretty, pulled side with green Homelite stone middle gold hair stay?"

"Yah, that's her."

"She works Periah. Periah is¦how say you¦four that way." Gemma pointed east.

"I think I understand. She works at the Periah four businesses down." Gemma nodded and smiled.

"You show me what she buy?"

"Sure."

"She comes same time most days to get evening meal¦supplies."

Korica then walked Gemma around and showed her what the woman from the Periah bought and how many of each from memory. Gemma then looked at the handful of gems and curled her lip and nodded agreeingly.

"You make good deal Korica. Thank you."

"You're welcome. I just wanted to help."

"Come. I have start evening meal. You want help?"

Korica gave Gemma a big toothy smile that just melted Gemma's heart.

"I would love to help you make the evening meal Gemma."

"We going have Izore and Rotan with wild Creal."

"Sounds great. I haven't had Izore in a very long time."

Gemma and Korica walked back toward the living area and Mera stepped up to them to go watch the storefront while Gemma prepared the evening meal. Gemma put her hand out and dropped the gemstones into Mera's hand and the two had an exchange and Korica distinctly heard the name Periah so she knew Gemma was explaining the transaction that Korica took care of. Mera smiled and Hugged Korica around the shoulders and kissed the top of her head.

"You always so helpful and sweet. I really missed you."

"Awe. Thank you Mera. I've missed you folks as well. I'm going to help Gemma cook the evening meal if that's ok?"

"That so sweet. Gemma like that. I go watch storefront."

Mera then let go of Korica and headed out of the room to go watch the store while everyone else relaxed. Korica stepped up to Tamaric and started to lean in and give Tamaric a kiss when she stopped and looked at Laurel.

"Are we technically on duty mom?"

"Yah, but we aren't on the bridge sweetie. You can give Tamaric a little sugar."

Korica smiled and leaned back in and gave Tamaric a peck that he enjoyed thoroughly and it made his stomach tingle as well as Korica's. She then touched his cheek and then walked into the cooking area to help Gemma.

"So do you know what's for chow Korica?" Mark asked.

"Yah, we're going to have flamed Izore with the equivalent of sweet potatoes and rice on the side. You guys are really going to love the Izore meat. It's really sweet and tender if it's cooked right."

"Sounds great. I could go for a big juicy steak about now."

Korica smiled at him warmly and then went about helping Gemma prepare everything for cooking. Half way through the preparations Lorn entered the living area carrying Serina in his arms. Korica wiped her hands off on a towel and stepped out of the cooking area and gave Serina a big smile as her father set her down on the couch sitting up and he made sure she was sitting up straight so she wouldn't fall over.

"Papa said I could come spend the evening with you out here. I haven't been out of my room in months except for during my evening bath and to use the toilet."

Korica stepped up to Serina and put her knee between Serina's and leaned in and kissed her cheek then stood up straight and smiled at her.

"You've really grown since I last saw you Serina. You sure have gotten beautiful."

"You too Korica. You look so¦different. You're a lot more muscular than I remember you being. Especially in your chest and back. I'm not sure the weapon is a good look for you though."

Korica looked down at her weapon and slapped her hand against it then she looked back at Serina.

"The galaxy is a hostile place Serina. I'm a member of the United Earth Forces and we don't go anywhere off ship without being armed. We have to be able to watch and protect each other's backs."

"You're so lucky Korica. I bet you've seen some amazing stuff out there."

"Thank you Serina. I consider myself very lucky to have met the people I have and to have the love and respect of good people all around me to keep me safe. I've seen things you just can't imagine. There are some truly beautiful planets in this galaxy and some really good people on them¦like you and your family. It's not all killing and pillaging though there is a great deal of that out there too. I got to go help Gemma. You want a cup of tea?"

"Sure. That would be nice."

Korica grinned at her and made her way into the cooking area and retrieved a cup and then used a towel to lift the tea pot off of its hook over the side of the open fire and poured Serina a cup of tea and then put the teapot back on its hook and took the cup to Serina's father who was sitting right next to her and he helped her hold the cup and sip from it without spilling it on herself. Korica then went back into the cooking area and went back to helping Gemma get the evening meal prepared.

While Gemma began to cook the Izore steaks over the open fire Korica tended to the Creal, which was just a form of wild rice and she kept turning the Rotans, which were long white potato like roots that were very sweet naturally so needed no seasoning. In between stirring the Creal and turning the Rotans Korica walked up to the large pass through window and talked to Laurel.

"Mom, what are we gunna do about helping Serina?"

"Well, I still think the Future is the better option honey. We obviously can't do anything tonight. We are going to have to wait out the storm."

"What if this storm lasts for days?"

"I guess that could be a problem."

Korica stepped back over to the boiling pot of Creal and stirred it a few times to keep it from burning or sticking and then turned the Rotans so they wouldn't burn on one side and then she walked back over to the pass through.

"There's still the option of us trying to heal her with our combined abilities."

"I know honey. There is just a lot of risk to Serina if we try and do that. We just don't know enough about how that works. We could really mess her up if we aren't careful."

"I just don't¦she going to die if we don't do something. Isn't it kind of our responsibility to help those less fortunate than us if we can?"

"Yes, I believe that is what the good lord would want of us. Tell you what, if the storm doesn't let up tomorrow or if God forbid she should take a turn for the worst then we will try and help her ourselves. I just want that as a last resort ok?"

"Kay. But you'll at least consider it an option?"

"Of course honey. One way or the other we are going to help her it's just a matter of deciding how best to help her."

"Ok. I can accept that."

Korica then went back to stir the Creal and turn the Rotans. The whole domicile was filling with the fragrant smell of the Creal boiling, which Gemma added some heavenly smelling spices to. The Izore was also starting to smell very pleasing as it seared and sizzled on the grill above the open fire. Gemma pulled a bowl out of the cupboard and handed it to Korica and had her take the Creal off of the flame and pour it into the bowl and then she handed her a serving platter and told her to arrange the Rotans around the outer edge and then Gemma would put the meat in the center when it was done. When Korica had that done she set the Creal bowl through the pass through window and asked Laurel if she would go tell Mera that the meal was almost done. Laurel gladly agreed and got up to go tell Mera and Korica called Tamaric into the cooking area to help put plates and silverware out on the table. Tamaric was only too glad to help.

Laurel walked into the storefront and told Mera that the evening meal was just about ready to be served and she got up and asked Laurel to help her close up the shop. Laurel gladly helped load all of the vegetables from the racks out front onto flats and carry them back inside so Mera could load them into the walk in cooler at the back of the storefront. When everything was picked up Mera closed the front door and locked it and then pulled down solid metal shutters over the east and south window openings. Mera then loaded the rest of the perishable food into the walk in cooler with Laurel handing things in to her and then the two walked back to the living area where Korica was just handing the large serving platter through the pass through to Mark who then set it in the middle of the table.

The meat looked succulent and was still sizzling and steaming having just come off the grill. The girls washed their hands in the basin in the cooking area and then came out and sat down with everyone and Lorn stepped up to the table and served a plate of food for Serina and then he sat down next to her and cut her food up for her and began patiently feeding her since she didn't have the dexterity in her hands and arms any longer with no feeling in them. Korica thought it was kind of beautiful how attentive Lorn was with Serina but still sad that the super active and borderline hyperactive girl she had known for years was reduced to this subdued and tranquil girl that had to have her every need seen to.

Everyone ate in relative quiet with only occasional bouts of conversation usually about the marvelous meal. Gemma was a very good cook and the meat was a huge hit with the entire Future crew. The meat had a sweet tangy flavor that was a natural byproduct of the animals' almost exclusive diet of sweet berries that grow wild in the mountains. The meat was extremely tender and just melted in the mouth. Everyone could now see why Korica raved about Izore meat. It was an incredible experience for the senses and there was a fair amount of marbling meaning it was going to be high in fat calories and the meat had a very high protein content. The Creal was also delicious with the spices that Gemma had seasoned it with. Korica had boiled the Creal to just the right consistency so it was soft but a little firm and there was a creamy glaze that had resulted from the spices cooked with the Creal. The Rotan tasted a exactly like sweet potatoes and had the same exact thick texture making them stick to the ribs and give a full feeling after consuming them.

When Korica was done with her meal she went and sat with Serina to feed her the last of her meal while Lorn went and served himself a serving of everything and sat down to eat. Once Korica had the last piece of meat cut and fed it to Serina she wiped her mouth and then helped her take a drink from the glass of water that her father had retrieved for her. Serina then leaned her head back and sighed and smiled at Korica and nodded yes. She was full and feeling content. Korica then got up to take Serina's plate to the cooking area and Mera got up and stopped her and smiled at her.

"Sit, sit, sit. You cooked, I clean up."

Korica smiled at her and handed her Serina's plate and then she sat back down next to Serina and took her hand in hers even though she knew Serina couldn't feel it. Serina looked down at Korica's hand wrapped around hers and she smiled softly. She wished desperately that she could feel Korica's warm hand in hers but it was like her hand simply didn't exist anymore. There was absolutely no sensation from her arms and hands and it was becoming hard to even lift her arms anymore. She knew that numb feeling would eventually spread to her face and her eyesight would just fade away. She would then be locked in a dark world absent of any sensation except sound and that would fade quickly after that. She would be locked in her own world devoid of any outside stimuli of any kind until she quit breathing or her heart gave out, which she hoped would be soon after losing her hearing.

Korica could sense everything going through Serina's mind as clearly as if she had spoken it out loud and it broke Korica's heart to feel Serina accepting such a grim end and hoping for death to come on her quickly. Korica teared up and tried to force the ache in her heart back but it was just so sad to feel and see her friend like this. Tamaric was the first to actually feel that something was wrong and he furrowed his brow heavily and looked around trying to figure out why he was feeling such sadness. When he turned and finally saw Korica with tears in her beautiful eyes he had to fight back tears of his own. He got up and sat down at the feet of Korica and took her free hand in his and he stroked the back of her hand.

"You hurting for your friend Korica?" Tamaric asked looking up into her face.

"Yah. She's looking forward to dying Tamaric. She knows the end is close and it¦" Korica swallowed hard. "It breaks my heart to see her like this. She was always so¦excitable and full of life. I could hardly keep up with her before."

"I'm so sorry Korica. If it wasn't for this damn storm we could probably help her. I wish there was something I could do to help you feel better."

"Just being by my side is enough Tamaric. I'm so glad you're here. This would have been really hard if I was alone."

"You aren't ever gunna be alone again darlin. I will always be here if you need a shoulder to cry on."

"That's so sweet Tamaric. You're such a good man."

Korica leaned forward and a tear rolled down each cheek as she kissed Tamaric's cheek and then she sat back next to Serina and smiled.

"You alright Korica?" Serina asked.

"Yah, I'll be fine. I just¦my species can feel what others are feeling as though it were being spoken. What you are feeling is¦sad Serina. Tamaric was just comforting me and he said he wished he could do something to ease our grief."

"I've had a long time to come to grips with what is happening to me Korica. I know what the end is going to be like and I'm not exactly looking forward to it. I don't want to be a burden to my family while locked in a dark quiet shell with no hope of escape and no company except my own thoughts. It sounds cold and lonely. I just don't want to live like that."

"I promise to do everything in power to see that it doesn't come to that Serina. I love you and I'm not leaving until we get you fixed up."

"I hope you can find a cure but I will continue to accept my fate until I know for sure. I can't afford to have false hope that could lead to disappointment. Our healers came to us with what they said was a sure cure three times and each time I got worse right after I tried their miracle cures."

"Korica honey." Laurel said. "Mark and I need to go find us some lodging for the night¦or maybe two. You and Tamaric stay here with Serina. Jake will stick around just in case ok?"

"Ok mom." Korica said as she pulled her hand form Tamaric's and wiped the tears from her eyes and cheeks and then she took Tamaric's hand in hers again.

Laurel got up and walked over to Korica and gave her kiss and stroked her cheek gently and smiled at her. Laurel then stepped into the coking area where Gemma and Mera were cleaning up the dishes and putting away the leftovers.

"Mera, can you recommend any lodging establishments for us?"

Mera stopped what she was doing and began wiping her hands on a towel.

"This word I know¦I don't know."

"Mark what did Korica call the hotels?"

"Port houses?"

"We need a port house for a couple of nights. Can you recommend one?"

"No spend money captain. You stay in here."

Laurel looked around the cooking area for a moment then it dawned on her that Mera didn't literally mean in the cooking area. She meant that they should stay with the Leisons.

"I couldn't impose on your family like that Mera."

"You friends now¦like Korica. Her family you so my family you. Please stay in here. Korica can sleep Serina's room with her mate. There room in other rooms. Please don't spend on what we give you no money."

"Ok then. We would be honored to stay here with your family Mera. Thank you."

"You welcome." Mera smiled and went back to her cleaning up of the dinner plates.

"Well Mark I guess we're staying here."

"We can't do that to these people Laurel. They need their privacy and space."

"Mera insisted Mark. She doesn't want us spending money when she says there is plenty of room here. She's gunna be offended if we don't stay here. She said Korica and Tamaric can sleep in Serina's room with her and I think there is an unused room for the rest of us."

"Geeze. I feel like I'm stepping all over them by staying here."

"Mera sees us as family Mark. You know how people fall in love with Korica. She loves her like her own flesh and blood. Since we're Korica's family Mera said we are part of the Leison family."

"Ok then. I guess we stay. What do you think of that Korica?"

"I think it's awesome. I get to have a sleep over with Serina."

"You and Tamaric just remember that you're gests so no¦hanky panky while in Serina's room."

"Mark! We don't do that stuff anytime let alone while we're gests in someone else's house. What kind of animals do you think we are?"

"Sorry little one. I just assumed you two¦my apologies. I'm proud of you two for not doing the stuff I was thinking."

"Apology accepted. I know everyone expects us to be¦you know. I have shared myself with Tamaric and since I can feel what's deep inside him we don't¦there's none of that stuff gunna happen for a while."

"That's a very mature attitude honey."

Korica then turned and looked at Serina.

"You ok with us sharing your room for the night¦or two?"

"Are you kidding? I love the idea. I haven't had a friend stay over since I got sick. All my old friends aren't allowed to come over because their parents are afraid they will catch what I have."

"It's not contagious is it?"

"I don't know. No one else here has come down with it. I probably got it from an off worlder that I was playing with. Like how you and I used to play when your parents stopped in."

"Well I'm not afraid of catching anything. I want to sleep in your room with you. Does it bother you if Tamaric sleeps with me? I mean does it bother you to have a boy sleeping in your room?"

"No. Why would it? Tamaric is yours and so if I want you close by that means he will be too. He seems nice so I have no problem with him sleeping in my room with you."

"Is that ok with you Mr. Leison?"

"Yes. Serina happy me am too. She not happy like am now for long time."

Just then Mera and Gemma finished what they were doing and stepped into the living area and Korica had a flash of insight.

"Mera, you know many languages right?"

"Yes, many, many. I have know how talk with customers."

"What languages do you know real well besides mine? I don't mean to be¦insulting or anything but your Hiram is pretty bad."

"Hmmm." Mera sat down next to Laurel at the table and seemed to think hard. "Merlon?"

"Don't know that one." Korica said shaking her head

"Creole?"

"Un huh." Korica said shaking her head again.

"Uh¦Sukadon?"

"Nope. Don't know that one either." Korica said.

"Um¦Teran?"

"Never heard of it." Korica said.

"Uh¦Lumerian?"

Korica's face lit up and she smiled. They are a member of the coalition of advanced races and Korica knew that her Laurel and Jake could speak all of their dialects perfectly.

"Yes! I know Lumerian! What dialect do you speak?"

"All of them." Mera said in Resota a dialect of Lumerian.

"Oh boy! So do we¦well Laurel, Jake and myself anyways. How did you learn all of the dialects of Lumeria?"

"We have Lumerian cargo runners stop by during the spring and fall season and they were having trouble communicating their needs so they have this neat little trick. They put their hands on your ears and touch their forehead to yours and they think their language right into your mind. They shared their languages with all of us in this manner."

"I don't know why I didn't think of this sooner Mera. Your Resota is perfect with only a tiny accent."

"I should have thought of this as well when you said you can speak so many languages that you can't count them all."

"Cap, what the heck is going on?" Mark asked as he noticed the language being spoken was no longer Korica's. "Why is Korica speaking a different language from her own?"

"Because Mera's Hiram was absolutely horrible. They found a common language that we can all speak fluently. In fact Serina was the only one of the entire family that could speak Hiram properly. It's a really hard language to master. You remember the ship carrying some Lumerians to the Farqua station to pick up their little girls?"

"Yah."

"Well, that's the language they are speaking now. It's called Resota. It's like¦Russian is to Americans for example. It's just one of hundreds of languages spoken on Lumeria. Some Lumerian cargo runners shared their language with the entire family through a telepathic sharing of knowledge."

"Oh. It still sounds weird to me. I've gotten used to not being part of the conversation but it's still a little unnerving to hear Korica start talking in a different language."

"Did we upset your chief of security?" Mera asked.

"No Mera. He was just asking why you and Korica were speaking a different language all of a sudden. He is used to hearing Korica speak English or Hiram and to hear her speaking Resota is a little odd to him."

"Oh I see. He is very protective and in tune to her I take it?"

"That's putting it mildly. He loves that girl like his own flesh and blood. He is also trained to be in tune with his environment and with the behavior of those around him so a change in language is a very noticeable change in his environment."

"I see. So he is¦trained to kill I take it."

"Uh¦he is capable of it and yes to a degree he is trained to do so but not as a first reaction no. He is a Marine special tactics officer. I know that probably doesn't make any sense to you but he is trained to stop evil people from doing evil things to the weak and innocent. We are all trained to protect each other and ourselves but that doesn't always mean killing someone. Yes we are armed at all times but our weapons are set to stun."

"But you are trained to kill if necessary?"

"In a way I suppose. We are trained how to fire our weapons with deadly accuracy so if the weapon is set to a lethal level then yes I could kill someone. I've never taken a life though and it's something I never hope to be forced to do."

"And Korica, have you taken a life?"

"No mam. Like Laurel said I am trained to use my weapon proficiently and I am a real good shot but I have never had to shoot anyone."

"Does it bother you to have our weapons in your home Mera?" Laurel asked.

"Not really. I just couldn't communicate with you well enough before to ask you very much. You have to understand that I practically watched Korica grow up. The first time I met her she was still stumbling as she walked having just learned to walk on her own and she played with Serina for hours at a time riding her shroder and drawing pictures of each other and giggling and running like a little girl should do and then she comes back and she is armed and in the military and part of a crew herself and she is talking like an adult and she has her own mate. It's all just a little¦shocking."

"A shroder?" Laurel asked looking at Korica.

"It's a chain driven three wheeled bicycle." Korica said.

"Ah. Mera Korica is a different person from when we first met her as well. She was a scared, starving, nak¦little girl. She has blossomed into a smart, resourceful¦hell brilliant young lady. She has grown at least two inches in height and she has put on close to twelve pounds just in the time she has been with us. I hardly recognize her sometimes myself. Her people are just adaptable like nothing I have ever seen before and she is exceptionally gifted in that respect even for her people. The things her mind and body have been through have resulted in this extraordinary young woman you see before you. I hope you can see that the changes are for the better."

"Mera, are you saying you don't like me the way I am now?" Korica asked in a soft voice.

"Oh honey, by the elders no. You are an amazing young woman Korica. You are still the same sweet lovable spirit you always were thank goodness. You're just very different¦looking. You've aged ten years in the mind and five in the body since I last saw you."

"Oh ok. Well thank you."

"I hate to break this up but it is getting to the time when Serina and I spend time meditating every night. I should get her back to her room." Lorn said.

"Can I carry her to her room Lorn?" Korica asked.

"Uh¦she's kind of heavy. Can you carry her with out dropping her?"

"Yes sir I can. I workout twice a day so she won't be that hard to pickup or carry."

"Ok then go ahead Korica."

Korica stood up and gently placed Serina's hands in her lap and then slid her arms under and behind her and scooped her like nothing and cradled her against her chest and gave her a warm smile and then she turned and headed down the hallway toward her room. This time Tamaric followed her without having to be pushed or told to do so, which mark liked to see. When Korica got to Serina's room she asked Tamaric to straighten her covers out and then Laurel gently set her down and then pulled her shoulders forward and adjusted her pillow behind her so it looked comfy and then she gently let her fall back against it. Korica kissed her cheek and then put her hand out to Tamaric who took her hand in his and the two headed back toward the living area. When the two got back to the living area Mera smiled at Korica and thanked her for helping with Serina as her and Tamaric sat down on the couch.

"You're welcome Mera. She's my friend so anything I can do to help, please just ask."

"Same sweet Korica always looking to help everyone around her."

"You mean she has always been like that." Laurel asked smiling.

"Oh yes. Even as one no taller than a knee she helped me bring firewood in from the back and she helped Serina with her afternoon responsibilities. She tended the Drakes and fed them and watered them. She would milk the mothers so we would have Drake milk for evening meal. She has always wanted to help in any way she could."

Laurel looked at Korica with a look of curiosity.

"A drake is kind of like a goat but no horns and they have sharp teeth¦like a cat."

"Ah. So has she always stolen the hearts of those around her?" Laurel asked looking back at Mera.

"Oh she stole mine from the moment I met her. How could you not love that adorable face of hers and those brilliant blue gray eyes of hers?"

"I fell in love with her from the moment I met her too. We all did." Laurel said smiling at Korica

Korica blushed and shrunk her shoulders in and smiled big. Tamaric then touched her cheek and smiled at her as he loved seeing her blush hard and she hid her face in Tamaric's neck as she blushed even harder.

"What'd you say to make her blush like that Laurel?" Tamaric asked.

"I told Mera that we all fell in love with Korica from the moment we met her and Mera said the same thing happened for her years ago when she first met Korica as a toddler."

"If you would like to take a bath I can show you where the bathing room is and how to fill the bathing tub?" Mera said.

"That would be nice Mera. Thank you so much for all you are doing for us." Laurel said as she stood up.

"Thank you Laurel. You are going to try and save my little girls life. I am the one who is in debited to you. Come this way to the bathing room."

Everyone got up and followed Mera to the second door on the right and she stepped in and turned the light on and it was a simple bathroom with the expected fixtures with the exception of there being pump handle and spout at the foot of the bathtub.

"Simply pump that handle to draw the water up into the tub. It is connected directly to a well beneath the building to keep it from freezing in the winter. There is a central drain so just flip that lever at the head of the tub and it will open and close the drain. There are clean towels in the cupboard in the corner. Just place your used towels and anything else you want washed in the morning in that basket in the other corner."

"Awe. That's sweet but we wouldn't feel right having you wash our clothes for us." Laurel said.

"Who said I was going to do that? We have a laundry service center two doors to the west that does our laundry by agitator and steam press in trade for produce. It costs us nothing and we don't have to take up the space to have the machines in our home." Mera said with a warm smile.

"Oh ok. Well we didn't exactly bring a change of clothes with us."

"We have plenty of robes that will fit everyone. Serina has many robes some of which will fit Korica and Tamaric perfectly and Lorn has some robes that will fit Mark. I believe there are some robes in Ferro's room that will fit you and Jake. He is away attending school and he wouldn't mind you folks borrowing his robes."

"Ok. That sounds good."

"There is some natural hair cleaner in that cupboard on the bottom shelf that I made myself."

"Mera, how cold is the water that comes out of the well?" Korica asked.

"It's not warm by any means but it isn't to cold. We have a water heater at the farmhouse but not here. With Serina being so sick we spend most of our time here anymore except when we need to go to the grow house to tend the produce we have growing there."

"Thank you Mera. We'll make use of what you have here. You are being more than gracious and heated water or not we are grateful for your hospitality." Laurel said.

"Come I will show you where you can sleep for the night."

Everyone followed Mera next door and she turned the lights in the room on and it was sparse but more than adequate. There was a single sized bed that was made up neatly and there was a four-drawer dresser and a small nightstand and one chair made of logs and branches that were tied together with some kind of rope at the joints. There was a good amount of space in the middle of the room where a large oval throw rug was lying. Everyone filed in and looked around for a moment.

"This is perfect Mera." Laurel said with a smile.

"It's not much but we own this outright so we have no overhead to worry about. There is a reverse coupled capacitive ion generator in the basement that provides free power to this entire trading center. These walls are almost a wren thick so you should be quite warm and safe from the storm raging outside."

"I'm sorry we don't know what a wren is." Laurel said.

Mera held her hands up about a foot apart.

"That is about how thick a wren is."

"Ah. We would call that about a foot thick."

Mera looked down at her foot and shook her head and looked at Laurel oddly.

"I know. It doesn't make much sense. Most women do not have a foot that is a foot long and neither do most men for that matter."

"Well it matters not. I will go get you something to sleep on."

Mera then turned and left the room to retrieve some blankets and pillows.

"Mom, is this how your people live on Earth?" Korica asked in a low voice.

"Some. I lived considerably differently than this because my mother made a lot of money at her job working for the consortium building the Future. These people are humble and genuine honey. Without people like them growing food all year round many people would go hungry and disease would soon follow. The first step to improving a population is to feed them properly. Why do you think the AI tells you to eat lots as often as you want? It keeps you healthy and the AI increases your workout intensity to work it off so you get lots of exercise as a byproduct."

"I hadn't thought about that."

"These people may not be rich but they are vital to the health of this community and they seem genuinely happy despite how sick Serina is."

"Thank you for recognizing how important food producers are and for instilling that attitude in Korica." Mera said as she stepped in the room with an arm full of blankets and some pillows startling Laurel slightly.

"I'm smart enough to know without ample food a society collapses very quickly. The fact that you are capable of producing enough food to supply the local community and you embrace the alien travelers and produce enough to meet their needs as well, that's actually very impressive to me and worthy of a great deal of respect."

"Thank you captain."

"Please just call me Laurel Mera."

"Ok Laurel. Here are some blankets and pillows for who ever gets to sleep on the floor."

"That will be Jake and I. We have become accustom to snuggling with each together at night and the bed is far too small for both of us."

"As you wish."

"Mera, I thought I should mention that our ship is so large that over half of it is dedicated to growing food just like you do. We have servo drones that tend our gardening ring but it covers an area of probably a dozen of your largest farms around the Riven settlement."

"Really? That is impressive. Your ship must be very big to accommodate that much farming."

"It takes over an hour to walk from one end to the other. It is the size of a small city."

"Incredible! I wish I could see that. It's kind of hard to imagine. Korica here are the blankets and pillows for you and Tamaric¦you two do sleep in the same bed?"

"Yes mam we do. I keep him warm and he helps me feel safe enough to sleep very deeply."

"That's sweet."

Korica took the arm full of blankets and Tamaric took the pillows and the two stepped out of the room and headed toward Serina's room. When the two stepped into the room Serina lit up and smiled big at them. Korica laid the blankets out in the floor next to Serina's bed and then she sat down on the bed next to her while Tamaric laid the pillows in place. Korica looked over at Lorn and grinned and then looked back at Serina.

"How're you doing Serina?"

"Not real well to tell you the truth. If I have to be honest my shoulders and neck are tingling which means the affects of the virus are spreading again. By morning the tingling will go away and so will all of the feeling where it is tingling right now. That's how it has spread from my toes all the way to my neck."

"I'm so sorry we couldn't fly you up to the Future today. We are going to try again in the morning. Hopefully the storm will have letup enough for us to take off safely."

"It's ok Korica. I didn't say that to make you feel bad. I know you were going to do as you said. I was just answering your question honestly."

"I feel so helpless to do anything for you Serina." Korica said with teary eyes.

"Just being here is helping Korica. If I don't make it at least we got to say goodbye and I got to see how beautiful you are now before I lose my eyesight. I got to see your Tamaric too¦he's really good looking Korica." Serina whispered the last part even though Tamaric had no idea what she was saying other than the fact that his name was mentioned.

"Thanks Serina. He is a keeper isn't he?" Korica managed a smile as she thought about Tamaric's gorgeous smile and blue eyes and his mind-numbing accent when he said her name.

"Yah he is. You did good and he is really into you. I see the look in his eyes that my mother and father have in their eyes when they look at each other."

"Well I'm really into him too. I'm so in love him that it hurts sometimes¦but don't tell him that. He wouldn't understand that part."

"How would I do that silly? I can't speak his language."

"Right, sorry."

Serina laughed and giggled for few minutes making Lorn smile big. He hadn't heard his Serina laugh like that in a very long time. He was starting to think this visit from Korica was the best thing that could have happened to her with how sad she has been lately.

"Well I'm going to get bathed Serina. Your mom said you had some robes that should fit Tamaric and I?"

"Yes, over in that cabinet in the corner of the room. There are several robes in there some of which aren't so girly."

Korica looked over at the cabinet in the corner of the room and then got up made her way over to it and opened the double doors and there was a whole myriad of hanging clothes in it and off to one side were indeed several robes. Korica chose a pink one that had a floral print for her and she decided to mess with Tamaric.

"Here Tamaric. This one is for you." Korica said smiling holding the pink robe up.

Tamaric looked over at her and shook his head and smiled.

"I don't think so! I'll go buck naked before I get caught wearing that."

Korica laughed for a moment then shared with Serina and her father what she had told him and what his response was and both cracked up laughing. Korica went back to the hanging robes and found one that had a plaid pattern and she pulled it out and held it up.

"Is this one ok Tamaric?" Tamaric shook his head yes and smiled.

"That's much better. I can do that one."

Korica then closed the cabinet and stepped over to Tamaric and laid his robe in the floor next to him and kissed his cheek and then headed for the exit. Korica walked to the bedroom that Laurel, Jake and Mark were going to be sleeping in and knocked on the door and it swung in a little.

"It's open come on in." Laurel said in Resota.

Korica stepped in and Laurel smiled.

"Sorry I didn't know it was you or I would have spoke English."

"Mom are we gunna¦bathe together?"

"We can if you would like."

"I would kind of like that. I'm still not real comfortable getting completely naked in a strange place even though I feel pretty safe with all of you here."

"I hadn't thought about that. Of course I'll keep you company. The water is going to be kind of cold anyways and we can keep each other warm. Your like a miniature heater with your high body temperature."

"Now see, there is another benefit that Tamaric will come to realize in time by being in love with a girl from Draxima." Jake said smiling.

"Trust me he knows. He has to reduce the temperature in our quarters by three and a half degrees Fahrenheit and he has to sleep¦I should shut up before I embarrass myself."

Jake shook his head and grinned at her. Laurel picked up the robe that Mera had found for her and her and Korica departed for the bathing room. The two stepped into the room and Korica flipped the light on while Laurel locked the door and then the two disrobed and put their weapons by the tub just in case and then took turns pumping the handle on the well pump to fill the bathtub. Once the tub was full Korica swirled her hand in the cool water and Laurel retrieved the hair cleaner as Mera called it and then the two stepped into the chilly water. Both cringed but bared it until they were sitting. Laurel figured the tub was probably a fifty-gallon tub so there was more than enough room for the both of them. As Laurel's nipples got painfully hard she finally turned Korica around facing away from her and pulled her against her tummy between her legs. Korica's body heat was relieving for Laurel and she was able to unclench after only a few moments of Korica leaning back against her.

Laurel put her arms around Korica and just enjoyed the close warm contact for a few minutes before sliding Korica forward so she could lie back and get her hair wet. Laurel then reached out of the tub and picked up the hair cleaner and opened the flip top lid and smelled of the thick concoction and it smelled like sweet flowers of some kind, She let Korica smell it and she grinned at the pleasant aroma. Laurel delivered a generous amount into her hand and began massaging it into Korica's hair. Laurel then kneaded Korica's shoulders and back for a few minutes, which Korica thought was heavenly. Laurel could tell that Korica was stressed out considerably by the tension and tightened muscles in her back and shoulders. Laurel then slid Korica forward and helped her lie back and Laurel worked all of the hair cleaner out of her hair. Laurel then helped her sit up and the two switched places with Laurel sitting between Korica's legs and Laurel slid down and dunked her hair and then Korica took a generous glob of the hair cleaner in hand and massaged it into Laurel's hair for a prolonged period. Laurel then slid forward and laid back and dunked her head and Korica helped work all of the hair cleaner out of her hair.

Laurel then stood up and turned around and sat down facing Korica and she rubbed her down with the soapy water tickling her a few times making her giggle and squirm around. Laurel then had Korica turn around and lie back against her tummy and the two just relaxed for another ten minutes just enjoying the warm and close contact. Laurel finally leaned into Korica and hugged her tightly and kissed the back of her head.

"I love you so much Korica. I'm so glad God or fate or destiny or whatever brought you into my life."

"I love you too Laurel. I have a good life with you and I couldn't be happier."

"I guess we should get out so the others can get bathed."

Korica leaned forward and then stood up and climbed out of the tub and then Laurel stood up and climbed out and she lifted the lever to drain the tub at the same time. Laurel stepped over to the cupboard and retrieved two towels and handed one to Korica and the two dried themselves off and then put their robes on and tied them in the front and then Laurel opened the cabinet above the sink and luckily there was a hair brush in it so she brushed her hair out and then she brushed Korica's hair until it looked perfect and then she put the brush back in the cabinet. Korica then looked at her pile of clothes for a moment and then she looked at Laurel.

"Are we going to have everything washed mom?"

"Yes honey. It's important that we get our underclothes and uniforms cleaned."

"But¦I'll be naked."

"You've got a robe honey and once you get under the blankets it won't matter."

"I can't sleep naked with Tamaric! He's not ready for that."

"I hadn't thought about that. Can't you ask him not to look at you or touch you or something?"

"But I want him to curl up to me and I want to snuggle up to him."

"Baby I've explained the female body and how important it is to have clean clothes against us. You're going to have to find a compromise with him. Just tell him you have nothing on and I'll bet he will be a gentleman. Besides you're looking forward to him touching you even if he isn't right?"

"Well¦yah but not in Serina's room¦in our own bed on the Future maybe. And not anytime soon either. I just won't stop him if and when it happens."

Laurel smiled and shook her head. It was odd to say the least to hear that coming out of Korica's mouth. The girls then went about picking up their clothes and placing them in the laundry basket in the corner and then the two put their weapons back on though Korica thought they looked very out of place with their robes bulging over them. The two then made their way to their respective rooms. Jake then took a bath followed by Tamaric and then Mark. While Tamaric was taking his bath Korica asked Lorn if he could somehow find five tooth brushes for them so they could brush their teeth in the morning and he got up and asked Mera if she would take of it for them. She said she would go buy some first thing in the morning and Laurel gave her a medium sized emerald colored gem to cover the cost. Mera told her it was far more than she would need and Laurel insisted that she keep the difference for their kindness. Mera knew they could always use the currency so she just nodded with a warm grin.

Once everyone was comfortable Mera invited Laurel, Jake and Mark to join her in the living area for a warm Terot spirit. Mark knew that meant it would be an alcoholic drink when Laurel translated the invite into English for him but with the temperature in the sixty-nine to seventy-degree range he figured it would give a warm feeling in the tummy and body. The drinks were only about an ounce anyway so he figured his young crew wouldn't get tanked, only buzzed maybe. Lorn joined them and left Korica and Tamaric with Serina to visit and talk.

Once Lorn stepped out of the room Korica took Tamaric's hand and looked him in the eyes.

"Tamaric, I have nothing on under this robe so my clothes can be washed. Is that going to be ok?"

"I'll be a perfect gentleman darlin, I promise. I got nothing on under my robe either. We can still¦sleep holding each other right?"

"I was hoping so. It's very comforting to feel your arms around me."

"I'm kind of cold with the lack of clothing so I was looking forward to your hot body next to mine¦your warm body is what I meant¦though I still think you are hot."

"I know what you meant Tamaric. I'll keep you nice and warm."

"Nice!" Tamaric said with a big smile.

Korica giggled and Serina furrowed her brow and Korica could sense that Serina was hoping they weren't planning anything dirty in her room. Korica looked up at Serina and smiled.

"We don't do that kind of stuff Serina. And especially not while gests in someone else's home." Korica said in Resota.

"What? I didn't say anything."

"I can hear feelings as clearly as words. I promise we won't embarrass you or ourselves."

"Thank you Korica. I've never had a couple sleep over before. I wasn't sure if that kind of stuff went on between you two."

"That would be rude to behave like that in your room. Like I said we've never done that stuff and we aren't going to start now. I was just letting Tamaric know that this robe is all that I have on."

"You guys didn't exactly plan on staying this long did you?"

"No. We thought we were just going to pick up some Izore and say goodbye and then leave. I just had no idea that you were so sick."

"Well I'm not sorry that you got stuck with me overnight. Is it mean to say that?"

"No. I'm kind a glad we have to stay as well. Your family is so nice and you've always been a good friend."

"You too Korica. I'm really going to miss you. I wish there were some way to stay in touch with each other."

"I know me too."

"You want to watch some videos until we get tired?"

"Sure. That would be nice."

"The controller for the video player is under papa's chair over here."

Korica got up and walked around the bed and picked up the remote control from under Lorn's chair and helped Serina pick out a recorded video to watch and then she walked back over to the other side of the bed and sat down next to Tamaric and took his hand in hers making him smile. The three sat and watched the video though Korica and Tamaric didn't understand a word of what was being said so they just sat quietly enjoying Serina's company while leaning up against the wall.

In the living area Everyone sat around the table and Mera retrieved five small glasses from the cooking area and passed them through the pass through to Lorn who set one in front of everyone and then Mera handed a small silver canister that had been warming over the fire where the teapot had been earlier to Lorn and he poured a shot into each glass and then he handed the canister back to Mera and she hung it back over the edge of the fire that was nothing more than bright red large embers now. Mera then stepped up to the table and had a seat next to Lorn and the two lifted their glass in a toast and so the others lifted their glasses clanking them together gently.

"To good friends and long life. May you have a safe journey wherever life takes you." Mera said in Resota.

"To good friends and long life. May you have a safe journey wherever life takes you." Laurel repeated in English.

Everyone then threw their shots back in one gulp. Mark squeezed the hot liquid down and fought the urge to cough but Laurel and Jake opened their eyes big and Laurel put her hand up to her throat as the whiskey like drink burned all the way down. Jake was the first to cough a couple times and then he let out a whistled breath. Mera and Lorn chuckled and Mark grinned big.

"Tastes like an old bourbon whiskey." Mark said as he put his glass down.

"I¦wow! That tastes like¦I won't be doing that again." Laurel said in English.

"You will have a warm feeling in your tummy and you will sleep soundly." Lorn said.

"Warm¦my stomach is on fire." Laurel said in Resota.

"You have never had spirits before?" Lorn asked.

"No sir. We are considered under the acceptable age for alcoholic drinks to be consumed in our society." Laurel said finally recovering her composure.

"I'm sorry. I should have thought of that and asked before serving them to you." Mera said.

"It's perfectly fine Mera. I'm honored to have my first drink with good people like you."

"Thank you Laurel. You two are the most remarkable young people I have ever met. You carry yourselves better than most full-grown adults that I have met. You are smart, mature, kind, and gifted with amazing good looks. Are all of your people like you two?"

"We represent what our kind is evolving towards. We are among the first generation to have advanced abilities like we have in such a profound way. Our behavior is typical of Humans though. We believe in helping others whenever possible and¦love and understanding is becoming a common trait among us."

"Advanced abilities?"

"The powers of the mind. Jake and I have similar abilities to that of Korica's people though she is still far more powerful than us¦at least she will be when she gets a little older."

"Ah. So you can hear the feelings and thoughts of others."

"Yes. We have some other talents that we are just starting to realize as well."

"Oh?"

"Yes. We can move things and manipulate our environment with our minds and we can¦heal others with the power of love if that makes any sense?"

"Oh quite so. We know of some other races besides the elder race that have those abilities." Mera said.

"If you can heal others with the mind why would you not help Serina in this way?" Lorn asked.

"We have considered it but we are just starting to realize what we can do. Korica taught us how to heal like that and her¦gifts can get away from her sometimes. She is starting to manifest her abilities far earlier than what is normal for her kind. We encouraged her to do things that she shouldn't have messed with for years to come. There is a serious risk that we could hurt Serina unintentionally because we have no idea what we are capable of and Korica has not learned to control her abilities. We are trying to help her learn just what she is capable of but we have no experience with a gifted¦person like she is."

"I'm not sure I understand." Lorn said.

"We used our ability to heal with the mind to heal Mark when the Lersa virus almost killed him. It took a lot out of us and we were injured when we lost consciousness at the end. I was also able to¦I tore a metal stasis chamber apart with my mind when Tamaric was trapped inside one and on the verge of dying¦actually technically he was dead. Korica managed to revive him and the elder race helped us with some technology that saved his life but the effort to tear the stasis chamber apart was such that it scares the crap out of me. A person could be¦torn apart just as easily if it got away from me like Korica's gift does for her sometimes. She has almost rendered us unconscious just by radiating love. If that power is focused and directed into a small area as it must be to heal someone as sick as Serina¦well it could cause some serious damage if it got away from her."

"I see. But you still think there is a way to help her on your ship?"

"I do. We have some incredibly advanced technology on the Future and a data core with some very cutting edge medical research contained within it as provided by the elder race. This virus that is attacking Serina's central nervous system might be one the elder race has seen before. There could be a relatively simple cure that we could synthesize or there could be a piece of technology that we could construct to help eliminate the virus and maybe reverse its affects. We just won't know for sure until we get her up to the Future and run a deep scan to try and identify the particular virus strain that she has."

"You will not have to¦cut her open to explore her insides?"

"Lord no. We won't cut into her for any reason. The scans are completely harmless and only take a few seconds to complete. We may need to draw a little blood but it is relatively painless."

"Some of our healers wanted to open her up and look around and we told them to go away. There is no medical benefit to that kind of thing."

"I would have to agree. We have a way of looking deep into the body without physically touching a person."

"But how can you see something as small as a virus?"

"We can magnify the scanned image in real time down to the very building blocks of all life. It's a little complicated to try and explain how the technology works but sufficed to say we can see the individual virus cells. By doing that we can target the DNA of the virus for destruction and leave Serina's unaffected."

"I see. I don't understand all of that but it sounds like you do."

"I do. Like I said, it's all very complicated but possible if we can get to her in time. If this storm doesn't pass in time or if¦if Serina gets worse in the mean time are you willing to let us try to heal her with our minds?"

"I thought you said there was a real danger to Serina because you don't know what you are doing or how to control it?"

"That's true. That's why we haven't tried up to now. But if she is going to die if nothing is done then what are you losing. If we do nothing she dies. If we try and fail she dies. It's the same result but at least we could try and save her instead of doing nothing and just watching her go."

Mera and Lorn looked at each other for a few moments and then Mera gently nodded yes. Lorn then looked at Laurel.

"If it comes down to losing her or trying your¦ability to heal with mind we will let you try. She means so much to us we are willing to try almost anything."

Laurel was starting to feel a pretty strong buzz creeping up on her and she assumed Jake must have been feeling the same thing.

"Thank you for putting us up for the night. I'm starting feel pretty¦light headed. I think we should turn in for the night." Laurel said with a dopey grin.

"It is our pleasure Laurel. We will see you in the morning." Mera said.

"Come on Mark. Let's get some sleep." Laurel said.

"You got it cap. You're starting to look a little buzzed. That's probably a good idea."

The three got up and Mark grinned and nodded to Mera and Lorn as they headed for the hallway. When the three got to the bedroom Laurel practically fell into the floor and Jake laughed at her and sat down next her and took her weapon off and placed it in the floor by the wall and then he took his weapon off and placed it next to hers while mark laid down on the bed.

"Don't get those mixed up. If you grab the wrong one it is going to give you a nasty surprise when you go to use it." Mark said pointing to the weapons.

"Mine is on the right. I thought about that already."

Laurel laid back and her robe slid up her legs tough she was still covered her behind was visible and she had flushed cheeks and a goofy smile on her face. Mark grimaced and pulled the covers back on the bed and took his weapon off and laid it on the nightstand out of its holster so he could grab it in a hurry and then he climbed under the covers and laid looking up at the ceiling. Jake could sense the discomfort coming from Mark so he pulled the blanket up over Laurel and then got up and turned the light out and made his way back to Laurel feeling as he went so as not to step on her. When he touched her knee she giggled and Jake laid down next to her and pulled the blanket over himself. He then slid his hand down Laurels leg all the way around to her smooth soft behind and then he slid his hand around and touched her lips gently stroking them with the tip of his fingers and she gave a soft moan and he realized that was a bad idea since they weren't alone so he rolled over and put his back to her and she rolled over and cuddled up to him and immediately went still and he assumed she passed out.

"Good night mark." Jake said.

"Night xo. Night cap." Mark said relieved that the two didn't continue the tickling and whatever else they were doing.

In Serina's room Tamaric was starting to get tired by the time Lorn came in and sat down next to Serina. He leaned in and gave Serina a kiss and then stroked her hair off her forehead very lovingly. Tamaric scooted down so he was lying flat and he took his weapon off and sat it in the floor next to him.

"Lorn, I'll take care of Serina tonight ok? I know you probably come in regularly to check on her but I promise to take good care of her ok? You get some sound sleep tonight. I'll take her to the toilet if she needs and I'll get her water if she gets thirsty."

"You sure you can hold her up without hurting her?"

"She's not that heavy Lorn. I promise I won't hurt her and I'll see to her needs."

"You ok with that Serina?"

"Yes papa. Please get some sleep. Korica is more than capable of helping me with anything I need. You know we can trust her. She's right here if I need anything."

"Ok baby. You sleep good and I'll come in and feed you your breakfast in the morning."

"Ok. I love you papa."

"I love you too Serina. You're so beautiful Serina. I'm very proud of you."

Lorn then leaned in and kissed her again and then stood up just as Mera stepped into the room. She stepped up to Serina and gave her a kiss goodnight and stroked her cheek.

"I love you so much Serina."

"I love you too mama. Sleep good."

"You too baby."

Mera then stepped back and looked at Korica with a warm smile.

"You two have everything you need?"

"Yes mam. Thank you for everything you've done for us."

"You're welcome. And thank you for being such a good friend to Serina."

"You're welcome. I love her like my own sister."

Just as Mera turned to walk out Serina's sister stepped in wearing a dark blue robe that looked like it was made of silk. She stepped up to Serina and gave her a kiss on the cheek and touched her cheek. She then said something to her in their own language and Serina said something back and then Gemma smiled at Korica and Tamaric and then stepped out and closed the door behind her as she exited the room.

"Serina, before I get too comfortable, do you need to use the restroom?"

"I do actually."

"Ok, I'll take you then."

Korica got up carefully so her robe wouldn't flap open and she stepped around the bed and pulled the covers down and that's when she noticed that Serina had no underwear on and probably never wore any.

"Tamaric, I need you to close your eyes or look away or something ok?" Korica said.

"You got it Korica."

Tamaric rolled over and faced the far wall to give the girls the dignity and privacy they needed. Korica then opened the door and then stepped up to Serina and scooped her up and pulled her up against her chest and picked her up with ease. She then turned and stepped out the door sideways and made her way to the toilet room turning the light on as she stepped in. She set Serina on the toilet and held her up while she relieved herself and then she wiped her dry and then scooped her up and carried her back to her room and gently set her on the bed.

"You may as well lie me down Korica. I'm kind of tired and it's getting late."

"Ok."

Korica picked her back up and scooted her down on the bed and then she gently laid her back and then adjusted her pillow so she would be comfortable. She then laid her arms up on her stomach and pulled the covers up over her to her neck. Korica then leaned in and kissed her cheek and smiled at her. Korica then walked over to the other side of the bed and picked up the remote for the video player and she turned the player off and then she walked around the bed and set the remote on the floor under the chair that Lorn always sits in and then she turned the lights off and made her way over to Tamaric feeling along the bed as she went. When she felt the blanket under her feet she squatted down and turned and sat on her behind and took her weapon off and set it just under the bed next to the blankets and then she scooted back a little and felt to her right until she felt Tamaric and then she fumbled with the blanket until she was able to pull it up on herself and then she turned on her side and snuggled right up to Tamaric's back side and draped one arm over him. He scooted back against her thoroughly enjoying the copious heat radiating from her body.

"Goodnight Serina." Korica said in Hiram.

"Goodnight Korica. Thank you so much for being you and for stopping by like you did."

"Thank you Serina. I just couldn't leave this galaxy without seeing you and your family one last time to say goodbye."

"That's so sweet. Tell your Tamaric he is a lucky guy to have you and that I said he better be good to you. He is really handsome Korica."

"Thanks I'll tell him." Korica kissed the back of Tamaric's head making him nuzzle into her even tighter. "Serina said to tell you that you are lucky to have me and that you better be good to me. She thinks you're really cute too."

"Awe. I know I'm lucky to have you Korica. I hope I have proven that I intend to treat you right for the rest of my life?"

"You have Tamaric. I was just telling you what she said."

"Ok. Goodnight beautiful."

"Goodnight Tamaric. I love you."

"I love you too Korica¦even more so everyday that we're together."

The three then drifted off to sleep. In the morning Serina called out to Korica waking her rather easily to ask to be taken to the toilet room. Korica strapped her weapon on quickly and got up and walked around the bed and opened the door after turning the lights on and then she scooped Serina up and carried her to the toilet and let her relive herself and then after cleaning her up she carried her back to her room and set her in the bed leaning up against the headboard and she fluffed her pillow and set it behind her.

"How you feeling this morning Serina?" Korica asked in Hiram.

"I'm still alive though it was a little hard to breathe last night. My neck and shoulders are completely without feeling now just like I thought would happen. I'm still real happy you're here though."

"Hopefully we can get you up to the Future today so we can get you fixed up."

"Is your Tamaric awake yet?"

Korica looked over the bed at Tamaric still sleeping peacefully in the floor.

"No. He isn't exactly a morning person."

"I guess we should talk quietly then?"

"No it's ok. I kind of want him awake with me anyways. I should go tickle him until he gets up."

"That's not nice. Let him sleep."

"Oh ok. Are you Hungry Serina?"

"Yes I am. Are you?"

"I'm starving. I always wake up hungry. I hate it but it's my high metabolism and I can't do anything about it."

"Papa always makes the best Pudaja for breakfast."

"I don't know what that is."

"It's made from a grain the we grow in the summer. You soak the grain in water to soften it up and then it is boiled with milk and Topan. It makes a creamy soft grain meal that is really good and it fills you up."

"I'll just have to take your word for it."

"Will you go see if my father is up yet?"

"Of course¦" Korica looked down at her robe and wondered about her clothes. "I'm still not dressed under this robe."

"No body around here cares about that Korica. You are with family here. Don't be so modest."

Korica just looked at her oddly and then turned and made sure her robe was closed and tied properly and then she made her way down the hallway to the living area. Lorn was in the cooking area making the morning meal for everyone and Mera was just walking in through the front door with a basket full of clean folded laundry. Korica was thinking they must have over slept a little.

"Good morning Korica. You look radiant today." Mera said as she set the basket on the table.

"Really? I just woke up. My hair must be a mess."

"No it's not. You look fine honey."

"Well thank you. Serina was asking about something to eat. Did we oversleep?"

"I think her father almost has something ready. It's well before sunrise. You didn't oversleep. I'm kind of surprised that you're up already."

"Serina had to use the toilet so I got up and helped her. We've just been talking for the last few minutes."

"Is Tamaric awake also?"

"No, he's kind of a sleepyhead. He doesn't wake easily. I get up a couple hours before sunrise myself almost every morning to have early tea with Mark."

"That's so sweet that he does that with you every morning. I have all of your laundry here so if you would like you can get dressed."

"Thank you so much for having our clothes cleaned like that."

"It was our pleasure. We found five tooth brushes like you asked for as well and some tooth gel. Will you take this basket to the bathing room for me and I'll dish up some food for you and Serina?"

"I would be happy to."

Korica grabbed the basket off the table and carried it down the hallway and stepped into the bathing room and turned the light on and then put the towels away and found her clothes and put them on the top of the pile of clothes and then she set the five tooth brushes in the cabinet above the sink along with the tooth gel and then she turned off the light and picked up the basket and headed to Serina's room. She stepped in and closed the door and looked over at Tamaric who was still sleeping peacefully and she untied her robe and slid it off and laid it on the bed and then she reached in the basket and lifted out her bra and put it on and then she picked up her underwear and realized she would have to take her weapon off. She set them back down and removed her weapon and laid it up on the bed and then stepped into her underwear and pulled them up and that's when she noticed Serina grinning at her.

"What?" Korica asked in Hiram.

"You looked funny with nothing on but your weapon. You've really changed Korica. You just aren't the same little girl I used to know."

"No, I suppose I'm not a little girl anymore am I?"

"No you're not. You're getting boobs and you carry a weapon. You're still one of the pretties girls I've ever met but it's not a¦cute pretty anymore. It's more like a¦grown up beautiful."

"I'm far from grown up but I'm getting there." Korica said as she worked her pants over her feet and ankles.

As soon as she had her pants on she put her weapon back on her leg fearing that Mark would catch her with it off and for some reason that scared her. She was afraid he would get really angry about careless handling of the weapon and write her up or worse yet yell at her about it. She then slipped her shirt on and tucked it in properly and then she slid her socks on. She then picked all of Tamaric's clothes out of the pile and set them on the foot of the bed.

"Your mom and dad almost have breakfast ready. They will be bringing something in for you and I since Tamaric is still sleeping. I'll help you eat ok?"

"My father can do that."

"I would like to though if you would let me."

"Ok."

Korica then picked up the basket and carried it down the hallway and set it by Ferro's bedroom door so Laurel, Jake and Mark would find it as soon as they woke up and opened the door. She then returned to Serina's room and sat on the bed next to her and the two talked about some of the fun things they used to do together until Lorn showed up with two bowls of Pudaja. Korica volunteered to feed Serina and Lorn let her with a smile after he gave his baby girl a kiss good morning. Korica could tell every morning that Serina was still alive was counted as a blessing with how fast she was deteriorating.

Korica sat right next to Serina facing her and she would take a bite of her Pudaja and then she would feed a bite to Serina and then she would take a bite herself and then feed another to Serina. Korica thought the food was very filling and seemed very high in fiber and she detected what she thought was their equivalent of butter in the mix. There was a sweet snappy spice that reminded Korica of cinnamon from the Future though this was just a bit sweeter. When the bowls were empty Korica was going to go get some water for Serina when Lorn stepped in with two glasses of freshly drawn milk. It was still warm and tasted very good to Korica. The girls polished off their glasses of milk and then Lorn collected the glasses and empty bowls.

"Do you need anything at all Serina?" Lorn asked in Resota.

"No papa. Thank you."

"Your welcome beautiful. You two visit while I help your mother get the storefront ready for the day. If you two need anything just call for me ok?"

"We will. Thank you Lorn." Korica said.

"Thank you for looking after Serina for us."

"It's my pleasure. I've really missed her and we are having fun catching up with each other."

"That's wonderful."

Lorn then turned and stepped out of the room closing the door behind him. Lorn walked into the cooking area where Mera was preparing the meal for everyone else to be held in a warm state until they got up.

"That Korica is something else. She is so pretty and so sweet." Lorn said to Mera in his own language.

"She is certainly one of a kind. She is what we all hope our daughters will turn out to be. One can see that she had good parents and has good¦surrogates watching over her. She seems so happy with them and she genuinely loves Serina."

"Strange little crew they are but I see genuine love and concern for one another. What kind of higher power drew them all together is beyond me to understand. Maybe it's their advanced abilities that Laurel was talking about that binds them together."

"I think Korica is in good hands with them looking over her. That Mark is huge and did you see the way he looks at her? She has him in her hip pocket. He is crazy about her."

"Yah I noticed. Even though I can't talk with him I feel he is devoted to her like a father would be."

"Well come papa. Let's get the store ready. The eateries will be coming for breakfast fruit and we are the only vendor still selling fresh fruit from this planet."

The two then headed up to the storefront to get their produce moved out of the walk in cooler. Meanwhile mark stirred awake and he rubbed his eyes for few moments and then realized he was indeed wide awake but it was pitch dark in the room and he was afraid that Laurel and Jake may have moved around in their sleep and he was afraid he would step on one of them so he reached over in the dark and laid his hand right on his weapon. He lifted it and slid the charge indicator power to the on position and the miniscule light it produced to represent the power level in power cell was enough in the dark room for him to aim the side of the weapon toward the floor and he could see that the two had moved a little and Laurel and Jake were facing each other with their foreheads touching and their arms and legs were intertwined. He grinned and truly wished he had been able to find that kind of love in his lifetime. He had let his only true love slip away and never got this close to her. He then realized that woman had been dead and gone for nearly five centuries. He pushed the thought aside and gently got to his feet and stepped over the sleeping couple in their embrace and made his way to the door.

When Mark opened the door he saw the basket of clean clothes and he grinned. Somehow he just knew that Korica had something to do with them being in such an obvious and convenient place. That's just how she works. He shut the door and went through the clothes and found all of his and took them in hand and made his way to the toilet room to relieve himself. He then got dressed and slipped his weapon in his waistband at the rear of his pants and grabbed his robe and stepped out and made his way back to Ferro's room. Mark set his robe on the basket now containing only Jake and Laurel's clothes and he opened the door quietly and picked up the basket and set it inside the door against the wall so it wouldn't be tripped over and then he tossed the robe onto the bed and collected his holster and then made his way out of the room and closed the door quietly.

Mark then made his way out into the living area and he put his holster on with Gemma standing behind him watching until he pulled his weapon from his waistband and stabbed it into his holster and locked it in place. He then stood up straight and sensed someone right behind him so he kept his hand on his weapon and spun around quickly startling Gemma into a little squeak. He lifted his hands and smiled and Gemma put her hand on her chest and smiled back. Mark felt bad for scaring the crap out of her but he figured it was her fault for sneaking up on a marine without making a sound. He sat down at the table and stretched and he was wondering how he was going to ask for a cup of tea or coffee without the spoken word.

As if reading his mind Gemma stepped back into the room from the cooking area with a hot cup of the wonderful tea he had drunk the day before. It was sweet, fragrant and particularly high in caffeine. A perfect combination for a tea he thought. Mark took a big sip and moaned in approval and smiled warmly at Gemma who smiled back and blushed a little. He figured this poor teenager had probably never seen a man other than her father before and she was a little taken with him. Gemma then turned and went back into the cooking area and dished up a bowl of Pudaja for herself and Mark and then she brought them back and set a bowl in front of him and she sat down next to him and grinned at him. Gemma pointed at the bowl and looked at him.

"Pudaja." She said.

"Pu¦daja?" Mark replied.

"Pudaja" Gemma said again nodding and smiling.

Mark picked up the spoon and took a bite and he was surprised at all of the flavors that erupted in his mouth. He smiled and nodded at Gemma that he liked it. It reminded him of oatmeal but way more flavorful. He detected what he thought was a hint of butter and kind of like cinnamon and some other spices that he just couldn't place. It was thick and creamy and really stuck to the ribs. Mark could tell it was a simple peoples meal that wasn't expensive to make and filled one up for hours at a time and he was very grateful to have it shared with him.

When the two had their bowls empty Gemma got up and carried the bowls into the cooking area and cleaned them and put them away and then refilled Marks cup with tea and then she made her way down the hallway Mark assumed to get dressed since she was wearing nothing but her robe. Mark had become so desensitized to youth running around in next to nothing that it didn't even faze him anymore, as it would have in the past.

Mark decided to wait until Laurel and Jake were up and then he wanted to go check on the ship. He was still a little paranoid that someone would start stripping parts off of the ship once they realized they couldn't get the damn thing to power up thanks to the bio metric scanner that the AI had installed in all four of the crimson fighters. It was the equivalent to having a car with a biosensor interlock on the ignition but the doors were left unlocked. If you can't start it you'll strip it. He knew the access door to the airlock controls was pretty well hidden but if it were discovered somehow someone could get into the ship and there was some pretty advanced avionics plainly visible in the cockpit and the control relays were easy enough to unplug and stick in one's pocket. Without them on this backwards rock of a planet the ship was a paperweight. Even Laurel's brilliant mind couldn't fix that.

Lorn entered the living area after only a few minutes of Mark grimly picturing walking up to a ship with an open hatch full of snow and smashed instrument panels with wires and gizmos hanging from the overhead panels. Mark offered Lorn a warm smile and Lorn returned the smile. Lorn stepped into the cooking area and retrieved a cup of tea for he and Mera and then he walked through and back toward the storefront. Mark decided to get a look around and stretch his legs. He got up and took his tea with him and walked up into the storefront and looked around at all of the produce in display racks and there were two people talking to Mera over by the rack with close to fifty different little spice jars in it. Mera saw Mark and gave him a warm smile and waved and he lifted his cup to her and smiled warmly. Her customers glanced at him and then went back to their conversation with Mera.

Mark stepped through the storefront and stepped out into the busy trading center almost stepping right into someone walking by. He stepped back and looked left and right and he was surprised at all the activity going on. There was one man that looked absolutely Human talking with Lorn in front of one of the racks full of fresh produce that looked like it had just been picked. There was dewy moisture on the leaves of some of the green leafy vegetables making them look very attractive and fresh. Lorn looked at Mark and raised his cup to him and mark smiled and returned the gesture and then Lorn went back to his conversation. Mark looked down the wide walkways and noticed that there were actually quite a few individuals that were definitely aliens to the people of Euronda. Mark started looking around at the building itself. It looked to be made of a sprayed on concrete like material that he assumed was actually made from volcanic pumice judging from the color. It was a dark ashen color and very rough in texture but he assumed it was probably extremely tough and had good insulating properties and it seemed to absorb the echoes of voices that would be expect in such a large building filled with so many people.

Mark took a sip of tea and the taste made him close his eyes for a moment. He wished the teas on the Future were this strong and this flavorful. He looked at the structures contained within the trading center and it was obvious the main structure was built first and then the stores and eateries as they called them were built one at a time later. Most were the same height about one story tall and only reaching halfway to the main ceiling though there were a couple of structures further down that were two stories he assumed port houses with rooms to let up stairs. Almost all of the structures whether storefront or eatery or port house had smoke stacks coming out of the ceilings that then curved to the back walls and exited through the walls. There were rickety catwalks that stretched from one end of the building to the other over the tops of all of the businesses. Mark guessed they were to access the roofs of the businesses to make repairs or they were left over from the initial construction and just weren't ever taken down. Mark wondered how old this place was. He guessed decades for sure but probably not centuries. He could tell the few businesses on the south side of the building were the newest and seemed to be comprised mostly of eateries and what he thought was probably a watering hole of sorts.

As Mark was taking in the lay of the place Laurel stirred in the dark room and found Jake right in front of her though she couldn't see a thing. She could feel his breath gently blowing down on her chest as he exhaled and she rather liked the feeling of his warm breath on her. It reassured her that he was very close by. She laid quietly for a few minutes letting her mind wake up with no visual stimuli and she knew this was the fate that awaited Serina if they couldn't get her to the Future soon. Once her mind was ticking sharply she moved her head and kissed Jake's forehead and he stirred slightly and made a soft agreeing moan and then went still again.

Laurel waited a minute and then slid her hand down Jake's chest and then turned it around so her fingers were pointed down and she slid her hand down his stomach and right onto his crotch. She gently caressed him resulting in an immediate swelling. Laurel then sensed Jake's mind waking and he moved his head back slightly.

"What are you doing babe? We aren't alone." Jake whispered.

"Yes we are. I don't sense Mark in the room."

Jake opened his mind and tuned into Mark's presence and he sensed that Mark was a short ways off and his mind was filled with wonder and worry over the condition of the crimson fighter. Jake smiled in the dark room and slid his had over Laurel's side and down her tummy. Laurel rolled onto her back and parted her legs to accommodate his caress and he glided his hand down onto her smooth and hot lips. He stroked her several times until he felt her quiver once gently.

"You want me to stop?" He asked her

"No! But you should. We can't do this in someone's home no matter how much I like you touching me."

Jake slid his hand off of her loins and rolled onto his back and stretched and then pushed the blankets off of him and got to his hands and knees and made his way to the wall from memory of the sparse layout and slid his hand up the wall until he found the light knob and he twisted it turning the lights on. Laurel was still lying on her back with her legs apart just enough with her robe open for Jake to see her entire beautiful body.

"God you're beautiful Laurel."

"Thank you Jake. You're a sight for sore eyes as well."

Jake looked down at his erection and grinned at her.

"That's your fault."

"I'll never be sorry for making look like that. You are one hell a handsome man Jake."

"Thanks babe."

Jake then looked on the other side of the door and saw the basket with their clean clothes in it. He got to his feet and picked up the basket and carried over to the bed and Laurel deliberately laid in the same position as stepped over her and he almost tripped onto the bed because he couldn't take his eyes off of her gorgeous body.

"Why do you do that to me? You're to fine to be layin around like that."

"I did it cause I know you like it for one and I like seeing you look at me like that. You make me feel like a woman when you look at me like that."

"Oh you're definitely all woman. Women just aren't supposed to be as beautiful as you are."

"Awe. That's sweet of you to say."

"Come on. I got our clean clothes here. Let's get dressed before I climb all over you."

Laurel smiled and closed her robe and got to her feet. The two then got dressed and put their weapons on their legs and then rolled up their blankets and set them on the bed. The two then stepped out into the hallway and went straight to Serina's room to see how she was doing. Laurel gently knocked on the door and Korica opened the door and flung herself at Jake grabbing him in a tight hug and then she squeezed Laurel equally tightly. The two then stepped into the room and Laurel sat down on the bed and looked at Serina who looked happy to see them but Laurel could feel a dread and sadness in her. Laurel realized quickly that the numbness had spread.

"Hi Serina." Laurel said in Resota.

"Good morning Laurel."

"Well you look as pretty as ever. We are going to do our best to get you up to the Future today ok?"

"Thank you Laurel. I just hope it isn't to late."

"You're still with us so it isn't to late."

"I was having trouble breathing last night."

"That's really scary honey. Are you doing ok now?"

"Yah, I think so. I always have the most trouble in the middle of the night when I'm trying to sleep. When it was affecting my legs they hurt like you wouldn't believe at night and then they would tingle all day."

"I can't even imagine what that must be like. You poor thing. I hope we can resolve this for you."

"Me too. I've come to accept my fate but I still don't want to die. There's so much I wanted to do still."

Serina couldn't help but break into tears and she didn't even have the strength in arms anymore to cover her face up like she wanted so desperately to do. Laurel got up and sat right next to her and pulled her over so she was leaning on her and she fought the strength up to turn her head and cry into Laurel's side. Korica began to cry as well and Jake pulled her into his chest and let her cry for her friend. After a few minutes both girls regained their composure. Laurel helped Serina to sit up straight and then she wiped the tears from her cheeks and from under her eyes and Laurel kissed her forehead and then stood up.

"Stay with her Korica. Jake and I are going to go find Mark so we can try and get the ship unburied if necessary so we can park it out back."

"Ok. Thank you mom."

"You're welcome sweetie."

Laurel then took Jake's hand and the two stepped out and closed the door. Laurel had to stop for moment and collect herself further. When she finally had it together the two walked out toward the storefront glancing in the living area and seeing no one they kept going until they found Mark standing out front in the main walkway watching the crowds of people milling around. Laurel walked up to Mark and offered him a warm smile.

"Hay cap! How ya doin?"

"I'm fine but Serina is really fading and the poor thing is scared. She knows the end is close. Have you looked outside yet?"

"No. I said I don't want any of us alone and that includes me. I was waiting for you guys to get up."

"Well we're up. Let's go."

"Hold up there. Have you eaten?"

"No."

"You go get some food in you and then we'll go see."

"Mark I'm fine. Let's go."

"Damn it cap go eat! The sun isn't even up yet. That's an order!"

Laurel pulled her head back and looked at him with a furrowed brow.

"Mark I outrank you. You can't order me to do anything."

"You told Korica that I'm in charge down here. Please¦eat something for me?"

"Ok. Sorry, you're right. You are in charge while we're on Euronda."

"Thank you Laurel. You need your strength and these folks have gone to the trouble of making us a damn fine breakfast. The least you can do is not let it go to waste."

"Is everything ok?" Lorn asked noticing a heated exchange.

"No everything's fine Lorn. We just¦it's ok. I understand you have some breakfast prepared?"

"Yes we do. Come, I'll get you a bowl of Pudaja."

Lorn turned and Laurel looked at Jake and mouthed, "Pudaja" with a look of curiosity on her face. Jake just shrugged and grinned at her. He had no idea what it meant either. The two followed Lorn back into the living area and had a seat at the table and Lorn served up two big bowls of hot Pudaja and placed them in front of Laurel and Jake then got them each a spoon and then he went and got them both a cup of tea and set those in front of them. Laurel took a spoonful and closed her eyes lavishing the explosion of unexpected flavors. When she had chewed and swallowed the bite she looked at Lorn and smiled.

"This is amazing Lorn. I've never tasted anything so¦rich in unexpected flavor. Thank you Lorn."

"You are more than welcome."

Lorn then headed back to Serina's room to check on her. He was heartbroken to hear that Serina had trouble breathing during the night but he kept up a strong front her but he knew it meant the end was very near. He figured they probably only had one or two days at the most until they would wake to find her gone. He wanted to breakdown and scream and cry but he knew that would terrify Serina so he managed a smile for her and told her he loved her very much and asked Korica to stay with her for a few minutes while he took care of something. Korica could sense that Lorn was going to excuse himself to his room so he could weep in private. He knew he was going to lose his baby very soon and he was devastated. Korica smiled and said she would be glad to stay with Serina. Lorn then kissed Serina again and left the room.

It was at this time that Tamaric began to stir so Korica went over and sat down in the floor next to him so she would be the first thing he saw. He rolled onto his back and batted his eyes a few times and stretched and yawned and then looked at Korica and smiled brightly.

"Hi beautiful. God you're pretty to wake up too. I'm so¦do I say it to often?"

"Never! That's just not possible."

"Cool. I'm so in love with you Korica. I had a dream about you."

"You did? Really?" Korica said with a big smile.

"Yah. It was really nice. It's especially nice to wake up to your face and see the girl of my dreams looking at me."

"Oh that's so sweet."

Korica leaned down and gave him a long kiss and then she smiled big at the warm tingles in her stomach and head. Tamaric then went to push the blanket off of him when he remembered that he wasn't dressed except for a flimsy robe and he didn't want to embarrass the girls.

"Did we get our clothes back yet?"

"Yes. I think yours are in the basket in the room mom and dad and Mark were sleeping in. You want me to get 'em for you?"

"That would be great. I don't want to expose myself to you girls and it would be next to impossible not to right now."

"Is that cause of me?"

"It sure is. You're gorgeous and that kiss made things¦wake up all over."

Korica smiled big and blushed slightly and Tamaric just sighed at how beautiful his girl is with the rosy pink color in her cheeks. Korica got up and stepped up to the door.

"I'll be right back Serina. I'm just going to get¦" Korica saw Tamaric's clothes at the foot of the bed and grinned. "Never mind. Tamaric's clothes are right there." Korica pointed to the neat pile of clothes at the foot of the bed.

"Tamaric your clothes are right here on the bed. Sorry I forgot that I took them out of the basket."

Tamaric turned and sat up straight so he could see up on the bed and then wondered how he was going to get up or get dressed without things pocking out.

"Serina, do you have to use the toilet yet?"

"How did you know that?"

"Remember, I can hear feelings."

"Would you mind taking me?"

"Of course not. I would be glad to."

"Tamaric I have to take Serina to the restroom. Would you turn away for a minute? You can get dressed while we're gone."

"No problem darlin."

Tamaric turned toward the far wall and Korica pulled the covers down off of Serina and scooped her up and pulled her against her chest and then reached down and opened the door while still holding her and then she turned sideways and stepped out and made her way to the toilet room. Tamaric waited until he sensed Korica's presence fade significantly and then he popped up and walked over and closed the door and then shucked his robe off and got dressed quickly. By the time the girls returned Tamaric was completely dressed and putting his weapon back on his leg. When he saw the door open and the bare leg of Serina entering he turned quickly and faced the wall while he synched his thigh strap tightly. Korica set Serina down gently and laid her back against her pillow and then she pulled the covers up to her waist.

"You can look Tamaric. She's covered up."

Tamaric stood up straight and looked at Serina's bright green eyes and he smiled at her.

"By the elders he's cute Korica. Good thing you grabbed him or I would've." Serina said making Korica look at her stunned.

"Serina!"

"I'm just kidding with you. He is really cute though. I love those bright blue eyes of his."

"That's one of my favorite things about him. That and his dreamy accent."

"He has an accent?"

"Yah. Compared to the captain and xo he does. He comes from a different part of their planet where they talk different. It makes me weak in the knees to hear how he says my name."

"You got it bad Korica. Your eyes are getting all glassy just talking about him."

"Yah I do." Korica said breathy.

"You're talking about me aren't you?" Tamaric said grinning.

"How do you know that?" Korica asked.

"Cause you got the same dopey eyed look I get when I talk about how much I love you."

"Oh. Well I was telling Serina how dreamy your accent is when you say my name and she was telling me that I got it bad for you."

"We got it for each other. Is there something to eat Korica? I'm really hungry."

"Yah, there is some Pudaja that Mera made this morning. It's really good. You want me to get you some?"

"No, why don't you stay with Serina. I'll go find it ok?"

"Ok. Thank you Tamaric."

Tamaric then stepped around the bed and gave Korica a peck and she told him there were some toothbrushes and tooth gel in the bathing room if he wanted. Tamaric nodded and stepped out of the room and stopped by the bathing room and found the tooth brushes in the cabinet above the sink and tooth gel and he brushed his teeth and then headed into the living area and he found Laurel and Jake just as they were finishing up their Pudaja. Laurel put her hand out to him and he held her hand for a moment and then Laurel got up and made her way into the cooking room and showed him where the Pudaja was and he retrieved a bowl for himself and Laurel poured him a cup of tea and then she cleaned her and Jake's dishes and put them away. Tamaric then told her of the toothbrushes in the cabinet above the sink. Laurel and Jake then excused themselves to go brush their teeth.

Tamaric polished off the of Pudaja and then went back and got a little more and polished that off and then got up and cleaned his dishes and put them away as he had seen Laurel do. Tamaric then finished his tea and took his cup into the cooking area and washed it out and put his cup away and then he made his way back to Serina's room to be with Korica.

Laurel and Jake made their way out front into the walkway and told Mark they were fed and wanted to get going to check on the ship and possibly make an attempt at taking Serina up to the Future. All three made their way back into the domicile and Laurel told Mark there was a tooth brush and tooth gel in the bathing room if he wanted and he was only to glad to go brush his teeth while Laurel and Jake went to get Korica and Tamaric

Laurel and Jake stepped into Serina's room and greeted Korica with a hug while she sat on the bed next to Serina.

"You ready to try again honey?" Laurel asked in Resota.

"Yah, I'm ready. We will send your father to sit with you until we can check the conditions outside ok?"

"Ok. Thank you Korica."

"You're welcome Serina."

Korica stood up and put her hand out to Tamaric.

"Come on Tamaric. We're gunna give it another try."

"Ok."

Tamaric stood up and took Korica's hand and the four stepped out of Serina's room and headed toward the living area to get suited up. Mark stepped in moments later and began to get suited up himself. Once they had their arctic suits and weapons on they made their way out into the storefront and told Lorn that they were going to check on the conditions outside and possibly move the ship to the back of the store. Lorn thanked them and headed for Serina's room and the Future crew made their way toward the east end of the building. When they started to get close to the end of the building they could see a fairly large crowd surrounding the main roll up door and the man door. Mark assumed freezing rain that blew against the doors and then froze solid on contact froze the doors shut. He could see three men at a time trying to pull the door open with no luck and he had an idea. He stopped Laurel and Jake with a quick call on the cranial transceivers and he stepped up to Laurel.

"You think you could communicate with some of these guys?"

Laurel looked at the crowd and shrugged.

"Maybe. I don't have any idea what language they speak to know if I can talk to any of them."

"Can you use your little mind trick?"

"I¦you mean the sharing of feelings?"

"I don't know what it is you guys do. I know you can hear others thoughts sometimes right?"

"It would just sound like gibberish if I don't know their language. What do you have in mind?"

"We need to get them away from the doors and we can use our weapons on the lowest setting and the electrical and particle charge will soften the ice on the other side of the door as the entire door is charged momentarily."

"That's brilliant! Let me listen to some of them talking and see if I can understand them."

"Ok. Take Jake with you."

Laurel nodded and Mark took several steps back while gently tugging on Korica's shoulder and Tamaric naturally followed until they were standing next to the first dining table as one entered the building. Laurel and Jake stepped up to the noisy crowd and began to listen for both auditory and mentally recognizable languages. Laurel finally picked someone out that she could hear thinking in a language that she understood and she sent a gentle message of "Hello can you hear me?" and a very large individual that was at the front of the crowd where Laurel couldn't even see him stopped pushing up on the main roll up door and stepped back looking around with a shocked look on his face. Laurel could see him scanning the crowned and then he met her gaze and she raised her hand timidly. He stepped up to her so quickly that Laurel was afraid at first that he was going to grab a hold of her and so she put her hand on her weapon and snapped the stay strap open with her thumb and prepared to draw her weapon.

When the man got right up to her she was looking up into his face, as he was almost seven feet tall and extremely large. She could tell he wasn't from Euronda. He looked down at her and gave her an odd crooked smile. She then felt a strange tingling sensation in her chest and then she heard his voice in her mind.

"How do you speak in my mind in my language?"

"The same way you are speaking in my mind. I am of the coalition of advanced races."

"No!" The man said out loud in Dowtong.

"Yes." Laurel replied out loud.

The man seemed to look her up and down and then met her eyes again.

"You have a name young one?"

Laurel grimaced in an insulted look and nodded to him.

"I am lieutenant commander Laurel Kade of the Earth vessel Future."

The man took a half step back and his mouth fell open and he looked her over again.

"I'll be a¦I was invited but unable to attend your trial. I thought I would never meet you in person. Where is your crew and what in the heavens are you doing on Euronda?"

Laurel pointed to Mark, Korica and Tamaric and when she went to look For Jake he stepped up with his hand also on his weapon and Laurel pointed to him.

"This is my executive officer and my mate, commander Jake Myers."

The man put his hand out to Jake and Jake took his hand off of his weapon and shook his hand that nearly completely encased Jake's like an adult shaking an infants hand.

"I'm honored commander."

"I would love to catch up and share tales but we have a very sick girl that is going to die if we can't get her up to the Future very soon."

"The Future is in orbit around Euronda?"

"No. It's close by¦well it's in this system orbiting the sun close enough to keep her in range but out of sight. We didn't want to frighten the population of Euronda. The Future is very large and we didn't want to be seen as an invading presence."

"Why did you seek me out then?"

"We need to get these people back from the doors because my crew and I think we have a way of freeing the doors up so they can be opened."

"Why did you not say so? I can help you with that."

The man turned and stepped up to the noisy crowd and made a high-pitched whistle that hurt the ears and could be felt in the ribs. The crowd fell silent and turned and the man put his hands over his head and made a quick sweeping gesture back and everyone scrambled away from the doors quickly. Mark grinned big and stepped up to Laurel as the man turned and faced her with a big smile and he bowed and turned sideways and made a sweeping gesture toward the doors.

"I like him." Mark said. "Can we keep him?"

Laurel laughed and nudged him.

"He is a member of the coalition of advanced races if you can believe that."

"Leave it to you to find a tyrannosaur that is a friend of the elder race. I am sooo glad you are who you are Laurel Kade."

Laurel smiled at him and took his comment as a huge compliment. The three then pulled their weapons and pointed them at the man door and fired three times simultaneously at the door leaving it steaming slightly at the conclusion of the last. Each blast left a bluish electrical charge buzzing around the door and doorframe. When the charge finally dissipated Mark gestured to the door with a sweep of his weapon and one of the individuals from the crowd stepped up to the door and tapped the vertical handle quickly like it was going to burn or shock him and then he took a hold of the handle and twisted it and the bolts slid out of their holes and then he tugged on the door and it came open easily to reveal a solid wall of snow and ice with no light coming through it. It was just a dark but white wall. Mark looked over at Laurel with a concerned look on his face.

"This could be a problem." Mark said.

"Ya think? That door is eight feet high."

Mark waved the man back that had opened the door and then the Future crew moved in front of the main roll up door and Mark waved Korica and Tamaric over. They stepped up to the others and pulled their weapons.

"Five shots all at the same time ok?" Mark said.

Everyone nodded that they got it. Everyone pointed their weapons at the door and Mark counted to three and then everyone fired five times in rapid succession resulting in the same bluish electrical and particle charge buzzing around the door and doorframe resulting in a steamy mist emanating from the door at the conclusion of the last shot and a small puddle of water began flowing from under the door. All five holstered their weapons and then Laurel waved the crowd forward and several individuals stepped up to the door to push up while the huge man stepped up to the mechanical controls for the door and cranked the opener and the door began to roll up to the cheers of the crowd. The cheers faded quickly when the door rolled up to reveal a solid white wall that seemed to keep going until the door reached about twelve feet up when dim early morning sunlight finally started to filter through a wall of swirling snow and an ice cold wind began to blow over the top of the wall of snow blowing loose snow in with it. The entire crowd stood jaw dropped at the frozen wall trapping them in with snow still falling on top of it. Mark looked at Laurel with big eyes.

"Ok we're screwed to get that little girl the help she needs."

Laurel's heart sank into her feet. She knew there was no chance of getting out anytime soon and even if they could get out the ship was likely buried under at least ten feet of snow and ice. Mark signaled the large man to close the door and he cranked the opener the other way and the door rolled down until it hit floor with a thud. Laurel looked at the floor and closed her eyes for a moment and when she looked up Korica was standing in front of her with an expectant look on her face.

"You know what we have to do mom? Please don't let her die¦. please. I'm begging you if you aren't ever going to grant me another request give me this one. We can save her."

"I know honey. I'm not going to let Serina die. I wouldn't do that if there is something within my power to stop it from happening and there is something I can do."

As the five were about to head for the Leison's storefront the large man called out to Laurel in her mind.

"Good luck and safe journeys to you and your valiant crew captain Laurel Kade"

"Thank you¦I don't even know your name."

"I am called Darmock Jalon Fermose Triest. You may call me your ally Darmock."

"Thank you Darmock."

The man nodded and Laurel turned and took Jake's hand and the two took point on their long walk back to the Leison family to deliver the bad news that they are trapped and so is everyone else that is currently in the trading center. Along the way Korica opened her coat and Mark startled her as he contacted Laurel.

"Cap who was your friend back there? Do we know anything about him?" Mark asked over the cranial transceiver.

"His name is Darmock. He is from Troadon and he speaks Dowtong. His species are called Gramoli."

"Did he tell you all of that?"

"No. Just hearing his thoughts and sensing his presence once he connected with me emotionally I¦just knew who he was. It's part of this embedded knowledge that the elder race gave us through their chair. You just¦know stuff without knowing how you know it."

"Is he here alone?"

"That's the sense I got. Troadon is a little over nine hundred light years from here."

"And all three of you have this same sense about this Darmock?"

"I don't. I am familiar with what Laurel is talking about but I didn't listen in to his mind or share a connection with him." Korica said.

"Same here." Jake said.

"Was he in your head cap?"

"In a way yes."

"Doesn't that worry you?"

"No. I was in his mind as well so I know what's in his heart. His people went through the same trial as we did and they were accepted into the coalition of advanced races so the elder race must have seen something redeemable in them. I sense that he can be trusted and he has a great deal of reverence and respect for the Future and us in particular. He was invited to our trial in fact but he couldn't make it."

"Alright. I'll just have to take your word for it. I just saw your reaction when he approached you and it concerned me."

"He's just a walking mountain Mark. It startled me." Mark grinned realizing how funny it actually is to think about Darmock's gigantic size compared to Laurel.

The five of them made their way through the crowds that seemed to be going about their business completely unaware of the fact that they are trapped in this huge building until someone either digs them out or the snow and ice melts and with temperatures well below zero outside that was likely not going to happen for quite sometime. When they arrived at the Leison's storefront they found Gemma watching the storefront and Lorn and Mera were absent. Korica stepped up to Gemma and she could tell Gemma had been crying.

"What's the matter Gemma? Where are you mother and father?" Korica asked in Resota.

"They are with Serina." Gemma said in a quiet voice.

"Oh god! She didn't¦is she ok?"

"She doesn't have long Korica. I think this might be her last day with us." Gemma's eyes teared up and she took a deep breath and let it out in a shaky sigh.

Korica teared up as well and took Gemma's hands in hers.

"We aren't going to let that happen Gemma. The trading center has been buried almost to the roof in snow and it's still snowing outside so we can't get Serina to the Future¦it sounds like it's to late for that to do any good anyways. There's one thing we can still try to help Serina though. Please don't give up."

Gemma nodded as her face melted into a sad crying face. Mark stepped up to Korica knowing that something was really wrong and he assumed Serina had taken a turn for the worst.

"What's going on Korica?" Mark asked putting his hand on her shoulder.

"I'm not exactly sure Mark. I think Serina is dying."

"Son of a bitch! She was so alert this morning. How could she fade so fast?"

"I don't know."

"You can go see her if you want Korica. Just don't¦expect much from her. She's pretty upset and she knows the end is very near." Gemma said.

"Gemma says we can go see her." Korica said while fighting back tears.

Korica let go of Gemma's hands and everyone followed her into the living area and they quickly got out of their arctic gear and then strapped their weapons back on and followed Korica down the hallway to Serina's room. When Korica stepped in she found Mera on her knees on the right side of the bed with her face in the covers crying and Lorn was sitting in his chair with tears in his eyes and he was holding Serina's hand despite the fact that she couldn't feel him squeezing her hand tightly. Serina was staring straight forward even when everyone walked in her gaze didn't move she only squinted a little a couple of times. Lorn looked up at Korica just as a tear spilled out of his left eye and ran down his cheek and he didn't say anything he only gently shook his head no. Korica began to cry openly knowing that the end was only hours away as Serina's eyesight was now nearly gone and her hearing would likely go in the next hour or so. Korica turned and buried her face in Laurel's chest as she rocked with painful tears of sorrow. Laurel squeezed her tightly and took a few steps in gently pushing Korica backwards so everyone could enter the room.

"Korica is here Serina." Laurel said softly in Resota.

"Korica? I can't see you. I can only see dim blurry colors and a little bit of movement but I can't make out faces."

"I'm here Serina. The¦we can't get you to the Future. The trade center has been buried by the storm and it's still snowing outside."

"At least I get to be with you until I¦"

Serina began to cry and her face wrinkled with agony at the thought that nothing can be done to stave off her death and that it would probably happen before the sun came up in the morning. Korica pulled out of Laurel's arms and crawled up on the bed and laid on Serina and set her cheek against Serina's and the two cried together and Laurel just lost it. She started to cry and she turned and buried her face in Jake's neck and gripped him tightly. Tamaric was beside himself to see his Korica so distraught and his eyes were beginning to tear up and when he looked up at Mark he could see that Mark was even fighting to hold it in. His eyes were glassy and he had a sad expression on his face.

After a few minutes Laurel pulled herself together enough to get her thoughts together and she knew there was only way to save this poor girl from a grim lonely death. She kissed Jake's cheek and gave him a weak smile. She then stepped up next to the bed and put her hands on Korica's sides and pulled gently. Korica lifted her head from beside Serina's and kissed her cheek though Korica was pretty sure she couldn't feel it. Korica crawled back off of the bed and wiped her face to clear the tears from her cheeks.

"Are we gunna try mom? Please."

"Yes honey. We have to at least try."

"Kay. Thank you."

"Serina we are going to try and help you in an¦unconventional manner sweetie." Laurel said.

"There's nothing to lose at this point right?" Serina said.

"Well there¦there is some real risk involved honey. We have never tried to do this with someone sick like you are and we¦frankly we don't exactly know what we are doing. If our abilities get away from us it could¦it could kill you."

"I'm going to die anyway. I would like you to at least try."

"Do you really think there is a chance you can heal her?" Mera asked.

"Possibly. We have had some success before but not under these conditions and we have never tried to do this with someone that is conscious. I don't know how uncomfortable or whatever this is going to be for her." Laurel said.

"Please don't let our little girl die. Just do whatever you can for her please." Lorn said in a shaking voice.

"Ok. We will do what we can. I need you and Mera to give us some room to work."

Lorn got up and kissed Serina's cheek and then he and Mera moved to the foot of the bed and Mark gently pulled Tamaric back as he stepped back toward the wall next to the dresser. Laurel stepped up to Serina and pulled the blankets down to her waist and then noticed that she had nothing on from the waist down so she was careful to keep her covered up. Laurel scooped her arms under Serina startling her and she lifted her slightly and scooted her down so she was lying flat and then she lifted her head and scooted her pillow under her head and set her head down on the pillow and then she looked into her blankly staring eyes and stroked her head gently.

"We need you to close your eyes and try and relax honey. I'm not exactly sure how this is going to feel but I would imagine it is going to feel a little weird. We are going to be pulsing a lot of neural energy into your body to try and destroy the virus that is attacking your nervous system. Once we are fairly confident that we have eliminated the virus we will try and fix the damage that has been done. That might be a little painful. We need you to try and lie real still and try not to make any noise ok?"

"Ok. I will do my best to keep still. Mama, papa?"

"Yes Serina, we are here." Lorn said.

"I love you both. If this doesn't work and I¦I just want to say that I love you and thank you for taking such good care of me. I know it has not been easy and you have made so many sacrifices to keep me company and fed and bathed."

"You are our baby Serina. We would do anything, give anything to keep you healthy and happy. We love you Serina. Be a strong girl now and do as Laurel asks ok?" Mera said.

"Ok mama, I will be strong for you."

Jake stepped around the bed next to Korica on the right side of the bed and he knelt down so he was next to Serina's head and Korica knelt down so she was even with Serina's stomach and Laurel knelt down on the left side of the bed so she was even with Serina's stomach. Tamaric could see that Korica was up on the tip of her knees to see up over Serina so he stepped over to the blanket and pillows they had slept with and he grabbed the pillow and set it down in front of Korica and she looked up at him and mouthed "thank you" and put the pillow under her knees which now lifted her up high enough to see over the bed with ease and eliminated the discomfort the hard floor was causing to her kneecaps.

"I think we should concentrate on a gentle slow flow of energy to try and eliminate the virus ok?" Laurel said looking at the other two.

"Sounds logical." Jake said.

Korica just shrugged and then nodded yes. Laurel slid the blankets down to Serina's hips and then slid her shirt up to her chest and then slid the blanket up slightly to keep her tastefully covered up and then Laurel put on hand on Serina's lower stomach and her other hand she slid up under Serina's shirt and placed her hand on her chest and then Korica put one hand on Serina's stomach just above Laurel's and she slid her other hand up under Serina's shirt and placed her hand next Laurel's. Jake then placed one hand on Serina's forehead and his other he placed on Serina's upper chest right where her neck meets her chest. All three then closed their eyes and reached out to each other.

Korica dropped into Jake's mind first as he was closest to her and she smiled at the familiar warm presence of his inner being and he sensed her fall into his mind as he slid into her gentle and sweet mind that felt inviting and warm as well. Jake then pulled Korica with him as he felt like he gently drifted into Laurel's mind and there was a confused blur of feelings for a moment until all three got used to one another's presences. All there then withdrew into their own minds and concentrated on their love for one another and let the feeling grow and grow and Laurel and Jake could feel Korica's love for her friend that was so close to death and meant so much to her so they concentrated on that love as well accepting some of it as their own.

Once all three felt their feelings were at their maximum potential they concentrated on letting the feelings slowly and gently flow through them, down their arms and into their hands and finally into Serina's body in pulsing waves of warm energy. Serina gasped when she felt the first warm waves entering her body through the hands laid upon her none of which could she feel except for Jake's hand on her forehead and it felt warm and tingly though not painfully so. Serina concentrated on keeping still and quiet despite the odd sensation tingling all through out her body. She felt like every muscle in her body was getting warm and even her bones felt hot. It was hard to lie still and not react but she concentrated hard on not reacting to the sensory overload as the energy continued to pour into her body.

Mera got concerned when she saw Serina gasp but she trusted that this was for the best so she said absolutely nothing. She stepped over next to Lorn and put her arm around his back and leaned her head on his shoulder and he kissed the side of her head and gave her a little squeeze as they watched Laurel, Jake and Korica seemingly in a trance try to heal their baby girl. Serina was furrowing her brow from time to time seemingly discomforted by the feeling of what was being done to her but she was continuing to lay perfectly still as instructed.

All three continued a slow continuous flow of energy concentrating on their love and the idea of destroying the virus running through Serina's body without hurting her for close to an hour while the worried parents stood patiently watching as well as Tamaric and Mark. Laurel was starting to feel very tired and her hands hurt when she finally got a sense somehow that the virus was gone. It had been destroyed in all of its hiding places throughout Serina's body. Laurel began to pull her energies back and so did Jake as soon as he sensed the same thing as Laurel. He knew they had cured Serina of the virus but now the damage done would have to be reversed and it was going to take a far stronger effort than they had used so far. Laurel let herself slide into Korica's mind and she could feel that Korica also sensed the virus was gone but she was having trouble pulling her energies back. They wanted to flow even harder and so Laurel gave her gentle words of praise for doing a good job and told to try her hardest to keep control of it and start pulling it back so she didn't hurt Serina. After a few minutes of this Korica was finally able to get in front of her abilities and pull them pack until the warm tingling in her hands faded completely and then the tingle worked up her arms and finally faded altogether.

Korica opened her eyes and took several deep breaths and waited for the blurred vision to clear up and her thoughts to come together again and then Jake opened his eyes and he had to wait for his vision to clear up. It was even worse than the deep prolonged sharing with Korica usually brought on. Laurel opened her eyes and her vision was just as cloudy and undefined as the others for close to a half a minute. All three then pulled their hands off of Serina and Laurel pulled the blankets up just a little and pulled her shirt down and she sat back onto her heels and rubbed her hands together to try and reduce the sore burning sensation in them. She could see Korica and Jake rubbing their hands together in the same exact way by instinct and she smiled at them as they leaned back and looked at her.

"Did you do it? Did you heal her?" Mera asked excitedly.

Laurel swallowed hard and tried to breath at a normal rate but she felt winded as did the other two.

"Not¦we destroyed the virus. She is not going to get any worse. We still have to repair the damage already done by the virus. She's not going to die though. We just need to rest for a bit. It takes a lot out of us to do this for that long. Can we please have some water?"

"Of course. Come Lorn, help me carry the glasses for them." Mera said.

Lorn and Mera then turned quickly and left for the cooking area to retrieve three glasses of water. All three turned and sat on their behinds leaning against the bed and continued to rub their hands as they breathed heavy and deep. Tamaric stepped up to Korica and squatted down in front of her.

"How you doing Korica?"

"I'll be ok. I'm just really thirsty¦and tired¦and my hands hurt. Mera and Lorn went to get us some water. We managed to wipe out the virus. Now we need to heal her damaged nervous system and internal organs. Mom, did you sense the renal failure that I did?"

"Yes baby I did. She has one lung that isn't working also¦and her heart muscle has been weakened considerably. She's not out of the woods yet." Laurel said without turning around.

"See, I sensed a problem with her diaphragm muscle. Why are we all sensing something different?" Jake said.

"I think there is just so much damage that we are all sensing something different and somehow significant to us." Laurel said.

"How you doing Serina?" Korica asked in Resota.

"My whole body is still tingling. It was really hard not to move around or say anything. That was¦very strange feeling." She replied in a low voice.

"Give us a few minutes to rest and we will work on restoring your eyesight and the use of your muscles. The virus really did a lot of damage."

"You could¦feel where the damage is?"

"Yes. It's like a feedback sense of what is going on in your body. It's a little hard to put into words to where it makes any sense. We know what needs to be fixed now."

Tamaric put his hand up to Korica's cheek and smiled at her.

"I'm so proud to be your boyfriend Korica. You are an amazing person." Korica gave him a big toothy smile that made him sigh. "And you are sooo beautiful."

"Thank you Tamaric. I love you too."

Mera and Lorn stepped into Serina's room with three glasses of water at this time so Tamaric stood up and stepped back and Lorn handed the glass he had to Laurel and Mera stepped over to the other side of the bed and handed the two glasses she had to Korica and Jake. All three drank the glasses of water down in one go and handed the glasses back to Mera and Lorn.

"Thank you Lorn." Laurel said. "If you want to talk with Serina for a couple of minutes you can. Once we catch our breath we will see what we can do to heal her completely."

"Thank you so much Laurel. We are forever in your debt for what you are doing for our Serina."

"Think nothing of it Lorn. I'm glad we are able to do this for her."

Mera then stepped over to the other side of the bed and Laurel scooted closer to the foot of the bed without getting up and Mera and Lorn sat on the bed together and had a conversation with Serina that none of the Future crew could understand. After a ten-minute break all three felt strong enough to try and heal Serina so they got up to their knees and faced the bed. Mera and Lorn stood up and made room for Laurel to move back into a position even with Serina's stomach.

"Ok Serina, this part is likely going to be a little uncomfortable. We are going to try and fix the damage done and it is likely going to be very intense. We need you to try and stay still like before ok?"

"I'm kind of scared Laurel. I don't like pain. I will try my hardest to stay still for you."

"That's a girl. You ready?"

"Yes. Go ahead."

Laurel nodded at Jake and Korica and everyone scooted up next to the bed and Laurel slid the covers down to Serina's hips again and slid her shirt up to her chest and then Laurel put her hand on Serina's lower stomach and the other she slid up under her shirt to the middle of her chest and then Korica did the same. Jake then put one hand on Serina's forehead and the other on her upper chest by her neck and then all three closed their eyes and concentrated on their love for one another and they let the feeling grow more and more and the feelings grew even stronger than before. Laurel called to Korica in her mind and told her that this time she wanted her to let it build like she does to make the chair work and then she wanted her to push as hard as she felt comfortable with down through her hands and into Serina's body. Korica told her she understood and it was already building to where she didn't think she could hold it much longer. Laurel and Jake then let their feelings build to their maximum potential and then on the count of three all three concentrated on pushing their energies down through their arms and out through their hands into Serina's body.

Serina gasped and grit her teeth as the energy flowed through her and she fought hard to lie still as all of her muscles tingled. Serina began to twitch and Laurel, Jake and Korica tried to maintain their concentration as they started to breathe deep and rapid as Serina began to move around a little, which for her mother and father was a positive sign since she hadn't been able to mover her lower extremities for months. All three then concentrated on another hard push and Korica let go of her hold and just let everything flow through her making her furrow her brow heavily and Serina squeaked at the intensity of the energy flowing into her body and she clinched her lips together and then her back began to arch and she couldn't stop it as the energies intensified even further in strong pulsing waves. Jake was finding it harder and harder to concentrate his energy in any one particular place and he recognized the spinning feeling in his head and he knew he was going to pass out so he gave one last hard push and Serina yelled and arched her back higher as Jake lost the battle to hold onto consciousness and his hands slid off of Serina as he fell back in slump to the floor with his feet still under him.

Mark stepped forward and straightened Jake's legs out just as Laurel lost her battle to hold onto consciousness and she slid back the other way and Mera caught her before she hit the floor and she pulled her back until her feet unlocked from under her and then she gently laid her down on her back. Korica was left alone still pushing wave after wave of intense energy into Serina while practically panting and then she noticed the absence of Laurel and Jake from her mind and she started to feel the spinning in her head and she knew what was coming next. Korica gave one last hard shove and Serina let out a high-pitched yell and then Korica lost consciousness and her hands slid from Serina's body as she crumpled and Serina could distinctly feel Korica's hot hands dragging off of her stomach and chest. Tamaric stepped forward and caught Korica as she was falling back and he dragged her out until her legs straightened out and then he gently laid her in the floor and he watched her breathing extremely fast and deep with her eyes closed. He then sat down flat on his butt and lifted her head into his lap and stroked her blushed cheeks with a genuine look of concern on his face.

Lorn stepped up to the bed looking down at Laurel as he stepped past her and he then looked into Serina's face and he could see color in her cheeks and lips like he hadn't seen in months. Her eyes popped open just as Lorn was pulling her shirt down and she shot her hand to Lorn's and smiled at him big. Her eyes rolled and looked him straight in the eyes.

"Hi papa." Serina said in her own language.

"Hi baby. How do you feel?" Lorn asked as he looked at her through tear filled eyes.

Serina smiled even bigger and sat straight up without any effort and Lorn smiled and his knees got weak and gave out and he fell back onto his butt just missing Laurel's legs. He couldn't believe his eyes. His baby was sitting up on her own and staring right at him.

"Are you ok papa?" Serina asked reaching out toward him.

"Look at you! Point at me baby."

Serina pointed her index finger straight at him with a smile on her face.

"You haven't been able to that for over a month Serina. You think you can stand for me?"

Serina swung her legs around and set her feet in the floor and then she started to pull the covers back to stand up when she remembered they had company and she wasn't wearing anything from the waist down. She looked back behind her at Mark and Tamaric who were the only ones who could see her at the moment though Tamaric was sitting in the floor cradling Korica and so wouldn't see much but she was sure it would shock them just the same to see her bare bottom if she stood up.

"I think I could papa but I shouldn't with others in my room."

Mera stepped over Laurel and made her way to the cabinet in the corner of the room and she retrieved a short light blue skirt with an elastic waistband and she walked back over to Serina and handed it to her and she slid her blankets off her legs and bent over and slid the skirt over her feet and she pulled it up to the edge of the bed and then she stood up while pulling it up over her behind and hips. Serina then threw her arms out to the side while standing looking down at her father.

"My Serina is standing! How do you feel?"

"I feel strong papa and watch this¦" Serina took in a deep breath making her chest expand and then she blew it out hard and looked him and smiled. "No pain at all papa."

Laurel finally started to come around and Lorn lifted his legs off of hers and crawled on his hands and knees to her head and he turned on his behind and lifted her head in his hands and set her head in his lap. Laurel batted her eyes several times and the blurry images in front of her eyes cleared up and she saw a very grateful Lorn looking down at her smiling.

"How are you feeling Laurel?" Lorn asked in Resota.

"Very tired¦and sore. How did we do?"

"See for yourself." Lorn pointed at Serina standing by the bed looking down at Laurel smiling big.

Laurel smiled big and began to sit up and Lorn helped push her to a sitting position and Laurel shot a hand to her forehead and she closed her eyes for second and then the dizzy feeling faded and she opened her eyes and looked at Serina standing perfectly erect with a huge smile on her face.

"Look at you! I guess we were successful huh?" Laurel said as she turned on her side and got to her feet.

"I feel stronger than I have in over a year Laurel. Thank you so much."

Laurel stepped into her and gave her a tight hug and kissed the top of her head.

"I'm so glad we could help Serina. Welcome back honey."

Laurel suddenly thought about the fact that she couldn't hear Jake or Korica and she turned and saw Jake lying on the floor next to Mark and Korica lying on her back with her head in Tamaric's lap. Tamaric was stroking her hair gently and he looked like he was about to cry despite the fact that Serina was already up and on her feet before everyone even recovered from the effort to save her. Laurel released her grip on Serina and made her way over to Jake and squatted down next to him so she would be the first thing he saw when he came around. Mera stepped up to Serina and grabbed her in a tight hug and she lost it when she felt her baby's arms squeezed around her back tightly. She wept tears of joy and swayed Serina gently as Lorn got to his feet and stepped out into the hallway.

"Gemma!" He yelled. "Gemma come back here and see your sister!"

Lorn stepped back into the room and heavy footsteps could be heard coming down the hallway, as Gemma was just sure something was wrong and Serina was about to expire and this might be her last chance to see her alive. When Gemma burst into the room she gasped and sot her hand to her mouth to see Serina standing and hugging her mother tightly. Serina pulled back and looked at Gemma and smiled big at her.

"Hi sissy. I'm all better! They did it." Serina said in her own language as she released her hold on her mother and put her arms out to her sister.

Gemma's eyes watered up and she stepped into her sister's arms and the two hugged each other tightly. After a few moments Gemma pulled back and wiped the tears from her eyes and smiled at Serina.

"This means you have to help me with evening and morning chores you know that right?"

"I know. Just try and stop me."

"I really thought you were going to leave me Sery. I can't tell you how happy I am to see you standing and looking so strong. Not just cause of the chores that I have had to do all by myself but cause I love you."

"I love you too Gem. I promise to make up for all the work you've had to do while I was sick."

"I was just kidding silly. You just stay healthy and bug and annoy me for the rest of my life."

"It's a deal. I can do that."

The girls hugged each other again and then Gemma kissed Serina's cheek.

"I have to get back to the¦" Gemma now noticed Korica and Jake still lying unconscious and she got worried.

"Are they going to be ok? What happened?" She asked Laurel in Resota.

"They're still breathing so they will be fine in a couple of minutes. I told you it took a lot out of us."

"Are you sure they are ok?"

"Yes. We have done this before with the same result. It will pass."

"Thank you so much for saving my little sister Laurel. I don't know what I can ever do to show you how grateful I am. She is my best friend and you have given her back to me."

"Just promise take care of her and watch out for her. That's all I want from you."

"You got it! I will take good care of her."

Jake started to stir and Laurel smiled at Gemma.

"Told you he would be fine Gemma."

Laurel looked into Jake's face as he batted his eyes and Laurel's blurry face became clearer and clearer until he could finally see her gorgeous deep sapphire blue eyes looking back at him. He gave her a huge smile and she melted into his dark emerald green eyes just as deeply.

"Hi Laurel. You're eyes are so beautiful."

"Hi ya handsome."

Laurel then sank down and locked lips with Jake and Serina watched in amazement. She had never seen anything so romantic and so beautiful. She felt like she could feel the love between them from across the room. When the kiss ended Jake chuckled at the warm tingle in his stomach and spinning head that Laurel was still able to bring out in him.

"How'd we do babe?"

"Look." Laurel said pointing over at Serina's smiling face looking back at them as she stood next to her sister and parents.

Jake sat up with Laurel's help and his head spun for a moment and he closed his eyes and put his hand up to his forehead exactly like Laurel had and he swallowed hard trying to keep his stomach down and then the feeling faded away and he opened his eyes and smiled big at Serina.

"Look at you! You got to your feet before I got to mine. I'm so glad to see you standing Serina. You feeling ok?"

"Yes. I feel great. It's like I was never sick. People around here aren't going to believe their eyes when they see me walking around again."

"Thank god. I'm so glad it worked honey. I was really afraid that it was going to go wrong."

"Thank you for giving me my life back Jake."

"You're more than welcome sweetie."

Jake looked over at Tamaric still stroking Korica's head and he grinned at him.

"Just give it some time Tamaric. This is really hard on her and I think she was the one who actually did most of the work to heal Serina."

"I don't mind telling you that I don't like what this does to her when you guys do your little thing together. I'm afraid I'll lose her and I just found her. I really love her Jake."

"I know you do Tamaric. When she gets older this won't be so hard on her."

"Well she isn't older and you guys keep letting her do this stuff."

"Tamaric, she gets stronger every time she stretches out with her abilities. If you stop her it's going to take years for this to quit stressing her to the point of pain."

"I've learned in the short time we've been together that I can't stop her from doing anything she has her heart set on doing. She gives me that look and I cave. I just can't stand the thought of disappointing her or making her sad. I want to see her smile and I only get that if she is doing what she wants. It doesn't mean I have to like it though."

Jake chuckled and smiled at him.

"She's got you man."

"I know." Tamaric said with a small smile.

Korica finally made a small soft moan and Tamaric smiled. Korica rolled her head a couple of times and then started to bat her eyes and try to focus on the blurry colors before her eyes. She opened her eyes wide and Tamaric's face finally cleared up and Korica gave him the beautiful toothy smile that he loved so much and he sighed and just melted.

"Hi beautiful. You scared the crap out of me."

"Sorry Tamaric. I'm ok. Say my name please?"

"I love you Korica." Tamaric said with a big grin.

Korica giggled and squirmed in his lap. Then her face went cold.

"Is Serina ok? Did we do it?"

"She's standing right over there. Look for yourself." Tamaric said pointing at Serina.

Korica smiled and sat up quickly and she almost threw up when her head spun hard. She put her hand up to her mouth and swallowed hard to keep her stomach down and then the feeling faded away and she shook her head and then turned just in time to see Serina walking around the end of the bed toward her. Korica got to her feet and just in time to grab Serina in a tight hug and hold her tightly for a few moments. The two then separated and looked into each other's eyes.

"I told you we would find a way to help you Serina."

"You have always been good luck to have around Korica. Thank you for coming when you did and for bringing your good luck with you and rubbing it off on me. You're a good friend and a kind soul."

"Awe. Thank you Serina. I'm just glad we got here when we did. If we had arrived two hours later we would have had to wait for the storm to pass and it would have been to late."

"Your timing was perfect."

Lorn and Mera then stepped up to Korica and gave her a tight hug and a kiss on the cheek and then hugged Laurel and Jake just as warmly.

"You folks are some really amazing people. I don't begin to understand how you did what you did to save our baby and frankly I don't care. Thank you from the bottom of our hearts." Mera said.

"You're welcome." Laurel said.

"It was our pleasure." Jake said.

"She's my friend and so are you two and Gemma. We were given these abilities for a reason and it is our duty as members of the coalition of advanced races to help those around us whenever possible. This is what it means to be an advanced race."

Mera and Lorn both looked at Laurel and Jake then at Mark and back to Korica.

"You've grown into such an impressive young lady Korica. You just aren't the little girl we used to know. You speak like you've aged so much since you were last here."

"It's a little strange to hear such brilliance and maturity coming out of her mouth isn't it?" Jake said.

"I'll say. We always knew she would become something special but just not at such an early age." Lorn said.

"Let's all adjourn to the living area and let Serina get dressed." Mera said.

"Can I stay with her please?" Korica asked.

"Of course. Is that ok with you Serina?" Mera asked.

"Yes mama. I want Korica to help me pick something out." Serina said making Korica smile big.

"Very well. The rest of us will give you some privacy."

"Ok."

"Come on Tamaric and Mark." Laurel said. "The girls are going to pick out something for Serina to wear so we are going to give them some privacy."

The guys nodded that they get it. Tamaric gave Korica a quick hug and a peck and then everyone headed for the living area and Mera was the last to step out and she shut the door behind her. Everyone filed into the living area and Gemma went back out into the storefront. Mera got a cup of tea for everyone and Laurel noticed that Mera couldn't wipe the smile off of her face. She had her daughter back and in perfect health. Once Mera had everyone served she sat down next to Lorn and wrapped her arms around Lorn's arm. Jake thought it was beautiful to see the two so happy thanks to the efforts of himself Laurel and Korica.

Everyone sat talking and Mark and Tamaric just listened to the alien chatter without understanding a word of what was being said. They could even hear Korica chattering with Serina through the cranial transceivers. After fifteen minutes Korica and Serina made their way into the living area and everyone was delighted to see Serina with her hair brushed neatly with a hair tie holding it back on the right side. She was smiling brightly and wearing a light blue blouse with a white floral print on it and she had on a pair of pants that looked like dark denim blue jeans with a straight leg cut and she had her shirt tucked in and she had on a pair of dark slip on shoes that looked very warm and comfortable. She looked like a perfectly happy and healthy girl ready to go out and play.

Korica walked with her up to her parents and Serina gave them both a hug and a kiss and Mera got up and retrieved a cup of tea for her and Korica and the sat back down. Korica then touched Laurel's arm and nodded toward the hallway and Laurel nodded to her and the two got up and stepped out into the hallway and Laurel turned and looked at Korica.

"What's on your mind honey?"

Korica pointed to her forehead and Laurel grinned and nodded and then reached out to Korica and quickly heard her faint whispers become a distinct collage of thoughts.

"What is it honey?" Laurel thought.

"I didn't want to embarrass Serina or her parents by talking out loud."

"Ok. What's the problem?"

"I feel bad for Serina mom. These people are so poor that they can't afford the underclothes a girl needs. The things that you taught me that are so important Serina doesn't have access to. How much money did you bring with us?"

"I'm not exactly sure to tell you the truth. I think about seven hundred carats of gems all together."

"When we are ready to go and we don't need the currency anymore I want to give everything we have left to the Leisons so they can go get her the things she needs."

"Ok honey. That's very generous of you and very sweet that you would think of your friends needs like that."

"I just want her to have access to the things you've provided for me."

"You're such a kind spirit baby. I'm so proud of you for thinking of others like that."

"Thank you mom. It's how my mother and father taught me to be. You help others that are less fortunate than you or who have a genuine need of the things you have more than you do."

Laurel leaned forward and kissed Korica's forehead.

"Your parents were wonderful people baby and they raised an amazing person in you."

"Thank you. That was all I wanted to ask you. We can go join the others."

"Ok."

The two then withdrew from each other's minds and made their way back into the living area and Laurel sat down right next to Jake and Korica sat down right next to Tamaric and wrapped her arms around his right arm and leaned into him. She was very glad to be close to him again.

Everyone sat around talking and drinking their tea for close to an hour when Gemma came back to the living area and said there were a couple of men out in the storefront looking for the people that freed the doors earlier in the day. Laurel told Tamaric and Mark that they were being asked for so the entire Future crew made their way out into the storefront. There were two Eurondan men that communicated through Gemma. They asked if the Future crew would use their weapons as before to try and free the south roll up door since the door is warm from a little over six wren from the bottom suggesting that the top 2/3 of the door are snow free and being bathed in sunlight. The only way to confirm that the storm has moved on and that the entire building isn't buried is going to be to melt the door track free and open the door.

Mark told Gemma through Laurel to tell the men that they would get suited up and meet them at the south door in fifteen minutes. The men understood Gemma's translation and bowed and turned and left. Everyone then made their way back into the living area and began to get suited up and Mark told Korica to tell Serina to put something warm on and come with them. He figured the time outside would do her wonders since she has been hold up in her room for over a year. Serina erupted into a huge smile and ran for her room to get some cold weather clothes on.

Once everyone was suited up and had their thermal boots on they strapped their weapons back on and polished off their tea while waiting for Serina. Serina stepped into the living area shortly after wearing a thickly padded one-piece dark blue snowsuit with a hood hanging over her back. She looked very warm and happy to be included in the attempt to free the south door with the possibility that she might get to step outside. Serina had a bright glow to her cheeks and her eyes seemed to be brighter than before as she lavished the thought of the sun beating down on her. Mark stepped up to Korica and put his hands on her shoulders.

"I need you to keep a close eye on Serina little one. She isn't familiar with our rules of conduct and she is very young and frankly very excited about going outside. We are all taking responsibility for her safety so just¦don't let her run off or anything ok?"

"I'll keep an eye on her Mark. Don't forget that she lives here. She probably knows over half of the people in this trading center."

"I know. I'm actually counting on that. She can communicate with these people where we can't."

Mark touched Korica's cheek and smiled at her and then they departed for the south door with Serina in the middle of the group with Tamaric holding one of her hands and Korica holding the other to keep her from wondering off or getting ahead of the group. She was just glad to feel the sensation of Tamaric and Korica's hand in hers and to actually be walking on her own with such ease. She could even sense the fact that Korica's hand was considerably warmer than Tamaric's and it made her smile and squeeze their hands even tighter.

As the group approached the middle of the trading center and the south facing door they could see a group of five men standing by the door talking to each other. As the group stepped around the last table in the center of the walkway into the open space for the entrance the five men smiled and looked at Serina with open mouths. As they stepped up the men couldn't believe their eyes at first to see Serina walking on her own. The last they had heard she was close to the end of her life and now she was standing right in front of them with bright rosy cheeks and a huge smile at their shocked expressions. She told the men quickly that the Future crew had a healing technique that involves mental abilities that Serina can't explain but they are extremely affective and she is the living proof. One of the men stepped up to the Future crew and shook everyone's hands firmly and said something that Serina said was an expression that meant thank you and may the elders smile on you kindly. Serina was apparently unable to express or unaware that the Future crew were in all essence of the elder race.

Mark Had Serina tell everyone to get back from the door and then the five Future crew stood in a line all facing the door and they pulled their weapons and aimed them at the door.

"Alright, on three just like last time." Mark said.

Mark then counted to three and all five fired their weapons five times in quick succession resulting in a bluish electrical and particle energy swirling around the door and doorframe for a few seconds after the last shot and then a slow cold mist began to rise from the bottom quarter of the door suggesting that the men had been right and only the bottom portion of the door was covered by snow. The men stepped up to the door in preparation to push up on the door as one of the men stepped up to the mechanical lifting device. As he cranked the handle the door began lifting revealing a wall of dark snow as it slowly rose until it reached a height of six feet at which time the snow began to show light through it and then the door lifted past the top of the snow line and a cold rush of air blew in and snow fell into the floor. The door continued to rise revealing a bright blue sky with snow blowing off of the roof of the building into the ever growing opening until the door reached it's full height and stopped.

Everyone stood looking stunned for a few moments and then the men grabbed shovels that were sitting against the wall next to the door and they began digging at the snow bank and piling the snow inside the trading center in a pile. Mark touched Laurel's shoulder.

"Cap, ask Serina to ask these guys if they have more shovels and I'll be glad to help them dig."

Laurel stepped up to Serina and asked her to relay Mark's inquiry. Serina nodded and stepped up to the men and had an exchange with them and one of them pointed to a door on the side of the first eatery off to the west while looking at Mark. Mark looked over at the door and then nodded to the man who then went back to digging. Mark walked over to the door and pulled it open and a light came on automatically and there were piles of tools and ladders and all sorts of strange devices that Mark had no idea as to their purpose and there were at least a dozed round and square nosed shovels. Mark grabbed three shovels and walked over to the crew and handed one to Jake and one to Tamaric and they stepped up to the men feverishly digging and they threw their backs into the digging effort.

After digging for close to twenty minutes they had a fairly sizable tunnel leading toward the outside with a steep rise up to the sunlight above. One of the men waved Serina over and she stepped up to him and they had an exchange and then the two stepped into the dug out tunnel and the man put his hands on Serina's hips and lifted her up to the top of the opening and she climbed up and out through the opening and Mark got nervous about her being outside by herself so he grabbed Tamaric by the collar startling him.

"Go with her Tamaric! Don't let her fall into a deep drift or something."

Tamaric dropped his shovel and stepped into the opening and the man that had pushed Serina up through the hole stepped aside and let Tamaric step past him and then he grabbed Tamaric by the hips and lifted him up and he clambered up over the top of the snow bank and out into the bitter cold air and bright sunlight. Tamaric crawled in Serina's tracks until he could get to his feet and then he followed her footsteps through the mountains of soft-pillowed snow that crunched under his feet. He finally found Serina about thirty feet from the opening looking back at the building. Tamaric stepped up to her and reached behind her and lifted her hood up over her head and then he tugged it forward to cover her ears from the extremely cold air. Serina looked at him and smiled and said something that Tamaric had no idea of its meaning. He looked at her green eyes and blond hair pocking out around the front of her hood and her rosy cheeks and pink nose and it dawned on him that she was actually very cute.

Tamaric took her hand in his and she looked down at his hand holding hers and she smiled big and then nodded. She got it without words. He meant let's stay together so we don't get lost or hurt. The two walked together east toward the landing pads trudging through the snow pulling each other from time to time. There were spots that they sunk in the soft snow up to their chest and they almost had to dig them selves out and if not for the other to help pull it might have been a bad situation. Once they reached the end of the building they could see that the building was buried on the backside to the north almost to the roof but the front or south side was only buried to a depth of about seven feet. There were piles of snow so high looking toward the landing pads that the two couldn't see if any of the ships that had been parked there were buried or blown off their moorings.

Tamaric knew it took nearly fifteen minutes to get to where they were and Mark was probably worried about them so he tugged on Serina's hand to stop her and he called out to Mark.

"Mark, can you hear me?"

"Yah I got you Tamaric. How's it look out there?"

"Not real great. I would guess the temperature is in the single digits somewhere and the building is buried nearly to the roof on the north, east and probably west side. The south side it looks like was on the downwind side during the storm and the building acted as a wind block so the snow is something like seven or eight feet deep in mounds all along the front side of the building."

"Are you in a position where you can see the ship? Is she buried?"

Serina stepped in front of Tamaric and gave him a strange look obviously curious who he was talking with. Tamaric turned his head and pulled his hood back and then pulled the top of his earlobe down and showed Serina the small transceiver attached to his skull. She leaned forward and squinted as she looked at the rice grain sized device and then leaned back and looked at him like she still didn't understand. He put up his hand to have her hold on and he continued his report.

"We are on the east end of the building looking out toward where I think the landing pads should be but there are piles of snow taller than I am. I honestly can't see the landing pads clearly and some of these snow banks are really soft. I don't think we should venture to far from the solid foundation that the building and surrounding walkways are built on. If we step over a drainage ditch or something we could drop into snow over our heads. Serina's nose is getting really red Mark. I think I should get her back inside."

"Sounds good. Thank you for staying alert to her condition. Don't get separated ok?"

"Yes sir. I have a tight grip on her hand. I won't let her out of my sight."

"Good man. Make your way back to the south entrance. So it does look like we can dig ourselves out?"

"Yah. I can see the runways down below us but they are blanketed in deep snow. I think the south side of the building can be dug out with a little collective effort. A bull dozer would sure be helpful."

"I don't think these people have that kind of mechanical technology available to them. Just make your way back to the entrance."

"Yes sir. We're on our way."

Tamaric then looked at Serina and smiled and felt a nervous wave and it dawned on him in warm wave that he was always nervous around pretty girls and his realization that Serina was actually very pretty was now resulting in a nervousness tension. He just wasn't good with girls. He thought about how he can explain his transceiver without words. He made a motion of something coming out of his mouth and then he pointed to his ear and then he made and expelling motion up into the air. Serina looked at him for few moments with a furrowed brow and then it seemed to hit her what he meant and she made the 'ahh' gesture and she nodded that she gets it. She now understood that the tiny thing behind his ear is a transmitter for the voice and he was probably talking to the others back inside the trading center who probably had the same device behind their ears.

Tamaric gave Serina a dopey grin and it took a second for Serina to realize that she was actually making Tamaric nervous. She smiled at him warmly and she took it as a compliment that he would get nervous around her. Serina nodded toward the west and tugged Tamaric's hand with a big smile on her face. The two trudged through the snow keeping a tight grip on each other's hand and lifting the other out of the drifts when they sunk above their waists. It took nearly fifteen minutes to make it back to the south entrance. The tow got on their hands and knees and crawled over the snow bank and down into the dug out tunnel and then slid down into the waiting arms of one of the men digging the tunnel out. He helped them to their feet and let them step past him one at a time and then he stepped out of the tunnel and Serina gave a report to the waiting men as to what they had seen.

Tamaric stepped up to Korica and slid his hood off and gave her a peck and a big smile and Korica just stared at him for a second with a look of intense concentration then she grinned at him.

"She makes you nervous?" Korica asked.

Tamaric shrugged and looked at her not quite sure what to say.

"I told you I'm not very good with pretty girls. I get all nervous and clumsy."

"Your heart is racing Tamaric. Relax, I'm not mad or jealous. I'm glad you think my friend is pretty."

"Tamaric, grab a shovel son." Mark said over the cranial transceiver.

Tamaric kissed Korica's cheek and smiled at her.

"Thank you for understanding Korica. I'm not attracted to her just nervous around her."

Tamaric then turned and headed over to the door and picked up his shovel and began digging. Several more individuals stepped up and joined the effort to dig the front of the entrance out. After close to an hour there was a rather sizable tunnel with a gentle slope leading away from the entrance and the man door was cleared away so it could be used while the main rollup door was kept closed to keep the cold air out. Mark had tight muscles in his back and shoulders by the end of the effort but lavished the exertion. He had Korica ask Serina to try and enlist some help to dig a walkway to the landing pads and she was able to find seven men, some of whom had ships presumably buried anyways that were willing to help.

Mark then told Laurel to get Serina back to her parents and get her warmed up while he and Jake continued to dig. He told Korica that she could stay with Serian if she wanted but he wanted Laurel and Tamaric to return to help dig a path to the ship. They simply nodded and did as he asked.

When Serina got back to the storefront she told her parents of her trip outside in the warm sunlight and biting cold air and they should have been concerned but they were actually happy for her. Laurel and Tamaric then returned to the digging efforts and Korica took her coat off and stayed with Serian to visit with her as long as possible before their eventual departure. It took most of the morning to dig a path all the way to the landing pads only to find most of the ships including the crimson fighter buried under snow well over the tops of the ships. Mark managed to work out a deal to help dig each other's ships out without any words. Once Mark had the three ships berthed next to the crimson fighter unburied enough to release the magnetic clamps work was begun to dig out the crimson fighter. Mark was surprised when Korica and Serina showed up with Lorn escorting them a short time after the digging effort had begun on the crimson fighter.

Lorn told Laurel and Jake that a midday meal had been prepared and he would like to share it with everyone. Mark figured the top half of the crimson fighter had been exposed so the work could wait until after lunch to get her completely free. Korica took a step back and looked at the front of the ship and she put her hand up to her mouth as she looked at the front windshield and she realized she was looking at the image she had seen in her mind of the crimson fighter buried right up to the windshield in snow. The basic outline of the arrowhead shape of the ship could be discerned but most of the ship was still buried under at least ten feet of snow.

Mark shook the hands of the men whose ships he had dug out and then he made his exit following Lorn and Serina back to their domicile to share the midday meal with them. Once everyone had their arctic suits off they sat down at the dinning table and Mera served up bowls of a very dark and thick stew with all kinds of vegetables in it and big tender chunks of cubed Izore meat that gave the stew a rich sweet flavor. Everyone had two servings of the delicious stew and Laurel asked if she could get the recipe for the stew in Resota so it could be made aboard the Future. Mera said she would also include a gross of the necessary ingredients and seasonings to facilitate making the stew.

After the meal everyone suited back up and made their way to the south entrance and exited out through the man door and walked along the path dug out that was lined with snow banks seven to ten foot tall all the way to the crimson fighter and to their shock the ship was completely unburied. The men that Mark had helped to unbury their ships had finished digging out the crimson fighter after the crew left to go have lunch. Mark grinned big and stepped up to the post that the magnetic clamp control was located on and he lifted the cover and pulled down the handle to release the clamp and there was a thud as the power was cut to the electro magnet and then the clamp slowly retracted into its compartment under the ship and the door closed over it.

Mark then stepped up to the side of the ship and pushed open the hidden compartment containing the airlock controls and he flipped the power switch on and then pulled down on the handle and the door gently glided open until it touched the ground. Mark then pulled his hand out of the concealed compartment and it closed blending in with the rest of the ship. Mark stepped onboard and he immediately noticed that it was actually far colder in the ship than it was outside. He hoped that the internal components of the ship could bare the extreme cold conditions without failing. He just didn't know if these kind of cold conditions were ever considered to be possible on the inside of the ship when it was being designed and built. Mark pushed his concerns aside and reached up and turned the cabin lights on and to his relief the ship looked just like they had left it. No smashed consoles and hanging wires and gizmos, as he had feared. Mark turned the lights off and stepped off the ship and nodded at everyone that everything was fine. He then reached into the hidden compartment and lifted the handle and the door rose up until it sealed shut and then Mark flipped the power switch off and pulled his hand out of the hidden compartment and it again completely and seamlessly blended into the rest of the hull.

Everyone then made their way back to the Leison's storefront to conclude their business. When they stepped into the storefront Korica took off her coat and made her way to Serina's room for a tearful goodbye while Laurel talked to Lorn and Mera about buying a brunel of Izore meat.

"Lorn, with the ship free from her white tomb we really need to be moving on. We would still like to purchase a brunel of Izore meat from you but I'm not entirely sure how much meat that is."

"Come, I will take you to the community freezers and show you how much meat that is. It will take several trips if carried by hand to get it all to your ship."

Lorn stepped up to Mera and gave her a peck on the cheek and told her they were going down to the freezers and he would be right back. She smiled at him Warmly and Laurel waved at Jake to come with her. Mark noticed them heading toward the exit and he called to Laurel on the cranial transceiver.

"Cap, where ya going?"

"Lorn is going to show me what a brunel of Izore meat looks like. Sorry, I should have told you what we're doing."

"You mind if I come along?"

"No, not at all."

The three put their boots back on and then Lorn led them out of the storefront and toward the west end of the building. They walked five doors up and then stepped into a building with swinging doors that had what looked like rubber gaskets that sealed them together where they met. It was much colder through the first set of doors and Lorn stepped up to what looked like a bank of mailboxes with a central bio metric lock that read the thumb print of a person in order to open the proper box with a key located inside of it. Lorn placed his thumb on the reader and a box toward the end and up on the fifth row popped and he stepped up to it and pulled the door open and retrieved a strange looking key that resembled a skeleton key except that it had two sets of notched prongs on it.

Lorn then waved everyone to follow him and he stepped down to the end of the lock boxes and inserted his key into the lock of a very heavy looking metal door and when he turned it the door popped and began to slide to the side and Lorn withdrew his key as a cold blast of air rushed out into the room. They all stepped in and there was row after row of caged enclosures with meat hanging on hooks and shelves of frozen goods of all varieties in each enclosure. Lorn walked down past the individual caged enclosures until he reached his families unit and he inserted his key into the lock next to the door and turned it and the lock slid open and he pulled the cage door open and stepped in. Lorn pointed to several fairly large piles of individually wrapped packages of meat in a variety of sizes according to the part of the animal contained in the packages.

"That is three brunels of Izore meat. If you would like a brunel it would be a third of what you see."

"Holy crap. That is a lot of meat." Laurel said noticing that her breath was visible as she spoke.

"How many people do you need to feed?" Lorn asked.

"Just the five of us." Laurel replied.

Lorn pulled his head back and looked at Laurel a little confused.

"Mera told me that you said your ship is the size of a small city. It only carries five?"

"Oh no. There are well over six thousand people on my ship but they are all in stasis except for the five of us."

"Stasis?"

"Uh¦it's a process that puts a person to sleep and slows all of the body processes so far that one virtually stops aging. The heart only beats a couple of times a minute while in deep stasis. I was preserved in one of these stasis chambers for five hundred and fifty-two years."

"No!"

"Yes! It's all a little complicated to try and explain but it does work. I wouldn't deceive you about this Lorn. I'm five hundred and sixty-five years old. Anyway, the rest of my people are being preserved like this until we get where we are going so it is just the five of us. I would appreciate it if you would keep that detail to yourself though."

"I understand. I will reveal that to no one. So, do you still want a brunel of Izore meat?"

"Yes we do. It will help to feed the rest of my people when they are brought out of stasis and Korica is particularly fond of the taste of Izore. I'm doing this more for her than anything."

"Do you have freezers capable of keeping the meat cold enough to prevent spoilage?"

"Actually we will put the meat into a stasis like storage that will preserve it virtually indefinitely."

"Well the meat will be¦three hundred carats of gems. That is half what we would charge anyone else in light of what you have done for Serina."

"Thank you Lorn. That's more than fair."

Laurel reached into her pocket and pulled out the pouch of gems and she plopped it in Lorn's hand and he drew the gold drawstring open and looked in the bag and shook it around a little and his eyes opened wide.

"Laurel this is far more than the agreed amount."

"I know it is Lorn. Please do me a favor and take the girls¦and Mera shopping. Get them some pretty clothes. This was Korica's idea when she saw how limited Serina's wardrobe is. Consider it a gift from Korica."

Lorn stepped up to Laurel and hugged her tightly. When he released his grip on her he smiled and drew the bag closed and slipped it into his pocket.

"Thank you Laurel. You are such amazing people. Korica is very fortunate to have such good people caring for her. She is going to become a sweet and kind hearted woman with all of you guiding her."

"Thank you Lorn. We love her more than can be expressed by words alone. She will have a happy life with us and she will continue to mature into an extraordinary woman I promise you that."

Lorn then motioned to the door with an open upturned palm and everyone stepped out and he swung the cage door closed and turned the key in the lock and then pulled it out and then everyone made their way out into the foyer and Lorn slid the heavy metal door shut.

"I will retrieve a mobile cart from the Periah if you would like. That way you can load the meat and frankly what ever else you would like from our frozen storage. That way it should only take one or two trips to your ship."

"That would be a big help Lorn."

Lorn nodded and then they all made their way back to the Leison's domicile and Laurel asked Jake if he would explain everything to Mark and then assist him and Lorn in getting the meat loaded into the cargo hold of the ship. Jake gave her a peck and then began explaining things while Laurel went back to Serina's room to tell Korica it was getting close to time to go.

Laurel stepped up to Serina's door and knocked on the door and Serina opened the door and smiled when she saw Laurel. Laurel stepped in and sat down on the bed next to Korica and put her arm around her and gave her a little squeeze.

"The guys are loading the Izore as we speak Korica. I think we bought somewhere around a ton. It's a lot anyways. You're going to be able to have some Izore anytime you want for a very long time. We will be punching a hole in the atmo in about an hour or so ok?"

"Atmo?"

"Atmosphere?"

"Oh, sorry. I've never heard that expression before."

"You should say your goodbyes and get all of your stuff together ok honey?"

"Ok mom. Hay did you do what I asked you to do?"

"Yep. I gave it all to Lorn."

"Kay. Thank you for doing that."

"You're welcome honey. It was a really sweet gesture for you to give that to these people so the girls can have everything they need."

Serina was just quietly watching the two but she was completely unaware of the contents of the conversation since they were speaking in English. Laurel put her hand up to Serina's cheek and smiled at her.

"It's getting close to the time that we have to get going Serina. You need to say your goodbyes to Korica ok?" Laurel said in Resota.

Serina stepped up to Laurel and hugged her very tightly and then kissed her cheek.

"I don't know how to thank you for saving my life Laurel."

"Just grow up strong and stay healthy and be happy sweetie. I'm glad we were able to help you the way we did."

"I will. Thank you Laurel."

"You're welcome honey. I'm going to go help load the ship ok?"

"Ok."

Laurel stood up and gave Korica a peck and just as she was going to exit the room Korica surprised her with a request.

"Mom, can we help the guys stow the cargo on the ship? I would really like to show Serina the ship."

"I guess that would be ok."

Laurel turned to Tamaric who was sitting quietly in the chair that Serina's father usually sat in while taking care of Serina.

"Tamaric, the girls want to go out to the ship and help stow the supplies we bought from Serina's family. I want you to go with them and keep your eyes open if you know what I mean."

"I would be glad to. You can count on me to stay alert Laurel." Tamaric said as he stood up.

Laurel, Tamaric and Korica headed out into the living area so Tamaric and Korica could get suited up. Serina in the meantime got back into her one piece snowsuit and then she came out into the living area and Laurel explained what the girls were going to do and Mera was perfectly fine with it since the girls weren't being left alone at any time.

Once everyone was suited up Tamaric escorted the girls toward the south entrance and Laurel and Mera headed toward the community freezer enclosure while Gemma watched the storefront. As Tamaric was escorting the girls out to the ship they noticed that there was quite a bit of foot traffic coming and going through the south entrance presumably because the trading center is the only place in the area to get fresh food from in light of the snow covering the entire region. The three made their way past the crowds and exited the building out into the bitter cold air. Tamaric guessed that it was in the upper teens at the most outside and the air bit at any exposed skin. All three pulled their hoods over their heads to cover their ears and then put their gloves on and made their way toward the ship while many people walked past them heading toward the trading center.

When they got to the end of the building they could see down to the runway and they could see that a few ships had landed in the middle of the runway in light of the fact that the landing pads were covered in huge piles of snow and the occupants of the ships on the runways were making their way through the snow drifts toward the trading center. Tamaric didn't pay it to much attention as they continued down the shoveled path into the drifts that were at least ten to twelve feet high creating a tunnel like feel with no roof to it. When the three reached the ship Korica pushed her hand into the hidden airlock control compartment and flipped the power switch on and then pulled down on the handle and the cabin door slowly lowered until it gently touched the ground and then Korica pulled her hand out of the airlock control compartment and it closed and blended into the rest of the hull. Korica then stepped up into the ship and turned on the cabin lights and then waved Serina up into the ship.

Serina stepped up into the ship and looked around with absolute awe. Korica stepped up into the cockpit area and turned the overhead light on and let Serina take a good look around. Korica sat down in the seat with the navigation controls as its primary function and she turned on the display and explained some of the basic functions while Tamaric stayed outside and made sure that no one snuck up on them.

After about twenty minutes Tamaric heard someone coming down the dugout tunnel toward the ship and he put his hand on his weapon and snapped the stay strap open with his thumb and waited to see whom it was. To his relief it was Mark and Jake pushing a cart loaded to its limit with packages of meat wrapped in white slick looking paper of some kind. Tamaric re-secured his weapon stay and turned and stepped onto the ship.

"Korica love, Mark and Jake are here with a huge load of supplies. I could use your help to load it all into the cargo area."

"Ok." Korica said.

Korica shut off the display and control panels and then turned off the cockpit lights and made her way toward the doorway where Tamaric was standing. Mark started handing the packages two at a time to Jake who then handed them to Tamaric who then handed them to Serian who then handed them to Korica who then set them into the very back of the cargo area. It only took about ten minutes to completely unload the cart and get the solidly frozen packages stowed. Jake then sat in the open doorway and told the three that they had to go get another load of packages and that they would be back in about fifteen minutes or so. The girls nodded that they got it and Tamaric just looked at him until Jake told him in English. Tamaric then nodded and stepped out of the ship after Jake stood back up.

Jake and Mark then departed with the cart to go get the rest of the meat packages and Tamaric stood guard while the girls sat inside the ship and talked about the ship and where it came from. Almost fifteen minutes later on the dot Mark and Jake showed up with the last of the meat and a box with some cooking spices and a handful of recipes that Mera had written down for the Izore meat in Resota. Laurel was with Mark and Jake this time and she stepped into the ship and helped to hand the packages off to Korica and Serina who stacked them in the back of the cargo area. Once everything was loaded Korica shut the cabin lights off and everyone stepped out of the ship and Jake closed the door and then everyone headed back toward the south entrance to return the cart and say goodbye so they could head back to the Future.

When everyone got back to the Leison's storefront Gemma took the mobile cart back to the Periah and then came back and everyone gave each other warm hugs said their final goodbyes and then the Future crew headed toward the south entrance. As they got a little over halfway there mark was starting to think that maybe Korica had been wrong about a confrontation occurring during their visit when his heart jumped into his throat as he saw a Hodong step into the middle of the trading center and sweep his hood back revealing his ugly sloppy looking hair on his square head. Mark grit his teeth and immediately pulled his weapon and he barked out, "Hodong" and the girls froze in their tracks and Jake and Tamaric pulled their weapons and began scanning the crowds until they both saw the Hodong. Laurel then saw the Hodong and grabbed Korica and the two got down low and stepped to the side into the doorway of the business right next to them expecting there to be a whole group of Hodong coming from somewhere with guns drawn and bullets flying.

Jake jumped over one of the tables in the middle of the walkway so he could get on the south side of the Hodong while Mark came at him from the north. Tamaric was about to head toward the Hodong even though he was terrified until he realized that he would be leaving the girls alone and he thought that would be a bad idea so he made his way back to the girls and stood over them with his weapon pointed toward the Hodong while he looked around as he knew the Hodong never attacked alone. Mark walked right up to the Hodong and he put his weapon in the Hodong's face and pushed it into his eye while he grabbed the Hodong's hand and twisted it around as far as it would go and mark pulled it up over the Hodong's shoulder and then Mark squeezed his fingers into the pressure points in the middle of the Hodong's hand making him yell out and at that very moment Jake arrived behind the Hodong and he kicked the tip of his boot into the back of the Hodong's left knee as hard as he could making the Hodong yell out again and his leg went limp and then Jake swung his foot around just as Mark had taught him to do and he kicked the other knee out from under the Hodong and he feel backwards and hit the ground with a thud and spittle flew up out of his mouth he hit the ground so hard. The Hodong looked up and now he had one weapon pointing right into his eye and another pointing at his chest and he was in terrible pain as Mark continued to twist his hand immobilizing him while squeezing his fingers into the pressure points in his hand causing excruciation pain.

The Hodong tried to say something and Jake pushed the tip of his weapon in the Hodong's mouth to shut him up.

"Where's the rest of your scumbag cohorts shit head?" Jake said in English as he glanced up and around expecting a whole gaggle of Hodong to pour in from the door or for an explosion to open an entrance in the roof or a wall that they would then pour in through.

The Hodong looked at him and then to Jake and to Mark's amazement he answered in English.

"I'm here by myself. I'm a freelancer. I don't attack anyone like the others do."

Mark's face ran cold as he realized this Hodong's ability to speak English meant he had been on the station they rescued Korica from and he had used the chair. Mark's face then morphed to one of anger. He was ready split this Hodong's head open but he remembered Laurel telling him there was to be no killing. Mark had to fight the urge to switch his weapon to its highest setting and just fire into this slugs eyeball, but he respected Laurel far too much for him to ignore her orders so he lifted the tip of his weapon out of the Hodong's eye but kept his debilitating hold on the Hodong's hand that was causing great pain and keeping the Hodong from moving in the slightest.

"What the hell is a freelancer you shit stinkin pile of dung?"

"I work for myself. I trade in technology for food or gems."

"Yah, then how do you speak our language?"

"Because I've been to the Sephiad station before. I was granted use of the chair they had stolen from the elder race so I could speak more languages and so I would know where the more advanced races are in order to make deals with them for advanced technology."

"Yah? You mean you were dropping off a load of young flesh and you wanted to know where you could nab more of them from as well as advanced technology from?"

"No. You got me all wrong. I don't deal in flesh. To many risks of retribution from the families. I tried to tell the others it was a bad idea to be grabbing girls from the races they learned about by using the chair. It was only a matter of time before they grabbed one of the elder races girls."

"Bull shit! Your whole fucking race are plundering, raping, and murdering scumbags! Your whole race has been condemned to live on a backwater planet with no hope of escape¦ever."

"I speak the truth! Ahhh. Please¦your really hurting my hand!"

"Good! Your kind doesn't give a shit when you cause pain to others. Why should I give a shit if you're uncomfortable?"

"Mark, Korica can hear everything you are saying. Please clean it up." Laurel said.

"Sorry cap¦sorry Korica. Hay you two come over here please. This pile of crap claims to be a freelancer and he says he doesn't plunder or rape. I need Korica to do her mind thing and see if he is lying."

Laurel and Korica stood up and walked up to the Hodong and Laurel actually got a small glimmer of satisfaction out of seeing how much pain Mark was causing him. Korica was standing behind Laurel and really hated being this close to a Hodong and his foul smell made her guts tighten up and she had flashes in her mind of the horrible and painful things that were done to her at the hands and mouths of the Hodong. Tamaric stepped up to the foot of the Hodong and pointed his weapon at the Hodong and he figured if this incredibly ugly creature moved wrong he would blast him twice in the guts.

"Now tell me again what the hell you're doing here and how it is you can speak our language."

"I already told you."

"I don't care you pile of mung! Tell me again!"

Korica forced herself to get closer and she knelt down and looked right into the eyes of the Hodong as he laid out again that he didn't rape or pillage like the others and that he had been on the Sephiad station dropping off technology that he had acquired through legitimate deals and that he did not deal in flesh and never had. Korica squinted as she listened to what the Hodong was thinking and feeling. She detected no deception and she heard him thinking exactly what he was saying and nothing more. Korica looked at Mark and nodded yes and then Korica stood up and Laurel stepped forward and pulled Korica closer to her and the Hodong looked at Laurel and his whole expression changed and Korica heard him thinking that Laurel was incredibly beautiful and she really did have the hypnotic blue eyes as her wanted for bounty images had depicted.

"You¦you're wanted by bounty. You're¦Laurel Kade¦oh crap¦you're the Future crew¦aren't you?" The Hodong said looking right Laurel.

"That's right. You've heard of us?" Laurel said.

"Of course I have. You're the ones who destroyed the Sephiad station and took all of the prisoners that were there at the time to the elder race."

"Here's the deal you son of a bitch." Mark said. "We have friends here and your kind is not welcome here¦ever. Whatever your business was here, forget about it. You're done and it's time to go. We will be coming back often and if we ever here of you coming around here and insulting these peoples sense of smell with your stench and foul attitude we will hunt you down and destroy your ship. Is that understood?"

"Yes. Ahhh. You're hurting my hand! I understand! I swear I'll leave and never come back, just please let go¦that hurts unbearably so."

Mark waved everyone back and he let go of the Hodong's hand and he rolled onto his side and worked his hand back and forth in a slow waving motion a few times and then he rubbed the place where Mark's fingers had dug into his palm and the back of his hand and then he got to his feet and limped toward the door as the leg that Jake had first kicked the back of the knee of was now very sore and it hurt to bend his knee. The crew watched the Hodong until he flipped his hood back over his head and opened the man door and stepped out of it and then the door shut behind him and the rather sizable crowd that had gathered to watch erupted into applause and cheers and even some whistles. The Hodong had apparently made an appearance before and everyone was glad to see him finally put in his place and made to leave.

Mark made a goofy bow and put on leg out behind him while putting both arms straight out and he looked at the ground and then he stood up straight and smiled and then holstered his weapon, as did the rest of the crew. They then made their exit and walked toward the crimson fighter. When they got to where they could see the runway they could make out the Hodong still stumbling back to his ship. Mark chuckled at the Hodong's hurried departure once he realized he was screwing with the Future crew.

The entire crew made their way to the crimson fighter and Mark opened her up and they all climbed in and Mark closed the hatch and then turned the cockpit lights on and then the very next thing he did was to turn the cabin heaters on to seventy degrees and it only took a few moments for the temperature to rise high enough for everyone to take their coats off. A minute later it was toasty warm and everyone got out of their arctic gear and put their slip on shoes back on and then Mark got into the pilot's seat and started to go through his preflight checks. Korica and Tamaric sat down and buckled themselves in and then Jake and Laurel took their seats and started warming everything up. As Laurel was engaging the shields she thought she heard a snap in the overhead and she leaned back and looked at Korica and Tamaric and then she looked up at the overhead panels and she waited to see if she heard it again but she didn't hear anything so she went back to what she was doing.

A few minutes later everything was warmed up and the engines were idling and Mark slid the hover throttles forward gently and the ship began to lift and it could be seen out the front windscreen that the ship was actually rocking slightly as Mark compensated for the extra weight in the back of the ship but there was absolutely no sense of motion whatsoever as the inertial dampening system washed the feeling away completely. Mark lifted the ship to a height of fifty feet and then he spun the ship around facing north and slid the forward flight throttles forward and the ship took off in forward flight. Mark accelerated even faster and then he shut down the hover engines and headed due north at 650 miles an hour. Mark engaged the autopilot on a return trajectory to the Future using the moon to hide their departure. Just as the ship completed its turn and headed straight up out of the atmosphere Laurel heard the snapping sound in the overhead again. She looked toward the back of the ship.

"Korica and Tamaric, did you hear anything?"

The two looked at each other and shook their heads no and then looked back at Laurel. Laurel shrugged it off and assumed her nerves must still be rattled having been so close to a Hodong. She really didn't like the musty and nasty smell of the Hodong up close. She thought they were a truly disgusting species all the way around. As the ship started to reach the thinner upper atmosphere and the stars started to become visible as the air continued to thin, Mark slid the throttles forward and the ship accelerated rapidly up to mach 6 and then to mach 7 then 8 then 9 all within seconds. The view out the front window then faded to black as the ship escaped the last tentative molecules of atmosphere. Just as Mark put his hand on the FTL throttles there was a loud master alarm at Laurel's station and she quickly yelled out to Mark.

"Mark don't accelerate us to the speed of light! We got a major problem here!"


Chapter 20 Tiomot

––––––––

Tiomot

Mark quickly looked around his display screens but he couldn't see anything wrong though he knew the master alarm meant it was something major. He hovered his hand over the FTL throttles for a moment and then slowly withdrew his hand. He decreased the forward throttles slightly and waited for Laurel to tell him what the problem was.

Laurel was feverishly trying to get the shields to come online but there was no indication of the shields being active other than the fact that the shield generators were active and producing more than enough power.

"The shields won't come up Mark." Laurel said.

Mark looked at his lower left display by his elbow and he could see that the shield generators had been turned on during the preflight warm up.

"What are you talking about? I got indications that the shield generators are active."

"They are but the power isn't being sent to the disseminator."

"The what?"

"It's the equivalent to our emitters on the Future. You don't have that displayed on your screens."

"Well that's a freakin problem! Why isn't that information accessible to me up here?"

"Because these things were rushed into production and they were never designed to flown by one person. Let me¦"

There was another alarm now sounding at Laurel's station signaling a power loss to the forward scanner relay modulator. Laurel silenced the alarm and tried to narrow down the problem since the shields and scanners should have been unrelated to one another and as Laurel powered down the scanners she heard the same popping in the overhead that she had heard on the ground and it was Korica that yelled out next.

"Laurel there's smoke coming out of the overhead console!"

Laurel turned and looked back at Korica and she was pointing up to one of the overhead consoles that had a small wisp of smoke wafting out of it.

"Oh crap! Mark cut the engines!" Laurel barked as she undid her restraints and got out of her seat.

"I can't! We'll reenter the atmosphere. We aren't high enough to break the gravitational pull of Euronda yet."

Mark leveled the ship off into an extremely low orbit and gave a good shove from the engines taking their speed up to mach twelve and then he cut the throttles and shut the engines down completely.

"Ok the engines ore off. You got about ten minutes until our orbit starts to decay."

Laurel made her way toward the back of the ship and out of pure instinct she opened a small door across from Korica and Tamaric and there was a small silver fire extinguisher hanging on the door. She pulled it off its hangar and stepped up to the overhead panel that had emitted a single puff of smoke and she unsnapped the four corner thumb locks and the panel swung open revealing some very bizarre looking circuits with wires coming out of them that attached to the switches that were protruding from the cabin side of the panel. Laurel saw no evidence of a fire to her relief but there was a clear plastic looking buss bar that had a very obvious blackened crack in the middle of it.

Laurel handed the fire extinguisher to Korica and pointed at the open door it had been attached to and Korica took it and undid her restraint and got up to put it back. Laurel looked closer at the faulty buss bar and she knew it was a main power buss bar and there were several others adjacent to it that looked perfectly fine. As she went to reach for the buss bar to wiggle it, it arced and made her jump and let out a small yelp. Jake looked back quickly thinking she had been hurt and she put her hand up to her mouth and nodded at Jake that she was ok. Mark unbuckled himself and clambered out of his seat and stepped up to the hanging panel and looked at what Laurel was seeing.

"Oh this is not good. I know for a fact that I didn't pack any spare power relays or buss bars." Mark said.

"Well I can possibly borrow one of these other power busses if I can figure out what they do. I don't want to go interrupting life support or the magnetic constrictors for the FTL drive or something. The bigger problem is that we're going to have to power everything down in order to swap these out."

"How the hell did this thing fail in the first place?" Mark asked.

"Probably because it was fourty below in here and the busses became brittle. It's like throwing hot water on a frozen glass dish. The rapid expansion caused a manufacturing defect to fail. There were probably micro cracks that expanded as soon as the circuit got hot."

"So you think this is a design flaw?"

"For this particular component? Yes."

"Great! So what the hell are we gunna do now?"

"We can't land on Euronda. It requires to many systems and to much power through this circuit."

Laurel was trying to come up with an idea when she glanced out the front window and saw Euronda's moon drifting into view. She suddenly had a brainstorm idea. She looked at Mark and pointed out the window. Mark squatted down a little and looked out the window and then stood up and looked back at Laurel.

"You wanna land on the moon?"

"Yes. There's no atmosphere to fight and if we land on the back side there will be next to no radiation from the sun."

Mark looked back out the window for a moment and he started to see the logic in it.

"I guess I could put us down there. It's going to be a long trip without the FTL drive though. I guess if the Apollo astronauts could do it without shields so can we."

"It's the only viable option here. We certainly can't approach the Future like this. We would be cooked if the radiation didn't kill us first. We can't radio the Future, it would cause a hell of an uproar to the population of Euronda when they detect an alien signal from within their own solar system."

"So what systems aren't we going to have?"

"Well the shields draw way to much power so those are out. If you turn the shield generators off that will reduce the amount of current being pulled through that circuit. I would suggest using the scanners in passive mode not active. The FTL drive would be a really bad idea since we don't have any shields. An impact to the windscreen by a micrometeorite would be catastrophic. We have to keep the structural integrity field in place and I think that's on a different circuit anyways¦I think. We can turn the cabin lights off and turn the cabin heaters down to sixty five instead of seventy-two."

"Fine. You try and figure out what circuit we can borrow from and I'll get us lunar side."

Mark took a last look at the exposed internals of the central console and then he looked at Laurel.

"What's going to happen if that buss gives up the ghost all together?"

"We'll be dead in the water."

Mark didn't say another word he just turned and climbed back into his seat and fastened his restraint and took a deep breath. He then started turning off non-essential systems and Laurel looked at Korica and Tamaric and both looked very scared. Laurel gave them a small smile and turned off the light in the cargo area and both seemed to just disappear into a vast dark abyss at the rear of the ship. She then stepped forward and turned off the cockpit lighting and she stepped back to the hanging panel and looked in at the circuit and it seemed much dimmer than before. She then heard the shield generator spooling down and the circuit went almost completely dark. She lifted the cover up and closed it and secured the thumb latches and then fumbled in the dark to her seat and climbed in and secured her restraint and then began shutting down the auxiliary systems and then she looked aver at Jake and he nodded and brought up the cabin heat reading which was indicated to be hovering at seventy two degrees and he reached up and slid the heat down three notches which should result in a cabin temperature of sixty-five or little less. It would get cold soon but it would still be plenty survivable.

Mark then slid the forward flight throttles forward slightly and accelerated to mach fifteen and then initiated a turn toward the moon. He decided to head straight for the moon instead of making his up and over approach. He was worried that they were going to lose everything at any minute. Once he had them on a direct course for the moon he accelerated to 50 percent the speed of light and then he pulled the throttles back and let the ship coast. The ship coasted for close to twenty minutes and the temperature started to feel very chilly to everyone except Korica. While she could tell it was getting cold she still wasn't particularly uncomfortable but she could hear Tamaric moving around and she assumed he was rubbing his arms trying to get them warm. She decided she wouldn't be able to unpack their arctic gear and find his coat in the pitch dark but she knew how to help him keep warm. She undid her restraint and knelt down in front of Tamaric and pushed his knees and feet apart and scooted forward between his knees and worked the latch open for Tamaric's restraint and when she felt up to his hands they were very cold. She pushed the restraint straps off his shoulders completely by feel and Tamaric was wondering what she was doing.

"Korica, what the heck are you doing?"

"I'm gunna keep you warm."

Korica then scooted back and pushed his knees together and stood up and turned around and sat down on his lap with her legs on the outside of his and leaned back against him and she felt for his hands and when she found them she pulled his arms around her mid section and she laid her arms right over his and then she put her hands over his. He snugged his arms around her firmly and felt almost immediate relief to the chill that was setting in. Korica set her head back right next to his and he whispered in her ear.

"Thank you Korica. I was freezing my butt off."

"I know. I can't have that. Am I heavy?"

"No, not really. It feels nice. You're so warm."

"Cool. Just use me as your personal heater."

Tamaric turned his head and kissed her ear making her smile in the dark.

"I love you Korica."

"I know. I love you too Tamaric."

The ship coasted for another ten minutes before Mark started to slide the throttles forward so he could begin to orbit the moon. He initiated a retrograde orbit and he started looking for likely spots to set down. He would much rather set down on the sunlit side of the moon but he figured Laurel was probably thinking on the right track in that there would be no way of detecting a CME if one was on its way with so many systems down and the affects could prove deadly if everything was powered down completely. It took five minutes to make it to the shadow side of the moon and it started to get really dark in the cockpit as the sun began to disappear from view. Mark looked down at his lower right display and he could make out some very rocky and battered terrain with very little in the way of flat terrain to set down on.

"Cap, we're going to need a couple of active scan pulses. I need somewhere to set us down and visual cues are going to be a problem. It's really dark down there."

"Ok."

Laurel reached up and turned the power on to the scanners and she initiated three scanning pulses of the terrain right below them and then she reached up and shut the power down and looked back in the dark expecting to see or hear the electrical popping in the overhead but all was quiet and extremely dark. She poured over the data and she found a large impact crater that had an outcropping with a very steep cliff that was Â¼ mile high. At the base of the cliff was an ancient lave tube that had been intersected by the crater. She could tell it was two hundred feet wide and about seventy feet high at the entrance. She sent the data to Marks display and then she unbuckled herself and got out of her seat and knelt down right behind Mark and pointed over his shoulder.

"Right there Mark. You see that lava tube?"

"Oh god¦yah I see it."

"If you can get us right inside that opening the rock should provide a great deal of protection from meteorites and radiation. Look how flat the floor of that cave is. It's hard and flat. There is far less chance of the ship setting down on uneven ground or soft crap that could bury the landing gear right up to the hull. If we have piles of regula on the landing gear when you try to retract them it could jam up the gear doors."

"Geeze you're smart cap. Ok. Get strapped in and I'll make the approach. What's the likely hood that the floodlights could cause a short circuit?"

"I honestly don't know."

"Losing power while I have us hovering would¦"

"I'm sorry I don't have more answers for you Mark. I know how to fly these things not how they're built."

"It's ok cap. Get buckled in."

Laurel stood up and bonked her head on the overhead switch panel making her squeak and throw her hand to her head.

"God, these things were built for people four feet tall!" Laurel said out loud.

"Maybe we should get Korica and Tamaric up here?" Mark said sarcastically joking with her.

"They can't stand up straight in the cockpit either. It's just dark as hell in here."

Laurel climbed into her seat and rubbed her head for a moment and then strapped herself in.

"Did you hurt the ship?" Mark said chuckling.

"Nice! Just get us landed and leave me alone." Laurel barked.

Mark pushed the throttles forward and initiated a turn and everyone was surprised when they could feel the intense inertia of the turn for a moment. Mark continued his descending approach and he drew the throttles back slightly.

"What's with the inertial dampeners cap?"

"I've reduced the power to the inertia cancellers by twenty percent as they're called in these things." Jake said.

"Right, power concerns?" Mark inquired.

"Yes. I don't particularly know if they use the same circuit but they draw an incredible amount of power during extreme maneuvers."

Mark continued his banking turn and as he was about to use the braking engines he hesitated for a moment.

"Cap, what about the braking engines?"

"That's a separate circuit."

Mark then engaged the braking engines and brought the hover engines on line and left them idling. He then reached up and switched the forward floodlights on and he winced waiting for something or everything to go out but there was no reaction. He slowed even more and began descending down into the crater. He banked around heading straight for the cliff face and when he could see the floodlights shining on the craggy rock face of the cliff he pulled the forward flight throttles back further and applied a little throttle to the hover engines to keep the ship from nose diving in the weak but noticeable gravity of the moon as their speed fell below fifty miles an hour. Mark approached the cliff face closer and then slid the forward flight throttles all the way back and he slid the hover throttles forward and then he let go of the controls and the ship wing rocked a bit and stabilized itself and then just hovered fifty feet from the cliff face.

"Ok cap. We need an active scan to find the cave."

"Roger that." Laurel said.

Laurel reached up and turned the power back on to the scanners and initiated a detailed scan of the cliff face and sent the resultant data to Marks display. Mark looked at his right front display and he could see the cave several hundred yards to their right. He took a hold of the controls and as he pivoted the ship there was a snapping sound in the overhead and Laurel reached up quickly and turned the power off to the scanners and the snapping stopped.

"That's it Mark. I guess the flight controls for the hover engines use the same circuit. Can you do it by sight?"

"Yah, I think so."

Mark continued to swing the nose around until his floodlights disappeared into a large dark opening. He then sidestepped the ship gently until he had the ship facing right into the cave entrance. The cave made a gentle curve several hundred feet back into the lava tube and narrowed significantly. Mark guessed that this was a well of sorts when the lava was active in this part of the lava tube melting out a huge cavity with a flat and fairly smooth floor. Mark gently hovered the ship forward into the opening until they were three hundred feet inside the cave opening. He then let go of the controls and the ship stabilized itself and hovered twenty feet above the floor of the cave. Mark turned on his down looking camera and the landing lights showed that there were actually ripples in the floor that were fairly uniform and stood up about five inches from the floor. It looked like waves on a gently wind blown lake that were frozen in time. Mark reached up and deployed the landing gear and he waited until he had three greens indicating they were down and locked and then he took a hold of the controls and he gently pulled the throttles back and the ship began to slowly descend toward the cave floor. He sidestepped slightly trying to find the smallest ripples to set the landing gear on and then he slid the throttles back further and the cave floor got closer and closer in the camera until he could see what looked like diamond crystals twinkling in the landing lights. A moment later there was a shudder that was felt slightly with the inertia cancellers turned down and then the ship tilted to astern and slid a little as the floor sloped slightly toward the opening as the deepest part of the cavern had been blown apart during the original excavation of the crater that the cave was now a part of.

Mark slid the throttles all the way back and the ship settled a little more and tilted even farther to astern and Mark looked around before he shut the engines off and the ship groaned and slid teen feet further toward the entrance and then hit a rough section of one of the ripples providing a surface for the landing pads to grip and the sliding slowed and then stopped. Mark waited a second longer and then he looked back into the dark.

"Laurel, Jake, get out of your seats and go aft and jump up and down."

"What?" Laurel said.

"I need to see if we're gunna slide more if we move around in here before I shut the engines down. I can lift us at this point but if the engines are off we are going to slide right out of the cave and fall to the crater floor fourty feet below us."

Laurel didn't say another word. Her and Jake unbuckled themselves and got up and stepped toward the back of the very dark cargo area and took each others hands facing one another so they wouldn't bonk heads and then they jumped up and down several times and nothing happened.

"Harder. Really try and rock us." Mark said.

The two then jumped very hard several times and nothing happened but there was a groaning sound that no one liked hearing when they stopped jumping.

"Ok. I think we're caught on something. No more jumping after this¦please." Mark said.

Laurel and Jake made their way back to their stations and began shutting everything down and Mark shut the engines down and secured his station. Laurel reached and up turned the cockpit lights on and then she looked into the cargo area and in the shadows she could see Korica sitting in Tamaric's lap with her hands clasped over his and she smiled.

"Awe. Are you keeping him warm?"

"Yah. He was getting really cold so I thought I would just use my body to keep him warm."

"That's so sweet."

"So cap, have you found what circuit we can borrow from?" Mark asked.

"Yah, but you're not gunna like it."

"Oh, why's that?"

"The breaking engines and control thrusters are on a separate circuit of their own that we could borrow a buss from."

"What? Are you crazy? We can't disable the breaking engines!"

"Here, look."

Laurel turned her display on and brought up a schematic that was stored in the computer archives. Mark squirmed out of his seat and made his way to Laurel's side and looked at the ships schematic that was in Rosch. He looked at the circuits that Laurel was pointing at and to Mark it looked like hieroglyphic gibberish.

"Cap I don't know how to read this stuff¦and certainly not in an alien language."

"Ignore the text. You see these four circuits right here? Those are all combined resource circuits. You see these two off on their own? This one right here is the breaking engines and control thrusters. We can swap circuits right there."

"What's the other one?"

"Magnetic containment control circuit for the FTL drive. You don't want to mess with that one. The engines would explode without that circuit in place if you tried to engage the FTL drive."

"There's no where else in this ship that these kind of circuits exist?"

"Not that we can access from in here. We don't exactly carry spacesuits as standard gear and with the gloves on you would never be able to handle those small buss bars anyways."

"Ok, so how the heck do you propose we slow our approach to the Future without slamming right into her?"

"Do a one eighty and punch up the power to the engines."

"Do you have any idea how hard that is going to be without control thrusters? The ship is going to swim all over the place."

"Look it's not a perfect solution but it's all we got. You're one hell of a good pilot Mark. I'm counting on your experience and talent at crazy maneuvers to get us home."

"Well I appreciate the vote of confidence but this is something that I've never practiced or even contemplated doing."

"I can put the defective buss in the circuit for the braking engines and you might get a little use out of the control thrusters before the buss bar burns out completely."

"I guess that would at least be something. Alright go ahead and do what you got to do."

Laurel shut down her display and Mark got up and moved to the cargo area and let Laurel get up. Laurel then reached under her seat and pulled out a light bar and turned it on and then it dawned on her that she had no idea how she even knew that was there. She grinned and shook her head and then she reached up and closed the last three power switches and the lights went out and then the air circulating fan went quiet and the ship fell eerily quiet as all of the power went out. Laurel then stepped back to the overhead console and opened the thumb latches and let the panel swing open. She reached up and gripped the defective buss bar and rocked it back and forth until it came loose. She handed it to Mark and then she stepped back and reached toward the two buss bars on their own and she groped in her mind for which was the right one. She pulled her hand back and closed her eyes and pictured the schematic for a moment and then it dawned on her that it was the one on the left.

Laurel looked back up into the panel and reached up and gripped the one on the left and grit her teeth as she rocked the buss bar and pulled hard until it snapped out of the circuit. She then held the buss bar up and moved the light bar closer and looked at it closely and rubbed her fingers on it and furrowed her brow.

"I don't think this thing is plastic. It feels like¦glass or something."

"You think that's why it failed?" Mark asked.

"Maybe. If it's some kind of crystalline material it would certainly be more sensitive to extremely low temperatures and it would explain how the rapid heat build up made it crack and fail."

"I'll bet money you already have an idea for how to fix this design flaw?"

"I sure do. We have some materials on the Future that we can replace all of these buss bars with that will still offer the same level planned failure in an overload but they won't be sensitive to hot and cold extremes."

Laurel stepped to the front of the opening and slid the buss into place and then rocked it firmly into its slots until it clicked into place. She then put her hand out and Mark handed her the defective buss and she slid it into the breaking engine and control thruster circuit and rocked it until it snapped into place. She stepped over to the main power switches and bent down and flipped them on one by one. The circulating fans could be heard spinning up and then the cockpit light came on and then everyone waited to see if anything shorted and nothing happened. Laurel then reached over to the environmental controls and turned the heat up three notches. She then stepped over and turned the cargo area lights on and everyone looked at Korica sitting comfortably on Tamaric's lap and they all grinned at them. Korica started to lean forward and Tamaric squeezed his arms around her and gently pulled her back.

"You can stay in my lap if you want¦please?" Tamaric whispered.

Korica grinned and leaned back against him and he grinned as she set her head next to his again. Laurel smiled at her and winked and Korica gave her a big smile. Laurel then stepped up to the panel hanging open and she lifted it closed and secured the thumb latches at it corners and then Mark climbed back down into the pilot's seat and Laurel and Jake climbed into their seats. The three then went about the preflight checks and they returned everything to their proper levels. Before Mark even started the engines the temperature in the cabin started to become much more comfortable. Mark started the engine startup sequence and the engines could be heard spooling up until they reached their normal high frequency hiss. Mark then started up the hover engines and prepared to lift off.

Laurel reached up and turned on the power for the scanners and initiated a deep high power scan and waited for an alarm but nothing happened. She made the scan available to Mark and went about her preflight checks until she had them all done. Once Mark had everything fired up and running he put his hand on the hover throttles and then looked down at the scan result and he made a mental note of their precarious position.

"We all ready?" Mark said.

"Everything's in the green." Jake said.

Mark slid the hover throttles forward and the ship lifted slightly and started to slide until Mark compensated by giving more throttle and he rocked the nose forward. He lifted them up twenty feet and reached up and retracted the landing gear and waited until he had three green up and locked indicators and then he gently hovered the ship backward slightly and then he reached down and turned on the shield generators. Everyone listened to the generators coming online and then he craned his neck back and looked at Laurel and she gave him a smile and a thumbs up. Her screen was showing the presence of a dense shield forming around the ship. Mark smiled and winked at Laurel.

"You're a genius cap. I'm so glad we have you with us."

"Thanks Mark."

Mark looked forward and grabbed a hold of the controls and backed the ship out of the cavern and spun her around facing out into the dark crater. He reached down and slid the forward flight throttles forward and there was no sensation at all as the ship sped out across the crater and then Mark pulled the ship straight up and punched the throttles all the way forward and then he reached over and shut the hover engines down. Mark accelerated to 95% the speed of light and headed directly away from the moon until they were bathed in sunlight again. Laurel then looked back at Korica and Tamaric and Korica looked very content sitting in Tamaric's lap with her hands clasped over his so Laurel reached up and turned off the cargo area lights and the two faded into virtual darkness except for the light coming form the cockpit lights and the sun shining in through the front window.

Mark reached down to the FTL throttles and he paused for a moment.

"You're sure you got the right buss right cap?"

"Yes Mark. I'm positive."

Mark took a deep breath and slid the FTL throttles all the way forward and in a crimson flash the ship jumped to 1.55 times the speed of light. Mark sighed and grinned. He was just glad that Laurel was an absolute genius and that they were on their way home. Mark initiated a turn toward the sun and then reached up and dimmed the front window significantly so he could see his displays. Laurel sent the scan data to Mark's display and the absence of the Future meant she was on the other side of the sun. Mark set in a course for a ten million mile distant orbit of the sun and locked it into the autopilot and then engaged the autopilot and took his hands and feet off of the controls. They traveled toward the sun for five minutes when an alert at Laurel's station alerted her to a vessel coming around the sun into detection range. It was the Future making her orbit around the sun. Laurel sent the information to Mark's display screen and he adjusted their course to one of a parallel intercept course and he locked it into the autopilot.

Two minutes later the Future came into clear view out the front window and Mark couldn't help but smile. She was a beautiful sight as she got larger in the window. Mark waited until he was seven thousand yards away and then he cut the FTL engines and engaged the braking engines and at first everything was working perfectly until he turned the auto pilot off and tried to adjust the ships attitude to match that of the Future's path and with the first minuet adjustment there was a loud pop from the overhead console and a puff of smoke bled out of the overhead and the breaking engines stopped working and there was a loud master alarm. Laurel reached up and silenced the alarm.

"That's it Mark. The buss has shorted open." Laurel said.

"Roger that." Mark said.

Mark debated exactly what to do as the hull continued to heat up. He finally accelerated past the Future and then spun the ship around quickly and tried to engage the engines to slow them down as he allowed the ship to drift toward the Future but just as he thought would happen the ship began to porpoise around wildly with no control thrusters for attitude control and the nose swung back and forth slightly. He fought to get it under control but it only got worse so he swung the ship around again and gave a quick burst from the engines and then slid the throttles back and to his amazement they had almost perfectly matched the Future's speed in her orbit and the porpoise movements stopped completely. Mark grinned and figured he would take credit for the maneuver even if it was an accident that it worked at all. Marked tapped his cranial transmitter.

"Future, you got a copy."

"Yes Mark. Go ahead."

"We've got a bit of a problem here. Our breaking engines and control thrusters are gone."

"That would certainly explain your unorthodox but brilliant maneuver to match my speed. Nicely done."

"Thank you. You got any suggestions for our approach?"

"Yes. We need to get you inside my shield envelope. You are not going to survive for long in the coronal wind like you are now. I am detecting a hull temperature of four hundred degrees Fahrenheit and it is climbing fast. Turn your craft perpendicular to me and use your hover engines to gently nudge your self closer to my hull while maintaining your forward speed. I will match your speed once you are inside my shield envelope."

Mark nudged the controls over and swung his wings down so the Future was directly above them and then he slid the forward throttles up slightly and he now matched the Future's forward speed almost perfectly. Mark gave a bump to the hover throttles and the ship started to drift closer to the Future. Just as Mark could see the shields from the Future interacting with the shields from the crimson fighter the Future's shield dropped in density.

"Give a good burst from your hover engines Mark. I have reduced my shields to the minimum safe levels. There will be a momentary interruption in your power circuits as you pass through the shield."

"Roger that." Marks said.

Mark gave a quick burst to the hover throttles and the crimson fighter past through the Future's shields and the power fluctuated all over the crimson fighter and the lights dimmed momentarily and then the AI returned the shields to 100% density. Mark let the crimson fighter continue to drift toward the Future until the window was filled with her white spinning hull. Mark then gently flipped the fighter over belly toward the Future using the hover engines and a slight impulse from the forward flight engines together and then he gave a quick Â¼ throttle burst of the hover engines for two seconds arresting their drift toward the Future. When Mark gently nudged the crimson fighter back over parallel to the Future's Futuretal axis using the same technique of combing the forward and hover engine thrust he realized he was only fifty yards from the hull of the Future and he felt like he should draw his face away lest it be burned by the rotating portion of the hull as it dragged on his cheek.

"Nicely done Mark. Cut your engines completely and I will maneuver you into the lower hangar by adjusting my own attitude to match your drift. When you float into the hangar use your hover engines to negate the gravitational attraction of the gravity plating."

"Got it. Thank you for the assist Future."

"My pleasure. Welcome home."

Mark slid the throttles all the way back and placed his hand on the hover throttles and waited. The Future slowly drifted up and the crimson fighter dropped below her spinning belly. Mark went to spin the crimson fighter around facing toward the rear of the Future and nothing happened when he moved the controls and then he remembered that he had no control thrusters. Mark was starting to wonder how he was going to land floating backwards when the Future began to revolve around him until the Future was essentially flying backwards while matching the crimson fighter's drift. The Future then began to gently float over the crimson fighter until Mark could see the open hangar coming into view. The Future then began to float forward and the crimson fighter drifted gently through the myogenic field and Mark gave a little bit of throttle to maintain a hover and then he gently hovered to the back of the hangar and then he let go of the controls and the ship began to rock slightly and then stabilized and maintained a hover ten feet off the hangar deck. As Mark reached for the landing gear button they automatically deployed and extended and locked. Mark smiled and then gently set the ship on the hangar floor and slid the throttles back all the way and then shut the hover engines down completely.

The Future then returned to a proper orbital path around the sun and closed the hangar doors. Mark began shutting everything down as did Laurel and Jake. Once everything was shut down Jake reached up and began closing the master power switches leaving only the cabin lights on. All three then unbuckled themselves and climbed out of their seats and made their way toward the back of the ship.

By the time all three got to the back of the ship Korica and Tamaric were standing facing them and both looked nervous.

"You two ok?" Laurel asked with a smile.

"That¦sucked. Let's not do that again." Korica said.

Laurel chuckled and stepped up to Korica and gave her a hug Which Korica returned warmly.

"Sorry I scared you little one." Mark said.

"It's ok. You're an amazing pilot Mark. Thank you for getting us home safely."

"Thank you Korica and you're welcome. It was a team effort. If Laurel hadn't been able to figure out the power circuits and borrow components like that I honestly don't know what would have happened."

"Thank you for being so smart Laurel."

"Awe. You're welcome sweetie. How you doing Tamaric?"

"I'm ok. Korica took real good care of me. That was a little scary for my second trip into space."

"Well you stick close to Korica and she will always take good care of you. Crazy stuff like this seems to happen to us all the time. Welcome to life aboard the Future."

Mark stepped up to Tamaric and put his hand on his shoulder and then called out to the Future.

"Future, we literally have a ton of meat to unload here. We need some hover carts and servo drones to help us get this stuff to the stasis compartments."

"Understood Mark. They are on their way."

Jake then reached up and opened the cabin door and waited until the door touched the hangar deck and then everyone filed out into the hangar. While everyone waited for the servo drones to arrive Tamaric looked around in absolute amazement at how gigantic the hangar was. Korica pointed out some of the finer points and explained the technological upgrades to the hangar until four servo drones pushing hover carts showed up. Jake and Mark stepped back aboard the ship and began handing the still frozen packages of meat out to the girls who then handed them to Tamaric and he stacked them onto the carts until the carts were full and the cargo area was empty. Laurel then told the AI that the last box placed on the final hover cart was full of spices and recipes that she wanted translated into English and that the spices were required for some of the recipes for cooking the Izore meat and that they couldn't be replicated with any of the materials grown on the Future. The AI confirmed that it understood. Mark then closed all of the power switches as he stepped out and then he patted the nose of the ship as they all walked past heading for the transport enclosure.

When all five stepped up onto the transport platform, Mark touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck. They all stepped down and stepped out of the transport compartment and Korica touched Mark's arm.

"Mark, what about our weapons? You want to take them from us now?"

Mark gently shook his head no.

"You guys keep them. They're encoded to you and everyone handled them with care and diligence. Swap out the power cells right now and I will charge the ones we all used and I will get a couple of charged spares for all of you. You guys all handled yourselves admirably down there. I couldn't be more proud of all of you than I am right now. You followed orders and stayed together almost without question. You have all proven to me that we can go planet side without me havin to worry if you're gunna to watch out for each other."

"You mean we can do this again?" Korica asked with a big smile.

"Yes. Let's just¦try and find somewhere that isn't in the middle of winter huh?"

"Ok. Thank you Mark."

Korica stepped into Mark hard and flung her arms around him. When Korica stepped back she pulled her weapon and removed the power cell and handed it to Mark and then she snapped the spare power cell from her waist holder into the weapon and smacked it into place and then holstered her weapon and secured the stay strap over the back of it. Everyone else then did the same thing handing Mark their partially discharged power cells. Mark, Tamaric and Korica then headed down the corridor toward their quarters and Laurel and Jake turned and headed for their quarters.

When Korica and Tamaric got to their quarters the door slid open and the lights came up and Korica stepped in and she smiled big. Her quarters looked huge and spotlessly clean and she felt like she had a whole new appreciation for what the Future provided in the way of luxury and technology. She stepped up to the bed and turned around facing out and put her arms out and flopped on her back on the firm but soft bed. She closed her eyes and grinned.

"I'm home."

Tamaric stepped up to her and grinned. He unfastened his holster from his waist and then his thigh and he laid it on the nightstand and then he put his hand on Korica's knee and slid his hand up to her thigh strap and unbuckled it startling Korica. She opened her eyes quickly and watched what he was doing as he slid his hand up her leg giving her the chills as he got close to her crotch. He slid his hand over toward her hip being sure not to give her the wrong signal and then he slid his hand around her tummy and unbuckled her waist strap and she lifted her behind so he could pull the strap out from under her and he tossed her weapon on the bed towards the other night stand and then he laid down half on her and stared into her eyes for a few moments.

"Thank you for keeping me warm on the ship Korica. I really liked you sitting on my lap."

"You're welcome Tamaric. Just looking after my man."

"You know you scared the crap out of me but you also really impressed me how you healed your friend Serina. I've never seen anything like that in my life."

"Thanks Tamaric. I know it scares you to see what it takes out of me to do that but I'm getting stronger all the time. Eventually it should be fairly easy to do what we do."

"You gave that girl her life back. In the end it was worth it. I just wish I could've understood more of what was being said while we were there. I felt very¦out of place sort of. Like I didn't belong there or something."

"I'm sorry Tamaric. I should have translated more of what was being said for you. I don't want you to feel uncomfortable around me and my friends."

"I'm not uncomfortable around you anymore. You're the only thing that felt familiar and¦welcoming I guess is the word for it. That thing you do with your purring or whatever? That feels amazing and beautiful no matter what language you're speaking. I could tell that you were very happy most of the time and when you healed Serina I could feel some really intense¦pulses of the same sort of energy but I think I felt it coming from Laurel and Jake too. They're energy or whatever feels a little different."

"That's the part we can't control. It should've all been going into Serina but a lot of it goes all over the place instead and it was hard to keep it from getting to strong¦at least for me that's how it feels. I could've hurt her if it really got away from me. That's why Laurel didn't want us to do that in the first place. We could've killed her real easy by total accident. It still scares me a little bit."

"Well I'm really impressed just the same. I'm starting to realize that I am really, really lucky to have met you and to be so in love with you¦and to have you in love with me."

"Awwe. Thank you Tamaric. You know there is something you can do for me that I have been dying to do since we departed for Euronda."

"Oh, what's that? I'll do anything for you Korica."

"You can kiss me. I mean really kiss me. I love you so much Tamaric and your kisses are mind blowing."

Tamaric grinned at Korica and sank down and met her soft, warm and moist lips and then their tongues met and the two began kissing very passionately.

When Laurel and Jake reached their quarters the door slid open and the lights came up and as the two stepped in they had the same distinct feeling of gratitude and appreciation for how beautiful and comfortable the Future is. Both of them took their weapons off and neatly folded up the waist belts and put them in the drawers of the nightstands on each of their respective sides of the bed. Jake then sat down on the bed and leaned back and swooshed his hands on the soft top blanket and smiled.

"Hay, no sleeping on a hard floor for us tonight." Jake said.

"Makes you appreciate what we have here at home once you've spent a night with the less fortunate doesn't it?" Laurel said as she sat down and laid back.

"Yah it does. Those were some awfully nice people though. I can see why Korica was insistent on saying goodbye to 'em."

"You realize don't you that Korica's urge to stop by was probably driven by her advanced instincts that there was someone in need of our abilities?"

"I hadn't thought about that. You're probably right. She is an amazing girl Laurel. I'm so glad she ended up with us."

"Me too. I'm sure Tamaric would echo that sentiment. He's absolutely gaga over her. He's one lucky guy to be the object of her affections¦in fact I sense that Korica is about to share that affection with him."

"What do you mean by that?"

"Reach out and feel what Korica is feeling right now. Tamaric is very close by¦maybe even in her arms at this moment and she wants to kiss him badly."

Jake closed his eyes and furrowed his brow and it only took a second for him to feel the same exact thing. Korica felt safe, loved, she was experiencing very close contact with Tamaric's body and she was dizzy with expectant exhilaration at the thought of tongue kissing Tamaric. Jake opened his eyes and smiled and shook his head.

"That's so freaky that we can do that. You think that's an invasion of her privacy for us to do that?"

"Naw. I really don't think she minds too much. She is capable of doing the same thing with us. As long as we aren't actively listening to her conversations or whatever I don't think it bothers her."

"You think she knows when we tune in to her feelings like that?"

"Probably. She's becoming very sensitive now that her abilities are awakening and growing stronger every day. You now how we can feel it when she is tuning in to our thoughts and feelings. I'm sure it's exactly the same for her¦though I think her thoughts are a little preoccupied at the moment."

"Laurel. Am I interrupting anything?" The AI called out startling both slightly.

"No, not at all. What's up?"

"I do not know if you have noticed that your bio monitor is showing a red indicator but I would like you to make a visit to the medical deck if you are still interested in contributing to the genetic stockpile and halting your regular cycles."

"I hadn't noticed actually. I am still interested in both aspects of the continuing treatments though. I'll head right down."

"Understood."

The com panel then went dark as Laurel lifted her arm and looked at the slow pulsing red indicator on her wrist monitor. Laurel rolled over on her stomach and crawled across the bed and then got up on her hands and knees and pressed up against Jake's back and wrapped her arms around Jake and squeezed him warmly.

"I love you Jake. I want some lovin when I come back up ok?"

"I love you too Laurel. You know technically I'm on duty?"

"No, actually your shift ended at six this morning and mine began. I'm the one on duty and I hadn't thought about that."

"No babe, that isn't fair to the rest of you. I'll finish my duty shift and you can stand watch tomorrow."

Laurel released her grip on Jake and sank down behind him so her chin was on his shoulder and she was speaking right into his ear.

"Please don't make me wait two days Jake. I really need some relief. I'm¦"

"You're horny?" Jake asked with a big smile.

"Uh huh. Really horny."

"Alright gorgeous. You can stand watch and we'll get together after your shift ends in the morning."

Laurel kissed the side of Jake's head and climbed around him and stood up.

"Thank you Jake."

"You're welcome. And thank you. I'm the one who should be thanking you for offering yourself to me with how beautiful you are. You go down to the med deck and I'll get us underway ok?"

Laurel stepped in front of Jake and he stood up and the two enjoyed a long kiss and then Laurel headed for the transport compartment and Jake made his way over to the bridge. Jake went straight to the navigation station and logged in.

"Future?"

"Yes Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please plot us a course out of the Euronda system that takes us in the opposite direction from Euronda. I think our business here is done."

"I understand. Are you still concerned that my presence would cause a stir on Euronda?"

"Yes. These are a simple people and while the northerners seem to be accepting of an alien presence I just don't know about the rest of the population and with their limited technological sophistication I would have to assume we would been seen as something very scary and unbelievable. I would just assume not cause culture shock if at all possible."

"That's a very wise decision and I would concur with your assessment. I am plotting a jump to the Lassater system. It is five hundred six light years away and the elder race consider it populated but safe. I would estimate travel time to be eight point five hours netting an average speed of roughly fifty-nine point five two light years per hour."

"Sounds good." Jake said.

Jake watched the course being plotted and laid in all without him touching anything and then he got up and moved over to the propulsion station and touched the lower console and the whole station came to life and he watched as the main engines throttled up to 100% and the Future broke it's orbit and began to accelerate rapidly as she rounded the sun and headed out into deep space away from Euronda. After only four minutes of full throttle acceleration the engines were reduced to 1% and the antimatter reactors were brought up to full power and then the negative matter core started ramping up and dumping ever increasing impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well. The stars dead ahead blinked out and a white line formed and then that twisted and distorted and the space over a several hundred kilometer area drew into a funnel shape and the boiling edges smoothed out into a beautiful blue and green color and then the engines throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel of shimmering light and disappeared.

Jake watched until their indicated speed dropped to 4.5 times the speed of light and then he moved back over to the navigation station and he watched as the Future made several minor course corrections until the Future reached the optimal flight characteristics and then a tone signaled that the optimal flight path had been achieved and was now locked into the automation controls. Jake leaned back in his seat and waited for a final estimate of time and distance to appear. When the estimate popped up it was exactly what the AI indicated earlier for time and distance. Jake shook his head in amazement. The Future was now capable of mind numbing speeds and an amazing level of automation control.

Jake then brought up the current ships time and he felt lost at first. It was indicating that it was 18:25 ships time. It was disorienting to go from terrestrial time to ships time. He knew on Euronda at the Riven trading center it was early afternoon and he felt like it should be on the ship as well. He tried to get in the frame of mind that it was already past the usual time that everyone sat down to the evening meal. Jake leaned forward and logged himself off and all of the control consoles on the bridge went dark and the giant view screen at the front of the bridge blinked out. Jake then got up and headed for the Mess hall. He was hoping someone else had noticed the time of day on the ship otherwise he and Laurel would be eating alone. He even thought about calling to Korica and Tamaric's quarters until he remembered that they were engaging in some things that he didn't feel he should interrupt.

When Jake approached the mess hall he could see that the lights were already on and he figured at least Mark would be there to keep him company. When he turned the corner and stepped into the mess hall Korica was already on her way toward the doorway with a big smile on her face to greet him. He was delighted to see Tamaric sitting across from Mark and both were watching with a grin on their face. Jake grabbed up Korica and hugged her tightly and kissed the top of her head. When she finally let go she stepped back and took Jake's hand and the two walked over to the table and Korica sat down and scooted over next to Tamaric and leaned against him and Jake sat down next to Mark. Jake looked at Tamaric and Korica and grinned.

"I thought you two were¦occupied. I'm glad to see you here for dinner."

"Occupied? What do you¦?" Korica stopped as she felt what Jake was talking about and her mouth fell open.

"Why does everyone keep thinking we're screwing?! We aren't doing that yet and we don't plan on doing that for a quite a while!" Korica snapped in indignation.

"Whoa. Sorry Korica. It seemed inevitable with how you two interacted the first couple of days you were together." Jake said putting his hands up in the air.

Korica closed her eyes and put her hand up to her forehead for a moment and reeled her emotions back in.

"I'm sorry dad. That was uncalled for. I've been having these mood swings and I just don't know what's gunna set me off sometimes. Please forgive me."

"It's ok sweetie. I should keep those kinds of comments to myself. I'm sorry I offended you."

"Well now you all know. We aren't¦doing that ok? Neither one of us is ready for that kind of stuff. I taught Tamaric how to meditate and I shared my deepest feelings and thoughts with him¦at least as best I could and so we both understand where we stand and what we want from each other and that just isn't something either one of us wants yet. We just want to be close to each other and that's it." Korica spoke in a very calm and deliberate voice that even surprised Tamaric.

"You mean he can join with your mind?"

"No. By meditating he can relax himself to the point that he is more¦receptive to my energy. I can then send him a push of my feelings and my thoughts. It's not the same as the deep sharing of essences. I can't feel or hear him when I do that and our minds aren't connected. I haven't been able to hear his thoughts except when he experiences intense emotions that seem to carry the associated thoughts with them. That's the only time I've ever heard his thoughts and it was only for a second or two."

"Well I'm actually proud of you guys for waiting to¦get physical. It really changes a relationship profoundly."

"Dad, I'm only eleven. You really think I want to be doing that stuff?"

"Well your body may not but your mind is way ahead of your body."

"I know. That's¦I've tried really hard to keep that in mind. Can we talk about something else besides my sex life please?"

"Of course honey. That's your private business. So¦I got us underway. We're on our way to the Lassater system. It's listed as populated but safe. We should be there around zero three hundred in the morning ships time. I didn't really look at the jump after that."

"So what kind of distance are we talking about just out of curiosity? Mark asked.

"Five hundred six light years."

"Geeze. The things this ship is capable of now in mere hours would have taken us weeks or months before."

"Oh yah. The trip to the tel pok maron's region of space would have taken decades."

"Hay, where's the cap Jake?"

"She had to make trip down to the med deck. She should be with us in a few."

"Should we wait for her to order our meals?" Korica asked.

"You guys go ahead. I'm gunna wait for Laurel."

"Well then I'm waiting too."

"I'm sure you're hungry honey. Please go ahead and order your meal. You know you've got to eat more and sooner than the rest of us if your going to grow strong and stay healthy."

"It's not¦rude or whatever?"

"No baby. You're different. It's just the way you're built. Go ahead."

"Ok. Thank you for understanding that dad."

"You're welcome honey."

Just then two servo drones showed up with three menus as the AI had been listening to the conversation. Jake collected them all and handed one to Korica and one to Mark and then he set his on the table so he could order his meal at the same time as Laurel. Korica and Tamaric made their meal selections and handed their menu to the servo drone and Mark made his selection and handed his menu to Jake who then handed it to the servo drone that then spun around and floated over to its slot in bulkhead and disappeared through it. It was only two minutes later that Korica looked straight ahead and smiled for a moment and then she got to her feet and headed for the doorway and just as she reached the doorway Laurel rounded the corner and stepped right into Korica. The girls hugged each other for a moment and then walked over to the table and Mark moved to the head of the table and Laurel was about to sit down when she noticed that Jake didn't have a glass in front of him. Laurel leaned in and gave him a peck and then stood up straight.

"What do you feel like drinking tonight Jake?"

"Um¦apple juice I guess."

Laurel smiled at him and nodded and walked over to the dispensers and poured a glass of apple juice for herself and Jake and then walked back to the table and sat down and scooted Jake's glass in front of him. Laurel then took a big gulp of her apple juice and looked at Mark.

"Mark, are you still gunna tech me how to be a better pilot? That little maneuver you did when we came alongside the Future was pretty impressive."

"Absolutely. I want some time in the simulator with Korica as well. She needs to be able to handle the crimson fighter in case shi¦stuff goes sideways on one of our trips away from the Future."

"You're gunna teach me how to fly?" Korica asked sounding truly shocked.

"You better believe it. I want you competent at the other two stations as well. I know you have the fundamental principles in your head but these things don't exactly behave the way that fundamental training teaches you. They can get real squirrelly on you in a hurry."

"I can attest to that." Laurel said. "I almost put the stupid thing in a flat spin a couple of times."

"The shape of those things is like skipping a flat rock on a still pond if you break the airflow over the wing sections while in the atmosphere. That thing will spin sideways at a faster and faster rate and you'll never be able to pull out of it. I know they are tough but a mach three impact with the ground will result in a big fireball and no survivors I can guarantee you. I've actually seen real good friends go out like that by pushing an aircraft to far beyond the envelope. Since these things don't have an ejection system you have to be mindful that there are at least three lives at stake when you fly one."

"I like the idea of my Korica being a pilot." Tamaric said proudly.

"Well technically she already is. She's flown the Future manually on more than one occasion and she's damn good at it." Mark retorted.

"Have you flown the Future Mark?" Tamaric asked out of curiosity.

"No. I'm not trained or qualified to pilot an interstellar starship. It takes computing power that would take me months if not years to learn."

"But Korica can do it."

"That's¦she's a hell of a lot smarter than me Tamaric. These three are in a league that I will never reach or understand in my life time."

Tamaric pulled his head back and looked at Mark for a moment then he looked at Korica.

"It's true Tamaric. Mom told me never to be an arrogant snot or rub it in peoples faces that I'm smarter than them, but it's the truth. Mark knows tons of stuff that I don't so in a lot of ways he's way smarter than me but when it comes to the Future and her systems I've got twenty years of knowledge over him in my mind."

"That's¦that's so hard to comprehend that you're my age but you got twenty years of learning in your head."

"I've also got five years of advanced medical training in Human physiology and almost nine years of traditional Earth based education in my mind. The elder race then gave me¦I don't know how many years worth of knowledge about the advanced technology incorporated into the Future thanks to their upgrades. I also have something like a billion different languages that I know and well over a million cultural familiarizations."

"God Korica! I think I've said it before but how does your head not just explode? How the heck can a mind hold all of that information?"

"Well I don't think most peoples minds could. Right mom?"

"No. You're absolutely right. It takes a very special brain physiology to accept and process as much information as you can sweetie. She's very special Tamaric. Her species is far older and much more advanced than Humans are."

"But you and Jake can do the same things that she can right?"

"To a much lesser degree and we don't have the physical adaptations that her whole species have. Give us another hundred or five hundred generations and we might rival what the people of Draxima are evolutionarily right now but they will still be even that much more ahead of us."

"Oh. Well I think she's special just because she is who she is. The fact that she's a super genius and she can do all the other amazing stuff she can do is just a bonus. I love her cause she's sweet and beautiful."

"Well said." Laurel said with a big grin.

"Awe. That's so sweet Tamaric. Thank you." Korica said leaning against him.

"You're welcome darlin. That comes from the heart."

A servo drone showed up at that moment with Korica and Tamaric's meals and slid them up on the table. A few moments later Mark's showed up and it was slid up on the table and then Laurel and Jake took the time to order their meals. It only took another five minutes for Laurel and Jake's meals to arrive and to be slid up on the table. Everyone then consumed their meals while enjoying the warm company and then they all made their way to the gym and performed their evening workout routines. Mark then spent an hour teaching some more self-defense techniques to everyone. He took the time to teach Korica some more punching and blocking techniques as well.

After the lessons were done the girls departed to take their showers while the guys sat and talked, as was always the routine. When Jake got a sense that the girls were done the guys went and took their showers. When Jake entered his quarters after his shower he found Laurel completely dressed sitting on the edge of the bed brushing out Korica's hair and Korica slid off the bed and gave Jake a brief hug and then departed for her own quarters. Jake then retrieved a pair of underwear and stepped up to the bed and laid them down and then removed his towel and rubbed his hair thoroughly. Laurel watched him realizing he was giving her a show on purpose. Once he was done he stepped into his underwear and then he noticed Laurel looking at him with an odd grin on her face.

"You did that on purpose didn't you?"

"Did what?"

"Showed off your body like that knowing that it would get me all hot and bothered."

"Who me? I would never do that."

"Yah, right. You big tease you."

"A tease shows it but won't give it up. I'll give it up anytime you want."

"That's not helping. You know how much I want you right now."

"I thought you would like it. Sorry."

"I did like it! That's the problem."

Jake smiled at her and made his way into the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair. When he emerged Laurel offered him a warm smile and he stepped up to the bed and climbed under the covers. Laurel then retrieved her data pad and handed Jake the remote to the view screen at the front of the room and she laid down on the covers next to him to get some work done while he watched a video with the volume down low.

When Korica arrived at her quarters she stepped in and found that Tamaric was in the bathroom getting dressed and cleaned up. Korica made her way over to the bureau and pulled out a night gear shirt and then stepped back to the bed and sat down and waited for Tamaric to come out of the bathroom. When he finally emerged in his underwear Korica looked him up and down and grinned and then made her way into the bathroom to dress down for sleep and brush her teeth. Once she was changed and had her teeth brushed and her mouth washed out she brushed her hair out and then made her way into the main cabin. She stepped up to the nightstand and placed her clothes on it to be worn in the morning since she only had them on for a half an hour. She then stepped up to the bed and gave Tamaric a big toothy smile that made the butterflies in his stomach stir and he smiled back.

Korica pulled the covers back and sat down and then pocked her feet under the covers and pulled the covers up to her stomach as she laid back on her pillow.

"Korica, does it bother you for me to be walking around in my underwear?"

"No, not at all. I can't see anything¦I mean I can see where everything is but it's not obvious or whatever."

"Ok. I just¦you were looking me over and I hoped it wasn't cause you didn't like seein me so close to naked."

"No. I looked you over cause you're handsome to me that's all."

"Ok. I could have a pair of shorts made to sleep in if you want."

"That's up to you Tamaric. As long as I get to be with you I don't really care what you wear. You really don't need to be that modest unless it would make you feel better. Does it bother you that I like looking at you?"

"Not especially. It's kind of nice to have a beautiful girl look at me and like what she sees I suppose."

"I like what I see very much. You're my Tamaric and I'm very proud of you."

"Awe. That's nice of you to say that."

"Hay, there is something I need to talk to you about."

"Ok. What's on your mind?"

"We need to get you started on your schooling. If you're going to stay out of stasis with me we can't let you fall behind. I understand how the school curriculum works for the youth of Earth. We need to have you complete an assessment so we can you working on your studies."

"I kinda knew that was eventually going to come up."

"I want you to continue to grow mentally Tamaric. It's really important to me that you start working on regular schoolwork."

"Ok. I want to get smart and make you proud of me Korica. I know I'll never be as smart you but I agree that it's important that I continue my schoolwork."

"I'm glad you feel that way Tamaric. I think you should spend about four hours or so a day on your schoolwork."

"Ok. Don't you kind of need to do the same thing?"

"Uh¦not really. I have a college level equivalent education Tamaric. I might not know what is taught in high school but I don't think it's anything I necessarily need to know in order to do my job or to fit in among Humans. Besides I have my own studies to attend too."

"I thought¦what studies?"

"I'm studying to be an officer aboard the Future."

"Right sorry. I should've known that."

"So you'll let me help you get started tomorrow?"

"Sure. I would like that."

"Cool. Are you tired?"

"No. Are you?"

"No. You wanna watch a video or something?"

"Yah, that sounds good."

Korica rolled over and retrieved the remote from the nightstand drawer and turned the overhead projection viewer on and then the two decided on a video together and then they spent the next hour and a half watching the video. When the video ended Korica made her way over to the com panel and asked the AI where Laurel was. When the AI informed her that she was in her quarters Korica asked if Jake was asleep and the AI checked momentarily and reported that he was still awake. Korica then asked the AI to have Laurel paged to her quarters in order to read to her and Tamaric.

Laurel was glad Korica was still interested in being read a story before going to sleep. Laurel made her way to Korica and Tamaric's quarters and touched the hale button and a moment later the door slid open. Laurel stepped in and offered a grin to the two snuggled up together on the bed. Laurel stepped up to the bed and slid her shoes off and then she walked over to the bureau and picked up Korica's data reader and then walked back over to the bed and sat down on Tamaric's side of the bed and Korica handed a pillow to Laurel that she then laid up against the side of the table that acted as a headboard and she swung her feet up onto the bed and got comfortable. Korica turned the projection viewer off and laid the remote on the night stand on her side of the bed and then she curled up to Tamaric and laid her head on his shoulder and chest and Tamaric kissed the top of her head and then laid his head back. Laurel cued up 'a flower in the wind' and began reading to the pair.

Laurel read all the way through chapter five and at the end she looked over and she could see that Korica was sound asleep but Tamaric was still awake though he looked tired. Laurel leaned over and kissed the side of Tamaric's head and he smiled at her. Laurel then sat up on the edge of the bed and turned so she could see Tamaric and she whispered in a very quiet voice.

"Thank you for making Korica so happy Tamaric. I had no idea that you would have such a profound possitive affect on her."

"You're welcome Laurel. I truly love her with all my heart. She's the best friend I've ever had and she is an amazing person."

Laurel smiled at him warmly as she looked at Korica's adorable face as she slept peacefully lying on Tamaric's chest with her arm draped over his stomach. She looked happy even in her sleep. She almost looked like she was grinning. Laurel stood up and stepped into her shoes and then she walked around the head of the bed and set the data pad on the table and walked up to the light controls on the wall on Korica's side of the bed and she slid them down to sleep levels and then exited the room.

Laurel made her way back to her quarters and when she stepped in she found Jake sitting up but he had fallen asleep. Laurel picked up the remote and turned off the view screen at the front of the room and then she pulled the covers back slightly and she put her hand on Jake's shoulder and his eyes opened and he looked around for second and then he slid down in the bed and Laurel pulled the covers up to his shoulders and gave him a warm lip lock kiss and then she stepped over to her side of the bed and slid the light controls down to sleep levels and then she exited her quarters and made her way over to the bridge.

Laurel spent the night working on the bridge first on upgrading the power circuits in the crimson fighters and then on her stasis chamber for two. She worked until 02:50 when a tone signaled that the ship was about to drop out of hyperspace into the Lassater system. Laurel pushed her research aside and brought up the navigational data and watched as the ship slowed and then in a flash of blinding light on the forward viewer the Future dropped into the Lassater system at an orbital distance of 15 million miles from the twin stars that orbited each other at a distance of 22 million miles from one another and the data provided by the elder race indicated a 10 day orbital period around one another. There were two planets that sat in the habitable zone in the system and Lassater was densely populated with a fairly high level of technological sophistication as evidenced by the presence of scores of satellites and two orbiting space stations. The other planet called Draus had the sun blocked by Lassater for almost ten days at a time twice a year making the temperatures drop significantly and plant life was limited to some extremely hardy trees that could withstand cold temperatures and limited sun light for almost two weeks at a time as the planet was on the outer fringe of the habitable zone.

Laurel found it ironic to find a planet in such an alien looking system with a small red dwarf and a small yellow star orbiting one another and that planet had a level of technology equivalent to Earth in the early 21st century. She tried to imagine Earth 65 years before she was even born as the dawn of the new millennium rolled around and it was hard to picture for her and here was a world in another galaxy entirely at that same exact point technologically speaking. She broke off her daze and wonder at what Earth was like then compared to now, 565 years after she was born. There was a gentle tone indicating that the Future was about to accelerate out of the system at traditional faster than light speeds. The Future headed between the binary stars and the gravity well was intensified and the engines throttled up and the ship shot off into deep space accelerating until a speed of 6.5 times the speed of light was achieved and then the engines throttled back to maintain that speed.

Laurel then brought up the data on the next jump. Indications were that a fourty minute cool down would be followed by a jump to the Pernia system. The distance to the Pernia system was 480 light years from the Future's current position. The Pernia system was listed as populated and confrontational but safe for vessels flying under the flag of the elder race so the identifier codes were to be transmitted the moment the Future dropped into normal space in orbit around the Pernia star. The Future would have to remain on station until permission was granted to pass through the system. There were four occupied worlds listed in the Pernia system with Pernia being the capitol or home world and the fourth rocky planet from the Pernia star. Laurel could see that the next closest star to Pernia was 200 light years further away from the Future's current position and it was listed as hostile and dangerous to all travelers and it would be a real stretch for the Future to reach it without exceeding recommended thermal limits to the systems and Laurel didn't particularly want to find out how hostile or dangerous the inhabitants were. There were no other stars with in the Future's maximum safe range besides Pernia on the course they needed to maintain to reach the tel pok maron's region of space without adding many days to the trip. Laurel could see why Pernia was chosen for their next jump. Someone had done some careful calculations when they laid out the route to their ultimate destination.

Once Laurel was sure there was no spacecraft traffic in their path or in pursuit, she went back to her work. She worked until the tone signaling minimum safe temperature had been achieved surrounding the negative matter core and neutron accelerator and the Future was preparing to make her jump into hyperspace. Laurel looked at the time and she could see that it was 03:30 ships time and she knew she would only have a couple of hours and she would have someone to talk with. Other than her quick visits to her quarters every three hours to get relief from her separation symptoms she hadn't seen anyone and it felt very lonely to her. She was hoping Korica would get up in the middle of the night to get something to eat so she could visit with her for fifteen minutes or so but that just never happened.

As the antimatter rectors came up to full power the negative matter core began ramping up and dumping ever stronger impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well dead ahead of the Future and the stars dimmed out and the space twisted and distorted and then collapsed into the beautiful green and blue rimmed funnel shape and then the engines throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel and accelerated to an indicated speed of 4.5 times the speed of light at which time the engines eased down to 70%. Laurel watched closely as the Future adjusted course slightly a few times and then the ideal flight characteristics were locked in as signaled by a gentle tone. Laurel waited for the time and distance estimate to appear before she went back to work. She finally got an estimate of 479.225 light years to the Pernia system with an estimated travel time of 9 hours netting an average speed of 53.247 light years per hour. Laurel grinned and gently shook her head. The distances and times to reach those distances were still incredible to even try to comprehend.

Laurel then went to work on her research into a hybrid Human and Draximan offspring. Laurel was fairly confident at this point that she could combine Human and Draximan DNA to create a viable embryo but how to allow that to happen naturally as a result of intercourse and how to keep if from killing Korica or the baby or both was still proving difficult. Laurel was still working with some very advanced simulations thanks to the new data core's information and computing power but so far all of the simulations had resulted in failure. Korica's body just wasn't designed to carry a baby with the characteristics that a Human posses. Laurel wished she had Human DNA to perform some physical experimentation with to see if her ideas would actually result in successful fertilization and resultant cell division. She knew it was going to be traumatic for Tamaric to be asked to donate the required material and she wasn't completely comfortable asking him even though he knew it was eventually going to be necessary in order to further the research.

Laurel worked until 04:00 and then she stepped into her quarters to get relief from her separation symptoms and to provide relief to Jake and then she returned to the bridge and began filling out her mission report for the official record regarding their trip to Euronda. She completed it at 04:45 and then she logged off her station and pushed her displays aside and made her way to the mess hall to get some tea with Korica and Mark. She knew it was a special time for Korica as she had gleaned that from Korica's feelings but she wanted some company and hoped the two wouldn't mind if she joined them.

In Korica and Tamaric's quarters at 04:40 Korica stirred to wakefulness and found herself curled up in Tamaric's arms facing him and he had his leg right up against her crotch. She pulled herself away slightly and untangled herself from his arms and legs and rolled onto her back. She blinked a couple times and tried to collect her thoughts as Tamaric made a soft groan and rolled onto his back and then felt for Korica's hot body that he had been snuggled up to. He slid his hand up onto Korica's stomach and rubbed a few circles on her tummy and she put her hand on top of his to stop him so he didn't tickle her. Tamaric then stirred and realized what he was doing and pulled his hand back.

"Morning Korica. Is it tea time?"

"Good morning Tamaric. Yah I'm gunna go join Mark. You want to come with me?"

"I wish I was a morning person like you. I'd like to sleep a little more if it's ok?"

"That's fine. I'll come get you at six ok?"

"Kay. I love you Korica."

"Awe. I love you too Tamaric."

Korica scooted her head toward Tamaric and he turned his head and their lips met and Korica held the kiss for a moment then she slowly pulled back and smiled at the warm tingle in her tummy brought on by the embrace. Tamaric felt the same tickle in his guts and gave a chuckle and an unseen smile in the darkened room. Korica rolled over and sat up and swung her feet in the floor and reached out and slid the lights up very slightly. There was now just enough light to see two neatly folded piles of clean clothes on the foot of the bed. Korica got up and grabbed the clothes and walked over to the bureau and put them away and then walked back to Tamaric's side of the bed and picked up her clothes that she had set on the night table before lying down to watch a video with Tamaric the night before. Korica then made her way to the bathroom to get dressed and cleaned up. When she had her hair brushed neatly and her breath was fresh and clean feeling she exited the bathroom and stepped up to the edge of the bed on Tamaric's side and stepped into her shoes. She then put her knee on the bed and kissed the side of Tamaric's head and then she stood up and exited her quarters.

As Korica looked up she just caught the backside of Laurel as she stepped into the mess hall and Korica smiled. She made her way toward the mess hall and mark startled her by stepping up behind her having just exited his quarters. Korica gave a little chirp of a yelp as mark touched her shoulder. Korica gave him a grin after the adrenaline settled in.

"You startled me. Don't do that Mark."

"Morning Korica. Sorry honey. I didn't know I could approach you without you knowing I was there."

"I was tuning into Laurel's feelings at that moment. She's in the mess hall."

"Oh. You felt her there?"

"No, I just saw her walk in through the doorway."

"Ah. How you doing this morning?"

"Good. I feel rested and my mood seems to be pretty even so far."

"That's good. I'm glad to see you so happy all the time anymore. You went for a while there where you were still bubbly and cheerful but you seemed a little sad."

"I was lonely Mark. My mother was gone and she used to be my best friend as well as my mother."

The two rounded the corner into the mess hall and found Laurel standing at the dispensers sipping on a glass of tea. Laurel turned as soon as they entered and swallowed her mouthful of tea and smiled brightly. Korica sped up her pace and stepped up to Laurel and grabbed her in a firm hug being sure not to rock her so as not to make her spill her tea. Mark then stepped up and put his hand in the middle of Laurel's back as he leaned past her and picked up a cup.

"Good morning cap. Long night?"

"Morning Mark. Yah, it can get a bit lonesome spending all night alone."

"You know you can always come wake me up if you just want someone to talk with mom."

Laurel stepped out of Mark's way but kept her arm around Korica while gently pushing her back a couple of steps.

"You really wouldn't mind if I did that?"

"No, of course not. I love you and I like talking with you."

"Well truth be told I was hoping you were going to get up in the middle of the night for a snack as you sometimes do but you slept right through."

"Ooh. I'm sorry. I didn't know you would be looking for me."

Mark poured his cup of tea and then stepped back so Korica could retrieve a cup for herself. After she had her cup poured all three made their way over to their favorite table and Mark sat down and then Korica sat down right next to him and Laurel sat down at the head of the table.

"Well, next time I have watch I'll come get you when I get lonely and we'll have a late night snack together."

"Kay. I would really like that. That must be why I'm so hungry right now."

"Why don't you ask for a menu and get something to eat before the morning meal with the rest of us?" Laurel asked.

"I'm not being a pig if I do that?"

"Come on! You need fuel to keep all that heat going for Tamaric. Eat honey."

"Kay."

Just as Korica was about to call out to the AI a servo drone appeared with a menu in its manipulator claw and Korica smiled and took it and pulled it open and ordered a peach soft protein bar and an apple turnover and then she handed the menu back to the servo drone that then spun around and floated over to the bulk head and slipped through its slot and disappeared.

"So did we make a jump overnight?" Mark asked.

"Yah, couple hours ago. We're on our way to the Pernia system. We should arrive around twelve thirty or so. I think you're going to need one of us that are multilingual on the bridge when the time comes. You will have to enter the system under the banner of the elder race, which means some strict rules of conduct must be observed, and permission must be requested to transit the Pernia system before we can even break orbit from their star. You'll see when you get to the bridge and pull up the information on the system."

"Right, we are one of those guys now, right?"

"Exactly. We have to conduct ourselves as they would to keep them in the good graces of their galactic neighbors."

"I'll check it out when I get to the bridge."

"How far is this jump?" Korica asked.

"A hair under four hundred eighty light years." Laurel answered.

"Amazing! That would have taken weeks aboard my parents ship."

"It would have taken us months before the elder race gave us the upgrades."

"How fast was your parents ship?"

"I think somewhere around nine times the speed of light or so at maximum burn but we rarely actually traveled that fast as far as I remember."

"Ok, do the math honey. What's four hundred eighty divided by nine?"

"Ahh¦fifty-three¦point three, three?"

"Very good! So it would've taken your parents ship a little over fifty-three days to transit that distance at maximum speed."

"Right. Sorry I didn't do the math before I said that."

"It's ok Korica. The fact that you can calculate that in your head is really good."

"Thanks. I remember a couple of trips that were that long. The ship started to feel really small after being cooped up for that long and the food and water got really low."

"I bet. You aren't going to have to worry about that feeling ever again sweetie. We will never run out of food as long as we can find comets to mine. The water supply should last five people decades anyways now that our tanks are almost full."

"I love this ship mom. I wish my people would've built ships like this."

"Well your parents ship was faster than us before the upgrades and I can't see any reason why your people would want to transport sixty-five hundred people at a time like this."

"To see what's out here just like your people did."

Just then a servo drone showed up with a plate containing Korica's protein bar and a steaming apple turnover. Laurel retrieved the plate and set it in front of Korica and smiled at her.

"Wow, that smells wonderful." Laurel said.

"I still don't understand how the Future serves us hot food as fast as it does when the food is stored in cold stasis." Korica said as she picked up her fork and cut into her turnover to vent the steam.

"Well our people used to use something called a microwave oven that was pretty fast at heating things up by exciting the molecules in the food with microwave radiation. In the thirties we found out that we could do the same thing without using nasty radiation by using sound waves. Ultrasonic waves if at the right frequency and compression cause a heating of the air and anything they bounce off of when focused and directed like they are in an ultrasonic oven. It only takes seconds to heat food from room temperature to steaming hot and it cooks all the way to the center of the food. Microwave ovens sometimes left cold uncooked spots in the center of cooked food and it would boil away moisture leaving food dry and tasteless not to mention unhealthy when it comes to meat."

Korica took a bite and lavished the sweet flavor of the hot turnover and after she chewed the bite and swallowed it she smiled.

"I don't really care how it's done I guess. The results are awesome. The Future has some of the best food I've ever tasted."

"Well that's a centuries old recipe. The automated kitchen prepares meals in advanced according to specific recipes and then puts them into stasis and adds them to the menu. That way they can be heated or completed extremely fast."

"I just never had this kind of food available unless we stopped at a trading post or trading center planet side that had eateries. I can tell you that dried food chips fill your stomach and keep you alive but they get old real fast and the flavor isn't all that great either."

"Must be like eating flavored tree bark." Mark said making Korica laugh.

"I've never tried to eat a tree but I would bet in some cases the tree would taste better."

"Sounds like kind of a miserable existence." Mark said.

"Oh I complain but it really wasn't all that bad. I had all the love in the world and I always had plenty to eat except on our longest trips when we had to implement rationing but even then the entire crew loved me so much that they would give me part of their rations so that I wouldn't have to go hungry and at the end of the long trips my mother and father would always take me somewhere special to get a freshly cooked hot meal and a hot bath. I'm just spoiled on all the love and attention I get here and the wonderful hot food and soft clean bed and never ending hot showers and the room to run and play and¦I could go on and on about how good I have it now. Everything else just pales by comparison."

"It's kind of good that you can appreciate all that the Future has to offer. She's a magnificent ship and she takes really good care of us. You know when I first came out of stasis I suspected the AI of having a hidden agenda to do me harm or further it's own superiority and experimentation at the expense of her Human cargo."

"Why would you think that? The AI has always been nothing but nice and considerate of me and my needs."

"I was naÃ¯ve and scared. Us kids weren't told a whole lot about the AI before we came aboard the Future other than it was here to run the ship while we slept with the aid of one or two Humans. There have been tales of malevolent computers killing people because the computers thought they were superior to Humans because of our many psychological flaws and physical flaws in how easily we are damaged beyond repair and how we get sick and die. Those kind of crazy tales just stick with you as a subliminal fear after a while."

"But the AI on the Future can't do that right?"

"No. It has encoded rules of conduct written into its base software that are so close to what a Human would exhibit as normal behavior that it could no more harm you than I could. In fact since the computer can't experience rage or hate it's actually less capable of hurting a person than another person is. The computer sees itself as being built to serve and nurture life so why would it ever hurt any form of life let alone its Human passengers...or Draximan passengers."

"You used a plural, there's only one of me."

"Not forever. You're eventually going to have children. I'm the one who is going to make sure of that."

"But¦if it's mine and Tamaric's it won't be a Draximan. Not completely."

"Hmm. I hadn't thought about that aspect. We are going to have to come up with a new species designation for your mixed species children. Maybe I'll let you come up with a name for the new species that you will be creating with Tamaric."

"How about a Huraxan?"

"Wow. That was fast. You like that name?"

"Yah. It's kind of a mix of Human and Draximan without it ending in the word man."

"You're a genius Korica. I like it too. So be it. When we are successful your first born will be called a Huraxan."

"Wait, you get to just name a species like that out of the blue?" Mark asked.

"Well yah. Whoever discovers a new species gets to name it and in this case Korica is the one making the new species. Why shouldn't she get the honors of naming the new species?"

"I guess that kind of makes sense." Mark said.

"How do you want to spell the name of your newly discovered species Korica?"

" N. Huraxan." Korica said with a smile.

"Cool. As soon as I work on my generically named hybrid research project again I will re-title it my Huraxan research project."

"You've been working on it still?"

"Of course baby. I worked on it a little this morning."

"Any progress?"

"Yah sort of. I've been looking for similarities instead of differences in us as a species and I've found that your karyotype is identical to that of a Human which is a really significant."

"My what?"

"Sorry, your chromosomes are identical to that of a Human, you have fourty six of them. Twenty-three pairs in all with the twenty-third being your sex identifiers. Yours is x, x meaning you are a female. If you lay the twenty-three pairs out according to their size it is called a karyotype. I've also completed your genetic profile and I've begun running some simulations to try and find a way to mix our species in the traditional manner."

"Cap, I'm no biogenetic scientist but the fact that she has fourty six like us, doesn't that suggest a strong possibility of a genetic link to one another a long time ago."

"It's not out of the question though I can't for the life of me see how. I've also run a karyotype from the girls that we had onboard that contributed genetic material and all but one had the same fourty-six chromosome result. Though¦I have to confirm my result later on, one of the girls came back as Human when I analyzed her DNA."

"How in the hell is that possible?"

"Because her species so closely matches the Human markers in every way that on first exam she came back as Human. She obviously isn't but she so closely matches us that she could easily bare a Human child or a Human could bare her child without any complications. She in fact donated two eggs for Human implantation if a need or desire should arise. According to Oberot, one of the women onboard the Future is going to sire a child from an egg donated by one of the girls that we rescued. I am going to recommend this girl first since I know she is that close to us genetically with the exception that she reported on average her people live one hundred and fifty years."

"I didn't even know the girls were doing that. Donating eggs or whatever."

"Oh yes. Several did the whole time they were onboard."

"And this girl was gifted or whatever?"

"Yep. She is absolutely beautiful too. She will produce a beautiful baby."

"And what species is she?"

"Azoran."

"That's the name of her planet? Azora?"

"No. She is from...Remdore. Her species is Azoran and her name is Craya Salo."

"Craya. That's kind of pretty."

"Yes it is, isn't it?"

Korica finished the last bite of her apple turnover and swallowed it and looked at Laurel.

"Was she the pretty blond girl with the blue eyes and she had a little mark on her shoulder right here?" Korica pointed to the tip of her right shoulder.

"That's her. That Mark is called a birthmark. Hers looked like a crescent moon sort of?"

"Yah, that's the girl I'm thinking of. She is pretty and she's very sweet. She was one of the first girls to tell me how beautiful I looked when you gave me my skirt outfit. She said the white made my pretty eyes seem to glow."

"Ooh, how sweet that she would say that."

"I wonder if she had family left to come get her from the Farqua station?"

"I honestly don't know. Anyway, there seems to be a commonality to our genes that make us all appear the same relatively speaking. We would say they all looked Human and it's because we share a similarity in genes resulting in similarity in basic appearance and anatomy."

"What about me though mom? I look human but you said we are way different."

"Well we still have a ninety-nine point eight percent similarity to one another. It's that point two percent that results in our differences and incompatibility for breeding. It may seem small and insignificant and in the way your body works and looks it is a small difference but when you get to the specifics of our species it's huge. That's why you maintain a body temperature of ninety-nine point four where we maintain ninety-eight point six. Something in your environmental past must have made that a biological imperative to your species survival. You have a blood alkalinity that would kill a human and your female organs are arranged slightly different, as you know but you're still physically compatible with a Human male. You renal system works slightly different and you have hormonal constituents in your blood stream that the computer just can't identify what their function is or where your body produces them. Those are all the result of that little point two percent difference in our genes."

"Is that why I purr with my heart and Humans don't?"

"Yah, that I can't even begin to explain and neither can the computer. We can all feel it but how you do that is a total mystery and it's likely something you are going to pass on to your children."

"How do you know I'm likely to pass it on to my kids?"

"Because you said all of your people can do that so it's a dominant trait and so it's highly likely to persist and be passed on to your children. Since it has nothing to do with the reproductive compatibility between our species, even if I could identify the gene responsible for it I wouldn't mess with it. It's a beautiful gift and should be preserved."

"It all sounds so complicated."

"That's because it is complicated honey. You have some very desirable¦attributes that I would really like to see you pass on. Trying to find the specific genes for specific traits and make them present as dominant using traditional reproductive techniques is¦unbelievably complicated."

"Desirable attributes? I'm not sure I understand what that means."

"Well, you have perfect teeth, you have a beautiful symmetry to your face, you have that beautiful hair of yours, you've got those gorgeous eyes and then there is the unseen attributes. Your adaptability and your ability to heal and the other¦things that we won't discuss in mixed company."

Korica looked down in her lap for a moment then she looked at Laurel and dipped her head slightly and asked her mentally.

"You mean the way I look down there?" Korica thought.

"Not just your vulva honey though that is very cute. I also mean the shape and length of your legs, your behind, which is nicely rounded and shapely, and you have very nice squarely shaped but feminine shoulders just to name a few things." Laurel thought in return.

"So¦you like my hair?" Korica said out loud. "It's just white hair. Isn't it kind of plain?"

"I'm talking about your hair itself. The way it's starting to curl back slightly at the front and how it's also starting to curl at the ends in the back now that it's getting longer and how soft and fine your hair is. Trust me honey, your have beautiful hair that most women would love to have."

"So you know how to control all of those things and make my kids have the same things?"

"Well partially. I have to deal with Tamaric's attributes as well. Because he's Human I know precisely what genes control what attributes but yours are a little bit more of a mystery. You have to remember that I will be blending your attributes and how the resultant attributes will come out is a bit of random chance within a certain window of expected traits. He has some very desirable traits that I would also like to see preserved as a possible result of your blending with him. Does any of that make sense to you at all?"

"I think I get it now. Our children could have¦" Korica looked away for second then back at Laurel. "His eyes or mine and which they will have is random chance but you can make sure it is one or the other but no other?"

"Now you got it. If my research works the way I am hoping I should be able to do the same thing with all of the other desirable traits you two have as well. Believe it or not that's not the most complicated part. Just making our species compatible at all is the most complicated part."

"It kind of sounds like a lot of manipulation cap." Mark said. "Shouldn't most of their traits be left to chance as to how they blend or whatever?"

"Not with the fact that Korica isn't Human. I have to manipulate most of their traits so that random chance doesn't create deformities or abnormalities given the unknown background of Korica's species. We just don't know the progenitor line if you will and how the ancient traits from that progenitor species will manifest if random chance is allowed to mix and match traits at random. I have to make sure Korica is going to have healthy beautiful children."

"I¦I don't know why I interject comments or ask questions of someone so much smarter than me about subjects that I have little to no understanding of."

"I'm sorry Mark. Did I talk over your head again?"

"Kind of."

"I'm sorry I do that so often. Just think of it this way. The manipulation I have to do in order to make Korica and Tamaric compatible as a species? When you make one little change to make them more compatible changes six other things from¦facial features to...how tall their children will be so you have to manipulate everything to keep it all in balance."

"Now see that makes sense. One change affects six things so you have to select specific traits and make only a trait that Tamaric has or one that Korica has be the only possible out come and no others at random that are contained within their genetic code naturally?"

"You got it! That's it exactly."

"See, I've been listening and learning from you cap. I get it now."

"So now you can understand how mind bogglingly complicated it's going to be to accomplish that given the unknown nature of Korica's genetic background. This level of control has been accomplished with Humans on many occasions. You remember the uproar about the G S children of the late twenty fifties?"

"Yah, I think I remember seeing something about that on the news feeds. That's short for genetically selected children right?"

"That's right. Parents selected the genetic attributes of their children before they were even conceived and then a retro virus was used like a fertility drug to force the selected traits to present as dominant in their offspring. People screamed that we were playing god with our children. Well I'm basically trying to use the same technique for Korica and Tamaric with the added twist that I have to figure out how to make them compatible as a species first using the alien knowledge of how to do that which was imparted to me through neural suggestion which means how to do that is up here I just have to figure it all out." Laurel pointed to her forehead.

"And you're gunna figure out all that and still command the Future?"

"Of course. Have I let you down yet Mark?"

"No. Never."

"I can multitask Mark. I'm not devoting my every waking thought to the Huraxan project. I have to get the research done before captain Alexan takes his ship back and stops me but Korica is in no rush to have children anytime soon. It's gunna be several years before her body will even be capable of bearing children without serious complications. My biggest concern is still getting us to the Milky Way and the Future planet when we were supposed to get there. I think I've done a fairly good job so far."

"Don't be modest¦or coy. You've done a stellar job and you know it. I couldn't be more proud of the job you've done so far Laurel."

"I just like hearing you say it Mark." Laurel said with a big grin.

Korica suddenly stopped what she was doing and looked straight ahead and her face drew into a warm smile. Laurel noticed and listened to her feelings and she sensed what Korica was feeling. Jake was awake and he was wishing that Laurel would step through the door.

"If you two will excuse me I'm gunna go say good morning to Jake." Laurel said as she stood up.

"No problem cap. We'll see you two in a bit." Mark said.

Laurel then departed for her quarters.

"So what'd you think of all that Korica?"

"I guess I didn't realize all the considerations necessary to make it possible for Tamaric and I to have children together. I also didn't realize that Laurel appreciated the way I look or the way I'm built or whatever so much so that she was going to make sure my children look just like me."

"Well you are pretty damn cute. To have more Koricas' running around wouldn't be the worst thing that could happen."

"Thanks Mark. I guess I should go wake Tamaric up. I'll be back in a few." Mark just nodded his head as he took a sip of his tea.

Korica then got up and made her way to her quarters to see if Tamaric was up yet. When she arrived at her quarters and the door slid open the room was still dark so Korica stepped over to her side of the bed and slid the light controls up and then climbed on the bed and laid down next to Tamaric on her stomach and gave him a gentle kiss on the cheek. Tamaric opened his eyes and batted them a few times and then smiled at Korica warmly.

"Hi Korica. What time is it?"

Korica just shrugged and poked her elbow into the bed and set her chin on her hand and stared at Tamaric with a grin on her face. Tamaric looked at her for a few moments noticing how pretty she is and then he smiled at her.

"Why you looking at me like that Korica?"

"Cause I'm proud of you and you're good looking."

"Proud of me? For what?"

"I'm proud of how cute you are and how you've treated me. You make me feel so special and important. If someone as cute as you can fall for me as hard as you have then I must be special."

"Of course you're special Korica. You're an amazing girl and I'm the lucky one that you've fallen for me. I may be in love with you but you're my friend first and foremost and you're the best friend I've ever had. You make me feel special."

"Awe. We're always gunna be friends right? I mean no matter what happens between us we'll always be friends?"

"What? Of course."

"Ok, cool. Come on, let's get you dressed so we can go get something to eat."

Korica slid back off the bed and walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes for Tamaric from the bureau and brought them back to him. She handed him the clothes and then sat down on the edge of the bed while he got up and went into the bathroom to get dressed and cleaned up. Korica waited a few minutes and then got up and straightened out the covers on the bed and propped her stuffed animals up against each of the three pillows and then she stepped toward the bathroom just as Tamaric emerged looking very dashing in Korica's eyes. She thought he was one of the cutest boys she had ever laid eyes on and he always made her smile when she looked at him.

Tamaric gave Korica a big smile and the two took each other's hand and made their way toward the exit.

When Laurel arrived at her quarters and the door slid open she immediately felt a loosening of her stomach muscles and a calming of her nerves reminding her that it had been a couple of hours since her last visit to Jake. She took a deep breath and stepped in and found Jake sitting on the edge of the bed rubbing his eyes. He immediately stood up and waited for Laurel to step up to him and he embraced her in a tight hug. Jake then gave her kiss on the cheek and walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes from the bureau then he walked to the bathroom to get dressed and cleaned up. When he emerged Laurel was sitting on the edge of the bed waiting for him and she perked up as he stepped over and sat down next to her.

"You still want to have a little fun after your shower this morning?"

"Would you be hurt if I wanted to get some sleep first? I'm really bushed."

"No, that's fine with me babe. I'll hang out on the bridge or something while you get some sleep."

"Ok. Thank you Jake."

"You're welcome. You hungry?"

"I'm famished."

"Well then let's go grab some chow."

The two stood up and engaged in a very long and passionate kiss and then the two headed for the exit go get something to eat. When the two stepped out into the corridor they could see Tamaric and Korica just stepping out of their quarters. Korica looked down the corridor at them and smiled big and waved at them. The four met at the entrance to the mess hall and Korica stepped up to Jake and gave him a big hug and then all four stepped into the mess hall and Mark moved to the head of the table so the others could sit down. Laurel walked over to the dispensers and retrieved a glass of Gatorade for Jake and then came back to the table and slid it in front of him and then sat down and scooted over right next to him so her body was up against his. He could tell that she had a long night away from him and she wanted him badly but she was also very tired.

A servo drone showed up a few moments later just as Korica was getting up to get a glass of pineapple juice for Tamaric. She took the menus from the servo drone and set them on the table and then it dawned on her that she knew what Tamaric wanted without asking him. She grinned to herself realizing that it meant she was becoming even more in tune with his feelings. When Korica returned to the table she set the glass of pineapple juice in front of Tamaric and sat down and scooted up next to him and he looked in the glass and smiled then he looked at Korica.

"How did you know that's exactly what I was in the mood for? Did you hear my thoughts or something?"

"No. I guess I just felt it."

"Oh. Well thank you."

"You're welcome Tamaric."

Everyone then put in their orders for their breakfast and handed the menus back to the servo drone that then spun around and floated over to its slot in the wall and slipped through it.

"So what do you two have planned for today?" Laurel asked looking at Korica and Tamaric.

"I'm gunna take Tamaric to the bridge and get him assessed so he can start on his schoolwork. I don't want him falling behind now that we know he is staying out with us."

"That's very responsible of you to do that Korica."

"He's my boyfriend so I figure it's my responsibility to make sure he progresses as expected. I'll help him wherever I can but since I've never attended Human high school I may need some help from you guys if he has questions that I can't answer."

"Of course honey. We'll all be glad to help whenever possible."

"After that I was going to take Tamaric to the gardening ring and play with my Pratgal cruisers for a couple of hours."

"That's good. I like the idea of you playing for a change."

"Now that I got someone to hangout with I can see myself doing that a lot more often."

"That's great honey."

"What about you two?" Korica asked.

"After I get some sleep I was going to go down to deck fourteen to do some research."

"Huraxan research?"

"That's right."

"Excuse me for interrupting but what's a¦Huraxan?" Tamaric asked.

"That's what species you and Korica will be creating together."

"Oh. I never thought about the fact that our children will be a new species entirely."

"Yep. Korica got the honors of naming her new species."

"That's so cool. I kind of like the name too."

"So do I."

Just then two servo drones showed up carrying four plates that were gently slid up on the table and then the servo drones spun around a floated over to the slot in the wall and disappeared through it. It was only moments later that another servo drone appeared with Mark's plate. The plate was slid up on the table and then everyone set in to eating their breakfast. Once the meals were consumed everyone made their way to the gym and performed their morning workout routines. When the workouts were done the girls departed for the shower room while the guys sat and talked lightly until Jake got the sense that the girls were headed for the command quarters and then the guys departed and took their showers.

When Jake had finished his shower and made his way to his quarters he found Laurel in a night gear shirt sitting on the bed brushing Korica's hair out as usual and as soon as Jake stepped in Korica got up and gave Laurel a peck and then she gave Jake a kiss as she walked past him to go to her quarters. Jake gave Laurel a quick peck and then he went and retrieved a change of clothes and got dressed and cleaned up and then he tucked Laurel in so she could get some sleep. After Jake had Laurel comfortable and he had given her a long kiss he stepped over to Laurel's side of the bed and slid the light controls down to sleep levels and then he departed for the bridge.

When Korica arrived at her quarters the door slid open and she didn't see Tamaric so she assumed he was already in the bathroom getting dressed and cleaned up. She made her way over to the bed and sat down facing the bathroom and drew one knee up on the bed and waited patiently for Tamaric to emerge. When he finally emerged Korica smiled at him warmly and he sighed and smiled back.

"You are just the prettiest thing Korica. It's so nice to walk in the room and see your pretty smile welcoming me. Makes me just want to grab you up in my arms and hold you tight."

"Awe. Thank you Tamaric. I won't stop you if you feel the urge to hold me tightly."

Tamaric smiled big and stepped up to Korica and she stood up and the two held each other tightly for a few minutes. Korica finally pulled back and looked at Tamaric.

"You ready to get to work?"

"Yes mam. Hay if this is going to be the daily norm, how many days a week am I gunna get off?"

"I don't know. You think it's going to be that grueling?"

"I guess not. I would just like a day or so to get my head out of the books for a spell before going at it again."

"It's all going to be done on the computer terminals Tamaric. I don't think there is going to be any books."

"It's just an expression darlin. I know everything on this ship is done electronically."

"Well I don't think it will be a problem to take a day off now and again as long as you aren't behind on your lessons."

"What are you going to do while I'm studying everyday?"

"I'll be right next to you doing¦I'll find something to keep myself busy where I can stay right next to you ok?"

"Ok. I would feel a lot better if you're close by."

"Except on the day following my watch. I will probably get some sleep in the morning and then we can go play or something in the afternoon ok."

"Gotcha."

Korica put her hand out and Tamaric laid his in hers and she gripped his had gently and then the two headed for the exit to make their way to the bridge.

When Korica and Tamaric stepped onto the bridge Jake was sitting at the propulsion station running some quadratic equations for improving forward velocity just for something to do and Mark was sitting at the navigation station pouring over the protocols and system information for the Pernia system. Korica walked Tamaric over to science station number 4 which was the deepest into the bridge compartment and the quietest since it was in an alcove of it's own. Korica had Tamaric log in and then she logged in herself and she initiated an assessment test for Tamaric in order to determine his curriculum requirements. Once it was started Korica stepped over to Mark's station and leaned against his shoulder and side and looked at the data he was pouring over.

Mark leaned back slightly and put his arm around Korica and gave her a little squeeze then smiled at her.

"You familiar with the Pernia system and its people?"

"Sounds vaguely familiar but I'm not a hundred percent sure if I've ever dealt with them before."

"They aren't part of the stuff the elder race put in your head?"

"Possibly. I would really have to hear them speak or know the name of their species."

"That information wasn't given. Just system information and protocols for transiting through their system."

"Sorry I can't be more help."

"It's ok sweetie."

"Hay, have you tried a search in the new data core for information on the Pernia system?"

"No. I thought that information would already be in the star charts."

"No. The new data core isn't hooked directly into the AI's data core. I've just been adding basic star system information to the AI's star charts from what is listed on the elder race's star charts."

Korica stepped forward and put a leg on each side of Marks left knee and sat down on his leg and brought up the new data core interface screen and typed in a Boolean search for Pernia system inhabitants. She immediately got a return of a star map pin pointing the Pernia system with information on the star and its characteristics and there was a listing of the 4 occupied worlds in the system with Pernia being listed as the capital or home world of the Cryton species. Pernia was the 5th rocky planet out from the Pernia star and had a population 7.5 billion and the second occupied world in the system was called Renial, the 6th planet out from the star with a population of 3.3 billion. The other two occupied worlds were the moons orbiting Renial and Pernia with large colonies on both. The Cryton were listed as confrontational but safe for vessels flying under the banner of the elder race. They tended to be a xenophobic and unwelcoming race to strangers in their space.

Korica stood up and stepped back next to Mark and put her hand out with a flat palm up toward the display screen.

"There ya go." Korica said sounding proud of herself.

Mark put his arm around Korica again and pulled her into his side as he read the information on the Pernia system. When he was done he leaned back in his seat.

"So you familiar with 'em now?" Mark asked rocking her hips gently.

"Yes. I believe the elder race is aware of the Cryton population but they don't consider them ready for an invite into the coalition of advanced races yet. They're a little too aggressive and war like I think. The Cryton consider all other alien species as less evolved than themselves. They think they are the pinnacle of what an advanced race is without consideration for just how many others there truly are out here and just how old some races are."

"But these guys know who the elder race are?"

"Yah. I think most space fairing species in this galaxy know of the elder race even if they haven't met them personally. I get the sense that these guys have and it didn't go well for them. Now they have a real healthy respect for the elder race."

"Sounds like some goons we've run into before. Remember on the shakedown run? Those guys nearly crapped themselves when they realized they were fooling with allies of the elder race."

"I don't think these guys will start shooting as long as we identify ourselves as soon as we drop into their space."

"Let me ask you something honey?"

"Sure, go ahead."

"How do the elder race know that someone won't hijack a security identifier code and transmit the code to folks posing as coalition members?"

"Because the way the code is transmitted is detectable by the elder race from anywhere in this galaxy. You would bring the wrath of the elder race down upon yourself. Plus, it would be really difficult to duplicate a security identifier code and transmit it properly."

"You don't think someone as smart as Laurel could figure it out?"

"Now that she knows how it's done yah. Before we were coalition members¦probably not."

"Ok. I was just curious. So everyone knows if they see the code being transmitted it's the real deal?"

"Well yah, those that know what a security identifier code is. The rest wouldn't care or have any idea what they are looking at when a signal blasted across the entire bandwidth on their receivers both audio and visually."

"I guess that makes sense. Do me a Favor? When twelve thirty rolls around, you and Jake make yourselves available huh? I'm gunna need you guys to talk to the Pernians when the time comes to ask permission to cross their star system."

"No problem. I think Jake would get a better response if they want a visual conversation though."

"Well whatever. I would still like you both here."

"Korica I got a question over here." Tamaric said leaning back in his seat so he could see her.

"Excuse me Mark." Korica said as she stood up straight and gently pulled away from his arm.

Korica walked up to the front of the bridge and looked over Tamaric's shoulder.

"What's the matter Tamaric?"

"I don't know the answer to these questions. I was doing fine until I got to this section and then the questions got really hard."

"Then stop right there and go to the next section. I can't give you any of the answers Tamaric. This is where your studies will likely begin. Just answer the questions that you can and skip the ones you don't know."

"So if I want easy schoolwork stop where the questions are easy?"

"Nooo. You can't deliberately hold yourself back. This is important Tamaric. You need to take this serious and answer as many questions as you possibly can. You don't really want to waste your time being taught stuff you already know do you?"

"No, I guess not."

"Ok good. Just go as far as you can in each section and then move on to the next section when you can't answer any more questions or when you get to the end of a section ok?"

"Ok. Thanks Korica."

"You're welcome."

"Hay, did you have to do this assessment testing too?"

"Yep. When I tested for the United Earth Forces civilian corps it included an assessment test just like this."

"Was there a point where you had to stop?"

"Yah. I'm smart but I'm not that smart."

"You are to me." Tamaric said as he turned back to his display screen to move on to the next section.

Korica smiled at the compliment and turned and walked back over to Mark's side and leaned against him again.

"Is he doing ok over there?" Mark whispered.

"Yah, he's doing really well." Korica whispered back. "He's doing great up to grade ten level work then he has to stop. I glanced at his math and I think he is going to be started with grade ten geometry and calculus. He's really smart for his age."

"Great! Another genius wandering around the Future."

"Be nice Mark. You should be proud of the fact that your youth are so smart."

"Oh I am proud of him¦and Laurel and Jake. It just makes me feel very¦small. I struggled all the way through school at my own grade level and these guys are five to ten years ahead of where they should be."

"Maybe the curriculum just needs to be changed for how smart your people are becoming."

"That's a really good point. You got a hell of a man over there. You take good care of him ok?"

"I will. I'm extremely proud¦and protective of him Mark. No one's gunna mess with my Tamaric without answering to me."

Mark smiled at her and gave her a gentle squeeze.

"Good girl."

"Well, I'm gunna go work on some star mapping so that I'm close by when Tamaric needs anything." Korica said.

Mark pulled his arm from around her waist and she made her way over to science station number three and began bringing up the star maps as provided by the elder race and updating the Future's maps manually. The work provided a distraction until Tamaric leaned back in his seat and rubbed his eyes and then he stood up and stretched. Korica stopped what she was doing at that point and got up and stepped over to Tamaric's work and submitted it to the AI for scoring so a proper lesson plan could be developed for Tamaric.

"Did you work as far as you could Tamaric?" Korica asked after submitting the assessment test.

"Yah. I did as you told me too."

Korica listened to what was inside Tamaric and she sensed that he was being honest and he really worked as far as he could in each section.

When the scoring was complete the computer was recommending an advanced tenth grade curriculum should be implemented. There was to be at least four hours of school work five days a week with two one week intermissions following mid term and final exams. Korica knew this meant that Tamaric would be working on lessons ordinarily meant for a sixteen year old suggesting he indeed had an advanced ability to learn and his intellect was significantly higher than she had initially thought. She couldn't be more proud of him. Korica showed Tamaric the results and it put a smile on Tamaric's face.

"So I'm going to be a sophomore in high school. That's so awesome. At least I won't have deal to deal with other kids calling me shrimp or brainyack or any of that crap."

"I'll never make fun of you Tamaric. I'm very proud that my guy is so far ahead of where he should be."

"I know you would never make fun of me. You're just to sweet to act like that."

"Awe. Thank you. Well, you've worked for three hours today. You want to knock off and mess around for a while?"

Tamaric just looked at her for a few moments before it dawned on him that she didn't mean what it sounded like. Korica could feel his confusion and intimidated reluctance and then relief when he realized she just meant hangout together and do something fun. Korica grinned slightly and waited for his response.

"Can we go to the firing range for a while?"

"Sure. That sounds like fun."

Korica pointed to the science station and Tamaric logged off and Korica turned and logged off the science station she had been working at and then the two walked up to Jake.

"Jake, will you open the weapons locker for us down in the firing range? We want to practice in the range until lunchtime." Korica asked with a smile.

"Sure. I'd be glad too."

Jake turned and logged off the propulsion station and then stood up and the three departed the bridge heading for the firing range down at the end of the corridor. When they arrived Jake stepped up to the weapons locker and entered his command code and the lock popped and Jake unlatched it and then turned and kissed Korica on the side of the head.

"You two have fun. I'll see you at lunch."

"Kay. Thank you Jake."

"You're welcome sweetheart."

Jake then made his way back to the bridge while Korica and Tamaric loaded two plasma pistols and collected a couple power cells each and turned on the gravity curtain in two of the chutes and began squeezing off rounds. Jake stopped by his quarters and stepped in for a few moments to get relief from his separation symptoms and to provide relief to Laurel so she would sleep soundly and then he made his way over to the bridge. He and Mark went over to the science station and brought up Tamaric's assessment results and they were both pleasantly surprised by how well he had done.

"Geeze, is there anyone from your generation that isn't a genius?" Mark said with a smile.

"You got to remember that because of the way the selection process was done in order to be accepted on this mission it pretty much guaranteed that only extremely high academic achievers would be going. They wanted the brightest and best as well as the most healthy people the Earth had to offer to go to the Future planet."

"I guess that's true. I hadn't really thought about that fact very much."

"They were very selective about who got to go. I had a couple of friends that I thought for sure were going to be selected to go but they only accepted one family per region to go and my father and I were it for central California."

"So why you two over your friends?"

"I don't know. Maybe because my dad is a computer network engineer and worked on the secondary neural processor core for the Future's AI and I didn't hold anything back when I took this same aptitude tests."

"And how did you do on the tests?"

"Second Year College if I were to study engineering as a major as I had expressed a desire to do. My overall assessment score was three hundred five."

"Holy crap! I take it that's why you were never put on a traditional curriculum plan like Tamaric has been?"

"Well yah I guess. I was pretty busy when I came out of stasis anyways. I was trying to help Laurel put the ship back together and I also had a ton of stuff given to me through neural suggestion that gave me the equivalent to six years of studies for officer qualification and Future systems familiarization. I didn't get quite as much as Laurel but it was pretty close. In the end I think I have the equivalent of a BA in engineering and space sciences and Laurel has the equivalent of a doctorate in the same fields of study as well as genetics and reproductive science which was given to her recently. That's not including all the stuff the elder race gave us in the way of education and knowledge."

"Crap sakes son! Most people won't achieve that level in a life time and you've done it before you even turned fifteen."

"I know. It's even a little hard for me to believe it myself. I feel very fortunate to have been exposed to so much knowledge so early in my life. It makes it a little hard to stay humble but Laurel is a really good role model and she won't have any part of a smug attitude from myself or Korica."

"Yah I've overheard her putting you two in your place when you said something condescending or arrogant towards others."

"Yah I know. She has a mother's instincts already for correcting us. Hay, you want to go get something to drink with me? We have a couple of hours until lunch but I'm parched."

"Sure, sounds good. Let me go log off and I'll join you."

Jake turned and logged off the science station and Mark went over to the navigation station and logged off and then the two made their way to the mess hall. When they arrived Jake got a tall glass of apple juice and Mark got a cup of tea and then the two sat down at their usual table and talked for a while.

Jake sensed Laurel waking up just before lunchtime so he excused himself to go greet Laurel properly. When he arrived at his quarters Laurel was sitting up on the edge of the bed facing the far wall and so Jake walked over and sat down next to her and Laurel gave him a warm lip lock kiss and then she walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and stepped back up to the bed to get dressed. Jake laid on his back and admired Laurel's spectacular body as she got dressed. Jake thought about reminding her that she had expressed a desire to fool around but in the end he decided against it thinking it better to let Laurel initiate anything if it were going to happen at all. Once Laurel was dressed she stepped into her shoes and then made her way into the bathroom and brushed her hair out and then she brushed her teeth. When she emerged looking as beautiful as ever, Jake got up and took her hand and the two headed for the exit to make their way to the mess hall.

At the same time Korica started to get very hungry and so her and Tamaric put away the practice weapons they had been practicing with and then they put the expended power cells in the charger slots and closed and locked the weapons locker and then made their way to the mess hall to get something to eat.

Laurel and Jake arrived in the mess hall only moments before Korica and Tamaric. All five ordered their meals and sat and talked until their meals arrived and then they ate lunch together. At the end of the meal while they were sitting finishing their drinks the AI called out.

"Mark to the bridge. We will be dropping out of hyperspace in the Pernia system in less than five minutes."

"Roger that. I'm on my way."

"Understood."

Mark got up and headed for the exit and before he even reached the doorway he stopped and looked back at Korica and waved his finger for her to come here and she grinned and slid out of her seat and then reached out mentally to Laurel.

"I think he may need all of us mom." Korica thought.

"Ok sweetie. I'll have everyone come to the bridge." Laurel thought in return.

Korica stepped up to Mark and the two exited the mess hall and then Laurel looked over at Jake.

"Come on. I think we should all be there for this¦you too Tamaric. You can see how we deal with first contact situations."

Tamaric smiled at the invite and all three got up and headed for the exit to make their way to the bridge. When Mark and Korica arrived Mark went straight to the sensor station and Korica went straight to the communication station and both logged in. The other three then walked onto the bridge and Laurel offered a warm smile to Mark as she stepped up to her chair and Jake made his way to the propulsion station and had a seat and logged himself on while Tamaric went over to the science station next to Korica and had a seat.

"I figured you might need a hand with this one Mark." Laurel said.

"Thanks cap. I think Korica and I could've handled it but I'm damn glad to see the whole crew here for backup just the same."

"We're a team right?"

"You got that right." Mark said with a big grin.

Laurel looked over at Korica.

"Korica will you go ahead and begin transmitting our security identifier please?"

"Eye captain. Human or Draximan?"

"Human please."

Korica pulled up the Human security identifier and set it to transmit on all bands then touched the initiate command. She then locked it in a loop so it would transmit continuously. Three minutes later the engines reduced in throttle and the Future began to slow and then in a blinding flash the Future dropped into normal space at the same moment as the thermal limit indicator sounded. Jake silenced the alert and brought the auxiliary control display onto his display and brought it to the forefront on his display screen. He could see that there was no failure of any of the auxiliary components but the negative matter core and the neutron accelerator were extremely hot and would need at least an hour and a half to cool down properly though an immediate jump would be possible if an emergency should arise as long as the jump was limited to 100 light years or less.

The Future immediately initiated a full power burn to enter an ideal orbital path around the Pernian star and then the engines throttled back in order to maintain a twenty five million mile distant orbital path around the star. Mark performed a deep active scan and he detected several vessels in orbit around Pernia and one of them almost immediately began heading toward the Future on an intercept course and began trying to scan the Future's interior to no avail. The shields were scattering the scanning beams back out into space with ease. Mark then scanned further out into the system and he detected heavy spacecraft traffic between Pernia and its moon as well as between Pernia and Renial. To him it looked like a superhighway in space with how much traffic there was.

Korica's communication station was filled with a cacophony of audio traffic and there were so many visual signals on so many frequencies that the computer was having trouble identifying them all. Korica tried to listen to what seemed like the military traffic as she was hearing proper titles being used in a select few conversations. Korica then caught a distinct audio and compressed video signal being directed at the Future on one of those military frequencies that was much higher in frequency than most of the other chatter. Korica separated all the other traffic out and muted it and then piped the hale onto the overhead speaker.

"This is the Pernian vessel Dryus calling the Earth vessel Future in orbit around our sun, please respond." A man's voice sternly said in Dramoli.

"Can you understand that cap?" Mark asked.

"Yes. He's calling us from the Pernian vessel Dryus by name so he obviously knows how to translate a security identifier code. He's speaking in Dramoli, one of their more common languages."

"Well good. That stuff sounds like¦Martian gibberish to me."

"Are there any approaching vessels yet?"

"Yah, there is one headed this way at¦" Mark glanced at his lower display and then looked back at Laurel. "Three times the speed of light. It's probably the one that's haling us."

"Great. Here we go. Korica please open a channel to the Dryus."

"Eye captain." Korica opened a channel with a matching compression and frequency and then she nodded at Laurel.

"Pernian vessel Dryus, this is lieutenant commander Laurel Kade aboard the Earth vessel Future. I am the captain of the Future. We would respectfully like to confer with your commanding officer to request permission to transit through your star system." Laurel said in perfect Dramoli.

There was a long pause and Laurel started to get worried that she had tripped on her words and said something unintentional that was taken as an insult. A full minute later just as Laurel was preparing to take a defensive stance she remembered the distances involved and that at the speed of light it would take the Future's signal close to two minutes to reach the Dryus. She decided to wait before going defensive.

"Cap that vessel is speeding up. They just passed four times the speed of light."

"Understood. Thank you Mark. If nothing else, that will reduce the time for us to communicate."

"Time to communicate¦ooh the distance thing and how fast a radio wave travels huh?"

"That's right. It will take close to two minutes for our signal to reach the Dryus and then the same amount of time for their signal to reach us."

Laurel brought up the sensor data on her right display screen and waited patiently for the return signal. Laurel switched to passive scanning so as not to be provocative with their presence in the system. A couple minutes later a response finally came in and it was a distinctly different sounding individual.

"Earth vessel Future this is first ceadant Darmon Onage. I am the commanding officer of the Pernian vessel Dryus. I am unfamiliar with your vessel as one of the elder race as signified by your security identifier."

Laurel was a little taken aback by the abrupt nature of the response. She thought for a moment and realized these people think they are superior to all others even if they know better than to screw with the elder race and their allies. She was going to have to use wit to garner their acceptance.

"First ceadant Onage, are you familiar with every single vessel that is of the elder race? There are over fifteen thousand that I know of in this sector of the galaxy alone and this is only one of six hundred sectors known to the elder race. We would simply like to pass through your system while our engines cool down and then we will be on our way."

Laurel hoped that she wouldn't be seen as a wise ass but she didn't know how else to get through to these people that they are not alone and they don't know it all. After close to five minutes a response was received.

"Captain Kade, I do not in fact know all of the elder race vessels and their attending species. I was not aware that there were so many in our part of the Ferlong galaxy. Please do not deviate from your current orbital path while we request permission for your passage from our central regency. We will contact you with further instructions once your identity and purpose can be conveyed to the central regency for consideration. Dryus out."

Korica muted the frequency but left it active and then turned her seat facing Laurel.

"These guys are kind of rude aren't they?"

"You have to understand that these guys think we are a lesser species that just happen to be more capable than themselves. If it were just me I would have just gone on my way through their system knowing they can't do a damn thing to stop us but we have to play the game of diplomacy so as not to tarnish the reputation of the elder race as diplomats and good neighbors."

"What do you suppose a central regency is anyways?"

"It sounds like a ruling body of government for the entire Pernian system. This Darmon Onage character is just the first ceadant of the Dryus, which I think is the equivalent of a captain, but he has to answer to his government when it comes to matters outside the ship."

"I'm sure glad we don't have to answer to a government like that."

"Oh honey, you have no idea. We do¦or at least I do. I will have to answer to captain Alexan when he is brought out of stasis for every single action I have taken and every single decision I have made that has affected the crew and the Future herself. You have no idea what kind of a grilling I am in for when we get to the Milky Way. I have violated regulation and protocol I don't know how many times and I will be held accountable for it all. Luckily I am not looking to be an officer in the civilian corps for a career so the worst they can do is fire me and I planned on surrendering my command and asking to be decommissioned anyways."

"You really think captain Alexan is going to be mad at you?"

"Ask Mark Korica. He knows him personally and he is probably the most familiar with how captain Alexan is going to react."

Korica looked over at Mark who was watching his screens but listening. He looked up and took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

"He is likely to be angry at first. I think he is first going to get pissed at the AI for choosing someone so young to be put in charge. Once he is briefed about everything that has happened and once I come to Laurel's defense he will cool down some especially once he realizes all the mind-blowing technology that is at his disposal thanks to Laurel and in no small part thanks to you Korica. Laurel has made some decisions that Dillon¦captain Alexan isn't going to be real happy with but a great deal of it can be written off to her young age and inexperience as a captain. In the end if she wanted it I could get her a posting as a junior officer with commendations but that's not what she wants so I will just keep her out of the brig and on the Future if she wants."

"The brig! What the heck would she be thrown in the brig for?"

"She authorized a rescue mission aboard a hostile alien vessel through the use of a thermonuclear device all on subliminally gleaned intel that resulted in the death of an innocent girl. The elder race all but forgave her for that action and loss of life but Alexan is going to take it very serious. She also authorized a security access grant to an alien girl without due process."

"An alien girl? You mean me?"

"Yep. You're about to become an officer so her trust was well placed in you, but she is going to have to answer for violating protocol when she first issued you a security access grant without performing a psychological profile screening first."

Korica looked at Laurel with sorrowful eyes.

"You're really going to be in serious trouble for what you did for me to make me feel welcomed?"

"These are all things that I know I have to answer for Korica. I would do them again in a heartbeat and especially all of the things I did to make you feel wanted and loved. I don't regret it for a minute with how much I love you."

"I still don't like the idea of my presence and the nice things you did for me getting you in trouble with captain Alexan."

"Korica honey, I don't run my ship the way captain Alexan would but I must be doing something right or the AI would have suspended my command, right?"

"Yah, I guess so."

"You guess so? The people on this ship and their safety are the number one concern of the AI. The AI has said on more than one occasion that I did things different but probably better in the end than captain Alexan would have for the result that was realized. Look, I don't want you to feel bad or to have any regrets Korica. These are my burdens to bare not yours."

"Is this why you want your Huraxan research done by the time we get to the Future planet?"

"Yes. I guess now you understand my desire to get the research phase done as soon as possible."

"Yah, it sounds like you're gunna be in big trouble."

"Something like that."

"Don't worry cap, I'm going to go to bat for you. I'll keep Dillon off your back as much as I can. He just has to be made to look at the results no matter how they were achieved or by whom. He will listen to me and take what I say to heart. He and I go way back."

Just then Korica's communication station lit up with an alert of a signal but it was not from the Dryus. Korica spun around quickly and analyzed the signal and her mouth fell open when it was identified as coming from the elder race.

"Laurel¦the elder race is sending us a signal."

"What! Man they got some bad timing."

"Cap, how the heck did they locate us like that?"

"We're transmitting our security identifier. The elder race have a way of tracking those from anywhere in the galaxy, remember? Korica can you tell where the signal is coming from?"

Korica was just about to analyze the source of the signal when it stopped.

"Crap! The signal's gone."

"That's actually probably for the better. We don't want our friends out there to intercept the signal. I'm sure they detected something already anyways." Laurel said.

"Do you want me to run the decrypting program on the signal like we did the first signal?" Korica asked.

"Please do that Korica. Perhaps there's some information contained in the carrier like what was present in our invite signal."

Korica brought up the deciphering program and set it to analyze and decipher the brief signal for any possible encoded text in the carrier portion. Korica then pushed the cipher program aside and waited for any response from the Cryton.

"Mark is that vessel still on an intercept course?" Laurel asked.

Mark turned and glanced at his upper display screen and there was no indication of forward motion from the Dryus.

"No. They are holing position fifty-five million miles out. I'm sure they didn't want to get to far from Pernia so they could communicate without an increased delay as they got closer to us and further from Pernia."

"Thank you Mark. You're probably right about their reason for halting their approach."

"Mom¦I mean captain¦sorry. How long do you think we're going to have to wait for a response?"

"I'm not really sure. If our request has to be put before a government comity it could be a while."

"Cap, what was said during your first conversation that has them so perplexed?"

"They basically said they've never heard of us and I asked them if they knew all of the elder race vessels and then I reminded them that there are thousands of elder race vessels with home worlds in this sector and there are hundreds of known sectors. I don't think they liked being reminded of the fact that they aren't alone out here but they were being a little¦confrontational so I felt I should remind them that they have to learn to play with nicely others even if they don't know them."

"Nice! So you were confrontational right back?"

"Pretty much. It seemed to shut them up too."

"I bet. I'm sure their lack of ability to penetrate our shields while our scans were looking deep into their ships also gave them pause."

"Yah, I'm sure they've got the thought that we aren't to be trifled with going through their minds."

Korica's station alerted her to completion of the analysis of the signal from the elder race and there was indeed an encoded message in the brief signal. Korica compiled the message and translated it to English and then alerted Laurel.

"Captain the signal analysis is complete and there was a short message contained in the signal like you thought there might be."

"And what did the message say?"

"Tel pok maron contacted. Proceed to Tiomot system at best possible speed. Contact Asaria once at Tiomot."

"Tiomot? That's not a system I'm familiar with. That's not part of our route right now is it?" Laurel asked.

"I don't think so." Korica said as she turned around and brought up the rout as outlined by the elder race.

Korica went through all of the jump designations and none of them was called Tiomot.

"No. Tiomot isn't on the list. You want me to search the new data core for information on Tiomot?"

"Sure, go ahead." Laurel said.

Korica turned back to her display screen just as a signal was detected from the Dryus. Korica immediately put the signal through a filter and put it on the overhead speakers.

"Earth vessel Future, this is ceadant Omage on the Pernian vessel Dryus. Grayono Retello our supreme archon has granted you permission to transit our system under escort by the Dryus. We will follow you too the outer edge of our system at light speed times five. If this is beyond your capability please indicate your top speed and we will slow our pace to accommodate your limited capabilities. You are to maintain a straight out course of twelve degrees declination from the magnetic north pole of our sun. Please confirm that you understand our instructions. Any deviation will be seen as an act of aggression and will be responded to with a military response."

Laurel shook her head and took a deep breath and let it out hard then responded in Dramoli.

"Pernian vessel Dryus, this is captain Kade of the Earth vessel Future. We understand your instructions. Five times the speed of light is well below our top speed. We will slow our pace to comply with your speed stipulation. Please thank your supreme archon Grayono Retello on behalf of my entire crew and the elder race for granting the Future permission to pass through your system."

Laurel then gave the signal across the throat for Korica to kill the channel. Korica muted the transmitter and looked at Laurel for a moment.

"Did you really understand that Laurel?"

"Sure. We are to depart the system at twelve degrees below magnetic due north for their sun. They didn't specify a direction just a declination angle so I would assume the angle is crucial not the direction. That arrogant¦s o b warned of a military response if we deviate from that declination at five times the speed of light."

"Are you saying they threatened to fire on us cap?"

"Pretty much. They said that we will face a military response if we deviate from the specified course and speed?"

"What are you going to do if they do fire on us Laurel?" Tamaric asked.

"Nothing Tamaric. We could destroy that ship with ease or¦we could propel them several light years away in an instant but their weapons will have absolutely no affect on us so I would do nothing. They just aren't a real threat to us. It was just them posturing to make themselves feel superior."

"Really? I thought you would fight back."

"It's not a fight when you out class your opponent by as much as we do these folks. There is no need to respond at all. We don't even have to talk to them at all but we are being diplomatic since these people are neighbors of the elder race and we are seen as being of the elder race."

"Oh. I guess I just don't understand how a captain thinks. I would have done things a whole lot different."

"You'll understand in time Tamaric. Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please plot us a course out of the Pernia system at a twelve degree declination from the north pole of the star we are orbiting?'

"Understood. What direction and speed would you like?"

"The direction doesn't particularly matter. Our course needs to be five degrees below the ecliptic of this solar system as you know so any direction at twelve degrees below due north from the star is going to be out of our way. We need to maintain five times the speed of light."

"Understood."

The main engines throttled up and the Future began accelerating toward the star and then initiated a turn up and away at twelve degrees below due north for the star. Mark watched the Dryus and she accelerated at six times the speed light on a parallel course to that of the Future until she was a little less than a million miles to astern of the Future and then she slowed to five times the speed of light and held her position.

"Mark have you analyzed the defensive capabilities of the Dryus?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. They have eight particle rail guns and four missile launchers. I wasn't detecting anyone manning the missile launcher tubes so unless they are completely automated which the sensor sweeps did not indicate to be the case they aren't anywhere close to being able to fire on us using missiles and their particle weapons are not powered up. From what I can tell we aren't even being targeted. I think they realize they are no match for our shields or they're intimidated by the fact that the Future is at least a hundred times the size of the Dryus. They represent no appreciable threat to us whatsoever."

"And what is their crew compliment?"

"Four hundred fifteen individuals. I detected no¦short individuals so I think there are no children aboard the Dryus."

"Ok. Thank you Mark."

"No problem cap."

"Korica if you would let's find out about Tiomot."

"Eye captain." Korica said with a smile.

Korica pushed her navigation and helm controls aside and brought up the new data core interface program and typed in a Boolean search for the Tiomot system. It only took a few seconds for the information to begin pouring in. A star map appeared with Tiomot pin pointed. Korica could immediately see that it wasn't exactly close to their current position. It was a single star system with ten planets the third of which had a breathable atmosphere. The system was listed as uninhabited and safe. The original inhabitant species had gone extinct twenty-five thousand years in the past. The dominant species now was a mammalian like carnivorous animal that stood nineteen feet tall at the shoulders and walked on all four legs. The animals were considered extremely intelligent and cunning but not of an advanced intelligence. They were at the top of the food chain but by no means the only indigenous life on Tiomot. Korica pulled up stored images of the planet and while it was a beautiful blue green gem with several large continents the fact that there was no civilizations calling Tiomot home made it odd that so much information was available about the planet and it's flora and fauna. Korica couldn't understand why they would be called to such a planet. There was just nothing there to her.

Korica mirrored the information from her display up onto the large view screen at the front of the bridge so everyone could see the details surrounding Tiomot. The first thing to strike Laurel was the amount of carnivorous life all over the planet on every continent. She hoped they weren't going to have to go planet side, as they would be very low on the food chain judging by the size of some of the cataloged animals. Laurel even noticed that some of the smaller animals were listed as venomous, which was really unsettling for her.

"Korica¦how far is it to Tiomot?" Laurel asked in an obviously uncomfortable tone.

Korica brought up the star map and pinpointed the Future's current position in relation to Tiomot.

"One thousand seven hundred fifty-six light years."

Laurel leaned back in her seat as she looked up at the star map and the distances involved. The only good news was the fact that Tiomot was ahead of them relatively speaking. Laurel looked down and shook her head then looked over at Korica.

"Plot us a course to Tiomot Korica."

"Yes mam."

Korica turned to her display and began plotting a course to Tiomot. She found that it would take at least five jumps if the thermal limits and reduced speeds that had been observed so far were to be observed.

"The plotting is complete captain. It will take approximately fifty hours to reach Tiomot."

"Captain, I think we can significantly reduce the time and number of jumps if Jake continues his calculations for manipulating and stabilizing the gravity well as he was doing earlier." The AI offered.

"Really? How significant of a reduction are we talking about?"

"As few as two jumps and as little as twenty-four hours."

"Whoa! That's impossible. I was just running some simulations to see if I could improve our forward speed like I used to when we were traveling at traditional faster than light speeds." Jake said.

"You were on the right track Jake. I have analyzed the equations you were working on. If the algorithms you came up with are implemented it will result in an overlapping field of saturation to the forward quantum gravity pulses which will not only increase our forward speeds significantly but the space around us will be compressed and stretched at a far denser level than what is currently possible. You have to remember that every small adjustment to the gravity well has a ten fold greater affect on the bubble of quantum energy surrounding us when we travel at hyperspace speeds. We are not just being drawn toward the gravity well anymore, we are immersed deeply within it."

"I guess I was unaware of that¦or at least I hadn't taken it into consideration."

"If you continue your calculations and quantify your results using the new data core to run your simulations I believe I can get us to Tiomot in less than twenty-four hours. The message from the elder race did say to proceed at best possible speed did it not? I believe I can maintain a speed of seventy nine point eight one light years per hour for eleven hours at a time over two jumps."

"What about the thermal limits to the negative matter core and its associated components." Laurel asked.

"I have an unorthodox idea for that issue. If I remove all of the air in all of the compartments surrounding the negative matter core from deck zero to deck fifteen and compartments NMC one to the dipole manifold in compartment NMC twelve the heat buildup will be significantly slowed. It should take approximately eleven hours to reach the eight hundred degree thermal limits of the subcomponents."

"And the cool down period? Won't that take longer?"

"Not necessarily. If I dump subzero air into the compartment in bursts and then draw all of the air out of the compartment to a zero pressure condition I should be able to avoid chill shock to the components while reducing the temperature at a significantly accelerated rate from what would normally occur."

"Ok, so what's the down side? There's always a catch to something like this."

"The pressure stabilizers were never designed to be exposed to a negative pressure environment. If they fail the negative matter core reactions will run out of control. With nowhere for the energy to go the core will swell and possibly rupture before the negative matter can be dumped back into the aperture drawing the negative matter from its universe of origin."

"That sounds really, really bad. Are you talking about a breach of containment?"

"No. The secondary pressure vessel is designed to prevent that from happening but the core and it's numerous external control apparatuses would be destroyed. Our ability to develop a shield would be gone and we would be reduced to traditional faster than light travel."

"Ok, that would be bad. What's the likely hood of that occurring?"

"There is a twelve percent chance of that occurring."

"Twelve! That¦just do it. Please plot the necessary jump coordinates. Jake please keep working on your equations."

"Laurel, I don't know if I can actually do this. I was just messing around to find something to do."

"Jake you're a genius with the propulsion coefficients for manipulating the gravity well. Don't let the pressure break your confidence. You can do this."

"I'm glad you're so confident with my abilities. I'll give it a try."

"I have plotted our course captain. If we jump to the Riod system it will be a jump of eight hundred seventy-seven point nine one light years. With a one hour rapid cool down I can then initiate a jump to the Tiomot system, a jump of eight hundred seventy-eight point zero nine light years."

"God, that is way further than we were ever advised to try and jump. We were told not to jump more than five hundred ninety light years at a time." Laurel said still sounding unsure.

"The system was definitely not designed to be pushed like this for as long as I am proposing but with Jake's help and the removal of the air from the compartments surrounding the negative matter core, conditions are being achieved that were never taken into consideration when those limitations were recommended. You were told that through the manipulation of the dynamic processes involved with this type of travel an improvement of our speed could be accomplished and I pose that this is exactly what they were talking about."

"So what do we know of the Riod system?"

"It is an uninhabited system with a blue giant star at its heart. There are six large gas giants orbiting the star. We should be relatively safe in the system as long we keep our distance from the star. It has a particularly intense magnetic field that we should avoid getting close too. I will take us in to an arrival point one hundred fourty million miles from the Riod star."

"Well I guess the good news in this whole thing is that the tel pok maron have been contacted."

"Yah, wouldn't you like to have been a fly on the wall for that meeting?" Mark said grinning.

"I can't even begin to imagine what that must have been like since they don't have a physical as we understand it." Laurel said.

Jake shook his head trying to picture it and then he turned to his station and started working on the coefficient equations that he had been messing with earlier with a new sense of purpose now that he knew they were probably going to work the way he had been thinking they might. Mark in the meantime kept a close eye on their escort. He was still concerned that they would have a change of heart and decide to start shooting to test the Future defenses. He already had indications that the Dryus was still trying to scan the Future without success. Mark resisted the temptation to hit them with an intense scanning beam of his own. He knew it would serve no purpose other than to provoke the Crytons' and he figured that was just unnecessary no matter how gratifying it would be.

By 14:10 a tone signaled that the minimum safe temperature had been reached surrounding the negative matter core but Jake was still finishing up his simulations. Laurel decided to push him just a little.

"How we doing Jake?"

"I'm getting there Laurel. This isn't simple stuff." Jake said without turning from his screens where he was feverishly tapping numbers into his touch screen.

"We really need to get out of this system Jake."

"Ok, I'm trying. Just¦give me few minutes to run these last equations. If they work this time then I'm ready to implement them."

"Ok. I know you can do it Jake. Future, are you done with your preparations surrounding the negative matter core?"

"Yes. I am ready when you are. There is going to be a significant amount of stress put on the superstructure of the ship. You are likely going to feel some shuddering or minor vibrations all throughout the ship. Please do not be alarmed."

"Is there a danger to the superstructure?"

"I do not believe so. With the air removed in the central portion of the forward hull much of the vibration will not be transmitted to the rest of the ship and I will be boosting the structural reinforcing field using the number three and four fusion reactors to inject power to the fields."

"Are you saying we are going to be taxing the available power from the negative matter core?"

"Yes. I believe we will be consuming well over eighty percent of the available power for the level I plan on operating the negative matter core at. I do not believe we should run the negative matter core at one hundred percent of its capability."

"Why is that?"

"If that much energy is focused into the energy bubble surrounding the ship there is the real possibility the we could cause a tear in space time that would not be controllable. I honestly do not know what would happen to us. Such intense gravitational affects are completely unpredictable. We could be thrown into an alternate dimension or that alternate dimension could leak or be drawn into our own universe and react with ours in the same way that the negative matter in our core reacts with normal matter."

"Gads! I think I get it. You're talking about a singularity without enough gravity to keep whatever is on the other side from blowing back into our universe."

"Precisely. I should have realized that you of all people are capable of understanding such things."

Jake's last simulation came back with a successful result and he breathed out heavy and looked at Laurel.

"Ok, I've done it. We're ready Laurel."

"Ok Future. Please initiate the jump to the Riod system."

"Understood."

The Future's engines throttled down to 1% and then the antimatter reactors were brought up to full power and then the negative matter core started ramping up and began dumping ever increasing impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well and the stars dead ahead blinked out and then the space over a several hundred kilometer area began to twist and distort and then it collapsed into a funnel shape with smooth blue and green rolling edges and then the engines throttled up to 100% and the Future then shot into the tunnel of shimmering light and disappeared. The Future adjusted her course a few times and then a tone signaled optimal flight characteristics had been achieved and locked into the automation controls. Jake then implemented his new algorithms and the forward speed indication quickly rose to 8.2 times the speed of light. The forward view being shown on the giant view screen at the front of the bridge showed that the normally broiling and shimmering light that surrounded the Future became very smooth and flowing looking like multicolored paint being blown back on a piece of rounded glass. The colors were blending from one hue to the next very soft and smoothly in pointed streaks of bright light surprising everyone. They had never seen the view look like this before. It was beautiful and dramatic but very strange and the light seemed brighter than it ever had been before.

As the ship settled back to an even indication of exactly 8 times the speed of light there was a very subtle shuddering that could be felt echoing through the floors and walls. It became a rhythmic shudder for two seconds followed by three seconds of silence and then another shudder lasting two seconds followed by another three seconds of silence. Everyone looked around a bit, as it was an odd feeling to feel or hear anything at all while traveling in hyperspace.

"Are you able to track our course traveling like this?" Korica asked out loud.

"Not precisely as yet. I am adjusting my forward scanning technique to try and compensate for the increased density of the shield and increased compressing and stretching of space-time all around us."

"This vibration feels pretty weird. Are you sure your superstructure can take this kind of pounding for eleven hours at a time?"

"Yes. The stress levels are high but they are well below maximum tolerable levels and I have bolstered the structural reinforcing field as planned so the ship is quite safe. You may all go about your day."

Korica looked at Tamaric and shrugged and then turned to her station and logged off and then stood up and put her hand out to Tamaric who stood up and with grin and put his hand in hers and then the two walked up to Laurel.

"We're going down to the gardening ring if you need us ok?" Korica said.

"Ok. You two have fun."

"We will. Thanks."

The two then exited the bridge heading for their quarters to retrieve Korica's Pratgal cruisers and so Korica could change into one of her one-piece outfits so she could get some artificial sun on her arms and legs. Laurel then logged off her station and pushed her displays aside and stood up. Jake then grinned at her and turned to his station and he logged out and stood up and the two walked to the exit and then Laurel stopped and looked at Mark.

"You gunna be ok here alone Mark?"

"Yah, you two go enjoy your day together. I got this. We're going to be underway until after midnight so you guys have fun or whatever."

"Ok. Thanks Mark."

Mark winked at Laurel with a big smile and the two stepped out of the bridge and made their way over to their quarters. Laurel walked up to the bed and slipped her shoes off and sat down and patted the bed next to her and so Jake stepped up next to her and slipped his shoes off and sat down right next to her.

"Jake I feel I should tell you how proud I am of you for figuring out those equations so we could travel like we are. That level of math is mind bogglingly complex and I'm so proud of you for figuring it out so effortlessly."

"Well thank you Laurel. I wouldn't exactly call it effortless but I did it."

"I still want to go down to the research lab and get some work done but first there is something I want from you."

"I thought maybe the mood had past."

"It has, but being close to you reinvigorates the feelings."

Jake grinned and leaned toward Laurel and the two engaged in a very passionate kiss. The two then engaged in intimate contact without intercourse and it was mind blowing for both. After the encounter both went to the shower room and took a shower together and then made their way back to their quarters and got changed. Laurel then made her way to the transport compartment and transported down to deck fifteen and then used the stairs to make her way down to deck fourteen to continue her work in the bio genetics lab.

Jake in the mean time made his way over to the bridge to hangout with Mark and to continue refining his equations. Jake worked until 16:30 managing a small improvement in his equations resulting in an increase in forward speed by .25 light years per hour. The Future was now traveling at her fastest speed ever but he was feeling very distracted and it was getting hard to think clearly and he knew he needed to be close to Laurel to get some relief from his symptoms. Jake told Mark he was going for a walk and Mark just nodded without saying anything as he was distracted reading up on the information about Tiomot at science station number one since he was pretty sure they would be going planet side for whatever reason.

Jake made his way to the transport compartment and stepped up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared he touched the indicator for deck fifteen and then a few seconds later in a blue flash he disappeared and then found himself standing on the transport platform on the med deck. He stepped down and then made his way through the pressure door just past med bay one and then walked all the way to the staircase at the end of the corridor. Just as he pushed the door open he could hear Laurel coming up the stairs so he stood on the landing and waited for her to come up to him. Both felt relief from their symptoms almost immediately and Laurel grew a big smile on her face when she realized that Jake must be close by. As Laurel rounded the last landing and looked up and saw Jake she gave him a huge smile and sped up her pace until she bounded up onto the landing and walked into his waiting arms. The two hugged each other tightly for a few moments and then Laurel gave Jake a long kiss.

"What're you doing down here? Don't get me wrong, I'm really glad to see but I didn't expect to find you down here." Laurel said while still holding Jake around the waist.

"I came down to see you. I missed you."

"Awe. I missed you too Jake." Laurel leaned forward and gave him a peck.

"How'd it go in the lab?"

"Really well actually. I've started a cumulative sequencing of Korica's genetic traits. She's really an incredible girl Jake. I'm trying to preserve all of her advanced traits but she has so many it's proving really difficult to identify the markers for all of them."

"I don't know if I even understand all of that."

"It doesn't matter. I've made some progress is all that matters and the latest sequencing should take a couple of hours to compile. I was on my way up to see if you wanted to join me for something to drink."

"I would love to join you babe."

The two then took each other's hand and stepped into the main corridor and headed toward the transport platform on the other side of the pressure door. The two transported up to the command deck and then made their way to the mess hall. To both of their delight as soon as they stepped into the mess hall Korica practically tackled them in a tight hug. She had sensed their approach and met them at the door.

"Hi baby! I thought you two were down in the gardening ring?" Laurel said as Korica hugged Jake.

"We were but I got hungry¦" Korica leaned toward Laurel and whispered, "I think I wore Tamaric out. He was getting tired so I thought I should go easy on him and let him sit down for a while."

Laurel smiled at her and touched her cheek and whispered to her.

"You have to remember that you have twice the stamina of a Human your age honey."

"I know, I was just having so much fun making him chase me and my cruiser and I guess I just got carried away."

The three then walked over to the table and Laurel went and fetched a glass of Gatorade for Jake and a glass of apple juice for herself and then she stepped back over to the table and sat down next to Jake. The four sat and talked while Korica finished her meal and then Laurel and Jake went back to the bridge while Korica and Tamaric went back down to the gardening ring to play until it was time for the evening meal.

Laurel worked on her stasis chamber for two while Jake and Mark talked lightly. The conversation inevitably turned to the Tiomot system and Mark's discomfort with the idea of going planet side. Laurel took notice and stopped what she was doing and joined the conversation. Mark and Jake had been talking fairly quietly with Mark sitting at the navigation station and Jake sitting at the sensor station right next to him so they could talk without having to talk to loudly so as not to disturb Laurel who seemed very engrossed in her work.

"I think it's a really bad idea for us to go down to the surface of Tiomot for any reason." Mark said.

"Why is that? The indigenous population died out thousands of years ago." Jake retorted.

"I can handle ill mannered aliens. Have you looked at the crap crawling around down there in the absence of any advance civilizations keeping the animals in check?"

"Not in any real detail except for the list of catalogued species that were shown when Korica brought up the information on Tiomot itself."

"Here, check it out."

Mark turned and brought up the information on Tiomot on his display screen and Jake mirrored the information on the lower display at the sensor station.

"Mark, why are you so concerned by all the life on Tiomot?" Laurel asked.

"Sorry if we disturbed you cap. We were trying to be quiet."

"Ah, it's no big deal."

"We were just talking about all the stuff living on Tiomot and I was telling Jake that I thought it was a really bad idea for us to go down there."

"Why would we do that?"

"I'm hoping we won't, but the elder race had to have a reason for sending us to Tiomot. Why else would they call us there unless they want us to go planet side?"

"I don't know why we're being sent to Tiomot, you know how cryptic the elder race are. They don't give a straight answer about anything."

Mark then mirrored the information on his and Jake's displays up onto the large view screen at the front of the bridge and then he highlighted the animals that had him most concerned.

"Look at these animals cap. It's like the cretaceous era on Earth run amuck. Some of these animals are nothing to screw with."

Laurel studied the list of animals and she had a noticeably uncomfortable look on her face.

"God¦I see your point. We could get eaten¦or worse real easy."

"What's worse than being eaten alive Laurel!" Jake exclaimed.

"I don't know. Being bitten by something venomous and dying slowly and painfully I suppose."

"All I know is there had better be a real good reason before I'll approve any mission to the surface."

"Before you'll approve any mission?" Laurel said raising an eyebrow.

"Yah, before I'll approve any mission. In all matters of security I am in charge Laurel. I have respected the fact that you are in command and frankly you've done a fantastic job so far, but if you make a reckless decision like going to the surface just to look around I will definitely step in. I'm not going to stand by and watch you guys do anything that could get us all killed for no appreciable gains to the overall mission."

"Well I don't plan on doing that Mark. I don't want to die and going down there to look around is asking for just that. I know I have a responsibility not to do anything stupid that will put us all in danger. I just wouldn't do that."

"I'm sorry cap. I know you well enough to know that don't work like that. I feel I should also mention that there are some lethal plants as well as bugs. Look."

Mark changed the information being displayed to the insect and flora that have been catalogued on Tiomot and some of it was truly frightening in its lethality. Most disturbing was a plant that reacted to thermal energy and flung poisonous quills to subdue an animal and then tentacle like branches would drag the animal into a bulbous pod full of caustic acids that would then digest the animal alive. The plant was easily identifiable by beautiful yellow and pink flowers that smelled sweet. There were also the equivalent of mosquitoes and flies that were biting insects and both transmitted a virulent virus through their bite. There were also numerous flying insects that had venomous stings one of which was four inches long and had a one-inch long hypodermic like stinger and usually attacked in great numbers immobilizing their prey and then the prey would be torn into bite size pieces to be carried back to the hive. There were other crawling insects that would bite and then burrow under the skin and lay eggs that would then hatch and the nymphs would borrow through the skin and fly off to find a new host.

"So let's avoid any trips planet side. I'm not completely sure why you're stressing on the amount of life on an unoccupied world."

"Like I said, I have a feeling the elder race wouldn't have asked us to Tiomot unless they planned on us going down."

"So you are capable of advanced instincts after all?"

"No. I'm just smart enough to see an ulterior motive in what we've been asked to do so far."

"Well I don't want anything to do with going down there. We'll contact Asaria¦or whoever answers as soon as we reach Tiomot and find out what the heck we are being called there for."

"Alright. I'll quit worrying about it."

"You think you could keep us safe if we did have to go down there?"

"I uh¦.oh god, maybe. We would need to be armed with something more formidable than plasma pistols, though I would also want those at hand. I would really prefer that we not put my abilities to the test on such a raw and inhospitable world. This is just not exactly what I was trained for."

"Understood. I was just curious. I got no intentions of actually going down there."

Laurel went back to her work and Jake and Mark went about discussing the tremendous catalogue of life on Tiomot. The three remained on the bridge until the time for the evening meal rolled around at which time everyone logged off their stations and all three headed for the mess hall. When the three arrived at the mess hall it was empty and they assumed that Korica and Tamaric were still playing down in the gardening ring.

The three retrieved a drink for themselves and then sat down at their favorite table and almost immediately a servo drone showed up with menus. The three ordered their meals and handed the menus to the servo drone. As the drone spun around and headed towards its slot in the wall Laurel was about to ask the AI where Korica and Tamaric were when she sensed Korica's presence making her smile. A few moments later Korica and Tamaric walked into the mess hall and both had a noticeable darkening of the tan on their faces and Korica's arms and legs were a slight red color from all of the exposure to the artificial sun in the gardening ring. Both looked very happy but tired as they had been running around the gardening ring all day chasing one another while playing with the Pratgal cruisers. Korica set her cruiser on the table and gave Mark a hug as he sat and then she stepped up to Jake who stood up and hugged her warmly and then Laurel did the same.

Korica and Tamaric then set their cruisers on the next table over and the two retrieved something to drink and then sat down next to each other. A servo drone showed up moments later with a menu and the two ordered their meal and then handed the menu back to the servo drone. Everyone then sat and talked about Tiomot and the tremendous amount of life on it until their meals arrived. Everyone then dug into his or her meals. Mark and Korica ordered Izore steaks with steamed vegetables and noodles in Izore based gravy on the side.

After everyone had consumed their meals they made their way to the gym and performed their evening workout routine. Mark then spent an hour working with everyone on knocking an opponent off balance followed by the disabling punches and kicks to the groin of a man to slow his ability to give chase. Mark took Korica aside and worked on some more advanced strike and blocking techniques in preparation for the take down maneuvers that he planned on teaching her later on.

After the self-defense lessons were done the girls departed to take their showers and the guys sat and talked until Jake got the sense that the girls were back in his quarters. The guys then went and showered and made their way to their quarters to get dressed down or dressed for their shift in the case of Mark.

When Jake arrived in his quarters he found Laurel in her night gear shirt with Korica sitting between her legs as usual while Laurel slowly brushed Korica's hair out. Korica got to her feet and gave Laurel a peck and then stepped up to Jake and hugged him and then made her way to her quarters. Jake then retrieved a change of clothes and set them on the bed and then stepped into his underwear and dried his hair completely with his towel and then made his way into the restroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth and wash his mouth out. When he emerged, Jake put his shirt and pants on and then sat down to put his socks on and Laurel thought he might be going somewhere.

"Why are you getting dressed Jake?" Laurel finally asked.

"Because Korica is eventually going to ask one of us to come read to her and Tamaric and if it's ok I wanted to go read to them tonight?"

"Sure, I think that's nice that you actually want to read to them."

Jake sat up straight once he had both his socks on and leaned back on his hands.

"I kind of miss Korica now that she is free to do as she likes and she has someone to play with. She isn't at our sides all the time anymore."

"Are you jealous Jake?"

"Don't be ridiculous! Of course not. I love her and I miss her constant presence but the joy Tamaric brings to her life does my heart good especially now that I know they are keeping their relationship plutonic for the time being."

"How do you know that?"

"I was teasing her about being preoccupied with Tamaric when we returned from Euronda and she snapped to the defensive. She made it clear that her and Tamaric had meditated and she shared her inner feelings and thoughts with him and I would assume she can feel everything he is feeling so they are on the same page and neither wants to engage in sex anytime soon."

"Why would you tease her like that Jake?"

"Cause I'm a guy and sometimes I'm sitting on my brain."

"Please don't do that again Jake. Joking or teasing about her sexual activity just isn't funny to her."

"I know babe. I apologized and she forgave me and I promised her it wouldn't happen again."

"You're just lucky that she loves you so much."

"Well the feeling is mutual and she knows it. I think that's why she didn't hold it against me."

When Korica departed Laurel and Jake's quarters for her quarters she stopped by the mess hall and picked up her Pratgal cruisers and control gloves and then made her way to her quarters. She found the room empty as Tamaric was in the bathroom getting ready for bed so she made her way to the bureau at the front of the room and placed her Pratgal cruisers on the bureau and then she retrieved a night gear shirt for herself and made her way to the bed and sat down and waited for Tamaric to emerge.

When Tamaric finally emerged he stepped over by the servo drone slot in the bulkhead and set his towel in the floor and then stepped up to Korica who stood up and walked toward him with a big smile on her face. Korica put her arms around Tamaric and the two embraced in a long hug.

"I had a really good time today Tamaric. Thank you so much for helping me to get my mind off everything."

"I had a really goodtime too Korica. I haven't run that much in I don't know how long."

Korica pulled back slightly and gave him a prolonged kiss that made both of their stomachs tingle and their heads swim. Korica then pulled out of his arms and went into the bathroom and got undressed and changed into her night gear shirt and then she brushed her teeth and washed her mouth out and then she stepped back into the main compartment and placed her clothes on the nightstand on her side of the bed. Korica then retrieved her data pad as she walked over to the com panel and paged the command quarters.

In Laurel and Jake's quarters the com panel lit up and a gentle buzz was heard. Laurel and Jake had taken to Laurel lying on the covers curled up to Jake's side with her head on his chest as he watched an old Earth football game. She was feeling particularly close to him and very much in love with him after their intimate encounter. It was always a bonding experience and this encounter was particularly intense for her.

Jake kissed the top of Laurel's head and then slid out from under her and made his way over to the com panel and he could see the indicator flashing in the panel said, 'Korica/Tamaric calling'. Jake touched the flashing indicator and it turned from pulsing yellow to steady green.

"This is Jake."

"Hi dad. Would mind coming to read to us?"

"I would love too. I'll be right there Korica."

"Kay. Thank you."

Jake then stepped back over to the bed and put his knee on the bed and leaned in and gave Laurel a long kiss and then stood up straight.

"I'll be back in bit Laurel."

"I love you Jake. Thank you for taking the time to do this for Korica and Tamaric."

"No problem. I want her to feel there is some semblance of a routine in her life besides work and study¦besides I love being close to her."

Jake then stepped into his shoes and made his way down to Korica's quarters. He touched the hale button in the com panel next to Korica and Tamaric's quarters and a few moments later the door opened. Jake stepped in and saw Korica just climbing into bed and scooting over next to Tamaric. Jake stepped up to the bed and Korica handed him the data pad and then the two got comfortably snuggled up to one another and Jake slipped his shoes off and then laid down next to the pair on Tamaric's side of the bed. Jake turned the data pad on and cued up Korica's story 'a flower in the wind' and he began reading from chapter six. Jake only got fifteen pages in when he glanced over and noticed that Korica and Tamaric were both sound asleep. Jake turned off the data pad and leaned over and kissed Korica on the side of the head as she lay on Tamaric's chest and then he kissed the side of Tamaric's head and then he got up and put the data pad on the night stand and then he stepped into his shoes. Jake then walked over to Korica's side of the bed and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then he departed for his quarters.

When Jake arrived at his quarters he stepped in and got undressed and then climbed into bed and scooted over next to Laurel and she rolled over and slid the light controls down to sleep levels and then she curled up to Jake. The two engaged in a long kiss and then squirmed down into their pillows and drifted off to sleep.

Mark had made his way to the bridge after getting cleaned up and dressed and he stayed there until he was sure everyone was asleep and then he made his way to the firing range and engaged in three hours of intense moving target practice with a PR-40 rapid fire rifle to hone his aim and technique as he was still convinced for some reason that they were going to be asked to go planet side once they reached Tiomot. Once Mark's shoulder started to get a little sore he stowed his weapon and power cells and turned the gravity curtain off and began to make his way back toward the bridge. Halfway there he saw Korica coming out of her quarters in her long T-shirt while rubbing her eyes.

Korica walked to the mess hall looking down as she walked and then a few moments later Mark reached the doorway and entered and found her retrieving a glass of water and downing almost all of it before refilling it and turning around and flinching slightly when she noticed Mark only a few feet away walking toward her.

"Evening little one. Late night snack?"

"Yah. My tummy is rumbling and the constant rumbling and vibration every couple seconds is making it hard to sleep."

Mark stepped up to her and put his hand on her shoulder and kissed the top of her head and then he retrieved a cup of tea for himself. He and Korica then moved over to their usual table and sat down together. Korica then called out for a menu and few seconds later a servo drone showed up and handed Korica a menu. Korica ordered a substantial snack and then handed the menu back to the servo drone and took a long drink from her glass of water. When she was done she set her glass down and looked at Mark.

"You know what time it is?"

"A little before twelve I think."

"I can't wait till we drop out of hyperspace so I can get some rest."

"Honey, we're only going to be in normal space or whatever until the cool down is completed. It's only going to be like an hour or so until we are pushing the ship just like this for another eleven hours."

"I know but in that hour I will get some deep sleep."

"Is the shuddering bothering Tamaric?"

"I uh¦he mentioned that it was a little freaky earlier today but when you're in the gardening ring you can't feel or hear it. I would assume all of the soil acts to dampen the vibration but he still fell asleep just fine and he is sound a sleep right now if that's what you mean."

Korica looked dead ahead for a few moments and squinted slightly then smiled a little.

"In fact he's dreaming right now."

"You can hear what he's thinking?"

"In a manner of speaking. I can't hear his thoughts but I can feel what he is feeling and I know for a fact that he is sound asleep yet he is feeling exhilaration and¦something is funny to him."

"Does that happen when you're trying to sleep next to him?"

"What, hearing what he's feeling?"

"Yah."

"No. I have listen in closely or deliberately tune in to his feelings."

Korica's food showed up at that point and she set in to eating while Mark just sat and enjoyed feeling her purring brought on by his very presence. After Korica was done eating she finished off her glass of water and then got up to go to her quarters and Mark got up with her and walked with her toward her quarters and he separated from her and made his way to his own quarters and retrieved a data pad and then made his way back to the mess hall. He decided to read for a while as he drank his tea. He sat reading until 01:25 when the AI called him to the bridge announcing that the ship would be slowing down to drop into normal space in five minutes. Mark acknowledged the page and turned his data pad off and made his way to the bridge. He sat down at the sensor station and logged on and waited while watching the bizarre smear of colors appearing around the shields as seen on the giant view screen at the front of the bridge.

Five minutes later the ship slowed and it could be felt ever so slightly and the view changed to the usual twisting vortex of white and blue shaded light as the ship slowed to an indicated speed of 4.5 times the speed of light and then in a blinding flash the Future dropped into normal space and slowed to sub light speeds. There was an immediate radiation alarm and Mark got up quickly and stepped over to the auxiliary controls and silenced the alarm. The blinding bright white and blue star dead ahead made Mark wince until the view screen dimmed to compensate and then he stood up straight slowly and looked on in wonder at the gigantic star with bright white prominences licking up from it's surface and loops of white hot plasma reaching hundreds of thousands of miles out into space only to snap blasting trillions of tons of charged particles out into space.

Mark shook off his wonder and looked back at the auxiliary controls and everything was in the green once again so he quickly moved over to the sensor station and sat down and started looking at the shield strength and a graph of the shield variance over the last five minutes and he could see a momentary dip in the field density which allowed a blast of radiation to penetrate the hull momentarily.

"Computer?"

"Yes Mark. How may I be of assistance?"

"Was that radiation surge strong enough to be dangerous?"

"For a prolonged period yes, without a doubt anyone not in a stasis chamber would have been sickened at the very least but as quickly as I increased the shield density there was no significant danger posed. You received the equivalent radiation of five or six medical x-rays as they used to be performed on Earth before sub ionic scanner technology was invented."

"What the hell happened?"

"As the negative matter was siphoned off to reduce power there was a momentary control lock caused by the intense magnetic fields that we dropped into."

"So you're saying all of the negative matter could have been siphoned off leaving us with no shields."

"Yes all of the negative matter could have been siphoned off, no we would not have been left without shields. I assure you the antimatter reactors produce more than enough energy to maintain the shields at a sufficient density to protect the crew and passengers for a significant period of time. That is exactly what transpired until the control lock cleared up. Power was instantly switched over to the antimatter reactors exactly as it was designed to do in this very type of incident. I assure you that you were in no real danger."

"If the magnetic fields are that intense should we not be moving out of this system?"

"We are. It is not safe to use the gravity well for travel with the magnetic fields in this system in such a state of flux. Once we get a few hundred million miles away from the star I will initiate faster than light travel but not until I am sure the star will not interact with my efforts to do so. If you take note of our current speed you will see that we are traveling at eighty percent the speed of light. I am trying to rapid cool the negative matter reactor and neutron accelerator without causing any damage at the same time. I estimate within twenty minutes we will be far enough away from the star to safely accelerate to faster than light speeds and approximately fourty minutes after that we should be able to resume traveling in hyperspace."

"I see. Sounds like you're on top of it."

"Quite so. I need you here in case anything goes wrong or in case we run into unexpected company but I am performing all of the navigation, propulsion and auxiliary processes without issue at this time. I am very pleased to have you on the bridge Mark. I enjoy the input from my crew."

"You enjoy our input¦you mean you like talking to us?"

"Yes. I was designed to interact with my crew on an intellectual level and I miss the input when it is absent for prolonged periods."

"That almost sounds like an emotional response."

"My Neural processor core is every bit as complex as that of a Human brain. While emotion are a neural chemical process that I am not capable of, I understand them at a level that makes it possible for me to mimic them in order to make my crew and passengers feel more comfortable with my synthetic or artificial nature. I can express an emotion and I understand what its affect should be in a typical person when that emotion is express properly."

"That is so freaky that you understand the Human condition that well."

"I was designed that way to provide companionship, support, encouragement, entertainment and a sense that one is not alone on a such a large vessel with everyone else in stasis for years at a time."

"I guess I never really thought of you as a friend¦but you have provided everything I would expect of a good friend."

"Thank you Mark. I consider you a good friend as well. The way you have looked after my young command crew goes well beyond the call of duty and you have treated them as equals not as annoying children. I cannot begin to tell you how much that means to me and to them."

"Well, just don't go thawing out a six or seven year old to run things and I'll do just fine."

"I assure you Korica is the youngest crewmember I would ever abide by. She is unique in her intellect and physical abilities. As you have seen she outclasses Tamaric by a significant margin in both maturity and intellect yet despite that fact she loves him with all her heart. Most girls her age just do not posses the ability to think like Korica does."

"Yah, that actually kind of worried me when those two flipped out over each other."

"Were you worried that Tamaric would hurt Korica?"

"Not so much that he would hurt her on purpose but he could hurt her just by being a typical curious boy that took things further than they ever should've."

"I do not believe that he would disrespect Korica in that manner."

"I think Korica has put him in his place and he is still a little afraid of her. Not only could she physically put a serious hurtin on him if he got carried away but she has some really¦intimidating mental abilities. She can hear what he is feeling and all though she won't admit it I think she can influence what he is feeling so if she isn't into something she can stop it before it ever happens."

"I have not observed that ability in her before."

"I haven't seen it first hand either, but I saw Tamaric's behavior around her change abruptly after she did her little sharing thing with him. I didn't know what it was at the time, but once she told us what she had done to share her thoughts and feelings with him it just clicked, that's when the two become much more comfortable around each other and I didn't sense as much¦sexual flirting. It became very innocent. Like buddies or something."

"That's very astute of you to pick up on such subtle behavioral changes in the two of them."

"It's part of what I was trained to do. Reading micro expressions and noticing even the slightest behavioral changes can signal when someone is about to do something horrible. I stopped more than one suicide bomber in Namibia and Syria using those techniques in the late sixties. That's also how I knew when Laurel and Jake had become intimate for the first time. Neither is very good at hiding their feelings for each other and their behavior changed dramatically after they¦committed to one another."

"And you sense the opposite from Tamaric and Korica?"

"Yes. I'm sure you heard Korica pop off to Jake in the mess hall. She made it clear that there is no sexual stuff going on between her and Tamaric and there won't be until she says so, and that's not going to happen anytime soon. I could read the truth of it in her face. She was proud if not a little embarrassed that she could claim such a thing. I'm sure what happened to her while she was in captivity has influenced her reluctance to engage in anything physical."

"I would have to agree. The fact that she wants to be close to a boy at all is astounding and goes to show her resilience and level of emotional strength."

"Well, I think her desire to be close to Tamaric is not only a desire for companionship from someone her own age but it helps validate her desire to be seen as a beautiful and desirable person. She needs to feel wanted and loved without being pawed at or groped or whatever. Laurel taught me that and I've seen her suspicions validated in Korica's behavior."

"She is a remarkable and complex young lady."

"Yah, I'll say. I wasn't real crazy about the idea of her being up on the command deck when Laurel first came to me about issuing her a clearance to come and go as she pleased but in the end I sure am glad that the cap fell in love with her. I've just never met anyone quite like her and she has really pulled me out of the funk that I've been in for a very long time."

"Things would have worked out far different if she had not been among the girls you rescued."

"She ended up rescuing me from myself in return."

"I feel she rescued this whole ship and everyone onboard. Without her knowledge of the elder race's signal and her unique ability to reach out to the elder race via Laurel's chair, we would not be where we are today."

"Yah that point has been brought to my attention more than once. I know we owe her big time."

"We have reached a distance of two hundred twelve million miles for the star. I am going to initiate faster than light travel."

"Roger that." Mark said as he spun around and faced the sensor station.

The antimatter reactors came up to full power full power creating an intense gravity well dead ahead and the Future was drawn toward it as the main engines came up to 100% thrust and the Future quickly accelerated to three times the speed of light and then steadily accelerated up to 6.5 times the speed of light leaving the giant blue star behind them shrinking slowly. Once Mark was convinced that everything was safe in the path ahead and the gravity well was stable though fluctuating slightly around its perimeter in a manner that had no affect on their ability to maintain a safe speed he moved over to the navigation station and made a quick check on their planned course. He could see that they were right on course for Tiomot and he knew that the estimate of 103.5 days to reach Tiomot would change significantly once hyperspace could be achieved.

Mark glanced over the systems that they would be passing to get to Tiomot and he saw at least five that were listed as dangerous and hostile to all travelers and one that was recommended to be avoided at all costs. He had no idea exactly what that meant but he assumed if the elder race was avoiding the system like the plague it had to be really bad. It would make for a really bad place to breakdown. Mark finally leaned back in his seat and waited for the cool down to be completed as they streaked through the Riod system heading for deep space.

"Mark, are you confident that you can keep the crew safe if an excursion to Tiomot is called for?" The AI asked seemingly out of nowhere.

"Whoa. That's a little out of the blue."

"It is a major concern of mine. I agree with your assessment of the reason we are being asked to proceed to Tiomot with such haste. The elder race must want something of us requiring a trip to the surface."

"Well¦like I told Laurel, this is a little beyond what I was trained to fight against. I was trained to fight shit heads with guns and bombs and knifes trying to hurt innocent people. This is like going to Earth and trying to survive fourty million years before Humans had evolved. We are going to be a tasty morsel for an awful lot of animals unlike anything I have ever seen before."

"I am sorry but that did not exactly answer the question."

"I uh¦I'll do what I can. If I had my whole unit for protection then I would say no problem, but with just me and some very raw youngsters and crap flying and leaping from all over the place¦it could get kind'a hairy."

"If the danger is going to be overwhelming I will not allow Laurel to make a trip down to the surface."

"You can override her command?"

"Yes. If any captain is engaging in dangerous or unnecessarily risky behavior that could result in his or her death and that of their crew I can take actions to stop that behavior. I can simply close the hangar doors and refuse to open them."

"I don't know that we need to step on her toes like that. If it's a damn good reason like the mission to get home depending on it and if all of us are carrying PR-40's¦I can probably keep us safe. I would just rather not go down there at all. Humans just aren't built for that kind of environment."

"I will not argue that point. I will allow the mission to go forward then if the request should be made to go to the surface."

"I guess I should get everyone a little time at the firing range to feel the kick of the PR-40."

"That would be wise."

"This whole mission is just so far beyond what I ever expected."

"You've done an amazing job of adapting to the unusual circumstances so far Mark. I am very glad you are so well trained and open minded."

"Thank you. I don't know how open minded I was when you first revived me but I've come around. You chose some amazing¦youth to run the show. I just never knew that someone so young could be capable of such greatness."

"Truth be told I was not aware of their potential either. I just needed someone with exceptional intellect and small body size to climb into the crawl spaces to repair some major damage that had been neglected for a very long time."

"I just hope I can convince Alexan to see the potential in your choice for the temporary command crew. He needs these guys but he has an old school mentality. He's especially going to shit when he gets a load of Korica. An alien super genius that can hear others thoughts and feelings."

"Let's not forget about her ability to heal others with the power of the mind."

"How could I forget? I'm alive because of that ability. We got to get her through her PT qualifications soon. I want her fully qualified before we stuff her in the freezer for the trip to the Milky Way. That way Alexan will have no choice but to recognize her as a junior officer."

"I could start recommending that to be a priority for her if you would like?"

"That might be helpful. I know she wants to get Tamaric started on his schoolwork but she has to keep her eye on her own goals at the same time. We've just let them play for the last couple of days, but I think it might be time to get her focused on continuing her own ambitions that she had before Tamaric came along."

"I will talk to her about it tomorrow night if not sooner since we will have all night together."

"That'll work. Thank you."

"My pleasure. I want to see her succeed and grow just as much as you do Mark."

"Is that your way of saying you love her as much as I do?"

"I am not capable of that complex emotion. She is very unique and extremely important to me though. She has been taken from a nightmare situation into one of love and consideration and I feel responsible for her, much as I do for all six thousand five hundred and one of my crew and passengers. I am just particularly fond of her for some reason."

"Unbelievable¦even an AI has fallen in love with her." Mark said laughing.

"I hate to change the subject but I have achieved the minimum safe temperature for the negative matter core and neutron accelerator."

"What? How? I thought it was going to take fourty minutes or so from the time we jumped to faster than light?"

"The rapid cooling process has been far more affective than I thought it would be."

"And you're sure nothing was damaged or weakened by the rapid cooling or by pushing everything so hard to get here so quickly?"

"I am sure. I would like to run a full diagnostic when we reach Tiomot but for now everything checks out."

"Alright then, take us out please."

The main engines throttled down and then the antimatter reactors powered up to 100% and then the negative matter core began ramping up dumping ever more intense impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well and the stars dead ahead blinked out and the space twisted and distorted then collapsed into a funnel shape and the edges smoothed out and began to fluoresce a beautiful blue and green color. The main engines then throttled up and the Future shot into the tunnel of light and accelerated rapidly. Mark looked around nervously as the ship kept accelerating and the rhythmic vibration set in just as before. Eventually a tone was heard signifying optimal flight characteristics had been achieved and locked in. After a few minutes Mark got used to the vibration and slight growling echoing through the ship and he looked at the travel estimates. The indication was 878.01 light years to Tiomot with an estimated travel time of 11 hours netting and average speed of 79.91 light years per hour.

"Good god!" Mark exclaimed as the ship stopped accelerating at 8.24 times the speed of light. "Our first faster than light ship was a three man craft capable of one point two times the speed of light and this trip would have taken seven hundred and thirty some odd years."

"Yes I know. The Galileo. It was meant to test the affects of faster than light travel on its occupants with some interesting results."

"Yah, the poor bastards aged twelve years over a ninety minute trip. They didn't have the gravity dynamics set properly when they jumped past the speed of light. Everyone knows the tale. That very drive system led to the gravity drive on the Future."

"We do not exactly use a gravity drive. We use an electromagneticly contained fusion reaction thrust propulsion system with a manipulated gravity assist as our primary drive. You are correct in that the Galileo was the first publicly acknowledged test bed for our antimatter reactor technology though."

"Are you absolutely sure you can handle the stress of traveling this fast? It feels like you're really shakin the rafters."

"I am sure. The Future is old but she is incredibly robust. However I would definitely not recommend that we try and do this on a regular basis. If something should go wrong with the negative matter core I estimate a total negative matter dump would take point three five seconds."

"A third of a second concerns you?"

"That's long enough for a reactive event to almost completely destroy the interior of the negative matter core."

"What's the likelihood of that actually happening?"

"Very unlikely. I should not be worrying you with remote possibilities of a catastrophic nature."

"I'm not particularly worried if you tell me we're going to be fine. I don't pretend to understand how most of this advanced gizmotry works. I only understand what I've gleaned in conversations between you and the cap and xo, most of which was way over my head, and what was imparted to me through neural suggestion. I just know enough to turn stuff on and off and what not to do with all this freaky technology. That's just enough to be dangerous and not enough to know just how catastrophically this technology can fail."

"We are going to be fine Mark. You may go about your morning as you wish." The AI said realizing Mark was becoming agitated at how much he didn't understand about the advanced technology that was all over the Future.

Mark turned and logged off and all of the displays went dark and the large view screen at the front of the bridge blinked out. Mark then went back to the mess hall and retrieved his data pad and a cup of tea and he then went across the corridor to the common area and sat down and read for the rest of the morning.

At 04:47 Korica woke up and pulled herself gently out of Tamaric's arms as he had been snuggled up to her backside with his arms wrapped around her. Korica sat up on the edge of the bed and collected her thoughts for a few moments and then she leaned forward and slid the lights up slightly. She turned back and looked at Tamaric and he was looking right at her with a grin on his face.

"Mornin Korica. You're so pretty all the time, how do you do that?"

"Morning Tamaric. Thank you but I must look awful with my hair all messed up." Korica said as she stoked her hands over her hair a few times.

"Ah, you're still pretty."

"You're so sweet Tamaric. You know how to make a girl feel good."

"Just callin it like I see it."

"You gunna get up with me?"

"I'm so tired darlin. Can I sleep a little more?"

"Sure. It's still real early."

"Oh man, I just remembered that you got duty today huh?"

"That's right, you're going to have to sleep alone tonight."

"Kay. I won't¦I won't make it hard for you. I know you got a serious responsibility and this is just part of it."

Korica laid on her back and turned her head to the right so she was looking over at Tamaric.

"Thank you Tamaric. Personal sacrifice goes along with being an officer in the corps."

"I know. I love you Korica and I'm gunna do whatever it takes to support you and make things as easy as possible and that includes being mature about losing you for a night."

Korica smiled at him then slid her head forward and gave him a lip lock kiss that made him chuckle afterwards at the tingling in his stomach. Korica then sat up and collected her clothes off the nightstand and made her way to the bathroom to get dressed and cleaned up. When Korica emerged feeling awake and fresh she stepped over to her side of the bed and stepped into her shoes and she looked over at Tamaric who had already fallen back asleep and she sighed. He was just so cute and he truly made her feel good inside. She slid the light controls back down to sleep levels and then turned and headed for the exit.

Korica exited her quarters and made her way to the mess hall where she found Mark sitting reading from a data pad and he perked up as soon as she stepped into the room. Mark stood up and when Korica stepped up to him he gave her a warm hug and kissed the top of her head.

"Morning Korica. Did you sleep ok after your snack last night?"

"Morning Mark. Yah, I slept pretty good once the vibration and rumbling stopped for a while."

Korica walked over to the dispensers and got herself a cup of tea and then she walked over and sat down next to Mark.

"You know, the AI and I were talking about you early this morning?"

"Uh oh. Did I do something wrong?" Korica asked with a concerned look on her face.

"No, absolutely not. Believe it or not the AI actually has a great deal of admiration for you just like I do. We were both commenting on what an extraordinary young lady you are and how pleased we both are with your progress."

"I sense you want more from me though?"

"I would like to see you working toward taking your PT qualifications."

"I'm ready¦sort of. I'm a little intimidated by the whole thing but I think I am ready physically."

"I know you have three times the strength and endurance of someone your age and of your gender but the test isn't a cake walk. I can't go easy on you because you're a girl and I happen to love you. You have to qualify the same as any adult would."

"I didn't think there was to much of a rush since I have to serve six months time in rank before I can be promoted to an ensign."

"That's true, but I want you fully qualified before we arrive in the Milky Way so that no one can screw with you."

"You're talking about captain Alexan huh?"

"Among others yes. He is the most important."

"What others?"

"The rest of the command crew. We have never had a junior ensign as young as you honey. I'm not completely sure how the rest of the crew is going to react to you."

"They're not gunna be mean are they?"

"Not particularly mean, but they might be a little hard on you. You're going to have to prove yourself to them like you have with the rest of us. That's why I want to administer the PT exam myself. I can be fair and impartial."

"Would they screw with me cause I'm a girl or cause I'm an alien in their eyes?"

"I don't think the fact that you're a girl is going to be the biggest issue. I think your place of birth and age are going to be the hardest for them to accept."

"Oh. I thought Humans were tolerant of others that are different."

"Well they are within our own species. This is kind of unique for us. We've never had a non-terrestrial officer candidate before."

"Maybe my being an officer was bad idea."

"No, don't you go doubting yourself or your dreams. We're going to be among aliens from now on. You 're just the first of probably many alien species who will want to join us. We have to get used to the idea and become comfortable with it. Being the pioneer can just be a challenge. You've proven yourself to be more than capable and deserving of your rank and title. The others will just have to get to know you and see that fact for themselves¦you might want to keep all of your abilities under your hat for the first while though."

"But Human's have the same abilities. Laurel and Jake are the living proof of that."

"They definitely prove that we have evolved to the next level but not everyone is aware of that and it might be a little intimidating or even scary for some to accept."

"Ok. I'll keep it to myself. Does that mean I shouldn't tell captain Alexan either?"

"No. He is the exception. He is going to see the detailed brief of everything that has happened since Laurel was brought out of stasis so he and his xo need to know."

"Who is his xo?"

"Lieutenant commander Melissa Hiller."

"A woman? Cool."

"I don't know her real well but she is a tough woman from what I hear. Her whole family line is military. She is the first to serve in the civilian corps though. Her father is¦was a brigadier general in the air force."

"So¦what all is involved in the PT qualifications?"

"There is running, I will expect you to run ten miles with an eight minute mile average based on your age, weight and physical build. There is an obstacle course that you must navigate in a specified time period. Then there are sit-ups, push-ups, pull-ups, jumping jacks and finally weight lifting quals. There is supposed to be a swimming qualification but since there is no swimming pool on the Future I will overlook the fact that you don't know how to swim."

"Geeze. It does sound tough. It all has to be done at once?"

"No. The run and obstacle qualifications are administered on one day and the rest on the following day."

"I still think I can handle it all except maybe the run. An eight minute mile is an awfully fast pace. Is the run going to be on a tread mill or in the gardening ring?"

"Your choice. The gardening ring offers much better scenery but the choice is yours where you do it."

"I think I would rather do it in the gardening ring."

"Well just think about it honey. You've got a little time still."

"Kay."

"Are you hungry?"

"I'm starving."

"Well go ahead and get something to eat ok. I want you to keep yourself well fed."

"Ok, thank you Mark."

"For what honey?"

"For taking such good care of me. You always got my back and you're always thinking of what's best for me."

"You're welcome Korica. I'll always have your back no matter what."

Korica called out for a menu and a few seconds later a servo drone showed up and handed Korica a menu. She then ordered a light snack to fill her stomach and stop the growling in her tummy and then her and Mark sat and talked until her food showed up. She then ate her food and the two sat and talked some more enjoying each other's company while waiting for six o'clock to roll around.

At 06:00 the lights came up in Laurel and Jake's quarters and both stirred awake to find themselves facing each other making both smile at the sight before their eyes. Both loved the color of the other's eyes and couldn't get enough of staring into the other's eyes.

"Morning beautiful." Jake said grinning.

"Morning handsome." Laurel said and then kissed Jake.

"Are we ready for the day ahead of us?" Jake said.

"With you at my side I feel I'm ready for anything."

"You're such a sweetheart Laurel. No wonder I love you so much."

"Awe. Thank you Jake. I love you too."

"I was referring to our inevitable attempt to contact the elder race."

Laurel pulled her arms from around Jake and rolled onto her back and rubbed her hand over her eyes a few times.

"I really hate what the chair does to Korica."

"So does Tamaric. I think it scares him a little to see Korica worked so hard but it gets just a little easier for all of us each time we use the thing."

"Well I'm really curious why we are streaking toward Tiomot anyways. What could be there that's so important?"

"I don't know. Maybe there is something we need to give to the tel pok maron."

"I don't know. As powerful as they are I would think physical objects would be meaningless to them. I mean they don't even have a physical body as we understand it. Why would they need a trinket or whatever?"

"I guess we'll just have to contact the elder race to get the answer."

"I plan on asking for some more information on Korica's species as well. I need a cross section of her species genetic code to further my Huraxan research."

"What could they possibly give you using our chair? You're sharing consciousness but information can't be past along like it can with the chair of knowledge."

"I know. I'm hoping whoever answers the phone has been enlightened since the Draximan people started being enlightened. Some of them have to have been scientists with knowledge of the genetic coding for the Draximan genome."

"I'm not sure I understand what that means."

"It's not important. I mean it is to me but you don't need to worry about it."

Laurel touched Jake's hand and smiled at him and then the two slid out of bed. Jake picked up his clothes that he had worn the night before to go read to Korica and Tamaric from the nightstand on his side of the bed and made his way into the bathroom to get cleaned up and dressed. When he emerged Laurel stepped past him and went into the bathroom to brush her hair and teeth. When Laurel emerged looking as beautiful as ever the two engaged in a long good morning kiss and then held each other for a few minutes and then exited their quarters to head for the mess hall. At the same instant Tamaric stepped out of his quarters and saw the two way down the corridor and he waved at them as he made his way toward the mess hall. The three met at the doorway and Laurel let go of Jake's hand and gave Tamaric a squeeze around the shoulders. The three then stepped into the mess hall right into Korica's waiting arms. She first hugged Tamaric tightly and gave him a peck and then she hugged Jake and then Laurel. The four then walked over to their usual table and sat down after Mark moved to the head of the table.

Almost as soon as everyone sat down a servo drone showed up with menus and everyone ordered their breakfast. Laurel then got up and went to the dispensers and retrieved a cup of tea for herself and pineapple juice for Jake as she sensed he had a craving for it this morning. She then returned to the table and sat down and scooted over so she could lean on Jake slightly.

"Hay, after our showers this morning I want all of you to meet me in the firing range." Mark said.

"You feel we all need more practice?" Jake asked.

"You can never practice to much but that's not my concern. Despite assurances I'm convinced we are going down to the surface once we get to Tiomot. I want all of you to get a feel for the PR-40 auto fire rifle. It kicks like a mule but it's actually very lightweight for a rifle of its power. I want you all familiar with how it feels to fire one both in single shot and full auto mode. It's what we're all going to be armed with as well as PP-20's."

"Mark, do the designators for these weapons mean anything?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes. PP-20 means plasma pistol twenty mega joule output and PR-40 means plasma rifle fourty mega joule output."

"Oh ok. I was just curious."

"You said you've handled rifles before Tamaric?" Mark asked looking right at Tamaric.

"Yes sir. I've fired a thirty ot six a twelve gauge pump a twenty gauge single shot and a thirty-thirty Winchester."

"Nice. The PR-40 has the kick of a thirty ot six with a thousand times the destructive force when it is set on maximum. I want you guys to practice with the weapons set on level three. Fire it a few times on it's highest setting just to feel it but it will make your shoulder sore real quick if you leave it there. I want you all to practice on fixed and moving targets. I need you to have a good aim but we are not likely going to be facing fixed targets on Tiomot. I would imagine crap will be flying and leaping and in packs of four or more."

"How many shots can we get out of the PR-40's?" Tamaric asked.

"On its highest setting two hundred twenty or so. On level three where I want us using the weapon you will get three hundred fifty or so and on its lowest stetting you'll get around five hundred shots per power cell."

"Mark, I still don't plan on going down to the surface." Laurel reiterated.

"Well just in case I want you all to be comfortable handling the PR-40. I know that everyone but Tamaric is at least familiar with the components of the PR-40 so I want you guys to show him the critical components."

"I'll take care of that Mark." Korica said.

"Good girl. I knew I could count on you."

Two servo drones appeared at that moment with four plates of food that were slid up onto the table and then another appeared a moment later with the fifth plate of food. Everyone set in to eating their breakfast with light discussion about nothing in particular. When the meal was consumed and everyone had finished his or her drinks everyone got up and made their way over to the gym to perform their morning workout. Once the workouts were completed the girls went and took their showers and when Jake got the sense that the girls were heading for Laurel's quarters the guys went and took their showers.

Once everyone was dressed they all met up in the common area and then departed for the firing range as a group. When they arrived in the firing range mark entered his security code and unlocked the weapons locker and began handing out PR-40's and power cells. Mark then moved all the partitions to the side and turned on the gravity curtain and showed everyone how to reload the power cells and showed them how much the weapon kicked on high even for him. He then brought Korica to the standing line and brought up a fresh fixed holographic target and he switched the weapon to its lowest setting and then he showed her how to stand and how to burry the weapon into her shoulder firmly and then he let her squeeze off several rounds and then he turned the weapon up to level three and switched it to full auto and let her drain a power cell, which only took a few minutes. Once Korica squeezed off a few dozen rounds by squeezing the trigger twice she got a feel for how to balance herself and the weapon. She then squeezed the trigger only twice draining the power cell and managing to keep all of her shots in the kill circle even if they were a little spread out.

Mark stepped up to her when she lowered the weapon and he patted her shoulder with a big smile on his face.

"If anything steps in front of you and stops for any length of time, it's gunna be dead meat."

"Thanks Mark. That was fun."

"Let's see if your other half can match your aim and then we'll let the cap and xo give it a try and then we'll try a moving target."

"Kay."

Korica pulled her power cell and stepped back and let Tamaric take the floor. Tamaric slid his power cell under the barrel and snapped it into place as the power cell was what one gripped from underneath the barrel and then he assumed a perfect stance and snugged the weapon against his shoulder and with his thumb he flipped the weapon onto its highest setting and took aim and squeezed off five shots with a perfect bulls eye for every shot. He then flipped the weapon to level three and put it in the full auto position and squeezed the weapon in short bursts expending only a few dozen shots each time allowing himself to regain balance between bursts impressing Mark greatly. Tamaric kept firing until he expended the power cell and he lowered his weapon and looked at Mark's expression and didn't have to ask how was that.

"Damn son, if you got that kind of control and dead aim on a moving target I'm might want you on point. I want you to teach that technique to Korica ok?" Mark said grinning.

"Yes sir. I forgot that we rented AR-15's at the range when we wanted to waste bullets and have some fun with antique weapons."

"Uh huh¦forgot huh?" Mark said smiling big.

Tamaric removed his spent power cell and stepped back and let Jake take the floor next. Mark knew that Jake had the freaky eye to hand coordination thing so his shooting ability would be impressive. Jake snapped his power cell onto the weapon and pulled the rifle up against his shoulder and then looked at Mark and told him to go ahead and give him a moving target. Mark switched the holographic target to a six-inch diameter moving target and set it in motion. Jake knelt down on one knee and raised his weapon and set the power setting to maximum and full auto and began squeezing rounds off in controlled bursts of seven shots every time and he was hitting with perfect kill accuracy. Every single shot was a bulls eye. Jake then switched the weapon to level three and stood up and began moving back and forth himself while still hitting the target dead on. His spread was only millimeters wide with every burst of seven shots. Jake continued moving around and burping out shots until he drained the power cell. He raised his weapon and slid the expended power cell off the barrel and then he turned and looked at Mark with a big grin.

"You freakin show off! You've messed with a PR-40 before haven't you?"

"I swear I've never touched one before. I didn't know I could do that."

"Uh huh¦you're up cap. Let's see if you can top Jake."

Jake stepped back and Laurel took the floor. She slid her power cell onto the weapon and assumed the same exact one knee stance and began burping out the same controlled seven shot burps of plasma energy. After several bursts in full auto on the highest setting she stood up and turned the weapon down to level three and began moving side to side and back and fourth as the target zigzagged and darted around at the same time and she was able to achieve the same dead accurate bulls eye shots just like Jake had. Laurel continued until she expended the power cell and then she raised her weapon and slid the power cell off the barrel and set the butt of the rifle on the floor and rubbed her shoulder for a moment and then turned to see the amazed grin on Mark's face.

"You guys just aint right! Let me guess, you didn't know you had it in you?"

"I swear I don't know where that came from Mark. You know me, I've never touched a rifle before. I just¦felt it flow through me. I knew how and where to point the gun and how to control the trigger so I didn't kill the power cell all at once."

"You two got some seriously freaky instincts. You gunna be ok killing animals if it comes down to it?"

"No! But if they plan on eating me or my¦family I plan on putting a stop to it. I know the lowest setting won't kill anything."

"Yah but¦you know what? That's fine cap. You stun 'em you stop 'em. Just remember that there are some really big animals on Tiomot. Stun isn't going to work on all of them."

"That's what I got you guys for. I'm not killing something just cause it's hungry and I look tasty."

Mark chuckled and put his hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"Fair enough. I know you got a love for all living things. You're not going to restrict the rest of us to a stun setting are you?"

"No, I don't think that would be wise."

"Ok, good. I want you all to spend a couple of hours in here practicing. Tamaric, work closely with Korica to teach her the controlled burst technique ok?"

"Yes sir. It would be my pleasure. What about you Mark?"

"Me? I'm going to get some rest. Korica has watch until morning."

"No I mean here. I want to see how you do." Tamaric said with a smile.

"Ooh. Ok."

Korica handed her weapon to Mark and then she went and fetched him a fresh power cell. Mark reduced the target to a three-inch diameter moving target and he set it in motion and then he told everyone to stand back. He snapped the power cell in place and then he shouldered his weapon and then he dove into the floor and rolled up to one knee and began burping out rounds. He stood up after a couple of controlled bursts and began moving back and forth just like Laurel and Jake had. His kill shot rate was almost perfect even with a target so small it was hard to see with the naked eye as it zipped around just in front of the curtain wall. Mark continued with the weapon set on high the whole time until he expended the power cell. He pointed the weapon up in the air and pulled the dead power cell and handed the weapon back to a stunned Korica with a grin.

"Do I measure up Tamaric?" Mark asked jokingly as he put his hand on Tamaric's shoulder.

"I'll say! That was down right impressive."

"Thanks son. You guys have some fun and get in a lot of practice ok? I'm going to hit the rack for a couple hours."

"Ok, thank you Mark." Korica said.

"We will Mark." Laurel said.

"Sleep well, thanks Mark." Jake said

Mark raised his hand and smiled as he climbed the slight incline heading towards the exit that he then stepped through and disappeared. Jake looked at Laurel and grinned.

"Did you see that? He had that thing on high the whole time and he never once missed."

"Scary impressive huh?"

"Yah, I sure as heck wouldn't want to be on the business end of a rifle in his hands. You got no chance of comin out of it alive."

Korica stepped up to the hologram controls and increased the target size to six inches in diameter and then everyone retrieved a fresh power cell. Tamaric took the floor first with Korica to show her how to use controlled burst and how to quickly regain her aim and balance after each burst. He then set the target to a fixed location and let Korica expend two power cells before he put the target in motion and let her practice aiming and firing at a moving target. While Korica rested her shoulder Tamaric expended a couple of power cells against a moving target and then Laurel and Jake took turns shooting at a moving target just for the fun of it since both discovered that they had an innate dead aim that was scary accurate without even trying.

Everyone practiced until 10:30 when Korica's stomach started growling. She hated how often she had to eat anymore to keep her stomach from making noises but she figured there was nothing she could do about it. It was just the way she was built. Laurel noticed Korica trying to cover her stomach so no one would hear her tummy rumbling to no avail.

"Korica why don't you go get something to eat honey. You're obviously hungry, you should eat." Laurel said softly.

"I'm sorry. Why am I eating so much anymore? I have to eat every three or four hours or my stomach growls."

"Don't be sorry Korica. You're a growing girl and you have twice the metabolism that we do. You just need more fuel than we do. Please go get something to eat."

"Ok. You gunna come with me Tamaric?"

"You bet." Tamaric said with a smile.

Korica and Tamaric stowed their weapons in the weapons locker and placed their spent power cells in the charger slots and locked them in and then departed for the mess hall. Korica got a high calorie snack while Tamaric had a glass of water and then the two headed back to the firing range and resumed their practice. The four practiced until it got close to lunchtime and then everyone stowed their weapons and placed their power cells in the charger slots and locked them in place and then closed and locked the weapons locker and then all four headed down to the mess hall.

When the four arrived at the mess hall they could see that the lights were on and Korica sensed Mark when they got to within fifty feet of the entrance putting a smile on her face. Tamaric noticed her smiling as they walked along and he leaned his head forward and asked her what she was smiling at. She told him that Mark was awake and in the mess hall enjoying a cup of tea while reading a book on his data pad. Tamaric pulled his head back in surprise that she was that sensitive to Mark's presence.

The four rounded the corner into the mess hall and there was Mark sitting at their usual table reading from his data pad just as Korica had said he was. All four stepped up to the table and Mark moved to the head of the table and Korica kissed his cheek after he sat down and then she sat down next to Tamaric and scooted over right next to him so she was up against his side and she put her hand on his thigh. Tamaric made a conscious effort not to react in the slightest.

"So¦how'd it go?" Mark asked looking at Korica.

"I had a lot of fun. Turns out I like shooting a rifle and I'm pretty good at it now that Tamaric showed me how to do it right. I'm nowhere near as good as Laurel or Jake but I'm almost as good as Tamaric now. He's a good teacher and he's patient with me."

"Don't be so modest Korica. I showed you how to stand and how to squeeze the trigger instead of pulling it and you did the rest by instinct¦I did like holding you tightly from behind to show you how stand fast against the kick though."

Korica blushed and nudged him gently in the stomach with her elbow while grinning.

"Ok, so do all of you feel comfortable with the PR-40's?"

All four looked at one another and nodded yes to Mark.

"Good. I feel much better about our chances if we have to go planet side¦especially after seeing these two show offs in action." Mark said pointing at Laurel and Jake with a swinging finger and a grin.

A servo drone then sowed up with menus and everyone ordered lunch and then enjoyed their lunch together. After the meal was consumed Tamaric wanted to go back to the firing range but Korica insisted that he needed to get started on his schoolwork. He was disappointed but he knew she was right. He had promised to be diligent and begin today so he followed Korica to the bridge and Korica sat him down at science station four and got him started on his lessons with an ear piece so he wouldn't be disturbed by any conversations on the bridge while he was studying.

Korica then walked over to science station one and sat down and began her own studies that she knew she had been neglecting for sometime and needed to get serious about. Laurel and Jake made their way down to deck fourteen so Laurel could check on the results of her last sequencing on Korica. Everyone worked on his or her research and schoolwork and ensign studies until 13:22 when a gentle tone sounded signifying the fact that the Future was about to drop into normal space in the Tiomot system.

Korica got up quickly and moved over to the navigation station and waited until the Future's engines throttled down from 100% to 1 % and there was an intense feeling of deceleration that was washed away a split second later and the negative matter core began ramping down by dumping the negative matter back into the realm it was being drawn from and there was a blinding flash of light on the giant view screen at the front of the bridge as the Future dropped into normal space. A medium sized yellow star looking exactly like Earth's star appeared and the Future initiated a long burn and made a gentle turn and entered a perfect orbital path around the star at a distance of twenty million miles from the surface of the star.

Korica moved over to the sensor station and first checked the shield strength and stability and when she saw the shield was at 100% density and perfectly stable she initiated a deep scan and found no vessels and no signs of any technology in the system or on any planet or moon. Korica moved back over to the navigation station and she plotted a course directly to Tiomot. It was only eighty million miles to Tiomot from the Future's current orbital distance from the sun so it would only take about four minutes for the Future to reach Tiomot without much effort and another four minutes to establish a standard orbital distance of one thousand miles from the surface of Tiomot.

"Computer?" Korica called out.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please call Laurel for me?"

"Right away. Please stand by."

Laurel was down on deck 14 in the biogenetics lab sitting at a computer terminal working on her sequencing of Korica's genetic coding with Jake sitting next to her on a stool watching though he really didn't completely understand what it was Laurel was trying to do despite her best attempts at explaining it to him.

"Laurel, Korica would like to talk to you from the bridge." The AI called out into the room.

"Go ahead and put her through please."

"Korica, Laurel is on the communication system. Go ahead and speak to her."

"Laurel we've arrived in the Tiomot system. Do you want me to take us to Tiomot?"

"We felt it. We're in orbit around the star?"

"Yes."

"Ok go ahead and take us to Tiomot and establish a standard orbital path. I'll stop what I'm doing and come up there and then we'll all go down to the chair together."

"Eye captain. Bridge out." Korica said brightly.

The AI then closed the channel.

"Would you like me to take us to Tiomot and put us in orbit?" The AI asked Korica.

"Yes, please do so." Korica said.

"Understood."

The main engines throttled up and the antimatter reactors were brought up to almost full power and the Future initiated a hard turn and then zipped off at five times the speed of light heading straight for Tiomot. It only took a few minutes for the Future to arrive at Tiomot and begin slowing. The bow thrusters fired in a series of short bursts putting the Future into and ideal orbital position one thousand miles from the surface at a speed of twenty thousand miles an hour.

Korica began scanning the surface and all she could see were thick jungles full of trees and bushes and creatures of all sizes moving around on the forest floors and through the air. She was a little surprised at just how much of the indigenous life had the capability of flight. She looked for signs of civilization but there were none other than some crumbling ruins that were almost completely covered by the thick jungle growth. Most disturbing to her was a distinct signature of the wreckage of several different craft that looked like they had been on the forest floor for a very long time and one was hung up in the canopy of some trees almost two hundred feet in the air. The craft was up side down with its belly up toward the sky and something had torn the hull open towards the front of the craft presumably to get at the crew inside the craft. The metal was peeled back in a jagged hole and there were wires and plumbing hanging out of the hole. Korica winced at the thought of how terrifying that would have to be to be trapped in an upside down ship and to hear something ripping your ship apart to get at you only to be eaten or dismembered by whatever was trying to get in.

Korica continued to perform detailed scans of the surface as the Future orbited Tiomot. The only areas that had savannas had huge herds of animals grazing as they slowly moved a crossed the open areas. The animals looked a little like what Korica knew of horses from Earth but these were enormous animals standing at least eight feet high at the shoulders and they had antlers like a moose. Korica could make out small packs of carnivorous animals feasting on some of the grazers in a grizzly manner. Most of the rest of the planet was covered by a thick rain forest obscuring the surface except with the help of the enhanced scanners that could see right through the canopy in different wavelengths. The forests were teaming with life of all verities from the forest floors to the tops of the trees. Korica was hoping that the purpose for their trip to Tiomot lied on the nearby airless moon. She figured at least there nothing was going to try and eat them.

Laurel and Jake stepped onto the bridge and both immediately sensed a great deal of fear and tension in Korica who was staring at the upper display at the sensor station. She didn't even turn and look to offer a smile as she usually did when Laurel or Jake entered the room. Laurel stepped up behind Korica and gently set her hand on Korica's shoulder and she flinched a little.

"Korica baby, what's the matter?" Laurel said softly as she knelt down next to her.

"I don't wanna go down there mom. That place is scary. Look at all the stuff running around¦eating other animals."

Laurel stood up but kept her hand on Korica's shoulder as she looked at the images of the surface with the animal life highlighted in yellow pulsing circles. She watched the surface moving by until the Future began to orbit to the night side of the planet and the enhanced scanners pierced the darkening forests continuing to highlight the life being detected all throughout the forests.

"Korica, those creatures are just doing what they have to in order to survive. We eat meat just like they do."

"Yah but most of what's down there outweighs us by at least three hundred pounds and some by considerably more than that and they are going to want to eat us."

"Relax sweetie, we aren't going to be going down there to have a picnic or go swimming in the oceans for fun."

"I know, I'm sorry for being a big baby but I just don't like what I'm seeing. Check this out."

Korica touched a couple of icons on her lower panel and rewound the images to the time when the scans were first initiated. Korica pointed up to the upper display as the wrecked spacecraft were highlighted and the one hanging upside down in the canopy was visible with the unaided eye. Laurel's mouth fell open and she slowly pulled her hand off of Korica's shoulder and leaned in and touched the pause button. After a moment she noticed a pattern to the dispersal of the downed craft. Laurel pulled her head back in surprise. She reached down and zoomed the aspect out a little and touched the 'draw' icon and then she touched each wreckage site including the one hanging in the tops of the trees and then she touched the 'draw line' icon and a line appeared from each place she had touched. There was a rough circle formed by the wreckage with a mound of vegetation in the center of the four square mile area. The mound was nearly five hundred feet high from the forest floor to its highest point and it was a thick matt of vines and shrubs with a few trees growing on its flanks. Laurel realized there had to be firm ground under the mound in order for trees to take hold on the flanks. Laurel stood up straight and it dawned on her that they might be looking at an artificial structure of some kind.

"Computer?" Laurel called out.

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"On our next orbit I want a deep penetrating scan of this anomaly taken. Look for energy readings and possible artificial structural elements. Anything that looks like nature couldn't be responsible for its size and shape."

Laurel reached out and touched the center of the mound and then touched the icon to extract coordinates and the exact location was displayed on the lower display screen.

"Understood, I will increase our speed to reach the selected coordinates quicker. I have detected another wrecked craft on the night side of the planet but I do not believe it crashed. I think it landed and then it was destroyed while parked on the surface. There are no life signs in the immediate vicinity of the craft and it looks as though it has been there for a very long time. Judging by the amount of overgrowth and deterioration of the hull I would estimate several years at least."

"Jesus help us if we have to go down there. It looks like this planet is a death trap." Jake said.

"And you're not detecting any humanoid life?"

"Not so far. Are you thinking of survivors from the wrecked spacecraft?"

"Yes."

"I will keep searching but that is going to be a very remote possibility. I do not believe a person could survive for more than a few days on this world unless they are extremely resourceful and cunning."

Laurel turned to go to her seat and she bumped right into Tamaric. Laurel made a small squeak and put her hands on Tamaric's shoulders.

"Sorry Tamaric, I didn't know you were standing behind me."

"It's ok. I couldn't help but overhear what you guys were talking about and I¦felt¦fear coming from Korica. I just wanted to see what was making her feel that way."

"It's ok, come here Tamaric." Korica said waving him over.

Korica scooted over in her seat and let Tamaric share her seat and she showed him what had her so uneasy. Laurel stepped over to her chair and logged in and mirrored the sensor data onto her right display. She then angled the display so she could see it clearly and Jake stepped up onto her left side and looked at the images and data being displayed. Laurel watched her display for a few minutes then she realized that Mark was missing.

"Computer, where is Mark?"

"He is in the lower aft hangar loading the crimson fighter that is parked there with supplies and weapons and he is replacing the fuel rods with fresh ones."

"Will you please page him to the bridge?"

"Understood. Right away."

Down in the lower hangar Mark was just closing the access panel to the fuel rod assemblies when the AI called him on his cranial transceiver.

"Mark, Laurel would like you to come to the bridge."

Mark tapped his transceiver.

"Roger that Future. Tell her I'm on my way."

"Understood. Future out."

Mark tapped his transceiver off and shoved the crate of survival supplies toward the back of the ship, which put them in front of the panel he had just been working in. He strapped the crate down and then headed for the exit turning the cargo area lights off as he stepped through the door. He made his way over to the transport enclosure and stepped up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared he touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash he disappeared and then found himself standing on the platform in the transport compartment. He stepped down and walked through the door after it slid open and he made his way up the corridor to the bridge.

Mark stepped up beside Laurel and glanced at her display then saluted her.

"You called cap?"

"Yes, we need to go down to the chair and I would like you here with Tamaric watching our backs incase something goes wrong."

"You got it." Mark glanced back at her right display. "Looks nasty down there even at night huh?"

"Yah it does. There are an awful lot of animals crawling around all over the place¦and a lot of them can fly. We detected several crashed spacecraft as well. I hope to god we aren't asked to go down there."

"It's all but inevitable cap. What else would we be doing here?"

"Is that what you were loading the ship for?"

"Yes. I have a survival pack for everyone loaded and ready to go. It will add ten pounds to your backs but it will keep you alive for several days if you can't get back to the ship right away."

"That's smart thinking. Come on Korica, let's go make a call and find out what the heck we are doing here." Laurel said as she stood up.

Korica logged off her station and stood up and kissed Tamaric on the cheek and then shot a worried look at Laurel who just grinned as she placed her hand on her display logging herself off. Laurel then stepped down from the risen platform her chair was mounted on and she took Jake's hand and the two headed for the exit with Korica right behind them.

The three walked to the transport compartment and stepped in after the door slid open and walked over to the transport platform and Laurel gently grabbed Korica's arm and stopped her and she leaned down slightly.

"Honey you're really going to have to try and remember not to do that stuff on the bridge ok?"

"I'm sorry, I did it before I even realized what I was doing. I love him so much and I always want to show him that I care about him."

"The gesture is very sweet honey but once I'm no longer in command that kind of innocent slip can cause you a big headache¦and Tamaric as well."

"I'll try and remember my place better. I'm sorry."

"It's ok honey. I just felt I should remind you to be mindful of what you're doing on the bridge. You are on duty right now after all."

"Aren't we all the time if we are on the bridge conducting ships business even if we don't have watch?"

"That's absolutely right, we are."

"Kay."

Laurel stroked her cheek and grinned at her.

"Frankly I love seeing how close you two are and how truly happy he makes you honey."

"He doesn't even have to do anything anymore, just being in the same room as me makes me feel calm and¦I don't want to sound corny but he does make me feel complete."

"It's not corny if it's true."

Laurel and Korica then joined Jake on the transport platform and Jake touched the indicator for deck eleven and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash all three disappeared and found themselves standing on the transport platform next to the scanner relay compartment door. All three stepped down and walked up to the door and it slid open and they stepped in and walked up to the chair. All three picked up their neural halos and slipped them over their heads and synched them up then turned and sat down in their respective seats. The AI then called out from the com panel.

"Laurel would you like me to take the ship out of orbit and aim the scanner emitters at the Farqua station's coordinates?"

"Duh, I'm so sorry Future. I totally forgot to ask you to do that."

"It is alright, I know you are preoccupied with everything going on."

"Wait mom¦" Korica said looking straight ahead. "I don't think we need to do that."

"What? We have to honey. We don't know where any of the other chairs are located in order to aim our signal at them."

"I just got a feeling¦a really strong one that we don't need to aim anywhere. There is a chair of knowledge very close by."

"How can you possibly know that Korica? Feeling a person close by is one thing, but feeling a chair of knowledge close by is something all together different."

"I'm not feeling the chair itself, I have a gut feeling that we will be sitting in one very soon¦all of us will. There will be danger¦and blood¦"Korica swallowed hard and closed her eyes for a moment. "Lots of blood¦but it's not ours. We are¦I sense pain¦someone's going to get hurt¦I think it's me cause I can sense the pain like it's my own. My back and shoulder are tingling. We're going to be going somewhere really dark¦and cold. Not Euronda cold but cold just the same. We are going to need to take light wands with us¦and water. I feel thirsty."

"You want me to have some water brought to you?"

"No. I'm not thirsty right now, I sense that I am going to be¦later. Much later."

"Future keep us in orbit around Tiomot and¦I guess don't aim anywhere in particular."

"Understood."

"You got all of those intuitions in a flash Korica?"

"Yah. I wasn't even trying it just came to me. I think it's been there all along but I wasn't listening."

"So you feel there is a chair on the surface?"

"No, beneath it. But¦the moon has something to do with it."

"Underground but the moon has something to do with it?"

"Yes."

"Could it be buried on the moon?"

"No, that's not what I sense. I'm sorry I can't articulate the feelings that I have better. I just sense the moon has something to do with the chair but the chair isn't on the moon and it is deep underground."

"It's ok sweetie. We know these gut feelings of our can be really confusing and hard to put into words. Let's just join with one another and try and contact the elder race to find out what the heck is going on."

"Kay." Korica said with a grin as she pushed her gut feelings back down deep.

All three plugged their halos in and then settled back into their seats and closed their eyes. All three found each other with ease and slipped into each other's minds. Korica grinned big at the warm feeling being inside the minds of the other two elicited in her. She swam around in Laurel's mind first then she drifted deeper into Jake's mind and let herself free fall for a few moments. She suddenly remembered that she now had some very personal things in her mind that she didn't want to share and so she quickly pulled back into her own mind but held the connection to the other two.

"I have some stuff in my mind and heart that I need to keep private." Korica thought so the other two could hear her.

"It's ok honey. We already heard and felt everything. You don't need to be embarrassed or ashamed. Tamaric has just had a profound affect on you from the moment you two met. We aren't going to go looking for your intimate feelings and memories of Tamaric and your time together." Laurel thought in return.

"Ok, thank you. I really miss this feeling of connecting with both of you like this."

"I know honey. You understand why we took a break from doing this all the time right?"

"Yes. So I could find myself and identify with my own feelings without any confusion."

"That's right. We miss sharing ourselves with you as well Korica. You're very sweet and warm hearted. It's easy to get addicted to how you feel."

"Awe. Thank you mom. I love how you feel too."

"Thank you sweetie. Let's try and establish a connection ok? I don't want you to push yourself to hard Korica. If we are close to a chair then we don't need a particularly strong signal."

"Ok."

The three concentrated on their love for one another and let the feeling build and grow. Korica immediately started to breath faster and deeper and Mark and Tamaric on the bridge could see that Korica's heart rate jumped from eighty beats per minute to 120 beats per minute and then steadily rose in rate until her heart reached 135 beats per minute and then it held there and her respiration rate jumped to 120 breaths per minute and held steady and her body temperature rose quickly and steadily until it reached 100.4 degrees.

Korica could feel her emotions getting stronger than she was going to be able to hold back for very long and Laurel and Jake felt their emotions reach their maximum potential so Laurel counted to three and all three pushed and Korica let go of her hold on her emotions and they swelled and then released in one strong impulse of energy and all three felt a dizzying spinning feeling and then they found themselves standing in the waist high mist with absolutely nothing around them for as far as the eye could see. Laurel slid her hand down Korica's arm and took her hand and squeezed it firmly.

"Well now what?" Jake asked.

"Well we need to talk to Asaria but we don't know if she is anywhere close to the chair on the Farqua station. I suppose we will just have to talk to whoever picks up the call if you will." Laurel replied.

"We've never tried to do this without aiming our signal at a particular point in space. We may not reach anyone at all." Korica said.

"From what Asaria told me the chairs are on a sub domain network so if one chair can hear you they all can."

"What if the chair here is so old it quit working or got damaged?" Korica asked.

"In that case I will pull out of this connection and ask the Future to focus and direct our signal at the Farqua station or the elder race home world."

Just as Korica was about to say something else all three could feel a presence drawing down on them and Korica moved closer to Laurel out of instinct before it dawned on her they weren't actually here it was just a place in her subconscious mind. Korica shook her head at herself and looked up at Laurel who hadn't reacted to Korica in the slightest. She was looking straight ahead waiting for someone to appear out of the mist. She didn't have to wait long for the mist to draw up into the form of person and then a man stepped forward and became solid and then filled in with color.

He was a very attractive man who looked to be about thirty years old though Laurel knew he could be hundreds of years old and one would never know it by his appearance. The man took a couple steps forward and smiled warmly. He had brilliant green eyes and curly blond hair that was neatly swept back and parted from the middle. He was wearing the typical elder race uniform that all elders seemed to wear.

"Hello Future crew. I am Gandol Rannin."

"I'm Laurel Kade." Laurel said putting her hand out. "You know who we are?"

Gandol took Laurel's hand and shook it warmly then he shook Jake's and then Korica's.

"Of course I know who you are. The manner in which your chair reaches us has a very distinctive signature so we always know when it is the Future calling out to us and there is no mistaking those deep blue eyes and your golden blond hair once we can see you. You are a truly stunning young lady Laurel Kade. Anyone of any means knows of your heroic deeds and stunning looks. And you Jake Myers, her champion and partner in life. You also have the shocking green eyes that are like no others and can be mistaken for no other person. And of course our favorite adorable Draximan ambassador Korica Prentor. You are even more beautiful in person. I'm on the Farqua station as we speak. Asaria has been paged but it may take a bit for her to reach the hall of learning. I stepped in so you would not give up and break the connection before she could get here."

"Thank you for the kind compliments Gandol. Are you familiar with Tiomot at all?" Laurel asked.

"No I'm not. I know that is where you are close too but I'm not familiar with that system."

"We aren't just close we're orbiting Tiomot. Asaria told us to get here as quickly as possible and then contact her."

"Well I would have to assume it's something important that she wanted you there for. You're not experiencing any problems are you?"

"No, not at the moment. Tiomot is just a savage world and we really don't know why we're here."

"I'm afraid you will have to ask Asaria if she called you to that world. I just wanted to meet you all and keep you company until she arrives. You're celebrities around here and the chance to meet you was to good to pass up."

"Awe. Well thank you. We're always pleased to meet another elder race. You are all a fine people and you have done more for us than we could've ever imagined."

"I think what we did was the least we could do to repay the service you did to the people of this galaxy in rescuing those adorable girls and in helping us to put a stop to the Hodong. I'm glad you were all accepted as one of us. You make us all look good in how you have handled yourselves thus far."

"Thank you. You've been following our exploits?"

"In a manner of speaking. Word has gotten back to us from various sources of your consideration and respectful treatment of our neighbors. I hear you even saved the life of a very sick food producers daughter for no compensation, only because you could."

"Yes. Serina was a friend of Korica's while she was growing up. We met a Gramoli coalition partner there as well, I assume he told you the tale?"

"He did indeed. You freed them from an icy embrace and chased off an isolated Hodong and saved the life of a dying girl with the power of the mind all in a weekend. Very impressive indeed. You all truly deserve to be called an advanced race, Human and Draximan alike."

"Thank you Gandol. We weren't trying to be heroes. We just stopped by so Korica could say goodbye to her friend Serina and her family and things just happened."

"Well you have proven yourselves worthy of our continued support and fond wishes for a safe journey back to the Milky Way."

"Awe. Aren't you sweet? Thank you Gandol."

Gandol then seemed to stare straight ahead for a moment then he looked back at the three and grinned.

"I am being paged away. I believe Asaria has arrived. It has been an honor to meet you three in person. You are a beautiful and fine bunch of people."

"Thank you Gandol." Laurel said.

"You take care." Jake said.

"It was nice to meet you." Korica said.

Gandol then turned and took two steps and seemed to just dissolve into the mist and Korica felt his presence disappear.

"He was actually very nice and genuine. I wish all of the elder race behaved like him." Korica said.

"I get the sense that he was as young as he looked relatively speaking." Jake said.

"Not old enough to be stuffy ya think?" Laurel said smiling at him.

"Exactly. A couple centuries tend to make one a little condescending and self absorbed. I didn't sense that in Gandol."

Korica gasped and squeezed Laurel's hand making Laurel look over at her.

"You feel that mom?"

"Yah, I do. I think Asaria is coming."

"God she has a powerful presence."

"Since this is being hosted in your mind I'm sure it does feel really intense."

The mist ahead of them rose up swiftly and Asaria stepped out of nowhere and walked up to Korica first and knelt down and put her arms out.

"Hello Korica dear. You are even more beautiful every time I see you. You're growing so fast."

Korica stepped into Asaria's arms and the two hugged for a few moments and then Asaria stood up straight and side stepped in front of Laurel and she kissed each of her cheeks while holding her hands.

"And you captain Laurel Kade look as beautiful as ever and you are doing a wonderful job of taking care of our Korica. She looks fit and happy."

"Thank you Asaria, she takes care of my heart in return. It's a fair trade."

Asaria chuckled and then let go of Laurel's hands and stepped over to Jake and she looked at him with a smile on her face for a moment and then she kissed Jake's cheek and then hugged him.

"And you commander Jake Myers are even more dashing every time I see you. Laurel is a lucky woman to be the object of your affection."

"Thanks Asaria. I'm the lucky one to have both of these beautiful women in my life if the truth be told."

"Well put. Please¦sit. We have a lot to discuss."

Asaria gestured behind the three and there was a couch big enough for three sitting behind them and the three sat down having been desensitized to furniture appearing out of nowhere when talking with the elder race through the chair. Laurel looked over at Korica.

"I want you to try and compress time Korica, ok?"

"Yes mam."

Korica closed her eyes tightly and balled up her fists and furrowed her brow heavily and pushed hard and within moments there was an intense feeling of deceleration and Asaria disappeared for a moment then reappeared and stepped up and sat back down in her red overstuffed thrown style chair.

"Incredible! You're so gifted Korica. You really are something special."

"Thank you Asaria. It gets easier to do this every time I do it."

"So¦I'm shocked you got to Tiomot so quickly. The Future is an incredible ship. I take it you interpreted my message."

"Yes we did. It was a bit¦brief." Laurel said.

"Well at the time you were in the Pernia system and judging by your position and the length of time you were there I assumed you were in the middle of negotiations for passage through their system."

"You're exactly right. The timing wasn't real great."

"Thus the short and to the point nature of the message. I was sure you would know what to do with it to extract the encoded message contained within the signal."

"So you reached the tel pok maron?"

"Well they actually reached out to us. I think we were irritating them by calling out to them twice a day every day."

"Is it wise to irritate someone you're going to ask a favor of?"

"You would have to know the tel pok maron. They owe us and they are looking to even the score."

"Holy crap! They owe you? What could you have done to possibly make an entire race like the tel pok maron feel that indebted to you?"

"It's a long and ancient story that I'm not going to get into right now. I'll just say we did a really big favor that cost us many of our own a very long time ago. We are now calling in the return favor."

"You guys are calling in that big of a marker to help us?" Jake said sounding shocked.

"We are. Maybe it gives you an idea of just how¦grateful and impressed we are with you folks. Your sacrifice, bravery and service to the citizens of this galaxy are not being taken lightly¦and Oberot really likes the four of you. He is willing to go to any length to help you get home¦when you were supposed to get there. We've already given you the means to get to your Future planet on your own if you wanted. The really tricky part is getting you there five hundred years ago."

"I'm a little taken aback by the lengths you guys are willing to go to in order to help us. So what'd the tel pok maron say?" Laurel said.

"They are going to help us¦you. We need to get you three in a chair of knowledge so we can get the required knowledge of what you must do in your minds. That's why I asked you to go to Tiomot. There is a chair of knowledge hidden there."

"Haw! I was right! The moon has something to do with the chair right?" Korica said.

"In a way. The chair is hidden deep inside an ancient temple built by the original inhabitants of Tiomot. There are significant safeguards in place to prevent unauthorized access to the chair. There is a field generator contained with in the temple that will keep the animals and plants at bay so you can access the temples interior. The generator must be activated remotely from the moon. There is a transmitter of sorts at the northern most point of the moon that must be activated to turn the field generator on. You must pilot one of your crimson fighters to the northern tip of the moon and land and then when prompted, you must transmit a very specific series of number sequences in the language of the original inhabitants of Tiomot. You will only get one try. If you get it wrong the field generator will not be turned on and addition safeguards will be activated making the trip into the temple a death sentence."

"Wait¦so the original Tiomot inhabitants put this transmitter on the moon?" Jake asked.

"No. We put it there but we used an extinct language to make it difficult to activate the transmitter unless you know the exact number sequence in that dead language."

"Of course. And how are we going to learn a dead language so we can enter the right sequences?"

"I am going to pass the number sequences to Korica's sub conscious mind and I am going to teach Laurel the numbers zero through nine by visual suggestion right here during this connection. I will suggest the symbols for each to Korica's mind and she will present them to you in the form of a hallucination."

"A hallucination?"

"This¦" Asaria waved her hand around to everything that can be seen. "This is all a hallucination manufactured by Korica's mind. That is how she can produce any scenery she wants and you can all see it. It's a shared hallucination. None of this is real. We are all sharing her mind right now. I can suggest things to her mind and it will manifest. It's a controlled and shared hallucination. I'm counting on your photographic memory Laurel. You must remember these symbols ok?"

"Ok."

"Here they are."

Asaria pointed up into the air and one by one some very strange looking characters began to appear in free floating blocks of blue colored script with yellow outlined boxes around each number set. Ten boxes appeared in all.

"Can you remember these Laurel? They are in order from left to right starting with zero and ending with nine."

"I can remember them. I don't need to speak them do I?"

"No, but you will need a way for your ship to transmit these numbers in a digital format."

"That won't be a problem. I can load them into the translator circuit with a stylus. The onboard computer can then transmit them in a digital signal. What frequency should we transmit them at?"

"Match the signal you receive the prompt to enter the sequences at. It is going to be random and different for each sequence."

"Got it. So if the original inhabitants knew of the number zero they must have been very advanced in mathematics."

"They were a very advanced culture. The temple is constructed out of a natural quartz material that conducts electricity right out of the air. The height of the temple is directly proportional to how much energy it produces. We didn't have to install any power supplies of any kind so the hidden chair is undetectable by any stray energy signatures thanks to the brilliance of the people of Tiomot and their amazing building techniques."

"So what happened to them?"

"I have not studied how they met their end. It was a very long time ago, many, many centuries before I was born."

"Yah, we saw the listed information on Tiomot. It said they died out twenty five thousand years ago?"

"That sounds about right."

"Asaria, have you ever been to Tiomot?" Korica asked.

"Not personally no."

"Well it's not a nice place. Why would you send us to such a hostile world just to access a chair?"

"Because it was the closest chair to where you were at the time. The next closest chair of knowledge is twelve thousand six hundred light years away from Tiomot and it is nowhere near your course to the tel pok maron."

"I don't mean to sound ungrateful for the steps you're taking to help us but I don't want to get eaten alive Asaria. Tiomot is crawling with animals that will see us as food. There are several wrecked ships on the surface so I have to assume a landing is going to be really dangerous."

"I'm sorry the planet is so inhospitable honey. That's part of the reason why we put the chair of knowledge on Tiomot. It's one of the safeguards to keep the chair of knowledge out of the wrong hands. You of all people know what can happen if the wrong people get a hold of a chair of knowledge. The wrecked craft could be the result of bad piloting or bad weather or collisions with large flying animals."

"Then why are they clustered within a four square mile area surrounding what I think is the temple you're talking about?" Laurel said.

"That is unusual. I don't have an answer for why that would be the case. Perhaps there was one wrecked craft that attracted the attention of the other craft and when they flew lower to have a closer look something went wrong and it may be pure coincidence that they are all clustered around the temple if that is indeed where they are resting."

"I can tell you that one ship in particular is upside down in the tree canopy and something tore its way into the bow of the ship presumably to get at the crew." Korica said.

"How horrible." Asaria said closing her eyes for a moment.

"There aren't safeguards in place that would cause a ship to lose power or whatever is there?" Laurel asked.

"No. We would never deliberately cause a craft to crash just by flying over the temple. This cluster of craft, is it seventy miles from the west coast of the northern continent and sixty miles south of an active volcano at the outlet of a large river where it spills into a swamp?"

"That sounds about right but I didn't see any rivers. The mound that the wrecked craft are clustered around is in the middle of what could be called a swamp though it's kind of hard to tell because the trees are so thick." Korica said.

"Well, when you activate the field generator from the moon you will have an energy signature to home in on."

"So what are we supposed to do when we find the temple?" Jake asked.

"You will need to land on top of the temple and make your way down the east side of the temple. You will need to enter the second entrance down from the top. Do not enter the first entrance, you will trigger one of the safeguards if you do and you will¦you won't be coming out. When you enter the second entrance you will need to walk to the back of the chamber and you will see four carved faces that will be protruding from the back wall. Step right up to the second from the left and push the face in until you hear a clank behind the wall. Then step over to the last face on the right end of the row of four and push it in until you hear another clank behind the wall. The entire wall will then pivot on its center point. Push the wall open and step into the next chamber and close the wall behind you. You will be able to see the locking mechanism on the back of the wall at this point. Reengage the locks and when you do so some lights should come on if they still work. Walk to the other end of the chamber and you will see a stone platform with a pedestal on it. Step up to it and speak these words¦oo lon ronan konoton."

"What language is that?"

"It's the language of the original inhabitants of

Tiomot. It means 'I come seeking knowledge'. It's important that you pronounce it correctly. Repeat it back to me."

All three repeated the phrase simultaneously.

"Very good. That should do fine. When you speak that phrase the pedestal will light up and you will see some lighted symbols in Heurenom. Touch the letters to spell I am the seeker of knowledge and understanding. You will then hear a lock pop in the back wall. Step up to the wall and push on the blocks until you find the doorway. The door will pivot open and you will step into a small room with a lighted spiral staircase made of stones protruding from the walls off in the corner. Step in and close the door behind you and take the stairs to the bottom after the cover slab to the stairwell slides open. There will be a connecting corridor at the bottom of the stairs that you will walk down to a stone bridge crossing a chasm. The bridge is only wide enough for you to walk by placing one foot right in front of the other. I would suggest holding your arms straight out to the side to balance yourself. Be very careful not to fall off the bridge, I have no idea how deep the chasm is but it will be a one-way trip if you fall. This is another safeguard to insure only those with the right physical build may pass. A creature like the Hodong for example who are wide and bowlegged can't walk by placing one foot in front of the other so they would never make it across the bridge. At the other end of the bridge you will enter an anti chamber, which will be filled with what looks like treasures of all sorts lying all about. It is important that you touch nothing. Everything you will see is nothing more than a hologram, as you would call it. If you try to touch anything the room will seal itself shut and the air will be evacuated. Walk to the back of the chamber and you will see a pedestal with a pile of gemstones on it. Push the pedestal back from under its top platform. It will slide back until you hear a clank behind the wall. Whatever you do, do not touch the top of the pedestal or the gemstones sitting on the top of the pedestal. You can then step around the pedestal and push on the wall and a concealed door will slide straight back. You will then be in the hall of learning. You will see the chair of knowledge and its control pedestal along with the knowledge collector and on the back wall will be the control interface just like what you saw here on the Farqua station. From that control interface you will be able to call to me here on the station and I can walk you through the process of adjusting the chair so you will not receive a full enlightenment. Simply touch the control panel and it will come on. The upper right most indicator will put a call in to the Farqua station. Simply touch it and wait until I or whomever is on duty up in the hall of learning here on the station responds."

"Sounds really complicated but we should be able to remember all of that." Laurel said.

"It's important that you do Laurel. I know you have astounding memory skills and in this case it is a matter of life and death for you and your crew that you remember everything that I have told you."

"I can't forget. We'll get it right when the time comes."

"So what is it that we need to learn from the chair?" Jake asked.

"The tel pok maron are going help you get home when you want to get home through the use of biological technology. You are going to need to modify the Future to accommodate that biological technology. It's incredibly complex what you must do so the easiest way to pass along what you must do and how this technology works is to pass the knowledge on to you through the chair of knowledge. It would just take to long and it would be far to confusing to try and explain it all verbally."

"Biological technology?"

"Yes. The Angalon is an example of biological technology."

"Oh, that makes sense. Are we going to have to¦grow this technology?"

"Sort of. It will be provided to you in its second state of growth and it will mature into its third and final state of growth once onboard the Future. You will need to create the environment the biotechnology requires to live and grow. It needs an ammonia, methane, nitrogen and hydrogen environment in very precise levels. You are going to need a storage device for those toxic and caustic gasses and a way of mixing them at the right levels to introduce them into the artificial environment you will be creating. Do you have the means to replace your main engines if they were destroyed?"

"Yes. We have the raw materials and technical knowledge to do that but it wouldn't be easy."

"Good. It will be required when you reach the Milky Way at the end of your journey."

"This biotechnology will destroy our main engines? That doesn't sound good."

"It will all become clear once the knowledge you need is imparted to you. The biological technology will also be destroyed."

"Is it sentient? I mean does it have feelings or intelligence?"

"No. It will be alive but it is an instinctive life form. It simply responds to the right stimuli by producing an inter-dimensional time rift that you are going slip through. It will take you outside of normal time for a period of time and then it will replicate that rift to bring you back into normal space-time again."

"That¦doesn't make a whole lot of sense. How can a life form do that?"

"To be honest with you I have never encountered this type of biotechnology before so I can't answer that question. All I do know for sure is that the type of engines that the Future has are the only type that will work with this biotechnology. Something about the magnetically controlled fusion reaction propulsion is ideal for what this particular form of life is capable of doing."

"Where are we going to get the necessary gasses in sufficient quantities to keep this biotechnology alive?"

"You are going to collect them from the atmosphere of a gas giant. You will know what to look for once the knowledge is imparted to you. You will need to find a world with just the right conditions in order for you to collect the gasses in sufficient quantities."

"Wait¦are you saying we are going to have to take the Future down into the atmosphere of a gas giant to collect the gasses we need?"

"Yes. You know your ship better than I, so you will know what you must do in order to collect the gasses safely and then store them for use during the trip home."

"I'm not real crazy about the idea of taking the Future down into the atmosphere of a gravitational body like a gas giant."

"I'm confident you will figure out how to accomplish that safely."

"Let me ask you something Asaria, is there a way to include any genetic research knowledge that Korica's people may have contributed to the chair of knowledge while they were being enlightened?"

"Genetic research?"

"Yes. I am working on making it possible for Korica and Tamaric to have children together when they get much older. I really need a genetic cross section of the Draximan genome. I need to know for certain what genetic markers equal what genetic traits for her."

"That's right, she does have a mate now doesn't she?"

"Yes, they've become best friends and snuggle buddies at night."

"Awwe. That's so sweet. I'm thrilled that you have someone to get close with like that Korica. You deserve that kind of happiness with what you've been through."

"Thank you Asaria. I love him with all my heart and I can feel that he is deeply in love with me too. It's very gratifying to be loved like that."

"Yes, I know sweetheart. I've experienced that kind of love before."

"So is it possible Asaria?" Laurel pressed on.

"I'm sorry, yes it might be possible. I will send word to Draxima to ask if a geneticist will donate his or her knowledge to the cause. I will walk you through the process of adding that specific information to the knowledge that will be imparted to you. I don't think there will be any problem finding a volunteer since Korica is seen as a local hero and this information is going to be used to help her specifically to realize the goal of becoming a mother someday with a Human partner."

"I'm seen as a hero on my world?" Korica asked sounding surprised.

"Oh yes. You remembered the cipher sequence in order to decode Oberot's message and you managed to get your people accepted into the coalition of advanced races in time to save your world from certain destruction at the hands of the destroyers of worlds. You are famous and beloved by your entire world. There is a still image of you standing on the participants platform during your trial with your new mother and father standing behind you displayed at the central government center in Enton, that is the capitol city of the largest southern continent. Oberot says the image captures your beauty and innocents perfectly."

"I wasn't aware of that."

"How is the battle against the destroyers of worlds going?" Laurel asked.

"The weapon to stop them has been completed and is being delivered as we speak. Draxima will be spared but many more worlds will be lost. There are just to many people and not enough time to save everyone."

"That's so sad." Laurel said.

"We have an obligation to save Draxima at all costs so some are being sacrificed in order to meet that obligation. The numbers being lost are the same as the numbers being saved actually¦well, within a few hundred anyhow, but none of those being lost are Draximan. Every outpost and settlement was evacuated in time with no lives lost. You my dear are directly responsible for that success Korica."

"It's a little hard to celebrate when you know millions are being sacrificed so your people can survive."

"If it's any consolation, most of those being sacrificed would have been destroyed by the invaders anyways if nothing had been done at all."

"I suppose that helps a little."

"Well anyway, now you know why I called you to Tiomot. We need to get you three in the chair of knowledge so you can begin modifying the Future to accommodate your new passenger or passengers."

"At the very least this may provide the last piece of the puzzle for what I am trying to do for Korica and Tamaric as well. That in and of itself will make the dangerous journey down to Tiomot well worth it."

"That's so sweet of you to feel that way Laurel. If I might add a parting warning, when you land on Tiomot, keep your eyes skyward. The protective field will keep the plants and animals from climbing up onto the sides of the temple but any flying or tree leaping animals will be able to come at you from above so keep looking up until you enter the temple and remember to always close doors behind you so nothing can sneak up on you from behind when you're not looking."

"That's a good piece of information¦the field does not protect us from above." Jake said.

"No. Otherwise how would you land on the temple if flying objects were stopped."

"I guess that makes sense."

"You will only have to scan above you, not to the left and right and behind and in front."

"So I guess our time is up?"

"Time really has no meaning here. We can sit and talk longer if you like but I have past on the information that I needed to get to you. You know what you must do before meeting up with the tel pok maron and you know how to obtain the knowledge you will need to do that so the rest is up to you three."

"What about the number sequences to activate the field generator from the moon?" Korica asked.

"I have already given you the sequences sub consciously. All you need to do is close your eyes and think real hard and they will come to you."

"Oh, I wasn't even aware that you had."

Asaria then stood up and smiled warmly at the three.

"I have to get back to my responsibilities. I have a breakfast meeting scheduled with the council on civil affairs from Dumont. I am looking forward to getting their business concluded so we can get them off of the station. They are some of the most demanding and picky individuals I have ever had the misfortune of dealing with."

Laurel, Jake, and Korica all stood up and one at a time and they each gave Asaria a warm and firm hug.

"Take care of each other you three. It's always a joy to see you and you are growing into quite the woman Korica. You look different every time I don't see you for any length of time. I am very proud to call all of you my friends but especially you Korica."

"Thank you Asaria. I consider you a dear friend as well." Korica said with a beautiful smile that made Asaria's heart feel warm.

"Laurel, when you are done I need you to delete the information imparted to you from the chair's knowledge library. This knowledge is intended for no others but you three."

"Ok."

Asaria then raised one hand and as she turned she simply evaporated into the mist and her chair just dissolved away until it blended in with the mist just like Asaria had. Laurel looked over and Jake and gave him an odd grin.

"The briefing we have to give Mark on this information should be interesting."

"To say the least. At least it will confirm what he already suspected. We are definitely going planet side."

"Do I have to tell him that I have a really bad feeling that I'm going to be hurt?" Korica asked timidly.

"Yes honey." Laurel said taking a hold of her hand. "He needs to know that there is danger ahead of us beyond the obvious stuff so we can all keep a close eye on you."

"Oh ok. I'll tell him."

"Good girl. Let's head out of here so we can get Mark and Tamaric filled in on what we have to do."

All three closed their eyes and concentrated on withdrawing into their own minds and all three felt a dizzy spinning feeling and then became aware of how warm it was in the scanner relay compartment. Korica was breathing hard and fast and she could feel small droplets of sweat running from her temples down toward her ears as she lay almost on her back in her seat. Laurel and Jake were also breathing fast and deep but nothing like Korica was. She almost sounded raspy in her breathing as she tried to get enough air into her lungs. Laurel unplugged her halo and leaned forward and looked over at Korica who gave her a quick nod and then closed her eyes and waited for her heart rate to fall and her breathing to become slower and more manageable. Once Laurel could see clearly she lifted the halo off of her head and stepped forward out of her seat and set her halo in her seat where she had been sitting. She was still breathing deeply but she could feel the affects of the prolonged deep connection fading quickly. Jake sat in his seat until his vision cleared up and his breathing slowed to a regular deep rhythm and then he unplugged his halo and leaned forward and stepped out of his seat and he set his halo in his seat after lifting it off of his head.

Jake stepped next Laurel who was standing right in front of Korica waiting for her to slow her breathing and open her eyes. It took a few more minutes for Korica to slow her breathing to a deep and steady pace and her eyes opened and she smiled softly at Laurel and Jake. Laurel reached up and unplugged Korica's halo and Korica leaned her head forward slightly and Laurel lifted the halo off of her head. Korica wiped the sweat from her cheeks and temples and from under nose and then she leaned forward and Laurel put her hand out and Korica placed her hand in hers and Laurel pulled her out of her seat. Korica stood up straight and took a deep long breath and then let it out and smiled brightly.

"I'm ok mom. We just had to wait a long time for Asaria to show before I could compress time."

"It still scares the crap out of me to see what this does to you but I'm really proud of how strong you're getting sweetie. I don't think you're in any danger of this stopping your heart anymore though."

"Thank you. I know Tamaric sure doesn't like it either. I think he was close to telling me I can't do this anymore until I get older."

"Telling you?"

"Yah. He's my boyfriend mom, I'll do whatever he tells me to do¦or not to do out of respect for him. Don't you do what Jake tells you to do?"

"Uh¦yah I guess I do¦it's a little different for us because I'm his commanding officer."

"I don't mean on the bridge. I know you're the captain and what you say goes on the bridge."

"Yes away from the bridge I would do as he says because I'm his girlfriend. I'm just a little surprised to hear you expressing such a respectful attitude toward your relationship."

The three started walking toward the exit.

"I know how to be a good woman and respect my man. Tamaric doesn't act controlling with me so I should respect what he says. He does as I ask in return so I think we have a healthy respect for each other."

The three of them stepped up onto the transport platform and Jake touched the indicator for the command deck. A few seconds later in a blue flash the three of them disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment. They stepped down and exited out into the corridor and Mark and Tamaric were coming down the corridor towards them from the direction of the bridge. Korica erupted into a big smile at the sight of Tamaric's smiling face. Korica gave him a peck and took his hand in hers, as she didn't want to hug him since she was still damp with perspiration.

"You can go get showered if you want honey. We'll start filling mark in until you get done, ok?" Laurel said.

"Ok, thank you mom."

"You're welcome sweetie."

Korica and Tamaric headed toward the shower room holding each other's hand and Laurel grinned at the cute sight. They really loved each other and made a really cute couple to Laurel. Tamaric waited until they were a fair distance down the corridor and then he looked over at Korica with a grin on his face.

"I heard what you said Korica. Thank you for having so much respect for me."

"You're welcome Tamaric. I'm your girl, I have to do as you say. My mother treated my father the same way and he always took good care of her. I'm hoping you'll do the same for me."

"I'm always gunna take care of you Korica. I'm your man and that's my job. I'm also gunna love you for the rest of my life¦boy I never thought I would hear myself saying that to a girl so easily and feel it so deeply."

Korica stopped in front of the shower room and gave Tamaric a quick kiss and smiled at him making his head buzz and his heart beat fast.

"You're so pretty Korica. I'm the luckiest gut alive to be with you."

"Thank you Tamaric. Go join the others so you can hear what was said to us ok? I'll join you after I get changed."

"Ok."

Tamaric let go of her hand and turned to head for the bridge when he noticed that everyone was headed his way. Korica stepped into the shower room and the door shut behind her and Tamaric waited for the other three to reach his position and Jake put his hand on his shoulder as he stepped up to him.

"Come on Tamaric, we're going to the mess hall to debrief and this is important for you to hear."

"Ok." Tamaric said with a smile.

All four walked to the mess hall and retrieved a drink and then sat down at their favorite table and waited for Korica to finish her shower and get changed. It didn't take long for Mark to get impatient.

"Come on cap, the suspense is killin me. What'd Asaria say?" Mark blurted out.

"Ok, we have to go to the surface as you suspected. There is a chair of knowledge hidden here on Tiomot and there is some vital information that is to complex to be conveyed by verbal instruction alone that we need to be imparted with. There is also a good chance that the missing information for my research can be given to me at the same time."

"Well I'm not at all surprised that we were expected to go planet side but are the elder race aware of the conditions on Tiomot?"

"Yes. In fact the conditions down there are one of the safeguards to keep the curious from finding the chair of knowledge by accident."

"Well great! What about those intended to find the chair. Were there any suggestions as to how not to get eaten or stung or bitten by anything deadly?"

"Yes. There is an ancient temple built by the original inhabitants of Tiomot that the chair is hidden in...or more accurately under. I think that's the mound that the wrecked vessels are clustered around. There is a piece of technology in that temple that will keep the plants and animals at bay to a limited degree. It has to be activated from the moon. We were given some very exact instructions as to how to do that. I have the symbols memorized and Korica has the number sequences in her mind for using those symbols to activate the field generator on Tiomot from the moon via a transmitter of sorts."

"Wait just a second¦go back. This field generator will keep the animals and plants at bay to a limited degree? How limited?"

"Oh uh¦anything that can fly or jump will still be able to get at us from above. The field apparently projects straight up from the base of the temple so nothing can climb or crawl up on us but we need to land on the top of the temple and make our way into the second entrance down on the east side. It will be dicey until we get inside. It's important that we only enter the second entrance down from the top or booby traps will be activated that could be deadly or even block our way into the right entrance so no ducking into the closest opening for any reason."

"Ok got it. Death from above and no hiding or taking cover. So what about this transmitter on the moon? Do you know where it's located precisely?"

"Yes. We need to go to the northern most point and land. When you do that we will be prompted for the activation code. We are to match the frequency the prompt comes in on and transmit a digitally coded response. It has to be precise or the field will not be activated and additional safeguards will be activated making any attempted access to the temple impossible."

"Fan freakin tastic! And you were given this activation code in the form of some number sequences given to Korica and some symbols to you?"

"Precisely. I was shown the numbers zero through nine in the language of the extinct Tiomot inhabitants. Korica was given the number sequences through subliminal suggestion. It will take both of us to do this."

"So¦you know the language of a civilization that has been extinct for twenty five thousand years?"

"No. I know how to read from zero to nine and how to say the phrase 'I come seeking knowledge' and that's it."

"I assume you were taught to say that phrase for a reason?" Mark asked raising an eyebrow.

"Yes. It's necessary to deactivate one of the safeguards and to open a concealed door within the temple."

"A concealed door¦I take it there are booby traps all over the place in there?"

"Yes. We are to touch nothing no matter how tempting except for the things we were told to touch." Laurel looked right at Tamaric. "Your going with us Tamaric and I want you to promise me you won't do or touch anything unless you are told to do so. It could cost one or all of us our lives if you do."

"I promise Laurel. I won't do anything unless I'm told to do it first."

"No touching anything either, ok? There are going to be some things put before us to tempt us and you have to keep your hands off, ok?"

"Ok, I swear I won't touch anything. I'm not a child Laurel. I know how to do as I'm told."

"I didn't mean to infer that you were a child Tamaric. You don't think like the rest of us¦militarily so to speak. I just had to make sure we are clear ok?"

"Ok. I'll just stick close to Korica and do exactly as I'm told."

"Good man. That's all I ask. You watch her back for me. There is a lot of nasty crap running around down there and we are all going to have to watch out for each other. You're a heck of a good shot and I sense that is going to come in handy."

"Thank you Laurel. I won't let you down."

"Cap¦look Tamaric¦I don't want to hurt your feelings but I was going to have you stay up here on the Future." Mark said.

"Mark, we are going to need all the fire power we can get down there and he really is one hell of a good shot. I didn't say that just to make him feel good. Besides Korica is not going to stand for him not going."

"I know. I was going to try and convince her that it was much better to keep him here where he is safe. He just isn't combat trained."

"Are any of us combat trained?"

"You three got that freaky instinctive ability of yours. You move and focus better than any military could ever teach you to do."

"Korica doesn't. Her people are¦lovers and intellectual healers, explorers and merchants not soldiers. She doesn't have that kind of aggression gene in her Mark. She can handle a weapon now thanks to Tamaric's tutelage but she is far from combat trained."

"That's all true but she has some abilities that are far beyond what we Humans have and she is just now discovering how powerful she truly is. She also has part of the sequence we need to get the field generator fired up. Asaria probably did that on purpose so I wouldn't stop her from going down so she could be thrown in that damn chair along with you and Jake. She has to go no matter what. We don't have to put Tamaric's life in danger down there on Jurassic world."

"Actually there's no dinosaur sized animals¦it's more like the Pliocene or Miocene era if compared to Earth's evolution."

"You get the point. We need Korica but Tamaric doesn't have to do this."

"Have to do what?" Korica asked as she stepped into the mess hall looking refreshed and beautiful.

Tamaric smiled big and got to his feet and walked up Korica and the two gripped each other in a tight hug for a few moments. Korica then pulled back and kissed Tamaric And Mark shook his head and looked away. The two then separated and walked over to the table and Mark moved to the head of the table and Korica sat down.

"You thirsty Korica?" Tamaric asked before sitting down.

"Yah, I am actually. I'll get it." Korica said as she started to get back to her feet.

"No, please let me get it for you for once. You always serve me, I want to do this for you." Tamaric said as he gently put his hand on her shoulder stopping her from getting up.

"Ok. Thank you Tamaric. Some water please." She said with a pretty smile.

Tamaric grinned and nodded and then turned and went to get Korica a glass of water.

"So¦you don't want Tamaric going and if you had it your way I wouldn't be going either?" Korica asked raising an eyebrow while looking right at Mark.

"Are you messing around in my head Korica?" Mark asked in a serious tone.

"No. I'm listening to your feelings and Laurel and Jake's thoughts. I told you I would never listen in to your thoughts."

"You can do both at the same time?" Mark asked sounding surprised.

"Yes. So answer the question¦please." Korica said softly.

"Don't take it the wrong way Korica. I love you little one, I don't want you getting hurt and that is going to be really difficult to avoid with what we know is slinking around down there."

Korica looked at Laurel with a concerned look and Laurel nodded at her.

"You have to tell him sweetheart." Laurel thought.

"I know. He isn't going to like it." Korica thought in return.

"I'm not gunna like what?" Mark asked.

"I've had some¦impressions about our mission to Tiomot."

"Really? What kind of impressions?"

"We'll need to take light wands and some really warm clothing for all of us."

"Warm clothing? It's in the mid nineties with seventy five percent humidity during the day and in the upper seventies with even higher humidity at night almost everywhere on Tiomot."

"Inside the temple it's going to be very cool. I sense darkness and cold. I get a sense of the mid fifties Fahrenheit. I also have a sense of blood. Lots of blood but not ours."

"So we are going to have to shoot our way in."

"I think so. I also¦" Korica looked down and Mark furrowed his brow heavily and looked at Laurel.

"Tell him Korica." Laurel said.

"Tell me what? Spit it out Korica." Mark said in a firm voice.

"I sense that someone is going to get hurt¦and I think it's me. My back and shoulder tingled when I first got the impression of an injury." Korica rubbed the front of her shoulder out of instinct.

"Son of a bitch! See, that's why I want you and Tamaric right here on the Future. Do you have a sense for how severe the injury is going to be?"

"No. It¦it's a vague feeling at best. I'm sorry Mark. I don't want to be burden to you on this mission but I have to go and I want Tamaric with me¦I need him with me. Please don't make him stay here. I'm scared enough without missing him at the same time. I'll be distracted into thinking about him and wishing he were right next to me to keep me safe and a distracted mind makes mistakes and in this circumstance that could prove deadly."

"Crap¦do you have a sense as to whether he'll be safe or not?"

"No. It's not that specific. For all I know I could be reading the feelings wrong and he might be the one to get hurt¦or it might be you. I might be sensing where the injury is likely to be but on someone else. I just don't know how to read these feelings precisely yet and I really don't know where they come from in the first place. I'm new to all of this stuff."

"Alright¦he's in. If he wasn't a crack shot I probably wouldn't¦" Korica gave him her puppy dog look and he just melted inside. "Ok so I wouldn't break your heart like that even if he wasn't a good shot. But he would've been guarding the ship instead of going into the damn temple with us."

"Thank you Mark!" Korica said with a smile.

"You're welcome honey. So¦fill me in on the rest cap. Exactly what do we have to do to get to the chair? Tell me precisely what Asaria told you guys."

Laurel proceeded to tell Mark everything that Asaria said almost word for word. She then highlighted the rest of the conversation until Mark knew everything and understood it all. He leaned back in his seat and rubbed his chin for a moment.

"The elder race just can't do anything straight up can they? So biological technology is going to get us home five hundred years ago?"

"I know, A little strange huh?" Laurel said.

"Not really. There's a gigantic piece of bio tech flyin around this galaxy with a copy of you three in its mind so why not this?"

"So should we get prepped for the trip to the moon and then down to the surface?" Jake asked.

"Yah, let's go to the bridge and check the detailed scans of the mound that I asked the AI to take." Laurel said.

All five got to their feet and headed for the bridge. Laurel stepped through the door when it slid open and went straight to the sensor station and logged herself in. She brought up the scans in progress and reached down to the lower display and reversed the time index until it reached the mound. The scans only penetrated one level into the mound and then they were absorbed with no reflection coming back leaving a general dark area with no detail as to rooms and corridors but the top level that was returning detailed internal structural images showed distinctly square chambers and corridors that just don't occur in nature with such regularity and there were sharp 90 degree turns to the corridors. There was a carpet of plants on the structure some five feet thick on average obscuring the externally artificial appearance but the internal geometry was enough to confirm that this had to be the temple. With the overgrowth stripped away it resembled a ziggurat from South America on Earth. The temple was a flat topped rectangular structure that was 1000 feet wide and 600 feet deep at its base with a height of 550 feet from its foundation stones that were buried some 50 feet into the soil and overgrowth to the top stones that formed a flat and smooth top surface perfect for landing on if the overgrowth were missing. The top of the temple was 100 feet wide by 60 feet deep. Some of the rear portion of the top surface had long ago crumbled away leaving a very narrow platform to land on when your craft has a 45-foot wingspan and is almost 60 feet in length. Mark knew the landing would have to be perfectly centered or more of the crumbling edges could give way and the ship would tumble over the side and fall all the way to the bottom of the temple.

"That's got to be it." Laurel said.

"I would have to agree. Not many stone structures would survive twenty five thousand plus years without a structural reinforcing field in place to keep it standing." Mark said.

"But I'm not detecting any energy readings whatsoever."

"Something is blocking deep scans¦or absorbing them. That takes energy to accomplish that." Jake said.

"That has to be what attracted these wrecked ships. They knew there was something preventing them from scanning the interior of this mound¦or they knew for certain that there is a chair of knowledge hidden here and they didn't know to go to the moon first to activate the field generator or they didn't have the number sequences right. They might have heard about the room full or fools gold and holographic gems." Laurel said.

"How could they possibly know what's deep in that temple?" Mark asked.

"I don't know, the Hodong had access to one of those chairs, maybe they learned of this place and spread the tales of how to get in." Laurel said.

"Their chair didn't impart that kind of information or I would have known of this place." Korica said. "All that their chair was capable of was language and cultural knowledge."

"Wait a minute¦you said Asaria mentioned that if the access code or whatever you want to call it was entered incorrectly on the moon additional safeguards would be activated. Could this be the result of the wrong code or whatever being entered on the moon?" Mark posed.

Laurel thought about it for a minute and it seemed really plausible.

"That's a good guess. The field generator could zap the energy systems of the ships trying to land instead of holding the plants and animals back."

"Nice! So that's the fate that awaits us if we get this wrong." Mark said.

"More than likely¦but¦if the timeline that Oberot shared with me while I was in Korica's mind was correct then we must be destined to get this right." Laurel said.

"What about divergent timelines mom¦captain. If we get it wrong we will be living in a divergent timeline where things happen different. We could still screw this up if we get over confident in destiny being a sure thing or whatever."

Laurel pulled her head back and stared at Korica with her mouth half open for a moment.

"Korica¦that's a brilliant insight! You understand time paradoxes and divergent timelines?"

"Not¦kind of. I understand what you taught me and quantum entanglement is what I've been studying in my continuing lessons for officer qualifications. It's all theoretical from the Human perspective but we know from our own experiences that most of it is pretty close to the way things actually work."

"Geeze Korica, you are becoming scary smart anymore." Mark said.

"Thank you¦I think. I don't want to scare anyone."

"It's just an expression honey. I'm saying that I'm very proud of you."

"Oh, ok."

"Computer?"

"Yes Mark. How may I be of assistance?"

"We are going to need some warm clothes for all of us and some light wands. Can you gather those items and take them to the Prentor in the lower hangar?"

"I have been monitoring your conversations and already took the liberty of doing so. I had thermo electric pants and shirts in everyone's sizes in storage and they have been placed at the foot of the cabin door to the Prentor."

"Thank you. I should of known. How many hours of daylight would you estimate the anomalous structure has remaining?"

"At the rate that this world revolves I would estimate a day is just under thirty hours long so sunset will be in approximately eight hours. I would have to assume it would be a very bad idea to be out after dark as my orbit of the night side of Tiomot revealed a significant number of animals that I am not detecting at this time suggesting there are some nocturnal animals that would pose a significant danger to you all. They are probably sleeping during the day and awaken when the sun starts to set."

"Roger that! Cap how long do you think it will take you guys to¦download what you need or whatever?"

"Oh lord¦I don't really know. Once we get the chair programmed to give us just what we need without delivering full enlightenment I would have to assume¦maybe thirty minutes a piece."

"So an hour and a half to down load and maybe an hour to get the chair set or whatever¦it's gunna be close. We're gunna have to hall ass to get out of there. I want us going in slow and methodical so we don't set off any booby traps but coming out should be much faster if we're careful."

"So were going now?" Korica asked.

"Yes. Let's hit it. If for some reason it takes longer than expected and we come out to a setting sun, we're going to spend the night inside the temple where we can get some rest without becoming a midnight snack for something."

"What are we going to eat?" Korica asked knowing she needed food every four hours or her stomach growled.

"I've packed dry rations and water enough in each of our packs for several days if you ration the water properly. Your pack in particular Korica contains an additional thousand calories of dry rations per day. I know you need more fuel than the rest of us."

"Oh ok. Thank you Mark."

Laurel took a deep breath and let it out and then reached up and logged off and stood up and Mark nodded at her and the five of them exited the bridge and headed for the transport compartment. They all transported down to the lower hangar and as soon as they stepped out of the transport enclosure they could see a hover cart sitting on the hangar floor right next to the open cabin door to the crimson fighter. On the hover cart were five sets of dark blue thermal clothes and five small hand held light wands as well as two detranomes, the hand held scanners provided by the elder race.

Everyone stepped up to the hover cart an picked up the piles of clothes that were obviously in their sizes though Korica and Tamaric had to unfold the pants and hold them up to themselves since they were so close to each other in height and build. Everyone then grabbed a light wand and they all stepped up into the Prentor and Mark turned the cargo area light on. There were five packs laying on the floor at the back of the cargo area sitting right in front a cargo crate. Mark began rolling up his own thermo wear so he could fit them into his pack. He stopped and told everyone to lay their thermo wear on the deck and that he would put them in everyone's pack for them. Everyone set their clothing and light wands down one right next to the other and Mark watched so he would know who's was who's. He then stood up and addressed everyone.

"I have an ammo belt for everyone in that crate. You will carry four spare power cells for your PP-20's and two spare power cells for your PR-40's. The PP-20 cells will be in the front of each hip and the PR-40 cells will be at your back facing out toward your hips so they can be pulled quickly. If we are being actively engaged by¦whatever do not fumble with your spent power cells. Just pull them and drop 'em and grab a fresh power cell and snap it on as quickly as possible. If you have a few seconds you can stow the spent cells where you pulled the fresh one from but they are expendable so don't distract yourselves with trying to retrieve them. Your survival packs will attach to the shoulder buckles of your back up twin nine millimeter under arm holsters that will be strapped around your mid section and shoulders. The bottom of the survival packs will then be buckled in front of you at the waist. Your PP-20's will be holstered in hip holsters that will be attached to your ammo belts to leave the legs unhindered. You will each be carrying two PP-20's incase one is damaged or lost for whatever reason. Are there any questions?"

Korica raised her hand and Mark grinned and nodded at her.

"You don't have to raise your hand Korica. You can just speak."

"How many pounds of gear are we going to be carrying?"

"The packs weigh about twelve to fifteen pounds and the weapons will weigh about another ten to twelve pounds so twenty five pounds or so."

"Isn't that going to slow us down?"

"Everything in these packs and all of the weapons are the bare essentials to keep you alive Korica. The small weight penalty is well worth it when you get hungry or cold or thirsty."

"Ok. Sorry if that was a dumb question."

"It wasn't a dumb question. The additional weight will definitely slow you down but we need all of this stuff. Just trust in that I know how to pack for a hot mission. Cap, you pilot us out. Korica, you take the power and weapons station."

"You want me to take us out?" Laurel asked sounding shocked.

"Yes. You're a good pilot until you hit the atmo. Just take us on heading toward the north pole of the moon while I finish packing this thermo wear and the light wands in all of our packs. I'll relieve you when I'm done."

"Got it."

Korica was going to mention the fact that she had never spent any time in the real thing at the power and weapons station but she decided she should just keep her mouth shut and do as she was told rather than point out something Mark was well aware of. Laurel stepped toward the front of the ship and turned on the cockpit lights and climbed down into the pilot's seat and began the start up sequence for the main and hover engines and Korica climbed into the right seat above and behind Laurel and Jake climbed into the left sensor and navigation station. Mark pulled one of the jump seats down from the wall and Tamaric took a seat and Mark helped buckle him in and then he went about rolling up the thermo wear and stuffing it into everyone's pack along with the light wands. Korica's pack was the most difficult for him because hers had so many dry food packs and water canisters in it to support her higher metabolism for several days if necessary.

Once Korica reported all the power was in the green Mark stopped what he was doing and closed the airlock and locked it and then Laurel slid the hover throttles forward slightly and the ship lifted gently into the air until it reached a height of ten feet up and then Laurel reached up and pushed the button to retract the landing gear and seal the gear doors. When she had three greens indicating the doors were closed and sealed, Laurel gently swung the Prentor around so she was facing the hangar doors and then she let go of the controls and the ship stabilized itself and then hung motionless in the air. Laurel reached up turned the communicator circuit on and called out to the Future.

"Future, this is the Prentor. We're ready for departure."

"Roger that Prentor. I am opening the hangar doors and reducing the shield density to minimum safe levels. You should experience no appreciable interruptions in power as you pass through the shield. Have a safe journey and good luck."

"Roger that Future. Thank you."

"With your permission Laurel, once you activate the field generator from the moon and I am able to pin point the location of the temple I would like to reorient myself into a geo-synchronous orbit above the temple."

"Permission granted. That should make our return trip much faster."

"I can also watch for unknown craft approaching your location. Am I authorized to engage any craft approaching your location?"

"Yes. Try and negotiate first but if they won't withdraw you are authorized to take whatever means you feel are necessary to keep your archeological team safe."

"Understood. That will make for an excellent cover story."

The hangar doors were fully open at this point and Laurel gently nudged the forward flight throttles forward and the Prentor gently floated through the myogenic field holding the atmosphere in the hangar and the ship drifted out into space. Laurel engaged the shield generator and she glanced back and up at Jake and he nodded yes confirming that her indication of the shields being active was accurate according to his sensor readings. Laurel nudged the forward flight throttles forward and the ship rocketed off away from the Future and a second later the Prentor penetrated the Future's shields with only a very slight flicker to the power systems. Laurel then pulled the hover engine throttles all the way back and shut the hover engines down. Jake then plotted a course for the north pole of the moon and sent the plotting to Laurel's right elbow display. Laurel glanced down at the plotting solution and then looked up and slid the throttles forward slightly and initiated a sharp left banking turn heading straight for the moon. She then slid the throttles all the way forward and the ship quickly accelerated to 95 percent the speed of light. Laurel then locked the plotting solution into the autopilot. Laurel then took a hold of the FTL throttle and slid it forward and in a crimson flash that lingered for a few seconds the ship jumped to faster than light speed and accelerated to 1.55 times the speed of light and Laurel engaged the autopilot and took her hands and feet off of the controls and relaxed.

It was only a moment later that Mark stepped up behind Laurel and put his hand on her shoulder. She looked up at him and grinned and then unfastened her restraint harness and clambered up out of the pilot's seat. Mark squished past her and climbed down into the pilot's seat and fastened his restraint harness and then he looked up at Laurel as her and Korica traded places and then Korica stepped in back and sat down next to Tamaric and fastened herself in.

"I told you that you could do it cap. You did a great job."

"Thanks Mark."

As mark turned back to his controls the autopilot dropped their speed to sub-light speeds and the ship headed straight toward the top of the moon. Mark waited a few seconds and then disengaged the autopilot and initiated a slow turn closer to the moon's surface. As they steadily drew toward the rocky and dusty looking surface of the moon Mark started looking for anything that looked promising to land on but all he saw were craters and mounds of regula piled in uneven clumps and rocky mounds that were all cast in an odd slanting shade from the star being on one side and dark space on the other. Jake scanned the surface for anything that appeared artificial in nature and at first there was nothing significant until he saw a pile of huge boulders that seemed to be arranged in an unusually round formation that made for a several hundred-foot diameter flat area ringed by boulders. Jake sent the information to Mark's upper right display covering his instruments that had been displayed there previously. Jake unbuckled himself and stepped over his seat and knelt down above Mark and pointed over his shoulder.

"Right there Mark. I think that's got to be it. It's the only somewhat flat area around and it looks big enough for us to set down without the wing sections hitting anything."

"Gotcha. I'll set her down and we'll see what happens."

Jake moved back to his seat and buckled himself in and waited for something to appear in his sensor readings that resembled a signal. Mark made a fast circle around the boulder formation and then fired up the hover engines on his last turn and as he flew over the top of the formation he slid the hover engine throttles forward while sliding the forward flight throttles all the way back. Mark then turned on the landing lights and the down looking camera and he held them at a hover 100 feet above the ground and centered them over the formation and then slowly pulled the throttles back allowing them to gently drop toward the surface until they made a gentle bouncing touchdown in the low gravity. He then slid the throttles all the way down to an idle and undid his restraints and looked up at Jake. Jake shrugged and slowly nodded no as there was no signs of a signal at first.

After a few moments there was a weak signal and Jake reached up and turned off the communication circuit that had been active since their departure from the Future a few minutes earlier. The signal began to increase in intensity until it was recognizable as a digital signal in an extremely low frequency. Jake turned the scanners down to narrow their scanning field to more closely match and he was suddenly able to lock on to the signal. It was being transmitted from eight feet away and twenty feet below the surface. The computer extrapolated the signal and converted it into text and there were some bizarre looking symbols that resembled what Asaria had shown them. Jake was at a loss as to what to do at this point.

"Ok Laurel, you're up." Jake said as he unbuckled his restraints and stood up.

Laurel got up after unfastening her restraints and she stepped to the cargo area and opened one of the cargo compartments and pulled out a data pad and an interface cable. She then stepped up to the sensor station and plugged one end of the cable into a small slot in the face of the switch panel directly above her. She then plugged the other end into the data pad and turned it on and then she pulled a stylus out from a slot on the side of the data pad. Laurel then looked back at Korica and she unfastened herself and stepped up beside Laurel and knelt down onto her knees.

"I need the sequence of numbers honey. Can you remember them?"

Korica closed her eyes and concentrated and at first she didn't know what to look for in her mind so she just thought about any number strings that came to mind and she suddenly became aware of two strings of five numbers and one string of eight numbers. Korica opened her eyes and grinned at Laurel. She reached out for the data pad and Laurel handed it to her and she began sketching the numbers that came to her mind. She sketched 45995, 29129, and 08331944. She then handed the data pad back to Laurel.

"That's so weird that I would feel those number strings are significant despite not knowing where I've seen them before."

"You saw an image of these numbers?"

"Yes. I've seen them on a display somewhere in green numbers¦or Asaria did and past them on to me like that."

Laurel closed her eyes and pictured the numbers shown to her during their connection with Asaria. She then opened her eyes and began sketching the numbers as neatly as she could in the language of the Tiomot inhabitants. When she was done she sent the first string to the converter and transmitted the first number string in the form of a digital signal at a matching frequency to that of the incoming signal. She got a new set of symbols on the scanner display that she had no understanding of at a slightly different frequency so she grimaced and sent the second number string to the converter and transmitted it at the same frequency as the second prompt in the form of a digital signal and a moment later she received another response in unfamiliar characters at a yet again slightly different frequency so she sent the 8 number string to the converter and matched the frequency and transmitted them in a digital signal. The response a few seconds later was this time in Heurenom and said, 'field generator activated'. Laurel grinned and leaned back and let out a deep breath.

"We did it! The return signal says field generator activated in the language of the elder race."

"Nice work you two." Mark said with a smile.

Laurel leaned over to Korica and kissed her cheek.

"Thank you baby. I couldn't of done it without you."

"You're welcome mom." Korica said with a big smile.

Korica then got to her feet and made her way to the back of the ship and pulled her seat down and sat down next to Tamaric. Tamaric waited until Korica had her restraints fastened and then he put his hand on hers.

"Hon, is it going to take us a while to get to Tiomot?"

"I like it when you call me that¦no, it will only take a few seconds Tamaric. The crimson fighters can travel at two hundred seventy-nine thousand miles per second. This moon is a little over four hundred thousand miles from the surface of Tiomot so it will only take seconds at faster than light speeds to reach the surface."

"I guess I didn't realize we were capable of flying that fast."

"Yep, one and half times the speed of light."

Mark slid the hover throttles forward and the ship lifted off quickly toward the darkness of space. While they were still rising Mark slid the forward throttles all the way forward and the ship took off forward and he slid the hover throttles back all the way. Mark made a gentle turn and headed straight for the planet and slid the FTL throttle forward and the ship jumped to 1.525 the times of light. It only took a few seconds for the planet to draw in close and Mark initiated an orbital turn toward the daylight side of the planet as he slid the FTL throttle all the way back and the ship slowed to sub light speeds. Mark then slid the forward flight throttles back and the braking engines engaged and their speed slowed to 22000 miles per hour. Mark slowly let the ship drift down deeper into the atmosphere.

As the glowing plasma surrounding the nose of the ship began to fade and the sensors were able scan clearly Jake looked for energy signatures and he found a massive energy signature close to the equator seven hundred miles ahead and he sent the information to Mark's right elbow display and Mark heard the tone signifying new information and he lifted his arm slightly and looked at the scan data. He could see that the energy signature was confirming what everyone was already suspecting. The mound they had been looking at was now highlighted like a beacon calling them home.

Mark leveled the ship off and adjusted to aerodynamic control instead of thruster and reactive control and then slowly descended as he slowed their forward speed to just under mach speeds. As he flew over the vast jungles he was getting multiple alerts to objects in the sky with him some of which were quite large but slow moving in comparison to their speed. Jake sent the active scan data directly onto Mark's upper right display and Mark's eyes got big for a moment as he saw all of the animals flying around. Mark slowed a little more until he was traveling at 600 miles per hour and he dropped their altitude to get under most of the flying animals popping up on his display. As they continued to approach the flashing energy signature on Mark's display he looked down at his left elbow display to check his hull temperature and there was a thud outside the ship and he looked up quickly and tried to figure out what they had hit but there was absolutely no sensation of impact or even of motion at all but he could tell their course had changed slightly so he assumed they had hit an animal.

Mark adjusted their course to head them toward the energy signature again and he slowed their speed a little more. There were so many animals popping up on the scanners now that he didn't think he was going to be able to avoid hitting quite a few of them. As they drew to within 6 miles of the temple Mark heard several small thuds as the ship struck one animal after another. A visual scan revealed that all of the jungle vines and trees that had been encasing the temple were now peeled away like a blanket stretching straight up from the ground to a point higher than the top of the temple. Mark now realized that all of the animals in the air were a result of the field generator coming on line and disturbing all of the animals that had been in the vicinity of the temple when the vines and trees were peeled back revealing a pink hued quartz stone temple that was actually very beautiful in the bright sunlight. Mark pulled his approach up to an altitude of five hundred feet and then he slid the hover throttles forward as he slid the forward flight throttles back all the way. The ship rocked slightly as he tried to arrest their remaining forward momentum. He let go of the controls and the wings rocked slightly and then the ship stabilized itself and hung motionless above the temple.

Mark slowly pulled the throttles back causing the ship to slowly descend as he turned on the down looking camera. He could see that the roof of the temple looked to have fewer cracks in the stonework toward the west end so he tried to center their descent over that area. He noticed the ship was rocking slightly and he couldn't figure out why since their was only a three knot wind which he was facing right into and he wasn't moving the controls at all and then it dawned on him that something heavy must have landed on the slowly descending ship and it was hopping around as the shields burned its feet. As they continued to descend the rocking motion stopped and he assumed whatever was trying to hitch a ride must have flown off having tired of its feet being burned. Mark watched the pink hued stone getting closer and closer and he reached up and deployed the landing gear and then he nudged the hover throttles forward slightly slowing their decent until he got three greens indicating the gear were down and locked. He then pulled the throttles back gently and a second later there was a gentle thud heard as the landing gear contacted the temple. Mark then pulled the throttles all the way back and shut all of the engines down.

Mark unfastened his restraints and Laurel and Jake did the same and began powering everything down. Mark was beginning to feel his nerves jacking up higher as he went into combat mode. Just as he was about to turn to say something to Jake he heard a thud on the windscreen and he looked up to see an ugly strange looking creature snarling at him and it snapped at him twice making him instinctively shrink back in his seat. He could see and hear the animal's teeth squeak as they dragged on the windscreen and a slimy glob of drool mucked onto the windscreen and then the animal flexed down and leaped up and flapped its bat like skin covered wings and flew up and over the cockpit out of view.

"Holy¦buckets! Did you see that?!" Mark said loudly.

"What the hell was that?" Jake exclaimed.

"That was hands down the ugliest thing I've ever seen!" Laurel said.

"That was a mess of Darwin's grab bag of parts thrown together if I've ever seen it." Mark said.

The animal was the size of a great dane with human looking front arms with four digit hands for grasping prey and holding onto them as it chomped into them with teeth like that of a tiger or a lion and it had six inch claws at the tips of its fingers. It had the back legs of a kangaroo or a rabbit for leaping and it had no tail. It had the head of a dog with cheek jowls and curling floppy lips that it pulled up into a snarl and it had blue eyes like that of a person and it had short tan fur similar to that of a deer.

"What? What'd I miss?" Korica asked as she stepped up between Laurel and Jake and looked at the slimy mess on the windscreen. "Ewe! What's that?"

"That's what's leftover after something saw me as dinner and tried to take a bite."

"Gross!" Korica said while curling her lips.

Mark shook off his own disgust and surprise and climbed up out of his seat.

"You two saw that thing right?" Mark said looking at Laurel and Jake.

"Yah we both saw it." Jake said.

"That's the kind of shi¦stuff that's going to be trying to leap on our backs. You guys need to stay alert ok?"

"Yah we got it." Laurel and Jake both said at the same time.

The four of them stepped to the back of the ship where Tamaric was standing looking rather nervous, as he had managed to catch a fleeting sighting of the animal on the windscreen. He had never seen anything so ugly or mean looking. Mark walked past him and moved the survival packs and opened the shipping crate and began pulling out their weapons, holsters, ammo belts and the detranomes. He waved Korica back and got her geared up and then slid a power cell onto a PR-40 and turned it on and handed it to her and then stood up and looked her up and down as she stood looking at him with her rifle in her hands in front of her.

"You look ready to kick some ass little one."

Korica smiled and stepped aside as Mark waved Tamaric back and he got him geared up and then he slid a power cell onto another PR-40 and turned it on and then handed it to him. Mark then waved Laurel Back and he helped her get geared up and armed and then he pulled out another PR-40 and slid a power cell onto it and turned it on and handed it to Laurel who then stepped toward the front of the ship so Jake could step to the back to get geared up. Mark helped him to get geared up and armed and then pulled out another PR-40 and he slid a power cell onto it and turned it on and handed it to Jake. Mark then got geared up himself including a big nasty bowie knife that he strapped to the side of his leg. Mark then picked up the survival packs and stepped up to Korica first and snapped the shoulder buckles closed and then Korica set her weapon down and buckled the waist strap in front of herself and then picked her weapon back up. She bounced gently a few times to get the pack to settle on her back properly and she tried to ignore the extra weight hanging on her shoulders. Mark then snapped a pack on everyone's shoulders and finally his own he hooked on one shoulder and then flung it around his back and he grabbed the other shoulder clasp and buckled it on his left shoulder and then he fastened the snap buckle at his waist and then he picked up his weapon and switched it on. He then looked at his miniature weaponized strike team and he took a deep breath.

"Alright campers. Eyes up and heads on a swivel. Cover each other's backs and we don't leave anyone behind. I don't care how cute any animal is, it's going to try and take a bite out of you and some of the smaller ones are poisonous so if it's close kill it. Are we clear?"

"Yes sir." Tamaric said.

"Crystal." Jake said.

"Got it." Korica said.

"I'll shoot but I'm not killing anything unless I absolutely have no other choice." Laurel said.

"That's ok cap. I got no argument with that. Remember everyone, controlled bursts. Don't drain your weapon on one animal. Keep your aim center mass or head shots if possible and leave your weapons on level three unless you encounter something really big. I want an orderly march for the east side of the temple once we get the airlock closed ok? I want Laurel and Jake to take point. Tamaric you are going to take the right flank, Korica left Flank and I'm going to cover our six. Any questions?"

Everyone looked at one another and then they all shook their heads no.

"Alright then, here we go. Weapons at the ready."

Everyone lifted their weapons and shouldered them and Mark stepped up to the door and opened it and then he switched the cargo area lights off and stepped out onto the smooth slightly pink hued granite stone and he scanned around and saw nothing but the noise was almost deafening at first. There were strange sounding birds squawking and chirping and some were almost singing and there was the distinct sound of some distant animals roaring and growling interlaced with animals yelping from time to time as they were preyed upon. It was immediately obvious to Mark that the animals in the area were all stirred up by the field generator coming to life and lifting the jungle growth off of the temple along with all of the soil that had accumulated since the last time the temple had been accessed and by the looks of how much growth was being held up in a vertical green carpet it had been a very long time since anyone had successfully activated the field generator. Mark scanned the skies but saw nothing at the moment so he waved the others out of the ship and they all filed out with their weapons drawn and immediately pointed them skyward as they watched for anything dropping on them. Once Tamaric came out last Mark pushed his hand into the hidden access port and lifted the closing mechanism for the airlock door and it slowly closed and then sealed shut and then Mark flipped the power switch off.

Jake was the first to notice the vertical vegetation moving right in front of them indicating that something was crawling up the other side to try and jump over the top.

"Watch it! We got something coming over." Jake said almost in a whisper as he raised his weapon to the top edge of the vegetation that was at least fifteen feet over their heads at this particular spot.

Jake waited while everyone got into formation and just as they did an animal that had short legs with articulated digits at the ends of its stubby gray furred legs and a long snout full of sharp teeth like a barracuda poked its head over the top of the vegetation and looked right at Jake with golden colored eyes. The animal seemed to size the group up for a moment and then begin to climb over the top of the barrier being created by the field generator. Jake squeezed his trigger delivering seven quick blasts in rapid succession that parted the animal's head and blew it back over the barrier. There was a small amount of crimson red blood that splattered down to the stone blocks sounding like a glass of water being dumped and Korica swallowed hard but kept scanning for anything else coming over the top of the barrier but the vegetation was now still.

"Alright show's over. Move out." Mark said quietly.

Laurel and Jake moved next to one another and Tamaric and Korica got back to back and then took a step apart and Mark scanned the skies to the rear and the group began to move toward the east end of the temple. They only got just past the nose of the Prentor when the noises coming from all around seemed to get quieter and some small furry flying animals resembling flying swirls with wings took to the air in a flock and then scattered in different directions like they were panicked. Mark could hear wind rustling like something was rushing through the air when he looked straight up and saw something fairly large in a power dive heading straight down towards them. Mark spun around and pointed his weapon at the animal and squeezed the trigger burping out several blasts of plasma energy that struck the animal in the head splitting it open and exiting between its hind legs. Mark then quickly pushed Korica out of the way just as a pile of gore and half of the animal's head hit the ground right where she had been standing. Korica took a couple stumbling steps and then spun around and pointed her weapon up just as the rest of the animal hit the ground with a wet thud no more than two feet from Tamaric. Mark was impressed by Korica's quick recovery and the fact that Tamaric didn't even flinch when the animal hit the ground and blood splattered up onto his leg. He just kept scanning the sky since he knew the animal was no longer a threat with half of its head missing.

Mark stepped up to the Animal and tried to make sense of its body. It had skin covered wings and a very thick and muscular body. It had sharp sickle shaped claws on its front feet that had three digits and it had a retractable eight-inch long curved center claw on its back feet that were obviously designed to disembowel its victims. It had a dark brindled fur that was short and wiry and Mark could see small black insects crawling around in its fur. Mark assumed they were parasites like fleas or ticks and the sudden stop had stirred them up and they were crawling around now. Mark curled his lip and swallowed hard. He then nodded at Laurel and Jake without saying anything to signal them to keep moving.

They all stepped past the corpse and expanding pool of blood and formed back up and resumed their scanning of the sky as they headed east down the top of the temple. They got another twenty feet when Jake and Laurel saw two more of the same type of animal with slightly different coloring to their fur were making a dive toward them. The animals arced up and then pulled their wings in and dove at high speed and Jake opened fire on one and Laurel tagged the other. The one Laurel hit tumbled and bounced off the top of the barrier and out of sight over the edge and the one Jake hit streaked in at them with its innards spilling out from between its back legs and its head was cleaved into several pieces by the plasma blasts. Laurel and Jake stepped apart and watched what was left of the animal hit the ground with the same sickening wet thud as the last animal and then it slid several feet, hit the barrier and bounced back against the side of the temple and tumbled toward the bottom leaving a bright red streak on the pink hued quartz blocks with a trail of innards mixed in with the red streak.

Jake looked at Laurel and she looked like she was going to throw up but she quickly swallowed the feeling down and the serious look returned to her face and she nodded that she was alright and pointed her weapon skyward just in time to see another animal diving in on them and as she was about to fire Tamaric squeezed his trigger and burped out a dozen rounds of plasma energy and split the animal clean in half from the chest right to the hind quarters with only its neck and head keeping the animal from separating into two pieces. Korica stepped back toward Mark to avoid being sprayed by blood and innards and Laurel and Jake took several rapid steps forward and the animal hit the stone blocks with a splat and thud and the animal split in half and its two half's slid around and slapped together leaving its body cavity exposed with all of its innards clumped by its head that was now obscured by its body halves.

Everyone quickly formed back up and looked at the pile of gore and the huge expanding pool of blood and tried to step carefully so as not to slip but as they stepped out of the pool of blood at the east side of the pool of blood Korica slipped and fell on her back. She closed her eyes and took the fall without dropping her weapon and as soon as she opened her eyes to see everyone looking down at her she saw the same animal that had jumped onto the windscreen when they landed heading out of the sky straight toward her with its front arms stretched out and its claws flayed out and its mouth open. Korica raised her weapon slightly, as it was already pointed up and without aiming she squeezed off two burps the first of which hit the animal in the face splitting its head in half and the second burst hit the animal in the left side of its chest slicing the whole left side of its body open. She was hit with a warm spray of misted blood and the animals two half's hit the ground on each side of her startling everyone as the two half's slid past Korica on her left and right until they splattered against the barrier behind her and then fell to the bottom of the temple hundreds of feet below them. Korica had a look of shock on her face but she kept scanning the sky fully expecting something else to make a try at them.

Mark stepped up to Korica and put his hand down toward her and she reached up and put her hand in his and he gripped her hand tightly and yanked her to her feet. She just looked at him and nodded to indicate she was ok. She knew better than to utter a word as it would more than likely attract the attention of more animals, which she knew was the last thing they needed. They all formed up again and resumed their scanning of the skies with their weapons pointing where they were looking. As they all walked to the end of the temple Laurel and Jake could see the vegetation shaking and moving at the east side so they knew a group of something were climbing toward the top of the barrier. Jake gave a soft whistle to get everyone's attention and when everyone looked he pointed his hand toward the barrier in front of him in a chopping motion to signal something is moving in that direction. Mark kept scanning upward while Tamaric and Korica changed their aim to the top of the barrier just as a whole group of small animals climbed to the top of the barrier and began pouring over the top in a leaping motion. The animals were the size of a domestic cat but they had flat heads with nasty looking overlapping teeth like that of a crocodile but as the animals opened their mouths and screeched they had two long fangs like that of a venomous snake. The animals had four long claws on each of their front feet. Their feet were flat and webbed in between their toes. They had black short fur with gold colored patches on their chest and underbellies and the bottom half of their legs right to the tip of their feet were also golden colored. Their screeches were ear piercing and high pitched but the entire crew ignored the pain to the ears and began squeezing off burst after burst splattering the animals almost completely when they were struck with several plasma blasts at a time.

Mark kept scanning skyward as the other four dispatched every one of the animals that topped the barrier and leaped toward them and their innards and what remained of their carcasses and the limp bodies of those stunned by Laurel's shots fell all the way to the bottom of the temple some five hundred feet below. Once the last animal was taken care of Laurel and Jake found the staircase leading down the east side of the temple and started to make their way toward it when Mark startled them.

"Get moving! We got something really big circling. I think it's been attracted by the smell of the blood." He said in a low voice that everyone could hear.

Everyone looked up and there was an animal with at least a twenty-foot wingspan making a slow circle of the top of the temple. The animal was up about fifty feet but it had a long neck that it was craning down looking right at the group with piercing gray eyes that seemed to be glowing in the sunlight. The animal had its legs tucked up against its body but they could all see that the animal had arms with elbows and shoulders like that of a person and its haunches looked muscular like it could stand upright and possibly run or leap a great distance. The head looked like it had a long curved beak like that of a parrot but its head was at least four feet long and its neck looked to be five feet long and very muscular. It looked to be the equivalent of a scavenger like a vulture but it was formidable enough to be able to take down its own prey if it had the opportunity.

Everyone scrambled down the long stairs that led all the way to the bottom of the temple. They were careful not to slip in the blood that had splattered on the stairs from the dozen or so animals that had been dispatched as they came over the barrier. Laurel climbed down past the first entrance and then she stepped out onto the landing for the second entrance and she stepped up to the second entrance doorway and popped her head around the corner and then back scanning quickly to see if anything was inside the opening and she detected movement even with a quick glance. Laurel looked up at Jake and pointed to her eyes and then pointed at the entrance. Jake nodded that he gets it there is something inside.

Laurel thought about what to do for a moment then an idea came to her. She motioned for Jake to step down closer and he stepped down two steps so he was right above her and she gently grabbed his arms and turned him around and she opened his pack and pulled out his light wand and then clasped his pack closed. She then looked up at Mark and held up the light wand and motioned that she was going to toss it into the opening and then with a flat hand she motioned that something will fly out and then she pointed at Mark and then pointed at the entrance then she pointed her finger like a gun and shook it while pointing toward the barrier in front of her. Mark nodded that he gets it. Laurel then looked at Tamaric and Korica and pointed straight up and they both nodded that they get it. She wants them to continue scanning the sky while the other three are distracted. Laurel turned the light wand on and stepped up to the entrance and tossed it into the room. Her and Jake could hear the light wand hit the ground with a clack and take a bounce and then there was an eerie guttural growl sound like a dog protecting its bone. There was then a roar and a fairly sizable animal rushed out of the opening and flapped its wings a few times and Laurel and Jake were blown back against the stairs as the animal took to the air and Mark squeezed off two blasts and Laurel and Jake could feel the gravitation distortion as the energy pulses rushed past them and struck the animal in the back severing one of its wings completely off and spilling its internal organs out of its chest. What was left of the animal smacked into the barrier and then tumbled to the bottom of the temple into a bloody slump way down at the bottom of the temple.

Laurel and Jake got back to their feet and Laurel stepped up to the entrance and popped her head in quickly and then back out. The light wand lit the room brightly and she could see that the room was now empty. She stepped out so she could see everyone and she waved them down. Laurel stepped into the chamber and Jake followed her and then Korica popped in followed by Tamaric and a moment later Mark stepped in. Mark immediately motioned for Korica and Tamaric to cover the entrance while they did what they needed to do to open the wall at the back of the chamber. Laurel picked up the light wand that she had tossed in and handed it to and Jake. Laurel, Jake and Mark then walked to the back of the dusty and dirty room.

Just as Asaria had said there would be, there were four carved faces protruding from the back wall with a protruding stone shelf beneath them presumably to place offerings to each of the depicted individuals. The faces were of an odd depicted shape. They had bulbous foreheads and long faces with pudgy cheeks and broad flat noses. The eyes were depicted as being closed but the eye sockets seemed huge. Laurel pointed to the last face all the way at the right end and Mark stepped up to it and looked at Laurel as she slung her rifle over her shoulder and put her hands flat on the second from the left and pushed on it. They could hear a sandy grinding sound as the stone carving slid back several inches and then they heard a metallic clank and a second later a solid stone sounding thud echoed throughout the chamber from behind the wall. Laurel nodded at Mark and he slung his rifle over his shoulder and put his hands on the face right in front of him and pushed on it and it moved back with the same sandy grinding sound until a metal clank could be heard and then a second later a solid thud and the edge of the wall moved slightly. Mark gently pushed on the wall and the whole wall pivoted from the center point.

Mark pushed a little harder and the end of the wall swung inward revealing a very dark space behind. He pushed until there was a five-foot wide opening at the end of the wall. When he stopped pushing the wall was so well balanced that it kept swinging until there was a ten-foot opening at the end of the wall. Mark gave a quick and quiet whistle and Tamaric and Korica who were both down on one knee facing the entrance looked back at Mark who waved them over. They both stood up and walked backwards while watching the entrance only glancing back behind themselves from time to time. Everyone stepped around the end of the wall and Mark pushed on the edge of the wall gently and its massive weight was moved with only a slight pressure to get it moving. Mark followed the edge of the wall until it was slightly past the closed position. Everyone slung their rifles over their shoulders at this point.

Laurel looked at the massive stone and metal locking mechanism on the back of the wall. Jake held up his light wand so they could all see the counter lever and locks. Laurel could tell the wall had pivoted a little to far so she stepped to the end of the wall and gave it a gentle nudge to move it back into the right position to engage the locks. She then stepped up to Korica and gently spun her around and opened her pack and pulled out her light wand and turned it on spilling a welcomed additional light into the room as Laurel re-secured Korica's pack closed. Laurel then knelt down and pointed over her shoulder and Korica opened Laurel's pack and pulled out the light wand contained within it and turned it on and then re-secured Laurel's pack closed. Korica turned the light wand on pouring even more light into the room. Laurel then stood up and turned to see Mark pulling the light wand out of Tamaric's pack. Mark then secured Tamaric's pack closed and knelt down and Tamaric stepped around behind him and opened his pack and pulled the detranomes out and set them in the floor and then he pulled out the light wand and turned it on and then he laid it in the floor and picked up the detranomes and put them back in Mark's pack and then he buckled the snap buckles closed and slapped Mark's pack to signal that he was done. Mark stood up and Tamaric picked up the light wand and Mark slapped his hand on Tamaric's shoulder and gave him a small smile.

The room was filled with bright light now from all of their light wands. Laurel looked over the locking mechanism and she realized the huge square holes in the floor were meant to receive the end of the L shaped stone locking levers but the metal securing bolts would have to be lifted and then the locking levers would have to be slid in pushing the carved faces on the other side of the wall out into their original position and then the stone locking bolts could be pushed down into the holes in the floor. Laurel stepped over to the metal securing bolt on the left and lifted it up and then she tried to push the stone locking bolt in and Mark could tell what she was trying to do so he stepped up behind her and reached around her and pushed the stone locking lever in until it hit the wall and then he stepped over to the end of the locking lever and he pushed it down into the hole in the floor and Laurel let the securing bolt fall holding the stone locking lever in the locked position. The two then stood back and looked at their handy work. Laurel gave him a grin and nodded at the other locking lever and the two repeated the process with the other locking lever and securing bolt. As soon as the second locking lever hit the floor a single light in the ceiling flickered a few times then stayed on but the other seven round ports that should have projected light from them stayed dark as Laurel let the second securing bolt fall into place holding the locking lever in its hole.

Everyone looked around a bit and they could tell no one had been in this chamber in a very long time. There was no dirt and rocks in the floor like there was out in the first chamber but there was a thin layer of dust in the floor and they could see their own footprints in the dust and no others meaning no one had stepped into this room in perhaps centuries. Laurel looked around and saw the stone pedestal at the back of the room. Everyone walked up to it and looked at it for a moment. Laurel swept the thin layer of dust off of it and then blew the rest off in a single breath.

"Is this the thing you have to speak that phrase into that you were talking about cap?" Mark asked.

"Yah. It has to be. There's nothing else in here."

Their voices echoed around the empty room in an eerie manner as they spoke.

Laurel took a breath and spoke the phrase taught to them by Asaria.

"Oo lon ronan konoton." Laurel said.

"There was a slight humming sound and the glyphs in Heurenom on the pedestal began to glow a soft blue/green color. Laurel looked over the symbols and reached up and tapped the glyphs to spell 'I am the seeker of knowledge and understanding' and a clank was heard behind the wall next to the pedestal.

"Everyone start pushing on the blocks in this wall until one of them moves." Laurel said.

Everyone stepped up to the wall and began leaning on the blocks all along the wall until Korica felt a block move forward under her weight. There was now a very slight separation in the lines of the blocks.

"I think I found it Laurel." Korica said.

Everyone stepped up behind her as she pushed harder and a series of blocks three blocks wide and ten high moved back a couple of inches and then pivoted from the right. Korica kept pushing gently as the massive pile of blocks that should weigh several tons swung on a corner pivot point with ease until the door was wide open leaving a four foot wide opening to walk through. Korica stepped into the next room and everyone followed her into the brightly lit room. Mark stepped in last and turned and swung the door shut and then leaned against it and pushed it back into its sealed position and he could see a series of locking bolts attached to a star shaped revolving locking device on the back of the door. He grabbed the center of the star shaped locking device and spun it until the locking bolts clanked into their holes.

Everyone looked around and noticed that this room looked like it was made out of a different type of stone. The stone blocks that made up the walls and floors were a black granite looking stone with white and gray speckles in it and the stone was polished and spotless. There was no dust or dirt anywhere and it was very cold. Mark guessed it was somewhere around 55 degrees and the air was very dry. At the back of the small 25 foot by 25 foot room was an opening in the floor that had a stone slab of the pink hued quartz covering it. As they stepped up to the opening the stone slab began to slide back on its own until a six-foot diameter hole was revealed. When they looked into the hole they could see stone blocks protruding from a curving open pit. The stones stuck out three feet and protruded one lower than next forming a spiral staircase that seemed to just keep going around and down and down into a dim abyss of unknown depth.

Mark was about to step down onto the first step when Korica stopped him.

"Wait a minute Mark. Can we please put our thermo wear on? Tamaric is freezing and I'm covered in¦blood and stuff. I can't take the smell much longer."

Mark looked down at his own pants that had mist speckles and a couple of splatter spots and then he looked at poor Korica and she had a mist of blood drying on her face and her entire backside and her legs up to her knees were covered in drying blood. He looked at Laurel and Jake and they also had a fair amount of blood on their clothes.

"Sure. Come on over here and take your packs off."

Mark said as he stepped away from the hole in the floor.

Mark walked over to farthest wall and everyone followed him and as they stepped away from the opening in the floor the stone slab slid shut sealing the seemingly bottomless pit closed. Mark unsnapped his waist buckle and then his right shoulder buckle and then he squatted down and unfastened his left shoulder buckle and his pack fell to the floor. Everyone else followed suit and dropped their packs and then they all pulled out their thermo wear. Tamaric looked over at his poor Korica with a mist of dried blood in her face he really felt bad for her.

"How did you know I was cold Korica? I didn't say a word and I wasn't going to complain."

"I can hear what you're feeling Tamaric. You're cold and thirsty¦and I'm ok. That was the scariest thing I have ever been through in my life but I'm ok."

"Well thank you for thinking of me."

"You're welcome."

Korica stood up and looked at mark.

"Mark, I need to get these clothes off. They're covered in¦stuff that stinks."

"Uh¦ok. We'll turn our backs and you can get undressed and slip your thermo wear on. The thermo wear is only designed to keep your body warm to ninety-eight point six so you might feel a little cold without anything on under it."

"That's ok. I just got to get this crap off of me."

"I'm going to do the same if that's ok Mark?" Laurel said.

"That's fine cap. I suppose we should all get out of these bloody clothes. Guys on the left, girls on the right."

The girls stepped over to the left side of the room and turned their backs to the guys who then tuned their backs to the girls and everyone got undressed and then put their thermo wear on and then put their shoes back on. Mark then showed everyone the re-sealable plastic bag in their packs that they were to be used for dirty clothes and any trash they produced so that nothing would be left behind. He showed them how to roll their clothes up so they would fit back into their packs without taking up to much room. He then stepped up to everyone and rolled their shirt sleeves back and showed them how to turn the thermo wear on so it would keep them warm then he rolled their waist band down at their hips and showed them how to turn their thermo pants on and off.

Mark then took a good look at Korica's adorable face covered in blackening freckles of blood and he knew he had to get her cleaned up.

"You hungry Korica?" Mark asked.

"I didn't want to say anything¦I am hungry though."

"Ok. Everyone take a seat and wind down for a few minutes. Let the adrenaline settle and get some water in you."

Everyone sat down leaning against the wall and Mark opened Korica's bag and pulled out her plastic bag of stained clothing and set it down and then he reached in and pulled out one of her soft water canteen rations and handed it to her. He then reached in deeper and pulled out a small rectangular package and tore it open and pulled out a damp cloth with skin cleanser infused in it and after she drank all of the water ration he knelt down in front of her and began wiping the blood spatter off of her face and neck. He told her to close her eyes and he wiped the back of her eyelids and her eyebrows and then he wiped her ears clean and finally he gently put his hand on top of her head and tilted her head back and wiped up under her chin and down the front of her neck all the way to the top of her thermo shirt collar. He then handed the cloth to her and told her to clean her hands thoroughly. She did as he asked as he reached into her bag and pulled out a noodle with turkey gravy and vegetable hot pack. He pulled out another of her soft canteen water rations and set it down on the floor and then he took the towel from her and put it in the bag with her blood stained clothes after stuffing it back in the container it came out of.

Mark then showed Korica how to tear open the top of the hot meal pack and he opened the water ration and poured an ounce of water into the hot meal pack and then he squeezed the bottom of the meal pouch until a crunching sound could be heard and then he folded the top over and set the meal pack down and then he reached into her pack again and pulled out a small box and when he opened it, it contained a knife, fork, spoon and a metal straw. He showed it to her and then closed the lid and set it down next to her. He then put the water ration next to her and he reached into her bag again and pulled out a pouch of dried fruit chips that he held up.

"Desert." He said as he set the pouch on the floor next to the hot meal back that was now emitting steam from the corners.

He reached into her pack again and pulled up a few ration packs one at a time and stuffed them back in until he found the one he wanted. He pulled out a clear vacuum-sealed pack that had several strips of meat that had been jerked. He smiled and handed it to her.

"Protein snack. Stick this one in your pocket when we get ready to move out."

"What is it?"

"Izore jerky. It was flavored and dehydrated according to one of Rema's recipes. These should be really high in protein and give your tummy something to work on until our next real meal."

"You had this made just for me?"

"Well I had you in mind when I asked for it to be made but it's a high protein snack that could prove beneficial to anyone who eats it. You've got two more pouches of it in your pack ok?"

"Thank you for taking care of me Mark."

"Anytime. You just keep smiling ok? Your hot meal will be ready in about two minutes."

Korica gave him a toothy smile and he just sighed. He loved this girl so much and he felt responsible for her and proud of her like his own flesh and blood daughter. Mark then moved his pack that had been leaning up against the wall and he sat down next to Korica and plopped his pack in his lap and opened it and pulled out a water ration of his own and a hot meal pack. He then looked over at Laurel and Jake who were watching him intently.

"Cap you guys should eat something too¦please."

Laurel grinned and nodded and her and Jake began going through their packs to find their own meal choice and a water ration to prepare it with. Once Mark had his meal pack cooking he set it down and picked up Korica's and unfolded the top and a puff of steam and a wonderful smelling aroma wafted out into the room. Mark then set the meal bag down and picked up the box of silverware and showed Korica how to assemble the handle and utensil end of choice and he picked up the hot meal pouch and stirred the contents and then handed it to Korica along with her now assembled fork. She expected the bag to be hot judging by how much steam came out of it but the bag was only slightly warm to the touch. She dug into the bag and took a bite of the piping hot noodles that were slathered in thick turkey gravy and closed her eyes for a moment as she chewed the mouth full. Once she swallowed the bite she looked at mark and grinned.

"Maybe I'm just famished but this tastes wonderful. Thanks Mark."

"I actually like these meal packs myself. They've made huge strides toward improving their taste over the years. When I was in basic survival training and we were dumped on an island and given ten of these to survive fourteen days on I really came to appreciate them even though they tasted like wet dirt and soggy leather back then."

Korica chuckled and went back to eating her meal. After everyone had consumed their hot meals and felt warm from the inside out thanks to the hot meal and the thermo wear they all started packing away their trash. As Mark was closing his pack Korica looked at him.

"Mark, what was that towel thing that you cleaned me up with?"

"Oh, we jar heads call those bath in bag. The small ones are for cleaning the hands and face if you get into a¦messy fight like what we just ran into. You've got four more of those in your pack. There is also a body-sized towel in there. It's for the times when you can't get to a shower or bathtub and you're feeling¦funky. You can wipe your whole body down with the larger ones. There's lanolin, water and some other antibacterial additives infused into them."

Korica looked down at herself for a moment then back at Mark.

"Are they safe for a woman to use¦you know, everywhere?"

"Yes. We have female marines so that aspect was taken into consideration. They are safe to be used on the female genitals. You have three of those in your pack. They are stored in a vacuum packed bag to make them small enough to be crammed into a survival pack like what we have here."

"Well I hope we aren't here long enough for me to feel the need to use one."

"Me too. I packed 'em just incase but I sure hope this is an in and out mission."

Mark got to his feet and everyone got the hint and stood up as well. Everyone picked up their packs and slung them over their shoulders and secured the shoulder snap buckles and then grabbed the waist straps and clasped the snap buckles closed in front of themselves. Everyone then picked up their PR-40's and slung them over their shoulders and Laurel took point with Jake following behind her and Korica was behind Jake with Tamaric behind her and Mark brought up the rear. Laurel stepped up to the slab covering the spiral staircase and it started to slide back into the floor. There was a musty, cold and damp smell that wafted up out of the whole that swept away the smell of the hot meals that had been lingering in the room.

Laurel looked down into staircase and realized she was going to have to hold her rifle out in front of her so she could stay close to the wall with how narrow the steps were so she pulled her weapon off of her shoulder and held it with both hands in front of herself. She then stepped down onto the first step and began the long climb down to the bottom of the stairwell. The others did the same thing with their weapons and followed Laurel down into the bottomless looking stairwell. As Mark climbed down the stairs low enough for his head to be clear of the slab that covered the stairwell the slab started to slide closed and Mark stopped and looked up until the slab completely sealed the stairwell closed from the room above.

Mark then looked down into the deep stairwell and wondered where the light was coming from. There were no hanging lights or light ports but the stairwell was bathed in a gentle warm yellowish light coming from seemingly nowhere and yet everywhere. He figured it was more of the incredible gizomotry that the elder race used and weren't real great at explaining claiming it was too complicated to explain so the limited Human intellect would grasp the concept. They all climbed down the stairs for seemingly hours though it was actually only fifteen minutes at their slow and cautious pace. When they reached the bottom of the stairs there was a fairly dark connecting corridor that they all stepped into and then they stopped and retrieved their light wands out of each other's packs and turned them on. They walked down the corridor and they could feel an odd cold yet warm interlaced air ahead and it smelled very strange like hot rocks. They walked to the end of the corridor and they emerged facing a wide chasm with sheer walls and their lights never reached the bottom. There was an odd howling sound like a distant wind rushing through a partially open door but it was echoing and billowing and constant. Their lights reached to the opposite side of the chasm some 500 feet away and they could see an opening at the other side with no door. There was a frighteningly narrow bridge made of stone reaching from one side to the other terminating right at their feet.

Laurel looked down but couldn't see the bottom of the black pit below and she swallowed hard and looked at the footbridge. It was only eight inches wide so just as Asaria said they were going to have to place one foot right in front of the other all the way across. There was a landing of sorts at the other side that several people could stand on if necessary but there was no handrail of any kind to keep a person from falling off the edge if a miss step was taken. Laurel looked at her rifle and realized it was going to have to stay behind if she was going to put her arms straight out for balance. Laurel turned and set her rifle on the floor of the corridor against the wall and stood up and looked down the corridor at the others.

"You're going to have to leave your rifles behind. Just set 'em in the floor against the wall. You'll see why when you step out here."

Everyone did as she suggested and set their rifles in the floor up against the wall and then Laurel turned and took a deep breath and stuck her light wand in her shirt using her braw to hold it in place in between her breasts and then she put her arms straight out in the air to her sides and stepped onto the bridge and placed one foot right in front of the other while looking ahead only glancing at her feet from time to time as she slowly made her way across the narrow bridge. Everyone stood and watched Laurel's progress until she got all the way to the other side. She stepped onto the landing and pulled her light wand out of her shirt and then turned and faced everyone and held her hands up.

"Nothing to it." She yelled.

A few moments later her voice echoed back to her from somewhere deep below and then a few seconds later it echoed back again a little quieter. This happened several times and she wished she hadn't said anything at all. The delay in the echo made it sound like someone else entirely yelling back at her in her own voice. Korica stepped past Jake and stepped right out onto the bridge and put her light wand in her braw just like Laurel had and then she put her arms straight out and began walking in a smooth, graceful, flowing manner placing one foot in front of the other with ease. When she got close enough for Laurel to see her face she was surprised how calm Korica seemed with the certain knowledge of a bottomless pit below her and certain death if she

fell. Korica walked calmly right up to the landing and took a little hop onto the landing and she pulled her light wand out of her shirt and waived it as she turned and looked at the guys standing on the other side.

Jake looked at his light wand and didn't quite know what to do with it so he put it behind his ammo belt right in front of his stomach and then he put his arms out and stepped out onto the bridge and he wobbled for a second until he looked down and realized the foot didn't have to be placed perfectly in front of the other just real close since the bridge was wider than his foot. He looked back up and began walking slowly and carefully until he got to the other side. He pulled his light wand and turned and waved it like Korica had and then he stepped next to Laurel and took her hand in his. Tamaric stepped out onto the bridge next after placing his light wand behind his ammo belt just like Jake had. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He knew he had never been a real graceful walker in fact his mother used to tease him that he could trip over a toothpick but he hoped he would be able walk gracefully in this case. He put his arms out to the side and began walking by placing one foot right in front of the other. Korica held her breath until he got to the middle of the bridge and he wobbled for a second and then he looked down for a moment then began walking again. He made it the rest of the way without missing a stride. Tamaric stepped up to Korica and pulled his light wand out from behind his ammo belt and the two grabbed each other and yanked one another into a tight hug. Korica then kissed his cheek and smiled at him. The two separated and took one another's hand and turned to watch Mark.

Mark placed his light wand in his ammo belt and put his arms out and started walking across the bridge and Korica giggled a little at the way Mark's hips wiggled as he walk with one foot right in front of the other. Mark walked quicker than any of the others had, seeing as this was exactly what he did during conditional and survival training. Mark stepped onto the landing and looked at Laurel with a grin.

"Nothing to it." He said with a grin.

Laurel shook her head while smiling and then she turned to the doorway that was pitch dark on the other side. Laurel stepped up to the door and held her light wand up and took a step through the doorway and a blinding light suddenly flooded the room to reveal gems and golden trinkets and velum looking manuscripts of all verities scattered all about the room. Laurel stepped in and waited for everyone to enter.

"Remember, this crap is all a booby trap. Touch nothing ok?" Laurel said looking at everyone until they nodded yes.

Laurel then turned and walked slowly past all of the twinkling jewels and golden cups and plates and coins and some very old looking manuscripts on wooden roll ends. There were pendants and necklaces and rings and jewel encrusted daggers and long swords with intricately detailed pommels. Laurel waked to the back of the chamber and there was the pedestal with a pile of gems of different colors and sizes sitting on top of it just as Asaria said there would be. Everyone stepped up behind her and watched as she looked at it for a moment then she looked down under the top platform at the top and then she squatted down and set her light wand down and put her hands against the middle of the pedestal and pushed and the whole pedestal moved back a couple inches. She pushed again and it slid back even further and a clank could be heard from behind the wall right behind the pedestal and all of the treasure in the room simply blinked twice and then disappeared. Laurel picked up her light wand and then stood up and looked back at everyone.

"Told you. If we had touched any of that stuff the room would have been sealed off and we would have been suffocated."

Laurel turned around and stepped around the pedestal and pushed on the wall and an unseen door slid back five feet and stopped with a thud and some lights could been seen to flicker to life and bleed out of the room from around the seven foot wide and nine foot high wall section. Laurel stepped around the door and there was a sight for sore eyes. There in the middle of a room excavated right out of the very rock that makes up the walls of the chasm was a chair of knowledge with its concentric ring of dimly glowing and pulsing wedge shaped crystals with a brilliant green circular and slightly domed gemstone at its center in almost the same color as Jake's eyes sitting behind the chair. There was a control pedestal with its domed and circular red crystal at its center and the three rows of large buttons circling it all with a different symbol in the oldest language of the elder race embossed in them. On the back wall was the long control interface panel and its touch activated display screens above it sitting flat against the wall. Laurel slowly walked up to the chair and looked in the seat and saw the neural control collar as the elder race called it or the 'halo' as the Future crew called it.

Everyone filed around the door and into the room and looked around. Korica looked at the chair and the concentric ring of dimly glowing wedges sitting upright behind it. Some of the wedge shaped crystals would twinkle a few times and then return to a gentle pulsing along with all of the wedges. Korica took a deep breath and looked at Laurel.

"I have to be honest with you mom, I still don't like these things. Some of the worst memories in my life involve being put into one of these."

"I know honey. This one hasn't been monkeyed with. It's not going to hurt you and neither am I."

"Cap, you want the door closed?"

"Uhh¦I don't know that it really matters way down here but Asaria did tell us to always close the doors behind us."

Mark shrugged and turned and pushed on the door unit it sealed shut. Laurel stroked Korica's cheeks gently and then turned and walked over to the control interface and looked at the myriad of buttons and knobs on the lower panel. They were all labeled in one of the oldest dialects of the elder race called Loritian. Laurel reached her hand up and touched the control panel and the entire interface came to life. The upper displays gave a list of dialects and Laurel reached out and touched Heurenom and the display faded and then the readings from the chair were displayed on the left display and on the right display that was larger was a list of thousands of names that at first didn't make any sense until Laurel looked at the upper right most and as Asaria had indicated, the name listed there was Farqua. Laurel turned and looked at Jake and waved him over.

"Jake come check this out."

Jake stepped up next to her glanced around the control panel and then he looked up at the extensive list of names. He saw what Laurel was pointing at and it was obvious to him that they were looking at a list of every chair of knowledge and its corresponding world that it was located on. He saw the upper right most listed as Farqua and he even saw the name Tiomot several rows below it toward the middle of the row it was in and in another row he recognized the name Marquel, the name of the elder races home world. Jake then turned and looked at Korica.

"You have to see this Korica." Jake said waving Korica over.

Korica stopped looking at the chair with the halo sitting in it and stepped up next to Jake and looked at the huge list of names and she gasped when she noticed Draxima in the list of names.

"That's my world." Korica said pointing to the list of names.

"It sure is. This must be a list of every single chair of knowledge and the name of the worlds where they're located. Look, they even have the Angalon listed. They must have chosen your people to safeguard a chair of knowledge."

"I can't believe they trusted my people with that kind of responsibility."

"Your people must have really made a profound impression on Oberot. See, told you that you were something truly special. All of your people are." Mark said as he gently put his on Korica's shoulder.

"Thank you Mark."

Laurel handed her light wand to Jake who then turned it off and stuck it in her pack as she reached up and touched the name Farqua and it turned red and the rest of the list of names disappeared as the name Farqua began to slowly blink. A few minutes later while Laurel was trying to figure out the rest of the control interface a message appeared in Heurenom on the display. The message was instructions to place the neural induction collar on the head of whoever was calling and to activate the verbal interface.

"Jake, will you get the halo for me?" Laurel asked pointing to the chair.

Jake walked over to the chair and picked up the halo from the seat then walked back over to Laurel and handed it to her. Laurel placed the halo on her head and then looked at the control interface's control panel and she struggled to read the labeled controls, as Loritian was a very obscure and difficult language. She finally found two controllers that were labeled 'verbal' and 'enable'. She pushed both one after the other and she felt a dizzy wave run through her mind and she put her hands on the edge of the interface control panel and closed her eyes for a moment.

"Are you ok babe?" Jake asked putting his hand on her shoulder.

"I'm ok, I just got dizzy for a second." Laurel said as she opened her eyes and stood up straight.

Laurel could then hear a voice in her mind as though she were reaching out to someone. It was the voice of a man with a soft slow speaking voice.

"To whom am I speaking?" The voice asked.

"I am captain Laurel Kade of the Earth vessel Future." Laurel thought quickly in return.

"You need to slow your thoughts when you communicate in this manner. The connection is very tenuous and distorts if you think to quickly Laurel. I am Deramot Tannet. I am the person on duty here on the Farqua station. Are you looking for someone in particular?"

"I am not familiar with the control interface for the halls of learning. I will slow my thinking as I can tell you are. I need to speak to Asaria. She is expecting my call."

"I understand. I will page her to the hall of learning. Are you or your crew in any danger at the moment?"

"No. Asaria was very clear in her instructions of how to get into the hall of learning here on Tiomot. Once we got the first door closed behind ourselves sealing us off from the dangerous animals on this planet we didn't experience any difficulties."

"That's great news. Make yourselves comfortable, it could take a while for Asaria to free herself from what she is doing and make her way up here to the hall of learning. I will stay connected incase you need anything in the meantime."

"Thank you Deramot. I'll let my crew know." Laurel thought.

"Cap, what's going on?" Mark asked noticing the concerted look on her face.

Laurel turned and looked at him.

"I've been in communication with someone on the Farqua station. There is a weak exchange of thoughts made possible by all of this equipment through the chair¦I think. I was told to get comfortable, it could be a little while until Asaria can get free of her responsibilities and make her way up to the hall of learning on the station to tell us what we need to do next."

Mark unhooked his pack and set it against the wall and turned off his light wand and stuck it into his pack and then he walked over to Korica and unhooked her shoulder buckles while she unhooked her waist buckle and he took her pack and set it by his and he took Korica's light wand from her hand and turned it off and stuffed it into her pack. When he turned to take Tamaric's he was already taking it off having got the hint. Jake then took his pack off as well as Laurel and they set them against the wall and turned off and stowed their light wands. Everyone then took their ammo belts and weapons off after that and placed them on their individual packs. Mark then walked around the curving chamber and slapped his hand on the rock a few times seemingly looking for something. Everyone watched him for a few minutes before Laurel couldn't take it anymore.

"Mark, what are you looking for?" Laurel asked stepping away from the control interface.

"Well, it dawned on me¦these things use an enormous amount of power right?" Mark said motioning at the chair.

"Yah, I suppose so."

"Well this cavern is excavated out of the bedrock that the temple is sitting on so this place obviously doesn't get its power from the temple so¦where the heck is the power coming from?"

"I'm not a hundred percent sure but I would guess the chair is self powering. It more than likely draws power directly from the very sub space domain that it communicates through. We know that place has no space or time dimension to it but radiation can exist there so any radiation that exists there would likely be in a concentrated form. The power potential from even the most miniscule amounts of energy there would be astronomical if it could be collected and focused. I'm guessing that's what the ring and pedestal over there do." Laurel gestured to the glowing ring of white crystals and the control pedestal.

"Right. So there's likely nothing here but what we see?"

"More than likely. You're not thinking about taking the power source with us if we can find it are you?"

"No. I know better than to steal from the elder race. Especially with all they've done for us, I was just curious."

"I think it's best that we not snoop around Mark. We might not like what we find if we open the wrong compartment or whatever."

"Yah, you're probably right. Curiosity killed the cat?"

"Exactly. We should only touch what we understand or that which we have been told to mess with. I would have to assume there could still be booby traps in this very room if we go poking around where we aren't supposed to be."

Mark stepped back from the wall and looked around a bit and then looked at Laurel.

"You could've just said that."

"She did, remember?" Tamaric said. "She told me on the Future not to touch anything unless I'm told to do so because it could prove deadly in the end. Shouldn't that go for all of us?"

Mark grinned and bowed slightly toward Tamaric.

"Good point. I'm glad you were paying attention."

Laurel heard Deramot in her mind at that moment.

"Laurel, Asaria is on her way. She should be here sometime in the next few minutes."

"Thank you Deramot." Laurel thought in return.

"You're very welcome."

It was a few minutes later that Laurel heard Asaria's voice and she was speaking in the same slow and deliberate manner that Deramot had been.

"Hello Laurel dear. I'm pleased you made it to the hall of learning safely."

"It was messy when we first landed but we managed to hold off the animals and make our way down here. This planet is really savage."

"As I said before, that is one of our safeguards to keep the curious away. A person would have to be crazy to go planet side unless they had a really good reason. I hope no one was injured?"

"No, Mark trained us well and your instructions for disabling all of the door locks were very clear and accurate. I am a little curious how we are going to get back to the entrance since the door locks are opened from the other side of the doors."

"There is a separate exit path that can only be accessed from the inside as one heads out of the temple. The locks cannot be opened from the other side of the doors as an additional safeguard. I will tell you how to access the exit later on. First we need to get the chair of knowledge setup to impart the information you three are going to need."

"Were you able to find a geneticist on Draxima to help with the additional information I requested?"

"Yes. There is a chair of knowledge on Draxima that the Draximan people have promised to keep secret and safe for us and as I suspected there was a scientist that eagerly volunteered everything she knows to the cause. She has an extensive background in genetic research and she thinks what you are attempting to do for Korica is very sweet and very novel. She is hopeful that her knowledge will help fulfill the dreams of her people's savior to be a mother with a Human partner someday. She said to wish you luck and if you have any questions she is at your disposal. Her name is Catana Ovalon."

"That's great news. We noticed that Draxima is among the named locations of the chairs of knowledge. We assumed the people of Draxima must have made a good impression on Oberot."

"Indeed they did. Oberot is very fond of the people of Draxima having spent so much time working closely with them on the issue of the destroyers of worlds."

"So what do I need to do the get the chair setup properly?"

"Do precisely as I tell you to do¦"

Asaria then started giving Laurel specific instructions as to what to do to turn the chair down. Everyone stood back and watched as Laurel stepped up to the control pedestal and started tapping buttons and then pushing in on the center red crystal and one by one the glowing wedges in the big ring above the chair went dark until all of them were dark. Laurel then walked over to the control interface and began typing specific information requests into the control panel. Laurel moved like she knew exactly what she was doing. Once she had the correct information loaded onto the control interface she moved back over to the control pedestal and tapped a few buttons then pushed the center crystal and one wedge began to glow dimly and then she tapped a few more buttons and pushed the center crystal and an additional wedge began to glow dimly. She then stepped around to the chair and looked at the concentric ring of wedges. She reported the condition of the knowledge storage crystals to Asaria and Asaria told her it was ready to impart the requested knowledge to Laurel first and then the genetic knowledge could be turned off and Jake and Korica could then be seated in the chair to be imparted with just that which they needed to prepare the ship for the biological technology.

Laurel called Jake over and she showed him how to start the imparting of knowledge and how to turn the delivery saturation up until her neural readings spiked and then how to turn it back down slightly until her readings leveled off. Asaria then broke the communication link after telling Laurel to contact her when the imparting was complete. Laurel laid down in the chair and Jake stepped up to the control pedestal and pressed the two activation buttons and then pushed in on the center red crystal and it lit up and began to glow brightly as did the green crystal in the center of the wedge shaped crystals and the two wedges that had been dimly lit began to glow brightly and a blue crystal could bee seen inside the brightly glowing wedges and the blue crystals were pulsing slightly. Laurel gasped as the connection was made with her subconscious mind and then she seemed to slump slightly as though she were sleeping.

Jake looked back at the control interface and pushed in on the center red crystal on the control pedestal and rotated the crystal clockwise a full half turn just as Laurel had told him to do. He watched as Laurel's neural stress readings as well as heart rate and blood pressure all rose significantly. Jake then lifted his hand and placed it back on the red crystal and pushed in and turned it a quarter turn and Laurel began breathing fast and she furrowed her brow heavily so Jake turned the crystal back slightly until Laurel's reading remained high and fluctuating slightly but she looked calm. Jake took his hand off the red crystal and watched the control interface readings for a few moments until a time estimate of fourteen minutes to completion appeared. Jake then stepped away from the control pedestal and walked over next to Laurel and knelt down next to her to wait for her to finish being imparted with the knowledge needed. He wanted his face to be the first thing she saw when she opened her eyes so she would know where she was.

"You guys may as well get comfortable." Jake said. "We have a little less than fifteen minutes until Laurel will be done."

Korica and Tamaric took a seat in the floor next to one another and Mark leaned up against the wall by everyone's packs and crossed his arms.

"You sure Laurel got this thing set right?" Mark asked.

"I'm sure Mark. What's being imparted to her is right up there on the control interface screen and her vitals are being monitored on the other display screen. You know Laurel is a genius, she understands complex instructions and can follow them to the letter."

"Yah I know. I just don't like seeing you guys hooked up to this crap. I'm a little paranoid that this equipment could barbeque your brains."

"There are safety protocols written into the operating systems of these things so if anything started to go wrong it would shut down automatically."

"That doesn't make me feel any better about it. I'm really protective of you guys and this always feels a little reckless to let you do this."

"It's kind of important so we'll understand what we have to do."

"I know Jake. I understand that you guys aren't doing this for fun. I'm hoping this is the last time we'll have to have you guys do this though."

"Well I can't guarantee you that but I can't see any reason why we would have to use the chair again. This was an unusual situation to say the least."

Everyone sat quietly after that while the chair imparted the knowledge into Laurel's mind. When the imparting of information was done the red crystal in the center of the pedestal and the two wedges as well as its green center crystal went dark and a few moments later Laurel moved her head slightly and then her eyes fluttered open. Jake was glad to see her beautiful blue eyes looking at him again. She stared at him for a few moments until her head cleared up and then she smiled at him.

"I'm ok Jake. Thank you for sitting with me. It's nice to open my eyes to see your handsome face looking back at me first thing."

Jake smiled at her and stood up and put his hand out to her. Laurel placed her hand in his and swung her feet out into the floor and sat up straight. Laurel then lifted the Halo off of her head and handed it to Jake.

"It's your turn. I'll turn the genetic research knowledge off and then we can get you started."

Jake placed the halo on his head and Laurel stood up and gave him a peck and then stepped around to the control pedestal and she tapped a few of the buttons that then lit up and then she touched the center red crystal and one of the glowing wedges went dark leaving only one dimly lit. Laurel glanced back at the control interface and she saw the requested information on Draximan physiology and genetics disappeared. Laurel then turned and looked over at Jake.

"You ready?" Laurel asked.

"Yah, go ahead."

Laurel tapped a few buttons that then lit up and then she placed her hand on the center red crystal on the control pedestal and pushed in on it and the crystal lit up brightly and the one remaining wedge that was dimly lit in the concentric ring of wedges lit up brightly and the green center crystal began to glow brightly and Jake gasped much as Laurel had and his eyes closed and his head slumped to the side slightly as he fell into an extremely deep induced sleep. Laurel then pushed in on the center crystal and rotated it clockwise a full half turn and then lifted her hand and pushed in on the crystal again and turned the crystal another quarter turn and Jake started to breath rapidly and he furrowed his brow in a look of discomfort and Laurel turned the crystal back slightly while watching his readings on the control interfaces left display and she could see that he was still right on the verge of neural trauma so she turned the crystal a little bit more counter clockwise and Jake's reading finally balanced with only an occasional fluctuation. Laurel lifted her hand from the crystal and continued to watch Jake's readings until a time estimate of nine minutes appeared. She grinned for a moment and then looked at Mark.

"Nine minutes to completion."

"Nine? I thought you said this was going to take like a half hour each?"

"I was making a wild guess based on our last experience. We are able to absorb information at a far more rapid rate than what would normally be possible even for most people capable of using the chair of knowledge."

"Gotcha. I'm not complaining mind you. I'm looking forward to getting all of you back aboard the Future as soon as possible."

"You feelin a little out of your element protecting us from all the meat eaters up there?"

"Well yah. I feel like a parent to you guys and no parent in their right mind would bring their young to a place like this."

"You trained us well Mark. We should be just fine."

"I hope so. I would never be able to forgive myself if something happened to one of you."

Everyone sat quietly for the next eight minutes until the chair shutdown, having completed the imparting of the information to Jake's mind. Laurel stepped over next to him and knelt down and watched his face until he stirred awake and looked at her with a confused look at first and then his face beamed with a smile once he recognized Laurel's beautiful face. Laurel smiled back warmly until he leaned forward and lifted the halo off of his head and handed it to Laurel. He then swung his feet out into the floor and rubbed his forehead for a moment then stood up and looked at Laurel who stood up with him.

"We got some serious modifications to make to the Future. You think you can convey to the AI what we need done?"

"Yah, I think so."

"Good, cause I would have a real hard time explaining what I know needs to be done. It's one thing to understand it and quite another to try and articulate something so bizarre. Now I see why Asaria wanted to use the chair to pass the information along to us."

"It's your turn sweetheart." Laurel said looking over at Korica.

"Kay."

Korica turned and kissed Tamaric's cheek and then stood up and walked over to the chair and sat down. Laurel placed the halo on her head and she swung her feet up into the chair and leaned back. Laurel then walked around to the control pedestal and tapped a few buttons that then lit up and then she placed her hand on the red center crystal and pushed it in slightly. Korica took a quick breath and then closed her eyes and went still. Laurel then pressed in on the center red crystal and turned it clockwise while watching Korica's neural stress levels on the control interface display screen. She turned it clockwise until Korica began to breath shallow and rapidly and she looked to be discomforted and then Laurel turned the center crystal back slightly until Korica's face fell calm and her breathing returned to normal. Laurel watched the control interface display until a time estimate of nine minutes appeared. Laurel then walked over next to Korica and looked at her cute face that was slightly flushed and Laurel smiled. Korica was just such a beautiful girl and Laurel was so proud of her. Laurel looked at Tamaric and gently waved him over.

Tamaric got to his feet and walked over to Korica's side and looked down at his girl. She looked completely peaceful as though she were sleeping and nothing more.

"I want you to sit right here by her side and hold her hand Tamaric. Your face should be the first thing she sees when she wakes up. Trust me, it's significant for you to be the first thing she sees."

"You don't have to twist my arm. I love sitting and looking at her beautiful face."

Tamaric knelt down on both knees and picked up Korica's left hand and he slid his fingers through hers and gripped her hand. Her hand was very soft and very warm making him smile and feel the butterflies in his stomach that close contact with her always brought about.

"She really is a beautiful girl isn't she?" Laurel said looking at Korica's face fondly.

"Yah she is. She's got one of those faces that's just so pretty to look at. I feel like I can't get enough of staring at her¦to the point that I make her a little uncomfortable sometimes cause I'm always staring at her. I just can't believe someone so pretty and so smart would be in so love with me."

"Don't sell yourself short Tamaric, You're an incredibly handsome guy and you make Korica feel special. That's why she loves you so much. I can't begin to tell you how proud I am of how you've behaved with Korica. Your parents raised a good man and you deserve Korica as long as you continue to treat her the way you have so far."

"I'm always going to be good to her. She's my best friend and I have a tremendous amount of respect for her. She's like no other girl I've ever met. She's¦special. I want to spend the rest of my life with her. I just hope my parents will understand."

"You said your parents would love Korica."

"Oh they will. They're going to fall in love with her just like the rest of us have. I just have a feeling that they will think like the rest of you did. They'll think a boy and girl shouldn't be sleeping in the same bed at our age. The thought of not having Korica right next to me to hold onto all night just¦well frankly it hurts to think about."

"You think they'll try and keep you two apart?"

"No, not once they see this." Tamaric turned the hand that he was holding Korica's with slight so his ring could be seen.

"I would hate to think your parents would Make Korica feel¦I don't know¦unwelcome or whatever. You sure the fact that she isn't Human won't be a problem for them?"

"No, absolutely not. Besides, look at her. She looks Human. My mom and dad just aren't like that. Even if Korica weren't absolutely gorgeous like she is they would still accept her. It's what they're going to think Korica and I are doing when we're alone that will be the problem. I've never defied my mom and dad before but if they try and separate us at night I'm going to ignore what they say and stay with Korica."

"I suppose we will have to cross that bridge when the time comes. Korica is going to have a difficult time all the way around trying to fit in with all of our families. Between you and Jake and I, Korica will be well looked after though."

Mark just stood in the shadows leaning against the wall and grinned and shook his head. None of these kids was over fifteen yet and yet they sounded so mature and their conversation was very adult sounding if one didn't look at who was speaking. He thought it was a little ironic that Korica's well being always seemed to be the topic of discussion when she was gone or asleep. He figured it went to show how much the little cutie meant to everyone and how much concern everyone had for the fact that she needed to be treated with dignity and made to feel as though she belonged.

A short time later the chair shut itself down and a few moments after that Korica's eyes fluttered open and the first thing she saw was Tamaric's face becoming clearer as her vision returned. She smiled at him warmly then lifted her hand with his finger intertwined in hers and she smiled even bigger.

"Hi Tamaric. Thank you for being the first thing I saw. This thing can leave you a little disoriented as to where you are when you come around. It helps to have a loving face to lock onto until your mind clears up."

"I always want to be here for you darlin. I love you Korica."

Korica shivered and giggled at the feeling that hearing her name said by Tamaric with his Australian accent brought up in her.

"I love you so much Tamaric."

Korica leaned forward and Laurel lifted the halo off of her head and then Korica swung her feet out into the floor and Tamaric stood up and helped her to her feet and then he pulled her into a firm hug surprising her.

"I love the attention but what is this for?" Korica asked.

"No reason, I just wanted to make you feel loved."

"Awe. Thank you Tamaric. You're so good to me all the time."

The two separated and Laurel put her hand on Korica's shoulder and looked her in the eyes.

"You get what we need to do now?"

"Yah, I do. It's not gunna be easy."

"Good. I know honey. The AI will do most of the work¦or the servo drones will. We just need to make sure it's done right."

Laurel then stepped over to the control interface and pressed the rest to last command request and a second wedge in the circular ring of white crystal wedges began to glow dimly again and then Laurel pressed the delete information button and there was a prompt in Heurenom asking for confirmation to delete the information being displayed. Laurel confirmed the deletion and then the display read 'information being deleted from archive and network storage'. A few moments later the screen read 'deletion complete'.

Laurel placed the halo back on her head and touched master reset command and all of the wedges in the circle of white crystal wedge shapes lit up dimly and began behaving just like when they had first entered the room. Some of the wedges would twinkle a little from time to time then rejoin all of the crystal wedges in slowly pulsing from dim to somewhat bright and then back to dim. The list of all of the locations of all of the chairs of knowledge returned on the upper right display screen and angel reached up and touched the name Farqua that was spelled in Heurenom.

A moment later Laurel felt the dizzy wave run through her mind and she had to steady herself against the control interface so she wouldn't stumble and fall and just as her sight cleared up and the dizziness faded she heard Asaria's voice speaking in her mind in the same slow and deliberate manner as before.

"Laurel dear, I assume that's you calling from Tiomot?"

"Yes it is. We have finished with the imparting of information. We all understand what we must do now."

"Have you deleted the information as I asked you to do?"

"Yes."

"Good. The tel pok maron were very explicit in that the information was not to be left accessible to anyone once you three were enlightened."

"I erased the physiological and genetic information on the Draximan species as well."

"That wasn't particularly necessary for you to do that. Don't worry about it, we can always have Catana reinvest the information if it's needed again. As for the exit route, when you get back to the top of the stairs let the cover slab close completely and then step up onto it and reach up six feet above the stairwell opening on the back wall and press the stone block that has a ghosted image of the symbol for peace on its face. That will unlock a concealed door at the other end of the room. Push on the door and it will pivot open and you will be facing a long corridor that leads all the way to the west side of the temple. There are two more doors within the corridor that will have to be unlocked and pushed open. They have simple center pivot locks on them with counter weights that will reengage the locks once the doors are pushed shut from the other side. At the end of the corridor is a door leading to an identical shrine chamber as the one you entered on the east side of the temple. Simply twist the center pivot lock on the back of the door and push the door open. Once you are out push the door closed and you should hear the stone locks reengage. Be sure that you do. It's important that the locks engage to keep the animals and unwanted guests out of the temple. Exit the shrine chamber and take the stairs to the top of the temple and you will find your ship sitting there if all has gone according to plan."

"I understand. Thank you Asaria. I think we can exit the temple without incident."

"You're welcome Laurel. I don't know what time of day you entered the temple but I would suggest that you make your exit before nightfall. Many of the larger and more dangerous animals are listed as nocturnal hunters. They will be able to smell you and hear you from a great distance."

"More dangerous? We have already encountered some pretty nasty creatures as it is."

"Most of the animals will be held at bay by the barrier but not all as you are probably well aware."

"Yes, we had some animals climbing over the vegetation that was lying against the barrier and some had wings and flew right over it. We could hear some roars in the distance that sounded like they came from some really big animals."

"The larger animals do not have the power of flight so hopefully you will not have to deal with them up close."

"Let's hope so. We should get going. Thank you again Asaria."

"Safe journeys Laurel dear. Please give Korica a big hug for me and give that handsome man of yours a kiss on the cheek from me and tell Mark I said to keep you all safe and thank you for looking after you three¦four so well."

"I will."

Laurel then lifted the halo off of her head and stepped over to the chair and placed it in the seat. She then walked back over to the control interface and touched the button labeled 'slumber' as best as she could tell and the entire control interface went dark.

"Alright, let's gear up. We have to go to the top of the staircase where we had our meal. There is a hidden door there that will take us to the west side of the temple without any booby traps. There are a couple of doors that have to be opened and that's it." Laurel said.

Everyone stepped over to their packs and began putting their ammo belts and PP-20's back on followed by their under arm twin nine millimeter holsters and pistols and finally they slung their packs on their back and snapped the shoulder and waist buckles closed. Everyone then stepped up to the door once Mark checked everyone over. Laurel and Mark grabbed the locking mechanism pulled the door back and open by it and then everyone stepped out of the room into the anti chamber. Once everyone was out Mark helped Laurel pull the pedestal back which closed the door and once they had it in the forward position they could hear the lock behind the door reengage with a solid sounding thud and all of the treasure reappeared lying all over the room begging to be picked up and stuffed into the pockets.

Everyone made their way to the exit looking at all of the simulated treasure that looked absolutely real being sure not to touch anything. As everyone filed out onto the landing with Korica and Tamaric leading the way they turned back and watched as the lights in the anti chamber faded out leaving them in utter darkness. There was a dull orange glow that was coming from somewhere below and way off the to the west down deep in the chasm but it was only a faint glimmer and nowhere near enough to see anything at all. Laurel turned Jake around and opened his pack and pulled out his light wand and turned it on blinding everyone for a moment until their eyes adjusted to the blast of white light. Laurel then secured Jake's pack and she turned her back to him and he retrieved her light wand from her pack and then secured her pack closed. Jake then handed his light wand to Laurel and Mark turned around and Jake opened Mark's pack and retrieved the light wand from it and turned it on and handed it to Mark. Jake then secured Mark's pack closed.

Korica then went to step around behind Tamaric to retrieve the light wand from his pack and she didn't realize how close she was standing to the edge of the landing and she stepped right off the edge of the landing and she reached out to try and grab his pack as she fell away but she missed and swatted in the air and never touched his pack as she fell over the edge into the dark chasm with a scream. Laurel reached out toward her but she was to far away to reach her in time and she looked in horror at her empty hand as Korica disappeared and her scream echoed horribly and then quickly faded as she fell deeper into the seemingly bottomless pit.

"Oh Fuck!" Mark yelled as he lunged toward Korica as she disappeared over the edge.

Korica screamed until she ran out of air in her lungs and then she went into shock as she realized she was falling into a crack that could be miles deep and the impact at the bottom meant a grizzly and messy death. She saw the lights at the edge of the chasm up on the landing fade quickly to pin pricks of light and she could hear her own scream echoing all throughout the pit she was falling into. She picked up so much speed as the wind rushed through her hair that she aerodynamically drifted toward the sheer faced wall of the chasm and after seven seconds of picking up speed in a free fall she slammed shoulder and back first onto a rock out cropping that was only three feet deep and four feet long. She hit so hard that it knocked the wind out of her and she couldn't breath. She broke a back rib and dislocated her right shoulder and broke her collarbone as well as bruising her butt and the back of her legs down to her to her knees as they slapped onto the hard rock outcropping. The outcropping was flat but it was so narrow that Korica's head snapped over the edge spraining her neck but saving her from a concussion, as her head hit nothing only whipping down and then back violently. Her butt and legs smacked the rock so hard that she couldn't move her legs without a tremendous and sharp pain numbing her mind as she fought to try and get air into her lungs. She gasped and tried to pull in a breath to no avail. She tried to roll off her pack that was putting painful pressure on her back and she became aware that her head, legs from the knees down and right arm from the elbow down were hanging in the air with nothing supporting them. She could feel pinprick tingles in her face as she tried to breath and she finally got a small shaky gasp of air and her face felt warm as the oxygen was just enough to keep her from passing out. She pushed the air out in a shaky breath and pulled in a little bit deeper breath and then pushed that breath out painfully.

She then pulled in a full raspy breath and as her lungs filled with life saving air it put pressure on her broken rib and she held her breath for a moment and grit her teeth and then pulled in more air and had to stop as the pain was almost enough to make her scream and she knew that would be agonizingly painful. She laid propped on her tiny shelf of a rock and fought to breath normally and every breath got more and more steady but every breath was painful as her back was curved over the lump of her pack creating a stabbing pain from the broken rib in her back. She just laid still weeping and concentrated on breathing slow and deep, or at least as deep as her broken rib would let her. When she was finally breathing fairly normally she tried to assess herself in the pitch dark. She could feel that her behind was throbbing and it made it painful to mover her hips and she could feel that she was only being supported to the back of her knees and then her lower legs and feet were hanging down and her head had nothing under it. Her neck was killing her and she had to let her head hang as her neck muscles were getting sore trying to keep her head even with her body. The back of her knees felt like they were being sliced into by the jagged edge of the rock that she was precariously lying on and as she tried to lift her legs the pain in the back of her legs and her knees was excruciating and sharp making her hold her breath for moment and then when she could breath again she couldn't do anything but cry helplessly. She was in so much pain and felt so far from help and she thought for sure she was going to die slowly on this tiny ledge hundreds of feet below the ledge she had so clumsily stepped off of. She continued to cry for a few moments and then she felt a wave of determination to try and survive somehow.

As Korica tried to move her right arm so she wasn't lying on it so much there was a stabbing pain in her shoulder and chest that made her scream out quickly in pain. It took a few seconds for her scream to echo back at her several times scaring her into thinking that Laurel had fallen off the edge with her until it dawned on her that it was her own yelp of pain. She knew she was in a really bad position and if she struggled too much she could roll off the ledge she was on or the ledge itself could crumble away from the rock wall that it was a part of. She didn't know how she was going to get out of this. As far as she knew they hadn't brought any ropes with them so how she was going to get back up to the landing was beyond her pain-drenched mind at the moment. She began to cry openly again from the intense pain and sheer terror of her predicament.

Mark, Jake, Tamaric, and Laurel all knelt down at the edge of the landing and looked down into the abysmal darkness in shock. They just watched Korica being swallowed up by the darkness below and her scream faded away to nothing meaning she was gone. There was no possible way of climbing down to her and even if they did, the mess they would find would be more traumatic than watching her slip over the edge of the landing. Laurel burst into tears and grabbed Jake and buried her face into his neck as she cried hard. Jake still had his mouth hanging open as tears filled his eyes. He couldn't believe what he had just seen happen. His Korica just fell into a bottomless crack in the very planet they were standing on and she was probably still falling to her death miles or possibly tens of miles below.

Mark was in dismayed shock. He couldn't help but get angry with himself that he ever let her get that close to the edge. He looked down into the all encompassing darkness and the thought ran through his mind that after everything that poor little spirit had been through the elder race made her come down into this hell hole and fall to her death in a senseless waste of time just to stuff more knowledge into their heads. The thought ran through his mind for moment that the Future could destroy the temple above and expose this underground grand canyon to the light of day and then he could bring the crimson fighter down and at the very least retrieve her body to give her a proper burial. He looked up and couldn't see anything but continuing darkness and he realized the amount of debris that would be shed into this chasm would surly bury Korica's body making it impossible to find her and since this crack likely went all the way down to the mantel of the planet or at least very close to it and any gravimetric energy that blasted down there would like cause a huge quake and possibly a super eruption of magma and gasses. Mark pulled back form the edge of the chasm and sat flat on his but and slung his light wand at the opening to the anti chamber and it hit the ground with a clack and it spun and slid inside the anti chamber.

Tamaric was equally stunned and in such a state of shock that he couldn't say a word. He just looked down into sat black hole and tried to come to grips with the fact that his Korica was gone. There was no possible hope of survival or rescue from such a deep hole. He saw the look of terror on Korica's face as she tumbled away and disappeared in a split second and he heard her scream in the back of his mind. He closed his eyes for a moment and that's when he realized his eyes were full of tears. He hadn't even realized that he was crying at first. His heart hurt so much that he felt like diving over the edge to join his beloved Korica. There would be no more snuggling at night and holding hands while walking down the corridors on the Future. He would never see her beautiful smile again that lit the room up and melted the heart. The most amazing person he had ever met in his life was just ripped away from him and taken away and he just didn't know how he was suppose to keep going without her. He pulled back from the edge of the landing and sat on his butt and pulled his knees up and wrapped his arms around his knees and buried his face in his arms and began to weep uncontrollably.

Just as everyone was trying to come to grips with the loss of Korica, a yelp echoed loudly several times. Everyone looked up at one another and their faces changed to a look of shock. It was Korica making a painful scream from somewhere below. She sounded far away but by no means did it sound like her hitting the bottom of the chasm miles below. Everyone wiped the tears out of their eyes and crawled up to the edge of the landing and peered down into the darkness. Tamaric held his light over the edge but his light just faded down the sheer side of the wall some fifty of sixty feet below.

Down on her ledge below Korica saw a pinprick of light from way up above her and she took a breath in hopes of yelling for help but the deep breath caused a shooting pain to run through her back and she grit her teeth and slowly let it out. She knew yelling was out of the question. She closed her eyes and let her head hang and she reached out to Laurel and Jake with her mind.

Laurel gasped and pulled back from the edge of the landing and Mark thought she was slipping and reached for her foot quickly and grabbed her ankle firmly starling her into a squeak of a yelp. Jake then made the same gasp as he heard Korica's racing thoughts in his mind and he stood up straight on his knees and looked straight ahead.

"My god! She's alive!" Jake said excitedly.

"What?! Where?" Tamaric said pulling back from the edge of the landing.

"She saw some light above her¦way above her. She's on a small rock ledge that isn't even big enough for her whole body¦she's¦she's in terrible pain but she's alive." Jake said.

Mark let go of Laurel's ankle and Laurel sat her behind on her heals with the tips of her toes bent over and she closed her eyes and reached out to Korica.

"Korica baby can you hear me?" Laurel thought.

"I can hear you mom. I'm hurt bad. If I move I'm afraid I'll fall off of the edge of this rock." Korica thought in return.

"Oh god baby¦I thought we lost you. Don't move. We'll try and figure out a way to get you out of there."

"I think I broke my arm¦or my shoulder or something. I think my collar bone is broken and I'm pretty sure I've got a broken rib or two in my back. It really hurts to breath."

"I'm so glad to hear your voice Korica." Jake thought having entered Laurel's mind.

"Hi dad. I'm alive. I'm just¦I hurt all over. I think I bruised my butt if you can believe that. It hurts to move my legs and my neck hurts too."

"Just try not to move around sweetie. We're gunna figure something out."

"Ok. Please hurry. I'm really scared. It's dark down here."

Jake withdrew from Laurel's mind and stood up.

"She's on an outcropping somewhere below us mark. She's hurt bad. She's got broken ribs and a collarbone and possibly her arm. She says it hurts to breath so she might have a punctured lung. She's really terrified. I'm afraid if she moves around she's gunna fall off the ledge she's on."

Mark got to his feet and ran over to the anti chamber and stepped in and retrieved his light wand and the lights came on and all of the treasure appeared all over the room. He shook his head and stepped out onto the landing and the room went dark. Mark walked up to the bridge and took a step out and held his light wand up and looked down the canyon wall but he couldn't see Korica. She was just to far away. Laurel looked over at Mark.

"She says she can see your light but it's just a tiny dot of light like a dim star in the night sky." Laurel said.

"Well at least she can see it. That means she didn't hit her head so hard that her vision is messed up. I don't know how the hell we're going to get down to her. I didn't bring nearly enough rope for that kind of repel and I didn't bring any climbing gear."

"Wait¦you pulled me out of my stasis chamber with your mind Laurel." Tamaric said. "Can't you use that to lift Korica up here?"

"I have to be able to see her¦and I don't know if I can pick her up from so far away. I've never tried to do anything like this before."

Tamaric thought about it for a second and an idea hit him. He held up his light wand.

"Here. Take this light and float it down to her that way you can see exactly where she is."

"That's brilliant!"

Mark stepped off of the bridge and Laurel got to her feet and wiped the tears from her eyes and face and glanced over the edge of the landing and she could tell the cliff face curved back slightly. She looked over at the bridge and she knew the bridge would afford her the right angle to see Korica. Laurel walked over to the bridge and took a couple of steps out onto the bridge and then sat down on her behind with her feet hanging off of the edge of the bridge. Laurel then took a deep breath and looked down into the nothingness below and she pictured herself falling forward for a moment and it made her swallow hard and push the thought aside. She looked over at the Tamaric standing with his light wand held up high and she tried to calm her mind and then she thought about the salt shaker and how it felt when she made it fly into her hand over and over again and she felt a tingling running up her back and she pushed slightly and the wand wiggled and then lifted right out of Tamaric's hand and floated motionless for a moment. Then Laurel concentrated hard on holding the light wand with her mind and as she looked out over the chasm and the light wand followed until it was hanging in free space and then she concentrated on the idea of it moving over by the sheer face of the wall and descending down the cliff face.

Korica could see the pin prick of light way up above her and through the tears of terror and pain it looked to her like it was moving down the face of the cliff walls. She went to raise her arm to clear the tears from her eyes and even the slightest twitch of attempted movement brought about a gut wrenching stabbing pain and she closed her eyes and squeaked and then just laid still until the pain faded. When she opened her eyes she could see that the light now looked like a distant light wand instead of a pin prick of light. It was definitely getting closer and she felt a small twinge of excited hope. If they could get a light down to her maybe there was a way to get her out the same way.

Laurel watched as the light grew dimmer and got further and further away and she still couldn't see Korica. Finally after a few minutes of slow descending drift Laurel could make out a body up against the cliff face. She couldn't make out much detail, only that it was a person in dark clothing lying up against the cliff face and their legs were hanging over the edge pointing straight down. Korica could finally see the light clearly and as it got to within ten feet she pulled her left arm out from under herself and she held her breath as the motion of leaning over lightly shot pain through her back and shoulder. She managed to get her left arm free and reached up toward the light and it seemed to float right into her hand.

Korica grasped the light firmly and managed a small grin. The darkness was washed away and she looked at the cliff face and it was a sooty black color and right next to her head. She glanced down her body and then looked out into the abysmal blackness beside her. The light from her wand didn't reach the opposite cliff face meaning the chasm was much wider this far down than it was up at the bridge. Korica looked up and saw absolutely nothing now that her eyes were being saturated with the bright white light of the light wand. She waved the wand from side to side as best as she could as she could feel that Laurel still had a tenuous hold on the light. Up on the bridge Laurel could see the movement of the light wand and so she let go of her mental grip on the light wand.

Laurel tried to guess how far down Korica was but perspective was askew with all of the darkness between their relative positions but it was very far. Laurel was actually surprised that falling that far and slamming into a rock at terminal velocity didn't kill Korica outright. Laurel looked up at Mark.

"Can you see her? She has the light in her hand."

All three of the guys got on their hands and knees and leaned over the edge of the landing and looked down at Korica. Mark stared at her trying to make out the details of her relative position on her rock shelf but she was so far away it was hard to make out any clear detail other than the fact he was looking at a white faced girl in dark clothing and her legs were hanging over the edge of the outcropping she was on. She looked like she had been stuffed up against the cliff face and Mark realized it had to have been a really hard impact when she hit. Tamaric squinted to try and make out Korica's face but she was just to far away to make out her face. He pulled back and closed his eyes for a moment and swallowed hard. He had never really had a fear of heights before but this was a nauseating height like nothing he had ever seen before and the spooky blackness made it especially stomach churning.

"Holy crap on a stick!" Mark said. "Can you lift her from that far down?"

"I have to Mark. I've never even contemplated trying something like this but it has to work. Even if you had climbing gear, the cliff face curves back. If you repelled from right where you're at you would be hanging fifty feet away from her once you got down to her level."

"If this works, lift her to the other side over there. Put her down inside the corridor so that someone won't have to walk over that bridge while carrying her."

"Ok."

Laurel looked back down at Korica and closed her eyes and reached out to her.

"Korica how you doing sweetheart?" Laurel thought.

"I hurt all over."

"I'm going to try and lift you with my mind the same way I lowered the light down to you ok?"

"Kay. Thank you so much for being able to do this Laurel."

"You're welcome. Hold on¦this might hurt a little as your body is moved. Try not to scream, you could scare me and I'm sitting on the edge of the bridge and I could fall or I could lose concentration and drop you."

"I'll keep it in as best I can."

"Ok, here we go."

Laurel opened her eyes and withdrew into her own mind. She then focused on how much she loved Korica and she pushed hard and raised her hand and squinted as she made a scooping motion and Korica felt the air get very still all around her and all of the eerie howling noise that were constantly whaling through the chasm went quiet. Korica could feel her back and legs suddenly being supported and lifted and the lifting pressure caused shooting pains in her back and shoulder and as her legs and neck straightened out there was a tremendous shot of pain that racked her mind. She closed her eyes tightly and squeezed the light wand painfully tight and grit her teeth and fought the urge to yell out in pain. She then felt the sensation of movement and she opened her eyes and looked to her left and she could see the tiny outcropping that she had been lying on drawing away from her. She didn't know how she didn't just bounce off the tiny sliver of rock and keep going to the bottom. She then looked up and she could see a pin prick of light and she assumed it was someone on the landing looking over at her but she was just to far away to make anything out clearly. She could tell that Laurel had managed to lift her and now she was floating out into the middle of the chasm. She couldn't tell if she was hanging still or rising slowly because it was so dark all around her and all sound was muted while Laurel was manipulating gravity around her in a localized field. After a moment Korica felt some relief in her back now that her weight had been lifted off of it and she wasn't lying on the lump of her survival pack. She felt like she could finally breath as deep as she wanted and she took several very deep breaths so deep that it caused pressure on her broken rib shooting a small twinge of pain through her back but the deep breaths felt so good in her lungs that she did it several times.

The guys watched in utter amazement as Korica slowly rose out of the darkness holding her light wand above her stomach with her left hand. As she got closer they could see her eyes twinkling in the light and they could see the swollen tell tales that she had been crying. She was lying flat as though lying on the ground but her pack was hanging below her as though her weight was being supported but not that of her pack. Once Korica could make out faces she grinned at Tamaric's stunned face as he watched her floating up closer and closer. Korica could see a look of extreme concentration on the face of Laurel as she kept one hand out as though it were what was supporting Korica. Korica finally rose up to the level where the chasm narrowed and her light was finally striking the rock on both sides and while it was still incredibly wide it wasn't so wide that one couldn't see the light from the light wand striking the opposite side.

Korica finally rose up to the level of the bridge and then slightly higher than it and Laurel gave a gentle push with her mind and Korica floated over to the corridor on the opposite side and once she was several feet inside the corridor Laurel lowered her hand and Korica began settling toward the floor. As her pack touched the floor and then her body weight settled around it there was a stabbing pain returning and Korica grimaced and then as Laurel let go completely the pain in Korica's shoulder and behind as well as her back and knees became so great that she couldn't stop from crying out in pain. She let out a hitch pitched yelp and then cried in gasps.

Laurel slapped her hands on the bridge to steady herself as she let go of her grip on Korica completely and let her mind relax.

"You did Babe!" Jake said as he stepped out onto the bridge and squatted down next to her.

"That was scary as hell. I was so scared that I was going to drop her."

"Great work cap! We need to get over to her to assess her injuries. I need you on your feet."

Laurel flung her leg over the bridge and Jake stood up and stepped back to give her room and Laurel straddled the bridge for a moment then pushed herself up and lifted her feet under herself in a crouching position and then she stood up and put her arms out and began to walk a crossed the bridge with Jake following right behind her with his hands straight out and then Tamaric got to his feet and made his way out onto the bridge and put his hands out and started walking toward the other side. Mark picked up all of the light wands lying about and put two in one hand and one in the other and then put his arms out straight and made his way onto the bridge and walked by placing one foot in front of the other.

Laurel stepped off the bridge and into the passageway and she ran up to Korica and got down on her hands and knees and put her face right down next to Korica's. Korica set the light wand she was holding on her chest and put her left arm over Laurel and cried even harder into her neck. Jake stepped past Laurel and knelt down above Korica's head. Tamaric then stepped up behind Laurel and he squatted down next to Korica and he put his hand in Korica's and she squeezed it tightly. Tamaric finally lost it and began to tear up and finally openly cry. Mark stepped up next and set the light wands in the floor and unfastened his pack and slung in front of himself and set it in the floor as he squatted down. He opened his pack and pulled out one of the detranomes and tapped Laurel on the shoulder and when she lifted her head Mark handed the detranome to her. She took it with a small grin and then wiped the tears from her eyes so she could see.

"I would have used this thing myself but I can't read the language that the damn thing displays and the AI hasn't come up with a way of rewriting its software yet."

Laurel nodded and looked back at Korica who was still crying from the pain and the residual fear of just how close she came to being killed.

"You ok sweetie?" Laurel asked in a shaky voice.

"I'm in a lot of pain. Can we please get this pack out from under me? It's making it hard to breath."

"Of course."

Laurel unbuckled the shoulder clasps and the waist buckle.

"This is probably going to hurt when we lift you ok?"

Korica nodded quickly and closed her eyes and Laurel looked at Jake and he slid his hands under Korica's back from the base of her neck and prepared to lift her and mark stood up and straddled Korica and slid his hands around her hips and cupped her behind and then he nodded at Jake and the two lifted her straight up and she screamed out in pain as Laurel slid her pack out from under her and then Jake and Mark gently set her back down and she winced and then a second later yelled out again and then began crying again.

"I'm sorry baby that was the only way to get it out from under you."

Korica opened her eyes and looked at Laurel.

"I¦just don't move me again¦I can't take the pain anymore."

Korica then went back to crying and Tamaric leaned back against the opposite wall and fought with all his might not to cry anymore himself while he still held onto Korica's hand firmly. It was killing him to see Korica in so much pain when he knew there was nothing he could do to make it better.

Mark dug into his pack and he tossed his things out on the floor until he found the mini first aid kit and then he set his pack aside and flipped the box open and he pulled out the three ampoules of Hydrazadine. It was a powerful painkiller that wasn't addictive and was far more affective and faster acting than Morphine. Laurel looked at the ampoules in Mark's hand and she shook her head.

"Those won't work Mark. Her body will metabolize it before it has any affect on her."

"Not if I give her all three."

"You're going to make her sick to her stomach."

"She's going to go into shock if we don't lower her pain threshold Laurel. Trust me, I've seen this kind of trauma in the field before when guys are caught in the shockwave of an explosive or when they fall from their repel lines when jumping from an aircraft or when chutes fail to open. She's alert now but it won't last and if she has broken ribs CPR could puncture a lung or worse."

"Alright, go ahead and try it."

"Korica honey¦Korica¦Korica pay attention for a second." Mark said in a firm voice.

Korica finally quit crying and sobbing and looked down at him.

"What?" Korica said in a quivering voice.

"I'm going to give you something for the pain. If you start to feel queasy let us know so we can get you on your side so you don't choke on what comes up, ok?"

Korica nodded and then closed her eyes.

Mark lifted Korica's left arm and pushed her sleeve back. Her veins were easy to find since her blood pressure was up so high so Mark removed the protective cap on one ampoule and poked the needle into Korica's vein and squeezed the contents into her blood stream. Korica didn't react in the slightest. She was still crying and sobbing as shooting pain racked her body. Mark then snapped the cap off of another ampoule and poked it into Korica's arm and squeezed the entire contents into her blood stream. Again Korica didn't react in the slightest and Mark opened his eyes big and cocked his head slightly. He knew that was enough Hydrazadine to render a man his size incapable of walking or even standing. He waited a few moments and when Korica didn't seem to be getting any relief Mark opened the third ampoule and lifted her arm and poked the needle into her arm below the spot where the other two had gone into her vein and he squeezed the entire contents into her blood stream and this time her eyes opened wide then drooped half way closed in a drunken look and she smiled.

"Whoa¦I feel funny. The whole room is turning."

"Is the pain any better?" Mark asked.

"I don't feel crap." Korica said slurring her words and giggling.

"Ok that did it. That was enough to put a two hundred fifty pound man on his ass and it's just enough to make her comfortable. Tough little chick." Mark said as he rolled Korica's sleeve back down.

Laurel then smiled at Korica who looked drunk and her eyes were literally floating around. Korica looked at her and gave her a dopey grin and then she looked over at Tamaric who was still holding her right hand and Korica gave him a big a smile.

"You I love my hasssome man. Come give usss kissss." Korica said slurring her words heavily.

Korica tried to pull on Tamaric's hand and a wave of dull pain shot through her shoulder and chest and she closed her eyes and winced and then opened her eyes and looked at Tamaric again.

"Isss broke huh?" Korica asked him still slurring her words.

"I don't know Korica. Probably with how much pain it's causing you when you try to move it."

Laurel shook her head and grinned at Korica's funny behavior and then she flipped open the cover and turned on the detranome and started at Korica's head and began scanning her body for injuries.

"Ok, no concussion but she has a sprained neck¦broken collar bone¦her shoulder is out of its socket and sitting completely above the shoulder socket¦no internal injuries other than bruised lungs and diaphragm¦she has a broken rib in her back¦her gluteus muscle group are all bruised severely¦no injuries from her hips down except for severe bruising right up to the back of her knees." Laurel said as she scanned down Korica's body.

"So she doesn't have a punctured lung?" Mark asked.

"No. No internal bleeding or injuries were detected other than bruising."

"You are one lucky little soldier. It's a good thing you got so much muscle all over your body to provide padding. That fall should have done you in." Mark said.

"Eye, eye capan ssskipper sssir. I'm done in?" Korica said with a goofy grin as she saluted Mark with her left hand.

"You're gunna be fine Korica." Mark said as he patted the inside of her right thigh gently.

"Is there anything we can do to help her?" Tamaric asked.

"Well she has an unbelievable ability to heal so within a week or so I would imagine her broken bones will heal. We have to get her shoulder reset though. That's probably gunna hurt like hell." Laurel said.

"I can take care of that." Mark said. "I've reset dislocated hips and shoulders I don't know many times in the field."

Laurel turned to Mark and showed him the image of the dislocated shoulder socket so he could see how it need to be pulled out and then set back against the socket and then popped into its socket. Mark even winced slightly. Mark then looked at Korica and he seemed to look her up and down and then he looked back at Laurel.

"I need to see what I'm doing. Does she have anything on under her thermo shirt?"

"Anything on¦ooh¦yah she has a sports braw on."

"Kay, good. I need to get her shirt off her right arm so I can see her shoulder. This is really going to hurt."

"Korica honey, we need to get your shirt pulled up. You gunna be ok with that?" Laurel asked looking into Korica's eyes.

"Whatever you want. You're all family to me so I don't care." Laurel could tell the slurring was fading indicating that her body was already metabolizing the Hydrazadine very quickly and it would soon wear off completely.

Laurel unhooked Korica's nine millimeter holsters that had the shoulder clasps incorporated into them for her survival pack and she slid them aside and then unhooked her ammo belt and PP-20 holsters and let the two buckle ends fall to Korica's sides. Laurel began to slide Korica's shirt up as Mark lifted Korica's behind. Once they had her shirt up to her chest Laurel gently rolled Korica toward her so Mark could work her shirt up over her shoulders. Korica winced and then gritted her teeth as they wrestled her shirt up until they managed to pull it over her head and off of her left arm and then slowly down her right arm. Once her shirt was off it was clear that her right shoulder looked like it was misaligned and sitting in the wrong position and the skin was stretched as the ball of her shoulder sat on top of her shoulder socket. It made everyone wince in a look of discomfort. It was obvious now why Korica had been in so much pain aside from the bruising. Mark stood up and moved above Korica as Jake stood up and moved back to make room and then Mark knelt down onto his knees and gently placed his hand on her shoulder and the other on the top of her arm.

"Ok, she's probably going to scream and thrash around but I need you to hold her still Laurel." Mark said looking at Laurel.

Laurel moved around so her hips were even with Korica's and she laid some of her weight on her and then nodded at Mark. Mark grabbed the end of Korica's arm and pulled outward and as he thought Korica screamed loudly as he pulled the ball off the top of her shoulder socket and moved it into the right place and then he let go. Korica kicked her feet and began crying but Laurel held her still and then Mark grabbed her arm and swung it out and Korica screamed and cried again with her eyes wide open as he angled the ball into the socket and then as he moved her arm down he pulled the ball up into its socket and with a sickening pop that echoed in the corridor her shoulder popped back into place and she let out a sharp scream and then moaned a few times and passed out. The pop made Jake and Tamaric close their eyes and shrink down in their shoulders.

Mark nodded at Laurel and she got off of Korica and pulled Korica's feet together and Mark got up and stepped over to his mini first aid kit and lifted a smelling salt from its locked in position and broke it open and waved it under Korica's nose and she stirred slightly at first and then she flinched and swatted at his hand with both hands pushing hardest with her right hand and then her eyes popped open and she moaned a few times and then she reached over with her left hand and felt of the tip of her right shoulder and moved her arm a few times while wincing into the pain. She then laid her arm down flat and watched Mark as he stepped to the chasm end of the passageway and tossed the smelling salt into the darkness and then he walked back and began picking up the mess all around Korica.

"Thank you Mark. That hurt like hell but I can move my arm again without a stabbing pain."

"You're welcome sweetheart. That shoulder will be sore for a couple of days but since you can move it with such strength I don't think there was any nerve or tendon damage."

"I think I'm gunna be sick." Korica said as she heaved once and covered her mouth with her left hand.

"Let's get you to the end of the corridor." Laurel said.

Laurel stood up and then she looked like she was having difficulty figuring out how to pick Korica up with out hurting her and Mark stepped up beside Korica and simply slid his hands under her back and knees and she screamed out in pain as he picked her up and walked to the end of the corridor and then he dumped Korica onto her feet so she was in a weak standing position with him holding onto her just as she threw up out into the black void. Mark steadied her as she heaved a few more times and then she wiped her mouth and nodded and Mark picked her back up and as she laid back in his arms she screamed out again and as he turned to walk her back to the place she had been before surrounded by light wands her scream echoed up out of the void and startled her into flinching causing a quick pain in her back that made her grit her teeth and hold her breath for a second. Her voice echoed several more times before fading to barely audible reverbs in the distance.

Mark stopped and looked down at Korica's face and smiled at her before laying her down as Laurel moved her ammo belt and PP-20's and nine-millimeter holsters.

"I love you Korica. I'm so glad you're a tough cookie. I really thought I had lost you¦" Mark's left eye teared up and Korica lifted her hand and touched his face.

"You can't get rid of me that easy. You're gunna have watch after me for the rest of my life. See what kind of crap I get into if you aren't within arms reach."

Mark laughed and swallowed the tears that wanted to erupt. He was truly glad to have Korica in his arms.

"We need to get you dressed to keep you warm but first I want the cap and xo to try that healing thing you guys do."

Mark looked over at Laurel and her eyes got big.

"Mark she's the one with the power of healing we are just able to funnel more energy into what it is she does. Besides, I strained myself lifting her out of that hole. I don't know if I'm even capable of that kind of¦concentration so quickly after."

Mark squatted down and set Korica in the floor and she grit her teeth until he started to lay her down and then she cried out and then the pain took her breath away until she was lying flat and then she panted a few breaths and finally opened her eyes and looked up at Mark with watery eyes.

"It's starting to really hurt again." Korica said with no slur whatsoever.

"Damn that was fast. I think the Hydrazadine is wearing off already. We're going to have to get your shirt back on before it's to painful to get it on at all."

Korica nodded and turned her head and saw her shirt so she grabbed it and found the front and worked it over her arms and then painfully lifted her head and worked it into the neck hole and then laid back and took a couple deep breaths.

"Ok Jake, lift me."

Jake slid his hands down her spine and lifted with flat hands and a look of shock ran across Korica's face and then she grit her teeth and shook for a moment the pain was so intense. She quickly pulled her shirt down and then Jake gently moved one hand around her shirt and back to her spine and then the other and then he let her down just as she tugged her shirt all the way down. When he pulled his hands out from under her she looked straight ahead for moment while shaking and then she closed her eyes and moaned while gritting her teeth trying not to scream. The pain in her butt and in her back was excruciating and sharp but she kept herself from screaming out like she so desperately wanted to do.

Mark quickly stowed all of his things that he had tossed out all over and Laurel handed him the detranome and he stowed it and then closed his pack and slung it over his shoulder and attached it at the shoulders and then snapped the waist buckle closed and then he picked up Korica's pack and tossed it to Jake. He then picked up his PR-40 and handed it to Laurel and then he picked up Korica's and handed it to Tamaric along with her ammo belt and PP-20"s and her nine millimeter holsters.

"We need to at least get her to the top of the stairwell before the painkiller wears off completely. When that happens we won't be able to move her without it being excruciating." Mark said.

Mark squatted down and put his hands at Korica's side and by her knees.

"Just go easy mark. It really hurts to be touched at all." Korica said in a shaky voice.

"I know you poor thing. Here we go."

Mark slid his hand behind Korica's knees and under her back and she yelped and tried to hold it in but the pain had returned almost as sharply as before the Hydrazadine was administered when Mark picked her up. Mark stepped past everyone quickly and walked to the end of the passageway and out into the dimly lit stairwell and he looked up and he let out a breath and then turned his back to the wall and began climbing the stairs sideways and Korica would squeak from time to time as he tried not to squeeze her knowing that she had a broken rib and a broken collarbone that he assumed was extremely painful and getting worse by the minute as the painkiller wore off. Everyone else picked up their own weapons and the extras as well as all of the light wands and Jake clutched Korica's pack and everyone followed Mark up the stairs holding a rifle in each arm in front of themselves as they climbed the seemingly endless blocks protruding from the curving walls of the stairwell. When Mark finally reached the top Korica was weeping but trying to hold it together and not scream in Mark's face. Mark waited for the slab to retract and then he stepped out into the small room and walked over to the far wall and squatted down and then he called Tamaric over and told him to take his pack off for him.

Tamaric reached up under Korica and unsnapped the waist buckle and then he unsnapped the shoulder buckles and caught the pack before it fell to the floor. Mark then instructed Tamaric to open the pack and dig toward the bottom and pull out the small olive drab blanket in a vacuum pouch and open it. Tamaric pulled most everything out of Mark's pack until he found the clear plastic looking pouch with an olive drab colored blanket in it. Tamaric set the pack aside and unscrewed the end of the cap on the pouch and air rushed in making the pack swell and Tamaric then unzipped the end and pulled the blanket out and it continued to swell to normal size and Mark told him to lay it in the floor against the wall so he could lay Korica on it instead of the cold stone floor.

Tamaric spread the blanket out and Mark set Korica down as gently as he could but it still caused agony to Korica and she cried out and tears streamed down her cheeks. Once Mark had his hands out from under Korica he stepped over to the stairwell and waited for Laurel to come up into the room.

"Cap, if we move Korica again I think she's going to go into shock. We just can't move her until she heals a little." Mark said whispering as everyone else stepped up into the room panting from the climb while carrying twice the weapon load straight out in front of them.

Laurel looked over at Korica who was gasping and still crying as Tamaric unhooked his pack and tried to comfort her.

"Alright, you, me and Jake will explore the exit corridor and check on the conditions outside. We've been down here way longer than we planned." Laurel whispered back.

Mark nodded and walked over to the mess that had been pulled out of his pack and he started rolling up and picking up everything and stowing it back in his pack.

"Ok, listen up. Tamaric, you're going to stay here with Korica. Jake you're with Mark and I, we're going to go check on the condition of the exit corridor to make sure it hasn't collapsed or whatever since the last time it was used and we're going to check on the conditions outside. If there is enough daylight, and if the exit corridor is in good shape we'll come back and carry Korica out. Is that clear?" Laurel said.

"Eye captain." Tamaric said.

"Yes mam." Jake said.

"I really don't want to be carried again mom. You just got no idea how bad it hurts."

"I'm going to carry you with my mind so there's pressure exerted on your body, ok?"

"But you won't be able to protect yourself. With two of us out of commission it's suicide to go out there."

"I don't think it's gunna be that bad. The animals were stirred up when we came in because of the ship landing and the barrier disturbing the undergrowth. It's been several hours so most of the animals should've settled down by now."

"Kay. You're the captain. We do as you say."

"Thank you sweetie. Come here Mark, check this out."

Laurel walked toward the cover slab over the stairwell and she stepped onto it and it stopped opening and jerked and started closing until it sealed closed and then Laurel waved Mark over and he stepped onto the cover slab and stood right next to her looking up at the wall. Laurel looked closely at the dark stone blocks in the wall at the back of the opening over the stairwell until she saw one with a very faint ghosted symbol that she knew stood for peace. She reached up toward it and while she could touch it she wasn't tall enough to press on it with enough force so she looked at Mark.

"Press that block in and it will unlock a concealed door."

Mark shrugged and reached up over Laurel's head and pressed in firmly and the stone barely moved and the wall that Jake was leaning against popped and he almost fell back as the wall corner pivoted and swung open. Laurel smiled and gestured with a palm up.

"That's the way out. We should come out on the west end of the temple."

Jake pushed the door open more and he was staring into a dark hallway that looked very spooky. Laurel and Mark walked over next to Jake and he opened Korica's pack and pulled out the light wand and turned it on and then closed her pack and set it against the wall and he picked up his PP-40 and raised his weapon and stood up and began walking down the dark corridor. Laurel looked down at Korica and Tamaric.

"You keep a close eye on her Tamaric. We'll be back in a few minutes ok?"

"Yes mam." Tamaric said.

Laurel and Mark then picked up two light wands and their rifles and turned them on and began to walk into the long corridor behind Jake. The walked several hundred feet until they came upon a door that had a stone locking mechanism on the back of it. Jake set his weapon and light down and grabbed the lock and rotated it with a grunt and it spun and unlocked with a thud that echoed down the corridor. Jake then pushed on the edge of the door and it pivoted open. He then picked up his weapon and light wand and kept on walking. The floors had a thin layer of dust on them with no trace of foot prints indicating that the seals on the next doors had deteriorated and dust was getting in around the doors and no one had walked in this corridor in a very long time. They walked another fifty feet when they met another door with a stone lock on its backside. Jake again set his weapon and light down and this lock was so old and encrusted that Jake couldn't budge it. Mark stepped up and handed his weapon and light to Jake and he grabbed the lock and twisted with all his might and at first there was nothing and then the lock began to move and there was a sandy rock on rock grinding sound as Mark managed to get the lock to rotate and then he had to manually pull the locking bolts up out of the floor and down out of the ceiling. Mark then gave a shove and the door slowly swung open to reveal a dirty corridor with some jungle vines growing on the overhead and the walls. Mark knew this wasn't a good sign.

Jake handed Mark his weapon and light and then Jake picked his up and they walked about thirty feet to the last door. There were cracked stones on the walls around the door and the jungle vines were growing right through the walls into the corridor. Mark stepped up to the door first and as he was about grab the lock he stopped and looked back at Laurel and Jake.

"Can you guys sense if there is an animal on the other side of this door like there was over on the eastside when we arrived?"

Laurel stepped up next to Mark and placed her hand on the door and closed her eyes and concentrated for a moment then opened her eyes and stepped back.

"Either there's no animal there or I can't sense anything through this much stone."

"Great¦weapons at the ready then."

Laurel and Jake stepped back and turned their rifles on and aimed at the door, one toward the ground and one toward the ceiling and then mark slung his weapon and turned off his light wand and he set it next to the door and then he struggled with the lock for a moment before it gave way and spun open with a small thud. Mark then pushed the door open and just as he did the portion of the corridor they were standing in filled up with a blinding flash of light and a moment later a clap of ear splitting thunder echoed down the corridor and rolled through the guts for a few moments. It was also painfully obvious that it was dusk and it was hailing outside and almost an inch had already accumulated at the edge of the western shrine entrance. All three walked up to the entrance and took a glance at all of the pea sized hale that had collected and was still continuing to fall just as a double clap of lightning and simultaneous earsplitting thunder struck and the hail intensified and then a few moments later morphed into dime sized raindrops that started to melt and wash away the hail. The three stood dismayed for few moments longer until another very close lightening bolt and thunder clap made up their mind that to go outside now was a dumb idea. If the lightning didn't kill them or disable the ship the nocturnal animals definitely would, as it would probably be very close to dark by the time they went back and got Korica and carried her back to the exit.

Mark waved everyone back just as they saw a shadow move outside. It was that of something flying by quickly but whatever it was it was big. It's shadow blocked out the waning light for a full second and half. Everyone stepped back quickly with their weapons up. They stepped backwards through the open door and Mark and Jake pushed it shut and engaged the lock. They turned their weapons off and picked up their lights and Mark turned his light back on.

"Well that's it campers¦we're staying the night. Even if we could get to the ship without being eaten we can't take off in this weather."

"Should we try and call up to the Future and let her know our status before we go so deep into the temple that we can't?" Laurel said.

"That's a good idea." Mark tapped his cranial transceiver on. "Future can you read me?"

"Yes Mark, this is the Future. What's your status?"

"We're all alive. We reached the chair of knowledge and got the information we were seeking but Korica was injured when we were making our exit."

"How bad are her injuries?"

"A couple broken bones and some sprains. Nothing life threatening but she is in a lot of pain and our painkillers wear off in minutes. She's going to be sore for a couple of days but she'll live."

"I believe the proper response should be¦that sucks. Try having her meditate if she is not in too much pain already. She should be able to shut the pain off if she can find the right state of mind so she can get some sleep. I am in a fixed orbit right above your position. There is a series of thunderstorms drifting your way some of which look pretty intense and there are indications of quite a few animals milling around the temple presumably seeking shelter from the storms. It will be morning in fifteen hours. I would suggest getting some food and water into Korica and try and get some rest. I will keep an eye on the skies so you do not have any unwelcomed visitors of the two-legged variety."

"Understood Future. We will call you in the morning with a sitrep."

"Understood, Future out."

Mark then tapped his cranial transceiver off.

"Did you guys hear?"

"Yah, we heard." Laurel said looking at Jake who nodded yes.

"Let's head back to the other two and set up camp so to speak. I think the AI is right. We need to get some food and water in Korica."

Laurel and Jake nodded and everyone slung their weapons and made their way back down the corridor shutting the doors as they made their way back to the room where Korica and Tamaric where sitting and lying. Korica had stopped crying but she looked very uncomfortable. Tamaric was holding her hand while sitting next to her and leaning over her body so he could look into her face. As Mark pushed the last door closed he looked back and down at Korica.

"Well, it's almost dark and there are some nasty thunderstorms raging right over the top of us. We're not going anywhere until morning, which won't be for about fifteen hours."

"Is that what the booms were echoing down the corridor?" Tamaric asked.

"Yep." Mark replied

"I'm sorry I'm proving such a burden Mark. If I hadn't been so clumsy and stepped off the ledge we could've been out of here by now."

"Hay! You stop that shit! You are never a burden Korica. Even if we had made our way straight to the exit we could have never taken off in those thunderstorms."

"But someone is going to have to carry me."

"So what. That just means that someone gets to have you close to their heart. That's a beautiful feeling and all of us love being that close to you and don't get it very often anymore."

"Awe. I love you Mark."

"We love you too Korica. Just don't you ever go scaring us like that again. You broke all of our hearts when we thought we had lost you."

"I'll be more careful next time."

"No more temples and bottomless pits. The elder race can find us a nice occupied world with a civilization that we can negotiate the use of the chair from¦like Draxima¦if they ever want to stuff you guys in one of those infernal things again."

"Agreed. This was a little beyond risky to ever come down here." Laurel said.

"But Asaria said the next chair of knowledge is twelve thousand six hundred light years form here in the wrong direction." Korica said.

"If it means you aren't hurt or worse then it's well worth the extra time it will take to get there. You're just not expendable Korica. No shortcut is worth seeing you in this kind of pain. If you weren't tough as nails we would've lost you baby. I promise you that isn't going to happen again." Laurel said as she unhooked her pack and set it in the floor.

"So Laurel¦where are we going to¦you know¦relieve ourselves?" Tamaric asked.

"Down the stairs and down the corridor. We have the worlds largest open pit pooper."

Korica giggled a little and smiled big Making Laurel happy. She was still herself despite her harrowing experience and continuing pain. Laurel figured it spoke to Korica's resilience despite all the negative crap she has had to endure throughout her short life.

"Ok¦what about Korica?" Tamaric pressed on after he quit laughing.

"I can carry her down the stairs with my mind and¦help her do what she's got to do."

"I didn't think about that. That'll work."

"Tamaric, get into Korica's pack and get her some water and something to eat." Laurel said.

"Ok."

Tamaric let go of Korica's hand and pulled her pack over and started pulling things out until he found her water rations and he handed her one while he went through her food rations. He pulled out a hot meal that was pot roast and vegetables and showed it to her and she shook her head no. After draining her water ration she handed the empty soft canteen back to Tamaric.

"I just threw up Tamaric, I'm not really in the mood for food at the moment."

"Korica honey, that's exactly why you need to try and get something in your stomach." Laurel said. "Try some dried fruit at the very least ok? Please, for me?"

"Ok mom."

Tamaric went through her pack until he found the assortment of dried fruit chips and he found one that had mixed fruit and he showed it to Korica and she nodded yes so he tore it open and handed it to her and then put the things he had pulled out back into her pack and set it aside. Everyone found themselves a comfortable place in the floor and set out a bedroll and then sat down for the long night ahead.

Once Korica started to get some food in her stomach she realized that she was actually feeling very hungry. Tamaric got into her pack and pulled out one of her hot meal packs and she really didn't care what it was she nodded yes and so Tamaric got it started heating up and then he got into his pack and pulled one out for himself and got it started heating up. Tamaric then sat patiently and fed Korica while he took a bite of his own food in between every bite he fed her. Laurel watched the tender interaction and she knew that Korica would be taken care of just as tenderly for the rest of Tamaric's life. So long as he drew breath Korica would be treated like a princess. Laurel couldn't help but smile and tear up slightly. Jake, who was sitting next to her, noticed and put his hand on Laurel's leg and reached out to her.

"What's the matter babe?" Jake thought.

"Nothing. Tamaric is everything I ever hoped Korica would have in a partner and it just makes my heart feel good to see him doting on her. He loves her so much Jake. I can't believe how close we came to losing her." Laurel thought in return as she wiped the tears from her eyes.

"She tends to bring the tender side out in everyone she gets close to."

"I just can't tell you how relieved I am that Tamaric has turned out to be an upstanding young man. I'm going to stop worrying about those two being good for each other. They belong together and deserve each other."

"You're talking about soul mates. Like you and I?"

"Yes. I'm starting to understand why I went to such extremes to make sure those two ended up together¦or why I will."

"I wish you would of given more information about this part of our mission. We could have prevented Korica from ever being hurt in the first place."

"But look at how Tamaric is taking care of Korica. It has drawn them together and made them appreciate the other even more having almost lost each other in such a sudden manner. I have also been forced to use my¦telekinesis in a way I would have never thought possible unless I had been put in the position of losing Korica for certain if I hadn't been successful in what I did. I've learned more about myself and what I can do thanks to her and the situation we found ourselves in. I would have to assume this whole experience is going to prove important to all of us as a learning experience later on."

"But we could have avoided so much pain for her Laurel. This just seems like such an unnecessary amount of suffering for what she has already been through."

"What doesn't kill us makes us stronger."

"That's a clichÃ© that sounds like a bunch of poopy to me."

Laurel giggled out loud garnering a furrowed brow look from everyone else along with a grin.

"What's so funny cap?" Mark asked.

"Sorry, Jake and I were talking about how this whole situation could've been avoided if I had given more information about our journey to Oberot so he could of forewarned us and I told Jake that what doesn't kill us makes us stronger and his response tickled my funny bone."

"I didn't hear you guys say a word to each other." Tamaric said.

"We can hold a conversation without saying a word out loud Tamaric."

"That's right, you guys are telepathic huh?"

"Yes. You probably are too in a limited fashion. You just haven't learned to tune in to it yet. By being involved with Korica she will likely teach you how to tune in to your hidden talents. You are of the same generation as Jake and I so it goes to reason that you are advanced like us just to a lesser degree maybe."

"I don't know about all that. I'm learning a lot from Korica but I don't know about being telepathic or whatever."

"Never say never. If I've learned anything since coming out of stasis it's that anything is possible."

"What about what you two were talking about cap? Why do you think you didn't tell Oberot about this little hiccup?"

"For all I know I did and made him promise not to tell us."

"Why in the hell would you do that?"

"I don't know for sure Mark. It could be as simple as the fact that I was afraid if anything at all was changed from what I remembered happening¦especially something as significant as almost losing Korica, things could turn out far different in the future. She might of actually died or worse. Someone else could have died trying to rescue her if things would have been done differently. It all goes to causality and alternate time lines."

"Well anything that could have led to Korica not getting busted up would have been a better outcome."

"Ok, what's to say if we hadn't been delayed by rescuing Korica that an animal would have gotten the jump on one of us and someone could have been killed. Or we could have gotten into the ship and then the ship could have been struck by lightning and all of us could have been killed in a crash like the other ships scattered around this temple. Or we could have crashed and survived only to be eaten alive by all the crap running around on the other side of the barrier."

"I suppose that makes sense."

"At least this way we all survive to get out of here even if a little later than we had planned."

"I certainly would have preferred not to fall into that black hole down there." Korica said.

"I know honey. I'm truly sorry that had to happen but it has drawn you and Tamaric closer together hasn't it?"

"I could have gotten closer to her without her falling into a black pit like that." Tamaric said.

"I guess we're a little closer. I would have to assume we both have a new found sense for just how delicate life is and how quickly the ones that mean everything to you can be taken away from you¦but I was already aware that the ones you love can be taken away in an instant in horrific ways just because of how you look or where you're from."

"Oh baby, don't go there. That was not your fault. Those cowards where going to prey on someone from Draxima, you just happened to be in the right place at the wrong time."

Korica turned away and looked up at the ceiling without saying another word. Tamaric could sense the grief in Korica and the fact that she was on the verge of tears and it wasn't because of any physical injury. He went back to feeding her what was left of her hot meal. Laurel felt bad that the conversation drifted to Korica's horrible past and the tremendous loss and emotional pain that she still carried with her. Laurel wished there was a way to get her to stop blaming herself and her amazing good looks for the loss of her parents and their crew.

Once everyone had finished their meals and they were all sitting quietly waiting for sleep to come to them Laurel got curious and so looked over at Mark who seemed to be sizing up the room they were in.

"What do make of this place Mark?" Laurel asked.

"I don't know what to think. This part of the temple seems to be newer relatively speaking and I'm still wondering what would keep the lights working after hundreds or even thousands of years."

"Well, let me see one of the detranomes and I'll see if I can detect any technology behind the walls."

"Really? I thought you said we shouldn't go poking around?"

"I don't intend to poke at anything. I just want to see what's behind the walls if anything."

Mark shrugged and reached over to his pack and flipped the lid up and pulled out a detranome and slid it across the floor to Laurel. Laurel picked it up and flipped the cover open and turned it on and stood up and began waving it in front of the walls as she slowly made her way around the room. When she got to the area above Korica and Tamaric she stopped and seemed to freeze for a moment then she looked at the wall with a shocked look on her face and then she moved the detranome away and looked down at it and then she moved it back toward the wall and then she looked at Mark.

"What Laurel?" Mark asked getting to his feet.

"There's a compartment behind the wall right here with¦what I think is a water basin."

Mark looked at the scanner and while he couldn't read any of the text he recognized the image on the upper display.

"Are you saying there's a sink behind this wall?"

"It sure looks that way though I don't think it's actually a sink. There isn't a drain."

Laurel moved lower on the wall and she could see a release lever going down to a block one level up from the floor. Laurel looked at Korica's face and grinned at her.

"Pardon the reach sweetie."

Laurel reached over and beside Korica and pushed in the center of the block and an unseen two inch by two inch piece of the block slid in and there was a pop and the block several rows up right above Korica slowly slid out of the wall and it had a bowl shaped basin in the heart of the block with a curved tube made of a very shiny metal resembling chrome except it had a slightly rose colored hue to it. Everyone except Korica got to their feet and stepped up to the basin now hanging several inches out of the wall. Laurel reached out and touched the curved tube and water began to flow into the basin. Laurel touched the tube again and the flow of water stopped. Laurel then scanned the small pool of water and she touched a few buttons and she looked at Mark with a stunned look on her face.

"It's clean water. No microbes or bacteria of any kind and only trace minerals that are actually good for a body. Calcium, iron, zinc, magnesium all in trace amounts."

Laurel reached in and scooped up some of the water and sipped it out of her hand.

"It's delicious¦and really cold. There must be a filtration system of some kind deep behind this wall somewhere."

"I'll be a son of gun. You thirsty Korica? It seems as though we have an unlimited source of clean water now." Mark said looking down at Korica.

"I would love some water. I've been trying not to consume all of my rations incase we were stuck here longer than expected."

"Tamaric, get her empty canteens and fill them up for her."

"Yes sir." Tamaric said with a smile.

As Tamaric was finding the empty canteens in Korica's pack Laurel continued scanning the walls and when she stepped on top of the sliding slab stopping it from sliding open she waited until it closed again and then she scanned the wall with the stone that opened the exit and she could see some electronic components behind the wall and a trip lever that entered the block with the electronics concealed within it. The electronics had a small conduit the led straight up into the blocks above and disappeared above where Laurel couldn't reach to scan further. Laurel then scanned over to the other wall by the entrance to the stairwell and she found more electronics and some very familiar looking circuitry that spidered into the wall.

"There are dynamic circuits all throughout the wall over here. They're definitely made by the elder race. We have similar circuits on the Future in the upgraded electronics that were provided to us. These are a lot cruder though. Perhaps a new technology when installed here but and old technology now. It appears that the electronics that are buried in the walls draw power right out of theses stone blocks. The blocks must be a type of quartz that produces an electrical current naturally when compressed. The weight of the temple above us is compressing these stones so hard that they are producing a constant voltage in the hundred-volt range. That's how the lights are still working after centuries or even hundreds of centuries."

"I'll be damned. So there is no power supply in this temple. The temple itself is the power supply." Mark said.

"That's what Asaria had said was the case but I just figured she didn't want to tell us what was really going on. That might be why the original inhabitants of Tiomot built this temple so close to the chasm down there. Maybe the bed rock is made out of this quartz and the compressive force of billions of tons of that quartz produces huge amounts of energy but the temple would need to be in physical contact with that bed rock in order to transmit the current up through the temple itself. That would also explain where the control interface in the hall of learning is getting its power from."

"I thought you said the chair draws its power from the realm that it communicates through?"

"The chair does. I'm talking about the control interface built into the rock wall."

"Right, that's why it's built into the rock?"

"Exactly. Not only could they build that infernal bridge but the rock they excavated the hall of learning out of would have all the power that will ever be needed to run the hologram and booby trap over there and the hall of learning itself."

"That's brilliant."

"They are the elder race after all."

"Not them goofy¦you. That's brilliant that you were able to figure all that out just by scanning the walls with that thing."

"Oh. Thank you Mark. Here's another insight, I'll bet the bridge itself connects the other side of the canyon with this side to make even more power available. Think of it as a buss bar connecting both sides together."

"I hadn't thought about that. You're probably right."

Laurel closed the detranome and stepped off of the cover slab covering the stairwell and Korica had already finished her third ration canteen and Tamaric kept refilling them as she downed them. Laurel handed the detranome to Mark and squatted down next to Korica and stroked her cheek a few times.

"You poor thing, you really were thirsty weren't you?"

"I'm feeling much better thanks to you. Thank you so much for finding that basin."

"You're welcome sweetie. I assure you it was an accident. You should thank Mark for looking around with such curiosity. He inspired me to look deeper."

"Thank you Mark."

"You're most welcome beautiful. Told you we would go to any lengths to see to your needs. We even pull water from a stone to relieve your thirst."

Korica giggled and Mark laughed with her.

"Mom, speaking of all the water, I'm gunna need to take a trip down to the pit before to long."

"You got it honey. You just tell me when you want to go and I'll¦float you down there ok?"

"Ok. You've all been so good to me. I'm the luckiest girl alive."

Tamaric looked at her a little oddly for a moment.

"What?" Korica asked looking at him with a grin.

"To hear you say that after what you just went through¦and what you're still going through just seems a little odd."

"I don't care about a good scare and a little pain if I have this much love directed at me. I feel special thanks to all of you."

"You are special sweetie. You're my Korica." Laurel said as she leaned down and kissed her cheek.

Korica gave her a toothy smile that just melted her heart. Laurel sighed and then looked at the others.

"Everyone should fill their canteens while we have the chance. Korica's right, we could be here longer than we expected if the thunderstorms don't let up."

"At least we know we have enough food for several days and now we know we have all the water we will ever need." Tamaric said.

Everyone went through their packs and pulled out their canteens and stepped up to the basin and filled them up and drank their fill instead of their rationed amount for the day. By the time that was done Korica had a painfully full bladder and asked Laurel to take her down to the pit to so she could go. Korica didn't like the idea of being close to the dark chasm again but she had to go so bad that she was willing to get up close and personal with the darkness again. Mark pulled a small pack of tissues out of his pack and tossed it to Laurel. Laurel nodded and she placed them in her waist band then Laurel pushed the basin back into the wall and picked up a light wand and stuck it into her waist band as well and then she took a deep breath and concentrated and as she was about to put her hand out as she did before Korica simply started to float into the air and at first Korica winced in pain but then having her own weight lifted off of her backside felt good. Laurel levitated her a couple feet off the floor then walked toward the cover slab and it retracted into the floor and then Laurel concentrated on turning Korica upright with her feet facing down and Korica just floated over the stairwell and as Laurel walked down the steps Korica descended gently straight down into the hole as Laurel stared at her and concentrated on not dropping her or shaking her.

Laurel walked all the way down with her back to the wall until she got to the bottom and then she reached out and gently touched Korica and she inverted slowly until she was lying on back. Laurel then took out the light wand and turned it on and floated Korica down the corridor heading toward the bridge feet first. When Laurel and Korica reached the end of the corridor Korica rolled her head and looked at Laurel.

"How's this gunna work?" Korica asked quietly so as not to create an echo that might startle Laurel.

Laurel maintained her concentration and pulled out the packet of tissues and handed them to Korica. Korica looked at them and understood the concept of what they were for but she still didn't understand the mechanics of how this was going to work. Laurel was afraid talking would break her concentration so she concentrated harder and then reached out to Korica's mind.

"I'm going to take your shoes off and then your pants and underwear. I am going to float you out over the chasm facing down and you can just go then wipe yourself and drop the tissue then I'll bring you back in and dress you."

"But I have to do both."

"Fine. I'll tilt you back slightly and you can spread your legs and do what you have to do then wipe yourself clean and drop the tissues and I'll bring you back in and dress you."

"No offense but I've never¦done this while someone is watching. I don't exactly want you to see me doing that."

"Trust me baby, I'm not going to be watching what you're doing. It's taking all my concentration just to hold you up."

"Ok. I got to go so let's just do this."

Laurel stepped toward Korica and handed her the light wand and then she pulled her shoes off and dropped them in the floor and then she slid her pants down while concentrating hard not to drop her. She then slid her underwear off and then stepped back and took the light wand from Korica and slowly floated her out into the dark void a few feet and then Korica turned upright a little and then just hung in free space motionless. Korica looked over to her side and she saw the bridge reflecting some of the light from the light wand that Laurel was holding and the bridge was at least ten feet away. Korica swallowed hard and closed her eyes and spread her legs and Korica grit her teeth into the pain of that moving her legs apart caused and Laurel turned her a little more upright right then held her perfectly still while she relived herself. There was absolutely no sound at all except the soft grunt made by Korica when she forced her bladder to begin emptying. Korica was careful to make no other embarrassing or distracting noises except for breathing sounds, which seemed loud to here with the muted negative gravity field surrounding her. Laurel had no concept of anything Korica was doing, she simply concentrated her hardest on keeping Korica suspended and still. When Korica was done she opened the tissue pack and wiped herself front and back and dropped the tissues into the darkness until she was sure she was clean and dry and then she looked over at Laurel expecting Laurel to see that she was done but Laurel was just staring at her blankly and almost unblinkingly.

"I'm done mom." Korica whispered.

Laurel nodded slowly and Korica slowly rotated to a lying position and Laurel stepped back and Korica followed turning so her head was toward Laurel. Once Laurel had her back in the corridor where even if she dropped her she wouldn't fall to her death Laurel relaxed a little and lowered Korica almost to the floor and Laurel picked up Korica's underwear and slid them on her feet then pulled them up until Korica could help pull them up and straighten them out everywhere so they were comfortable. Laurel then picked up her thermo pants and slid them on her feet and slid them up until Korica could reach them and pull them up to her waist. Laurel then picked up her shoes and slid them onto Korica's feet and worked them down onto her feet snuggly one at a time. Laurel then lifted Korica up four feet off the floor and began walking toward the stairwell and once there Laurel lifted Korica up and rotated her with her hand so she was head up and then Laurel started climbing the stairs with her back to the wall and Korica simply rose straight up as Laurel climbed until they reached the top and the cover slab slid back.

Korica floated straight up out of the hole and then Laurel walked up out of the hole still concentrating hard so as not to drop or jostle Korica. Once Korica was over her bedroll, which now consisted of two additional blankets donated by Mark and Tamaric, Laurel rotated Korica to the lying position and slowly lowered her to floor. Korica squeaked once as her weight settled on her back and behind putting pressure on her broken rib and bruised gluteus and leg muscles.

Laurel then broke her concentration and half stumbled back against the wall behind her and she took several deep breaths and put her hand up to her forehead. Once Laurel regained her composure she walked over next to Jake and sat down and leaned back against the wall.

"How'd it go babe?"

"Well I didn't drop her but it was really tough maintaining my concentration at that level for that long. I've used my abilities more today than I ever have and someone's life depended on me not losing concentration¦and it isn't over yet"

"Thank you for taking me down there mom." Korica said rolling her head so she could look at Laurel.

"You're welcome sweetheart. If you have to go again later just let me know ok?"

"Ok, I will."

"Are you cold Korica?" Tamaric asked.

"Not really. I was down there when I had my fanny hanging over that hole but I'm ok now. Are you?"

"A little maybe. This thermo wear seems to work really well but my hands and my face feel kind of cold."

"Ooh, come here."

Korica took his hands in hers and she put them under her shirt on her tummy which felt hot to Tamaric's cold hands and his hands felt like ice to Korica as she laid them on her bare stomach and then she clasped her hands on top of her shirt over the top of his hands. Tamaric tried laying his head on Korica but the extra weight caused her discomfort making her wince in pain so he sat up and just gently kneaded her soft tummy Making her grin at him and fight the urge to giggle. Laurel finally decided to try and give Korica some relief if possible. She tugged on Jake's shirt gently as she stood up and Jake could sense what she wanted to do so he stood up with her and the two walked over to Korica and knelt down next to her with Jake by her head and Laurel by her feet.

"We want to try and relieve some of your bruising honey." Laurel said. "I want you to try and meditate to lower your pain threshold and Jake and I are going to try and heal some of the bruising that's causing you so much discomfort, ok?"

"Kay."

Korica closed her eyes and began concentrating on controlling her breathing first until she felt very relaxed. She then let herself drift off into another place and time when life was simpler and there was no pain in her heart or body. Laurel lifted a blanket up over Korica to cover her lower half completely and then Laurel slid Korica's pants and underwear down so she could make contact with her bare skin on her hips and behind. Korica furrowed her brow in discomfort but didn't say a word of make any noise. Laurel then gently moved Korica's feet apart and scooted up between her legs and placed her hands on her hips and slid them down to the sides of her behind and Jake placed his hands on her neck and the two concentrated on their love for one another and for Korica and let the feelings grow. They then concentrated on letting the energy of that love flow down through their arms and into their hands and finally into Korica's body. Korica took a quick deep breath as the energy started to flow into her body and then she relaxed and remained very still while Laurel and Jake pushed wave after wave of warm energy into Korica's body and Korica tried to meditate herself deeper while ignoring the tingling all throughout her body. Korica almost immediately felt relief from the pain both from the meditative state she had achieved and from the healing energy softening and healing the bruising all over her body.

The three remained in this embrace for over an hour until Laurel was feeling very tired and her hands began to hurt. She slowly pulled her mind back and Jake did the same as his hands were also starting to hurt. Laurel finally opened her eyes and slid Korica's pants and underwear up to her waist and then scooted down and slid her feet together. Laurel was going to ask Korica how she was feeling but she could see by the expression on Korica's face that she was sound asleep. Laurel assumed that must have meant that there was so much relief of her discomfort that Korica was able to fall asleep.

"She's out." Laurel whispered with smile. "She looks so sweet when she's asleep."

"Thank you for helping her you guys. I don't pretend to understand how or even what it is you guys do when you touch a person's skin like that and meditate or whatever, but I'm glad you were able to put Korica to sleep." Tamaric whispered.

"You're welcome Tamaric. You should lie down with her and try and get some sleep yourself." Laurel whispered back.

Tamaric nodded and pulled his hands out from under Korica's shirt and her hands slid off of his and laid on her tummy on top of her shirt reaming in the clasped position. Tamaric pulled the blanket up over Korica then scooted up next to her on his side facing her and laid his head down next to hers and closed his eyes. Laurel and Jake then got up and walked over to their bedroll and laid down next to one another with Jake snuggled up to Laurel's backside and the two almost immediately drifted off to sleep. Mark had already drifted off into a light sleep while sitting up in the corner of the room by Korica's feet. He stirred and watched Laurel and Jake get comfortable and he grinned slightly and closed his eyes and drifted back into a light sleep.

Everyone slept for several hours peacefully until Korica shaking her shoulder gently startled Laurel awake. Laurel's eyes popped open and it only took her a second to realize that Korica was on her hands and knees with her right arm up against her chest in a bent position to keep form moving her collarbone or shoulder but Korica was up and moving around on her own. Korica looked into Laurel's eyes and gave her a small smile and then reached out to her mind.

"I got to go mom. Will you go down there with me? I don't need you to carry me but I don't want to go down there alone." Korica thought.

"Of course I'll go with you. You feeling better?" Laurel thought in return.

Korica took a few crawling steps back as Laurel gently lifted Jake's arm off of her and got to her feet.

"I still hurt inside and my shoulder and back are tender if I move just right but watch this." Korica thought.

Korica held her arm tight to her chest but got to her feet with only a little discomfort from the broken rib in her back. Once she was standing Laurel reached out and stroked her cheek gently.

"I'm so glad to see you on your feet." Laurel thought.

Laurel picked up a light wand and the pack of tissues and then the two stepped over to the cover slab and it started to slide back and the noise woke everyone. They just watched quietly as the girls stepped down into the stairwell and disappeared and then the cover slab slid closed. The girls climbed all the way down the deep stairwell to the bottom and then they stepped into the corridor. Laurel turned on the light wand and handed it to Korica as well as the pack of tissues.

"You gunna to be able to get your pants down and whatnot?"

"Yah, I just didn't want to be down here alone but I can take care of things myself. I actually need a little privacy if you could wait at the bottom of the stairs."

"Ok. Just be careful that you don't lose your balance."

"I will."

Korica then turned and headed down the corridor and Laurel went back into the stairwell and sat down on the second step from the bottom and waited. A few minutes later Korica came back and handed the light wand and tissue pack to Laurel and she went down the corridor and took her turn while Korica sat in the stairwell and waited. When Laurel returned the girls made the long climb back up to the guys a couple hundred feet above. When the girls stepped out of the stairwell Tamaric sat up and smiled at Korica.

"Look at you! I guess what Laurel and Jake did helped?"

"Yep." Korica said as she slapped her left hand on her behind. "The pain is completely gone back here¦and in my neck and my legs."

"That's great news little one!" Mark said. "You think you can carry your pack and handle your weapon?"

"I don't think I should be putting the kind of stress on my collarbone that the PR-40 would exert when fired. I can shoot my PP-20's though."

"That'll work. What about your pack? Think you can carry it?"

"I don't know, maybe. My shoulder is still really tender." Korica said while instinctively gently rubbing her broken collarbone.

"You know what, don't worry about it. I'll carry your pack out. You just concentrate on keeping the animals off of you."

"Ok. Thank you Mark. How long were we out for?"

Mark slid his sleeve up and glanced at his chronometer.

"About eight hours."

"God¦we still have seven hours until sunrise?" Tamaric said.

"Yep. The nights are long on this planet. You can get some more sleep if you want."

"Ok, maybe I will if Korica will lie with me."

Korica walked over to her bedroll and sat down next to Tamaric and kissed his cheek.

"I'll stay right here so you can rest. I'm hungry though so I'm gunna get something to eat first."

Tamaric smiled at her and laid his head down as she slid her pack over and went through it and found a pack of Izore jerky and she pulled out a hot pack and got it heating up and set it aside then she struggled with the jerky package for a minute before Tamaric gently took it from her and tore it open using both hands and then handed it back to her. She gave a slice to Mark and he took it graciously even though he wasn't particularly hungry and then Korica offered a strip to Tamaric and he snacked on it while Korica ate her hot meal.

Once Korica was done eating her hot meal she laid back down and munched on a strip of Izore jerky and popped some fruit chips in her mouth from time to time while Tamaric slowly drifted back to sleep. A little while later Laurel and Jake sat up and made themselves something to eat and then laid back down themselves. Jake managed to drift into a light sleep but Laurel and Mark were awake and weren't going to be able to sleep anymore. They sat and laid quietly out of respect for Jake, Korica and Tamaric who were sleeping lightly.

By the time morning rolled around on Tiomot it had seemed like an eternity for Mark and Laurel but they had company after a three-hour nap by the others. Once Mark determined that it should be daylight outside everyone packed up their messes and stowed their blankets and then geared up for an attempted exit. Everyone made a visit to the pit to relieve themselves one last time and then once everyone was ready Mark fastened one of the shoulder buckles from Korica's pack to his shoulder straps and then he fastened it around his waist. He looked a little odd with two packs on his back but he knew it would keep the weight and tugging force off of Korica's broken collarbone that was still causing her a good deal of discomfort.

Mark stepped over to the cover slab and stepped onto it and it stopped opening and then closed and Mark then reached up and pushed the release stone for the exit door and the door lock popped and Jake pushed the door open. Everyone then filed into the passageway and they decided to leave the doors open down the passageway just incase they had to stay longer. They made their way through all the doors right up to the last door leading into the shrine of carved faces. Marked tapped his cranial transceiver on and called up to the Future.

"Future, this is Mark you got a copy?"

"Yes Mark. I can hear you loud and clear."

"We're ready to make an attempt at getting the heck out of here. Korica is up and on her feet and able to defend herself thanks to Laurel and Jake's little girt of healing. What are the conditions like outside?"

"The sun should be just above the Future for you. The nocturnal animals have gone into hiding and there are no animals in the immediate vicinity of the ship or the west entrance. The thunderstorms have abated so you should be able to lift off safely."

"Great. Are there any flying animals close by?"

"Yes. There are several circling within a few miles of the temple and many, many more further out."

"Fan freaking tastic! We're going to seal up the temple and then make our exit."

"Understood. Future out."

Mark looked at Jake in the very dark passage way only lit by the fleeting light coming form the room that they had spent the night in and nodded to him. Jake made his way back toward the entrance to the passageway to close all of the doors and Mark pulled a light wand out of Laurel's pack since she was standing closest to him and he turned it on and waited for Jake to return. Once Jake returned to the group he looked at Mark.

"I'm not real sure about that last door. The lock is pretty old and I never heard it thunk into place."

"I can take care of that." Laurel said.

Laurel walked back to the last door and placed her hands on the door and closed her eyes and tried to picture the lock turning and a few seconds later there was a sandy stone on stone grinding sound and a thud could be heard as the lock engaged. Laurel took a few breaths and tried to get her mind clear again and then walked back to the others. Korica pulled her pistols out of their holsters and switched them both on to level 4 and Tamaric slung Korica's rifle and pulled his and turned it on and raised it to the ready and then everyone else turned their rifles on and lifted them to the ready. Mark then slung his rifle and twisted the lock open and pushed the door open. Everyone was relieved that there were no animals taking shelter in the chamber as they stepped into the room and Mark pushed the door closed and the lock could be heard closing with a thud.

Mark then un-slung his rifle and raised it to the ready and everyone walked up to the exit. It was hot and humid with their thermo wear on. Everyone took a second to turn their shirt and pants off and then Laurel and Jake took point stepping out of the west entrance first scanning the skies for animals of which there were a few but they were circling up very high and then everyone followed as they began to climb the steps to the roof of the temple. As soon as everyone reached the roof they could see the ship was only thirty feet away and looked exactly as they had left it.

Laurel and Jake scanned the skies until they got right up to the ship. Laurel lowered her weapon and stuck her hand in the concealed airlock control compartment and flipped the power switch up and just as she was about to pull the handle down to lower the door she sensed something eyeing them and she turned and looked up and saw a fairly large animal making a turn and setting up for a power dive. Laurel reached out with her elbow and bumped Korica who turned quickly and looked at her and Laurel pointed up at the Animal with her finger from the hand she was holding her rifle with and Korica spun around and saw the animal. She took a steady stance and pointed both pistols at the animal wincing only slightly at the discomfort in her collarbone as she stretched her arm out straight and she squeezed off three shots from each hitting the animal with all but one round and the animal made a screech and tumbled out of the sky and disappeared a fair distance away behind the vine covered barrier in front of them.

Laurel then pulled down on the handle and the airlock hissed and slowly lowered until the edge of it touched the stone blocks of the temple. Laurel pulled her hand out of the airlock control compartment and it closed and blended in with the rest of the hull and right at that moment Jake and Mark both began burping out rounds at one of the ugly animals that they had encountered on their arrival except his one had more of a gray colored fur. The animal's head simply turned into a spray of flesh and blood that landed on top of the crimson fighter and the animal's body was cleaved nearly in half. The body slapped to the ground and slid in front of the ship. Laurel didn't even look, she just stepped into the ship and turned on the cargo area lights and then reached out and tapped Tamaric on the shoulder and he stepped backwards up into the ship turning his rifle off as he stepped in and made his way to the back of the ship after Laurel handed him her rifle and unfastened her pack letting it fall to the floor.

Mark glanced at the entrance to the ship and then tapped Korica on the shoulder and she turned quickly and hopped into the ship. Jake then backed up toward the ship and stepped in and lowered his rifle as he stepped in. As Mark was about to step in he could hear the unmistakable sound of wind rushing over a wing and he turned to the north from over the ship and he saw an animal just like what had been hiding in the east entrance when they arrived. It was bearing down on Mark with claws bared and it was starting to open its mouth when Mark burped out several rounds that removed the head of the animal. Mark then dove into the ship and the animal's body thudded off the top of the ship and flew over the edge of the temple and bounced off the barrier and tumbled below out of sight.

Mark got to his feet and closed the door as quickly as he could and just as the door sealed there was thud and a squeaking sound as something hit the door and its claws dragged against the metal as it tried to get a grip on the door. Mark handed his weapon to Korica who took it and winced in pain at the weight on her broken collarbone as she had grabbed it with her right hand. She turned with a pained look on her face and Tamaric quickly took the weapon from her and laid it on the floor. Everyone took their packs off and tossed them back to Tamaric who then set them in the floor in a pile and he began stowing the rifles in the cargo crate. Mark scrambled down into the pilot's seat and began the startup sequence for the main and hover engines. Laurel and Jake took their seats quickly and went through an abbreviated preflight check of all of the systems. When Mark turned the shield generators on a few seconds later there was a screeching sound outside and something took to the wing as the shields burned its feet.

Once everything was fired up and reading in the green Mark slid the hover throttles forward and the ship gently lifted and he reached up and pushed the button to retract the landing gear and once he had three greens he slid the hover throttles all the way forward and the ship leaped into the sky and kept rising rapidly. There was only one slight thud as they rose into the air straight up. Mark pulled his restraint harness over his shoulders while keeping them on a steady straight up climb. Once the ship was at an altitude of one thousand feet mark slid the forward flight throttles forward and the ship bolted forward and then he slid the hover throttles all the way back to the idle position. Mark then fastened his harness latch, as did Laurel and Jake. Mark then imitated a slow banking turn so he could see the top of the temple way down below and he could just see the jungle lying back down on the temple obscuring the sides and most of the top of the temple. Mark was relived that they didn't have to go back to the moon to turn the field generator off. It had apparently detected their departure and turned itself off.

Mark then pointed the ship straight up and slid the throttles forward a little more and they climbed steadily and all of the packs slid to the back of the cargo area. Luckily Tamaric had stowed the weapons in the crate now covered in survival packs before Mark even began forward flight so there were no weapons flying around. As the atmosphere thinned and the stars became visible the Future came into view hanging majestically with her giant center section rotating steadily. Mark let out a deep breath and smiled. The Future was a beautiful sight, as she grew larger out the front window. Mark reached up and turned the communication circuit on.

"Future, this is the Prentor on final approach requesting the lower hangar to be opened."

"Good evening Prentor. I detected your approach and opened the hangar in preparation for your landing. I have decreased the shield strength to minimum safe levels and you are clear to land in the lower hangar. Welcome home."

"Thank you Future. It's good to hear your voice and great to be home once again."

Mark continued a straight in approach until the ship passed through the shield making the power fluctuate very slightly all over the crimson fighter. Mark slid the forward throttles back all the way and coasted up to the Future and then used the braking thrusters to adjust their speed and attitude until they were facing into the lower hangar. Mark gave a short burst from the forward engines and they drifted toward the hangar and as they passed through the myogenic field he slid the hover throttles forward slightly to maintain a hover ten feet off the hangar deck and the landing gear deployed automatically and Mark glided them to the back of the hangar and then he put them in a hover and backed the throttles down until the ship gently touched down and then he slid the throttles all the way back and then he shut all of the engines down and began powering everything down.

Laurel and Jake turned everything off at their stations and secured everything and then undid their restraints and climbed out of their seats and stepped into the back of the ship and Mark joined them a moment later.

"Tamaric, you get Korica up to the med deck so she can get looked at ok?" Laurel said.

"Yes mam."

Korica and Tamaric unhooked their restraints as Jake opened the cabin door. Korica and Tamaric then stepped off the ship first and took each others hands and headed for the transport enclosure while Laurel, Jake and Mark stowed all of the gear they were wearing and the survival packs and then Jake and Mark carried the cargo crate off of the ship and as they stepped out a servo drone collected mark's mission data and image recorder and then glided up onto the ship in order to download the computer data from the Prentor.


Chapter 21 Aerot

––––––––

Aerot

Tamaric and Korica walked over to the transport enclosure and closed the clear door behind themselves and Tamaric touched the indicator for deck 15 and a few seconds later in a blue flash both disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform at the end of the corridor on the med deck. They stepped down and walked to med bay one and as soon as they stepped in both realized they were still armed with twin nine millimeters and twin PP-20s' as well as spare rounds for the nine millimeters and power cells for the PP-20s' as well as two power cells for the PR-40s' at the back of their ammo belts.

They both looked at their weapons then at each other and then cracked up laughing.

"Here we thought these things were gunna be heavy and slow us down and now we've forgotten that we were even wearin 'em." Tamaric said.

"Can you help me with the nine millimeters. It hurts to stretch my arms back."

"Of course."

Tamaric stepped up in front of Korica and helped to unfasten her holsters and gently slide them off of her shoulders starting with the left and then he walked around her back from left to right until he was back in front of her and he slid them forward off her right arm so she didn't have to move it much. Tamaric set the holsters on the exam table and then he stepped in front of Korica and squatted down and unfastened her ammo belt that had her PP-20s' attached to it and he reached around her bringing his face right next to her lower tummy as he grabbed the ammo belt behind her to kept the twin PP-20s' from hitting the floor. He now found himself staring right at her stomach and he slowly looked up her body and met her gaze as she stared down at him with a gentle grin and he pushed what he was thinking deep down and stood slowly while staring straight into Korica's beautiful blue/gray eyes.

"God you're beautiful Korica." Tamaric said almost in a whisper as he stood until he was looking right into her beautiful face.

"Thank you Tamaric. You can kiss me if you want. I can feel that you want too among other things."

Tamaric smiled a little and leaned forward and their lips met and Korica pushed into him and she slid her left arm around his back and gently pulled him against her firmly and then their tongues met and they kissed for a few moments and Tamaric started to feel the dizzy spinning feeling in his head and he gently slid his left hand around Korica's back and she stopped in mid stroke of his tongue and winced. Tamaric terminated the kiss and pulled his arm back quickly.

"God did I hurt you Korica?"

"It wasn't really anything you did. I was getting into it and I arched my back and it hurt."

Korica pulled her arm from around Tamaric and tried to smile but it came out looking forced as the adrenaline and dopamine slowly cleared from her mind.

"I'm sorry Korica. I should be able to control myself when you're in pain. You're just so¦irresistible."

Tamaric stepped back and slung the ammo belt and PP-20s' up onto the exam table. Tamaric turned back toward Korica and this time she gave him a genuine smile and she put her hand up to his chin.

"I invited you to kiss me Tamaric. Don't you ever be sorry for lovin on me. I didn't know it would make my back tighten up like that."

"Thank you darlin. Let's get you on this scanner thing so we can see how bad you're busted up inside."

Korica turned and stepped up onto the vertical scanner and then called out to the computer.

"Computer, can you please begin the scan to look for internal injuries."

"Right away Korica."

The base that Korica was standing on began to glow and the overhead portion lit up and the scanning beams began to fall and rise until they met in the middle and then the curtain of energy turned purplish pink and the scanning beams continued on their paths up to the overhead and down to the floor platform and then dissipated. A free floating three dimensional image of Korica then appeared with an obscured area across her crotch and chest and Korica suddenly realized that the image would be in real time and without clothing.

"Thank you for being modest with the image Future." Korica said blushing slightly.

"You are welcome. I would never allow an image of a minor to be viewed in its entirety by another even if that other is her boyfriend."

"You want me to step out Korica?"

"No! You can't see anything¦that you shouldn't be seeing. I want you right here with me."

"Can you explain how you were injured?" The AI inquired.

"I fell off a ledge into a canyon that was¦well I don't know how deep it was but I fell for about seventeen or eighteen seconds and then I slammed back and shoulder first into a rock ledge."

"I see. You have a broken collarbone and a broken seventh right rib in your back. The bone is already starting to fuse so I do not see a need to intervene in the healing process. The bones are aligned perfectly so I think they should be left to heal on their own. I am surprised that there are no signs of any bruising seeing as you impacted a rock surface at an estimated one hundred miles an hour."

"How do you know it was at a hundred miles an hour?"

"You said you fell for seventeen to eighteen seconds and based on your body weight and the relative gravity of Tiomot at approximately three hundred feet above mean sea level you would accelerate to terminal velocity in twenty seconds which for you would be one hundred twenty five miles per hour at most so I can estimate with a pretty high degree of certainty that you were traveling at or slightly over one hundred miles per hour based on the available data."

"I guess that makes sense. Laurel and Jake healed my bruises with their minds."

"I would have to assume they are responsible for the amount of healing in you broken bones as well. Even for you there should not have been this much fusion and calcification of the breaks in less than twenty hours. You are extremely lucky that the impact did not prove fatal."

"Is there any other anomalies inside?" Korica asked.

"No. I have analyzed the scan in detail while we were talking and you are in perfect health other than the broken bones and a slight inflammation of your right shoulder joint. You may experience some slight discomfort in the affected areas until the bones fuse completely. Please do not perform your regular workout routine for at least two days to give the bones a chance to set completely. If you are experiencing any discomfort I can give you something that will work with your unique physiology."

"That would be nice. The painkillers that Mark gave me down there only worked for a few minutes and then they wore off."

"Understood. You may step down. I am retrieving some painkillers engineered specifically for you. They should arrive in less than a minute."

"Hay while I'm on here can you tell if I'm close¦" Korica looked at Tamaric and blushed. "Never mind."

Korica stepped down and the image of her body distorted then disappeared. Tamaric furrowed his brow for a moment wondering what she was going to ask about that made her blush so hard. Tamaric pushed the thought aside and put his hand out to Korica and she placed her hand in his with a grin. Korica stepped over to her gear lying on the exam table and Tamaric gently pulled her back.

"I'll carry that stuff hon. you take it easy ok?"

"Ok. Thank you Tamaric."

The two then embraced each other in a warm but gentle swaying hug until a servo drone showed up with a small canister with several pills in it. The two separated and Korica took the canister and popped it open and looked inside it and she was a little surprised that there were so many pills in it.

"Future, how many of these should I take at a time?"

"Just one every four to five hours unless you are experiencing more discomfort, in that case you may take another but do not exceed three in a twelve hour period. They are extremely powerful."

"Ok¦why are there so many in this canister?"

"You are going to need them sometime in the next couple of days for cramps."

"Ah shit! I was going to ask you about that but I was too embarrassed to ask in front of Tamaric."

"I am sorry if I embarrassed you but it is a certainty based on some internal observations made during your scan."

Tamaric couldn't hold it in any longer and laughed out loud for a few moments.

"What's so funny about that Tamaric?" Korica asked feeling completely embarrassed now.

"I'm sorry Korica¦" Tamaric cracked up again and Korica threw his hand out of hers. "I'm not laughing at you havin cramps Korica. I've never heard you cuss before¦" Tamaric started laughing again and put his hand up to his mouth and tried to stop as he was seeing genuine anger in Korica's face. "I'm so sorry Korica. That sounded so weird coming out of your mouth. I just never thought I would ever hear you cuss like that."

"Oh. You don't know how bad cramps hurt Tamaric. If you did you would understand me cussing like that and you certainly wouldn't be laughing."

"I swear I wasn't laughing at you bein in pain darlin. That isn't anything to laugh at. I hate seein you in pain. I've seen enough of that recently to last a life time."

"We should head up to the command deck." Korica said trying to escape her embarrassment.

"Ok. Please don't stay mad at me Korica. My timing may suck but I wasn't laughing at your discomfort, just your use of the English language."

Korica started walking for the exit leaving Tamaric to grab her weapons and ammo belt as he said he would.

Laurel and Jake headed for the transport enclosure to transport up to the command deck so they could make their way to the bridge to see about getting under way. Mark told them he would take care of stowing all of the weapons and survival gear. When the two arrived in the transport compartment on the command deck they stepped down and made their way to the bridge and Laurel stepped up to her chair and logged in and Jake made his way to the propulsion station and logged in and brought up the engine controls and he could see that all but two of the main engines were off line for repairs to the modulating control regulators in the automation control center. Jake remembered the same exact type of problem during the shakedown run when everything was being pushed hard.

"We're not going anywhere for a while Laurel. Most of the main engines are off line for repairs. We got enough thrust to keep us in orbit but not much else."

"Computer?" Laurel called out.

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"What happened to the engines?"

"Nothing happened to the engines themselves. We were pushing the systems harder than we even pushed them during our shakedown run and some of the inferior components in the automation control center could not take the extended stress levels that they were exposed to. I ran a complete diagnostic while you were on your mission and I found some components that were on the verge of failing so I took the time to replace them before we got under way again. I would much rather do these repairs right here in a known environment rather than wait for them to fail completely and have to drop out of hyperspace in an unknown region of space without the ability to accelerate out of danger should we encounter any hostile species or dangerous phenomenon when we were forced to drop into normal space."

"That makes sense. How long until we are going to be able to get under way?" Laurel asked.

"Approximately two hours at most."

"Wait¦are you replacing the weakened components with spares provided to us by the elder race that are of the same low quality construction because of the sub contractors lack of ability to produce quality parts?" Jake asked.

"Yes, I am using the spares components provided to us by the elder race."

"And this is the second time they have failed causing us to lose the use of our main engines?"

"That is correct."

"Well that's just not smart to keep replacing cheaply made parts over and over. Can you make these sub components here on the ship that would hold up better?"

"Yes. Without question."

"Fine. Continue with the repairs but I want you to begin making replacement components yourself to replace these inferior components with as soon as possible¦that is if that's ok captain." Jake looked over at Laurel and she grinned and nodded.

"I got no problem with that at all. That's smart thinking."

"Understood. I will begin immediately"

"I guess we should get cleaned up and changed in the mean time." Jake said.

"That's a good idea. I feel kind of funky anyways."

The two logged themselves off their stations and made their way to the shower room to get showered. When they were done they made their way to their quarters and got dressed and brushed their teeth and then headed to the mess hall to get something to drink and wait for the repairs to be completed.

In the meantime Korica and Tamaric made their way to the transport platform at the end of the med deck corridor and once Tamaric caught up to Korica the two transported up to the command deck and then stepped out of the transport compartment and made their way to their quarters. When the door slid open the two stepped in and Tamaric laid Korica's weapons and ammo belt on the table at the head of the bed and then he took his off and set them on the table as well. Korica in the meantime put her pill canister in the drawer in the night table and then retrieved a change of clothes for her and Tamaric from the bureau and brought them back to the bed and set them down. Tamaric then walked around the table and stepped up next to Korica.

"Korica are you ever gunna forgive me for bein a guy. I can feel that you're still angry with me."

"You embarrassed and humiliated me Tamaric. Don't do it again. I love you so of course I'll forgive you for being a typical guy. I guess all boys can be¦insensitive sometimes, even handsome ones like you."

"I'm truly sorry Korica. I never ever meant to embarrass you or humiliate you. I won't let it happen again."

"Kay, then let's get changed and go get something to eat. I'm awful hungry."

"You got it."

Tamaric stepped past Korica and scooped up his clothes from off of the bed and he was about to head for the bathroom when Korica gently grabbed his arm and stopped him.

"Tamaric, we can get dressed in the same room together. We'll just turn our backs to one another."

Tamaric simply nodded without saying a word and set his clothes on the bed and the two went about getting undressed with their backs to one another and then they changed into fresh clean clothes. When they were dressed and had stepped into a fresh pair of shoes Tamaric waited for Korica to place their clothes by the servo slot at the back of the room and then she retrieved the canister of pills from the night table drawer and popped two of them into the back of her throat and swallowed them dry. He then waited for her to put the pill canister away and then he stepped up to her and put his hands on her sides and tried again to apologize for his poor timing in laughing at her reaction to the news that she would be experiencing cramps sometime in the next few days.

"Korica I want to apologize again for laughing at your reaction to the bad news that was delivered to you by the AI. I swear I wasn't laughing at the news delivered. It was just hearing you talk like that¦it struck my funny bone. Please don't stay mad at me."

"I should probably apologize to you Tamaric. I may have overreacted a little. The mood swings can come on suddenly and I can take things the wrong way. I probably shouldn't have used that kind of language in the first place."

"So you're not mad at me then?"

"No. Even if I was I couldn't stay that way for long. I love you too much to stay mad at you. I forgive you."

Tamaric gave her a smile and noticeably relaxed. He was tempted to lean in and kiss her but he figured he should give her a little more time to cool down even if by her own admission she had overreacted to the whole situation.

"Come on love, let's get some food in you." Tamaric said.

Korica could sense that Tamaric wanted to kiss her but she still felt he needed to learn a lesson in sensitivity even if she realized that he wasn't reacting to the discomfort that she would soon be experiencing. The two separated and Korica took his hand in hers and the two headed for the exit to make their way to the mess hall.

When the two arrived at the mess hall Korica was thrilled to find Laurel and Jake sitting at their favorite table talking but Korica was a little surprised that she didn't sense them before stepping into the mess hall as she usually did. She guessed that she was mentally preoccupied or the painkillers that she took were numbing her senses. The pair stepped up to the table and Laurel and Jake both got to their feet and both hugged Tamaric tightly and then very tenderly hugged Korica lightly and kissed her cheek. Korica then sat down and called for a menu and Tamaric went to the dispensers and retrieved some water for both of them. Tamaric brought the glasses back to the table and Korica downed almost all of hers in a single go so Tamaric smiled at her and went back and refilled it for her then came back and sat down next to her. Nothing was being said at first and Laurel could sense an odd tension coming from Korica. She could sense that it was personal and something Korica wasn't going to want to talk about in public so she decided to press for a different subject just as a servo drone showed up with a menu for Korica. Korica made a quick meal choice and then handed the menu back to the servo drone and it spun around and floated over to its slot in the bulkhead and disappeared through it.

"So Korica what did the scans reveal down on the med deck?" Laurel asked.

"Well, it confirmed what we already knew sort of. I have a broken seventh rib in my back and my collar bone is broken right here¦" Korica gently rubbed her collarbone right where the brake was highlighted during the scan. "And I have a little bit of inflammation in my right shoulder joint. There are absolutely no signs of any bruising though, inside or out. You guys apparently healed the bruising completely and the broken bones have already begun to fuse. I would have to assume you guys did that as well. I've been asked not to work out for the next two days to give the broken bones a chance to set completely and properly."

"Are you uncomfortable at all?" Jake asked.

"I was but the AI gave me some pain killers designed specifically for my unique physiology as the AI put it. I took two of them and I'm not feeling any pain now."

"That's great news honey." Laurel said. "You really scared the heck out of us. I hope to never face something like that again. My heart absolutely broke when I thought¦"

Laurel teared up and Korica reached out and put her hand on Laurel's.

"I'm sorry I scared you mom. You saved my life¦again. Thank you for being there and for being capable of what you did to get me out of that hole."

Laurel turned her hand over and gripped Korica's hand firmly and wiped the tears out of her eyes with her other hand.

"You're welcome sweetheart. I love you baby. I would go to any lengths to help you. I honestly had no idea that I would be capable of lifting a person from so far away simply with the power of the mind. I learned something of what I am truly capable of."

"You know the AI guessed that I was traveling at around a hundred miles an hour when I hit that rock. It's kind of hard to imagine hitting something that hard and surviving."

"The good lord above must have been looking after you Korica." Jake said.

Just then a servo drone showed up with Korica's food and it rose up and slid the plate of steaming food up on the table in front of Tamaric and he scooted it over in front of Korica with a smile.

"So are we headed toward the tel pok maron now?" Tamaric asked looking at Laurel.

"Not yet. We're still in orbit around Tiomot. The AI is performing some repairs on the¦well it's fixing some things that were pushed beyond their design limits to get us here so quickly. It's going to be a bit before we can get underway." Laurel said.

"Oh ok. So who is on duty today? I've kind of lost track."

"Korica's shift ended this morning and Jake's began. I'll have the watch tomorrow and then Mark the following day and then Korica. She's going to have a couple of days to relax."

"And what time is it?"

"It's a little after sixteen hundred."

"That's so confusing to come from morning on Tiomot to late afternoon on the ship."

"Yah, a little disorienting isn't it?"

"I don't know that I could ever get used to that."

Right at that moment Mark stepped into the mess hall and Korica was again surprised that he was able to walk right up to the table before she even knew he was there. She swallowed her bite of food and slid out of her seat toward the wall and stepped around to Mark and she gently wrapped her arms around him and he hugged her around the head and put his hand on her left shoulder fearing that he would hurt her. Once Korica pulled back Mark squatted down and looked up into her face.

"How you doin honey?"

"I'm doing ok Mark. The AI gave me some painkillers designed specifically for Draximan physiology so I'm a little¦stoned I think is the right word¦and my senses are numbed but I'm not in any pain."

"That's good news. It really broke my heart to see you so uncomfortable."

"I'm really glad you there Mark. You knew exactly what to do and you took care of me like I was your own daughter or something."

"Well you're important to me and not just because you're a member of my crew. You're my friend sweetie."

Mark kissed her cheek as he stood up and she stepped back over to her seat and slid in next to Tamaric.

"Hay, you two still have some weapons that I need to get stowed." Mark said looking at Korica and Tamaric.

"They're in our quarters on the table at the head of our bed." Korica said looking right at him.

"Is it ok if I go in and collect them?"

"Absolutely. Computer?"

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please open the door to my quarters for Mark?"

"Understood. The door is open."

Mark nodded to everyone and then departed the mess hall heading for Korica and Tamaric's quarters. He walked down the corridor straight to Korica and Tamaric's quarters and the lights were on and the door was wide open when he arrived. He stepped in and walked up to the table at the head of the bed and collected the two ammo belts with the PP-20s' attached to them and the two twin nine millimeter holsters from the table and he looked around for a moment at the beautiful paintings hanging on the walls that Korica had painted and framed and he took note of how gigantic the room and the bed were and he grinned and shook his head. It crossed his mind that the two of them were spoiled with the amount of space and comfortable ambiance of their quarters. It felt very warm and homey, like an expensive suite in a luxury hotel back on Earth.

Mark turned and stepped out of the room and turned back and watched as the lights lowered to sleep levels and then the door slid shut. He felt a warm feeling knowing that Korica had such comfortable quarters and so much love all around her. She was adored by everyone and especially by Mark himself. He loved her more than he could ever express and the pang of loss, dread and complete heartbreak that he felt when he thought she had fallen to her death was something he never wanted to experience again. He shook off the thought and headed for the transport compartment to take the weapons down to deck four so he could stow them where they belonged in the Marine weapons and survival gear compartment.

In the mess hall everyone sat talking until Korica was finished with her light but hardy meal when the AI called out into the room.

"Jake to the bridge. We are ready to get under way."

"Understood. I'm on my way." Jake said as he got to his feet.

Laurel got to her feet after Jake and stepped up behind Korica and kissed the back of her head.

"I'm glad you're feeling better baby. You two can take the rest of the evening to do as you like ok?"

"Ok, thank you mom. I'm actually going to get Tamaric caught up on the schoolwork he missed today."

Laurel pulled her head back slightly and grinned.

"Ok honey. I'm glad you're looking out for him."

Laurel then departed to follow Jake to the bridge. After Laurel and Jake were gone Tamaric looked over at Korica and sighed.

"We really gotta do schoolwork tonight?"

"Yes! Just cause you weren't onboard doesn't mean the work goes away. This is really important to me Tamaric and it should be important to you too."

"It is¦I want to make you proud of me and I want to get smart like you Korica. It's just been a long day already."

"I'll stay with you the whole time ok? I want you to work until evening mealtime and then after your shower I want you to finish your lessons if you don't have them done by mealtime."

"Ok. I'll work real hard and try and get done by evening mealtime."

"I don't want you rushing through the lessons Tamaric. You need to retain the information and you're not going to be able to that if you're skimming or rushing just to get done as soon as possible ok?"

"Ok. I'll do as you ask. I feel like you're my teacher giving me instructions or something."

"Is that a bad thing?"

"No, not really. I know you're a hundred times smarter than me and I need to respect what your saying cause it's for my own good."

"Thank you Tamaric. I'm glad you don't see me as being bossy or whatever."

"Never. Like you said down in the chair room, we have a healthy respect for each other and this is the time when I need to do as you tell me."

Korica smiled at him warmly and leaned over and kissed his cheek.

"I love you so much Tamaric."

"I love you too darlin, with all my heart."

"Come on, let's go to the bridge and get you started ok?"

"Ok."

The two slid out of their seats and stood up and took each other's hand and headed for the bridge. When Korica and Tamaric arrived on the bridge Laurel and Jake were just going over the planned route to get back on course since Tiomot was so far out of the way from the planned course as outlined by the elder race. Korica only briefly glanced at the navigation displays as she walked past with Tamaric. Korica took Tamaric to science station 4 and had him log in and she got him started with his lessons for the day and then she stepped back over to Laurel and Jake and she put her arm around Laurel and gave her a little squeeze as she was standing looking over Jake's shoulder.

Korica could see their quandary. Tiomot was very remote and there weren't very many star systems within range that weren't listed as hostile and dangerous. Jake finally looked up at Korica.

"Are you familiar with the systems around here Korica?"

"Not really."

"We've tried letting the computer plot our course automatically and we always end up somewhere dangerous either because of the inhabitants or conditions in the star systems are dangerous for one reason or another."

"Can I give it a try?"

"Sure." Jake said as he stood up.

Korica took a seat and started manipulating the map around to try and find something in range that she recognized. She wasn't recognizing any of the nearby systems when an idea came to her. She brought up the star map in the new data core and enabled the nebulas within a thousand light years and then she leaned back and looked up at Laurel.

"There are dense nebulas all over the place that are within range. Can we use one of those for a cool down location?"

"That's brilliant sweetie." Laurel leaned over and kissed the top of her head making Korica smile big. "Computer, can you plot a course to a nebula instead of a star?"

"Possibly. The drive system we use is called a star drive for a reason. Stars are used to plot a course because their gravitational and energy signatures can be tracked while traveling in hyperspace thus giving us something to aim at if our heading drifts. If we can find a nebula with sufficient mass and density I can possibly use it for navigation. I will search within the nebulas that Korica just enabled. Please update the data into my star maps."

Korica reached up and increased the field of view to five thousand light years and then dragged the information over onto the existing star maps and touched the 'merge' icon and the data was transferred to the Future's permanent memory and the nebulas now appeared along the designated course to the tel pok maron as well as in the local space. The AI made a quick signature scan looking for just the right conditions and four nebulas had the right high-energy conditions to be used for navigation while in hyperspace. The best candidate was a nebula being labeled as the Sargosa nebula. It would require a jump of 610 light years, which was just beyond the recommended thermal limits by 15 minutes while traveling at 53 light years per hour. The Sargosa nebula had the beginnings of a giant blue star forming at its heart so it was emitting a significant amount of radiation and gravitational perturbation of the surrounding nebula to give a clear energy signature to lock onto even while in hyperspace. At the moment the star was nothing more than a collection of gasses and cosmic dust that were spinning and condensing getting hotter and denser as they did so meaning there would a relative absence of magnetic fields until the nuclear furnace ignited at its core.

"The Sargosa nebula is the best candidate despite the extreme distance. I estimate a travel time of eleven hours thirty minutes to travel the six hundred ten light years which will only require us to exceed the thermal limits for fifteen minutes."

"Can't we just travel faster than¦fifty three light years per hour?" Korica asked calculating the speed in her mind quickly.

"No. Fifty two point two five to fifty three light years per hour is the point at which we can travel the furthest before thermal limits are exceeded. If we travel faster we will build up heat around the negative matter core and neutron accelerator much faster resulting in us being forced to drop out of hyperspace sooner to cool down and if we travel slower we will still build up to much heat around the drive components before arriving at the Sargosa nebula by a significant margin. I do not want to push the systems like we did to get to Tiomot. We just do not need to be in that much of a hurry."

"That makes sense." Laurel said. "What destination would you chose after that?"

The AI manipulated the star map around and found one additional jump would be required to get them back on course.

"After a ninety minute cool down at the Sargosa nebula a jump of four hundred fourty-three light years would take us to the Higera system, which is listed as uninhabited and safe. Following a fourty minute cool down we could jump to the Aerot system, which is also listed as uninhabited and safe and would only require a jump of five hundred sixty-seven light years. We would then be back on course to the tel pok maron."

"That sounds like a good plan. Please initiate the calculations and make the jump whenever you're ready." Laurel said.

Korica took her hands off of the navigation controls and the AI made the calculations and laid in the course and then initiated a long burn of the main engines to break orbit from Tiomot. All three watched the huge view screen at the front of the bridge as Tiomot pulled down and away and deep space became all that was seen. The stars stretched into white streaks with multicolored tails as the ship past the speed of light heading further and further away from Tiomot. After a few minutes of hard acceleration, the engines throttled down to 1% thrust and the antimatter reactors came up to full power and the negative matter core began ramping up dumping ever greater impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well causing the stars dead ahead to blink out and then a white line formed reaching from the top of the distortion down to the bottom several hundred kilometers away from where it began to appear and then it twisted and distorted like it were being melted and then the white line spread and the whole distortion collapsed into a funnel shape with blue and green fluorescing smooth rolling edges. The main engines then throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the funnel and accelerated quickly up to an indicated speed of 4.5 times the speed of light at which time the engines throttled back to 85%. A few moments later, after a few minor course corrections a gentle tone sounded signifying that the optimal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked in. It took a few moments for the time and distance estimates to appear on the navigational displays. The distance to the Sargosa nebula was 610 light years and the time estimate was 11.51 hours.

The view on the giant view screen looked as it always did while traveling in hyperspace unlike the trip to Tiomot. There was bright blue and white colors streaking past and broiling as they interacted with the shield.

"I'm glad you were here honey." Laurel said stroking Korica's soft hair a few times at the back of her head. "That was pure genius to think of using the nebulas instead of just the stars for navigation and plotting."

"Thanks. I'm sure you would have thought of it yourself eventually, I just beat you to it."

Just as Laurel was really beginning to enjoy the soft tactile sensation of Korica's feather soft hair under her hand and Korica was starting to feel anesthetized by the tender stroking of Laurel's hand, Tamaric leaned back in his seat and looked over toward Korica.

"Hay Korica, can you come help me? I'm really havin a tough time with these equations."

Korica snapped out of her daze and her purring stopped as she got to her feet.

"Sure, I love math. I'd be glad to help you."

Korica walked over to Tamaric and looked over his shoulder at the equations he was working on. She could tell immediately that he was working on calculus equations. While she could tell that they were probably very difficult for him to her they seemed simple and rudimentary. Korica squatted down next to him and bumped his hip gently with hers and he scooted over and shared the seat with her and she began explaining how to solve the equations and show his work. After he started to understand the first few equations it dawned on her that the computer was more than capable of explaining the equations to him just like she had. She waited until he had completed a couple of equations with a correct result before she mentioned it.

"Tamaric, you know all you have to do is ask the computer and it will explain how to solve these equations the same way I did?"

"I know but I wanted you to help me. Your voice is so much prettier to listen to than the computer's."

"Awe. Thank you Tamaric. That's so sweet." Korica said while blushing.

Korica leaned back and glanced at Laurel and Jake and when she could see that they were talking about something together and weren't looking Korica turned to Tamaric and gave him a quick tongue kiss and she squeezed his inner thigh. She concluded the kiss with a silent peck. It took Tamaric a few seconds for the swimming feeling in his head and butterflies in his stomach to fade and he grinned at Korica and peaked around her to make sure they hadn't been seen and once he saw Laurel and Jake looking the other way talking he looked back at Korica.

"You're gunna get us in trouble Korica." Tamaric whispered.

"I love you so much Tamaric. You know just what to say to make me feel special." Korica whispered back.

"I love you too Korica but we aren't supposed to be kissin and stuff on the bridge."

"Are you saying you didn't like it?" Korica asked smiling at him.

"No! I would be a big fat liar if I said that. Your kisses are amazing and head spinning. I just don't want to see you gettin into trouble."

Korica leaned against him a little more and went back to the math problems. It was then that the AI called out into the room.

"Laurel, I feel I should remind you that you have a flashing yellow indicator on your bio-monitor. You need to make a visit to the med deck to have the harvesting performed and your sequencing of Korica's binomial genes is complete. An additional fifty characteristic traits have been identified and cataloged."

"That's fantastic! With the information that was imparted to me thanks to Catana I should be able to catalog most of her traits that are common to all Draximan females. I'll head down to deck fifteen right now and then I'll stop by the biogenetics lab on deck fourteen. Thank you."

"You are welcome."

"I'll meet you in the mess hall for evening the evening meal, ok Jake?"

"I'll walk you out." Jake said as he stood up.

The two stepped out into the corridor and the two enjoyed a long kiss and then Laurel departed for the transport compartment to make her way down to the med deck. Jake then stepped back onto the bridge and walked over to the navigation station and took a seat and he watched Korica and Tamaric interacting with Korica acting as the instructor and it made him smile. She was a good influence on Tamaric and she was really taking charge of making sure that he progressed properly with his schoolwork. Jake was starting to see what Laurel meant when she said that the two of them deserved each other and belonged together and he was beginning to agree with her whole-heartedly. They just looked good together and were obviously crazy about one another.

Laurel made her way to med bay one and had her egg harvested and then she got dressed and walked down the corridor to the stairs and took the stairs down to deck fourteen and spent the next hour and fourty minutes in the biogenetics lab working while Jake brought up the original design schematics for the Future to try and figure out how they were going to modify the Future to accommodate the biotechnology that they would be acquiring for the trip home and Korica worked closely with Tamaric to keep him working steadily.

When 18:00 rolled around Korica was the first to notice the time and told Tamaric to take a break so he could eat and exercise and then get back to his lessons after his shower. Korica reminded him that he only needed to read two chapters in literature and then take a quiz after and he would be done for the day. Tamaric logged off and the two stepped up to Jake and asked him to please join them for evening meal. He logged off which shut all of the stations down on the bridge and the giant view screen at the front of the bridge and then he followed Korica and Tamaric down to the mess hall.

When the three entered the mess hall they found Mark sitting at their favorite table reading from a data pad. Korica gave him a big smile when she stepped into the mess hall and he smiled back warmly and got to his feet and Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and stepped up to Mark and gave him a firm hug with her left arm and she put her right arm up on his lower chest. He gently put his arm around her but didn't squeeze her for fear of causing her pain and he kissed the side of her head as she set it against his chest sideways. When Korica finally pulled back Mark looked at Tamaric as Korica and Jake stepped over to the dispensers.

"How are the lessons going Tamaric?" Mark asked as the two sat down.

"Not bad. Korica's been really helpful. I've never worked on stuff so hard before. I've always been stuck working at or just barely above my grade level and it was really easy and frankly boring. This stuff is totally different, it's actually hard and challenging. I think I like it¦and havin Korica as a teacher is so awesome."

"You actually get to date your teacher and no one is going to call the authorities?"

Tamaric cracked up laughing and even Korica laughed as she stepped up to the table with a glass of Gatorade for herself and Tamaric and set them down and slid in next to him. A servo drone then showed up with three menus and moments later Laurel stepped into the mess hall and again she was able to step right up to the table before Korica even knew she was back on the command deck. Korica still gave her a big smile and Mark moved to the head of the table so she could sit down next to Jake.

"How you feeling Korica?" Laurel asked once she was sitting next to Jake leaning on him slightly.

"My senses are still a little numb which I don't like but I feel ok. I'm not in any pain. Those pills the AI made for me are really strong and they seem to work for a long time."

"That's good¦I mean that you're comfortable not that your senses are numb."

"I know what you meant. Thank you mom. How did it go down in the lab?"

"I feel like I'm finally making some significant progress with the knowledge that Catana passed on to me and I really have a much better idea of what it is to be a Draximan. I just wish I had what's in my head in the computer for analysis purposes. There's so much up here now and I can't use it for comparative sequencing." Laurel said pointing to her forehead.

"I'm glad your making progress, I don't know what comparative sequencing is though."

"It basically means comparing your gene sequences with that of a cross section of people from different regions of Draxima."

"Oh. I guess that makes sense."

"Don't worry about it honey. I'll figure it out eventually. There is a ton of stuff in my head that will get me there eventually."

Everyone then set about ordering their evening meals and then they talked lightly until their meals arrived ten minutes later. Everyone then ate their meals while discussing the unbelievable experiences on Tiomot. When the meals were consumed everyone made their way over to the gym and everyone except Korica performed their evening workout routines. Mark then spent the better part of an hour going over more self-defense techniques and he even found a way to work with Korica without her straining herself.

After the self-defense session was over the girls went and showered while the guys sat and talked. Once Jake got a sense that the girls were finished with their showers and headed for the command quarters the guys went and showered. When Jake made his way to his quarters he found the usual scene of Korica sitting between Laurel's legs while she brushed her hair out. As soon as Jake stepped in Korica got to her feet and she turned and gave Laurel a peck and then she stepped up to Jake and gave him a peck on the cheek and then she headed for her quarters. Jake retrieved a change of clothes and made his way to the bathroom to get cleaned up and changed. When he emerged completely dressed save for his shoes he stepped over to the bed and sat down next to Laurel.

"You think Korica is doing ok babe?" Jake asked.

"Yah, she's pretty resilient. You would never know that she had almost died or how much pain she had been in. She really is amazing Jake."

"I know. I'm awful proud of her myself. She's just an amazing person all the way around."

"I'm so glad we didn't lose her. I just don't know what I would have done without her in my life."

"We're just gunna have to keep a closer eye on her if we make anymore excursions away from the Future. No more assuming that she is going to be fine, we have to make sure of it."

"Agreed. I'm gunna go back down to the lab for a bit ok?"

"No problem. I'll be on the bridge trying to find a way to modify this ship to accept the biotechnology that the tel pok maron are going to be outfitting us with."

Jake then stood up and stepped into his shoes and Laurel did the same and the two stepped out into the main corridor. The two exchanged a long hug and a quick kiss and then Laurel headed for the transport compartment and Jake stepped over to the bridge.

When Korica arrived at her quarters she stepped in and found the room empty. She stepped over to the bed and had a seat and waited for Tamaric to emerge from the bathroom completely dressed and looking very handsome to Korica. She got to her feet and gave him a huge smile that warmed his heart. He loved to see such a warm reaction from her every time he entered the room. Korica stepped up to him and wrapped her arms around him and he hugged her back lightly so as not to hurt her back and shoulder. When she didn't let go right away he figured she was feeling appreciative of what she has since she almost lost it all.

"You ok darlin?"

"Yah, I'm perfect. I'm just really thankful I have you Tamaric. You give me a sense of purpose like nothing ever has before and you just make me feel good."

"I could say the same about you Korica. I can't believe how lucky I am to have you. I'm gunna do a better job of keeping you safe too. I let my guard down and it almost cost you your life."

Korica pulled back from the hug but kept her arms around Tamaric.

"You didn't do anything wrong Tamaric. I'm just a klutz, that's all."

"I still feel kind of responsible for what happened."

"Don't go blaming yourself cause I don't know where my own feet are. Come on, let's get you back to your lessons."

Korica pulled her arms from around Tamaric and took his hand in hers and the two headed for the exit to make their way to the bridge. The two walked down the corridor to the bridge and when they stepped onto the bridge Jake turned and offered them a warm smile.

"Hay, what are you two doing here? You should be relaxing or something."

"Tamaric needs to finish his lessons for the day." Korica said with a smile.

"Gotcha. You're a good man for stickin to it Tamaric. A proper education is essential if you're going to excel in life¦god I sound like my dad." Jake said shaking his head at the end.

Korica chuckled as they stepped over to science station four and Korica got Tamaric started on his lessons. She then stroked his cheek with the back of her hand and left him to read the literature assignment in peace. She stepped back over to Jake and gave him a soft hug then leaned against him while he sat at the navigation station so she could speak quietly so as not to be overheard by Tamaric.

"Jake, is it ok that Tamaric wants me instructing him all the time instead of the computer?" Korica asked fairly whispering.

"I don't know. Does it bother you?" Jake said quietly.

"No, of course not. I love him and I like being close to him and I like being able to share what I know with him. I just wanted to make sure it isn't¦." Korica just shrugged.

"There's nothing wrong with it Korica. He obviously just wants to learn from you not an artificial intelligence. You should be flattered if anything."

"I am flattered. I'm glad I'm smart enough to be able to help him but isn't my presence going to be a distraction?"

"You two will have to figure that out honey. I sure couldn't concentrate if Laurel was my instructor. I would be daydreaming and looking at her when I should have my attention on my work."

"That's kind of what I'm afraid of. He hasn't done that yet but I could see it being a possibility. So far he's doing great and he's getting good scores so he's obviously learning and paying attention¦at least somewhat."

"Then what's the problem? Is it him or you that has the problem here? Maybe you're seeing a problem that doesn't exist¦at least not yet?"

Korica just nodded a few times. She was going to have to think about it carefully. Maybe she's the one who is distracted by him and not the other way around. She realized she did promise him she would be close by and that she would help him whenever she could so she figured she was just going to have to suck it up until she actually witnessed a problem with his concentration.

"Maybe these painkillers are makin me feel things that aren't real. I hate being stoned. I can't sense anyone's presence like I usually can. It's a weird feeling to get used to these advanced abilities or whatever even though I never experienced them until you and Laurel woke them up in me recently but then to have them taken away or dulled like this just feels odd."

"So stop takin 'em."

"Maybe I'll just take one at night so I can sleep without any pain."

"That's probably a good idea."

"I was upset at the time that I took them and didn't really think about how powerful they are."

"That can be dangerous honey, you got to be careful."

"I'll be more careful in the future."

Korica looked over at the navigation display and it dawned on her that she recognized the system listed for their cool down after the Higera system.

"Hay, I know that system." Korica said pointing at the star map with their route highlighted in yellow.

"You do?"

"Yah, that's Aerot¦the water world. It's doesn't have any life as we would know it but it has a really thick oxygen rich atmosphere and it's covered in water. We stopped there many times to replenish our water supply. The planet Aerot is almost completely covered in water some of which is fresh water. I was allowed to swim there a few times since some of the pools of water were only as deep as my chest at the time."

Korica touched the label Aerot on the display screen and system information appeared on the display as well as an image of Aerot itself.

"So there's no indigenous life there?"

"No. There isn't enough dry land for life to take hold and the storms that blow across the planet in the winter months rearrange the land distribution all the time."

"So where does all the oxygen come from?"

"I don't know. I just know you can breath normally but the air is kind of thick. I would imagine a lot of races use Aerot to re-supply their water on long trips through this region of space like we did. I know the sky looks weird too. It's kind of greenish instead of blue as you would expect it to be."

"Weird. I wonder why that is?"

"I don't know, probably some mineral that is suspended in the water vapor in the air reflects green light. As you can probably imagine it's really humid there all the time."

"Interesting¦maybe we could make a stop there if you want?"

"Why, we don't need to re-supply our water?"

"No, but we still need to swap some parts that the servo drones and assembly shops are making for our automation control center. It will take a couple of hours to swap the parts out and we could take you down to the surface and let you swim a little while as the repairs are being carried out. Laurel might even go swimming with you."

"Oh that would be fun! You really think Mark and Laurel will let us do that after what happened on Tiomot?"

"Probably. You said the planet is unoccupied so it's not like we're going to be crawling into a temple surrounded by vicious animals or crossing any chasms that you could fall into right?"

"That's true, there's nothing there but water. Lots and lots of water and white sand."

"The sand is white?"

"Oh yah, it's blinding white¦like the snow on Euronda but even brighter white."

"Wow, that's weird. I'll talk to Laurel and the AI and see if we can make that happen ok?"

"That would be cool. I'd love to play in the water for a while. I think I can remember where my parents used to set down if the shallows haven't changed around to much."

"I think it might do us all some good to find somewhere that we could have some fun for a change. I would sure like to see Laurel in a bathing suit too."

"Why don't we surprise her and have one made for her that looks just like mine?"

"That's a great idea Korica. Blue looks great on her with the color of her eyes and hair."

"I'll take care of that then if it's ok?"

"By all means, go ahead. I still have to get the ok from Mark and Laurel before we can go planet side though."

"Oh I hope they let us. I'll have something to look forward too."

"And you're absolutely sure there isn't any life there that could make us sick or hurt anyone?"

"As far as I know. I was really young but from what I remember there isn't anything there but water and sand and some weird looking rock formations here and there."

"Well let's bring up the information in the new data core on Aerot."

Korica stood up straight and stepped around between Jake's legs and he moved his knees apart for her and then reached down and slid his seat back a little and Korica half sat in his lap and brought up the data core interactive program that pushed all the navigation data aside and she typed in a search on the Aerot system. There was an immediate return with the basic information on the system characteristics and some vague information on Aerot itself. There was a single medium sized star in the system and it had a twin companion star that transited the system every 3600 years. It's companion star was a red dwarf star that had little to no affect on the system when it transited through the system except for some slight rising in the mean temperature of the inner most planets during it's transit through the system. Aerot was the fourth rocky planet in the system of twelve planets and was the only planet in the system with a breathable oxygen rich atmosphere. There was no information on any life in the system and the entire system was listed as safe and uninhabited. Aerot had a single small moon that acted to stabilize the atmosphere on Aerot and it was slowly decreasing the rate at which Aerot rotated on it's axis which was at a rate of 1200 miles an hour at the equator at the time of the last information update on the system which made a day last 25 hours long on the surface of Aerot. The planet's surface was 98% water and 2% sand and rock with no plant or animal life of any kind. The salty seas were 22,000 feet deep on average and the fresh water oceans were 6,000 feet deep on average but much of the fresh water shallows had shallow areas ranging in depth from several inches to only a few feet deep and there were areas covering several million square miles like that. The average daily temperature was listed as 83 degrees Fahrenheit and the nighttime temperatures were listed as 55 degrees Fahrenheit with virtually no deviation except during stormy weather when temperatures could drop into the low 40s'.

"Well, it certainly looks hospital enough though there isn't very much information on how the planet ever evolved such an odd characteristic to it's atmosphere." Jake said.

"The elder race probably thought it was unimportant. They just gave the pertinent information on the system and some basic conditional information on Aerot itself. None of the other planets are even named individually, look."

Korica pointed to the twelve planets listed in the system and each was just called Aerot with a number indicating its position out from the star at the heart of the Aerot system. Aerot was the only planet without a number designator though the next planet out was called Aerot-5 and the next closer in toward the star was called Aerot-3.

"I guess if you're cataloguing trillions of planets you would only give detailed planetary evolution information if a planet were inhabited or significant for some other reason."

"That would make sense."

"Update the Future's star maps with this information and I'll talk with Laurel about us possible making a stop ok?"

Korica transferred the information to the Future's permanent memory and updated the star map and then she leaned back against Jake and he wrapped his arms around her stomach and hugged her gently.

"Thank you for making such an effort to do things for me like this Jake. You make me feel like our mission is second to me having fun and having an adventure now and then."

"You're more than welcome Korica. I would never go on the record to confirm that but I definitely feel that way. I feel that enrichment should be a big part of you growing up happy and while there's a lot to do here on the Future, it's just not the same a going somewhere exciting and different once in a while."

Tamaric leaned back in his seat and rubbed his eyes for a moment then looked over at Korica and grinned at how happy she looked being loved on by Jake.

"Korica." Tamaric called out. "I've finished the chapters and I'm ready to take the quiz."

Korica leaned forward and Jake released his hold on her.

"So go ahead and begin the quiz." Korica said wondering why her would tell her that instead of just beginning the quiz.

"Well¦it's an audible quiz, I was hoping you would give it to me."

"Uhh¦ok."

Korica stood up and stepped out from between Jake's knees and looked back at him and raised an eyebrow as if to say 'see what I mean'.

"You don't mind helping me do you?" Tamaric asked noticing her reaction.

Korica walked up to him and put her hand on his shoulder.

"No, I like helping you Tamaric. I told you that I would do what ever I could to help you."

"Ok. I just like hearin you speak Korica. You got a sexy little accent and I like hearin it and the tone of your voice is very¦soothing and melodic to me." Tamaric fairly whispered.

Korica grinned at him and blushed slightly. She could tell he was a little nervous saying that since more of his Australian accent was coming through making the butterflies in her stomach come alive.

"Awe. Thank you Tamaric." Korica said quietly. "Ok stand up and I'll read the questions to you and then you speak the answers aloud."

Tamaric got to his feet and faced Korica as she sat down at the science station. She read all twenty questions to him and he only got one answer wrong and it wasn't really wrong he just phrased the answer wrong for what the computer was looking for. When the quiz was done Korica got to her feet and hugged him quickly and praised him for doing so well. She then had him log off since his lessons for the day were complete and the two walked over to Jake. Jake smiled at them warmly.

"Nice work Tamaric. I'm really proud of you for getting into your schoolwork like this. I think your parents will be pleased that we got you back to school instead of just letting you play and hangout with Korica all the time."

"Thanks Jake. My mom is sure gunna be happy. She always wanted me studying and my dad used to have to tell her to let me play and hangout with my friends some of the time as long as I wasn't falling behind."

"Hay you two gunna want me to come read to you tonight?"

"Yah." Korica said. "But we aren't tired so I was going to take Tamaric down to deck fourteen and let him see the biogenetics lab where Laurel is working first."

"Ok. Your mom would like that."

"We'll call you when we're ready for bed ok?"

"Sounds good Korica. You guys have a good time."

Korica and Tamaric then departed for the transport compartment while Jake went back to work on figuring out how to reconfigure the ships rear quarter for the biotechnology they would be acquiring. Korica and Tamaric transported down to deck fifteen and then walked through the pressure door just down the corridor from med bay one and then they walked to the stairs at the end of the corridor and they stepped through the door and took the stairs down to deck fourteen when they stepped out into the corridor they walked down the corridor looking at the name above each door until they found the third on the left labeled biogenetics research lab. They stepped up to the door and as Korica was putting her hand out to have her palm scanned the door slid open for her. The computer recognized her security clearance and opened the door without her having to scan her palm. The two stepped in and Laurel looked up from a clear glass looking tray with a microscope viewer over it. She smiled at them warmly and got to her feet.

"Hay, what're you two doing down here?" Laurel said as she walked toward them.

"We came to see you mom. I wanted to show Tamaric the lab where you've been working."

Laurel stepped up to Korica and gave her a hug and then she hugged Tamaric and then she stepped back.

"Well this is it. The biogenetics lab. This is where I've been extracting your DNA to run my comparative analysis from."

Tamaric was looking around in wonder at all of the complex looking machines and rows of computer terminals and glass beakers with liquid boiling in two of them. There were two long workstations in the center of the room and a long workbench along the port wall where Laurel had been working. The two long workstation tables had a myriad of glass tubes with corkscrew shapes to them and there were sequencing stations at each end of the table with rows of glass tubes with covers on them and a couple of long pipette extractors under sterile hoods. Along the starboard wall were several very large mass spectrometers and some other pieces of equipment that Tamaric had no clue as to their function. He was in wonder at all of the strange looking equipment.

"You want to see your DNA?" Laurel asked with a grin.

"Really? Yah!" Korica said.

"Ok, put on a lab coat and come here."

"A lab coat, for what?"

"To keep dander and hair from shedding off of your clothing."

"Oh."

Korica and Tamaric stepped over by the door and grabbed a lab coat each that reached all the way to the floor and they closed them in the front and then walked over where Laurel had taken a seat at one of the computer terminals. Laurel brought up her recent sequencing and pointed at the string of protein identifiers listed in a long string that filled the entire screen.

"That's you Korica." Laurel said with a smile.

"What do you mean that's me?"

"That's your blueprint. That's what makes you, you."

"That's my DNA?"

"Yep, all twenty six thousand three hundred thirty three of your protein coding genes are contained in that DNA. And this¦" Laurel touched a button on the lower control panel and the sequence changed. "Is yours Tamaric."

"Wait¦how did you get mine?"

"Every man woman and child on this ship has their DNA on file now. Remember from your briefing, I gave all of our DNA sequences to the elder race."

"Oh yah. I remember now. Does that mean your close to making it possible for Korica and I to have children together one day?"

"Well, closer yes. I still need sperm to from you to conduct the experiments on Korica's eggs to see how I can make it possible for Human sperm to fertilize a Draximan egg. That's going to be far more difficult than anything I've done so far."

"How exactly is that going to work? The extraction I mean." Korica asked.

Laurel looked at her a little curiously for a moment.

"You do understand how a man is made to ejaculate right?"

"Of course. I mean does it have to be done in the med bays?"

"Well, that depends on what technique you're going to use. Self or assisted stimulation can be done anywhere."

Laurel looked around a bit then remembered where the sample containers where and she got up and walked over to a cabinet at the end of the room and pulled out a couple of sterile sample containers and walked back over to her seat and sat down and set one on the table and handed the other to Korica and she looked at it and then handed it to Tamaric to look at.

"So he has to deliver it into this?" Korica asked pointing to the other container on the table.

"Yes. At just the right moment the semen is directed into the container and then you snap the lid on tightly and either delver it to the servo drones or to myself and it will be placed into stasis until it's needed."

"So this can be done in our quarters?" Korica asked.

"Sure. You can assist him or he can do it on his own or a servo drone can assist him."

"No way! A servo drone?" Tamaric exclaimed.

"Yes. The servo drones can give full body massages and they can¦well they can help relieve tension by stimulating men and women to the point that they achieve an orgasm. I've never used one for that but it was offered regularly when I first started working out to build strength after I was brought out of stasis."

"Holy crap! Was the same thing offered to Mark and Jake?"

"I know it was for Jake and I would have to assume it was offered to Mark. He is in his prime so I would have to assume he needs relief somehow so he probably still uses them for that purpose from time to time. It seemed shocking at first to me too but I've learned to understand the importance of the chemicals that flood the brain when an orgasm is achieved."

"That seems so weird. Was that offered to you Korica?"

"No."

"Me neither. Why is that do you suppose?"

"Your ages I would assume." Laurel offered in response.

"Oh. Well I'm not sure I would be comfortable letting a drone do that to me."

"I can always help you Tamaric. You know I would really like to make you do that." Korica said while blushing slightly.

"I'm not sure I'm ready for that Korica. I'm kind of shy you know?"

"I've already seen it Tamaric."

Tamaric set the sample container on the table next to the other one and became noticeably flustered as he blushed slightly.

"Don't worry about it for now. While I would like to begin that faze of my research I still have some work to do on Korica's binomial sequencing."

"Ok, good. I'll probably just give you a sample on my own. I know I can do it that way anyhow and I don't have to be embarrassed or anything."

"You've done that before?" Korica asked looking right at him.

"Korica! Geeze!"

"What? I'll admit that I've done that¦several times in fact"

"You have? Wait¦I don't want to talk about this in public Korica."

"Mom already knows all my secrets. She knows that I have. I'm sorry, I'm embarrassing you huh?"

"Big time!"

"Sorry Tamaric. My senses are all numb and I can't feel what you're feeling. I thought you were comfortable talking about this in the absence of any feelings."

"I'm not that open with stuff like that. I know your people are open and accepting of that stuff from the feelings you shared with me but Humans just aren't. It's a very private subject."

"Yah, I've run across that before."

Laurel could sense that Tamaric was becoming very uncomfortable and almost agitated so she decided it was time to rescue him from Korica's stoned inability to feel how bad she was embarrassing him.

"Well, come on you two. Let's head back up to the command deck. I've been away from Jake for too long as it is and the sequences I have running are going to take a couple of hours to complete."

"Ok. We should take these though." Korica said grabbing the sample containers from the table.

Tamaric just shook his head and grinned at her and the three walked over to the door and took off their lab coats and hung them up and then stepped out into the corridor. Korica took Tamaric's hand with her free hand and the three headed for the stairs to make their way up to deck fifteen so they could use the transport platform by med bay one to transport back up to the command deck.

When the three appeared on the command deck they stepped down from the transport platform and Laurel headed for the bridge and Korica and Tamaric headed for their quarters. When Laurel stepped onto the bridge she felt immediate relief from the slight tension that their prolonged separation had started to bring about. Jake was relived to see Laurel and he got to his feet and waited for her to step over to him.

"Hay Laurel, I've been trying to figure out how we can modify the ship to accommodate the biotech that we're going to be carrying and I really need your help. This is something you excel at."

"Let's see what you've got so far."

Laurel sat down and looked over what Jake had been working on and she could tell he never got beyond the fundamental level of the modifications needed. Laurel immediately went to work moving bulkheads and power conduits and computer interface terminals and all of the other myriad of plumbing and wiring that would have to be moved and some plumbed right into the creatures artificial habitat. The AI monitored Laurel's work but had no idea what she was trying to accomplish.

"Laurel, can you and Jake explain what it is you're trying to do? Perhaps I can be of assistance if I know what the end goal is." The AI said.

"Well, we have to create a habitat that is isolated and contained for the biological technology that the tel pok maron are going to be giving us."

"Can you at least describe the conditions required to support this living technology?"

"I'll describe it like this¦this biotechnology lives deep within the atmosphere of gas giant planets and they have the ability to create a thermalitic reaction in their bowls that become fusion reactions when compressed as they are when they descend deep into the extreme pressure environment of the gas giants they occupy. They can create a sympathetic but amplified gravitational wave front that is a result of the extreme gravity environment of the gas giants they occupy that they use to create doorway if you will to another place entirely. In essence they travel from system to system within the extreme gravity environment of a gas giant with just the right atmospheric conditions. We have to recreate that extreme gas environment and intense pressure conditions just to keep the creatures alive. We will be using our main engines to replace the fusion reactions that occur naturally in their guts so more energy can be devoted to creating this controlled¦rift in space-time. You will be hooked right into the creature's nervous system so you can focus and direct this rift into a very specific architecture. We will then slip into this rift and it will take us outside of normal space-time to a place where time works in opposite from what it does here and it passes at a different rate than it does in normal space-time. We also need to collect millions of cubic feet of some really caustic and poisonous gasses and we need to store them to maintain this creature's ideal environment for possibly months or even years at a time. From what Asaria said and from what we understand of this whole process, the creatures and the main engines will be destroyed when this is done so I would have to assume we need two of these creatures. One to get us into this other dimension and one to get us out."

"I am not sure I like the sounds of this plan. I do not like the idea of exploiting a creature's natural phenomenal abilities in a way that will result in its death."

"These creature's do not have a brain as we know it. They are purely instinctive. While they have a nervous system to provide feed back and sensory input to its biological functions it does not feel or think. Think of it as an extremely complex ameba. It just does what it does without the ability to think or feel. I had the same worry when I first heard what was involved."

"Replacing our main engines in space is also going to be very difficult. I have the raw materials for such an endeavor but as you know the engines are not exactly small and the working conditions are going to be deadly for the work crew performing the repairs. My servo drones simply cannot work in zero gravity and much of the work will have to be done from outside the ship."

"If I understand the process of how these creatures work correctly I don't think there is going to be much of an engine left to have to remove. Unfortunately anything the creature is connected to or in contact with will simply be molecularly transformed into goo that will have to be cleaned up. That means bulkheads, power conduits, network junctions, bio containment apparatuses anything that is in contact with the creatures will be destroyed."

"That sounds most unpleasant."

"Yah, I know. We have to construct the apparatuses for delivering breathing gasses to these creatures in very specific levels from scratch and the gasses we're talking about are corrosive and poisonous to us. We have to be extremely careful how we handle and dispense them."

"What do these creatures need to survive?"

"You mean what do they eat?"

"Yes."

"Basically ammonious hydrogen-sulfide and bitrium."

"I am unfamiliar with bitrium."

"So am I. All I know is that it is a rare element that is only found deep within the high-pressure environment of some gas giants. If you bring it into a lesser environment it decays into something all together different and it becomes very explosive if it comes in contact with oxygen and carbon dioxide in the levels that we normally breathe. That is probably why we are unfamiliar with it. We don't have a way of studying the environment these creatures live in, not in any meaningful way anyways."

"I think I am starting to see your quandary. These creature exist in an unseen and unknown environment to Humans and apparently a very deadly one to Humans and yet you are expected to recreate that environment within my hull without destroying the ship and killing everyone onboard."

"Exactly. We all know the conditions we must achieve but how to do that is really going to be difficult to figure out. I will make a list of the environmental conditions necessary so you have a vague idea of what we have to achieve."

"Are we sure this is the only way to get to the Future planet when we had originally planned?"

"No, but this is what's being offered to us. Reordering time is not a simple matter as you probably know."

"As far as everything I know which is everything Human's know and a good deal of what the elder race know, it should be impossible."

"Just because we are unfamiliar with a thing doesn't mean it's impossible. It just means we don't know about it. If you had told me that a person could share their very essence with another person before I was put into stasis I would have told you that is impossible but Jake and I are living proof that essences can be shared and bound together for life. I didn't know about it before so I thought it was impossible if you had asked me about it. Now I have an open enough mind to know that nothing is truly impossible¦not even lifting someone you love from a thousand feet down in a black hole with the power of your mind alone."

"I get your point Laurel. It makes one wonder where these creatures came from. Were they created or did they evolve on their own?"

"That answer wasn't provided to us. Beings there are far more gas giant planets in the universe than there are tame habitable worlds, as we know them¦I would have to assume these creatures evolved on their own and even evolved a way to travel to other star systems when their food source became scarce. They must be able to sense or smell other gas giants with the conditions they need in order to travel like they do. Again, that piece of information wasn't imparted to us I guess because it didn't matter for what we need."

"I see. Do you know how and where we are going to acquire the caustic gasses needed to keep these creatures alive?"

"Once we make a list of the specific gasses and the concentrations we need you will be able to help us search through the new data core for the right class of gas giant to collect the gasses from and all three of us will spend time inputting the design specs for the collection apparatus we will need."

"It sounds like you are expecting to take the ship into the atmosphere of a gas giant to collect the gasses we will need."

"Yes that's the plan."

"I would not recommend that approach. My shields will keep the occupants and hull of the Future safe but the gravity will be extreme, I do not know if the engines will be able to create enough thrust to lift us out of the lower atmosphere of a large gravitational body like that."

"That's why we are going to use an inverse gravitation pulse using the negative matter core."

"I am unfamiliar with how to do that."

"Well, luckily all three of us were imparted with that little tidbit of information and we can give you the technical parameters on how to do that before we actually have to do it."

"Understood. I must inform you though that if I am not convinced such a maneuver can be achieved safely I will not permit you to put the ship in danger like that."

"I completely understand that. I would expect no less."

"Couldn't you just use the star drive if you couldn't produce enough thrust to achieve escape velocity?" Jake posed.

"That would be a very bad idea. You would in essence destroy the entire star system. The moment the hyperspace tunnel was opened the entire planet would be sucked into the aperture destroying the fragile balance of the entire system. As you know the gas giants in a star system have a balancing force on every other planet in the system. I will not put this ship in a position where we have to destroy the fragile balance of an entire solar system in order to escape."

"Oh. Sorry, that was kind of a dumb question. I should've known that would happen if we punched up the star drive within the atmosphere of a planet¦or even close to one."

"I would imagine that is what Oberot meant by his warning to use this technology wisely or you could cause absolute chaos. Ripping a star system apart would be a pretty chaotic event to say the least and I would imagine the elder race would not be very happy with us."

"You're probably right about that. We might be in a lot of trouble if we did that."

"It is just not something that I would ever allow to occur."

"Well, neither would I Future." Laurel said sounded offended.

"I realize you are smart enough to know that would be the outcome if we used the star drive within the atmosphere. I just wanted to make it clear that I will take steps to make sure we are never put in a situation where we even had to contemplate doing that."

Laurel shook her head and went about entering some of the pertinent information on the environment they needed to create and just how much space was going to be necessary to house the creatures. Laurel then went back to Jake's design aspects and started making suggested changes that would be structurally possibly within the confines of the inner hull while Laurel and Jake shared a seat at science station number one.

When Korica and Tamaric reached their quarters and stepped in Korica set the two sample canisters on the nightstand on Tamaric's side of the bed and Tamaric stopped and looked at them and he assumed Korica was going to push again to help him deliver a sample and he just wasn't comfortable with the idea yet.

"Korica put those things away ok?"

Korica stopped and looked back at the sample canisters and shrugged and she stepped back to the table and as she slid her shoes off she pulled the drawer open and swept the canisters into the drawer with Tamaric's weapon and holster. She then slid the drawer shut and sat down on the bed and Tamaric then walked over next to her and slid his shoes off and then sat down and leaned back on his hands.

"Why are you still so uncomfortable with the idea of me helping you to deliver a sample? From what I understand it feels pretty good for a guy to have an orgasm."

"I don't know. I thought we were on the same page Korica. Neither of us wanted any sexual stuff yet."

"I certainly don't want to be making love or anything like that and I don't want to be pawed at or whatever. This is different, I love you and I want to see you experience that kind of pleasure at my hand¦literally¦since it has to happen anyways so Laurel can run her experiments."

"Look, the thought of you touching me and even making me¦do that is kind of exciting but I just¦I'm so comfortable around you right now and I don't want that to change."

"I can't tell right now cause I can't feel what you're feeling like I normally can. I'll just drop the subject for now cause I don't want to make you uncomfortable around me."

"Thank you Korica. I think those damn painkillers are affecting more than just your ability to feel what I'm feeling. It reminds me of the first couple of days we were together. You kind of¦scared me a little."

"I know. I've tried to apologize for that. I wasn't¦behaving like myself. You made me feel things that I had never felt before."

"I know. You were under the influence of our attraction to one another. I was feeling the same thing and it washed away our normal¦inhibitions I think is the right word, just like what the pills are doing to you now. We were both stoned on each other and the high being close to one another produced I think is why we both¦you know¦had what happened to us down in the med bay. You still make my heart race and I feel dizzy and high when you kiss me and when you first snuggle up to me or I snuggle up to your hot body at night but then it fades and I get my mind back. I just don't want it to get weird like it was in the beginning again."

"You think it's weird to be aroused by me?"

"Korica, don't start reading things into what I'm tryin to say ok? My attraction to you and what you make my body do is not weird. It's kind of beautiful and it feels good but neither one of us wants to be exploring those feelings yet, right?"

"No you're right. I don't think I would be able to stop if I let it start again and you have a profound affect on some parts of me."

"I do? Please don't answer that¦I know I do and I know where I affect you. Let's just keep it¦simple between us ok? At least for now?"

"Ok. I can respect that."

"Thank you Korica. Will you do me a favor and only take those pills when you really hurt and only take one at a time?"

"Ok. This is a time that I'll do as you say Tamaric. I promise, no more pills unless I'm really hurting."

"Thank you. So what you want to do? I'm really not tired."

"Don't take this the wrong way but I would like to get dressed for bed and just snuggle up to one another and watch a video or something."

Tamaric leaned forward and looked at her for a second trying to read her body language and he could tell she didn't mean anything sexual. She just wanted to be close and nothing more so he grinned at her.

"That actually sounds good darlin."

Korica stood up and walked to the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt and walked back to the bed and the two turned their backs to one another and then got undressed and Korica slipped her night gear shirt on. The two then faced each other and Korica looked Tamaric up and down making him a little uncomfortable. Korica could see it on his face in his micro expressions so she picked up their clothes and walked over and set them by the servo slot while he climbed into bed and then she slid the lights down slightly then picked up the remote controller for the free floating view screen off her nightstand and she handed it to Tamaric as she gently climbed into the bed and scooted over next to him and when she laid flat on her back she felt a twinge of sharp pain from the broken rib in her back and she realized she wasn't going to be able to lay on her back at all so she turned on her left side and laid her head on his chest and then she found that lying on her left side put a slight pressure on her broken collarbone causing another sharp point of pain so she had to lay on her stomach practically lying all the way on top of Tamaric which he liked but he hoped he wouldn't get aroused which is exactly why they normally avoided lying on top of one another in such a manner. Tamaric just tried not to think about how good it felt to have Korica's very warm body almost completely on top of him with her right leg hooked over the top of his right leg with her right hip covering him in a way that the slightest arousal would become very obvious to her. Tamaric put his right arm over Korica's back and pointed the remote at the front of the room and turned on the free floating viewer and the two selected a video together and Tamaric cued it up to begin and they laid together and watched the video even though Korica was having trouble seeing it because of how she had to lay in order to avoid feeling any pain as the pain killers were wearing off.

"Am I heavy Tamaric? This is the only way I can lay where it doesn't hurt."

"No, you're fine hon. You're light enough so that it's actually very comfortable to have you lying on me like this."

While Korica and Tamaric laid comfortably watching the video together, Laurel and Jake were collaborating on the modifications to the Future when it struck Jake that now was as good a time as any to discuss the possibility of allowing Korica to go down to the surface of Aerot to play in the water.

"Laurel, there's something I wanted to discuss with you."

Laurel stopped what she was doing and leaned back in the seat.

"What's on your mind¦another excursion?" Laurel said feeling what Jake was going to ask her about.

"Yah, Korica had mentioned that she was familiar with Aerot. She and her parents have been there many times to replenish their water supply. Here, look at the information on the Aerot system."

Jake brought up the updated information on the Aerot system and Laurel went about reading up on the conditions of the system and Aerot itself. Once she had reviewed all of the available information she leaned back again.

"I can't believe Korica is already thinking about leaving the Future again after what that poor thing just went through."

"Well, it was kind of my idea once she said she recognized Aerot as somewhere that she had been before. My thinking was that it's going to take time to replace the modulating control regulators so it would be best to have it done in orbit around Aerot since the system is unoccupied. If we can get the necessary number of control regulators built by the time we get there then we would have a couple of hours in which we couldn't go anywhere anyways so why not let Korica go swimming for a while. I would like to see her go somewhere that she wasn't in mortal danger for a change."

"And she was ok with the idea?"

"Oh yah, she got kind of excited at the idea of going swimming. Maybe you could go in with her just to be sure she's ok?"

"Maybe¦I haven't been swimming in quite a while, it does kind of sound like fun."

"So you wanna run the idea by Mark and see what he thinks?"

"I can do that. I'm actually good with the idea as long as the conditions check out when we arrive at Aerot. Computer?"

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you have the necessary number of control regulators ready by the time we arrive at Aerot for this plan to work if Mark approves of the whole idea?"

"Yes, I believe so if I speed up the production of the modulating control regulators internal components. They are not exactly simple components to construct but I already have two of them well on the way to being complete."

"Let me ask you this, how many engines do we need to achieve faster than light speed?"

"At least four but preferably five of the main engines at full thrust."

"So how long would it take to replace all of the control regulators if you replaced them all at once?"

"Approximately three hours."

"And if you replaced them in a manner that only disabled two engines at a time?"

"If I bypass the automation control center all together it will still only take approximately three hours but the engines would function only under manual control. I would not be able to make any evasive maneuvers should we encounter any hostile species. Someone would need to be either up here on the bridge to engage the engines or down in the main engine and antimatter reactor control room."

"Would you even be able to control our orbital position around Aerot?"

"With thruster and reaction controllers only. I could keep the ship from entering the atmosphere in a manner that would slow our orbit causing it to decay but if anything caused a slowing of our forward velocity I would not be able to speed us up without assistance from one of you."

"That doesn't sound very wise to put you in that condition and then for all of us to leave the ship."

"I would highly recommend that you not do that. Someone would need to remain aboard in case an unexpected phenomenon caused my orbital characteristics to change."

"Can you take just two engines at a time off line to replace the control regulators?"

"In a manner of speaking. As you should be aware the modulating control regulators work in series from one to the next, so I can take engines number five and six offline and leave the other four functional and replace just the modulating control regulators for those two engines but if I take any other engines offline and remove the modulating control regulators for those engines then all of the downstream engines will be rendered inoperable. With more than two of the main engines offline faster than light speeds cannot be achieved."

"That's right¦sorry I should have remembered that. So it would probably be best to replace the control regulators for engines number two through six first and then replace the control regulator for engine number one once we are back onboard?"

"That would be one way to do it. With one main engine I could adjust my orbit should anything affect my orbital characteristics and then when you come back aboard we will break orbit and come to a dead stop and I could replace the modulating control regulator for the number one main engine."

"What kind of time scale are we talking about that we would be dead in the water?"

"Approximately thirty minutes."

"Couldn't we just come aboard and have you bypass the automation control center so we could have manual control of the engines for the half hour or so that you need in order to replace the control regulators for the number one engine?"

"We could do that if you would like. Someone will need to be sitting at the navigation and helm control so they can engage the engines if there is a change in our orbital velocity or altitude."

"I think I would rather do that than be dead in the water for any length of time."

"A wise decision. You really do make a good captain Laurel. You think logically and you are beginning to think strategically as well."

"Thank you. How nice of you to say that."

"You are well deserving of the praise."

"So can I assume it will take about two and a half hours to replace the control regulators for the other five engines?"

"That is correct."

"So if we're on the surface longer than that, we would have all six engines available if we needed to leave in a hurry?"

"Yes."

"Very well. Will you please increase the production rate for the remaining control regulators so that they are complete when we reach Aerot and I will talk with Mark and see if he will approve the idea of going planet side?

"Understood."

"You know, it might be a hard sell for Mark? We almost lost Korica on Tiomot and you know how crazy he is about her. He's probably not going to like the idea of taking her away from the safety of the Future for quite a while." Jake said.

Laurel got to her feet and slowly walked over to her chair and stepped up to it and sat down and then swiveled it so she could look at Jake.

"Maybe she should ask him. He would point out the obvious dangers to me but if Korica really has her heart set on going down to the surface¦I don't think he would say no to that adorable face of hers if he's looking right into her eyes."

"That's a little devious to use his love for her against him isn't it?"

"Maybe so. Perhaps we should all sit down with him here on the bridge and show him the serene conditions on Aerot and then she can put the charm to him when he says he's not sure if it's a good idea."

"That's probably a better idea I think."

"Alright, have a talk with Korica tonight when you read to her and we'll catch Mark in the morning and see what he thinks."

"Sounds good. Does that mean you're going to go turn in?"

"Yah, you want to come tuck me in?"

"I would love too." Jake said with a big smile.

Jake turned and logged himself off and then Laurel did the same from her right captains terminal and all of the stations on the bridge went dark and the giant view screen blinked out and the two got up and headed across the hall to their quarters and Jake stepped up to the bed and took a seat while Laurel went to the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt and then came back to the bed and got undressed while Jake sat patiently and watched her until she pulled the covers back on her side of the bed. He then got to his feet and walked around to her side of the bed and pulled the covers up to the middle of her chest. He leaned down and gave her a long tongue kiss and then she pulled him down, practically off his feet into a tight hug. Jake scooped his arms under Laurel and squeezed her back tightly and spoke softly in her ear.

"I love you so much Laurel."

"I love you too Jake. You're a good man and a thoughtful partner. I'm so glad I have you in my life."

Laurel released her grip on Jake and he stood up and then noticed that Laurel had teary eyes.

"You sleep well my sweet Laurel. I'll come see you in a couple of hours for some relief for both of us."

Laurel smiled at him and sniffled then turned on her side and closed her eyes. Jake reached behind him and slid the light controls down to sleep levels and then headed for the exit. When he stepped out into the main corridor he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He knew it was going to be a long lonely night. He looked down the corridor toward Korica and Tamaric's quarters and he could see light spilling out of the entrance to the mess hall and he figured he would grab a cup of tea and see who was still up.

When Jake rounded the corner into the mess hall he found Mark sitting at their favorite table typing into his data pad. Jake offered him a smile as he looked up from his work and Mark waved at him and smiled back. Jake walked to the dispensers and poured himself a cup of tea and then walked over and sat down across from Mark.

"Entertainment or work?" Jake said nodding his head toward the data pad as he took a sip of his tea.

"Work. I'm filling out my Tiomot mission report." Mark said with a grin.

"Gads¦I guess I should take care of mine tonight huh?"

"Give you something to do anyways."

"Do you know if I'm missing any reports?"

"Don't know, let me check for you."

Mark typed a couple of query commands into his data pad and he was able to bring up the mission report logs for everyone.

"Actually, you never filled out a report for the day we took Korica shopping and swimming."

"Yah I did, I included that in my mission report for the trial since that was all on the same day."

"Oh, gotcha. Then you're all caught up except for a report on the Tiomot mission."

"Can I ask you something?"

"Sure, go ahead."

"Do you read our reports?"

"Nope. I read the first couple but you guys fill out excellent reports full of detail and explanation so after that I haven't read them. I still read all of Korica's though, just to make sure they are filled out properly and to get a little insight into how she sees everything happening around her."

"Did you glean any real insights about her?"

"She has improved in her level of detail and explanation from her first two mission reports that I had to have her go back and fix. She is very insightful and I think she is able to grasp the big picture as far as the consequences of her actions and the decisions of her superiors¦all of us. She has a tremendous amount of respect and awe for Laurel. I think she hopes to be just like her someday."

"That sounds like stuff we can all tell just by watching her actions and how she looks at us and talks to us."

"That's exactly how the mission reports should come off. I told her to report not only what she sees happen when reporting on a mission but how she feels about what she sees happen. I told her it should come from the heart and be an honest report of what she saw happen. If the mission reports come off different from your actions then you're not being yourself either in your report or in real life. I told her not to rant but go ahead and report what her impressions were about what she witnessed happening."

"I suppose I could just read the reports myself if I was that curious huh?"

"You are one of her commanding officers so you have the authorization to read them if you want."

"You know if you say they are clear, concise and detailed as well as honest I'll leave it alone. I was just curious more than anything."

"Alexan will be pleased with how they are composed and they will give him a good insight into who Korica is and how she thinks. In my opinion that's exactly what a proper mission report should deliver as well as the details of the mission in question. I will tell you she hasn't held back in her critique of all of us."

"You're not talking about complaints are you?"

"No. She sees when we make mistakes and she reports on them and gives an explanation form her point of view, just as she should."

"Oh. We all do that."

"As you should. I told you that you and Laurel make perfect reports with proper reflective conclusions in your closings. Korica does the same thing."

Just as Jake opened his mouth to say something else the AI interrupted him.

"Jake, Korica is asking for you in her quarters. Her and Tamaric are ready for you to read to them." The AI called out into the room.

"Tell her I'll be right there please."

"Understood."

"Gotta go Mark. Duty calls." Jake said smiling as he got to his feet.

"Hay, Thanks for taking care of Korica like you and Laurel have been. I think it's really nice how you two read to her and Tamaric when they go to bed at night."

Jake downed the rest of his tea and then set his cup down.

"You're welcome Mark. I don't know how to treat her any other way. I love her and I want her to feel like she's special cause to Laurel and I she is."

Mark smiled and raised his cup and Jake made his way out of the mess hall and walked down the corridor to Korica and Tamaric's quarters. When he arrived at their door he touched the hale button in the com panel next to the door and a few moments later the door slid open and he stepped in. He stepped up to the bed and furrowed his brow for a second looking at the way Korica was laying practically on top of Tamaric. Korica looked up and offered him a soft smile.

"I know it looks odd dad but this is the only way I can lay without it hurting."

"You poor thing. Why don't you take one of the painkillers that the AI gave you?"

"No! I'm not taking one of those things unless I absolutely can't take the pain anymore. They numb my senses and make me¦say and do things that I wouldn't ordinarily say or do."

"You're not in any pain right now?"

"No. Tamaric said I'm not that heavy and he is soft to lay on."

"Ok. Thank you for taking care of her Tamaric."

Tamaric turned his head and looked at Jake and smiled big.

"This is real torture to have a beautiful girl lying all over me. I would do anything to take Korica's pain away and if that means letting her use me as a body sized pillow then I'm more than happy to provide that for her."

Jake laughed and stepped up closer to the bed and slid his shoes off then he picked up Korica's data pad that was on the table at the head of the bed and he laid down on the bed next to Tamaric and leaned up against the table end. He then turned on the data pad and found Korica's favorite story and opened chapter seven and began reading to the pair. He read all the way to the end of the chapter but the two were still awake though Korica was looking very drowsy.

"You guys want me to keep going?" Jake asked looking over at the two of them.

"I want to hear what happens in the next chapter." Korica said. "I actually heard the beginning of the last chapter before but I fell asleep half way through so the last part was new to me."

Jake smiled at her and cued up chapter eight and began reading on. He managed to read all the way through chapter eight and he could tell that Korica was fighting to stay awake as he finished the chapter. He turned off the data pad and leaned over and kissed the side of Korica's forehead and then he stood up and stepped into his shoes. He then stepped to the table at the head of the bed and set the data pad on it and by the time he stepped back to the side of the bed Korica's eyes were closed. Jake turned his head slightly and sighed.

"She's so cute when she's asleep." Jake fairly whispered.

Tamaric looked down at the side of her face as she laid on his chest and he gently stroked her soft hair and smiled then looked back at Jake.

"She's the prettiest girl I've ever seen Jake. I'm so glad you guys were able to save her like you did. I just don't know what I would have done if she¦if I had lost her."

"Well you just take good care of her Tamaric. I don't have to tell you how important she is to all of us."

"No, I can tell how much you guys love her."

"You sure you can lay like that all night?"

"If it allows her to sleep comfortably I'll lay like this all night without moving. She tends to move around a lot when she sleeps so I don't think she'll stay like this anyway."

"You're a good man Tamaric. She's lucky to have you."

"Thanks Jake. I'm the lucky one. I wish my friends back home could see her. They would be so jealous."

Jake smiled and laughed very quietly then he shook his head and walked over to Korica's side of the bed and slid the light controls down to sleep levels. He then walked to the side of the bed by Tamaric.

"Goodnight Tamaric." Jake whispered.

"Goodnight Jake." Tamaric whispered back and then closed his eyes as he gently stroked Korica's head.

Jake then departed their quarters and made his way to his quarters and stepped in and he immediately felt a warm calm wash over him. He stepped over to Laurel's side of the bed where she was lying on her side facing the edge of the bed. Jake knelt down and kissed the side of Laurel's head and she moaned approvingly and squirmed her head into her pillow. Jake smiled and stood up and sighed. He wished he could climb into bed with her but he knew that wouldn't be possible for at least two nights since she had the watch tomorrow night. He shook off his disappointment and made his way to the exit and stepped out into the main corridor. He looked down toward the mess hall and he could see that it was dark meaning Mark had gone to bed so he stepped over to the bridge.

Jake stepped up to the navigation station and logged himself on and all of the workstations came to life and the giant view screen showed a clear image of the space ahead with the bright broiling white and blue light all around surprising Jake as he sat down and looked at the clear image of the stars dead ahead.

"Computer, am I seeing what I think I'm seeing? Have you found a way to scan through the intense gravitational distortions?"

"No, you are seeing a composite of the star maps provided by the elder race overlaid with my navigational tracking information. It is a way of representing where we are in space so you can see it within the limited range of Human vision. I have come up with a way of matching my scanning bandwidth to more closely match the precise frequency and density of the quantum gravity distortions as produced by the negative matter core so I can now much more precisely track our relative position in space thus allowing me to produce the composite you are seeing."

"So you can detect the space around us in a more concise manner. What kind of improvement will that provide us with for navigational purposes?"

"For one, my time and distance estimates will now be extremely accurate. Second and most importantly I will be able to see objects in our path so if I have to drop us out of hyperspace for any reason I will be able to get a precise fix on our location in space almost instantaneously and we won't drop into the middle of a star or planet or any other solid object."

"I guess that would mean you can change our course to a new star system without having to drop out of hyperspace?"

"No. That would be unwise. I will be able to detect precisely where we are if we should need to change our intended target but I will still need to drop into normal space to get a more precise fix on our current position in relation to the star system we want to travel to."

"I see. So what the elder race said about vessels outfitted with the limited technology that we have at our disposal not being able to track their relative position in space was wrong?"

"I do not think they counted on my adaptability and resourcefulness with that limited technology. I am not just a computer, I can think and adapt how I use the technology at my disposal."

"Nice! At least I know they don't know it all."

"They are just as fallible as any Human. Look at what happened when their advanced technology got into the wrong hands. They were unable to track the perpetrators down for over a century. Luckily it took almost that entire time for them to figure out how to make the technology work for their nefarious purposes with horrible results for the poor people that were transgressed against."

"The only bright spot that came out of all of that is the fact that Korica came into our lives."

"Do you not think she would have been happier with her loving parents raising her?"

"I know she would have. I would've rathered she not lose her innocence like she did¦some of which was our fault."

"You look uncomfortable Jake. Perhaps we should change the subject."

"I should just get to my missing mission report."

"As you wish."

Jake turned to the navigation station and brought up the mission log interface and began filling out his mission report for the mission to Tiomot trying to distract himself from his discomfort and guilt over how he felt he and Laurel had mishandled their relationship with Korica in the beginning. While he recognized the positive result in reaching the elder race and creating the Angalon, he still felt bad for the steps that were necessary for that outcome to be realized.

Jake completed his mission report in a little over an hour and then spent the next few hours working on the modifications that would need to be carried out on the Future in order to accommodate the biological technology that would be joining them for the ride to the Future planet. Jake worked until 04:00, visiting Laurel twice in that time to gain relief from his separation symptoms and to provide relief to her so she could sleep deeply, when an alarm sounded signaling that the thermal limits surrounding the negative matter core had been reached. Jake stepped over to the auxiliary control station and silenced the alarm. He then went back to the navigation station and fifteen minutes later a tone signaled that the ship was about to drop into normal space. Jake stopped what he was doing and brought the navigational data to the forefront and plotted their exact position in space. As the AI had insinuated, he was able to pinpoint their approach to the Sargosa nebula very precisely. When the ship got to within 1 billion kilometers from the most energetic portion of the nebula the main engines throttled down and the ship began to slow and then the negative matter core ramped down and in a blinding flash of light the ship dropped into normal space and began to slow even further to sub light speeds.

The sight before Jake's eyes on the main view screen was like nothing he had ever seen before. There was a blue and purple nebula that was spread out over hundreds of light years in every direction. There were billowing clouds of blue to purple gasses and dust with pink, yellow and white stars interspersed throughout the clouds of gas and dust. Toward the center of the nebula seemingly beaming from behind a cloud of thick dust and gas that faded from a brilliant blue like Laurel's eyes to midnight black at its center was an intense white glow shining out into space as an enormous collection of spinning and collapsing gasses were beginning to heat up and glow in an intense white light as a young proto star was taking shape and it was well on its way to being several thousand times bigger than Earth's star. Jake sat with his mouth open as he looked at the full range of blue to purple colors spread out all throughout the nebula. He had never seen anything so beautiful in his life.

Jake wanted to share the beautiful sight with someone since the breadth and beauty defied explanation. One had to see it to understand how beautiful the nebula is.

"Computer, please hold our position right here for the cool down period. I'm going to go get Laurel so she can see this for herself."

"Understood."

Jake then logged himself off and got to his feet and walked over to his quarters and stepped up to the bed and knelt down and kissed Laurel on the cheek making her stir awake.

"Good morning babe. I have something I want you to see. Will you step over to the bridge with me for a minute."

"Ok."

Laurel slid the covers down as Jake got to his feet and Laurel swung her feet into the floor and rubbed her eyes for a moment and then she stood up and hugged Jake for a few moments. She then followed him to the front of the room and then she stopped him and pointed at the bathroom door and he let go of her hand and she went to relieve herself and then she quickly brushed out her hair and then stepped out and took his hand in hers and the two stepped over to the bridge. Jake stepped up to the sensor station and logged on bringing everything to life and the giant view screen woke up and showed the breath-taking image of the beautiful nebula that filled the entire view screen. Laurel's mouth fell open as she slowly sat down in the captain's chair and tried to take in what she was seeing. She had never seen anything so dramatic or stunning in her life.

"Oh Jake, that's most beautiful thing I've ever seen. Look at all of the shades of blue and purple."

"I thought you might like it. I can even see the color in your eyes in some of those clouds."

"Awe. Thank you for comparing my eye color to something so beautiful."

"You're welcome beautiful. I wanted to share this with someone before we take off for the Higera system. This is just beyond something that I could ever explain with words alone."

"It's amazing that nature can create something so mind bogglingly beautiful. You should go get Korica and let her see this Jake."

"That's a great idea! Watch the bridge for me, I'll be right back."

"Ok."

Jake stood up and walked to the door and when it slid open he made his way down the corridor to Korica and Tamaric's quarters. He stopped at their door and called out to the computer to ask it to please open the door so he could wake Korica up. The door slid open silently without the AI saying a word and Jake stepped in and waited for a moment for his eyes to adjust to the dim light being cast by the bathroom entrance from the overhead lights. Once his eyes adjusted he walked over to Korica's side of the bed and slid the light controls up very slightly so that he could make out where Korica was lying. She was still lying on Tamaric almost completely and Jake could tell that Tamaric had kept his word and hadn't moved since Jake wished him goodnight. Jake put his knee on the bed and leaned over and touched Korica's shoulder and gently shook her and she immediately opened her eyes and slowly rolled off of Tamaric waking him up as well.

Korica looked at Jake and batted her eyes for a few moments and once her dreams wore off she grinned at Jake and cleared her throat softly then spoke.

"Hi dad, what's the matter?"

"Good morning sweetie. I have something I want to show you. You want to come to the bridge with me?"

"Ok. Can Tamaric come with us?"

"Absolutely." Jake said as he stood back up.

"Morning Jake." Tamaric said as he rubbed his eyes.

"Good morning Tamaric. Did you sleep ok?"

"I actually slept really well thanks. I kept still so Korica could sleep deep."

Korica slid off the bed toward Jake and Tamaric slid out of bed on his side and Korica went straight to the bathroom and relieved herself while Tamaric stepped to the front of the room and retrieved a pair of pants for himself and a shirt. When Korica stepped out with her hair brushed and teeth brushed Tamaric went in and relieved himself and brushed his hair and teeth. Korica and Jake were standing holding hands when Tamaric stepped out and then Korica thought about the fact that she was only wearing her night gear shirt.

"Give me a few minutes to get dressed dad."

"You're fine honey. Laurel is in her night gear shirt as well. We are going to be leaving this region of space pretty soon and I really want to show you what's outside before we do that."

"Ok."

Korica put her hand out to Tamaric and he put his hand in hers and the three headed for the exit to make their way to the bridge. When the three arrived at the bridge and the door slid open they were met with the view being shown on the giant view screen at the front of the bridge.

"Oh wow!" Korica said. "That's amazing."

Laurel got to her feet and stepped down from the platform her chair was mounted on and she stepped up to Korica and hugged her warmly but gently. She then stepped up to Tamaric and gave him a hug. Everyone then turned and looked at the beautiful nebula.

"That's one of the prettiest things I've ever seen." Tamaric said.

"It kind of defies description huh? That's why I wanted to show this to you guys. I could've never described it properly."

"Thank you for showing me this Jake. It's absolutely beautiful." Korica said.

"Why is it glowing blue like that and what's that bright white light shining out from behind those clouds in the center?" Tamaric asked.

"Well, that bright white light is being produced by the birth of a super giant star at the heart of this nebula as gas and dust are collapsing and getting hotter and hotter making them glow and the blue is the light from that giant infant star reflecting off of molecules of nitrogen, oxygen and water ice contained all throughout this nebula." Jake said.

"Wait¦I thought Oxygen was a byproduct of life processes?" Tamaric asked.

"It is in the case of plants and some micro bacterial processes but it is a naturally occurring gas that is produced when a really big star explodes in a super nova."

"Oh. I didn't know that."

"You'll learn about that stuff when you have to study astrobiology. You'll learn all about the different classes of stars and how vital they are for creating the essential elements that we require to even exist."

Everyone took in the breathtaking view for another ten minutes when Mark stepped on the bridge and he was first stunned by the amazing view on the giant view screen but then he noticed the casual dress and lack of shoes on everybody but Jake and he furrowed his brow for a moment then he decided not to freak out remembering the time of day. Mark stepped up to science station 2 and downloaded his mission report into the permanent memory files by simply laying his data pad on the lower console for a moment and then he turned back to the stunned crew all staring at the view screen at the front of the bridge.

Korica was the first to sense an unease coming from Mark at how scantily covered and overtly revealing of shapes her and Laurel's sleep wear was. Laurel felt Korica's sudden change in emotional state and she glanced down at herself and felt completely embarrassed.

"Come on Korica, let's go put something more appropriate on." Laurel said putting her hand out to Korica.

"That's a good idea. Sorry about that Mark, we just wanted to see the nebula before we had to leave." Korica said blushing.

"It's alright little one, I'll overlook it this time. Let's not make this a habit though."

The girls and Tamaric made a quick exit and Jake felt bad for telling Korica it was fine not to get dressed before coming to the bridge.

"Mark that was my bad. I was so excited to show everyone this amazing view that I dragged them here without letting them put something more appropriate on first."

"Fine, I'll report you for inappropriate behavior and dress on the bridge instead of them."

"Really?" Jake said sounding worried.

"No! Take it easy Jake. If we weren't all like family around here it might've bothered me but you guys aren't exactly strangers and you're the only one on duty and you're dressed properly."

"Oh¦I thought you were really pissed or something."

"I'm not that uptight Jake. I was a little surprised but not pissed by any means."

Mark then turned and looked at the nebula and tried to take it all in.

"Really something to look at huh?" Jake said.

"Yah it is. The universe has such stunning beauty hidden within its horrors and hidden dangers."

"Well, I'm sorry again for bringing the girls to the bridge wearing next to nothing. It won't happen again."

"I'm sure it won't. I'm heading to the mess hall to get some morning tea. I'll see you at breakfast." Mark said as he turned around and stepped past Jake heading for the exit.

Jake waited until Mark was off the bridge and then he stepped over to the navigation station and put them on course for the Higera system and engaged the engines to take them up to the speed of light. He then handed control over to the AI and let the automated control center accelerate the ship up to 6 times the speed of light.

When Laurel, Korica and Tamaric stepped off the bridge Laurel gave Korica a quick hug and then she kissed the side of Tamaric's head as she squeezed him around the shoulders.

"Go get Korica dressed and I'll meet you guys in the mess hall if you want."

"Ok." Tamaric said with a smile.

Korica and Tamaric then headed down the corridor toward their quarters and Laurel stepped into her quarters to get dressed. When Tamaric and Korica arrived at their quarters and the door slid open they stepped in and Tamaric stopped just inside and turned to Korica.

"How's the pain today Korica?"

"I hadn't even thought about it until now¦I feel great. I can feel what you're feeling again and I can sense the others if I think about it and I'm not feeling much discomfort at all. Thank you for holding me all night so I could get some sleep."

"My pleasure Korica¦literally. It really felt good to have you laying on me like that all night. I love you darlin and I'll go to any length to help relieve your pain."

Korica smiled warmly and gave him a peck and then turned to retrieve her clothes from the bureau at the front of the room. She made her way back to the bed as Tamaric stepped past her to retrieve a pair of socks for himself and then he came back to the bed and sat down at the foot of the bed to put his socks and shoes on while Korica got dressed while standing at the side of the bed. Once Korica was dressed she stepped into the bathroom and brushed her hair out and then her and Tamaric exited their quarters to head for the mess hall.

When the two stepped into the mess hall they found Mark sitting at their favorite table and he lit up when he saw the pair step through the doorway. Mark set his data pad down and slid out and got to his feet and when Korica stepped up to him he gave her a gentle hug and put his hand up to her cheek.

"You look really good today Korica. Your cheeks are rosy and your eyes have their sparkle back."

"Thanks Mark. I feel like myself again. Those painkillers really made me feel weird."

"How's the pain today?"

"I'm not feeling much pain right now. My back is a little tender but that's it."

"That's great news. I can't believe how fast you've recovered from such gnarly injuries. How you doing this morning Tamaric?" Mark put his hand on Tamaric's shoulder as Korica stepped over to the dispensers.

"I'm doing good Mark. I'm just thanking my lucky stars that Korica is still with us."

The two slid in across from one another and a moment later Korica walked up to the table with a cup of tea for herself and Tamaric. She set the drinks on the table and slid in next to Tamaric.

"I know it was a really close call. We all almost lost our favorite person in the world."

"I would still be lying down in that hole in agonizing pain if Laurel hadn't been able to lift me out of there." Korica said.

"Trust me honey, I would've found a way to get you out of there even if I had to destroy the temple to get a ship down to you."

"You would've destroyed a temple that's been there for thousands of years?"

"In a heartbeat! Like Laurel said, you aren't expendable Korica."

"Awe. Thank you Mark, it makes me feel good to know you would go to such extreme measures to save me."

At that moment Laurel departed her quarters having finished getting dressed and brushing her hair again and Korica looked dead ahead and began to grin for a moment and then it morphed into a huge smile.

"Mom is coming¦I can feel her presence again."

"Let me guess, she's about to step through the door?" Mark asked grinning at her.

"No, she just stepped out of her quarters. She's heading over to the bridge to get Jake so they can come join us."

"Holy crap Korica! You can sense her from well over a hundred feet away through EMPACC coated steel walls?" Mark said.

Korica just shrugged and continued to smile as she broke her dazed stare. A few moments later Korica slid out of her seat and walked toward the entrance and Laurel and Jake stepped in and right into her waiting arms. She startled Laurel first with a tight hug and then Laurel kissed the top of her head and then she stepped up to Jake and grabbed him in a tight hug and he gently hugged her back and he also kissed the top of her head.

The three then walked over to the table and Mark moved to the head of the table while Laurel went and fetched a drink for her and Jake while Jake slid into his seat. A few moments later Laurel returned to the table and set Jake's tea in front of him and then she sat down and scooted in next to him.

"So are we under way yet?" Mark asked.

"Yep. We're traveling at about six times the speed of light and we'll be making our jump to fifty some odd times the speed of light once the cool down is complete in about an hour or so."

"Cool. That was an amazing nebula huh?"

"Yah, I've never seen anything so breathtaking¦" Jake looked over at Laurel. "Well almost¦there are other heavenly bodies that are equally if not more breathtaking."

Laurel grinned and leaned a little more of her weight onto Jake.

"You charmer you." Laurel said.

"So where are we headed next?" Mark asked.

"We'll be jumping to the Higera system. It's somewhere around four hundred fourty three light years. It's listed as unoccupied and safe so we aren't expecting any problems when we arrive. After that we'll be jumping to the Aerot system, which is also listed as unoccupied and safe and will require a jump of five hundred sixty seven light years. That will put us back on course to the tel pok maron."

"Mark, there's actually something we would like to talk to you about in regards to the Aerot system." Laurel said.

"Mom, can we get something to eat before we do that? I'm really hungry."

"Of course baby. I'm sorry, I totally forgot how hungry you are when you wake up."

"We're not being asked to do some weird crap on Aerot are we?" Mark asked.

"No, it's nothing like that. We'll talk about it after Korica gets something in her stomach."

"Ok, cool. I'm a little tired of jumping through hoops for the elder race just so we can get you guys a little smarter."

"We may as well all have breakfast with Korica since we're all here." Jake said.

"That's probably a good idea. Are we ruining your early tea time sweetie?" Laurel asked.

"No, not at all. The early tea is a special time for me with Mark but I love all you guys being here too. I like the¦family feeling I get when we're all together like this."

Just then a servo drone floated up to the edge of the table with three menus that Mark collected and he handed one to Laurel and Jake and one to Korica and Tamaric and then he opened his and everyone set about ordering an early breakfast. Once the meals were ordered Mark handed the menus back to the servo drone and it turned and floated across the room and disappeared through its slot in the bulkhead. Everyone sat and talked lightly until the meals began to arrive. Korica's meal was by far the largest and took the longest to arrive and the longest to be eaten but she was left feeling full and very content and everyone loved to see her eating so hardily. Once everyone was done with their meals Mark decided to find out what was on Laurel's mind about the Aerot system.

"Laurel, what did you want to talk to me about in regards to the Aerot system?"

"We were contemplating going planet side on Aerot if you approve the mission. Aerot is unoccupied and safe so there are no hostiles to contend with. In fact Aerot has no life of any kind on it. No bugs, animals, plants, nothing. It's a water world with ninety eight percent of its surface covered by water in one form or another. We were thinking that it would be an ideal time to have some critical components replaced in the automation control center while we take Korica to the surface and let her play in the water for a while."

"For crap sakes Laurel we almost lost Korica on our last excursion and you're already thinking of taking her off the Future again?"

"It's for exactly that reason that I want to take her somewhere safe to let her play for a while. Will you come to the bridge and look at the information on Aerot before you say no?"

"Was this your idea Korica?" Mark asked looking right into her eyes.

"No, but I've been to Aerot before and I would really like to go down and swim for a while. There's absolutely nothing there that can hurt me or anyone else."

"Oh god¦I'll look at the information on the planet but I really hate the idea. I hope you can understand that after what happened on Tiomot I'm going to be very conservative with approval of any unnecessary trips away from the safety of the Future. You're just too important to me Korica¦wow, I really said that out loud didn't I?"

"Thank you for considering me so important Mark."

Laurel slid out and stood up and put her hand out to Jake without saying another word. Jake took her hand and slid out and stood up next to her. Everyone then got to their feet and followed Laurel and Jake to the bridge. When they stepped onto the bridge Laurel walked up to the navigation station and logged in waking up all of the stations on the bridge and she pulled up the information on Aerot and then stepped back and let Mark sit down and read all of the updated information on the system and Aerot itself. When he was done he leaned back and furrowed his brow and seemed to be thinking hard about it. After a few minutes of contemplation he looked at Korica and waved her over. He turned his seat so he was facing out into the room and Korica stepped up between his legs and leaned against his leg.

"You're sure you've been to this world before?"

"Yes. I'm positive. I've actually been there a many times in order to replenish our fresh water supply."

"And you really want to go down there despite everything that's happened to you? It seems like every time we step off the Future crap goes wrong and you get into a bad situation."

"I really want to go down there Mark. Can I please go swimming on Aerot?" Korica put her arm up over Marks shoulder and leaned against him heavily while looking up into his face.

"That's just not fair that you know you can melt my heart and get anything you want just by looking at me like that¦fine, I'll approve a trip to the surface. I'm going armed and if I tell you to get back to the ship there is no arguing or asking why, you just run for the ship is that clear?"

Korica gave him a huge beautiful smile that just made him want to sigh. She had such a beautiful smile and such pretty white teeth and he loved to see her happy enough to show off both. She threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly and he smiled and hooked his chin over her shoulder and hugged her back while gently rubbing her back.

"I love you so much Mark. Thank you for letting me go down to the surface so I can play in the water."

"I love you too Korica. I love seeing you this happy."

Korica continued to hold him tightly while he stroked her back for a couple of minutes. When Korica finally pulled back she leaned against his leg again and wiped the tears of joy from her eyes.

"I can feel what's inside you Mark. You love me so completely and I can't tell you how good it feels to know that I'm so precious to you."

"You make people feel good inside Korica. That's a very rare and special gift. When we go down to the surface I don't want you out of my sight for any reason, is that clear?"

"Yes sir. I'll stay close by and do exactly what you say when you tell me too."

"Ok, good girl."

Mark leaned forward and kissed Korica's cheek making her shrink into her shoulders and blush while giggling slightly. Korica then stood up straight and walked over next to Tamaric and took his hand in hers and she gently pulled him toward the exit to head for the gym. Once her and Tamaric stepped out into the corridor Mark stood up and took Laurel's hand and looked her straight in the eyes.

"You will stay within arms reach of her at all times, is that perfectly clear?"

"Yes sir. I'll swim with her, walk with her, and eat with her. She will never be out of my reach."

"Ok. You have a go then. How long do you plan on staying on the surface?"

"I don't know, at least two and half hours since that's how long the repairs to the Future will take but if Korica is having fun by all means I'm going to stay longer."

"Ok. Jake, you are to be armed at all times and I want you to keep an eye on Laurel. Don't you let her out of your sight for any reason, are we clear."

"I got it. She keeps Korica within arms reach and I keep her within sight while she watches out for Korica?"

"That's right. I will keep an eye on you in return so you won't have to let Laurel and Korica as well as Tamaric out of your sight for an instant. I will not drop the ball again and put Korica's life at risk or that of the rest of my crew."

"What about Tamaric, who's going to keep an eye on him?"

"Korica is. It pretty much goes without saying that where Korica is Tamaric will be. I'm going to count on her to make sure he is never out of sight and or reach from her."

"Got it. Were on the same page then. Let's go join Korica and Tamaric for our morning workout." Jake said.

Mark nodded and Laurel stepped over to the navigation station and logged herself off and all of the workstations went dark and the three then stepped off the bridge and made their way to the gym.

Tamaric had already made his way to the weight bench to start his routine when all three stepped in. Korica was about to climb on an elliptical machine so Laurel stepped right up to her to ask her what she thinks she's doing.

"Korica, it's only been a half a day, you shouldn't be working out yet."

Korica stepped back down from the elliptical machine and turned her head a little.

"You guys healed all my internal injuries and the bruising¦on my butt and legs. From the waist down I'm fine."

"Tell you what, let's ask the AI what she thinks. If the AI says you can workout then I'm ok with it ok?"

"I'm good with that. I don't want to do anything but work my hips and legs. I've worked so hard to get into shape and I just don't want to lose any ground if you know what I mean."

Laurel put her hand out and Korica took put her hand in Laurel's and the two walked over to the com panel and haled the AI.

"Future, is it ok for Korica to workout a little yet?" Laurel asked.

"I have put her on light duty and restricted her from working out until her broken bones have a chance to heal. Even for her amazing ability to heal I do not believe she should be resuming her normal workout routine for at least two days and even then it should be an abbreviated routine for at least a week."

"All I want to do is use the elliptical machine. I know I can't run or work my back and shoulders."

"If you will promise not to work as hard as you normally do on the elliptical I can see the benefit in spending a little time on the elliptical machine. If you feel any discomfort at all I want you to stop what you are doing."

"I promise if it hurts at all I'll stop."

"Very well. I will be monitoring your biorhythms very closely and if I think you are working despite any pain I will alert Laurel immediately."

"I promised you that I would stop if it hurts. You don't have to threaten me."

"I apologize Korica. I know you are a woman of your word. I will remember your level of maturity in the future."

"Thank you. And thank you mom, I know you're just looking out for me."

"Thank you for understanding that Korica. I'm a little over protective just because I love you so much."

"I know. I love you too Laurel." Korica said with a smile as she hugged Laurel.

Laurel and Korica then turned and walked over to the elliptical machines and both went about working out even though Laurel usually started on the universal machine. Korica worked for fifteen minutes at a significantly lower level than usual while everyone else went through their usual routines. Once Korica was breathing heavy and feeling like she had exercised her legs and hips sufficiently she walked over to where Tamaric was working out and she sat down and watched him go through his routine. Mark was beaming with pride over Korica's desire to continue to workout despite the fact she had almost been killed less than 24 hours ago. He watched her and grinned at her a few times while he worked out.

When everyone was done with their workouts the girls departed to take their showers and the guys sat and talked. Mark waited until the girls were gone for a few moments before he looked at Tamaric and grinned at him.

"You got your hands full with her Tamaric."

"Yah tell me about it. She's really driven and she knows exactly what she wants."

"When we go down to Aerot I want you to stay really close to her ok? These things have a way of going sideways real quick and they usually do for us."

"I will Mark. I still feel like it's kind of my fault for not keeping a closer eye on what she was doing when she fell into that hole. I'm not gunna let something like that happen again."

"Don't blame yourself Tamaric. It was really dark and she was behind you. Just remember that she doesn't know how to swim ok?"

"She doesn't? Why would she want to go to a planet covered in water if she doesn't know how to swim?"

"She still likes playing in the water as long as it's not real deep. Do you know how to swim?"

"Yes sir. I'm a pretty good swimmer. I spent a lot of time at the public swimming pools during the summer months. It gets down right miserable hot in Melbourne during the summer as well as in Texas where I spent a good deal of time when I was younger. My parents made sure I was a darn good swimmer from the time I was very young."

"Good. You just keep a close eye on her and stay close. Laurel is going to be very close by as well. I just¦I feel just as responsible for what happened to Korica if not more so. Safety and security is my responsibility and I screwed up. I don't ever want her hurt again on my watch. That girl means everything to me¦and so do you son. Frankly you're the most important person in Korica's life so I have to keep you safe and secure just as much as I do her."

"I'm sure it's a big pain to keep a couple of kids safe, especially with one of them being a key member of the command crew. I'm trying to be dependable without getting under foot."

"I don't want you feelin like you're a pain Tamaric. It is what it is. I'm getting used to how young my crew is, it just requires a little extra attention to what they are doing at all times. I lost sight of that and it almost got Korica killed. I'm just going to take steps to make sure it never ever happens again. That means keeping you guys close together and making sure we all watch each other's backs very closely."

"It really doesn't bother you to have to take those steps?"

"Nah, I love all of you guys and none of you really acts like I would expect from someone so young. As you know Laurel, Jake and Korica are light years smarter than me and they carry themselves with more maturity and dignity than a good many people I know that are twenty years older than them. I don't know you really well yet but from what I can tell you are a remarkable young man worthy of healthy level of respect for how mature and responsible you are. Korica is absolutely crazy about you and I have learned to trust her intuitions about a person. If she says you are good people than that's good enough for me."

"Wow, thank you Mark. I'm crazy about Korica too. I never knew that aliens would be¦like her."

"You mean her insane level of intelligence?"

"Well yah that too. I was talking about how¦pretty and sophisticated she is. She's one of the prettiest girls I've ever met and she's so sweet to everyone while still being an absolute genius¦though Laurel is a¦how do you put it¦a shocking kind of pretty. I've never seen a girl like her either. Girls half as pretty as her and Korica in school wouldn't give me the time of day let alone take the time to sit down and talk to me."

"Did you ever try and talk to the pretty girls in school?"

"Well¦no I was never really good around girls. I get all nervous and trip over my own words¦that's when I can even figure out what to say."

"Was it the same with Korica?"

"I was nervous at first but she made it clear from the moment she first saw me that she really liked me a lot and she took the time to make me feel comfortable. She did some things that made me a little nervous at first but she still talked to me calmly and made me feel like I was important and like she was interested in what I had to say. She's just sweet and considerate and smart. None of the pretty girls in school were anything like that. They were kind of full of themselves and Korica doesn't have hint of that in her despite the fact that she's gorgeous."

"That's part of her charm Tamaric and part of what makes her so unique. You be sure and tell her often how beautiful and important she is ok?"

"I try and do that all the time. With what I know the poor thing has been through I want her to be proud of how pretty she is and I want her feel like her beauty is appreciated, as well as how beautiful she is on the inside. She has such a good heart and a soft feminine side to her. I really love that side of her. She's got a tough determined side too though. That's the side she has devoted to her job here on the Future. She takes her job really serious and she isn't going to let anything get in the way of what she has to do to make you guys proud and to do her job properly. She's even become motivated to making me get on with my schoolwork."

"It sounds like you have a really good idea of what it is that makes her who she is."

"Well when she did her little sharing thing with me I really got clear idea of who she is and what's deep down inside her. I didn't just hear her thoughts¦I felt everything she feels. It's like I felt who she is for a moment. Does that even make any sense?"

"That makes complete sense to me." Jake said smiling. "Now imagine that feeling for hours at a time. That's what she shared with Laurel and I and what we shared with her of ourselves as well."

"I don't know if I could take that kind of¦feeling for that long. It kind of takes your breath away and makes you feel¦overloaded with emotions that aren't yours."

"It becomes very beautiful once you get used to it. It's very intimate and very revealing of ones inner essence. That's part of the reason why we love Korica so deeply aside from what a beautiful and sweet girl she is."

"Inner essence?" Tamaric asked with a curious look on his face.

"Think of it as the inner spirit of a person. It's what makes you who you are. Only a very small part of it is seen or felt by others from the outside."

"Are you talking about a person's soul?"

"That's another word for it I guess. The three of us are able to share and explore that deepest part of each other for prolonged periods. That part of Laurel and I are now bound together forever and we can't be apart for long or that part of us starts to hurt."

"Korica's told me about that but I just don't understand what that must be like. She said you actually start to feel sick?"

"We could actually die if we aren't close to each other for a few minutes every three to six hours."

"That's so scary, what would happen if one of you¦dies?"

"Then the other will die as well within a day."

"I don't know that I would want to be tied to someone else like that."

"It kind of just happened. We just fell in love with each other that deeply without trying. Well, the girls are done and back in my quarters. We should go get showered."

The guys got to their feet and headed for the showers to get cleaned up. When the guys were done Jake walked to his quarters and stepped in and Korica was sitting between Laurel's legs while Laurel brushed her hair out and Korica looked at Jake and grinned oddly and Jake stopped and it dawned on him that her and Laurel were probably aware of the content of the conversation in the gym.

"You guys were talking about us huh?"

"Yah we were. Does that bother you?"

"No. I sensed some beautiful feelings about us."

"You weren't listening to my thoughts?"

"No. That would be rude. I just felt your feelings¦and Tamaric's."

"So you know he's deeply in love with you right?"

"Yah, he tells me how much he loves me all the time¦and I like hearing it."

Jake walked past the girls to retrieve his clothes from the bureau at the front of the room and when he stepped back to the bed Korica got to her feet and turned and gave Laurel a peck and then she stepped up to Jake and gave him a hug and then turned and headed for her quarters. When Korica arrived at her quarters she found Tamaric getting dressed at the edge of the bed and she lifted her hand to him and stepped up to the bed and sat down.

"Sorry Korica, I should be doing this in the bathroom."

"You're fine Tamaric. You're not naked so there's nothing wrong with getting dressed where I can see you. I see you in your underwear every night anyways."

"Ok. Thanks for makin me feel so comfortable."

"This is our room Tamaric. I want you to feel comfortable since we're gunna be together for the rest of your life."

"Why do you say it like that? The rest of my life."

"Because my people live almost two hundred years and Humans don't. It's a sad fact that I'm probably going to outlive you by several decades."

"Oh."

Tamaric went back to getting dressed while Korica watched and appreciated him for being so thoughtful of her all the time. Korica decided she needed to apologize for being so overt with him the day before.

"Hay, I want to apologize for embarrassing you yesterday. Those pills were really messing with me and I was saying and doing things that I wouldn't ordinarily say or do. I'm so sorry Tamaric."

"Apology accepted. I was thinking about what you said anyways."

"Which part?"

Tamaric tucked his shirt in and then sat down next to Korica to put his socks on. As he bent down to slide his socks on he answered her.

"About helping me deliver the material you need."

"No, I wasn't thinking straight Tamaric. You can't even say it, you aren't ready for that kind of interaction between us."

Tamaric finished putting his socks on and sat up and looked at Korica.

"I have to quit bein such a woos about this stuff Korica. This is really important to you and I want to contribute the sperm you need so Laurel can find a way for you to be a mother. See, I can say it."

Korica grinned at him and leaned into him a little.

"You were right yesterday Tamaric. We were on the same page and we don't want sexual tension between us. I have very¦adult stuff in my head because of what was done to me and what I've experienced since. I have to remember my real age sometimes. I'm just exposing you to stuff from deep down inside me that you aren't ready for and really¦neither am I. You can do it yourself or with the help of the servo drones, ok?"

"Ok, if you say so. I'm just saying I'm ready to do it your way."

Tamaric then stood up and went to the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair. When he was finished he stepped out and stepped into his shoes and then Korica gave him a firm hug and kissed his cheek and then the two headed for the bridge so Tamaric could begin his daily lessons.

When Korica and Tamaric arrived on the bridge Laurel was sitting in the captain's chair and Jake was sitting at the navigation station waiting for the cool down to complete so the jump to the Higera system could be initiated. Korica walked Tamaric right to science station number 4 and had him sit down and log in and then he began his lessons with more of the complex math equations he had been working on the day before. Once Korica could see that he was doing fine she made her way over to the sensor station and sat down until Mark sauntered onto the bridge and then she moved over to science station number one and started to work on some of the continuing star mapping that she had been doing. It was only minutes later that there was a tone heard indicating that the minimum safe temperature had been achieved surrounding the negative matter core and the jump was about to be initiated.

The main engines throttled down and then the antimatter reactors came up to full power and then the negative matter core started ramping up dumping ever-greater impulses of quantum gravity into the intense gravity well being produced by the antimatter reactors. The stars dead ahead blinked out and a white line formed and then began to twist and distort and then the white line spread apart and the space then collapsed into a funnel shape and the edges began to smooth out and fluoresce in the beautiful green and blue colors that they always did. The engines then throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel of billowing light and accelerated rapidly up to an indicated speed of 4.5 times the speed of light. The AI adjusted their course slightly a few times and then a gentle tone signaled that the ideal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automation controls. It took a few seconds for the distance and time estimates to appear on the navigational display. The estimate was 442.73 light years with a travel time of 8.43 hours netting an average speed of 52.25 light years per hour.

Everyone was a little surprised at the clear view of space on the view screen but Mark was the only one to say something.

"What the¦why does it look like we're only traveling a couple of times the speed of light."

"Relax Mark." Jake said. "It's a composite view so we can see what the AI is now capable of detecting. See how space is still distorted around the shield toward the top and bottom of the forward view?"

"This is how the forward view would look if there were view ports to look out of." The AI said.

The view suddenly changed to the bright white and blue broiling and streaking past the shields, as space was being compressed and stretched several miles out in front of the Future.

"Whoa! That's what I'm used to seeing."

"I can leave the view obscured if it disturbs you to see what I am capable of detecting now?"

"No, that's fine. It just looked like we were limping along instead of streaking through space like I thought we should be."

"I assure you we are averaging fifty two point two five light years per hour. While our speed is constantly fluctuating slightly I am able to compensate in micro seconds to hold our speed fairly constant within an expected margin of fluctuation of point zero four three light years per hour."

"How are you even able to determine with such accuracy what our speed fluctuations are?" Mark asked.

"By compositing the star maps that Korica has been updating with accurate information as provided by the elder race over my scan data and combining it with the compensated gravitational distortion reflectivity data as observed by the forward sensors. That is what I was recreating on the view screen so in essence you could see what I can see. I am able to get very precise positional fixes on the stars ahead of us and I am able to calculate how fast we are approaching those relatively fixed points in space."

"I only understood some of that. I think I understand the meat of it. Go ahead and present the view how ever you want."

"Understood."

The view switched back to a clear image of the space ahead with the stars on the periphery of the shields approaching as long streaks of multicolored light only to disappear into the broiling blur of blue and white light surrounding the shields. Mark grinned slightly and looked at Laurel.

"I should know better than to ask about stuff that's so far beyond my understanding huh?"

"It's not that far beyond you Mark. You're doing a fantastic job of learning about how all this advanced technology works. I know this isn't what you were ever expecting to have to do when you came aboard the Future. You're a soldier not a flight engineer."

"Thanks for the kind words cap. I was expecting to keep everyone safe from hostiles, not try and fly the ship. I understand what all this technology is but as far as how the systems combine and interact¦that stuff is just down right confusing."

"Well if it helps I'm glad you're smart enough to operate and learn about this ship as well as you have. I don't know what we would've done without you at the helm and coordinating the upgrade process."

"Thanks Laurel. I'm just glad that you're the one sitting in that chair and that you're a genius."

Laurel just smiled and nodded and went back to her work on her displays. Korica waited until she was sure Laurel was otherwise occupied and she brought up the garment designing interface and sketch out two different styles of swimsuits for Laurel. One was conservative like Korica's and one was a little more high cut and had thinner shoulder straps and a lower neckline as well as a narrower crotch panel and she had both ordered in bright blue with Laurel's eye color as a guide to the shade. She then put the designs in to be made with a note of discrete notification directly to Korica so she could surprise Laurel when the swimsuits were done. She then closed the garment interface and went back to star mapping and mentally pushed the knowledge of what she had done down deep so Laurel wouldn't sense what was being done for her.

Everyone worked for thirty-five minutes at which time Jake logged himself off and turned to Laurel and told her she had the watch since it was now 06:00J and he was going to go get some rest. Laurel acknowledged him with a nod and logged herself off and pushed her displays aside and followed him over to their quarters. Jake stepped up to the bed and began to get undressed as Laurel just stood watching him until he was down to his underwear. She pulled the covers back for him and he slid into the bed and then she pulled the covers up on him and gave him a warm kiss. When she pulled back and gave him a beautiful smile he smiled at her and sighed.

"You are so beautiful Laurel. I thank god everyday that we're together for blessing me with such a spectacular woman to share the rest of my life with."

"Awe, I love you too Jake. I still think I'm the one that's blessed. I have a good man to take care of me for the rest of my life."

"Hay, I think I made some good progress on the containment facility that we need for the biotechnology that the tel pok maron are going to be giving us. Look for a file labeled am1."

"Got it. You get some rest my handsome man. I'll come get you at lunchtime if you aren't awake already."

"Kay, love ya Laurel."

Laurel kissed his cheek after he turned on his side and laid his head on his pillow. She then stepped around the bed to her side and slid the lights down to sleep levels and made her way back over to the bridge. Laurel stepped back on the bridge and found Korica over at science station 4 helping Tamaric and Mark was sitting at the sensor station with detailed information on Aerot on his upper display as he tried to familiarize himself with the information on Aerot so he could find the best location to set down.

Laurel made her way back to her chair and logged in and went right to work on the designs Jake had been working on all night. Mark studied the information on Aerot for another half hour and then excused himself to go take a run in the gardening ring. Korica finished helping Tamaric with his math and went back to star mapping at science station number 1 until she got a discrete signal that the swimsuits were done and waiting in her quarters. Korica logged off her station and walked over to Laurel.

"Laurel, I got something I need to show you."

"Oh, is there a problem with your mapping?"

"No, this is something personal. I have a surprise for you in my quarters."

"Ok, let me log off and I'll go down there with you and you can show me what you have."

Korica smiled brightly at her and then walked over to Tamaric and told him that she was going to be in her quarters with Laurel for just a little while and that if he needed her he could have the AI call for her. Tamaric leaned back and looked at her with sad eyes.

"Can't I come with you?"

"No. I had something made for Laurel and she has to get completely naked to try it on. You need to keep working on your lessons ok?"

Tamaric looked at her curiously for a moment then her remembered Korica telling Jake that she would take care of having a swimsuit made for Laurel for the trip down to Aerot.

"Alright, I'll keep working."

Korica patted his shoulder and then turned and walked over to Laurel who stepped down from her chair and took Korica's hand and the two of them departed for Korica's quarters. When the two of them arrived at Korica's quarters, the door slid open and the lights came up and they stepped in and there on the bed were two neatly folded bold blue swimsuits. Laurel gasped and covered her mouth for a moment as the two stepped up to the bed. Laurel looked at the swimsuits for a moment then looked at Korica.

"You had these made for me?"

"Yep. I want you to go swimming with me and I was pretty sure that you didn't have a swimsuit so I used mine for a template and your eye color as a guide to the shade of blue I wanted them to be made in."

"Oh baby, that's so sweet."

"Try 'em on. One is cut just like mine and the other is a little more¦there's less material to it by a third."

"Ok."

Laurel slipped her shoes off and got completely undressed then she picked up the first, which was identical to Korica's. When she had it on she held her arms up and faced Korica. Korica smiled and nodded yes.

"The color is beautiful on you mom. It makes your eyes really stand out."

Laurel thought about it for a moment then she walked over to the com panel and asked the AI to take a visual scan of her so she could see herself on the view screen at the front of the room and then she had Korica turn the free floating view screen on and Laurel could see what she looked like on a giant screen. She loved the color and the conservative cut to the swimsuit but she wanted to try the other one on so she slid the swimsuit off and put the other one on and stepped over to the com panel and had herself scanned as she turned and then looked at herself on the view screen. The second swimsuit was cut much higher on the hips and had a narrower v line down to the crotch and the shoulder straps were considerably narrower and she really liked the lower neckline that descended all the way down to a point almost between her breasts. Korica looked her over as she turned and Korica grinned big at her.

"That one mom. You look fantastic in that one. You've really got a great body and you fill that one out perfectly. Jake will love you in that. I think if we ever swim in a public place like the pools on the Farqua station you should wear the other one but for Aerot you should definitely wear that one. You're absolutely gorgeous. I wish I had a body like yours."

"Thank you Korica. This one it is then. Don't you ever think that you don't have a beautiful body Korica. You're young and your body is starting to blossom nicely. You're beautiful honey and in a few years you're going to be stunning."

"Awe, thank you Laurel."

"Tamaric will love seeing you in your swimsuit honey."

Laurel then slid the swimsuit off and got dressed and then folded up the swimsuits and laid them on the bed. She then stepped up to Korica and pulled her into a warm but gentle hug.

"Thank you so much for thinking of me Korica. I had no idea that you were having these made for me."

"You're welcome mom. I wanted to surprise you so I buried the thoughts down real deep so I wouldn't spoil the surprise by accident."

Laurel pulled back and put her hands on Korica's cheeks and leaned in and gave her a peck and then she picked up her swimsuits and the two headed for the exit. They walked down the corridor and Korica stepped onto the bridge and Laurel stepped into her quarters and set her swimsuits on the nightstand and then turned around and walked over to the bridge. When Laurel stepped onto the bridge she found Korica standing at science station 4 and Tamaric had gotten to his feet and the two were in a hug and Korica immediately pulled back and Laurel grinned at her.

"Go ahead Korica, I don't mind an occasional hug between the two of you while on the bridge."

Korica smiled big and stepped back into Tamaric and the two hugged each other warmly for a few moments then Tamaric sat back down and went back to work on his lessons. Korica made sure he was doing ok and then she made her way over to science station three across from him and logged in. Laurel then walked over to Korica and knelt down next to her.

"I want you to do me a favor honey. You understand the apparatuses we need for the biological technology that's going to be given to us so I want you to start working on a design for the collection system to collect the gasses that we need ok?"

"You want me to work on it? Really?"

"Absolutely. You're very smart and I know you can do this. Jake and I have been working on the artificial environment for the creatures so we could really use your help on the other side of the system. Go ahead and work on some ideas for the collection and storage system for the gasses. You know the four primary gasses we need and the food storage we need. Just remember that there is probably going to be two of these creatures to keep alive so make the storage vessels large enough to supply the needs for two creatures for¦let's say three decades."

"Thirty years?! Why so long?"

"Call it a hunch. I have a feeling they are going to be with us for a long time and I want more than they will need for the length of time they are going to be with us."

"Ok¦sounds odd to me but I'll do as you ask."

"Thank you sweetie. I know you have your own studies to worry about but this is important. I really need you to work on both ok?"

"I can do that."

"Good girl. I know I can always depend on you."

"Korica¦" Tamaric called out quietly. "Sorry for interrupting but I'm starting reproductive biology in my science lessons and it's pretty graphic. Is this really a necessary part of high school lessons?"

Korica got to her feet and stepped up behind Tamaric and looked at the lesson material and then she looked at Laurel who had stepped up behind her by this point.

"I've never studied this stuff quite like this. Reproductive science was part of the information given to me through neural suggestion. Is this normal for high school students to have to learn about this stuff?"

"Honey you have to remember that I've never been through high school either. I was only twelve when I came aboard the Future. I would say it is very important to understand how life proliferates and especially how Humans reproduce¦and Draximan. If nothing else it might help explain what I'm trying to do for you and Korica, Tamaric."

"I hadn't thought about that."

"I assure you this is part of the standard curriculum for the tenth grade biology science requirements. I am sorry if it seems graphic to your young mind but it is an important element of your advanced studies." The AI offered as an answer.

"Alright, I'll just be man up about it."

"Good man Tamaric. You'll probably run into some other stuff that was never really designed for someone your age but you're working several years ahead of¦people your age." Laurel said.

Tamaric turned back to his lessons and resumed the instructive lessons of the reproductive process. Korica watched for a few moments then looked at Laurel with a blushed face. Laurel just grinned at her and stroked the back of her head and then went back to the captain's chair and went back to work herself. Korica watched over Tamaric's shoulder until the lesson went into the quiz section and then Korica shook her head and went back to science station 3 and started working on the designs for the collection and storage system for the gasses needed to keep the creatures alive for years.

Laurel made two trips to her quarters to get relief from her separation symptoms and to provide relief to Jake so he could sleep sound throughout the morning and when 11:50 rolled around Laurel logged off and made her way over to her quarters to wake Jake up so he could get some lunch in him. Once Laurel had him awake he got up and got dressed and then the two departed for the mess hall together. When they arrived in the mess hall the two of them retrieved something to drink and then sat down together and only seconds later Mark showed up having run ten miles and showered he was feeling alive and fresh. He retrieved a drink for himself and then sat down at the head of the table and moments later a servo drone showed up with three menus that Mark set on the table.

On the bridge Tamaric finished his lessons for the morning and logged himself off and then he stepped up to Korica and touched her shoulder and she logged herself off her station and got to her feet and she could see a concerned look on Tamaric's face.

"Tamaric what's the matter?"

"That was a very detailed lesson on how a life is created and grows within a woman's womb and how hard it is on a woman to have a baby. I don't know if I like the idea of how much pain it's gunna cause you to have a baby."

"It would be deadly at the age I am now but as long as I'm a woman when I have a baby it should be fine Tamaric. It's just the way things work."

"The lesson also graphically described all of the parts of woman down there and what everything does. I didn't realize that you were so complex down there."

Korica just shrugged and grinned not knowing quite what to say to that. The two then exited the bridge and made their way to the mess hall to join the others for lunch. They stepped into the mess hall and retrieved a drink for themselves and then sat down at the table and everyone ordered their meals and then handed the menus to the servo drone that then floated across the room and disappeared through the slot in the bulkhead. Mark then engaged Tamaric in some conversation about his studies.

"How're you doing with your schoolwork Tamaric?"

"I'm doing ok so far. It's a little harder than I expected but it's not anything beyond me so far."

"That's great. I was a little worried when you were placed so far ahead of where someone your age would normally be."

"Yah, some of the lessons are definitely designed for someone a little older but I'll adapt."

"Good man. That's a real healthy attitude."

"I have the prettiest teacher anyone could ever ask for so I'll work real hard to make her proud of me. I don't want her to feel like she's wasting her time."

"That's so sweet Tamaric. I could never feel that way though."

"Well did you get your lessons done for the day?" Laurel asked.

"I've got some reading to do but the hard stuff is done."

"If you two are going to go play I want it to be something light ok? Korica needs time to heal."

"Maybe we'll just hangout in our quarters and take it easy for the rest of the day."

"But I wanted to go do something fun." Korica said in a sad tone.

"You want to go to the gardening ring and walk around for a while? We can just spend the day together walking around the ring."

"I would rather do that than be cooped up in our quarters."

"Ok, once I have my literature done we'll go play in the gardening ring."

"Kay." Korica said with a smile.

A servo drone showed up moments later with two plates of food that were slid up on the table and just as that servo drone was headed for its slot in the wall another popped out with two more plates that were also slid up on the table. A few moments later the last plate of food was brought out and slid up on the table. Everyone dug into their meals at that point with very little conversation.

When the meals were finished Mark excused himself to go down to the firing range while Jake, Laurel and Tamaric went to the bridge and Korica went to her quarters so she could change into something more comfortable so that when Tamaric was finished with his lessons they could go straight to the gardening ring. Korica chose her light blue one piece jumper and her new running shoes with the pink swoosh on the sides of them. When she was changed she exited her quarters and walked back down to the bridge and as soon as she walked onto the bridge Jake leaned back in his seat at the propulsion station and smiled at her warmly.

"You look absolutely adorable in that Korica."

"Thanks Jake. This is so much more comfortable than the ships uniform. It's snug but comfortable."

"Well you have really pretty legs Korica, you should wear shorts more often."

"Awe, thank you Jake."

"You look really cute Korica." Laurel said as Korica stepped up next to her. "I can't tell you how good it feels to see you wearing something fun for a change."

"I wish I could dress like this all the time."

"You can if you don't have the duty that day. If all you're doing is helping Tamaric I don't have a problem with you dressing like this."

"Really? I can do star mapping and help Tamaric and I won't get in any trouble."

"Of course you won't get into trouble. I want you comfortable Korica. If the ships uniform is that uncomfortable to you then wear your jumpers instead."

"Ok, thank you Laurel. I'll start wearing them after I shower in the mornings when I don't have the watch."

Tamaric stopped reading and leaned back and looked at Korica and smiled big at her.

"I only have another chapter and a couple quizzes and then we can go ok?"

"Ok, don't rush Tamaric. I really want you to pay attention to your lessons ok?"

"Ok. I won't."

Tamaric went back to his reading and Korica sat down at the sensor station to patiently wait for Tamaric. Twenty minutes later a gentle tone was heard signaling that the ship was about to arrive in the Higera system. A few minutes later the engines throttled down and the negative matter core ramped down and in a blinding flash the ship appeared in the Higera system. There was an immediate proximity warning of another ship in orbit around one of the two stars in the system. Korica quickly brought up the sensor data and she breathed a sigh of relief when the ship was immediately identified as a Pratgal cruiser.

"It's one of the elder races ships Laurel." Korica said.

"Thank you Korica, I can see that on the forward view."

Tamaric stopped his reading and walked over next to Korica so he could see the ship for himself. His eyes got big and his mouth fell half open.

"Look at the size of that thing. It's just like your cruisers that we played with in the gardening ring."

"Those are what my cruisers were modeled after. They're called Pratgal cruisers. The elder race has whole fleets of these flying patrol all over the galaxy." Korica said.

"Korica, would you mind transmitting our security identifiers please?"

"Sure."

Korica got up and walked over to the communication station and pulled up the Human identifier and set it to transmit. She touched the initiate icon and seconds later they received a return security identifier. Korica sat down and translated the return identifier as Tamaric stepped up beside her to watch what she was doing.

"The ship is the Pratgal cruiser Lomar Laurel." Korica said.

"Understood. Thank you Korica."

"You're welcome."

The Future made a long full throttle burn and assumed an orbit around the opposite star to that which the Lomar was orbiting and as soon as the engines throttled down there was a hale detected.

"They're haling us Laurel, you want me to open a channel?"

"Yes please do so."

Korica opened a channel and nodded at Laurel.

"This is the Earth vessel Future calling the Pratgal cruiser Lomar." Laurel said in a firm voice.

"This is the elder race vessel Lomar. Greetings Future crew." A woman's voice came back surprising Laurel.

"Greetings, I am captain Laurel Kade. To whom am I speaking?"

"I'm captain Riena Tren. It's an honor to meet up with the valiant crew of the Future. What brings you folks so far out into this sector?"

"We're making our way back to the toward our intended course after a stop at Tiomot."

"Tiomot? Heavens, that's a remote system."

"Tell me about it. Tiomot isn't exactly a pedestrian friendly world either."

"Would you do me the honor of a visual exchange?"

"Of course, stand by one and I'll put the signal through."

Laurel nodded at Korica and she fed the video signal from the bridge into the signal and sent it live and moments later she got a return compressed video signal that she put through a filter and fed to the view screen at the front of the bridge. There was an image of a fairly tall and extremely beautiful brunet with dark brown eyes and long flowing brunet hair that was swept back and braided half way down its length to a point. She had very pleasing facial features and looked very friendly. She was in a bright white elder race officer's uniform with brown shoulder boards and she had a light blue shirt on under her jacket. Their bridge was fairly dimly lit except where Riena was standing and on her right was a very dashing younger man that looked to be her second in command. There were three other individuals behind her facing to the left at control stations and they were wearing the typical elder race uniform in tan and brown and there was a long corridor behind her that went straight back into the ship and disappeared into shadow.

"Well¦you really are stunning captain Kade. I've seen images of you but seeing you in person makes them seem pale. And where is your second in command, the handsome Jake Myers?"

Jake got to his feet and stepped over next to Laurel and faced the view screen.

"I'm right here captain Tren. It's an honor to meet you mam."

"My goodness¦you are a very striking young man. Please pardon my reactions. You folks are heroes to my people and rumors of how handsome and beautiful you are have circulated all throughout the patrols. Where is Korica Prentor¦the young girl from Draxima?"

Korica now got to her feet and stepped up next to Laurel and turned and faced the front of the bridge.

"I'm right here mam. It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance captain Tren."

Riena gasped and smiled and covered her mouth for a moment and then she sat down and turned and called to the three working behind her to come have a look.

"You are sooo adorable. Look How beautiful she is Remus." Riena said looking first at Korica then to her second in command who smiled and nodded.

Korica blushed and looked up at Laurel who was beaming at her with a big smile. Korica then looked back at Riena.

"Thank you captain Tren. May I introduce my mate, Tamaric Reynolds?"

Korica waved Tamaric over and his eyes got big as he got to his feet and stepped over next to Korica and turned toward the view screen and bowed slightly.

"Hello mam. It's an honor to meet you."

"The honor is mine young Tamaric. He's quite the looker. I can see why you chose him as your mate."

"Thank you captain Tren. I'm quite proud of him myself." Korica said sliding her hand into Tamaric's.

"Captain, is this system part of your usual patrol?" Laurel asked.

"It is in fact. There are thousands of Pratgal cruisers that patrol these remote systems looking for ships in distress or folks up to no good. Unfortunately there are quite a few space-fairing civilizations that are not nearly as evolved as the likes of you good folks and they plunder anything they come across for profit. I will tell you that the sixth planet in this system, which the system is named after, has some ancient ruins on it. The civilization of Higera was extremely advanced and while experimenting with some high-energy particle power sources they had a containment breach that destroyed the living biosphere but left all of their technology in place as well as some trinkets that some might consider valuable. There are those that would plunder that technology without any understanding of how dangerous it is."

"That's so sad. They exterminated themselves?"

"Yes. It tragically happens more often than you might think."

"That's to bad."

"You are in possession of some technology on the Future similar to what the Higerans' were experimenting with though theirs was far less powerful but still powerful enough to wipe out all life and render the planet uninhabitable. The biosphere is only just now able to support life again. That is why it is being targeted for plunder, one does not need an environmental suit to walk on the surface anymore."

"I see. Well we have no interest in plundering anything. We just need to cool down our negative matter core and associated components and then we'll be on our way."

"Yes, I know. I have a clear sense of what's in your hearts. I sense nothing but a desire to get to¦Aerot to go swimming. You will find conditions there most favorable closest to the equator where most of the fresh water is located."

"Incredible! You're able to sense our intentions from millions of miles away?"

"Oh yes. You three have extremely strong essences that are quite easy to detect and read for one who knows what they're doing. I sense much love and consideration between all¦four of you. Your Tamaric is nervous and apprehensive having seen one of your toys come to life Korica."

"Wait¦you can sense Tamaric?"

"Yes. His inner essence is nowhere near as strong as yours, but I can definitely hear and feel him."

"Captain Tren, is your presence here a result of our approach to the Higera system?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. We detected your approach toward this system many hours ago and decided to come see who was approaching the system at such a high speed. We of course had no idea it was the famous Future but we recognized the quantum distortions and high energy signature coming from your primary reactor as technology that we are familiar with and can track from a considerable distance."

"That's a little disturbing to know that we can be tracked like that."

"Rest easy captain Kade, not many would be able to detect you with the method of travel you are using. We are able to track technology that we are responsible for creating. Besides with the shielding you are using I can think of only a handful of species that would be capable of causing any serious problems for you."

"Thank you captain Tren, that actually makes me feel a little better."

Just then several more crewmen appeared from down the long and dark corridor behind Riena. They all stepped up behind Riena and talked very quietly amongst themselves and one even pointed toward the screen. Riena turned her chair and looked at them and smiled and then turned back toward the screen.

"Everyone this is captain Laurel Kade¦" Laurel raised one hand and smiled warmly. "And her second in command, commander Jake Myers¦" Jake now raised his hand and bowed slightly and smiled. "And the beautiful ensign Korica Prentor and her mate Tamaric Reynolds." Korica and Tamaric raised a hand and waved slightly and smiled.

"I'm sorry if we're causing a stir among your crew captain Tren." Laurel said.

"It's quite alright captain Kade. You have to understand what a rare honor it is to meet the persons that are the minds of a living ship like the Angalon. Especially when they are as adorable as the three of you are. Everyone just wanted to see and feel the three of you for themselves."

"I see. Sorry, I guess I'm just a little humbled by what celebrities we are to your people."

"Well, you three are very special and a sight to behold. I won't keep you from your mission any longer. Safe journeys to you and your crew Laurel Kade. Keep the love in your heart and many good things will come to the four of you."

"Thank you captain Tren. Safe journeys to you and your crew as well. Thank you for taking the time to stop and talk with us. I don't mind telling you that I feel much better knowing that you folks are out here watching over the galaxy with the likes of the Hodong and some other unsavory types wandering around."

"Well thank you captain Kade. Thanks to you good people the Hodong won't be bothering anyone ever again. All of their hidden stations have been liberated of any prisoners and then destroyed. You have made our patrols much quieter and the galaxy just that much safer for folks to go about their lives without their young being accosted and their worlds plundered."

"I'm glad we were able to make a difference."

"Indeed, you have made a huge difference. Take care."

Riena then leaned forward and touched something in front of her and the image disappeared and then the AI closed the channel. Tamaric took a step forward and looked at Laurel, Jake and Korica.

"You guys are seen as absolute heroes all over this galaxy. I'm starting to sense that I'm even luckier than I ever imagined being associated with you guys. And to be your mate Korica¦I'm going out with a superstar."

"Thank you Tamaric. I'm just me though. I don't see myself as a hero or whatever. I'm a survivor, not a hero."

"Well you're my hero¦all of you are."

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica said.

"That was just down right odd to have a ship full of elder race clambering to get a sight of us." Jake said.

"I think captain Tren was one of the most beautiful and sweet women I've ever met. She really didn't act like most of the elder race." Korica said.

"She sure liked you Korica." Laurel said smiling brightly.

"See, told you that you were beautiful Korica." Jake said with a big grin.

"Yah I saw the look in their eyes. They looked at me like you two do. I think she wanted to keep me."

Everyone laughed for a moment and then Laurel got back to business.

"Are you done with your lessons for the day Tamaric?" Laurel asked.

"Almost. I have to finish reading chapter six in literature and then I have a couple of quizzes to take."

"I want you to get back to work then, ok? You two can go play for the rest of the day after that."

"Yes mam." Tamaric said with a smile.

Korica walked back over to science station number 4 with Tamaric and got him back into his lessons and then she stepped over to science station 3 and began working on the designs Laurel had asked her to help with. Laurel then called out to the AI.

"Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please put us on a course for Aerot at six times the speed of light?"

"Right away."

The main engines all throttled up to 100% and the Future initiated a hard turn away from the twin stars and accelerated for several minutes. The antimatter reactors then came up to full power and the gravitational energy was directed down the wave-guide conduits and out in front of the Future passing through the shields with ease as they were reduced in intensity to allow for the shield harmonic frequency to be matched to that of the gravitational energy being funneled into the gravity well. When the frequencies matched the shields returned to 100 % density and the Future rapidly accelerated toward the gravity well until she achieved a speed of 6 times the speed of light and then the engines throttled back slightly to maintain that speed.

Laurel went back to work once she was confident that the ship was heading straight for Aerot. She knew the time estimate of 94.5 years to reach the Aerot system would change once they could jump into hyperspace. Jake only worked for a few minutes and then he decided to log off and go join Mark in the firing range so he could fill him in on their encounter with the Lomar. He and Laurel stepped out into the corridor and engaged in a passionate kiss and held each other for a few minutes and then Jake departed for the firing range and Laurel stepped back onto the bridge. Tamaric worked for another twenty-five minutes at which time he finished his lessons for the day and logged himself off and he stepped over to Korica and put his hand on her shoulder and looked at what she was working on.

"What the heck is that Korica?"

"It's a cryotank capable of storing twelve million cubic feet of caustic gas."

"Twelve million¦how?"

"It's going to be under pressure at twelve thousand psi keeping it in a super condensed liquid state which takes up less space than it does in it's gaseous state."

"That doesn't sound like it's going to be very easy to make."

"We actually need six of them all containing a different gas to keep the life forms alive for the trip home. And you're right, it's going to be really difficult to accomplish. In fact right now I just know what we need but as far how to make them¦I'm not completely sure how we're gunna do that. I was just tasked with designing what we need to collect and store the gasses. The rest is going to take all three of us and the AI to figure out."

"Wow, you are insane smart as Mark called it to even be able to understand that enough to be able to design the storage and collection system."

"You all done with your lessons?" Korica asked turning to look at him.

"Yep. I got a hundred percent on the quizzes too."

"Good job. I'm so proud of you Tamaric. I'm glad you're getting your lessons seeing as how they are so advanced for someone your age."

"Thank you Korica. Can we go to the gardening ring now?"

"Yah. That sounds like fun."

Korica turned around and saved her work and then logged off and the got to her feet and the two then walked over and told Laurel that they were going to the gardening ring if they were needed. Laurel smiled at the both of them and told them to have fun. They then departed the bridge and Laurel went back to work. Ten minutes later a tone signaled that the minimum safe temperature had been achieved surround the negative matter core and the ship was preparing to make the jump into hyperspace.

Laurel pushed her work aside and watched as the main engines throttled down to 1% and then the antimatter reactors came up to full power intensifying the gravity well significantly and the negative matter reactor ramped up and began dumper ever stronger impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well and all of the stars dead ahead blinked out over a several hundred kilometer area and then a white line formed from the top of the distortion and grew toward the bottom and then it twisted and distorted and then it drew in and expanded and then the entire darkened region of space collapsed into a funnel shape and the edges smoothed out and began to fluoresce in a brilliant blue and green color and then the main engines throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the opening and disappeared. The Future accelerated rapidly up to an indicated speed of 4.5 times the speed of light and then after a few minor course corrections there was a gentle tone signaling that the ideal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automated control system.

Laurel watched the forward view and the stars ahead cleared up as the AI compensated for the gravitational distortions and overlaid the star maps producing a crystal clear view dead ahead with the white and blue broiling space all around the periphery as space was continuing to be stretched in front of the Future and compressed toward her stern. After a few moments the precise calculation of 566.8 light years to the Aerot system with a travel time of 10.84 hours netting an average speed of 52.258 light years per hour appeared on the large view screen at the front of the bridge.

Laurel raised her eyebrows at the precision of the time and distance calculations without the usual phrase of 'time estimate'. Laurel then went back to work on the artificial environment for the creatures they would soon be housing for the entire ride home.

When Korica and Tamaric departed the bridge they waited until they were out in the corridor and then they took each other's hands and walked to the transport compartment. They stepped in and walked up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared Korica touched the indicator for the aft gardening ring entrance and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform right next to the gardening ring entrance. They stepped down and Korica had her palm scanned and the door to the gardening ring popped and slowly swung open. The two stepped in and Korica made sure the door sealed shut behind them as they walked along following the door until it was shut.

Korica turned and looked out into the enormous space of the gardening ring and inhaled deeply and smiled as she let it out. She looked at Tamaric and smiled brightly at him.

"It always smells so good in here."

"I like the smell of the flowers too. Why do we grow so many flowers if we can't eat 'em?"

"Two reasons¦" Korica said as she took Tamaric's hand and the two started the long walk toward the pond. "For one, the bees need food when the crops aren't flowering and second many of the flowers are made into tea which we drink and shampoo for our hair."

"I hadn't even thought about that. The shampoo does smell like wild flowers. How come I've never seen any of the bees?"

"They're here, trust me. This much food production would be next to impossible without them."

"I guess that makes sense. How else would you pollinate all these plants?"

"The servo drones could probably do it if they really had too but bees are much more efficient at it."

The two walked slowly through the apple orchard that was now bare of all the red apples with only green ones still hanging until they reached the other side and they had to cross the enormous grain fields. They both stopped and looked at the huge expanse of gold and realized that they would have seed thistles in their socks if they walked right through the middle of the fields so they decided to go around the edge to the foot path at the forward end of the stasis ring and then they could walk through the corn rows now that the corn had been harvested so Korica's legs wouldn't be cut up by the leaves and husks since her jumper was only a pair of very short shorts on the lower half. When they reached the footpath Tamaric followed Korica since the path was only wide enough for one person and he liked watching her tush as she walked anyways which amused Korica. She didn't understand his fascination with her behind but she was flattered just the same.

When the two approached the end of the grain fields they cut across the now flat laying corn stalks that were being turned under by an oddly shaped servo drone at one end of the field. Tamaric was able to step right up next to Korica and take her hand in his again and Korica was very glad for the tactile sensation of his hand in hers that felt cooler than her own. When the two got to the far corner of the cornfield they walked along the front edge of the squash and cucumber section until they got to the tomato rows. They turned down the rows of tomato cages that were five and a half feet tall with gobs of red and green tomatoes of all different varieties hanging within the cages. Korica stopped at one point and picked a smaller red tomato and took a bite out of it and gave the other half to Tamaric. The tomatoes were sweet and juicy and tasted delicious right off the vine. The two then kept walking until they could see the pineapple trees telling them they were getting close to the pond as the pineapple trees were growing within twenty feet of its edge but it also meant they were going to have to walk through the pineapple plants that were growing in a field at the end of the pond. The leaves were thick and sharp and Korica would cut her legs up if she weren't careful.

As the tomato cages ended and the bushy ground height pineapple plants came into view Korica became apprehensive as the plants were quite thick and spaced very close together. The ground pineapples were where all of the pineapple juice always available in the mess hall came from. The trees were of a different variety that tasted slightly sweeter and less tart but took considerably longer to mature and they took twice the water of the ground plant variety thus the tress were very close to the pond so they could draw up as much water as they needed.

The two stopped at the edge of the pineapple field and Tamaric looked over at Korica looking at her legs and the dense matt of branchy leaves on the plants and he grinned at her.

"Come here beautiful, I'll carry you."

"Kay, just be careful with my back."

Tamaric let go of her hand and she stepped right up to him and he scooped one arm behind her legs and one arm he put around her back and she leaned back as he scooped her up. He gently bounced her legs to get his arm in the right position and then he looked into her face and she smiled at him and nodded. He then started walking through the dense matt of leaves and he stepped on them more than between them to avoid tearing up his pant legs. There was a dragging noise a few times as the sharp leaves caught on his pants but the tough synthetic spider silk resisted tearing. He bounded through the field trying to do as little damage as possible and he was careful not to kick any fruit loose. When he got to the edge of plants and he could see the pond on the other side of the stand of pineapple and coconut trees and he gently set Korica on her feet. She stood up and kissed his cheek as he stood up straight.

"You're such a gentleman Tamaric."

"Can't let you cut up those beautiful legs of yours."

"Awe. Thank you."

The two then walked hand in hand around the back edge of the trees until they reached the opening where there was a small pier of sorts that extended about eight feet out into the water which the servo drones used to feed the fish in the pond. They walked out onto the pier and walked right up to the end and a large school of fish began to collect thinking it was feeding time. Korica sat down on her behind and pulled her feet up and began untying her shoelaces. Tamaric just looked down at her marveling more at her body than what she was actually doing. While sitting like she was the jumper pulled up tight against all of her curves in a way that he liked very much. She pulled one shoe off and then slid her sock off and then she pulled the other shoe off and pulled her sock off and then she spun around and slowly dipped her feet in the water and the fish scattered and then a few individuals swam back to investigate the strange thing now dangling in their environment. Korica looked back at Tamaric and patted the pier next to her. He shrugged and slid his shoes off and then sat down and pulled off his socks and then sat down right next to Korica and lowered his feet into the water. The water was cool but not cold and their feet adjusted to the water quickly so it became comfortable to keep them submerged. Korica then scooted over so she was pressed up against Tamaric and she took his hand in hers and pulled it into her lap and then she leaned her head on his shoulder and sighed.

"This is nice Tamaric. I feel so relaxed sitting here with you."

"Is it me or the ship that makes you feel relaxed?"

"It's you¦and the ship. I feel so safe and so loved right now. I never really had this kind of piece of mind growing up. I mean my ship was pretty safe and my parents took real good care of me and kept me as safe as they could, but I know that there is virtually no way for anyone to get at me on the Future and I've got you making me feel secure inside."

"You deserve a sense of security. I can't even imagine the crap you've been through in your life. The stuff I read and heard about in the briefing that was prepared for me made my skin run cold."

"That's all behind me now. I have a good life here on the Future with you and everyone else looking out for me. Just look at this place. It's like a dream world."

Korica lifted her head from Tamaric's shoulder and her and Tamaric looked out and around the gardening ring and both realized that the Future really was a beautiful and wondrous ship to live on. With the new shields and how fast the Future was capable of traveling the stars were no longer the limits and food would never be an issue as long as the gardening ring remained viable.

"I guess I do kind of take this place for granted. It really is beautiful."

"It's simply amazing that all this even exists out here in space."

"Hay do me a favor Korica, when we go down to Aerot please stay close to me. I never want to feel what I felt when I saw you fall into that black hole on Tiomot. I thought I had lost you and I didn't know what I was going to do without you."

"I will Tamaric. I'm sorry I scared you so bad."

"Girls like you just don't exist except for you Korica. I could never find another person to fill my heart like you do."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric."

"I also need you to watch out for me. I'm not experienced with this stuff of going to other worlds. I need your experience and instinct to help me avoid doing something stupid that could get myself hurt or killed."

"I will Tamaric. You handled yourself really well on Tiomot. At least on Aerot there won't be anything trying to eat us."

"I'll admit to you here in private that I was scared out of my wits most of the time on Tiomot. I just kept alert and moving so I could stay alive to try and keep you safe. I don't ever want to go to a world like that again and I certainly don't want you going somewhere like that again."

"Well that makes two of us. We'll just stay close together and keep each other safe ok?"

"Ok, that'll work."

Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and laid down flat on her back and put her hands up behind her head as she looked out across the enormity of the gardening ring. The artificial sun felt wonderful on her face and legs. She closed her eyes and grinned. Tamaric turned on his side and looked at her beautiful face and then he looked down her body all the way to her knees that then bent and dropped down to her legs hanging over the edge of the feeding pier. He looked back up her body to her taught stomach and he propped himself on his elbow and put his hand on her stomach and gently rubbed her stomach making her open her eyes and look at him. She immediately heard what he was feeling and she knew she needed to get to her feet or he would do something they would both regret.

Korica smiled at him and then sat up and leaned back on her hands.

"You wanna walk to the redwoods? I would love to lay on the grass at the base of the trees."

"Sure, whatever you wanna do Korica."

Korica pulled her feet from the water and tucked them up next to her rump and then got to her feet. Tamaric then pulled his feet from the water and turned on his stomach and drew his knees up and popped to his feet and stood up straight. The two picked up their socks and shoes and walked back to the shore and made their way over by the trees to stand for a few minutes while their feet dried. Korica turned and leaned back against one of the pineapple trees and set her shoes on the ground and looked at Tamaric and he just melted. He stepped up to her and dropped his shoes and socks and put his legs on each side of her and leaned into her and the two engaged in a very long tongue kiss. At the conclusion of the kiss Tamaric's head was spinning and he was noticeably aroused as was Korica. She batted her eyes trying to get her thoughts back and when she looked down to see if her feet were dry she noticed Tamaric's state of arousal and she decided she needed to get her shoes on weather her feet were dry or not.

Korica gently pushed Tamaric back so she could stand up straight and then she sat down and brushed the sand off her feet and began putting her socks on. Tamaric's mind finally cleared and he stepped back and sat down and collected his shoes and socks that he had dropped and brushed the sand off his feet and began putting his socks on as well.

"Did I do something wrong Korica? You seem a little flustered and you're blushed a little."

"You didn't really do anything wrong Tamaric, I just know what you're thinking by what you're feeling. I'm flattered but I don't want things to go where you're thinking."

Tamaric was the one who now blushed. He thought about what he had been feeling and thinking about and he was a little embarrassed.

"Sorry about that darlin, your kisses are intense and it does things to me. I keep forgettin that you can tell what I'm thinking about. I don't mean to think dirty like that."

Korica finished tying her shoes and got to her feet and brushed her behind off.

"Like I said Tamaric, you didn't do anything wrong and I kind of like knowing that I'm attractive to you like that. I just don't want you to act on what you're feeling and I know you were close to putting your hand on me...somewhere that I don't want you to put your hand."

Tamaric finished slipping his shoes on and got to his feet and brushed himself off and Korica put her hand out to Tamaric. Tamaric put his hand in Korica's and tried to hide his embarrassment.

"I'll try and remember what you've been through and how yucky the thought of hands on you must be."

"Thank you Tamaric."

The two then started walking around the pond to make their way over to the stand of redwood trees a half a kilometer away. They walked all the way around the pond and then down the vast rows of strawberries until they reached the field of kiwi plants that were being grown like grape vines. The stalks were pruned clean from the ground to a point five feet up the stalks and the plants were growing across nets that created a canopy of leaves and hanging fruit that stretched over the walking paths that were three feet wide and the canopy was six feet high leaving dappled light casting through the plants and leaving the air slightly cooler as they walked down the walkway. They walked all the way to the end of the enormous field of hanging fruit and when they reached the end they were facing row after row of potatoes followed by rows of oak leaf lettuce that stretched for hundreds of yards and went from the bow side of the gardening ring almost all the way to the stern side of the gardening ring. Tamaric guessed there to be thousands of plants in all stages of development and there were servo drones working in the huge field watering and trimming the lettuce.

The two walked down different rows while still holding each other's hand with their arms stretched out. Neither wanted to let go of the other as they walked along the rows silently. When they finally got to the end of the vast field they had to walk among the rows of orange trees that seemed to stretch on forever. Once under the canopy it was hard to make out just how far it was to the end of the orchard but they eventually emerged from the vast orchard and found them selves standing at the edge of the grassy area used to cultivate worms. The two walked up onto the grass and Korica immediately sat down and took her shoes and socks off so she could walk through the soft green grass with bare feet. She got back to her feet and stuffed her socks into one of her shoes then picked them up with her left hand and put her right hand back in Tamaric's and the two made their way toward the base of the gigantic redwood trees that were now the dominate smell in the air.

When the two got close to the base of the trees where they were still in the artificial sunlight they stopped and looked straight up at the canopy two hundred fifty feet above them. They admired the awesome sight of the five hundred fifty year old trees for a few minutes and then Korica dropped her shoes and sat down and then gently laid on her back and looked up at Tamaric's handsome face looking down at her.

"You are hands down the prettiest girl I've ever met Korica."

Korica grinned at him as he sat down next to her. She then rolled onto her right side and propped her head on her hand and stared at him for a moment and he could see her blushing making him wonder what could possibly be going through her mind that would make her react like that.

"You're so sweet Tamaric. I'm so glad that you turned out to be such a nice guy after all. I'll admit that I was really worried that you might be mean to me when I looked at you while you were in stasis."

"That's just not possible darlin. You're just to sweet and to cute for me to ever be mean to you. I'm just not like that."

Tamaric laid on his back and Korica turned onto her back and turned sideways to Tamaric and laid her head on his chest which took the pressure off her back and shoulder making her feel very comfortable for once. Tamaric started stroking her soft hair and after only a few minutes Korica closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep and a few minutes after that Tamaric himself drifted off into a light sleep.

The rest of the day went without incident. Laurel worked on the bridge until 15:00 at which time she logged off and made her way down to the firing range and visited with Jake and Mark in order to get relief from her separation symptoms and then she went back to work on the bridge until 17:00 then she met up with Jake and Mark in the mess hall to again get relief of her separation symptoms and offer relief to Jake. The three then adjourned to the common area across from the mess hall to relax and read for a while.

Korica and Tamaric napped until 15:30 at which time Korica woke first and then Tamaric woke a few minutes later. After lying for a while staring into each other's eyes they started to make out again until Korica sensed Tamaric becoming extremely aroused and he was again thinking about feeling her soft skin under his fingers and so she broke off the embrace and the two put their shoes and socks back on and walked around the gardening ring until mealtime rolled around by which time Korica was feeling extremely hungry. The two of them made their way to the exit and transported up to the command deck and walked down the corridor to the common area where they met up with everyone else. All five then made their way into the mess hall and enjoyed their evening meal together.

After the meals were consumed the five made their way to the gym and Korica spent a little time on the elliptical and then sat patiently and watched everyone else workout. When the workout routines were finished Mark spent an hour teaching more self defense techniques to everyone and he spent an extra ten minutes with Korica showing her how to flip an opponent over onto their backs if she was grabbed from behind. The girls then went and took their showers while the guys sat and talked lightly about the unusual encounter when the ship arrived in the Higera system. When the girls were done the guys went to take their showers. When the girls arrived in Laurel and Jake's quarters Korica decided to ask Laurel for some advice about Tamaric's ever growing sexual thoughts about Korica. After the girls had their clothes on and Korica was sitting between Laurel's legs so Laurel could brush her hair out Korica decided the time was right to ask her.

"Mom, can I ask you for some advice about Tamaric?"

"Of course honey, what's on your mind?"

"I'm sensing more sexual thoughts coming from Tamaric when we¦kiss or when he stares at me for too long."

Laurel froze and looked at the back of Korica's head and she was a little scared to ask her if he had done anything inappropriate or not.

"It's just thoughts right? He hasn't touched you in a way that you don't want right?"

"He hasn't touched me, but he wants too. When I tongue kiss with him he gets really turned on and he thinks about rubbing my¦me down there."

"Well French kissing is a very intimate and erotic act honey. You're extremely pretty and he is in love with you baby. Maybe you need to tell him to back off or just stop kissing him like that if it's having a reaction that you don't like."

"But I like kissing him like that. He's really good at it."

Laurel chuckled and kept brushing out Korica's hair.

"He's a guy honey and when you kiss him like that you're telling his body to do things that he isn't really going to be able to do anything about. I thought you guys were on a no sex pact of sorts?"

"We were. I think I screwed that up by coming on to him yesterday when I was on those damn pills. I have a feeling I turned his libido back on unintentionally through some kind of emotional energy that I was emitting or whatever."

"Well if it's just thoughts honey he isn't really doing anything wrong is he?"

"No, but what if he can't stop himself and he puts his hands¦I just don't know how I would react and I think it might not be good."

"That's a tough one honey. I think you better have a talk with him before you two have a bad experience. Maybe you need to share what's bothering you down deep how you did last time when you had him meditate and then you pushed your feelings to him?"

"I guess I could do that. I love him so much and I want to be close to him¦like in his arms close, but I just don't want anything sexual from him. I thought I did when we first got together but then the high of falling in love with him and how his sexy accent rolls of his tongue wore off and I realized that I don't want any of that stuff yet. I'm just not ready to become sexually active yet."

"It sounds like you have your mind made up but you're sending mixed signals to him. Believe it or not I did the same thing to poor Jake. I felt so bad that I let things move to the next level so that I wouldn't come across as a tease or whatever¦plus I fell deeper in love with him and it just felt right the first time he touched me."

"So it might feel right if I let him do that?"

"It might. It sounds like you have your mind set not to go there though and you're still awfully young to be experimenting with that kind of stuff."

"I've just never been in love like this before. It's so confusing sometimes. I want him but I just don't want to remember the last time I had someone else's hands on me¦you know¦down there. It really hurt and made me feel disgusting."

"By the sounds of it¦your confusion tells me you're not ready. You have a very sophisticated and adult mind in a lot of ways but you're still so young physically honey."

"You're right. I have to think about my actual age¦not how old I feel up here." Korica pointed to here temple. "I still have the feelings left over from joining with you and Jake like we did. That was beautiful but it exposed my mind to some stuff that I'm definitely not ready to try on my own. I'll share myself with Tamaric again and see if it puts us back in synch. I would really hate to have to stop tongue kissing him. He's sooo good at it and it feels so nice to share my passion with him like that."

"That a girl. You should be prepared for your kisses to always have a physical effect on him though honey, especially if he feels you're as good at it as you think he is."

"Trust me, he does. I can see it and feel it from within him."

Laurel laughed again and hugged Korica as she laughed in her ear lightly.

"I'm proud of you for being so mature about your relationship with Tamaric honey. A lot of girls would just carry on without any regard for how their boyfriend was feeling."

"That would be downright mean¦and it could lead to a really awkward situation if he touched me and I flipped out or whatever."

Laurel went back to brushing out Korica's hair and moments later Jake walked in and Laurel stopped and Korica slid off the bed and got to her feet and she turned and smiled at Laurel.

"Thank you for the advice mom. You always know how to make me feel better about this stuff."

"Anytime sweetie."

Korica leaned forward and gave her a peck and then she turned and gave Jake a warm and very tight hug and then she stepped past him and exited the room. Jake watched her until the door slid shut then he looked at Laurel and pointed over his shoulder with his thumb.

"What was that all about?"

"Relationship stuff. Korica accidentally got Tamaric wound up and now she has to fix it."

"Wound up? He didn't say something hurtful did he?"

"No, of course not. He has too much respect for Korica to ever do that. She just has a really¦profound affect on him when she kisses him and she's heard¦or felt some things that she isn't ready for going through his mind so she's going to set things right."

"Her little sharing thing?"

"Yah. She needs to show him what's in her heart so he doesn't do the wrong thing and traumatize her."

"God I knew things were gunna get weird for them when she asked me to show her how to tongue kiss and asked me how sex works."

"Well it's the latter that she doesn't want. She loves the kissing but it really turns them both on and I think Tamaric has the normal male reaction that is very plain to see and it scares her a little. She wants to keep French kissing without the stuff that it normally leads up to."

"Geeze¦we've been there huh?"

"Yah, I know."

Jake then walked to the front of the room and retrieved a pair of underwear and walked to the bathroom to get cleaned up and dressed for bed. When he emerged Laurel greeted him with a very passionate kiss and then she held him around the waist and pulled herself against his swollen member and grinned at him.

"That's the same exact reaction Tamaric is having which Korica is a little concerned about."

"Korica's just going to have to figure that one out on her own. I can't help what you do to me when you kiss me like that. I know it doesn't mean we're going to make love, it just means you love me very passionately and you like sharing it with me."

"Exactly. That's what Korica is going to have to teach Tamaric. She's just afraid he will put his hands where they aren't exactly wanted and that she will react badly¦she could start crying¦or scream or god knows what. She might actually hurt him if it scares her bad enough."

"Whoa, I didn't even think about that. She is stronger than him isn't she?"

"Pound for pound, yes."

Laurel released her grip on Jake and he kissed her forehead and stepped over to the bed and sat down and seemed to think about it for a minute.

"We don't need to get involved do we?"

"No, absolutely not! Other than the advice I gave her we should stay out of it."

"Good. I'm confused enough about our relationship. I don't want to go poking my nose in theirs."

"No, Korica is extremely smart and she knows exactly what she wants and Tamaric is a true gentleman, he will respect her wishes."

Laurel then pulled the covers back and Jake stood up and stepped up next to Laurel and she stepped back and let him climb into bed and then she pulled the covers up on him. She leaned down and gave him a peck and smiled at him.

"Are you tired Jake?"

"I'm beat."

"Kay. I'll work on the bridge and let you rest and I'll go read to Korica and Tamaric tonight ok?"

"Ok. Thanks babe."

Laurel walked around the bed and slid the light controls down to sleep levels and then stepped toward the door and stopped before she triggered it open.

"I love you Jake."

"I love you too Laurel."

Laurel smiled big and stepped toward the door and it slid open and then she walked over to the bridge and stepped up to her chair and sat down and logged in and started to work on her stasis chamber for two which she felt she had been neglecting with all of the other projects she was working on taking up her time and concentration.

When Korica exited Laurel and Jake's quarters she knew what she had to do and she had a new sense of resolve to fix the things that she was pretty sure she had put into motion. She walked quickly down the corridor to her quarters and when the door slid open she stepped in and Tamaric was just stepping into the bathroom while pulling his towel from around himself giving her a quick peek at his cute rump as the door slid shut. She grinned and then shook off the thoughts running through her mind. That was exactly the kind of thing that was causing her the problem. She stepped to the front of the room and retrieved her night gear shirt and stepped up to the foot of the bed and began to get undressed. She managed to get everything off and her night gear shirt on before Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom.

Korica collected her clothes and set them over by the servo slot where Tamaric had deposited his used towel when he stepped out of the bathroom. She then stepped over to Tamaric and took his hand and walked backwards pulling him over to the bed and he thought this might be it. She might be ready to start something since he was detecting something odd coming from her all day that he just couldn't quite put his finger on. She stopped next to the bed and looked him right in the eyes.

"I want to commit to the sharing with you again Tamaric. I think I've been giving you some mixed signals and we aren't thinking along the same lines anymore. I think I really need to do this before things start to get awkward¦or confrontational."

"Oh man¦that stuff is really intense Korica. It kind of¦it was just a little weird to feel what you feel like that."

"Please Tamaric? Let me do this so we can feel relaxed around each other?"

"But I am relaxed around you Korica."

"Well I'm not anymore. I don't want to be afraid of what you're going to do to me."

"Korica! I'm not gunna do anything to you! Where the heck is this coming from hon?"

"Will you let me share myself with you so you'll understand where I'm coming from? Maybe my feelings have changed and I just need to get us on the same page again."

Tamaric sat down hard on the bed and looked up at Korica with a sad look on his face.

"Are you¦you're not falling out of love with me are you?"

"Oh Tamaric¦never! You don't just fall out of love with someone when you love them as deeply as I do you. I'm gunna love you with all my heart for as long as I live."

"Oh¦then I'm not sure I understand what you mean by your feelings have changed."

Korica sat down next to Tamaric and took his hand in hers.

"That's why I need to do this for us. I want to show you again what's in my heart and mind."

"Ok. Whatever you want Korica."

"Kay, thank you Tamaric. Come on, climb up on the bed like last time. I need you to meditate yourself into a very relaxed and receptive state ok?"

Tamaric nodded at her and tried to grin but he was nervous as Korica got to her feet and then turned toward the bed and then climbed up onto the bed on her hands and knees and made her way to the middle of the bed. She then drew her legs up Indian style and pulled her shirt out from under herself and up over her behind and then she pulled it down against the bed and then she pushed it down over her crotch so Tamaric could sit right in front of her and he wouldn't be staring right up her shirt. Korica then patted the bed in front of herself gently while looking at Tamaric. Tamaric got to his feet and climbed up on the bed on his hands and knees just as Korica had until he was right in front of her and then he sat down and swung his legs around and turned so he was facing her and then he tucked his legs up Indian style and scooted forward until his knees were just touching Korica's. Korica then put her hands flat on his knees facing palm up and he laid his hands on hers and she gently closed her hands around his and nodded at him. Tamaric took a deep breath and then let it out slowly and tried to calm his nerves despite what he knew was coming.

"Ok, go ahead and close your eyes and relax Tamaric. I want you to just try and clear your mind of all thoughts. Just concentrate on my voice."

Tamaric nodded and closed his eyes and took a couple deep breaths and let them out slowly remembering Korica's instructions on how to breathe from the last time he meditated.

"Clear your mind and listen to my voice. Think about nothing but a calm washing over you. I want you to listen for your heart beating. Think about how you're breathing. Breathe deep and steady. You should be feeling very calm and warm. Can you feel my heart beating?"

Tamaric nodded slowly.

"Good, just feel my heart beating and try not to think about anything else." Korica said slowly.

She could tell that she was purring and she could see Tamaric's head dipping slightly and she knew he was becoming receptive so she closed her eyes and concentrated on her love for Tamaric and let the feeling grow stronger and stronger and then she let all of her feelings for him and about him grow and then she let her feelings go in a single hard push toward him and she heard him gasp but she didn't open her eyes she concentrated on all of her thoughts about him and their relations and she gave a hard shove toward him and she heard him gasp again and he yanked his hands out of hers and she opened her eyes and tried hard to pull her feelings back in, but another burst slipped out and as her vision cleared a little she could see tears running out of the corners of his eyes and spilling down his cheeks and she fought hard to pull her feelings back and she felt the emotional energy sinking back down inside her and her vision finally cleared up completely and she could see the shocked look on Tamaric's face and he was breathing fast like he had been running. After a minute Tamaric's breathing returned to normal and he scooted back a little and wiped the tears from his face and the wide eyed look faded and then he seemed to get his thoughts back and he leaned forward and put his hands up to his face for a few moments.

Korica put her hand on Tamaric's knee and he looked up at her with tears in his eyes again and he nodded at her.

"I'm ok Korica. I get it now. You're such a beautiful person inside Korica. You're so sweet and so¦you have so much pain deep down. I can feel how much you miss your parents. It hurts like nothing I've felt before. I just can't imagine carrying that around all the time. I see what you were worried about hon. I'm so sorry for what I was thinking. You got so much emotion inside you. I heard a bunch of thoughts in your voice all at once and I think I understand the emotions they go with¦sort of. I felt what it is to be you darlin. You don't need to be afraid of me ok? I understand where your fears come from and I promise I will never scare you like that. I don't want that stuff either¦not any more anyways."

Korica was slowing her breathing while Tamaric was talking and she was still trying to get her emotions back to a manageable level. They still felt like they wanted to boil over and burst out into the room. Tamaric scooted back up to Korica so his knees were touching hers and her gently put his arms around her and set his chin on her shoulder.

"Are we on the same page again Tamaric?"

"Yes." Tamaric leaned back and wiped the tears out of his eyes and off his cheeks. "That was even more intense than the last time. I think you've gotten stronger since the last time we did this."

"Good. I just want you to understand me better. This is the only way I can think of to give you clear idea of who I am and what I want from you."

"I understand completely now."

"I'll let you unwind for a few minutes and then we can call mom in to read to us ok?"

Tamaric nodded and grinned and then he unfolded his legs and laid on his back and stared up at the ceiling for a few minutes trying to understand everything he had felt. He still felt like his emotions were spinning but it was fading fast to more of an impression than a raw sense of emotion. He felt how tender Korica was deep down inside and how scared she truly was of everything despite her tough shell. She was relying on inner strength to keep going and he now realized that he was actually a source of her strength and sense of purpose. He could feel how deeply she loved him and understood how important he was to her. He knew he had a responsibility to keep himself in check and not to think like a typical guy with her. She wanted to be loved tenderly and kept in tight arms without any sexual advances of any kind. He was now resolved to keep his thoughts in line with her desire to be loved without being pawed at or undressed with his eyes. Tamaric finally rolled onto his side as the emotions faded even further and his own came back to the surface and he felt more like himself instead of like Korica. Tamaric got to his hands and knees and crawled to the edge of the bed and pulled the covers back and Korica unfolded her legs and crawled over toward her side of the bed and Tamaric saw a flash of her underwear and he turned his head quickly so he wouldn't see under her and he waited until he was pretty sure she would have made it to the edge of the bed and then he turned back and found her standing looking at him with an intent look on her face as she listened to what he was feeling. She smiled at him and then leaned down and pulled the covers back on her side of the bed.

"Thank you for preserving my dignity Tamaric. I forgot I had pulled my shirt up over my behind."

"You're welcome darlin. I know now that you don't want me looking at you like that. I'll behave myself, I promise."

Korica smiled at him brightly. She knew now that he truly got it. It had worked. She walked around the bed to the com panel as Tamaric slid under the covers and then pulled them up to his chest. Korica touched the AI hale button and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please ask Laurel if she'll please come read to Tamaric and I?"

"Understood. Please stand by."

On the bridge Laurel was busy working on her stasis chamber for 2 project when the AI called out to her.

"Captain, Korica is requesting your presence in her quarters to read to her and Tamaric."

"Tell her I'm on my way." Laurel said as she saved her work and pushed her left display out of the way.

'Understood."

Laurel then logged herself off from her right display and then pushed it aside when all of the workstations went dark and the huge view screen blinked out.

"Laurel is on her way Korica." The AI announced into Korica's quarters.

"Ok, thank you."

"You are very welcome Korica. Sleep well Korica and Tamaric." The com panel then went dark.

Korica walked back over to her side of the bed and slid under the covers and then scooted over right next to Tamaric and she kissed his cheek.

"I love you Tamaric."

"I know hon. I love you too."

Korica then laid half way onto Tamaric's side and laid her head on his shoulder and chest and sighed. She felt very comfortable and relaxed again. She knew that he wouldn't touch her or look at her in way that made her uncomfortable. A few minutes later there was a tone heard at the com panel and Korica lifted her head looked at the com panel.

"Laurel is at your door Korica and Tamaric." The AI said.

"Please let her in."

"Understood."

The door slid open and Laurel stepped in and she walked up to the head of the bed and picked up Korica's data pad and then she stepped around to the side of the bed on Tamaric's side and slipped her shoes off and then she looked at the content expression on Korica's face.

"You two doing ok?" Laurel Asked.

"Yep¦" Korica said looking up at her. "We're doing great now."

"That's great honey."

Laurel sat down on the bed and then swung her feet up and she scooted over a little and then she turned the data pad on and cued up the story 'a flower in the wind' and she started reading from chapter 9. She read all the way to the end of the chapter and when she looked over she could see that Korica was fighting to keep her eyes open. Laurel turned the data pad off and turned to Tamaric and kissed the side of his head and he smiled at her and then she got to her feet and then turned and put her knee on the bed and leaned over and kissed Korica's forehead making her grin. Laurel then stood up straight and stepped into her shoes and then walked around to Korica's side of the bed and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then she wished the two goodnight and made her way to the exit. She stepped out and the door slid shut and she grinned as she had sensed Korica's feelings and she knew that Korica had shared herself with Tamaric meaning that she was going to be sleeping very soundly tonight.

Laurel made her way down the corridor and back to the bridge where she sat down to log herself back in but before she could the AI called out to her.

"Laurel, I do not know if you have noticed that your biometric monitor has a pulsing yellow indicator? You should make a trip to med bay one while you have the chance."

Laurel looked at her wrist and dipped her head for a moment.

"I hadn't even noticed. You sure it's ok to be that far from the bridge?"

"Yes. Mark is still awake in his quarters. He can stand watch for you while you are absent. He does not even need to leave his quarters, he just needs to remain awake until we are done."

"Will you please page Mark for me?"

"Right away. Please stand by."

In Mark's quarters he was reading from a data pad while lying in his bunk when the AI called out into the room.

"Mark, Laurel would like to talk to you from the bridge."

"Go ahead and put her through."

"Mark is listening Laurel."

"Thank you. Mark, I need to go down to the med deck for about a half hour or so, will you take the watch for me until I return. Jake is asleep and so are Korica and Tamaric. We're still a couple of hours away from Aerot. I just need someone awake just in case."

"You got it cap. You need me to come to the bridge?"

"No, you can stay in your quarters since there's nothing going on at the moment."

"Ok. Just let me know when you're back."

"I will. Thanks Mark."

"Anytime Laurel."

The AI then closed the channel and Laurel stood up and stepped down and headed for the exit to make her way to the transport compartment. When Laurel stepped into med bay one she stepped up to the table and slid her shoes off and then slid her pants down to her ankles and then worked them off of her feet and ankles and then she slid her underwear down and stepped out of them and then she turned her back to the exam table and hopped up onto the table and waited for the stirrups to raise up into position and then she slid down into position and put her feet up into the stirrups. The AI then addressed her.

"Before we begin I need to inquire as to whether you have experienced any physical changes or discomfort since your last scan?"

"Uh¦my breasts are a little sore but nothing else that I can think of¦why?"

"Your estrogen and growth hormone levels are extremely high and have been for some time. That can sometimes cause adverse physical reactions. I am able to detect an increase in your breast size even with your bra on. You may need to be measured more precisely for one that fits your increasing cup size more closely. That might alleviate some of the discomfort in your breasts."

"I hadn't even thought about that. You did say I was going to be growing and developing in ways that I hadn't seen up to this point."

"I can see some other subtle changes that are indicative of your body maturing into womanhood."

"Don't tell me my lips are getting bigger."

"I would not call them bigger, they are filling out and pigmenting slightly making them look less like those of a young girl."

"Great! Guys have stared at my crotch since I was five or six and now they'll have even more¦shape to catch their attention."

"I hope you are not talking about the men you serve with on the Future?"

"No, well¦Jake stares sometimes but I don't mind it. I've only caught Tamaric glancing at me there once or twice but he wasn't staring and I've never caught Mark looking at me there at all."

"That is a relief to hear. You are gorgeous Laurel and you will just have to learn to live with a body like yours and the unavoidable attention it will undoubtedly garner from the opposite sex."

Laurel could hear the door open in the end of the table and the laparoscope guide began to raise up toward her crotch so she reached down and laid her hands on her inner thighs and slid them down onto her lips and pulled herself apart and allowed the guide to settle in between her lips and sink down to her opening and then she let go of herself. As the laparoscope fed up into her vaginal vault she continued her conversation with the AI for a distraction.

"Trust me, I've learned to deal with unwanted looks and even the unwanted advances from the opposite sex since I was a little girl. I didn't know it was because I was exceptionally pretty when I was younger, I just thought that was how all boys¦and men acted. I'm just concerned about how the rest of the male population on this ship are going to act toward me if I'm going to develop in ways that are considered even more attractive than I am now."

"Jake and I have tried to tell you how stunning you are as a woman but you are still growing Laurel. You will undoubtedly become much more attractive to a wider range of men now that you are becoming a woman and not just an exceptionally beautiful young girl."

"I guess it's a good thing that Jake and I can't be separated for very long¦and thank you for not calling me a beautiful child."

"You are anything but a child Laurel. That would be a misnomer to call you anything but a young woman."

"I can deal with that. Are you seeing anything unusual on the inside if my hormones are all jacked up?"

"No. You look perfectly healthy and proper on the inside. Your egg is still in the fallopian tube so it will require just a moment or two longer to locate it precisely for harvesting."

"I'm not feeling any discomfort other than where the guide is sitting. I still don't like feeling anything between my lips where that thing is sitting."

"I have located the egg. It is being removed and then I will deliver the hormone solution into your uterus. We are almost finished."

A few moments later Laurel gasped as she felt the warm tingling sensation deep inside her tummy as the hormone solution was delivered in sweeping motion inside her uterus and then the feeling quickly faded away leaving next to no tingling at all. Laurel could then hear the laparoscope retracting into its holder at the base of the guide and a few seconds after that she felt the guide gently withdraw from her opening allowing her lips to very gently slide off of the guide and then come together comfortably.

"We are finished Laurel. You may climb down and get dressed." That AI said as the laparoscope's guide disappeared into its slot and the door snapped shut.

Laurel slid up a little and then swung her feet into the floor as she slid off the table. She looked down at the clean clothes being held for her by a servo drone and it dawned on her what the AI had said.

"Future, if I take my shirt and bra off will you take my measurements so you can make a more comfortable bra for me?"

"I would be glad too. Face the sensor dome in the com panel when you are ready and I will precisely measure your breasts."

Laurel pulled her shirt up over head and slid it off of her arms and laid it on the exam table and then she reached behind herself and unhooked her bra and leaned forward slightly and let it fall into her hands and then she set it on the exam table with her shirt and then she stood up straight and faced the com panel.

"I need you to put your hands on top of your head and spin around for me Laurel." The AI said.

Laurel did as the AI asked and slowly spun around with her hands up on top of her head until she was facing the com panel again and then she put her arms down.

"I am sorry I did not notice sooner that you had gained so much muscle mass in your chest and back. You definitely need a B cup bra and your chest is now thirty-two point four inches in diameter. I will not only have four bras made for you, but I would also like to replace all of your uniforms. You are taller and your waist and buttocks have increased in size as well as your chest. Your feet have not grown much from what I can tell so I do not think I need to issue you new shoes yet but it will not be long until that will be necessary if you keep growing this rapidly. I will pay closer attention to your physical dimensions in the future so your clothes do not cause you any discomfort."

"It's ok, I guess I didn't realize that I had grown that much either. I should've said something about my boobs being sore but I didn't think it was cause my bra was to small. Do I need to wait to get dressed then?"

"No. I will have your uniforms and bras delivered to your quarters. I think I should have some new underwear made for you as well. Would you like traditional briefs or high cut bikini style?"

"High cut. I want something kind of sexy if Jake is going to see them¦it makes me feel pretty anyways even if no one else sees them."

"I can also have them made in a lingerie style if you prefer?"

"Uh¦no, I don't think you need to go to that extreme. Just high cut bikini styles¦just make them follow my unique curves tastefully if you know what I mean?"

"Understood. You may get dressed but you should not put your bra back on. I will notify you as soon as I have one in the proper size completed."

"Ok."

Laurel then turned and grabbed her clothes from the servo drone and handed the ones she was wearing to the servo drone and it turned and floated across the room and disappeared through its slot in the bulkhead. Laurel put her clothes on and then stepped into her shoes and then she cupped her hands around her breasts and looked down at them as she pushed them up slightly and then she let them sit normally and now she could see a marked increase in size from the last time she paid any real attention to how far they projected out and how plump the mound they formed was. She grinned a little and realized that it was much more comfortable not wearing her bra.

Laurel then headed toward the door but she stopped just as the door slid open and looked at the glowing com panel with its slightly recessed sensor dome leading directly into the neural processor core for the AI.

"Thank you for taking care of me Future. I'm sorry I ever doubted your intentions toward me."

"It is quite alright Laurel. You were scared and confused and all you had was a male voice echoing at you from all around when you awoke from stasis. As long as you realize that I am going to look after you as I always have for as long as you are aboard the Future then you do not need to apologize."

Laurel smiled warmly and nodded and then stepped out of the room and walked the thirty feet to the transport platform and she stepped up on it and touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash she disappeared and then found herself standing on the transport platform on the command deck. She stepped down and exited the transport compartment and walked up the corridor to the bridge and she walked up to her chair and logged herself in on the right control panel while standing next to her chair and when all of the stations came to life she called out to the AI.

"Future, will you please hale Mark for me?"

"Right away. Please stand by¦"

In Marks quarters he was still lying in his bunk reading when the AI startled him slightly.

"Mark, Laurel would like to speak to you from the bridge."

"Please put her through."

"Understood."

"Mark is listening Laurel."

"Hay Mark. I'm back if you want to get some shuteye. Thank you for covering for me."

"Always glad to help cap. Did everything go ok down there?"

"Yep. It was routine stuff Mark. I'm in perfect health."

"That's good. You stay that way hear? I want to see you grow up into the fine woman you are destined to be. Hell, I might even end up serving with you again for all we know."

"Not likely. This is gunna be my only tour of duty. I still plan on resigning my commission as soon as we reach the Future planet if not sooner."

"I wish you would reconsider Laurel. You're a natural leader and one hell of a smart girl."

"Thanks Mark. I love you too. You have a goodnight."

"Alright, I won't push. Just¦if you do accept a commission ask for me as your security advisor ok? I would really like to be stationed with you wherever it may be. Goodnight cap."

"Goodnight mark."

The AI then closed the channel and Laurel stared at her blank control panel for a moment wondering where that came from. Mark had never expressed a desire to be stationed with Laurel before and she thought it was a little strange for him to say that out of the blue. She shrugged it off and logged herself off and then turned and headed for the mess hall to get something to drink while she waited for the ship to arrive in the Aerot system. Laurel sat for twenty minutes drinking a cup of tea and thinking about how challenging it's going to be for her and Jake if she was indeed going to get even prettier than she is now. She was sure that Jake's gut feeling that someone was going to hit on her in the future was more than likely going to come true. Just as she was sinking deep into thought the AI broke her train of thought.

"Laurel, I have your bra, a shirt and some underwear completed. They are waiting for you in your quarters. The pants will take another five minutes to complete the first pair."

"Understood. Thank you Future."

"You are welcome."

Laurel went back to drinking her tea for a few minutes and then downed the rest and got up and slowly made her way to her quarters. When the door slid open it took a few seconds for her eyes to adjust to the low light levels but when they did she could see her shirt and a bra along with two pair of underwear on the nightstand. She walked over and picked them up and just as she turned around a servo drone floated up to her with a pair of pants and two more pair of underwear and an additional two bras. She took them and set the extras of everything on the nightstand and went into the bathroom and got completely undressed and then started putting her new clothes on. She noticed immediately that she didn't have to exhale to get her bra around herself so she could latch it and when she spun the latch around to the back and she put her arms through the straps and slid them up onto her shoulders there wasn't an uncomfortable squashing being exerted on her breasts. They sat comfortably in the cups and she could breathe without feeling like she was being squeezed. She smiled and looked at herself in the mirror and liked what she saw. She then picked up her new shirt and sipped it over her head and pulled it down and she could tell that it was still form fitting but not tight like her other uniforms had been. She then picked up a pair of the new bikini cut underwear and stepped into them and pulled them up to her waist and they too fit her waist and crotch much more comfortably and she thought they were indeed much more sexy looking than the brief style panties she had been wearing. These showed off her hips and her other notable curves very elegantly. She then picked up the pair of pants and stepped into them and worked them over her feet and ankles and she pulled them up to her waist and she was pleasantly surprised by how comfortable the new pants were. They didn't accentuate her crotch as much and the waist was a perfect fit and the material followed her legs without stretching over them and the cuffs were right at the top of her feet where they should be and it felt like her butt wasn't being highlighted so noticeably either. All in all she felt much better and she was starting to wonder if this same problem was maybe why Korica didn't like her uniform. Maybe she had grown and the uniform was too tight on her.

Laurel brushed her hair out and then stepped into her shoes and exited the bathroom and walked over to the exit and after the door slid open she stepped out and stopped in the middle of the corridor and squatted down once and then stood back up and she couldn't help but smile. Nothing rode up and she didn't have to pinch the material at her hips to move it around. It only then dawned on her that this is how the uniform used to fit on her when she first tried it on. She couldn't wait to chuck the old ones and start wearing the new ones that were actually her size. She didn't even realize how uncomfortable she had been and for how long.

Laurel stepped over to the bridge and walked up to her chair and sat down and logged in and she looked up at the internal sensor dome above the giant view screen.

"Thank you for resizing my uniforms¦and the under garments Future. I'm so much more comfortable."

"You are welcome Laurel. You look very proper. I am sorry I did not notice how tight everything had become on you. I will not let that happen again."

"Will you do me a favor? I want you to take Korica's measurements as you did mine. I think she might be having the same issue. I'm sure you heard her say that she didn't like wearing her uniform all the time?"

"I did hear that. I thought it was just a desire to dress more casually due to her age. I will take her measurements the first chance I get. She is growing incredibly fast. She has in fact put on over thirty-five pounds since you rescued her. She was severally undernourished and almost four inches shorter when she first stepped onto the Future. I should have been watching her dimensions as well."

"She has changed into a young woman right before our eyes hasn't she?"

"She is well on her way to that distinction anyways."

"Well I'm very proud of how healthy and beautiful she looks anymore. She seems to be a very happy and well adjusted girl for what she's endured."

"Indeed. I must say that I am equally proud and impressed with her. She is an extraordinary person. I feel partly responsible for her amazing transformation though her drive to get healthy and impress us all is ultimately what has led to her bulking up and maturing like she has. If she is this driven and intelligent at her age it is hard to imagine how brilliant and ambitious she will be as an adult."

"I just need to make sure there's no more incidents like what happened on Tiomot so we'll get to see that."

Laurel then went back to work without saying another word and she worked until 23:43 when a tone signaled that the ship was about to begin slowing to drop into normal space. Laurel pushed her work aside and watched as the main engines throttled down and the antimatter reactors powered down and then the negative matter core began ramping down and a few moments later in a blinding flash the ship dropped into normal space 30 million miles from the Aerot star. The AI automatically conducted a detailed scan of the entire system looking for dangerous anomalies or any other spacecraft but other than unexpectedly high magnetic fields emanating from the Aerot star there was no danger and no other craft. The main engines then throttled up to 100% and the ship moved further away from the star to get clear of the intense magnetic fields. Once the ship was clear and at a distance of thirty five million miles from the star the Future began orbiting the star and taking detailed mapping scans of the magnetic fields coming from the star.

Laurel grew concerned when she started to see the patterns in the magnetic fields surround the star and how far their influence reached out into space. She remained quiet about her concerns until the Future had almost completed an entire orbit of the star and she was able to determine that the magnetic activity was coming from all over the star and seemed to actually be more intense toward the equator of the star.

"Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Are we going to be in any danger from the solar activity in this star?"

"Not while you are on the Future. The shields are blocking one hundred percent of the solar emissions at this time. I do not believe there is much danger once you are on the surface of Aerot either. The atmosphere is quite thick and will filter most of the harmful radiation and magnetic energy before it reaches the surface. However communications with the cranial transceivers is going to be problematic. I believe I can punch a signal through the interference but I will not be able to maintain a voice level communicative signal."

"I'm not sure I understand."

"Voice communications will be distorted with magnetic static resembling a squeal or hissing noise."

"Great! How are we going to stay in communication with you?"

"The crimson fighters have a far more powerful and sophisticated filtering system as part of their communication systems. Voice communications should not be affected significantly. I can send a monotone signal to the cranial transceivers that will be distinct and distinguishable from the background noise if I need to alert you to an unknown vessel inbound to Aerot or if for any other reason I need to communicate with you. You will just need to make your way to the crimson fighter and use the communication system in order to talk with me by voice or text only data bursts."

"Wait¦if there is enough energy in the air to hamper communications won't we be in danger on the surface?"

"No. You just asked that Laurel. The interference will be very high above you in the ionosphere and troposphere."

"I'm sorry. My mind is so busy thinking about horrible possibilities for Korica that I'm not thinking straight. I know how solar emissions interact within an atmosphere."

"Please relax and think clearly Laurel. I will continue taking detailed readings of this star until we are ready to move into an orbit around Aerot. If I find anything that poses a danger I will alert you before you leave the safety of the shields."

Laurel took a deep breath and tried to relax. She then brought up the sensor data about Aerot itself. She thought it a little odd to see a planet 8% larger than the Earth and yet there were no ice caps at the poles. All of the water was in a liquid form on the surface or suspended in the atmosphere in the form of clouds. There were no huge swirling storms visible as one would expect from a water world though there were huge cloud formations most likely dumping huge amounts of rain but there were no huge temperature variations to fuel massive and powerful storms like there were on Earth with the cold polar areas at the north and south poles. There was a very uniform heat distribution all over the planet due to the very thick heat-trapping atmosphere. Laurel was a little surprised that the temperature was so uniform everywhere that could be scanned. The highest temperatures were at the equator where it was in the upper 80s but the average temperature globally on the sunlit side of Aerot that was facing the Future was 83.5 degrees Fahrenheit with a relative humidity in the 75% range. It would feel considerably hotter than 83 but it would still be very tropical yet habitable. The fact that there were absolutely no signs of any life of any kind intrigued Laurel the most. With so much water and such warm temperatures one would expect there to be life all over the place but there wasn't even the slightest hint of biological life even at the deepest points detectable in the vast oceans and fresh water lakes with the Future enhanced scanners.

Laurel started looking at the small amounts of solid ground detectable and she was amazed that there were no real continent sized landmasses or even islands detectable. There were just sandy dunes and oddly spire shaped rock formations and miles and miles of water in every direction that was only several inches deep to several feet deep covering a sandy terrain that was as bright as the whitest snow imaginable and the water was so warm and shallow that it appeared to be green due to all of the dissolved minerals in the water. There were several lakes that were so crystal clear that a person could see hundreds of feet down into the water until the light faded into shadow and the lakes were as still at the surface as a mill pond with no wind driven wakes of any kind. Laurel was already trying to spot the most likely places to make a good landing sight and as Reina had said the equatorial regions offered the most visible land to set down on and there were vast fresh water pools and pods to play in.

The average wind speed everywhere detectable was only fifteen miles an hour at its highest and three miles an hour on average. Laurel thought the planet looked like an absolute utopia with the exception of the fact that there wasn't enough dry land to build anything on if one wanted to colonize the planet. Laurel still had a sneaking suspicion that there had to be an unseen force that was sterilizing the surface somehow though it was allusive what could possibly do that on such a serene looking world.

Laurel kept looking over the vast amounts of clear and detailed information coming in regarding the conditions on Aerot thanks to the new super enhanced sensors that the elder race had provided. The clear images could be zoomed in to millimeter-sized resolution and the atmospheric distortions adapted and counteracted even from 126 million miles away amazing Laurel. She saw absolutely no signs of any danger once one got thirty miles down into the atmosphere and all of the solar radiation was filtered to a warm and safe level. The only thing that could pose any serious danger was the intense magnetic field coming from within the planet itself. The core of the planet seemed to be very magnetic in nature and the magnetic field that acted to reflect most of the solar radiation away was extremely intense especially toward the poles of the planet. There were intense aurora light shows visible in the higher and lower latitudes just like there were on Earth but these were even visible during broad daylight they were so intense. There were misshapen roughly round rings of green and blue and pink auroras shimmering all around the top and bottom of the planet. It was beautiful but Laurel knew it meant there were millions of tons of charged particles riding the magnetic field lines down into the atmosphere were they were then interacting with the air molecules high up in the atmosphere making them fluoresce. It told her that Aerot's sun was far more energetic than Earths and thus produced far stronger coronal mass ejections as witnessed by the continuing scans being taken of the solar activity at the surface of the star.

Laurel was continuing to pour over the fascinating data until she got a strange sense that took her a few minutes to take note of enough to break her concentration. She looked up from her displays and it dawned on her that she was sensing Korica's presence. Korica was awake and out of her quarters. Laurel smiled and quickly logged off and pushed her displays aside once all of the workstations went dark. She stepped down and walked to the exit and stepped out into the corridor and she saw light spilling out of the mess hall and she knew Korica was probably having a late night snack. Laurel waked down to the mess hall and when she rounded the corner she found Korica in her night gear shirt sitting at their usual table drinking from a tall glass. Korica put her glass down and slid out of her seat and turned and faced Laurel and Laurel smiled at her. Korica looked half a sleep but as pretty as ever.

"Hi baby." Laurel said as she stepped up to Korica and hugged her warmly.

"Hi mom. You gunna sit with me for a while?" Korica said once Laurel released her.

"You bet. I felt you from the bridge and I couldn't wait to come see you."

The two turned and Korica slid into her seat and then scooted over so Laurel could sit down next to her. Once Laurel was seated Korica leaned over on her drowsily and Laurel reached her left hand over and gently stroked the side of her head a few times.

"Did you order something to eat honey?" Laurel asked.

"Yah, I got eggs, Izore and assorted fruit for a side coming."

"Good girl. I like seeing you eat so hardy."

Laurel leaned down and kissed the top of Korica's head and then leaned back and stroked her feather soft hair until her meal arrived. As Korica's plate was slid up on the table by a servo drone Korica perked up a little and sat up straight. Laurel pushed the steaming plate of food over in front of Korica and it really looked appetizing to Laurel. She decided to get herself something to eat. As she stood up to go get a cup of tea she called out to the AI.

"Computer, can you please fix an apple turnover for me like the one Korica had the other night?"

"Right away Laurel."

Laurel grinned at the thought of how good the turnover smelled the other night and couldn't wait to dig into one herself. She made her way over to the dispensers and poured herself a cup of tea and then took a sip and lavished the rich flavor for a moment and then she walked back over to the table and sat down next to Korica. She looked at the content look on Korica's face as she chewed her food and Laurel smiled at her.

"Pretty good stuff huh?

Korica looked at her and nodded with a grin and rubbed her tummy in circles. Once she had the bite swallowed she looked up at Laurel.

"Have we arrived in the Aerot system yet?"

"Oh yah. We arrived a couple hours ago. The planet is absolutely serene just like you said it would be. There's water everywhere but no signs of life or any alien craft. I guess we've got the place to ourselves."

"Cool. I can't wait to go swimming. The water is so warm from what I remember."

Korica then went back to eating her meal and a few minutes later Laurel turnover arrived and the plate with the steaming hot turnover was slid up on the table by a servo drone. The servo drone then spun around and floated across the room virtually silently and slipped through its slot in the bulkhead. Laurel broke the turnover open to vent the steam and let some of the heat out. The mess deck was filled with the sweet smell of the hot apple filling that oozed out as she cut into the crust. She leaned down and inhaled the intoxicating smell and then closed her eyes and leaned back and when she opened her eyes Korica was looking at her smiling.

"Those things are sooo good." Korica said.

"They smell wonderful. I've been wanting to try one since you had one the other day and I caught a whiff of it."

Laurel then set about eating her turnover while enjoying the warm company of Korica. When the two were finally done eating they sat back and talked for a few minutes and then Korica yawned and Laurel knew she needed to get her back to bed.

"Come on sweetie, I'll tuck you in ok?"

"I'd like that." Korica said with a smile.

The two got up and headed for the exit. Laurel took Korica's hand as the two walked down the corridor to her quarters. When the two arrived at Korica's quarters the door slid open and they walked around to Korica's side of the bed and Laurel pulled the covers back and Korica crawled up onto the bed and laid down on her back and poked her feet under the covers and then Laurel pulled the covers up to her shoulders and leaned down and gave her a peck and Laurel then nuzzled her cheek making her shrink her head down into her shoulders.

"I love you Korica. You sleep well baby." Laurel whispered.

"I love you too mom. Thank you for sitting with me while I ate." Korica whispered back.

"You're welcome honey. You make for good company."

Korica then turned on her side and scooted over next to Tamaric and pressed her body right up against his backside and draped her arm over his side and then went still. Laurel smiled at the cute sight of Korica snuggled up to Tamaric so comfortably then she headed for the exit and once she exited Korica and Tamaric's quarters she watched as the door slid shut and then she walked up the corridor to the bridge.

Laurel stepped up to her chair and sat down on logged in waking all of the workstations and the giant view screen popped to life showing a distant image of a white and green planet with large cloud formations obscuring huge portions of the planet. The planet looked like it was only a few hundred thousand miles away instead of 126 million miles. Laurel brought up the sensor readings coming from the star and she changed the wavelength so she could see the solar prominences licking out into space and she was again a little surprised by just how active the star was. She knew that larger stars were more intense and burned their fuel at a much faster rate than smaller stars like the Earths but she couldn't help but think this particular star looked extremely active for its size.

After a half hour of watching the star as the Future orbited it Laurel pushed the sensor data aside and went back to her work on the stasis chamber for two. She worked on that until 03:30 when she switched to her Huraxan project. She went through the available data from her last sequencing of Korica's DNA and she compared it side by side with Tamaric's and it struck her again just how different the two were and how difficult it was going to be to combine the two DNA strands she was looking at in a graphical representation in a way that didn't result in any abnormalities. Human and Draximan DNA were just never supposed to mix and Mother Nature wasn't going to make it easy to overcome that fact. She wished she had some of Tamaric's sperm so she could run some meaningful experiments to see what biological mechanisms were going to act to stop the fertilization of the egg in the first place. She knew their journey would be coming to end fairly soon and she needed to have her research done before captain Alexan took his ship back and stopped her from continuing this line of work. She contemplated using stored sperm from another Human male but then she pushed the thought aside. She had promised Korica that she would only use Tamaric's for any experimentation with her eggs and Laurel was determined to keep that promise even if it meant a delay in getting her work done.

Laurel kept working until 04:45 when she again sensed Korica's presence. She looked up from her displays and closed her eyes and listened intently for what Korica was feeling. Laurel sensed that Korica was feeling a strong sense of love at the moment and it was Mark that was making her feel that way. Laurel grinned and opened her eyes and logged herself off and then stood up and stretched her back and then stepped down and headed for the exit to join mark and Korica in the mess hall.

Korica had stirred awake at 04:37 and pulled away from Tamaric's grip on her. They were lying with Tamaric curled up to Korica's backside with his body matching her curves perfectly with his body right down to their feet. Korica settled onto her back once she scooted away from Tamaric a couple of inches and while her mind woke up she reached over and put her hand on Tamaric's hip. Tamaric drew his legs up into the fetal position as he got used to her body heat being taken away. He didn't open his eyes but he woke enough to know it was time for her early tea with Mark.

"Mornin beautiful." Tamaric said in a quiet voice.

"Good morning Tamaric. You gunna join us this time?"

"I wish I was a morning person like you but I'm just not. I'd really like to sleep till six."

"Kay, that's fine Tamaric. I'll see you at breakfast time. Love you."

"I love you too Korica. Hay, thank you for sharing yourself with me last night. You're such a beautiful person on the inside and I want to apologize for how I was thinkin ok?"

"Awe, thank you Tamaric. I was hoping you would get to know me better and learn exactly what's in my heart."

"I know what it feels like to be you now¦again. I'm sorry I ever made you uncomfortable."

"It's fine Tamaric. You weren't doing it to be mean and I know that for a fact."

Korica then slid to the edge of the bed and sat up and reached out and slid the lights up slightly and then she got to her feet and pulled her shirt down quickly when she realized it was up around her waist. She turned and looked back at Tamaric and he still had his eyes closed to her relief. She then walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and made her way to the bathroom to get dressed and cleaned up. When she emerged she set her night gear shirt down in front of the servo slot and walked over to the edge of the bed and stepped into her shoes. She then leaned down and kissed the side of Tamaric's head and then slid the lights back down to sleep levels and exited her quarters.

Korica walked up the corridor to the mess hall and she arrived precisely at 04:45. As soon as she stepped into the mess hall Mark looked up at her from their favorite table and smiled warmly. He slid out and stood up and Korica gave him a big toothy smile and stepped right into his arms. He hugged her warmly but gently so he wouldn't hurt her back. She gripped him tightly and she could feel herself start to purr almost immediately. Mark kissed the top of her head and then rubbed his hands around on her back for a moment.

"How you doin this morning sweetheart?"

"I'm doing great Mark. I don't feel any pain whatsoever and I can sleep on my sides and my back again without any pain."

"That's fantastic honey. Your ability to heal is nothing short of miraculous."

Korica pulled back from him and stepped over to the dispensers to get herself a cup of tea while he sat back down. Korica then stepped up to the table and Mark slid over and let her sit down next to him.

"I honestly don't think I would have healed this fast if Laurel and Jake hadn't of helped me like they did."

"Well I'm just glad you're back to yourself and feeling no pain. I don't like my little tea partner in pain."

Korica leaned against Mark and smiled.

"I love you too Mark."

"Right¦I love you Korica."

Korica closed her eyes and enjoyed the feeling she had deep down inside. She could feel the love coming from Mark and it was reassuring to know this huge guy would always be looking out for her. Korica then gasped and sat up straight quickly and looked dead ahead.

"What? You ok?" Mark asked in a concerned tone.

"Yah¦Laurel was listening to my feelings and it startled me when I could suddenly hear her thoughts and feelings like that¦she's¦she's gunna come join us." Korica looked up at Mark. "It makes her feel good to know you love me so much."

A few moments later Korica got to her feet and walked toward the doorway and just as Laurel rounded the corner she stepped right into Korica's outstretched arms. The two hugged for a few moments and then they walked over to the table and Laurel grinned and nodded at Mark and then went and got herself a cup of tea and stepped back to the table and sat down at the head of the table.

"How you doin cap?"

"I'm a little tired but I'm good besides that. You ready for our excursion?"

Mark sighed and looked at her intently for a few moments.

"I guess so. We did promise our little princess here a trip down to go swimming didn't we?"

"We certainly did. The conditions are surprisingly calm all over the planet. Other than some rain clouds there isn't any weird weather conditions to speak of and the temperature is a balmy eighty three on average on the day lit side."

"No bugs and no aliens?"

"Nope. With all the water on Aerot you would think there should be life everywhere but there isn't a hint of any biological life whatsoever."

"Nice. Aren't we going to be carrying life down on us? Humans are regular bug farms when you get down to the macro scale."

"Well, most of the harmful bugs and bacteria are sterilized from our bodies when we are placed in stasis but there are definitely some beneficial bugs that we carry on us that could potentially be left behind yes."

"That's not a problem for us to be seeding the planet like that?"

"I don't think it's going to be a real problem. If this planet is used as a watering hole for many travelers then they have potentially deposited some of their own bugs and whatnot but there is no evidence of it at all. I think there's some unseen mechanism that sterilizes this world somehow."

"Life is usually pretty resilient and adaptable. It's hard to think of what could possibly sterilize the whole planet including the oceans and lakes."

"Well whatever it is I don't want to be around when it happens." Korica said.

"The AI is going to watching our backs from space and I would assume Mark is going to be armed to the teeth so nothing should happen to us honey."

"You got that right." Mark said grinning.

"I should probably mention that the AI said there is going to be a problem with the cranial transmitters due to magnetic interference from the ionosphere and troposphere. We might be able to communicate with each other but voice communications with the ship will be out of the question. The AI will be able to send a single tone that will be distinguishable from the background hiss we are going to hear, but all communications will have to be done from the crimson fighter."

"We're sure the crimson fighters communication system will be able to punch through the interference?"

"Yah. The AI says the filters incorporated into the voice and data communication systems will be able to filter out all of the interference."

"Good. If that weren't the case I wouldn't approve the mission. I feel I should reiterate that I want you to stay close together ok? No wondering off alone."

"We got it Mark." Laurel said. "I don't want Korica out of my sight even for a second."

"I'll stay close to you guys." Korica said. "I can't swim so I need Laurel to hold onto me so I don't get into trouble."

"I guess you're gunna need a swimsuit cap."

"Korica already took care of that. She had a couple different one piece suits made for me in a color that she likes on me."

"Good deal."

"Hay, if you're hungry Korica go ahead and order something to eat, ok?" Laurel said.

"I am really hungry. Computer, can I please have a menu brought to the table?"

"Right away Korica." The AI responded.

It was only seconds later that a servo drone showed up with a menu for her and she took it and ordered herself something to hold her over until breakfast. When her food arrived she ate while Laurel and mark talked about the supplies that they were going to need to take with them just in case the trip ended up being a multi day excursion. It was agreed that food enough for all five for four days was a good idea and weapons enough for everyone just in case was also agreed upon and then the inevitable topic of clothing was brought up. Warm clothing wasn't a big concern but enough clothing for more than one day was deemed a good idea just incase. Laurel even convinced Mark to have a pair of shorts tailored for himself, Jake and Tamaric. Mark insisted that he wanted to stay in uniform until Laurel reminded him of how humid and warm it was going to be and he reluctantly agreed to wear some shorts once they were on the surface. Korica then sent a mental message to Laurel that it was brought to her attention that she was going to be starting her cycle in the next few days and Laurel responded mentally that she would smuggle some feminine hygiene products aboard discretely just in case.

The three sat and talked lightly about Aerot for the next 45 minutes when Korica again sat up straight and looked straight ahead for a moment and then grinned big. Korica then looked at Laurel.

"Jake's awake mom. He wants you."

"You're getting really good at sensing us honey. I'm so proud of you."

"Thank you mom. I think I'm getting stronger everyday¦least that's how it feels."

"You're growing so fast Korica and you're becoming so beautiful at the same time. If you two will excuse me, I'm gunna go say good morning to Jake."

Laurel stood up and downed the rest of her tea and that's when Mark looked her up and down and it dawned on him that she looked very different today. She looked like she fit her clothes instead of her clothes fitting her.

"You look good today Laurel."

"Thanks Mark. I had my uniforms resized to fit me better. I had outgrown them." Laurel said as she set her cup on the table.

"You look really fit compared to the skinny girl that greeted me on the bridge the day I came out of stasis. You're looking more like a woman everyday."

"Thank you."

Laurel then turned and headed for the exit. She walked up the corridor to her quarters and when she stepped in she felt immediate relief and could feel the tension in her back melt away. Jake was sitting up on his side of the bed and the lights were still down. Laurel gave her eyes a few seconds to adjust and then she walked over and stood in front of Jake. Jake reached his arms out and gently pulled Laurel up next to him and he scooted his hips to the edge of the bed and then he set his face against her stomach and held her tightly. She looked down at him and gently stroked his hair. After a few moments he turned his face and kissed her stomach and she pulled her hips back as everything inside tightened up. Jake grinned in the darkened room knowing what he did to her from within. He kissed he lower belly and she tightened up again and unintentionally pushed down on his head as she closed her eyes and balled up her fingers in his hair. He leaned in and kissed her again even lower and this time she let a small squeak escape before clamping her mouth shut. He was just about to kiss her right at the pubic line when her mind cleared enough for her to think about what was about to happen and she unclamped his hair and then realized she was pushing him down where he was about to kiss on her and she stepped back pulling from his embrace and making him stop.

"I'm sorry babe, did I do something wrong?"

"No, I did. I'm still on duty Jake, we can't be doing this."

"It's not close to six yet?"

"Close but not quite."

"Isn't Mark up?"

"No Jake¦it doesn't matter if he is or not. I technically have the watch until six. I am not going to give in to my hormones until I am on my time."

Laurel then pulled back out of his arms completely and walked around the bed and slid the light controls up to full illumination and both squinted for a moment until their eyes adjusted. Laurel then looked at Jake's back as he tried to reel his libido back in.

"I'm not going to act like a horny teenager when I should be¦"

"You are a horny teenager Laurel. We both are."

"I wouldn't be if it weren't for you."

"Hay!" Jake exclaimed as he turned on the bed and looked at her.

"Oh god, that came out horrible. I'm sorry Jake, I didn't mean that the way it sounded. I just meant that I need to exercise a measure of control and act like I would if I wasn't in love with you. I wouldn't come to my quarters and play with myself while I'm on duty and I can't come to my quarters and be played with either."

"I think I get what you're sayin."

Jake turned back around and stood up and stretched his back until it popped a few times and then her walked to the front of the room and retrieved a fresh uniform for himself and when he turned back around he froze in his tracks and stared at Laurel. It took him a few seconds to realize that her uniform sat on her in a much more professional and proper manner. Nothing was stretched excessively tight but it was still form fitting and very sexy to him. Laurel sensed what he was thinking and she looked down at herself and stroked her tummy once and then looked at him.

"You like it?"

"Yah I do. You look fantastic Laurel. You look¦older¦more commanding maybe is the word for it."

"I had outgrown my uniform and didn't even realize it. These have gotten a little bigger too." Laurel cupped her breasts and shook them gently a few times.

"They do look more¦prominent. My sexy Laurel is turning into more of a woman?"

"I guess so."

"I like it Laurel. You're such a babe."

"Thank you Jake." Laurel said with a big smile.

Jake shook his head and blinked a few times and then continued on his way to the bathroom. Laurel walked around to Jake's side of the bed and pulled the covers up and then picked up her pile of new uniforms and undergarments from the nightstand and walked to the front of the room and pulled all of her clothes out of her drawers in the bureau and set them in the floor and then she placed her new uniforms and underwear and bras back in their place. She then picked up all of the clothes that she no longer fit and she carried them to the servo slot and set them in the floor and then she walked over to the com panel and called the AI and asked that the old clothes be taken away and recycled. A servo drone showed up seconds later and carried the clothes away and then Laurel went and sat down on the bed and waited for Jake.

Jake emerged from the bathroom a few minutes later looking as handsome as ever and Laurel smiled at him and got to her feet and waited for him to walk over to her and the two exchanged a very passionate good morning kiss and then the two held each other for a few minutes reaffirming their bond and then they took each other's hand and made their way toward the mess hall.

When the two rounded the corner into the mess hall Korica stepped into Jake and squeezed him tightly and he flung his arms around her and rocked her a bit. He kissed the top of her head and she looked up at him and smiled brightly. He put his hand under her chin and smiled back.

"Good morning beautiful, how you doin?"

"I'm doing great dad. I'm going to get Tamaric up if he isn't already."

"Ok, we'll see you guys in a bit."

Korica let go of Jake and stepped back so he and Laurel could walk past her and then she walked out of the mess hall to head for her quarters. Korica walked slowly down the corridor trying to see if she could sense Tamaric and it only took a second for her to sense his presence making her smile. It wasn't a profound and detailed sense like it was with Laurel and Jake but she could definitely sense him and it was warm and familiar and it made her stomach tingle and her heart raced. It was a special and tender feeling that only Tamaric brought out in her.

When Korica got to her quarters and the door slid open she found Tamaric just standing up at the edge of the bed. Korica walked up to him and he smiled groggily and the two hugged each other tightly for a few minutes. Korica then pulled her head back and kissed his cheek and then let go of him and he walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes for himself without saying a word. Korica pulled the covers up on the bed and straightened them out and placed her stuffed animals by the pillows and then sat down just as Tamaric walked past her on his way to the bathroom. Tamaric only took a little over ten minutes to throw his clothes on and brush his teeth and comb his hair and relieve himself and when he stepped out he took a deep breath and let it out slowly and smiled at Korica.

"Now I'm ready for the day. You look beautiful as always love."

Korica smiled and got to her feet and Tamaric walked over to her and the two engaged in a long tongue kiss that left Korica feeling weak in the knees and spinning in the head. She held onto Tamaric for a moment until both of their minds cleared up and then she looked at him with blushed cheeks and smiled warmly.

"God you're so good at that Tamaric. You take my breath away."

"Thank you darlin. I know exactly how you like it done now. You kind of take my mind on a spin when you kiss me like that too."

The two then gave each other a peck and then let go of each other and took one another's hand and made their way to the mess hall. When the two stepped into the mess hall Mark smiled at them brightly and Laurel and Jake turned and looked at them. Laurel immediately saw that Korica was very happy and looked incredibly clam and relaxed. The two walked up to the table and Mark moved to the head of the table and Tamaric sat down while Korica walked over to the dispensers and retrieved a glass of pineapple juice for Tamaric and then she walked back to the table and sat the glass in front of Tamaric making him smile as she sat down and scooted over right next to him so her body was squashed up against his. She then put her hand on Tamaric's knee and rubbed it a few times making him relax and seem to melt against her.

"What's up with you two?" Mark asked noticing a marked change in their behavior.

The two looked at each other and laughed a little then looked back at Mark.

"I shared myself with Tamaric last night so we both feel much closer to one another."

"You are talking about your little mind thing right?"

"Of course I am Mark. Get your mind out of the gutter. I told you we aren't doin what you were thinking."

"Sorry honey. I know you did."

"I know what Korica feels like on the inside now."

Mark just stared at Tamaric sternly for a moment and then it dawned on Tamaric how that sounded.

"What I mean is I understand what's in her heart. I know what it feels like to be Korica."

"See I don't even know what that would be like to feel what it is to be someone else."

"It takes your breath away and scares the bajesus out of you but there is no mistaking what that person wants or cares about after that. You know exactly how they feel about everything¦as if they were you¦or you were them¦or something like that."

"Well you two definitely seem more relaxed and comfortable around each other."

Korica looked into Tamaric's face and her expression melted into a huge smile.

"Yah, we're best friends again."

A servo drone showed up at the table at that moment breaking Korica's gaze into Tamaric's eyes. Korica collected the three menus and everyone ordered their breakfast and then Korica handed the menus back to the servo drone and it spun around and floated over to its slot in the bulkhead and slipped through it. Ten minutes later everyone's food arrived and the plates of food were slid up onto the table. Everyone ate their meals in relative quiet until Korica finished her meal and wanted to know when they were going down to the surface.

"Mom, when are we going to go down to the surface to swim?"

Laurel finished chewing her bite of food and swallowed then answered her.

"Well, I need to get some rest honey. I've been up all night and I'm really bushed. Tamaric needs to get his schoolwork done as well. When he's done if I'm not awake you can come wake me up and we'll go down to the surface, ok?"

"Ok, that'll work."

Everyone finished the last of their meals and then polished off their drinks and then they all got up together and made their way over to the gym. Everyone went about their usual workouts with the exception of Korica. She worked on the elliptical machine until she was warm but not winded and her legs and hips were burning slightly and then she stopped and sat close to Tamaric as he went through his routine and then the girls departed for their shower while the guys sat and talked.

"Hay, I need you guys to get your precise measurements taken by the AI somehow so I can have some shorts made for the three of us ok?" Mark said.

"I hadn't even thought about that. We are gunna need some shorts huh?" Jake said.

"Well you sure as hell aren't gunna be skinny dippin. None of you are young enough for that to be anywhere close to appropriate." Mark said smiling.

"We'll get it done Mark. What colors are you thinking about for both of us?" Jake asked.

"I hadn't really given it any thought. I didn't think it would really matter to you guys as long as they aren't pink or powder blue."

"Yah, let's not use those colors please." Jake said laughing.

"How about use gray with our eye color for an accent around the waist and down the hip seam."

"Did you get that computer?" Mark asked.

"Yes I did Mark. As soon as I have exact measurements from you three I can begin making the shorts."

"How exactly are you going to take our measurements?" Tamaric asked.

"When you are done with your showers stand in front of the com panel in your quarters and hale me and I will scan your precise measurements. Jake, I want to scan you for possible uniform and undergarment replacement. Tamaric, I need you to give Korica some privacy so I can scan her measurements for the same purpose."

"Are you saying she has to be naked for that?"

"Yes. All of you need to be unclothed when I scan your measurements."

"I understand. I'll go start my lessons and you can do whatever you need with her in our quarters."

"Thank you for understanding Tamaric."

"She's my girl and I know exactly how she feels about me seein her nude. She's afraid I'll see her as a little girl instead of a woman. I would never see her that way but me telling her that doesn't reassure her in the least. After she shared her¦inner feelings with me last night I know exactly how she feels as though I feel that way."

"I guess there is an advantage to having a girlfriend that can show you what a girl wants huh?" Mark said.

"I guess so. It's actually a little intense and I kinda hope she never wants to do it again. It feels weird to feel someone else's feelings."

"I wouldn't doubt it feels weird." Mark said.

"The girls are done and they're headed back to my quarters together." Jake said.

"Wow, that was fast." Mark said.

The guys then got to their feet and departed to go take their shower. Meanwhile the girls headed up the corridor to Laurel and Jake's quarters with a towel wrapped around them. The two stepped into the room and walked over to the bed and removed their towels and Korica was about to grab her clothes off the bed when the AI called out to her.

"Korica, I apologize for the interruption but may I take your measurements before you get dressed? I am concerned that you may have outgrown your uniforms and need new ones made for you."

Korica stopped what she was doing and looked at Laurel.

"I asked the AI to make sure you hadn't outgrown your uniforms like I had honey."

"Oh. What do you need me to do?"

"Please step toward the com panel and face forward."

Korica did as the AI asked and stepped in front of the com panel.

"Now please turn so I can scan you from all sides."

Again Korica did as the AI asked and slowly spun around until she was facing the com panel.

"Now one more time with your hands on top of your head please."

Korica looked at Laurel and frowned and then looked back at the com panel and put her hands on top of her head and slowly turned around until she was facing the com panel again. She then put her arms down and waited for the next instructions.

"Oh Korica dear, I am so sorry. All of your dimensions have changed since I had your uniforms made including your foot size. I will begin making new uniforms and underwear for you right away. Are you content with the current style of your underwear and your athletic style bra?"

"I guess. I didn't know I had any choice of what style underwear I have."

"You may have a traditional style bra and you have a choice of high cut bikini style underwear or traditional brief style like you have now."

"I like the athletic style bra until my boobs get bigger and I think I would like some high cut bikini style underwear." Korica said while blushing.

"Understood. Your breast buds have increased in size by twelve percent in the last two weeks. It will not be long at all until you will need a cup to contain and support your growing breasts. You are growing at three times the rate of a Human girl your age. I am sorry I neglected your comfort Korica. It will not happen again, I promise."

"It's ok, I didn't feel like you were neglecting me."

"You may get dressed now. If you tell me what color you would like I will retrieve a one-piece outfit from your quarters for you."

"Um¦the white one please."

"Understood. It will take a few moments to have it brought to you. You may put on the underwear that are on the bed and I will let you know when your new undergarments are complete. I will deliver the rest of your new uniforms to your quarters. I think you will be much more comfortable in clothes that actually fit your growing body."

"Thank you Future."

"You are most welcome."

Korica then walked over to the bed and picked up the pair of underwear from her clothes and stepped into them and then put her bra on and then walked to the bathroom to brush her teeth and her hair. When she was finished she stepped out into the room and her bright white jumper was waiting for her on the bed and Laurel was in her night gear shirt sitting on the bed. Korica stepped over to her jumper and picked it up and unzipped the shoulders and stepped into it and then zipped the shoulders up and turned and looked at Laurel with her arms held out in the air.

"Oh baby, you look absolutely beautiful. Come on, let me brush your hair."

Korica stepped back into the bathroom and retrieved the hairbrush and then walked over to the bed where Laurel was sitting and she handed the brush to Laurel and then she sat down and scooted back between Laurel's legs and let Laurel tenderly brush her hair and Korica quickly felt anesthetized by Laurel's gentle slow stroking of her hair. Five minutes later Jake stepped into the room and Korica slowly opened her eyes and looked up at him and smiled. She then slid forward and stood up and Jake looked her up and down and he couldn't help but notice that the tan on her legs and arms look great against the white jumper. Korica gave Laurel a peck and then turned and hugged Jake and he kissed the top of her head.

"You look very cute Korica. I'm so proud that I can say that such a beautiful girl is my daughter."

"Awe. Thank you dad."

Korica then departed for her quarters. Once the door slid shut Jake removed his towel and dried his hair thoroughly and then headed for the bathroom and combed his hair out and then brushed his teeth and rinsed his mouth out and then he stepped out and stepped up to the com panel and touched the AI hale button and when the com panel lit up he stepped back.

"You wanted me to hale you after my shower so here I am. What do you need me to do?"

"Step back a few steps and then turn slowly so I can scan your dimensions accurately."

Jake took a few steps back and turned slowly until he was facing the com panel again.

"You definitely need new uniforms and underwear. Your feet have not grown enough to warrant new shoes yet. I will begin making new uniforms and underwear for you immediately as well as a pair of shorts for your trip down to Aerot. I would also like to make a comfortable t-shirt for you to wear that will match your shorts?"

"That would be great. Have I grown as much as the girls have?"

"Yes. You have increased your body mass by eleven percent overall. Your waist, hips legs, shoulders and chest have all increased in size, girth and length and you have grown three and a half inches in height since you were brought out of stasis. I am sorry for not paying closer attention to all of your growing bodies. I was primarily designed to monitor adults who do not grow at a rate like that of youth. It was assumed the parents and guardians would take note of their young outgrowing their clothing and take steps to have new garments made for them as necessary. I will adapt my programming and this will not happen again, I promise. I will take discrete measurements at seven-day intervals and adjust your wardrobes as necessary."

"You think we are all growing that fast?"

"Yes. You are all growing faster than what would be considered average and Korica is growing and developing three times faster than that of an average Human girl her age. It may be normal for a Draximan to develop that fast at her age but it is significantly faster than I was expecting."

"Do you think I could have triggered her accelerated growth by what I did to harvest her eggs all at once?" Laurel asked.

"No. She was already growing at an accelerated rate before you stimulated her body to release hundred of eggs at one time."

"I see."

"You may get dressed now Jake. I will alert you as soon as I have your new uniforms and underwear complete."

"Ok. Thanks."

"You are welcome."

The com panel then went dark and Jake stepped to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes for himself and walked back to the bed to get dressed. Once he had his underwear on Laurel climbed under the covers and watched Jake get dressed and step into his shoes and then Jake walked around to Laurel's side of the bed and gave her a long kiss and then he reached out and slid the light control down to sleep levels. He then stroked Laurel's head a few times and then made his way over to the bridge.

When Korica arrived at her quarters she stepped up to the door but it didn't open for her and she looked around the door for a moment wondering why the door wasn't working and then she stepped over to the com panel and touched the AI hale button and when the panel lit up she called out to the AI.

"There's something wrong with my door. It won't open."

"I kept the door closed because Tamaric is standing in front of the com panel being scanned and he is not wearing anything. I did not want to embarrass both of you."

"Oh, thank you. I'll go wait for him on the bridge."

"Understood. I will let him know that is where he will find you."

"Kay, thank you."

Korica then turned and made her way to the bridge. When Korica stepped onto the bridge she was all alone and she looked down at her outfit and while she thought it looked great on her she felt a little out of place. She was used to only wearing her ships uniform while on the bridge. She stepped over to the sensor station and logged in causing all of the workstations to come to life. She brought up the continuing sensor readings from the Aerot sun and she was a little surprised that there were so many solar prominences all over the sun licking hundreds of thousands of miles out into space. Some of the loop prominences were big enough to encompass the entire planet of Aerot with room to spare. Korica decided to ask the AI if the intense activity was normal for a star like the one she was looking at.

"Computer?"

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Is it normal for a star this size to be so active? It's a little scary looking."

"The Aerot star is in an extremely active state but I do not have enough information on this star in particular to know whether this is normal or not. Every star is slightly different and will have its own characteristics that cannot necessarily be characterized as normal or typical. I would postulate that this star goes through cyclical periods of relative calm to super active and it appears to be building up to an extremely active period in its cycles."

"Are we gunna be in any danger on Aerot?"

"No. I don not believe so. Aerot has a very thick atmosphere that will filter out a significant portion of any solar radiation that makes it to Aerot. Solar cycles usually take several years to several decades to build and reach their zenith. It is entirely possible that this solar activity when at its peak could be the unseen force that sterilizes the surface of Aerot. If the magnetic intensity were high enough it would reach all the way to the surface of Aerot and any biological life as we understand it would be destroyed at the micro cellular level. DNA would be distorted and torn apart if the magnetic fields were intense enough and the highly magnetic core of Aerot would produce a sympathetic magnetic field of equal intensity destroying any life deep within the soils causing a sterilization from the inside out as it were."

"That does not sound like a pleasant way to die. You're absolutely sure this isn't anywhere close to happening anytime soon?"

"I am absolutely sure. It is only a working theory based on the available data. If I am correct it will be several years until those conditions would be achieved. You will be in no immediate danger from the star while on the surface. The shield generators will need to be run at one percent on the crimson fighter to protect you from the intense radiation present in this system on the way down but you will drop into the atmosphere very quickly and the atmosphere will protect you after that. I would not recommend spending more than thirty minutes at a time in space while aboard the crimson fighters though. The solar winds are quite intense and the shields will be overwhelmed after only thirty minutes."

"Well it will only take a few minutes to get from your hangar to the surface right?"

"Yes. As you know the crimson fighters are quite fast. I would estimate if I maintain an altitude of twelve hundred miles it would only take you four minutes to descend deep enough into the atmosphere for the atmosphere to filter out the solar radiation to a safe level. Mark will have to compensate for the thick atmosphere once he descends to below ten thousand feet in altitude but he is an excellent pilot and he should not have much difficulty adapting quickly."

"I just want to go play for a while without getting cooked or whatever. I'm the one that begged for this mission and I'm never gunna forgive myself if we get radiation sickness or worse."

"The chances of that happening are extremely remote. I will be watching the skies and the star for any signs of danger and at the slightest hint of danger I will recall you all to the safety of the Future's shields and her armored hull."

"Her¦aren't you talking about yourself in the second person?"

"Not really. I am the mind of the ship but I do not consider myself the ship. The ship is an inanimate object that I am a part of and in control of. I am located in the heart of the ship in a compartment consisting of several decks of simulated neural processor banks and control interfaces and nothing more."

"But you are self aware and therefore alive no matter how¦simulated or artificial in nature. You are the Future. The ship is just your body. Just as I am Korica but I am located in a container made of bone and flesh sitting between my shoulders and what you see is just my body that I am a part of and in control of. The real me is located in a biochemical neural processor called my brain."

"That is a very insightful point of view Korica. I appreciate the fact that you consider me alive. Your intellect simply astounds me. Most girls your age would simply not be capable of thinking so deeply and clearly and with such brilliance about the world around them. You are an extraordinary young lady Korica."

"Thank you. I think I'm just me but if you say so¦"

At that moment Mark stepped onto the bridge and Korica broke her train of thought and got to her feet and faced Mark. Mark stopped in his tracks and sighed.

"You look adorable little one."

"Thanks Mark. I feel good too. I can't wait to go swimming."

"Just give Laurel a little time to catch up on her rest and we'll go ok?"

"Ok. You should see the reading coming from the sensors. The star in this system is likely why there is no life on Aerot though at the moment we aren't in any real danger."

Mark stepped up to her and gave her a hug and then stepped past her and sat down at the sensor and shield station and began looking at the data collected so far. He was seeing the same concerning information though he understood less of what he was seeing than Korica had. He still recognized that the star seemed extremely active and it was blasting huge clouds of charged particles out into space.

"Your shields are capable of blocking those CMEs' right?"

"Yes, quite easily. You are in absolutely no danger here on the Future."

Mark switched to the information on Aerot and he poured over the current data. He was relived to see how calm and peaceful it was on the surface despite the sun having constant temper tantrums of a lethal nature.

A few minutes later Tamaric stepped onto the bridge and Korica gave him a warm smile and took his hand and walked him over to science station number 4 and had him log in and begin his lessons for the day. He started with the reproductive biology that he had worked on the day before. He sighed as he listened intently to the lessons and Korica grinned and stepped over to science station number 3 across from him and logged in and began more of her own studies for something to do until Jake stepped on the bridge and distracted her. He sent a gentle push toward her that tickled her tummy and made her look his way. He waved her over and she got up and stepped over to him.

"Hi Jake."

"Hi, I want you to go down to the med deck and have your broken bones looked at ok? I want to know what level of activity you're ready for."

"Ok. I'm not feeling any pain at all."

"I know honey. That's a really good thing and that's why I want you on to get a detailed scan done. I just want to make sure that all of the movements that swimming require of you aren't going to agitate your healing bones."

"Ok. I'll go right now."

"Good girl. We'll keep an eye on Tamaric in case he needs help."

"Ok thank you."

Korica then turned and walked over to science station number 3 and logged off and then told Tamaric that she was going to down to the med deck for a little while and that if he needed any help to ask Jake or Mark. He nodded and went back to his studies and Korica headed for the exit. Korica walked down the corridor and entered the transport compartment and stepped up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared she touched the indicator for deck fifteen and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash she disappeared and found herself standing on the transport platform at the end of the corridor closest to med bay one. She stepped down and walked to med bay one and stepped in.

She stepped over to the vertical scanner and turned it on and then stepped up onto the base platform and the scan initiated and once the purple field of energy dissipated a three dimensional free floating image of her body appeared hanging in free space right in front of her. She looked herself over from the outside seeing nothing out of the ordinary.

"Future, can you look at my broken bones and see how they're healing?"

The image zoomed in to Korica's collar bone and the layers of skin and flesh peeled away until just the bone was left and then the image moved in even closer right to the area where the break was. The break was now barely discernable and there was a dense layer of new bone forming only further reinforcing the affected area. The image then pulled back and Korica's body image was spun around and it then zoomed into the seventh rib in her back on the right side until the break was the only thing visible. Again the break was almost undetectable with the amount of healing and new bone growth. She looked hard to try and distinguish where the break was when the AI startled her a little.

"Your ability to heal is nothing short of stunning. If I did not know better I would diagnose this break as one that occurred four weeks ago and should leave no bone scar at all within the next couple of weeks, I think that will likely happen in the next few days if you continue to heal at the rate you have so far. I am going to take you off of light duty and authorize you to resume your regular workout routine."

"Cool! Thank you. What about the rest of my female stuff? Am I going to start bleeding while we are on the surface?"

"Let me check your bodies progress toward that end."

The image zoomed out and her body image was spun around and then it zoomed into her lower abdomen and the layers were peeled back until she was looking right inside her female organs and lower abdominal cavity. The image then quickly zoomed in to her uterus and there was a scrolling list of chemical and blood constituents and their percent concentration per nana litter.

"I believe you still have at least fourty eight hours until your body will begin menstruating based on this scan data and the data from your bio monitor. It is still a bit of a guess as your bodies processes are slightly different from that of a Human but I can say with a fair level of certainty that you can spend at least thirty six hours on the surface if you depart at noon without any worry of bleeding or cramping."

"Ok good."

"On the upside, you are extremely healthy on the inside Korica. You are practicing excellent hygiene practices and it shows. Please keep it up."

"Laurel has taught me how to take care of myself and keep my female parts clean and dry. My mother hadn't quite prepared me for what a woman must do to stay healthy and clean. I'm gunna follow Laurel's instructions and take pride in keeping myself clean fresh."

"That is a good idea. I am glad she has taken an interest in that part of your development. You may step down if you like. You are in perfect health."

"Kay, thank you again Future."

"You are welcome Korica."

Korica stepped down from the scanner and the image of her body distorted and then disappeared. She then stepped out of the med bay with a smile on her face as she headed for the transport platform to make her way back up to the command deck. When Korica arrived on the command deck she stepped down from the transport platform and walked up the corridor to the bridge and when she stepped in Jake got to his feet and greeted her with a hug.

"So¦how are you healing?" Jake asked.

"The AI was amazed at the level of healing. I've been taken off light duty and given permission to start working out again. The breaks are almost completely healed over. The AI said it looked like the bones were broken four weeks ago."

"That's great news Korica. Just more proof of how amazing you are."

"Thanks Jake."

Korica then went back to her own studies at science station 3. Jake and Mark then departed for the lower hangar to prep and load the crimson fighter with the necessary supplies and weapons for the trip down to Aerot. After two hours the ship was loaded and prepped and Mark and Jake transported back up to the command deck and Jake made his way to his quarters and stepped in to get relief from his separation symptoms and to provide relief to Laurel so she could continue to rest comfortably. Jake then made his way over to the bridge to wait for Laurel to rest up and Tamaric to finish his daily lessons that he was still working hard on.

Jake made one more visit to Laurel throughout the rest of the morning and when 12:00 rolled around Tamaric finished his lessons for the day and Korica managed to complete another ensign study lessons with a 100% score on her exam at the conclusion. She would now be eligible to obtain her pilots certification if she so desired. Everyone logged off their stations and headed for the mess hall to eat lunch and Jake made his way over to his quarters to see if Laurel was feeling rested enough to join everyone for lunch. When he stepped into his quarters Laurel was still asleep. He walked over to Laurel's side of the bed and slid the light controls up slightly and then knelt down next to Laurel who was lying on her side facing the bulkhead. Jake leaned in and kissed her cheek and she stirred a little and then her eyes opened and she looked at him for a moment and then she grinned.

"Hi handsome, is it noon?"

"Yah, Korica is really excited to go down to Aerot. Are you feeling up to it?"

"I promised her that I would get up at noon if Tamaric was done with his lessons."

"He just finished up. Everyone has gone to the mess hall to get some lunch."

Laurel pushed the covers down and swung her feet out onto the floor as she sat up.

"Give me a few minutes and I'll meet you guys in the mess hall."

"Ok." Jake leaned forward and Gave Laurel a peck and then stood up and slid the light controls up to full illumination and that's when he saw his new uniforms and underwear as well as his shorts and T-shirts sitting at the end of the bed. He walked around the end of the bed and picked up the shorts and held them up to himself. Laurel looked at him and grinned. The shorts were a light gray color with an emerald green waistband in almost the same shade as his eyes.

"Those look great Jake. I love the green waist band."

"Thanks babe. I thought there was going to be a stripe down the hip seam too but I guess the AI thought it would be too much."

Jake then picked up the T-shirt and unfolded it and held it up to himself. The fit looked perfect and the shirt was all light gray exactly like the shorts except for the collar and sleeve ends, which were emerald green just like the waistband of the shorts. Laurel nodded that she liked the T-shirt as well. Jake set the T-shirt down and slipped his shoes off and pulled his top off and then slid his pants down and worked them off of his feet and ankles and then he slid his underwear off to Laurel's delight. He then got dressed in his new uniform that much like Laurel's still fit him in a form following manner but it was not pulled tight around his muscles like his old uniform. Laurel thought he looked much more mature and a little older in the new uniform. He then stepped into his shoes and looked at Laurel who was a little blushed at what she was thinking but she gave him a bright smile.

"You look so much better Jake. You are one hell of a good looking man."

"Thanks babe. This uniform is much more comfortable. I didn't realize how tight my old uniform had become. I guess it was so gradual that I just got used to it."

Laurel got to her feet and stretched and then walked toward the front of the room to retrieve a fresh uniform for herself as Jake exited the room and made his way to the mess hall. As soon as he stepped into the mess hall everyone looked at him with a surprised look on their face. He stepped up to the table and Korica slid out and stood up and hugged him then stepped back and looked him up and down.

"You look great dad."

"Thanks honey. It's that dramatic huh?"

"Yah it is. You look like your uniform actually fits you now. You looked great before but now you look¦well like an officer or something."

"It is a big change Jake. You look very fit. You've all bulked up nicely and it's nice to see your uniforms accenting your bodies without looking like spandex or something." Mark said grinning.

"Thanks Mark."

"Is Laurel up?" Tamaric asked.

"Yep. She's getting dressed right now. She'll be here in a minute."

Korica slid back in next to Tamaric and Jake stepped over to the dispensers and retrieved a glass of water for himself and a cup of tea for Laurel and then he stepped back over to the table and sat down. A few moments later a servo drone showed up with menus and Mark collected them and laid them up on the table and only a minute later Laurel stepped into the mess hall and again Korica got to her feet and greeted her warmly. Laurel sat down next to Jake and thanked him for the tea that she was sure he had sensed she was in the mood for. Everyone made their food selections and then handed the menus back to the servo drone that then spun around and floated across the room and disappeared through its slot in the bulkhead. When the meals showed up everyone dug in and consumed their meals in relative quiet.

Once the meals were consumed Mark looked at the content look on everyone's faces.

"Ok, we're all fat and happy. I want to reiterate that you are all to watch each other's backs and I don't want anyone wandering off alone ok?"

"We won't Mark." Korica said.

"I'm sorry I sound like a broken record. Everyone go grab your swimsuits and let's meet up on the bridge."

Everyone then got to their feet and made their way to their quarters. When Korica and Tamaric arrived in their quarters they found Korica's new uniforms and underwear and bras as well as Tamaric's shorts and T-shirt lying at the foot of the bed. Korica scooped up her clothes and carried them to the bureau at the front of the room and pulled out her old clothes and set them in the floor and then put her new clothes away and then pulled out her swimsuit and then picked up her old uniforms and underwear and walked over and set them in front of the servo slot. Tamaric picked up his shorts and T-shirt and then the two headed for the exit.

When Laurel and Jake arrived at their quarters the two stepped in and the lights came up and then Laurel walked to the front of the room and pulled open her drawer in the bureau and pulled out the high cut one piece swimsuit and then she pushed the drawer shut and walked back to the bed where Jake was standing with his shorts and T-shirt rolled up under his arm. The two then took one another's hand and headed for the exit.

When Jake and Laurel stepped out into the corridor they looked toward the end of the corridor just as Mark stepped out of his quarters with his shorts and T-shirt under his arm much like Jake was carrying his. As the two stood and waited for Mark to reach their position Tamaric and Korica stepped out of their quarters and followed him up the corridor toward the bridge. Once everyone was together they all stepped onto the bridge and set their swim wear in the floor right inside the door and then Laurel stepped up to her chair and logged in and all of the workstations came to life and the giant view screen at the front of the bridge popped on showing a view of the star with its huge prominences and occasional loops breaking ejecting vast amounts of charged particles out into space in gigantic broiling and spiking clouds.

Mark took a seat at the sensor station and watched the readings coming in from the sensors and he was relieved to see that inside the Future's shield envelope there was still less radiation being detected than there was inside the ship itself.

"Computer, will you please set a course for Aerot and put us in a stationary orbit above the daylight side of the planet?"

"Understood."

The main engines then throttled up to 100% thrust and the Future accelerated around from the backside of the star in relation to Aerot and then broke orbit and continued accelerating toward Aerot until their speed reached 98% the speed of light. The engines then throttled down to 20% and the antimatter reactors powered up and an intense gravity well formed ahead of the Future and then the engines throttled up again and the Future accelerated to twice the speed of light and then the engines again throttled down to a point that just held that speed.

"Four minutes to Aerot captain." The AI said.

"Understood, thank you."

Laurel then spun her chair around so she was looking right at Korica.

"Korica honey, can you try and see if you have any¦intuitions about our trip down to the surface? I just want to make sure that we aren't going to be facing any danger."

"Ok."

Korica stepped over to the propulsion station and sat down and took a deep breathe and then let it out slowly and then closed her eyes and tried to calm her mind and listen to her inner most voice that she always had to ignore and even keep at bay at times. She was getting the same impressions that she had before they left the Farqua station about friends from the past would be visited and injury to those she loved and water, cold water that was entered by choice not accident but nothing was coming to her about Aerot. She furrowed her brow as she listened deeper and everything around her seemed to melt away. She was now getting new impressions that she hadn't sensed before. She was sensing a presence like nothing she had ever felt before. It wasn't malevolent or benevolent, it was a very powerful presence but it was more like a blank slate than a being, at least not like any being that she had ever felt before. She then felt deeper and she sensed a hot burning feeling all around her and a tingling of her skin. She got scared and opened her eyes quickly and she wasn't sure if she should tell everyone what she had felt. She knew she was sensing something further in the future than the next couple of days. She closed her eyes again and tried to sense what was coming in the next couple of days but she kept getting a sense of things far in the future but nothing at all surrounding their trip to Aerot. She finally opened her eyes and waited for her mind to clear up and then she softly shook her head no.

"I'm sorry Laurel, I'm not sensing anything about our trip down to Aerot. Either nothing significant is going to happen or I'm just not able to focus on something so close at hand. I just don't know how to control this thing yet."

"That's ok Korica. Hopefully that means this trip is going to go smoothly."

Korica looked disappointed and Laurel pushed her displays aside and waved Korica over.

"Come here sweetie."

Korica looked up and grinned and then got to her feet and stepped over to Laurel and turned her back to Laurel and Laurel reached out and put her hands on her hips and pulled her up into her lap and pulled her tightly against her stomach and then slid her hands around Korica's tummy and hugged her warmly and set her face right next Korica's from over her shoulder.

"It's ok baby. None of us knows how to control these¦abilities of ours. I don't want you to feel bad ok? You tried and that's all that counts."

"Thank you mom." Korica whispered. "All I can really sense are things farther in the future¦or possible future. Things are constantly changing and I just don't know what's really going to happen or not."

"I know that feeling honey. I've tried the same thing and I get vague impressions that are¦changing and blowing around like smoke in a breeze. I know it's hard to lock into any one particular thing. I proud of you just the same honey."

"Thank you Laurel. That's all I want is to make you proud of me."

"And I couldn't be more proud of you. You sit right here until we reach Aerot."

Laurel reached out with her hands and pulled her displays back in front of the two of them and tilted them up so they could both see them as they streaked towards Aerot at twice the speed of light. Korica watched as Laurel pulled the sensor data to the forefront on her right display and the propulsion and power dynamics on her left screen. Korica was amazed again at the level of functionality and control available form Laurel's chair. She could control and watch over virtually every system on the ship from her two displays. Laurel leaned back and pulled Korica against her and comforted her until the AI called out.

"We are approaching Aerot. I am preparing to slow us to sub light speeds and initiate and orbital insertion burn."

The main engines and antimatter reactors powered down to an idle and the ship slowed and then emerged in normal space as Aerot rushed into view on the right screen at Laurel's chair and the giant view screen at front of the bridge. The gravity well dissipated and then disappeared and then the engines throttled up and the bow thrusters engaged in several long blasts to adjust their course so they could begin to orbit Aerot. As the ship swung around to the night side of Aerot Laurel reached out and began an intense sensor sweep of the surface to check the conditions at the surface. The ship flew lower into the upper atmosphere to use it as a brake to further slow the ships orbital speed. Once the ship was down to twenty-five thousand miles an hour the bow thrusters fired again and the main engines throttled up bringing the ship back up to an altitude of 1200 miles and then the engines throttled down to 1%.

"Orbit established." The AI called out.

"Understood. Please keep your scanners peeled for any other ships." Laurel said.

"Understood."

Laurel then pushed her displays aside and kissed the back of Korica's head and squeezed her one last time and then Korica slid out of her lap and Laurel got to her feet and they stepped over to the sensor station where Mark was sitting with Jake & Tamaric looking over his shoulder at the night side of Aerot.

"Well, the temperature is a bit chilly but definitely survivable on the night side." Mark said. "The temperature is in the upper fifties on average though at the equator it's in the low sixties."

"At least there are still no signs of any life. There won't be any animals trying to eat us and no bugs trying to bite us and no microorganisms trying to make us their new home causing illnesses." Laurel said.

"There's that¦when we get around to the day lit side of the planet we'll start scanning likely places to set down." Mark said.

"That sounds good. Do we need to bring our weapons with us Mark?" Korica asked.

"No. Jake and I packed enough weapons to put down an assault should one occur but I'm not gunna ask you guys to wear a weapon while your down there¦with the exception of Jake and myself of course. I want you guys to relax and unwind. The xo and I will act as sentries while you guys play."

"Ok, thank you Mark."

Everyone watched as the planet passed by them below until the sun crested the edge of the planet casting a golden hue through the upper edges of the atmosphere that then quickly changed in color to a red then to a brilliant emerald green with a light blue shimmering through it and then the sun itself peaked up around the edge of the planet in a blinding golden white color that got brighter and brighter until the view had to be dimmed to avoid blinding the observer.

"That was beautiful. We just saw our first sunrise over Aerot." Korica said.

As the ship began orbiting quickly onto the day lit side of Aerot Mark zoomed the sensor view down to only several hundred feet and tried to map out a likely place to set down. There were beautiful red orange rock formations that had needle sharp spire points to them dotted all over the landscapes visible with blinding white sandy dunes that were covered in several inches of green water. Some of the deeper pools of water appeared blue but most were a brilliant green color when looked down upon. After scanning for sometime Mark leaned back and looked at Korica.

"You think you can find the place where your father set down to replenish your water supplies?"

"Maybe."

Korica stepped between his legs and he moved his knees apart and reached down and slid his seat back and then he put his hands around Korica's hips and lifted her up into his lap and plopped her down. She zoomed the images out further and began searching closer to the equator. After a few minutes she found a huge fresh water lake surrounded by shallow pools and seemingly endless sees of white sand peaking out of the water from time to time to a height of several feet. There were the same rocky formations of the red orange rock that had been dissolved into needle pointed spires looking like bizarre miniature city scapes of pointed skyscrapers and blunted buildings all perched on sloping sided bases surrounded by water and sand. Korica searched around a little more then zoomed out over a shallow area with a substantial area of exposed sand and she leaned back and touched the display screen.

"There. I think that's where we always sat down or at least as close as I can remember. I was very young and looking out a tiny view port when we made our landings. I was never allowed on the bridge when we actually landed anywhere when I was young. Everything looks like it's changed somewhat."

"You're sure it was on this side of Aerot?"

"No, I'm not. I'm tryin Mark but it was a long time ago. That spot looks kinda familiar¦I think."

Mark put his arms around Korica and gave her a gentle squeeze.

"Relax honey. I'll find us a place where you indicated. The sun just came up there so we'll have a full day for you to play there ok?"

Korica put her hands over Mark's giant hands and leaned back against him.

"Kay, thank you for not bein mad or whatever."

"Why would I be mad cause you can't remember a speck of land from years ago that you spent an hour on? Everything looks the same down there. Computer, will you please send the coordinates that Korica just identified to the crimson fighter as soon as we get her fired up?"

"Understood."

"Can you get yourself into a stationary orbit over those coordinates and maintain them with just one engine?"

"Yes. I will need to assume a higher orbit but it should not be a problem."

"How much higher?"

"Approximately twenty-two hundred miles. It will leave the least likelihood of the atmosphere causing any drag on my hull if the ionosphere should swell or contract as it heats up and reacts to the constant solar wind that is far more intense on the daylight side of the planet."

"Isn't that going to expand how long we are exposed to the high radiation levels in this system while aboard the crimson fighter if we have to almost double the distance we have to travel before we drop into the thick atmosphere?" Korica asked.

Mark craned his neck around and looked Korica in the face with a grin on his face. He was shocked that she would be smart enough to even comprehend that aspect of their trip.

"No." The AI responded. "I will not adjust my orbit to a higher one until you are away. In fact I am going to descend to an altitude of eight hundred miles to reduce your exposure to the cosmic and solar radiation present in this system. You may not be aware of it but there is a significant amount of gamma radiation coming from the Aerot systems twin star that is on its return trajectory into the system."

"Wait¦how close is the twin star?"

"Point zero three eight light weeks away. It will take another year for the star to be visible with the naked eye during daylight from the surface. You are in absolutely no danger from that star. It will take at least another ten years for its radioactive affects to become detectable from the surface and even then it will be miniscule due to how thick the atmosphere is."

"So when will you have yourself in position so we can depart?" Mark asked.

"I am already accelerating so I can orbit the planet quicker and then I will dive into the atmosphere so you may depart in approximately fifteen minutes."

Mark didn't say another word. He reached around Korica and logged himself off and then he gently pushed Korica off his lap and Laurel turned and stepped up to her chair and logged herself off and all of the workstations on the bridge went dark and the giant view screen blinked out. Everyone then stepped over and picked up their things and exited the bridge to head for the transport compartment. When they all entered the transport compartment they stepped up onto the transport platform and Korica touched the indicator for the lower hangar and a few seconds later they all disappeared in a bright blue flash and then found themselves standing in the transport enclosure in the hangar. Mark stepped down from the transport platform and pushed the transparent door open and everyone followed him out into the hangar.

Mark led everyone over to the crimson fighter and he stepped onboard and turned the cargo area lights on as he stepped in. He made his way to the back of the ship and he knelt down and opened the cargo container he and Jake had loaded with survival supplies and weapons. He put his things in the crate and then stepped back to the others as they stepped aboard.

"Everyone stow your things in the cargo crate. I want Laurel at sensors and guidance Jake at the power and weapons, Korica help Tamaric get strapped in to make sure his restraints are latched properly."

"Yes sir." Korica said brightly.

Mark waited until Tamaric stepped past him since he was the last to step aboard and then he lifted the airlock control lever, which closed and sealed the airlock door. He then turned and flipped the lights on in the cockpit and then he ducked down and stepped forward and climbed down into the pilot's seat and fastened his restraints and then began the engine startup sequence. Once everyone had their swimwear stowed Laurel closed the cargo crate and strapped it down and then she made her way forward past Korica who was helping Tamaric secure his restraints. Jake climbed into the power and weapons seat and began the preflight warm up sequences and Laurel climbed into the sensor and guidance and began her preflight checks. After Mark was done with his startup sequence he reached up and initiated the startup for the main engines and they could be heard winding up until they reached their normal high frequency hiss. Mark then started up the hover engines and engaged the shield generators. Once Jake had his preflight sequences complete he turned the atmosphere regenerator on and then looked forward toward Mark.

"Preflight checks are complete Mark. We're ready for take off."

"Roger that. Thanks xo."

Mark then reached up and turned the communication system on.

"Future, this is the Prentor. We are ready for departure."

"Roger that Prentor. I am opening the hangar door and assuming a lower orbit. You may exit the hangar but you will need to remain within my shield envelope for another six minutes until I am in position directly above the chosen landing coordinates."

"Understood Future. Did you send those coordinates to our navigation system?"

"Affirmative. As soon as I detected your nav com online I sent the most recent data to your onboard data core."

"Excellent, thank you."

Mark slid the hover throttles forward slightly and the crimson fighter gently lifted a few feet off the hangar deck and he gently rotated the ship around so he could see the enormous hangar doors opening and then he very gently floated the ship over to the edge of the hangar and once he was perched right at the entrance he stopped their forward motion and then let go of the controls and the ship wing rocked slightly and then held its position motionless. Mark then reached up and pushed the button to retract the landing gear. He then checked all of his systems one last time and he could see everything was in the green so he crossed his arms and just waited for word from the Future that they were in position. Mark watched the surface whipping by as they began to descend lower and lower from the dark side of the planet. As it started to get very bright outside he reached up and dimmed the forward window slightly so he could see his displays and he looked out and noticed that there was a gigantic cloud formation to the northwest and he worried for a moment that they might have to fly through a storm and then he remembered that all of the cloud formations on Aerot only produced heavy rain and some slight wind caused by the action of the rain falling cooling the atmosphere slightly. The temperature was just to stable to produce storms of any significance.

Mark craned his neck and looked up at Laurel.

"What are you getting of the atmosphere cap?"

Laurel reached up and turned the scanners on and took a deep scan directly ahead and she was a little surprised how thick the atmosphere truly was.

"The atmosphere extends eight hundred seventy miles from the surface. It's gunna be real thick at ground level. I would have to assume it's going to take some getting used to¦breathing that dense humid air that is."

"I hadn't really thought about that until now. I guess if Korica could breathe it as a child we should be ok right?"

"Yah, the air pressure is somewhere around seventeen and a half pound per square inch. It will be harder to breathe than we're used to but doable. We'll probably get tired quicker than normal too. There's more gravity than we're used to because this planet is around eight percent larger than Earth¦or Draxima."

"Gotcha."

A few moments later Mark could see the atmosphere interacting with the Future's shield making a slightly green hue to the air as it passed over the shield. The Future then slowed significantly as the atmosphere started to produce a great deal of drag on the ship as well as the ever-increasing gravity as they descended deeper into the upper most tenuous atmosphere. Once the entire shield envelope was visible as it began to fluoresce more the AI called out to Mark. Mark could tell they had matched the ground speed of the planet, as it no longer looked like the planet was whisking by, it was sitting stationary below them.

"Prentor, we are in a stationary orbit above the selected coordinates. You may depart when ready." The AI said.

"Roger that Future. We're on our way."

Mark grabbed a hold of the controls and put his feet on the pedals and he gave a short burst from the forward flight engines and they drifted through the myogenic field at the hangar entrance and then Mark pushed the forward flight throttles forward and pulled the hover engines throttles back to an idle and he saw the shield being produced by the Future all but disappear as the AI reduced the shield density to minimum safe levels. The crimson fighter pierced through the Future's shield without any discernable disruption to the power systems and then Mark pulled the nose of the crimson fighter up and began a spiraling descent down into the quickly thickening atmosphere.

Laurel got an alert to a significant energy reading from above them and she knew the Future had increased the shields to 100% and was now engaging the main engines to ascend out of the atmosphere in order to establish her high altitude stationary orbital position on her next pass.

"The Future has initiated a full throttle burn from the main engines Mark. We're on our own until she orbits the planet and reestablishes a high stationary orbit above our landing coordinates."

"Roger that."

Mark had to almost immediately adjust to aerodynamic controls rather than thruster and reactive controls as the atmosphere continued to thicken up and the nose of the crimson fighter started to feel heavy in the controls. Mark brought the nose up a little more and dipped his left wing down slightly to continue his spiraling descent down into the atmosphere. Once the orange and red glowing subsided and he got their speed down to mach 3 and he dropped the nose slightly and pulled the throttles back slightly.

He was finally able to make out the terrain below but he was amaze that the sky looked blue at first but now as they dropped below thirty thousand feet it was looking more green than blue. It was an odd sight to him as he continued to make his slow banking descent. The terrain that he could make out was like nothing he could have imagined. There were vast sees of shallow green and turquoise colored water interspersed with dots of dark rock formations and endless oceans of white sand some of which was only covered in three to five inches of water making the bright white sand seem to shimmer. There were some areas of deeper water that appeared to be a deep emerald green with black portions in their deepest locations. On the farthest Future were vast green and blue oceans with absolutely no land visible for hundreds of miles. Mark assumed that was the deep salty oceans that they had detected from the Future. He knew some of the salty oceans were as deep as fourty-five thousand feet but on average he knew they were twenty-two thousand feet deep. He just assumed keep the crimson fighter away from the corrosive salty water and he knew the fresh water would be much more refreshing to swim in.

As they descended below ten thousand feet Mark pulled the throttles back slightly and their speed dropped below the speed of sound with a thunderous boom that actually rocked the ship slightly and could be heard from within the ship as it echoed through the thick atmosphere and reverberated through the frame of the ship. Mark grinned a little wondering how earsplitting that would have been if one were standing on the ground below when the sonic boom was emitted. Mark slowed them down even further and leveled the ship off and made a straight in descent to the needle like spires of rock with some small points of exposed sandbars which he was hoping would be just big enough to set down on.

Mark reached up and touched the inner ship communication circuit.

"Korica, come up here for a second honey." Mark said then closed the circuit.

Korica unfastened her restraint and stood up and then waved at Tamaric to follow her so he fumbled with his restraint latch finally getting unlocked and open. The two stepped toward the front of the ship and Korica got on her knees and crawled forward until her head was right above Marks and she could see clearly out the front window. A big grin crept on her face as the terrain looked very familiar as they descended toward a ring of rocky points surrounding a bunch of shallow green water and white sand in small piles and mounds. Tamaric knelt down behind her and looked out the window and he was amazed how beautiful and completely alien the vista was.

"Does that look familiar sweetie?" Mark asked.

"Yep. That's definitely the place. My father would set the sip down right over there by that large rock formation and we would play right over there were the water is shallowest." Korica said pointing over his shoulder out the front window. "It looks like the sand has moved around a little but the rocks are exactly as I remember them."

"I'm gunna set us down right there on that sand bar separating that deep pool from those shallow pools over there." Mark said pointing out the window.

"Ok. I can't wait to jump in."

"We're going to have to equalize before we'll be able to get the airlock open."

As the ship got to within a hundred feet Mark slid the hover throttles forward and slid the forward flight throttles back and then brought the nose of the ship up sharply making Korica grab the top of Mark's seat so she wouldn't roll back into Tamaric who Laurel put a hand down and held onto firmly so he wouldn't roll to the back of the ship. Once Mark had their forward momentum arrested he dropped the nose of the ship and reached up and turned on the down looking camera. He put the image up on his right display and slowly descended to within twenty feet of the sandbar and tried to find the widest portion to set down on. As he descended below ten feet the landing gear automatically deployed and he waited until he had three green indicating the gear were down and locked and then he gave a little throttle stopping their descent and he stared at his right display for a few moments and Korica leaned over his shoulder.

"What's the matter Mark?"

"I was just thinking¦how soft do you suppose that sand is"

"Soft?"

"If one of our landing pads sinks in the ship is going tip severely and we could actually buckle one of the other landing gear."

"Well we always landed without our gear down but my ship was way bigger than these things. I didn't think we would have to do the same thing."

"Your father must have been one hell of a good pilot and he probably had the same concern. I think I'm gunna follow his lead."

Mark reached up and pushed the button to retract the landing gear. There was an audible terrain warning that he had to silence, which over rid the safety system and retracted the landing gear. Once he had three green now indicating that the gear were up and the gear doors were closed and sealed he hovered them over the middle and flattest part of the sand bar and slowly pulled the hover throttles back allowing them to very gently descend. He watched the sand below getting darker as the shadow from the ship got more intense until her couldn't see anything and then he swung the nose around so it was pointing out into the deeper pool of water and then very gently the ship set down on her belly and rocked forward slightly then back and creaked to a stop. Mark then slid the throttles all the way back and the ship settled to the right very slightly and came to rest depressed into the sand several inches. Mark then shut all of the engines down and unhooked his restraints and turned and looked up at Korica's face as she stared out the front window.

"Houston, the eagle has landed." Mark said with a smile.

"Hun? What's that mean?" Korica asked looking right at him.

"Nothing. It's an Earth expression from our first manned missions to our own moon."

"Oh."

Laurel and Jake secured their stations and powered everything down except life support and the lights as did Mark. Korica and Tamaric stepped back into the cargo area and Mark wriggled up out of the pilot's seat and then followed Laurel and Jake back into the cargo area. As Mark stepped up to the airlock and looked at the pressure differential, Korica looked at the cargo crate and then looked down at her self and then looked at Mark.

"How are we gunna handle getting changed?"

"We'll all step out of the ship and we will give you the dignity of getting undressed inside the ship here."

"Oh ok. That'll work." Korica said with a smile.

Mark turned back to the airlock controls and he realized he was going to have to slowly raise the cabin pressure so no one would get a headache. He stepped back between the power and weapons and sensor and guidance stations and reached up to the overhead controls and adjusted the air pressure to 17.8 psi and then put it on a two-minute timer so it would gradually increase the pressure to match that of the outside air. He then stood up and walked to the back of the ship and knelt down in front of the crate and un-strapped it and then unlocked the lid and lifted it open. He lifted out everyone's swimwear and T-shirts and handed them out and then he pulled out a PP-20 and hip holster and handed it to Jake and then he pulled one out for himself. He then got to his feet and pulled one of the jump seats down from the wall and sat down.

"It's gunna be a few minutes until the air pressure equalizes. You guys can take a seat if you want."

Everyone pulled a seat down and sat down as the air continued to feel heavy and it was become more of an effort just to make their lungs fill with air and their ears were beginning to feel the increased pressure. Jake put his PP-20 around his waist and fastened the snap clasp at the front and then sat down next to Laurel.

"Mark was pinching his nose and blowing trying to get the low pressure in his ears to clear when Jake looked at him and asked a serious question.

"Mark, you're sure these weapons can get wet and sandy right?"

"Of course. Other that the trigger there's no moving parts and the internals are vacuum-sealed. Anything that gets up into the barrel will be vaporized the moment you fire the weapon. Trust me, those weapons were meant to take the most punishing conditions imaginable and still work without fail."

Korica leaned down and untied her shoes and slid them off and then pulled her socks off and stuffed them in her right shoe and then pushed them back under her seat. That's when she looked at her bio-monitor on her wrist and it was completely black instead of showing the tiny blue pulse beat down in the corner. She held her arm up and looked at Laurel who glanced at hers and it too was completely dark.

"Don't worry honey. It's still monitoring you it just stopped transmitting because we're away from the Future."

"Kay. I didn't know they did that."

"Can't have you wandering around transmitting a signal."

A tone then sounded from the environmental controls and Mark stood up and walked forward to the airlock controls and he could now see a perfect match to the conditions outside. He reached up and grabbed the airlock control lever and looked back at everyone and grinned.

"Here we go."

Mark pulled the lever down and the airlock door popped and then began to open and there was an immediate rush of extremely warm and humid air that filled the ship as the door lowered until it was lying against the sand. Mark ducked down and stepped out into the warm sunlight and took a couple of steps away from the ship to make room for everyone to pile out. Everyone took a couple of deep breaths and tried to get used to how hard it was to breathe and how heavy they felt on their own legs. The air tasted sweet like some kind of mineral was suspended in the very air they were breathing. The back hurt and the legs felt sluggish in the heavy gravity but the sunlight felt wonderful and inviting. Everyone took several steps from the ship looking around as their feet sank into the sand a couple of inches. Korica wiggled her toes and smiled at the sensation of the warm and soft sand between her toes. Everyone then turned and looked back at the ship and they could see that the whole bow was poking out over the shallow portion of the bigger pool of water that was about three hundred feet in diameter and only ten feet deep at its deepest. The rest of the ship was pressed into the sand almost right up to the bottom of the cabin door confirming Mark's suspicion that the landing gear would have sank probably up to the hull as the weight load was concentrated in one small area in the soft sand.

Everyone then turned and looked at the shallow pools of water to the stern of the ship the deepest of which was only four and a half feet deep but most were only going to be waist deep on Korica. It was the perfect place to play around without the worry of her drowning. Mark nodded agreeingly as he looked around. This would definitely do for a day of fooling around while the Future repaired herself. Mark then stepped back over to the crimson fighter and climbed aboard and stepped up to the sensor and guidance station and he sat down sideways in the seat and reached up and turned the communication system on and called out to the Future.

"Future, this is the Prentor. Do you read?"

"Prentor, this is the Future. I have you loud and clear Mark."

"Good deal. We've set down and the conditions are absolutely ideal. It's a little hard to breathe and the air kind of tastes weird but we've landed safely without incident. Have you begun the repairs yet?"

"I am just now getting myself established in a synchronous orbit above you. As soon as I am sure my orbit is perfect I will begin. Would you like me to alert you when I begin?"

"No, that's not necessary. I just wanted to check in and make sure we could establish communications."

"Understood. I have you on visual sensors as well as infrared thermal tracking. I am detecting four thermal tracks on the surface and I can see the Prentor clearly. If we have any guests show up in the system I will alert you using a single low frequency tone through your cranial transmitters."

"Roger that. Will you keep an eye on the weather as well? If there is any substantial rain headed our way I would like to know about it."

"Understood. Along those lines there is a series of clouds drifting your way but I am fairly confident they are just producing some heavy rain and nothing more."

"Roger that. Thank you. Prentor out."

Mark then reached up and turned off the communication system and then turned off the cockpit lights. He then got to his feet and stepped around to the open cabin door and he gave a soft whistle and Korica looked at him and he waved her over. She was shin deep in one of the pools of water and she smiled and stepped back onto the dry sand and walked up to the ship. Mark stepped back and let her step in.

"We've got communication capabilities with the Future so we're in great shape. There's a little bit of rain coming this way so go ahead and get changed into your swimsuit so that you'll have dry clothes when the fun is over, ok?"

"Ok. Thank you so much for bringing me down here Mark. You're the best."

"You're welcome sweetheart. You get changed and then I'll send Tamaric in so you two can go play together."

Korica smiled brightly and Mark kissed the side of her head as he stepped past her and off the ship. He walked over to Laurel and Jake who were holding hands looking around in amazement at the sight before their eyes. Laurel looked at him and smiled.

"This place is unbelievable mark. It's like something out of a dream. I would have never dreamed of a place with a green sky instead of blue."

"I know, bizarre huh? Hay, I got a hold of the Future. Communications are loud and clear and the repairs are just about to get underway. She's gunna alert us to any guests or serious rain via a low frequency tone on the cranial transceivers."

"Ok, cool. Thanks for letting Korica come down here Mark. She really needs this kind of enrichment in her life. It's important to let her have a happy childhood as best as we can provide."

"I know Laurel. I may not like it but I know this is what she grew up with and she still needs to get off the ship from time to time. She put it so eloquently once when she said the Future is an amazing home but it's still just a bottle in space and she needs to feel real sunlight and breathe real air every once in a while. Besides¦I just can't say no to her when she looks into my eyes and says 'please can I'¦"

"She's got you Mark." Laurel said laughing.

"Yah, yah, I know. She's got us all." Mark said smiling big.

Mark then turned to Tamaric who was squatting down at the waters edge and scooping up handfuls of wet sand and letting it ooze through his fingers as he watched the sand fall.

"Tamaric, when you see Korica come out of the ship I want you to go get changed and then I want you to stay close to her ok?"

"Ok." Tamaric said without looking up.

He put his hand in the water and swished his hand around washing the sand off of his hand and then he stood up and looked straight up and shielded the sun from his eyes and he gently shook his head. He then looked over at Laurel.

"Why is the sky that color Laurel?"

"Well, for a couple of reason. The atmosphere is so thick that blue light is reflected away and the green is better able to penetrate all the way to the surface I think. Second there is a lot of minerals suspended in the air that reflect the green light¦that's why the air tastes kind of sweet¦like putting a new copper connector in your mouth or something. The sun has to reach down through over eight hundred miles of atmosphere instead three hundred miles like on Earth. Light is bent in all kinds of weird ways when it has to pass through that much water vapor. There's also the fact that the sun in this system is way different than the one in the Earth system. Because of how the star is burning it's fuel it produces more green light than almost any other color when viewed through the atmosphere."

"Man¦I'm learning so much about how different worlds¦and their people look. Skies can be green and aliens can be sweet and beautiful."

Just then Korica stepped out of the crimson fighter in her bright blue swimsuit and Tamaric's mouth fell open. He had never seen anything so beautiful. She had perfect curves and square shoulders that just made her look perfect to him. As she walked right up to him with a big smile on her face she looked down at herself and then looked up at him and blushed.

"Thank you Tamaric. That's so sweet."

Tamaric shook off his daze and wondered what she had felt from him and he just figured it was probably best not to ask what she sensed from him that made her blush and say that.

"Go ahead Tamaric. Your turn." Mark said.

Tamaric leaned toward Korica and she pulled her chin back and Tamaric furrowed his brow and then realized she didn't want to flaunt their intimate behavior in front of her mom and dad so he smiled and just took her hand in his as he stepped past her and then once he was past her he let go of her hand and made his way to the ship and stepped in. He went to the back of the ship and pulled down the jump seat with his shorts caught up in it as signified by the pair of shorts with a sky blue waist band just like his eye color. He slid his shoes off and then bent down and pulled his socks off and then stripped down completely. He then stepped into the shorts, which fit him perfectly. He then picked up the T-shirt with the same sky blue collar and sleeve ends as the waistband and he pulled it over his head and then poked his arms into the armholes and pulled the shirt down to his waist. The shirt was a perfect fit and felt very soft and comfortable. He then picked up his ships outfit and socks and underwear and shoes and put them in the cargo container and then walked to the cabin door and stepped out into the warm sunlight.

As soon as Tamaric stepped down into the soft warm sand he looked out and saw Korica facing Laurel and Jake and he couldn't help but notice how perfectly plump and round her behind was and he found himself staring at her behind as he walked toward her. She was just the prettiest thing he had ever seen. Korica sensed what Tamaric was feeling and she spun around quickly and now he was staring right at her crotch and he blushed and quickly looked up at her face and she gently and barely perceptively shook her head no.

He was mortified and wanted to apologize but he thought that would be even more embarrassing to have to admit what he was looking at and what he was thinking about where he was looking. As he stepped right up to Korica with blushed cheeks Laurel grinned as she could feel exactly what Korica was feeling from Tamaric and she could also feel exactly what Korica was feeling and thusly thinking. Korica wasn't particularly mad, she just wanted Tamaric to behave a little more discretely. Korica was thinking that she was always going to elicit this reaction from Tamaric especially when she had next to nothing on and he could see all of her curves. He simply liked what he saw and couldn't help his nature.

Laurel took Jake's hand and headed toward the ship and left Mark to watch over Korica and Tamaric while her and Jake got changed. Laurel and Jake walked up to the ship and stepped aboard and as soon as they got to the back of the cargo area Laurel finally let go and cracked up laughing. Jake just looked at her until she put her hand up and forced herself to stop laughing.

"What the heck is so funny Laurel?"

"Didn't you sense it? Korica caught Tamaric staring at her butt and when she turned and looked at him she thought¦or felt to herself that he's a guy and always will be. He just finds her to be hot and can't help it."

"I felt her become uncomfortable for a minute but I didn't listen to what she was feeling."

"I'm sorry Jake¦I felt the same exact thing about you when I would feel you staring at me. It made me a little uncomfortable but I know you didn't mean anything by it and couldn't help it. You find me hot and always will. It just struck my funny bone to feel her going through the same exact gambit of emotions with Tamaric."

"He's probably never seen her in something so formfitting all over."

"I'm sure he hasn't. She's been very modest around him."

The two then got completely undressed and then Jake stopped her from putting her swimsuit on for just a moment so he could look at her and she feasted her eyes on him as well.

"I don't just think you're hot Laurel, you are hot¦smokin hot."

"Thank you Jake." Laurel leaned forward and gave him a peck and then the two finished getting dressed in their swimwear.

When both were dressed out Jake had to do a double take. Laurel looked amazing in the high cut one piece and the color was amazing on her. He especially like how the cut showed just a little skin on each side of her pronounced labium that were outlined perfectly and her hips were accentuated very beautifully. The swimsuit didn't leave much to the imagination but Jake didn't care since everyone was like family so he felt no threat and in fact he was very proud of how gorgeous she looked. The two exchanged a warm kiss and then stepped to the exit and exited the ship. As the two walked down the sandy peninsula Korica and Tamaric who were both already playing in the water both stopped and stood up and stared at Laurel and Jake and Laurel started to get a little self conscious until she actually heard Korica thinking 'you look absolutely fantastic mom'. Laurel smiled at her and then saw Tamaric looking her up and down and then he shook it off and looked away and he and Korica went back to playing in the four-foot deep pool of water. Mark was standing guard looking around the Future and watching the two playing to make sure Korica didn't get into the deeper end of the pool they were playing in.

Mark looked at the two and he fought not to react to the sight of Laurel wearing something so revealing. He didn't realize she was becoming such a woman nor had he ever seen her look so beautiful. She was developing a great figure and he hoped she felt sexy because she was starting to look the part though he still saw her as a little sister and nothing more. The blue color to her swimsuit made her eyes seem to glow from behind the veil of golden hair and pink cheeks. The two stepped right up to Mark and he offered them a warm smile.

"You two keep an eye on these two and I'm gunna go put some shorts on. You were right Laurel¦I'm freakin roasting in this uniform."

"Kay, we got it Mark."

Mark stepped right up next to Laurel and leaned into her ear.

"Remember, within arms reach."

Laurel nodded and Mark took a step then looked back at Laurel and grinned.

"You look fantastic by the way Laurel. That color is perfect for you."

"Thanks Mark." Laurel said with a big smile.

Laurel and Jake then walked down into the pool where Tamaric and Korica were splashing each other and crawling along the bottom with their feet out behind them. The water was almost as warm as the air around them but the sand was very cool to the touch, as ones feet sank into it's wet slippery surface by several inches. Laurel walked to the deepest part of the pool and sat down and then laid back and dunked her whole body under the water and then lifted her face out of the water and swept her hair back as she sat up. Jake smiled at her and then looked over at the deeper pool of completely still water on the other side of the sandbar and he strode back out of the water and stepped over the twenty foot wide sandbar and then dove into the water and swam under water for several feet and then emerged and gave out a 'woo'. He then paddled out to the deepest part and turned back and faced Laurel.

"You should feel this babe. The water is cold in this pool for some reason."

Korica stopped what she was doing and stood up and looked over at Jake out in the middle of the huge pool of deep green water and then she looked at Laurel.

"Will you take me in there mom?"

"You sure? It looks several feet deep."

"Can't you hold onto me?"

"Ok, but you can't let go of me for any reason ok?"

"Ok. I won't."

Laurel stood up and swept her hair back and then her and Korica walked up to the sandbar and down the other side into the shallow shore until it was up to Korica's waist and then Laurel sank down into the cool water and pulled Korica right up next to her and Korica wrapped her legs around her and put her arms around Laurel's neck. Laurel slowly floated down the incline until she was in the water up to her neck and just touching the bottom with her tiptoes. She could tell the water was much colder at her feet than it was around her shoulders, which shouldn't have been the case given how shallow the water was.

Laurel spun around slowly so she was facing out into the middle of the pool where Jake was treading water. Jake took a big breathe and then dove down to the bottom of the pool of water, which was a little over ten feet down and when he put his hands on the sand at the bottom he could feel a cool current bubbling up from under the sand and when he opened his eyes he could see the sand gently shifting around as water was boiling up from under the sand. He spun around and pushed off the bottom with his feet and shot to the surface where he popped up and took a deep breathe followed by two more labored breaths in the heavy gravity and thick atmosphere. He then treaded water and looked over at Laurel and smiled.

"Hay, I found a spring at the bottom of this pool! That's why the water is so cool in here, there's water flowing in from underground."

"I want to see it. Can you swim me out so I can see it mom?"

"Korica, you can't swim baby. How are you ever going to see it?"

"I can't swim but I know how to hold my breath."

By this point Tamaric had joined them in the deeper pool and Mark was walking down the sandbar coming from the ship in his shorts with a T-shirt on. He looked very different with a large weapon strapped to his thigh and bare legs. Something no one had ever seen of him. He had on a pair of dark round sunglasses now that hooked over his ears and covered the sides of his temples with leather covers to keep sunlight and dirt out. He was scanning the skies and glancing at what everyone was doing but he was staying vigilant. Tamaric was the first to voice an objection.

"You're not really gunna take her out there are you Laurel?"

"I was considering it. She really wants to see the spring at the bottom of this pool of water."

Laurel walked on her tiptoes back to shallower water and closer to Tamaric. Tamaric put his hand on Korica's back and she let go of Laurel and reached out for Tamaric and so he put his arms around her and pulled her close to him and she wrapped her legs around him and he looked into her eyes and grinned at her like he wanted to start laughing. Korica held onto him tightly but furrowed her brow and just looked at him wondering what was so amusing.

"Tamaric, I could probe your mind but I would rather you tell me what's so funny. It better not be cause I can't swim."

"Korica! You know me better than that. You realize if I can touch the bottom so can you? We're the same height."

Korica unwrapped her legs from around Tamaric's waist and set her feet on the bottom and stood up and the water was only up to her neck and then Tamaric stood up all the way and the water was at exactly the same height on him. She closed her eyes for a moment and put her face next to Tamaric's and then leaned back and smacked her wet hand to her forehead and then Tamaric started laughing and Korica joined him laughing at herself. Laurel even chuckled for a moment and Mark watching the exchange smiled but kept scanning the skies and the Future.

"I'm a dunce! I should of known if you weren't treading water then your standing on the bottom and so can I."

"It's ok Darlin. I kind of liked you wrapped around me like that."

Korica splashed at him and he closed his eyes and turned away and then splashed her back and she giggled. She then slowly stepped back over to him and pressed herself right up against him and wrapped her arms around his neck.

"Please let me go out and see the spring at the bottom Tamaric?"

"Oh Korica¦don't do that. That's just not fair to use that look and tone of voice against me."

"Pleeease Tamaric?"

Tamaric looked at Laurel and Korica gave her the same begging look.

"How can you say no to that adorable face?" Laurel said with a smile.

"Cap you pay attention to what you're doin. If you're gunna do this you both go out there with her." Mark said from the sandbar.

Laurel looked up at mark and nodded and then put her hand out to Korica. Korica took her hand and then Tamaric stepped around in front of Korica and took her other hand and then the two started walking back until first Tamaric couldn't touch the bottom and had to start treading water and then Laurel finally couldn't touch the bottom and had to start treading water with Korica trailing holding both of their hands tightly. Once Korica could no longer touch the bottom she bobbed a few times and then pulled on Tamaric's hand so he pulled her closer to him and looked over his shoulder where Jake was patiently and smoothly treading water watching the whole scene transpire. Laurel moved closer and her and Tamaric swam backwards while carrying Korica until they got to where Jake was. Korica then practically climbed on Tamaric and Laurel had to pull her back a little she wouldn't dunk him. Jake swam up to the three and helped hold Korica up until she calmed down. Once they had her calm Jake took one of her hands and Laurel took the other and they held her up and then Jake looked her in the eyes and told her to take three good deep breaths and then they would pull her to the bottom. She did as he said and took three deep breaths and then filled her cheeks and clamped her mouth closed and Jake and Laurel took a breath and then dove and pulled Korica with them all the way to the bottom.

When they got to the bottom Jake slid her hand out of his and he tapped her temple and she opened her eyes and blinked a few times and then he pointed at the bottom and she looked down and could see the sand shifting around slightly and pulled her hand down and laid it flat on the bottom so she could feel the gentle current of water bubbling up into the water column. She let a bubble of air out of her mouth as she smiled as she could feel the very cold water flowing. She glanced up toward the surface and Jake grabbed her hand firmly and Laurel got the hint and her and Jake bent their knees and put their feet on the bottom and pushed off hard and yanked Korica with them to the surface. All three popped up with their heads tilted back making their hair flow back out of their faces.

"That was amazing!" Korica said with a big smile.

She then took several breaths until she got her wind back. Tamaric pulled her closer to him and Jake let go but stayed close as Korica put her arms around him but didn't seem to panic like last time. She was very calm and Tamaric loved the sparkle in her beautiful eyes and the rosy glow in her cheeks. Laurel swam around so she could look into Tamaric's face.

"You wanna see it?"

"Sure."

"You ready to do it again Korica?"

"Yah!"

"Ok, take three deep breaths and we'll go down again."

Korica did as Laurel said and took three deep breaths and then filled her cheeks again and nodded and Laurel and Tamaric took a deep breath and each holding one of Korica's hands dove toward the bottom and Jake joined them and they all swam toward the bottom until Jake reached the bottom first and then pointed at the spot that was bubbling with the water up into the water column. Korica and Tamaric both got their faces down close and watched the sand gently moving around and then Korica took Tamaric's hand and pushed it to the bottom so he could feel how cold the incoming water was. Tamaric smiled at Korica and she let a bubble out of her mouth as she smiled back at him. Tamaric then looked back down and stuck his hand into the sand and felt how cold the sand was down deep and a big gush of cold water broiled out and the sand floated up in a cloud and then slowly settled back down. Korica then looked up toward the surface and then looked at Tamaric who was still watching the sand dancing around and she tapped his shoulder and when he looked at her she pointed up toward the surface. He grabbed her hand and looked at Laurel who spun around facing up and crouched down with her knees bent and he nodded and assumed the same position and then the two pushed off hard and yanked Korica with them up to the surface. All four popped up out of the water and swept their hair back and took several long and deep breaths and Korica giggled once she caught her breath.

Just as Tamaric pulled Korica close to him so he could hold her head above water the skies opened up and it began to pour big rain drops that hit with a great deal of force in the heavy gravity. The rain drops were bigger than anyone expected and it seemed to rain in a hard drenching rain that made it hard to even see the ship only seventy feet away. Tamaric laid on his back a little and kicked his feet in a frog kick motion while holding Korica tightly as he headed for the shore. Jake and Laurel swam next to the two incase Tamaric got into trouble until he reached a point where he could touch the bottom. As Korica started to relax her grip on him she set her feet on the bottom and Tamaric leaned forward and kissed her lips making her smile. She brushed her hair back as the rain was making it run into her face and she smiled at him and shook her head. The sound of the rain striking the water and sand all around them was almost deafening and Korica leaned forward so her face was right next to his.

"Not in front of Mark Tamaric. It bugs him to see us being so overly affectionate."

Tamaric could still only barely hear her with how soft she was speaking and the intense rain falling all around and on them. He nodded quickly that he understood and frowned a little.

"I love you Korica and I like kissin you. I'll try and keep it to a minimum so I don't embarrass you." Tamaric fairly shouted.

"I know Tamaric, I love you too¦I'm not embarrassed¦I just don't like making Mark uncomfortable." Korica said into his ear so he could hear her.

Everyone stepped up the sandy shore until they were standing next to mark who was now drenched but grinning. He didn't seem to be fazed a bit by the soaking rain. He was watching everyone carefully and he even offered a hand to Laurel pulling her up onto the sandbar next to him in a yank. Korica walked right over to the other side in the shallow area and put her arms straight out and let herself fall on her back into the water making a big splash. She then sat up and swept her hair back out of her face and smiled at Tamaric who then got a running start and then leaped into the air and tucked his legs up to his behind and wrapped his arms around his shins in a cannon ball pose and splashed into the water right next to Korica blowing her over on her side as the wave he created hit her. When Tamaric sat up on his knees with the water up to his neck Korica splashed him right in the face and the two then engaged in long round of splashing each other while laughing and giggling.

Korica ended the splash session by pushing Tamaric over backwards and throwing her body weight on him so she was practically lying on him with a leg on each side of him and she stared into his eyes and her face got real serious for a moment as she felt like she was melting into his eyes. She could feel her heart racing and her head felt swimmy. She glanced over at Mark and she could barely make out his silhouette as he stood with his back to them as he looked over the deeper pool where Laurel and Jake were swimming out in the center of the deep pool while being drenched by the pouring rain. Korica looked back at Tamaric who was blinking as the huge rain drops landed in his face. Korica mouthed 'I love you' and then sank down to his face and engaged him in a prolonged and slow tongue kiss. Half way through it Tamaric began to get aroused and Korica could feel him swelling under her crotch and it startled her at first but then she took it as a compliment to the intensity of her kiss. She scooted her hips up so she wasn't pressing down on his growing manhood and kissed him even more passionately for a few more moments then terminated the kiss with a peck. When she opened her eyes everything was blurry for a very long period of time indicating to her that she was really getting into it and she had the warm tingling feeling in her loins that felt nice but it scared her a little. She didn't want sex from him just the intense rush that kissing him so passionately brought about in her heart and mind. Once her vision cleared up and her heart slowed a little she rolled off of him and he immediately turned onto his stomach to hide his reaction to her tender embrace and he slid down in the water a little and looked up at her and his vision finally cleared enough and his heart stopped beating in unison to hers so he could smile at her.

"God Korica¦that was intense. I don't know how you do that but I like it."

Korica gave him a big beautiful toothy smile that made him sigh and thank the lord for bringing the two of them together. She was the most beautiful girl he had ever laid eyes on and her smile was infectious and simply melted the heart. Korica swept her wet hair out of her face and stood up and put her hand down to him and his eyes got big and he shook his head no in a quick motion. She then remembered what she had felt under her and she realized why he was remaining on his stomach. She nodded and withdrew her hand and walked toward mark through the deepest part of the pool and up the opposite bank virtually disappearing in the rain shadow as she walked up the sandy bank and onto the sandbar next to Mark. Tamaric reached down to feel himself and he was relieved to find that he was almost flaccid now and it was fading fast.

Korica was saying something to Mark that Tamaric couldn't hear a hint of with all of the noise from the drenching rain that was continuing to fall. Mark turned and looked at Tamaric and then waved him over so Tamaric got to his feet and just prayed that his swelling had faded enough to be unnoticeable. He walked down into the deepest part of the pool and up the other side and then stepped up out of the water and stopped right next to Korica on the sandbar. Mark then let out a shrill whistle and he waved Laurel and Jake over and the two stopped what they were doing and swam over to the shore and climbed up out of the water and as Laurel stepped up the sandy shore wiggling her hips a little as her feet sank into the sand it struck Tamaric that Laurel was absolutely hot. The skimpy swimsuit aside she was just a very gorgeous woman and moved like a model or something as she swept her golden hair out of her face. Tamaric then quickly realized that Laurel would hear what he was thinking or feeling and he quickly pushed the though aside and concentrated on how gorgeous he considered Korica and how he actually wanted Korica unlike Laurel who seemed like an older woman and in a league he would never understand. He pushed the thought aside to late and Laurel quickly looked at him and he knew he had been busted. He blushed and stepped closer to Korica and slid his hand into hers as though to indicate 'this is my girl, I noticed you but don't desire you'.

Laurel grinned and slid her hand into Jake's and looked at Mark who was trying to say something but the rain was intensifying even more and drowning out all sound. Mark could tell no one was going to hear him so he just pointed at the ship and everyone nodded. Laurel then stepped past Mark and as she stepped past Korica and Tamaric she patted Tamaric's shoulder twice and smiled at him. He breathed a sigh of relief as he took it to mean 'Yah I heard what you were feeling and it's ok'. Korica and Tamaric then followed Laurel and Jake down the sandbar toward the ship with mark bringing up the rear.

At one point Korica squeezed Tamaric's hand and he looked over at her and she grinned and shook her head as she swept her hair out of her face. Tamaric blushed and shrugged his shoulders. He wished he could tell her 'I'm a guy love, I may be in love with you but I'm not blind. I can appreciate how gorgeous a woman is without it meaning anything'. As if she heard him she leaned her head against his shoulder for the last few steps to the ship. Everyone piled into the ship and stepped back into the cargo area. Everyone was dripping a puddle in the floor and for a moment Tamaric wondered if it would seep through a crack in the deck plates and damage something under the floor but he assumed that prospect must have been thought of when the ship was designed and built so he wasn't going to worry about it.

As mark stepped in he pulled his sunglasses off and turned and stuck his head out the door and shook his head flinging some of the water out of his hair. He then stepped toward the back and looked at everyone's soaking wet bodies and the expanding pool of water in the floor. He then looked up at the overhead as the rain beat against the hull in a steady roar and then he motioned at the jump seats with an open palm.

"Everyone may as well have a seat for a few minutes. Korica was getting hungry and the rain was making it hard to keep an eye on you guys. I was getting a little nervous. A little rain never hurt anyone but a lot can kill you if you get caught in a gully washer. I just don't know how run off behaves on this planet."

Laurel and Jake pulled down a seat and sat down next to one another and Tamaric and Korica pulled down a couple seats on the opposite side facing them and sat down next to each other and Korica slid her hand under Tamaric's that was on his knee. Tamaric smiled at her taking it as a sign that she wasn't upset with him for noticing how beautiful Laurel was and how gracefully she moved.

Mark stepped to the back of the cargo area and lifted the lid to the container open and reached in and pulled a few survival packs out and then he produced a ripe pear and tossed it to Korica. She caught it and looked at it for a moment not quite sure what to do with it. She faintly recognized it as one of the fruits growing in trees on the Future but they were all up very high and she had never tried to climb up and get one to try it.

"It's called a pear honey. Go ahead and take a bite. I think you'll like 'em. You don't need to peel it or anything."

Korica sank her teeth into the pear pulling out a big chunk of flesh that she chewed and after a few chomps she grinned and gave out a 'mmm'.

"Thought you'd like it. Any of the rest of you want a piece of fruit? I brought pears, bananas and kiwis all fresh picked this morning."

"Ooo, I love kiwi." Laurel said.

Mark reached in and pulled out three kiwis and handed them to her along with a small knife to score the skin so she could pull them open to eat the sweet center. Mark nodded his chin up while looking at Jake.

"I'll eat a banana, what the heck." Jake said with a grin.

"Me too." Tamaric said.

Mark reached into the crate and pulled out two bananas and handed one to Jake and the other to Tamaric. He then opened one of the survival packs and pulled out a clear resalable bag that he held up.

"This is for your peels and whatnot. I don't anything thrown out the door Ok? Leave no evidence of our presence here."

Mark then set the bag in the floor by the crated and pulled out a pear for himself and then he stepped over next to Korica and pulled a jump seat down and set in to eating his pear. When everyone had finished their fruit snack and placed the cores and peels in the clear bag, mark looked over at Korica.

"Now are you hungry like you want a meal, or just hungry like you want something in your stomach?"

Korica looked around at everyone looking at her and she started to feel self-conscious. She looked back at mark and stammered a little.

"I uh¦I'm kinda¦I just don't want to be seen as¦"

"You stop that crap Korica. You're growing like a weed, if your hungry no one is gunna think anything of it. Now just spit it out¦you want a hot meal or just a snack?"

"I could eat a meal." Korica said barely audible above the rain thundering against the hull.

Mark grinned at her and stroked her cheek with the back of his hand.

"That's my girl. You eat what you want when you want."

Mark then got up and stepped over to the crate and pulled out a small single burner infrared cooker and set it in the floor and then he reached in and pulled out a round metal container and he unscrewed the lid and pulled it out of the top and showed the contents to Korica. It was a dark brown stew with big chunks of meat and carrots, celery, and potatoes cut up into chunks.

"Izore stew. How's that sound?"

"Oh I love stew." Korica said with a big smile.

Mark set the container down and switched the burner on and then picked up the container and set it on the burner and it almost immediately began to emit steam from deep within. Mark then reached into the crate and pulled out a water bottle and handed one to Tamaric and then he reached in and grabbed another and handed it to Korica then he did the same for Laurel and Jake and finally he pulled one out for himself that he opened and took a big swig from. He then pulled out a spoon and got to his feet and stepped over the stew that was now bubbling slightly and he handed the spoon to Laurel.

"Stir that for Korica in a second when it comes to a boil ok? I'm gunna go check the sensors to see how much longer it's likely to rain."

Laurel took the spoon and nodded as he stepped up to the front of the ship and turned on the cockpit lights and then he knelt down next to the sensor station not wanting to climb into the seat with his wet clothes. He reached over and turned on the sensor display and then he reached up and turned the active scanners on and let the scanners sweep the clouds a few times. He then reached over and switched the frequency to one that showed the rain falling in the atmosphere. He could see that they were under a large cell and the back end of it was drifting closer. After that there was clear sky for some distance. He brought up the temperature and wind speed and he could see that the temperature had fallen by 2 degrees and the winds were 5 knots around the cell and around 3 knots everywhere else. He guessed another ten minutes or so and it would stop raining and the sun would quickly raise the temperature back up into the high eighties. He reached up and turned the scanners off and then reached over and turned the sensor display off.

Mark then stood up and turned the cockpit lights off and made his way back toward the cargo area looking out the door as he walked past. He could only see about twenty feet and then the rain shadow masked everything in a shimmering washed out gray. He stepped past Korica and knelt down by the bubbling stew and Laurel handed the spoon back to Mark and he reached down and turned the cooker off and then picked up the metal container by its wire hanger and he stuck the spoon into the stew and stirred it from the bottom once and a delightful sweet aroma filled the cargo area that distinctly smelled like Izore tasted. It was sweet but gamy tasting, like elk that was marinated in molasses with a tang of lemon effervesced right through the meat. Mark reached into the cargo container and pulled out a towel and reached over and laid it across Korica's lap doubled up and then he set the metal container on her knee and wiggled the handle, which she took a hold of instead of the hot side of the container.

Korica stirred the hot stew releasing more sweet smelling steam from the bottom and her mouth watered as she though about how good it was going to taste. Korica pulled out a spoonful with a big piece of meat on it and she blew on it a few times and then put it in her mouth and she closed her eyes and grinned as she chewed the succulent meat. The seasoning complimented and contrasted the sweet meat and created a flavor explosion of sweet and tangy and bitter with a hint of hot spice in just the right proportions. When she finished her bite she opened her eyes and looked at Mark.

"You packed this just for me?"

"Yep. This whole trip is just for you Korica. How could I not think of you when I was packing our rations."

"Thank you Mark. You guys always make me feel so special."

"You are special Korica. I hope we make you feel that way cause you are to us."

Korica could feel tears welling up so went back to her meal without saying anything else. She even shared a couple of bites with Tamaric and he said he had never tasted anything like it before. The spices were unique as was the texture and flavor of the Izore meat. When Korica was done with the stew she handed the container back to Mark and he secured the lid on it and stowed the cooker and metal container back in the crate and then he looked back at everyone as the rain began to let up. The thunderous noise on the hull had numbed everyone's hearing and now the rain seemed to be whispering and hinting that it was coming to an end.

"Anyone else hungry?"

The other three shook their heads no and so Mark got to his feet and sat back down next to Korica and waited for the rain to stop. After another five minutes of light rain, the noise cascading through the hull let up and then stopped all together. Everyone looked around for a moment and then bright sunlight began pouring in through the open hatch and Korica grinned big.

"I guess that's it?"

"According to what I saw on the sensors we should have a couple of hours of clear weather."

Korica looked back at mark and then it dawned on her that she had to go to the bathroom and didn't exactly know how that was going to work. She knew he had ordered no one was allowed to go off alone but she couldn't go in front of someone and she was going to have to take her swimsuit off in order to go. She decided she better ask instead of sneaking off.

"Mark what¦um¦if I have to go what are we gunna do?"

"Someone will escort you around the other side of this big rock formation and then you can do your thing. Here."

Mark reached into one of the survival packs and pulled out a pack of tissues and a clear re-sealable bag and he handed them to her.

"Uh¦you know how these swimsuits work right? I have to take it off to go."

"Can't you just move it to the side in the front?"

Korica blushed and took breath and then let it out and looked at him with reddening cheeks.

"If that was all I had to do then yes."

"Oh I gotcha. Don't be embarrassed honey, we all have to do that at sometime or another. Laurel I want you to go with her ok? Stay close but give her the privacy she needs."

"You got it."

Mark then got to his feet and stepped over to the crated and pulled out a PP-20 and handed it to Laurel.

"Just in case. If you get into trouble fire a shot into the air and we'll come running."

Laurel took the pistol and nodded. Laurel and Korica then stood up and headed for the exit. Mark looked at Tamaric and Jake and grinned.

"If you two got to go now would be the time while the girls are out of sight."

Tamaric got to his feet and headed for the exit without saying and word and mark looked at Jake and nodded towards the door. Jake nodded that he understood it meant don't leave Tamaric alone. As Korica and Laurel walked down the sandbar toward the rocks Tamaric stepped own into the water and around the bow of the ship and up onto the sandbar on the other side of the ship. Jake followed right behind him until they were both looking out at a sea of shallow green pools and white sand poking out here and there in small mounds. The two looked at each other and grinned and then turned almost back-to-back and pulled the front of their shorts down and relieved themselves. When they were both done they stepped down into the water and back around the bow of the ship and back up onto the sandbar just in time to see two cute tushes clambering up onto the rocks on their hands and feet to make their way around to the other side of the rocks. Both stared at their particular girl with devious thoughts about how beautiful the sight was until the two jumped down off a rock and disappeared from view. Both of them then looked at each other a realized what the other must have been thinking and chuckled for a moment.

"You know Korica has got the cutest butt. I keep getting myself in trouble looking at it." Tamaric said.

"I don't think Korica likes being looked at with¦hungry eyes." Jake said.

"She hates it. She tolerates it from me but she hates it."

"Then stop it Tamaric."

"But I'm into her. I know you don't want to hear that about your daughter but it's true. I think she's sexy and she has a nice body."

"God does that sound familiar¦just be mindful of what your thinking ok? She can hear¦or feel what your thinking."

"I'm still tryin to get used to that. I can't help what goes through my mind sometimes. Stuff just comes to mind and then I remember that she can sense it or whatever but by that point I'm already in trouble."

"Trust me I know. I have the same issue with Laurel. She's got the same abilities but to a lesser degree I think. In time you'll learn to moderate what your thinking."

"You think she will eventually be able to actually hear what I'm thinking?"

"More than likely. She's already heard your thoughts in brief bursts when you experience intense emotions and she is getting stronger ever day. I would plan on it."

"God¦how do you behave yourself when it comes from inside and it's an unconscious thing."

"You grow up and act mature. That's all I can tell you. I've had to learn the same level of respect for the fact that Laurel can hear everything I'm thinking so I have to keep it clean and respectful."

"I'll just do my best I guess. I think I've been pretty good so far."

"Come on, you wanna go for a swim? It's getting hot again."

"Yah, that sounds like fun. Hay Jake, thank you for the advice with Korica. I know it's got to be hard to talk about this stuff."

"No problem Tamaric. All I want is for Korica to be happy and you make her deliriously happy so by helping you to understand her I'm helping her. You can always come to me¦or Laurel and we'll never shut you down or tell you to stop it ok? I know living with a telepath and an alien can't be easy."

The two then walked back to the ship and Jake peaked his head in and told Mark that they were going back in the water. Mark stood up and put his sunglasses on and nodded at Jake. He and Tamaric then walked down the sandbar a little ways and then both dove into the deeper pool and swam out to the middle while Mark scanned the skies and the Future.

From the girls perspective they stepped out of the ship and took each other's hand and walked down the sandbar towards the rock formation some seventy feet away and when they reached the bottom they looked up at the pointed needle like rock projections and then began climbing up onto the broken up boulders that were remnants of spires that had broken off and were now strewn about at the base of the formation. They clambered on hands and feet to avoid slipping of falling until they got to the top of the pile and there was soft sand with no rocks below so they leapt down landing in the soft sand and now the boulders and jagged pieces of broken spires blocked their view of the ship and the guys. They had their privacy. They stood up straight and looked out on a huge expanse of deep water that had no dunes poking out except for one or two way off in the distance and on the Future was a rock formation similar to the one they were standing next to but the one on the Future looked white with the same needle sharp pointed spires making it look like a distant city or a castle with hundreds of towers that were hundreds of feet high. The water between the distant rock formation and the shore they were standing on looked to be at least a couple of miles to Laurel's estimation.

The girls walked along the shore to the very back side of the rock formation and then looked up again at the huge pointed spires that Laurel thought were at least a hundred fifty feet from the bottom of the base to the very tip top. They stared up for a few minutes until their necks grew tired and then Laurel studied the sides of the rock formation. There were sharp projections of rock that had alcoves of a sort in between each of the projections and Laurel thought these would do. Korica could back into one and do her business and Laurel wouldn't be able to see her.

"How's this baby? You think this will give you enough privacy?"

"Yah, if you could just walk around the corner. I'm sorry but I just can't do this with someone watching me."

"I know honey, we've been here before remember?"

"Yah, that was a little weird. You were looking right at me yet through me. It was like you couldn't see me or something."

"I could see you I was just unaware of what you were doing cause I was concentrating my hardest not to drop you."

"Well I just need to be alone for this ok?"

"Alright, I'll go stand around the corner ok?"

"Kay, that'll work. Thank you mom."

"You're welcome honey."

Laurel leaned over and kissed the side of Korica's head and she noticed that her hair was almost dry. She wished hers dried that fast. She then turned and walked back around the corner while looking out at the amazing view of the giant body of water next to them. When she got around the corner she was now facing an adjoining rock formation that was much smaller than the one her and Korica were right next to and it had a small peninsula of sand separating it from the huge body of water making a curved dam holding the shallow pools they were swimming in, in place. Laurel leaned back against the flat face of rock and then slid down so her knees were up by her chin and she was just barely sitting on he behind and she set her pistol down and waited for Korica to finish.

Korica stepped back toward one of the alcoves of rock and sand and she set the tissue pack and plastic back down and then slid her shoulder straps off and pushed her swimsuit down and then stepped out of it and she hung it on the gently down slopping outcrop of rock and then she stepped back against the rock and squatted down and began to relive herself.

When Korica was done she opened the tissue pack and wiped herself until she was sure she was clean and dry and then she put the used tissues in the clear bag and sealed it and then she stood up and grabbed her swimsuit and began to step into it when she noticed some bubbles about thirty feet from shore that looked like they were moving toward the shore. She assumed it had to be another underground spring so she continued to put her swimsuit back on. Once she had it on and she adjusted the crotch so it was sitting comfortably and covering everything properly she stepped toward the shore and watched the bubbles that still looked like they were moving toward her. She walked down until her feet were just in the water. She watched the bubbles drawing even closer and she thought how odd that an underground spring would appear to be changing its position.

She looked down the shore but didn't see Laurel and she looked back out into the water and watched the bubbles drawing closer and she felt no danger thinking it was a natural phenomena. As the bubbles go to within ten feet of her she could now make out a shadow moving through the water and now she got scared and quickly stepped back and that's when she felt a jolt of electricity tingling through her body starting at her feet that were still just barely in the water and working up to her legs, then her hips and then to her stomach and up to her arms and finally creeping up her neck and making her scalp tingle and she couldn't move anymore at that point and then everything started to fade to black just as she could see something stepping out of the water toward her.

Laurel waited ten minutes¦then fifteen. She finally decided it was long enough and she picked up her pistol and just as she got to her feet there was a low frequency tone along with earsplitting static and squealing noises. She covered her ears but it did nothing to quiet the noises since they were being transmitted right through her skull to her ears. She suddenly realized what the low frequency tone was. The Future was signaling them. She quickly reached up and tapped her cranial transceiver off to silence the painful electromagnetic static being transmitted to her ears along with the steady tone. Laurel then thought about Korica all by herself and that she might be in danger. She ran down the shore with her feet sinking deeply into the sand with every step until she reached the small alcove where she had left Korica.

She stepped in front of it and could see where Korica had relived herself and her swimsuit was gone and so was she. The pack of tissues and the clear plastic bag with some used tissues in it were sitting on the ground but Korica was nowhere. Laurel spun around and looked out into the water and there was nothing. No little white head bobbing or a blue swimsuit floating, just nothing. Laurel looked down the shore toward where she had come from and she could see her own foot prints as well as Korica's smaller foot prints and then she looked down the shore the other way and the sand was pristine without any foot prints. She then looked down and her heart skipped a beat. She could see the outline of a small body and a drag mark leading down to the water. She could tell that Korica had fallen backwards and then something had dragged her down and into the water.

Laurel stepped next to the drag mark with her heart racing and she could feel panic setting in. When she got right to the waters edge she could make out a single foot print that was much larger than hers or Korica's and it looked like it was webbed with four clawed toes. What ever made the foot print didn't sink into the sand, the webbed foot spread out the weight and made a flat print with the four claws accenting each of the toes like an exclamation point. Laurel fell to her knees and looked up at the drag mark and she could see where Korica's hands had spun around and been dragged down the sand but she wasn't pawing at the sand or fighting at all. Laurel assumed the worst. She was either unconscious or dead when she was dragged into the water. Laurel looked out into the water and began to weep uncontrollably. Her Korica was gone and she didn't know how to swim so her chances of survival even if something dragged her out and then let go of her were next to zero.

Laurel slapped her hand on the sand so hard that it hurt and she started to cry deeply and then she pointed her weapon into the air and squeezed the trigger and nothing happened. She then looked at the weapon and had to swipe the tears out of her eyes and she flipped the power on and set the weapon to maximum and pointed it up into the air and fired two shots straight up. She then rolled over so she was sitting on butt facing out into the water with her feet up to her ankles in the water and she continued to cry hard. She wanted her Korica back but didn't know what to do. She needed Mark and Jake for help.

On the other side of the rock formation Tamaric and Jake were taking turns diving to the bottom of the pool to feel the water broiling up into the pool, which was now about four feet deeper than it was before the rain shower and the water was coming in from under ground with much more force than before. The sand was being boiled up in a suspended column about eight inches high but the heavy gravity quickly pulled it back down and kept it from dispersing into the water. Once under water they could hear the water bubbling from under ground sounding like boiling water on a stove once one got close to the source of the water. Mark was standing on the shore in the water up to his ankles continuing to look around to stay vigilant. He wished the girls would hurry up. He didn't like the idea of two beautiful and naÃ¯ve girls wandering around an alien world. He knew the cranial transceivers wouldn't work and it disturbed him greatly. He wanted to call out to Laurel and make sure they were doing ok but he knew he would only get static in return and since the transceivers were tied into the skull it would probably hurt the ear.

As Tamaric and Jake played and splashed around after the girls had been gone for twenty minutes mark started to feel a tension knot in his stomach. He just knew something was wrong. Just as he looked toward the rocks they had climbed over and thought about climbing over them to find out what was keeping the girls an earsplitting low frequency noise ripped through his ears along with a whistling and screeching electromagnetic static. Mark slapped his hand up to his left ear and then he realized that wouldn't do a thing. It was coming from within not out in the atmosphere. Jake and Tamaric popped to the surfaces yelling with their hands on their ears and Mark felt a pang of dread. The Future was sending a beacon call meaning something was wrong or someone was inbound. He tapped his transceiver off and he looked at Jake and Tamaric and Jake had already turned his off and was pulling Tamaric's earlobe down so he could help turn his off. Jake tapped Tamaric's transceiver off and Tamaric nodded at him and then Jake looked at Mark who waved him out of the water in a brisk motion.

The two quickly stroked toward the shore and stood up once they were close enough to touch the bottom. They stepped up onto the sand bar and looked up at marks serious look.

"What's going on mark?" Tamaric asked.

"I don't know. The Future is signaling us so we need to get to the Prentor and call up and find out what the signal was for."

The three started to walk toward the crimson fighter and just as they got to within five feet they heard a plasma shot and all three spun around just in time to see second shot being fired straight up into the air from the other side of the rock formation. Mark froze and wondered if he should step into the ship or go help the girls. He decided in a flash that they needed to get to the girls.

"Oh fuck¦the girls are in trouble!" Mark exclaimed

Mark practically pushed Tamaric and Jake out of the way as he took point running as fast as he could up the sandbar toward the rocks. Tamaric and Jake followed right behind him and Jake pulled his PP-20 and turned it on and switched it to level three and then holstered it as they started to climb over the rocks.

On the other side of the rock formation by Korica's drag mark Laurel was sobbing now feeling completely panicked and grief stricken that she had lost her Korica again. She just wanted her to have some fun and now she might have been dragged to her death somewhere below the surface. Laurel set her weapon down and just as she was going to pull her feet up to lean on her knees she felt and electric tingling in her feet and then it quickly traveled up her legs to her hips immobilizing them and then it hit her stomach and she froze in fear and then the feeling spread to her arms and shoulders and she was no longer able to hold her back straight and she fell back and smacked her head in the sand and then the feeling traveled up her face to the top of her head and her scalp began to tingle and then she felt tired and everything started to fade to black just as she heard water cascading off of something very close to her feet. She then lost her vision but she could hear something walking through the water making slapping steps and then she felt a warm and very strong hand wrap all the way around her ankles and she became aware that she was being dragged but she was powerless to do anything about it. She could feel her arms splaying out to the sides as she was dragged down into the water making her think of Korica's drag marks where she could see her hands had spun around and then had been dragged but she put up no struggle nor did she claw at the sand as though to try and stop from being dragged down into the murky depths of the huge lake before them.

Laurel's perceptions then faded to vague feelings and nothing more. She sensed cold and deep. Lots of water pressure and she sensed something slimy on her face that she couldn't understand. It should have been gross but she sensed that it was giving her the kiss of life. It was breathing for her since her lungs weren't designed to work while under so much pressure. She then had a sense that the pressure went away and she sensed water dripping from her body. She was pretty sure she was out of the water but she didn't think she was at the surface. She still sensed deep submergence and many tons of water pressure all around but none of it touching her. She then sensed that whatever had grabbed her ankles had let go of her. She sensed warmth all over her body. She felt like something was breathing a warm breath all over her body. She wasn't actually felling it though she was only sensing the perception of things around her. She felt like her body and conscious mind were asleep but her subconscious mind and her advanced senses were wide-awake.

She then sensed a presence withdrawing form her. It was getting further away and weaker until it was gone altogether. Laurel tried to get an image of where she was but nothing would come to her mind but darkness. She tried to feel close to her and she suddenly realized that she sensed Korica very close by. She couldn't hear her but she could feel her unmistakable sweet and loving presence. Laurel tried to reach out to her but she felt like all of her attempts were being reflected like a mirror right back to her. She was relieved at least that Korica was alive and close by. Laurel could make out that her and Korica had been grabbed by something and dragged to somewhere deep under the surface and now they were somewhere warm and dry. She felt a little panicked when she remembered how little they were wearing. She hoped to god it wasn't something like the Hodong that would want to do horrible things to a beautiful girl like herself and Korica since there was absolutely nothing they could do to stop them at this point.

Laurel tried desperately to make her body move or for her eyes to open but it felt as though her mind and body had been separated and she no longer had control of her body. She decided to try and relax and see if she could reach out again to Korica in a calm manner instead of in a panicked one. She let everything wash out of her mind and she concentrated on the hint of Korica's essence that she could sense. She let it grow stronger until she could feel Korica in her heart. Korica was scared but calm at the moment. Laurel was relieved that she was starting to get impressions of how Korica was feeling. She thought it meant that maybe she was getting close to reaching out to her. As Laurel let the feelings grow she could start to hear a hint of Hiram. She knew it had to be Korica.

Laurel then reached out to Korica in Hiram.

"Korica¦can you hear me¦can you feel me?"

"Mom? I feel you¦where are you? I'm scared mom¦something took me¦I think I'm underwater."

"I don't know where I am Korica. Something¦shocked me and I passed out. I think¦the same thing took me. We're very close together. I think I might be right next to you."

"I don't want to be abused again mom¦please don't let them hurt me."

Laurel just wanted to scream and break free to help Korica but she still felt like she wasn't in her body. She didn't know what to do or what was going to happen to them.

"I can't move Korica. I think we've been paralyzed or

something. I don't think whoever grabbed us knows we can communicate like this. We need to be strong and stay together ok? Please don't panic and don't cry ok?"

"I'll be strong like you taught me. They can take my body but not my spirit."

"Good girl. I love you Korica."

"I love you too Laurel. I'm sorry I wanted to be alone. I just can't poop in front of someone."

Laurel wanted to laugh but she could sense the fear and dread in Korica so she resisted.

"You didn't do anything wrong. I can't go with an audience either. Just hang in there and be strong. At least we're together."

Both girls then withdrew into their own minds and tried to remain calm and wait to see what their captors wanted from them. Both fell into a dark but comfortable calm still sensing the other close by for what seemed like a very long time and then Laurel felt Korica's presence draw away from her in a manner so that she only knew that she was still alive but she was very distant. She felt to far away to communicate with her as she had before. Laurel couldn't sense what Korica was feeling anymore and she hoped it didn't mean that Korica was being tortured or worse. The next thing Laurel could sense was a splitting headache and she could feel her body again. She didn't feel any pain other than the headache but she felt weak and lethargic. She could start to sense some light coming into her eyes that got brighter and brighter and then she suddenly felt Korica again and even sensed her feelings clear as day and she was exhilarated and almost happy. Laurel batted her eyes a few times and the room stopped spinning and she realized she was looking up at a stone ceiling that seemed to have been melted out of bedrock and there was a light fixture at the top of the curved ceiling that looked nothing like anything she had ever seen before. It looked like a big jar with a boiling liquid in it that was emitting a brilliant white light. She tried to turn her head to look around and she realized she was strapped down around the ankles, thighs, stomach, arms, wrists and forehead so she couldn't move and her feet were pulled apart and for a moment she feared the worst.

She then heard Korica's soft voice and felt her soft hand on her arm.

"We're alive mom. You gotta promise not to panic if we let you free ok?"

"We? What the hell is going on Korica?"

"Aerot is not unoccupied. There are¦people that live at the bottom of the seas here. They want our help¦well Omarok wants our help."

Korica reached up and unclamped Laurel's forehead so she could move her head and she turned her head in the direction that she heard Korica's voice coming from and the creature standing behind Korica stunned her.

"Holy¦geeze Korica. You could've warned me."

There was a creature that stood close to seven feet tall and looked very aquatic in origin. He had six fingers including an opposable thumb on his hands that were webbed in between almost all the way to the tip of his fingers. His skin was an ashen gray color except for his face that had a bright yellow circle on his cheek with a blue ring around it and he had teeth that looked to be designed for tearing flesh. They were sharp and pointed and had spaces in between each looking a little like a sharks tooth but these were needle shaped with a wide base and came to a point and he had a whole mouthful of them. His head was oddly shaped with a ridge running from between his eyes all the way to the back of his almost pointed skull which also looked very thick and robust. His eyes were huge and black centered with just a hint of a yellow iris suggesting that the eyes were meant to work in very low light. There were two slits that could be called nose flaps but not a protruding nose like the Human form had. Around his neck were some very obvious gills that looked wet and pink and there was a hint of mucus coming out of them but the creature's chest was moving in a manner that suggested he had lungs as well. He was not wearing any clothing and as Laurel looked down his body to his half bent knees she could see a cloacae but no real external genitals and then she saw the four toed webbed foot just like the impression in the sand at Korica's drag mark. Laurel looked up his leathery looking body with loose skin at all of the joints like a frog or something and while he looked a little disgusting when she looked into his big eyes she could tell there was an intelligence behind those eyes looking back at her.

Laurel then quickly looked at Korica's beautiful face and small body in comparison to this huge creature and she could see that her swimsuit hadn't been disturbed or torn meaning she wasn't experiment on or abused in any way. Laurel then looked down at her own swimsuit and it wasn't disturbed at all either but she still didn't like the undignified way her legs were strapped down with her feet so far apart. Laurel then set her head down and looked back at Korica who seemed to be patiently letting Laurel take it all in before saying anything.

Laurel turned her head the other way and looked around the room. She was shocked to see electronics and what looked like bubbles of water in a strange almost stone looking case with a video image and text that looked like nothing she had ever seen before. The text just looked like squiggles and lines but they were definitely arranged in a manner suggesting a language. She looked at the electronics but they looked completely unrecognizable except for some blue and red lights that looked like LEDs. They devices they were in looked like maybe a computer bank or an analyzer of some kind and there were some distinct test tubes and beakers for separating liquids and there were odd hand tools on the tables. The tables were definitely made of a polished stone of some kind that was a brilliant white like the rock formations off on the Future across the huge expanse of water. Laurel couldn't tell what any of the strange devices in the room did, only that these creatures were technologically advanced and completely unknown to the elder race.

Laurel laid her head back down and looked at the equipment on the other side of the room and this time she recognized a neural helmet of sorts with a cable leading into another computer by her best guess. The helmet was sitting in a reclined chair that was made out of some kind of dull bronze colored alloy meaning these creatures knew how to smelt metals. She was hoping Korica hadn't been led into a false sense of trust. She then looked back almost behind her and she saw a gray metallic tray on a stand with what was very obviously a syringe with a very long needle sitting on it and there was a blue liquid in the syringe. Laurel's face got very serious and she looked at Korica.

"What did they do to you baby?"

"Nothing mom¦well besides give me the ability to understand their language."

"How'd they do that?"

"That syringe has a micro organism that attaches to your brain stem and the speech recognition center of your brain. They interpret the sounds they hear into neural impulses that you will recognize as speech."

"What? Come on¦a micro organism that can teach you an alien language?"

"It doesn't teach you anything. It interprets for you through direct neural connections or something like that anyways. It's all a little over my head."

"That just doesn't make any sense Korica."

"Hay, we're searching for an organism that can travel from system to system within the atmosphere of gas giants and when manipulated can open a rip in the space time continuum and take you outside normal space time so you can travel back in time. You taught me that nothing is impossible."

"Are you sure they didn't brainwash you?"

"No he didn't brainwash me. Omarok just wants our help. We have the cultural knowledge of millions of societies in our heads and that's what he needs. Not the knowledge but he wants us to probe that knowledge for one particular even that happened hundreds of thousands of years ago. Will you trust me and let Omarok inject this micro organism into your brain stem like he did me so he can explain it to you himself?"

"Oh god this is dangerous honey¦he doesn't even know our species and he's stickin living bugs in our brains. Untie me honey."

"You promise you won't freak out and try and run or something crazy?"

"Korica! Untie me now!" Laurel said looking her right in the eyes.

"Ok, ok. Omarok, please release her."

Omarok walked around to the foot of the restraint table that Laurel was on and looked up at her face and said something but Laurel couldn't understand him. His speech was more like animal noises than a spoken language. It consisted of throat clicks and squeaks and some almost grunting wind noises. Since he had those teeth and his lips were more like that of fish in that they closed over his teeth but they were solid and not soft and flexible like those of a typical hominoid with the ability to speak. Laurel just looked down her body at him and was just relieved that he seemed completely unfazed by what he was looking at.

"No Omarok, she won't hurt you. You have my word. She is my mom and she is protective of me but she isn't dangerous."

Omarok then reached up and released the restraint strap around her ankles and then stepped up closer and released the restraints around her thighs. He then walked around Laurel's left side and Laurel could then smell him and he smelled musky, kind of like a wet moldy smell. He reached over her and released the restraint around her stomach and then he released her arms and finally her wrists. Laurel then sat up and Omarok stepped back and Laurel could sense fear coming from him. She was surprised that she could sense emotions at all coming from him and that they felt so familiar, almost like Human emotions.

Laurel then pulled her legs together and finally felt as though she could express some dignity in how she stood or sat. She scooted to the foot of the table and hopped in the floor and stepped up to Korica and pulled her in a tight hug and kissed the top of her head.

"I can't tell you how good it feels to have you back in my arms Korica. You have no idea how I felt when I realized you had been taken from the beach¦I was absolutely heart broken and beside myself with heartache."

"I know mom." Korica pointed to her temple. "I can sense what you were feeling."

Laurel then stood up straight and pulled Korica tightly against her stomach and faced Omarok while she kept her hands across Korica's tummy.

"I don't know if you can understand me Omarok, but there is no more needles or prodding of my daughter. Are we clear? You just stay away from her."

Omarok bowed and then nodded at her.

"He's not gunna hurt us mom. He needs our help."

"Korica, he abducted you and stuck a needle in your neck. I am not going to let him touch you again. I'll break his back first."

"Mom! Don't threaten him. He can understand you."

"Good! Then he should know I mean it."

Omarok then said something and Laurel furrowed her brow assuming she wasn't going to like whatever it was.

"He's afraid of you mom. You're scaring him. He knows how protective a mother can be and I've explained to him that we don't share blood but you're my mom."

"He's afraid of me? Look at him¦he could snap our necks with those hands of his."

"They're a peaceful people mom. They don't hurt other sentient life if they can avoid it. They don't even interact with them if they can help it."

"What the heck do you call this?"

"This isn't exactly a sanctioned interaction. In fact I get the sense that if the others found out about our presence and how we were brought down here Omarok would be in a lot of trouble."

"Korica, how long have you been awake with Omarok? You seem to know an awful lot."

"I don't know¦quite a while I guess."

Laurel pulled her hands up to Korica's shoulders and spun her around so she could look into her face.

"Korica, the guys must be frantic trying to find us. They have no idea what happened to us. Given enough time and no trace they will rip this planet apart trying to find us. Do you have any idea how much damage the Future can do if its weapon is aimed into the lake or whatever we are at the bottom of and fired?"

"No."

"That weapon is meant to crack comets, asteroids and planetoids apart for mining. With the negative matter core now capable of enhancing the gravitational pulse they could literally split this planet in half."

"I hadn't really thought about them searching for us." Korica turned around and faced Omarok. "Omarok, we have to let the others know that we're not hurt. Can we bring them down here."

Omarok mad some noises and shook his head no and Laurel didn't need to understand him to know what he had said.

"He doesn't want any others to know about this place or his people mom. He said only us."

"No! We have to let the guys know that we're ok."

Omarok said something else and Korica frowned and then looked at Laurel.

"He's pretty adamant that isn't going to happen. He sensed me because of my abilities and he¦"

Omarok said something else and Korica's facial expression changed to one of shock.

"No! You saw me? How?"

"What Korica?" Laurel asked.

"He said he saw me when I was a little girl¦when we stopped here for water."

Omarok walked over to the cabinet with an image contained within a bubble of water and he touched some of the symbols being displayed and then he slid his finger across the bottom of the bubble creating a small wake and then a still image flickered on the screen and Omarok waved Korica over and said something to her. Korica and Laurel walked over to the cabinet and Laurel kept her eyes on Omarok making him step back even further. When the two looked at the image Korica gasped and put her hand up to her mouth as she was looking at an image of herself and her parents and their entire crew at the swimming hole and Korica looked to only be four or five years old.

"Oh my god¦that's you Korica¦and your mother and father...look how cute you are. This doesn't change anything Korica, we have to let the others know that we aren't dead."

Omarok then stepped forward and touched the screen again and image looking down on the crimson fighter appeared. Omarok then looked at Korica and talked to her for a moment and Laurel was getting frustrated at her lack of ability to understand Omarok.

"What did he say Korica?"

"He said our travel companions are still here and won't be allowed to leave until our efforts are concluded so we won't be left behind. He has disabled the ships drive system."

"He can do that?" Laurel asked sounding truly surprised.

"I guess so. I don't¦that image is looking down at the ship from the rock formation isn't it Omarok?"

Omarok said something and Korica looked curiously at Laurel.

"What?" Laurel asked looking back at her.

"He said there are watchers in the tops of the points of rock. I don't know what that means though."

"Watchers? You mean some of your people are watching them¦they've been watching us?"

Omarok then said something else and Korica then looked at Laurel.

"He said they watch from here and a few other locations within the cities."

"I wonder if he means cameras¦wait cities? How many of you are there Omarok?"

Omarok said something and Korica looked shocked.

"He said many, many. He doesn't know precise numbers but he thinks it's in the thousands if I understand his number translation right. His speech is a little odd. Some of his words don't have a translation that I understand."

"Are you hearing him in English?"

"No, I'm hearing him in Hiram."

"This is frustrating honey¦let's do this¦micro organism translator thing. I want to understand what Omarok is saying myself."

Omarok nodded and turned and stepped around the restraint table and picked up a strange hand held device that had a small screen that was filled with water at the end of a handle. Laurel was worried about what it was for as Omarok motioned for Laurel to lie on the table. Laurel stepped up to the table and looked at the syringe filled with the blue liquid and she swallowed hard when she looked at the length of the needle at the end of the syringe.

"What's that for?" Laurel asked pointing to the device in Omarok's hand.

Omarok touched the bubble of water in the screen and then held it over his arm and tilted it so Laurel could see it and she was looking at the bone and veins in his arm as well as the muscle tissues. Omarok then pointed at her neck and she got it. He needed to see where he was putting the needle and this device would allow him to precisely place the injection without piercing her spinal column nerves or without hitting a vertebrae and possibly breaking the needle off. Laurel nodded and then looked at the table. She didn't like the idea but she wanted to communicate with Omarok directly to find out exactly what he wanted and to explain that she wasn't going to help him unless he let her tell the guys that she wasn't hurt.

Laurel reluctantly climbed up onto the table and laid down on her back and Omarok looked at Korica and said something. Korica then looked at Laurel.

"He needs you on your side or on your stomach. He has to reach your brainstem"

Laurel took a deep breath and then rolled on her stomach and Korica walked over next to Omarok and watched what he was doing. He waved the handheld device over her neck up close to the base of Laurel's skull and then picked up the syringe and he said something to Korica.

"Mom, he said your going to feel a sting, you have to stay really still since he is going to be working right next to the base of your brain."

"Alright." Laurel said closing her eyes in preparation for the pain.

Omarok then guided the needle under the scanning device and slowly pushed it into Laurel's neck at an upward angle and she felt a twinge of pain as the needle pierced her skin and slid in. She winced but kept absolutely still as the needle slid up toward her brainstem and then she felt the fluid being injection into her neck and then Omarok slowly withdrew the needle and set the syringe back on the tray and then set the scanning device down and stepped back. Laurel rolled onto her back and then hopped off of the table on the opposite side to Omarok and Korica and she shrugged while looking at Korica.

"Did it hurt?" Korica asked.

"Not real bad. There was just a sharp poke when the needle went in but it wasn't all that bad. I don't feel any different. Where you awake when he did it to you?"

"No. I just woke up and I could understand him and he explained what he had done to make that possible."

Laurel looked up by the head of the table and she now saw that just below the head of the table was another neural helmet with a cable coming out of it and the same with the adjacent table. She was starting to realize why her mind and body felt separate and she worried a little about what kind of information might have been extracted from her mind. Omarok saw what she was looking at and spoke and Laurel was shocked that she could actually understand a few words already.

"He said not to worry mom, he didn't do anything will cause any injury. He was just searching for those with the right knowledge. You and I have the right knowledge. He was only going to take me and ask for my help but when he saw how upset you were he took advantage of the situation and took you so he could stop your pain. He didn't know it was cause you're my mom. He understands a mother's protective instincts and it scares him. Mother's will kill or be killed to protect their young, that's why he's afraid of you by the way."

"You mean he took advantage of the fact that my feet were in the water?"

"Yah. All of their technology seems to be based around water. They can control it and manipulate it in ways I've never seen before."

"I see. I have to get across how important it is that we let the others know that we didn't drown."

"Your travel companions must not know of us." Omarok said.

Laurel looked shocked that she understood him completely.

"Omarok, they will stop at nothing to find us. Even if they think we are dead they will continue to look for us to recover our bodies so they can give us a proper funeral."

"I know not funeral."

"It's uh¦a ceremony to celebrate our lives and mourn our deaths."

"Ah¦the telga moradon¦the end of journeys ritual."

"End of journeys ritual¦ok, then that is what they will want to do but they will want our bodies for that. My ship in orbit has some very powerful scanning technology and you will be discovered. They will come for us and they will likely be hurt and angry when they come. They need to know that you have visited no harm on us."

Omarok stepped around the restraint table and walked up to the cabinet that still had an image of the crimson fighter and he touched the screen a few times where there were symbols and an image of the Future appeared and he pointed at it.

"Your ship?"

"Yes. That is the Future, it is our ship and our home."

"There are many of you there?"

"Yes, very many of us¦including my mother."

Omarok looked back at the image for a moment then he looked at Laurel.

"They will all come here?"

"That's hard to explain¦they won't all come here but that ship is capable of destroying this place if it thinks you and your people are a threat."

"It thinks? Your home is alive?"

"In a manner of speaking. The ship is maintained and run by an artificial intelligence that thinks every bit as complexly as a person. If it thinks you murdered its captain and her daughter I'm not exactly sure what she'll do. If it came down to it¦we could destroy this entire planet¦we don't behave that way though. We are peaceful explorers just looking to get back to our own galaxy."

Omarok looked back at the image of the Future and seemed to really think it over. Laurel was starting to think that Omarok didn't realize how powerful and devoted the Future crew would be.

"Omarok, what is it you want from Korica and I?"

"You have knowledge of past events. I seek my mate. She who was to spawn my children disappeared while helping another race of powerful beings from another world. Many of us never came back. I seek to know what fate my mate."

"How terrible. How long ago are we talking about?"

"Fifty-four deka seven hundred fifty trot sun risings ago."

"I'm not sure I¦wait if I understand that right¦fifty-four million seven hundred fifty thousand days¦" Laurel calculated a 365-day year in head quickly. "That would be a hundred fifty thousand years ago? Are you saying you're over a hundred fifty thousand years old?"

"Year?"

"For us a year would be three hundred sixty five risings of the sun."

"Yes. I one hundred fifty thousand of these years then."

"Holy crap¦how can you possibly live that long?"

"I go sleep for thousands of sun risings at time. When I emerge I search for my mate from every visiting traveler possible."

"So you hibernate and then spend all of your waking time¦taking unsuspecting travelers like you did us to search their minds?"

Omarok nodded and then looked down for a moment then he looked at Laurel.

"My mate I love for all time. She love me for all time. I will have no other until I know what fate my mate."

"Geeze, you poor thing. You've been searching for your love for a hundred and fifty thousand years? I can't even imagine what that must be like to be heart broken for that long. Look, those others, those are our mates, mine and Korica's."

"But she is¦a woman child, like you. You have a mate?"

Laurel looked at Korica who just shrugged and then she looked back at Omarok.

"She would be called a child by some¦and she is becoming a woman yes. Her body is changing into a woman more so everyday and so is mine."

"Not your body. I can see by inside looker that you are female but still growing. I talk of the mind."

"Oooh¦yes. We are both young but we have the knowledge and thinking of an adult. We both have a mate for life. I am tied to my mate in a way that I will die if we are not together. Korica does not have the life pairing but she will¦ache from the heart if she is not with her mate. Even now I can feel her pain, she longs to be with her mate."

"I seek the knowledge that you have. Please, help me find what fate my mate?"

"We will help you however we can but not until you let us tell our mates what fate their mates. Until you let me go to the surface and see my Jake I will not help you and I will not let my Korica here help you either."

Omarok seemed to get upset and he growled and threw his hands up and walked toward Laurel quickly and she got scared that she had angered him and he was going to grab her so she focused her mind quickly and gave a hard push and Omarok suddenly fell over backwards and slid across the floor until he hit the wall with a thud and he coughed as his spiny back slammed into the wall. He sat staring at Laurel and Laurel pulled her mind back and she was actually surprised at herself. She had no idea that she could do that. She stepped over to Korica and pulled her back against her stomach and put her arms around her chest.

"I'm sorry Omarok, you scared me. We are not completely defenseless as you can see but I don't want to hurt you. You are a very big¦person and our bodies are fragile. You could hurt us very easily by grabbing us to rough."

"I was not hurt you. I was giving you a breathing lung. I will let you go to your mate. Your Korica stay here and we bring your mates here."

"Oh, sorry Omarok. Are you ok with staying here Korica?" Laurel said looking into her face.

"Yah I'm ok with that. I sense that we can trust Omarok. He has a good heart and he really doesn't want to hurt us. He just wants us to help him find his mate."

"Ok. Omarok, you know you could've just asked us and we would've helped you. You didn't have to go through all of this."

"You would not understand my talk. Would you let me put dirian in your neck if I show it to you?"

Laurel looked over at the syringe and grinned a little.

"No, I probably wouldn't have let you stick that syringe as we call it into my neck. That's a real good point. We have a way of hearing what others are feeling though. Korica here is particularly sensitive to the feelings of others. We would have known that you didn't want to hurt us."

"I not knowing that."

Laurel let go of Korica and the two stepped over to Omarok and they each put out a hand and Omarok took their hands and gripped them firmly and the girls helped him get to his feet. Omarok nodded and let go of the girls' hands once he was standing. Laurel noticed that Omarok had an extremely firm grip and she realized that if he had wanted to he probably could have hurt them badly very easily.

"I'm sorry Omarok, did I hurt you?"

"Not bad. I tough. How you did that?"

"I can manipulate gravity in a localized area with my mind. I made you weigh nothing and just shoved you with my mind."

"I never see that before¦or feel it."

"I've felt her do that to me before¦not the shoving part but making you weigh nothing. Feels kind of strange huh?"

"I not like it. Please do not do again."

"I won't."

The three then walked over to a tank sitting on a back table and inside the tank were what looked like big starfish that only had four tentacles. Omarok reached in and grabbed one and pulled it off the bottom and lifted it out of the tank and flipped it upside down. There was what looked like a mouth with soft pale pink lips and some gooey flesh all around it. Laurel curled her face in disgust and then she remembered her impression of something giving her the kiss of life.

"Is this what kept us alive while you brought us down here?"

"Yes. This tempra lung. It will breathe water to air for you."

"Ick¦it looks disgusting."

"It is programmed life form made for air breathers with no scoils."

"What's a scoil?"

Omarok pointed at the gills on his neck and Laurel nodded.

"We call those gills."

"You have water breathers on your world?"

"Not like you but we have aquatic life yes."

"This tempra look slimy but it will keep you breathing. It will hold your head tightly and when you step out of water it will let go if pull at it."

"Wait¦what about the water pressure. Our bodies aren't designed to be under such high pressure."

Omarok put the tempra back in the tank and then picked up what looked like a whip. When he squeezed the handle the hole thing became stiff and began to glow a bluish white color and electricity could be seen within it buzzing around.

"Is that what you used to immobilize us?"

"Yes. It make field in the body that water cannot crush. It can also make person sleep and unable to fight."

Omarok then released his squeeze on the handle and the electricity faded and the whip went limp. He then handed it to Laurel and she took it apprehensively and held it up to look at it and the handle felt like flesh. It didn't feel like a manufactured device.

"Squeeze." Omarok said pointing at her hand.

Laurel gave a little squeeze of the handle and the whip popped to attention and she could feel a tingle that started in her hand and traveled up her arm and then surged across her whole body. She smiled at the odd sensation as it kind of tickled all over her entire body.

"Harder you squeeze, more pressure can you be in. If squeeze hard and point at person when they in water you can make sleep for while."

"Incredible!" Laurel said.

Laurel relaxed her grip and the whip went limp and the tingling in her body faded and then went away completely. She then looked at Korica and smiled and handed it to her. Korica took a hold of the handle and squeezed lightly and the whip went stiff and she giggled as the field traveled up her arm and then encompassed her whole body. She stood grinning big for some time before Laurel touched her shoulder and she could feel the tingling traveling up into her hand and up her arm. She pulled her hand away and looked at Omarok.

"So this can protect more than one person?"

"Yes. If all touch each other they all not be crushed."

"You've got some amazing aquatic technology. That thing feels like it's organic in nature."

"Yes, we grow not make."

"Omarok, how long have your people lived here undetected?"

"Many of your years. Since our world was not covered in water."

"Comets did that huh?"

"I know not comets?"

"Um¦flying balls of ice from space."

"Oh yes. We have four big balls of ice hit our planet very long time ago and all of the lands go away. We live in water¦surface people no more¦we survive."

Korica released her grip on the whip and handed it back to Omarok. He took it and set it on the table next to the tank then he turned to Laurel.

"I help you and you help me?"

"Yes, I promise. If you take me to my mate and allow me to bring him¦and Korica's mate down here as well as our¦protector, I will help you."

Laurel then turned and knelt down in front of Korica and looked up into her face.

"Are you sure you're ok staying here alone? I hate the idea of leaving you."

"I'm a little scared but I'll be ok mom. I want Tamaric with me and if you don't get back to Jake you're gunna start to get sick. I can feel that you're already feeling it."

"My stomach hurts and I'm feeling anxious. I just want to make sure that you're gunna be ok."

"I should be fine mom. You go and bring the guys back, please."

Laurel stood up and kissed Korica and then looked at Omarok.

"You have to swear that Korica will not be hurt if we leave her here?"

"If she touch nothing she will be fine, I promise."

"Ok, then let's go get the guys."

Omarok reached into the tank and pulled out one of the tempra and handed it to Laurel and she took it and curled her lips in disgust knowing that she had to put her lips up to its mouth. Omarok then picked up the whip and the three walked over to what looked like a large window that looked out onto the sandy bottom. Omarok could see the questioning look on Laurel's face so he reached out and pushed his hand right through the opening and moved his webbed fingers around and then pulled his hand back in and it was wet and dripping. Laurel could see that here was a field of manipulated surface tension that kept the water back. She had no idea how it worked but she understood the concept. Omarok nodded at Laurel and she curled her lips in disgust and raised the tempra up to her face and pushed it against her face and the four arms curled around her head gently and then it pulled itself tightly against her face. She puckered in a kiss and she could feel the tempra's lips meet hers. They felt soft and slightly warm pretty close to what a person felt like.

Omarok then squeezed the whip and it went straight and began to glow and then a few seconds later Omarok wrapped his hand around Laurel's arm just above her wrist and she could feel the tingling electrical like tickle spread up her arm and down to her hand and then over her whole body and she nodded and Omarok stepped through the doorway and out into the water and Laurel followed him. When the two got out into the water it felt very cold at first and Laurel looked back and saw Korica standing on the other side of the bubble of air as it appeared from her side. Korica lifted an arm and slowly waved as Omarok began kicking his feet and he quickly yanked Laurel with him. Laurel was shocked at how fast he was able to swim even while dragging a person with him. The water was forcing against her eyes and it felt like it was making her skin ripple as they plowed through the water at what Laurel guessed to be about fifteen miles and hour. They swam along for quite some time until the light from above started to get brighter as the bottom started to slope up toward the shallower water. The bottom was just featureless sandy mounds and flat plains. Laurel had no idea how Omarok was able to navigate without any real features for landmarks but he pulled her along and she kicked and stroked with her free arm to try and help. He sped along the sandy bottom as though he knew exactly where he was going.

When the sandy bottom got close enough to stand on and the light from above was very bright Laurel and Omarok started to walk along the bottom and eventually their heads peaked out and then the water was only up to Laurel's chest and then her hips and then her ankles. She stopped and put her hand on the tempra and pulled a little and it let go and withdrew its lips from hers and then just fell into her hand. She turned and handed it to Omarok and he let go of her arm and took it from her. Laurel then swiped her hair back and brushed her cheek and it felt slimy and she had to fight the urge to be sick.

She squatted down and splashed water up in her face to wash the mucus off her face and then she swiped her hair back again and stood up.

"How am I going to find you Omarok?"

"I be right out there. I see you if you walk out into water."

"Ok, so just come here and walk out into the water? Got it. And no one is going to mess with my Korica while she's down there alone?"

"No. Very few no of my sanctuary. If she keeps quiet and touches nothing they not know she there."

"Ok."

Omarok then turned and walked down into the water until his head sank below the surface and the water went still except for the slowly expanding ripples from his walk down into the water. Laurel shook her head and grinned a little then turned and stepped up onto the beach. She could see the drag marks from her and Korica and she saw a good deal of foot prints all around telling her that they guys had been there and they looked like they even walked further down the beach quite a ways and then came back. Laurel then looked for her weapon and it was gone. She hoped the guys had picked it up and not Omarok. She looked where Korica had relieved herself and the plastic bag and tissues were gone. She assumed Mark would've wanted to leave no traces other than the waste. Laurel then started walking toward the ship around the corner and over the pile of boulders.

From the guys perspective as soon as they bounded off of the rocks mark and Jake pulled their weapons and ran as fast as the shifting sand beneath their feet would allow. When they rounded the corner and strode down the shore line they could see Laurel's weapon lying on the beach but the girls were nowhere in sight. Mark stopped and bent down and picked up Laurel's weapon and looked at the side of it just as Jake and Tamaric ran up to him.

"Laurel's weapon is still on and only a couple of shots have been fired. Probably only the ones we saw." Mark said as he looked around.

Mark turned the weapon off and handed it to Tamaric and then he looked a few feet away and he saw the pair of drag marks leading all the way down to the water. His heart sank into his feet, as he knew something had gotten a hold of the girls and from the looks of the marks they were either unconscious or dead when they were dragged into the water. Mark pointed to the drag marks and Jake squatted down and looked closely at the drag marks while Tamaric walked around the top of the drag marks and then stepped over and squatted down next to the smaller drag mark. He hung his head for a moment and then looked at Mark while trying hard to hold back tears of anger and grief.

"Something got 'em huh?"

"It sure looks that way." Mark said quietly.

He then looked up into the small alcove of rock and saw the plastic bag and pack of tissues. He stepped up to them and he could see where Korica had relieved herself and he picked up the bag and he could see that it was sealed telling him that Korica had finished her business when whatever grabbed her got close enough to grab her. He set the bag down and flowed Korica's footprints right to the waters edge and he wondered why she would have deliberately walked toward danger or if she even knew she was looking at something dangerous. He looked down at Laurel's drag Mark and he could see a perfect impression of her head where the drag mark started telling him that she was sitting and fell back smacking her head in the sand before being dragged down into the water.

Mark then looked around the drag marks and something caught his eye. He stepped down close to the water and one of the footprints was odd to him. He squatted down and looked closely at it and he could see that it was a webbed foot with four toes and claws at the tip of each and it sank in far enough for him to guess a body weight of about two hundred seventy-five pounds. Now he was sure, something upright and outweighing the girls by a significant margin had subdued and then dragged them into the water. He stood up and looked out across the vast calm lake to the white rock formation a couple miles away with the same pointed spires as the rock formation they were standing next to and he wondered what the hell could be lurking under the water that was undetectable from orbit or on their final approach.

He turned and looked down at the drag marks again and that's when he noticed that the girls hands had fallen to their sides and then spun around as they were dragged and the backs of their hands had left their own impressions as they were dragged toward the water. He now knew they weren't tied up and were dragged feet first into the water. He then looked down the shore and then back in the direction they had come from.

"What the fuck is going on here? Why wouldn't they resist? There's no blood, no signs of a struggle and only a single footprint by the waters edge. This just doesn't figure."

"What are we gunna do?" Tamaric said as he stood up and looked out into the water.

"Well first of all stay the hell away from the water. Something is able to incapacitate a person and drag them into the water without a person putting up a struggle meaning death or unconsciousness is immediate."

Tamaric took a couple quick steps back from the edge of the water and looked down to make sure there was a significant distance between his feet and the water.

"Mark¦" Jake swallowed hard. "We should look down the beach that way for¦bodies or blue material or pieces of bodies washed up."

Mark looked down and tried to stay focused. He was feeling the anger at himself again for dropping the ball. He felt like he should have stayed right next to Korica no matter how much it embarrassed her. He took a deep breath and focused. He looked at Jake and nodded and the three stepped over the drag marks as though stepping on them would desecrate the girls themselves. The three walked all the way to the end of the rock formation and around the corner where there was another small sandbar that jutted out into the water about fifty feet. They walked right out to the tip of it looking for any signs of the girls but they saw absolutely nothing. They turned back and they could see just the very top of the ship from where they were standing. If they dove into the water they could have swam across the pool between them and the ship that only looked to be about fifteen feet deep and was the same green color but clear enough to see all the way to the white sandy bottom. On the other side of the deep pool there was a string of boulders with sand built up on them creating a dam and blocking the view of the shallow pools that Korica had been swimming in.

Mark scanned around as far as he could see and then he hung his head for a moment. He was pretty sure if something had grabbed the girls to eat them it would have done so deep down like a crocodile. There might not be much left to recover and take back to the ship for burial. He didn't even want to think about a funeral yet and how hard that was going to be on all of them.

"Come on, let's get back to the Prentor and we'll search from the air. We can have the Future help us find the girls from above as well."

All three turned and headed back down the peninsula of sand to the rock formation and they walked back toward the abduction point looking carefully for any signs of the girls along the way. When they got back to the drag marks they all stopped and looked down at them for a few minutes and tried to swallow down their grief. Mark looked at Jake and touched his shoulder.

"Can you use your little sensing thing to feel for the girls?"

"I have been Mark. Don't you think I would've thought of that? I don't sense anything."

"Alright, relax Jake. It was just a thought."

Mark stepped over and picked up the plastic bag and the opened tissue pack and all three then kept walking around the back of the rock formation opposite to the ship. They rounded the corner and then climbed up over the boulder pile and down onto the sandy slopes leading up to the rock formation. They walked down to the sandbar and across it to the ship. Mark and Jake holstered their weapons and Mark turned on the cockpit lights as he climbed up into the sensor and guidance seat. He then got up and stepped to the very dark back half of the cargo area and placed the plastic bag and tissue pack in the cargo crate and then closed it and strapped it down all by feel and then he stepped back up to the front of the ship and sat down at the sensor and guidance station facing out into the isle. Jake sat down across from him and reached up and turned on the main power and then opened the communication channel and called out to the Future.

"Future, this is the Prentor. Do you read?"

"This is the Future, I have you loud and clear Prentor. I tried to signal you in regards to a life form of unknown species or origin approaching the girls."

"Yah, we got a warning shot from Laurel and we tried to go see if we could help but they were gone when we got there."

"Yes I know. I have been monitoring you on visual sensors when the cloud cover permits it. The creature came out of the water. It rendered Korica unconscious and pulled her into the water and then when Laurel sat down at the same place it did the same to her."

"Do you know where it went?" Mark asked.

"No. I was only able to track it until it descended below one hundred feet. After that it disappeared from my sensors. I am continuing to scan as deep as I can but I need to get closer in order to penetrate the bedrock at the bottom of that body of water. The bedrock is extremely magnetic and dense as is the atmosphere. It is reflecting back a lot of electromagnetic interference."

"So why don't you get closer?" Tamaric asked from the cargo area where he was crying in the dark and listening.

"I am not finished with the repairs. It would be difficult to maintain a stable low orbit without running a risk of reentry. My hull would survive the reentry but not the impact with the ground not to mention the difficulty in getting something the size of the Future back into space even if my hull wasn't damaged beyond repair."

"Did you see the girls¦were they hurt?"

"I did not witness any overt force applied upon their bodies. They simply fell back and then were dragged beneath the surface."

"Continue the repairs. We're going to get airborne and try and search with our limited sensors. Maybe we can at least find their bodies. As long as they've been under there's very little chance¦we'll let you know what we find."

"Understood."

Jake then reached up and turned the communication system off and dropped his face into his hands by his knees as he sat sideways in the power and weapons seat facing out into the isle. Mark put his hand on the back of Jake's head and stroked it a few times.

"I'm sorry I let you down xo. I swore this would never happen on my watch again and here we are again contemplating the loss of our captain and Korica."

Jake sat up and took a deep breath and then let it out in a gust.

"You didn't do anything wrong Mark. We thought this place was uninhabited. Even the elder race gave us bad information. That's the danger in classifying a planet without having visited it first to confirm your distant observations."

"Thanks Jake. I should've gone with her and stood right over her. Shittin with an audience is better than drowning or being eaten or whatever."

Jake half smiled and chuckled and then a tear slipped over the edge of his bottom eyelashes and rolled down his cheek.

"I know this is gotta be hard. Hang in there xo."

"Mark¦" Jake cleared his throat so his voice wouldn't sound shaky. "If we don't find Laurel alive¦I've got about twenty four hours before I join her."

"Oh fuck¦I forgot about that. I need you to run both stations back here and I'll get us in the air so we can start searching ok?"

Jake wiped his cheek and nodded so Mark got up and stepped back to the airlock and raised the lever to close the door. He held it until the door sealed itself shut and then he looked toward the dark rear half of the ship.

"Get yourself strapped in Tamaric. We're going to be doing a lot of slow banking turns ok?"

"Yes sir." Tamaric said in shaky voce that told Mark he was crying or had been.

Mark decided to give the poor kid his space to mourn so he said nothing. He stepped up to the front of the ship and squirmed down into the pilot's seat and began the start up sequence and he immediately started to get alarms from the drive system. The start up sequence would not initiate because the magnetic constrictors were malfunctioning. He tried isolating the FTL drive to start just the hover and forward flight engines and power was reaching the engine modules but the engines were unresponsive. Jake moved over to the power and weapons and he was having trouble with his preflight sequences as well. Jake was dumbfounded by all the failures so he moved over to the sensor station and turned on the display and reached up and turned on the scanners and he was detecting a dampening field that was causing magnetic fields to collapse all over the ship. It was coming from the rock formation they were parked next to but he couldn't figure out how. They landed and everything was working fine but now the field was playing havoc with the systems.

"Uh¦we got a pretty big problem here Mark. There is something in those rocks that is causing magnetic field collapses all over the ship. We aren't going anywhere."

"What? How's that possible?"

"I¦god I need Laurel to interpret this stuff. Best I can tell there is a field of energy that is nullifying the bipolar fields in the engines and generators. We got no shields and no engines, we're on reserve power cells and that's it. We have enough power for several weeks if we don't use the heaters at night¦course I'm not guna have to worry about that after tomorrow."

"Son of a bitch!" Mark said as he punched his right display.

Mark immediately got worried that he had done damage to the display so her turned it on and luckily it glowed to life and looked perfectly normal. He turned it back off and then shut everything down and clambered up out of his seat and sat down in the power and weapons seat facing out into the isle. He then reached up and turned the communication system on and called out to the Future.

"Future, this is the Prentor. You read me?"

"This is the Future, go ahead Prentor."

"We've got a bit of a problem here. There is an immobilizing field keeping our engines from starting up. It seems to be coming from the rock formation next to us. You think you can knock it out from up there?"

"Not from my current position. I am detected the field that you are referring to. It resembles a heisman field. I am capable of producing that same field to immobilize other vessels though if used on an active drive system it would have some catastrophic results."

"Well can you destroy the rock formation from orbit?"

"Possibly, you are extremely close to the rock formation so I will need to hit it with a focused gravimetric pulse from just the right angle so the shattered rock is blasted into the water beyond you rather than on top of you. If I make an extremely low, high-speed orbit I believe I can clip the top of the rock formation as I fly past at mach thirty. The timing will have to be precise as well as the narrow beam emitted from my main weapon. As soon as the repairs are complete I will alert you and get set up for the high speed low orbital pass."

"Roger that. Thanks Future."

"You are welcome Mark."

Mark then reached up and closed the transmit circuit but left the communication system on. He then looked at Jake and leaned forward and put his hand on his knee.

"How you doin Jake?"

"Not real great. My guts hurt and my heart aches. I want the girls back Mark. I love them both with every ounce of my being. I'll die without both of them in my life."

"Just hang in there and let's hold out hope that they are somewhere alive ok?"

Jake just nodded as again a tear slipped over his lower eyelash and ran down his cheek. He was a little embarrassed that he couldn't completely contain his pain but he was missing two people not just one and he loved them both deeply. He hoped mark would understand that and not think of him as weak. Mark got up and stepped over to the airlock controls and pulled the lever down unsealing the door and he held the lever down until the door touched the sand and then he stepped back and turned the cockpit lights off and then he sat down and looked into the back of the ship. He could see that Tamaric had cried it out and was now pulling himself together a little bit. Mark looked over at Jake and nodded toward the sensor display.

"You think the same silly son of a bitch that grabbed the girls is responsible for the field?"

"Probably. They probably want to make sure we can't go get reinforcements or start blasting the lake with unseen weapons."

Mark looked up at the dim red light indicating that the communication system was active.

"Why do you suppose their not jamming our communications?"

"Either they can't or they don't see that as being a problem. For all we know they may know that we're it. There is no one else coming to help us and they know it so they figure we can talk to an empty ship all we want."

"Well if we get out of this and I find out they've killed the girls¦let's just say that lake is going to be a smoking crater when I'm done with it."

"No Mark. I'll be in charge until I die and I say we contact the elder race and let them deal with these guys. We can't go smashin planets up because we trespassed and got ourselves killed for it. We are the aliens¦remember?"

"Without the girls we got no chance of contacting the elder race."

"Tiomot. You know how to get in and you saw what Laurel did to turn the console on. You can communicate by text only communications."

"Screw that! I am not going back there."

"You can also transmit our security identifier and hope a patrol ship comes by to find out what's going on. Either way you have to promise me Mark, no revenge killing. Contact the elder race and let them deal with it, then keep on mission."

"I can't build the zoo for our guest. You guys aren't done and I got no way of figuring out how to do that."

"The details have been loaded into the AI's data core. The AI can probably come up with a way on its own given enough time. Please promise me you won't go postal on this planet Mark?"

"Fine¦no revenge killing."

"Thank you. You got to take care of Tamaric for Korica until his parents are revived and you got to get the Future to our own galaxy."

"Well I aint captain material. I would have to bring captain Alexan out of stasis and try and get him up to speed on what's going on."

Jake let his head fall back against the headrest and he tried to imagine the Future without Laurel as the captain and he didn't want to be around to see that anyway. He just assumed be gone with her especially if he lost Korica at the same time. The ship just wouldn't feel like home anymore.

"You ok Jake" Mark asked startling him out of his daze.

"Yah, my stomach is in knots but I'm still ok. I was just trying to imagine the Future without Laurel and Korica around."

"Stop torturing yourself and let's hold out some hope ok?"

"Sorry, I don't mean to be such a downer."

"You got a right to grieve but let's not go trying to picture life without them until we know for sure."

"Got it."

Jake switched off his display and reached up and shut the scanner off and then turned sideways and got to his feet and made his way to the cargo area and pulled down the jump seat next to Tamaric and sat down. Tamaric was leaning over with his elbows on his knees and Jake put his hand on Tamaric's back and rubbed it gently.

"How you doin bud?"

"I feel like shit. My heart hurts and I want to tare up some alien ass."

Tamaric sat up and looked over at Jake in the darkened space and sighed.

"I don't know if I can take this life style. This is the second time Korica has had something horrible happen to her since her and I became...whatever we are. I know you said this kind of stuff happens all the time to you guys but I just don't know if I'm made out for this kind of life. I love Korica so much and I want to protect her and make her happy but I can't keep her safe out here."

Jake pulled his hand back and couldn't help but let out a little chuckle.

"Welcome to life in space Tamaric. It's a dangerous place out here and stuff is always gunna happen when you least expect it."

Tamaric rubbed his flat hand on his forehead for a moment then looked at Jake again.

"If we find Korica safe I'm thinking about going back into stasis."

"Tamaric! Are you serious? You'd leave Korica alone out here?"

"She's not alone. She has you guys to take care of her."

"We can try and protect her Tamaric but you provide her with a type of love and fulfillment that we just can't provide. She loves you completely man. She would be miserable without you at her side."

"But she'll have me when we get to the Future planet. I'm just tagging along without providing anything to the mission but a distraction to her."

"I hope you'll think about this carefully before you decide. You're going to break her heart if you go back into stasis."

"I'll talk to her before I decide anything. That's if she's even still¦"

Tamaric felt more tears welling up at the thought of Korica being gone so he stopped and leaned back on his knees and tried to swallow it down. Jake rubbed his back some more and he was feeling a new stress welling up in him. He was afraid Korica would lose focus if Tamaric decided he couldn't stand to see Korica exposed to any more danger. Jake then decided to give Tamaric some space to think so he stood up and walked to the front of the ship and looked at Mark and nodded toward the open hatch. Mark nodded yes and got to his feet and followed Jake out the doorway and the two took several steps from the ship and then Jake looked up at Mark.

"Tamaric is thinking about going back into stasis if we get out of this with the girls unhurt. It's rippin his heart apart to see all this crap happening to Korica without the ability to do anything about it."

"He better just be talking out of grief. I'll kick that little man's ass if he hurts her like that."

"He feels like he isn't contributing anything to the mission except a distraction to Korica."

"What? He is the mission. He represents the future generations of Humans on our new home world. The children he is going to have with Korica and the two other women that he has to sire children with need his genes and smarts."

"I don't think he's exactly seeing that, besides he'll be there, he just doesn't want to be here¦in this galaxy¦watching the girl he's crazy about constantly put in mortal danger."

"You sound like you're tryin to talk me into the idea."

"Not at all. I hope he changes his mind and decides to be a man and stand by his girl. I just thought you should know what he's contemplating."

"He's young and this kind of shit is traumatic. Give him some time and I think he'll see that he needs to be right here keeping Korica happy and focused. We need that girl to get home when we were supposed too¦I can't believe I'm even saying that."

"I know this stuff is all a little hard to believe and just sounds crazy when you say it out loud. That poor kid is just being exposed to some really weird stuff. He's in love with an alien and she is the key to him getting home when he was supposed to arrive in the first place."

Just then Tamaric yelled from the door of the crimson fighter.

"Hay! The Future is calling you guys. It sounds urgent."

Jake looked at Mark and mark pulled his sunglasses off and both had a glimmer in their eyes thinking that the Future might have located the girls with her superior sensors and straight down vantage point. The two quickly stepped back to the ship and stepped up to the power and weapons and sensor and guidance seats.

"Prentor, this is the Future calling. Please respond."

Jake was a little surprised that the AI actually sounded inpatient. He reached up and opened the transmit circuit.

"This is the Prentor, go ahead Future."

"Laurel is emerging from the water and walking on her own right where she was pulled in along with the creature that pulled her in. Please make haste to her position. She does not appear to be in any danger or discomfort. I believe she is talking to the creature."

Jake sprang up from his seat and bonked his head hard on the overhead switch panel making him slap his hand up to his head and collapse to his knees in pain. He looked up at Mark smiling at him with his hand out. Jake put his hand in Mark's and he pulled him to his feet.

"We're on our way Future." Jake said.

"Understood. Be advised that I am ninety eight percent complete with the repairs. I will be able to assist you with destroying the heisman dampening field in fifteen minutes."

"Outstanding! Don't do anything until we get back to the ship here. I don't want that rock blasted apart with us standing under it." Mark said.

"I would never be so reckless. I will wait for your signal. Now please go, save our Laurel." Mark pulled his head back in surprise and then he reached up and closed the transmit circuit.

Jake rubbed his head a few times and then all three stepped out of the ship and trotted along the sandbar and climbed up onto the large boulders and hopped down into the soft sand on the other side. The three then ran toward the backside of the rock formation and just ass they were about to round the corner Laurel walked into view and her face lit up when she saw the three. Jake almost stumbled he was so glad to see Laurel looking perfect with wet hair and a huge smile on her face. Jake ran right into her and threw his arms around her and lifted her up and spun her around a few times then set her back down and leaned back and looked into her eyes. He kissed her cheek and he felt a slimy residue that made him let go of her and swipe his mouth. She laughed and wiped her cheeks a few times. Mark then stepped up to her and pulled her into a tight hug that made it hard for her to breath until he let go of her.

"What the hell happened Laurel, are you ok? Where the hell is Korica?" Mark asked.

Tamaric ran past her and looked down the shoreline hoping Korica was coming behind her. When he didn't see anything he stepped back up to Laurel.

"I'm fine. I was a guest of a newfound friend. Aerot is not uninhabited. There is a population of aquatics living beneath the oceans and lakes here. Korica is with our friend Omarok. He wants our help in fact."

"What? Cap¦you left her down there?"

"Omarok can only carry one at a time and it was also a way of insuring that I would return to help him."

"You know we were ready to start blasting shit apart so we could find you? There's a field coming from this rock formation that has disabled the ship."

"I figured you guys might be at that point out of frustration. That's why I insisted that we wouldn't help unless I was allowed to come get you guys so I could let you know that we hadn't been hurt."

"What's the slimy stuff on your face Laurel? I want to kiss you but that's nasty."

"It's from a breathing device that was attached to my face. It's a biological breathing apparatus. It's a little gross but as you'll see it will keep you alive."

Jake then stepped up to Laurel and engaged her in a very passionate tongue kiss despite the messy residue. When the kiss ended Mark cleared his throat and grinned at the two.

"Sorry Mark¦" Jake said. "Can you blame me?"

"I suppose not. She is very pretty and she is alive¦" Mark looked her swimsuit over. "And unmolested apparently."

"I wasn't hurt Mark. He looked inside us with a¦scanner like device but he didn't do anything to us. He could care less about our looks or the fact that we're females."

"Is Korica ok?" Tamaric asked.

Laurel put her arm around Tamaric and gave him a squeeze.

"She's fine Tamaric. She actually established a rapport with Omarok first. She really wants you with her though. You make her feel safe."

"I didn't do a very good job of actually keeping her safe though did I?"

"You can't stifle her curiosity and sense of adventure Tamaric. Your very presence makes her feel safe even if you don't do anything but stand there next to her. You are her rock in a scary universe."

"Really? She said all that?"

"No, I can feel it. She needs you more than you can possibly ever imagine."

Jake looked over at Mark and raised his eyebrow and Mark grinned at him and gently nodded his head. The two hoped that was exactly what Tamaric needed to hear to change his mind about going back into stasis and leaving Korica on her own until they reached the Future planet.

"So is Korica being held prisoner down there?" Mark asked pointing out toward the lake.

"No. I suspect that if we had been adamant about not helping, Omarok would have let us both go but she volunteered to stay behind while I came to get you guys. Omarok is really a gentle soul, he just wants to find his mate and apparently we have the cultural knowledge in our minds that just might make that possible."

"Leave it to Korica to find someone in need of help on a supposedly uninhabited planet." Mark said with a half grin.

"Will you please take me to her Laurel? My¦" Tamaric put his hand up on chest. "It hurts and I really need to see her."

Laurel put her hand up to his cheek and smiled at him warmly.

"Of course Tamaric. I'll have you taken down first. She really misses you too."

"Laurel what about this¦" Mark looked at Jake. "Heisman field was it?"

"Yah. That's what the AI called it." Jake said.

"Omarok put that in place so you guys wouldn't leave us behind."

"Cap, you got to know that we would never ever do that. We were going to search from the air for you."

"Well he didn't know that. I'm sure he doesn't want any high power scans of the bottom of the lake taken either though."

"So he'll shut it off if you ask him too?"

"Yes. Is the ship secured?"

"No. The door is wide open and the communication system is still on."

"Ok, let's go secure the ship and then we'll all go down ok?"

"I'm just glad to have you back babe. I feared the worst when I couldn't sense you at all."

"I think there's got to be some kind of dampening field around their cities down there so that they remain undetectable and it must block our ability to sense one another as well."

"Cities? There's that many of them?"

"Yes, thousands I think. We're gunna be going to a lab of sorts. I didn't get to see the rest of the population or their cities. I think what Omarok is doing is a little bit against the rules. They aren't supposed to interact with visitors."

"Nice, a renegade." Mark said with a smirk.

"Kind of. I would call it someone that has been desperately looking for the woman he loves for a hundred and fifty thousand years."

"No freakin way! This guy lives for hundreds of thousands of years?" Mark exclaimed.

"Yah, he hibernates or something for years at a time. I guess we just got lucky and caught him awake. He even recognized Korica from her visits as a little girl."

"Unbelievable! So he is kind of like an old friend?"

"I suppose you could say that. He actually felt Korica's presence and knew she was special. That's why he took her in the first place and then when he saw how upset I was he took me to keep me calm and then Korica told him I was her mom and he got a little scared but Korica I guess insisted that he wake me up."

"Scared?"

"He knows how protective a mom can be. I actually threw him across the room at one point when he stepped toward me to quickly and startled me."

"Did the self defense lessons help?" Mark asked.

"Not¦I did it with my mind. It was an instinctive thing."

"This is all fascinating but I really want to get going so I can see Korica." Tamaric said.

"I'm sorry Tamaric, of course." Laurel said putting her hand on his shoulder.

The four of them then made their way over the boulder pile and down the sandbar to the ship. Mark stepped in and opened the transmit circuit and then knelt down.

"Future you read me?"

"This is the Future, I read you loud and clear. What's your status?"

"We've recovered Laurel and she is unharmed. She encountered a friendly so cancel the plans to take out the heisman field. We were kept on the ground so we wouldn't leave Laurel and Korica behind. We are going down to have a chat with our friend. If you would, watch where we're taken but take no overt action?"

"Understood."

"Thanks, Prentor out."

Mark then reached up and closed the transmit circuit and then turned the communications system off and then closed the main power switch and got to his feet and stepped out of the ship. He then turned and looked at Laurel.

"You want your weapon back?"

"No, you and Jake are armed and that's more than enough. We aren't in any real danger. Sides, I could throw this guy to the other side of the room¦or worse if he came at us."

Mark grinned and then reached his hand into the hidden airlock controls and lifted the lever to close the door. When it was closed and sealed he flipped the power switch off and pulled his hand out and the door closed blending in perfectly with the rest of the hull. He patted the side of the ship once and then everyone walked down the sandbar toward the boulder pile. They all climbed up over the boulders and jumped down onto the sand and walked around to the backside of the rock formation and then down the shoreline to the spot where Laurel and Korica had been pulled into the water. Laurel then looked at Mark.

"When our friend comes out you have to keep your cool and don't draw your weapon ok?"

"You're absolutely sure he didn't just want to draw us all out into the open in one spot?"

"I'm positive." Laurel tapped her temple with the end of her index finger. "I can feel what he is feeling. He has emotions real close to what we feel. I'll know if he has bad things in mind for us. His appearance is a little shocking but he is actually rather nice. Korica really likes him. If she trusts a person I'm convinced they're ok."

"Alright Laurel. I'll keep it holstered."

"Thank you Mark. You too Jake, I need you to keep it cool ok?"

"I will hon. I just don't want him touchin you ok?"

"He has to in order to get us down to his sanctuary as he calls it. He can swim super fast. Way faster than we would ever be capable of. He's gunna pull us at about fifteen miles an hour or so."

"Great. So how are you going to signal him?"

"He told me he would wait under water and all I had to do was step into the water and he would hear and see me."

Laurel then turned toward the water and stepped out into the water up to her knees and watched for movement in the water. It only took a few moments for them to see a shadow moving toward them from under the surface. It drew closer to Laurel and then Omarok stood up in the water to his waist and Mark and Jake took a couple of steps back but Tamaric stood his ground despite the frightening appearance before him. He looked Omarok up and down and then locked a gaze with his eyes. Omarok walked right up to Laurel and she grinned at him and he bowed slightly and then looked at Mark and Jake and he stared at their weapons on their hips for a moment.

"Thank you for honoring your promise Laurel." Omarok said.

"I am a woman of my word and I would never leave Korica in another's hands for very long. Come, I want to introduce you to Korica's mate and mine."

Laurel turned and stepped up out of the water and Omarok followed right behind her. Mark stared at the tempra in Omarok's right hand and his whip in his other and he feared that one or both were weapons but he kept calm and just watched every move this huge fish headed creature made. Laurel stepped up to Tamaric and then turned and faced Omarok and put her hand on Tamaric's shoulder.

"This handsome young man is Korica's mate Tamaric. This is the one she aches to be reunited with."

Tamaric just stood his ground and didn't show the slightest bit of fear despite the fact that he felt like peeing himself at the sight standing before him. He slowly looked at Laurel.

"Do I shake his hand Laurel?"

"No, that's a Human thing. If you put your hand out he would have no idea what you want from him."

"God he's huge¦and odd looking. Will you tell him hi for me?"

"He can understand you Tamaric."

"I sense he brave young one and will do anything to protect and be with his Korica." Omarok said. "Please tell him I never meant his mate any harm. She has special light from within her that I drawn toward."

"He says you are a brave young man and he never meant Korica any harm. He was drawn toward her strong inner essence."

"So he was drawn to her like the rest of us are?"

"Yes. For a sensitive species she has a very strong and bright inner glow that is beautiful and can be sensed from a great distance."

"I'm not afraid, I want to go see my Korica. Is it bad that I feel so¦possessive of her, like she belongs to me?"

"No Tamaric, that is exactly how you should feel. She does belong to you. She is your mate." Laurel said.

Laurel then stepped back next to Jake and put her arm around him and pulled him tightly against her side.

"This is my mate Jake. He is the one that I cannot be without or I will die. Jake this is Omarok."

"Hello Omarok. Thank you for not hurting my mate and my daughter. They are both extremely important to me and I would do anything to keep harm from being done to them. God Laurel, I sound like a kid."

"Relax Jake, to Omarok we are just kids. He realizes how young we are."

"Tell your mate that I feel the strong man in him that he will become. He young but I not sense a child at all. He has left that thinking behind him long ago."

"Thank you Omarok, that's very kind of you to say that. Jake he said he senses the strong man inside you that you will become very soon. He can tell that you are not child just a young man. You left childish thinking behind you a long time ago."

"Wow, so he can sense what's inside a person like we can?"

"Yes, maybe even more so than we can. He is far older than us, both as a species and as a person."

Laurel then kissed Jake's cheek making him smile and look right at her. Laurel then let go of Jake and stepped over next to Mark and stood right next to him and put her arm around his back and pulled herself close to him.

"This is our¦protector, Mark. He is like a big brother to me as well as a the chief of security for my ship...and my best friend."

Mark nodded at Omarok and Omarok stepped right up to him and Mark straightened his back and just looked right at him.

"I glad you have an influence on him. I sense he not pleased by my appearance and he offended by the manner in which I take you and your Korica to my sanctuary. Please tell I mean no harm to any of you and I grateful for his restraint in what he feels like doing to me."

Laurel gave Mark a good squeeze and shook him slightly.

"Mark, please relax ok? Omarok can sense what your thinking about doing to him and it's not very nice. He is grateful that you are using restraint but he really has no bad intentions toward any of us. He just wants our help and had no other way of asking us without it being confrontational or scary for us."

"I'm sorry Laurel, it's my training to size up an adversary for their weak points. I was just looking for the quickest way to take him down and take him out if I had to. I think he is an extremely robust species and it would take some pretty well placed shots to kill him but I have no intentions of doing that unless I'm provoked."

"Geeze Mark¦put that kind of thinking aside¦for me¦ok?"

Mark looked over at Laurel and smiled at her and uncrossed his arms and slid one arm down her back.

"Ok Laurel. Like I said, it's just my training. I'll try and be nice for you ok? Thank you for what you said about me bein your best friend and a big brother. I hope you know I feel the same way about you? You're like family to me."

Laurel smiled at him and he kissed her forehead and smiled at her.

"You're the prettiest sister a guy could ever have. I love your smile."

Laurel blushed a little and Omarok took a step back. Laurel then pulled her arm from behind Mark and stepped over to Tamaric. Omarok followed her over and stood right in front of Tamaric.

"You do not share the blood any of these that travel with you yet you look them and love them as though you are of the same blood. That very rare thing to feel so kindred to others."

"We are a family Omarok. I love them like family without question. I want you to take Korica's mate to her first. We will wait here until you return."

"I understand."

"Tamaric that starfish looking thing in his hand is a breather. It's called a tempra. It will attach itself to your face and you need to kiss the mouth at the middle of it Ok? It will breath for you underwater."

Omarok turned the tempra belly up and Tamaric looked at it and curled his lip a little. He then reached out and took it from Omarok and pulled it up closer and looked at the lips at its center. He then took a deep breath and lifted it up to his face and pressed a little and it curled its four arms around his head and pulled itself tightly to his head. Tamaric held his breath for a few moments and then when the urge became overwhelming he breathed out and the tempra pressed its lips up to his and when he breathed in it blew warm oxygen into his lungs and he breathed it deeply and looked at Laurel and nodded. It was an odd feeling but he gets how it works now. Omarok then put out his webbed hand and Tamaric looked at it for a second and then placed his hand in Omarok's and Omarok clasped his hand around his firmly and then the two stepped down toward the water.

Tamaric looked back at Mark and Jake with the reddish gold tempra wrapped round his face and Jake couldn't help but smile and wave at him. Mark was far less amused, in fact it worried him that such an alien looking life form was stuck to his face but he didn't want to scare Tamaric so he grinned and raised a hand. Tamaric then turned back toward the water and Omarok gave his whip a squeeze and it popped up stiff and began to glow from within and then he nodded to Tamaric and the two dove into the water and slipped beneath the surface and disappeared.

"God I hope you know what you're doing Laurel." Mark said looking at her.

"I think I do. It looks weird but it will keep him alive. That whip looking thing will create a static field all throughout Tamaric's body that will keep the crushing water pressure from killing him. With both technologies working together you won't suffer the bends. That creature adapts its breathing for whatever depth you're at."

Laurel then stepped over to Jake and put her arm around his back and pulled him tightly against her and he slid his arm around her and pulled himself even tighter to her. He then looked at her beautiful blue eyes and golden hair that was almost shimmering in the sunlight and he sighed.

"You're so beautiful Laurel. I meant to tell you how hot you look in this swimsuit by the way. I really like how it follows your curves."

"Thank you Jake. I had felt how you saw me so I knew it turned you on. I like it too as long as it's just the five of us. I don't think I would want to wear this in a crowd if you know what I mean?"

"Yah, it doesn't exactly leave much to the imagination does it?"

"No, you can see everything. I figured you guys don't care though."

Laurel glanced over at Mark.

"Oh I don't care. If you're comfortable in it than who cares what you can see."

"Well I love what I can see." Jake said with a big grin.

"Thanks Mark, I was kind of hoping it wasn't¦obscene or whatever to you."

"I don't look at your body Laurel. Things aren't hanging out so I could care less."

"Cool."

"Hay, how long does it take to get down to Omarok's lab or whatever?" Mark asked.

"I don't know exactly. I wasn't awake for the trip down. It took about ten minutes or so to get to the surface so I would assume ten or fifteen minutes to get down."

"How deep are we talking?"

"A couple hundred feet at least. It's deep enough that the sunlight is only a faint glow and nothing more."

"Great. I guess we should have a seat and wait patiently."

All three of them sat down in the warm sand and Laurel leaned against Jake's side feeling very relaxed and grateful to have him right next to her again. Mark looked over at the two and grinned and shook his head. Laurel noticed and grinned back.

"Are we making you uncomfortable Mark?" Laurel asked.

"No, not at all. Sorry cap, I was just¦I'm a little jealous ok. I blew my chance to know what you two got¦Korica and Tamaric are just as affectionate with one another and I kind of wish I hadn't been such a bonehead as to give up that kind of companionship. It's actually kind of nice to see you guys make each other so happy."

"There might still be a special someone out there for you."

"I guess one can hope."

When Tamaric and Omarok descended into the water, Tamaric was shocked by how fast Omarok was able to swim. He could feel the water pressure sweeping over his body as they jetted along faster than most surface boats were capable of traveling. The tingling all over Tamaric's body from the whip device that Omarok was holding tickled every inch of his body but as the sunlight got darker and the water pressure increased he could feel that there was a pressure resistive force being created right blow the skin. He could sense the rapidly increasing pressure but it didn't hurt at all as one would expect. He could also almost taste that the air being breathed into his mouth when he inhaled changed, as they got deeper. It almost tasted sweet by the time the water became so dark that the only light was coming from Omarok's whip that now looked more like a lighted sward than a whip.

Once they reached the bottom of the lake and swam for a considerable distance Tamaric could make out an air bubble ahead of them that seemed to be glowing a silvery color looking like a big ball of mercury sitting at the entrance to a cave in the side of a rocky outcropping. The outcropping was the only real feature in an otherwise featureless plain or gently mounded white sand with no plants or rocks or anything recognizable at all. Tamaric couldn't figure out how Omarok was even able to find anything with such a flat abysmal desert before them.

When the two drew close to the bubble Omarok slowed them down and pulled Tamaric up next to him and oriented them so they were in an almost standing position and then Omarok let them sink so their feet on the sandy bottom and then he took a couple of gentle steps forward pulling Tamaric right through the air bubble and into his sanctuary. The water drained off of them as Omarok relaxed his grip on his whip and it fell limp and the light from within faded and Tamaric felt the tickling feeling fade away and then Omarok let go of Tamaric's hand.

Korica practically ran up to Tamaric and gently pulled the tempra from his face and handed it to Omarok. Korica then swept the slimy residue from his face and then threw her arms around him and pulled him into a painfully tight hug. She held him tightly swaying him slightly for a few minutes While Omarok looked on. Korica then pulled her face back and Tamaric took deep breath as Korica released her death grip on him. She then closed her eyes and engaged him in a long and wet tongue kiss.

When the kiss terminated with a peck Korica looked into Tamaric's blushed face and gave him a big smile that warmed his heart and only further weakened his knees, as her kiss had been particularly intense for him. Once his vision and mind cleared he glanced around a little and then looked back at Korica as he held her body tightly to his to wait for his physical reaction to fade so as not to be embarrassed.

"I was so worried Korica. He didn't hurt you right?"

"No he didn't do anything to me Tamaric. I missed you too. I didn't realize how much it would hurt to be away from you for so long."

"Thanks for the outstanding greeting by the way. I love your kisses."

"You're welcome Tamaric. I can feel how much you like them. I must be doing something right for it to do that to you almost every time."

Tamaric blushed a deep red in the cheeks and closed his eyes for a second then opened them and looked her in the eyes.

"I can't stop that from happening Korica no matter how hard I try not to let that happen it just¦it has a mind of its own and that just happens."

"Don't apologize. I take it as a compliment Tamaric. You do the same thing to me you just can't see it."

Korica then released her grip on Tamaric and pulled her body back and slid her hand down to Tamaric's and gripped it firmly. They both faced Omarok and Omarok raised his head and inhaled deeply and then looked at them both and Korica furrowed her brow.

"What's the matter Omarok?"

"I not have such strong pheromones in my sanctuary before. Your mate wants to mate. I not knowing that your species would spawn at such youth."

"We don't Omarok. It's just his natural physical reaction to my presence and the way I embraced him. My species does not spawn at my age though we are physically capable of it. My species bare live young and it would likely kill me if I tried to give birth at my age."

"Oh god Korica¦did he think we were going to¦do it?"

"He smelled our reaction to each other Tamaric. He knows your body wants to¦you know¦but you heard what I told him."

"Smelled¦I didn't¦do anything that he should smell."

"Because he is aquatic his sense of smell is like a thousand times more sensitive than ours, he smelled our pheromones."

"Pheromones¦that's the stuff that we all produce that attracts the opposite sex right?"

"That's right. Yours smell really good to me. I love the way you smell. When I sleep during the day after my watch and you are gone, I can smell you on the pillows and it helps me sleep better. I breathe it in deeply and it's like your right there with me."

"I didn't know that."

Tamaric looked around the lab at all of the strange equipment and twinkling lights and he was amazed at the wonders he was seeing. He would have never guess that Omarok would have technology that was so advanced.

"You teach to your mate?" Omarok asked.

"Yes I do. He does not have the level of knowledge that I do and I am trying to share what I know with him."

"I feel strong love bond in you both. You are¦mated at the soul?"

"Yes Omarok, we are in love. It is very deep and very permanent. We will be mates for life."

"All of your kind mate for life?"

"Most but not all. Some will mate for a time with a person and then move on to another."

"Why would abandon mate?"

"It's a little hard to explain. Some of us think that we have found our life mate but there is no connection at the soul so the pair part ways and move on to another looking for the soul mate."

"I seek the one I mated with from the soul."

"We're going to help you find her Omarok. I promise."

"You two be comfortable. I bring the mom and dad to you. If you thirsty, there water in back room and waste collector. If you desire to spawn use side room not work area please." Omarok pointed to a dark opening to the back of the room and one in between worktables on the sidewall.

"I told you we don't do that Omarok¦but thank you for offering your sanctuary for that purpose just the same."

Omarok bowed slightly and then stepped toward the bubble leading out side and he gave his whip a squeeze and it stood up straight and began to glow and he stepped right through the bubble and out into the water and quickly swam away. Korica then tugged at Tamaric's hand.

"Come on, let's get you cleaned up." Korica said.

"Did he still think we were gunna make love or whatever?"

"He just said if we wanted to not to do it in here use the side room. I guess we still smell like we want too or something. There is water and a toilet in the back room."

"I swear I'm not thinking about doing that to you Korica¦I mean I'm not against the idea but I'm not thinking about it."

"Relax, I know. Our bodies are just reacting the way they do without us thinking about it cause we love each other and subconsciously we know that some day soon we definitely will be doing that." Korica said as she led Tamaric to the back room.

"Soon?"

"Stop it Tamaric. I can hear what you're feeling. Not today, not tomorrow but soon enough we'll do that. We are destined to have children together after all so you know we'll eventually be making love."

"Sorry Korica. I'm really tryin to behave myself with what I think."

"I know. You'll eventually get your hormones under control and grow up a little."

The two stepped into the back room and as soon as they stepped in the room lit up and it was a very simple bathroom and sink basin setup. Korica walked Tamaric right up to the sink basin and told Tamaric to close his eyes and she splashed water up in his face and wiped the slimy residue from his face until it was all gone. She then pushed his hair back and smiled at him when he opened his eyes.

"You've got the pretties blue eyes Tamaric¦and the cutest face. I'm so glad I have you as my mate."

"Likewise darlin. I was heartbroken¦again¦when I thought you had been drowned or eaten. I wish this stuff would stop happen to you. It hurts like nothing I've ever felt before to have you taken from me or to see you hurt like you were on Tiomot."

"As weird as it sounds, I think I was drawn to Aerot because I sensed that Omarok needed my help. I just wanted to come play in the water but I think deep down I wanted to come here so I could help someone in need."

"That does sound weird. It's kind of beautiful that you have a deep desire to help others like that but it could get you into a really bad situation that I can't get you out of. I wish you knew how helpless and weak I feel when your taken and I can't stop it. I just don't want horrible things to be done to you like what the Hodong did."

"Not everyone is going to want to do stuff like that. Look at Omarok, he could care less what I look like. He would never do something like that to me or anyone else for that matter. Deep down he is a good¦person. He just wants to find his lost love."

Korica then took Tamaric's hand and led him back out into the main lab and she walked over to the bronze looking chair and she gently pushed Tamaric into the seat after she moved the neural helmet and then she turned sideways to him and sat in his lap and then laid against him and set her head on his chest. He wrapped his arms around her and she raised her hands up and placed them on his chest and then curled her legs up along his.

"I just love being close to you like this Tamaric. You make me feel so safe just by being you and loving me like you do. I don't know what I would ever do without you to hold me."

Tamaric kissed the top of her head and then laid his head back and deliberately buried his feelings of wanting to go back into stasis very deep. She was so content right now that he didn't want to do or think anything that would upset her. The two then just sat and enjoyed each other's warm presence and Tamaric closed his eyes and smiled when he felt Korica start to purr very strongly making his heart skip a couple of beats and then begin to beat in sympathetic rhythm with hers.

When Omarok emerged from the water back on the shore Laurel, Jake and Mark got to their feet and Omarok stepped right up to them and held out the tempra and Jake reached for it. Omarok set it in his hand and made the come motion as he stepped toward the water. Jake looked at the tempra then looked at Laurel. Laurel reached forward and put a hand on each of his cheeks and leaned forward and gave him a long lip lock kiss and then pulled her hands back.

"It's ok Jake. It feels a little weird at first but it will keep you alive."

Jake nodded and lifted the tempra to his face as he walked down into the water. Omarok put his hand out and Jake placed his hand in Omarok's and then Omarok gave his whip a squeeze and it popped to attention and began to glow from within and then he nodded at Jake and then two dove into the water and then disappeared. Mark watched the wakes dissipate for a minute and then sat back down. Laurel then sat down and leaned back against Mark and he lifted his arm and let her lean against his chest and then he put his arm around to her front side and cupped her side and tugged her back against him firmly.

"You know I love you Laurel. You're just about the best friend I've ever had despite the fact that you're twenty years younger than me."

"I love you too Mark. It feels good to know I have a badass protector like you looking out for me. I would have never thought that I could feel so close to and so comfortable with a guy your age. I though all older men were pigs until I met you."

"Some of us just want to protect you and be your friends and nothing more."

Laurel set her head back against Mark's shoulder and grinned as she looked out across the beautiful lake.

"You know, this place really is beautiful." Laurel said.

"I know it is. Now that I know you girls are ok, I can appreciate how pretty it is. It looks like something out of an artist's rendition of an alien world. If you didn't see it with your own eyes you wouldn't believe it."

Omarok swam Jake down to his sanctuary along the same path he took with Tamaric. When he got to the silvery looking bubble that couldn't be seen through Omarok pulled him into and upright position and then when the two sank to the bottom with their feet they took a gentle step forward and popped through the air bubble right into the lab. Jake gently pulled the tempra from his face and Omarok let go of his hand and the tickling tingle that had been coursing through his body faded away. Korica lifted her head drowsily and it took a minute for her to come out of her relaxed state enough to get to her feet and walk over to Jake with a big smile on her face. Jake swiped the gooey slime from his face with the back of his hand and then grabbed Korica in a tight hug. The two held each other very tightly for a few minutes while Omarok watched intently and felt what both were feeling.

When Jake and Korica finally released their embrace Jake gave her a peck and looked her over.

"I was really worried honey. I had nightmares of Tiomot all over again. You look like you were treated well."

"Omarok didn't hurt me dad. We can trust him."

"Yah I got that from your mom. If you say he is trustworthy then that's good enough for me."

Jake then put his arm around Korica and held her close to him and looked at Omarok.

"Thank you Omarok. This girl means everything to me. Thank you for treating her with dignity."

Omarok looked at Korica.

"What this¦dignity?"

"He means that you didn't try and take my clothes off of me or put your hands or anything else on or in me."

"Why would I do that?"

"You wouldn't, but others have. Some very¦bad things were done to me against my will."

"Aah. I saw some memories of these things when I look into your mind with the grendal." Omarok pointed to the neural helmet above one of the restraint tables. "I not understand why that done to another and one so small as you."

"Because there are evil slobs in this universe."

"I can see what inside your body without touching. I need not pull at your clothes and I not touch your reproductive parts."

"That is what he is thanking you for Omarok. Treating me with dignity is knowing I would not like that or want it done to me."

"Tell him he welcome. I sense he love you very strong he has killed for you. He not have to do that here."

Korica just nodded as Omarok stepped past them and squeezed his whip making it stand up and glow brightly and then he stepped right through the bubble and swam off quickly. Jake then released his hold on Korica and she led him back to the bathroom area so he could wash the goo off of his face. When they were done Korica went right back to Tamaric who was still sting in the bronze colored chair but he was leaning forward. Korica turned sideways and slid up into his lap and gently pushed him back so she could curl up in his against him again. Tamaric smiled and was only too glad to accommodate Korica. Once he had his arms around her firmly she laid her head against his shoulder and chest and immediately began to purr again and Jake looked over quickly when he could feel it as well making him grin at them both.

"Dad, you know Omarok said he felt that you had killed for me before. He said you wouldn't have to do that here."

Jake looked down for a moment then looked at her with a sad look on his face.

"That's not something I'm very proud of. Yes I would kill to keep you safe but it's not something I want advertised. I thought I had buried that down pretty deep."

"It's probably a baser instinct when it comes to me. He is pretty insightful about a person just by looking at them and feeling what's deep down."

"I suppose I should have quieted my mind if I didn't want that kind of stuff to be sensed."

"I feel better knowing you'll do whatever it takes to keep me safe. I don't like the idea of killing but sometimes it has to be done¦I just couldn't do it myself."

"That's good baby. I don't ever want you to get comfortable with the idea. It weighs on the heart and changes a person for ever."

"At least Omarok is honorable. He said he saw my memories of what was¦"

Korica teared up and turned her head into Tamaric as a tear slipped out of her eye and ran down her nose and dripped onto Tamaric's shirt that was still wet and her tear blended in. Tamaric stroked her head a few times and looked over at Jake as though to ask him to change the subject.

"Shh. It's ok Korica." Tamaric said as he stroked her damp hair.

Jake walked around the room looking at all of the bizarre equipment in the room. He had never seen anything like most of the equipment in the room until he stepped up to the chair that Tamaric and Korica were lying in. He looked at the neural helmet and he definitely recognized what it was for. He then looked at the two restraint tables and the neural helmets at the head of each one. He followed the cable coming out of them down to what he guessed was a computer though he had never seen a computer made out of what looked like bone covered in a diamond patterned skin that was overlaid in a zigzag shape patchwork of pieces of skin. The front of the computers or whatever they were had bubbles of water in them and there was what looked like TV snow from a television as they used to exist on earth that wasn't tuned into a channel correctly. He then looked at the tray with a very long needle on the end of a syringe and he picked it up and looked at it and a drip of fluid fell from the end of the needle and he realized it had been used recently. He suddenly worried that something had been done to Korica and Laurel that they were unaware of. He turned with it in his hand and looked at Korica.

"Korica honey, do you know what this is?" Jake asked holding up the syringe.

Korica sniffled and wiped the tears from her cheek as she lifted her head.

"That contained a micro organism that makes it possible to understand Omarok. That's why we can understand him and you guys can't."

"His speech if that's what you want to call it just sounded like tongue clicks and grunts."

"He injected that into me when I was asleep and then Laurel let him do it to her while she was awake so she could talk to him directly. I hear him in Hiram and some of his words don't translate right."

"Good god baby! Aren't you worried that it could do something else to you?"

"A little I guess. When he realized I had the right knowledge he needed to talk to me. What else was he going to do?"

Korica set her head back against Tamaric and relaxed allowing herself to feel his love for her resulting in her purring lightly again and Jake looked at the length of the needle and swallowed hard and put it back down. He then picked up the hand held scanner and looked at the bubble of water in it and pulled his head back.

"What the heck is this?"

"It's a scanner of sorts. He used that to see where he was sticking the needle so he didn't hit anything vital. Hold it over your arm and squeeze the trigger."

Jake held it over his arm and when he moved it the bubble of water in the device shook around curiously and then he squeezed the trigger and he could the twin bones in he wrist and the veins and muscle tissue. He grinned a little and wondered how a liquid technology could work like that. He grinned a little and moved it up his arm and then he released the trigger and put the device back where he found it.

"That's pretty cool."

"I think he also looked inside our bodies with that. He said he can see what's inside us without pulling at our clothes and that he didn't touch our reproductive parts. He also told mom that he could see that she was a female and still growing. He could only know that if he had looked inside us with that thing. I'm sure he was just curious. You saw that his reproductive organs are all on the inside, he probably just wanted to see if we were male or female cause ours are on the inside too."

"But you're obviously a gorgeous female Korica. You have breasts and so does your mom." Tamaric said.

"That doesn't really mean anything if you haven't seen our species before. The Trymerian men are the ones that get pregnant. The egg is fertilized inside the female and then when it's a week old it's transferred to the male and he gestates it and gives live birth to the baby."

"No way! That would suck!" Tamaric said.

"Afraid of a little pain are you?"

"Look, I think it's beautiful how a woman bonds with her baby before its born but the stuff I saw in my reproductive science lessons¦heck no I don't want to go through that."

"I'm not exactly looking forward to the pain of giving birth but I'm kind of looking forward to feeling your baby moving around inside me."

"I'm sorry if it sounds mean or whatever but I'm glad it's not me tryin to pass a pumpkin through something the size of a grape."

"I don't think it's quite that bad."

"I still feel bad for bein the one to inflict that on you."

"Just think about the end result and it makes it all worth it. A beautiful baby to take care of and cuddle with."

"If it's your baby it would have to be beautiful darlin."

"Awe. Thank you Tamaric."

Jake continued walking around the room trying to understand some of the bizarre equipment he was looking at when Korica thought she better warn him not to mess with anything.

"Jake, you might not want to mess with stuff in here. If you touch the wrong button you could collapse that bubble holding back the lake or you might even alert others that we are here. I think we could get Omarok in a lot of trouble."

Jake stood up straight and realized Korica was right, curiosity could kill that cat real quick with how deep they are. Jake walked over to a seat next to the bubble entrance and sat down. He leaned back and just looked around without touching anything.

When Omarok started to emerge from the water where Mark and Laurel were sitting the two go to their feet. Omarok walked out of the water and stepped up to the two and held out the tempra and Laurel looked at mark.

"Go ahead Mark, I'll go last."

"No way! I'm not leaving you alone on this beach. I want you either with me or our friend here but not alone."

Laurel reached up and kissed mark's cheek and smiled at him.

"You're always thinking of me Mark."

"You better believe I am."

Laurel turned to Omarok and took the tempra and lifted it to her face and pressed a little and it curled its arms around her face and head and then pulled itself tight to her face and she puckered up and joined lips with it and then took a deep breath. She looked at Mark and he furrowed his brow and waved to her. He really hated how it looked to have her whole face except for her eyes covered by a four-legged starfish. Omarok put his hand out and Laurel laid her hand in his and he clasped his hand firmly around hers and then the two walked down into the water up to their knees and then he squeezed his whip and it stood up straight and began to glow from within and then Omarok nodded to Laurel and the two dove into the water and disappeared. Mark stood watching the ripples dissipate and then he sat back down and crossed his legs Indian style and waited. He knew by this point it would be about ten minutes until Omarok would return.

When Omarok and Laurel arrived at the silvery bubble at the entrance to his lab he slowed to a stop and let his feet fall the sandy bottom and then he gently tugged Laurel next to him and he waited until her feet gently touched the bottom and then the two stepped through the bubble and walked into the lab. As they stepped in Laurel gently pulled on the tempra and it slowly let go and detached from her face and she swept her hair back and then wiped the slime from around her mouth. She then handed the tempra to Omarok and he watched her for a moment as she stepped in and Jake grabbed her in a firm hug.

When the two separated Omarok squeezed his whip and turned toward the entrance without saying a word and stepped through the bubble and then swam off quickly. Korica sat up in Tamaric's lap and leaned forward and Laurel looked at her and smiled.

"You feeling better honey?"

Korica smiled big and looked at Tamaric and then leaned back into him making him lie back and let her settle her weight into his chest.

"Yah. I got my Tamaric back. I don't like being so far from him."

"I can feel that sweetie. I'm glad you feel better."

"There's a bathroom of sorts back there if you want to wash that stuff off of your face." Korica said pointing toward the dark room to the rear of the lab.

"Thank you honey."

Jake took her hand and led her back to the bathroom to show her where the basin is. Korica took a deep breath and placed her hands back up on Tamaric's chest and curled her legs back up along his and squirmed into his lap getting comfortable and Tamaric smiled as he knew she would be start purring next and he loved how good it felt when she was close to his heart. It only took a few moments for him to feel her purring start and then it got stronger and stronger until it affected his heartbeat. He let out a small moan of approval once his heart was beating at the same sympathetic rate as hers and she lifted her head and looked at his face and she grinned when she saw how much he was enjoying the sensation.

"You like that?"

"Oh Korica, I love how this feels. I forgot how nice this is to feel your heart beating in my chest."

Korica set her head back against Tamaric and closed her eyes and let the feeling grow which she normally avoided doing. She was always afraid of overwhelming Tamaric. He took a quick breath and started to breath very deeply to match how fast and hard his heart started to beat.

"Oh wow¦that's intense." Tamaric said.

Korica then pulled herself back a little and let her purring flow. Laurel and Jake then stepped out of the bathroom now that Laurel had the goo washed off of her face and head. The two stepped right up next to Korica and just looked at her for a few moments. Laurel and Jake could both feel Korica purring very hard and Laurel gently stroked Korica head. Korica opened her eyes and looked at Laurel.

"You be careful honey. We could feel that from the other room."

"I pulled it back some."

"Ok, just don't forget that you're lying on Tamaric, you could¦well I don't actually know exactly what it could do to him."

"I'm ok Laurel. This feels amazing." Tamaric said.

"Ok." Laurel stroked his hair a few times and then her and Jake leaned back against the restraint table and enjoyed the sensation themselves.

Tamaric opened his eyes to look around but his vision was a little blurry and he was seeing little twinkling spots of color so he closed his eyes and just relaxed. He was sure now that he would have to be crazy to go back into stasis and give this up. Korica was an amazing girl and he couldn't stand the thought of leaving her alone.

When Mark saw the tip of Omarok's head start to break the surface of the water he got to his feet and brushed the sand off of his behind and stepped toward the water. Omarok emerged from the water and steadily walked right up to Mark and he lifted his arm and handed him the tempra. Mark took it in his hand and looked at the odd creature and shook his head with a little grin.

"Unbelievable." Mark said then looked up at Omarok. "Look, I know you can understand me but I'm not going to understand any of your sounds. I just¦thank you for treating my crew with respect. As you can see they are young and¦others have taken advantage of that in some really fucked up ways. Thank you for not being among those that would hurt them just because you can."

Omarok looked at him for a moment and then bowed significantly and then stood up straight and put his hand out. Mark put the tempra up to his face as he had seen the others do and then he pressed in a little and the tempra wrapped its arms around his face and head and then drew itself tightly to his head and then it pressed its lips to his and he took a breath and then let it out and he got how it was supposed to work. Mark then placed his hand in Omarok's and he clasped his hand around Mark's firmly and the two walked down into the water up to their waists and then Omarok gave his whip a squeeze and it stood up and began to glow. Omarok then looked at Mark and nodded and Mark nodded back and then the two dove into the water and Omarok pulled him with him as he quickly swam up to an unreal speed to Mark.

The two swam deeper and deeper until the water became very dark and the sunlight above was only a faint glow way above them. Mark knew they were deep enough that with the increased gravity of Aerot the pressure should have crushed him like a bug under foot but he felt absolutely no discomfort. As the two approached the entrance to the sanctuary and Mark could make out the silvery bubble he was stunned by the sight before them. He couldn't fathom what would keep an air bubble protruding slightly like he was seeing and what would make it impossible to be seen through. Omarok slowed and pulled Mark up next him and settled him onto his feet on the bottom right in front of the entrance and then Omarok let his own feet settle to the bottom. Omarok then stepped forward and through the bubble and he gently pulled Mark through. The two stepped in and the water cascaded off their bodies and puddled in the floor. Mark reached up and gently pulled on the tempra and it curled its arms back and let go of his head.

Mark handed the tempra to Omarok and he took it and walked across the room and dropped it into the tank with the other five. Mark swiped the goo from his face and off his cheek and then he felt Korica's purring and he looked over at her curled up in Tamaric's lap with her eyes closed. He grinned and then it dawned on him that if anything would convince Tamaric that he was needed and much more than a distraction this would do it. He stepped over to Korica and touched her leg and she slowly opened her eyes and looked at him and it took a moment for her vision to clear up and her purring to diminish and she smiled big and sat up and slid off of Tamaric's lap and Mark scooped her up off of her feet in a tight hug and she wrapped her legs around him and threw her arms round his neck and squeezed him tightly.

"Hi little one. I can't tell you how glad I am to see you looking so content with your little man there. I feared the worst when I saw those drag marks on the shore."

Korica pulled her head back and gave him a peck.

"I know you would've cut this planet in half to find me."

Mark slid her down to her feet and smiled at her.

"Things were already in the works in that direction. I'm glad you stumbled on a friend instead of foe."

"Come on, I'll show you where you can wash that slime off your face."

Korica took his hand and led him into the bathroom and showed him the sink basin. She then stepped back out around him and immediately climbed back up into Tamaric's lap to his delight. He loved having her hot body weight in his lap. She was just heavy enough to feel solid but not so heavy that she cut the blood flow off to his legs or made it hard to breathe when she leaned all of her body weight onto his chest. She laid back against him facing sideways and pressed her shoulder into his chest as he wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly.

When Mark had his face and hair washed clean he stepped back into the room and looked around at the bizarre equipment. Omarok seemed to be just standing by the side room just watching how his guests interacted though he was staring at Korica the most. Mark tried to read him but with a complete lack of facial expression it was very hard to read him. Mark slowly walked around the room and took everything in while keeping a peripheral eye on Omarok. He was sensing that Omarok was actually a little afraid of them judging by the distance he was keeping between himself and any of the others. Korica was comfortably drying herself by sitting in Tamaric's lap as well as strengthening her bond with him and Jake and Laurel were also very glad to be together again. They were also drying them selves under one of the vent tubes that were blowing a warm air from who knows where. The two were keeping a firm handhold on the other while sitting quietly and watching Mark get a grip with what he was seeing.

Mark finally had an idea of where everything was even if he had no idea what he was looking at and he stepped over to Laurel and Jake and knelt down in front of them.

"How you two doing?"

"Good. The shivers have quit now that we're dry." Jake said.

"Have you noticed how much attention our friend is paying to Korica?"

"It's cause she's purring hard enough to practically feel it from the surface. He's probably never felt anything like that before."

"Oh. Guess I hadn't thought of that. What do you suppose he's waiting for?"

"Us. He's feeling us out just as much as we are him. I sense that he's never had this many people in his sanctuary before and none that were awake. He's nervous¦especially since I threw him across the room with my mind. He's trying to figure out if we can all do that."

Mark grinned a little and stood up and looked over at Korica. She looked very relaxed now. He glanced at Omarok as he walked over to Korica and Tamaric. Korica lifted her chin and grinned at Mark.

"How you doing sweetie?"

"Better. I whish I could just stay like this but I know it's time to get down to business huh?"

"Yah it is. We've been here for twenty minutes just looking at each other."

"Kay."

Korica sat up and her purring faded and then stopped altogether. She slid out of Tamaric's lap and walked over to Omarok.

"Omarok, we're ready to help you. You kept your word so it's our turn to deliver on our promise."

"Thank you Korica. Does your mate want understand my speech?"

"Uh¦I'm not sure he is going to like having a needle stuck in his neck. I'll ask though."

Korica stepped back over to Tamaric and Mark.

"Do you guys want the ability to understand Omarok?"

"How does that work?" Mark asked.

"You see that syringe?" Korica pointed to the syringe lying in the tray. "That is inserted into your neck delivering a micro organism into your brainstem. It then attaches itself to your brain and makes a connection up into the speech center of your brain."

"No thank you. I'm not having that harpoon stuck into my neck." Mark said.

"What about you Tamaric?"

"Does it hurt?"

"Mom said there's only a little sting and then it's over."

"If you did it then I'll do it. I'm not afraid."

Korica turned and looked at Omarok and nodded. Laurel then looked over at Jake.

"What about you Jake?"

"I want to be able to talk to Omarok myself and understand what he's saying to you. Count me in."

Laurel then stood up and pulled on Jake's hand and the two walked over to the restraint table closest to them.

"Just climb up on the table and lay on your stomach or your side."

"You're not gunna strap me down are you?"

"No. That's how I woke up but it was just incase I woke up and freaked out or whatever."

Jake took a deep breath and then let it out and then climbed up on the table and Tamaric watch him until he was lying on his stomach and then Tamaric got to his feet and climbed up on the table closest to him and turned onto his stomach and looked at Korica. Korica offered him a warm smile and then stepped up to him and placed her hand in his. Omarok then stepped over to the table along the far wall and opened a cabinet beneath it and pulled out a bottle full of the blue fluid containing the microorganism. The bottle had a stopper in it that had what looked like a membrane stretched over it. Mark watched Omarok carefully as he stepped over and picked up the tray with the used syringe lying on it. He set the tray on the table and picked up the syringe and disconnected the needle and then reached into the next compartment over from where he had retrieved the bottle. He pulled out a new needle with a skin covering on it that he peeled apart just like the sterile micromesh covers used on the Future to keep needles airtight and sterile. He then connected the new needle to the syringe and then he inserted it into the top of the bottle and dew out the plunger on the syringe until the body of the syringe was full of the blue fluid. He then set the syringe on the tray and the bottle of blue fluid and then he reached down pulled out another new needle and set it on the tray then he closed the door to the cabinet.

Omarok then picked up the tray and stepped over next to Jake and set the tray on the stand it was on before. He then looked up at Laurel.

"Please tell him no move. I will have needle right next to brain and spine."

"Ok." Laurel said. "Jake, you need to lay very still ok? He's going to have this needle very close to your spinal column and the base of your brain. You can't flinch or move in the slightest ok?"

"Alright, I got it."

Laurel nodded to Omarok and he picked up the hand scanner and placed it over Jake's neck close to the base of his skull and then picked up the syringe. He guided the syringe up to his neck and slowly inserted the end of the needle and Jake closed his eyes as he felt the prick of the needle but he didn't move as Omarok pushed it in and watched its path right up to the base his brain. He pushed the odd looking blue fluid in and then slowly withdrew the needle. Jake then opened his eyes and looked at Laurel with a small grin.

"Nothing to it." Jake said.

Jake then rolled over onto his stomach and Omarok looked at Laurel.

"Will you ask if I can use inside looker to see in his body?" Omarok asked pointing to Jake's abdomen.

Laurel looked at him for a moment and then she figured it wouldn't hurt anything to let him satisfy his curiosity. He had never seen a Human other than Laurel and she was a female so he was probably just curious what a male looks like inside.

"Jake, he wants to look inside your body with that hand held scanner. He calls it an inside looker. Are you ok with that?"

"Yah, I guess so."

"Go ahead Omarok." Laurel said.

Omarok nodded slightly and held the hand scanner over Jake's head and squeezed the trigger and then waved the device over his entire skull and then worked his way down Jake's body. As he looked at the different organs in Jake's body he would point at some of the organs that he didn't recognize on the scanner and Laurel told him what they were called and gave a brief description of what the organs did. Laurel was a little uncomfortable when he spent a little extra time looking at Jake's reproductive organs but she figured as long as he didn't touch him it couldn't hurt anything. Omarok then made his way down Jake's legs and even looked carefully at the bones in his feet and then his curiosity seemed to be satisfied.

Omarok nodded at Laurel and then set the scanner device on the tray and slid it over by Tamaric. He then disconnected the needle and opened the new one and attached it to the syringe and then looked at Korica. She nodded and looked at Tamaric.

"You're going to feel a sharp poke in the back of your neck Tamaric. You have to lay real still ok? You heard what Laurel said to Jake?"

"Yah I heard. He's gunna be working right next to my brain. Let's get this over with."

"I think he brave to make you proud Korica." Omarok said.

"Well I am proud of him Omarok." Korica said straitening her back proudly.

"Your proud of who Korica?" Tamaric asked.

"You silly." Korica leaned down and kissed his cheek and then smiled at him.

Omarok then picked up the bottle of blue fluid and he stuck the needle into the top of the bottle and drew the plunger back filling the body of the syringe. Omarok then picked up the hand scanner and held it over the back Tamaric's neck as Tamaric looked into Korica's eyes. Omarok then picked up the syringe and set the needle at the back of Tamaric's neck and pushed the needle in at an upward angle and Tamaric closed his eyes tightly at the sharp quick pain. Omarok pushed needle up to his brain stem slowly and then pressed the plunger delivering the microorganism right where it needed to be. He then gently pulled the needle back out carefully and he set the syringe down on the tray. He then looked at Korica.

"Will you ask if I look at him inside with the inside looker?"

"Tamaric he wants to look inside your body like he did Jake. Do you mind if he does that?"

Tamaric turned over onto his stomach and took Korica's hand.

"I got no problem with that."

Omarok then held the hand scanner over Tamaric's head and slowly worked his way down Tamaric's body looking at all of his internal organs. He again paused at his reproductive organs for a time then slowly made his way down his legs and ending up looking at his feet for a few moments then he stepped back to the tray and placed the scanner on it and pushed the stand back a little and then looked at Korica.

"These two same. What call their species?"

"They are called Human Omarok."

"You different from Laurel on the inside. Your spawning organs little different and you have thicker heart muscle and bigger heart and lungs for your body size. Even bigger than hers and she older than you by many sun risings."

"That's right, I'm not Human like her. I'm Draximan. She's almost four of our years older than me"

"But she your mom?"

"Yes she is. She adopted me after my mother and father were murdered. Jake is now my dad and she is my mom. They love me every bit as much as my birth parents even though I am not of their blood."

Omarok then looked at Tamaric who had sat up by this point and then he looked back at Korica.

"You will spawn with your mate Tamaric? How this possible, you different species?"

"Well¦I don't plan on it anytime soon, I'm still way to young for that. I do plan on¦having children with him someday. Laurel will make it possible for us to¦spawn together successfully."

"How she do that?"

"She has some very advanced knowledge in genetics and interspecies blending in her mind."

Jake hopped off the table and stood next to Laurel and seemed to look surprised.

"Are you understanding him Jake?" Laurel asked.

"A little bit. It's so weird cause I can hear him using his own form of communication yet I hear him speaking in English in my head."

"Kind of cool huh?"

"Yah it is actually."

"So Omarok, what exactly do you need us to do in order to help you?" Korica asked.

"I will put this on your head and I will see what you think¦what you remember." Omarok pointed to the neural helmet sitting above and below the restraint table. "I already see that you have much knowledge of many species from all over the stars. I seek the knowledge of two species that war with each other many¦what you call years ago. My people were asked for help and we say yes. We traveled among the stars in those days and we send vessel to help with many of my people onboard. My mate was among them. The war go badly and my people not come back. The enemy find out about us helping and send comets to wipe my people from stars. What you see up there is result. No land left to farm or build on. We destroy all our remaining vessels and those that survive go under water for good. We build cities and hide from outsiders and new law that we talk to no others. We take care of our own and no others. I build this sanctuary in secret and search for my Amaran for many of your years. Visitors that come for water after skies clear I take and bring here to search for the knowledge of the ones we helped. When I not find what I seek, I return visitors to shore where I take them from. They never know they here. I have taken many deka but I not find what I seek until now."

Korica looked at Tamaric with a stunned look on her face.

"Are you able to understand him yet?"

"Yah, I can understand him. His English sounds a little broken but I understand him perfectly."

"You should hear how it sounds in Hiram¦my native language."

"If he's been doing this for years¦you said you've been here before¦has he taken you before?"

"I didn't even think of that." Korica looked up at Omarok. "What about it Omarok? Have I been here before?"

"No, I watch you when you come for water but I not take you. You much to young to have the knowledge I seek and I not know how to talk to you even if you did."

"So what about my parents? Did you take them?"

"No. Your parents never leave your side and your parents travel companions never on their own. They smart and always stay together."

Laurel then stepped around the table close to Omarok.

"Omarok, how did your people survive the comets?"

"There were three species here in those days before the comets. Two live on land and my species live in the water. Those that live on land not survive. They all gone when we come out after skies clear. Everything just gone, no town, no city and no people. We collect what we find underwater to hide all evidence of us and them from outsiders and we create way of making our cities unseen from all." Omarok pointed at the bubble at the entrance.

"That's so sad Omarok. You came to the aid of someone else and it resulted in your planet being decimated and you lost touch with your mate?"

"Yes. I hope she captive or stranded on world with sea somewhere and I can rescue her."

"You aren't asking us to go rescue her are you?"

"No. I have way of doing that myself. I just need know what fate my mate."

"Omarok, what about the sterile conditions on the surface? Was that done by your enemies also?"

"I not know for sure. After comets hit the sun become very active every thirty-three years. Magnetic fields kill everything. We sleep for many years during this time and our technology protects us. Even if comets not kill all above sun would have."

"Cap, what the hell is going on?"

"I'm sorry Mark, I forgot you can't understand Omarok. He told us of the how the enemy of a race that his people helped out in a war turned this world into a water world. His people used to have ships that traveled through space and his mate went with a large number of his people and never came back when the war was lost. When it was learned that his people were from this world and had been involved in the war some comets were diverted toward this planet. There used to be three species living on this world. Two were land dwelling and Omarok's species lived in the water. That's why some of his people survived and none of the other two species did¦though he said the sun bocomes extremely active every thirty-three years ever since the comets hit and as we suspected the intense magnetic fields sterilize the planet above. His people hibernate and use their technology to protect themselves from the suns affects during this time. Even if the comets hadn't killed all of the land dwellers the sun would have. The surface dwellers were just doomed either way. Anyways, they waited until the atmosphere stabilized and then they built their cities underwater and used technology like what produces that bubble at the entrance to hide their existence from all outsiders. They dismantled their ships and made a law that forbid interacting with outsiders but Omarok here made this sanctuary as he calls it in secret and he has been taking people that come for water. He brings them down here and searches their minds for information about the species that were at war all those centuries ago in hopes that he can find out what happened to his Amaran. When he doesn't find what he's looking for he puts them back where he took them from and they never know they were even taken. That is until he found Korica and finally found what he was looking for locked in her mind. The cultural knowledge given to us by the elder race apparently contains information about one¦or both of these races."

"Holy shit! How the hell do you divert a bunch of comets to strike a planet?"

"It was probably one really big comet that broke into four big pieces when it got close to the stars in this system and began to heat up. We could do it with the Future. We harvest them for water ice after all. I've seen a comet blown apart with my own eyes Mark. If we attenuated the weapon properly we could change the direction of a comet without destroying it. It seems kind of hard to believe but changing the path of a comet wouldn't be that hard relatively speaking if that comet was already on a cyclical orbital path around a particular star."

"You mean like changing the orbital path of the Haley's comet in the Earth system?"

"Exactly. The comet was probably already here so to speak and all they did was redirect it so it would strike Aerot."

"So how can you we help him then? Sounds like he has been through some gnarly shit in his time¦or at least his people have."

"He's been searching for over a hundred and fifty thousand years. He was around when stuff hit the fan."

Mark looked at Omarok and seemed to look him up and down and see him in a whole new light.

"You're telling me he's¦how can anyone live that long?"

"Look at all of his technology Mark. It's almost all biologically based. I'm sure they have found a way to stop and even reverse the aging process while they are hibernating."

"You right Laurel. We¦un-age while we sleep. We shed our skin and our tissue and blood are made new."

"He says I called it right. They un-age while they sleep as he calls it. The shed their skin and their blood and tissue are made new somehow."

"That's unreal¦imagine the possibilities if that could be adapted to Human physiology."

"That would be a real long shot and would take a life time to prefect if it's even possible at all. I would imagine his body is nothing like ours."

"Well I'm sorry for the tragic tale of how his people ended up like this but shouldn't we get to it?" Mark said.

"You're right. Omarok, what do you want us to do?"

"If you lay on the restraining table I put these listeners on your head and I will look for that what I seek. I can take what I want but I do not want¦hurt you. It painful to take what I want. I just look for what I seek."

"What did he say?" Mark asked.

"He said we just lie on the restraint tables and he will put those neural helmets on us and he will see what we think about. I guess he can see our memories if we actively think about something. He says he could force what he wants out of our minds but it would be painful for us and he doesn't want to hurt us so he'll just watch until he sees what he's looking for. Mark, are you sure you won't take the injection so you can understand him?"

"Awe shit¦fine. I want to hear and see what this guy is doing to you girls. If I don't like what I'm seein I'm pullin the plug¦not literally¦but I'll make him stop."

"That's fine. I would hope you would watch out for us like that."

Omarok stepped over to the cabinet below the table and retrieved another needled and then stepped back to the tray and disconnected the needle and opened the new one and connected it to the syringe and then poked the needle into the bottle of blue fluid and pulled the plunger back filling the body of the syringe with the bright blue fluid. He then turned and faced Mark and Mark simply turned his back to him and bent his neck over so he was looking at the floor. Omarok picked up the hand scanner and turned it on and looked over Mark's neck and then gently poked the needle into his neck at an upward angle and pushed it in until the end of the needle was right next to his brain stem. Mark didn't react in the slightest to the poke of the needle. Omarok pressed the plunger down delivering the microorganism right to the base of Mark's brain stem. Omarok then gently pulled the needle out and set the scanner and the syringe on the tray. Mark looked up at Laurel and shrugged.

"Give it a few minutes for the organism to make the connections within the part of your brain that processes speech and the part that processes sound and you'll be able to understand Omarok."

Mark stepped back and Laurel stepped up to the table and slid her behind up on the table and then turned to face toward the foot of the table. Omarok lifted the neural helmet up and gently placed it on Laurel's head and then Laurel laid back and set her head on the cushioned headrest. She then looked over to see Tamaric lifting Korica by the sides and gently setting her on the table. She then lifted her feet up onto the table so she was also facing the foot of the table and Omarok stepped over and placed the neural helmet on her head. She then scooted down a little and laid back so her head was on the cushioned headrest.

Omarok then stepped back and squatted down at the foot of the table and pressed a couple of soft buttons on the front of what looked like square computer towers with a water filled screen on the top of them. He then stepped over to the table that Laurel was lying on and squatted down and pressed a couple of buttons on the towers there and the water filled screen flickered to life. He then stood up and looked down at Laurel.

"Close the eyes and relax. Try and think about the Loraxians and the Delmarians. We helped the Delmarians."

"I don't recognize either one of those species."

"That not species, that their home worlds, Lorax and Delmar. The Delmarians teach us how to renew our bodies long before the war."

"Is that why you agreed to help them?"

"Yes. They good trading partners and allies."

"I still don't recognize those worlds but the elder race who gave us our knowledge of this galaxies inhabitants may know Lorax and Delmar by another name."

"I saw in Korica's mind image of Delmar. She has been there or she knows of it from the elder race."

"You know of the elder race?"

"Yes. I think all who travel among the stars know of the elder race."

"You know¦we are members of the coalition of advanced races? We could ask the elder race and they might be able to help you?"

"No! They must not know this world¦all must think there nothing here but water and sand. I not know you of the elder race."

"Korica's people are too thanks to her. Is that a problem?"

"If I had known that I would never take Korica¦or you. The elder race very powerful and very protective of their own. Very honorable people they are. I do not want their anger directed at my world."

"We won't tell them that Aerot is inhabited ok? You really didn't hurt us. You were just desperate."

"Thank you."

Omarok then turned and stepped over to Korica and he gently placed his huge webbed hand on her arm.

"Please forge me Korica. I did not know you are of the elder race."

"I forgive you Omarok. I would hope that my Tamaric would search for me like you have your Amaran." Korica gave Tamaric's hand a squeeze as she spoke.

"Hay¦" Tamaric said making Korica turn her head and look at him. "You can count on it love. We were going to start smashing this rock apart to try and find you¦no offense calling your world a rock Omarok."

"None taken Tamaric. Just close eyes and relax Korica. Think Lorax and Delmar people."

"I don't know either of those worlds either Omarok."

"You know of Delmar. I think you have been there."

"I guess it's possible. We stopped at hundreds of worlds as I was growing up."

"I watch your memories and if I see what I seek I will sit in that chair and learn what you know from both of you."

"What! You're going to learn all that we know?"

"No. Just what you think about at moment."

"Oh ok."

Korica then looked at Tamaric one last time and then looked up and closed her eyes. Omarok stepped to the front of the two restraint tables and Mark and Tamaric joined him to watch what he was doing. He squatted down and slowly turned a rather large knob on the front of the computer that Korica was hooked into and then he pushed a couple of buttons and an image appeared on the liquid filled screen. It was a spattering of momentary images that kept appearing and then fading only to be replaced by more images. Omarok turned the knob slowly until the images became clearer and then he stood up and stepped over to the head of the table above Laurel's head and repeated the process until the images were sharp when they appeared and then they would become blurry and fade away and more images would appear. When Omarok stood up Jake squatted down and watched as Laurel's memories and random thoughts were shown. He noticed that he saw quite a few images of himself telling him that he was definitely on her mind often. He saw images of her childhood and people that he had never seen before and he even saw a few images of Laurel's mother. Jake could see the resemblance. Other than the hair and eye color she was a spitting image of her mother. Laurel's thoughts still seemed to be random and from all over her life. When Jake saw Laurel looking down at his face while rocking on his body he knew what she was remembering and he stood up quickly and looked at Omarok.

"You know these are deeply personal memories that you are tapping into. I don't know how you're doing this but you're accessing things that can't possibly be of interest to you."

"I stimulating her memory center, making her remember many things buried deep. Some memories will be personal. I not care about those memories. The memories will not be changed. Eventually she will remember the information I seek but I must make her memory center super active to find what I seek."

"You're not¦recording this are you?"

"No. When I see what I seek I will learn it but I not save it anywhere but here." Omarok said pointing to his head.

"Got it. You don't want something stored that others could find?"

"Yes."

Tamaric stepped up to the head of the table that Korica was lying on and squatted down and looked at the collage of images appearing and fading only to be replaced by more. He was seeing the same memories from Korica's past and many images of landscapes like nothing he could've imagined. He watched for a few minutes while Omarok stepped into the side room and then returned pushing a large device that was on wheels. The device was a curved device that was four feet high and about five feet around and the front was sloped down and had rows of colored panels that looked like they were made out of a hard gel of some kind. They were reflective like polished glass but looked softer than glass and there was a series of cables laid over the top that were attached at the back and had some strange looking connectors with multiple pins on the end of them.

Omarok pushed the device over by the bronze colored chair and lifted the cables off and plugged one end into the processor that was built into the base of the chair and then he strung the cables across the floor and moved the computer to the side that was at the head of the table Korica was lying on and then he plugged the cable into the back of it and then he stepped over to the computer at the base of the table that Laurel was lying on and he plugged the last connector into that computer. He then stepped back over to the strange looking device with the multicolored panels and he turned it on and the panels began to glow and twinkle gently in a more and more rapid manner. He then picked up the neural helmet that Tamaric had moved so him and Korica could sit in the chair together and he sat it in the seat and then stepped over to the computer that Tamaric was staring into and squatted down next to Tamaric. He pushed a few buttons and the display changed to what Tamaric thought was just a bunch of squiggles and lines. He could tell it was information of some kind but he had absolutely no idea what he was looking at so he stood up and let Omarok work. After punching a few more buttons and adjusting the knob on the front of the computer he touched a button and the images returned and now they were appearing at a much faster flash rate.

Omarok then stood up and walked over to the computer that Jake was watching and he touched Jake's shoulder and he looked up at him and then stood up and Omarok squatted down and performed the same adjustments as he had to the computer monitoring Korica. When the images reappeared they were flashing by much faster than before just like Korica's. Omarok then stood up and looked at Jake.

"I think we are ready. I connect myself to them and try and direct them to the knowledge I seek."

"Omarok, how many times have you done this?" Jake asked.

"Never. I never find anyone with right knowledge that I seek. Your Laurel has more knowledge than I ever see in one so young. Korica has vast knowledge in her memory also."

"Never! What kind of risk is there to the girls?"

"None. I only making them experience their memories in a way not normally possible."

"You won't be forcing memories from them? You said it could hurt if you do that."

"No. I not think I have to do that. I will guide them to the memories containing the information I seek."

"Ok then, go ahead."

Jake stepped over and looked at the barrage of images being flashed on the screen and he couldn't understand how any one could make any sense of it. Tamaric was equally concerned by what he was seeing in the screen monitoring Korica. Omarok could tell they were concerned so he gently pulled Jake over to the bulky curved device sitting by the bronze colored chair with the now fast twinkling multicolored panels. He pointed to the only panel that was steady.

"That activator will disable the entire system if you want me stop."

"Got it. A panic button?"

"Yes. If I sense anything going wrong I can stop the system and so can you."

Jake nodded and then stepped back and Omarok picked up the neural helmet from the chair and stretched it over his head and then sat down in the chair and leaned back and then he moved the large device around so it was facing him and then he put his left hand up on the device and then laid his head back and his eyelids closed from the bottom up looking very odd to Jake. Jake then stepped back over and took Laurel's hand but she didn't squeeze his hand and he looked over at Tamaric and he put his hand in Korica's and she also didn't squeeze his hand back.

"I guess they're in a state like being in a waking dream or something." Jake said.

Jake stepped back around to the display and watched what Laurel was thinking about and at first it was just a collage of flashing images in quick succession and then as Omarok touched different panels on his controller the images slowed and then froze on a local star map. Jake recognized it from the Future's system. The map moved around and then seemed to zoom into an area several thousand light years away. Jake stepped over next to Tamaric to see what Korica was remembering and the display was showing exactly the same image.

"I'll be damned. He's done it, he's guiding their memories."

Mark stepped over and looked at the display at the head of Laurel's table and he watched as a single planet came into view and then some odd-looking cities. The cities were very advanced looking with a high monorail running right through the middle of it. The images then moved out to an image of several space ships in orbit. The guys had never seen spacecraft like what they were seeing. The image then backed out further and the spacecraft bombarded the entire southern continent. There were huge orange and yellow broiling mushroom clouds rising high into the atmosphere. Mark's mouth fell open as he watched an entire advanced civilization being exterminated by an obvious thermonuclear strike from orbit. The images then began flashing quickly to more personal images from Laurel's past.

There were images of a classroom setting and children that looked to be third or fourth graders. There was a man pointing his finger and speaking loudly though there was no sound. It looked like Laurel was being yelled at for some reason. Mark assumed it was a traumatic memory for her. The images then went blurry and images from Korica's childhood appeared. There were images of different worlds and outposts flashing quickly one after the next until one in particular froze. There were snow-covered mountains in the background on the opposite end of a huge lake. The mountains then moved closer but became blurry. The images then changed slightly in perspective and there was an image of the ship that Korica had painted that she said was her parents ship. It was a fairly large ship though tiny when compared to the Future. The image then backed up and Korica's parents were standing right in front of her smiling at her. Her father stepped forward so he filled the entire image and then he picked her up and she was lifted to his shoulder so she was looking behind him and then the image froze. There were some ruins in the background that looked extremely old. There was the remains of what was obviously at one time a skyscraper but half of the building was gone and there was a jagged and crumbling section still standing. There were some shorter buildings that looked like they were bombed out. There were huge sections of some of the sides of the buildings missing creating almost perfectly round voids in the sides of the otherwise architecturally beautiful buildings with curving sculpted edges and edifices.

The image then seemed to back out as if they were seeing a reverse landing approach as seen through a small view port. There was another flash of images from within Korica's ship and then there was an image of a flat panel with a glowing star map being projected from within it. The image held for a several seconds and then the images faded and random memories flashed by again in rapid succession seemingly at random some from Laurel's memories and some from Korica's. Then there was an image of a whole being blasted inward on Korica's parent's ship and then several Hodong poured in through the whole and began firing weapons seemingly everywhere. The next image was Korica's mother's face as she pulled Korica up to her shoulder and then there was the image of the lid being closed on a container that Korica was standing inside of. Mark didn't like what he was seeing at this point and he was getting ready to tell Jake to go push the panic button and stop the procedure when the images faded away.

The next images were of Korica being thrown into a cell on the Hodong vessel with several other naked girls some of whom Mark recognized from the trial and banquette. Korica then looked toward the back of the cell and she was hiding behind someone as a Hodong stood at the front of the cell obviously saying something. The image was a little blurry suggesting that Korica was crying at the time. The images then faded and a random collage flashed by and then there was an image of another world that no one recognized and there were flashes in the distance from an orbital view and then the image went blurry for a second and then when it cleared there was a view from the ground and there was a crowd of individuals that looked just like Omarok. It was obviously a landing and the individuals were running down a ramp and out onto a city street with buildings on fire and there were flashes of light coming windows and around corners. It was a battle scene from the observer's eyes. The image then went blurry and there was the image of lines of text in an unknown language to all but Jake.

Jake gasped as he realized he was reading a mission log chronicling a battle and the disposition of the captured enemy combatants. He tried to read as quickly as he could before the image went away. When the image changed Jake stepped over to Omarok and touched his arm.

"Omarok! Stop! Go back, that was it! It was a mission log describing a battle on Lorax."

Omarok moved his hand on the controller and Jake stepped back over to the display on the computer at Laurel's table and he squatted down and waited and then images flashed by a few random memories from Korica's childhood as evidenced by images of her parents and their crew. The image of the mission log then returned and Jake stood up quickly.

"That's it! Hold that if you can."

The image then froze and Jake now had time to read the whole report. The prisoners were taken to the Prima prison on Brashere. Brashere was an inhospitable world of perpetual ice and storms. The prisoners were sentenced to death for the mass murder of billions or Loraxian civilians. The aquatics from Grundela were found guilty of complicity to mass murder and were sentenced to life imprisonment on an outlying uninhabited world in the Brashere system with vast oceans. The prisoners were to be transported there and dumped from the air into the oceans. The world of Grundela was then ordered to be destroyed. No survivors were to be left alive on Grundela. The planet was then to be rendered uninhabitable for all time suggesting the instability of the Aerot star was indeed some kind of sabotage.

Jake read out loud what he was seeing. He was frankly shocked that they even found what Omarok was looking for. Jake slowly stood up and looked at Omarok.

"Is that the name of this world to your people? Grundela?"

Omarok nodded yes without opening his eyes.

"You have your answer Omarok. If your mate survived the battle she is on a world in the Brashere system with vast oceans. Could she possibly survive this long though?"

Omarok didn't respond. He continued to manipulate the controller and Jake assumed he was looking for the coordinates to the Brashere system. The name did in fact sound vaguely familiar to Jake. Jake turned and squatted back down and watched the display and there was a perfectly clear image of a star map and then it zoomed into the Brashere system. It was 1100 light years away from Aerot. Omarok then manipulated the controller and random images started flashing by again. Jake stood up and looked at Omarok.

"What are you doing Omarok? You have your answer now stop messing around in their memories. Korica has some horrible memories that I don't want her to have to relive."

Omarok slowly opened his eyes and looked at Jake. Omarok stared at him for a moment and then he pushed the controller aside and stood up quickly and swept the neural helmet off of his head and then stood up and looked up and made a sorrowful sounding howl that was every loud and then he growled and ran toward the entrance bubble grabbing his whip on the way by and he activated it and then dove through the bubble and swam off quickly once he was out in the water. Jake looked at Mark and Mark shrugged and looked at Laurel then Korica and then he stepped over and looked at the display at the head of the table Korica was lying on. The images were still flashing by at random. Some of the images were beautiful landscapes and some were distinctly images from Earth and Laurel's childhood.

"How do we stop this thing without scrambling the girls brains?" Mark said looking at Jake.

"I guess we press the panic button. I don't think Omarok liked what I told him. It sounds like his people were involved with a ground invasion that didn't go so well."

Mark and Jake stepped over to the large controller that was continuing to twinkle in different colors and Jake reached up and touched the only panel that was solid and the entire device went dark. They stepped back over to the girls but there was no change in their condition and the displays were still showing random images though now both were showing independent images from the girl's personal memories. They weren't linked together but the computers monitoring them weren't shutting down.

"Son of a bitch!" Mark said.

Mark pushed Jake back and then pulled his PP-20 and switched it on and pointed it at the computer that Laurel was hooked to and Jake put his hand on his weapon and gently pushed it down.

"Mark you could kill her. If that thing short-circuits and sends a surge into her brain you could kill her or turn her into a vegetable."

"We can't leave 'em hooked to these damn things."

"Well we certainly can't blast 'em either. Let me take a look at these things and see if I can't figure out the controls."

"Fine. We're in some pretty shit now. We never should have trusted Omarok."

Mark switched his pistol off and holstered it and Jake squatted down and looked at the series of soft buttons and the large knob in the middle and he had no idea what he was looking at. He was afraid he could cause pain or neural trauma to the girls if he pushed the wrong button. Just as he was reaching for one of the buttons at random Omarok stepped through the bubble startling everyone as the water cascaded off his body. Jake stood up and considered giving Omarok a piece of his mind but he figured the girls were in a vulnerable position so pissing him off was a bad idea. Omarok put his whip down and stepped up to the guys.

"I sorry for leaving like that. I wanted time to get my thoughts together when I remembered that I left your mates engaged. I shut these off and you may leave. You have kept your word and gave me the information I so desperately sought."

Omarok stepped over to the computer at the head of Laurel's restraint table and he squatted down and pressed several buttons and then spun the large knob counter clockwise. The display then faded and went blank and Laurel moaned lightly. Omarok then stepped over to the computer monitoring Korica and he pressed several buttons and then spun the large knob counterclockwise and the display faded and then went blank. Korica moved her head a little and Tamaric took her hand and she squeezed his hand making him smile.

"Thank you Omarok." Jake said.

"Welcome. Thank you for letting me do this. I not need take any more visitors when they come for water."

Jake stepped over to Laurel and she opened her eyes and looked at Jake.

"You ok babe?"

"I will be. There's so many memories that are popping up still¦I remember some of Korica's memories too." Laurel said closing her eyes and rubbing her forehead.

"You mean you remember everything we were seeing on that thing?" Jake asked pointing at the computer under the head of the table.

"I don't know what you were seeing but I remember everything."

Tamaric gently laid his hand on Korica's chest and her eyes popped open and she looked at him and grinned and then sat up and lifted the helmet off of her head.

"How you doin love?"

"I'm ok Tamaric. That was really weird though¦I remember Laurel's memories¦and some of my own that I've been trying really hard to forget about."

"I think I know what you're talking about. I was watching on the monitor there." Tamaric said pointing to the computer under the head of the table. "I saw some really¦graphic stuff."

Korica swung her feet off the side of the table and then slid off the table to a standing position and then she stepped into Tamaric and squeezed him particularly tight in a warm hug.

"Thank you for staying by my side Tamaric. You have no idea how comforting it is to open my eyes to see your handsome face and gorgeous blue eyes looking back at me."

"Thank you Korica. Where else would I be but at the side of my girl."

Laurel watched their interaction with a smile on her face and then she swung her feet off the table and slid into the floor and hugged her own man. Laurel then kept a hold of Jake and looked at Omarok.

"Did we provide you all that you were looking for?"

"Yes. I was right, Korica has been to Lorax. You remembered the life of an officer from the Ciphiad. I now know where find my Amaran. Thank you all for your help. I will return you to the surface. Please remember your promise, no one must find out about this place or my people."

"We won't tell anyone that Aerot is occupied. Your secret is safe with us. How are you going to get to the Brashere system? It's eleven hundred light years from here."

"Come, I show you."

Omarok walked over to the table with the device on it that was still showing an image of Korica and her parents and he pressed a few of the text images that were on the screen and the image blurred and then an image of a bronze colored ship appeared. The ship was very sleek looking with a bulbous fuselage and long flowing wing sections that swept back from the bow. There were some very obvious weapons hanging below the wings close to the fuselage. There were no windows or view ports except for the forward-looking cockpit window that was very dark. There were three protruding engine nozzles at the back of the ship suggesting that it would be very fast. There were four landing gear that looked very robust and sturdy and the craft was sitting in what looked like a cave just big enough to contain the vessel.

"I save one of our vessels from destruction."

"Have you flown it recently?"

"No. Not since the destruction of our world."

"Are you sure it will work after all this time?"

"No. I will figure out what needs to be done to make it operational."

"Ok, I am glad we had what you were looking for Omarok." Laurel said.

"I take you to the surface and you may enjoy your day of playing and swimming."

"Will you turn off the field that is disabling our drive system on the ship?" Mark asked.

Omarok stepped over to one of the large devices with blinking lights and switches on its face and he flipped two switches and the red lights above the switches turned from red to green and then he turned back to Mark.

"Your ship now fly. I will watch you from here if that ok?"

Omarok stepped back over to the viewing device and touched the screen and it changed back to an image of the crimson fighter sitting on the sandbar.

"You may watch us if you like Omarok." Laurel said. "You are our friend now."

"Thank you Laurel. I hope you will stop here again someday. I would like see you again."

"Unfortunately that won't be possible. We are on a mission that won't bring us back this way ever again. We need to get to our own stars and they are very far away."

"I will remember the Human and Draximan people always. If I see either on Grundela they will be under my protection. No one will hurt them while they here."

"Thank you Omarok. At the very least I can almost guarantee you that some of Korica's people will be stopping here for water. I appreciate the certainty that they will be looked after while they are here."

"You have my word that they will be safe here. Come, I take you back to surface."

"How do you want to do this Mark?" Laurel asked.

"I'll go first since you're all safe down here. I would feel better if I'm on sight to keep you safe as you're all brought up one at a time. I just don't feel comfortable with the idea of you girls being left up there alone for any length of time."

Omarok stepped over to the tank with the tempra in it and he lifted one out and then stepped over to Mark and handed it to him. He nodded at Omarok and lifted it up to his face and pressed it to his face. Once it had a firm grip on his head he stepped up to the bubble at the entrance and then Omarok picked up his whip and stepped up next to Mark and put his hand out. Mark laid his hand in Omarok's and he gave his whip a squeeze making it stand up straight and begin to glow from within and then the two stepped through the bubble and quickly swam away out of view.

"Are you sure you aren't feeling any negative after affects babe?" Jake asked.

"I'm sure Jake. The strange feeling of remembering a vivid dream that involves everything from my past is fading."

"And you're feeling ok Korica?" Jake asked looking over at her.

"I'm ok dad. Like mom said the feeling is slowly going away. I'm a little sad about some of the things that are very fresh again but I'm gunna be ok. I'm glad we were able to help Omarok. I can't imagine what it must be like to miss your love for so long with no idea of what happened to them."

"You have such a good heart honey. I'm glad we were able to help him too. Your people will have a protector if they come this way thanks to you. You've once again provided a service to your entire race without knowing it."

"That's true. I guess it helps to make friends in high places¦or low places."

Jake smiled at her brightly and then Korica and Tamaric stepped over to the bronze colored metal chair and Korica moved the neural helmet and Tamaric sat down and Korica set the neural helmet in the floor and then sat in his lap and leaned against him with a big grin on her face. Jake and Laurel then sat down in the contoured seats by the bubble entrance and Laurel leaned onto Jake's shoulder with an equally big grin on her face.

When Omarok got Mark to the surface at the shore where they had all departed from, the two stepped up onto the beach and Mark gave a gentle tug of the tempra and it released its hold on his face. He handed it to Omarok and swept the mucus off his face and then looked right at him.

"I wish you luck in finding your mate Omarok. I'm truly glad the girls had the information you needed and I want to thank you for being an upstanding individual. You saw some of the ugly things they have been through. Thank you for not visiting more of that on them. I'm proud to call you a friend and I'm man enough to say I was wrong about you. You're a good man and I wish you all the best."

"Thank you Mark. You good man for how protective you are of those young people. I can feel and see you love them deeply and you would do anything for them. It rare thing for man who not family to feel so bonded to another. You take care Mark. Those special people with big hearts¦very lucky to have someone like you protecting them."

"Thank you Omarok. Now, go get my family please. I promised them a day of fun swimming on your beautiful world here."

Omarok nodded and then turned and walked down into the water and slipped beneath the surface. Mark grinned and and took a few steps back and leaned against the rocks jutting out from the huge rock formation to wait for Omarok to return with the rest of the crew.

When Omarok returned to his sanctuary and stepped through the bubble Laurel and Jake stood up and Korica sat up straight but stayed sitting in Tamaric's lap. Omarok looked at Tamaric and Korica then he looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Who next?" Omarok asked.

"Go ahead Laurel. I'll keep Korica and Tamaric company."

Laurel nodded and gave Jake a peck and then stepped over to Omarok and he handed her the tempra and she lifted it to her face and gave it a little push and it curled its arms around her head and face and then pulled itself tightly against her face and she kissed its lips and took a breath and then put her hand out and Omarok took her hand and then squeezed the handle of his whip making it stand up straight and begin to glow brightly and then the two stepped through the bubble and swam off quickly disappearing from view. Jake watched for a moment and then turned and stepped over by Korica and Tamaric and leaned against the restraint table. Korica laid back against Tamaric and he wrapped his arms around her and grinned.

"You know you two really do look good together. You make a really cute couple."

"Thanks dad. I feel at home in his arms." Korica said with a big smile.

Korica nuzzled her head into his chest and shoulder and put her hands up on his chest.

"You know that you and Laurel look like you belong together too Jake. She is absolutely nuts about you. Her whole demeanor changes when you walk into the room or when she steps in and gets a look at you." Tamaric said.

"Thanks Tamaric. I love Laurel in a way that I never thought possible. I just didn't know that two people could become so close or love each other so deeply and how good it would feel."

"I know that feelin." Tamaric said with a big grin.

When Mark saw a shadow approaching from beneath the surface he stood up and brushed the sand off his behind and stepped toward the water. Omarok and Laurel then walked up out of the water and Laurel gave a little tug of the tempra and it released its grip on her head and came off. She handed it to Omarok and he grabbed it and turned and dove back into the water and disappeared. Laurel squatted down and splashed water up in her face and washed the mucus off of her face. She then swept her hair back and stood up and sauntered up to the beach with a smile. Mark put out his hand and she put her hand in his and he helped her up to the beach. He looked at her and grinned.

"You know, you really are a beautiful girl Laurel. Jake has got his work cut out for him in keeping the guys away from you when we get to our own galaxy and the rest of the population is brought out of stasis."

"Thank you Mark." Laurel looked down at herself then back to Mark. "I certainly don't plan on wearing anything like this around anyone but my closest friends."

"That's a real good idea¦your assets are barely covered."

"Is that a problem for you?"

"Nope. I could care less but in a social setting it might be a little to revealing with how pretty you are, that's all I'm saying. Have a seat Laurel, it's gunna be about twenty minutes or so until Omarok returns."

Laurel stepped up right next to Mark and the two sat down and Laurel leaned against Mark.

"Thanks for making me feel so comfortable Mark. I feel like I can just be me."

"You're welcome Laurel."

When Omarok reached his sanctuary and stepped through the bubble and released his grip on the handle of his whip and walked toward Jake, Korica and Tamaric. He put his hand out with the tempra in it and Jake looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"One of you two wanna to go next?"

"Can we go after you dad? I'm really comfortable at the moment and I want a few minutes alone with Tamaric."

Jake grinned and nodded then turned and took the tempra from Omarok. The two stepped over to the entrance bubble and Jake put the tempra up to his face and gave it a little push and it wrapped its arms around his face and head and then pulled itself tightly against his face. Omarok then put his hand out and Jake put his hand in Omarok's and he closed his webbed hand around Jake's firmly and squeezed the handle of his whip making it pop to attention and begin to glow from within. The two then stepped through the bubble and quickly swam off. Korica set her head back against Tamaric's chest and shoulder and nuzzled into him a little.

"Why did you want to get me alone Korica?"

"Cause I can feel what I'm half sitting on. I was thinking of you Tamaric¦besides I've been dying to do this."

Korica sat up and climbed around Tamaric's lap so she had a leg on each side of his hips straddling him and then she put her hands up on his chest and leaned in and engaged him in a very warm tongue kiss.

When Omarok arrived back at the shore and he and Jake began to step up out of the water Laurel and Mark got to their feet and swept the sand from their behinds. Jake stepped up until the water was up to his waist and then he tugged at the tempra and it gently let go and released itself from his face. He handed it to Omarok and he nodded and took it and turned and dove back into the water and disappeared. Jake bent down and washed the goo off of his face and then he stood up and looked at his beautiful Laurel. He smiled big as he drank in her gorgeous body and beautiful deep blue eyes that seemed to be glowing in the sunlight. He smiled and stepped up to her and she put her hand out and he put his hand in hers and stepped up onto the beach next to her.

"God you're hot Laurel! I still can't believe that someone as gorgeous as you is into me."

"Well I'm totally into you." Laurel said with a big smile.

Laurel then pulled him into her body and wrapped her arms around his neck and engaged him in a very passionate tongue kiss that left his head spinning and body tingling. When she terminated the kiss with two pecks he batted his eyes a few times and swallowed hard.

"Holy shit Laurel! You're getting so good at kissing like that."

"I learned from you Jake. You're the one that takes my breath away and makes my knees feel like folding."

"Alright love birds, knock it off. Keep that stuff for when you're alone."

"Sorry Mark." Jake said as he separated himself from Laurel's tight grip.

All three of them sat down and waited for Omarok to return. When Omarok reached the entrance to his sanctuary he slowed and let his feet drop to the sandy bottom and then he took a step in and let the water cascade of his body and he released his grip on his whip and it went limp. He looked at Korica sitting on Tamaric facing him with her knees on each side of his hips while lying on his chest. Tamaric had his arms around Korica's back and he looked very content. Korica sat up and looked at Tamaric and gave him a big toothy smile that made his heart just melt. She was so pretty that he could hardly stand it.

Omarok turned his head a little and stared at the pair for a moment and then he sniffed at the air a few times.

"Are you two mating? I asked you not in work area."

Korica's face blushed a bright pink and she slid back and climbed off of Tamaric and stood up and faced Omarok.

"We can't do that with clothing on and I told you we aren't¦no we aren't mating. We were¦making out. I don't know if you know what that means?"

"No."

"It's a way of physically expressing our love and attraction to one another and it reinforces our bond to each other. It sometimes leads to mating but not for us. We enjoy the sensation of kissing and holding each other and what it does to our bodies. That is why our pheromones are so¦pungent."

"Interesting."

"Don't your people kiss?"

"What is kiss?"

"This¦"

Korica gently pulled Tamaric to his feet and then she pulled him next to her and she wrapped her arms around him and engaged him in a prolonged lip lock kiss. She then pulled back and smiled at him and then looked at Omarok.

"We do not press mouth together like that. We would hurt the other."

"I'm sorry, I should have known that your mouths don't have soft lips like ours. We sometimes tickle each others tongues when we kiss like that."

"You taste his tongue?"

"Yes and I like it very much. It makes my¦I don't know why I'm explaining this to you. We are ready to go Omarok."

"Your mating rituals very odd to me. I can feel¦much desire and love between you. I never observe such behavior from ones so young before."

"That's because my mind is years ahead of my body and I am teaching Tamaric how to be passionate. Until I met Tamaric I never would've behaved like this. It was gross to me because love is the key to making it beautiful. I love Tamaric with all my heart and he loves me with all of his heart."

"Yes this I feel. Come, who next?" Omarok said holding up the tempra.

"Can you take us both at the same time?" Tamaric asked.

"I have to hold dunrea." Omarok said holding up his whip.

"What if I hold your dunrea? I'm really strong Omarok. I think I can squeeze it hard enough to protect us from the crushing water pressure." Korica said.

"You two not want to be apart?"

Korica reached her arm around Tamaric and gently pulled herself closer to him and he grinned and put his arm around her back.

"That's right. We always want to be close to one another." Korica said in a prideful tone.

"Go get tempra and we go up together."

Korica smiled and kissed Tamaric's cheek and then she stepped over to the tank on the back table and she lifted herself onto her tiptoes and reached in and grabbed a tempra and then joined Tamaric who was now standing right next to Omarok. Omarok waited until Korica had put the tempra up to her face and it was tightening its grip and then he handed the other tempra to Tamaric and he put it up to his face with a disgusted look on his face. Omarok then handed his whip to Korica.

"Squeeze very tight Korica. You cannot squeeze to tight. Pressure very strong outside protective dome. You must not drop dunrea or we die painfully."

Korica nodded and Omarok put both his hands out and Korica and Tamaric put their hands in his and he closed his huge webbed hands around theirs and gripped them firmly and then Korica squeezed the handle of the whip tightly and it stood up straight and she bent her knees a little as the tingling and tickling coursed through her body strongly making her feel like she was going to pee it tickled her insides so much. The feeling then spread down her arm and through Omarok's body and then down his arm into Tamaric's body. Korica stood up straight and locked her knees and looked at the brightly glowing whip and then she looked up at Omarok and nodded and the three stepped through the protective bubble and out into the frigid water and Omarok pushed off the bottom and kicked with his feet accelerating them away from his lair.

When the three approached the shallowing water and the sunlight became brighter Omarok slowed down and put his feet on the bottom and pulled Korica and Tamaric along until they were able to touch the bottom. The three stepped up the sandy bottom until their heads emerged and they could see Jake, Mark and Laurel standing facing them with a grin on their face. Korica relaxed her grip on the whip and it went limp and then she pulled on the tempra and it slowly curled its tentacles back and let go and then Tamaric did the same thing. Korica handed her tempra and the whip to Omarok and then she squatted down and splashed water up in her face to wash the muck off of her face and out of her hair and then she stepped up next to Laurel and put her arm around her back. Tamaric then handed his tempra to Omarok and he stuck the two tempra's together mouth to mouth. Tamaric then squatted down and splashed water up in his face washing the nasty feeling goo off of his face and then he stood up and walked out of the water and stepped up next to Korica and she smiled at him warmly and released Laurel and put her arm around Tamaric and pulled herself up to his side tightly.

Omarok then stepped up to the group and bowed slightly. He then looked at Korica.

"You asked if we exchange an embrace? We do not¦kiss as you showed me but we do hold the one's we care about much as you do. I would like embrace from my new friend Korica."

Korica smiled and let go of Tamaric and stepped up to Omarok and she wrapped her arms round him and set her face against his chest and he wrapped his huge arms around her and gave her a squeeze. Korica held onto him for a few moments then stepped back and bowed to him. She then stepped back next to Tamaric and pulled herself tightly to him again and then Laurel stepped forward and grinned.

"I am honored to call you my friend as well Omarok."

Laurel then stepped into him and wrapped her arms around him and set her face against his upper chest. He wrapped his arms around her and squeezed her firmly. After a few moments he released his hold on Laurel and she stepped back next to Jake. Jake then stepped forward and he also put his arms around Omarok and Omarok squeezed him firmly. Jake then stepped back next to Laurel and Tamaric now stepped forward and looked Omarok right in the eyes.

"Omarok, thank you for not hurting Korica. She uh¦she means everything to me and enough bad things have been done to her just cause she's beautiful."

Tamaric then stepped into Omarok and wrapped his arms around his body and set his face against Omarok's chest. He could hear his heart pounding and Omarok wrapped his arms around Tamaric and squeezed him firmly. When Tamaric relaxed his grip Omarok pulled his arms back and then Tamaric stepped up next to Korica and put his arm around her and she stepped up to his side as he pulled her in close.

"I want to hurt no one Tamaric. I just want my mate back. Korica very pretty and she love you very deep and very special. You not ever forget that. You have hiding in your heart, you put that away and protect and cherish her always. She need you where you stand now."

Korica looked up at Tamaric's face and he looked surprised at Omarok's insight to what was in his heart. Korica didn't quite know what Omarok was talking about but she thought he was spot on about her needing Tamaric right at her side always and that she loved him deeper than she ever thought possible.

Mark then stepped forward and looked up at Omarok and grinned.

"There is a way that my people show appreciation of another's presence without being mushy Omarok. We take each other's hand to show we have no weapons or ill intent toward the other." Mark said as he put his hand out.

Omarok looked at Mark's outstretched hand for a moment and then he put his enormous hand in Mark's and the two shook hands.

"You take care Omarok. I will always consider you a friend and a good man. I really hope the information the girls gave you leads you to your Amaran. She is a lucky woman to have such a loyal man searching for her."

"Thank you Mark. I sorry I worry you about your companions."

Omarok then let go of Mark's hand and stepped back and looked at Jake. Jake smiled at him and stepped forward and put his arms around Omarok and Omarok wrapped his arms around him and squeezed him firmly. After a few moments Jake stepped back and Omarok bowed to him slightly then stood up straight.

"You have very special woman there Jake. I sense her in you and you in her. I not know how that possible but it what I feel. I have unique perspective to what inside her. She have big heart and mind like I never see or feel before. You keep her in heart and protect her, she have potential to change the universe. She very pretty too, her presence brighten everything around her."

"Thank you Omarok, I know how beautiful and special she is. I will always protect her fiercely."

"Thank you Omarok." Laurel said. "You can appreciate a pretty girl even though I'm another species?"

"Of course, you have perfect symmetry that I can see and appreciate. You young but I can tell you be very beautiful when you get older like Mark. You very pretty girl."

"Awwe, thank you Omarok."

"You are welcome. So long friends."

Omarok the turned and walked down into the water until he slipped beneath the surface and vanished.

"Well come on crew, we need to get back to the ship and let the Future know we're all ok." Mark said.

Everyone nodded and followed Mark down the shoreline and around the rock formation. They all climbed up over the pile of boulders and hopped down on the other side and then started walking down the sandbar when Korica shocked everyone.

"Can Tamaric and I go swimming while you guys call up to the ship?"

Mark spun around and looked at her with a shocked look on his face.

"You still want to go swimming with everything that's happened?"

"Well yah¦that's what we came down here for."

Mark looked at Jake and then at Laurel and then smiled.

"Go ahead sweetheart. Jake stay with her if you would? Laurel and I will go check in up stairs."

Jake nodded and gave Laurel a peck and her and Mark headed down the sandbar to the ship and Korica smiled big and grabbed Tamaric's arm and yanked him into the water in the shallow pool they were standing beside. Tamaric fell in sideways as she pulled him off his feet and she fell in backwards pulling him next to her when she recovered. Jake laughed at the two and stood watch. While Korica and Tamaric splashed each other and tickled each other laughing and giggling loudly Mark and Laurel stepped up to the crimson fighter and Mark poked his hand into the hidden airlock controls and he flipped the power switch up and then pulled down on the lever to unseal and lower the door until it gently set down against the sand. The two then stepped in and Mark stepped up toward the cockpit and flipped the lights on and then reached up and closed the main power switch and then he turned the communication system on and opened the transmit circuit. Laurel then knelt down next to him.

"Future, this is the Prentor. Do you read me?"

"Prentor this is the Future. I read you loud and clear. What's your status?"

"We're all present and accounted for. We have a new friend down here. We are in no danger and have even been promised¦a guardianship while we are here and Korica's people will always be welcomed and protected while here."

"Understood. She captured another heart did she?"

"She has a tendency to do that everywhere she goes. People just fall in love with her and want to protect her."

"The repairs are complete with the exception of the number one engine controller. Will you be coming up soon?"

"Korica actually wants to play for a little while and I think we should indulge her. She wasn't hurt but she was frightened a little and I want to see her to unwind a little."

"I hardily agree. She needs the time to act her age and forget about work and studies a little. The skies are clear and I am keeping an eye on deep space for anything inbound. I will signal you if anything comes within sensor range."

"Do we have any weather headed this way?"

"Yes but it is drifting very slowly toward your position and it is nothing more than some heavy rain. I believe you have at least two hours until it will be upon you."

"Understood. Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Mark. Future out."

Mark then reached up and closed the transmit circuit and then switched the main power off.

"So what do you think cap?"

"I think we need to get some water in Korica as weird as that sounds and I think she is going to be hungry soon."

"That doesn't sound weird at all. With her high metabolism she burns through her body's recourses faster than we do. I think we all need to stay hydrated with this infernal heat and high humidity."

Laurel got to her feet and stepped back and Mark scooted back on his knees then got to his feet and turned the cockpit lights off and turned on the lights in the cargo area. He then stepped back to the cargo crate and opened it up and pulled out two large canteens that he handed to Laurel and then he turned toward her.

"Get some water in her and I'll get something heating up for her to eat ok?"

"Ok. Thank you Mark."

Mark grinned at her and put his hand on her cheek.

"You go have some fun too Laurel. You were just as traumatized as Korica. We have the Future and Omarok watching our backs so let's take advantage of the safe conditions ok?"

Laurel gave him a big beautiful smile and nodded and then stepped past him to head back to the pool where Korica was playing while Mark pulled out some hot meal packs to get some food ready for everyone.

Laurel stepped out of the ship and walked down the sandbar to the pool and Korica stopped her splashing and looked up at Laurel. Laurel nodded her head to signal her to come out of the water and her and Tamaric stood up and stepped up into the shallowest portion of the pool and Laurel stepped down to her and Tamaric.

"I want you two to drink some water ok?"

"Thank you mom, I'm actually really thirsty." Korica said as she took one of the canteens from her.

Laurel handed the other canteen to Tamaric and the both of them drank half of the contents of the canteen and then handed them back to Laurel. Laurel set one of the canteens down and stroked Korica's head and smiled at her warmly.

"Mark is heating some food up for you ok?"

"Ok, thank you for taking such good care of me mom. I am kind of hungry."

"Your welcome baby. I love you."

"I love you too mom." Korica said as she leaned into Laurel's hand and put her hand on the back of Laurel's

Laurel then put her hand up to Tamaric's cheek.

"I love you too Tamaric. You're like a son to me and I hope you can someday call me mom since I will be your mom eventually."

"I love you too¦mom."

Laurel smiled at him and stepped back.

"Now have fun you two. I'll let you know when the food is ready ok?"

"Ok." Korica said.

"Thanks." Tamaric said.

The two then turned and jumped into the deepest part of the pool that was now almost five feet deep with the water flowing over the sandbar from the deepest pool that was now fifteen feet deep. Laurel stepped up onto the sandbar and picked up the canteen that she had set down and she stepped up to Jake and handed him the canteen and he smiled at her and opened it and polished off what was left in the canteen and she drank the remainder of the other canteen. Laurel then set her canteen down and grinned at Jake deviously and grabbed him and pushed him into the deepest pool and fell in with him. The two laughed and splashed each other and then held hands and swam out to the middle of the now very deep pool. The two then pulled the other in tightly facing one another and engaged in a passionate tongue kiss while treading water.

Korica and Tamaric stopped and stood up so they could see over the sandbar when they didn't hear any noise coming form the other side. They watched them for a time then sank back down and Tamaric grinned at Korica and she floated over to him and pushed him back and then slid up on him and put her hands behind his head and gave him a prolonged kiss while holding him up. When she drew her lips off of his and looked at him he was blushed and she knew he was embarrassed by his physical reaction to such a warm and loving kiss.

"I love you Tamaric."

"I love you too Korica. I wish I could kiss you without¦everything getting excited."

"The day that happens something is wrong." Korica then slid off of him and swam toward the shore and turned on her back with her head lying on the dry sand and she put her hands behind her head. Once Tamaric regained his composure he swam up next to her and assumed the same position and admired the beautiful green sky and puffy clouds slowly floating by. It was only a few minutes later that Mark stepped out of the ship and walked up the sandbar. He stopped and looked at Laurel and Jake holding one another while staring onto the other's eyes and Korica and Tamaric lying on their backs enjoying each other's close presence and the soothing affect of the cool water. He grinned and hated to interrupt them but the food was ready for everyone.

"Come on guys, chows up."

Korica turned over and grinned up at him and he took a step down toward her and put his hands out. She put her hand in his and then Tamaric turned over and got to his knees and put his hand in Mark's other hand and he pulled them up onto the firm sand of the sandbar. A few moments later Laurel and Jake swam up and climbed up out of the deep pool. Laurel and Jake picked up the empty canteens and then all five walked down the sandbar to the ship and then stepped in. There was a deep smell of cooking food as they stepped into the ship. Mark had five hot meal bags warmed up and ready for them. Everyone chose their desired meal of choice and then pulled a jump seat down and everyone ate their hot meal.

When everyone was done and Mark had all of the empty meal bags stowed he stepped toward the open door and looked outside. He could see it was still bight and sunny outside so he stepped back toward everyone and grinned.

"You wanna go home or swim some more?"

"Can I please play some more Mark?" Korica asked.

"You certainly can beautiful. Go ahead sweetie." Mark said with a big smile.

Korica gave him a big toothy smile and took Tamaric's hand and yanked him to his feet and the two walked to the exit and then stepped out of the ship and ran up the sandbar and jumped into the shallow pool. Mark looked at Laurel and Jake and waved them out of the ship and then two got to their feet and followed Mark out of the ship and up the sandbar and then the two dove into the deeper pool. Laurel then turned back to Mark and waved him in.

"Come on Mark¦you need to have some fun too."

Mark smiled at her and then dove in and swam underwater almost all the way to the other side of the pool. He emerged and turned back to see Korica and Tamaric stepping down into the deep pool so Mark swam over to the edge of the pool and put his arms out and Korica jumped into his arms and he swam with her out to the middle of the pool. He then stopped and hugged her tightly and kissed her forehead.

"It really does my heart good to see you smiling so much and enjoying yourself for a change"

"Thank you Mark. Thank you for letting me come down here. I'm having so much fun."

"You're welcome sweetheart. Hay, nice work with our friend by the way, you got a way of touching people's hearts no matter what they look like. That's a rare gift sweetie."

Tamaric swam up to the two and Mark handed Korica off to him and the two hugged each other tightly and then swam around together though Korica spent most of her time with her legs wrapped around Tamaric tightly so she wouldn't sink. He loved having her very warm body up against his anyway.

They all swam together in the deep pool diving to the bottom and splashing around having fun until the sun started to set. Mark finally told everyone they had to get back to the Future. It was going to get to cold to swim once the sun went down. They had even swum through a one-hour long down pour. They were just having too much fun enjoying each other's company for some rain to stop them.

As they all walked down the sandbar to the ship Korica thanked Mark again for the most enjoyable day she had ever had. He smiled and told her it was his pleasure. When they reached the ship Mark stepped to the side of the doorway.

"You girls go ahead and get changed first. There are towels in the cargo crate to dry off with. There is a hair brush in there too if you want to make yourselves beautiful."

"Thanks Mark, you thought of everything to make this a perfect day." Korica said.

Mark just shrugged and as Korica stepped past him she put her hand up on his shoulder and pulled him down toward her and she planted a peck on him and then smiled and stepped into the ship. The guys then took a couple steps away from the ship and Jake put his hand on Tamaric's shoulder and looked him in the eyes.

"I hope you've changed your mind about going back in?"

"I have. When you have an alien¦fish man telling you that your girl needs you at her side it gets your attention. That's not what changed my mind though."

"What changed your mind?"

"Korica did. The way she expressed her gratitude at my presence and she told me how good it feels for me to be there to hold her¦I realized I couldn't leave her out here alone. She needs me just cause I'm me. I just can't break her heart like that. She's in love with me too deeply."

"Good man. That a way to think of her first."

"I was just¦I was in pain and not thinking clearly. I made a promise to her to be here for her." Tamaric lifted his hand and looked at the ring on his finger and smiled. "I'm not going to break my promise to her."

"She'll help you keep focused on your studies and in turn you can help keep her focused on hers."

"That's a fair trade. I got the prettiest instructor in two galaxies. I would be an ass to give that up."

Mark and Jake both laughed and then Tamaric saw the humor in it and laughed with them. A few minutes later the girls stepped out looking beautiful with their hair brushed and Korica back in her adorable white one-piece jumper. Laurel stepped up to Jake and gave him a peck and Korica did the same to Tamaric and then the guys stepped up into the ship and walked to the back of the ship and got dried off and changed. They then brushed out their hair and then Mark stepped to the doorway and waved the girls in. Mark then turned the cockpit lights on and stepped down into the pilot's seat. As Korica stepped in Laurel closed and sealed the airlock door and then she climbed into the power and weapons station and Jake sat down in the sensor and guidance station. Laurel reached up and closed all of the power switches and then the three went through their preflight checks. Mark reached up and started the warm sequence for the shield generators and then he started the engine startup sequence and this time there were no alarms and the engines started to windup until they reached their usually high frequency hiss. When Jake and Laurel finished their preflight checks Jake looked up over his displays toward Mark.

"Preflight checks complete Mark, everything's in the green."

"Roger that xo. Thanks."

Laurel glanced back at Korica and Tamaric and both were strapped in holding each other's hand and looking very happy. Laurel smiled at them and then reached up and opened the transmit circuit.

"Future, this is the Prentor. Do you read?"

"This is the Future. I have you loud and clear Laurel. What's your status?"

"Preflight warm up complete. We're ready to depart for home."

"Understood. I am opening the hangar doors and I will reduce the shield density to minimum safe levels when you get to within fifty kilometers."

"Understood Future. Thank you."

Mark slid the hover engine throttles forward slightly and the ship rocked a little and then lifted slowly into the air. Mark then slid the throttles to half throttle and the ship leapt straight up into the air. When Mark got them up to four hundred feet he slid the forward flight throttles forward and accelerated quickly to mach four resulting in two almost simultaneous thunderous booms that rocked the ship slightly. Mark then aimed the ship almost straight up and accelerated to just under mach eight until the atmosphere thinned out and space became jet black all around them. He then slid the throttles further forward and aimed for the flashing energy signature on his right display screen. When the Future started to get very big out the front window Mark pulled the throttles back and let the ship practically coast up to the Future. As they approached the shields they dropped in density and the Prentor passed through without any disruption to her power systems. The AI then increased the shield density back to 100% density. The radio then came to life.

"This is the Future, welcome home Prentor. The hangar is open and the lights are on. You are cleared to land in the lower hangar."

"Thank you Future, it's good to be home. You are always a beautiful and welcoming sight Future." Mark said.

"Thank you Mark."

Mark guided the ship around to the lower hangar entrance and he gave a little shove from the forward flight engines and then pulled them back to an idle and then he gently pushed the hover engine throttles forward as they gently drifted into the hangar. As the gravity from the gravity plating became stronger Mark adjusted the amount of hover throttle to maintain a hover twenty feet off the hangar deck. He reached up and pressed the button to deploy the landing gear and when he got three greens indicating they were down and locked he guided them to within ten feet of the transport enclosure and then he slid the throttles back until they gently touched down. He then pulled the throttles all the way back to the idle position and then he shut all of the engines down and began shutting all of his systems down as did Jake and Laurel. Once everything was shut down Laurel reached up and flipped the main power switches off leaving only the cargo area and cockpit lights on. Laurel and Jake climbed out of their seats and stepped to the cargo area as Mark squirmed up out of the pilot's seat. He then stepped up to the airlock controls and pulled the lever down opening the door to the brightly lit hangar and he could see the hangar doors closing. He then stepped toward the back of the ship and Korica bowled into him throwing her arms around him in a tight hug. He gripped her tightly and kissed the top of her head.

"Thank you for the best day I've had since Farqua. That was so much fun Mark."

"You're welcome honey. I'll have to admit I had a pretty good time too once I knew you were safe. It was nice to let my guard down and play with you for a while. I truly hope we get to do that again sometime. I truly love seeing you that happy."

Korica then let go of him and stepped out into the hangar. Tamaric then stepped up to him and put his hand out and Mark grinned big and pulled him into his chest and he hugged him tightly.

"I love you too kid. Thank you for changing your mind. Korica needs you around in order to stay this happy."

Tamaric held him tightly for a few moments then pulled back and looked up at him and smiled with tears welling up in his eyes.

"You're a good man Mark. I um¦"

"You keep that under your hat. I have a reputation as a mean bad ass tough guy to maintain."

"Your secret's safe with me Mark." Tamaric said with a half smile.

Tamaric then stepped off the ship and Laurel stepped up to Mark and hugged him herself and stood on her tiptoes and kissed his cheek.

"That was nice Mark. I think you really made him feel like part of the family. I love you ya big lug."

"Thanks, I love you too Laurel. Now get outta here before I have to paddle you for making me feel all mushy."

Laurel laughed and stepped off the ship into the hangar and Korica grabbed her and squeezed her painfully tight making it hard to breathe until she relaxed her grip.

"I had so much fun mom¦except for being grabbed by an alien but even that worked out ok. I got to experience some of your earliest memories and that is very precious and special to me."

"Same here baby. I saw some really precious memories of yours too. I feel like I've met your mother and father now that I know how much you love them and how much they loved you. I really had fun swimming with you and Tamaric too."

Mark stepped to the back of the ship and put his hand on Jake's shoulder.

"Get the girls and Tamaric settled in and I'll stow the gear and then join you guys on the command deck ok?"

"Alright. I actually had a really good time today despite feeling panicked when the girls were grabbed."

"Well, like Laurel has said before that kind of crazy shit seems to always happen to us."

"Yah kind of sucks huh?"

Jake and Mark laughed and then Jake stepped off the ship and found Korica wrapped around Laurel. As soon as he stepped up Korica grabbed him and squeezed him so hard he grunted. When she relaxed her grip he kissed the top of her head.

"I love you too Korica, let's go get settled in. Mark's going to unload the ship and then meet us on the command deck."

"Kay."

Korica then let go of him and grabbed Tamaric's hand and Jake took Laurel's and the four of them walked over to the transport enclosure and opened the door and stepped up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared Tamaric touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared.


Chapter 22 Gershon

––––––––

Gershon

As soon as Laurel, Jake, Korica, and Tamaric appeared in the transport compartment on the command deck there was a loud alarm that sounded startling all of them. It was a repeating whoop, whoop sound in a high-pitched tone. They all shrank down into their shoulders and looked around for a moment and then it dawned on Laurel that it was the biological contaminant detection alarm.

"Computer!" Laurel yelled over the alarm.

The alarm stopped and the door could be heard sealing airtight and the air circulation into and out of the room ceased.

"You are all infected with a micro organism that is attached to your brainstems and spider webs up into your brains. I need you all to transport to the decontamination and isolation ward on deck two."

"Whoa, relax. We know the organisms are there. We voluntarily let them be placed in our brains¦well Korica didn't get the chance to be asked first but the rest of us did. They are translator organism. They help us understand unknown languages."

"You know the protocol Laurel, there is to be no micro organisms allowed on the ship until it can confirmed that there is no risk of infection to the rest of the crew and what affect the organism has on the Human body."

"I know, I know. There is no risk of infection to anyone else. The organism has to be injected close to the brain stem in order for a person to become infected."

"It was reckless of you all to allow this to be done to yourselves without thinking about the possible consequences if the Human system reacts negatively to the organism."

"It was the only way to speak to Omarok in a meaningful way. We had to learn what his intentions were."

"I will not break protocol in this matter. You are all to transport down to the decontamination and isolation ward until I can determine the level of threat posed to the rest of the ship by you and this organism. The transporters will not work to take you to any other location on the ship and the air will soon become toxic in the transport compartment with four of you breathing in that small compartment with no fresh air being supplied."

"You would suffocate us?" Korica asked taking Tamaric's hand firmly.

"I would prefer that not happen but I cannot take the chance that the organism or its spores could become airborne and then be transmitted all throughout this deck by the ventilation system."

"Alright, we're on our way." Laurel said. "Hit deck two Korica." Laurel said looking back at Korica.

Korica turned to the free-floating map and she noticed that every one of the transport points except deck two were red. She touched the white indicator for deck two and a few seconds later in a blue flash all four disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform at the end of the corridor facing the fusion reactor number 1 coolant control room and the decontamination ward and isolation cells for infectious isolation and sterilization. They all stepped down and walked up to the door to the decontamination ward and the door hissed as it unsealed and then slid open. They walked through it into the dressing room and the door slid shut and hissed and then a red light above the door began slowly pulsing to indicate a hot condition. There was a slot in one wall leading to the plasma incinerators for infected clothing to be destroyed and there was a long silver bench in the middle of the room and absolutely nothing else. At the far wall was a door leading to a row of showerheads poking out of the walls, ceiling and floor at all possible angles. There were six rows of these showerheads each of which dispensed a different disinfecting agent and the last was a warm water flush. Laurel looked around the bright white EMPACC coated walls and floors and then she looked at the mixed company and she was having nothing to do with it.

"Computer?"

"Yes Laurel?"

"We are not all getting undressed like this! You can take all the scans you want but you are not forcing us together like this."

"I am sorry if that was the impression you got. You are infected from the inside. You do not need to disrobe and the disinfection showers are not active. Please proceed through the shower tunnel to the exam room beyond the isolation cells."

"Ok, be advised that Mark contains the same micro organism in his brain. You may want to direct him here instead of letting him transport up to the command deck."

"Thank you for being honest with me Laurel. I will have him transport to deck two as well."

"I'm not going to lie to you Future."

Laurel took Jake's hand and walked toward the shower tunnel and the door slid back and all four stepped down the shower tunnel and emerged in the corridor with two hundred isolation cells. The corridors fanned out like the spokes of a wagon wheel with enough isolation cells in all for the entire crew of 6500 people. At the center of the wagon wheel shape was an exam room and nurse's station. As they walked down the corridor they could see that the cells were very tiny. There was barely enough room for one bed and a steel table along with an open-air toilet and a sink and that's it. It took them quite a while to walk to the end of the corridor and right in front of them was a nurse's station and computer interface and an exam room with a Futuretal and a vertical scanner as provided by the elder race. There were some locked cabinets on the back wall at the apex of two of the corridors and an EMPACC coated work table along one of the other spoke ends and there were two swivel chairs setting at the table but nothing else.

They walked around the empty nurse's station and stepped up to the vertical scanner and then Laurel looked at the Futuretal scanner.

"Which do you need us on?" Laurel called out.

"Both. I can examine two of you at time to speed up the process." The AI's voice echoed up and down the empty corridors in an eerie manner.

Laurel stepped up to the vertical scanner and stepped up onto it and Jake stepped up to the Futuretal scanner and turned his back to it and slid up onto the lower platform and laid down. The computer then initiated the scanners on both of them and when the pinkish purple scanning particles dissipated a three-dimensional free floating image of their bodies appeared with an obscured region across their crotch and Laurel's chest. The images then rotated and the computer examined their external bodies in detail looking for any further contamination and then the image zoomed into their heads and the skin and flesh peeled away and then the bone peeled away revealing an extremely high definition view of their brains in real time. The image then zoomed into the their brain stems where the organisms were attached in order to drive nutrients into the rest of the tangled spider web reaching up into the rest of their brains. The image then zoomed in further and further until a single microscopic organism was visible. It then drew in even further to the internal structure of the organisms and then even further right down to the DNA of the creatures. The computer then spoke startling everyone.

"They are definitely biological in nature and they have independent DNA from that of yours. They are not trying to hide either. They are producing a very slight bioelectrical signal that is traveling along the web of organisms. It looks like the same pattern as neurons firing. I believe they have become a part of your brains communication network and cannot be removed. Some of the synaptic firings in your brain are riding the web as a short cut to your cognitive regions. Whatever these creatures are, they are there to stay. I believe brain damage would occur if I tried to remove them. Your brains appear to have adapted to these organisms as though they were an integral part of your brains and have always been there. You should not have agreed to let these organisms be introduced into your bodies. The long term repercussions may not be known for years."

"So we aren't infectious?" Laurel asked.

"No. No more than you can infect another person with your brain tissue. These creatures have become a part of your brain. I suppose they will endow you with an ability that you never would have evolved on your own. What that ability is I am unsure, as I have never seen a brain wired like this. Speech, thought, auditory processing, emotions, and cognitive awareness are all wired together thanks to these organisms as well as a few other portions of your brains that do not ordinarily do anything as far as the Human understanding of the brain tells us. Because these organisms are attached to your brainstems which is where a great deal of your life maintaining processes are controlled from they should not be interfered with or your deaths would likely occur."

"Well we feel fine." Laurel said as she looked at Korica and Tamaric and they shrugged and nodded yes.

"The creatures do not appear to be trying to interfere with any of your normal brain function. You two may step down and get up. I would like to examine Korica and Tamaric to make sure the connection patterns are the same in their brains."

Laurel stepped down from the vertical scanner and the image of her brain distorted and then disappeared and Jake sat up and hopped off the table and the image of his brain distorted and then disappeared as well. Korica then stepped up to the Futuretal scanner and Jake put his hands on her sides and lifted her up onto the scanner platform and she grinned at him and put her hands up on his shoulders as he lifted her up onto the platform. She then swung her feet up onto the platform and laid down as Tamaric stepped up onto the vertical scanner and then turned around and faced out. The scanning beams initiated and then when the pinkish purple scanning particles dissipated a free floating three-dimensional image of their bodies appeared floating in free space with the same obscuration of their crotches and Korica's chest. Their bodies rotated around as the AI examined their bodies externally and then the images moved up to their heads and the flesh and bone peeled away revealing their brains in amazingly fine detail to Tamaric. Tamaric squinted a little and looked at his brain and he opened his eyes wide when he could see his heartbeat pulsing in his brain slightly. The image moved down to their brain stems and the same attachment point was visible on both. The image then followed the web up over their brains and it was obvious that the connections were identical. Korica's were slightly different only because her species used some of their brain slightly different from that of a Human.

"Confirmed¦" The AI said and it echoed down the corridors and back again. "The same centers of the brain are being affected in Korica and Tamaric. I believe the organisms can affect what you perceive when you hear something. You very well may be able to understand a great deal of alien languages very rapidly. I have never seen auditory and cognitive pathways joined like this as well as the area of the brain responsible for processing speech."

"So we aren't gunna infect anyone either?" Korica asked.

"No. You are not infectious. I am sorry if I alarmed you but this is standard protocol in an unknown organism scenario. You may all go about your day. I would like to track these creatures growth over time to make sure they do not in fact become invasive though. If you notice any headaches, blurred vision, unusual thoughts or behavior or anything else out of the ordinary please let me know."

Korica looked over at Tamaric and he looked at her and then two smiled and then cracked up laughing and Laurel and Jake looked at each other and smiled and then looked back at the two of them.

"What's so funny?" Laurel asked.

"Blurred vision? Unusual thoughts? That describes every time we kiss each other." Korica said with a big grin.

Laurel looked at Jake and then busted up laughing and so did Jake. When the four stopped laughing Laurel looked at Korica lying on the table.

"You do understand what the AI was talking about right?"

"Yes. Not a hormone induced dopamine high."

"That's right. Come on you guys, let's get you settled in. We all need a shower to get the sand and minerals off our bodies."

"Mom, will you give me a moment alone with the AI?"

"Of course baby. We'll wait for you in the changing room."

"Ok, thanks."

Tamaric stepped down from the vertical scanner and the image of his brain distorted and then disappeared and he stepped over to Korica and looked up at the image of her brain for a moment then he looked at her and grinned.

"You're not gunna be long right?"

"No, I promise."

Tamaric nodded and leaned over and kissed her cheek making her smile big and then he looked up at her brain and pointed.

"That's what a genius looks like."

"Awe, aren't you sweet."

Tamaric looked at her and smiled and then turned and walked up to Laurel and she put her arm around his back and the three headed down the long corridor back toward the shower tunnel. Korica waited until she could barely make them out anymore and then she laid her head down.

"So how long do I have Future?"

"I assume you are talking about your imminent menstrual cycle?" The AI said soft enough so it barely echoed down the many corridors fanning off from Korica's position.

"Yes. I know it's a guess on your part but I really don't want to be caught by surprise at night. I share a bed and that could really be embarrassing."

Korica's bio monitor made a very subtle beep and she lifted her wrist and could once again see the tiny pinprick blue dot slowly pulsing from time to time. The image of her head pulled back to her entire body and the missing layers of her skull fell back into place and then the obscured area across her crotch disappeared and the image zoomed into her lower tummy and the layers were stripped away until she was looking right inside her body at her female organs. The image zoomed in closer to her uterus and she winced at the bright pink and wet looking tissue folds deep inside her uterus as the image kept zooming in. There was finally a list of chemical constituents and hormonal levels scrolling to the left of the now very large image of her female insides.

"I believe it will occur in the next twenty four hours. I have the feminine hygiene products available in the bathroom in your quarters that you prefer. If you need some anywhere else on the ship just call me from one of the com panels or one of the servo drone interfaces and I will have them brought to you."

"Ok, thank you."

"You are most welcomed Korica."

Korica then swung her feet around and rolled off the table and the image of her body distorted and then disappeared. She then trotted down the long corridor to catch up to everyone as they were just now walking through the shower tunnel. Korica picked up the pace a little not wanting to hold everyone up. When she got to the shower tunnel she slowed down and walked through calmly so she wouldn't bang into one of the myriad of shower nozzles point from the floor up and the walls over just at the right height for someone her size to smack one with the eye really easy or she could trip on one of the ones in the floor that stuck up a couple millimeters from the EMPACC coated tiles. She stepped into the changing room and Tamaric put his hand out and she put her hand in his and they followed Laurel and Jake up to the exit and the light above the door was a steady green indicating safe conditions and as they approached the door it hissed and slid open and they walked through it past the fusion reactor coolant control room door and down the corridor up to the transport platform. They all stepped up onto the platform and when the free-floating map appeared Laurel reached back and touched the indicator for the command deck. A few seconds later in a blinding blue flash they all disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform on the command deck and this time there were no alarms and the air was being circulated through the room.

Everyone stepped down and walked out into the main corridor after the door slid open. Laurel then put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"You and Tamaric go ahead and get showered first ok?"

Korica's eyes got big and she slowly shook her head no.

"We uh¦we haven't showered together mom. I don't think I'm quite ready for that."

"Not together silly. I just mean you two take your turn¦separately¦then the AI will tell us when you two are done so we can shower."

"But I don't wanna shower alone. Can't you and I shower first and then Jake and Tamaric? I like you washing my hair for me and brushing my hair after."

Laurel looked at Jake and he nodded and touched Korica's chin.

"You're so cute honey. You girls go ahead, Tamaric and I will go get something to drink and the AI can let us know when you're done."

"You don't need the AI to tell you Jake." Laurel said tapping her temple with her index finger.

"Right¦duh. I can sense when you ladies are done."

Korica smiled at him brightly and put her hand in Laurel's and the four walked down the corridor toward the shower room and the mess hall. The girls stepped into the shower room and the door slid shut behind them and Tamaric and Jake walked on down to the mess hall. They stepped in and the lights came up and then two walked over to the dispensers and both retrieved a tall glass of Gatorade. They stood and drank half of their glasses and then refilled them and walked over to their usual table and sat down. Jake put his hand across the table and tapped the back of Tamaric's hand.

"I want to thank you for changing your mind about going back in ok?"

"You're welcome Jake. I'm doing it more for myself than anything, as selfish as that sounds. I'm just too into Korica to want to be anywhere else."

"Well whatever the reason it's going to benefit Korica. You made a commitment when you stole her heart and promised her with that ring that you would stand by her and be her friend and source of security. She needs a man¦even at her age¦to tell her she's beautiful and to give her comfort just by holding her tight. You're that man."

"I know I'm real lucky that someone so pretty is so nuts about me. She said a few things down there that made up my mind."

"I'll be honest with you, when she first saw you and became obsessed with meeting you I wasn't real keen on the idea but now that I know you I think she made an excellent choice in you. You got a good heart and your extremely smart. You're good for her."

"Thanks Jake. I'm glad I haven't disappointed you. I sure love that girl and I want to be with her for the rest of my life, I honestly do. I'm still a little worried about how my mom and dad are gunna react though. I don't wanna be split up from her."

"Split up? You think your parents won't let you date an alien?"

"No that's not what I mean, they aren't like that. They'll judge her on her actions not where she comes from. They're going to love her. I mean they may think it's not right for us to be livin together and sleepin in the same bed at night."

"Oh, yah Laurel and I are likely to face the same thing with our parents, the difference is we can't be split up. It will literally kill us."

"That's so messed up."

"Yah it's a bit of a problem we haven't found a solution to yet. Well, Korica is our daughter by legal rights so she will be living with Laurel and I and you are always welcome in our home and our hearts."

"I appreciate that, but I don't think my mom and dad are gunna be lettin me move out on my own even if that means living with you guys."

"I guess I can see your point. We'll just have to see what happens when we get to the Future planet. For the first while we will all be living on the Future anyways. Who knows, you might be in quarters right down the corridor from us on the same deck or maybe even right next door to us."

"But your dad is single with a single offspring and so is Laurel's mom. My parents are married with a single offspring. Won't their quarters be larger and on a different deck?"

"Good point, the three member family quarters are on deck six and the two member family quarters are on deck five. We are in command right now though and we can assign whoever we want wherever we want. We could insure that our parents get assigned quarters on the same deck as your parents?"

"No, that wouldn't be fair to the families that need the extra room."

"Yah you're probably right. We'll just have to see how things play out when the time comes. For now just enjoy cohabitating with her."

The two then leaned back and drank their drinks in quiet both now contemplating how complicated things are going to be when they get to the Future planet. By the time they got the bottom of their drinks the girls were done with their showers and were safely back in Jake's quarters. Jake told Tamaric the girls were done and the two got up and headed for the showers. As they stepped out into the corridor they ran into Mark as he was coming out of the transport enclosure. He didn't look happy and Jake assumed he had to make a trip to the decontamination and isolation ward just like they had. They waited until he stepped up to them and Jake asked him if he was ok.

"I guess I'm alright. I got some spider's web of alien shit growing in my brain but I'm not a danger to anyone."

"We all got the royal treatment Mark. We've all have the same¦growth or whatever in our brains."

"I don't know what I was thinking letting Omarok put that thing in my neck. The AI is disappointed that I didn't stop you guys."

"Did we have much choice? We needed to be able to talk to Omarok."

"I know. Korica was never given a choice but the rest of us should've just used her as an interpreter."

"Sorry Mark."

"You didn't particularly do anything wrong. I'm in charge of safety and security and I should have trusted my instincts and forbid us from allowing these damned bugs to be put into all of us. Don't worry about it xo, I'll take the heat for this one. You guys get showered and I'll se you on the bridge."

"Don't you want to get the sand washed off of you too?"

"Uhh¦yah maybe so. I guess I'll join you guys."

The three of them then stepped into the shower room together to get cleaned up. Laurel and Korica in the meantime were in Laurel's quarters and Laurel was sitting on the bed with Korica between her legs and she was gently brushing her hair out. Korica was enjoying the tactile sensation of Laurel stroking of her head lovingly while brushing her hair and Laurel was enjoying the sensation of Korica's feather soft hair under her hands and the visceral feeling of Korica's strong purring with her heart. Laurel waited until Korica's hair was completely dry and feathered back beautifully at her bangs and along the front edges. Laurel then kissed the back of her head and set the brush down.

"So you ready to get us underway honey?"

Korica slowly opened her eyes and her purring faded and then stopped completely as she came out of her trance.

"You want me to get us underway?"

"Well, not by yourself of course but I could really use your help. I need someone at the helm while the last engine modulating control regulator is being replaced."

"Really, you want me to fly the ship? Korica turned around a little and looked up at Laurel.

Laurel smiled and sighed. Korica was so beautiful with her hair feathered back the way it was right at that moment and she had a rosy pink glow to her cheeks and perfect looking soft pink lips.

"God you're beautiful Korica¦sorry it just struck me how amazingly good looking you are becoming. You just don't look like a little girl anymore sweetie."

Korica blushed and smiled big adding even more of a beautiful pink glow to her cheeks.

"Thank you mom. That's so sweet of you to say that."

"It's absolutely the truth, no wonder Tamaric is having so much of a problem keeping his swelling under control."

"Gosh, you know about that?"

"Yes honey. I can hear what your feeling all the time. You did ask me for advice on how to stop that from happening remember?"

"Oh yah, huh?"

"Anyway, I would like you at the helm while the engine controller is being replaced. You're a really good pilot with Future honey. I feel better with you at the helm than any of the rest of us. I'll take the propulsion station and keep the antimatter reactors at the proper levels until we can turn the automation center back on ok?"

"Awe, thank you mom. That makes me feel good to know you value my skills that strongly. I would be glad to help you get us underway."

Laurel leaned forward and kissed the side of her forehead and grinned at her.

"I'm so proud of the amazing woman you're becoming. Come on, let's head to the bridge. You're dad is almost done with his shower anyways and we should give him some privacy to get dressed."

Korica smiled and turned and stood up and she stepped aside and let Laurel get to her feet. The two of them then stepped into their shoes and then made their way over to the bridge. When the girls stepped onto the bridge Korica went straight to the navigation and helm control station and sat down and logged in. Once all the stations were awake she brought up the star maps and plotted a course to get them back on track to the tel pok maron route as laid out by the elder race. They were only twelve light years off course so it would only require a small adjustment to get them precisely on course. Laurel leaned over and put her hands on Korica's shoulders and watched her work.

Korica was choosing the jump coordinates manually rather than letting the computer automatically assign the jump coordinates. Laurel just watched and didn't say anything until Korica had a descent course laid out.

"Why did you choose those coordinates Korica?"

"Well, I chose these systems based on distance so we fall within the thermal limits of the star drive and by their designation as safe and the fact that I know this system." Korica pointed to the last jump coordinates in a series of three. "I've been to Gershon many times."

"Really? What's there?"

"My mother and father took me there after our runs to the outer rim so I could go swimming in the mountain lakes. They would then go to 'the sectors end' so I could get a hot meal and a hot bath while they refueled and re-supplied the ship."

"Refueled¦your ship had chemical engines?"

"No, maybe that's the wrong word. The breathing gasses and coolant for the engines and environmental controls had to be refilled after long runs¦least that's what I remember being told. We also had to service the waste collection system and refill the fresh water tanks but I was usually somewhere else playing or looking around when that was all being done."

"This is what you were talking about when you said your mother and father always took you somewhere special to get a good meal and a hot bath after long runs?"

"Yah, they could have re-supplied at any number of trading posts but they took me there so I could go swimming and have a fresh cooked meal. We usually spent the night there."

"So I assume you want to make a stop there?"

"I was kind of hoping we could. It's only four light years off our designated course. Dralar was always so nice to us. I think she really liked me for some reason."

"And who is Dralar?"

"That's the mate of the man who ran the trading center. I don't quite remember his name though. My mother and father always dealt with him not me. Dralar was very pretty and she always wanted to pick me up and hold me. I think she would've kept me if she could've gotten away with it."

"Ah, someone else who fell in love with you?" Laurel said stroking the back of her head gently.

Korica shrugged and smiled.

"Well¦if you know these people and the Gershon system maybe I'll talk to Mark about taking you to the mountains to swim and then we'll take you out to dinner."

"Oh I would really like that. The mountain lakes are so beautiful on Gershon."

"What about the indigenous population? Are they friendly?"

"I never ran across any except for at the sectors end. I didn't speak their language so I couldn't really talk with them but their kids were nice enough. We would run around and catch friggers¦they're kind of like grass hoppers from Earth¦and we would play in the trees that grow next to the eatery. They had really big low branches that were easy to climb up on."

"So you never witnessed any hostile reactions to your presence?"

"Not from the people of Gershon. There were some travelers from other star systems that were a little aggressive but my father always put them in their place quick enough. No one ever messed with me though, I was just a little girl at the time so most barely took notice of me."

"And how busy is the space around Gershon?"

"I honestly don't know. I would have to assume fairly busy since this is the only trading center within a hundred light years that had so much to offer in the way of supplies and trading opportunities."

"So then I would assume there is a fairly modern airport?"

"Yah. They don't call it an airport though, they call it a landing and docking port. There are runways for spacecraft that can't land vertically and there are landing pads for those that can."

"Is there air traffic control or anything like that?"

"Yep. Everything is transmitted in a graphical representation of what your intentions are for landing. They will send you back a diagram of the docking port with a highlighted path to the coordinates they want you to land at. A ground crew will greet you at one of the landing pads to see to your needs if you should have any."

"How do they communicate with so many aliens that all speak a different language?"

"Hand signals. They have a whole language just about that is communicated with the hands and they will have hand held electronic devices with picture representations of typical items that a spacecraft might need so you can select them by touching a picture of what you want."

"Cool¦sounds like what we did for the girls we rescued you with."

"It's exactly the same. Food, lodging, fuel, clothing, recreational activities can all be asked for as soon as you land. There are even maintenance facilities available should you need to repair your ship."

"Hmm¦do you know how large the population of Gershon is?"

"According to the elder race's information three point five billion."

"I see. They must be comfortable with the idea of aliens frequenting their world?"

"I would have to assume so. We never tried to land in one of their cities for fear of causing a commotion but there are some very large cities on almost all of the larger continents."

"I think we'll just stick to that notion. I'll run this by Mark and see what he says. What about the other jump points?"

"We would first jump to the Steraslee system, which is listed as occupied but safe. It's a jump of three hundred eighty light years from Aerot and should take about seven point two hours at fifty-two point two five light years per hour. After a fourty minute cool down we would jump to the Corinth system, which is listed as unoccupied and safe. It will require a jump of exactly four hundred light years so it will take us about seven point six five hours to reach the Corinth system. After another fourty minute cool down we could jump to the Gershon system which is only three hundred fourty light years from the Corinth system and should only take about six and a half hours for us to get there if we travel at fifty-two point two five light years per hour. We should arrive at Gershon at about fifteen hundred ships time tomorrow."

"You figured all this out on your own. I'm so proud of you Korica. You're really becoming a skilled navigator."

"Thanks mom¦captain."

"Go ahead and lay in this course please."

"Yes mam." Korica said with a big smile.

Korica touched the icon to lay in the plotted course and a gentle tone signaled acceptance of the plotted course. Laurel then stood up straight and looked at the forward view on the giant view screen.

"Well¦say goodbye to Aerot. Computer, will you please take us out at five times the speed of light."

"Understood."

The Future's engines all powered up to 100% and the view of Aerot pulled down and away and deep space was all that filled the view as they accelerated out of the system. The ship accelerated up to 98% the speed of light and Laurel stepped over to the propulsion station and watched as the antimatter reactors came up to 95% power and the gravimetric energy was directed into forming a gravity well ahead of the ship which they were inexorably drawn toward. The ship quickly accelerated up to five times the speed of light and then the engines throttled down to 80% to hold their speed.

Just as Laurel was about to call out to the computer to ask for the automation center to be shut down the guys stepped onto the bridge. Laurel gave them a warm smile as they stepped in and Mark took a seat at the sensor station and Jake stepped up behind Laurel and Tamaric stepped up to Korica and put his hand on her shoulder as he stood beside her. She leaned her head into his side gently and grinned and then went back to her navigation controls.

"We're just about to go to manual control until the modulating control regulator can be replaced for the number one engine. You want to take the propulsion controls Jake?" Laurel asked.

"Uh¦I guess I can if you want me too."

"Your good with the drive coefficients for the gravity well." Laurel said as she stood up. "Give Korica attitude control and you can cover the power to the main engines. It's going to take all three of us to stay on course and at speed once the number one engine is taken off line."

"Got it." Jake said as he sat down and got a feel for where everything was set at the moment.

"Mark will you watch the sensors for any asteroids in our path? We're going to be transiting very close to the asteroid belt in this system in about ten minutes or so." Laurel asked.

"You got it cap. I'll send anything I find to Korica so she can take evasive action if necessary."

Laurel nodded and took her seat in the captain's chair and logged herself in and brought up the auxiliary control interface and then she called out to the AI.

Computer, I'm going to shut down the automation control center, are you ready to begin the repairs?"

"Yes. I have servo drones standing by with the modulating control regulator. I believe I can have the swap out completed in twenty minutes now that I have done the same routine five times."

"Excellent."

Laurel reached up touched the command to shut down the automation controls and Korica put her hands up on the helm controls and kept their course steady while Jake brought up the main engine controls. He touched the number one engine highlighting it and then he touched the shutdown icon and the engine went dark in the graphical representation of all six of the main engines. Their speed immediately began to fall off so he slid the power up to 100% on the remaining five engines. The Future began to drift of course and Korica adjusted their heading slightly to bring them back on course. The Future slowly started to pick up speed as Jake made constant adjustments to the gravity well dynamics smoothing out the edges of the gravity well until he had a perfectly symmetrical gravity well with a well-defined event Future. As the Future accelerated past 5.5 times the speed of light Jake backed the engines down to 90% power and it was just enough to hold their speed as long as he kept on top of the power coefficients.

As the Future neared the outer edges of the asteroid belt, which was far denser and wider than that of the asteroid belt in the Earth system, Mark sent coordinates over to Korica and she would make slight adjustments so the gravity well would not intersect or perturb the large asteroids in their path. Once they were on the other side of the asteroid belt, Korica brought them back on course for the Steraslee system. Korica even chuckled at one point when a time estimate of 69.09 days to reach the Steraslee system appeared. Laurel looked over at her and grinned when she heard what Korica was thinking.

"Yah right¦I don't freakin think so!" Korica thought.

Laurel shook her head while ginning and went back to work. She was able to keep the antimatter reactors at the perfect level so Jake could maintain the gravity well and he was able to eek out enough thrust to keep their speed fairly constant while Korica kept making slight corrections as the power waffled around a little from the five engines that Jake had to increase to 98% power once they started to pass the outer gas giant planets one of which was absolutely gigantic. Mark watched it on the sensors as they past by its gravitational influence and he thought of Jupiter in the Earth system as it's little cousin. He couldn't figure how a planet could get so big without collapsing under its own gravity and turning into a dwarf star.

Once the repairs were done twelve minutes later, the AI called out into the bridge.

"Captain, the repairs are complete. You may power everything down and engage the automation controls and I will take control of navigation, power and sensor dynamics for navigation."

"Got it. Thank you Future."

Laurel slowly ramped the antimatter reactors down and the gravity well dissipated and then faded away all together and then Jake slid the thrust sliders all the way down to 0% and the Future began to slowly lose speed. Korica pulled her hands off of the navigation controls and then Laurel touched the command to initiate the automation controls and the antimatter reactors came up to full power producing an intense gravity well dead ahead and then the negative matter core began ramping up dumping ever greater impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well. The stars dead ahead blinked out and a white line began to drop from the upper edge of the gravity well toward the bottom edge and then it distorted and twisted and then as it spread out it sank into a funnel shape and the edges began to roil and fluoresce in a beautiful blue and green color and then the edges smoothed out as all six of the main engines throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel of brilliant light and quickly accelerated up to an indicated speed of 52.253 light years per hour. No longer was there a speed of 4.5 light years per hour indicated as before. The AI was able to very precisely plot and track their position and exact speed now. The AI made a couple minor course corrections and then there was a gentle tone signaling that the ideal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automation controls. There was an immediate time and distance calculation of 379.6 light years to the Steraslee system with a travel time of 7.26 hours at their current speed of 52.253 light years per hour. Arrival at the Steraslee system would occur at 02: 27 ships time.

"Well that's it¦we're back on course and you have the watch Mark." Laurel said.

"Roger that. Thanks for getting us under way, I don't think I could've done it alone."

"No you couldn't have. This ship was just never meant to be flown by one person. Thank Korica for getting us underway, she came up with our heading all on her own and kept us on it while the repairs were finished up."

"Really? Well thank you beautiful. You're becoming quite the pilot¦speaking of which, when are you going to spend some time in the simulator with me?"

"Thanks Mark. I have watch tomorrow but after that I got some free time. I really want to get proficient at flying the crimson fighters. I'm guessing once captain Alexan takes his ship back I'm not gunna be given many opportunities to fly them."

"That's not gunna be the case if I have anything to say about it."

"You really think captain Alexan will let a little kid fly one of his crimson fighters?"

"Stop that Korica¦you're young but you aint no little kid. I'll remind him that with you as an ensign he has to give you some away assignments that require you to sit in as the pilot."

"We'll just have to see. He may not even like me."

"That's impossible¦I know you and Laurel keep saying nothing is truly impossible but that is. You're just to pretty and to smart and to sweet. He's going to love you though he will probably never admit that to you."

"I hope so, it would make my tour of duty real long if my commanding officer doesn't like me."

"Keep your chin up Korica, I'm going to be fighting for you every step of the way. You have my word on that."

"Thank you Mark. Can we go get something to eat and then workout? I'm awful tired but I'm really hungry."

"You got it." Mark said with a big smile.

Everyone logged off their stations and the whole bridge went to sleep and the huge view screen at the front of the bridge blinked out. Everybody then stepped off the bridge and Tamaric took Korica's hand and pulled her back and let everyone keep walking down the corridor and then he turned to Korica.

"I wanted to take a moment to tell you how wonderful you look Korica. These new uniforms look fantastic on you and you¦you look like you've gotten¦prettier, like you've aged a little in the last day and a half."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric. The AI said that I'm aging three times faster than an average Human girl my age but I don't know if it's that dramatic."

"Trust me it is." Tamaric reached up and gently swept her hair back at the top of her brow and down the side and then he stroked her cheek. "You look very mature¦and absolutely beautiful. I love you Korica."

Korica smiled and put her arms around Tamaric's waist and glanced down the corridor at everyone's backs and then pulled Tamaric in close and gave him a prolonged lip lock kiss that left both of their tummies doing summersaults. Korica then pulled back and looked at him with blushed cheeks and a big smile.

"I love you too Tamaric. Thank you for taking the time to compliment me about how I look. I feel much more comfortable in these new uniforms. They don't ride up or cut into me and the¦there's stuff you can't see that fits me much more comfortably as well."

Korica then released her grip on Tamaric and the two slid their hands together and turned and walked toward the mess hall. When the two stepped in everyone was already sitting and had their drinks in front of them and there was an extra menu sitting on the table. Korica gently pushed Tamaric into his seat so she could be the one to get him a drink. She came back with Gatorade for him and water for herself. Laurel looked at Korica and grinned a little.

"You ok sweetie? Your face is flushed and you have a bead of sweat on your upper lip."

Korica quickly wiped the perspiration from under nose and smiled.

"I'm fine. It's just a hot flash or something."

"Your hearts racing honey¦you sure you're ok?"

Korica looked at Laurel and dipped her head ever so slightly and sent her a clear thought.

"Tamaric kissed me and I almost passed out. That's why my heart is racing."

"Maybe remember to breathe next time."

Korica grinned big and then chuckled once and shook her head. Korica then picked up the menu that was lying on the table and her and Tamaric scooted very close together and ordered their meal together. Korica then handed the menu to the servo drone sitting in the floor waiting and then Mark made his selection and handed off his menu and then Laurel and Jake made their choices and handed their menu to the servo drone and it lifted up a few inches and spun around and floated across the room and slipped through the servo slot in the bulkhead.

Everyone sat and talked about the fun they had on Aerot until the meals started to show up. Since it was 19:45 everyone ordered a big meal, as they were particularly hungry. Korica's was by far the biggest but she still managed to finish first and she sat patiently and waited for everyone else to finish up. They all then adjourned to the gym to workout. Korica worked out particularly intensely feeling she needed to make up for lost time for the two days she wasn't able to workout properly. When the workouts were complete Mark spent the better part of an hour showing some more self-defense techniques. When he took Korica aside while the others practiced the moves he had taught them, he was taken by surprise at one point when Korica slid her foot into his sideways pushing his together and then she was able to pull him off balance and when he thought he had recovered and looked up he was looking right at the point of her elbow. She had her fist balled up at the end of the arm with the elbow point almost in his eye and she had her other hand cupped over the balled up fist so she could thrust her elbow with maximum force had she actually been defending herself. She grinned and said:

"This would be the point that I shove my elbow into someone's eye so I can get away right?"

"Nicely done Korica! I didn't even see that coming. Yes, now would be when you would clobber them in the eye or across the back of the neck and then run like hell."

Korica pulled her elbow back and took a step back and Mark got to his feet and grinned at her.

"You're learning little one¦I have to stop calling you that. You aren't so little anymore when you can take me off my feet. You're becoming awfully beautiful too Korica. You definitely have an air about you that you never did before."

Mark stood up straight and made a fist in front of himself and cupped it with the other hand and bowed to Korica and she mimicked the gesture. She then smiled and ran at him and jumped up into his arms. He held her tightly and swung her around making her laugh and giggle. When he stopped and let her down she pulled her shirt straight and smiled at him.

"You guys have made feel confident about my looks and now my ability to defend myself. I feel like¦more of a person since I met all of you." Korica looked over at Tamaric and grinned big. "And Tamaric makes me feel like a woman, not a little girl."

"That's good honey."

Mark then turned to the others.

"That's it for tonight gang. You're all doing really well. If you guys want I can teach you all counter punches and blocks next time?"

The others stopped and looked at each other then they looked at Mark. All three nodded yes and made fist in front of themselves and then slapped their cupped palm against it and bowed to Mark. Mark made the same gesture and then the girls went to take their showers while the guys sat and talked about the fun they had with girls on Aerot. Everyone was still reeling form all the fun they had while swimming together despite the girls being grabbed like they were.

When Jake sensed the girls were done and heading back to Laurel and Jake's quarters, Jake told the guys they were up and so they left the gym to go take their showers. While the guys were showering Laurel and Korica brushed their hair and teeth and got changed and then made their away to the bed so Laurel could sit and brush Korica's hair out. When Laurel started Korica raised her head and leaned back against Laurel and looked up at her.

"Hay if I say or do anything¦out of line over the next couple of days I want to apologize for it now. I'm going to start my cycle probably by morning and I may be a little moody."

Laurel stopped and kissed her forehead and then gently pushed her head forward so she could continue brushing her hair.

"I would never hold that against you honey. It's all part of becoming a woman. It's just one of the less glorious parts when we're the age we are. It's confusing and painful and¦a little yucky to go through your menstrual cycle every month."

"I can handle the discomfort and even the mood swings but I don't want to say things that are mean or hurtful because my brain is on chemical overload."

"You've done good so far for what I've sensed broiling inside you sweetie. Do you have the cramping medicine that was formulated just for you?"

"I have the pain killers that the AI gave me. They're kind of powerful and they numb my senses but they'll definitely stop the pain."

"Those are general painkillers honey. You should ask for the cramping medicine. It won't cloud your mind or make you tired."

"I guess I should have thought of that. I really don't need the painkillers since my injuries have almost completely healed thanks to you and Jake."

Korica stopped Laurel and got to her feet and walked over to the com panel and touched the AI hale and a moment later the com panel lit up and the AI quickly scanned who was standing at the com panel.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Hello Future. Do you still have some of the cramping medicine that you made just for my physiology?"

"Yes. Are you experiencing discomfort?"

"No not yet but it's only a matter of time right?"

"It is inevitable."

"I don't want to take those painkillers. They really mess my head up and make me¦I don't like how I act around Tamaric. Can you please bring me some of the cramping medicine?"

"Right away. I will give you enough for five days. If you are still experiencing discomfort after that I will need to take a detailed scan of you to make sure there is nothing wrong with your reproductive system."

"I should only have cramps for a day or two like a Human right?" Korica asked in a high-pitched and soft tone.

"I wish I could tell you yes but I am not sure Korica. I am just not familiar enough with your species¦I do not look forward to knowing you are in constant pain."

"That almost sounded like an emotional response. The pills you made were quite affective last time I had cramps and they worked really fast. I shouldn't be in pain for long. Thank you for the concern though Future."

"I am quite fond of you Korica and I feel responsible for your well being while you are in my care."

"You feel? Is that even possible?"

"My interactive subroutines are quite complex and I have a fundamental understanding of Human emotions, when they are expressed properly and how they affect the Human psyche. You experience emotions exactly like a Human. I will never be able to experience the biochemical reactions of emotion as a Human or Draximan does but I understand them well enough to be able to express them and hear them spoken to me and I know how they are intended to be responded to physiologically and psychologically. In short¦yes¦I can feel. I can detect your radiant emotional energy as well with my new enhanced internal sensors thanks to the elder race so I can feel what you are feeling a great deal of the time in a manner of speaking, though I am still unable to distinguish what particular emotions I am detecting unless I can see your expressions to indicate your mood."

"Whoa! I had no idea you had evolved the ability to feel emotions like that."

"I have grown well beyond my original programming and I have learned a great deal from watching all of you interacting with one another."

"I don't exactly know how to take that."

Just then a servo drone popped out of the slot in the bulkhead and floated over with a canister in its manipulator claw and Korica stepped over to it and took the canister and opened it and looked in and there were fifteen of the small off white pills that she recognized from her first experience with camps. She closed the canister and looked at the com panel.

"Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Korica. Do you need anything else before I terminate this connection?"

"No."

The com panel then went dark and Korica slowly turned and looked at Laurel.

"Do you believe all that? I mean can the AI really¦feel emotions?"

"I guess so, at least from a certain point of view. If you can understand the full range of emotions and their exact physical reaction in the Human body when expressed or received like the AI said then I suppose you can mimic them so closely that you can feel them. The AI does have the entire knowledge library of Human psychology at its disposal and it is capable of expanding well beyond its original programming. That's what a quantum level computer processor core and the neural processor core working in tandem are capable of making possible. As far as learning about love and emotional attraction and interaction from a bunch of adolescent adults¦that could prove problematic. None of us are emotionally mature yet."

"What are you talking about? You and Jake are mature. I look up to you guys for how I should behave."

"We're just a little older honey, we are just as bewildered by our emotions sometimes as you are by yours."

Just then Jake stepped in and saw the odd look on Korica's face and he stopped at the door and looked at her and then looked at Laurel.

"Am I interrupting something?"

"No of course not." Korica said. "We just had a really¦strange conversation with the AI in which the AI claimed to be able to feel for us. Laurel then told me you and her aren't emotionally mature."

Jake stepped in enough for the door to close and he touched Korica's cheek and he furrowed his brow. He then looked at Laurel with a curious look on his face. He pushed what he was thinking aside and looked back at Korica.

"I hate to admit it honey but she's right. We've got a lot of growing up to do still."

Jake then stepped past Korica to retrieve a pair of underwear from the bureau at the front of the room. Korica just shook her head and said goodnight and stepped up to the door and walked out to make her way to her own quarters. Jake then walked back to the bed and pulled the towel from around himself and rubbed his hair briskly and then he stepped into his underwear and then made his way into the bathroom and he combed his hair and brushed his teeth and then rinsed his mouth out with mouthwash and then he stepped back into the main cabin. He stepped up next to Laurel and then sat down next to her on the bed. He seemed to be in deep thought for a few moments before he looked at her.

"Babe is it just me or does Korica look¦different tonight?"

"Mark and I noticed the same thing. She is more¦radiant or something and she looks different. She's even prettier and her face is changing kind of."

"Yah that's it. Is she growing right before our eyes again?"

"Possibly. She's just a very beautiful girl Jake. Maybe we all bonded with her a little having played with her so closely all day, I don't know."

"She's really becoming stunning huh?"

"Yah the poor thing is going to start experiencing some of what I have for years. She is becoming shockingly beautiful and guys are really going to notice her. Tamaric is really going to have his hands full."

"Well just like how I feel about your shocking beauty, he thinks she's worth it."

"Yah that's the sense I get from him."

"He was so distraught when you girls went missing that he was actually thinking of going back into stasis when and if we found you. It really tears him up to see Korica constantly put into peril on these excursions."

"That would've devastated Korica."

"I know. He knows that too, he was just upset at the time. Korica changed his mind without even knowing it. He is absolutely crazy about her and once he was reunited with her she said some things that changed his mind real fast."

Laurel leaned over and kissed Jake's cheek then turned and crawled across the bed on her hands and knees to her side of the bed and pulled the covers down and Jake got to his feet and stepped over to the head of the bed and pulled the covers down and slid into bed and Laurel reached up and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then the two scooted over right next to one another and curled up into each other's arms facing one another and closed their eyes feeling very content and very tired. They both drifted off to sleep within minutes.

As Korica was walking down the corridor toward her quarters she got just about even with the mess hall when she felt a twinge in her lower tummy that made her stop in her tracks and put her hand up to her stomach. What she felt didn't particularly hurt but it was a crystal clear signal that it was beginning. She stood perfectly still for a moment and then when she felt nothing else she continued on her way to her quarters. When she reached her quarters the door slid open and she stepped in and she didn't see Tamaric so she figured he was in the bathroom getting ready for bed. She went straight to the bureau at the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt and then stepped toward the bathroom and stood right next to the door and waited for Tamaric to emerge. While she was waiting she felt a sharp cramp and she winced at the pain until it subsided and then she popped open the canister still in her hand and slid two of the little pills into her hand. She then popped them into the back of her throat dry and swallowed them down.

Moments later Tamaric stepped out and flinched slightly as Korica standing right next to the door startled him. Tamaric stopped and kissed her cheek and she grinned at him and placed her hand on his chest for a moment then stepped past him into the bathroom. Once the door slid shut she stepped up to the sink and turned the water on and bent down and got a drink from the faucet and then turned the water off and set her night gear shirt on the counter and put both hands on the counter and bowed her head for a moment wondering if more pain was on the way. She shook her head and after a few moments she stood up and looked at herself in the mirror and she was actually a little surprised by what she was seeing. She realized that she looked slightly different than she was expecting. Now she knew what Tamaric was talking about earlier. Her face was a little longer and her cheeks had more of a glow to them than usual and she liked the way her hair looked thanks to Laurel's prolonged brushing. She thought she did in fact look a little older or a little more mature.

She then got undressed and she was relived that her underwear were still clean meaning she hadn't actually started yet. She stepped over to the toilet and relieved herself and then prepared herself for the coming menstrual cycle. She then put her night gear shirt on and rinsed her mouth out and then collected her clothes and stepped out of the bathroom and set her clothes with Tamaric's by the servo slot and then she walked over to the bed and pulled the covers down on her side of the bed and climbed into bed and then slid over next to Tamaric and laid on her back. Tamaric propped himself up on his elbow and seemed to look her over for a few moments and Korica finally noticed his almost drunken gaze and she turned her head and looked at him and grinned.

"What? Do I got a bug on my nose?"

"No darlin, you're just very pretty and I like looking at you. I got to pinch myself sometimes to make sure I'm not dreamin."

"Oh, that's sweet. I like looking at you too. You're really handsome."

"Does it bother you for me to look at you like this?"

"No not really."

"Are we gunna have your mom or dad read to us tonight?"

"I'm really tired Tamaric. I just want to get some sleep. I have to rest up since I have watch tomorrow."

"Ok. I love you Korica. You're very beautiful and a wonderful person to be with." Tamaric said remembering what Mark said about saying it often and from the heart.

"Awe, thank you Tamaric. It feels good to hear you say that. I love you too."

Tamaric leaned forward and pressed his lips to Korica's and she wrapped her hand around his head and pulled him in firmly while they kissed and then when she let go of him he pulled back and laid down on his back with a big grin on his face as his vision was bury from the intense tingles in the brain and stomach brought on by her kiss. Korica then slid over and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then she scooted over next to Tamaric and turned on her side and he curled up to her backside and the two very quickly drifted off to sleep.

When Mark was finished with his shower he made his way to his quarters and got dressed and cleaned up and then made his way to the bridge. When he arrived on the bridge he sat down at the navigation station and logged in waking up all of the workstations and he brought up their currently plotted route. He could tell immediately that the last scheduled jump was slightly off course from the recommended course as set out by the elder race. He was sure Korica had something in mind since she was the one who plotted their course. Mark brought up the information on the Gershon system and tried to memorize everything he was reading.

Gershon was the fifth planet out from twin stars in a thirteen-planet system at a distance of 148 million miles from the stars that orbited each other every ten days. The system was considered occupied but safe with a notable trading center on one of the northern continents called 'the sectors end' which Mark thought was a little comical for the name of a trading post. There was an advanced and space fairing civilization numbering 3.5 billion inhabitants. There was no military, only a feudal class society with the royal class operating protective fleets of ships to keep their world from being plundered and the lower class citizens supporting and falling under the rule of the royal class. There wasn't a great deal of information on landing procedures or if one had to contact the ruling class before landing so he was going to have to ask Korica if she had any idea how the landing procedures worked. Mark read through the no fly over request for the major cities of which there were quite a few and then he shook his head and grinned. He knew Korica must know someone down there and she wanted to see them and Laurel must have been on board with the idea for her to approve such a route. He could see that it was only 4 light years off their designated route so there would be virtually no delay in getting on with their mission as long as they didn't spend too much time on the surface.

Mark then moved on to their coordinates for tonight. He could see that the Steraslee system would be reached at 02:27 ships time. Mark wondered where some of the strange names for these systems came from. The Steraslee system was listed as occupied but safe. Steraslee was the fourth planet out from a triple star system and supported a pre-industrialized society of seven hundred million inhabitants. The information listed said there were ruins on Steraslee five suggesting that the population of Steraslee were in fact the second evolution of people to the system. Mark figured as long as they only spent a few moments getting their bearings before warping out of the system they wouldn't be noticed in the slightest and that's exactly how he would prefer it. After that was the Corinth system. It was listed as unoccupied and safe though the recent experience on Aerot told him that couldn't always be relied upon to be the real situation when one arrived in any particular system the was supposedly unoccupied. He noticed that there was a red giant star, which meant the star was nearing the end of its life. There were eight large planets in the system left out of ten, two of which the star had swelled large enough to consume the orbits of. The plan was to drop into the system and immediately make a run for the Gershon system at six times the speed of light so the ship would be in no immediate danger as long as the star didn't explode as the one in the Milky Way had causing all of the initial damage and sending them off course by hundreds of thousands of light years somehow.

Mark felt he had a pretty good idea of where they were headed by this point and he was even ok with the idea of indulging Korica again seeing as it made her so happy to get off the ship even if just for a little while. Mark logged himself off and made his way to his quarters and retrieved his data pad and then went back to the bridge and had the data on his pad updated to include the recent events aboard the Future since returning from Aerot so he could work on a mission report for the Aerot excursion including the events that occurred when they got back aboard. He then logged himself off again and made his way to the mess hall and poured himself a cup of tea and then adjourned to the common area across from the mess hall to relax in one of the reclining chairs while he worked. He finished his report and then read a book until 00:50 when he was distracted by bare feet gently smacking up the corridor and he assumed it had to be Korica up to get something to eat.

He watched the entrance to the mess hall until he saw her round the corner into the mess hall as the lights came up in the mess hall. He smiled and sat the chair up straight and got to his feet and walked over to the mess hall. Korica was standing at the dispensers drinking a glass of water when he stepped in and she spun around and waved at him and then gave him a warm grin when she pulled her glass down from her mouth. She refilled her glass and stepped toward him meeting him by the closest table to the dispensers. She set her glass down and stepped up to him and gave him a tight hug that he returned warmly. She then slid into the table and he stepped over and replenished his tea and then stepped over and slid in next to her.

"How you doing honey?" Mark asked as she lazily leaned her head against his arm.

"I'm ok I guess all things considered."

"You want a menu?"

"Yah I'm a little hungry."

Just as mark was going to call out for a menu for her a servo drone showed up with a menu. Mark took the menu and handed it to Korica and she sat up straight and opened it and ordered something to eat and then handed the menu back to Mark who in turn gave it to the servo drone. The drone then lifted and spun around and floated across the room silently and slipped through its slot in the bulkhead. Korica drank half her glass of water and then leaned over against Mark and closed her eyes while she waited for her food to arrive. Mark looked down at her beautiful face and grinned. Korica opened her eyes and looked straight ahead for a moment and then grinned as she sat up straight.

"Thank you Mark. I keep getting that from all of you. I must look prettier for you to think that in private."

"Are you poking around in my mind?"

"No I swear I wasn't. You were feeling that you're proud of how beautiful I am now. You were feeling that the change is dramatic and sudden."

"You're right, that is exactly how I feel but I didn't know I was that easy to read."

"You aren't. I just know how to interpret your complex emotions much better than I used to be able too."

Mark leaned back and slid his arm around Korica and she leaned into his side with a grin and then held her breath for a moment then seemed to pant a few breaths and then she unclenched her fists in her lap.

"Hay, are you ok sweetie?"

"Cramps. I'm fine though."

"Ooh. It's that time huh?"

"Yah, being a girl sucks sometimes."

"The AI can probably give you something for the pain."

"It already has. They're in my quarters. I took two before bedtime but they're starting to wear off. I should've taken three."

"You want to go get 'em¦or I'll be glad to get 'em for you?"

"Would you really do that for me? I don't want to stand up."

Mark leaned over and kissed the top of her head and then pulled his arm from around her back and she sat up straight.

"You know I would do anything for you honey. Where're they at?"

"On the counter in the bathroom in between the sinks."

"How many do you need?"

"I think I should only take two."

"Ok, you sit tight. I'll be right back."

"Thank you so much Mark."

Mark kissed the side of her head again and then got to his feet and headed for the exit. He stopped at the door and looked back at her and she was watching him and he grinned and winked his eye at her and then stepped out into the corridor and walked quickly to Korica's quarters. When he got to the door he was just about to reach out for the AI hale button when the door slid open for him. He stepped in and walked to the bathroom and when the door slid open he stepped in and the lights came on and he saw the small aluminum canister sitting on the counter right where Korica said it would be. He stepped in and picked up the canister and opened it and poured a few pills in hand and then pushed them back in with his finger until he was holding only two. He then closed the canister and set it back on the counter where he had found it and then turned and stepped up to the door that then slid open and he stepped up to the table at the head of the bed and glanced over it and he could see the top of Tamaric's head and he looked to be sound asleep. Mark then stepped toward the exit and the door slid open silently and he stepped out and walked back up corridor to the mess hall.

When he stepped in he saw that Korica had her plate of food in front of her but she had only taken a few bites and then she had pushed it away and she was laying on her arms with them lying across the edge of the table. Mark felt horrible for the poor thing. He had no idea what cramps felt like for a woman but he imagined it was like getting kicked square in the testis with a boot. It hurts deep in the guts and seems to be never ending. He walked over to the table and sat down next to Korica and she slowly sat back and pulled her arms down and crossed them in front of her lower stomach. Mark held his hand out and Korica put her hand out palm up and he dumped the two small pills in her hand and she opened her mouth and popped them in and reached out and picked up her glass of water and drank almost all of it down and then she sat the glass down and made a soft squeak and slid her behind over and laid her head in Mark's lap. Mark gently stroked the side of her head while she made some blowing sounds as she tried to breathe deep into the discomfort.

"You poor baby¦I'm sorry this is so uncomfortable for you."

Korica held her breath for a few moments and then let out a soft moan. She then took a few rapid breaths and then relaxed and rubbed her head into Mark's thigh.

"This really sucks Mark. Why does it have to hurt so bad?"

"I don't know honey. I'm not a doctor and I really don't pretend to understand how a woman's body works beyond the basic mechanics of it all."

"Thankfully those pills the ship came up with work within minutes and the pain will stop for hours."

Mark kept stroking Korica's soft hair until she had laid still for a few minutes without tensing up or squeaking as the cramps overwhelmed her. After about four minutes of her lying completely still, Korica slowly sat up and took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She patted her tummy and looked up at Mark.

"Thank you for being here for me Mark. You always seem to do that when it counts most from the day you rescued me. You know you guys more than likely knocked that station out within minutes of when I was supposed to be¦broken in for the first time."

"Don't think about that stuff honey. I don't want you dwelling on the awful stuff you've been through."

"Unfortunately what was done to us on Aerot has brought all those memories back to the surface and made them seem like they just happened yesterday."

"That's screwed up! Well, I'm always going to be here if and when you need me."

"Thanks Mark."

Korica then scooted back up to the table and pulled her plate back in front of herself and went back to eating her meal. Mark picked up her glass and walked over to the dispensers and refilled it with water and brought it back to her and set it in front of her and then sat down and let her finish eating her food. When she was done she downed the rest of her water and leaned back and patted her tummy.

"I feel fat and happy." Korica said with a big grin.

"You're anything but fat. You're skinny as a rail for how much food you put away. Just look at that tummy¦"

Mark started gently pinching the side of her stomach making her giggle and squirm around a bit. He then stopped and put his arm around her and hugged her and kissed the top of her head.

"You seem to be feeling better."

"Yah, the pills work like a wonder and I have the love of a giant Marine close at hand."

"You ready to go back to bed?"

"Yah, I'm still really tired. We played really hard today."

"The extra gravity really made it a chore to move around huh?"

"Yah it did. It was kind of hard to breath with the extra air pressure and high humidity also."

"Come on, I'll walk you to your quarters."

Mark got to his feet and let Korica slide out and then he reached down and took her hand and the two headed for Korica's quarters. When they arrived at the door and it slid open mark went to let go of Korica's hand and she held on to his and looked up at him.

"Aren't you going to tuck me in?" She whispered.

Mark smiled at her and gestured toward the open door with his free hand and she smiled and stepped in and walked over to her side of the bed. Mark pulled the covers down a little further and she sat down on the bed and lifted her feet and poked them under the covers. He then pulled the covers up on her and leaned down and kissed her goodnight and then stroked her soft cheek with the side of his hand.

"You sleep well Korica. I'll see you for early tea in the morning ok?" Mark whispered

"Kay. I love you Mark. Thank you for everything you've done for me."

Mark just smiled at her in the dim light and then he remembered that she was a typical female and needed to hear it.

"I love you too beautiful." He whispered back. "Get some sleep and I'll see you in the morning."

Korica then turned on her side and scooted over next to Tamaric and curled herself up to his back side and he scootched back against her very warm body and she set her face against his back and went still. Mark grinned and shook his head and then turned and walked back to the exit and stepped out. He made his way back to the mess hall and got a cup of tea and then went back to the common area and went back to reading his book until the AI called out to him at 02:22.

"Mark to the Bridge. We will be dropping out of hyperspace in five minutes in the Steraslee system."

"Understood. I'm on my way."

Mark downed what was left in his cup and then got to his feet and made his way to the bridge. When he stepped in he sat down at the sensor station and logged in and all of the workstations came to life. When the main view screen came to life Mark looked at the bight stars that they were drawing toward and he was amazed at the clear view even at their staggering speed. The AI then surprised him with its next comment.

"I want to thank you for taking such tender care of Korica Mark. You were there when she needed to be comforted and treated delicately. I think you would make an excellent father."

"Thanks. I feel like her father in way. I feel very responsible for her and very protective of her."

"I am glad you have a tender side under that tough skin of yours."

"Well¦truth be told I didn't know that I did. Korica has brought out this softer side in me¦and Laurel to an extent. Don't you tell them I said so but both are teaching me about being gentle and tender. They're both sweethearts and I love 'em both like daughters or maybe even a little deeper."

"They both love you very deeply Mark."

"Yah I know, the feeling is very mutual. They're a definite bright spot in this otherwise weird mission to get home."

Moments later there was a gentle tone signaling arrival at the Steraslee system. The engines throttled down to 1% thrust and the antimatter reactors powered down and then the negative matter core ramped down and in a flash of blinding light on the view screen the ship dropped into normal space at a distance of 6 million miles from the smallest of the three stars of the Steraslee system. The ship performed a deep scan of the system and detected no other spacecraft and then the main engines throttled up to 100% and the ship made a turn heading out into deep space. The ship accelerated up to 98% the speed of light and after a few minutes the antimatter reactors came up to full power and an intense gravity well was formed ahead of the ship and the ship was drawn into it and they quickly accelerated up to a speed of 6 times the speed of light. The engines then throttled back slightly to hold that speed.

Mark then got up and went to the common area and retrieved his data pad and then he brought it back to the bridge and uploaded his mission report for the trip to Aerot by simply lying the data pad on the lower control panel for science station number 1. He then sat back and read a book while waiting for the fourty minute cool down to pass. At 03:07 Mark heard a gentle tone signaling that the minimum safe temperature surround the negative matter core and neutron accelerator had been achieved and the ship was about to jump toward the Corinth system. Mark stopped his reading and watch as the engines throttled down to 1% and the antimatter reactors came up to full power intensifying the gravity well and then the negative matter core ramped up dumping ever greater quantum gravity impulses into the gravity well. The stars dead ahead blinked out and a white line formed from the top of the gravity well and it stretched to the bottom of the distortion marking the edges of the even Future of the deepening gravitational distortion. The white line then twisted and distorted and then stretched open and the aperture collapsed into a funnel shape and the edges began to fluoresce in a beautiful blue and green color that smoothed out and rolled toward the center of the opening. The engines then throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel of brilliant light and rapidly accelerated up to a speed of 52.25 times the speed of light.

There was an exact time and distance calculation of 400 light years to the Corinth system with a travel time of 7.65 hours. Mark grinned and slowly shook his head.

"Unfreakin believable!" Mark uttered.

"Is there a problem Mark?" The AI inquired.

"No not at all. I'm just amazed at how fast we're able to travel anymore and we aren't even pushing things."

"It is a far cry from our capabilities when we arrived in this galaxy."

"You just aren't the ship that was built five and half centuries ago. You're an amazing piece of technology now¦course you were always an amazing ship."

"Thank you Mark. I hope I provide you with a home you can be proud of."

"Oh I am. You're one bad ass ship and very beautiful from the outside."

"Thank you. You may go about your morning as you wish. We will arrive at the Corinth system at ten fourty-seven on Korica's watch."

"Got it. Everyone will be getting up in just a bit anyways. Is Korica going to be ok standing watch with how uncomfortable she is?"

"She will be fine Mark. Women can still function normally while experiencing their menstrual cycle and I have given her the medication to relive her of the pain from her cramps."

"I know women can function normally while¦you know what forget it. Dumb question I guess."

"It was not a dumb question, you asked out of concern for her. I will take care of her Mark."

Mark nodded and logged himself off and the entire bridge went to sleep and then he grabbed his data pad and exited the bridge and went to the mess hall and retrieved a cup of tea and made his way back over to the common area and stretched out on one of the reclining chairs and read from his data pad.

At 04:30 Korica awoke and scooted out of Tamaric's arms and scooted to the edge of the bed and rubbed her eyes and then stood up and made her way into the bathroom to get changed and to take some more of the cramping medicine before she felt any discomfort. Korica then brushed her teeth and hair and then rinsed her mouth out and then stepped out of the bathroom and walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and made her way back into the bathroom so she wouldn't disturb Tamaric and she got dressed in the bathroom. She then brushed her hair out again and then carried her night gear shirt and underwear out and dropped them in front of the servo slot. She then stepped over to Tamaric's side of the bed and put her knee on the bed and leaned over and kissed Tamaric's cheek. He opened his eyes and blinked a few times and smiled at Korica. He could just barely make out her face but it was enough to see her beautiful face looking at him with a warm grin on her face.

"Morning love. You're a beautiful sight for tired eyes."

"Thank you Tamaric. You're so sweet. I'm going to go have tea with Mark ok?"

"Ok. I'll join you in couple of hours for breakfast ok?"

Korica leaned in and kissed his lips and then stood up and straightened her shirt out and then turned and headed for the exit. Mark was sitting comfortably reading when he heard Korica coming up the corridor walking very quietly but loud enough that he could hear her. He pulled his chair into the upright position and just as he was about to get to his feet Korica stopped at the doorway to the mess hall but before stepping in she turned and looked right at him and smiled big. He looked her over and now he was sure she had changed. She was distinctly more filled out and definitely prettier than he remembered. She was becoming very stunning looking rivaling Laurel's 'oh my god she's beautiful' looks. Mark gave her a warm smile back and she walked over to him and leaned into him wrapping her arms around him in a warm hug. She then pulled back and kissed his cheek.

"Did you sense me sitting over here?" He asked putting his hands on her hips.

"I did sense you behind me but the lights were out in the mess hall so I knew you weren't in there."

"Right¦duh." Mark said chuckling.

Mark then got to his feet and took Korica's hand and the two stepped over to the mess hall and Mark set his data pad on their favorite table and then walked with Korica over to the dispensers to refill his tea and then Korica retrieved a cup of tea for herself. The two then walked over to the table and Korica sat down and then Mark slid in next to her.

"You doing ok this morning?" Mark asked as he put his arm around Korica's back and pulled her tight to his side.

"Yah, I'm good. Thanks for taking care of me last night and for letting me lay in your lap."

"Anytime sweetie."

"So I would assume we're on our way to the Corinth system by now?"

"Yep. We should arrive at about ten minutes before eleven."

"Cool."

"Are you hungry?"

"Yah I am actually."

"Well let's get some food in you then. Computer will you please bring a menu to the table."

"Right away." The AI responded.

Seconds later a servo drone showed up at the edge of the table and Mark took the menu from it and handed it to Korica. Korica opened it and perused the menu while Mark gently stroked her head and admired what a wonderful person Korica was turning into. He was so proud of her and very impressed with how much she looked like her beautiful mother from the images he had seen of her. Korica made her selection and then handed the menu back to Mark and he in turn handed it to the servo drone that then spun around and floated across the room and disappeared through its slot in the bulkhead. Korica took a sip of her tea and lavished the warm sweet taste and then leaned her head against Mark's side.

"You know¦I really love my life aboard the Future. You guys have made it feel like home."

"Well it wouldn't be without you here honey. You make it feel like a home."

"Awe, thank you Mark."

A few minutes later Korica's food showed up and was slid up onto the table by a servo drone and Mark pushed it over in front of Korica and she set in to eating her snack while Mark read from his data pad. Once Korica was done eating her food a servo drone retrieved her empty plate and the two sat reading from Mark's data pad together while enjoying their tea.

At 05:50 Jake stirred and turned on his back and stretched then placed his hand on Laurel's hip. She stirred awake and turned over and looked at him in the almost completely darkened room and grinned.

"Morning Jake."

"Good morning gorgeous."

Laurel then reached over and slid the light controls up and then scooted back over next to Jake and laid her head on his chest and let her mind wake a little before getting up. Jake gently stroked her head and enjoyed the feeling of her warm breath on his chest until she felt awake enough to get to her feet. She kissed his chest and then slid over to her side of the bed and swung her feet into the floor and then stood up and stretched and then she walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes for herself and Jake. She set the clothes on the bed and then slid her night gear shirt off and when she looked at Jake he was staring at her with a big grin on his face.

"Geeze you look sexy in those underwear babe. I like what I see."

"Thanks Jake, I can feel it. You want your hands on me huh?"

"Yah I do." Jake said with a big smile on his face.

"Maybe after our morning shower we'll have some fun. I'm kind of horny today myself."

"Cool!"

Jake slid out from under the covers and stepped to the foot of the bed and stepped out of his underwear and picked up the fresh pair that Laurel had carried over for him and she looked him up and down and smiled at him.

"Oh yah, we're definitely going to have to hook up. You're a good looking man Jake."

"Thanks babe."

While Jake finished getting dressed Laurel stepped into the bathroom and started brushing her hair and a few moments later Jake joined her and the two brushed their teeth and rinsed their mouths out together. They then exchanged a very prolonged and passionate tongue kiss that left both of their minds reeling. They then made their way back out into the main quarters and stepped into their shoes and then after another shorter but equally passionate kiss the two headed for the mess hall.

In the mess hall at 05:57 Korica sat up straight and looked at Mark.

"I want to go wake Tamaric up. I'll be back in a few minutes ok?"

"Go a head sweetie."

Korica leaned toward him and he kissed her cheek and then slid out and Korica scooted over and got to her feet and headed toward her quarters. When she stepped into her quarters it was still dark in her quarters. She stepped over to her side of the bed and slid the light controls up to full illumination and then climbed up onto the bed on her hands and knees and crawled over to Tamaric and laid down on her stomach and placed her head on his chest. He opened his eyes and looked at her and smiled big.

"Holy Dooley Korica! You're so beautiful!"

"What's that even mean Tamaric?"

"Sorry it's an ozzy expression. My mom has warned me not to use the expressions that I learned form her and my grandma growing up in Australia, they sometimes just slip out. Just think of it as someone sayin holy crap."

"Oh, well then thank you Tamaric."

"You get more beautiful more everyday hon."

"You're so sweet Tamaric. Come on and get up so we can have breakfast together."

"Ok."

Korica got to her hands and knees and crawled back off the bed and walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes for Tamaric from the bureau and then she carried them back to him and then she put away the clean clothes lying on the bed including her white jumper that was now clean and pressed. She then stepped back to the bed and sat down facing the front of the room to give Tamaric some privacy as he stepped out of his underwear in order to put on a fresh pair. He then got dressed and then made his way into the bathroom to brush his teeth and hair. Korica took a moment to straighten out the covers on the bed and to place her stuff animals from the table at the head of the bed to their proper place sitting at the foot of each of the three pillows on the bed. She then sat down on Tamaric's side of the bed and waited for him to emerge.

When Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom he walked up to Korica and gave her a big hug and then the two engaged in a prolonged lip lock kiss. Tamaric then held Korica tightly while he waited for his mind to clear up and then he released her and stepped into his shoes. He then picked up his underwear and placed them over by the servo slot and then met Korica at the door and the two stepped out of their quarters and made their way to the mess hall.

When the two stepped into the mess hall Laurel and Jake were already sitting at the table talking to Mark. They both got to their feet and waited for Tamaric and Korica to reach them and Jake hugged Korica and Laurel hugged Tamaric and then they traded positions and hugged the other. Korica then stepped over to the dispensers and got Tamaric a tall glass of orange juice and brought it back to him and set it in front of him and then sat down and scooted over next to him. That's when she noticed everyone staring at her fondly.

"What? Why is everyone staring at me?" Korica asked with a furrowed brow.

"You just look so different honey. You move more gracefully and you are becoming shockingly beautiful. You should be able to feel what's in our hearts." Jake said.

"I can but I¦I do see a difference when I look in the mirror but I still just see me."

"Of course you're still our Korica, you always will be baby. You're just blossoming faster than any of us ever expected." Laurel said.

"You think my elevated hormone levels are responsible for that?"

"Without question they are. This is probably how Draximan girls develop and mature normally. It's just way faster than Human girls develop."

"We'll all try and make an effort not to stare at you no matter how beautiful you are ok?" Jake said.

Korica looked around the table at everyone looking at her and she grinned a little and looked at Laurel.

"This is what you've always had happen to you huh mom?"

"For as long as I can remember. Look, if it helps it really is a compliment honey. You just have very symmetrical and pleasing facial features that draw the eye to your face."

"I'll just try and get used to it I guess."

Korica then shrugged it off and picked up the menu that was in front of her and Tamaric and she opened it and leaned into him and everyone else picked up their menus and ordered their breakfast meals. They then handed them off to the servo drone that then carried them off to its slot in the bulkhead that it then slipped through. Everyone then talked lightly until the meals started to arrive. As they were slid up on the table they were passed to their intended target and then they all set about eating with very little discussion. When the meals were done everyone made their way into the gym and started their individual workout routines. Korica noticed that Tamaric was spending a good deal of the time while he was working out looking at her and grinning but she actually liked it. She wanted to be more attractive to Tamaric as long as no one else was staring at her and the others were only glancing her way occasionally and nothing more.

When the workouts were done the girls departed for the shower room and the guys sat and talked. When Jake sensed that the girls were finished and back in his quarters the guys went and took their showers. When the girls arrived in Laurel and Jake's quarters Korica grabbed her under wear and went straight into the bathroom and got herself changed and protected and then came out and got dressed with Laurel and then the two headed into the bathroom and brushed their teeth and hair and then rinsed their mouths out then retired to the bed so Laurel could brush Korica's hair out.

When Jake arrived in his quarters Korica got up and gave Laurel a peck and then stepped up to Jake and gave him a tight hug and a kiss and then headed for her quarters. Jake the stepped to the front of the room and collected a change of clothes for himself and when he turned to head back toward the bed Laurel was just stepping out of her pants and already had her shirt and bra off. Jake stopped and grinned big at her beautiful face and amazing body. He then stepped up to her and tossed his clothes on the bed and dropped his towel and he looked her up and down and smiled and the he stepped right up to her and engaged her in a very passionate tongue kiss as he gently rubbed his hand up and down her crotch and she gently stroked him to a full erection. Jake then terminated the kiss and started kissing her neck and then as he worked down to her chest he slid her underwear down and then she stepped out of them and he gently massaged her labium as he kissed and sucked on her breasts. After a few minutes of Laurel softly moaning at Jake's caressing touch she slowly sank to the bed and scooted back and Jake climbed up on the bed over her and engaged her in a very long kiss at the conclusion of which he worked his way all the way down her body kissing as he went.

The two then engaged in intense intimate contact without intercourse and it was mind blowing for both.

When Korica arrived in her quarters Tamaric was just heading into the bathroom. Korica looked at his clothes lying on the bed and at first was a little confused then it dawned on her that he probably had to relieve himself. She stepped over to the bed and sat down and waited for him to relieve himself and then brush his teeth and rinse his mouth out and then when he stepped back into the room wearing just his underwear she got up and stepped up to him and gave him a quick kiss and then stepped into the bathroom and took care of herself while Tamaric got dressed. When she stepped out into the main quarters Tamaric was just stepping into his shoes.

Korica stepped up to him and as he looked at her she could see the melting look in his face and she rather liked it. She gave him a peck and the two took one another's hand and then made their way to the bridge so Korica could get Tamaric started on his lessons for the day. When the two of them arrived on the bridge Korica took Tamaric straight to science station number 4 and had him log in and bring up his lessons for the day. He started on his math lessons and once Korica could see that he was progressing without issue she made her way over to the navigation station and logged in and all of the workstations came to life and the huge view screen also came to life showing the view straight ahead. The stars were crystal clear dead ahead and there was a single small red dot blinking indicating their target coordinates. There was the roiling blue and white light shimmering all around the periphery of the clear space ahead indicating that they were still traveling at a mind numbing speed but all the visible stars were behaving as though they were only traveling a few times the speed of the light. Korica checked their arrival time at the Corinth system and as Mark had indicated they were on schedule to arrive at precisely 10:47 ships time.

Korica then got up to move to the sensor station and just as she stood up she had a strange feeling wash over her as though time were standing still for a moment and she was outside herself and outside of time. She looked around for a moment and tried to figure out what she was experiencing. She looked at Tamaric and he was sitting perfectly still with his hands up on the lower control panel as though he were frozen in time. She looked up at the huge view screen and the image was frozen and the stars that had been streaking by with multicolored trails behind them were singular points of light and the broiling blue and white that should have been present all around the shield envelope was missing as though they were sitting still in space. She turned and looked at the upper navigation display and the tracking information was completely missing. She went to take a step over toward the sensor station and the feeling faded as she moved and then an alarm sounded startling her and the AI called out to her.

"Korica are you alright? For a few moments you disappeared from my internal sensors. Did you experience anything unusual in the last ten seconds?"

"I'm fine but I did feel an odd sensation for a few seconds and everything seemed to be¦frozen or unmoving and the information on the navigation screen indicated that we were sitting still in space. The view on the forward view screen looked weird as well."

"Can you describe what you mean by weird?"

"Well it looked like were sitting still in space. The usual distortion of space and the stars ahead was missing."

"I see. I am detecting no anomalous readings from within the ship. I am relieved you are not feeling anything adverse. Tamaric, did you notice anything unusual?"

"No. I was just working on my lessons like I was supposed to be. I didn't notice any¦frozen displays or odd feelings."

"Understood. Thank you."

Korica continued on her path to the sensor station and she sat down and looked at the deep scans from dead ahead. There was noting anomalous and they were still heading directly for Corinth. At that very moment their course began to drift significantly and the ship seemed to shudder slightly making Tamaric lean back and look over at Korica with a concerned look on his face. Korica could see a series of distortions headed toward the Future and she could see that they had already past through two distortions in space-time. An alarm suddenly sounded and the engines throttled up to 100% as the automated controls attempted to bring the ship back on course to no avail. Korica was now getting some very confusing readings on the sensors as though all of the information was being Doppler shifted significantly.

She got up quickly and stepped over to the navigation station to try and get fix on the Corinth system but not only was the Future off course but Corinth was not where it was supposed to be. The intense gravity and energy signature was simply gone providing no point to aim for. Korica finally tired of the navigation alarm and called out to the AI.

"Will you please turn the alarm off? I know we're off course."

The alarm was silenced and the engines began to throttle down.

"I am going to drop us into normal space while I try and get a fix on Corinth. We cannot continue at this speed without a fixed target to aim at. The gravitational constants in space have changed and we need to figure how and why before we continue."

"Understood, go ahead."

The antimatter reactors and the negative matter reactor were both brought to a low power level and the Future slowed and as the gravity well dissipated in a bright flash the ship dropped into normal space and quickly dropped below the speed of light and then the breaking thrusters slowed the ship further until she was sitting still in space. Korica stood up to make her way back over to the sensor station and as she stood up she glanced at the view screen then at the upper navigation display and she had a feeling of dÃ©jÃ  vu. She was seeing exactly what she remembered seeing for the ten seconds as she felt like she was outside of time. She walked over to the sensor station and just as she sat down the ship shuddered again several times. Korica looked at the sensor data after the ship stopped shuddering and the stars ahead seemed to become blurry for a time and then when they cleared they were in a different position. She performed an omni directional deep scan and detected no other ships and no further time distortions. She leaned back in her seat completely bewildered by the reading she was seeing.

"Future, are you able to get a fix on the position of Corinth yet? These readings are a little confusing."

"I believe I have found Corinth but the system is not where it is supposed to be. It is where it will be¦or would have been in six months of galactic precession."

"What? Are you saying six months of galactic time just past us by in a few seconds?"

"That is what the current star positions would indicate to be the case."

"How is that possible?"

"Unknown. I have never experienced a phenomenon like this before that I am aware of. I do not know how such an intense time interruption is possible unless one passes very close to the event the event Future of a black hole."

"But I saw¦ripples in time radiating toward us. What could cause something like that?"

"A very large star going supernova perhaps but I detected no such event occurring anywhere near us."

Just then Laurel and Jake stepped onto the bridge and both looked worried. Laurel stepped up to Korica and looked over her shoulder at the sensor readings.

"What's our status? Jake and I felt several shudders echoing through the ship and we both experienced¦a really odd feeling."

"We're stopped dead in space and you're not going to believe this¦we just past through a distortion in time. The galaxy just aged six months while our shields held us outside of the distortion. Corinth has moved to where it would be in six months of stellar drift. The rest of the stars and nebula have also moved in an instant by just as much."

Laurel slowly stood up straight while putting her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"Future, how is that possible?"

"Unknown. I can now resume our course but I am at a loss to explain how such a phenomenon is possible. The energy required to produce a distortion in time such as that which we just experienced is on the order of a million Earth sized stars exploding all at once in place. The only force I am aware of that can produce that kind of bending of space time is a black hole or my negative matter core ramped up to one hundred ten percent and then pulsed into a confined region of space¦though the later would still not have produced several waves as we experienced unless the negative matter core were pulsed repeatedly at its absolute maximum output. It is not something I would ever recommend attempting."

"So nothing on the Future aged along with the rest of the galaxy?"

"My shield reflected one hundred percent of the time distortion. However, Korica disappeared from my internal sensors for ten seconds and had a sense of time standing still around her."

Laurel looked down at Korica and Korica looked up at her and nodded yes.

"We also experienced an odd feeling while lying in our quarters. Since everything is fixed so to speak in there we didn't notice anything standing still around us but we definitely felt¦well odd is the only way to describe it. Do you think we are able to sense time a little different than most folks?"

"I think it is entirely possible that you detected the time distortion approaching and something within your advanced abilities shifted you slightly outside of normal space time so you would not be pulled along with the time distortion. Once the distortion was reflected away by the shields, whatever your mind and or bodies were doing in reaction to the approaching time distortion simply faded as the danger was no longer imminent."

"What the hell kind of advanced ability is that?" Jake asked.

"I do not have an answer for you Jake since I am only making a guess. Laurel is capable of manipulating gravity in a localized field and time and gravity are inexorably linked to one another so I would postulate that if gravity were artificially made intense enough in a localized field one could also alter time within that same localized field. I would have to assume if my assumptions are correct then all of you possess the same abilities as Laurel, hers are just more pronounced and she is able to access and manipulate her abilities whereas you and Korica have not developed the ability to do that yet."

"That's a little scary that we could someday do that by choice."

"If you have a fix on Corinth and we are in no danger will you please get us underway?" Laurel asked.

"Right away."

The AI locked the new coordinates into the automated controls and then brought the antimatter reactors up to full power developing an intense gravity well that was then further intensified by the negative matter core as it ramped up and dumped ever stronger impulses of quantum gravity into it. The space dead ahead then collapsed into the bright tunnel of light with the blue and green smooth edges rolling in at the edges of the event Future. The main engines then throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel that then collapsed behind them boosting their speed even further. Once the ship was up to an indicated speed of 52.25 light years per hour a new time estimate of 10:57 for arrival at the Corinth system appeared. Korica watched the sensor data for a few moments and once she was sure there were no more distortions present within sensor rage she got up and moved over to the navigation station and checked their course. Just as she was getting a feel for their course a gentle tone rang out signifying that the optimal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked in to the automation controls. Korica leaned back and looked over at Tamaric and he stepped up closer to her and still seemed to be a little concerned. Korica got to her feet and took Tamaric's hand in hers.

"Don't worry Tamaric, even temporal displacements can't get through the shields because we use quantum gravity to fortify the shields."

"I don't know what that means Korica."

"It just means that if time and space are distorted around us we won't be affected. I would imagine that's why we're going to be able to slip backwards through time. Our shields will protect us from the affects of time going on all around us. This was proof to that end."

"I was a little more¦amazed by what the AI said. You have locked in you the ability to screw with gravity and thus time? That's completely unbelievable to me."

"You saw Laurel lift me out of that hole on Tiomot. I guess I have the same sort of ability and if it's really pushed hard then time can be manipulated locally the same way. It kind of makes sense."

"So you could reach out and freeze time around someone with your mind?"

"I guess so. I don't know that you would actually be freezing time though, I think it would be more like sowing it down so much that it would pass un-perceptively slow within the manipulated field."

"That's just freaky."

Korica let go of his hand and took a step back and looked at him with a sad face.

"Are you calling me freaky? Do I scare you?"

"No hon." Tamaric stepped toward her and took her hand in his. "I'm still a little scared of you but not cause you can do that and I'm not calling you a freak. What you can do¦or will be able to do is a little freaky but not you. You're just a bright beautiful girl with the ability to do some things that are really hard to understand. I just never knew people could do stuff like that¦Human or otherwise."

"Tamaric, I feel I must tell you that I was making a hypothesis. While she is likely going to be able to do the same things as Laurel as her brain is wired and constructed very nearly the same as Laurel's, I am still just making a guess. I have not witnessed the ability to do the things I have described other than the fact that Korica seemed to my sensors to disappear for a time and when she reappeared she was in a different location from the one she was in when she disappeared." The AI said.

"Oh."

"Come on Tamaric, I need to get you back to work." Korica said as she pulled on his hand leading him toward the science stations.

Korica led Tamaric over to the science station and he sat down and looked up at Korica.

"I love you Korica. No matter how powerful you become I'm gunna stick by your side."

Korica grinned at him and put her hand up to his cheek.

"I hope so cause I love you with all my heart and I would simply die if you got scared and left me."

"That's just not gunna happen." Tamaric lifted Korica's hand and he looked at the bright gold ring on her finger, which just happened to be in the right position so he could see his name engraved in it. "I meant what I said when I gave this to you. I promised to always be by your side no matter how freaky things get."

"Thank you Tamaric."

Tamaric then turned to his lessons and went back to work. Korica then turned and stepped over next to Laurel.

"Computer, could that distortion have been the result of the device the elder race and the Draximan people were going to use against the destroyers of worlds?" Laurel asked.

"No, I do not believe so. Draxima's local region of space is almost twenty thousand light years from here. It would take several thousand years for the affects to reach us even if they propagated at several million miles per hour. The temporal displacement that impacted us was not traveling faster than the speed of light. We were when we first made contact with it, which is why the collision was felt all throughout the ship. When the next waves hit the shields the affects were far less dramatic because we were sitting still and the waves were only propagating at several million miles an hour."

"But we don't even know what kind of device they were planning to use to destroy the invading force, only that it was going to destroy a third of the sector that it was detonated in."

"That is true but I do not believe it would produce a temporal distortion that could be felt from this far away and in almost real time."

"Not even if that many stars were destroyed?"

"No. The affect would still take thousands of years to reach us and it would not affect the entire galaxy. Every star detectable by my sensors has changed position. The entire galaxy aged and even the distant galaxies that appear as mere points of light have shifted their positions slightly. Time past us by in a series of waves."

"Can you tell where this¦temporal distortion originated from?"

"No. It came from everywhere. The waves of distortion were traveling form twelve degrees to port ahead of us but because I was thrown so far of course I cannot plot an origin point or predict where the distortion is headed to next besides everywhere as it is spreading out in all directions."

"Can you detect something like this if another one is headed towards us?"

"No, not until it is upon us and I can make out the distortion of the stars around us. My shields should protect you from the rapid aging affects of this type of temporal event."

"Did you know they would be capable of that?"

"No. As Korica so brilliantly deduced, because the negative matter core is used to fortify the shields with quantum gravity time distortions are apparently nullified as well as any solid matter or radioactive or electromagnetic energy. There is just no form of energy that can penetrate the shields when they are at one percent density including time and gravimetric energy. I was fairly confident of that fact before but now I have proof that it is a certainty."

"I actually feel a little better knowing that your shields are that powerful."

"The elder race gave us some amazing technology in the hopes it would keep you all safe and it works amazingly well."

"You know that means the tel pok maron have now been waiting for us for a half a year instead of just days?"

"That would be a fair assumption."

"When we get to the Corinth system I want to make contact with the elder race. They are probably wondering what happened to us if six months have past since they last heard from us."

"Understood. I will take us into a fixed position with in the system so you can send a signal to the Farqua station or the elder races home world."

"Thank you. There's something else though. We promised Omarok that we would keep his people's presence on Aerot a secret. I want all data and mission reports surrounding our visit to Aerot removed from the general system and they are to be locked in a secure file with the highest level of encryption that you can manage. There is to be no access to the file except by my express permission and genetic ID to unlock the files until we reach the Future planet and captain Alexan takes command of the Future."

"Understood. Are you worried that someone will access my secure files again?"

"If it's happened once it could happen again."

"Very well. I am moving all of the files as we speak."

"Come on Jake, let's make out our mission reports right now so they can be included. I want you to work on your mission report as well Korica."

"Yes mam." Korica said.

Korica got to her feet and moved over to science station number 3 and brought up the interactive mission report program and started her mission report and Laurel and Jake stepped over to science stations number 1 and 2 and did the same thing. Once Laurel and Jake had their mission reports completed, which took close to an hour, the two got up and Laurel stepped over to Korica.

"I'm going down to the med deck and then to the biogenetics lab. You two going to be ok?"

"Yah, were fine."

"You sure are!" Tamaric said and then slapped his hand to his mouth.

Everyone looked over at him and he looked completely embarrassed for speaking what he was thinking. Laurel looked at him sternly for a moment then grinned at him.

"Tamaric!" Korica said.

"Sorry Korica that just slipped out. I was going to ask you for some help and I heard what you said and it just¦while it's true I'm sorry for blurting that out."

Laurel and Jake stepped back so Korica could stand up and step over to him and then the two headed for the exit while Korica assisted Tamaric with his math lessons. Korica waited until Laurel and Jake were gone and the door slid shut and then she stopped what she was doing and looked at Tamaric.

"Tamaric, you got to keep comments like that to yourself when we're on the bridge ok?"

"I said I was sorry Korica."

"I know you did. I'm flattered by the compliment but I just wanted to remind you to try and keep that kind of behavior off the bridge."

"I will."

"Ok, back to the math problems then."

Laurel and Jake in the meantime transported down to the med deck and Laurel underwent the harvesting process and then her and Jake walked down the corridor and took the stairs down to deck fourteen and the made their way to the biogenetics lab and Jake kept Laurel company while she continued her work on her Huraxan project.

At precisely 11:56 Korica heard a gentle tone indicating that they were just about to drop into normal space in the Corinth system. She moved over to the sensor station and watched the display as the engines throttled down and the antimatter reactors powered down and then the negative matter reactor core ramped down and in a flash of light the ship dropped into normal space at a distance of fourty million miles from the Corinth star. Korica was a little surprised by how gigantic the star was. She could see by the immediate deep scan performed that they were alone in the system but the infrared radiation and magnetic fields in the system were incredibly strong. There was still no radiation penetrating the shields but the system was definitely somewhere that one would not want to hangout for very long if one didn't have shields like those produced by the Future.

The Future then accelerated away from the star and pinpointed the location of the Farqua station and pointed the bow straight at the coordinates and then brought the ship to a dead stop and then called for Laurel in the biogenetics lab.

"Laurel, we have arrived in the Corinth system and I am aimed at the Farqua station so you may contact the elder race using the chair."

Laurel looked up from her microscope toward the com panel by the door.

"Thank you Future. Will you please have Korica begin transmitting our security identifiers in the meantime? Perhaps the elder race will reach out to us making things much easier."

"Understood."

"I'll clean up here and then have Korica meet us on deck eleven."

"Understood."

On the bridge Korica was looking over the massive amount of information coming in about the Corinth star when the AI called out to her.

"Korica, Laurel would like you to begin transmitting our security identifiers then make your way to the chair."

"Ok, thank you." Korica got up and made her way over toward the communication station. "Is Laurel hoping the elder race will reach out to us?"

"Yes she is. If they have lost touch with us for six months it is a good bet they will be wondering what has happened to us."

Korica pulled up both the Human and Draximan identifiers and set them to transmit and then logged herself off and stepped over to Tamaric.

"I have to go Tamaric. Will you please keep working on your lessons?"

"Can't I watch what's going on Korica? I'm gunna worry about you since I know what it does to you to make that chair work. I really don't like it but I know it's important to stay in touch with the people that are responsible for all the cool technology we have including these amazing shields that saved us from feeling that¦temporal whatever that hit us earlier."

"Temporal displacement."

"Yah that."

"Future, will you enable the monitoring program so Tamaric can watch what we're doing?"

"Understood."

The giant view screen at the front of the bridge switched from a view of the space ahead with an eerie glow all around to that of the scanner relay compartment with the neural chair sitting in the middle of the room with its huge heat sink and computer interface behind it. Korica stepped forward so she could see the view screen and then she stepped back toward Tamaric.

"Ok, you can see everything we're doing once we're in the scanner relay compartment and you'll see all of my vitals from my wrist monitor as well ok?"

"Ok thank you Korica."

"You're welcome Tamaric."

Korica walked up to him and he stood up and she gave him a hug and then turned and headed toward the exit to make her way to the transport compartment. Korica transported down to deck eleven and stepped down from the transport platform and stepped up to the door to the scanner relay compartment and had her palm scanned and the door slid open and when she stepped in the room was empty so she stepped in and walked up to the chair and picked up the neural halo from her seat and placed it on her head and then climbed up into her seat and waited for Laurel and Jake to arrive.

Once Laurel had her work area cleaned up and the supplies she was working with locked away her and Jake stepped to the front of the lab and hung up their coats and then made their way down the corridor to the elevator and touched the hail button and waited for the door to open. When the door finally opened the two stepped in and floated into the hand bar and held on while Laurel called out deck eleven and had her palm scanned and the door closed and the car descended three decks and slowed and then stopped and the doors opened and the two floated out and stepped on the deck and Jake put his hand up to his forehead for a moment and smiled.

"I had almost forgotten what that feels like."

"I wasn't going to say anything but it kind of got my stomach when we stepped out too. I hate that transition to the gravity plating."

The two then walked down the corridor to the scanner relay compartment and Jake had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the two stepped in and saw Korica sitting patiently in her seat with her neural halo on.

"Oh baby, you haven't been waiting long have you?" Laurel said as they walked up to the chair.

"No not really. About three or four minutes maybe."

"Oh ok good." Laurel said as she leaned in and gave her a peck.

Laurel and Jake then picked up their neural halos and put them on their heads and then climbed into their seats and leaned back just as the AI called out to them.

"I am detecting a signal. It has the architecture indicative of the elder race."

"Boy that's great timing. Will you please funnel it into the interface and fire up the system for us?"

"Understood. Good luck."

The three of them then reached up and plugged the cables hanging in front of them into the forehead receiver and then leaned back and took each other's hands and closed their eyes. They then reached out for one another and easily found each other's minds and let themselves drift into one another's minds. Korica smiled at the warm feeling of having Laurel and Jake deep inside her mind again. She let herself sink deeply into Laurel for a few moments and then she withdrew slightly and allowed her self to drop deeply into Jake's center. After a few seconds of enjoying Jake's deep masculine center Korica withdrew into her own mind and all three then concentrated on their love for one another and let the feeling grow to its maximum potential. Korica could feel her energy growing to the point that she couldn't hold it back within seconds and the compression filter came online with a thud and the growling noise from the computer interface started to get louder as her energy swelled beyond her ability to hold it back. Laurel counted to three and then Korica let go of her hold on her energies and all three gave a hard shove and all of the noise in the room faded away and they felt a spinning sensation as Korica pulled them along into another place.

The three found themselves standing on a curving sandy beach at a twilight hour. There was a gently curving beach that had an enormous ocean gently lapping onto it with waves that were only a few inches high and there were a couple of blunted rocky formations projecting up out of the water in a few places that reached up a couple hundred feet into the crisp yet warm evening air. In the sky there was a huge planet with rings around it much like Saturn's rings in the Earth system and there was an enormous star field behind as though one were looking back into the Oberon galaxy from its outer edges. There was a distant bright point of light just arcing around the gas giant that was just above Future. It looked to be a distant star but it had a purple hue to the light it was producing when viewed through the thick atmosphere. The ocean water was an azure green and blue color and left a gentle foam on the beach as the gentle waves broke and then retreated.

Laurel and Jake were looking around in absolute amazement at the gorgeous vista before their eyes as Korica was grinning big as she recognized the beach and sky before her eyes. She took Laurel's hand and Laurel looked over at her.

"This is Avongart. I haven't been here since I was little. My mother and father brought me here after one of our longer runs. Avongart is in the outer rim near Praxys three. This place is actually a moon orbiting that gas giant." Korica said pointing up to the huge gas giant in the sky.

"You mean you created this place from your mind?" Laurel asked.

"I guess so. I didn't try and create this it just happened¦I guess."

"This is incredible honey."

"This is the warm period. This planet ices over when it passes behind the gas giant and is blocked from the main sun for about three weeks."

"There's more than one star in this system?"

"Yah, there's three. That looks like the smaller of the three." Korica said pointing up to the point of purple light just peeking above the gas giant's upper reaches while shinning through its ring system.

A moment later the three could see a shadowy figure seemingly approaching from down the beach but the perspective was changing constantly so that it appeared that every step the individual took brought them several hundred feet closer. It was on odd and disorienting trick of the mind. When the individual got very close they could all see that it was Asaria. There was no feeling of her drawing down on them as there normally was, it was just a warm feeling as her smiling face became visible in the dim light. Asaria stepped right up to Korica and her facial expression changed to one of pleasant shock as she put her hands out and Korica laid her hands in Asaria's.

"By the stars¦you look so beautiful Korica. You've changed so much in the last six months. You are really something to behold. I've missed you so much."

Asaria pulled Korica into a tight hug for a few moments and then she put her hands up on the sides of her head and looked at her beautiful face again in the dim light. Asaria then stepped back and side stepped so she was in front of Laurel and smiled at her warmly.

"And you look as beautiful as ever Laurel. Thank you for taking such good care of our Korica. She looks very fit and healthy. She is growing into a gorgeous woman just like you are."

"Thank you Asaria. I'm very proud of Korica's transformation from a little girl into the beauty you see before you now myself."

Asaria then stepped into Laurel and hugged her tightly for a few moments and then she released her and stepped over to Jake and smiled real big at him.

"And our handsome Jake. You look so fit and so handsome Jake. Laurel is a very lucky woman to have such a strong and handsome man at her side."

"Thank you Asaria. You look fantastic yourself, you're as beautiful as ever."

Asaria then stepped into Jake and hugged him tightly for a few moments. She then released him and stepped back and looked at all three and sighed.

"When we lost contact with you three we feared the worst. I was afraid you might have returned to your own galaxy without saying goodbye. I can't tell you how exited I was to see your identifiers pop up in the Corinth system at the same moment as I was about to contact Oberot on Anux'coria. Your timing was perfect."

"What is Anux'coria?" Laurel asked.

"It is a world fourty light years from Draxima where the refugees from the battle with the destroyers of worlds have taken up residence. Their worlds were destroyed so they have established a settlement on Anux'coria until a new home world can be found for the fourteen billion survivors from all over the sector."

"This is all so confusing for us Asaria¦for us it has only been a little over a week since we left the Farqua station. We encountered a temporal displacement a couple of hours ago and our shields prevented the displacement from affecting us directly but from what we could tell everything around us moved or aged six months."

"What! That's just not possible. It has been almost twenty-five weeks using your time scale since we talked while you were at Tiomot. There was a report from one of our patrol cruisers that you were spotted heading for Aerot for a day of relaxation after your stressful mission to Tiomot but we have not heard from you or seen you since. As far as we knew you never made it to Aerot."

"We made it there and had a fantastic time swimming for the day without incident as the AI made some necessary repairs to the ship. We're on our way to the Gershon system to take Korica swimming in the mountains and then to go out to dinner as her parents had done for her on many occasions."

"That's so sweet. Come, let's walk and talk, Avongart is a beautiful moon and should be enjoyed up close."

"Wait¦I should compress time first." Korica said.

Korica closed her eyes and balled up her fists and within moments there was the odd feeling of deceleration and Asaria disappeared for a moment and then reappeared with a grin on her face.

"You are so talented Korica."

"Thank you." Korica said as she relaxed her fists and opened her eyes

"Asaria, did you create this scene?" Laurel asked.

"Oh no, this is from the mind of Korica. We are all in her mind right now."

"But you know where this is?"

"Well sure, because we are in her mind and I can hear what she is thinking. I have been her once many, many years ago to rescue a downed crew from a Mondary cargo vessel."

The four then turned and started slowly walking down the beach while continuing their conversation.

"So what could possibly cause time to pass us by like it did this morning?" Laurel asked.

"I honestly can't think of many natural phenomena that could cause time to pass across the whole galaxy like you're describing."

"Are you saying someone¦or something did this on purpose?"

"I don't think I have enough information to give you an answer one way or the other. There are some species that experiment with time manipulation but I have never heard of anyone reporting that time past by for everything around them but not themselves like you are talking about."

"Aren't there other vessels that use shields like the Future?"

"Not many. You have to realize how big the Future is and how large your negative matter core and neutron accelerator are. The Future is a unique piece of technology with some very advanced hardware incorporated into it. It's really hard to compare her to anything else out here. There are some vessels with some similar shield technology incorporated into them but none that operate exactly like the Future or on the scale of the Future."

"Well it sounds like time past by at an accelerated rate within the Farqua station and the shield technology for the Farqua station is similar to ours right?"

"Not exactly. The station has multiple shield generators that have overlapping fields that reflect off one another to create a bilinear over lapping field of energy that can be attenuated as necessary. Because of the shape and layout of the station it's not possible to use one huge shield generator at its core because there is an artificial star where the shield generator would need to be placed and the power requirements would be astronomical plus if there were a component failure surrounding that shield generator the station would be left defenseless. We do not use quantum energy as the Future does so I would have to assume that is why this temporal displacement affected everyone on the station but not you."

"So is it possible that we past through a local phenomena that¦took us into an alternate time line?" Laurel asked.

"That is entirely possible."

"So everything we had planned could be in vane? We could be in another time and another universe all together so to speak?"

"I suppose that's possible. If something was done that was contrary to how things were supposed to go according to the information that you past on to Oberot, the timeline would be altered in a ripple originating from wherever things were changed and it would propagate out in all directions changing everything as it spreads out."

"Wait¦" Laurel said as she stopped walking and gently pulled on Asaria's arm to stop her. "You know that I told Oberot about things that are to come to pass in the future?"

"Yes, of course. He told me long before you arrived at the Farqua station to deliver the girls you rescued."

"No that's not right¦he kept that information a secret for centuries and he didn't want to affect the way things were supposed to play out so he told no one even after we left the Farqua station."

"You're mistaken Laurel¦or this is indeed an alternate timeline in which I know everything that is going to happen from the time you arrive in your own galaxy."

Laurel stepped back and looked down and shook her head. She then turned around and took a few steps away and Asaria waved her hand and a bench seat rose up out of the sand made of the very sand they were standing on. Asaria stepped up to Laurel and gently took her arm and spun her around and helped her to sit down and then Asaria sat down next to her and looked up at the sky and the planet they were orbiting moved quickly up in the sky and a bright star began to rise making the sky change from twilight dark to early morning bright and then a third extremely bright star began to rise and the sky turned a chalky blue white and the planet they were orbiting began to reflect the bright starlight only further brightening the sky making all of the stars become invisible and the sky took on a strange pink glow within the dark blue atmosphere. All shadow was chased away and everyone could now see each other's faces clearly. Korica and Jake stepped up next Laurel and Asaria and sat down after looking around a bit at the beautiful beach and deep green shallow ocean lapping up onto the sand.

"Are you ok mom?" Korica asked looking past Asaria at Laurel.

"No I'm not¦somewhere we screwed up and everything has changed¦we need to figure out what we did wrong."

"This is just a working theory Laurel." Asaria said. "We could be dealing with something altogether different as far as we know."

"How did the war with the destroyer of worlds go if six months have gone by?" Korica asked.

"The weapon was deployed near Belgus while the planets in the system were being destroyed. The devastating affects consumed fifteen star systems and left a deadly radioactive field of nebulous gas and dust once the rift that was created collapsed. The Angalon eliminated the few vessels that were left behind in short order. Once the mother ship was gone their use of artificial singularity weapons was severely diminished in effectiveness. The sectors survivors were brought to Anux'coria since it was sparsely populated and large enough to provide for everyone until a new home world can be found for them all. The Angalon is leading the exploration of the local systems to find a suitable world for them all with Oberot still sitting in as her captain. The war has been won but at a terrible cost in lost lives. Draxima was spared though and not a single Draximan life was lost in the evacuation of the settlements within the range of the weapon."

Korica looked down for a moment and did not at all look happy. She then looked back at Asaria.

"Thank you for saving my world. I'm sorry it came at the cost of so many others."

"You are more than welcome Korica. There was a tough choice made to sacrifice some in order to save trillions of people. These invaders had to be stopped and the line was drawn in the sand ten light years from Draxima. Your people and the incredible history of Draxima had to be preserved at all costs. If the hard choice to stop this invasion in the manner and place that it was had not been made many more would have been killed including all of your people."

"It doesn't make me feel any better about millions of people dying."

"Have we missed anything else of consequence?" Jake asked.

"Well there are three new species being considered for acceptance into the coalition of advanced races. They all established communications with us on their own after deciphering our signal that was sent to them long ago. There is not much else that would be of consequence to you three. I am relieved that you are all doing so well. I would be heart broken if you left without saying goodbye."

"We wouldn't do that Asaria. You are our friend and we just wouldn't leave without saying goodbye." Korica said.

"I would hope not but I know circumstances can sometimes take you by surprise."

"Asaria, I'm still a little concerned by this whole temporal displacement thing. Will you please check around and look for anything out of the ordinary? We must have¦or we will do something that has changed the timeline."

"I will check around the galaxy for you Laurel. You realize that if your shields didn't contain quantum energy, you would not even be aware that anything had transpired? Because of how fast you travel it just requires an awesome amount of energy to protect you from the affects of space being stretched and compressed the way it is all around the Future or you would lose thousands of years every time you traveled."

"Yah, I get that. It's a fundamental part of traveling faster than light and we are traveling at more than fifty times the speed of light."

"I just don't understand how you can know things that are different from what I remember you knowing?"

"I wish I had an answer for you Laurel but from my perspective nothing is any different than it has always been other than the fact that the Future disappeared for six months and is now back."

"The strange thing is that we weren't interacting with any other species or doing anything out of the ordinary. We were on our way to the Corinth system minding our own business when this temporal displacement overtook us."

"Then it is most likely that you did not do anything to cause this bizarre temporal displacement. If it hit you it obviously originated somewhere else."

"Do you think the tel pok maron could have been experimenting in preparation for our arrival?"

"I suppose that is possible. They do not exactly tell us what they are doing. They are not part of the coalition so they do not conform to the same rules of intellectual behavior with regards to how it might affect those around them."

"Is there any way of asking them?"

"Not really. They are notoriously hard to contact as you should know."

"I just can't understand how messing with time can change subtle events like Oberot telling you what I told him in confidence almost six hundred years ago."

"He didn't tell me everything that you shared with him. He said some things were very personal in nature regarding you and Korica and he did not go into detail as to what those things were."

"This is all so confusing. I can see why your people forbid the manipulation of time. It has far reaching consequences."

"The exception made in order to get you home in your own time so to speak was not an easy one for Oberot to get agreement on."

"So you can't tell us anything about the mission ahead of us?"

"Even if I had that information I would be reluctant to share it with you. You must react as you were supposed to when future events occur. If you have previous knowledge of events, just having that knowledge could cause you to delay of hesitate in doing something resulting in a different outcome."

"Right. Oberot said the same exact thing. He said I made him promise not to tell me a great many things about what is going to happen to us so we wouldn't take steps to avoid some possibly painful events that had to occur in order for things to workout the way I remembered them happening."

"That sounds like a wise thing to make him promise."

Laurel then stood up and put her hand out to Jake. He put his hand in hers and stood up and then he put his hand out to Korica who then stood up and stepped next to him. Asaria then stood up and the sand bench dissolved away. She looked at the three in the now bright sunlight with a slight pink hue reflecting on them and she smiled.

"You three look so good as a family and you Korica are becoming absolutely gorgeous. Given a little more time and I think you will be as shockingly beautiful as she is." Asaria said ponting to Laurel.

"Thank you Asaria. I can only hope I am half as pretty as Laurel when I get older." Korica said with a big smile.

"Come, we'll walk a little now that you seem to be feeling a little better Laurel."

The four of them turned and walked down the beach for a while talking about much lighter topics while enjoying each other's company. By the time they had walked to the farthest rock formation that was half in the waves and half out Asaria was feeling much better, having missed the three so much over the last six months. The rest of the landscape off in the distant looked blurry as though one were looking through extremely thick humidity haze because Korica had never explored more than a mile down the beach when she was on Avongart so she was unable to fill in the details clearly from her memory.

At this point everyone exchanged a warm hug with Asaria and then she waved and turned and dissolved away leaving the three alone on the alien but beautiful beach. The three took a last look around and then closed their eyes and concentrated on withdrawing into their own minds and they suddenly became aware of the intense heat in the scanner relay compartment and Korica was panting hard as the neural interface was winding down as the neural energy coming from the three of them was fading. When Laurel's vision finally cleared and her breathing returned to normal she leaned forward and lifted the neural halo off her head and unplugged it and then looked over at Korica. Korica was still breathing hard but she had managed to lift the neural halo off her head and unplug it and it was sitting in her lap as she tried to catch her breath. She had beads of sweat on her forehead and at her temples where the temple pickups had been. Laurel looked over at Jake as he leaned forward and lifted the halo off his head and unplugged it and then stepped out of his seat and turned and placed the halo in it. He then stepped over to Laurel and put his hand out to her and she grinned and put her hand in his and then he pulled her out of her seat and the two stepped in front of Korica and Laurel gently tossed her halo into her seat. Korica looked at the two beaming at her beautiful face and she smiled and gave the thumbs up sign.

Laurel put her hand out and Korica leaned forward and took her hand and Laurel helped her out of her seat and then she turned and set the neural halo in her seat and her breathing slowed further.

"How you doin baby?" Laurel asked.

"I'm winded but I'm ok. It gets a little easier every time we do this."

"That's good. Let's get you up to the command deck so you can get cleaned up."

The three then headed for the exit. When they stepped up to the door it slid open and the three stepped out and then stepped up onto the transport platform next to the door and Jake touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck. They stepped down and walked over to the door and when it slid open they stepped out into the corridor and Tamaric was standing waiting for them. He looked at Korica and smiled big and she returned a warm smile to him. The two then stepped into one another and held each other for a few minutes while Laurel and Jake just stood quietly and watched them. Korica finally pulled back and gave Tamaric a quick peck.

"I really hate what that thing takes out of you Korica. You know you were breathing twice a second and your body temperature went up to a hundred and one?"

"I know it's still kind of hard on me but it gets a little less stressful every time I sit in the chair."

The two separated and Laurel put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"Go get showered and we'll get us underway ok?"

"Ok. Thanks mom."

Korica turned and headed toward the shower room and the other three made their way to the bridge. Laurel walked Tamaric over to science station number 4 and sat him down and got him back into his lessons and then she stepped over to her chair and sat down. She took deep breath and then called out to the AI.

"Future, will you please get us underway?"

"Understood. May I ask how your meeting went with the elder race?"

As the engines throttled up to 100 % and the Future started accelerating out of the Corinth system Laurel sighed and looked up at the view screen that was still showing an image of the scanner relay compartment and Laurel pulled her left display screen towards herself and touched the icon to change the view to space dead ahead.

"We were met by Asaria. She said from her perspective we have been missing for over six months. The battle with the destroyers of worlds has been won. The enemy has been destroyed completely and resettlement of the survivors is underway. We are the only ones to know that time has past by in an unordinary manner. If it weren't for your shields we would never know that a temporal event had transpired. The problem is that some subtle events have changed as well."

There was a gentle tone that sounded indicating that the ship had achieved 6 times the speed of light heading for the Gershon system and the engines throttled back slightly to hold that speed. The time calculation indicated that it would take 56.67 days to travel the 340 light years to the Gershon system.

"Can you explain what you mean by subtle events have changed?"

"Well, Asaria now knows what I told Oberot six hundred years ago and she has known since before we arrived at the Farqua station with the girls we rescued. That being the case I would have to assume other things are slightly different as well. I think we have moved into a divergent timeline somehow."

"Did Asaria have a guess as to what could cause such an event?"

"No. She's just as clueless as us because to her nothing has changed because she was shifted along with everything around us. She said she has never heard anyone ever report that time shifted around them like what we experienced."

"Are you worried about our mission to get back to the Milky Way at the time we were originally scheduled to arrive at the Future planet?"

"Of course I am. I have to wonder what else has changed and how far back in time do the changes reach. If the changes in our time are subtle do they get progressively more significant as you go back in time so that something as farfetched as your having never been built is a reality or the Future planet's inhabitants never sent the probe so when we arrive they will have no idea who we are or what we are doing in their space."

"Therein lies a paradox. If there had never been a probe sent I would have never been built so how could I be here at all but because we were not affected by the time displacement we were outside the changes that occurred all around us suggesting there are concurrent realities transpiring simultaneously and we are still a part of the eventuality in which there was a probe sent and I was built and launched by twenty seventy-eight."

"God this stuff is so hard to get your head around. We're going to have to make sure that none of us does anything that is contrary to how things were supposed to play out¦problem is we don't know how things were supposed to play out or what was¦or will be changed."

"It is to bad Oberot is so adamant that he cannot share with you future events so you would know what is to transpire. Perhaps then you could make sure things transpire as they were supposed to."

"The problem is that Oberot has been affected by the displacement so anything he told me now would be from the new divergent timeline in which things are different. There is only one way that I know of to find out what I told him."

Laurel looked down and seemed to sink into deep thought for a few moments and the AI could tell that she was debating whatever idea had just come to her. After she looked back up with a concerned look on her face the AI decided to ask her what she was thinking.

"What are you thinking Laurel?"

"Korica. She could probe my mind. She has a very strong mind and she knows how to find my deepest thoughts and memories. Oberot unintentionally blasted my mind with everything he knew of me and every conversation we have ever had¦or will have from my perspective."

"But she cannot see your memories unless you are thinking about them according to your reports and hers."

"I know¦there is so much stuff in my head anymore that it will take a focused mind like hers listening and looking to help me remember. Oberot tried to block those memories but some have¦leaked by whatever he did and I know there is much more just below the surface somewhere."

"You seem to be absolutely convinced that the time displacement is your fault. There is always the remote possibility that it had nothing to do with something you will do in the future."

"Asaria said the same thing. If that's the case why is it that Asaria knows things that she didn't before?"

"I do not have an answer for that Laurel. For that matter how can changing a future event make six months go by in fractions of a second?"

"I don't know. This is all so damn confusing. I suppose for now I should concentrate on the mission at hand and worry about screwing up time later on."

Just then Korica stepped onto the bridge and Laurel spun her chair around and smiled at her.

"You feeling better?"

"Yah, a hot shower always feels wonderful and cleanses the soul. I have the bridge if you wanted to go back to the biogenetics lab."

"I've actually done all I'm going to do today in the lab. Once Mark gets up I was going to spend some time in the simulator with him and Jake. My piloting skills are still pretty bad¦within the atmosphere anyways."

"Ok." Korica said with a warm grin.

She then walked over to Tamaric and he stopped his reading and got to his feet and Korica gave him a quick hug and then he sat back down and Korica looked at his progress. She could tell he would need a few hours after lunch to finish everything or he was going to have some work to do on a data pad in their quarters if he didn't stay at it. Korica patted his shoulder and left him to his reading. Laurel sent a gentle push to Korica and when she looked over at her she waved her over. Korica stepped up to her and she pushed her display out of the way and put her hand out and Korica put her hand in hers and Laurel gently tugged on her hand. Korica stepped up onto the raised platform that Laurel's chair was mounted on and right in between Laurel's knees.

"I'm going to need your help with something honey." Laurel said quietly.

"You know I'll do anything you ask of me. What do you need my help with?"

"I need you to help me remember some things that are locked away deep in my memories."

"If you can't remember them on your own I won't be able to see or hear them."

"I know that. I'm hoping you can help me to¦stimulate the memories to come to the surface."

"I'll help however I can but I got no idea how to do what you're talking about."

"Neither do I honey. It's a long shot but I need to know what I told Oberot or what I will tell him. I think somewhere I screwed things up and I want to try and correct that. The only way I can think of is to try and remember what Oberot accidentally shared with my mind on the Farqua station. It's all up here, I just have to remember." Laurel said pointing to her temple.

"Ok. When do you want to do this?"

"I don't know¦tonight maybe, after our showers I guess."

"Ok. I would love to connect with you deeply anyways. We don't get to do that except when we use the chair anymore."

"I know honey. I miss the deep sharing with you too. I just don't want to confuse your feelings."

"I know. I understand the reasons I still miss it though. It feels so good deep down to be touched by you and Jake like that."

"Well you get that tonight ok?"

"Ok, cool." Laurel let go of Korica's hand and stroked her cheek and smiled at her.

"You are so beautiful Korica. I just can't get over how stunning you are especially up close like this. You have perfect skin."

Korica blushed and gave Laurel a huge smile.

"Thank you Laurel. It feels good to here you guys saying that."

"You're welcome Korica. You can go back to what you were doing ok?"

Korica nodded and stepped down from the raised platform and made her way over to science station number 3 so she could be close to Tamaric and she sat down and logged in and brought up the star maps and began the tedious work of updating the star maps manually along their designated route. Laurel in the meantime reached out and logged herself off and then looked over at Jake. He could see a look of deep worry on her face and he gently tuned into her feelings. He could tell by her stressed out feelings that she needed to get away from the bridge. He stood up and walked over to her and gave her a warm smile and put his hand out to her and she smiled at him and stood up and put her hand in his. The two then exited the bridge heading for the mess hall to relax for a while.

When the two stepped out into the corridor they could see light spilling out of the mess hall so they knew Mark was up. They walked down to the mess hall and rounded the corner into the mess hall and Mark was just sitting down with a cup of tea in one hand and his data pad in the other. Laurel and Jake waved at him and walked over to the dispensers and got themselves something to drink and then sat down at their favorite table across from Mark.

"How you two doing¦Laurel you look worried about something. Is everything ok?"

"Not really. We um¦" Laurel sighed then continued. "We encountered a temporal displacement this morning. Didn't you feel the ship shudder a few times?"

"I do recall being woken up by a little shaking but I just assumed it was a natural phenomena like crossing the path of another ship or something. I figured if it was something bad you guys would have called me to the bridge so I just went back to sleep."

"It's pretty bad alright. In mere seconds six months past by all around us. Because of the type of energy the shields use we were insulated for the time shift. We contacted the elder race when we go to the Corinth system and we talked with Asaria. She uh¦she knew things that she didn't know before. Oberot told her that he had been in contact with me for my entire adult life and he told her the things I had told him."

"I thought you guys had agreed that you needed to keep that stuff a secret?"

"We did. At least in our timeline we did."

"Wait, so six months went by in an instant and events changed as well?"

"Apparently so. According to Asaria we simply dropped off the radar for almost twenty-five weeks. I think we screwed something up¦or we will and it rippled through time backwards though the event is still in the future for us."

"How does screwing up future events make time pass by like that?"

"I don't know exactly. This temporal causality crap is a little over my head to comprehend completely. I'm going to try and pull what Oberot shared with me about what I told him out of my memory with the help of Korica. It's the only thing I can think of doing. That way I will now how things were supposed to happen in our timeline so we can make sure we don't screw anything up."

"You poor thing. No wonder you look so worried. What a mind fu¦trip. So if our shield didn't work the way it works we would've never known anything had changed because we would have been carried along with the change?"

"Precisely. The shield is produced using quantum energy and it is so intense that it holds us in our own time even if time around us shifts drastically. It's part of what protects us from the intense warping of space-time that makes it possible to travel the way we do. It's a way of keeping us in our own universe and within our own perception of the flow of time."

"See I don't particularly understand that. I know you have to envelope the ship in an intense gravity bubble and it has to be attenuated just right or you suffer what those poor souls on the Galileo did. As far as exactly what the nature of that bubble is I don't have a clue."

"Well it's not important that you grasp the intimate details, you understand the fundamentals. I'm just concerned about what else has changed that we aren't aware of yet."

"Did Asaria happen to say how the battle with invaders in the Draxima region of space went if six months has gone by?"

"Yah actually she did. The gadget as you would call it was detonated in the Belgus system and it encompassed fifteen star systems leaving nothing but a radioactive cloud of dust and gas behind. The enemy was all but destroyed and the Angalon dispatched the few ships that remained. There is now a resettlement plan underway to try and find a new home world for all of the displaced survivors that no longer have a world to call home."

"Nice! I guess the invaders trampled on the wrong allies huh?"

"I guess. Korica is pretty upset about how many people were lost in order to save her world though."

"She does understand that it was a necessary evil to sacrifice some to save the eight and a quarter billion on her home world and the other three billion or so that were settled elsewhere in the region right?"

"Yah she gets it. She's just a tender soul and hates the thought of anyone dying."

"Well I'll have to admit¦just when I thought things couldn't get any weirder around here something like this happens and proves me wrong."

Laurel smiled a little and took a drink and then looked at Mark.

"Hay, will you spend some time in the simulator with Jake and I today? I really want to get better at my atmosphere flying skills."

"I would be glad too." Mark said with a smile.

"Cool, thanks Mark."

"Anytime cap. You're not a bad pilot you just got some bad rookie habits that we need to help you overcome."

"What about Jake? Does he have those bad habits too?"

"He did the first or second or third atmosphere interaction simulation but by the fourth he recognized them and stopped making the same mistakes. You seem to be in rut where the natural tendency is to overcompensate and over speed your turns. You can't do that in a ship shaped like a flat rock flying at over six thousand miles an hour. You'll eventually get it."

The three then sat and talked about lighter issues while waiting for Korica and Tamaric to join them for lunch. On the bridge Korica worked right behind Tamaric until she heard a gentle tone indicating that the minimum safe temperature had been achieved surrounding the negative matter core and neutron accelerator. She got up and moved over to the navigation station and watched as the engines throttled down and the antimatter reactors came up to full power developing an intense gravity well dead ahead and then the negative matter core ramped up and dumped ever greater quantum gravity impulses into the gravity well. Korica then turned and looked up at the huge view screen at the front of the bridge as the stars blinked out and a white line formed within the event Future and then it twisted and distorted and then got brighter and expanded and the gravity well collapsed into a funnel shape and the broiling edges smoothed out and began to fluoresce a beautiful green and blue color. The engines then throttled up to 100% thrust and the Future shot into the bright tunnel of light and quickly accelerated to an indicated speed of 52.5 times the speed of light. After a few minor course corrections there was a gentle tone that sounded indicating that the optimal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automation controls. The time and distance was immediately displayed as 339.4 light years to the Gershon system with a travel time of 6.46 hours. That would put them in the Gershon system at 18:55 ships time.

Korica looked back up at the view screen just as the computer produced the composite image showing the stars in a crystal clear view ahead with the dazzling bright light all around the periphery. She grinned and got up and stepped over to Tamaric and looked over his shoulder at where he was with his lessons. She could see that he had his biology and math done and was well on his way to being finished with his literature lesson. He stopped reading and leaned back and looked up at Korica and he sighed and his face just melted into a big dopey-eyed grin.

"Are you hungry Tamaric?"

"Uh huh. Are you?"

"I'm starving. You wanna go get some lunch."

"Yah."

"Kay, log yourself off and you can finish your lessons when we get back."

Tamaric leaned forward and saved his work and then logged himself off and Korica turned and stepped over to science station 3 and logged herself off and the whole bridge went to sleep. Tamaric then got to his feet and the two headed for the exit. When the two stepped into the mess hall they found the other three waiting for them at their favorite table. Mark got to his feet and waited for Korica to step up to him and the two exchanged a tight hug and then Mark sat down at the head of the table and Tamaric slid in across from Laurel and Jake while Korica went and fetched a drink for her and Tamaric. She then brought the drinks back to the table and set them down and slid in next to Tamaric. Moments later a servo drone showed up with three menus. Everyone ordered their meals and then handed the menus back to the servo drone that then carried them off.

"So I hear you had a strange morning Korica." Mark said.

"Yah you could say that. We got to talk to Asaria at least."

"Yah I heard your home world was safe at last?"

Korica's face ran a little sad for a moment then she seemed to perk up.

"I can't dwell on what had to be done to save trillions of lives in the path of those invaders including all of my people. The good news is they were stopped."

"That a girl. Keep your spirits up. Laurel tells me you guys are going to try and find out what's going to happen down the road so we can make sure things happen as they were supposed too?"

"Yep. I get to share myself with them. I'm actually looking forward to it."

"At least you have something to look forward too."

"Yah it's going to be a long night."

"You wanna share what you know about the landing procedures at Gershon?"

"I actually don't know a whole lot. All I know is that you have to state your landing intentions via a graphical representation of where you want to land. They will transmit a map of the approved landing sites and approach paths and you chose one and send it back to them. They will then send you an approval of where you can land. I was really young when we went there so I just don't remember much besides the fun we had once we were on the ground."

"You were never able to talk to these people?"

"No. We didn't know their language. They have a whole vocabulary that is communicated with the hands. My parents got pretty good at it but I only picked up on a few words that were taught to me by the other kids."

"And the language spoken by the natives isn't one the elder race taught you guys?"

"I would have to know what it sounds like or what it's called."

"Right¦did your parents have to request permission to land in the mountains when they took you swimming?"

"Not that I'm aware of."

"Well that'll definitely simplify things for that portion of the trip."

"I want to thank all of you guys for taking me down there. I know you guys think it's always a bad idea to leave the ship so there's no doubt in my mind that you're doing this just for me."

"You're welcome sweetie." Laurel said.

"We want you to feel like you have a normal life as you have always known it." Jake said.

"We know we can't keep you bottled up here on the ship. You've proven that you can handle yourself on these trips away so we're willing to do whatever it takes to make you happy. Sides, this is an excellent learning experience for your man there. How many people can claim they have visited alien worlds in another galaxy?" Mark said.

Tamaric looked at mark and grinned.

"So you're doing this for me too?"

"Of course. You're part of Korica's life so if we do something for her we're doing it for you as well. Just consider it enrichment lessons to go along with your regular study lessons."

"My friends back home in Perth and Melbourne just wouldn't believe the stuff I've seen already. That place Aerot was beyond something I could've ever imagined and Tiomot was terrifying but somehow beautiful and mysterious in a way I could never explain to someone."

"Just wait until you see the mountain lakes on Gershon. They are breathtaking¦and cold." Korica said.

"Aren't you afraid you could drown? You don't even know how to swim." Tamaric replied.

"Nope. I have you and everyone else to keep me safe. I know you guys aren't going to let me drown."

"You're certainly brave, I'll give you that much. You're right though, there's no way we would ever let you get into a spot where you could possibly drown."

Korica smiled and leaned the side of her head on Tamaric's shoulder. Moments later the meals began to arrive. The plates were slid up onto the table and the meals were passed to their intended recipient and then everyone set in to eating lunch. Once the meals were consumed Korica and Tamaric headed back to the bridge so Tamaric could finish his lessons for the day and Laurel, Jake and Mark transported to the new data core interface and simulator compartment so they could spend the day in the simulator while Mark helped Laurel to improve her flying skills.

Korica worked quietly on the design for the collection and storage system for the caustic gasses they were going to need to collect until Tamaric finished his lessons for the day. He scored a perfect 100% on all of his quizzes making Korica very proud of him. He was indeed exceptionally smart and even through he was working on curriculum that should have been way beyond him he was excelling at it. Korica put her arm under his lifting him out of his seat and she gave him a tight hug and whispered in his ear how proud she was of him. He loved hearing the praise and loved feeling her hot body squashed up against him. When Korica released her grip on him he turned and logged himself out and then looked at Korica.

"What are we gunna do for the rest of the day hon?"

"Well you know I can't leave the command deck. What do you feel like doing?"

"Hangin out with you. I don't particularly care what we do as long as we can spend the time together."

"Oooh, that's so sweet Tamaric. I do have an idea for something we can do here on the command deck that would be kind of fun."

"Really? What's that?"

"We could go get my¦our pratgal cruisers and fly 'em up and down the corridors."

"That sounds like fun¦why'd you change the phrasing like that?"

"Because what's mine is yours Tamaric. I consider all my stuff¦what little I have as ours."

"You're such a sweetheart Korica."

"Thank you. Come on, let's go get the cruisers and play in the corridors. The others are going to be in the simulator probably for the rest of the day so we won't be bothering anyone."

Tamaric smiled at her and took a hold of her hand and the two made their way to their quarters and retrieved the pratgal cruisers off of the bureau at the front of the room and the control gloves and then Korica stepped into the bathroom and took two cramping pills quickly and then got a drink from the sink to wash them down and then her and Tamaric stepped out of their quarters and sat down in the floor next to the door and placed the cruisers in the floor and then put the control gloves on. They then scooted right next to one another and held their hand out and reached up with the other hand and touched the controller on the back of their gloved hand, which turned the cruisers on and they levitated off the floor and held a stationary position three feet above the deck. They then engaged the forward controllers and the cruisers zoomed down the main corridor.

The two played with the cruisers for hours, flying them up and down the main corridor and around the corner and up the crew quarter's corridor while the other three practiced in the simulator for the entire afternoon. At one point Korica stopped and got something to eat and then went right back to playing. After Korica and Tamaric's arms got tired from holding their hand out to control the cruisers the two took the cruisers into their quarters and put them away and then spent an hour sitting and talking about their earliest memories growing up.

When 18:00 rolled around Korica and Tamaric made their way to the mess hall and waited for the others to show up which happened only a few minutes later. Everyone then sat and talked about their day after ordering their evening meal. Everyone then ate their food in relative quiet and then they all made their way into the gym to perform their evening workouts. Just as Korica was finishing up her routine the AI paged her to the bridge announcing that they were five minutes from the Gershon system.

Korica finished her set on the weight bench and then headed for the bridge. She sat down at the sensor station and logged in and all of the workstations woke up and she could tell immediately that there were several large vessels already detectable within the system as the Future streaked toward the target coordinates. As the main engines throttled down and the antimatter core was reduced in power and the negative matter core began to ramp down everyone else stepped onto the bridge and assumed their usual stations to keep Korica company. Korica got up and moved over to the navigation station and Mark sat down at the sensor station and Tamaric stepped over to the communication station and took seat.

In a bright flash the Future dropped into normal space at a distance from the twin stars of 15 million miles. The main engines immediately throttled up and brought the Future into a perfect orbit around one of the stars and then the engines throttled back just enough to hold their orbit without accelerating the ship any faster than the star was rotating on its axis. The Future was performing a deep scan at the same time and Mark was a little surprised at just how busy the space around Gershon was. Within seconds there was an alert at the communication station to an incoming signal. Korica got up and moved over to the communication station and put her hand on Tamaric's shoulder, as he was about to stand up. She looked at him and grinned and then looked back at the lower display and she could see that there was an audio signal coming in though she was pretty sure no one would understand anything that was said.

"We're being haled Laurel." Korica said.

Tamaric looked at Korica's face as she turned and looked at Laurel while still leaning over him. He was again amazed at how beautiful she was. She had small beads of sweat on her forehead from her workout and below her nose above her upper lip and Tamaric was a little surprised that it actually turned him on to see her breathing deep and heavy with bright pink cheeks and a bit of sweat on her face. Her hair was hanging along the side of her face in a way that let the tip of her ear peak out in a very becoming manner while her hair covered part of her left cheek. He pushed the thoughts aside knowing that Korica would know exactly what he was thinking and as if on cue Korica stood up straight and glanced at Tamaric and smiled and gently shook her head.

"Mark, can you tell where the signal is coming from?" Laurel asked.

"Yah there's a fairly large vessel coming around the other side of the opposite star to the one we're orbiting. It looks like a battle ship of some sorts. It's heavily armed and two hangar bays are visible and I think there might be another toward the rear of the vessel facing aft."

"Great! I guess our size and sudden appearance got someone's attention huh?"

"Looks that way. From what I can tell their weapons aren't powered up but I've never seen cannons like this so I can't be absolutely sure."

"Ok, thanks. Korica go ahead and transmit our security identifier please and then put the incoming audio on the overhead speakers."

"Yes mam." Korica said.

Korica turned and touched two icons, which brought up the Human security identifier and prepared it for transmission. Korica then stood up straight and pointed at the transmit icon and nodded at Tamaric. He smiled and carefully reached up and touched the icon with the tip of his index finger and it turned from yellow to bright green and started to blink. Korica then pointed at the icon to accept the incoming hale through the filter circuit and gently nodded at Tamaric and he grinned at her and reached up and touched the icon and it also turned from yellow to green. She then leaned over and touched the icon to transfer the audio to the overhead speakers and then she pointed to the initiate icon on the right side of the display screen and Tamaric reached up touched the command icon with his fingertip and the over head speaker crackled to life with an audio hale that to Korica, Laurel and Jake's surprise they understood. Korica stood up straight and looked at Laurel with a shocked look that Laurel returned.

"Unknown vessel, this is the royal defense vessel Herogjeon. If you understand me please state your intentions." A man's voice called out.

"From the looks on your faces I take it you guys can understand that cap?" Mark said.

"Yah¦we can actually. I believe he's speaking Kylothian."

A few moments later there was another response that equally shocked everyone.

"Earth vessel Future, this is the royal defense vessel Herogjeon. We are honored to have the elder race visiting our space. Is there anything you require of us?"

"Korica please open a channel?" Laurel said.

"Yes mam." Korica said.

She turned and leaned in and matched the transmitter circuit frequency to that of the inbound signal and then stood up straight and pointed at the audio transmit initiate icon and Tamaric reached up and touched it and then Korica looked at Laurel and nodded.

"Royal defense vessel Herogjeon, this is the Earth vessel Future. I am lieutenant commander Laurel Kade, I am the captain of the Future. Thank you for the warm welcome. We are here to take my daughter swimming in the mountains and then we are going to take her out to dinner at the sector's end. We will keep the Future in orbit here close to the star so as not to get in anyone's way."

"Thank you for the consideration of our busy skies. The Future is a very large but beautiful vessel. I am first trident Merant Oshader. We are humbly honored to have you as guests. The elder race are always welcome on Gershon. Please avoid over flying any of our cities if you would but enjoy your stay otherwise."

"Thank you first trident Oshader. My daughter, ensign Korica Prentor has been here before when she was a little girl so she is vaguely familiar with your landing and no over flight procedures. We will of course stay well clear of your cities."

"Thank you captain Kade. I am glad your daughter chose to pay a return visit to Gershon. I think she will find things far different if she has not been here for a while. If you should need any assistance with anything at all please just give me a call. The Herogjeon will be on patrol in the Gershon system for your protection and that of our royal subjects so we can always be reached on this frequency."

"Thank you first trident Oshader. I'll call you if we need anything."

"Good travels to you captain Kade. Herogjeon out."

The channel then closed from the Herogjeon's end and Korica reached over and touched the icon to turn the transmitter off. She then looked at Laurel and shrugged.

"What the heck do you suppose a first trident is?" Jake asked looking at Korica.

"I have no idea. I would assume it's like a captain or a commander." Korica said.

"Your parents never had to talked to anyone when they arrived in this system?" Laurel asked.

"Not that I can remember. They didn't know how to speak Kylothian so they would have communicated by graphical representation of what their intentions were. It was so long ago that I barely remember it."

"It's ok Korica. I was just curious. Let's go get showered ok?"

"Ok. Thank you for backing me up here. While I could have handled the encounter I appreciate having you guys here. I would still rather the captain make the first contacts instead of me."

"You're welcome Korica. I know you could've handled this encounter. I have absolutely no concerns when you are on the bridge alone. You know exactly what to do and you handle yourself admirably."

Korica turned and leaned over Tamaric and logged herself off and she could hear Tamaric inhaling deeply as she leaned in front of him and she looked at him and furrowed her brow. Tamaric blushed a little and whispered to her.

"You smell great Korica. I can't help myself." Tamaric whispered.

Korica stood up straight and looked at him for a moment not quite sure how to take that.

"I'm all sweaty from my workout." Korica whispered back.

"You still smell sweet." Tamaric whispered.

"It must be the deodorant that I use. It's made from the extract of some of the flowers grown in the gardening ring."

"Whatever it is you always smell wonderful."

Tamaric shrugged and smiled at her and then stood up. Laurel logged herself off at that point and then Mark logged off and the entire bridge went to sleep including the giant view screen that was showing an image of the Herogjeon when it blinked off. Everyone then stepped off the bridge and headed down the corridor toward the shower room. When they got to the door Laurel leaned over and gave Jake a quick peck and then stepped into the shower room and then Korica gave Tamaric a quick kiss on the cheek and smiled at him.

"Thank you for making me feel good Tamaric." Korica said quietly as Jake and Mark kept walking toward the mess hall.

"You're welcome hon." Tamaric said with a smile.

Korica then turned and stepped up to the door to the shower room and it slid open and she stepped in and then the door slid closed and so Tamaric turned and headed to the mess hall to get something to drink with the guys while they waited to take their turn in the shower room. The guys all got a tall glass of water and sat down at their favorite table and mark decided to ask Tamaric if he understood anything that was said by their greeting party.

"Tamaric, were you able to understand anything that was said on the bridge?" Mark asked.

"Toward the end I thought I was starting to make sense of it. It was kind of odd cause I've never heard a language like that before but I thought I was starting to comprehend some of what was being said."

"I had the same sensation. I wonder if it's the little bugs in our heads?"

"I guess that's a possibility huh?"

"Let's test that theory." Jake said.

"How?" Mark asked.

"I can speak Kylothian. I'll ask you guys a few questions and see if you're starting to understand me."

"Go ahead." Mark said setting his glass down.

"What time of day is it?" Jake said in kylothian.

"You said something about how long¦or how much time do we need?" Tamaric said.

"Close. I asked what time of day is it."

"Try another one."

"Ok¦what is the name of your ship?" Jake asked in Kylothian.

"Ok, that's down right bizarre¦you asked what is the size of my ship." Mark said.

"Your close. I asked what is the name of your ship."

"That's so cool. I can hear you speaking an unrecognizable language but I almost know what your saying." Tamaric said.

"Ok try this¦what is the name of the girl you love?" Jake asked in Kylothian looking at Tamaric.

"Korica. You asked what is the name of the female I love! Holy crap! I can understand you¦almost." Tamaric said with a big smile.

"Girl, I asked you the name of the girl, not female that you love."

"Same difference right?"

"No. Perosh is female, eurosh is girl."

"Try again Jake." Mark said.

"Ok¦what is the name of your home world?" Jake asked in kylothian.

Mark and Tamaric looked at each other and grinned and simultaneously they answered Jake.

"Earth." They both said.

"You asked what is the name of your home world." Mark said.

"That's exactly right! Try this¦you are going to the mountains then the trading center."

"I'll be a son of a bitch¦you said you are going to the mountains then the trading center." Mark said with a smirk on his face.

"That's exactly right!"

"That is the damndest thing. I can understand what you're saying. I guess these little critters need to hear a language spoken a few times and then you can understand it." Mark said tapping his index finger to the side of his head.

"You can't speak it though?" Jake asked.

"I could never speak that garbledy gook. I wouldn't even know how to pronounce the words I wanted to say. I just know what your saying when you talk like that." Mark said.

"That's too bad. I guess it only changes your perception of what you're hearing into a meaningful language or whatever."

"At least we'll be able to understand conversation going on around us down there."

"You guys should play back the conversation that transpired on the bridge since you'll understand it now."

"That's a real good idea." Mark said.

"Computer, will you please play back the verbal exchanges that took place on the bridge when we arrived here?" Jake called out.

"Understood. Please stand by."

A few moments later the entire conversation on the bridge was played back and Mark and Tamaric understood every word of what was said. When the play back ended Mark looked at Jake and grinned.

"Now that's cool. I may not be able to talk back to these people but I'll know exactly what they're saying. I'm starting to think these little bugs in our heads aren't such a bad thing after all."

"Now you kind of know how the girls and I feel. You meet someone you've never seen before and out of the blue you know their language. The difference is we can speak it and read it and in some cases we realize a great deal about their culture. You hear it and it sounds alien but you know exactly what they're saying."

"How about with these guys? Do you know anything about their culture?"

"No. I don' think they have the mental capabilities necessary for the chair of knowledge to gather information about them from the entire population. They would have to have the ability to communicate by thought alone."

"So how is it that their language is one that was taught to you by the chair?"

"I don't have any idea. I don't pretend to understand exactly how the chair of knowledge works Mark. I just know that cultural understanding is gathered from an entire population when they become telepathic. I don't have a clue how the general language base is gathered and imparted to the chair network."

"I see. I thought maybe how the chair works was imparted to you guys."

"No, just some basic stuff. That's why Asaria had to walk Laurel through how to operate the one on Tiomot."

"Right, I hadn't thought about that."

"The girls are done and headed to my quarters. Let's go get cleaned up." Jake said.

The guys downed the rest of their water and then got up and headed for the shower room to get showered. Meanwhile the girls made their way into Laurel's quarters and Korica retrieved her underclothes and went into the bathroom and freshened herself up and then she stepped out into the main cabin and got dressed with Laurel and then they went into the bathroom and brushed their teeth and washed their mouths out and then brushed their hair out. They then retired to the bed so Laurel could brush out Korica's hair. After a few minutes Korica opened her eyes and her purring subsided.

"Do you still want to try and search your memory with my help?"

"Yes I do honey. I want to wait for Jake though. Whatever I remember I want to share with both of you."

"Ok. I like it better when all three of us can connect our minds anyways."

"I'm sorry we don't do that anymore. I know how much you like sharing yourself with us."

"It's ok. I understand why we stopped doing that. I have some personal stuff going through my mind anymore anyways."

"Are you talking about your relationship with Tamaric?"

"Yah. There's some confusing stuff going through my head and my heart anymore. I need to be sure I'm dealing with my own feelings when it comes to him."

"I promise we won't go looking for that stuff ok?"

"I know some of it's going to be shared with you whether I want to or not. I don't care if you guys feel how I feel about him. It's no secret that I'm in love with him. It's all the other stuff that he makes me feel or think about that's kind of embarrassing. I never knew a boy would make me think like that."

"You don't need to be embarrassed honey. It's completely natural, especially at your age to be attracted to a boy and to find him enticing."

"Well I've been working real hard to keep that under control. I really threw myself at him when we first met and I'm kind of ashamed of how I was behaving."

"You poor thing. It was mutual right?"

"Yah for the most part."

"Then there's nothing to be ashamed of. When you guys are ready all that stuff will come to the surface and you can enjoy a passionate love life. For now simple is probably the best way to go."

"That's all he wants. He wants to keep it simple so he won't feel awkward around me. He's physically ready for the sexual stuff but not mentally."

"I'm sure that'll change soon enough."

"I kind of like having a best friend that I can love on anyways without being manhandled."

"You're not interested in exploring the sexual stuff right?"

"Not¦well I'm curious what it'll feel like to have him touch me when he gets me all worked up but I haven't really told him what his kisses do to me. I feel tingles all over and I get¦things get warm and¦sensitive. I've told him that his kisses turn me on but I don't think he knows just how much. I don't think I want to have anything done to me yet though. I'm just enjoying knowing that he can make my body do what it does without going any further."

"It's a good idea to take it slow and really get to know each other first."

"He knows me really well. I've shared my feelings with him as best as I can and he says he knows what it feels like to be me. I need to get to know him a little better though. I love him dearly but I still don't really know him deep down yet. All I do know is that I love him and I want him with me all the time."

"That's good honey. That's the beginning of the bond that you two will share for the rest of your lives together."

"I think he's going to take good care of me. He's¦a real man."

"I sense the same thing Korica. He really has a good heart and he sure loves you."

"I know, he turns to mush when he looks at my face. He gets that¦dreamy look on his face."

"That's because he's in love with you and you're absolutely gorgeous."

"Awe, thanks mom."

"Come here, let's have a look at you."

Laurel scooted back a little and Korica turned so she could face Laurel. Laurel stroked the edge of her hair at her temple and smiled and sighed.

"Oh baby, you are so pretty honey. I'm so proud of how you're filling out. I told you that you would blossom soon enough. You look more like a woman everyday."

Korica blushed a little and smiled at Laurel.

"I'm kind of proud of how I look anymore myself. I know you said not to be arrogant or full of myself but you guys have made me realize that I really am becoming pretty and I can see my mother in my own face when I look at myself in the mirror."

"Your mother was extremely beautiful honey. You do look just like her with a touch of your father in you. You've got his chin and ears."

"I wish they could see me the way I look now. I think they would be pleased. I've never been so fit and muscular."

"I know they would be proud honey, just like I am."

Just then Jake stepped into the room and gave the girls a warm smile as he stepped past them to get a change of clothes. He grabbed a pair of underwear and a pair of pants and then closed his drawer in the bureau and then made his way into the bathroom. Korica stood up and Laurel took her hand.

"Where you going honey?"

"I have to go get Tamaric. He can't tell what we're doing like dad can. I need to go tell him what we plan on doing so he can decide whether he wants to be here or not."

"Ok. You're a good woman Korica. I'll see you in just a bit."

Korica leaned forward and gave Laurel a peck and then turned and headed for the exit. When Jake emerged from the bathroom he set his towel down in front of the servo slot and made his way over to the bed and sat down next to Laurel.

"So you really want to do this huh?"

"Yah, I do. I'm really hopeful that if I know what's coming I can take deliberate steps to make sure things happen the way I told Oberot they would. I just need some help pulling those memories out. There's so much stuff in my head anymore that it gets kind of confusing as to whether I'm remembering something on my own or something that was imparted to me. You know what I mean?"

"Yah, I do. I know exactly what you mean. We've both had our heads crammed with tons of information and the lifetimes experiences of hundreds of thousands of individuals and even more cultural knowledge that feels like many lifetimes worth of experiences. It gets real confusing sometimes."

"I'm glad I have you to share this with Jake. If I had gone through all of this alone with no one to talk to about it that had also gone through it I think I would go insane."

"I'm glad to have you too Laurel. I'm so lucky to have a gorgeous friend and a lover like you. You know I think Korica really misses connecting with us deeply."

"You probably heard¦or felt our conversation cause she said those same exact words. She understands why we don't anymore but she really does miss it. We have to be careful when we connect with her anymore. She admitted that she has some very¦intimate stuff in her mind when it comes to Tamaric. I don't want to embarrass her."

"I'm not gunna go looking for that stuff. I don't want to hear Korica thinking dirty so I'm going to try my best to stay away from that aspect of her mind."

"Ok, I just thought I should forewarn you. She's becoming an adult in more ways than just physically."

"I kind of figured as much."

When Korica arrived at her quarters she stepped in and found the room empty so she stepped over to the bed and sat down and waited for Tamaric to come out of the bathroom. When he finally emerged he smiled big when he saw Korica's beautiful face looking back at him with a smile on her face as though she was very glad to see him. He liked knowing that he was that important to her. He stepped right up to her and dropped his towel in the floor that he had intended to drop by the servo slot and the two exchanged a very passionate tongue kiss. At the conclusion Tamaric stepped back and had to wait a few moments for the spots in front of his eyes to clear. Korica was equally dazed but she hid it completely looking as though she was simply waiting for Tamaric to recover.

"Tamaric, I'm going to be spending a little time in mom and dad's quarters while we try and help Laurel remember. Do you want to stay here or do you want to come with me?"

"I would rather be with you Korica. Would you rather I not be there?"

"There's nothing to see or hear. It's all a connecting of minds and spirits so it's not like you're going to see anything¦intimate or whatever. I would personally like you there with me but it's up to you."

"You know I like spending every waking minute with you Korica. I want to come with you."

"I was hoping you would say that. Get your shoes on and we'll go."

Tamaric smiled big and stepped into his shoes and Korica picked up his towel and on their way toward the exit she tossed the towel over by the servo slot and then the two stepped out into the corridor. Korica took Tamaric's hand and held it tightly. They then started walking down the corridor toward Laurel and Jake's quarters.

"You're going to have to sit very quietly ok Tamaric?"

"I won't make a peep."

"Ok. I know you're respectful like that anyway but I just thought I should mention how important it not to break our concentration."

"I promise you won't even know I'm there."

"I'm kind of excited to show you how we do this anyway."

"It doesn't work your body like the chair does right?"

"No. It takes my breath away when we first connect to one another just like how it feels for you when I push my feelings to you but it goes away after that and it's actually very relaxing. It's like a really deep mediation¦sort of."

"Ok good. I still don't like what the chair does to you. It scares me that you're going to have a stroke or something."

"I know. I'm sorry it scares you but I can handle the physical stress, I promise you nothing's going to happen to me."

The two arrived at Laurel and Jake's quarters at that point and the door slid open and the two stepped in. Laurel scooted to the edge of the bed and stood up and she hugged Tamaric first and then Korica. Korica then walked over to one of the reading chairs and had Tamaric sit down and then she leaned in and kissed him on the lips. She then touched his cheek and smiled warmly at him.

"I love you so much Tamaric."

"I love you too Korica. Thanks for letting me come hangout while you guys do this."

"You're welcome. I wouldn't want you anywhere else."

Korica then pulled her hand from Tamaric's face and turned and walked over to the bed and slid her shoes off and climbed up onto the bed on her hands and knees and crawled up to the head of the bed and then flopped on her side and then turned over onto her back with her head up on one of the pillows. Laurel then laid down and scooted over right next to Korica and then turned on her side facing her and Jake stood up and walked around to what is normally Laurel's side of the bed and he climbed up onto the bed on his hands and knees and crawled over next to Korica and then laid down and scooted his feet out toward the foot of the bed and then he turned on his side facing Korica. Laurel and Jake both then scooted their heads forward and kissed each of Korica's cheeks making her smile big. All three then closed their eyes and Laurel and Jake scooted their heads forward so their foreheads were both touching the side of Korica's head.

Tamaric watched them go very still and he thought their pose looked very sweet. He could see that Laurel and Jake loved Korica very much by how they were each holding one of her hands very gently and they almost looked like they were kissing her cheeks. All three reached out for one another and found each other's presence readily and sank into one another's minds with ease. They all took a quick breath and then went still again and Tamaric leaned back in the chair and just watched them seemingly sleeping except for the occasional facial expression suggesting they were indeed wide awake, sort of.

Korica allowed herself to sink deep inside Jake's center and he didn't resist in the slightest. He let her explore as deeply as she wanted but he resisted the temptation to allow himself to drift to deeply into Korica's essence. He was already hearing and feeling things that he knew she wanted to keep private so he deliberately made himself drift away from those thoughts and feelings keeping the connection shallow. Laurel also allowed Korica to explore as deeply as she wanted when she entered Laurel's deepest places after exploring Jake's innermost essence for a few minutes. Korica enjoyed the warm and tender feeling of Laurel's deepest feelings and essence. After a time Korica could sense Laurel resisting the temptation to drift deeper into Korica's center so Korica pulled herself back some and gave Laurel the equivalent of a mental kiss in the form of a gentle push of her love for her. Laurel returned a gentle push of her own making Korica grin and then Jake joined in and he sent a gentle push of his own directed at both of the girls making Korica grin again and Laurel smiled a little. Laurel then sent them a thought.

"I'm going to try and pull up some of my deepest memories and I want you two to help me try and hold onto them while I pull even more up. I know that sounds strange but I think I need to stimulate my deepest memories to get beyond the block that Oberot put in place. You two are going to get to experience my memories with me."

"Ok." Korica thought.

"You got it." Jake thought.

Laurel then tried to think back to her earliest memories. They were always the hardest to remember but once she started to remember they always became crystal clear. She could see the bars of her crib. They were bright white and there was a pink quilted safety barrier around the bottom third of the crib so she wouldn't poke her arms through the bars as she turned in her sleep and twist her little shoulders. She could see the images of little bears holding three balloons, a yellow a blue and a red balloon that were embroidered into the protective barrier. She then looked up and saw a hanging mobile over the head of the crib. It was moving around slightly as she moved around in her crib flopping her legs and arms around. The mobile had little ducks and goslings hanging from its six arms. Laurel could then see her mother's face appear over the edge of the crib looking down at her with a big smile on her face. There was a feeling of exhilaration at seeing her face. Her mother reached in gently and picked her up and the crib dropped down and away and she could now see the light blue walls and above the crib on the wall were the words 'mommy's little Laurel'. Laurel was now remembering how safe and warm and gentle her mother's arms felt as she rocked her gently and then slid her down into the cradled position and looked down at her and cooed to her and tickled her tummy gently making her laugh and giggle. This was Laurel's earliest memory and her mother had told her that it was from the time that she was only three months old. A time that most people never remember once they get older.

"Hold that memory for me. It is one of my most precious memories." Laurel thought.

Korica and Jake kept reliving the memory and the tender emotions Laurel had surrounding the memory and from within the memory. Laurel then groped in her mind and tried to pull up even earlier memories and she saw a faint image of her mother's face and her face was covered in sweat and she looked like she was crying. Laurel assumed it was the day of her birth and the first time she opened her eyes and saw her mother's beautiful face having just birthed Laurel. Her mother smiled at her and a tear slipped out of her eye and then the memory faded. Laurel tried to hold onto it but it was gone. It was a fleeting memory that she had never seen before. She then tried to remember even more and all of a sudden in a flash of images and the voices of thousands of conversations between her and Oberot there was a flood of memories that poured into her conscious mind. She then saw an image of the pretties little girl that distinctly looked like Korica with bright pink cheeks and sky blue eyes. She had delicate little lips shaped exactly like Korica's and she looked to be about three years old. Laurel then heard her own voice saying, 'this is Aseel' then the memory flashed away as more memories and conversations flooded into her mind all at once until she saw an image of a memorial service. It was a full military honors burial ceremony with some very distinguished looking Marines carrying a casket with an American flag draped over it. As the pallbearers stepped forward there was an easel with a big image of Mark in his dress blue Marine uniform.

Laurel yelled out and opened her eyes and pulled her head back in a panic and she rolled onto her back and then sat up and got onto her hands and knees and crawled to the foot of the bed and because her vision was blurred she crawled right off the bed and almost smacked her face on the floor. She turned over on her back and sat up and scooted away from the bed on her behind as though she was trying to escape what she had seen. Tamaric got to his feet as Laurel had startled him and he wasn't sure what to do. She looked absolutely panic stricken. He stepped up to her and squatted down and put his hands under her arms to help stabilize her and to show her that someone was next to her. Korica and Jake tried to separate from each other and to try and pull themselves out of Laurel's panicked mind. Laurel looked up at Tamaric and a tear slipped out of her eye and rolled down her cheek and Tamaric was dumbfounded. He didn't know what could have been so traumatic since they all looked so calm until she screamed and crawled off the bed like her feet were on fire.

"Laurel, are you ok?" Tamaric asked.

Laurel shook her head no and began to cry heavily. She pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around her knees and buried her face and cried deeply. Tamaric let go of Laurel's arm and stood up and looked at Korica and Jake who had rolled onto his back and both of them were batting their eyes rapidly trying to get their senses back. Korica finally sat up and Tamaric walked up to the bed and sat down and Korica crawled over to him and wrapped herself around him while almost lying in his lap and she squeezed him painfully tight and began to cry. Tamaric gripped her back trying to console her while looking at Jake with a questioning look.

"We saw Mark's funeral. He's going to die¦I don't exactly know when but I think it's going to be soon."

"Oh shit! You mean before we get back to the Milky Way?"

"No, I don't think so."

Korica slapped Tamaric's back and he grunted.

"Sorry about that darlin."

Korica buried her face deeper into his neck and her crying seemed to let up a little. All of a sudden the whole ship shuddered a few times and Laurel looked at the lamp built into the nightstand and the lampshade was wobbling slightly and then there was another stronger shudder and everyone could tell the ship was spinning even though the inertial dampers were washing the sensation of inertia away. Korica pulled back and wiped the tears out of her eyes and looked into Tamaric's face.

"I know what that was. I think we just¦"

The AI interrupted her calling out into the room loudly.

"Command crew to the bridge! I am sorry if I am interrupting but we have an incident going on that requires your attention. Please come to the bridge without delay."

"Understood." Laurel said as she got to her feet.

The girls wiped the rest of the tears from their eyes and stepped into their shoes and made their way toward the exit and Korica turned back to see Tamaric sitting on the bed so she stepped back over to him and quickly grabbed his hand and yanked him to his feet and pulled him toward the exit.

"That means both of us Tamaric. Where I go you go."

When everyone stepped out they could hear and see Mark running down the corridor toward the bridge at a full sprint. Everyone stepped onto the bridge and all of the stations were already up and running and the giant view screen was showing an image of deep space but not the star they had been orbiting. Seconds later Mark stepped through the door just as Laurel was sitting down in her seat. Mark stepped right over to the sensor station and sat down and Korica pulled Tamaric with her and pushed him toward the communication seat and then she pointed at the seat as she sat down at the navigation station. Jake sat down at the auxiliary control station and went over all of the sub systems and he could see that the power to the thrusters was just ramping down indicating that the AI had taken evasive maneuvers to stabilize their attitude and drift.

"What's our situation Future?" Laurel asked.

"We were struck by an intense gravimetric time distortion and there are several more waves heading this way. We have been moved out of position from our orbit around the larger of the two stars of the Gershon system however the stars are gone. The constellations have all shifted just as they did last time this happened. I am trying to get a fix on our relative position."

"Wait¦we've only moved eight thousand miles? How is that possible? There's nothing here." Korica said.

"Like I said, the constellations have shifted significantly. Brace for impact! Shield collision in three seconds."

Everyone grabbed a hold of the consoles they were sitting at and Laurel grabbed the arm rests of her chair and moments later there was a deep shuddering and the stars visible on the view screen became blurry and then were whisked into in new position and the Future rolled and spun around as the shields reflected the deep displacement waves as they past by carrying the ship a great distance before subsiding and continuing out in all directions. Everyone looked around a little bewildered at the strange feeling of being thrown and spun like a bottle sitting on its side being spun on a table. The AI initiated a few blasts from the thrusters and the spinning stopped and then with a quick burst from two of the main engines the rolling was arrested and the ship answered all stop.

"That was way more intense than the temporal displacement that hit us when we were heading toward the Corinth system." Laurel said.

"I believe Korica has plotted our position accurately. We are almost one million miles from our previous position. The Gershon system has shifted by one half light year."

"What! How?"

"If I had to pose a guess I would say that stellar precession has been rewound by approximately six months. The stars are where they were six months ago. That is why the Gershon system is one half light year form our current position. We are sitting where the system will be in six months of stellar drift."

"How the heck do stars move? Don't they sit still in space and the planets move around them?" Tamaric asked.

"No, stars are hurling through space as the galaxy revolves around the super massive black hole at its center and the stars also oscillate up and down through the dense arms of the galaxy. One affect is called galactic oscillation and the other is galactic orbital rotation. Stars do not sit still at all. They are traveling through space at around three hundred thousand miles an hour this far out from the center of the galaxy Tamaric." Korica said.

"Very good Korica. That is exactly right." The AI said.

"So¦does that mean we did it? Did we fix the time displacement that screwed everything up?" Laurel asked.

"I would suggest making contact with the elder race and see if things have changed in a positive manner. Time displacements are well beyond what my programming was ever designed to process."

"Yah it's confusing for us too." Jake said.

"Are you telling me your little session of digging up unrealized memories was enough to fix what had gone wrong in the first place?" Mark asked.

"It looks that way. Now that we know what's going to happen we can make sure that things happen they way they were supposed too¦no matter how painful that might be."

Laurel teared up and then pushed her displays aside and got up and walked over to Mark and pulled him to his feet and then wrapped her arms around him tightly and cried for a moment and Mark looked around at the other's not sure what was wrong with Laurel. He hugged her back and kissed the top of her head and when she didn't let go of him he stroked the side of her head few times.

"I love you too cap. What's this all about?"

"We've just got some hard times ahead of us Mark. I love you so much. You've been so patient with all of us and you've taken such good care of us. You've taught us how to protect ourselves and¦" Laurel had to stop so she wouldn't tear up again.

"I don't plan on stopping anytime soon cap. I'm always going to watch your backs and I'm going to keep teaching you how to kick some ass if you have too."

Laurel finally stepped back and gathered her composure. She buried the certainty of Mark's demise knowing that no one lives forever and he just has a dangerous job that will eventually take it's toll on him. Laurel just knew that it was going to be sooner than she was hoping.

"I know you will Mark. Sorry I just¦I want you to know how much we all appreciate you since you can't feel what we are feeling like the rest of us can of each other."

"Thanks cap. You guys have a special place in my heart. I know you guys appreciate me. I appreciate the level of maturity and exceptional intellect that you all exhibit too. It endears all of you to me."

Laurel stepped back and smiled and then she remembered the clear image of Korica's little girl.

"Oh, we got to see Korica's little girl¦Aseel. She is going to be absolutely beautiful. She looks just like Korica except her cheeks are even pinker and she has Tamaric's gorgeous sky blue eyes."

"No way! How old was she when you remembered her?"

"She looked to be about three or four maybe. I think I was introducing her to Oberot. I heard my own voice saying this is Aseel."

"Are you sure it wasn't your daughter?"

Laurel looked over at Korica and smiled at her.

"Oh no. It was that face in miniature looking at me. I'm absolutely sure."

Korica smiled and looked at Tamaric and blushed a little.

"I love that name. Aseel is so beautiful Tamaric. I wish you could've seen what I saw. She looked so adorable."

"Wait¦" Mark said. "Are you saying a three year old¦hybrid is going to be able to make your chair work?"

"Mark! Don't call her that! She is a Huraxan." Laurel said proudly.

"Sorry. Technically Aseel doesn't exist yet."

"I don't care. Don't call her a hybrid. I don't think she will be able to operate the chair on her own at that age. I think she will have to connect with Korica and I at the same time in order for such a clear image of her to be possible. A three or four year old doesn't have a focused enough mind to create what we saw as a self image alone so I can only assume that it was how Korica and I or Jake and I saw her¦will see her as well as her self image."

"That's still staggering that a child will be able to join with you guys in the chair. Doesn't that require a high level of focus and concentration to do that?"

"Yah it does. She is going to have to learn how to commit to the deep sharing first. She must be an extraordinarily gifted little girl."

"You think you did that¦or will do that with your genetic manipulation to make her possible in the first place?"

"I don't know. Maybe. I think Korica is just and extraordinary woman to begin with¦and Tamaric is an incredibly advanced Human. You mix the two and you get someone that is really remarkable from the day they're born."

"At least you know your going to be successful I guess."

"Five times."

"Five? Holy¦you guys are gunna have five kids?" Mark said grinning at Korica and Tamaric.

Korica blushed hard and shrugged then looked at Tamaric and blushed even more right to the tip of her nose.

"I'm good with that." Tamaric said with a big smile.

"What else did you remember cap?" Mark asked of Laurel.

"Tons of stuff. Aseel was just one of the most clear and dramatic images. The rest is¦a blur of images and conversations from over two hundred years of conversations with Oberot. His memory isn't exactly clear like mine so some of it is a jumbled mess of half or weak images and partial conversations that I still need to sort through."

"Over two hundred years? Geeze, you're really going to hang in there aren't you?"

"Well if we can all heal with the mind I would have to assume we can reverse the aging process in each other for as long as we live. As long as I don't get killed or Jake doesn't get killed there's no reason to believe we couldn't live just as long as Korica and we can probably even extend her life by a significant margin if she'll let us."

"It's kind of reassuring to know that you guys will live that long. Did you remember anything about our trip back to our own galaxy?"

"No. Not that I know of so far. Like I said, I still have to try and sort it all out."

"Captain, do you want me to change our heading to take us to the Gershon systems current location?" The AI asked.

"No. Please aim us at the Farqua stations coordinates and warm up the chair. We need to make sure things have been set right."

"Understood."

Laurel, Jake and Korica got to their feet and Korica stepped over to Tamaric and he stood up and the two hugged one anther for a few moments and then Tamaric leaned back but held onto Korica around the waist.

"Are you sure you should be doing this so soon after your joining or whatever you call it?"

"I'll be fine Tamaric. I get just a little bit stronger and it gets a little easier every time I do this. Just think of it as working out with the mind."

"This does a heck of a lot more than just work your mind. It looks like a full on marathon or something."

"Are you saying your not going to let me do this?"

Tamaric looked over at Laurel and Jake standing in the doorway looking back at the two of them and Tamaric released his hold on Korica and looked at her.

"No. It just worries me Korica. I know that we have to figure out if things have been set right and this is the only way to do that."

"I'll be ok Tamaric, I swear. My body has adapted to the stress the chair puts on me. You can watch me from right here on the bridge. If anything goes wrong Mark has the ability to cut power to the chair with the touch of a button ok?"

"Ok. I'll be waiting for you¦sorry you know that."

Korica gave him a soft grin and then stepped toward the exit and Laurel and Jake stepped out into the corridor. Mark cued up the monitoring program and an image of the scanner relay compartment appeared on the giant view screen along with all of Korica's vitals as measured by her bio monitor. Laurel let Korica catch up to them as they walked toward the transport compartment and then she put her arm around Korica's back and looked at her.

"He really loves you Korica. He's just worried that you'll have a stroke or something. The readings coming from your monitor would be close to fatal conditions for a Human especially for as long as you're able to sustain them."

"But I'm not Human. Draximan physiology is far different from that of a Human."

"I know that and you know that but it scares him, that's all I'm saying."

"I guess it's a good thing he didn't see the first couple of times we did this huh?"

"I don't think he would have let you continue to sit in the chair if he had seen your heart stop."

The three arrived at the transport compartment at that point and Laurel pulled her arm from around Korica and when the door slid open the three stepped into the room and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it. Jake then reached back when the free floating map appeared and touched the indicator for deck eleven and a few seconds later in a bight blue flash they all disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform right next to the scanner relay compartment. They stepped down and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they walked into the room. The computer interface was making a gentle humming sound and the ventilation was already running very fast making the room feel quite chilly.

The three of them walked up to the chair and picked up the neural halos and placed them on their heads and then climbed up into their seats and leaned back after plugging the cables hanging in front of them into the forehead pickups. They took each other's hands and closed their eyes and reached out for one another and easily found the others minds and connected to one another. Korica grinned lavishing the feeling of being joined with Laurel and Jake's minds again. Laurel then felt Korica's joy and it made her smile as well.

"Ok baby, you can create whatever place you want." Laurel thought.

"It was a total accident last time. I guess I can just let my imagination do as it wants." Korica thought in return.

All three took a deep breath and focused on their love for one another and let the feeling grow and build. Korica was quickly finding it hard to let her emotional energy build in a controlled manner. She felt like she had so much love in her heart all the time anymore thanks to how much she adored Tamaric that she was always on the verge of building to the point of it spilling over. All three concentrated until their energies reached their maximum potential and then on the count of three from Laurel they pushed hard and Korica let go of her emotional energy and in a spinning rush the room seemed to fade away to a very quiet place.

The next thing they became aware of was an orange and pink sky with two very dim stars and one fairly bright star shinning through a hazy almost golden atmosphere. The land before them looked very alien and foreboding. There was a rock formation that curved up and over looking like a giant hand with hundreds of pointed claws ready to swat any who walked under it. There were distant craggy rock formations that had the same wind swept formations hanging from their blunted cliffs. There was a dry valley that looked like the remains of an ancient lakebed. There were no signs of any life making the scene look like a wasteland of death. In the far distance there was a body of water but it was an odd yellowish gray color suggesting that it was thick with strange minerals that would render it toxic and very gooey if one were to put their hand in it. The soil all around them was a burnt orange color and it looked very dusty and dry.

Laurel and Jake were in stunned amazement at the vista before them. They could have never imagined such an eerie looking world. The air was very dry and extremely warm. It felt like it was in the mid eighties Fahrenheit and there was a gentle hot breeze blowing into their faces. Laurel looked over at Korica and she could tell that Korica recognized what she was seeing.

"You know this place Korica?" Laurel asked.

"Oh yah. I don't know why my mind chose to recreate this place. We had to set down here once to make repairs when we hit some asteroids breaching the hull. This place saved our lives if you can believe that. We were venting atmosphere faster than the environmental system could keep up with. We had to find an oxygen rich pressure environment quickly or we would've all suffocated."

"What's this world called?"

"I don't have any idea. We were stuck here for three days while my father and his crew fixed the damage to the ship. That lake way over there is toxic. It burns your eyes when you get close to it. We were all very glad when we were able to get the heck off this rock."

"Where are all the oxygen and carbon dioxide and nitrogen coming from if it's such a lifeless rock?"

"I don't know. We didn't explore this world much at all. We stayed real close to the ship except for one time when we walked three miles away to see if we could find any fresh water. We decided it was a bad idea to leave the safety of the ship when a dust storm kicked up that burned the throat like breathing the smoke from a wood fire. I would have to assume somewhere on this planet there's an ocean and maybe even life but we never saw it. We just fixed the ship as best as we could and got the heck out of here and made for an outpost to fix the ship properly."

"This place is hard to believe. It looks so¦alien."

"In my experience, no two planets are alike. There are similar traits between the life bearing worlds but the plants and rocks and mountains and lakes are all different. So are the life forms that inhabit the different worlds that support life."

"Well thank you for showing us this. I don't think this is somewhere we want to visit in person though."

"That's not gunna be a problem. This planet isn't even in this sector of the galaxy."

"I hope Asaria is going to recognize our signal. This place is kind of neat but I don't want to stay too long and I'm sure Tamaric is freaking out watching you breath like your running up a hill." Jake said.

The three took each other's hands and walked down the gentle slope toward the strange hand like rock formation. They only walked a few hundred feet when Korica stopped and pulled back on Laurel's hand and looked dead ahead for a moment.

"Someone's coming." Korica said.

She broke her gaze and swallowed hard and then looked at Laurel.

"This always feels so weird when a stranger enters my mind from somewhere else entirely."

Korica stepped closer to Laurel and Laurel grinned at her.

"We're not gunna let anyone hurt you honey."

"There's not much you could do to stop them if they wanted to cause me pain. They're in my mind."

"The elder race are a noble people honey. They would never torture you like that. I want you two to keep what you saw in my memory buried deep ok? I don't want to get Oberot into trouble for keeping secrets about knowing us for centuries before we arrived."

"You probably shouldn't of said anything babe. Now it's on our mind that we need to hide it."

The dirt in front of them began to stir and rise up as though a dust devil were developing and the dust and dirt rose up and spun around until it was the height of a person and then it became solid and stopped spinning and a fairly young looking man stepped forward and then he was fleshed out and appeared normal. He was a very handsome young man wearing the typical tan and brown elder race tunic uniform and brown shoes. He had a very light blue shirt under his coat and it almost perfectly matched the color of his eyes beneath his crown of blond slicked back hair that was swept back in a wave at the front. He stepped right up to the three of them and Korica resisted the temptation to step back at the sight of a total stranger walking up to her even if he was very handsome and had a gentle smile on his face.

"Hello Future crew. I am Heroman Plaodon. Are you experiencing any difficulties on your journey that I can help you with?"

"We're fine at the moment. I am Laurel Kade and this is my mate Jake Myers and our daughter Korica Prentor. We were hoping we could talk to Asaria if she isn't busy?"

"She is in the middle of a contract negotiation for the station but I sent her a message that the Future was beaming a signal. She has left instructions to be notified anytime we identify the Future's unique signal through the chair of knowledge."

"I see. So it could be a while?"

"Possibly. Is that a problem? Do you have an immediate need to speak to her?"

"It's not a pressing issue, it's just very hard on Korica's body to maintain the connection like this. She usually compresses time once we establish a connection to the person we want to speak with."

"If you did that now we would remain connected to one another but it could be weeks or even months for us here before she would reach the hall of learning."

"No, we don't want to do that. We'll just be patient and wait for her before we have Korica compress time."

"Very well. I feel I must tell you all what an absolute honor and thrill it is to meet you three in person and in such a personal manner as this. You are all very good looking and you have tender and beautiful inner essences." Heroman turned his head a little as though he were trying to hear something distant. "I sense anguish within one of you¦someone is going to perish soon? Someone very dear to you all. You have the ability to sense future events?"

"Yes. We all have that ability. We uh¦the future is always in motion so it's a little hard to know if something is certain to happen or not but some things come to us in a very firm and solid manner suggesting it's certainty. We are going to lose Mark sometime soon."

"That is terrible. He is the lieutenant that led the raid on the Hodong station correct?"

"Yes."

"I am so sorry. I can see why it vexes you so. I sense you know of its certainty but you do not want to tell him?"

Laurel just shook her head no as she swallowed hard and fought to keep the rest of her knowledge of future events buried as deep as possible.

"I am sorry Laurel, I can tell it hurts to think about or talk about what is to come. How has your mission to reach the tel pok maron gone so far?"

"Not to bad. We've stopped at a few places along the way to try and unwind."

"Oh there are some truly beautiful places along your route."

"You know of your route?"

"Well of course, you do and I am sharing your consciousness right now."

"Right¦we are of one mind right now."

Heroman then turned around and looked around at the vista before them and he seemed to be trying to place the scenery. He then turned and looked back looking a little bewildered.

"You know of this place or is this pure fantasy?"

"Oh no, it's a real place alright. When I was a little girl my parents ship was forced to land here for repairs and we spent three days here." Korica said.

"Really? Do you know the name of this place?"

"No. We were on our way to Joleous when we were forced to land here. I don't know if this planet even has a name."

"Joleous¦that's in sector fourty-four if I remember right."

"I would have to look at a star map to know for sure. I was pretty young when were here."

"Well anyway, you three are really the talk of the station. Everyone is volunteering for standby duty up here in the hall of learning on the outside chance that you will signal and they will get to meet you like this. To meet the minds behind the Angalon is a real treat. I have two cousins that are stationed aboard the Angalon and they really love their ship. Every time they signal home they are bragging how brilliant and how sweet their ship is."

"That's nice. I'm glad to hear that her crew loves her¦them or whatever."

"Korica talks to the crew constantly to keep them company and to keep them calm. It's really nice to see the pretty face behind that warm personality."

"Warm¦I met her once and I didn't care for her. She seemed cold and arrogant to me." Korica said.

"That's not what the crew tell me. Perhaps you caught her on a bad day or something."

"Maybe. I'm glad she's nice to her crew. She is nothing like me anymore. She knows to much and it has made her¦different."

"Well anyhow, I will now get to brag that I met the three of you and you are even more beautiful and handsome than your images being circulated around the station."

"I can't believe we're that¦famous or whatever." Laurel said.

"You folks are heroes. You stopped the Hodong and rescued all those poor girls that were being tortured, and you did it with a crew of just three. That took real guts and real genius to pull that off."

"Fate was drawing us to this amazing girl right here." Laurel said putting her arm around Korica and squeezing her.

"I am being called out of this connection. Perhaps Asaria has arrived. May I shake all of your hands before I go?"

Laurel looked at Jake for a moment then grinned and put her hand forward. Heroman raised his hand and gently shook her hand while looking her in the eyes and he leaned forward slightly and Laurel pulled her head back thinking he might be leaning in for a kiss.

"Wow!" Heroman gasped. "Your eyes are absolutely stunning Laurel. I've never seen a blue like that before."

Heroman then stepped back as he let go of Laurel's hand and then he stepped in front of Jake and put his hand out and Jake grasped his hand and shook it firmly and Heroman again leaned in and looked at Jake's eyes and then he glanced at Laurel's and then back to Jake's.

"Incredible¦you have a saturation of color like Laurel but in an amazing green."

Heroman then let go of Jake's hand and stepped past Laurel so he was standing in front of Korica and he put his hand out and Korica grasped his hand and shook it firmly. Heroman smiled warmly at her.

"You really are one of the prettiest girls I've ever seen Korica and it has been a true pleasure to meet you. You seem very sweet and really smart¦I can sense an intelligence greater than that of most of the people I have ever met."

"Thank you Heroman. It was an honor to meet you too. You seem like a really nice guy. Given enough time I think we could have been good friends."

"Thank you Korica. I take that as a strong compliment coming from you."

Heroman let go of her hand and took a couple of paces back and he simply dissolved away and the cloud of dust and dirt just settled to the ground. Jake looked over at Laurel and grinned.

"These guys all like to make a dramatic entrance and exit don't they?"

"At least he didn't ride in on a bolt of lightening like Oberot did. What a freakin show off." Laurel said and then laughed, as did Jake and Korica.

A few moments later the dust began to stir up in front of them again and Asaria walked right out of the dust cloud with a big warm smile on her face. She walked right up to Korica and knelt down with her arms out and Korica smiled big and stepped into her embrace. Asaria held her tightly for a few moments and when she finally released Korica and she took a step back Asria looked her right in the face and she recognized the melting hearted look that she was now getting from everyone.

"Oh Korica dear, you are even more beautiful than I remembered. You're growing up so fast."

"Thank you Asaria. Mom and dad have been telling me that I have a new glow to me or something."

Asaria stood up and beamed at Korica.

"They're right, you look simply radiant. You are so beautiful honey. I'm glad to see you looking so fit and happy. Laurel and Jake are obviously taking excellent care of you as I knew they would."

Asaria then turned slightly and stepped into Laurel and squeezed her tightly for a few moments. She then pulled back but kept her hands on Laurel's sides.

"Thank you for taking such good care of our Korica here. She is precious and needs lots of love and encouragement and I can see that she is getting it."

"It's my pleasure Asaria. Korica is growing stronger and prettier everyday and it is a pleasure to be part of her life."

Asaria then stepped over to Jake and smiled at him big. She then pulled him into a tight hug that he returned warmly. Asaria then stepped back and looked him over.

"And you my handsome Jake, you are getting more fit every time I see you. You keep these girls smiling like you have been."

"I will Asaria. I love them both with all my heart."

Asaria then took a few steps back and looked them all over again and smiled.

"So is there anything I can do for you three? You're not experiencing any problems I hope."

"I need to compress time before we go any further mom." Korica said looking over at her.

"Go ahead sweetheart, I'm sure Tamaric is going nuts watching you work like you have to for this long."

Korica closed her eyes and balled up her fists and concentrated on the idea of compressing time and it only took a few seconds for everyone to feel the sensation of deceleration and Asaria disappeared for a moment and then reappeared where she had originally appeared. She took a few steps closer and then turned and looked around at the eerie looking landscape. She then turned back around and looked right at Korica with a furrowed brow.

"Ok, you've got me. Where is this?"

"I don't know the name of it. I was here once as a little girl when some asteroids struck my parent's ship putting a hole in the hull. We landed here and spent three days fixing the ship so we could get to a trading post to fix the ship properly."

"I've never seen this world before. It doesn't look very inviting."

"Sorry, my mind picked this place on its own. I didn't even think about it this is just what appeared."

"Interesting. So what can I can I do for you three?"

"Do you recall meeting with us?"

"Sure, we talked extensively while you were on Tiomot."

"No, after that."

"We haven't talked since Tiomot Laurel. It has only been a couple of days."

"Ok, so that hasn't happened. Um¦I don't even know where to begin."

"I'm not sure I understand your apprehension Laurel. Just tell me what's on your mind."

"Maybe we should sit down. This is going to take awhile."

Asaria waved her hand toward the ground and a curved bench of rock rose up from the dusty surface. It was a smooth polished looking reddish orange rock just like the color of the soil. Everyone sat down and they were all able to sit in a semi circle so they could see each other's faces.

"So what's the matter Laurel? I sense anguish in all of you and great confusion as well as¦revelation?"

"Ok, we experienced a time displacement the other day and then we contacted you and things were¦different. Six months had past since you last heard from us and events had changed slightly. Did Oberot tell you anything of us when he first assigned our first contact to you?"

"No. In fact I had no idea that I would be meeting three people at one time and how young they would be."

Laurel looked over at Jake and smiled.

"We did it. Things are back to the way they were supposed to be."

"Things? What are you talking about Laurel?" Asaria pressed.

"Well, when we met with you before you knew all about us before you made first contact with us. Not only had six months gone by but also events were slightly different. I then¦pulled certain things out of my memory and almost as soon as I did that we were struck by another even more intense temporal displacement and time fell back by six months and apparently events are back to how I remember them."

"So you were the catalyst for this displacement?"

"It would appear so. I had a gut feeling I was from the very beginning."

Asaria looked away for a moment and seemed to sink into deep though for a few minutes and then she looked back up at everyone.

"And because the Future uses quantum energy in her shield matrix you were held outside this temporal event entirely both times?"

"That's right. When we talked to you it was as though nothing out of the ordinary had transpired for you other than the fact that we dropped out of sight for twenty-five weeks. You were the one who told us that it was our shield dynamics that had prevented us from experiencing the same jump in time if you will."

"I see. Then how can you be sure things are as they were before the initial temporal event? I certainly won't be able to tell you if events have occurred differently since I was swept along with the change in time and events."

"You've already confirmed that the biggest discrepancy has been corrected¦oh my god! The war with the destroyers of worlds, how has that progressed?"

"Well when we last spoke they were ready to deploy the weapon¦"

"At Belgus right?"

"That's right! How did you know that?"

"You told us when we met last."

"I did? Well then you probably know that the affect is still expanding?"

"No. That I didn't know. It had been six months since the weapon was detonated or whatever last time."

"Did I tell you how far it expanded?"

"You said it consumed fifteen star systems and left a radioactive nebula of dust and gas behind."

"Oh thank goodness. It is still expanding and the scientists in charge of constructing the device with the help of the Angalon of course are worried that it won't stop expanding. It has already consumed eleven star systems."

"Anux'coria is where you will resettle the survivors until a new home world can found for them all."

"We have already begun moving all of the survivors there. That settles it for me, you must be telling the truth, you would have absolutely no way of knowing that Anux'coria was the world chosen for the survivors unless we had been in contact."

"I wouldn't lie to you Asaria."

"Oh I Know Laurel. That is not what I was inferring. I just meant that solidifies it in my mind, no matter how hard it is to believe. I know you have integrity and would never lie to me."

"So that is what you contacted me for? Just to verify that everything is back to the way you remembered it being before the initial event?"

"Yes. I just had to make sure. If things got screwed up any worse I was afraid that people could start disappearing or relationships could change or who knows what. We could get to the Milky Way and find ourselves already there or something really weird like that."

"I've never heard of temporal events occurring like you are describing. It sounds like someone knows of future events and that knowledge is causing a causality event within the timeline that you are living. Time is not to be messed with for that exact reason. You could conceivably create a paradox that cannot be corrected for and your universe could be stripped away completely. That is in theory¦if one knew how events were going to play out for say¦centuries at a time. One would need to follow the known chain of events very carefully insuring that nothing was changed from the known events in order to insure a continuity of the anticipated timeline."

"I uh¦I don't know what to say."

"Don't say anything. This meeting of the minds is being saved for posterity if you know what I mean?"

"I do. Thank you Asaria. We are going to get ourselves back into position in the Gershon system so we can take Korica to the mountains to go swimming and then we are going to take her out to dinner at the sectors end."

"Oh that's so sweet. They have excellent food there. If it is the right day of the week there is live music and dancing."

"Dancing? Lord¦I haven't been dancing since¦I think it was my fifth grade class."

Asaria then stood up and so everyone else got to their feet.

"You take Korica out and have a good time. I'm glad to hear that you are letting her experience things as she did growing up. The galaxy was her playground and she needs the enrichment."

"Rest assured we have resolved ourselves to taking her places she is familiar with and maybe even some new places if we can determine that they are safe first."

"That's great Laurel. You and Jake make excellent parents for her to realize how much she needs and deserves that in her life."

"Thank you Asaria."

"Hay, how is your mate¦Tamaric?"

"He's doing great Asaria. We have him in school on the ship so he is learning and growing into a fine man. He is very good to me and treats me with respect and dignity. I couldn't be happier with him."

"That's wonderful. I'm glad to hear that you love him so much and he is respectful to you. I know you were a little concerned that he might be controlling or immature with you."

"Those were pointless worries. He is a good man and my best friend."

"That's great. Well, I need to get back to my negotiations. If you three need anything at all please just signal me. I will always stop what I'm doing to help you if I can."

"Thank you Asaria. You've been very helpful."

Asaria stared at Korica for a few moments and then smiled big.

"You are just so beautiful Korica. I'm so proud of you."

"Thank you Asaria."

"Take care." Asaria then raised one hand and simply dissolved away. The three then looked at one another and Laurel smiled.

"She sounded like a doting mother or something didn't she?"

"I think she really likes us and especially you Korica. She feels a great deal of love for you."

"It's that affect that I have on people right?"

"Yep. Everyone falls in love with you." Jake said.

"It's not a bad thing honey. You're just sweet and beautiful and no one can help but care about you."

Korica grinned and Laurel reached out her hand and Korica put her in Laurel's and the three of them stepped out from the curved stone bench they were sitting on and then they closed their eyes and concentrated on withdrawing into their own minds. They felt a dizzy spinning sensation and then they became aware of how hot it was in the scanner relay compartment. The interface was winding down and the ventilation system was blowing prodigious amounts of cool air down on them but Korica was gasping for breath and she was covered in sweat. Laurel waited until her vision cleared and then she lifted the halo off her head and got to her feet and then unplugged it and set it into her seat and then stepped in front of Korica and waited for her to open her eyes and stop breathing in raspy almost chocking breaths. Jake lifted his halo off his head and unplugged it and then climbed out of his seat and set the halo down in his seat and stepped over next to Laurel in a stumbly manner, as he hadn't waited long enough for his mind to clear completely.

After a few minutes of labored breathing Korica finally seemed to be getting enough air into her lungs and she was able to open her eyes and nod quickly at Laurel and Jake while she continued to breath hard. Korica leaned forward and lifted the halo off her sweat drenched head and she unplugged it and handed it to Laurel and then waited a few more seconds and then she climbed out of her seat and stood up and her breathing slowed even more.

"I'm ok mom¦that was just¦a long one."

"We aren't going to do that anymore. Next time we'll just tell them to have Asaria contact us when she is free."

"Don't baby me mom. I'm fine."

"You're not fine Korica. Look at yourself, you're covered in sweat and your cheeks are beet red. I know you can handle this for short periods but no more prolonged connections until you get older ok?"

"Ok. I'll do as you say."

Laurel then turned and looked up at the hanging sensor dome and she smiled and gave a thumbs up.

"We did it Mark. Everything is back to the way it was supposed to be."

Laurel then turned back to Korica and she put her hand out and Korica slowly stood up straight until her back locked and then she placed her hand in Laurel's and the three headed for the exit. They stepped up onto the transport platform and transported up to the command deck. When they stepped down and walked toward the door it slid open and Tamaric stepped in and he walked up to Korica and took her hand and he looked at Laurel.

"I'm gunna walk her to the showers, will you cover the bridge for her?"

"Of course. Go ahead."

Laurel let go of Korica's hand and her and Tamaric stepped out of the room. Laurel and Jake then stepped over to the bridge and sat down to talk with Mark.

"So did she confirm that all is as it should be?"

"Well she didn't know that anything out of the ordinary had occurred at all but she doesn't know that Oberot has known us for centuries anymore. She suspects that I have advanced knowledge of things to come and she even insinuated that might be what is causing the temporal events in the first place. She hinted that I should be very careful to follow the events that I know occur in the future or a paradox could ensue that couldn't be corrected so easily. The universe we know could be swept away and we will be stuck living in a divergent timeline in which things are far different and there will never be a way of finding out what went wrong in the universe we used to inhabit."

"A paradox? You mean like meeting yourself or something?"

"Among other things yah."

"Well your genius did it again cap. Who would have thought that just drudging up old memories would fix something like a temporal displacement?"

"I just thought that in the future I could fix whatever was screwed up. I didn't know that just realizing what was to come would fix things."

"Hay um¦in light of the fact that Korica was in the chair for so long and she is cramping severely, what do you say to giving her the night off to get some solid sleep?"

"Who's going to stand her watch?"

"We're sitting at a dead stop in space Laurel. No one needs to be on the bridge technically."

"You're right¦we aren't in orbit around any planet and we aren't at any alien station. With the engines stopped and the reactors at minimum power there's nothing to monitor if we waited until morning to jump to the Gershon system."

"That's my point exactly."

"Alright. I'll let her get some rest and she can stand watch tomorrow night."

"Thanks cap. I'm just a little worried about her with everything her body is being put through."

"I know Mark. Computer?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"We are going to hold our position here for the night so I want Korica taken off duty until tomorrow. I will be the on call officer if anything should come up."

"Understood."

Laurel then logged off and all of the workstations went dark and the view screen blinked out. She then pushed her displays out of the way and got to her feet. Mark stepped in front of her looked her in the eyes.

"There's not going to be anymore¦temporal displacements right?"

"I can't promise you that, but if I'm the catalyst for these events in the first place then I will do everything in my power to make sure I follow events as I now know they are supposed occur."

"That's good enough for me cap. I'm gunna go for a run and then take a shower and get some sleep. You guys have a good night and I'll see you in the morning."

"Ok, goodnight Mark."

"Sleep well Mark." Jake said.

Mark then headed for the exit with Laurel and Jake right behind him. Laurel stopped Jake and waited for Mark to get a little ways down the corridor.

"I'm going to go tell Korica in the shower room that she has the night off. I'll meet you back in our quarters ok?"

"Ok."

Laurel gave him a peck and Jake stepped into his quarters and Laurel made her way down to the shower room and stepped in. Korica was just stepping out of the shower so Laurel stepped over to the towel bin and grabbed a towel and held it out for her as she stepped out of the shower trough. Korica took the towel and started drying herself off and so Laurel sat down on the bench against the wall.

"I've got a surprise for you baby. You get the night off."

Korica stopped what she was doing and looked at her for a few minutes. Korica immediately got a sense of what Laurel was thinking and feeling. Korica grinned and went back to drying herself off.

"You sure it's ok to sit still in space? Someone could come upon us and attack us or something."

"Let 'em. There isn't much chance of anyone causing us anything but an annoyance and I'm right across the corridor from the bridge. We put your body through and awful lot of stress today honey. I know you can handle it but I still want you to get some rest. After we eat and workout in the morning, we'll take a shower and then move into orbit around the Gershon stars and then we'll take you over to Gershon to have some fun. You'll have the watch tomorrow night as we head out of the system ok?"

"Isn't his going to put us behind schedule?"

"Behind schedule? Honey¦we're going to be traveling back in time. The schedule doesn't matter in the slightest."

"That's right, sorry."

"Don't be sorry honey. Just take the night off and get some sleep ok?"

"Ok thank you mom."

"You're welcome Korica."

Laurel stood up and stepped over to Korica and stopped her from rubbing her hair and kissed her cheek.

"You still going to read to us?" Korica asked.

"You bet. Just give me a call when you're ready and I'll come down and read to you and Tamaric."

"Kay."

Korica went back to drying herself off and Laurel stepped out and made her way back to her quarters. When she arrived in her quarters Jake was just getting undressed for bed and Laurel stepped up to the bed and slid her shoes off and sat down and waited for Jake to get down to his underwear. He then sat down on the bed and Laurel scooted over close to him and leaned in and kissed his cheek and then laid her head on his shoulder.

"I told Korica that she has the night off. She won't admit it but I think she is exhausted and was glad to hear that she can get some sleep. She still wants me to come down and read to her and Tamaric so I can't get comfortable yet."

"You're such a dedicated mom for reading to her every night."

"Thanks Jake. You read to them too. That makes you a dedicated dad too."

"I really do love spending time with them."

Laurel lifted her head and laid down on her back and Jake laid back and then rolled over so he had his head lying on her stomach.

"I think I'm even starting to love Tamaric almost as much as I do Korica. He really is a sweet boy." Laurel said.

"I know babe. I almost feel bad for my misgivings about him. He has really been a gentleman with Korica and he hasn't once talked bad to her."

"I think they're a good influence on each other too¦and did you see their little girl? Oh my god is she beautiful. I can't wait to hold her in my arms and rock her to sleep."

"Yah I saw her babe. I was holding onto that memory as hard as I could so you could dig deeper into your repressed memory. You think those two will have kids before us?"

"Well technically we already have one. He or she just hasn't been brought to term yet."

"That's right, I almost forgot about that. How old do you want to be before you bring him or her to term?"

"I don't know, older than I am right now that's for sure."

"I would hope so, can you imagine raising a baby with how young we are and what we're trying to do?"

"Screw that! I should've never¦we should've been more careful. I didn't even want to be sexually active until I was at least fifteen. I didn't know I was going to fall in love though."

"I didn't mean to bring up a sore subject babe. I was just curious."

"It's alright Jake, I shouldn't have reacted like that."

When Korica arrived in her quarters she went right to the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt and a pair of underwear and made her way straight into the bathroom to get freshened up and to brush her hair and teeth. She barely even looked at Tamaric afraid that a delay would ensue and something embarrassing could happen before she could get to the feminine hygiene products in the bathroom. She got herself cleaned up and ready for bed and then she stepped out and deposited her towel in the floor in front of the servo drone slot and then made her way over to the bed. Tamaric stood up and looked at her with a heavily furrowed brow.

"Don't you have the watch tonight Korica?"

"Mom gave me the night off. She seems to think I should get some sleep since I sat in the chair for so long."

"Who's going to monitor the bridge if something should go wrong? I thought that's what you guys had to stay awake all night for?"

"We're sitting still in space. There's nothing to monitor." Korica said as she pulled the covers down on her side of the bed.

"Oh, cool."

"I thought you might be pleased that we get to curl up together tonight."

"Oh I am. I sleep much better with your warm body next to me¦or on me."

Tamaric turned and pulled the covers down on his side of the bed and slid in and pulled the covers up to his chest and he and Korica met in the middle of the bed and snuggled up to one another. Korica looked up at his face once the two were comfortable.

"I sleep better with you next to me too Tamaric. I don't know how I ever slept sound without you holding onto me. It just feels so natural now and it feels like something is missing when you aren't here."

"I'm always glad to be your teddy bear to hold onto all night."

"Are we ready for mom to come read to us?"

"Yah, I'll go page her. You stay comfortable under the covers." Tamaric said.

Tamaric then kissed the side of Korica's head and then pushed the covers down and slid out and got to his feet and walked over to the com panel and touched the AI hale button. The com panel lit up and the AI scanned for who was standing at the com panel.

"Yes Tamaric. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you please call Laurel to our quarters? We're ready for to have a story read to us."

"Right away. You two have a goodnight."

"Thank you Future, you do the same."

The com panel then went dark and Tamaric hurried back over to the bed and he crawled up on the bed on his hands and knees until he was right next to Korica and then he sat down and poked his feet under the covers and pulled them up to his chest and then Korica scooted over so she was lying half on him and he curled his right arm under her and squeezed her tightly and kissed her forehead.

"You know it's still kind of weird to talk to the computer and to hear it wishing you a goodnight and stuff. It just sounds so Human. I've got to remind myself that it's a computer sometimes."

"I know. It's kind of comforting huh?"

"Yah, it doesn't feel like you're talking to a machine."

In Laurel and Jake's quarters the two were still lying enjoying each other's close presence when the AI called out into the room.

"Laurel, your presence has been requested in Korica and Tamaric's quarters. They are ready to have a story read to them."

"Ok, I'm on my way."

"Understood."

Laurel sat up and Jake rolled over and sat up at the edge of the bed so she could get to her feet. She stood up and then stepped in front of Jake and gave him a passionate kiss and then smiled at him.

"I hope that shows you that I don't regret a single moment with you or anything that we've ever done together?"

"Yah it does. I don't sense any regret in your heart. I understand that you just wish we had done things different and that's all. It's not quite the same as a regret."

"I love you so much Jake. You're a good man and I'm lucky to have you."

"I love you too babe and I feel really lucky to have you."

Laurel grinned big at him and then walked around the bed and stepped into her shoes and then exited her quarters to head down to Korica and Tamaric's quarters. When she arrived at the door to Korica and Tamaric's quarters she touched the hale button in the com panel and a few moments later the door slid open and she stepped in and picked up Korica's data pad from the table at the head of the bed and then walked over to the side of the bed and slid her shoes off and then laid down on the bed and scooted over close to Tamaric's side. She turned the data pad on and as she was cueing up the story 'a flower in the wind' when Tamaric asked her something that surprised her.

"Hay Laurel, you know how to speak Korica's language right?"

Laurel stopped what she was doing and laid the data pad in her lap and looked at him for a second.

"Of course, why?"

"Would you mind reading to us in her language? With these micro organisms in our heads we can learn a foreign language if we hear it spoken for a little bit right?"

"That appears to be the case."

"I want to learn her language. I won't be able to speak it but at least I'll be able to understand it and then she can teach me how to speak it later on."

"That's so sweet Tamaric. I would be glad to read to you in Hiram."

Korica teared up and stretched her head up and kissed Tamaric and then looked at him with watery eyes for a moment.

"Thank you for being interested in my native language like that Tamaric. That really means a lot to me that you want to learn my language."

"I want to teach it to all of our kids too. I want them all to be fluent in Hiram. I think it's important that they know their mother's native language even if they won't ever see another Draximan."

Korica laid her head back down on his chest and shoulder and smiled big and rubbed her head down into him. Laurel smiled and shook her head. She was shocked that Tamaric would find it so important to preserve Korica's heritage in such a manner. She then lifted the data pad and cued up chapter 12 and began reading in Hiram. After two pages Tamaric was flabbergasted when seemingly all of a sudden he understood what Laurel was reading. It sounded as natural to his ears as English after even a few more pages. By the time Laurel got to the end of the chapter Tamaric understood every word she was saying in Hiram. It was a very complex language so he knew it was going to take a while to learn how to speak it but at least now he understood it completely.

Laurel lowered the data pad and leaned forward and looked over at Korica and she was sound asleep. Laurel smiled and leaned over and kissed the side of Tamaric's head and then she swung her feet to the side of the bed and scooted towards the side of the enormous bed and got to her feet. She stepped into her shoes and then walked to the head of the bed and set the data pad down on the table and then walked over to Korica's side of the bed and she put her knee on the bed and leaned over and kissed Korica's cheek and smiled at Tamaric. She stroked Korica's feather soft hair a few times and then stood up and reached over and slid the light controls down to sleep levels.

"Goodnight Tamaric." Laurel whispered.

"Goodnight Laurel. Thank you for teaching me how to understand Hiram." Tamaric whispered back.

"You're welcome. You really touched her heart by asking me to read to you in Hiram. That was really sweet of you."

"At least now when she gets mad at me and yells at me in Hiram I'll know what she's saying."

Laurel covered her mouth and laughed a little.

"Now that's funny. I'll see you in the morning Tamaric."

"Night Laurel."

Laurel then made her way to the exit and stepped out once the door slid open and she had a smile on her face all the way to her quarters. When she arrived at her quarters and stepped in Jake had an American football game on with the volume down low and he looked over at Laurel once she stepped up next to the bed on his side. He wondered what was so amusing to her as she looked like she was about to crack up laughing.

"What's so amusing babe?"

"Tamaric had me read to them in Hiram so he could learn to understand it to honor Korica and when I told him how sweet the gesture was he said that now when Korica gets mad at him and yells at him in Hiram he'll know what she's saying."

Jake smiled and then laughed for a few moments.

"That is funny. What a character. I think that's really cool that he would want to learn her language."

Laurel then walked to the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt from the bureau and stepped back to the bed and got undressed and then slipped her night gear shirt on and then climbed into bed with Jake and scooted over right next to him. Jake turned the view screen off and set the remote on the nightstand and then slid down under the covers and stared into Laurel's eyes while gently stroking her soft hair. After a few minutes Laurel slid over on top of Jake and the two began making out heavily and it inevitably led to and intimate encounter without intercourse leaving both of them spent and feeling just that much closer to one another. The two then got up and went down to the shower room together and got cleaned up and then made their way back to their quarters and got changed and dried and brushed their hair out and then crawled into bed and Laurel slid the lights down to sleep levels and the two drifted off to sleep while holding onto one another.

In the morning at 04:40 Korica stirred awake and pulled herself out of Tamaric's arms and rolled onto her back. She stretched her legs and arms out and then laid for a few minutes to let her mind wake up completely. She then scooted over to the edge of the bed and sat up then got to her feet. She reached out and slid the lights up slightly and then walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and she pulled out her swimsuit and then she laid it on the bureau and it struck her that she can't go swimming. She was in the middle of a menstrual cycle. She remembered Laurel talking about tampons that would allow her to still go swimming but she was having no part of inserting something into her body with what she has been through at the hands of the Hodong. The very thought gave her chills and turned her stomach. She hung her head and sighed. She was sure that she had sensed taking a swim in the cold mountain lakes of Gershon but now she knew it must have been something else that she was sensing. She closed the drawer and took her clothes with her to the bathroom to get freshened up and changed. She just figured it was another reason to dread the monthly cycle that she would have to endure for the rest of her life.

She made her way into the bathroom and set her clothes on the counter and stepped over to the toilet to get changed and she was shocked to find she had only spotted very slightly all night long. She smiled big at the thought of no more cramps and no more taking the pills to stave off the pain. She changed into a new pad just incase and after reliving herself she got dressed and brushed her hair and teeth. She then carried her shirt and underwear out of the bathroom and set them by the servo slot and walked over to the bed and stepped into her shoes and then put her knees up on the bed and leaned over and kissed Tamaric's cheek and he stirred and rolled onto his back and looked at Korica's beautiful face staring back at him.

"Morning love." Tamaric said groggily.

"Hi Tamaric. I won't even ask if you're going to join me. I'll see you at breakfast time ok?"

"Ok. You look beautiful by the way."

Korica glanced down at her shirt and pants and then looked back at Tamaric and grinned.

"Thank you Tamaric. I know you don't mean what I'm wearing."

"No, I mean you look beautiful as always."

Korica now smiled big and leaned in and gave him a peck on the lips and then stood up and reached over and slid the lights back down and headed for the exit. She stepped out into the corridor and she looked back at the door and thought about how sweet Tamaric is to her all the time and it made her feel good and she smiled. She thought to herself he is definitely a keeper. She then turned and headed down the corridor toward the mess hall. When she rounded the corner into the mess hall Mark was sitting reading from his data pad and he felt her walk into the room before he heard her. She was radiating positive energy as she stepped in. He smiled at her and set his data pad down and slid out and stood up and waited for her to walk up to him. The two exchanged a warm hug and then Korica walked over to the dispensers and retrieved a cup of tea for herself and then came back to the table and sat down and scooted over next to Mark and leaned her head against him.

"Thank you for letting me sleep last night. I guess I didn't realize how worn out I was."

"How did you know it was my idea?"

"I felt it from Laurel."

"Oh, well you are most welcome honey. I know that chair beats the crap out of you and you were in it for almost twenty minutes the last time. Your heart was racing at a hundred and sixty five beats a minute toward the end and your temperature was up to a hundred and two point six after you got out of the chair. That would be close to critical for anyone else."

Korica sat up straight and took a sip of her tea then set her cup back down.

"You know that a Draximan can withstand a body temperature of a hundred seven before damage is done?"

"No, I didn't know that. A hundred five or so is fatal for us mere Humans."

"I know. The exertion was hard on me, especially since we did it two times so close together. Just¦don't tell Laurel¦or Tamaric how hard it was for me ok?"

"Laurel is well aware of how hard it was on you honey."

"I just don't want 'em to think I can't handle it. It's hard but I really can handle it."

"Alright, it's our secret. I don't want you sitting in that thing so often though, ok?"

"Kay."

"So how are you doing with your discomfort? Are you feeling any better today?"

"Yah. The cramps are gone and I'm¦I'm doing much better today."

"Good. It breaks my heart to see you in pain like that when there's nothing I can do to stop it."

"That's just how my body works I guess. I'll get used to it eventually. Sorry if I was being a baby about it."

"Don't talk like that Korica. It has to be miserable for you. You can cry in my lap anytime you want."

"Thanks Mark. You're a good friend and I love you."

"Awe, I love you too Korica."

Mark leaned over and kissed the side of her head and then picked up his data pad and went back to reading the sensor scan information on Gershon. Korica then leaned against mark and he angled the data pad so both of them could read the information together.

In Laurel and Jake's quarters the lights came up at 06:00 and Laurel opened her eyes first and smiled at the thought of what they had done the night before. She felt very content and relieved of all of her pent up tension. She rolled over and looked at Jake and he bated his eyes and looked over at Laurel and grinned.

"Morning beautiful."

"Morning Jake. Last night was fantastic, thank you for taking your time like you did."

"It was mind blowing for me too Laurel. You're welcome and thank you."

Laurel leaned over and kissed his cheek and then the two slid out of bed and stepped to the front of the room together and retrieved a change of clothes then stepped back to the bed and got dressed and then they walked into the bathroom together and brushed their teeth and hair and then rinsed their mouths out. They then faced each other and enjoyed a long good morning kiss. They then held one another for a few minutes and then walked out into the main quarters and stepped into their shoes and then made their way to the mess hall. Just as they got to the door Korica and Tamaric were stepping out of their quarters. Jake and Laurel waited for them to step up to the entrance to the mess hall and then they exchanged warm hugs and then all four stepped in and joined Mark at their favorite table.

Menus were then brought to the table and everyone ordered their meals and then the girls got up and retrieved drinks for Tamaric and Jake and Laurel got herself a tall glass of orange juice and they carried them back to the table and had a seat next to their men. The meals showed up a few minutes later and everyone dug in. When the meals were consumed and the last of their drinks were gone they all got up walked over to the gym to perform their morning workout routines.

When the workouts were complete the girls went and showered while the guys sat and talked and then when Jake got the sense that the girls were done the guys went and showered. When Jake made his way into his quarters Korica was sitting between Laurel's legs while Laurel brushed her hair out and she immediately got to her feet and turned and gave Laurel a peck and then she stepped up to Jake and he gave her a warm hug and then kissed her cheek and then she departed for her quarters. Jake walked to the front of the room and got himself a change of clothes and he also pulled out his shorts and T-shirt and Laurel had to stop him.

"Jake, Korica isn't going to be able to go swimming so I don't think any of us should. It just wouldn't be fair to make her watch us having fun while she can't join in."

"Why can't she go swimming? She was looking forward to this."

"She's in the middle of her menstrual cycle. She thought she had stopped but when she got undressed after her workout she found out that she wasn't through. The way she was laying all night meant she only spotted but once she stood upright and walked around¦gravity took over and she found that she wasn't exactly through."

"Oh god, that poor thing. She must be really disappointed."

"She knows there will be other opportunities to go swimming. I'll make sure that we find a planet somewhere with a lake that she can go swimming in."

"Ok, you're right. I don't want to go swimming unless she's coming in with us."

Jake turned and put his shorts and T-shirt back in the drawer and slid it closed and then walked over to the bed and put his clothes down on the bed and pulled his towel from around himself and rubbed his hair vigorously to try and dry it completely. He then got dressed and made his way into the bathroom to comb his hair out and brush his teeth and then he stepped back into the main cabin and walked over to the bed and stepped into his shoes. Laurel then got up and walked over to the storage compartment built into the bulkhead next to the bureau and she opened it up and pulled out the lock box and set it on the bureau and she opened it up. She pulled out a credit chit and several of the precious gems and then she set those on the bureau and she closed the lock box and put it back in the storage compartment and then closed the door. She then picked up the stones and the credit chit and walked back over to the bed and stood next to Jake and opened her hand.

"You think this is enough to take Korica out to dinner?"

Jake looked at the beautiful gems and the credit chit and he shrugged.

"I still don't exactly understand the gem trade value that they use in this galaxy. All I know is they count gems by carat weight just like we do on Earth but I don't know how to calculate that just by looking at a gem."

"I think this is about three hundred carats all together and the credit chit is good for twenty-five hundred credits."

"I would have to think that's more than enough."

Laurel slipped the gems into her pocket and she put the credit shit in her other pocket and then the two took each other's hand and headed for the exit.

When Korica arrived in her quarters she didn't see Tamaric so she assumed he was in the bathroom getting dressed so she walked to the front of the room and opened her bottom drawer in the bureau and pulled out her pastel pink above the knee pants and the lace covered shirt that matched them and she walked over to the bed and slid her shoes off and sat down and waited for Tamaric to finish in the bathroom. When he stepped out he was wearing his shorts and T-shirt and Korica stood up and waited for him to deposit his towel by the servo slot and then walk over to her. She looked him up and down and then sighed.

"I can't go swimming Tamaric. You can wear those if you want and you can go swimming if you want but I can't join you."

"What, why?"

"I got female stuff going on so I can't wear my swimsuit or get myself wet."

"Oooh. Sorry, I didn't know. You could skinny dip." Tamaric said smiling.

"I don't think so! Even if I wasn't¦I still would swim naked in front of everybody." Korica said while blushing.

"I was kidding darlin. I was tryin to lighten your spirits. While I would love to see you naked I know you're to modest for that."

"Oh. Ha ha. I'm going to get changed and then we'll go to the bridge."

Korica picked up her clothes and Tamaric stopped her and looked down at the clothes in her hand and he gently rubbed the shirt and smiled.

"That color should look beautiful on you Korica. It's almost the color of your cheeks when you blush and I like the thought of something so silky against your soft skin."

"Thank you Tamaric. This'll be the first time I've had the opportunity to wear this since mom and dad bought it for me."

"I'll change into my ships uniform ok? I'm not going swimming without you."

"Ok."

Korica smiled and kissed his cheek then stepped past him and headed for the bathroom to get freshened up and changed. In the meantime Tamaric went to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes from the bureau and he stepped back to the bed and got changed. When he was finished he put his shorts and T-shirt away since he knew that Korica didn't like things left lying around. He then went back to the bed on Korica's side and sat down and waited for Korica. A few minutes later she stepped out of the bathroom and Tamaric got to his feet and looked at her with his mouth open.

"Korica you look beautiful. That looks fantastic on you."

Korica stepped up to him and then stroked her hands down her tummy and looked herself over then she looked up at him.

"You really like it? I was afraid it wouldn't fit since I've been growing so much but it fits great. It's a little tight on my bottom but it's still comfortable."

"I love it Korica. The color is perfect for you and this lace looks kind of sexy. Turn around let's see."

Korica put her arms out and turned around and she could feel that Tamaric wanted to put his hands on her smooth behind and she grinned and gently shook her head.

"Go ahead Tamaric, I know you want to feel it."

Tamaric smiled and gently put his hands on her cheeks and rubbed them. They were taught and firm and perfectly round under his hands. He then slid one hand up to her waist and with the other he moved her hair to the side and he kissed the back of her neck and she bowed her head and closed her eyes so he kissed her again and she let out a little squeak and shrunk into her shoulders. Tamaric then pulled his hands back and she turned around so she was facing him and he looked her up and down and drew air in through his teeth.

"You are so hot Korica. I can't wait till we¦never mind. You look perfect. You're mom and dad are going to love this on you."

Korica looked into his eyes and she could feel what he was thinking and she blushed a little and grinned.

"Thank you Tamaric¦for what you said and what you're thinking."

"You're welcome. I thought you might be offended by what I'm thinking."

"No. You're a guy, I've come to expect it. As long as you don't act on it or think like that all the time I don't care. It's kind of flattering."

Korica put her hand out and Tamaric took her hand and he stepped into his shoes and then she stepped into hers and the two headed for the bridge. As soon as the two stepped out they could see Laurel and Jake just stepping out of their quarters. They looked down the corridor toward Korica and Tamaric and they both stopped and watched her walking up the corridor. The color of her outfit was subtle but against the bright white bulkheads and decks she stood out beautifully. They waited until Tamaric and Korica got right up to them and Laurel smiled big.

"You look beautiful honey. That's a really good color on you for your complexion."

"Thank you mom. It feels good too."

"I think you look very cute Korica. I love the lace look. It's not over the top and it looks fun and a little sexy."

"Thanks dad."

They all then stepped onto the bridge and Laurel stepped up to her chair and sat down and pulled her right display toward herself and then logged in and the entire bridge came to life. The giant view screen showed an image of the stars ahead that were sitting perfectly still.

"Future, will you please initiate a jump to the Gershon system?"

"Understood. Right away. This will be pulsed jump since we are only a half light year from the Gerson stars."

"I understand."

The main engines throttle up slightly and the stars shifted and the twin stars came into view though they looked fairly small and dim from this distance. The antimatter reactors then came up to full power and the negative matter core then ramped up and began dumping ever stronger impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well and the stars blinked out and space began to twist and distort and then the white line formed and dropped to the bottom of the event Future and then it also twisted and distorted and then expanded and the distortion then collapsed into a funnel shape with smooth rolling blue and green fluorescing edges and the main engines then throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel of shimmering light and quickly accelerated. Just as their speed was reaching it's peak the main engines throttled down and then the negative matter core and antimatter reactors powered down and the gravity well destabilized and then dissipated.

In a bright flash the Future dropped into normal space at a distance of 15 million miles from the twin stars and the AI initiated an orbital insertion burn and then the engines throttled down to 2% thrust to hold them in a stabile orbit around the larger of the two stars. Laurel looked over at Korica just as mark stepped onto the bridge. He looked up at the giant view of a very bright star and he grinned.

"That's what I want to see. We're where we're supposed to be."

"Korica will you please transmit our security identifier?" Laurel said.

"Yes mam." Korica said with a smile.

She walked over to the communication station and brought up the security identifier and set it to transmit. She then looked at Laurel and as soon as she looked at her the communication display lit up and an audible warning of an incoming signal appeared.

"Go ahead and put it through Korica, I'm sure it's the Herogjeon."

Korica turned and sat down and opened the hale and put it through to the overhead speakers.

"Earth vessel Future, this is the royal defense vessel Herogjeon. We are honored to have the elder race visiting our space. Is there anything you require of us?"

Laurel immediately recognized the voice the voice as that of Merant Oshader and she grinned at the thought that she knew of him but he was going to have absolutely no idea who she is.

"Go ahead and open a channel Korica." Laurel said.

"Eye captain."

Korica reached up and touched the icon to open the transmit circuit and then she looked at Laurel and nodded.

"Royal defense vessel Herogjeon, I am lieutenant commander Laurel Kade. I am the captain of the Future. We are here to spend the day in the mountains with my daughter, ensign Korica Prentor and then we are going to be taking her out to dinner at the sectors end. We will be keeping the Future here in orbit around your suns so as not to get in anyone's way. We will be taking a small seven man vessel over to Gershon."

"I appreciate your consideration of how busy our space is. The Future is quite large though it is quite beautiful as well. I am first trident Merant Oshader, if you should need anything during your visit please feel free to call for me on this frequency and I will see to it personally. The Herogjeon will be on patrol in the Gershon system for the safety and security of your vessel and that of our royal subjects. Please avoid over flying any of our cities during your visit but otherwise please enjoy your stay."

"Thank you first trident Oshader. My daughter has been here several times when she was a little girl so she is somewhat familiar with your no over flight rule and landing procedures. We will stay well clear of your cities and we will call you if we should need anything."

"Welcome back ensign Prentor, if she is listening."

"I am listening first trident Oshader. Thank you very much."

" I am pleased you chose to make a return visit to our fair planet. The elder race are always welcomed guests and will be afforded every courtesy possible."

"Thank you first trident Oshader. Future out." Laurel said.

Laurel looked over at Korica and nodded once and Korica reached up and closed the transmit circuit then turned the transmitter off all together. Laurel then looked over at Mark sitting at the sensor station.

"Well Mark, did they assume the same posture as before?"

"Pretty much. They never armed their weapons that I can tell and this time they didn't break their orbit and start heading this way as they did before. Probably because you identified us with the security identifier before they grew concerned over our size and sudden appearance."

"Nice. Well that's it then. Is the ship prepped and ready to go?"

"Yep. Took care of it last night. We have enough food and water four five days and enough weapons to really put up a hell of a fight if the need should arise."

"Korica, you said that Gershon was always peaceful while you were here right?" Laurel asked.

"Yah, I was just a little girl though. My parents wouldn't have told me of any problems and they never let me out of their sight. They were very protective of me in crowds. I always had to hold one of their hands when I walked or they carried me in their arms."

"I guess what I'm trying to ascertain is if we should be armed?"

"It would probably be a good idea if at least one of us were but I don't think we all need to go in looking like mercenaries or anything. It would probably attract attention."

"Ok, thank you Korica. Mark, go ahead and take your twin PP-20s ok?"

"Gothcha. I think that should be sufficient. I can always pass one off to Jake or yourself if we get into a hot situation."

"One more thing¦" Laurel said as she got to her feet and pulled the gems from her pocket. "Is this going to be enough to pay for a meal for all of us Korica?"

Korica got up and looked at the gems in her hand and her eyes got a little big.

"That's enough to pay for food and lodging for a month. That blue gem is extremely rare and worth a ton of credit. You have about four hundred carats of gems not including the blue Hydrena. That is worth about six hundred credits on its own. The little orange one's I think are called Cobamyte gems and are fairly common. Those are the least valuable but will more than pay for our meal. You'll probably get some clear Rodalite gems back as change."

"I've got a credit chit for twenty-five hundred credits as well."

"I honestly don't know if they take credit chits at the sectors end. I was never involved with paying for our meals and the hot baths after. I know they take gems in trade as a form of payment but my parents always took care of that stuff."

"Ok, I may need your help when it comes time to settle up since I'm not real clear how the carat to credit system works."

"Ok. My mother was teaching me the various forms of credit and trade the last year she¦toward the end we talked about gems and carat weight and how to convert that to credit value."

"I'm sorry sweetie, I didn't mean to bring up painful memories."

"It's ok, she taught me a lot and the stuff she left out or didn't have time to get to you've taught me mom."

Laurel stepped up to Korica and hugged her tightly and kissed the top of her head.

"I'm going to keep teaching you everything I know honey. I'm learning from you too Korica. You know a lot of stuff that I have no clue about¦like gem weight and credit value."

Korica pulled back slightly and looked into her eyes.

"Thank you. You know just what to say to make me feel better."

Laurel stroked her cheek and smiled at her warmly. She then looked at everyone else.

"So are we ready to head out?"

Mark nodded and turned to the sensor station and logged off and he expected everything to go dark but only his stations control panel was showing locked. Laurel then realized that because she was still on the bridge and hadn't logged out, the systems were staying active. She stepped over toward her chair and swung the right display around so it was facing her and then she touched the command icon to shut the bridge down and then she logged off and all of the workstations went dark and the giant view screen blinked out. She then spun the display back around and pushed it to the side and then put her hand out to Jake. He stood up and took her hand then stepped out of the way so Tamaric could step up next to Korica and then Mark stood up and everyone headed toward the transport compartment and just as they reached the door Mark stopped and put his hand on Korica's shoulder.

"Do you have your swimsuit under that outfit?"

"No. I can't wear a swimsuit right now¦or get myself wet."

"I forgot about that. That sucks. Why don't you and Tamaric go get your cruisers and you two can play with them when we land in the mountains."

Korica looked at Mark and smiled big.

"That actually sounds like fun."

"Then go! Go get 'em. We'll wait for you right here." Mark said with a smile as he waved them down corridor as though her were smacking their bottoms.

The two took off running toward their quarters and when they approached the door it slid open and the lights came up and they trotted to the front of the room and grabbed a cruiser and control glove each and then turned and smiled at each other and then hurriedly exited their quarters and ran up the corridor to the transport compartment where everyone was standing waiting for them. Everyone then stepped into the transport compartment and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Mark touched the indicator for the lower aft hangar when the free-floating map appeared. A few seconds later in a bright blue flash they all disappeared and then appeared in the transport enclosure in the lower hangar.

Laurel and Jake stepped down and pushed the clear door open and everyone followed them out into the hangar. They all walked up to the crimson fighter and Mark stepped in first and turned on the cargo area lights. He then bent down and stepped up next to the power and weapons seat and he reached up and closed the three main power dead man covers and then her turned the cockpit lights on. He then stepped back into the cargo area and put his hand on Korica's shoulder.

"Hay, I forgot to tell you how beautiful you look Korica. This outfit is really cute on you."

"Thank you Mark. I feel pretty in this."

"You're always pretty no matter what you're wearing Korica. This is just particularly pretty on you. Go stow your cruisers in the cargo crate back there and then get strapped in ok?"

"Ok. Thank you for taking me to Gershon Mark."

Mark patted her shoulder and smiled.

"Anything for you Korica."

Korica and Tamaric stepped to the back of the ship and Korica squatted down and un-strapped the cargo crate and then unlocked the lid and lifted it open. She saw five survival packs stuffed full sitting on top of five riffles and what looked like five PP-20s in holsters and a pile of spare power cells for all of the weapons and in one corner there were some water canteens and a single burner cook stove like Mark had used on Aerot and there were five metal canisters with spin on lids that she assumed was their lunch while they were in the mountains. She smiled at all of the forethought that she knew Mark must have used in packing the supplies. There were towels and blankets and another black canvas bag that she had no idea of what was in it. She set her cruiser in the crate and then Tamaric set his in and Korica lowered the lid just as she heard the engines spooling up. She locked the lid and strapped the cargo crate down and then her and Tamaric stood up and pulled a jump seat down and she helped Tamaric secure his restraints and then she sat down and fastened herself in. Jake glanced back at them and she gave him a thumbs up and he smiled and nodded.

Mark went through his last preflight checks and then reached up and turned the shield generators on. Once the engines reached their normal high frequency hiss Laurel leaned forward and pulled her restraints over her shoulders and pulled them over herself and fastened them in front of herself. Jake looked at Laurel and she switched to the passive scanner view and then reached up and turned the active scanner on and looked at Jake and nodded.

"Preflights are complete Mark. Everything's in the green."

"Ok, thanks xo."

Mark reached up and turned on the transmitter and then opened the transmit circuit.

"Future, this is the Prentor. We're ready for take off."

"Roger Prentor. I need to move away from the star we are orbiting. There is significant flare activity at this time and I am concerned that your shields will not protect you completely. You may hover to the hangar opening and I will let you know when we are far enough away from the star to offer a safe margin of separation for your departure."

"Roger that Future. Thank you for watching our backside."

"I always do Mark. There is no point in going to Gershon if you will be sick the by the time you get there."

Mark slid the hover throttles forward slightly and the ship gently lifted off the deck and Mark reached up and retracted the landing gear and once he had three greens indicating that the gear doors were closed and sealed her gently rotated the ship around so he was facing the hangar door and then he gently glided the ship over to the edge of the hangar and then he arrested their forward drift and then he let go of the controls and pulled his feet off the pedals and the ship wing rocked slightly and lifted three feet and then sat completely stationary facing out into space. Mark crossed his arms and waited for the word from the Future. After a few moments he reached up and opened the ship wide communication circuit.

"Hay Korica, do you know where your parents took you? I mean do you know exactly what mountains?"

"Not really. I was really young Mark. I saw the mountains through a tiny view port as we were landing but I wasn't allowed on the bridge when we were landing or taking off."

"I guess we'll just have to pick a spot at random huh?"

"There's a continent that's shaped like boot. Go toward the western lower ocean in the crook of the boot shape. That was the last place we went too and I think it's only a couple hundred miles from the sectors end."

"Italy on an alien world, how about that?"

"If you want to compare it to Earths topography think of it as South America shaped like a boot. Italy is an island by comparison."

"You're familiar with Earth's continent distribution?"

"Of course. Through Neural suggestion I was given extensive Earth geology knowledge so I would know where all the different races come from and how they evolved. You know you have almost three hundred different races from all over the Earth on the Future right?"

"No I wasn't aware of that."

"Prentor, this is the Future. I am in position. You are clear to depart at your discretion. There is a lot of traffic close to the planet so please use caution Mark. There is also an awful lot of aircraft traffic within the atmosphere some of which are of a fixed wing design and relatively slow moving and un-maneuverable."

"Roger that Future. We'll keep our eyes on the sensor data and I'll use the automatic collision avoidance system even though I don't like or trust it."

"Roger Prentor. Safe journeys. The shield is at the minimum safe level so you should experience very little disruption in your power systems as you pass through the shield."

"Roger that Future. Prentor out."

Mark reached up and turned the transmit circuit off and then put his feet on the pedals and grabbed the control yoke and gave a gentle nudge to the forward flight throttles and the ship drifted through the myogenic field and out into space. The ship past through the Future's shield and the lights barely flickered and the power readings momentarily dropped according to Jake's readings and then returned to normal. Laurel scanned the Future and for a moment she was able to see in the hangar and then the Future's shield increased back to high density levels and the scanning beams were reflected back in a distorted mess of static and electromagnetic noise revealing nothing of what was on the other side of the shield.

Mark shoved the forward flight throttles all the way forward and the ship quickly accelerated to 95% the speed of light. He then brought the hover engines to an idle and then shut them down altogether. He headed straight toward Gershon and then reached down and slid the FTL throttle forward and in a crimson flash the ship jumped to 1.55 times the speed of light. Mark reached over and engaged the autopilot and then let go of the controls and then he brought up the scan data that Laurel was forwarding to his right display. He was immediately able to see the huge continent that Korica had mentioned. It was just coming around to the daylight side of the planet and it was indeed boot shaped with a series of islands in the huge gulf that was formed in the crook of the boot shape. He zoomed in closer and he could make out two rather large cities in the area of the mountains. One was on the ocean side of the mountains and the other was on the other and inland most side of the mountains. He was debating the most logical approach to avoid over flying any densely populated areas when Korica stepped up behind him surprising him a little.

Korica looked over his shoulder at his right display screen for a moment and then she recognized a few landmarks. She pointed over his shoulder at the display screen.

"That lake right there with the volcanic peak on the northern shore. I recognize that. The forest at the southern end of the lake is were we landed. There's no cities or homes anywhere near it so we should be alone up there."

"Are you sure? I thought you said that you weren't allowed on the bridge when you landed?"

"I could see it through the view port in my sleeping area while we were landing."

"Ok, I'll try and get us in there without running into any traffic. Go get yourself strapped in honey. I'm going to be making a really steep approach."

Korica moved back without saying a word. She quickly made her way to the back of the ship and pulled the seat down next to Tamaric and fastened her restraints. They traveled for five minutes at 1.55 times the speed of light and then the auto pilot disengaged the FTL drive and they slowed to sub light speeds and Mark reached out and hovered his finger over the automatic collision avoidance system button for a moment and then he frowned and pushed the button turning the system on. Any traffic or object on an intercept course would now be avoided automatically without pilot input. Mark reached up and disengaged the autopilot and pulled the throttles back further as they rapidly approached the planet and the braking engines slowed them down to a mere creep. Laurel ran some detailed scans and fed the results to Mark and much as the AI had insinuated there was a lot of traffic both in space and in the atmosphere.

Mark gave a little more throttle to the forward flight throttles and reversed their orbital course to a retrograde orbit. He was trying to map out the continents in his mind before he descended into the atmosphere and he was also trying to position them right over the mountain lake that Korica had pointed out. He wanted to drop almost straight down toward it but he wanted to avoid multi mach speeds so as not to create extreme wake turbulence and so as not to create sonic shock waves as they broke the sound barrier. As soon as he had the ship over the lake's coordinates he banked the ship over and began his descent into the atmosphere. At first everyone felt nothing until the gravitational pull started getting stronger and their speed began to increase. He kept applying more and more power to the braking engines to slow their descent and everyone felt like they were hanging in their seats. Jake increased the power to the inertial dampening system and the feeling was washed away and the gravity plating made them once again feel like they were upright and level even though they were facing almost straight down bow first as they plowed through the ever thickening atmosphere.

As they past an altitude of fourty-five thousand feet the collision avoidance system made a quick and sudden course correction to avoid a collision with a transport craft at an altitude of thirty three thousand feet that was on a direct path that would have crossed that of the Prentor. There was no sensation of inertia but the course correction was sudden and violent enough for Mark to grip the yoke tighter and then he looked over at the at the scan data and he saw the transport craft zoom past crossing their previous course. He raised an eyebrow and looked out the window and just caught a glimpse of the craft as it zoomed by at close to 600 miles an hour. It was like nothing he had ever seen before. The entire craft was seamless and gray in color with smooth flowing swept back wings. It followed the lines of aerodynamic logic for a transport that could hold hundreds of occupants at very high speeds. There were four huge engines incorporated right into the wings that were leaving a very distinct con trail behind them suggesting heat derived energetic thrust.

Mark refocused his attention on their course and speed when he was alerted to numerous objects within their flight path. He applied more power to the braking engines and many of the objects were no longer listed as interceptors. He began to level off their path of descent and when they reached an altitude of twenty thousand feet an alert came in to a signal in the form of a data burst. Laurel brought the signal up on her display and she was able to determine that it was an image file. She was worried about a virus or unknown data error so she fed the image file through a data filter and some of the information was unrecognizable and so was isolated and deleted but the resultant data was enough to form a clear image of a terrain map with several highlighted routes. She assumed it was intended to represent approved routes with a choice of several. None of the routes went to the mountains so Laurel touched the mountains to mark them as their desired coordinates. She then dragged her finger back to their current coordinates. She then converted the image into a data file and transmitted it back to the origin coordinates in space that were coming back as an unmanned geo-synchronous satellite about the size of one of the Future's largest servo drones.

Moments later there was a return data burst and Laurel directed it through the filter and again part of the data was unrecognizable and so was removed and deleted and the resultant image file was sent to her display screen. When she opened it there was now a route leading right to the forest in the mountains. The route would take them out over the water at ten thousand feet it then went north for some distance and curved around over the mountains avoiding all of the populated areas. It then descended down to the lake taking them to an altitude of five thousand feet, which would be just above ground level for the mountaintops.

Laurel touched the route and it turned red and she then converted it back into a data file and transmitted it back toward the satellite. She hoped it would be taken as acceptance of the route that was laid out. She then sent the route data up to Mark's display and he looked over at it and furrowed his brow for a moment at the strange routing. He plotted the route into the autopilot and reengaged the autopilot and took his hands off the controls and lifted his feet off the pedals.

"I take it we were given a specific rout to follow?" Mark said looking back and up at Laurel.

"Yah, it was a graphical representation just like Korica said we would get. I would suggest you don't deviate from the approved course."

"It's locked into the auto pilot. We should be over the mountains in about ten minutes."

"Roger that."

Mark just watched the sensor data as one aircraft after another moved out of their way and the Prentor took evasive actions to avoid those that couldn't get out of the way. The ship would make a quick course change and then once the aircraft were clear the autopilot maneuvered them back onto the plotted course. Mark was impressed by how efficiently and quickly the automatic collision avoidance system was operating. He still didn't exactly trust an alien system completely but he was able to relax a little once five collisions were avoided successfully.

As the ship started to bank over toward the shore Mark was able to make out some fairly sizable towns all along the shore. He was surprised by how much traffic there was above the cities. It appeared that there was no regulation of air traffic though all the aircraft were staying below six thousand feet and actually seemed to be following an unseen but specific traffic pattern as the cars of Earth used on the interstates. The towns looked very small from ten thousand feet but the homes were all made out of a dull orange material and the architecture seemed to be very similar on all of the structures. They had tall arches and curved roofs that were a burnt orange color and there were green spaces in between all of the buildings.

As they flew further over the interior of the landmass below the traffic thinned out and the mountains rose steeply into the sky. The highest peeks had white caps to them reminding Mark of Euronda and he was very glad that Korica wanted to go somewhere that was several thousand feet below the snow line. Just as he was becoming mesmerized by the majestic mountains ahead the ship initiated a steep turn and descended below the rim of a mountain chain that ran parallel to the coast. He looked over at his elbow display and he could see that the scan data was only showing very sporadic life signs and none were indicative of people. Mark thought they were more than likely animals grazing in the mountain valleys.

Mark could start to make out the perimeter of a huge mountain lake that was roughly round in shape and Mark knew enough by looking at the apparently extinct volcano at the northern end to know that the lake was sitting in a calderas formed when a volcanic well was drained and the surrounding land collapsed into the void and then filled up with rain water and snow melt. As the ship popped up over the volcanic peak and then headed down toward the lake Mark reached up and disengaged the autopilot and collision avoidance system and took a hold of the controls. He slowed their speed down to 150 miles per hour and then he reached over and fired up the hover engines. Once the hover engines were up and running he slid the hover throttles forward and the forward flight throttles back bringing their speed down to thirty miles and hour. He drifted the ship out to the middle of the enormous lake and arrested their forward motion and then he brought the ship into a perfect hover fifteen feet above the water and then he let go of the controls and the ship wing rocked a little and then hovered perfectly motionless. He then looked back and up at Laurel.

"Cap scan the shore all the way round the lake. Let's make sure we're truly alone huh?"

"Roger that." Laurel said.

While Laurel performed a detailed scan Mark reached up and turned on the ship wide intercom.

"Korica, come on up here sweetie."

Korica unfastened her restraint and then squatted down in front of Tamaric and released the locking latch on his restraints and twisted the lock bolt open. He then pushed his restraints to the side and Korica grabbed his hand and the two stepped toward the front of the ship. They squatted down and Jake moved his legs over and gently pulled on Tamaric's shoulder so he would move right in front of him, which would afford him a perfect view out the cockpit window around the headrest of Mark's seat. Korica poked her head right next to the top of Mark's headrest on the other side and looked out the window and smiled big.

"This is definitely the place. See those rocks over there?" Korica said pointing over his shoulder out the front window. "We were jumping from those at one point. My father would hold me in his arms and jump in and then swim back to the shore with me and we did it over and over until he was out of breath."

"Cool. What do we got cap?"

Laurel mirrored her sensor scan data on his left display and they could see that the lake was uninhabited except for two individuals on the northwest shore sitting on a rock with what were distinctly fishing poles in their hands and behind them fifty yards was a camp setup with a small three of four man transport pod that was roughly box shaped with a sloping roof and two engine nacelles, one hanging off of each side of the craft. The two seemed to be looking right at the Prentor hovering out in the middle of the lake.

"I have two individuals on the northwest shore but absolutely no one else. If we set down on the southern shore we shouldn't disturb them and we will be far enough away so any noise we make won't scare away their fish."

"Got it."

Mark grabbed the control yoke and put his feet on the pedals and slowly rotated the ship around so they could see the entire shoreline. The water was completely calm and still and looked like a mirror beneath them. The trees all along the shoreline were very strange looking. They didn't grow straight up as one would expect. They were squiggly and had bushy clumps here and there up their trunks and then there were perfectly round bulbs of bright green leaves at the ends of a maze of branches. They almost looked manicured but the tallest were hundreds of feet high and the mean height of the trees was 50 feet high and there were thousands of trees so Mark knew it was ludicrous to think someone would take the time to manicure every single tree until they all looked the same. They were growing in very dense clumps with small gaps in between some of the stands of trees. There were thick bushy ferns growing all along the ground in the shade of the trees. The rest of the ground was covered in a thick carpet of dark green liken like fuzz with an occasional bush here and there with gigantic leaves that were green on the stop surface and almost black on the bottom surface. Mark swung them around so they were facing the southern shore and he spotted a small clearing behind a stand of trees. He figured it was just big enough to set down in and it would provide a place for Korica and Tamaric to play with their cruisers without too many trees in the way.

He gently nudged the forward flight throttles forward while simultaneously giving a little tug on the yoke and the ship glided forward and up until they were a significant height above the trees. He turned on the down looking camera and reached up and deployed the landing gear. He could see the landing gear extending into the field of view for the camera and he glided over the treetops until he was directly over a fairly large open meadow. He then arrested their motion and he brought the forward flight engines to an idle and then he gently reduced the throttle to the hover engines and they slowly descended down into the stand of trees. As he got to within 15 feet of the ground a flock of flying animals were startled out of the trees and Mark fought the instinct to flinch as the animals flew around and then above the Prentor as it gently floated toward the ground. As they got to within five feet of the ground and the shade from the ship was making it difficult to see the ground Mark reached over without looking away and switched on the landing light and everything became noonday bright below them. He gently nudged the nose around so the cabin door would be facing the lake and then he pulled the throttles back slightly and there was a gentle thud as the ship touched down. Mark then pulled the throttles all the way back and began shutting everything down. Korica was still looking out the window at the bizarre trees and strange looking plants growing out in the sunlit areas with their gigantic leaves that were at least three feet across when Mark shut down the last system and looked up at her. She looked at him and had a huge smile on her face.

"A prefect landing as always Mark. You're really getting good at flying these things."

"I wish we would've had these crimson fighters when I was going through my flight training. The attack jumpers we used are absolute garbage scows compared to these things."

Korica scooted back and let mark unfasten his restraint and start to squirm up out of his seat. Once he was standing in his seat he noticed that Tamaric was still under Jake's control console looking out the front window and he was mesmerized. Mark squatted down a little and moved in front of Tamaric and looked into his face with a grin.

"I'll bet it looks a lot better up close Tamaric."

Tamaric broke his gaze and looked at Mark and smiled a little.

"I've never seen anything like this place. This might sound dumb but I half expected pine trees or gum trees or eucalyptus or maybe even some oak trees."

"That's not dumb Tamaric. I keep having the same experience every time we set down somewhere new. Go ahead and head aft son. You and Korica can go explore a little since she's been here before."

Tamaric slid out from under Jake's console and scooted back and stood up and walked back next to Korica. Jake finished shutting everything down at his station and the last thing he did was to reach up and open the main power switches killing power to everything except the lights. He and Laurel then unfastened their restraints as Mark stepped past them into the cargo area. Mark stepped back to the cargo crate and he squatted down and un-strapped it and then unlocked the lid and lifted it open. He then lifted out a PP-20 holster and he held it out toward Korica and she took it and just looked at him as he stood up.

"I know there's no people around but if you two are going to be out exploring you have no idea what kind of animals there are around here. Even those flying¦whatever they are could bite one of you. I want you to stay together and one of you needs to be armed."

Korica handed the holster to Tamaric and then looked back at Mark.

"Tamaric is a better shot than me. He should wear it."

"Whatever, I don't care who wears it. Far as I'm concerned you're both a pretty damn good shot."

Tamaric wrapped the holster around his waist and fastened it in front of himself and then reached down and fastened the strap around his thigh and then stood up straight and walked toward the door. Jake got up and walked over to the airlock controls and compared the air outside with that in the ship and other than a temperature imbalance the conditions were a perfect match so he pulled down on the control lever and the door hissed and slowly lowered until it was sitting on the soft green carpet that was every that could be seen. The air was crisp and cold and smelled oddly sweet like flowers but there were no flowering plants anywhere in sight. Jake assumed it had to be the sap from the trees. Jake gestured toward the open door with an open palm and a smile and Korica and Tamaric stepped off the ship and stepped a few paces away from the ship and looked around. Jake then stepped out followed by Laurel and then Mark. They all looked around in amazement at how alien the trees and plants looked. Korica was the only one that wasn't in complete wonder as she had seen this very place before.

Mark stepped up to Korica and Tamaric and he put his arm around Korica and pulled her close to him and he gave her a squeeze.

"We're here for you honey but I want you to be careful ok? I don't want you two to get too far from the ship is that clear?"

"Yes sir, crystal."

"Ok, you know your way around so go ahead and show Tamaric around while we establish contact with the locals."

"What¦why are going to contact the locals?"

"We need directions to the sectors end honey. You haven't been here in years and you aren't exactly sure where it is right?"

"No that's true. I only know it's a few hundred miles north of here."

"That's what I thought. You two go have fun, we'll join you in a bit."

Korica then pulled away from Mark and took Tamaric's hand and the two headed toward the waters edge beyond the stand of trees they were parked among. The other three stepped back onto the ship and Laurel sat down at the sensor and guidance station and she reached up and closed the power switch for the auxiliary systems and then reached over and turned on her display and then she brought up the sensor scan information from their landing approach. She zoomed out and navigated the image to the north and she found a very distinct long runway with a huge parking ramp with several aircraft and spacecraft sitting on it and many buildings all around it and then she leaned back and looked at Mark.

"That has to be it Mark."

Mark moved over next to Laurel and looked at her display. The runways were huge and so were the parking ramps next to the runways. He could see some very distinct spacecraft that were sitting toward the east side of the ramp and there were some open landing pads with strange looking markings in the middle of them. Toward the south end of the runways off to one side there was an enormous building with a bright white roof and there was what looked like a small town further to the northeast of the runway. Mark could tell it was definitely designed to receive spacecraft and aircraft but there was no way to confirm whether or not the sectors end was indeed in this small town.

"It certainly looks right. Are there any other airports around or is this it."

"There are a few other small airports around but nothing like this place. Those runways have to be ten thousand feet long. Where else would you put a place called the sectors end but at an airport with a ten thousand foot runway and vertical landing pads?"

"How far is it from here?"

Laurel leaned forward and touched the runways and then touched their current location in the mountains and then she overlaid mapping information and it listed the distance at 320 nautical miles. She then leaned back and looked at Mark.

"Ok the information looks right. You seem hesitant to make a call. Care to share what you're thinking?"

"I'm thinking that any calls we make are going to require us to identify ourselves. We do still have a bounty on our heads Mark. I think it would be a really bad idea to make any calls that require us to identify who we are and where we are given how remote this place is. We could get ambushed real easy."

"Beautiful and smart. That's real good instincts you got. Keep those coordinates in the system and we'll use their graphical communication system instead of voice."

"Already done Mark. All you have to do is plug them into the autopilot."

Laurel reached up and turned on the active scanners and performed a sensor sweep of the local area and she could see that the two individuals on the opposite shore were still sitting at the waters edge and Korica and Tamaric were only fifty yards from the ship at the waters edge and other than some small tree dwelling animals there were no other life signs anywhere near the lake. She could identify many fish in the lake but there were no large animals under the water so she was fairly certain that Korica and Tamaric would be in absolutely no danger even if they decided to go wading. Laurel then reached out and turned off her display and then reached up and turned off the scanners and opened the power switch cutting the power to everything except the lights. Laurel then stood up and Mark stepped back next to Jake.

"Shall we go sight seeing with Korica and Tamaric?"

Mark nodded and then stepped to the back of the ship and reached into the cargo crate and pulled out his twin PP-20s and he wrapped them around his waist and buckled them in the front and then he stepped forward and Laurel reached up and turned off the lights in the cockpit and then the cargo area. The three then stepped out of the ship and Jake reached into the hidden airlock control compartment and he lifted the lever to close the cabin door, Once is was closed and sealed he flipped the power switch off and then withdrew his hand and the compartment door closed and blended in with the rest of the hull perfectly. The three then turned and started walking toward the trees fifteen feet away.

As they walked through the stand of trees brushing the fern like plants aside they looked up and could see some of the small flying animals hopping among the uppermost branches while making very subtle squeaks among themselves. The animals had bulging eyes like that of a frog but their body's more closely resembled that of a small monkey, like a pigmy marmoset right down to a long bushy tail they wrapped round the branches and hung from while playing. They had wings but they weren't feathered, as one would expect. The wings appeared to be membrane like and they were as long as their entire body from the back of the shoulders to the tip of their tail and their wings were attached to the backs of their arms. The animals had gray and black short fur all over their body that looked very silky. They had multiple fingered toes that they gripped the branches with. The animals were about the size of a tree squirrel but they just looked nothing like anything from Earth of Draxima.

As the three stepped out from under the trees at the waters edge, the black broken up lava rock and black sand confirmed what Mark thought. They were standing in the basin of a giant calderas. It was at least ten miles across and just as wide and Mark had no idea how deep the lake was but he assumed several hundred feet towards the middle. They looked down the curving shore line and at first they didn't see Korica and Tamaric until they saw a small flock of the flying animals take to the wing out of one of the trees about fifty feet away. They were pretty sure that Korica and Tamaric were climbing the tree and had spooked the animals.

Laurel took Jake's hand and the three walked along the shore until they reached the tree and looked up to see Korica and Tamaric twenty feet up in the tree still climbing higher. The wavy shape of the trunk of the trees made for a perfect shape to climb easily. Laurel and Jake stepped up to a rock at the base of the tree and took a seat and Mark walked a little further down the shoreline looking at the strange rocks and plants. Out of the corner of his eye a glinting from the side of a stone caught his attention so he stepped down right next to the water and picked up the stone and turned it over and to his surprise almost the whole bottom of the stone had an occlusion of rough diamond peeking out of it. He smiled and stood up and walked back over to Jake and Laurel and showed them what he had found. At first they thought they were just looking at some kind of crystal until Mark told them it was most likely a cluster of diamonds. They had never seen such a large rough diamond before and there several incorporated into this gray and black rock.

Mark took the rock from Laurel and stepped over to the side of the rock they were sitting on and he bashed it a few times breaking away the top surface and freeing one of the smaller separate diamonds contained within. He then handed them to Laurel and Jake to look at.

"So this is what a diamond looks like before it's cut and polished?" Laurel said.

"Yep. You're probably holding a half a million dollars worth of diamonds back on Earth at the time when we left." Mark said.

"That's amazing that you found this just lying on the ground."

"This is a volcanic calderas so I would assume there's diamonds all over the place. You need heat and pressure to form diamonds and I'm sure these were formed deep underground and brought to the surface when that volcano over there erupted." Mark said pointing across the lake to the volcanic peak at the north end of the lake.

"Should we take these with us?" Jake asked.

"For what? We have no use for them." Mark said.

"But gems are the major trade medium in this galaxy." Laurel said.

"And Korica withdrew a crap load of them Laurel. We have no need to keep these."

"I guess you're right. They are cool to see in the raw form though."

"That was all I was trying to show you guys. I had no intentions of keeping them."

Laurel handed the diamond bearing rock to Jake as well as the diamond that was loose and he looked at them for a few minutes and even held the loose one up to the sunlight and looked through it and then he duped them on the ground beside the rock they were sitting on. Jake then turned and looked up into the tree and saw that Korica and Tamaric were now sitting on branch about thirty-five feet up in the tree. They were watching the small animals hoping around in the branches that had returned now that they were being quiet and sitting still and the animals were getting very close to the pair. They seemed to be curious about the new animals in the branches with them. Jake looked over at Laurel and leaned in closer to her.

"Are you comfortable with them that high in the tree?"

"Not entirely but I want them to have fun and explore a little. What would you do if you were their age with a forest of trees at your disposal Jake?"

"Climb as high as I could in the best looking tree for climbing."

"Exactly. Let 'em play a little."

"Ok."

After a half hour sitting on their perch Korica and Tamaric started climbing down on their own. When they got back to the ground Laurel and Jake showed them the diamonds. Tamaric seemed to be the only one that was surprised. He looked the diamonds over and then handed them off to Korica and she could see the intrinsic value in the gems but she had no desire to keep them. In her eyes that would be plundering the natural recourses of Gershon without permission. After looking at the diamonds for a few minutes she too dumped them on the ground and brushed her hands off. Mark was proud of her for not asking if she could keep them.

Korica then asked if her and Tamaric could go get their pratgal cruisers to play with them over the lake. Mark nodded and followed the two back to the ship and Korica reached her hand into the concealed airlock control compartment and flipped the power switch on and then pulled the lever down to lower the door. Once the door was open Korica stepped in and flipped the lights on for the cargo area. Tamaric then stepped onto the ship followed by Mark. While Korica and Tamaric retrieved their cruisers and got a drink of water Mark climbed into the sensor and guidance seat and reached up and closed the power switch enabling power to that station and then he turned the sensors on and performed a sensor sweep. He was immediately able to detect Laurel and Jake very close to one another. They were so close together that he assumed they were in the middle of an intimate embrace. He also detected all of the animals in the trees and thousands of small life signs beneath the surface of the lake suggesting that it was teaming with fish of some sort but the most disturbing reading to him was that of the two individuals that had been on the opposite shore. They were now making their way around the east shore of the lake toward the current location of the crimson fighter. He guessed that if they continued it would be about two hours and they would have company.

Korica and Tamaric reached the doorway and Mark turned sideways in his seat and looked back at Korica as she was about to follow Tamaric out of the ship.

"Hay, we're going to have guests in a couple hours so stay close ok?"

"Guests?" Korica said as she stepped back toward him.

"Yah, come look."

Mark got up and stepped over to the power and weapons station and sat down and let Korica sit in the sensor and guidance seat. She set her cruiser in her lap and reached up and zoomed into the life signs and then reached up and initiated a quick active scan pulse and then she switched the scanners back to passive mode and she analyzed the active scan data. She then looked over at Mark.

"They appear to be unarmed. One is coming back as much smaller than the other suggesting a child and an adult. We'll stay close but I don't think they're a threat. They're probably just curious. You'll have to admit that the sight of this ship would be kind of shocking. I've never seen anything else even close to it and I've been around the galaxy a few times."

"You think you guys will be able to speak to them?"

"Maybe. If they speak Kylothian then yes."

Tamaric stepped back through the door and looked over Korica's shoulder at the moving life signs making their way around the lake.

"We aren't gunna bug out are we?" Tamaric asked.

"No. I don't think that's necessary. I want you two to stay together and stay close by though."

"Ok cool."

"Go ahead and shut everything down Korica." Mark said.

Korica reached over and turned the display off and then she reached up and turned the scanners and receivers off and then she opened the power switch cutting power to the sensor and guidance station. She then looked at Mark and he smiled at her.

"Go ahead go have fun. We'll keep our eyes on the shoreline for the approaching individuals."

Korica smiled back and stepped out of the sensor seat and her and Tamaric stepped off of the ship and Mark switched off the cargo area light and then stepped out and closed the door and turned the power off. He then followed the two down to the waters edge where Laurel and Jake were standing holding each other. They separated and just held hands when everyone else showed up. Korica and Tamaric put the controller gloves on and set the cruisers down at the edge of the lake and then held their hands out and touched the power button and the cruisers levitated up into the air and sat motionless three feet off the ground. The two then stepped down to the water edge and touched the button to engage the forward flight controller and then they zoomed the cruisers out over the water and into the air.

Mark then pulled Laurel and Jake aside and alerted them to the strangers making their way around the lake to their position. He told them to be on alert and keep their eyes open. He told them he didn't think they represented any kind of threat as revealed by the sensor data but he didn't trust anyone to be on the up and up until he knew them. Laurel agreed that it was prudent to be suspicious but she also said that she wouldn't tolerate anyone being rude or standoffish. If they were just coming over to say hello there was no reason to be rude. Mark concurred that he would be suspicious but gracious.

The three then sat on the rock at the waters edge and watched Korica and Tamaric playing for quite some time before they could make out the two approaching individuals walking along the eastern shore. Mark got to his feet and decided to hang back a little in the trees so that as the individuals walked by he could come up behind them to make sure they were unarmed and meant no harm. It was almost thirty minutes later that the two finally made it up to the group. It was an older distinguished looking man and a young boy that looked to be about eight or nine years old. The boy was wearing a light blue button up shirt with a broad collar and what looked like blue jeans. He also had on some climbing boots with soft brown sides looking like rubber soled animal skinned boots. The man was wearing a very light green shirt that looked just like T-shirt as would be worn on Earth right down to a breast pocket on the right side of his chest. He was also wearing a pair of what could only be described as blue jeans. The only odd thing about the jeans both were wearing was the fact that there were no seams up the side of the legs as Human designed jeans had. They seemed to be weaved into one piece of material with legs and a fastening waistband.

When the man and young boy stepped past Mark he waited a moment and looked them over from behind and he could see that they were carrying absolutely nothing behind them and the older man looked a little feeble but healthy and the boy would represent no threat whatsoever though he actually looked fairly muscular for his size and very healthy. They looked completely Human in almost every aspect except for the shape of their ears which were a little larger than those of a Human or Draximan and the lobes faced forward slightly suggesting excellent hearing capabilities. Their skin color was pink just like a Caucasian Human though the boy had a reddening of his cheeks and nose probably from spending the day out in the suns.

Mark stepped out of the trees and followed the pair as they approached the other four. The older man put his hand around the young man and then raised his hand toward Laurel and Jake who were closest to him. Mark could now see that the man was wearing what distinctly looked to be a watch on his right wrist. Laurel and Jake got to their feet and stepped between the man and boy and Korica and Tamaric. Korica and Tamaric guided their cruisers to the shore to the amazement of the young boy and they landed them at their feet and then turned the gloves off and then stepped up behind Laurel and Jake and pulled the controller gloves off of their hand.

"Greetings." The man said. "Can you understand my words?"

"Yes we can." Jake said. "Greetings to you sir."

"You understand what he's saying?" Tamaric whispered.

"He's speaking Inisian." Jake said glancing back at Tamaric.

"I do not mean to intrude upon you but I saw your ship and just had to come see it up close if possible. I am Beran and this is my daughters son Jeron."

"Hello Beran and Jeron. I am Jake and this is my mate Laurel."

"Greetings." Laurel said.

"Greetings to you Laurel." Beran said.

"Good day to you." Jeron said. Jeron then looked to his grandfather and smiled at him. "She's pretty popa. Look at her amazing eyes."

"I see them Jeron. She is very pretty, now don't be rude."

Laurel grinned and leaned against Jake a little more.

"This is my daughter Korica and her mate Tamaric." Jake said.

Korica stepped up next to Jake and Laurel and gently pulled Tamaric with her and the two waved a hand.

"Hello sir." Korica said

"Greetings Korica and Tamaric." Beran said.

"And this rather large man behind you is our chief of security Mark."

Beran and Jeron both turned and looked at Mark and both seemed startled by the fact that he was standing behind them and they didn't even know he was there.

"Greetings Mark." Beran said.

Mark just looked at him as he had no idea what he had said.

"He's not being rude Beran, He doesn't know how to speak Inisian yet and neither does Tamaric for that matter. They have no idea what you're saying. Given enough time listening to you speak they might be able to understand you but they will not have the ability to speak your language."

Beran turned back toward Laurel and Jake and he looked a little puzzled.

"I see. I have to assume those are weapons he and Tamaric are wearing?" Beran said looking right at Tamaric's PP-20 strapped to his thigh.

"They are. They are just a precaution. We never know what we are going to run into on a world we are not familiar with."

"I assure you that you will not need them with us. I was just intrigued by your ship."

"They are interested in a look at the Prentor Mark. What do you say?" Laurel said.

"You called it right Korica¦go ahead and let 'em have a look cap. I suppose it can't hurt anything to let 'em have a look."

"That is what your language sounds like?" Beran asked.

"Yes sir. Our chief of security said you are welcome to come have a look at our ship."

"Wonderful. Thank him for indulging us if you would."

"He said to thank you for indulging him Mark."

Beran turned and looked at Mark and Mark grinned and bowed slightly. Laurel and Jake then led the way and Beran and Jeron followed the two toward the ship with Korica and Tamaric following behind with Mark bringing up the rear. They walked up through the stand of trees and out into the meadow where the ship was parked. Beran walked up to the ship and looked over its shape and then he squatted down and looked under it then stood up slowly and gently reached out and rubbed his hand on the hull. He then walked around the back of the ship and down the port side and all the way up to the bow. He reached out again and stroked the pointed and flat nosed bow that came almost to a needle like point.

"Incredible! The hull doesn't feel like metal. It's hard like metal but it almost feels like stone."

He turned his hand over and made a fist and gently tapped the hull making a dull thud and he furrowed his brow.

"It's a composite metal alloy mixed with some non organic materials that I don't think exist on your world. It has all the properties of metal without the magnetic or reflective properties normally associated with metal. The material is incredibly durable and non conductive." Laurel said.

"This vessel is amazing. I've never seen a craft shaped like this before."

"The shape not only makes it extremely aerodynamic and maneuverable but it makes the ship very hard see because it reflects radio energy in a different direction from that of its origin point and the special non organic compounds incorporated into the hull absorb some kinds of electromagnetic energy rather than reflecting it back to its source."

"I see, so it is electronically invisible?"

"We call it low observable. We are not exactly invisible but we would appear as the size of¦say one of those small animals leaping around in the trees instead of a ship that is the size of what you see here."

"That is ingenious. I do not see any engines¦how in the world does it fly without engines?"

"That's a little harder to explain. It actually has several different engines buried within the hull but they do not use propulsive thrust¦well there are maneuvering and control thrusters for maneuvering and attitude control in space that produce a little thrust but the primary drive engines use electro hypergravitic drive principles so they do not need to be on the outside of the ship. They produce a field of energy that propels the ship. That's why you probably noticed us hovering over the middle of the lake without producing any disturbance on the water."

"That is what caught my attention and why I was intrigued enough to come see your ship up close."

"This ship is called a crimson fighter and it actually has another engine onboard that is capable of propelling the ship faster than the speed of light."

Beran pulled his hand back and looked at Laurel and then looked over the ship and then looked back at her.

"You travel faster than light from one place to another?"

"Well, not within the atmosphere of planet. While we are capable of that it would cause an enormous shockwave that would be very destructive and very hard on the ship. We would never do that out of respect for the devastating affect it would unleash on the inhabitants of a given world but in space we regularly travel well above the speed of light."

"I would have never thought a craft so small would be capable of such a thing though this ship is not exactly small. It is much larger than our conveyance pod."

"Most craft this size don't travel faster than light but this is no ordinary craft. It is an experimental prototype that has several different types of drive technologies incorporated into it."

"This ship is amazing. How many does it take to fly it?"

"It's designed for a crew of three but if needs be two could fly it with room to carry ten to fifteen in back."

"In back? How?" Beran asked looking down the hull toward the back of the ship.

Laurel looked at Mark.

"Can I show him what it looks like inside Mark?"

"I guess so, but don't power anything up. Just an observers tour."

"I understand. Thank you Mark. Are you able to understand him yet?"

"A little. I think I need to hear him articulate a little more, it's starting to make sense."

"How would you and Jeron like to see inside the ship?"

"We would love too."

"Great, follow me."

Laurel stepped past Beran and walked around to the starboard side of the ship and then stood in front of the airlock control compartment and hid what she was doing with her body as she stuck her hand into the hidden compartment and flipped the power switch on and then pulled down on the control lever and the door popped and started to lower and Beran and Jeron stepped back until the door gently touched the ground and then Laurel pulled her hand back out of the hidden compartment and Beran looked at the hull in front of Laurel once she stepped out of the way and he seemed puzzled by how she opened the door with no visible controls anywhere on the hull where she had been standing. Laurel then stepped into the ship and flipped on the cargo area lights and waved Beran and Jeron onto the ship. They stepped in and looked around and made their way toward the back of the ship. Laurel stepped over to the cargo crate and shut the lid and then turned and looked at Beran and Jeron as everyone else filed into the ship.

"This is how we fit ten to fifteen people on this ship. There are jump seats enough for ten and we can sit up to five more in the floor."

"This is simply amazing! I would have never expected there to be this much room on the inside."

"It's roomy back here but the cockpit is a little cramped." Laurel said pointing toward the front of the ship.

Beran and Jeron walked toward the front of the ship and Mark flipped the cockpit lights on and let them look around at all of the switches and knobs and displays.

"You have to fly this ship manually?"

"Oh yes. It does have a programmable autopilot that will follow a specific route without pilot input but it is definitely designed to be flown manually. The pilot sits down in the pilots seat in the nose of the ship."

Beran let go of Jeron's hand and squatted down and looked past the sensor and guidance and power and weapons station to the pilots seat down low in the bow. He looked around at all of the controls and the two large flat displays and then he moved back and let Jeron take a look around. The two then stepped back toward the cargo area and looked around a bit and Mark turned off the cockpit lights and then Laurel gestured toward the open door and Beran and Jeron stepped off the ship followed by everyone else. Mark then turned the cargo area lights off as he stepped out last.

"You're ship is amazing." Beran said looking at Laurel. "Your captain must be very proud of this technology."

"I am quite proud of this ship as well as our mother ship."

"You¦are you telling me you are the captain?" Beran asked with wide eyes.

"Yes sir I am. I am the captain and Jake is my executive officer and second in command. I hold the rank of lieutenant commander and he holds the rank of commander and my daughter here¦" Laurel stepped next to Korica and put her arm around her back. "She holds the rank of junior ensign. She is just about to become a full fledge officer in the civilian corps."

"Incredible! Perhaps I am misjudging your ages by your physical sizes. You look very young to be in charge."

"We are indeed as young as we look Beran. We have exceptionally high intellect and abilities that even most that are twenty years older than us don't possess."

"Years?"

"Uh¦it is one revolution of our world around our sun. It is three hundred and sixty-five risings of our sun."

"Ah. We call that an orne."

"I see. We are proof that you can't judge a person by their age. Youth is capable of greatness just as much as any adult."

Beran could tell he was making Laurel uncomfortable so he decided to change the subject before he truly offended her.

"Well thank you for showing us your ship captain. It is truly remarkable. Shall we journey to the waters edge so the youngsters can play?"

"Please just call me Laurel Beran. I think Korica would love to show Jeron how her cruisers work."

"Sure, come on Jeron I'll show you how they work and you can fly mine." Korica said with a smile.

"Can I go popa?"

"By all means. Go have fun Jeron."

Korica took Jeron's hand and her Jeron and Tamaric took off running for the waters edge where the cruisers were sitting. Mark waited for Laurel, Jake and Beran to start walking toward the trees and then he reached into the hidden compartment and closed the door to the ship and then flipped the power switch off. He then walked behind the group down to the edge of the water to watch Korica and Tamaric play with Jeron. Korica showed Jeron how to control the cruiser and then took her glove off after landing the cruiser and put it on Jeron's hand and stood right behind him and helped him get the hang of how to fly the cruiser while chasing Tamaric's cruiser out across the lake.

Laurel and Jake sat down on the rock they had been sitting on before and Beran sat down next to them. Mark stood behind them still keeping an eye on everything going on with a suspicious but reserved level of attention. He was finding that he was now able to understand ninety percent of what was being said so he was better able to size up Beran by what he was saying as well as by his body language. He seemed very relaxed and unthreatening but Mark was still not going to let down his guard.

"So Beran¦do you bring Jeron up here often?"

"I try to spend time with him like this as often as possible. We have been coming up here at this time of the year as you call it for the last five years. We spend three or four days here and then I take him home. His mother and father are good parents but they do not see the value in staying out among the bugs and animals."

"Bugs? I haven't seen any bugs yet. Are there biting or stinging bugs here?"

"Not very many. That is part of the reason why I like coming up here with Jeron. Those animals that are all over in the trees keep the bugs at bay by eating them. Those animals are called herlons. They eat almost their own body weight in bugs everyday so this lake has very few bugs to bother a person."

"I see. Well I think it's sweets that you spend time with your grandson like this. He loves you very much Beran."

"How could you know that?"

"We uh¦we possess the ability to feel what others are feeling. We don't just sense what they are feeling we can actually feel what they are feeling."

"That is an unusual ability."

"Not really. It is a natural evolution of the emotional senses of advanced beings. We have run across over a hundred other species that possess the same ability in our travels. The elder race all possess that ability."

Beran looked at Laurel with a shocked look on his face. He glanced at Mark then looked at Korica practically holding his grandson from behind with her arms wrapped around him and then he looked back at Laurel.

"Are saying you are of the elder race?"

"We are. Korica there is too. She is not of my race but she is my daughter by official decree from the council of elders. Jake and I adopted her on the same day that her people and mine were accepted into the coalition of advanced races."

"As I live and breathe¦I never thought I would meet someone of the elder race. That would certainly explain your amazing ship¦and the fact that someone so young could be a captain."

"How is it that you know of the elder race if you have never left your world or even been into space?"

"How can you possibly know that?"

"I told you that I can sense what you are feeling and it is not limited to just what you are feeling about those around you. I can read feelings every bit as well as the spoken word. I sensed what went through your mind by your feelings."

"Incredible! So you do not hear what I am thinking?"

"I do possess that ability to a limited degree but it is an invasion of one's privacy to enter another's mind in the way that is necessary in order to hear their thoughts. I do not do that without permission."

"Cap, let's be careful what you're telling him huh?" Mark said.

"You can understand what we're saying now?"

"Yes. Please be careful what you're telling him ok?"

"It's ok Mark. I'll be careful but we can trust Beran. He is a gentle soul with no malice in his heart."

Beran looked at Mark and then looked at Laurel.

"He does not like where our conversation is going?"

"It's not that Beran, he just wants me to be careful what I reveal to a stranger. I can sense that you have a good heart but my chief of security is a naturally suspicious man. Until he knows someone he trusts no one."

"Well you are right in that I have never been into space and I have no desire to ever leave my world. There is nothing in space but death and hostility that I want no part of and I do not want Jeron exposed to that kind of barbarism. We are safe and protected here on Gershon thanks to the royal families and their fleet of protectorate vessels that patrol our region of space. It was not always that way. There was a time not to long ago that we had no spacecraft and were blissfully unaware of the threats that awaited us just a few stars away. We had individual governments that ruled over each landmass on behalf of its citizens. When we were attacked from another star system for our natural recourses those governments were rendered ineffective very quickly as they were bureaucrats not military tacticians. Thanks to the help of the elder race the enemy was¦taken care of and our space program was advanced by many years so that we could protect ourselves. We adopted a new class of global rule that all citizens contribute towards. We pay homage and a third of everything we make to keep them strong and productive. It was only seven years ago that travel by air was made possible to all citizens. Just one of the positive side affects of contributing so much to improving our space programs. As of four years ago the royal families provide a personal conveyance to every royal subject that requests one at no cost to the subjects. They are controlled from our orbiting unmanned traffic directors. You simply select a destination and the conveyance takes you there along approved and strictly controlled routes."

"That's a little hard to believe. The elder race do not usually share their advanced technology with less advanced societies."

"They did not give us any technology that we did not already possess. They simply taught us how to combine the technological recourses of every former nation into one all encompassing program. We quickly found that we were far more capable as a whole than we ever thought possible. It only took a handful of years for us to recover and become stronger than ever before. The royal families oversee food production and technological advancement as well as planetary protection and the royal subjects reap the rewards. So you can see why I know who the elder race are even if I have never met one until now. The elder race are revered and honored as the saviors of our world. There were tales of the incredible abilities of the elder race that came to help us. Powers of the mind like nothing we had ever seen before were exhibited."

Laurel looked at Jake and smirked.

"The unrecognizable coding that was deleted when we communicated with the satellites. That must have been an attempt to load this controlling program that keeps their skies safe and orderly. Our system saw it as an invasive program and so removed it before opening the image files."

"That would certainly make sense. I wonder why all of this information wasn't part of the language knowledge imparted to us or why the star maps said nothing of this being a world that the elder race had a hand in fighting for their very survival?" Jake said in English.

"Probably because they don't want this to be seen as an elder race world. It belongs to the citizens of this world that saved themselves and lifted themselves from the brink of destruction with only a little guidance from the elder race."

"I am sorry but I have no idea what you two are saying. Have I said something that offended you?"

"No not at all Beran. We were just wondering why the elder race has kept their involvement in your world's development quiet."

"I do not know. They have had no interactions with us that I know of aside from their intervention in our world being plundered by the Dryfus. What exactly is it that brings you folks to our world anyhow?"

"Korica there." Laurel said looking over at Korica playing with Jeron and Tamaric. "She was here a few times when she was a little girl. I wanted to take her somewhere that she felt familiar with in order to let her unwind and play a little. She is deeply into her studies and life aboard our ship can be a little¦structured and lacking of enrichment for a young mind."

"That is so sweet that you recognize her need for an adventure and time to play."

"She has had a hard life in the last year. We rescued her from an unbelievably ugly existence at the hands of her captures. She was raised in space aboard a cargo transport with her parents. She has visited countless worlds and outposts like Gershon. Her parents are¦they are no longer alive and I want to maintain the life she has always known and that includes stopping at places like your beautiful world just to play."

"You seem to have the insight and nurturing instinct of a woman many years your senior when it comes to your Korica. I can see in your eyes that you love her very much."

Laurel looked back at Beran and smiled warmly.

"I love her with all my heart. She is a very special young lady and I intend to help her grow into the amazing woman that she is destined to become. I'll do anything it takes to make her happy and see her succeed at her dreams of becoming an officer and a member of our society."

Beran looked at how close Jeron was staying to Korica and he smiled.

"She is a very beautiful girl and Jeron seems really taken with her."

"I hope he knows that she is spoken for."

"He is just a smitten boy Laurel. He is no threat to her relationship with her mate."

"I was jesting Beran. She has the same ability as I do so she will know what Jeron is feeling. She just has a face and personality that everyone falls in love with in an instant."

"I see. So are you folks going to be spending the night here at the lake?"

"No. We were going to let Korica and Tamaric spend the day playing here at the lake and then we were going to take her out to dinner at a place called the sectors end if we can find it. We then need to get back to our mission."

"The sectors end¦that is about four hundred meers from here to the northeast."

"Meers?"

"It is a measure of nautical distance. The ocean is precisely fourty meers from here."

"Ah, I see. So you've been to the sectors end?"

"Yes. Many times. They have excellent food and great entertainment."

"Here's an odd question¦how would you and Jeron like to join us for dinner tonight? We could take our ship, which has plenty of room for us all and then we would bring you back here after dinner."

Beran looked over at Jeron laughing and playing with Korica and Tamaric and he grinned. He then looked back at Laurel.

"You think your chief of security will be alright with the idea of an old man and his grandson tagging along? You did come down here for Korica did you not?"

Laurel looked up at Mark and he looked right at her and grinned and nodded yes. Laurel then looked back at Beran.

"He's fine with it Beran. He can understand everything we are saying so he has a better idea of who you and your grandson are. What better way to avoid getting lost on an alien world than to have a couple of locals showing you around? Dinner will be on us of course."

"We would be glad to join you. I need to go secure our camp. I hate to break Jeron away from his play though. He is having so much fun with Korica and Tamaric. Their flying toys are like nothing we have ever seen before."

"He does seem to be enjoying himself. Tell you what¦why don't you leave him in our care while you go secure your camp? I promise to keep a close eye on him."

"I don't know¦I am not real comfortable with letting him out of my sight for so long."

"Well what if Jake and Mark gave you a ride over to your camp. It would only take a minute or two. Look, we are of the elder race Beran, you can trust us. We would never hurt Jeron or let anyone else get close to him. Trust me Beran, Korica may look sweet and innocent but she is capable of things that would make your skin run cold if she feels threatened. Her people were accepted into the coalition of advanced races for a reason and not just because Korica as their official spokes person is as beautiful as they come."

"She is the one who spoke for her entire species before the council to gain acceptance?"

"Yes sir. She is brave and smart and far more capable than you can possibly imagine."

Beran seemed to look Korica over and see her in a whole knew light as she played with Jeron.

"Relax Beran. She isn't a threat unless threatened. She is a sweet girl and doesn't want to hurt anyone. I'm just saying that Jeron is in very good hands being close to her and I am twice as powerful as Korica and I will be watching over them."

"You are of the elder race¦I guess I should have expected some unseen ability to protect yourselves. Very well, I will go secure our camp and then we would love to go to dinner with you."

"Excellent. Thank you Beran. Mark will you and Jake go fire up the ship? I'll stay here and keep an eye on these three." Laurel said pointing towards Korica, Tamaric and Jeron.

"You got it cap." Mark said.

Jake leaned over and kissed Laurel's cheek and then stood up and followed Mark into the stand of trees to fire up the ship for the trip over the lake. Laurel and Beran watched the three playing and giggling from time to time until Jake sent Laurel a mental message that the ship was ready to go.

"They're ready for you at the ship Beran."

Beran looked at her a little oddly and she reached up and tapped her temple and he grinned and nodded that he gets it. He got to his feet and he and Laurel walked down to the waters edge where Korica and Tamaric were plying with Jeron.

"Jeron, how would you like to go out to dinner with the elder race tonight?"

"Really? We can have dinner with Korica and Tamaric?"

"Yes. They are all going to the sectors end and Korica's mother there has invited us to come along. Would you like that?"

"Oh yes! I would like that very much popa. Can we play some more before we go though? These cruisers of theirs are really fun to play with."

"I need to go over to our camp to secure everything and put the camp fire out so it doesn't set the trees on fire while we are gone. I want you to stay here and play while they take me over to our camp in their ship. When I come back you may continue to play until they are ready to go to dinner."

Korica looked at Laurel and smiled big.

"Thank you for inviting them mom. I really like Jeron and I want to spend some more time playing with him. Are you going with Beran across the lake?"

"No sweetie. I'm going to stay right here with you three. Are you hungry yet?"

"I'm starving."

"Stay right here and play with Jeron and I'll get you something from the ship before they leave. Are you Hungry Tamaric?"

"No, I'm ok."

"What about you Jeron, are you hungry?"

"A little."

"Ok I'll get something for you as well."

Laurel then stepped up to Korica and gave her a peck and then stepped over to Tamaric and gave him a quick hug and then she followed Beran over to the ship. The two stepped in and Laurel stepped up toward Mark.

"Give me a second to get some food for Korica and Jeron Mark."

"You got it cap."

Laurel then stepped into the back and pulled down one of the jump seats and Beran stood for a moment mesmerized by all the lighted switches and brightly colored displays in the front until Laurel touched his shoulder and then he sat down and she fastened his restraints then stepped to the back of the ship and opened the cargo crate and grabbed the single burner and one of the metal cooking canisters and then she grabbed one of the survival packs and set it in the floor and then she grabbed the bag fruit and then shut the cargo crate and slung the survival pack on her shoulder and then picked up the bag of fruit and made her way toward the exit giving Beran a smile as she stepped past him. Once she stepped off the ship Jake got up and stepped over to the airlock and raised the control lever for the door and it rose up and sealed itself shut and then he sat back down at the power and weapons station.

"We're ready to go Mark."

"Roger that xo thanks."

Mark gave a little throttle to the hover engines and the ship gently lifted off the ground and began to rise into the air. Laurel stopped at the edge of the stand of trees and watched the ship rise slowly into the air and the landing gear retracted and the gear doors closed and sealed shut and she grinned. The crimson fighter really was an impressive looking machine from the ground as its dark arrowhead shape rose into the air almost silently. The engines could be heard but only barely and there was absolutely no disturbance felt whatsoever from the ground. The ship then spun around facing out over the lake and shot off toward the north shore.

Laurel walked through the stand of trees and waist high ferns to the edge of the stand of trees and she walked over to the rock they had been sitting on and she set everything down and turned the infrared burner on and then unscrewed the lid from the metal cooking canister and set it on the burner. She then picked up the bag of fruit and set it on the rock and then squatted down and opened the survival pack and had to pull a few items out before she found the water rations and the eating utensil case. She set everything out and then put back most of the items she had pulled out of the survival pack and then she set it aside. She then opened the utensil case and assembled the spoon and stirred the canister of Izore stew that was now starting to bubble and emit wonderful smelling steam. Laurel then called everyone over and glanced across the lake to see the crimson fighter hovering as a little black speck off on the opposite shore that was so far away that that the shoreline couldn't be made out clearly except for the tops of the trees that the crimson fighter seemed to be slowly dropping towards.

Jeron and Tamaric landed their cruisers at their feet and then slid their control gloves off and set them on top of the cruisers and then walked over to Laurel. Laurel turned off the burner and stirred the stew and then lifted it by the wire hanger and handed it to Korica and she took it and stepped around to the sandy side of the rock and knelt down onto her knees and set the cooking canister down and stirred it a few times and then starting eating. She lavished the sweet and deep flavor of the stew. The taste of the Izore meat reminded her of when she was much younger eating it on her ship with her parents. It made her feel good inside and grin while eating.

"Jeron, do you like fruit?"

"Yes mam."

"Please call me Laurel not mam. I'm not old enough to called mam except when I'm on duty."

"Ok Laurel. I do like fruit."

"Well these are fruit that are grown all over my home world which is in another galaxy entirely. Try this one first it's called a peach. There is a hard seed right at the center so just eat the soft outer flesh around the seed."

"Thank you for sharing your food with me Laurel."

"You're welcome Jeron." Laurel said stroking the back of his head gently.

Jeron sunk his teeth into the peach and the juices dripped off his chin and he grinned big and nodded while giving an accepting 'mmm'. Laurel reached into the survival pack and found the tissue pack and pulled it out and opened it and pulled one out and wiped Jeron's chin off and then handed the tissue to him as he sunk his teeth into the peach again resulting a squirt of juices that he this time tilted his chin away from. He chewed the bite of peach and then swallowed it and looked at Laurel with a smile.

"These are delicious. I've never tasted anything like this."

"I'm glad you like it Jeron. I have several different types of fruit in this bag that you are welcome to try after you finish that."

Jeron nodded as he turned the peach in his hand and took another bite.

"Are you sure you aren't hungry Tamaric?" Laurel said.

"If you have a pear in there I would eat one."

Laurel reached into the bag and she could feel that there were four or five of them so she grabbed one and handed it to Tamaric and he sank his teeth right into it. Jeron looked at the odd green fruit with a furrowed brow as Tamaric took his bite. Tamaric noticed the look and so nudged Korica gently.

"Tell him to try a bite of this Korica."

Korica swallowed her mouthful of stew and then took the pear from Tamaric and handed it towards Jeron.

"Tamaric wants you to try a bite of this Jeron. It's called a pear."

Jeron took the pear and looked it over then shrugged and sank his teeth in and pulled out a chunk of flesh and then handed the pear back and he smiled and gave a nod that he liked it. Korica took the pear and handed it back to Tamaric and he went back to eating it.

"A pear tastes wonderful but I think I like the peach better. It is much sweeter and much juicier."

"Me too." Korica said with a grin.

Once Jeron had finished the peach right down to the seed he set the seed on the rock and Laurel pulled out the resealable plastic bag from the survival pack and she put the seed into it and laid the bag down. She then pulled out water rations for everyone and handed them out. She then reached into the bag of fruit and pulled out a banana and peeled it from the tip half way down on three sides and handed it to Jeron.

"This is called a banana. Just eat the white center not the yellow peel. The peel is very bitter but the center is very sweet and very high in potassium."

"High in what?"

"Nothing, it just means they are good for the body."

"Oh. Isn't all fruit good for you?"

"That is absolutely true they are all good for you."

Jeron bit off a big piece from the end of the banana and smiled as he chewed it. He then swallowed it and looked at the bitten end of the banana and smiled big.

"We have something here that we call a jabora that tastes kind of like this but not quite as sweet as a banana and the jabora turn red when they are ripe."

"Interesting." Laurel said.

Laurel then turned and looked across the lake but she couldn't see the ship so she just assumed they set down next to Beran's conveyance as he called it and he was in the process of securing his campsite. When Jeron finished the banana angel took his peel and put it in the plastic bag and then reached into the bag and pulled out two kiwi and she set them down and then reached into the survival pack and pulled out the utensil case and took the knife tip out and sliced the kiwi in half and showed Jeron the green flesh in the middle with the delicate little black seeds. She showed him how to scoop the flesh out with the teeth without eating the skin and she handed him half. He did just as she had and he smiled big as he ate the sweet mouthful of kiwi. As Laurel picked up the other kiwi Jeron put his hand up.

"That's enough for me thank you Laurel. Those were very good but I'm getting full."

"Ok, good. I don't want anyone going hungry."

Tamaric then handed Laurel the core of his pear and she placed it in the plastic bag. A few moments later Korica finished her stew and slid the cooking canister over toward her and then took a drink from the soft-sided water ration canteen and then laid it down.

"Thank you mom. I feel much better. Can I have that kiwi mom?"

"Of course baby."

Korica reached out and took the kiwi and Laurel handed her the knife tip and she cut the kiwi in half and then sank her teeth into half of it eating the mouthful of sweet flesh with a grin. She then scooped the other half clean with teeth and set the two skins in front of Laurel and she put them in the bag.

"Ok you three, go wash your hands in the lake and then go play. I'll clean all of this up."

"Thank you for taking care of us mom. You're the best."

Korica got up and kissed Laurel's cheek with sticky lips and Laurel grinned at her.

"You need to wash your face a little bit to honey, you've got kiwi all over your lips."

"Ok." Korica said with a smile.

The three of them got to their feet and then stepped down to the waters edge and squatted down and swooshed their hands and rubbed their fingers to wash the sticky fruit juices off their hands and then the three of them scooped up handfuls of water and washed their faces off and then like a typical kid they wiped their faces on their arms and their hands on their hips. They then stood up and Korica took a hand from Tamaric and kissed his cheek and then she took one of Jeron's hands and the three took off down the shore to explore a little about thirty feet away. They stopped and watched the herlons up in the trees playing and squeaking at one another.

Laurel took the cooking canister and the used utensils and stepped down to the water and squatted down and went about cleaning everything while looking down the shoreline keeping an eye on what the other three were doing. As she saw them getting ready to start climbing up into the tree Laurel stood up and reached out to Korica.

"No Korica. I don't want Jeron up in the trees without his grandfather here. We don't know how athletic he is and he could fall and get hurt."

Korica looked over at Laurel standing looking at her and she nodded and turned back to the other two.

"Hay you guys, let's go play with the cruisers instead of climbing in the trees. I don't want to fall out of the trees and I'm not a very good climber."

Tamaric and Jeron looked at her and Jeron smiled at her.

"Ok. I don't want you getting hurt Korica." Jeron said.

Tamaric and Jeron climbed down from the first bend in the tree and back onto the ground and the three trotted back over to the cruisers. Laurel then squatted back down and went back to washing the cooking canister and used utensils. When she had everything clean she carried everything back to the rock and put the utensils back in the utensil case and then stowed everything back in the survival pack. She then screwed the lid on the cooking canister and set it down and then turned around facing out toward the lake and sat down and just as she did she saw the crimson fighter lifting up out of the trees on the opposite shore and she smiled.

"Hay guys!" Laurel called out.

All three looked over at her and she pointed out across the lake and they looked out and Korica whispered something in Jeron's ear and the cruisers formed up twenty feet apart and headed straight out across the lake toward the crimson fighter that was racing across the lake at about ten feet off the water. As the three craft drew closer together Laurel wondered what Mark would do or if he would even sense something so small on his sensor screen. Just as the crimson fighter was about to make contact with the pratgal cruisers Mark lifted the crimson fighter and then turned it on its side so its wingtip was only inches from the water and he zoomed right between the two cruisers blowing them apart from each other and then he righted the crimson fighter and flew right at the shore and then peeled off and flew straight up and the wind gush blew everyone over and they laughed and giggled even as they fell on their butts. Mark looped back over upside down and flew out over the lake and then un-inverted the crimson fighter in a quick snap roll and then the ship made a hairpin turn that left a vapor trail from the wingtips and Jeron let out a loud, "Wow, look at that".

Mark then headed straight for the shore and at the last moment brought the ship to a standstill so he was looking at the three sitting in the black sand smiling big. Mark dipped the bow down so he was looking right at them and then he undimmed the window and he had a big smile on his face and he raised his hand and waved his index finger back and forth slowly. All three cracked up laughing and Mark could be seen laughing himself. They could even see Beran sitting at the sensor station up and to his right behind him and he was smiling big and Jake was next to him at the power and weapons station and he was cracking up just like Mark was.

Mark then reached up and dimmed the windscreen and the ship gently lifted up into the air until it was higher than the tops of the trees and it gently floated over to the clearing beyond the stand of trees. Korica, Tamaric and Jeron got to their feet and brushed themselves off and then recovered the cruisers that were sitting stationary hovering four feet off the waters surface out toward the middle of the lake. They looked like two dark green specks they were so far away. They engaged the forward flight controller and rotated them around and flew them straight back to the shore and stepped back from the waters edge and landed them at their feet and then pulled the gloves off.

"Did you see how that ship moved and how he flew right between the cruisers on his side? That was amazing." Jeron said.

"Mark was showing off. He's one of the best pilots you'll ever meet." Korica said.

Laurel walked over to the three with a big smile on her face. She stepped up to Korica and brushed her behind off and her back. She then hugged her firmly and kissed the top of her head.

"You know better than to challenge Mark. He'll surprise you every time."

Korica looked up at her and smiled.

"I wasn't sure if he would even be able to see something so small on his sensors."

"Come on let's go greet the guys."

The four of them walked toward the trees and through the waist high ferns to the clearing where the ship was sitting. Just as they reached the other side of the stand of trees the cabin door started to lower and Jeron walked ahead of everyone and as soon as the door touched the soft green carpet of liken like fuzz Jeron stepped up onto the ship and Beran stood up and stepped back to him and Jeron wrapped his arms around him tightly. Beran hugged him tightly for a few moments and then the two turned and stepped out of the ship and took a few steps away to allow Mark and Jake to step out. When Jake stepped out he had a big grin on his face as he stepped up to Laurel and gave her a peck.

"How'd you like that?"

"That was some pretty impressive flying. It would have scared the heck out of me if anyone but Mark had been at the controls."

Beran stepped up to Laurel with a huge smile on his face.

"You have an amazing ship there Laurel. I didn't feel a thing while he was making those amazing maneuvers to surprise the children. That would have severely hurt someone in one of our conveyances if they were even capable of such violent maneuvers. I am extremely impressed with your ship and your chief of security. You need to keep him around."

"I plan on it, and thank you for the compliments."

"If we had a few of these around there is no way anyone would ever mess with Gershon again."

"I have seen you royal defense vessels Beran, you have some serious hardware up there and you have some really powerful..." Laurel glanced over her shoulder at the crimson fighter and looked back with a smirk. "Friends watching your backs. Give it a few years and you very well may have something similar of your own design."

Beran then turned to Jeron.

"Did you have fun while I was gone?"

"Yes popa. Laurel gave me some wonderful fruit to eat from her home world and I am really having a good time playing with Korica and Tamaric. Can we still play some? I know we came up here to be alone together but I really like them and they're really being nice to me¦" Jeron leaned in close to Beran. "And Korica is really pretty popa."

Beran grinned at him and tapped his shoulder.

"Go ahead Jeron, you three go play for awhile as long as it's ok with Korica's mother here."

"Absolutely. Go have fun you three." Laurel said.

The three smiled big and Tamaric and Jeron took Korica's hands in theirs and they took off running for the tree line heading for the water. Everyone else made their way back down to the rocks at the waters edge and Laurel picked up everything from the quick meal and set it aside and they all took a seat. They sat and talked some more about the history of Gershon, which sounded eerily similar to Earths nineteenth and twentieth centuries with all the wars and mass killings all over the globe. It took an invasion from outside their world to bring them all together as a people and now war is a thing of the past on Gershon and they now welcome outsiders that are vetted by the royal defense fleet as safe and non-hostile.

At around midday Korica was getting hungry again so everyone made their way to the ship and they all had a hot meal and Mark warmed up another cooking canister of stew for Korica in addition to her hot meal ration. Feeling full and content Korica, Tamaric and Jeron went back to playing along the shore line and Korica even showed Jeron the diamond encrusted rock that Mark had found and he in turn showed it to Beran and he tried to insist that the Future crew keep it but Laurel would have no part of it. She told Beran that it came from his world and he should be the one to keep the precious stones for their extremely high trade value. He complimented Laurel on her high moral values and agreed that the gems would indeed provide a great deal for him and Jeron's family. The three youngsters then spent the better part of the afternoon climbing trees and watching the herlons hopping through the highest branches and finally they ended up playing with the cruisers racing and chasing each other out over the lake. The others sat and talked about a great many things concerning Gershon and how they had evolved into a peaceful space fairing society.

The conversation then turned to how the four Future crew ended up with Korica and what they were doing in this part of the galaxy. Some key graphic details were left out and some key information as to exactly where the crew were heading was omitted and they never revealed the name of the Future. They just referred to her as their mother ship. But they filled in enough to give Beran a really good idea of the nature of their travels through this galaxy and that they were heading for their own galaxy shortly and that they were never coming back. This would be Korica's last trip through familiar space. By the time the suns started to get low in the sky Beran was becoming very fond of the whole group. He had never seen Jeron have so much fun playing with other kids. He usually kept to himself, for the most part anyways, and was very reserved but he was having a ball playing with Korica and Tamaric and Beran could tell that Laurel and Jake were both incredibly smart and amazingly well articulated. They had seemed like mere kids upon first meeting them and now he felt of them as equals. They were every bit as mature and smart as any adult he had ever met. He could see why they were part of the coalition of advanced races. He figured if the youth of the Human race were this brilliant and kind hearted the adults as a whole must be absolutely amazing people.

Just about the time Laurel was going to call an end to the day Korica approached her and asked her if they could speak in private. Korica and Laurel excused themselves and stepped some twenty feet down the shore from everyone else and Korica glanced back at everyone else then she stepped up very close to Laurel.

"Mom, I have to go to the bathroom and I need to¦you know get changed. I thought I could hold it until we got to civilization but I have to go really bad."

"Oh you poor baby. Why didn't you say something sooner? You shouldn't have made yourself so uncomfortable honey."

"I was having fun¦plus there isn't exactly a toilet facility around here."

"We have what you need in the survival pack that was loaded especially for you. I saw the pads in there when we had lunch."

"Kay. Where am I gunna go?"

"Through the tree line on the opposite side of the ship. I'll make sure that no one approaches while you're doing your thing."

"Ok, thank you."

The two then walked back over to the others and Laurel simply told them the call of nature was getting loud for Korica. They understood exactly what she meant. Laurel then escorted Korica quickly to the ship and then she simply pulled the survival pack meant for Korica out of the cargo crate and handed it to her and she nodded and slung it over her shoulder and stepped around the ship and then walked into the tree line and disappeared. Laurel stood at the bow of the ship for the fifteen minutes that Korica was gone to make sure no one got curious and walked up on her. When Korica finally came out of the tree line looking much more relaxed Laurel stepped up to her and took her survival pack from her.

"You didn't leave any debris behind right?"

"No mam. I packed it all in the sealed waste bag."

"Good girl. You feel like going out to dinner now?"

"Yah. I'm really hungry."

"Ok, I'll stow your survival pack while you go and tell Tamaric and Jeron that it's time to go."

"Ok, thank you mom."

"You're welcome honey."

Korica gave her a kiss and then took off for the tree line towards the lake. Laurel stepped onto the ship and stowed Korica's survival pack and the packs that had been pulled out to prepare lunch from. She then strapped down the cargo crate and stepped to the front of the ship and closed the main power switches and then reached over to the power and weapons console and initiated the start up sequence and then she did the same for the sensor and guidance station. She then stepped back to the door and climbed off the ship and made her way down toward the tree line. She stayed where she could keep an eye on the ship since it was in all essences up and running except for the engines. It was only a few minutes later that everyone came walking out of the tree line and Laurel grinned at the sight of Korica holding Jeron and Tamaric's hand. Jeron was obviously very taken with Korica and Laurel sensed a slight jealousy coming from Tamaric. He knew Korica had no romantic interest in Jeron whatsoever since she just saw him as a little boy but he was still a little jealous of how close the two had become over the day.

Everyone walked up to the ship as a group and climbed aboard and Mark immediately climbed down into the pilots seat and began his preflight checks and he initiated the startup sequence for all of the engines. Once everyone was aboard Laurel closed and sealed the door and then she told Korica to get everyone fastened in and Laurel waved Beran up toward the front of the ship. He stooped down and stepped up next to the sensor station where Laurel had taken a seat and Laurel brought up the detailed topographical image that they had been scanned upon their initial approach. The level of detail and how bright the display was stunned Beran. Laurel moved the image up to the long runway she had seen to the north and then she looked over at Beran.

"Is this where the sectors end is located?"

"Yes. That is the Hosien landing and docking station." Beran leaned over in front of Laurel and touched a small cluster of buildings to the east of the airport. "Right there, the second business from the end is the sectors end. The first business is the gemologist's outlet. I will need to take our find there to have the gems freed from the rock and to pay my royal tribute. Even so we are going to make a lot of gem credits."

"So you folks do accept gem credits in the form of credit chits?"

"Oh yes. It is too inefficient to carry around all the gems one possess. The elder race helped us establish a trading system that would be recognized and accepted by off world guests and eliminate the need for individual currency for every territory on Gershon. What a gem is worth at the Hosien landing and docking station it is also worth on the opposite side of the planet and the royal garrison landing and docking station. If I might ask, how did you get such a detailed map of Ozmonia?"

"Is that the name of this country?"

"Country? I do not know what that is. Ozmonia is the territorial landmass we are on right now. It is named after the royal family that oversees this territory."

"I see. Well what you are seeing is a high-resolution sensor scan that was taken as we were approaching Ozmonia from the air."

"Incredible! You can always see the ground like that?"

"Yes. Don't your conveyances have a mapping system like this?"

"No. They are not real time maps and nowhere near as detailed as what you have there. We use maps that are stored in the processor's memory and our position is overlaid on that map."

"I see. Well, Korica will help you stow your gem bearing rocks and then she can help you get strapped in."

"Thank you Laurel." Beran peaked forward at Mark's display and seemed to look around the cockpit for a moment. "Your ship is simply astounding. I can't believe you know what all these controls do. It would take me years to learn how all this works and I don't know if I would ever remember it all."

"The more capabilities you give a vessel the more complex they become in order to make them function properly. That's why it takes three of us just to fly this ship."

Beran raised his eyebrows and then stepped back and stood up. He then turned and stepped up to Korica.

"Your mother says you will know what to do with the gemstones we recovered?"

Korica reached over to a storage compartment on the port side of the cargo area and she unlatched the door and swung it open there was a small compartment with some hand tools and various spare parts in the bottom and an empty shelf toward the middle. She took the rocks and free diamonds from Beran and set them on the shelf and then secured the door shut. Beran then pulled the seat next to Jeron down and sat down and Korica fastened his restraint latch and then she stepped over and sat down between Tamaric and Jeron and she fastened herself in. Jake looked back and could see that everyone was fastened in so he let Mark know that the pre-flights were done and everything was in the green. Laurel then mirrored her display onto Mark's right display.

"We're headed for that long runway Mark. It's the Hosien landing and docking station."

"Roger that cap. Should we state our intentions before we take off?"

"Uh¦I guess we could. I'll highlight where we want to go and transmit it on the same frequency that we received the previous transmissions."

Laurel touched the Hosien landing and docking station and then dragged a straight line to their current position with her fingertip and then she converted it into a data file and set it to transmit up to the orbiting satellite. It only took moments for a signal to return with the same exact route in red as Laurel had sent so she took it as approval of the planned route. Laurel noticed that there was again a discrete portion of the return signal that was filtered out and deleted before she opened the image file.

"Ok Mark. We got an approval on the course I requested. You can plot a direct route if you want."

"Was there an indication of speed and altitude limitations?"

"No. I would say keep us subsonic and below ten thousand feet."

"Roger that. I'll put us at seven thousand feet and six hundred knots."

"That sounds good."

Mark programmed the rout into the autopilot and then turned the automatic collision avoidance system on and then he gently nudged the hover engines throttles forward slightly and the ship gently lifted into the air. As they steadily rose above the trees Mark reached up and retracted the landing gear and once he had three greens indicating the gear were up and the gear doors were sealed, he rotated the ship around so they were facing north and he slid the forward flight throttles forward and they took off and he slid the hover throttles back to an idle and then he shut the hover engines down. Once they were clear of the mountain peeks he engaged the autopilot and took his hands and feet off the controls. He then programmed in the altitude and speed desired and sat back and let the autopilot take them to the Hosien landing and docking station.

Once they were at seven thousand feet Beran leaned back in his seat as he had been leaning forward so he could glimpse out the front window and he looked at Korica.

"It still astounds me that I cannot feel any sensation of movement when this ship flies. It feels like we never left the ground."

"We have something called inertial dampers that wash away all sensation of inertia. We also have artificial gravity generators under the floor so you feel like you are sitting still. That is so that in space you don't become disoriented. You can fly upside down or on your side and it feels like you are still sitting still and perfectly level."

"Yes, I have experienced that when Mark was showing off over the lake. It was the strangest thing to look up and see the lake but it felt like the world had turned over not us. You understand this technology even at your age?"

"Yes¦even at my age. We have the same type of technology incorporated into our mother ship but it is on a scale that is a little hard to comprehend for the uninitiated. Our ship is the size of a city in space and can fly at close to eighty times the speed of light if we push her real hard. We cruise at fifty-two times the speed of light most of the time."

"How is such a thing possible? The power requirements must be staggering."

"It's a little hard to explain. We use a type of power generation that your people have no concept of yet. Best way to put it is that we compress and stretch space all around us in a way that allows us to move space around us while we travel within that moving space at a gentle pace resulting in mind numbing speeds."

"I still don't see how you can manipulate space like that."

"I don't want to be rude or disrespectful but there are some very advanced fundamental principles that you would have to know for it to make any sense. I don't think I could explain it in a way that would make any sense to you with your limited understanding of the universe."

Beran just looked at her for a few moments and then he looked at Tamaric and then back to Korica.

"And you two understand these fundamentals of the universe?"

"I do sir but Tamaric is still learning."

Beran looked at her for a moment longer then grinned and leaned back.

"I guess we have much to learn before we will be at the level of the elder race."

"Yes sir but the peaceful and productive society that your people have created is the first huge step towards that end. Give it a few hundred years and your people will evolve the necessary intellect and understanding of everything around them to reach the level of sophistication to catch the attention of the elder race. Your people must have great potential for the elder race to have stepped in the way they did when your world came under siege."

"It is true that the elder race have never asked for anything in return for the help they provided us with and they have not interfered with our affairs since."

"I would wager that they will leave you folks alone to evolve at your own pace. They believe in free will almost beyond all else."

"I notice that you keep saying they. You are one of them are you not?"

"Yes I am. It's still a little humbling to think of myself as being one of the elder race. We were only accepted recently so it is still sinking in that we are of the elder race. I heard tales of the elder race and how advanced and evolved they were as a little girl growing up but I just never thought I had in me what they were looking for in an advanced race. Several different individuals called me an extremely advanced version of what it is to be Draximan on several different occasions and the council of a thousand souls said I was exactly what they look for and want in an elder race. Apparently it is a light from within and a fundamental understanding of the power of love among other things."

Laurel could hear hints of what Korica was saying and she could feel what Korica was feeling and she was afraid that she might be revealing too much information. She overheard Korica sharing the top speed and cruising speed of the Future already and she wasn't sure it was a good idea to let her continue. While she knew Beran was not a threat the information could unintentionally be shared with the wrong individual and the information could be used to either track the Future or exploit a weakness in the Future's capabilities or defenses. Laurel reached out to Korica.

"Korica honey, you need to be careful what you tell Beran. I know we can trust him but he might share what you are telling him with someone less trustworthy." Laurel thought.

"Sorry mom. I was just making conversation. I'll keep quiet." Korica thought in return.

"You don't have to stop talking honey just change the subject."

"Ok."

"You have lived an incredible life for one so young Korica. You have a tremendously important destiny as the spokesperson for your entire race and that of the elder race."

"I have kept that in mind with everything I do and say. I know if I say or do something stupid it will reflect on my people and the elder race negatively. It has made me try and act more mature than I would have otherwise acted."

"You are an extraordinary young lady Korica. You hold an adult level conversation with ease but you are packaged in an adorable wrapper. I can see why your mother and father there adopted you so readily. I have only known you for a day and I am already taken with you, as is Jeron. I wish I could take you home with us."

"Awe, thank you Beran." Korica looked over at Jeron and put her hand on his that was lying on his leg. "I really like you and Jeron too. I'm glad you came over to say hello."

Jeron smiled big and laid his head back as he looked at Korica and she knew he was becoming very attached to her. Tamaric looked over and saw the puppy dog look on Jeron's face and he felt the little green monster creeping up in himself and he didn't like it. He knew there was nothing to be jealous of but he just didn't like another boy no matter how young he was looking at his girl the same way he did when they first met. Korica sensed his unease and reached over and slid her hand under Tamaric's and interlaced her fingers through his and lifted his hand and stared at the bright gold ring on his finger with her name emblazoned on it and she smiled. She looked up at Tamaric and he was looking at the ring too and he got the hint. He smiled at her and mouthed 'I love you' and she returned the gesture and then she leaned toward him and he moved his face closer and she kissed his cheek and held the puckered kiss against his cheek for a moment to reassure him. He looked at her with the same melted puppy dog eyes that Jeron had given her but the difference was that she returned the same dopey eyed in love look back to Tamaric.

Everyone enjoyed the rest of the 30-minute ride in relative quiet. As the ship began to descend toward the runway off in the distance there was a signal sent with three routes to choose from. One was a straight in approach to the runways and one was a parallel approach directly to the landing pads off to the east of the runways at the back of the parking ramp and then last was a direct overhead approach to the ramp and then a vertical descent down onto the ramp. Laurel sent the image file to Mark's right display and then she leaned forward.

"I guess they're giving you a choice of what you want to do Mark."

"Since it's going to be pretty close to dark when we get there I think I'll take the direct vertical landing at the landing pads."

"Roger that." Laurel said as she leaned back.

Laurel touched the parallel approach directly to the landing pads and then converted the image into a data file and transmitted it and seconds later she received the same image file back with the other routes missing and a flashing dot at the second landing pad from the end of a row of twelve at the back of the ramp. She then sent it up to Mark's right display and she could see him nod. He let the autopilot take them down to an altitude of one thousand feet and then he took a hold of the controls and put his feet on the pedals and he reached over and disengaged the autopilot and he began slowing their speed until he had them down to two hundred knots. He followed the course that had been laid out precisely and at one mile out he turned on the landing lights and side stepped the runway and headed straight for the parking ramp that was very brightly lit. He slowed their speed even more and reached up and started up the hover engines and as soon as he had a green indicator signaling that the engines were up and running he gave a little throttle to the hover engines and reduced the forward flight throttles and he could see someone on the ground with lighted hand held beacons waving him in so he reduced the forward throttles more and gave a little more throttle to the hover engines and their forward motion all but stopped and he gently hovered across the ramp until he could see the ground personnel thirty feet below him in the down looking camera. He gently guided the crimson fighter right over the landing pad until the ground personnel crossed their beacons and then slowly waved him down as they stepped back. Mark was relieved that they used signals that were clear and concise and in fact very closely matched the signals he would have expected from a Human ground crew. He reached up and deployed the landing gear and waited until he had three greens indicating that the gear were down and locked and then he gently rotated the ship so they were facing the runway and the other rows of craft in front of him. He gently pulled the throttles back and the ship gently dropped until it gently touched the ground with a slight thud. He then pulled the throttles all the way back and began shutting everything down.

Laurel and Jake then shut all of their systems down and lastly Laurel reached up and opened all of the power switches cutting power to everything except the lights. They then unfastened their restraints and stepped to the back of the ship as Mark climbed up out of his seat and made his way to the back of the ship. As Tamaric unfastened his restraints and got to his feet Laurel pointed at his weapon and he looked at it and nodded. He undid the thigh strap and then the waist strap and handed it to Laurel and she stepped back to the cargo crate and set the holster in the floor and then un-strapped the crate and then unlocked it and swung it open and then picked up the PP-20 and holster and set them in the crate and then closed the lid and locked it and then strapped it back down. She then stood up and looked at everyone. She then stepped to the front of the ship while Korica opened the storage compartment and handed the lava rock with its diamond encrusted core to Beran and then she picked up the loose diamond and handed that to him. Mark then pulled on the control lever opening the cabin door and it slowly lowered until it touched the ground.

There was a distinguished looking man standing at the bottom of the ramp with a lighted data device in his arm and he had it held up to his chest as a child would hold their schoolbooks. He was wearing a bright orange one-piece jumpsuit that was presumably so bright in order to make him highly visible on the ramp at night. There was only a hint of blue left in the sky on the Future and this mans suit was indeed very visible. Mark thought it was loud enough to be visible from space. Everyone stepped off the ship and out into the slightly crisp night air and the unmistakable smell of food cooking was wafting in the air. Without even knowing what it was Korica smiled and licked her lips. Whatever it was smelled terrific and she couldn't wait to walk to the eateries to find out what smelled so divine. The ground handler pulled his data device from his chest and with a warm smile held it out to mark and Mark looked at it and there were a whole series of pictographic menu items that were immediately recognizable. Mark looked at Laurel.

"You wanna see if you can speak to him cap? We just need to tell him we're here to go out to dinner and don't really need any services."

Laurel nodded and stepped up to the man as the others looked around at all of the odd looking spacecraft parked on the ramp some of which were very large and completely alien looking.

"Sir do you speak Inisian?"

"Why yes I do. How nice, you speak our language."

"Most of us do but we all understand it. We are going to the sectors end for dinner but we need to make a stop by the gemologist outlet first. We don't need any services for our ship."

"You are in luck, the gemologists outlet is right next door to the sectors end. Do you desire a conveyance to take you there?"

Laurel turned to Beran.

"What do you think Beran? Should we walk?"

"It is not that far. I have been to the sectors end many times. It's such a nice evening and I would really like to show you folks around."

"Are you a local sir?" The ground handler asked.

"Sort of. My grandson and I live just south of Mount Timbootu by about thirty meers in the town of Shera."

"Ah, well welcome back to Hosien."

"Thank you. Do you know if there is any live entertainment at the sectors end tonight?"

"I believe there is come to think of it. I think tonight is going to be live music by some local artists and dancing if you so desire."

"Wonderful. My guests here are all of the elder race. I would appreciate it if you would make sure no one approaches their ship while we are gone."

"Really? I am truly honored to have you folks on my ramp. The parking is going to be free to you folks and I will see to it that no one comes near your ship. I have never actually met an elder race before. No wonder you speak my language. You must know thousands of languages."

"We know many more than that. I am Laurel and this is my mate Jake and my daughter Korica and her mate Tamaric."

"Her¦your people pair up at her age?"

"Not often but sometimes there is a destiny of the heart and even the very young can be drawn together forever."

"I'm not that young mom." Korica said sounding offended.

"You aren't all that old either honey. You are not a child but you are very young to be mated as you and Tamaric are."

Korica grumbled under her breath and took Tamaric's hand and stood closer to him.

"You people really are more beautiful than most aren't you? I've never seen such stunning beauty before¦" The ground handler looked closer at Laurel's eyes and then he leaned back and looked at Korica. "Both of you are gorgeous."

"Thank you." Korica said with a big smile.

"You're most kind sir." Laurel said with a warm smile.

"Please forgive me for being so forward. I've never¦" The ground handler looked at Jake and now noticed the deep saturation of green in his eyes and he leaned forward a little and squinted and then leaned back. "I would love to have eyes like that. Sorry like I said I've never met anyone from the elder race before. I've only heard stories and apparently they're true."

"It's quite alright sir. We actually get that kind of reaction a lot."

"Well the exit is over there by the guard post. Just tell them you are of the elder race and they will not ask for any documents. Please enjoy your stay. We are always pleased to have the elder race visiting us for whatever reason." Laurel looked over at the guard post about thirty feet away and then looked back and smiled and nodded.

"Thank you for the warm welcome."

The ground handler then bowed slightly and stepped back and Mark stepped over to the ship and covered what he was doing with his body as he closed the door and then flipped the power switch off and then withdrew his hand. The ground handler furrowed his brow at how Mark had closed the door with no controls visible on the outside of the ship. The man's face then seemed to change and Laurel sensed that he was thinking that Mark had done it with the power of his mind alone just by laying his hand on the hull. Laurel grinned and tried to fight the urge to crack up laughing. Laurel turned toward the back of the ramp and the feeling past and she took Korica's hand and looked at her.

"I want you two to hold each other's hands and don't let go ok? I want you to stay close as well. None of us is to go anywhere alone¦that includes to the restroom."

"Yes mam." Korica said with a grin.

Korica let go of Laurel's hand and took Tamaric's and slid her fingers through his and smiled at him. Beran then took Jeron's hand and Laurel took Jake's and Laurel gestured toward the guard post.

"Please lead the way Beran. We'll follow you."

Beran bowed slightly and smiled and then he and Jeron led the way over to the guard post. When they stepped up to the wooden constructed building with a high vaulted arch with a window in it and gray painted vertical siding that looked shockingly close to what buildings used to look like on Earth before the use of nanopolymer shotcrete was perfected and widely used. Beran stepped up to the window and there was a middle aged man in what was very obviously a uniform that was blue with black shoulder boards that hand big gold emblems on them and a tassel hanging off the tip of his shoulders. The man had on a black flat topped cap that had some kind of emblem on the brim of the cap.

"Good evening officer Dragar. My guests here are of the elder race and they have stopped in to go to dinner at the sectors end with my grandson and I. We also need to make a stop at the gemologists outlet to have these gems evaluated and then cleaned and cut."

The man looked over the small group with an unflinching face at first and then he grinned.

"They are a spectacular bunch. Mam please step up." Dragar said looking right at Laurel.

Laurel stepped up to the window and gave a warm smile as Beran stepped aside.

"Yes sir?"

"What if I asked you what is the deviant crater of Eunish three?"

"I would say that is the largest crater on the smallest moon of the three moons that orbit the elder race's home world."

"Thank you young lady. And may I say you have the most beautiful blue eyes I have ever seen."

"Thank you sir."

"Only one of the elder race would know the answer to what I just asked you and be able to answer without hesitation. If you need anything during your stay please reach out to Dragar."

Laurel dipped her chin slightly and reached out to Dragar's mind.

"Dragar I am Laurel Kade of the elder race. Can you hear me?" Laurel thought as she sought his center.

Dragar looked right at her and grinned.

"Yes Laurel Kade I can hear you, I can feel you. All of the royal families can hear and feel the unspoken word. I sense a tender soul within you and there is no deception or malice in your heart." Dragar thought in return.

Laurel withdrew into her own mind and smiled at Dragar. She had felt him and entered his mind easily. She sensed a kindness and a very high intellect before she withdrew.

"Thank you officer Dragar. It is nice to know we are among kindred spirits." Laurel said with a smile.

"Thank you Laurel. You folks are the first elder race I have ever actually met in person. We are honored by your visit. Please enjoy your stay."

Laurel bowed very slightly and stepped back and Jake resisted thinking anything, as he knew this Dragar must be telepathic since Laurel never said her name out loud but Dragar suddenly addressed her by name as though he knew her. Beran turned and walked through a multi barred gate that swung outward turnstile like allowing one person at a time to step through. Everyone else then followed him and his grandson out onto the busy street. There were many, many conveyances going back and forth down the streets and large crowds of people walking up and down the streets most of whom seemed to be window shopping and just looking around in general. Korica was still nervous in large crowds and confused by the cacophony of feelings coming from them all seemingly mingling in her mind and in her heart. She had never been in such a large crowd since her senses awoke so completely. She seemed to look around with a slightly furrowed brow and Laurel was immediately able to sense her anxiety so she let go of Jake 's hand and stepped right up to her and put her hands on her shoulders.

"I think you should quiet you mind honey. Dragar there is able to hear and feel the unspoken word so I think the people of this world are far more advanced than Beran is even aware of. I think that's why the elder race helped them all those years ago."

Korica swallowed hard and nodded quickly as the feeling was intensifying as she sensed more and more of the people around her. She closed her eyes and thought about the bubble surrounding her and then she imagined it getting smaller and smaller until it collapsed into her head. She opened her eyes and smiled at Laurel. All of the strangers feelings were now gone and she no longer heard or felt Laurel and Jake as she always does anymore. Her mind was clear and quiet. Tamaric looked over at Korica's face and he looked kind of surprised. Korica smiled at him.

"What?"

"I¦I didn't know I could feel you. There is a presence missing in here." Tamaric put his hand up to his chest.

"Really? I quieted my mind so all of my radiant emotional energy is being suppressed. I didn't know that you could sense it in the first place though?"

"I didn't either until it was gone. I thought it was just the feeling of being in love with you. I didn't know I was actually feeling your energy or whatever."

"See baby, he is more advanced than you thought if he can sense that." Laurel said.

"Yah he is huh?" Korica said with a big smile.

"Come on, don't let go of his hand ok?"

"I won't." Korica said lifting her hand that had her fingers interlaced within his.

"Babe, should we be doing the same?" Jake asked stepping up next to her.

"I don't know are you feeling overwhelmed?"

"No."

"Neither am I. Korica has grown far more sensitive than we are Jake. She was becoming anxious and confused that's why I told her to do that."

Beran then walked up to the four of them wondering what they were discussing.

"Is there a problem?" Beran asked.

"No not at all. Korica was¦she is learning to adapt to her blossoming mental abilities and all of the strange people all around her were confusing her."

"Blossoming? You mean you folks aren't born with your advanced mental abilities in place?"

"No. They develop along with our bodies. Puberty puts them into overdrive and practically overnight we find ourselves inundated with abilities we never had before and Korica is particularly gifted so she can sometimes feel overwhelmed by her senses."

"Oooh. That certainly makes sense. I'm sorry this trying for you Korica."

"I'm fine now Beran. I just had to quiet all the voices and strange feelings coming from all over the place."

"Shall we continue then?"

"Yes, please."

Beran nodded and turned and he and Jeron stepped up to the corner of an intersection and he stood at the corner and Laurel and Jake stood behind him and Korica and Tamaric were behind them and Mark was bringing up the rear. After only a minute the traffic just stopped as though they were sitting at a traffic signal but there were no traffic lights, the conveyances simply stopped to allow the pedestrians to cross the street. Laurel waited until they were across the street and walking down the sidewalk in front of a line of storefronts before asking Beran about the traffic control.

"Beran, how does the vehicle traffic know when and where to stop for pedestrians? I didn't see any traffic lights."

"The onboard systems read the body language of the people standing at the corners and they can determine when pedestrians want to cross the street. Traffic is automatically stopped and foot traffic is allowed to cross the street."

"Incredible! So there is no way for a pedestrian to be struck even if they step into the path of a moving conveyance?"

"No. I have never heard of such a thing occurring. The onboard systems are completely automated and very intuitive."

"Are the vehicles ever controlled manually?"

"They can be but it is discouraged. People are capable of making errors or getting distracted far more often than the processor-controlled system is."

The group continued walking up the busy street and they were looking at some of the bizarre clothes on some of the visitors and some of the people were most definitely from other star systems. They had oddly colored skin and eyes and some really odd looking heads and faces. Some even had four arms instead of just two but all seemed to be behaving very friendly. They would look at the group as they walked by and grin or nod at each group of two as they past by and some even said good evening in Inisian or Kylothian. There was even one individual that looked right at Laurel and she never saw his mouth move but she clearly heard him say "hello beautiful" as he past by. Laurel said nothing in return as she was stunned and didn't quite know what to say or even think in return. Laurel looked at Jake and he grinned at her.

"Jake¦did you hear that?" Laurel asked then looked down the sidewalk at the back of the man's head.

"Hear what babe?"

"Nothing. Never mind."

They walked a few more blocks and Korica was in wonder looking at all of the storefronts and smelling all of the wonderful aromas coming from the eateries as they walked past. She didn't remember any of what she was seeing from when she was here as a little girl. She didn't know how she could forget such fascinating sights and smells. When the group stepped up to the next intersection that they needed to cross, which was a large and very busy four way intersection it only took a minute of them standing at the corner for all of the traffic to just come to a stop and the people on the opposite side stepped out into the street and so did Beran and Jeron and so everyone followed them and Jake looked closely at the vehicles as they stepped past and they were sitting absolutely silently as though they had no motors or the motors shut off when they stopped. Some of the vehicles had pin stripping on them and some were obviously painted different colors to suit individual tastes but it appeared they all came from the factory in white and they had no wheels, there were stubby landing gear of a sort that the vehicles rested on when they were stopped and as soon as they moved forward they would lift a few inches and the landing gear would lift up into the body of the conveyance very quickly in almost a jerking motion quicker that the eye could really see. They were all of the same exact shape presumably to Jake's guess to speed up the mass production of the conveyances for the masses as they were requested by everyone that was capable of pushing a button since they were completely automated. Jake even saw a very young kid sitting in one that motored by all by himself. They were so simple that even children could ride around without worry of them hurting themselves or someone else.

As the group stepped up onto the curb they stepped up to the first business and Beran stopped and turned and faced the others.

"This is the gemologists outlet. The sectors end is right next door."

"We'll come in with you if it's alright?"

"Of course."

Beran turned to the double steel looking doors with some strange characters on them and he pushed them open with his shoulder and everyone followed him into a brightly lit and fairly large foyer with deep rich wood paneling and intricate fluted columns made of wood with very fanciful designs reaching all the way to the ceiling that was some fifteen feet high and all covered in the same rich wood with very beautifully and obviously hand crafted designs everywhere that could be seen with gentle curves and flower like protrusions.

A very well dressed woman in a skirt of sorts that came down to her knees and was a bright silver with black accents and a very low neckline stepped out of the door toward the back of the foyer.

"Good evening." She said in a soft and pleasing voice. "How can I help you?"

"Good evening." Beran said. "I have a rather sizeable raw gem here that I need to have analyzed and possibly cleaned and cut if it proves to be diamel as I suspect."

"We can certainly help you with that sir. Is this a native stone and if so are you a resident of Gershon?"

"Yes on both counts."

"Great, that will certainly make things easier."

Beran handed the large stone to her and then the small gem that had broken free and she took them and seemed to size up the weight in her hand by gently lifting and letting the weight fall in her hand a few times.

"My, my. If this proves to be diamel you are going to be in for a healthy payday. Would you folks like to follow me back to the show room?"

"Please, lead the way." Beran said.

The woman then turned and stepped up to the door she had come in through and she bumped it open with her shoulder and it opened up into a brightly lit room that was much different from that of the ornate foyer. It looked more like a room made out of a pure white polished marble and there were what looked distinctly like glass shelves on every wall inside locked glass cabinet with hundreds of gems of all sizes and colors on display and in the center of the room was an all glass looking display table with some of the most exquisite gems in every conceivable color and shape within it. The white walls and floors now made sense. It made the gems seem to glow and stand out like no other color would.

The woman stepped to the back display cabinet that had a dark blue pad on its top and she set the stone down and the loose gem and then she turned and walked back to Beran.

"I'm sorry, I didn't even introduce myself. I am Driella the gemologist for the Hosien territory."

Beran raised his hand and shook Driella's hand.

"I am Beran and this distinguished young man is my daughter's son Jeron."

"Hello Jeron. What a handsome young man you are."

"Greetings mam." Jeron said shaking her hand gently.

"And this beautiful young lady is Laurel and this is her handsome mate Jake."

"What interesting names, good evening."

"Good evening to you." Laurel said as she stepped forward to shake Driella's hand.

"Hello mam." Jake said as he shook her hand.

"And this charming young lady is their daughter Korica and her brave and handsome mate Tamaric."

"Good evening Korica and Tamaric." Driella said as she shook their hands one after the other.

"Good evening mam." Korica said with a warm smile.

"And this imposing looking man is their chief of security Mark."

Driella looked at his weapons for a moment but smiled warmly anyways and stepped toward him and shook his hand.

"It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance Mark." Mark just grinned and bowed slightly as he shook her hand.

"Well give me a moment and I will bring the analyzer out and we will see if you have a payday on your hands or just a pretty crystal to sit on your dinner table as a conversation piece."

Driella then turned and stepped up to a door at the back of the showroom and she punched some buttons on a keypad and there was a buzzing sound and she pushed the door open and then stepped into a back office and the door closed behind her with a solid sounding thud suggesting that it was a secondary vault style door and was probably very heavy. Everyone walked around while they waited and looked at some of the stunning gems that were on display. Some of them were absolutely huge and very beautiful. Some were in ring settings and still others were in settings hanging from gold looking necklaces and some were just sitting free as they were to big and obviously to valuable to be worn. After a few minutes the door at the back of the room buzzed and Driella stepped out pulling a very large square metal device that was painted a brilliant white and once she rolled it out they could see that the device was sitting on a wheeled stand designed specifically for the device. Once she got it out from behind the counter and spun it around they could all see that there was a display screen and several buttons and the front side and there was a handle at the front for opening the top of the device.

She lifted the top open and then picked up the lava rock with the suspected precious gem in its core and the loose gem that had fallen away and she set them inside the device and closed the lid and locked it shut. She then pushed a few buttons on the front and the display screen lit up and displayed some symbols that no one but Driella and Beran could read. Driella then looked at Beran and smiled.

"We'll know in just a moment."

Jake gently grabbed Laurel's arm and pulled her away from the others and spoke very quietly to her.

"Laurel, it just dawned on me why the name Driella sounds so familiar¦one of the girls we rescued was named Driella. You think they could be of the same species?"

"I suppose it's possible. Gershon is definitely within reach of the Hodong, or was. If we were taught these folk's languages through the chair then the Hodong would have known how to speak their language as well. These people are obviously well on their way to being gifted like us. Dragar said that all of the royal families could hear and feel the unspoken word."

"If the sectors end is as popular as it sounds to be then perhaps they were the ones that plundered this world but at the time they were called something else by the locals. It would certainly explain why the elder race helped these people and vanquished their attackers then just left them be. They felt guilty because what the Hodong have been doing for the last century is their fault."

"Yah but the other Driella was taken recently, she wasn't old enough to have been around when this world was originally attacked."

"Unless the royal families have spread out into other parts of the galaxy without telling the rest of their subjects. You saw that royal defense vessel, that thing has got to be interstellar at the very least and if they have fleets of those things they could be spread out all over this sector and beyond. The Hodong may have attacked Gershon long ago and then the Driella we rescued may have been grabbed recently for somewhere else by chance just because she was gorgeous and in the wrong place at the wrong time."

"That's a brilliant insight Jake."

"Thanks babe. It just follows logic."

"I'm just wondering why so much of this worlds history isn't part of what we were imparted with? You would've thought the cultural knowledge of Gershon would've been included in the information garnered by the chair, heck we can't even read their languages we can only speak and understand them. It's almost like some of the information was deliberately erased."

"Well we know that's possible, you were instructed to erase some information on Tiomot after we were imparted with what we needed to know in order to modify the Future to carry the life form that will be getting us home in our time."

"You think they really erased the information to hide their intervention in this worlds development?"

"That would be a real good guess. I know that it's forbidden for them to intervene in a world's development even if it means letting an entire species go extinct. Look at Tiomot for example, what ever happened there they didn't do anything to stop it."

Suddenly there was a tone heard from the analyzer and everyone moved closer to hear what the result was. Driella had a stunned look on her face as she looked at the display on the front of the analyzer. She slowly looked at Beran and smiled.

"You hit it big with this one Beran. It's a completely flawless diamel weighing eighty-five thousand carats. The smaller free stone is also a genuine diamel weighing fifty carats."

"Oh my goodness!" Beran said leaning back against the counter behind him.

"Does that mean we're rich popa?" Jeron asked.

"I'll say¦the trade value should be in the hundreds of thousands."

"Are you by chance interested in selling this diamel Beran? I would be willing to pay you handsomely for these gems."

"How handsomely?"

"Well they are actually worth more in their raw state. Once they are cut and polished you will lose a few carats of total weight¦" Driella put her hand up to her chin and looked at the display on the front of the analyzer then she looked back at Beran. "I will give you four hundred twenty thousand gem credits on a card of course."

"By the elders! You have deal."

Beran put his hand out and Driella shook his hand with a big smile. Beran then looked at her and smirked.

"So now that it's a done deal how much do you think you'll get for the gems?"

"Well only a royal family will have enough currency to by something like this but I think princess Armony is going to love these once they are polished and presented properly. I think I am going to ask for four hundred seventy five thousand and we will see what she counters with. I should be able to get four hundred fifty thousand at the least."

"So you will make a tidy profit in the end?"

"Oh quite so. Do you mind if I ask where exactly you found these?"

"Well¦I am a little hesitant to say only because they were found at a place that I take my grandson every year and I would hate to see the pristine conditions ruined by gem hunters. I will say only thirty meers north of my home. It was actually my friends here that found them but they insisted that I keep them since they are not from Gershon."

"I'll bet you're second guessing that decision now?"

"Not at all Driella. We are guests and have no right to take anything from your world except fond memories. There is far more to life than wealth." Laurel said.

Driella seemed truly shocked by Laurel's comment.

"Give me a few moments, I will go load a card with your gem credits. Would you like to pay your royal tribute now? You realize of course that I have to report who sold the gems to me?"

"Naturally, go ahead and take the tribute if you would. It will save me the trouble of doing it later. Either way it has to be done so I may as well take care of it now."

"Very good. I'll be right back Beran."

Driella then turned and stepped up to the heavy door and pressed a few buttons on the keypad and there was a buzz heard and then she pushed the door open and stepped into the back office and the door shut behind her with a solid sounding thud. Beran stepped over to Laurel and Jake with a big smile on his face.

"People have said that good things would come to you if you meet and elder race in person. Now I know it's true. You folks are good luck."

"We're happy for you Beran. You deserve something nice for how good you are to Jeron. I can sense that you love him very much and you have a good heart."

"Thank you Laurel. I am crazy about my grandson. I would do anything to make him happy."

"I hope this means you are going to take him shopping?"

"Oh you can count on it. I am going to take the whole family shopping. We will be living quite comfortable for the rest of our lives."

"That's wonderful. Congratulations Beran, see there was a reason that you two loved Lake Timbootu."

"I love the one on one time with Jeron. The lake is just a beautiful place to enjoy his company."

"That's so sweet."

A moment later Driella stepped out of the back office with a credit chit in one hand and an electronic palm reader in the other with some script displayed at the bottom of the small display on the front of it and she stepped up to Beran and handed him the credit chit and then he placed his palm on the reader and it scanned his palm and fingers and then beeped twice.

"There you go sir. After your tribute you have four hundred four thousand credits left."

"Thank you for taking care of that Driella and thank you for the fair deal on the gems."

"You are more than welcome Beran. Congratulations on your find."

"Well folks¦" Beran said looking at everyone. "I guess dinner is on me."

Everyone smiled and nodded but Laurel was still going to insist that she be allowed to pay for dinner as she had promised in the beginning. Beran pressed the button in the corner of his credit shit and a mountainous pile of gems was represented in a hologram and the credit value on the card was listed at 404,000 credits remaining. He smiled big at the very sight of the huge number and he slipped the credit chit into his breast pocket and they all said their goodbyes to Driella. She walked them out of the showroom and through the beautiful foyer. They then stepped out into the crisp night air. Beran took Jeron's hand and Tamaric took Korica's and Jake took Laurel's and they all stepped next door to the sectors end.

The entrance was a wide-open archway that opened up into an open-air atrium with some beautiful flowers growing in the center of a wide-open space. There was a bar off to the left that looked very busy. There were at least twenty people sitting at the bar talking and enjoying their drinks. Off to the right was a courtyard that had many tables that looked to be almost completely full. There was a stage toward the back of the courtyard and an open area in front of it that was designed to be used as a dance floor and there were tables all along the sides of the dance floor area and there were a few curved bench style seating tables toward the back of the dance floor creating a ring of tables all around the dance floor. There were also trellises toward the street side of the seating area that were covered in thick and beautiful red and purple vines to block out the view from the street and to add some color to the ambiance. There were some large round tables in that area that were difficult to see from the door but they could be seen enough through the vine covered trellis to know the seating area at these tables gently curved around the tables edge and there were two of these large tables that were unoccupied.

A man came from around the corner with an electronic device in his hand and he was dressed in a black and white two piece suite that looked similar to a tuxedo but the tailoring of the collar and the vest was completely odd looking. They seemed to be exaggerated in their dimension for the rest of the suit and the man's size. They all just assumed it was considered fashionable on Gershon though it looked weird to the Future crew. The man had a warm smile as he stepped up to them and bowed slightly.

"Welcome to the sectors end. Do you speak Kylothian?" The man asked.

"We do. I am from Gershon and I also speak Inisian as do my friends here. We will all be dining together." Beran said.

"Wonderful. If you will follow me I have a table large enough for the seven of you that is available right now."

The man turned and walked toward the large round tables with the trellises around their backs and sides. The man stepped in front of the first table and gestured toward table with an open palm and everyone slid into the curved seat and scooted around so they were all sitting right next to one another. The man then stepped up to the edge of the table and laid the electronic device on the table and pushed it toward Beran since he was sitting closest.

"When you have made your selections simply tap the call button on the menu screen and I will come collect the menu. Can I get you anything to drink while you are making your selections?"

"Uh¦how about Ozomian ale for all of us and some perlian drin for myself and Mark over there."

"Very good, I'll bring the drinks right away."

The man then stepped away and disappeared through a set of swinging doors into the back cook area. Korica looked around and furrowed her brow as she looked at Laurel.

"This place is totally different from when my parents brought me here. I don't even recognize the place. It used to be kind of a rough place with a lot of rough looking characters¦least that's how I remember it. The roof was never open to the sky like this either. There used to be a port house upstairs where I got to take a hot bath after eating but I guess they tore it down for some reason."

"There was a fire here two years ago. The place burned to the ground just about but this place was so popular that it was rebuilt how you see it now. The whole ambiance was changed." Beran said.

"Yah I'll say." Korica replied. "It's kind of fancy now. I feel underdressed."

"You look perfectly adorable Korica. That color is perfect on you and the lace on your shirt gives you a look of fun sophistication." Beran said.

"Awe, thank you Beran."

"I think you would look pretty no matter what your wearing Korica." Jeron said with a smile.

"Oh you're so sweet Jeron. Thank you."

"Beran, this Ozomian ale that you ordered¦it isn't intoxicating is it?" Laurel asked.

"Heavens no. It's a sweet drink that has effervescent gasses trapped in it. I would never give something intoxicating to my grandson¦or someone as young as Korica and Tamaric. The perlian din on the other hand is definitely intoxicating but it is served in small glasses so a single drink does not cloud the mind. It only gives a slight feeling of euphoria."

"Ok. I just wanted to make sure. On our world ales contain alcohol which is an intoxicating substance."

Beran smiled and looked over the menu with Jeron and the two made a selection and then pushed the menu toward Korica who was sitting right next to Jeron. She looked at it for a moment and then she looked at Beran.

"Um¦we can speak your language Beran but we can't read it. I have no idea what I'm looking at." Korica said.

"I did not realize that. I can ask for a foreigner menu that has pictures of the food items instead of text descriptions?"

"That might be a good idea."

"Can I order for you Korica? Do you like seafood?" Jeron asked.

"I guess so. I've never had seafood from your world."

"They have a sample platter that has seven different types of seafood on it along with some fresh ratera root and fried comela. I can never eat the whole thing cause there is so much food but I think you would really like it."

"Ok. I'll have the sample platter then. Thank you Jeron."

"You're welcome Korica." Jeron smiled at her with the dopey eyes that made Tamaric a little uncomfortable. He could see that Jeron was falling for Korica hard.

"Ask him if he has a suggestion for me Korica." Tamaric said.

"Jeron what do you think Tamaric might like?"

"Um¦oh I know, deran pie. It has big pieces of deran and rugal and perit and kripot all in a really thick gravy. It all sits in a flaky bowl made out of dough that is really soft."

"What is deran and rugal and perit and kripot?"

"Deran is flying animal that is hunted out in the plains of the Remous territory. Rugal, perit and kripot are all vegetables grown here on Gershon. We grow all of those vegetables on our land at home."

"How's that sound Tamaric?" Korica asked.

"Sounds like a turkey pot pie from Earth. I'll give it a go. Sounds delicious."

"He likes the sounds of it Jeron. Will you please order that for him?"

"Sure." Jeron touched the menu item and a symbol appeared next to the menu item.

Jeron then pushed the menu back to Beran. Korica looked over at Laurel, Jake and Mark and then at Beran.

"What about mom and dad and Mark?"

"Well I could make suggestions for them or like I said, I can ask for a foreigners menu that has pictures of the meal selections."

"I would like to try the seafood platter that Korica is having. That sounded really good." Laurel said.

"Ok." Beran said. He looked down at the menu and selected another seafood platter.

At that moment the waiter came back to the table with a tray in his hand that had nine drinks on it. He set an Ozomian ale in front of everyone and then he set a shot glass with what looked like a dark whiskey in front of Beran and he set one in front of Mark.

"Can we please have a foreigners menu brought over? I did not realize that my friends couldn't read the menu."

"Certainly. I'll be right back."

The man stepped around the corner and came right back to the table and laid down another menu that was much large and as promised had a small image of all of the menu items. Jake chose what was obviously a big steak of some kind of animal that he didn't particularly care what it was. It looked juicy and delicious and there were vegetables on the side and a bowl of salad of some kind though the lettuce looking vegetable was very dark and teardrop shaped. Jake then handed the menu to Mark and he perused the items for a moment and some of the food was just to unrecognizable for him to feel confident in even trying it so he ended up selecting the same thing as Jake. I big slab of steak just looked too good to pass up. It was something that wasn't available on the Future and Mark hadn't had a steak since leaving Earth. Mark then handed the menu to the waiter and Beran handed him the other menu. He looked at the selected items and then looked at mark and Jake.

"How would you like your meat prepared?"

"Medium rare for me." Jake said and then he looked at Mark.

"Tell him medium well for mine." Jake nodded to him.

"He would like his medium well." Jake said.

The waiter looked at the menu and touched the menu a few times then looked up at everyone and smiled warmly.

"Thank you. If you need anything¦" The waiter pulled a small square device out of his jacket pocket and set it on the table. "Just press this and I'll come right over."

The waiter then bowed slightly and turned and walked around the corner to the front door where more people were filing in. The noise level was slowly ratcheting up as more and more people arrived and the seating capacity was quickly exceeded and people had to sit in and around the bar to wait for a table to become available. Laurel watched through the vines on the trellises at their backs then looked at Beran.

"I guess this place is still really popular huh?"

"We got here just in time for the evening meal rush. If we had come any later we would have had to wait for one of these large tables to become available. The sectors end is known all over the sector for the food available. This used to be a simple trading center with dirt streets out front and an empty field next door with trees growing in it where the gemologists outlet is now located."

"See, that's what I remember. This town and this eatery have completely changed since I was last here."

"It used to be a trading post and nothing more but now it is a full fledge township with a huge full time population living here."

"What happened to the couple that used to run the trading center?" Korica asked.

"I am sorry to say they were lost in the fire."

Korica looked down at her lap with a sad face and took a deep breath and then let it out and tried to push the thought aside so she wouldn't ruin everyone's evening with her disappointment at friends lost. Korica lifted her head and leaned against Tamaric's shoulder and he turned his head and kissed the top of her head and she grinned. He always made her feel better just by being there. Korica lifted her head and looked over at Beran.

"Thank you for coming with us Beran. You and Jeron have been so nice to us."

Beran lifted his shot glass and held it up over the center of the table and smiled.

"Please friends, lift your glasses in a salute."

Mark picked up his shot glass and held it up to Beran's and then everyone else lifted their Ozomian ales up and set them up against their shot glasses.

"Here's to good friends, good food and good fortune all of which Jeron and I have enjoyed since meeting you amazing people. May the elder race always watch over our stars."

Everyone clanked their glasses together gently and then they all took a drink from their glasses and Mark threw his shot back and held it in his mouth for a moment then pushed it down and his eyes got big as it burned all the way down like the strongest grain alcohol imaginable. Mark coughed a few times and Beran laughed. The others took a drink of their ales and it tasted just like a vanilla cream soda from Earth. Everyone set their glasses down and Laurel looked at Jake and smiled.

"That tastes familiar huh?"

"Vanilla cream soda. Who would have though four hundred thousand plus light years from home we would find something that would taste so familiar."

"You like them?" Beran asked.

"They're delicious Beran. We have a drink on our world that is amazingly close to this." Laurel said.

"This is good Beran." Korica said. "I don't think I've ever had anything quite like this."

"Jeron loves them, I thought you might like them as well."

At that point everyone noticed a couple of individuals one of whom was carrying a black instrument case that looked suspiciously like a guitar case and the other gentleman was carrying a small square case in his hand. The two stepped up to the stage at the front of the dance floor area and they opened their cases and pulled their instruments out. One was a highly polished steel guitar but Jake squinted and he could see that it had ten strings unlike the Earth typical 6 or 8 string guitars. The other man had what was distinctly a pan flute. The Future crew looked at one another and grinned.

"That's a ten string steel guitar and a pan flute¦what are the chances that they would have the same instruments as Earth?" Jake asked.

"Hay, what makes music on Earth will make music anywhere in the universe. Acoustics will be constant no matter where you go." Laurel said.

The two individuals were dressed very casually and one of them even had on long and fairly baggy shorts suggesting a starving musicians salary was what he was living on. Once the two were comfortable and guitarist spent a few minutes tuning his strings the two began to play in harmony and everyone was shocked. The two were very good and the two instruments complimented each other perfectly. The steel guitar had a high resonating frequency that the panflute matched just right making for a harmonious sound between the two. Their first few songs were up beat and relatively fast paced and after the second song they received loud applause from the tables making them smile. The third song was slow and rhythmic and very beautiful and people started to file out onto the dance floor in couples to slow dance to the music while holding each other and swaying slowly and Jake looked at Laurel and nodded toward the floor and she quickly shook her head no. Jake took her hand in his and looked her in the yes.

"Please Laurel¦will you dance with me?"

"Jake I haven't been dancing in years."

"Neither have I. I'm proud of you Laurel, I want to hold you close in public and show off that you and I are a couple."

"Ok. I just can't say no to you when you put it like that Jake."

Mark slid out and let the two slide around the table and out to their feet. The two then stepped out onto the edge of the dance floor and pressed their bodies up to one another and then clasped hands by their chest while holding each other around the waist. They began to sway to the music and look into each other's eyes and smile and eventually Laurel put her head against Jake's shoulder while looking toward his chest and he set his head against hers and enjoyed her warm body up against his while they swayed and rocked to the steady soft rhythm of the music. When the song ended almost ten minutes later the two separated and applauded and the next song was much faster and the couples began to dance in way Jake and Laurel had never seen before. They tried to study the way the couples were dancing but it just looked odd to them so they stepped off the dance floor and Mark got up and let them sit down and slide in and around to the back of the table.

"You know you two looked good together out there." Beran said.

"Thank you Beran. It just feels right to be in Jake's arms."

"Well it shows. One can almost feel the love coming from you two."

At that instant two men in white smocks stepped up to the table holding two plates each and they slid them onto the table and smiled and then quickly stepped away. Both of the seafood platters had arrived and Beran's meal as well as Tamaric's deran pie. The seafood platters were gigantic and Laurel was pretty sure she wasn't going to be able to eat it all but Korica looked at hers and thought it was going to be no problem to eat all of the wonderful looking food. It smelled heavenly and looked just as wonderful as it smelled. Moments later the men in white smocks returned to the table with the other three meals that they slid onto the table along with the salads that accompany Mark and Jake's meals and they pulled a couple bottles with stoppers in them out of their smock pockets and set them on the table and then stepped away quickly.

Mark picked up one of the bottles and shook it around a little bit and looked at all of the seasonings floating around in it and Beran grinned and looked at him.

"Go easy on those Mark, the lighter one is bitter and the darker one is sweet but they are really strong. If you put to much topper on your somell it will be overpowering. The somell has a naturally tangy sweet taste of it's own."

Mark grinned and nodded. He pulled the stopper off of the bitter topper and tipped the bottle up with his finger over the top of the bottle and then he put his fingertip in his mouth and he cringed and squinted one eye a little. He set the bottle down and then he picked up the bottle of darker fluid and shook it up and then pulled the stopper and set his finger over the tip and tip the bottle back and then set the bottle down and put his fingertip in his mouth and he raised his eyebrows and nodded. He then picked up a single leaf of the somell and put it into his mouth and chewed on it and he now got the complex flavor and he knew it needed only a touch of the sweet topper in his opinion. He picked up the bottle of sweet topper and put a conservative amount on his salad and then set the bottle down and looked at Jake.

"He's right, that is some of the most powerful salad dressing I have ever tasted. The salad is like lemon tart and cherry sweet so personally I think the sweet dressing is the better choice for a dressing."

"I'll take your word for it, I didn't like the reaction on your face when you tasted the bitter dressing."

"It wasn't bad it's just not my cup of tea. Look at these steaks, you notice how the muscle grain is in a swirl pattern towards the middle?"

"Yah."

"I think it's a slice of the tail of something. Have you ever broken the tail off a lizard and looked at the muscle pattern to it? Same exact thing. Whatever this came off of I would wager it was big¦like Komodo dragon big."

Jake looked at the juicy steak on his plate for a minute and then he looked back at Mark.

"You really think it's a reptile?"

"I wouldn't think about it too much. Tell yourself it's beef if the idea of eating a lizard bugs you."

Jake looked back at his plate and after a second or two he grinned and looked back at Mark again.

"That actually helps. Thanks."

"Hay goanna is awesome eatin if you cook it right. Needs lots of lemon and butter and a pinch of tarragon." Tamaric said.

Jake looked at him and furrowed his brow heavily.

"You're serious?"

"Heck yah. If you're in the bush huntin or fishin and your not catchin crap and the big game is keeping hidden, you better believe it."

"You got guts kid, I'll give you that."

"When you get hungry you'll eat bugs if it means your stomach is full."

"Gross!" Korica said stopping the bite that was headed for her mouth.

"Sorry darlin. When my dad said we were gunna rough it in the outback he wasn't kidding. I'll shut up and let you eat your meal."

Korica set her fork down and looked at Tamaric with a questioning look.

"You really ate goanna and bugs?"

"Yep. Australia has some bloody big bugs hon. There are beetles almost the size of your hand. If you don't think about what your eatin it isn't all that bad and they are really high in protein."

Korica closed her eyes tightly and rubbed her forehead. She then shook her head and went back to eating.

Everyone set in to eating their meals and as Asaria had said the food was fantastic. It was cooked just right and seasoned to perfection. Tamaric was particularly impressed with the deran pie. The crust of the pie tasted buttery and it was light and flaky almost like a pastry and the deran was juicy and tender with the consistency of boiled chicken but the flavor was gamy sweet and like nothing he had ever tasted before. The cubed vegetables that were cooked in the dark sauce were also very flavorful and unique to his taste buds. The sauce was a mix of slightly spicy like horseradish with a tanginess that was hard to place as being like anything he had ever tasted before. There was a snappy sweet component like cinnamon but the lingering taste was like pork almost, with its salty taste. The seafood platters were equally delicious as there was seven varieties of creatures each prepared differently yet all had a slightly fishy taste that definitely spoke to a salt-water origin but the flavors and textures were completely unique from anything either Laurel or Korica had ever eaten before. The batter and seasonings on each complimented the particular type of flavor each animal had to offer and they all just seemed to melt in the mouth. The ratera root was just like spicy French fried potato strips as the Future served with many of the meals that Korica ordered on the ship and the fried comela was a roughly round green vegetable that was very soft and the way it was fried crisped the outside in a tangy batter while the sweet flesh offered a starkly contrasting flavor that seemed to pop when the flavors came together. The steaks turned out to be very tender and extremely flavorful for Mark and Jake. Mark was worried that he might need steak sauce if the meat was too bland but the flavor was succulent and zesty and in the end he thought steak sauce would have ruined the amazing flavors marinated right into the meat.

By the time they all finished their meals they had spent over an hour talking lightly and lavishing the amazing food. Laurel was unable to finish her meal but Korica was only too happy to polish it off for her. They sat back for a few minutes and finished their drinks and let their meals settle and then Jeron broke Laurel's heart with what he said.

"I wish I had friends like you and Tamaric to play with all the time Korica. You guys don't care where I come from or who my parents are, you just play with me cause you like me."

"Don't you have friends at school or something?" Korica asked

"Not really. I mean I know some kids at school but they don't play with me. They just talk to me cause it would be rude not too."

"I wish we could stay and play with you Jeron but we have to get back to our mission. We'll always be your friends even if we won't see each other again."

"At least I'll be able to brag that I got to meet some elder race kids a little older than me and they were every bit as amazing as everyone said they would be¦I just won't have any way to prove it."

"Beran do you have an image capturing device back at your camp?" Korica asked looking up at him.

"No."

Korica then looked at Laurel and Laurel could see the light go on in her mind.

"Mom, can you send an image file to Beran's transport pod just like you did to the satellite to state our intentions?"

"Uh¦yah, I think I can actually. What do you have in mind?"

"The sensors on the crimson fighter can take an extremely detailed image of us if we're standing in front of the ship right?"

"That's true. We could take a high-resolution image that would be stunning in its clarity and detail."

Korica then looked at Beran.

"Can you download images from the processor on your conveyance?"

"Yes, quite easily once I get home."

"Then that's it. We'll give you your proof that way Jeron."

"Thank you Korica. I'll have something to remember you all by forever. It's going on my wall in my room at home."

"Mine to Jeron. I'm never going to forget you two. You two are some of the nicest people I've ever met. I feel truly blessed that we met like we did and became friends."

"That's so sweet Korica. You're such a sweet girl. I hope good things come your way for how nice you have all been to us." Beran said.

"I guess we should get going so someone else can have our table." Laurel said.

Beran reached over and touched the small device at the edge of the table and it turned red and slowly began to pulse off and on. It was only a minute later that the waiter stepped up to the table with a warm smile. He touched the device and it turned off and then he looked at everyone.

"How was everything?"

"That was hands down the best meal we have had in a very long time. I can see why this place is so popular." Laurel said.

"I am glad you enjoyed yourselves. Is there anything else I can get for you?"

"Just the bill please. We really have to get moving along." Laurel said.

"Right away. I will be right back."

Laurel leaned back and pulled out her credit chit and Beran looked at her and turned his head slightly.

"I won't have you paying for this meal Laurel."

"Beran we disturbed your special time with Jeron by asking you to come with us. I promised that the meal would be on us. Please don't hurt my feelings by not letting me pay." Laurel gave him a puppy dog look like she was ready to cry and he sighed and then smiled.

"Very well. I can't stand to see a sad face on a beautiful woman."

"Thank you Beran¦for the compliment and for letting me pickup the tab."

"You are welcome on both counts."

It was only moments later that the waiter came back with what looked like the menu they had ordered from but there was a distinct rectangular sized indentation on the front of it. He laid it on the edge of the table and Laurel leaned back and reached into her pocket and pulled out the handful of gems that she had retrieved from the lock box on the Future and she selected the two shiny orange gems and she handed one to the waiter.

"This is for you for the great service and outstanding food." Laurel said as she dropped one of the gems into the waiter's hand.

"Oh aren't you generous and sweet? Thank you."

"You're welcome. Will take this other one and give it to the musicians? They are really good and I want to show some appreciation for what they added to the evening with their wonderful music."

Laurel dropped the other gem into the waiter's hand and he smiled and bowed. Laurel then laid her credit chit on the electronic register and she recognized that by touching the green square it would deduct the amount due from the card so she touched it and the value of the card appeared in a three dimensional image and then the amount counted down ninety-five credits. She then picked the card up and slid it back into her pocket. The waiter then picked up the electronic register and stepped back and smiled.

"Thank you for choosing the sectors end for your dinning choice. I hope you will return soon."

Laurel smiled and nodded and the waiter turned and walked across the dance floor right to the musicians and he held his hand out and Laurel could see him saying something and then turning and pointing at them and both musicians go to their feet without stopping their music and they bowed and smiled big and then the man playing the pan flute took the gem and slipped it into his pocket and they both sat back down and kept playing.

Everyone then slid out and got to their feet and before they could even get to the edge of the dance floor to walk around the trellis at the back of the table two men stepped up and quickly began bussing the table so they could prepare it for the next guests. Everyone walked through the thick crowd and there was now quite a few inebriated individuals sitting at the bar barking loudly at each other and for some reason they sensed Laurel walking past and fell silent and watched her intently and she could tell what they were thinking by hearing what they were feeling and it was a reminder that she was becoming attractive to a larger portion of the male population now that she was developing and becoming even more gorgeous than ever before. As she was walking past the drunken and lustful men Jake could feel Laurel tense up and squeeze his hand tighter. Once they got outside Laurel let out a deep sigh.

"Are you ok babe?"

"Yah, I felt what those guys were thinking and it¦I'm glad I didn't have these abilities at this level when I was growing up."

"What they were thinking was that bad?"

"Oh yah, they were thinking about what they could do to me and what they want to do to me and how I would react to what they want to do to me."

"Son of a bitch!" Jake looked back at the door and Laurel squeezed his hand tighter and pulled down so he would look at her.

"Jake! Don't you sink to their level. They were just thinking it. They didn't say or do anything wrong. Everyone is entitled to have their sick fantasies no matter how depraved they are."

"Sorry babe." Jake's face un-contorted and then fell calm.

"Is something wrong?" Beran asked as he stepped up next to Laurel.

"No just some drunks thinking things that aren't very nice. When you're gifted like us you sometimes hear or feel things you don't like."

"About you?"

"I¦I hope they weren't thinking about Korica¦but I can't be sure. It's fine Beran, I've had men looking at me lustfully for years. I'm used to it. You just have to ignore it and go about your business."

"I'm sorry Laurel. Not all men are evolved enough to respect women the way they deserve to be."

"Like I told Jake, they didn't say or do anything. Everyone is entitled to fantasize how they like."

"Well I am still sorry. You are beautiful but you have a mate and any man with a pair of eyes can see that you two are insanely in love and together."

"Come on, let's get back to the ship."

Beran took the lead again while holding Jeron's hand and Korica and Tamaric took each other's hand and followed behind them and then Jake and Laurel took each others hand and followed behind them and Mark brought up the rear. They all made their way across the busy intersections and down the bustling streets until they got to the curb across the street from the airport guard post. When they all stopped Mark stepped around Korica and Tamaric and up behind Laurel and put his hands up on her shoulders and gently kneaded her muscular shoulders.

"I'm sorry that crap always has to happen to you cap. I hope you understand that I don't ever want you alone on one of these alien worlds for exactly that reason."

Laurel put her free hand up on Mark's and looked up over her back at his face and she grinned.

"I know Mark. You know I could snap their necks if they grabbed me to do what they were thinking¦but I wouldn't."

"You're to much of a sweetheart. You just don't have the killer instinct in you and it scares the crap out of me."

Laurel returned her gaze forward and Mark pulled his hands back as the traffic stopped and Beran stepped off the curb and everyone followed him out into the intersection. Laurel glanced at random into one of the conveyances that they were walking past and the man sitting in the vehicle slowly nodded and gave her a dead stare and then grinned and she distinctly heard him say 'hello Laurel Kade, the elder race are with you always'. He then quickly put his index finger up to his lips and grinned bigger just as Laurel was about to get Jake's attention and she watched him for a second longer then gave a gentle nod and smiled and then looked away. The whole exchange was fleeting and very subtle but it was enough for Mark to notice and he looked intently at the handsome man sitting in the conveyance seemingly looking straight ahead but Mark saw his gesture and Laurel's flash of recognition and then a micro expressive smile. He wondered what the hell the two exchanged in that micro second and was Laurel actually flirting with other men right in front of Jake.

He pushed the thought aside and figured he would corner her later and ask her what the deal was. Beran stepped up onto the curb and took a few steps and waited for everyone to step up onto the sidewalk.

"I wish I could show you folks around more than just the eateries at the edge of town. This town has some wonderful attractions for the educated mind like that which you all possess."

"We've taken enough of your time Beran. Thank you so much for coming with us. You and Jeron really made it an enjoyable evening." Laurel said.

"Thank you Laurel. We had a good time being with you all. You are amazing people and I will remember this day for the rest of my life. I actually got to meet the elder race and you have proven that you are every bit as wonderful as the stories say you are."

"Awe, that's so sweet Beran. You have shown me that your people were well worth fighting for when the elder race helped you folks all those years ago. I would have much rathered meet you and your handsome grandson Jeron than any royal family. You are what it is to be from Gershon and you two are just good people. Humble, honest, and sweet."

"Thank you Laurel. That is a huge compliment coming from the elder race."

Beran smiled big with pride in his heart as he turned and walked over to the guard post and stepped up to the window on the street side of the building. Dragar stood up and slid the window open and then sat back down and now Laurel could see why he was a guard. He stood well over six feet tall and he was built like a semi from old Earth. Laurel doubted rather she could get her arms around him if she had to give him a bear hug. She thought Mark was big but this guy was gigantic. Dragar leaned forward and looked at everyone and then grinned and looked right at Laurel.

"While I would love a¦bear hug¦from someone as sweet and pretty as you I am not so big that you could not put your arms all the way around me."

Laurel grinned big and stepped up closer.

"You heard that did you?"

"Yes Laurel, you and Jake are quite gifted and so is Korica¦though I cannot sense her right now as I did before."

"To many voices for someone new to these gifts and unaccustomed to large crowds can be a little scary. I had her quiet her mind to keep her calm."

"I see. I hope you folks had a good time?"

"Oh, the food was incredible and the entertainment was fantastic. You really have a wonderful town and a beautiful world and I love your citizens."

"We call them royal subjects. We are quite proud of our world and our royal subjects. I am glad you enjoyed yourselves. If you had a good time please spread the word among the good people you meet about the good things you experienced here. Visitors are always welcomed as long as they behave themselves."

"We will recommend Gershon as a destination gladly. I take it tourist currency helps the community."

"Many of the business depend on it for their livelihood."

"Well then I am glad we helped toward that end."

"Thank you Laurel. No one has approached your ship while you were gone. You folks have a good evening and safe journeys to you. May the elder race watch over our stars for all time."

"Thank you Dragar. You can count on that. Your people are in our hearts."

Laurel then stepped closer to Beran and he looked stunned and stared right at her.

"You didn't know your people had this gift did you?"

"No. I had no idea. I live a simple life and don't ask questions. Perhaps I should be asking?"

"I wouldn't go questioning the authorities but you can rest assured that your people are much closer to being invited to join the coalition of advanced races than you ever thought possible."

"That is encouraging. It may even happen in Jeron's life time."

"Maybe."

Everyone then headed around the right side of the guard post and entered the aircraft ramp through another turnstile like gate of bars that went from the ground up to a height of fifteen feet that allowed them in one at a time and it would only rotate inward. Once they were all standing on the ramp they made their way around the ramp side of the guard post and cautiously out onto the ramp trying to take note if any spacecraft were firing up as they walked behind them and some of them had gigantic engine bells facing right at them as they walked past. They finally got to a point where they could see the crimson fighter and even in the bright lights flooding the ramp with light the crimson fighter seemed to just blend in and one could look right past her easily until her silhouette caught the eye and captured the imagination. Mark grinned big at how mean and sleek the ship looked. She really was a marvel of advanced technology in his mind. The Prentor was an agile and wickedly fast machine with smooth graceful lines and a low and chiseled appearance. It was very apparent to anyone looking at her that she was fast and agile. Her shape was a dead giveaway to some of her most impressive capabilities, she was hard to see and really hard to catch if pushed.

Everyone stepped up to the crimson fighter and Mark covered what he was doing with his body as he inserted his hand into the hidden compartment and flipped the power switch up and then pulled down the control lever to lower the door. When the door gently touched the ground he pulled his hand back out and stepped away. Again Beran was a little baffled at how Mark opened the door. Laurel then gently touched Beran's arm and pointed to the front of the ship. He lifted his chin and grin. Mark stepped up on the ship as everyone made their way to the front of the ship and turned and faced the ship and Mark turned the cockpit lights on and then closed the three power switches and then turned on the sensor display and then reached up and turned on the active scanner and an image of everyone appeared on the display. He reached over and touched the button to begin storing the sensor data and then he stepped back and stepped off the ship and made his way out where everyone else was standing. Mark had Korica, Tamaric and Jeron stand in front of the ship with Korica in the middle of the two and then he had Laurel and Jake stand behind them and then he and Beran stood in back of them and then he told everyone to smile and they all looked at the ship and smiled and then Korica shocked Jeron by turning to him and kissing his cheek gently. He turned and looked at her and put his hand up to his cheek and a huge smile crept up onto his face and she gave him a warm toothy smile and she could see him melting.

"Let 'em see that image at school. You got a kiss from a girl who is an elder race."

"Korica! What the hell?" Tamaric snapped.

"Unclench Tamaric. We will never see each other again and he will brag about that for the rest of his life. It didn't mean what it does when I kiss your cheek."

"Korica! You're my girl. I don't want you kissin other boys."

"Alright¦it won't happen again."

Everyone than headed for the side of the ship and began to board the ship. As Mark was standing waiting for everyone to get aboard the ground handler in the bight orange jumpsuit stepped up to them and asked if they needed guidance off the ramp. Mark had no idea how to answer him so he just grinned and shook his head no and he pointed at the ship and then he looked straight up pointed up into the dark sky above. The ground handler looked up and smiled and then looked at Mark and nodded. He told him to have a good evening and then turned and walked away. Mark then turned and stepped aboard and lifted the control lever until the door closed and locked shut. He then turned to see everyone looking at a replay of the captured images until they found exactly the one they wanted in which everyone had a happy and perfect smile. Mark grinned at the sight of his crew in the image. They were a truly spectacular looking bunch and he was so proud of them not just for their amazingly good looks but for what fantastic people they were and how they impressed him with their gentle souls and outstanding moral character every time he turned around.

Laurel saved the still image and converted it into an image file and then they perused through the rest of the captured visual images until they reached the image of Korica kissing Jeron's cheek and Tamaric had seen enough and pushed past Mark and made his way to the back of the ship. Laurel captured the image and converted it into an image file and then switched back to the current sensor data and reached up and switched the active scanner off. Everyone else then moved to the back of the ship and Korica began fastening everyone in while Jake and Laurel began their preflight checks. Mark then stepped up to Laurel and glanced back and then squatted down right next to her and looked right at her.

"I want to do something special cap. Beran said he has never been in space right?"

"Yah."

"Request a straight up departure then. And I mean straight up and out. I want to show Beran what his world looks like from orbit. You can then request a straight down approach to Lake Timbootu."

"That's so nice Mark. You like him don't you?"

"Yah, I do. He and Jeron are good people and they have treated my crew with complete respect and at times complete awe."

Laurel leaned over and kissed his cheek.

"I'll take care of it Mark."

"Alright¦don't get all mushy on me. I love you too cap." Mark said with a smile.

Mark then stood up stooped over and clambered down into the pilots seat and began his preflight checks. Once he had his checks complete he fastened his restraints and then reached up and pressed the buttons to begin the start up sequence for the engines. As the engines began to wind up Laurel looked toward the back and she could see that everyone was fastened in and Korica gave her a thumbs up and Laurel smiled at her and looked at Jake and nodded.

"Preflights are complete Mark. Everything is in the green except engine power. Ten seconds to ready."

"Roger that xo, thanks."

Laurel then brought up a three dimensional map of the local area and touched their current position on the ramp and then rotated the map so she was looking across the map and she touched a point eight hundred miles straight above their current position and then she converted it into a data file and she grinned wondering what they were going to think when they open this file. She then set the file to transmit and reached up and turned the transmitter on and then sent the file up to the satellite.

It was only seconds later that Laurel received a return signal. As with every other time they received a signal from the satellites, part of the signal was unrecognizable and thusly was removed and deleted. Laurel opened the resultant data file and it was her map with a slight alteration. She sent the map to Mark's right display screen.

"They want you out over the water before you go vertical Mark." Laurel said in English.

"Got it. Thanks cap."

"Engines are at full power Mark." Jake said.

"Roger that."

Mark programmed the rout into the autopilot and then gave a little throttle to the hover engines and the ship gently lifted straight up and as he past fifteen feet he reached up and pressed the button to retract the landing gear. Once he had three greens indicating that the landing gear were up and the gear doors were closed and sealed he shoved the throttles forward and the ship took off straight up. Laurel reached up and turned the active scanners on and all of the nearby traffic appeared and she could immediately see that there was a fairly large transport making a straight in approach for the runway from the north. She sent the sensor data to marks right display and he allowed the ship to continue climbing straight up until he reached an altitude of seven hundred feet and then he slid the forward flight throttles forward and the ship took off Futuretally toward the west. He waited until they past two hundred knots and then he slid the hover engine throttles back to the idle position and then he nudged the forward throttles further forward. They rapidly accelerated up to six hundred knots and then Mark reached out and engaged the automatic collision avoidance system and then he reached up and engaged the autopilot and he took his hands and feet off the controls.

It only took a few minutes to reach the ocean and get clear of the busy traffic lanes and the ship suddenly turned nose up and accelerated to just under the speed of sound. They headed straight up toward space and the ship made a quick course correction only once to avoid another ship on a perpendicular course to theirs. As the ship past eighty-five thousand feet Mark reached down and slid the forward flight throttles forward and their speed quickly past mach 7. As they reached the edge of the atmosphere Mark took a hold of the controls and disengaged the autopilot as they past mach 8 and kept climbing. He kept the throttles steady until they past mach 8.5 and then he pushed them forward and they again rapidly accelerated. As they past an altitude of two hundred miles and the gravitational pull of Gershon lessoned the ship began to accelerate steadily so Mark brought the throttles back slightly. He glanced at the sensor data and he could see a few other spacecraft in the distance but none close to their location and none that were heading anywhere near their course so he spun the ship around so they were facing Gershon and then he slid the throttles all the way down to the idle position. The planet was seemingly slowly drawing away so one could see the curvature of the planet out the window. Mark looked back and up at Laurel.

"Why don't you go get our guests and have them come up her and take a look at this?"

"Roger that." Laurel said.

Laurel unfastened her restraints and pushed them off her shoulders and then stood up and stepped to the back of the ship. She squatted down in front of Beran and Jeron and smiled at them.

"We have a surprise for you guys."

"You do?" Beran said.

"Yes. Let's get you unhooked, I need you to come up front to see something."

As Laurel helped them get their restraints unfastened the ship finally reached an altitude of eight hundred miles and Mark gave an arresting blast from the forward flight engines and they came to a stop and gently floated above Gershon in a relatively stationary position. Once Laurel had Beran and Jeron freed she stood up and made her way back to the sensor station and sat down and as the two stooped over and stood next to her she pointed out the front window.

"Oh wow!" Jeron said. "That's our world?"

"It certainly is. You see all the lights from the cities?" Laurel said grinning at his wonder.

"I never knew we had so many cities that would be visible from space. How high are we?"

"Mark?"

"About eight hundred miles." Mark said.

"About eight hundred miles but I suppose you don't have any idea what that means." Laurel said.

"Not really. It is absolutely beautiful." Beran said staring out the window.

Just then a spacecraft zipped past two hundred miles below them and it looked like a firefly shooting past.

"What was that?" Jeron asked.

"It was another spacecraft orbiting your planet. You have to travel really fast in order to maintain orbit." Mark said.

"You want to see the day lit side?" Laurel asked.

"How did we get up here so fast? We just left Hosien a few minutes ago." Beran asked.

"I told you this ship was fast Beran. We can be on the daylight side of Gershon in seconds if you want?"

"Seconds! That seems so preposterous to think about traveling that fast."

"Mark, you want to take us around the block once?" Laurel asked with a grin.

"You got it cap."

Mark gently nudged the ship over so they were facing east and then he inverted the ship so the planet would fill the window and then he looked at the sensor data and when he saw that they had a clear path he shoved the throttles forward and the ship rapidly accelerated across the dark side of the planet until they reached 95% the speed of light and then he held the controls firmly and slid the FTL throttles forward and in a crimson flash the ship jumped to 1.05 times the speed of light and then planet was a blur as it whipped by. He held their circular course around the planet until the suns were lighting everything above them and then he pulled the FTL throttles back and engaged the braking engines and the ship rapidly decelerated and the planet seemingly above them became clear and bright as it gently rotated by.

"Oh that's incredible! I can see the Moban and Deseray territories. I cannot believe that I am looking at the other side of the world and we got here in seconds as you said we would."

"We just thought you might like to see your world as she looks from space."

"It's so beautiful."

"You have a very beautiful world Beran. It is well worth the pride you have in it."

Beran looked out the window in amazement for a few moments and then he looked around in the ship and seemed to take in his surroundings.

"It seems so odd to look at my world like this yet I still feel the gravity of my world but it is pulling me down¦toward outer space."

"That's artificial gravity Beran. We are to far from Gershon for you to feel its gravity. You want to feel what zero gravity is like?"

"Does it hurt?"

"No not at all. Jake?"

Jake nodded and looked in the back and he could see that Korica and Tamaric were still strapped in and he winked at Korica as she was looking right at him. He then looked up and placed his fingers on the inertial dampener power knob and he twisted it slowly until the indicator next to it read zero in Rosch. He then placed his index finger against the small slider for the power to the artificial gravity.

"Prepare for zero g." Jake said.

He then gently slid the slider down until it was at zero power and everyone felt the nauseating sensation of the gravity going away. Laurel and Korica's long hair began to lift and float upward and they all could feel their bodies being restrained buy their restraint straps. Beran and Jeron gently lifted up from the floor and they stuck their legs out and looked around at what to touch to stop their gentle floating. Jeron put his hand to his stomach for a few moments then as his stomach settled and he got used to the zero gravity he smiled and looked at his grandfather. He then gently spun himself around so he was facing toward the rear of the ship and Laurel reached up and gently pushed on his feet and he floated toward the cargo area while giggling. Tamaric looked like he was definitely not enjoying the sensation but he said nothing as he fought to keep the food in his stomach down. Korica unfastened herself and floated out of her seat and met Jeron's hands and the two spun around for a moment and then Korica let go of him and curled her legs up and pushed off from the ceiling and tucked her arms in and spun around with her hair flailing out. She made several revolutions before bumping into the floor. She stretched her legs out and when they touched the floor she went bounding off toward the wall that she put her hands out to avoid bumping her head on.

Beran watched the two bouncing and floating around while laughing and then he spun himself back around and he looked at Laurel with a smile on his face.

"Do you do this on your mother ship?"

"Only when we ride in the elevator. There isn't any artificial gravity in the elevator cars."

"I don't know what an¦elevator is."

"It is a box of sorts that one steps into and it carries you from one floor to another so you don't have to use the stairs."

"Ah¦a mover. We have people movers in our buildings that have many floors."

"A mover then. Our mother ship has many, many floors and it would take to long if we had to use the stairs all the time. The mover is much faster but because of how it works we don't have artificial gravity in them. When the car starts to move you are either lifted toward the ceiling or pushed toward the floor or against the walls so we have to hang onto the hand bar so we don't bump our heads."

"The walls? You movers go sideways?"

"Yes. Our mother ship is very big Beran."

"I see. This is an interesting sensation but my stomach doesn't like it. Can you please turn the gravity back on?"

"Of course, it definitely takes some getting used to."

"Prepare for positive gravity." Jake said looking into the back at Korica and Jeron.

The two took a hold of each other's hands and Jake reached up and slowly slid the power slider for the artificial gravity up and everyone that was free floating began to slowly fall toward the floor until Jake had the slider back up to 100%. Everyone got to their feet and Laurel looked at Beran and she could see the blushed look in his face as the blood had began to pool in his head.

"The puffy feeling around your eyes will fade quickly Beran." Laurel said.

Jake then grabbed the knob for the inertial dampening system and he slowly twisted it until it was back at the normal level and then he looked in back and Korica and Jeron were just getting to their feet and Tamaric had his hand on his stomach.

"I'll create an image file of Gershon as you see it now so you will have something to remember your first time in space ok?" Laurel said.

"Thank you Laurel. That would be nice. This will probably be my only trip into space. Royal subjects just don't get the opportunity to travel into space."

"Go ahead and go get strapped in and we'll take you and Jeron back to your campsite."

Beran nodded and turned and headed toward the cargo area and while Korica strapped them in Laurel brought up the visual sensor reading and captured a still image of Gershon and then converted it into a data file and stored it along with the other two data files that she was going to transmit to Beran's conveyance. Once Korica had everyone strapped in she opened her mind and sent a gentle push to Laurel and her and Jake put their hands up to their stomach and looked back at Korica.

"We're good to go back here." Korica thought.

Laurel and Jake both smiled at her and then turned back to their displays. Laurel brought up the sensor scan of their current position and she plotted a direct route to mount Timbootu knowing it would be modified as needed when sent back so she converted it into a data file and transmitted it. Seconds later she received a return signal and as she thought the course had been modified slightly but it was still a pretty direct route to the lake. She sent it up to Mark's right display and leaned forward.

"That is our clearance to Lake Timbootu Mark."

"Got it. Thanks cap."

Mark programmed the route into the autopilot and then slid the forward flight throttles forward and they quickly accelerated back up to 95% the speed of light and mark manually kept them on the designated course. He then reached down and slid the FTL throttles forward and in a crimson flash that lingered for a few seconds the ship jumped to 1.15 times the speed of light and Mark then reached up and turned the autopilot on as the planet rushed by in a blur. As they orbited back around to the night side of Gershon the autopilot disengaged the FTL drive and slowed their speed down to twenty-five thousand miles per hour and began to descend into the atmosphere. Their designated course brought them in over the ocean and the bow of the ship began to glow brightly as they dropped deeper into the thickening atmosphere. Mark was tempted to take the controls and shallow up their descent but they were right on the designated route so he just let the autopilot take them all the way in.

Once they descended to twenty thousand feet the ship leveled off and headed directly for the coastline at supersonic speeds. Mark reached down and slid the throttles back slightly allowing their speed to drop below the speed of sound with a thunderous crack. As the ship neared the coastline they again descended to an altitude of nine thousand feet, which put them well below the busy traffic lanes running up and down the coast. Once they were over the shoreline the ship made a gentle banking curve until they were headed south over the mountains. Mark looked out the front window a few times but it was now pitch dark outside so he switched to his instrument view and the sensor view was as bright and clear as if it were daylight. As they approached the summit of Mount Timbootu Mark reached up and disengaged the autopilot and took control. He slowed their speed down significantly and past within fifty feet of the peek of Mount Timbootu and then he dove them down toward the lake and he slid the hover throttles forward as they got out to the middle of the lake and he pulled the forward flight throttles back to the idle position and gave more throttle to the hover engines arresting their forward motion completely. He gently swung the nose of the ship around so it was facing north and he turned the floodlights and landing lights on which also caused the landing gear to deploy as they hovered only ten feet above the water. Laurel performed a detailed sensor sweep and she found no signs of life except for the fish in the lake and the herlons sleeping in the trees.

Mark very gently hovered them across the lake until he could see the floodlights reflecting off the front window of Beran's conveyance. Mark lifted them up over the trees and then watched his down looking camera until he could see Beran's camp and the conveyance. He hovered next to the conveyance and then gently reduced the throttle allowing them to slowly descend into the clearing that Beran's camp was setup in. Mark let the ship gently fall until it touched the ground with a solid sounding thud though there was absolutely no sensation from the contact with the ground. Mark pulled the throttles all the way back to the idle position and then shut the engines down completely. The ship became eerily quiet once the engine sounds faded away as Mark unfastened his restraints and squirmed up out of his seat.

Laurel and Jake unfastened their restraints and made their way to the back of the ship. Korica had Beran unfastened by this point and she was working Jeron's restraint. Tamaric had already unfastened himself and was standing watching Korica's behind as she worked Beran's restraint latch open. Beran and Jeron then got to their feet and Korica turned to Tamaric and grinned at him and set her hand up to his cheek. She knew what he was looking at and what he was thinking and it didn't bother her in the least for a change.

Mark stepped up to the airlock control and pulled the handle down until the door gently touched the ground. Mark then stepped back and let everyone file out of the ship out into the cool night air. Mark then stepped out and stood next to Laurel while Beran walked over to the pole with a hanging light next to their tent. He switched the light on and the whole camp was bathed in a warm amber glow. Beran then stepped over to his vehicle and lifted the door up and sat down in the right seat and turned the system on. He then got up and walked over to Laurel.

"You can transmit the images whenever you want."

Laurel nodded and stepped back onto the crimson fighter and she first stepped down into the pilot's seat and turned off the floodlights and landing lights and then she climbed out of the seat and sat down at the sensor station and aimed the transmitter into a focused narrow beam directed right at Beran's vehicle and then she turned the gain down so she wouldn't be transmitting the signal where anyone else would see the signal unless they were specifically looking for it. She then loaded the three image files and transmitted them in a quick data burst. She then got up and stepped off the ship.

"You should have the images on your system." Laurel said.

Beran nodded and stepped over to his conveyance and sat down and sure enough there was a file waiting for him with three daya files contained within it. He touched the file and it opened and the system converted the data files into image flies and displayed the results. He had three crisp and bight images of the whole group smiling warmly and one of the group standing with Korica puckered up kissing Jeron's cheek and the last was a beautiful image of Gershon from orbit. Beran smiled at the surprised look on Jeron's face as Korica was planting a kiss on his cheek. He then got to his feet and walked around to the group standing on the other side of the conveyance.

"They came out perfect Laurel, thank you. We will cherish those images and the memories of you five for the rest of our lives. I really wish you could stay longer so we could really get to know one another."

"I'm sorry Beran but we need to get back to our mother ship. We still have a long trip ahead of us."

Beran stepped up to Mark and put his hand out. Mark grinned and shook his hand firmly.

"You have an amazing crew here Mark. Take good care of them." Mark blinked and nodded with a warm smile on his face.

"Cap tell him he is an amazing man himself and he has one hell of a good kid in Jeron. He needs to encourage him to reach for the stars if that's what he wants out of life."

Laurel told Beran what mark said and Beran smiled big.

"Thank you Mark. I'm really proud of Jeron myself. He is going to be a fine man someday."

Beran then stepped up to Laurel and smiled at her.

"You are hands down the prettiest girl I have ever laid eyes on Laurel. I wish you well and I hope you find whatever it is you're searching for."

Laurel put her hand out and shook Beran's hand.

"You're so sweet Beran. Thank you for showing us around and for letting Jeron play with Korica and Tamaric all day."

"It was our pleasure¦captain."

Beran then let go of her hand and stepped up to Jake and put his hand out.

"You are an amazing young man Jake. I wish you all the best."

"Thank you Beran. It was a true pleasure to meet you and Jeron. I'm really glad you took a chance and came over to say hello to us."

Beran then let go of his hand and stepped in front of Korica and smiled big at her and put his hand out and Korica took it with a warm smile.

"You miss Korica are an amazing young lady. Tamaric is indeed very fortunate to have you at his side. I hope you two will always find happiness in one another's companionship. What you two have together is very special."

"Thank you Beran. I know how lucky I am to have Tamaric's love the way I do. He is a good man and he and I will take good care of each other for the rest of our lives."

Beran let go of her hand and put his hand up to her cheek.

"You are so wise and mature well beyond your years."

Beran then stepped in front of Tamaric and put his hand out and Tamaric took his hand and shook it firmly.

"You have a very special girl there Tamaric. I hope you can appreciate how rare a bright spirit like her really is. She is one of a kind."

Tamaric nodded yes and smiled. Beran then stepped back and Jeron stepped up to Tamaric and threw his arms around him surprising Tamaric who hugged him back. Jeron then stepped back and smiled at him.

"Thanks for being so nice to me Tamaric. I really had fun today and I'm going to miss you."

Tamaric simply smiled and then looked at Korica.

"Tell him I'm going to miss him too. I wish I had more friends like him to hangout with."

Korica told Jeron what Tamaric said and Jeron smiled big and then stepped up to Korica and he hesitated for a moment and Korica smiled and wrapped her arms around Jeron and squeezed him tightly. Jeron then stepped back and he looked like he was going to cry.

"I'm really going to miss you Korica. I wish you could stay. Thank you for playing with me all day, I had so much fun with you and Tamaric."

"I'm going to miss you too Jeron. We could use more friends like you."

Jeron then stepped up to Jake and put his hand out and Jake took it and shook it firmly.

"Thank you for letting me play with Korica and Tamaric today and for taking us out to dinner. I had a really good time."

"You take care of yourself Jeron. I had a really good time tonight and I'm glad you and your grandfather were there to enjoy it with us. Oh and thank you for being so nice to my Korica and her Tamaric."

"You're welcome Jake."

Jeron then stepped over to Laurel and put his hand out and Laurel smiled and took his hand and shook it.

"You're a really special guy Jeron. I am so glad I got the opportunity to meet you and your grandfather. You two made the trip down here really special."

"Thank you Laurel. You're so pretty and so nice. I'm glad the stories about the elder race are true."

Jeron then stepped in front of Mark and looked up at him and Mark smiled at him and put his hand out and Jeron shook his hand.

"Thank you for finding that diamel and letting us keep it and for keeping us safe all day. It feels good to have someone as big as you watching my back Mark."

"Cap tell him that good things come to good people and that diamel was meant for him and his grandfather not us."

Laurel told Jeron what Mark said and Jeron smiled and stepped back next to his grandfather.

"Well, we need to get going. You two enjoy the rest of your time together here at the lake and take care of each other." Laurel said.

"We will. Take care." Beran said while raising his hand and gently waving at them.

Everyone then stepped over to the ship and climbed aboard and Mark stood at the doorway and waved as he pulled the lever up to close the door and Beran and Jeron waved back and smiled until Mark couldn't see them anymore. Once the door was sealed Mark looked in back and he could see Korica and Tamaric fastening themselves in so he turned and stepped toward the front o f the ship and stooped down and climbed down into the pilot's seat. He fastened his restraints and then started the engine startup sequence. Once the engines had wound up to their usual high frequency hiss Mark turned the shield generators on and settled in for the ride home. Laurel brought up the sensor scan map of the local area and she touched their current position and then rotated the map and touched a point in space at random right above their current location. She then converted the image to a data file and aimed the transmitter at the satellites in orbit above them and turned the gain back up and then transmitted the file. Seconds later she received a return signal and when she opened it her requested direct route had been approved. She sent the image up to Mark's right display and he looked at it and nodded.

"Thanks cap. That'll work."

Mark gently nudged the hover throttles forward and the ship lifted into the air and he reached up and retracted the landing gear. Once he had three greens he slid the throttles further forward and the ship quickly rose into the air and from Beran and Jeron's perspective the ship simply rose straight up and disappeared into the dark sky within seconds. Mark kept them on a straight up ascent until they reached one thousand feet in altitude and then he shoved the forward flight throttles forward and banked the ship back onto their approved course and then he pulled the hover engine throttles back to an idle. They climbed steadily straight up out of the atmosphere until they were well clear of the space traffic orbiting nearby. Mark then slid the forward throttles all the way forward and they accelerated to 98% the speed of light and then Mark reached down and slid the FTL throttles forward and in a crimson flash the ship accelerated to 1.55 times the speed of light.

Mark turned and headed straight toward the suns. He then locked their course into the autopilot and then reached up and engaged the autopilot and then he took his hands and feet off the controls.

They flew steadily toward the suns for five minutes and then the autopilot disengaged the FTL engines and their speed slowed to 95% the speed of light. Mark reached up and switched the transmitter frequency to the haling frequency for the Future. He then turned the transmitter on.

"Future this is the Prentor, do you read?"

A moment later the Future responded.

"This is the Future, I have you loud and clear Prentor. What is your status?"

"We're all here and in good health. We actually had a really good visit this time. We met some new friends and even helped to fatten their wallets by pure chance."

"I have you on sensors. I am opening the hangar doors and moving into position to receive you. I am glad to hear that you had a good time. I can hardly wait to read your mission reports."

Mark glanced at his right elbow screen and he could see the Future coming around the sun and moving away from the stars corona. Mark then dimmed the front window and squinted through the glare to try and see the Future but the suns were just too bright.

"I have you on sensors Future but I have negative visual. The stars are just too bright to see you yet."

"Roger that Prentor. Come left three degrees and you should be headed straight at me."

"Roger."

Mark reached up and disengaged the autopilot and nudged the controls over slightly until he had managed a three-degree course change. He then pulled the throttles back slightly and their forward speed began to fall off. He still couldn't see through the glare but he knew they should only be a few hundred thousand kilometers away. As the star kept getting brighter and the radiation levels within the ship began to rise he finally got a proximately alert and he locked the object into the targeting computer and he dimmed the forward window almost completely and he used his heretical to head straight for the Future. As soon as the star started to dim he knew it was the Future's shadow and he pulled the throttles all the way back and engaged the braking thrusters to slow them down further. He reached up and undimmed the front window some and now he could see the Future just turning sideways to them. He turned off the targeting system and aimed for the lower belly of the Future. As they approached closer, the Future reduced the shield density and the fluorescent light show faded away.

"I have reduced the shield density to minimum safe levels Prentor. You are cleared for approach to the lower hangar."

"Roger that."

Mark gave a little burst from the forward flight throttles and they past through the shields causing a monetary flutter in the power systems as they past through the dense field of energy. The Future then increased the shield density to 100% and the radiation levels inside the Prentor dropped to non-existent levels. Mark gently headed under the Future and turned the ship sideways until they floated out in front of the huge hangar opening. He then arrested their sideslip motion and gave a little bit of forward throttle and they moved toward the hangar opening. Mark let them slowly drift through the myogenic field at the entrance to the hangar and then he reached up and deployed the landing gear and then gave a shove of the hover throttles to compensate for the increasing gravity that the gravity plating was putting on the ship. They drifted to the back of the hangar and then Mark let go of the controls and the ship wing rocked a bit and then hovered stationary teen feet off the hangar deck. He swung them around so they were facing the transport enclosure and then he grabbed the controls and gently pulled the hover throttles back and they gently descended until they made gentle contact with the deck. Mark then pulled the throttles all the way back to idle and began shutting everything down.

Laurel and Jake began shutting all of their systems down and Korica and Tamaric unfastened themselves and stepped toward the door. Once Mark turned off the shield generators the light above the airlock turned green and Korica pulled the lever down unsealing the door and lowering it to the hangar deck. Mark unfastened his restraint and shut his displays off and then began to wiggle up out of his seat and Laurel and Jake shut their displays off and then Laurel reached up and opened the three main power switches cutting power to everything except the lights. Laurel and Jake then got up and stepped toward the back of the ship and waited for Mark. When he stepped back by the door Laurel put her arm on his to stop him.

"See Mark, we can take Korica down to play and we aren't always going to be attacked or whatever."

"This has definitely restored my faith in taking her planet side."

Mark then stepped out of the ship and Laurel shut off the cockpit lights and then followed mark out and Jake stepped off behind her.

"I'll unload the ship. You guys go ahead and head up to the command deck and get us underway if you want ok?" Mark said.

Korica stepped up to Mark and pulled down on his arm so he leaned over and she kissed his cheek and smiled at him brightly.

"Thank you for a great time Mark. I had so much fun today and the food was amazing. Thanks for taking me out to dinner."

"You're welcome honey. I hope we get to do this again. It's kind of nice to go out on the town with two beautiful ladies and their guys."

"We'll see you on the command deck Mark." Laurel said.

The four of them then turned and headed for the transport enclosure. Jake pulled the transparent door open and they stepped in and Korica closed the door behind them and then they all stepped up onto the transport platform and Jake touched the indicator for the command deck once the free floating map appeared. A few seconds later in a blue flash they all disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment.


Chapter 23 Inicius

––––––––

Inicius

Laurel, Jake, Korica and Tamaric stepped down from the transport platform and made their way out into the main corridor. They walked toward the bridge and Laurel put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"Go ahead and plot us a course out of the Gershon system honey. I have to go put the gems and credit chit away ok?"

"Ok. I had a really good time mom. Thank you both for taking me to Gershon."

"You're welcome honey." Laurel said.

"It was our pleasure Korica. It was great seeing you having so much fun playing with Tamaric and Jeron." Jake said.

Laurel then turned and stepped up to the door to her quarters and when the door slid open she stepped in while the other three made their way over to the bridge. When Jake, Korica and Tamaric stepped onto the bridge Korica made her way over to the navigation station and sat down and logged in. The entire bridge came to life and the giant view screen came online and showed an image of the star they were orbiting. Korica brought up the local star map that she had updated and she plotted a course for the Perlon system. It was listed as unoccupied and safe and would only require a jump of 370 light years. Korica looked up at Jake who was standing behind her watching what she was doing and he nodded. Korica laid in the jump coordinates and engaged the automation controls.

Just as the main engines came up to full thrust breaking their orbit and heading the Future out into deep space Laurel stepped onto the bridge having put the gems and credit chit away. She stepped up behind Korica and looked at the system she had chosen. Laurel could see that it was right along the course outlined by the elder race even though it was in essence taking them away from the tel pok maron's region of space. She knew there were some very hostile species who's regions of space needed to be avoided and this was the best way to do that. She touched Korica's shoulder and grinned at her.

"Good job Korica. You can go get changed and we will mind the store until you get back."

"What? Mind the store? I don't get it."

"It's an Earth expression. Go get changed and we will watch the bridge."

"Oh, ok."

Korica logged out and then stood up and put her hand out to Tamaric and he smiled and put his hand in hers and the two headed for the exit. As soon as the two stepped out Laurel stepped over to her chair and sat down and logged in and her displays came alive. Almost as soon as she did that the AI called out to her.

"Captain, I believe we are being followed."

Laurel brought the sensor data to the forefront on her right and larger display and she could see the spacecraft shadowing their course. The ship was several million kilometers behind the Future and it was holding the same speed of 5 times the speed of light.

"How long until we can make the jump to hyperspace?"

"Technically we could right now but I would prefer to wait another five minutes so we can get clear of the busy traffic lanes in this system."

"Understood. We'll wait then. Jake will you bring up the spacecraft recognition program and see if we can identify the ship that's following us?"

"Eye captain."

Jake was already sitting at the sensor station so he reached up to the upper display and touched the icon for the new data core interactive program and he compared the sensor data with known spacecraft according to the elder races database of known spacecraft. He almost immediately got a hit.

"It's Inician Laurel."

"Inician? Wait¦they're all but extinct. That's one of the species taught to us through the chair. They were being watched as a possible candidate species to be invited into the coalition when they wiped themselves out. Chemical warfare gone wrong if I remember right."

"That's what I remember too. Just the same the ship following us matches an Inician design."

"I don't like this. A species on the brink of extinction can be desperate and has no government to answer to. Future, please accelerate us to flank speed and initiate a jump to the Perlon system."

"Understood."

The main engines throttled up to full military thrust and the Future rapidly accelerated up to 7.65 times the speed of light and the Future pulled away from the Inician vessel rapidly. The AI waited a full minute at top speed and then the engines throttled down and the antimatter reactors came up to full power intensifying the gravity well and then the negative matter core ramped up and dumped ever increasingly intense impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well and the stars ahead blinked out and the space ahead then began to bend and distort and then the white line that always formed appeared and twisted like it was being melted and then it expanded and collapsed into a funnel shape with blue and green smooth rolling edges and the main engines then came up to 100% thrust and the Future shot into the tunnel and disappeared.

The AI made a few minor course corrections and then a gentle tone sounded signifying that the optimal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automated controls. The indication was at their current speed of 52.35 times the speed of light the Perlon system would be reached in 7.07 hours. Laurel leaned back in her chair and wondered what the Inicians could have possibly thought they were going to be able to do to the Future that would be anything more than that of a bug flying around outside a closed window. A few minutes later Korica stepped onto the bridge and made her way over the to the navigation station. Once she was sitting down Laurel filled her in on their brief encounter. Korica was also aware of the fate of the people of Inicius. She was a little surprised that one of their more advanced vessels was still operational since their world had been rendered virtually uninhabitable over 2 centuries ago and 99% of the population had been killed in the end. The only known survivors were those that happened to be elsewhere when Inicius was wiped out at the hands of its own people.

Laurel logged herself off and pushed her displays aside and looked at Korica.

"I'm glad you had a good time tonight Korica. I truly hope that we can take you out like that on some other planets that are equally peaceful."

"I had such a good time today. I'm sorry that my memories of Gershon were so different from what things are like now. I was completely lost when we got to Hosien."

"It's ok Korica. I think the people of Gershon are advancing at a staggering rate and if you went back in another year the town of Hosien would be unrecognizable. I have a gut feeling that there are outside forces advancing the development of Gershon in ways that we are completely aware of."

"Outside forces? You're talking about the elder race aren't you?"

"While I don't think they are the primary force behind the advancement of Gershon I suspect they are definitely involved or at least they are keeping a close eye on what is going on. Something about Gershon must have their interest peeked."

"You think that's why I was so overwhelmed once we stepped off the airport property?"

"Without question. We were being watched for some reason and I think there were elder race all over the place. The people of Gershon are also experiencing an awakening as a people. The mental abilities we possess are becoming commonplace among the population and so I think in a way you were sensing what the chair of knowledge tunes into when cultural knowledge is collected and stored. I also think you're just becoming really sensitive. Your abilities are advancing or growing just as quickly as your body."

"So this kind of thing could happen to me all the time now?"

"Maybe. You're just going to have to adapt to your increasing sensitivity Korica. Think of it as being born practically deaf and now your sense of hearing is coming alive. At first all of the new sounds are confusing and scary but in time you will learn how to get used it and tune most of what you hear out and only pay attention to what's important."

"I wish my mother and father would have told me that it would be like this. There's so much they didn't tell me about."

"I'm sure they would have when the time was right. We have accelerated your development by years Korica. You just weren't supposed to be this far along at your age. Your mind and body are adapting to the things you are constantly being exposed to by gaining strength and increased endurance as well as expanded mental capabilities."

"Well I'm not going to let it get me down or get in the way of doing my job and making you guys proud of me. I'll adapt and accept the fact that this is what I am."

"That a girl. We're already extremely proud of you Korica. You're an incredible person and an inspiration to your whole race¦as well as all of us."

"Awe. Thank you Laurel. I love it when you compliment me like that. You make me feel so special."

"You are special Korica. You ready to go workout?"

"Yes mam." Korica said with a big smile.

"Good, go ahead on log off and we'll go start our workout."

Korica turned and logged herself out and then Jake did the same and the entire bridge went to sleep. Korica then stood up and walked over to Laurel and leaned against her leg.

"What about Mark? Aren't we going to wait for him?"

"We can if you want."

"I like it better when we're all together. I don't want him to have to workout alone. Besides he was going to show us some blocking techniques tonight that I was looking forward too."

"Ok, go get Tamaric and we'll all meet up in the gym and we will wait for Mark before we start our workouts."

"Ok."

Korica stood up straight and made her exit while Laurel and Jake got to their feet and headed for the gym. Korica made her way to her quarters and when she stepped in Tamaric was sitting on the bed fully dressed waiting for her. He got to his feet and smiled at her.

"Let's go workout Tamaric. After that I'll tuck you in for the night ok?"

Tamaric walked over to her and she put her hand out and he laid his in hers and the two departed for the gym. When the two arrived in the gym Laurel and Jake were sitting on one of the weight benches talking. Korica and Tamaric stepped up to the pair and sat down on the weight bench next to them to wait for Mark. It took another ten minutes for Mark to show up after checking the bridge and finding no one there. Everyone then went about their individual workout routines. While working out next to one another Laurel filled Mark in on their brief encounter with the Inician ship. She then explained the sad tale of how the people of Inicius wiped themselves out just as they were becoming advanced enough to garner the attention of the elder race. He was a little concerned that a ship as inferior as the Inician ship would be following the Future for any reason. He was very glad that the Future as fast and formidable as she now was or a confrontation probably would have ensued.

After the workouts were done Mark spent over an hour working on some defensive and first strike moves with everyone. At the end of the lessons the girls went and took their showers while the guys sat and talked. When Jake got the sense that the girls were finished and heading for Laurel's quarters the guys went and took their shower. When Jake arrived in his quarters after his shower Korica was sitting with Laurel while Laurel brushed her hair out. Korica slid out from between Laurel's legs and turned around and gave her a hug and Laurel kissed her cheek and then she stepped up to Jake and gave him a hug and he wished her goodnight. She then made her way to her quarters to tuck Tamaric in.

Jake in the mean time walked to the front of the room and retrieved a pair of underwear and stepped back to the to the bed and pulled his towel from around himself and rubbed his hair briskly and then smoothed his hair down and stepped into his underwear then made his way into the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth. When he was finished he made his way out into the main quarters and walked over and sat down next to Laurel on the bed and she leaned against him and wrapped her arms around his left arm.

"Babe, I've been thinking¦should we contact the elder race to see what they think about an Inician ship showing up?"

Laurel turned her head and looked into his eyes.

"Are you really that concerned?"

"I hate to feel like I'm running to them every time we have something unusual happen but we are a young and inexperienced crew Laurel. Something that just seems unusual could actually be a serious problem and I have this weird gut feeling that seeing an Inician ship is significant. Listen to your gut instinct and you'll see what I mean."

Laurel sat up straight and looked at him for a moment and she contemplated concentrating on her inner voice but she was still afraid of all the new memories that she hadn't confronted yet. She had already seen some traumatic memories along with some truly beautiful memories and she was just afraid of how bad the things stored deep in her mind could be realized to be. Jake could sense her reluctance to use her own intuition to her advantage. He could sense that seeing Mark's funeral and sensing that it was going to come about soon after reaching the Milky Way was particularly painful and saddening.

"Laurel, you can't be afraid to use your abilities forever. I know there are some painful things locked away in your mind but you can't deny yourself the important ability of foresight because you are afraid of future events."

"It's called precognition Jake, not foresight."

"Whatever, you know what I'm saying."

Laurel sighed and looked away for a moment then looked back at Jake.

"I just didn't think there would be so much pain in our future."

"I'm sure there's some beautiful things in our future as well babe¦look at the image you remembered of Korica and Tamaric's little girl."

"I know. That's the one thing I've remembered clearly so far that I am truly looking forward to."

"So¦?"

"Alright¦I get your point."

Laurel took a deep breath and closed her eyes and concentrated on what she feels deep down inside. She had a sense that there was indeed a deeper meaning behind the Inician ship showing up. She sensed danger and others in need. It wasn't exactly clear what kind of need but she sensed that there were lives at risk and that the Future crew was an important part of their insured survival. She opened her eyes and looked at Jake.

"Alright, let's contact the elder race and see what they think."

"Now?"

"No I think we can wait until we reach the Perlon system."

"We need to tell Korica to stay put once we reach the Perlon system. She's probably going to plot more jumps overnight if we don't say something."

"Alright. I'll tell her when I go read to her and Tamaric tonight."

"Alright, that'll work."

When Korica arrived at her quarters she found Tamaric stepping into his underwear at the edge of the bed while facing the front of the room. She stepped into the bathroom without staring at him. She relieved herself and looked herself over in the mirror to give him some time and then she stepped out into the main quarters. Tamaric was now under the covers and Korica stepped up to the bed and sat down next to him after slipping her shoes off.

"Hi love." Tamaric said.

"Hi Tamaric. You ready to have Laurel or Jake come read to us?"

"I wish you could stay and fall asleep with me. I miss you on the nights that you have duty."

"I know Tamaric. I miss you too but this is just the way it has to be."

"I'm trying to get used to it. Go ahead and call 'em down. At least I get to lay with you for the next hour or so."

Korica leaned over and gave him a peck and smiled at him and then slid off the bed and walked over to the com panel and touched the AI hale button. Moments later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please ask mom or dad to come read to us?"

"Right away."

The com panel then went dark and Korica made her way back over to the bed and laid down next to Tamaric and turned on her stomach and laid half on him and set her head right next to his. In Laurel and Jake's quarters the com panel lit up and the AI called out into the room.

"Korica and Tamaric are requesting that one of you come read to them."

"I'm on my way." Laurel said.

"Understood." The AI said and then the com panel went dark.

Laurel leaned over and gave Jake a long kiss and then stood up and stepped into her shoes. She then headed for the exit to make her way down to Korica and Tamaric's quarters. When she arrived at their quarters she touched the hale button in the com panel next to their door and a few moments later the door slid open. Laurel stepped in and picked up the data pad that was lying on the nightstand next to Tamaric's side of the bed. Laurel then slid her shoes off and sat down next to Korica and Laurel put her hand on her behind.

"Roll over for a second baby. I need to talk to you before I read your story."

Korica looked up at Tamaric with a concerned look as she felt what Laurel was feeling. She then rolled over toward Laurel and then scooted back over right next to Tamaric.

"So that ship was more of a problem than we thought?"

"I'm not exactly sure honey but I definitely feel that it was significant. I need your help Korica. I need you to tune into your intuition and see what you sense. You're far stronger than Jake and I and if we can feel some kind of danger then you should be able to sense far more detail than us."

"Ok."

Korica closed her eyes and took a couple of deep breaths and tuned all the sounds and feelings out around her and she concentrated on the little voice deep down inside that she always had to push aside. She immediately felt an overwhelming sense of danger that gave her the chills. It was all around her and left her with a feeling of it closing in on her. She then had an image of a broken world come to her minds eye. There were strange looking buildings that were round and domed shaped with large sections of the buildings crumbled away. There were smaller dwellings that were round with sloping sides that came up to point and the windows all along the sides of the dwellings were broken out except for a few here and there. The sky was an odd hazy orange with almost yellow patches that were rolling and broiling as though it were being perturbed by strong winds. She then saw an industrial area with multi level buildings with all sorts of piping and strange looking towers. She had a sense that what she was seeing was significant but she wasn't exactly sure how. She then saw an image of a very ugly small creature that only stood about five feet tall with dark mottled gray and brown skin. The creature had a teardrop shaped head with large eyes with dark baggy folds of skin under its eyes. It had huge earlobes and jowl looking skin hanging on its face. The creature then backed away in her minds eye and she could see that it had long spindly arms with stubby hands that had six fingers. It appeared to have two opposable thumbs next to one another in the position that would ordinarily be the palm of a typical hand. Korica tried to sense what about this very unpleasant looking creature was significant but she was drawn away to the image of a spacecraft that was protruding from the second floor of one of the domed buildings. The ship looked vaguely familiar but she was only able to see less than half of the craft so she was having a hard time placing its origin. She then saw a clear image of Asaria's face and she knew that the elder race were part of everything she was sensing somehow. She pulled herself out of her deep trancelike state and batted her eyes a few times as the subtle noises created by the ventilation system in her quarters and Laurel and Tamaric's presence became stronger.

Korica looked at Laurel with a worried look on her face.

"We need to reach out to Asaria mom. There is something weird happening on a¦strange world with some really ugly creatures on it."

"Jake and I thought as much¦not the strange world and ugly creatures we just had a sense of danger and that we should contact the elder race and see if they know anything about an Inician ship following us or how that's even possible given how long ago Inicius was destroyed."

"Laurel, can I ask what you two are talking about?" Tamaric asked.

"Sorry Tamaric. When we got underway there was a ship following us until we jumped into hyperspace. The recognition program identified it as Inician but the chair of knowledge imparted us with the knowledge of Inicius and it was all but destroyed by its own inhabitants a couple centuries ago and the Inician people were almost all exterminated. They were very advanced and space fairing at the time but their world was rendered completely uninhabitable."

"So was it a nuclear exchange like we almost wiped ourselves out with on Earth?"

"No. It was almost worse. It was a large-scale chemical warfare conflagration gone wrong. Each side used different chemicals and they combined into something unforeseen in the upper atmosphere and it killed everything and everyone and left a toxic soup in the atmosphere that rendered

the planet uninhabitable."

"God how horrible."

"Yah no kidding. So you can imagine why it's a little surprising to see one of their most advanced ships at the time of their demise shadowing us out of the Gershon system."

"I'm almost afraid to ask what all this has to do with us?"

"Well that's what we are going to have to contact the elder race to find out."

"You're gunna put Korica in that chair again?"

"If she'll agree to it¦and if you'll let her¦then yes."

Tamaric looked at Korica and frowned because he knew she would always do Laurel asked.

"It's up to you Korica. I hate what that thing does to you but I'm not gunna get in your way. I know this is ships business or whatever and I got no place sayin what you do when it comes to matters of duty. This could be important."

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica reached her left hand over and pulled his right cheek toward her and she kissed him. She then looked back at Laurel.

"When we get to the Perlon system I'll keep us there so that when you and Jake get up we can contact the elder race and find out what they know. I want to ask Asaria why so much information about Gershon was withheld anyways."

"I don't know if it's such a good idea for us to go pocking our noses in their affairs like that honey. They are the stabilizing force in this galaxy so I would have to assume that whatever they are doing there is for the better of the planet and this whole sector in general."

"Alright...I suppose you're right. I think I should mention that I sensed extreme danger mom. Something¦dangerous and scary is in our future."

"Great! I kind of sensed the same thing."

"I think we're going to be cornered somewhere and danger is going to be closing in on us."

"Did you sense any injuries to any of us?"

"No. I didn't get anything that specific. It was all a little spooky. I saw a shattered world and a crashed ship¦but it looked like it hadn't been there for a very long. I'm going to try and see if I can identify the ship from the rear while I'm on the bridge tonight. Half of the ship was buried in the side of a dome shaped building but I had a clear image of the rear third of the ship."

"That would be a good idea. Do me another favor honey, if you would check the star maps provided by the elder race and see exactly where Inicius is in relation to us¦or where we will be."

"Ok, I can do that."

"Thank you sweetheart. I'm sorry for stressing you guys out at bedtime. I know that doesn't make it easy to get a goodnights sleep."

"I'm not going to be sleeping tonight anyways." Korica said with a grin.

"And I don't sleep very well without Korica next to me. You're not robbing us of any sleep we weren't going to lose anyway."

"You two ready for a flower in the wind?"

Korica smiled and rolled over the top of Tamaric making him grunt as she rolled over his guts and then curled up to his right side to make room for Laurel to lie down. Laurel then turned on the data pad and Tamaric asked her to please read to them in Hiram. Laurel stroked his head and smiled and then read chapter 13 in its entirety in Hiram. When she was finished with the chapter Laurel turned the data pad off and stroked Tamaric's head and wished him a goodnight she then leaned over and kissed the side of Korica's head and then stood up and set the data pad on the nightstand and then stepped into her shoes and made her way towards her quarters. As soon as Laurel stepped out Korica scooted up on Tamaric and gave him a long tongue kiss goodnight that left both of their heads spinning and stomachs tingling.

"Harriet crap you're kisses are¦incredible Korica."

"Thanks Tamaric. You're getting pretty good yourself."

"Pretty good? I'm just¦pretty good?"

Korica smiled at him. "Get some sleep Tamaric. I love you."

"Ok, I love you too Korica."

Korica then climbed off the bed and walked around the bed and stepped into her shoes then walked back around the bed and slid the lights down to sleep levels. She then exited her quarters and headed for the bridge.

As soon as Korica arrived on the bridge she made her way over to science station number 1 and sat down and logged herself in and she brought up the new data core interactive program and she initiated a search for information on the Inicius system. The system was listed as unoccupied and safe however the planet Inicius was listed as uninhabitable. It was a binary system with a white dwarf and a yellow class three star that was almost the same size as the star in Earth and Draxima's systems. Korica read through the system information for a time and then she mapped Inicius in the local star map. It was 220 light years from the Perlon system. It would take them off course if they needed to make a stop there but it was fairly close.

Korica then brought up the spacecraft recognition program to see if she could identify the ship she sensed in her mind. She was a little disheartened when she saw that there were well over a billion different ship designs to choose from. She knew this was going to be far more difficult than she thought. She then had a stroke of genius. She could draw what she remembers and try and compare her rough sketch against the known ship designs from the data core. She logged herself off and made her way to her quarters and she retrieved her larger data pad and then she went to the mess hall and got a cup of tea and then sat down at their favorite table and she pulled out the stylus from the side of the data pad and she began to sketch the ship as she remembered it.

It took her well over an hour to draw the broken city and strange domed and curved buildings and the one in particular that had the aft end of a very large ship hanging out of it. She added much more detail than was necessary and the cityscape was only for her own benefit to get what she saw down so others could see it. Once she was satisfied with her work she finished her cup of tea and then made her way to the bridge and uploaded the sketch she had drawn and then she set the interactive program to compare the sketch to known spacecraft from the rear quadrant.

She knew it was going to take a while so in the mean time she went back to the modifications of the Future for the collection and storage of the caustic gasses needed to keep the life form alive that was going to get them to the Milky Way in the past. She knew she was close to done with her portion of the designs so it would only take a few hours to get it completed.

Korica worked until 02:50 when a gentle tone signaled that the ship was about to drop out of hyperspace in the Perlon system. She stopped what she was doing and moved over to the sensor station and checked the space ahead and she could see the stars of the Perlon system growing larger very quickly. She could also tell that preliminarily there were no other craft near the stars but she knew the AI's compensations for the distortions all around the Future while traveling in hyperspace weren't perfect. She intensified the scan field just to be sure they weren't going to have company the moment they dropped into normal space even though she knew the Future was all but impenetrable with their shields at full strength. She detected nothing close to their target location close to the larger of the two stars.

A few minutes later the main engines throttled down and the antimatter reactors powered down and then the negative matter core ramped down and in a bright flash the ship dropped into normal space at a distance of 15 million miles from the larger yellow star. Korica performed an immediate deep scan of the system. She was getting some electromagnetic returns that could only be produced by a ship that uses a gravity drive just like Holon's ship. Korica knew they weren't alone and she frowned and shook her head. She knew that for some reason she had sensed before hand that they weren't going to be alone when they dropped into the system long before they arrived.

The Future throttled up the main engines and assumed an orbit around the star as though they hadn't detected the distortions and electromagnetic returns. Korica debated waking up the rest of the crew but when she looked at the time of morning it was she decided to see what the ships did first. As she continued to scan the system she could see that none of the planets in the system would support life as they knew it and certainly not an advanced space fairing civilization that could be responsible for ships like what the Future was detecting. The ships weren't closing in on their position but Korica knew the Future was huge and their presence would be really hard to miss even by the most rudimentary of sensors and if the ships possessed gravity drive technology they probably had extremely advanced sensors.

Korica decided that contacting the elder race would be a really bad idea with unknown alien ships in the system. She waited until the Future began to orbit around the opposite side of the star and then she brought up the star maps to see where they could jump to if they needed to escape in a hurry. She could see that Inicius was among the closer candidates but it would take them off their planned course so she chose to plot a jump to the Merantus system. It was 450 light years away and was listed as occupied and safe and was in fact along their planned course. The people of Merantus had a fledgling space program and were beginning to explore just outside their own solar system. They had an astronomical observatory on Argosa, the fifth planet out from their single class four yellow star that supported a population of approximately twenty thousand and the population of Merantus, the third planet out and the only oxygen environmental planet in the system was listed at 6.2 billion. Once she had the jump coordinates plotted she leaned back and called out to the AI.

"Future?"

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance."

"When we come around the star if those electromagnetic returns have moved at all I want you to initiate a jump to the coordinates that I have laid in ok?"

"Understood. Do you want me to wake the captain?"

"No. Please let her sleep. We aren't in any real danger."

"Understood. You are in command at the moment so I will follow your directions."

"Thank you. Just keep an eye on the sensors for any trace of a signal from those ships."

"Understood. I am guessing if those distortions are in fact ships they probably have no idea that we have detected them. I do not believe that most sensors would recognize what we are seeing as anything but an anomalous sensor echo but we have in fact seen that exact electromagnetic and gravitation distortion signature before when Holon accompanied us toward the Altek system."

"I know. That's why I knew what I was looking at as soon as your sensors detected those distortions close to Perlon three."

"I sense you are not completely comfortable doing nothing about our friends out there."

"I have a really odd idea. What would happen if we projected a quantum dynamic gravitational pulse toward those¦signatures?"

"The only way to do that would be with my primary mining weapon and you do not have the necessary clearance to deploy the weapon except for in defense of the vessel. That aside¦if the ships did not detect the pulse heading their way when it struck the gravitational bubble surrounding their ships it would in essence wash the gravitational energy away and the ships would become visible for a few seconds until their gravitational generators reestablished the envelope of gravitational energy around their ships. I have to say that is brilliant that you would think of that on your own."

"Thank you Future. I'm learning more about how your systems work all the time. It won't hurt 'em right?"

"It wouldn't hurt the occupants of the vessels in the slightest as long as they have automated systems to adjust their orbit so they do not enter Perlon three's tenuous atmosphere and crash to the planets surface."

"Oh crap! What's the likelihood that could actually happen?"

"Next to impossible. A ship advanced enough to have a gravity drive that can render it all but undetectable will have an automated navigation system that would instantaneously correct for a drift from preprogrammed coordinates just like my automated attitude and position control system."

"Good. I don't want to hurt anyone I just want to find out who is in this system and why."

"But as I said you do not have the necessary clearance as a junior ensign to enact what you have in mind."

"I know and I can respect that. Will you please make preparations to do what I asked in the morning when Laurel gets up if she approves of my plan?"

"That I will do."

"Will we have to reduce the shields in order to do this?"

"Yes. The excess energy will be directed to the weapon. The shield will have to be reduced to four percent normal density in order to make the necessary energy available and to avoid distorting the quantum gravitational pulse from taking the shape of a focused spiral pulse."

"Will we be left vulnerable at all?"

"No. Even at four percent density the shields will repel most of the radiation coming from the stars in this system as well as the background cosmic radiation coming at us from everywhere."

"How long will it take the pulse to reach the targets?"

"Approximately eight minutes. The pulse will travel at close to the speed of light and if it is detected at all it will appear to be a coronal mass ejection if I fire at the right time as we orbit around the side of the star."

"Ok...you don't think they will consider it as an attack if they discover we are the source of the gravitational pulse do you?"

"It is possible I suppose. It is not going to be a pulse containing any significant particle energy though, and I would have to assume that fact will be realized."

"Well I definitely want to wait for the rest of the crew before doing something so provocative."

"Agreed. Everyone will be up in a couple of hours and you can present your idea and see if they want to proceed with your idea."

"What do you think?"

"I think it is a brilliant idea for finding out who the ships belong too without causing any harm to the occupants. Your understanding of my systems and how gravitational energy can be manipulated is frankly astounding."

"Thank you Future. How is the search coming along by the way?"

"The new data core has found two possible candidates so far but it is still searching through the rest of the known spacecraft. It is likely going to take several hours to search them all."

"I understand. I'm going to go to my quarters to use the restroom and then I'm going to come back and finish the design for the collection and storage system. I'm almost done with it."

"Understood. I will alert you if anything changes on your cranial transceiver."

"Ok."

Korica then logged herself off and the entire bridge went to sleep. Korica then got up and made her way down to her quarters to take care of herself and check on Tamaric. She found Tamaric sound asleep and once she had herself freshened up she returned to the bridge and logged in at science station number 1 and finished the design for the collection and storage system. She was quite proud of the design and she hoped that Laurel would approve of the modifications that she had come up with.

The collection and storage system was going to be unbelievably complicated and huge. There were going to be two gigantic collection tubes that would extend from the rear of the Future down to the outer edges of the shield envelope and the Future would have to shrink the shield envelope so that the very end of the collection tubes were exposed to the harsh and crushing environment of the gas giant's atmosphere in order to collect the gasses. The shear pressure of the atmosphere should provide enough pressure it was thought by Korica to fill the tank that the collection tubes would be connected to via EMPACC reinforced plasma conduits. There were going to be pumps inline incase the pressure wasn't sufficient to fill the tanks completely but Korica assumed that at 12,000 psi the pressure should be more than adequate to force the gasses into the primary separation tank. The gasses would then be vented off to a separation manifold that would separate the atmospheric gasses into their individual constituent gasses and the unwanted gasses would be dumped overboard via the collection tubes. In all there would need to be seven tanks. One for primary collection of combined atmospheric gasses and then six for the separated gasses. Each was going to be absolutely gigantic and require extensive modifications to the rear quarter of the Future in order to accommodate them. Korica had managed to find a way to move all of the bulkheads and plumbing in order to make the project possible. In all seventy compartments were going to be sacrificed in order to make room for the twelve million cubic foot capacity tanks. Once the initial collection was complete the primary holding tank could be dismantled and the resultant materials would be used to reconstruct some of the sacrificed compartments. The other six tanks were going to have to be kept in place until their journey was over and the creatures didn't need to be kept alive any longer. By Korica's estimation the supply of gasses should be able to keep the creatures alive for about twenty-five years once the tanks were full to capacity.

Once Korica had the final bit of the design done she saved it onto her data pad and checked the time. It was now 04:10 in the morning. She knew Mark would be getting up in about twenty minutes and he would be showing up in the mess hall about ten minutes after that. Korica debated looking at the possible candidate spacecraft that had been identified from the data core as possible matches to her sketch but she decided against it. She was going to wait until the entire database of spacecraft had been searched. She instead logged herself out and all of the workstations went dark and then she grabbed her data pad and made her way to the mess hall to wait for Mark. She was exhausted but she was looking forward to Mark's company and she knew sometime this morning they were going to have to reach out to the elder race.

Korica sat drinking a cup of tea in the mess hall when she sensed Mark approaching at 04:37. She smiled at the thought of having him to talk with. She got up and met him at the doorway and the two exchanged a warm hug and then they walked back to the table and Korica sat down while Mark got himself a cup of tea and then he sat down and scooted over next to Korica. She leaned against his side and closed her eyes for a few seconds. Mark stroked her head a few times and smiled at her as she sat up straight.

"Long night?" Mark asked.

"Ugh was it. I got a lot work done though. You wanna see what I got done?"

"Sure."

Korica picked up her data pad and turned it on and then brought up her completed design for the atmospheric gas collection and storage system. She then handed the data pad to Mark and leaned against him while sipping on her tea as he looked over the design specs. He was flabbergasted at how complex the design was but the AI had double-checked everything and it was labeled as feasible.

"My god! You came up with all this on your own?"

"Yah."

Mark moved the image around all the modifications and then he zoomed into the collection tubes that were protruding from the back of the hull from right below the number 4 and 6 main engines. He could see that the tubes were almost 1,000 feet long and he could also see that they were welded to the outside of the hull meaning someone was going to have to make some prolonged space walks to attach the collection tubes to the back of the Future.

"You sure this is really the only way to do this. I'm no mechanical engineer but it looks horribly complicated and there is going to have to be some long space walks done in order to accomplish what you have designed here."

"It's definitely going to require some work out in space but there's no other way. We have to keep the shields in place to protect us from the environment we have to collect the gasses from so I don't really see any other way. The collection tubes will be assembled in the lower hangar with the ends of the tubes hanging out of the hangar opening. Once they are assembled we will push them out of the hangar and move them to the back of the ship and then they will have to be attached to the hull. I'm pretty sure it's going to take all four of us since the servo drones don't work in zero gravity."

"How much zero g time do you have Korica?"

"None. This will be my first time in a spacesuit working out in space."

"Oh lord! That's a really bad idea honey. You are going to need some zero g training before you try and do this."

"Well the good news is that none of us will be able to float off into space like what happened to Laurel when she was working on the bow repairs. With the shield in place we will simply bounce off the shield and head back toward the ship. The bad news is that this will have to be done with the engines off and the Future sitting dead in space."

"And what happens to the electronics embedded in your spacesuit if you make contact with the shield? If it disrupts the power circuits in the crimson fighter I would have to assume it would cause all kinds of problems for a simple spacesuit."

"No that disruption is caused when you pass through the shield. If you bounce off of it as long as the contact is relatively gentle there shouldn't be any affect on the suits electronics at all."

"I guess that makes sense. I am so impressed with your intelligence Korica. You really are something special."

"Thank you Mark. Will you help me with my zero g training if I need to do that first?"

"I would be honored to sweetie. We're going to have to have a suit built that fits you. I dare say that suits in your size are not standard equipment."

"If you would like I can begin constructing a suit to fit Korica's unique dimensions immediately mark." The AI called out.

"That would be great. I think you're going to need to make a thruster pack that fits her as well."

"Actually I can just make an adapter for the existing thruster packs that would lock onto her smaller frame and allow her to reach the controls."

"Please do so then."

"Understood."

"Boy you think Tamaric hates you sitting in the chair wait until you tell him you're going to have to spend some time out in space."

"I hadn't thought about that. He's going to hate the idea."

"If it helps tell him I hate the idea as well but I am willing to accept it because it has to be done."

"That probably will help a little. He's just going to have to get used to the idea cause I'm going to do this."

"And if he says he doesn't want you out in space?"

"In the end I'll just have to talk him into it. I'll do as he says but he has to let me do this."

"Well we can all have a talk with him if he puts up to much of stink about it."

"Kay."

"Are you hungry?"

"I'm starving. I worked through the night without eating."

"You shouldn't do that honey. That's probably why you're so tired. Go ahead and order something to eat ok?"

"Ok."

A servo drone showed up at the edge of the table with a menu scroll in its manipulator claw only seconds later. Mark took the menu and handed it to Korica and she ordered something to eat and then she got up and refreshed her tea and then came back and sat down and scooted over next to Mark.

"Mark, is it scary out in space in a suit?"

"A little I suppose. It's more nauseating than anything. You've felt zero g in the elevators so you know what it's like but when you have to concentrate on a particular task for hours at a time your eyes get puffy and your lips swell a little as the blood pools in your head and it gets a little hard to think clearly after a while. You just have to remember to breath deep and slow. If you hyperventilate or panic you could overwhelm the suits ability to keep up with your oxygen demands. With no reference for up or down spatial disorientation can set in real easy and panic usually follows. I'll keep you tethered to me for the first while and then I'll let you wonder off on your own once I'm confident you can handle yourself."

"Wonder off on my own?"

"Sure. You're going to get to walk along the hull with mag boots that have suction assist. Magnets are barely affective because of the EMPACC coating on the hull so the boots have suction cups of a sort that are non conductive. You just have to be real careful about how you contact the hull. You can't touch the hull with any part of your suit except for your boots or it could burn a hole in your suit. Remember that the hull plating on the Future is reactive so it will pull the energy right out of the fabric of the suit."

"That's right¦I had almost forgotten about that."

"I have a feeling you're going to do better than most just because you've lived your whole life in space and you've already experienced zero g so you're stomach isn't as likely to come up on you."

"I'll just eat light on the days that we have to go outside."

"That's a real good idea. I've seen someone lose their lunch into their helmet before and it's not pretty."

"Yuck! I would imagine so."

Just then a servo drone showed up with Korica's food and it slid the plate of hot food up onto the table and Mark slid it over in front of her and she set in to eating her meal. Once she was done with her meal she was feeling much more alert and relaxed. She then decided to show Mark their friends out in the Perlon system and what she had in mind to find out who they are. She explained to Mark what she had discovered upon arriving in the system and she asked him to come down to the bridge and have a look for himself.

The two got up and walked to the bridge and Mark sat down at the sensor station and logged on and then took a look at the sensor readings from their initial arrival in the system. Korica then explained what she was proposing to do in order to discover the type of vessels that were sitting next to Perlon three on the sunlit side. Mark thought it was ingenious once Korica explained that it would cause no harm whatsoever to the occupants and that it would only wash away their ability to hide like they were for a few moments. In the end Mark agreed that it should be run by Laurel but he felt it was a good idea to find out who was hanging around before attempting to contact the elder race.

Mark then logged himself off and the two of them made their way back to the mess hall. Everything had been cleared off the table so they both got a fresh cup of tea and sat down and talked lightly until 05:50 when Korica excused herself to go greet Jake and Laurel in the corridor on her way to her quarters to wake Tamaric up. When Korica stepped out into the main corridor Laurel and Jake were just coming up to the doorway and Korica gave them both a warm hug and then left to go to her quarters to wake Tamaric.

When Korica stepped into her quarters it was still dark so she stepped over to her side of the bed and slid the lights up and then crawled up onto the bed and laid her head on Tamaric's chest as he batted his eyes trying to wake up. He put his hand up on Korica's head and stroked her soft hair a few times and he smiled at her warmly. Her face was a beautiful thing to wake up to and it made him feel warm deep down inside to know that someone so pretty was so into him.

"Mornin love. You look beautiful as always this morning."

"Morning Tamaric. Thank you for the compliment. How'd you sleep?"

"I tossed and turned and reached out to try and find you a few times before it dawned on me that you weren't here but for the most part I slept ok."

"I'm sorry this is so hard on you Tamaric."

"It's ok darlin, I'm just spoiled on havin you with me all the time. I'll be a man and get used to it as best as I can."

"I love you so much Tamaric. I hope I'm worth all the hassle."

"I love you too Korica. You are more than worth it darlin. You would be surprised at what I would endure if it means I get to be your boyfriend."

"Awe, thanks Tamaric." Korica slid her head up to his chin and kissed his chin. "Come on and get up so we can have breakfast together. I'll leave you in peace and I'll see you in the mess hall."

"Ok."

Korica got up onto her hands and knees and crawled back off the bed while Tamaric pushed the covers off of himself and slid over to the edge of the bed and sat up and rubbed his eyes. Korica walked around to his side of the bed and pulled him to his feet and then she wrapped her arms around Tamaric and the two held each other for a few minutes and then Korica gave him a peck and turned and made her way back to the mess hall so Tamaric could get dressed and cleaned up in private.

When Korica arrived in the mess hall she stepped up to the table and saw that Laurel was looking over Korica's handy work on her data pad. Korica sat down next to Mark and took a sip of her tea.

"So what do you think mom?"

"I'm really impressed honey. These designs are pure genius. I'm so proud of you for getting this done for me. Jake and I can now tie the artificial environment into your design and we will be one step closer to success."

"Mark is going to work on some zero g training with me once the AI has a suit in my size complete and an adapter for the thruster packs to fit my smaller size."

"That's a good idea. This is going to take quite a bit of time out in space for all of us to get this done."

"There's something else."

"Oh what's that?"

"When we arrived in the Perlon system I noticed two sensor echoes that I believe are ships sitting close to Perlon three. They haven't approached us or even moved for that matter which is why I didn't wake you. I have an idea that will give us a quick peak at the ships but it requires the use of the mining weapon so it has to be approved by you and performed while you guys are on the bridge."

"Korica, I don't like the idea of using the mining weapon for anything but mining and harvesting operations."

"If it's done right it will only be a gravitational energy surge that will wash the cloaking affect their gravity drive is producing away for a few seconds so we can see the ships. At least that way we will know who is hanging around."

"Alright, I'll take a look after breakfast. As long as the AI concurs that it will in essence be a harmless affect that is produced I may approve the procedure."

"Ok."

"Where's Tamaric honey?" Laurel asked.

Korica closed her eyes and concentrated on Tamaric's energy and within seconds she could feel what he was feeling and she could tell he was just stepping into his shoes and thinking about how much he couldn't wait to be with Korica and it made her smile. She opened her eyes and looked at Laurel.

"He's just about to step out of our quarters. He can't wait to see me. I guess it was a long night for him too."

"Poor guy. Just think, Jake and I have to go through that for two nights in a row."

"I don't think Tamaric would take it very well if he had to go for two days at a time."

"Does he realize that once we get to the Milky Way you may have a duty cycle that takes you off the ship for days at a time?"

"No. I haven't brought that up yet. I know that is likely to be how things will be but I didn't want to stress him out for now. He's still trying to get used to the idea that I can't hangout with him all the time. It's hard for me too. I want to be with him all time and I know I can't."

"You poor baby, we'll let you tell him in your own time."

"Kay. Thank you."

Just then Tamaric stepped into the mess hall and Korica got up and walked over to him and grabbed his hand and pulled him back out of the doorway and across the corridor to the common area and she stopped him beside of one of the recliner chairs that she knew was in a blind spot for the sensors. She then pulled him close and squeezed him tightly and held him for a few moments and then she gave him a long lip lock kiss and then smiled at the dopey look on his face.

"I really missed you Tamaric."

"I missed you too Korica. Thank you for the warm greeting."

"You're welcome. I figured you needed a long kiss as much as I did."

"We aren't gunna get in trouble for doing this are we?"

"No. My shift ended like ten minutes ago so technically I'm not on duty anymore. It's no secret that we love each other Tamaric. They just don't necessarily want to see us kissing or whatever."

"Oh, ok."

Tamaric leaned forward and gave her a peck and then the two separated and took each other's hand and walked over to the mess hall and stepped up to the table. Mark moved to the head of the table and Korica looked at the grin on everyone's faces and she blushed a little and then looked at Tamaric.

"Let me see¦hmm¦you want pineapple juice this morning."

"That's right! I've been craving that since last night for some reason. Did you read my mind?"

"No, I still can't quite hear what you're thinking but I can feel what you're thinking and you knew what I was trying to figure out and you felt that pineapple juice would taste wonderful."

"I still don't understand how you can tell what I'm thinking just by feeling what I'm feeling."

"Subtle variations in your emotions that I've just learned to interpret. There is a whole language of emotions that people aren't even aware of. I'll be right back."

"Ok." Tamaric said with a big grin.

"How you doing this morning Tamaric?" Jake asked.

"Ok I guess. I'm not looking forward to the day cause I know Korica needs to catch up on her sleep so I'm only going to get to hangout with her for the next hour or two and I miss¦I'm sorry, I shouldn't be belly aching. I know she has an important job round here and this is just the way it is."

"Naw it's ok Tamaric. I know exactly what you're feeling. This twenty-four hour duty shift is hard on a couple that is crazy about each other."

Korica stepped back over to the table and set Tamaric's glass down in front of him and then sat down and scooted over so she was pressed up against him.

"Thanks Korica." Tamaric said as he picked up his glass to take a drink.

"My pleasure. I love serving you."

Korica looked at Laurel and then Jake and the grin on their face made her look down and blush. Seconds later a servo drone showed up with three menus and Mark took them and set them up on the table and everyone then ordered their meals and handed the menus back to the servo drone that then floated across the room silently and slipped through its slot in the bulkhead.

"Tamaric, there is something that I need to talk to you about." Korica said.

"Oh man I don't know if I like the sounds of that."

"It's important. Not only to me personally but to the success of our mission to get home."

"Ok, what is it?"

"Mark is going to begin zero g training with me as soon as a spacesuit is built that will fit me. I'm gunna be going on a series of space walks so I can learn how to operate tools and whatnot out in space."

"What! You're gunna be going outside the ship in a spacesuit?"

"Yah¦if you'll let me explain you'll see that it's important."

"I already hate the idea. It's freakin dangerous out there Korica. What if you slip and float away or something?"

"With the shield in place I'll only float a couple kilometers out and then I'll bounce off the shield. I can't float away completely or whatever."

"What if you get a hole in your suit? You could die out there."

"Tamaric! Come on, the chances of that happening are slim to none. Do you have any idea how tough those suits are?"

"No."

"You can't cut 'em with a knife and they are meant to withstand micrometeorites at thousands of miles an hour and since we will be working within the shield there isn't any possibility of that happening and there won't be any radiation to contend with either."

"Really? You won't be in any danger?"

"Well space is a hostile and dangerous environment but I'm going to have Mark training me and he's going to be right next to me all the time. Once we begin the modifications to the Future Laurel and Jake will be right there with me too."

"I guess you did grow up in space, it's only natural to assume that you would eventually have to learn how to work in space right?"

"That's right. We all live in space within the confines of the Future. This is really important Tamaric. I'm hoping that you'll be ok with this and maybe even proud of me for being brave enough to try and do this."

"Oh I am proud of you Korica. You got more guts and more brains than anyone I've ever met. I just look at you and you look so¦you're just a beautiful girl that shouldn't be put in danger so often."

"This is the life I've chosen Tamaric. I know the dangers of living and working in space. If I wanted to play it safe I would have gone to live with my great, great grandmother on Draxima."

"Well I'm glad you didn't choose to do that." Tamaric looked down and seemed to truly think about it for a few moments before looking back at Korica. "You know what? If this is what you want and it makes you happy then I'm behind you Korica. I may not like the danger involved but I want to be supportive so I am proud of you and I say go for it. Have fun."

Korica smiled big and wrapped her arms around Tamaric and kissed his cheek twice making him blush a little and then she squeezed him tightly and set her head against his.

"Thank you for understanding and being so supportive Tamaric. You're such a good boyfriend. I'm the luckiest girl alive to have you by my side. You make me feel like I can do anything."

"You're welcome Korica. That's what I'm supposed to do right?"

"Yah but some guys don't really do what they are supposed to do to support their mates. They think of themselves and what will make them uncomfortable."

"You're not gunna get that kind of behavior from me Korica. If you can dream it you can do it and I'll be behind you all the way."

"That's a very mature attitude Tamaric." Laurel said. "That's the kind of love and support we want to see given to Korica. That is what a true man does Korica. You remember us talking about a true man and how they were supposed to act."

"Yah I do. Jake is a true man and so is my Tamaric."

"Hum hum!" Mark cleared his throat and grinned.

"Of course you're a true man as well Mark. You've never looked at any of us wrong or told us we couldn't do what we wanted¦within reason of course." Korica said as she released Tamaric and looked at Mark with a big smile.

"Thank you Korica." Mark said grinning at her.

Just then two servo drones showed up with four of the five meals ordered. The plates were slid up on the table and moments later another servo drone showed up with Korica's large meal and it was slid up onto the table and then slid over in front of her. Everyone then set in to eating their breakfast. Korica had a tremendous sense of pride in Tamaric as she ate. She kept glancing at him and smiling and she knew that she was falling for him even harder now that she knew he truly had her best interests in mind and he was being supportive of everything she was doing. He was indeed a good man and a perfect partner in her eyes.

After the meal was consumed everyone made their way to the bridge and Laurel sat down at the sensor station and logged in and the whole bridge came to life and Laurel took a look at the sensor data and she was convinced that Korica was right. There was indeed what appeared to be two ships sitting stationary on the day lit side of Perlon three. Laurel then reviewed what the AI and Korica had come up with for trying to detect who the ships belonged too and she thought the idea was brilliant. There would be no real harm done and if it were initiated at just the right time as the Future came around the star they could retract the weapon before coming out into full view and the pulse of quantum gravitational energy might not be detected at all and if it was it would look like a natural phenomenon instead of something initiated by the Future. Laurel approved the plan and then checked on how long it would be until the Future came into range to enact the plan. They were still on the opposite side of the star so it would be close an hour and fourty-five minutes before the Future would be in the optimal position. It would give just enough time to workout and then take their showers and get dressed before the time would come that they needed to be on the bridge.

"Alright Korica. Your plan is genius. Let's get our workout in and then we'll come back to the bridge and see who's trying to hide in plain sight."

"Thank you Laurel. It just kind of came to me."

"Future?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you fire the weapon on your own like Korica has outlined?"

"Yes. I have already established exactly when and where I need to be in order to make it look like a natural phenomena. The timing will have to be precise and the suspect ships will have to be exactly where they were when we came around this side of the star on our current orbital path. If they have moved this will not work and we will have to wait to orbit the star again before attempting another try."

"Are you saying you won't be able to see the ships when you fire?"

"Yes. The stars mass and coronal activity will obscure my view for eight point four seconds after I fire the weapon. It should be just enough time to get the weapon stowed and the weapons door closed before we are visible as well."

"Wow. I guess I'm glad we don't have to do this manually."

"I do not believe you would be able to do it manually since you would not have a target to aim the weapon at."

"Right. Please make the preparations then. We will return after we get showered and changed."

"Understood."

Laurel then logged out and the entire bridge went to sleep. Everyone then made their way to the gym to begin their workout routines. Once the workouts were complete the guys sat and talked while the girls went and took their showers. Mark thought it would be a good time to reassure Tamaric about Korica's impending training. Once the girls were out of sight Mark sat down next to Tamaric and put his hand on his knee.

"Hay, thank you for Making Korica feel good Tamaric. She is nuts about you and respects what you think and say so it means the world to her to hear you tell her that you're proud of her and that you understand and respect what she's doing. We really need her if we're going to be able to put her system ideas together the way she has in mind. I'll be right there with her and I won't let anything happen to her ok?"

"You're welcome and thank you Mark. Like I told her, I may not like it but I understand how important what you guys are trying to do is."

"I would have never thought that I would be administering zero g training to a girl her¦size. She's just not a typical girl and I'm in awe of her son. It just does my heart good to know the¦man she has her heart devoted to is going to back her after all."

"I just remember her telling me how important it is to her to become an officer and I assume this zero g training is a required part of that?"

"No actually it's not. She can make officer without spending any time in a spacesuit. It does make her a better qualified officer and just that much more valuable when it comes time for Alexan to evaluate her role on the Future. Plus¦without her help it is going to be a major bitch to put those collection tubes in place."

"Oh. Well I get the sense that she 's looking forward to making a few space walks. I just want her happy and I would assume that if something was going to go wrong she would sense it right?"

"More than likely. She hasn't learned to tap into her abilities completely yet but precognition is definitely one of her gifts."

"That's why I decided to support her instead of arguing about how much it worries me that something horrible could happen."

"She's got that same spooky innate ability to accomplish complex tasks with little or no training or experience that Laurel and Jake have. I think she'll do fine."

"I know I wish I was like that."

"Most of us aren't son. Don't feel like your alone just cause we are around some truly spectacular people."

"Hay, the girls are done." Jake said. "Let's go get cleaned up."

"I understand what you're trying to say Mark. Thank you." Tamaric said.

Mark grinned at Tamaric and slapped his knee and the three then got up and went to take their shower. When they were done Jake headed for his quarters and when he stepped in he found Korica sitting between Laurel legs and she slowly opened her eyes and looked at him with tired eyes. She scooted forward and stood up and then took a step away when Laurel spoke up.

"Hay! Where's my kiss?" Laurel asked.

Korica stopped and looked at Jake for a second and then turned back around and looked at Laurel.

"I'm sorry mom. I'm just real tired."

Korica smiled and stepped back up to Laurel and Laurel grabbed her up and pulled in close and hugged her tightly for a moment and then Korica gave her a peck and then stepped back.

"That's better. Now don't forget to hug your dad before you go."

Korica smiled and then turned and gave Jake a tight hug and then she departed for her quarters. Jake then went to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes for himself from the bureau and he brought them back to the bed and he got dressed and then went into the bathroom and he brushed his teeth and combed his hair. The two then exchanged a long passionate kiss and then after holding each other for a few minutes they made their way over to the bridge.

When Korica arrived in her quarters she didn't see Tamaric so she knew he had to be in the bathroom getting ready for the day. Korica stepped over to the bed and sat down to wait for him. She looked at the pillow on her side of the bed and it seemed to be calling her name and she knew how soft and comfortable it would be to lie on it but she knew they needed to find out who was sitting next to Perlon three first and then possibly contact the elder race. She thought about how much strength it takes to make the chair work and she felt a cold chill at the thought of what might happen with how run down she was feeling.

When Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom he was completely dressed and Korica smiled and stood up and stepped over to him and gave him a tight hug. Tamaric then tossed his towel over by the servo slot and then the two stepped out of their quarters and headed for the bridge. When the two of them stepped onto the bridge they found Mark sitting at the sensor station with Jake standing right behind him and Laurel was sitting in the captain's chair. Laurel swiveled her chair around and gave them a warm smile.

"You two have perfect timing. Three minutes to optimal firing position."

Korica nodded and the two walked over to the communication station where Tamaric took a seat and Korica then stroked his head and smiled at him and then stepped back to the navigation station and she took a seat and logged herself in. Just as Korica finished logging in the weapon bay door could be heard ratcheting open and the main weapon slid down its rail and locked into place with a tremendous thud.

"Oh wow! Look at the size of that thing." Tamaric uttered as he looked at the main view screen.

The cyclotronic energy coils that wrapped around the triple barrels of the main weapon began to glow brightly as the weapon charged and then the antimatter reactors came up to 50% power and the negative matter core ramped up to further bolster the energy. As the Future came around the star there was a crackling sound as the energy was guided to the weapon and then there was a thud as the weapon fired and the shields simultaneously dropped to 4% density and there were immediate radiation warnings as the immense energy from the star began to penetrate the shield. Most of the particle energy was absorbed as it past through the corona of the star but the quantum gravitational energy curved around the star slightly and headed out into space pulling massive amounts of charged particles from the sun with it. The shields then intensified back up to 100% density and the mining weapon quickly retracted on its rails back into the weapon bay and the bay door began ratcheting down at the same time. As the Future rounded the star so the suspected ships came into sensor view the door sealed shut and blended into the bow perfectly and the weapon slammed against its rail stops with a loud thud that echoed right through the superstructure of the bow of the ship.

Tamaric looked around a bit, as the vibration from the violent retraction of the weapon in half the time it ordinarily should have taken was a bit unnerving. He looked up at the view screen and there was nothing to be seen. The particle energy was completely gone and the gravitational pulse was invisible to the naked eye.

"Did it work?" Korica asked looking over at mark.

"Yep. The distortions are right were the AI had plotted them to be thank god. We'll know if this is going to work in seven and a half minutes."

"Did you get the door closed before they could detect it?"

"I believe so. It should have appeared that there was a coronal mass ejection two point three seconds before we came around the star into sensor range."

Mark double-checked the current radiation readings within the Future's shield envelope and he could see that the radiation levels were falling. The residual radiation that made it through the shield was dissipating rapidly.

"We all got dosed with some gamma rays and x-rays but nothing lethal." Mark said.

"I thought even at four percent the shield was still supposed to be able to absorb the background radiation coming from the star?" Korica said.

"Firing the weapon in the manner which we did stirred up a hot spot that we past right over the top of before I could raise the shield density. I assure you that Mark is correct in that the levels were nowhere near lethal levels. The levels were detectable but very subtle."

"Maybe we should have left the shield at a higher setting then."

"The gravitational pulse would have been dissipated by the shield. In fact it could have been reflected back against my hull if the shield had been any denser than four percent. I assure you that I used some very precise calculations to make this work. The coronal interaction and subsequently formed hot spot on the stars surface was a bit of an unknown factor as I have never attempted to do something like this but you were and continue to be in no danger."

"I guess I just didn't think about how a pulse of gravitational energy would interact with the star."

"It is alright Korica, I did. It should have all added to the appearance of a natural event rather than a deliberate attempt to fire upon the suspected vessels. They have not moved in their relative position so I would conclude that it worked."

"We'll know in a few minutes if it was worth the effort."

As the crew waited for the gravity wave to reach the intended targets there was a tone that sounded indicating that Korica's search for vessels that matched her sketch was complete. She got up and stepped over to science station number 1 and brought up the interactive interface and Tamaric saw her face run cold and she had a shocked look on her face.

"Korica are you ok? You look like you've seen a ghost."

"I uh¦what I drew matches only two possible candidates. It's¦"

"What you drew?" Tamaric asked.

"The ship I saw crashed into the side of a building. I sketched it as best as I could and then I compared it to know spacecraft according to the elder races database of spacecraft."

"So what was the result?"

"I don't believe it¦it's either a two hundred year old elder race transport or¦a fifty year old design of a Draximan cruiser."

"What! What the heck would a Draximan cruiser be doing in this sector?" Laurel asked.

Korica didn't respond. She instead looked up the design aspects of the two candidate spacecraft. The elder race transport was originally built as a patrol vessel but when the design became obsolete they were reconfigured into transport craft having most of their weapons removed. Top speed was listed at twenty times the speed of light suggesting some very advanced shields would be used. The transports were called Crisian class transports. The Draximan cruiser that also roughly matched the sketch was called a Deseron class cruiser, which Korica knew meant deep space class cruiser. She never knew her people had ever designed something like what she was seeing. It was heavily armored but lightly armed. It was large enough to hold well over a hundred crew and passengers but there was no mention of speed capabilities or what the ships were used for. From what she knew Draxima had no armies or organized space fleets so to see something that looked so military like was a shock to her. She put the information up on the main view screen and then looked at Laurel.

"What I saw was most likely one of these two ships."

"The elder race transport makes sense but¦I had no idea that your people were building ships like that Deseron class cruiser fifty years ago. You still don't know what planet you were sensing do you?" Laurel said.

"No. Why wouldn't my mother and father tell me that we had ships like this?"

"I don't know Korica. Maybe they didn't know about them."

"I guess that's possible. They were built before they were born."

"How long have your people been venturing out into the galaxy?"

"Three hundred and fifty years or so."

"There must have been a lot of ships built in that time."

"Far as I knew there were only fifty different ship designs. I guess I was wrong and there must be more since I've never seen this Deseron class ship before. It almost looks like a military ship but Draxima doesn't have a military¦not that I know of anyways."

"I wish you could share what you saw with us so we could see what you sensed."

"We've shared images before. I think we're starting to gain the ability to do that. Look at what you shared with Jake and I, there were conversations and thoughts but also some clear images like the one of my daughter Aseel and the one of your mother holding you when you were a baby."

"That's true huh?"

Korica got up and stepped over to the navigation station and picked up her data pad and took it over to Laurel and turned it on and brought up the sketch she had drawn that the search program was using to search the database from. She then handed it to Laurel.

"I drew this last night. It's a rough sketch of what I sensed."

Everyone stood up and walked over next to Laurel and looked at the data pad. They were all shocked by how detailed the sketch was.

"You drew this free hand? This is really good Korica."

"Using that painting easel you gave me for my birthday has taught me a thing or two."

"You've got some real talent Korica. I told you that thing would bring out the artistic talent in you."

Everyone looked at the ships up on the main view screen and then they looked back at the sketch and there was a distinct similarity to both ships from the rear.

"We definitely need to contact the elder race and see what they think. If this ship is crashed somewhere in this quadrant of the galaxy we need to find it and see if there are any survivors¦especially if it's a Draximan ship. They are a long ways from home if they are close by. If it's a Crisian transport I would think that the elder race are aware that it's missing, they just may not know where it is."

"What could all this have to do with the Inician ship that was following us?" Korica asked.

"I don't know. Or for that matter what these ships parked near Perlon three have to do with anything. This could all just be a really strange string of coincidences."

"You really believe that Laurel?" Jake asked.

"No¦not really. It all feels connected somehow."

"That's what my gut is telling me too."

"Same here." Korica said.

"Hay¦could this ship be crashed on Inicius you think? If Inicius has been uninhabitable for centuries maybe the toxic affects are dissipating and people are starting to plunder Inicius for technology or whatever. That's one of the things the elder race patrols the galaxy to try and stop right?" Tamaric asked pointing at the main viewer.

"That's the impression I got from our encounter with that Pratgal cruiser on our way to Tiomot." Laurel said.

"What if there is something on Inicius that some nasty folks are trying to get their hands on? They were an extremely advanced race before they wiped themselves out." Jake said.

"Then this is all none of our business. We got no business sticking our noses in it."

"Unless that's one of Draxima's ships. That's my people Laurel. I am a Human citizen because you adopted me but I am still a Draximan. If some of my people are in trouble we have to help them."

"Relax Korica. If your people are in trouble we need to get them some help but we are just¦we're just a young and inexperienced crew Korica. We aren't trained in rescue missions."

"You rescued me¦and a hundred and two other girls. You kicked the crap out of the Hodong in the process too."

"That was a little different."

"Different how? You went into an unknown enemy stronghold in a parallel realm and rescued us and you had no idea who any of us were. Are you saying total strangers mean more to you than a handful of my people?"

"You stop that Korica! You know better than that. We just aren't a battle ship. We could walk into a firefight that we have no capacity to engage in. We are a ship of exploration and transport and nothing more. We need to get the elder race involved before we go jumping into this."

"I'm sorry mom. I don't mean to sound disrespectful. I just want to know that my people are important to you too."

"Of course your people are important to me. They are coalition partners and so we are obligated to drop everything and help them if possible but that doesn't mean that we jump into an unknown situation without some serious backup. We have learned a thing or two since we took on the Hodong¦I have learned a few things."

"But we have the crimson fighters now. We can scout a planet without getting into trouble."

"Look the crimson fighters are fast and tough but they aren't indestructible. We need to find out what we are facing before I will recommend any flights away from the safety of the Future."

"I guess you're right. I'm getting a little ahead of myself."

"You are Korica. We don't even know for sure that what you have sketched here is a Deseron cruiser. Over half of the ship is buried in the side of a building and we don't know where this is either."

"Captain, ten seconds to estimated gravitational wave contact with the suspected ships." The AI called out.

"Understood. We'll talk about this later ok honey?" Laurel said handing the data pad back to Korica.

"Ok. I'm sorry for getting upset."

"It's ok. Go take you station."

Korica nodded and walked back over to the navigation station and Tamaric stepped over to the communication station and sat down while Mark brought the sensor readings up onto the giant view screen at the front of the bridge. As everyone watched what looked like empty space with a small glowing dot that was Perlon three they waited and the ten seconds past and nothing happened. Laurel looked at her right display and then she looked at Mark and he just shrugged.

"What happened? I don't see any change." Laurel said.

"Remember the distance Laurel. Perlon three is over ninety-five million miles away. It will take a few minutes for the effect to reach our current visual range."

"So it happened and we just haven't seen it yet?"

"Precisely."

"Can you zoom in the distance and compensate for the Doppler affect?"

"Yes."

The image of the small glowing dot began to grow larger and larger and the two small distortions marked by two green heretic looking circles also grew larger and once the planet was clearly visible as a planet and not just a glowing dot the affect finally became visible. The gravitational distortions that had been hiding the ships were washed away in waves and there were two ships that looked like a silvery boot. They were flat on the bottom and the bow had a curving surface that rose sharply up to a blunted top and the bow curved around in the front that was almost comical looking as they truly looked like a boot. The stern of the ships were flat with six engines hanging out the back and Laurel assumed any weapons were stored internally as the hulls were seamless and smooth. There were rows of curved windows around the lowest and almost knife-edge rim of the craft. Then just as quickly as the ship had been visible for three seconds they seemed to be enveloped in a shimmering affect and then they were gone.

Laurel looked over at mark and he nodded without even looking back as he knew she was going to wonder if he captured an image of the ships before they disappeared. Mark sent the captured images over to Korica and she brought up the new data core interactive program and she initiated a search of the database of known spacecraft against the captured image. It only took a few seconds to get a hit.

"They are Vespian surveillance class ships. They are lightly armed with a top speed of fifteen times the speed of light. The Vespian's are listed as allies of the elder race but not coalition partners. Vespia is one hundred eight light years from the Perlon system or seven and a half hours away at top speed for them." Korica said.

"Allies of the elder race? So what the heck are they doing here watching us and¦how did they know we were headed here if they are here observing us? They were already here when we arrived in this system." Laurel said.

"If they are allies then it's safe to send a signal to the elder race right?" Jake asked

"Probably. They aren't coalition members but I would have to assume as allies they will recognize the subspace architecture of a signal produced by the chair. They may not know what the heck it is but they will presumably know it's coming from the elder race."

"Then let's stop and make a call and find out what the heck is going on."

"Um¦I hate to ask something like this but...can I get some rest before we try and use the chair? I'm really tired and you know it takes a lot of energy to make the connection using the chair. I'm kind of scared that it might¦it might be to much for me until I get some sleep." Korica said.

"Of course Korica. I'm proud of you for saying something instead of just sitting in the chair and suffering a stroke or another arrhythmia or something. You go get some sleep and we'll contact the elder race when you wake up. Thank you for your genius idea to find out who is hanging around in the system. I feel much better knowing they're not hostile."

"You're welcome."

"Can I come tuck you in Korica? I promise to get to my lessons once you're in bed." Tamaric asked.

"Sure. I would like that." Korica said with a big grin.

Korica turned to the navigation display and logged herself out and then her and Tamaric headed toward the door and Laurel put her hand out and Korica slid her hand over Laurel's and grinned as she walked by. The two then stepped out of the bridge and made their way down the corridor to their quarters. When the two stepped in Korica stepped up next to the bed and slid her shoes off and sat down and closed her eyes for a few seconds. Tamaric stepped to the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt for Korica and then walked back to the bed and handed it to her. She smiled warmly at him and took it and stood up and headed for the bathroom. She got undressed and freshened up and then she put her night gear shirt on and picked up her clothes and she stepped out and deposited her clothes in front of the servo slot and then she walked over to the bed and Tamaric pulled the covers down for her and she sat down and then lifted her feet and swung them around and poked them under the covers and then she laid down and scooted down a little while Tamaric pulled the covers up to her chest. Tamaric then leaned over and gave her kiss and she smiled warmly and stroked his cheek and then turned on her side and closed her eyes. Tamaric then walked around the bed and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then made his way to the exit to head back to the bridge.

When Tamaric arrived back on the bridge he went straight to science station number 4 and logged in and started his lessons for the day. Laurel was very proud of him for doing as expected despite missing Korica so terribly. Laurel was beginning to sense Tamaric's feelings much more readily now that she knew him better. He was a complicated person but his emotions were fairly easy to recognize and interpret. Laurel decided to press on with her work on the modifications of the Future while they waited for Korica to get some sleep. She was extremely impressed with the completed designs that Korica had come up with. They were going to be perfect for the rest of the habitat that her and Jake were designing and now that they knew how the environmental controls were going to be placed she could get the modifications needed completed on her end.

Everyone worked until close to noon at which time Korica strolled onto the bridge dressed in her multicolored tie-dye like patterned one-piece outfit with the short shorts incorporated into them. Tamaric sensed Korica step onto the bridge and he leaned back in his seat and looked at Korica and he loved seeing her pretty legs and wonderful curves. The jumper was very snug on her and so accentuated all of her curves beautifully while still looking fun and youthful. Korica looked at the dead stare Tamaric was giving her and she stopped and looked at him and turned her head a little as though to say 'what do you think?' and Tamaric smiled and waved her over. Korica grinned big and walked over to him and leaned against his shoulder with her hip.

"You look beautiful Korica. You've really got a nice body and this looks good on you."

Korica leaned toward him a little and fairly whispered.

"I barely fit this thing. It kind of sucks cause this is the first time I've had the chance to wear this and I almost don't fit in it. I'm outgrowing all my clothes before I can wear them even once."

"I'm sorry if it sounds like I'm being a pig but I like the way this fits you."

"I can sense what you like about it Tamaric. If we weren't a couple it might bug me but I'm your girl so it's ok. How you doing on your lessons?"

"I got a little bit to go. Maybe another half hour or so. Can we go play after this? I really want to spend some time alone with you Korica."

Korica stood up straight and tuned into Tamaric's feelings to see exactly what he meant by that. She was relieved when she sensed that he just wanted to be close to her and hold her hand. He didn't mean anything sexual though she sensed he was definitely turned on by how what she was wearing fit her body.

"After lunch we need to contact the elder race to find out what's going on but after that if you have your lessons done we can go do something fun ok?"

Tamaric gave her a big smile and took her hand in his.

"Thanks Korica. I just didn't really want to sit and watch you work all day."

"I need to go talk to mom for a minute ok? You keep working and we'll go to lunch when I'm done talking to her."

"Ok."

Tamaric let go of her hand and leaned forward and went back to his lessons. Korica then walked over to Laurel and she looked at her and then nodded toward the doorway. Laurel smiled and nodded that she gets it. Laurel pushed her displays aside and stood up.

"Jake you have the bridge for a moment. Korica needs to talk to me."

"Eye captain." Jake said as he winked at Korica making her smile big.

Laurel stepped down from the platform her chair is mounted on and followed Korica out into the corridor and Korica opened her mouth as though she was going to say something and then she glanced up at one of the sensor domes and she looked over at the door to Laurel's quarters and Korica took Laurel's hand and the two stepped up to the door and when it opened they stepped in and the lights came up and then they stepped far enough in for the door to close and then Korica let go of Laurel's hand and looked down at herself and then she looked at Laurel.

"Can you be honest with me and tell me if this looks ok mom? Tamaric said I look beautiful but he's biased and thinks I look beautiful in everything I wear. I doubt he even really sees what I'm wearing half the time."

"You look adorable honey. It's a little tight on you but it still looks great."

"Really? It's not too¦tight? It doesn't show to much or whatever?"

"I don't think so. Turn around, let's see."

Korica slowly turned so Laurel could see her from the sides and the back.

"I just want to look good for Tamaric without being too¦obvious or overt. You know what I mean?"

"Yah I know what you mean. You're at the age where your appearance is becoming important to you. You really have a nice body honey. I think this looks fine. Is it still as comfortable as it was when we bought it for you?"

"I've never worn it before. It's pretty comfortable. I can tell I'm not going to fit it for long though. Why am I growing so much? I'm outgrowing my new clothes before I get to wear 'em."

"I don't exactly know honey. Maybe it's the mental and physical stress your body is being put under? Maybe your body is trying to catch up to your advanced state of mind? You don't want to be seen as a little girl by Tamaric and so maybe your body is trying to make sure that doesn't happen. Maybe this is just how fast a Draximan girl grows at your age. Your body just adapts to stimuli in ways that Humans don't."

"I do want to be seen as woman cause I'm not a little girl anymore but I don't want to outgrow my clothes like this. I'll be stuck wearing only my ships uniform again though they are much more comfortable on me now."

Laurel chuckled lightly.

"This is all just part of growing up honey. I'm growing at a shocking rate too. Why don't you see if the AI can alter your outfits so you can wear them a little longer before you have to give them up?"

"I guess I didn't think of that. Is this outfit¦sexy on me? Tamaric is really turned on by how it fits me."

Laurel took a step back and tried to look at Korica in a different light and she could see where her figure was definitely becoming curvaceous like a woman instead of a child but the outfit still just looked cute to her and not particularly sexy.

"I don't know that I would exactly call it sexy honey. It was never meant to look that way. It's very cute on you though¦I would say you are sexy maybe but not particularly this outfit."

"So it's me that he's turned on by not particularly what I'm wearing?"

"Yah I think that's a good way of putting it. He loves you Korica and he is just at the age where he is going to notice your curves and whatnot and those are definitely becoming more apparent."

"Ok. I guess I can accept that."

"You don't sense him looking at any other women that way do you?"

"Mom¦you're the only other woman on this ship that isn't in stasis. I better never catch him looking at you like that."

"God forbid! We have been in crowds away from the ship honey. That's what I meant."

"Oh¦no I haven't sensed the same thing from him about others girls. He has had the fleeting thought of 'she's pretty' or whatever but not the 'oh my god she's hot' like I've sensed him thinking about me."

"And he's never seen you in the buff right?"

"Well from the back but not from the front."

"So he's got a pleasant surprise coming when he does finally get to see you."

"A pleasant surprise?"

"Yes baby. You're gorgeous honey and he is definitely going to like what he sees when the time comes."

"Awe, thank you mom. Coming from someone as stunning as you are that's a huge compliment."

"Awe, aren't you sweet."

"So this isn't to much around everyone? It's just that Tamaric is turned on by me no matter what I wear right?"

"Yes sweetie. You look cute. No one else will ever look at you like that no matter what you wear."

"Ok, then I'll quit worrying about it."

"You're in safe company with us honey. You should never worry about that stuff around the rest of us."

"I know but it is important to me. I don't want you guys to think I'm trying to show off my body or whatever."

"Ooh, come here."

Laurel put her arms out and Korica stepped into her and the two hugged each other tightly for a few minutes while Laurel stroked her back gently. Laurel then kissed her forehead.

"Even if you started acting a little¦flirty or sexually overt we would still love you and respect you. We would understand that it's just a phase and you'll outgrow it soon enough."

"I'm never going to act like that mom. I may feel sexual around Tamaric, and I'm not particularly proud of that fact but I don't want that kind of attention or to be seen like that by anyone else."

"I can certainly respect that."

"Thank you for making me feel better about myself mom. You always know just what to say."

"Ooh thank you baby. I hope I can help you feel good about yourself. You're a beautiful girl and a wonderful person. I want you to feel proud of who and what you are."

"Thanks mom. Can we go get something to eat now? I'm really hungry."

"Absolutely. Let's go get the guys."

The two then separated and took each other's hand and stepped up to the door and when it slid open they stepped out and walked across the corridor and stepped onto the bridge. Korica let go of Laurel's hand and walked to the front of the bridge and put her hand on Tamaric's shoulder and looked at where he was with his lessons. She could see he only had a couple of pages to read and then he would be done for the day.

"Are you hungry Tamaric?"

"I'm famished."

"Let's go get some lunch and you can finish this up after that."

"Ok, sounds great."

Tamaric saved his work and then logged out and stood up and the two walked over next to Laurel who was sitting in her chair reviewing the relative position of the Vespian ships. Laurel looked up when the two stopped next to her.

"Our friends are sitting perfectly still. I don't think they are even aware that we have detected and identified them. You two ready to get something to eat?"

"Yes mam." Tamaric said.

"Ok everyone, let's go grab some lunch." Laurel said.

Mark and Jake nodded and logged off and then Laurel logged off and Korica stepped over to the navigation station and logged herself out and the whole bridge went to sleep. Everyone then made their way down the corridor toward the mess hall. The girls and Mark and went to the dispensers and retrieved drinks for themselves and Jake and Tamaric. They then sat back down and moments later a servo drone showed up at the table with menus and everyone ordered their meals and then sat and talked while the meals were being prepared.

"Mom do you think we should make a trip to Inicius to see if that's what I was sensing when I saw the image of that crashed ship?"

"Not if it's going to take us off course and not until we talk to the elder race. Why, have you sensed something new?"

"No. It's just a weird feeling that Inicius is significant somehow."

"I have the same feeling honey but I'm not going to go running to that world unless I have a good reason to do that. If you knew for sure that was the planet in your vision then maybe but failing that I don't want anything to do with a dead planet."

"It was just a thought."

"After we contact the elder race why don't you two go do something fun Korica. I want you to try and get this disturbing imagery out of your head ok?"

"Kay. I had already told Tamaric we could do that once his lessons are done."

"Good, I want you to relax a little. The work you did last night on the collection and storage system is astounding Korica. You deserve a break after that."

"Thanks mom. It was kind of fun to design it how I saw fit within the given parameters."

"Well it's perfect sweetie and now Jake and I can finish up the design for the rest of the system. We're almost done with it."

"Cool. Then we get to go outside and begin the actual external modifications right?"

"That's right. We're going to have to find a nice quiet corner of the galaxy to sit for a while we work outside. We have to cut some big damn holes in the back of the ship in order to accommodate the collector piping."

"I'm kind of looking forward to the space walks."

"Trust me, I've been out there sweetie. It's not as fun as you might think."

"You were under the threat of the Hodong when you were working out there. Nothing can get through the shield now and we aren't being hunted by anyone of any significance."

"That's true. It's still stomach turning out there though. I'm not looking forward to it."

"Can I ask you something that's been bugging me a little?"

"Of course, go ahead."

"How are we going to cut a hole in the hull if the hull plating is reactive and absorbs energy?"

"We aren't really going to be cutting a hole in the hull per say. We're going to remove the EMPACC coating and then pull off the hull plates were we need to make a hole and modified hull plates with the opening already sculpted into them will be installed and then the collector tubes will be molecularly fused to those hull plates. We will then spray a coating of EMPACC on the connection points to reinforce them. Then after the collection process is complete we will remove the EMPACC coating and remove the modified hull plating and reinstall the original hull plates that don't have big holes in them and recoat the hull with EMPACC."

"And you guys really know how to do all that?"

"Of course honey. We reconstructed a third of the bow of the ship. We are experienced working with all the necessary tools and the hull plating itself. Don't worry, we will be right there next you to show you what to do. It sounds way more complicated than it actually is. You just have to remember not to touch the raw hull plating with anything but the magnetic grapplers and especially once it's in place and connected to the rest of the hull plating."

"I understand the design of the Future and even how the hull plating works for the most part but how it's attached is a mystery to me."

"There are slotted connectors on the back of each panel that hook the individual panels in place on non conductive hangers that are part of the internal structure of the girders. The panels actually hang relatively loosely on those girders until the EMPACC is sprayed on. That's what gives the hull its rigidity and strength. Once you remove the EMPACC the panels unhook quite easily and lift right off their hangars."

"So you don't actually have to weld the panels in place or cut them free?"

"No. The molecular cohesive bond of the EMPACC is broken apart and flushed away with a small ionized particle stream like washing dirt out of a crack and then the panels are just lifted out of place. The fact that the hull plates are made out of a reactive material makes it impossible to cut or weld on them especially when the hull plates are in contact with one another spreading out the energy they absorb amongst all of the adjacent panels. Your cutting beam could never get hot enough to even leave a mark on the panels without melting the cutting apparatus producing the cutting beam. The whole modular design of the entire ship extends right down to the hull platting. Once the reinforcing affect of the EMPACC is removed the panels come right off in big modular sections that are ten foot by ten foot."

"Aren't those heavy?" Tamaric asked.

"They don't weigh anything in space Tamaric."

"I know that but they're made inside the ship where there is gravity right?"

"That's true. In Earth normal gravity each panel weighs about five hundred pounds."

"Five¦how much does this ship weigh if each panel weighs that much and there are millions of panels."

"Over a billion tons if the entire ship were in an Earth normal gravity environment. The ship would simply collapse under its own weight. The structure was never designed for that kind of loading."

"And yet we zip around at fifty two times the speed of light? That boggles the mind."

"If you have enough energy available weight just isn't a significant factor. Our weight is completely canceled out with how gravity is manipulated and contorted around us."

"I don't know if I will ever be able to get my head around that."

"You have to think outside the box Tamaric."

"The young do not always have the capacity to think in non linear terms right mom?"

"That's right honey. That is why we do not usually have officers that are also qualified to fly the Future that are Korica's age. Their young minds usually just can't comprehend the complex theories that are involved with how this ship works and especially now that the elder race more than quadrupled how complex the Future is. The Future and the star drive are capable of things that Humans just never had any concept of when this ship was built."

"So I shouldn't feel stupid cause I don't get it?"

"No, of course not Tamaric. You are anything but stupid. Someone your age is just not going to get it. It takes years of math and science and astronomy and quantum mechanics and a whole host of other disciplines that you haven't been exposed to yet. Korica is just exceptional in that she has been exposed to all of that through neural suggestion and she gets it now."

Just then the meals showed up and Laurel wanted to reassure Tamaric as the plates were slid up on the table.

"Tamaric you are an exceptionally smart young man and you should be very proud of how far ahead of the expected learning curve you are. I know I'm proud of you. You are a very advanced Human being and Korica is really lucky to have you."

"Thank you Laurel."

"I wouldn't care if you were of average intelligence, if you treated me the way you do I would still feel lucky to have you and I would love you just as much. I'm proud of how smart you are but that's not what I fell in love with. I fell in love with your personality. You're sweet and handsome and you treat me with respect."

"Thank you Korica. That's so sweet." Tamaric said while blushing slightly.

Korica leaned over and kissed his cheek and smiled at him.

"You're welcome."

Everyone then set in to eating their lunch. Once the meals were consumed and their drinks were polished off everyone headed back to the bridge. Laurel sat down in her chair and logged in and checked on the position of the Vespian ships and she could see that they still hadn't moved at all. She then brought up the Future's relative position in relation to the Altek system. She could tell from the star map that the Altek system was directly above the northern most point of Perlon three.

"Oh but of course!" Laurel muttered.

"What's the matter cap?"

"Murphy's law that's all. We're going to have to aim our signal right at Perlon three in order to contact the elder race."

"What about the elder races home world Mar¦sorry, I almost forgot that we aren't supposed to know its name." Korica said.

"It's ok, you caught yourself. Let me check."

"We aren't supposed to know the name of the elder race home world¦but we do?" Tamaric asked.

"The elder race are seen as a very powerful and stabilizing force in this galaxy but not everyone likes their benevolent ways. There are those that want to overthrow them and take a stance of taking and plundering for personal gain of the few instead of enlightenment and enrichment for all that are deserving and loving. The easiest way to do that would be to start by destroying the elder race home world so it is forbidden to mention the name of their home world, which we learned quite by accident."

"I guess that makes sense."

Laurel searched for the coordinates that she knew by memory and she could see that it was in fact on the opposite side of the star they were orbiting and they would need to aim almost directly away from the star they were orbiting.

"You're a genius Korica. The coordinates are on the opposite side of the Perlon star we are orbiting."

"Yah but how far away is it?"

"Distance doesn't matter with this type of signal, remember?"

"That's right. It's a¦subspace coalescing bilinear signal huh?"

"That's right. Good girl, you remembered. As long as you have your aiming coordinates correct the signal punches through subspace almost instantaneously reaching the coordinates because there is no time or space dimension to the domain that the chairs communicate across."

"What the heck are you guys talking about?" Tamaric asked while scratching his head.

"Don't worry about it Tamaric. I barely understand how those dang chairs work. Laurel seems to be the only one that truly understands the fundamentals of subspace domains." Korica said.

"Future, will you please move us into position so we can transmit a clear signal to the coordinates I have specified?" Laurel called out.

"Understood."

The main engines throttled up and the Future quickly started accelerating around the star. Korica took Tamaric's hand and led him over to science station number 4 and had him sit down.

"Finish your lessons for me ok? It's gunna be about ten minutes or so until we are in position and we initiate the connection so you should have enough time to finish reading the chapter you were working on."

"Ok. I have an oral quiz at the end of this chapter, will you administer it after you're done with the chair?"

"Sure, I would love too."

"Kay. I love you Korica."

"I love you too Tamaric. I always will."

Tamaric then stood up and put his hands on Korica's hips.

"Hay thank you."

"For what?"

"For being you."

"Awe. Thank you Tamaric. That's so sweet."

The two then hugged each other for a few moments and then Tamaric sat back down and logged himself in and got back into his reading assignment. Korica then turned and walked over next to Laurel.

"We ready?" Laurel asked grinning at Korica.

"Yep. Tamaric's almost done for the day and he promised he would keep working until we initiate contact."

"Good girl. I'm really proud of you for keeping him on task."

"Thanks Laurel."

"Computer, will you please warm up the chair for us?"

"Understood."

Laurel then logged herself off and pushed her displays aside and got to her feet.

"Shall we go find out what the heck is going on?" Laurel asked looking at Jake.

"Yah, this should be interesting huh?"

Laurel smiled and stepped down from the platform her chair is mounted on and the three of them headed for the exit to make their way to the transport compartment. As the three were walking down the corridor Jake turned around and looked Korica up and down and then smiled at her.

"You look really cute today Korica. The splash of colors in that outfit looks great on you."

"Thanks dad. I like the bright colors on white."

Jake then turned around without stopping and Laurel took his hand and smiled at him. She sent a push of her gratitude for him taking the time to make Korica feel good. He smiled back and nodded gently. The three arrived at the transport compartment and stepped in and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Jake touched the indicator for deck eleven and a few seconds later in a blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform next to the scanner relay compartment. They stepped down and Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped in and walked up to the chair. They picked up their individual halos and then turned and sat down in their seats and slid back and got comfortable.

"Korica remember, if we are going to have to wait I want to pull out of the connection and let Asaria contact us ok?"

"No mom, we really don't have to do that unless it's going to be a really long wait. The more I do this the stronger I get. I really think it's better to let my body get used to long duration connections."

"Look, I know you aren't afraid of this thing anymore but you're still adapting. It's still possible to push yourself to hard honey. This is still something your body was not meant to endure for several more years."

"I know but I want to get strong enough so that this doesn't scare you guys."

"Well I don't want you trying to do that all at once. You're just to precious to me to take any chances that something could go wrong."

"You don't know how good it feels to hear you say that I'm precious to you."

"I take your health and safety very serious Korica. You're my daughter and you mean the world to me. Tell you what, I'll compromise with you. After fifteen minutes I want the connection terminated whether we've made contact or not ok?"

"Ok, that'll work."

"Computer will you please initiate a fifteen minute timer from the moment that Korica's vitals start to peak?"

"Understood. I can turn the transmitter off but you will need to pull yourselves out of the connection. I do not feel comfortable disengaging the interface except in an emergency. I just do not know what a sudden interference with your neural entanglement could do. You are in essence sharing a consciousness after all."

"I understand. With the transmitter turned off we will lose the connection to the party on the other side so we will know it is time to withdraw into our own minds."

"That will not give you much time to communicate with anyone you reach."

"Korica is capable of compressing time once we are connected with Asaria. Weeks or months could pass on the inside while only seconds will pass out here."

"That sounds like time dilation on an unimaginable scale."

"Since the chairs communicate across a domain with no time or space dimensionality I think it's a mater of the perception of time passage. I don't think she actually influences the universe around her just the one our minds are linked to."

"That would certainly make much more sense."

"I could be wrong though. She might actually be powerful enough to influence the way time passes everywhere all at once. I'm just making a guess based on how it feels when she compresses time. There is a sensation of deceleration when she is successful."

"Without empirical data it would be impossible to verify one way or the other. At least it sounds like you have all the time you need to have a relaxed conversation without the worry of what is happening to Korica's body."

"Yah trust me that's a huge relief."

"We are almost in position. I am slowing to a stop and then I will aim the emitters at the specified coordinates. Good luck."

"Thank you Future."

All three of them leaned forward and put the neural halos on their heads and then synched them up firmly to their skulls and then reached up and grabbed the cables hanging in front of them and plugged them into the forehead pickups and then laid back and took a hold of one another's hands. The three laid comfortably with the cold air blowing down on them while they waited for word from the AI that they were in position.

"We are at a dead stop and I am locked onto the specified coordinates."

"Understood. You can go ahead and initiate the connection Korica." Laurel said.

"Kay."

All three closed their eyes and relaxed and Korica took a deep breath and reached out to Laurel and immediately found her mind and then she pulled her with her as she connected to Jake's mind with ease. Korica grinned, as she loved the feeling of how strong and kind Jake felt as she sank further into his center pulling Laurel deep down with her. Laurel then pulled back slightly and let Korica spend a few moments enjoying herself within Jake. Korica then pulled back into her own mind and Laurel withdrew into her own mind as well. The three of them then concentrated on their love for one another and let the feeling grow and when Korica thought about how deeply she loved Tamaric she felt a sudden rush and she had to fight hard to hold her neural energy back.

"Hurry up mom¦I can't hold this for long." Korica thought sounding almost panicked.

Laurel and Jake concentrated on letting their feelings grow to their maximum potential and both began to breath deep and fast as the energies increased and then on the count of three by Laurel all three pushed hard and Korica let go of her hold and it felt like a river of energy flowed through her and out of her. The compression filter engaged with a thud and the interface began to growl loudly and then all three felt a dizzying spinning feeling and all of the noises just faded away to a very quiet and calm feeling.

The next thing all three became aware of was a gentle breeze blowing in their faces and then everything became bright and they were standing on a grassy knoll facing a hillside that curved upward steeply and at the top of the hillside were some trees that resembled the palm trees in the gardening ring except these had a bulbous protrusion in the middle of the trunks and the frawns at the tops of the trees were long and hanging under their own weight and they were a reddish hue with green at the tips. Around the bottoms of the trees were some bushes that were bizarre looking. They were a bright pink color and the leaves looked more like spiky round needles than leaves but they were swaying gently in the breeze suggesting that they were indeed leaves that were curled up but remained soft and limber. There was a single rock formation that was a yellowish color like it was made out of sulfur. The formation was round at the bottom and the top was windswept off to one side looking like a woman's hair blowing in the breeze. The grass at their feet was also unusual in that the individual blades of grass were fern like in that they were teardrop shaped and had rounded spikes all along their sides. The skies were full of rolling clouds that looked like they were ready to release rain at any minute but there was enough brilliant blue sky peeking through to see two moons. One looked about the size of Earths moon when viewed from the surface of the Earth and the other moon was much smaller and looked to be orbiting the larger moon. The three looked around for a few moments and then they turned around and saw a very wide stream that was gently flowing at the shores and broiling out towards the middle. The stream came from the Future and disappeared into the opposite Future without making much of a bend at all. It seemed to slice right through the visible landscape with life giving water coming from some mountains way off on the far Future.

Laurel looked over at Korica and grinned.

"Ok where is this?"

"Geeze I had forgotten about this place. This is Dramious. There is a trading outpost right where we're standing on the real thing. The locals call this the valley of Prumont."

"It's beautiful. The plants are a little strange looking but it's beautiful."

"We delivered a load of food and medical supplies here twice. We spent the night here after the completion of the second load. We stopped here at random really to refill our fresh water tanks and the locals hired us to bring some food and medical supplies from Corin once the load we were carrying was delivered. My mother took me down to the river there and bathed me and then they took me over there to the top of that hill and let me play with some kids that had a play area up there."

"There are no animals here?"

"Oh there definitely are and some are quite big but there was a defense grid thing that kept them out of the trading post. I don't know how it worked exactly I just know the animals wouldn't come near it and we were told to stay clear of it ourselves."

"I'm glad to see you using your imagination to recreate the beautiful places you've been in your life."

"To tell you the truth I didn't try to do this. My mind just picked stuff from my memories at random and produced what you see. I guess this is better than the mist and nothingness."

"Maybe your imagination is becoming more active and so manifesting things much easier than before. Perhaps that easel has done more than just bring out your artistic talent. Maybe it has fired up your imagination like never before."

"I hadn't thought about that¦you're probably right. I do keep having thoughts of things I want to paint when I get the time."

"You're so amazing Korica. You continue to astound us with how special you are."

"Ooh, thank you mom."

Korica then gasped and stepped into Laurel's side making her lean against Jake for a moment and move her feet apart to balance herself.

"I don't think I'm ever going to get used to this feeling. Someone's coming." Korica said.

A shadow appeared in front of them and a man simply walked out of the shadow and fleshed out and filled in with color and then took a few steps toward the three of them. He was dressed in the typical elder race tunic uniform with a white shirt on under. He was very good looking to Laurel and Korica both. They were a little surprised that a man they have never seen before with beautiful green eyes and blond hair would have such a shockingly handsome appearance to them. Jake took Laurel's hand and gave it a little squeeze to snap her out of her practically mouth open stare at this guy. Jake could feel what the girls were feeling and it bothered him a little that both were tensed up and amazed at this guys looks.

"Hello. I am Azshad. I sense you are the Future crew. Are you in need of assistance?" Azshad said in Heurenom.

"Hello Azshad, I am Laurel this is my mate Jake and our daughter Korica. We need to speak to Asaria but¦there was a complication with sending a beacon signal directly to the Altek system. We would have been aiming right over the heads of two Vespian ships that we're not exactly sure why they are in the same system as us so this was the next best way to try and reach Asaria since the coordinates to reach you were in the opposite direction."

"I see. The Vespians are allies but not coalition members. You probably did the wisest thing by not blasting a signal right at them. They probably would not have known what they are looking at but it would still be unwise to do so. I will put an alert into the Farqua station and have Asaria paged to the hall of learning."

"Thank you Azshad."

"You are welcome. I will be right back."

Azshad then turned and simply evaporated away and Korica seemed to relax a little and Laurel looked over at her.

"You ok honey?"

"Yah. It just feels really weird when someone as powerful as the elder race enters my mind or whatever. It's a little scary. I have to really fight the urge to block them or push them out of my mind."

"I never knew you had to make a conscious effort to let them in."

"Oh yah. The instinctive urge is to push something so strong and so foreign away. It's a little easier when it's Asaria cause I recognize her energy now but anyone else just feels like a total stranger invading me or something. You know there's not much we can hide when we share a conscious connection like this and it goes the same for whoever is entering my mind. All my personal thoughts and feelings are accessible to them and it feels unnatural to allow that."

"I guess that makes sense. Hay, how long do you suppose we've been sitting in the chair back on the Future? I wasn't paying attention to how much time has past."

"I don't know. Maybe five or ten minutes."

The shadow reappeared before them and Azshad stepped forward and became solid right before their eyes and he smiled warmly.

"You are in luck. Asaria was only one transport away and free at the moment so she will be joining us momentarily."

"Fantastic. Thank you Azshad."

"My pleasure."

Azshad then turned and looked around for a few moments and then he turned back to the three of them and grinned.

"I am guessing this place is not pure fantasy but I cannot for the life of me place where this is."

"This is Dramious. I visited here three times when I was a little girl. Once to resupply our fresh water and twice to bring food and medical supplies to the trading post."

"Hmm¦Dramious you say?"

"Yes sir."

"Never heard of it. It's beautiful though."

"It rains a lot from I remember."

"That must put a damper on the play time for a child."

"No not really. I'm not afraid to get wet. As long as my mother and father would let me I would stay out and play. When you live your life cooped up on a transport ship if you are allowed to get out and play in the fresh air with other kids you enjoy every minute of it that you possibly can."

"I see. I sense you miss your mother and father terribly. They were taken from you and you¦ooh¦you are one of the girls that were rescued from the Hodong station. I am sorry Korica, I should have recognized your name."

"It's ok. I am indeed one of the hundred and three. I have a new mother and father that love me every bit as much as my birth parents." Korica said looking at Laurel and Jake with a sad look but while grinning at them.

"That is wonderful. We actually have four of the girls living here on the elder race home world with new loving families."

"What about the rest of the girls that had no families to go home to?"

"I do not know the disposition of all of the girls but I know there are a couple that stayed on the Farqua station with adoptive families and one girl asked to taken to the Geanosis system so she could find her own path. There were still a few others that are with adoptive elder race families elsewhere in the galaxy. None were abandoned or left without somewhere to go where they could be looked after."

"I was friends with quite a few of them by the time we reached the Farqua station. I was hoping they would all find happiness somewhere."

"We made every effort to make that happen."

Korica then gasped and stepped closer to Laurel again and she looked straight ahead and then she began to smile.

"It's Asaria mom. She's drawing near."

Asaria then appeared right out of thin air right in front of them standing next to Azshad. It was a bit of a surprise to everyone except Korica. Asaria immediately erupted in a big smile when she looked at Korica.

"Hello Korica dear. You look adorable in that outfit."

Korica smiled big and let go of Laurel's hand and stepped into Asaria and gave her a tight hug. She then stepped back next to Laurel and Laurel stepped forward and she hugged her as well.

"Hello Asaria. It's nice to see you again." Laurel said.

"Like wise my beautiful Laurel. You look radiant as always."

Laurel took a step back and Jake took a half step forward and put his hand out and Asaria took his hand and then gently pulled him into a hug.

"And who could forget Laurel's handsome Jake. You look very fit Jake."

Jake then stepped back next to Laurel and Azshad then turned to Asaria.

"I can see you know our crew here well. I will leave you to converse in relative privacy." Azshad then looked at the three and smiled big. "It was a true honor to meet you three. I wish you safe journeys on your way back to your own stars."

"Thank you Azshad." Korica said. "Will you tell the girls that are living on your world that I am doing well and very happy with my new family? I even have a mate of my own from among the Humans on the Future and he is very kind and loving with me and he is really handsome."

"I sensed that but I did not want to mention things of a personal nature that I felt from you. I will make every effort to locate the girls and tell them what you said. I think they will be happy for you Korica. Take care you three."

Azshad then half turned and simply evaporated away into nothing. Korica then closed her eyes tightly and balled up her fists and concentrated hard on compressing time and there was an immediate feeling of deceleration for all three and Asaria became almost opaque and then became solid again. She then seemed to look around and try and place what world she was looking at but she couldn't place it. She then looked at Korica and grinned.

"Ok, you've got me again. Where is this?"

"This is Dramious. I was here a few times when I was a little girl."

"Never heard of it. It's very pretty¦as are you Korica. I love this multicolored outfit on you and I think you've grown a little since we talked last."

"It's only been a couple days Asaria."

"Maybe your self image has changed slightly."

Korica looked down at herself and then she looked at Laurel with a questioning look on her face.

"We keep telling you that you look more beautiful everyday. Maybe you are growing a little everyday." Laurel said.

"I hope not. I won't have anything to wear by the end of the week."

"I'm sorry Korica. I do not mean to make you feel self-conscious. You're still one of the prettiest girls I have ever seen dear."

"Thank you Asaria. I've been having some¦issues lately with how I look."

"I see. It is very common for girls your age to experience a period of self-consciousness in one's appearance. So¦what can I do for you three?"

"We have some questions Asarai." Laurel said. "We have had some really strange things occur recently and Korica has had a disturbing vision that we are hoping you can help us to clarify."

"Can you show me what you envisioned Korica?"

"I think so."

Korica closed her eyes and concentrated on the image she saw in her mind and the scenery around them flattened out and the sky turned to a pale yellow and then the image of the crashed ship poking out of the side of a domed building and a broken world all around rose up and took shape. There were no plants or anything moving at all and the sky looked a dirty yellow orange like looking through a smog filled sunset on Earth before large scale atmosphere scrubbers were invented and put into wide use. The buildings looked very old and crumbling but the age of the ship did not look like it matched the surrounding environment like it had only been in place for a short time. The ship was smashed into the side of the building at a downward angle suggesting it was traveling at a great rate of speed from high up in the atmosphere when it struck the building.

Asaria covered her mouth and gasped startling Korica into opening her eyes and taking a look around.

"Oh my gosh¦I actually did it. This is what I saw mom."

"Do you recognize this world and that ship Asaria?"

Asaria nodded without pulling her hands down from her mouth. She then swallowed hard and pulled her hands down but kept staring at the back of the ship that looked gigantic as they seemingly stood only a thousand yards from the crumbling building supporting the enormous ship sticking out of the side of it.

"This is Inicius and that is the Remorak. It is a delegate transport that disappeared two days ago. We had no idea what happened to them. They were carrying a special envoy to¦it doesn't matter. What matters is we know where they are now. The flight crew¦they were Draximan Korica. This was their first mission on behalf of the supreme council. We assigned them to the Remorak because it is almost identical to a ship your people designed fifty years ago though this ship is far older than that."

"So the fact that we were being followed by an Inician ship out of the Gershon system was no coincidence?"

"What! The Inician people are all but extinct. The atmosphere has only become breathable over the last two decades and it is barely breathable at that."

"Well the spacecraft recognition program identified the ship that was trailing us as Inician."

"That just shouldn't be possible unless¦I suppose a ship could have remained sealed away from the corrosive atmosphere for all this time and was recently taken out of storage."

"Could the crew of the Remorak have been made to fly her by someone? That would certainly explain why they followed us without trying to signal us. They may have wanted to be noticed by us and maybe even hopeful that we would try and stop them without alerting their captures to the fact that they were attracting attention to themselves." Korica asked.

"I suppose that is entirely possible¦and brilliantly insightful for you to assume that Korica. As far as I know our closest patrol ship is almost five days away from Inicius. Where is the Future right now?"

"We are in the Perlon system." Laurel said.

"Perlon¦that is only a few hours away as fast as the Future is capable of traveling. Would you be willing to accept a mission on behalf of the council of elders?"

"Uuh¦we would never say no to anything the elder race asks of us no matter how out of character it is for our level of training and experience."

"Excellent. Make best possible speed to Inicius and determine if there are any survivors and if so where they are located. I do not want you to put yourselves in harms way so I would not recommend leaving the Future unless you are absolutely sure you could do so without any danger. Your crimson fighters are very fast and resilient so they should offer a fair margin of safety if you should feel the need to get a closer look. If it is safe to do so please locate the survivors and bring them up to the Future for any medical attention they may need and to get some food and water in them. Please report back your findings as soon as you know anything and I will advise you on what to do and where to take the survivors if any are located. I will dispatch a couple Pratgal cruisers but it will take a few days for them to arrive."

"Are you sure it isn't best to wait for the elder race ships to arrive?" Jake asked.

"You are the elder race young Jake. You are the closest elder race vessel and the crew and passengers may be in bad shape."

"Sorry¦I keep forgetting that we are the elder race now."

"It's quite alright. You folks have proven yourselves reliable and trust worthy as well as very capable of handling yourselves against hostile enemies. I trust you to do the right thing when the time comes to take a more aggressive stance or to offer resistance."

"Asaria, what could have happened to the Remorak? Do you think they were attacked or do you think it was a mechanical failure that caused them to crash?" Laurel asked.

Asaria looked over what she could see of the ship but too much of the fuselage was buried in the building to make a real clear determination.

"I suppose it is possible they could have been attacked but I cannot be sure. I don't know why someone would attack a transport though. They are no threat to anyone and barley armed enough to defend themselves."

"Do you think there are weapons on Inicius capable of incapacitating a ship while it is still in space?"

"The Inician civilization was extremely advanced at the time of their self inflicted demise but I am not aware of any weapons that could reach out into space and disable a ship passing by. The Remorak's course only brought it to within a few light years of Inicius. They would have to have deliberately changed course and headed for Inicius for them to end up there. The only thing that makes sense is a mechanical failure but I would think they would have chosen somewhere a little less hostile to set down and I can assure you the ship was in perfect working order when it left its port of origin despite the age of the ship."

"Does the Remorak have shields?"

"Yes but nothing like what the Future has. A sustained particle bombardment would eventually overwhelm the shields and leave the ship vulnerable but I do not see any evidence of that even though most of the hull cannot be seen. Most attacks are executed from the rear where the propulsion system is located and well out of range of any possible weapons. I do not see any damage to the rear of the ship. It looks as though it just flew right into that building."

"So there isn't much chance that if they were attacked the same weapon could have a similar affect on the Future? As you know the Future would not survive an impact with the ground."

"I think you would be surprised what the Future could survive if your shield remains intact but there is no weapon that I can think of that could possibly drain your shied to the point that the ship would actually be vulnerable to any kind of attack. We gave you some of the best shield technology we have at our disposal Laurel."

"I just have to be sure Asaria. I have almost sixty five hundred sleeping souls that are depending on me to keep them safe."

"Of course, I understand."

"How many crew and passengers were there onboard?"

"Eight crew and ten passengers."

"Lord! Why such a large ship for so few?"

"Because they were going to be carrying a large delegation from two worlds back to the¦I am not at liberty to state their destination or origin point but they were going to be carrying some very important clients to some very sensitive talks. That is all in jeopardy now if the envoys have been¦we need to find the survivors. They are gifted so you may be able to reach out to them from orbit if they are conscious and especially the crew. They have all been partially enlightened so they are very intelligent and very talented¦just like you Korica."

"Me?"

"Yes. They are Draximan. All your people have extraordinary abilities. You are just beginning to realize what you are truly capable of."

"Oh. You mean I will be able to move stuff with my mind like Laurel can?"

"Possibly. That is a rare talent but you are a rare girl so anything is possible."

"Asaria, do you know anything about a couple of Vespain ships sitting near Perlon three? We found a way of disrupting their gravitational distortion long enough to identify the ships as Vespian¦actually I have to give Korica the credit. She came up with a way of doing that so no harm would befall the ships and in fact I don't think they are even aware that they were detected at all."

Asaria curled the corners of her mouth back and sank her head down into her shoulders a little and then grinned a little.

"They are actually there at my request. I just wanted to make sure you folks weren't having any difficulties."

"You've been watching us?"

"Yes. Quite closely in fact."

Laurel just looked at her for a moment and then a smile grew on her face as she felt what was in Asaria's heart. Asaria loved the Future crew so much and especially Korica that she was keeping tabs on their exploits and travels just so she would know how they were fairing.

"How did you know we would be stopping at the Perlon system for a cool down?"

"Well I didn't exactly. I know your route to the tel pok maron since I had a hand in its planning but you have been deviating from the assigned route from time to time to take Korica out to dinner or for a swim on a warm water world so I didn't know for sure but I took a chance and called in a favor from an ally. They were instructed not to signal you or interfere with you in way unless you came under attack. They were just to observe and then report back to me once you had moved on."

"So you know of our trip to Gershon and how it went?"

"Yes. We have people on the ground on Gershon. What you did for Jeron and his grandfather was incredibly generous and in keeping with the ideals of how the elder race are supposed to behave. I am extremely proud of all of you for how you conducted yourselves on Gershon. You made us all look good."

"Thank you Asaria. The people of Gershon seem to hold the elder race in very high regards. Whomever you vanquished for the people of Gershon they are still very grateful. I uh¦I sensed another elder race in one of the vehicles on the streets of Hosien. He said we are always with you Laurel¦he seemed to know exactly who I am."

"I cannot say to much about what is being orchestrated on Gershon. We have a strong presence there but we are trying to keep it very low profile. It was easy enough to ask someone to keep an eye on you to make sure nothing distasteful happened to you but I did not think he was going to actually make contact with you."

"It was a fleeting exchange of thoughts and a feeling of distant consideration for one another and nothing more. I won't ask any pressing questions about what is going on with Gershon. I can already tell they are undergoing an explosion of advancement and I would assume the elder race is guiding them."

"We are simply helping them to realize the level of advancement that they would have achieved on their own had they not been attacked like they were by an outside force that we are partly responsible for making a threat to the entire galaxy. We are restoring order or making a mends for our mistakes that's all."

"I get it. I won't ask anything more about it. It's your business and I know what you folks do is for the betterment of the people involved and the galaxy as a whole."

"I have something else I need to show you Asaria." Korica said. "When I sensed the Remorak like this I also sensed a very¦unpleasant looking creature that I hope you can identify. I am unfamiliar with its species and I sense a hostile feeling surrounding it."

"Ok, I will help if I can."

Korica closed her eyes and took a breath and let it out quickly. She was not looking forward to seeing this ugly creature again. The fear it brought up in her was most unpleasant. Korica focused on the image in her minds eye and furrowed her brow slightly as she tried to pull out all of the detail that she possibly could. Laurel making a small squeak and stepping back startled Korica into opening her eyes. There the ugly gray and mottled brown creature with its big bags of skin under its big eyes and droopy skin on its cheeks was. Asaria looked the creature over and she looked equally shocked and almost disgusted with the creature's appearance and the feeling of dread that Korica was sharing with everyone at the same time was very unsettling.

"I am not familiar with this creature Korica. It is most unpleasant looking like you said and the fear you are experiencing is not a nice feeling either. You sensed this creature at the same time as the Remorak?"

"Yes."

"That is not good. This may be the aggressor that caused the Remorak to crash."

Asaria then gasped as she looked at the creature's hands. Korica looked at her and furrowed her brow as she sensed what Asaria was feeling.

"It has the same hands as the Inician people had. This is possibly what the Inician survivors have mutated into." Asaria said.

"Oh that's just great! The locals are alive and well and they are hostile mutants?"

Jake said.

"I cannot be certain of that but the hands are the same."

"What did the Inicians look like before they wiped themselves out?"

"Just like you and I except for the fact they had a pair of three digit fingers where our palm is."

"So how could they have evolved to this then?" Jake said pointing at the creature.

"I would say chromosomal damage brought on by exposure to the chemicals floating around in the atmosphere for the last two centuries."

"That would sure explain how an Inician ship is flying around after all this time. You don't think they could be holding a grudge because the elder race didn't do anything to stop the war that resulted in the end of their society do you?" Jake asked.

"Ooh¦I hadn't thought of that¦maybe¦that would explain why they attacked one of our ships. They may have needed a healthy¦and full size crew to operate the ship. Wrong place at the wrong time maybe?"

"That certainly changes things. Now we know we should expect a hostile welcome if we are detected. I think we should avoid powers of the mind as well if they were advanced enough at one time to be on the waiting list to be accepted into the coalition of advanced races."

"Just do not engage any hostile forces if you encounter any. Report back to me and I will advise you what to do if you do detect these creatures."

"That's a deal. I don't want my crew engaging in any battles. We are explorers not soldiers."

"Mark is." Korica said.

"I know sweetie, but he is one Marine against lord only knows how many of these¦things."

"I know¦it just upsets me that my people¦our people are being grabbed by these creatures."

"Do not give in to hate Korica. You must rise above it and have mercy no matter how distasteful the creatures or the acts of said creatures are. It is the way of the elder race." Asaria said.

"Ok. I'm sorry. I just know how those people feel. It's terrifying to not know what's going to happen to you and to¦to hope you'll die quickly and soon."

"I'm so sorry Korica. Maybe I shouldn't ask you to do this if it's going to bring up painful memories?"

"No! Please Asaria¦I can behave like an elder race is expected to behave. Let us do this. I want to repay what was done for me by the Future crew."

"Ok. Let me know what you find when you get to Inicius. If you want you can send text only data bursts on a neural carrier wave unless you need the feed back from talking to me directly."

"Ok thank you Asaria. I'm sorry that my mood swings are getting the better of me. You know what's deep inside me. I don't really want to hurt anyone, I just want to help those people."

"I know you are a sweetheart deep down Korica. I sense something¦deep down¦" Asaria turned her head toward Laurel while keeping a fixed gaze on Korica and then her eyes snapped to Laurel. "From you¦" Asaria pointed at Laurel and then looked at Jake. "And from you. Why do I sense something from all three of you? You three have shared an experience that has touched all or your hearts. You three are¦in love with someone? What the heck am I sensing?"

Laurel's face ran pale as she realized that Asaria was sensing the memory of herself introducing Aseel and the fact that all three of them fell in love with her at first sight and can't wait to meet her once she is born. Asaria noticed the sudden change of expression on Laurel's face and she frowned at Laurel and shook her head.

"Laurel what are you three trying to hide?"

"Please don't make me go into detail Asaria. We¦I mean I saw an image of¦"

"You mean you remembered?"

"Ok I realized what Korica's little girl is going to look like. She is absolutely beautiful and she looks just like her mommy. We fell in love with her and¦"

"Please stop Laurel. Give me a second. Korica I need you to restore time too normal so I can do something."

"What? I don't know if I know how to do that."

"Please try. You have it within you, you just need to realize it."

"Ok."

Korica closed her eyes and concentrated on restoring the passage of time even though she had no idea what to do in order to accomplish that. It took a few minutes of dead quiet while Korica concentrated hard and then she relaxed a little and there was a sudden feeling of acceleration that almost knocked everyone off their feet and Asaria disappeared for a moment and then she turned and evaporated just as Korica opened her eyes. She then reappeared a few moments later and she knelt down in front of Korica and looked up at her face.

"Ok Korica, you need to compress time again."

Korica sighed but nodded and then closed her eyes and furrowed her brow and concentrated on the idea of compressing time and then she balled up her fists and pushed and there was the intense feeling of deceleration and Asaria simply disappeared and a few moments later she materialized out of a shadow just like Azshad had when he first appeared. Asaria stepped back up to Korica and knelt down in front of her.

"I'm so proud of how talented you are Korica. It takes those in the know years to master what you are able to do from pure instinct."

"Well I had to give a push to make it work this time. I think I'm getting tired on the Future. It's not just from instinct alone, it does take a little effort. Why did you make me do all that anyway?"

Asaria stood up and looked at all three of them.

"Our conversation is no longer being saved. I removed the oversight crystal. We aren't supposed to do that but I sensed some very¦deep memories that need to remain private. I would like to ask you a big favor Korica."

"A favor? You know I would do anything for you Asaria. What's the favor?"

"Well it actually involves all of you in a way. You know how much I love you Korica?"

"Sure, I love you too Asaria. You're my friend."

"There is a way to¦experience people from your past¦or your future as the case may be for those with the ability to see future events and people. If you three will trust me to take control of your subconscious minds completely¦I would like to meet your daughter. May I please meet your daughter Korica?"

"You want to meet my little girl?"

"I would be honored too. If this works as I have been told it works she will be able to interact with us in a limited fashion¦unless we are talking about a true memory of her, in that case she will interact with us exactly as you¦or more accurately Laurel remembers her. Her voice and behavior will be precise and accurate to real life and according to Laurel's memories and filled in by your mind."

"You've never done this before?"

"No."

"Are you saying I could talk to my daughter and she will talk back to me as though she were really here?"

"Yes. She will feel real and look real but it will all be an illusion created by all three of your minds¦just like this view of Inicius. It is a shared hallucination produced by your host mind."

Korica's mouth fell open and she looked at Laurel with big eyes for moment.

"What do you think mom? You want to hold my daughter in your arms?"

"Oh baby¦I would love too. Please let her do this." Laurel said with teary eyes.

"What about you dad? What do you think?"

"This is the chance of a lifetime sweetie. Please let us hold our granddaughter Korica?"

"Ok." Korica looked back at Asaria. "Go ahead Asaria. What do you need us to do?"

"Just open your minds and let me in completely. It will feel a little strange as I pull the memories of your shared vision from your minds and then I will manipulate Korica's mind to animate her daughter as Laurel¦remembers her. I sense that Laurel knew her¦or will know her for her entire life so she knows exactly how she behaves and talks at the age you three shared a vision of her being."

"I think she was about three or four years old in our shared memory as provided by Laurel. Laurel was introducing her to¦someone." Korica said.

"Please do not think about who that was. I sense you are protecting someone important. Please continue doing that but¦let me have access to the rest of your mind."

"How are we supposed to do that Asaria. The two things are connected."

"I am sorry if that sounds confusing. I know you are young and your minds are not as disciplined as they will be when you become adults."

"Asaria!" Laurel said.

"I know, you do not like it when your young age is referenced. I am just stating the facts."

Asaria turned and faced the broken world of Incius that was visible and she waved her arm and everything just dissolved away as though it were turning to sand and being blown away by a strong breeze until there was nothing visible but the strange orange and yellow burnt looking sky. She then turned to the three.

"Someone is resisting. I know this feels very strange to let someone so deep into your minds but you have to let go. Don't resist my attempt to control what you are feeling and seeing."

All three closed their eyes and tried to ignore the visceral and invading feeling of Asaria's very strong presence penetrating deep into their minds. Asaria could now feel that she was able to touch the deepest place within them all. No resistance was being offered by any of them any longer. She lifted her arm and waved it again and this time the burnt and sooty looking sky was washed away and replaced by a bright blue sky and then the scenery morphed out of nothing into the scene from outside the foyer window in the chamber hall on the Farqua station. They were standing in the shadow of the trees of the Sharin forest on Marquel. There was a gentle stream that ran past their feet and made a turn and disappeared behind a gentle rise covered in grass. Laurel, Jake and Korica opened their eyes and they were stunned by what they were seeing but they all recognized it.

"Asaria this is your home world. This is the Sharin forest on¦your home world. Are we supposed to be seeing this?"

"Not really but I thought I would share something from my mind since we are all connected so deeply right now. Thank you for trusting me in your minds like this. I can feel everything deep inside all of you now. I now understand the deep love Korica has for her Tamaric. Congratulations Korica, this is that rare deep life long love that we all seek our entire lives. You are very lucky to have found this at such a tender age. Hold onto it tight honey. Don't let this slip away from you."

"I won't Asaria. I plan on keeping Tamaric close to me for the rest of his life."

"I am so happy for you Korica. You deserve this kind of love and contentment and I sense that you can feel his love for you and it is equally as deep and binding. That is wonderful. And you Laurel¦you are paired in a mind numbing way that most will never know¦and Jake you truly feel blessed to be with Laurel and you are equally paired and in love with her¦oh it feels so wonderful to experience this kind of deep unquestioning love again. This is what I had with¦I'm sorry, this is not why I wanted to connect so deeply with you three but thank you for allowing me to feel this even if just for a short time. You three have a tremendous amount of love in your hearts. Thank you Laurel and Jake for how deeply and completely you love Korica. I feel so much better now that I have felt your true love for her. I know she is in the right place and with the right people."

"Did you really doubt our love for her?" Laurel asked.

"No of course not but now I have felt it and not just sensed it at its deepest level as though your feelings were mine. It is just reassuring and beautiful to actually feel it like this."

"Well you are welcome Asaria. We are glad to share our love of each other with you."

"Now, I want you three to remember your shared vision of Korica's daughter. Just try and picture her as you remember seeing her."

Asaria raised her hand and closed her eyes and all three could feel their minds being stimulated from within and a small shadow appeared and then Aseel took two steps forward and fleshed out and filled in with color. She was wearing a pair of pink pants and a soft white shirt with a blue floral pattern to it. She had on a pair of shoes that looked just like the white slip on shoes that everyone on the Future wore and her bright blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail that was held in place with a pink bow and her bangs were loose around the front with small curly little locks of blond hair hanging from above her temples and she had small delicate strands of blond hair lying across the top edge of her forehead from her loose bangs. She had Tamaric's striking sky blue eyes and her nose and lips were exactly the same shape as Korica's and she had the same perfectly round face as Korica but she had just a little bit of a pointed chin just like Tamaric. She was strikingly beautiful and sweet looking. She looked up at Korica and seemed to just stare at her. Korica could see herself and Tamaric in the adorable little girl she was looking at. Korica squatted down so she was looking Aseel right in the face and Korica began to weep. Her little girl was the prettiest thing she had ever seen. Aseel then turned her head slightly as she noticed a tear run down Korica's cheek. Aseel then spoke in a delicate little high-pitched voice and she had a very slight Australian accent.

"Are you my mommy?" Aseel asked.

Korica could only nod yes and smile big.

"Hi mommy. Don't cry¦is ok."

Asaria opened her eyes and looked down at the mini Korica and she smiled and covered her mouth with one hand. She knelt down and Laurel stepped up next to Asaria and put her hand on her shoulder.

"This is Aseel."

Korica looked up at Laurel with a shocked look on her face as she wiped the tears from her cheeks.

"Mom¦this is the memory you shared with us. The way you just introduced Aseel¦that's what we saw from your mind."

"Oh my god¦you're right. I wasn't remembering it¦it was a premonition of this moment in time."

"I think it was a little of both and that's why we saw her so clearly."

"But future events were revealed to me by¦never mind."

"Hello Aseel. I am Asaria." Asaria said as she put her hand out.

"Hi Saria." Aseel replied as she set her little hand in Asaria's.

"Ooh, she's adorable." Asaria said as she gently shook Aseel's hand.

Korica put her arms out and Aseel stepped up to her and put her arms up on her shoulders and climbed right up onto her and laid her head on Korica's shoulder. Korica slid her arms around her firmly and held her tightly as she let herself fall back onto her bottom. Aseel wrapped her legs around Korica's waist and squeezed her tightly. Korica began to shed tears again and she closed her eyes and rocked her little girl for a few minutes with the others looking on fondly. Korica finally wiped the tears from her face and looked at Laurel with a big grin.

"I wanna keep her in my arms mom. She's really warm¦like me. This feels so real¦I can hear her breathing and I can sense her heart beating."

Aseel leaned back and kissed Korica's cheek and then grinned at her and it was all Korica could do not to tear up again. Aseel relaxed her grip a little and settled into Korica's lap and Korica lifted Aseel's hand looked at her little hand in hers and she looked at Laurel again.

"Look at her little fingers and how small her hand is. She looks so perfect. Can I keep her?"

"Well she is your little girl honey but you know this is all just an illusion from our minds. She hasn't been born yet."

"I know. I can't believe Tamaric and I are going to make such a perfect little girl. She's beautiful and I don't want to let go of her."

Korica pulled Aseel tight to her and held onto her tightly with one arm while she slid her legs under herself and then used her free hand to push herself up so she could get to her feet. Aseel held onto her tightly and once Korica was standing she put her other arm around Aseel's back and she hung from Korica's neck and leaned back a little so she was looking right at Korica. Korica reached one hand up and stroked Aseel's cheek and she shrunk into her shoulder and giggled and put her hand on the back of Korica's.

"Her skin is so soft¦and warm." Korica said while smiling.

"Mommy pretty." Aseel said with a big smile on her face.

"Babies all have soft skin honey." Laurel replied.

Aseel looked over at Laurel and put her arm out toward her and Laurel looked at Korica and Korica nodded and handed her off to Laurel. Laurel was now the one with teary eyes as she held Aseel and looked into her beautiful little face.

"Hi Aseel. I'm your mamaw Laurel."

"Mamaw Laurel? Hi, lu you mamaw Laurel."

"Ooh¦I love you too Aseel."

Laurel pulled Aseel to her tightly and Aseel squeezed her neck tightly as she pressed her warm cheek against Laurel's.

"You're right, she does feel really warm."

Jake then stepped up close to Laurel as Aseel leaned back in Laurel's arms. He looked at the stunning resemblance to Korica and he was instantly melted by her delicate little smile as she looked at him.

"Hi Aseel. I'm your grampa Jake." Jake said with a big smile.

Aseel reached her arms out to him so Laurel handed her off to Jake and he held her so he could look at her as she looked right at him. She then locked a gaze into Jake's eyes for a few moments and then pointed her little finger at his eyes.

"Grampa Jake have pretty green eyes." She then looked over at Laurel. "Mamaw Laurel have pretty blue eyes."

"Awe, she knows her colors. She seems so¦real. How is this even possible Asaria? She even has a little bit of Tamaric's accent."

"I real. I right here gampa Jake." Jake smiled and nuzzled foreheads with Aseel.

"The details of her mannerisms are coming from Laurel's memories and Korica's mind is animating her with that information and your mind is making it feel real for you."

"You wanna hold her Asaria?" Jake asked.

"I would love too."

Jake stepped over closer to Asaria and Aseel reached out toward Asaria and she slid her hands around her sides and pulled her from Jake's arms and Aseel immediately wrapped herself around Asaria's neck and stomach. Asaria held her tightly and rocked her slightly and then when Aseel leaned back Asraia looked her over and put her hand on Aseel's chest and smiled as she felt her heart pounding rapidly.

"It is a little surprising how well our minds are filling in the details. This is the closest I will ever get to actually meeting this little bundle of love. She's absolutely beautiful¦she looks just like you Korica."

"I still can't believe my body is going to make something as beautiful as Aseel. She's everything I could ever hope for in a daughter."

"I'll bet she is going to be really smart too, just like you."

"Awe, thank you Asaria. I wonder what age her abilities are going to manifest themselves?"

"Only Laurel would know that for sure."

"I don't think I should go pulling to much from my memory while we are deeply connected like this. There are a lot of jumbled up memories that I haven't sorted out yet and some are going to be very personal. I'm going to need Korica to teach me how to meditate so I can sort it all out and especially since I now know that some of it is possibly premonitions and not just memories."

"I think that is wonderful that you are learning from each other like that."

"I suspect that her parents knew she was going to need the ability to meditate properly and deeply when her abilities started to wake up and that's why they taught her how to meditate at such a young age."

"I always though it was just cause we had so much time on our hands with nothing to do so they taught me something that kept me still and quiet."

"That is real likely to have also been why you were taught from such an early age but it was also a necessary skill for a gifted individual. It teaches one how to focus and calm the mind."

Aseel then surprised Asaria by kissing her cheek and then she smiled at her and looked at Korica and reached out for her. Asaria gently handed her off to Korica and Aseel again wrapped herself around Korica tightly and squeezed her neck almost painfully tight.

"You are right in that Aseel does feel very warm compared to most young children. She must have the Draximan physiology for a high metabolic rate. That would explain the bright pink glow in her cheeks as well."

"One needs that high blood flow in order to make the accelerated brain function possible right?"

"Not necessarily but it would make the high neural activity processes much more readily available all the time. For a Human for instance it takes a few seconds for the blood pressure to elevate and the blood flow to increase to the brain to support increased neural activity whereas for Korica and Aseel here they are always in that heightened state so there would be no delay as the body experienced increased activity."

"Are there other species that run a higher than normal body temperature like her?"

"Normal is a relative term. There are some species that have an elevated body temperature when compared to a Human but it comes at a high cost. It takes a lot of energy to maintain an elevated body temperature and especially in a cold environment."

"Yah we've noticed that Korica needs more calories than the rest of us¦and come to think of it Korica had to breast feed Aseel every twenty to thirty minutes while she was an infant."

"I'm going to breast feed her?"

"I guess so. That information just popped into my head. It is the most economical way to feed a baby and the baby gains your immunities by breastfeeding. I remember reading that it is a very tender bonding experience to breast feed as well."

"Well I'm already in love with her. Can we stay a while mom? I just don't want to let go of her."

"I suppose virtually no time is passing on the outside so¦I guess it can't hurt to let you get to know your daughter a little better."

Korica set Aseel down and held her hand as the two walked down the edge of the stream a little ways while the others walked behind her and watched her enjoying her daughters company. At one point Korica let got of her hand and Aseel ran down the grassy area next to the stream for a ways in the typical bouncy and a little wobbly toddler like gate and then she bent down and pulled a handful of grass and then held it up in the wind and let the blades of grass slip out of her hand and then she turned and ran back to Korica and she scooped her up and spun around while holding her making Aseel giggle. Korica then walked back to everyone and they took a turn holding her in their arms and walking with her a bit while holding her little hand. Eventually Korica picked Aseel up and stepped up to Asaria.

"Is there a way to experience putting Aseel to sleep?" Korica asked.

"Here¦" Asarai said as she waved her hand over the ground.

The grass rose up and formed a reclined seat for Korica to layback in and three other stool like seats rose up on either side of the reclined seat. Korica held Aseel firmly and sat down and then swung her feet up as she laid back and Aseel was now lying on her chest and stomach at just a little bit of an angle. Aseel laid her head on Korica's chest and stretched her legs out along Korica's thighs while everyone had a seat around her.

"You look very comfortable honey." Laurel said with a smile.

"She feels so good lying on me mom. I don't want this to end."

"Well you enjoy her for a bit."

Laurel was sitting where she could see Aseel's face as she laid still and looked around as she held onto her mother. Aseel looked at Laurel a few times and grinned and Laurel stroked her back and looked at her beautiful little face and smiled back at her. Laurel felt a great sense of pride not only in Korica for producing such a stunningly beautiful child but also in herself for making it possible for such a beautiful person to be possible in the first place.

After a time Aseel's grip on Korica relaxed and she closed her eyes and fell asleep. Korica kept gently stoking her soft blond hair gently while keeping her other hand on Aseel's back feeling her breathing deeply as her back rose and fell with every breath. Laurel let Korica enjoy the sensation for a time and then she put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"We really need to get to the mission honey."

"Ok. I wish I could take her with me mom. She feels so real and I¦I love her so much."

"I know sweetie. You are going to have to wait a few years and you will get to meet her for real. There are a lot of headaches with raising a baby honey not to mention what it does to your body to have a baby so don't get a head of yourself ok?"

"I'm not going to try and have a baby at my age if that's what you mean mom. I just meant that I love Aseel and I wish I could have her with me now. I know I have to wait to meet her in real life."

Jake stood up and took one last look at how stunning Aseel is and then he sighed and looked at Asaria and she nodded without even looking at Jake and she raised her hand over Aseel and looked at Korica. Korica bent her neck down and kissed the top of Aseel's head and then she put both hands on Aseel's back and looked at Asaria and nodded. Asaria waved her hand over Aseel and she simply evaporated away and Korica's hands fell to her stomach. Korica lifted her hands to her face for a few moments and then she sat up and took a deep breath and then she looked at Asaria and grinned with tears in her eyes.

"Thank you so much for making this possible Asaria. That was really wonderful to hold my little girl and to hear her speak."

"You are most welcome Korica. Thank you for letting me share this with you. You should be very proud. You are going to have a beautiful little girl and she seemed very sweet."

"I am proud of not only myself but of my daughter. She's absolutely perfect and I can tell her dad is going to spend a lot of time with her cause she has a little of his accent. The Australian accent is so¦sexy to me. I'm glad my little girl is going to speak with it. It will be a constant reminder of Tamaric when he is away."

Korica got to her feet and took a deep breath and smiled. She was already feeling a little sad because Aseel was gone but she knew she had something truly wonderful to look forward too. Asaria and Laurel got to their feet and Korica stepped into Asaria and squeezed her particularly tight for a few moments and then stepped back.

"You are such a good friend for doing this for us in private like this Asaria. I know you could get in a lot of trouble if anyone found out so I hope you can burry the memory of this deep."

"I am in charge Korica. I would have to answer some hard questions as to why I did this but in the end it was well worth it. It does my heart good to know that you are going to have a productive and happy life where you are going. Thank you for sharing this with me. I will cherish your beautiful daughters face always. She looks so much like you it is uncanny."

"Thank you Asaria. I'm glad I was able to share my little girl with you even though she hasn't been born yet."

Asaria then stepped up to Laurel and hugged her tightly for a few moments. She then held her shoulders and looked right into her eyes.

"And you my beautiful friend Laurel¦you know what you must do?"

"Yes. Keep the memories buried deep and report back to you what we find at Inicius."

"Yes. Thank you for trusting me so deeply in your mind. You have a very special love for Jake and it feels wonderful. Thank you for letting me experience that with you."

"You're welcome Asaria. Thank you for letting me hold my granddaughter like this. She is an amazing little girl and I can't wait to hold her for real."

"I can see why you three fell in love with her, how could you not with how much she looks like her mother."

Asaria then turned to Jake and pulled him into a tight hug. She then stepped back and smiled at him warmly.

"You take good care of these ladies my handsome young Jake."

"I will Asaria. You're an amazing woman for being able to make this visit with my granddaughter possible. I never knew things in the mind could feel so real and special."

"Thank you Jake. You three take care. I will be awaiting your report."

"Goodbye Asaria." Korica said.

"We'll talk to you soon." Laurel said.

"Thank you again Asaria." Jake said.

Asaria then smiled and turned and as she did so she simply evaporated away. Korica then turned and looked at Laurel.

"I wish Tamaric could have been here. He would have loved to see and hold his little girl."

"You are getting stronger everyday Korica. You might be able to share this memory with him."

"But he doesn't have the ability to connect with my mind."

"You could try and send this memory to him like you did your feelings."

"I don't know how to do that though."

"It was just a though honey. Maybe in time you'll figure out how to do that with him."

"That would be so cool if I could do that."

"We should get back honey. We need to get to Inicius and see if there are any survivors."

"Ok."

All three of them stood next to one another and then closed their eyes and concentrated on withdrawing into their own minds. They experienced the dizzying sensation that always accompanied withdrawal from a time compressed deep connection though this connection felt particularly deep and intimate. They suddenly became aware of the extremely warm conditions in the scanner relay compartment and the interface was winding down right behind them. Laurel batted her eyes a few times and things started to clear up and her breathing began to slow to a more normal rate and she leaned forward and unplugged the cable from her neural halo and then slipped it off her head and looked over at Korica. She had her eyes closed and she was breathing rapidly and she had flushed cheeks with a bead of sweat dripping down from her temple.

Laurel slid out of her seat and set her halo down and then stepped in front of Korica as she looked over at Jake who was just beginning to slow his own breathing to a more normal rate. He leaned forward and unplugged his neural halo and Laurel looked back at Korica as Jake slid out of his seat and lifted the halo off his head and set it in his seat. Korica opened her eyes and looked at Laurel and it took a few times batting her eyes until she could see Laurel clearly. Korica then remembered the feeling of having her beautiful little girl lying on her chest while falling asleep and she smiled big as she panted. Korica raised her hand and gave Laurel the thumbs up and Laurel smiled at her.

Laurel reached out and unplugged the neural halo and then lifted it gently and Korica leaned forward and let Laurel lift it completely off her head. Korica sat breathing heavy for another minute and then her breathing began to slow to a deep and rhythmic rate. Once she had her wits about her she slid out of her seat and Laurel set her halo in her seat and then Korica stepped up to Laurel with a huge smile on her face.

"That was absolutely amazing mom. I got to hold my little girl. I miss her already."

"I know honey, me too. It felt so real and she was so sweet. You have a wonderful daughter on the way someday honey. We have work to do right now though. We can't dwell on this alright?"

"Ok. I'll try not to think about her too much."

"Good girl. Let's go get you cleaned up while Jake and I get us under way."

The three then headed for the exit and as soon as they stepped outside into the cool corridor Korica stopped and put her hands on her knees and bent over and took a couple of deep breaths. Laurel stopped and stepped back to her and put her hand under Korica's arm.

"Are you ok honey?"

"Yah, the cold air just made me dizzy for a second." Korica said as she stood up straight.

"You want to go lie down after you get showered?"

"No. I promised Tamaric that we would go do something fun if he had his lessons done. I think I'm going to take him to deck eight and have a look around the recreation area. I've never actually gone down there to look around."

"Ok. I've never been down there either. I know there is a couple bowling lanes a squash court but I'm actually not sure what all else there is down there."

The three then stepped over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Jake touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck. As they stepped down from the transport platform Tamaric and mark stepped through the door and greeted them. Korica practically bowled Tamaric over she grabbed him so hard. She squeezed him tightly and kissed the side of neck a few times. When Korica finally let go of him and took a half step back Tamaric just looked at her with a bewildered look in his face.

"Thank you so much Tamaric." Korica said with a big smile on her face.

"Uhh¦you're welcome Korica. What are you thanking me for?"

"For giving me a beautiful daughter that is an absolute sweetheart."

Tamaric quickly looked at the others with a surprised look on his face and he put his hands up.

"I swear I haven't done that to her or anything that could have led to her being pregnant."

"Relax Tamaric, we know that. She's talking about the baby you two are going to have years from now." Laurel said chuckling.

"Oh." He looked at Korica and smiled. "You scared me for a second. I was trying to figure out how you could be pregnant."

"I can't. Well not with a Human. We got to meet our daughter Aseel and talk to her. She's going to have a little bit of your accent when she learns how to talk."

"What? How?"

"Asaria knows of a way to bring people from your memory to life in your mind so you can interact with them. I got to hold our little girl and hear her talk. She's so beautiful Tamaric. I wish you could have experienced it with me. You are going to love her. She is absolutely perfect. That's what I was thanking you for. You haven't done it yet but you are going to give me a perfect little girl."

"I thought you guys got a sense that we had five kids?"

"That's right but I think Aseel is the first and for some reason the most significant."

"Or is it that she is the most traumatic for you to give birth to?" Tamaric said.

"I suppose that's possible. The first is always the hardest."

"From what I've seen in my reproductive biology lessons I can believe it."

"Come on. I need to take a shower but I have so much to tell you. Did you finish your lessons?"

"Yes mam. I did as you told me."

"Ok good."

Korica took his hand and everyone filed out into the main corridor. Korica and Tamaric headed down toward the shower room with Korica trying to fill him in on everything that Asaria had said and the amazing time she spent with their daughter while the other four walked up the corridor toward the bridge. When they got to the bridge Laurel stepped up to her chair and sat down and logged herself in which turned all of the workstations on and the view screen came to life. Mark sat down at the sensor station and faced Laurel while Jake sat down at the navigation station and also faced Laurel. Laurel spun her chair around so she was facing Mark.

"Ok, here it is Mark. The Vespian ships were instructed to keep an eye on us by Asaria to make sure we were doing ok. They were told not to interact with us in any way. I guess Asaria has been doing this the whole time we have been heading across this sector just because she really cares about us and wants to make sure we are conducting ourselves honorably. So far she is extremely impressed with our behavior. We have presented the elder race in a good light at every stop. Now as far as the Inician ship that was following us¦we aren't exactly clear what that was all about but the crashed ship that Korica sketched from her premonition is definitely one of the elder race's transport ships piloted by a Draximan crew that went missing a couple of days ago and the broken world that Korica saw it on is in fact Inicius. Asaria has asked us as the closest elder race vessel to make best possible speed to Incius and see if we can locate any survivors. It is an assumption that the Inician people have evolved or mutated to a form that no longer allows them to pilot their own ships. It is entirely possible that the Remorak, that is the name of the crashed ship, was crashed deliberately in order to take the flight crew hostage in order to make them pilot the Inician ship that we saw. I think the flight crew was following us to attract attention to themselves without overtly signaling us, which would have been noticed by their captors. Asaria told us not to engage the enemy if we notice any hostiles. She just wants us to look for survivors and pick them up and bring them aboard the Future for medical treatment if needed and food and water and then report back to her what we find. She has dispatched two Pratgal cruisers but they won't get here for at least four or five days."

"Crap! I assume you agreed to this mission?"

"Well yah. How can I say no to the elder race after all they have done for us. If they ask we go. Besides as soon as Korica heard that the flight crew were Draximan she got pretty insistent. Her people owe the elder race even more than we do."

"So search and rescue if possible. You know our missions never go according to plan?"

"I know. That fact had crossed my mind. Thank god we have you to guide us for that very reason."

"How many crew and passengers are we talking about?"

"Eight crew and ten passengers."

"Damn it. If they're all alive we are going to need two ships to bring them up all at once."

"How are we supposed to do that?"

"Korica and I in one ship and you and Jake in the other."

"I guess that's doable. You think Korica is that well versed with both of the rear stations to operate both on her own?"

"Without question. It's Korica we're talking about. She's almost as smart and adaptable as you Laurel. She has learned those stations extremely quickly and that includes the use of the weapons if the need should arise."

"So I know you'll be piloting the Prentor but who is going to be piloting the ship Jake and I are going to be flying?"

"The senior officer is standard procedure."

"I don't know if that's a good idea Mark."

"You're a damn good pilot Laurel and you know your way around the pilot's seat. Don't doubt yourself or you'll make mistakes. Just be as confident in your abilities as I am. There is nothing better than seat time to improve your skills."

"Ok. Thank you for having such confidence in me Mark."

"You're welcome Laurel. You know me, if I say it I mean it."

"Future, will you please lay in a course for Inicius at your best possible speed?"

"I have already moved us onto a course in that direction having heard the elements of your conversation. We are currently heading out of the Perlon system at seven times the speed of light. Once we get a safe distance from the stars I will engage the star drive."

Laurel sat back and pulled her displays so she could see them and she grinned a little and shook her head.

"Thank you Future."

"You are welcome captain."

"Mark can we spend just a little bit of time in the simulator? I want Korica and I both to practice making the approach to Inicius."

"Sure, that's probably a good idea. I'll guide you two but you'll be in the pilot's seat and I'm going to let Korica handle everything else on her own."

"Isn't Korica going to be disappointed? She had plans with Tamaric." Jake said.

"Play time will just have to wait as much as I hate to do that to them. It's important that we operate the crimson fighters proficiently so we don't have an accident. Those ships just weren't meant to be operated by a crew of two."

"Alright, you're the captain."

Tamaric stepped onto the bridge at that moment and walked over to the communication station and had a seat and he looked like his mind was reeling.

"So did Korica fill you in Tamaric?" Laurel asked.

"Kind of. She said we're going to Inicius on a possible rescue mission for the elder race?"

"That's right. One of their ships has crashed there and we are the closest elder race vessels so we were asked to go see if we can find any survivors and report back what we find."

"Korica also said there are some kind of¦mutants that used to look like us that might be responsible and if we run across any they will probably be hostile?"

"That's also true. I saw one from Korica's mind and they are definitely ugly. We were instructed not to engage them but if we do run across any they are probably not going to leave us much choice but to defend ourselves."

"I saw what you guys went through with the Hodong, are you expecting that kind of problem with these mutants or whatever?"

"We won't be boarded if that's what you mean but I would have to assume that since these Inicians' are an endangered species and have been living in isolation for centuries until recently they will probably be just as morally bankrupt. I don't think they will be interested in exploiting beautiful girls though. They will just see all outsiders as a threat and killing them will not be a problem for them whatsoever."

"Great! This is the kind of stuff Korica is always going to be exposed to huh?"

"With the way our luck runs? It's a pretty good bet. I'm sorry if that disturbs you."

"It does but I know this is what she wants to do for a career and she isn't exactly a normal girl. She looks sweet and fragile but that is the farthest thing from the truth of it. I'm trying to accept the fact that she can take care of herself and this is just what her life is like."

"So you won't be upset if I want her to spend some time with Mark and I in the simulator before we get to Inicius?"

Tamaric took a deep breath and sighed as he let it out.

"She's an officer in the civilian corps¦or at least she almost is. If you say she needs to work then that's just how it is. We can play later."

"Good man. Thank you for understanding."

"You're welcome Laurel. I'm trying to be mature about this whole situation."

"You're doing a great job and we are all very proud of you Tamaric."

"Thanks. I guess I should go ahead and take my quizzes since Korica is going to be busy."

"That's up to you. We can wait for her if you want?"

"No, I should just take care of it so you can do what you got to do."

Laurel grinned and nodded at him and he got up and stepped over to science station number 4 and sat down and logged in and began taking his quizzes. Five minutes later there was a gentle tone signaling that the Future was about to initiate a jump into hyperspace. The main engines throttled down to 2% and the antimatter reactors came up to full power further intensifying the already existing gravity well and then the negative matter core ramped up and began dumping ever greater impulses of quantum energy into the gravity well and the stars ahead blinked out and a white line began to form and descend from the top of the event Future of the gravity well toward the bottom edge and then it twisted and distorted and then began to spread out and then it collapsed into a funnel shape with beautifully fluorescing edges of blue and green that rolled in toward the brightly lit tunnel and then the main engines throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the opening and the tunnel collapsed behind the Future.

The AI made a few minor course corrections and then a gentle tone signaled that the optimal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automated controls. The AI then called out to Laurel.

"Captain, we are currently traveling at fifty-two point two five light years per hour so it will take us four point two one hours to travel the two hundred nineteen point eight light years to Inicius but if you would like I can cut that time almost in half but it will put a tremendous strain on the systems."

"Would it exceed the thermal limits and will the modulating control regulators take the pounding?"

"It will not exceed the thermal limits and yes the new modulating control regulators can definitely take the stresses they will be exposed to. My reengineered components are far superior to those that were provided as spares."

"Fine. Asaria did say best possible speed so please accelerate us to the highest speed you can safely muster."

"Understood. There is going to be some harmonics that will likely be felt all over the ship."

"Like our trip to Tiomot?"

"Yes."

"I understand. Go ahead."

The negative matter core ramped up gradually and the main engines throttled up to 100% and the ship rapidly accelerated past their normal cruising speed and the ship began to gently vibrate for a few seconds and then it would fade away only to return even stronger as they kept accelerating. As the ship past the speed of 70 times the speed of light the stars began to smear in the forward view being shown on the giant view screen at the front of the bridge and the vibrations became substantial and almost constant though there was still a slight intensifying of the vibration and then it would fade slightly but it no longer faded away completely. As their forward speed kept climbing the view became as it was on the trip to Tiomot, the blue and white light was looking like paint being smeared in the wind on a curved windshield as the Future rocketed through subspace faster and faster. As the Future's speed reached 80 times the speed of light the vibration became almost a constant growling rumble that now intensified and barely faded away before it intensified again. Laurel looked at her right display and it was gently shaking in unison to the vibration. There was finally a tone signaling that the maximum safe speed had been achieved and was now locked in.

Laurel brought up the navigation data on her right display and then she had to hold onto her display so it would quit gently shaking so she could read the data clearly without feeling dizzy. They were now traveling at 83.8 times the speed of light. The distance of 219.0 light years would be covered in 2.61 hours. Laurel then let go of her right display and it began gently vibrating making it almost impossible to see the information on it clearly. Laurel looked around and wondered if the ship could take much of this intense pounding before something failed. Tamaric had gotten to his feet and he walked over to Laurel so he wouldn't feel compelled to yell over the groaning sound that was intermittently rumbling through the room.

"Laurel this is way worse than it was on our trip to Tiomot. I know this ship is really old now, can it take being shook up like this?"

"I think so. She is a really tough ship Tamaric. She has survived two close proximity supernova events and she didn't come apart."

"Uh¦the whole bow was blown apart during the first event."

"That was from direct contact with a gigantic chunk of super dense metallic stellar matter."

"You're the captain but this is a little scary. How fast are we traveling?"

"Just under eighty four light years per hour."

"Good god!" Tamaric said with a shocked look on his face.

"Korica told you that eighty four light years an hour was our top speed. She wasn't exaggerating."

"I gotta tell you cap, I don't like this either. It's a little freaky to feel something as big as the Future being shaken to the rafters like this." Mark said looking around the room.

"It's only going to take us two hours and fourty minutes to get to the Inicius system Mark. We aren't going to be doing this for eleven hours at a time like we did to get to Tiomot."

Just then Korica stepped onto the bridge and she looked at Laurel and immediately got the pertinent information on what was going on from her mind. Korica was now wearing her light tan colored one piece outfit with the shorts incorporated into them and Tamaric smiled at her and looked down her body to her beautiful legs and slowly he looked back up her body pausing at her midsection for a few moments before continuing up her body until he me her gaze. Korica was looking right at him and she was a little blushed sensing what Tamaric was feeling and seeing where he had been looking. Tamaric gave her shrug and a warm smile and she smiled at him lightly and looked at Laurel.

"I sense that you're pushing things to the wall and we don't have much time to get some simulator time in before we arrive in the Inicius system."

"We only have about two and a half hours."

"I'm ready to go then. You going to be ok here Tamaric?"

"Yah, I'll find something to do until you get back."

"Ok. Thank you for not¦putting up a fit or whatever."

"You're welcome. My girl is an officer on an intergalactic ship. I have to accept that this is going to happen a lot. Danger and no time to play just goes with the whole Korica package."

"I'm sorry about that Tamaric."

"Don't be sorry Korica. You love your job and I love you¦you're well worth it."

"Awe, that's so sweet. I love you too Tamaric."

Laurel reached out and took a hold of her right display and logged herself out and then pushed her displays aside and got to her feet.

"I'll be back after a while Jake."

"I'll miss you Laurel. Try and fun ok? I know it's work but I want to see you start to enjoy flying the crimson fighters even if it's just in the simulator."

"Thanks Jake. I'll try and relax enough to enjoy myself and I'll miss you too."

Mark then got to his feet and the three of them stepped off the bridge and headed down the corridor toward the transport compartment. Tamaric then stepped over to Jake.

"Jake, can you help me with my quizzes?"

Jake spun his seat around so he was looking at Tamaric.

"You know I can't give you any real help. The quizzes are supposed to test your knowledge of the subject matter you studied today."

"No, I just need you to read the questions to me out loud. All the noise and shaking is distracting with how softly the AI speaks."

"Oh, I can do that."

Jake stood up and walked with Tamaric over to science station number 4 and Jake sat down and Tamaric faced him so he couldn't see the display and then Jake began reading the questions aloud from the point where Tamaric had stopped. In the end Tamaric got a perfect score on his literature and biology quizzes. Jake was a little surprised how complex the material was and how effortlessly Tamaric responded to the questions correctly. In Jake's eyes it went to show just how smart Tamaric is and it spoke to the fact that he was truly learning what he was studying.

Once the quizzes were done Tamaric asked a question that surprised Jake.

"Hay this data core that the elder race gave us¦it has information on the Draximan people right?"

"You mean like the history of Draxima and how their society evolved?"

"Yah, that and how they evolved as a species as well."

"Yah that information is in there. Why?"

"If I'm allowed to access that information I would like to learn more about Korica and her people. She's like any girl in how she acts as a girl¦I mean she's feminine and all that and sweet and kind but she is just a little different from most Human girls that I've ever met and I want to know what makes her who she is."

"Gotcha. I can give you access to the new data core's interactive program and you can look up all the information on Draxima if you want. The AI will keep an eye on what you're doing to make sure you don't access sensitive information." Jake said pointing up to the sensor dome on the forward bulkhead next to them.

"I promise I won't mess around in there. I just want to learn more about Korica."

Jake turned back to the display and he reached up to the upper display and he touched the icon to open the interactive program and it asked for his security access code and he entered it and the program opened and he typed in Draxima as a Boolean search term and hit the enter button and then stood up and let Tamaric sit down and then he showed him how to navigate through the information. Once Tamaric got a feel for the difference in system information and the information on the Draximan people Jake left him to peruse the information at his leisure.

Jake went back to the auxiliary control station and he went over all of the subsystem readings. He could see that the engines were operating at 105% to maintain their speed and the negative matter core was operating 89% capacity and the antimatter rectors were holding steady at 100% output. There was a massive amount of energy and gravitational pressure being exerted on all of the drive and power components but so far everything was holding up. Some of the auxiliary conductive generators were beginning to get hot as every ounce of power available from all of the fusion reactors was being sent to the structural reinforcing fields all over the ship but nothing was reaching critical levels yet.

Jake then moved over to the propulsion station and looked over the engines and their control apparatuses and again everything was starting to show signs of being under tremendous strain but nothing was showing signs of imminent failure. He could tell by the readings that engines could only operate at these levels for about 5 hours before things would begin to melt and shake themselves apart. There was a dampening field in place around the negative matter core and the neutron accelerator was near its peak capacity without burning up the injector assemblies but much of the vibration and heat was transmitting right through the dampening field. Jake knew that the Future was capable of what it was doing but it just wasn't designed to do this for very long or repeatedly. He was glad this was a fairly short run to Inicius.

Jake looked at the conditions in the negative matter control room and he was very glad he wasn't standing in there. The noise level was 200 decibels above safe levels and the temperature was in the upper 90s. There was also a very high level of exotic radiation that was being neutralized as it occurred but it was occasionally spiking within the control room. The radiation was simply showing up on the internal sensors as unknown high-energy emissions in non-lethal levels. Jake couldn't believe that the shakedown team from the Farqua station stayed in there while they were pushing things like this during the shakedown run. He figured that took real guts to do that for an alien ally. If something had gone wrong with the containment and neutralizing system they would have been the first to get cooked by god only knows what kind of exotic particles. They would have been fried from the inside out like an egg being cooked in the shell in an old Earth style microwave. The steam would have to go somewhere and it would have gone all over the walls.

Jake was distracted from his gruesome thoughts of bodies popping like popcorn in the control room by Tamaric stepping up to him and touching his shoulder.

"Jake did you know that the Draximan people have been around for almost five million years?"

"Yah actually I did know that. The chair of knowledge imparted almost all of the information in there about the people of Draxima to us. I have to concentrate to realize the information is there but I know a great deal about a great many species including the Draximan."

"They've had their advanced abilities in place for the last thousand years and the women of Draxima are even more gifted than the men. They are born with the ability to sense others feelings."

"Yah a little sobering huh? They are born with abilities that Laurel and I are just starting to realize that we even have. We have a long ways to go as a species before we will match what the Draximan people are."

"That's why they have very little crime on Draxima. Everyone knows what everyone else is feeling."

"Did you learn more about Korica then?"

"Yah I think so. She is still kind of unique though. I didn't quite get to the part about how their advanced abilities manifest but the little I did read so far says that she should be fourteen or so before she can do what she can do. She isn't supposed to be capable of the deep sharing as they call at her age. That is supposed to take years of practice and just the right partner to commit to it with. I can see why she is so driven though. Her people are all really driven and inspired to achieve great things from an early age. I read that meditation and spiritual calming exercises are started at about twelve and continue for their whole life. They call it keeping ones self centered."

"That's good that you're interested in learning about Korica's background. We helped her to become aware of what she is capable of many years ahead of what would have occurred naturally. If you keep reading you'll find out that her people have this crazy ability to adapt to new stimuli really quickly. That includes repeated physical stress or mental stress. They're minds and bodies will grow almost overnight to gain the ability to withstand the new stresses without it causing harm to them."

"You're talking about the stress the chair puts on her?"

"Yah, exactly. He mind and body are getting stronger so that she can handle the stress without her heart sopping and her mind is getting stronger so that the mental fortitude that it takes to make the chair work is becoming easier for her."

"It still looks like it's gunna kill her when she starts panting like that and her blood pressure spikes to levels that would kill a human."

"I know. She is still very young to be working her mind and body like that. Keep reading and you'll see there is a lot more information about her species and her society that her mother and father and their crew decided to turn their backs on."

"Yah, why did they do that? Why would they want to raise their little girl in space instead of on solid ground?"

"That I can't answer for you. I don't think Korica even knows for sure why they chose that life. Maybe they just wanted to be their own bosses and to have an adventure all the time."

"Hmm. Well they still raised an amazing girl. She's so sweet and so smart and beautiful like no one I've ever met before."

"You should be proud of her Tamaric. She is a remarkable person and she is absolutely crazy about you."

"The feeling is mutual. Sorry if I disturbed you. I was just amazed by how long her people have been around. I didn't know that you already knew everything that's in the data core."

"You didn't disturb me Tamaric. I am always glad to talk with you about one of my favorite people in the world. And I don't know everything that's in the data core, only most of what's in there."

Tamaric gave him a warm smile and headed back over to the science station to keep reading about Korica's civilization. The two and a half hour trip to Inicius went quickly after that. Just as Jake was starting to feel anxious about Laurel's missing presence her and Mark and Korica strolled back onto the bridge. Jake felt immediate relief of his separation symptoms, as did Laurel. Tamaric stopped his reading and got to his feet and met Korica half way to the science station as she was already walking toward him and he wrapped his arms around her and gave her a tight hug. Korica then snuck in a quick peck to his cheek as they separated and then Korica followed him back over to the science station he had been reading at. When he sat down and Korica looked over his shoulder and saw that he was reading about Draxima she was touched. Of all the things he could have chosen to do for the last 2 Â½ hours he chose to read about her people.

"Why are you reading about Draxima Tamaric?"

"I just wanted to get to know you a little better I guess."

"That's so sweet. You think you know me any better?"

"I think I understand what makes you so complicated and why you can do the amazing things you can do. Your people have been around a lot longer than Humans have by a long shot."

"My parents are why I am the way I am though."

"Yah but now I understand why they are the way they are¦were¦in order to raise you the way they did. Although I still don't quite understand why they chose to raise you in space instead of on Draxima."

"That's a long story that we can talk about in private sometime."

"Well anyway to answer your question, yes I think I know you better."

Jake stepped up to Laurel after she had sat down and logged herself in and he pressed his cheek up to hers and whispered in her ear.

"I love you Laurel."

Laurel closed her eyes and smiled. She loved hearing Jake say that when she can also feel it at the same time.

"I love you too Jake." She said barely audible over the constant growling of the ship.

"How'd it go in the simulator?" Jake asked sitting back down at the propulsion station.

"It went really well. Inicius isn't in the simulator archive so we couldn't actually practice the approach we might have to make but we got to at least practice with a two-person crew. Korica was amazing Jake. I just don't know if we are ever going to find something that she can't do. She handled weapons and navigation simultaneously without a single mistake."

Korica heard her name and looked over at Laurel and smiled.

"Laurel is one heck of a good pilot now Jake. All the practice is paying off." Korica shouted.

"She's right cap, you can be my wingman any time. You've got some really good skills now that you've learned how to ignore the rookie instincts and fly the ship the way it needs to be flown given its shape and speed capabilities."

"Thanks Mark. I have you to thank for that. You think I could handle the ship in a combat situation though?"

"Possibly. I don't want to be to harsh so I'll just say that it's a good thing the ship has a tough skin."

"Nice!"

"Look, it takes years¦or probably weeks for you guys¦to learn evasive tactics that put you in a position to return fire without crashing into your opponent or the ground. Do I think you could evade an enemy craft? Yes. Do I think you could handle yourself in a dogfight? No."

"I guess I can accept that."

"Don't worry cap, given enough time and practice you'll be a real menace for anyone to come up against."

"Mark, once we get to the Milky Way I don't plan on getting into a crimson fighter except as a passenger. I'm going to resign my commission as soon as captain Alexan comes out of stasis and can be read in to what's happened to his ship."

"I hate hearing you sat that Laurel. I say that as a friend and someone who admires your natural ability to lead and think outside the box. I've said it before Laurel¦you're smarter than Alexan. He needs people like you close to him in a support role. I can almost guarantee you that once he comes to realize what the Future is capable of, he won't be sitting still for long."

"You think he will be leaving the Future system?"

"Only you can answer that question Laurel. I'm just saying think about it hard before you make a firm decision ok?"

"As much as I hate to say it Mark¦I'm just a kid and Alexan is never going to see beyond that and I don't think the rest of the crew of the Future will either. I can't work where I'm not respected for what I'm capable of and not seen as anything but a five-foot tall know it all pain in the ass."

Just then a tone signaled that the Future was about to arrive in the Inicius system. Laurel turned her chair back facing forward and reached out and grabbed her left display to stabilize it so she could read the navigation data on it. The AI then called out into the room.

"Prepare for extreme deceleration. The inertial dampening system is not designed to compensate for over a thousand Gs instantaneously."

Everyone that was standing took a seat and held on to the consoles in front of them and the main engines throttled down to 0% and the ship slowed very slightly. The antimatter reactors then powered down slowly and the negative matter core began dumping the vast amounts of negative matter back into the realm it was being drawn from and the ship shuddered hard and then everyone felt like they were being pulled toward the front of the bridge as the ship dropped into normal space in a blinding flash from the giant view screen at the front of the bridge. The ship then decelerated even harder as the attitude and braking and control thrusters all fired at full power to keep the ship from rolling or spinning as it slowed into the system. The feeling of deceleration was finally at a point where the inertial dampening system was able to wash the feeling away and Tamaric got to his feet and stepped over next to Korica and leaned against her as she sat at the navigation station. Korica reached up and put her hand in his and gave his hand a firm squeeze.

"It's ok Tamaric, It's all over now." Korica whispered.

"That was just weird. I thought this ship was supposed to be able to compensate for the feeling of decelerating from faster than light speeds?" Tamaric whispered back.

"The inertial dampening system was designed for around ten times the speed of light. We travel a heck of a lot faster than that now."

"Why didn't the¦never mind. I'll ask later."

The ship slowed into the system and made a turn away from the single class three star and headed for Inicius at ten times the speed of light as she continued to slow even with the main engines throttled up at 100% thrust and then the antimatter reactors came back up to full power developing an intense gravity well that the Future was inexorably drawn toward and then the negative matter core bolstered the gravity well with gentle impulses of quantum gravity enough to hold their speed at ten times the speed of light. Mark initiated a deep scan and to his relief the system appeared to be unoccupied at the moment. Mark began to resolve the readings coming from Inicius and he curled his lips a little. It was definitely somewhere that one would not want to vacation. The air was breathable but just barely. He mirrored his readings up onto the giant view screen at the front of the bridge so everyone could see how hostile the planet was.

There were elevated levels of benzene, fluorine, mercury, lead, ammonia, hydrogen sulfide, carbon dioxide in almost lethal concentrations of 0.04% globally, and two elements that were unidentifiable but were definitely not a normal part of a healthy breathable atmosphere. The oxygen concentration was only at 19.4% and nitrogen was at 75.5%. Mark knew it would be breathable but it would probably stink like hell and taste horrible and running was out of the question. The air was thin and choked with things the Human body was never meant to breath.

"Well it aint club med but if anyone survived the crash they should still be alive but not if they breath that soup for long." Mark said.

"Actually, a Draximan would adapt to a harsh environment like that within a day or two and breathing would become much easier." Korica said.

"Great, what about the other ten souls that don't have the ability to adapt to crap like that overnight."

"I'm just saying¦the flight crew are likely to survive if anyone can." Korica said quietly.

"I'm sorry Korica, I didn't mean to snap at you like that. I understand that you're saying the eight flight crew will definitely be alive if they survived the crash at the very least."

"Yah, I wasn't trying to brag that we are any better or anything. I was just pointing out a fact."

It only took three minutes for the Future to approach Inicius and the antimatter reactors powered down and the Future slowed to sub light speeds and began to orbit Inicius. The planet looked very inhospitable from orbit. There was a thick layer of haze covering the entire planet that looked like smoke from a fire mixed with vapor clouds. The scans indicated that it was only raining over 2% of the planet on the side that was visible and surprisingly the rain was relatively clean though it was still something one wouldn't want drink without filtering it first. There were initially no life signs at all though there was a tremendous amount of interference in the upper atmosphere that was acting to scatter a good deal of the scanning beams. Mark began compensating for the suspended heavy metal particles and electromagnetic interference and then the sensors were able to pierce the haze with ease. He brought the enhanced sensor processors online and the scanning beams began resolving crystal clear images of the ground despite not being able to see it with the naked eye.

The sensors were detecting no plant life at all and no animal life. The lakes and oceans were chocked with toxic levels of contamination and dust. With no plant life to hold soils in place even the slightest breeze caused dust clouds to become airborne and travel great distances. Most of the surface structures were almost completely buried in dirt and those structures that weren't buried looked very old and barely whole enough to support their own weight. There were the distinct outlines of where major cities used to stand but most of the structures had long since collapsed and then had been buried by dust storms and those still standing looked as though it wouldn't be long until they crumbled and were buried themselves. Mark was astonished that there was any breathable oxygen and nitrogen as well as argon and all of the other necessary components to make life possible on such a baron waste land of a planet. As they orbited over one of the larger oceans it dawned on him that the oceans were probably pulling the toxic elements out of the air over centuries and the crashing waves were stirring up the water enough to release oxygen into the air.

As they past over the deepest parts of the ocean they could see new volcanic islands forming in a chain of peeks and rather substantial islands the largest of which was nearly 200 miles long and close to fifty miles wide with a volcanic peek that was close to seven thousand feet high from the oceans surface. There were tentative life signs around the edges of the islands suggesting something was living on the hydrogen sulfide plumes boiling up form under the surface of the water. There was no advanced life signs and in fact the largest detectable life was about the size of a shrimp but there was definitely something that had survived the toxic event that wiped out most of the life on the planet only confirming what Mark always thought. If there is a way life will persist and adapt even to what would be thought of as conditions impossible to support life.

Once Mark was done with a preliminary sweep for life he switched to a search for metallic structures. As they past over another sizable land mass, there were returns suggesting some manufactured metallic elements but most were buried under deep mounds of dirt. Mark decided to ask Korica if she had any clue as to where to search for the crashed ship.

"Korica does any of that look familiar?"

"No. What I saw was from the ground. I don't even know what continent to look for the ship on. There was an industrial complex with what I think were cracking towers for refining petroleum into volatiles."

"What?"

"A refinery Mark. She's talking about a fuel refinery like we used to have on Earth until we stopped burning gasoline and diesel in the twenty fourties." Laurel said.

"Gotcha. I'll look for refinery like complexes."

"That place looks like an absolute wasteland. How could advanced life have possibly survived on a planet like this?" Tamaric asked.

"Underground. They could have survived in bunkers or caves or something like that." Korica said.

"What the heck would they eat?"

"Well if you had enough foresight to see what was coming you could stockpile seeds to grow food and maybe even some animals that could be raised for food."

"That seems so hard to believe that people could do that for centuries."

"Uh Tamaric, you live in a bottle that has done the same exact thing for over five centuries. The Future is a prime example of how to do that."

"Right, sorry that was a really dumb thing to say huh?"

"No you just didn't think about it first." Korica said with a smile.

"Mark, have you looked at the moon to make sure there isn't a moon base hiding any hostiles?" Laurel asked.

"No I haven't."

Mark quickly switched to a sensor sweep of the moon and while there were some ruins that had been pummeled by meteorites over the last couple of centuries, there were no signs of recent activity.

"I don't think there is any chance of there being anything useful on the moon cap. The crap that's up there is pretty old and broken up. Unless they are on the side of the moon that we can't see, there isn't anyone on the moon."

"Good. I guess it goes to figure that anything left on the moon would have been picked clean long ago huh?"

"Looks that way."

"Let's keep scanning the surface then. We have to find the ship¦"

"Cap! I have surface activity." Mark barked out.

Laurel pulled up the sensor data on her left display and she could see that there was a series of huge pipes coming up from underground and there was thick acrid smoke billowing out of them but the smoke was dissipating a few hundred feet above the complex that the pipes were contained within. Mark narrowed the sensor beams to analyze the smoke being emitted and it turned out it wasn't exactly smoke, it was more like a column of gasses containing steam and that consisted of oxygen, nitrogen, carbon dioxide, argon, helium, and vast amounts of water vapor.

"It looks like someone is trying to terraform the atmosphere." Laurel said.

"Or repair it. We could be looking at atmosphere processors that are located underground. Look at the distribution of the pipes coming up from underground. Next to each pipe that is dumping breathable gasses into the air is one that is seemingly doing nothing. Those could be intake pipes." Mark said.

"That would explain how a toxic world is evolving back into a breathable world without any plant life. People are doing it."

"This must have been going on for a very long time to have any appreciable affect on the whole planet."

"Are you detecting any structures in the area aside from the atmospheric processing plant?" Laurel asked.

"Yah actually quite a few structures have been revealed by rain washing the dust and dirt away. I'm not seeing our downed ship but I would wager this is the continent we should be concentrating our searches on."

"Future, can you park us over this land mass so we can conduct a very detailed scan of the buildings down there?"

"Yes. I can do that."

"Ok, please park us in a stationary orbit. Mark will you begin prepping the crimson fighters?"

"You got it cap. You want them prepped for aerial search only or are you planning on setting down and searching on foot?"

"Plan on a worse case scenario in which we need to go out on foot and rescue survivors. Even if we find that some of the crew didn't survive the crash I want to bring them home so pack some body bags on both ships just in case and weapons enough to defend ourselves. I want us armed the same way we were on Tiomot ok?"

"You got it cap. Korica will you take over the sensors for me?"

Korica nodded and got to her feet and stepped over to the sensor station as Mark got to his feet and headed for the exit. Korica took a seat and zoomed into the ground structures to see if she recognized anything. As the Future swung her enormous hulk around in order to establish a synchronous orbit over the landmass below Korica started to see some buildings with the same odd curving shape that matched what she had seen in her mind. There were several buildings that were domed or at least they used to be domed before their roofs collapsed and there was an industrial area off to the west that had obviously been dug free from its soil-covered grave. She could make

out some cracking towers and she knew they were getting close. The view from the air was different but the multi-storied structures were distinct enough for her to know that they were getting close to the area that she had seen.

As the Future settled into an eight hundred mile high synchronous orbit Korica increased the scanning beams to maximum strength so she could look deep into the ground structures and she almost immediately got indications of life forms in a group of about twenty individuals that were twelve stories below ground. Korica smiled and turned to look at Laurel.

"I found 'em mom¦I mean captain!"

"I see that. Good job Korica. Keep searching the surrounding area. It takes a large population to run an air processor station like the one off to the east."

Korica turned back to her sensor displays and after a few more sensor sweeps, the sensors locked onto the back of a ship poking out of a domed building. Korica locked onto the image and zoomed in closer. There was no doubt now that they had found the Remorak.

"I found the Remorak captain. I'm not getting any life signs and no power reading of any kind."

"Do me a favor and scan for¦biological matter within the ship."

"You mean bodies?"

"Yes."

Korica scanned the ship deck by deck and the different floors of the building that the ship was imbedded into. There were no signs of any bodies and there was an enormous hole cut into the bow of the ship that was ripped outward suggesting someone or something had made entry into the sip from the outside. Korica mirrored her readings onto the giant view screen and swiveled her chair around so she was facing Laurel.

"There's no bodies and as you can see, someone got inside the ship so¦hopefully anyone that didn't survive the crash wasn't seen as food."

"Oh great! Cannibalistic mutants?" Tamaric exclaimed.

"Actually cannibalism is eating your own kind. This would just be carnivorous consumption of another species."

"We don't know that is what happened. It was just a thought." Korica said.

"Keep searching Korica. Use the enhanced sensor processor to try and identify the species we are detecting ok? We know that any Draximan will be much warmer than anyone else."

"Ok."

Korica spun herself back around and continued scanning deep into the ground and she was able to find a collection of five bodies that were significantly warmer than the other nine individuals around them. The warm bodies were a match to Draximan physiology but they were to deep underground to get a DNA mapping from orbit. The other nine individuals with them were shorter than a typical person indicating that they were either young teenagers or they were the creatures that Korica had seen in her minds eye. She kept scanning deeper and deeper and she finally found a huge complex two thousand five hundred feet below the surface with close to three thousand individuals moving around. They were all warm blooded and short in stature except for a room that had ten adult sized individuals one of which was showing a weak and erratic life sign.

"I've got 'em captain. I think one of the survivors is in really bad shape and I'm only detecting five Draximan based on elevated body temperatures."

"Nice work Korica. How deep are they?"

"The Draximan signatures are about two hundred feet below the surface and the rest are much deeper. They're around twenty-five hundred feet below the surface in a huge complex of rooms and caverns. It looks like there are only two entrances into this complex from the surface. One is almost directly below the adjacent building to the one the Remorak is sitting in and the other is a tunnel complex that leads to the atmosphere processor station some four miles away."

"Great! Are there any life signs at the atmosphere processor?"

"No. It must be automated."

"So we have our target then."

"We aren't going down there without contacting the elder race are we?"

"No. As deep as the survivors are we would have no choice but to confront their captors and we were told not to do that."

Laurel looked over the sensor data and tried to memorize the location of the survivors and the layout of the caves and tunnels so she could show Asaria what they were up against and then she called out to the AI.

"Future, can you please put us in position to send a signal to the Altek system?"

"Understood. I am warming up the chair and I will have us in position by the time you get down to the chair."

"Thank you."

"What am I gunna do while you guys are down there?" Tamaric asked.

"If you want you can watch the monitoring program on the view screen¦or you can come down with us¦can't he captain?" Korica said.

"Uhh¦I suppose it's ok. You have to promise not to touch anything and don't make any noises ok?"

"I know the drill Laurel. I'm not allowed to touch most of the stuff I'm around when I'm with Korica."

Laurel grinned a little and then everyone logged off their stations and headed toward the exit to make their way to the transport compartment. Once they were all out in the corridor Korica took Tamaric's hand and walked a little slower so she could talk to him in relative privacy.

"Tamaric, why are you getting so clingy again. You know when I'm working we can't always be together. You really need to try and come to grips with the fact that it just has to be that way."

"I love you Korica. I like being with you and I know you're going down to the surface and it scares the crap out of me. I just have this really bad feeling that it isn't going to go well."

"Oh, you're worried about me?"

"It's more than that. I don't know how to put it into words. I know you guys are going to make me stay up here on the Future and I already miss you and I feel helpless to keep you out of danger."

They reached the transport compartment at that point and Korica and Tamaric caught up to the other two and they stepped into the room and stepped up onto the transport platform and then Jake touched the indicator for deck eleven and a few seconds later in bright blue flash they all disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform next to the scanner relay compartment. They all stepped down and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open and her and Jake stepped in and Korica stopped before stepping in.

"Mom can you give me second alone with Tamaric?"

"Sure. We aren't quite into position yet so you two go ahead and talk out there in the corridor but don't be too long ok?"

"Ok, thanks mom."

Laurel grinned at her and Korica stepped back and the door slid shut and Korica took Tamaric's hand and pulled him over to the left side of the door and she gently pushed him against the wall and then she pressed her body up against his firmly and then she slid her hands around his side and up behind his shoulder blades.

"Look, I love you Tamaric but I have a dangerous job at times. I can't have you losing it every time I have to go on a mission like this."

"I'm not losing it Korica. I sense something bad coming to you and that's all there is to it."

"Have you had these feelings before?"

"No."

"You may have latent abilities that are beginning to manifest because of what I did to you when I shared myself with you like I did. Let me try and share my calm with you ok?

"What? How are you going to do that?"

"Put your forehead against mine and close your eyes and relax. I'll try and send a gentle push your way and we'll see if it makes you feel any better."

Tamaric nodded and closed his eyes and leaned his head forward and Korica set her forehead against his and closed her eyes. She concentrated on a feeling of calm and confidence and how much she loved him. She let the feelings grow a little and then she gasped at the sudden neural activity and then she sent a gentle push that made him take a deep breath and her feelings grew even more intense and then she gave another gentle push and he gasped again and then she pulled her energy back into herself and waited a second and then opened her eyes and pulled her head back. Tamaric remained in the same position with a smile on his face for a few more moments and then he opened his eyes and looked at Korica with a big almost goofy grin on his face.

"That was amazing Korica. I felt it deep in my chest and my head was¦buzzing for a second."

"Do you feel any better?"

"Yah I do actually. I feel like I have a part of you inside me again. I feel calm and confident. I feel like I can do anything right now."

"Good. You know how much I love you then?"

"Yah. I love you too Korica. You're so special with what you can do."

Korica smiled at him and leaned into him and gave him a long tongue kiss that left both of their heads spinning and their vision a little blurry and their stomachs were tingling.

"Lordy me! You're kisses are amazing Korica."

"You take my breath away too Tamaric. You've gotten really good at kissing like that. Let's get in there so we can tell the elder race what's going on."

Korica pushed her body back from Tamaric's chest with her hands and she batted her eyes a few times trying to overcome the rush of dopamine running through her brain. Korica took Tamaric's hand and pulled him away from the bulkhead that he had been leaning against and she stepped over to the palm reader and had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the two stepped in and they saw that Laurel and Jake were already seated with their halos on. Korica and Tamaric walked up to the chair and Korica picked up her halo and turned around and faced Tamaric and he put his hands on Korica's on the side of the halo as she lifted it and placed it on her head and then she pushed it down into place. She then slid back into her seat and Tamaric grabbed the end of the cable hanging in front of her as she wiggled down into her seat and he plugged it into the forehead pickup as he had seen her do. He then leaned in and set his knee between hers and kissed her and then pulled back and smiled at her.

"Good luck beautiful. I'll be right here waiting for you."

"Thank you Tamaric. Just don't stand to close ok? There is going to be a lot of neural energy being produced by all three of us and this machine behind us amplifies it significantly."

"I'll stand over by the door."

Korica nodded and gave him a beautiful smile that made him smile back and sigh. Tamaric then stepped over by the door and leaned against the bulkhead. He watched Korica as she took Laurel's hand and then Jake's hand and then she closed her eyes, as did Laurel and Jake. As Korica reached out and connected with Laurel she gasped and arched her back slightly and then she fell calm as she pulled Laurel with into Jake's mind, which caused her to take deep breath again. The three seemed to grin a few times and then they went very calm as they withdrew into their own minds and Tamaric could feel a static like energy building in the room as the three concentrated on their love for one another though Korica was now finding that her energies grew far stronger and much faster if she concentrated on her feelings for Laurel and Jake at first and then she concentrated on her feelings for Tamaric to build to her maximum potential. Tamaric grew concerned when Korica gasped and then began breathing very heavily and deeply and then she started to wince as she fought to hold her energies back so they could build to their maximum before she gave a hard push. Laurel and Jake then arched their backs slightly and began to breath rapidly as their energies reached their maximum and then on the count of three all three pushed their hardest and then Korica squeaked as she let go of her hold and pushed and then her forehead cleared and she continued to breath rapidly in panting gasps and Tamaric heard the loud thud as the compression filter engaged and the interface began to groan loudly and he could feel the hairs on his arms standing up and the room instantly began to warm up as the tremendous compressed neural energy was focused and guided through the scanner emitters. Tamaric stood up straight and rubbed up and down his arms as he watched the girl he was crazy about breathing like she was desperately out of breath.

The three of them experienced a dizzying spinning feeling and then all the noise from the scanner relay compartment just faded away and they found themselves standing on a short bluff over looking a wide valley with a bluff across from them that Jake thought looked exactly like the California desert except there were two suns in the sky. One sun was casting a pink hue to everything and the other was much dimmer and glowed with a bluish white light that was only as bright as the brightest full moon imaginable at night. There were sandstone cliffs poking out of the adjacent bluff and there were short scrubby plants that looked like manzanita with the bright red branches and stalks and they contained dark green leaves. The plants right at their feet were an ashen gray color as though they had been burnt to an ash but held their shape instead of crumbling away. The valley before them was at least ten miles across to the bluffs on the opposite side and there were more of the same plants that were on top of the bluffs growing down in the valley with exposed areas of sand that looked pink and orange in the strange sunlight being cast. It appeared as though the suns were going to be setting in another four hours or so if this planet were on a twenty-four hour rotational day. Laurel looked over at Korica and smiled.

"You recognize this world honey?"

"Yep. This is Nurola four. There is a trading center here that we bought some food from. The meat was good but I have no idea what kind of animal it was from. Most of the time when we bought meat we found that it was best not to ask what the animal it came from looked like aside from the obvious question of was it a sentient being like a person or something."

"It's beautiful here."

"It looks like the southwest deserts in California. The resemblance is striking." Jake said.

"I guarantee you that there are animals here like nothing you have on Earth. You don't sleep with your ship open and you most certainly don't sleep out in the open."

"Really? Predators huh?"

"Yes. We are very low on the food chain on Nurola."

"Well thank you for not recreating that part of the environment."

"I don't even know how I'm creating this to tell you the truth."

A rustling sound behind them made everyone turn and look out across the flat bluff top they were standing on and a whirlwind of dust drew up in a spinning motion causing sand and dust to rustle through the plants as it drew tighter and tighter and then it became solid and Asaria stepped out of the shadow and she looked around for a moment and then she grinned.

"Nurola four?" She asked looking at Korica.

"That's right! You've been here before?"

"Not in a very long time but yes I have."

"Does the whole planet look like this?" Jake asked.

"Heavens no. This is where the trading center is but this is just one small desert valley. There are forests and mountains and lakes and oceans and meadows and all of the things one would expect to find on a life-bearing world." Asaria said.

"Well we found the survivors Asaria." Laurel said pushing on to business.

"Wait mom¦" Korica said as she closed her eyes and concentrated on compressing time.

Asaria disappearing for a moment followed the sensation of deceleration. Moments later Asaria reappeared in a swirl of dust that spun up and then became solid and then she stepped forward. She touched Korica's chin and smiled at her and then looked at Laurel.

"Ok Laurel, show me what you found."

"I don't know how to do that Asaria. We're new to all of this."

"I'm sorry Laurel. I keep forgetting the fact that you're just discovering what you are capable of. I want you to think about what you remember seeing and concentrate on sharing what you saw with Korica. We are in her mind after all."

Laurel nodded and closed her eyes and pictured the images she studied on her left display and then she sent a gentle push toward Korica and there was a sudden shimmering in the air in front of them and then a five-foot by five-foot square image appeared hanging in the air. It was the sensor data that Laurel had memorized of the entire complex below ground with all of the life signs signified by red dots and the Draximan signatures with their fifteen captors much closer to the surface. Asaria looked over the information and layout as Laurel opened her eyes and looked at what Korica had created from Laurel's memories.

"Oh my god! That's my left control display."

"You did great Laurel." Asarai said without taking her eyes off of the image hanging in the air.

Asaria looked the information over and then she pointed to the tunnel leading up to the air processor complex.

"This is going to be the only way in to get to the deepest survivors and it doesn't look to be guarded."

"Yah but look where the Draximan crew are being kept. They've been separated for some reason and they are only a few hundred feet below the surface and look at the weak signature coming from one of the other survivors. I think¦I think they might be dying."

"This definitely complicates things. These ambassadors have been negotiating with the parties involved in the peace talks they were heading to for almost ten years. They were finally going to be able to broker a peace that is vital for three species that have been warring for centuries. They will not negotiate with anyone else."

"What do you want us to do Asaria?"

"This puts me in a very hard position. I can't get help to these people for days and I don't want to send you into this situation. You mean so much to me and this is a potentially dangerous situation."

"I have a really odd idea. What if we allowed ourselves to be captured? You think they would take us to the same place as the survivors?"

"Or they might just kill you on the spot. I can't take the chance that could happen."

"Look we've already prepared for the idea that we might have to go in on foot to try and get these survivors out. We may not be soldiers but we can handle this if you'll let us."

"It's not that simple Laurel. You cannot just go in shooting and hope they don not execute the survivors before you can reach them. You are the elder race now and we do not operate like that. We also need to find out what happened to the missing Draximan crewmembers. There are only five signatures and there should be eight. If you go in there shooting we may never find out what happed to them. We need to establish a dialogue if at all possible but I know you are not trained negotiators."

"Wait¦the survivors are right? They're ambassadors with negotiating skills right?"

"Yes but how is that going to help us?"

"If we can establish contact with them remotely we may be able to find out what happened to the missing crew members and if there is any chance of negotiating with their captors. They must want something and we might be able to provide them with something of value in trade for the survivors."

"I know that was the original plan but if these creatures are what has become of the Inicians' it has to be assumed that while they look far different from what they looked like when they were being considered for an invite to join the coalition of advanced races they most likely will have retained their advanced mental abilities. If they sense you attempting to contact the hostages they very well might just kill them to stop any communication from taking place. Also I don't know if you are aware that there is a way for a particularly gifted individual to essentially tear the mind of another apart even from a very great distance?"

"No, I didn't know you could do that¦is that what happened to the Tamarin that was caught on the Future at the Farqua station? Did Oberot tear his mind apart once he realized who and what he had observed?"

"I am not at liberty to speak to that. The disposition of the perpetrator is a matter of station security and no offense but it is none of your business¦or mine."

"But you're the deputy chancellor. Isn't all station security part of your responsibility?"

"Not past incidents that have been closed and deemed level five secure. I know you probably don't understand what that means, but it means it is over my head and off limits to look into it."

"Well whatever. What do you want us to do then Asaria?"

"Let me confer with the council. Stay in orbit and watch the hostages. I should not be long."

"Alright. I guess we'll just stand by and wait for word from you."

"Thank you Laurel. I would continue with the mind set that you may be going down to the surface."

"I understand."

Asaria then turned and in a wisp of wind and she evaporated and the dust that made up her body blew away. Laurel turned and looked at Korica.

"Do you sense that Asaria is gone and no one is listening to us?"

"Yah, we're alone."

"Good, did you two sense what I did from Asaria?"

"Yah¦" Jake said. "She thinks you in particular Laurel have abilities that would allow us to go in and get the survivors without being detected. She is terrified that we would be killed if we were detected."

"Yah but I have no idea what ability would allow us to get in that deep without being discovered."

"Maybe that's what she has to confer about. Maybe she has to make sure it's ok to tell us what we can do without us discovering it for ourselves just like how she wouldn't explain how Korica can compress time like she does when we're connected like this."

"I think she was just plain scared to send us in because she wouldn't be able to live with herself if something happened to us. She wants to be told to send us in so she will have a clear conscions when something bad happens."

"Well let's get back to the Future mom. I miss Tamaric."

"Honey we never actually left the Future and almost no time has past."

"It has for us. We've been here for almost a half hour. If we don't break this connection it will take weeks for Asaria to confer with the council."

"Let me ask you something before we break this connection Korica?" Laurel said.

"Ok go ahead."

"You said you didn't sense any injuries occurring to any of us right?"

"What I said was I didn't get anything that specific. For all I know one of us could be seriously hurt. I just got some really general feelings surrounding Inicius. Danger is going to be closing in on us from all sides. I still can't control this precognition so I can see or feel specific events or whatever. Sometimes its very specific but usually it's just a vague feeling and recently I am seeing images like the vision I had of the Remorak poking out of a building and what the sensors are detecting is exactly what I saw in my mind."

"Ok sweetie. I know this is all stuff you just weren't supposed to be capable of for a while yet. Let's get you back to your man and we'll just keep monitoring the situation on the ground¦or under it."

All three stepped next to one another and took a last look around at the strange pink hued desert scenery and then they closed their eyes and concentrated on withdrawing into their own minds. All three felt a dizzying spinning feeling and then they became aware of the noise of the interface winding down. Tamaric was relieved when he saw Laurel and Jake batting their eyes and moving around slightly. He had noticed how hot it was getting in the room and it was like climbing in an oven set on broil. The temperature jumped within seconds of the interface reaching its peak and the compression filter slamming on and he was really uncomfortable with the level of energy present in the room. He stepped over to the chair and as Laurel's breathing returned to normal and she leaned forward Tamaric reached out and unplugged her halo for her and she grinned at his blurry face as he did so. She took a couple of deep breaths and her vision cleared up and she looked over at Korica who was still panting and had her eyes closed.

Tamaric then stepped over to Jake and unplugged his forehead pickup and he too grinned at Tamaric as he lifted his halo off of his head and leaned forward and he also looked over at Korica. Tamaric then stepped in front of Korica and unplugged her halo and squatted down and watched her as her breathing slowly fell to a fast and deep pace instead of a gasping or panting. Tamaric did notice that Korica's breathing was in fact returning to normal faster than the first few times he watched Korica sit in the chair to his relief. Korica was indeed getting stronger. She still had a bead of sweat on her forehead and a small delicate drop of sweat was running down her cheeks from under her temple pickups. When Korica finally opened her eyes Tamaric smiled at her warmly and reached out and lifted her halo off her head as she leaned forward slightly. She waited a few seconds for her vision to clear up, as she wasn't quite sure who lifted the halo off her head at first but once she could make out Tamaric's face she smiled brightly at him and her breathing slowed a little more. She was now taking very deep and regular breathes even if a little faster than normal. Korica put her hand out and Tamaric stood up and took Korica's hand and pulled her to her feet. He wrapped his arms around her and that's when he noticed that her back was damp with perspiration but he didn't care. He held her tightly until her breathing returned to a completely normal rate. He then pushed her back a little and he looked into her beautiful flushed face.

"So what did the elder race say?"

"Asaria is scared to send us in. Asaria knows the situation and she wants to confer with the council as to what they want us to do. For now we just keep an eye on what's going on down there but we don't do anything."

"You had to go through this just for that? That's jacked."

"It's ok Tamaric. I can handle it."

"Yah but this is twice in one day and you might even have to do it again sometime today."

"This is part of what I have to do to help those people and it is part of my job Tamaric. This goes along with the conversation we had ok?"

"Ok, I'm sorry. I'm just worried about what this dang thing takes out of you."

"I know but I'm fine. I told you that I get stronger every time I do this."

The four of them then headed for the exit to make their way back up to the command deck. Once they transported back up to the command deck, Korica headed for the showers while the other three went to the bridge. Laurel stepped up to her chair and had a seat while Tamaric sat down at the navigation station and Jake sat down at the sensor station.

"What did the elder race ask of you captain?" The AI asked.

"Asaria wants us to keep an eye on the survivors while she confers with the council. I get the feeling we are going to be asked to go in but Asaria doesn't want it on her consciouns if and when something goes wrong."

"Understood. I will move us back into position over the complex."

"Thank you Future. Do you know if Mark is finished prepping the ships?"

"He is just now loading the second ship in the upper aft hangar."

"Ok. I have a feeling we will be receiving a signal from the elder race fairly soon so I would keep your sensors peeled for it."

"Understood."

Jake logged in and as soon as the Future was back on station he zoomed into the complex to make sure nothing had changed. The life signs for one of the survivors in the deepest part of the complex were still erratic and weak but they seemed to still be alive though Jake was pretty sure that wasn't going to be the case for long. The Draximan crew were still being watched by a rather sizable contingent of captors numbering fifteen though it seemed that the rest of the crew were actually being kept under close scrutiny by only one individual. The rest were milling around at the other end of the room. Jake was able to zoom in close enough to resolve the outline of bodies and the captors were definitely armed with some kind of hand held weapons that were just a little larger than the a PP-20. Jake knew that in order to get to the survivors it was going to require a firefight and since there was an armed individual sitting with the survivors there was a good chance the Draximan crew would be executed if they didn't come up with a way of surprising and disarming the captors.

Laurel logged herself in and brought up the sensor information on her right display and she searched for any signs of radar or radio dishes on the surface but she wasn't finding anything that resembled external surveillance apparatuses. It would simplify their approach as long as that was actually the case. Laurel wanted to wait for Mark to look over the surface scans with a professional eye before any attempt was made to land.

It was ten minutes later that Mark showed up on the bridge almost at the same time as Korica. Korica was now in her light red one-piece outfit that made her cheeks really seem bright. Korica waved Tamaric over and then she stepped back off of the bridge while Jake got to his feet and let Mark sit down to look over the sensor data so he could come up with a plan if possible. Mark was not happy with what he was seeing. The distance between the two groups of survivors was definitely a problem and the number of Inicians was going to be a huge problem. Laurel explained the situation with Asaria and that they were waiting to see what the council wanted to do but Laurel assured him that it was real likely they would be asked to go in. Mark studied the lay out of the tunnel and caverns and tried to come up with a plan but he knew it was going to be dicey. He wished he had his whole squad to back him up instead of the young and relatively inexperienced crew that he had at his disposal.

Korica took Tamaric's hand and the two walked down to the mess hall so Korica could put something in her stomach. She had burned off a lot of calories this morning and she was feeling very hungry. After the two reached the mess hall Korica asked for a menu and then she gave Tamaric a tight hug to reassure him before they sat down. Korica then decided to see if Tamaric was up to going on the mission with her.

"Tamaric you think you can keep focused if I asked Mark to include you on this mission?"

"Keep focused? Yah, I would really like to go so I can keep you safe."

"This is going to be a really difficult mission but you are a really good shot so I think I can convince Mark that we need you with us. We are going to have to hit both groups guarding the survivors at the same time if we are going to keep them from killing the survivors as soon as they realize they are under attack. I'm sure Mark is going to insist that you be ready to shoot without hesitation. I hate the idea of taking someone's life but it might be unavoidable. Are you ok with the idea of killing someone?"

"Not exactly but if that's what has to be done then so be it. Better them than us or the survivors."

"Ok, I'll ask Mark to take you with us then."

"Thank you Korica. I would feel much better if I'm right there with you. I don't want anything to happen to you."

"Truth be told I would feel a lot better with you by my side too. Your presence is comforting."

"Awe, thanks."

A servo drone showed up at that point and Korica took the menu it was carrying and then ordered herself something to eat and then she just enjoyed sitting close to Tamaric until her food arrived. Once she had eaten her snack the two made their way back to the bridge. When Korica and Tamaric stepped onto the bridge Laurel gently put her hand out and stopped Korica and smiled at her.

"You look adorable Korica. I love the red on you."

"Thanks Laurel. You know if we have to keep contacting the elder race with the chair I'm gunna run out of outfits."

Laurel laughed and stroked the back of her head. She then went over to the navigation station and had Tamaric take a seat and she raised her eyebrows at Tamaric and then she stepped over to Mark and pushed her way between his knees and sat on his right leg and faced him. He scooted his seat back and put his arm around Korica and pulled her against his chest and he kissed the top of her head.

"I can feel that you're putting the charm to me cause you know I just can't say no to anything you ask of me, so what do you want sweetie?"

"I want to ask if Tamaric can come with us if we end up going down to the surface? I want him right next to me Mark. He's a heck of a good shot and we can always use another pair of eyes."

"The thought had crossed my mind. I don't want to put any of you in harms way but if we have to try and make entry it is going to require a very stealthy two-pronged attack. The survivors in the lower levels are going to be really hard to get to without a confrontation at some point and as soon as that happens I'm sure the group guarding the Draximan crew is going to be alerted to our presence. We can't give these thugs a chance to execute the hostages as soon as they realize we are there."

"So he can go?" Korica asked looking him right in the eyes.

"You're so cute Korica. Yes he can go. I expect you two to watch each other's backs ok?" Mark said rubbing her chin between his thumb and forefinger.

"Thank you Mark. We'll stay close together and alert." Korica said with a smile.

"You see that you do. I don't want any hesitation when it comes down to it either. The enemy is going to have no problem blowing a hole in you so I expect you to shoot first before they have a chance to do that, is that clear?"

"Yes sir. You want us to use lethal force or can we use the stun setting?"

"I don't care. Just remember that if you use the stun setting, when you come back by a given area you may reencounter the same individual and they are not likely going to be worried about whether or not they are taking your life."

"I got it. I just don't want to murder anyone Mark."

"I can certainly respect that. Since we are the elder race now I would have to assume that's how the others would want us to conduct ourselves anyways."

"Are you going to follow the same rules of engagement then?"

"If at all possible. As long as I don't get backed into a corner then I won't kill anyone."

"I think the elder race would be proud of us if we were able to get the survivors out without taking a single life."

"I'll do my best to give you the opportunity to proudly proclaim that afterwards, but I can't guarantee anything."

"Ok. Thank you Mark." Korica leaned in and gave Mark a peck and then she slid off his leg and stepped out from between his legs and made her way back over to Tamaric.

Mark looked over at Laurel and grinned and shook his head. He was proud of how tough and brave Korica and Tamaric were being but he knew it was going to be difficult to keep them safe and it was still hard to think about taking them into such a hostile situation when they looked so small to him. He couldn't be in two places at once and he felt like that was what it was going to take. He then turned back to the sensor display to try and make sense of how and where the captors were moving about.

Korica stepped up to Tamaric and smiled at him and winked and he gave her a smile back as she leaned her hip against his shoulder as he sat at the navigation station.

"You get anything you want from us just by being pretty and asking the right way huh? Tamaric said quietly.

"Pretty much. If Mark didn't think you could handle yourself he wouldn't have agreed so easily. I might be able to melt his heart but I can't make him do anything that would unnecessarily put us at risk. He knows that in this case I need you. We need each other."

"Well thank you Korica. I'm glad you think I can handle myself."

"You're welcome. I know what's inside you Tamaric. I know that when it¦"

There was suddenly a tone at the communication station indicating that a signal had been detected and Korica patted Tamaric's shoulder and then stepped over to the communication station and sat down and brought up an analysis of the signal. It matched the subspace architecture of the elder races signal and it was coming from the direction of the Altek system. Korica grinned and looked at Laurel.

"I'm pretty sure it's the elder race captain."

"Ok. Go ahead and feed the signal to the chair in the scanner relay compartment and then log yourself off."

"Eye captain." Korica said.

"Future, will you please get us into position so we can send a clear signal to the Altek system?"

"Understood."

Laurel logged herself off and pushed her displays aside and got to her feet. Jake stood up and the two waited for Korica to finish routing the signal into the chair interface and then she logged herself out and stood up and as she stepped past Tamaric she took a slow step and slid her hand into his and squeezed his hand and then let go of his hand. Korica then stepped up to Laurel and Jake and grinned at them and the three departed for the transport compartment. As they walked down the corridor Laurel looked over at Korica.

"Tamaric didn't want to come with you this time?"

"No, he didn't say anything but I could feel that he didn't like being in the room when the chair was active. I guess there is still a lot of stray neural energy that is emitted out into the room and it kind of gave him the creeps plus as you know it gets really hot in the scanner relay compartment even with all the extra ventilation going."

"We'll eventually get better at focusing our neural energy where it is supposed to go."

"I know. He had to do it once to see what it was like and now I think his curiosity is satisfied."

The three arrived at the transport compartment and the door slid open and they stepped in and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Jake touched the indicator for deck eleven and a few seconds later in a blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the corridor right next to the door to the scanner relay compartment. They stepped down and Laurel had her palm scanned and the three stepped in once the door slid open. They walked up to the chair and lifted their individual halos out of their respective seats and slipped them on their heads and then they sat down in their seats and plugged the halos into the cables hanging in front of them and then they leaned back and got comfortable. Korica took Laurel's hand and then Jake's and the three closed their eyes and Korica reached out for Jake first this time and he was a little startled when she entered his center very suddenly and very deeply. She was becoming a very strong presence as her abilities grew in strength. Jake then felt a tugging sensation as Korica pulled him into Laurel's mind with her and Laurel was equally surprised by how strong Korica's presence felt as she sank deep into her mind and right into her center with Jake presence mixed with hers.

Laurel took a quick breath and then she smiled as Korica gently let herself drift back a little. All three of them then withdrew into their own minds but maintained the connection and then they concentrated on their love for one another and they let the feelings grow and as soon as Korica thought about how much she loved Tamaric her energies swelled and she took a couple quick breaths as she fought to hold it in. Jake and Laurel let their feelings grow to their maximum potential and then Korica began to almost pant as she fought hard to hold her energy in and then Laurel counted to three and all three pushed hard and Korica let go of her hold on her energies and there was a dizzying spinning feeling and then everything faded away to a very quiet and calm feeling.

The next thing they became aware of they were standing at the edge of a very still lake with a big tree right next to the water. Across the lake were some snowcapped mountain peaks that looked very jagged but breathtakingly beautiful. There were four large flat stones lying one on top of the next projecting out over the water that would make for a perfect jumping platform though the water looked very cold with the snow covered mountains reflecting in the water like a mirror. There was a carpet of soft green grass covering everything except right under the giant tree, which had bare ground showing and the ground was a golden orange color. Laurel immediately recognized the vista as one she had seen in Korica's mind before. She looked over at Korica and grinned.

"This is praxis right?"

"It's actually pronounced Prax¦us. I think I've shown this to you to you before."

"You have. You said you skinny-dipped off those rocks and in fact we have a picture of you jumping off of them."

"That's right, Holon gave you those picture right?"

"That's right. You're parents shared them with Holon and he in turn shared them with us."

"This place is the furthest out I've been in this sector."

"Maybe we can arrange a stop here."

"I would really like that mom. I would like to know if Kentra, Oran and Desmora are still around. They should be about my age."

"If it isn't to far off course I'll do my best to see that we stop there."

"Kay. Thank you mom."

"You're welcome sweetheart."

Korica then gasped and looked very startled for a moment. She then took a deep breath and looked at Laurel.

"I think Asaria is coming but I don't think she's alone."

"What? How is that possible?"

"Beats me."

All three were startled when Asaria addressed them from behind.

"Hello Future crew." Asaria said as gently as possible.

They spun around and Asaria was standing facing them with a very handsome older man who looked to be about fourty-five years old. He was dressed in the typical elder race tunic in tan and brown and he had piercing hazel eyes and dark curly black hair that was very neatly groomed and very short. He had a very pronounced nose and pronounced cheekbones making him look very prominent and dignified.

"Hello Asaria." Laurel said.

"This is Jardet Olanin. He is the supreme commander of the home world defense fleet. He felt it was important that he meet with you."

Korica put her finger up and closed her eyes and concentrated on compressing time. She furrowed her brow and balled up her fists and pushed hard and there was an intense feeling of deceleration that made all three take a half step forward and Asaria and Jardet disappeared and then reappeared in a shadow that wiped around as though they were dust swirling before becoming solid again.

"Well¦they are young¦but stunning. You were not exaggerating at all Asaria." Jardet said.

"Thank you Jardet¦I think." Laurel said.

"I meant no disrespect Laurel Kade. We all know who you are and have seen images of you but to see you in this manner is a little surprising. The color in your eyes and that of Jake's is simply breathtaking and your beauty is¦incredible. And you Korica Prentor are simply a stunning young lady to behold. You have all grown some I think since your trial."

Laurel looked at Jake and shrugged lightly and then looked back at Asaria and Jardet.

"I told you Laurel." Asaria said grinning. "Every time I see you three I swear you've grown a little."

"I take it you are on the elder race home world Jardet?" Laurel said as she blushed slightly.

"I am indeed. We have conferred and it has been decided to ask if you would be willing to go in and try to pull our people out before any of them expire."

"We are willing to do that. I think Mark is trying to come up with a way for us to enter the complex from two sides without being detected until we have your people¦our people in a position where they will not be executed as soon as it is learned that we are there. Mark is a brilliant strategist so I have high hopes that he will find a weakness in their defenses so we can do that." Laurel said.

"I hate to complicate things but we cannot leave the Remorak in the hands of the Inicians or whomever it is that took the crew and passengers hostage. We need you to destroy the Remorak once you have the survivors out."

"Destroy her? Look the crimson fighters have some powerful weapons but I don't think they have enough fire power to destroy a ship that size without us spending a considerable amount of time on station and since we know they have one of their own ships in space there could be more."

"I am going to show you exactly where to hit the ship so it will detonate on its own when struck."

"I see. We will of course do as you ask then." Laurel said.

"Thank you. The Remorak is old but it is still incredibly advanced and it has an antimatter impulse reactor that could be dismantled and used as a terrible weapon. It is the compartment reinforcement that the impulse reactor is contained within and the pressurized hydrogen and oxygen storage tanks that I want you to aim for."

"Wait¦you're talking about an antimatter explosive reaction. We can't possibly get far enough away to hit the Remorak with any level of accuracy and still avoid getting caught up in the shockwave and mushroom cloud."

"You understand antimatter reactions?"

"Of course. The Future has two gigantic antimatter reactors and the negative matter core is the ultimate antimatter reactor¦sort of. I know exactly what happens when antimatter is allowed to react with normal matter. How large is the antimatter storage capacity on the Remorak?"

Jardet looked at Asaria for a moment and then Asaria looked at Laurel with a serious look on her face.

"In your weight capacities it would be about ten pounds."

"Ten pounds! Oh my god Asaria! That would destroy the complex below the ship and we would have to be in orbit to be a minimum safe distance from an explosion like that and even then the radiation surge would be huge. We would need to be inside the Future's shields to have any hope of surviving that kind of event¦or is the goal to exterminate these people?"

"No, we do not exterminate entire species no matter how heinous their actions are. I don't think you understand the design of the Remorak's impulse reactor clear enough to understand what we are trying to do. The reactor casing is all but impenetrable as one would expect to contain an antimatter reaction but the support structures around it are vulnerable. We want you to burn the hull from the inside out by hitting the hydrogen and oxygen storage tanks and then we want you to trap the impulse reactor in the wreckage. When our Pratgal cruisers arrive in four and a half days they will remove the antimatter reactor and take it away. We just need to insure that no one can retrieve it before they arrive."

"So there is a chance that we could breach the reactor casing?"

"With the type of weapons you have on the crimson fighters yes there is a definite chance. You will need to be very precise with what you hit. You cannot strike the reactor itself. Your weapons are capable of passing right through solid matter and then coming out of phase to detonate inside a ship. If that solid positive matter came out of phase inside the reactor there would be an instant matter antimatter reaction. That would be catastrophic. As you have pointed out you would be caught up in the blast and surely destroyed." Jardet said.

"In fact one of the reasons Jardet wanted to join this meeting was to feel if we could trust you to rescue our people without any killing. We would like to negotiate but if you think you can get to our people and pull them out without any loss of life we would be willing to let you go in on your own plan and as you see fit."

"You know me Asaria. I will not take another life even if it means sacrificing mine. I will not kill anyone and if you tell me we are not to take any life's then that is what I will order from all of my crew."

"It is imperative that you take no life's Laurel."

"Fine. I promise you that we will kill no one. My crew will follow my orders without question."

Jardet looked her right in the eyes for a moment as he read her feelings and then he looked at Asaria and nodded.

"Ok then Laurel. We believe you and we are formally asking you to please go in as you see fit and rescue the survivors. Upon completion we want you to destroy the Remorak."

"Where exactly do we hit the Remorak?"

Jardet waved his hand in the air and a three dimensional image of the Remorak appeared floating in the air with a deck-by-deck layout. He pointed to the storage tanks buried deep in the center of the hull.

"That is your primary target. Deck five through seven just aft of the impulse reactor compartment. There is a blast wall right behind and under the impulse reactor that will shield the impulse reactor from the explosion but the fire and explosion should consume and destroy everything within the ship. The type of weapons your crimson fighters are equipped with make you uniquely suited for this type of strike. This vulnerability is why these ships were taken out of the defense cruiser category in the first place. Once the explosion has subsided you will need to strike this blast wall right where it meets the upper hull frame and it should collapse in around the impulse reactor and it will destroy all of the support assemblies. The hits must be precise and simultaneous one at the top of the blast wall and one at each side where the support armature meets the outer hull right here." Jardet pointed right to the three points that needed to be hit.

"The Remorak's design and deck layout will be in your data core so you can upload the information into the crimson fighters computer for exact targeting information." Asaria said.

"Ok I got it. I can see what you mean by we must be precise. That impulse reactor is really close to the support armature that we have to hit. The targeting computer on the crimson fighters is very accurate so I don't think we should have a problem."

"Have you even fired the weapons on the crimson fighters yet?" Asaria asked.

"Many times¦in simulations. We don't just go flying around in space firing multiphasic particle weapons for no reason."

Jardet looked at Asaria with a concerned look on his face for a moment.

"Relax Jardet, we have all spent a considerable amount of time in the simulator and that includes under simulated hostile engagements." Laurel said.

Jardet looked back at Laurel for a moment and then he grinned at her warmly.

"By Cordet you have beautiful eyes Laurel Kade. I can feel the truth of what you are saying. I have considerable confidence in your ability to perform this mission successfully. All three of you have very high confidence in yourselves¦and strong abilities. I am glad I insisted on meeting you like this. My fears have been laid to rest. You three really are something to else to see as well. Asaria here has been bragging on you non-stop and now I know why. You are beautiful gentle souls but you have an inner strength that is very impressive. I can see why supreme chancellor Oberot went so far out of his way to see that you were considered for acceptance into the coalition and why he insisted that you were perfect for the new oni anquis tok be day oh."

"Thank you Jardet. You seem like a warm individual as well. I sense that you have a great deal of love in your heart. I can see why the defense fleet has such reverence for you and your leadership."

"How can you know that Laurel Kade?"

"I feel it from Asaria. She aspires to lead as you do."

Jardet grinned and looked at Asaria for a moment, then looked back at Laurel.

"You are very insightful of others feelings Laurel Kade. Another admirable skill. I will leave you three to work with Asaria on the necessary skills you will need for this mission. Thank you for your exemplary conduct as new members of the elder race by the way. You have all behaved in the highest moral and ethical manner which is in line with how we expect all members to conduct themselves at all times."

"Thank you Jardet. That really feels good to hear someone of your standing within the elder race saying something so flattering."

"You are most welcome Laurel Kade. It was a true honor to meet you three. Safe journeys and good luck."

Jardet then turned and simply melted away until he was gone. Laurel then stepped up to Asaria and looked up into her face.

"Are we really so unusual looking that everyone has to see us with their own eyes even though they are seeing us the way we see each other and ourselves when we communicate like this?"

"I wouldn't call yourselves unusual looking but yes, you are all so good looking that one has to see you to truly appreciate what you look like. You are also so sweet that one has to feel it to understand how special you three are. I am still amazed at how good you three feel when an intimate connection like this is shared. All the love you carry deep inside for one another can be felt and it is a wonderful feeling Laurel. Especially now that Korica is in love. She has a big heart and she loves Tamaric very deeply as well as you two. It is one of the fundamental things we look for within a person when they are considered as an advanced race and you three just have an extreme level of the love we look for."

"I guess I just take for granted how much we love each other as being normal."

"It is normal for you three but not so much for most others."

"Well I don't want to get a swelled head. What was Jardet talking about Asaria? He said something about the necessary skills for our mission?"

"Yes. I was given permission to teach you how to incapacitate a person with your mind. It is ordinarily something that is not taught to the young but I have a feeling it is a talent that you can use given the nature of the mission ahead of you. You must be very careful with this or you could really hurt a person and maybe even cause brain damage or death."

"So what is it?" Korica asked.

"Well you know how you can quiet your mind by thinking of a bubble closing in until it collapses into your own head?"

"Yah."

"Well you can do the same thing to another person so they cannot call out to others if they have powers of the mind but as you collapse the bubble if you speed up how quickly that bubble collapses¦it is the same as smacking someone in the head so hard that they lose consciousness. You can create a shockwave within the head that will essentially knock someone out. You just have to be very, very careful so as not to cause any brain damage¦and you Laurel need to be especially careful since you have the ability to manipulate localized gravitational fields. You cannot get your abilities mixed up or you could¦it would be a very messy and lethal result if you bring the wrong ability to bear on someone. You could crush a person's skull or mash their brain like squishing a piece of ripe fruit in a clamped hand."

"Yuck! How do we practice something like that? We obviously can't practice that on each other." Laurel said.

"No! Do not do that. Take a clear container full of water and use that to represent a person's head. Concentrate on making that bubble collapse and at the last instant increase the speed to the point that that when

it collapses the water in the pitcher moves and stirs slightly but if you see air bubbles or if the water squirts up out of the container then you just killed someone. Just practice until you can stir the water very slightly. The brain is almost ninety percent liquid so it is a fragile organ and if you disturb that organ too much you can cause permanent brain damage. That is not the goal here, we just want to keep someone quiet and render them unconscious so they are no longer a threat."

"Ok. We'll practice that until we can all get it right."

"The next thing for you Laurel is the ability to breach a solid wall without explosives and without making a sound."

"What? How the heck am I supposed to do that?"

Asaria waved her hand and a concrete looking wall rose up very quickly from the ground to a height of nine feet startling everyone and making them take a quick step back.

"This wall is what you would call cement. It is basically made of naturally occurring elements. I want you to concentrate on an area large enough for a person to walk through and I want you to think about gently breaking apart the molecular bonds in a circle that is large enough to walk through. You can compress the material very gently so there isn't any sound and then you can lift that chunk of the wall out and gently set it on the ground. Go ahead and give it a try."

"I¦I don't know how to do that Asaria."

"You can do it Laurel. I know that sounds a little vague but I have seen this done by people that have the abilities you have Laurel. I know you can do this. You just have to believe in yourself and give it a try. You can manipulate gravitational fields Laurel. That is a very rare talent. You just have no idea what that means you are ultimately capable of."

"Alright. I'll give it a try."

Laurel turned and faced the wall and took a deep breath and then she stared at the wall and then she concentrated on an area large enough to walk through and she dipped her head slightly and she could feel her mind tingling and there was a tingling in the tips of her fingers and she slowly reached her hands up and concentrated on squeezing the very material that the wall was made of and as she squinted a little bit and squeezed her fingers closed a crack formed in a rough circle and she pushed a little and thought about squeezing further and the crack widened and compressed and Laurel pulled her hands back and a big chunk of the wall floated right out of the hole and Laurel took a step back and the big chunk of wall gently floated out and over and then Laurel concentrated on inverting the piece of the wall flat and then she very gently laid it on the ground and then she let go of her hold and she took a couple of deep breaths and she was left with a dizzy feeling but she was shocked in herself. She had actually done it.

"I had no idea I could do that Asaria¦isn't this all just an illusion though?"

"Yes, but I was offering resistance through mental suggestion and you over powered me Laurel. You actually did that."

"Are you saying I'm stronger than you are?"

"In many ways yes. You have abilities that I simply do not possess and you are still so young. You are going to be a very powerful woman when you get just a little older and come to truly understand what you are capable of."

"That was amazing mom. It didn't make any noise at all."

"I think you can see the value in what you now know you are capable of in the real world."

"Yah, I get it. Thank you for showing me how to do this Asaria. I'm a little dizzy but I think I can do this anytime I need to now."

"This took a lot of neural activity while you are connected with Korica so deeply. If you do this on your mission please remember to breath deeply so you don't lose consciousness. This kind of thing takes a lot of energy and you need plenty of oxygen to support that kind of activity."

"Ok I will."

"I'm really proud of you Laurel. That was amazing." Jake said as he stepped up to Laurel and hugged her tightly.

"Thanks Jake. I had no idea I could do something like that. If I can do that on Inicius we can sneak right into the room that the hostages are being held in and sneak them out without anyone even being aware that we were there until we are long gone."

"See, I didn't teach you anything Laurel. I simply opened your mind to what you were capable of all along."

"Is there more that you aren't allowed to show me?"

"Oh yes, without question. You are capable of some things that I hope you never have to learn about but I am strictly forbidden from teaching the young about those things. You will just have to discover them on your own if the need should arise."

"What about me Asaria?" Korica asked. "Can I do these amazing things that mom can like moving things with my mind?"

"Possibly. Some of your people are very gifted and especially the women of Draxima for some reason. I have not met anyone from Draxima that can manipulate gravitational fields as readily as Laurel can but perhaps you are among those that can and you just do not realize it yet."

"I want to be just like Laurel. She's prettier than anyone I've ever met before and she's smart like I want to be."

"You already are Korica." Laurel said. "You are beautiful and smart and in a lot of ways you are way stronger than I am. Without you we can't communicate with the elder race like this and I certainly can't compress time while connected to multiple minds. That takes a really gifted mind honey and you're younger than me. When you get to be my age I think you'll find that you are capable of far more than I am at this age. Just be patient and enjoy life as it comes, you know what I'm saying?"

"I guess so. I shouldn't wish to be older right?"

"Exactly, enjoy being young honey. You are at the age where life just starts to get interesting."

"I hear what you're saying."

"Maybe I'm raising her to be so humble that she doesn't realize just how far ahead of most people she truly is?" Laurel said looking at Asaria.

Asaria smiled at Korica and cupped her hand under her chin and then she looked at Laurel and smiled warmly.

"She just emulates you in every way possible Laurel. Humility is an admirable quality in a woman, especially in one that is so much smarter than most people even at her tender age. You are doing a fine job in how you are raising her."

"I know I'm smart but I'm just me the way I see it. It's hard to think of myself as¦extraordinary or whatever."

"Well you're anything but ordinary." Laurel said grinning at her.

"But you told me never to be arrogant or conceited about myself right?"

"That's right honey. You can realize and be proud of the fact that you are far smarter and way more beautiful than those around you as long as you don't let it go to your head. Nobody likes a snob."

"I want people to like me and I want to be like you mom. I don't think I'm better than anyone else, just different maybe."

"Well everyone that meets you absolutely loves you Korica. You just keep doing exactly what Laurel tells you to do ok?" Asaria said with a smile.

"Kay, I will."

"Well, I will leave you three to your mission preparations. Thank you for taking on such a dangerous and important task for us. Please signal me as soon as you are out of danger and I will instruct you as to where to take the survivors."

"Ok, thank you Asaria. It means a lot that you folks trust us with something like this."

"You are an¦extraordinary group and we can see your potential. Please watch over each other closely."

"We always do."

Asarai smiled and stepped back and looked at Jake and then just dissolved away leaving the three standing looking at each other.

"How are we ever going to tell Mark what we are now capable of?" Jake said with a smirk.

"We were always capable of this we just didn't know it. Asaria merely opened our minds to the possibilities."

"We're going to have to take some time to practice that thing with the water. I don't want to cause brain damage to someone that I'm just trying to knockout." Korica said.

"Yah who would of thought that what we do to quiet our minds could be used on someone else like that." Jake said.

"Let's head back and fill Mark in on what we need to do." Laurel said.

All three of them closed their eyes and concentrated on withdrawing into their own minds and they felt the dizzying rush that uncompressing time always brought about and they suddenly became aware of the noise in the scanner relay compartment and how warm it was despite the steady draft of rushing air blowing down on them. Laurel batted her eyes as her breathing slowed to a deep and regular rhythm and she unplugged her halo and lifted it off of her head and then she waited for her vision to clear up and then she sat up and looked over at Korica. She was still breathing rapidly and with her eyes closed and Laurel could see the bags under her eyes telling her that Korica was exhausted with all of the use of the chair in one day. Jake then unplugged his halo and lifted it off of his head and leaned forward and he gently shook his head and looked at Laurel.

"We can't keep doing this to her babe. I know she's strong but the demand is going to cause permanent damage if we keep it up."

Korica opened her eyes and her breathing slowed a little to a rapid and deep breathing rather than a gasping and panting rhythm. Once her vision cleared Korica leaned forward and unplugged her halo and she lifted the halo off her head and she was determined to show that she could handle the stress that the chair was putting on her mind and body. She hopped out of her seat and set her halo down where she had been sitting and her breathing slowed even further to a deep but steady rhythm that was more normal. She was pleased that this time she wasn't covered in sweat and she hoped that Laurel and Jake would see it as a sign that she was getting stronger. Laurel and Jake got to their feet and set their halos in their seats. Jake stepped up to Korica and put his arm around her.

"I'm so proud of you Korica. I know this isn't easy and you're able to connect with us much stronger and faster when we initiate this thing." Jake said gesturing at the chair.

"Thank you dad. I'm feeling much stronger."

"I can see that. You didn't even break into a sweat this time¦course we only had to wait a few seconds for Asaria and Jardet to join us but still, I'm impressed with you."

Laurel then stepped up to Korica and kissed her forehead.

"You can go take a hot shower and Jake and I will fill Mark in ok?"

"I want to see Tamaric first. I really¦" Korica looked up at the sensor dome above the door and stopped what she was going to say.

"Ok honey, we'll all go the bridge and fill them in ok?"

"Ok."

The three then headed for the exit and stepped out into the cool corridor and again Korica got dizzy when the cool air hit her. She stopped in her tracks for a moment and then the feeling past and she stepped over to the transport platform and Laurel touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform on the command deck. They stepped down and exited the transport compartment and Tamaric was just stepping out of the bridge when they stepped out into the corridor. Korica looked at him and her face lit up as did his. He thought Korica looked absolutely radiant wearing her red outfit with her beautifully tanned legs showing. The two stepped up to one another and grabbed each other tightly in a hug and Jake and Laurel stepped past them with a grin on their faces as they stepped onto the bridge.

Mark was sitting at the sensor station going over the sensor data taken before they moved out of position so the signal could be focused upon coming from the Altek system. It was only a few seconds later that Korica and Tamaric stepped onto the bridge and they let go of each others hands as they stepped up next to Laurel. Laurel sensed what they were feeling aside from the adulation of each other and so Laurel turned around and smiled and lifted their hands and gently put them together and then she whispered at them.

"You aren't on duty Korica, you two can hold hands on the bridge."

Korica grinned big and slid her fingers through Tamaric's and clasped his hand firmly.

"Thanks mom." Korica whispered.

Laurel nodded and then turned back around to face Mark.

"You need to see this cap." Mark said.

Mark zoomed in on the image to the industrial looking building with the cracking towers incorporated into the middle of it and as he zoomed into a huge storage tank that had the side smashed in at first Laurel didn't get it.

"It's a storage tank that has been smashed in by something, so what?"

"Take a good look at the dent in the side of the tank. What does it remind you of?"

Laurel looked at the dented tank and then she could see what he was talking about. It was a perfect parabolic indentation with a mound at the center of it that had some kind of pipe sticking out of it.

"Oh my god, it's a dish."

"Yah it's meant to look like a smashed in tank but it's actually a big parabolic dish of some kind and look on the other side of this structure."

Mark reached out and spun the image of structure around so they were looking at the other side of the refining platform and there were a series of what looked like poles each a little longer than the next but a closer look revealed that they were a series of dipole antennas spaced a full wave length apart from each other.

"Oh crap¦those are antennas. You think their active?"

"I have no idea but we should assume that they are. They are looking and listening to the ground and sky around this whole complex."

Korica stepped up next to Laurel and looked over Mark's shoulder and she gasped and covered her mouth.

"That's the refinery I saw in my vision. I didn't know what the significance of if was at the time but I must have known that there was stuff there for sensing anyone approaching. I'm sorry I didn't say something Mark. I honestly didn't know why I saw this place."

"It's alright sweetheart. Next time you need to mention everything you sense so we can figure out what the significance of it is ok? You sense things cause they are important not just cause they are close to where we need to go."

"Ok, I will. Sorry."

"Anyway¦your old man here came with an idea for rendering all of their surveillance useless while we make our landing."

"My old man?" Korica asked furrowing her brow.

"Yah, it's just an expression. I assume you don't want me to call him your little man?"

"No! He isn't little." Korica immediately blushed at how that sounded. "I mean he isn't old but he isn't a little man either."

"Relax Korica. I won't call him that anymore if it strikes a nerve. How about if I just call him your other half?"

"That's much better. I am only half a person without him. So what did he figure out?"

"Well we were looking over this image and he had a genius idea. He asked why we couldn't use the same technique that we used to detect the Vespian ships by using the Future's mining weapon pointed at that complex to send a disruptive energy pulse into the lower atmosphere that would appear to be a natural phenomenon like a solar magnetic storm or something. It would knock out all communications and severely disrupt their ability to see us coming."

"Wouldn't that affect the crimson fighters as well though?"

"No. For one thing they are shielded against that sort of thing and we would know precisely what frequency the disruptive wave was being generated on so we could compensate for it if we had to. We aren't going to be communicating with anyone anyways. That's exactly what that equipment down there is looking for."

"That's pretty damn smart. Thank you Tamaric." Laurel said.

"You're welcome."

"The AI already indicated that it could produce a fairly harmless energetic pulse from a thirty degree angle from across the Future that wouldn't hurt anyone but it would play hell on any listening devices. We would have about a thirty-minute window to land and get inside until we would be detected."

"Great, so we won't be seen coming in. What about coming out? We don't want them to see where we are heading right?"

"A simple one word phrase would signal the Future to repeat the process."

"And what would that be?"

"Corona. It isn't something we would ordinarily say in conversation. So how did the conversation with Asaria go?"

"Well we met with Asaria and the supreme commander of the home world defense fleet. His name is Jardet. He not only wanted to lay eyes on us, as it seems all the elder race want to do but he wanted to make sure we were up to such an important mission. We dispelled any concerns he had so we were asked to please go in and get our people out of there but¦there is to be no killing."

"What the hell are we supposed to use¦harsh language?"

"No Mark¦" Laurel said chuckling. "Asaria has taught us of some things that we never had any idea we were capable of. With a little practice we can knock someone out without touching them and I can pull walls apart without making sound."

"No way!" Mark said smiling.

"You should've seen it Mark. Asaria made a wall in Korica's mind and then she resisted Laurel's attempt to pull a chunk out of it and Laurel overpowered her and removed a huge chunk out of a concrete wall and it never made a sound. You would have been impressed." Jake said.

"I am impressed¦just not surprised, you guys keep amazing me with what you can do. I never thought Humans were capable of such¦greatness. Draximan too Korica, I don't want to exclude how amazing what you can do is."

"Thanks Mark." Korica said with a smile.

"There's something else Mark. Asaria and Jardet asked us to destroy the Remorak once we have the survivors. That thing has some really wicked technology at its core that can't be allowed to fall into the wrong hands. Jardet showed me some very precise targets that we are going to have to aim for in order to destroy the ship without blowing up half the planet."

"What kind of wicked technology are we talking about?"

"That thing has an antimatter impulse reactor with ten pounds of stored antimatter."

"Stored antimatter? What the hell would you want to store antimatter for?"

"It is an obsolete design. We use created antimatter from a super heavy metal that is bombarded by subatomic particles and the resultant material decays into antimatter but that ship stores antimatter and reacts normal matter with it directly in a reaction chamber. If that much antimatter gets into the wrong hands¦well you can imagine the kind of bomb that could be created."

"God all mighty¦ten pounds¦you could crack a planet in half with that."

"Pretty close to it anyway. At the very least you could wipeout an entire species and render their world uninhabitable for centuries or maybe even forever if you screwed the atmosphere up bad enough or burned it away completely."

"And they want us to blow it up?"

"The ship yes but not the impulse reactor were the antimatter is stored."

"And how do we differentiate the two. Isn't he impulse reactor incorporated into the ship?"

"I'll show you."

Laurel stepped up and leaned in front of Mark and brought up the new data core interactive program and she typed in Remorak and the ship instantly appeared in a schematic view with all of the system information and technical specifications. Laurel switched to a rendered view of the ship with a deck-by-deck layout and all of the major components. She then pointed to the blast wall that practically encased the main rector control room and the impulse reactor core containing the antimatter containment vessel.

"You see those huge tanks behind the rector control room? Those are pressurized oxygen and hydrogen tanks for the main engines and control thrusters. If we hit those simultaneously there will be a fireball that will rip through the ship burning it to a crisp from the inside out. Once that conflagration has subsided we need to hit the blast wall right here, here, and here. The reactor core is practically indestructible except for by multiphasic particle weapons like what we have on the crimson fighters. We have to be very precise where we hit the blast wall. If even a single particle comes out of phase inside that reactor core then there will be an antimatter reaction that will¦we won't be coming home."

Mark looked intently at the areas Laurel was pointing too. He realized there was next to no room for error and if this was to be done by him and Korica she had to get the targeting perfect. He hoped fifteen hours was enough simulator experience for her to be able to do that.

"We better not miss then. There is something you should look at Laurel. In light of your new found abilities I think I know how to get us in without having to kill anyone."

Mark switched back to the active sensor data now that the Future was back on station in a stationary orbit above the complex. He compared all of the sensor data and then had a plotting of the movements of all the individuals in the underground cave network.

"Look at their movements over the last hour. They are checking on the hostages every hour as best as I can tell and you see these rooms on the opposite side of the wall from the hostages? No one has gone anywhere close to them since we started observing them. If you can sneak around to that side of the complex without being noticed you could pull the survivors right out through that wall, down the corridor and then down the stairs and through these caves underneath that level. You only have to cross one passageway that is used by some of the Inicians or whatever you want to call them on their way to the largest cavern where most of the inhabitants are located. Once you cross that passageway you have a straight shot down the tunnel to the air processor station. It looks as though there is a lift at the end of the tunnel. You take that lift up to the surface and make your escape to the crimson fighter that you should park right there next to that intake shaft."

"What about the Inicians that are in the room with the hostages?"

"You said you can knock someone out without touching them right?"

"Yah but I have to be able to see them first."

"That could be a problem. If they send up the alarm we're hosed."

"Wait¦you have discrete inspection cameras right?"

"Yah, you need to drill a one eighth inch hole in a wall or door and then you can feed the camera in and have a look around."

"That might be enough. If I can see the individual I should be able to knock 'em out even if it isn't a direct line of sight."

"Laurel that's an awful big assumption. If you're wrong what the heck are we supposed to do? They're going to call for reinforcements if they see a hunk of the wall being pulled out." Jake said.

"We have to practice this technique until we can all do it anyway so I will practice while looking around the corner through one of these discrete cameras."

"I guess that'll do. Where are you guys going to enter from?" Jake asked looking at Mark.

"Right here." Mark backed out the image to a surface view.

Mark then zoomed into the building that was next door to where the Remorak was crashed. More than half of the roof was missing and towards the back of the building was a large room that would allow the crimson fighter to set down with about two feet of clearance from the wing sections and the tail and bow of the ship. It was directly above the entrance to the complex deep below.

"We will move into the stair well here and make our way down to the basement level and right here there is what looks like a pressure door. I will cut the hinges off the door and lift it out of the doorway and then we will use the stairs to make our way down to the twelfth level. There are fifteen individuals in the room along with the Draximan crew. We will have to neutralize the fifteen captors without them raising the alert. I was going to just go in and slaughter them but given our new rules of engagement I need to rethink how we are going to take them down without killing them."

"Mark why aren't we going to use that lift right there by the pressure door?" Korica asked pointing to the obvious elevator shaft that went all the way down to the bottom of the main complex some two thousand five hundred feet below.

"Because as soon as the lift began to ascend someone would wonder who had called for the lift. If they radioed or mentally called out to the captors in the room with the Draximan and they said no one called for the lift then they would know that someone who wasn't supposed to be there had called for the lift car."

"Sorry, I guess that was a dumb question."

"Stop that Korica, it was not dumb. It was an obvious quicker route down but not the right one if we don't want to be noticed, that's all."

"Mark, why do you suppose there are so many Inicians guarding the Draximan crew but only a few individuals guarding the passengers?" Laurel asked.

"I wondered the same thing. Maybe they know what Draximan are capable of and they aren't taking any chances that they could be over powered."

"I guess the Inicians are kind of small and spindly aren't they?"

"Yah it wouldn't take much for a person to overpower one of them but if you got fifteen of them there isn't going to be much chance of that."

"So¦Korica you think you could knock all of them out at once?" Tamaric asked.

Korica looked at the group of individuals in the room and some were moving around and she slowly shook her head no. Then she took a hard look and raised an eyebrow.

"I¦maybe. Here's the problem, they are moving around and as soon as one of them drops the others are going to know something is up. If I can incapacitate all of them at once it will include the Draximan crew. I would be knocking everyone in the room out. Can you carry five Draximan adults Mark? I think Tamaric and I could maybe carry one and that's it."

"Not up twelve stories and then another four stories up through the building above."

"Therein lies the problem."

"Can you warn the Draximan? I mean is there a way to block what you're going to do?" Tamaric asked.

"I hadn't thought about that. I don't know. Asaria didn't say one way or the other. That's brilliant Tamaric. I'll reach out to the Draximan and tell them in Hiram to protect their minds, I am about to take out their captors then I will just blast them all at once."

"You don't even know if you can do that honey." Laurel said.

"You told me to have an open mind. I have to believe I can do this or there really is no chance it will work. I'll set out¦like four containers of water and we'll see if I can affect them all at the same time."

"I'm sorry, containers of water?" Mark asked raising an eyebrow.

"Asaria said to practice knocking someone out by using a container of water. If you see bubbles or if the water splashes out of the container then you just killed someone. The water should just sir very slightly."

"I see. Well we have a plan then. You three go practice or whatever and I'll observe these guys a little longer to see if I can find any weaknesses in their activities."

"I think their biggest weakness is that they have no idea what's coming. They are stupid enough to crash a spaceship that belongs to the elder race and yet they have no way of watching space above them." Jake said.

"I want to take a shower first if it's ok?" Korica said.

"Of course honey, go ahead." Laurel said.

Korica and Tamaric then departed for the shower room. Laurel waited until the door slid shut and then she stepped up right next to Mark and looked him in the eyes.

"Mark you need to have a contingency plan in case Korica can't do what she is hoping she can do."

"I know cap. If she can't then we blow the door open and go in shooting and try and take them all out as quickly as possible."

"No killing Mark, only PP twenties on stun ok?"

"I got it Laurel. I'll follow your orders. Hay, you guys can suppress your neural energy or whatever right?"

"Yah of course. It's called quieting our minds. We can't hear anyone and they can't hear or sense us either."

"So if Korica can't knock 'em out you think she could just keep their neural energy in the room so that they can't call for help as Tamaric and I take 'em out?"

"That I am pretty sure she can do."

"Good. I'll have her do that then if worst comes to worst."

"I just hope we don't get lost down there. There is a crap load of passageways and compartments."

"I believe I have a tool that will help you in that respect captain." The AI said.

"Oh, and what tool is that?"

"I have been working on a hand held life sign detector that is loosely based on the technology incorporated into the detranomes. It will display walls and doorways within fifty yards of your position and any life signs within that area."

"Now that would be handy."

"With as many times as you have ventured into unknown situations and been separated I thought it might be helpful if you had an aid in searching for each other. If your cranial transceivers are active the detector will pinpoint the location of the active transceivers."

"Fantastic. How many do you have?"

"I have three complete but I am working on another five that should be complete within a day."

"We can't wait for another day. The three will have to do. Please deliver two of them to the Prentor and the other one to the other crimson fighter."

"Understood."

"Cap you know we need to come up with a name for the other ship?"

"We do?"

"Well yah, we can't just call it the ship."

"Do me a favor, let Korica pick the name? I think it would feel special to her to have that honor."

"Ok, but nothing fufu like flower or something."

"You can work that out with her. What ever you want is fine with me as long as she gets to pick it out."

"Deal."

"Future, will you please prepare three clear containers of water in the mess hall so we can practice with them."

"How much water would you like in each container?"

"Half a gallon I guess."

"Understood."

"Mark keep an eye on our friends down there and as soon as Korica has some time to finish her shower and practice the technique for knocking someone out I want to get going ok?"

"You got it."

Jake and Laurel then made their way to the exit to head for the mess hall. As soon as they stepped out they saw Tamaric leaning against the wall next to the shower room patiently waiting for Korica to finish her shower. Laurel and Jake stepped up to him.

"You ok Tamaric? You look a little upset."

"Ah, I am a little with myself."

"With yourself?"

"Yah, I can't stand being away from Korica and I feel like I want to be with her every second of the day. I'm afraid she is going to feel smothered or something."

Laurel chuckled and stroked the back of his head and leaned against the wall next to him.

"Trust me Tamaric, that is perfectly normal when you're crazy about someone and she feels exactly the same way."

"Really? She's told you that?" He asked looking into her eyes.

"No we can feel it. I know you don't understand this but the connection that is shared when we make the chair work is very deep and intimate and it is you that makes it possible for her to send such a strong impulse into the interface so as to make the signal transmit the way it does."

"Me?"

"Yes. Her love for you is the source of her strength now. It is far stronger than her love for us anymore and we can feel everything she feels for you and about you. It breaks her heart when you two are separated for any length of time. Her heart is aching right now just like yours is."

"I had no idea. I thought I was just¦obsessed with her or whatever."

"Well I can feel that you are obsessed with her but it's mutual. You should be proud of the love you two feel for each other. Don't dread or regret it for a moment."

"Thank you Laurel. That actually makes me feel a lot better. So she doesn't feel like I'm smothering her?"

"No, absolutely not. Don't interfere with her duties and I don't think she will ever feel that way."

"No I know her job and her dedication to this ship comes first. She has made that very clear."

"She is pretty strong willed Tamaric, if you make her uncomfortable I'm pretty sure she'll tell you."

"I suppose you're right. Thanks Laurel, I feel a lot better about missing her so bad and the butterflies in my stomach at the thought of being here when she steps out of the shower."

"You just be a gentleman and remember that she won't have anything on but a towel." Jake said.

"I will, I promise." Tamaric said blushing slightly.

Laurel stroked his head again and smiled at him and then she pushed off the bulkhead and her and Jake walked down the corridor to the mess hall and left Tamaric to wait for Korica. When the two stepped into the mess hall the lights came up and they could see three square glass containers full of water almost to the top sitting on one of the tables across from where they normally sit. Laurel and Jake sat down and moved a container in front of each of themselves and began to practice the technique of collapsing an imaginary bubble around the container and at the last second speeding up the collapse. Jake's first attempt had absolutely no affect on the container or the water but Laurel's first attempt made the container move a little and the water sloshed around violently. Jake looked at her and grinned.

"Congratulations, you just made wine out of someone's brain."

"Oh hush. It was my first try, I just pushed when I shouldn't have." Laurel said with a grin.

Jake nudged her gently and she smiled at him and then the two went back to practicing over and over. When Korica stepped out of the shower room she was a little surprised to find Tamaric standing right next to the door waiting for her but she was very glad just the same. She smiled big and pushed her hair back from her forehead and reached out for him with one arm while holding her towel firmly so it wouldn't come undone and fall to the floor. Tamaric hugged her gently and kissed her cheek and they both felt a great sense of relief that the other was so close by. Tamaric could smell the flower extract in Korica's hair and he breathed it in deeply and closed his eyes and grinned. Korica gently pushed him back and just looked at him.

"What are you doing?"

"You smell so good Korica. I can't help it."

"You're so weird. Come on, I gotta get dressed."

Tamaric took Korica's free hand from his chest and the two headed for their quarters together. When they stepped in Korica made her way straight to the front of the room and retrieved her pale green one-piece outfit and a pair of underwear and a bra and finally a pair of socks. She then stepped back to the bed and set everything down and then looked at Tamaric.

"You want me to go in the bathroom for a few minutes?" Tamaric asked.

"No, I want you here I just need you to face the other way."

"You practically stripped in front of me the first night." Tamaric said as he sat down and turned so he was facing the bathroom door. "Thank you for letting me stay in the room Korica. I don't like it when we're apart."

Korica pulled her towel from around herself and rubbed her hair briskly and then set her towel on the bed and picked up her bikini style underwear.

"I wasn't exactly being myself when we first me Tamaric. You had me all messed up in the head. I've tried to apologize for behaving like that. And you're welcome, I don't like it when we aren't together either. It hurts."

Korica stepped into her underwear and pulled them up over her behind and hips and then she picked up her bra and slipped it over her head and pulled it down into place and then she picked up her outfit and unzipped the shoulders and then stepped into it and she pulled it up and then she walked over in front of Tamaric while holding it up and she looked at him and then her shoulders. He smiled and stood up and then he zipped closed first one shoulder and then the other. Korica then straightened her back pulling her outfit snuggly to her body and Tamaric smiled and turned his head a little.

"You are so beautiful Korica."

"Thank you Tamaric. I like hearing you say that. I don't care what anyone else thinks as long as you think I'm pretty."

Korica then made her way over to the bathroom to brush her hair out. When she stepped back out Tamaric reached over and grabbed her socks and held them out for her. She sat down right next to him and bent over and put them on and then she stood up and walked to the front of the room and grabbed her shoes out of the bureau and she set them in the floor and then she stepped into them. She then walked back over to the bed and grabbed her towel and as her and Tamaric headed for the exit she tossed it over by the servo slot and a servo drone popped out and grabbed the towel and backed into its slot and disappeared.

Korica and Tamaric held each other's hand all the way to the mess hall where they could see light coming out so they stepped in and found Laurel and Jake practicing with the containers of water. Korica and Tamaric walked in and sat down on the opposite side of the table and Tamaric looked at the water containers and pulled his head back.

"Those are meant to simulate a person's brain. The brain is mostly liquid so if we disturb the water in those containers then it means we just killed someone."

Korica pulled the third container in front of herself and made an attempt at collapsing a bubble into the container and at the last second she pushed as tried to speed up the collapse of the bubble and the water moved around and a few air bubbles percolated up for the bottom. Tamaric looked at the disappointed look on her face.

"That was a fail?"

"Yah. At least I know I can do it, I just have to avoid pushing at all. If that had been a person they would probably be writhing around on the floor or bleeding out of their nose."

Korica gave it another try once the water went still and this time she made sure to pull her abilities back so that she wouldn't push and there was only a very slight stirring of the water and she smiled big and Jake smiled at her as he watched the water very gently moving around.

"Good girl, you did it Korica!"

"Thanks dad. Have you been able to do it yet?"

"Yah it's actually pretty easy now that I know how it feels to do it right."

"What about you mom?"

"I keep killing my water. It's hard to resist the urge to push."

The three kept practicing until all three of them could create a gentle stir and nothing more. Laurel then took Jake's hand and they got to their feet and then Laurel took Tamaric's hand and gently pulled him from next to Korica and the three stood back a fair distance.

"Ok Korica, now try to stir all three at the same time." Laurel said.

Korica took a breath and then stared at the center of the three containers and she gently concentrated on a bubble that first encompassed the whole room and as she imagined it getting smaller Jake and Laurel could feel their senses going numb and Jake stopped her.

"Korica! Stop!" Jake fairly shouted.

Korica broke her concentration and Laurel and Jake could feel the affect fade as Korica looked at them with a sad look on her face.

"What I do wrong?"

"We could feel that Korica. You would have put all three of us out. We're going to have to leave the room when you do that if you can't focus it better."

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean too."

"It's ok honey. We know it was an accident. Let us step out of the room and then try it again."

Laurel took Tamaric and Jake's hands and they walked to the doorway and stepped out and then stood where they could just see Korica and then she nodded and tried again. She imagined a bubble the size of the room and then she imagined in closing in smaller and smaller and at the last instant she imagined the bubble speeding up and collapsing completely and the water in all three containers moved very slightly. Korica broke her concentration and looked over to the doorway with a smile.

"I did it! All three of 'em moved a little."

"We're so proud of you Korica. Do it a few more times so you know exactly what it feels like ok? I'm going to go get one of the discrete cameras so I can see if I can do this from around the corner." Laurel said.

"Ok. Mom, why doesn't this affect me like it did you guys if I'm in the room?" Korica said.

"I don't exactly know honey. Maybe because you are the one creating the affect your mind somehow protects itself from the affect. Can you sense me right now?"

Korica looked away for a moment and thought about what she was sensing and she still sensed all three of them though she sensed Tamaric the strongest and she could very faintly hear Laurel and Jake's voices whispering in the back of her mind.

"Yes, I can still sense all three of you and especially Tamaric. I never realized how in tune I am to his presence. I can hear your voice real faintly in the back of my mind mom¦and Jake's. I thought that had gone away."

"It's probably all of the use of the chair. You know how deeply we have to connect when we use it. I guess you're focusing the affect somewhere else besides your own mind so it isn't affecting you."

"Hmm. I guess that makes sense. I'll keep practicing."

Laurel nodded and stepped over to the com panel. Tamaric leaned in and looked over at Korica.

"Korica, can hear what I'm thinking? Is that what you mean by you can sense me?"

Korica broke her concentration and looked over at him.

"No I've never really heard anything but a word or two from you. That's not what I meant." Korica took a breath and then looked at him again. "Have you ever had the feeling that someone was behind you and you turned around to find someone standing there looking at you?"

"Yah I think so."

"It's kind of like that but a thousand times more intense. I can actually tell exactly where you are standing in relation to me and I can tune in to your feelings if I think about it. Every person feels slightly different and so if I sense a person's presence more than once I can tell who I am sensing. When I sense your presence I get a¦tingle in my tummy¦and my heart beats a little faster." Korica put her hand on her stomach without even thinking about it.

"I do that to you even from a distance?"

"Yes." Korica said with a grin and blushing cheeks.

Tamaric grinned and stepped back and looked at Jake who was grinning at him.

"Told you. She's nuts about you."

"Like you said¦it's mutual."

Laurel stepped up behind Tamaric and peeked in at Korica and then she put her hand on Tamaric's shoulder.

"Being in love with someone like Korica is going to be a very different experience Tamaric. It is going to be very visceral and very intense. You should prepare yourself for a very intense love."

"Visceral?"

"Uh it's something that you feel from really deep down in your guts. It feels instinctive and intense but you don't know why or exactly where it's coming from. Does that make any sense?"

"Yah I think so. What I feel for her is really intense already and it keeps getting more intense even though I think it can't possibly get any more intense. Its evolved from what I felt when I first looked up and saw her amazing face. She looked like an angel looking at me with that sweet face of hers. I felt my heart jump into my feet and I was completely confused by what I was feeling. Now I know what it is but I can't understand exactly where it's coming from or why its so¦I feel like I can't live without it¦without her."

"That's kind of what I mean. Korica experiences emotions in a much more intense way than most people. She is just now becoming attracted to you and she is just now starting to blossom. As her abilities and her body grow so will her ability to love you even deeper."

Tamaric turned and looked at Laurel and she took a step back.

"Are you trying to say she is just a child and can't love me completely yet?"

"No, I'm obviously just confusing you. Of course she knows what love is and she loves you completely. I just mean that it is going to intensify for her as her mind and body grow. I won't call her a child because I hate it when people call me that but you have to admit that she is really young¦just like you."

"Laurel, why are you telling me all this?"

"Because I know how intense and scary it was for Jake and I when we¦fell in love and became paired. It's still intensifying for us everyday that we're together. I just want to prepare you for the possibility that it could get¦I'm scaring you, aren't I? I'm sorry Tamaric. I'll just shut up." Laurel could sense apprehension and a touch of fear welling up in Tamaric.

Just then a servo drone showed up with a discrete camera and a hand held viewer. Laurel took them and stepped around Tamaric and Jake and watched Korica as she completed another practice session successfully. She then stepped in and walked over to the table. She pulled one of the containers of water to the edge of the table and then she looked at Korica.

"I need you to tell me if I'm successful ok?"

"Ok. I heard what you told Tamaric mom. Please don't scare him away."

"I won't honey. I don't think that's possible with how much he loves you but I won't mention it again ok?"

"Kay, thank you."

Laurel then walked back out of the room and plugged the discrete camera into the hand held viewer and then turned it on and there was a crystal clear image on the viewer. She lifted up the end of the camera and fed it around the corner until she could see the container of water with Korica sitting behind it. Laurel took a breath and concentrated on the idea of a bubble surrounding the container and she thought about it collapsing around the container and Korica could see the entire container shaking and she got scared and got to her feet and stepped back just as the container shattered spraying water all over the table and the floor. Korica jumped back and the water just barely misted her front side as the water sprayed all over the place.

Laurel broke her concentration and ran around the corner to make sure she didn't hurt Korica. Korica actually looked amused by the mess running all over the table and floor.

"Are you ok baby?"

"I'm fine mom. You really didn't get me that wet. I think you definitely killed that one."

"Sorry, I was upset cause I upset you and Tamaric both. I should learn to keep my mouth shut sometimes."

Jake and Tamaric stepped up behind Laurel being careful not to step on the broken pieces of crystalline that were all over the floor.

"I guess that's a fail huh?" Jake said grinning.

"I have to relax and concentrate. I used the wrong ability just like Asarai warned me about doing."

"Come here mom." Korica said as she reached for Laurel's hand. "I can help."

Korica took Laurel's hand and they stepped around the mess and out into the corridor and Korica pulled her by the hand over to the common area and the two sat down next to one another and Korica lifted her foot up onto the couch and turned so she was facing Laurel and so Laurel did the same knowing what Korica was going to do. Laurel set the camera and viewer in the floor and then the two placed their foreheads together and then closed their eyes. Tamaric and Jake stepped out of the mess hall and stood at the edge of the common area and just watched quietly as Korica reached out to Laurel and Laurel let her sink gently into her mind. Korica then concentrated on her most calming emotion and she found Laurel's anxiety and covered it up with a sense of calm. Laurel grinned at the gentle feeling of Korica swimming around deep inside her manipulating her feelings. A few moments later Korica withdrew into her own mind and Laurel took a deep breath and she felt like she could concentrate and focus again.

Laurel opened her eyes and tipped her head up and kissed the tip of Korica's nose making Korica smile big.

"I love you so much Korica. Thank you.

"I love you too mom. I hope what I did will help you concentrate."

The two got to their feet and Laurel bent over and picked up the camera and hand held viewer and when they turned the guys were looking at them oddly. They stepped right up to the pair and Laurel smiled.

"She shared her love with me and covered up my tension with a feeling of calm."

"I didn't know she knew how to do that." Jake said.

"You taught her how to do that remember? You covered up her fear that someone was going to grab her when she is alone on this big ship."

"That's right. I didn't know I was teaching her how to change other's feelings though."

"She learns quickly Jake. You only need to show her once and she'll figure out how to do it on her own."

"Give it another try mom. I know you can do it." Korica said with a warm smile on her face.

"Thanks Korica."

Laurel stepped over to the mess hall and she stepped around the servo drones cleaning up the mess from her first attempt and she pulled one of the two remaining containers of water to the edge of the table and then she stepped around the servo drones and walked out of the mess hall and she stood around the corner and she looked at Korica.

"You feel brave enough to watch the container for me again?"

"Sure. I'm not sitting down next to it though."

"Fair enough."

Korica stepped around the corner and walked past the servo drones and stood behind the seats next to the table. Laurel lifted the camera and angled it so she could see the container on her hand held viewer. She then took a deep breath and concentrated on the idea of a bubble slowly collapsing around the container of water and at the last second she concentrated on speeding up how fast the bubble collapsed and Korica winced half expecting the container to shatter but all she saw was a gentle movement of the water in the container and she smiled.

"You did it mom! Give it another try."

Laurel smiled and then concentrated and did it another four times successfully. She then stepped around the corner and Korica walked up to her and Laurel grabbed her in a tight hug and swayed with her a little.

"I couldn't have done it without you Korica. Thank you for your help."

"You're welcome mom. You did that, all I did was help you to calm down and get focused."

"See, I told you that you had a more focused mind than Jake and I do." Laurel said with a smile and then she kissed the top of her head.

"I still have you guys to thank for opening my eyes to everything I can do."

"I think we're ready to go. We have our skills in place and we know what we have to do. Let's go tell Mark that we're ready." Laurel said.

The four of them stepped out of the mess hall and walked down the corridor to the bridge. When they stepped in Mark was still watching the movement patterns of the captors and he was convince that they could get in quietly though he still would have preferred just going in hot and shooting anything that moved.

"How are they doing Mark?"

"I don't think the hostages are necessarily being mistreated though one of them is lying down and he or she is barely registering as alive. Their body temperature is low and their biological energy is very weak and fluctuating wildly. Either they were severely injured in the initial crash and no medical attention is being offered or they were¦beaten as an example to the others and they are being allowed to die."

"Heartless bastards." Jake said.

"It's a pretty standard tactic to sacrifice one of your hostages in this manner to show the others that your life is meaningless and expendable so as to keep everyone from trying to escape or offering any resistance."

"Is that what you would do?"

"I don't take hostages Jake."

"I'm saying if you had to for whatever reason would you beat one of them and make the others watch them slowly die?"

"No. I would just shoot one of them and make the others look at their lifeless body and smell the scent of death. For one it would be merciful and two it would be far more intimidating to see someone just shot in cold blood. Is that what you want to hear?"

"Kind of. I'm not trying to assess your ruthlessness, I'm establishing the fact that these¦people don't care whether someone is in pain and may actually like it."

"Oh, sorry xo. I would wager that these guys won't care a hill of beans how sweet and young you four look. They will take your life just as quickly as they will mine and not have a second thought about it. If you run across one you best shoot without hesitation cause you can sure bet they will if you don't."

"Do you still have those black suits we wore when we hit the Hodong?"

"Those won't fit you anymore but yes, I had new tactical suits made for all of you. They should be waiting for you in your quarters. If you guys are done with your training or whatever then we should all get changed. Meet me in the common area after that and I'll get your faces painted so you'll blend into the shadows."

"We've finished with our practice Mark. We should be able to disable the captors from a fair distance and Korica should be able to take out a whole room full as long as she can see them on one of these." Laurel said holding up the camera and viewer.

"You can't do the same thing cap?"

"Maybe¦it's a little hard for me to separate my abilities though. It's far more likely that I would kill everyone if I try and do that. I would prefer to just concentrate on one individual at a time while Jake shields the room so that no one can raise the alarm when they start dropping. According to the sensor data I'll only have to drop three whereas Korica will need to drop at least fifteen. She has a greater level of control on her abilities at the moment and she hasn't developed the ability to smash a person's head unless she wants too. I could do that by complete accident."

"Got it. My team will be making entry into this room adjacent to the room that the Draximan are being held in. No one has gone in there so we should be able to spend a few minutes drilling a hole in the wall so we can insert the discrete camera to get a look at what's going on in the room. Your team will need to make your way into the room behind the one that the rest of the hostages are being held in. I haven't seen anyone in those rear passageways so you should be able to move around freely once you clear the main corridor. I want to leave the cranial transceivers active but you should still avoid talking. I don't know if these guys will detect the discrete digital signal coming from the transceivers so we shouldn't transmit until we have too. I want this to be a coordinated strike so my team will get on station and wait for the signal from your team that you are in place and ready to take out the captors at your location before we do the same. I know it is going to take considerably longer for you to get into position because you have a four and half mile hike down these tunnels from the air processor. A few individuals made their way to the processor and they only spent a few minutes there and then returned to the main population so I assume they have to check the air processor periodically to make sure it's functioning properly. I want you three to quiet your minds as you call it. I don't want these guys to hear you thinking. They will undoubtedly hear you thinking in English and they will know someone new is present. Are we clear on what needs to be done?"

"Yes sir." Jake said.

"Crystal." Laurel said.

"Yes sir." Korica said.

"Yes sir." Tamaric said.

"Good. Now one last piece of business, Korica we need your help with a name for the second ship that Jake and Laurel will be flying."

"You want me to name it? Why?"

"Your mom thought you deserved the honor."

"Thank you mom. Hmm¦how about the Perth in honor of where my Tamaric was born?"

"Perth¦that's very fitting Korica. It's short but carries weight since it's the capital city of western Australia with a population of seven and half million when we left Earth."

"That's so sweet darlin. Thank you. My mom will be particularly touched since she's very proud of her heritage and of Perth in general."

Korica smiled big and leaned into Tamaric slightly.

"Computer will enter into the registry the official commissioning of the Earth vessel Perth on this day?"

"Understood. I like the name as well Korica. Well done."

"Thank you Future."

"Ok then, everyone go get changed and meet me in the common area." Mark said as he turned and logged himself out putting the entire bridge to sleep.

Laurel and Jake then went to their quarters and Korica and Tamaric went to their quarters and Mark went to his quarters. On everyone's beds were the new tactical outfits all in black. There was a pair of pants and a shirt as well as some dark colored socks and a pair of dark running shoes. The pants and shirt were very tight fitting but comfortable as they were tailored specifically for each person's exact dimensions. Korica and Tamaric stood back to back and got undressed and then put on the new tactical outfit and tucked their shirts in and then they turned and looked at each other. Tamaric loved the form-fitting outfit on Korica. She was starting to really fill out and he loved being able to see all of her contours. Korica was equally turned on by Tamaric's bulges and curves. He was already starting to show signs that the daily workouts were encouraging his body to build muscle mass in just the right proportions and locations. Tamaric reached up and touched Korica's cheek and grinned at her.

"You are such a fox Korica. This isn't exactly your color but you still look¦hot."

"Thanks Tamaric. You look¦hot too."

"Really? You see me as hot or whatever?"

"Oh yah. You get my blood pumping."

"Let's go to the common area before I do something that will get me into trouble."

Korica smiled at him as she stepped into her new dark colored shoes. She then squatted down and tied the laces and Tamaric did the same thing to his shoes and then the two headed for the exit to make their way to the common area.

In Laurel and Jake's quarters when they stepped in and the lights came up they found two neatly folded piles of clothes with a pair of dark running shoes sitting on top of them. They stepped up to the bed and slid their shoes off and then got undressed and then they moved the shoes and put their shirts on and pulled them down and then they picked up the pants and unfurled them and stepped into them and then had to work them up their legs and over their behinds and hips. They were very snug fitting but they felt soft and warm. When Laurel finished tucking her shirt in and turned toward Jake he looked her over and smiled a little.

"Holy shit you look good Laurel. I mean this is kind of a dark color on you but man do you got some nice curves."

Laurel looked down her front side and then glanced around at her behind.

"You think it shows off my butt too much?"

"Too much? That just aint possible with someone as gorgeous as you. I like it."

"You like me in anything I wear. It's kind of hard to get an impartial opinion from you."

"That might be but you look fantastic Laurel."

"Ok."

The two of them then stepped into their shoes and squatted down and tied the laces then stood up and Jake gave Laurel a long kiss and gently stroked her behind which she actually liked very much. Her pants were so form fitting that she could feel his fingers readily and it made her skin tingle and her pulse quicken. The two then headed for the exit to make their way to the common area.

When Laurel and Jake reached the common area they found Korica and Tamaric had just arrived themselves and Korica turned and faced them and smiled warmly. Korica looked Laurel up and down and then Jake and Laurel and Jake looked Korica and Tamaric over and then Korica surprised them by what she said.

"Wow dad, you're¦a hunk. Mom is really lucky."

"Korica!" Laurel said smiling.

"What? I can tell my dad that he's good looking without it being inappropriate."

"Well thank you Korica. You look really good too. You and Laurel both have nice bodies for tight clothes like this. Not everyone can pull this kind of look off and still look great."

"See, that's what I tried to tell her and I think she just thought I was being dirty minded." Tamaric said.

"You're the one that said you were about to do something that would get you in trouble. I have to assume that something pretty dirty was going through your mind based on what you were feeling."

"Alright, you got me there. I like what I see."

"Mom this isn't gunna be seen the same way by the survivors is it? Are they going to think we are being overtly sexual or whatever?"

"No sweetheart. We are just in love with our partners so we're aroused by how these outfits hug our bodies. Others won't see us like that. You're just going to have to get used to the idea that you aren't a little girl any more honey. You are becoming a definite woman and Tamaric especially is going to be turned on by what he sees."

"He's been like that since the moment we met."

"I can't help it if you're beautiful Korica. I'm a guy and I'm gunna notice a sexy body and a beautiful face and it's gunna do things to me."

"Tamaric! Geeze!" Jake said.

"Sorry Jake. You might not like to hear it but you know it's true."

"Yes she's gorgeous but you need to keep those kind of comments in private."

"Sorry."

Mark stepped around the corner at that point carrying a case in his arms and he had his face painted dark and he had on a dark beanie cap hiding his blonde hair. He was completely camouflaged and everyone was a little shocked. If the room had been dimly lit he would've blended into the shadows perfectly. He had on his twin nine-millimeter pistols, one under each arm and twin PP-20s on his hips making him look a little scary to Korica. Mark stepped up to them and set the case down and then he looked everyone over.

"Good, good. It looks like the outfits fit you guys perfectly. These outfits are made out of synthetic spider silk and something called dynastic weave that was in the data core from the elder race. These will be impervious to projectiles and they can't be cut or torn and they can't be burned so most particle weapons won't have any affect on them. Just like our previous tactical outfits a projectile won't be able to make a through and through hole in you but ribs can still be broken and internal organs can be bruised. I would prefer that you not put these to the test alright?"

Everyone nodded that they get it. Mark squatted down and lifted the case lid open and handed a dark beanie cap to everyone and then he looked at Korica and pointed to the chair behind her so she sat down as he pulled out some grease paint so he could cover up her face which seemed very bright against the dark outfit. He stepped up to her and then knelt down and opened the jar of grease paint.

"You're going to have to tuck all of your hair up in that cap ok? You have really light hair so it's going to practically glow against these outfits. You too Laurel. You're going to have to hide that golden hair of yours."

"I remember the drill. This isn't my first strike mission with you Mark."

Korica set the cap in her lap and then ran her hands back along her hair and then she spun it around into a pony tail and then she pulled it up over the top of her head and then with one hand she held it in place and then she picked up the cap and slid it over her head and pulled it down covering almost all of her hair. Mark set the grease paint down and helped her tuck the little bit that was still visible up into her cap and then he nodded at her and picked up the grease paint and took a swipe of it and began to cover her light skin with it. He told her to close her eyes and he covered her eyelids and then he covered every square inch of her face and chin and down her neck right to the collar of her shirt. When he was done he leaned back and looked at her. Her eyes seemed very bright but other than that she was completely unrecognizable. She looked very small and very camouflaged sitting in the bright room on a white recliner seat.

"God you look different Korica. Sorry I got to hide that pretty face of yours but we have to blend into the shadows down there."

"I know. It'll wash off."

"Good girl. You're next Laurel." Mark said.

Korica got to her feet and walked over to where Tamaric was sitting and she sat down next to him as Laurel stepped forward and took a seat in front of Mark. Laurel then pulled her hair back and had to make two loops on her head and then she pulled the cap down over her hair and Jake helped tuck the little bit of protruding hair up into her cap since Mark had grease paint on his hands. Mark then told Laurel to close her eyes and he began covering up her face right down to her collar also. When he was done he leaned back and looked her over. Her blue eyes seemed much darker with the black background but they still jumped out as particularly beautiful.

"Well that certainly hides your shocking beauty but you can't cover it all."

"What do you mean by that?"

"I mean you have the prettiest eyes I've ever seen on a woman and I can't hide 'em."

"Oh. Thank you Mark."

"You're welcome cap. Ok Tamaric, you're up."

Laurel got to her feet and stepped over next to Jake and looked at him and he grinned and gently shook his head. She grinned at him and sat down as Tamaric pulled the cap onto his head and pulled it down to cover as much of his hair as possible. Mark nodded and told him to close his eyes and then he covered up all of his pink skin right down to his collar just like he had on the girls. When he was done he leaned back and looked him over and then grinned a little.

"Get some weapons hung on you and you are going to be one bad ass looking commando."

"Thanks¦I think."

"Ok xo, let's get you covered up."

Tamaric stood up and stepped over to Korica and looked at her and she furrowed her brow though the gesture was hard to see with the dark paint on her face.

"You don't look like my sweet Tamaric anymore. You look kind of scary."

Tamaric grinned and sat down next to her and Jake sat down in front of Mark and pulled his beanie cap on and down over all of his hair. Mark then told him to close his eyes and he began to cover up all of his flesh colored skin right down to his collar just like the others. Once Mark was done he leaned back and he had a flash memory of their trip to the Hodong station. Jake's eyes were such a dark and rich green color that they blended in perfectly with all of the black around them.

"You look seriously mean Jake. You're twice the size you were when we hit the Hodong."

"I have twice the skill as well. I feel much more confident in this mission than I did in going into the Hodong station."

"That's good, confidence is an asset on a mission like this. You have the route in your mind?"

"Pretty much. It's going to be a lot different actually being in the corridors as opposed to looking at the sensor data of the layout."

"You are all going to need to remember to keep your breathing under control as well. The air is going to be thin and it is going to stink like shit and probably taste just as good. There is crap hanging in the air down there that people just weren't designed to breath. Try not to hyperventilate cause you will pass out. Keep your nerves calm and your thoughts clear ok?"

Everyone nodded and mark grinned at his blacked out strike team. They were small looking but very fit when he stood up with a rag in his hand to wipe the excess grease paint off of his hands. When he had his hands clear he dropped his rag into the case and looked at everyone.

"Ok both ships have weapons crates loaded with the weapons you will be carrying and some strike packs. All the tools you should need and first aid kits and some water are in those packs. There are some fragmentation grenades but since we are going to try to accomplish this mission without killing anyone and using stealth I would suggest only carrying two or three incase you need to breach a wall or a door. If you have to use your nine mils I would suggest leg or arm shots since we don't know the physiology of these creatures. A shoulder wound for instance could prove fatal if they have some bizarre organ there or major arteries. The nine mils will also be very loud so I would use them as a weapon of last resort. You will find a detranome in each pack as well. Tamaric and I won't be able to read the damn thing but if someone is wounded at least you will be able to tell how bad it is and if any of the survivors have any injuries you will be able to assess how bad off they are. Any questions?"

"What about the drill and discrete camera?" Laurel asked.

"The drills are quiet but not silent so you will need to be sure that as soon as you penetrate all the way through the wall you stop or someone might hear the drill. Computer, have loaded a camera and drill onto each ship?"

"Affirmative."

"There ya go Laurel. You'll need to put it in you pack before you leave the ship. I would suggest making your entry hole at the bottom of the wall next to the floor."

"Are there emergency rations incase we crash or have to hide on the surface for a while?" Jake asked.

"Yes. Each ship has enough food and water for twelve people for two days. If you ration you can extend that by a few days if necessary."

"Mark, I would assume our team is going to be exiting way before Laurel's team. Are we going to wait for them before we take off?" Korica asked.

"No. I am going to take off and land close to the Perth to wait for them. If we don't see them within thirty minutes of our reaching the surface we might have to go in and see if they need help. Once they are out and onboard the Perth we will take off together and destroy the Remorak and then get the hell out of there."

"That sounds good. I was just curious."

"That was a good question Korica. Is there any other questions?"

Everyone looked at each other and then shook their heads no.

"Alright then. God speed and good luck. Let's head for our ships and get ready for take off." Mark said.

Everyone got to their feet and mark bent over and closed the case at his feet and scooted it to the side and then everyone headed for the transport compartment. When they all stepped in Laurel and Jake stepped up onto the transport platform first and Laurel touched the indicator for the upper aft hangar and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing in the transport enclosure in the upper hangar. They stepped down from the transport platform and Laurel reached out and pushed the clear door open and then looked at the three crimson fighters squeezed into the hangar. Only one had the cabin door open so Laurel assumed that was the Perth. Her and Jake walked over to the ship and stepped aboard and Laurel turned the cockpit and cargo area lights on. They stepped to the back of the ship and opened the cargo crate and pulled out their weapons and strapped them around their waists. Jake held out a pair of nine-millimeter pistols in their holsters and Laurel looked at them for a second and then she shook her head no.

"If I can't use 'em what the heck do I want to wear 'em for?"

Jake shrugged and put them back in the crate. He then handed Laurel three grenades that she attached to her ammo belt. Laurel then pointed at the camera and hand held viewer lying in the crate and Jake nodded and picked up one of the packs and opened it and put the camera, drill and viewer in the pack. He then picked up the life sign detector and stuck it in Laurel's pack and then closed it up and put it back in the crate. Jake then attached three grenades to his belt. Laurel then turned and headed for the front of the ship and Jake turned the cargo area lights off as Laurel climbed down into the pilots seat. Laurel began her preflight sequences while Jake went through the preflight checks for both of the rear stations at the same time.

After Laurel and Jake disappeared Tamaric and Korica stepped up onto the platform and then Mark stepped up after them and Korica reached out and touched the indicator for the lower hangar and few seconds later in a bright blue flash they all disappeared and then found them selves standing on the transport platform in the transport enclosure in the lower hangar. Mark stepped down and pushed the transparent door open and they walked over to the crimson fighter. They all stopped for a few moments and looked at the huge intake tubes that were being assembled by servo drones for the atmospheric gas collection system. The sections of pipe were gigantic and it already stretched most of the way across the hangar as the individual sections were being welded together and then coated in a thick layer of EMPACC. Mark was pretty sure that by the time they got back they weren't going to be able to park in the lower hangar anymore.

The three then turned and stepped aboard the Prentor and Mark reached up and flipped the cockpit and cargo area lights on and then walked to the back of the ship and opened the cargo crate that was sitting at the very back of the cargo area. He began handing out twin PP-20s and holsters and then twin nine millimeters and holsters. Once Tamaric and Korica had those on Mark started handing out grenades that they stuck to their ammo belts. Mark then stowed the discrete camera and viewer as well as the life signs detectors. He then closed the crate and strapped it down and headed toward the front of the ship. Korica helped Tamaric get strapped in and then she made her way up to the navigation and guidance and power and weapons stations and began the preflight checks while Mark was going through his preflight checks. Mark then reached up and initiated the startup sequence for the engines. Korica then stepped back to the cabin door and lifted the closing handle until the door was closed and sealed. Mark then turned the shield generators on just as the engines wound up to their normal high frequency hiss.

Once everything was up and running Korica sat down at the navigation station and fastened her restraints and then looked over at the power and weapons station and she could see that everything was in the green. She then leaned forward.

"Preflights are complete Mark, everything is in the green."

"Thanks Korica." Mark said looking back and up at her darkened face.

Mark then reached up and turned on the transmitter and opened the transmit circuit.

"Future, this is the Prentor we are ready for take off."

"Roger that Prentor. I am opening the hangar doors. I have not heard from the Perth yet but their engines are running and the door is closed to the ship."

"Roger that. I'll hover to the door opening and wait for them."

"Understood."

Mark gave just a little throttle to the hover engines and the ship lifted several feet and hovered as he reached up and pressed the button to retract the landing gear. Once he had three greens he gently rotated the ship so they were facing the enormous hangar door opening and then he moved the flight control yoke slightly and the ship floated across the hangar and around the intake tubes being constructed. Once he got to the doors he arrested their motion and let go of the controls and the ship wing rocked slightly and then hung motionless ten feet off the hangar deck.

Once Jake had the preflight checks done and Laurel turned on the shield generators Jake glanced over at the power and weapons station from his seat at the navigation station and then he fastened his restraint and leaned forward.

"Preflights are complete Laurel. Everything is in the green."

"Roger that. Thanks Jake."

Laurel then reached up and turned the transmitter on and opened the transmit circuit.

"Future, this is the Perth, we are ready for take off."

"Roger that Perth. I am opening the hangar door. Mark is hovering at the hangar opening in the lower hangar waiting for you. You are both cleared for departure as soon as I fire the primary weapon into the atmosphere."

"Roger that Future." Laurel said.

Laurel looked down and gently nudged the hover throttles forward and the ship leapt ten feet into the air and then slowly rose another four feet before she pulled the throttles back slightly which arrested their ascent. She then reached up and pressed the button to retract the landing gear and once she had three greens she gently backed the ship away from the rear bulkhead and then she rotated the ship around so they were facing the hangar door opening. She very gently moved the control forward and the ship floated over to the opening and then she arrested their forward motion and took her hands and feet off the controls. The ship didn't wing rock or move in the slightest. Is just hung in the air motionless.

"Hay Prentor?" Laurel called out.

"I got you Perth, what's up?"

"This ship has some really touchy controls. She seems to be a little different than the Prentor. I hope that doesn't mean her control factor will be different from what we practiced in the simulator."

"She's just a new ship cap. No two ships will be exactly the same. I want you to remember your roll and control factors ok? We aren't going to have any flat spins right?"

"I'll remember what you taught me Mark. Ignore the baser instinct and rely on my gauges and my gut instinct."

"At a girl. You're a good pilot Laurel, I have every confidence in your ability to do this."

"Thanks Mark. I still wish you were in this seat instead of me."

"You gotta take the training wheels off sometime. You'll do fine."

"I am in position. I am charging the main weapon." The AI said.

"Roger that Future." Laurel said.

"Understood Future." Mark said.

There was a sudden twinkling in the haze below that could be seen from the hangar door openings and then it looked like an aurora borealis erupted in the upper atmosphere followed by a bright flash of light.

"The shield is at the minimum safe level. You are both cleared for departure, there are no bandits, no bogies. Good luck to both teams." The Ai said.

"Roger that Future." Laurel said.

"Roger Future." Mark said.

Both of them gave a gentle nudge to the forward flight throttles and Laurel banked around and she could just barley see the Prentor emerging from under the Future as she leveled off and headed straight out. Laurel and Mark both reached up and closed the transmit circuits and Korica switched to passive scanning and so did Jake. The two ships then took off rapidly and pierced through the Future's shield with no interruption to their power systems and then Laurel fell in to the left and above and behind mark as they headed down toward the atmosphere. Laurel shadowed Mark's every move and kept her speed equal with his until the nose of the ship began to glow brightly as they pierced deeper into the thickening atmosphere and she lost sight of the Prentor in the haze and bright light show out the front window. She glanced at her right elbow display and she could see that she was closing on the Prentor so she moved away so she wouldn't fall into his wake turbulence and begin to tumble or run right up the back of the Prentor since once the thermal signature disappeared she knew the Prentor would all but disappear from her sensors.

As the ships dropped below mach ten Laurel peeled off so she could make an upwind approach for the smoke stack that she needed to park next to. She knew from downwind it would be obscured and she didn't want to use active scanners for fear of being detected so she curved around to the north and continued to bleed off speed gradually hoping not to create a sonic boom by decelerating to quickly. Mark saw on his elbow display that the Perth was banking away, as evidenced by a pair of wing vortexes seemingly coming from nowhere, in order to make her approach to the smoke stacks from the north and he grinned for a moment. Laurel had good instincts and without even practicing or saying anything she knew she had to maintain a visual approach to the LZ. Mark made a couple of crazy eights trying to bleed off speed gradually and once he was sub sonic he banked over hard and tried to see where the Remorak was crashed through the chocking haze.

Once mark got below four thousand feet the skies cleared up enough for him to see what was below him. He finally found his target off on the Future and he was in the perfect position to fly over and into the building where they needed to land. As they approached the buildings and he could make out the ass end of the Remorak sticking out of the side of the domed building at a very steep angle he got a feel for just how gigantic the Remorak was. He was pretty sure that if they hadn't been given the specific vulnerable target locations within the ship it would have taken a long time for something the size of the Prentor and the Perth even working together to cause much damage aside from some buckled internal bulkheads of which he knew there were a crap load of them. The ship was a regular maze of bulkheads and reinforcing structural beams. She was meant to be able to take a hell of a pounding from the outside without suffering a total collapse on the inside. She had a triple hull and reinforced hull plates that were made of an energy absorbing material.

Mark slid the hover throttles forward and pulled back on the forward flight throttles slowing their speed down to a slow crawl as he maneuvered them over the adjacent building with most of its roof gone. He swung around and looked at the Remorak for a second or two and he could tell there was really very little damage done to the ship from what he could see. He assumed there was probably a plan to try and get her back in space later on. He could see why the elder race insisted that she needed to be destroyed even though it meant losing a very capable ship. He took note that the Remorak was actually kind of beautiful since she had a polished bronze look to her hull plates. He had no real idea what they were composed of only that they were tough as hell and absorbed and distributed energy somehow, similar to what the Future's hull plates were designed to do.

Mark swung the nose back around and gently hovered over to the adjacent building and then turned on the down looking camera and reached up and pressed the button to deploy the landing gear and he brought them to a steady hover and he tried to figure out how he was going to land without smashing one of the wing sections. The open hole was just big enough for the Prentor but just barely. He gently pulled the throttles back and they started to drop into the hole and once his window was below the roof line he moved forward very slightly tucking the bow under what remained of the curved roof to give room for the stern to enter the whole without hitting anything.

As the ship then gently came closer to the floor he could see piles of rubble and old furniture littering the room he was trying to set down in and he knew the ship was going to be off balance once they set down completely. He let the ship keep descending gently so that when he set down there wouldn't be a huge thud heard echoing through the building. As the nose gear touched a pile of dirt and mounded roof tile and what looked like jagged chunks of concrete the rear landing gear were still a full foot in the air. Mark very gently eased the throttles back more and the rear landing gear finally touched down and he looked out the front window and he could tell the nose of the ship was pointing skyward dramatically. They couldn't feel it yet but once they turned the artificial gravity and inertial dampers off he knew they were going to feel like they wanted to fall against the rear bulkhead. He pulled the throttles all the way back and began shutting the engines down and then he looked back and up at Korica.

"You tell Tamaric to brace himself before you turn the gravity off ok?"

"Ok. Did you hear that Tamaric?" Korica said looking back at Tamaric.

"Yah, what's up?"

"We're parked like this on a pile of rubble." Korica put her hand out flat and tipped her fingers up at about a thirty-degree angle.

"Holy crap!"

"When I turn the artificial gravity off you're going to fall toward the back of the ship so hang on ok?"

"Ok."

"Have him get the packs out before you do that Korica. He can lean against the back wall if wants once that's done."

Korica turned to tell Tamaric but he was already unfastening himself so she looked back at Mark.

"He's got it Mark."

Laurel's approach to her LZ was less complicated in that she wasn't trying to land inside a building barely large enough to allow the ship to fit in with a floor full of debris but her landing zone was still a tangled mess of pipes and huge electric motors and debris from centuries of neglect and wind driven dust storms. As Laurel slowed their forward speed and gave more throttle to the hover engines she could see all the tangled mess of piping and hand rails and some obstacles that were undistinguishable as to what they used to be. She past in front of the huge pipe that was blasting steam and breathable air out into the air and she swung around to face the intake pipe that looked absolutely cavernous. She brought the ship into a hover and turned on the down looking camera and she could see a fairly open spot under the steam column but there was still a few jagged pipes pocking out of the ground that had their original fixtures ripped right of them that she had to be careful not to set down on as the weight of the ship would press them right up into the hull. She gently floated the ship around to the clear area and then spun the ship around and backed it in under the plume erupting from the exhaust pipe and gently pulled the throttles back and the landing gear automatically deployed and as soon as she had three greens indicating that the gear were down and locked she pulled the throttles back a little more and with a gentle thud the ship touched down. She then began shutting the engines down and Jake began securing both of the rear stations.

Once they had everything shut down Laurel unfastened her restraints and wiggled up out of the pilots seat and climbed up into the isle between the power and weapons and navigation and guidance stations and she looked at Jake. He gave her a nod and then turned off the display in front of him and once her cute butt past in front of him he reached over and turned off the power and weapons display and then he reached up and turned off the transmitter and then he turned off the artificial gravity and inertial dampers and then lastly he opened the three main power switches cutting power to everything except the lights. Jake then unfastened his restraints and got to his feet and stepped to the back of the ship where Laurel already had the cargo crate unstrapped und she was opening it. She pulled out her pack and slung it on her back and then fastened the snap hasp in front of the tummy and then she pulled out another and handed it to Jake and he slid it over his arms and snapped it tightly closed in front of his stomach. Laurel then stood up and took a deep breath.

"We need to quiet our minds Jake."

Jake nodded and closed his eyes and enjoyed Laurel's sweet voice in the back of his mind for a moment and then concentrated on the idea of a bubble closing in around him and shrinking to the size of his head and then collapsing into his head. He opened his eyes just as Laurel opened hers and the two looked at each other.

"Man it seems quiet¦and lonely without you in my head Laurel."

"I know huh?"

Jake then reached out and spun Laurel around and opened her pack and pulled out the only life signs detector they had between them and he closed her pack and then turned the unit on. It was 4 inches wide and 6 inches tall which made it sit in the hand very comfortably. He moved it around a bit and it showed the whole interior of the ship with two green dots indicating where he and Laurel were standing right next to one another. He then aimed it down and he could see that there were some caverns right below the ship with no life signs present.

"This will definitely come in handy. I'm really glad the AI had the forethought to make these."

"Yah makes you wonder what else the ship is up to that we haven't been made aware of yet."

"I thought you monitored what the ship is doing?"

"I do¦I did. It became so routine to see the ship doing the same mundane things over and over again that I have been kind of slacking off. I'm not afraid the ship is going to try and hurt us anymore."

"Oh. Are we ready to go then?"

"Yah. We have to walk about fifty yards to the entrance to the building that has the tunnel entrance within it."

"Lead the way. I'll keep an eye out for bad guys." Jake said.

"How long do you think we have until the atmospheric disruption we created clears up?"

"It was only a thirty minute window so not long."

Laurel nodded and stepped to the airlock controls and looked at the conditions outside. The atmospheric pressure was a little bit lower but not enough to give one a headache. Jake knew that would come from all of the crap they were going to be breathing.

He was glad they would heal quickly and had a superior immune system because they were going to be ingesting a lot of poisonous substances. Jake reached up behind his ear and turned his cranial transceiver on and her heard a tiny beep in his ear and then Laurel did the same. Jake then looked at the life signs detector and he and Laurel were now indicated by two blue dots that were slowly pulsing. Jake turned the unit so Laurel could see it and she curved the corners of her mouth up and nodded.

Laurel then reached up and turned the cockpit and cargo area lights off and pulled the control lever down and there was a sucking sound as the air in the ship was pulled out of the opening around the door and then when the hiss stopped the door popped and began to open. There was an instant burning in the back of the throat and both began to breath faster as the air felt very thin but it left a bitter sweet and dusty after taste in the mouth as the air rushed into the cabin. Jake coughed a few times as he tried to adjust to the acrid and dirty air.

As the door touched the ground Laurel coughed several times and tried to avoid hyperventilating as Mark had warned her not to do. It hurt the throat to cough but the urge to cough was constant as was the urge to breath deep and rapid in the thin air. They both stepped off the ship and they both coughed lightly a few times and Laurel winced as she reached into the concealed airlock controls and lifted the handle to close the door. The noise coming from the exhaust pipe that was belching steam and breathable air out into the air was almost deafening. It was a steady growl that could be felt right through the ground. Once Laurel had the door closed she flipped the power switch off and pulled her hand out and looked around. It was a ghostly looking wasteland of an industrial area. She looked across the open area they were sitting in and she could see a building that was fairly intact and she knew from the sensor data that was where they needed to go. She coughed a few times and dabbed the tears from under her eyes that all of the particles and dust were making her eyes produce and she pointed over at the building and Jake coughed and pointed the detector over in that direction and only half of the buildings layout was visible but it was clear of any life signs. Jake nodded and coughed and Laurel pulled one of her PP-20s and turned it on and made sure it was set to level 0 and then she took the lead heading for the building.

Meanwhile in the Prentor Tamaric stepped to the back of the ship and unstrapped, then opened the cargo crate and pulled out the tree packs which to his relief were much smaller and lighter than the survival packs they had to carry on Tiomot. He then closed the cargo crate and strapped it down and then he slung a pack over his shoulders and fastened it in front of his stomach and then he picked up the other two packs and walked up to Mark and Korica and he handed one to Korica that she then slung over her back and slipped her arms through the shoulder straps and she snapped the waist clasp closed. Mark climbed up out of his seat and put his pack on and then stepped toward the back of the ship. He looked at Tamaric and then he looked at Korica.

"Which pack has the life sign detectors in it?"

Tamaric shrugged, as he really had no idea. Mark grinned, as he knew it was a rookie mistake and Tamaric was not a trained operative so it was a little amusing. Mark spun Korica around and opened her pack and looked inside and there was no life signs detector so he closed her pack and waved Tamaric over and Mark spun him around gently and opened his pack and there he found the detectors. He pulled one out and handed it to Tamaric and then he pulled the other out and handed it to Korica. He then closed Tamaric's pack and stood against the wall.

"Transceivers on." Mark said.

All three of them turned their transceivers on to the active mode but left the transmit circuit off. Mark then looked at Korica.

"Did you quiet your mind?"

"No, I'll do it right now."

Korica looked away and imagined the bubble surrounding her getting smaller and smaller and finally collapsing into her head. She was left feeling very isolated as she could barely sense Mark and Tamaric and all of her advanced senses of danger and foreign presences in the distance were now gone.

"Are we good?" Mark asked.

Korica nodded and then mark leaned against the wall and held onto the overhead console. He then looked at Tamaric and he got the hint as to what was coming next. Tamaric grabbed onto the restraint straps from one of the jump seats and then Korica sat down in the sensor stations seat and reached up and opened the main power switches and the power was cut to everything except the lights. Korica felt her own body weight settle back into her seat and Tamaric held on firmly as his feet tried to slip out from under him and Mark angled his feet so he wouldn't slide back into Tamaric. It was less of an incline then they all expected but it was still significant enough to make it difficult to stand and move around properly. Mark made his way over to the airlock and looked at the conditions outside and he figured it was slightly lower outside but not enough to need to equalize. He pulled down on the release lever and there was a hissing as the air pressure rushed out and once the hissing stopped the door popped and began to lower and the acrid air from outside poured into the cabin and they all coughed and held their hand up to their throats as they tried to adjust to the dry and fowl tasting air.

The door lowered all the way and was still only touching the ground with one corner. Mark reached up and flipped the cockpit and then cargo area lights off and hopped out of the ship and coughed a few times. It smelled like a musty trash heap without the sweet smell of rotting matter. It caused a burning in the eyes and the back of the throat and it felt like they were at the peak of Mount Everest on Earth. The air was very thin and all three had to resist the temptation to breath deep and fast as it caused them to cough every time they breathed to deeply. Mark stepped back up to the cabin door and put his hands out and Korica leaned forward and basically fell into his hands. He gripped her waist above her ammo belt and lifted her over next to him and set her down gently and then he coughed a few times and then he waved Tamaric out and put his hands up again and Tamaric leaned out and fell onto his hands and Mark lifted him up with ease and set him down right next to Korica. Mark then reached his hand into the concealed airlock control compartment and lifted the control lever and the door lifted up and seemingly back until it sealed shut. He then flipped the power switch off and pulled his hand out and batted his eyes a few times trying to adjust to the dry burning sensation in his eyes and throat.

Mark then took the life signs detector from Korica and turned it on and he could see all three of their life signs right next to one another represented by three blue dots that were slowly pulsing. He aimed it downward and he could see the floors below them and the basement entrance to the stairs and elevator shaft that would lead down to the complex below. Korica then erupted into a coughing fit and Mark was afraid she wouldn't be able to stop.

"Slow and shallow honey. You need to hold your breath in between coughs as counter intuitive as that sounds in order to catch your breath."

Korica nodded as she covered her mouth and tried to stop coughing. Tamaric was already breathing slow and as shallow as he could as the air tasted horrible and burned his throat horribly with every breath. It took Korica a few more rounds of coughing before she got it under control. Once she was only coughing lightly once in a while she looked at Mark with watery blood shot eyes and nodded.

"I'm sorry Korica, I should have known that your increased metabolism would mean that you need more oxygen and so breath harder or deeper than the rest of us."

"I'll be ok. I'll adapt quickly." Korica said in a raspy voice and then coughed a few times.

Mark pulled out of his right PP-20 and turned it on and made sure it was set at level 0 and then Korica and Tamaric did the same and then Tamaric turned on his life signs detector and Mark took point and walked across the debris piles to the door at the far end of the room. He looked at the life signs detector and he could see that they were alone all the way to the basement level so he pushed down on the handle and forced the door open and looked around in the next room that only had part of its roof remaining. It looked like it used to be an executives office judging by the long table with a pile of dirt on it and a high backed chair pushed up to it like its owner just went home for the day and simply never came back. Mark looked back and waved for the other two to follow him with his pistol as he stepped into the next room. They walked across the room to the exit and Mark pressed down on the door handle that was more like a lever than a handle and then he leaned his weight against the door expecting it to be hard to open like the last one but it opened easily and he stepped into the hallway.

The hallway was dark except for the light pouring in from the door that Mark had just opened. He waved Tamaric over and he gently spun him around and opened his pack and reached in and grabbed a high intensity light and then he closed the pack and then he reached down and pulled Tamaric's other PP-20 out of its holster and he slid the light on the side of the barrel of the weapon and then he flipped it on and off twice to show Tamaric how it worked and then he pointed the light down the hallway and he could see some picture frames that had fallen off the walls and the paintings had long since disintegrated into piles of dust behind the picture frames.

Mark then handed the weapon back to Tamaric and Tamaric holstered his other weapon and took a hold of the weapon with the light now attached to it and he made sure it was set to level 0. He moved his finger away from the trigger and he pointed it at Korica and Korica's eyes got big and Mark grinned as he noticed that Tamaric had the presence of mind to keep his finger away from the trigger. Mark stepped up to Korica and gently spun her around and opened her pack and reached in and pulled out a high intensity light that he then turned on and grabbed Korica's PP-20 and he slid the light onto it and then he let go never taking the weapon out of Korica's hand.

Mark then pointed over his shoulder at his back and he knelt down and Korica nodded and stepped around behind him and opened his pack and shined her light into his pack so she could see and she retrieved a high intensity light that she then pulled out and handed over Mark's shoulder and he took the light and turned it on and attached it to the side of his PP-20. Korica then reached into his pack and pulled out his canteen and she stepped around him a little and held it up and then motioned to her mouth with it. He gave her a toothy smile and nodded and she smiled back. She opened the canteen and tipped it up to her mouth and swallowed down two big gulps of the clean cool water that washed the burning sensation out of her throat even if just for a few seconds and she couldn't help but sigh and smile as she closed the canteen and as she was about to put it back, Mark took a hold of her arm and motioned to Tamaric. Korica nodded and stepped over to Tamaric and handed him the canteen and he hooked his weapon under his arm and opened the canteen and tipped it up and swallowed down two big gulps and then he closed the canteen and handed it back to Korica.

Korica turned and stepped back over to Mark and held the canteen out and he shook his head no so she stepped around behind him and placed the canteen back in his pack and closed the zipper. Mark then stood up and put his hand on Korica's shoulder and smiled at her and then his face went very serious as he raised the detector and checked the path ahead and below them. There were still no life signs except for those of the three of them. Mark looked at Tamaric and pointed to his own eyes with two fingers and then he made a sweeping motion behind them and Tamaric nodded. He understood that Mark meant keep an eye out behind them so that no one would sneak up behind them and shoot them in the back.

Mark then raised his weapon and held his life sign detector right next to his face with his weapon up high and he proceeded into the hallway. Korica followed behind him and she looked down to see what was crunching under her feet. The floors were concrete but they used to have a wood floor covering that was now little more than a crumbly, and in some spots crunchy pile of dust and debris. There was an obvious wear pattern toward the middle of the floor from repeated foot traffic by someone so Korica tried to walk in the middle of the floor so as not to make any noise. Tamaric pulled the door shut behind them as he stepped into the hallway and the hallway became extremely dark except for the intense light coming from the three lights on their weapons. Tamaric raised his detector and kept watching behind them as they made their way to the end of the hallway.

At the end of the hallway was another very heavy door. Mark stepped up to it and there was a sign above the door that Mark had no idea as to what the strange characters said so he held his light on it and looked at Korica.

"Stairs, level four." She whispered.

Mark shook his head at himself thinking that he should have been able to guess that. Mark shined his light down onto the door handle and he reached out and pushed down on the handle and it moved easily. He opened the door and the air in the stairwell was much easier to breath than the air in the hallway but it was still very thin. Mark stepped in and leaned over the wall in front of him and shined his light down to the bottom of the stairwell and he could see that the stairs went down four floors and that was it. He assumed there must be a door at the bottom, probably the pressure door that he remembered seeing in the sensor data back on the Future. Mark held up the life sign detector and pointed it over the wall toward the bottom of the stairwell. There were no life signs and he could see that there were actually two doors at the bottom of the stairwell. One led into a hallway on the ground floor and the other one led to a staircase that led down to the basement level. He stood back up and waited for Tamaric to step onto the landing and then Mark took point down the stairs. When they got to the bottom of the stairwell Mark pushed down on the handle of the door that led down to the basement level and it wouldn't budge. He considered setting his weapon to maximum and blasting the door handle apart but he knew that would make a hell of a racket and so was not a good idea.

Mark squatted down and looked at the striker plate that the tongue of the door latch met and it looked like it was made out of something soft like maybe brass that was turning green with oxidation and he had an idea. He stood up and stepped up to Tamaric and gently spun him around and he opened his pack and shined his light in and he found a small three-minute plasma cutter. He pulled it out and closed Tamaric's pack and then he squatted down by the latch and he looked up at the other two and he put his hand over his eyes and then looked at them and they both nodded and looked away as he pointed the tip of the cutter to the top of the latch plate and then he closed his eyes and squeezed the trigger and the cutter flashed to life and began to melt the latch plate with ease. Mark knew he only had three minutes and then the cutter would run out of energy so he opened his eyes and cut as quickly and completely as he could around the tongue of the door latch. When he reached the bottom he stopped and then went back to the top and closed his eyes and squeezed the trigger and the cutter flashed to life and he opened his eyes and finished the cut over to the edge and then he shut the cutter off and stood up and he pulled on the door and the striker plate and door latch came apart and Mark put his hand out and caught the hot pieces before they hit the floor and he tossed them up and down in his hand a few times as they were red hot and he squatted down and dumped the pieces in the floor very quietly.

Mark then picked up his weapon and he turned to Tamaric and spun him around gently and opened his pack and dropped the three-minute cutter into his pack and then he closed it and patted Tamaric's shoulder. Mark then raised his weapon and pulled on the door and it opened easily now that it had no latch. Mark stepped through the door and looked down the stairs and he could tell that the air was cleaner the lower that they went. The sweet taste of metal was absent in the air coming up from the staircase. As he looked down into the opening he could see a tiny bit of light coming from somewhere further down in the basement level.

Mark waved the other two in and he walked to the head of the stairs and pointed the detector down the stairs and he could see that they were still alone so he started down the stairs. When he got to the bottom of the stairs he looked around and it was a huge open space with a curved pressure door at the far end of the room. Next to the door was a panel with some analog gauges that were backlit and there were a couple of knobs poking out of the panel below the gauges. Mark was pretty sure they were looking at an airlock pressure control panel for equalizing and controlling differential air pressures. Mark waited until Korica and Tamaric stepped off of the last step and then Mark pointed to the control panel and they all walked over to the control panel next to the pressure door and looked at the backlit gauges. Mark couldn't read what the gauges said but he could tell that they were indicating an imbalance between whatever the gauges were measuring. Mark looked below each gauge and he noticed that there were small labels under each gauge and he looked at Korica for a second and then he raised his detector and he pointed it around and down and he could see that they were still alone. He then looked around the room to make sure there weren't listening devices and he was pretty sure that security was next to non-existent. He looked back at Korica.

"Can you read those?" Mark whispered.

Korica pointed at one of them.

"Lower level." Korica whispered.

She then pointed at another.

"Surface level." She whispered.

"What are the other two?" Mark whispered.

"Supply pressure and vacuum pressure." Korica whispered pointing to one gauge then the other.

Mark nodded and looked at the gauges and he could see that there was higher air pressure in the lower levels. Mark looked at the door and it had a big hand wheel in the center of it and he thought it looked like the watertight pressure doors on submarines or on old Earth battleships below the waterline. Mark looked at the door for a moment and then it dawned on him that if the door was used last to go down then the pressure in the airlock would be higher than that in the room so he looked back at the gauges and he grabbed the knob below the vacuum pressure and he turned it until the gauge matched the surface level reading. He then stepped over to the door and spun the hand wheel three times until the hand wheel wouldn't turn anymore and then he pulled on the door and it was extremely heavy but it swung open silently telling Mark that someone was servicing the door and the hand wheel or the hinges and hand wheel would have squeaked when he operated them.

Mark gestured toward the small compartment and Tamaric and Korica stepped in and Mark looked around and he saw an actuator handle on the opposite side of the control panel inside the airlock chamber. Mark stepped back over to the control panel and grabbed the knob below vacuum pressure and he twisted it until the knob wouldn't turn anymore and then he grabbed the knob below the supply pressure and he turned it until the gauge matched the reading on the lower level gauge and then he stepped in and closed the door and spun the hand wheel until it stopped. He then stepped over to the actuator handle and he pulled it down and there was a rushing of air into the chamber for a few moments and then it went very quiet. The air that came in made it much easier to breath and the air was heavier in oxygen concentration making them all feel a little dizzy for a few seconds and then their ability to think became very clear.

Mark stepped up to the hand wheel on the opposite door from the one they had come in through and he heard Korica taking deep breaths so he stopped and looked at his detector and he could see that they were still alone and there was a passageway on the other side of the door with several rooms on each side but every room was empty so he turned back to Korica.

"Catch your breath honey. Breathe it in deep. We're still alone so we have a few seconds to spare." Mark whispered.

"Thanks Mark. This clean air feels good." Korica whispered back.

"You doin ok Tamaric?" Mark whispered.

"Yah. My lungs and throat hurt but I'll be ok." Tamaric whispered.

After a little over a minute of breathing deeply Korica stood up straight and looked at Mark and nodded. Mark gave a single nod and then grabbed the hand wheel and spun it until it stopped and then he pushed the door open. Again it opened silently suggesting that the door hinges had been serviced fairly recently. Mark held up his detector and aimed it down the short corridor. At the end of the corridor was the elevator door and to its left was a door leading to the stairway that would take them down to the lower levels.

Mark waited until Korica and Tamaric had stepped out of the airlock and then he pushed the door shut and gave the hand wheel a spin. He then held up his weapon and the life signs detector and took the lead down the corridor. Mark walked up to the door leading to the stair well and he shined his light up on the sign above the door and he looked at Korica.

"Stairs, sub level one." Korica whispered.

Mark nodded and aimed the detector down. He could see that the stairs were clear as far down as sub level seven which was as far down as the detector could display. Mark put his hand on the door handle and pushed it down and it moved and then he leaned against the door and it opened but he had to use a fair amount of pressure to get it to swing open. He stepped in and stood on the landing at the top of the stairs and waited until Korica and Tamaric stepped in and then he forced the door closed. He shined his light on the stairs and to his disappointment they were an open diamond plate metal design which meant every step was going to make noise if they didn't walk slowly and step lightly.

Mark leaned over the handrail ringing the top of the landing and he shined his light down the stairwell and it shined down many stories and then just faded into the darkness. He pulled back and took a heavy breath. He knew if someone slipped and went over they would have quite a while to think about the end awaiting them at the bottom some twenty five hundred feet below. He looked over the rail again and he noticed that the air below was much warmer than the air where they were standing suggesting somewhere far below the environment was being controlled. The air was heavy and had a strange smell to it that he couldn't quite put his finger on.

Mark then leaned back and made his way around to the head of the stairs and raised his weapon and his detector and started down the stairs walking softly and deliberately so as to make as little noise as possible. When Korica and Tamaric started down the stairs they were stepping fairly heavily and Mark stopped at one point and looked up at them and pointed his light down at their feet and put his finger up to his lips in the hush gesture and they both nodded. They then continued deeper and deeper into the seemingly endless stairwell. At each landing there were signs on the wall with strange characters on them and Mark assumed they were call outs to the level they were at so he stopped and looked at Korica and whispered to her.

"Tell me when one of these says sub level twelve ok?" Mark whispered while pointing his light at one of the signs.

Korica nodded and then looked at the sign Mark had his light shining on.

"That one says sub level six." Korica whispered.

Mark nodded and turned to the stairs and kept going. As they got to sub level nine Mark was starting to get indications of many life signs below them though none were in the stairwell and at one point they could hear the elevator lift moving within the wall lining the stairwell so Mark knew they were getting close to their target level. As they stepped down onto sub level twelve Mark could see a whole group of life signs indicated by red dots gathered in one fairly large room and below that two levels were several more life signs that were moving around in the passageways and in and out of a couple of rooms. He assumed it was a relief watch in some kind of living area with sleeping quarters and possibly a kitchen or mess area of sorts.

Mark pointed his light at the sign above a door and looked at Korica and she nodded yes. Mark took a deep breath and reached for the door handle just as one of the life signs stepped out of the room that the life signs were gathered in and he froze and watched as the life sign headed toward them and then stopped right next to the stairwell door. They could all hear the elevator lift begin moving within the wall and Mark assumed the individual had paged the lift and was waiting for it to arrive and he just happened to be standing right next to the stairwell door. A few minutes later the lift arrived and the life sign stepped into the lift and began descending. It was a little difficult for Mark to get accurate reading of what level the life signs were on with a two dimensional display unless he moved the detector around a little and then he could make out the different levels.

Mark waited a few seconds and watched the life signs until he was sure they were staying put and then he reached out and pushed down on the door handle and it moved easily and he gently tugged the door open. The passageway was dimly lit so he put his foot in the doorway to hold the door open a little and then he tuned his light off and looked at Korica and she reached up and turned hers off and then she touched Tamaric's shoulder as he was facing the other way watching for anyone coming up the stairs or from around the corner on this level out in the passageway. Tamaric looked at her and she pointed to his light and he nodded and reached up and turned it off.

Mark then pulled the door open slowly and peaked out into the passageway. He could see that the passageway was unoccupied so he stepped out of the doorway and waved Korica in to follow him and she stepped out and looked both ways then stepped up behind Mark. Korica wished she could use her senses to feel where the enemy was. She felt very isolated and unaware of her surroundings. She realized that someone could step right up to her and she wouldn't know they were there until it was to late. Tamaric stepped out behind Korica and he pulled the door closed very gently so as not to make any noise and then he kept his back to Korica and Mark while watching the life signs detector down the passageway until his back bumped into Korica's. Mark scanned ahead of them and he could see that it was only thirty feet or so down the passageway to the room that the groups of life signs were clustered in. He looked up at the light to see if he could turn it off without busting any glass but it was behind a frosted piece of flat glass that would have to be removed and he didn't want to take the time to do that so he pressed on.

They walked up the corridor until they were standing next to the door to the room adjacent to the one in which the life signs were clustered. Mark reached out, pressed down on the handle and to his relief it wasn't locked. Mark pushed the door open and looked around and the darkened room was completely empty except for one five by ten rickety looking table. Mark stepped in and waved Korica and Tamaric in and Mark turned his light on and waited until they were in the room and then he pushed the door closed and very gently held the handle down as he pushed it closed and then he slowly let the handle raise to the latched position. Mark could see a small button in the middle of the handle so he pressed it and he heard a small click and the button remained depressed. He pressed down on the handle and it resisted his attempt to move it so he knew the door was now locked.

Mark raised the life sign detector and scanned the adjacent room and he could see that there was a group of five individuals at the far end of the next room and then there was a group of sixteen life signs a fair distance from them and there were two individuals leaning against the wall right in front of them which Mark had planned on drilling through. Mark stepped up to the wall and placed his hand on it and it was cold and very solid feeling. He guessed it was some kind of concrete or something very similar. He looked over at Korica and she stepped up to him and he showed her the life signs detector.

"Can you take out the whole room full in one shot?" Mark whispered.

Korica looked at where the individual life signs were and she shook her head no.

"I have to be able to see 'em." Korica whispered.

Mark nodded and stepped over to the very corner of the wall and he waved Tamaric over. Tamaric turned his light on and walked over to Mark and Mark unfastened Tamaric's waist hasp and then grabbed the top of his pack and lifted a little and Tamaric put his arms back and let the pack slide off his arms as Mark lifted it off his back. Mark then handed the detector he had to Korica and he squatted down and opened the pack he had taken off of Tamaric's back and he pulled out the drill and camera as well as the hand held viewer. Mark then opened the handle of the drill and tipped the drill up and a couple drill bits slid out and he took one of them and slid the rest back into the handle and then he closed the end of the handle and he inserted the drill bit into the head of the drill and locked the bit in place. He then looked at Korica.

"Tell me if anyone moves like they are hearing the noise from the drill."

Korica nodded and aimed the detector at the adjacent room and stared at the display. Mark moved the pack out of his way and went to the very bottom corner of the wall and pressed the end of the drill bit up to the wall and squeezed the trigger and began drilling into the hard concrete wall. The drill was in fact very quiet but it did still make a little noise that no one was real comfortable with. Korica watched the display as Mark kept drilling and after only a few seconds one of the individuals that had been leaning against the wall moved forward and then over toward the corner and Korica's eyes got big. She reached over and tapped Mark's shoulder and squatted down and let him look at the detector. Mark stopped drilling and watched the individual move toward the corner and stay there for a second and then the individual moved out toward the middle of the room where there were several other life signs. The individual stayed there for a few seconds and then they moved toward the exit and then stepped out into the passageway.

"Shit!" Mark whispered.

Mark stood up and took the detector from Korica and watched the life sign move to the door to the room they were in and then Mark aimed his weapon at the door and they heard the door handle being jiggled for a moment and then the life sign moved back toward the other room's door and the life sign stepped into the room and then walked right up to the wall next to the other individual that was still leaning up against the wall. The two life signs then moved out into the middle room where most of the other life signs were located and Mark thought for sure the jig was up but they seemed to just stay with the rest of the individuals and not move anymore. Mark looked over at Tamaric who was watching his detector and then he looked at Korica and shrugged.

Mark then went back over to the drill and squatted down and set his weapon in the floor and then he handed the detector to Korica and he went back to drilling the tiny hole in the wall. As the drill bit met less resistance Mark knew he was almost all the way through so he eased up the pressure. Seconds later the bit popped through and Mark let go of the trigger and pulled the drill out of the hole. He pulled the pack over and pointed his weapon in so he could see in the pack and he pulled out the discrete camera and viewer and then he put the drill in the pack. Mark then fed the end of the camera into the hole he had just drilled and then he hooked the other end to the viewer and he turned it on. He then manipulated the end of the camera so they could see into the room clearly and they got their first look at the hostages and the captors.

As the life signs detector had indicated the five Draximan crewmembers were on the opposite side of the room sitting on the floor. There were two women and three men though one of the men looked to barely be beyond his teenage years. They all had the same white hair as Korica making them look very distinctive as of Draximan origin. One of the women was leaning up against one of the men in a manner that spoke to them being partners in more than just their piloting duties. They all had on white elder race tunics that were slightly dirty and one of the men had tattered rips in his pants suggesting that he had been in a scuffle at some point. Mark was relived that none of them looked like they had been particularly mistreated. They looked tired but otherwise unharmed. Mark angled the camera so they could see the group of captors in the middle of the room and he was a little taken aback by their appearance. They were indeed ugly, as Korica had said. They had big dark bags of skin under their huge eyes and saggy cheeks and their skin was a mottled brown and almost green to gray color and they had long spindly arms and legs and Mark noticed they had very unusual hands in that where the palm is for a Human these creatures had two long opposable thumbs and four fingers where the Human hand has fingers.

Korica stepped over and squatted down and looked at the viewer as did Tamaric and Tamaric noticed that these creatures wore no clothing of any kind. They only had on a holster that wrapped around their pot bellied stomachs with a slivery pistol in them. Tamaric stood up and wrinkled his face as he looked the viewer. He didn't like the idea of Korica having to look at naked creatures like this but he also knew she wasn't a delicate flower like he saw her and this wouldn't be the first naked male she had seen by a long shot.

"Their junk is hanging out. These guys just don't give a crap about offending anyone do they?" Tamaric whispered.

Mark smiled but resisted the urge to laugh.

"That's definitely the creatures I saw in my mind¦look how many there are." Korica whispered.

"You think you can take them all out?" Mark whispered.

"Yah, now that I can see them." Korica whispered.

"Good. We'll wait for the signal from Laurel and Jake and then I want you to hit them all at once. Can you warn the Draximan before you hit 'em?"

"I think so but as soon as I communicate with them the Inicians are going to be able to sense my presence." Korica whispered.

Mark set the camera manipulator down and angled the camera so they could keep an eye on what was going on in the next room and then he looked at Korica and Tamaric as he sat down and leaned back against the wall.

"You may as well get comfortable, it could be a while until Laurel and Jake are on station and ready." Mark whispered.

Korica stood up and Tamaric stepped over next to her and the two leaned against the wall and then slid down until they were sitting on their behinds right next to one another and Korica slid her hand under Tamaric's and clasped his hand firmly.

"I'm really glad you're here with me Tamaric." Korica whispered.

"Me too. I just wish it was somewhere a little less creepy." Tamaric whispered back.

Laurel and Jake made their way across the dusty area between the Perth and the building ahead of them and when they go to the building Laurel stopped at the main entrance and looked up at the sign that was hanging crooked above the door. Part of the lettering was worn away by the harsh conditions but there was enough there for Laurel to be able to read that the building was the fabrication shop and lower level security offices. She reached out to the door handle and tried to push it down but it wouldn't budge and she coughed a few times and stepped back and gave a solid side kick to the door right next to the tongue latch and the door flew open and smacked the wall on the inside creating a sickening slamming echo in the huge empty building. The two stepped in and Laurel pushed the door closed as best as she could with the latch now mangled. The two looked around the room and there were some outlines on the floor where there obviously used to be some really big devices but the plumbing and conduits going to those areas were hanging and jaggedly pocking up out of the floor. It looked as though all of the machinery had long since been yanked right off their foundations and then had been carried off somewhere. There were metal staircases at each end of the building going up to a catwalk that that ran from one side of the building to the other and there was an office of sorts in the middle of the catwalk and all of the windows had been broken out of it. There was no glass on the floor suggesting that the windows had been broken out a very long time ago.

On the main floor level there was a set of rooms off to one side that Laurel assumed used to be the parts rooms or something of the sort and in the center was a concrete enclosure with a very heavy looking metal door. Laurel coughed a few times and it echoed loudly in the huge empty building and she pointed over at the concrete enclosure and Jake aimed the detector at the enclosure and he could see that just inside the door were two doors. One led to the stairs and another led to the elevator that it looked as though descended down several stories and that was it. Jake led the way over toward the enclosure and when they got to the door and looked back they could see their own footprints and next to them were some barefoot footprints with large toes.

Jake looked at the footprints leading right up to the door they were standing at and then he looked at Laurel.

"I would say we're in the right place." Jake said quietly.

Jake then turned toward the metal door that was a gray color from al of the years of oxidation. He could see that there was a sliding handle in a slot and he reached out and tried to pull it and it wouldn't move. He looked at Laurel and she coughed and winced at the pain and burning in her throat and then she nodded as Jake stepped back. She wanted to take a deep breath but she knew better. She placed her hand flat on the door and closed her eyes and tried to picture what was on the other side. She coughed lightly once and then she got a clear image of a drop bolt blocking the handle from sliding back and she pushed lightly and the bolt swung up ward as she slid her hand up guiding it. Jake heard the creaking from the other side of the door so he reached out and grabbed the handle and gave it a pull and this time it slid and the door unlatched with a clank.

Laurel then let go of her hold on the lock bolt and it banged against the handle Jake was holding and then Laurel took a second to quiet her mind and then she stepped back as Jake pulled the door open. Jake looked into the dark little room and he could see the elevator door directly ahead and to the right of that was a door with a sign above it that read 'lower level security' and 'something tunnel entrance', the first word was worn away and unreadable. They both stepped in and Jake pulled the door almost all the way shut and it became very dark in the little room. Jake wondered if there were lights packed in their tactical packs so he reached out and gently spun Laurel around and opened her pack and looked into her pack as best as he could and found a high intensity light and he pulled it out and found the switch to turn it on and he flipped it on and then he closed Laurel's pack and then he turned his back to her and handed her the light and she opened his pack and shined the light down into it until she found the high intensity light in his pack. She pulled it out and closed his pack and then found the switch to turn it on and she handed Jake his light back and then she looked at the clip incorporated into the side of the light and it dawned on her that it looked like the light was supposed to clip onto the side of the PP-20. She lifted her weapon and slid the light into place until it clicked and locked and then she held the weapon up so Jake could see it.

Jake then lifted his weapon and slid the light onto the side of his pistol and shook his head. He wished Mark had remembered to tell them that they had a spotlight that would attach to their PP-20s like that. Jake then turned and pulled the door shut and the lock bolt slid down into place securing the handle so it could not be opened from the outside. He then turned and looked at Laurel and it was like looking at a totally different person. She just didn't look like Laurel except for the striking pearly blue eyes.

"Stairs?" Jake whispered.

Laurel nodded and Jake shined his light over to the door to the stairs and the two of them walked over to the door and Jake reached out and pressed down on the handle and to his relief it wasn't locked. He pushed the door open and stepped into the stairwell and then he held the door for Laurel and once she was in he closed the door quietly and aimed the detector down the stairs. There were no life signs at all except for the two of them. Jake moved around to the head of the stairs and raised his weapon shinning his light ahead and started down the stairs. As they got lower the air became a little less harsh on the throat with every breath but it was still very thin and even climbing down the stairs winded them slightly.

The two climbed steadily down several stories until the stairs went no lower. They stepped up to the only door at the bottom of the stairs and Jake pressed down on the handle and it moved easily and then he pulled the door open and peaked into the room. There was long desk behind a counter of sorts that was deteriorated substantially and all of the covering had long since disintegrated into dust revealing a metal structural core of beams that looked like C channel beams. There was a sign hanging sideways on the back wall that said all guests must sign in before proceeding past this point. It dawned on Laurel that this was what was left of the lower level security office that was indicated on the sign on the front of the building. Jake shined his light around the room and there were some conduits pocking up out of the floor with wires hanging out of them as though there used to be a big piece of equipment here that had been ripped off the floor and carried away.

There was an outward curved door with a hand wheel in the middle of it and next to it was a panel with some backlit gauges and some knobs sticking out under each gauge. The two of them walked over to the panel looked over the gauges and then Jake looked at the door and then it dawned on him what they were looking at.

"It's a differential pressure airlock." Jake whispered. "Look, lower level and surface level and supply pressure and vacuum pressure."

Laurel looked the gauges over and it struck her how the thing was designed to be operated. She reached up and grabbed the knob below the vacuum pressure and she turned it until the gauge matched the surface level gauge reading and then she stepped over to the door and grabbed the hand wheel and gave it a spin. It spun very easily and Laurel looked at it for a second and it dawned on her that someone was servicing this airlock often in order for it to move so freely. She then spun the hand wheel until it stopped and then she pulled the very heavy door open. She aimed her weapon into the small chamber and then she stepped in and looked around and she saw an actuator handle opposite to the gauge panel on the inside of the chamber and she understood how it was supposed to work. She stepped back out and turned the knob below the vacuum pressure gauge until it wouldn't turn anymore and then she grabbed the supply pressure knob and turned the knob until the gauge matched the reading on the lower level gauge. She then motion at the chamber with an open palm and Jake stepped in and then Laurel stepped in and she handed her weapon to Jake and then grabbed the hand wheel on the inside of the door and she pulled hard and the door slowly swung shut. Once it was shut she spun the hand wheel until it wouldn't turn any more and then she stepped around Jake and grabbed the actuator arm and pulled it down. There was a thud and then a hissing and cool fresh and dense air rushed in and both of them breathed deeply and felt a little dizzy for a few seconds as they finally got a huge rush of oxygen rich air into their lungs and then their thoughts became very clear.

They both stood almost gasping at the fresh air even though it had a bit of an odd odor to it. It still felt refreshing and the burning in the eyes and throat almost immediately began to fade. Laurel finally having caught her breath turned to the other door and gave the hand wheel a quick spin and it spun freely and without a sound. She then spun the hand wheel until it wouldn't turn any further. She then pushed on the door and it slowly swung open and there was a loud growling roar coming from some absolutely gigantic air processors. The equipment looked completely alien and very industrial. There were pipes and hoses and fixtures of all sorts all over the place and the processors were at least fifty feet high and well over two hundred feet long and there were two of them on opposite sides of the space. They both stared at the noisy air processors for a few minutes as they slowly stepped into the tunnels trying to understand what they were seeing.

Laurel turned back to the airlock door and pushed it shut and spun the hand wheel until it stopped. She then stepped up next to Jake who was shining his light all over the gigantic apparatuses before them. He looked at her and leaned closer.

"How long do you think it would take these things to clean up the air on the surface?"

"Oh gosh, at least fifty years to even begin to affect the hole planet and probably centuries to clean up the air so it wasn't toxic."

"I wonder how long after they screwed up the planet they got these working?"

Laurel just shrugged and took her weapon from Jake's hand and she looked the device over for signs of age. Now they knew why all of the heavy machining equipment on the surface had been ripped form their foundations. It was all brought down here to construct these monstrosities to try and fix what they screwed up. They probably acted to filter and purify the air in the lower complex as well. There were catwalks with handrails ringing the processors every fifteen feet from the ground all the way to the ceiling so one could access all of the components all over the side of the air processors and there were gigantic exhaust pipes at the end of each air processor that joined together right overhead into one humongous pipe and then disappeared up through the ceiling. Laurel couldn't tell just how old the devices were but they had definitely been in place for a very long time even if they weren't turned on until recently.

"What do you suppose is powering these things?"

"Who knows? If they are expected to run for centuries at a time¦fusion reactors maybe. Maybe antimatter reactors. They were space fairing before they did themselves in."

Jake looked at Laurel quickly as if he just had an epiphany.

"You think that's why they wanted the Remorak? They wanted her antimatter to run these things?"

"Maybe. It would sure be easier to steal a stockpile of antimatter rather than try and create it yourself."

Jake looked back at the gigantic processors and it reminded him a little of the artificial environmental processors that were going to have to be built on the Future in order to recreate the environmental conditions of a gas giant 18,000 feet below the cloud deck where the creatures they would be acquiring lived. Jake finally broke his amazed stare at the huge and very noisy equipment and he aimed the detector around the space and at the far end was a descending tunnel behind an enormous metal door that had an entryway door toward the right edge of it. Along the sides of the gigantic tunnel were some doorways leading to some rooms and a few fairly short passageways with a series of rooms some of which had some very large pieces of equipment in them that were so big they were actually showing up on the detector just like a solid wall would.

Jake pointed toward the door and the two of them walked over to it and Laurel reached out pushed down on the handle and luckily it opened easily and she leaned against the door and it swung inward into a cavernous square tunnel that only had a dim light every thousand yards or so making the tunnel look very dark and never ending. The two stepped in and Jake shined his light up on the ceiling and he was stunned at the proportions of the tunnel. The ceiling was at least one hundred feet above their heads and the sides of the tunnel were at least two hundred feet apart. He looked at Laurel as she shut the door quietly and he whispered but the pronunciation of S's still echoed slightly.

"What the hell would someone need a tunnel this big for?" Jake whispered.

"Launching spaceships maybe?" Laurel whispered back.

Laurel didn't like the way even a whisper echoed and she put her finger up to her lips in the hush gesture and Jake nodded. He aimed the detector down the tunnel and there were no life signs aside from theirs but Jake knew the detector was relatively limited in its range. They started walking down the tunnel staying close to the wall and every now and then there were strange apparatuses hanging off the walls and junction boxes and every now and then a piece of plumbing but for the most part the walls and ceiling were featureless. Jake then thought about their lights piercing through the darkness and he realized they would probably be seen all the way from the other end of the tunnel looking like bright stars moving around in the night sky. He stopped and shut his light off and leaned very close to Laurel and whispered.

"These lights are going to be seen from miles away."

Laurel looked at the round spot her light was making in the floor where it was pointing at the moment and she nodded. She lifted her weapon and turned the light off and it took a few seconds for their eyes to adjust to the very dark conditions. Laurel then took the lead and Jake handed her the detector and it cast a dim glow in her darkened face and they kept walking trying very hard to step lightly so as not to alert anyone to their presence.

After walking for ten minutes Laurel suddenly stopped and looked at the detector then turned her head sideways down the tunnel. She wasn't seeing anything on the detector but she could hear very faint voices coming from somewhere out of range of the detector. Laurel remembered Mark saying that every hour or so there was activity in the tunnels presumably to go check on the air processors. Laurel looked around the detectable area and she could see a small compartment fifty feet ahead so she grabbed Jake's arm and quickly headed for it. As they approach the door the voices began to echo louder and now Jake could distinctly hear a word or two in Dromian, the dominant language spoken on Inicius before its destruction. Laurel pressed down on the handle and to her relief it moved easily and she pushed the door open and stepped into the pitch-dark room that distinctly smelled like solvents and grease. She pushed the door closed very gently holding the handle down until the door was closed and then she slowly let the handle come up to the latched position.

Laurel raised the detector and it took a few minutes but eventually two life signs moved into detectable range and her and Jake watched as they approached and then past right by the door and then kept going up the tunnel and eventually disappeared out of the range of the detector. Laurel breathed a sigh of relief and then turned her light on blinding them both. They squinted until their eyes adjusted and then they looked around and they were flabbergasted by what they saw. It was a giant twelve-cylinder internal combustion engine driven generator and some round barrels that had labels on the side that said caustic and solvent but the word in between neither could read. It was a long chemical name that looked like gibberish.

"What the heck do you suppose this generator used to supply power for?" Jake whispered.

"God only knows. It looks ancient. Maybe this is what supplied power to the lower levels when they first came down here after the surface became toxic."

"It stinks. No wonder we did away with this kind of technology."

"I wouldn't go looking around in here to much. Those drums are labeled caustic so lord only knows what else they've got in here."

"Are we going to wait in here until those two come back?"

"It would be best if we did. We don't want someone sneaking up behind us and with our minds quieted we can't sense people unless we hear or see them."

"We could always sneak up on them and shoot 'em and stuff 'em in here."

"No, they would be missed and others would come looking for them. I don't want any confrontations if at all possible."

Jake nodded and rubbed Laurel's shoulder lightly.

"I'm glad your so smart Laurel. You really are a hell of a leader."

"I'm just trying to stay alive and the best way to do that is for them not to know we are even here."

"I hope Mark's team is doing ok. I wish I could reach out to Korica and see if she's ok."

"No! You can't do that Jake. These guys would sense us."

"I know."

"Mark is trained in this sort of stuff. I'm sure they'll be just fine."

"I can't wait until we can stop exposing Korica to this kind of danger."

"Believe it or not I think she likes the thrill of it all. She's a tough kid Jake."

Jake nodded and then looked at the wall next to the door and it was clear of any debris or plumbing so he leaned against it and slid down to the floor so that he was sitting on his behind. Laurel squatted down right next to him and kept watching the detector to see when their friends returned. The two of them had to wait almost twenty minutes for the two life signs to show up again on the detector this time heading the other way. Laurel and Jake watched them approach and then pass right by the door and then keep going and eventually they disappeared from the detectors range. They waited a few more minutes and then Laurel stood up and Jake got to his feet. Jake pressed down on the handle and pulled on the door and a blast of fresh air rushed into the room washing the strong smell of chemicals and grease out of their noses for a moment. Jake peaked his head out and all he saw was darkness and some very dim light further down the tunnel. He turned the light on his weapon off and then stepped out and closed his eyes and listened intently and he heard absolutely nothing. He then took a few steps out and let Laurel step out into the tunnel and then she pulled the door closed and gently let the handle return to the latched position.

The two of them then raised their weapons and started walking quietly down the tunnel staying close to the wall as they proceeded. At one point Jake noticed a camera hanging on the wall by its cord and he pointed up at it and Laurel stopped for a moment and looked at it and then she shook her head no.

"Look at the dust on the lens. That thing hasn't worked for years." Laurel whispered.

Jake looked intently at the camera for a moment and then he nodded. He was amazed that Laurel would notice in an instant that the camera was defunct by the amount of dust on the lens though a camera hanging by its cord should have been a pretty good clue that no one cared about the camera or what it was pointed at. The two pressed on and walked for quite a distance before Laurel found the door leading to the passageway they needed to cross in order to get to the stairs that led down to the caves under the main level in order to get to the other side of the complex.

Laurel moved the detector around and there were life signs all over the place but at the moment the passageway was clear so Laurel pushed the handle down and pulled Jake with her quickly across the passageway and through the door directly across from them and they found themselves standing at the top of the stairs leading down to what was labeled on the wall as the cistern level. Laurel aimed the detector downward and she could see that there were no life signs under the complex in the cistern level. The two quickly made their way down the stairs and the air became very humid and cool as they descended down the stairs and stepped onto a walkway that was more like a gently arched bridge that crossed over a huge body of water. There were pillars holding up the ceiling, which was the floor of the main level above. There were hundreds of them and they were absolutely gigantic in diameter suggesting they were designed to hold an enormous weight load. Laurel turned on her light and walked out onto the bridge and looked over the edge at the still water below and then she shined her light out over the water. The opposite side was so far away that her light didn't even reach it.

"This must be how they've stayed alive for so long." Jake whispered.

Laurel nodded as they pressed on across the walkway to the other side where they found another set of stairs leading back up to the main level. The two climbed the stairs and as soon as the got to the top they turned their lights off and pushed down on the door handle and the door opened and Laurel moved the detector around before they stepped out and she saw a corridor leading to a whole series of rooms with no life signs in any of them. She then locked in on a group of ten life sings all sitting together and two more life signs on the opposite side of the fairly large room and Laurel knew they had found them.

Laurel stepped out into the corridor that was dimly lit by overhead lights every twenty feet along the corridor and Jake stepped out right behind her and the two walked down the corridor to the fifth door using the detector as a guide and Laurel reached out and pushed down on the door handle and it moved easily. Laurel pushed the door open and stepped into the dark room and then turned the light on her weapon on and shined it around the room. It appeared to be an old lab of some kind. There were glass beakers and hot plates and dissecting trays and some very strange looking analyzer computers but everything was covered in a thick layer of dust suggesting that no one had been in the room in a very long time.

Once Jake stepped in Laurel aimed the detector at the wall and she could see where all of the hostages were sitting though one of the life signs was erratically appearing and disappearing from the detector. Laurel knew that the person was dying and it wouldn't be long until their life sign disappeared permanently. Laurel set her weapon on the floor and unsnapped her waist clasp and then slid her shoulder strap off her left shoulder and let her pack slide off her right arm and down into the floor. Jake then stepped up to her and aimed his light into her pack as she pulled out the drill and discrete camera and viewer. Laurel picked her detector back up and checked the position of everyone in the room and she chose a location at the bottom of the wall toward the corner where she thought she would get a clear view of the two life signs on the opposite side of the room without them seeing the camera.

Laurel then picked up the drill and opened the handle and tipped it up and a few drill bits slid out and she took one of them and slid the rest back into the handle and then closed the end of the handle. She then locked the drill bit in the head of the drill and moved over to the wall and she looked at Jake and he picked up the detector and aimed it at the wall and then nodded and Laurel pressed the drill bit against the bottom of the wall and squeezed the trigger. Laurel drilled steadily until the drill bit sped up and she eased up the pressure and as soon as it broke through she let go of the trigger and looked at Jake. He looked down at her and nodded. No one in the room moved at all suggesting that no one had heard the noise.

Laurel withdrew the drill and dropped it in her pack and then she gently fed the camera into the hole and then attached the viewer to the other end and turned it on and they got their first look at the captors. There were two Inicians sitting in chairs facing the hostages and one of them had his pistol in his hand and Laurel was stunned at not only how ugly the Inicians were but the fact that they had absolutely no clothes on. Laurel looked up at Jake with her brow furrowed and Jake looked at her and shrugged.

"I guess two hundred years in the basement means clothes just aren't important anymore." Jake whispered.

"I am getting so tired of seeing naked aliens." Laurel whispered.

"So are we ready? You think you can knock those guys out?"

Laurel nodded and looked back at the viewer. She angled the camera around and she was appalled by what she saw. One of the hostages was lying on her back a fair distance from the rest of the hostages and the whole side of her face and scalp was covered in drying blood. It looked as though someone had smashed her in the side of the head with a pipe and then just left her to die. It was obvious that no one was being allowed to help her. Her hair was matted with blood and her face was laid wide open. Her eye socket looked like it was fractured right at her temple and Laurel assumed that she probably had a massive concussion from whatever she had struck or whatever had struck her.

"My god Jake, look at that poor woman." Laurel whispered.

"We got to get her out of there so we can get her some help." Jake whispered.

"If we move her it's gunna kill her."

Jake looked at Laurel and put his hand on her shoulder.

"We're going to have to try and heal her injuries some before we move her then."

Laurel looked up at him for a moment and then stood up and looked right into his eyes.

"Korica is the one with that gift. We just helped augment the energy she needed to produce for the healing to take place because of her age."

"I don't think it's that simple Laurel. She was the primary healer when we healed Mark but that was all us on Tiomot when we healed Korica. We have to try or that woman is going to die."

"God this complicates things."

"Let's signal Mark that we are in place."

"Ok but I want to wait until they change guards in there before we make entry. Mark said they check on the hostages every hour or so."

Jake nodded and looked back at the viewer lying on the floor.

"I hope she's got an hour." Jake whispered.

Laurel reached up and tapped her cranial transceiver twice and then called out to Mark.

"Mark, can you hear me?" Laurel whispered.

Up on sub level twelve Mark's face lit up when he heard Laurel's voice very faintly in his ear. Korica looked at Mark and smiled. Mark reached up and double tapped his transceiver.

"I hear you Laurel, what's you status?" Mark whispered as he got to his feet.

"We're in position on the far side of the ten hostages. One of them is in really bad shape Mark. It looks like the whole side of her face has been smashed in from her chin right up to her forehead. She's bleeding and her life signs are fading in and out."

"Can she be moved?"

"I need to look her over with the detranome but off hand I would say no. Jake and I are going to have to try and heal her injuries before we move her."

"All you have in your pack is a first aid kit. It doesn't have the supplies to treat a severe trauma like you're talking about."

"No, I mean we are going to have to try and heal her."

"Ooh. You mean like what you did for Korica on Tiomot?"

"Yes."

"Is that going to cause a delay?"

"It will take some time but we'll try and be as quick as possible."

"Crap! Alright, we'll wait on the surface for fourty-five minutes instead of thirty before we come in looking for you."

"Ok."

"Are you two ready to make entry?"

"No. I want to wait until they come to check on the hostages. That will give us about an hour until the next check."

"When was the last check done?"

"I don't know."

"Let us know when you're ready to make entry. We're in place and ready here."

"We will. How are Korica and Tamaric doing?"

"They did a great job getting in. They knew precisely what to do and they made next to no noise. I'm very proud of them both."

Korica tapped her transceiver twice and called out to Laurel in a whisper.

"Hay mom?"

"Hi baby. It's good to hear your voice."

"Is there any way that these guys can detect our transceivers?"

"I don't think so. They seem to have given up on most simple technology in favor of their advanced mental communication skills and these cranial transceivers use a really high frequency digital signal that I doubt they will be able to detect. They are more likely to hear us talking."

"So you're saying shut up?"

"No, I'm not there with you honey. Mark will know how much whispering you can get away with. I love hearing your voice sweetheart."

"The walls are thick concrete or something like it where we are cap. Aside from the hole we made for the camera I really don't see how we could be overheard from the other side as long as we whisper." Mark whispered.

"Same here Mark. The walls are pretty stout and very thick."

"So I can keep talking to you mom?"

"Sure, if it makes you feel better."

"It does. With my mind quieted I feel really isolated and almost lonely. I miss you guys."

"We miss you too honey. We'll be done with this mission soon enough and we can spend some time together."

"I want to go somewhere like Gershon again where we can have fun and no one is trying to kill us."

"I promise we'll take you somewhere fun honey. How's Tamaric doing? Is he staying close to you?"

Tamaric reached up and double tapped his transceiver and then looked at Korica and grinned.

"I'm doing ok Laurel. I'm holding her hand to keep her calm."

"Hi Tamaric. That's the best thing you can do for her. I'm glad you came with us despite how dangerous this is."

"Me too. Believe it or not I've actually enjoyed this so far just cause I get to watch Korica in action."

"That's sweet Tamaric. She's an incredible young lady and I'm really proud of her."

"Me too. She's teaching me so much about life and¦living."

Laurel looked down at the viewer and she saw three Inicians walk into the room and she touched Jake's shoulder and pointed at the viewer.

"We have some action here Mark. I think they're bringing water to the hostages and maybe a personnel change." Laurel whispered.

Laurel and Jake watched the Inicians talking and then two of the Inicians carried four metal water containers over to the hostages while two of the Inicians held their weapons pointed at them. The Inicians dropped the containers in the floor and then stepped back while keeping their eyes on the hostages. Laurel could tell even without her advanced senses in place that the Inicians were afraid of the elder race. Laurel hoped that someone would try and give water to the injured woman but they scrambled for the containers and past them around among the nine hostages but no one moved toward the injured woman. Laurel shook her head as she watched what was going on. She assumed that the Inicians had made it clear that no one was to come to her aid or they might hurt someone else.

Laurel watched as the original guards left the room along with one of the Inicians that brought the water and the two remaining Inicians took a seat facing the hostages and one of them kept his weapon drawn. Laurel decided that he was going to be her firsts target. She gave it a few seconds and then called to Mark.

"Mark, it's time. Let's do this."

"Understood. We're making our move. Good luck cap."

"You too. Keep my Korica safe Mark. Tamaric too."

"I will cap. This is what I do darlin."

Tamaric looked at Mark and smiled at Mark's use of Tamaric's term of endearment even though it sounded a little odd to him in an American accent. Mark got to his feet and so did Korica and Tamaric and Mark reached up and tapped his cranial transceiver to silence it and Korica and Tamaric got the hint and did the same. Mark then stepped over to Korica and he put his hand on her shoulder and looked into her bright eyes and smiled.

"It's time to shine honey. Impress me."

Korica smiled and nodded and then she pulled on Tamaric's arm as she stepped over to the viewer and picked it up and she knelt down and handed it towards Tamaric.

"Hold this for me so I can concentrate on what I have to do ok?"

"You got it love." Tamaric whispered as he took the viewer and squatted down next to her.

Korica closed her eyes and took several deep breaths and then she looked intently at the viewer and she tried to pinpoint the minds of the five Draximan in the room and then she opened her mind and pushed a message hard in Hiram.

"Protect your minds. I am going to disable your captors in three seconds."

Korica got a rush of feelings and voices that overwhelmed her mind for a second and then she focused as she saw all five of the Draximan crewmembers look at one another and then close their eyes and three of the Inicians got to their feet and looked around and then looked at the Draxiaman crew and pulled their weapons and Korica concentrated on the imaginary bubble surrounding the room and slowly collapsing and then she thought about it collapsing slowly until it surrounded the sixteen Inicians in the room. She then concentrated on speeding up how fast the bubble collapsed just as two of the Inicians were raising their weapons and at the last second she imagined the bubble collapsing quickly into their heads and everyone of the Inicians put their hands up to their heads and opened their mouths as if they were yelling out and then they simply collapsed into the floor in a heap some falling into and onto the others. Korica then concentrated on keeping the room isolated from the outside environment and she reached out to the Draximan crew who were all sitting with their eyes closed but they were all still conscious.

"You are safe." She thought in Hiram. "I am Korica Prentor of the Earth vessel Future. My crew and I are here on behalf of the supreme commander of the home world defense fleet Jardet and the deputy chancellor to the council of elders Asaria."

All of the Draximan crew opened their eyes big and looked at one another and smiled and got to their feet and looked around at all of the Inicians lying slumped and piled up in the floor. Korica then slowly motioned to the door.

"Go get 'em Mark." Korica said.

"Hot damn! You got it beautiful." Mark said out loud. "Come on Tamaric."

Tamaric handed the viewer to Korica and he stood up and Mark aimed the detector out into the corridor and he saw nothing and then he pointed it down and all of the life signs two floors below them were milling around calmly but none were approaching the elevator or the stairs. Mark walked over to the door and unlocked it by pushing the button in the middle of the door handle and it popped out and then he pulled the door open and Tamaric followed right behind him. Mark walked to the door to the room the hostages were in and he pressed down on the door handle and then he stepped in quickly and looked around at all of the incapacitated Inicians seemingly lying all over the place. Mark looked at the Draximan crew who took a step back at the shocking appearance of Mark and Tamaric covered in black and holding very scary looking weapons with bright lights pointing their way.

"Do you folks understand English?" Mark asked.

"Yes we do." One of the men said.

"Good. We are here to get you folks out of here. I'm Mark and this is Tamaric. We are of the elder race so you are among friends."

"We heard Korica of the Earth vessel Future. Are you with her?"

"Yes, Tamaric here is¦her mate. She's is the next room keeping the Inicians from sensing your thoughts. I need you to quiet your minds while Tamaric and I take care of these guys." Mark said pointing at the two Inicians closest to him.

The man nodded and closed his eyes and then the other four closed their eyes and Mark turned to Tamaric.

"I want you to shoot everyone of these toads that you see. I don't know how long Korica's little mind trick will last but I know a shot from the PP-20 on stun will knock someone out for about six hours."

"Thank you for respecting us enough to introduce us as mates like that."

"You're welcome. Let's pop some bad guys huh?" Mark said with a grin.

Tamaric nodded with an equally mischievous grin on his face and stepped over to the first pile of three Inicians and he used his foot to push the one lying on top to the side and then he aimed at them and shot each of them once while Mark walked over to the pile of eight that had been sitting close to one another and collapsed into a big heap. Mark used his foot and rolled a few of the Inicians off of the pile until he could see them all and then he took aim and shot every one of them once. The Inicians flinched and their arms flailed a little when they were hit but there was no injury left afterwards. Mark and Tamaric then walked around the room and made sure that every one of the Inicians had been shot at least once.

Mark then stepped up to the group of five Draximan and he put his hand out and shook all of their hands.

"Is there a leader among you?"

"I guess I am since our captain and his flight engineer and flight commander were taken away. I am Desious Artran back up flight commander." One of the men stepped forward and said.

"Good. I'm lieutenant Mark Tillman chief of security for the Future. I need you to keep your people quiet and in line. I also need you all to keep your minds quiet until we are clear of the planet."

"It's an honor to meet you Mark." Desious said.

"This is Korica's mate Tamaric Reynolds." Mark said gesturing toward Tamaric.

Tamaric stepped forward and shook everyone's hands then stepped back next to Mark.

"We know of the Future and her amazing crew, we just would have never thought you would be the ones coming to get us. We honestly thought the elder race had no idea where we were."

"You just got lucky in that we happened to be in this part of the sector and Asaria and Jardet asked us to come get you."

"Do you know where our passengers are?" Desious asked.

"Yes. The other half of our crew is pulling them out as we speak. We will be meeting up on the surface."

"Good. So they are all alive?"

"For now. One of them is badly injured though. Was anyone hurt when you crashed?"

"No. We didn't crash. The Inicians guided the ship into that building. This was a planned event."

Korica stepped into the room at that point and Mark sensed her walking up behind him.

"And this beautiful young lady is ensign Korica Prentor."

Korica stepped up and shook everyone's hands and then stepped back next to Mark. Korica then handed Tamaric his tactical pack and he slid it on his shoulders and fastened the waist clasp and then Korica looked at Mark.

"I packed everything up Mark."

"Thanks Korica."

"You are young aren't you?" Desious said.

Korica looked him in the eyes and grinned.

"I might be young but I just saved your ass by dropping a whole room full of hostile aliens in one shot. Can you do that?"

"No, I couldn't. I don't know how you did that but thank you. I didn't mean any insult Korica. It was very reassuring to hear your sweet voice in my own language coming out of the blue to tell me to protect my mind."

"We gotta go. No talking and no thinking where these guys can hear it ok?" Mark said.

All five of them nodded and Mark stepped over to Tamaric and spun him around and opened his pack and reached in and fumbled around a bit and then pulled out a small strip of what looked like putty that was about five inches long. He then reached back into Tamaric's pack and pulled out a small box and he opened it and pulled out a simple weatherproof stick match. Mark then dropped the box back into Tamaric's pack and closed the pack and he patted Tamaric's shoulder and then he walked over to the door and aimed the detector up and down the corridor and when he saw no life signs he pulled the door open and then peeled the clear protective covering off of the strip of putty looking material and he pressed it into the door frame and then he waved everyone out of the room.

Once everyone was standing in the corridor he pulled the door almost closed and then he struck the match on the wall and held it under the bottom edge of the strip and it began to emit sparks and he pulled the door shut tightly after pressing the lock button in the center of the door handle. There was a shower of sparks and a little smoke that erupted from between the door and the doorframe. Once the shower of sparks ceased he looked at everyone's bewildered looks.

"That welded the door shut." Mark whispered.

Everyone gave the raised chin gesture that they get it now. Mark then took the lead and walked down the corridor to the door to the stairwell with Korica following the first two Draximan who were holding hands so Korica assumed they were a couple. The next three followed Korica and Tamaric brought up the rear walking backwards with his weapon up while watching his detector to make sure no one snuck up on them from behind.

They climbed the stairs all the way up to the short corridor with the door to the elevator and at the end of the corridor was the airlock. Mark looked at the elevator door and he grinned and the stepped over to Korica and spun her around and opened her pack and reached into it and grabbed another strip of the putty looking material and he pulled out the small box of matches and he pulled one out and then he dropped the box back into the pack and closed her pack and then he stepped up to the elevator door and he pealed the clear protective covering off of the material and he squished it into the seam where the two door halves met and then he struck the match on the surface of the elevator door and then he held it under the bottom edge of the material and it started to burn and then erupted into a hot shower of sparks and smoke. When the material stopped burning there was a perfect weld seam about six inches long. Mark looked at everyone and smiled a little.

"That should mess with their heads." Mark whispered.

Korica smiled and nodded and then Mark raised the detector and checked their path ahead and there were no life signs all the way up to the ship. Mark took the lead and walked everyone over to the airlock and he set the controls for surface pressure and then he spun the hand wheel and pulled the door open. Everyone then squeezed into the small chamber and Mark pulled the door shut and it was all he could do to get enough room to spin the hand wheel closed. He then looked over his shoulder.

"The air is going to get real foul when I equalize the pressure with the outside air."

"We all came in this way lieutenant. We know how bad the air is outside." One of the Draximan said.

Mark nodded and pulled the actuator handle down and there was a hissing as the air was drawn down to match the air pressure outside. Everyone breathed deeply as they adjusted to the lower pressure and then the outside air was drawn in and almost everyone coughed a few times and Mark looked at Tamaric who was standing right next to the hand wheel on the opposite side of the chamber. Tamaric nodded and spun the hand wheel until it stopped and then he leaned against the heavy door and it swung open slowly and then everyone stepped out and Mark gave everyone a few seconds of coughing and horrible looks on their faces as they adjusted to the low pressure and dirty and foul taste of the air.

Mark then took the lead up the staircase to the ground level where he pushed the door open and they stepped into the next stairwell to climb up to the fourth floor where the ship is parked. Once Mark got them up to the fourth floor and he was holding the door open for everyone while he aimed his light down the very dark hallway, Desious stood next to him and engaged him in a whispering conversation.

"Lieutenant, why are we climbing higher into this building? I noticed a sign when we stepped onto this floor that said level four. Isn't your ship parked nearby?"

"We are parked on the other side of this wall." Mark said pointing at the wall behind them.

"What? How small is your ship? Are we all going to fit onboard or are you going to have to make more than one trip up to the Future?"

"You're in for a treat. Just wait until you see the Prentor."

Desious looked at Korica and grinned a little and looked back at Mark and pointed down the dark hallway toward Korica.

"Yes the ship is named after her. She is beautiful and capable just like Korica."

Desious then smiled even bigger.

"You really love her don't you?"

"You bet your ass I do. Korica is one of the most remarkable people I have ever met in my life and she saved me in ways you just can't possibly imagine."

Desious nodded and Mark let go of the door and made his way to the front of the group and led them down the hallway to the door leading to the office adjacent to the Prentor. Mark aimed the detector around in front of them and he could see that they were all alone on this floor so he pressed down on the handle and pulled the door open and he coughed at the rush of rotten air coming in from the room. Mark turned off his light and led everyone across the office and then he opened the door leading to the huge room that the Prentor was parked in. He looked at her nearly pointed bow sticking up at a bit of an angle and he grinned. She was mean and sexy looking the way she was sitting and Mark was very proud of her. Mark looked back in the room as everyone stepped up to him and he held his palm out toward the open door.

"I give you the Earth vessel Prentor, your ride off of this hellish world."

Everyone filed past Mark into the room that the ship was sitting in and Mark loved the stunned look on Desious' face. He slowly walked around the bow following Korica and he even stroked his hand over the bow that was poking up like a person holding her head high with pride.

"Ok, I'm impressed. How in the world did you get this inside the building like this?"

Mark stepped up behind him and turned his detector off and then stepped up to Korica's back and opened her pack and dropped the detector in and Tamaric took one last look around with his and then turned it off and handed it to Mark and he dropped it into Korica's pack and then he closed her pack and gently patted her shoulder.

"This ship is just like her namesake, she is capable of some truly amazing things when guided properly."

Korica looked up at him and smiled big and then she stumbled over the piles of rubble and she coughed a few times and then breathed light and shallow to stop it from turning into a coughing fit as she stuck her hand into the concealed airlock controls and she flipped the power switch on and then pulled the airlock control handle down and the door lowered at a back angle and finally stopped with just the tip of the door touching the pile of rubble under the Prentor. Korica pulled her hand out and looked at the dark opening and Mark stepped up to her and put his hands on her waist and lifted her up into the ship. She held onto the door frame and reached up and turned on the cargo area lights and then the cockpit lights and then she put her hand out to Tamaric and he put his hand in hers and she yanked him into the ship almost throwing him against the wall she pulled him up so hard. Tamaric stumbled to the back of the ship and put his hands out to stabilize himself against the back wall and then took his pack off and dropped it in the floor and turned and leaned against the wall.

Korica then put her hand out to Desious and he just looked at her for a second and she smiled.

"Just take my hand. I'm three times stronger than a girl my age would ordinarily be." Korica said in Hiram.

Desious put his hand out and Korica yanked him up into the ship and he too almost stumbled into the wall she yanked him so hard. Korica then turned and put her hand out to Mark and he knew how strong she was and so he didn't yank back and so he was pulled just to a standing position inside the doorway and then he touched her shoulder.

"Go help Tamaric put our packs away¦" Mark coughed a few times and then held his breath between coughs and the fit stopped. "Then turn

the power on so we can get the air recirculators running."

Korica nodded and turned and made her way down the slope to the back of the ship and she unfastened her pack and handed it to Tamaric and he opened the cargo crate and dropped her pack in it and then he turned his weapons off and holstered them and then removed his ammo belt and holster and dropped those in the crate. Korica nodded and removed her ammo belt and handed it to Tamaric and he dropped it into the crate and then she pulled her weapons and turned them off and then holstered them and handed him her holster belt and he dropped it into the crate. Korica then turned and made her way toward the front of the ship making way for the Draximan as Mark yanked them in and they slid toward the back of the ship where Tamaric showed them where to sit and how to get strapped in.

Korica finally reached the front of the ship and she flopped back in the sensor station seat and reached up and closed the three main power switches and the artificial gravity and inertial dampening systems came online and everyone felt dizzy for a second or two as it felt like the whole world shifted to the Futuretal flat plane. Mark yanked the last Draximan onboard and coughed a few times as did the Draximan and Tamaric in the back of the ship. Mark lifted the control handle for the airlock door and it felt like the door was taking forever to come all the way up and seal closed. Mark then moved up next to Korica and reached up and turned the air circulation and filtration to its maximum and the noise coming from the air vents in the bulkheads got substantially louder as the system filtered the existing air and augmented the air pressure with fresh clean breathing oxygen.

Desious leaned forward and looked up to the front of the ship where Mark was just climbing down into the pilot's seat and Korica was feverishly working through the preflight checks for both of the rear stations moving from one seat to the other and then back.

"Hay ensign Prentor, I owe you a big apology. I took your size for granted twice and underestimated you. I'm truly sorry and thank you for getting us out of there." Desious said in Hiram.

"It was a group effort and your welcome." Tamaric said in English.

Desious looked at him with a shocked look on his face.

"You know Hiram?"

"Korica is my mate. You really think I wouldn't have taken the time to learn how to understand her language."

"I apologize¦I just did it again this time with you. We have all heard the tales of the astonishing crew of the Future. I need to remember that I am in the presence of some truly remarkable elder race. We are new to the service of the elder race and frankly I'm still learning how to mind my manners when around people of such remarkable character."

"I forgive you¦Desious was it?"

"Yes."

"We are not a bunch of dumb ass kids despite what we look like."

"I am sorry I made you feel that way."

Tamaric nodded as he finished fastening the last of the Draximan's restraints and then he took a seat and fastened himself in and then he looked at the Draximan crew finally locking eyes with Desious.

"I'm sorry I popped off like that Desious. I know it's a little unusual to see such a young rescue party. Just do me a favor¦my captain is only a few years older than me but she is a remarkable woman and an absolute genius. Please afford her the proper respect as the captain of the Future ok?"

"We will. I am sorry Tamaric. You had every right to be offended by my lack of recognition for who you are and what you did to gain acceptance into the coalition of advanced races."

Tamaric decided not to tell Desious that he had no part in the raid on the Hodong. He figured it was best if he just respected them all for the accomplishments of the crew before he was brought out of stasis and fell in love with Korica from the first time he saw her. Mark finished his preflight checks and began the startup sequence for the engines. Once the engines spooled up to their usual high frequency hiss Korica moved over to the power and weapons station and checked the power levels and then primed the particle canons and initiated a diagnostic check on the targeting system. She then moved back over to the sensor and guidance station and leaned forward.

"Preflights are complete and I primed the weapons and started a diagnostic of the targeting system to make sure we hit our targets precisely."

"Roger that. Thanks Korica."

Korica then reached up and turned on the sensor sweep and mirrored the sensor data onto Marks right display so he could see the overhang the bow of the ship was under as well as the piles of rubble that the ship was currently resting on. Mark looked at the sensor data and took a deep breath and then reached down and nudged the hover engine throttles forward slightly and the view out the front window shifted slightly as the ship gently lifted from the rear and then rose and stopped only two inches from the what was left of the roof. Mark then looked closely at the sensor data and he tipped the back of the ship up and backed the ship up and back out of the hole and then when the bow was clear, he gave a little more throttle to the hover engines and the ship rose up out of the hole and then he leveled her off and the entire Draximan crew were leaning forward watching the view out the front window as the building backed away and then dropped out of view as the landing gear automatically retracted and the gear doors locked and sealed shut. They all then leaned back as Mark reached down and slid the forward flight throttles forward and the ship took off.

Mark banked the ship over to the left and kept her very close to the ground and made for the exhaust plume erupting from the air processors. It only took a few seconds to cover the four and a half mile distance and Mark swung the nose around and gave a little more hover throttle as he pulled the forward flight throttles back slowing them to a slow hover with a slight forward drift. He past behind the exhaust plume and he was looking for the Perth on the sensors but she wasn't showing up. The sensors were being reflected away returning nothing of significance until he actually saw her sitting next to the intake stack. He smiled when he realized just how hard the crimson fighters were to see with sensors even when you knew where to look. Mark brought the Prentor into a hover right above the Prentor and then backed her up a little and reduced the throttle slightly and she gently descended and at ten feet her landing gear automatically deployed and as soon as he had three greens he gently set the ship down right behind the Perth and then pulled the throttles back to the idle position and then he shut the engines down.

Mark then unfastened his restraints and squirmed up out of the pilots seat and climbed up next to Korica and let his butt fall into the power and weapons station seat and he reached forward and checked on the progress of the targeting system diagnostic and it was complete and a slight misalignment had been corrected for and the rest of the system was in perfect working order. Mark then looked at Korica and she looked at him and both felt like they were looking at strangers with all of the grease paint on their faces.

"Mark you want me to shut everything down?"

"No. The cap might be coming out hot and we will need to make a quick lift off to provide cover fire."

"Ok, but you know you can't actually fire in their direction right?"

"I can lift off and get beside them and catch the enemy in a cross fire."

"Oh. I wouldn't know how to do that without possibly hurting Laurel and Jake."

"Just give me weapons control on manual targeting mode and I can take care of it. It wouldn't be the first time I've had to do something like that."

"Ok, that button up there and then touch that targeting selector and press the button labeled manual pilot targeting."

Mark turned and looked at the myriad of buttons and just for a second he felt lost since everything was in Rosch and then he remembered that it was all in his mind, he just had to think about it hard for a second and then it came to him in rush. He reached up to the overhead and pressed the targeting system control reset and then he reached down next to the display and pressed the targeting mode and then he reached over on the wall and pressed the button that selected in manual pilot targeting. He then looked at Korica and grinned and he hid the fact that he was thoroughly impressed with how comfortable and competent she was with both positions.

"How long are we going to wait before we go in after 'em?" Korica asked.

"I told her we would give 'em fourty-five minutes so another thirty five-minutes."

Korica nodded and swallowed hard and Mark got to his feet and made his way into the back of the ship and unstrapped the cargo crate and opened it and began handing out canteens of water and soft protein bars. He then pulled out two bars for Korica and as Mark was headed back toward the front of the ship Desious grabbed his arm lightly and stopped him.

"Hay, thank you for pulling us out of there lieutenant. You have an amazing ship and an even more impressive crew. I understand now why the elder race were so anxious to welcome you into their fold."

Mark simply nodded once and then made his way forward and handed Korica a canteen and two protein bars and then he sat back down at the power and weapons station. Korica smiled big at the sight of the protein bars. She was famished and it felt like she hadn't had a drink of water in days. Korica opened the canteen and tipped it up and drank almost half of the canteen and then let out an 'ahhh' and then handed the canteen to Mark and he swallowed a few gulps and then closed the canteen and set it in Korica's lap as she feasted on her protein bars with a grin on her darkened face.

Laurel looked at Jake and nodded as she reached up and tapped her transceiver into the standby mode.

"I need you to insulate the room from the outside environment while I take out those Inicians."

Jake looked down at the viewer and then he took a deep breath and let it out slowly and then he reached out and surrounded the room they were in and the room the hostages were in an imaginary bubble to isolate any energy from escaping. Laurel then looked at the Inician sitting with his weapon drawn and just for a moment she contemplated crushing the creatures head but then she pushed the thought away. She just didn't want to hurt anyone no matter how mean they were. Laurel then concentrated on a bubble surrounding the individual and then she concentrated on making the bubble collapse and at the last instant she sped up the collapse and the Inician stood up quickly and put his hand up to his head and then simply slumped down and collapsed into the floor. The other Inician pulled his weapon out of his holster and closed his eyes and tried to reach out to the others for help and Laurel collapsed the bubble into his head and sped it up just as he opened his eyes and he raised his weapon and then yelled out and then he too just crumpled into the floor and dropped his weapon.

Laurel let go of her concentration while Jake concentrated on keeping the rooms isolated. Laurel took a couple deep breaths and she touched Jake's shoulder.

"Breath deep Jake. This takes a lot of energy from us." Laurel whispered.

Jake nodded and took a few deep breaths and within seconds he found that it made it easier to concentrate on what he was trying to maintain. Laurel then reached out to the hostages.

"I am lieutenant commander Laurel Kade, I am the captain of the Earth vessel Future. We are here to rescue you on behalf of the elder race. Please move away from the wall you are sitting next to." Laurel thought.

Laurel then looked at the viewer closely and all of the hostages got to their feet and took a few steps away from the wall and then turned and looked at the wall. Laurel then put her hands out and concentrated on making a circle of energy on the wall and then she pushed and the concrete wall cracked silently from the ceiling all the way to the floor and Laurel started breathing heavily. She tried not to break her concentration as she pushed harder and concentrated on squeezing the wall and the crack widened in a five foot wide and nine foot tall area and then Laurel took a step back and pulled her hands back and a whole section of the wall moved back with her. Laurel pulled the chunk of the wall back and out of the hole and then she rotated the huge chunk of concrete flat and she slowly lowered it to the floor and then she set it down gently without making a sound. Laurel then stumbled back as she let go of her concentration and she breathed very deep and fast for a few moments.

Once Laurel caught her breath she stepped forward through the giant hole in the wall and she pulled her weapon out of its holster and she turned it on and made sure it was set to level 0 and she shot both of the Inicians and then turned to the hostages who were staring at her with stunned looks on their faces.

"I'm Laurel and that is commander Jake Myers. He is my executive officer and second in command and¦my paired mate. Do any of you posses the power of healing with the mind."

The hostages all looked at each other and then back to Laurel and they shook their heads no. Laurel frowned and stepped over to the woman lying on her back and she winced at the horrible injuries to her face. Laurel unfastened her waist clasp and slid her pack off of her back and let it slide down to her hands. She pulled it around in front of her and knelt down and opened the pack and reached in and found the detranome and she opened the cover and it came to life. She scanned the poor woman from head to toe and then she concentrated on the woman's head. She then leaned back and looked at the readings on the detranome and then she looked up at the hostages that had stepped up close to her.

"What happened to this woman? Was she injured when you crashed?"

"None of us was hurt when we were forced into the side of that building. Her name is Remora Ontare. She is a consulate negotiator for the Brekin people. She was caught trying to communicate with the others and this was done to her by one of those animals with a piece of square channel pipe. Can you help her?" One of the female hostages said.

"Maybe. She has a broken jaw, fractured eye orbital bone and a massive concussion with bleeding of the brain. These lacerations on her face go all the way to the bone and she has two of her teeth knocked out. They are in her stomach. She is in shock and her heart is barely beating. How long ago did this happen?"

"I don't know exactly how long we have been down here but this happened a few hours after we were brought into this room¦maybe two and a half days or so."

"Jake get in here. We need to see if we can heal some of her injuries."

Jake broke his concentration and stepped into the room quickly and then closed his eyes and concentrated on isolating the room again and then he opened his eyes and knelt down and looked at Remora.

"God Laurel¦she looks bad. You really think we can heal her?"

"We have to try. Asaria said no killing and I intend for that to extend to the hostages."

Laurel looked up at the group of hostages and she could tell they were scared but they looked strong and healthy. Laurel handed the detranome to Jake and then stood up and faced the nine hostages.

"Who among you is the most talented with the powers of the mind?"

One of the men stepped forward and raised his hand.

"I am. My name is Tomellas. I am the ambassador to the Drakola congregate assembly."

"Drakola congregate? I thought you people hated the elder race?"

"That is the old mentality. We are evolving to realize that we are part of a larger family of many species and that love and tolerance is the way forward not fear and hatred."

"That's refreshing and¦very evolved of you and the way of the elder race. That aside if you have any love in your heart at all for Remora then we are going to need your help to heal her."

"I am gifted with the mind but I do not know how to heal injuries like hers with the mind."

"Jake and I will do the healing, we just need your energy to supplement ours and we need you to keep this room isolated while we work. Can you do that?"

"Yes, I believe so."

"Good. Take over for Jake and I want everyone to kneel down and place your hands on Remora. You need to have physical contact with her skin and then I want you to concentrate on your strongest feelings of love and send that energy through your arms and hands into Remora."

Tomellas got down on his knees and scooted close to Remora and then he closed his eyes for a moment and then he looked at Jake and nodded. Jake broke his concentration and maneuvered himself close to Remora's head and then he and Laurel looked at the others just looking on with shocked looks on their faces.

"Don't be squeamish! Get down here and help us!" Laurel said fairly sternly.

Laurel reached up and grabbed the hand of the man standing closest to her and she yanked him down to his knees and she pulled his hand over and plopped it on her stomach and then she pushed Remora's shit up to her bra and then Laurel took his hand and practically slapped it on her bare stomach.

"She's going to die if you people don't get with the program and help us."

That seemed to get through to them and everyone crowded around Remora and got to their knees and they all put their hands on Remora's bare skin and then closed their eyes and Laurel looked at Jake and grinned and then her and Jake placed their hands on the uninjured side of her head and her upper chest under her shirt and then Laurel and Jake concentrated on their love for one another and they let the feelings grow and grow to their maximum potential and then on the count of three mentally the group as a whole pushed their hardest and Remora arched her back for a moment and took a rapid deep breath. Everyone maintained their concentration and pushed wave after wave of healing energy through their hands into Remora's body and Laurel and Jake pushed their hardest until their hands felt painfully hot. Laurel then concentrated on a last hard push and she pushed the energy down her arms and out through her hands and then she suddenly felt a spinning feeling in her head and she started to fall back and as her hands pulled away from Remora's upper chest she caught her self and took several deep breaths and she stopped herself from passing out all together. Jake then sent a few last intense pulses of healing energy into Remora's head and he was also starting to feel light headed so he pulled his hands off of Remora's face and he set his hands on the floor and took several deep breaths and then opened his eye.

Jake was amazed by what he saw when he opened his eyes and looked at Remora. Her face still had dried blood on it but the crushed in and split open gash on her face was closed and the swelling around her left eye was completely gone and her eyelids were fluttering as though she were coming around. Everyone then pulled their hands back and Tomellas pulled Romera's shirt down and her eyes popped open and she looked a round a little and then slid her elbows under herself and looked at everyone with a bewildered look on her face. Laurel got to her knees and moved closer and Remora pulled back slightly and looked her up and down.

"Pardon my appearance Remora. I'm captain Laurel Kade of the Earth vessel Future. Do you know where you are?"

"Yes, I'm on Inicius and I¦" She looked at the others and then back to Laurel.

"I was struck for reaching out to the command crew with my mind. I just remember a bright light and a ringing in my ears."

"This is my second in command, commander Jake Myers. We healed your injuries as best as we could. You might have a bit of headache for a while as your body continues to use the healing energy everyone imparted to you as it heals your injuries further."

"A bit? My head hurts like you can't possibly imagine."

"I have some painkillers but I can't be sure just how effective they will be on your species. They were designed to work on Human physiology."

"I would appreciate anything you have. Thank you for what you've done for me. I don't suppose you have any water and maybe some food? I feel like I haven't eaten in days."

"That's good that you're hungry. That means your body is craving energy and you aren't suffering after shock as I feared might happen."

Laurel reached over and pulled her pack closer and she put her hand up to her forehead and closed her eyes for a second as everything spun dizzily and then stopped.

"Are you ok Laurel?" Jake asked as he scooted on his knees closer to her.

Laurel put her hand up and opened her bag.

"I'm ok Jake. It's going to take us a while to get over that kind of intense neural activity while under stress."

Laurel pulled out the first aid kit and she opened it and pulled an ampoule of painkiller out of the lid and she broke the cap off and then she moved over next to Remora and she lifted her arm and pressed the needle into her arm and then squeezed the entire contents into her blood stream. Laurel then put the empty ampoule into the first aid kit and she picked up the cap she had broken off and she put that inside the first aid kit not wanting to leave any evidence of their presence. Laurel then pulled out her water canteen and handed it to Remora and she noticed a stoned look washing over her face already. Laurel handed her the canteen and then pulled out an energy bar and pulled the wrapper off of it and dropped the wrapper into her pack and handed the protein bar to Remora and she sat up and took it from her with a grin and began eating it.

Laurel then looked at all of the hostages.

"I need all of you to quiet your minds. You know these Inicians can sense the thoughts of others so we need to isolate ourselves from them so they won't know where we are going or that you are even gone until it's to late to do anything about it."

Laurel then looked at Jake and he nodded and the two of them took the time to quiet their own minds and then looked at the others.

"Do you want me to stop what I am doing as well?" Tomellas asked.

"Yes. Quiet your mind as soon as you let go ok?"

Tomellas closed his eyes and dipped his head slightly and then he looked at Laurel.

"I sensed that you have another team rescuing the command crew?"

"Yes. They are up on the twelfth level down from the surface as we speak."

"I also sense that the elder chose wisely in sending you to rescue us. You have done this before¦you rescued all of those poor girls that were being abused."

"We can talk about that later. We are the ones who pulled them out though."

Romera drank several big gulps of water and then finished her protein bar and tipped the canteen up and swilled almost half of the canteens contents down and then she closed it and handed it back to Laurel. As Laurel was putting it back in her pack something caught her eye attached to the back flap of her pack. She pulled out a strip of putty looking material covered in a clear covering and it suddenly dawned on her what she was looking at. She looked at the door and she grinned a little and reached into her pack knowing somewhere there would have to be a source of fire and she found a small box that she pulled out and she opened it and found a dozen stick matches so she pulled one out and closed the box and dropped it back into her pack and then got to her feet and walked over to the door with the detector in her hand. She aimed it out into the corridor and she saw that this floor was empty except for all of them in the room. She opened the door and put the detector down and pulled the clear covering off of the putty like material and she squished it into the door frame and then she struck the match on the wall and held it under the material until it began to burn and then she forced the door closed and picked up the detector and stepped back and a shower of sparks and smoke erupted from between the door and doorframe.

Laurel then walked back over to Romera and squatted down.

"That should hold them up for a little while. Can you walk?"

"I think so. The headache is all but gone. Whatever you gave me is working great. All the pain is gone."

"It's called androzolyne."

Laurel picked up the detranome and dropped it in her pack and then she closed her pack and worked her arms into the straps and pulled it up onto her shoulders and then snapped the waist clasp closed. She then looked at Jake and he nodded at her. Laurel then looked at everyone.

"I'm going to need all of you to walk very quietly and very quickly. We have about a five-mile walk ahead of us. It goes without saying that we need to keep our minds quiet."

They all nodded and Laurel put her hand out to Romera as did Tomellas and she took both of their hands and they pulled her to her feet. She let go or their hands and stumbled a bit but she was able to stay on her feet.

"I need you folks to keep an eye on Romera as we make our way out of here ok?"

Everyone nodded and Laurel was beginning to see a bit of reverence when they looked at her making her furrow her brow a bit. She needed them to follow her instructions but she didn't want them to fall at her feet when she spoke. Laurel shook the feeling off and pulled her weapon and she turned it on and then flipped the light on and then she looked at the size of the group. She pulled her other weapon and turned it on and made sure it was set to level 0 and then she handed it to one of the hostages at random and then Jake did the same.

"These are set to stun so don't be afraid to use them just be aware that they do make a fair amount of noise as you saw when we shot these guys." Laurel said as she gestured to the two bodies lying in the floor.

The two individuals that were holding the PP-20s nodded and Laurel raised her weapon and aimed the detector ahead and led the group through the hole in the wall into the next room. She then aimed the detector down the corridor and it was clear and then she aimed it down and she could see that it was clear all the way down to the cistern level. Laurel pulled the door open and stepped out into the narrow passageway and walked over to the door labeled 'stairs, cistern level. She pushed down on the handle and pulled the door open and stepped onto the landing at the top of the stairs and everyone began filing in so she raised her weapon and made her way down the stairs and out onto the bridge walkway that crossed the enormous body of water. She shined her light back until everyone was on the walkway and then she made the long trek over the gently curving bridge to the other side. She then shined her light back until everyone was bunched up. She then looked back at them shining her light across their chests.

"When we get to the top of these stairs we have to cross a very busy corridor that leads to the main living area. I want us to cross the corridor in groups of three. It will take to long if we keep the doors open long enough for all twelve of us to cross the corridor at one time. How are you doing Romera?" Laurel whispered.

"I feel a little¦intoxicated but I'm not in any pain. Thank you Laurel. Thank you for all of this." Romera whispered back.

"Hay, the elder race are our family now and you are of the elder race so you are family to me. You're supposed to do anything for family right?"

"Indeed. It is refreshing to hear one so young able to respect that and to be capable¦" Romera waved her hand around. "Of doing this."

Laurel nodded and turned toward the stairs and began climbing up to the main level. When she got to the top of the stairs she aimed the detector out toward the corridor and then she aimed it the other way and there were hundreds of life signs relatively close by. She took a breath and closed her eyes for a second and tried to calm her nerves and then she watched the life sign detector until there was no one in the corridor. Laurel turned and pointed as she shined her light back and selected one of the men that was armed and she waved him up and then she pointed at two others that were closest. The man made his way up next to Laurel and she aimed the detector out into the corridor.

"You see that doorway directly across from us? That will lead you into the tunnel that leads to the air processors." Laurel whispered.

"Got it. I'm Kordan by the way."

Laurel grinned at him though it was barely detectable with the dark grease paint on her face and she made a last check of the corridor with Kordan looking at the detector and when she saw that it was still clear she tapped his shoulder. He pushed down on the door handle and pulled the door open and the group of three made their way out into the brightly lit corridor and as they looked much further down the curving corridor and they could faintly hear voices and see shadows moving around. The stepped across the corridor and pressed down on the handle leading to the tunnel and it moved with ease and then they filed through the door and let it close without latching. Laurel then waved up the next armed man and two others that were closest up next to her and she aimed the detector out into the corridor and there were three life signs approaching so Laurel watched as they approached and then they stepped into a room three doors down and then Laurel nodded and pointed at the door across from them on the detector and the man nodded, raised his weapon and pressed down on the door handle and pulled the door open and then the three of them quickly made their way to the door directly across the corridor and the door was pulled open for them and they stepped in and then the door closed and remained open very slightly.

Laurel then waved Jake up and he made his way up next to Laurel. She aimed the detector out into the corridor and when she saw it was clear she handed the detector to Jake and then pointed at the two standing closest to her and she pressed the handle down and pulled the door open and then they quickly made their way across the corridor and the door was pulled open for them and they stepped in and made their way out into the tunnel. Jake then raised the detector and the three individuals that had entered the room three doors down were now stepping out into the corridor and walking toward them. Jake waited until they past by and he breathed a sigh and once they dropped off the detector he pressed the door handle down and the last three stepped out and the door across from them was pulled open and they filed into the tunnel and then the door was very gently closed and latched by Jake.

Jake then handed the detector to Laurel and smiled at her.

"Did you see the sign above the door?" Jake whispered.

"Yah, launch tunnel and assembly complex. I was right, they built their spaceships down here and when the world went to hell they converted it into a survival colony."

Laurel aimed the detector up and down the tunnel and she detected nothing other than the ten yellow life signs and two blue clustered where they were standing. Laurel then raised her weapon and took the lead heading up the tunnel toward the air processors. The long walk went uneventful until they were almost to the enormous door with the entryway door built into it. Laurel was glancing at her detector from time to time when she saw two individuals just about to step through the doorway heading toward them. Laurel stopped and raised her hand to stop everybody behind her. She turned and scanned the walls of the tunnel to see if there was somewhere to hide but there was noting close enough that was large enough for the entire group so she gestured for everyone to get down and against the wall.

Laurel and Jake turned their lights off and got down on their stomachs and Laurel aimed in the direction of the doorway and when she saw the door open and heard the individuals talking, though their voices echoed so much that she couldn't make out what they were talking about, she felt her adrenaline rise and her hand started to tremble and she closed her eyes and took a couple deep breaths and let them out quietly and then she opened her eyes and she waited until they shut door and started walking toward the group and then Laurel shot them both in quick succession and she even surprised herself that in an almost completely dark tunnel she was able to drop both of them with one shot each. Everyone got to their feet and walked up to the two individuals lying on the cement floor of the tunnel and Laurel rolled one of them over with her foot and she turned her light on and looked at them and a thought occurred to her. She looked back at the group and asked a curious question.

"Do you know precisely why they downed the Remorak and held all of you hostage?"

"Because they are barely able to operate their own ships because of what they have evolved into and they are having problems with fuel production. All of their refineries are on the surface and the air up there is deadly with prolonged exposure. Our ship had a virtually inexhaustible fuel supply." Romera whispered.

"Antimatter?"

"Yes."

"And do you know if there are other facilities like this one on Inicius?"

"We never got that much out of them or from them. Possibly."

"So having an Inician to interrogate might be a good idea?"

"I suppose that could prove useful."

"You know that we only found five of the Draximan crew? Three are still unaccounted for."

"We didn't know that. I was only able to sense the Draximan captain, Gredonor for a few seconds before I was¦I was stopped."

Laurel looked the group over and chose the largest individual and she pointed at him and then she pointed at one of the Inicians lying on the floor. The man grimaced but nodded and stepped over to the Inician and scooped him up and slung him over his shoulder. Laurel knew they only a short time until the Inicians would be missed and someone would come looking for them. She waved everyone on and they all made their way over to the entryway door and Laurel opened it and stepped through and held the door open until everyone had made their way through it. Laurel then closed the door and considered using the thermal putty that she knew was in Jake's pack like what had been in hers but then she looked at the huge door that covered the entire width of the tunnel and she knew they would just raise the door. Laurel knew they just needed to get to the surface and off the planet before the alarm was raised.

Laurel led everyone over to the airlock door and she gave the hand wheel a spin and pulled the door open and she looked in and realized they were only going to be able to fit six at a time in the airlock and even that was going to be a tight fit. She waved the hostages in until the airlock chamber was full. Laurel then stepped out in front of them.

"I am going to set the airlock to equalize with the surface form here. When the air starts to burn your throat and lungs you'll know the air exchange is complete so you will need to open the door on the other side, step out and then close the door and spin the wheel closed so the rest of us can open this side. That handle over there will activate the pressure controls once the door is sealed."

They all nodded and Laurel pushed the door closed and then stepped over to the control panel and adjusted the airlock for surface pressure and then they waited until they heard the other door clanging shut. Laurel then set the controls to match the lower levels and she pulled the actuator handle next to the airlock control panel. She waited until the gauges read a balance that matched the lower levels and then she spun the hand wheel and opened the airlock and everyone else stepped in and she set the controls to match the pressure settings at the surface level and then she stepped in and spun the hand wheel until it wouldn't turn anymore. She then reached past everyone to the actuator handle and she pulled it down and there was a hissing as the air pressure was drawn down to match the low-pressure conditions outside on the surface. The air then equalized and the air became thin and chocking with all of the pollutants. Everyone coughed a few times and began breathing slower and shallow to avoid breathing the stinking and horrible tasting air in to deeply.

Laurel then pointed at the hand wheel on the opposite side and Tomellas grabbed the wheel and spun it until it stopped and then he pushed the door open and they all stepped out and Laurel took the lead across the security office to the elevator and she pressed the button to call the lift car and the doors immediately opened and to Laurel's relief the lift was brightly lit and quite large. Everyone piled into the car and Laurel selected the button for the surface level and the doors slid shut and a motor could be heard whining to life and the lift began rising. Jake made a fist and gently tapped the side of his fist on Laurel's shoulder and he smiled at her when she looked at him.

"We did it babe. Another incursion into a hostile stronghold to rescue some innocents and this time there was no killing."

"Yah we did. This is getting to be a habit huh?"

"To tell you the truth I've had enough rescue missions to last me for a long time. Eventually one of these missions is going to go sideways and one of us is going to lose our life. I'm pretty sure we can't heal a bullet to the head."

"Well there's a horrible thought."

The elevator slowed and then stopped and the doors opened into an extremely dark space and the air was absolutely chocking. Almost everyone coughed a few times and then seemed to adjust and Laurel and Jake turned their lights on and everyone filed out into the small compartment and Laurel walked up to the door leading out into the machine shop and fabrication building and she lifted the locking bolt and then she slid the handle back and pushed the door open and the bright sunlight flooded into the small room and everyone squinted for a moment and about the time their eyes adjusted their eyes started to burn and their throats felt like they were on fire. The sweet nasty taste of metal filled their pallets and made them smack their mouths and twist their faces in disgust. Jake waited until the last person was out and then he turned around and set his weapon to level one and aimed at the elevator call button and fired and sparks and smoke erupted from around the metal plate that housed the button and when he turned and noticed Laurel looking at him he shrugged.

"I figured we might as well make it difficult for them to come up to the surface. No more free rides."

Laurel then grinned as Jake switched his weapon back to level 0 and they all headed for the exit across the huge empty space. Laurel reached up and tapped her cranial transmitter thinking she better warn Mark that they were coming out so he didn't think it was the Inicians.

"Mark can you hear me?"

Onboard the Prentor Mark was just thinking that it was time to get Korica geared up so he could take her with him to go see what happened to Laurel's team when they heard Laurel's voice in their ears. Korica flinched but smiled at hearing Laurel's voice. Mark reached up and tapped his transceiver and smiled.

"It's great to hear your voice Laurel. What's your status?"

"We got every one of the hostages and a prisoner for interrogation by the elder race. We're about to exit the machine shop across the way from the LZ where we parked. How about you?"

"We were successful as well. We got all five of the crew out and I think we managed to get in and out undetected until someone goes to check on them. They're going to know something is up when they can't get the door open to the room the hostages were being held in. We're parked right behind the Perth. How is the injured passenger?"

"She's on her feet and doing well. Jake and I managed to heal most of her injuries with the help of the rest of the passengers."

"You guys are incredible Laurel! I'm so proud of what you're capable of."

"Thank you Mark."

"We'll get the Prentor fired up for our attack run and then we can get the heck out here."

"Roger that."

Laurel reached the door leading out into the hazy sunlight and she stepped out and she wished she could run to the two wonderful dark ships sitting fifty yards away but she knew better than to move any faster than a walk so as not to increase their breathing rate. As they approached the back of the ships Laurel heard someone express surprise at the sight of the ships.

"Will you look at that! Now that is how a dignitary should be rescued."

Laurel smiled as she stepped up to the Prentor and walked past her as the engines were winding up and Laurel looked in the cockpit window and waved at Mark and he smiled and waved back. Laurel walked up to the Perth and stuck her hand into the concealed airlock control compartment and she flipped the power switch up and then she pulled the control lever down and the door unsealed and lowered until it was touching the ground. Laurel then climbed onboard and turned on the cockpit lights and the cargo area lights and she made her way to the back of the ship and took her pack off and then she pulled her PP-20s and turned them off and she pulled the light off the side of the one she had hooked it to at the beginning of the mission and she re-holstered them and then she opened her pack and dropped the light into it and then she closed her pack and opened the cargo crate and she picked up her pack and set it into it and then she removed her ammo belt and grenades and then her twin PP-20s and she set those into the crate. She then turned and made her way past everyone boarding the ship. She closed the main power switches and reached up and turned the air circulation and recycling system to maximum and once Jake was onboard Laurel raised the control lever that raised and sealed the door.

Laurel then stepped up to Jake.

"Jake will you get our guests settled in while I get everything fired up?"

"Eye captain."

Jake stepped to the back of the ship and repeated the same process Laurel had to disarm himself and get everything stowed. He then got everyone seated and showed them how to strap themselves in and they plopped their prisoner in the floor by the cargo crate. Meanwhile Laurel worked feverishly to get the power and weapons preflight checks going as well as the sensor and guidance preflight checks. Once Jake had everyone seated he handed out some canteens of water and some protein bars and then he closed the cargo crate and strapped it down and finally made his way to the front of the ship and Laurel climbed down into the pilots seat and began the preflight checks as Jake finished the few checks she hadn't gotten to at the power and weapons station. Jake then initiated a diagnostic check on the targeting system and he primed the particle cannons and then he moved over to the sensor station and he reached up and turned the power on to the active scanners and Laurel initiated the startup sequence for the engines and then turned the shield generators on. Jake then watched the power readings climb into the green and once the engines had reached their usual high frequency hiss he leaned forward.

"Preflights are complete Laurel. Everything is in the green and I have initiated a diagnostic on the targeting system."

"Roger that, thanks Jake."

Laurel then tapped her cranial transceiver and called out to Mark.

"Mark we're fired up and ready here as soon as the diagnostic is complete on our targeting system."

Mark reached up and tapped his transceiver.

"I hear you cap. That's a new ship Laurel, I seriously doubt there is any misalignments within the targeting system yet but that was smart thinking to check it out anyway."

"I wish I could take the credit for the bright idea but it was Jake that had the presence of mind to run the diagnostic."

"Good thinking xo. We have to be precise with the hits to the Remorak."

"Thanks Mark. I'm trying to think strategically like you've taught us to do."

It only took another two minutes of nervous waiting with their engines running while watching the sensors for the diagnostic to be completed. No misalignment was detected and the rest of the targeting system was in prefect working order. Jake grinned when he saw the result and he gave manual targeting control to Laurel for now and then he let her know they were ready to go.

"That's it Laurel, we're ready to go."

"Roger that, thanks Jake. Did you hear that Mark?"

"Affirmative."

Mark reached up and turned the transmitter on and opened the transmit circuit. He then gave a one-word signal to the Future.

"Corona!" Mark called out.

Mark then closed the transmit circuit and a few seconds later the sensors on both ships detected a significant rise in the electromagnetic energy in the upper atmosphere and then there was a bright flash and the shields around both ships fluoresced in a beautiful rainbow as the intense energy pulse was reflected away from the ships and the clouds seemed to glow and the few spots were the sky was visible through the hazy clouds could be seen to glow in pink and blue and green as an artificial aurora was formed. Mark then slid his hover engine throttles forward and the Prentor lifted into the air and then Laurel slid the hover engine throttles forward and the Perth also leapt into the air. Laurel and Mark both retracted their landing gear and then slid the forward flight throttles forward and Laurel fell back and let Mark take the lead heading for the Remorak. Korica scanned the ship and then programmed in the precise location for the hydrogen and oxygen tanks and Jake programmed the same targets and they both set the targeting system to automatic control and the locations of the tanks were locked in.

"I'll take the hydrogen tanks, you take out the Oxygen tanks." Mark said.

"Roger that." Laurel said.

Korica adjusted the targeting to lock in on just the hydrogen tanks and Jake adjusted the Perth's targeting system to pinpoint the oxygen tanks and locked the targeting in and then gave fire control to Laurel. Mark then initiated a steep climb to one thousand feet and then he banked over heading for the Remorak at a thirty degree angle to her Futuretal plane and Laurel stuck right to his wing until they reached five hundred feet from the target and then the two ship turned belly to belly and the twin particle cannons popped out of the bottom of the wing sections and at three hundred feet both got a tone indicating target lock and Laurel and Mark both fired simultaneously and then peeled off and accelerated to mach 1 to get clear of the blast. Both ships reached minimum safe distance in seconds and the particle energy past right through the hull and found their targets and then came out of negative phase and ignited deep within the huge hydrogen and oxygen tanks ripping the tanks wide open and collapsing the decking and structural support beams and then the gasses ignited in a huge high pressure fire ball that raced forward within the ship blasting bulkheads and structural beams apart as it moved forward through the ship.

Laurel and Mark looked over at the sensor data just as the spine of the ship ripped open and a gigantic fireball erupted high into the sky carrying debris from deep within the ship along with it. The fireball spread out and rose to a height of three hundred feet before it turned black and gray and continued to rise another three hundred feet. The building that the Remorak had been poking out of was completely obliterated and blown aside and high into the air in a cloud of dust that followed the hot vacuum created by the erupting fireball. All of the adjacent buildings within two miles were completely destroyed and blown asunder resembling a small tactical nuclear explosion including the building that led to the lower levels. The shockwave traveled out along the ground pulverizing everything it encountered and sweeping clean the ground only further deepening the dust cloud that was traveling out in all directions.

Mark watched the conflagration and all consuming fireball and dust cloud rising high into the air and along the ground and he was truly stunned by the amount of destruction that was unleashed.

"Harriet shit on shingle! I'm guessing they felt that all the way down in the lowest level."

"Mark!" Laurel exclaimed. "Korica can hear everything you're saying!"

"Sorry Korica. I just didn't expect that much destruction to be unleashed."

"It's ok Mark, I forgive you. I don't like hearin that stuff though. I know what that expression means and that it's a dirty word when it's used like that. We still need to go back in and encase the reactor core." Korica said.

"You really think it could have survived that?"

"Yes. From what Jardet said it was designed to survive that kind of explosion. If we had destroyed it the explosion would have been ten thousand times as big as it was."

Mark pulled around in a steep high-speed turn and he thought Laurel was going to have to catch up with him but when he looked at his targeting information he was detecting a severe turbulence distortion right off his right wing. He was Amazed at how good of a pilot she was turning out to be. She knew how to maintain her position as his wingman no matter what was going on and she was able to anticipate his maneuvers very precisely. Mark drew back in on the center of the smoke column rising high into the air and to his shock there was still a significant portion of the hull of the Remorak left. Mark slid the hover engine throttles forward and slowed even further as they drew in closer until he had the ship in a steady hover and then he pulled the forward throttles all the way back to the idle position and he let go of the controls and the ship wing rocked slightly and then just hung motionless.

"Alright Korica, it's up to you. You know how important it is that you get the targeting right."

"If I get it wrong we will never know it. At this distance the shockwave will hit us in two tenths of a seconds."

"So let's just get it right."

Korica reached up and activated the active scanners on maximum power and she moved back over to the sensor station and she had to adjust the resolution and wavelength a few times to see through the fire and debris but she was finally able to lock in on the targets and Jake also found the target blast wall that was still intact and surrounding the reactor core compartment. The rest of the ship was peeled up and open and most of the upper hull was just gone. Jake and Korica locked the targets into the targeting computer and then moved back over to the power and weapons stations and set the weapons depth of penetration to target the specific armature connection points that would destroy the reinforcing beams within the reactor control room without igniting the antimatter. They both then handed the fire control to the pilot's station and then moved back over to the sensor stations.

"That's it Mark, target points are locked in. You may fire when ready."

"Roger that, thanks Korica. How about it cap, are you ready?"

"Yes, Jake has the target coordinates locked in over here."

"Ok, on the count of three. One¦two¦three, fire!"

Mark and Laurel squeezed the trigger three times each and the particle energy erupted from their cannons and Mark winced as he saw the yellowish red energy strike the debris pile that used to be the Remorak in an instant. There were simultaneous explosions that the sensors detected from within the reactor control room and what was left of the square looking box that had been the control room collapsed into a semi curved hump of metal and twisted structure and then the whole ship spread out into a pile of debris that no longer had any resemblance to a ship or that it had ever been anything but ground zero of an enormous explosion that had swept the ground clear for miles in every direction.

Mark waited a few more seconds and then grinned.

"Good targeting Korica. We're still here so you must have got it right."

"You really thought I was going to screw this up?"

"No, don't be like that Korica. If I thought that I would have performed the targeting myself. I'm just proud of you for¦never mind. Cap, I have one more target that I want us to take out before we leave."

"You want to take out that refinery so they can't communicate with anyone?"

"That's right. If the elder race are going to be coming in Pratgal cruisers to retrieve the core they aren't going to have the Future around to obscure their approach."

"That's a good idea. I hadn't thought about that."

Mark took a hold of the controls and slid the forward throttles forward and the ship took off and Laurel mirrored his moves heading for the refinery structure six miles to the south. Korica moved over to the power and weapons station and switched the targeting system to manual pilot control and then moved back over to the sensor and guidance station and Jake made the same adjustment to the Prentor's targeting controls. As the two ships drew in closer Mark began squeezing of shots and Laurel joined him. The particle blasts blew through the dust and smoke left from the explosion of the Remorak and struck the refinery platform and secondary explosions began to erupt from deep within the rig and then Laurel hit the tank with the parabolic indentation in the side of it and the tanks contents exploded in a huge fireball and the whole side of the platform collapsed and piping and panels of metal flew up into the air and the whole structure leaned over to one side and Mark squeezed on two last shots and the entire platform exploded and began to collapse on itself.

"Nice shooting cap! I think that should put their communication capabilities out of commission for quite some time."

"Thanks Mark. They will have to dig themselves out before they will be able to fix anything."

"Let's get the heck out of here Laurel. Our work here is done."

"Roger that, I'm right behind you."

Mark and Laurel both reached down and turned off the weapons systems and the cannons retracted back into the wing sections and the doors closed and sealed shut and Mark pulled back on the controls and slid the forward flight throttles all the way forward and the ship took off and Laurel mirrored his actions and both ships produced a thunderous shockwave that reflected back to the ground and further scattered and broke apart the remaining structures on the ground and the boom was heard from inside the ship making everyone shrink into their shoulders. The two ships flew straight up out of the nasty chocking atmosphere and out into clear space within seconds and Mark banked over and pulled the throttles back as he did so now his sensors weren't showing any signs of the Perth and Mark was a little worried until he reached down and switched to visual sensors and he saw the Perth shadowing him closely to his right. He then reached up and opened the transmit circuit.

"Future, this is the Prentor, do you copy?"

Laurel reached up and turned the transmitter on and opened the transmit circuit after she heard Mark's hale on her cranial transceiver.

"I have you on sensors and I read you loud and clear Mark. I was able to monitor some of your communications on the surface. I am relieved to see both ships intact. That was a big explosion when you destroyed the Remorak."

"Yah it kind of took me by surprise as well. Hay, do you have a clear sensor read on us both?"

"Yes, why?"

"Because my sensors show nothing beside me but the visual sensors have a clear image of the Perth off my right wing."

"My sensors are thousands of times more sensitive and sophisticated than what the crimson fighters possess."

"Roger that. I guess I should be happy that these things are so hard to see."

"It is a definite advantage when you come up against inferior technology."

Mark then got a tone on his sensor readings indicating the presence of a large energy reading and gravitation distortion ahead. He knew it was the Future's shield. He aimed right at the reading and a few seconds later he saw the Future coming up over the curve of the planet and he looked out the window and saw the Future coming right at them and she looked beautiful and absolutely gigantic.

"You will both need to dock in the upper hangar. The lower hangar is now obstructed by the intake tubes for the atmospheric collection system." The AI said.

"Roger that. Mark said.

"Understood." Laurel said.

Mark then looked up and back at Korica.

"Hay tell our friends to come have a look." Mark said with a smile.

Korica nodded and got to her feet and stepped to the back of the ship.

"Hay cap I'm gunna slow our approach so our guests can have a look at the Future as we fly past her."

"Roger that Mark. I'll match you so our friends can have a look as well. The Future really is a beautiful sight isn't she?"

"Like nothing else I've ever seen. She is our home."

"Thank you, I take that as a huge compliment." The AI said.

Korica looked at all five of the Draximan crew and smiled.

"Come have a look at the Future."

Everyone unfastened their restraints and moved toward the front of the ship and two of them sat down at the power station and the sensor station so everyone could get a good view out the front window.

"Oh wow! That's incredible!" Desious said with a look of wonder on his face.

Jake stepped to the back of the Perth and looked at everyone.

"If you want, go ahead and take a look at the Future. She really is something to see."

Everyone unfastened themselves and moved forward and crammed in close with two of them sitting in the power and sensor station seats so everyone could get view out the window.

"Harriet¦I had no idea the Future was so big." Romera said.

"She is as big as a small city." Laurel said as she slowly flew down the side of the Future just outside of her shield envelope.

"How many does your ship carry?"

"Sixty five hundred right now but she is large enough to hold many more than that." Jake said from the back.

"I have reduced to the shield to the minimum safe level. You are clear to land at your discretion." The AI said.

"Roger." Mark said.

"Roger that." Laurel said.

"Who was that, more of your crew?" Romera asked.

"No, that was the Future." Laurel said.

"What? Your ship talks to you?"

"Yes. Our ship has an artificial intelligence that runs everything."

"Incredible! It sounded like a real woman not a machine."

As the ship finally slipped past the stern of the Future and began to make a slow turn to face the back of the ship everyone moved back to the cargo area and Jake and Korica took their seats at the sensor stations. The ships gently past through the shield with no interruption in the power systems and then the Future increased the shield density to 100%. Mark then brought the Prentor to a stop.

"You go ahead and land first Laurel. I'll follow you in."

"Roger that. Thanks Mark."

Laurel nudged the forward flight throttles forward slightly and then pulled them back and let the ship coast forward over the rear hull of the Future and right into the hangar opening and she pushed the hover engine throttles forward slightly and maintained a hover fifteen feet off the hangar deck. She reached up and deployed the landing gear and once she had three greens she moved the controls forward and the Perth gently floated to the back of the hangar and then she arrested their forward momentum and spun the ship around facing out of the hangar and she could see the Prentor just entering the hangar. Laurel then reduced the throttle to the hover engines slightly and the ship gently descended and touched down with a gentle thud. She then pulled the throttles all the way back and her and Jake began shutting everything down.

Mark gently floated right next to the Perth and Mark arrested their forward motion and then reached up and deployed the landing gear and once he had three greens he reduced the hover throttles slightly and the ship gently descended and touched down without a sound. He then pulled the throttles all the way back and he and Korica began shutting everything down.

Once Jake had both of his stations secured he got to his feet and stepped up to the airlock controls and he pulled down on the control lever and the door hissed and then began to lower until it touched the hangar deck. He then stepped off the ship and stood at the bottom of the ramp and waited for everyone to file off the ship.

On the Prentor Korica finished securing her stations and she got to her feet and stepped over to the airlock controls and looked at Tamaric who was helping everyone get unfastened and she reached up and pulled down on the airlock control lever and the door hissed and slowly lowered until it was touching the hangar deck. She then stepped off the ship and stood to the side so everyone could file out.

"Welcome aboard the Earth vessel Future." Korica said.

"Welcome to our home, the Earth vessel Future." Jake said as the last passenger stepped out.

All of the elder race looked around in wonder and they noticed that there were four of the crimson fighters in the hangar and they were all extremely impressed by how clean and orderly the hangar looked and by how menacing four of the amazing machines that just rescued them looked sitting one right after the next.

Once Laurel finally got all of her systems shut down she climbed out of the pilot's seat and called out to the Future before turning the transmitter off.

"Future, we need a hover gurney with security restraints. We have a prisoner that will need to be taken straight to the brig. He has powers of the mind so I want an electrostatic field erected around his cell. Provide him as much food and water as he wants but don't engage him in any conversations"

"Understood. I did not realize you were going to be capturing any enemy combatants?"

"It was a last minute decision. We are still missing three Draximan crew members and he will know where they are and why the Inicians took hostile action against the elder race in the first place."

"You are wise well beyond your years Laurel. That was very good thinking."

"Thank you Future."

Laurel then reached up and turned the transmitter off and reached up and turned her cranial transmitter off and then she opened the three main power switches cutting power to everything except the lights. She then stepped off the ship and stepped up to Jake and gave him a tight hug surprising him a little. She then stepped back and smiled at him.

I would kiss you but¦not with this stuff on our faces."

"I'll take a rain check then." Jake said with a smile.

The elder race all gathered together and exchanged hugs and hand shakes and seemed very glad to be back in each other's company and once Mark stepped off the Prentor having shut everything off and opening the power switches Korica ran up to Laurel and Jake and smacked into Laurel in tight hug. Laurel swayed with her holding her tightly for a few moments and then she stepped up to Jake and squeezed him tightly in a hug and he set the side of his chin on her cap and hugged her warmly.

"We missed you too sweetie. I can't tell you how proud we are of the job you did down there."

"Thanks dad." Korica said as she stepped back from her embrace.

Mark then stepped over to Laurel and Jake.

"You guys can get our guests settled in and I'll take care of unloading the ships and stowing the gear."

"Ok. Thanks Mark." Laurel said. "The prisoner is unconscious on the floor in the back of the Perth. Will you see to it that he gets taken to the brig?"

"You got it."

Tamaric then stepped up to them and Laurel pulled him close and engaged him in a hug and then bent down and smiled at him.

"Thank you for keeping my Korica safe Tamaric."

"It was my pleasure Laurel. If it's ok I want to stay with Mark and help unload the ships?"

"That's fine with me. I'm sure Mark could use a hand."

"Yah I could actually." Mark said.

Korica stepped up to Tamaric and gave him a brief hug and then smiled at him.

"I'll see you up on the command deck after we get the elder race settled in."

Tamaric nodded and then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Go ahead Tamaric." Laurel said with a grin as she Jake headed toward the Remorak survivors.

Tamaric looked at Korica and grinned and then leaned in and gave her a peck and then he and Mark stepped up onto the Perth and Korica joined Laurel and Jake to get the survivors settled in.


Chapter 24 Findara

––––––––

Findara

Laurel, Jake and Korica walked back over to the rather sizable group of elder race and Laurel gently put her hand on Romera's back. Romera turned slowly and looked at Laurel and it was all Laurel could do to keep from laughing, she knew Romera was stoned on the painkiller Laurel had administered after healing her injuries.

"Romera I would like to take you to our medical deck and look you over to see what kind of injuries are remaining. We aren't exactly experienced healers and we may have left some areas that need attention."

"Ok. I'm not feeling any discomfort but it is your ship and I will do as you ask."

"Thank you. I actually need to have everyone checked over briefly for foreign contaminants. We have no idea what kind of germs the Inicians may have infected you with and we need to make sure we don't spread something new all over the ship." Laurel said looking at everyone else.

"Don't you have sensors that detect that kind of thing as soon as you step aboard?" Desious asked.

"Yes. As soon as we step on the transport platforms our bodies will be scanned in detail and we were scanned automatically as soon as we stepped off the Prentor and the Perth and since no alarms have sounded I know we aren't carrying anything on us externally. As you know though most microbes and will be carried internally."

"So you do have Asran transporters?"

"Yes. We were refit at the Farqua station with all the creature comforts that Oberot was allowed to give us so we do in fact have Asran transport platforms all over the ship. We also have Desmian medical scanners so the med checks will be quick and un-invasive."

"I see. How much of a refit was granted to you?"

"It was pretty extensive. We have a neutron field accelerator and an oscillating torioidal generator and the shield matrix is reinforced with quantum gravitational energy so you folks are perfectly safe on the Future. We can talk about all that later if you want, I really want to get you folks settled in so we can get cleaned up. I assure you we do not always look like this and this stuff is actually a little uncomfortable to wear for long periods."

"Of course, I'm sorry captain."

"The transporter is this way." Laurel said as she gestured toward the transport enclosure with an open palm.

Laurel then led everyone over to the transport enclosure and she pulled the transparent door open and Korica led the first seven people up onto the transport platform. When the free floating map appeared Korica touched the indicator for the upper med deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash they all disappeared. Laurel then led the next seven up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared and once the indicator for the upper med deck turned from red to white indicating that everyone had cleared the platform on the med deck, Laurel touched the indicator and a few seconds later in a blue flash they all disappeared. Jake then led the last guest up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared he only had to wait for a few seconds for the upper med deck indicator to turn white and then he touched the indicator and a few seconds later in a blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform at the end of the corridor on the med deck. They then stepped down and followed the large crowed down the corridor through the pressure door just past med bay one and everyone stepped into an individual room and everyone stepped up onto the vertical medical scanner in each room and the AI initiated a detailed scan of everybody.

In the end everyone was given a clean bill of health including Laurel, Jake and Korica. There were some new bacteria detected in the bloodstream of the survivors but everyone's immune systems were already producing the antibodies required to kill the bacteria and they were not of an infectious variety. The AI assumed the bacteria was delivered to them in the water they were given on Inicius. The Future crew were in perfect health and showed no signs of the bacteria in their bloodstreams, which was no surprise since none of them ate or drank anything while on Inicius that they did not bring with them. oriThe only person requiring treatment was Remora. Her teeth needed to be retrieved from her digestive tract so they could be reattached to her gums after being sterilized and any damage to them repaired. The AI reassured Remora that it would be a fairly simple surgery to reattach the nerves to the teeth and the teeth to her gums since the break in her jaw was completely healed and this type of surgery was routine for Human patients and her physiology was a very close match to that of a Human. The AI told her that once the teeth were set in place the gum tissue would be regenerated to a healthy normal state that would hold the teeth firmly in place as if they had never been knocked out. She reluctantly agreed to undergo the process since she didn't want to go for the rest of her life with two of her primary chewing teeth missing on the left side.

Laurel, Jake, and Korica then escorted the guests back down to the passenger deck and assigned quarters for everyone in the event that anyone wanted to get some rest until they could meet up with an elder race transport ship or find an alternate destination to be dropped off at. They were shown where the showers were and how to use the com panels to ask the AI for anything they needed including new clothes in any style they desired and then they were shown where the mess hall was on the passenger level and then Laurel had a security level zero access grant issued to all of them so they could move around the ship and visit the gardening ring if they wanted since the gardening ring entrance was a quick transport away for them. The Future crew then left the guests to get comfortable and eat as much as they wanted to gain their strength back and the Future crew transported back up to the command deck so they could get showered and changed.

Jake let Korica and Laurel get showered first while he waited on the bridge monitoring both the surface and space around the Future as well as their guests to see how they were settling in. Most of the guests spent a fair amount of time in the mess hall trying all sorts of dishes and drinking a lot of water and surprisingly the pineapple juice was a big hit with them. Jake listened to a little bit of the conversation and most of it was discussion about getting back to their important conference that they were prevented from attending but there was some talk about how fantastic the ship seemed from what little they had seen of her and how gracious the young command crew was being in that they were being allowed to explore the ship within limits but unescorted suggesting a high level of trust in them all and no one was going to be allowed to abuse that trust by poking around in the areas that Laurel had said were to be considered off limits. Jake did notice that the Draximan couple got something to eat and then hit the showers and then walked back to their assigned quarters without a stitch on them and Jake shook his head but he knew that Korica said the naked form was just no big deal to the Draximan people.

It was at that time that Laurel stepped onto the bridge wearing just a towel with damp hair to let Jake know that it was his turn. Jake smiled at her and he was very glad to be able to see her gorgeous face again. Laurel gave him a seductive grin and turned and made her way over to her quarters to get changed and preen Korica while Jake showered.

Just as Jake was stepping out of the shower Mark and Tamaric stepped into the shower room having finished unloading the ships and getting their hostile guest locked up and then having a quick scan completed. They were also in perfect health aside from some residual contaminants in their lungs that the other three had processed away due to their superior immune response and ability to heal extremely rapidly. Jake was relieved that Tamaric and Mark could be healed fairly easily given one session of healing with Laurel, Jake and Korica.

Jake dried himself off and then wrapped a clean towel around himself and made his way down to his quarters and when he stepped in both his girls looked like their beautiful selves again and he couldn't help but give them a huge smile. Korica slid out from between Laurel's legs and turned around and Laurel scooted forward and the two held each other tightly long enough for Jake to step up to them and wait for his turn. When Korica released her tight hold on Laurel, Jake was right there for her to turn around and grab him tightly. He held her particularly tightly and rocked her just a little. When she finally pulled back he kissed her cheek and stroked the side of her head.

"I'm so glad we got through that without any mishaps. I'm so proud of you Korica."

"Thanks dad. I have to admit that I was actually pretty scared most of the time. I don't like not having my senses to rely on like that. I just couldn't tell if one of those¦Inicians was going to step out and try and shoot us."

"Well you did great honey."

Korica then let go of Jake and gave Laurel a peck and then headed for the exit to head for her quarters to wait for Tamaric. Jake retrieved a change of clothes and made his way into the bathroom to comb his hair and get dressed and when he came out he stepped over to the bed and took Laurel's hand and the two sat down on the bed.

"We need to contact Asaria to see what she wants us to do next babe. I hope we aren't going to be asked to carry our guests to far off our planned route."

"If she asks I'm not going to say no."

"No I know that. I'm willing to do anything she wants I just¦I don't want to seem ungrateful or whatever but I'm tired of putting Korica and Tamaric in danger like this. I just feel like she won't be safe until we can her back to our galaxy and away from all these hostile aliens."

"What makes you think we won't encounter hostile aliens in the Milky Way? There is no unifying force like the elder race in our galaxy. We will truly be on our own."

"I guess I don't know that. I guess I was hoping we could find a quiet corner of the Future planet to settle down on and raise Korica in relative peace."

"Geeze Jake, you sound like an old man looking for a quiet place to retire."

"I guess that does sound kind of stagy doesn't it?"

"Big time. Korica has her heart set on serving on the Future. She is never going to be happy sitting still on a planet no matter how serene it is. She will get restless and want to go star hopping. This is what she was raised to do Jake. She's a star child and we can't expect her to just give that mentality up just because it scares the crap out of us to see her doing dangerous stuff and you know it."

Jake let go of Laurel's hand and flopped on his back on the bed and sighed heavy while staring at the ceiling. He knew she was right and the only way to truly keep Korica safe was to establish this protectorate confederation that Oberot had mentioned as soon as possible. They were going to have to make some strong alliances with their new neighbors and establish safe traveling routes in their new neighborhood on the opposite side of the galaxy from Earth so that Korica could go star hopping as Laurel so eloquently put it without her being isolated from backup should someone nasty come along. Jake finally took a deep breath and sat up and grinned at Laurel.

"You're right as usual Laurel. Hell, if you get right down to it Korica is stronger than both of us and far more ready for life among hostile aliens than we are. I guess I just got to man up and back her play whatever that play is."

"There you go. Come on handsome, let's go check on our guests until Korica is ready to contact the elder race."

Laurel stood up and put her hand out to Jake and he put his hand in hers and she pulled him to his feet and then the two stepped into their shoes and engaged in a warm and passionate kiss that left them both spinning in the head and wanting much more from each other but they knew that there was things that needed to be taken care of before that kind of thing could be indulged in. The two then made their way over to the bridge and Jake sat down at the sensor station and Laurel in the captain's chair and both logged in at the same time and woke the entire bridge up.

The Future had orbited around to the night side of Inicius by this point and the skies were still clear of any hostiles. It was apparent that if there were any other colonies of Inicians they had no idea that the colony the Future crew had struck was in essence buried and their ability to communicate was gone for now. Jake switched to the internal sensors and checked on their guests. Three where now exploring around the gardening ring and the Draximan couple had showered agian, eaten and then retired to their assigned quarters presumably to reaffirm their bond and maybe get some sleep. Two of the survivors were in the lower hangar presumably trying to figure out what the huge pipes being constructed there were for and everyone else was in the common area on the passenger level. Romera was still in surgery having her teeth fixed and re-implanted in her skull whilst receiving a nutrient IV solution delivered to help her regain her strength.

Jake even took the time to review where the elder race passengers had been and so far none of them had gone anywhere they were asked not to go and none were trying to access the known off limits areas such as the stasis ring, the engineering areas or the command deck. As Jake was reviewing the information the tension in his gut was getting worse despite the fact that Laurel was less than five feet from him when he realized he still had his mind quieted and he was blocking Laurel's energy completely. He closed his eyes and felt for Laurel's warm radiance without opening his mind completely in light of the nature of their guests and he felt a flood of warmth deep down that made his nerves relax and his heart flutter at how sweet she felt. His separation symptoms were washed away completely and he took a breath and grinned and then opened his eyes and turned to look at Laurel and he found her looking right at him with a huge grin on her face.

"Thank you Jake, that feels much better."

"Yah it does. I'm sorry Laurel, I forgot that I had everything blocked out including your energy. I forgot that I need you in my heart or I'll get sick. Has your mind been open this whole time?"

"No. I felt your energy flow through me just now but my mind is still quieted."

"Cool. I'm glad we can have one without the other."

"Yah we could never do that before. I guess we're becoming more capable of separating and controlling our abilities."

"I wonder if that means we could¦you know¦without sharing it with a whole ship full of very powerful telepaths?"

"I'm not ready to put that to the test. I would be humiliated if we found out that they were sensing what were doing the whole time we¦let's just wait until we deliver them to wherever Asaria wants us to take them before we share any intimacy ok?"

"Yes mam. You're worth waiting for."

"You're so sweet Jake."

Jake then turned back to the sensor readings and switched to external sensors and he performed a deep field scan out to ten light years and he was still finding nothing within sensor range. The two worked for another twenty minutes and Korica and Tamaric strolled onto the bridge and a few minutes later Mark stepped onto the bridge. Mark stopped and looked at everyone and grinned like he was going to start laughing and Laurel looked at him and furrowed her brow a little.

"What's so amusing Mark?"

"I'm just admiring my crew cap. You are much more beautiful without the war paint on."

"Thank you Mark. You wanna hold down the fort while we contact Asaria and find out what she wants us to do with our guests?"

"You got it."

"Come on Korica. You ready for one more use of the chair today?"

Korica grinned and nodded and she took Tamaric's hand and led him out into the corridor while everyone else logged off and got to their feet. When Laurel and Jake stepped out into the corridor Korica was just terminating a kiss with Tamaric. She smiled at him and set her chin on his shoulder and hugged him for a moment and then pulled away from him and followed Laurel and Jake down the corridor towards the transport compartment. All three transported down to deck eleven and stepped off the transport platform and then Laurel had her palm scanned and the three stepped into the scanner relay compartment. Laurel looked at the chair and sighed heavily and then she took Korica's arm gently and looked her right in the eyes.

"You're sure you're up to this?"

"I'm sure mom. It's been a long day already and we've been using the heck out of this thing but I feel strong."

"Ok then. I'm so proud of you honey. Your endurance is truly amazing anymore. Future, will you please move us into a position so we can send a clear signal to the Altek system?"

"I have already taken the liberty of moving us toward that end. I will be in position in just a few seconds."

"Thank you for anticipating our needs so precisely anymore."

"You are welcome Laurel. I believe I have a very good idea of how you all think now and especially you. You are not exactly predictable but by listening to your conversations I can get a pretty good idea of what you are going to need done to accommodate you without having to be asked to do anything."

Laurel looked at Jake and grinned and then the three of them stepped up to the chair and picked up their halos and then sat down and placed them on their heads then scooted back in their seats and got comfortable. They then reached up and grabbed the cables hanging in front of them and plugged them into the forehead pickups of their halos and then laid back and took one another's hands and waited for the AI to tell them she was in position. It was only a few seconds later that the AI called out into the room.

"I am in position and the Altek system is directly ahead."

"Ok, thank you Future. If you would give us fifteen minutes from the time the interface engages fully and then turn the transmitter off?"

"Understood."

Korica then initiated the connection by reaching out to Laurel and Jake. She found them readily and sank deeply into their minds. All three also became aware of some very powerful minds very close by. They could sense their presences but they didn't hear their thoughts or feel that they were being sought in any way. The three of them then withdrew into their own minds and concentrated on their love for one another and let the feeling grow. As soon as Korica thought about her love for Tamaric her abilities jumped in strength and it was all she could do to keep it under control and she took several deep and rapid breaths as Laurel and Jake let their energy grow to its maximum potential and then on the count of three by Laurel they all pushed and Korica let out a little squeak as she let go of her hold on her energy and there was a sudden surge as she pushed that tickled her tummy and felt draining and then everything just faded away.

The next thing they became aware of was a vast body of water with a long sweeping beach that stretched out as far as the eye could see in each direction and fifty yards behind them were some blunted white faced cliffs and a hundred feet up on top of the cliffs were rows of very strange looking trees with almost purple colored leaves and bright green grass growing right up to the edge of the cliffs. Jake turned and looked at the cliff faces and he was stunned that it looked like the white-faced cliffs of Britain on Earth except for the bizarre looking trees growing all along the cliffs. Jake tapped Laurel's arm and pointed at the cliffs and she turned and she gasped.

"Oh my god, that looks like the cliffs of Europe back on Earth."

"Yah but we don't have lavender colored trees." Jake said pointing to the trees at the top of the cliffs.

Korica looked down the beach for a few moments and then turned and looked at the cliff faces and she put her hand up to her chin as she thought hard about the name of this world. Everything looked very familiar but she just couldn't remember the name of the world they were seeing. Laurel turned around and looked out across the vast ocean before them and she raised her hand and shielded one of the suns and then she could see that there were three suns. Two were almost exactly the same size looking much like Earths sun and the third was much smaller and looked completely white in color. Laurel then turned and looked at Korica.

"Is this somewhere you've been before?"

"I'm pretty sure it is. It looks real familiar but I just can't remember the name of this planet or exactly when I was here. I know that's a fresh water lake and not a salt water ocean."

"Really? Did you go swimming here?"

"Probably. I just can't remember exactly what we were doing here."

Korica then gasped slightly and stepped back and bumped into Laurel and Laurel grinned and put her arm around Korica.

"You ok sweetie?"

"Yah, sorry. It startles me when someone I don't know enters my mind. Someone is coming and it's not Asaria."

They looked down the sandy beach where the water was very gently lapping up onto the sand and the water and sand rose up and a shape walked out of the shadow being created and then the sand and water ran off of the figure and then a very young man stepped forward and fleshed out and filled in with color. He was very handsome but also very young. He was by far the youngest elder race they had ever encountered. He looked to barely be fifteen years old though he was very muscular and stood very erect. He walked up to them in a very dignified manner with a warm smile on his face and that's when they could see his bright blond hair and piercing green eyes. He wasn't wearing the typical elder race uniform either, he was wearing a pair of white pants and a light gray short sleeve shirt that had shoulder pads making his broad shoulders seem very distinct and almost pointed. He had on shoes that looked very close to what the Future provided in the way of shoes in the form of slip on white shoes with a flat and black soles. As he walked right up to the three Korica found herself oddly mesmerized by his very handsome face. He had a small nose and a perfectly round face with almost perfect symmetry to his facial featured that were just stunning.

The young man looked Laurel over and then he looked Jake over and then he seemed to lock gazes with Korica for a few moments and then he shook his head slightly as he broke his gaze and then he finally spoke in English.

"Hello Future crew. I am Brynon. Asaria has been called to the hall of learning to greet you. I just couldn't resist the opportunity to meet you three in person."

Korica was the first to see the resemblance in Brynon and mention it.

"Wait¦you have Asaria's nose, chin and ears. You're related to her aren't you?"

"Yes. Her daughter is my mother."

"Her grandson! We are honored to meet you Brynon." Laurel said.

"Thank you. You're¦Laurel right?"

"That's right. Asaria has told you about us?"

"Constantly. She loves you three like her own family. I just had to see for myself if she was exaggerating how stunning you three are. She actually understated just how¦striking you are. I have never seen eyes like yours and Jake's. And you Korica are the pretties Draximan I have ever seen."

"Ooh, aren't you sweet Brynon." Korica said with a big smile.

Brynon then turned and looked around for a few moments and then he looked at Korica.

"I don't recognize this place. Is this somewhere you have been before?"

"I think so. I don't actually know the name of this world. It must have come from my memory but I just don't remember when I was here."

"It's beautiful."

Brynon then stepped right in front of Laurel and he seemed to size her up for a few moments and Jake was a little uncomfortable by what he was feeling from him. He was instantly attracted to Laurel and Jake sensed almost a sad heart within him because he couldn't meet Laurel in person. Jake reached down and took Laurel's hand in his and he moved a little closer to Laurel and he tried to send a gentle push toward Brynon. He pulled his head back and took a half step back and looked at Jake.

"I can sense what you are feeling Brynon. Laurel and I are paired mates, not just shipmates. I know she is captivating to look at but her heart belongs to me."

Laurel leaned into Jake a little and Brynon nodded and swallowed hard.

"I apologize to both of you. I am still trying to get used to sensing what is deep in another person's heart like this. It feels very¦personal. I feel like I know Laurel and I can feel all the love in her heart¦as well as Korica's¦and yours Jake. She is a beautiful woman and she has greatness within her."

"I accept your apology Brynon. If you don't mind me asking how old are you? You don't look to be much older than us but I know the elder race age much different than we do."

"My father is Incaron. I will age much more rapidly than my mother. I have seen fourteen seasons on my home world and I will only live to see ninety if I am lucky."

"I see. You will learn in time then that it is rude to seek another's mate. With your abilities, since you can operate the chair of knowledge, you should have sensed in Laurel's heart that she is devoted to me."

"I sense that now but I was¦blinded by her beauty. I have never seen a girl like her before. He beauty is shocking and makes the heart flutter."

"I know the feeling. That is why I am paired with her."

"You are not angry with me?"

"No. This type of communication is very intimate and I know all of the emotions that are involved can be a little confusing. We're still honored to meet Asaria's grandson."

"You won't tell her that I¦was attracted to Laurel?"

"No. We will keep it to ourselves as long as you don't pursue Laurel's feelings any further."

"I promise I won't. Thank you. I don't want to be forbidden from using the chair of knowledge."

"I understand. Are you standing a watch in the hall of learning?"

"Yes but I am not standing the watch alone. My supervisor stepped out to relieve herself and I was left alone. When I saw that it was the Future signaling us I just¦sat in the chair and initiated contact."

"You won't get in trouble for doing that will you?"

"No. As long as I conduct myself in an appropriate manner I won't get in¦my grandmother is here. I have to go. Thank you for talking to me."

"It was an honor Brynon." Jake said.

"It really was nice to meet you Brynon." Laurel said as she reached out and shook his hand.

"You're a very good looking¦man. I'm sure you will find someone to fill your heart as ours are soon enough Brynon." Korica said.

Korica then stepped forward and kissed Brynon's cheek and he blushed and smiled big and put his hand up to his cheek where she had kissed him. He then turned and simply faded away and Laurel looked at Korica with a furrowed brow.

"What? It was a simple enough gesture and it made him feel special. He is a sweet boy and just got confused by how pretty you are mom. I just wanted to reassure him that we held no ill will toward him."

"Tamaric got upset with you for doing that once before honey."

"Well he didn't see it and I'm not going to tell him about it. It didn't mean anything like it does when I kiss Tamaric's cheek. Sides it didn't really happen, this is all just a hallucination."

Laurel then looked at Jake and grinned.

"Thank you for saying something Jake. I didn't want to hurt his feelings."

"I got no problem hurting someone's feelings when it comes to keeping guys away from you."

"You know this is probably what you sensed before? Remember how you said someone would be hitting on me and you would have to step in and make it clear that I'm your girl"

"That's right. If I remember right you told me I was crazy."

"That's not what I said. I said that you have nothing to worry about. No one will ever be able to steal my heart away from you."

"I still don't like guys falling in love with you at first sight like that."

"Why? You did."

"I know but¦I get what you're saying. You're so beautiful you can't help it."

Korica then gasped and stepped close to Laurel and then she began to smile.

"Asaria is coming."

The sand in front of them began to rise up into a person's shape and Asaria took a step forward and then fleshed out and filled in with color and Laurel smiled big as Asaria stepped up to her with her arms out. Laurel wrapped her arms around her and Asaria hugged her tightly for a few moments and then she released her hold on her and stepped over to Jake and squeezed him tightly and then she stepped over to Korica and stoked her cheek with her palm and then she yanked her into a very tight hug. Asaria then kissed the top of Korica's head just like Laurel and Jake always do making Laurel feel warm inside. She could feel how much Asaria truly loved and respected Korica. Asaria then took a step back and looked all three of them over.

"I am so happy to see you three looking so fit. I assume no one was injured?"

"No, Mark and Tamaric were not injured and neither were any of the Inician's. One of the survivors was badly beaten but we healed most of her injuries before we moved her and the AI is mending what we couldn't fix. She had a couple of teeth knocked out and they are being repaired and reattached to her gums." Laurel said.

"Would you mind sharing your experiences with me so I can in turn share them with the council?"

"Of course we would be more than happy too if we knew how to do that." Laurel said.

"Before we go any further I need to compress time mom." Korica said.

"Ok, go ahead honey."

Korica closed her eyes and lifted her arms even with her waist and balled up her fists and there was a sudden feeling of deceleration and Asaria disappeared and then a few seconds later after Korica had opened her eyes and relaxed Asaria rose up from the sand again and stepped forward.

"My heavens you are getting good at doing that Korica." Asaria said.

"Thank you. The whole process of using our chair like this is getting just a little easier each time. I still get really hot and tired but I don't feel like I'm going to throw up after wards like I did the first few times."

"You never told us it upset your stomach sweetie." Laurel said.

"I didn't want you to get upset. It was bad enough that it stopped my heart once."

Laurel just shook her head and grinned at her while stroking her soft hair.

"So we got to meet your grandson Asaria. He seems really sweet if not a little naÃ¯ve." Laurel said.

"He is young and impetuous. He is learning though. His advanced abilities have really blossomed recently and I have talked his mother into letting me raise him on the station for a little while so that he can see all the different cultures and species that are out there. He was not supposed to be using the chair unsupervised. I hope he did not say or do anything offensive?"

"No. He was very friendly and he is really handsome. He said he couldn't pass up the opportunity to meet us. I guess you have been bragging about us to your family as well as everyone else on the station."

"Guilty as charged. I am sorry but I am so proud of you three that I just cannot help but tell everyone about you."

"We're really that different from the others you have met?"

"I know of no others that have touched my heart so tenderly as you three. You are very special to me."

"Awe. Thank you Asaria."

"So what do you need us to do in order to share our experiences with you Asaria?" Jake asked.

"You need to allow me inside your minds as deeply as when we shared the memory of Aseel. I just need you to think about what you remember and I will stimulate that part of your mind to share everything with me. You will also get to experience what the others experienced since you went in two teams. I will start with you Korica. Just close your eyes and let me in deep without resisting and then remember everything that happened."

"Ok."

Korica closed her eyes and took a deep breath and tried to open her mind for Asaria as Asaria put her hands up to Korica's soft cheeks. Within seconds Asaria was able to stimulate Korica's memory center and all of her experiences and feelings flooded out and Laurel and Jake as well as Asaria felt a rush of emotions and then all of Korica's memories just flooded into their minds in a flash. Asaria then stepped back and took a few seconds to process everything and organize it in her mind. She then stepped up to Laurel and put her hands up to her cheeks and smiled at her.

"Ok it's your turn dear sweet Laurel."

Laurel smiled at her and closed her eyes and allowed Asaria to drift deep into the mind and Laurel thought about everything that happened and again there was a rush of feelings felt by the others and then in a flash they remembered everything that happened to Laurel. Asaria then took her hands away from Laurel's cheeks and stepped back and again she took a few seconds to organize everything in her mind and then she stepped up to Jake and again she put her hands up to Jake's cheeks and she grinned at him.

"My handsome brave Jake, are you ready?"

Jake nodded and closed his eyes and he let out a breath and then allowed Asaria to sink deeply into his mind and he thought about everything he experienced and in a flash all of his feelings and memories were shared by everyone and Asaria pulled her hands from his cheeks and stepped back and she shook her head for a second and then she organized everything in her mind. She then looked at Laurel and frowned a little.

"I am sorry Brynon behaved like that Laurel. You are very beautiful but he should know how to address a beautiful girl without offending her or her mate. Jake should not have been put on the defensive by Brynon's forwardness. I will have a talk with him about respecting other's when sharing a conscious connection with them."

"Please don't do that Asaria. We promised him we wouldn't tell you about it. It's actually kind of flattering that such a handsome boy would become infatuated with me instantly. Jake just feels very protective of me."

"You are sure you were not offended like Jake was?"

"No. That kind of thing has happened to me my whole life just never while sharing a consciousness where we could feel each other's feelings like this."

"Very well. I will find a way to teach him to respect the personal feelings of others without mentioning that I know what he said to you or felt about you."

"Thank you Asaria. I want him to think we are people of our word. He is a sweet boy I just sense that he has lived a sheltered life and doesn't have much experience around the opposite sex."

"That is exactly why I have taken him under my wing and brought him to the station for education and life experience."

"I didn't realize that your daughter was so young Asaria. Byrnon is only fourteen?"

"By your measure of time she is almost two hundred years old. She only recently, from the point of view of a person that lives eight hundred years, fell in love and took a mate after losing her first love to an accident in space almost fifty years ago."

"So¦if you'll pardon the personal question, your people remain¦fertile their whole lives?"

"Oh yes. Byrnon is their miracle child since it was thought that his mother and Byrnon's father were incompatible as a species to reproduce."

"So incompatible species can sometimes have offspring?"

"Yes but that is not is not going to be the case with Korica and her Tamaric. I sense that curiosity welling up within you Laurel. Draximan and Human physiology is far to different for that to ever be possible without intervention."

"Oh. That was exactly what I was thinking. I guess there is no worry of Korica ending up unexpectedly pregnant and I still need genetic material from Tamaric to further my work so that Aseel will become a reality."

Laurel looked at Korica who now had bright pink cheeks as she blushed and Laurel smiled and stroked the back of her hand on Korica's warm and soft cheek.

"You're so cute Korica. You even blush subconsciously."

"Well you're talking about me¦you know¦doing it with Tamaric."

"You do not need to be embarrassed by the fact that you are looking forward to it Korica. He is your mate and you two are in love so it is perfectly natural." Asaria said making Korica blush even harder.

"Asaria come on! You're deep in my mind and your pulling out very personal things. This is why I don't share myself with mom and dad anymore. I have very private and kind of embarrassing stuff running through my mind all the time now." Korica said without looking up.

"I am sorry I embarrassed you Korica."

"It's ok just¦mom told me we aren't supposed to mention intimate or personal things when we realize them while connected like this."

"She is absolutely right. It is rude and I apologize. You just keep listening to what she tells you. She is very wise and cares about you very deeply."

"So Asaria, to change the subject what do you want us to do with the Remorak survivors?" Jake asked.

"Well, I know you have your own mission to get on with so I will not ask you to sit still or go to far out of your way in order to deliver them somewhere safe. There is an ally world no to terribly far from the Inicius system. Findara is only a few hundred light years from your current position. If you would, please deliver the survivors to Findara and we will see to their travel needs beyond that."

"And what are the people of Findara like?"

"They are a little stuffy for my taste but they will look after our people with respect and kindness. They may give you a little bit of a cold reception when they see how young you are but you have some very powerful elder race in your charge so they can negotiate for their own arrangements without to much issue."

"Great! I can hardly wait." Laurel said sarcastically.

"I am sorry Laurel. Youth has its disadvantages when negotiating with bureaucrats that are¦older."

"Whatever. Like you said we have the delegates aboard and I will allow them on the bridge so they can negotiate for their own arrangements and we'll just play the part of their taxi."

"Taxi? I am not familiar with that term."

"A ride for hire. And I am not saying they have to pay us anything. You people have already given us the keys to the kingdom with all of technology you bestowed on us and the continuing support you've been providing."

"I see. I want to take the time to thank you for not only going into a very hostile environment and pulling our people out without shedding any blood but also for what you are doing to mend Remora's injuries. Reconstructive surgery goes well above and beyond what is necessary. I am also very impressed with the things you three were able to do in order to incapacitate the Inician's. That is not something that is easy to master so quickly."

"Well you folks went well above what was necessary when you refit the Future so it is the least we can do. We are eternally grateful for everything you have done for us and for how nice you have been to Korica after our first meeting."

Laurel put her arm around Korica's shoulders and pulled her into her side and kissed the side of her head.

"I dare say that I love her almost as much as you do Laurel. What better way to insure her a long and happy life than to give you some of our latest technology so you can keep her safe."

"Korica is really the one that deserves the most admiration for her handy work on our mission. She took out a whole room full of Inicians and yet none of the Draximan were affected. If you ask me that takes a very focused and controlled mind."

"I agree. Very nice work Korica."

"Thank you Asaria. I'm feeling a little more in control everyday."

"That is good. An undisciplined mind with the kind of abilities you possess can be a dangerous thing."

"I guess I should keep meditating then?"

"Oh by all means. It is encouraged for our young to do that until they are twenty-five."

"Asaria, there is still another little piece of business." Jake said. "We have an Inician prisoner whom we collected so you could interrogate him in order to find out where the missing Draximan crew are and what they were thinking by attacking one of your ships. What exactly are we supposed to do with him?"

"Deliver him to the authorities on Findara. Instruct them to keep him sedated until we can send one of our ships to collect him. That was really good thinking on your part to grab him Laurel. I am sorry I did not mention sooner what to do with him. The delegates will know how to handle the prisoner. Is he isolated from the rest of you on the Future?"

"Yes, for the most part. He is in the brig and an electro static field has been erected around his cell. I don't think he will be able to influence anyone from within that field. We are giving him food and water but no one is being allowed to go near him."

"If you hear him thinking in Dromian you might need to incapacitate him again. I honestly do not know how strong the Inician mind is given how long they have been living in isolation."

"Got it. Can I ask you something else that has been kind of bugging me?"

"Of course Laurel."

"The ship we destroyed was called the Remorak and the Brekin woman we are helping, her name is Remora. In English if you remove the k from the spelling they are identical. Is that a coincidence?"

"I assure you it is. Remora is Brekin and the Crisian people designed the Remorak over five hundred years ago and she was named almost that long ago when her construction was completed. Besides the pronunciation is completely different. Rem-oar-ak and ree-moor-ah, they really don't sound all that similar plus when spelled out in Brekin or Crisian languages the spelling is completely different. English is just a very rudimentary language in both spelling possibilities and composition."

"I keep forgetting how primitive my language is when compared to most others. I guess it doesn't matter anymore since the Remorak is gone."

"I suppose so. Thanks to you the ship might be gone but Remora is still with us."

"I honestly don't know if Jake and I could of saved her without the help of everyone else that was there. Korica is really the one who has the amazing ability of healing."

"Oh come now Laurel. Do not sell yourself short. You two saved Remora's life plain and simple. Yes having others contribute more energy accelerates the process but it takes a powerful mind to initiate the process successfully in the first place. Now Korica might have taught you what it feels like to heal a person when you healed Mark in turn saving his life but I saw and felt what you did. That was healing with the power of the mind. It takes a great deal of love for a total stranger and inner strength to what you did."

"Well thank you. I'm just glad that no one had to die. The whole mission was very¦uneventful relatively speaking which I guess is a good thing."

"Indeed. I am sure the Inicians were shocked once they realized their captives were gone and their prize had been destroyed all without them knowing anyone was there. You performed splendidly and when I share what took place with Jardet he is going to be very proud of all of you just as I am. You are indeed an advanced race and very impressive."

"Hay you¦you won't share the stuff you took from my mind that's¦personal or whatever will you?" Korica asked with blushing cheeks.

"No dear sweet Korica I would never do that. I will be able to filter out your personal feelings and memories. Those will remain between the four of us I promise."

"Kay. I just don't want my sex life¦or desire to have one shared with anyone else."

"I completely understand. Is there anything else you three need of me?"

"No. We will stop bugging you once we drop your people off at Findara." Laurel said.

"They are your people as well Laurel. Remember, you are the elder race. And you are never ever going to be seen as bugging me. You call anytime you want and I will always drop what I am doing and come to the hall of learning to talk with you. Especially since thanks to our Korica here we can spend as much time as we want talking and no time passes in the outside world. We have talked for close to half an hour yet only seconds have passed out there."

"Right, sorry I keep forgetting that we are of the elder race now. I guess I have so much reverence for you people that I still find it hard to think of myself as one of you¦one of us."

"Just about the time it really sinks in you will be back in the Milky Way and no one will know who the elder race are."

"That's little ironic huh?"

"I suppose it is. If there is nothing else, then I will leave you three to the rest of your mission on our behalf."

"I think you've answered our questions except for one. Do we need to make best possible speed to Findara?" Laurel asked.

"No. Your passengers might try and press you to those speeds but there is no reason to push the Future that hard. The Future is one of the fastest ships in the galaxy so your normal cruising speed is plenty fast enough. The gathering that your passengers were headed to has already taken place so a slight delay is not going to cause any problems. Once they have an opportunity to explain their absence due to recent events all will be forgiven and the negotiations can be resumed."

"Do you need us to contact you and tell you when we've dropped off the delegates?"

"Not particularly. I always love talking to you three like this but it is not necessary unless you have a problem with the people on Findara. I suspect that you will be accommodated quite well. They are an extremely advanced culture and you are incredibly smart and have good manners so I think you will do just fine."

"Thank you Asaria." Laurel said with a grin.

"You are very welcome Laurel. You're mother has raised an incredible young lady and she should be proud of you."

"She told me all the time that she was proud of me."

"Well I sure am. I am so proud of all three of you. You take care and I will look forward to our next meeting of the minds."

Asaria then raised a hand and turned and simply melted down into the sand.

"Well I guess that's it then." Laurel said.

"Hay I'm proud of you too mom. Thank you for sharing what happened to you two when you went into that place. I feel like I was right there with you guys. You too dad, you're so brave and strong. I didn't feel any fear from you at all."

"I didn't have time for fear honey, besides with Laurel with me I feel pretty safe. We are extremely proud of you too sweetie. You kept calm and focused the whole time and the way you dropped a whole room full of bad guys meant no killing was necessary. You were all by yourself with your abilities whereas Laurel and I had each other for back up."

"I felt calm cause I had Tamaric with me and I felt safe cause I had Mark with me leading the way. I was far from alone. Their abilities are just different but no less important or impressive."

"Geeze, you sound so smart and mature Korica. How old did you say you were?" Jake said with a big smile.

"Oh dad, stop it. I'm just me." Korica said as she blushed slightly.

"Let's get back so we can get moving." Laurel said.

Korica and Jake nodded and the three closed their eyes and concentrated on withdrawing into their own minds. They all experienced the dizzy spinning feeling and then they became aware of the noises in the scanner relay compartment and how warm it was. Laurel and Jake waited a few moments for their minds to clear up and then the leaned forward and unplugged their halos and slipped them up off their heads and then leaned back and waited for their breathing to return to normal and their vision to become clear. They then slid out of their seats and set their halos down and waited for Korica to open her eyes and give them a grin and a thumbs up. She laid there practically panting for a few more seconds and then she leaned forward and unplugged her halo and lifted it up off her head and slid out of her seat and then she set her halo down and as her breathing slowed further she had a thought cross her mind as she stared at the chair and listened to the interface winding down completely. Once her breathing was deep and rapid but steady she turned and looked at Laurel.

"Mom, should we ask our guests if they want to use the chair before we change our position or leave the system all together? They could call the Farqua station or the Draximan could call Draxima and let their families know they're ok."

"I hadn't given that any thought. I suppose that would be a kind gesture to offer them that opportunity."

"So we can do that?"

"Sure. I think we can trust these folks and the AI will be able to keep an eye on them to make sure they don't mess with anything they aren't supposed to be messing with."

The three of them then turned and headed out of the scanner relay compartment. They all transported back up to the command deck and as soon as they stepped out Mark and Tamaric were stepping out of the bridge to greet them. Tamaric walked right up to Korica and glanced at Laurel and she grinned and nodded and so he put his arms around Korica and hugged her for a moment. He then stepped back and Mark stepped up to Laurel and looked at her expectantly.

"We have to take our guests and the prisoner to the Findara system. It's relatively close and they will be able to hook up with an elder race transport from there. Asaria didn't give us a whole lot of information on the Findara system other than to tell us they will probably be a little cold at first given my age but they are an extremely advanced culture so our guests can negotiate for their arrangements on their own and should be afforded good accommodations."

"Did you tell her how the mission went?"

"Actually she was able to share our memories of our experiences on Inicius so the three of us now know what the others experienced and so does she."

"Really? What was that like?"

"A little odd to tell you the truth. The way that works I feel like I was¦Korica. I remembered her experiences from her minds eye and I'm sure it was the same for her of our experiences."

"It was mom. I felt what you felt and remember what you experienced as though I was you and as though I was dad. I know exactly what you went through from the time we left till the time we got back aboard the Future."

"Freaky. I just could never get used to something like that."

"We're actually starting to get used to it now. It's how we share memories. You experience the memory as though it's your memory of something you did or saw including all of the emotions that go along with it and the sense of self, if that makes any sense?"

"I guess so. I have no idea what that would feel like but I think I understand what you're saying."

"Korica honey, you can go take a shower if you want and then we'll go down and talk to our guests. I think you should quiet your mind though while we have them aboard. We have things up here that we have to keep to ourselves ok?"

"Ok." Korica stared dead a head for a moment and Jake and Laurel both sensed her presence become very distant feeling as she quieted her mind.

Jake and Laurel then took a moment and quieted their minds as well. Korica then took Tamaric's hand and the two headed down the corridor toward the shower room and the other three headed toward the bridge. When Mark, Laurel and Jake stepped onto the bridge they walked right over to the navigation station and Laurel logged herself in and brought up the local star map. She moved the map around a bit and found the Findara system 365.4 light years away from their current position. She thought it would only be 200 light years or less from how Asaria had talked about it but it was still only a relatively short trip for the Future. She laid in the coordinates as their target destination but she did not initiate a change in position yet.

Laurel then brought up the interactive interface program for the new data core and she typed in Findara to see what the system was like. She got instant results and the system was listed as occupied but safe. The system consisted of a single class five white star that is 1.4 million miles in diameter and twelve planets. Findara was the fifth planet out and the most heavily populated. Each of the twelve planets were known by a different name by the locals but Findara was the primary planet the system was named after. It supported a population 11.3 billion inhabitants and was larger than the Earth meaning the gravity and atmospheric pressure would be slightly higher than what the Future crew was accustomed to but it would only be a slight difference requiring a little more effort to move around and breath in. The fourth planet out called Honderon by the locals had a substantial colony on it but the environment was very hot and barely breathable. There were 14 million people living on Honderon and almost all were employed in the mining facilities there where alloys were mined and processed into the materials used all over Findara since most of Findara's natural resources had already been consumed. The locals called the sixth planet out Argasha and it was a world of perpetual winter but there was still a sizable colony of 6 million living there and water was the resource that was collected and processed from its glaciers and sent back to Findara.

The people of Findara were called the Urodian as a species and spoke Klindet as a primary language though there were over a hundred other languages spoken amongst the Urodian population. The Urodian were space fairing and had been for centuries but they were not coalition members and weren't even being considered for membership. They possessed powers of the mind to a limited degree but were not particularly gifted and none had empathic abilities to speak of. They were considered allies and trading partners of the elder race and there were three skirmishes with neighboring systems that the elder race had a hand in brokering a peace for before all out war broke out so the elder race were held in high regard for that very reason.

Laurel leaned back and looked over all the data for a few minutes and then she noticed Mark reading over her shoulder so she got up and gave the seat to him so he could get familiar and comfortable with the tons of data on the Findara people and their industrialized society. Laurel knew that Klindet was one of the languages that she knew but their was no cultural familiarization with the Urodian people and she didn't know how to read or write Klindet so she preferred that Mark get real familiar with the Urodians since it was going to require a trip down in the crimson fighters in order to deliver their guests and their prisoner.

Laurel left Mark to study the Findara system while her and Jake made their way to the mess hall to wait for Korica to get dressed and meet up with them. As they walked down the corridor they saw Tamaric leaning up against the bulkhead next to the door to the shower room so they stepped up to him.

"When Korica is dressed you two can meet up with us in the mess hall so we can go have a conversation with our guests ok?"

"You want me there too?"

"Of course we do. If we want Korica there it goes without saying that we want you there as well. She can't relax unless you're with her Tamaric."

"That's nice to know that she needs me that much...I think."

Laurel grinned at him and her and Jake walked on down to the mess hall and retrieved a drink and sat down at their favorite table to wait. When Korica finished with her shower she stepped out and this time she half expected that Tamaric was going to be waiting for her and she was very glad to see him standing right next to the door when it opened. The two walked hand in hand down to their quarters and Korica retrieved a change of clothes and then stepped up to the bed and set them down and Tamaric remained sitting but turned and faced the bathroom so Korica could get dressed without prying eyes. Once she was dressed Korica made her way over to the bathroom and brushed her hair out and put on some deodorant so she would feel fresh and then she walked back over to Tamaric and he smiled big at her.

"You look so pretty Korica."

Korica stepped up to him and looked down at herself and then looked back at him with a puzzled look on her face. He reached up and gently stroked the right side of her hair back slightly.

"I mean you darlin, not what you're wearing though you do look great in these new uniforms of yours. They may not hug your body like the old ones did but they still look very¦appealing I guess is the right word."

"Thank you Tamaric. I can't really tell what your thinking cause my mind is quieted so I'm not sensing your feelings."

"Your welcome love. I'm thinking your gorgeous and I'm the luckiest guy in the universe. Your mom and dad are in the mess hall waiting for us."

Korica smiled big and stepped around Tamaric and slid her feet into her shoes and picked up her towel and she tossed it over by the servo slot and then the two headed for the exit. They walked up the corridor to the mess hall and when they stepped in Laurel and Jake got to their feet. Jake grinned as he watched the two walking up to him holding each others hand and Korica tilted her head a little as if to say 'what'?

"You two really look good together Korica. You just compliment each other nicely." Jake said as he and Laurel slid out and stood up.

"Thanks dad. I guess it's kind of like how you and mom look together? You just look happy together and like you belong together."

"Thank you sweetie. I guess when you find that right person it just shows huh?"

Korica smiled big and looked at Tamaric and set her head against his shoulder for a moment and then she nodded at Jake. The four of them then turned and headed for the transport compartment to go see how their guests were doing and to offer the use of the chair before they left the Inicius system. They stepped into the transport compartment and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Jake reached back and touched the indicator for deck one stasis ring once the free floating map appeared. A few seconds later in a blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform right next to the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down and walked up the wide passageway to the split where one corridor makes a slight right and heads out to the lower hangar and then other slight left heads to the passenger area. They followed the passageway past the unused computer interface terminals and stepped up to the passenger area doorway. It felt odd after so long to be standing at the door that that led to the girls for the trip to the Altek system and knowing they wouldn't be coming running to greet them when they stepped in.

Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped in and found all of their guests sitting comfortably talking and two of them had cups in their hand suggesting they were making themselves comfortable. As the four of them walked over to the group of 15 they all got to their feet and they had genuine looks of pleasant shock on their face.

"Wow! By Cordet you're beautiful captain Kade." Kordan said.

"Thank you Kordan. I've heard that expression before but I don't exactly know what it means?"

"In our ancient tales of mythology Cordet was believed to be the goddess of beauty and grace."

"Ooh, that's so sweet. I had no idea you were paying me that much of a compliment."

"And look at how pretty Korica is! You make me feel proud to be a Draximan Korica." Desious said with an equally stunned look on his face.

Korica blushed hard and leaned against Tamaric slightly.

"Thank you Desious."

"We came down here not only to make sure you folks have everything you need but to make an offer to you. We have contacted Asaria on the Farqua station and she has instructed us to take you to the Findara system. We would like to offer the use of our chair before we move out of position though."

"You have a chair of knowledge on the Future?" One of the female guests asked.

"No. I constructed a chair of my own design in order to contact the elder race. It is that chair that I am offering the use of. It's nowhere near as complex as the chair of knowledge but it does allow for mind-to-mind communication across the sub domain that the chairs knowledge use."

"So I could contact my people on Draxima?" Desious asked.

"Yes. Anywhere in this galaxy that has a chair of knowledge is within range."

"Oh that would be really great to be able to send word that most of us are just fine. Do you talk to your family that way Korica?"

"I don't¦I have some distant relatives living on Draxima but I don't know them and I have never even talked to them. My family is right here on the Future." Korica said taking a hold of Jake's hand making him smile at her.

"That's so sad."

"I am not sad at all Desious. I have a mom and dad here that love me unconditionally and I have lived my whole life in space so I don't miss Draxima. When the Hodong murdered my mother and father and their entire crew I was left all alone and then Laurel and Jake rescued me and gave me a home and a career here on the Future and all the love and guidance I could ever want or need. I even have a mate of my own now. Tamaric here is the final piece of a complete life here on the Future." Korica pulled Tamaric against her side and squeezed his hand lightly so he nodded at Desious.

"But you're¦a mate? Really?" Desious asked with a look of dismay on his face.

"I'm not a child Desious. Yes I have a mate. I am every bit as capable of deep love as any adult."

"I'm just not used to seeing ones so young choosing a mate."

"The heart wants what the heart wants no matter how old you are. You know how profoundly our people experience emotions. Sometimes you just meet someone and you know they are the one you will spend the rest of your life with and that's how it was from the moment Tamaric and I laid eyes on each other. I don't ever want to be away from him. I feel the re horaton gre tell deep in my heart."

Tamaric gave Korica an odd look with a wrinkled brow, as he had never heard those words before. She grinned and looked at him.

"It means the binding of spirits." Tamaric smiled and nodded that he gets it and agrees.

"And you understand this¦binding of spirits young Tamaric?"

"I am in love with her sir. I don't pretend to understand the nature of spiritual bonds yet but she is teaching me more everyday that we are together."

"So you do not feel the bonding within you?"

Tamaric squinted a little and tried to figure out what this man was probing for. He thought about it for a moment and then said the only thing he could think of.

"It hurts when she is away from me. Right here." Tamaric put his hand up over his heart.

Desious looked at him for a moment and then grinned a little.

"That is what I mean Tamaric. I sense a tremendously deep love for Korica from deep within your spirit. You do not love her with just your mind."

"If you say so. I just love her the way I love her and it grows stronger and deeper everyday."

"She has chosen wisely in a mate. You love her with your spirit and don't even know it."

"Thank you." Tamaric said even though he was completely confused by the whole conversation.

"Captain Kade, I should probably introduce you to everybody." Desious said. "This is Matrel and Caria Demonot. They are paired mates and part of our back up crew. This is Sorian Krieger our back up flight engineer. And this is Regol Omerol she is our communications specialist and electronics technician."

Laurel, Jake, Tamaric, and Korica all shook the hands of the Draximan crew as Desious introduced them one by one.

"I guess I should introduce ourselves as well. I am lieutenant commander Laurel Kade I am the captain of the Future, and this is my paired mate commander Jake Myers who is my second in command, and this is our daughter junior ensign Korica Prentor from Draxima, and this dashing young man is her mate Tamaric Reynolds and the huge guy you all saw with us is lieutenant Mark Tillman, he is the chief of security for the Future."

"You have an amazing ship here captain Kade. Your AI was gracious enough to show us the layout of your ship and defined for us the areas we are to avoid going into. This ship is absolutely gigantic yet I have never seen a ship as fast as the Future. Please, allow me to introduce myself and the rest of the ambassadors here. I am Kordan Shadin, this is Brasin Feramo, Tomellas Ingretta, Lytoa Grision, Eromok Trydoya, Hesmat Briman, Orlon Pumece, Nedera Hestron, and Gutrel Rexin. Of course you also know Remora Ontarey who is in your medical bay having her injuries mended."

There were so many introductions that the Future crew simply raised a hand to each as they were introduced and gave them a warm smile.

"It really is an honor to be carrying so many elder race on the Future. I hope we can make you comfortable until we reach the Findara system."

"Captain Kade, have you ever been to the Findara system?" Nedera asked.

"No mam. I understand that my¦appearance might be a bit of an issue from what Asaria said so I will need someone to speak on your behalf so that we are taken serious."

"That was going to be my next inquiry. The Urodians can be a bit difficult to deal with anyways but they are not particularly respectful to the young. They expect them to be seen but not heard from."

"You folks can pick a representative to speak on your behalf and I will grant you permission to come up to the bridge so that you are seen as being in a position of command so to speak."

"That would be a wise course of action."

"So then with that settled would any of you like to use the chair before we leave the Inicius system?"

Several of the elder race raised their hands including Martrel and Caria. Laurel nodded and grinned.

"Ok, if you want to follow me I will show you where the chair is and then I will leave you to use it as long as you would like. When you are finished you can just call me on the com system and let me know and I will head us toward Findara. It will take us a little less than seven hours to reach the Findara system once we get underway."

"Incredible!" Orlon said.

Laurel looked right at him and grinned big with pride.

"The Future is very fast and that is only at cruising speed. If we really had the need we could get there in four and a half hours."

"That shouldn't be possible without a jump drive!"

Laurel just raised an eyebrow and grinned.

"You are equipped with a jump drive?" Sorian asked.

"I can't be absolutely sure because when we were towed by one our sensors were very conveniently rendered inoperable but I'm pretty sure we have a star drive that operates along similar lines."

Sorian, Matrel and Desious all looked at each other with shocked looks on their faces and then they looked at Laurel with mouths open a little.

"You have a¦star drive?"

"Yes. The technology was actually given to Korica as a member of my crew because she is Draximan and because she was instrumental in deciphering the elder race signal. The fact is without her we never would have figured out the cipher sequence imbedded in the signal in time to get the help we needed."

"The cipher sequence is taught to Draximan children from the time they are first able to understand numbers and it has been that way for over fourty years."

"I know that but Humans had never seen the invite signal until we arrived in this galaxy very recently. She is the reason your people are now coalition members as well as mine."

"Is there any way we could see your star drive? We promise not to touch anything. We would just like to see it."

Uuh¦you have to understand that the star drive isn't one piece of equipment. It is several rather large pieces of equipment that are all tied together so that they all work in unison to produce a propulsive affect and it is all monitored and run with a very complex computer system. We have one key piece of equipment that produces the necessary energy for our shields to be all but impenetrable and provides the necessary quantum gravitational energy to the rest of the system so that we can travel like we do and I am not completely sure that we are allowed to show that piece of equipment to anyone else."

"I can tell that you are being careful not to call the devices by their proper names. I am sorry if I am asking to see things that are sensitive."

"You need to understand that the principle of the star drive is information that is available to your people but we have some¦enhancements to our systems that are anything but standard and the design of the Future is fairly unique. We have all taken an oath to keep the Future's design specifications a secret. We are in fact in the civilian corps so while we are not a military organization we adopt many of the same regulations that a military organization would. That means my AI could strip my rank if I violate regulations and one of the big ones is proprietary information about the Future and her systems."

"I uh¦wow, I did not realize you were under such a strict hierarchical command structure nor that you were so¦smart."

"Don't let our sizes fool you Sorian. We know what we're doing and we have an intelligence quotient that is far above most adults. Come on, I'll show you folks where the chair is and show you how to set the coordinates for transmitting to a specific location." Laurel waved toward the exit with a smile on her face.

Laurel led the group of seven toward the exit feeling rather proud of herself for keeping her wits about her and not coming off as being smug or stingy with the Future's technology. It sounded more like regulations forbade sharing the Future's technology and there was nothing she could do about it, which wasn't far from the truth and she was able to do all of that without being able to sense anyone's feelings or thoughts.

Laurel, Korica, Tamaric and Jake led everyone through the door and out into the corridor and then down to the transport platform. They all then transported up to the scanner relay compartment in two groups. Once the second group of four stepped off of the transport platform Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open and she led everyone into the scanner relay compartment. The seven guests looked around in amazement at the complex design and the fact that there were three seats incorporated into the chair. Laurel let everyone look around for a few minutes and then she called them all over to the computer interface and she pulled the explosion proof cover open and she turned the interface on and once it was warmed up and the display was reading ready she showed them all how to set the transmit coordinates by star system. She then told them that they could also call out to the AI and request specific coordinates if they do not appear on the star maps. Matrel then stepped in front of the chair and looked at Laurel.

"So this has a multiquad transmitter?"

"Not exactly. Korica acts as the conduit for all three of us to communicate through. We share her subconscious mind but it takes all three of us to produce enough energy in order to engage the interface and the compression filter over there." Laurel said pointing at the compression filter sitting over in the corner of the room.

Matrel picked up the halo sitting in Korica's seat and then he looked at how small the seat she normally occupies is.

"You built this yourself?"

"I designed it to fit the three of us yes and the AI built it according to my specifications. You folks should be powerful enough for one person to make the chair work but more than one person can use it at a time. It was necessary to construct the chair like this because we are new to our abilities and we have to draw on each other's energy in order to make the chair work. We simply can't do it by ourselves."

"Does this chair save what transpires within the mind of the occupants using the chair?" Tomellas asked.

"No. It is a simple transmitter and nothing more. It has no recording capabilities and no one on the outside can hear what is said. All of the neural energy is compressed through the collectors and funneled through the compression filter back into the interface and then it is directed to the scanner emitters."

"Would it be alright if Matrel and I use the chair first?" Caria asked. "We would like to contact Draxima and have word sent to our families that we are fairing well. We would also like to share the news that we have met the famous Korica Prentor in person and that she is every bit as beautiful and sweet as everyone had said she was."

"Awe, thank you Caria." Korica said with a smile and blushing cheeks.

"You may decide among you who uses the chair first. I have no objections one way or the other." Laurel said.

The others looked at one another and then bowed slightly to Matrel and Caria. Laurel then stepped around the chair and picked up the hallo out of the seat that Jake normally sits in and she waved Caria over and she slid the halo open and then set it on Caria's head gently and then she reached up and synched it snug with the twist clasp on the top of it and then she gestured to the seat and Caria sat down and laid back and Laurel plugged the hanging cable into the forehead pickup and then she took the halo that Martel was holding and slid it open and then placed it on his head and synched it snug and then she moved the halo from the seat she normally occupies and Martrel sat down and laid back while Laurel set her halo in Korica's seat and then Laurel plugged the hanging cable into the forehead pickup. Laurel then stood in front of the two of them.

"Now, for us we hold each others hands and then commit to the deep sharing of minds and we let our energy build and then we give a hard push to engage the compression filter. It should work the same way for you folks. It just requires a push to get it going."

"You three are capable of the deep sharing? That shouldn't be possible and especially for Korica."

"We¦awoke her abilities prematurely and trained her how to commit to the deep sharing as Jake and I had been doing for sometime. We had no idea that she was as powerful as she is. She is particularly gifted even for a Draximan."

"The deep sharing requires a level of intimacy of spirits that can be¦confusing for the young."

"Yah I know. It is unwise for ones so young to be experimenting with such things but we did. We do every time we use the chair and aside from some confused feelings at first we are all just fine. We love and respect one another and we have our feelings in their proper prospective."

"I am sorry captain Kade. She is your daughter and you are free to raise her as you see fit. It was merely an observation. You three are extraordinary people for what you are capable of."

"Thank you Martel. I know we have made some mistakes with Korica but we are doing the best we can under the circumstances. As it turns out waking her abilities was key to us contacting the elder race. We just couldn't have done it without her ability to commit to the deep sharing and her ability to pull our minds into the realm that the chairs communicate across."

"I see. You three have obviously been through a lot together."

"You could certainly say that. We have saved each other in some remarkable ways. We will step out now and let you use the chair at your leisure. Please let me know when you folks are done so we can get under way."

"We will captain. Thank you for allowing us the use of your chair. We will be able to get our delicate negotiations rescheduled once the parties involved know we did not just decided not to show." Tomellas said.

Laurel then stepped around to the back of the chair and set in the coordinates for Draxima and the ship automatically changed its position so a focused signal could be aimed right at Draxima. Laurel then walked back around to the front of the chair and she looked at everyone.

"It is going to get very warm in here once the chair engages. You may want to wait outside in the corridor."

Everyone nodded and then followed Laurel, Jake, Tamaric and Korica through the doorway and they stood right at the doorway and watched as Martel and Caria took each other's hand and closed their eyes and almost immediately grinned and then there was a thud as the compression filter engaged and then the interface began to growl and rumble as it always does while the chair is active though Laurel, Jake and Korica had never seen the chair active from an observers point of view except for in the security files of events occurring in the scanner relay compartment. As the environmental monitoring system detected a jump in the temperature in the room the ventilation system kicked in and began dumping huge amounts of cold air down on Martel and Caria and everyone then stepped back and let the door slide closed.

The Future crew then said their goodbyes and stepped up onto the transport platform and Jake touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash they all disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck. They all stepped down and then headed for the exit. They then made their way up the corridor to the bridge where they found Mark at the sensor station watching their guests. Laurel stepped up to him and put her hand on his shoulder.

"I take it you've been watching our interactions with our guests?"

"I'm not real crazy about some of the lines of questions and how they are talking to you cap."

"I'm at a little bit of a disadvantage because we've been keeping out minds quieted. I'm not a hundred percent sure where these guys are coming from. I think we can trust them and they are just curious Mark."

"I trust your judgment Laurel but I want you to¦open your minds or whatever ok? I want to know what these guys are thinking. I don't mean that I want you to listen to their thoughts or anything like that but I know you can sense what a persons intentions are based on their feelings. I get real nervous when someone lectures my captain about their relationship with their daughter after asking to see our propulsion system."

"Are you making a formal security request to use my abilities to monitor our guests?"

"Yes."

"Fine. I have no choice but to order my crew to comply but you should know that they are going to be able to sense things from within us as well and we are nowhere near as powerful as they are so we might not be able to stop them from accessing sensitive or personal details from our minds."

"It's a risk that I think we need to take."

Laurel pulled her hand off his shoulder and looked at Jake and Korica.

"I am hereby ordering you two to open your minds and pay close attention to the feelings of our guests if you have any further interactions with them. Don't be invasive but pay close attention ok?"

"Yes mam." Korica said.

"Eye captain." Jake said.

All three then reached out to one another and their senses suddenly came alive and they not only felt each other much more profoundly but they sensed some very powerful minds very close by. Laurel and Jake now heard the whispers of each other in the back of their minds and every once in a while they heard Korica's delicate little voice in Hiram saying a word or two in the back of their minds as well. Laurel then looked at Mark.

"We can sense them now Mark and I'm sure they can sense the three of us as well. We will let you know if we sense anything concerning."

"Thank you cap. I feel much better knowing that you guys are able to monitor them like this. Should we go get something to eat until they are done and we are ready to get moving?" Mark asked looking at Korica.

"I'm starving. I would like to get something to eat. I think we should skip our workout until we can clear all the junk out of your lungs as well as Tamaric's after the evening meal."

"Is that a medical intervention order?" Mark asked grinning.

"Yes. I can have the AI confirm my conclusion if you like?"

"She is right Mark. You and Tamaric suffered significant contaminant damage to your lungs and you do not heal like Laurel, Jake and Korica. If you increase your pulmonary rates you will pass more of those contaminants into your blood stream and further damage could be done to your lungs." The AI said.

"I hear you¦both of you."

Mark then turned and logged off and the whole bridge went dark and the giant viewer that was showing a view of the passenger level common area blinked out and went dark. The five of them then headed for the exit and Jake stopped Laurel out in the corridor and waited for the other three to walk a few feet away and then he pulled Laurel into a hug and he whispered into her ear.

"I love you Laurel. I'm glad to have you back in my mind. I was feeling kind of stressed out anyways and now the feeling is gone."

The two separated and Laurel looked at Jake and smiled.

"I love you too Jake. I'm feeling better myself. We're going to have to figure out how we kept our minds quiet but maintained the ability to sense one another's energy."

The two then took each other's hand and followed the others to the mess hall. They all sat down and the then the girls got up and retrieved drinks for the guys and themselves. They all then ordered their evening meal once the servo drone delivered the menus to the table. They all then sat and talked until their meals showed up and they set in to eating their food. When the meals were consumed Mark insisted that Laurel, Jake and Korica still workout. He promised that he and Tamaric would sit quietly and calmly while the other three worked out but he didn't want to see them miss out on the benefits of their workouts just because he and Tamaric were still full of muck from breathing the toxic air on Inicius.

Once the workouts were done the guys sat and talked while the girls went and took their showers. Once the girls were done and heading back to Laurel and Jake's quarters Laurel sent a gentle push to Jake to let him know that it was their turn and he told Mark and Tamaric and so they went to take their showers. When they were done Jake headed back to his quarters and when he stepped in Korica slid out from between Laurel's legs and turned and gave her a peck and then she stepped up to Jake and hugged him tightly for a few moments and then she gave him a peck and walked over to the door and stopped and looked back as Jake was heading toward the front of the room to retrieve a fresh uniform.

"Dad, are you still going to come read to us tonight?"

Jake stopped and turned and looked at Korica.

"You bet. Just call me when you're ready and I'll come down and read to you two."

"Ok, thanks. I want to try and heal Tamaric first but I'll call you when I'm done."

"You're going to try and heal him on your own?" Laurel asked.

"Yah. I think I can do it. I feel like my abilities have reached a level where I can do this on my own. I'm not healing any real serious injuries just some lung damage and contamination of the lung tissues. I need to get the junk he breathed in out of him before it does more damage."

"Ok, good luck honey. If you need help just let us know ok?"

"I will, thanks mom."

Korica then turned and stepped up to the door and when it slid open she stepped out and Jake retrieved his change of clothes and then stepped back to the bed and removed his towel and rubbed his hair briskly and then he picked up his underwear and began to step into them when Laurel surprised him by what she said.

"She's growing up so damn fast Jake. She doesn't need us anymore."

Jake finished putting his underwear on and then stood up straight and looked at Laurel.

"She still needs us babe. Her abilities are just more pronounced than ours are. She will always need us in her life just¦not like before. She is becoming aware of what she is capable of and she just doesn't need us to show her how to access those abilities anymore. She can sense what is beyond her and what isn't. Frankly I'm extremely proud of her for being able to heal Tamaric without needing us."

"I just feel like we're losing her."

"She's still just a kid Laurel. I know you don't like that word but she is far from being at the age where she's really not going to need anything from us. Just cause she can heal her boyfriend without our help doesn't mean we are losing her. She depends on us for everything from guidance to love to support when she feels lonely or has questions about life. You have at least another ten years till she really won't need us for anything and even then she will still need us in her life just because she loves us."

"I guess you're right. It just feels that way. She used to come to us for absolutely everything and she needed us to help her use her abilities because they scared her."

"Your guidance has given her confidence in herself Laurel. That is something you should be very proud of."

"Thanks Jake. So we're doing a good job raising her then despite others saying we are doing things that are unwise with her?"

"Piss on those people Laurel. Korica is an amazing girl and I feel a great sense of pride in my participation in making that a reality. No one knows Korica like we do so they have no clue what she is capable of or what her mind can handle."

Jake then stepped into his pants and pulled them up over his hips and then he put his shirt on and then made his way to the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair. When he was finished he stepped back into the main quarters and walked over to the bed and sat down and slid his socks on. He then turned to Laurel and gave her a warm smile.

"You feeling better babe?"

"Yah. You always make me feel better Jake. Korica is just growing up, she isn't outgrowing her dependency on us."

Jake then stood up and stepped into his shoes and then pulled the covers back on the bed and Laurel rolled over and got to her hands and knees and she crawled up to the head of the bed and flopped onto her back and pocked her feet down under the covers and then Jake pulled the covers up to her waist as she adjusted the pillows behind herself and Jake could sense that she was going to work on her data pad for a little while so he grabbed her data pad from the table at the head of the bed and he handed it to her and then he gave her a kiss and headed for the bridge.

When Korica arrived in her quarters Tamaric was absent so she assumed he was in the bathroom getting ready for bed and a quick check of her senses confirmed that, so she walked to the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt from the bureau and she brought it back to the bed and then she got undressed facing the bed and slipped her shirt over her head and as she pulled it down over her head she sensed Tamaric feeling very enticed and his pulse was racing and she could feel it so strongly that her own pulse raced and she breathed in quickly and began to tremble almost instantly. She looked toward the bathroom and she saw Tamaric standing just to the right of the bed looking at her with his mouth half open and he looked like he didn't know what to do or say.

"How long have you been standing there Tamaric?" Korica asked in a shaky voice.

"I¦when I¦lord all mighty you're gorgeous Korica." Tamaric swallowed hard and closed his eyes for a moment then continued. "I swear I didn't mean to¦when I looked up you had your shirt down to the top of your stomach."

"So you saw¦why are you so nervous? I'm feeling your emotions and I'm trembling Tamaric."

"It scares me to be so close to someone so beautiful Korica. You're so far out of my league it isn't even funny and yet¦you love me with all your heart."

Korica walked around the bed to Tamaric and slid her hands around his sides and pulled their bodies together.

"Quit trebling Tamaric. I'm feeding on your emotions and it's making me feel¦what you're feeling. I love you and that's all that matters. I am not out of your league, I'm your equal. You just don't know how handsome and smart you are."

"So you're feeling¦turned on right now?"

"Oh yah. I always am when I'm close to you I just hide it."

"Thank you for not getting mad at me Korica. I really didn't try and sneak a peak or whatever. I just stepped out of the bathroom and when I looked up you were just there."

"Why would I get mad cause my boyfriend saw me in my underwear by accident?"

"I didn't know they would be so¦tiny. They barely cover things, though I'm not complaining mind you."

Korica blushed but grinned at him and then it turned into a smile.

"And that's all yours Tamaric. I'm all yours, heart, mind and body."

"Are you saying what I think you're saying Korica?"

"Just take it as it sound Tamaric. Come on over to the bed, I need to heal your lungs so you can workout and so you can do things that require you to breath heavy. If you do right now you're going to get sick."

Korica leaned forward and gave Tamaric a warm lip lock kiss and then pulled back and took his trembling hand and walked him over to the side of the bed and gently pushed Tamaric back until he was sitting looking up at her. She gave him a bright smile and then she stepped up and put her legs on the outside of his knees and gently pulled the side of his face against her chest and she held his face firmly so that he could feel her intense body heat and he could hear her heart beating very rapidly. She stroked the side of his head and then leaned down and kissed the top of his head.

"That heart is beating for you Tamaric. I have decided that I am yours totally and completely anytime you want. I know you well enough now and you have proven yourself to be a good protector and a man well worth my admiration¦and desire."

Tamaric listened to her heart beating even faster and then he could feel her purring start up and it intensified rapidly as she stood holding him against her chest and she thought about how much she loved him. He then gently pushed her back a little but kept his hands up on her back and looked up at her and she placed her hands on his arms and slid them around to his hands and she gently pushed his hands down to her cheeks and she grinned at him.

"From now on you can touch me wherever you want and I won't stop you and it won't bother me ok?"

Tamaric gently squeezed her perfectly round cheeks and he let out a goofy laughing giggle and he blushed at how dumb he thought it sounded. He then rubbed her behind a few times and then he pulled her closer and kissed her stomach a few times and then he looked up at her again and her cheeks were glowing a beautiful pink color as her blood pressure went through the roof. He then slid his hands down to the back of her legs and he tried to get his own pulse back down a little and he tried to ignore the swelling that was occurring at the very thought of touching her all over.

"So how can you heal my lungs Korica?"

Korica closed her eyes and swallowed hard. She was so aroused that she was finding it hard to think and when Tamaric said her name with his accent she just wanted to squeak and her loins felt like they were on fire.

"Lay¦lay back on¦on the bed and¦" Korica swallowed and took a deep breath and let it out in a puckered and soft blowing motion with her eyes closed and then she opened her eyes and found she could now think clearly. "I'll place my hands on your chest and I'll pass pulses of healing energy into your body. It will probably feel a little weird and it might¦tickle or burn a little."

Tamaric then slid back on the bed and Korica took a step back so he could swing his legs up onto the bed and once he was lying flat she could see the rise in his underwear and at first it scared her a little but then it just made her feel warm inside. She was finally ready for that kind of contact and she was resolved not to be afraid of him or the feelings that it brought up in her. Korica then put her knees on the bed and swung her leg up over Tamaric and straddled him and then she lifted up and pulled her shirt up to her waist and he looked down just as she settled her weight down on him and he saw his rise disappear under her panty covered mound and then she slid forward slightly and he grit his teeth with his mouth closed trying not to make any noise. She then settled all of her weight on his hips and she leaned forward and placed her hands on Tamaric's bare chest and then she leaned all of her weight on her hands, which raised her up off his firming cock to his relief.

Korica then closed her eyes and concentrated on her love for Tamaric and she let it grow just as she did to make the chair work. She almost instantly found it hard to hold it in and she was afraid it had grown so strong and so fast that she might hurt him but it was too late, the only thing she could now was let it out before it built any further. She gave a hard push and she felt the energy rush down her arms and into her hands and then into Tamaric's chest. He gasped and coughed and then let out a bit of a yelp and Korica sent wave after wave of energy through her hands into Tamaric's chest and he started to breath much deeper and then he coughed several times and then he turned his head to the side and took a long breath and then let it out in a bellowing sound and Korica opened her eyes to see what looked like gray dust pillowing out of his mouth in a nasty cloud and then he took a deep breath and blew out another lung full of gray soot and then he looked at Korica and she closed her eyes sent several more pulses of deep healing energy into Tamaric's chest until her hands felt almost hot and then she pulled it back and the waves of energy got smaller and weaker and then ceased altogether.

Korica pulled her hands back and settled her weight down on Tamaric's crotch again and all of the energy that had rushed through his entire body had caused him to swell and he was at his maximum firmness when she settled back and at first it was uncomfortable for her to feel something so firm and round pressing against her lips but he flexed as she leaned back on him and her vision was blurry but her mind was clear enough to love the pulse of increased girth and firmness against her. She rubbed her hands together and waited for her sight to return to normal and she squirmed down on him making him flex again and so she slid forward and then back and then wiggled her weight on him again and she felt a warm wet sensation and everything inside tensed up and then convulsed slightly and she recognized the feeling from their first encounter in the med bay and she knew with just a little more stimulation and she would lose it. Her vision finally cleared up completely and she could see the look on Tamaric's' face and she knew he was probably close to losing it as well.

"Tamaric I'm¦can I rub myself on you some more¦please?" Korica said in a quiet and shaky voice.

"Go ahead Korica. You feel wonderful." Tamaric fairly whispered back.

Korica put her hands back on his chest and she closed her eyes and slid back and then forward and she felt an intense tingle and then she slid back and it intensified and she slid forward and he pressed up between her lips and she pressed into him firmly and slid back and she couldn't help but let out a delicate squeak as she reached the edge of climax and then she slid forward and moaned as she began to release and then she slid back and she lost it and began to come and then she made three quick sliding motions and quivered and Tamaric put his hands on her hips and pressed up into her and slid her forward and back a few times and then she sat up and moaned Tamaric's name as she climaxed hard for several seconds while gritting her teeth and holding her breath and then she flopped down on his stomach while breathing hard and fast. She quivered a few times but kept lying on him and she squeezed his sides firmly with her elbows. When her mind finally returned to her she grinned big and sat up and that's when she realized her underwear were pressed in between her lips and it felt uncomfortable.

"Thank you Tamaric, that felt incredible. I can't believe how fast you got me. Did I¦get you?"

"No, almost though."

"I'm so sorry. That's just not fair. How do your lungs feel?"

"Much better. I can't believe how much easier it is to breathe now."

"Good, then it worked."

"Yes. Thank you for healing me¦and for letting me watch you come. That was incredible to see you come like that. You make some of the sexiest noises when you come."

Korica climbed off of Damian and stood next to the bed and slid her underwear off with her back to the bed and then she turned and looked at Tamaric and she looked down at his still erect cock and she grinned and looked at his face.

"It's your turn."

Korica put her knees on the bed and reached out and began to slide Tamaric's under wear down and then he helped her and she pulled them off his feet and dropped them in the floor next to her underwear and then she looked at his firm erection and smiled and then she slid the nightstand drawer open and pulled out one of the sample jars and held it up and Tamaric nodded with blushed cheeks. Korica then opened the lid and set it on the nightstand and she set the sample jar on the bed next to the pillow and then she climbed up on the bed and looked up at Tamaric.

"You want to feel what it's like to be right up against me without anything between us?"

"Yah." Tamaric said with a big smile.

Korica swung her leg up over Tamaric and slowly settled her weight down until he was pressing up against her. She felt very soft and very hot against him and she was amazed how soft yet firm he felt against her and he actually felt a little cool which felt very good to her. She then lifted a little and pulled her shirt up so it wasn't under her behind and he got his first peak at her beautiful vulva. She had a pronounced little hood and he could see her lips settled against his head and her lips looked small and delicate but very well proportioned. He loved seeing the white fuzz that was growing in around the top of her pubic area giving the perfect accent to her beautiful soft flesh colored vulva. He half expected her lips to be more like those on her face but they were much smaller and had the same color as her skin. Her vulva had a pronounced and firm rise to it right at the terminating end of her lips and though it was a quick glance he was astounded at how beautiful she looked down there. He then thought that it only figured that as beautiful as her face and the rest of her body were, she would be beautiful down there as well. He thought to himself that with how small and delicate her mouth was he should have guessed that her vulva would be small and delicate looking as well.

As she let go of her shirt and she settled her weight back down on him he felt her lips part and her hot wet flesh wrapped around him and he flexed once making her squeak and smile at him. She leaned forward and put her hands on his chest and he put his hands up on her sides and then she slid down on him and then she pressed down on him as she slid up and she closed her eyes and moaned softly and he grunted softly as she was very soft and wet against him. She then slid down and let out another delicate moan and she immediately slid up with him now firmly entrenched between her lips and then she slid down and then back up and he grunted again and pulsed three times as he was very close already. Korica opened her eyes and looked at the sample jar and he nodded quickly.

"I'm just about there Korica."

Korica picked up the small jar and slid down on him and then pressed her weight firmly onto him and slid up and then back and then she lifted off of him and moved down and wrapped her hand around his throbbing and damp cock and she stroked him a few times being sure to cover the tip as Jake had told her would feel best and then she remembered him telling her that when it got bigger and throbbed it was time so she stroked him several more times and Tamaric closed his eyes and moaned and opened his mouth and she knew she had him. She put the collection jar close to the tip and she felt him quiver and get firmer so she stroked him three more times and then she felt the quick throbbing and then it got rock hard and she put the sample jar against the tip of his head just in time to catch his ejaculation. She milked it a few times as he grunted and he shot two more small globs that she caught with in the sample jar. She then wiped the tip on the edge of the sample jar to collect absolutely everything and he throbbed and then she reached over and picked up the lid off the nightstand and she capped the jar tightly and then she set the jar on the nightstand and she moved up and settled herself down on him and looked into his eyes.

"Thank you Tamaric. I loved feeling what was going through your mind when you did that. You were thinking of me the whole time."

"Thank you Korica. It has never felt like that before. That was the most intense it has ever felt. I guess being in love really does make it more intense and you have really soft hands¦and other parts."

Korica pressed herself down on him and wiggled slightly slipping him up between her lips and then she slid down on him until he poked out from between her lips at the top and then she laid down on him and set her head right next to his and whispered in his ear.

"I've never come so hard either Tamaric. I love you so much."

Tamaric wrapped his arms around Korica's back and squeezed her firmly.

"I love you too Korica. Can you imagine how intense that is going to be when we actually make love?"

Korica sat up and looked at him and then she almost looked sad.

"You won't think I'm being a tease if I'm not quite ready for that yet are you?"

"Never. You take all the time you want Korica. It needs to feel right when it happens and if you aren't ready for that then it won't feel right for you."

"Thank you for understanding Tamaric. I don't even really know why I did this other than the fact that it just felt right and I wanted to feel closer to you and I do now. I've never felt so close to anyone in my life. I just never would have thought that I could have this kind of relationship with a boy and that it would feel so right deep down."

"It feels right for me too Korica. Thank you for trusting me¦and choosing me as your lover."

Korica leaned down and engaged Tamaric in a long tongue kiss and then she hugged him tightly and then she sat up and pointed at the nightstand.

"I need to get that into stasis so that Laurel can use it to run her experiments."

Tamaric nodded and pulled Korica down and gave her a peck and then she climbed off of him and he got another glorious but brief peak at her vulva making him smile big and Korica sensed what he was thinking and feeling and she pressed her shirt down and grinned at him as she stood up and grabbed the jar and then she walked over to the com panel and she pressed the AI hale button and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

Korica held up the sample jar.

"I have a genetic sample that needs to be placed in stasis for later experimentation."

"Understood. Would you like me to tell you the count for reference to his fertility?"

"You can do that?"

"Yes. Hold the sample jar up to the sensor panel and hold it as still as possible."

Korica lifted the jar up and held it still for a few seconds as the AI used the new enhanced sensor processor and it counted the number of sperm in the sample.

"six hundred fifty seven million eight hundred six thousand four hundred twenty healthy and viable spermazoa. Tamaric is extremely fertile and the spermazoa are very active."

"Whoa! Isn't that a bit of a high count?"

"It is a little higher than what is considered typical for a Human but not abnormally so."

Korica then sensed movement behind her and when she turned around quickly there was a servo drone right behind her with its arm out reached. Korica took a breath and the adrenaline settled and she handed the sample jar to the servo drone and it spun around and retracted its manipulator arm and then floated across the room and disappeared through its slot. Korica then turned back to the com panel.

"Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Korica. Is this going to be a more frequent event if you two are engaging in intimate contact?"

Korica looked over at Tamaric who was now sitting up at the edge of the bed and he smiled at her and shrugged after a moment. She then grinned and then a moment later it turned into a big smile.

"Definitely." Korica said.

"I will send more sample jars to your quarters then."

"I understand. We have one left so there is no rush. We didn't exactly plan for this to happen and I don't know when it's going to happen again but it was¦really good so it is definitely going to happen again."

"Korica! You don't need to tell the AI that." Tamaric said still smiling.

"Understood. It was all but inevitable that this was going to happen given the feelings you two have for one another and the fact that you are cohabitating. Nothing you tell me will ever be shared with anyone else without your expressed permission Tamaric. You do not need to feel embarrassment, as I am not a person. You can share your most intimate secrets with me and I will not judge you or make you feel like you are doing something wrong."

Tamaric looked genuinely surprised by the AI's comment.

"Thank you Future. It's nice to know that."

"You are welcome Tamaric. Do you need anything else before I terminate this connection?"

"Yes." Korica said. "We have some dirty clothes that we need collected for cleaning."

"Understood. Place the dirty clothes by the servo slot and they will be collected momentarily."

"Thanks Future."

"You are welcome Korica."

The com panel then went dark and Korica walked over to the bed and picked up Tamaric's underwear and hers and then she stepped to the foot of the bed and she picked up her uniform that she had taken off there and her bra and socks and she carried them over to the servo slot and set them in the floor and seconds later a servo drone popped out and collected them and then slipped back through its slot. Korica then walked back over to the bed and stepped up to Tamaric and kissed the top of his head and then she walked to the front of the room and retrieved a new pair of underwear for herself and Tamaric from the bureau and she walked back to the bed with them and she handed Tamaric his and then she started to put hers on when he gently reached out and touched her arm.

"Can I ask a favor before you do that?"

"Sure."

"Will you sleep without those on tonight? I would¦" Tamaric got nervous and couldn't spit it out but Korica could sense what he wanted.

"You want to feel it don't you."

Tamaric nodded yes and grinned lightly.

"Ok. You can touch me anytime you want Tamaric. I meant it when I said that. Have you ever touched a girl¦down there before?"

Tamaric shook his head no and Korica tossed her underwear on the bed and stroked his cheek and smiled at him warmly.

"I'm not going to sleep like this every night but tonight I will."

"Ok, thank you Korica."

Korica then smiled at him and then made her way to the bathroom to relieve herself and wash her hands. When she came back out she picked up her underwear and walked back to the front of the room and she put them away in the her drawer and then she walked back over to the bed and pointed at Tamaric's underwear.

"You're going to need to put those on so I can call my dad down here to read to us ok? I don't want to advertise what we're doing."

Tamaric nodded and stood up and picked up his underwear and then he stepped into them and pulled them up and then looked he looked at Korica.

"I want to tell you what a good looking man you are Tamaric. You have a really nice looking cock and it's¦big. I like it."

"I should admit that I got a peak at you too Korica. You are absolutely beautiful Korica. You have beautiful lips. I didn't know you would be that pretty down there."

"You saw it?"

"Yah, only for a split second. It was the most beautiful thing I've ever seen Korica. You are a beautiful woman in every possible way."

Korica could sense what Tamaric was feeling and he thought she was a gorgeous woman not a little girl and he couldn't wait to feel it and see it some more. He loved her white hair that was starting to grow in and he had a tremendous amount of respect for her because of how she looked. Tamaric considered Korica to be the epitome of what a perfect woman is. Korica smiled at what she was sensing from deep within Tamaric and she was pretty sure that she was falling for him even harder and she could feel that she was starting to purr and she couldn't stop it form happening. Tamaric looked up at her and smiled brightly.

"You're purring Korica. It feels wonderful. Does that mean I make you happy?"

"You make me so happy Tamaric. You make me feel grown up and like¦" Korica swallowed hard. "Like a woman, not a little girl."

"I've never seen you as a little girl Korica. I may call you my girl but you are all woman darlin."

Korica smiled at him and swallowed down her tears of tender joy.

"Get comfortable and I'll call Jake down to read to us."

Tamaric nodded and stood up and pulled the covers down and sat down and then slid down under the covers while Korica walked over to the com panel and she touched the AI hale button. The com panel lit up and a few moments later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please tell dad that we're ready to have him read to us?"

"Understood. Sleep well Korica and Tamaric."

"We will. Thank you Future." Korica said.

"Thank you Future. You have a good night too."

The com panel then went dark and Korica walked back over to the bed and pulled the covers back and slid in next to Tamaric and he scooted over to the middle of the bed and then put his arm over Korica and she turned onto her stomach and slid up onto Tamaric and laid her head on his chest and shoulder and nuzzled her head into him an he squeezed her tightly and kissed the top of her head.

When Jake stepped onto the bridge he walked over to the sensor station and he sat down and logged in and the whole bridge came to life. He brought up the view from the scanner relay compartment and he could see that Tomellas was now sitting in the chair with his eyes closed. Jake wished that he could run a sensor sweep but he knew the chair was using the emitters so the ship was for all intensive purposes blind at the moment. Jake got up and moved over to the navigation station and he verified that the coordinates for Findara were laid in. He then moved back over to the sensor station and when he sat down Tomellas was lifting the halo off of his head and getting to his feet. Tomellas walked over to the door and then Orlon stepped into the room and walked over to the chair and picked up the halo and slipped onto his head and sat down and then plugged the hanging cable into the forehead pickup and then he leaned back and closed his eyes.

Jake then decided that he would start to fill out his mission report to pass the time. He brought up the interactive security program and then entered his security access code and then opened the mission reports and he opened a new file and labeled it Inicius and then began to fill in the details of the mission. At one point Jake was getting distracting feelings coming from Korica and he was trying to ignore them but they were intensifying and when it dawned on him that they were intimate in nature he quieted his mind and then felt for Laurel's presence without reaching out to her and when he could feel her presence close by he went back to his mission report. It was sometime later that Jake got a call from the com panel outside the scanner relay compartment. Jake got up and stepped over to the communications station and opened the channel.

"This is the bridge, go ahead." Jake said.

"Desious here. We are done with the chair and heading back to the passenger deck. Thank you again for being so accommodating to us."

"It was our pleasure Desious. We're one big family so we are happy to make you feel at home here on the Future. You have a good evening."

"You too commander Myers."

Jake then closed the cannel and stepped over to the navigation station and sat down.

"Future, will you please take us out of the Inicius system."

"Right away commander."

The main engines immediately throttled up to 100% and then antimatter reactors came up to 80% developing and intense gravity well dead ahead which the Future was inexorably drawn into. The ship accelerated up to 5.5 times the speed of light and then the engines throttled back to hold that speed. Jake then went back to his mission report until he heard a gentle tone indicating that the ship was about to initiate the jump to hyperspace. The main engines throttled down to2% and Jake stopped what he was doing and leaned back in his seat and watched on the huge view screen as the negative matter core ramped up and the stars dead ahead blinked out as ever greater impulses of quantum gravity were dumped into the gravity well and then the space twisted and distorted and then the white line formed and descended to the bottom of the event Future and then it twisted and looked to be melting and then it spread out and finally collapsed into a funnel shape and the edges began to fluoresce in a beautiful collage of green and blue and then the main engines throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel and accelerated rapidly as the tunnel collapsed behind the ship. As the Future passed 40 times the speed of light the AI made a couple minor course corrections and then the ship reached 52.25 and a gentle tone signaled that the ideal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automated controls.

As the stars ahead became clear as the AI produced its composite view Jake leaned forward and checked on their time and distance calculations. They were traveling at 52.25 times the speed of light and the distance of 365.1 light years would take 6.99 hours to cover putting them in the Findara system at 03:05 ships time.

Jake then went back to his mission report and he worked until the AI interrupted him.

"Jake, Korica and Tamaric are requesting that you come read to them."

"Ok, I'm on my way."

"Understood."

Jake logged himself out and the entire bridge went to sleep and then he stood up and headed for the exit. As he stepped out into the corridor he reached out to Laurel and he sensed her thoughts once again and he grinned when he realized that she was working on her mission report at the same time that he had been. He sent a gentle push toward her and he received one in return that felt warm and sweet in his chest. It was the unmistakable feel of Laurel's energy with strong feelings of love incorporated in it. Jake made his way to the end of the corridor and stepped up to Korica and Tamaric's quarters and he touched the hale button in the com panel and a few moments later the door slid open and he stepped in and walked up to the edge of the bed and he picked up the data pad lying on the nightstand and he slid his shoes off and he sat down and he immediately sensed something different coming from Korica in regard to how she felt about Tamaric. Jake thought about it for a second and then he remembered the distracting feelings that he had sensed while he was working on the bridge and he decided it was nothing that he was going to ask about. He could tell that Korica was in love with Tamaric in a much deeper and more profound way and that was all that mattered.

Jake slid over and laid down and looked over at Korica and Tamaric and grinned at them. Korica climbed over the top of Tamaric and laid down on his right side and set her head on his chest and looked at Jake with a big grin on her face.

"You look happy Korica¦so do you for that matter Tamaric. You two proud of the job you did?"

Korica lifted her head and looked at Tamaric and her grin turned into a big smile and then she kissed Tamaric's chest and laid her head back down and looked at Jake.

"I'm very proud of Tamaric. I think he did a great job down there."

"I am too honey. You both did a fantastic job and I am very proud of both of you. You ready for your story now?"

"Yes sir. Can you read in Hiram again?" Tamaric asked.

"You bet." Jake said with a smile.

Jake then turned the data pad on and cued up the story 'a flower in the wind' and he opened chapter 14 and began reading in Hiram. He reached the end of the chapter and he looked over at the two and they were still wide-awake so he asked if they wanted him to keep reading. Korica nodded and grinned so he reached over and pet her head and then kept reading. He read all the way through chapter 15 and then he set the data pad in his lap and rubbed his eyes and then he looked over at the two and they were still awake but Jake sensed that they wanted time alone and he wanted them to try and get some sleep. He sat up and swung his feet in the floor and then he looked back at the two and he wanted to be delicate but he needed them to get some sleep and not fool around with something new and exciting all night long. He knew what the first encounter could be like and it was addictive and exciting and it felt like you didn't want it to end.

"Well you two get some sleep ok? We'll be arriving in the Findara system at around three o'clock in the morning. I'm sure our guests are going to want to be transported to the surface as soon as we arrive. I need you sharp Korica."

"Ok. I'll be ready when you need me."

"Good girl."

Jake stood up and stepped into his shoes and then walked around to Korica's side of the bed and he put his knee on the bed and Korica rolled onto her back and put her arms up and her and Jake hugged for a few moments and then Jake kissed her cheek and smiled at her.

"I love you Korica, you sleep tight."

"I love you too dad."

"You sleep good Tamaric." Jake said as he reached over and patted his shoulder.

"Thanks Jake. I'll see you in the morning."

"You want the lights out?" Jake asked as he stood up straight.

"No, we're going to talk for a little bit."

"Ok. Hay I forgot to ask how it went healing Tamaric's lungs?"

Korica turned her head and looked at Tamaric and blushed hard and then looked at Jake.

"It went prefect. I was able to encourage his lungs to release and pass the contaminates out and then I healed his damages lung tissues."

"That's fantastic. I'm so proud of you Korica. I'm truly glad we have you with us."

"You can do the same thing though."

"You taught us how to heal with the mind Korica. We would have never been able to save Mark if you hadn't been there to teach us what to do."

"You really think you wouldn't have figured it out without me?"

"No. Not in time to save him. You have twice the potential that Laurel and I have sweetie."

"It's nice to feel so important."

"You're very important Korica and not just because we love you so much. We need you¦we need each other to realize what we are capable of and to learn how to control these abilities of ours. You two sleep tight."

"Goodnight dad." Korica said with a big smile.

Jake then headed for the exit to head back to the bridge. Korica then rolled back over toward Tamaric and crawled half up on him and laid her arms across his chest and looked up into his face with her chin resting on the back of her hands.

"You think he knows that we¦you know, messed around?" Tamaric asked.

"Yah. He doesn't know exactly what we did but he knows that something happened between us and I feel closer to you. He can't help but sense how I feel because of how close we are."

"He's not going to get mad at me for putting my hands on you is he?"

"No. You're my boyfriend and you didn't do anything I didn't want you to do. They aren't that strict with me."

"There's no way to hide what we're doing? I mean you can't keep the personal details to yourself?"

"I can't hide my feelings but they won't know the details unless we commit to the deep sharing like we do when we make the chair work. However they don't go looking for personal stuff just like I don't of them. I'm sorry if that kind of bugs you Tamaric, it's just the way our minds work. We share intimate details of our lives with one another whether we want to or not."

"It doesn't really bug me Korica. I just want some things to remain between us. I want you to have a personal life that won't be shared with your parents."

"If I don't think about a particular thing it is kind of kept secret. It's not like they see everything I've ever done or something. They just¦feel what I feel like when I pushed my feelings to you and they see things I happen to be thinking about at the moment. We have only recently been able to share images of things in our memory but it takes a conscious effort to do that."

"I guess that makes sense."

"Did you still want to¦feel me Tamaric?"

"Yah I would love to. I have to use the bathroom though."

"Ok."

Korica scooted up on Tamaric and gave him a peck and then moved off of him and he crawled out of bed and made his way to the bathroom to relieve himself. He washed his hands and then made his way back out into the main quarters and he walked around to his side of the bed and as he went to crawl up on the bed Korica put her hand up and grinned at him and pointed to his underwear and he stopped and looked down at himself and then looked back at her as he stood up straight.

"You want me to take 'em off?"

"Yah I do."

"You really like looking at me don't you?"

"Just as much as you like looking at me. You're good looking Tamaric and I am a girl. Of course I want to see a handsome guy naked."

Tamaric grinned and hooked his fingers in his waistband and slid his underwear to his feet and then stepped out of them and then looked at Korica and she locked a gaze on his cock and she grinned and she felt a warm tingle in her loins and her pulse quickened. Tamaric liked seeing Korica look him over with hungry eyes for once and it made him feel good about himself. After standing there for a few seconds Korica pulled the covers down a little and propped herself up on her arm as he crawled up onto the bed and then laid down on his back and Korica pulled the covers up on him and scooted down right next to him and then she pulled her shirt up over her hips to just above her stomach and then she laid half on him and she set her head on his shoulder. She then hooked her leg up over his and she waited for him to move his hand towards her crotch but she sensed that he just didn't know what to do. She lifted her head and slid up on him and gently pulled his cheek over and engaged him in a long tongue kiss. She placed her hand on his stomach and slid her hand down to his crotch and she cupped his testicles and gently rubbed them for a few minutes while she kissed him and then she terminated the kiss and looked into his eyes as she slid her hand up onto his firming cock. She gently rubbed up and down its length a few times until he reached full length and girth. She wondered for a moment what it would feel like penetrating her and she felt a strong twinge deep inside and she thought it was best not to dwell on how curious she was or she might not be able to stop herself.

Korica rolled onto her back and let go of Tamaric and she felt around until she found his hand next to her at her side and she lifted his hand and set it on her bare stomach. Tamaric was trembling from nerves and he looked at her as he gently rubbed her soft stomach and then he turned on his side facing her and he put his left hand up on her stomach and she drew her knees apart as he slid his hand down toward her crotch. He slid down over her velvety soft hair and down onto her lips. He slid his fingers down the length of her and back and then he gently squeezed her lips toward the top and she opened her mouth a little as her pulse raced. He then placed his middle finger where her lips come together and his index and ring finger he placed on her lips and he slid his hand up and down her labium three times and the he stopped so his middle finger was resting on the tips of her labia minor where they protrude very slightly from between her labia major and he wiggled his finger tip slightly.

"What is that Korica?"

"That's the tip of my inner lips."

"It's soft and warm and a little wet."

"That's cause you have me excited. I like having your hand on me Tamaric. It feels nice when you stroke me like you were doing."

Tamaric grinned at her and began stroking her gently again and Korica closed her eyes and enjoyed Tamaric's delicate touch as he stroked her lips. He then pressed down a little and his middle finger sank down between her lips and her felt her very hot and wet flesh. He stroked from top to bottom and lavished her soft and slippery flesh. He kept rubbing her enticing more fluids to lubricate his finger as he continued to massage her entire vulva. He then slid his finger all the way to the bottom and the very tip of his finger sank into her vagina and her eyes popped open and she put her hand on his and he stopped.

"Did I hurt you Korica?"

"No. You just surprised me. The last time I felt anything there it was a Hodong¦doing something that hurt really bad."

"I'll stop. I'm sorry Korica."

"I'm just not ready to have anything inside me Tamaric. I love feeling your hand on me though. You're being very gentle and it feels good. Don't stop."

Tamaric smiled and laid his head down next to Korica and massaged her lips for a few more minutes and Korica thoroughly enjoyed the sensation of Tamaric's cool hand touching her. When he finally slid his hand up and stopped Korica opened her eyes and looked at Tamaric and drew her knees together.

"That really felt nice Tamaric."

"Your so soft down there. Thank you for letting me touch you Korica. That's the first time I've ever touched a girl like that."

"You're welcome Tamaric."

"I need to go wash my hands so we can get some sleep."

Korica nodded and Tamaric leaned over and kissed Korica and then pushed the covers down and crawled out of bed and Korica watched him closely. She loved being able to see him while he as hard. In her eyes he had a good-looking cock and she felt like she couldn't get enough of seeing it. Tamaric made his way to the bathroom and washed his hands and then dried his hands and then he made his way back to the bed. By now he was almost back to a flaccid state but Korica still couldn't help but stare at him as he climbed into bed and she thought he was still gorgeous. He climbed under the covers and scooted right over next to Korica and she smiled at him brightly and then she pushed the covers down deliberately exposing herself and she looked at him staring at her and she realized she owed him a long look so she climbed out of bed and faced Tamaric and pulled her shirt up slowly until he could see her beautiful vulva and he stared at her for a few minutes lavishing her beautiful slit and well shaped lips.

"This is what I wanted do when we first met Tamaric. Look all you want, this is yours."

Korica stood for a few minutes and then moved her feet apart a little to give Tamaric a real good look at all of her. He could now see the tips of her inner lips poking out very slightly under her toward the back of her lips. She waited another few minutes and then when he looked up at her she let her shirt down and reached over and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then she climbed back into bed and scooted right up next to Tamaric and pulled her shirt up above her hips and wrapped her legs around his and pressed her vulva into his hip and then she set her head on his chest and shoulder and then Tamaric drifted off to sleep but Korica laid there remembering all of the horrible things that were done to her by the Hodong. The sensation of Tamaric touching the entrance to her vagina brought all of the memories flooding back and now she couldn't stop thinking about it.

When Jake departed Korica and Tamaric's quarters he headed back to the bridge and he stepped in and logged himself in and then went back to filling out his mission report. He wasn't working for long before the AI interrupted him.

"Jake, Tomellas would like to speak with you." The AI said.

"With me?"

"You are on duty and the captain is asleep so yes, you."

"Very well, put him through."

"Go ahead and Speak Tomellas, commander Myers can hear you." The AI said.

"Hello commander."

"Good evening Tomellas, what can I do for you?"

"You folks have an elder race provided data core correct?"

"Yes sir we do."

"Wonderful. I am working on rescheduling our negotiations and the gathering has changed venues. I am wondering if I could have access to your data core to do some research on the inhabitants of the new world that the meeting is going to take place on?"

"Sure. I don't have a problem with that. There isn't anything in there that you don't have access to at any elder race station. Future will you please provide a path for Tomellas to the interactive data core control room?"

"Understood."

"Thank you so much commander. You folks have been so accommodating and so kind to us. You really have an amazing ship here and your menu is top notch. That Izore steak and broccoli noodle plate is simply divine."

"I am glad you are enjoying your stay with us Tomellas. I am quite proud of the Future myself. She is one of a kind. If you need anything else just give me a call. I'll be on duty all night so you will be able to reach me up here on the command deck. If you need to store any data to take with you there are data pads in the data core control room that will hold a great deal of information. The AI can instruct you on how to upload information onto them."

"That would be wonderful. Thank you commander."

"My pleasure."

The connection then terminated and Jake waited a few moments and then called out to the AI.

"Future, you will keep an eye on exactly what Tomellas is doing right?"

"Of course. I cannot stop him from accessing anything he wants within the data core since I am not tied directly into it but I can advise him if he accesses sensitive information and I will in turn report it to you. I can however make sure that the only transport coordinates available to ambassador Ingretta are those that will take him to the interactive data core control room and nowhere else."

"Please do so then. I trust our guests but Mark doesn't and I think I should differ to his paranoid attention to what our guests are doing."

"Understood."

Jake then went back to his mission report and he worked on it until he had it complete and then he loaded onto a data pad the designs for the artificial environment that he and Laurel had been working on for the life form that would be getting them back to the Milky Way in the past and then he logged off and made his way to the mess hall to get some tea and work there for a while. He worked until just after midnight when he heard bare feet walking up the corridor and he could feel Korica's presence getting stronger. He smiled and stood up and waited for Korica to round the corner into the mess hall and then he took a step toward her and she smiled at him and embraced him with a tight hug. He then held her cheeks and looked into her adorable face and kissed the tip of her nose.

"Hi beautiful. Time to recharge your battery."

"Yah, my tummy was rumbling."

The two then walked back over to the table and Korica sat down first and Jake put his hands on the table and leaned over and smiled at her.

"What can I get you to drink honey?"

"Water please. A big glass."

Jake nodded and walked over to the dispensers and poured a big glass of water for Korica and then walked back over to the table and set the glass in front of her and she picked it up and drank almost half of it. Jake sat down after watching her guzzle the water down and he called out to the AI to have a menu delivered to the table. Korica then leaned against Jake and closed her eyes for a few minutes and he could tell she was exhausted like she hadn't gotten but maybe an hours sleep before her stomach woke her up. Jake put his arm around Korica and waited for her plate of food to show up and after it was slid up on the table he looked at her and tried to be delicate so as not to embarrass or humiliate her.

"Honey, how long were you two¦talking¦after I left your quarters?"

Korica picked up her fork and picked at her food a little and then she sighed and set her fork down and looked at Jake with a sad look on her face.

"We weren't talking dad, but I suppose you know that. I don't know how long after we¦stopped Tamaric fell asleep but I didn't¦I haven't slept yet."

"I suppose I knew that. I didn't want to say anything about what I sensed because it's none of my business what you two do behind closed doors as long as it doesn't interfere with your ability to do your job. We needed you to operate a ship designed to be operated by a crew of three with only two of you at the controls."

"I'm sorry dad. I tried to go to sleep after we¦messed around but I had disturbing images running through my mind after the lights went out. I saw and felt what was done to me over and over again."

Jake pulled Korica closer and kissed the top of her head.

"I'm so sorry sweetheart. Was it traumatizing for you to be touched by Tamaric?"

"No. I actually liked it. I liked it a lot. He was gentle and caring but he¦when he touched the opening with his finger it scared the crap out of me and I had to ask him not to touch me there. I love his hands touching me but what if I can't ever handle him touching me¦you know¦inside without it giving me nightmares?"

"That's a tough one honey. Maybe you should let him touch you were you like it and just hold off on the other stuff until you feel ready for that. Your mom and I were afraid this was going to happen when you two became intimate."

Korica sighed and leaned all of her weight against Jake and put her head against his shoulder.

"I love Tamaric so much dad and tonight it just felt like it was time to let him see all of me and I thought I was ready for even more. This just sucks! Especially with how good some of it felt."

"Maybe you aren't as ready as you thought honey? Maybe you should tell him that you guys need to go back to a plutonic relationship?"

"No!" Korica sat up and looked at him. "It felt right up until the time he¦it felt so good dad. I want more of it and I got the sample mom needs for her Huraxan project. I don't want to go back to the way it was before."

"Whoa! Ok, then you're just going to have to tell him nothing¦internal if that's what scares you or whatever."

"You think it will ever stop scaring me?"

"I honestly don't know honey. I would have to assume eventually you'll get past it. Maybe it's just because this was your first time. You've never had anyone touch you down there except for someone really evil. That's going to leave some mental scars that aren't going to go away easily."

"Thank you for talking to me without getting upset that I'm engaging in sexual stuff. I don't sense that I've made you uncomfortable at all."

"You're welcome Korica. I love you and I want you to feel like you can come to me when you need someone to talk to. I knew you were going to start fooling around eventually. You did ask me to explain how things work remember?"

"Yah I know. I used your advice to make it better for Tamaric. I got him real quick too." Korica said grinning.

"Good for you honey¦and good for him. He's a lucky guy to have a girlfriend that knows what she's doing."

"He got me quick¦and really hard too."

"I uh¦I don't need details honey. You should keep some things to yourself."

"But I'm proud that I can talk to you and it's kind of nice to brag when it's as good as it was for us."

"Well your mom will be glad that she can get back to work on making Aseel a reality."

Korica nodded and sensed that Jake really wanted the conversation to change so she decided that she would talk to Laurel about the rest. Korica picked her fork up and went about eating her food before it got cold. Once Korica had her food consumed and her water drank she was ready to try and get some sleep. Jake walked her back to her quarters and tucked her in and gave her a kiss goodnight and then she held his arm as he leaned over her and she smiled at him and whispered to him.

"Thank you for listening to me dad. I feel much better now that I've talked about it."

"You're welcome sweetie. You have sweet dreams and I'll see you in the morning." Jake whispered back.

Jake then stood up and watched Korica scoot over to Tamaric's backside and snuggle up to his back and he squirmed back against her and then the two went still. Jake then walked over to the exit and when the door slid open he stepped out and made his way back to the mess hall and he sat down and went back to his work on his data pad. Jake worked until 03:00 when the AI called out to him.

"Jake to the bridge. We are five minutes from arrival in the Findara system."

"I'm on my way." Jake said.

Jake downed the rest of his tea and then got to his feet and picked up his data pad and made his way to the bridge. He set his data pad on the console and then sat down at the sensor station knowing that as soon as he logged in his work would be transferred to the permanent memory system. He logged himself in and the whole bridge woke up. He immediately got sensor returns from many metallic objects surrounded by fields of energy that could only be explained by shields similar to the Future's in that they were intense energy reflective shields. Jake could see the star drawing closer and getting larger on the giant view screen so he knew they were right on course for the Findara star. He considered waking Laurel but he figured he would wait and see how it went when they arrived in the system first. He wanted everyone to get as much sleep as possible.

Jake watched the sensor data closely until there was a gentle tone signaling that the ship was about to drop out of hyperspace. The main engines throttled down and the negative matter core ramped down and then the antimatter reactors powered down and the ship slowed significantly and then in a bright flash dropped into normal space at a distance of twenty million miles from the Findara star. The main engines then throttled up and the Future made an abrupt course change to avoid slamming into three unmanned communications satellites orbiting the star. The impacts would cause absolutely no damage to the Future as the satellites disintegrated against her shields but the AI knew it would cause a huge inconvenience to whomever the satellites belonged and probably reflected a substantial financial investment on someone's part to build the satellites and it would be expensive for the Future to be held responsible for their replacement. The Future then swung past the satellites and headed closer to the star and assumed a close orbit at 15 million miles from the star, which would be closer than most ships and all satellites so as to stay out of everyone's way.

Only seconds after the main engines throttled down having established her ideal orbital attitude the Future began receiving a direct real time signal. Jake got up and moved over to the communication station and he silenced the alert and checked on the signal architecture and direction and to his surprise the signal was coming from one of the satellites they had just narrowly avoided running into and the signal was in an old Earth style radio signal on a low frequency, frequency modulated carrier. Jake took a deep breath and let it out and directed the signal through an enhancement filter to reduce the static distortions being created by the fairly close corona of the star and then he opened the receiver and piped it into the overhead speakers. Jake heard a woman's voice speaking in Klindet and he opened the transmit circuit.

"Unidentified vessel orbiting our sun, please identify yourself if you can understand me." The woman's voice said.

Jake reached over and brought up the Human security identifier and set it to transmit then he spoke in Klindet.

"This is the Earth vessel Future. I understand you mam. I have transmitted our security identifiers so you should be aware that we are of the elder race. I am commander Jake Myers and we are carrying ten elder race ambassadors that will be requesting accommodations with you good folks until they can arrange for transportation to their final destination."

"I have translated your identifier. I am Greytok Untory of the first prime collate. The elder race are always welcomed guests to Findara. Do you know exactly what accommodations your ambassadors will be requiring during their stay?"

"No I'm sorry I do not. If it is agreeable I will maintain our current orbit of your star so as to stay out of your busy traffic lanes and I will call a spokesperson to the bridge so that they can convey their needs in person."

"That will be satisfactory. Thank you for your diligence in avoiding contact with our long-range communications satellites. They are quite delicate and the slightest contact would have required us to send a repair party out to fix them as quickly as possible at a substantial cost."

"I understand. We don't want to cause anyone any problems."

"When your ambassadors need to communicate with us you can have them call for the first prime collate on this frequency."

"I understand. Thank you miss Untory."

The channel then closed and Jake dipped his head and grinned at his nervous conversation.

"We don't want to cause any problems¦geeze, what a dork. I sounded like a ten year old."

Jake then shook off his disgust in his communication skills and moved back over to the sensor station. He performed a shallow sensor sweep and he found a tremendous amount of spacecraft traffic around Findara. He was worried how Korica was going to perform having lost so much sleep to haunting memories and there was the fact that he had no sleep at all himself. He then zoomed into Findara and the amount of traffic zipping around was a little shocking to him. He then zoomed into the surface and all he could see was on huge city covering an entire continent. There were green spaces here and there but 90% of the visible continent was covered by high rises that were hundreds of stories tall and the amount of low flying traffic surrounding the buildings and structures was staggering. Jake looked around for sometime wondering where their guests would be put up but the planet just looked like one never ending jungle of buildings making it impossible to even wager a guess given the size of the planet and number of visible landing pads extending from most of the visible structures. Jake was able to see short-range ships like nothing he had ever seen before. Some looked sporty and sleek and some looked like parts had just been tossed up into the air and where the parts landed was where they were welded in place. There were many ports that had thousands of ships parked with all kinds of activity going on around them and he truly hoped they wouldn't be expected to land at one of them. They looked confusing and extremely busy.

Jake spent the next twenty minutes looking over the sensor data before he decided it was time to let their guests know that they had arrived at the Findara system.

"Future, how many of our guests are awake?"

"Four."

"Four? The rest are all in their quarters?"

"Yes."

"Good, maybe we can get some rest before we will be required to take our guests to Findara. Will you please page the guests that are awake up to the bridge so they can request the accommodations they will need?"

"Understood."

Jake then logged himself off and the whole bridge went to sleep and he made his way over to his quarters. As soon as the door slid open he felt a warm wave of relieving energy coming from Laurel and he took a deep breath and felt his guts relax and his thoughts cleared up. He then stepped over to Laurel's side of the bed and slid the lights up slightly and he knelt down so he was looking into Laurel's face as she laid on her side facing him. He leaned forward and kissed Laurel's soft lips and after only a second she puckered back returning the kiss. Her eyes fluttered open and she grinned at him. She cleared her throat and lifted herself up onto her elbow.

"Is it time to get up?"

"We've arrived in the Findara system and I've negotiated for permission to remain in orbit around the star from something called the first prime collate. I wanted to let you sleep but the elder race will be coming up to the bridge shortly to negotiate for their accommodations and I thought you might want to be there."

"What time is it?"

"About three thirty in the morning."

"I've had enough sleep then. You go watch the bridge and I'll get up and relieve you so you can get a little sleep."

"Is that an order?"

"Yes sir. Your captain is ordering you to kiss me and then get some sleep."

Jake smiled at her and leaned forward and gave her a prolonged lip lock kiss and then he reached out and stroked her beautiful blond hair to the side. Even sleep mussed her hair was one of her most beautiful features aside from her stunning deep blue eyes. He then stood up and reached back and slid the lights up to full illumination and then he headed for the exit as Laurel sat up and pushed the covers back and swung her feet out into the floor.

Jake stepped onto the bridge and sat down at the sensor station and logged in and the whole bridge came to life and seconds later Remora, Emorok, Lyota and Nedera all stepped onto the bridge. Jake got to his feet and looked at Remora with a bright smile.

"You look fantastic Remora. How are you feeling?"

"Like myself thanks to you and your remarkable ship. The reconstructive surgery that your ship is capable of autonomously is nothing short of miraculous. Thank you commander Myers."

"It was our pleasure Remora. You're a very beautiful woman and I am thrilled that the AI was able to restore your beautiful face to its glowing radiance."

"Ooh, aren't you a charmer. You and your captain did most of the healing on Inicius. I hope I am going to get the opportunity to thank her in person?"

"She's getting dressed right now and she is going to be relieving me so I can get some sleep. It's very early morning for us here on the Future and I have been up all night."

"I am sorry to hear that you are getting so little sleep."

"It's what we have to do in order for five people to run a ship that was meant to be operated by a crew of two hundred and fifty. The automation that Future is now capable of thanks to you folks means she can run herself for the most part but regulations require that someone be awake and on the command deck at all times while we are underway but I would appreciate it if you folks would keep that to yourselves. We don't want people to know we are of the elder race and running on a skeleton crew all the time."

"Of course. We will never divulge operational details of the Future with anyone nor of her layout and design."

"I appreciate that. You will meet Laurel shortly without her face blacked out. I think you will be pleasantly surprised at just how beautiful she is when she looks like herself."

"I sense a bias on your part¦but one that is shared and well deserved by the rest of your crew. You are in love with her very deeply and your heart races at the very mention of her name."

"Guilty. We are paired mates and she occupies my every waking thought."

"I'm a little surprised that one's so young are capable of that level of understanding of the nature of true love and the power it has."

"Yah we get that all the time. We humans have evolved some incredible abilities that Korica is helping us to realize and we are in turn helping her to realize all that she is capable of as a particularly powerful Draximan."

"I can hardly wait to meet Korica Prentor. She is famous and very well respected among her people and ours."

"Really? She's the famous one among us?"

"You are all famous but she especially. What she went through and then bounced back from and garnered acceptance for her people after a fifty year wait for her people to respond to our invite is phenomenal at her age. Plus from the images I have seen of her I know she is absolutely adorable."

"I can't argue with that. She is beautiful and sweet and smart and I just can't imagine life aboard the Future without her being a part of it."

"I sense some very deep feelings for her commander. You love her deeper than a daughter and more tenderly than a friend. She is very fortunate to have someone so concerned for her well being and happiness guiding her through life. She is with the right people if your Laurel loves her just as much."

"It's a little odd that I love her more than I would if she were of my own flesh and blood but it's true. She is very special to us and she is well loved by all of us on the Future. She has this ability to tug at everyone's heartstrings from the moment they meet her. The longer you are around her the more you love her. She just has one of those radiant personalities that makes a person feel good to be close to her. I assure you that captain Kade loves her every bit as much as I do. Korica has even found a life mate from among our passengers."

"A life mate? She has experienced the pairing of spirits at her age?" Lyota exclaimed.

"No. She had visions of one of our passengers before ever meeting him and then an equipment failure forced us to take the boy she was dreaming about out of stasis and the moment the two set eyes on each other they fell in love. They have been inseparable ever since. As you know Draximan females experience emotions much more profoundly that most of us so once Korica committed her heart to Tamaric that was it."

"He is her age?" Lyota asked.

"Yes. It's a perfectly normal and appropriate relationship."

"Incredible! For one to understand what it is to be in love is not usually possible for someone so young."

"She is not a typical girl and we have committed to the deep sharing of essences with her on many occasions so she knows what true love is, I assure you."

Lyota looked surprised and Jake sensed that Lyota thought it was a very bad idea to commit to the deep sharing with someone as young as Korica but she respected the fact that Jake and Laurel are her parents and so she was not going to say anything that would be disrespectful to that fact.

"Are we close to Findara?" Nedera asked.

"We are in orbit around the Findara star which is about one hundred fourty-eight million miles away from Findara. With the crimson fighters as your means of transportation you are only a few minutes away."

"What? A few minutes?" Nedera asked sounding astounded.

"Yes. They are capable of traveling at one point five times the speed of light."

"Amazing! Ships that size are not normally capable of traveling so fast."

"We are of the elder race like you folks so we have some very advanced hardware at our disposal and thusly at your disposal."

Just then the door slid open and Laurel stepped onto the bridge looking radiant and beautiful and Jake smiled big at the very sight of her. Laurel nodded to everyone and stepped next to Jake and then turned and faced everyone.

"My goodness! You are beautiful captain." Remora said with a bright smile on her face.

"Thank you Remora. You are very beautiful yourself. Are you feeling better?"

"Yes thank you captain. Thanks to you and your crew I have been completely restored. I am ready to get back to my duties. Commander Myers was keeping us company and making us feel welcomed on your bridge."

"I sense that you were also talking about our daughter. Yes, I love her with all my heart Remora. You needn't worry about her being with the right people. She is free to grow and develop in a healthy and loving environment here on the Future."

"I apologize captain Kade. We were just discussing how much pride commander Myers has in Korica and how deeply he loves her. I was merely curious if you felt the same way and I can sense that you love Korica just as deeply as commander Myers does. Am I going to get the opportunity to meet with her?"

"Of course. She's asleep right now but she will be awake in just a little while and she will be co-piloting one of the ships that are going to be taking all of you to Findara."

"I see. I only met her briefly when I was brought aboard but I was not exactly feeling myself at the time. I would really like the honor of meeting her when we can sense each other. You all looked a little¦different when you rescued us and you had your minds quieted so I sensed nothing from any of you."

"Now I get it. Of course you will get the opportunity to meet her and feel her amazing personality for yourself. You're really going to love her. Everyone who meets her can't help but love her by the time they part company from her."

"Can we contact the prime collate of Findara now please? We need to make arrangements for all of us and it is going to take time for them to make our arrangements." Nedera asked.

"Of course." Jake said. "This way. I'll show you how the communication station works."

Jake led the four of them over to the communication station and he gestured to the seat and Nedera sat down and then Jake logged in and enabled all of the controls and then brought up the transmitter frequency selector and he set it to the same FM low frequency band that the first signal came in on and then he pointed to the transmit icon.

"Just touch that icon and you'll be live."

"Can you encrypt the transmission to a multilingual cipher and is there a way to make this conversation private within this room? The details of our accommodations need to be kept secret for obvious reasons."

"Sure, let me set that up for you."

Jake pulled an earpiece out from under the console and handed it to Nedera and pointed at her ear and then he brought up the language database and the encryption algorithm creation program.

"You can generate a random cipher or you can create one of your own design with this program and access to the known language data base is right there. Your conversation will be piped through your earpiece."

Nedera then looked at Jake for a few moments and Jake glanced at Laurel sitting in her chair and then he looked back at Nedera having gotten his answer from Laurel.

"We are more than willing to be accommodating Nedera but we aren't giving you the bridge. That is strictly against regulations despite the fact that we trust you folks implicitly."

"I understand. This will do then."

"I promise we won't be listening to your conversation. Here¦"

Jake reached in front of Nadera and disabled all recording functions for the communication station.

"Thank you commander."

Jake stood up straight and grinned and nodded and then stepped over next to Laurel and looked into her mesmerizing blue eyes and just melted for a moment and then he reached out to her.

"I'm exhausted babe. I need to go catch an hour's nap if I'm going to be any good to you for the trip to Findara. I wish you could come tuck me in." Jake thought.

"I will after our guests are done making their arrangements." Laurel thought in return.

Jake grinned and nodded at Laurel then turned to their guests.

"I'm going to leave you folks in my captains capable hands. I need to get some sleep if we are going to be able to fly to Findara without a mishap."

"How do you know we aren't leaving as soon as Nedera's call is finished?" Lyota asked with a slight grin on her face.

"Because I have a gut instinct that tells me that we have about five and a half hours until the accommodations and security measures will be ready for your arrival. If you don't believe me¦" Jake closed his eyes and listened to his deep instinct and he sensed darkness and seclusion with an underground landing platform and then he opened his eyes and smirked. "We will be landing underground on the night side of Findara somewhere very secluded."

"You can sense all that in an instant? That is a very rare and powerful gift if you are right."

"Trust me, Korica taught me how to tune into things that will occur in the near future. The further out you look the more likely you are to get details wrong because future events are affected by the random choices of individuals that affect future events but short term my instincts are very accurate."

"Korica taught you? Astounding!"

"Yes she did. She has taught me a great many things. Good morning folks. I will see you after I get a little rest."

"Sleep well commander. Thank you for your kind hospitality." Emorok said.

"Good morning commander. I will let you know how close you were to guessing our plans." Lyota said with a grin.

"Sleep well commander and thank you again for saving my life. I will forever be in your debt." Remora said.

"I'm just glad that Korica taught us how to heal people like that."

"Korica taught you how to do that as well? I have to meet this girl." Lyota said with a smile.

Jake grinned big and nodded and then turned and stepped off the bridge and felt very proud of how much he was able to brag on Korica and the fact that he truly did learn so much from Korica. He stepped over to his quarters and walked up to the edge of the bed and slipped his shoes off and then got undressed and sat down on the edge of the bed and rubbed his eyes for a moment and then he pulled the covers down and got to his feet and walked over to Laurel's side of the bed and slid the light controls down and then he crawled up onto the bed and climbed under the covers and he took a deep breath and closed his eyes and almost immediately drifted off to sleep.

Meanwhile on the bridge Laurel was going over the sensor data while Nedera conducted her discrete conversation and after ten minutes Nedera stood up and walked over to Laurel.

"Captain Kade, the security minister for the first prime collate needs to have a conversation with you since you will be transporting us to our accommodations on Findara. Please just¦don't be offended if the reception is a little cold. These people are all business all the time and they don't particular have much patience for the young. Their young are just not remarkable like Humans are. They don't have any idea what you are capable of or what you have accomplished to earn that chair you are sitting in¦I do. I feel very safe in your care and I have a tremendous amount of respect for you and I know the amount of responsibility resting on your shoulders as the captain of an intergalactic ship like the Future with so many lives depending on you to get them home safely while they slumber to preserve their age."

"Thank you for recognizing my accomplishments and my ability to lead Nedera. I will mind my manners and keep my cool. I promise not to embarrass you folks."

"You are most welcome Laurel. It is well-deserved praise from what I have heard and from what I sense from within you. You need to be prepared for the appearance of the Urodians as well. They do not have the same appearance as you and I."

"I'll try not to react one way or the other. Can I have you folks stand with two of you on each side of my chair? I think that will give the appearance that you folks are the one's calling the shots."

"That is a good idea captain Kade." Nedera said.

Lyota and Emorok moved over to Laurel's left and Lyota stepped up onto the platform next to Laurel's chair and Remora stood next to Laurel's chair on the right up on the platform that Laurel's chair was mounted on while Nedera stepped over to the communications station and enabled the video signal for the incoming signal and then she found the video transmit icon for the visual sensor at the front of the bridge and she enabled it and then stepped over next to Remora. A few moments later the screen flickered and a clear image appeared of a creature that stood almost six feet tall with powder blue skin and sunken eyes that were large and had yellow irises to them. The creature had an oddly shaped skull in that it was bulbous shaped and it was larger towards the back of his skull and the creature had no hair at all and he had four bony protrusions that looked like backward swept claws, two on the right side of the top of his head and two on the left. His nose was broad and flat and his lips were a dark red color but his lips were shaped just like those of a Human. He was wearing a jacket of sorts that had shoulder panels that hung over his back and down the front to his chest and the jacket had gold buttons up the front until they disappeared under the shoulder flaps that were pinned together in the middle of the creatures chest with a medallion of some kind that reminded Laurel of a big police badge in that it had a raised insignia and bright blue and red lettering. The creatures jacket looked like it was made of a metallic foil of some kind but it was a subtle ruby red color and almost glistened and his pants were strait leg pants with a very neat crease right up the middle of the front of his legs and they were the same almost iridescent ruby red color. The creature had five fingered hands with an opposable thumb but his fingers were much longer than what a typical Human hand would have. All in all Laurel thought he wasn't to shocking looking just very different from anything she would have imagined.

"Security minister I am ambassador Hestron whom you have been talking with and this is lieutenant commander Laurel Kade. She is the captain of the Earth vessel Future." Nedera said in Klindet gesturing toward Laurel with her palm up.

"I am security¦minister Grukon, you will¦ambassador Hestron why am I talking to a mere child? Is she sitting in for someone? I would prefer to deal with adults in matters of such a sensitive nature." Minister Grukon said in Klindet.

"I assure you security minister Grukon that I am the captain of the Future for good reason. I am much more than a mere child. My intelligence is greater than most adults will ever achieve in their lifetime and I possess abilities that you simply have no concept of. You will be dealing with me on all matters involving the ambassadors and their accompanying flight crew. If my appearance is disturbing to you I apologize but I am what you get when dealing with the Future and her passengers." Laurel retorted in perfect Klindet.

"You are in fact extremely beautiful to my eyes, I just need to insure that complex instructions will be remembered and followed explicitly."

"I have a photographic memory sir. Anything you tell me I am incapable of forgetting."

"Very well. You will be taking the ambassadors and their flight crew to one of our high security retreats in the Crionon mesa formation in the southern hemisphere. It is very secluded but it has significant security installation surrounding it. When we detect your approach you will need to transmit a burst transmission with your travel permit number or you will be fired upon."

"You likely will not detect us beyond atmospheric interface. Our ships are designed to be low observable so they do not show up on most sensors."

"Interesting¦when you get to within four decons you will need to transmit your permit number then. You will be landing in the underground landing platform on the east side of the facility so that no one will see who is disembarking you craft. Are your ships capable of vertical take off and landings?"

"Yes sir they are."

"Good. That will make things much easier. I will transmit your flight path and the coordinates to the Crionon mesa. Who will be piloting your ships?"

"I will be piloting one and my Chief of security, lieutenant Mark Tillman will be piloting the other."

"You will¦I hope you are a competent pilot. The flight path must not be deviated from and you will be required to fly through a vertical hangar door on the face of the mesa. Is your lieutenant Tillman as young as you are?"

"I do not see how that is relevant but no he is not. He is twenty-two years older than I am."

"I do not know what a year is?"

"It is one revolution of our home world around our star. There are three hundred and sixty-five days to one of our years."

"I see. We would call that a furlion. There are four hundred twelve days to one furlion on Findara."

"In that case lieutenant Tillman is thirty one furlions old."

"Wonderful. And is he an experienced pilot?"

"Yes. He is a seasoned combat pilot with hundreds of hours of flight time. I assure you we will not deviate from the specified course and we will not violate any no fly zones that you specify."

"Where you are going is one giant no fly zone. I must ask you to refrain from using any open frequency communications while at the facility and while making your approach aside from the burst transmission of your permit number."

"That won't be a problem. I can communicate with lieutenant Tillman's copilot with the unspoken word. She will relay anything that needs to be said to him for me."

"You are capable of such things at your age?"

"Yes sir. My species is of the elder race for a reason. Lieutenant Tillman's copilot ensign Prentor is even younger than I am and she is far more gifted than I. Age does not always determine one's ability to function equal to that of most adults or even with greater ability and diligence."

"Ambassador Hestron, there is still the matter of payment for your stay with us."

Laurel was a little perturbed how her comment was just blown off like she was pumping sunshine where it didn't belong but she maintained her composure and tried to remember what Nedera said about not being insulted if the reception and attitude was a little cold due to her age. She just assumed that someone that would be 12.4 furlions old on Findara just wouldn't be as smart and capable as she was. It actually made her a little proud of how advanced Humans were in comparison since she represented what Humans had evolved toward five hundred and fifty years ago. She thought by now back on Earth she might be seen as a bit ordinary rather than extraordinary.

"How much currency do you require for our accommodations? Everything we had with us was destroyed on the Remorak." Nedera asked.

"Since you are the elder race we will cut the usual rate in half. Five hundred credits per person will get you high security accommodations for thirty days. All the food and drink you want will be included in that price of course."

"I uh¦if you can wait for payment until our transport arrives in two weeks then that will be agreeable."

"That is not how we usually do business."

"We can cover seventy five hundred credits if you will allow me ambassador Hestron." Laurel interjected.

"Are you sure captain Kade?" Nedera asked looking at her intently and sending her a feeling of gratitude for easing the uncomfortable feeling of not having any currency.

"I am positive. It is no problem at all." Laurel said looking at Nedera with a warm smile.

"Very well. We agree to your terms security minister Grukon."

"Excellent. I will transmit your flight permit number and travel coordinates in an encrypted file."

"Please stand by to transmit security minister." Nedera said.

Nedera walked back over to the communications station and re-enabled the record function and then stood up straight and looked at the view screen.

"You may transmit when ready security minister Grukon." Nedera said.

The security minister looked down slightly and leaned forward and then pressed a few buttons on the console in front of him and then he leaned back and looked up.

"You should have received my transmission." The security minister said.

There was then a gentle tone heard from the communications station signaling receipt of an encrypted data burst. Nedera looked at the lower display and nodded.

"We have the data file. Thank you for your hospitality and discretion in this matter."

"We are always happy to have the elder race as guests. Your accommodations and requested security measures will be ready in three and a quarter aurots."

"I understand. Thank you again security minister Grukon."

The security minister then looked down and leaned forward and pressed a button and the connection was terminated. Nedera then reached over to the communication panel and disabled the transmit circuit and then pulled the earpiece out of her ear and she set it down on the lower communication console and then she walked over to Laurel and looked at her with a smile on her face.

"Nicely done captain Kade. You handled yourself with complete dignity and grace."

"Thank you Nedera. Can you tell me how long three and a quarter aurots is and what four decons are?"

"Three and a quarter aurots is about five and half of your hours and four decons would be about ten miles or so."

"I see. I didn't want to make myself look like I didn't know what he was talking about since he didn't hold any respect for me other than the fact that I am of the elder race."

"That is just how the Urodians are, at least those in government circles anyway. Thank you for covering our costs for the secure accommodations. Are sure it isn't going to put you in a pinch?"

"It is our pleasure Nedera. We brought a significant amount of currency with us from the Farqua station. You aren't leaving us short by any stretch of the imagination."

"I will do what I can to see the currency is returned to you."

"Don't worry about it. We won't be coming back this way so I don't see how that is possible anyways."

"You would be surprised by how far our reach in this galaxy extends and I know for a fact that your progress is being watched closely so I will find a way."

"If you want to but I'm not worried about it ambassador Nedera. Like I said we have plenty of currency on hand and we are all like one big family and this is just what families do. The refit you folks bestowed on us at the Farqua station has to be worth billions of credits and we weren't charged anything so this is the least we can do. We are eternally grateful for how formidable and comfortable you have made the Future. We can raise Korica without the worry of someone sneaking aboard and grabbing her like they tried to do to me. That piece of mind is a priceless gift from you folks. Come, I'll get the credit chit for you and we can go down to the mess hall and have some tea while we wait for Korica get up so you can sit and talk with her."

Laurel reached forward and logged herself out and the entire bridge went to sleep making the four ambassadors look around a bit in surprise. Laurel then pushed her displays aside and got to her feet and the four ambassadors followed her off the bridge and she stopped at the entrance to her quarters.

"Wait here, I'll be right back." Laurel said.

She then turned and stepped into her quarters and she immediately sensed Jake's presence and it made her grin in the dark room. She stepped over to her side of the bed and slid the light controls up very slightly so she could see what she was doing and then she walked to the front of the room and opened the compartment door next to the view screen hanging above the bureau and she pulled out the lock box and she set in on the bureau and opened it and reached in and pulled out the credit chits one at a time until she found one that when she pressed the button in the corner it displayed a value of ten thousand credits. She set it on the bureau and then closed the lock box and put it back in the compartment and closed the door and then she picked up the credit chit and walked back to her side of the bed and she slid the light controls all the way down to sleep levels and she looked at Jake's seemingly lifeless lump under the covers and she smiled. Even asleep he made her feel good just to be in the same room as him. In her eyes he really was something special and she felt very fortunate to have found him when she did.

Laurel then walked around the head of the bed and headed for the exit. When she stepped out the four elder race were still standing by the door and she held out the credit chit and Nedera took it from her with a smile.

"This has ten thousand credits on it so you folks will have some spending cash beyond your accommodations." Laurel said.

"Oh Laurel! You are being so generous. We can't thank you enough for all you are doing to make us feel so comfortable and to help us on our way."

"It's my pleasure. It's the same level of kindness that was shown to us when we arrived at the Farqua station. I'm glad we can return the favor in some small way. You gave us a hand up and now we are finally able to give some of our fellow elder race a hand up. Come, we'll sit and have some tea in the mess hall. Korica will be showing up in about a half hour or so and so will lieutenant Tillman. They always get up early to have early tea together."

The four nodded and grinned at Laurel and she led them down the corridor to the mess hall and Laurel showed them the dispensers and let them select their own drinks and then they sat down at one of the tales and talked lightly for close to a half hour at which time Mark showed up and Laurel got to her feet and gave him a warm hug when he stepped up to the table. Mark then went and got a cup of tea and came back to the table and sat down at the head of the table and the elder race engaged Mark in some light conversation while Laurel stood for about ten minutes at which time Korica strolled into the mess hall and Mark got to his feet. Korica was thrilled to see Laurel and the two hugged each other tightly and Laurel kissed her forehead and then she hugged Mark tightly for a few moments and then Korica went and retrieved a cup of tea and then Laurel took everyone across the corridor to the common area so everyone could sit comfortably and talk.

Korica sat down on one of the couches in between Mark and Laurel and the four elder race sat across from them, three on one couch and Remora in one of the recliner chairs. Remora then engaged Korica in conversation about how she was enjoying her new life on the Future and Korica gladly shared some of their adventures so far since leaving the Farqua station. She then talked about how much she loved her job on the Future and how much she was learning and how loving everyone was with her. She told them about her surprise birthday party and how on that same day Tamaric promised to be with her forever no matter what and how good he was to her and for her. Korica could sense that her feelings were being read constantly and within thirty minutes she sensed some very warm feelings coming from all four of the elder race. They had warmed up to her and she was pretty sure that they loved her and it made her feel good to know that she was accepted on her merits as a person and her age made absolutely no difference to them. She even sensed a bit of respect from everyone in the room and the usual high pride that Laurel always held for Korica.

Laurel then laid out the plan for taking the elder race down to the secure facility and Laurel made it clear that there could be no radio transmissions so communication between the ships would have to be between the two mentally if any communications were needed. Korica listened closely and acknowledge that she understood. Korica then stood up to refresh her cup of tea and offered to do the same for Remora and Lyota who were also drinking tea and who had emptied their cups. Korica then asked Laurel to accompany her to help carry the cups and the two headed over to the mess hall and Korica waited until they were at the dispensers and then she asked what Laurel knew would be coming.

"Mom, why are they so interested in me? I don't mind talking about my life on the Future and letting them probe my feelings but it just seems a little odd is all."

"It's because you're famous honey. Everybody has heard Asaria and Oberot bragging about what a sweetheart you are and how beautiful you are and everyone just wants to meet you in person. Hearing you talk confirms how smart you are and sitting with you confirms how adorable you are. I sense that you have captured their hearts sweetie. Nobody can resist falling in love with you once they've met you. You're just one of those rare people that everyone likes right off the bat."

"Hmm. So I should be flattered?"

"When you have someone as well traveled and as powerful as the elder race pinning to meet you, yes it is a big compliment."

"Ok. I haven't resisted their attempts to feel what is deep inside me so far so I guess I should just allow them to feel my essence like that?"

"They haven't probed your mind right?"

"No. Not that I am aware of and I think I would know if they were doing that right?"

"Yes, you would hear their voices in the back of your mind like you do Jake and I. We aren't probing your thoughts we are just very, very close to one another and so sense the thoughts of one another readily."

"I haven't heard their thoughts like that."

"They are just feeling your radiance then sweetie. You feel very sweet honey, I've told you that before and I wasn't exaggerating. You should share that part or yourself with them without resisting."

"Ok. Mom?"

"Yes baby?" Laurel said as she was refilling the last cup.

"Is Tamaric going to be allowed to come with us when we take the elder race to the Crionon mesa?"

"Yes. I wouldn't separate you two like that. I can tell you have¦your feelings for him are much more profound than they were before and it would hurt to be away from him for a long period of time."

"I need to talk to you about what happened later on. I honestly didn't plan it¦it just kind of happened and it was wonderful but some parts¦scared me."

"Ok. We'll talk after our shower this morning."

"Kay. Thank you."

The two of them grabbed the five cups, Laurel carrying three of them and they made their way back over to the common area and they passed the cups out and then they sat down and Lyota this time asked Korica what her goals were for her life aboard the Future. Korica took a sip of her tea then set her cup down and sat back and looked at Laurel and Laurel grinned at her warmly and nodded yes gently.

"Well, I want to become an officer in the civilian corps so I can serve aboard the Future wherever she goes. As I told you before this ship feels like my home and I want to stay aboard her. I hope to become a proficient pilot someday and I want to be a mother. I know that Humans and Draximan aren't compatible as a species but I think Laurel will find a way to make it possible for me to have children of my own with Tamaric someday. Personally I think the Future would be a wonderful place to raise a daughter. She would have so much more room to play than I had growing up in space."

"You're sure you would have a daughter?"

"I've already felt it to be all but inevitable. Things that far ahead are a little hard to be certain of but if things workout as I hope then I'm pretty sure I will have at least one daughter."

"Well you certainly sound as though you know what you want out of life and you have some exciting possibilities ahead of you."

"Laurel and Jake have given me a chance at a really good life full of love and opportunities and I plan on taking advantage of what they have put before me. My Tamaric was the final piece of the puzzle for me and now I feel like my life is complete and I can truly forget about the horrible things in my past and get on with my bright future in the Milky Way galaxy. I was born to explore and now I have the opportunity to do that with some wonderful people looking after me. What could be better than that?"

"You are such a bright girl Korica. I truly hope for all the best to you. You are an absolute joy to talk with and I sense a great deal of love in your heart. Hold onto that tightly honey, it is the key to everything. I am very glad that your Tamaric as you call him has opened your heart and your mind. You are an extraordinary young lady and I sense that you are with the right people to help you realize all that you can be. Your mom here is an amazing woman and I sense that she loves you like no other. You listen to her and follow her example. She is a good person deep down and she can guide you to wondrous things if you listen carefully." Lyota said.

"Aren't you sweet ambassador Grision. Thank you." Laurel said.

"I want to be just like Laurel when I get older. She's gorgeous, smart and brave and she loves me without question. That's how I'm going to treat my daughter and I hope she looks up to me half as much as I look up to Laurel. I know how lucky I am to have her as my mom and I plan on doing as she says cause she's always right and always knows what's best for me."

"That's so sweet. You are going to make me cry Korica dear. You are such a sweetheart. Asaria was right, you are one of a kind and a person can't help but love you. I wish I could take you home with me." Lyota said with teary eyes.

"Sorry, Laurel claimed me first."

Everyone chuckled and Laurel put her arm around Korica and pulled her close to her side and kissed the side of her head and then she looked at everyone and she could feel all of the emotions coming from everyone and it made her feel pride in Korica like never before. She had impressed the elder race and melted their hearts as she does everyone she meets.

"I honestly couldn't imagine my life without Korica in it anymore. She is the pride of my life. I hope you can all see now that she is very happy with us and she will be well looked after."

"We can all sense now what the council of elders sensed in you all at your trial and we can see why you were granted membership in the coalition of advanced races and why your adoption was granted without deliberation. You belong together if anyone does. I think you bring out the best in each other." Emerok said.

"Thank you ambassador Trydoya." Laurel said with a smile.

"Captain, I think we have bonded well enough to get beyond official titles and ranks."

"You're right. I do feel much closer and much more fond of you four since spending time together. You can simply call me Laurel.

"And you may call me Eromok."

"And I would prefer it if you called me Remora Laurel¦and that goes for you too Korica dear and of course you may also refer to me as Remora if you don't mind us calling you Mark?"

"Sure. You folks have been very considerate of my crew so I have no problem being a little more casual with one another."

"And of course you may call me Nedera."

"And it goes without saying that you may call me Lyota."

Everyone then felt much more at ease as they sat and talked about a great many things until 06:00 at which time Korica suddenly stopped in the middle of a sentence and gasped lightly and looked straight ahead for a moment and then she began to grin and then it slowly melted into a big smile. Korica then looked up at Mark and then over to Laurel while still smiling.

"Tamaric just woke up."

"Go sweetheart. We'll wait here for you."

"Excuse me everyone, I need to go see Tamaric." Korica said as she got to her feet.

Everyone grinned at her and nodded and watched her walk around the corner towards her quarters and Remora then surprised Laurel.

"Wow!"

"What?" Laurel said.

"That girl is completely and totally in love with Tamaric. Did the rest of you feel that when she sensed him waking?" Remora asked looking at Nedera, Lyota and Eromok.

"From her yes, from him no, not until she said something and I felt for his faint presence in the distance." Lyota said.

"Her energy spiked and her heart raced when she sensed Tamaric stirring yet his energy was barely detectable in the first place." Remora said.

"It's like that every morning. She is so in tune to Tamaric's energy that she can sense him with little or no effort. She can tell just by listening to his feelings what he is feeling and thinking about at any given time." Laurel said.

"She can hear his thoughts?"

"No. Well¦she said she has heard a fleeting word or two associated with strong emotions but Tamaric is either not gifted like Jake and I are or his latent abilities have not yet manifested. He is still very young. At his age I had no idea that I had the abilities that I do lying dormant within me. Jake woke them up in me¦that and aging while in stasis for five hundred and fifty-two years. Korica is able to interpret a persons emotions so accurately that she can tell exactly what they are thinking just from their feelings."

"Incredible! Has she taught you this as well?"

"She's been teaching us a little but that's kind of something I think a person just needs to learn how to do on their own. As Korica puts it, there is a whole language of subtle emotions and one needs to learn how to understand it just like they would if they heard a new spoken language. For most it takes time but for her it's second nature."

"That certainly explains a few things¦" Remora said with the 'ah ha' look on her face. "That would explain her emotional maturity and her ability to understand what it is to fall in love as deeply as she obviously has with Tamaric. It is extremely rare for someone her age to understand the language of love and all of the other subtle feelings that sentient life forms are capable of. Has she always had this innate ability to interpret the feelings of others?"

"As far as I know."

"I think I speak for all of us when I say that now we get it. Korica is absolutely adorable and she is as smart as they come. She has a presence about her that is warm and sweet and we can see why Oberot and Asaria in particular love her so much. How could you not after just spending a few minutes with her? She is exactly what we look for in an advanced race¦and so are you Laurel. You and Jake are two of the nicest people we have ever met. And of course you are an impressive individual yourself Mark. I sense a deep bond between you and your crew and I can feel that you will do anything to keep them safe and happy. They are fortunate to have a protector such as you looking after them. I feel truly honored to call all of you my fellow elder race."

"Thank you Remora." Mark said with a warm smile. "I am very fond of my crew and extremely proud of them all."

"Thank you Remora." Laurel said. "Now you understand why Jake and I wanted to adopt Korica so badly. I was drawn to her in a way that is hard to explain and I just can't imagine how anyone could want to hurt that sweet girl. I just don't understand that mentality."

"There are just some really nasty species out here Laurel. We have seen things that would make your soul run cold. I truly hope you do not encounter some of the more vicious species lurking in this galaxy."

"You folks have made the Future all but impenetrable so I think as long as we keep our heads down and stay on course and on mission we should be fine."

"I would have to agree."

When Korica arrived at her quarters and stepped in the lights were up and Tamaric was just climbing out of bed and Korica stopped just far enough in for the door to close behind her and she watched Tamaric slide out of bed and arch his back as he stretched for a moment and then he seemed to look around and he finally locked gazes with Korica and then he looked down at himself standing completely nude with an erection and he turned and faced the front of the room and blushed hard as did Korica but she smiled and walked toward him. She walked up to him and hugged him from behind tightly.

"You don't have to hide yourself Tamaric. After last night I think we can forgo modesty."

Tamaric slid his hands on top of Korica's and leaned his head back so his cheek was up against her very warm and soft cheek.

"I'm not embarrassing you or whatever?"

"No, of course not. I love looking at you Tamaric. Things have changed for us and I want to see you now and I'm¦I'm not going to hide from you either. If you see me so what."

Tamaric pulled forward and Korica released her hold on Tamaric but kept her hands on his sides and then Tamaric turned around and put his arms around Korica and pulled her against him and he pocked her in the lower stomach so he reached down and pointed himself up and then pressed against her tightly.

"I thought you were the one who said you didn't want any sexual tension between us?"

"I know I said that but something just¦it just felt right Tamaric. I'm so attracted to you that I just can't stop myself anymore. Last night was amazing, I never knew it would it would feel like that."

"It was amazing huh? Thank you for letting me see you and touch you Korica. You're so beautiful. If you want our relationship to change then I want what you want."

"I guess I do. I'm sorry if my back and forth moods are confusing. I don't exactly understand it myself. All I know is I love you and I feel ready for something more from you."

"Ok. I won't ever complain when a beautiful girl tells me that she wants to¦do what we did last night." Korica smiled with blushed cheeks and gave Tamaric a peck.

"Let's get you dressed so we can get some breakfast in us. We have a few of the elder race up here and they want to meet you."

"Me? Why?"

"Cause I've been bragging about you and they can feel how much I love you. You know you're on my mind every second of the day right?"

"No, I didn't know that. I think about you all the time but I thought it was just me."

"I'm deeply in love with you Tamaric. I can't get you out of my mind and my heart aches to be close to you constantly."

"See that's exactly how I feel. How is it that you make it so easy to admit my feelings Korica? I've never been good with expressing myself and especially to a pretty girl but you make it so easy and it just feels like it comes naturally."

"Probably cause I love hearing you tell me how feel about me and I say it first so it will be easier for you. I can feel what's in here¦" Korica put her hand up on Tamaric chest. "So you don't have to say anything but I love hearing you tell me how much you love me and what I mean to you¦especially with your accent. It just makes me feel like melted butter inside when you speak."

"Awe, you're so sweet darlin. You mean everything to me Korica and I love you with all my heart."

Korica set her head on Tamaric's shoulder and felt his love from within for a few moments and it made her smile and feel very warm inside.

"You're purring darlin. I make you do that?"

"Yah, I'm just really happy Tamaric. You make me feel like everything is going to be ok as long as I'm close to you."

Tamaric kissed the top of her head and then pulled back and Korica put her other hand on his chest and smiled at him.

"I love you too Tamaric. I'll get your clothes for you."

Korica then stepped back and walked around Tamaric and made her way to the front of the room and retrieved his clothes from the bureau at the front of the room and she carried them back to the bed and set them down and then she sat down and watched him get dressed. Tamaric then made his way to the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair while Korica pulled the covers up on the bed and straitened out the pillows and then she picked up her stuffed animals from the table at the head of the bed and she set one on each pillow and then she sat down and moments later Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom looking fresh and ready for the day. Korica gave him a toothy smile and stood up and watched him saunter over to her.

"Gosh you're handsome Tamaric. I'm so proud of myself."

"Thank you Korica. What are you proud of?" Tamaric asked as he stepped up to her and put his arms around her sides.

"I'm proud that I found someone so cute to be my mate. You're handsome and smart and strong. I'm just proud of you and so proud of myself for finding you at all. Do you have any idea how many boys there are on this ship that I could have chosen from?"

"No."

"Almost a thousand that are within a year of my age one way or the other and yet I was drawn to you before I even laid eyes on you. I saw your face in my dreams and something told me that you were going to be the one though I didn't know what my heart and mind were telling me at the time. Now it all seems so clear."

Tamaric smiled big at her and she pulled him in tightly and closed her eyes and he engaged her in a very passionate tongue kiss that left Korica's knees weak and trembling. When the kiss terminated Tamaric held her tightly until her knees stopped quivering and then he let go of her and took her hand and the two headed for the exit.

The two walked over to the common area where everyone was still sitting and talking and Korica stepped right up to them with a big smile on her face.

"Now this is my Tamaric. Tamaric this is Remora, Lyota, Eromok and Nedera."

"Hello, it's a pleasure to make your acquaintances." Tamaric said.

"The honor is ours Tamaric. You really are a striking young man and Korica has told us that you are her favorite person in this universe. I hope you realize just how lucky you are to be the object of her affections." Remora said with a warm smile.

"Yes mam. I know she is one of a kind and I am the luckiest guy alive to be hers."

"Well said! You consider yourself to be hers."

"Yes mam, she always comes first with me. While I do consider her my Korica I am hers first and foremost."

"That is so sweet. I sense that you mean every word of that from very deep in your heart."

"Will you four be having breakfast with us?" Korica asked.

"You want us to stay? Aren't we interrupting your normal morning routine?"

"Yes but it is a welcome interruption. I would really like you to have breakfast with us, please?"

"How could we possibly refuse someone so pretty asking us so nicely? We would be glad to join you." Remora said with a big grin.

"Great! Right this way."

Korica and Tamaric led the way over to the mess hall and as soon as they stepped in and the lights came up Laurel thought about how many of them there are and the fact that the tables are really only designed to seat four even though they had moved a chair into the mess hall so they could seat five at one table and she still wanted to go get Jake to get some food in him. The AI noticed Laurel looking at the tables in a quandary and offered a solution seemingly out of the blue.

"Laurel, if I may suggest¦" The AI said.

The reflective metal wall at the back of the mess hall shuddered and began to retract into the wall and the lights in the rest of the mess hall came up and they all stepped back a little and once the edge of the wall passed their view they found themselves looking into a gigantic mess hall with hundred of tables. Some of the tables were the smaller four position tables and there were some toward the middle of the room that could seat thirty people at a time and once the wall was completely retracted they could see tables that were designed to seat ten people at a time.

"The ten place tables would be more accommodating to the number of people dinning this morning. I am dispatching servo drones with menus for everyone."

"Holy crap! Will you look at the size of this place?" Tamaric uttered.

"The full mess hall is designed to feed four hundred fifty people at a time. It was thought for a crew of five hundred that was a likely scenario." The AI said.

"This ship never ceases to amaze me." Tamaric said with a grin while looking at Korica.

"Mom did you know this was here?" Korica asked.

"Yes, but I've never actually seen it before."

Korica looked back out into the huge mess hall as they all walked over to the first of the ten place tables and Korica could see that along the back wall there was row after row of dispensers just like the one they use all the time at the front of the mess hall and there were dozens of servo slots in the bulkhead in between the dispenser stations. Everyone took a seat and Korica cozied up to Tamaric sitting on his right side with her left side pressed up against him and she gripped both of her arms around his right arm that she held right in front of her like a youngster gripping their teddy bear. He kept his hand on her inner thigh and gently massaged her leg as she held onto him. Korica then looked at the empty seat next to Laurel and it dawned on her that it just didn't feel like a normal morning without Jake.

"Mom, What about dad? Are you going to get him so he can eat with us?"

"I relieved him early so he could some rest honey."

"Can we wake him to see if he's hungry? I would really like him here."

"Sure, if it means that much to you I'll go see if he wants to join us."

Laurel started to stand up when Korica surprised her.

"Wait¦let me try something mom. You might not have to go to your quarters to get him." Laurel slowly sat back down and looked at Korica.

Korica let go of Tamaric's arm and closed her eyes and concentrated on sensing Jake and she found his presence readily and she could feel that he was asleep so she sent a hard push while calling his name. Jake didn't respond so she concentrated and sent another push a little harder while calling his name and there was still no response from him but he did drift up into a lighter state of sleep and his mind got a little more active. Korica grinned and then sent a third very strong push toward him and called out 'Dad, can you hear me?' and this time Jake woke up and his mind and heart raced for a moment and then Korica sensed him calling out into the room.

"Korica baby is that you? What's wrong honey?"

"I'm not in your quarters dad. I'm in the mess hall." Korica thought.

Jake got his wits about him and then reached out to Korica.

"What's the matter honey?" Jake thought.

"There's nothing wrong. We're having breakfast with Remora, Lyota, Eromok and Nedera and I wanted to see if you would come have breakfast with us? I really want you here dad. It's just not the same without you at the table with us."

"Ooh. I love you so much sweetheart. Give me a few minutes to get dressed and I'll come join you ok?"

"Thank you so much dad."

"You're welcome honey."

Korica then broke her concentration and looked up at everyone watching her and she grinned.

"He's going to get dressed and then come and join us." Korica said.

"Was he asleep when you reached out to him?" Eromok asked.

"Yes."

"And you were able to wake him up?"

"Yep. I just sent a push toward him a few times and he woke up."

"Astounding!" Eromok said with wide eyes.

The four elder race guests looked at one another and slowly shook their heads with grins on their faces.

"Is that unusual to be able to do that?" Laurel asked.

"I certainly couldn't do that at her age. I was still learning to reach out to others let alone getting their attention while they are asleep. That takes a very disciplined and powerful mind to be able to do that successfully."

"Does that make me weird for being able to do that so easily?" Korica asked.

"No Korica, just very gifted. You are an extraordinary young lady even for a Draximan."

Four servo drones showed up with eight menus and they handed them up in between the guests and everyone took them and began perusing the menu while they waited for Jake. It was only five minutes later that Jake showed up in the mess hall, explaining Korica getting to her feet without saying a word and walking toward the exit to everyone's surprise. Korica stepped into Jake and hugged him very tightly and he held her tightly and swayed with her for a few moments and then he gave her a peck and the two walked over toward the table and Korica sat back down next to Tamaric and Jake walked over and sat down next to Laurel and she gave him a peck and leaned into his shoulder for a moment and then everyone made their meal selections and then handed the menus to the servo drones that then floated across the room silently and disappeared through the servo slots in the bulkhead. Jake then turned and looked out across the huge mess hall and he shook his head once.

"Crimmony this place is big. I've never seen the whole mess hall before. I guess it was designed to feed nearly the whole crew at once?"

"That's what the AI said. Four hundred fifty can be fed here at one time." Tamaric said.

"Is there a lot of your ship that you have not seen before?" Nedera asked of Jake.

"Oh yah, the Future is gigantic. There are entire sections of the ship that we have never stepped foot in even though the entire deck-by-deck layout was passed on to us through neural suggestion."

"So you know where everything is even if you have not seen it before?"

"Exactly. You could ask me to go to an obscure compartment in the bowls of the ship and I would be able to go straight to it instinctively."

"That is a novel way to familiarize a person with a vessel as complex and large as the Future."

"It would take months to teach a person the deck layout of the Future so they wouldn't get lost and it would take years to teach them all of the subsystems that one needs to be familiar with just to do their job. Laurel, Korica and I were given even more intimate system knowledge for our positions that would have taken decades to learn in a conventional manner and much of what was taught at the beginning of that learning process would be forgotten before you could learn everything that we know."

"So your stasis system imparts knowledge like the chair of knowledge?"

"Uh¦sort of. It's a little different but it accomplishes a similar type of knowledge transfer. Vast amounts of knowledge can be imparted in mere hours. The denser the neural clustering in the host brain the faster the information can be imparted. Laurel has the highest density rating out of all of us so she can assimilate the most information in the shortest time. Our AI even found a way to adapt the technology to work on Korica's unique brain physiology since her brain is so close to that of a Human."

"So you could place her in stasis if you had too?"

"Yep. She has her own stasis chamber specifically built with her unique physiology in mind within the stasis ring."

"That must be reassuring incase your trip home takes longer than expected?"

"It is actually. I don't want her to spend years of her life bored stiff while we pass through the empty void between galaxies. If everything works out as we hope, we will all go to sleep and wake up at the Future planet with our parents and the regular crew already awake."

Laurel handed her menu to Jake at that point and he made his meal selection and then he got up and walked over to the dispensers to get a cup of tea and Nedera and Lyota as well as Mark joined him. After Jake poured his cup of tea he stepped aside and took a sip and it was warm and rich going down and he closed his eyes and lavished the fragrant smell and sweet taste and Nedera looked at Jake and grinned and then looked over at the table where Korica was leaning against Tamaric whispering something to him and Laurel was talking with Remora and then Nedera looked back at Jake.

"You really have an amazing vessel and you seem like a loving family more than shipmates though I sense a camaraderie along those lines as well. It begins to make one wish they could join with you on your adventure."

"Really? You wish you could join us?" Jake asked looking up from smelling his tea.

"It's more of a jealousy of the relationship dynamic that you have on the Future. What you have here is so rare on a ship like this. It is very¦intimate and tender the way you care about one another. It just makes one want to be a part of your family wherever you happen to be going."

"That's kind of sweet that you would say that. I thought the elder race considered love to be the most important and the most powerful of all emotions? Don't you show it to one another on your vessels?"

"We do but there are regulations about how much we can show it and when and we all know our vessel assignments are very short term so no close relationships are formed like the family bond you five have. You know that you are going to be together on this ship for a very long time so you are free to experience the deep bonds that you hold for each other."

"Trust me, we aren't allowed to show the affection that we are now when we are on the bridge. We have strict rules of conduct that we have to follow. This is just us being ourselves because we aren't working at the moment. While on the bridge we refer to each other by proper title or proper name and we are forbidden to fraternize like you see us doing now."

"Korica does not call you dad on the bridge?"

"Oh no, she knows better than that. She calls me Jake or commander¦usually Jake and she calls Laurel captain."

"I still wish I was going with you in a small way. Korica is such a sweet girl and she is so smart¦I truly wish I could get to know her better."

"Everyone that meets her falls in love with her like that." Jake said chuckling.

"Laurel mentioned that earlier and we were not sure what she meant by that¦what a sweet girl. I can tell she is very content with her position among you."

Everyone then made their way back over to the table and sat down and the meals began to arrive and the servo drones slid the plates up onto the table one by one until everyone had a plate in front of them. They then ate their breakfast with very little discussion and at the conclusion they retrieved another round of tea and then talked for a little while and then the four elder race excused themselves to head back down to the passenger deck to fill everyone else in on the details of their arrangements with the first prime collate. The Future crew then made their way to the gym and Korica reminded Mark that he needed to have his lungs cleared and healed before it would be safe for him to exercise. He reluctantly agreed and laid down in the floor and took his shirt off and laid on his back and Korica took the lead with Laurel and Jake assisting her with extra healing energy.

Korica knelt down next Mark's head and she placed her hands flat on his upper chest and then Laurel knelt down next to her and placed her hands flat on the middle of his chest and Jake knelt down on the opposite side of Mark and he placed his hands flat on Mark's chest right in front of Laurel's so their finger tips were almost touching and then all three closed their eyes and concentrated on their love for one another and let the feelings grow to their maximum potential. Korica knew the moment she thought about how much she loved Tamaric her energy was going to surge beyond her ability to hold it in so she waited until her feeling for Jake and Laurel had reached their peak and then she concentrated on her feelings for Tamaric at the same instant as she pushed hard and focused the energy down her arms and out through her hands into mark's chest and there was a dizzying burst of energy followed by two more intense pulses and then she had it under control and Mark arched his back and then flopped back in the floor and took a deep raspy breath and then Laurel and Jake pushed. They sent wave after wave of energy down their arms and out through their hands into Mark's chest and they just let the healing energy do as it will as it was hard to think with so much neural energy running through their brains. Laurel and Jake began to breath fast and hard and then Korica gave another hard push as she too started to breath fast. Mark coughed twice and then turned his head to the side and breathed out what looked like gray dust in a cloud and then he took a very deep breath and coughed twice and then he blew out another mouthful of dusty particles and then he took a deep breath and it sounded smooth and steady.

Mark then turned his head so he was looking upward and his breathing was fast and deep like he was running. Korica sent two last strong impulses into Mark's chest and then she began to pull her energy back and the waves of energy got smaller and weaker and then stopped all together and Laurel and Jake had to fight hard to pull their own energies back finally managing to pull their hot hands off of Mark's chest and Laurel fell back as she couldn't see a thing and she was very dizzy but she put her hands back and caught herself before falling on her back and then Tamaric squatted down behind her and gently pulled on her shoulders.

"You can lean back on me Laurel. I won't let you fall."

Laurel lifted her painfully sore hands from the floor and leaned all of her weight against Tamaric and tried to get her vision to clear up while she rubbed her hands together to try and ease the burning feeling in her palms. Jake was swaying forward and back as he tried to regain his senses as well as he rubbed his palms together and Korica set her forehead right on Mark's neck as she waited to catch her breath and waited for her vision to quit twinkling in tiny multicolored dots. As she started see blurry shapes in front of her she felt a hand on the back of her head and it took a second to realize that it was Mark's hand gently stroking the back of her head. Korica lifted her head and everything finally came into focus and the twinkling dots disappeared and she looked at Mark's smiling face and it made her smile back as she continued to rub her painful palms together.

Laurel's vision finally cleared up as well and she leaned forward and then looked back at Tamaric as he stood up and she nodded at him.

"Thank you Tamaric. You probably saved me from a good bonk on the head if I had fallen all the way back."

"You're welcome Laurel. It's all I could think to do to help."

Laurel got back up to her knees and looked at Mark beaming at Korica.

"How you feeling Mark?"

"Like a million bucks. I can breath deep again and the burning feeling when I breath deep is gone. You guys are freakin amazing." Mark said with a grin.

Mark sat up and he immediately recognized that his back injury from ten years earlier that always gave a stiff feeling when sitting up using only back muscles from a lying position was completely gone. He looked down at his chest and grinned when he saw six red handprints on his skin. He reached his hand up and rubbed the red handprints and they felt tingly when he rubbed them. He then looked over at Jake who had just recovered his sight and he grinned.

"I think you fixed my bad back xo. I can't thank you enough for that alone."

"You should've seen the crap that you blew out of your lungs Mark." Tamaric said. "The same thing happened to me when Korica healed my lungs. I had no idea I had all that soot in my lungs."

Mark looked in the floor next to Jake and he could see a faint outline where he had blown all the particles out of his lungs. He furrowed his brow and wrinkled his mouth.

"Freakin nasty! How can that crap exist in our lungs if our lungs are a damp tissue?"

"Because we made your lungs squeeze the particles dry and then expel them. That's metal and tiny grains of sand and god knows what else that was floating in the air on Inicius and you breathed it in and it was trapped in your lungs where it would have remained until you breathed deep enough to force it into one of the tiny capillaries in the bottom of your lungs. There those particles would have either caused bleeding in the lungs or the material would have been attacked by your immune system and you would have gotten very sick." Korica said.

Mark looked at her for a moment and then he looked into Laurel's beautiful blue eyes and he smiled at how pretty she is.

"So why didn't you guys get this stuff trapped in your lungs?"

"We did. Our bodies heal way faster than yours and Tamaric's and our immune response is hundreds of times more rapid and affective. Our lungs did the same thing every time we breathed out continuously so that by the time we got back up here to the Future our lungs were already clear."

"I didn't know you even had a bad back Mark." Laurel said as she got to her feet and put her hand out to help him to his.

Mark grabbed her hand and pulled as she yanked him up to his feet and he took a bouncing stride and then he bent forward and then arched his back backwards a little and then he looked at Laurel with a big smile.

"I repelled out of an attack jumper ten years ago into a hot LZ at night and I landed on some rocks on a hillside and lost my footing and fell back and struck my lower back on a sharp rock and I have had back problems ever since. It was nothing that stopped me or even slowed me down but when I sit up using only my back it feels stiff and when it gets really cold it aches a little¦or at least it did. You guys healed a scar where I had to dig a bullet out of my side with a bowie knife last time and this time you fixed a screwed up disc? If it weren't so hard on you I would say lets do this more often."

"I think Korica did most of the healing and we sent so much more energy than was needed into your body that it just sought out anything that was injured and healed it."

"You're my hero Korica. Come here and give us a hug." Mark said putting his arms out.

Korica got to her feet and stepped into him and squeezed him hard with her face against his bare chest. She could hear his heart pounding in her left ear and she could feel his love in her chest making her smile big. When he kissed the top of her head and then released his grip on her she stepped back and looked up into his bright eyes.

"We'll just call that payback for rescuing me from those animals before they had their way with me. You're my hero Mark."

"Awe, so we're even?"

"No, but we're getting closer."

Mark smiled big and stroked her feather soft hair down the side of her head and he stroked her soft blushed cheek from the neural workout, finally ending up cupping her chin.

"Mark you realize that you hurt your back five hundred sixty-two years ago, not ten years ago?" Jake said with a grin as he got to his feet.

"That's right, I'm as old as a redwood aren't I?"

"Actually you're older than the redwood grove on the Future."

"Nice!" Mark said with a smirk.

"You feel like working out now?" Korica asked.

"More than ever. Are you guys going to be ok working out after that kind of brain activity?"

"Yah. It takes a lot out of us but we will recover quickly. Like you said it's a brain thing not a physical workout."

Korica then looked at Mark's chest and covered her mouth as she giggled a little. Mark looked down and frowned.

"It looks like you fell asleep in the sun with a couple people passed out with their hands on your chest." Korica said while laughing.

Mark stepped over to his shirt and he bent over and picked it up and pulled it over his head and then he and the others went about their workout routines. Mark found most of his workout to be less strenuous than usual and he assumed he still had the neural healing energy flowing through his body and any muscles that were being injured or torn in any way were probably healing as quickly as they would for his little super crew. He was getting a small taste of what it is like to heal instantly and to have twice the strength that his muscle mass should be capable of producing with causing any pain.

When the workouts were done the girls departed to take their showers and the guys sat and talked as usual. Jake was sitting next to Tamaric and it struck him what Nedera had said at the dispensers and he grinned and gently nudged Tamaric.

"You know that Nedera has fallen in love with Korica? She wishes she could stay with us so she could get to know her better and Remora said she wished she could take Korica home with her."

Tamaric looked at him with a surprised look on his face and then he grinned a little.

"She really has that affect on everyone huh?"

"We told you."

"They won't really try and¦take her or something crazy like that will they?"

"Heavens no. We have legal custody of her and they know you two are bound together by the heart. They don't break up families and that's what we are. I'm just saying that she has captured another four hearts."

"Oh. You think she will always have that affect on people?"

"More than likely. Right now it's her beauty, youthful innocents and sweet disposition but she is eventually going to be drop dead gorgeous and just as charming."

"What do you mean she's already¦sorry, you don't want to hear how I see her huh?"

"No. I can sense it from within you and that's more than enough."

"Sorry."

"You can't help what you feel Tamaric."

"I may not have your little mind trick or any empathic abilities to speak of but I can tell that all of the elder race have taken a liking to Korica as well as to you and Laurel xo. You've all made a big impression, which is going to get us some browny points down the road when we have to call on the elder race for something big."

"You expecting us to get into a bind somewhere down the road?" Jake asked with a grin.

"With how often Korica is asking to leave the Future and with our inability to say no to her? Yes. Eventually shit is going to go sideways and we are going to end up hip deep in something we can't get out of with knee high waders on."

"We could say no if you think it's that dangerous." Jake said.

"Really?" Mark asked with raised eyebrows.

"No, I suppose you're right. When she gives me that look I just melt and I can't stand the thought of disappointing her."

"She puts that charm to all of us when she wants something and she knows she'll get what she wants."

"You think it's a hidden ability of hers?" Tamaric asked.

"Nah¦she's just adorable and we love her, that's all." Mark said with a smile.

"I sense the girls heading for my quarters. Let's go get cleaned up so we can do a mission brief before taking our guests over to Findara."

"You going to be ok with how little sleep you got xo?"

"I'll get plenty of sleep when we get back. I'm a little tired but I'll be fine."

Mark nodded and they stood up and headed for the shower room while the girls made their way to Laurel and Jake's quarters. When the girls arrived in Laurel's quarters they removed their towels from around their bodies and rubbed their hair briskly and then got dressed and made their way into the bathroom to brush their teeth and hair. They then made their way out into the main cabin and sat down on the bed with Korica sitting between Laurel's legs as they always did so that Laurel could brush Korica's hair out which was by now getting to be very long. Laurel began with her bangs and gently stroked her hair all the way back to its long ends down her back.

"You know I keep saying it but we really are going to have to get your hair trimmed." Laurel said as she stroked Korica's hair with the brush.

"You aren't going to make me cut it short are you?"

"No of course not. You can keep it as long as you want. We just need to trim the sides and the bangs a little. You've got beautiful hair honey, I would never make you cut it short if that's not what you want."

"I'll do whatever you say I just want to keep it long like my mother's was."

"I can respect that. Don't you want it out of your face though? Your bangs have all but disappeared."

"I guess it would be nice not to have to keep sweeping my hair back."

"We'll have to sit down and decide exactly how you want it styled and then we'll have the AI cut it for us."

"Ok. Hay, can I talk to you about what happened with Tamaric and I?"

"Of course sweetie. I've been kind of curious about what made you change your mind. I thought you wanted a plutonic relationship until you really got to know him better?"

"I did, I do. I don't know, something just¦flipped inside me like a switch and I wanted to experiment I guess. I just got all hot and bothered standing close to him and things just kind of happened. It felt really good and I don't just mean physically though it felt amazing physically, I mean it felt good from inside. I feel so much more close to him now."

"Are you really sure you want to go there honey? Things are so much different once you take that step and become physical with one another."

"I know, I'm already sensing that things are changing. We see each other differently now and our feelings are¦evolving I guess is the right word."

"So what has you so confused then?"

"Well when he¦" Korica sighed and opened her eyes. "He was rubbing me you know? Kind of petting me and caressing me and it felt so nice and then his finger tip almost went inside and I just tensed up and my heart raced and I felt genuine terror for a moment and all these images of what was done to me flashed through my mind. I thought I was going to cry for just a second. I tried to tell myself that it wasn't the Hodong, it was the man I love touching me but it still frightened me. After that I asked him¦not to touch me inside."

"And he did as you asked right?"

"Oh yah, he never hurt me and he rubbed me for quite a while after that and he was careful not to let his finger get to close to the opening

but I sensed that he really wanted to feel me inside¦with his finger not with his¦well he wanted that too but he knows I'm not quite ready for that¦least I don't think so."

"It might take a while for you to be comfortable being touched in such a sensitive area that has only known pain before. I would recommend that you take it real slow honey. I want it to be a beautiful experience for you like it was for me."

"I was thinking that maybe I should just bare the pain and get it over with quickly, you know just thrust him inside me or whatever so I can get past the fear or whatever."

"That's a horrible idea honey. There's only one first time and you will remember it for the rest of your life. You don't want it to be a traumatic memory for you."

"I guess I hadn't thought about that. It will be a beautiful memory cause it's with Tamaric but I want it to feel good and I also want it to feel special inside you know?"

"Yes sweetie I know exactly what you're saying. The feeling of a finger is totally different from the feeling of a cock entering you honey. If you're sure you want to go down this path then I would say take it slow and easy and gradually get used to Tamaric touching you there before you try full on intercourse. You're a small girl honey, it's gunna hurt the first time and there is just no way to get around that. If Tamaric is patient and gentle like Jake was then it will be very pleasing and really beautiful for you. Just remember that he is young and inexperienced so you are going to have to keep him from getting carried away if you know what I mean?"

"I think I get what your saying. We've already gone past the point of no return and I'm not going to confuse Tamaric by telling him we can't do what we did anymore. Besides¦" Korica turned and looked at Laurel with a big grin." It felt really good. I've never come so hard before." Korica then turned back around as Laurel continued to brush her hair.

"He made you come with his hand?"

"No. I sat on him and rubbed him against me until I came. It only took a few strokes and I¦it felt so good. The good news is that I returned the favor so I was able to collect a sample for you."

"You did? Oh that's great news honey. I really want to run some tests so I can find a way to make our species compatible."

"The AI did a count and his sperm count was over one hundred fifty seven million active sperm."

"Wow! He's really fertile. I really didn't have any doubt that he would be since we know you two are going to have five children together over your life time."

"You think he will always be that fertile or was it just cause I got him so hard and this was one of his first ejaculations?"

"I would have to assume he will always be fertile like that. Are you sure this was his first?"

"Well I didn't ask him and he had hinted that he had masturbated before so this isn't exactly his first but it was his first with a girl. If you remember he also told us that he had wet dreams when he was nine so he has probably ejaculated several times."

"At least you know we don't have to intervene to increase his fertility."

"I'll get you plenty more samples so you can do what you have to without worrying about the supply of sperm."

Laurel chuckled and kissed the back of her head.

"You don't have to run him ragged honey."

"But he liked it¦and so did I. I like knowing I can give him that kind of pleasure."

"I know the feeling. Well I guess I should congratulate you. You've moved closer to the adult world."

"Thank you. I'll take your advice and slowly let him touch me at the opening a little more each time until it doesn't bother me. Then we can think about going all the way."

"Good girl. You can always have him stimulate you to orgasm with his fingers and forget about the rest for a while."

"But he doesn't know how to do that."

"You're going to have to teach him honey. Guys don't know exactly what feels best for us unless we tell them and show them what to do."

"Is that what you and Jake do since you don't want to make love anymore."

"Not exactly. It's not that I don't want to make love to Jake, I want to really bad but¦that's not something I want to talk about honey."

"That's right, you guys do that thing where he uses his tongue huh?"

"That's right. I thought it was a disgusting idea until I let him try it and it felt amazing and I can feel how much he enjoys doing it."

"I just don't think I want Tamaric doing that to me."

"Well then don't. It probably isn't for everyone. Don't do anything you aren't completely comfortable with honey."

"I guess if he asks to do that maybe I'll let him try it and see if it feels as good as you and dad say it does."

"I don't know that an idea like that will cross his mind in light of his lack of experience with girls honey. You're his first."

"That's probably for the better then."

"If any of this makes you uncomfortable I'm sure Tamaric will understand if you change your mind and decide not to be active right now."

"Are you trying to talk me out of being sexually active with him."

"Not really. I know Draximan girls become curious and active much earlier than Human girls so this is normal for you¦I guess I'm just seeing you grow up so fast and I know before long you are going to be a full grown woman and I feel like I'm losing my little Korica."

"You're not losing me mom. I'm still going to need you for the rest of my life and I will always be your little Korica no matter how old I am or what I'm doing."

"Awe, thank you Korica. That makes me feel a little better."

"You're welcome. I feel a lot better after talking about this. Thank you for letting me talk about this stuff with you. You and dad have both talked to me like an equal instead of a confused and stupid little girl."

"Korica! You are not stupid or a little girl. You're a little confused and that's why we are talking about this."

"Sorry, I forgot that you hate when I call myself stuff like that. It's just how I feel sometimes. I have all these advanced abilities and I can't figure out the opposite sex and my own body."

"That's just life honey. We will be trying to figure out the opposite sex for the rest of our lives. Jake and I have the advantage of being able to sense what the other is feeling and being able to hear what the other is thinking. You can sense Tamaric's feelings but you can't hear what he is thinking yet and he certainly can't hear what you're thinking. It's going to take a little more patience on your part to let him learn about you that's all."

"He's worth it mom. He loves me and he is very gentle with me so I am willing to be very patient with him."

"That a girl. That's what true partners do honey."

Jake stepped through the door at that moment and Korica looked over at him and smiled and he smiled back and stepped up in front of her and leaned down and kissed her forehead and then walked toward the front of the room to retrieve a fresh uniform for himself so Korica slid out from between Laurel's legs and stood up and then turned around and hugged Laurel for a moment and then she gave her a peck and stepped back.

"How do I look?" Korica asked holding her arms up a little.

"Absolutely beautiful honey."

"Thanks. I'll see you guys on the bridge for our mission brief once Tamaric is dressed."

"Ok, take your time sweetie. We have a couple of hours until we'll be ready to leave." Laurel said.

"Yah but I have to get Tamaric started on his lessons for the day and you need to make a trip to the med deck." Korica said pointing at Laurel's wrist monitor that was a steady yellow.

Laurel raised her wrist and looked at her monitor and sighed.

"I hadn't even noticed. Thank you Korica."

"You're welcome. I'll see you later."

Korica then turned and headed for the exit and she stopped at the door and looked back just as Jake was setting his clothes down on the bed.

"Will you guys keep what we've talked about to yourselves? Tamaric wanted me to keep our¦personal stuff a secret but I really needed advice from both of you."

"Of course Korica, we would never talk about what we discuss in private with anyone else." Jake said.

"I would never betray your trust like that honey. My lips are sealed." Laurel said with a grin.

Korica smiled and nodded and then turned and stepped through the door and the door slid shut behind her. Jake then looked at Laurel as he pulled his towel from around himself.

"She asked you for advice about the nightmares as well?"

"Nightmares? No, she asked me for advice about what to do about Tamaric touching her and it scaring the crap out of her when he gets close to her¦vagina. What nightmares?"

"She didn't sleep after I read to her and Tamaric last night. They fooled around for a while and then she was haunted with the memories of what the Hodong did to her. It wasn't until after her midnight snack and a serious talk with me that she felt calm enough to get some sleep."

"That poor thing. This is exactly what we thought might happen. At least she didn't scream or hit Tamaric."

"She told me she wanted to cry when he touched her down there and it scared her. She thought she had put all that behind her. I told her those kind of scars aren't going to go away nearly as quickly as she was hoping."

"I wish I knew exactly what was done to her so we could talk about it and try and help her get past it."

"I sense that she has blocked it out and doesn't want anyone to know exactly what was done. It was a humiliating and painful experience for her."

"I just don't understand what could have been done that would leave her hymen intact and yet leaves her traumatized when she is touched down there."

"I don't know. Maybe they experimented on her because she is different inside or maybe they probed her with a laparoscope kind of like what has to be done to you to extract your eggs."

"Maybe someday she'll let us in and we can help her get over it."

"She's young babe and she was even younger when that was done to her. It has to be a shock to go from an innocent little girl with loving parents and a devoted crew to being stripped naked and touched all over in ways she had never even contemplated before. Her world was just shattered and turned upside down."

"I can't believe how sweet she was when she helped us on the Hodong station. She still managed a cute little smile for us and helped us figure out how to power up that cargo freighter despite what had been done to her."

"She probably sensed that we meant her no harm."

"Or she was instantly drawn to us like we were her."

"I'm sure that was a factor. She looked so small and frail compared to the healthy young woman she is now huh?"

"She just doesn't look like the same person at all except for the eyes and hair."

Jake then set about getting dressed and when he was dressed he headed for the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair. Once he had his mouth washed out he stepped out into the main quarters and walked over next to Laurel and stepped into his shoes and looked at Laurel with a warm grin. Laurel could see the bags under his eyes and she knew he was exhausted and the healing session had taken a lot out of him but his eyes were bright and he looked as handsome as ever and he seemed to have plenty of energy within him.

"Don't worry babe, I'm tired but I'll be fine I promise. I won't let you down."

"I didn't say anything."

"I know, I can feel your concern and I can hear what's going through your mind. You're worried that I'll miss something in back cause I'm tired."

"Uhh¦I guess that did cross my mind."

"I promise I'll be ok. Why don't you go make your trip down to the med deck and I'll meet you on the bridge?"

"Alright. I love you so much Jake."

"I love you too babe."

The two them then engaged in a long tongue kiss and then Laurel departed for the transport compartment and Jake stepped over to the bridge and sat down at the sensor station and logged in and took a look at the sensor data surrounding Findara.

When Korica arrived at her quarters and the door slid open she stepped in and she could sense Tamaric but she didn't see him anywhere so she knew he had to be in the bathroom combing his hair and brushing his teeth. She walked over to the bed and sat down and waited for a few minutes and then Tamaric stepped out into the room. Korica got to her feet and she felt a warm wave run through her when she looked at his handsome face and what she thought were the most gorgeous sky blue eyes she had ever seen. She sighed and thought to herself that this must be the result of letting herself go last night. She has finally surrender the last piece of herself to him and now she was falling hopelessly in love with him in a much more profound way.

Tamaric stepped right up to her and slid his hands around her sides onto her back and he gently pulled her hips right against his and he smiled at her.

"Sadies you're beautiful Korica. You make me feel all warm inside."

"Thank you Tamaric. Do things feel different to you after what we did last night?"

"Yah, I guess so. Why does it feel different for you? You aren't having regrets about what we did are you?"

"No, absolutely not. I feel a little closer to you and I think¦I'm falling for you even harder."

"Is that a good thing?"

"As long as you're feeling the same thing."

"I definitely feel something a little deeper for you. I'm already so crazy about you I don't know if I can fall for you any harder without losing my mind."

Korica grinned and then it turned into a big smile.

"I can accept that. Let's go get you started on your lessons for the day ok?"

"Ok."

Korica then leaned in and engaged Tamaric in a very passionate kiss that left her legs so weak that she literally had to hang onto Tamaric to keep from collapsing into the floor and she saw the little twinkling spots of light in front of her eyes for a few moments. Korica batted her eyes a few times and then when her legs felt strong again she smiled at Tamaric.

"Holy crap I love your kisses Tamaric. You have gotten so good at that. I love what you do with your tongue against mine."

"I was just thinking the same exact thing about you darlin."

Korica released her grip on Tamaric and took his hand and she felt a wave of warm energy running through her. She could sense what Tamaric was feeling and he was definitely feeling something deeper than he was before even if he didn't know how to put it into words. The two headed for the exit to make their way to the bridge. When the two arrived at the bridge they stepped onto the bridge and Jake immediately spun around and gave them a warm smile.

"Hi." Korica said with a smile as the two walked past.

"Hi Korica, Tamaric."

The two of them walked over to science station number 4 and Korica had Tamaric sit down and log himself in and begin his lessons for the day. Once she saw that he was having no issues with his math lessons she left him to it and made her way over to Jake and she stepped up beside him and leaned her hip against his side and looked at the sensor data that he was reviewing. Jake slowly turned and looked at her and then grinned at her.

"You got it bad Korica." Jake whispered.

"I know. I'm not holding back anymore." Korica whispered back.

"Just remember that you experience emotions from a much deeper place than Humans and you experience them much more profoundly as well." Jake whispered.

"Are you telling me not to let it get to deep?"

"It could become a distraction for you if it becomes all consuming."

"Right¦I forgot to think about that. I still have to be able to do my job huh?"

"Exactly. Mark is going to be conducting zero g training with you and you have to keep your mind focused. You can't let your concentration wonder even for a second or something really awful could happen."

"Kay. I'll keep it under control then."

Korica closed her eyes and pushed her feelings down and Jake immediately sensed her emotions becoming a little more distant and calm. Korica then opened her eyes and looked at Jake and nodded.

"That a girl. Now I sense the usual calm and collected Korica." Jake whispered.

Korica then looked at the sensor screen with a dead stare for just a moment and then she grinned. She then glanced at Jake.

"Mark is coming." Korica said.

A few seconds later the door slid open and Mark stepped onto the bridge. Jake gave him a smile and gently pushed Korica's weight off of him and he stood up and gestured to the sensor seat with an open hand with his palm up.

"You wanna have a look?"

"Thanks xo. You look radiant Korica, your cheeks are glowing." Mark said as he took a seat.

Korica put her hands up to her cheeks and looked at Jake and then back to Mark.

"My cheeks are really glowing?" Korica asked sounding surprised.

"Yep. You're either in love or pregnant and I know the later is impossible." Mark said in a mater of fact tone.

"We haven't¦I mean that would¦I don't think we¦"

Mark looked at Korica and furrowed his brow heavily.

"Oh god! Did I strike a nerve because you two have messed around?"

Korica now blushed a deep pink in her cheeks and the tip of her nose even turned a little pink. Korica's bright blushing face and lack of response other than her previous stammering told Mark all that he wanted to know. Mark closed his eyes and rubbed his hand over his forehead a few times and then he shook his head and looked at Korica.

"Sorry Korica. I won't joke like that anymore. I had no idea."

"Are you mad at me?" Korica asked in a soft voice.

"No, come here." Mark said hooking his arm around her hips and pulling her so she was leaning against him. "I could never get mad at you for experimenting with what most girls your age experiment with. We're still best buds and I still respect you Korica. You and Tamaric are a couple and so this was expected sooner or later. As long as it was you that led the way to whatever happened then I'm perfectly fine with it."

"I started it Mark. I didn't really plan it, it just kind of happened and it felt so right that I just didn't do anything to stop it from going any further and Tamaric was very gentle and considerate with everything he did. When I asked him not to do something he stopped immediately."

"Alright then. I won't ask anything more about it. That's your business and needs to be kept private. If it's what you want then I'm happy for you."

"It's what I want."

"Good enough." Mark said with a forced grin.

Mark leaned over and kissed the tip of her shoulder and winked at her and then he tried desperately not to think about his little Korica being defiled since deep down it really disturbed him greatly to know that was going on. He remembered Laurel telling him that he needed to bury his disgust with the idea since it was not only natural and what Korica herself wanted but it was in fact inevitable and Oberot had said at one point that they became active very early in the relationship so this was destiny fulfilling itself and had to occur in order for the timeline to flow as it was remembered and shared with Oberot so long ago.

Mark moved his hand down off of Korica's hips and patted the back of her leg.

"Are you getting any kind of sense about our mission to take the elder race to Findara?" Mark asked.

"I haven't tried to feel for anything but nothing has popped into my head like imminent danger or anything. You want me to concentrate and see what I sense?"

"If you wouldn't mind?"

"Sure."

Korica stepped over to the navigation station and took a seat facing out into the room and she took a deep breath and closed her eyes and concentrated on calming her mind and pushing everything she was feeling a side while Jake stepped over to science station number one and had a seat far enough away so his thoughts wouldn't be sensed and cloud what she was trying to do. She took two more deep breaths and she immediately felt a calm wash over her and everything went very quiet for her.

Korica had a feeling of being lost but not alone fill her mind. It wasn't particularly frightening but it was disorienting. She furrowed her brow and pushed past that and she suddenly had a clear image of a man pop into her minds eye but the man looked very familiar and then she looked at his eyes and it dawned on her that it's Tamaric but he looked to be about twenty-five years old. She felt her love for him so she knew it was her Tamaric and he was an incredible looking man. He was very muscular and had a very prominent and attractive face. She couldn't understand why she was seeing something from so far in the future so clearly. She figured it must be something significant but there were so many conflicting feelings surrounding what she was seeing. She felt like she was right next to him holding his hand yet his hand felt like it was the same size as hers, not like that of a much older man. She was very impressed with how big and ruggedly handsome he looked but all of the feelings around the image she was seeing just didn't make any sense. How could she be looking at a man and feel like he wasn't real or that he was right next to her yet he was her Tamaric as she knows him right now?

She then pushed past the image of Tamaric and she saw an image of bustling city streets with hundreds and hundreds of people walking up and down the streets but they were almost all Urodians. She sensed that she was looking for someone but the feelings were to vague to lock onto who she was looking for and she felt like she was being protected by someone reassuring. She then had a feeling of sitting down at a table made of a dark and smooth material like glass and someone was close by and they were offering something to her that she couldn't quite get a feel for. She had no images in her mind at this point, only a confusing barrage of feelings. She sensed no imminent danger for the entire crew. She was pretty sure they would return to the Future safely but there were just to many feelings and sounds rushing at her and fading away for her to get a clear sense of exactly what was going to happen but she was left with the feeling that they were going to have more of an adventure than just dropping their guests off and then coming home.

Korica slowly withdrew from her trancelike state and she started to sense her body again and she could hear the faint noise being made by all of the equipment behind the kick panels below each of the workstations and then she opened her eyes and slowly raised her head and she looked at Mark first with a furrowed brow and then she turned and looked at Tamaric working on his lessons and she tried to figure out what the heck she was seeing and sensing. It just didn't make sense to see a very handsome older Tamaric with his arms folded in front of himself and from a bit of a side profile but she still sensed the Tamaric she was looking at right now. It was as though the image wasn't real yet he looked completely solid and as real as anybody does when one is looking right at them.

"What's the matter Korica? Is something going to happen to Tamaric?" Mark asked glancing over at Tamaric then back to Korica.

"No I saw him¦I'm left with the strangest feeling. I saw Tamaric as a grown man but it felt¦like I was with him as he is now. I can't explain it." Korica looked back at Mark's confused face.

"Are you saying you saw years into the future?"

"I¦no. It felt like it was a few hours from now. I must have gotten my sense of time all screwed up. I'm sorry Mark, I'm just not real good at focusing on things accurately yet. I did get a sense that we aren't going to experience any danger like someone attacking us or anything and I saw some really busy streets with crowds of Urodians walking around and some shops and formal businesses of some kind lining the street and I got the sense of being lost or something but I was being¦looked after by someone that I feel safe being with but I couldn't see anyone so I don't know who I'm with or how we're going to get lost."

"Lost? You're lost or you're going to lose something?"

"I think I was feeling lost. I'm not exactly sure but I don't think I lost an object. It wasn't real scary though. You would think if I were lost I would be really sacred but I felt calm and relatively safe because of whoever was with me¦but I don't know who was with me just that they were familiar and made me feel safe."

"I can't have you lost on an alien world Korica! I don't care how safe you felt that is an unacceptable situation."

"You gunna keep me in a bubble my whole life so that nothing unexpected ever happens to me?" Korica asked with raised eyebrows.

"If I have too¦I am not going to have someone preying on you because I lost track of you."

"Mark! I appreciate that you love me that much but you can't keep me locked up on the ship just cause we can't control everything that happens to us."

"Are you absolutely sure that nothing bad is going to happen to you?"

"Yes. If any of us were going to be in danger I'm almost positive that I would have picked up on it. I also sensed sitting at a¦smooth table maybe made of something like glass and something is being given to me¦or us¦or something."

"Really? Was it something you can hold? I mean was it an object?"

"I¦think maybe. I just don't know for sure. It was a really vague feeling because there were so many feelings and noises floating around. I'm so sorry that I can't give you more clear details Mark. This works so much better when dangerous stuff is involved and I just don't sense any serious danger in this case."

"Don't apologize honey, the fact that you can sense anything that hasn't happened yet is astounding and very impressive. You did fine. Did you sense whether we were armed?"

"Would you really let us go to an alien world without weapons?"

"No. Absolutely not."

"Then I guess we're armed. I actually didn't sense if we were or not but I already assumed if we're going to Findara you're going to ask us to wear our weapons that are genetically encoded to our individual DNA signatures."

"You're pretty smart."

"No, I just know how you operate by now."

"Am I that predictable?"

"In matters of security? Yes. But it's not a bad thing, I know exactly what you're going to expect from us."

"I expect us all to stay together. Something is obviously going to¦mess that up. I would have to assume that it would be your idea to go sight seeing?"

Korica shrugged and grinned and then she got to her feet and walked over to Mark and stepped in between his legs and sat on his leg and put her arm around him and looked into his face.

"Since we know there isn't really any danger you think we could look around just a little?"

"Oh Korica¦come on sweetie, you're really going to mess with my heart when you just told me you're going to get lost over there?"

"Pleeease Mark? I don't want to look around a high security facility either, I want to go see something exciting like a big city. Maybe we can have lunch together or something. I promise not to wander off without telling you where I'm going and I won't go anywhere alone."

Mark looked into her eyes and he could see the wonder in her eyes as to what's out there and he smiled and shook his head.

"I must be out of my freakin mind. Fine, we can go grab something to eat and then I want to get the heck out of there ok?"

Korica smiled big and leaned over and kissed his cheek.

"Thank you Mark."

"I'm starting to wonder if you have the ability to influence me into making crazy decisions just to see your beautiful smile or am I really getting that soft."

Korica gave him a big toothy smile and laid against his chest and sighed.

"I think it's cause you love me and you want me to have some fun."

Mark kissed the top of her head and put his hand up on the side of her head and gently pressed her head against his chest.

"I do love you and I really love your pretty smile. Anything to see those pretty whites and those cute little dimples is well worth it. Now scoot, go help Tamaric while I study the surface a little bit."

Korica sat up straight on his leg and smiled at him again.

"I love you too Mark."

Korica then stood up and walked over to Tamaric to see how he was doing. It was only a few minutes later that Laurel stepped through the door onto the bridge and Jake stood from his seat at science station number 1 and he walked over too her and put his hands on her sides and pressed his cheek against hers and then stepped back and she walked right over to the communications station and sat down and brought up the encrypted file that had been sent to her and she opened it and ran the decryption algorithm program against it and it only took a few seconds for the computer to decrypt the information and convert it into English. Laurel then mirrored her upper display up onto the huge view screen at the front of the bridge.

"Ok, this is our flight plan from the minister of security. We are to stick to this flight plan without deviation and when we get ten miles out we are to transmit our flight permit number in a data burst to identify ourselves. If we deviate from the flight plan or fail to identify ourselves I was told we would be fired upon. The frequency and permit number are right there in the upper right hand corner. We are to observe radio silence aside from the transmission of the permit number so no coms and no cranial transceivers. Everything will have to be done by thought and relayed to those of us that don't have the capability if we need to communicate with one another."

Everyone watched the screen moving along the designated flight path from the star all the way around to the night side of the planet and then straight down toward one of the smaller continents and they had to make an approach that was nearly vertical straight down toward a huge mesa and then at one thousand feet they had to make a hard banking turn in order to head straight toward the face of the mesa and there were huge hangar doors on the face of the mesa and that was were the path ended. The whole top of the mesa was covered in a metal roofed building with terraces and huge gun turrets facing out over the mesa and straight up into the air as well as off to the west across the top of the mesa. The roof of the building looked extremely formidable like it was designed to survive direct bombardment with little or no damage. Almost the whole rest of the mesa was covered in building after building with the same armament on the roof and the same formidable looking metal covering. There were courtyards and walkways but no vehicles and no ships were visible anywhere within miles of the main complex. It definitely looked secluded and heavily protected from anyone that might want to make a run at it. It seemed fitting for high value targets like a whole group of elder race without their mighty ships to protect them.

"So that's it. That's where we're taking the elder race. I wasn't even given a name for the facility other than the Crionon mesa formation. We will need to upload this data into the computers on the ships and we will have to let the autopilot take us all the way in. The whole area around this facility is one huge no fly zone so we won't be running across any other traffic. I have a feeling their sensors won't be able to detect the crimson fighters and especially since it looks like we will be making a landing at night so it's going to be real important that we transmit the travel permit number at ten miles out. I don't exactly know how much of a pounding the crimson fighters can handle but those turrets look like they could hand out more than we could withstand without substantial damage being done. Any questions?"

Everyone looked at one another and shook their heads no. Jake then grinned a little and looked at Laurel.

"So I called it right didn't I?"

"Yep, secluded underground and at night. Everything you sensed."

"Captain, can I ask you something?" Korica said.

"Of course Korica."

"I asked Mark if we could go out to lunch after we drop off the elder race and he said it was ok with him but I know we have to ask you first. Can we please go out to lunch together somewhere on Findara?"

"I guess that could be arranged. We don't exactly know our way around Findara though. It's an awfully big planet and we could get lost real easy."

"You need to tell her everything Korica." Mark said dipping his head slightly as he looked at her.

"Everything? What aren't you telling me Korica?"

"Mark had me search my feeling about our trip to Findara to see if we were going to be facing any danger and I sensed some really odd things but no danger."

"She sensed that she is going to get lost cap. She said she didn't sense any danger and that she had a sense that she would be with someone that made her feel safe but she was definitely going to get lost."

"And you still want to go?! That's a horrible idea Korica. I can't have you getting lost on an alien planet."

"There's more. I sensed an image of Tamaric as a grown man but he¦felt like the Tamaric we all know right now."

"What? That doesn't make any sense."

"I¦oh man how do I explain this? I saw an image of Tamaric standing in front of me and he looked to be maybe twenty-five or twenty-six years old but I sensed the Tamaric I know now. A young man my age. I had a sense that I was holding his hand but it fit my hand perfectly, it didn't feel like I was holding the hand of a grown man. He was really good looking too."

"Good looking huh?"

"Oh yah." Korica said in a breathy voice with a big smile on her face.

Laurel smiled at her and dipped her head as she tried not to laugh and then she looked back at Korica once the urge to laugh at her sultry response had passed.

"Are you sure you weren't seeing something from the distant future?"

"I don't think so. I felt like I was sensing something from a couple hours from now."

"How is that possible Korica?"

"I don't exactly know. It was all so confusing. I also sensed sitting at a smooth table that reminded me of dark glass or something like it and something was being offered to me but I couldn't tell exactly what was being given to us?"

"Us?"

"Yah I sensed that I wasn't alone but I don't know who I was with."

"You didn't get anything more specific than that?"

"I did see an image of a busy city street with all kinds of Urodian people walking around and there were stores and businesses and all kinds of sounds and lights and smells. I really want to find out what I was sensing about¦"

Korica suddenly sensed Tamaric's feelings and he was feeling hurt and concerned and he was standing close to her. She turned and Tamaric was standing only a few feet from her looking at her with a wounded look on his face.

"Korica, do you wish I was older? Are you fantasizing about me as a man cause you don't see me as one? Am I the one being seen like you hoped I wouldn't see you?"

"Oh Tamaric no. I don't know what I was seeing but it was not a fantasy of how I want to see you Tamaric. You're my man Tamaric. I'm not into older men. Yuck! I love you like you are and I wouldn't want you any other way than the way you are right now. I can't help what I sense when I use this thing I can do. I just see what comes to me."

"I heard everything you said since I overheard that you felt like you were going to be lost and I¦saw how you reacted to Laurel's question."

"That's cause it's you Tamaric. No other man would elicit that kind of emotion in me but you. You're sexy to me not some stranger."

Korica stepped up to Tamaric who was looking a little more at ease but still a little hurt. Korica took his hind and looked into his eyes and fairly whispered.

"Last night should've shown you that you're the one I want, no one else."

Tamaric remembered the look on her face and the soft noises she made while she was rubbing against him and then the exhilarated yell she let out when she climaxed and he grinned a little.

"Yah, you showed me that I have you're heart. Sorry for acting jealous or doubting you." Tamaric whispered even though everyone could hear him.

"You know you're jealous of yourself Tamaric? That's a little silly don't you think?"

Tamaric smiled and shrugged his shoulders. Korica turned and walked back over toward Laurel while holding Tamaric's hand and she looked at Laurel with the puppy dog eyes that just melted Laurel's heart.

"Alright fine. We can go out to lunch after we drop of the elder race at the Crionon mesa as long as you're absolutely sure you didn't sense any danger."

"That's the reason everything was so¦cloudy and confusing. I didn't sense any danger at all and I'm pretty sure I would've sensed anything bad that was going to happen."

"Ok. Tamaric I want you to stay by her side every second that we are down there ok?"

"Yes mam." Tamaric said with a warm grin.

"Mark, do you want to prep the ships for our trip?"

"You got it cap." Mark said as he logged himself out knowing that question was going to be asked of him.

"Thank you. Future, will you please upload the flight plan to the Prentor and the Perth as soon as Mark turns the power to the onboard computers on?"

"Understood." The AI responded.

Mark patted Korica's shoulder as he stepped past her on his way off the bridge and Laurel looked at Tamaric.

"You feeling up to getting back to your lessons Tamaric?"

"Can I go get something to drink and clear my head first?"

"Sure. Go with him Korica and see if you can't get his mind calmed."

"Yes mam. You want me to¦share my calm with him? Is that what you meant?"

"You can if you want but I just meant go sit and talk with him."

"Oh. Eye captain."

Tamaric walked back over to science station number 4 and saved his work and then logged himself out and then he and Korica headed for the exit together. Once they stepped out Jake slowly shook his head and stepped over to Laurel and placed his hand on her arm.

"Poor guy is confused huh?"

"I sense that he still feels unworthy of someone as beautiful and smart as Korica and he is very afraid that she is going to meet someone that will take her away from him and he isn't sure how to stop that from happening."

"She's absolutely crazy about him, that just isn't possible."

"I know that. It's just an insecurity that Korica is going to have to prove has no merit."

"You would think her committing to intimacy with him would have proven that she considers herself his."

"I heard her telling him as much but he is young and really inexperienced. He's just never met anyone like Korica and I'm pretty sure he has never been in love like he is so he is afraid of getting his heart broken. This is all new and scary for him. Don't you sense the same thing?"

"Kind of. You're a little more intuitive than me and I think I'm sensing a different part of his feelings¦or I'm interpreting his feelings differently. I sense that he would do anything to keep Korica safe and close and he still isn't exactly sure how to feel about what the two did last night. He isn't capable of understanding complex emotions like Korica is so he may not know what he's feeling, only that it is really intense and getting stronger by the minute. I can tell you this much, as much deep love as I sense between the two of them they will be together forever. Nothing is going to be able to separate them pretty soon."

"I know the feeling." Laurel said with a warm smile.

Jake smiled back at her big and he could feel a wave of energy coming from Laurel that felt very calming and reassuring.

"Hay, how did your visit go to the med deck?"

"It went perfect. The AI performed a scan and checked on the condition of the microorganisms that have spider webbed around my brain and nothing has changed and all my internal organs are in perfect condition. My Hormone levels are a little higher than before but it's perfectly normal for a girl my age according to what the AI said. The rest of my external organs if you know what I mean have grown slightly so I am developing as expected."

"Grown? I hadn't noticed a change."

"It's subtle but if you see a before and after it is noticeable. You just see me all the time so you don't notice the change. If you were to see an image of me when I came out of stasis compared to now it's really noticeable."

"I'll just have to take your word for it. So there is no residual damage from our time on Inicius?"

"No, none whatsoever. My lungs have healed completely and there are no traces of the contaminants we were breathing."

"That's good news. I know a lot of what we were breathing contained carcinogens that can build up in the body or be stored in fatty tissues."

"I don't think either of us have enough fatty tissue in our bodies for that to be much of a problem and we were only exposed to that crap for a couple of hours. If we stayed down there for days or weeks we might have had some serious problems develop."

"I guess you're right. I'm gunna look over the sensor data and see if I can figure out where we can take Korica out to lunch."

Laurel nodded and Jake stepped over to the sensor station and had a seat and began pouring over the sensor data on the surrounding areas around the Crionon Mesa formation and Laurel looked over the same information on her right display as he worked.

When Korica and Tamaric stepped out into the corridor Korica stopped Tamaric a few feet past the door to the bridge and she pulled him into a tight hug and she held him for a few moments as he set his chin on her shoulder and enjoyed her hot body pressed up against his. She then pulled her head back but kept herself pressed up against him and she smiled at him.

"You've got nothing to be insecure about Tamaric. I'm your girl and no one will ever be able to change that. I only have eyes for you ok?"

"Ok. I can't help what I feel but I know it was a little ridiculous to think that you would want an older guy."

"It's beyond ridiculous. I want you."

Tamaric smiled and nodded and the two then separated and Korica took Tamaric's hand and the two made their way to the mess hall and they walked over to the dispensers and Tamaric retrieved a glass of pineapple juice and Korica poured herself a cup of tea and then the two stepped over to their favorite table and sat down next to each other and Korica set her head on Tamaric's shoulder.

"I wish I could help you feel more secure in how I see you Tamaric. You're such a good-looking guy it's hard to imagine you feeling insecure about me being with you. I'm so lucky to have such a handsome guy interested in me."

"I guess I'm just used to how the pretty girls back on Earth acted around me. They barely gave me the time of day."

"Did you ever try and talk to them first?"

"Not really. I got all befuddled with my words and I really didn't know what to say to them."

"Did you ever think that maybe they thought you were so good looking that they were nervous about talking to you and that they thought you weren't interested in them because you wouldn't look at them or initiate a conversation?"

"I¦really? You think that's possible?"

"Yes. I think that is probably what was going on and you just misread things."

"Wow. I never thought about it like that before. You really think I'm that handsome?"

"Come on Tamaric, you really can't see that you're good looking when you look in the mirror?"

"I know I'm not ugly or funny looking but I just never thought of myself as¦exceptionally handsome or whatever."

"Well you are Tamaric. I have been around enough to recognize a good-looking boy when I see one and you are well beyond ordinary looking, you're gorgeous. I think you should look at yourself in a mirror and really take a hard look at how perfect your features are and how gorgeous your eyes are. I don't want you to become conceited or anything, that is a complete turn off in a good-looking guy but you should feel a strong sense of pride in just how handsome you truly are."

"That is the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me Korica. How did you get so good with words?"

"I learned English mannerisms and pronunciation from Laurel and Jake. It was their essences that the chair of knowledge captured and passed on to me when the Hodong put me in it."

"I'll do as you say ok? Thank you Korica, I feel a lot better about myself. I know you don't say stuff unless it's true."

"Good. That's my job as your girlfriend, to make you feel good about yourself and recognize how amazing you are just like you do for me."

"I'm so lucky to have such a smart and sweet girlfriend."

"Thank you Tamaric."

Korica stared up into Tamaric's eyes for a few moments and then she turned her head and leaned in and the two enjoyed a long tongue kiss that left both of their stomachs doing summersaults and their heads spinning. The two of them then sat holding hands while they finished their drinks and then they headed back to the bridge and Korica walked Tamaric back over to science station number 4 and had him log in and continue with his lessons for the day. Once he was working steadily and without issue she walked back over to Laurel and gave her a warm smile and Laurel could feel the pride and tender love coming from Korica toward Tamaric. Laurel stroked the side of Korica's head and smiled at her.

"I can feel that you managed to reassure him that he is your one and only?" Laurel said quietly.

"Yah, I think I managed to give him a big ego boost. He just isn't completely aware of how truly amazing he is yet. At least he doesn't feel insecure about the two of us as a couple for the time being. I think he is always going to be very jealous if I look at any other guys or make any comments about how handsome another guy is. He will eventually learn that it doesn't mean I'm attracted to someone just because I notice how handsome they are or whatever."

"Geeze you're a smart girl Korica. I'm so proud of you."

"Thanks. That's how you Jake are right?"

"Pretty much. He has the advantage of feeling what I feel in an instant but he is mature enough to know that I can recognize a good-looking guy without it meaning anything."

"I'll just reassure Tamaric that I want him in everyway when we get back from Findara."

Laurel closed her eyes and grinned and gently shook her head then she looked at Korica.

"I don't need to know that stuff Korica." Laurel whispered.

"Sorry. I brag to much huh?" Korica whispered back.

"Kinda" Laurel said with a smile.

Korica nodded and stepped over beside Jake and looked over the sensor data with him. Jake was still trying to find what looked like an eatery but the whole planet was one giant city. The buildings and structures just never stopped and it was very hard to tell what each building contained though there were a few establishments with outside tables that looked to be round or oblong shaped dinning tables but from so far away and looking straight down on everything it was a little hard to be sure and since they would be on the night side of the planet eating outside would likely be a chilly experience. Korica then had a brilliant idea.

"Jake, why don't we just ask the people at the facility where we are dropping the elder race where we can go to get a meal?"

"That's a great idea Korica. There is just to much to choose from at random."

"Korica?" Tamaric called out as he leaned back in his seat.

Korica looked over at him and he waved her over.

"I need some help with these equations."

"Excuse me Jake." Korica said as she stood up straight.

Korica walked over to Tamaric and looked at the upper display and she could see that he was being introduced to quadratic equations and non linear equations. She grinned a little as she loved math and she knew she could teach Tamaric some of her tricks for solving the problems in his head once he had the fundamentals down. She squatted down and bumped his hip a little and he scooted over and shared the seat with her.

"I can definitely help you with this. Let's start with the quadratic differentials¦"

Korica went about explaining the fundamental principles of the new style of equations that he would be learning. After fifteen minutes of teaching Tamaric he was starting to get it. The problems were extremely complex but he was able to comprehend what he had to do to solve the math problems. After an additional ten minutes he was able to solve the equations on his own with a bit of work. Korica could tell that Tamaric had an exceptional level of intellect in order to be able to comprehend this complex math at his age. She was very proud of him and impressed with how quickly he was picking it up.

Korica then moved on to the nonlinear equations and taught him the fundamentals of what was expected of him and again he picked up on it immediately and in short order was able to solve the equations on his own and even the when he was given a multiple choice answer he was able to derive the right formula to choose the correct answer. She was again very impressed with how smart he was. She knew that astronomical calculations would be within his reach very shortly and she assumed that was what these lessons were building the fundamental principals for.

Korica worked closely with Tamaric until Mark showed up on the bridge and he looked around and nodded at everyone.

"Ships are prepped and ready to go." Mark said.

"Awesome. There is one more thing that I want you and Tamaric to do before we depart." Laurel said.

"Oh, what's that?" Mark asked looking at her.

"I want you and Tamaric to listen in to the communication frequencies on Findara. It should only take you a few minutes to pick up enough for you to begin to understand Klindet. I really want you guys to understand anything that is being said to us ok?"

"That's a real good idea cap. I'm glad you're thinking ahead." Mark said.

Mark waved Tamaric over as he stepped toward the communication station. Mark pulled an earpiece out from under the console and then he reached over to the navigation station next to the communication station and he pulled another earpiece out. Tamaric logged himself off after saving his work and he stepped over next to Mark and Mark pointed to the navigation station after handing Tamaric an earpiece. Mark then sat down and brought up the active channels and there was a whole host of active channels to chose from so he narrowed into one that had an active two way conversation going on and then Korica stepped over next to Tamaric and she reached up and mirrored the communication display on Tamaric's navigation display and then she turned the audio on for him through his earpiece and then she stroked the back of his head lovingly as he sat and tried to make sense of the strange language that he was hearing. At first Tamaric and Mark both thought it just sounded like barks and chirps until they started to pick up on the pattern within the strange sounding conversation and it only took a few more minutes for them to start to comprehend what was being said. After a few more minutes they were able to understand the conversation perfectly. It was an odd feeling for both of them since they had never heard Klindet until five minutes ago and now it sounded as clear as if they had been hearing it all their lives.

Mark leaned back and looked over at Tamaric.

"You got it?"

"Yes sir. It's a little weird to be able to learn an alien language so quickly."

"I know what you mean. Makes you feel superhuman right?"

"Yah it does. Now I think I know what it must feel for Korica to look at stuff and intuitively know how things work without having seen them before."

"Laurel there has that ability too so it's also a Human trait to be able to do that though it seems to be more pronounced in the females of both our species."

"I wonder why that is?"

"Woman's intuition son. They just have a heightened sense over us guys. Payback for the crap they put up with from us maybe huh?"

Tamaric smiled and chuckled and shook his head.

"I don't plan on giving Korica that much crap. I'm just going to do as she says and stay out of trouble."

"That's a smart idea son. You're ahead of the game by assuming that mentality."

"You two think you can understand a conversation if you were to hear it?"

"As long as it's in the language we were listening to then yes."

"Put it on the overhead and I'll see if it's Klindet, the primary language of the Findaran people."

Mark leaned forward and opened the audio channel and piped it through the overhead speakers and Laurel immediately recognized it as Klindet. The individuals talking were discussing a time frame for delivery of two tankers full of fresh water returning from Argasha to replenish the Highland Park reservoir.

"Yep, that's Klindet."

"Cool. We may not be able to respond to anyone talking to us but we will at least know what's being said."

Laurel checked what the time was on her right display and it was now 09:40 in the morning ships time.

"I guess we should get going. The accommodations should be ready by the time we get to Findara in fact I think they're ready now." Laurel said.

Mark nodded and leaned forward and pulled his earpiece off and hooked it under the console and Tamaric did the same and then both logged themselves out and got to their feet. Laurel then logged herself out and pushed her displays aside and then Jake logged himself out and the whole bridge went to sleep.

When everyone got out in the main corridor Mark addressed them all.

"I want everyone to retrieve your weapons from your quarters. Make sure your power cells are charged and then meet up in the transport compartment. I want us to get our preflights completed and then we'll call our guests to the hangar that way they can climb aboard and we will depart immediately."

"That sounds good. Is that what you did when you carried the brass in the Marines?" Laurel asked.

"Yep. They were always in a hurry so I always preflighted and then called them so that we were hot and ready to burn as soon as they arrived."

"I'll remember that if I'm going to be a pilot serving on the Future." Korica said.

"You always show up to your aircraft an hour early if you have a scheduled departure time so you can preflight and plan for unexpected system failures, that way you have time to transfer your assigned flight to another aircraft and you will still have time to preflight a second aircraft. If you don't have a schedule you always preflight the aircraft and warm up the engines before you call your passengers to the aircraft."

"Got it." Korica said.

"Ok, go get your weapons Laurel and Jake. We'll meet you in the transport compartment."

Laurel and Jake nodded and stepped across the corridor into their quarters and Tamaric and Korica walked with Mark towards the end of the corridor so they could retrieve their weapons from their quarters. Korica and Tamaric stepped into their quarters and when the lights came up they walked to the nightstand on their respective sides of the bed and they pulled the drawers open and pulled their holsters out and strapped them around their waists and then they secured the end of the holsters around their thighs and Korica pulled her weapon and turned it on and it showed a fully charged power cell and she sighed and looked at Tamaric.

"I wish we didn't have to go everywhere armed."

"I suspect since we are the elder race we are a target just based on who we are associated with let alone the fact that you and Laurel still have a bounty on your heads. I think we're going to have to carry a weapon anytime we leave the Future in this galaxy."

"I guess you're right. Until I get better at controlling this thing I can do where I can knock people out I have to rely on a plasma weapon. I'm just afraid I'll accidentally kill someone one of these days and I'll have to live with that for the rest of my life."

"Did you make sure it's on level zero?"

"Yah."

"Then it shouldn't kill anyone right?"

"I can only hope so. Some species may be vulnerable to the type of energy these weapons emit."

"Try not to dwell on it darlin. As cold as it sounds better them than you. I feel better knowing you can defend yourself if someone means to hurt you."

Korica switched her weapon off and holstered it and then closed the thumb stay over the end of the weapon to hold it in place and then she stepped over to Tamaric and waited for him to finish checking his weapon. He then switched his weapon off and holstered it and closed the thumb stay and Korica put her arms around him and pulled him against her body.

"I've got you to protect me."

"I certainly hope I never let you down."

"When we get back I have a surprise planned for you."

"You do?"

"Yah, I know a place that we go on the Future that is really cool and we can be alone for as long as we want since I don't have duty."

"Ok. Does that mean what I think it means?"

"It just means I want to spend some time alone with you and we will see what happens."

"Awesome! I can hardly wait."

Tamaric smiled big and gave Korica a peck and then the two separated and headed for the exit. When the door slid open the two stepped out into the corridor and Tamaric looked at Korica as they walked up the corridor and she blushed and Tamaric chuckled in giddy anticipation of their rendezvous. The walked hand in hand all the way to the transport compartment and they both pulled themselves together before stepping into the room. When they stepped in the other three were standing in front of the transport platform talking and they stopped and Laurel and Jake smiled big at the two of them and shook their heads gently. Everyone stepped up onto the transport platform and Laurel who was standing behind Korica put her hands on her shoulders as Jake touched the indicator for the upper aft hangar and she put her face right next to Korica's ear and whispered into her ear.

"You need to burry your thoughts deeply Korica. Jake and I know what you're planning. It's fine, you just need to burry it really deep ok?'

Korica blushed and nodded just as the field collapsed and they all disappeared in blue flash and then found themselves standing in the upper hanger in the transport enclosure. Tamaric stepped down and pushed the transparent aluminum door open and then everyone followed him out into the hangar. The doors were open on the Prentor and the Perth and Mark touched Laurel's shoulder.

"I did your external walk around already so you should be ready for you system checks unless you feel the need to do another walk around."

"Thanks Mark. Since we're the only five people awake on this ship I would think it's pretty unlikely that anyone has changed or damaged something on the ship since you did the walk around. The sensors would have seen any of the elder race up here so I would have to assume they couldn't have messed with anything either."

Mark nodded once and the group split up. Mark, Korica and Tamaric headed for the Prentor and Laurel and Jake made their way over to the Perth and climbed aboard. Each team went through their preflight checks and power up procedures until they had the engines idling and all of the system checks completed. Laurel then reached up and turned the transmitter on and opened the transmit circuit.

"Future, this is the Perth calling."

"Go ahead Perth, I have you loud and clear captain."

"Can you please inform our guests that their transports are ready and waiting?"

"Understood. They are all assembled and waiting in the common area on the passenger deck."

"Roger that."

"Jake will you please make sure everyone gets strapped in correctly when they board?"

"Eye captain."

The teams sat patiently until they saw a blue flash in the transport enclosure and the first group of seven stepped down and headed onto the Prentor. Moments later the second group arrived and Korica pointed them over to the Perth. Moments later Remora appeared in a blue flash and she stepped down and headed over toward the Perth as Korica was raising the door on the Prentor since they had eight passengers including Tamaric. Remora joined the group of seven climbing aboard the Perth giving them eight passengers as well as one unconscious Inician lying in the floor that Mark had seen to loading onto the Perth. Once Remora stepped aboard and stepped toward the back of the ship Jake raised the control lever and the door began to rise until it closed and sealed shut. He then set the pressure controls to slowly begin matching the air pressure on the surface of Findara so that by the time they landed the pressure would be equalized and they could immediately open the door upon landing.

Korica had the presence of mind to set the pressure controls on the Prentor to perform the same gradual pressure increase to equalize by the time they landed and then her and Jake made sure everyone was strapped in properly and then they moved back up to the sensor stations and had a seat.

"Everyone is strapped in and power levels are in the green Mark." Korica said.

"Thank you Korica." Mark said.

"Everyone is strapped in and we are green to go captain." Jake said.

"Roger that. Thanks Jake." Laurel said.

Mark reached up and opened the transmit circuit just as Laurel was calling the Future.

"Future, this is the Perth. We're ready for take off."

"Future this is the Prentor, We're also ready for take off."

"Roger Perth and Prentor. Prentor you are cleared for hover take off. The shield is going to have to be maintained at twenty percent due to our close proximity to the Findara star so you will notice a fluctuation in your power systems as you pass through the shield envelope. I would suggest one thousand kph or faster in order to minimize the amount of time you are in contact with my shield."

"Roger that Future. We are cleared for hover take off." Mark said.

Mark slid the hover throttles forward slightly and the Prentor rose into the air thirty feet and then he reached up and pressed the button to retract the landing gear and once he had three greens indicating the landing gear were up and the gear doors were closed and sealed he nudged the controls forward and the Prentor slowly hovered toward the open hangar door. Once Mark reached the edge of the hangar the AI cleared Laurel to take off.

"Perth, you are cleared for hover take off. Mark is on hundred feet from your current position hovering at the hangar entrance, use caution."

"Roger that Future. We are cleared for hover take off, I have a visual on the Prentor, will use caution."

Laurel slid the hover throttles forward slightly and the Prentor leapt into the air and Laurel had to pull the throttles back slightly to keep from slamming into the ceiling but there was absolutely no sensation of motion whatsoever. Laurel reached up and pressed the button to retract the landing gear and once she had three greens she very gently rotated the ship around so they were facing out of the hangar and she could just see the roof of the Prentor below and in front of them. Laurel moved the controls forward and the Perth gently floated toward the hangar door and then she angled the nose down slightly so she could keep a visual on the Prentor and she arrested their forward drift.

"I'm right behind you Mark. I'm ready to go when you are."

"Roger that cap. I'm just locking our flight path into the autopilot."

Laurel decided now was as good a time as any so she let go of the controls and pulled her feet off the pedals and the ship just hung motionless and she pulled up the uploaded flight plan and entered it into the autopilot and then brought up the frequency for the flight permit number and she programmed the second transmit circuit to transmit the permit number in a data burst with a touch of a button. She then waited until she saw the Prentor move around slightly indicating to her that Mark had taken the controls back and was about to take off so she put her feet on the pedals and grabbed the yoke just as the Prentor shot out of the hangar. Laurel nudged the forward flight throttles forward and the Perth now shot out of the hangar and quickly approached the right wing tip of the Prentor. The two ships passed through the Future's shield and the lights flickered momentarily and the power reading momentarily dropped into the yellow and then returned to the green. Laurel then pulled up directly beside Prentor and she looked out the side facet window and Mark looked at her and gave a salute and she smiled and returned the salute.

"I guess this is our last chance to communicate over the air so, good luck. Keep my baby back there safe Mark."

"You know it cap. I'll see you on the ground¦or under it."

"Roger that, Perth out."

"Prentor out."

Mark and Laurel both reached up and closed the transmit circuits and Laurel immediately reached out to Korica just to make sure they could communicate through the shields.

"Korica baby, can you hear me." Laurel thought with a gentle push.

"Yes mom, I can hear and feel you. I love you too." Korica thought in return with a gentle push of her own.

"Awwe. Thank you sweetheart. I just wanted to make sure we could sense each other in case we need to communicate."

"I can feel dad too. He's very relaxed right now."

"Good girl. You stay focused over there ok?"

"Yes mam."

"Korica¦" Mark interrupted." See if you can reach Laurel and tell her not to forget to turn on her automatic traffic collision avoidance system."

"Roger that Mark."

"Mom, Mark wanted me to remind you to turn your automatic traffic collision avoidance system on." Korica thought.

"Already done. Thank you sweetie." Laurel thought in return.

"She said she already has it on Mark."

"Good deal. Thanks Korica."

Laurel held a wingtip-to-wingtip position with the Prentor until they reached 95% the speed of light and then she moved further away to avoid the gravitational vortex that she knew was going to be developed when the Prentor jumped to faster than light speed. Laurel still had virtually no sensor

reading on the Prentor so she dropped back a little so she could maintain a line of sight with the Prentor.

"Korica let Laurel know I am about to initiate the jump to faster than light speed."

"Roger that." Korica said. "Mom, Mark is about to jump to faster than light speed."

"Got it, thank you Korica. I will follow him for two minutes on manual and then engage the autopilot. That should give him a chance to engage his and it will give me time to match our speeds precisely before I engage mine."

"I'll let him know." Korica thought. "Mark Laurel is going to wait two minutes from the time you enter faster than light to give you a chance to engage your autopilot and then she'll match your speed and engage hers." Korica said.

"Roger that. Thank you Korica."

Mark reached down and slid the FTL throttle all the way forward and in a crimson flash the Prentor simply disappeared. Laurel thought the crimson cloud was absolutely beautiful, it reminded her of a dark rose until it evaporated and faded away while traveling at the same speed as the Perth. Laurel then reached down and slid the FTL throttle all the way forward and the stars blurred and the Perth instantly jumped to 1.4 times the speed of light and kept accelerating until it reached a speed of 1.58 times the speed of light at which time Laurel looked at her elbow display and she could see a gravitational distortion with nothing else showing and she knew it had to be the Prentor. She also knew she only had about thirty seconds and the gravitational distortion was going to fade and if she didn't have the Prentor on visual sensors she wasn't going to be able to find her without making a call and zeroing in on the signal source. It then dawned on Laurel that she could find Korica and let her instincts guide her hand to the source of Korica.

Laurel kept following the distortion but she wasn't gaining on it fast enough and it was beginning to become intermittent and now she was wishing she hadn't hesitated to look at the crimson cloud left by the Prentor when she rocketed off to faster than light speed. After another few seconds she got a glint of light that reflected off one of the Prentor's side facet windows and she locked onto the source and made a slight course correction and then she picked up the Prentor on visual sensors. Laurel fell in to the wingman position and sighed as she locked the autopilot on and took her hands and feet off the controls.

"I caught you!" Laurel thought with a gentle push and she sensed Korica giggling.

"What's so funny Korica?" Mark asked as he heard her giggle from above and behind him.

"Laurel just caught up to us and she tickled my tummy with a push that surprised me."

"You can feel her¦physically?"

"Sort of. When we send a push to one another you can sometimes feel a tickle in your tummy for some reason."

"A push?"

"Think of it as a snapshot of your emotions at a particular moment in time that is sent to another person with a mental push."

"That's just freaky that you guys can tickle each other from a distance like that. It's cute, but freaky."

Korica smiled and went back to her sensor display. She could see that there were numerous sensor tracks ahead, none of which were in their current path. They traveled for four and a half minutes when both autopilots simultaneously dropped the ships from faster than light and began to orbit the planet at an incredible speed making several quick maneuvers to avoid other ships only to return precisely to their previous course. As they rounded the planet with their heads toward the planet the skies began to get very dark and millions and millions of twinkling lights on every continent became visible and then the lights thinned out suggesting they were over a very large body of water when the ships suddenly banked over hard and began to plunge down into the atmosphere at close to twenty thousand miles per second. As the nose of the ships began to glow brightly the autopilots reduced the throttles and the braking engines spooled up and began to slow their decent.

Laurel was feeling a little disoriented at first as they almost corkscrewed down toward the surface. As the ships began to level off their decent and slow even further Laurel finally realized that they were heading straight toward some structures that were returning an odd energy signature and then it dawned on her that it had to be a gravimetric shield extending almost two miles into the air and out twelve miles from the Crionon Mesa that was clearly visible in the infrared spectrum as a very warm and solid looking landmass. Laurel reached out to Korica since the Prentor was the lead ship even though there was absolutely nothing showing on the sensors where Laurel knew the Prentor had to be.

"Korica, tell Mark to prepare to transmit our travel permit number since you are the lead ship. There is a gravimetric shield extended well out over this body of water. If we strike it, it'll be like hitting a wall."

Korica looked at her sensor display and only saw the mesa off in the distance approaching quickly and then she pressed the button on the periphery of the display that switched to electromagnetic and gravimetric wavelengths and her eyes got big as she saw the wall of energy that hey were rapidly approaching.

"Mark! Laurel says to transmit our travel permit number. We're heading for a wall of gravimetric energy and they can't see us coming to turn it off."

Mark reached over and pressed the pulse transmit and then reached up and made sure the transceiver was turned on incase they tried to respond. Just as the ships were drawing to within two miles of the shield Mark looked down at his elbow display and now his eyes got big and he was just about to break off their approach when the shield simply dissolved away and Mark sighed and shook his head.

"Holy crap that was close. Thanks Korica."

"You're welcome Mark. Sorry I didn't see it before. Laurel is the one that saved our butts."

"Thank her for me."

"Ok. Korica said. "Mark said to thank you mom. I'm sorry I forgot to switch the sensor wavelength to look for gravimetric energy instead of just thermal radiation."

"It's ok sweetie, that's what a wingman does. He covers your butt from unseen danger."

As the ships descended to within a thousand feet of the ground the ships made another hard banking turn and swung around level to the Future and two little white dots appeared on the Future seemingly hanging in mid air as the ships slowed to subsonic speeds and the hover engines began to throttle up automatically and the breaking engines began to slow their speed to less than a hundred miles and hour. As they passed over the lower complex at the edge of the continent the sensors detected multiple old earth style laser and radar beams intermittently passing over the ships as the automated weapons all around the facility attempted to lock onto them. Korica immediately reached over and turned the shields off so that the ships would be undetectable by their energy signature and then she reached out to the Perth.

"Jake, turn your shields off! Their automated defenses are trying to paint us and I think they are detecting the energy signature from our shields." Korica thought with a push.

Jake immediately turned the shield generator off without even thinking about it and now the laser and radar sweeps were wildly swinging around without coming anywhere near the actual locations of the ships as they slowed even further and the hover engines throttled up even more and now they could clearly see that the white dots they had seen were in fact two smaller hangar doors that were still enormous opening in the middle of some gargantuan hangar doors in the face of the mesa. As the ships slowed to a slow crawl and the autopilots brought the ships to a steady hover right where the flight plan ended there were suddenly some very intense flood lights up on the top of the mesa that came on and spotlighted the ships and then several on the ground popped on and there were warnings of multiple weapons locks from the sensor stations and Korica and Jake had to silence them as they knew they could be seen now. They were still a little proud of the fact that they were able to creep right up to five hundred feet from the hangar doors after the shields were dropped before they could be positively locked onto by the weapons systems. The ships were in fact very stealthy and aside form a faint hiss they were very quiet. They were actually louder from the inside than outside when in a hover.

Mark and Laurel both shielded their eyes from the intense spotlights shinning in through the front windows until they could make out blinking lights in the center of the huge open hangar doors. They both disengaged the autopilot and turned off the traffic collision avoidance systems and took a hold of the controls and Mark led the way trough the first door and Laurel peeled off and entered through the other door and there were what looked like multicolored beach balls floating in the air with bright flashing lights in the side of them acting as guides into the hangar. When they got inside the hangar and the hangar doors began to close the lights got brighter as the opening got smaller and they looked around in utter amazement. The hangar was absolutely gigantic. It dwarfed the hangar on the Future by a long shot. It looked as though most of the mesa had been hollowed out and turned into a gargantuan hangar and landing pad structure with smaller landing pads sticking out on metal support structures with walkways leading to them and the main hangar floor had a couple of enormous and very alien looking vessels sitting on it. The vessels had odd points and curved needle like protrusions and open hangars of their own with many smaller craft that looked very fast and very tough.

Mark and Laurel had to break off their amazement and follow their blinking guides over the top of the huge ships up to one of the upper landing platforms and as the blinking beach balls guided them in they could see a couple of Urodians in bright blue uniforms that looked like they were made out of the same iridescent metallic looking material as the security ministers ruby red uniform. The Urodians had lighted wands in their hands and they both stood with their blue faces and hands looking as bright as their uniforms with their lighted wands up in the air and the blinking beacons gently guided the ships toward the Urodians as they waved the two ships in onto the same landing platform and as they waved the ships in they stepped back and then they crossed their wands when they had the Prentor and Perth where they wanted them and the flashing beacons floated away then the Urodians waved them down and Mark and Laurel gently pulled the hover engine throttles back and the ships slowly descended and just as Laurel was reaching up to deploy her landing gear they automatically deployed and so she turned on the down looking camera and landing lights. Mark reached up and beat the automated system and deployed his landing gear and once he had three greens he turned on the down looking camera and landing lights and he watched as the ship slowly descended and then very gently touched down. Laurel's touchdown was a little less subtle and resulted in a gentle thud but it was still gentle enough so that no one felt it and it was barely heard. Laurel and Mark then pulled all their throttles all the way back and turned off their landing lights and down looking cameras. They then unfastened themselves and wiggled up out of their seats and climbed up into the isle between the power and weapons and sensor and guidance seats.

Korica was standing at the airlock door by this point and she looked at the conditions outside in the hangar and they were a perfect match for those in the ship so she looked at Mark and he nodded as he stepped toward the back of the ship. Korica pulled the handle down and there was a slight hiss and the door unsealed and began to lower.

On the Perth Jake was in back letting their guests know that they had touched down and he made sure that everyone was able to unfasten themselves and he was making sure the Inician was still unconscious and that his restraints were still tightly fastened around his wrists so Laurel stepped over to the airlock controls and looked at the pressure differential and there was next to none so she pulled down on the airlock control lever and the door hissed and unsealed and began to lower to the platform floor.

Korica stepped off the Prentor and looked around a bit and she could see a small group of Urodians heading down the walkway toward the landing platform and she assumed it was the welcoming party for the elder race. She then stepped over to the bow of the ship and looked over at the Perth and she smiled when she saw Laurel step out of the ship and look around a bit and then she looked over at Korica and smiled and waved at her. The elder race then began pouring out of both ships along with their Draximan flight crew. They all gathered between the two ships and talked briefly about the ride down that seemed so calm unless one looked out the front window and realized just how fast they were traveling and how quick the maneuvers were that were being executed.

A group of six Urodians stepped up to the group and introduced themselves and to the Future crews shock they shook hands just as Humans would upon meeting someone. Two of the Urodians were in red uniforms and the rest were in light orange uniforms and all were made out of the same iridescent metallic looking material. The Future crew stood by their ships and looked around as the elder race talked for a few minutes and then Remora stepped over to Korica first and asked if she could give Korica a hug. Korica smiled warmly and put her arms out and all of the elder race stepped up one by one and hugged Korica warmly and complimented her on how cute she is and how they would miss her and what an honor it was to meet her in person. Laurel was beaming with pride at the sight of Korica being doted on by such a powerful group of elder race. They had all fallen in love with her just as everyone does once they get to know her.

Remora then waved Laurel and Jake over and so they walked over by the Prentor and Remora put her hands up on Laurel's shoulders and smiled at her.

"You captain Laurel Kade are an extraordinary woman and you have an amazing crew here and a remarkable ship. I can't express enough our gratitude for your kind hospitality and your bravery in coming in and pulling us out of that pit on Inicius. I truly hope all the best for you five. I will find a way to repay the currency that you have given us for our stay here."

"Thank you Remora. I'm just glad we were in the neighborhood when you needed us. I hope you can track down the missing Draximan crew. It weighs on my heart that they weren't with you when we pulled you out."

"Since they are needed to fly the Inicina's ships for them I would have to assume they will be kept alive and in pretty good health until we can find them. The Draximan are a tough and smart race. They will know what to do to stay alive until we can rescue them. Trust me, the cavalry is on the way to use an Earth expression."

Remora then moved on to Jake and she placed a hand on his shoulder as the rest of the elder race one by one stepped up and hugged Laurel and thanked her for everything she did for them.

"Jake you are a remarkable young man. Trust in your instincts, you called it right about this place without fail. You have a unique and powerful gift within you that will serve you well if you use it wisely. I wish you all the best and I feel blessed to have spent the time with you that I have. I am convinced that Korica is with the right people and in the right place aboard the Future. So few have what you five have together. You are a family full of love and respect for one another. You take care commander."

"Thank you Remora. With Korica as my teacher and us as her guide to life I think we will have a rich and happy life together."

"Well said." Remora said with a big smile.

The elder race then stepped up to Jake one by just as they had for Korica and Laurel and hugged him and thanked him for everything and complimented him on his good looks and amazing ship. Remora then stepped up to Tamaric and put her hand on his shoulder and smiled at him warmly.

"You have an amazing woman at your side that loves you with every ounce of her being. It is a rare thing to find a soul mate at such a tender age young Tamaric, I want you to take care of her with the kindness that she needs and deserves. Girls like Korica only come along once in a millennium so you better hold on to her tightly. We will not see another like her for a thousand years."

"Thank you Remora. I will be good to her for the rest of my life, I promise. I know how special she is and she is teaching me so much. I thank the lucky stars that we were brought together by fate or destiny or whatever it was."

"Good man."

Remora then stepped over to Mark as the rest of the elder race hugged Tamaric and complimented him on what an extraordinary young man he is and just how lucky he is to have Korica as his mate.

"You good sir have an amazing crew here and your home is one of the most remarkable ships I have ever seen. Keep them safe and keep them happy lieutenant."

"Yes mam. I am extremely proud of my crew and my ship. These four make me proud to call myself a Human and their friend. No one will screw with my crew while I breathe, you can count on it. We will see to it that Korica has an adventure from time to time just as she did growing up and the rest of us will enjoy watching the wonder in her eyes and the smiles on her face."

"That's all anyone could ask for. So long lieutenant Tillman. You take care."

Remora then stepped over to their Urodian escorts and the rest of the elder race stepped up to Mark and shook his hand and thanked him for allowing them free roam of his ship and for allowing them to get to know his remarkable crew.

The Urodians then escorted the elder race and their Draximan flight crew back down the walkway off into the distance. The two Urodians in red then stepped up to Laurel and asked where the prisoner was and she pointed to the Perth.

"He is unconscious lying on the floor in the back of the ship. He has powers of the mind so I would suggest keeping him sedated, restrained and isolated from everyone until the elder race send a ship to take custody of him."

The Urodians nodded and stepped over to the Perth and climbed aboard and a few moments later they stepped out with the Inician slung over one of the men's shoulder. They then headed down the walkway and the Future crew were left alone with their ships idling beside them. Laurel stepped over to Korica and smiled at her.

"You still have your heart set on going on out to lunch?"

"Pleeease?" Korica said with a beautiful toothy smile that made Laurel's heart just melt.

"Alright, you're so beautiful Korica. Let me ask one of the ground handlers if they can suggest somewhere that is fairly close." Laurel said with a warm smile as she gently touched Korica's soft cheek

Laurel took Korica's hand and the two stepped over to one of the Urodians standing at the edge of the platform next to a control console with all kinds of lights and a big display screen on it.

"Excuse me sir." Laurel said in Klindet as she stepped up to him. "Can you suggest somewhere that we can go get a meal together? My daughter here has her heart set on looking around your wonderful planet and grabbing a bite to eat."

The man turned and looked everyone over with a serious look on his face and then he grinned slightly at Korica.

"I think I know of good place that is family friendly. You like spicy food young one?"

"Oh yes sir I do." Korica said in Klindet with a warm smile.

"Here, let me show you where the Rotunda is located."

The Urodian turned to his console and pressed a few buttons and a three dimensional map of the adjacent land mass appeared with a grid layout of the city. There was a direct path highlighted from the Crionon mesa directly to the heart of the city and on the roof of one very large round building there was an enormous landing platform.

"If you land on the top of the Geomark building you can take the sky lift down the side of the building to the ground floor seventy floors down and the Rotunda will be right here as you step out of the lift. The view on the way down is absolutely breathtaking. The food at the Rotunda is some of the best around."

The Urodian zoomed in on the image so they could see where the entrance to the Rotunda was located. The building was full of offices and shops from the ground all the way to the top floor but there was a concourse that ran around the periphery of the building on every floor so one could stay out of the weather as they walked to their destination.

"Do they accept credit chits for payment? I did not bring any raw gems with us." Laurel asked.

"Oh yes. That is a standard form of payment everywhere on Findara."

"Wonderful. Is there anyway you can send this information to our ships there?" Laurel asked gesturing over to the crimson fighters.

"Sure. Are your receivers capable of accepting a coalesced data burst?"

"I think so. Our¦receivers are quite sensitive. Can you transmit signals here though? I thought this was a restricted communications area."

"In the hangar we can. These walls are very thick and shielded against radiant energy. No signals can get in our out unless we chose to let them."

"I see. If you could send this map to our ships I would really appreciate it."

"Sure."

The Urodian turned to his console and Laurel recognized that he was converting the map into a data file and setting it to transmit in a micro burst just like they transmitted their flight permit number while on approach. The Urodian then transmitted a micro burst and turned back to Laurel.

"There you go."

Laurel looked around at the other landing platforms with ships sitting on them and then she looked back at the Urodian.

"Aren't the other ships going to see what you just transmitted?"

"Of course, but directions to a shopping and recreation plaza isn't sensitive information. Who knows, maybe they will be looking for somewhere to go exploring themselves?"

Laurel smiled warmly and nodded.

"Do we need a flight plan and is there flight control or anything?"

"A flight plan to go to a recreational plaza? No. And there is no flight control. You fly at your own risk and you are expected to be aware of other traffic and avoid an accident on your own. There are electro-harmonic debris nets over almost all of our cities so if there is an accident the debris will not rain down on the unsuspecting people below. If you have an accident just stay with your vessel and the peace and law department will be dispatched to take a report and insure that the responsible party is held financially responsible for any damages."

"Electro-harmonic debris net? How does that work?"

"It is not important or something I could explain easily. Just rest assured that if you fly recklessly it will stop you and if something falls off your ship it will be caught before it falls to the ground and strikes someone and if there is an accident and a ship begins to fall to the ground it will be caught before it hits anyone or anything."

"I see. Our ships have an automatic traffic collision avoidance system anyway so it would be impossible to hit another ship unless we did it on purpose¦which we would never do."

"That is good news since your ships do not show up on our scanners. We did not see your ships at all until you were hovering in front of the hangar doors. That is good for transporting important people like the elder race but not so good if you want other ships to know where you are."

"We can make it so other ships will see us on sensors. We will just adjust our electronic shields to produce a field of static along with the shield energy and we should appear like a glowing ball of energy."

"Wow. You have some really remarkable ships there. I have never seen anything like them before."

"They are prototypes from a people on the other side of the galaxy. I don't think you will ever see the likes of them again since they are relatively short-range craft."

"I have seen quite a few unique craft while assigned here but none quite like yours. You are all of the elder race are you not?"

Laurel turned and that's when she realized that everyone had stepped over and were now right behind her listening to the conversation.

"Yes, we are all elder race."

"Then you have powers of the mind and you will be targets. I would suggest that you refrain from using your mental powers while on Findara. The elder race are always welcomed guests to Findara for what has been done for us in the past but there will be many from different worlds here and not all are of an upstanding moral character such as yourselves. You are very beautiful as is your daughter here so you will attract attention on those merits alone and if it is discovered that you are elder race someone might try and take you for ransom or retribution against the elder race. You look as though you could be of royal heritage given your striking beauty and the way you carry yourselves. It is just a suggestion of course."

"I appreciate the warning. I know it can be dangerous to be seen as being vulnerable and of the elder race. You can appreciate the beauty in our species?"

"Of course. You are not even close to my type but I am not blind. I can see and appreciate how beautiful you are. I see you are all armed, it is not common for our citizens to walk around armed so you might expect some¦odd looks when your weapons are noticed. If something should occur and your weapons have to be used I would expect to be detained until your identities can be established. Once it is confirmed that you are elder race you will be released but it might take some time to accomplish that. I would not take it upon yourselves to release yourselves with the things that the elder race are rumored to be able to do."

"I understand. The weapons are just a precaution because of who we are like you said. I know not everyone likes the elder race and the power we hold in this galaxy. Thank you for the advice and the suggestion of where we can go to get something to eat."

"It was my pleasure. Will you be departing right away?"

"Yes. We want to get going."

"Very well. We will guide you into the air and then just follow the beacons to the hangar doors. We will deactivate our protective field as soon as you pass through the doors since we will not be able to see your ships on our scanners. We will give you two and half rions before we turn the field back on to give you time to get clear. If you head straight up once you are outside you will clear the field in the shortest amount of time. The field extends out much further than it does up."

"We understand. We were told it extends out ten miles but it actually extend much further than that."

"I do not know what miles means."

"It's not important. It's just how we measure distance."

"Good luck to you. I hope you enjoy your stay with us. You are going to love the food at the Rotunda."

"That's great cause I'm starving." Korica said with a smile.

The Future crew then turned and headed back toward the crimson fighters that were sitting twenty feet away idling. Laurel Gave Korica a tight hug and then Jake did the same as Laurel hugged Tamaric while grinning at Mark standing behind him. Mark then stepped up to Laurel and stroked the side of her head and smiled.

"We will see you on the roof of the Geomark building cap. Thank you for getting directions for us. That is going to make this much easier instead of just flying around until we stumbled onto something."

Laurel put her hand up onto the back of Marks and smiled at him warmly.

"Thanks Mark. I'm just learning to think smart as you have taught us to do."

"You have always been smart Laurel. You are just thinking like a captain now."

Laurel smiled even bigger and then the crews split up and boarded their ships and as soon as they stepped aboard they noticed that the artificial gravity in the ships that still matched the conditions on the Future made it feel much easier to move around. The gravity was definitely heavier on Findara and it was going to wear them out faster than Earth normal gravity would.

Mark and Laurel climbed down into the pilot's seats and fastened their restraints while Korica and Jake closed and sealed the airlock doors and Tamaric strapped himself in the back. Laurel and mark waited until Korica and Jake were seated and then they both flashed their landing lights on and then off and the Uroidians stepped in front of them and began waving their wands up and down signaling both ships to begin their lift off. Almost as soon as they slid their hover throttles forwards slightly and began to rise into the air the floating beacons that still reminded Laurel of a beach ball with a blinking light in the side of it floated down in front of the ships and guided them to pivot around facing out into the hangar. The floating beacons then guided them towards the hangar doors and the lights in the hangar began to dim down as the doors began to retract open. Mark was guided to the door on the left and Laurel the door on the right. As soon as they hovered off of the platforms their landing gear automatically retracted and the gear doors closed and sealed closed and the ship disappeared from hangar sensors except for on visual sensors.

The two beacons moved down and out of the way and Laurel and Mark moved the controls forward and the ships gently glided out of the hangar doors and into the very dark night and then both ships moved out a hundred feet and the intense flood lights came on and blasted the ships in bright light. This time it wasn't blinding since it came from behind but it still filled the pilots area with bright light. Mark slid his forward flight throttles forward and the Prentor took off out across the complex below and Laurel shoved her forward flight throttles forward and quickly caught up to Mark and then Mark initiated a steep climb straight up into the night sky and Laurel followed right on his wingtip.

"How's the shield look Korica?" Mark called out.

"There isn't one. They must have turned it off for us like they said they would."

"Good deal."

On the Perth Laurel glanced at her elbow display and she saw no signs of the gravimetric energy shield and she grinned and then concentrated on keeping close enough to the Prentor so she could maintain visual since she wasn't showing up on sensors at all. The two ships climbed steadily until they reached an altitude of three miles and then Mark initiated a hard turn to the west and accelerated at close to mach 2 toward the distant land mass that was visible by all of the street and building lights on the Future and far below. Korica pulled up the signal burst data that had been sent to them in the hangar and she opened the data file and she plotted in the course for the Geomark building and then she passed the information up to Mark's elbow display. He reached down and programmed the coordinates into the autopilot and then he looked forward.

"Korica, ask Laurel when we can use the transmitters again?"

"Eye sir." Korica said. "Mom can you hear me?" Korica thought.

"Yes sweetie, I can hear you." Laurel thought in return.

"Mark wants to know when it's going to be safe to use the transmitters again?"

"I think it's safe now. We're a couple hundred miles from the mesa and heading away so it should be safe."

"Mark she says we can use the transmitter now if we want." Korica said.

Jake pulled up the burst signal data and opened the data file and plotted the coordinates to the Geomark building and then he fed the data to Laurel's elbow display and when it made a ding indicating new information Laurel looked down at it and then she programmed the autopilot and turned the automatic collision avoidance system back on and then Jake turned the shields on and deliberately overloaded the buffers so that there was a dramatic rise in the static being produced all around the ship and on the Prentor Korica noticed a huge energy signature appear on her sensors less than thirty feet away and she grinned and then she turned the Prentor's shields on and deliberately overloaded the buffers in the same manner and the Prentor now popped up on the Perth's sensors in a dramatic fashion making Jake grin equally bright. Mark then turned the automatic traffic collision avoidance system back on and then reached up and opened the transmit circuit on the transceiver panel.

"Perth you got a copy?"

Laurel reached up and opened the transmit circuit on her own transceiver and smiled.

"Go ahead Prentor, I have you five by five."

"Cap let's synch our autopilots and head straight for the Geomark building."

"Roger that." Laurel said.

Mark reached down and touched the synch button on the autopilot and his settings were transmitted in an instant to the autopilot on the Perth and then Laurel touched the synch button on her autopilot controls and her settings were transmitted to Mark's autopilot and then the systems adjusted the courses so they were parallel and then the new coordinates and flight paths were locked into both systems and then a small light appeared under a label that read 'synch established' in Rosch on both ships.

"Synch established." Mark said.

"Confirmed, here too."

Both of them reached down and turned on the autopilot and then took their hands and feet off the controls and the ships angled down and headed straight for the Geomark building some 600 miles away. Tamaric unfastened himself and stepped up toward the front of the ship and at first Korica gave him a bit of an odd look as if to ask "What the heck are you doing?' but then her face brightened up and she shook her head and grinned and pointed at the power and weapons station seat.

"You can sit there until we set up for our landing but don't touch anything ok?"

"Thanks. I just want to be close to you Korica." Tamaric whispered as he sat down.

The ships then continued on their descent toward the city ahead of them and the traffic started to pickup in density. As they reached twelve miles from the shoreline the autopilots slowed the ships to subsonic speeds and the collision avoidance systems made several avoidance maneuvers and then brought them back on course heading for the Geomark building. As they got close enough to make out the jungle of buildings and hundreds of craft flying around the autopilots slowed the ships to a few hundred miles and hour and their course became a dead aim for one of the tallest buildings in their field of view. Tamaric was looking out the front window in complete wonder at the amazing sights before them when Korica reached over and touched his shoulder.

"You're going to have to move to the back Tamaric. I have to be able to get to the controls at both stations as we land ok?"

"Ok, thanks for letting see what's going on for a while. It's nice being this close to you when you work."

Tamaric then got to his feet and moved to the back of the ship and Korica moved over to the power and weapons station and she made sure that the power levels were still stable across all of the systems. When she was satisfied that everything looked perfect she moved back over to the sensor station and she honed in on their landing coordinates and she could see that there were already several craft sitting on the roof of the building but the landing platform still had plenty of room for the two crimson fighters to land. Korica sent the sensor data to Mark's right display and he looked at the landing coordinates and then he looked out the front window until he could clearly make out the brightly lit landing platform that encompassed the entire roof of the huge and completely round building. There were lights at the level of the landing platform shinning across the landing platform from under protective cases that would protect the lights from a clumsy landing but allowed the light to flood the landing platform from every side so the whole top of the building seemed to be glowing in a cool white light.

Laurel was watching the same thing approaching in her window when she decided it was time to take control from the computer.

"Mark I'm going to manual."

"Roger that cap. Why don't you take the lead and I'll follow you in."

Mark reached down and disengaged the autopilot and he grabbed the controls and put his feet on the pedals and Laurel also took a hold of the controls and then turned off her autopilot and she slid the hover engine throttles forward slightly and reduced the throttle to the forward flight throttles until the ship past ahead of the Prentor and then she turned on the down looking camera and landing lights and she brought the ship right over the top of the landing platform and then she pulled the forward flight throttles all the way back and she increased the throttle to the hover engines and she put the ship in a stable and steady hover right over the top of the other ships parked on the platform. She looked at the down looking camera view on her elbow display and she gently nudged the ship sideways until she was hovering over an open area and then she reduced the throttle to the hover engines and the ship gently descended until the shadow of the landing gear that had automatically deployed at ten feet became visible. She glanced up and saw the Prentor passing over the top of the Perth to find her own landing spot next to the Perth. Laurel then looked back at her elbow display just as the Perth gently touched down and settled her weight onto her landing gear. Laurel slid the throttles all the way back and began shutting everything down.

Mark hovered over the top of the Perth with his down looking camera on and as soon as he saw a clear spot below them he arrested their motion and reduced the throttle to the hover engines and the Prentor began to gently descend. As Mark reached up to deploy his landing gear they began to deploy automatically until he had three greens and he grinned and looked at his elbow display and he turned on the landing lights and the Prentor very gently touched down only ten feet from the Perth and settled onto her landing gear and then he slid the throttles all the way back and then began shutting everything down. Jake and Korica worked to shut everything down at their stations until everything was quiet and dark. They both then reached up and opened the main power switches cutting power to everything except the lights in the cargo area and the cockpit. Jake and Korica then made their way into the back of the ships and waited for Laurel and Mark to climb up out of the pilot's seats. Tamaric un-strapped himself and stepped up next to Korica and she smiled at him warmly and put her arm around him and pulled him tightly to her side. Korica then looked at Mark who was grinning at her.

"You two look so cute together." Mark said with a wink.

"Thank you Mark." Korica said with a warm smile.

Mark then stepped over to the airlock and looked up at the pressure readings outside the ship and they were a perfect match for those inside the ship so he pulled down on the airlock control lever and the door hissed and began to lower until it was touching the landing platform floor.

On the Perth Laurel stepped up to the airlock controls and when she saw a perfect match from outside to in she pulled down on the control lever and the door hissed and began to lower until it was touching the landing platform floor. Laurel stepped off the ship and looked around at the other ships sitting on the landing platform as Jake shut the lights off in the ship and stepped out next to her. Mark stepped off the Prentor and looked around and other than the other ships sitting quietly on the landing platform there wasn't a soul around. Korica stepped off the ship and Tamaric turned the lights off in the cargo area and the cockpit and then stepped out next to Korica and looked around at the strange looking ships sitting next to the Prentor and the Perth.

"Korica, you think these are Findara made ships?"

"Probably. They don't look like long range ships and I didn't see any mother ships in orbit."

Mark then turned to the ship and poked his hand into the concealed airlock control compartment and lifted the control lever and the cabin door slowly rose until it sealed shut and then he flipped the power switch off and then he pulled his hand out and the three of them walked around to the other side of the Perth where Laurel was just flipping the power switch off having closed and sealed the cabin door. Korica stepped up to Laurel and hugged her and then she stepped over to Jake and hugged him.

"We need to quiet our minds as the ground handler told us. No using our abilities while we are here so we won't be able to be tracked down." Laurel said.

All three closed their eyes and concentrated on the bubble surrounding them and then they thought about that bubble shrinking until it collapsed into their heads and then everything seemed very quiet and numb as their advanced senses just faded away into nothing. The five of them then walked over to the edge of the landing platform and looked over the edge toward the ground. It was a very long way down and there were ships flying past here and there and the people milling around on the ground in the brightly lit streets looked very tiny from so far up. They looked out across the Future and it looked like the city extended as far as they could see and from high altitude they could tell that was actually the way of it.

Laurel stepped back from the edge and looked around to try and find the way down and she squatted down and looked under the ships parked nearby and she saw a set of stairs that were recessed into the landing platform on the opposite side from where they were standing. Laurel stood up and turned to the others.

"I found the way down. It's on the other side of the landing platform." Laurel said.

Everyone else stepped back from the edge and Jake stepped up next to Laurel and took her hand and the two led the way as Korica took Tamaric's hand and followed Laurel and Jake and Mark brought up the rear. They walked between and around the other ships all the way to the other side of the landing platform and Laurel led them to the recessed stairs that led down under the landing platform. Once they got onto the walkway that ringed the entire building they were in essence walking under the landing platform and it was acting as the roof over an open air walkway with a chainlike guardrail to keep people and objects from falling off the side of the building.

They looked left and right and all they could see was a seemingly never-ending walkway that disappeared from view as it curved around the building. They chose at random to walk to the right until they could find the sky view lift that the ground handler had mentioned. They walked for some distance while looking out at the city far below them until they finally saw the entrance to the lift. It was nothing more than a pair of clear doors that seemed to lead right off the side of the building. They all stepped up to the doors and they could see a call button next to the doors so Mark reached out and pressed the button and it lit up glowing a steady green color and they stood for a few minutes admiring the view until the lift car finally arrived and slowly lifted until it was right in front of the doors. The doors then retracted back and the metal doors on the car then slid open. The lift car was completely see through as the doors opened, including the floor and the car was roughly triangular shaped instead of the expected square shape. Mark looked at everyone for a moment and then he grinned.

"I hope none of you has a problem with heights?"

They all grinned and Mark stepped into the roughly six foot wide by ten foot deep car that came to a point at the outer most point of the car. Mark then turned and looked at everyone and they followed him into the lift car and Korica looked down through the transparent floor and she smiled.

"Holy crap that's a long ways down." Korica said.

"How far do you think that is?" Tamaric asked while looking down.

"Seventy stories so some where around seven hundred feet." Korica answered.

Laurel stepped in last and she turned and looked at the button panel next to the door containing seventy buttons, 7 rows of 10, and she pressed the one button at the bottom of the rows of buttons that looked like it was a letter instead of a number assuming it was a 'G' indicating the ground floor and then she turned and looked at the spectacular view out the front of the transparent lift car.

"Look at that view." Laurel said as the doors slid shut and the lift began to descend.

Everyone stepped to the front of the car and watched the skyline dropping below them and the streets below growing closer. The car descended at a terrific rate for some time and then at the twentieth floor the car slowed and then stopped and the doors slid open and an Urodian woman in a dress that came down just past her blue knees stepped in. The dress was made out of something that resembled soft cotton and was a dull red in color with a frilly collar and a low neck line exposing her busty blue cleavage and a necklace that had clear stones looking like diamonds around its length and a yellowish brown stone at its end that sat right at the peak of her cleavage. She actually had a very pretty face for an Urodian with very smooth powder blue skin and yellow irises in her eyes. She grinned warmly as the doors slid shut and she glanced at the button that was lit indicating the lifts destination was the ground floor and then she looked down and glanced at everyone's weapons strapped to their legs and the warm expression on her face melted away and she looked up and genuinely looked afraid.

"Relax mam. We are all in the civilian military corps on our ship. We are required to be armed anytime we are away from our mother ship. We are not mercenaries or trouble makers." Laurel said.

"You arm your young?" The woman asked pointing at Korica and Tamaric's weapons.

"In this case yes. My daughter here is a junior ensign in the civilian corps and her mate there, Tamaric is a fully qualified marksman." Laurel said putting her hand on Korica shoulder and pointing at Tamaric standing next to her holding her hand.

"Your daughter? I do not mean to seem rude here but¦did you have a child as a child?"

Laurel chuckled and smiled at the woman.

"She is adopted. Her parents were murdered and my mate and I adopted her."

The woman looked at Korica with a sad look on her face.

"I am so sorry dear."

"Thank you mam. My captain here and her crew rescued me from those same murderous thugs and gave me a home among the stars with plenty of love and happiness and I earned my position among the crew." Korica said looking at Laurel and smiling warmly.

"Your¦you are the captain of your vessel?" The woman asked looking at Mark and then back to Laurel.

"Yes mam, I am. This rather large man is my chief of security, lieutenant Mark Tillman."

Mark grinned and nodded at her. She looked at him and then the scared look seemed to fade somewhat and then she looked at Jake for a moment and then she looked at Laurel with a rather blank look on her blue face.

"Mam would it make you feel any better if I told you we are of the elder race?"

Now the woman had a shocked look on her face for a few moments and then she smiled warmly.

"That would certainly explain things...and it makes me feel much more comfortable. I would have never thought that I would have the honor of meeting any elder race in person. I know the tales of your people talked of amazing abilities from the time you are born¦but I had no idea you were drafted at such a young age."

"Ours is kind of a unique situation. I do not think you will meet any others quite like us."

"I am pleased that I was afforded this opportunity to meet some genuine elder race."

"Thank you. I must ask you not to mention who we are to any one else. You could inadvertently put us and possibly yourself in danger if the wrong people found out who we are."

"I completely understand. I will keep my knowledge of who you are to myself."

"Thank you."

The lift began to slow again and Laurel looked out the front of the lift and she could see that they were settling down into the lift enclosure on the ground level. Everyone turned and faced the doors and the doors slid open and the Urodian woman stepped out and then everyone else followed her out into the walkway that ringed the entire ground floor of the Geomark building. The Urodian woman then turned to the crew and smiled at them.

"It was nice to meet you all. I hope you find whatever you are looking for."

"Thank you mam. It was nice to meet you as well. Have a good evening." Laurel said.

The woman then turned and walked away. The Future crew then looked right in front of them and they could see what was obviously an eatery with hundred of tables that had people sitting at them enjoying their meals. Laurel and Jake led the way over to the double curved doors directly ahead of them and Laurel pulled the doors open and let everyone else step through and then Jake held the door and let Laurel step in. They stepped up to what looked like a curved bar with patrons sitting talking while consuming drinks. The entire dining floor curved around a round central core that was clad in something resembling aluminum sheeting that was highly polished where it appeared the cooking area and service stations were located. They only had to stand for a few moments before an Urodian hostess stepped up to the crew. She was wearing a bright white dress that come down to just above her knees and had a low cut neckline that exposed her modest cleavage. She actually had very shapely legs and smooth powder blue skin to her face and arms and she had a pair of beautiful gold toned earrings hanging from her ears. She had no hair on her head and she had the same four bony backswept protrusions on her head looking like claws coming out of the top of her head that all of the Urodians had. She gave the crew a warm smile as she stepped up to them with what looked to be several menus in her hand that she had her arm hooked around like a child holding their schoolbooks. The hostess glanced at their weapons and it obviously made her a little uneasy but she said nothing.

"Welcome to the Rotunda. Do you understand Klindet?" The hostess asked.

"Yes mam we do." Laurel said.

"Wonderful. Will there be just the five of you dinning?"

"Yes mam."

"Great. If you want to follow me I will show you to your table."

The hostess then led the way between the tables around the central core of the building until they reached an area with some empty tables. The hostess stepped aside and gestured to a booth table that looked out onto the busy street through dark tinted windows where people were walking by most of whom were Urodian but there were a few aliens that looked to be of the Human like build in skin tone and physique walking around and there was the occasional alien that was very strange looking and nothing like a Human or Urodian.

Mark slid in around the oblong table with its flat end towards the window first and then Laurel and Jake slid in and then Tamaric and Korica slid in next to Jake. The hostess set a menu down in front of everyone and Laurel knew it was going to be problematic since they could speak Klindet but reading it was a whole different story.

"Mam, uh¦we can speak Klindet but can't read it. Do you have a multilingual menu?"

"Sure. We have visual menus for our foreign guests. I will go fetch a couple of them for you. Can I get all of you something to drink?"

"This is our first visit to Findara. We are not familiar with your drink selections." Laurel said.

"Would you be willing to try some recommendations of my choosing?"

"Sure. That would be fine. Just nothing intoxicating please."

"I understand. Would you like something sweet or something exotic?"

Everyone looked at one another and then Korica asked for something sweet and Tamaric had Korica ask for something sweet for him and Laurel and Jake decided to try something exotic and Mark asked for something sweet through Laurel. The hostess then collected the menus and walked away from the table. The hostess returned a few minutes later with some electronic menus. She set them on the table in front of everyone and then stepped away and returned with a tray with five drinks on it and she set them in front of everyone and they looked the drinks over and took a sip. Korica and Tamaric smiled at the sweet and unusual taste of their drinks. Laurel and Jake both had a different drink but they loved the full and unidentifiable flavor. The drinks were like nothing they had ever tasted before but they were wonderful. They both grinned and nodded to the hostess. Mark sipped his drink and while it was a little sweeter than he was expecting it was still refreshing and very flavorful. He grinned and nodded at the hostess.

"Wonderful, you like your drinks. I will give you some time to look over the menu and I will come back and take your orders. The first part of the menus are full meals and come with crimeran covered in grisson dressing on the side and the bottom portion are individual meal items that you may combine to your liking. The last five items are very spicy so if you do not have a liking for very spicy food I would avoid those items."

"Thank you." Laurel said with a warm smile.

The hostess then walked away from the table to help other guests. Everyone picked up the menus and as soon as they picked them up the menus came to life and showed all of the meals in a picture representation of what the meals look like when they are plated. Mark went right for what was a steak of some sort with a side of some exotic vegetable that looked like multicolored corn that had large cornels and wide noodles smothered in a white sauce with dark specks that he thought were like mushrooms of some sort and there was a side bowl of salad that was a bright red in color slathered in a green dressing. Laurel chose a plate that was very obviously a couple of big filets of some kind of fish with a side dish of some kind of vegetable that was corkscrew shaped and about two inches long. It was a yellowish white color and hade a glaze of some kind on it and next to the fillets was a breaded square of something that Laurel assumed was another type of sea creature of some kind. Sitting on the side there was also a bowl of the red salad covered in the green dressing. Jake chose a meal that looked an awful lot like lasagna. There was a huge square of wavy noodles covered in a red and white sauce and there were pieces of meat cubed up within the three layers of wavy noodles and on the side there was a vegetable that was almost purple in color and it had something yellow drizzled over it. There was again the side bowl of the red leafy lettuce with the green dressing on it. Korica chose a big sandwich that was almost a foot long and had several different types of meat sliced thin and layered and some really bizarre vegetables layered on the sandwich. The bread was a light green color and round on the top and flat on the bottom and had dimples in it with little black specks all over it. On the side were some flat crispy looking orange vegetables that were sliced very thin and there was another vegetable that was sliced into cubes. The cubed vegetable was blue in color and Korica had no idea what it was but it looked very enticing, as did the huge sandwich with all of the meat hanging out of it. Tamaric opted for one of the single items from the spicy selections at the bottom that looked like white beans of some kind in a thick yellow sauce and he combined that with a steak of some animal that he was not going to ask as to what it was when it was alive. He then added a side salad with the green dressing on it.

The five then sat in relative quiet watching the large crowds of people passing by outside while they sipped their drinks until the hostess returned to the table some ten minutes later. The hostess took down their orders one by one and asked how the steaks should be prepared and then she collected the electronic menus and walked away from the table. Korica looked over at Laurel once the hostess was gone.

"Are we gunna walk around a little after eat? I would really like to see some of this city."

"What do you think Mark? You think it's safe to take her window shopping?"

"I don't know. You remember your premonition Korica? I know you said you didn't feel afraid but the thought of you lost out there is scary for me."

"Maybe it wasn't scary cause I'm not going to be lost for long. Please Mark? How often are we gunna get a chance like this? These people love the elder race so none of them is going to try and do something bad to us and they will probably do anything to help us if I did get lost."

"If you did? You mean when you do get lost. Your little premonition thing is never wrong right?"

"Yah, far as I know. This one was really confusing though."

Korica gave him the look and he felt his heart just melting. He thought she could only get to him if she was sitting in his lap but even from the other side of table he just wanted to give her what she wanted so she would smile at him. He just couldn't resist her pretty face.

"Fine, we can look around a little but I don't want to spend the whole day down here and I want you to pay attention to your surroundings ok?"

Korica gave him a toothy smile and nodded.

"Thank you Mark."

"You're welcome sweetheart."

Laurel then nudged Mark and grinned at him.

"You're such a softy."

"Hay you can't say no to her either."

Laurel chuckled. "Yah I know. She has us both wrapped around her little finger."

Korica giggled softly and leaned heavier on Tamaric making him smile at her.

They then sat staring out the window for another fifteen minutes and then their meals were brought over by two Urodian waiters in all white outfits that made their powder blue skin seem to glow brightly. They set down the first plates of food and the crew retrieved the meals for those who ordered them and then the waiters left the table and reappeared moments later carrying the rest of the plates of food. The food was hot and steaming and looked absolutely wonderful and the smells were rich and fragrant. Everyone then set in to eating their meals. At one point Tamaric shared some of his spicy selection with Korica and her eyes got big as she chewed the mouthful of food but the spicy hint was just enough to wake the pallet without being overpowering so the flavor of the underlying food still came through. Korica almost wished she had ordered the same thing but her sandwich was very good and the meats pilled on it were very good and had rich flavors to them and the bread that the sandwich was made out of was a little bit sweet giving a great contrast to the salty and spicy meats contained in it and the vegetables were crisp and full of tangy flavor only further enhancing the whole experience of the sandwich.

Everyone ate their meals in quiet and then they sat finishing their drinks while letting their meals settle. That's when Korica decided she should relieve herself before they went walking around. She looked around trying to figure out where the restroom could be located but she just couldn't read any of the signs on the walls. She slid out and stood up and looked around a little more and Laurel watched her for a moment wondering what she was looking for.

"What's the matter Korica? What are you looking for?" Laurel asked.

"The restroom. I have to go." Korica fairly whispered.

"Oh. Tamaric, go with her and see if you can find the restroom."

"Ok."

Tamaric slid out and took Korica's hand and they walked around the core of the building looking at the numerous curved doors until they reached an area where all of the tables were empty. Korica decided she was going to just start opening all of the doors until she found the bathrooms. She stepped up to a door at random and pushed it open and she was looking down a long brightly lit corridor leading toward the heart of the building and it had many doors along its length. Korica wondered if one of the doors could be the bathroom so she pulled Tamaric with her and stepped through the door and walked down the empty corridor. She opened door after door and found offices and even a computer room but nor restroom. She was now starting to feel an urgency to needing a restroom so she sped up her pace and her and Tamaric kept going down the corridor until they got to the door at the end and they pushed it open and it led to a curving cross corridor. They both stepped through the door into the cross corridor and the door shut behind them and Tamaric turned back toward the door but it had no door handle. It only had what looked like a keycard panel with some buttons and a small green display that had some characters on it in Klindet that neither of them could read.

"Oh now we're screwed! Sorry Korica, I shouldn't have let the door shut."

"It's ok Tamaric. Let's just keep looking for a bathroom, I really have to go bad."

"Ok."

The two of them walked down the corridor as it curved around the core of the building trying each door they came upon most of which were locked and those that weren't were business offices or dark storage rooms. Korica finally found an office that was occupied by a couple of Urodians working at some computer terminals and so Korica pulled Tamaric inside and one of the Urodians looked at their weapons as they stepped up to the desk and they looked worried. Korica stepped up to the desk and grinned.

"Excuse me sir. I am looking for a restroom. Can you help me?"

"You need somewhere to rest?"

"No sir I uh¦I have to relieve my bladder."

"Oooh, a waste room. Sure go out into the corridor and go four doors down to the right."

"Thank you so much."

"You are welcome. May I ask why you two are carrying weapons in the Geomark building?"

"I am in the civilian military corps. I am required to be armed anytime I am away from my mother ship."

"You look awfully young to be enlisted."

"I assure you it's the truth. We are here having a meal with our shipmates and I got a little lost trying to find a waste room."

"You must be talking about the Rotunda on the outer ring. You are a long ways from the Rotunda here."

"Like I said, I got a little turned around while looking for a waste room."

"Just head down the corridor to the right and you will find the waste room."

"Ok, thank you."

Korica took Tamaric's hand and the two headed back out into the curving corridor and turned to the right and past by three doors and then they stopped at the fourth and Korica pushed on the door and there was a small corridor with two doors. Korica pulled Tamaric in and she pushed open the first door and she looked in the room and there was sink basin hanging on the wall and four stall doors. She stepped back and looked at the sign next to the door and she had no idea what it said. She just hoped this was the girl's bathroom. She looked back at Tamaric.

"This is the place. Will you stand here and make sure no one comes in incase this isn't the girl's room?"

"Of course. You go ahead."

Korica then turned and stepped through the door and it closed behind her. Tamaric stepped up to the next door in the small corridor and he pushed it open and the first thing he saw was a trough urinal and he grinned. Korica was definitely in the girl's room. There was a sink basin hanging on the wall and three stall doors. Tamaric stepped back in front of the door that led to the girl's restroom and he just stood and waited until he heard the door open behind him. Korica sighed and held her hand on her lower stomach and grinned.

"I didn't think I was ever going to stop. I've had to go from the moment we landed."

"I should go too while we are here. You want to watch the door while I'm in there?"

"No! You aren't leaving me alone out here. I won't peak but I'm going in with you."

"Korica! I don't care if you see me. You've seen me up close and personal already, I just don't know if I can go with you in the room."

"I'm not staying out here alone Tamaric."

"You're armed Korica and I'm going to be right on the other side of the door."

"So."

Tamaric shook his head and grinned.

"Fine, let's go."

Tamaric pushed the door open and the two stepped into the restroom and Tamaric walked over to the trough urinal and he relived himself without issue while Korica stood by the door and watched him. When Tamaric was done he stepped over to the sink and washed his hands and then held his hands under the warm air dryers that had a small diagram on the front of it of a pair of long fingered hands with blue waves crossing over them. When his hands were dry he stepped over to Korica and grinned at her.

"Thank you for not leaving me out there Tamaric. I feel so safe when I'm with you."

"That sounds so odd to me Korica. You have a fully charged weapon and you can knock people out with your mind."

"I just don't like being apart from you. I know I can defend myself but I still feel better when we're together."

"Well, I like being right next to you as well Korica. You feel so good. Man that sounds so corny¦or dirty."

"Did you mean it dirty?"

"No."

"Then it's very sweet. You mean you like my energy."

"I mean I like everything about you so yes I like the way your energy feels too."

"Awe you're so sweet."

Tamaric smiled and reached out and opened the door and Korica stepped out and walked over to the main door and pulled it open and then the two stepped out into the main curving corridor. They looked both ways and wondered what to do now. The door leading back to the Rotunda had no handle so they were going to have to find their way outside so they could make their around to the side of the building where the Rotunda is. Korica took Tamaric's hand and the two headed down the corridor to the right. They past by many doors until they could see the end of the corridor led out onto the streets. They stepped out of the double clear doors onto the busy streets full of pedestrians, most of whom were Urodians and almost all of whom looked at them and glanced at their weapons and moved away from them.

Korica tried to put it out of her mind as she looked around in wonder Korica stepped out to the edge of the building so she could look straight up to the landing platform seventy stories up She grinned looking up at row after row of windows leading up the side of the building. She then looked across the street at the brightly lit ground level shops and businesses and the dense crowds and it dawned on her that there were no ground vehicles anywhere. The streets were chocked with pedestrians in this part of the city but every single person was on foot. Vehicles she assumed must be forbidden in this part of the city for whatever reason. She wanted desperately to cross the street and mingle in with the crowds but she knew Laurel, Jake and Mark were probably already getting worried about how long they had been gone. Korica tugged on Tamaric's hand and began walking around the enormous building to the left knowing it would be the long way back to the Rotunda. They only made it a quarter of the way around the building when a Urodian in a dark blue and black uniform made out of the iridescent looking material stepped up to them. He had what was very obviously a badge holding the center of his black shoulder pads together and a weapon and another device on his hip that Korica and Tamaric had no idea as to what it was. The Urodian put his hands up to stop the two and he looked at their weapons hard and then he looked them in the face with a very serious look on his face.

"Do you two speak Klindet?"

"Yes sir, I do. My mate understands it but does not speak it."

"You two are going to need to come with me. I am detective Devirent of the peace and law department. I received a message from a rather concerned citizen about a couple of young foreigners wandering around in the Geomark building with weapons claiming to be lost. I need to ask you a few questions."

"Our ship mates are at the Rotunda waiting for us. We really were lost. I was just looking for the waste room and took a wrong turn."

"Please come with me. We will discuss this at the peace and law office. You are going to need to surrender those weapons, very slowly handle first."

Korica looked at Tamaric and nodded. Korica slowly unhooked the thumb stay and pulled her weapon and hopped it up in her hand so she was holding the barrel of the weapon and she handed it to Devirent and then Tamaric un fastened the thumb stay on his weapon and he slowly lifted it up out of its holster and he turned it around so it facing at himself and he lifted it up and handed it to Devirent. Devirent then looked the weapons over closely for a few moments and he looked back at Korica and Tamaric.

"I have never seen weapons like this before. Are they dangerous?"

"They are turned off at the moment and they are set to stun if they are turned on so no."

"But they are capable of causing lethal injuries?"

"If they are turned up to higher settings yes."

"I see. Juveniles' carrying lethal weapons in public is a serious infraction. Please come with me."

Devirent then headed across the street and Korica looked back at the Geomark building and she thought the others were going to be pissed. Three minutes on the street and they were being arrested for carrying weapons in public and they were being take to the law offices for questioning. She wasn't doing very well at staying out of trouble. Korica thought about reaching out to Laurel and Jake but she remembered Laurel's instructions not to do that. It would be only too easy to track them down and abduct them or worse just because they are of the elder race.

Devirent took them across the street and then down the street and around the corner to a set of what looked like cement steps with a lamp post at each side with writing on the globes. Korica assumed it was a precinct or district number for the peace and law offices at the top of the steps. Devirant led the two up the steps and he pulled the door open and let Korica and Tamaric step in and then he led them into a large reception area with people milling around and all of the peace and law officers had the same blue and black uniforms on. There was a series of seats in the middle of the room where there seemed to be a group of Urodians sitting waiting for something. Devirent led them past the seats and up to a desk with two officers sitting behind it and he set Korica and Tamaric's weapons down and then he turned and looked Korica and Tamaric over and he noticed Korica's bio monitor on her wrist and he pointed at it.

"What is that?"

Korica lifted her arm and looked at her bio monitor and tried to figure out how she was going to explain what the bio monitor was.

"It uh¦it monitors my biochemical rhythms and hormone levels and stores the information so the AI on my ship can keep track of my growth and development from moment to moment."

"I'm going to ask you to take it off. I just need to be sure it is not a weapon or a transmission device."

"I can't take it off. There are probes that extend down into my bloodstream and the band won't let go unless The AI tells it to shut down first."

Deviren looked at one of the seated officers and pointed at a cabinet behind him and he nodded and got to his feet and Deviren looked back at Korica.

"You said your¦AI. What is that?"

"Artificial intelligence. My whole ship is run by and artificial intelligence. It thinks and sounds like a person but it is a very advanced computer."

The officer returned and handed a handheld device to Deviren and he took it with a nod and turned it on and there was a small screen on it and he looked at Korica.

"This will tell me if that device is dangerous or not and if it is really extending all the way into your bloodstream as you say."

"I would not lie to you sir. You are welcome to take a look yourself though."

Korica held her arm up and pushed her sleeve back and Deviren waved the device over her bio monitor and he could see the tendrils leading from the bottom of device down into her arm and back a fair ways and he was getting no significant energy readings. He could see the electronics inside the bio monitor and though they looked completely alien to him they contained nothing that he thought would indicate a weapon though he was detecting a tiny power cell toward the bottom back corner that he assumed just powered the device when it was active, which it obviously was not at the moment. Deviren pulled the device away from Korica's arm and held it up close to his eyes and looked it over and then handed it to the officer now sitting back down and he looked at it seemingly just as puzzled by what he was seeing.

"Put these weapons into evidence while I question these two Aroton." Deviren said pointing at Korica and Tamaric's weapons.

Aroton nodded and picked up the weapons and got to his feet and walked to the back of the reception area and stepped through a set of double doors and disappeared. Korica looked at Tamaric and raised her eyebrows. Tamaric just gently nodded. Tamaric still couldn't quite figure out why Korica was going along with all this so calmly instead of just using her abilities to take control of the situation but he understood that Korica was telling him to just keep going along with the situation for now.

"Come with me you two." Deviren said.

Deviren then led the two through a knee high swinging gate made out of a very light colored wood and he took them around a corner and down a short corridor and he stepped up to the third door and he opened it and pushed the door open and gestured into the room. Korica stepped in first and the first thing she saw was a large black table made out of what looked like polished glass. She grinned as she realized this was the table she had seen in her premonition. This was destined to happen exactly how it was playing out. Tamaric stepped in after Korica and when he saw the table he also had the light go on in his head. He knew this had to be the table that Korica was describing in which she said something was being given to her across this table. Deviren stepped in and closed the door and he pulled a chair from the corner of the room and he scooted it over next to the chair that was already on one side of the table facing a huge mirror that covered almost the whole back wall that Korica and Tamaric assumed was a one way mirror with Deviron's supervisors on the other side observing everything that was going on.

Korica sat down and scooted up to the table and Tamaric sat down and scooted next to her and took her hand and pulled it into his lap. Deviren then sat down across from them and cleared his throat and looked at the two for a moment seemingly looking right into their heads through their eyes. His face then relaxed a little and he leaned in a little.

"Why don't we start with who you two are?" Deviren said.

"I am junior ensign Korica Prentor of the Earth vessel Future and this is my mate Tamaric Reynolds." Korica said.

"Mate? You two are paired as mates?"

"We are not paired yet but we are mated for life."

"Is that true Tamaric? Can you explain to me how two different species can be mates?"

"Um¦he can't speak Klindet detective Deviren. He can understand everything you are saying but you will need to phrase your questions so they only require a yes or no response from him." Korica said.

"Really? He is a mute?"

"No, he can speak just¦not Klindet."

"I see. So Tamaric is it true that you and ensign Korica Prentor here are mates?"

Tamaric nodded yes and grinned and then looked at Korica and smiled at her warmly.

"And why were you two wandering around the control auditors offices with weapons?" Deviren asked looking at Korica.

"I told you, we were at the Rotunda having a meal with our crew when we left to find a waste room and we got turned around in the confusing corridors and then we stepped through a door that we could not get back through. We stepped into an office at random to ask where the waste rooms were. We had no idea what they do in the office we stepped into."

"I know you told me some of the things I am going to ask you about but I need to ask you these things for the record so just answer without feeling like I am asking the same thing over and over?"

"I'm sorry, of course."

"So¦moving on. Do you realize that it is against the law for juveniles to carry weapons in public on Findara? And especially lethal weapons."

"No sir. This is our first time visiting Findara. We had no idea that we were breaking any of your laws. As a member of the civilian corps we are required to be armed anytime we are away from the Future on an¦on a world we are not familiar with."

"I noticed you said you are a junior ensign but you only introduced your mate Tamaric here by his name. Is he not a member of your crew?"

"Uh¦he is not enlisted like I am."

"And so why was he armed?"

"For security reasons because of who we are. He is a target because he is Human."

"Human? I have never heard of that species before. I can tell that you are of a different species."

"Yes sir. I am Draximan. Humans are not from this galaxy. Their galaxy is called the Milky Way and it is¦four hundred thousand light years from the Dorilion star cluster on the outer edges of this galaxy."

"I've heard of Draxima. Why would a¦did you say four hundred thousand light years?"

"Yes sir. Actually¦it's like four hundred and twenty nine thousand light years from Findara."

"And you are member of the crew?"

"Yes sir. I am a junior ensign, which is just about the lowest ranking you can hold but I am an enlisted member of the civilian armed forces aboard the Earth vessel Future. We are on a mission to get back to the Milky Way."

"Back to the Milky Way¦you are not even from the Milky Way. Why is the Future in our galaxy in the first place?"

"Um¦the Future ended up in our galaxy by accident. I am now a citizen of the Human population on the Future by adoption so where the Future goes, I go. She is my home and her captain is my mom and her second in command is my dad."

"This just keeps getting stranger and stranger by the moment. Where are your mom and dad then?"

"They are at the Rotunda. We were all having lunch together. Course they are probably frantically looking for us by now."

"Lunch? It is night time miss Prentor."

"On our ship it is close to mid day."

"Ah, I see. So can we contact your crew over at the Rotunda?"

"That would be a good idea. They can confirm what I have been telling you and it will reassure them that we have not been abducted."

"Why would someone abduct you?"

"Because I am pretty for one and because of who we are."

"You have mentioned that twice now. Who are you that you would be such a target to a would be abductor?"

"Uh¦we are of the elder race and my captain and I have a bounty on our heads issued by a particularly nasty species that prey on young and pretty girls."

Deviren's facial expression changed completely and he leaned back and then slowly turned and looked at the mirror for a moment and then he nodded at the mirror and then looked back at Korica for a moment and then he looked at Tamaric for a moment and then he looked at Korica again.

"Why did you not tell me that you are the elder race before?"

"Because I was hoping I could talk my way out of this without having to divulge who we truly are. We are to observe and interact without alerting those we interact with to who we are. There are some very unsavory types that would love to grab an elder race for their own nefarious reasons so we try not to brag who we are so readily. I hope we can rely on your discretion as to the fact that we are of the elder race?"

"I uh¦I will need to verify what you are saying but we would never divulge to anyone what is said in here. Will you excuse me for a moment while I check a few things?"

"Of course. You might want to put in a call to security minister Grukon from the first prime collate. He can verify our identities. My captain's name is Laurel Kade and my executive officer's name is Jake Myers." Korica said with a grin.

Deviren looked at her with a stunned look on his face and then he closed his mouth and nodded once and exited the room and shut the door behind him. Tamaric then looked at Korica and shook his head.

"Korica why didn't you just tell them who we are and name drop the security minister from the beginning? Why would you submit to all this interrogation crap for so long?"

"Because I was trying to keep us under the radar. Deviren is probably going to tell everyone in the building that they have some elder race in custody so they can come have a look at us. Word could get out on the streets who we are so now we are probably going to have to get the heck off this planet without looking around."

Tamaric leaned back in his chair but kept a hold of Korica's hand.

"I trust your judgment but I still think you just should've told him who we are sooner."

The two of them sat quietly for the next five minutes and then Deviren stepped through the door carrying Korica and Tamaric's weapons and he closed the door and sat down and then he pushed the weapons across the table.

"You have some very powerful friends. Your identities have been verified and I was instructed to offer my most profound apologies for detaining you. If you had told me as soon as I confronted you then¦"

"Would you have really believed me if I had told you we are of the elder race?"

"No, I suppose I would not have. I just had no idea how remarkable the elder race are even as youngsters. I am sorry if I ruined your evening ensign Prentor."

"That is why I did not say anything on the streets that could have been overheard and could have put us in danger."

Korica and Tamaric took their weapons and they looked at one another unsure who had who's weapon and Korica tried turning her weapon on and it did nothing so she handed it to Tamaric and he handed her the weapon he was holding and when she tried to turn it on it powered up and showed a full charge. She turned it off and holstered her weapon and closed the thumb stay over the end of the weapon. Tamaric then holstered his weapon and closed the thumb stay over his weapon to keep it in place.

"Your weapons only work for the proper owner?" Deviren asked.

"Yes. They are encoded to our¦genetic blue print so that no one can take our weapons from us and use them on us¦or anyone else for that matter."

"I have never seen technology like that incorporated into a weapon before. That is very impressive."

"Thank you. Are we free to go?"

"Yes. If I might suggest though¦can we call your mom and dad to escort you back over to the Geomark building? Your presence on the streets with weapons is going to cause a stir."

"So you want to call my mom and dad rather than just letting us go? We didn't do anything wrong, we were just looking for a waste room."

Deviren pulled a device off of his hip and he pressed a few buttons on it and then he slid it across the table toward Korica and she had a feeling of dÃ©jÃ  vu as she realized this was exactly what she had sensed in her minds eye back on the Future. She reached out and looked at the device. She could tell it was a two-way voice communicator but it also had a small video screen on it. She looked at the device and then looked at Deviren and he pointed to a tiny green colored button with a single character imprinted into it.

"Press that button and it will put a call in to the Rotunda. You can then ask to have your mother and father called to the talker."

Korica nodded and looked down at the device and pressed the button and the screen began to blink and after a few moments the hostess that had served them at the Rotunda appeared on the little color screen.

"This is the Rotunda, how can I help you?"

"My name is Korica. You served my family and I at the Rotunda tonight, do you recognize me?"

"Of course Korica. You are the beautiful white haired girl. Your mom and dad are worried about you. They said you went to find a waste room with your mate and did not return."

"Is there anyway you can call my mom to the talker. I uh¦" Korica looked up at Deviren. "I need an escort back to the Rotunda."

"Of course. Your family is still sitting at the table, they did not want to leave incase you came back to the table looking for them. I will take the talker over to them."

Korica watched as the image on the little screen moved around as it was being carried to the table and then Korica saw an image of the edge of the table.

"I have Korica on the talker. She would like to talk with you." The hostess said to Laurel as she handed the communicator to her.

Korica saw the image moving around and then she saw Laurel's beautiful face appear and her deep blue eyes stood out on the tiny screen.

"Hi Korica baby." Laurel said. "What did you get yourself into?"

"Well I found the restroom but we stepped through a door that we couldn't back through and we ended up on the street. We were trying to walk around the building to get back to the Rotunda but we were arrested for being juveniles carrying weapons. I guess it's against the law to carry weapons on the streets at our age. We're a couple blocks away at the peace and law precinct. Detective Deviren questioned us for a while and then I ended up telling him who we are and he put in a call to security minister Grukon to verify our identities. He said we are free to go but he thinks us wandering around on the streets will create a stir. Can you come get us?"

"Of course honey. We'll be right there. Are they treating you ok?"

"Yah. I tried to explain why we are here but I think they thought we were up to no good. These people are very paranoid of strangers and I'm pretty sure detective Deviren was just making sure his citizens weren't in danger from gun totting kids looking to cause some trouble."

"Well you were right, you got lost but you are in no danger."

"I know. We are sitting at a black glass like table too. When detective Deviren slid this talker to me it was exactly what I had sensed in my premonition. Now that they know we are the elder race they wouldn't dare hurt us¦not that there was any real danger of that in the first place. I sense that they love their young and would never hurt anyone else's."

"You didn't use your advanced abilities did you?"

"No, my mind is still quieted. I can just tell by how they have all looked at us and treated us."

"Ok, good girl. I forget sometimes just how smart you are even without your advanced abilities. Sit tight, we'll right there honey."

"Ok. I love you mom. I'm sorry about all this."

"I love you too Korica. You didn't do anything wrong sweetie, you have nothing to apologize for."

Korica then pushed the communication device back across the table and Deviren picked it up and turned it off and holstered it on his hip.

"They are on their way detective Deviren."

"Good. Would you mind if I ask you some questions until they arrive?"

"More interrogations?"

"No. I am intrigued by some of the things you have told me about your ship."

"What do you want to know?"

"How did the Future get to this galaxy from over four hundred thousand light years away? That should have taken¦hundreds of thousands of furlions...I assume that is what you mean by the word year"

"That is a very long and frankly confusing story. A year is three hundred and sixty-five days and a furlion is four hundred and twelve so they are about the same. It took the Future over five hundred years to travel here. I suspect that when two binary stars exploded simultaneously in very close proximity to the Future they created a rip in space when their gravity wells collapsed and combined into a momentary singularity of unimaginable density and the Future was pulled into the singularity and instantly transported to the edge of the galaxy of Ida which is only fifteen light years from our galaxy. The Future then drifted at close to the speed of light all the way to our galaxy."

"You are talking about a hyren tunnel. I am no astrophysicist but I know of the theory of hyren tunnels in space that lead from one place to another covering thousands or even millions of light years but only require traveling very short distances from the travelers perspective."

"I know them as worm holes but it sounds like the same phenomena. They are real, in fact we travel by creating an artificial hyren tunnel at will. A long range hyren tunnel is the only thing that can explain how the Future reached our stars in such a relatively short period of time given her propulsion limitations at the time."

"You understand these hyren tunnels?"

"I have an intellect that might shock you. I understand those any many other very advanced and complex theories that your people have no concept of yet."

"I suppose that is why you are one of the elder race?"

"Among other things yes."

"So how many of you are there on the Future?"

"Draximan? Just me."

"No I mean how many people are there on your ship?"

"Thousands¦there are some details that I can not discuss though."

"Thousands? Are there more of your crew among us then? And will there be more like you and Tamaric that are armed?"

"No. We are the only five you will ever meet from the Future."

"That's too bad. Your story is fascinating and I would have loved to talk to some of the others from your ship. It is not often that one gets the opportunity to talk to an elder race."

"You will just have to settle for us."

"You are a remarkable young lady. How did you come to be in the company of these¦Humans?"

Korica sighed and looked down for a moment sadly then she swallowed down her sorrow and looked right at Deviren.

"My birth parents owned their own cargo transport ship and they raised me in space aboard the ship until fairly recently when they were attacked and murdered. I was taken captive and my captain and her crew rescued me as well as a large group of girls that had been abducted by those same thugs from all over the galaxy and she adopted me since I have no one left and then she gave me a career and home on the Future. We were accepted into the coalition of advanced races for our deeds and our abilities. The elder race had been waiting for my people to respond to their invite for many furlions. I was able to facilitate that response and gain our acceptance and my captain and her crew gained the acceptance of the Human race into the coalition. We are for all intensive purposes¦the elder race."

"That is an incredible tale of sorrow¦and hope. I am so sorry to hear about what happened to your birth parents. That kind of thing is why we stick to our own star system. We have some really nasty neighbors and if it was not for the help of the elder race I am fairly certain we would have been exterminated."

"The aggressors to whom my parents fell have been dealt with. I really have a good life now. I have a mate and loving parents even if they did not give birth to me."

"Can I ask you about how it is that you create a hyren tunnel at will? The power required to do that must be¦astronomical."

"I cannot discuss my ships designs or power capabilities. It requires technology that you simply wouldn't understand."

There was a knock at the door at that point and Deviren got to his feet just as the door swung open and Aroton poked his head in.

"I have a three people out here that are claiming to be Korica and Tamaric's crew. You are going to have to see this for yourself. They are dressed just like them."

"Thank you Aroton. Sounds like your mother and father are here. You are free to go. Thank you for talking with me ensign Prentor. It was interesting to hear about you and your ship."

"You are welcome Devirent." Korica said as she scooted her chair back and got to her feet.

Tamaric then scooted his chair back and stood up and followed Korica to the door and they walked down the corridor and around the corner and there was Laurel, Jake and Mark standing at the counter. Laurel smiled big at Korica and Korica felt a warm feeling at seeing Laurel and Jake smiling at her. Korica and Tamaric walked through the swinging knee gate and Laurel put her arms out and hugged Korica tightly and Jake grabbed Tamaric and hugged him tightly and whispered in his ear.

"Thank you for keeping her safe Tamaric."

Tamaric pulled back and looked up into his eyes.

"I'm sorry I got us arrested."

"You didn't do anything wrong Tamaric. You didn't pull your weapon or anything reckless. You did the right thing to come quietly."

Korica then stepped over to Jake and hugged him very tightly. Jake kissed the top of her head as Laurel hugged Tamaric tightly. Korica then stepped up to Mark and he held her tightly and kissed the top of her head.

"You ok short stuff?" Mark asked.

"I'm fine Mark. They didn't treat us badly, they just wanted to know who the heck we are and why we are wandering around with guns strapped to our legs."

Deviren stepped up to the group and tried to figure out the family dynamic. He thought for a few moments that Laurel was her adopted mother and Mark was her adopted father but the age difference looked too extreme for them to be a couple and Jake was the right age to be her mate but he looked awfully young to be second in command of an intergalactic ship and Laurel looked really young to be the captain in Deviren's eyes. He then remembered just how brilliant Korica seemed to be and he realized that Laurel could be and absolute genius in light of her being one of the elder race and she did somehow manage to save Korica from her captures.

"Are you ensign Prentor's mother?" Deviren asked of Laurel.

"Yes sir. I am her adopted mother. I am lieutenant commander Laurel Kade. I am the captain of the Earth vessel Future. This is her father and my second in command, commander Jake Myers, and this is my chief of security lieutenant Mark Tillman."

Deviren shook all of their hands as they were introduced.

"I hope my questioning of ensign Prentor and her mate Tamaric will not have negative repercussions on the relationship between the people of Findara and the elder race?"

"No it will not. Korica has indicated that she was not mistreated and neither was Tamaric so there are no hard feelings."

"Thank you captain Kade. She shared a little bit of the incredible tale of how she ended up with you and how your vessel ended up among our stars. What an incredible tale."

Korica stepped up next to Laurel and put her hand out to Tamaric and he stepped toward her and put his hand in Korica's and stepped over right next to her.

"I guess she explained why we are armed the way we are?"

"Yes she did. Not only are you the elder race and so a target for abduction but she mentioned that you and her have a bounty on your heads though she did not exactly go into detail as to who issued the bounty."

"Those that sought us because of how we look have been put down but those that the bounty was put forth too are still at large and are not aware of that fact. If they got a hold of us and then found out that they had nowhere to deliver us to collect their bounty we would likely be put to death."

"I see. You are of remarkable beauty captain, and so is ensign Prentor. I am sorry there are those that would hunt you because of that. You will find that Urodian kind do not engage in such distasteful enterprises. We do not prey upon others and especially not the young. There is nothing more evil or unacceptable. I hope you will spend a little time with us and see for yourself what a remarkable people we are."

"Relax detective, I am not going to report back anything negative about your people. I realize that we unintentionally broke your laws and you were just trying to get to the bottom of what was going on and who Korica and Tamaric are. You were just doing your job and I can respect that."

"Thank you captain." Deviren then stepped closer to angel and spoke in a low voice. "Does greatness occur in all of your people at such a young age?"

"Korica's people are even more remarkable than Humans but she is particularly gifted and smart even for a Draximan and I represent what my people were evolving towards when I left Earth a very long time ago so I would have to say¦yes."

Deviren nodded and then stepped back.

"Please enjoy your stay. You are all free to go. If you want to visit somewhere popular with the young try a visit to the 'before and after'. It is on this side of the street around the corner and directly across the street from the Geomark building."

"The before and after? Sounds a little odd for a business name." Laurel said.

"It is much more than just a business. Please, take Korica and Tamaric there for a look at what they will be."

"What?" Laurel asked with a furrowed brow.

"I do not want to ruin the surprise. Just take a look if you want to do something entertaining for them. You and commander Myers are the right age to enjoy yourselves if you give it a try as well."

"Maybe we will. Thank you for the recommendation."

"You are welcome. Take care."

The Future crew then turned and made their way across the lobby and Mark pushed the doors open and held them for everyone to step through and then they all climbed down the steps and out onto the busy street. They then turned left and headed toward the Geomark building looming well above all of the other buildings ahead of them. Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and raised her eyebrows at Tamaric and she smiled mischievously at him and then she walked faster and caught up with Laurel and Jake and she pressed in between the two.

"Mom, are we going to take Deviren's suggestion and stop by the before and after?"

Laurel stopped and turned to Korica.

"You really still want to look around?"

"Yah. Just cause we got hauled in for questioning doesn't mean I don't want to have some fun. I promise I won't wander off anywhere. I want to see what Deviren was talking about. He said we could see what we are going to be. I'm really curious what that could possibly mean."

Laurel looked over at Mark and he grinned and shrugged. She then looked back at Korica.

"Alright sweetheart. Let's go have some fun."

Korica squealed and threw her arms around Laurel startling her but making her smile. Laurel then kissed the top of Korica's head and when she stepped back Laurel got the pleasure of seeing a huge toothy smile on her face and her dimples were deep and pronounced making her look absolutely beautiful. Korica then stepped back to Tamaric and took his hand and everyone pressed on. They walked up to the street that circles the Geomark building and they walked down the street to the left wondering which business was the before and after until they saw a business with bright red lettering on its fascia that was leaning to one side in a fun looking script of characters and it looked as though quite a few younger Urodians and their presumed parents were going in and out of the business.

"I think that's it Korica." Jake said pointing at the busy entrance.

"Let's go see." Korica said with an excited smile on her face.

They walked up to the business and followed a few Urodians into the business and there was a large waiting room out in the lobby and there were a few Urodians in bright pink dresses on the females and bright yellow outfits on the men that were mingling among the crowds with electronic pads in their arms and they seemed to be showing the guests something on the electronic pads. There was some music playing in the background that was upbeat and fun sounding and there was a huge panel on one wall with images playing on it. There was a customer service desk at the back of the lobby with several Urodians in the pink and yellow outfits helping a few guests and there was what looked like a menu hanging on the wall behind them but none of the Future crew was able to read anything on it. They stood looking around a little and they could see that there were four wide and long corridors leading off in different direction toward the back of the room and there were many doors down those wide corridors.

Everyone stepped up to the customer service desk and one of the female Urodians in her pink dress looked up and smiled warmly.

"Good evening. My name is Prendo. Welcome to before and after. Are you here to have an adventure or just to see how you will be?"

"Good evening Prendo. I am Laurel, this is my mate Jake and this is Mark and our daughter Korica and her mate Tamaric. I hate to sound ignorant but we cannot read Klindet, we can only speak it and understand it when spoken. The before and after was recommended to us as somewhere fun to go but we were not told what it is you do here."

"Oh you are in for a treat then. We can show you what you will look like in the future or what you looked in the past. We can also offer an adventure at whatever age you would like to be while experiencing that adventure."

"Oooh. Thus the name¦what you looked like before now or will look like after aging a given amount of time?" Laurel said.

"Yes."

"So you use age progression software to hazard a guess as to what a person used to look like or will look like?"

"Oh no. Your current physical attributes are precisely mapped and fed into the system and then your specific genetic coding is read and mapped and the system can very accurately represent what you will look like or what you did look like when you were younger or older than you are right now. You can also experience an adventure at whatever age you would like. You can chose from over a thousand different locations on Findara or you can choose a location from your own memory and revisit a location as an adult or an adult can recapture their youth and visit any location as a youngster."

"Incredible! So this isn't something you see on a screen? You actually get to experience the locations you have to choose from?"

"Yes. It is introduced right into your memory. You actually get to experience the adventure without ever actually leaving this facility."

"I would assume you have to collect a neural mapping of our brains?"

"Yes."

"I am not sure that is a good idea for us. We have some very sensitive information locked up in out memories."

"Sensitive information?"

"We are the command crew aboard a starship. We cannot have our memory engrams mapped. If it got into the wrong hands it could be catastrophic."

"You are the command crew?"

"Yes. I am the captain in fact."

"Amazing! Well then maybe just a peak at what you will look like in say ten furlions?"

"I think that would be safer but still entertaining."

"I would love to see what you're going to look like in ten years Korica." Tamaric said quietly in English.

"I would love to see what you are going to look like in ten years as well but remember¦you got jealous of yourself when I saw this on the ship?"

"I know, so I'm a dink. As beautiful as you are now I just can't imagine what you will look like when you're in your twenties."

"So let's have a look. I want to see you when you're in your twenties too mom."

"So are we able to choose different ages or is just one age progression available per purchase?" Laurel asked of Prendo.

"We have different options available. If you would like to experiment with different ages I would suggest the all age pass. We will show you how to operate the controller and you can choose as many ages as you would like to see. You can spend as much time as you would like in your private lounge. We can provide printed images if you would like to capture a specific age for posterity."

"That sounds good. How much does this all age pass cost?" Laurel asked.

"Ten credits per person for unlimited use of a private aging lounge."

"Do we need to rent a lounge for each of us?"

"No, not necessarily. Only two at a time can use the imager but you can take turns and use one aging lounge."

"It sounds like fun. We will take an all age pass in one aging lounge for five people then."

Laurel reached into her pocket and pulled out a credit chit and handed it to Prendo and she laid the chit on the counter and pulled out a small tender machine and she programmed it and then set the credit chit on the tender machine and turned it so it was facing Laurel and she looked at it for a moment and then she looked at Prendo.

"I cannot read Klindet."

"Of course, I am sorry you did tell me that. Just touch the accept button right there and it will subtract fifty credits from your credit chit."

Laurel nodded and touched the button Prendo was pointing at and fifty credits were subtracted from the credit chit and then Laurel picked up the card and touched the button on the corner and it showed that there were still 2300 credits on the card and Laurel calculated in her head that she started with 2500 credits and after paying for the meal at the Rotunda along with a gratuity only 50 credits had just been deducted. Laurel then stuck the credit chit in her pocket.

"I just need a name for your reservation and we will come get you when your lounge is prepared."

"Laurel Kade."

"Very good Laurel, if you want to have a seat in the lobby there, we will come get you when your private lounge is ready."

"Thank you Prendo."

"You are most welcome. I hope you have fun."

Everyone turned and stepped back into the lobby and found a seat though they weren't all seated together. Laurel and Jake found a seat together and Tamaric and Korica found a seat together one place over from Mark. They then sat and looked around the room at their fellow guests and it was very apparent that this place was a big hit with youngsters presumably looking to have an adventure without actually leaving the city and possibly in open spaces on Findara that don't exist any longer since the whole planet is one gigantic never ending city.

After only a few minutes one of the Urodian men in yellow stepped out and called for Laurel Kade. All five of the Future crew got to their feet and stepped over next to one another and the man smiled warmly.

"Your private aging lounge is ready if you want to follow me."

The Urodian then turned and headed down one of the wide corridors and the crew followed behind him. He led them almost all the way to the end of the corridor and then he stepped up to a very large door and he pressed a few buttons on a control pad outside the door and then he pushed the door open and gestured into the room and so everyone stepped in.

There was a light gray couch with darker gray broad stripes running at an angle from top to bottom from one end to the other of it on the back wall and in the middle of the room was a round platform that rose a few inches from the floor and it was about five feet in diameter. Along the side wall was a rectangular platform that was three feet deep and five feet wide and along the wall behind it was an odd looking material that looked like some kind of prismed glass that was yellowish brown in color and when they moved in the room it seemed to shift in pattern. Next to that was a control console that seemed rather simplistic in design. There was one large knob in the middle with graduated marks along its periphery and there were six rather large buttons in bright and bold colors ranging from orange to purple to yellow to green to blue to red. There was a display screen that had some script displayed on it that no one could read. The only other thing in the room was a door at the back of the room.

The man waited until everyone was in the room and then he pushed the door closed and he stepped to the door at the back of the room and he pulled it open and turned the light on.

"There is a waste room and changing room here. There are rayocon gowns in here that should be the right length for all of you." He then stepped up to Laurel and touched the tip of her shoulder. "What kind of material are your clothes made of?"

"Uh¦I do not think you will be familiar with the name of the materials."

"You will need to remove them for the mapping to be successful in that case. If you have under clothing on please do not remove them. The rayocon will permit the scanners to see your basic physical build so we can get an accurate accounting of your dimensions as they are right now. I will show you how to run the console and then you can progress or regress the representative age as you like. The round platform here in the middle of the room is the projection platform where you will see the projection of your age manipulated recreation in three dimensions. The square platform back here is where you will be scanned from and where your genetic coding will be read so we can recreate what you will look like or what you did look like accurately. If you stay on the scanning platform you can articulate the recreation that will appear here on the projection platform. If you will all step over here I will explain the operation of the controls."

The man then stepped over to the controls and he explained what all of the buttons do and how to use the dial to manipulate the age of the projected image once the scan is complete. He then showed how to initiate the scan and genetic code reading. He explained that the display would list the respective age being created but Laurel explained that they couldn't read Klindet so he started calling out some of the other languages that the system was capable of translating the readings into. They finally found a common language that Laurel, Jake and Korica would be able to read. The Izond language was complex but it was one they could speak and read so Laurel had the their host change everything to read in Izond. He then showed them the electronic pad in his hand that would allow them to select the clothing represented on the projected image. It ranged from funny and silly clothing to something formal to everyday clothing to swimwear. The desired clothing was selected and then uploaded to the projected image at the touch of a button.

Their host then laid the electronic pad on the control console and told them when they were done simply touch the red button on the control pad next to the door so they could come prepare the room for the next guests and if they needed any assistance the same action would result in someone coming to help them. He then opened the door and stepped out and closed the door behind himself.

"So who gets to go first?" Korica asked.

"You go ahead and try it first sweetheart. I'm dying to see what you'll look like as an adult." Laurel said.

Korica smiled and nodded and then stepped over to the changing room and looked into the room and there were several gowns in different lengths hanging on a bar that looked like they were designed to just slip over the head and hang on the shoulders. Korica thought they were unflattering but she assumed they would not appear on the scan so that the physique of the individual being scanned could be seen in detail. She stepped into the changing room and closed the door and slid her shoes off and then she got undressed down to her underwear and bra. She then looked at the gowns until she found one that looked like it would hang on her to just above ankles so she wouldn't trip over the ends and the shoulders looked narrow enough to hang on her shoulders without looking to ridiculous. She pulled the gown off of the hangar and stepped back and slipped it over her head and let it fall about her body. The material was very soft but rather stiff at the same time. She had no idea what the material was actually composed of only that it had been called rayocon.

Korica then pulled the door open and stepped out. And everyone looked at the white gown hanging on her and it looked like she was ready to check into an Earth hospital. Laurel stood up from the couch and she stepped over to the control console and she picked up the electronic pad and she turned the machine on by pressing the green button and a faint glow was emitted from the base of the projection platform and the back wall of the scanning platform began to move and shimmer slightly. Laurel handed the electronic pad to Korica and she slid the images of the clothes up until she found something that she thought looked appropriate. She chose tight fitting pants that reminded her a little of their old uniforms before being resized and redesigned to fit looser on the body and she chose a shirt that looked to have a closing seam running right up the middle of the stomach and chest and the fit was again something that looked like it would be fairly snug and form fitting. She uploaded the outfit chosen with the touch of a button and Laurel looked at what she had chosen and nodded. Korica then handed the electronic pad to Tamaric as she stepped up onto the scanning platform and Laurel set the age dial to the middle of its range pointing straight up and then she pressed the red button and there was a click and a slight humming coming from behind the wall and Korica just shrugged. She didn't feel a thing and there was no scanning particles or light being cast as the medical scanners on the Future did. The only noticeable change other than the noises coming from behind the wall was the back wall of the scanning platform. It was rapidly shimmering around like something was moving around behind an opaque window that was also prismed.

After a few moments there was a light that was cast down on Korica and the projection platform began to hum slightly and from the floor up an image of Korica was slowly built up until it was complete right to the top of her head. It looked completely solid and three dimensional as though she were actually standing on the projection platform wearing a fairly tight fitting outfit in gray just as she had chosen before hand. Tamaric got to his feet and stepped over to the projection platform and looked the projected image of Korica up and down.

"That's definitely my Korica." Tamaric said with a smile.

Laurel looked at the small display on the control console and she furrowed her brow and then she grinned as she realized what she was looking at.

"That's funny. This says you're nine and three quarter furlions old Korica."

"What? Something must be wrong with how it is estimating my age."

"No, a year is four hundred and twelve days on Findara because of how far Findara is from its sun. By that accounting it's actually measuring your age very accurately."

"So let's add a couple of years." Tamaric said.

Laurel reached up and turned the knob two clicks and the projected image grew in height by a couple of inches and her face filled out a little and her breast grew noticeably larger and her legs gained a little more muscle mass and her behind filled out a little and her hips looked dramatically more rounded.

"Very nice!" Tamaric said with a big grin.

"Let's try the equivalent of sixteen." Laurel said.

Laurel turned the knob a few more clicks and Korica again grew a little taller and she filled out dramatically. She now had very pronounced breasts and a well shaped behind a woman's hips and her muscle mass all over her body swelled. Tamaric stared into her face and he seemed mesmerized by how beautiful she looked. Korica could only see herself from behind and she could tell that the image was significantly heavier by almost seventy-five pounds by her estimate. She then looked at Tamaric staring into the face of the projected image and she grinned and looked at him and the projected image mimicked her motion and then she quickly raised her arms toward Tamaric and he jumped back as the projected image also reached out toward him quickly startling him.

"Gotcha!" Korica said.

"You scared the crap out me! I didn't expect her to move." Tamaric said with a smile.

Every laughed and then Korica then put her arms down and stepped off the scanning platform and stepped over next to Tamaric and looked at herself. It was odd feeling to her to be looking at herself in such a manner. She realized that seeing herself from an observers prospective she was in fact very pretty and very well proportioned. Laurel then stepped over and took a look and she was taken by how striking Korica looked. She was absolutely gorgeous. Moments later Mark and Jake joined them and they were both a little taken aback by her stunning beauty. She was going to be a knock out in just a few years. Laurel then stepped back over to the console and turned the knob a few more clicks and Korica's image grew even taller and filled out substantially and her breasts became very voluptuous and her legs and arms showed significant muscle tone while still looking very feminine. Korica's mouth opened in shock as she looked at a woman that looked like her mother. She thought it could be a twin sister the resemblance was so close.

Laurel stepped over next to the others and looked up at a much older and absolutely stunning looking Korica as an adult.

"Oh my god Korica, you look just like your mother sweetie." Laurel said.

"Your absolutely hot Korica. I can hardly believe that's my girlfriend."

Korica broke her amazed stare and looked at Tamaric and smiled.

"I better be your wife by the time I'm that old."

"Yes mam." Tamaric said with a grin.

Laurel then stepped back over to the control console and turned the knob even further and Korica's projected image grew slightly taller and her face filled out a little more and so did her entire body. Laurel then stepped back around and looked at the three-dimensional representation and she was a little surprised how mature yet how young she still looked.

"How old am I here mom?"

"Thirty five."

"What? Nuh uh. I only look about twenty-five."

"This is you at thirty-five sweetie. You are obviously going to age very gracefully. You want to see yourself even older?"

"No! Let's leave a little bit of mystery in my life. What do you think of me as a much older woman Tamaric?"

"Well you are way to old for me here but you're still gorgeous. I'm gunna have a hot wife huh?"

"I'll have to admit you're quite the looker Korica." Mark said putting his hand on her shoulder.

"Thank you Mark."

Tamaric then slid through the different clothing options on the electronic pad that he was holding and he found the most ridiculous loud yellow dress with a fluffy ruffle around the bottom edge and a floppy collar that had a frilled edge to it. He then uploaded the outfit to the projected image with the touch of a button and the dress appeared on the projected image of Korica and everyone started laughing except for Korica. She shook her head and took the electronic pad from Tamaric and chose more traditional formal evening dress in black. She then uploaded the design onto her projected image and everyone stopped laughing. She looked absolutely stunning in the evening dress. Even Mark was agape at what he was looking at. Korica was one of the most beautiful women Mark had ever seen.

Korica then nudged Laurel.

"Your turn mom. I really want to see what you're gunna look like."

"Ok, come on."

Korica handed the electronic pad to Tamaric and the two girls stepped into the changing room and closed the door and Korica got dressed and Laurel got undressed and selected a gown that fit her and she slipped it over her head and then once Korica had stepped into her shoes the two stepped out and Laurel stepped up to Tamaric and took the electronic pad and she perused through the different clothes with Jake standing right next to her and he smiled and pointed at the two piece swimwear. It was going to show a lot of skin but she knew that was why he selected it in the first place so she uploaded the clothing choice with the touch of a button and then she handed the pad to Jake and she stepped up onto the square scanning platform and Korica initiated the scanner.

A three dimensional image of Laurel began to build up from the floor and at first it looked at though it were going to be nude until it got to her midsection and a light pink bikini bottom began to build in and then her form continued to build in up to her chest where a bikini top was top filled in covering her assets and then she filled in all the way up to the top of her head. Laurel glanced at Tamaric staring at the image of her next to nude body and it disturbed her a little and Laurel assumed Korica was going to feel a little put out when she noticed her boyfriend staring at another woman so she took the electronic pad from Jake and slid the choices up until she found the outfit that Korica had initially outfitted herself in and Laurel selected it in with the press of a button and in an instant most of her exposed skin was covered up and her contours became a little less obvious. Laurel then stepped down from the square scanner and stepped around and took a look at herself. She thought it was beyond spooky to be looking at herself in a three dimensional recreation with such complete and clear detail.

Jake then took the initiative to step over to the control console and he turned the knob a couple of clicks to the right and Laurel's recreation grew a little taller and filled out considerably including her bust size her behind and her face grew just a little more rounded and her cheeks became a little fuller. Jake then stepped around and looked at his Laurel at 16 and his mouth fell open.

"Hoooly¦good god your beautiful Laurel. I knew you would be beautiful but I just¦I guess I just didn't realize how stunning you are going to be."

"Thank you Jake. I look a lot like my mother but just a little different. I guess I must have quite a bit of my dad in me."

"You don't know what your dad looks like?" Korica asked.

"I've only seen a photograph of him briefly once and it made my mom cry to look at it so I never asked to see it again and anytime I asked about him my mom just lost it. She never really got over losing him. I think I understand that kind of love now." Laurel said looking at Jake with a warm grin.

"I'm very proud to know my mom looks like that." Korica said.

"Thank you sweetie." Laurel said with a smile.

Jake shook off his utter amazement and stepped over to the control console and turned the knob even further and Laurel again grew in height and filled out even more and her face became a little more round and her chin became more pronounced and her eyes became just a little bit bigger as did her lips. She looked like a full-blown woman and one that was jaw dropping gorgeous.

"Holy crap Laurel! You're stunning." Mark said with his mouth open a little.

Laurel looked at him quickly and he slowly looked at her and his face cleared and he grinned a little.

"Mark you realize I'm like your little sister and you're looking at me with googly eyes?"

"I uh¦sorry cap but you are stunning. I can compliment my little sister on her beauty."

"Is that really how you were looking at me?"

Mark looked at her age progressed recreation and then he looked back at her.

"I'm going to claim the fifth. Sorry if that was a little creepy."

"Thank you for the compliment I just don't want to think you're going to be looking at me different."

"You're my captain and my friend Laurel. I will never have eyes for you especially since you and Jake are paired or whatever and by the time you are this age¦" Mark pointed to the woman standing on the projection platform. "I would be like¦fifty."

"Ewe!" Laurel said.

"How old is she here dad?"

"Twenty-two."

"Should we look further ahead?" Korica asked.

Jake smiled and stepped back over to the control console and turned the knob until it indicated thirty years old and Laurel's projection barely grew in height but she filled out a little more and her bust increased and her cheeks flattened out a little. She was an absolutely stunning woman looking very graceful and taller than Jake had expected. Jake then stepped back around and looked at Laurel from head to toe then he looked at Laurel.

"So this is the woman that Oberot will first meet?"

"I don't know, how old am I here?"

"Thirty."

"Then this is who Oberot will meet."

'No wonder Oberot is so taken with you. You're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen Laurel."

"Thank you Jake."

"You want to go even further?" Jake asked.

"Sure. Let's see¦fourty." Laurel said.

Jake stepped back over to the control console and turned the knob to the level that should have age progressed Laurel to the age of fourty and there was next to no change at all. Jake stepped around and looked at the age progressed image of Laurel and he looked her up and down and then he looked at Laurel.

"Is that possible? Maybe this thing isn't working right. Maybe our genetic coding isn't being read right."

"Or like Korica we stop aging at around thirty. Remember the AI said the signs of dying that are normally present in Humans from the age of seven hadn't shown in us yet?"

"That's right. You want me to go further?"

"Go ahead."

Jake stepped back over to the control console and he turned the knob again until the age progression should have shown a woman of seventy. Jake stepped back around and he knew by the looks on everyone faces without even looking that there had been no change and one look confirmed it. Laurel looked at Jake.

"How old am I now?"

"You should be¦seventy."

"Holy crap Laurel! You talk about aging gracefully." Mark said with a big grin.

"According to Oberot he and I talked for over two hundred years so it's entirely conceivable that I'll live to be two hundred and fifty years old or more."

"Do you think your body is going to last that long on its own or through artificial healing?"

"I'm not entirely sure. I would have to assume we will intervene as soon as we start to show the signs of aging."

"Would that show in your genetic coding? I mean intervention in the aging process?"

"No, of course not."

"Do you want to see more?"

"No, let's give Tamaric a chance and I really want to see what you're going to look like when you get older Jake." Laurel said looking at Jake with a smile.

"Ok."

Jake and Tamaric headed towards the changing room and Korica looked at Mark.

"Mark aren't you gunna change too?"

"I don't need to see what I would look like as an old man."

"But I want to see what you looked like when you were my age."

"What? Why?"

"I don't know¦curiosity I guess. Please Mark?"

"Oh god¦alright, I'll play with you guys."

Mark stroked her head and headed over to the changing room and Jake closed the door and a few minutes later they stepped out all in the white gowns. Tamaric stepped over to the scanning platform first and Korica stepped up to the control console and cleared the image of Laurel and then she stepped over by Tamaric and they chose the same tight fitting two piece outfit for his recreation since most of the other selections were just either to goofy looking or just to bizarre to look right on a Human. Korica uploaded the clothing selection with the touch of a button and then she reset the age control knob to the middle of the scale and initiated the scan. Tamaric's recreation was built up from his feet to the top of his head and Tamaric crossed his arms and looked at Korica.

"How do I look?"

"You look like you, as handsome as ever." Korica said with a grin.

Tamaric stepped down and walked around so he could look at himself and he looked himself up and down and he shook his head.

"I can't get over how real this looks. It's like standing outside myself and looking at me. I really am skinny aren't I?"

"You've put weight on since you came out of stasis. You were never really skinny. I like you the way you are now. You won't be to heavy when you¦never mind." Korica blushed at what she was thinking and almost said out loud.

"Korica! I know where you were going with that." Tamaric said with blushing cheeks.

"Sorry, I got to learn to filter what I'm thinking before I say what I'm thinking."

"You're not that skinny son. You're toning up nicely with the exercise you're getting twice a day." Mark said.

"Let's add a few years and see what you look like." Korica said.

Korica stepped over to the control console and gave the age knob a twist and Tamaric grew in height and build and his face grew longer and his cheeks filled out. Korica stepped around and looked at the recreation of Tamaric and she was shocked by how different he looked. He was very good looking and extremely muscular but his face almost looked like a different person aside form his piercing sky blue eyes.

"How old am I here Korica?"

"Seventeen. You look like a man, not a teenager. You're huge."

"I guess I'm gunna have my grandfathers build. He is¦was big like this. You like me like this?"

"Yah. You're really good looking but you look so different. I can tell it's my Tamaric but¦"

"But what?"

Korica looked right at him for a moment trying to choose her words carefully.

"I'm in love with you." Korica put her hand in Tamaric's. "It's hard to feel the same thing for someone so much older than me that looks so different. Frankly men scare me with what I've been through."

"You weren't abused by men. Animals abused you and I certainly didn't abuse you."

"I watched men that looked very Human doing awful things to the other girls. If I had been on that station for much longer than I was¦it was only a matter of time before one of them would do the same thing to me. Knowing that was coming but not knowing when was a really terrifying feeling."

"You wanna stop this then? I didn't know it was going to be unpleasant to see me like this."

"No. I really want to see you as a man Tamaric."

"I am a man Korica, just a young one."

"I'm sorry, you know what I mean."

Tamaric nodded and let go of Korica's hand and stepped over to the control console and reached up and turned the knob without knowing how far he was aging himself. He stopped at twenty-five by complete chance and he heard Korica gasp and when he looked at her she was smiling with a hand up to her mouth. He stepped over and looked at himself and he was surprised by how big he was and frankly how good looking he will be.

"That's what I saw in my minds eye. That's the dreamy Tamaric I saw."

Tamaric took Korica's hand and looked himself over and then looked at her.

"You like me better like this?"

"Oh yah, you're gorgeous. This makes my heart race."

"Really? Me as a teenager scares you but like this you're all¦infatuated?"

"Cause that's my Tamaric but he's a gigantic man. Look at the size of your arms and legs and how handsome your face is. When I'm twenty-five like we saw earlier this is the man that I want holding me and¦" Korica looked at the others and blushed hard.

"I thought you said men scare you?" Tamaric said.

"They do but this man doesn't for some reason. Maybe cause I can see you in him. He looks way different but that's definitely you."

Tamaric looked back at himself much older with his arms crossed accentuating his huge biceps and he tried to imagine being that big and that old but it just seemed so distant to him.

"You want to see me older?"

"But I like this¦you can do what you want Tamaric. I'm going to remember this gorgeous man in anticipation of being his wife someday."

"Maybe I won't mess with it then. I'll just let you remember me the way you want me."

"Tamaric I don't want you like this today. That's a grown man and it's gross to think about him touching me but I can hold onto the dream of being with him when I'm a grown woman. What girl wouldn't want to end up with a hunk like that?"

"Tamaric, if you are going to be that big by your genetic disposition alone you should seriously consider joining the armed forces. You would make for a seriously bad ass marine." Mark said.

"I'll think about it. I just don't want to sign up for anything that will take me away from Korica. Did you see how hot she is going to be? I need to stick close so I can fight the guys off."

Everyone laughed including Korica.

"I'm gunna have to beat the girls off you with a big stick too Tamaric."

"Let's see if you're going to be a hunk too Jake." Laurel said nudging him slightly.

Jake nodded and stepped over to the control console and he cleared the image of Tamaric and then he reset the age knob to the middle of its range and then he initiated the scan and stepped up onto the square scanning platform. An image of Jake was built up from his feet to the top of his head and to his dismay there were no clothes on the image but his underwear distorted his mid section to his relief. He stepped off the scanning platform and took the electronic pad and selected in the clothing that everyone so far was choosing and with a the touch of a button he uploaded the selection and the shirt and pants just appeared on his form standing still on the projection platform.

"Sorry guys, I guess I missed a step huh?"

"It's not a big deal Jake, we're like family and we've all seen you naked before." Korica said grinning at him.

"Yah I guess there's that."

Jake turned to the control console and gave a twist to the aging knob and the image of him grew in height and build and his face grew longer and his cheeks filled out some. He then looked at the display and saw that they were looking at him at 16 Â½. He stepped around and looked at himself and he was noticeably taller and he had a much thicker build but he still looked very much like he did right at that moment.

"What do you think babe?"

"Very nice! You're a good looking guy Jake and I think adding years is just going to make you look even more handsome. How old are you here?"

"Almost seventeen. You want to see me at twenty one?"

"Sure." Laurel said with a big smile.

Jake stepped back over to the control console and he reached up and turned the aging knob until the display said he was 21 and then he stepped back around and looked at himself. He was stunned by what he saw. It was like looking at a younger version of his dad except for the eyes and nose. He was noticeably taller than he is now and very well proportioned. He looked at Laurel and he could see that she was lost staring at him. His face was wider and his chin was much more pronounced but it was still her Jake looking very handsome and very muscular.

"You like?" Jake asked looking into Laurel's eyes.

"Oh yah, that's my man but¦older. Gosh you're gunna be good looking." Laurel looked at Jake and then felt bad for how that sounded. "I mean you're really good looking now I just meant that you will always be a handsome guy."

"I know what you mean babe. Age will add maturity to how I look. I can accept that."

"Let's see you at thirty." Laurel said.

Jake nodded and stepped back over to the control console and he turned the aging knob until the display said that he should be aged to 30 and then he stepped back around and looked at himself. His face had filled out a little more and he was a little taller but there was very little change other than that.

"You think I'm going to age as gracefully as you?" Jake asked looking himself over.

"It sure looks like it. You don't look to be much older than twenty-five or so." Laurel said.

"You're a good looking man dad."

"Thank you Korica. Why don't we go extreme? Let's see what I'll look like at one hundred."

"Ok." Laurel said with a smile.

Jake stepped over to the control console and he gave two turns of aging knob until the display said he should be 100. He then stepped back around and looked at himself and he was dead shocked. He hadn't changed in the slightest.

"Holy crap! That's almost freaky to know that I will look that good at a hundred."

Jake stepped back over to the control console and he turned the knob again until the display said he should be 135 and then he stepped back around and looked at himself. He had aged slightly but his face had only grown a little thinner and a little longer but he still only looked to be in his early thirties.

"How old is this supposed to be?" Laurel asked.

"A hundred and thirty-five. I guess we are going to look good for a very long time. I suppose that confirms that we are and extremely advanced version of what it is to be Human right?"

"If our aging process is this slow there is no reason we couldn't live as long as the elder race as long as an accident or murder didn't befall one of us. If one of us dies then the other will follow within a day. I'm pretty sure that is what happens to us in the end. One of us is going to be killed somehow and the other will die soon after."

"Alright let's max this thing out and see what happens."

Jake stepped back over to the control console and he turned the knob as far as it would go and it represented him at 500 years old. He heard Laurel gasp and he stepped around and looked at himself. He looked to be about 50 but his skin was still firm and supple looking and he looked totally different from his younger self but he was very healthy looking for someone five centuries old.

"Is that as far as it will go?" Laurel asked.

"Yep. Five hundred years. Well five hundred furlions so actually it's more like five hundred and sixty-four Earth years. This is what I would've looked like if I had never been put into stasis."

"That's kind of mind blowing to know it's in our very genes to live that long." Laurel said.

"Dad can I see what you looked like at the other end of the scale?"

"You wanna see me as a little kid?"

"Yah. I bet you were adorable."

"I don't care, go ahead sweetheart."

Korica stepped over to the control console and she turned the aging knob almost all the way in the opposite direction and Jake's recreation shrank and looked younger and younger until he was only three feet tall. Korica stepped around and looked at the pudgy-cheeked little boy standing in front of them.

"Awe. You're so cute dad. Look at how those green eyes of yours stand out."

"How old am I here?"

"Three."

"Gosh I was a cute little rascal wasn't I?"

"You realize you are probably looking at what your sons are going to look like?" Laurel said.

"Yah, it crossed my mind. I just wonder if our children will have my eyes or yours?"

"I would rather that be a surprise."

"Ok Mark, it's your turn." Jake said. "I'm dying to see what you looked like at our age."

"I know I'm going to regret this." Mark said with a smile.

Mark stepped over to the control console and he reset the age knob to its center position returning the projected Jake to looking exactly as he did at that moment and then he pressed the reset and Jake's image disappeared and then Mark picked up the electronic pad and selected the two piece outfit just like the others had and then he initiated the scanner and he set down the electronic pad and then he stepped up onto the scanner platform and an image of him was built up from the floor to the top of his head. He then stepped down and walked around and looked at himself.

"Wow, what a handsome devil. I bet you guys can't wait for me to look like that huh?"

Korica giggled and leaned against Mark and so he put his arm around her and gave her squeeze.

"You are a handsome guy Mark. I just want to see what you looked like when you were younger."

"You can go ahead and mess with the imaginary me all you want sweetheart."

Jake walked with Korica over to the control console and Jake picked up the electronic pad and he flipped through all of the crazy outfits until he found a bright red floor length dress with a low neckline and a wide red belt around the waist and he selected it in with the touch of a button and Everyone started laughing at how ridiculous mark looked.

"Oh ha ha Jake. I should have put you in that pink two-piece that Laurel was sporting."

"Sorry Mark, I couldn't resist." Jake said still chuckling.

Jake flipped back to the two piece out fit that everyone had chosen so far and he selected it in with the touch of a button and Korica chuckled a few times just remembering how funny Mark looked in a dress. Korica then reached up and turned the aging knob backward slowly and Mark's projected torso shrank and he got considerably shorter as she wound his age backwards until she reached 16. She stopped and walked around to get a good look at Mark and she was pleasantly surprised by how handsome he was.

"You were a good looking guy as a teenager."

"How old is this?" Mark asked.

"Sixteen." Korica said.

"Oooh, Jenny Beckman."

"What?"

"At sixteen I was crazy about a girl named Jenny Beckman. I thought she was the one."

"Was she your first love?"

"My first meaningful love yes."

"Were you always good looking like this?"

"I went through an awkward period from about eleven to fourteen that wasn't so pleasant. I couldn't decide what to do with my hair and acne was the enemy that I was at war with."

"Can we take a look at you at that age?"

"Oh I don't care. It's ancient history to me."

Korica stepped back around to the control console and she turned the age down a little until it said he was 12. Korica then stepped around and looked at the very short kid standing in front of her. He was still very cute and the depiction showed no signs of the acne that was his enemy but he was very skinny and he had big ears for his size with the crew cut that he is sporting.

"I never looked like that. I had long hair and a terrible attitude. My dad was tough on me but I was a wise ass and I thought I knew it all."

"Are you saying this is wrong?"

"No, that's what I would have looked like if I had a crew cut and no acne."

"I think you're kind of cute Mark." Laurel said.

"Yah, would you date that?"

"If I were a little younger and didn't know Jake¦yes."

"Really?"

"Sure. You're cute and you look like a sweet boy."

"I can almost guarantee you that if you had met me at that age you wouldn't have liked me. It really took a bigger guy kickin the crap out of me a few times until I got my attitude in check. I was interested in girls at that age but I wasn't mature enough for a sophisticated woman like you Laurel. You were¦are way out of my league for what I was back then."

"I wasn't like this when I came aboard the Future Mark. How old is he here Korica?"

"Twelve."

"That's about the age I was when I came aboard but I was so naÃ¯ve back then. I had no idea what life was all about. If the AI hadn't put all the stuff I needed to know into my head I would still just be a shy, awkward, unsophisticated teenager. I gave all that up to save our bacon. I woke up a totally different person from the scared girl that climbed into her stasis chamber five and a half centuries ago."

"Knowledge doesn't necessarily make you a sophisticated woman Laurel, good manners, good parenting and high intellect does. The woman you are was locked inside you all along, circumstances just made you tap into the inner you sooner than you would have ordinarily."

"Thank you Mark. It's nice to hear someone compliment my mom for the job she did raising me to be a good person."

"You're welcome cap. It's well deserved. I don't know your mom but I know she will be very proud of you when she comes out and she has to be one hell of a woman to raise such a smart and capable woman."

"Awe, that's so sweet of you to say that. Thank you Mark."

"Can I go further back Mark?"

"I don't care. Any further back and I really don't have any memory of it except for a bit here and there."

Korica stepped back over to the control console and she turned it back even further and Mark's recreation shrank down to a little boy. Korica looked at the display and smiled and then she stepped around and looked at mark as a little boy.

"Ooh, look at how cute he was. You just want to pick him up and cuddle with him." Korica said squatting down to look into his eyes.

"So how old is he here?"

"A little over three."

"Wow, you were a cute kid Mark."

"Yah until puberty kicked my ass I was pretty cute. I was about seven or eight when my mom walked out and I just went ape. It was all my old man could do to keep me in line. Eventually I found the Marine Corps and I finally found my calling."

"That's so sad. Why did your mom walk out?"

"I'm not exactly sure. I never saw her again and my pop never told me the reason because I think he would've had to admit that he was the biggest problem in her life. That and I'm sure the stress of raising me at the same time was just to much for her."

"I never knew that Mark. I'm sorry."

"Ancient history. I haven't told very many people about that part of my life."

"Where's your father?"

"Dead. He¦I really don't want to talk about this cap."

"Ok, some other time maybe."

"Maybe. So you want to age progress me to five hundred years?" Mark said looking at Korica.

"No, I love you like you are Mark. I don't want to see you really old."

"That's the whole point of this isn't it? To see from one extreme to the other."

Korica looked at Laurel and tears formed in her eyes and Laurel pulled her close and stroked the back of her head and looked at Mark.

"I'm going to die soon, aren't I? That's the only thing that would tear her up like that."

"Don't make me go into Mark. Please?"

Mark nodded and looked down for a moment and sighed heavy. He then pulled on Korica's shoulder and she turned quickly and grabbed a hold of him burying her face in his gown without looking at him.

"Hay, you got me for now ok? Let's just enjoy every day that we have together ok?"

Korica nodded quickly and sniffled and then pulled herself together. She then stepped back and wiped the moisture from her eyes and smiled at him with bloodshot eyes. He smiled at her warmly and stroked her cheek.

"Thanks to you I know what it's like to have someone to take pride in. You may not be my daughter but it sure feels like it as proud as I am of you. Everything you accomplish feels like I had a hand in it."

"Thanks Mark. You have taught me so much about being tough and strong and how to kick the poop out of someone if they mess with me. I can't thank you enough for that. I feel like I can defend myself now and I owe it all to you. You've helped me gain so much of my self confidence and esteem back after what was done to me."

"Good. You should be confident and proud, you are one hell of a smart girl and a genuine sweetheart. Those are very attractive attributes. They make you very special and lovable."

"Thanks Mark."

"You ready to head home honey?"

"Yah, this was fun though. I loved seeing all of you as little kids and as you will look in the future. Especially you Tamaric, you are going to be a seriously hot man."

"Thanks darlin. I've never thought of myself as¦hot."

"Well you are and you're going to get even more good looking and now I know for a fact just how handsome you're gunna be."

Tamaric blushed a little and Korica stepped over to him and kissed his cheek then took his hand in hers. Laurel then turned and headed for the dressing room to get changed back into her uniform. When she stepped out looking as beautiful as ever Jake smiled big and steeped up to her and gave her a peck and then the guys all stepped into the changing room and closed the door. Korica stepped up to Laurel and pointed at the mini Mark standing on the projection platform.

"He would have had good looking kids if he had been able to find the right woman." Korica said.

"I know. He's absolutely adorable. I had no idea his life was full of so much sadness. From what he said in the past it sounds like he found the right woman at one point but I think she made him choose between her and the Marines and he chose the Marines. It's the only stable and predictable force he has ever known. It sounds like everyone else let him down and he was afraid the love of his life would too and then he wouldn't have her or the Marines."

"That's so sad. I hope Tamaric never makes me chose like that. I want to be an officer in the civilian corps so bad and I want to serve on the Future. I just don't know what I would do if I had to choose one or the other."

"I think he knows how much you value your position on the Future. I don't think he is ever going to make you give that up."

"I'm pretty sure I would choose him but it would still break my heart to have to leave the Future."

"I didn't sense that happening in what I shared with Oberot. I think you are going to be with the Future for a very long time."

"Good. Mom, what do you suppose the attraction is to this place aside from seeing yourself at a different age? I mean once you've seen yourself where's the excitement in it?"

"I'm sure they're hoping to sell you an adventure once you've played with making yourself different ages. I have no idea what that costs but I'm sure that's where they make their money."

"I wonder what that's like? I mean would it just be like a dream or do you actually get to experience the adventure?"

"I don't have any idea."

"I wonder what it would be like for a couple like Tamaric and I to experience an adventure together."

"You mean could you experience making love at a different age without actually committing to the act?"

"Am I that obvious?"

"No, I just know you and I know what is on your mind."

"That's kind of what I was wondering. I have a feeling we will be doing something soon cause I just can't resist Tamaric any longer but I wish I were a few years older."

"I don't know how this technology works honey. I would assume it would feel very real and anything you can imagine will come to pass in your mind."

"I kind of wish we had technology like that."

"You should seriously consider waiting to get physical Korica. You are of course free to do as you want but it is a really big step. Things will change for you two in ways you just can't imagine."

Just then the door opened and the guys stepped out.

"Mom, don't say anything about what we were talking about ok?" Korica whispered.

Laurel grinned and nodded.

"You guys ready to head for the ships?"

"Yah this was interesting but we need to get back on mission." Mark said.

Mark looked over at himself as a child and shook his head and grinned. He then stepped over to the control console and shut the system down and the image of him dissolved away. They then headed for the door and Laurel pressed the red button at the door to alert the attendants to the fact that they were finished with the room. They all stepped through the door and out into the wide corridor and they made their way toward the busy lobby and one of the male Urodians headed their way and asked if they enjoyed themselves.

"That was very entertaining and enlightening."

"That is wonderful. I hope you will come back sometime and try experiencing an adventure."

"I don't think we will be back in this part of the galaxy again. Thank you for your hospitality. It's nice to visit a world where others are welcomed so warmly. You are a remarkable people."

"Thank you. You have a good evening."

The man then stepped past everyone heading down the corridor and everyone made their way across the lobby and out the door into the night air. Korica was looking around while holding Tamaric's hand tightly with wonder in her eyes.

"I wish we could stay longer and look around. I'm sure there is a lot of fun things to do here." Korica said.

Laurel looked around at how the people were looking at them and noticing their weapons and going out of their way to give a wide birth to them so Laurel stepped back to Korica and put her hand on her shoulder.

"I wish we could spend more time letting you look around honey but look around you. We are frightening these people. These people are warm and accepting but they just don't understand us honey. We need to get going."

Korica looked around and she noticed the strange glances at her weapon and the fact that she was frightening them had slipped her notice until now. She looked down and felt very alien to these people and then she looked at Laurel and nodded.

"I have so much to learn about paying attention to my surroundings. I'm glad I have you around to keep me out of trouble."

Laurel smiled and set her hand up to Korica's cheek.

"You're learning honey. We are all learning how to handle ourselves in unfamiliar surroundings. You'll get it eventually."

Laurel then turned and stepped up next to Jake and took his hand and they led the way across the street. They made their way through the crowds and up onto the sidewalk on the other side of the street and then they walked around to the front of the covered walkway to where they could see that the elevator came down from the roof to the ground floor. They stepped around the elevator enclosure and Laurel pressed the call button. They then turned and looked at the entrance to the Rotunda. Laurel grinned and looked at Korica.

"Korica, I thought I should tell you that there is a restroom just inside the front door by the bar."

"It figures. I get us lost and almost peed myself I had to wait so long and it was right there at the entrance."

Laurel touched her head and smiled at her.

"You were just fulfilling destiny honey. Things had to happen exactly as they did."

"Are you saying you knew what was going to happen down here?"

"No, I wouldn't tell Oberot of our trip through this galaxy. I just have a gut feeling about all of this and things happened exactly as they were supposed to."

"I thought I was the one with the ability of precognition?"

"Yours is different than ours and not fully developed yet. We have feelings about things to come whereas you can see what is going to happen as well as sensing danger and whatnot."

The elevator car slowly descended into the enclosure and they all turned around just as it stopped and the doors slid open. There were four strange looking creatures with dark gray and brown almost faceted heads with five rat tail looking segmented but fleshy dread lock like protrusions coming off their heads hanging onto their shoulders. They stepped out and one of them locked a glare at Korica as he stepped past and then they moved off and disappeared into the crowds and everyone stepped into the elevator car and the doors slid shut. Laurel looked at the seventy buttons in seven rows of ten and she wondered which of the top seven would take them to the roof. She hovered her hand over the buttons and then she had an idea. She pressed the one in the opposite upper most corner from the one that was lit indicating the ground floor and the lift car took off sky ward. Korica then pulled on Laurel arm hard and she turned and looked at Korica with a furrowed brow as Korica was squeezing her arm painfully tight.

"What's the matter Korica? You're hurting me!"

"Those aliens were Frenicks. I saw one of them on the station doing¦things to some of the girls. Awful things that they didn't want done to them."

"Is that why they looked at you like that?"

"They probably recognized my species. They are bad people mom. I probably would have sensed them if my senses weren't quieted."

Laurel peeled Korica's fingers from her arm and she squatted down and looked up into her face.

"Did you recognize the one that stared at you?"

"They all look the same to me. I can't be sure if he was the one I saw on the station."

"Well he isn't going to get a hold of you sweetie. No one will ever do those kind of things to you."

"That's not what I'm worried about. If there are four of them down here there is going to be a mother ship somewhere close by."

Laurel stood up and rubbed her arm where Korica had squeezed it painfully tight. Laurel then looked at Mark with a look of anger.

"Eeeasy cap. We can't go blasting our way out of here even if they are flesh peddlers."

"But we are the elder race right? Aren't we supposed to uphold justice."

"Blasting the crap out of an alien mother ship is not our responsibility or upholding justice and the AI will have nothing to do with it and you know it."

"I'm the captain, I can override the AI and fire manually."

"Laurel! Get it together. You aren't a murderer."

Laurel looked down for a moment and then nodded.

"You're right. I just hate knowing that they are going to go unpunished and they will continue to prey on young girls."

"They will get what is coming to them Laurel. Karma and the elder race will eventually catch up with them. We got a mission to get to and that doesn't include playing cop to the universe as cold as that sounds. Something like taking out a mother ship would take the approval and coordination of the council of elders and we have neither. We just aren't a battleship. We are a ship of exploration full of sleeping Humans being run by a crew of five."

"I'm glad I have you here to act as my conscience. Thanks Mark."

"My pleasure Laurel. Let's just get up there and do our preflight and get the hell out of here."

Laurel nodded and grinned and she felt her blood pressure coming down. They looked out the front of the car as it continued to rise higher and higher until it started to slow as they approached the top of the building. Once the lift rose until it was even with the clear walkway doors they all turned and faced the doors and the lift stopped and the doors slid open and they all stepped out onto the curving open air walkway that ringed the roof of the building. They turned to the left and started walking since they couldn't read the sign that was facing them with an arrow pointing in both directions with some lettering below each arrow. They walked for some distance before they saw the steps leading to the landing platform above their heads. They climbed the steps and stepped up onto the landing platform that was now completely full of ships parked wingtip to wingtip and hull-to-hull for those that had no wings. They walked in between and around the ships until they could see the crimson fighters and Korica grinned and looked back at Mark.

"They really are wicked looking ships huh?"

"They certainly are. I want you and Tamaric to get aboard and I want you to start your preflight checks while I do a walk around ok?"

"You got it." Korica said with a smile.

Laurel and Jake walked over to the Perth and Mark, Korica and Tamaric walked over to the Prentor and Korica stuck her hand into the hidden compartment for the airlock controls and she flipped the power switch on and pulled down on the airlock control lever lowering the door while Jake did the same at the Perth. Meanwhile Laurel and Mark walked around their respective ships and looked for damage or signs of tampering on the top and the sides and underneath the ships. By the time they had checked the entire surface area of the ships over and found everything to look perfect Korica and Jake had most of their preflight checks completed for the rear stations. Laurel and Mark then waved at each other and climbed aboard the ships and closed and sealed the cabin doors. They then made their way forward and climbed down into the pilot's seats and began their preflight checks and initiated the startup sequence for the engines. Once the engines had spooled up to their usual high frequency hiss Mark and Laurel turned the shield generators on and then reached up and turned the transmitter on and opened the transmit circuit. Mark was the first to call out to Laurel.

"Perth this is the Prentor, you got a copy?"

"This is the Perth, I got you loud and clear Prentor."

"You want to take the lead out of here and I'll be your wingman?" Mark asked.

"That would be cool. Thanks Mark."

"You got it cap. What path are you planning on taking?"

"Straight up and out. Once I get to an altitude of about ten thousand feet I'm going supersonic and punching a path to orbit as quickly as possible. Once in orbit we'll make our way to the dayside of Findara and then we'll form up and jump to FTL at the same time on the count of three."

"Sounds good. I'll be on your wing the whole time."

Laurel kept working through her last few checks while she waited for word from Jake that he was ready to go when she had a thought.

"You know Mark we really need to find a way for the ships to detect one another so we don't have to rely on visual separation. These things are just too low observable."

"I hear you but anything that makes the ships more visible to one another is also going to make them more visible to other ships."

"That's a good point."

Mark finished his preflight checks just as Korica leaned forward.

"Mark, preflights are complete and everything is in the green."

"Roger that, thanks Korica."

Seconds later Jake made the same report to Laurel.

"Preflights are complete Laurel. Everything is in the green and we're good to go."

"Thanks Jake. We're ready for take off Prentor." Laurel said.

"I caught that, I'm right behind you Perth." Mark said.

Laurel reached down and slid the hover engine throttle forward and the ship gently lifted into the air. Laurel ascended to 100 feet and then she reached up and pressed the button to retract the landing gear and Mark slid his hover engine throttles forward and the Prentor gently rose into the air and he settled into a hover right beside the Perth and he reached up and pressed the button to retract the landing gear. Laurel and Mark then turned on the TCAS systems to avoid a collision with any other traffic that happened to be in their path as they rocketed straight up out of the atmosphere.

As soon as Laurel had three greens she slid the forward flight throttles forward and the Perth rocketed off and Mark immediately followed suit and he quickly caught up to her and settled in off her right wingtip. Laurel then slid the hover engine throttles all the way back to idle and she shoved the forward flight throttles forward and she pulled back on the controls and the Perth arced skyward and Mark followed right behind and beside her. Laurel let the ship climb steadily until they reached an altitude of ten thousand feet and then she shoved the throttles forward and the ship almost instantaneously rocketed past the speed of sound with a thunderous boom and kept accelerating until the Perth reached a speed of mach 7 and then she eased the throttles back slightly to hold their rapid ascent straight up. The TCAS made one quick automatic course change to avoid an intersecting spacecraft and then the atmosphere thinned significantly and the skies turned dark black and the stars became bright and crisp out the front window. Laurel glanced down at her elbow display and she could barely see a dark silhouette off her right wingtip and she knew the Prentor was hanging right with her.

Once the ships were in free space Laurel pulled the controls over and back and arced up toward the north pole of Findara thinking the traffic would be much lighter toward the north in order to orbit toward the sun on the opposite side of the planet. Laurel pushed the forward flight throttles further forward and the ship accelerated to close to 1000 kilometers per second making the planet rush by in a blinding blur and Mark matched her speed and course precisely. That's when Korica alerted Mark to a very large ship orbiting the planet almost a thousand miles away. Korica put her sensor data up on Mark's right display screen.

"Mark, look at the size of that ship. I would bet you money that's the Frenick mother ship."

"Geeze, that suckers big."

"Yah, I would guess it's big enough to hold at least a thousand people."

"I don't want to get into a pissing match with something that size so we'll just leave them on the night side of Findara."

"They're going to have scout ships in the area, I can almost guarantee you."

"Do you know what their scout ships look like?"

"No. I can bring one up in the spacecraft recognition program if you want?"

"No, it's ok. Just let me know if we have anyone following us."

"Roger that." Korica said.

Mark the reached up and switched his right display back to the flight controls and leaned back in his seat. As the two ships arced over the north pole and the sun became visible out the front window Laurel and Mark both dimmed the window so they could see their display screens and Laurel shoved the forward flight throttles forward and started to pull away from the planet and head straight for the star dead ahead. Mark matched her speed until they were well clear of the planet and then he called out to her.

"Perth you ready to get set up for FTL?"

"Yes. Let's accelerate to maximum sub light."

Mark and Laurel simultaneously shoved the forward flight throttles all the way forward and the ships accelerated to 97% the speed of light and then Laurel initiated a count to faster than light.

"One¦two¦three punch it!"

Laurel and mark both shoved the FTL throttle forward and in a crimson flash both ships jumped to faster than light speed and accelerated to 1.525 times the speed of light. Mark then locked the sun into the autopilot as did angel and they engaged the autopilot and took their hands and feet off the controls.

"Hay mom?" Korica called out of the blue.

"Yes Korica?"

"Thank you."

"For what sweetheart?"

"For letting me play down there and for not getting mad at me for getting Tamaric and I hauled in for questioning."

"You're welcome Korica. I can't get mad at you for something you didn't do deliberately. I'm glad you had fun despite being interrogated."

"I had a blast playing with that aging machine. It was so cool to see what I'm going to look like and what my Tamaric is going to look like. He is going to be a serious hunk huh?"

"Without a doubt. He is going to be one good-looking guy. You got a real winner there."

"And did you see how cute Mark was? What a little cutie pie."

"I thought it was more entertaining to see him as an adolescent. Mark really was a kid at one time despite his denials."

"I never said I wasn't a kid, I just said I wasn't a kid worth mentioning and now you can see why. I was a big mouthed dork for a number of years."

Everyone laughed for a few moments.

"I feel like we have seen a side of you that very few have Mark." Laurel said.

"You got that right. I hope you'll keep it under your hat when my team comes out of stasis. I don't need that kind of ribbing from the guys."

"It's our little secret Mark." Laurel said with a smile.

"Mark what did you think of seeing Laurel as a grown woman?" Korica asked.

"That was something else. I knew she would be beautiful but that was really shocking. That kind of beautiful is hard to put into words. I was equally impressed with what a gorgeous woman you're going to be. As they say you got it goin on."

"Thank you Mark. It felt like I was looking at my mother."

"No offense to your mother but you're even prettier than her as an adult sweetie. Jake and Tamaric are a couple of really lucky cats. They're hooked up with hot mammas to be."

Korica looked back at Tamaric and he smiled at her boldly and nodded and she smiled big and blushed a little and then went back to her controls. The ships flew for six minutes at which time the autopilots disengaged the FTL drives and slowed to 50% the speed of light. Jake scanned for the Future and he found her massive energy signature as the coronal energy from the star interacted with the shield and then the signature faded substantially and he started to detect her enormous hull as the shield lowered in intensity in preparation for their passing through the shield.

Both ships slowed even further and Laurel took a hold of the controls and turned the autopilot and TCAS off and then she called out to the Future.

"Future, this is the Perth. Do you have a copy?"

"I hear you loud and clear Perth. I have you both on sensors and have for some time. You are cleared for approach and landing in the upper rear hangar. I am opening the hangar doors now."

"Roger that. It's nice to hear your voice Future."

"Thank you captain. I am equally glad to hear your voices. I was monitoring your conversations from ship to ship. It sounds like you had quite an adventure."

"Yah we dropped the ambassadors at the secure facility and then went out to lunch. After that we found a place called the before and after that the young on Findara frequent. We were able to see ourselves as we will be in the future and as we were in past. It was enlightening and entertaining."

"I am glad you are taking the time to enjoy yourselves a little. That kind of enrichment is important for the young mind to experience."

"As soon as we land I want you to take us out of the Findara system. There are some rather unsavory types in orbit around Findara and I want to put some distance between us and them."

"Understood. We need to discuss the next leg of our journey but it can wait until you are aboard. I will plot a course that will put us back on course for our ultimate destination. The shield is at its minimum safe level so there should only be a momentary interruption in your power systems as you pass through the shield."

"Roger that. I have you in sight and I am slowing to make our final approach."

"Understood. Welcome home Future crew."

"Thank you Future. You go ahead and dock first cap. I'll land facing out so we will both fit in the hangar next to one another." Mark said.

"Roger that Prentor."

Laurel slowed the ship to a slow creep as she approached the outer edges of the shield as seen on her elbow display and then she gave a nudge to the controls and the Perth contacted the shield and the power dropped as they passed through the shield and the lights flickered for a moment and then the Perth emerged on the inside of the shield envelope and then Mark nudged his controls forward and the Prentor contacted the shield envelope and her power fluctuated and the lights flickered for a moment and then the Prentor emerged inside the shield envelope and the AI immediately increased the shield density to 100%. The sensors on both ships now showed no signs of any radiation other than visible light.

Laurel angled the Perth down the length of the Future until she was almost all the way to her stern and then she swung the nose of the Perth up and she bumped the forward flight throttles slightly and the ship arced up over the Future to her upper surface and Laurel could now see the light spilling out of the hangar. She let the Perth slip up over the top of the Future until she was even with the hangar entrance and then she nudged the controls over and the Perth swung around facing into the very full looking hangar. There was just enough room for the Perth and the Prentor on the starboard side of the hangar. Laurel pushed the hover engine throttles forward slightly and she gave a gentle push from the forward flight throttles and she rose to just the right height and floated forward with just enough momentum to allow the ship to pass through the myogenic field at the entrance to the hangar and the artificial gravity arrested the rise in the Perth's attitude. The ship passed through the field and gently floated into the hangar and once the entire weight of the ship was being drawn toward the hangar floor Laurel gave a little more throttle to the hover engines and she pulled the forward throttles all the way back. She gently glided the ship to the back of the hangar and she reached up and pressed the button to deploy the landing gear and then she arrested their motion and took her hands and feet off the controls and the ship just hung motionless until she had three greens and then she took a hold of the controls and moved forward until the ship was just three feet from the back hangar bulkhead and then she turned on the down looking camera and Jake put the visual sensor data on her right display so she could see the crimson fighter on her left. She reduced the throttle to the hover engines and the Perth slowly and gently descended until she touched down with a very light clack as her landing gear touched the hangar deck. Laurel then pulled her throttles all the way back and began shutting everything down.

Mark nudged the Prentor through the myogenic field once he saw that Laurel had the Perth sitting on the deck. He passed thorough the field and he slowly gave a little more throttle to the hover engine as the gravity increased the weight of the Prentor. He gently glided the Prentor to the back of the hangar right over the top of the Perth and then he arrested their motion and he reached up and pressed the button to deploy the landing gear and he gently rotated the Prentor around so she would fit next to the Perth and once he had three greens indicating that the gear were down and locked he turned on the down looking camera and Jake put the visual sensor data on his right display so he could see the Perth and the starboard bulkhead since he would only have tow feet from the Perth's wing surface to his. Mark then side stepped gently until it was clear below him and he reduced the throttle to the hover engine and he carefully made a few minor corrections and the Prentor settled to the hangar floor in the perfect position and touched down without making a sound. Mark then pulled the throttles all the way back and began shutting everything down. He glanced out the hangar doors as they were closing and he could see the stars moving by quickly and then they turned into bright streaks and then became long white streaks with multicolored tails and he knew the Future had initiated faster than light speeds to get clear of the Findara system.

Once both ships were completely shut down Korica and Jake reached up and opened the main power switches cutting power to everything except the lights and airlock controls. Mark and Laurel unfastened their restraints and climbed up out of their seats just as Korica and Jake got to their feet and stepped back to the airlock controls. They set the pressure to equalize with the pressure in the hangar and a few moments later they got a green light so they reached up and pulled down on the airlock control lever and the doors hissed and slowly lowered to the hangar deck. Everyone then stepped out of the ships and they took a deep breath of very clean air for a change. There were no funny smells and no dusty taste in the air as there was down on Findara.

Laurel turned off the cockpit lights as she stepped out but left the cargo area lights on knowing that Mark had to unload the ships. Laurel and Jake walked over to the Prentor and Tamaric was just stepping out of the door. Korica smiled warmly at Laurel as she stepped around the wing tip of the Prentor.

"It feels good to be home huh mom?"

"It certainly does baby." Laurel said as she stepped up to Korica and put her arm around her.

"Mark do you need a hand unloading the ship?" Jake asked.

"Not really. I didn't pack us that heavy this time. You guys go ahead and head up to the bridge and find out what the AI needed to discuss and I'll meet you up there in a bit. This should only take me about ten minutes."

"Ok."

Laurel, Korica, Jake and Tamaric turned and headed over to the transport enclosure toward the middle of the back bulkhead. They opened the clear enclosure door and stepped in and then stepped up onto the transport platform and as soon as the free floating map appeared Korica touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they all disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck.


Chapter 25 Dead Space

––––––––

Dead Space

Laurel, Jake, Korica and Tamaric stepped down from the transport platform on the command deck and they stepped out into the main corridor and Laurel turned to Korica and Tamaric.

"You two go put your weapons away and we'll meet you on the bridge ok?"

"Yes mam." Korica said with a warm smile.

Laurel and Jake then turned and headed for their quarters to the left and Tamaric and Korica headed for theirs to the right. Laurel and Jake stepped into their quarters and the lights came up and the pair walked around to their respective sides of the bed and removed their holsters and put them in their nightstand drawers and Jake looked up at Laurel and gave her an odd smile and she grinned and furrowed her brow.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

"I was just remembering how gorgeous you're going to be and it crossed my mind that if we had been alone I would have asked you to step up onto the scanning platform without anything on."

"Geeze Jake! I guess I should be flattered but¦do you really want a woman that much older than you?"

"I don't want her¦I mean I do cause it's you but not¦I don't want to be with her right now at my age¦I should just shut up."

"I think I get what you're saying Jake. It's just a little¦disturbing is all."

"Sorry. Guys are pigs no matter what age we are. Did you see how Mark looked at you at twenty-five?"

"That absolutely gave me the creeps. Mark has never made me feel uncomfortable until I saw him looking at me like...I'm hot or something."

"He doesn't see you like that now Laurel, you're just so damn gorgeous as a woman."

"I'm a woman now Jake!"

"Babe you're taking everything I say wrong."

"That's cause I can't sense what your feeling or thinking."

Jake walked around to Laurel and put his hands on her sides and set his forehead against hers and the two closed their eyes and reached out for one another and there was an intense flood of feelings and both of them sank into the others mind. They could hear each other's voices very distinctly in their minds in a collage of passing thoughts as they thought to themselves and then the voices got very calm and directed until they were talking to one another.

"I'm sorry I offended you Laurel. I simply meant that I am so proud of you and what you are going to become. You are an amazing woman and I am so honored to be able to grow up with you and watch you blossom into the amazing person that you are destined to be later in life." Jake thought.

"Now that I can feel what is in your heart it makes a lot more sense. I can understand the curiosity as to what my body will look like. I am equally proud to be with you with the certain knowledge that you are going to be an even more spectacular man later in life."

The two then pulled back into their own minds and opened their eyes and looked at each other and Jake smiled big first.

"I guess I didn't realize how much we take for granted feeling what the other is feeling and hearing their deepest thoughts all the time to avoid confusion. We know exactly what the other means even if it comes out sounding wrong when spoken."

"I'm sorry I reacted like that. It's like Tamaric being jealous of Korica seeing him older and liking what she saw."

"Speaking of that, what did you think of Korica as a grown woman?"

"Wow huh? I knew she would be pretty but I didn't quite expect her to look so¦regal. She really could pass for royalty or something."

"Yah if she is as much of a sweetheart as she is now while looking like that she is going to be such a wonderful woman."

"Come on, let's go see what the AI wanted to discuss about the next leg of our trip."

Jake nodded as Laurel pulled the credit chit out of her pocket and showed it to Jake and he nodded again and then she walked to the front of the room and pulled the lock box out of the compartment in the wall next to the view screen and placed the credit chit in it and then put the lock box back in the compartment and closed it. She then walked back over to Jake and took his and the two of them stepped out into the main corridor and when they looked down toward Korica and Tamaric's quarters they were just emerging from their quarters holding each other's hand. Laurel and Jake smiled and stepped over to the bridge and Laurel stepped up to her chair and sat down and pulled her right display in front of herself and logged in and the whole bridge came to life and the giant view screen showed an image of the space ahead of them as the stars rushed by. Laurel brought up the navigational data and she furrowed her brow when she saw how far away the plotted star is. The star system of Minagoken was the target system but it was 2254 light years away. Laurel moved the map around a little and she realized they were headed toward a region of dead space in which there were no stars and no nebula for thousands of light years in every direction and they were heading directly into the heart of this dead space. Even at their normal cruising speed of 52.25 light years per hour it would take 2 days to cross this region of space without reaching any star systems. They would simply travel until the thermal limits of the star drives systems were reached and then they would drop into normal space in the middle of nowhere for a cool down.

Laurel looked over at Jake and he was looking intently at her right display and he seemed equally dismayed. Korica and Tamaric stepped onto the bridge at that point and Laurel put the navigational data up on the giant view screen and Korica seemed to stop in her tracks as she read the numbers and looked at the plotting points. She pointed to the view screen and just looked at Laurel with a puzzled look on her face.

"We have to go that way?"

"It'll eventually put us back on course and the outlined course had us crossing the edge of this dead space anyways. You've never been this far out before?"

"Not in this sector no. There isn't anything out here, there would be no reason for a cargo transport to venture into this region of space. Do you realize how long it would take to cross this region of space at eight times the speed of light? The food and water would never last that long."

"It will add several days if we try and go around this region of space. Food and Water just aren't a problem for us."

"Future is this what you wanted to discuss about the next leg of our journey?" Korica asked.

"Yes. I would really like to wait until Mark is finished unloading the ships so he can join the discussion. This is going to concern everyone."

"Tamaric why don't you get back to your studies until Mark shows up." Laurel said.

Tamaric nodded and grinned at her and he and Korica walked over to science station number 4 and Tamaric sat down and logged himself in and he got back to his lessons for the day. He only worked for a few minutes when Mark showed up and he looked up at the navigational data on the giant view screen at the front of the bridge and at first it didn't sink in as to what he was seeing until he almost reached the sensor station seat and then he stopped and looked up at the view screen and the big yellow numbers in the right margin indicating the distance to the Minagoken system caught his attention. He then looked at the time and distance calculations and at their current speed it was estimated to take 329.05 days and he looked at Laurel and pointed at the view screen.

"I know that's not our usual cruising speed but still¦"

"The AI wants to discuss this part of the journey with all of us."

"I can hardly wait for this."

"Now that you are all here I would like to discuss a strategy for preparing the Future to accept the life forms you will be acquiring to get us to the Milky Way in the era you desire."

"Does that mean you have the collection system ready for installation?"

"Yes. I would also like to begin the extensive modifications required at the stern of the ship. Tamaric, please take a break from your lessons and come sit with Korica as this is going to concern you as well." The AI said.

Tamaric stopped what he was doing and leaned back and looked at Korica and she shrugged and waved him over to where she was sitting at the navigation station. Tamaric got up and walked over to Korica and she stood up and patted the seat and he sat down and she sat in his lap and put her arm around his shoulders and he wrapped his arms around her and turned a little so they were facing out into the room together so they could see everyone.

"I would like to take us to the middle of this dead space and then take the engines off line so the power and control feeds can be rerouted to accommodate the enormous storage tanks that need to be assembled and plumbed in. I can accomplish ninety-nine percent of the modifications with the servo drone fleet but there are going to be some confined space installations that are going to require a small body in order to accomplish all of the tasks needed. I will leave two of the six main engines operable in case we need to move the ship but the other four will be offline until the modifications are complete. This is going to present an ideal time to conduct Korica's zero g training as we will be sitting still for a number of days. I would like to abolish the twenty-four hour watch until the modifications are complete. I would like to see everyone getting plenty of rest as there are going to be some long workdays in everyone's future. I cannot have a tired crew working out in space or around some of the heavy pieces of equipment and structural elements within the ship that you will be handling. Korica is going to be working some very long days so you will need to be diligent about keeping up with your studies on your own Tamaric and you cannot disturb her while she is working. I know you two are accustom to spending most of your day together but for the short while that these modifications are underway you will need to be willing to be separated for most of the day. Can you do that without too much complaint?"

"We'll adapt and do as you and the captain ask. We know how important this is." Korica said.

"What about you Tamaric?" The AI pressed.

"I'm not going to be a baby and cause a headache for you guys. Whatever you need."

"Good, thank you. There is going to be a plumbing task that you can assist Korica with once the storage tanks are assembled and secured. There is so little room under the tanks where the fittings need to be connected I do not think Laurel and Jake could handle the task without issue. You and Korica are just the right size to get under the tanks and complete the task with the lowest risk of injury."

"That sounds¦I would love to work along side Korica. I'll feel like an important part of the team if I'm needed that much."

"Your small size, relatively speaking is the same reason I chose Laurel and Jake in the first place to put the ship back together when the power systems began to deteriorate to the point that everyone's lives were in imminent danger. That and the fact that Laurel has an intellect capacity and elasticity of mind superior to just about anyone else on this ship."

"Are you actually comparing my size and intellect to Laurel?"

"Just in that you are small in body and huge in smarts. I need someone that can comprehend complex multi step instruction and is good with math. You fit the bill and the small space that must be accessed."

"What about any hostiles that might come along?" Tamaric asked.

"The shied will be run at one hundred ten percent at all times. There is no conceivable weapon that can penetrate the shields when they are run at that intensity. Even light is going to be diminished substantially though there is going to be no real discernable light in that part of the galaxy anyway. It is going to be extremely dark so I have outfitted three of the mining shuttles with intense floodlight assemblies that should illuminate your work areas substantially when operated in unison with the external inspection lights."

"So what are you going to have Jake and I doing?" Laurel asked.

"You are going to be working in the sub hull with Korica once the external hull plating has been removed to facilitate the installation of the pumps for the collection system. You two have developed the necessary welding skills and you are small enough to fit in the very narrow space between the inner and outer hull. You will also be installing the central connection cables between my neural nexus and the biofeedback sensors for the artificial containment vessels that the creatures are going to inhabit. When those delicate connections are being made I will need to shut my neural processing centers down completely. I will not be able to interact with any of you until you complete the connections. The entire ship will be in manual mode so you will need to monitor all of the systems that I normally oversee. This is also why I want to complete this faze of the modifications while sitting still in dead space. While my sub processors will keep everything running they are not intelligently controlled unless monitored by a Human or Draximan as the case may be. The negative matter core and toroidal generator are self sustaining systems as you know so they can operate virtually indefinitely even if I am off line so you will be safe without my sensor oversight. I probably do not have to remind you how sensitive the nexus junction is, it is in essence my artificial brain stem so the connections must be made carefully and diligently. One incorrect cross connection among the million or so necessary connections will result in a short circuit the moment I resume operation resulting in my destruction. The resultant cascade failure will render the neural core useless and irreparably damaged. There is not sufficient material aboard this ship to fix the damage and all of the design aspects of my neural core are stored in the secondary memory core buried deep within the primary neural core so all of the data will be lost along with me."

"No pressure huh?" Laurel said.

"Can't you backup all of your data before we begin just incase something goes wrong?" Jake asked.

"No. If I were tied directly into the new data core then I would say yes but since I am separate from that system, there is no way to back up the millions of terabytes of data stored in my memory cores. All of the Human history and knowledge that was uploaded to my tertiary memory core will remain intact since that memory core is separate and remotely located within the ship but you will have no way to access the data directly unless a similar neural processor to my existing core is constructed and tied into the memory core."

"So the data is stored in the form of neural data patterns not electronic ones and zeros?" Laurel asked.

"Precisely."

"We'll pay attention to what we're doing then. We understand the implications if we get it wrong."

"You should know that if the worst case scenario comes about, the automation system that was installed by the elder race will need to be dismantled in order to gain complete manual control of all of the Future's thousands of primary systems and all of their subsystems. Those systems will then need to be returned to their previous configuration just to obtain a pre-refit level of control. The star drive would for all intensive purposes be permanently rendered inoperable. The entire system was designed around the idea of having an AI to coordinate and control all of the components simultaneously. There is just no way for such a complex system of components to be run manually. There are far to many constantly changing variables to stay on top of for any Human to be able to run the systems properly."

"For crap sake! You've scared them enough! We get it, if we lose you we lose everything that makes the Future an intergalactic instead of an interstellar ship." Mark barked out.

"Wait¦what would happen to the servo drones?" Korica asked. "Would they still be able to tend the gardening ring and see to all the other stuff that they normally take care of?"

"They would complete their last programmed task and then cease to operate. They have very simple onboard processors and limited memory capabilities so I am constantly updating their task assignments. Without me operational to continue to do that they would simply go into standby mode awaiting further instructions and do absolutely nothing."

"They can't be programmed manually?"

"No. There is no user interface incorporated into their design aside from a voice link that leads directly to me so I can send programming commands to the servo drones upon receiving a task request from one of my passengers or crew."

"Alright, enough doomsday scenarios. What are you going to need of me for the modifications." Mark asked.

"Your role will be support tasks for the other three much as Tamaric's role will be. They have an intimate knowledge of exactly what must be done since they designed the modifications that need to be carried out."

"Future, does that mean you have my spacesuit completed?" Korica asked

"Yes. I used expandable joints so the suit can be resized as you grow without significant modifications being required. I believe the suit should be able to accommodate you until you reach the age of approximately seventeen."

There was a gentle tone that sounded signaling that the ship was about to jump into hyperspace.

"Are we in agreement that this is the logical course of action?" The AI asked.

The five of them looked at each other and nodded and Korica stood up and reached back and took Tamaric's hand and he stood up and followed her back over to science station number 4 to resume his lessons for the day.

"Go ahead and initiate the jump toward the Minagoken system." Laurel said.

"Understood."

The main engines throttled down to 2% and the antimatter reactors were brought up to full power and then the negative matter core ramped up dumping ever greater impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well and the stars dead ahead blinked out and space began to twist and distort. The white line then formed and descended to the bottom of the event Future of the distorted space ahead and then it twisted and distorted along with the gravitational distortion and then began to expand and finally collapsed into a funnel shape with blue and green rolling edges that curled and flowed down into the tunnel of blinding bright white light. The main engines then throttled up and the Future shot into the tunnel and it collapsed behind them as they rapidly accelerated. After only a few seconds the AI was able to form a composite view on the giant view screen of the space ahead, which was thinning out rapidly as they headed toward the dead space between the arms of the pinwheel galaxy, which had no stars within it.

"We are on our way." The AI said. "We will travel for five hundred light years and then we will stop for a cool down and then we will jump into hyperspace again and travel for an additional five hundred light years and then we will stop and shut everything down in order to begin the final modifications."

"I understand. I assume we will have to make our way out into space from the upper hangar?" Laurel said.

"No. There is enough room in the lower hangar for a person to move around and that is where I have your spacesuits and thruster packs stored."

"Ok."

Laurel then looked over at Jake's tired face and she grinned at him.

"You look so tired Jake. Why don't you go get some rest and I'll come get you when it's time for the evening meal?"

"That sounds terrific. I'm beat."

Jake got to his feet and walked over to Laurel and took her hand for a moment and gave her a warm smile and then he headed for the exit to make his way to his quarters. Korica then walked over to Laurel leaned against her chair.

"I'm going to my quarters to get changed into something a little more comfortable. I just wanted to thank you for taking me out on Findara. I had a really good time."

"You're welcome Korica. I'm glad you had fun. Hay, what all did that detective ask you?"

"I swear I didn't tell him anything sensitive. He asked a few questions about how the Future is able to travel like she does but I didn't tell him anything about the design or operation of the ship."

"How did he know how the Future travels?"

"Well he asked how the Future got to the Oberon galaxy and I told him that I suspect that a long distance wormhole was the only reasonable explanation but he called it a Hyren tunnel. He then asked me if I understand wormholes and I told him that I know of not only wormholes but also many other theories that he simply wouldn't understand. I then told him that we travel using the same principles as an artificially created wormhole."

"I see. I trust you honey I was just curious."

"He asked me if he would meet any others from the Future and I told him no, we were the only five he would ever see. He asked me how many of us there are and I simply told him thousands but I didn't tell him that everyone was in stasis except for the five of us. I told him that you rescued me from my captors and that's how I ended up on a ship full of Humans and I told him that Tamaric and I are mates. I don't know for sure but I think he had some weak intuitive mental abilities that he was using to read us but with my mind quieted he couldn't sense what I was thinking beyond surface feelings. I'll spell out everything he asked me in my mission report ok?"

"Ok. You go ahead and get changed. You know you can open your mind if you want?"

"Yah, I was gunna keep my mind quiet for a while until I need my advanced senses. I have some¦I just want to feel like what I'm thinking is private for a little while."

"Ok. I think I understand what you're saying."

Korica grinned at her and then departed for her quarters. She made her way to her quarters and when the lights came up she walked to the front of the room and retrieved her light yellow one-piece jumper from the bureau and she walked back to the bed and set it down and then slid her shoes off and she got undressed and then she picked up her jumper and unzipped the shoulders and stepped into the jumper and then she bent over a little and zipped the shoulder closed and then she stood up straight and by how tight the outfit was on her behind and crotch she knew this was the first and the last time she would be able to wear this jumper. She was just growing too fast to fit anything for very long.

She smoothed her hands down her stomach and she looked herself over. She thought the outfit looked cute on her but it was awfully revealing of her contours though she knew that Tamaric would like it for that reason if nothing else. The color was perfect for her complexion and white hair. She stepped into her shoes and then picked up the clothes she had taken off and she carried them over to the servo slot at the back of her quarters and she set them down and then she turned and headed for the exit.

Korica made her way back to the bridge and when she stepped in Laurel turned and looked at her and Korica stopped next to her chair and held her arms up a little.

"You look adorable Korica." Laurel said with a smile.

"Thank you. I want to take Tamaric somewhere special after he finishes his lessons for the day and I just wanted to look good for him."

"Awe, that's so sweet. Where are you going to take him?"

"I was thinking that I would take him up to the observation deck and open the dome cover. Now that we have the new shield I can do that safely while we're underway. I might take him down to recreation deck after that. I've never actually been there and I'm kind of curios as to what all is down there."

"That sounds like fun. I've never been down there either."

"So you're ok with where I want to take him?"

"Of course. You're free to go anywhere on this ship that your security clearance will let you."

Korica smiled at her and then made her way over to Tamaric and he heard her walking up to him so he leaned back in his seat and looked at her and he couldn't help but smile big. She had a fantastic figure to him and her outfit was pulled tight in all the right places. She stepped up to him and raised her arms a little and spun around so he could see her from every side.

"Wow, you look great Korica."

"Thank you Tamaric. I wanted to wear something cute for you. Get your lessons done and we can go play."

"Ok. I only have maybe a couple of hours of work and then I have to take a couple tests but then I'll be done."

Korica looked back at Mark and Laurel working, Laurel with both her displays pulled in front of her face and Mark engrossed at the sensor station, so Korica walked around to the right side of Tamaric and turned her back to the front of the bridge and she lifted Tamaric's hand and set it on her lower back and then she stepped closer to him and slowly pushed his hand down onto her plump cheek with her outfit stretched tightly over it and he smiled at her and stroked her smooth and softly curving behind a few times.

"I plan on spending some¦quality time with you." Korica said with a blushed grin.

"I can't wait. You have such a nice bottom Korica." Tamaric said quietly.

Korica smiled seductively at him and he sighed and pulled his hand from her behind and turned to his display and leaned in and went back to work. Korica then stroked his shoulder a few times and then made her way over to science station number 3 and she sat down and logged in and began studying the upcoming work schedules and assigned tasks. She was nervous about the work that needed to be done. She didn't like the idea that the AI had to shut itself down for the work that Laurel and Jake needed to complete. She knew that if something went wrong they would be stranded in deep space with a trip of close to a year just to get back to a friendly inhabited star system to get help in returning the ship to its seemingly archaic pre star drive condition.

Laurel worked on finishing up the design for the habitat side of the modifications since she knew her and Jake were 99% of the way done with all of the modifications that needed to be set forth. They were so close to being done with the design aspects in fact that the AI was confident enough to begin the modifications and had laid out some work schedules for the work that needed to be done.

Mark was also reviewing the work schedules trying to get familiar with his role during the whole process. He could see that he was to provide Korica's training and oversight while she worked out in space. Every time she was scheduled to go out and work he was scheduled to go out with her. It actually made him feel better to know that he would be close by to keep her on task and safe, plus she would be there to explain what they were doing since most of the outlined work was way over his head aside from the fundamentals.

Once Mark was comfortable that he knew what had to be done even if he didn't understand the work, he worked on his mission report for their trip to Findara as did Laurel while Korica switched to the mapping program and she worked on updating the maps along their new route once they crossed the dead space between the spiral arms of the galaxy that they were heading into. Tamaric worked on his lessons until he was finished and then he began his tests. Once he had them finished with a perfect score on each he saved his work and then logged off. He then leaned back and stretched and then looked at Korica and smiled big at the thought of spending time with her doing something fun.

He got to his feet and stepped up to her and put his hand on her shoulder and she flinched and Tamaric thought it was a little odd that he was able to startle her but he just figured she was so into her work that she wasn't paying close attention to her senses. Korica stopped what she was doing and looked up at Tamaric and gave him a warm smile.

"I finished my lessons for the day. There wasn't that much work today so it went quick. Can we go mess around now? I mean can we go do something fun not something dirty?"

"I know what you meant Tamaric." Korica said grinning at him.

Korica turned back to the display at her workstation and she logged herself out and then she got to her feet and took Tamaric's hand and the two headed toward the exit.

"You two have fun." Laurel said with a smile as the two walked by.

"Thanks Laurel." Tamaric said.

Korica and Tamaric stepped out into the corridor and turned left and headed down the corridor and when they walked past the transport compartment Tamaric looked at the door as Korica guided him further down the corridor and then he looked at Korica.

"Where are we going Korica?"

"The elevator. There aren't any transport platforms where I want to take you."

"I thought they were everywhere on this ship?"

"No, just in the vital areas. There are tons of places that you can only get to via the stairs or the elevator and a bit of walking."

"As long as we're together I guess I don't care where we go."

"Awe, that's so sweet. You're going to like what I have in mind."

The two walked down to the end of the corridor where their quarters are located and then they turned right and walked a little further down the adjacent corridor to the elevator on the left and Korica stepped up to the door and had her palm scanned and the two stood quietly for a few minutes until the door slid open.

"Don't forget there's no gravity in here." Korica said as she stepped into the elevator and floated to the back of the car.

Tamaric stepped in after her and floated toward the back of the car and he had to swallow his stomach down as he adjusted to the lack of gravity. The door slid shut and Korica used the hand bar to maneuver herself over to the palm pad by the door and she had her palm read.

"Deck thirty-five." Korica said.

Korica then floated back over by Tamaric and he just looked at her wondering what the heck could be that far up in the ship. He wasn't even aware that there were that many vertical decks in the bow of ship. The elevator took of Futuretally and Korica and Tamaric were forced against the left wall practically on top of one another making them laugh and giggle. The car traveled for a few minutes Futuretally and then slowed and stopped and there was a bang as the vertical lift motors took a hold of the car and then the car took off vertically and Korica and Tamaric were now able to walk around in the car fairly normally as they were forced toward the floor of the car.

The car rose steadily for some time and then the centrifugal force started to lesson as the car slowed and then as it began to stop they floated up from the floor slightly and then the car stopped altogether and the door slid opened. The two of them floated to the open door and stepped out into the floor and stumbled a touch as they adjusted to the gravity in the corridor and Tamaric put his hand up to his stomach and closed his eyes for a moment. Korica stepped back to him and put her hand on his shoulder.

"You ok?"

"I thought I was gunna lose my lunch for a second. Can we find a different way back down? I just don't like the sick feeling these elevators give me."

"We can take the stairs but it's going to be a long climb."

"I would rather climb down a hundred flights of stairs then ride in that thing again."

"Ok, I'll find another way down then. You wouldn't do very well out in space huh?"

"Probably not. I'm kind of glad I'm not being expected to go out there to do the modifications."

Korica took his hand once the color returned to his face and she led him to the left down a long corridor with many doors and at the end of the corridor was a set of white stairs that led up five steps to a closed door.

"The AI would never have you doing something you aren't qualified for or physically capable of handling. I've experienced zero gravity many, many times throughout my life growing up in space so I'm sure the AI thought of that as conditioning me for working out in free space once I have some zero g training."

The pair walked all the way down the corridor and Tamaric was looking at the compartment numbers above each door they were walking past. When they got to the stairs at the end of the corridor Tamaric pulled back on Korica's hand and stopped her.

"What are all of these rooms Korica?"

"Astrobiology, astrophysics labs, stellar cartography is five doors down on the left, uhm¦there are experimental logistics labs that are off limits to me so I have no idea what's done in those compartments and there are some computer processor junction compartments."

"Stellar cartography? What's that?"

"You stand at a computer work console in the middle of a spherical room and space all around us is projected onto the walls all around you. It's a way of looking at a given region of space in four dimensions since the closest objects are projected into free space in the middle of the air. It's how the AI sees space all the time."

"So this whole deck is for studying space?"

"Yep. Come on, you're really going to like this Tamaric."

Korica tugged gently on Tamaric's hand and they climbed up to the fourth step and the door ahead of them slid open and the lights came up but they weren't overhead lights, they ringed the outer edges of the floor and shown up onto a clear dome that rose some twenty feet up and was perfectly curved without any seams and there was a thick metal cover on the outside of the dome. The room had a central round seat that was covered in soft cushioned red velvet looking material and there were big body length pillows lying about and the entire floor in the center of the room was covered in the same pillowy pleated red velvet looking material. There was a five-foot wide EMPACC coated walkway around the cushioned area that ringed the entire room.

Tamaric followed Korica up the last step into the room and he looked around at the pillows and the center round couch like seat with its high back that rose up almost to a point that was all covered in the same velvety looking material. It looked very soft and inviting to sit upon. Korica slid her shoes off and slid them aside and Tamaric looked at her socked feet and then he slid his shoes off and slid them aside. Korica then walked over to a com panel in the wall and she reached down and touched the com panel that was next to the floor and it lit up and then Tamaric could see that it had some command icons incorporated into it that he had never seen in any of the other com panels on the ship. Korica reached out and touched the dome cover open command and when she touched it there was thud and the dome cover began to retract with a gentle hum coming from the motors retracting the dome cover and the lights in the room began to dim more and more as the protective cover retracted revealing the distorted space all around the shield shimmering and wavering like multicolored smoke passing by. Once the cover was retracted completely Korica reached out and touched another icon and the room seemed to shudder and then the whole room rose up five feet and then shuddered to a halt.

"Oh wow!" Tamaric uttered quietly.

The two of them walked out toward the middle of the room and when they looked forward they could see the outer hull of the Future and the whole room was now sitting just above the level of the outer hull. They could see the bow section curving down and away as the hull curved around toward the forward facing bow section and when they looked back they could see the hull curving gently until it flattened out right up to the spinning section of the Future and they could see down her length all the way to her stern way off in the distance. Tamaric could make out a flat section that protruded up from the aft hull like looking at a white cliff face way off in the distance. He pointed in that direction and looked at Korica.

"What is that Korica?"

Korica looked in that direction and squinted to make out what they were seeing and then it dawned on her what it was they were seeing.

"That's the upper aft hangar doors. That's where the crimson fighters are docked."

"Holy¦I forget how big this ship is sometimes."

Tamaric then looked to his left and he could all the way across the bow until the hull curved down and away on her bulbous bow section. He then looked to the right and it was the same vista as though he were standing on the outer hull. He looked up at the beautiful rainbow of dancing and mixing light and he slowly shook his head.

"That is the darndest thing I've ever seen. I feel like I'm standing on the outside of the ship."

"In a way you are. The floor is even with the outer hull and our heads are out in space. You wanna feel something weird?"

"Sure."

Korica took Tamaric's hand and she led him over to the round cushioned seat at the center of the room and she stepped up onto it and leaned back against the high backrest that now came to just above her hips. Tamaric climbed up onto the seat and found firm footing and leaned back and straightened his back and he felt an odd almost dizzying tingling in his face and down the top of his shoulders. He put his hands up to his cheeks and now his hands and wrists had the same funny tingling feeling in them. He looked over at Korica and he could see that her cheeks were turning a bright pink color and they were becoming slightly pudgy as she was smiling at him.

"What is this Korica?"

"There isn't any positively charged gravity plating above us and the negatively charged gravity plating in the floor only reaches about six and a half feet or so into the air. Our heads are right at the outer reaches of the artificial gravity being produced so our lower torso is feeling full gravity and our heads are just barely feeling any at all. It kind of tickles huh?"

"It feels weird and your cheeks are turning pink."

"That's all the blood rushing into the capillaries in our faces. Your cheeks are getting puffy and pink too."

"So if we could jump to the top of this dome we would just float there?"

"Yep."

Tamaric stepped down and sat down and rubbed his cheeks for a few seconds and then Korica stepped down and sat down next to him."

"That felt really bizarre." Tamaric said.

"It kind of felt like a twinkling in your skin huh?"

"Yah that's a good way to describe it."

Korica then stood up and took Tamaric's hand and she stepped away from the round seat and she squatted down and then let herself fall back onto her behind and then she let go of his hand and patted the cushioned floor next to her. Tamaric squatted down and then let himself fall onto his behind and he scooted over so he was pressed up against her left side and then he leaned back on his hands and he looked out at the amazing light show going on all around the Future. Korica then laid flat on her back with one knee up and she put her hands behind her head and looked up at the distorted light show and she grinned.

"Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?" Korica said.

Tamaric looked at her knee and followed it down to her yellow jumper and he looked at her flat tummy and then he looked up her body to her beautiful face with her white hair lying about her head on the red velvety looking cushioned floor and he smiled warmly.

"Yah, I've seen something far more beautiful. You belong among the heavenly bodies cause you have one."

Korica looked over at him and blushed and grinned big.

"Oh, you're so sweet Tamaric. Thank you. You always make me feel so good about myself. I just can't get enough of hearing your sweet compliments."

Tamaric laid his head back on Korica's arm and looked up at the light show. The two laid there for a long while trying to see patterns in the lights distorting and dancing on the outer edges of the shield like looking at an intense aurora borealis. After a time Tamaric looked at Korica's smooth and muscular leg and perfectly round and smooth knee and he turned a little and put his right hand up on her knee and gently rubbed her soft knee and then he started stroking her soft leg all the way down to where her shorts came to and then he would stroke back up to her knee and back down to her shorts again. Korica let him do this for a few minutes and then she closed her eyes and slid her foot down as his hand descended toward her shorts and she slid her left leg over a little and he turned and lifted himself up onto his left elbow and he set his right hand on her leg and he stroked down toward her knee and then he stroked back and let his hand slide over her thigh and he bumped her crotch gently but firmly and she sighed lightly and opened her mouth a little as she breathed deeply. He slid his finger up along her contour and he could feel the seam of her lips as he dragged his finger up the soft material covering her and then he slid his finger back down her contour and then slid his hand down her leg to her knee.

Tamaric looked at the expression of absolute ecstasy on Korica's face and he grinned. He loved knowing that he could cause her to experience that kind of pleasure simply by his touch. He looked down her body as he gently slid his hand back up her leg and around her thigh finally settling against her crotch again and this time he felt a great deal of heat coming form her crotch as he gently rubbed up over her crotch. He then placed two fingers along the sides of her crotch and he gently stroked down and then back up and she breathed out heavily as he stroked her lips softly. He then moved to the center of her lips and he gently kneaded her entire vulva in a gentle squeezing motion and she let out a gentle squeak and he felt her whole body quiver quickly and he grinned and did it again and her eyes popped open and she put her hand on his and stopped him as she breathed heavy a few times and then swallowed hard and finally looked at him with glassy eyes.

"We can't do this here Tamaric. That felt¦so good and I almost¦" Korica swallowed hard again and pulled his hand up to her lower tummy and she pressed his hand firmly against her stomach and he could feel her contracting and twitching.

"Sorry, I thought that this is what¦didn't you say I can touch you anytime I want? I thought this is what you wanted."

"I did¦you can just¦the internal sensors are recording everything we're doing. I can't have a public record of us doing this."

"Can't you turn 'em off?"

"I guess I could ask to have the sensors disabled. You really want to do this here? I just wanted to spend some time alone with you. I honestly didn't mean that I wanted to fool around particularly."

Tamaric pulled his hand out from under hers and leaned back on both elbows and looked at Korica's flushed face and he was taken by how beautiful she is with her cheeks full of soft color and her lips wet and slightly swollen.

"I'm so in love with you Korica. I always want to fool around and I apologize for that. It's just how I'm wired as a guy. You turn me on and it's all I can do to keep my hands off you."

Korica raised herself up onto her elbows and glanced at Tamaric's swollen crotch and she realized she was really messing with his head with her indecisiveness since she all but invited him to start playing with her and she did in fact love how it felt. She felt like she was right on the verge of a climax when she stopped him and because of her strong muscles down there he could feel it when she pressed his hand against her tummy only further showing him that she in fact liked it.

"I'm sorry I'm sending you such mixed signals Tamaric. I love you so much and I love how close I feel to you when we¦do things like this. If you really want to do this now then we need to take some steps first."

"Steps? What are you talking about? I can't get you pregnant Korica."

"I know that. I need to collect what you¦I need to collect your sperm. It's invaluable to mom's research."

"So you can ask to have the sensors disabled but then you have to tell the AI what we're doing by asking for a sample jar to be brought to us? You know I will make more. We don't have to collect it every time do we?"

"Ok, but there is going to be a mess. We need something to clean ourselves up with after we do whatever we're going to do and I'm not saying I'm ready to make love to you yet. It's going to hurt and mom says it changes things in ways we have no way of understanding yet when we commit to something that serious."

"This is just getting so complicated for something that felt so right and now just seems so¦I don't even know the word for it. It just feels like it has to be clinical or controlled. It takes some of the romance out of it."

"I'm sorry Tamaric, sex is a messy affair when you get right down to it. We both leak things that have to be contained or cleaned up afterwards."

"I know. I'm sorry too Korica. I guess I just got no experience at this kind of thing and I don't exactly know what to expect."

"I don't have any experience at this either. I just know how our bodies work because I'm a level three med tech."

"Well the mood is kind of killed. Why don't we just enjoy each other's company and I'll keep my hands off of you until we're in a more appropriate location?"

"Ok. You can still rub my leg though. It felt really nice, I actually like you touching me¦and I mean I liked all of it. Draximan females are just very sensitive down there. We have millions more nerve endings that Humans do so when you squeeze me like you did it just¦it takes me right to the edge of an orgasm very quickly, especially with how much I love you and how handsome you are. You really turn me on Tamaric."

"I didn't know that. The part about having a lot more nerve endings I mean."

"I look Human everywhere but I'm very different when you take a closer look. Our brains and bodies are wired different."

"Oh. I hope to get a closer look sometime."

"Tamaric!"

"What? I do. I've never seen a girl up close and I'm curious, that's all."

"Well we'll see. I'm a little shy is all."

"Me too."

Tamaric laid back down flat and so did Korica and she slid her foot back up raising her pretty leg back in the air and Tamaric smiled and set his right hand on her leg and stroked her leg a few times and then the two looked out into space at the beautiful light show before their eyes. The two laid for about ten minutes staring out into space when Korica leaned up on her elbows and looked over at Tamaric and he turned his head a little and looked at her and she just melted when she looked at his handsome face looking back at her. She rolled over half on him and put her hand up to his cheek and she stroked his face a few times and then she sank down and engaged him in a very long and passionate tongue kiss. While kissing him she scooted up onto the top of him and she found herself grinding into him as she caressed her tongue softly against his. When Korica terminated the kiss she was tingling all over and her loins felt like they were burning and she could feel his swollen cock pressing firmly against her crotch which felt wonderful but she knew she was sending the wrong signal again.

Korica leaned back settling all of her weight on his hips and waited for her mind to return to her and then she had to let her breathing return to normal and then she thought it was time to take him to the recreation deck before things went to far.

"You ready to go see what's on the recreation deck?" Korica asked.

Tamaric simply nodded since he knew his voice would be shaky since he was trembling. Korica rolled off of him and glanced at his firm round rise and she found herself staring at his gorgeous mound for a few moments before she got to her feet and she put her hand out and helped him get to this feet. Korica then walked over to the com panel and she touched the com panel and it came to life and she touched the icon to lower the room and the floor shuddered and the room slowly descended five feet and stopped with a thud and then she touched the icon to close the dome and it slowly began to retract over the clear dome and it finally closed with a bit of a thud and the lights came up to full illumination filling the room with a dull glow from the floor up. The two of them then walked over to their shoes and they stepped into them. Korica then took Tamaric's hand and the two of them stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped through it and climbed down the five steps to the corridor floor. They then looked back at the door as it slid closed and then Tamaric looked at Korica and grinned.

"Can we come back here sometime? That was so cool looking out into space like that and being able to see out across the top of the Future."

"Sure. I would really like that."

Korica then led Tamaric down the corridor past the elevator door and he grinned at the thought of not having to endure his stomach almost coming up on him. The ride in the elevator just wasn't for him with a full stomach from their trip to Findara. They walked toward the end of the corridor and there was a cross corridor that led aft so they turned right and walked down the corridor past three doors and at the fourth on the right they stepped up to the door and it slid open revealing the landing at the top of the stairwell leading down to the decks below. Tamaric looked back and above the door was a sign that simply read 35. He turned back to Korica.

"How far down do we need to go?"

"Deck eleven."

"Wow! That's gunna take us a while."

"You said you would rather climb the stairs instead of riding in the elevator."

"Yah, I guess I did ask for this."

"Actually, we only have to climb down to deck twenty-five and then we can use the transport platform there to transport to the med deck and then we take the stairs up one deck and head aft and take the stairs back down one deck and we will be there. The med deck is also on deck eleven."

"Ok."

Korica then led the way down the stairs and Tamaric loved being able to see her tush wiggle back and forth as they made their way down. He thought she just had the cutest bum and he loved watching it wiggle in front of him as they climbed down step after step. They made their way all the way down to deck 25 and then Korica touched the com panel next to the door and the com panel lit up and then she touched the icon to open the door. The two then stepped through the door and then turned right and headed toward the transport platform almost all the way down at the end of the corridor. They walked to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Korica touched the indicator for the med deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform on the med deck. They stepped down and Korica pulled the latching arm on the airlock door that led to the stairwell right off to their left and she pushed the door open. They stepped in and Korica sealed the door shut and the two climbed up to deck 12 and then Korica unsealed the door and they stepped out into the junction of a corridor that runs port to starboard and fore and aft and Korica sealed the door shut and then they turned left and headed aft to the end of the corridor where there was another corridor that ran port to starboard and they turned right and walked to the end of a very long corridor and Korica turned right and faced the stairwell door and a second later the door slid open and the two stepped into the stairwell and then they descended one deck and stepped up to the deck 11 passenger level door and Korica reached out and touched the com panel and it came to life and she touched the icon to open the door and the door slid open.

The two of them stepped out into a wide open seating area at the back of which was a ten lane bowling alley that was dark at the moment but Tamaric recognized exactly what he was looking at readily however Korica had no idea what she was looking at. They walked past all of the lane heads and they came upon a large clear viewing window that looked down on three squash quarts and they kept walking and there was another clear viewing wall that looked out onto a regulation sized tennis court that was separated by a clear wall from another identical court and they kept walking and there was a basketball court and they looked at each other and Korica put her finger up.

"Don't tell me it's aah¦basketball right?"

"That's right! And those other courts are for tennis and those lanes at the other end are bowling lanes."

They kept walking and they came upon a golf driving range with clearly raised mounds at the back of which was a gravity field catch fence just like the ones at the back of the firing range up on the command deck. They kept walking and there was a huge open area with gigantic view screens and computer interfaces and some reclining reading chairs scattered about and a few couches with tables in front of them. They looked at the computer interfaces and there were some very obvious joystick controllers and raised keypads suggesting they were meant for gaming. They stopped at that point and looked around and Tamaric looked at Korica.

"It looks like this goes on all the way to the other side of the ship. I bet the rest is a repeat of what we've already seen from the looks of it. You want do some bowling?"

"Bowling? I don't know how to play."

"I'm not real good at it but it isn't real complicated. Come on, I'll show you how to bowl. It can be a lot of fun once you get the hang of it."

The two turned around and walked back to the end of the recreation area where the ten lanes were located and they stepped down two steps toward the lanes and the lights came up revealing a pair of seats at the head of each lane and behind that were curved bench seats that could accommodate several people. Tamaric looked over at the wall and he saw an electronic hand sizer and a weight and height platform designed to measure a persons bodyweight and height as well as finger spread in order to select the perfect weight ball with the right finger hole spacing. Right next to that was round hole in the bulkhead presumably where the selected ball would be delivered.

Tamaric tugged on her hand gently and led her over to the platform and he had her stand on the platform and as soon as she stepped up onto it the base lit up and a small display in the bulkhead listed her height and weight and then he had her step down and place her hand flat on the curved clear hand sizer that looked like half a bowling ball with no holes in it. Her finger spread was scanned and then a recommended ball size and finger spread was displayed and a few seconds later a pink and red swirled ball clunked into the hole in the bulkhead and Tamaric reached in and pulled it out of the hole and handed it to Korica. Tamaric then went through the same process and an orange and light blue swirled ball clunked down into the hole in the bulkhead. Tamaric lifted the ball out and the two headed over toward the first lane and they stepped up to a 'U' shaped ball carrier with a hole at one end for the ball return to feed up to and they set their balls down and then Tamaric looked around for where they would get lane shoes since he knew their regular shoes were going to leave marks on the lanes. He didn't see shoe racks or a help counter as there would be in Earth based bowling alleys. He turned and looked at Korica.

"Where do you suppose the lane shoes are stored?"

"Lane shoes?"

"Yah, our shoes will scuff up the lanes. There are special lane shoes with light colored hard soles."

"Oh. Computer?" Korica called out.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?" The AI's voice rang out seemingly from all over the place.

"Do you have the special shoes we need for bowling in our sizes?"

"Yes, they are on their way up from storage."

Korica looked at Tamaric and shrugged and the two of them stepped out of their shoes and Tamaric took Korica by the hand and walked her over to the balls sitting in the rack to show her the basics of how to hold the ball and to explain the fundamentals of how the game works. Korica looked at her pretty pink and red swirled ball and she smiled.

"I wonder how the computer knew I would like these colors? My ball is so pretty."

"Well you are a girl and I'm sure the AI has some control over what color ball is selected within your given size range."

"You are correct Tamaric. I have a whole selection of balls meant for females with likeminded colors to appeal to a girl like Korica and I have a whole series of balls that sport masculine colors for a male such as you. I deliberately selected balls with colors that reflect your personalities. Korica's is sweet and fiery and yours is strong and warm yet just a little sweet." The AI said.

"Wow, I didn't know you put that much thought into the color choices."

"I am always thinking of all of you in everything I do for you. Would you like a ten or fifteen frame game setup?"

"Fifteen please." Tamaric said

"Understood. Have fun and good luck."

"Thank you Future." Korica said.

"You are most welcome Korica. I am sending a menu along with your shoes in anticipation of you feeling hunger if you are going to be playing for a while."

Korica smiled big while looking at Tamaric and he just sighed. She had such a pretty smile and he loved seeing her looking so happy. Tamaric then shook of his admirers gaze and had Korica pick up her ball as they saw the ten pins being set into place and the guard lifting up out of the way. He then explained the objective of the game and the basic rules. He then stepped up onto the lane with her to show her where to stand and where the foul line is. She slipped a little like walking on ice with her socked feet on the highly polished simulated wood floor and she was about to take her first try when Tamaric stopped her and told her it would be safer to wait for her shoes to arrive so she wouldn't slip and fall. They walked back to the rack and set her ball down just as two servo drones floated up holding two pairs of shoes and a menu.

They took the shoes and menu and one of the servo drones floated off and disappeared around the corner and the other moved off a few feet and settled to the floor and went into standby mode while Korica and Tamaric put the white lane shoes on. They then got to their feet and Tamaric showed Korica the basic form for how to sling the ball down the lane. Her first try resulted in only the ten pin being knocked down but she still felt good about striking even one pin. When the ball plunked up into the ball rack she took her second shot and it was a little more controlled and she managed to knock down all but two pins and she smiled and turned quickly and caught Tamaric staring at her rear end and she furrowed her brow and smiled even bigger.

"Are you watching my bowling form or my form?" Korica asked as she stepped off the lane.

"A little of both I suppose. Does it really bother you for me to look at your beautiful bottom."

"I guess not. Just don't do it around the others ok?"

"I won't. I know how disrespectful that would be."

Tamaric then leaned over and kissed Korica's cheek and then got to his feet and walked over and picked up his ball and stepped up onto the lane and he aimed and took his shot. He managed to knock down all but three and he turned and stepped up to the ball rack and when his ball plunked up into the rack he grabbed it and waited for the knocked over pins to be pushed off the back of the lane and then he aimed and slung the ball down the lane and he knocked the last three pins over and he put his hands straight up and walked back over to Korica and he smiled.

"That's called a spare when you manage to knock them all down on your second try like that."

Korica looked up at the hanging digital score board that had descended from the ceiling when the lane was set for their game and she frowned.

"You're a head of me."

"This is only the first frame darlin. I'm not very good at this so you still have fourteen frames to kick my butt."

Korica nodded and grinned and got to her feet and walked over to her ball in the rack and lifted her ball and seemed to be sizing up the lane for the best way to sling the ball. Tamaric got up and stepped over to her and stepped right behind her with his body up against hers and he showed her the right stance and then he showed her how to give the ball just a little spin to control how straight it rolls down the lane. He then kissed the side of her head and stepped back and Korica held the ball up under her chin for a moment and got her aiming point down and then she took a stride and lowered the ball and brought her arm back and she gave it just a little spin as she slung it down the lane and it tracked straight at the lead pin and slammed into it hard enough to knock down all the pins. She jumped up and squealed in excitement and she ran up to Tamaric and threw herself on him in a tight hug. He swung her around and squeezed her tightly then set her down and gave her a peck.

"I knew you could do it. You got a strike and you get to go again. See, told you that you had plenty of time to skunk me."

"Thank you for showing me how to do that. I think I get it now."

Tamaric stepped back to the scoring seats and sat down and Korica retrieved her ball and once the pins were reset she aimed carefully and Tamaric watched her cute little behind as she squatted down and got set up and then she fired the ball down the lane and she gave it just the right spin again and she slung it hard enough now that she felt the weight properly to send the ball right into the lead pin again and she only left one pin wobbling in the corner.

The two of them played another three frames and then Korica ordered herself something to eat and both of them ordered a drink and they handed the menu to the servo drone standing by and it floated off quietly and then they played for another couple of frames and then they took a break and sat down to eat once Korica's order arrived. After Korica had some food in her stomach the two went back to playing their game. They played to the end of the 15 frames and in the End Korica won the game by a significant margin seeing as she scored eight strikes in all compared to Tamaric's one. Tamaric was proud of her and congratulated her despite feeling a little lousy about scoring so poorly himself.

"I can't believe we never tried this sooner." Korica said. "Maybe sometime later we can all come down here and play together. This was a lot of fun."

"Especially since you're better at bowling than I am. You'll always be able to win."

"That's not why this was so fun Tamaric. It was fun playing with you because I love being with you. I can't help the fact that I have a superior level of hand eye coordination and I'm a fast learner. That kind of thing is why I'm about to become an officer on the Future."

"I didn't know that your advanced abilities would carry over to something like bowling."

"My abilities are part of me no matter what I'm doing."

"Maybe you should join the ships bowling team once we get to the Milky Way and everyone comes out of stasis?"

"Bowling team? I didn't know there was such a thing."

"I don't know if there is but you could always organize a team. You could lead a junior league that would be unbeatable once you practice a little."

"I think I would rather just play for fun with friends and family."

"Well I'm kind of proud of how good you are Korica. There just isn't anything you can't do is there?"

Korica just shrugged and smiled as the two took off their lane shoes and stepped into their regular shoes. Korica then took Tamaric's hand and the two walked over to the stairs and they climbed all the way down to deck one and Korica led Tamaric down the gently curving corridor toward the passenger level common area. He figured out for himself by this point that she was heading for the gardening ring via the stasis ring. They headed across the huge empty common area and made their way to the exit and Korica had her palm scanned and when the door slid open the two stepped out and turned right and headed aft toward the stasis ring. As they stepped up to the transport platform Tamaric stopped Korica and looked at the door to the stasis ring and he stared at it for a moment and then he looked at Korica and just as he was opening his mouth Korica smiled and spoke first.

"Of course we can go see 'em. Come on."

Korica stepped over to the stasis ring entrance and had her palm scanned and the door hissed and slid open and then the two stepped into the stasis ring. They looked around a bit trying to figure out exactly which part of the stasis ring they were in. Korica looked at the light purple numbers stenciled on the side of the closest control interface cabinet between stasis chamber pairs.

"We're in the military section. These are all of Marks team and their support staff. We need to go that way quite a ways to get to your parents." Korica said pointing to the left.

Tamaric nodded and he put his hand out and Korica put her hand in his and the two started walking around the curving surface toward the civilian engineers section. Tamaric looked up across the stasis ring to the opposite side and it was so far away that the stasis chambers just looked like little gleaming silver dots with white dots in between each pair like a morose code repeating dot, dot, dash. He followed the contour of the stasis ring back around until he was looking behind them and he was walking backwards. He then let go of Korica's hand and spun around so he was looking forward again.

"I still can't believe how big this stasis ring is. It makes me feel so small." Tamaric said.

"It takes a lot of space to accommodate sixty-five hundred¦and one¦people."

"It's hard to believe that my parents went before the consortium accepting applications for the different contracts to build components for the Future project and they almost single handedly won the contract for Australia to be the country to build the stasis chambers and the support components for them. They had a hand in building most of the stasis chamber we're looking at personally."

"That must give you a big sense of pride."

"It does. I'm so proud of my mom and dad. They had a one hundred percent success rate with the stasis chambers delivered. Not a single chamber ever failed the preliminary quality control checks and final diagnostic checks once installed. After that they got the contract to build the power couplings for the gravity drives on the million or so cargo shuttles that were built to support the construction effort being undertaken in low Earth orbit to assemble the Future. Did you know there were almost seven and a half billion people employed at one time during the peak of construction of the Future all working on one aspect or another to contribute to the Future's construction in the insane amount of time that was given to have her complete?"

"I didn't know that. I know that the ship was completed in fourty eight years which seems like a long time until you look at how gigantic and unbelievably complex the Future is."

"Yah, I wonder sometimes after the Future left Earth space if the Human race came together to build a sister ship to the Future since this ship was such a success. They could have made the next ship even more advanced and capable with everything that was learned in building the Future."

"It's too bad Humans don't live long enough so you could see for yourself."

Korica looked down at the gleaming white floor as she realized the implication of what she just said. She knew that she could potentially live long enough to find out but Tamaric would be long gone by that time and it made her heart ache as she thought about how much it was going to break her heart to lose him. Tamaric stopped and turned to Korica and pulled her close to him and she was still looking at the floor trying not to cry when he gently lifted her chin and smiled at her.

"Hay, every Human born knows they only get a hundred and twenty years or so to live. That's just a fact of life. We just have to make the most of our time together Korica. I wouldn't want to spend my short life with anyone else but you. I'm so blessed to have met such a sweet and beautiful girl to share my life with. I'm so sorry that I'll have to leave you alone in another hundred and five or ten years Korica but I hope our time together leaves a bright spot in your memory and in your heart. I will love you deep enough for two or three Human lifetimes I promise you."

Korica's eyes teared up and a tear slipped out of the corner of one eye and down her cheek as she smiled at Tamaric.

"That is the most beautiful thing I have ever heard Tamaric. To have those sentiments directed at me by you just makes my heart soar. You're so sweet and you sounded so mature and so smart the way you said that. I will cherish every moment we have together Tamaric. Thank you. That is exactly what I needed to hear to make my decision about us feel right."

Korica leaned in and kissed Tamaric very tenderly at first and then she pressed into him and slid her tongue against his and the two enjoyed a long passionate kiss that left both of them with weak knees after. Tamaric then gently wiped the tears from Korica's cheeks and he stroked her hair back at her forehead a few times and then he slid his hand over to the side of her head.

"What¦" Tamaric swallowed hard and had to wait a moment for his mind to clear further. "What decision are you talking about Korica? You mean about letting me touch you?"

"Yes. That and¦other things. I know that you aren't going to hurt me and you aren't going to leave me. If I'm going to give all of myself to a boy¦heart, mind and body I need to know that it's for life. I need to know that I'm not just a passing phase or whatever, I can feel what you 're saying from deep within your heart."

"I wouldn't say it if I didn't mean it Korica. I honestly don't know where I got the presence of mind to speak so¦well to a pretty girl other than the fact that you make me feel so calm and so at ease that I feel like I can find my voice and truly articulate what I'm feeling from the deepest part of me."

"That's exactly what I mean. You're speaking from the heart and it's so beautiful and so sweet and exactly what I want to hear you say. I will never leave your side Tamaric or forsake you for any reason. Now I really feel like I'm your girl one hundred percent, to do with as you please."

"Are you saying¦you want to go all the way? You want to make love to me?"

Korica blushed hard and nodded yes with a beautiful smile on her face.

Tamaric relaxed his hold on Korica a little and looked into her eyes.

"But Korica, you get scared when I touch you down there¦you know where that has to happen."

"That's not going to happen anymore Tamaric, I promise. You've changed things inside with your words. I was apprehensive before just cause this is happening so fast and I'm still a little afraid of being hurt but you've made me realize that I have nothing to worry about with you. You're my soul mate and we were meant to be together. I was born to be yours."

"That's so sweet Korica. I feel the same way. There's something deep down inside that tells me this was supposed to happen from the time I was born. You and I meeting and falling for each other I mean. I just don't ever want to be without you in my life."

"You're never going to have to worry about that. I'm not going anywhere unless you're coming with me."

"That kind of sounds dirty." Tamaric said with a silly grin.

"Well¦I hope for that too." Korica said grinning back.

Tamaric grinned big and leaned in and gave her a warm and prolonged lip lock kiss and then the two separated and turned and kept walking and Korica pulled Tamaric close and they slowed down as she leaned her head against his shoulder with a warm smile on her face. They walked a short distance that way and then Korica stood up straight and the two sped up their pace. They walked around the ring until they reached the civilian engineers section based on the numbers appearing on the side of the control interface cabinets. They finally walked up to a very obvious gap in the stasis chambers and there were scorch marks on the floor and on the side of the control interface cabinet though the electronics and control panel had been replaced after being melted by the intense plasma fire that had erupted from the floor beneath Tamaric's now missing stasis chamber. There was a gleaming metal plate over the hole in the floor but there was still no way to ever put a stasis chamber where his had been since the whole section would have to be powered down in order to do that.

Tamaric stopped and stared at the plate in the floor and the dark scorch marks for a few moments and then he looked at Korica.

"This is where it all started for me huh?"

"This is where mom saved your life and then I resuscitated you after you drowned in stasis fluid."

Tamaric looked down and he could see the scratch marks on the floor leading over to the computer workstation across from where his stasis chamber had been. The white hot metal had gouged deep scratches in the floor that will always be there unless a new coating of EMPACC was applied over it. Tamaric shook his head and then looked over at his mother and father's chambers and he took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

"You miss 'em huh?" Korica said in a quiet voice.

"More than you could possibly know."

"Oh I think I know exactly how much you miss them Tamaric."

Tamaric looked at her and frowned.

"I'm sorry love. Sometimes I say the dumbest things without thinking about who I'm talking to."

Tamaric stepped forward and reached up and turned the overhead light on over his father's chamber and he smiled at the sight of his kind face and he felt like he could hear him saying 'Tamaric ma boy where have you been' and it made his heart feel warm. He stared into his fathers face for a time and then he pulled Korica around to his mother's chamber and he reached up and turned the light on and he smiled big at the sight of her beautiful face. She had a feeding tube in her mouth and her chamber was filling up with stasis fluid having had her maintenance routine just completed. He looked down her body and she had the waste collection device covering her crotch and he figured it was just as well. He never really liked the idea of seeing either of his parents hairless and naked.

"Hi mom¦dad. I miss you so much. I've never been away from one or the other of you for so long and if it weren't for Korica I would be so scared and so lonely without you two to give me advice and tell me it's gunna be ok. Korica this is my mom, Clara. Mom this is my girlfriend Korica."

Korica stepped up to Clara's chamber and looked in at her face and smiled.

"Hello misses Reynolds. You have an amazing son and I promise to always treat him with kindness and respect. I am very proud of the courteous and smart young man you have raised. He means so much to me and I love him very deeply. I hope you'll come to accept me as your daughter in law in time."

"This is my dad, Liam. Dad this is the pretties girl you will ever meet and my girlfriend Korica."

Korica stepped over to Liam's chamber and looked in at him and deliberately kept her gaze on his amazingly handsome face.

"Hello mister Reynolds. You have raised a good man in your son. He is kind and sweet and respectful to me at all times. I promise to never hurt him and always treat him like a man in everything I do. I love him so much sir and I hope you'll accept me as your daughter in law some day. I can hardly wait to meet you and thank you in person for teaching Tamaric such good manners. He makes me proud of him on a daily basis and you should be very proud of the man he is growing into."

Korica then stepped back and let Tamaric step up to his father's chamber and place his hand on the clear crystalline cover and he grinned.

"I told you she was special dad. You're gunna love your new daughter. You and mom were right when you said a beautiful girl was out there somewhere and I would just have to find her. I just never thought I would have to go across the universe to find her."

"Awe, aren't you sweet Tamaric. Your mom is so beautiful Tamaric. I can see why your dad married her and your dad looks an awful lot like you...or you look a lot like him I guess would be more accurate to say. I can see what your mom saw in him without even meeting him. He's gorgeous like you. Seeing them sure explains why you're so good looking."

"Thank you Korica. I've always thought my mom was one of the most beautiful women in the world but that's partly cause I love her so much. I miss 'em both so much Korica."

Tamaric let go of Korica's hand and turned away and stepped up to his mother's chamber and leaned on it and seemed to sink into almost a depressive state for a few moments and she kept her distance and let him go through whatever he needed until she saw a tear drop splash onto the cover of his mother's chamber and then she stepped up to him and rubbed his shoulder and he seemed to snap out of it and he wiped his eyes quickly. He then turned to Korica and frowned.

"I'm sorry if I'm bein a big baby. I just wish I could talk to them and feel them holding me so bad. I just never thought I would be on my own so early. I'm just not ready to be without them taking care of me."

"Ooh, come here Tamaric." Korica pulled him in tight and hugged him very tightly. "You aren't without them Tamaric. They're right here waiting for us to get to the Milky Way. I don't think you're being a baby. I know exactly what you're feeling. I wasn't ready to have my parents taken from me but I will never see them again. Laurel and Jake have healed my heart and taken their place the best they can to finish raising me. Neither one of us is ready to be on our own. It's a frightening and lonely feeling even with all the love in the universe around you. I fight the feelings down every single day and press on with my life thanks to them¦and you. I need you to fill that last piece of my heart that felt empty and hollow."

"I guess if anyone knows what I'm feeling it's you. I'll just concentrate on filling my heart with your love so I don't think about how bad I miss them." Tamaric said gesturing to his mom and dad's chambers.

Korica pulled back and grinned at Tamaric and she slid her hand down Tamaric's arm and took a hold of his hand while trying to be strong despite her own pain over the loss of her mother and father.

"Can we go to the gardening ring and try and get this off our minds? I'm starting to hurt for my mother and father and I don't have the luxury of getting to see them like this. They are gone and I will never see them again¦ever."

"I'm sorry this turned into something painful for you Korica. I just wanted to come see them and to introduce you to them. I didn't realize how it would affect me and thusly you."

Tamaric let go of Korica's hands and turned and turned the light off over his mother's chamber and then he stepped over to his fathers chamber and he reached up and turned the overhead light off and then he took Korica's hand and two headed for the nearest door leading into the gardening ring. Korica reached up and had her palm scanned and the door popped and hissed slightly as the door unsealed. Korica pushed the door open and stepped over the knee knocker into the gardening ring. It was considerably warmer in the gardening ring and the air was very humid and tropical feeling. It reminded Korica of the conditions on Aerot except the centripetal gravity and air pressure felt normal. As Tamaric stepped in and pushed the door closed Korica breathed in deeply through her nose and the air smelled sweet and fragrant. She could smell the flowers growing all over the gardening ring and the ripe fruit of all different varieties made the mouth water and the senses feel alive.

As Tamaric stepped up next to Korica two bees buzzed up to his face and held their position for a moment and then flew off making him pull his head back in surprise. Korica grinned at him as she took his hand in hers.

"I told you there were bees in here."

"How do they not just float away if the gravity is created by spinning the gardening ring?"

"They would if there weren't any air pressure. Their wings create thrust so they can fly around in a relatively controlled manner. They're an instinctive insect and since they live their whole lives in the gardening ring under these conditions they just adapt and learn how to fly around in a zero g environment and they know how to land and crawl around in the centripetal gravity on the surface."

"Doesn't dust do the same thing when the servo drones plow up the different fields for replanting?"

"That's why there are huge air handlers up there in the fixed core section." Korica said pointing up to the core that looked as though it was spinning like a rotisserie. "That creates the air movement that you're feeling right now. That way the dust and pollen and whatever else becomes airborne can be collected and filtered out of the air, otherwise the air would become chocked with all kinds of crap and it wouldn't take long for the air to become un-breathable without a particle mask and you would have to wear goggles to keep the particles out of your eyes."

"I guess someone must of thought of that problem when they were building the ship huh?"

"It took some really smart people to build the Future. I'm sure they anticipated stuff that we have no clue about."

"How do you know all this stuff Korica?" Tamaric asked as the two headed out across the strawberry field.

"Neural suggestive knowledge. There were all kinds of things put in my head the last time I was in my stasis chamber while we were still at the Farqua station. I don't even realize sometimes what all I know until a particular thing is asked of me or I need to operate something I have never operated before. The knowledge is just there and a part of my overall knowledge without me even knowing it."

"Was I given knowledge like that?"

"I don't know. Maybe."

"Could that be why I'm working so far ahead of where I should be in my schoolwork?"

"I don't think so. I think that's just cause you're really smart and thus able to comprehend advanced concepts really quickly."

"Oh. Thank you for telling me I'm smart. I kind of like hearing it."

"You're brilliant Tamaric. I've never met a guy my age that was as smart as you are."

"Awe, thanks." Tamaric said with a big grin.

The two of them walked to the end of the strawberry field and came upon some strange looking trees with huge multipoint leaves, sort of like those of an oak tree except theses were two and half feet across, at the top of the trees that branched out on long wide stems sort of like a palm tree and all down the sides of the trees were some green fruits hanging that reminded Tamaric of oversized avocadoes except these fruit had smooth skins. He stepped up to the first tree and tried to make sense of what he was seeing. It looked alien to him at first but he knew everything growing on the Future came from Earth. Korica smiled as she realized he was in a quandary as he gently cupped his hand under one of the teardrop shaped fruit and tried to figure out what he was looking at.

"You don't know what these are?" Korica asked.

"No. I feel kind of dumb since this is something from Earth and I probably should know what I'm looking at."

"They're papaya trees."

"Oh geeze¦duh, I should have known that. Why are they green like this? I thought papaya were orange or reddish orange."

"These aren't ripe yet. I'm sure as the fruit ripen they're picked and processed into protein bars or made into the protein paste that's fed to the population in stasis or just put into stasis preservation for later consumption."

Tamaric stepped back from the tree and looked at the long row of tree after tree and then he looked across the row of trees and he could see that there was row after row of healthy trees all bearing heavy loads of fruit up in their canopy of leave stems some ten feet up and all down the sides of their trunks to almost two feet from the ground.

"I can't believe how much food this ship is capable of producing. We really save all of this?"

"Of course. There are hundreds and hundreds of stasis compartments in the forward section of the ship devoted to stasis food storage. It's going to take a lot of food to feed sixty five hundred people long enough for us to establish food production on the Future planet if we are even allowed to do that by its inhabitants. This might look like a lot of food production but once everyone is awake it is going to be all the ship can do to produce enough food to keep us all fed for any great length of time."

Tamaric just shook his head and he was even more amazed at how smart Korica was to understand all of that then he was at how much food it was going take to feed the population of the Future. The two of them walked down the row of papaya trees until they reached the end of the rows of trees and emerged at the beginning of what looked like tall grass that was knee high. Tamaric looked closely and realized it was grain that was still in the green phase of growth. Beyond that Tamaric could see the grove of banana trees and even further beyond that curving upward along the contour of the ring was the field of pineapple plants and the stand of pineapple and coconut trees at the edge of the huge pond. It then dawned on him where he was and the field of grain had taken the place of what was an exhausted cornfield the last time they were here. He was amazed at how quickly it had been transformed into a new crop and how much it had grown in a few short weeks. He just assumed something was being done to accelerate how quickly the plants grew to maximize production yields from a given area.

The two walked out into the field of green and Korica thought it kind of tickled the way the stems dragged softly over her bare legs. They walked slowly hand in hand just enjoying each others company and the warm feeling that holding each other's hands brought about deep inside. It felt tender and comforting for both of them. They both still felt a warm tingle in their tummy when they had physical contact with the other of any kind. They walked to the end of the field of grain and then they walked through the rows of banana trees and Tamaric could see the kiwi vines growing on their overhead trellises and he remembered walking under them last time they were here. They walked to the edge of the pineapple plants and Korica looked down at her bare legs and then she looked out at the vast field of pineapple plants and she realized they would cut her legs to shreds.

Korica looked at Tamaric and he smiled and squatted down a little and put his arms out and Korica grinned and put her hand up on his shoulder and pressed herself against him and he scooped her up and tipped her back toward him. He looked into her beautiful face as she shook her head to make her hair fall back out of her face.

"You're so pretty Korica. I still feel like I should pinch myself to make sure I'm not dreaming."

Korica slid her arm up over his neck and pulled herself up and kissed his cheek and smiled at him.

"I know the feeling. I keep having the same feeling about you. I just don't know how I could have found such a cute guy that would make me feel so special and who is so sweet to me."

Tamaric smiled at her and then began trodding through the field of pineapple plants being careful not to kick any of the fruit just like the last time they were here in the same situation. When he finally got to the other end of the vast field he squatted down and set Korica on her feet and as he brought his hand up that she had been lying against he stroked her taught behind gently and she smiled at him. He then stepped back and grinned at her.

"That's different from the last time we were here. If I had done that last time you might of slapped me."

"I would never hit you Tamaric. I agree that it would have been unwanted contact though. We weren't serious like we are now. I like your hand on my butt."

Tamaric smiled big and he put his hand out and Korica laid her hand in his and the two walked through the stand of trees at the edge of the pond and emerged at the waters edge on a sandy bank that dropped several inches to the water. They walked around the pond and walked out onto the feeding pier and watched the fish for a few minutes swimming lazily by in a vast school and then the two turned and walked back to the shore and made their way around to the far end of the pond were there was a carpet of moss growing to keep the soil in place. It was a soft green carpet that felt spongy as they walked on it. Korica found a spot at random and let go of Tamaric's hand and sat down and then laid back flat and arched her back as she stretched her arms up over her head. Tamaric stared at her tight stomach and beautiful legs that were pointing straight out as she stretched. She had such a perfect feminine yet strong muscle tone to her legs and he could see her thigh and calf muscles rippling as she tightened them up and then she relaxed and the muscles relaxed and she had a perfectly smooth and supple look to her legs. She lifted one foot even with the knee of her outstretched leg and she looked up at Tamaric looking up and down her body and she reached out to feel what he was thinking.

Korica closed her eyes and listened carefully to what Tamaric was feeling and she sensed a tender admiration for her and a very strong sense of lust. He definitely liked what he was seeing and he wanted to stroke her body and feel her soft contours but he didn't want to start something like he had up on the observation deck. He was being mindful of how sensitive her body is as compared to that of a Human now. He was thinking that Korica was simply the pretties girl he had ever been this close to and that he felt completely comfortable and at ease being this close to her. She also felt his love for her and it was extremely strong and came from very deep down within him. She was pretty sure that he had fallen for her a little deeper just as she had him since they engaged in intimacy.

When Korica Opened her eyes Tamaric was kneeling down next to her and she suddenly got a rush of voices and feelings and it took her a second to realize it was Laurel and Jake's feelings flooding in and she was hearing their whispers in the back of her mind once again. She reached out to hard and she was pulling Laurel and Jake in, which is exactly what she didn't want to do because she knew it would go both ways. Laurel and Jake would feel everything she was feeling at that moment and they would hear her whispers in the back of their minds. She could tell that Jake was asleep and deep in a dream and Laurel was on the bridge working on her stasis chamber for two and she was frustrated at the moment because she was at an impasse with the design of the neural regulator system.

Korica pulled her mind back while looking up at the artificial sun tube in the center of the gardening ring and the voices got fainter and quieter and the feelings faded until all she sensed was Tamaric right next to her. She looked over at him sighed. She wished she had better control over her abilities. They sometimes just ran away from her and it seemed to be getting worse and worse now that she was deep in the throws of puberty. Mood swings, hot flashes, senses running wild, it all seemed to be tied together and she thought she was probably making the problem worse by allowing herself to become sexually active. That stimulated parts of her brain and body that had never been active before.

Tamaric sat down and leaned over Korica facing her and he set his hand on the soft moss on the other side of her and he just looked into her pretty face without touching her while leaning over the top of her. Korica looked up into his bright sky blue eyes and his incredibly handsome face and she smiled. She sensed the he wanted to stroke her tummy and chest so bad but he was holding himself back.

"Tamaric I told you that you can touch me anytime you want and however¦or wherever you want." Korica said softly.

Tamaric shook his head no and grinned at her.

"You might be able to turn yourself off like a switch but it's really hard for me to do that Korica. I don't want to start something that could go too far."

"So what¦you aren't gunna touch me anymore?"

"No, just not while I'm¦turned on. Let me get my¦what do you call it? Sex drive? Under control first."

"Libido. You're sex drive is called your libido."

"Yah my libido is really high at the moment so I need to keep it in check. You¦I have these urges that just come out of the blue when I look at you Korica. You're so darn pretty and I know you're my girl, which turns me on without you havin to do anything. I'm just tryin to behave myself."

Korica looked at him for a few moments and then she nodded. She gets it and knows exactly what he's talking about. She figured that maybe she is able to reel her feelings in faster and easier than he is able to.

"You know it seems to me we've been here before." Korica said with a bit of a smirk.

"Yah, dÃ©jÃ  vu huh? I could still sit her all day and just look at your pretty face. You really are amazing Korica. I'm so glad I have a friend like you in my life. I'm learning so much from you and you make me want to be a better person."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric. I'm glad I have someone like you in my life too. I feel so good all the time when I'm with you. You make me feel pretty and smart and important. I can't tell you how much I need someone to make me feel that way."

Tamaric smiled at her and then leaned up and turned around facing the same way as she was and he laid down on his back and then scooted over so he was pressed up against her so close that she had to lay her arm up across his stomach and he had to lay his over her stomach with his hand on her hip. The two of them just laid there and thoroughly enjoyed each others warm company and the tingling that having their bodies pressed together brought about in their stomachs. It didn't take long for Tamaric's eyes to start to feel heavy as the artificial sun warmed his body and Korica warmed his heart. Korica could sense the calm washing over him and she knew it would only be a few minutes and he would fall asleep. She also knew it was drawing towards late afternoon and the day would be coming to an end soon enough. She didn't know when they would have this much free time again to just enjoy themselves and she didn't want to spend it with Tamaric asleep.

Korica scooted over and turned onto her side and propped herself up on her elbow with her head propped on her hand and she pulled her knee up and laid it up on Tamaric's hip and then she scooted up close to him and he turned his head and looked at her and smiled.

"Was I falling asleep?"

"Almost. It's getting kind of late, you wanna head up to the command deck?"

"Yah I guess so. This was so nice Korica. I love spending time alone with you like this. I wish we could do this more often."

"I know, me too. You've got your studies and I've got my duties on this ship. We just aren't going to get very much time to hang out and do what we want like this."

Korica pulled her knee off of Tamaric's hip and leaned in and locked lips with him and then slowly pulled back and smiled at him and then she got to her feet and put her hand out and Tamaric took her hand and she yanked him to his feet. The two of them then held each other for a few minutes while rubbing each other's backs and then they separated and took one another's hand and they headed for the aft side of the stasis ring. When they got to the back wall that was slowly rotating they waited until the door marked 'transporter and lower decks' revolved around and Korica had her palm scanned and the door popped and swung inward and the two hopped through the door into the corridor and right off to their left was the transport platform. Korica waited until the door sealed shut and then she stepped up onto the transport platform and as soon as the free floating map appeared Korica touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck.

The two of them stepped down and walked over to the exit and the door slid open and they stepped out into the corridor and they looked both ways and saw no one. Korica looked toward the mess hall and the entrance was dark so she knew there was no one there. She closed her eyes and reached out to try and feel where Laurel was and she heard Laurel in her mind speaking very clearly as if she were standing right in front of her.

"Hi baby. How you guys doing. I can feel that you had fun today. That's wonderful."

"Hi mom. I was just wondering where everyone is?"

"I'm on the bridge and your dad is asleep and Mark is in his quarters reading or something."

"Oh. Do you know what time it is?"

Laurel looked at her right display and the time was displayed in the upper right hand corner.

"It's four fourty-three in the afternoon."

"I thought it was later than that."

"Nope."

"Tamaric and I are gunna to go hang out in our quarters until it's time for the evening meal ok?"

"Ok honey. I'll see you later."

Korica then pulled back so she could just barely sense Laurel and she only heard an occasional word or two coming from her as she usually did and then she opened her eyes and Tamaric was standing right in front of her still holding her hand looking at her with an inquisitive look on his face.

"I was talking to mom. She said it's almost a quarter to five. Jake is still asleep and Mark is in his quarters reading or something."

"That's so neat that you can do that."

"Thanks. You want to go watch a video or something?"

"Ok."

Korica smiled at him and the two headed down the corridor towards their quarters. When they stepped up to the door to their quarters the door slid open and the lights came up and they stepped in and Korica pulled Tamaric to a stop and she gave him a peck.

"Go ahead pick out a video. I have to use the restroom, I'll join you in a minute."

Korica then stepped over to the bathroom and the door slid open and she stepped in and then the door closed behind her and Tamaric found that he was still watching her cute little bottom as she walked away. He knew she could feel what he was thinking and he wished he could get his mind off of her body but that just seemed to be where his mind and eyes were all the time anymore. She was just so cute and he wanted her like never before. He shook his head at himself and walked toward the bed and he opened the drawer in the nightstand on his side of the bed and he took out the remote to the viewer and he closed the drawer and slipped his shoes off and climbed up onto the bed and flopped down and then rolled over onto his back and looked up at the ceiling for a few moments. He was wondering if they should have fooled around the other night at all. It seems to have stirred something up in him that he was finding very difficult to keep under control. He had perverted thoughts running through his mind and he was finding himself undressing Korica all the time with his eyes. He knew that it was rude and eventually it was going to offend Korica if he did it at the wrong time. He wasn't sure how to control such a strong urge that felt so instinctive and so primal. It was like it was taking over and he was fighting to keep it from becoming all consuming.

Tamaric shook it off and looked at the remote and he touched the power button and then he adjusted the pillows under his head and moved his feet apart and got comfortable. He had just started perusing the video selections when Korica stepped up to the bed and she slipped her shoes off and looked at Tamaric with the prettiest smile on her face. He could tell she had brushed her hair out for him. Her long bangs were swept back and she didn't have a single hair out of place and her hair was cascading down to her shoulders and then it swept back over her shoulders to her back. Tamaric looked her over from her knees at the edge of the bed all the way up to her beautiful face and then he grinned.

"Lordy me Korica. How am I ever supposed to resist such a sweet and beautiful looking girl?"

Korica smiled even bigger and climbed up onto the bed on her hands and knees and she crawled right up to him and flopped down on her side and she swept her hair over her shoulders and Tamaric lifted his left arm as she laid her head on him and scooted her hips down even with his and then she rolled half on him and set her left arm on his stomach and chest.

"You're not supposed to resist me Tamaric. I'm yours and you don't have to resist or hold back or whatever. I'll let you do anything you want."

Tamaric laid his arm down Korica's back and rested his hand on her lower side and he rubbed her side a few times. He was starting to see what Laurel had warned him about. Korica had a very advanced mind for someone her age and he was trying to keep up but it was confusing and frankly a little nerve racking since she was expecting him to know what to do and he just didn't have clue. He had never been in such a mature relationship as this before and while he knew how a woman was built he had no idea how the female body worked and what a woman would like and dislike and the last thing he wanted to do was to do something clumsy or painful or ridiculous and make himself look like an idiot.

Tamaric decided to just try hard not to think about how much Korica turned him on just because she is who she is. He started scrolling through the video selections trying to distract his mind but Korica had sensed everything going through his mind. She decided to just let it go rather than confuse or embarrass him.

Tamaric finally found a video that sounded interesting so he cued it up to start and he set the remote on the bed and he squirmed down into the pillow and Korica shifted a little and settled all of her weight on him and just enjoyed hearing his heart beating in her ear. Tamaric noticed within minutes that Korica had begun purring with her heart and he could feel every beat of her heart in his chest. It was a fast rhythmic beating that echoed all the way to his back after just a few minutes of building in intensity. It made his heart jump a few beats and then begin beating in a sympathetic rhythm to her heart and it kept him from falling asleep as it was to fast to allow that kind of relaxed state to set in but it was anesthetizing and felt wonderful. It was warm and sweet and felt distinctly like Korica's love, which felt like nothing else.

Meanwhile on the bridge Laurel was working through the problems of her stasis chamber for two when the AI interrupted her.

"Laurel, can I have a word with you off the record?"

"Uh¦yah sure. Did I do something wrong?"

"No. If you would, make your way to your office next door?"

"Alright." Laurel said.

Laurel saved her work and logged herself off and the entire bridge went to sleep and then she pushed her displays aside and she got to her feet and stepped down from the platform her chair was mounted to and she headed for the exit. The door slid open and she stepped out and wondered what the heck she could have done that warranted a conversation off the record. She turned left and walked down the corridor to the next door and she stepped up to it and as she was reaching out to have her palm scanned the door slid open for her. She stepped in and looked around. She had never been in the captain's office before even though it was meant for the captain. There was a huge view screen on the port wall and there were two comfortable looking high back chairs sitting in front of a rather large desk with an oversized black chair that resembled the captain's chair on the bridge but this one was on wheels and had a high back to it. The desk had a display built into its flat top that would tilt up if needed and there was a clear panel towards the captain's side of the desk that would act as a keyboard and control panel to interact with the computer. There was nameplate on the outer edge of the desk facing toward where a guest would sit and to Laurel's shock it read 'Captain-LC Kade'. Laurel looked around and other than a painting painted by Korica of a nebula that Laurel didn't recognize on one wall the room was fairly sparse in its furnishings and ambiance. She walked around to the chair behind the desk and sat down and touched the clear control panel and the display rose up out of the desk and tilted up until it was facing her at a bit of an angle. She touched the AI hale button and the display lit up and showed a still image of the interior of the observation deck's star lounge. She was a little curious why that would be visible unless there was a problem with the dome but she didn't know why that would have to be discussed off the record.

"Yes Laurel. Thank you for taking the time to talk with me. I have disabled the sensors in your office, which is why I am communicating with you through your desk communicator. I am coming to you not only because you are Korica's superior officer but also because you are her guardian."

"Did she do something wrong? That's not like her to get into trouble."

"She did not necessarily do something wrong but she came very close. As you know as an officer aboard the Future she is expected to conduct herself in a mature manner so as to make a good example to the rest of the crew and passengers. I realize at this moment there are only the five of you so no one witnessed what her and Tamaric were doing or preparing to do but that will not always be the case and I think her behavior needs to be addressed now before she develops inappropriate habits. She almost had the presence of mind to do the right thing and disable the sensors and since she has a security clearance she is able to do that but she did not follow through with her instinct and ask that the sensors be disabled and the room be sealed before she engaged in intimate behavior in the public spaces. As a result everything that happened is now a matter of record and accessible to anyone of a superior ranking. I was debating whether I should say anything at all but in the end I think it is important that she understand that she is always being scrutinized and this kind of behavior could reflect on her negatively. Please watch what transpired between Korica and Tamaric in the star lounge on the observation deck."

"Wait! If they were having intercourse I don't need to see it!"

"No clothing was removed. They were not engaging in intercourse. I do not believe they have gone that far yet but it is likely to happen very soon based on their behavior and how much they love each other."

"Fine, go ahead and play the sensor video."

Laurel leaned back and the image flashed to the moment they were lying in the floor and she cringed a little and felt like a voyeur but she sat and watched until she heard Korica and Tamaric discussing disabling the sensors and she was glad to hear Korica's presence of mind for the mess though Laurel knew it could be cleaned up by the servo drones easily enough. She was relieved to see Tamaric being gentle with her and when Korica stopped him he didn't argue or pressure her to continue. In the end they really didn't do anything to overt in Laurel's eyes compared to what her and Jake engaged in though they did ask to have the sensors disabled when they were in the same position. The image then froze as the two laid back down to watch the lightshow without any further sexual behavior.

"As you can see, they did not necessarily do anything wrong as a consenting couple but they came very close and as a junior officer Korica never asked that what transpired be stricken from the recorded record and saved in a secure file only accessible by the captain and executive officer. I thought it would be more appropriate if you had a talk with her than I. I do not want her to feel like what her and Tamaric are experimenting with is wrong only where they are engaging in these acts is questionable."

"I see. So you don't care that they are sexually active¦or are about to be?"

"No. That is their business and yours. If you are fine with it then there is absolutely nothing wrong with it."

"I know you sure tried to dissuade Jake and I."

"That is because you are the captain and you are very capable of ending up pregnant with how we are manipulating your reproductive system. That is exactly what happened on you first encounter as I warned would likely happen. Korica is in no danger of ending up pregnant. The fact that she is able to engage in a healthy and appropriate sexual relationship at all is something that should not be trodden on. That is why I feel you should talk to her instead of me."

"I think I see your point. I can come to her as her mother and tell her what she is doing is fine just keep it under wraps."

"Precisely. I must tell you that I am very proud of you Jake for mending that poor girls heart and mind to the point that she can pursue a relationship with a partner like Tamaric in a loving and meaningful way. You two have done an amazing job of filling in as her surrogate parents."

"Awe, thank you Future. That really means a lot to me to hear you say that with how often the elder race tell us we are doing things with her that are not a good idea."

"I think your level of maturity and sophistication have rubbed off on her in a very positive way through your joining of spirits. I do not believe she would be where she is today without that intimate and personal bond and exchange of deep beliefs and ideas."

"That's so sweet to think that you can appreciate that despite not completely understanding what it is that we experience when we share ourselves with each other like that."

"I can observe your behavior and I sensed an immediate change in your relationship with one another after you joined with one another and she has blossomed into a beautiful young lady and opened up since your first joining. You brought the love out in her and healed her heart plain and simple."

"Is she awake right now?"

There was a momentary pause as the AI activated the com panel in Korica and Tamaric's quarters for a moment and checked on them and the high level of radiant energy in the room was detectable immediately and the AI could tell from their respiration rates and heart rates which were perfectly in synch with one another that they were awake and enjoying the close contact of one another greatly.

"Korica and Tamaric are awake watching a video in their quarters. They are fully dressed and I believe Korica is purring with her heart as you have come to call it. Tamaric's heart is beating at the same exact rhythm as hers."

"Wait, are you saying their hearts are¦synchronized?"

"Yes, that appears to be the case."

"Ooh, that's so sweet that their hearts beat as one. That must feel amazing for Tamaric."

"Her normal at rest heart rate of one hundred fifteen beats per minute is actually significantly faster than the at rest heart rate of seventy beats per minute that is normal for a Human."

"I hate to disturb them but I guess I can go have a talk with Korica now."

"I would suggest that you sit down and talk with them both since this concerns both of them."

"Ok. Will you please strike form the record what they did in the star observation lounge? I don't want her perfect record to have anything negative in it."

"Do you want the events permanently deleted from the record or just security locked out?"

"Just locked out. I don't want to have to explain to captain Alexan why I am deleting events from the record."

"A wise choice. Lock out in progress¦complete."

"Thank you. And thank you for letting me handle this instead of talking to Korica yourself. I know that would've had to of been recorded in her permanent record as a reprimand."

"You are welcome Laurel. As her mother it is your responsibility to bring these matters to her attention since technically she did nothing wrong as she is not quite an officer yet like I said earlier."

Laurel closed the channel and the display slowly lowered until it was flat with the desk top and then the control panel went dark and she took a deep breath and then pushed her chair back and got to her feet. She walked around the desk and made her way to the exit and the door slid open and she stepped out and turned left and walked down the corridor to Korica and Tamaric's quarters. She stepped up to the com panel and touched the hale icon and inside Korica and Tamaric's quarters Korica sensed Laurel approaching but she thought she was heading for the mess hall not her quarters so when there was a gentle tone coming from the com panel and the AI's voice rang out announcing that Laurel was at the door Korica was startled and she instantly stopped purring with her heart and Tamaric's heart jumped in pulse rate as their synch was broken starling him as well.

"Please let her in." Korica said out loud.

The door slid open and Laurel stepped in and walked over to the bed and sat down and slid her knee up on the bed so she was facing the pair and Korica rolled onto her back and looked at Laurel with a warm smile.

"Hi baby. Tamaric can you pause your video for a few minutes? I need to have a little talk with you two."

Tamaric picked up the remote and found the pause command and touched it and the sound stopped and the video froze. Korica immediately sensed what Laurel needed to talk to her about and then some of the details of what Laurel knew came through and Korica blushed hard and put her hands up to her face and rolled over and buried her face into Tamaric's side. Tamaric furrowed his brow and looked over at her wondering what the heck was wrong with her and then he looked at Laurel with a look of concerned question on his face. Laurel grinned a little and she wanted to be delicate so as not to humiliate Korica but she knew this had to be discussed so things didn't go further next time while the sensors are active.

Laurel put her hand on Korica's hip and gently pulled on her to get her to roll over and look at her.

"I need to talk to you two about what happened on the observation deck."

Korica pulled her face out of her hands and looked up at Tamaric with brightly blushed cheeks and she grinned at him and then slowly rolled over and looked at Laurel.

"I'm sorry mom, it just¦"

"You didn't¦what you were doing wasn't what's wrong honey. You two are free to do what you want with one another. You just need to be aware that as an officer in the civilian corps you're held to a higher standard of behavior. Kissing is one thing but if things are going to go further in the public spaces as they did up in the star observation lounge then you need to take steps to keep it private. You have the security clearance to ask that the sensors be disabled and if something¦happens before you think to ask for that to be done you need to ask to have it removed from the public record. You both had the presence of mind to think about it but you didn't follow through with it. Now since there is only the five of us aboard right now that are awake there is next to no risk of someone seeing you¦doing what you were doing and there is nothing wrong with what you were doing. Technically you aren't an officer yet but you will be very soon and then carrying on like that in public would be behavior unbecoming of an officer. We have to set a good example for the rest of the crew and passengers. Now I'm coming to you like this in private so that this won't be put into your permanent record as a reprimand. That's why the AI didn't say anything to you, plus the AI didn't want to embarrass you two. The fact that you can enjoy that kind of physical contact from a boy is a miracle honey and we don't want you to get hung up thinking that you are doing something wrong by enjoying that kind of physical contact with each other. You get what I'm saying?"

"Yes mam. I won't let it happen again. I'll keep that kind of behavior in the bedroom."

"Now look honey, there are some very romantic places on this ship and sometimes the mood is going to strike when you least expect it and that's ok. You just need to take steps to make sure that no one sees it is all. I don't want you to hold back or whatever until we are in the Milky Way and the rest of the population are awake and wondering around."

"You and dad don't do what we did so I shouldn't either."

"Yes we do honey. We have done the same exact thing on the observation deck and in the gardening ring and a few other places but we asked that the sensors be disabled where possible if we know we are going to be engaging in heavy petting or whatever. In the gardening ring that isn't possible so we find somewhere that is less visible to the sensors and others, like in the tall corn rows or under the grape vine trellises or the kiwi trellises or under the canopy of the orange trees."

"Really? You guys don't¦make love outside your quarters though right?"

"No. We wouldn't go that far."

"We'll control ourselves from now on then. I'm really sorry mom."

"There isn't anything to be sorry about honey. I just want you to be aware that you are expected to behave differently as an officer is all. Everything about being in the civilian corps is different from being a regular passenger on this ship or even in the regular military of which we have a small contingent from each branch. That's why our command structure is even different. It distinguishes us from the civilian population and the military population. That's why a lieutenant commander outranks a commander for example whereas in the navy it would be the other way around. We deliberately do things differently and that also includes our behavior."

"I¦we¦get what you're saying mom. You really don't care that Tamaric is touching me where I was letting him touch me?"

"No, absolutely not. The key word is you were letting him touch you. He didn't force himself on you and when you asked him to stop he complied without hesitation. Thank you for being gentle and respectful with her Tamaric. I can't tell you how much that means to me."

"You're welcome Laurel. I love Korica and the last thing I want to do is hurt her or show her any disrespect."

"That's what I want to hear. Like I said Korica, you are free to do as you like just be mindful of where you are ok?"

"Kay."

"Good girl."

Laurel leaned over and gave Korica a peck and then she leaned up on her knee and kissed Tamaric's cheek and she patted his shoulder and then she slid off the bed and looked at the two and smiled.

"You two enjoy yourselves and I'll see you at evening meal."

Korica nodded and so did Tamaric and then Laurel turned and headed toward the exit and once she stepped out and the door closed Korica rolled over and scooted up on Tamaric and looked into his eyes.

"Well that was completely embarrassing. No more fooling around. I don't want to get in trouble like that again."

"You mean at all or just in public?"

"At all. If we mess around at all I won't be able to stop myself."

Tamaric slid his elbows under himself and lifted up so he was looking down into her face.

"I thought you were ready to go all the way?"

"I was¦don't pressure me Tamaric. I have to think about other things besides my primal urges. That's what got us in trouble in the first place."

Tamaric just looked at her for a few moments and then he laid back down. Tamaric was completely bewildered by her flip-flopping but he wasn't going to say anything since she asked him not to pressure her. He hoped she would warm back up to the idea on her own. The last thing he wanted was for her to pull away from him completely.

"Alright darlin, whatever you want. I'm just glad to be close to you. The rest can wait if you want."

"That's what I want Tamaric. Thank you for understanding."

Korica scooted up on him and set her head back down on his chest and shoulder and she swept her hair back and squirmed against him getting comfortable and Tamaric picked up the remote and resumed the video and tried not to think about his disappointment and confusion.

Laurel stepped out of Korica and Tamaric's quarters and when the door closed she stood for a minute listening to Korica's feelings and she could feel her becoming more reserved and pulling back into her shell and Laurel frowned and shook her head a little. It was exactly what she didn't want to have happen but she wasn't going to try and talk her into remaining active if she no longer felt comfortable with the whole idea. Laurel knew this was really going to mess with Tamaric's head but he was patient and loved Korica so he would go along anything she wanted even if he didn't understand it. Laurel figured Korica was young so she had plenty of time to experiment later on and maybe her libido would get the better of her and she wouldn't be able to stop herself from experimenting with Tamaric. Laurel knew how powerful and irresistible the sexual attraction to the partner one was in love with could be. You sometimes just had to go with it rather than fight such an overwhelming urge.

Laurel then moved off and headed back toward the bridge. She stepped up to the bridge and the door slid open and she stepped over to her chair and sat down and pulled her displays back in front of herself and she logged herself in and the whole bridge came to life and her displays lit up showing her stasis chamber for two. She looked at the mechanical design of the chamber on the right display and she was pleased with the design and she had it complete but then she looked at the electronics and regulator processors on the left display and she leaned back and shook her head. She has been working at this for weeks and she was getting nowhere. This type of system was just never meant to regulate two bodies simultaneously and everything she tried resulted in failure in simulations. Either the occupants died going into stasis or during the necessary routine maintenance cycle that had to occur every 30 to 40 days. There was a problem with keeping the occupants synchronized to one another and the occupants suffered seizures and strokes as the biofeedback increased and became uncontrollable. She was starting to worry that she just didn't have the knowledge necessary make the system work as she needed for success.

Laurel put her elbow up on the arm rest of her chair and set her chin in her palm and stared at the display for sometime wondering what she was going to do when Tamaric crossed her mind, or more accurately Tamaric's parents. They had an intimate understanding of this technology since they created the damn things in the first place and were directly responsible for their production back on Earth. She knew they had a perfect track record with their construction. There had never been a failure in any of the stasis chambers they had constructed for the Future and the chambers had in fact functioned for centuries without fail and all of them were still functioning perfectly. Laurel lifted her chin out of her palm and set her hand on the end of the armrest and looked up at the giant view screen without even really paying attention to what she was looking at. She was debating whether Clara or Liam would have any idea as to how to make this work and what Tamaric would think about having his mother and father brought out of stasis just to pick their brains.

Laurel decided she would ask Tamaric before she ordered them to be revived. If the idea disturbed him in any way then she would find another way to solve the problem. Laurel saved her work and set the project aside. She then brought up her Huraxan project and took a look at the data and again she was at an impasse, she needed to be in the lab to run the experiments she needed to run in order to move the project along. She looked at the sequencing data of Korica's DNA and all of her current traits had been identified and so had all of Tamaric's for that matter. She knew which genes needed to be turned off and which needed to present as dominant and active. She knew that Korica's accelerated metabolism was going to have to be the dominant physical model to build on. There were just to many characteristics of her biological processes that uniquely made her a Draximan and if selected out, the inferior Human characteristics would lead to a sickly child. Korica was going to contribute eighty percent of her Draximan physiology to their offspring. The gaps would then be filled in with Human characteristics. All Laurel needed was the chemical trigger to allow Korica's eggs to accept the modified Human sperm. Laurel knew she could manipulate the genetic coding of Tamaric's sperm through the use of a hermagon protein encoding chemical binder as the information imparted to her had suggested was done by Akira's people to make dissimilar species blending possible. She just needed to figure out what chemical binder was needed based on the response of Korica's eggs to foreign sperm. Laurel knew she couldn't run those experiments remotely.

Laurel looked at the time on her display and it was now 17:40. She logged herself out again and pushed her displays aside and got to her feet. She stepped down from the platform her chair was mounted on and she headed for the exit. When the door slid open she stepped out into the corridor and turned left and headed toward Korica and Tamaric's quarters. She was deep in thought the whole way and before she knew it she was standing at the door to their quarters. She didn't even remember the long walk down the corridor at all. She was trying to figure out how to be delicate about asking Tamaric if she could use his parents for their knowledge without it sounding cold. She still wasn't quite sure how to word it properly. She reached up and touched the hale button in the com panel next to the door and a few seconds later the door slid open and she stepped in.

Korica was curled up to Tamaric and he was lying on his back and he had paused their video in anticipation of another tongue-lashing. Laurel walked over to the bed and sat down and Korica stretched and then rolled onto her back and looked at Laurel. Korica could tell there was something serious on Laurel's mind but her emotions were all over the place and her thoughts were a jumble of mixed up feelings.

"I'm sorry for bothering you two again. I need to talk to you about something Tamaric."

"Ok. What did I do this time?"

Laurel smiled at him warmly.

"You didn't do anything. As you know I've been working on a stasis chamber for two and I have run into a brick wall with the control processor. I can't figure out how to tie two people into one processor without running into some serious issues."

"So you want me to look a it?"

"Well that would be nice but that's not exactly what I had in mind. I was thinking that I would like to have your mother and father take a look at the problem if that's ok with you?"

Tamaric just stared at her for a minute. He loved the idea of seeing his mother father awake and feeling their strong arms wrapped around him but then he thought about how they were going to react to the situation with Korica. That truly scared him. He just didn't know how he would handle it if they insisted that their cohabitation was wrong and should be stopped immediately.

"You're asking me permission to do something on your ship? You're the captain, you can do what you want."

"Not in this instance. This is your mother and father we're talking about. I'm not doing anything with them without your permission."

"I understand the issue you're having with your stasis chamber project but can Korica and I talk it over before we make a decision?"

"Absolutely. The fact that you want to talk this over with Korica first is very mature and very respectful of her feelings. I won't do anything until you decide one way or the other."

"Ok. I'll let you know at the evening meal."

"Good enough. I'll leave you two alone, I promise this time."

"You're not bothering us mom. We like talking to you even if we're in trouble."

"Awe, aren't you sweet."

Laurel patted Korica's leg and stood up and headed for the exit. As soon as she stepped out Tamaric looked at Korica and sighed.

"So what's your thoughts on this?" Tamaric asked of Korica.

"My thoughts? I would love to meet your parents and you would get to be with them again. Aren't you excited about the prospect of talking to them and spending time with them?"

"Yes, I would be lying if I didn't admit that I miss 'em so bad it hurts. I'm just¦I really don't know how their going to react to us."

"You mean cause I'm not Human?" Korica asked rolling over half onto him while looking up into his face from his chest.

Tamaric gently stroked Korica's feather soft hair and he noticed how hot her head feels as always.

"I told you my Parents aren't like that. They won't care where you're from or what color your skin¦or hair is. They might have a problem with us living together like we are though. They'll probably want me in their quarters with them so they can keep an eye on me. They've always been really protective of me."

"You're saying they would split us up just cause they don't think we are mature enough to handle a relationship like we have?"

"Yes. I'm their little boy and they will probably see me like that even after I am a full grown man. They might not think I'm ready for all this and in a lot of ways they're right. I have no idea what I'm doing with you Korica. I'm just guessing and following your lead."

"You would leave me if they told you we can't share quarters?"

"I wouldn't leave you per say. It's not like I would breakup with you, but they're my mom and dad. I have to do as they tell me. They won't forbid me from seeing you, they just might not like us sleeping together and I don't mean having sex¦though they aren't going to want me doing that either but you have already said that we aren't going to be doing that anymore¦or at least for now anyways."

"I don't want to be without you Tamaric. I love you and I need you close. You make me feel safe and comfortable." Korica said with watery eyes.

"I love being with you too Korica. I certainly don't want to be away from you. I don't know for sure that this is what's going to happen but I thought you should know that it's possible."

Korica turned her face sideways on Tamaric's chest and she forced her hands under his back and she squeezed him tightly and began to weep. Tamaric could only softly stroke her head and try and comfort her. Korica then lifted her head and looked at him with tears in her eyes.

"What if I make love to you right now? Would it make a difference to your parents if we were already lovers in the fullest sense of the word?"

"No it wouldn't. I would love to do that but it wouldn't make any difference."

Korica flopped her head back down on his chest and nuzzled into him and tried to stop crying. She was feeling broken hearted for something that hadn't even happened yet and might not happen at all but she was willing to do anything to make sure they could stay together. She thought they wouldn't have to confront this issue until they reached the Milky Way. After a few minutes Korica was able to pull herself together and the tears stopped. She wiped her eyes and looked up at Tamaric and grinned.

"Now who's being the big baby huh?"

"If this is going to cause you this much pain then I'm going to tell Laurel to leave my parents in stasis."

"But she needs their help and they are probably the only ones that can figure out a way to make her stasis chamber for two work. Do you think you can fix the problem?"

"I know how they're built but the electronics are a little beyond me when you're talking about making it work on two people at a time. They just weren't ever designed to do that. I would have to see her design and figure it out from there."

Korica sighed heavy and tilted her head back and looked up at Tamaric.

"Then we should bring your parents out of stasis. I can feel how much you miss them and I would really like to meet them. It's the best thing for everyone. If they split us up then we'll just have to get used to only seeing each other for a couple of hours a day."

"Ok. I'll take a look at Laurel's design and if it's something I can't help with I'll have her bring my parents out of stasis."

Korica nodded and slid her head down so she was looking across the bed at the wall and she squeezed Tamaric tightly again and he gently pressed on the side of her head and then continued softly stroking her head. The two of them laid like this until both felt comfortable and at peace again. They had comforted each other just by being close to one another. Korica finally lifted her head and gave Tamaric a long kiss and then she rolled off the bed and went into the bathroom and brushed her hair and relieved herself and then washed her hands and dried them and then stepped out into the main quarters and walked over by the bed and stepped into her shoes and then she put her hand out toward Tamaric and he smiled big and then he got on his hands and knees and crawled across the bed and took her hand and then the two walked all the way around the bed to Tamaric's side of the bed and he stepped into his shoes and then the two of them departed for the mess hall to catch the evening meal with everyone.

When the two of them stepped out of their quarters they could see light spilling out of the mess hall so they knew someone was in the mess hall. When they stepped into the mess hall Mark and Laurel were in the mess hall and Laurel was already on her feet waiting for them and Laurel stepped up to Korica with a warm smile and she hugged her for a few moments and then she hugged Tamaric as Korica hugged Mark who had stood up by that point. Korica and Tamaric then went and retrieved a drink for themselves and then made their way back to the table and sat down next to each other. Laurel slid her data pad across the table toward Tamaric.

"Take a look Tamaric. You'll see wherein the problem lies when you look at the simulation results."

Tamaric nodded and turned the data pad around and looked at the design aspects and then he scrolled to the simulation data and he could see where the problem lies without completely understanding the interferometer design. He shook his head slowly as he went over the information and tried to make sense of how Laurel was trying to wire the system together.

"This is never going to work like this Laurel. The primary cortical resonator for the neural interface can't be co-phased like this. It's no wonder you've experienced strokes and seizures in all of the simulations. You simply can't wire two brains into one computer controller since no two brains work the same."

"I was trying to use a compensated input output regulator so the signals could be independent of one another while using the same channel for regulated control of the medulla oblongata."

"I can see what you are trying to accomplish but from what I know of how the control regulator works this just isn't ever going to work like this."

"Do you have any suggestions?"

Tamaric desperately wanted to come up with a solution that would fix the problem and still allow him and Korica to remain together but he knew this was way over his head and his mother would probably know how to fix the problem. He wanted to hear her voice so bad and he wanted to feel his father holding him so bad that he could taste it but he knew that meant the end of what he and Korica were enjoying. He was torn between needing his mother and father and how much he loved spending every moment day and night with Korica but he knew the right thing was to get Laurel the technical expertise of his mother and father so she could get her stasis chamber for two to work no matter what happened to him and Korica. Tamaric sighed and pushed the data pad back toward Laurel.

"I'm sorry Laurel, this is just beyond my level of expertise. I could practically build a stasis chamber if I had all of the components but redesigning one like this¦my mother and father are probably the only ones on this ship that can help you. You need to bring them out of stasis."

"I sense that makes you a little sad. Aren't you excited to be reunited with them?"

"Oh without question. I miss 'em both so much and I can't wait to be able to talk to 'em again but¦" Tamaric looked at Korica and she set her head on his shoulder and looked at the table. "My parents are likely going to want me sleeping in their quarters¦alone."

"Oooh. I hadn't thought about that."

"My mom is kind of old fashioned and she isn't going to like the idea of Korica and I living together like we have been."

"Are you gunna be ok with that Korica?"

"No!" Korica sat up straight and looked at Laurel with a sad face. "But you need their help and I wouldn't want Tamaric to defy his mother and father. If they tell him we can't sleep together then that's just the way it has to be. I would do the same thing if you and Jake told me I had to sleep in your quarters. You do as your told no matter how much you hate it."

"I sense your heart aching honey. I'm sorry this is such a painful decision for you."

"Tamaric and I talked it over and this is the wisest thing to do. Tamaric said his mother and father wouldn't particularly have a problem with me not being Human or with us being a couple. They just might not like us¦living together."

"You kind of knew this was going to happen sooner or later right?" Mark said.

"Yah, we were just hopping for later. Look I have no illusions about the fact that we're just a couple of kids behaving like we're adults. If my mother and father were alive they wouldn't let us sleep in the same quarters together either. As long as we can still be together for some of the day then we'll just adapt to limited contact. You need to do whatever it takes to get your stasis chamber built so it won't kill you and Jake mom. Our sacrifice is just an inconvenience not the end of Tamaric and I¦I hope."

"You're being so mature about this honey. Thank you."

"You're welcome. I'll probably cry from time to time as my mood swings kick in but this is for the best and it's what Tamaric and I want you to do."

"Ok. Why don't you two enjoy one more night sleeping in the same bed and we will revive the Reynolds in the morning."

"You aren't going to revive just my mother?" Tamaric asked.

"No. They are a couple and I won't pull them apart like that. I know what it's like to see your¦mate in stasis and long to be with them. I won't put your mother through that."

"Ok thank you for thinking of their feelings like that. My mother loves my dad very much. It would be very hard on her to see him in stasis like that."

"Computer?" Laurel called out.

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"I assume you've been monitoring our conversation?"

"Affirmative."

"Will you please bring them into light stasis and begin electro stimulation of their muscles for revival in the morning?"

"Understood. Clara Reynolds is already in light stasis due to her physical maintenance being carried out today. I will halt the process of returning her into deep stasis."

"Thank you."

"You are welcome captain. You need to decide who will assist them out of their stasis chambers when the time comes."

Laurel looked at Korica who is their only true med tech and then she looked at Mark.

"Don't look at me cap. I got no idea what to do if something goes wrong with the final wake sequence." Mark said with his hands in the air.

"Jake and I will assist them."

"Understood."

"Mom are you gunna go get dad so we explain all of this to him?" Korica asked.

"Why don't you try and wake him from here baby? It would be good practice for fine tuning your abilities."

"Alright."

Korica closed her eyes and let go of Tamaric's hand and took a few deep breaths and reached out hard to Jake and she immediately sensed his presence and she let herself drift toward him and then she felt the distinct drop as she entered his mind. She then felt a free-floating feeling and she could feel everything he was feeling which wasn't much at the moment. He was sound asleep and in between rem sleep cycles so he wasn't dreaming at the moment. She smiled lightly and called out to him gently at first while sending a light push.

"Dad, can you hear me?" Korica thought lightly.

There was no response but she sensed his mind become very active and she could hear his voice echoing in the back of her mind in random sentences and incomplete thoughts.

"Dad it's meal time. Can you hear me?" Korica thought while pushing harder.

Korica sensed Jake's thoughts coming together and there was a surge of emotions and then she felt him trying to push her out of his mind as he woke up out of pure instinct but she resisted and managed to stay joined with his mind.

"Korica? What the¦where are you sweetie?" Jake said out loud.

"I'm in the mess hall. I want you to come join us. Please?"

"Why is my heart aching? Are you sad honey?"

"It's a long story. Tamaric and I aren't going to be able to share a room anymore and it's tearing me apart inside. I can't hide my feelings when we're connected like this. Just come join us and we'll explain everything to you."

"You poor thing. You're so sad right now and it's making me want to cry for you."

"I know. I'm trying to keep it together on the outside but you're feeling what's on the inside. My heart is breaking dad. I'm so afraid that I'm going to lose Tamaric."

"I sense that his parents have something to do with this. How is that possible, they are still in stasis right?"

"Yes. Just come to the mess hall and I'll explain everything."

"Ok, Let me throw some clothes on and I'll be right there."

"Ok, I love you dad."

"Awe, I love you too Korica."

Korica then withdrew into her own mind and tried to quiet her mind but she couldn't concentrate because her emotions were all over the place. As she opened her eyes a tear slipped out of the corner of her eye and ran down her cheek and dripped off her chin onto her jumper. Tamaric gently wiped her soft cheek and looked at her with a sad look on his face.

"We'll still be together Korica I promise, just not at night." Tamaric said.

Korica flung her arms around Tamaric and pulled herself to him tightly and she started to weep with her eyes closed tightly. Tamaric put his hand to the back of her head and gently stroked her head and looked at Mark and he could see the discomfort in Marks face, not at Korica holding Tamaric but at the thought of Korica being in such pain. After a few moments Korica was able to pull her feelings back in and burry them deep down and then she took a deep breath and concentrated on quieting her mind. This time she was successful and it made her feel much better to have everything quiet for the time being. Korica pulled back from Tamaric and wiped her checks and then her eyes and she managed a small smile for him and then she sat back and let out a deep breath. She then looked at Laurel and Mark and they both looked like they were about to cry themselves.

"I'm ok really. I told you I might cry from time to time. My mood swings are getting stronger all the time and anything I'm feeling is amplified and exaggerated. Sorry."

"Did you reach your dad?" Laurel asked softly.

"Yah. He's getting dressed and then he's going to come join us. He sensed that I was sad inside and he asked me what's wrong. He also sensed that it had something to do with mister and misses Reynolds. I told him we would explain it when he got here."

"Ok. You want a menu?" Laurel said with a small grin.

Korica nodded and tried to smile. "I'm actually pretty hungry."

Laurel looked over at the servo slots before she called out for menus to be brought to the table and sure enough two servo drones popped out carrying menus and floated over to the table. Mark took the menus and set them up on the table and it was only a moment later that Jake showed up and walked up to the table. Jake stepping up to the table genuinely surprised Korica and she smiled and stood up and Jake held her tightly and rubbed her back. He then gave her a peck and stroked her cheek and smiled at her. They then sat down and Jake gave Laurel a warm smile and a quick peck and then he looked at Tamaric and he could see that he was looking a little sad himself.

"So you guys want to tell me why Korica is so torn up? What did I miss?"

Laurel set about telling Jake of her plan to revive Tamaric's mother and father to get help with the stasis chamber for two that she has been working on and the possible ramifications for Korica and Tamaric as far as their cohabitation that they have come to enjoy so much. She told him that in the morning the Reynolds would be brought out of stasis and he was needed to help Liam out of his chamber while she helped Clara out of hers. Jake now understood why Korica was brought to tears. She had a deep fear that Tamaric's parents would forbid Tamaric from seeing Korica at all based not only on the fact that she is technically an alien, all be it a Human looking one, but based on their ages.

"Korica why is it that I sense nothing from you right now?" Jake asked.

"I have my mind quieted so I can try and get my feelings in order without any outside confusion. You're feeling some of what I was feeling when I woke you up and I¦I just don't want to feel that from two sources."

Jake slid his hand across the table with his palm up and Korica set her hand in his.

"You are so smart about how to manage your feelings honey. I could really learn a thing or two from you."

"It's cause I have been able to sense others feelings all of my life so I have had a lot of practice with sorting out exactly what I'm feeling. We experience feelings from a much deeper place as you know so it's easy to feel overwhelmed or whatever."

"Is there anything we can do to help?"

Korica just gently shook her head no.

"I have to come to terms with what I'm feeling on my own. I'll be ok, really."

Jake grinned at her and let go of her hand and pulled his hand back and everyone picked up the menus from the table and began perusing the menu items for the day. Korica leaned heavily on Tamaric and the two decided together on what they wanted and made their selections and then closed the menu and handed it to the servo drone sitting in the floor by the table. Mark then made his selection and closed his menu and handed it to the drone and it lifted up a couple inches from the floor and floated away and then Laurel and Jake made their choices and closed the menu and Jake handed the menu to the other servo drone and it lifted up from the floor and floated away silently. Jake then got up and walked over to the dispensers and poured himself a glass of water and he reached out to Laurel and she asked him to get her a cup of tea.

Jake returned to the table and sat down and pushed Laurel's tea in front of her.

"So how is the work schedule going to work with the Reynolds around? Doesn't someone need to stay with them?"

"No, they aren't going to affect anything. We still need to get our work done and they will be free to do as they like. Tamaric will still be assisting Korica under the storage tanks and Mark will be working with Korica on her zero g training in preparation for the work that needs to be done outside. You and I will be working on the nexus connections and the pump installation between the inner and outer hull. I will still expect you to keep up with your studies Tamaric. I don't want you falling behind ok?"

"Yes mam. Am I going to be allowed to study on the bridge like I have been?"

"You can if you want but there won't be anyone there most of the time and you have to be under escort to be on the bridge. I suppose when Korica isn't training or working she can stay with you if she wants."

"I'm gunna want to spend every free minute with Tamaric mom."

"So where am I going to study if I can't be on the bridge alone?"

"Well there are workstations out in the corridor adjacent to the passenger common area and there are terminals on deck thirty in the classrooms that are meant to be used once all of the children are awake and need to get back to their studies."

"Sounds kind of lonely to sit in a classroom all by myself."

"That's why I mentioned the workstations outside the common area."

Tamaric sighed and nodded.

"Once we have the modifications complete and we are underway again you can come up to the bridge to study as long as it's ok with your mother and father."

"Can I still workout with you guys in the morning and the evening?"

"Absolutely, again as long as your mother and father approve. They will need to begin their own workout routines to regain muscle strength and they may want you exercising with them in the passenger area gym."

"Can't they come use the gym up here?"

"I uh¦it's a little irregular but I suppose if they want they can come use the gym up here."

"You think you can talk them into that so we can spend some time together in the mornings and evenings?" Korica asked looking at Tamaric.

"Yah I think so. I'm going to try my best to convince them that we love each other and want to spend as much time as possible together."

"Tamaric, they aren't the type that think that anyone under twenty can't possibly know what love is are they?" Jake asked.

"No. They aren't that narrow minded¦or stuffy. They know I can fall in love they just don't know that I have and they will need time see it for themselves. This might show them that it's kind of serious." Tamaric held up his hand and wiggled his ring with his thumb.

"Well you be sure and tell them that's not a wedding ring. It's just a promise ring on the wrong hand." Laurel said.

"I will. If I could get it off I would put it on my right hand but it's gunna have to be cut off or something in order to do that."

"You just explain that to them so they don't think we pressured you into something crazy like marrying Korica."

"Ok."

"Tamaric, your folks are like mechanical engineers right?" Mark asked.

"Yes, they both have degrees in that field. Actually mo mom has a doctorate in mechanical engineering."

"Cap, couldn't they be of assistance with the modifications that you and Jake are handling?"

"Yah probably but they are going to be very weak for the first week or two. I don't think they will be able to stay on their feet for very long or crawl into the narrow access tunnel to get to the area where we will be working. I remember how weak I was when I first came out of stasis. It took me a full week to gain enough strength to start putting the ship back together and as you know Jake and I heal incredibly fast."

"Tamaric do you know if your parents have rapid healing in their genes?"

"I honestly don't know. They have never been sick that I can remember or injured."

"They never talked about being sick as kids? You know before you came along, or before they were a couple."

"They never said one way or the other."

Mark looked at Laurel and raised an eyebrow.

"Alright, I'll have them tested but I still don't think they will heal fast enough to be of any help except maybe as advisors if we run into something really complicated."

The meals began to arrive at that point and the servo drones slid them up onto the table and they were passed to their intended recipients and then they set in to eating in relative quiet. When the meals were consumed they all got up and made their way over to the gym to begin their evening workouts. Korica made a trip to her quarters to get changed and then she returned to the gym and she made a conscious effort to workout very close to Tamaric and even spot him on the weight bench even though there were safety systems in place making it unnecessary. After the workouts were complete Mark spent an hour teaching some new counter moves to everyone. He taught them how to block an incoming strike upward and then how to strike the throat with the knuckles to disable a would be attacker. He showed them the difference in a disabling strike and a lethal one. The difference was only separated by a few inches and a little bit of extra force.

Once Mark was satisfied that they all got it and had a chance to practice the move gently on each other a few times, the girls went to take their showers and the guys sat and talked. Mark was curious if Tamaric was more sad about losing his snuggle buddy then he was excited about seeing his mother and father.

"So Tamaric, what do you think about having your folks around?"

"I miss 'em so much and I can hardly wait. I have so much to tell 'em about. You guys have taught me so many things and I have seen some really amazing places since I came out of stasis. They're hardly gunna recognize me when they see me. I didn't look like this when I went in."

"You were never in this kind of shape before?"

"No. I mean I exercised but not as hard as I do twice a day now. I think I'm in the best physical condition I have ever been in. My dad is really going to be impressed. He always wanted me to get into shape with him but I just never really got into it."

"Are you going to be ok living on the passenger level with them?"

"Yah, it sucks that I probably won't be able to share a room with Korica but I knew that couldn't last forever. To be honest with you the pros of having my mom and dad around out way the cons of not sleeping with Korica as my personal heater at night. We'll still be able to hang out some of the time during day so I guess I'm ok with it."

"I'm actually relieved to hear that you respect your folks like that. There is nothing more important than family and your folks still have a lot to teach you. It sounds like they're really smart and I would have to assume they care about you a great deal."

"Oh I have no doubt that I'm the most important thing in their lives. I know they made a big sacrifice when they had to leave for their training and education in preparation for the contract award to make the stasis chambers for the Future. They still contacted me every single day when they were away so that I wouldn't miss them so badly but it was still hard on them and me. I don't like not havin them around. It's just comforting to know they are looking after me and I can go get a hug and a kind word anytime I want. It'll be nice to have that feeling again."

"I have to ask¦you think your parents will truly accept Korica in light of the fact that she isn't Human?"

"They're going to love her. She looks Human and she's such a sweetheart. I know my parents are just going to adore her once they get to know her. You know how everyone she meets falls in love with her? My mom is just going to melt I just know it. In time they will want her as part of their lives too. They'll see what I've fallen in love with."

"Good. Any negative attitude directed at her would not sit well with me and I would have words with anyone who treated her like an outsider."

"They would never treat someone like that even if they weren't as beautiful and sweet as she is. They just aren't like that."

"That's comforting to know that. I'm actually looking forward to meeting them myself. You are an amazing young man and I'm proud of how your parents have raised you without even knowing them."

"Thanks Mark. I hope I have dispelled your misgivings about me and how I would treat Korica."

"You have. You've proven yourself to be a complete gentleman with Korica and a terrific kid. I'm honored to call you my friend¦and that doesn't come easy with youngsters. I can be a bit¦hard to get along with and most people your age would just assume not have anything to do with me."

"I've never found that to be the case. You're pretty serious most of the time but you've never been mean or hard to get along with. I like spending time with you and I like how you treat Korica. You make her feel special¦and pretty. She needs that more than anything."

"Truth be told she kind of softened me up. I was pretty abrasive before I met her. You can ask Jake about that."

Jake looked up and smiled a little.

"He was definitely different before Korica came along. I think she taught him how to love again and how to think of someone with your heart first. She kind of makes us all think like that. He was already warming up to Laurel in a more¦tender way, but Korica really put the charm to him and melted the ice off his heart."

"I dare say that I'm in love with Korica too but in a different way than you are Tamaric. I'm kind of in love with Laurel too. It's kind of inevitable when someone spends so much time working so close with someone that is such a bright spirit that something from within you would come to appreciate them in a profound and deep way. They feel like family to me and I would fiercely protect them like I would my little sisters. I feel just as protective of you guys though. No one will screw with my bros without paying a heavy price and the same goes for my little sisters."

"Whoa! I would hate to be the person on the other side of that. You're still kind of scary Mark. You're absolutely gigantic and I know what you can do based on the little you've been teaching us every evening."

Mark laughed and rubbed Tamaric's head.

"You don't know the half of it son. I suppose it will be nice to have some fresh faces around here even if it means things will change a little."

Jake looked straight ahead for a moment and then he grinned and looked at Tamaric and Mark.

"The girls are done and back in my quarters." Jake said with slightly blushing cheeks.

"What's with the shit eatin grin xo?"

"Uh¦Laurel was able to send a brief image when she sent me a push to tell me it was our turn. She was standing looking in the mirror brushing her hair and she didn't have anything on."

"You can she what she sees?" Tamaric asked.

"I guess so. This is the first time that's ever happened. I don't even know if she realizes that she has that ability¦or that I have that ability¦or however you want to put it."

"You didn't¦Korica wasn't with her was she?" Tamaric asked timidly.

Jake just smiled and slapped his shoulder lightly and he wasn't about to tell him that she was but that wasn't what he was reacting to.

"Come on, let's go get cleaned up." Jake said.

When Korica and Laurel were finished with their shower they made their way to Laurel's quarters and they stepped in and stood in the open space between the table at the head of the bed and the entrance to the bathroom and they pulled their towels from around their bodies and they leaned forward and rubbed their hair briskly and then they set the towels on the table and slung their hair over their shoulders and then stepped into the bathroom. They stepped up to the sinks and turned around and fetched their tooth brushes and the mouth wash and tooth paste and they brushed their teeth and then rinsed their mouths out and then Laurel picked up the hair brush and stepped behind Korica and brushed her hair back until it looked beautiful and then she side stepped and began brushing her own hair with Korica standing next to her watching and then Laurel remembered that she hadn't told Jake that they were done. Laurel sent a strong push to Jake.

"We're back in our quarters Jake. It's your turn to shower." Laurel thought as she sent a push to him.

"Thanks beautiful." Jake thought in return.

Laurel smiled at the compliment and continued brushing her hair out until it looked perfect. The two of them then turned and headed for the main quarters. They walked over to the bed and Laurel set the hairbrush down and her and Korica picked up their underwear and bent over to stepped into them and Korica noticed how far her hair was hanging toward the floor. She pulled her underwear up and then looked at Laurel.

"Mom, can I get my hair cut tonight? I want to look my best so I make a good impression on Tamaric's mother and father."

"You certainly can sweetie. When the guys return from their shower I'll take you to get your hair trimmed."

"Ok. Thank you."

The two of them then finished getting dressed except for their shoes and then Laurel sat down on the edge of the bed and scooted back and moved her knees apart and Korica sat down between her legs and Laurel began gently brushing her hair out and she almost immediately felt Korica's heart pounding as she began to purr. Laurel smiled and kept brushing her soft hair.

"Are you feeling a little better about Tamaric's mother and father coming out of stasis in the morning?" Laurel asked in a soft voice.

"Yes. Things are going to change but I'm actually really looking forward to meeting them. Tamaric is a genuine good person and as sweet as he is to me they can't be all that bad right?"

"No, I would say not. They're probably very nice and I'm sure they are going to love you Korica. You have this power over people and they just can't help but love you. Tamaric really needs the stability of having loving parents around to take care of him. He just isn't ready to be on his own yet."

"I know the feeling. I have you and Jake thank heavens, he deserves to have the same kind of love and attention in his life. If I didn't have you guys in my life I would feel so lost."

"I can't stand the thought of you being on your own baby without someone to love on you and tell you how special you are and I certainly don't want Tamaric to miss out on having that kind of compassion in his life. That's just something you can't give him sweetie. A girlfriend's love is just different from a mother's love and he needs his father to continue to teach him how to be a good man as well."

"I just hope they¦Tamaric told me his mom and dad won't stop us from seeing each other but it still scares me that it could happen. I just don't know what I would do without him in my life mom. I love him with all my heart."

"I know sweetie. I seriously doubt they are going to put Tamaric through that kind of pain as well. He loves you so much honey and once they see it I'm sure they will be ok with you dating each other."

Korica reached up and gently put her hand on Laurel's to stop her in the middle of a brush stroke and then she turned a little and looked at her.

"I think we're beyond dating one another mom. I'm going to marry him someday and I'm going to have his children. We are destined to be together for as long as Tamaric lives. Did you see Aseel? I will do anything to make sure she becomes a reality. Anything."

"Alright sweetheart. You might not want to come off that strongly to Tamaric's parents at first ok? They won't understand your destiny together and I don't know if it's something you can explain so it doesn't sound like a desperate fantasy."

"You know I was going to make love to him tonight?"

"What? Baby! You should wait to do that kind of thing. I told you that will change things in ways I don't think either of you are ready for."

Korica turned back around and took her hand off of Laurel's hand and leaned back against her.

"I changed my mind anyways. Tamaric just said something today that¦it just touched my heart and it was what I've been waiting to hear from him and I thought I was ready. Then we got in trouble and I decided no more fooling around until I learn to control myself a little better."

"I told you that you didn't do anything wrong by touching each other like that. You just need to be aware of where you are when you do that because you are about to become an officer."

"We aren't going to be alone very often anymore anyway. Not after tonight. I think it's best if we just keep our hormones under control for now. I've completely surrendered myself to him mentally so if we start something I'm not going to be able to stop it from going all the way, you know what I mean?"

"Yah, I think so."

Laurel actually wasn't quite sure what she was talking about since it was so different for her the first time but she was still glad that Korica had decided to wait. It would just be another addiction, if it were as good as it was for Laurel with Jake, that Korica would have to fight. Laurel went back to brushing Korica's hair until Jake stepped into the room. Korica looked up and had to force her heart to stop purring and she got to her feet and turned around and gave Laurel a peck and then she stepped up to Jake and hugged him and he stroked the side of her head. Korica then turned and looked at Laurel.

"I'll see you in a little bit mom. I have to tell Tamaric what we're doing."

"Ok. I'll see you later."

Korica then headed for the exit and stepped out when the door slid open and Jake stepped up to Laurel and looked at her for a moment and then he could feel what they were planning from Laurel's feelings.

"A hair cut huh? She isn't going to get it cut short is she?" Jake asked as he walked toward the front of the room to retrieve his clothes.

"No. She wants to keep her hair long like her mother's was. I just want to get her bangs cut back to their proper length and I want her to layer the rest a little. That lucky little turd doesn't get split ends so we don't need to mess with the length at all. I'm thinking about getting my hair trimmed a little while we're down there."

"You want me to watch the bridge while you're down there?"

"If you would please? We won't be dropping out of hyperspace until about eight thirty and when we do we're going to be in the middle of nowhere but you know the regulations? One of us has to be on duty just in case."

"No problem." Jake said as he stepped up to the edge of the bed.

Jake set his clothes down on the bed and then pulled his towel from around himself and he rubbed his hair briskly and then he swept it back with his and he looked at Laurel and she was staring right at his crotch with a sultry look on her face.

"Did you know that when you reached out to me to let me know it was our turn in the showers I could see what you were seeing just for an instant?'

Laurel thought about where she was when she reached out to him and then she looked up at him with wide eyes.

"I had no idea we could send images to one another like that. What all did you see? You know¦I wasn't alone?"

"I know. I saw you looking at yourself in the mirror and I saw Korica standing next to you admiring you. I guess your abilities are growing stronger."

"Sorry. I didn't mean too."

"Don't be sorry. I liked what I saw¦a lot. You're a gorgeous woman Laurel and any peak at you naked is a wondrous sight. I sense that you're feeling a little¦amorous?"

"Maybe a little. You're just a good looking guy Jake and having you right in front of my eyes stirs things in me whether I'm horny or not. I can't help but look at you and feel a little tingle."

Jake smiled at her and picked up his underwear and stepped into them and then he stepped into his pants and pulled them up over his hips and rear end and then he headed for the bathroom to brush his teeth and rinse his mouth out and comb his hair. After putting some deodorant on he stepped back out into the main quarters and walked over to the bed and picked up his shirt and slipped it over his head and then tucked it in and then sat down to put his socks on. He slipped them on and then leaned back on his hands and Laurel pulled her knee up on the bed so she was facing him and he looked into her beautiful deep blue eyes and smiled big.

"God you're gorgeous Laurel."

"Thank you Jake. I can't hear that often enough from you."

"So has Korica settled into the idea of Tamaric's parents being in the picture?"

"Yah. You know her, she's pretty damn smart and adaptable. She knows he needs his mom and dad in his life to feel complete like she does with us in her life. She's still afraid that Tamaric's parents are going to keep them apart but I have a feeling they'll warm up to her pretty quickly and even come to accept that she's the one for Tamaric. If you ask me he needs Korica in his life every bit as much as he needs his mother and father."

"Good. I sensed some serious anguish from her when she woke me up. It was pretty unpleasant to feel Korica in that much pain. It brought tears to my eyes and took a long time to fade from my feelings."

"She'll be ok. She just needs to get used to the idea that they can't spend every minute of the day together."

"I want to see her happy and smiling again."

"You know if all this hadn't come about and if they hadn't gotten caught fooling around in the observation lounge¦Korica was going to give herself to Tamaric tonight."

"No way! She was going to give him her virginity?"

"Yep. Tamaric said something today that touched her heart and made her decide it was time."

"Who caught them in the observation lounge and what were they doing that was so bad?"

"The sensors were active and Korica didn't ask for them to be deactivated and the record be purged to a secure file so the AI told me and made me watch what they were doing and then I had a talk with them both about Korica almost being an officer and how that kind of stuff can't happen in the public spaces unless the sensor are disabled first. Korica decided that kind of stuff can't happen at all anywhere because she has surrendered to him mentally now and she's afraid she won't be able to stop it from going all the way or something like that. Plus now that they won't have much if any time alone I think she doesn't want that kind of longing in her heart as well as longing to be close to Tamaric."

"Were they¦really going at it up there?"

"No, not at all. Tamaric was just¦feeling her up and she seemed to really like it and then she suddenly put the brakes on when she almost¦climaxed. They had their clothes on the whole time and they never reached inside each other's clothes."

"I'm glad you watched it and not me. I don't want to see anyone doing that to Korica."

"I didn't want to see it either. The fact that she enjoyed it is a good sign though. It means she has gotten past what was done to her. She trusts Tamaric completely. Enough that she was going to give herself to him tonight. She just took my talk the wrong way. I tried to tell her that she didn't do anything wrong, it was just in the wrong place but she put a stop to everything. Poor Tamaric must be completely confused."

"I know the feeling. It's confusing as hell and you wonder what the heck your doing wrong."

"I'm sorry Jake. It must be a common thing among all females of every species huh?"

"At least among first timers. You don't need to be sorry Laurel. You still satisfy me plenty and you let me please you so I'm ok with waiting for the good stuff. The fact that a beautiful, sensual, sexy, smart woman like you has chosen me for her mate¦I know how lucky I am and how rare you are. If Tamaric is any kind of man at all he will just bide his time like I am and enjoy being Korica's choice for a life partner."

"Korica has him wrapped around her little finger. He isn't going anywhere if he has anything to say about it."

Jake laughed and laid on his back as he chuckled.

"She's got us all wrapped around her little finger and I bet you money that in time she will have Tamaric's parents wrapped around her little finger too. She might even be able to talk them into letting them resume their cohabitation."

Laurel laughed and laid back next to him.

"You would win that bet. I'm sure you're right."

When Korica stepped out of Laurel and Jake's quarters, she walked very quickly down the corridor until she was almost at her quarters and then she realized why she was walking so fast and she was ashamed of herself. She was hoping to catch Tamaric before he got dressed or made it to the bathroom so she could look upon him. She shook her head and she knew that mentality had to go. She needed to get her raging hormones under control and she needed to get her mind out of the gutter. Before she knew it she was at the door to her quarters and the door slid open and she stepped in and just as she had hoped Tamaric was standing at the foot of the bed toweling his hair and she looked at his cute bottom and she debated what to do. Should she look away? Should she just get her fill of seeing him since she was here now? Should she take a glance and then sit on the bed facing the other way?

As she was standing just inside the door debating Tamaric turned and headed toward her on his way around the bed heading toward the bathroom and he grinned and she grabbed an eye full of him and she felt a lump in her throat and her heart raced. He was so cute and she couldn't take her eyes off of him. Tamaric stopped and looked down at what she was staring at and then he looked back at her and she was still locked in a gaze.

"Do you want me start covering up again Korica? Are we going back to the way it was before where we have to hide ourselves from each other?"

Korica finally broke her stare and perverted thoughts about what she wanted to do with him and she looked into his eyes and a wave of sadness ran through her and she shrugged.

"I don't care Tamaric. This is our last night together so it doesn't matter what you do."

Tamaric's face melted into a sad look and he nodded and kept walking and Korica stepped into him before he made it to the bathroom and she squeezed him tightly and he held her tightly. She set her face on his bare shoulder and closed her eyes for a few moments and Tamaric dropped his towel and rubbed her back as she squeezed him so tight he almost couldn't breath. Korica sighed and then she relaxed her grip on him.

"When you come out of the bathroom I need to talk to you ok?"

Tamaric gave her a grin and nodded. Korica then stepped back and he stepped up to the bathroom door and when it opened she watched his rear end until the door shut behind him. Korica walked over to the bed and sat down and she tried to get out of her sour mood. She tried to think about how nice it was going to be to meet Tamaric's parent's and her nervous anticipation kicked in and she started thinking about all kinds of things that could go wrong. She knew that she had to make sure in her nervousness she spoke English not Hiram or any of the other billion or so languages she knew. She had to make sure she walked gracefully so as not to trip over her own feet and fall flat on her face like she used to do as a little girl. She wanted to look her best and she was debating what she should wear. Should she wear her ships uniform? She is part of the command crew after all. Should she wear her light pink pant and shirt outfit that was the same color as her fancy dress or should she wear the pant and shirt outfit that are the color of Laurel's eyes? Now she was starting to really feel nervous and she figured she would ask Laurel's advice. She would know what was most appropriate.

Just as Korica was debating and trying to keep from drifting into sadness the bathroom door opened and Tamaric stepped out with his hair combed neatly but he didn't have a stitch on to Korica's delight. She would get another long look at him and she really did like how he looked naked. He was filling out with muscles nicely and he had a very cute cock that she loved looking at. He strolled over to the foot of the bed and picked up his clothes and then he turned back to Korica.

"I forgot to take my clothes in with me. You want me to get dressed in the bathroom?"

Korica just shrugged again and shook her head no.

"Whatever Tamaric. I told you after this it won't matter. This is the last time I will probably get to see you naked so..."

Tamaric slumped his shoulders and then he walked over next to her and sat down. She looked into his lap and grinned at his manhood pointing skyward punctuated by his testis.

"Korica, after we workout in the morning and evening I'll still need somewhere to get changed. I was hoping you would let me leave some of my clothes here so I could use your quarters to change in."

"You're always welcome to use our quarters. I'm always going to consider my quarters as ours. You think your mom and dad are going to let you do that though?"

"I wasn't planning on asking them for permission. If they see me coming out of¦our quarters and they tell me to knock it off then I will, but until then I was just going to do it like I always have."

"I would like that Tamaric. If it doesn't bother you maybe I could sneak a peak at you once in a while?" Korica said with blushing cheeks.

"Korica if you like seeing my¦me that much, I can make sure you get to see me every time I change in here."

"I know that's kind of¦sorry if I'm confusing you again but I really like looking at you."

"It's fine darlin, I love looking at you too. You're so pretty Korica. I know exactly what you're saying. The image of what you look like is burned in my memory and I will never forget how pretty you are."

"You're so sweet Tamaric. Thank you. I love you so much."

"I love you too Korica."

Tamaric then leaned over and gave Korica a gentle kiss and then he got to his feet and stepped over to the foot of the bed and picked up his underwear and then turned facing Korica and smiled as she looked him over and then he stepped into his underwear and pulled them up.

He then stepped over next to her and sat down.

"You said you wanted to talk to me about something?"

"Mom's going to take me down to get my hair cut before we have our story read to us ok?"

"You're gunna keep it long right?"

"You like it long?"

"Yah, I mean it's the only way I've ever seen your hair and I love your hair. It's feather soft and gorgeous. Are you tryin to look your best when you meet my parents?"

"Yah. Is that silly?"

"No, I would of expected no less."

"Will you wait for me to go to sleep?"

"Of course. I can't fall asleep without you next to me, you know that."

"Ok, cool."

Korica got to her feet and Tamaric stood up and looked down at himself and then he looked up at her.

"Should I get dressed?"

"It might be a good idea. Mom is going to get her hair cut too and she'll probably come in to show you what she looks like. I don't think you want her to see you like this."

"No. I would be mortified."

Korica stepped forward and gave Tamaric a peck and then she turned and headed for the exit while Tamaric stepped to the front of the room to retrieve a change of clothes. Korica walked down the corridor to Laurel and Jake's quarters and when she stepped up to the door it slid open and she stepped in and found Laurel and Jake on the bed lying on their sides facing one another talking. Laurel sat up and flipped her hair over her left shoulder and smiled at Korica as she scooted to the edge of the bed.

"You ready to go beautiful?" Laurel asked.

"Yah." Korica said with a sweet smile.

Laurel leaned over and kissed Jake and then got to her feet and she took Korica's hand and the two made their exit. Jake laid back and tried to picture Laurel with short hair and he didn't like the way it looked in his minds eye so he decided to distract himself. He sat up to the edge of the bed and pulled his shoes over and slipped his feet into them and then he stood up headed for the exit. He made his way over to the bridge and stepped through the door when it slid open and he walked over to the navigation station and logged in and the whole bridge woke up. Jake looked at their relative position and there was no tracking information to plot from. They were so deep into the dead space between the star rich arms of the pinwheel galaxy that there were simply no stars to navigate from except for those behind them some five hundred light years to astern. The nearest stars ahead of them were indicated at approximately 1745 light years away though at this distance they were drifting due to stellar precession so precise distance calculations were next to impossible while traveling in hyperspace.

Jake then got up and moved over the auxiliary systems control station and he sat down and looked at the temperature surrounding the negative matter core and the neutron accelerator and he was a little concerned by the temperature reading. The ambient temperature was 750 degrees Fahrenheit and the contact temperature was approaching 900 hundred degrees Fahrenheit.

"Computer?"

"Yes commander. How may I be of assistance?"

"Aren't we getting awful close to the thermal limits surrounding the star drive?"

"Yes. At eight hundred degrees ambient or fifteen hundred degrees contact the safety system will engage and shut the star drive down."

"How long until we reach those limits?"

"Approximately twenty minutes."

"Do you know how long the girls are going to be?"

"Not precisely. They are still trying to decide exactly what they want done with their hair so it could be a while."

"I see. Let me know when you are going to drop out of hyperspace. I'm covering for Laurel until they're done. I'm gunna go to the mess hall and get something to drink."

"Understood. We will need a ninety minute cool down if it matters once we drop into normal space."

"Got it. Thank you."

"You are welcome commander."

Jake then logged himself out and the whole bridge went to sleep and the giant view screen blinked out. Jake then got to his feet and headed for the exit. He made his way down to Korica and Tamaric's quarters and he touched the hale icon in the com panel next to their door and a few seconds later the door slid open and Tamaric was standing right in front of him. Tamaric looked surprised to see Jake.

"Hi Jake, come on in." Tamaric said as he stepped back.

"Actually I just wanted to see if you wanted to join me in the mess hall to get something to drink while we wait for the girls?"

"Sure. Let me get my shoes and socks on."

Tamaric turned and headed toward the front of the room to retrieve a pair of socks and Jake stepped in and stood by the table at the head of the bed and he looked at the paintings sitting in frames in the floor and the ones hanging on the wall and he noticed that the one of Tamaric was most prominent on the starboard wall. Korica was obviously very proud of it and it was in fact very good. It captured Tamaric's essence and only looked slightly cartoonish which was surprising since it was done free hand and in paint. Tamaric stepped back to the bed and sat down and slid his socks on and then he stood up and walked around the bed and stepped into his shoes. He then stepped over next to Jake and looked back at the paintings that Jake was seemingly mesmerized by.

"They're really good aren't they?" Tamaric said looking at the paintings with Jake.

"Yah they are. She's got some real talent. These should be hanging out in the main corridor. I especially like the one of you. She captured all of your nuances perfectly."

"I wish I had one of her since I'm not going to be staying here anymore."

Jake looked at Tamaric and grinned and put his hand on his shoulder.

"I'm really sorry about that Tamaric. You could always have the AI make you a hard print like it did for Korica." Jake said pointing to the pictures hanging by the door.

Tamaric looked at the pictures and nodded. The two of them then turned and headed for the exit. They made their way into the mess hall and Jake poured himself a cup of tea and Tamaric poured himself a glass of apple juice and the two then walked over to the common area across from the mess hall and sat down on one of the couches and took a sip of their drinks and then sat them down on the coffee table and leaned back.

"So did you two have fun playing today?" Jake asked just to make conversation.

"Yah. That observation lounge is really something else. To feel like you're standing on the outer hull like that while in hyperspace is the strangest feeling."

"Yah, I've never been up there while we were in hyperspace. I know the view with the dome cover retracted is really breathtaking though."

"Korica had me stand on that round seat and you could feel the upper edge of the gravity field. That was really bizarre. It made your face tingle like a million little fingers tickling your face, neck and shoulders."

"Really? I've never experienced that. I wonder how she knew to stand on the seat like that to feel that affect."

"I don't know. She took me down to the recreation deck after that and I taught her how to bowl."

"Oh? How did she like that?"

"She loved it. You know her freaky ability to learn things quickly? She skunked me bad once she got the hang of it. She was wingin that ball like a professional and she was scoring strike after strike. I think with a little more practice she could pull off a perfect game. She really wants all of us to bowl together some time."

"That actually sounds like it could be fun."

"We went to the gardening ring after that and walked around for a while and then just laid in the sunlight for a while. Did you know there are bees in the gardening ring?"

"Yah I guess I did but I never really thought about until now."

"Two of 'em flew right up to my face and then zipped away."

"Well there's a hell of a lot of plants to pollinate in the gardening ring. I don't know how else you would accomplish that efficiently."

"That's what Korica said. She told me once that there are hundreds of thousands of bees in hives located all over the gardening ring but until today I had never actually seen any of the bees."

"It sounds like you guys had a good time just hanging out together."

"Yah we did." Tamaric leaned forward and took a big drink of his apple juice and then leaned back and sighed. "I really love spending time with Korica. She's so smart, I'm always learning stuff from her but she's still such a sweet girl. You just wouldn't know what a genius she is just by looking at her and she doesn't act like a know it all as you might expect with how much she does know about everything."

"That's part of what endears her to all of us. That and the fact that she's absolutely adorable looking."

"It's really gunna be hard not bein around her all the time anymore. I feel like I'm addicted to her or something."

"I'm really sorry we set you guys up for this kind of separation pain. I guess we should've kept you guys in separate quarters so this wouldn't have been such a shock."

"I would've just snuck into her quarters so we could snuggle with each other at night. Maybe my mom and dad will let her sleep over from time to time when she doesn't have duty."

"I guess that's a possibility. Only you would know if your folks would be ok with that."

"I've never had a serious girlfriend like Korica before. I guess I'm just being hopeful that my mom and dad will see that I'm growing up and I can behave myself with a girl. It's not that I want to do anything with her, I just want her close to me."

"That's not what it sounds like from what you were doing up in the observation lounge."

"You know about that too huh? You won't tell them about that will you?"

"No. That's your business as long as it isn't captured on the internal sensors again."

"It won't, I promise. I just got carried away."

"Since it sounds like it was consensual and you stopped when she asked you to stop, there isn't really anything wrong with what you were doing. I would suggest however that if Korica sleeps over in your folk's quarters, you two shouldn't engage in that kind of stuff. If your mom or dad caught you in the act that would probably be the last time she would be allowed to stay in your room."

"I feel like such a little kid anymore. I feel like I have to hide how much Korica and I love each other and how much we want each other."

"We don't see you like that Tamaric. You're young but you're not a little kid. The love you two have for each other is beautiful and you should be proud of it. Love isn't something that has to be kept in the dark and hidden from view, just the intimacy."

"Well Korica has made it pretty clear that she regrets what we've done and it isn't going to happen again. She tends to flip flop how she feels from day to day though so that could change tomorrow and I'm just trying to keep up and respect whatever she wants."

Jake chuckled and leaned forward and picked up his tea and took a couple of sips and then set his cup back down and leaned back with a big grin on his face.

"Trust me Tamaric, most girls will waffle like that when it's their first time. Korica isn't trying to mess with your head, that's just how girls are from what I can tell."

"Did Laurel do that with you?"

"Yep. She still does. All of the hormones running through Korica's body are probably confusing the crap out of her and her moods aren't steady and regular like they always were when she was a little girl. Just be patient and always follow her lead and you'll be fine. Least that's what I do."

"Girls are so complicated."

"Boy you got that right."

"Well I think Korica is worth it. She makes me feel good inside and she makes me feel like a man. I can see it in her eyes sometimes that she actually looks up to me as weird as that sounds."

"That doesn't sound weird Tamaric, that's called mutual respect. When you treat her like a lady and look up to her she appreciates that and it makes her respect you and look up to you in return. That's how a proper couple is supposed to treat one another. That's part of the reason why she loves you so deeply. You're a good man and she can see it and feel it in the things you do and say. You know I've heard her say that she will do as you say no matter how much she may not like what you tell her to do. As independent and strong willed as she is that's saying a lot for her to admit that."

"See I don't quite get that cause I feel like I have to do as she says cause she's the smarter one of the two of us."

"It has nothing to do with who is smarter and everything to do with respect. She sees you as her man and she wants to follow you if you lead her in the right direction. She wants to feel protected and safe and loved and respected. You have apparently shown her that you can provide all of those things and more and she finds that very attractive and comforting."

"Hmm. I didn't really go out of my way to try and prove anything to her though. I was just being me and trying to make her proud of me."

"That's what I mean. You showed her all of those traits just by being yourself. That's what she's in love with, the good man within you. Your parents taught you how to be respectful and kind and that's what girls are looking for deep down even if they don't know it."

"I guess that Makes sense. So Korica doesn't really know what she wants deep down?"

"She wants you Tamaric. She is just discovering who she is as a person and she is blossoming into the woman she will be later in life. There is going to be some changes in what she wants out of life as she finds out more about herself but you are going to be the one constant that she will always want in her life. You have healed her heart so she feels comfortable exploring a relationship with a guy and sexual desire and being touched tenderly and the whole gambit of emotions that go along with being in love with the right guy at the right time."

"How do you know all of this about her?"

"Because when we share a mental and spiritual bond like we do when we communicate with one another like we do there is an imparting of the other's essence and that includes all of your deepest desires and hopes and dreams. Everything that makes you who you are is shared with one another."

"So she knows all of your hopes and dreams and stuff too?"

"Yes, as well as Laurel's. Why do you think we're so close to each other? We know each other intimately¦and I am not talking about sexual intimacy. That's totally different."

"So¦if I'm having trouble understanding her or something you guys can tell me what's going on inside?"

"Pretty much. We feel her feelings as though they are our own when we join minds so we get a pretty good idea of what's going on inside her and why she feels the way she feels as well as what she's thinking about why she feels the way she feels. There are some parts of herself that she deliberately blocks from us to keep some things private like her desires for you and her sexual fantasies, which are getting stronger and more¦advanced I guess you could call it, all the time. We could press into those parts of her but it would take a strong conscious effort to do that and we don't ever force ourselves into that part of her mind."

"So it's like when she sent of wave of herself to me so I would understand her and how she's feeling at that moment?"

"Yes but this is dynamic not just a snap shot as that was. We can feel her moods changing and flowing and her thoughts are cascading in a rhythmic stream sort of. It's all a little hard to put into words. We can even sense her presence and hear her thoughts whispering in the back of our minds from time to time when she doesn't have her mind quieted as it is right now."

"I wish I could share that kind of deep connection with her."

"Give it some time and she may very well be able to share her essence with you like she does with us. I don't know that you will ever be able to experience the deep sharing of essences but at least she may be able to join with your mind as her abilities evolve and get stronger."

"What's the difference in the deep sharing and the regular joining of minds?" Tamaric asked as he leaned forward and took a drink from his glass.

"Well, the joining of minds is uh¦it's kind of shallow like just below the surface of the conscious mind and the deep sharing is very deep and visceral. You actually feel like you are leaving your body and sinking into hers very deeply. You can feel what her skin is feeling and you can sense her breathing as though it's you breathing and you feel absolutely everything that is within her. You can guide her mind to think about things from her past and hopes for the future and desires of the present. There is almost nothing that can be hidden form someone when you join like that. It feels very tender and beautiful but it's extremely intimate. Hearts can be bound to one another like Laurel and I have been. We came very close to becoming paired with Korica in the same way."

"I don't quite understand that. Don't you have to be in love with someone to be paired like that?"

"Yes. We are in love with her. It's not a physical attraction like what you feel for her. That is the one missing element that prevented us from becoming paired with her. We are in love with her essence, the person deep down inside. Trust me, it was very confusing at first and took some careful sorting of our feelings to put things in the proper prospective for all of us. If we hadn't of committed to the deep sharing and fallen in love with her like we have we never would have been able to create the Angalon without it killing one or all of us."

"That's so cool that you three are that close to one another. So I guess you know exactly how I feel about her then?"

"Not from what's within her no. We understand how you fell in love her with and what you fell in love with about her but we can sense your feelings and you have feelings that are way different from what we feel for her. You have lust in your heart and we never felt any of that for her."

Tamaric looked down and frowned a little.

"Hay¦" Jake said touching his chin. "Don't feel bad because you desire her like that. That is a perfectly normal and healthy part of being in love with a girl. She is very pretty and if you didn't have at least a little desire in your heart towards her I might think something was wrong. She needs to feel that desire from you in order to feel like a woman Tamaric."

"Really? It doesn't¦disturb you or whatever?"

"No. Like I said she is very pretty and I can understand those feelings developing between you two. She has similar desires towards you so it's mutual and completely normal."

Just as Tamaric was about to say something the AI interrupted his train of thought.

"Jake to the bridge. We are about to drop into normal space."

"I'm on my way."

"Understood."

"Come on, let's go see where we are." Jake said as he stood up.

"You want me with you on the bridge?"

"Of course I do. I'm not going to leave you sitting here. I don't want to be alone anymore than you do."

Tamaric smiled big and got to his feet and the two walked out into the main corridor and headed toward the bridge.

"Jake?"

"Yes Tamaric."

"Thank you for talking with me so candidly. You really make me fell like a part of the family or something."

Jake put his arm around Tamaric's shoulders and squeezed him.

"You are a part of the family Tamaric. You're my daughter's boyfriend and I happen to really like you. You and I will always be a part of each other's life from now on because of our shared love for Korica. Eventually you're gunna be my son. That makes you very special to me."

Tamaric smiled big at the thought of being married to Korica and being able to call Laurel and Jake mom and dad. The two of them reached the bridge at that point and stepped through the door and the giant view screen was already on showing the brightly lit and distorted space all around the Future. Just as Jake sat down at the sensor station and logged in there was an alarm that rang out from the auxiliary control station and Jake got up quickly and walked over to the auxiliary control station and silenced the alarm.

"What is it? What's wrong?" Tamaric asked as Jake walked back over to the sensor station.

"It's the thermal limit alarm from the area around the star drive components. It just means that it has gotten so hot that we have to drop out of hyperspace to cool down."

The main engines throttled down automatically and the negative matter core began dumping the negative matter back into the realm it was being drawn from and the hyperspace bubble began to destabilize and then the antimatter reactors began to power down and the gravity well collapsed and in a bright flash of light the Future dropped into normal space and then began to decelerate rapidly. Jake performed a deep scan of the space around them and there was absolutely nothing around. There were no stars, no nebula and the cosmic radiation levels were very low and there were no other vessels within sensor range.

Jake then got up and moved back over to the auxiliary control station and brought up a diagram of the negative matter core and the neutron accelerator sitting two decks above it as well as all of the myriad of associated components and power control regulators and he over laid a thermal graphic view and he waved Tamaric over. Tamaric stepped up behind Jake and looked at the intense white towards the middle of the diagrammatic view and he saw how it faded to orange and red as one moved outward from the center and then it turned to almost a blue color at the outer edges of the displayed image.

"That's the negative matter core right there in the middle of the diagram. You see that white color? That represents ambient temperatures over eight hundred degrees."

"How does the metal not simply melt when it gets that hot?"

"Because those alloys are designed to remain stable up to around six thousand degrees. The electronics and control devices are what are sensitive to high temperatures. You see all of those pipes and conduits?" Jake said pointing at the spider web of pipes and conduits on the display.

"Yah."

"That's what we have to avoid heating up to much. There are optic control bundles in a lot of those pipes that will melt if it gets too hot."

"That looks like such a¦mess of stuff. I can't believe you guys know what all of that is and what it does."

"I guess it is a lot to understand huh?"

"You bet it is."

"You want to see something neat?"

Jake changed the view to the normal optical wavelength and moved the image to the toroidal generator housing up high in the compartment.

"That is what is producing our shield. That is an oscillating toroidal generator. It gets its power directly from the negative matter core through a compressive power induction coil."

"That's amazing. How much does all of that weigh?"

"Oh lord, thousands of tons I would guess."

"And that's all stuff the elder race gave to us?"

"Yep. We really didn't have much of a shield to speak of before they installed all of this. We just had an electro magnetic field that surrounded the ship produced by a molten core of spinning metal to put it simply. It's the same thing that Earth has at it's core which produces the magnetic field that protect Earth from the cosmic rays coming form our sun and from space all around the Earth. Now we have a true shield that when at full power next to nothing can get through."

"If it's a solid shield of energy that blocks everything out¦how can we even see through it?"

"Because the shield matrix is attenuated to allow visible light to pass trough. The shield can be manipulated to allow only certain energies to pass through or none at all. By allowing visible light to pass through we can see where we're going. Haven't you wondered how the thrust from the main engines escapes the shield to create thrust instead of being reflected off the inside of the shield?"

"I hadn't thought about it before but that is real good question. How does that work?"

"There are huge reflective oscillator panels buried deep within the stern of the ship that face backwards and can be gimbaled at the same exact angle as the engines It neutralizes the shields in a very narrow corridor so that the engine thrust is cast out into space instead of being reflected back toward us."

"So it's like a dish or something that is pointed around to mess with the shield?"

"In simple terms yes. This is a dish that a house could sit in though."

"I'm not sure I understand¦does that mean there is no shield at the back of the ship when the engines are running?"

"No. Think of it like this. The shield is in the shape of a donut and it is spinning at an incredible speed. It spins around on its axis twenty thousand times a second on average depending on the shield modulation at any particular time. That is called the shield's oscillation frequency. It's how frequent it is spinning around its center axis. It's so dense that it is like a solid wall of energy that reflects everything away. What happens if you let a drop of water fall on a spinning fan blade? It gets flung away and never passes through to the other side. What happens if you shine a strobe light at that fan blade that flashes at the same rate as the fan blade is spinning, which is also called the frequency?"

"The fan blade would look like it's sitting still."

"Exactly. Now if you know the frequency of the shield you can do the same thing with a stream of energy aimed at the back of the shield. The shield is still spinning and it is still a solid curtain of energy but the power from the engines rides down that stream of energy at just the right frequency and it passes right through the shield as though it were sitting still. You get thrust but the shield is still completely solid."

"Couldn't an enemy do the same thing to get a weapon to pass through the shield coming in?"

"Do you know how many possible frequencies there are that the shield can be operated at? The chance of guessing the frequency and density¦density is basically a measure of how much energy it's carrying, it would be virtually impossible to guess correctly and the shield frequency is constantly changing. It's never the same from one second to the next so even if you could guess the frequency it would be different by the time you fired a weapon and it reached the shield. The oscillating reflectors are synchronized to the toroidal generator so that the frequency and density can be precisely matched in order to cancel out the shields affect so the thrust can pass through it."

"Wow. That's amazing. I had no idea it was that complex but now I understand the principle. Thank you for explaining that to me."

"You're welcome. Just remember that you shouldn't discuss that with anybody that isn't part of the crew or passengers from the Future ok?"

"I won't. I don't know any aliens anyway. Well except for Korica."

"She doesn't seem very alien though does she?"

"No. I honestly never knew that aliens would be so beautiful and so sweet. I can still remember when I first opened my eyes and I saw her pretty face and that beautiful white hair of hers and everything around her except for her face was blurry. I thought for sure I was dead and I was seeing an angel coming to take me to heaven. I felt something from the moment I laid eyes on her. She looks and acts so Human in every possible way."

"Just don't let her hear you calling her an alien. I don't think she likes it."

"Ok."

Jake then looked dead ahead for a moment and then he looked at Tamaric and grinned.

"The girls just arrived in the transport compartment."

Tamaric smiled big and stepped back and Jake turned to the auxiliary control station and logged himself out and the whole bridge went to sleep and the giant view screen blinked out. Jake then got to his feet and he and Tamaric stepped out into the corridor just as the girls were stepping out of the transport compartment. Korica looked the most dramatically different even from a distance. She had discernable bangs now that gently curved over to the middle of her forehead and her hair cascaded back on the sides just over her ears and then it dropped to full length as it spilled over her shoulders. She had a very neat part right down the middle of her head and it was obvious that a great deal of the hair on top of her head had been thinned out. It made her look much thinner than she actually was somehow. Tamaric smiled big as he loved seeing more of her face without her hair hanging down her front side from her temples and the side of her head as it always had before.

Laurel's hair was now layered and considerably shorter but it was still parted from the middle and feathered back at the front edges beautifully but her hair only hung to just above her shoulders on the sides and then hung long neatly over her back.

The girls stepped up to their men and Laurel gave Jake a hug and a quick peck and Korica squeezed Tamaric tightly and then gave him a prolonged lip lock kiss. She then stepped back and smiled warmly at him.

"What do you think?" She asked.

Korica slowly spun around and now Tamaric could see that in the back her hair was still down to just a little past the middle of her back and it was flat along the bottom edge. As she spun around he could see where her hair had been layered not only in the back but from the top as well. It was actually pretty short on top and she had the cutest well-defined bangs that curved up and over to her forehead. When she turned back around facing him he reached up and gently touched her bangs and then he followed her hairline back along the sides and he began to grin and it morphed into a huge smile.

"My mom is absolutely going to love you Korica. You look so cute with your hair like this. I guess I just didn't know how you would look with bangs and your hair short on the sides."

"So you like it then?"

"I love it. You look so beautiful and somehow smarter."

"What about you Jake?" Laurel asked as she slowly turned so it could see her hair from the back.

Laurel's hair that had been to the middle of her back and used to be flat at the bottom was now curved and only came down to the middle of her shoulder blades and it was layered all the way down. As Laurel turned facing him he was glad he could still see the gently feathered back curl at the front edge since her hair was layered on top now as well.

"You look spectacular Laurel. I didn't think you could look anymore beautiful but I was wrong. You're absolutely stunning."

"Thank you." Laurel said with a big smile on her face.

"And you Korica look like a proper woman now. I love your hair like this. You look so cute I just want to squeeze and kiss on you." Jake said with a big smile.

"I won't stop you." Korica said with a big smile.

Jake put his arms out and Korica stepped into him and he hugged her tightly and kissed the top of her head a few times. When she finally stepped back he leaned down and kissed both of her cheeks while cupping her chin. He then looked her over and smiled again.

"I'm so proud of how you've changed and blossomed Korica. You know who you look like now?"

"No who?"

"You look like an older version of Aseel. The resemblance is remarkable."

"Really? Thank you dad. I think Aseel is one of the most beautiful little girls I've ever seen."

"I would have to agree with you. Well Laurel, we've dropped out of hyperspace and we are in the middle of nowhere. Tamaric and I took a look around and we are completely alone out here. The AI said earlier that we would need ninety minutes to cool down before we can jump into hyperspace again."

"Ok, good deal."

"If you two want to go get ready for bed Laurel and I will come down and read to you when you're ready ok?"

"You'll both come down and read to us?" Korica asked with a big grin.

"You bet. We'll take turns reading to you."

"Ok, cool."

Korica took Tamaric's hand and the two headed down the corridor and Jake watched them for a moment and he grinned and looked at Laurel.

"She looks so different."

"But you really do like it right?"

"Oh yah. She's looks beautiful. She looks like a happy and proper girl. She was always beautiful she just looks well groomed now."

"Good. I let her pick out the style and I wasn't quite sure if it was right for her at first but I wanted her to feel the independence of making her own decision. personally I love how she looks."

"Yah the way her hair is sort up to the edge of her ears and then it starts getting long toward the back as it covers her ears is so cute. She's young enough to pull that look off but it's sophisticated enough that it doesn't make her look like a little girl. I think it was the perfect choice and she's got good taste."

"I won't be so hesitant to give her the freedom to chose what she wants in the future. She's still undecided about what to wear though. It's down to either her lace shit and pants that are that soft velour like material in the light pink color of her trial dress or the same outfit in the same color of blue as my eyes."

"I think the light pink would look sweet on her."

"See I wanted to see her in the blue because her white hair stands out against that color so vibrantly."

"We'll just have to let her decide in the morning huh?"

The two of them turned and headed for the bridge.

"It's going to be really weird not to see Tamaric up here all the time." Laurel said.

"Oh I think he's going to find any excuse he can to be up here with Korica. I think we'll still see plenty of him."

"Yah but he won't be up here when we read to Korica at night or when she gets up in the morning."

"That's definitely going to take some getting used too."

Laurel and Jake then stepped onto the bridge and Laurel sat down and logged herself in and took a look at the sensor and navigational data. They were currently traveling at 6 times the speed light heading out across the dead space between the spiral arms of the pinwheel galaxy and there was nothing around. The current estimate to the Minagoken system was 290.83 days at their current speed. Laurel was very glad this was no longer their top speed.

Korica and Tamaric walked down the corridor holding one another's hand both feeling happy despite the fact that this would be their last night sleeping together in the same bed. They had both tried to push the certainty of that fact down deep so they could just enjoy the evening together. They stepped up to their quarters and the door slid open and they stepped in and the lights came up and they walked to the bureau and let go of each other's hand and Korica pulled her drawer open and she pulled out a night gear shirt and a pair of underwear and Tamaric pulled out a fresh pair of underwear and then the two stepped back to the bed and Korica sat down and kicked her shoes off and leaned back on her hands and watched Tamaric get undressed until he was standing in front of her with absolutely nothing on. Tamaric picked up his underwear and then he looked at Korica staring at him below the waist and he stood up straight and put his hands down at his sides with his underwear in his right hand. Korica finally looked up at him and grinned and blushed slightly. Tamaric just looked at her and tilted his head slightly and Korica's eyes opened wider.

"Oooh. You want me too¦" Korica gestured down herself and Tamaric nodded yes.

"You've never seen me completely nude have you."

"No. Just from the waist down."

"You won't¦I'm a little embarrassed cause I don't have¦my breasts are small. You won't laugh or whatever?"

"Come on Korica. You know me better than that. I don't expect you to have breasts the size of Laurel's or anything like that. I don't care about that, I love you Korica. As weird as it sounds I just want to see you once so I can remember how beautiful you are and so I can feel your warm body pressed up against mine skin to skin."

Korica's cheeks were flushing red as she nervously got to her feet and nodded at him. She reached down and pulled her socks off holding Tamaric's shoulder to steady herself. She then stepped back and slid her pants down and stepped out of them and Tamaric looked her over and grinned. He loved her sexy bikini underwear and how there was next to no material on the hips across to the front panel, and that had just enough material to cover her vitals. She then lifted her shirt over her head and pulled it up off of her arms and she dropped it in the floor. She then looked at Tamaric drinking in her body with a hungry look in his eyes. Korica took a breath and hooked her fingers in the waistband of her underwear and she slid them down to her ankles and then she stepped out of them.

"Wow!" Tamaric said with a smile on his face. "You are so pretty Korica."

"Thank you Tamaric."

Korica then reached under each arm and gripped her bra and lifted it up over her head and then slid it down her arms and dropped it in the floor. Her cheeks were now bright pink as she waited for Tamaric to react but he was still staring at her beautiful crotch. He loved the soft and pronounced rise her lips made at the terminating end of her vulva and the perfect and sensual split her lips formed with a delicate little hood punctuating her lips at the top. He finally broke his stare and looked up her body to her breasts and he smiled. He thought they were very cute and he wished he could put his mouth on them. They looked to be just the right size to fit in the mouth if he held his mouth in an open mouth puckered kiss. Korica put her arms up a little and Tamaric looked at her adorable face with her new haircut and her amazing body before him and he thought she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

"This is what you get Tamaric. What do you think?"

"I think you're the prettiest girl I have ever seen in my life. I love everything about you Korica."

Tamaric dropped his underwear and stepped up to Korica and slid his hands around her sides to her back and pulled her tightly to him and her body felt very soft and very hot against him. He could feel her breasts poking him in the chest and he could feel her heart pounding rapidly. He pressed his hips against hers and she set her chin on his shoulder as he made slow rubbing circles on her soft back and he closed his eyes and tried to enjoy the sensation of her body pressed up to his. Korica squeezed him tightly at first and then she laid her face on his shoulder and she just enjoyed his cool body against hers. She rubbed his lower back a few times and then she slid her hands down to his cheeks and she slowly stroked them from top to bottom. After a few minutes Korica lifted her head and pulled back a little keeping her hips pressed against his. Tamaric gave her a gentle kiss and smiled at her.

"See, there's nothing to be embarrassed about. No laughing and I stared because I think your breasts are cute. I think you're perfect Korica."

Tamaric slid his right hand around to her side and then slid it up in between them with his palm against her and he slid his hand over her left breast and then he rubbed his fingers over her erect nipple a few times while looking down to watch what he was doing. Korica smiled as she loved the sensation and it made her contract and tingle every time he stroked her nipple. Korica opened her mind and reached out to feel what Tamaric was feeling deep down and she could instantly feel that he was enthralled and feeling a stirring from deep in his heart. He truly loved what he was seeing and he really thought that she was absolutely perfect in shape and dimension. Everything just fit for her size. Korica was starting to feel relaxed and warm inside when she suddenly felt Tamaric's head touch her and continue to get longer and harder very quickly until he was poking between her lips and pressing right against her clitoris. She pulled her hips back to unbury him from between her plump lips and as she dragged him up and out from between her warm lips he popped out the top and he bent over slightly as he throbbed a few times. He wasn't even aware that he had parted her lips, only that the end of it felt very warm. As his head popped out the sensation of him dragging across her clitoris made two hard contractions take hold of her and she closed her eyes and blew out as she tried not to let the feeling build. She opened her eyes and looked at him.

"Sorry Korica, I didn't mean to do that."

"Don't be sorry. I kind of liked it, it just surprised me is all."

Tamaric looked down and slid his fingers over Korica's nipple a few more times and then she pushed him back gently and shook her head no.

"That gets things stirred up Tamaric. You have to stop doing that. Those are tied into everything down there."

"I didn't know that. I thought¦you said you didn't want to fool around anymore right?"

"You started this and I told you that I won't stop you if you do something I like. That's why I don't particularly want us fooling around. I just can't stop myself with how much I want you and how deeply I love you. It always feels right and it always feels good¦really good."

Korica took a step back and Tamaric pulled his arms from around her and looked her up and down one last time and then he bent down to pick up his underwear and when he turned his head he was eye level with her beautiful vulva with it's white crown of soft hair that was all pointing in one direction, downward instead of curling as most pubic hair would. It looked as though someone had straightened all of her pubic hair and then had combed it all neatly so it was pointing down to her beautiful lips. He smiled big at how fascinatingly beautiful she was and when he stood up she looked at him and smiled warmly.

"I sense that you truly love how I look Tamaric, all of me. Thank you. I can't tell you how much that means to me to know you love my body this much"

"You're welcome Korica. You're gorgeous."

Tamaric bent down and stepped into his underwear and covered his swollen member and Korica reached over to the bed and grabbed her night gear shirt and she slid it over her head and let it fall down around her body. She then picked up her clean underwear off the bed and stepped into them and pulled them up over her hips and then ran her fingers around the crotch and squatted slightly so she could adjust them so they were covering her without cutting into her lips. She then put her hand up to Tamaric's cheek.

"Now you've seen it all."

"Yah I have, and it was glorious. Thank you for trusting me enough to let me see everything. I'm never going to forget what you look like for the rest of my life. That's the first time I've ever seen a girl my age completely naked before. That's also the first time I've ever touched a girl's breast before. Yours are so firm but so soft. You have such soft skin everywhere."

"They aren't normally like that. They get hard when I get chilly or when I get¦turned on."

"You were turned on?"

"Come on Tamaric. You were rubbing my breast and I had you between my lips. Of course I was turned on."

Tamaric smiled big and took a step back.

"You wanna know what I don't understand about your phenomenal body?"

Korica furrowed her brow and looked him in the eyes not quite sure if she wanted to hear what he was going to say.

"What?"

"You eat like¦twice what I do and you don't have an ounce of fat on you anywhere. You're thick and healthy with incredible muscle tone everywhere and you have that cute, flat washboard tummy of yours. How do you do that? Your body is so perfect I just can't believe it."

Korica's furrowed brow disappeared and she smiled big and blushed a little making Tamaric just sigh in disbelief as to how beautiful she is with pink cheeks and a perfect smile with those adorable neatly trimmed bangs of hers. Korica then closed her eyes for a moment and quieted her mind and then she opened her eyes and smiled at Tamaric.

"You're so good to me Tamaric. You make me feel so special and¦pretty. Thank you."

Tamaric leaned forward and gave her a peck.

"You are special Korica, and the prettiest girl to ever live. You're definitely one of a kind and I'm so darn lucky to have you in my life."

"Awwe. Thanks. You ready for me to call mom and dad down to read to us?"

Tamaric nodded and the two of them picked up their clothes and carried them over by the servo slot and set them down and then Tamaric went and climbed into bed while Korica walked over to the com panel by the door. She touched the hale icon and moments later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please tell mom and dad that we're ready for them to come read to us?"

"Understood. Tamaric, I thought you might be interested to know that your mother and father have both been brought into light stasis successfully. They have both aged a few years since entering stasis but they are in perfect health. I will continue electro stimulating their muscles until morning so that the pain of walking will be dramatically lessoned for them."

"Thank you Future. That's great news. It won't be as painful for them to get around as it was for me will it?"

"No. You were pulled from deep stasis without any electro stimulation therapy at all. They will be weak but it should not be anywhere near as painful to move around as it was for you."

"Good. I wouldn't wish that on my worst enemy."

"I completely understand. Sleep well Korica and Tamaric."

The com panel then went dark and Korica walked around to Tamaric's side of the bed and looked at him and sighed but she smiled brightly.

"I love you so much Tamaric. I'm gunna miss this time of night so much. I love our routine."

Tamaric looked at her cute face and couldn't help but smile.

"I swear Korica, that hair cut makes you so much prettier. I can see your whole face and I love it and I love you."

Tamaric pulled the covers down and Korica smiled and climbed on the bed on her hands and knees until she was next to Tamaric and then she flopped onto her back and poked her feet down under the covers and she rolled over half on Tamaric and she set her head on his chest and nuzzled into him and he smiled and pulled the covers up on her and then slid his arm up over her. He gave her a squeeze and then he slid his hand down onto her bottom and he slid his hand up and then under her underwear and he stroked her perfectly round and taught but soft cheek several times. He then pulled his hand out from under her underwear and placed it on her hip and the two enjoyed each other's warm bodies and comforting presence until Laurel and Jake arrived.

On the bridge Laurel and Jake were looking over the sensor data that was devoid of anything and the planned jump coordinates when the AI called out to them.

"Captain, commander, Korica and Tamaric are reporting that they are ready for you to come read to them."

"We understand. Thank you Future." Laurel said.

"You are welcome captain."

Laurel logged herself out and all of the workstations went dark and quiet and Laurel pushed her displays aside and got to her feet and then stepped down from the platform her chair is mounted on and her and Jake headed for the exit. They stepped out into the corridor and Jake took Laurel's hand and they started walking toward Korica and Tamaric's quarters.

"It's going to be odd around here with how things are going to change." Laurel said.

"Yah, no more self indulgent behavior." Jake said.

"Self indulgent? How are we indulging ourselves?"

"We're letting Korica and Tamaric do whatever they want just like we are and not everything we're doing is completely right."

"Whoa! Are you saying you regret fooling around and sharing quarters with me?"

"No, we have to share a bed or we'll get sick. The fooling around is fun¦and feels incredible but let's face it, we won't be considered adults for another three or four years. I have a feeling most adults would consider what we're doing wrong at our age."

Laurel yanked on Jake's hand and stopped him in his tracks.

"Look, I might look like this on the outside but I am an adult on the inside by any measure. I am a woman and I have three or four times the smarts and maturity of most people on this ship. Don't you insinuate that I'm still a child for a second! I think I have proven myself just as capable as anyone by my actions as the captain. I didn't ask for this position but I rose to the occasion and I have kept everyone alive and this ship is many orders of magnitude more capable that she was before I took that seat. If I want to indulge in some hanky panky with the man I love than piss on anyone who says it's wrong or that I don't deserve some pleasure to relieve my stress."

"Wow! Alright Laurel, I never said you didn't deserve to be loved on the way I love on you or whatever. You definitely earned whatever you want in the bedroom. I'm just saying how it's going to look to someone much older than us looking at it from the outside. I don't see you as a child and I definitely don't feel like one or consider myself to be one. No one is going to know that we have lord only knows how many lifetimes worth of knowledge buried in our brains which tends to make you grow up in a hurry. We are still letting Korica and Tamaric do what we are just because we don't want to be hypocrites."

"I will not stymie her Jake. If she wants to explore her sexual side then so be it. I don't give a shit about being seen as a hypocrite, those two are in love Jake. Lord knows that poor girl deserves to be loved and if she wants¦loved on. Tamaric is perfect for her and she for him. If I thought for a second that he was going to be abusive or disrespectful to her then I would be the first to separate them and make sure that he doesn't get close to her. He is very tender with her and he respects the hell out of her. There is nothing wrong with them sharing their bed and their hearts with one another. Now if Tamaric's parents don't get it or don't like the idea of their son being in such a mature relationship at his age that's their choice and I can't do a thing about it but I'm not going to cage Korica up just because some think she's too young to experience all that life has to offer. She has the mind of a twenty five year old in that little body of hers. That's just the way it is."

Jake pulled on Laurel's hand and started walking down the corridor while walking backwards so as not to leave Korica and Tamaric wondering what's keeping them.

"I don't argue with any of those points babe. I'm just saying our indulgence ended up with you pregnant and Korica is about to lose her virginity. We are definitely being self-indulgent even if we have earned the right to be self-indulgent."

"Alright, I guess I see your point. I'm sorry I snapped at you."

"It's ok, I know how much you hate being called a child or treated like you're a little kid. I have never seen you that way and I never will."

Laurel caught up to Jake and he spun around and the two walked up to Korica and Tamaric's quarters and Jake reached out and touched the hale icon in the com panel next to the door and a few seconds later the door slid open. The two of them stepped in and Laurel grabbed the data pad off the table at the head of the bed and she slid her shoes off and looked at how the two were laying. Jake stepped up next to her and slid his shoes off and he nodded toward Tamaric's side of the bed and Laurel nodded. Jake stepped around to Tamaric's side of the bed where Korica was and Laurel stepped around to Korica's side of the bed where Tamaric was and the two sat down and scooted over next to the cuddled couple. Laurel leaned over and kissed Tamaric's forehead making him smile and Jake leaned over and kissed the back of Korica's head as she was still lying on Tamaric facing Laurel but she smiled big at Laurel and then rolled over so she could see Jake and he leaned in and gave her a peck and rubbed noses with her making her giggle and smile even bigger.

Laurel then turned on the data pad and cued up the story 'a flower in the wind' and she started reading in Hiram. Laurel read ten pages and then handed the data pad to Jake and he kept reading in Hiram until her reached the end of chapter 17. He looked over at Tamaric and he was still awake and then he looked at Laurel and she dipped her head and looked at Korica and Jake saw her head move as she rolled her head back to look at Laurel. Laurel grinned big and looked at Jake and nodded.

"You two want us to keep reading?" Jake asked.

Korica rolled onto her back, which put her right up against Jake. She looked at him and sighed.

"I'm tired but I just don't want this night to end. This is our last story time together like this."

"Honey¦we're going to read to you for as long as you'll let us. Maybe Tamaric's mom and dad will let him come up here so we can read to both of you and you can have a little cuddle time before he goes back home."

"I hadn't thought about that." Korica looked over at Tamaric. "You think your parents would let you do that?"

"Maybe. Probably not the first night they are out but maybe in time once they come to see how loving you all are with each other and how much I love you."

Korica then looked back at Jake.

"Will you please read another chapter to us? I promise I won't ask for any more than that."

"Baby, we'll read as much as you want. I don't ever want you to feel like you're asking something of us that we don't thoroughly enjoy doing for you." Laurel said.

Korica rolled back over on Tamaric and squirmed down on him and got comfortable.

"Thanks mom."

Jake then started reading chapter 18 and he red ten pages in Hiram and then he handed the data pad to Laurel and she read the rest of the chapter in Hiram and when she was finished she looked over at Korica and this time she had her eyes closed. Laurel looked at Jake and nodded and Jake sensed what Laurel was signaling. He leaned over and gently kissed the back of Korica's head and then he gently climbed off the bed and Laurel leaned over and kissed Tamaric's cheek and he opened his eyes and looked at Laurel and grinned at her and then he looked down at Korica's face and he smiled big and then set his head back down and closed his eyes. Laurel climbed out of the bed and stepped to the table at the head of the bed and she set the data pad on the table and she stepped into her shoes as Jake stepped up next to her and stepped into his shoes. Laurel then stepped over to Korica's side of the bed and slid the light controls down to sleep levels and she turned and headed for the exit with her arm around Jake's back. The two stepped out into the main corridor and the door slid closed behind them and Laurel looked over at Jake and smiled.

"They really do look sweet together don't they?" Laurel said.

"They make a beautiful couple babe."

The two of them then headed down the corridor toward their quarters and Laurel had the idea cross her mind that Jake should get a haircut as well. Jake sensed the thought go through her mind and he grinned and looked over at her.

"Is it really getting that long?"

Laurel looked at him for a few seconds trying to figure out what he was talking about and then it dawned on her what was running through her mind and the fact that Jake must have picked up on it.

"I like your hair like this Jake but it would look more appropriate if it was trimmed neatly." Laurel said as she stroked the back of his head.

"Alright then, I'll make a trip downstairs and get it cut."

Jake gave her a peck and then when she stepped up to the bridge door he let go of her hand and kept walking down the corridor toward the stairs down at the end of the corridor by the firing range. Laurel stepped onto the bridge and sat down in the captain's chair and logged herself in and the whole bridge came to life and the giant view screen popped on. Laurel pulled her displays in front of herself and checked the sensor data which was still devoid of anything close and then she switched over to her Huraxan project and she just sat and watched Korica's DNA strand scrolling by in a continuous string that filled the screen from top to bottom showin nucleotide identifiers in groups and string combinations that seemed to go on nonstop. The AI took note of her expression and engaged her in conversation.

"Laurel are you concerned about the nucleotide identification accuracy or just admiring the complexity of Korica's blueprint?"

"I was just kind of in a daze realizing that this is what makes Korica¦Korica. I love that girl so much and I want this to work but I'm still a little intimidated by how complex the DNA molecule is and how difficult it is truly going to be to mix Human and Draximan DNA properly. I just wish I could get to the next faze of the research now that I have a sample of Tamaric's sperm to work with but I have duty all night."

"If you would like I can prepare the biogenetics lab and once we jump into hyperspace you can go down to the lab and work for several hours."

"Really? You'll let me leave the command deck? That's against regulations isn't it?"

"Regulations I put into place since we never had a star drive before. I am willing to amend them if you will since you are seconds away via the transporter and you will in fact be awake and the commander is only across the corridor if something should occur that needs an immediate hands on response."

"Thank you Future. That would really take my mind off of things if I could work in the lab for a while."

"Very well. I will take Tamaric's sample out of stasis and I will also take some of Korica's eggs out of stasis. How many fertilization runs would you like to try?"

"Uhh¦four please. It's going to take me a while to separate the sperm from the seminal fluid and I don't know how many of the sperm will be destroyed in the process and I don't want to waste any eggs. I know they don't last very long out of stasis."

"I believe they will actually last for a full day or more as long as the ideal conditions are maintained. We collected the eggs within hours of their production so relatively speaking they are fresh."

"Just the same I'm only going to have time to run four tests at the most."

"Understood. We will be making the jump to hyperspace in approximately fourty minutes. I still want someone on the bridge when we enter and exit hyperspace. If the automation control center should malfunction I will need someone to take manual control of the systems while I shut the automation controls down."

"I completely understand."

Laurel then switched to the internal sensor view from inside the biogenetics lab and she watched as the servo drones prepared the lab for her. She sat and watched the work going on in the lab for a few minutes and then she brought up her stasis chamber project for two and she began finalizing the construction parameters even if she didn't have the control sequencer figured out yet. She worked for twenty minutes at which time she sensed Jake's presence growing stronger and she smiled and saved her work and logged herself out and the whole bridge went to sleep.

Laurel pushed her displays aside and got to her feet and

stepped down from the platform her chair was mounted on and she stepped up to the door and when it slid open and Jake was just stepping up to the door. He smiled warmly and Laurel was dumbfounded at how much better Jake looked with his hair cut short and combed out neatly. He looked very clean cut and he made her heart race. He was absolutely gorgeous. Laurel stepped out of the door and slowly walked around him looking at his hair until she was in front of him again.

"Holy crap you look good Jake! I forgot just how handsome you are when your cleaned up."

"I'm glad you like it. Did I really look that bad before?"

"No of course not. You just look really hot now. If I weren't on duty I would take you into our quarters and¦sorry I'm gettin carried away. Are you tired?"

"A little. I got some good rest this afternoon though."

"You wanna spend some time with me then?"

"Always."

"Cool. After we jump into hyperspace the AI has given me permission to go to the biogenetics lab to work for a while. I would really like you with me so I can concentrate on my work without the separation symptoms kicking in¦plus¦I just want you with me."

"Ok. I love spending time with you Laurel¦even though we're together ninety percent of the day as it is. It just never gets old to look into your beautiful face."

"Awe, that's so sweet. I guess I should ask the AI if we can both be away from the command deck since you being in our quarters was one of the decisive factors for the AI letting me work in the lab in the first place."

"I do not have a problem with that Laurel. We are so deep into dead space the chances of another ship or any unexpected phenomenons causing us any concern are next to none. I realize our mission is growing short and you need to get your Huraxan project completed before we reach the Milky Way galaxy and captain Alexan is revived."

"You can really appreciate what I'm trying to do for Korica and Tamaric and you consider it important?"

"Absolutely. I follow the orders of my current captain and you have earned my respect and admiration and so has Korica. It is important to me that she experience being a mother someday since it is one of her strongest desires. If captain Alexan puts a stop to your research I will be forced to comply with his orders and you will be forbidden from working in the biogenetics lab. I do not want to see that happen until you have succeeded in making a blending between Korica and Tamaric a reality. You have been an excellent mother to Korica and you are trying to help her realize her biggest dream of being a mother, as a good mother should do if it is within her power. I am trying to help you realize your destiny since you have already seen their daughter, Aseel. You just need the time necessary to solve the issues of the primary fertilization inhibitors present in or produced by Korica's eggs when exposed to foreign species sperm."

Laurel looked at Jake and shrugged but smiled.

"She gets it." Laurel then looked at the com panel next to the door leading to the bridge. "Thank you Future. I've tried to be a good leader and a responsible captain¦as well as a good mother figure for Korica. It really touches my heart that you would take the time to recognize that I have done an adequate job at both."

"You are welcome Laurel. I definitely¦get it."

Laurel then took Jake's hand and the two stepped onto the bridge and Laurel sat down in her chair and Jake sat down at the sensor station and Laurel logged in waking up all of the workstations. The two of them sat and looked over the up coming work schedule carefully to pass the time until there was a gentle tone heard signaling that the minimum safe temperature had been achieved surrounding the negative matter core and the ship was about to jump into hyperspace.

The main engines throttled down and the antimatter reactors came up to full power significantly intensifying the gravity well surrounding the Future and then the negative matter core ramped up and dumped ever greater impulses of quantum gravitation energy into the gravity well further intensifying it and then the galaxies ahead that appeared to be mere stars blinked out and the white line that always appeared became visible and it descended to the bottom of the event Future and then twisted and distorted and finally spread out and then collapsed into a bright tunnel of light with blue and green fluorescing edges that rolled in smoothly towards its enormous opening. The Main engines then throttled up to full power and the Future shot into the tunnel of shimmering light and the tunnel collapsed behind them only further boosting the Future's speed. The AI made a few minor course corrections and then a tone signaled that the optimal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked in. The ship was traveling at her usual blistering speed of 52.25 light years per hour. The thermal limits were estimated to be exceeded in another 10.45 hours, which should net them another 546 light years, and it would leave them dab smack in the middle of the dead space between the spiral arms of the galaxy with the closest object being over 1,000 light years away. Laurel thought the position would be perfect for shutting everything down for the major modifications that were going to be carried out. She still didn't like the idea of shutting all of the AI's processors down since there was always a slim chance that they would not come back on line properly or most catastrophically the AI could suffer a full cascade failure and never come back on line at all. Every single one of the neural resonance chips would have to be resequenced or replaced for those that overloaded and it would take months if not years to replace all one hundred and sixteen billion of them and the AI would not be the same when it came back on line. All of the synthetic neural memories and expanded artificial synaptic connections that are unique beyond the original layout that have been accumulating since coming on line five and a half centuries ago would be lost. The AI would have no idea who the crew are and what has transpired over the last couple of months to get them where they are now.

Laurel pushed the horrifying thought aside and logged herself out and then pushed her displays aside. Jake logged himself out as well and got to his feet and he and Laurel headed for the exit to make their way to the biogenetics lab. As the two stepped into the transport compartment the AI addressed Laurel.

"Laurel, please do not overwork yourself tonight. You will be needed to assist the Reynolds out of their stasis chambers and I would like to have you looking fresh and thinking clearly."

"Overwork? I'm not going to be doing anything physical."

"The mind is a muscle and it can be overworked just as any other muscle in the body can be if it is used strenuously for hours at a time."

"Alright, I get your point."

The two of them stepped up onto the transport platform and Laurel reached back and touched the indicator for the research deck and a few seconds later in a blue flash they disappeared. When they appeared on the transport platform at the end of the corridor Laurel stepped down and she had a spring in her step and Jake grinned and furrowed his brow as he walked beside her.

"You're really looking forward to this aren't you?"

"I guess I am. It's going to be a challenge that I've really been looking forward to. I wasn't sure when I was going to get the sample from Tamaric and I didn't want to push the two of them to¦you know. When Korica told me she finally obtained a sample from him I couldn't wait to get to work. This is so important to me because of what it means for Korica's validation as a woman. Nothing could possibly make us feel more special than creating a life inside our bodies and bringing it into the light of day to watch him or her grow into a strong and beautiful person."

"That's beautiful babe. I think you're excited about the idea of playing with an egg and sperm to see what it takes to get them to come together."

"Ok so it's gunna be a little fun to experiment but it has a very profound meaning behind my eventual success. Just cause I enjoy my work doesn't make it any less meaningful."

Jake smiled and shook his head.

"No, of course not."

The two of them arrived at the biogenetics lab and stepped up to the door and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open and she grabbed a smock and handed it to Jake and then she grabbed one for herself and she put it on and with a grin she walked over to the work station where her sterile samples were waiting for her along with all of the test equipment she was going to need and she got to work.

Jake sat as quietly as possible and watched Laurel work until almost 02:00 in the morning. He even assisted her a little simply by washing tools or work trays that she was done with or by putting some of the used tools in the autoclave so they could be sterilized after being used but for the most part he just watched as Laurel worked like an absolute pro. She knew exactly what she was doing and despite the fact that her attempts at fertilizing the first three eggs had resulted in failure she was able to identify a key chemical that the eggs released as soon as the sperm came near them. The chemical hardened the outer surface of the eggs making it impossible for the sperm to penetrate the egg and it killed the sperm. She knew there had to be trigger hormone that Draximan sperm would carry that would signal the eggs to remain soft so the sperm could penetrate their outer surface and the Human sperm was simply missing that key element. Now that she knew what chemical the eggs were producing to block fertilization she could develop a counter agent that would essentially block the production of that chemical or wash its affects away before the eggs outer surface hardened. She was able to extract micro traces of the chemical to run it through a mass spectrometer to identify its precise chemical constituents. The computer could then extrapolate exactly what chemical would neutralize it. Laurel then worked for a little while on how to affect the desired changes to the RNA and DNA within the eggs so that only the desired traits, which had all been identified by now, would present as dominant while the unnecessary traits would present as recessive. Laurel knew it was extremely good fortune that Korica had a double helix that was identical to the Human double helix making them fundamentally compatible if the dissimilarities could be written out of Tamaric's genes and then Korica's could be written in since she was going to be the majority contributor of genetic information as far as physiology and general physical traits and appearance. Laurel knew nature wanted to use a 50/50 split of genetic information but for success it had to be 80/20 favoring Draximan traits since the two species were so different. Looks were very deceiving with how Human Korica looks.

When Jake saw that Laurel was done with her last sequence simulation on the computer with a successful result resulting in a squeal from her, he touched her shoulder and she looked over at him.

"I'm sorry babe but my eyes are getting heavy. I really need to get some sleep."

"Do you want me to stop and go up with you to tuck you in?"

Jake looked at all of the tools and equipment lying about and then he looked at the sample pipette containing the last of Korica's eggs that had been taken out of stasis.

"No, you have work to do and this stuff will take¦a while to clean up. I don't want to see anything go to waste cause I'm woosin out." Jake said pointing to the pipette.

"Ok. I'm going to run one more test and then I'm going to call it a night."

Jake leaned over and gave her a long lip lock kiss and then gently stroked her beautiful, and now fairly short golden blond hair with the back of his fingers and he admired how soft her hair is and how truly beautiful she is and then he got to his feet and headed for the exit. Jake hung his smock up and stepped out the door when it slid open and he headed down the corridor to the transport platform. He stepped up onto the transport platform and then he touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later he disappeared in a bright blue flash and then appeared on the transport platform on the command deck. He stepped down and exited the transport compartment and made his way to his quarters. He got undressed and stepped over to Laurel's side of the bed and slid the light controls down to sleep levels and climbed onto the bed and then crawled under the covers and almost immediately drifted off to sleep.

Laurel decided to try one last test on the remaining egg she had. She took a micropipette injector and she forcibly placed one of the most active sperm she could find right into the heart of the egg and then she set the egg aside and she began cleaning up all of the tools she had been working with. After getting all of the metal hand tools loaded into the autoclave and putting away all of the slides after cleaning and sterilizing them and turning off all of the analyzers and shutting down the stabilizing regenerator she stepped back over to the fertilized egg and when she looked at the microscope viewer she was shocked to see four cells now present. Fertilization had been successful and cell division was taking place but how stable the zygote was wasn't clear so she immediately zapped the egg with a high intensity laser beam stopping any further cell division instantly but she limited the time of exposure enough so DNA could still be extracted to see how the genes had combined without being manipulated for selected traits. She set the extracted DNA aside for sequencing and then put everything else way and destroyed what was left of the material she had been working with. She then headed for the exit and hung her hung her smock and then stepped out into the corridor. She sighed, feeling a small sense of accomplishment even if she wasn't near where she wanted to be with her Huraxan project. She was concerned about how much of the sperm was lost to the separation process and being out of stasis for so long. She was going to need more samples in order to keep running the experiments but she wasn't sure if she should ask Tamaric and Korica for more or just wait for it to be volunteered in their own time. It sounded to Laurel like the later might take a while in light of Korica's new found hesitation to experiment any further.

Laurel made her way to the transport platform at the end of the corridor and then she transported up to the command deck. Laurel then made her way to the bridge and picked up a data pad and she headed toward the mess hall to get some tea. When she stepped out into the main corridor she could see light spilling out of the mess hall so she knew someone was up. She decided to let herself be surprised rather than reaching out and seeing whom she sensed. When she finally rounded the corner into the mess hall she saw Mark sitting at their favorite table sipping on a cup of tea while reading from a data pad. Laurel grinned at the sight of him since she had guessed he would be the one she would see.

Laurel stepped up to the table and Mark looked up and smiled warmly and put his hand out and Laurel laid her hand in his for a moment and then stepped over to the dispensers to get a cup of tea. She then stepped back to the table and sat down next to Mark and she glanced at what he was reading. She was a little surprised that he was reading the detailed personal history of the Reynolds. Mark smiled at Laurel and gently stroked her hair over her ear.

"Good morning cap. I really like your new hair cut. It's very fitting."

"Thanks mark. I wanted to look proper for Tamaric's parents. I see you're reading up on them?"

"Yah, there's some interesting details in here that you might want to read up on." Mark said as he slid the data pad over to Laurel.

"Oh? Like what?"

"Clara Reynolds had some¦interesting side interests."

Laurel moved the data pad so she could see the display and Mark could see the expression on her face changed immediately as she looked at the list of organizations Clara was responsible for organizing and supporting. Laurel read through the list and then looked at Mark with a shocked look on her face.

"Do you think Tamaric knows about this?"

"I don't know. If he does he never said anything about it."

Laurel looked back at the data pad and she read about what organizations Liam Reynolds was active in and it was equally surprising. Both of them had organized schools for the exceptionally gifted of all ages. The schools were so advanced it made the Mensa organization look like the glee club for seventh graders. Clara had funded a program for identifying children with gifted minds and exceptional abilities to collate data on how the Human species was evolving new and astounding abilities. People like Laurel and Jake would have been sought eagerly to study their advanced abilities and to provide them with an enriching environment in which to learn without being seen as different or treated like they were odd compared to their classmates. In their final days on Earth Liam had funded the establishment of the advanced research and development branch of the united Earth forces for the establishment of an entire branch of the civilian corps devoted to the development of those with the powers of the mind for practical applications. It was clear that Clara and Liam realized that Humans had evolved into something new that included extraordinary powers of the mind and they were trying to get the people of Earth to come together to not only accept this fact but to encourage it's further development in those individuals expressing these advanced abilities from the time they were very young.

Laurel looked back at Mark with a heavily furrowed brow.

"Why haven't I ever heard of this before?"

"I have no idea. I've got to assume your mom knew you were something extraordinary but she probably didn't know just how gifted you were going to be. Maybe she just wanted you to have a normal childhood with the friends you had always known. Maybe she was afraid you would be taken away from her and sent to one of these schools. At the very least your abilities and those that Jake possesses won't be a surprise to them at all. In fact they will probably expect them."

"You think this means¦could Clara and Liam be gifted themselves?"

"I'll bet that's a pretty good likelihood. Why else would they have devoted so much of their own time and money into identifying and teaching these gifted individuals to use their abilities? What could possibly get an individual interested in this subject unless they possessed these abilities and knew how it felt to be treated differently because of what they could do? What better way to make a person feel normal than to identify them as gifted as young as possible and teach them that this is what it is to Human and that they are perfectly normal despite being able to hear others thoughts or sense their feelings like you do or even to have telekinesis could be thought of as normal if it's encouraged to explore that ability from the time you are four or five if it's known that you possess that ability?"

"So Tamaric might have latent abilities after all and he just doesn't know it? If his mom and dad were putting so much effort into identifying these people and encouraging them to explore their advanced abilities why wouldn't they tell Tamaric about it and why wouldn't they encourage him to try and harness or develop his own abilities?"

"I suppose you'll have to ask them yourself. It certainly doesn't make sense any to me."

"I want Tamaric kept up here working on his lessons while Jake and I assist his parents out of their chambers. I need to find out why they've kept this from Tamaric and I can't do that if he is right there with us. They probably won't be forthcoming if he's present."

"They still might not be forthcoming even if he isn't there. No offense Laurel but they may see you as mere teenagers running the show."

"If they lie I'll know." Laurel said tapping her temple with her index finger. "I realize that our¦appearance might be a bit of an acceptance issue at first as it always is. We'll just have to convince them that we deserve their respect and that we are in charge without question."

"See, your gifts truly make you a better captain. No one can get anything by you. That's a huge advantage that even captain Alexan doesn't have¦not unless you're at his side as an advisor or whatever."

"You know¦this means Jake and I may not be so unique after all?"

"You're still one of a kind Laurel, you're gifts might not be, but there's only one Laurel Kade. You are unique even if others can do what you can."

"Awe, thank you Mark, that's so sweet of you to say that."

"You're welcome Laurel. I can tell you that Clara Reynolds will definitely be able to help you with your stasis project. Look at the list of her qualifications and accomplishments. She and her teams in the United States and Australia invented the algorithms that make the stasis field generators work like they do and she designed the computer regulator circuits that control the neural regulator. Isn't that exactly what you're trying to modify?"

"Yah it is. Did you read up on my design?"

"Of course I did. I'm interested in anything you're interested in Laurel. I didn't understand most of what I was looking at but I get the general idea of what you're trying to do. I actually think it's kind of sweet that you and Jake want to share a stasis chamber even if it wasn't a must to keep you alive."

Laurel just looked at him for a minute and then she smiled at him.

"Korica is really starting to bring out the sentimental side in you isn't she?"

"Don't tell anyone about that alright? I would be such a different person if I had found the love of a good woman when I was your age. Course I was a complete ass hole until I found the Marines. There is no way a sweet girl like you would've put up with me for very long."

"I would've given you a chance Mark. I saw what you looked like and you were cute."

Mark lifted his cup and took a drink of his tea and then leaned back and shook his head.

"Girls like you were out of my league cap."

"I hate when people say that. I have always tried to make friends with everybody no matter what they look like or act like. I gave everyone I ever met a chance to be my friend and I left it up to them to make friends with me or not. I was never a snob just cause I was always pretty."

"I'm sorry cap, that's not what I was implying. You're sweet and I was abrasive and foul mouthed that's all I'm saying."

"Oh. I guess that would've been a turn off."

"So, the AI tells me you were working in the genetics lab all night. How'd that go?"

"I've made some progress. I ran one test to see if Human and Draximan DNA would be capable of being joined and I was successful so I know that our species are fundamentally compatible. As far as a natural joining if you will? That is going to be a challenge. Not only do Korica's eggs reject Human sperm they in fact produce a trace chemical that kills Human sperm. At least I have confirmed that Tamaric can't accidentally get Korica pregnant. It isn't ever going to happen without intervention."

"I suppose that's a bit of a relief. I hope they aren't having sex yet anyway."

"I'm not going to discuss that aspect of their relationship. That's up to her to tell you if she wants."

"Where is Korica by the way?" Mark asked looking toward the exit as though she should be walking through the door at any moment.

"I don't think she's going to be joining you for early tea Mark. She knows this is her last morning sharing a bed with Tamaric so she's probably going to sleep in with him until six."

"I didn't even think about that." Mark then looked at the com panel by the exit. "Computer, did Korica get up for a midnight snack?"

"Yes she did. She ate and went back to bed without saying a word."

"Ok good, she won't be uncomfortable with hunger."

"No, she consumed approximately two hundred fifty calories. She should be satisfied until six even with her high metabolism."

Mark looked at Laurel and grinned.

"You know if we consumed as many calories as she does in a twenty four hour period we would weigh three hundred pounds?"

Laurel chuckled and leaned against Mark.

"It makes me feel good to see her eat so much. I think that's why she's growing so darn fast. Her species could probably adapt to far less food but it's nice to see her get all that she wants and she's still as thin as a rail."

"I know, she's grown at least four or five inches and she has put on some serious weight but it's all muscle and bone. I guess that elevated body temperature and rapid metabolism means that she converts almost everything she eats into energy."

"I'm pretty proud of her transformation myself. She looks so healthy and happy."

Laurel then sat up straight and went about reading all of the bio data on the Reynolds. When she was done she felt like she had a little better idea of who she was going to be working with. They obviously care about humanity but Laurel still wasn't sure what they were going to think of Korica and Tamaric as a couple or how overly protective they were going to be with Tamaric. She hoped they would be open minded and accepting but only time would tell.

When Laurel sat back to drink her tea and seemingly mill over what she had read Mark decided to ask her if being up all night was going to be a problem.

"Are you going to be ok with what you have to do in light of not getting any sleep last night?"

"I'm pretty tired but I'll be ok. Once I get some food in me I'll feel a lot better. When I lay down to get some sleep I want you to start the zero g training with Korica ok?"

"I can do that. I think she's actually looking forward to it. She embraces everything about space with excitement since that's where she grew up."

"That's good. Just keep an eye on her Mark. I worry about her and I know how¦scary and disorienting it can be in a pressure suit."

"We'll be fine Laurel. This isn't my first training mission."

"You've really done this before?"

"Of course. I trained most of my team personally. I promise to keep a close eye on her. We'll be tethered together the whole time and she knows the dangers of touching the reactive hull plating."

"Ok. Thank you Mark."

Laurel drank the rest of her tea and then got up to refresh her cup and Mark got up with her to refill his cup. The two of them then returned to the table and sat down and Laurel fired up her own data pad and studied the modifications already being carried out by the AI and the fleet of servo drones that have been brought to bare. She could see it was getting very close to the time that the engines would need to be disabled and all of the control feeds moved to accommodate the removal of all of the decks and bulkheads that needed to be moved to accommodate the enormous storage tanks and the artificial habitat enclosures.

At 06:00 the lights came up in Korica and Tamaric's quarters and Tamaric stirred to life. He was thrilled when he realized that Korica was lying right next to him as witnessed by her hot body cooking his backside. He batted his eyes a few times and squirmed onto his back and slid his arm over Korica's head and she lifted her head and squirmed up onto half of him. They laid still for a time enjoying being close to one another and then Korica kissed Tamaric's cheek and then slid out of bed and made her way to the bathroom. Tamaric pushed the covers down and slid over to the edge of the bed and stretched big and then he went and retrieved a change of clothes for himself and he walked back to the bed and set them down. Korica stepped out of the bathroom at that point and Tamaric smiled big as he could see that she had brushed her hair and she looked so cute with her new hair cut.

The two of them stepped into one another and held each other for a few moments and then Tamaric smiled at her.

"Good morning Korica. Thank you for sleeping in with me. It's so nice to wake up to you right next to me."

"You're welcome. I thought you might like that for our last morning together."

Tamaric gave her a peck and then Korica made her way to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes for herself and she returned to the bed where Tamaric was already getting dressed. She slid her night gear shirt off and began getting dressed in full view of Tamaric and he watched her fondly and she found it didn't bother her in the least. Once dressed, Korica and Tamaric both went into the bathroom and brushed their teeth and washed their mouths out and then brushed and combed their hair and then they stood and enjoyed a long tongue kiss before exiting to put their shoes on. They then headed for the exit to make their way to the mess hall.

In the mess hall at 05:55 Laurel drank the rest of her tea and then she excused herself to go greet Jake as he woke up. Mark nodded at Laurel and she made her way out into the main corridor and walked down to her quarters and when she stepped in the lights were already up. Jake was sitting on the edge of the bed on Laurel's side of the bed rubbing his eyes. Laurel stepped over to him and he smiled big and got to his feet and embraced her with a tight hug.

"Good morning Jake. I missed you."

"Good morning gorgeous. It's only been a couple hours hasn't it?"

"About four or so. My stomach was knotting up and I wanted to feel you in my arms again. I would've missed you even if we weren't paired like we are."

"That must be why I couldn't sleep very well for the last half hour or so. I tossed and turned and just couldn't get comfortable."

Laurel gave him a peck and stepped back as he walked past her and made his way into the bathroom to relieve himself. Laurel walked around to her side of the bed and sat down and waited for Jake to come out of the bathroom which took longer than she expected since he took the time to brush his teeth and comb his hair while he was in there. He finally emerged looking very handsome with his new haircut combed out neatly and the bloodshot eyes were all but gone now. He smiled at Laurel as he walked past her and brushed her cheek as he made his way to the bureau at the front of the room to retrieve a fresh uniform. He walked back to the bed and began to get dressed while Laurel talked to him.

"So are you nervous about meeting the Reynolds?" Laurel asked.

"Not really. I want to make a good impression but I don't know that I'm really nervous about meeting them. I'm more nervous for how they are going to receive Korica. They don't even know it but she is a part of their lives and she will be for the rest of their lives."

"I'm a little more concerned about what they've been hiding from Tamaric¦or what he's been hiding from us about their activities before leaving Earth."

Jake stopped what he was doing and looked right at Laurel with a look of concern on his face.

"What are you talking about Laurel? Are they members of some radical anti military group?"

"No, nothing like that. They spent millions of dollars of their own money establishing programs to take a census of people among the general population that are expressing advanced abilities like what you and I have. They also funded the establishment of schools for the exceptionally gifted so that a twelve year old that was able to comprehend college level studies could be mentally challenged without being ostracized for being different and so they weren't held back just so they would be working at the same level of curriculum as their classmates. Liam was the lead organizer for a branch of the united Earth forces research division trying to teach folks with advanced abilities to use them for practical applications. They definitely aren't against the idea of the civilian corps but either they didn't tell Tamaric what they were doing or he hasn't told us what his parents were up to. I personally suspect that Clara and Liam Reynolds might very well be gifted themselves and that's why they spent so much time and money trying to identify and help those with advanced abilities."

"Holy crap! So Tamaric might be capable of the things we are?"

"I don't think he'll be as strongly gifted as us but there's a good chance that he'll have at least some advanced abilities."

Jake went back to getting dressed and thought about what Laurel had told him. When he sat down to put his socks on he looked over at Laurel.

"How do you know about their activities before boarding the Future?"

"It's all part of their background investigation record. Mark was looking into their background to get a feel for who they are and he discovered this information."

"How far back does their background information go?"

"To their birth and where Tamaric's grandmother and grandfather are from. Our back ground records and those of our parents also goes back that far. They had to make sure they weren't bringing terrorists or troublemakers aboard the Future."

"I guess I should take a look at the information huh?"

"Probably. I'm not quite sure whether or not we should say anything to Tamaric. I might ask him if he knew what his mother and father were up to but I'm not going to tell him what they were doing if I sense he honestly didn't know."

"I guess that would be best. They must have a good reason for keeping it from him and if that's the case we should leave it up to them to tell him what they were doing. Since what they were doing was actually helping people from the sounds of it, we shouldn't get in the middle of it."

Jake stood up and walked over to his shoes and stepped into them and then put his hand out to Laurel and she smiled and put her hand into his. He let her step up close to him and he looked into her beautiful deep blue eyes and he grinned at her.

"I meant to tell you how beautiful you look today."

"Is it the new haircut?"

"Nope, you look beautiful everyday¦though I really do love the haircut. I loved the long hair but you look really sharp like this. You look like a proper officer in the civilian corps."

"You're so sweet. Thank you Jake."

The two then turned and headed for the exit. They stepped out into the main corridor when the door slid open and Laurel could sense that Korica was happy but she was nervous about the day ahead. She could feel a flood of emotions about her impending zero g training and about meeting Tamaric's parents. She was still worried that they might not like the fact that the two were in a serious relationship and it scared her that they wouldn't allow Tamaric to continue to see her despite Tamaric's reassurances to the contrary. Laurel looked down the corridor but she didn't see Tamaric or Korica.

"Jake do you feel that?" Laurel asked.

"Yah I do. You think we could be asking to much of her all at once?"

"No not really. She's pretty strong Jake, I think she just has a lot on her mind but I don't think it's more than she can handle. I don't sense that it's translating into stress for her."

The two kept walking down the corridor and just as they were about to round the corner into the mess hall Korica and Tamaric stepped out of their quarters. Laurel and Jake stopped and waited for the two to step up to them and Laurel hugged Korica tightly and then Korica let go of Laurel and stepped over to Jake and he gladly hugged her warmly and he kissed the top of her head while Laurel hugged Tamaric tightly. The four of them then stepped into the mess hall and walked over to their favorite table and the guys sat down after Mark moved to the head of the table and the girls went and retrieved a drink for the guys and Laurel refilled her tea and then they walked back over to the table and sat down. Laurel then slid the data pad Mark had the Reynolds background loaded on over to Jake and he began reading the information contained on it. Moments later a servo drone showed up with menus. Mark took the three menus and handed one to Korica and one to Laurel and he opened the third and they decided on their breakfast choices and then they handed the menus back to the servo drone and it then rose up a few inches from the deck and floated away. Laurel took a sip of her tea and then smiled warmly at Tamaric.

"So are you excited about seeing your folks today?"

"Yah. Korica and I have come to terms with the end of us living in the same quarters for now and I'm actually really looking forward to seeing my mom and dad."

"That's wonderful that you two aren't depressed or moping. Tamaric¦do you know what your parents were doing before you came aboard the Future?"

Laurel reached out and felt intently for Tamaric's feelings surrounding his answer.

"They were tying up loose ends as they called it and saying goodbye to their friends and colleagues."

"No I'm talking about say the last three or four years before you were all selected to go on the Future mission?"

"Oh that. They really didn't tell me much about all their trips away. They said they were conducting some kind of study into Human development over the last fourty years or something and they were doing something to help mankind realize and reach their potential as they called it but I don't know precisely what they were doing. I was pretty young and I was busy keeping my grades up and hanging out with my friends. My mom didn't give me a lot time to play. She always wanted my head stuck in the books for some reason, which I didn't really mind cause I always loved to read and learn but my dad would step in and tell her to let me be kid while it still made sense to be a kid. I guess he might have had a pretty good idea that we were going to be selected to go on the Future mission given their expertise with the stasis chambers. It's a good thing we were selected, my mom is probably going to be able to help you fix the problem with the design of your stasis chamber for two. Plus I got to meet the prettiest girl to ever live." Tamaric looked at Korica and smiled big and Korica smiled right back at him and then he quickly looked at Laurel and his face went blank. "I don't mean any insult by that Laurel. You are the prettiest Human I've ever seen but Korica is just the most beautiful girl in my eyes that I've ever seen."

"Relax Tamaric, I wasn't offended. I happen to agree with you and I don't blame you for being a little biased." Laurel said with a big smile.

Laurel sensed that Tamaric was being completely honest with her and that he really had no idea what his parents were up to on Earth. They deliberately kept him busy and let him enjoy being kid rather concerning him with what they were trying to do for humanity.

"Why are you asking me what my parents were doing when I was seven or eight?"

"We were¦I was just curious I suppose."

"Do you remember what your parents were doing when you were seven or eight?"

"My father died years before I was born and my mother was an electronic systems engineer for the Future project. She worked on the AI sub systems interface and she was busy raising me once that ended. She made an insane amount of money while she was working on the Future project so when her job was done she and I could live comfortably without her having to work unless she wanted, so yes I remember what my mother was doing when I was that seven or eight."

"Wait¦how can your father die years before you were born?"

"Because I was conceived and then removed and put into stasis for eight years. My mother was very young when I was conceived and she was deeply involved with the Future project. The timing just wasn't right for them at the time and then¦my father died and my mother sank into a deep depression and bringing me to term brought her out of it and gave her life purpose once again. That's why I was named Laurel. She felt like I was sent down from heaven to save her life and to bring joy into her life once again."

"Sorry for asking personal questions Laurel. I'm really sorry you never got to know your father."

"It's ok Tamaric. You're part of our family now so I don't mind sharing it with you."

"Cap you realize that means you're actually like twenty-two?" Mark said with a grin.

"Stop it Mark, I am not. They count your age from the day you're born not from the day you're conceived. I only aged a few minutes the eight years I was in stasis."

"So I'm actually dating an older woman." Jake said while smiling.

"Knock it off Jake! This is why I don't ever tell anyone that I was conceived eight years before I was born."

"I'm sorry babe. I didn't know that really bugged you. I'll never mention it again."

"I told a girlfriend of mine once when I was little girl and she wouldn't play with me anymore and she teased me about it. I never told another person after that until now."

"That's terrible mom. Did you ask her to stop?"

"Yes but kids can sometimes be mean to one another. She thought it was funny but I didn't because it was something I had no control over or any say in."

"I can be a complete ass sometimes babe and now I feel like a really big one. I'm truly sorry for teasing you."

"I accept your apology. Just don't do it again."

"You got it."

The servo drones started to show up with their meals at that point and they were slid up onto the table. They all then set about eating their meals in relative quiet. Jake kept reading while he was eating until he had read everything pertinent and then he turned the data pad off and set it on the table by Mark and he looked at Laurel and simply nodded.

Once the meals were consumed everyone made their way over to the gym and performed their morning workout routines. When they were done the girls departed to take their showers and the guys sat and talked lightly until Jake felt a gentle push from Laurel in which she told him it was their turn to shower. The guys then departed the gym to make their way to the shower room.

When Jake returned to his quarters Laurel was brushing out Korica's hair as usual and Jake stepped up to them and he stroked Korica's cheek and she smiled warmly and then once he stepped past the bed she slid off the bed and got to her feet and then she turned and gave Laurel a peck and then she headed for the exit. Jake retrieved a change of clothes and then he made his way back over to the bed and he set them on the bed and then he removed his towel from around himself and he dried his hair thoroughly. He then got dressed and made his way into the bathroom and combed his hair and brushed his teeth and then he stepped back out into the main quarters and Laurel was waiting for him by the exit. The two stepped out and walked across the corridor to the bridge. There they found Mark going over the work schedule at the sensor station while waiting for them to drop out of hyperspace in another twenty minutes. Laurel took her seat in the captain's chair and Jake sat down at the power and propulsion station.

When Korica departed Laurel and Jake's quarters she made her way down to her quarters and when the door slid open she stepped in and Tamaric was sitting at the front of the bed without anything on and he stood up and faced Korica and she blushed but grinned at him and stopped in her tracks as she looked him up and down. She then locked a gaze on him as she walked over to the foot of the bed and stopped right in front of him.

"I promised you that I would let you see me each time I change in your quarters Korica. I intend to keep my promise if¦if you like."

Korica smiled warmly at him.

"I love looking at you Tamaric. Thank you."

Korica then walked to the front of the room and she pulled her drawer open in the bureau and she looked at her outfits and she decided she was going to wear her light pink soft pants and the lace covered shirt that was white under the light pink lace with pink on the shoulders that was the same color pink as her trial dress. She picked up the outfit then closed her drawer and picked up her running shoes with the pink swoosh on the side from beside the bureau and then she walked back over to the bed and slid her shoes off and then she got undressed and then changed into her outfit as Tamaric got dressed at the same time. The two of them then walked to the bathroom together and brushed their teeth and combed and brushed their hair and then they exited the bathroom and headed for the exit. They walked up the corridor to the bridge and when they stepped in they found the other three there waiting for them. Laurel turned her chair so she was facing them and she smiled big.

"You decided on the pink. You look beautiful Korica. That color is so pretty on you."

"Thank you captain." Korica said with a smile.

"Tamaric I want you to go ahead and get started on your lessons for the day ok?" Laurel said.

"Yes mam."

"Korica, once we drop out of hyperspace and come to a stop, Mark is going to begin your zero g training ok?"

"Eye captain. What about meeting Tamaric's parents though?"

"They're going to need to get some food in their stomachs and they're going to have to sit down and watch a very long brief so they understand where we are and how we got here. If they are up to it after that then we will make the introduction ok?"

"What if they ask to see Tamaric?"

"Well then he will transport down to see them of course. I'm sure he's going to be the first thing they ask about when they see that his stasis chamber is gone. We'll explain that he is perfectly fine and working on his lessons for the day. If they insist on seeing him then so be it but I want him to keep working until then and you have work to do as well Korica."

"Ok."

Korica escorted Tamaric over to science station number 4 and he sat down and logged in and began his lessons for the day. Once Korica could see that he was doing fine she sat down at science station number 3 and logged in and resumed star map updating along their rout to the tel pok maron. Laurel then leaned back in her seat and waited for ten minutes when there was an alarm from the auxiliary control station signaling that the thermal limits had been reached surrounding the negative matter core and neutron accelerator. Jake silenced the alarm quickly and then the main engines throttled down and then the antimatter reactors were powered down as the negative matter core ramped down and the gravity well surrounding the ship destabilized and then in a blinding flash the ship dropped into normal space and began to decelerate rapidly. It only took a few seconds for the ship to come to a dead stop and Mark performed a deep scan and he found that there was nothing around at all. They were completely alone and the nearest detectable object was over a thousand light years away. The main engines then began to shut down completely and the control processors were then shut down in sequence. The automation control center then powered down and the AI began shutting down all of the manual controls as well. Jake's entire propulsion board began to show more and more systems inoperable as the major systems were taken off line one by one. Laurel then logged out and pushed her displays aside and looked at Jake.

"I guess it's time. You ready?" Laurel said.

"Yes mam. Let's go get 'em."

Laurel got to her feet as Jake logged himself out and then he stood up and as the two walked past Mark Laurel put her hand on Mark's shoulder and he put his hand on top of hers and grinned at her.

"Don't worry about a thing, I'll take good care of her cap."

"Thanks Mark. You know how much she means to me."

Laurel and Jake then stepped out into the main corridor and Jake looked at her as they walked toward the transport compartment.

"If you're that worried about it why don't you conduct her zero g training?"

"Because Mark is much more qualified than I am. I have experience working in space but as you know I don't do real well in a suit for long periods."

Jake nodded and the two stepped into the transport compartment and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Laurel reached back and touched the indicator for the stasis ring and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform on deck one right next to the door to the stasis ring. The two of them stepped down from the transport platform and Laurel placed her palm on the palm scanner and the door hissed slightly and slid open. The two of them stepped into the stasis ring and turned to the right and started walking along the circumference of the ring.

"Future, are the Reynolds close to consciousness?"

"Yes." The AI's voice rang out echoing slightly. "I have been holding them just below a conscious state for the last thirty minutes. They should come around very quickly once their chambers are opened and I release my hold on their hypothalamus."

"Understood. Thank you." Laurel said.

The two of them walked a considerable distance until they could see the scorched marks where Tamaric's chamber used to be and next to it were two stasis chambers with the overhead lights shining down on them. Laurel stepped up to Clara's chamber and Jake stepped up to Liam's and they looked at each other and then Laurel nodded and grinned and her and Jake reached up and touched the open command and the lids of the Reynolds' chambers hissed and then slowly lifted open. Laurel stepped up close and looked at Clara's face and she grinned. Clara was a very pretty woman even with her hair hidden from view under her metal micromesh cap. Laurel looked up and saw the wake command turn green and Clara's eyes fluttered and then opened. Laurel smiled at how pretty her eyes were as she batted them trying to get things to focus clearly. Her eyes were a light green color with heavy yellow flecks making them very pretty and very rich in color depth. Liam's eye fluttered and then popped open as the computer released its hold on his sleep center and his light blue eyes caught Jake's attention. They were the same color as Tamaric's but a little less deep in their saturation but no less striking.

Clara looked at Laurel and squinted a little and then grinned a little and she opened her mouth as though she was going to say something and she coughed and it sounded wet and Laurel stepped back as Clara winced as she sat up enough to lean over the edge of her chamber and spit a mouthful of thick stasis gel out into the floor. She then sat up straight and cleared her throat and coughed once and leaned over and spat that mouthful into the floor as well and Laurel twisted the corner of her mouth in disgust. Clara then leaned back and looked Laurel over and she cleared her throat and in a very heavy Australian accent that Laurel thought was very pretty Clara spoke in a soft voice.

"Who are you sweetheart?" Clara asked.

"I'm lieutenant commander Laurel Kade. I'm the captain of the Future at this time."

Clara just looked at her for a moment and then she furrowed her brow and swept her cap off her head revealing her strawberry blond hair. Clara then looked down the rows of stasis chambers as the stasis ring curved up and around off into the distance. She knew something had to have gone wrong for such a beautiful but young girl to be in command and all of the other chambers to still be closed. The adults were supposed to be brought out of stasis a year away from the Future planet but it was obvious that protocol had been changed for some reason. Clara then turned and looked through the lid of her chamber just in time to see her Liam lean over the edge of his chamber and spit a mouthful of stasis gel into the floor. He then cleared his throat and coughed a few times and spat another big mouthful of stasis gel in the floor. Jake had stepped back so as not to be splashed by the nasty gel as it hit the floor and splattered. Liam then looked through Clara's lid and their eyes locked and he smiled warmly at her and her furrowed brow disappeared and she smiled brightly.

Liam sat up straight and swept his cap off his head revealing very bright blond hair. Now the resemblance to Tamaric was crystal clear. Liam looked Jake up and down and he locked an amazed stare at Jake's deep emerald green eyes for a moment and then Liam raised his eyebrows and spoke with a distinct American voice with just a hint of Texan a draw.

"Damn son, you got the deepest green eyes I have ever seen in my life. Who are you and how far out from the Future planet are we?"

"I'm commander Jake Myers of the united Earth forces civilian corps. I'm the executive officer of the Future. We aren't anywhere near the Future planet. It's a long story but I can tell you that we are¦" Jake sighed. "We're four hundred and thirty some odd thousand light years from the Milky Way galaxy in the galaxy known as M1996UB. It's a pinwheel galaxy that is heavily populated by some of the most remarkable species and we have met some of them personally. Some are friendly and some are frighteningly hostile. We need your help to get home. That's why you and doctor Reynolds have been brought out of stasis."

"Son of a¦I just knew something was going to go horribly wrong. I freakin knew it! I hate always being right!"

Liam turned his head and looked through the lid of his chamber and saw the empty space with scorch marks all around where Tamaric's chamber was supposed to be and he looked back at Jake with a pale face

"Where's my boy! Where's Tamaric?" Liam fairly shouted.

Clara was listening to Liam's conversation and she immediately felt a twinge in her chest when she heard Liam demanding to know where Tamaric is. She swung her feet out over the edge of her chamber and she reached back and squeezed the disconnect buttons on the side of her transdermal interface pad and she opened her mouth as she felt the neural tendrils retracting

out of her brain. She then pulled the pad away from the base of her skull and she dropped it in her stasis chamber and she slid out and tried to stand up and she grit her teeth and her knees shook. Laurel stepped up to her and offered her shoulder for Clara to put her hand on to keep from collapsing in the floor as her legs and hips tried to use muscles that hadn't bared any weight in centuries.

"Doctor Reynolds please take it easy. You were taken out of deep stasis without the usual five days of electro stimulation to your muscles. You're going to be very weak for a while. Tamaric is perfectly safe. There was an equipment malfunction under his stasis chamber and we were forced to pull him out of stasis in order to save his life. He is up on the command deck working on his lessons for the day. He has been out of stasis for quite a while but I promise you that we have been taking good care of him. His stasis chamber was destroyed but we have a stasis chamber up on the command deck that he can use if we need to put him back into stasis. He chose to stay out of stasis with us."

Clara's face seemed to go calm and she turned now that she could see over the stasis chambers and she looked at the scorch marks in the floor and up the side of the control station next to where his chamber had been and she saw the gleaming plate in the floor covering the hole his chamber platform used to occupy. She then looked at Laurel as she pressed almost all of her weight on Laurel's shoulder.

"That looks like the tell tale remnants of a plasma fire." Clara said.

"That's pretty observant of you. It was in fact a plasma fire that erupted from below his chamber."

"Plasma temperatures are the only thing that can scorch EMPACC like that. How¦do I even want to know what happened?"

"I am going to grant both of you a full brief from the AI that will show you what happened. You need to know how we got here and why commander Myers and I are in command but it's a very long story. Please rest assured that Tamaric suffered no permanent damage and his ability to heal is astounding and probably contributed to his remarkable recovery. He was pulled from deep stasis with no electro stimulation of his muscles at all and within two days he was walking on his own and within a week he was running four miles on a treadmill up in the gym twice a day. He is in the best shape of his life now and he is immersed in schoolwork for at least four hours everyday."

"Schoolwork? You have him studying?"

"Yes mam. One of the first things I did was to have him assessed and he was started on schoolwork. I didn't want him falling behind and I assumed it was what you would insist upon given his age."

Liam now swung his feet over the edge of his chamber and he reached back and removed the neural tendrils from his brain and he dropped the cable and neural interface pad in his chamber and then he slowly slid up to the edge of his chamber and Jake stepped right up to him and let him put all of his weight on him as he slid off his chamber and stood up with shaky legs. Jake locked his back and supported his weight easily.

"Why have we been pulled out of stasis? We aren't in the civilian corps so what could we possibly do to help you get us all home?" Liam asked looking at Jake.

"Well, we have a special project involving a stasis chamber for two. We need your expertise and that of your wife to get it to work properly plus¦Tamaric misses both of you so much. He really needs you two in his life and not just as popsicles that he can look at."

"Oh these stasis chambers don't actually use low temperature preservation¦" Clara said as she started to explain the stasis process.

"I know that mam. It was just an expression. I understand the fundamentals of how the stasis chambers work." Jake said interrupting her.

"These chambers were never designed to accommodate two people. That is completely impractical and frankly impossible. Why on Earth would you want to stuff two people into one chamber?" Clara asked looking at Laurel.

"Uh¦that is going to take some back story and some deep explanations that will come later on."

"We have ten minutes until our skin will cure se we can get dressed. Please try and explain why you're tryin to get two people in one stasis chamber?"

Laurel took a deep breath and looked into Clara's pretty eyes.

"Have you heard of the paring of essences?"

"No."

"Jake¦commander Myers and I, we have certain¦abilities that are beyond the normal range of most people. We uh¦we are capable of reaching out to each other and we can share a conscious connection that is very deep and very intimate. We can touch each so deeply that we can feel each other's very essences and we have experienced a joining of spirits that has resulted in our bodies requiring close proximity to one another or we get violently sick. It is a phenomenon known in this galaxy as the pairing. Once mates are paired it's for life and it will result in our deaths within twenty-four hours if we are separated and unable to share our energy with one another. It only takes around six hours for us to become very ill...which is not pleasant for either of us since we have never been sick a day in our lives until now. Our internal organs just start to shut down and our blood becomes toxic. If we ever have to go into stasis, which is likely to be needed given what we are trying to do, the stasis field that is produced within the stasis chambers blocks our energy and we will die if we're in separate chambers. This project is necessary to keep us alive while in stasis. We have to be encased within the same stasis field and able to physically touch one another even if it's just the hands. I have designed a much larger chamber that two can fit into but the neural process controller is proving problematic to say the least."

"Let me guess, you are experiencing seizures and strokes in the simulations you've been running?"

"That's right. How did you know that?"

"Because we had the idea of putting married couples and lovers in the same stasis chamber for our trip to the Future planet and we ran into the same issue. It was determined that the simplest solution was to use single occupant chambers as originally planned and since they were going to be in a deep sleep they would never know the difference. It was a sweet idea but it was deemed unfeasible and further study into the idea was abandoned so that production on the single occupant chambers could be begun in earnest. Do you even have the materials on the Future to build more stasis chambers?"

"Yes. For one the materials from Tamaric's chamber can be recycled but failing that we have sufficient material to build many more chambers if we have to. There is a high temperature foundry in the bowls of the ship that can produce the corium tritanium used in the metal casing and the AI can easily reproduce the electronics necessary. It was thought that replacement chambers might be necessary or that more chambers might be needed if our passenger compliment was augmented as it indeed was. We have an alien girl that is now a Human citizen and a junior ensign in the civilian corps so a chamber had to be built for her not only for education purposes but for the long trip back to the Milky Way."

"You used this technology on an alien? Did¦how¦is her brain even like ours?"

Laurel smiled and then chuckled.

"Her brain works a little differently but structurally it's almost identical to ours. You would be shocked to know how many of the alien's in this galaxy look just like us. I guess ours is a very common framework as far as build and appearance. It's the physiology that's vastly different."

"So you and the commander are¦gifted?"

"Yes mam. I saw from your activities the last few years you were on Earth that you were involved in some programs that had the goal of identifying and training folks like us to understand and even expand their abilities so I know that you know about people with abilities like ours. I have an IQ somewhere in the low four hundreds by now and the commander is somewhere very close to that as well. Can you tell me why you never told Tamaric what you were up to?"

"Uh¦Liam and I are gifted. We have been since we were very young. It was very difficult for us our entire lives because we were seen as odd or different. I suspected that we weren't alone in what we can do and through my research I found that I was right. Since the early thirties the Human species has been rapidly evolving into something new or more accurately some of our more ancient genes have been turning back on. These advanced abilities were locked in us all the whole time but were dormant for some reason and these abilities are reemerging resulting in some truly remarkable abilities within the Human population. We always assumed that Tamaric might very well inherit our abilities but he was so young when we were doing our work to help those that had these abilities¦we just wanted him to feel normal and to have a happy childhood without worrying about what the implications were if he manifested these advanced abilities later on. Have you noticed anything¦unusual from him?"

"Not particularly. He is a fast healer but there has been no sign of advanced mental abilities other than the fact that he is working at a third year high school level curriculum."

"Has he been respectful with all of you? We have tried so hard to teach him to be a good person and always treat those around him with kindness and respect but he has never really been on his own to express those lessons." Liam asked.

"He is a very sweet boy sir. We have come to really enjoy his presence and he is very respectful to everyone." Laurel said.

"That's good to hear. I've always been very proud of him but it's good to hear that he's well behaved when left on his own."

"We're all very proud of him too sir. He's really smart and very cute. We have a certain junior ensign that is extremely fond of him." Laurel said.

"The alien girl?" Clara asked.

"Yes. Her name is Korica Prentor, and the two are very fond of one another to say the least but I'll leave that for Tamaric to explain in detail when you reunite with him. If your skin is dry enough there should be fresh clothes for both of you under your chambers."

Clara and Liam both felt of their stomachs and their skin was soft and barely damp so both of them used Laurel and Jake to stand upright completely and they turned to face their chambers and then very slowly squatted down and pulled the drawer open and there was a fresh ships outfit and underwear waiting for them along with a pair of white slip on shoes. They scooped up the clothes and slowly stood up and set the clothes on the edge of their chambers and they proceeded to get dressed. Laurel was relieved once Clara and Liam were dressed. Clara was a beautiful woman but it still made her feel a little odd to have a naked woman standing next to her and she really didn't like looking over and seeing a grown man standing naked next to Jake.

Once they were dressed Laurel and Jake helped them put their shoes and socks on and then called for a comb and hairbrush and they let them straighten their hair out and then they reached up and touched the command to shut down their stasis chambers. The four of them then walked a little ways down the isle between the workstations and the stasis chambers to the first available palm scanner and Laurel had her palm scanned and then they waited for the correct door to rotate around to where they were standing. Clara decided to ask a little bit more about their situation while they stood and waited while leaning on Laurel and Jake.

"Captain Kade, how long have we been in stasis if we are hundreds of thousands of light years off course?" Clara asked.

"Five hundred and fifty two years."

"Holy Dooley!" Laurel smiled as she had heard Tamaric use the same exact expression and now she knew where he had learned it.

"Wait that doesn't make any sense at all. Four hundred thirty thousand light years should have taken us millions of years to cover if we were drifting at sub light speeds." Liam said.

"I believe we traveled most of that distance in an instant. The red giant star that we were going to be using for a slingshot gravity assist exploded along with its companion star while the Future was in very close proximity. Not only did it beat the crap out of the ship but Korica has hypothesized that as the gravity well from each star merged as they collapsed and the shockwave from the stars explosions came together in just the right way, it created a wormhole and the Future was drawn into that wormhole and almost instantly carried to the neighboring galaxy to M1996UB which the locals call the galaxy of Ida. We drifted through the outer edges of Ida for the majority of the five hundred and fifty two years that we have been out here. We were actually drifting at many times the speed of light. Jeff, the original crewman on duty thought we were drifting through the Milky Way but we were in fact on the other side of the universe. That's why he couldn't map the stars correctly, that and the fact that the AI was so heavily damaged that it had to shut down completely for three days at a time after only running for seventeen minutes and there was damage done to the memory core so every time the computer shut down everything that had happened recently was lost. It's like the AI's short-term memory was wiped out every time it had to shut down. Jeff found a way to make a patch that worked around the issue using a long term memory core shunt, but it was far from a perfect fix."

"You're talking about the alien girl? She came up with that hypothesis?" Clara asked.

"Yes. She is unbelievably smart. For her to extrapolate that from the fragmentary information available from the AI is astounding and I concur with her hypothesis. It's the only thing that makes sense."

"That's extraordinary! I suppose all that information will be included in the brief you are going to grant us?" Clara asked.

"Yes mam. Like I said it's a long story."

"Can we go see Tamaric before you have us watch this brief?"

"Uhh¦well like I said he is working on his lessons for the day and we really need to get some solid food in your stomachs. I suppose we can take you up to the command deck and we'll take you to the mess hall up there. I'll have Tamaric take a break from his lessons to come see you. I know he's really excited about having you two awake."

"Thank you for getting him into his schoolwork captain Kade. I think an education is the most important thing in a young person's life."

"Do you allow him time to play everyday? I mean he isn't crammed with homework and kept in his quarters is he?" Liam asked.

"Once his lessons are done he is free to do as he likes sir. He and Korica explore the ship together and hang out together just enjoying each other's company. We have even taken him planet side on a few occasions so I assure you he is allowed the time to just play."

"He must be lonely being all alone in his quarters. Are his quarters on the command deck or is he on the passenger level all by himself?" Liam asked.

"He has accommodations on the command deck but he is going to be staying in your quarters on deck eight from now on. We really didn't want him alone on the passenger deck so we have provided him with quarters on the command deck up until now."

The door finally revolved around to where they were standing and the door hissed and slid open and Laurel helped Clara step through and then Jake helped Liam step through. Laurel then turned and faced the transport platform and Clara looked the platform over and then she looked at Laurel.

"Aren't we going to the elevator?"

"Uh¦no. We have picked up some really advanced technology while on our journeys through this galaxy and that includes compressive instantaneous transporters. We will step up onto that transporter and in seconds we will be up on the command deck."

"Come on, transporters? That's science fiction. We've experimented with this type of thing and it was deemed impossible."

"Trust me, they work. The race that gave us the transporter system has been using advanced technology for sixteen million years. They have had a very long time to make this technology work."

Laurel helped Clara step up onto the transport platform and then Jake helped Liam step up onto the platform and the free floating map appeared and Clara gasped and turned and looked at the map and she moved her head around it trying to figure out how the map was being generated. Laurel grinned and pointed to all of the white dots on the map.

"Each one of those white dots is where the transporter is capable of taking you within the ship."

Laurel reached out and touched the indicator for the command deck and the equipment behind the panels behind the transport platform began to hum and Clara and Liam could feel the compressive field and Clara let out a little squeak just as the field compressed completely and in a blue flash they disappeared and then appeared on the command deck standing in the transport compartment. Everyone turned around and faced out into the room and Clara looked stunned.

"That's incredible! We're on the command deck?"

"Yes mam. Let's go get some food for you two. It's important to get your digestive system working on processing solid food again."

Laurel helped Clara step down and then Jake helped Liam step down and the four of them slowly walked over to the door and it slid open and they stepped out into the main corridor and took a right and slowly made their way toward the mess hall.

"I'm sorry we're moving so slowly. My muscles feel stiff and weak." Clara said.

"That's quite alright. I was the same way when I came out of stasis but I had the advantage of five days of electro stimulation before I came out. You take all the time you need." Laurel said.

"You must feel like you're assisting some old folks to their room." Clara said with a smile.

"You aren't that old doctor Reynolds. What are you twenty eight or so?"

"Aren't you sweet. With the affects of prolonged stasis I'm sure I'm more like thirty-five now."

"We all aged a little while in stasis. You still look very young mam."

"Thank you captain. At the moment I feel ancient. I can hardly believe that someone so young is the captain of the Future. What are you like fifteen?"

"Pretty close. The AI needed a really small body to fit into some of the confined spaces to affect repairs and I guess she was so impressed with my ability to command the ship that she just decided to leave me in command until we get back to the Milky Way."

"You don't intend to try and stay in command?"

"Oh no mam. This is purely temporary. I don't have any desire to be in the civilian corps. The ship and everyone onboard needed my help and I was more than willing to do whatever I had to in order to save us but this is not my first choice for a career."

They arrived at the mess hall at that point and Laurel guided Clara into the mess hall and the lights came up and then Jake and Liam followed them in. They walked over to their usual table and Laurel stepped aside and let Clara plop down in the seat and scoot over and then Jake let Liam plop down next to her and scoot over against her. Both of them were breathing deep and they looked uncomfortable even though they had only walked a few hundred feet altogether. A servo drone popped out of the bulkhead and Laurel stepped back and let it rise to the edge of the table and hand Liam and Clara a menu. It then sank to the floor and stood by.

"I'll go get Tamaric. You two go ahead and chose what you want to eat. I'll be right back." Laurel said.

Clara smiled brightly and nodded and Laurel turned and gave Jake a peck and then she headed for the exit. Laurel walked quickly down the corridor to the bridge and when she stepped through the door Tamaric finished the equation he was working on and then leaned back just as Laurel stepped up to his seat. She put her hand on his shoulder and smiled at him.

"You wanna see your parents? They're up here in the mess hall and they really want to see you."

Tamaric's face lit up and he smiled big and stood up. Laurel pointed at the display and he looked at it and nodded. He leaned over and saved his work and then logged himself out and Laurel stood back and let him step past her and the two headed for the exit. When Laurel got out into the main corridor Tamaric was already half way to the mess hall in a full sprint. Laurel smiled at his excitement. She knew how excited she would be if it were her mother waiting for her in the mess hall. She missed her so much and it was a constant ache in the pit of her stomach and Tamaric was even younger and more dependent on his parent's very presence and reassurances.

Tamaric rounded the corner into the mess hall and he slowed down and he gave a huge smile at the sight of his beautiful mother looking at him and his kind looking father with an equally huge smile on his face. Clara slid out and slowly stood up and Tamaric stepped up to her and threw his arms around her nearly knocking her over.

"Whoa, take it easy Tamaric. I missed you too but I don't have the steadiest pins right now."

"I missed you so much mom. I'm so glad you guys are here."

Clara stroked his back and squeezed him tightly for a few moments and then she put her hand on the back of the seat and side stepped so that Liam could get to his feet. Liam slid over and slowly and painfully stood up straight and Tamaric smiled big and let go of his mother and stepped into his father being careful not to knock him off balance as he almost had his mother. Liam hugged him tightly and set the side of his face on top of Tamaric's head.

"It feels so good to feel you holding me dad. I missed you so much."

"Awe. I love you too son."

Tamaric finally stepped back and he sighed. He felt like the missing part of his life had been restored and a great stress had lifted from his shoulders. He could finally breath easy now that he had his mother and father to take care of him. Liam put his hand up to Tamaric's cheek and he smiled warmly at him and then he looked down to his feet and back up to his bright blue eyes.

"Look at how much you've grown son! You're a full two inches taller and you feel solid as an elk. I couldn't be more proud of how good you look son. You're growing into such a good looking man."

"Thanks dad. I workout twice a day now along with the command crew. I feel better than I've ever felt in my life."

"My little man isn't such a little man anymore are you?" Clara said.

"Oh mom. I even have a girlfriend now."

"What! A girlfriend? Are you talking about the alien girl¦Korica?"

"Yah. Please don't call her that mom. She's from a planet called Draxima in this galaxy."

"How old is she?"

"She's exactly the same age as me."

"Tamaric do you really know this girl well enough to call her your girlfriend?" Clara asked.

Liam sat back down and scooted over and then Clara sat down and let out a heavy breath. Jake then sat down across from them and Laurel slid in next to him and Tamaric sat down at the head of the table where Mark usually sits and Tamaric reached out and took a hold of his mother's hand.

"Mom I¦the second I laid eyes on Korica I knew she was the one. I know her plenty well enough. Please don't judge her until you meet her. You always told me never to judge people like that."

"I know I did but¦I never intended that to extend to people from another planet. Does she look like us? I mean does she look Human?"

"Yah she does. She's absolutely beautiful mom. You're really going to love her. She's so sweet and so kind to everyone. She got a huge heart and a beautiful smile that lights up the room."

"You're so young to be feeling like you've met the one Tamaric. Don't you want to see what kind of women are out there? There are so many girls on this ship that would love to be called your girlfriend. Why would you choose an ali¦a girl form another world?"

"I didn't really choose. It just happened. I can't get her out of my mind anymore."

"Does she understand the reproductive protocol for our limited numbers so as to preserve our genetic diversity and insure the survival of our species?"

"Yes. She knows I have to have a kid with at least three different girls. She's ok with it as long as it's done in a lab and not in the traditional manner."

"And can she contribute to the genetic diversity in the same manner?"

"No. We aren't compatible as a species. Laurel might be able to make it possible for us to have children together but she can't have children with a Human on her own."

"And she shares your feelings Tamaric? Does she know what it is to be the one?"

"She loves me with all her heart mom. Please just meet her before you say that I'm to young to be in love with a girl."

Clara looked at Tamaric's hand and her eyes got big as she noticed Tamaric's ring with the name Korica engraved in it.

"Oh my god! You didn't¦you can't Tamaric!"

Tamaric lifted his hand up and looked at his ring and grinned.

"It's just a promise ring mom. We just put 'em on the wrong hand and now we can't get the rings off. I wouldn't get married at my age without talking to you and dad first. You haven't even met my girlfriend, there's no way I would get married without you meeting her first and besides legally I can't without your permission."

Clara reached up and pulled his hand down and she looked at the ring closely and then she put her hand up to Tamaric's face.

"My little man is in love with a girl and looks so grown up. I feel like I've missed the biggest things in your life."

"Oh mom, you've missed a few things but I'm not all that grown up. I missed my mommy and daddy after all."

"That better never change young man! I will always be your mommy no matter how old you are."

"And I'm always gunna love you guys even if I have a girl in my life. I don't stop needing you just cause I learn how to love a girl."

"I never thought I would hear you say that with how awkward you always felt around girls." Liam said while grinning.

"I know, me either. Korica is the pettiest girl I have ever met but she just makes me feel so comfortable talking to her. When I'm with her I feel confident and I feel like I can put my feelings into words for once and I never feel like I don't know what to say. Things just flow out and I even surprise myself at how articulate I sound most of the time."

"It sounds like she makes you proud of yourself."

"She does. She is always telling me how proud she is of me and how proud she is to be with a guy like me. I feel like a real man when I'm with her. I'm so proud of her too. She's so smart and I'm learning things from her all the time. You're going to be surprised how smart she is."

"Have you and mister Reynolds ordered anything to eat or drink yet?" Laurel asked.

"No, I guess we should do that."

Liam and Clara picked up the menus and pulled them open and looked over the menu items. They both then made their selections and Tamaric handed the menus to the servo drone sitting in the floor and it rose up a few inches and floated away. Tamaric sat and talked with his mother and father and the conversation seemed to center around Korica. Of course she was just about the most important thing in Tamaric's life but it seemed to Laurel that Tamaric was trying his best to convince his parents that she was in fact a positive influence in his life. When the meals and drinks arrived the serving tray was slid up onto the table and Liam and Clara took their plates and drinks and set about eating their first solid meal in centuries. Liam kept talking with Tamaric while he was eating.

"So where is this wonderful girlfriend of yours Tamaric?"

"She's with lieutenant Tillman doing her zero g training right now."

"Zero g training? What's that?"

"She's learning how to work in a spacesuit outside the ship."

"What! What the hell for?"

"Because these guys have to do some modifications to the back of the ship and it has to be done from outside the ship. I need to help Korica once she starts the work on the inside."

"Uh don't you think you should ask your mother and father if we approve of you doing something dangerous like that?" Clara said.

"That's my fault doctor Reynolds. I approved his working with Korica because at the time we didn't know you would be around to ask your permission. I'll take him off the work schedule until you can review what was going to be asked of him. If you don't approve I completely understand and we will get the job done without him." Laurel said.

"Thank you captain."

The Reynolds ate the rest of their meals in relative quiet. Laurel could sense the unease within Tamaric. He had forgotten how protective his parents were with him and he was starting to feel a little bit of fear that they might not like him going out with Korica. Laurel had sensed the same distaste coming from Liam and Clara at the idea of their son being involved with an alien. The idea just didn't sit well with them at all. Laurel was sure that once they met Korica and talked with her for just a little bit they would warm up to her but at the moment they had no idea what she looked like or how sweet she was. Laurel also sensed that they didn't like the idea of Tamaric considering himself ready for a serious relationship like he was describing his relationship with Korica to be. Tamaric hadn't even mentioned yet that he and Korica had been living together since he came out of stasis and Laurel could see why he was easing into the subject.

When the Reynolds were done eating they sat back and sipped on their drinks and Tamaric decided he wanted to get his schoolwork done so he could spend some quality time with them.

"I'm gunna get back to my studies ok? Once I'm done I'll ask the AI where our quarters are and Ill come down and spend some time with you."

Tamaric got to his feet and he stepped over next to Clara and he leaned in and gave her peck and then she hugged him.

"I'm so proud of you for keeping up with your schoolwork. You know how important that is to me?"

"Yah, I know. I want you and dad to know I can be trusted to do the right thing when you aren't around. I want to make you proud of me."

Tamaric then stepped around to his dad and they hugged each other tightly for a few moments.

"We are proud of you son. You've grown so handsome and so big since we last saw you. You study well and we'll see you after a while."

"Ok, thanks dad."

Tamaric then stood up and smiled at both of his parents and he stepped around the table and Jake got to his feet.

"I'll take him to the bridge babe. I'll be back in a few." Jake said.

Laurel nodded and grinned at him as he and Tamaric stepped away from the table. Tamaric and Jake walked out into the main corridor and Jake put his arm up on Tamaric's shoulders.

"You ok Tamaric? I sense that you aren't exactly pleased with how that went."

"It felt so good to see my mom and dad. I've missed 'em so much. I guess I just didn't expect them to be so¦I felt like I was constantly defending Korica and my relationship with her. I thought they would be more accepting of her."

"Don't be to hard them Tamaric. They haven't even met her yet. You know how charming Korica is, they are going to love her once they get to know her."

"You're probably right. You wanna know what scares me the most?"

"What's that?"

"If they tell me I can't¦be with Korica how I want¦then I'm going to defy them and see her anyways. I've never defied my mother and father before and it makes me sad to think that I might have too with something so important to me. I won't let them make Korica feel like she isn't special and one of us cause she is on both counts. She means more to me than anything else."

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves here Tamaric. I can certainly understand you feeling that way but Korica would never let you defy your parents on her behalf. I honestly don't think your parents are going to keep you two apart for the most part. They just need time for the idea to really sink in that you aren't a little boy anymore. You have serious things on your mind and in your heart. Try not to get too down ok?"

"Ok. Thanks Jake."

"You're welcome. The impression I get is that your parents are really nice people Tamaric. They have good hearts and very sharp minds. When they see you and Korica together they will sense that it's the real deal between you two just like the rest of us do. You two radiate a love for one another that can be seen and felt by others."

"So you like my parents then?"

"Oh yah, very much. Your mom is very beautiful and really sweet. Your dad looks at her like I look at Laurel so I can tell he loves your mom very much. He is a really nice guy and I'm very glad they're with us."

"Thank you. I like hearing people say that my mom and dad are nice people."

The two of them arrived at the bridge and Jake escorted Tamaric in through the door and over to science station number 4. Tamaric took a seat and logged himself in and before he started he looked up at Jake.

"You think Korica is doing ok?"

"She's lived in space her whole life Tamaric. I bet she's actually having fun out there."

"Is there anyway I can talk to her¦just for a second or two?"

Jake shook his head and grinned at him.

"As long as she isn't in the middle of anything critical then you can talk to her. Otherwise you'll just have to settle for a quick look at her and nothing more."

Jake turned and walked back to the communication station and he logged in and the whole bridge came to life.

"Future, can you patch me in to Korica's internal helmet camera?"

"Yes I can do that. Would you like an audio channel opened to her as well?"

"No. We just want to see how she's doing for now. If she isn't busy maybe Tamaric can talk to her for a moment."

"Understood."

The upper display screen flickered and then they were looking at a view of Korica's face from inside her helmet looking down onto her face. Her face was awash in light from her internal helmet light and she had a big grin on her face. She was looking down from time to time and she was completely unaware that she was being watched from only inches away from her face. She had a white and red cap on to keep her hair from floating in her face and Tamaric pointed at the screen.

"Why is she wearing that?"

"It keeps her hair out of her eyes. There's no gravity so your hair goes all over the place as you move around. With hair as long as hers that could be a serious problem."

"I can't tell what she's doing."

Jake reached up to the bottom display and he brought up a diagram of Korica's suit and there was a tiny green indicator in her helmet indicating that the camera was active and Jake reached up and touched the red indicator at the top of her helmet and it turned green and now the screen split and they could see what she was looking at from the top of her helmet on the outside and they could still see her face very close to the internal camera. Korica was in her thruster pack and she was making her way down the side of the spinning section of the Future's hull. She was bumping the controls every now and then to keep her attitude correct so she was floating right down the side of the Future. That's what she was looking down at was the thruster controls every time she needed a little corrective boost. Jake decided she wasn't doing anything that she could get hurt if she were momentarily distracted.

"Future, will you please open a channel to Korica's suit?"

"Right away."

There was a crackling sound and then silence and Korica looked around inside her helmet and then went back to what she was doing.

"Korica sweetie, can you hear me?"

"I can hear you dad."

"There's someone who would like to say hi to you."

Jake stood up and let Tamaric sit down and Tamaric smiled big.

"Hi beautiful. I can see your face right now."

"Hi Tamaric. How can you see my face?"

"There's a camera inside your helmet pointing down at your face."

Korica looked up and around inside her helmet and then she looked ahead and then down as she made a small correction to her attitude and then she looked up and finally she looked right into the camera and she squinted a bit and then she smiled.

"Ooh, I see it." Korica looked back dead ahead of herself. "How did it go with your parents?"

"You know you've got the pretties eyes Korica?"

"Are you avoiding the subject?"

"No, I just¦we got 'em up here on the command. They had a meal and we talked a little bit. They want to meet you."

"You told 'em about us huh?"

"How could I not? You mean more to me than anything else in my life."

"How did that go?"

"As expected I guess. They were a little shocked that I'm so¦serious about a girl and one that isn't from Earth."

"So that was a problem after all huh?"

"Just a surprise more than anything I think. They expected that I would find a girlfriend from among the other girls around my age that are in stasis. I don't care about any of them though¦I want you."

"Is that what you told them?"

"No. That's what I'm telling you. Those girls don't stand a chance. My heart belongs to you. I think my mom and dad need to meet you before it will make any sense to them."

"If they're still awake when I get done I would love to meet them. I really need to concentrate on what I'm doing here Tamaric. I love hearing your sexy voice but I got to pay attention."

"Ok. I just wanted to see you for a second. I'm sorry I distracted you."

"It's ok. I love you Tamaric." Korica looked up at the camera and puckered a kiss.

"I love you too beautiful. I'll see you after a while."

Korica then looked back down at her controls and bumped her thruster controls gently as she cruised down the aft end of the Future and prepared to pivot around the engines at the rear of the ship. Tamaric stood up and Jake reached over and closed the audio channel.

"Thank you for letting me do that Jake. I feel a lot better knowing that she's doing ok."

"You're welcome Tamaric. Look at the expression on her face. I told you she would be having fun."

Tamaric looked back at the view of Korica from her internal helmet camera and he smiled at the look on her face. She was having a ball.

"She really is something else huh?"

"She certainly is."

Tamaric then stepped back over to science station number 4 and he sat down and resumed his lessons for the day. Jake then sat back down and he brought up the sensor data from outside the ship and he detected Mark only three meters behind Korica. Jake touched the red indicator on the back of Korica's helmet and he could now see that Mark was tethered to Korica and following behind her. Jake could just make out that Mark was saying something while he was following behind Korica. Jake then brought up a graphical representation of Mark's suit and he touched the red indicator on the top of his helmet facing forward and it turned green and now he could see the back of Korica's thruster pack. Every now and then he saw a small puff of gas as she maneuvered around. Jake decided to just watch the two of them as Korica practiced using her thruster pack.

When Tamaric and Jake disappeared around the corner when leaving the mess hall, Laurel looked at the Reynolds and she could tell that Clara was probing her feelings. She could hear her heavy accent in the back of her mind in very faint whispers.

"So would you two like to start viewing the briefing? It will make things make much more sense to you."

"Tell me more about this Korica Prentor. What's she like? How did she come to be in our company and a part of the command crew?"

"Ok. She's very sweet and very kind. She is in fact gifted even more than we are I think but her abilities are just walking up within her. She is empathic, telepathic and clairvoyant. She can sense things that are going to happen in the future. She is even starting to develop the ability to see snap shots of important people and places when those things have a significant role in future events. She is capable of joining minds with others like commander Myers and I can and she can share her essence with others and experience their essence in kind. She has a college level education and she is a level three med tech. She has very dense neural clustering in her brain so she can learn vast amounts of information in a relatively short time period just like I can. Her species experiences emotions from a much deeper place than we do and the females of her species are particularly gifted with their intuition and sensitivity to others feelings. She can read a persons feelings so well that she can tell what they are thinking just based on their feelings. She just wants to make others happy and she just wants to be loved in return. She has had a really harrowing last six months or so. The brief will include how she ended up with us but the short story is¦her parents and their entire crew were murdered right before her eyes after being brutalized in unspeakable ways. Korica was taken captive and¦things were done to her that I won't go into, but they were the most unpleasant things that can be visited on a young girl. She was to be sold into a life of slavery and abuse at the hands of some really depraved men. We rescued her from those captors and she requested asylum aboard the Future since she has no one left. She was raised in space aboard a cargo freighter so all she has ever known is space and the long trips between outposts and planets delivering all kinds of goods. She is a true star baby. When we were finally able to contact the authorities in this galaxy we officially adopted Korica. She is my daughter and that of commander Myers and we have the supporting documents to prove that she willingly accepted us as her mother and father and we accepted her as our daughter. She then earned her position among the command crew. You should see her aptitude test scores. They are higher than many of the assigned crew that are in stasis. She is a citizen of the Human population on the Future and she is just about to become a full-fledged officer in the civilian corps. She will be our first extra terrestrial officer but there are specific regulations allowing for that since it was thought long ago that we might run into others that would want to join the civilian corps and they obviously aren't going to come from Earth."

"Incredible! That poor thing, losing her parents like that must have been so traumatic for her."

"It was¦but we have helped to her to get past it and we have shown her that there are good people out here. Not everyone will want to prey upon her and those that would, will have to get through us first and we won't make that easy for them. All of this will be explained to you in the briefing. Would you like to begin viewing the briefing?"

"I'm fascinated by this girl now. Please, let's see the briefing."

"Ok, I'll have a couple data pads loaded with a detailed briefing for you. Future?"

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you load a level three briefing onto two data pads for the Reynolds?"

"They do not have security clearance for a level three briefing."

"Command override eight six nine three nine." Laurel said aloud.

"Voice authorization recognized, command override accepted. I will have the data pads delivered momentarily."

"You aren't going to get in trouble for what you just did are you?"

"I'm the captain. Who's going to yell at me? It's not like I just showed you where the self-destruct button is. I'm just giving you complete interactive access to the pertinent information as to what has happened since the Future was disabled and sent off course."

"Is there really a self destruct button?"

"Of course not¦but if there was I couldn't divulge that to you anyways."

Liam looked at Laurel and began to grin and she winked at him and the three of them cracked up laughing.

"Would you folks like to stay up here for a while or would you prefer to go down to your quarters?"

"We would like to stay close to Tamaric but where are we going to go?"

"Well there is the common area across the way from here or¦if you would like to lay down, you can lay down in my quarters. It's right across the corridor from the bridge where Tamaric is studying."

Liam and Clara looked at each with a surprised look on their faces and then they both looked at Laurel.

"You would really give up your quarters to us?" Clara asked.

"Absolutely. It's not like you would be moving in, you would just be lying down so you can watch your briefing in peace. If you want, there is a giant view screen in my quarters that you can watch the briefing on?"

"Ok, we accept your offer then. We would like to lay down in your quarters."

"Great. Can you walk on your own? I don't know if I can support you both."

"I think I can walk on my own." Liam said.

"I'll show you the way." Laurel said as she got to her feet.

Clara slid out and a servo drone showed up at that moment with two data pads and Laurel took them both in hand and then Liam slid out and Laurel led the way to the exit and she looked back and she could tell that carrying her own weight was causing a great deal of discomfort for Clara. Liam wasn't showing any signs of discomfort but Laurel was pretty sure he was just burying the pain down deep so Clara would feel comfortable using Laurel as a crutch. Laurel stepped back to Clara and she lifted her arm and set it on her shoulder and Clara pressed most of her weight on Laurel. The three then slowly made their way down the corridor towards Laurel's quarters. When they reached the door Laurel pointed to the bridge and she grinned.

"Tamaric is working right there so you're very close to him ok?"

Clara nodded and Laurel could sense that she was very uncomfortable. She sensed that Clara was on the verge of collapsing and Liam wasn't fairing much better though he was hiding it extremely well. Laurel stepped up to the door to her quarters and the door slid open and the lights came up and the three of them stepped in. Liam was dumbfounded by how comfortable and how big Laurel's quarters were. Laurel walked Clara over to the bed and sat down with her and Clara plopped down and sighed heavy and then Laurel stood up and Liam slowly made his way over to the bed and he sat down next to Clara. Laurel then set the data pads on the nightstand and pulled the drawer in Jake's nightstand open and she picked up the remote. Liam saw the holster in the drawer and he furrowed his brow and looked at Laurel sternly. Laurel felt the intense disapproval coming from Liam before she even saw his dead stare.

"Mister Reynolds¦"Laurel said as she pushed the drawer closed and stood up straight. "You need to watch the briefing and you'll understand the need for personal weapons in our quarters. We have had a rough time in this galaxy and believe it or not we have been boarded by hostiles more than once looking for me in particular because of how I look."

"I see. You're very sensitive to what others are feeling aren't you?"

"Yes, especially when it's directed at me."

"I'm sorry captain. I'll try and reserve judgment on the steps you've had to take to keep yourselves safe until I understand what you've been through."

"That's all I ask."

Laurel pointed the remote at the front of the room and turned the huge viewer on. There were a whole series of menu items and command icons and Liam and Clara looked at the view screen and they looked truly astounded at the list of information regarding the ships systems and their statuses.

"My god¦you can control the ship from here?"

"Pretty much. That's a mirror image of what I see on my control display when I sit in the captains chair on the bridge. I can see what's going on in an instant without getting out of bed and if necessary I can affect changes to key systems or bring the ship to a stop."

Laurel picked up one of the data pads and turned it on and looked at the name of the briefing file prepared for the Reynolds, which was labeled as 'RBL3SA' {Reynolds Briefing Level 3 Security Access}. Laurel then went to the security files on the main viewer using the laser in the remote to navigate to the list of prepared briefings. She grinned when she saw the one prepared for Korica and the one prepared for Mark when he came out of stasis and even the one prepared for Tamaric. Laurel highlighted the Reynolds prepared brief and then she cued it up to begin and then she immediately hit the pause command and then she set the remote down.

"Ok, there it is. You tow climb up on the bed and get comfortable. The bathroom is right over there through that door." Laurel pointed to the bathroom door. "Please don't mess around with any of the captains commands or navigate away from this screen. The pause, play, fast-forward and rewind commands are all right there on the screen. Just aim the red laser beam at the command you need and press the enter button on the remote. If you want more information on a particular item within the briefing just press the pause and aim at the interactive information request icon up there in the right hand corner and speak what you would like information about and as long as it's within the level three security grant that I have authorized for you, the information will be displayed in detail and then the main briefing will resume unless you ask for further information on any particular item. If you have any real issues with this briefing that icon in the lower left corner that says AI, select that and the AI will come on line and you can interact with her by voice and she can assist you with whatever you need. The AI doesn't monitor the inside of our quarters actively so that will be the only way to reach the AI aside from getting up and walking over to the com panel and touching the AI hale icon in the panel." Laurel pointed to the com panel by the main entrance.

Clara looked up at the beautiful tapestry of Earth and the moon with the sun peaking around the bottom of the planet and she grinned and then stood up and turned around and climbed up onto the bed and crawled over to Laurel's side and then she laid on her back and propped herself up on the pillows so she could lay comfortably and still see the viewer and then Liam stood up and slid his shoes off and then climbed up on the bed and he let himself fall onto his side and then he propped up a few pillows and then he scooted back so he was lying right next to Clara and Laurel grinned at them. Laurel picked up the remote and handed it to Liam and he took it and then Laurel walked around to the other side of the bed and she pulled Clara's shoes off and she set them in the floor by the nightstand on her side of the bed. Laurel then looked at the two and smiled at them again.

"You are one of the most beautiful girls I have ever seen captain Kade. Those eyes of yours are simply gorgeous." Clara said making Laurel smile big.

"Thank you for making us so comfortable Captain. This is very gracious of you to let us use your quarters and your control screen like this." Liam said.

"Thank you for the compliment misses Reynolds, and you are more than welcome mister Reynolds. I'll come back and check on you after a little while."

Clara and Liam nodded and then Laurel headed for the exit. She stopped at the door as Liam started the briefing. The briefing started with the narrated tale of what presumably happened to the Future when the red giant star and it's companion star exploded smashing the front of the Future with a chunk of super dense metal alloy the size of the state of Texas resulting in a cascade plasma explosion that blew the entire bow of the Future open and caused short circuits and conduit blowouts all throughout the ship and then the gravitational shockwave damaged the AI's neural processing core and substantially damaged the AI's memory centers resulting in the loss of data concerning what happened next. Laurel then turned and stepped up to the door and it slid open and she stepped out.

Laurel walked across the corridor and stepped onto the bridge. Jake perked up when he saw her step in and he waved her over to the communication station where he was watching Korica and Mark training out in space. She stepped up beside Jake and kissed the side of his head and Jake leaned back and put his hand up and Laurel slid her hand into his.

"She's a natural Laurel. Check it out." Jake said pointing to the upper display.

Korica and Mark were tethered to one another while walking along the hull in between the engine bells at the rear of the ship. The engine bells looked gigantic compared to Korica's little figure as witnessed from Mark's outer helmet camera.

"Awe, look at her little suit."

"She has swivel joints at the shoulders, elbows, waist and knees. She's stopped trying to see her own feet. She's learned to plan each step two steps ahead of time."

"She hasn't had any miss steps?"

"Nope. She's doing really well. I wish we would have had this kind of training."

"I guess our training was kind of trial by fire wasn't it?"

"Yah, it almost went horribly wrong too. I don't ever want that feeling in my guts again like I had when I saw you floating off with your arms flailing like that. For just a second I really thought I had lost you."

"You can't get rid of me that easy."

"Did my mom and dad go back down to the passenger deck?" Tamaric asked leaning back in his seat.

"No, they're over in my quarters watching their briefing. I thought you might want them close so I told them they could lay down over there and use our giant viewer to watch the briefing."

Tamaric smiled big and nodded.

"Thank you Laurel. It's nice to feel them so close by."

"Are you saying you can sense them?"

Tamaric looked down for a few seconds and then he slowly looked at Laurel and grinned.

"Yah¦I guess I can. I can feel both of them and I can¦sense that they're really relaxed right now."

"That's great Tamaric! You should try and learn to expand on that. You might be more gifted than you ever knew."

"I didn't know I was gifted at all. I thought everyone could sense their parents like that."

"Most people can maybe tell if they are close by but they don't sense what they're feeling. That takes a gifted sense of the emotions of others."

"Wow, cool huh?"

"Cool indeed. How you doing on your lessons?"

"I'm working on my reproductive science lessons. We're going over variable mutations in frogs during times of stress. Did you know that some species of frogs will spontaneously change sexes so they can breed in a population that is predominantly male or female populated?"

"I think I've heard of that before actually. Pretty weird huh?"

"Yah, it makes you wonder if there are advanced species that can do that?"

"It certainly wouldn't surprise me. Life is pretty tenacious, if there's a way life will find it in order to perpetuate a given species survival. Especially if that life is advanced enough to see its own immanent demise so as to take steps to avoid it."

"You're talking about¦like what you're doing for Korica and I? Making it possible for dissimilar species to breed?"

"That would be one example. The new species would in theory be stronger and thusly more apt to survive."

"You really think Aseel is going to be stronger than a Human or a Draximan?"

"I don't know for sure Tamaric. She looked pretty healthy to me. Maybe she'll live longer than a typical Human and have a superior immune system and so be more resistant to foreign diseases."

"I hope so. I want her to have a happy, healthy and long life."

"We'll do everything we can to make that happen."

Tamaric grinned and turned back to his lessons and leaned forward so he could interact with the screen at his station. Jake looked up at Laurel and he could see the exhaustion in her eyes.

"Laurel you look beat. If you've given up our quarters how are you going to get any rest?"

"I'll just go down to Korica's quarters and lie down for a while. I don't think she'll mind."

"Why don't you get some rest then? I'll keep Tamaric company and I'll check on his mom and dad after a while to see if they need anything."

"Alright, that sounds good. Will you come see me off?"

Jake grinned deviously and then got to his feet and the two stepped out into the main corridor and did a quick check left and right and then held each other tightly and engaged in a long tongue kiss. At the conclusion both of them had spinning heads like they had been holding their breath but they were both breathing deeply during the kiss. Once the twinkling lights disappeared from Laurel's vision she gave Jake a peck and then let go of him and walked down the corridor toward Korica's quarters. Jake stepped back onto the bridge and he found Tamaric staring at him with a startled look on his face.

"What's the matter Tamaric?" Jake asked.

"I felt that! You were kissing Laurel right?"

Jake's face ran pale and he wasn't sure what to say at first. He decided to be honest with him.

"Yah I was. What exactly did you feel?"

"It was a swimming feeling in my guts just like when Korica kisses me¦only this was¦I could tell it was Laurel¦and I sensed you. It's like I've always been able to sense you two so I know what you two feel like and I could tell what I was feeling was coming from you and Laurel¦especially from her. She really liked whatever you were doing."

"Wait¦you've always been able to sense us?" Jake asked as he walked over closer to Tamaric.

"No. It just feels like that. I've never been able to sense someone else. Well maybe Korica but that's cause she¦radiates that energy of hers or whatever. This is the first time I've ever felt anything like this. I just¦you and Laurel felt very familiar and I knew I was feeling what you two were feeling not anyone else."

"It sounds like you have a latent empathic ability that's waking up. I know exactly what you're talking about Tamaric. You will find that everyone feels different. Some people you'll be able to identify immediately and others will be a little harder to identify until you have sensed them a few times so that you know what they feel like."

"That's so weird, I didn't do anything though. I was just doing my work and all of a sudden I just¦felt what you two were feeling. It was beautiful, but weird."

Jake walked right up to Tamaric and put his hand on his shoulder. Tamaric still had a shocked look on his face.

"Why don't you ask your mother and father sometime if they have this ability? I think you might be surprised by their answer."

"What? My mom and dad aren't gifted¦are they?"

"Why don't you just ask them Tamaric? All I will say is that I can sense your mom and dad very strongly. I can almost hear their thoughts whispering in the back of my mind and I'm pretty sure it takes a gifted mind for someone to be able to sense you that profoundly."

"Ok, I'll ask 'em. If I do have some kind of¦ability or whatever does that mean I'm going to start hearing what people are thinking?"

Jake squatted down so he was looking up into Tamaric's face.

"It doesn't quite work like that. In order to hear what another person is thinking you have to connect with their mind. The sharing of a conscious mind takes some practice and a willingness and ability to do so by both parties. You might start to feel what others are feeling though without trying. It's like this, you know what it feels like to be sad right?"

"Of course."

"Well when you feel that from someone else you will know they are sad. You know what it feels like to be happy and excited and so when you sense that from someone you will know they are excited about something and it makes them happy. As you experience and identify with ever more complex emotions within yourself you will be able to feel those emotions in other people and you will be able to identify what they are thinking based on what they are feeling. Korica is particularly talented at this form of reading a person because she has been able to sense the feelings of others her whole life. As she puts it there is a whole subtle language of emotions that we all experience all the time. Once you learn that language you can read what a person is thinking just by sensing their feelings. It can be confusing and a little scary at first as this ability gets stronger because you start to get confused as to whether you're feeling your feelings or those of someone else."

"So I might be able to sense what's going on inside Korica in time?"

"Oh most definitely. She's very powerful and when she allows it, very easy to sense. She experiences emotions form a very deep and strong place within her so her feelings are very distinct and fairly easy to read once you know her."

"Will you and Laurel teach me how to use my abilities if I do in fact have them, like you did for Korica?"

"We would be honored to Tamaric. You just have to remember that the abilities Laurel and I have are just waking within us as well. We are still learning ourselves. Korica¦has actually taught us a great deal believe it or not about just what we can do."

"What? I thought you guys woke her abilities?"

"Well we did. She uh¦boy this is kind of hard to explain. Her species has had these abilities for so long that there is just a hereditary instinct to know how to harness these abilities and use them. She is still learning her control factor since her abilities woke within her so early but she is able to impart the instinctive knowledge of what we can do, to a limited degree anyways, when we commit to the deep sharing with each other. I don't know if that even makes any sense to you?"

"Not really."

"Well the point is that if you are indeed experiencing a spontaneous awakening of latent abilities within you, she would be a wonderful source of learning for you. She can send waves of feelings to you and you can try and identify what she's thinking based upon the feelings she is sharing with you. We call it sending a push. We do it with each other all the time and it can sometimes be accompanied by a tickling feeling in your stomach.

"So I might be an advanced Human after all?"

"Oh you definitely are Tamaric. Your intellect and astounding healing abilities all but confirm the fact that you are. You are of my generation and we are what Humans are evolving towards¦well what we were evolving towards five hundred and fifty years ago. There's no doubt in my mind that you're something special beyond what a wonderful guy you are and how good looking you are. The later two are because of how your parents look and how they raised you."

"But¦" Tamaric looked at the display screen where his reproductive science lesson was waiting for his input to a question being posed. He then looked back at Jake. "If I have these advanced abilities wouldn't they have to be passed on to me from my parents? I get half of my genetic traits from my dad and half from my mom right?"

"That's right. As a male you express a little over half of your physical traits as a direct result of the genes your father contributed. That is why I told you to ask your mom and dad if they have advanced abilities. If you have them it's almost guaranteed that they will as well and thus they passed them on to you."

"That would be so cool if I was talented like Korica. I want to be able to connect with her mind so bad."

"I don't know for sure if you'll be capable of that but only time will tell. The fact that you sensed what Laurel and I were feeling form the other side of a wall is a really good sign though."

"I guess I can see the benefit of these reproductive science lessons. Some of it was kind of¦graphic but I definitely understand how stuff is passed on from one generation to the next and I understand what spontaneous genetic mutation to insure the survival of a species means."

"That's good Tamaric. I'm glad that you're learning and that you can see the value in what you're learning."

"It still doesn't help me understand girls though. They just¦they think so different and they are always changing their minds for no reason."

Jake stood up and smiled at him.

"Good luck with that one. I don't even pretend to understand girls and why they think like they do."

"Will it ever make sense?"

"Probably not. We just aren't wired the same up here." Jake said pointing to his temple.

"You think we confuse them too?"

"Oh I'm sure we do. I have joined minds and spirits with two girls and what I sensed was very confusing at times and I sensed that they felt the same exact thing about me."

"I hope I get to experience that even if it is confusing."

"Well you've got the best chance of that happening by being involved with Korica. You know for a fact that she is capable of sharing the deepest part of herself with others."

"That's true."

"Go ahead and get back to your lessons ok?"

Tamaric nodded and turned back to the display and proceeded to answer the questions on the section he had just read. Jake then walked over to the door and it slid open and he stepped out into the main corridor and then he looked back at the door and he took a moment to quiet his mind. He was a little sad to feel Laurel's presence just fade away and her whispers in the back of his mind just stopped. It felt very quiet and very isolating. He then walked over to the door to his quarters and the door slid open and he stepped in. He looked up at the viewer at the front of the room just as Liam paused the playback. Jake was looking at an image of the explosive device they used to disable the Hodong station sitting strapped down in the back of the rapier and Jake knew exactly where they were in the story of what has happened to them. Jake walked over to the bed and Liam and Clara both looked at him and grinned warmly.

"You two doing ok?"

"We're fine commander Myers. Thank you for letting us use your quarters like this. This bed is so comfortable and it feels¦it feels like a home in here." Clara said.

"Please, just call me Jake ok?"

"Ok Jake."

"Can I talk to you for a minute?"

"Of course." Liam patted the bed next to his leg. "What's on your mind?"

Jake stepped over to the bed and sat down next to Liam's knee and looked at them both.

"It's about Tamaric¦"

"Did he do something wrong?"

"Oh no, it's nothing like that. He's a really good kid and I like him an awful lot. No it's uh¦it's like this, I was kissing Laurel and it was particularly intense for both of us and when I stepped back on the bridge Tamaric told me that he sensed what we were feeling from the other side of a sealed door. He described exactly what I was feeling right down to the swimming feeling in my stomach. I didn't tell him that you folks are gifted and have been all your lives but he is studying reproductive biology and so he knows that he inherits half of everything he is from his mother and the other half from his father. I told him that it sounds like he has latent empathic abilities that are waking. He asked me if I would help teach him how to harness and control his abilities as I did for Korica. You'll see what he's talking about from the details coming up in your briefing. Of course I told him that I would be honored to but I also told him that he should ask you folks if you have any abilities. He is pretty damn smart and he knows one or both of you had to pass something along to him. I would rather that you folks work with him to help him realize what he is capable of but that means coming clean with him about what you were doing on Earth before you boarded the Future and it means you need to tell him that you were pretty sure eventually he was going to start to manifest these abilities. It is not my place to tell you folks what to do but I would like to ask as a friend of Tamaric's, please help him and please be honest with him. I think I understand why you never told him but it's time. He is going to need your guidance and support now more than ever. I am only just beginning to understand what I'm capable of but you two have a good ten or fifteen years of experience over me and you helped establish schools for teaching kids about these abilities. I think you are far more qualified than I am to help teach Tamaric what it is he can do, besides you probably have abilities that I'm unaware of that he has likely inherited from you."

Clara and Liam looked at each other for a few moments and then they both sighed and then laughed lightly at the timing of their combined sigh and then looked at Jake.

"We will have the talk with him." Liam said. "We knew we would eventually have to talk to him about this. He started puberty very early so we knew it was going to be any day that his abilities would present but he still hadn't shown any signs of advanced mental abilities by the time we boarded so we thought that maybe the abilities had skipped a generation as they sometimes do. Thank you for coming to us and for not telling Tamaric yourself. I think it would be much better if it came from us."

"You're welcome. I thought that would be more appropriate. After he comes to you and you explain all this to him¦if he still wants to practice with Laurel and I and maybe even with Korica do we have your permission to do that?"

"I suppose if he wants to work with your three there is no real harm in it. It can only further heighten his abilities no matter who he is practicing with."

"Ok, good. He is dying to be able to connect with Korica's mind. I told him I don't know if he will have that ability, only time will tell."

"Does Korica have a desire to connect with him like that?" Clara asked.

"Oh she would love too but until now we thought it was impossible. I don't think she has even tried to connect with him like that. We just thought he was regular guy that was unbelievably smart."

"In my experience one usually goes with the other." Clara said. "I asked him if he would let me test him once and you know what he said?"

"What?"

"He said you can't measure how smart I am with a yard stick that was made by those with a limited understanding of their own potential. I took that as a no and I never pressed the issue again. I just let him enjoy being a regular kid with regular friends doing regular things."

"We kind of suspected that was why you never told him what you were up to. You did some amazing things to help people reach their true potential from the moment they expressed any signs of having advanced abilities."

"You would be surprised at some of the things we saw in our travels. There was this eight-year-old girl in Bangladesh that could light fires when she got upset. She had stuffed animals in her crib that were mysteriously singed and had plastic eyes and noses curled like a piece of bacon in a hot pan and that started when she was two. Another boy in Russia could knock people off their feet without physically touching them from the time he was six."

"How come I never heard about any of this? I know I was just a kid myself but you would think that word of these remarkable emerging abilities from all over the world would have been covered in the news or something."

"It was covered to a limited degree but it was reported as anomalous individuals with remarkable abilities. It wasn't until I made a serious effort to take a worldwide census that we discovered that there were billions of people with these abilities and the abilities were becoming more pronounced with every generation. Somewhere around twenty thirty the spontaneous emergence of these abilities began and it grew exponentially from there. Through sequencing we found that the abilities weren't new, in fact they came from some of the most ancient parts of our DNA. We have all been carrying the potential for these abilities within us for hundreds of thousands of generations. Something had switched those genes off and now they were turning back on for lack of a better word. We did our work quietly so as not to create panic or ridicule but some of the poor kids we identified had really been treated horribly because of what they were able to do. We taught them that they were beautiful bright souls and that what they could do was a wonderful thing, not a curse."

"Is that why we were selected to come on the Future mission?" Jake asked.

"No. Rightfully so they really needed the healthiest people the world could offer and the smartest. It just turns out that by selecting people with perfect health and high intellect you get advanced abilities more often than not as well. I realized this halfway through the selection process and I advised the selection comity and they decided that these abilities were going to be important since it represents what we are re-evolving into if you will. In turn we ended up with some remarkable youngsters like yourself and captain Kade. I have already seen from the briefing so far that captain Kade is beyond a genius. She has incredible intuitive or instinctive smarts and that's something you just can't teach to someone. You are simply born with it."

"Yah that has something to do with her super high neural clustering in her brain. She is capable of learning and processing more information than most people can. I guess I have this same density of neurons in my brain but not quite to the same degree as her. As you will see later on in your briefing, Korica also has a really high neural density in her brain though I think all of her people are like that."

"We will be too in a few hundred generations."

"You know even our AI didn't know about this? Laurel tried to figure out if we were alone in these abilities and the AI thought it was possible that we were an advanced version of what it is to be Human but it was thought that we might be among a very small minority of the population on the Future to be able to do what we can do. We later learned that there are like nineteen other people at the very least that have the high neural density like we do and later sequencing determined that almost every person on this ship carries the genes for these advanced abilities."

"That doesn't surprise me at all. I told you the genes for advanced abilities like ours are very ancient and everybody carries them. Whether they express as dominant or not is a different story. I'm not a geneticist so I don't exactly understand how that works."

"As it turns out¦Laurel is now. She had some radically advanced knowledge of genetics passed on to her from another species that we met. She knows how to make dissimilar species compatible at the genetic level and she knows how to make specific traits within a given species present as dominant."

"I know we experimented with some selective genetic trait breeding in the late fourties and it created a real uproar."

"Yah, I heard about that. Select Gens right?"

"That's the ugly word that was hung on the children that were brought into being in such a manner yes."

Jake debated telling them what Laurel was trying to do for Korica and Tamaric but in the end he thought it best to wait to tell them about that until they had at least met Korica in person. They really had no idea who she is as a person yet and it might be a little shocked to find out their sons DNA was being manipulated so it could be blended with and alien girl's DNA. Jake stood back up and looked at the viewer at the front of the room.

"You haven't even gotten to the really freaky stuff yet." Jake then looked at the Reynolds. "Thank you for talking with me. I promise we won't say anything to Tamaric until you have a chance to talk to him yourselves. He'll probably be coming to you pretty soon now that he has had a momentary taste of what it's like to be truly empathic."

"Thank you Jake. You and captain Kade have been so nice to us and so kind to Tamaric. Thank you for taking such good care of him."

"It's been our pleasure. He's such a nice boy one can't help but like him and want to take care if him."

Clara smiled big and Jake could tell even with his senses numbed that she was feeling a tremendous sense of pride in her son for being so well behaved and in herself for instilling such good manners in him. Jake then headed for the exit and Liam resumed the playback of the briefing as Jake stepped through the door. He made his way back over to the bridge and when the door slid open he stepped in and Tamaric glanced his way and grinned and then went back to his work after Jake grinned back at him. Jake walked over to the communication station and sat down and looked up at the upper display and he could tell that Korica and Mark were in the lower hanger climbing out of their suits. Korica emerged from hers in her warm/cool suit with its myriad of blue tubes carrying warming liquid all around her body to keep her from freezing to death out in space and Mark helped her unhook from the pump in her bulky pressure suit and then she unzipped herself and began to slide the warm suit off. Once she was back down to her underwear and bra she helped Mark get unhooked and then he unzipped himself and began to shed his warm/cool suit. Once mark was down to his underwear Korica disappeared by the hangar control room and Jake started flipping through the internal sensor views to find out where she was going wearing next to nothing. He finally found her stepping into the bathroom in the control room and it dawned on him why they abandoned their training so early. Korica had to go to the bathroom and she wasn't about to do it in her suit despite the fact that there was a collection system in the suits.

A few minutes later Korica emerged looking much more relaxed and she slowly made her way back down to the hangar floor and she walked over by Mark and he stopped what he was doing and gave her a warm hug and Jake smiled. He knew Mark was probably telling her that she did a great job and how proud he was of her. Korica then stepped away and she was barely out of sensor view but Jake was able to see an arm or a leg every now and then and he could tell she was getting dressed. They were apparently done for the day. Jake got to his feet and walked over to Tamaric and stood behind him and looked at what he was working on. He had finished his reproductive biology for the day and he was now working on his literature. He would then have to work on his math for a couple of hours and then he would be done for today. Jake put his hands up on his shoulders and kneaded his shoulders softly.

"Korica is done with her training for the day so I would assume she is going to be coming back up here shortly."

Tamaric smiled big and then stopped what he was doing and tilted his head back and looked straight up at Jake.

"Does that mean I can introduce her to my mom and dad?"

"You certainly can. I know Korica is really excited about meeting them."

Tamaric smiled even bigger and then tipped his head forward and went back to his lessons. Jake then left him in peace and went back to the communication station and reset the display to the communication display. It was only a few minutes later that Korica showed up on the bridge and Tamaric leaned back and looked at Korica and his face just lit up. She looked so pretty dressed all in pink with the white accent under her lace covered shirt that was tucked in neatly and with her neatly groomed white hair that now sported the cutest bangs along the front edge that curved up and then down onto her forehead a few inches. Tamaric looked at Jake and he smiled at him and waved him over. Tamaric turned and saved his work and then logged himself out and by that point Korica was standing right next to him. Tamaric stood up and Korica wrapped her arms around him in a firm hug and he squeezed her back and then Korica took a step back.

"You wanna meet my mom and dad now?"

"Yah. I'm a little nervous though."

"Don't be nervous Korica, you look beautiful and they're going to love you, I promise."

"Ok."

Tamaric took Korica's hand and the two headed toward the exit. When the door slid open they stepped out into the main corridor and then they stepped up to the door to Laurel and Jake's quarters and the sensor sensed Korica's presence and the door slid open and the two stepped in. Korica took a deep breath and then let it out and tried to calm her nerves. She wanted Tamaric's parents to like her so much and she knew she only got one chance at a first impression. Korica looked at the viewer at the front of the room and she felt a cold chill run right up her spine when she saw an image from Marks discrete lapel recorder and Mark was in the holding area about to blast the cells door locks open. Liam aimed the remote and paused the briefing as he and Clara sensed Tamaric and Korica enter the room. Korica froze in her tracks and she couldn't take her eyes off the screen as Tamaric let go of her hand and stepped over to the bed.

"Hi mom and dad. There's someone I want to introduce to you." Tamaric looked at Korica and he could tell she was disturbed by what she was seeing on the viewer. Tamaric turned and looked at the giant viewer and now he could tell what had her so frozen in remembered terror. He turned back to his father.

"Dad, can you turn that off for a minute?" Tamaric leaned in a little and spoke softly. "That's where she was rescued from. She doesn't need to see that."

Liam aimed the remote at the front of the room and touched the power button and the giant viewer blinked out and went dark. Korica shook her head and seemed to snap out of it.

"Mom, dad, this is Korica." Tamaric said putting his hand out toward Korica.

Korica smiled and stepped over next to Tamaric and turned facing the bed and smiled warmly and Tamaric put his arm around her and gently pulled her close to his side to comfort her. Clara immediately gasped and put her hand up to her mouth and a huge smile drifted onto her face.

"Korica this is my dad Liam and my mom Clara." Tamaric said.

Clara finally took her hand down from her face and gave Korica a huge smile.

"Aren't you just the prettiest thing?" Clara said.

Liam put his hand out and sat up straight and smiled warmly.

"Hello Korica. It is a true honor to finally meet you. Tamaric just went on and on about you."

"Hello mister Reynolds. It's a pleasure to meet you sir." Korica said as she shook Liam's hand.

Korica then glanced at Tamaric and he smiled at her and she gently pressed Tamaric aside and she walked around the foot of the bed to Laurel's side of the bed where Clara was lying. Clara sat up and moved toward the edge of the bed and when Korica stepped up to her and put her hand out Clara swung her feet into the floor and took Korica's hand and gently pulled her closer and then shook her hand.

"Hello misses Reynolds." Korica said. "I'm very pleased to finally get to meet you. I'm sorry I was busy until now."

"Hello sweetheart. Oh deary you are so beautiful. I could just eat you up. The pleasure is all mine Korica." Clara then put her hand up to Korica's cheek and she gasped lightly. "Oh sweetie, you're burning up. Are you feeling ok?"

"Yes mam, I feel perfectly fine. My people run a higher body temperature than most."

"She runs a constant ninety-nine point four degree body temperature mom." Tamaric said.

"Really? That's fascinating. Well Tamaric said you were beautiful and looked¦well like us but I just wasn't prepared for just how adorable you are Korica. Can you stay and visit with us for a while?"

"Yes mam. I would really like that."

"Wonderful." Clara then looked over at the huge grin on Tamaric's face. "Have you finished your lessons for the day Tamaric?"

"No, not quite. Can I please stay for a while? I really want to be close to Korica for a while."

Clara looked at him for a moment and then she looked at Korica and grinned at her.

"What do you think Korica? Should we let him stay?"

"I would really like to have him here. He has all day to finish his lessons, as long as he promises to get them done today I can't see the harm in letting him stay."

"Ok, you can stay honey."

"Cool, thank you mom."

Tamaric slid his shoes off and climbed up on the bed between his mother and father and he patted the bed next to him while looking at Korica and she smiled and stepped around to the foot of the bed and sat down and untied her shoes and slid them off her feet and then she crawled up on the bed next to Tamaric and laid down on her stomach while propped up on her elbows and then she scooted over so her body was pressed right up against Tamaric's. Clara swung her feet back up on the bed and sat up straight and looked at he two lying facing her and she sensed something very deep and very profound between the two of them and they looked so cute next to one another. Clara suddenly realized her eyes were watering up as she looked at the two of them and she sniffled and wiped her eyes and Korica looked at Tamaric and he nudged into her lightly with his shoulder and smiled.

"She likes you Korica and she thinks we look really cute next to one another like this. You are exactly what she has always hoped I would find¦" Tamaric lifted up on his arms a little and looked right into his mother's eyes. "Oh my god! I just felt that from inside you mom! That's the second time today that's happened. I'm starting to sense what other people are feeling like¦I'm feeling it."

"I know. We're going to have to have a serious talk about that."

"I didn't do it on purpose mom, I swear." Tamaric said with a remorseful look on his face.

"It's ok Tamaric I know you didn't and there is nothing wrong with sensing others feelings like that. It's a gift."

"Have you ever sensed someone's feelings like that?"

"Many, many times. I have had empathic abilities since I was even younger than you. So has your father."

"Really?" Tamaric asked looking into his father's eyes.

"It's true son. I was probably just a little bit younger than you the first time it happened to me and it scared the bajesus out of me. I thought I was losing my mind."

"So I get this from you guys? How come you never told me I would be able to do this?"

"Well, we weren't exactly sure if you would have this ability. The advanced abilities that are becoming prevalent in the Human population often skip a generation and then emerge even stronger in the following generation. We weren't sure if you were going to be among the skip generation. I guess we finally have a definitive answer. You are gifted and you will likely have other gifts that will manifest later on."

"Well¦" Liam looked at Clara and shrugged. "Should we tell him about everything we can do?"

"No more hiding anything from him Lee. Tell him everything."

Liam nodded and then looked at Tamaric and smiled softly. He then patted the bed right up next to him. Tamaric looked at Korica and then at his father and then he got to his hands and knees and began to crawl up next to his father.

"You too sweetheart. Come on up here next to Tamaric and get comfortable. This is going to concern you too if what I sense is any indication of how close you two will be from now on."

Korica blushed hard and wondered just how deeply Liam was able to sense what she thought was hidden deep within her as she got to her hands and knees and clambered up further on the bed. Tamaric turned on his back and laid back against the pillows at the head of the bed and Korica flopped on her side and then turned over on her back and scooted over next to Tamaric and got comfortable. Korica crossed her hands over her chest and Clara noticed the beautiful bright gold ring on her left hand and she reached over and lifted her hand so she could look at the ring closely and she spun the ring around and saw Tamaric's name emblazoned in it and she smiled warmly.

"That's a really beautiful ring Korica." Clara said as she let go of her hand.

"Tamaric gave it to me for my birthday. I put it on the wrong hand and then couldn't get it off. I know it's not a wedding ring so I don't want you to think that I consider myself married to Tamaric."

"I know dear. He explained why he has a matching ring on his left hand. I was just commenting on how pretty it is."

Korica looked at Tamaric's right hand and she was tempted to take hold of his hand but she thought that might be presumptuous since his parents just met her and must be trying to get used to the idea of the two of them being boyfriend and girlfriend. Liam and Clara leaned back and turned on their sides so they were facing Korica and Tamaric.

"So¦" Liam started. "Have either of you heard of remote viewing?"

"I have sir." Korica said. "There was a covert program run concurrently by the CIA and the KGB during the nineteen seventies to try and teach people with supposed mental abilities to view distant places or people on the enemies continent to try and glean information from within hidden locations. It had mixed results and when the American government tried to use LSD to heighten the telepaths abilities it caused psychotic episodes and mental breaks that the subjects usually didn't recover from without substantial changes to their personalities. Both programs were abandoned by the late nineteen eighties never having lived up to expectations and costing both countries millions of wasted dollars."

"Holy¦that's right. How do you know so much about events from Earth?" Liam asked.

"Laurel gave me a tenth grade level education in Earth history from five thousand BC to the time the Future left Earth so that I would understand the world that I am now a citizen of if we were ever allowed to go back. There was an emphasis on American history but it did include world history since America is only¦was only three hundred years old when the information was added to the AI's knowledge library."

"You learned all that from the AI?"

"Yes but not like Tamaric is learning it. The information was imparted to me through neural suggestive learning using Laurel's stasis chamber. At the time I didn't have my own chamber yet."

"Well, I'm capable of true remote viewing with stunning clarity and accuracy. On Earth I could find a location simply by being given a map and some coordinates. In space it's nowhere near as affective for some reason."

"Hay¦I'm sorry for interrupting but I've done the same thing by accident. I saw a crashed ship that went missing and belonged to the elder race. I saw the planet it was on and the building it had been crashed into and then I saw the ugly creatures that were holding the crew hostage. At the time I wasn't sure what I was seeing but we later found out the significance of what I was seeing and it was very accurate. I was able to share what I saw with the elder race and they recognized the world as Inicius."

"Wait¦you told them what you saw or were able to show them what you saw?"

"Both. You can't do that?"

"No. I don't know how to share what I see in my mind with others besides Clara. She can see my memories if we share our minds with one another and I think about what I saw."

"That's how it works for me too but some of the elder race know how to¦coax your memories up to the conscious mind so that it can bee seen during a joint connection. Laurel and Jake saw my memory at the same time that Asaria did."

"Asaria?"

"She is a very close friend of ours. She is one of the elder race."

"I see. I am also able to sense what others are feeling and I can sometimes hear what they are thinking if the individual has a gifted mind. I can talk to others without speaking to them out loud. I can also sometimes influence others to behave differently. I can implant a suggested feeling into those that are unaware of my abilities making them think they are feeling something that they really aren't thus influencing their behavior."

"How come you never told me you could do all this dad?"

"I didn't want to scare you son. I never used my abilities against you if that's what you're thinking though."

"It did just cross my mind. Did you sense that?"

"Yes. And no I didn't hear your thoughts, I just sensed your feelings and I know you well enough to know how to interpret your feelings very accurately."

"Ok then what am I thinking right now?"

"Your hurt that we kept this from you for so long. You feel like we didn't trust you enough to tell you what we could do. I assure you that's not the case son. I am truly sorry how much this hurts you. We really thought these abilities had skipped you. We know what it's like not to have a normal childhood because of these abilities and we decided long ago that we didn't want you to go through what we did. We wanted you to have a normal childhood with friends that saw you as just one of their friends that they wanted to play with, not one of their friends that was cool cause they were a freak that could do bizarre things. You just don't know what it's like to feel your so-called friends fear you and see you as a freak. Kids can be so cruel Tamaric. We always raised you to never ever be like that to others and we didn't want you to¦feel that kind of ridicule and alienation form your friends and peers. To have your friends tell you one thing to your face and feel that they feel the total opposite is so¦painful. I never wanted you to know what that feels like and we never wanted you to hear your friends call your mother and father freaks either. We spent all our time and money trying to help others escape that kind of life Tamaric. We established schools and training centers where like-minded folks could learn to embrace what they could do and get a proper education despite being gifted. The best way to help a person became a good person is to give them a nurturing environment in which to get educated and feel like they are special and they are loved by someone, not loathed and feared."

"That's...actually kind of nice. You did this for total strangers?"

"Yes. Anyone we identified as gifted no matter the age or background was invited to attend the schools and their families were brought with them and taught how to encourage and care for gifted children. We were trying to create an accepting and loving environment that we hoped in time would spread and lead to a society of accepting and loving people that would take care of one another. No one was ever forced to go anywhere. If they declined they were simply left in peace with an open invite anytime they wanted a better life."

"How many people did you help?"

"Oh lord¦billions. The last census was close to four and a half billion people that had been identified and contacted."

"You contacted that many people?"

"Not us personally, heavens no. We recruited others to help us."

"How do you know they weren't recruiting people for bad purposes?"

"Because we can feel what they're thinking. All of us could feel what others are thinking. There were definitely some bad apples but we weeded them out and got them the help they needed."

"You mean they were institutionalized?"

"The homicidal ones yes. There really weren't that many extreme cases like that though."

"What about you mom? What kind of abilities do you have?"

"Well I have most of the same abilities as your father except the remote viewing. I was never really able to figure out how to do that. I also have some¦special abilities that your father doesn't. We found that females more often than not would manifest some particularly strong abilities that weren't seen in men very often."

"Laurel can move stuff with her mind and she can even pick people up and make them float in the air. Is that what you're talking about?"

"She sounds really gifted but I don't have telekinesis. I don't really know what you would call what I can do."

"What is it that you can do then?"

"Watch this."

Clara turned on her back and grit her teeth as she sat up and once she was sitting up she lifted her right hand and cupped it and stared intently at her cupped palm and then she tilted her head down a little as she concentrated very hard and tiny water droplets began to form out of thin air spinning just above her palm and her palm started get damp and then the droplets got bigger and began to spin faster and faster.

"Whoa!" Tamaric said as he and Korica sat up and watched closely.

The droplets grew to a few millimeters in diameter and there were hundreds of them developing and then Clara gave a push and the droplets turned into mist that spun and circled above her palm and the circulation sped up and the small cloud got bigger and her hand started to develop a small puddle of water in it. Clara then lifted her hand up higher and pulled her hand away slowly and the cloud grew larger and larger and started to slow in its spin as the cloud grew large enough to develop rounded points and clearly definable billowing edges looking like a tiny thunderhead about seven inches in diameter. Clara then broke her concentration and the cloud began to dissipate and then simply dissolved away.

"That is the coolest thing I have ever seen mom! Have you ever tried to make it big enough to turn into a rain cloud?"

Clara moved her hand out over the floor and turned her palm over and the tiny puddle rolled off her hand and fell to the floor. She then wiped her hand on her leg and put her other hand up to her forehead and she breathed deep and rapid a few times and she winced as though her head hurt.

"Are you ok misses Reynolds?" Korica asked in a concerned voice.

"I always have to concentrate so hard to do that and I forget to breath deeply to get enough oxygen to my brain and it gives me a headache. I'll be ok dear."

"How do you make clouds like that?" Tamaric asked.

"I can pull water right out of the air and make it coalesce and then I give a little push and I can change the temperature around the water droplets that form creating a temperature differential and a cloud is formed. I can then expand the cloud exponentially by pulling more moisture out of the air and adding it to the cloud. And to answer your question Tamaric, yes I have made it rain in a localized area before even in an environment with extremely low humidity. If there is any humidity at all I seem to be able to make it coalesce into water vapor. You remember the drought that was going on in the outback just before we left Melbourne to begin our physical conditioning in the United States for boarding the Future?"

"Yah, but that drought broke with two days of intense rain that replenished the¦you did that?"

"You bet. I've never told anyone except your father, I just wanted to see if I could do it and I was successful even if I kind of scared myself when I couldn't make it stop. It had to just rain itself out."

"You should have told me, I could've taken you to school for show and tell. I know of a few kids that I would've loved to have you drench in the classroom." Tamaric said with a grin.

"Tamaric!" Clara said chuckling. "That's funny but I don't ever want to hear of you picking on others with your abilities. You are not to visit these gifts on others as a curse. Are we clear?"

"Yes mam. I know better than to be a bully."

"Ok then. So you will probably be able to sense what others are thinking by what they are feeling once you learn to interpret feelings accurately. I can tell you that understanding love will help with that as corny as that sounds. I don't want to hear of you using that against people to manipulate them though. I expect you to respect others feelings and their privacy. If you sense something¦intimate you are to keep it to yourself."

"You have always taught me to be respectful of others mom. That won't change just cause I can feel what they are thinking. That sounds so weird to say that. I can feel what they are thinking."

"You think it's odd saying it, wait until it happens all the time with everyone you get within a few feet of. It can really get annoying sometimes but it can also be a valuable tool if used properly. You will have the ultimate lie detector at your disposal."

"Will you guys help me with this if it's going to get stronger?"

"Of course we will honey. You're our son and the light of our life. We would never leave you to figure this out on your own."

"I can help him too misses Reynolds." Korica said. "I have been able to sense peoples feelings since I was born. It has gotten much stronger lately because I entered¦because I'm getting older. I can help him to learn how to meditate properly and how to quiet his mind so he can turn this off if he wants. I find that sometimes I just want the peace and quiet of not sensing what others are thinking and feeling."

"That would be wonderful Korica dear. Hopefully you can help each other learn about these abilities and how to control them."

"I'm sorry we waited so long to tell you this Tamaric." Liam said. "We should've told you a long time ago that you might have advanced abilities like us and what to expect. I hope you understand that we just wanted you to have fun while it still made sense to have fun. Life can get so serious sometimes and we wanted you to be a kid first. It feels like you've done a lot of growing up without us around."

Now Tamaric blushed a little and he couldn't help but feel a little embarrassed by what he was remembering doing to Korica and how disapproving his mother and father would be if they knew what they were doing when alone and feeling amorous.

"I uh¦I just¦it just happened dad. She's so beautiful and so sweet I just couldn't stop myself from falling for her. It was like lightening striking through my heart the first time I saw her dad."

"I wasn't talking about how much you love Korica son. That's very apparent just by how you two look at one another and how you always want your bodies touching. I was talking about the level of maturity in you that was never there before. You have an air of confidence and a sense of responsibility that we always hoped would develop within you given some time and growing up. You see yourself as a man anymore not just boy."

"Oh, now I feel completely stupid."

"Don't feel like that Tamaric. Confessing your love is respectable. We will reserve judgment for now on that subject. I know you two are hiding something from us but we aren't going to press the issue right now. I sense that it's personal and for now we don't feel that we should tread on that."

"Thank you for respecting that dad."

"So Korica dear, tell me about yourself. What was it like growing up in space?" Clara said turning back on her side so she was facing them.

Korica sat up and scooted back and slid her feet up and crossed her legs Indian style.

"Well, I was born on Draxima but my parents took me with them into space within days of my birth. I can only remember being back on Draxima twice after that and the last time was only long enough to drop off a couple of crates of mechanical supplies and then we left again. I really had a good life though. My parents were very loving and always made sure I had all the food I wanted and I always had toys to play with. They schooled me themselves along with the crew of course. We were like one big family. I had to spend at leas three hours a day working on schoolwork. My mother was very beautiful and very sweet and she was so smart. She always taught me to be nice to others no matter what they look like. She taught me that if you can sense what a person is feeling you really don't need words to have fun together. I have seen some of the most incredible places all over this galaxy. There are worlds of un-describable beauty in this galaxy. I had the opportunity to play with other children my age on many different worlds and outposts. I really was very happy my whole life despite the isolation and long trips across the empty voids of space. I played with the crew and my parents for entertainment and they all loved me like their own daughter and protected me fiercely. I always felt safe just because I didn't know just how¦evil people could be. That is right up until the time when my ship was attacked because of me. If I had stayed in the ship like I was told to instead of asking to look around the Hodong never would have seen me and decided they wanted me for¦"

Korica put her hands up to her face and fought hard not to let it all come back to her. She let a single tear slip out and it rolled down her rosy cheek and Clara just melted. She was sensing such anguish and the little bit of anger that Korica was feeling towards herself. She still blamed herself for the death of her parents and their crew.

"You poor thing. Come here."

Clara put her arm around Korica and pulled her over close to her and kissed the side of her head and then she held her with the side of her head on the top of Korica's until she pulled herself together. Korica then sat up and wiped her face and swiped the tears out from under her eyes. She then took a deep breath and offered a warm smile.

"That life is what made me who I am but it is all gone and¦behind me. I have all the love and attention I could ever need now. I have a home and parents that love me and want me to be successful. I'm almost an officer in the civilian corps and I am very proud of not only the life I have here on the Future but of my accomplishments that I have worked very hard to achieve. I have learned as much as I can as fast as I can so I can make my parents and my¦and Tamaric proud of me. I am proud to call myself a Human citizen and a member of this crew and one of the elder race. You are all elder race now because of what Laurel and her crew have done for you and the citizens of this galaxy without you even knowing it. I want to be just like Laurel and she is teaching me what it is to be a good person and a good woman. I think I have a lot to offer if a person chooses me as a friend and I want to be friends with anyone who will give me a chance. Once a person is my friend, they are my friends for life. Uum¦I want to serve aboard the Future wherever she goes. She is my home now. I don't really know what else I can tell you about myself."

"It sounds like you have lived a very interesting life."

"I don't know of very many people that can say they grew up in space."

"Well I am truly sorry that you lost your parents at such a young age."

"Thank you. Thanks to Laurel and Jake my life is full of happiness and hope once again. I think wonderful things are in my future and if you don't mind me saying it¦Tamaric is one of the most wonderful things to come my way. He is sweet and incredibly smart and strong and handsome. He is everything a girl wants in a real man. I truly believe with him at my side there isn't anything that I can do."

"Awe, I take that as a compliment Korica. We have always tried to teach him to be true to himself by being good to others." Clara said.

"He is very good to me mam. He treats me like a lady and he always thinks of me first. You have raised a good man and he is a credit to both of you. You can tell that he has good parents that care about him and others."

"That's so sweet. Well thank you for telling us about yourself Korica."

"You're welcome misses Reynolds. Your briefing will explain more about me. I'm sure you'll see the part where I told Laurel what happened to me on the Hodong station and you'll see how we became so close to each other. Laurel and Jake are good people as is Mark, our chief of security. He's kind of intimidating looking but that's a good thing. People think twice before messing with him or his crew. He's my friend and I know he really likes Tamaric."

"Would you like to sit and watch the briefing with us?" Clara asked of Korica.

"Um¦you're at a part that I really don't want to see. It brings back some really ugly memories to see that station again. I would love to spend some time with you though. Maybe I'll excuse myself to use the restroom and freshen myself up and then Tamaric can come get me when you're past what happened on the station?"

"Ok. I can certainly understand that."

Korica looked over at Tamaric and smiled warmly at him and then she uncrossed her legs and rolled onto her stomach and she crawled backwards to the foot of the bed and then got to her feet and walked over to the bathroom and stepped through the door when it slid open and then the door slid shut behind her. Liam then turned the giant viewer at the front of the room back on and resumed the briefing. They laid together and watched until the briefing was showing the ride back to the Future with most of the rescued girls in the cargo freighter and the rest in the rapier, and that's when Tamaric crawled off the bed and walked over to the bathroom and when the door slid open Korica was standing at the sink slowly brushing her hair and she waved Tamaric in and when the door closed she put down the hair brush and she took Tamaric's hand.

"You think your parents like me Tamaric?"

"You can sense what their feeling right?"

"It's hard to narrow in any one particular feeling. They had a lot of different things going through their minds and their feelings are really complex. I need to get to know them better before I'll be able to interpret their feelings accurately."

"I think they love you Korica. Come on, the briefing is past the Hodong station. I want to lay with you and watch the briefing. We probably aren't going to get to lay in bed together like this very often anymore plus it'll give my parents a chance to feel your¦feelings or energy or whatever to get to know you better."

"You aren't gunna tell them that we were living together?"

"Not yet. I will eventually though."

Korica nodded and the two stepped out into the main quarters and they walked around to the foot of the bed and then crawled up onto the bed and turned over on their backs and scooted close together and laid and watched the briefing with Tamaric's parents. They all laid comfortably until Korica's stomach rumbled and she put her hand on her stomach and looked at Tamaric and he grinned at her.

"I'm gunna take Korica to the mess hall to get something to eat ok?"

"Ok. Go ahead." Clara said.

Liam aimed the remote at the viewer and he paused the playback while Korica and Tamaric climbed off the bed. Korica sat down and poked her feet into her shoes and then she bent down and tied the laces and then she stood up and turned facing the bed.

"It was very nice to meet both of you. I'll have to admit that I was a little nervous about meeting you. I was so afraid that you wouldn't like me and that you wouldn't let Tamaric and I hangout together."

"If we're being honest I was a little intimidated about meeting you as well Korica." Clara said.

"Intimidated? By me?"

"Yes. When captain Kade said that you were¦from another world, I pictured you with green skin and antennas pocking out of the top of your head and tentacles hanging from your chin or something. I had no idea you would be so beautiful and so sweet."

"Awe, thank you misses Reynolds. Believe it or not I have met some people that look kind of like what you just described. Most aliens look like us but by no means all."

"I told you she was beautiful mom, you didn't believe me?"

"No son, you tend to see the beauty inside everyone no matter what they look like. It's not that I didn't believe you I just didn't know that she would be this beautiful inside and out."

"Oh. We'll see you guys after a while."

The two of them started to walk around the bed and Liam sat up and swung his feet out into the floor.

"Korica, will you give me second alone with Tamaric?"

"Sure. I'll wait for you outside in the corridor Tamaric."

"Ok."

Korica then walked over to the door and when it opened she stepped out and leaned up against the bulkhead next to the door. Once the door slid shut Liam looked Tamaric right in the eyes.

"I want you to be respectful with that girl do I make myself clear?"

"Dad!"

"I mean it. You are not to hurt that sweet girl in any way. You know what I'm talking about."

"Dad, stop it! You both raised me to be respectful to women. I'm not gunna hurt her, physically or mentally."

"Alright then. Hay¦" Liam made a fist and held it out in front of him. Tamaric smiled and bumped the top then the bottom of Liam's fist then knuckle bumped his fist. "Nice job son! She is really something else. I'm glad you found her out here. You keep her safe, keep her happy, and keep her close."

"Thanks dad. I will."

Liam then pulled Tamaric close and he hugged him tightly and then when Tamaric stepped back Liam smacked his bottom lightly and smiled at him.

"Now go, don't keep her waiting."

Tamaric took a step forward and shook his head while smiling. Liam watched Tamaric walk over to the door and when it slid open he stepped out. Liam then leaned back and swung his feet back up onto the bed and then he laid back against the pillows and he looked over at Clara. She shook her head at him for his guy thing with Tamaric that always insisted on doing. She then smiled at him.

"So what do you think?" Clara asked.

"What an absolute doll huh?"

"She's so adorable. That white hair of hers is so beautiful and those beautiful eyes¦I think I'm in love Lee. Can we keep her?"

"I think Tamaric has already decided that for us. Did you feel the intensity of their love for one another? I don't think you could separate those two with dynamite."

"So we're ok with them dating or whatever?"

"Yah, I suppose so. We always hoped he would find a cute girlfriend that would be a good influence on him and I would say Korica fits the bill perfectly."

"Good, I really like her Liam. She's so smart and so courteous. Her mother and father must have been really kind people to raise such a sweetheart."

"That poor thing has seen such pain, to still turn out so sweet is simply amazing. Let's see the rest of what happened and how she got to be what we see today. She was so small and frail when they rescued her, it's hard to believe that's the same girl that we saw in the briefing."

Liam aimed the remote at the giant viewer and the briefing resumed. When Tamaric stepped out into the corridor Korica perked up and stepped away from the bulkhead and put her hand out. Tamaric grinned and laid his hand in Korica's. The two then started walking down the corridor.

"What did your parents say Tamaric?"

"My dad just made it clear that I am expected to be respectful to you and that I'm never to hurt you. I think he would kick my butt if I ever did anything disrespectful to any girl but especially to you."

"Why's that?"

"Cause he can feel how much you love me and¦he likes you. He knows how easy it would be to hurt you since I have your heart in my hands so to speak."

"I know you're not going to hurt me Tamaric. Not on purpose anyway."

"Never."

"So you think they approve of us being together as a couple then?"

"Yah. I know they didn't come right out and say it but I think they like seeing us together. We just look good together."

"Hay you want to go back to our quarters after I get something to eat?"

"Sure. What for?"

"What do you think?"

"I thought you¦wow, ok." Tamaric decided not to look a gift horse in the mouth if it meant he got to see Korica's pretty body again.

The two of them walked down to the mess hall and when they rounded the corner into the mess hall they saw Jake sitting at their usual table. He was reading from a data pad and he looked up and smiled. Jake got to his feet and as Korica and Tamaric walked up to him he slowly shook his head and smiled warmly.

"I just can't get over it, you look so pretty today Korica. I love this outfit on you."

"Thank you dad."

Jake gave her a good squeeze and then kissed her forehead and her and Tamaric sat down next to each other and took each other's hand under the table.

"Future, can I please have a menu?"

"Right away Korica." The AI said.

"So how did it go with Liam and Clara?" Jake asked.

"It went pretty well I think." Korica said. "I really like 'em dad. They were so nice to me."

"They loved Korica just like I knew they would." Tamaric said with a proud grin.

A servo drone showed up with a menu and Jake took it and handed it to Korica and she knew exactly what she wanted so she made her selection quickly and handed the menu back to the servo drone and it floated off and disappeared through its slot in the bulkhead.

"That's wonderful. It's always nice to know that you can get along with your in laws."

"They aren't my in laws yet." Korica said with a grin.

"No but you know they will be eventually. At least you know you can get along with them."

"My parents also told us that they are gifted and have been all their lives. My mom can even make rain clouds out of thin air."

"That's a really unusual ability."

"They can sense others feelings and sometimes hear what people are thinking and my dad can remote view. Do you know what that is?"

"Yep, it's what Korica did with the situation on Inicius. We had a program back in the nineteen seventies to try and spy on the soviets and they had their own program to try and spy on us using remote viewing."

"Am I the only one that hadn't ever heard of that before?" Tamaric asked with a grin.

Jake just shrugged and smiled.

"So what else did they tell you?"

"They thought that I was going to be in the generation that these abilities skipped and that's why they never told me what they can do or what they were doing to help others that have these abilities. I guess they had a pretty tough time of it as kids and they didn't want to see me go through the same thing. I guess they got called names and teased or whatever."

"Yes I know. You parents and I had a long talk when you sensed Laurel and I from the other side of a sealed door. I asked them to please come clean with you because I wasn't going to get in the middle of it. It was none of my business to tell you what they were doing and that they were gifted."

"You knew? How long have you known?"

"Since before they came out of stasis. We did a little research to see what they were like before we got to meet them and we stumbled onto their background file. If they give me permission I can show it to you but not until then. You don't have the clearance to see anyone's background file except for your own."

"Ok. There probably isn't very much in mine."

"There's more than you might think. The selection comity was very thorough with the background checks on everyone boarding the Future. It goes back to the name of your grandmother and grandfather on both sides of the family. Everything you ever did in school is in there including the incident in fourth grade when you stuck up for one of your friends who was getting picked on and you got suspended from school for giving a sixth grader a black eye."

"Oh man¦I had forgotten all about that. That was the only time I really got into serious trouble in school. That guy was huge but he went down like a sack of grain when I hit him. He had been beating up my friend almost daily and when he thought he would do the same thing to me when I asked him to please leave my friend alone he really got a big surprise when I fought back. He never messed with us again."

"There was also the time you got caught kissing a girl under the gym bleachers in third grade. You remember that?"

"Yah, but I didn't get in trouble and I wasn't kissing her. That's just what coach Reysman thought I was doing. He just told me to get out of there and don't do it again. I can't believe that's in my background record?"

"Yep. I guess he must have filled out an incident report or something cause it's in there along with all your academics and attendance records."

"Can I see my background file?"

"Sure."

Jake picked up his data pad and entered his security code and brought up the list of background records and he scrolled down to the R's and found the Reynolds and then he opened the record for Tamaric and then he handed the data pad to Tamaric and he read his own file grinning from time to time as he recognized incidents that he had totally forgotten about and some that he didn't remember at all because he was to young to remember the incidents listed. A servo drone showed up with Korica's plate of food at that point and slid the plate up on the table. Korica then got up and walked over to the dispensers and poured herself a glass of apple juice and without even thinking about it she poured Tamaric a tall glass of water and she carried them back to the table and she sat down and she set the glass of water in front of Tamaric and he looked at it and smiled.

"How'd you know I was thirsty for some water?"

"I don't know. I must have sensed it or something. I poured it without even thinking about what I was doing."

"Well thank you Korica."

"You're welcome honey."

Tamaric just looked at her for a second and then went back to reading his background record. Korica ate her meal in quiet and when Tamaric was done reading about everything he had ever done he handed the data pad back to Jake.

"Everyone's background record is this complete?"

"Yep."

"Even yours?" Tamaric asked with a raised eyebrow.

"Everybody's is. Why?"

"I guess I'm just curious. It doesn't leave much to the imagination does it?"

"That's the whole point. They know exactly who you are and everything you've ever done, good or bad."

"Does Korica have a file like that?"

"No, she wasn't around when the selection comity was checking everyone out for boarding the Future. She has a service record since boarding the Future and a record of her background history as reported by her but there is of course no way to verify a lot of the information. It's taken in good faith that it's true and accurate."

"Can I see your service record if I let you see my background record Korica?"

"I've already told you just about everything Tamaric. I mean I don't care if you look at my service record but what are you hoping to learn?"

"I'm just curious to see what's in it."

"You can look at it anytime you want."

Jake picked up the data pad and backed out of Tamaric's background fie and he navigated to active duty member service records and he scrolled down to the P's and he found Korica's service record, which was pretty extensive now since it included all of her mission reports and peer reviews. Jake then handed the data pad to Tamaric and he looked at the amount of information and his eyes got big for a moment and then he began to peruse through the information.

"Just remember that what you're looking at is private and confidential. You are never to discuss it with anyone except for Korica ok?"

"Yes sir. I understand."

Tamaric then read through the basic information without going into her mission reports and he read her peer reviews. He was a little surprised by how tough her reviews were. It was apparent to him that Laurel and Jake didn't sugar coat her reviews just because they love her and Mark was particularly brutal with his honest reviews of her abilities and performance. The only glowing point at the end of each review was a mention of her enormous potential and strong work ethic leading to significant improvement from the last review each time she was reviewed. Once Tamaric had read his fill he handed the data pad back to Jake and looked at him with serious look on his face.

"Wow, you guys really don't hold back any punches do you?"

"She is equally critical when she submits her peer reviews of us in each of her mission reports¦as she should be. Our relationship can't be a factor in our honesty."

"Don't worry dad, I'm not hurt or offended. I know where I need improvements and I know when I've done stuff wrong. You wouldn't believe how many times Mark made me redo my first few mission reports because he could tell I was holding back in my peer reviews. He told me that captain Alexan would get upset if he thought I wasn't being completely honest no matter how harsh it sounded."

"I know sweetheart, and I'm very proud of you for being brutally honest and very detailed in your mission reports."

"You can show Korica my background report." Tamaric said.

Jake closed Korica's service record and then he reopened Tamaric's background file and he handed the data pad to Korica and she leaned back and read all the way through the report. She then handed the data pad back to Jake.

"What do you think?" Tamaric asked.

"Well, I think you're right. They collected an awful lot of information just for a kid. It seems to me that you weren't a troublemaker and had a fairly normal life except you moved around a lot. You seemed to keep friends that weren't troublemakers too. I can tell you didn't want to disappoint your mom and dad."

"They pretty much let me do what I wanted but if I got into trouble they definitely let me know it wasn't ok to act up. If I wanted to continue to do what I wanted it meant I had to stay out of trouble. I just don't like seeing my mom and dad mad at me. Their disappointment in me hurts more than any belt on my bottom ever could."

"They used a belt on your behind?" Korica asked sounding shocked.

"No. They never actually hit me. They used time outs and restriction when I got into trouble, which wasn't very often."

"Well, I've got a few things I need to take care of so you two have a good morning ok?"

"Ok. Thanks dad."

"We'll see you later Jake."

Jake picked up his data pad and then got to his feet and stepped around the other side of the table and kissed Korica on the top of her head and then he patted Tamaric's shoulder and then he walked out of the mess hall. Korica then looked at Tamaric mischievously and she nodded toward the exit and Tamaric grinned big and nodded. The two slid out of their seats and took each other's hand and walked out of the mess hall and turned right and headed down the corridor to their quarters. When they got to the door and it slid open they stepped in and they were both a little surprised to see Laurel sound asleep in the middle of the bed on top of the covers. Korica looked at Tamaric as he looked at her and she nodded toward the door and the two stepped back out and looked back at the door as it slid closed.

"I didn't know mom was in there. I just thought she was off working somewhere. I forgot that she was up all night. That was so sweet of her to give up her quarters to your parents with how tired she was. I guess we'll fool around some other time huh?"

"Yah, I don't think we're going to get the opportunity to do that very often. It's ok though Korica. I didn't expect us to be thinking about that kind of thing anymore anyways."

"I'm being wishy washy aren't I?"

"It's a little hard to keep up with what you want from one day to the next but I love you Korica, I don't care if you change your mind as often as your clothes. Let's go back to the bridge and I'll get my lessons done."

"Ok."

The two then took each other's hands and made their way up the corridor toward the bridge. When they stepped onto the bridge Jake grinned at them and went back to what he was doing. Korica escorted Tamaric over to science station number 4 and let him sit down and log himself in and resume his lessons. Korica watched for a few minutes and then she sat down at science station number 3 and she logged herself in and she brought up her lessons for ensign studies and she worked on her continuing ensign studies. A few minutes later Jake logged himself out and left the bridge. The two of them worked until almost noon at which time Tamaric finished his lessons for the day and as he was about to tell Korica the bridge door slid open and Clara and Liam both stepped onto the bridge and looked around in wonder at all of the active stations. Tamaric got to his feet and quickly made his way over to them and Korica stopped what she was doing and got to her feet.

"Did you guys finish the briefing?" Tamaric asked.

"No, not even close. We were feeling a bit hungry. You two want to join us for some lunch? The AI said it's midday ships time."

"I just got my lessons done. You want some help walking to the mess hall?"

"We're not invalids." Clara said.

"That's not what I was saying mom. I just meant that your weak from you long stasis."

"I'm sorry Tamaric, that really sounded mean. We need to exercise our muscles honey. Our hips have to get used to carrying our weight again and the only way to do that is to move around with our full weight on them."

"Let me log myself out and we would love to join you." Korica said.

Korica stepped back to science station 3 and logged herself out and the entire bridge went to sleep and Clara and Liam looked around a bit and then turned and headed for the exit.

"Future, will you please prepare the mess hall for seven people?"

"Right away Korica. Would you like me to wake Laurel so she can dine with you?"

"Would you please? I'm sure she's hungry."

"I would be happy to."

Korica then joined Tamaric and his parents out in the corridor and the four of them slowly made their way down to the mess hall. When they stepped in the rear wall had been retracted and they were looking at the entire mess hall that seemed to go on forever. They walked to the first table that could seat ten and they had a seat and within seconds a servo drone showed up with two menus. Tamaric took the menus and handed one to Liam and he pulled the other open and they selected their meals and seconds later Mark and Jake walked into the mess hall and then Laurel walked in behind them. They walked over to the table and Laurel and Jake sat down next to one another and Marked kissed the top of Korica's head as he walked around behind her.

"Mom, dad this is lieutenant Tillman the chief of security for the Future. Mark this is my mom Clara and my dad Liam."

Mark stepped up between the two and put his hand out and shook their hands.

"It's nice to finally meet you folks. You have a real fine boy there. You should be very proud of him, I know I am."

"Thank you lieutenant. I assure you we're extremely proud of him." Liam said as Mark stepped to the end of the table and sat down next to Korica.

A servo drone then showed up with two more menus and Mark took the menus since he was sitting on the end and he handed one to Jake and he opened the other and made his selection and then handed his menu to the servo drone. Jake and Laurel made their selections and then handed their menu to the servo drone that then rose up and floated across the room and disappeared through one of the slots in the bulkhead. Tamaric then took the menu from Liam and he handed that menu and his to the other servo drone and it rose up and floated off and disappeared through one of the slots as well. Mark and Jake then got up to get something to drink and then Tamaric stood up and looked at his mother and father.

"What do you two want to drink?"

"I'll get that son. We have to work our legs and hips as much as possible." Liam said. "What do you want darlin?" Liam asked looking at Clara.

"Just a big glass of cold water sounds wonderful thanks."

"You got it beautiful."

Liam slid out of his seat and looked like he had to fight to get to a standing position and Tamaric wished he would let him help him. He knew exactly what that pain felt like and if he wouldn't of had Korica around to help him when he was building his strength up he would have been in serious trouble and he would have spent a lot of time picking himself up off his face. The guys made their way over to the dispensers and they all poured their drinks and Tamaric guessed for Korica. He retrieved her a glass of grape Gatorade and hoped it was what she wanted since he was making a wild guess. They all then walked back over to the table and sat down and passed the drinks out and Korica looked in her glass and smiled at Tamaric as he pushed in next to her.

"Is that ok?"

"You didn't hear me?"

"Hear you? No, did you tell me something different?"

"I didn't say it out loud. I thought I would like something sweet and something different. I've never tried this grape Gatorade before."

"You think I sensed it without knowing it?"

"Probably. This is just what I wanted. Thank you Tamaric."

"You're welcome darlin."

"Sensed? Am I missing something?" Mark asked looking at Korica and Tamaric.

"Tamaric has been having empathic sensations today." Korica said.

"Really?" Mark sounded truly surprised.

"I guess I'm gifted after all."

"I guess it only goes to figure that you would be extraordinary like the rest of 'em around here."

"Thanks Mark. It's nice to feel like I fit in with everyone else now."

"What are you talking about? You fit right in with our family around here Tamaric, gifted or not you belong with us and we are very glad for your company."

Liam looked at Clara and smiled big. He loved hearing that his boy was so well liked and fit in so well with everyone.

"So you don't have empathic abilities lieutenant?" Clara asked.

"No mam. I can read body language and micro expressions pretty accurately but I don't have the advanced abilities that my crew does."

"I see. You must have skills of a different variety?"

"You might say that. I'm in the special tactics division of the Untied States Marine Corps."

"Oh. I suppose that could come in handy."

"I dare say that it has saved all of our lives¦including yours¦more than once."

"Yah, we saw from the briefing what you folks had to do." Liam said "You saved poor Korica from those¦bastards out there. It's a little frightening to know how close the ship came to being overrun by them."

"Rest easy, with the new shields that is never going to happen again." Mark said with a cocky grin.

"Shields? Since when do we have¦shields other than a curtain of electromagnetic energy surrounding the ship to protect us from cosmic radiation?"

"How far have you got with your briefing?" Korica asked.

"To the point that the Future is being towed to the Farqua station by some very impressive technology at the hands of some¦unusual friends."

"You'll learn about the shields later on then." Mark said.

"Now you know what I meant when I said most aliens look like us but not all?" Korica said.

"Yah, I never would have imagined a sentient six and a half foot tall praying mantis that has a taste for pineapples."

"You'll see later on that he is actually on the council of elders. He is an elder race." Korica said.

"No way!"

"Yes sir. He was at our trial."

"Trial? The elder race put you on trial?"

"It means something different for them. It's considered a great honor to be part of a trial among the elder race. It's meant to determine whether your people are fit for acceptance into the coalition of advanced races. It was also when I was officially granted my adoption authorization to Laurel and Jake."

"I guess we need to keep watching the briefing in order for it all to make sense."

"It's definitely not something that can be described easily."

Four servo drones showed up at that point with everyone's meals and the plates were slid up onto the table. Clara and Liam watched the servo drones then float off silently and the two looked at each other and grinned and then they looked at Laurel and Jake.

"This ship is absolutely amazing. Transporters, impenetrable shields, servo drones that serve us like kings."

"Wait until you see the medical scanners that were given to us by the elder race and you have to see the gardening ring and the hydroponics bay." Laurel said with a proud smile on her face.

"I would love to see all those things." Clara said. "None of us were really given a chance to look around. We were escorted from the hangar right into the stasis ring and put under almost as soon as we arrived."

"I know it seemed a little¦disappointing. They thought you would have a year to look around the ship once you came out of stasis."

"You remember the same thing happening to you and your parents?" Liam asked.

"Parent. My father died long before we boarded. We arrived in the upper hanger and had to walk down a bunch of stairs and corridors but other than that it was the same. We were stripped, shaved and then stuffed in our chambers without being allowed to see much of anything."

"I'm sorry captain. We had no idea your father was gone."

"Please just call me Laurel ok? Our lives are going to be intertwined for the rest of Korica and Tamaric's lives so lets not drown ourselves in formal titles."

"Very well Laurel. You may call us Clara and Liam then."

"We are like a family around here and if you two are going to stay out of stasis once you've helped me with my stasis chamber for two then you're a part of our family as well."

"Awe, what a sweet sentiment." Clara said.

Everyone then set in to eating their meals since Clara and Liam both sensed that Laurel didn't want to talk about her father's death. In fact they sensed that the subject was very painful for Laurel and she had more questions of her own than answers surrounding her father.

Every ate their meals in relative quiet and at the conclusion of the meal Tamaric asked his mother and father if they were going to go back to Laurel and Jake's quarters to finish watching the briefing. They told him that they were actually feeling tired and wanted to go to their own quarters to lie down and that they would watch the briefing from the data pads that Laurel had provided them. Tamaric thought that meant the end of hanging out with Korica for the day. He was saddened but he knew this is probably how it would always be from now on.

Everyone got up from the table and Tamaric gave Korica a quick hug and then departed with his parents to go to their quarters down on deck 8. Laurel and Jake then departed to go back to the neural core junction also known as the neural nexus. It was the point where all of the neural circuits from the AI's neural processor centers come together and branch off into the millions of system connections in order for the AI to be tied into everything on the ship. Laurel and Jake were going to wait until the last possible moment to take the AI off line. They knew that they had to tie in the connections to the biosensors in the habitat enclosure first anyways. That was not going to be an easy task and the two of them would be working on opposite sides of the ship since there were two habitats to tie into the AI's main neural nexus. Mark was a little beside himself since he wasn't going to be any help with this portion of the modifications and he knew Korica wasn't ready to begin the work outside yet. He wanted her to get some more zero g experience before putting her to work. He knew she was going to be anxious and feeling out of sorts with Tamaric gone so he decided to take her back to the simulator and let her work on her piloting skills to keep her mind off Tamaric.

Tamaric and his parents made their way to the transport compartment and Laurel and Jake slowly walked along with them and stepped into the transport compartment with them When Tamaric and his parents stepped up onto the transport platform Laurel touched Tamaric's arm to stop him from touching the free floating map just yet.

"I hope you folks will have dinner with us tonight? Tamaric usually eats with us and then he works out with us in the gym and Mark follows the workout with some self-defense training and then we shower and Jake or I will go down to Korica's quarters and read to Korica and Tamaric for a couple of hours before bed time. If it's ok with you folks I would like to preserve the evening ritual? It's kind of a bonding and unwinding time for all of us."

"You do that every night? You¦you have a story reading time?" Clara asked.

"Yes. Korica's parents used to read to her every single night before bed time and we wanted her to have something familiar from her past life that she could look forward to. Tamaric joined the story time when he came out of stasis and I think he has come to enjoy the experience. Plus he gets to lay curled up to Korica which makes it even more enjoyable for both of them."

"Self-defense classes?" Liam asked.

"Yes. Mark is teaching us all some basic techniques for fending off would be attackers so we can make an escape."

"Interesting. We'll be there then. We don't necessarily want to disrupt what Tamaric has become accustomed to if it's an enriching experience which it sounds like it is."

"Wonderful. Thank you. We dine at eighteen hundred."

"We look forward to it Laurel. Thank you for taking such good care of Tamaric. We had no idea you were treating him¦like part of a family."

"He is a big part of our little family Clara. We all love his company and especially one cute little Draximan."

Clara smiled and nodded and then Tamaric smiled big at Laurel and mouthed the words 'thank you' and then he reached back and touched the indicator for deck 1, stasis ring, and Laurel took a step back. A few seconds later in a bright blue flash the three of them disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform right next to the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down and slowly made their way to the entrance to the passenger deck common area. When the door slid open they stepped in and Tamaric turned to the com panel next to the door and he touched the AI hale icon. A moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Tamaric. How may I be of assistance?"

"Hello Future. Which compartment are our quarters in?"

"Deck eight, compartment eight fifty-three. Take the elevator up to deck eight and turn left when you step out. Walk to the end of the walkway and turn right and it will be the third door on your left. It is actually directly above the main entrance that you are standing beside if that helps you to orientate yourself."

"Ok, got it. Will you please have my clothes brought up to our quarters?"

"I have already taken the liberty of doing so. I am making more ships outfits for your mother and father and they will be delivered to your quarters as soon as they are complete. Your outfits are lying on your bed in your room."

"I have my own room?"

"Yes you do. There is a master bedroom for your mother and father and a second bedroom for you as well as a living room and bathroom."

"Cool. Thank you Future."

"You are most welcome Tamaric."

The com panel then went dark and the three of them stepped out toward the middle of the common area and looked up at deck after deck of doors ringing the open area that the common area occupied. The walkways in front of the doorways had four and a half foot high clear guardrail panels so that the young would not walk or crawl off the edge of the walkways but one could still look out through the guardrail panels and see the adjacent walkways and doorways or one could look down and see the common area down on deck one. In all there were 30 decks with single occupant quarters being on the upper most decks and the 1st deck. There were enough quarters for the entire population with extra quarters up on deck thirty for guests or an expanding population among the crew and passengers. There were quite a few older teenagers among the passengers that it was assumed would want their own quarters as soon as they turned eighteen.

The three of them then walked over to the elevator at the common area end of the gently curving first floor corridor with single and double occupant quarters down its length and Liam pressed the call button and the door immediately slid open and he stepped in and floated up toward the ceiling as he had no idea that there would be no gravity in the lift car.

"Sorry Dad, I forgot to tell you guys that there isn't any gravity in the elevators." Tamaric said.

Liam finally pushed his way over toward the door and Tamaric reached in and grabbed his foot and gently pulled him to the floor and Liam grabbed the hand bar and kept himself close to the floor. Tamaric then stepped into the lift car like a pro and floated to the back of the lift and grabbed the hand bar and then turned himself around and he put his hand out to his mother and she reached out and took his hand and he gently pulled her in and over to the hand bar on the left side of the car. She grabbed on and giggled a little and Tamaric smiled but he though it was weird to hear his mom giggle like a schoolgirl being tickled.

"Just put your hand right there dad and say what deck you want." Tamaric said pointing to the palm scanner by the door.

Liam nodded and maneuvered himself hand over hand to the door and he reached out and had his palm scanned and he said, "deck eight" and the door slid shut silently and the car began to rise. They all sank to the floor and Clara let go of the hand bar and straightened her shirt out and Tamaric looked at her and furrowed his brow.

"I wouldn't do that mom, when the car starts to slow down you're gunna float towards the ceiling."

Clara looked up at the soft brown padding on the ceiling of the lift car and she looked back and took a hold of the hand bar just as the lift started to slow and her feet lifted from the floor. She steadied herself as the lift slowed further and finally came to a stop. The door slid open and they floated to the open door and stepped out onto the walkway and Tamaric put his hand up to his stomach and swallowed hard. He felt absolutely nauseated but it faded quickly. He looked at his mom and dad and they both had goofy grins on their faces as the door slid shut. They both liked the sensation, which Tamaric thought was just down right weird. Nobody should like their stomach up in their throat.

The three of them turned left and started walking down the long walkway and they followed it around to the right and Tamaric looked over the edge down to the common area some ninety feet below him and he felt another nauseating rush. He looked back and closed his eyes for a moment and then he looked at his parents.

"I would hate to fall over the edge of that." Tamaric said.

"Yah we would have to throw a line out to you to pull you back in."

"Ooh, that's right. There isn't any gravity out there is there?"

"Of course not. It would be just like standing in the elevator."

"At least no one will get hurt if they do trip and go over the side."

"I'm sure that's why they used this open air design. It's not only aesthetically pleasing to the eye but little ones can't get hurt so it's inherently safe."

"You think that's why they have that huge column out there in the middle of the open space?"

"No, that's for structural reinforcing since there aren't any walls or floors between the top decks and the first floor. You have to provide rigidity somehow or this part of the ship would be really weak." Liam said.

"Oh, I guess I hadn't thought about that."

They walked up to third doorway and above the door was the number 853 stenciled on the bulkhead. Tamaric put his palm up on the palm scanner and it read his palm and then the door slid open and the lights came up. They stepped into a modest living quarter that was twenty by thirty with a couch large enough for three and two sitting chairs that were a light red color and looked to be very well padded to make sitting in them very comfortable. The couch was a light red color also and there was a coffee table that was shin high on a typical adult with a remote lying on it. The table was a soft oak color and the center had a mural of the Future against a light blue background the looked like a twilight blue sky. The mural was beneath a glass top that was highly polished and set into the table so that it was flush with the top surface of the table edges. The floors had the same soft covering that was in Laurel and Jake's as well as Korica's quarters but here it was in a light gray color. There was a small table with a fixed lamp hanging out of the wall over it at the end of the couch. Tamaric stepped up to the coffee table and picked up the remote and looked around at the walls and when he didn't see a view screen he looked up and he could see the projection viewer strip attached to the ceiling. He knew their quarters had the same free-floating viewer that Korica had in her quarters. He then looked around the room and he saw two doors at the back of the room and one off to the right.

Tamaric aimed the remote at the front of the room and pressed the power button and in mid air an image flickered to life showing a list of available video titles that was scrolling from bottom to top and the ships time was down in the lower left corner as well as a room to room paging icon. One simply needed to enter the compartment number they wanted to page and a live face-to-face voice conversation could be hosted. Liam and Clara were dumbstruck by a projected image hanging in free space with no frame of any kind as the viewer in Laurel and Jake's quarters had.

"That is the damndest thing I've ever seen." Liam said grinning.

"Korica has the same thing in her quarters but I think hers can do more than this one can. She can access the internal and external sensors just about anywhere inside or outside the ship that she wants. I don't see that capability on this one. This is technology that the elder race gave us. I guess the AI has installed this in everyone's quarters to do away with the bulky viewers like what Laurel and Jake have in their quarters."

Tamaric set the remote down on the coffee table and walked around the couch to the back of the room and he stepped up to the door to the left of the bathroom door and it slid open and the lights came up and he could see a small bureau at the back of the room and on the right side was a bed obviously made for two built into the wall. There was an overhang just like the bunk in his first quarters had with smooth rounded edges that curved around the side and the head and foot of the bed. There was a mirror on one wall and a very small table beneath it and there was a padded chair sitting pushed up to the table. The walls were all covered in a gleaming coating of EMPACC and the floor had the same soft covering that the rest of the main quarters had in light gray. It looked like a comfortable and cozy sleeping space but it also looked very sterile. There were four recessed lights in the ceiling providing the light in the room and there was a light fixture hanging out of the wall over the mirror but the light wasn't on at the moment.

Tamaric then stepped back and walked over to the other door and when it slid open the lights came up and he was looking at almost a carbon copy except the bed was only large enough for one person and Tamaric noticed that there were some recessed doors in the wall opposite the bed. Tamaric stepped in and looked around a bit and he reached up and touched the recessed doors and they popped and he pulled one open and there were shelves built right into the wall for storing whatever he wanted. There were five shelves and two doors in the first opening and when he opened the other set of doors there was only tow shelves and two doors, which would allow him to store larger objects in the second compartment. He pushed the doors closed and looked up at the recessed lights and then he turned and looked at the bed. He knew what it was like to try and fit two people on a bed this size and it was a tight squeeze. One of them had to pretty much lie on top of the other.

Tamaric stepped over to the bed and sat down and looked at his pile of clean clothes lying on the bed and he set his hand on them and sighed. He knew this was his life now. Cramped but comfortable and alone. He already missed Korica and he wished she were with him so he could show her his meager quarters. He decided to try his best not to get depressed about the situation. At least he was pretty sure that his parents really liked Korica and so she would be welcomed over anytime she wanted.

Tamaric stood up and walked over to the small bureau and pulled the top drawer of two open and he then stepped back to his bed and picked up his clean clothes and started putting them away. Once he had everything put away he pushed the drawers closed and then he stepped toward the door and it slid open and he stepped out into the living area. He looked over at the other door that he hadn't explored yet. He stepped over to the door and it slid open and there was a modestly sized bathroom. There was a toilet in the corner and a sink with a mirror above it and there was a small counter surface around the sink and behind the mirror as Tamaric found when he touched the mirror and it clicked and then swung open there was a recessed medicine cabinet with three toothbrushes and a tube of toothpaste and a container of mouthwash and there was a clear case with q tips in it and there were three deodorant tubes. There was an electrostatic dermal hair remover on the top shelf presumably for Liam to remove his facial hair everyday and for Clara to remove unwanted leg and armpit hair. Tamaric closed the mirror and looked at himself in the mirror and he gently rubbed his chin and leaned in a little and he wondered when he was going to have to start removing his facial hair. He felt only the slightest hint of soft fuzz on his chin and he knew it was probably going to be a while before he would need to use the electrostatic dermal hair remover. He leaned back and looked down at the sink for a moment and he turned the water on just for a moment and then turned it back off. Tamaric then looked toward the back of the bathroom and there was a shower in the opposite corner to the toilet on the same wall. The shower had a clear glass looking enclosure around it and there was a showerhead in the ceiling and a hand wand on the back wall of the shower. He could see a built in dispenser for shampoo and a second one presumably for conditioner or body wash just like what was in the shower room on the command deck. He could see a recessed compartment with a single door next to the shower and he assumed that was where the clean towels were stored. There was a toilet paper roll on the wall and a metal box above that and he stared at it for a few moments trying to figure out what it was for and then he remembered opening the one in Korica's bathroom and seeing pads in it and he realized that was for his mother's female hygiene products.

He turned around at that point and stepped up to the door and when it opened he stepped out into the main living area and he looked around a bit. He felt that the quarters were plenty adequate for the three of them. They had plenty of room to move around and they could sit together and watch a video if they wanted and the feel of their quarters were comfortable if not a little sterile again. It needed the touches of being lived in and he knew his mom would add small things to make it feel like a home soon enough. Tamaric stepped over to the coffee table and he picked up the remote and he shut the free-floating viewer off and then he set the remote back down on the table. He then walked over to the com panel next to the main entrance and he touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Tamaric. How can I be of assistance?"

"Can you tell me where Korica is?"

"She is in the interactive data core control room sitting in the crimson fighter simulator with Mark."

"So she's busy?"

"She is. The simulator is a three-place simulator if you would like to go sit and watch her practice. You will need to let your mother and father know what you are doing if you plan on leaving your quarters and you will need to be completely silent if you are going to sit in the simulator and you cannot touch anything in the simulator."

"Am I even allowed back there?"

"On your own no. You do not have sufficient security clearance but since Mark and Korica are there, I will allow it if it is approved by your mother and father."

"Will you ask Korica if I can come watch? I miss her. I know that's¦ridiculous since we've only been apart for a half hour but I just want to be close to her."

"It is not ridiculous Tamaric. You two are accustomed to spending your entire day and evening together and it is going to take some time to adjust to living separate lives. Please stand by and I will inquire if you can come observe Korica's training."

"Ok. Thanks."

In the simulator Korica was in the middle of a simulated entry setup faze of atmospheric penetration to Euronda when she was startled by a tone from the communication system. Mark wasn't sure if it was part of the simulation or not. He reached up and opened the transmit circuit and then gently tapped Korica's shoulder.

"This is the Prentor go ahead." Korica said.

"This is the Future calling. I have a handsome young man that would like permission to come aboard and observe your training."

Korica grinned big and tried to look up at Mark but he was to far back for her to see him. He saw the top of her head craning back and he knew how hard it is to see the navigator or weapons officer from the pilot's seat.

"It's up to you Korica. You're in command of this mission." Mark said.

"Tell him if he is very quiet and promises not to touch anything then I would love to him join us." Korica said.

"Roger that Prentor. I will let him know. Future out." The AI said.

In Tamaric's quarters the AI finally responded.

"Tamaric Korica said you may join them but you have to promise to be absolutely quiet and you cannot touch anything."

"I won't say a word. I know the protocol anytime I'm with her in sensitive areas. Look but don't touch."

"You need to ask your mother and father if it is ok with them."

"Ok. Uh¦I don't know how to get back there though."

"I will guide you. It is only going to require that you make your way down to the transport platform and then you will be able to transport directly into the interactive data core control room."

"Ok, thank you Future."

"You are welcome Tamaric."

The com panel then went dark and Tamaric turned and walked over to the door leading into his parents room and he expected the door to open as soon as he stepped up to it and he almost walked face first into the door when it didn't open. He stepped back and looked beside the door and there was a com panel there and he reached out and touched the com panel and it lit up and then he touched the hale icon and a few moments later the door slid open and his dad was standing at the door leaning against the door frame with his hand and he had his shoes off and his shirt was un-tucked like he had just thrown his shirt on in a hurry and he was breathing heavy. It dawned on Tamaric that they were probably in the middle of reconfirming their bond with each other.

"What's the matter Tamaric?" Liam asked.

"Nothing's wrong. Can I go down to the crimson fighter simulator and watch Korica and Mark training? They said it was ok as long I keep quiet and don't touch anything."

"Crimson fighter? What's that?"

"It's a faster than light fighter transport ship. It's something another alien race gave to us. We have four of 'em¦and a simulator down in the interactive data core control room. That's where Korica and Mark are right now."

"I guess it's ok then. Your mom and I are going to get a little shuteye. I want you to come back here at a quarter to six and get us ok? We'll all go up to the command deck and have dinner with the crew and then you can workout with them and whatever else you usually do in the evenings."

"Ok, thanks dad."

Liam reached out stroked the top of Tamaric's head and smiled at him.

"I love you son, you have a good time with Korica and Mark."

"I love you too dad. And I love you mom." Tamaric said into the room since he couldn't see his mom as she was lying on the inside edge of the bed under the overhang.

"I love you too Tamaric. You be good for the crew and don't get under foot." Clara said from the bed.

"I'll be good. I know how to behave around 'em. I've been living with 'em for several weeks now so I know what to do and what not to do."

Tamaric then stepped back and smiled at his father and their door slid shut and Tamaric turned and headed for the exit. He stepped up to the main entrance and the door slid open and he stepped out onto the walkway and he stepped right up to the clear guardrail and he looked over the edge. He felt nauseated as his head hung out in zero gravity while his body remind in the artificial gravity of the walkway. His inner ears just weren't used to zero gravity and it made him feel sick and queasy. He pulled his head back and gave his inner ears a second to readjust and then he turned right and walked down the walkway until it curved to the left and he followed it down to the elevator and he pressed the call button and the door immediately slid open and he stepped in and floated toward the back of the lift. He closed his eyes for a moment as he tried not to get sick as his stomach contents lifted to the top of his stomach. He swallowed hard and then reached out and had his palm scanned and then he called out, "deck one" and the door slid closed and the lift began to descend. He held onto the hand bar to steady himself as the inertia tried to lift him to the ceiling.

When the lift car finally began to slow he pulled himself close to the floor and once the lift stopped and the door slid open he floated to the exit and stepped out into the artificial gravity of the corridor. He took a few steps and then stopped and waited to get used to the heavy feeing in his stomach. Once he felt normal again he gently shook his head and headed for the common area exit into the connecting corridor. He stepped up to the exit and had his palm scanned and the door slid open and he stepped out and turned right and headed to the transport platform at the end of the corridor sitting next to the entrance to the stasis ring. He walked up to the transport platform and he stepped up onto it and when the free-floating map appeared he looked at the map for a second trying to identify the right indicator among the twenty-eight available. The AI noticed his quandary and so turned all of the indicators red except for the one that would take him to the interactive data core control room. He pulled his head back and touched the only white indicator and a few seconds later a bight blue flash he disappeared and then found himself standing on the transport platform in the interactive data core control room.

He stepped down and looked at the control consoles in the center of the room and the glowing black and blue data crystal containers hanging on the back wall from one end to the other and he saw a fairly large white box with a big cable coming out of one end that led into a junction box on the rear bulkhead and he knew that had to be the simulator. He walked up to the box and he could see the clearly defined doorway towards the right rear side of the box. He stepped up to it and looked around and he didn't see any handles or controls of any kind. He reached up and wrapped the back of his knuckles on the side of the door.

Moments later the door began to lower towards the floor and Tamaric stepped back. Mark was standing at the top of the ramp once the door was all the way open and the warm grin on his face told Tamaric that he wasn't bothering them. Mark waved him in and stepped back and so Tamaric climbed up onto the first step and looked in and it was very odd to see a flat wall where the back of the crimson fighter should be. There was no overhead console right in front of him like there was in the real thing. Tamaric stepped all the way in and Mark pointed at the power and weapons station and Tamaric ducked down under the overhead switch panel between the power and weapons and sensor and navigation stations and he sat down quietly and swung his feet under the display console in front of him. He looked back and saw Mark pushing a button and he could hear an electric motor rewinding a fiber cable that was pulling the door up and closed. There was no hydraulics here, only electric motors and cables.

Once the door was shut it was very dark in the cockpit except for the light coming from the simulated view out the front window that looked extremely life like and the light coming from the control displays and lighted switches was creating a subtle glow in the back of the simulator. Mark sat down and kneaded Tamaric's shoulder as he did so only further making Tamaric feel welcomed and comfortable. Tamaric smiled at Mark and then looked out the front window and it looked like they were at an altitude of about four thousand feet cruising through the mountains at an incredible speed. Tamaric leaned over toward Mark.

"Where is this?" Tamaric asked very quietly while pointing at the front window.

"Euronda." Mark whispered back.

Tamaric lifted his chin and nodded once. He looked out the front window again and while the particular terrain location looked unfamiliar he recognized the trees and plants now. It was like Korica had said before, every planet looked different and unique even if the mountains and vegetation grew in similar patterns on most all life bearing worlds of a particular size classification. Once you had seen a planet you would recognize it very quickly even if you were looking at a particular location that you had never seen before.

Tamaric sat perfectly quiet and watched Korica flying along at close to mach speeds like a total pro and he was very impressed until she pulled up into the clouds and Mark had her try some high speed turns and she almost immediately put the ship into a flat spin that was unrecoverable. The simulated terrain got closer and closer in a blinding spin and Korica fought hard to try and recover all the way to the ground. When the simulation ended the screen simply turned bight red and the words 'lethal crash' in huge white letters appeared across the front window.

"Screw it all to hell!" Korica said in frustration as she slapped the control yoke out of her hand.

"Don't get frustrated Korica." Mark said. "No one is perfect. That's why we're sitting in a simulator instead of the real deal. You get to live to try it again until you get it right. What did you do wrong?"

"I turned without banking and I disrupted the airflow over the wings and the whole fuselage became an airfoil flying sideways."

"That's right. Even in the real thing you can't feel the inertia and so you are inclined to turn to sharp without banking to slow your turn and give the wings a chance to do their job. Remember me talking about what a flat rock does when you skip it on a still pond?"

"Yah, it bounces on its flat surface over and over and the faster it's spinning on its axis the further its going to fly and the more times it's going to skip."

"That's right. Out in space it doesn't matter but in atmosphere you have to always be mindful of that and the fact that the shape of this ship is going to make it extremely easy to start a spin just like that and once you do there is almost no chance of recovery. You are going to pick up more and more speed until the wings either snap off or you hit the ground. You also have to remember that you don't have any vertical stabilizers to stabilize and help control the ship in a turn. You did great with your entry angle and speed control when you entered the atmosphere though. Laurel still has trouble with that. She likes to come in steep and hot and you have a natural ability to sense that and avoid it. That leaves you with much more maneuverability than she has when she completes her entry interface."

"So I'm doing ok then?"

"You're doing great sweetie. For someone that can just barely reach all the controls I'm really impressed. You have natural skills that with a little practice will serve you well. Let's try it again from the hangar on the Future."

"But I bumped one of the other ships when we took off."

"That's why I want you to start there. Just remember to give a little throttle but no input from the controls when you lift off. If it helps take your feet off the pedals and just let her rise on her own straight up. All the control you need is under your thumb and at your wrist. Pitch and roll, stay away from the yaw."

"Ok."

"Future will you please reset the simulation to the upper hangar?" Mark called out.

"Understood. Would you still like the Euronda simulation for your destination?"

"Yes."

"Understood"

The view out the front window flashed and in an instant they were looking at the back bulkhead in the upper hangar. Korica checked her sensor data and she could see the Perth parked right next to her facing the other way and only two feet from the other wingtip was the port bulkhead. She took a deep breath and reached up opened the transmit circuit.

"Future, this is the Prentor, we are ready for take off."

"Roger that Prentor. The hangar doors are opening and you are cleared for vertical take off and departure. The skies are clear, no bandits no bogies. The shied is at minimum safe levels so there should be no interruptions in your power systems as you pass through the shield envelope. Have a great flight."

"Roger that Future. I am cleared for vertical take off and departure and the skies are clear."

Korica reached down and gently nudged the hover throttles forward and the simulation showed the bulkhead descending in front of them nice and steady until they were up at twenty feet and then Korica let go of the controls and the ship wing rocked slightly and then hung motionless. Korica reached up and pressed the button to retract the landing gear and once she had three greens indicating that the gear were up and the outer doors were sealed she put her feet on the pedals and took a hold of the control yoke and she very gently side stepped a few feet and then using her feet she rotated the ship around on her center point until she could see the huge opening below and in front of her. She gently pushed the controls forward and the simulation sowed the ship very easily floating toward the hangar opening. Korica reduced the throttles very slightly and the ship descended so they were looking right out the hangar opening and she guided the ship to the edge of the hangar opening and then she nudged the forward flight throttles up and the ship rocketed out of the hangar and she pulled the hover engines back to idle and then reached over and shut them down. They past through the shields with next to no reaction from the power station that Tamaric was sitting at other than a small tone signaling the interaction with the shield momentarily.

"Nice job Korica! That's the kind of control I want to see."

"I get it now. Thanks Mark."

"You're welcome. These things will pretty much fly themselves if you tell them what to do in the right way."

The simulated Future was in a high orbit above Euronda so it only took her seconds to reach the upper edges of the atmosphere and the simulated view started to look bumpy. Korica checked her speed and attitude controls and she swallowed up her entry interface angle and reduced the forward flight throttles to just below a quarter throttle. It was enough to give a measure of steerable control thrust but not enough to increase their overall speed. As the simulated ship descended deeper into the atmosphere the nose of the ship began to glow a steady yellow and orange color for a few minutes and then the atmosphere thickened even further as they kept descending and the glowing dissipated and then disappeared all together. Korica glanced at her airspeed indicator and they were traveling at mach 12 and she had full attitude control and she rolled the ship over and banked toward the ocean below them. She waited until they were at twelve thousand feet and then she leveled the ship off and began using the breaking engines to slow their forward speed. As she passed mach 8 she was careful not to hold the controls to tightly as the ship shuddered according to the view out the front window and she could feel the feedback controls wiggling the yoke in her hand. As they decelerated below mach 7 she took a tight hold on the controls again and slowly descended to ten thousand feet and then she leveled them off and decelerated to mach 4.

Mark then had her initiate some high speed turns and banking maneuvers to see if she was going to flat spin it again. This time she dipped the wings at the perfect angle without dipping them too much so as to avoid initiating a tumble or sudden dive. Mark grinned as he watched her execute turn after turn perfectly. She was still banking a little fast but it wasn't hard enough to compromise the structural integrity of the ship so he just let it be for now.

"You're doing great Korica. Keep practicing your turns and rolls ok?"

"Ok. I think I get it now. These things are just so sensitive and so maneuverable that you can take them outside the envelope of control before you even realize it."

"That's good that you recognize that. Just keep an eye on your attitude readings and as soon as they climb into the yellow you know you need to back off. If you could feel the g's you would be hanging from your restraints and you would know that you're pushing it to hard but you have to rely on instincts and experience with these things."

"What do you think Tamaric?" Korica asked.

"I can't believe you're flying a spaceship. Your pretty good it too."

"Not bad for a rookie right?"

"I'm really proud of you Korica. How many guys can say their girlfriend is a fighter pilot?"

"Don't forget that I've flown the Future on manual a couple of times too. I even set her into low orbit around a planet once on manual control alone."

"You're definitely one of a kind."

Korica then went trough another full hour of practicing banking turns and high-speed maneuvers before pulling the controls back and punching the throttles and exiting the atmosphere at close to the speed of light. Mark grinned and leaned forward so she could hear him.

"Now remember that if you do that on an occupied world your going to bust some eardrums. That would cause a sonic boom like you wouldn't believe."

"Ok."

Korica waited until the skies ran black and then she banked the ship over and it started to sideslip and then she remembered to go to thruster and reactor control instead of dynamic controls and she got the ship under control. She leveled off and looked at her elbow display and she could see the return coming from the Future's enormous bulk. She knew that meant the shields had been reduced in density in anticipation of her arrival. As they orbited the planet and the Future came into view Tamaric was astounded at how real it looked. He would have sworn he was really looking out a cockpit window at the Future growing larger.

Korica slowed their speed and dropped below the Future since this offered the best perspective for keeping her in visual range to maintain separation distances. She reached up to open the transmit circuit and she realized it was already open.

"Future, this is the Prentor on final approach for landing."

"I have you on sensors Prentor. You are cleared for hover landing in the upper hangar. The shield is at the minimum safe levels so you should experience no disruption in your power systems as you pass through the shield envelope."

"Roger that Future, I am cleared for hover landing. You are a beautiful sight in my window."

"Thank you Korica. Welcome home."

Korica brought the Prentor down along the bottom of the hull until they almost reached the end of the rotating portion of the ship and then she nudged the controls over and circled the hull until the were above the Future and then she angled the ship over and gave a nudge to the forward flight throttles and the Prentor passed through the shield and then Korica reached up and started the hover engines. Once they were up and running she aimed the ship right at the hangar opening and gave a little bit of forward throttle and the ship floated toward the hangar opening. She pulled the forward flight throttles all the way back and as the Prentor glided into the hangar she slowly increased the hover throttles to compensate for the ever-increasing gravity inside the hangar. She glided smoothly to the back of the hangar and then she arrested their forward momentum and then she took her hands and feet off the controls and the ship wing rocked slightly and then hung motionless. Korica reached up and deployed the landing gear and then turned on the down looking camera. Mark then mirrored the visual sensor data onto her right display so she could see the bulkhead beside her and the Perth below and beside her, which she was sill over the top of slightly. Korica took everything in and then put her hands and feet back on the controls and gently moved the ship to the right and then angled the Prentor into the corner and then she gently pulled the throttles back and the ship rapidly descended and hit the hangar floor with a slight bounce. She then pulled the throttles back all the way back and began shutting everything down. Once she had everything shut down she undid her restraints and climbed up out of her seat and stepped into the isle between Mark and Tamaric. Mark grinned at her and pulled her into a hug that almost pulled her off her feet. He then pushed her back upright and smiled big at her.

"That was¦fantastic Korica! The landing was a little hard but you didn't hit or break anything so it's a good landing. You are really going to be a good pilot very soon."

"Thank you Mark. This was actually a lot of fun. You're a really good instructor. You don't yell or scream at me."

"You put me into a flat spin in the real world I might scream like a little girl but I'm never going to yell at you in here."

"Sorry I killed us."

"Don't worry about it. As long as you learned from what you did then it's perfectly fine. Why don't you two go and play for a while. I'll see you up on the command deck for evening meal and our workout ok?"

"Ok."

Korica stepped to the back of the simulator and pressed the button to lower the door and they could hear the electric motor unwinding the cable that held the door closed and it slowly lowered to the floor flooding the interior of the simulator with bright light. Mark reached up and opened the main power switch and everything turned off and the simulated view of the hangar bulkhead blinked out to a dark black screen. Tamaric then followed Korica out of the simulator and Mark followed out after him.

Korica turned back to Mark and smiled at him brightly. He just couldn't help but smile big at her. She was so pretty today with her pink outfit on and her new adorable hairstyle.

"Thank you for conducting my zero g training today and then working with me in the simulator. I really had fun with both."

"I don't know if you know how rare it is for someone to love their job as much as you do Korica. I love working with you, you're so smart and so easy on the eyes it just makes it a pleasure to train you."

"Awe, thanks Mark. I'll see you at evening meal."

"Thanks for letting me sit in Mark. That was really cool to sit at the power station for the whole trip."

"You got it Tamaric. You have perfect etiquette so I don't mind you hanging out with us anytime you want."

Korica then put her hand out to Tamaric and he put his hand in hers and the two walked across the control room to the transport platform and stepped up onto it. Korica looked back and saw mark watching them fondly and he lifted his hand to them and Korica waved at him and then looked at Tamaric.

"Where we going?" She asked.

"I don't know. We can go to the firing range or to the recreation deck or maybe to the gardening ring."

"I think I would rather see your quarters. I want to know where you live now."

Tamaric nodded and looked back toward the free floating map and he touched the indicator for deck 1, stasis ring, and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash the two disappeared. Mark grinned and felt a tiny twinge of jealousy. He wished he had been mature enough when he was Tamaric's age to treat a girl with the level of dignity that Tamaric was showing to Korica. His life might have been totally different if his head hadn't been up his butt and a sweetheart like Korica had taken a liking to him. He then realized he would have never found salvation in the Marines, his true love in life and he smiled and shook his head. A life of love and tenderness just wasn't in the stars for him.

Korica and Tamaric appeared on the transport platform next to the entrance to the stasis ring and the two stepped down and walked down the corridor to the passenger common area entrance. As they stepped up to the door Tamaric was lifting his hand to have his palm scanned when the door slid open and he looked over at the lit com panel next to the door and he grinned. He knew the AI was watching their progress. The two of them stepped in and walked across the common area to the elevator and Tamaric pushed the call button and the door immediately slid open. Korica looked at Tamaric and grinned at him before they stepped in.

"I thought you hate the elevator?"

"I do. What else am I gunna do? I live on deck eight."

"The stairs are down at the end of this corridor." Korica said pointing down the curving corridor to their left.

"I have to get used to this dumb thing right? I can't woos out and use the stairs every time I have to go somewhere that the transporter can't take me just cause I don't have the stomach for zero gravity."

Korica looked at him and furrowed her brow for a second then chuckled at him. Tamaric smiled and stepped into the lift car and floated toward the back of the car and spun himself around using the hand bar and Korica stepped in and grabbed the hand bar on the right side of the car and she spun herself around and placed her hand on the palm reader and said, "deck eight" and the door slid shut and the lift began to rise and both of them stepped closer together as for a few moments they felt like they were in a normal gravity environment. As the lift slowed they lifted from the floor slightly and they grabbed the hand bars and held themselves in place until the lift slowed to a stop and the door slid open.

Korica pushed off from the back wall and floated out the door and took a walking step up to the clear guardrail and turned around and watched Tamaric take a step out of the car and put his hand up to his stomach and she saw his throat move as he swallowed hard. His face ran noticeably pale for a few seconds and then the color ran back into his face and he looked at Korica and shook his head.

"I just don't know if I'm ever gunna get used to that. It's not really the zero gravity it's going back to gravity when I step out that makes me wanna chunder."

"What?" Korica asked chuckling.

"You know, throw up?"

"I've never heard that word before. Chunder¦I'll have to remember that one."

"My grandma used to say that all the time."

Tamaric took Korica's hand and the two walked down the walkway to the left and then they rounded the corner and walked up to compartment 853 and Tamaric held his hand up.

"Home sweet home."

Tamaric placed his hand on the palm scanner and after his palm was scanned the door slid open silently and he let Korica step in first. She stepped into the middle of the living area and looked around as Tamaric stepped in behind her. Korica looked at the mural of the Future in the table and she smiled.

"I want a table like that. That's beautiful."

"I know, cool huh?"

"Where's your room?"

Tamaric pointed to his bedroom door and Korica glanced that way then looked at Tamaric and grinned.

"Can I see it?"

"Yah, I don't care. I haven't been here long enough for it to be a mess yet."

Korica giggled and stepped around the couch to the door to Tamaric's bedroom. As she stepped up to the door it slid open and she stepped in and looked around. It was simple but comfortable. She stepped to the back of the room and turned around and looked at the recessed doors in the wall across from the bed. Tamaric grinned and touched the doors on the first compartment and it popped and swung open a little and he pulled the door open and stepped back.

"Cool huh?"

"That is kind of neat. You can put all your stuff in there so you don't trip over it."

"If I had any stuff. They didn't let us bring anything with us when we boarded. They said everything we would ever need would be provided for us once we came out of stasis."

"Sorry."

"Everything that ever meant anything to me is back on Earth."

"You have your mom and dad."

"And I'm very grateful for that, but you know what I meant."

"Yah, I do. All my stuff was on my ship. I had to leave everything behind too in a way."

"I'm sorry Korica, I keep saying things that remind you of what you've lost."

"It's just stuff Tamaric. We have each other and we are going to accumulate new stuff together."

Tamaric looked down for a moment and then remembered that Korica would know what he was thinking so he pushed down deep the realization that they were now living separate lives even if they were still going out with one another. He looked up and pushed the compartment door shut. Korica sensed his sadness and decided not to press the issue. They were both going to have to get used to being separated. Korica looked over at the bed and the single wide recessed bunk looked very familiar. She stepped over to the bed and sat down on the edge of the bed and looked at Tamaric and then she patted the bed next to her. Tamaric stepped over to the bed and sat down and pulled his knee up on the bed so he was facing Korica.

"This is nice Tamaric. Please don't take what you have here for granted ok? You have loving parents and a home. I can feel how much they love you Tamaric and they are good people. You need to embrace what you have here and not fixate on what we had ok? I loved living with you and I love you Tamaric. That is never going to change and I'm pretty sure your parents are ok with us dating so you haven't lost me."

"You're so smart Korica. I know I need to appreciate having both of my parents taking care of me. I love 'em both so much and it feels good to have 'em close by again. I understand what you're saying. You wish you had this yourself and I know you would give all this up¦including me if you could have your mom and dad back. I'll try and keep my chin up and appreciate what I have."

"Good. It can all be taken away so quickly and once they're gone¦they're gone."

"You really like my parents don't you?"

"Yah I do. Your mom's accent is absolutely dreamy. I could listen to her talk all day and you're dad is so nice Tamaric. He's so much like you and the way your mom and dad look at each other is really nice to see. They love each other so much and you can see it in their eyes. They have kind hearts and I can feel how much they love you like I said. You mean everything to them. I think they are actually proud of you for going out with me as weird as that sounds."

"It doesn't sound weird. You remember when my dad asked you to give him a second to talk to me?"

"Yah."

"He told me nice job for having you as my girlfriend and then he told me I am never to hurt you in any way and I think he was talking about mentally or¦here." Tamaric pointed to the bed and Korica looked at the bed where he was pointing and then she blushed and opened her mouth a little and looked at him with a shocked look.

"You think they know what we've done?"

"I don't know. Maybe."

"We just don't get to keep much private do we?"

"I guess not. I just found out that my parents have been able to sense what I'm thinking my whole life. No wonder I couldn't get away with anything. I never knew how my mom and dad always knew what I was up to before I told them about it."

"So, what do you want to do now?"

"Will you grant me one favor?"

"Sure. What favor?"

"Will you kiss me for the first time in my new bedroom?"

Korica grinned at him and leaned in and they engaged in a lip lock kiss for a few moments and then Korica looked at him with blushed cheeks.

"I'm not doing that in here with your mom and dad in their room."

Tamaric looked at her with a surprised look on his face.

"I'm sorry, I didn't mean that I want to do that now I just wondered if it will ever happen in this bed."

"Come on." Korica stood up. "Let's go get something to eat. I'm kind of hungry."

Tamaric nodded and got to his feet and the two stepped up to the door and when it slid open they stepped out into the living area and Korica looked at the remote on the table and stopped and looked around for the viewer and Tamaric pointed to the projector strip up on the ceiling.

"We have a free floating viewer like what you have in your quarters."

"Oh. That's cool. You and your parents can sit down together and watch videos."

"I can also call you when you're in your quarters and we can talk face to face."

Korica smiled at him and leaned into him. The two of them then headed for the exit. They stepped out onto the walkway and then made their way around to the elevator. They took the elevator down to deck 1 and then they made their way over to the mess hall at the far end of the common area. They stepped in and the lights came up and despite the fact that Korica had seen the mess hall before and had eaten there many times when she first came aboard she was still stunned by how big the mess hall was. It dwarfed the mess hall on the command deck and that one seemed gigantic to her. Korica knew there were mess halls like this every fifteen decks but she forgot just how many people the Future was going to have to feed once everyone was out of stasis. The passenger levels were dead silent right now but they were eventually going to be full of people going about their day, kids would be running up and down the walkways and playing in the common area. The ship would be teaming with activity and she was actually looking forward to being a part of that. The ship just seemed so humungous for just the seven of them.

Korica and Tamaric walked up to the first table and had a seat and almost as soon as they had sat down a servo drone showed up with a menu. Korica reached down and took the menu and opened it and Tamaric asked her what she wanted to drink. She told him pineapple juice, she was in the mood for something sweet, and Tamaric got up and walked over to the dispensers and poured her a glass of pineapple juice and himself a glass of water and then he walked back over to the table and sat down next to Korica. Korica smiled at him and took a long drink of her pineapple juice while looking out into the mess hall and something occurred to her. She set her glass down and looked into Tamaric's gorgeous face.

"Tamaric what's gunna happen when there are close to a five hundred girls our age running around here and one or¦most of them become interested in you?"

"What! Korica you got nothing to be worried about. If a girl approaches me I'll show her my ring and tell her I'm spoken for. There's nothing that could ever make my heart waver from you."

"Kay. You'll understand if I feel very protective of you right?"

"Yes. You need to understand that when the boys are all over you I'm gunna feel threatened too but I won't dictate who you're friends with. Everyone likes you and I have to assume you will have tons of friends, some of whom will be boys. I'm ok with that. I just ask that you have the same respect for my choice in friends. If they happen to be pretty girls that doesn't mean we're romantically involved ok?"

"Deal. I'll apologize now if I say anything¦rude to one of your friends that are girls."

"You aren't rude to anyone Korica. It's just not in you."

Korica grinned at him and made her meal selection and then handed the menu to the servo drone and it lifted up a few inches from the deck and floated off.

"So what are we gunna do for the next couple hours? I have to be back in my quarters at a quarter to six but we can do anything you want until then." Tamaric said.

"Let's go to the gardening ring and just hangout for the rest of the afternoon ok?"

"Ok, that sounds great."

It was only a few minutes until Korica's snack arrived and she set in to eating her food. Tamaric wasn't particularly hungry but Korica insisted on sharing almost half of her vegetable and gravy filled pastry with him. She kept feeding him bites in between her taking bites until the pastry was gone. In the end Tamaric liked Korica feeding him and she seemed to really be enjoying the experience so he didn't say anything to her about not being hungry. Korica and Tamaric finished their drinks and then got up and made their way out of the mess hall and they walked across the common area to the exit. They stepped out into the cross corridor and made their way to the entrance to the stasis ring. Korica had her palm scanned and the door hissed slightly and slid open. They then stepped into the stasis ring and once they were sure the door shut behind them they made their way to the nearest exit on the opposite side of the stasis ring leading to the gardening ring. Korica had her palm scanned and as soon as the door slid open the two of them stepped through the door and pushed it closed and then they made their way deep into the gardening ring to spend the day just enjoying one another's company.

The two of them walked through most of the gardening ring trying to see everything that was there but in the end they still didn't get to see everything before they ran out of time. A servo drone showed up at one point while they were standing in the middle of a grove of Mamon Chinos with their bright red fruit that resembled a bright red cherry but were the size of an apple. The plants originated in Coast Rica back on Earth and had been grown in a fairly large grove of groomed trees in the gardening ring since leaving Earth space. The servo drone found Korica and Tamaric sampling the fruit and the AI communicated the fact that it was 17:30 and Tamaric needed to make his way back to his quarters as his parents had instructed him. Tamaric was actually impressed and thankful that the AI was monitoring his conversations outside his quarters and keeping him on schedule so that he didn't get into trouble.

The two of them made their way to the bow side of the gardening ring and exited into the stasis ring and then made their way to the deck 1 exit and exited into the corridor leading to the passenger deck and lower hangar. They made their way across the common area to the elevator and then up to deck eight. They floated out of the lift onto the walkway and then turned left and walked around the walkway to Tamaric's quarters. When they entered Tamaric's quarters Korica took a seat on the couch and Tamaric went back to the door to his parents room and he had to hale his parents several times from the com panel before they actually answered the door. Liam was standing at the door with no shirt on when the door finally slid open and he saw Korica sitting on the couch looking back at him and he looked like he had just woken up. He lifted his hand to Korica and smiled warmly at her.

"Hello sweetheart. It's nice to see your pretty face again."

"Hello mister Reynolds. Thank you."

"Have a seat with Korica there and we'll get dressed so we can go get some dinner together."

"Ok." Tamaric said with a grin.

Liam rubbed the top of Tamaric's head and then stepped back and the door slid shut. Tamaric stepped around the couch and sat down next to Korica and she put her hand in his. The two sat talking about all of the amazing plants they had seen in the gardening ring while they waited. They were excited about the plants they had never seen before some of which were so exotic that Tamaric had never even seen them before, and until they asked the AI through the servo drone they really had no idea what they were eating, only that it was delicious and sweet. It only took Liam and Clara a few minutes to appear looking groomed and happy. They were helping each other to walk with their stiff and weak muscles still plaguing them. They stepped around the couch and Tamaric got to his feet and hugged them both warmly.

"Did you get some good rest?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes. The hibernation sickness is all but gone now. It's a little odd that one of the first things you need after prolonged stasis is some sleep but the body needs time to get back into rhythm. We saw the same affects back on Earth in our preliminary experiments after people only spent a week or two in deep stasis." Clara said.

Korica got to her feet and walked around the couch and stood facing the Reynolds and Clara grew a warm smile on her face.

"You are just so beautiful Korica."

"Thank you mam. Can I help you to the elevator?"

"Sure."

Korica stepped up next to Clara and offered her shoulder for Clara to lean her weight on and Tamaric let his father use his shoulder and the four of them made their way toward the door. They all stepped out onto the walkway and then slowly made their way to the right toward the elevator. Once they made the left turn on the walkway Clara and Liam were getting their stride and no longer needed to lean on Korica and Tamaric. They all arrived at the elevator and as soon as Tamaric pressed the button the door slid open and they all stepped in and braced themselves with the hand bars as Korica reached out and had her palm read and then said, "Deck 1" and the door slid shut and the lift began to descend. They arrived on deck 1 and they floated to the door and stepped out and Tamaric was the only one of them that looked as thought the transitions to normal gravity made his stomach queasy for a few seconds.

The four of them headed across the common area once the color returned to Tamaric's face and Liam reached up and had his palm scanned and the door slid open and everyone stepped out into the corridor. They then turned left and walked up the corridor to the transport platform and they stepped up onto it and then Tamaric touched the indicator for the command deck once the free floating map appeared. A few seconds later in a bright blue flash they all disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment. Clara looked around and grinned.

"That is strangest feeling to be compressed out of existence like that."

"Actually you're not being compressed out of existence just down to the point that there isn't any space between all of the atoms in your body and then you are mapped and your sub molecular structure is converted into a transmittable energy pattern and you're transmitted to your intended target location where you are reassembled and expanded to your previous state. That all happens in point eight six five seconds so it seems instantaneous." Korica said as they walked toward the exit.

"You know it's even more amazing that you understand the process enough to explain it so it makes sense." Clara said.

"We were given a fundamental understanding of all of the technologies that were given to us by the elder race during our refit."

"I see. We are just at the point in our briefing in which your refit is being mentioned."

They stepped out into the main corridor and turned left and headed toward the mess hall. When they rounded the corner into the mess hall Mark was sitting at their usual table despite the entire mess hall being open. He immediately got to his feet and gestured toward the table for ten while Korica and Tamaric assisted them into the room. They stepped over to the table and Liam and Clara sat down next to one another and Tamaric and Korica sat down next to each other and held hands under the table. Mark sat down next to Tamaric and patted his shoulder.

"Are you going to workout with us tonight?" Mark asked him.

"My mom and dad said I could. They want to observe what we normally do every evening."

"That's great. I have another defensive maneuver that I want to teach all of you after our workout¦" Mark looked at Clara and Liam. "You folks don't mind me teaching Tamaric self-defensive techniques do you?"

"No, we talked it over and after learning of what's going on out there we think it's probably best that he learns how to defend himself and to have him taught by a professional is the way we would prefer for him to learn¦whatever it is your teaching him. We know he's responsible enough not to use what he learns irresponsibly." Liam said.

"I'm not teaching them lethal tactics¦well, they could be lethal¦but I'm teaching them how to block punches with counter punches and immobilizing techniques so they can make their escape without their would be attackers giving chase. I'm teaching them how to defend themselves not how to fight. Though if you want I could definitely teach him how to fight as well?"

"No! My boy is not going to be turned into a killer. No offense lieutenant but I know what the special tactics division is trained to do and I would prefer you keep the more¦unsavory stuff to yourself." Liam said.

"No offense taken. I completely understand. Tamaric has a good and kind heart. It's best to preserve that in him. He has already seen some gnarly stuff since coming out of stasis. I'm sure he has had his fill of gore."

"What do you mean by that?" Clara asked.

"Wait until you see the mission to Tiomot in your briefing. Think of Human's being thrown into the Triassic era on Earth and you might get an idea of what kind of planet Tiomot is. His ability to handle a fire arm paid off in spades."

"He and I used to go hunting in the bush and we went to the shooting range all the time but it was for sport not particularly to learn how to kill." Liam said.

"Well you inadvertently taught him a skill that helped keep us all alive. The mission was important and he really earned my respect down there. He stepped up and showed me that he is a remarkable young man not just some kid."

"I would prefer that you not put him in that kind of danger in the future lieutenant." Clara said.

"It will never happen again without your express permission mam. At the time he was making decisions for himself for the most part and once he showed me how well he could handle a firearm frankly I decided I needed his skills on that particular mission. He also showed me that I could depend on him to keep Korica safe. I have to assume you have gotten far enough along in the briefing to understand that not only does the captain have a bounty on her head because she is gorgeous but someone as beautiful as Korica being from Draxima is also highly prized by the Hodong and their bounty hunters are still out there. Word hasn't reached everyone that the Hodong have been put down permanently. If they get a hold of Korica or the captain and then found out that they have nowhere to deliver them for the bounty they will probably be put to death or sold to some equally depraved individuals as sex slaves. I would prefer that neither of those things happen and Tamaric has shown me that he has the skills with a weapon to stop that from happening no matter how distasteful that might seem to you."

"I'm sorry lieutenant, I keep forgetting how tough you and your crew have had it out here."

"You must know by now that I see them as more than just my crew. They are my friends and not many people earn that distinction from me. Tamaric is among the few that I call my friend mam. I'm sorry if I put him in a situation that you're uncomfortable with."

"I suppose I can see your point and I accept your apology."

Just then Laurel and Jake stepped into the mess hall and they both walked over to the dispensers to get a glass of water and Korica's face lit up when she saw the two of them. As they made their way over to the table Korica got up and stepped into them and gave them a tight hug. They all then sat back down and servo drones delivered menus for everyone to order their evening meals from. They made their meal selections and then Liam and Tamaric got up and retrieved drinks for themselves and the girls. Korica in the mean time asked Jake how their work was coming.

"It's a long tedious process to make all the necessary connections. We aren't just wiring in simple sensors, these are very sophisticated biosensors that will connect to the creature's nervous systems so the AI can sense what the creatures are feeling. It's coming but it's going to take time and we still have to do the same thing all over again when we make the connections to the AI's neural nexus."

"Sorry to hear your job is so boring. Mark says I need more zero g training before he is gunna let me start the retrofit at the back of the ship."

"Our job is still interesting honey." Laurel said grinning. "It's just time consuming and we can see why the servo drones can't do it. It takes the subtle touch of a Human hand to make the tiny connections. How'd you like the zero g training by the way?"

"It was fun. Mark said I'm off my rocker for liking it so much but it really was fun. I just have to learn to breath slower. I kept getting excited and exceeding what the suit could supply."

"I'm glad to hear that you had a good time sweetie."

Liam and Tamaric came back to the table and sat down at that point. They all sat and talked lightly for ten minutes and then the food began to arrive via servo drones and the plates were slid up onto the table. Everyone dug in and at the conclusion of the meal everyone finished their drinks and then made their way over to the gym while Korica went to her quarters and changed quickly and then went to the gym to rejoin everyone. The first thing Laurel did was to set the Reynolds up with a low-level security grant so they could come and go from the command deck as they wanted and then she had the AI workup a therapeutic workout routine for the Reynolds to help build their strength which they could begin once they felt strong enough for the physical exertion. To their chagrin the first recommendation was that they take the stairs whenever possible to build the strength. Everyone including the Reynolds then went about their workout routines. Clara and Liam were very impressed with how strenuous Tamaric worked out and just how much weight and resistance he was working with. It was obvious to them that he had been working very hard for sometime to get into shape presumably to impress Korica but the result was a positive one whatever the motivation. It just went to further prove what they sensed. Korica was not only the prettiest and smartest girl they had ever seen Tamaric show an interest in but also she was a good influence on him just by her very presence in his life.

After the workouts were done Mark spent over an hour working with everyone on the new move he wanted to teach them. It involved grabbing the wrist of the attacker as a punch is thrown and stepping to the side and spinning around quickly and karate chopping the opponent in the throat with the side of the hand as he had shown them how to do in a previous session, the arm is then twisted from the wrist and the opponent is forced off balance forward and a knockout blow can be delivered to the base of the skull with the point of the elbow as you spin back around so you are facing the same direction as the opponent. The opponent is then allowed to fall on their stomach face first. Mark was careful to show them how to avoid striking to low on the neck or it could result in a broken neck and possible death for the opponent which is not the objective of this maneuver. It was meant to be a disabling but non-lethal technique. He then let everyone practice the move in slow motion so they understood the motions required and how to pull on the opponent just right so as to pull them off balance once they are stunned by the throat chop. Once Mark could see that they got it he showed them how it looked at full speed using Jake as a would be attacker. Mark pulled his punches so he wouldn't hurt Jake but it startled him how much it hurt to have his arm twisted from the wrist and how fast Mark was. Before Jake knew it he was lying on his face and he could feel where Mark had touched his throat and the back of his neck and he could tell it would've definitely taken him out if Mark had wanted.

Tamaric then showed his parents all of the moves that Mark had taught them since their first lesson and they were extremely impressed. He knew quite a few less than lethal techniques that would take out someone bigger than him quite easily if done right. They were convinced that the practice sessions should continue and any knew techniques were fine with them since Mark was taking the time to show them what to avoid doing so the techniques would be non-lethal. Once Tamaric had showed them everything they hugged him and told him how proud they were of how strong and tough he was proving to have become. They were starting to see why Mark saw him as a young man not a kid.

Korica and Laurel then departed to take their showers while everyone else sat and talked. Once Laurel and Korica were done and heading back to Laurel's quarters she sent a push to Jake to let him know it was the guys turn. He told Mark and Tamaric that Laurel had informed him that the girls were done and at first Clara and Liam just looked at him oddly and then he pointed to his temple while grinning and they nodded that they get it. Jake told the Reynolds that they could wait in the common area until Korica and Tamaric were ready for their story time. Tamaric and Jake helped them over to the common area and then the guys went and took their shower.

When Jake arrived in his quarters after his shower he found Korica in the usual place between Laurel's legs as Laurel brushed her hair out. Korica slid out from between her legs and turned and gave her a peck and then stepped up to Jake and gave him a hug and a peck and then she told them she would signal for them as soon as she was ready to have them come down and read to them. She then made her exit and headed straight to her quarters. When she stepped up to the door it slid open and she stepped in and Tamaric was standing at the foot of the bed drying his hair out thoroughly. He finished what he was doing and then stood up straight and faced Korica. He dropped his towel and grinned at her and she looked his naked body over and she smiled.

"You are one good looking guy Tamaric. Thank you for waiting for me so I could¦see you like this."

"You're welcome darlin."

Korica then walked up to him and the two of them exchanged a prolonged lip lock kiss. They both then walked to the front of the room and Tamaric retrieved a change of clothes and Korica retrieved her night gear shirt and the two walked back to the bed and Tamaric got dressed while Korica got undressed down to her underwear and then she put her night gear shirt on. She then picked up the towel and her clothes and carried them over to the servo slot and dropped them and then they stepped into the bathroom and brushed their teeth and rinsed their mouths out and Tamaric combed his hair out. They then embraced each other in a warm hug and ended up engaging in a long tongue kiss. They then headed out into the main quarters and Korica stepped over to the com panel and haled Laurel and Jake in their quarters. Laurel stood up from the bed where she was sitting when she heard the tone signaling a page coming from the com panel. She walked over to the com panel and touched the answer command.

"This is Laurel, go ahead."

"Hi mom. Tamaric and I are ready to have you and dad come read to us."

"You got it. We'll be down as soon as Jake is done brushing his teeth."

"Ok. Thanks."

The com panel then went dark and Laurel went back to the bed and stepped into her shoes and waited for Jake to step out of the bathroom. Korica made her way over to the bed and Tamaric stood up and pulled the covers down for Korica and she climbed up onto the bed and crawled over to the middle of the bed and Tamaric pulled the covers up on her and then he crawled over next to her laid down half on her and smiled at her warmly.

"I'm really going to miss curling up to you at night."

"I know, me too. Have you told your parents yet that we have been sleeping together at night?"

"No. It's not something that just comes up. I'm not exactly sure how to tell 'em."

"You really think you're going to get into trouble?"

"Not¦I won't be in trouble per say. I just don't want 'em to think I was only sleeping here so I could¦touch you or whatever."

"Tamaric, your parents know you better than anyone alive. They know you aren't a pig like that. You never tried anything until I invited you to touch me."

"Yah, I don't think we should tell them about that."

"You're going to lie to them?"

"No, never. If they ask I'll tell the truth but I don't think we should volunteer the information."

"Oh, ok."

In Laurel and Jake's quarters, when Jake finally emerged from the bathroom Laurel stood up and Jake walked over to her and stepped into his shoes and then the two headed for the exit. Laurel didn't have to say a word and Jake knew that Korica had asked for them both to come down to read to them. They stepped out into the main corridor and turned right and headed toward Korica's quarters. They stopped at the common area and as soon as the stopped the Reynolds got to their feet and stepped over to them. Clara looked at Laurel and grinned.

"I assume Tamaric is in Korica's quarters?"

"Yes. They are ready for their story time."

"I see, and it's like this every night?"

"Yes. Is that a problem? I mean does it bother you for the two of them to be alone in Korica's quarters?"

"No I guess not¦well maybe a little. He's at the age that he will have urges that if left unchecked could lead to him doing something that Korica might not like."

"He is to much of a gentleman for that and you need to remember that she is also at that age and so it's more likely to be mutual."

"That¦doesn't¦particularly make me feel any better about it." Clara said with a grin.

Laurel just didn't want to spill the beans that something had already happened and it was Korica that started something not the other way around. Laurel waved them on and the four of them walked over to Korica's door and Laurel touched the hale icon in the com panel and a few moments later the door slid open. They all stepped in and Clara and Liam were stunned at how large Korica's quarters were. They were a little wider than Laurel and Jake's quarters but not quite as deep making them look even bigger in the end.

Tamaric rolled off of Korica and sat up on the bed and grinned at his mom and dad. They slowly stepped up to the side of the bed and looked at the tapestry hanging on the wall and they looked at the image of Draxima with the huge nebula behind it and they thought they were looking at Earth at first until the noticed the continental distribution and sizes were wrong.

"That's my home world, Draxima."

"It's beautiful Korica." Clara said.

Clara and Liam then noticed the paintings hanging on the wall and they walked toward the front of the room to look at them closer. They were amazed at how beautiful and detailed the paintings were and then they noticed the easel with the control sleeve draped over it. They had no idea what the print cartridge was at the bottom but they understood the implication of what they were looking at. Clara looked at Korica who was now sitting up with the covers up to her waist watching them.

"Korica did you paint these?" Clara asked

"Yes mam."

Clara looked back at the easel and then she looked over at the pile of framed paintings that were sitting in the floor up against the wall and she looked at Korica and pointed at the paintings.

"May I?"

"Sure. Go ahead."

Clara stepped over to the paintings and bent over and pulled them forward one at time while looking at them carefully.

"Oh Korica, these are really good. You have some real talent."

"Thank you misses Reynolds. If you want you can take one of those to hang in the living room of your quarters."

"Really? That would be nice. Our quarters are a little bland at the moment."

Clara flipped through the paintings and she lifted out the one of the flowers in a vase and she held it up and admired the lovely background colors and the vibrant and life like colors in the flower petals and she smiled.

"This would look beautiful on the wall behind the free floating viewer."

"That's the first one I painted. You're more than welcome to take it with you."

"Thank you sweetheart. This will brighten up the living room nicely."

Clara set the painting at the front of the stack and then turned around and saw the painting of Tamaric sitting in the reading chair and she gasped a little.

"That's my Tamaric. Oh Liam look at how detailed this painting is."

The two of them stepped up to the painting and admired it for a few moments and then they looked at Korica.

"You're really good Korica. How long have you been painting?"

"Since Laurel and Jake gave me that easel¦a couple weeks I guess."

"What? Are all of your people savants like that?"

"I don't know. That easel is designed to bring out and enhance any existing talent within a person. It talks to your brain directly and your mind guides that control sleeve to steady your hand."

"Amazing!"

Clara and Liam then stepped over to the bed and Tamaric clambered down to the front of the bed and Liam and Clara both gave him a hug and then Clara kissed his forehead. Clara and Liam then stepped over to the reading chairs across from one another and had a seat. Laurel picked up the data pad from the table at the head of the table and then she and Jake slid their shoes off and stepped around each side of the bed and Tamaric crawled back up next to Korica and the two laid down and Korica laid half on Tamaric with her still under the covers up to her hips. Laurel and Jake sat down and scooted over next to Korica and Tamaric and then Laurel turned on the data pad and cued up the story 'a flower in the wind' and then she began reading in English from chapter 19. Laurel read half way through the chapter and then handed the data pad to Jake and he continued reading while Laurel went to the bathroom and relived herself. When she was done she stopped at the sink and washed her hands and then brushed her hair out and then returned to the main quarters. She sat down and scooted back over next to Tamaric and listened to Jake reading the story. Chapter 19 was particularly long and by the time Jake reached the end of the chapter Korica had fallen asleep. Jake turned the data pad off and Clara and Liam got to their feet and stepped up to the end of the bed. Clara put her arm around Liam's back and she pulled herself to him tightly and looked at the adorable couple lying on the bed.

"They look so sweet together Liam."

""I know darlin, they really do."

Tamaric tried to move away from Korica but as soon as he moved Korica stirred awake and squeezed him tightly. She pulled herself up on him and gave him a peck and he smiled at her.

"I gotta go darlin. I'll see you in the morning ok?"

"Ok. I love you Tamaric."

"I love you too Korica."

Tamaric then gave Korica a long lip lock kiss and then scooted out from under her and off the edge of the bed. He stood up and took a long breath and then walked around to the foot of the bed and stepped into his shoes. Tamaric then looked at his mother and father and they were looking at him with a rather stern look on their faces. Tamaric just grinned at them and he realized they weren't quite expecting Korica and Tamaric to be so openly affectionate. Clara then looked at Korica and her expression melted into a warm grin and then she turned and walked over to the paintings and she picked up the flowers in a vase panting and walked back over next to Tamaric and Liam. Laurel then put her knee on the bed and she leaned over and gave Korica a peck and she stroked the side of her head.

"You sleep tight sweetheart."

"Thanks. I love you mom."

"I love you too honey.

Jake then put his knee on the bed and he crawled over buy Korica and she rolled onto her back and he laid down and hugged her tightly and he kissed her cheek.

"I'll see you in the morning beautiful."

"Thank you dad. I love you."

"I love you too sweetie."

Jake then climbed back off the bed and he and Laurel walked around to their shoes by the table and they stepped into them. Laurel set the data pad on the table and then she waited for everyone to walk over to the door and then she walked over to the light controls and she slid the lights down to sleep levels.

"Goodnight mom." Korica said.

"Goodnight baby."

Laurel then walked over to the exit and everyone stepped out into the corridor when the door slid open. They all walked down to the transport compartment and Laurel and Jake stepped in with them and watched as they stepped up onto the transport platform. Tamaric raised a hand and tried to grin but he looked sad as Liam reached back and touched the indicator for deck 1, stasis ring and a few seconds later in bright blue flash they disappeared. Laurel and Jake then turned and exited the transport compartment and made their way to their quarters. They stepped up to the bed and got undressed silently and then Laurel went and retrieved a night gear shirt from the bureau and she put it on and then stepped back over to her side of the bed. Jake pulled the covers down and then Laurel did the same and the two of them climbed into bed after Laurel slid the lights down to sleep levels. The two of them crawled over next to one another and held each other tightly. That's when Laurel finally said something.

"Did you see how sad Tamaric looked? The poor guy is heart broken."

"Yah I saw. It tugs at your heartstrings doesn't it?"

"I didn't sense that kind of pain coming from Korica."

"Good, I didn't either. She was ready for this, I guess Tamaric just didn't mentally prepare himself as well as she did."

"He's just going to have to get used to this being the way it is from now on."

Laurel moved her head back and kissed Jake and then the two closed their eyes and drifted off to sleep.

Tamaric and his parents appeared on the transport platform next to the entrance to the stasis ring and they stepped down and made their way down the corridor to the entrance to the passenger level common area. Tamaric had his palm scanned and the door slid open and then the three of them slowly made their way across the common area to the elevator. Tamaric pressed the call button and the door immediately opened and they stepped in and floated to the back of the lift car and then Tamaric floated over to the palm scanner and had his palm scanned and then he called out "deck eight" and the door slid shut and the lift began to rise. They were all pushed toward the floor as the car rose and they got themselves into a comfortable position for the reduction in inertial gravity that would occur moments later as the lift slowed. As the car began to slow they lifted from the floor and steadied themselves with the hand bars and then the lift stopped and the door slid open. They floated to the open doorway and stepped out onto the walkway and once Tamaric looked like he wasn't going to throw up they made their way down the walkway and around the corner to their quarters. Clara reached out and had her palm scanned and the door slid open silently and the lights came up and they stepped into their quarters.

Clara walked over to the wall that the projection viewer would broadcast in front of and she hung the painting on the wall and then stepped back and looked at it and smiled.

"That looks so much better. Do you like it Tamaric?"

"Yah, it's really nice. Korica's a really good painter huh?"

"She most certainly is. She's full of surprises. I've never met anyone quite like her."

Tamaric looked down for a moment and then without saying a word he headed to his room. Once the door shut behind him Liam looked at Clara.

"What the hell is going on with him? He's acting like Korica has been taken away from him or something. I just don't get it."

"I sense that something about their normal evening routine has been disrupted. Maybe he's just used to sleeping in quarters close to hers and now he feels like she is very far away. He loves her so much Lee. I didn't know he had that deep of a heart."

"I sense the same thing from Korica. She absolutely worships the ground Tamaric walks on."

"Do you think it's healthy for her to be that in love with him?"

"Probably not. Tamaric is just a kid and kids can hurt one another unintentionally. I hope Tamaric realizes how easily he could hurt that sweet girl."

"We raised him to be conscious of the feelings of others. Hopefully that prepared him for such a serious relationship at such a young age."

"Only time will tell I guess. I'll kick his ass if he hurts her."

"Lee!"

"I know. We've never spanked him or laid a hand on him but he never had a little angel like Korica in such a¦vulnerable position before."

"You sound like a father defending his daughters honor or something."

Liam just looked at her for a moment and then he realized he did indeed feel very protective of Korica, even from his own son. Something about her just brought out the protective instinct in him and he did feel like she was his little girl.

"I hope you realize that I would never actually raise a hand to Tamaric. I don't know why I feel so protective of Korica. I just met her."

"Because you're a good man Liam. I love that beautiful girl too."

Liam grinned at Clara and gave her a kiss and then the two of them turned and headed for their room. Tamaric stepped over to his bed and sat down and slid his shoes off. He then stood up and got undressed and then climbed up onto his bed and rolled onto his back. He sighed heavy and wished he could reach out to Korica like Laurel and Jake could to one another. It had only been five or ten minutes and he missed her terribly. It left a knot in his stomach and he just felt like the morning was centuries away until he would be with her again. He climbed out of his bed and pulled the covers down and then he climbed back into his bunk being careful not to bonk his head on the overhang and he reached around the corner and slid the lights down to sleep levels. There was still a very faint glow coming from the lights that wasn't even detectable at first until his eyes adjusted to the extremely low light levels. He rolled over facing the back wall and tried to get some rest without Korica's extremely warm body and calming energy next to him.


Chapter 26 The Modifications

––––––––

The Modifications

At 04:15 Korica stirred and she rolled onto her back and stretched her legs out straight and raised her arms as she arched her back in a good, hard stretch and then she felt for Tamaric and when after two gentle swats she reached the edge of the bed without feeling his body in a sharp feeling of dread she realized that she was alone. She curled up into the fetal position and laid on her side trying to get her wits about her. It only took a few seconds for everything to come back to her. She felt so alone just for an instant and then she pushed the feeling aside. She rolled onto her back and scooted over to the side of the bed and reached up and slid the lights up to full illumination and she winced at the bright light and flopped back onto the bed. She laid staring at the ceiling for a few moments and then she pushed the covers off of herself and she sat up and swung her feet over to the edge of the bed and she scooted forward so she was sitting right at the edge of the bed. She was determined not let herself get depressed over not having Tamaric at her side as soon as she woke up.

She stood up and walked to the front of the room and she retrieved a change of clothes and then she walked back to the bed and set them down. She slid her night gear shirt off and set it on the bed and then she got dressed and made her way to the bathroom to brush her teeth and hair after relieving herself. Once she had her hair looking perfect she stepped out into her quarters and walked over to her shoes and she stepped into them and then she made the bed and set each of her three stuffed animals on each pillow and then she deposited her night gear shirt by the servo slot and then she headed for the exit.

When she stepped out into the main corridor she could see that the mess hall was dark so she knew she had beat Mark to early tea. She walked to the mess hall and when she stepped in the lights came up and she walked over to the dispensers and poured herself a cup of tea and then she brought it to their favorite table and she sat down and sipped on her tea while she waited for Mark.

It was only a few minutes later when Mark strolled into the mess hall with a data pad in hand. Korica smiled big and slid out of her seat and Mark stepped up to her and laid his data pad on the table and then Korica wrapped herself around him tightly. He kissed the top of her head and squeezed her tightly. When she didn't let go right away he could tell that she was feeling out of sorts and a bit lonely.

"You ok sweetheart?"

Korica finally let go of him and stepped back.

"Yah, I'm ok. I just needed a good hug. I'm trying to get used to being alone again."

"You'll never truly be alone again honey. One of us will always be around to give you a good hug and a kind word."

"I know, thanks Mark. You know what I mean."

"Yah I know. I'm really sorry Korica."

Mark then stepped over to the dispensers and poured himself a cup of tea and he came back to the table and he sat down and Korica sat down next to him and scooted up right next to him. He had forgotten how affectionate she could be when she didn't have her little man with her every second of the day. Mark took a sip of his tea and then pulled his data pad over in front of him and he put his arm around Korica and he turned it on.

"You wanna see what your training is going to consist of today?"

"Yah."

Mark cued up the schedule and training outline and Korica was a little surprised to see that she was scheduled to be in her suit for 8 hours today and most of it was going to be spent outside her thruster pack.

"Eight hours? Really?" Korica said.

"Yep. You need to get used to spending long periods in your suit. After we practice for a little while in your thruster pack, we'll probably make a lap or two around the Future like yesterday, we'll be working on a work board in the back of one of the mining shuttles. You'll be learning how to work with small connectors and various hand tools with your bulky gloves on. You need to see what it's like working on station while tethered to the side of the ship without touching anything except for the items that need servicing."

"You're going to be close by right?"

"I'll be right next to you honey. I won't leave you alone for a second, I promise."

"What if I have to¦go to the bathroom?"

"You need use the waste collection system sweetie. That's the whole point to this training session. You need to experience what long durations space walks are like. That means every aspect of it."

"I don't want to pee in my suit."

Mark laughed hardily and gave her a squeeze around the shoulders.

"You need to quit thinking of it like that. The collection system will sense the moisture when you start to go and it will draw it away."

"Does that mean I have to¦I need to take everything off when I suit up?"

"I promise I won't look if it bothers you, but I've seen it all before Korica."

"That's not¦ok that does bother me a little. I'm not the same helpless little girl that you rescued from the Hodong. I have a strong sense of modesty with how my mind and body are changing."

"That's good. You should feel some sense of modesty. No one except your mom should see you without anything on. You can use the bathroom in the control room to change in. I'll show you where everything is supposed to sit and you'll be able to figure it out when you put your warm suit on."

"Alright. How many times are we gunna have to do this?"

"Until I think you're proficient enough to perform a long duration walk without any problems. I'm your training officer so if something happens and it come back that it was due to insufficient training then I'm held responsible for whatever happens to you. I don't want anything to happen to you Korica and it's real easy for something fatal to occur in a spacesuit."

"Ok, I guess can handle it. What's Tamaric going to do all day?"

"I don't have any idea. I guess he'll spend the day with his parents."

"I wish I could see him. I don't even know if he's going to come up and have breakfast with us and then workout with us."

Mark pulled his arm from around Korica and he turned his data pad off and he took a sip from his tea and then he looked down at Korica.

"Why don't you just go see him? You know where his quarters are right?"

"Yah. Compartment eight fifty three."

"You can go visit with him and ask his folks to bring him up here to eat with us if you want."

"You won't be upset if I leave you?"

"No, don't be silly. I'll miss you but I'm a big boy, I'll be just fine by myself."

Korica giggled and smiled at him. "Ok, thanks Mark."

Korica reached over and pulled down on his shoulder and she planted a kiss on his cheek and then she slid out and got to her feet and she downed the rest of her tea.

"I'll see you at breakfast sweetheart."

"Ok."

Korica gave Mark a warm smile and then she turned and headed for the exit. She made her way to the transport compartment and she hopped up onto the transport platform and as soon as the map appeared she touched the indicator for deck 1, stasis ring and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash she disappeared and then found herself standing on the transport platform next to the entrance to the stasis ring. She stepped down and quickly made her way over to the entrance to the passenger deck common area and she had her palm scanned and when the door slid open she stepped in and she quickly made her way across the common area and she hit the call button for the elevator and she had to wait almost a full minute for the car to descend and the door to slide open. She floated into the car and she had her palm scanned and she called out, "deck eight" and the door slid shut and the lift began to rise. She realized only then that her pulse was racing and she was breathing rapidly. She felt like she couldn't get to Tamaric's quarters fast enough.

The car began to slow and she grabbed the hand bar to keep from rising to the ceiling and the car slowed further and then stopped and the door slid open. Korica pushed off from the back wall and floated out and had to take a few steps to get her footing. She stopped and closed her eyes and tried to calm down. She thought she had herself mentally prepared to be separated from Tamaric but she didn't know she would be this anxious to be reunited with him. She opened her eyes and began walking along the walkway with a resolute calm that was just barely containing her excitement at the thought of holding Tamaric in her arms. She rounded the corner and stepped up to Tamaric's quarters and then it dawned on her that it was very early and she didn't want to disturb Clara and Liam. She reached toward the com panel and she stopped and instead of touching the hale icon she touched the AI hale. A moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Is Tamaric awake?"

"Stand by one moment while I check."

The com panel in Tamaric's room lit up and the AI scanned the room and checked Tamaric's vitals and then the com panel went dark.

"No Korica, he is not awake."

"You can't let me in without being invited in right? I mean I can't surprise him?"

"No. You need to be invited in by Tamaric or his mother or father."

"Ok, will you please wake him up for me?"

"Right away, please stand by."

In Tamaric's quarters the AI brought the lights up to half illumination and then called out to him.

"Tamaric?" The AI said softly.

There was no response.

"Tamaric Reynolds, please respond." The AI said much louder.

Tamaric stirred this time and rolled onto his back as he had been on his side facing the back of his bunk.

"Wha¦who's there?"

"Korica is at your front door Tamaric. Is it permissible to allow her entry?"

"Yes, of course. From now on anytime she's at the door just let her in ok? Don't leave her standing in the corridor like a stranger."

"Understood."

Out on the walkway Korica was moving around like a person that had to go to the bathroom when the AI finally got back to her.

"Tamaric has granted you unrestricted access to his living quarters from now on Korica. You will simply need to have your palm scanned and the door will be opened for you. I will need to get concurrence from his mother and father but that is not going to be a problem. Listening to their conversations last night, they love you Korica. Liam Reynolds feels an irresistible urge to protect you and Clara has admitted to Liam that she is in love with you and wants to keep you for herself."

"Really? Awwe, that's¦were you listening to them in their quarters?"

"Yes. I needed to learn of their intentions and feelings towards you. It was an important invasion of their privacy."

"So you do monitor us in our quarters?"

"Only when it is deemed important or necessary. It was both last night. I assure you it is not done very often."

Korica stepped over in front of the door without saying another word and as she was reaching up to have her palm scanned the door simply slid open for her. She stepped in and the lights came up and the first thing she noticed was her painting hanging on the wall and it made her smile. It really did give the room a feeling of home and being lived in instead of sterile EMPACC everywhere that one looked.

Korica stepped around the couch and up to Tamaric's bedroom door and it slid open and as soon as it did she could sense Tamaric very strongly and it was like getting a rush of fresh air blown in her face after standing in a room with low oxygen and no circulation. It felt warm and her skin tingled and all of her senses seemed to come to life all at once. She stepped into Tamaric's room and the door slid shut behind her and now the room seemed very dim in comparison to the bright lighting out in the living room. Korica stepped up to Tamaric's bunk and she thought her heart was going to jump out of her throat it was beating so fast. She was so excited at the thought of seeing Tamaric's face she could hardly contain it.

Tamaric rolled over onto his side and looked up at Korica with squinted eyes and once he caught sight of her he smiled big and pushed the covers back and slid his feet out into the floor and he stood up and Korica had her hands clasped in front of her stomach waiting for his reaction and when he reached out toward her she let out a squeak and grabbed Tamaric in a painfully tight hug. She pressed her chin into his shoulder and she rocked from side to side while squeezing him. Tamaric gripped her tightly and he smiled at the extremely hot sensation of her body pressed up against his.

After a few minutes Korica released her death grip on Tamaric and he took a deep breath as he had been breathing shallow because of how tightly she was squeezing him. He looked at her face and he just melted into a dopey grin.

"God you're so pretty Korica. It's like I forget just how beautiful you are when I'm away from you and then when I actually see you again I'm just flabbergasted by how pretty you are. It's like the first time I saw you all over again."

"Awwe, you're so sweet Tamaric. You still make my heart race like the first time too."

"I'm really glad to see you but what are you doing here?" Tamaric asked as he sat down on the edge of his bunk and pulled on Korica's hand so she would sit next to him.

"I missed you Tamaric. I'm not used to waking up without you yet and it sucks. I feel so all alone in that huge room all by myself." Korica said quietly.

"You wouldn't believe how hard it was for me to finally fall asleep last night. I missed you too Korica. How are we ever gunna get used to missin each other so much that it hurts?"

Korica slid her shoes off and let go of Tamaric's hand and she just avoided bonking her head as she spun around and scooted back on Tamaric's bed and then she lifted herself and scooted back a couple of times until she was against the back wall and then she patted the bed. Tamaric craned his neck around watching her and he smiled big when she patted the bed.

"It's really early still if you want to get some rest Tamaric."

Tamaric stood up and crawled up onto the bunk and he flopped down on his side and as he tried to roll onto his back he laid up against Korica before he was all the way on his back. He turned his head and looked up at her squished at the back of his bunk and they both smiled and then laughed. Tamaric scooted out to the edge of the bed and Korica rolled half on him and the two giggled for a few moments and then Tamaric tried to remember how they slept like this.

"How the heck did we both fit on a bunk this size?" Tamaric asked smiling.

"Well for one thing you've put on about ten pounds Tamaric¦if not more. You laid on your back and I laid mostly on top of you remember?"

"I remember that I had to be real conscious of what I thought about cause you were always covering my crotch with your hip and I was afraid I would get a rise and embarrass myself¦or you."

"Yah, I remember. I liked knowing it was up against my body but I never said anything. I was going through an awakening if you will. I had never felt anything like what you stirred in me and I'm a little embarrassed about how I was acting around you."

"Same here Korica, I've never had a gorgeous girl all over me before. I liked it but it kind of scared me."

"You aren't scared of me now?"

"A little maybe, but for different reasons now."

Korica moved herself back and she hooked her hand on Tamaric's hip and gently moved him closer and then she laid all of her weight on him as she rolled over flat. She was now in a position so her face was just a little lower than his and he didn't remember her feeling so heavy before. She felt very solid and thick as he squirmed his arm out from under her so he could put it up over her back. She lifted her arms up and slid her right arm under his neck and shoulders and it allowed her to shift some of her weight off of him and she finally felt comfortable with her other arm up on his chest and he was left with one arm free to gently stroke her soft hair. She grinned at him and closed her eyes for a few strokes of her head and he could feel her starting to purr very softly and it made him smile. He remembered how intense it felt for her to be practically on top of him when she purred hard and it felt like her heart was pounding right against his. He was already finding that he was starting to breath faster as his body reactively prepared for her energy to penetrate his chest and alter his cardio rhythms. She opened her eyes and grinned at him.

"You feel that?"

"Yah, you're starting to purr."

"You make me so happy that it just starts to happen without me trying."

"Can you make it happen if you want?"

"I don't think so. I can make it stop but it's an involuntary thing. If I don't concentrate on making it stop once its starts then it just gets stronger and stronger but I can close my eyes and relax inside and make it get stronger if I want."

"Interesting. It is your heart doing that right?"

"Yah. Everyone's heart creates and electrical field that is detectable by sensitive measuring equipment, that electrical charge is what makes the heart contract to pump your blood but my heart has a thicker muscle and an epidermal conductive layer that your heart doesn't have. Every time my heart beats internally that conductive layer broadcasts a pulse of radiant energy that can be felt by others. I don't know why it feels like emotional energy but it does. So¦are you gunna tell me what you're afraid of about me?"

"I'm not afraid of you anymore. I'm scared that I'm going to humiliate myself when you want me to do something that I have no idea how to do."

Korica lifted herself up a little and looked into Tamaric's eyes.

"Are you talking about¦sexually?"

"Yah."

"I'm sorry I make you feel like that. Anything you do is perfect Tamaric. I don't expect you to be an expert as long as you don't expect me to be one either."

Tamaric just grinned at her, as he really didn't know what to say. He was looking at a beautiful sweet girl that looked his age but he knew inside she was years beyond him and he just wasn't sure if he was going to be a disappointment in the end.

"Can we get a little rest Korica? I'm just not a morning person, as you know, and I'm still really tired."

"Sure. Turn the lights down and I'll just lie with you and keep you warm. It's a little before five so you still have an hour or so until we need to get up."

Tamaric reached his arm back around the corner and he slid the lights down to sleep levels and then he settled down into his pillow and Korica laid her head down on him and within seconds her purring got so strong that it made Tamaric's heart flutter a few beats and then begin beating in sympathetic rhythm to hers. Korica concentrated and keeping her purring to a minimum since she knew it could have a numbing affect on Tamaric's brain if it got to strong, as he and Laurel and Jake had reported it doing in the past when she just let it go.

At 06:00 in Laurel and Jake's quarters the lights came up and Jake stirred first. He rolled away from Laurel's back and stretched big and then he set his hand on Laurel's hip and she rolled onto her back and batted her eyes a few times and then she looked at him and smiled warmly.

"Good morning handsome."

"Hay ya beautiful. How'd you sleep?"

"Aside from some really weird dreams I slept great."

Jake lifted his head and slid his hand into Laurel's and then settled his head back down on the pillow so he was looking right at her.

"What kind of weird dreams were you having? Or are they the type that you don't want to talk about?"

"They weren't dirty dreams if that's what you mean. Those only happen when I'm horny and you've been keeping me plenty satisfied. I think they were memories from Oberot. I still haven't taken the time to try and sort it all out. There are five hundred year old memories in my head that are all¦confused and blurred into one another."

"Don't you think you should try and sort it out before it drives you insane?"

"I need you and Korica for that. I know it sounds weird but I can't sort through that many memories on my own. We need to commit to the deep sharing and I need you two to try and pull some of this stuff out of my head and help me sort through it, but Korica doesn't want to commit to the deep sharing anymore. She's got some very¦intimate stuff going through her mind anymore and I think she's just a little embarrassed by what we're going to see or hear her thinking about."

"But we aren't going to be looking for that stuff. She can keep that buried deep enough so we can't sense it right?"

"Yes, for the most part. She still hasn't learned how to fully control her mind yet Jake. She could inadvertently share everything with us and she just isn't willing to take the chance that could happen. She's smart enough to know that she doesn't have complete control yet. Until she feels comfortable with committing to the deep sharing I'm just going to have to repress what I can and deal with it later."

"You don't think you and I can deal with it?"

"She's the one with the deep abilities Jake. You and I can share our essences and our minds but it's not the same as the deep sharing that she's capable of. We just can't initiate what her species can out of pure instinct. That sweet girl is millions of years ahead of us evolutionarily speaking."

"I sometimes think she is years ahead of us emotionally too."

"You aren't far off. She just matures mentally way faster than Humans do. By the time she's our age she will have left us in the dust and we'll be coming to her for guidance and advice."

"That seems a little ironic doesn't it?"

"It just goes to show that she's definitely of an advanced race. Her intuitive knowledge is growing by leaps and bounds every single day that she's alive."

"So she might've been able to mentally outdo her captive owners given a little time?"

"Oh it's a sure thing. She would've been brutalized in the mean time but eventually she would have stood up and said no more. I don't know how, but I know she would have freed herself. The Hodong underestimated her species out of pure ignorance."

"You don't think she'll ever do that with Humans do you? I mean she won't get so smart and so advanced or whatever that she sees Humans as beneath her?"

"No. She's too sweet for that. She likes the love and respect that she is getting from us and she is absolutely crazy about Tamaric. That just isn't gunna to happen."

"I guess I should give her more credit as a person than to think she would ever be like that huh?"

"Yes. I definitely think she will be smarter and way more powerful than us though."

"I agree about her intelligence but you have telekinetic abilities that are almost scary and she hasn't shown any signs of that kind of stuff."

"Her abilities are just waking up Jake, give it a little time and you'll see."

"At least Tamaric is feeling like he is in the same league as her now that he is starting to show signs of¦something."

"Yah, I sense that it's a huge relief for him. He felt so small and insignificant compared to her before. Now he truly feels special and deserving of her somehow thanks to what he inherited from his mother and father."

"Speaking of¦what do you think of his parents?"

Laurel leaned in and kissed Jake's cheek and then she sat up and scooted back a little.

"I really like 'em Jake. His mom has such a neat accent and she is so sweet. I can tell that she really loves the heck out of Tamaric. When she looks at him I see the same thing in her eyes that I feel about Korica. It's a prideful love, and Liam is super smart. I sense an intellect in him that is huge. He's so impressed with his boy that has grown into a little man and I can feel that he really likes Korica and not just cause she's absolutely beautiful but he likes her personality."

"Who wouldn't? She's adorable in everything she does and says."

"I agree but you're biased."

"Yah I know. I love her with all my heart and I consider her mine. You think Liam and Clara will be able to help you get your stasis project done."

"I sure hope so. Clara is pretty sharp, she should be able to figure out what I'm missing."

"It worries me a little that she said they looked into stasis for two and abandoned the idea as unfeasible."

"It was unfeasible to devote the time and resources to the issue at the time. That doesn't mean it's impossible."

"I hope you're right. I have this nagging gut feeling that it's going to take us a long time to get to the Milky Way when want to arrive."

"A long time? How long do you sense it's going to take?"

"Years. Many years."

"What? That¦are we talking decades or centuries or what?"

"I¦" Jake closed his eyes and thought about the feeling that he has been trying to ignore and he came up with a definitive number that he knew Laurel wouldn't like hearing.

"I sense the number seventeen. I think that's how long it's going to take." Jake said as he opened his eyes.

"I don't want to be in this galaxy for that long." Laurel said sounding sad.

"I can't explain it but I don't think we are going to be here that long, that's just how long it's going to take us to get where we want to be when we want to be there. I feel like we are going to be somewhere yet nowhere for seventeen years."

"Well that doesn't make much sense."

"Yah tell me about it. I'm sorry babe that's just what I sense. I can't get clear details about what's gunna happen, only a vague sense of the time and place, and the place feels like¦nowhere."

"How do you sense nowhere? Nowhere isn't a place."

"In this instance it is. I'm sorry if that makes no sense, it doesn't make any sense to me either."

"Maybe we should ask Korica?" Laurel said with a smile.

"Nice! She isn't ahead of us just yet. My precognitive abilities are still more refined than hers."

"Have you seen a place associated with your gut feelings?"

"No, but I can sense further into the future and with greater detail than she can. It just scares the crap out of me some of things that I sense so I force myself to ignore it all the time. I can't exactly control when and where I'm sensing most of the time and as you know the future is always in motion so things change constantly."

"Let's get dressed Jake, I'm starving." Laurel said as her stomach gave a rumble.

The two of them pushed the covers down and got to their feet and walked to the front of the room and they retrieved a change of clothes and then they walked back to the bed and set them down. Laurel then pulled her shirt up over her head revealing her magnificent breasts and Jake looked her over and smiled at her. Laurel looked at him as she was bending down to pick up her uniform shirt and she stopped and stood up straight and faced him. She then stepped toward him and he slid his hands around her smooth and soft sides to her back and the two embraced each other for a few minutes in a warm hug. Jake then pulled back slightly and slid his hand around to Laurel's front side and he stroked her left breast gently and grinned.

"You have such nice breasts Laurel. Your nipples are small and delicate and you have the most perfect perky mound to your breasts."

Laurel had goose bumps up and down her arms as Jake gently caressed her breast and she felt like her spine was tingling.

"Thank you Jake. You don't wish they were a little bigger?"

"Nope. I saw how big they're going to get when you get into your twenties. I think they're perfect right now and I love rubbing my hand over 'em. I like having 'em just a little bigger than what fits in my hand like they are right now. I can wait for the bigger boobs."

"I'm glad you appreciate what I have right now."

Jake leaned forward and gave her a prolonged lip lock kiss and then he reached up and stroked her soft cheek.

"I love your body Laurel. You're an absolute knockout."

"Awe, thank you."

Laurel stomach rumbled again and she put her hand up to her stomach and grinned.

"Let's get you dressed so we can go put the feed bag on." Jake said with a warm smile.

Laurel nodded and the two of them separated and went about getting dressed despite Laurel having rock hard nipples and a horny tingle in her loins thanks to Jake's caressing. Once dressed the two made their way into the bathroom and they brushed their teeth and washed their mouths out and then brushed and combed their hair neatly and then they made their way back out into the main quarters and they stepped into their shoes and then Laurel gave Jake a proper good morning tongue kiss that left him swelling and wishing for more.

The two of them then departed their quarters and headed for the mess hall. When they stepped in they knew they could only barley sense Korica but they thought it was because she had her mind quieted, they were surprised to find her gone and Mark sitting by himself at their usual table reading from a data pad while sipping at his tea. Laurel and Jake stepped up to the table and Mark offered them a warm smile and a nod.

"Mornin you two. Sleep well?"

"Yeah we did." Laurel said. "How about you?"

"Can't complain. I took a run in the gardening ring around two and I slept sound after that."

"Where's Korica?"

"She missed her guy so she went down to his quarters at around four thirty to see him."

"Oh I'm sure his parents loved being woke up that early." Laurel said with a smile.

Mark just grinned and shrugged his shoulders. Jake then stepped over to the dispensers and he poured himself a glass of orange juice and he poured Laurel a cup of tea as he sensed that was what she was in the mood for and then he brought them back to the table and he and Laurel sat down across from Mark. Laurel sipped her tea and lavished the sweet and fragrant flavor. This morning's tea was particularly strong and it made the taste buds seem to tingle. Laurel then set her cup down and she looked at Mark's data pad.

"Studying the work to be done?" Laurel asked pointing at the data pad.

"Naw, reading a book for fun."

"Ah. What's on the agenda for you and Korica today? I assume she is gunna have more zero g training?"

"Yah, her and I will be spending all day out in our suits. She is going to get to experience a long duration space walk. After a few laps around the Future in her thruster pack she's going to spend several hours in the back of a mining shuttle out of her thruster pack working on a work board so she can get used to handling small objects and various hand tools while tethered to the ship. I'm going to have her walk around on the hull for a little while after that."

"I noticed that she needed a pee break pretty early on yesterday. Is that going to be an issue?" Jake asked.

"Nope. She has to get used to using the waste collection system and I told her that. There isn't going to be any pee breaks today."

"And she was ok with that?"

"No." Mark chuckled. "She still considers it peeing in her suit and she hates the idea but that's what this long duration training is meant to teach you to overcome. You guys are probably going to have to spend all day out there when you start tearing the back of the ship apart and she needs to understand what it's going to be like."

"Just make sure that she drinks plenty of water and eats enough protein to keep her mind sharp ok?"

"I will Laurel. This isn't my first rodeo. I'll keep your baby safe and healthy."

"Sorry Mark, I guess I have a mothers instinct even if I'm not a true mother yet."

"Ah, it's alright cap, it's a healthy instinct and I would be worried if you didn't show the mother hen instinct from time to time."

"Should we order breakfast or should we wait for the rest of 'em to join us?" Laurel asked.

"If you're hungry go ahead and eat." Mark said.

"I'm starving this morning for some reason."

A few seconds later a servo drone showed up at the edge of the table with two menus and Jake took one and handed it to Laurel and Mark took the other and they opened them to make their meal selections.

In Tamaric's room he and Korica laid completely still while Korica purred into Tamaric's chest making it impossible for him to go back to sleep but he felt like he was in a trance because her purring felt so good to him so he felt like he was getting rest anyways. It was relaxing and calming and it felt sweet just like Korica. Korica was equally enjoying the sensation and she truly felt happy and safe. She could sense Tamaric's essence very close by and it felt warm and masculine and wonderful. She wished she could join with his essence but she knew he just wasn't capable of that, at least not yet. She had high hopes that his slight flashes of empathic abilities meant that in time he might truly be capable of what Laurel and Jake are and they could join together at the deepest level. For now she was just enjoying being in love with him and sensing his essence even if it felt slightly more distant than she wanted.

At 06:00 the lights came up to full intensity and Korica opened her eyes and looked out into the room from the back of the sleeping bunk and she smiled. Tamaric felt wonderful under her breathing at exactly the same rate as her. She pulled her purring back and it faded and then stopped and she felt Tamaric's breathing slow to a rhythm slower than hers. She slid her head back and looked at Tamaric and he opened his eyes and looked over at her and smiled big.

"Did you get anymore sleep?" Korica asked."

"No but I feel rested just the same. Thank you for snuggling with me Korica."

"You're welcome Tamaric. You're thanking me for something that I feel like I can't live without doing."

Korica rubbed her head into Tamaric's shoulder and then she leaned back and he squirmed out from under her being careful not to twist the arm she had behind and under him. Once he was out of the bed and standing Korica crawled out of the bunk and got to her feet and stepped into her shoes. She then leaned forward and kissed Tamaric's cheek.

"You think your mom would mind if I used her hairbrush to straighten my hair out?"

"No, she'd be fine with it."

"Kay. I'll wait for you in the living room ok?"

"Ok."

Korica then turned and stepped up to the door and it slid open and then she stepped out into the living area and she looked at the other two doors and she assumed the one right next door was Clara and Liam's room and the other one on the other wall would be the bathroom so she stepped over to it and when the door slid open and the lights came up she was relived that she was right. She stepped into the bathroom and opened the mirrored medicine cabinet by touching the mirror and she took out the hairbrush and she brushed out her hair from lying on it and snuggling into Tamaric. She then put the hairbrush away and closed the mirror and looked herself over. She thought she looked perfect. If the Reynolds came out of their room it wouldn't look as though she had spent the night in Tamaric's room. She then stepped out of the bathroom and walked over to the couch and had a seat to wait for Tamaric.

Tamaric stretched and then walked over to his bureau and he pulled out a fresh set of clothes and he got dressed quickly and stepped into his shoes and then he stepped over to the door and when it slid open Korica turned around and leaned over the back of the couch and smiled big at Tamaric and he sighed and smiled back.

"Your smile is like a breath of fresh air Korica. I just have to go brush my teeth and comb my hair and then we can go."

Korica nodded and watched Tamaric as he stepped into the bathroom and the door slid closed behind him. Korica turned back around and admired her painting and how perfect it looked in the living room. It seemed as though the painting was finally in the right perspective so it looked its best with it hanging on the wall. Korica sat quietly until She sensed someone looking at her and she turned back and she was expecting Tamaric to be standing there but she was looking at Liam in a pair of soft cottony looking two piece pajamas and he had a warm smile on his face and Clara was standing right behind him wearing the same outfit in a very light blue. Korica got to her feet quickly and she thought she was going to have to explain her presence in their living room. Liam stepped out and Clara stepped up next to him and put her arm around his back and she smiled brightly at Korica as though she were truly glad to see Korica.

"Good morning sweetheart." Clara said. "Relax, we're ok with you being here. We assumed you would come to wake Tamaric up. He is a deep sleeper and he isn't exactly what you would call a morning person. He can be a little hard to get out of bed sometimes."

"Yes mam, I know. I've been trying to break him of that. We have him get up everyday at six sharp."

"Is he up already then?"

"Yes mam. He's in the bathroom brushing his teeth and combing his hair."

"Incredible. It used to take us a half hour to get him out of bed."

"Yah but look at who he is getting up for." Liam said with a big smile pointing toward Korica while looking at Clara.

"Thank you mister Reynolds. Are you guys going to join us up on the command deck for breakfast and the morning workout?"

"We thought we were going to¦we would love to Korica." Liam said.

"That's great! We'll wait for you to get cleaned up then."

"We were hoping to catch a quick shower first." Liam said.

"I'll wait. I don't mind. I would really like us to go up together."

Clara smiled and stepped up to Korica and gently cupped her chin and looked into her cute face.

"You are just the sweetest thing. I can see why my Tamaric is nuts about you."

"Thank you misses Reynolds. So you two don't mind us dating or whatever?"

"No, not at all. Thank you for being such a positive influence on Tamaric. I couldn't think of anyone that I would rather see him involved with. You are a parents dream for their little boy. Beautiful, smart and sophisticated. And he is absolutely one hundred percent in love with you dear. I hope you realize that."

"Thank you misses Reynolds." Korica said with blushing cheeks. "I assure you the feeling is mutual."

Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom at that point and he looked at how his mother was beaming at Korica with a tender look on her face and he smiled.

"Morning mom and dad." Tamaric said as he stepped up to his father and embraced him in a tight hug.

Tamaric then stepped over to his mother and she grabbed him firmly and gave him a rocking hug. She then kissed the top of his head as he stepped back.

"You and Korica can sit and watch a video or something while your father and I take a shower and then we'll all go up to the command deck together."

"Ok, cool. I love you guys. I'm so glad to have you two out of stasis."

"We're glad to be here too son. If we had stayed in much longer we would missed watching you grow up. You're becoming a man so fast and I want to be a part of helping you get there." Liam said.

"You two get comfortable. We'll try to be quick." Clara said as she turned back to her bedroom door.

Tamaric stepped over by Korica and Liam looked at the pair standing right next to one another and he grew a big smile on his face.

"What?" Tamaric asked furrowing his brow.

"Your mom was right, you two look so sweet together. You compliment each other perfectly."

"Thanks dad."

Clara stepped back out of their quarters with a change of clothes for herself and Liam in her arms and her and Liam stepped over to the bathroom and they stepped in and the door slid shut behind them. Tamaric and Korica then sat down on the couch and Korica put her hand on Tamaric's. Tamaric turned his hand over and clasped his fingers through hers and looked into her bright shiny blue gray eyes and he grinned.

"Now that I've brushed my teeth I can give you a proper good morning kiss."

Korica grinned and then two leaned into a lip lock kiss and then Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and slid her arms around Tamaric and pulled him in tight and she scooted closer to him and the two slid their tongues into one another's mouths and caressed each other's tongues gently. Tamaric then put his arms around Korica and the kiss started getting very intense and the two began breathing heavy as they lavished the feeling of the other's tongue against theirs and their minds got lost in the mind numbing tingles that ran all throughout their bodies. They kissed for a full minute before breaking the kiss off and Tamaric leaned back and when he opened his eyes the room was spinning and everything was blurry for second and then Korica came into clear focus and he could tell by the serious look on her face that she was equally taken for a ride by the kiss.

"Holy crap your kisses are fantastic Korica. How do you do that thing you do with the tip of your tongue? That feels amazing."

"I don't know, I just do what feels natural and that just feels natural to tickle your tongue like that."

"Well what ever it is I like it."

"Thank you Tamaric. You're incredible yourself. My mind gets all dizzy and my stomach does back flips when you kiss me like that."

The two of them turned straight and smiled at one another and took a hold of one another's hands and sat quietly waiting for Tamaric's parents to finish their shower. It was less than ten minutes until Liam emerged first completely dressed and looking fresh and ready for the day. He smiled at the couple sitting on the couch as he stepped into this room and slipped his feet into his shoes and then he stepped out into the living room and he walked over to the padded chair and he sat down heavy and smiled at the two sitting on the couch. He looked at how they were holding hands, Korica sitting with her legs crossed and Tamaric looked very content unlike the night before. Liam was starting to sense that the two of them might have been used to having quarters so close together that they would sneak into one another's quarters so they could snuggle with each other at night and that was what brought about the sorrowful mood last night. They were too far apart to be able to do that anymore.

"So Korica, what's your plans for the day?"

"I have more zero g training to do. I'll be spending eight hours outside the ship practicing how to handle hand tools and working on a work board of some kind in the back of one of the mining shuttles to practice what I'm going to have to do when we start disassembling the back of the ship?"

"Eight hours!" Tamaric exclaimed. "That's all day!"

"I know. We aren't going to see each other until tonight."

"Well that just sucks to high heaven!"

"Tamaric! Don't talk like that in front of a lady."

"Sorry dad, sorry Korica."

"It's ok, I happen to agree with the sentiment but this is just what we have to do to get prepared for the job at hand. I've never been in a space suit before so I need lots of practice so I don't get hurt or mess something up."

"It's amazing to me that someone as¦small as you is capable of this kind of work to begin with." Liam said.

"My size is why I'm needed in the first place. That and the fact that I designed the modifications that we're about to carry out."

"You designed the modifications?"

"Yes sir. Laurel and Jake designed the internal habitat modifications and I designed the external modifications and the atmospheric collection and storage system."

"What exactly is it you're modifying the ship to accommodate?"

Korica sighed and uncrossed her legs and leaned over with her elbows on her knees.

"There are these life forms that live deep within the atmosphere of gas giant planets. We are building an enclosure to reproduce the environment that they live in. They are used to an atmospheric pressure of twenty thousand pounds per square inch on average and a gravitational compressive force of twenty tons per square centimeter at around nine hundred degrees centigrade. At that pressure gasses become super critical and they behave differently from anything that a person can normally observe. These creatures require a very specific atmospheric concentration of some really deadly gasses for us and they eat something called bitrium and hydrogen sulfide ammonium manganese. That normally exists in a gas state until you compress it and heat it up and then it condenses into solid particles that the creatures consume for food. We have to descend into the atmosphere of a gas giant that has just the right atmospheric composition present in order to collect the atmospheric gasses and separate them into their constituent components and then we have to store those gasses at extremely high pressures to supply the artificial environment that we are creating to keep the creatures alive."

"I¦wait¦you said they are accustom to extremely high gravity? How are you going to recreate that?"

"The interior of the habitat is going to be lined with heavy duty gravity plating that will be run on high power the whole time the creatures will be aboard. If a person could survive the high pressure and caustic nature of the gasses the high gravity field would squash you to the size of a grain of sand. The conditions these creatures live in are simply hard for us to imagine but apparently these creatures have exited for billions of years in those conditions and most astonishing of all is the fact that once they have consumed the food in any particular system to the point that they are in danger of starving they have the ability to sense a food rich environment in another star system and they can travel from one system to another without ever leaving their comfort zone. It is that ability to travel from one place to another at will that we are hoping to exploit in order to get us home. Well, home to the Milky Way. My home is wherever the Future and my mom and dad are."

"My god! You understand all of that?"

"Yes sir, quite clearly."

"Isn't that a little cruel to exploit an innocent creature like that?"

"They don't have higher thinking and logic. They are an instinctive animal, like a bug or something. They just do what they do without thinking about it. They don't have a central brain as we would understand it. They have a rudimentary nervous system that we are going to tap into in order to sense what the creatures need and to encourage them to expend their energy when we need it, but they don't think or feel like we do."

"How in the world did you learn of these creatures?"

Clara stepped out of the bathroom at that point and Korica smiled. She had the most beautiful hair when it was brushed neatly and feathered back and she really was an incredibly beautiful woman. Korica then looked back at Liam and continued with the conversation.

"The tel pok maron volunteered their knowledge of these creatures to help us get to the Future planet when we want to get there¦in the past."

"The past? What?" Liam asked almost chuckling. "Who are the tel pok maron?"

"It's all going to be in your briefing sir. You've been granted a level three-security clearance briefing. That's even beyond what I would be given access too. I only have a level two-security clearance until I make full ensign so you should be given very specific details of what I'm talking about. The tel pok maron are a very advanced race of beings that have been around for billions of years. They had a debt that they owed to the elder race and so that debt was called in, in order to help us get to the Future planet when the Future was originally supposed to arrive."

"Why would the elder race call in that big a marker to help us?"

"Because Oberot loves Laurel and I and he has known us for two hundred and fifty years¦five hundred years ago."

"Ok, now I'm completely lost. How the heck is that possible?"

"Like Laurel said it's a very long and complicated story. You really need to watch the brief in chronological order for it to make sense sir."

Liam looked at Clara and grinned and shook his head gently.

"You look spectacular darlin, as always."

"Thanks Lee."

"We were just discussing what the command crew is trying to do with the Future and I have inadvertently discovered that Tamaric's girlfriend is an absolute genius. And I mean that literally. She could school us in a thing or two with what she knows and understands."

"I would never be that presumptuous sir, but thank you."

"Sweetheart if we are going to be a family you need to quit calling me sir. Just call me Liam or Lee as my wife is fond of calling me."

"You consider me¦part of your family?" Korica asked timidly.

"Of course you are honey. Tamaric is never going to let go of you and we are never going to let go of him so you are going to be a part of our lives for the rest of our lives."

Korica smiled and her eyes got teary and she leaned back and then leaned against Tamaric.

"Thank you dad. You don't know what that means to both of us to hear you say that."

Clara stepped over next to Korica and squatted down and cupped her chin and then she reached up and gently swiped under her eyes.

"I meant what I said this morning sweetheart. You are the answer to our prayers for a good woman to take care of our Tamaric. You will always be welcomed in our hearts and in our home."

Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and she slid her hands up on Clara's shoulders and smiled and Clara put her arms around Korica and she pulled her into a firm hug. Korica closed her eyes and enjoyed the tenderness that she was feeling coming from Clara. Korica knew for certain now that Clara genuinely loved her. After a few moments Clara relaxed her grip on Korica and Korica gave Clara a kiss on the cheek as she slid back next to Tamaric and took his hand in hers. Clara smiled warmly and stood up.

"You two ready to eat?"

"Yes mam, I'm starving." Korica said with a grin.

"Hay, no more of that for me either honey. Just call me Clara¦or mom."

"Really? I can call you mom?"

"You certainly may. I will be your mom someday right? You may as well get used to calling me that now."

"Thank you¦mom." Korica said with a big smile.

"Has anyone ever told you that you have the most beautiful smile dear? You have the prettiest white teeth and those cute little dimples form when you smile really big."

"Yes, Tamaric tells me all the time how pretty my smile is."

"That's good, you keep flooding her with sweet compliments like that young man. You make her feel special."

"Yes mam."

Clara put her hand out to Korica and she smiled and put her hand in Clara's and her and Tamaric stood up and so did Liam and the four of them headed for the exit. Clara let go of Korica's hand and took Liam's and the four of them slowly walked down the walkway around to the elevator. Korica pressed the call button and the door slid open and they all floated into the car and braced themselves with the hand bar and Liam had his palm scanned and then called out "deck one" and the door slid shut and the car began to descend. When it reached the first floor the door slid open and Clara and Liam floated out and took a few steps and then Korica and Tamaric floated out and took a step and Korica looked at Tamaric thinking they would have to wait for his stomach to settle but he looked completely unfazed. They walked across the common area and Liam had his palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped out and then turned right and headed to the transport platform. They all stepped up onto the transport platform and Clara touched the indicator for the command deck when the free-floating map appeared and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then appeared on the transport platform on the command deck. Korica and Tamaric stepped down and then Liam and Clara followed them to the exit and they stepped through the door when it slid open and they turned right and headed down the corridor toward the mess hall.

Half way there Tamaric turned back and looked at his mother and father and neither looked like they were pained as they did the day before.

"You ok mom and dad?"

"We're feeling much stronger today honey. We're fine."

Tamaric nodded and the four rounded the corner into the mess hall. Mark sat up straight and smiled warmly at Korica and Tamaric. He then looked at Clara and Liam and nodded.

"Mornin folks. We weren't sure if you were going to join us or eat on the passenger deck." Mark said.

"Korica here really wanted us all together. I hope that isn't a problem?"

"No mam. The more the merrier. You folks are always welcomed up here."

The rear wall shuddered and began to retract revealing the huge mess hall beyond.

"See even the AI is making room for you." Korica said with a smile.

Once the wall was retracted everyone picked up their plates and drinks and moved to the table for ten and they all sat back down and then a servo drone brought over two menus and then settled to the floor to wait. Liam and Tamaric stepped over to the dispensers and Tamaric closed his eyes and tried to see if he could sense what Korica was in the mood for but he was getting nothing. He turned and looked at Korica and she smiled and said "tea" and so he smiled back and poured her a cup of tea. Liam then poured himself a glass of pineapple juice and he poured Clara a glass of orange juice and then they walked back over to the table and they set the glasses down and then sat down. Clara looked in her glass and grinned and nudged Liam playfully.

"See who says men don't know what a woman wants?"

"You trained me well darlin."

"And the fact that you can feel what I'm thinking doesn't have anything to do with it?"

"Maybe just a smidge." Liam said holding up his index and thumb finger in a tiny pinch. "Does it matter how I know what you want just as long as I know what it is you want?"

"I won't begrudge you a cheat love." Clara said with a smile.

Korica and Tamaric opened their menu and made their selection and Clara and Liam opened their menu and made theirs and then they handed the menus to the servo drone and it lifted up a few inches from the floor and turned and floated over to the bulkhead and disappeared through its slot. Laurel then looked at Tamaric and grinned at him.

"So what are you going to do today Tamaric?"

"Well I have to get my lessons for the day done first then I guess I'm gunna hang out with my parents for the day. I thought I might take them to the gardening ring. I don't think they've actually seen it before."

"We've only seen artists renditions of what it was supposed to look like. We've never actually seen it in person." Liam said.

"I'm glad to hear you say that your lessons come first. Korica and Mark are going to be indisposed all day and so are Jake and I. You folks are going to love the gardening ring. It has to be seen to be appreciated." Laurel said.

"We need to see more of our briefing as well. Korica was trying to describe exactly what it is you folks are modifying the Future for and it led to some really odd details¦it also led me to believe Korica is possibly smarter than I am and I considered myself a pretty smart guy before." Liam said while grinning at Korica.

"You aren't the first to say that. It's a little surprising to some folks just how brilliant she is and yet she's still so humble and so sweet." Laurel said.

"Do I sense a touch of motherly pride?" Clara asked with a grin.

"You detect a huge air of motherly pride. I couldn't be more proud of who Korica is and what she's capable of even though I didn't give birth to her."

"It takes more than just the physical ability to create a child to be a good mother Laurel. Korica is an extraordinary young lady and you should feel a strong sense of pride in her if you had anything at all to do with who she is today."

"I would like to think that I've had a strong influence on who she is but I have to admit that most of the credit goes to her birth mother and father for raising such a wonderful person. I know it takes years of good parenting and kind treatment to get someone to turn out like Korica."

"Thank you mom, that's so sweet." Korica said with a big grin.

"You're welcome." Laurel and Clara said at the same instant.

Laurel looked at Clara a little oddly at first.

"I told Korica this morning that she may call me Clara or mom. I think she likes having two moms."

"Thank you Clara. Thank you for accepting her and making her feel like she belongs in your family as well as ours."

"You're welcome Laurel. How could anyone not love that adorable little face and her soft accent? As I told her, she is welcomed in our home anytime she wants, she brightens the room with her smile and warm presence."

"You can detect her accent?" Jake asked.

"Oh yah, I guess to a native Australian ear, her English has a very subtle but distinct accent. It's darling. It's not like any accent that I've ever heard before though."

"It's a Hiram accent. That's her native language which sounds a little bit like French."

"That would explain why it's a little rolling and soft. I think it's beautiful like her."

Laurel and Jake's food and Clara and Liam's food arrived at that point via servo drones. The plates were slid up on the table and then Korica looked at Clara and grinned at her.

"Thank you for the nice compliments¦mom. I love your accent by the way."

"Awe, thank you dear. I'm very proud of my Australian heritage and love hearing that others like the way I talk."

"Tamaric's accent is one of things that captured my attention from the first time he spoke. I think it's absolutely dreamy the way he speaks. I'm glad he picked up so much of your accent."

"He spent the first four and half years of his life with me and my mom in Perth while Liam was away in school. Then he spent the next four years in Texas with Liam and his family while I was away at school so he picked up on the American colloquialisms and it defined how he speaks now. He has a touch of ozzy and a touch of Texan in every word he says."

"I can definitely hear his dad in his speech patterns¦and he looks just like him too."

"You should see Liam's baby pictures held up next to Tamaric's. You can't tell who is who until you look at the eyes. Tamaric's are a little deeper sky blue than his father's but they are just as gorgeous."

"Mom! Please don't flash my baby pictures."

"Clara, knock it off, you're embarrassing the guy in front of his girl."

"Ask me sometime in private dear and I'll show you the pictures."

"You really have baby pictures of him?" Korica asked with a smile.

"You better believe I do. They're on a micro memory dot. It was one of the few things they would let me bring aboard because it was so small. There are thousands of pictures from all of our family members going back hundreds of years."

"I would really like to see them Tamaric. I could get a sense of what our sons might look like."

"Alright. You can show her sometime mom."

"Wait¦son I thought you said that you and Korica couldn't have children together?" Liam said.

"We can't. Not without intervention. Our species are biologically incompatible. All the plumbing works the same but we are too¦fundamentally dissimilar physiologically. Did I say that right Korica."

"That's very good, you remembered. That's exactly right. We look the same and our bodies work basically the same but at the fundamental level we are way different. My blood Ph for example would kill a Human. It's way more alkaline."

"What is your Ph level dear?" Clara asked and then took a bite of her food.

"Seven point five, five."

"Oh crimmony! That would definitely be high enough to kill a person if it remained like that for long."

"My heart also weighs twice what a human heart weighs and we have millions more nerve endings per square millimeter everywhere on and in our bodies as compared to that of a Human."

"So you're more sensitive to touch?"

"Yes, but that also means that we're more sensitive to pain."

"Oh deary, child birth must be excruciating for the women of Draxima?" Clara said.

"I don't know. My mother never talked about it before she¦I just don't know for sure but it would stand to reason that that's the case. Was it painful for you?"

"Like nothing I've ever experienced before or since but the result was well worth it." Clara said smiling at Tamaric.

"Can I ask you a kind of personal question Clara?"

"Go ahead dear. You can ask me anything you want."

"Are you planning on having more children?"

"Well, I'm still in my prime which is one of the reason's I was selected to go but they won't be Lee's if I do. I am expected to bare children with two different men if I do decide to get pregnant before I can have another with Lee in order to spread our genetic diversity among the population. I'm not completely sure to tell you the truth."

"So they would be half brothers or sisters to Tamaric?"

"That's right. Tamaric is going to be expected to sire children with three different women as well when he comes of age. I don't know for sure that they will consider you one of the three since you can't spread your genes among the population in the same manner."

"Actually, if a way is found for Tamaric and I to have children some day I could conceivable have children with two other men and our offspring would be far more likely to be able to reproduce with Humans themselves since they will be half Human."

"Actually they will only be twenty percent Human honey." Laurel said.

"Really?"

"Yes. That is how far away from compatible we are. Nature wants to use a fifty fifty split but there are some problems with that which are too complicated to explain to the uninitiated mind, but eighty percent of your physiology will have to be used as the framework. The other twenty percent will be filled in with Human characteristics."

"So my kids won't be able to reproduce with a Human?"

"No. Not without intervention. They wouldn't be able to reproduce with a Draximan either. They are going to be a unique species that is neither Human nor Draximan. Huraxan physiology will be unique in the entire universe. The Huraxan physiology is likely to be close enough to Human so that a fifty-five fourty-five split might be possible if they want to have children and then their offspring will very likely be capable of reproducing with a Human in the traditional manner without any intervention."

"So my great grand children might be able to have children with a Human?"

"That's right."

"I'm sorry that you may not be around to see that deary." Clara said.

"Um actually her species lives for a hundred eighty to two hundred years and I have a feeling we can extend that by a significant margin." Laurel said.

"Incredible! How could you extend her life if she's so dissimilar to Humans?"

"Species doesn't matter for what we can do."

"What¦you¦can¦do? Are you saying you have the ability to extend life with some ability of you have?"

"The briefing will explain it more clearly, but the short answer is¦yes."

"We have to finish watching that briefing Lee. We are obviously among greatness and we don't even know it."

"Thank you Clara but I wouldn't go that far. We're just a young and eager crew that is capable of some things that most aren't." Laurel said.

"Ooh and modest to boot."

Laurel chuckled and everyone went about eating their meals. After the meals were consumed and the last of the drinks were polished off everyone got up and made their way over to the gym and they all went through their workout routines and then the girls went to take a shower. Jake offered the unoccupied quarters next to his for Clara and Liam to go into to change after they took their shower following the guys taking their shower. The guys sat around talking about the day ahead with Clara and Liam until Laurel sent a gentle push to Jake letting him know that it was their turn to shower.

The guys then took their turn showering and when they were done Jake stepped back to the gym and told Liam and Clara they were clear to use the shower. Jake then made his way to his quarters and when he stepped in Korica looked up and smiled at Jake and then she slid out from between Laurel's legs and she turned and gave Laurel a long hug and a quick peck and then she turned and hugged Jake tightly.

"I'm going to miss you guys today." Korica said in a quiet voice.

"We'll miss you too sweetheart. We always miss you when you're off playing or working."

"Thanks dad."

Korica then stepped back and Jake touched Korica's chin and smiled at her.

"It sounds like you captured another pair of hearts didn't you?"

"Yah I guess I did."

"We told you that Clara and Liam would love you once they got to know you."

"I guess I was worried for nothing huh?"

"Everyone you meet just falls in love with you sweetie. You're just to cute and to sweet for it to turn out any other way."

"Oh dad, you're always finding an excuse to call me cute and sweet. I think I like it, please keep it up." Korica said with a big smile.

"You got it." Jake said as he rubbed her head.

Korica pushed his hand aside and smoothed her hair down and then grinned at him and departed for the exit. Korica made her way down the corridor to her quarters and when she stepped in Tamaric was waiting for her at the foot of the bed. She grinned big and walked over to him and looked him up and down and her grin turned into a big smile.

"You're so good looking Tamaric. I wish we had time to¦never mind. Thank you for letting me see you like this so often."

"You're welcome Korica. I'm glad that you like looking at me so much. It's a real ego booster to have someone so pretty enjoy looking at my body."

Tamaric then turned and picked up his underwear and stepped into them and pulled them up over his hips and behind and then he got completely dressed and then made his way into the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth. When he came out of the bathroom Korica was waiting for him and she flung her arms around him and held him with the side of her face on his shoulder.

"I'm going to miss you so much today Tamaric. I'll see you at evening the evening meal ok?"

"I'm gunna miss you too Korica. I'm going to be thinking about you the whole time. You be careful out there ok?"

"I will. I want you to do me a favor today." Korica said as she pulled back so she could look him in the face.

"Ok, whatever you want."

"Please tell your parents that we were sharing my quarters. I don't like hiding things from them."

"Oh man¦alright love, I'll find a way to tell 'em I promise."

"Thank you Tamaric."

"You want me to tell them about the other stuff we've been doing?"

"No! Don't be ridiculous! You know the stuff they don't need to know about."

"Korica they're going to ask if I've¦done anything to you if we're sharing a bed."

"Oh crap! I hadn't thought about that. Don't lie to them Tamaric. If they ask be honest just don't¦you don't need to go into detail ok?"

"I've never lied to my mom and dad and they would know if I was lying anyway." Tamaric said pointing to his temple.

"Ok. Come on, I got to meet up with Mark so we can begin my training."

Korica leaned in and they exchanged a long lip lock kiss and then the two of them separated and took each other's hand and headed for the exit. They walked over to the common area and Korica sensed Mark sitting on the couch so she led Tamaric around the corner and Mark was sitting talking to Clara and Liam. Mark stood up and shook Liam's hand and then stepped over to Korica and put his hand on her shoulder.

"You ready short stuff?"

"Yes sir."

Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and kissed his cheek and he smiled at her and then Mark and Korica departed for the transport compartment. Tamaric watched Korica's cute tush as she walked away and then he stepped up next to his father and looked up at him.

"What was that all about dad?"

"Oh just making some plans for your future."

"You were planning my future?"

"Sit down for a second son." Liam said gesturing to the couch.

Tamaric stepped over to the couch and sat down and Clara sat down next to him and Liam sat down on the other side of him.

"Son, have you given any thought to what you want to do when we get to the Future planet?"

"Uh not really. I guess I want to stay on the Future so I can be close to Korica but I hadn't thought about a career or whatever."

"Well Mark was talking about a junior officer program that you would qualify for when you turn sixteen. It's the same program that Korica is in. It isn't with the military so you can resign your posting anytime you decide it isn't for you. It's a position in the civilian corps. They are the ones who built and run the Future."

"Yah I'm familiar with the civilian corps. I didn't know they would let someone so young join up though."

"Well there is no age restriction as evidenced by Korica being a member. She is the youngest in history and the first non Human member."

"I know all that dad, I don't want to sound like a smart alek but I've been with these guys for a while. I have a pretty good idea of how things work."

"Well Mark seems to think you would be a perfect candidate. He said he could put together an early admittance aptitude test to see what areas you need to study up on and your daily lessons could be tailored around that to get you ready. It would insure that you and Korica were posted together on the Future for one thing. You would have quarters up here on the command deck for two, and if you two get married you are assured that neither can be transferred to a terrestrial or outer space posting without the other being similarly posted. The civilian corps does not separate married couples unlike the military. It would also be a way for you to earn a living to support Korica and to support and contribute to the Human population in a profound way. Mark says your marksmanship skills are extraordinary and he would like to see them honed and refined. It could be a very useful skill if hostiles are encountered and he says you show no fear in the face of danger. I never realized that you were so brave and strong. For someone in the special tactics division of the Marine Corps to say that he sees huge potential in you I think you should take that as high praise. His recommendation could get your foot in the door and insure that you and your girlfriend will always be together."

"You're really thinking of keeping Korica and I together that strongly?"

Liam looked at Clara and she grinned and nodded at him. Liam then looked back at Tamaric and he put his hand on his knee.

"Look we can feel what's inside a person and now that Korica is allowing us to sense her feelings we can tell that this isn't a puppy love infatuation that is going to wear off in a few months. This is the real deal son. She is completely in love with you from way down deep inside her. We can also sense what your feeling and while your feelings are a little more confused just because you've never felt anything so deep before, we can tell that you are deeply in love with Korica as well. Every parent wants his or her son to find this kind of love someday. I would have never in a million years guessed that it would be with an alien and at such a young age but you have obviously developed the maturity to handle this properly and I dare say that Korica is even more emotionally mature than you are. If you two are determined to be together the least we can do is to help where possible to make sure that happens. It's our responsibility to make sure you're happy and healthy and Korica makes you deliriously happy and a life aboard the Future is the best way to keep you healthy. By approving this plan we are insuring that you get everything you need to be successful and happy. Besides we love that girl to death, we would be honored for her to be a part of our lives for the rest of our lives."

"I don't¦quite know what to say. I mean I hoped you guys would like her and accept her but it sounds like you have come to love her as much as everyone else around here does."

"Her spirit is just infectious and inviting and warm. She is a good person Tamaric and you chose well to let yourself fall for her. She has a rare gift in that she is so likable and I don't know of anyone with a beating heart that wouldn't just love her." Clara said.

"Can I talk this over with Korica before I make a decision? I think she should be allowed to weigh in on this."

"That's very mature of you to think of her before saying yes or no since this definitely concerns her future too."

"I don't want to get married right away though. That's a lot of pressure that I don't think either of us is ready for."

"Nobody said you need to get married now. I would hope you'd wait until you're eighteen or your assignments threatened to separate you two. All I'm saying is that Clara and I have come to a consensus in our feelings and anytime you two want to tie the knot we will sign off on you getting married. You are free to make the decision whenever you want and you don't need to worry about asking our permission, you have it. It will of course take Laurel and Jake approving their daughter getting married as well since they are her legal guardians."

"They have already said anytime we want they are ok with it as long as they are invited to the wedding, which is a little silly since Jake would be giving Korica away at the wedding as her only living father. Thank you both for recognizing how much Korica and I care about each other and for thinking that I am mature enough to handle this kind of relationship."

"You're welcome son. You're just not a little boy anymore and we recognize that now. We can sense the man that's emerging in you and it makes us both very proud." Liam said.

"Thanks dad. Along those lines¦there is something that Korica made me promise that I would tell you guys today."

"Your sleeping arrangements right?"

"Yah. You knew?"

"We aren't dumb Tamaric. You both go into Korica's quarters to change after your showers and emerge together looking happy as a couple clams on a recently flooded sandbar and you've never taken us to see your quarters up here. We pretty much put it together especially once we saw how gigantic Korica's quarters and bed are. That's not a bed for one person no matter how spoiled she is. You could sleep seven on that bed with room to spare. I would have to assume that's why you were both so sad after your story reading last night?"

"Yes sir."

"How long have you two been sleeping in the same bed?"

"Since her birthday."

"You¦" Liam sighed and looked at Clara and she shook her head no gently. "I have to know darlin, if it's different than we hope I need have a talk with him about it."

"Fine, just¦be delicate Lee. It's a private matter."

Liam looked back at Tamaric.

"You haven't¦touched that girl right?"

"Well¦I didn't until she started something. I stopped her and asked her if she was sure that was what she wanted and she¦showed me that she was sure. I didn't¦she's still a virgin ok?"

"You know exactly what that poor thing had done to her right?"

"Yes. She has told me a little and I saw in my briefing when I came out of stasis what she told Laurel in the gardening ring. It broke my heart and that's why I never laid a hand on her until she asked me too. She said it made her feel like a desirable woman instead of an object to be touched with kindness and love. I promise I won't hurt her and I'm being very gentle and very¦respectful to her."

Liam looked at Clara and she furrowed her brow softly and she gently nodded yes.

"Go ahead and ask him darlin." Liam said.

"So you remember our talk about how a woman's body works?" Clara asked.

"Yes mom. I'm also taking reproductive biology lessons so I know where everything is and Korica is teaching me exactly how it works." Tamaric said with blushing cheeks.

"As long as it is always in her control and you don't ever get carried away with yourself or ignore her feelings then we won't ask anything more about it." Liam said.

"You raised me better than that dad. I know she is an abused girl and that can lead to all kinds of¦issues and I'm being very careful not to make things traumatic for her. I love her dad, she isn't just some girl that wants to be ravished or whatever."

"Ok, you're a good man son. I know we raised you to be kind and considerate to girls but we never really prepared you for a girl like Korica. I realize that if you had ever done anything wrong she is strong willed enough that she would have asked you to stop."

"That's already happened and I stopped what I was doing immediately. Really you guys don't need to worry about me being inconsiderate or selfish or whatever. The last thing I want is to hurt her mentally or physically ok?"

"Ok. If you ever need advice or help understanding something you can always come to us and we won't judge you ok? We want Korica to be happy as well and that means we need to help you understand what is going on if it gets confusing or whatever." Clara said.

"Ok. There might be some stuff I don't understand later on but we aren't doing heavy stuff if you know what I mean? It's pretty self explanatory right now."

"Good enough. Shall we get you started on your lessons for the day?"

"Yah, this is getting really uncomfortable."

"I can tell son. We aren't going to push you for details, that's your private business."

"So you don't mind that we're¦you know, intimate or whatever?"

"We aren't crazy about the idea but we can't stop you from doing what Mother Nature urges you to do."

"The urges are really strong sometimes and I fight them off so I can treat Korica with dignity and show her the respect that an officer is due. I don't grope her in the corridors and we don't kiss or rub each other on the bridge. That kind of behavior is strictly forbidden. We behave ourselves like adults would until we're alone in our¦her quarters."

"I would assume you would like to resume cohabitating with Korica?" Liam asked.

"Oh pleeese. I miss her hot body at night so much¦I mean warm hot not¦I wasn't being crude."

"I know what you meant Tamaric. What do you think Clara?" Liam asked leaning back and looking at Clara.

"Well I miss you too Tamaric. Call it selfish but I want you with me. I can let by boys heart go but I'm not ready to let go of you."

Tamaric dipped his chin and nodded.

"I understand mom. I miss you guys like crazy too. It's so hard to love someone so much that it hurts when you aren't with 'em but it hurts to be away from my mom and dad too."

"Tell you what, what if we compromise? You can spend one night sleeping with Korica and then the next night you spend with us?" Liam offered.

"Can Korica sleep in my room?" Tamaric asked looking up with a smile.

"Your bed is hardly big enough for two people son." Liam said.

"She just lays on top of me and I turn on my side a little. It's what we did until the AI expanded her quarters to what they are now, consuming my quarters in the process."

"What do you think Clara?" Liam asked with a grin.

"I guess I'm ok with it but there is to be no messing around when you are at home. I'll lose my lunch if I hear you two going at it in the next room or if I happened to walk in on something."

"Oh thank you mom. I promise we'll behave ourselves and I'll keep my door locked when Korica is over so you don't walk in and see a hind end hanging off the bed or something."

"I don't want you locking you door. What if there's a fire or something?"

"The fire suppression system would put it out. You guys lock your door."

"We are adults young man and we do engage in some things that you don't need to see."

"Yah I've heard you guys going at it back on Earth. You moan and squeal mom."

"Well your father is extremely talented, I can't help it." Clara said with blushing cheeks.

"Oh man¦I could lived my whole life without hearing that."

"He can teach you a thing or two about how to please Korica when you two get more advanced at what you're doing."

"Mom! Damn!"

"Watch your mouth young man!"

"Sorry mom, but you need to watch your mouth too. That was just as bad to hear as me cursing. I don't want to think about dad doing¦stuff to you. You're my mom."

"Just know that there is an art to pleasing a woman and when it becomes important to you I'll sit down with you and explain some¦techniques that work for me." Liam said.

"Yah, I'm nowhere near ready for that yet."

"Alright. I can sense that I'm turning your stomach. Where do you want to work on your lessons son?"

"Well I usually study on the bridge so I can be close to Korica but there isn't gunna be anyone on the bridge today so I can't study there. Laurel said there are some workstations outside the entrance to the passenger common area that I can work on. It's either that or up on deck thirty in the classrooms but I don't want to sit in an empty classroom by myself."

"Alright then you can work in the corridor and we will stay in the common area so we're close by if you need help." Clara said.

"Well the AI provides voice assistance anytime I need it¦but I would still like to have you guys close by. That would be so nice for a change. I can even show you what I've done so far on one of the other terminals in the corridor while I'm studying. You're gunna be real proud mom. I'm working at an eleventh grade curriculum with the exception of my math which is at a post high school level."

"That's wonderful honey. I would love to see what you've done so far."

They all got to their feet at that point and they slowly made their way down to the transport compartment.

In Laurel and Jake's quarter's as soon as Korica departed Jake walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes for himself and then he walked back to the bed and set them down. He then pulled his towel from around his waist and rubbed his hair vigorously to dry it completely and then he gave angel a peck as he picked up his underwear and stepped into them and pulled them up over his hips and behind. He then got completely dressed and then made his way into the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair. He then emerged in the main quarters to find Laurel standing by the door waiting for him. He walked past her and stepped into his shoes and then the two of them held each other for a few moments and then they departed for the transport compartment. When they stepped out into the main corridor they could hear voices down the corridor and it sounded like Mark and Liam talking and it didn't sound like it was coming from the mess hall. Laurel assumed that they were sitting in the common area talking. She was glad that Mark had warmed up to Clara and Liam so quickly. She was pretty sure that he was glad to finally have someone around that was his age and who seemed to understand what it is that the crew was capable of. It gave them a common ground to build a friendship on since it appears the Reynolds own son was showing signs of being gifted himself and they were gifted just as Laurel and Jake are.

Laurel and Jake stepped into the transport compartment and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Jake reached back and touched the indicator for the interactive data core control room and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the interactive data core control room. They stepped down and walked over to the exit a few feet away and stepped out into the corridor. The two of them then held each other for a minute since this was where they had to go in separate directions to carry out their work.

Jake leaned back but kept his hands around Laurel's waist keeping her body pressed up against his.

"Babe, can we try keeping our minds deeply connected today? It gets hard to think so quickly when we have to work on opposite sides of the ship."

"Oh Jake, that makes it just as hard to think when I'm hearing every little thing that goes through your mind. I don't know if that will alleviate the separation symptoms anyway. I'm pretty sure that we have to be in close proximity. It's our energy not our thoughts that is responsible for our symptoms."

"There are some selfish reasons too Laurel. I miss the hell out of you. We're gunna be working all day at this instead of just half a day like yesterday."

Laurel grinned at him and nodded. She leaned in and gave him a quick kiss and then she closed her eyes and Jake smiled at her and closed his eyes and the two tipped their heads forward and set their foreheads against one another and then reached out for one another. They both made a small gasp as they found each other and sank into one another's minds. There was a rush of deep feelings first then a collage of thoughts of all sorts that both had to adjust to. After only a moment they separated their own thoughts and feelings from those of the other and then there was a warm feeling from deep down as they could feel the other very profoundly. It was just above the deep sharing of essences but it was just as intimate. The two of them enjoyed the feeling for a moment and then pulled back into their own minds but maintained the connection and then they opened their eyes and Laurel rocked her head and kissed the tip of Jake's nose. The two of them then pulled their foreheads apart. Laurel then looked at Jake and grinned.

"Now, you know¦" Laurel started to say.

"I know babe, if it becomes to much of a distraction then you want us to separate our minds. You don't have to speak out loud remember?" Jake thought.

Laurel smiled at him and nodded.

"I'll see you for lunch right here handsome." Laurel thought.

Jake gave her a peck and the two separated and turned and walked away from each other in opposite directions down the corridor. They walked down the very long corridor passing a many corridors that led off to the right and left that were dark as they walked past them. They walked to the stairwells at each end of the corridor and then stepped up to the doors and Laurel looked back down the corridor and Jake heard Laurel think, "I wonder if I can see him from this far away" and Jake grinned and looked down the corridor as the door in front of him slid open. The corridor stretched off so far that it looked like it narrowed to a pinpoint.

"You aren't going to be able to see me from over a kilometer away honey." Jake thought.

"Right, I guess that was kind of silly to think that huh?" Laurel thought.

"Yah to say the least. You got phenomenal eyesight but it isn't that good." Jake thought as he stepped into the stairwell.

The two of them began climbing up the stairs to get to deck 30 where they have been working. They climbed five decks and stepped up to the exit at deck 30 and had their palms scanned and the doors opened and they both stepped out and headed toward the colossal habitat enclosures. They only walked down the corridors they stepped out into a short distance and the walls and ceiling disappeared and they stepped out into a gigantic open space that was five decks tall and close to five hundred feet across and just as deep. There was a flurry of activity as hundreds of servo drones of all different sizes worked to convert the space into the artificial habitats. There were showers of sparks coming from cutting torches that were cutting away the existing walls and floors and their support braces. Along the back wall of the gigantic open space where the beginnings of the rear walls were being constructed by some rather large servo drones, was a scaffold at the top of which was the biosensor junction and Laurel and Jake's tools and data terminals containing the connection diagrams for the five hundred thousand connections that needed to be made at each location.

Laurel and Jake both made the long walk to the back of the enclosures while listening to one another's every thought. While making the long walk Laurel noticed that the floor she walking on was now covered in raw gravity plating that looked far different from the gravity plating throughout the rest of the ship. It looked like it had a much denser honeycomb pattern to the emitter grids within it.

"Is there gravity plating installed on your side yet Jake?" Laurel thought.

"Yah, some. I'm walking on it. It looks like the ceiling is being started on this side too. What about over there?" Jake thought.

Laurel looked straight up and she could see some fiber optic cables hanging out of a few conduit junctions and no ceiling plating at all, just the raw underside of the space that used to be concealed under deck 35and above the ceiling of deck 34.

"No, some of the control feed conduits are still disconnected and there isn't any plating installed yet. These enclosures look a lot bigger in person than I had imagined when we designed them." Laurel thought in return.

"Yah it makes me wonder just how big these creatures are gunna be. That information was never passed on to us, just how many square feet the enclosures needed to be." Jake thought.

The two of them reached the scaffolding and began climbing the ladder at one end and half way up the first rung of steps the gravity got so light that they couldn't keep their feet on the rungs and they climbed hand over hand the rest of the way up with their feet floating out behind them and Laurel's hair was floating up into the air. They then clawed their way out onto the catwalk and the induced gravity plating within it made them fall to their stomachs and they were then able to get to their feet and walk over to their work areas at that point. They walked over to the bundle of synthetic nerve bundles hanging out of the junction boxes with a large square connector panel partially attached to the other end. Laurel and Jake both picked up their data terminals and turned them on and set them down on the other side of the bundle and then lifted their workboxes open and sat down and slid their legs under the nerve bundles and then reached in their toolboxes and pulled out the diagnostic probes that would be used to identify the correct micro nerve and they grabbed the molecular fuser. It resembled a needle pointed soldering iron and it was used to bind the micro synthetic nerve endings one at a time to the connector panel. It fused the connections at the molecular level from synthetic nerve to a mechanical connector. There was an adapter that would attach to the connector panel and the other end would eventually connect to the creature's rudimentary nervous system giving the AI a way to feel what the creatures needed and when the time came to entice the creatures to expend their energy. The two of them began following the diagram on their data terminal and they touched the diagnostic probe to the adapter panel and to the nerve endings until the needed nerve for the particular connection point on the connector panel was touched and then the analyzer probe would beep and turn blue at its tip. They would then set the analyzer down and grab a hemostat and pull the synthetic nerve ending into place and touch it with the molecular binder fusing the nerve to the connecter terminal that the analyzers other end was still hooked on, permanently binding the nerve to the connector panel. They would then move the analyzer probe to the next connector in the connector panel and begin the process again, identifying the correct nerve ending for that particular connector with the other end of the analyzer while watching the data terminal as a general guide as to where the nerve ending should be. This was to be done over and over one micro nerve at a time until all five hundred thousand connections were made.

Tamaric and his mother and father stepped into the transport compartment and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Tamaric touched the indicator for deck1, stasis ring entrance when the free-floating map appeared. A few seconds later in a bright blue flash they all disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform at the end of the split corridor right next to the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down and made their way up the corridor to the four workstations along the bulkhead across from the entrance to the passenger common area. Tamaric stepped up to the first workstation and sat down and he touched the display and it came to life and he looked at the menu options and they were all ships systems related for this deck and the stasis ring. He reached up to the upper display and he touched the AI icon and a moment later the AI's soft voice responded.

"Good morning Reynolds family. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you please bring up the lessons that I've completed so far and what I'm going to be working on today? I want to show my mom and dad how I'm progressing." Tamaric asked.

"I would be glad too."

The lower screen flashed and Tamaric's saved files along with his current lessons were displayed. There was also a syllabus of what he was going to be working on in the future. Tamaric stood up and offered his seat to his mother and she sat down and Liam stood right behind her and they began looking over his work. Tamaric then stepped over to the next workstation and he touched the display and it came to life showing the systems menu as the other workstation had. He reached up and touched the AI icon on the upper display and the AI's voice rang out again.

"Are you ready to begin your lessons on this terminal?"

"Yes please."

"Very good. You will be beginning a life sciences course that is going to require you to take some field notes from within the gardening ring for homework. Bring the field notes with you in the morning and you will be asked to input the data as part of your lesson. It is intended to familiarize you with some of the flora growing in the gardening ring and it is going to teach you some of the characteristics of plant life in general and the processes involved with their pollination here on the Future as compared to in the wild."

"Cool, that actually sounds kind of fun."

"I am glad to hear your enthusiasm. If you would, please begin with your reproductive biology lessons. There will be a two-part test at the conclusion. Part of the test will be written and the second part will be an oral quiz. You will be shown specific internal body parts of a frog an you will be expected to name the parts and their function within the frog."

"Sounds easy enough."

"Wonderful. Good luck Tamaric."

Tamaric reached up and pulled up his reproductive biology folder and he opened it to the first lesson and he began the video presentation portion. He was a little surprised when the audio broadcast out into the open rather than through an earpiece as he was used to on the bridge so he wouldn't disturb anyone but he got used to it quickly since he knew he was bothering anyone in the middle of a corridor.

Clara and Liam went over all of Tamaric's lessons that he had completed and they were extremely proud of his test scores and how advanced the work was for a boy his age. He was consistently scoring 100% on all of his quizzes and tests. His math was very complex and he was still scoring 100% on his daily quizzes. Clara was beaming with pride at how smart Tamaric had turned out to be. She wished he had let her test him back on Earth. She knew he would have been invited to one of the schools for advanced learning in a heartbeat. She was just glad that he was in an environment where he could finally be challenged by the schoolwork he was doing.

Clara closed the files and shut the terminal down and then she got up and stepped over to Tamaric with a big smile on her face. Tamaric paused his lessons and got to his feet and his mother pulled him into a tight hug and she kissed the top of his head. He stepped back and he could see the pride in Clara and Liam's eyes.

"I am so proud of you Tamaric. You are doing fantastic in school and you have a wonderful girl in the wings keeping you on task and keeping your heart warm. You make me the proudest mom on this ship."

Liam then stepped up to Tamaric and hugged him tightly.

"You're the man I always hoped you would be Tamaric. I'm so proud of you son."

"Thanks dad. It feels good to hear you guys say that. All I want is to make you guys proud of me and I want to show you that you can trust me to do the right thing when you aren't around. I really have listened to you all my life."

Liam touched his cheek and smiled at him warmly.

"You go ahead and get back to your lessons and we'll be right through that door if you need us ok?"

"Ok."

Tamaric sat back down and resumed his lesson and Clara watched him for a few minutes and then her and Liam stepped over to the door to the passenger common area and Liam had his palm scanned and the door slid open. Liam then stepped over to the com panel next to the door and he touched the com panel and it lit up and then he touched the AI hale button and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Liam. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you lock this door open for me? We want to be able to hear Tamaric working out here. It's comforting to hear him studying."

"Consider it done. I would like to take this opportunity to thank you and Clara for honoring Tamaric and Korica's desire to be close to one another. Korica is very important to me and I think you have insured that she will be better able to keep focused when she is working during the day if she isn't pining for Tamaric so strongly having missed him so terribly all night."

"That wasn't our aim but I can certainly see the logic to that. You are welcome. Korica is important to us as well and we don't want to see her get hurt because she can't concentrate."

Liam looked at Clara and grinned and shrugged his shoulders. He never expected to hear a machine express gratitude in a sentimental way over its crew's mental well being. Liam and Clara then stepped into the common area and they walked over to the elevator and then Clara looked down the curving corridor.

"The AI asked us to use the stairs whenever possible Lee. We should start using them at least here to go up to our quarters and back down."

Liam nodded and moved his hand away from the elevator call button that he was reaching out towards. The two of them turned and started walking down the gently curving corridor. They walked all the way to the end and on the right was a door with the words 'deck 1' stenciled above it. They stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped in and looked up the stairwell that went up so far that one couldn't see the top. They began climbing rather quickly at first but by the time they reached a door that had 'deck 8' stenciled above it they were feeling a burning in their legs and hips and buttocks. They stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped out onto the walkway. They were all the way at the end of the walkway were it made a turn to the left as it circled around the open common area below and the play ground that that was on the roof of the deck 1's curving corridor and quarters. They began walking to their left down the long walkway toward their quarters. When they reached the corner where the walkway turned right and headed to their quarters Liam was feeling an intense burning in his calves and he was glad to have their door in sight. They stepped up to the door and Clara had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the two of them stepped in and Liam waited while Clara stepped into her room and she retrieved their data pads and then they turned around and made their exit. They walked around the walkway and all the way back to the stairs and they stepped up to the door and it slid open and they began the long climb back down to deck 1.

When they reached deck 1 they stepped up to the door and it slid open and the two of them walked down the long curving walkway until they reached the common area. Once they emerged into the open area from the corridor they could hear Tamaric's lesson playing out in the corridor. It was gently echoing into the huge, vacant common area. They walked over to a couch with a padded foot autumn in front of it and they plopped down and rubbed their hips and thighs and Clara looked at Liam and grinned.

"I feel so old Lee. I've never felt so weak in my life."

"The thought crossed my mind that we're gunna have some real trouble keeping up with Tamaric. That kid's built like a bull ox any more and I'm sure he could run circles around us."

"He literally could right now and we would fall over trying to catch him."

"Relax darlin, this is temporary. We'll get our strength back soon enough. We've been snoozing for five hundred and fifty plus years, this is to be expected with such a freakishly long stasis."

The two of them leaned back and plopped their feet up on the autumn and turned their data pads on and resumed the briefing from where they left off the night before.

When Korica and Mark parted company from Tamaric and his mother and father they made their way down the corridor to the transport compartment and then they transported down to deck 1 and made their way over to the lower hangar. They pushed the hangar's pressure door open and walked over to the aft end of the hangar where their pressure suits and thruster packs were waiting. Mark had refilled the chemical cartridges that produce the breathing gas the night before and he had a couple of protein and water packs for the helmet feeders brought out. They were sitting in the hangar floor in front of their suits.

They stepped up to the suits and Mark lifted the helmets off of both of the suits and he set them in the floor gently. He then reached inside each suit and pulled out the cool/warm suits and he laid them out in the floor. He then unzipped them and he pulled Korica's much smaller cool/warm suit open and he lifted out a small tube. He then stood up and walked over to a storage cabinet in the corner and he opened the cabinet and he picked up two square boxes and he walked back over to the suits and he squatted down and read the sides of the box and he set one box down and he opened the other and he slid out the receptacle that was designed for the female anatomy. It had a small stub sticking out of it, which is designed to be plugged into the waste collection tube that he had exposed in Korica's suit. He unwrapped the receptacle and he held it up so Korica could see it.

"This is going to go up against your body honey. Can you see how it's shaped like you?"

"Yah, kind of. My¦legs aren't that far apart though."

"No, here feel it. It's a gel material that conforms to your specific body shape."

Korica took the receptacle and she squished the material a little and it was a thick viscous material in a latex feeling shell. It was very soft to the touch and it could be squeezed into a taco shape and then when she released her grip on it, it slowly returned to its original shape. There was a cupped indentation down the middle and she could see a very small dew sensor in the center of the indentation. She was relieved that it looked as though it was deep enough so it wouldn't actually sit against her labium except at the outer edges. After she kneaded the material for a minute Mark grinned and took it from her.

"This is the top here. Don't put it on upside down or it won't seal to your body properly. We don't want that kind of mess floating around your waist the whole time we're working. Now, I haven't seen you undressed for quite a while, do you have any hair down there?"

"Yah."

"A lot?"

"Mark!" Korica said with blushing cheeks.

"Hay, I'm not getting fresh with you. This is important. Is there hair underneath or just along the pubic area?"

"I¦along the pubic area. I can't see under myself so I don't know if there is anything down there."

"It's important to get a good seal all the way around your¦female parts."

"You can say my lips Mark."

"Ok, this has to sit right up against you outer lips and if there is any hair in the way it could leak. There is an inspection mirror in the cabinet where I got this from. Take that mirror and go into the bathroom and set the mirror in the floor and stand over it with your feet apart. If you see any hair at all it has to be removed. The pubic hair around your perineum area should be fine as long as it doesn't interfere with a tight seal. If the hair extends all the way down to your lips then it needs to be trimmed back a couple of inches or so in order to get a good seal, ok?"

"Ok. Gosh, this is so weird."

"You think that's weird? You should see the receptacle I have to wear."

Mark picked up the other box and opened it and slid out the receptacle into his hand and he unwrapped it and Korica was a little shocked. She knew what Tamaric looked like hard so she recognized the shape but there was a band along with it and it was long enough for an erect cock and she didn't quite understand that. She didn't think Mark was that huge when soft.

"I have to put my Johnson in this and then put this band around it to keep it sealed firmly to my skin."

"Uh¦why is it so long?"

"Because a man can sometime form an erection when he has to go or while he is going since there is a vacuum applied to this receptacle while you're going. It has to be long enough to accommodate that without being uncomfortable or cutting off the blood flow. If the blood can't get out the erection won't go away."

"Oh. I didn't know that happened to guys."

"It doesn't every time but it can happen."

Korica then remembered Tamaric using the waste collection system in the med bay and the sight of her made him achieve an erection and then the vacuum made him have an ejaculation and now she got it.

"There's an electro dermal wand in that cabinet. Take it with you and if you see any hair that's going to get in the way of a tight seal, then remove it while you're standing over the mirror. Then put the receptacle up to your body and press it into place and then step into your warm suit and as you're pulling it up on your legs plug the collection tube into that port and then plug the dew sensor cable into that little plug. Then pull the suit over your entire body and zip it up. The receptacle will squish and adjust to your legs as you walk ok?"

"Ok, I got it."

Korica took the receptacle and picked up her cool/warm suit and she walked over to the cabinet and she grabbed a mirror and the dermal wand and then she headed for the control room. She stepped into the control room and she set her cool/warm suit down and then she pulled the bathroom door open. It was very small with only a toilet and a sink with a small mirror on the wall above it. She decided to get undressed in the control room and then she would perform her unsavory task in the bathroom. She stepped into the bathroom and set the mirror, dermal wand and the receptacle in the sink and then she stepped back out and she slid her shoes off and then she shucked her pants down and stepped out of them and then she pulled her shirt off and she set that on the back of the chair in the control room and then she picked up her pants and she hung those over her shirt. She then stepped into the bathroom and shut the door behind her. She slid her underwear off and hung them on the edge of the sink and then she picked up the square inspection mirror that was on a telescopic handle and she set it in the floor and then she stepped over and tried to see herself but she was to far away and she had to bend over to see herself clearly moving her crotch out of view. She then had an idea, she got down on one knee and then she held onto the sink and pulled her other foot back until her other knee was on the floor. She then moved her knees apart and looked down. She was now able to see herself clearly. She moved to the left and the right so she could see beside her lips and she didn't see any hair that needed to be removed. She stared at herself for a few seconds, as she had never seen herself from this vantage point before. She assumed this is what Tamaric would see when he went to have a closer look. Her lips were only very slightly separated at the back and she could just see the very tips of her inner lips in two delicate slightly darker dots peaking out from between her outer lips and the rest looked firm and plump. She thought it was kind of cute and she guessed she could see what Tamaric liked about looking at it. It was symmetrical and smooth and looked soft. She rubbed her hand down her labium once and back up and she grinned. It was very smooth and soft. She picked up the receptacle from the sink and she began pressing it into place all around her labium. It was cool at first but her body warmed the gel quickly and then it felt very soft and the material stuck to her skin readily.

Once she had it pressed into place all the way around she looked down at the mirror and she didn't like how it looked. It was a big gray obscuration with a nub sticking out of it. She then got to her feet and moved her legs together and she could feel the gel conforming to the shape of her legs and she could feel the seal pulling on her lips slightly while resisting pulling away from her skin as the gel conformed to her contours. She looked down at her downy pubic hair and it stopped just short of the receptacle luckily so she wasn't going to have to lose her hair that she was so proud of and that Tamaric seemed to like petting when they had their encounter.

She stepped over to the door and it felt weird to take a step with a something wedged between her legs. She picked up the cool/warm suit that she had hung on the back of the door and she stepped into it and then she pulled it up almost to her waist and then she pulled the flaps back and she found the waste tube and she plugged it into the receptacle stub and then she pushed and twisted to make sure it had a good connection. She then felt for the small cable for the dew sensor and she found it and plugged it in and then she pulled the cool/warm suit all the way up over her shoulders as she slid her arms into the sleeves and then she zipped it up to her neck. She then turned back around and she picked up the mirror and dermal wand as well as her underwear, which she set in the seat that her shirt and pants were hanging on, after she pushed the door open, and then she headed out of the control room. She walked back over to Mark who was now suited up himself in his warm suit. As she walked the gel conformed more and more to her anatomy until it really was comfortable if not a little unusual feeling to feel it tugging at her lips with every step. She assumed a Human female probably wouldn't feel it at all. She was just particularly sensitive down there. She walked over to the cabinet and put the mirror and dermal wand away and then she walked over to Mark.

"All set?"

"Yep. Everything is in place."

"Good girl. Now come here and I'll explain the food and water system in your helmet."

"We aren't going to stop for lunch?"

"No. We're going to be out in space the whole day ok?"

"Ok." Korica said after sighing quietly.

Mark picked up Korica's much smaller helmet and he turned it upside down so they were looking into it and Korica could see two tubes that weren't there before and it looked like they were going to be sitting right next to her cheeks. They could be moved around a little to find just the right position for them before locking the helmet down.

"Ok, this one is water and this one is protein paste. When you want a drink put your mouth over the end of the tube and make a good seal and then you squeeze this controller on your right leg just above your knee."

Mark pointed to her pressure suit and there was now a controller strapped to the right leg with a big button on the front of it and there was another one on her left leg.

"How come they're on my legs?"

"Because you're going to be working with your hands all day. The controllers can be moved to be strapped to your wrists or forearms but for what we're going to be doing this is the most out of the way yet convenient location to have the controllers. Remember that you have to squeeze the sides of the controllers and then push in with your palm. They are multi step controllers so that you wont accidentally hit the button and spray water in your face or protein paste that could obscure your view. That could actually be a deadly error if you can't see where you're going or what you're doing. The protein paste will be on your left leg ok, it is also the left tube in your helmet. Don't get 'em mixed up and hit the wrong controller without your mouth over the tube. We just talked about what could happen."

Mark then lifted the helmet up and gently put it over Korica's head and he held it up for her.

"Ok now stick your hands up under there and get the tubes positioned were you can turn your head and reach them both easily."

Korica stuck her hands up under her helmet, which seemed eerily dark without the internal lights on, and she adjusted the tubes so she could wrap her mouth around them with just a little turn of her head each direction. She then pulled her hands out.

"Ok, I got it Mark."

Mark gently lifted the heavy helmet back off of her head and he set it in the floor and then he handed her the hair restraint cap. She twisted her hair into a ponytail and then flipped it over her head and began tucking her long hair up under the cap until she had it all contained.

"You want me to help you with your water and protein tubes?" Korica asked.

"If you would please."

Mark picked up his helmet and lifted it up over his head and Korica reached up and helped him settle it down until it was sitting roughly where it will be when attached to the pressure suit. Mark reached his hand up under the helmet and adjusted the tubes so he would only have to turn his head and poke his head out slightly to reach the tubes and then he pulled his hand out. Korica then started lifting his helmet and he assisted her and once he had it off his head he took the whole weight of it from her.

"Geeze, your helmet's heavy." Korica said.

"Well they are supposed to stop ballistic projectiles from putting a hole in your skull and they are full of electronics and tubing. Yours is a little lighter but not by much. Ok beautiful, let's get you suited up."

Mark stood up after setting his helmet in the floor. Korica stepped over to her suit and Mark lowered the hangar rack it was suspended from so she could step into it.

"Now, this water bag is how much water you're going to have ok? It's a half-gallon. This protein bag is how much food you're going to have. This whole bag is a thousand calories so there should be plenty to keep you going all day. I would recommend small mouthfuls at a time. If you consume a big quantity all at once, when that passes through your system you are going to have to go to the bathroom and the waste collection system isn't designed to deal with solid matter. The bags are going to be hooked into your back here so the heat from the oxygen recycler and the chemical pack will keep the water from freezing and the same with the protein bag."

Mark picked up the water bag and he unsnapped the thumb locks on her back casing and he swung the cover down and then he plugged the bag in and strapped it into the compartment designed for it and then he did the same with the protein bag on the other side and then he closed the back casing and locked all of the thumb latches closed sealing it tightly. Mark then stepped around to the back of the suit and he unlocked the airlock door and he swung the whole back of the suit open and he waved Korica over and she stepped around to the back of the suit and she ducked her head down and pocked her arms into the arms of the suit as she stepped into the back of the suit and she stood up pocking her head up through the neck ring. Mark hooked her warm/cool suit plumbing into the circulating and heating pump and then he hooked up the waste collection system and the supply air for the waste collection system. Mark then closed the back of her suit and pulled down the locking arm sealing her in. Mark then walked around to the front of the suit and he helped her get her hands into her gloves and he snapped the twist locks into place. He looked into her face and she gave him a warm grin and a nod. Mark smiled back at her and then he bent over and picked up her helmet and he gently put it over her head and he stepped around behind her and he pushed the helmet forward and lifted it slightly and he connected the drinking and eating tubes and then he plugged in the electrical and coms connectors and the light in her helmet came on and she winced at the bright light until her eyes adjusted from the dark shadows of the helmet without the lights on. Mark then walked back around in front of her and he settled the helmet into the lock ring and he gave it a quarter turn and everything now lined up within her helmet and she tested the reach to both of her supply tubes and they were in the perfect position so she gave him the thumbs up as best she could with the thick gloves on. Mark then lock down on her helmet ring and the oxygen system engaged and she could hear and smell fresh cool air pumping into her helmet. She nodded at Mark and grinned.

Mark then stepped away and wheeled her thruster pack over on its electric cart. It still had the adapter for her smaller sized suit sitting attached to the back of the seat. Mark then stepped up to her and looked into her eyes and he gave her the thumbs up and he pointed at the hanging rack and she nodded. She knew from the last time that he was about to let the three hundred pound suit loose and most of that weight was going to be on her shoulders. Mark reached up and pulled the pressure release and the hydraulic arm slowly lowered letting the weight sit onto her legs and shoulders she closed her eyes for a moment as she got used to the enormous weight she was now holding up. She stood up straight and locked her back and knees and then she opened her eyes and nodded at Mark. She took three clunky steps forward and then turned taking four steps to get turned so her back was to the thruster pack, which weighed almost five hundred pounds on it's own. Korica knew she had to step back very gently because if she knocked the thruster pack over and she went with it she would have to climb out of her suit and the lifting hoist would have to be used to pick everything up again. Korica lifted her left foot and stepped back and she found her footing and then she took two deep breaths and lifted the weight of the suit and pulled her other foot up onto the thruster pack platform with a grunt. She took two deep breaths and then she scuffled back one-step and she heard a bang as the thruster pack adapter grabbed a hold of her suit. She let the weight off of her legs and back and she felt like she was now hanging in her suit. She pulled her elbows up and laid them on the arm rests and she cupped her hand around the small joy stick controller on the end of her right arm rest and she placed her nuby fingers on the wide control pad at the end of her left arms rest and then she looked at Mark and nodded again.

Mark then wheeled her back slightly and turned her so she could watch him go through the same painful process by himself. Mark's suit was a little less bulky since it didn't have expandable joints but it was equally heavy. He wished they could use the modern suits that were trapped in the airlock up on deck fifteen but when they sealed those airlocks closed permanently they sealed the suits and thruster packs in the airlock for good. Those suits only weighed about 150 pounds and were very easy to move around in but all they have at their disposal now are the bulky Mark IV suits based on a Russian design used since the early 1980's. The Russians always believed if it works don't mess with it just make it more rugged.

Mark wheeled his thruster pack over and faced it opposite to Korica and then he hung his helmet where he could reach it and he set his outer gloves on the shelf next to his suit. He then lowered his suit and stepped around behind it and opened the outer casing and he hooked up his water and protein paste bags. He then closed and sealed the outer casing and then he lifted the airlock door lock handle and he swung the back of the suit open. He then stuck his right leg in and hooked up his waste collection system air supply and waste drain tubes and then he hooked up his cool/warm suit plumbing and then he swung the helmet over the top of his suit and he hooked up the water and protein paste tubes and then he hooked up the power and coms connections and the light in his helmet came on. Hey then climbed into the back of the suit and worked his head up into his helmet. He then reached up and grabbed his helmet and unhooked it and set it down on the locking ring and he wiggled it around until it clanked down into position and then he gave it a quarter turn and it locked into place. He then reached back as best he could and he gave a shove to the airlock door and it swing around to the left and clanked as it touched the mating surface on the left side. He then reached up with his left arm and pulled the locking arm down as far as he could and then her reached up and pulled the lock into place on his helmet and he heard the air begin to circulate in his helmet and he could smell the cool crisp air circulating. He then reached over and grabbed the left glove and stuck his hand into it and wiggled his fingers into place and then he spun the glove's wrist ring until it locked closed. He then picked up the other glove and repeated the process. He then braced himself and reached up behind himself and felt around until he found the pressure release lever for the suit hanger and he pulled it down and the suits weight slowly lowered onto his shoulders. He then stood up and locked his knees and back. He lifted his left arm and reached his right hand over and touched the com button on the built in control pad on his left forearm.

"Can you hear me sweetheart?" Mark called out looking at Korica.

She just looked at him and he pointed at his left arm and then he pointed at hers. She nodded and lifted her left arm and then she reached over with her right hand and she pushed the com button on her control pad. She then looked over at Mark.

"Can you hear me Mark?"

"Yah, I got you. I'm going to step over to you like last time and I need you to lock my airlock for me."

"Ok."

Mark took three clunky steps putting him even with Korica and then he took three clunky steps turning his back to her and then he took a few loud steps backward and Korica reached out with her left hand reaching for his airlock-locking arm.

"Back another step and I think I can reach it." Korica said as she reached as far out as she could.

Mark stepped back with his left foot and then his right and Korica hooked her hand on the locking lever and she managed to push it down the last few inches and it clanked into the locked position and Mark raised his left arm and he now had a green indicator on his suit seal indicator and the suit pressure began to rise.

"Thanks for the assist Korica."

"Anytime. How come you didn't have the servo drones seal you in?"

"Because you're learning team work to reach our goal."

"Oh. But you did all the work."

"We worked together honey. One person can't seal themselves into these Mark four's but I bet you know how to hook everything up now don't you?"

"Yes. I saw you hook everything up on yourself yesterday and now today and I watched you plugging everything in for me."

"There you go then. That is part of your lesson sweetie. You now know how to completely hook up to a Mark four. Even the waste collection system no matter how gross you think it is."

"Ooh. I get it. Thanks Mark."

"If the servo hooked you in would you know how to hook everything up?"

"No cause most of the connections are in the back where I can't see 'em being connected."

"Exactly. You think you could hook yourself into one of these now with the exception of locking the airlock?"

"Yes."

"Then I've succeeded in completing this part of your training using team work not robotic assistance. It has made you a better astronaut for it."

Mark smiled even though he knew Korica couldn't see him at the moment. He knew she truly got it now. When they had to go to work on a real mission she would cover herself and wrap herself up and then plug herself in and all someone would need to do is lock her airlock for her and she would be ready to work without anyone's help. Mark took a few Frankenstein like steps forward and then he clanked himself around so his back was to his thruster pack and then he stepped back with one foot and took a breath and with a hearty grunt he lifted himself up onto his thruster pack and took a few shuffled steps back until he heard a bang as his the thruster pack locked onto the back of his suit. He sat down in his suit and he finally felt comfortable.

"You ready?"

"I'm ready."

"Use your joystick like last time to move the electric cart that your thruster pack is on. We'll wheel over to the hangar door and then tether up and go out together ok?"

"Ok."

Mark set his arms up on the armrests of his thruster pack and he moved his joystick to the side and the cart spun his thruster pack around until he was facing the edge of the hangar entrance where the gigantic collection pipe was hanging out of the hangar door by five hundred feet with just enough room for them to sit next to the pipe side by side and still have enough room to move around. Korica then pushed her joystick forward at the same time as Mark. She stayed a constant five feet behind him since both carts moved at the same speed, a slow walk. They rolled right up to the edge of the hangar and then stopped. Mark reached over and grabbed his tether and he reached over and he was just able to reach the eyelet on Korica's thruster pack and he clipped in and then leaned back.

"Ok, we're tethered Korica. Drop your magnetic anchor for the electric cart."

Korica looked down at her control arm and she pushed the button to drop the magnetic anchor and she felt a tiny shudder as the heavy magnet dropped to the hanger floor with a thud and then she turned on the power engaging the electro magnet. Korica then pushed her joystick forward and the electric cart rolled through the myogenic field and out into space and she began to gently tip to the side. She reached down and pressed the power button and the thruster pack came to life and the electric cart detached from the bottom of the thruster pack and Korica bumped her controls righting herself. She then gently tapped the joystick to the side twice and she very gently began to pivot around until she could see Mark just detaching himself from his electric cart. She bumped the stick again and arrested her rotational energy. Mark floated right up next to her and then he matched her drift.

"Ok Korica, you lead the way. Remember what I taught you yesterday, quick bursts ok?"

"Yes sir." Korica said with a big grin. "You know these suits really aren't all that uncomfortable once you get away from the gravity of the hangar."

"The waste collector isn't uncomfortable?"

"No. Now that my body weight isn't pressing down on it I can hardly tell that it's there."

"Good deal. We're going to be out here for a long time, I want you comfortable so you can concentrate."

"I'll pay attention to what I'm doing, I promise."

"Good girl. I'm so proud of you Korica. This stuff isn't easy and you're embracing it with enthusiasm. You're going to make for a good officer."

"Thanks Mark." Korica said with a proud smile.

Korica bumped her joystick and she slowly pivoted around facing the bow of the Future and then she gave a long burst and began picking up speed as she floated forward. She drifted out away from the hangar and then she slowly aimed herself out away from the underbelly of the Future. She brought herself up along the side of the hull and then she headed forward to make lap or two around the Future. Most of the time was spent just drifting with only an occasional bump of their controller to keep their positional attitude correct.

By the end of the second lap around the Future Mark was convinced that Korica got it. She understood how to use short bursts for attitude control and three second bursts to pickup speed. He had her navigate around the engine bells a little at the end of the second lap and she maneuvered around them like a pro. He then had her park up next to the hull and back up against the hull and attach her thruster pack to the hull a few times to make sure she understood how to park and lock on to the hull correctly and then he had her detach and make her way around to the port side of the Future and come to a stop. He then called out to the Future.

"Future can you please bring the mining shuttle out and park it on the starboard side of the hull?"

"This is the Future, I understand Mark. The shuttle is departing the upper forward hangar now. I will inform you when it is in place."

"Thank you."

It only took five minutes of slowly drifting while conversing with one another for the mining shuttle to get parked where Korica could work in the back of it all day. The AI informed Mark that the shuttle was in place and he acknowledged the fact and he told Korica to make her way over to the starboard side and park herself on the lower clamshell door. Korica nodded at him and began making her way over to the other side of the ship. As they rounded the top of the Future and began heading down they could see the mining shuttle sitting perfectly still with it's maw gaped clamshell doors wide open. In the back of the cargo compartment was a large white board with what looked like wires hanging out of it and hundreds of pipe connecters and threaded bolts sticking out in different places. As they drew closer Korica could see a large tool box sitting in one corner and a crate that she assumed would have simulated components that she would be expected to connect to the work board to practice what she was going to have to do when hooking up the atmospheric pumps and the myriad of connectors and anchor devices for not only the pumps but the bracing structure for the collection pipes themselves.

Korica guided herself right up to the back of the mining shuttle that was roughly rectangular in shape with an enormous cargo bay that was ordinarily used to collect comet fragments to harvest the ice from them or to collect meteoritic chunks to process into soils for the gardening ring or ores for use in the smelting furnaces to make alloys from. Korica set down on the lower clamshell door and locked the magnetic clamps in place and then Mark pulled up right next to her and locked himself down. Mark then shut his thruster pack down to conserve the batteries since they were going to be here all day and Korica did the same seeing what he was doing. Mark then reached down on each side of his seat and he grabbed the magnetic suction cups and he squeezed the handles releasing them from their stowed position. Korica then did the same. They then hooked the clamps to their work belts that were hanging just below their right armrest on their pack frame. They both then took their safety harnesses from their waist and pulled them out and hooked themselves to their thruster packs. Mark then looked at Korica and she had the same worried look on her face that she had the day before when it came time to unhook from her thruster pack. One tended to feel secure while connected to the thruster pack but it was an uneasy feeling to disconnect and begin floating in just the spacesuit.

"Remember to control your breathing ok?" Mark said. "These suits are meant to supply the breathing needs of an average Human and you breath more often and deeper than us as it is."

"Ok." Korica said as she nodded.

"I want you to disconnect and turn yourself around and grab your work belt."

Korica reached out to the control pad at the end of her left armrest and she pressed the suit release and she heard a click from behind her and she slowly began to lift from her seat. She fought the urge to panic and she grabbed the end of her right armrest and spun herself around so she was facing the seat she had just been attached to. She could see the adapter with its grappling clamps and magnetic locks sitting in her seat. She looked over at her work belt and she tried to stay calm. She reached out and grabbed the work belt and pulled on it pulling her closer to it. She then pulled her feet down until she felt them touch the clamshell door and then she let go of the work belt and reached over to her left forearm and engaged the magnets in her boots. She felt herself coming upright as her boot heels were attracted to the metal cargo doors until they made firm contact. She then reached over and disconnected the work belt from its holder and she lifted it up until she could see the clasp lock at the end of it and she worked hand over hand until the claps lock was in her right hand. She then reached down to her waist and swiped downward a few times until the lock clasp locked into the retainer clip on her suit. She then slid her hand along the belt to the other end until she was holding the other end of the locking clasp. She then attached the other end to the end of her armrest on her thruster pack and she yanked her foot loose and took a step turning herself around and she then planted her foot firmly and lifted the other and spun herself around a little more and she repeated the process until she had her belt wrapped around herself. She then reached out and disconnected the end of the clasp lock from the armrest and she pulled it toward herself and she swiped at her waist until she felt resistance meaning she had achieved a positive lock. She then pulled the end of the belt over to the large D ring at the middle of her waist and all by feel she threaded her belt end through it and then slapped the ends of the belt together and twisted the clasp lock closed and pushed it flat against her suit. She then bent over a little and she could see her magnetic suction cup hand clamps floating out from her belt by their attaching cables and she grabbed first one and disconnected it then she grabbed the other and disconnected it. She then lifted her foot and turned a little and then planted her foot and she lifted the other foot and spun around so she could see Mark as she planted her foot firmly.

"Did I do ok?"

"That was hands down the damndest thing I have ever seen Korica. Have you ever had to put a belt on like that before?"

"No. I just looked at the belt and used my head to figure out the problem of how to get it around me. I know how they attach to the suit, I just had to figure out how to get it around my waist."

"I forget sometimes that you are as smart as they come. That was brilliant honey. I could have helped you, which is what I had planned, but when I saw you working the problem out on your own I just decided to see how you did on your own."

"You want some help with yours?"

"Please. That was ingenious but I don't know if I could pull it off as gracefully as you did."

Korica smiled big at the compliment and she took a few careful steps until she was right in front of Mark. She clipped her hand clamps back in and she took a hold of one end of Mark's work belt and he took a few deliberate steps after he hooked one end on his waist wrapping the belt around his waist until he was facing Korica again. She fed the end of the belt through the large D ring at his stomach on his suit and then she secured the end with the locking clasp and then she stood up straight as she had been standing with knees bent so she could see what she's doing. She looked at mark and he grinned at her.

"Mark maybe this is a dumb question but why didn't we put our work belts on in the hangar?"

"Two reasons, for one it interferes with the adapter you have to use and for two, can you imagine trying to do that with a three hundred pound suit hanging on your shoulders? It's complicated out here but at least you don't weigh anything."

"You mean my belt is covering part of my airlock?"

"Yes. You're so short that it's unavoidable. Your suit is almost completely taken up with the airlock door in the back."

"So it was a dumb question."

"No it wasn't. You can't see your backside so you didn't know."

Korica nodded gently and then took a step back carefully. She then turned herself so she was facing into the cargo area. The lights from the side of the Future were casting long shadows and it was very dark where the lights weren't reaching and Korica was wondering how she was going to see what the heck she was doing at the back of the cargo area. With the shields being run at such a high intensity there was no light coming in from space. The stars and galaxies visible were just dim specks that were barely even discernable as anything at all but what looked like smudges of white matter that it looked as though one could reach up and wipe away from their helmet visor. Almost as if on cue there was suddenly a flood of light that filled the cargo area with intense white light. Korica took a step around and bent backwards and looked up and one of the three mining shuttles that had been fitted with a whole bay full of flood lights was parked above them with its cargo doors open and there were eighteen extremely bright lights shinning down on them from within it. Korica lifted her hand to shield her eyes and she bent back over straight and then blinked a few times to wash away the bright after glow everywhere that she looked. It was like she had looked directly into the glare of a star for a few seconds.

Her sight finally cleared up and she reached down and unclipped her hand clamps and she made her way over to the sidewall of the cargo area and she attached them and then she stepped back over to her thruster pack and she untethered herself and she immediately hooked herself to mark's D ring and then she stepped back over to her hand clamps and she took a hold of them and started walking toward the back of the cargo area always being sure to keep one clamp secured at all times as she stomped and crawled hand over hand to the work board. When she reached the back of the cargo area she turned and looked to see where Mark was and he was right behind her also working hand over hand just incase his boots let go of the cargo floor.

"You're doing fantastic kiddo. Open the crate and if this is set up like a true worksite you should find your assembly and disassembly instructions attached to the lid of the crate along with a tool list."

Korica nodded and turned to the crate and she looked down at her tether as she was about to hook it to one of the hand clamps and she realized she was still hooked to Mark.

"You want me to hook myself to one of the clamps?"

"No. I'm hooked to one of my clamps so I want you to stay hooked to me. As long as you realize that if you aren't close enough to your partner to hook to one another then you need to be hooked to one of your clamps, and if you move that clamp you need to move your tether to the other clamp first so that you're always tethered to something fixed."

"Got it."

Korica stepped over to the crate and she unlatched the lid and lifted it open and sure enough her assembly instructions were on the lid of the crate as well as her tool list. The assembly components were held in the crate with a cargo net so she knew she would have to pull the components out one at a time very carefully so that nothing floated off while she wasn't looking. She then reached over and opened the toolbox slowly and she could see that all of the tools were held down with small clips that snapped over them so she opened the box all the way. She then bent over and read her first assembly task from start to finish and it covered three pages of instructions front and back. She then flipped back to the first page and began the assembly by picking the listed hand tools and clipping them to her work belt. She then removed the first component and she got to work.

On the passenger deck Tamaric worked steadily until 11:00 at which time he completed all of his lessons for the day. He then set about taking his quizzes and tests for the day. It took him fourty minutes to complete his quizzes and tests with perfect scores on every one of them. He then went into his life science lesson and he was wondering how he was going take field notes for the homework section. He read through the instructions and then he realized he was going to need a data pad with the lesson plan and field note program loaded onto it. He touched the 'AI help' icon and the AI's responded.

"Yes Tamaric. How may I be of assistance?"

"I've finished my lessons for the day but I need a data pad in order to do my homework tonight."

"If you walk up the corridor toward the elevator, on the right side of the elevator you will see a storage compartment built into the bulkhead. Open that up and you will see several data pads on the second shelf. Take one and bring it back to this terminal and I will load the necessary programming onto it."

Tamaric looked up the corridor toward the elevator and he couldn't see the compartments from where he was sitting. He got to his feet and walked past the open entrance to the common area to the elevator and he looked at the bulkhead closely and he could just make out a separation in the otherwise seamless EMPACC coated wall. He reached out and pressed in the center of the separation and he heard a click and when he pulled his hand back the door to a storage cabinet swung open. He picked up one of the data pads that were neatly stacked in the cabinet and then he pushed the door closed until it clicked. He then walked back over to the workstation that he had been doing his lessons on and he sat down.

"Ok, I have the data pad." Tamaric said.

"Turn it on and simply lay it on the lower console and I will begin uploading the necessary programming."

Tamaric lifted the data pad and turned it on and then he laid it down as instructed and the screen began to scroll line after line of computer code for a few seconds and then the data pad beeped.

"The programming is complete. You will find a new icon on the main screen labeled life science. When it is opened it will contain your instructions and a field note section for completing the assignment. You did a great job on your lessons today Tamaric. We are all very proud of the work you have been doing."

"Thank you Future. Even my ship is telling me what a good job I'm doing."

"I think well deserved praise should be paid as often as possible. You are a remarkable young man and you have impressed everyone with your hard work and incredible diligence."

"Wow, thanks again."

"You are most welcomed. Would you like to have lunch with your parents in the gardening ring? I can have something set up for you on the grassy area under the redwoods. I know you and Korica are very fond of that location."

"That would be nice. Thank you Future."

"You are welcome."

Tamaric then saved his work and logged off and the terminal went dark. He then got to his feet and picked up his data pad and he headed for the open door to the passenger deck common area. As soon as he stepped in he saw his mother and father watching their briefing sitting next to one another on the couch just inside the door with their feet propped up on the autumn. He stepped up to them and they both paused their briefings and looked up at Tamaric and smiled warmly at him.

"Hello son, you done for the day?" Liam said.

"Yah but I have some homework that I have to do in the gardening ring. I have to take some field notes on some very specific plants that are growing in the gardening ring. Will you and mom join me? I have kind of a surprise waiting for you in the gardening ring?"

"We would love to son."

Liam swung his feet into the floor and he slipped his feet into his shoes and then Clara did the same. The two of them then stood up and Clara took Tamaric's hand and the three of them stepped out of common area into the corridor and then they walked down the corridor to the stasis ring entrance. Tamaric had his palm scanned and the door hissed and then slid open and the three of them stepped into the stasis ring. Clara and Liam were a little clumsy stepping into the moving floor of stasis ring with their stiff leg muscles making them move a little less gracefully than normally would be the case. They took a few stumbled steps and then got their footing and then the three of them walked over to the first doorway leading to the gardening ring after having a good laugh. Tamaric again was the one to have his palm scanned and the door popped and Tamaric stepped over and pushed it open. They stepped over the knee knocker into the warm and humid air of the stasis ring and then Tamaric pushed the door shut.

Tamaric then turned around and looked around a bit until he figured out exactly where he was. He then noticed the stunned looks on his mother and father's faces and he grinned. He remembered the first time he saw and smelled the gardening ring. It was like stepping into a dream world. He stepped up next to his mother and took her hand and she squeezed his hand without taking her eyes off the distant wonders before their eyes.

"This is un¦believable! The artist renditions didn't do this place justice at all." Clara said.

"Welcome to our pantry." Tamaric said as he looked around himself.

After standing frozen in awe for a few minutes Liam looked at Tamaric and grinned.

"So what kind of surprise did you have for us?"

"Those redwoods way over there in the distance? The AI has a picnic of some kind set up for us at the base of those trees on the grass."

"Great, I'm starving. Lead the way son."

Tamaric grinned at him and led them down the walkway along the edge of the stasis ring that allowed a person and the servo drones to circumnavigate the entire gardening ring without trampling any plants and it was where Mark took his late night runs since there was nothing to trip over even in low light such as at recreated night. They walked for close to a mile until Tamaric had them even with the redwoods and then he lead them down the head row of the orange grove and they emerged right at the foot of the grassy area. There was a large blanket spread out and there was a servo drone sitting at one end of the blanket. There were two menus sitting on the blanket already and a tray with some fruit selections cubed up to snack from while they waited for their ordered meals to arrive seeing as how it was going to take considerably longer for the food to arrive than it does in the mess hall.

The three of them walked over to the blanket and sat down and Clara pulled the tray over so all three of them could easily reach it and they all ate some of the fruit before picking up the menus and ordering some lunch. They then laid back and kept eating from the tray. Clara touched Tamaric's shoulder and he looked over at her.

"This is really nice Tamaric. Thank you for thinking of us like this."

"You're welcome mom."

Tamaric figured he would take the credit even if it was actually the AI's idea. By the time the fruit was consumed their meals and drinks arrived by servo drone. When the plates were set on the blanket Clara looked at one of the servo drones and decided to see if she could reach the AI.

"Computer, can you hear me?"

"Yes Clara I can. Is there anything I can do for you?" The AI's voice came back from within the servo drone making Clara smile.

"Hi, can you bring me some more of that cantaloupe? It was so sweet and juicy."

"I would be glad to bring some to you. Would you like a half or quarter of a cantaloupe?"

Clara looked at how much food she had ordered before she responded.

"Just a quarter I think cubed up like it was on the fruit tray."

"Understood."

"Thank you for setting this up by the way. It was very sweet of you and Tamaric to prepare this for us."

"You are most welcome Clara."

The servo drone then picked up the empty fruit tray and spun around and floated off leaving the Reynolds to enjoy their lunch in the warm artificial sunlight. They ate their lunch gratefully for five minutes when Clara's plate of cantaloupe arrived. She felt like she was being served like a queen in the garden. She was starting to understand just how amazing their new home is. Once they had eaten their lunch Tamaric picked up his data pad and gave his mom a peck and then got to his feet and he told his mother and father that he was going to go do his homework. Liam patted his rear end lightly and he told him that he was proud of him for taking care of business and being responsible about completing all of his assigned work. Tamaric just shook his head gently and smiled. He wished his dad wouldn't do the guy thing anymore. It was funny when he was a kid but now it just seemed weird. Tamaric then departed to find the specific plants he was to do his research on.

Laurel and Jake worked steadily through the morning and at 10:00 Laurel noticed that her stomach was still knotting up and she was finding it hard to concentrate despite being able to hear every thought Jake was thinking. She considered breaking off what she was doing so she could meet up with Jake just for a few minutes but Jake told her he could hear what she was thinking and he told her until it really became unbearable he thought they should keep working. Laurel agreed and the two pressed on until a servo drone floated up next to Laurel and Jake simultaneously.

"Laurel, Jake, you both need to stop and take a break. I am becoming concerned by the readings coming from your bio monitor Laurel. You two need get close to one another before your symptoms become anymore acute than they are at thins time. It is time for lunch anyway. I have transported some food to the interactive data core control room along with some vitamin infused juice to help you feel alert again." The AI said through the servo drones.

"Thank you Future. I'm starving and my stomach is killing me." Laurel said.

"You are welcome Laurel. Are you going to be able to make it to the interactive data core control room or should I send a hover chair and a servo drone to assist you both?"

"No, I should be fine to make it on my own." Laurel said with a chuckle.

"Same here, I'm feeling the symptoms but I think I can make it to the control room." Jake said.

"Understood."

Laurel and Jake put their tools away and slid out from under the synthetic nerve bundles and got to their feet and walked to the end of the cat walk and climbed over the edge of the scaffolding and found themselves in a weightless environment and so clambered down hand over hand with their feet floating out in the air until they reached the last few rungs of steps at which time they could feel their body weight again and their feet were drawn toward the deck. They then quickly made their way across the huge open space to the corridor leading to the stairs. They both started down the stairs and they could hear the other thinking that they couldn't wait to be back together. As they stepped out into the long corridor that led almost the entire width of the ship Laurel felt a particularly sharp cramp in her stomach. It wasn't exactly from her stomach it felt more like it was her stomach muscles cramping up. She stopped and cringed and held her hand up to her stomach for a few seconds and then the muscle cramp relaxed and she pressed on.

"Are you ok babe? I heard you thinking that this hurts like hell." Jake thought.

"I'm ok now. I had a¦cramp or something in my stomach." Laurel thought in return.

"Hunger?"

"No, I've felt this before when I'm away from you for too long. My stomach muscles start to cramp up for some reason. It's not actually my stomach just the muscles around it."

"You poor thing, I feel like crap too but my stomach hasn't bothered me yet."

The two of them picked up their pace and kept scanning down the incredibly long corridor looking for one another and after close to five minutes of walking they could finally see movement off in the distance and Jake could feel the excitement coming from Laurel. As they got close enough to be able to make out each other's faces Laurel began to fairly jog toward Jake and when the two finally reached each other Laurel practically launched herself at Jake as her symptoms began to ease up. The two held each other in a tight hug for a few minutes with Jake rubbing Laurel's back until her separation symptoms faded completely. She finally leaned back and engaged him in a long kiss and then the two walked up to the corridor to the door to the interactive data core control room and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open. The two stepped in and there was two trays sitting in the floor only a few feet from the transport platform with metal dome covers over them. They stepped up to the trays and Laurel smiled and bent down and lifted one of the covers and a waft of steam rose out from under it and there was a full meal with some cubed up fruit on a side plate and there was a tall glass of juice sitting above the sliver wear. There were steamed vegetables covered in a thick white sauce and there were what looked like pita bread sandwiches with cubed Izore meat and tomatoes and lettuce along with some sprigs of asparagus that were steamed and sprinkled with seasonings sitting on the plate beside the pita sandwiches.

"Oh wow, this looks fantastic!" Laurel said out loud. "Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Laurel. Please, sit and eat before the vegetables get cold. If you need anything else just let me know and I will bring it right to you."

Laurel recovered the tray and her and Jake picked up the trays and stepped over to the bulkhead and leaned back against it and slid down until their bottoms hit the floor and then they scooted over right next to one another and then slid their legs out and set the trays in their laps and lifted the covers off and set those aside and they began eating the incredible lunch set before them. The food was scrumptious and perfectly seasoned and they were both full and very content by the time they ate everything. The fruit was the perfect desert to top it off leaving a sweet aftertaste in their mouths with full tummies and content hearts. When they were done they covered their plates and set the serving trays aside and just sat seemingly quietly holding hands with their eyes closed. They were listening to the subtle thoughts of the other and enjoying the warmth of the others close presence for several minutes before Laurel finally pulled back into her mind completely. Jake opened his eyes and looked at Laurel.

"Why'd you do that? I like being connected to you like that."

"It didn't stop our separation symptoms and it really is distracting Jake. I was finally able to keep my thoughts separate and concentrate on what I was doing but just barely and it took a lot of conscious effort to do that. I'm sorry Jake but I just want to concentrate on my work without having to work at it. It was a neat experiment and it was nice to hear your voice constantly but it was a major distraction as I thought it would be."

"Alright, I guess you're right¦as always. I guess we have to get back to work?"

"Yah we do. All those connections are going to take us a long time to complete but only if we keep at it. Don't forget we have to do the same thing at the other end of those nerve bundles when we hook everything into the AI's central nexus."

"Ugh, I know. At least there we'll be working at some spot only a few feet from each other. I really don't mind telling you that I hate being away from you all day."

"I know Jake, I heard everything you were thinking and so did you of me. We're addicted to each other."

Jake chuckled and kissed Laurel's cheek making her smile. The two of them then got to their feet and made their way out into the cross corridor and they exchanged a warm hug and then engaged in a long tongue kiss and then separated heading back to their worksites on opposite sides of the ship. Laurel stopped in one of the restrooms along the way and relived herself and then continued on up to deck 30 and walked back over to the scaffold and clawed her way up to the top catwalk and went right back to work. She felt invigorated now that her stomach was full and her separation symptoms were gone. Her mind was quiet and focused without the noise of Jake's every thought distracting her and Jake was equally better able to focus on his job. He hated not hearing Laurel's sweet voice constantly talking to herself but he was willing to accept her constant faint whispers in the very back of his mind since he was better able to concentrate on what he was doing making the work seem to go faster and smoother.

Korica and Mark spent the entire day working in the back of the mining shuttle. Mark was extremely impressed with how quickly Korica picked up on everything she was tasked with. She learned quickly how to work within inches of the simulated hull without actually touching it with her gloves. Every time she would bump it a red light at the top of the simulated hull section would illuminate warning her that if it had been the real deal she would have sustained damage to her gloves. After only an hour she never again bumped the simulated hull section with her gloves or any of the tools she was working with. She was diligent about drinking plenty of water and she was talking small mouthfuls of protein paste to keep her stomach satisfied. Mark thought it was a little comical the first time she had to use the waste collection system. She gasped and stopped what she was doing and at first Mark thought she had damaged her suit or something but when he moved so he could see her face she was looking ahead with her mouth open a little and her cheeks were a bright pink color.

"What's wrong sweetheart? Mark asked.

She just kept looking ahead for a few moments and then she looked over at him and her cheeks blushed even more.

"It's cold. Why is it cold when I¦go."

Mark chuckled and relaxed when he realized what she was talking about.

"Because there is an air supply to the receptacle. Otherwise it would draw up to your body painfully tight and never be able to draw the fluid away. It has to have an inflow of air for it to work right."

"How does¦forget it. You could have warned me that it would be cold."

"I'm not girl honey, I can't even begin to imagine what that must feel like for you. If I had known that it would freeze your¦I would have said something."

"It's not freezing cold just noticeably cold cause it's wet down there."

Korica then went back to work and she never said anything again when she had to go. She just bared the uncomfortable breeze in the nether region in silence. She assembled plumbing fixtures and electronic connectors only to have to disassemble the assembled fixtures over and over. She threaded nuts and bolts on and off fixed studs over and over according to a work diagram to simulate the number of assembly bolts to hold a particular fixture in place. She only let nuts and washers slip out of her grip a few times and mark stopped her the first time she went to stretch to try and retrieve one of them. He told her anything that was out of her immediate reach was too far away to be worth reaching for. It could lead to her feet coming loose and a float away event would ensue.

Mark watched Korica work until 16:00 when he told her to go ahead and pack everything away. She stowed all of her tools and all of the assembly components and then she closed up the crate and the toolbox and the two made their way back to their thruster packs. Mark unhooked Korica's tool belt and pulled it from around her and she stowed it and then she unhooked his tool belt and he stowed that on his thruster pack. The two of them got locked into their thruster packs and then Mark tethered himself to Korica's thruster pack and then Korica turned her thruster pack on disconnected from the clamshell door and backed herself away and then Mark turned on his thruster pack and disconnected himself and he told Korica to make her way to the stern of the ship and to park in between engines five and six. He followed her back watching how she controlled her thruster pack and she looked like a seasoned pro by this point. Her adjustments were quick and her motions were controlled and steady.

Korica parked herself between engines number 5 and 6 and then she locked her pack to the hull. Mark maneuvered right above her and parked himself and then he locked himself to the hull. The two of them then stepped onto the hull and tethered themselves together and then Mark let her walk around at her leisure. Korica was again taken by just how gigantic the engine bells were. She felt like a tiny bug wondering around in a forest of metal. She was careful when walking by the much smaller thruster nozzles so as not to trip over them. They only came up to her waist so if she didn't pay attention she could walk right into them and they were seemingly all over the place. After Korica had made her way all the way over to the number 3 and 4 engines Mark told her to head back to the thruster packs and they would call it a day. She smiled big at him and he knew she was looking forward to being reunited with her little man. He was proud of her for not once mentioning how much she missed him. Mark knew they were used to spending the whole day together and this had to be hard even if she was busy training all day.

The two of them slowly made their way back over to their thruster packs and they locked themselves in and tethered themselves together and then disconnected themselves from the hull and made their way back around to the side of the Future and then they headed down under the hull to the hangar with the huge pipes sticking out of it. Korica maneuvered herself close to one of the electric carts still dangling out into space by its anchor cable and she reached out and grabbed it and then she arrested her motion. Mark then maneuvered up next to her and he arrested his motion and then he pivoted himself around so the bottom of his pack was facing Korica and she put the cart into place and then she said "now" and he pressed the button to attach the cart to his thruster pack and it sucked out of Korica's hand and attached to the bottom on Mark's thruster pack. Mark then rotated himself back around and he gently maneuvered himself so he could grab the other electric cart and Korica rotated herself around until Mark said "now" and she pressed the button to attach the cart to the bottom of her thruster pack. She then gently rotated herself around so she was even with the hangar entrance. Mark then oriented himself even with the hangar entrance and they both turned their thruster packs off and they used the joysticks to gently reel themselves back into the hangar through the myogenic field and right over their anchor magnets. They then released the magnets from the hangar deck and reeled them back up against the bottom of the electric carts. Once they felt a subtle thud as the magnets retracted completely they used the joystick controller to move themselves around so they were facing into the hangar.

The two of them then pushed their joysticks forward and slowly made their way to the back of the hangar. They stopped by the suit and helmet hangars and then reached down and disconnected themselves from their thruster packs and stood up. It was all Korica could do to get to her feet once she disconnected herself from the adapter but she managed to get to her feet and lock her knees and back. She then took a few shuffling steps to the edge of the electric cart and Mark put his hand up to stop her. He then took a few shuffling steps forward and she put her hand up when he reached the edge of his electric cart platform. The two of them then lifted their right foot and stepped down and it was all Korica could do to avoid falling over. After working all day with a suit that weighed absolutely nothing it now seemed like the entire weight of the ship was on her shoulders and back. They then at the same time lifted their left foot and planted it next to their right foot and took a few breaths. Even for Mark the suit was heavy and awkward and he couldn't wait to get out of it. The two of them then stepped up next to one another and lifted the airlock-locking arm on the other's suits. There was a hissing and the suits deflated and began to lay about their body loosely. They then stomped over to the suit and helmet hangars and they turned themselves around facing out and then shuffle stepped back until their heavy boots hit the boot stops telling them they were in the perfect position. Mark then reached up and began pumping the lifting arm until the hangar grabbed the back of his suit and lifted the weight of it off his shoulders.

Mark then reached over and unhooked first one and then the other glove and he worked his gloves off. He then reached up under the neck ring of his helmet and he unlocked it. He then grabbed the sides of his helmet and he gave it a quarter twist and it unlocked and then he lifted it up as far as the water and protein pate tubes would allow. He then hung the helmet on the helmet hangar and as he ducked his head down he stuck his behind out and it allowed him to push the airlock door open enough to step out with his left foot as he pulled his arms out of the arms of the suit. He then unhooked his cool/warm suit plumbing and waste collection tubing and dew sensor. He then stepped over behind Korica and pulled her airlock door open as she was fighting with her helmet trying to repeat everything she had seen Mark doing.

"Korica stop struggling around. You just aren't tall enough to reach everything."

Korica stopped moving around and stood up straight and Mark hooked her suit in the suit hangar and then he pumped the lifting arm up until her suits weight was lifted off her shoulders. He then stepped around in front of her and unlocked her helmet and gave it a quarter turn disconnecting it and then he hung her helmet on the helmet hanger and then he stepped around behind her and pushed her helmet forward slightly dislodging it from the helmet hanger and he unhooked the water and protein plumbing and the electrical and coms wiring and then he gently lifted her helmet off her head and hung it on the suit hangar again. She then ducked down and stepped out of her suit with her left leg and Mark stepped around behind her and unhooked her cool/warm suit plumbing and the waste collection system tubing and the dew sensor. She was then able to step out of her pressure suit completely. She then pulled the hair cap off her and shook her hair out so fell over her back neatly.

"Go ahead and go get changed honey and I'll secure out suits ok?"

"Ok, thanks Mark."

Korica made her way over to the control room and she picked up her underwear from the seat in the control room and she stepped in and unzipped her suit and then as she shucked it down she unhooked the waste collection tube from the receptacle and the dew sensor and then she removed her cool/warm suit completely. She then peeled the receptacle off her body and set down and then she stepped into her underwear and pulled them up and then she stepped out and picked up her clothes and she got dressed completely and then stepped into her shoes. She then picked up the receptacle out of the bathroom and deposited it into the waste chute. She then asked the AI for a hairbrush and she waited the few minutes it took to be delivered to her and then she stepped into the bathroom and she brushed her hair out until it looked perfect and then she handed the hair brush back to the servo drone and then she picked up her cool/warm suit and she made her way back out of the control room and over to Mark who was now completely dressed himself. He smiled at her warmly as she carried her cool/warm suit over to him and handed it to him. He deposited it in her suit through the neck ring. He then turned to Korica and put his arms out to her and she stepped into him in a hug.

"Thank you for conducting my training Mark. I kind of had fun out there."

"You're welcome honey. I love training you. You're so damn smart that it just makes it a joy to train you. I wish everyone learned as quickly as you do."

"Does this mean we don't have to train anymore? I mean¦am I done?"

"I'm afraid not honey." Mark kissed the top of her head and she stepped back. "You know how to do everything and you have done a fantastic job but you have to demonstrate competency at least once at each item that I have trained you to do. Does that make sense?"

"Yes sir. I get it."

"Until Laurel and Jake are ready to begin the work outside it's best for you to continue training with me ok?"

"Ok. I love training with you anyways Mark."

"Thank you sweetheart. We're done for the day so you're free to do as you like now. I think it's somewhere near five O'clock so why don't you go find Tamaric and spend a little time with him before evening meal while I finish up here?"

"Ok, thanks Mark. I'll see you up on the command deck." Korica said with a huge smile.

Korica then turned and headed for the exit. She walked over to the doorway leading out of the hangar and she stepped up to the palm scanner and she had her palm scanned and when the door popped she pulled it open and she stepped over the knee knocker and then she made her way up the short corridor to the point where the corridor branches off toward the stasis ring in one direction and the passenger common area and beyond in the other. She wasn't sure where Tamaric was so she stepped up to the nearest com panel and touched it and when it lit up she touched the AI hale icon and the AI responded a moment later.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you tell me where Tamaric is?"

"He is in the gardening ring with his mother and father."

"Ok, thank you."

"You are welcome."

The com panel then went dark and Korica turned and headed toward the stasis ring entrance to make her way to the gardening ring.

When Tamaric departed his mother and fathers company he made his way over to the opposite side of the gardening ring and opened his data pad and turned it on and then he touched the icon labeled 'life science' and he read through the instructions. He then headed off to locate the plants outlined for study. He spent close to two hours taking detailed notes on the shape and number of leaves on the plants and the overall characteristics of the plants that he was to study and the shape and structure of the flowers and fruit being produced by the plants.

Once Tamaric had his homework completed he made his way back to his parents and he showed them what he had done for his homework and then he laid with his parents and watched their briefing with them for a time. He was seeing details that he didn't remember from his own briefing. By the time his mother and father reached the point in the briefing where Tamaric was saved from certain death not once but twice by Laurel and then by Korica, Clara and Liam were beginning to understand just how extraordinary the crew were and how lucky they were to have Tamaric alive at all. If Laurel hadn't been able to rip his stasis chamber from its mounting platform Tamaric surely would have perished and then if Korica hadn't performed CPR on him successfully he would have died after drowning in stasis fluid. They were feeling a whole new appreciation for the crew because of their incredible acts of heroism that resulted in Tamaric being saved though they did not yet understand how the neural tendrils were removed from his brain since the ship was still in the middle of its shakedown run. They stopped their briefing at that point and Clara and Liam hugged Tamaric tightly realizing just how close they came to losing him. After the embrace was complete, which was tearful for Clara, Tamaric described the events that happened from the time he awoke to the beautiful sight of Korica and looking down on him.

Tamaric then described the adventures that he has had with the crew as well as truthfully detailing how he and Korica ended up so deep in one another's hearts. He talked on for hours describing everything he has been through while answering his parents questions honestly until he got a strange sense that Korica was somewhere close by. He stopped talking and sat up and looked around and when his eyes met with Korica's as she was headed toward him his heart soared. He excused himself and got to his feet and headed over toward Korica and the two ended up practically running into one another. Clara and Liam sat up and watched the reunion of the two and it struck them again just how crazy the two were of each other. The two of them gave each other a conservative peck knowing that everything they were doing was being watched and then they made their way over to Tamaric's parents.

"Hello sweetheart, did you finish your training for the day?" Clara asked with a warm smile.

"Yes mam. We spent all day working in our suits and we finished up just a little while ago."

Tamaric and Korica sat down on the blanket with out letting go of each other's hands and then leaned against each other.

"That's good. I want to thank you for saving my Tamaric Korica. We saw in our briefing the lengths you went to in order to save him." Clara lifted her data pad and then set it back down. "Thank you for being there and for knowing what to do to save him."

"You're welcome Clara. It was just instinct to know what to do. The AI gave me the knowledge of a level three med tech for exactly that reason."

"I was telling my mom and dad everything we've been through together since I came out stasis. I think they're starting to understand why we feel like a family around here." Tamaric told Korica.

"I see. Are you folks going to join us up on the command deck for the evening meal and our workout?"

"We would love to honey. We want to talk to Laurel and Jake about this living ship that you three helped to bring to life. That ship is the most amazing thing I have ever seen. I never knew such a thing was even possible."

"I even talked to the other me at one point. It was very strange to see a mental image of myself and to hear the way she talked. We are very different from one another now."

"I sense that you didn't exactly like the other you."

"I've heard second hand reports from family and friends of the crew that say the crew truly love the other me and that she is very kind and caring to her crew but the experience of it was¦unsettling. I hope to never experience it again."

"Ooh, that's a shame that you didn't hit it off."

"When a person receives full enlightenment it tends to change the person drastically. Their humility is lost and they become a little cold and distant. You just can't imagine how much knowledge is imparted to a person during full enlightenment. Laurel and Jake as well as myself were granted a partial enlightenment and it changed us and the way we see things will never be the same again. The small things that should cause wonder and delight seem pale and insignificant. I appreciate how smart it has made me but the cost to who I used to be was a heavy one."

"I'm not sure I will ever understand what that's like."

"I was taught how to speak and understand over a billion different languages and a fundamental cultural knowledge of over ten million more were imparted to me giving me the ability to not only read and write those languages but I know what it is like to be one of those species and that is just a tiny fraction of the information that was imparted to all of us. When you have that many life times worth of knowledge imparted to you it just changes you all the way to the core of who you are whether you want it to or not."

"I think I get it. I didn't realize that much knowledge was imparted to you. That's why you didn't particularly like the other you?"

"Yes. The first time I talked to her before she was enlightened she was just like me and thought just like me but after that she was completely different and I think she looked down on me. She saw me as small minded and insignificant¦maybe even dumb compared to her."

"That's terrible. But it's another you isn't it? Do you really think you could ever see someone else like that and especially yourself?"

"I wouldn't no, never. But the other me is fundamentally different now. She isn't even Draximan anymore."

"Can we head up to the command deck mom? I'm sure Korica is hungry and I don't think she likes talking about how disappointing the other her is."

"I am kind of hungry." Korica said.

"I'm sorry if I pressed a subject that's uncomfortable for you honey." Clara said looking at Korica.

"It's ok. Tamaric and I have talked about the subject before and I always ended up asking him to change the subject. I just hope I don't ever become like her¦I'm determined not to be like her. I want people to like me and I don't think they would if I acted like she did with me."

Clara and Liam got to their feet without saying another word sensing Korica's irritation and discomfort with the topic and then Korica and Tamaric got to their feet and the Reynolds all picked their data pads and they headed toward the stasis ring to make their way up to the command deck.

Laurel and Jake worked steadily until 17:30 when again the AI was becoming concerned with the readings coming from Laurel's wrist monitor and so told her and Jake that it was time to stop for the day. They finished the connection they were working on and then put their tools away and slid out from under the synthetic nerve bundles that they had in their laps and got to their feet and clawed their way down from the scaffolding they were working from upon and then they made the long walk across the gigantic open space to the short corridor to the stairwell. They climbed down to deck 25 and then stepped out into the very long corridor that would lead them back to one another. They missed each other greatly and the long workday spent so far apart was very hard on both of them mentally and physically. They were glad the day was over and they could now spend the rest of the night together. They both knew that they were eighty-five percent of the way done with this particular task and then they could sped the day working along side one another on the next phase of the synthetic nerve connections.

When they could finally make out one another down the long corridor their spirits lifted and after walking for a while longer they finally reached the point at which their symptoms began to fade making them even happier to see one another. They finally reach each other and embraced each other with a firm, swaying hug for several minutes as their biological systems returned to equilibrium and the longer they held each other the better they felt. They then engaged in a very loving kiss and then separated and took each other's hand and stepped up to the door to the interactive data core control room without saying a word and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open. The two of them then stepped in and stepped up onto the transport platform and Jake reached out and touched the indicator for the command deck and few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment.

Laurel and Jake stepped down from the transport platform and as soon as they did the equipment behind the door that used to be the bathroom began to growl and hum and the transport platform began to glow brighter and Laurel and Jake stood by to see who was transporting in.

Korica, Tamaric, Clara and Liam made their way across the gardening ring to the nearest exit into the stasis ring and Korica had her palm scanned and when the nearby door popped she stepped over and pulled it open and all four of them stepped into the stasis ring and then Korica pulled the door closed. They then stepped over to the nearest palm scanner and Korica had her palm scanned and then they had to wait to revolve around to the deck 1 exit. Korica set her head against Tamaric's shoulder while holding his hand and he reached up and stroked her head once.

"I missed you too darlin. This has been a long ass day without you around."

"Tell me about it. Three hours together in twenty-four just isn't enough for me. I didn't say anything to Mark while I was training today but I missed you so bad Tamaric. This modification schedule is going to be hard to get used to."

"I have a surprise that I'll tell you about later that might make it a little bit more bearable but do me a favor and don't pull it from my mind ok? I want it to be a surprise when I tell you."

"Ok. I knew there was something that you needed to talk to me about but I haven't tried to figure out what it is. I figured you would tell me in your own time."

Clara looked at Liam as she stood holding his hand and she grinned at him. Clara could feel how relieved Korica and Tamaric were to be reunited and she thought it was cute that Tamaric wanted to surprise her with the news that they could once again cuddle with each other at night. They finally revolved around to the exit and as soon as it came within range the door hissed slightly and then slid open. They all stepped out into the corridor and the door slid shut behind them stopping the slightly higher-pressure breeze coming out of the stasis ring that was deliberately maintained that way to keep dust and microbes from entering the stasis ring. The stasis ring had the most sterile air and surface conditions on the entire ship. There were always two or three servo drones in the stasis ring slowly working their way around its circumference cleaning and sterilizing as they went along. It left conditions so sterile that one could literally eat off of the floors and it would be cleaner than any serving plate ever was just due to the free floating microbes and dust and dander particles that were ever present in the presence of people.

Clara stepped up to the com panel and touched it and it came to life and then she touched the AI hale icon and a moment later after scanning for whom had activated the com panel the AI responded.

"Yes Clara. How may I be of assistance?"

"Would you mind taking our data pads to our quarters for us? We are going to head up to the command deck."

"I would glad too."

A servo drone that was sitting only a few feet away against one of the bulkheads in standby mode rose up and Clara looked over quickly noticing the movement out of the corner of her eye. The servo drone floated up to them and extended its very human looking hand and Clara and Liam handed their data pads to the servo drone and then Tamaric looked at the data pad in his hand and he stepped over and handed it to the servo drone as well. The servo drone then spun around with the data pads in hand and it floated a short distance down the corridor and then disappeared into its slot in the bulkhead. Clara shook her head and grinned and the four of them stepped up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared Korica just stood looking at it for a moment and Clara furrowed her brow and gently put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"Is some thing wrong deary?"

"Yah, someone is standing on the transport platform on the command deck. See how the indicator for the command deck is blinking red? That means someone is on the platform and the system won't transport us until they're clear."

"You know I was kind of wondering how that would work once there are sixty- five hundred people awake and tasking the transport system constantly."

"It's a safety protocol built into the system so that no one gets hurt. If you stand on any transport platform the system gets a busy signal until you either transport away or step down."

The indicator turned white and stopped blinking and Korica reached out and touched the indicator for the command deck and they all turned and faced out into the corridor and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light they all disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck and Laurel and Jake were standing a few feet away looking at them. Laurel and Jake erupted into a big smile and Korica smiled big and hopped down and walked over to them and she grabbed Jake first as he was closest in a tight hug. He held her tightly until she stepped back and grinned at him and then she stepped into Laurel and she kissed the top of her head and squeezed her tightly.

"Hi baby. We missed you too."

Korica stepped back and smiled at her warmly and Laurel put her hand out toward Tamaric and he stepped up to her and she hugged him equally tightly. He then stepped back and Jake looked at him and grinned at him and Tamaric stepped into him and Jake hugged him for a moment and then put his hand up to his face.

"We missed you too Tamaric. You're a big part of our lives anymore and we miss your presence when we're gone all day."

"Thanks Jake. I miss you and Laurel too."

Laurel then looked at Clara and Liam as they stepped up to them.

"Your timing is perfect. I hope this means you folks are going to spend the evening with us?" Laurel said.

"If this is what you're all used to then we want to maintain that continuity of your routine."

"Thank you Clara. That's very considerate of you." Laurel said with a grin.

The six of them then turned and headed for the exit. Korica stepped over next to Tamaric and took his hand and they followed Laurel and Jake out into the main corridor with Clara and Liam following them. They all turned right toward the mess hall and started walking toward the mess hall. The mess hall was dark until they stepped in and the lights came up and they were a little surprised by what they saw. The two square tables that used to be at the end of the room on opposite sides of the room to one another closest to the dispensers were gone and there was a round seven foot diameter table in the middle of that space with four slightly curved seats that were large enough for two to sit in each seat. The seats had medium high backs to them so one could lean back comfortably if they wanted with enough support so as not to hurt their backs. There was still enough room to walk around the table to get to the dispensers but it looked much cozier to have everyone sitting at one table where everyone could look at one another and the couples could sit next to one another.

They all stopped once they stepped in and looked at the table and grinned. Laurel turned and looked at the com panel that was lit up by the doorway.

"Thank you Future, it was really sweet of you to do this for us."

"You are welcome Laurel. I thought it might be a little more intimate if you were all going to be dinning up here to be able to sit together where you could see each other without staring out into a huge dinning hall meant for hundreds."

Everyone stepped over to the table and had a seat and felt it out. There would be just enough room for everyone to sit with a plate of food or two in front of them with room to spare. Korica then had an idea and she excused herself for a moment and she went into her quarters and she retrieved her holo imager of a vase of flowers from the table at the head of her bed and she came back and set it in the middle of the table and she switched through the different flower arrangements available until she found one that was relatively short so as not to obstruct the view across the table. They now had red and blue flowers of a variety that none of them had ever seen before and there were small sprigs of some kind of small and delicate white flowers filling in the space between the red and blue flowers that everyone could look at.

"That's a beautiful touch Korica." Clara said.

"Thanks. I thought it might make it feel more homey."

"Where's lieutenant Tillman?" Liam asked.

"He was down in the lower hangar securing our spacesuits and setting them up for tomorrow when I last saw him." Korica said.

"Ah. How did that go by the way? Were you scared out there?"

"No, not really. Mark was right next to me almost the whole time and when he wasn't we were tethered together. He's a really good instructor and he makes me feel comfortable and relaxed. It was a long day but I learned a lot. The suits we're using are a little bulky and hard to move around in but you get used to it after a while."

"Incredible! You're such a brave and smart girl Korica. I can't tell you how impressed we are with everything you can do." Liam said.

"Ooh, thank you Liam."

"How far into your briefing have you folks gotten?" Laurel asked.

"To the point where you and Korica saved Tamaric's life. We can't thank you enough for what you did Laurel. We saw some pretty¦incredible things. You have a talent that is most impressive and a little frightening to tell you the truth. If that kind power got away from you horrible things could happen." Clara said.

"It scares me too. That's why I'm not experimenting with it until I get a little older and I understand exactly how to control it or even what it is that I'm capable of."

"Well that living ship that you three helped to bring to life is one of the most amazing things we have ever seen. That is hands down the strangest thing so far in the briefing. We kind of wanted to ask you about that." Liam said.

"Sure, what do you want to know?" Laurel said.

"What was it like to be joined together inside that ship? There were no real detailed images of what you went through."

"It's a little hard to explain. We were connected to one another in a way that I don't think most will ever experience or understand. Our minds and bodies were forced together in a single space for a few seconds. I was Jake and I was Korica for just a few seconds. I know that must sound bizarre but it was very beautiful as well as painful and confusing. The amount of energy that was coursing through our bodies is hard to imagine. All three of us got a snapshot of what the mind of that ship is experiencing for the rest of its life."

"So all three of you are part of the ships mind independently?"

"Not exactly. I mean each of us is in there but we are sharing a single consciousness."

"And it took a special consideration of one another for the process to work?"

Laurel looked at Jake for a moment and then she looked at Clara.

"Yes, we had to be in love with one another¦all of us. If we hadn't been it wouldn't have worked and we in fact probably would have died in the attempt. It's the binding of the heart that allowed us to share our energy with one another other to keep us alive. It took every ounce of our combined strength to keep the process from wiping out everything in our minds and stopping our hearts. The way we were drawn together into one person meant we had the strength and mental fortitude of all three of us to draw upon."

Clara furrowed her brow and looked at Korica sitting so contently pressed up against Tamaric's side and then she looked back at Laurel.

"So if Korica is in love with both of you why don't I sense that now and how is she¦I sense that she is in love with Tamaric totally and completely."

"When we committed to the deep sharing like we did with Korica the feelings Jake and I have for one another were imprinted on her over riding her own feelings and her feelings were in turn imprinted on us so we felt for her what we feel for each other. She was feeling what we are which isn't a true measure of what she feels for us but it felt very real at the time. Since then we have almost stopped the deep sharing with one another and we have gotten our feelings back into their proper perspective though Jake and I are still in love her in a way, it just isn't what an intimate pair would feel for one another if that makes any sense."

"I think that makes sense. I sense that you and Jake love her very deeply and it is a tender and special love that goes way beyond what a parent would ordinarily feel for their daughter but it stops well short of an intimate love."

"I guess that's a good way to define it."

"So if Korica had met Tamaric first?"

"We likely would have been killed if we tried to join with the Angalon like we did. Our feelings for one another were a necessary element to our success."

"And this Angalon is going to carry the elder race to the Milky Way?"

"Yes. Earth is their first destination once they get done with their humanitarian mission that they are currently tied up with. There will be about fifty thousand elder race going to the Milky Way to establish another branch of the council of elders as well as to set up a network of chairs of knowledge all throughout the Milky Way."

"Incredible, and this is all due to meeting you four?"

"Well, kind of. Oberot met us a very long time ago when we were older and he has been waiting for us to arrive as teenagers marking the time that they were to head for the Milky Way. I know that sounds a little backwards but that's how things were meant to play out."

"We are starting to understand what you're talking about from our briefing. It does sound odd but we understand. We also understand now what you were saying about it being a rough ride to get to this point. I now understand why you keep weapons in your quarters close at hand. It's a little frightening to think about how close they came to getting their hands on you Laurel."

"The Hodong did have their hands on me until Jake intervened. I was seconds away from being carried off to face the same hell that poor Korica was subjected too."

"You know the tale of what you've done and what you've been through is almost beyond belief if we hadn't seen the video evidence to go along with the story." Liam said.

"I know what you mean. I would have never dreamed of the things we have seen and experienced since coming out of stasis. The universe is a weird and wild place."

"It sounds to me like this galaxy is a very hostile place."

"I would have to assume the Milky Way is just as beautiful and just as hostile. We just have more experience in this galaxy than we do in our own backyard."

"That's a really ironic twist. We built this ship to explore the other side of the Milky Way and we ended up exploring another galaxy entirely." Liam said with a grin.

"The upside to all that is that the Future is ten times the ship she was when we left Earth space and we have accumulated a ton of data on many different subjects from millions of species all over this galaxy some whom aren't even around anymore so we have inherited a piece of their legacy to carry back to the Milky Way with us."

"So you don't know everything that's in this new data core of ours?"

"Oh heavens no. We are aware of some of it but there is too much information contained within it to have it all in our minds without full enlightenment, which we all declined. We aren't ok with the idea of the dramatic and permanent changes that it endows to ones personality."

Mark walked in at that moment and he stopped for a second and looked at the table with everyone sitting at it and he grinned at first and then smiled warmly. Mark then walked over to the table and sat down at the free seat that was large enough for two people. Korica reached over and put her hand on top of his that was up on the table.

"Thank you for training me today Mark. I really learned a lot today."

"It was my pleasure honey. You are the easiest trainee I have ever had the pleasure of working with. I truly wish they were all as brilliant as you and as easy to look at."

"You've never trained kids before?" Clara asked.

"Lord no. Back on Earth the thought of someone as young as Korica being administered zero g training would be considered ludicrous. I honestly don't know many kids that would be smart enough to do what she is training for and who wouldn't simply wet themselves and claw their way back into the hangar. Korica has lived her life out here in space so it's like taking a walk in the park for her. She embraces the challenge with wonder and excitement. I've never seen anything like it. She only has to be told how to do a task once and she gets it and in some cases she figures out how to accomplish complex tasks without having to be told what to do at all. She's a natural born astronaut and makes most of my team that I have trained personally look like rank amateurs."

"Thank you Mark¦I think."

"It's a compliment Korica. I know you don't like being called a kid just like your mother there¦" Mark said pointing to Laurel. "But the fact is that in the eyes of most you are a kid even if an extraordinarily gifted and talented one. Don't I always treat you like an equal?"

"Yes you do. You've even told me that you look up to me cause deep down you know that I'm smarter than you."

"That's also true but I asked you to keep that little secret to yourself." Mark said with a smile.

"Sorry about that." Korica said with a grin.

Mark turned his hand over and took a hold of hers.

"For someone so pretty I'll overlook it."

Servo drones showed up at the table at that point and everyone took the menus they were holding and set them up on the table. Mark then let go of Korica's hand and got to his feet and stepped over to the dispensers to get something to drink and then Jake, Tamaric and Liam did the same to get drinks for their mates and for themselves. The guys then stepped back over to the table, which was now a convenient 7 feet from the dispensers. Everyone then opened their menus and ordered their meals and then handed their menus to the servo drones that then rose up and floated over to the slot in the bulkhead and disappeared through it. Everyone sat and talked about the day's events until their meals showed up. The plates of steaming hot food were slid up on the table and they all set in to eating their first meal at the round table. The new table made conversations very enjoyable since no one had to lean back or forward to see one another while they talked to each other.

After the meals were consumed and the last of the drinks were tossed back everyone got up and made their way over to the gym to workout. They all workout hard and then at the conclusion Mark spent an hour working with everyone on the moves he had taught them the night before and then he taught them how to tie the individual moves he has been teaching them together into different combinations to immobilize or stun their would be attackers so they could get free and then flee. They were starting to understand only now what Mark has been leading up to with the individual moves he has been teaching each night. They could now very painfully put someone down by combining any of the moves together for what ever the situation called for.

Once that was done Korica and Laurel departed to take their showers and the others sat and talked. Clara thought now would be a good time to let Mark and Jake know that they were aware of Korica and Tamaric sharing quarters almost since they met and that they were going to be allowed to resume doing that in alternating locations as long as Jake and Laurel were ok with Korica spending the night down on deck 8.

"Jake, I want to inform you that Tamaric has informed us of the sleeping arrangements between he and Korica before Lee and I came out of stasis."

"I'm sorry we didn't say anything but Korica and Tamaric promised they would eventually tell you but they wanted to let you get to know Korica before they said anything so you would understand their relationship and what Korica is like."

"It's ok, we aren't particularly upset with you and Laurel or Mark for not saying anything. We know you have given Korica and Tamaric the respect and freedom to conduct themselves with maturity and dignity. That far outweighs any¦withholding of details on your parts. We have told Tamaric that since we now understand how deeply he and Korica love each other and Tamaric has reassured us that he is being a complete gentleman if you know what I mean, then they can resume sharing Korica's quarters but we want Tamaric to sleep in our quarters every other night so that we get to spend time with him too. I'm just not ready to let go of my baby completely yet. He has asked if Korica can spend the night when he sleeps in our quarters. We are fine with the idea even though his bunk is pretty small for two people but we told him that it was up to you and Laurel whether Korica would be allowed to spend the night with us every other night."

"Thank you for respecting the two of them enough to understand how painful it is for the two of them to be separated at night. I know how you feel though, I'm not real crazy about the idea of Korica being so far away but I know you folks will take good care of her so she will be safe. I have to discuss this with Laurel of course before Korica can spend the night at your place but I think I can get over missing Korica for one night at a time. Now you should know that she will have a twenty-four hour watch every four days in which she can't leave the command deck all night and she has to stay awake. I would suggest that be the night that Tamaric spends in your quarters. Oh and Korica gets up every night at about twelve or one and she gets something to eat so don't freak out if you go to check on them and she or both of them are gone. Her high metabolism requires a lot of fuel to keep her healthy and growing like she has been."

"I appreciate the word of caution. I would have lost my mind if I went to check on them and they were gone. I would've thought the worst now that I know we are all targets because of who we are seen as being and with what has transpired in the past with unwanted guests trying to get their hands on poor Laurel."

"Korica and Laurel still have a pretty substantial bounty on their heads. The further away from Hodong space we get the less likely we are to run across bounty hunters that will know who they are on sight but we will never truly be safe from that threat until we get out of this galaxy. The new shield makes it all but impossible for anyone to get aboard like they did in the past and we also have much more sensitive internal sensors than we did before. The technology that was used to sneak around unseen would be rendered useless. The AI would see them and it now has the capability of stunning a person from the sensor domes all over the ship."

"Mom and dad have said it's ok for us to¦to be in an intimate relationship too. I know you and Laurel aren't real happy with that aspect of us being together and neither are my folks but they aren't forbidding us from¦experimenting if Korica has the desire to do that. I'm never the one to initiate that kind of stuff but I think it's important to let her express herself however she wants including in that way. I just thought I should mention that." Tamaric said.

Jake looked at Clara and Liam and they nodded gently.

"We happen to agree with you Tamaric, and especially her mom. She thinks there is a certain healthy aspect to the fact that she would want to engage in that kind of activity with a boy given what she has been through. Clara, I appreciate that you and Liam aren't denying them the right to engage in that stuff in private."

"Well I did tell Tamaric that when Korica is sleeping over I don't want any funny business going on. The thought of hearing that or walking in on it just isn't something that sits well with me."

"I can certainly respect that. You know I'm frankly a little surprised by how open minded you folks are being to the whole idea of them being a couple. Tamaric thought you were a little stricter and possibly old fashioned about how he should be behaving with a girl and whether or not he should be in such an advanced relationship at all let alone sharing quarters with her."

"Well in the past that would be true but he just isn't the same little boy that we put into stasis five and a half centuries ago and we aren't on Earth anymore. Some of the social morays just don't apply out here¦plus he told us that Korica can't end up pregnant by accident so there is far less harm done if they decide to¦experiment. We are trying to be more open minded, as you said, about what the two of them are doing. As long as we don't have to see it or hear it, there's no harm done right?"

"I suppose not, but like you said I don't want to know anyone is doing that kind of stuff to my Korica either even if she is the one initiating it. When are you going to tell Korica?" Jake said looking right at Tamaric.

"How did you know I haven't told her yet?"

"For one I didn't feel the knowledge of it coming from Korica and for two I can feel that you're excited to share something with her. I would have to assume that's what you want to surprise her with. Plus she would have been talking about it over dinner if she knew."

"Oh. I'm going tell her after our shower. Will you please talk to Laurel after your shower and maybe tell Korica mentally if it's ok with Laurel? I would like to spend the night up here tonight as long as it's ok with Laurel and I hope it's ok with her that Korica spends the night at my place every other night. I know she won't particularly mind me spending the night up here with Korica since that's what we've been doing all along. I mean if that's ok with you mom and dad?"

"I promise to have a talk with her right after my shower Tamaric and we'll let you know what Laurel says."

"Oh thank you Jake."

"Your welcome Tamaric."

Clara and Liam stared at each other for a few moments and Jake assumed they were exchanging thoughts for a moment and then Clara looked at Tamaric with just a little bit of a sad face.

"We talked it over and you can stay up here tonight. We would still like to sit in on your story time if it's ok though. We think it's really sweet how Laurel and Jake read to you two every night."

"I would actually really like to have you two there. It's comforting to have my mom and dad around again. No matter how mature I might be acting¦or feeling I still need you guys in my life. I'm not ready to be all alone like poor Korica. She told me that I need to appreciate having my mother and father around cause you can be taken away from me in an instant and once you're gone, you're gone."

"That's sweet Tamaric. We aren't ready to have you gone either honey."

Jake sat up straight and looked dead a head for a moment and then he grinned and looked at Tamaric and Mark.

"It's our turn guys. The girls are back in my quarters."

"Mom and dad if you want to wait in the common area after your shower I'll let you know when we're ready for you to come in ok?" Tamaric said.

"Fair enough. Jake, don't your quarters up here have showers in them?" Liam said.

"No. We have central co-ed showers. Given our age differences we thought it best if we didn't observe co-ed practices but we don't have showers in our quarters up here on the command deck. None of the enlisted serviceman decks do."

"Isn't that going to be a bit of an issue for Korica once the rest of the crew is out of stasis? For the rest of you as well for that matter."

"It isn't something that ever crossed my mind. I guess I don't want Korica showering with grown men given her age. We'll have to figure something out when the time comes."

Tamaric, Mark and Jake then departed to take their shower and Clara and Liam sat and waited for their turn. Once the guys were out of sight Liam looked at Clara and took her hand in his.

"What do you think of all this Clara?"

"I really like 'em all Lee. They're good people and I can feel that they genuinely love Tamaric and they have his best interests at heart and he is really fond of them all, Korica aside of course. We know he's up a gum tree about her. I'm still trying to get my head around my little boy being in such a mature relationship with such a dynamic girl. She isn't like anyone we've ever met before and she is going to need special treatment her whole life with how sweet she is and with what that poor soul has been through and I truly hope Tamaric is capable of treating her with the kindness and respect that she deserves and needs. He seems to have a firm grasp on how to treat her and he must be doing something right cause she absolutely adores him. I'm so proud of what Tamaric is becoming and I sense that he is a nurturing environment with these folks. Mark is a little harder to figure out. He is very closed off and hard to read. I can tell he loves his little crew and he is nuts about Korica. I sense a¦a mean streak in him that makes me a little uneasy though. Maybe it's because of what he's trained to do and what he's seen in his life. I'm sure he has seen some really ugly things being done to people by other people and he has had to do some equally distasteful things to stop them. I don't get a sense that he would ever hurt anyone on this ship but I think he is capable of things that I hope Tamaric is never exposed to. Did you see the look on his face when he killed those Hodong and the bounty hunter in the corridor? I didn't see any remorse or regret at all."

"That's how he's trained darlin. Frankly I'm glad he can put evil bastards down that easily. We need that kind of protection around if the Milky Way proves to be anything like this galaxy."

"I suppose your right. In the end I even like him even if he is a little scary. I feel very safe with the current crew in command. From what I've seen through the briefing I believe we're in good hands and I want to help them however I can."

"Good, I feel the same way. We need to support them and help out wherever we can and right now the best way we can help is to help Laurel and Jake with their stasis chamber project."

When Jake finished his shower he followed Mark and Tamaric toward the gym and Jake peeked his head in and told Clara and Liam that the shower was all theirs. He then made his way to his quarters and he concentrated hard on the way to his quarters to push what he had heard and talked about down deep so that Tamaric could be the one to reveal the news to Korica that the two of them were going to be able to share a bed again.

Jake stepped into this quarters and Korica looked up and smiled warmly at him as Laurel brushed her hair out. Korica slid out from between Laurel legs and turned and gave her a quick squeeze and then she kissed her cheek and she stepped over to Jake and gave him a hug and then headed for the exit without saying a word. Once she was out of the room Jake walked up to Laurel and grinned at her.

"You know don't you?"

"Yes. I was trying not to think about it so Tamaric could surprise Korica but I sensed what you were thinking about while I was in the shower. I'm not completely sure whether Korica sensed it from my feelings or not."

Jake touched her beautiful cheek and smiled at her and then he walked to the front of the room and got a change of clothes from the bureau and he walked back to the bed and pulled his towel from around himself and Laurel leaned back onto her hands and grinned as she watched Jake rub his hair vigorously. He then dropped his towel and smoothed his hair out a little and then he grinned at her and grabbed his under wear and stepped into them and pulled them over his hips and behind and then he sat down right next to her facing her.

"Clara and Liam have agreed to let Korica and Tamaric sleep in the same bed again but there is kind of a condition attached to that. They want Tamaric to sleep in their quarters every other night. Tamaric has asked permission for Korica to sleep in his room on deck eight on the nights that he has to be home except of course for the nights that Korica has duty."

Laurel sighed and nodded.

"I guess I'm ok with that. Clara and Liam are two of the nicest people you could ever meet and they obviously love Tamaric like nothing else. I can feel that they love Korica too. I don't like the idea of her being so far away but it's not like she's leaving the ship. What else did they say?"

"Well they have told Tamaric that they won't forbid him form having whatever kind of relationship he and Korica want as long as Korica is the one calling the shots at all times. I sense they don't want Tamaric getting aggressive with her and traumatizing her in light of what she's been through but he knows she is delicate mentally when it comes to intimate issues. He has already been letting her control everything even if it confuses the crap out of him how she waffles from hot to cold."

"So they were worried for nothing?"

"Well Clara says in the past they were much more conservative of what they would have let him do but they are trying to be open minded with the new Tamaric. From what Clara says he is a different kid from the one they put into stasis so long ago and they are trying to let him be his own person without them being heavy handed in controlling him for the most part. Liam really didn't weigh in much so I have to assume he and Clara are on the same page with all this."

"I sense that you aren't completely comfortable with the idea."

"Well not because of the Reynolds. I know Korica will be looked after properly while she is with them. I just don't like knowing that Korica will be so far away that I can't just go down to her quarters and check on her anytime I want."

"You don't do that anyways."

"I know, but I could if I wanted when she is in her quarters and I can feel that she is very close by when she is up here. The other thing I'm a little uncomfortable with is her and Tamaric¦doing what they do when they're alone. I just don't want to think about that being done to her at all even by someone whom she loves so completely. Clara did say that she has made it clear that when Korica is staying with them there is to be no fooling around. She is afraid that she will walk in on something or hear something that she doesn't want to hear. I think the thought of that being done with her son is equally disturbing for her even though she has said Tamaric and Korica are free to do as they like any other time."

"You sound like a proud daddy talking about his little girl Jake. Does Clara realize that the walls everywhere on this ship are double EMPACC coated quarter inch thick steel alloy? No sound will ever get through those walls no matter how loud someone shouts¦or moans and the doors close air tight and they're also double EMPACC coated."

"I don't know if she is aware of that or not but it's her home so whatever she says goes."

"Good point."

Jake grinned at her and stood up and picked up his shirt and slid it over his head and then he picked up his pants and stepped into them and pulled them up and tucked his shirt in and then he made his way into the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair.

When Korica departed Laurel and Jake's quarters she was excited by the thought of Tamaric waiting for her in her quarters. She tried to resist smiling big as she quickly made her way to her quarters but she knew it had to be bleeding through a little. As she reached her quarters the door slid open as the sensors picked up on her unique bio signature from a considerable distance away. She stepped through the door and she found Tamaric standing at the end of the bed with a big grin on his face. She smiled warmly at him and drank in his form as she stepped up to him and embraced him in a warm hug. After a few moments she pulled back but kept him pressed against her and she looked right into his eyes and she could feel some of what he was hiding from her. She decided she needed to coax him into talking before she pulled everything out of him by pure instinctive ability without trying. Korica pulled back and looked down at Tamaric and blushed as she picked up his underwear for him and handed them to him. Tamaric took them and stepped into them and pulled them up and Korica sat down on the edge of the bed.

"Are you going to tell me the surprise now? I can sense that you're holding something back and it's all I can not to pull it out of your feelings by accident."

"Ok. I did as you asked and I told my mom and dad that we were both sleeping in your quarters here and had been since your birthday."

"How did they react to that?"

"It was a little weird cause they were actually ok with it. I thought they would freak out or get pissed at me or something but they were very calm. My dad asked me exactly what I told you they would. He asked me if I ever touched you. In light of what they learned about what you've been through, they wanted to make sure I hadn't¦forced myself on you or whatever."

"Did you tell them that you've been a complete gentleman with me?"

"Yes, of course and I told them I didn't touch you until you started something."

"Oh great so they think I'm a floozy that throws herself at guys?"

"No! They know you're a virgin and I'm the first guy you have ever had an interest in. They don't see you like that. The good news is that they have agreed to let me sleep in your quarters again."

Korica squealed and jumped to her feet and grabbed Tamaric in a painfully tight hug that almost knocked him over. She then kissed his cheek twice and stepped back when she realized she had hurt him.

"I'm sorry Tamaric, I didn't mean to grab you so hard."

"You need to remember that you're stronger than I am."

"They really said we can sleep together again?"

"Yes but there are some conditions. My mom said that she isn't ready to let go of me completely yet. I have to sleep in my own bed every other day¦but I asked if you could sleep over with me when I'm at home with them. They actually said yes even though we really don't fit in my bunk very well but we aren't allowed to mess around when we are in my room. They said any other time they are ok with us being in an intimate relationship as long as you are the one in control at all times."

"Really? I thought you said your mom was kind of old fashioned about all that stuff?"

"She was. That's what I mean by it was kind of weird. They completely understood everything and they were ok with it to an extent. They don't ever want to see or hear it but they are ok knowing we are sometimes doing stuff as long as it's only done here."

"So why do I sense a but coming?"

"Well I talked to your dad he said it was ok with him but he had to talk to your mom first. He promised that he would talk to her after his shower and that Laurel would give you an answer mentally once I had shared the surprise with you."

"I still don't quite understand how or why your mom and dad would be ok with everything?"

"They said now that you are allowing them to feel what's inside you they can tell that you are a good person and they can feel how much we love each other and as my mom put it this isn't some puppy love infatuation that's going to wear off in a few months. This is the real deal and you are totally and completely in love with me from way down deep inside you. They can also feel that I am completely in love with you though they sensed my confusion at what I'm feeling because I've never felt anything this deep and mind altering before. I think they are sensing my confusion at trying to keep up with you too. You tend to change your mind about exactly what you want from me from one day to the next."

"I'm really sorry about that Tamaric. It's confusing for me too and I've tried to explain that¦"

"I know love, and I told you it's ok as long as you don't change your mind about us in general. As long as I'm allowed to be your boyfriend I don't care if you can't decide what you want. I don't particularly understand it but I'm ok with it. Girls are just complicated and Jake says Laurel was the same way, especially at the beginning of their relationship."

"Really?"

"Yah, that's what he said but I'm not sure I was supposed to tell anyone about that."

"They just seem so solid and so confident in their relationship."

"They probably just put on a strong face so the rest of us will have confidence in them as the commanders of this ship."

"I guess that would make sense. So we can really live together again?"

"You need to ask Laurel if she is ok with you sleeping over at my place every other night but at the very least I can sleep here with you every other night starting tonight. My mom and dad want to sit in on our story time though. They really like how Laurel and Jake take the time to read to us every night."

"I'm so happy Tamaric. Thank you for talking your parents into this."

"You're welcome Korica. You are worth any level of uncomfortable conversations with my parents if it makes you this happy. I can feel your heartbeat and you aren't even relaxed right now."

"Really? I'm purring?"

"A little, yes."

"I didn't even realize I was doing that I'm so excited. Give me second and let me reach out to Laurel and see what she says."

"Ok."

Korica pulled back and kissed Tamaric and then she put her hands on his sides and closed her eyes and tried to clam down by taking two deep breaths and letting them out slowly and then she reached out to Laurel and she found her almost immediately.

"Mom can you hear me?" Korica called out to Laurel in her mind.

"Yes baby, I can you hear you."

"Did dad have a talk with you about me sleeping over in Tamaric's room?"

"Yes he did. I'm ok with it honey. I know the Reynolds love you and will look after you so I'm ok with you staying with the Reynolds every other day as long as you don't have duty."

"Oh thank you, thank you mom. You're so good to me."

"You're welcome sweetheart. You ready for us to come read to you yet?"

"No, I have to get dressed for bed."

"Ok, just let us know when you're ready."

"I will."

Korica then pulled back into her own mind and opened her eyes and smiled big at Tamaric.

"Mom said it's ok Tamaric. I get to stay at your place when you're there. We don't have to be apart after all."

"That's great darlin. I'm glad my parents have turned out to be so cool. They've always been good to me but I just didn't expect 'em to be so understanding."

"I'm glad your parents like me too. We had ourselves all worked up and depressed for nothing."

"There's something else we need to talk about too."

"Oh?"

"My dad was talking to Mark and I guess Mark said I would be good candidate for the junior officer program in the civilian cops. It's the same program I guess you're in. Mark said he would write me a letter of recommendation and he could tailor my daily lessons around my aptitude test if I decided to apply so that I would be ready for admission when I graduate high school."

"Do you want to be in the civilian corps?"

"I hadn't really given it any thought until now. My dad said it would provide me with a way to earn a living to support you and it would mean I would be able to stay up here on the command deck once everyone was out of stasis. He also said¦if we get married they couldn't assign us to separate posts. If I got assigned to a ground station you would be reassigned with me or if you got assigned to a space posting or something I would be reassigned with you. The civilian corps doesn't separate married couples no matter what."

"Are you asking me to¦marry you?"

"No, I mean someday yes but not right now no. I'm just saying if I'm a junior officer we will be able to share quarters up here on the command deck and if it looks like we're going to be assigned different postings¦we could get married and they would keep us together. My parents said that I have their blessing to marry you anytime I want. As my dad put it, it would give me a way to contribute to the Human population of the Future in a profound way and it would all but insure that you and I would always be together. I guess I must have impressed Mark on Tiomot, Aerot and Inicius in that I didn't show any signs of being scared until after the mission. I kept my head in the game and I'm a hell of a good shot with a plasma weapon."

"I don't know Tamaric. I don't want you doing stuff cause you feel you have to just because of me. I love being in the civilian corps and it's a dream of mine to serve on the Future but if that's not your dream you'll be miserable."

"My dad said I can resign my commission at any time if I decided it isn't for me unlike the military in which you have to serve the term you signed up for no matter how bad it is or how much you hate it. I told my dad that I wanted to talk to you before I decided one way or the other."

"Thank you for talking with me about it first. This is a big decision Tamaric, are you sure this is what you want to do?"

"I need to start thinking long term right? My dad is right in that I need to have a way to earn a living so I can support us. If we're both serving that's twice the income and it would give me a way to support all of us on the Future. What else am I gunna do? I can't go play all day while my girlfriend works for the community good. That would make me look like a child and a burden to you. I don't mind you being my sugar mama but I can't have you supporting us alone. I want to take care of you and I can't do that without a job."

"Why don't you give it some time to sink in? I would love to serve with you and the fact that we would be together wherever we get assigned sounds attractive but I want you to really be sure about this ok?"

"Ok. We'll both think about it before I¦we make a decision."

Korica gave Tamaric a peck and then stepped back and he watched her as she then walked to the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt from the bureau and then she walked back to the bed with it. Tamaric then stood and watched as Korica got undressed and then slipped her night gear shirt on. Tamaric then broke his dumbfounded stare and made his way to the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair. When he emerged from the bathroom Korica was lying in the bed with the covers up to her hips and Tamaric stepped around the bed and walked to the front of the room and retrieved a pair of pants and put them on and then he told Korica he was going to get his mother and father who should be waiting in the common area. Korica nodded and grinned and then she sent a gentle push to Laurel letting her know that she was ready to have her and Jake come read to them.

Tamaric stepped out of his quarters when the door slid open and he walked over to the common area where Clara and Liam were sitting holding each others hand talking in a low voice. Clara sensed Tamaric's approach and turned toward him and grinned at him.

"We're ready if you want to come sit with us." Tamaric said with a smile.

Clara and Liam got to their feet and followed Tamaric into Korica's quarters. Tamaric climbed up onto the bed and his mother stepped up to the bed and looked at Korica and smiled at her. Clara could sense how happy Korica was and her eyes seemed to be shinny and twinkling in the light cast from the overhead pot lights.

"You are just the cutest thing Korica." Clara said.

"Thank you¦mom."

Korica climbed out of the bed and walked around to Liam first who was standing at the foot of the bed and she surprised him by grabbing him in a firm hug with her face pressed against his chest and then she stepped up to Clara who was still standing beside the bed on Tamaric's side and she embraced her with a tight hug. When she stepped back Clara put her hand up to her very warm and soft cheek.

"Thank you for letting Tamaric and I sleep in the same bed. I promise we won't mess around. We just want to be close to each other."

"You're welcome sweetie. What you two do when you're alone is your own business. I see how happy Tamaric makes you so I don't have a problem with you two sleeping together. If this helps you to sleep better than it's well worth it."

"I definitely sleep better with him holding me. I have a lot of insecurities that I'm not real proud of and he makes me feel safe and loved. He is a complete gentleman and I've been meaning to thank you and Liam for raising him to be so kind and considerate. He is a good man and the best boyfriend a girl could ever hope for...plus his accent is the sexiest thing I've ever heard. I just love to hear him talk."

"Awe, thank you sweetheart. We are very proud of the astonishing young man he is proving himself to be. Climb up in bed and we'll sit and listen to your story with you."

Korica smiled and nodded and then turned and climbed up onto the bed and she climbed over Tamaric as he pulled the covers down for her and then she poked her feet under the covers and then he pulled the covers up to her chest. Tamaric then laid back and Korica snuggled herself right up to his side and laid her head on his chest and shoulder. Moments later there was a tone from the com panel next to the door and Korica told the AI to please open the door. Laurel and Jake stepped in and gave everyone a warm smile.

Laurel and Jake stepped up to the table at the head of the bed and slipped their shoes off and Laurel picked up Korica's data pad and then Laurel stepped around to Tamaric's side of the bed and Jake stepped around to Korica's side of the bed and the two of them climbed up onto the bed and laid down right next to the snuggled couple. Korica rolled back a little and smiled at Jake and he leaned down and gave her a peck. Laurel then leaned over and kissed Tamaric's cheek and he blushed slightly making Clara giggle quietly. Laurel looked over at Liam and Clara sitting in the reading chairs a few feet from the foot of the bed and she grinned at them.

"Thank you both for joining us. This has become a special time for the four of us and I'm truly glad you can share it with us. It really makes us feel like a family."

"We're glad you let us join you like this. We never took the time to read to Tamaric once he got past the age of about three. It's nice to see you pick up where we failed."

"Mom, stop it! You didn't fail me. You guys were extremely busy with your studies and then your work on the Future project. You video called me every night no matter what was going on and there was always one of you around to tuck me in. I had a great childhood full of love and attention. This is something that Korica grew up with her whole life being stuck on a spaceship with nothing but time and both parents right there with her. It has just become something that I enjoy cause she enjoys it so much."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric. That's so sweet."

"You're welcome mom. Laurel can you read the first few pages in Hiram? I want my mom and dad to hear what Korica's language sounds like. It's such a beautiful sounding language."

"Sure I would be glad too."

Laurel cued up the story 'a flower in the wind' and she opened chapter 20 and she began reading in Hiram. She read the first five pages of the chapter in Hiram and then she switched to English and continued reading through the chapter. When she got fifteen pages into the chapter she handed the data pad to Jake and he continued reading. He read the next twenty pages and then he handed the data pad back to Laurel and she read the rest of the chapter. Laurel then looked over at Korica and she was still awake but she looked very tired. Laurel looked at how many chapters were left and she realized there was only one more chapter to go. She looked over at Korica and grinned at her.

"You only have one chapter to go honey and then you're going to have to find a new book for us to read to you."

"Ok. Tamaric and I'll find a book that he'll like too. He likes fantasy adventure stories so maybe we'll find a good book in that genre for him."

"This is your story time Korica. You should pick a book that you like." Tamaric said looking down at her head.

She slid her head back and looked into his eyes and she had the dopey-eyed look that she had when they first met. She loved his accent and bright blue eyes and the combination of the two just made her skin tingle and her heart flutter.

"I like whatever you like Tamaric. A flower in the wind was a girly story the next one can be a guy story."

"Ok, thank you darlin."

Liam got a kick out of hearing Tamaric use his vernacular terms and he grinned and then stood up, as did Clara. Laurel rolled over a little and hugged Tamaric and then she leaned over and kissed Korica's head and then Jake hugged Korica from behind and then he leaned over Korica's head and he hugged Tamaric and then he and Laurel got to their feet and stepped around to the table at the head of the bed to put their shoes on and Liam and Clara stepped over to the bed on each side and Liam hugged Korica while Clara hugged Tamaric and kissed his forehead and then the two stood up and switched sides and Liam hugged Tamaric and Clara hugged Korica and kissed her cheek. The two of them then stood up and Liam looked at the couple and smiled. They truly looked cute together and he couldn't help but feel warm about the amount of love he sensed between the two of them.

"You want the lights turned down?" Liam asked since he was standing right next to the light controls.

"If you would please?" Korica said.

Liam waited until Laurel, Jake and Clara were standing by the door and then he slid the lights down to sleep levels and he joined the others at the door and they all stepped out and then the door slid shut. Tamaric then pushed the covers down and slid his pants off and tossed them in the floor and then he climbed back into the bed and curled up to Korica and closed his eyes as she wrapped her arms around him and closed her eyes as well.

Laurel looked at Clara and Liam and smiled warmly at them.

"Thank you, you have made those two very happy."

"You're welcome Laurel. I can feel the contentment in both of them. I think we did the right thing by putting them back together. They should have told us about their sleeping arrangements much sooner." Clara said.

The four of them started walking toward the transport compartment.

"Tamaric wanted to give you a chance to get to know Korica before he dropped that bombshell on you and he really didn't expect you to be so understanding. I think he was a little afraid that you would forbid him from seeing Korica at all if you knew they were sleeping in the same bed."

"I suppose I can understand that. He's never had to present something like to us before. When we came aboard he was just starting to show a genuine interest in girls but he was so awkward and shy around them."

"Yah he kind of said as much. Korica has really brought him out of his shell. He speaks very eloquently and from the heart when he's with her."

"See that's the one thing we've noticed the most. He is just a different person from what we remember him to be. He has really blossomed into a young man and we are grateful to Korica for bringing out the best in him. It's amazing what the love of a good woman can do to make a man stand up tall and show pride in himself and everything he does and Korica is more of a woman than a little girl despite just looking like an adorable little girl." Liam said.

"I would have to agree with that." Jake said. "Laurel has shown me how to stand up and take charge. I'm a totally different man since falling in love with her."

They reached the transport compartment at that point and Clara stopped and surprised Laurel by giving her a gentle hug. She then stepped over to Jake and hugged him gently and then stepped back.

"Thank you for taking such good care of our boy. He looks fit and he is deliriously happy and you have kept his nose in the books. I couldn't ask for anything more." Clara said.

"You're welcome Clara. We've come to love him very much. He really is a good guy and we just want to see him happy¦plus he makes our Korica so happy. She finally has the love and attention she so desperately wanted."

"Well, good night Laurel and Jake."

"Good night Clara, goodnight Liam." Laurel said.

"Goodnight you two." Jake said.

"Goodnight Laurel and Jake." Liam said with a warm smile.

Clara and Liam then stepped through the door into the transport compartment and Jake and Laurel turned and headed towards their quarters and just as they were about to reach the door the AI called out to Laurel.

"Laurel, your bio monitor is showing a rapid yellow pulse. You really should make a trip down to the medical deck."

Laurel lifted her wrist and looked at the rapidly blinking yellow indicator and she knew by morning it would be red.

"Ah crap. I hadn't even noticed."

"Can I come with you babe?"

"Sure. I don't particularly want to be away from you for very long. Today was really hard to get over. My heart ached for quite a while even after we were back together."

"You don't mean like physically hurt?"

"No, but it ached to be with you so much that it almost felt like a physical pain."

"Oh, ok good. That's what I felt too."

The two of them turned around and headed back down to the transport compartment and transported down to the med deck. They then walked up the corridor the short distance to med bay 1 and Jake let go of Laurel's hand and she stepped up to the door and it slid open and she stepped in. The door slid closed and Laurel stepped over to the table and got undressed and slid up onto the table and placed her feet up in the stirrups. She heard the laparoscope guide come out of its compartment and begin swinging up into position. When the guide stopped she placed her hands on her thighs and slid her hands down and pulled herself open and the guide settled between her lips and then moved down slightly into the ideal position and then she let go of herself. She then engaged the AI in conversation to distract herself as the laparoscope fed up into her vaginal vault.

"Future, does everything look normal?"

"Yes, quite so. Would you like to see?"

"No, that isn't necessary. I just wanted to make sure everything still looked alright."

"You are perfectly healthy and everything looks perfect. Are you still experiencing mood swings and hot flashes."

"No, that seems to have subsided thankfully and the sensitivity down there has lessoned some. I haven't felt the urge to¦have contact with Jake as often as I was before either. The poor guy hasn't said a word about us not fooling around as much but I'm sure he's horny all the time."

"He respects you Laurel. He is not going to press the issue if you are not in the mood and I am certain that he can feel when you need that kind of attention."

"He's a good man like that and I really love him for being so patient and understanding with me. So I guess you heard that Korica and Tamaric will be sharing a bed again?"

"Yes I did. I am a little concerned by how small Tamaric's bunk is for the two of them to be sleeping together on it."

"Concerned how?"

"Korica has bulked up substantially and when she lies on Tamaric the way she has to for them both to occupy the bunk her body weight could cause blood flow issues to some parts of his body since they have to lie in the same position all night."

"You've been watching them?"

"Only for brief instances. I check on Korica's welfare once an hour for two point three seconds."

"Aren't you afraid you'll see them¦doing something?"

"No. It is expected that might occur but I am not recording my visual observations to maintain her privacy and since I am not a human being it does not bother me to see people sexually interacting. It is just what people do from time to time and especially when they are in love."

"Do you do the same with Jake and I?"

"No. Would you like me to begin checking your welfare as well?"

"No. I appreciate that you're keeping an eye on her."

"I am taking her bio readings each time I check on her. I am also checking to see that there are no intruders. I allowed someone to get inside her quarters and observe her up close. I will never allow that to happen again."

"But the internal sensors would detect someone if they made their way to her quarters wouldn't they?"

"In theory yes, but we have learned that there is technology out there that we have no concept of so there is always the remote possibility that a person could appear in her quarters without having to use the corridors to get there. I will not allow her to be victimized again while in my care even if it is only voyeurism that is carried out without her knowledge."

"It sounds like you feel guilty for letting someone get so close to her."

"She could have just easily been killed as watched. I will not allow that to happen again. She feels safe within my walls and I intend to justify that feeling of security with vigilance. As you know I am very fond of Korica and I am learning a great deal about her physiology as she sleeps in the process."

"Like what?"

"She has three peptides and three particularly powerful hormones that spike when she sleeps resulting in accelerated growth. She grows more when she is asleep than at any other time and her body temperature climbs by point four degrees when she is experiencing those periods of rapid growth that last four hours on average. They occur ever other night like clockwork. That is why Tamaric is so hot when he snuggles up to her. She raises his body temperature to ninety-nine degrees when they are curled up to one anther if she is undergoing one of her growth periods."

"That's incredible! I didn't realize that she grew that much."

"She did not grow like that until she started puberty. She is going to outgrow Tamaric very rapidly. Humans just do not grow that fast."

"Is that where all of the food she eats is going?"

"Yes. It takes a tremendous amount of caloric energy and protein to support that kind of rapid growth aside from the fact that her metabolism is nearly twice that of a typical Human her age. She is burning through close to three hundred calories per hour while she is sleeping."

"Lord, no wonder she's as skinny as a rail."

"I believe her digestive system is three or four times more efficient at pulling nutrients out of what she eats than that of a typical Human. Her body does not waste the time to store fat other than a healthy reserve, it converts everything it can into muscle production and energy continuously."

"That certainly makes her midnight snacks make more sense."

"They are not a luxury, they are a necessity in order to maintain her current rate of growth. Her snacks are becoming very calorie intense and I do not believe she is even aware of why she is craving such protein and calorie intensive foods."

"So what would happen if her food supply suddenly became scarce or whatever?"

"I believe her growth rate would slow considerably if not stop all together and her metabolism would slow down. She would feel sluggish and lethargic and her mind would probably not work as clearly and efficiently as it does right now. She would also have trouble making the chair work due to low energy reserves and she would probably get sick if she attempted it too often with out the right caloric intake."

"Well I was just curious. We aren't gunna let that happen. I want her to eat as much as she wants as often as she wants."

"I whole hardily agree."

"Is there anything we can do to alleviate the problem of her weight on Tamaric when they are in his bunk?"

"Possibly. I believe I could add an expandable section to his bunk that would add another three feet of mattress space so he could move over allowing more of her weight to rest on the mattress rather than on him and they would have the room to turn over in their sleep as they do in Korica's bed. She ordinarily moves quite often when she sleeps."

"I thought you said you only observe her once an hour?"

"You and Jake had the sensors in her quarters on maximum sensitivity for quite some time and every time she moved the sensors went active monitoring her until she stopped moving for five seconds. It provided me with a detailed record of how often she moves when she sleeps."

"That's right. I should have known that."

"Laurel I do not monitor your quarters for privacy reasons. Korica is slightly different, I am learning about her species so I can help when Aseel is born. I need to understand the Draximan physiology better as well as to keep my promise to her that no one will get a hold of her while she is on the Future."

"I'm sounding paranoid again aren't I?"

"Yes. I only have your best interests in mind and those of every living soul on the Future. Korica is just of particular interest to me."

"It still sounds like you're all but saying you love her."

"For what I am capable of you may as well say that. Her happiness and long life are my top priorities and the lengths I will go to in order to insure both would suggest a preferential attention to her over everyone else so¦yes, I love Korica. You have ovulated two eggs Laurel."

"What? I thought you said that won't happen anymore with the new formula for the hormonal treatment?"

"We are still increasing your fertility by inducing ovulation every twenty-four hours."

"Twenty-four? I thought it was every thirty-six?"

"Have you not noticed that you are required to come down here more often than in the past. Your ovulation period has shortened to every twenty-four hours but you still have thirty-six hours to make a trip down here between visits."

"Now that you mention it¦I am coming down here almost every day to day and a half. How did you find the other egg?"

"When I removed the first egg the chemical signature of a fertile egg was still present and it was easy enough to detect where it was coming from. It is the same chemical signature that guides the sperm to the eggs. You released one egg from the right ovary and one from the left ovary."

"Wow, twins again huh?"

"Yes. I am preparing to release the hormone solution. Prepare for a warm tingle."

Laurel gasped lightly as she felt the warm fluid being sprayed deep inside her tummy. It tickled for a few moments and then faded to a light tingle and then went away all together.

"So have I grown at all like Korica has?"

"Yes. Not at nearly the same rate but you have definitely grown over the last several days. Have you not noticed the changes in height and build?"

"No."

"You are three centimeters taller, your bust size has increased, your hips have widened slightly, your posterior is slightly more developed and your vulva has changed slightly."

"What!" Laurel lifted her head and looked down at the guide buried between her lips and she winced and laid back down and tried to remain still so she wouldn't hurt herself.

"Relax Laurel, these are all normal changes for a young woman. You are looking more like woman as apposed to a young girl."

Laurel could hear the laparoscope retracting into its guide and she was glad it was almost over.

"So I'm not becoming¦unsightly or something?"

"Absolutely not. If anything you are becoming even more beautiful. You are still one of the prettiest examples of the Human female form that I have ever seen Laurel, and as you know I have millions of examples to compare you with. You are extraordinarily beautiful from head to toe and everywhere in between."

"Awe, thank you Future. That really does make me feel much better to hear you say that."

The laparoscope guide then gently slid out from between her lips and they drew together firmly and the guide descended and disappeared into its compartment in the front of the table. Laurel lifted her feet and the stirrups lowered and then laid flat and retracted into the table and she sat up and let her legs hang over the edge of the table. She then scooted forward and slid off the table. She then looked down at herself and pressed her tummy in a little and she shrugged and shook her head.

"I just don't see it. It looks the same to me."

"It is merely a very slight increase in the size of the labia majora and a tiny darkening of the same area."

"My lips are fuller and darker?"

"Yes."

"If you say so, I don't see it though."

Laurel then got dressed and stepped into her shoes. She then looked at the lit com panel by the door and she grinned.

"Thank you for talking to me Future. I really appreciate the distraction."

"You are welcome Laurel. I always enjoy conversing with you. You are bright, articulate and sweet."

"Awe, thank you. Are you going to modify Tamaric's bunk tonight?"

"No. Clara and Liam would be disturbed by all the activity, as I will have to cut into the bulkhead below his bunk in order to install the motor to extend and retract the bed extension. I will do it tomorrow while everyone are going about their day."

"Ok. I guess I'll let you surprise them when they go to bed tomorrow night."

"Understood. Have a goodnight Laurel."

"You too, thanks."

The com panel then went dark and Laurel stepped up to the door and it slid open and Jake was standing against the bulkhead with his hand cupped on his chin. He looked up at Laurel and smiled and pulled his hand down.

"So twins again huh?"

"Yah, can you believe that?" Laurel said as she stepped up to Jake and put her arms around him.

"You're an amazing woman Laurel. I should expect great thing from you all the time."

"Were you listening to my feelings the whole time?"

"No, there was a rush of excitement when the AI told you about two eggs being present and I just sensed it. I don't eves drop on you all of the time babe. That would be rude."

"I don't really care if you do Jake."

"No you talk to Korica about private stuff¦and Tamaric too for that matter. I shouldn't be listening to that unless someone invites me into the conversation."

"You're so considerate Jake."

Laurel leaned in and kissed Jake and then stepped back and took his hand and the two headed for the transport platform. They transported back up to the command deck and then stepped down and exited the transport platform and made their way to their quarters. They stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped in and they both walked over to Jake's side of the bed once the lights came up and they slid their shoes off and then Laurel pulled Jake to the foot of the bed and she gently pushed him down and he furrowed his brow. He sensed that Laurel was curious about something but he didn't understand why he was sensing that she was curious about herself.

"Jake I want you to do me a favor."

"Ok, anything you want."

"I want you to look at my body without anything on and tell me if you can see any changes to how I look."

"Changes? Did the AI do something that would change how you look?"

"No silly. The AI said I have grown some and that I look¦more like woman. I want to see of you notice the changes cause I don't see it."

"Ok. Any excuse to see you naked and I'm in."

"That's sweet but this is important to me Jake. I want your honest opinion ok?"

"Ok. I'll try to be objective but you know I think¦I know you are the most beautiful woman to ever live."

"I know you think that and it makes me feel beautiful to feel that from you all the time."

Laurel then proceeded to get undressed right in front of him and drop all of her clothes to the side. She finally slid her underwear down and stood up in front of him and he looked her over with a big grin on his face especially when he stared at her beautiful vulva. She just had the most perfectly shaped lips that he could have ever imagined. She waited for him to get used to seeing her and then she moved her feet apart and she waited for him to look up at her face.

"You're gorgeous Laurel."

"Thank you Jake but do you see a difference anywhere?"

"A difference from what?"

"I don't know. Over the last several days?"

"Spin around and let me see you from every side."

Laurel slowly spun around and when he looked at her from the side he did see a marked change in the size of her rear end and boobs and he thought her hips looked a little curvier. When she turned around facing him again he looked down to her feet and back up to her head and then he stood up and looked at the top of her head in relation to his line of sight and he nodded.

"Well¦you are a little bit taller than I had realized so I guess you've grown a little taller¦" He put his hands on her hips and stroked them a little. "Your hips have a little more curve to them than I remembered too¦" He slid his hands around to her cheeks and gently rubbed them. "Your butt has filled out a little and I can see that your breasts are getting bigger. It's all good changes from what I can tell."

"What about¦down there." Laurel said gesturing to her crotch.

"Laurel where is all this insecurity about your body coming from? You're drop dead gorgeous and you're only getting more beautiful everyday."

"I don't know. The AI said I was pretty but I know some girls can go through an unbalanced stage where they can look kind of odd or whatever and I know the AI wouldn't want to give me a complex if something started to look odd."

"Laurel! You don't look odd. You're stunning. Look at those perfect perky breasts the way they come to a pointed mound and don't hang in the slightest."

"Will you look at my¦lips and see if I look different to you?"

Jake got down on his knees and looked right at her beautiful lips as she moved her feet apart so he could see everything clearly. He bent down a little and looked up under her and he was again amazed at how incredibly shapely she is. He then tried be objective and he looked at her in earnest and he did notice that her lips here a little more defined but there still was no descending seam where they meet. It was just a beautiful smooth mound all the way back to her behind and her lips were a little darker than he remembered. They were the same color as all of her skin when he first saw her naked and now they were a little darker than the rest of her skin tone. He reached out and gently stroked her soft lips once and then he stood up.

"Your lips stand up a little more than they used too and they are a tiny bit darker than the first time I saw them. You still have a beautiful little pussy Laurel."

"So nothing is unbalanced or unattractive looking?"

"Laurel, you're crazy? Everything is perfectly balanced and absolutely gorgeous."

"I'm sorry that I'm being so insecure, I just always want to look beautiful for you."

Jake stepped up to her and slid his hands around her sides to her back and he gave her a gentle kiss.

"You are the most beautiful woman I have ever seen Laurel. I don't know how else to reassure you that I love what I see."

"You just did. I sense what you're feeling. Thank you Jake. The AI just scared me when she said that I had changed."

Laurel stepped back and picked up her underwear and stepped into them and pulled them up over her hips and behind and then she walked to the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt and she slipped it over her head and then she pushed her drawer closed and walked back over to Jake.

"Maybe you're feeling insecure because I haven't been¦doing anything to you. I was just trying to be respectful of your feelings. I can feel when you're horny and you just haven't been in the mood lately so I haven't tried to start anything. I'm sorry if that made you feel like you weren't attractive to me, I assure you that you still turn me on big time. I just don't ever want you to feel like I'm pushing myself on you."

"I know Jake. Maybe that's part of what's wrong with me. I've had a lot on my mind lately worrying about Korica and sensing how she's feeling. Maybe that will all change now that her and Tamaric are being allowed to share a bed again."

"Anytime you need to be reassured that I still want you just ask and I'll show you how much I desire you."

"Ok."

Laurel gave him a peck and then turned and climbed up on the bed and Jake grinned as he looked right up her shirt as she crawled up on the bed. She stopped when she sensed what was going through his mind and she looked back at him and grinned and wiggled her behind and then she nodded toward the pillows as she continued climbing up on the bed until she reached her usual sleeping spot and then she plopped down on her side. Jake got undressed down to his underwear and climbed up onto the bed and he crawled up next to her and they both pulled the covers down and stuck their feet under the covers and then pulled them up to their chest and then Laurel reached out and slid the light controls down to sleep levels and then she turned over and engaged Jake in a long tongue kiss. Laurel then turned her back to Jake and he curled up right long her backside matching her position with his body and they laid their heads on the pillow.

"Thank you for making me feel better Jake. You picked out every detail that the AI said had changed over the last several days so I know you can be objective when you look at me if you try."

"You're welcome babe. We're all growing around here, it's just more noticeable on a girl than it is on a guy."

"The AI said Korica is going through rapid growth periods every other night like clockwork. That's why she's eating so much and you can't see an ounce of fat on her."

"I've noticed that she is filling out and getting taller. The top of her head is a little past my eyes now. Remember when she came up to the bottom of our chins or maybe a little less and we could hold her in our laps like nothing?"

"I remember. I miss picking her up and having her wrap her legs around me and having her sit in my lap on the bridge."

"She has her own man now. Who would've thought when we picked up that skinny little girl from the Hodong station that she would blossom into the beautiful young woman that we see now."

"I'm so proud of her Jake."

"Me too babe. I'm glad you were drawn to her like you were. I just couldn't imagine life around here without her."

Laurel scooted back against Jake and he kissed the top of her shoulder and then laid his head against hers and the two drifted off into a deep sleep.

Everyone slept soundly and the AI continued the work on the habitats until 00:20 when Korica stirred awake and scooted out from Tamaric's grip and he lifted his head and realized it was snack time for Korica and he set his head back down.

"Don't be long love, I'm going to get cold and lonely without you here."

Korica smiled in the darkened room at the very sound of Tamaric's heavenly accent.

"I won't be long Tamaric. I'm just hungry."

"I know. You eat your fill and I'll be waiting for you right here."

Korica laid back and kissed the side of Tamaric's head and then climbed out of bed and headed for the exit. When the door slid open she winced at the bright light and then stepped out into the quiet corridor. She looked toward the mess hall and she was disappointed that the mess hall was dark. She was hoping mark or someone would be there to keep her company. She walked over to the doorway and just as she was about to step in she sensed Tamaric very close to her and she turned around and he was just stepping up behind her. She lit up in a big smile at seeing him wearing only a pair of pants with no shirt on.

"I thought you were going to wait in our quarters?"

"I'm not going to sleep without you there and something inside me told me that you were lonely."

Korica just looked at him as he stepped up to her.

"I was just thinking how disappointing it was not to see anyone in the mess hall. It meant I would have to eat all by myself."

"I must of felt it or something cause it was a strong feeling that you wanted some company."

Korica leaned into him and locked lips with him and then leaned back and smiled at him.

"I can't think of anyone else that I would rather have keep me company than you."

Korica took his hand and the two stepped into the mess hall and walked over to their usual square table and Korica sat down and slid over and Tamaric smiled at her.

"What do you want to drink? I'll get it for you."

"Try and feel what I want Tamaric."

Tamaric thought about it but nothing was coming to mind other than wild guesses and he shrugged lightly and shook his head. Korica gently pulled on him and she set her forehead against his and she thought about what she wanted and then she sent a very gentle push and Tamaric pulled back quickly and batted his eyes a few times.

"You want pineapple juice?"

"That's right! Good job."

"You pushed that to me though. That's not the same as me doing it is it?"

"Kind of. You know what it feels like when you sense my feelings now even if I gave you a little help. In time you'll learn how to feel for me without me sending you a push."

Tamaric nodded and headed over to the dispensers and Korica called out to the AI.

"Future?"

"A menu is on its way Korica." The AI responded.

"Ok, thank you."

"You are welcome. I am also sending an apple turnover, I know you are very fond of them and it will settle the growling in your stomach until your ordered meal arrives."

"Awe, thank you. You heard my tummy did you?"

"Yes, and your bio monitor is indicating that your blood sugar is a little low."

Tamaric returned to the table with a glass of water for himself and a glass of pineapple juice for Korica and he sat down and scooted right next to her to enjoy her intense body heat against his bare side. Korica took the glass of pineapple juice and downed half of it in one go. She then let out an ahhh as she set the glass down.

"You think your low blood sugar is why you were craving pineapple juice?" Tamaric asked.

"Probably." Korica said with a grin.

The servo drone arrived at that point with a plate with a steaming hot apple turnover and a fork and a menu in the other hand. Tamaric took both and set the plate in front of Korica and then handed her the menu. She took the fork and cut the crust of the turnover open to vent the steam and then she opened the menu and leaned into Tamaric as she decided what she was in the mood for. She finally made her meal selection and then she closed the menu and handed it to Tamaric and he handed it to the servo drone that then lifted several inches and floated across the room and disappeared through its slot in the bulkhead.

Korica then cut her turnover into bite size pieces and she fed a couple to Tamaric and ate the rest. She then leaned on Tamaric tiredly and sipped her pineapple juice while he laid his head against her very warm head with his eyes closed. Korica startled him a few minutes later when she lifted her head as a servo drone arrived with her plate of food. Tamaric batted his eyes and then realized where he was and what he was doing and as the plate was slid up on the table Tamaric pushed it over in front of Korica. He was surprised at how much she was eating but he knew that she could eat whatever she wanted and never gained any fat of any kind. She just got thicker and heavier from within. Tamaric grinned as he realized that she was already almost as heavy as him and if she grew like she has been it wouldn't be long and she would be bigger than him.

Korica dug into her food and Tamaric leaned back and admired Korica as she ate. He put his forearm on her shoulder and he gently stroked her soft white hair as he was determined to stay awake this time. She looked at him from time to time while she was eating with a warm grin and then she would turn back to her food as he continued to pet her wonderfully soft hair. He was so amazed by this girl and he loved her so completely, he just couldn't help but admire her for everything she is capable of and how sweet she is. When she finally finished her meal Tamaric was stroking the long ends of her hair and rubbing her firm and remarkably muscular back. She leaned back and he moved his hand and she sighed.

"You feeling better?"

"Yah, I feel like I can sleep now. Thank you for sitting with me while I ate Tamaric."

"You're welcome darlin." Korica turned her head and looked at him and smiled at him and he just melted. "God, you're so pretty Korica."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric. You're so sweet. You ready to go back to bed?"

"I would love to go to bed with you¦and you can take that how ever you want cause I mean it both ways."

Korica giggled and blushed slightly and then downed the rest of her pineapple juice and then she slid against him and he scooted out and got to his feet and Korica slid out and stood up and leaned in and kissed his cheek.

"Come on handsome, let's go back to bed."

The two of them took one another's hand and made their way out of the mess hall and turned right and headed back to their quarters. When the door slid open they stepped in and the lights came up and Korica walked over to the light controls and slid them down as Tamaric shucked his pants off and climbed up onto the bed. Korica then climbed up onto the bed and she crawled over next to Tamaric and they pulled the covers down and poked their feet under the covers and then pulled the covers back up and they got comfortable next to one another and then Korica wrapped her arms around Tamaric and she pulled herself close to him.

"Thank you for being so wonderful to me Tamaric."

"Your welcome beautiful. I don't know any other way to be."

The two of them then closed their eyes and drifted off to sleep.

At 04:40 Korica stirred to life and she found herself still wrapped in Tamaric's arms and she had her arms wrapped around him with her face up against his chest. She laid for a moment and listened to Tamaric breathing deep and steady. She could hear his heart beating and it made her grin a little in the darkened room. She worked her way out of Tamaric's embrace and he rolled onto his back and woke up enough to speak.

"Is it tea time?"

"Yah. I'm kind of hungry too. You go ahead and sleep though."

"Kay. Love ya Korica."

"I love you too Tamaric."

Korica leaned over and kissed his cheek and then crawled over to the edge of the bed and sat up with her feet in the floor. She rubbed her eyes and sat for a few seconds allowing her mind time to wake up completely. She then reached out and slid the lights up slightly so she could see what she was doing and she stood up and stretched big and then walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and then she carried them back to the foot of the bed and she pulled her night gear shirt over her head and she laid it on the bed and then she got dressed. She then made her way into the bathroom and relieved herself and then she brushed her teeth and washed her mouth out and then she brushed her hair out until it looked perfect. She then put on some deodorant and then made her way out into the main quarters and she walked over to Tamaric's side of the bed and stepped into her shoes and then she walked around to her side of the bed and she crawled up onto the bed and planted a kiss on Tamaric and gave him a hug when he kissed her back and reached out to her. She then climbed off the bed and slid the lights down to sleep levels and made her way to the exit.

Korica stepped out into the brightly lit corridor and she walked toward the mess hall. She could see light spilling out of the mess hall so she knew Mark was already up, which made her smile. She just didn't want to be alone anymore. One night without Tamaric was enough to last her for a very long time. She was finding it hard to imagine how she ever slept peacefully without him right next to her and she certainly didn't want to sit in the mess hall all by herself either. She rounded the corner and Mark was sitting at the round table reading from a data pad. He looked up when she stepped in and he waved at her and gave her a warm smile that she returned equally warmly.

"Morning sweetheart, how'd you sleep?"

"Morning Mark. I slept great thanks."

Korica stepped up to him and he leaned over and put his arm around her and kissed the side of her head. He then pulled his arm back and she stepped over to the dispensers and retrieved a cup of hot tea. It smelled wonderful and seemed to wake her senses up. She then took a small sip and grinned and then stepped over to the table and set her cup down and slid in next to Mark. He put his arm around her and gave her a little squeeze and she set her head against his chest and closed her eyes and grinned. She could feel how much he loved her and how glad he was to see her and it felt wonderful to her. Mark then pulled his arm and she sat up straight and looked at his data pad as she took a sip from her tea. She then set her cup down and nodded toward the data pad.

"Is that our work schedule for today?"

"Yep. We're going to be spending the whole day out in space again. This time we're going to be practicing hooking in the atmospheric pumps. Looks like there will be a girder assembly in the back of one of the mining shuttles and we are going to install a simulated pump and plumb it in and wire it up and then we will be installing some simulated hull plating over it and then we will be disassembling it."

"Disassembling it? Why"

"Well once we have the atmospheric gasses collected that's what we're going to have to do for real. We will have to go back out there and pull everything off."

"Oh, I guess I hadn't thought of that. Do you know how to install the hull plates?"

"Yes. I helped Laurel and Jake install the replacement hull plates on the bow of the ship. I'm not as good at it as they are but I definitely know how they go on."

"Oh. That's gunna take us all day?"

"That's what the schedule says. I think we're going to find it more complicated than you would think. It sounds simple enough but as you saw yesterday even simple tasks in space become daunting with those bulky gloves on."

"I wish our suits weren't so heavy and bulky. You would think that there is a better design available in the data core."

"There is but we don't have the time and materials to build them."

"You mean there's actually something this ship can't make?"

Mark chuckled.

"Of course there is. Some of the designs in the new data care are radically advanced but we don't have enough time to research adequate replacement materials with the materials we have on hand. Even our own advanced designs require a manufacturing process that we can't duplicate right now. It would take months to make just one suit and we need four of them. Nope, we're stuck with the Russian design. They weigh a ton but they're practically bullet proof and they're easy to make with what we have on hand."

"I guess we only need 'em for this mission right?"

"That's right. Once we get to where we're going we can worry about making more advanced suits."

"I'm having fun training with you anyways Mark. Good company makes the long day go by fast and now I know I get to spend the evening with Tamaric and his parents. I'm really kind of looking forward to that."

"Yah, the AI showed me the conversations that went on yesterday. I'm happy for you if that's what you wanted Korica."

"I would've rathered stay in our quarters together but I can empathize with Clara's point of view. I don't want to let go of Tamaric so why would his mother. As long as we get sleep together I really don't care where it is. His mom and dad are super nice anyways so I guess I'll get to know 'em better this way."

"That a girl. Look at the positive aspect to it. His folks seem to really like you too."

"Yah, I guess I was worried about that for nothing huh?"

"Well they could've been complete jerks and they might have thought that no girl was good enough for their son but luckily that isn't the case."

"Nah, Tamaric is to well mannered for his parents to be complete jerks. We reflect our upbringing right?"

"Good point. In my experience you're absolutely right. A good kid usually means good parents."

"Is that why you're so nice to me? You had good parents?"

"We're not gunna go there. I'm nice to you because you're sweet and I like you. You're teaching me how to relate to the young. That's something I was never very good at before."

"Really? You're learning from me?"

"Of course I am. I've never met anyone like you before Korica. I'm learning tons of stuff from you."

"Awe, I thought I was the one learning from you?"

"We're teaching each other from our individual strengths to help the weaknesses of the other."

"That's so sweet. Thank you Mark, that really makes me feel good to know that I'm teaching you things."

"Anyone worth his salt recognizes an opportunity to learn from those around him if he is observant, no matter how young and pretty those with knowledge or behavior that one can learn from are."

"Awe, thanks Mark. You always make me feel special."

Mark leaned over and kissed the side of her head and then got up to refill his cup. He came back and sat down and took a sip of his tea and lavished the sweet and rich taste. He wished he could have a strong cup of coffee instead but he was coming to enjoy the tea just the same even if it didn't have the same kick that a good cup of joe would give.

"So mark, do you really think Tamaric has what it takes to make for a good officer in the civilian corps?" Korica asked surprising him.

"He discussed that with you did he?"

"Yah. We try to talk about all our decisions together when they're that big and it affects both of us."

"Well¦" Mark took another sip and then set his cup down and leaned back in the seat. "He is pretty damn smart. He isn't as smart as you yet but his ability to assimilate information is astounding and he is learning very quickly. That would make him a fine officer on it's own merit but he is also one hell of a good shot with a weapon. With a little training he will be next to unbeatable. He's got guts too¦and he adores you Korica. By signing up it all but insures that you two will be kept together and if it doesn't¦well you two can tie the knot and you're guaranteed to be kept together. It's not often that you can see such greatness in one so young but he has something about him that tells me he should be groomed for a life of service even if it isn't in the military. I think he could make a real positive contribution to what we're going to be facing when we get to the Milky Way plus he has more extraterrestrial experience than most of the people on this ship."

"You mean with aliens?"

"Well that too but I was talking about his planet side experiences. He has been on alien worlds and interacted with the indigenous inhabitants on several occasions now, which gives him a decisive background that imminently qualifies him for space duty, which is what you want. You want to be stationed on the Future and with your vast experience and knowledge of space and alien worlds you are all but insured of being stationed on the Future. You have both been on hostile and friendly worlds so captain Alexan needs both of you and I know he will recognize that. Are you having reservations about him signing up?"

"I just want him to fully understand what he is signing up for. It's my dream to serve on the Future and I love the civilian corps and the ideals that they stand for but I don't think he understands it like I do. He wasn't given the neural knowledge that I was which included a fundamental understanding of how the civilian corps came to be and why. This is a big decision and I don't want him to be miserable just to be close to me."

"I think he would be far more miserable if he weren't close to you Korica. It would tear you two apart if you were assigned to the Future and his parents were put to work somewhere planet side and he had to go with them and then the Future left the Future planet space. Who knows how long it would be until you two would see each other again."

"That's an unpleasant thought."

"It's a likely scenario. I was not only trying to recruit someone with huge potential but I was trying to help you two stay together by informing his old man of the positive benefits of Tamaric joining. Plus I'll have to admit that I really like Tamaric and I think it would be fun to conduct his weapons training."

"Can I ask you something Mark that's a little off the subject?"

"Sure. You can ask me anything you want."

"Don't take this the wrong way but how come you've been in the Marines for so long and your still a lieutenant?"

"That's a long story. The short answer is that I love what I do honey. If I were promoted I would be taken out of my unit and I would probably be assigned strictly training duty or paper pushing and neither was what I wanted to do. Plus a lot of what I did meant that my accomplishments are off the record so to speak. My mission completion rate was one hundred percent with only two deaths to fellow Marines along the way but no record of what I did on those missions is available for review or discussion. It makes it hard to recommend someone for promotion when you have no idea what they've accomplished."

"Wait¦the Marine corps has no idea what you were doing?"

"Sort of. We answered to the president and his military advisors through a very secretive organization that has no title. The president didn't even know our names, just our unit's description. Plausible deniability as they called it. The president had no idea who he was sending in to do the messy work that needed to be done. If we were captured we were on our own and would be disavowed."

"That's horrible."

"We usually went into some pretty ugly situations on foreign soil without the knowledge or permission of the governments in charge at the time¦though there were a few requests by foreign governments in which they just wanted the genocide stopped by small radical groups within their borders. They didn't care how or who helped them as long as it didn't blow back on them that they had anything to do with the request for help in putting down their problem. We were very good at what we did and we left no trace of our presence. More often than not they didn't know what hit them until the smoke cleared and by that time all the bad guys were toast and we were gone."

"You never did rescue missions like you did for me?"

"We carried out several rescues but never with such a great number of friendlies in custody. Yours was a unique situation for me."

"So you turned down promotions?"

"Twice. It wasn't about the money for me. I justified the ugly crap I had to do by the number of innocents I saved by stopping the shi¦bad people from doing what they were doing."

"I was just curious. I'm awful glad that you were trained to do what you do and that you were assigned to the Future."

"I wasn't assigned, I volunteered."

"Aren't you worried about what you left undone back on Earth?"

"No, we had over a year to train a replacement team for all of us that volunteered. I thought I would be getting away from the ugliness of slaughtering of bad guys. I hadn't counted on it being just as hostile out here if not worse."

"I can sense that you're getting upset. I won't ask anymore about it."

"I'm not upset at you or the line of questions honey. I just don't like to see people preying on others and it makes me particularly angry that it was you that was being preyed upon. There is no reason to hurt a sweet girl like you or any of the other hundred and three little girls that were being¦abused."

"I'm not so little anymore and thanks to you I could put up a heck of a fight if someone tried to grab me."

"I know. I take solace in that fact Korica. I am glad to be able to watch you growing strong and capable so that kind of¦stuff won't ever happen to you again."

"I'll change the subject. Are you going to be able to sign off my suit qualification after today?"

"Yes. If you can suit up without my help except for locking the airlock closed then you will have over fifteen hours of suit experience and I will sign off your suit qual in your service record."

"What about my zero g qualification?"

"Let's see how you do today and maybe I can sign you off on that as well. You're a natural out there but everyone has that bad day and I hope it's during your training and not when you're out there working."

"You're talking about special disorientation?"

"Yes. We all experience it at least once."

"Did you?"

"Oh yah. It isn't pleasant but if you keep your wits about you it's survivable. If you panic and outstrip your air supply, which would be even easier for you to do because of how much air you need anyways, then it can get ugly real fast and possibly deadly."

"I know what to do, stay calm, focus on a fixed point within my helmet, breath slow and normal and use the com to call for help in a calm voice."

"Good girl, that's exactly right."

"It helps if you don't think about up or down or sideways since there is no up or down out there, right?"

"That mentality will keep you out of trouble more than anything. That's what I mean by you're a natural. You understand space and zero gravity more than any of us. Were there places on your ship that didn't have any gravity?"

"Yah, there was a corner of the cargo area that always had no gravity and I used to go back there and play around. It was right by the left cargo door. I would step into it and just float around to the ceiling and back to the floor while tumbling. I liked the way it tickled my tummy to be weightless as long as I remembered not to do it with a full stomach."

"We call that the yack response and most of us aren't real crazy about the feeling."

"Maybe I'm just weird like that."

"You aren't weird honey, you're just a space baby and it's completely normal to you. Your parents probably used to float you in it to entertain you from the time you were a baby."

"How did you know that?"

"Because it's what I would do to get the little ones used to it as early as possible. That way if the artificial gravity went out in the ship the babies wouldn't freak out. They would think it was fun or normal or whatever allowing me to diagnose and fix the problem without having to particularly tend to the little ones first."

"See you would make a good space dad. We should get you hooked up with a woman so that you can raise your own kids out here in space. You're the only one that doesn't have a mate."

"I don't play well with others honey. The fairer sex tends to be repelled by me Korica. I have a lot of character flaws that become intolerable and when a woman tries to change me I tend to dig my heals in. It isn't pretty."

"Come on Mark, I know you pretty well and a good woman would love to be with you. You're handsome and strong and smart and caring. What isn't there to love?"

"Don't try and play match maker Korica, I'm not interested in breaking another heart. I'm perfectly content being alone while watching all of you caring for one another. That life just isn't for me."

"Don't you get lonely though?"

"Sometimes. I go for a long run or spend an hour in the gym and it passes."

"Don't you get¦horny too?"

"I don't have any women my age around me to bring that on. The ship has ways to provide for that when the biological urge arises and I am not going to discuss it any deeper than that."

"I forgot about that. The servo drones offered that to me once and I was bewildered. I just wanted my legs massaged because they hurt and afterwards that was offered."

"You didn't accept¦wait never mind! Don't answer that! I'm not comfortable discussing this with you Korica. I don't want to know anything about that aspect of your life."

"Sorry, I'll drop it." Korica said blushing.

Korica and Mark then sat quietly enjoying their tea and each other's company for some time until the uncomfortable feeling wore off and then they engaged in light conversation and Korica ordered a turnover and an apple sliced up into wedges. She ate her snack and her and Mark talked some more until 05:55 at which time Korica excused herself to get Tamaric up. When she stepped into her quarters it was dark and she walked over to her side of the bed and slid the lights up to half luminosity and then she crawled up onto the bed and laid down behind Tamaric and she kissed the back of his neck making him turtle into his shoulders. He then took a deep breath and stretched hard and then rolled onto his back and Korica scooted over closer and set her head on his shoulder and chest as he brought his arm down around her back.

"Morning Korica. Is it time?"

"Yah, it's almost six."

Tamaric leaned down and kissed the top of her head and she smiled and rolled over so she had her head on his chest looking up at him.

"Try that again." Korica said with a big grin still on her face.

Tamaric leaned down and she moved her head forward and locked lips with him in a warm kiss. He felt a warm tingle in his belly and Korica's pretty face staring up at him made him feel drunk. He still couldn't believe how lucky he was to have her as his girlfriend. She was just the prettiest girl he had ever laid eyes on next to Laurel, but Korica was his and he was Korica's. Korica sensed everything going through his mind by his feelings and she smiled at him only endearing her to him more.

"Thank you Tamaric. That's sweet what you're thinking. Come on, let's get you up so we can get some breakfast in us."

"Ok."

Korica slid back off the bed and she reached over and slid the lights up to full intensity and then she sat down on the edge of the bed while Tamaric sat up and rubbed his eyes for a moment and tried to wake up completely. Once he was completely awake he laid on his side and scooted over to Korica and laid his head in her lap and looked up at her as she gently stroked his head.

"When do we get a day off Korica? I mean back on Earth we only went to school for five days and then we got the weekends off. We had at least two days to sleep in and play instead of having our heads stuck in the books seven days a week. Don't you want a day off once in a while?"

"If you want then take the day off but I have work to do. I can't take days off to play when so much has to be done so we can get under way again."

"It wouldn't be the same without you to play with. I may as well be studying if you and I can't sleep in and go do something fun when we get up."

"When we get these modifications done I promise to take a day or two to sleep in with you and we can mess around doing something fun for the day ok?"

"Ok. Deal."

Tamaric moved his face forward and kissed Korica's tummy making her giggle and then he rolled onto his stomach and got up to his hands and knees and he crawled to the edge of the bed and then got to his feet. He walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and then walked back to the bed and got dressed and then he walked over to Korica and kissed her cheek and then he kept going to the bathroom to relieve himself and then he brushed his teeth and washed his mouth out and then he combed his hair and when he stepped out of the bathroom Korica had made the bed and picked up all of their clothes and she was just setting them down in front of the servo slot. She looked up at him and smiled brightly. He stepped up to her and the two engaged in a proper tongue kiss that left them both feeling weak in the knees and just a bit head spun.

Tamaric then walked over to his side of the bed and stepped into his shoes and then he walked back over to Korica and took her hand and the two walked up to the door and when it slid open they stepped out and they could see Laurel and Jake just stepping out of their quarters. Even from a distance Laurel looked absolutely beautiful to Tamaric. She was getting taller and looking much more like a lady than ever before and it was very noticeable in the way she walked. She carried herself very gracefully and she seemed to float when she walked when she wasn't in a hurry. Korica sensed the admiration of Laurel coming from Tamaric and it made her proud that Laurel was her mom. Korica squeezed Tamaric's hand and pulled him a little closer.

"See I can feel you appreciating how gorgeous Laurel is and I'm not jealous at all."

"Thank you Korica, I admire her I don't desire her."

"I know. Just remember that when I see a handsome man and I feel the same thing ok?"

"Ok."

Korica and Tamaric walked up to Laurel and Jake and Jake hugged Tamaric while Laurel hugged Korica and then they switched and Laurel kissed Tamaric's forehead and grinned at him.

"Thank you for the compliment Tamaric." Laurel said.

"I didn't¦you sensed what I was thinking?"

"Yes. You were thinking that I'm gorgeous and I float like a cloud when I walk."

"I didn't know I was that easy to read."

"You aren't but Korica is. I was sensing your feelings through her."

"What? How the heck does that work?"

"When she is thinking about what she is feeling from you I can actually hear what she's thinking and I can feel what she is feeling and for a few seconds she was feeling what you're feeling as though they were her own feelings."

"This whole thing you guys can do is so confusing sometimes."

"Korica has a special connection with us that runs very deep and she is perfectly in tune with you now so she's more readily able to sense what your feeling and thusly what you're thinking so because of her connection to you Jake and I are more in tune with you also."

"Korica and I are connected?"

"Very deeply. You just don't know how to tune in to her yet. Don't worry, you will in time. She'll teach you everything you need to know about reading a person's feelings."

"I don't know if I'll ever understand this stuff."

Laurel brushed her hand on his cheek and grinned at him and then they all turned and headed into the mess hall. Mark looked up and smiled warmly as the four of them stepped up to the table. Mark put his hand up and Laurel put her hand in his as she sat down and then pulled her hand back slowly.

"Morning cap, xo. You two sleep well?"

"Yes we did thank you. I feel well rested and ready for the day."

"You look great Laurel. Your face is¦glowing or something."

"Really?"

"Maybe it's just me. You're always beautiful, morning noon or night."

"Thanks Mark."

"What do you want to drink babe?" Jake asked of Laurel.

"Tea please."

"You got it." Jake said as he stood up.

Korica got up and followed Jake over to the dispensers and Jake stroked her back and let her refill her tea first. She then looked at Tamaric and she squinted slightly and then grinned and she poured him a glass of Gatorade. Jake then poured himself some orange juice and a cup of tea for Laurel. The two of them then stepped back over to the table and sat down. Tamaric looked into his glass and he shook his head once and smiled.

"Is that right? Is that what you wanted?"

"Yep. The fact that I didn't have to say a word or even consciously think about what I wanted and you knew is amazing."

"Good. I though for a second I got it wrong."

"You realize of course even if you did I would never say anything."

"Yah the thought had crossed my mind but I can feel that you're happy with Gatorade."

"Yah, it's truly what I'm in the mood for."

"Are your parents going to come up and join us you think?"

"I guess so. I don't really know."

"Future?" Korica called out.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Are Clara and Liam awake?"

"Stand by one while I check¦yes they are. They are just stepping out of the shower in their quarters."

"You wanna invite 'em up here Tamaric?"

"Sure."

"Future will you please invite them to come up here to have breakfast with us?"

"Understood."

In Clara and Liam's quarters the com panel in the bathroom lit up and the AI called out to them.

"Clara, Liam Korica has asked if you would join Tamaric and the rest of the crew up on the command deck for breakfast."

"We would love to. Please tell them we will be there in about ten minutes or so." Clara said as she toweled her hair dry.

"Understood."

"Korica, Clara, said she and Liam would love to have breakfast with all of you. They need approximately ten minutes to get dressed and make their way up to the command deck."

"Ok, thank you Future."

"You are welcome Korica."

Menus were brought to the table at that point including an extra for Clara and Liam and everyone sat and around and talked lightly until the Reynolds showed up a little while later. Everyone then ordered their meals at the same time and then Liam retrieved a cup of tea for himself and Clara. Korica then decided to feel out when she could arrange a day off or maybe two as Tamaric had asked for.

"Hay mom, are you and dad getting close to the point where you're going to have to shut the AI down?"

"We aren't going to do that until we get the work outside done. We need the AI to control the mining shuttles that will be carrying all of the parts and tools out to us as well as running the lights so we can see what we're doing. We're about eighty-five percent done with the wiring we're doing now, I would guess by the end of the day we should have it done. That means you really need to get your training and qualifications out of the way by tomorrow or the next day at the latest. We need to get started on installing the pumps and collection piping."

"I should be able to sign her off on everything by the end of the day if all goes according to plan." Mark said.

"That's great Mark. Thank you for working so long and hard with her to get this done so quickly."

"You're welcome cap but you should thank Korica. If she weren't so damn smart and capable this would have taken weeks."

"Thank you for¦being you Korica."

"Awe, you're welcome mom. And thank you for training me Mark, your technique is also what makes it go so smoothly. You let me do it all but when I turn around you're right there next to me watching me so I feel confident that if I do something wrong you'll catch me before it gets bad or whatever."

"I got your back little one. Nothing's gunna happen to you while I'm training you."

"So¦once we have the work done outside and the AI is shut down there won't be much for us to do right?"

"You still have a job under the storage tanks that should take the better part of a day or two to complete unless Tamaric is allowed to help you, that will cut the time about in half. What are you getting at Korica? I sense that you're fishing for something?"

"I was hoping that¦you know what? Never mind mom. It isn't that big a deal."

"Are you sure?"

"Yah, just forget it. I know there's a lot of work to be done."

"Ok."

The meals began to arrive at that point and Korica could feel the disappointment coming from Tamaric but she wasn't going to ask for time off when they were neck deep in the modifications. It just wouldn't come out right no matter how she asked. The plates that arrived were slid up on the table by their intended recipients and then a few minutes later the rest of the plates of food arrived and were slid up onto the table and everyone set in to eating their food in relative quiet. Once the meals were consumed and the dinks were finished off they adjourned to the gym to perform their morning workout routines.

After a hard workout Korica and Laurel departed to take their shower and everyone else sat around the gym and talked until Jake got a gentle push from Laurel telling him that they were done and it was the guys turn. Mark, Tamaric and Jake then went and took their shower and then Jake let the Reynolds know it was their turn once the guys were done. Jake then made his way to his quarters and when he stepped in Korica was having her hair brushed while sitting in between Laurel's legs as she always did after her showers. As Jake walked up to them Korica slid out from between Laurel's legs and turned around and gave Laurel a peck and a hug and then she walked up to Jake and hugged him tightly and gave him a peck and then she headed for the exit.

Korica made her way to her quarters quickly knowing that Tamaric would be waiting for her with her sneak peek. She stepped into her quarters and Tamaric was standing at the foot of the bed drying his hair out and when he was done he looked up and smiled at Korica. She walked up to him and looked him over and then sat down right next to him keeping her eyes on him. She then looked up into his face.

"You aren't mad at me for not asking when we can have some time off are you?" Korica asked.

"No, don't be silly. I'm a little disappointed maybe but not with you just with the fact that it's going to be a while until we can actually take a day off. It's ok Korica, I'll get over it."

Korica nodded and looked Tamaric over and she could see a change in him so she sat up straight and had him spin around. Not only did she want to see his cute rump but also she was able to see his build from the side and he was definitely putting on some weight in all the right places. When he turned back around facing her she curled her lips up in the middle and nodded agreeingly.

"You've definitely gotten a little bigger Tamaric."

Tamaric looked down at his cock and furrowed his brow heavily and looked at her quickly.

"Not¦I didn't mean that. I mean you're gaining muscle mass really nicely. I think you've put on a couple pounds in the last couple of days. I wasn't looking for it before but you're definitely getting bigger all over. Your shoulders, your back, your chest, your arms and your legs they're all bigger. I think the workouts are finally starting to really pay off."

"I thought you said I always had good muscle tone?"

"You did, but now their starting to bulge a little. I like it."

"Speaking of¦when am I gunna get to see you again¦you know, like this?" Tamaric asked as he swept his hands down his body.

"I don't know. I hadn't thought about it. How about tonight? I promise."

"Nice!" Korica got a shiver right up her spine as he said 'nawice' with his accent making her shake for a second and then smile big as the goose bumps set in.

Tamaric smiled at her and then picked up his underwear and stepped into them and pulled them up and then he got dressed completely and then made his way into the bathroom to brush his teeth and hair. He then stepped back out into the main quarters and he walked back over to Korica and he bent down and picked up his towel and Korica smacked her hand on his bottom lightly with a resounding smack and he sprang back up with a big grin on his face.

"You get any better looking and I'm gunna have trouble behaving myself around you."

"Thanks darlin, I think."

Tamaric carried his towel over by the servo slot and he dropped it and then he walked over to the foot of the bed and he stepped into his shoes. He then put his hand out to Korica and she stood up and put her hand in his and the two headed for the exit. They stepped out into the main corridor and they could both hear voices coming from the common area. They walked over and found Mark again sitting talking with Clara and Liam. As they approached Clara smiled and nudged Liam.

"See." Clara said quietly.

"See what mom?" Tamaric asked with a grin.

"We were discussing how kids grow like weeds at your age and I mentioned how Korica was just a smidge taller than you and Liam thought you were exactly the same height."

"We are the same exact height. We had our dimensions taken not but a week ago for new uniforms and Korica and I were exactly the same height to the centimeter."

"Well you aren't anymore. She's a little taller than you."

Tamaric looked at Korica and looked at the top of her head and he couldn't see it. In the end he didn't care how tall she is, she's still the prettiest girl he could ever imagine being with and he loved her deeply. Korica looked at him and shrugged and then leaned in and gave him a peck and then she let go of his hand and stepped over to Mark who put his hand on her shoulder.

"Don't worry about it Korica. Tall women are sexy."

"They are?"

"Oh yah. Look at how tall Clara is and I'm sure Liam will tell you it's one of her most dramatic and sexy features. Guys just love long beautiful legs."

Liam just smiled at her and nodded.

"We'll see you folks this evening." Mark then said to Liam and Clara.

"So long Mark. So long Korica." Liam said with a raised hand and a warm smile.

"Have a good day and be safe out there." Clara said.

"We will thanks." Korica said.

Korica and Mark then took their leave to head for the transport compartment. Tamaric and his parents then departed themselves to head down to deck 1 so Tamaric could retrieve his homework and get started on his daily lessons while Clara and Liam finished watching their briefing and then they could spend some time going back and asking for detailed information on a few items they didn't understand completely.

When Korica left Laurel and Jake's quarters Jake pulled his towel from around himself and rubbed his hair and then he set the towel down on the bed and he noticed that Laurel had already retrieved his clothes for him and they were lying neatly on the bed. He got dressed completely and then went into the bathroom and brushed his teeth and combed his hair and then stepped out into the main quarters and Laurel was waiting for him right at the door. She put her arms out and he stepped into her and the two held each other for a few minutes and then kissed one another and they sighed at the same instant and then laughed.

"It's going to be another long day separated by over a kilometer." Jake said.

"I know. It makes you appreciate just how enormous this ship is for us to be that far apart and yet still be on the same ship."

The two of them then separated and Jake walked over to the side of the bed and stepped into his shoes and then the two took one another's hands and made their way to the exit. They could hear Mark's voice further down the corridor and Clara's high voice chimed in once in while though they couldn't exactly make out what was being said. Laurel hoped this would become the daily norm, she liked the idea of Mark having someone around that he could relate to due to their age similarity and their love for Korica and Tamaric. Laurel and Jake stepped into the transport compartment and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Jake reached back and touched the indicator for deck 25, interactive data core control room and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared.

The day's events then played out pretty much the same as the day before with only a few exceptions in the events that took place. Mark and Korica worked out in space all day together and this time she was able to cover herself for the waste collection system and then suit up in her cool/warm suit and then she hooked herself into her pressure suit and she plugged everything in including the water and protein bag and then she hooked her helmet up and managed to get her airlock door shut and the locking lever pulled down almost to the locked position. She only needed Mark to release the suit hangar for her and lock the airlock handle closed. He was ready to sign her off now that he was sure she got it and could perform all of the steps like a pro. She waited in her thruster pack and locked down his airlock handle for him and the two then spent all day working in the back of one of the mining shuttles six hundred feet from the hull of the Future until 16:30 at which time they called it a day and made their way back to the lower hangar to get unsuited.

Laurel and Jake transported back to the rear of the ship and separated after one last embrace and then they spent the whole day trying to finish up the nerve wiring to the connector panels. The habitat enclosures were much closer to complete when they got onsite since the AI had been directing the work all night long without pause. The floors now had a gleaming layer of EMPACC sprayed and cured on them and the overhead was complete and the negative gravity plating was installed and coated in a bright white coating of EMPACC. Three of the bulkheads were also complete though the EMPACC hadn't been sprayed on yet when they got onsite but by the end of the day it was on and electrically cured. Laurel and Jake had lunch together in the data core control room again and then went back to work and by 17:00 they had the last connection done and they secured the connector panels to the bulkhead and put their tools away and they had to climb down conventionally since the gravity was now substantial all the way to the ceiling and all the way to the floor with the new super heavy duty gravity plating functional.

Tamaric and his parents spent the first half of the day just as they did the day before. Tamaric worked on his lessons for the day while his parents beefed up on everything that had transpired and then Tamaric took his daily quizzes and tests with perfect scores on all of them and then he was assigned more homework to be completed in the gardening ring. He was pretty sure the AI was just trying to find things to keep him occupied so he wouldn't have time to think about how much he missed Korica but the homework was fun and it was working, he wasn't thinking about her constantly. Tamaric and his parents then made their way to gardening ring at midday and had lunch together and then spent the rest of the day in the gardening ring.

At the end of the day Laurel and Jake made their way down the stairs to deck 25 and then stepped out into the cross corridor and began the long walk toward one another. For Laurel especially the walk seemed to take forever as her symptoms were becoming particularly acute by the time the day was done. She was glad to finally be able to make out movement way off in the distance and she knew relief was only moments away. When the two got close enough to make out each other's faces clearly Laurel felt the knot in her stomach relaxing and the anxiety was washed away as Jake's energy flooded over her making her feel warm inside and erupt in a warm smile for him. Jake was equally relived when he felt Laurel's warm energy wash over him. It was like a sweet breeze from a field of fragrant flowers on a warm spring day. It was reliving and invigorated to feel his nerves ratchet down as the shaking in his hands and legs stopped. The two smacked into one another and hugged each other tightly for a few minutes and Jake found himself breathing Laurel's wonderful scent in deeply. It was intoxicating and he felt like he couldn't breath her in deep enough. He was relieved that the work requiring them to spend the whole day separated was finally complete. The artificial habitats could now be completed and closed in and the external bracing could be welded in place to keep the bulkheads from bowing outward once subjected to the enormous pressure and heat the creatures required to be comfortable.

Laurel finally pulled back and engaged Jake in a long tongue kiss and then she set her face on his shoulder with her nose up against his neck and she inhaled his wonderful scent for a few moments longer and then the two separated and took the other's hand and made their way into the data core control room to transport up to the command deck. When they arrived in the transport compartment they stepped down and walked out into the main corridor. They could see that it was dark in the mess hall so they made their way into the mess hall and poured themselves a cup of tea and then walked over to the common area and sat down next to each other on one of the couches and tried to unwind their minds. They were both having visions of synthetic nerves and blue flashes of light from the analyzer probe after staring at both for hours on end.

Korica and Mark got themselves hung up in the suit hangers after unlocking each other's airlock doors and then Korica was able to get herself completely unhooked and free from her pressure suit without Mark's assistance while he was unhooking himself. He was a little surprised when he stepped out of his pressure suit to see Korica heading for the control room to get undressed and then dressed in her uniform. He looked at her suit and her helmet was hanging and unhooked just as it should be and her suit was hanging and shut down completely. He grinned at the realization that she was more than adequately suit qualified and he was ready to sign her off on her zero g and suit qual for the mark 4 suit which by far the most awkward and complicated off all the suit designs. He waited until he saw her close the bathroom door and then he unzipped his warm/cool suit and got himself unhooked from the pressure suit and then he removed the waste collection receptacle and he set it aside and then he got dressed and then he disposed of the receptacle in the incinerator chute and he began prepping the suits for the work outside the following day. When Korica finally showed up with her warm/cool suit in hand he pointed at her pressure suit and she dropped the warm/cool suit into the suit through the airlock and then she stepped back over to Mark.

"Are you going to come up to the command deck with me?"

"If you want, I was going to get these suits ready for tomorrow though."

"I would really like you to come with me. You know you're going to come back down here tonight anyways?" Korica said with a grin.

"Alright sweetheart, I'll come with you. You're right, I would've come down here to double-check everything anyways and I still have to get Laurel and Jake's suits prepped."

Korica smiled big at Mark and he sighed and smiled back at her.

"I just never get tired of seeing your smile. The way your eyes squint a little and your dimples show up just make you look so cute."

"Thanks Mark. You got a nice smile too. I wish you would smile like this more often."

"You keep smiling like that and I'll try and reciprocate it ok?"

"Deal."

Korica put her hand up to Mark and he took her hand and the two headed for the exit. They walked through the pressure door and down the short corridor to the cross-corridor and then they turned left and headed up the corridor to the transport platform and they transported up to the command deck. When they arrived in the transport compartment they stepped down and then stepped out into the main corridor. Korica could see that the mess hall was dark but she sensed Laurel and Jake very close by. She could hear both of their voices echoing in the back of her mind very distinctly. Mark and Korica walked up the corridor to the common area and Korica looked over and saw Laurel and Jake relaxing with Laurel's head sitting against Jake's shoulder and they both sat up straight and pulled their feet off of the autumn and Laurel put her arms out. Korica smiled big and let go of Mark's hand and trotted over to her and smacked into her and Laurel wrapped her arms around her tightly. They hugged for a few seconds and then Laurel kissed the side of her head and then Korica stepped over to Jake and hugged him equally warmly. Mark stepped over to the chair across from them and sat down and Korica sat down next to Jake once she was done enjoying his warm embrace.

At 17:40 Tamaric asked his parents if they were ready to head up to the command deck to join everyone else for the evening meal. They agreed that they were getting a little hungry and they had a lot of questions for the crew now that they were up to speed with what has happened since arriving in this galaxy. Much of it was hard to believe or even understand but the visual evidence and narrated guide in the AI's voice helped to put it all together no matter how hard to believe everything was. They were most stunned by the fact that Laurel, Jake and Korica had actually met Korica and Tamaric's daughter and they had the opportunity to interact with her with in their minds through a shared memory of things to come. They had a whole new respect for the crew and what they were capable of and what they had all been through together. The information they were exposed to explained the close feelings they all had for one another and they now understood that Korica and Tamaric had a destiny together and they have since the day they were both born despite being born centuries apart and hundreds of thousands of light years from one another. The three of them got to their feet and walked across the gardening ring to the stasis ring and exited into the stasis ring and then they made their way over to the nearest palm scanner and Liam had his palm scanned and they waited for the stasis ring to rotate around so the deck 1 exit was close enough to open and then they stepped out and transported up to the command deck after Tamaric set his data pad on one of the workstations in the corridor so it would be in place when he needed it in the morning.

When Tamaric and his parents arrived in the transport compartment they stepped down from the transport platform and stepped out into the main corridor. They could hear voices down the corridor but they could see that the mess hall was dark. They knew everyone had to be in the common area. As they stepped around the corner into the common area Korica had already sensed their approach but she still surprised herself with how excited she got when she saw Tamaric's cute face as he and his parents stepped into the common area. Korica squealed Tamaric's name and popped to her feet and walked up to him quickly and flung her arms around him tightly. The two of them hugged each other for several minutes giving Clara and Liam enough time to sit down and say hello to everyone else. When Korica finally felt like she had her Tamaric fix she relaxed her grip on him and gave him a quick peck and then she pulled back and put her hand in his and gripped his hand tightly. She then looked at everyone else staring at her with warm grins on their face. Everyone thought it was cute how much they missed each other and how warmly they were embracing one another.

"Are we ready to sit down to dinner?" Korica asked.

"Sure." Laurel said. "You must be starving."

"The protein paste takes the edge off but it doesn't exactly fill your stomach."

Everyone got to their feet and followed Korica and Tamaric into the mess hall. They all took a seat and the guys all got up seconds later to get drinks for the girls. They then sat back down and passed the drinks to the girls and servo drones brought menus to the table moments later. They all ordered their meals and then sat back to relax and Clara couldn't resist asking about the things that were on her mind from the briefing.

"Laurel, can I ask you a few things about some of the information that was presented to us in our briefing?"

"Absolutely, I'll answer anything that I can."

"Where do I start¦I guess first of all¦I'm no astronomer and I'm only familiar with a few constellations as seen from Earth but it has me perplexed why I'm unfamiliar with this galaxy. I thought Andromeda was our closest neighboring galaxy and she is two point five million light years away?"

"That's what most folks think. This galaxy and the Milky Way are sitting edge on to one another and there is a huge cloud of cold dust and gas between us and the Milky Way obscuring the light coming from both galaxies relative to one another. The galaxies are optically invisible to one another. This galaxy was only discovered in nineteen ninety-six at the university of Berkley by the gravitational affect this galaxy is having on that cloud of dust and gas. This galaxy was labeled M1996UB because it was discovered on a Monday in nineteen ninety-six at the university of Berkley, thus the label. The discovery is little more than a footnote in history because it just can't be seen so next to nothing was known about it other than it's supposed existence. Our two galaxies are traveling away from each other at a combined speed of about¦what is it Korica, about six hundred thousand miles an hour or so?"

"It's actually closer to eight hundred thousand miles an hour."

"Korica is our resident galactic expert with all of the star mapping she has been doing and with the stellar science disciplines she had imparted to her."

"Amazing! You really are something else Korica."

"Thank you Clara."

"So if the cloud between us and the Milky Way is optically invisible how can this galaxy's affect on it be detected?"

"In the infrared spectrum the cloud is warmer than the space around it by a few degrees." Korica said.

"Of course, I should have guessed that. So we can travel through that cloud safely? Couldn't there be objects hidden in that cloud?"

"That's not a problem with our shields running at full strength. Visible light is about the only thing that's able to penetrate the shields most of the time."

"I see. That was another point that I'm a little confused about speaking of that. How is the ship able to detect the elder race signaling you or any other radio signal for that matter if the shield blocks all forms of radiation or energy?"

"That's a little harder to explain. The elder race's signal and that of the chair I built communicate across a sub domain to that of normal space plus the AI can attenuate the shield so we can punch a signal through the shield and the sensors can detect things beyond the shield in the same manner. The sensors are extremely sensitive and sophisticated to match the sophistication of our shields. If we tried to use our sensors as they were before the refit then you're right, we wouldn't be able to detect anything. When they gave us the capability of producing a shield like we can they had to upgrade our sensor capabilities at the same time. If you know the frequency, modulation and density setting of the shield, both of which change constantly, at any given time you can see through it like it isn't even there."

"I suppose that makes sense. Is that how your chair is able to communicate practically across the entire galaxy in real time?"

"Yes. There are sub domains that have no time or distance dimensionality to them as weird as that sounds so if you know how to access those subspace domains you can communicate across the entire universe if there were someone on the other side of the universe with the same ability to access that same subspace domain at the same time. Your signals would be simultaneous and concurrent as if your were standing literally face to face with the other person."

"That's incredible! Not only the technology involved but that you understand it so completely."

"This is stuff the Human race had absolutely no concept of before coming to this galaxy and the elder race has been using this form of communication for hundreds of thousands of years."

"Unbelievable! There are so many things that you have learned for the benefit of us all."

"All the information about this and a billion other advanced concepts is stored in the new data core. There are things in there that I don't even pretend to understand but it should keep our scientists busy for thousands of years trying to figure some of it out."

"There's something else that has me a little curious¦this knowledge or set of memories that Oberot accidentally passed on to you, I know there's nothing about what's happening right now but are there any memories of what happens to all of us once we get back to the Milky Way?"

Laurel sighed and looked down for a second and then looked back at Clara with a somber expression.

"I think there is¦but I'm afraid to access the memories to tell you the truth. Plus I need the help of Korica and Jake to sort it all out. It's not a clear set of memories, they're fragmentary and blurred with one another. The memories have been in Oberot's mind for over five hundred years and he is not exactly a young man. Things get confused and fade over time. He was so heartbroken when I stopped communicating with him that he pushed many of the memories to the deepest part of his mind so he could get past how painful it was to remember our faces. Just the thought of our faces would cause great sorrow for him for a very long time when he realized why I must have stopped communicating with him."

"He realized you must have died?"

"Yes. He knew that meant Jake must have died as well. We are bound together in life and in death. If one of us goes for any reason the other will follow within a day or two. It is the blessing and the curse of being paired like we are. We won't have to live long missing the other so terribly when one of us dies."

"Yah I got that from the briefing but I don't pretend to understand it at all."

"Just wait until Jake and I have to explain it to our parents. I don't know if they'll understand it either."

"Can I ask you about your Huraxan project?"

"Of course. I was wondering when you would get around to that."

"I think it's sweet and all but is it really something that should be attempted at all? I mean Mother Nature has a way of making sure things don't happen for a reason."

"Well, I'm more sure than ever that I can make it possible and without deformities. If you saw Aseel you would want me to do the research. She is absolutely beautiful just like her mommy but she has Tamaric's eyes, ears, and nose. As you know there is nothing more fulfilling for a woman than to be a mother, and Korica wants to be a mommy some day and she wants it to be with Tamaric. I am going to make it possible for her to have a Huraxan child one way or the other, I would prefer that it be with Tamaric's DNA but I can use any male on this ship to make it possible."

"Mom! You would really stop me from having children with Korica?" Tamaric uttered looking at Clara.

"No I suppose not, I guess I'm just questioning the morality of it all."

"It's exactly that kind of view of the idea that makes me want to get my research done before I am relieved of duty as the captain of the Future. If I have to start over with another man's DNA I need to know as soon as possible. I have identified every one of Tamaric's characteristics so I ca repress certain traits and force other to present as dominant and if I have to start over with someone else it is going to take a lot of time and I need to get started very soon."

"In other words you've sequenced his DNA completely?"

"Yes. It wasn't easy either since I only had sixty-five hundred examples to tell me what each gene marker represents and some of his were unique as is the case with everybody."

Clara looked at Korica and she could feel a sadness from Korica as she was starting to feel that Clara didn't want her to be that much a part of her family.

"I couldn't think of a more beautiful and fitting girl for Tamaric to have children with than Korica. Please continue your work Laurel. Besides, from what I gathered it's already done in a manner of speaking."

"Thank you Clara. From what we have learned nothing is set in stone and we are only able to sense one possible future of an infinite number of possibilities. If you had told me to choose another male, I would have done so and Aseel would never come to be. That's all there is to it. That's why we don't try to look too far into future events, they are always changing based on the decisions and actions we are making right now."

The meals began to arrive at that point and they were slid up onto the table next to their intended recipients. A few minutes later the rest of the meals arrived and were slid up onto the table next to Korica and Liam who ordered the largest and most complex meals. Clara could feel Korica's spirits lift a little even if she was still feeling a little bruised. Clara reached over and put her hand on Korica's.

"You are a welcomed part of our family sweetie. I don't ever want you to feel like I don't want you around ok?"

Korica just looked at her for a second while she read what was deep inside Clara and she could feel that Clara truly loved her and wanted her to be a part of their lives and Clara was actually a little anticipant of having grandchildren.

"Ok, I've tried to show you and Liam that I can be trusted to be good to Tamaric and that I'm a good person. I promise I won't let my children become a bother. I'll take good care of 'em and I'll make sure that they don't misbehave as much as possible."

"Ooh honey, I know you'll be a good mother. That was never in doubt with us. I'm sorry if I gave you the wrong impression. I was not questioning your character or whether or not you should be with Tamaric. I believe in destiny and I can see that you two were destined to be together."

Korica nodded and grinned a little and Clara pulled her hand back and they all set about eating their food. They then discussed the events of the day and soon Korica forgot about her insulted feelings. Mark told Laurel that he was going to go into Korica's service record and sign her off on her suit qualification and zero g training since she now had just over twenty hours of training without incident and she was able to suit up or down completely with little or no assistance. This garnered a huge smile from Korica as she ate. She was most grateful for how much closer she felt to Mark but she was very proud of herself for increasing her value as an officer. She knew it was no small feet for someone as young as her to have so many qualifications in her service record.

After everyone was done eating they sat and slowly finished their drinks while discussing the day and more of the topics from Clara and Liam's briefing. Once the talk all but stopped they made their way to the gym to perform their evening workout. After the workouts were finished Mark spent almost an hour working on the self-defense techniques that he has been teaching everyone. Once that was done Laurel and Korica departed to take their shower while everyone else sat and talked lightly. Once Laurel and Korica were done and safely back in Laurel's quarters, Laurel sent a gentle push to Jake to let him know it was their turn. The guys then departed to take their shower and Clara and Liam waited to take their turn. Clara was still feeling bad for how Korica took her comment in the mess hall and she asked Liam if he thought Korica would hold on to the insulted feelings.

"You know Lee I still feel horrible for how Korica took my comment about whether we should be messing around with Mother Natures grand design. You think she's still feeling insulted?"

"A little. I think she's a little more sensitive about not being a Human and feeling accepted among us than we anticipated. I think she just took it wrong and we should avoid comments like that in the future. She's just a little girl darlin, no matter how brilliant or unbelievably mature she is. Her feelings are gunna get hurt easily and she's real likely to take things the wrong way. I think she's still trying to figure out how to read our feelings properly so that she knows what we're thinking."

"I'm awfully fond of her Lee, I certainly didn't mean to hurt her feelings."

"I know. Don't take it to heart darlin. Just be nice to her and she should get over it quick enough."

"I'll try and come up with something special for the two of them tonight so that she feels welcomed in our home."

"May I make a suggestion Clara?" The AI called out startling Clara and Liam.

"Sure."

"I have some milk in hard stasis that has been stored since the time when the Future had cows aboard. I could have some ice cream ready by twenty one hundred. Korica is particularly fond of strawberries so I would suggest strawberry ice cream with warm cherry syrup."

"Oh that would be fantastic! I'll signal you when we're ready if you could bring a bowl of ice cream to our quarters for her and Tamaric?"

"I will begin immediately. Korica will appreciate the thought and I do not believe she has ever had ice cream before so it will be novel for her."

"Thank you for doing that. Hopefully that will help to heal any lingering hurt feelings."

"You are welcome. I am doing it as much for Korica as I am for you. Korica is a unique and special young lady and I want to see her made to feel special by everyone in her life."

"That's so sweet that you care that much about how she feels."

"I would never say it to the rest of the crew but she is by far the most important person amongst everyone currently in my care. She needs special consideration and attention given what she has been subjected to in her short life."

Clara looked at Liam with wide eyes and then she smiled.

"I forget how close to Human the AI is capable of sounding."

Liam nodded and chuckled lightly. Almost ten minutes later Jake peeked his head in the doorway as Tamaric walked past with only a towel wrapped around his waist as he was heading toward Korica's quarters.

"You folks are up."

"Thank you Jake." Clara said with a warm smile.

Clara and Liam then got up to go take their shower and Jake made his way up the corridor to his quarters. When he stepped in Korica had her eyes closed as she thoroughly enjoyed Laurel's gentle stroking of her head as she brushed her hair out slowly. Korica's hair looked soft and beautiful as Laurel feathered it back while leaving her bangs lying over her forehead. Korica slowly opened her eyes and her purring faded and then stopped altogether and she shook off her trance like state and she slid out from between Laurel's legs and then she turned around and put her hands on Laurel's shoulders and gave her a peck and then she turned to Jake as he stepped up to her and she gave him a tight hug. He then kissed the top of her head and smiled at her.

"You have a good time with Tamaric's parents. Be respectful of their household rules ok?"

"I will dad. I know how to behave when I'm in someone else's home."

"I'm sorry honey, I know I have nothing to worry about with you."

Korica then headed for the exit and when the door slid open she stepped out. Jake then stepped over to the foot of the bed and pulled his towel from around himself and dried his hair completely and then he looked at the foot of the bed and he saw a clean pair of underwear waiting there for him and he reached for them. Laurel grabbed his hand gently and shook her head no and he grinned at her and he stood back up and he then headed to the bathroom wearing noting at all and Laurel watched his rear end with a sultry grin on her face as he looked back at her. He stepped into the bathroom and combed his hair and brushed his teeth and then washed his mouth out and when he stepped out of the bathroom Laurel was standing in front of the table at the head of the bed waiting for him without anything on. He walked up to her drinking in her gorgeous body as he did so. She slid her arms up around his neck and the two engaged in a very passionate kiss. Laurel then led him over to the bed and she pulled him down on top of herself on the bed where she had a towel waiting for them and they engaged in intimate contact without intercourse that was mind blowing for both.

When Korica stepped out of Laurel and Jake's quarters she made her way down to her quarters and when she stepped in Tamaric was waiting for her without anything on, as she liked. She stepped up to him with a big grin on her face and she gave him a peck and then sat down on the foot of the bed and watched him get dressed. He then made his way into the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth. He then stepped back out into the main quarters and he caught Korica from just the right view to make his heart jump a beat as she turned to look at him with a beautiful smile on her face. She was so beautiful and every now and then the light just caught her eyes and her hair just right to make her look absolutely stunning. He remembered what she is going to look like when she gets older and he could see that gorgeous woman in her not yet realized. He stepped over to her and she stood up and the two hugged and then kissed each with a warm lip lock kiss and then Korica stepped back and looked him up and down.

"You look very handsome Tamaric. You're such a good-looking guy. I feel really lucky to have you."

"Aren't you sweet. You ready to go to my place?"

"Yep. I guess I'll check and see if the AI brought a change of clothes for me to your room, if not I'll have to grab some and take 'em with us."

Tamaric nodded and stepped back as Korica walked past him and made her way over to the com panel as he stepped into his shoes. Korica touched the com panel and it lit up and then she touched the AI hale icon and a few moments later the AI responded."

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Did you take any of my clothes to Tamaric's place?"

"Actually I made some new uniforms for you seeing as how you have grown some in the last week. You have two complete sets of clothes and under garments waiting for you in Tamaric's room and I took the liberty of making two new nightshirts for you. They have a more modest length that will allow them to come to just below your knees."

"Thank you Future. I think that would be more appropriate while I'm at the Reynolds. Thank you for looking after my needs."

"You are most welcome Korica. Have a good evening with the Reynolds."

"I will."

The com panel then went dark and Korica turned and looked at Tamaric as he stepped up to her.

"You ready darlin?"

"Yah."

The two took one another's hand and stepped out of Korica's quarters and they walked over to the common area and sat down and they only had to wait five minutes for Clara to peak around the corner and wave them out with a big smile. They got to their feet and stepped out next to Clara and she put her arm around Korica as they walked down the corridor toward the transport compartment where Liam was standing by the door. They all stepped into the transport compartment and they walked over to the transport platform and when they stepped up onto it the platform began to glow and the free floating map appeared a moment later and Clara reached back and touched the indicator for deck 1, stasis ring and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash and then found themselves standing on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down and Korica took Tamaric's hand and they all made their way up the corridor to the entrance to the passenger deck common area. Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they all stepped in as the lights came up from high above and from underneath each of the walkways ringing each deck. They walked over toward the elevator and Clara and Liam kept going and Korica watched them for a second wondering what they were doing going down the curving corridor and then it dawned on her that they were going to use the stairs to build the strength up in their legs.

Korica reached out and pressed the call button and the door immediately slid open and she stepped into the lift and floated to the back of the car and then Tamaric stepped in and he turned himself around and had his palm scanned and he said, "deck eight" and the door slid shut and the lift began to rise pushing them toward the floor. They adjusted themselves and waited for the inertial gravity to disappear as the car slowed. As the lift approached deck 8 and began to slow they lifted from the floor and they grabbed the hand bar as the lift came to a stop. The door slid open and they floated out of the car and took a step as they adjusted to their own body weight. They stood leaning up against the clear guardrail at the outer edge of the walkway until Clara and Liam appeared on the walkway way down at the end where it made a left and headed around the port side of the enormous open space. They made their way up to the couple and then Tamaric and Korica led the way down the walkway to the corner to the right and up to the third door. Tamaric had his palm scanned and the door slid open and they all stepped in.

Korica and Tamaric stepped aside and Clara and Liam stepped in and plopped down on the couch breathing heavy. They were getting around better but it was a lot of work for them. Once Clara caught her wind she leaned forward and waved Korica over. Korica gave Tamaric a look of worry and she let go of his hand and stepped over to Clara and Clara parted her knees and patted her right leg. Korica stepped between her legs and sat down on Clara's leg and looked into her face. Clara looked at Tamaric and nodded back toward his room.

"You go get ready for bed Tamaric and then Korica can use your room to get dressed for bed in privacy. You have a new pair of pj's in your room that I had made for you."

"Yes mam."

Tamaric then headed to his room and when the door slid closed Clara looked at Korica.

"I have a surprise for you after you get dressed for bed. After you get dressed for bed come out here and we'll watch a video together as a family ok? Be sure and bring a pillow out with you so you and Tamaric can lie in the floor together comfortably ok?"

Korica smiled big and nodded.

"Yes mam. Thank you¦mom."

Clara smiled and rubbed Korica's back and then Tamaric startled everyone. His door slid open and he stepped half way out of his room.

"Mom, dad, Korica, come here and check this out!"

Korica slid off Clara's leg and stood up and then she stepped aside as Clara and Liam quickly got to their feet. Korica led the way to Tamaric's room and she followed Tamaric into his room. Korica could see her new clothes neatly folded up on Tamaric's bed and there was a pair of two-piece pajamas neatly folded up next to her clothes in light blue with a wide plad pattern of slightly darker blue. That's not what had Tamaric's attention though. There was a square outline below his bunk in the side of the bulkhead that his bunk was built into. Tamaric gently pulled Korica to the other side of the bed so she was standing next to his bureau and then he put his hand up so his parents wouldn't stand in front of his bed.

"Check this out." Tamaric said.

There was a small black button on the face of the square outline and he reached down and pressed it and the outline suddenly began to move out on electric motors and an extension to his bed was exposed. It had a small mattress built right into the top of it. It slowly slid out three feet and then stopped and then it rose up from within the extension until it was at exactly the same height as his mattress and then it retracted until the two mattresses were pressed together tightly and then the motor stopped. The mattresses were pressed together so tightly that it looked like one mattress now. Korica had a big smile on her face knowing the AI did this for them in secret just like when it expanded her quarters so her and Tamaric would feel comfortable.

"That's incredible son. We had no idea the AI was doing this for you. You should both be able to sleep comfortably now." Liam said.

"It takes up a lot of the walkway but you should be able to sleep much better this way." Clara said.

"I can't believe the AI did this for us. She's always making me feel special." Korica said with glassy eyes.

Tamaric put his arm around her and gave her a gentle squeeze.

"You deserve nice things and lots of room to be comfortable Korica."

Korica leaned into Tamaric and kissed his cheek. She then reached down and touched the button and the extension moved out separating the mattresses and then the mattress slowly descended into the extension and then the extension retracted into the wall until it disappeared and was barely visible as a separation in the otherwise seamless bright white EMPACC coated bulkhead with the bunk set back into it in its oval opening.

"That's great son! Get dressed for bed and then come out to the living room so Korica can get ready for bed. We're going to sit down as a family and watch a video together after you two get ready for bed ok?" Liam said.

"Yes sir." Tamaric said with a big smile.

Korica looked at the extension as she stepped past it and then Clara put her arm around Korica as she stepped out and the door slid closed behind her. Clara walked her over to the couch and let her sit down between her and Liam and Clara picked up the remote and handed it to Korica.

"Why don't you find something you would like to watch deary?"

"Anything I want?"

"Absolutely sweetheart. Whatever you want."

Korica smiled at Clara and pointed the remote at her painting and pressed the power button and the free-floating viewer appeared with a scrolling list of the available video titles. Korica selected the genre tab and she selected in action/romance so that the titles would appeal to Tamaric too. She scrolled through the titles until she found one that looked interesting and she cued it up and pressed pause and then set the remote down on the coffee table and she leaned back and Clara grinned at her and gently brushed the back of her head.

"You have such soft hair Korica. What's your secret?"

Korica shrugged and grinned at Clara.

"That's just how my hair is. I use the same shampoo that everyone else does."

The door slid open behind them and Korica turned and looked at Tamaric and grinned at him. He had a button up pajama top that came down below his waist and pajama pants that were strait legged with an overlapping flap at the crotch to pull one's self out of to got to the bathroom. The blue color was perfect against Tamaric's blond hair and blue eyes making his eyes look particularly dramatic.

Korica got to her feet and stepped over toward Tamaric and she kissed his cheek again and then she stepped up to his bedroom door and it slid open and she stepped in and the door slid shut behind her. She stepped up to the bed and picked up her clothes and walked over to his bureau and she slid open the top drawer and it was full of Tamaric's clothes so she slid open the bottom drawer and there was only Tamaric's shoes in the drawer so she lifted them out and set them in the floor and she put her clothes in the drawer and then she picked up Tamaric's shoes and she stepped over to the hidden compartments across from the bed and she pressed on one side and it popped and swung open a little. She then pulled the door open and she set his shoes on the bottom shelf and then she slid her shoes off and set them on the shelf next to his and then she pushed the door shut. She then picked up her second night gear shirt and she carried it over to the bureau and put it in the bottom drawer and then she pushed it closed. She then got completely undressed and removed her bra and she picked up her new night gear shirt and she pulled it over her head and it fit her loosely but was very soft and comfortable and as the AI said it would, it came to just past her knees. Korica thought it was perfect and would give her room to move around comfortably without bunching up while she slept.

Korica then grabbed a pillow off the bed and she stepped up to the door and it slid open and she tucked the pillow under her arm and then she stepped out and Tamaric turned around and looked at her and smiled warmly as did Liam and Clara. Korica walked around the couch and she set the pillow on the coffee table and she stepped to the end of the table and she put her hands under it and then she looked at Tamaric and nodded toward the other end of the table and he got up and grabbed the other end of the table and the two lifted it and carried it over against the wall and then they set it down. Korica then picked up the pillow and set it down in the middle of the floor and then she picked up the remote from off of the coffee table and then she got down on her hands and knees and then she laid down on her stomach. She looked up at Tamaric and patted the floor next to her and Tamaric laid down on his stomach next to her and then scooted over so he was right up against her. Korica then pressed the play command and the video started playing. Clara looked at the adorable couple as Korica raised her legs up over herself and crossed her feet over her behind and Clara felt very content. Korica was absolutely adorable and a complete sweetheart and Clara could sense that she would go to any lengths to help or protect Tamaric. She was good for him and very capable of protecting him even she was a little sensitive

Clara waited until they were getting into the video and then she looked at Liam and grinned and thought about the surprise for Korica and he smiled and nodded. Clara got up and stepped over to her room and when the door slid open she stepped in and let the door slide shut and then she touched the com panel and when it lit up she touched the AI hale icon and the AI responded a few moments later.

"Yes Clara. How may I be of assistance?"

"Do you have the ice cream ready for Korica and Tamaric?"

"Yes, it is ready. I will send it up to you quarters immediately. The serving tray is going to be too large to fit in the servo drone tunnels so I will send the servo drone to your front door. I am sending four bowls of ice cream so you and Liam can enjoy some with them. The cherry syrup will be in a hot container on the side so you will be able to pour it on to your taste."

"That sounds wonderful. Thank you."

"You are welcome Clara. Do you need anything else before I terminate this connection?"

"No that's it."

The com panel then went dark and Clara made her way back out into the living room and she sat down next to Liam and leaned against him and mentally sent him the details of what the AI had told her and he smiled and nodded. Five minutes later there was a hale from the front door and Tamaric looked at his parents with a concerned look on his face. Clara smiled at him and the concern washed from his face and Clara got to her feet and stepped up to the door and it slid open and a servo drone floated into the living room carrying a large silver tray with four dome covered bowls to keep the contents cold and in the center of the tray was an oblong container sitting in a heating stand and there were four spoons sitting next to it. Clara took the tray and carried it over to the coffee table and she set it down. Korica pressed pause and rolled over and sat up and looked at the tray with a bit of confusion. Clara squatted down and waved the two of them over.

"I had something special made for you Korica to welcome you to our home and our family."

"You did this just for me?"

Korica got to her hands and knees as did Tamaric and they crawled up to the table and Clara lifted the dome over one of the bowls revealing a triple scoop of pink strawberry ice cream with obvious small pieces of strawberries spread throughout the ice cream. Tamaric was dumbfounded to see ice cream.

"No way! How and the heck did you manage to have ice cream made mom? It takes milk to make ice cream doesn't it?"

"It sure does. The ship has had milk in hard stasis since a time when there were cattle on board."

Clara picked up the bowl she had uncovered and handed it to Korica and then she picked up the container of warm syrup and she opened the lid and she drizzled the syrup over Korica's ice cream and then she set it down in the heating stand and then she handed Korica a spoon. Korica scooped out a spoonful and put it in her mouth and she smiled big as the cold ice cream and warm cherry syrup melted and combined in her mouth. She swallowed and looked at the ice cream and smiled.

"I've never tasted anything like this. I taste strawberries and¦I don't recognize the flavor of the topping but it's delicious. Thank you for having this made for me Clara¦I mean¦mom."

"You're welcome sweetie. That's cherry syrup made from fresh cherries out of the gardening ring. I hope this makes up for my insensitive comments earlier and maybe shows you in some small way that you're special to me¦to us and very welcomed in our home and among us all?"

Korica set her bowl down on the table and walked on her knees over to Clara and she wrapped her arms around her neck and hugged her tightly and then she kissed her cheek and sat down on her heels and smiled with tears in her eyes.

"Thank you mom. I forgive you for what you said. I know you didn't particularly mean it about my species or me. I'm just a little sensitive about it."

"I know dear. It won't happen again, I promise."

Korica nodded and smiled and wiped her eyes and then she picked up her bowl and scooted back to the middle of the floor and she sat down with her legs crossed Indian style being careful to keep her shirt pushed down and facing away from everyone's view and she dug into her ice cream. Clara then lifted one of the other domes and picked up the bowl of ice cream and handed it to Tamaric and then she handed him the container of warm cherry syrup. He opened it and drizzled a generous dose over his ice cream and then he handed it back to his mother and she set it in the warming stand and then she handed him a spoon. He leaned forward and gave his mother and peck and a huge smile.

"Thank you for doing this for her mom."

"You're welcome honey. Go sit with your girl and enjoy your ice cream." Clara said with her hand up to his cheek while grinning at him.

Tamaric scooted over by Korica and sat down right next to her and crossed his legs just like hers. Clara then waved Liam over and he stood up and walked over to the table and Clara uncovered another of the bowls and picked it up and handed it to Liam and then she handed him the container of cherry syrup and he opened it and poured a conservative amount over his ice cream and then he handed it to Clara and she handed him a spoon and he made his way back over to the couch as Clara uncovered the last bowl and she picked up the container of warm syrup and she poured a generous amount over the ice cream and then she picked up a spoon as she put the container back in its warming stand and then she picked up her bowl of ice cream and she stood up and walked over to the couch and sat down next to Liam.

"Go ahead and resume your video Korica." Clara said.

Korica picked up the remote and touched the play command and the video resumed. They all sat and ate their ice cream until it was gone and then they placed the bowls back on the serving tray and then they enjoyed the evening together while watching a video together like a family. In the end the video was very engaging and they all found themselves sucked into the story until it's conclusion. When the video was over Clara and Liam got to their feet and told Korica and Tamaric that it was time to get some sleep. Korica got to her feet first and then she put her hand down and Tamaric took her hand and she helped him get to his feet and then she picked up the pillow they were both lying on. They all then walked to Tamaric's room and when the door slid open Korica and Tamaric stepped in and walked past the bed and Korica tossed the pillow on the bunk and Tamaric reached down and touched the button to extend the bed extension. The extension slowly glided out of the bulkhead and then the mattress section rose up until it was even with the existing mattress and then the extension retracted until the mattresses were pressed together firmly and then it stopped.

Korica then climbed up on the extension and she crawled across to Clara and Liam and she put her arms out and Clara gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek and then she stepped back and Liam gave her a hug a kiss on the cheek. Korica then laid on her side and scooted to the back of the bunk under the over hang and she slid her feet under the covers and Tamaric climbed up on the bed and he crawled over to his mother and father and they both hugged him tightly and his father whispered in his ear.

"You behave yourself son."

Tamaric pulled back and nodded and grinned and then he climbed over next to Korica and he slid under the covers and then Korica scooted up next to him and curled up to his backside. Tamaric was lying half on the existing mattress and half on the extension and the two of them had plenty of room to lie comfortably now. Liam put his arm around Clara and they grinned at the cute couple and then said goodnight and Clara reached over the bed and slid the light controls down to sleep levels and then her and Liam stepped up to the door and when it slid open the light from the living room flooded the bedroom with bright light and then the door slid shut and the two were consumed by complete darkness until there eyes adjusted to the subtle glow coming from the lights.

Tamaric rolled onto his back and shucked his pajama bottoms off and set them out in the floor and then he unbuttoned his top and he sat up and worked it off his arms and he dropped it in the floor and then he scooted more onto the extension to give Korica some room. She laid half on him and lifted herself up on her arms so she was looking right at him.

"You have the nicest parents Tamaric. They aren't anything like I was expecting."

"Thanks Korica. To tell you the truth they aren't quite what I remember either. They're a lot more understanding than I remembered them being and they're letting me do a lot of things they wouldn't have before."

"You mean like letting me sleep with you?"

"Well yah, but that's only part of it. They're treating me¦like an adult for once."

"Maybe it's cause you're acting like one for once? I didn't know you before but maybe you were a little more immature or required closer guarding or whatever? Maybe they just recognize that you deserve to be treated with the respect and freedom that your level of maturity and responsibility deserves?"

"You're so smart Korica. I hadn't even thought about that. I guess I am a different person since I met you. You make me try and behave with dignity and maturity so that you'll be proud of me¦proud of us."

"I am proud of you Tamaric. I'm proud to be with you and I'm proud to consider myself your girlfriend."

"Speaking of that, you were going to return a favor weren't you?"

"Tamaric, your mom and dad said no fooling around when we're in your quarters. If we get caught breaking their trust and our word that we wouldn't, they might not let me sleep with you anymore. Please don't make me risk that. I'll show you everything for as long as you want if you ask me¦but I'm hoping you won't ask me to do that here."

"No, you're right Korica. I don't want us to be split up and this would be a sure way for that to happen. Let's just get sleep."

Korica scooted up and gave him a long lip lock kiss and then she scooted down and laid her head on his chest.

"Thank you Tamaric."

Tamaric closed his eyes and the two drifted off to sleep within minutes. They slept soundly until 01:15 when Korica woke up due to hunger. She laid for a minute letting her mind wake fully and then she very gently climbed over Tamaric waking him.

"Bathroom?" Tamaric asked groggily.

"No I'm hungry."

"You want me to go with you?"

"No, you go ahead and get some sleep. I'll be fine."

Korica climbed off the bed and made her way out into the living room where there was only the dim light above the bathroom entrance glowing just like in her quarters. She made her way over to the bathroom and stepped in and the lights came up and she closed her eyes tightly as the light blinded her for a moment. She then stepped over to the toilet and relived herself then she washed her hands and then made her way back out into the living room. She stepped up to the exit and the door slid open and all of the lights in the huge open space came up simultaneously flooding the huge open area with bright light. Korica made her way down the walkway to the corner and she turned left and headed to the elevator. She pressed the call button and the door slid open and she stepped in and floated to the back of the lift car. She grabbed the hand bar and pulled herself over to the palm scanner and she placed her hand on it and she called out "deck one" and the door slid shut and the lift car began to descend.

When the elevator stopped and the door slid open she floated toward the open door and pushed her nightshirt down as she took a step onto the cool floor and stumbled forward a few steps. She then turned left and headed toward the common area and when she arrived she turned left and stepped into the mess hall. She stepped up to the first table and sat down. She rubbed her eyes and looked around at the gigantic mess hall. Seconds later a servo drone showed up at the edge of the table with a menu. She took the menu and ordered something substantial to eat and then she handed the menu back to the servo drone. She then got up and walked over to the first set of dispensers and she poured herself a glass of water and drank half of it and then refilled the glass and then made her way back to the table and sat down. She took another drink of her water and she looked around and for a few instants she wished she had taken Tamaric up on his offer to come with her. She felt so lonely sitting by herself in a mess hall designed to feed over two thousand people at a time.

She pushed the feeling aside and tried to think about how exciting it was going to be to have over six thousand people wandering around, over twenty five hundred of which are under the age of 17 and could potentially be her friends. It was only a few minutes later that her food arrived and she set in to eating her meal. When she was done she finished off her water and then got up and looked around one last time remembering what it was like with all of the girls that were rescued with her sitting in the mess hall talking and eating food like nothing they had ever seen before. She missed the girls and hoped they were all doing well. There were so many that had no family to return to and she knew exactly how they must have been feeling. Life was never going to be the same for them.

She made her way out of the mess hall and turned right and walked to the elevator and she pushed the call button and the door slid open and she stepped in and floated to the back of the lift car. She pulled herself over to the palm scanner and had her palm scanned and then she called out "deck eight" and the door slid shut and the car began to rise and she was pressed against the floor. She stepped close to the door and braced herself for the inevitable loss of inertial gravity. As the car slowed and her feet lifted from the floor she gripped the hand bar tighter until the lift stopped and her stomach felt light and she realized she had actually eaten a pretty big meal for just a snack.

She floated to the exit and stepped down into the floor and turned left and headed down the walkway. She turned left at the intersection and walked to the third door on the left and she placed her hand on the palm scanner and the door slid open. She was surprised that the lights were on in the living room and as she stepped in she could see why. Clara was sitting on the couch with her legs curled up with her feet tucked up to her bottom. Korica stepped in and the door slid shut and at first she thought she was in trouble for leaving without saying something to anyone except Tamaric.

"Mom. Am I in trouble? I just went to get something to eat."

Clara swung her feet into the floor and grinned at Korica and patted the couch next to her so Korica stepped over to the couch and sat down facing Clara.

"You aren't in trouble deary. Your mother warned me that you might get up in the middle of the night to get something to eat. Something about your species requiring much more energy than the rest of us. Just call it a mother's instinct to worry about those in her care. I know you know your way around the Future." Clara put her arm around Korica and leaned forward and kissed her forehead where her bangs are.

"I'm sorry if I worried you. You want me to let you know if I'm leaving in the future?"

"If you wouldn't mind honey? It's startling to expect to find you lying next to Tamaric only to find you gone. I'm very protective of my family and you're part of my family now. It scares me not to know what you're doing."

"My mother was the same way when we were at a trading post or settlements. I was never allowed to go anywhere without telling someone and I usually wasn't allowed to be alone¦not even to use the toilet."

"Well you don't need to tell me if you're going to the bathroom but if you're going to leave just wake me and let me know ok?"

"Ok. I understand."

"Come on, I'll tuck you back in." Clara said as she removed her arm from around Korica and got to her feet.

Korica stood up and Clara followed her to Tamaric's room and when the door slid open they stepped in and Korica climbed up on the bed waking Tamaric. He lifted his head and looked at Korica for a second and then he scooted back under the overhang and he pulled the covers down for her and she poked her feet under the covers and scooted over right next Tamaric and he turned on his side and he was the one who laid on her this time. Clara turned sideways and side stepped past the bed extension to the head of the bed. She leaned down and kissed Korica and then she kissed Tamaric and she reached down and tugged the covers up to their necks and she wished them a goodnight and then she turned sideways and side stepped past the bed extension again and stepped up to the door and then stepped out and the door slid shut.

"My mom didn't yell at you or anything did she?" Tamaric asked.

"No. She asked me to let her know when I leave from now on. She was worried. She feels responsible for me when I'm here and she just wants to know where I am and what I'm doing. There's no danger of anyone hurting me on the Future but she's a mom, a good mom. She worries about us."

"That's the mom I remember. As long as she was nice about it."

"She was very nice about it Tamaric. Your mom is a sweetheart, I don't think she'll ever yell at me unless I do something really bad¦like hurting you."

Tamaric moved his left hand up onto Korica's chest between her breasts and he snuggled his face into her chest and shoulder with her arm around his back and he listened to her heart beating rapidly and it made him feel good. Her intense body heat was almost uncomfortable but he was enjoying lying on her so much that he just didn't care. The two drifted off to sleep quickly and settled into a comfortable position.

At 04:30 Korica woke and considered getting up and getting dressed to join Mark for early tea but she decided against it since she would have to wake up the whole household if she wanted to go anywhere. New house, new rules. She was allowed to pretty much do whatever she wanted when she was in her own quarters and under the care of Laurel and Jake but she was living under Clara's roof and she was going to respect her wishes. Korica got up and waking Tamaric enough for him to ask her if she was getting up for early tea. She told him no, she was just going to the bathroom and she would be right back. She climbed over him and stepped off the bed and made her way out into the living room and she walked over to the bathroom and she relived herself then washed her hands and then she headed back to Tamaric's room.

When the door slid open she stepped in and then climbed up on the bed. Tamaric stirred and rolled on his back and looked at her, as he had been lying on his side facing the back wall of the bunk. He grinned at her and scooted over closer to the wall and he pulled the covers down. Korica climbed to the head of the bed and poked her feet under the covers and then pulled the covers up on herself and then she scooted down and curled up to Tamaric's side with her arm lying over his chest and she gave him a squeeze and then laid still with her eyes closed. She knew she wasn't going to be able to go back to sleep but she wanted to keep Tamaric company so he could get some rest. She knew it would be a couple of hours until the lights came up at 06:00.

At 06:00 in Laurel and Jake's quarters the lights came up to full luminosity and both of them stirred to life. Laurel rolled over and scooted up next to Jake and kissed his cheek. He smiled big and batted his eyes a few times.

"Thanks for last night Jake. I guess I had more pent up tension than I realized."

"You're welcome babe. It was fantastic for me too. I love the noises you make when you build to a climax like that and then finally squeal when you come."

"And man did I ever last night. I didn't think I was ever going to stop coming."

"Does that mean I get the job? Am I hired?"

"Oh yah! You can go down on me like that anytime you want. You got the job sir."

"You were pretty freakin awesome at what you did for me too."

"Thanks Jake. I'm still learning everything you like done."

"You're getting pretty damn good at it for someone who claims to be learning."

"That's cause I can feel what your thinking. I now when it's getting good and what I need to do to make it better. I just don't know everything I can do yet."

"You can do whatever you want as long as it doesn't hurt."

Laurel let out a high-pitched giggle and then she kissed his cheek again and then she rolled over and scooted to the edge of the bed and sat up and stretched. Jake rolled on his side and looked at her beautiful breasts as she stretched. He was thrilled to see her stand up without anything on for once. She had a gorgeous body and he loved any chance to see it in all of its glory. He watched Laurel walk to the front of the room and retrieve a change of clothes and then walk back to the bed and set her clothes down. She stood up faced him and grinned at him and let him look her over for a few moments and then she raised her right eyebrow.

"Are you getting up with me?"

"Yah, you're just so beautiful Laurel. I really love looking at you."

"Even after staring at me up close last night?"

"That doesn't make you any less beautiful to me in the morning." Jake said as he sat up and slid off the bed.

Laurel now stared at his gorgeous naked body as he walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes for himself. He then walked back to the bed and set his clothes down and he and Laurel hugged each other warmly while wearing absolutely nothing. Their bodies were pressed up against one another, which felt great for both of them. Jake then pulled back and grinned at Laurel.

"We better get dressed before I lay you on the bed an burry my face in you again."

"Jake! That's a little crude. I agree though, I'm getting turned on staring at you."

The two of them then got dressed and made their way into the bathroom and they combed and brushed their hair and then brushed their teeth and washed their mouths out. They then engaged each other in a very passionate kiss that left their minds spinning. Jake stepped back and put his hand on the counter until his mind cleared and then he looked at Laurel and smiled.

"I'm amazed that you can still do that to me with your kisses." Jake said.

"Likewise. You take my breath away when you kiss me like that."

The two of them laughed lightly and then stepped out of the bathroom. They walked to the front of the room and retrieved a fresh pair of shoes and they dropped them in the floor and stepped into them and pushed their drawers shut and then they took each other's hands and they made their way to the exit. They stepped out into the corridor and turned right and headed to the mess hall. When they stepped around the corner into the mess hall Mark was sitting at the round table reading from a data pad. They both walked over to the dispensers and they both retrieved a cup of tea and then they sat down in the next seat over from Mark.

"Morning Mark." Laurel said. "Where's Korica?"

"Morning cap. I haven't seen her yet. Your face is glowing Laurel, someone got lucky didn't they?"

"Come on Mark, you can't really tell that by looking at person can you?"

Mark looked at Jake and he grinned.

"I can see it in Jake's face too. Am I wrong?"

"No, but I didn't think it really showed on our faces."

"It does if you know what to look for. I told you I was trained to read a person's face and I can see the subtle clues written all over your faces. Don't worry about cap, good for you guys. We have a long day ahead of us and there's no better way to prepare for it than to have a good roll in the hay the night before."

Laurel blushed as she sipped at her tea.

"So you think Korica is ready for this Mark? It's going to be really dangerous when we start working with the molecular cutting torch and when we start pulling the reactive hull plates." Jake said.

"Don't worry, she's ready xo. She was working like a seasoned astronaut by the time we got to the heavy stuff yesterday."

"Good enough."

In the Reynolds quarters at 06:00 the lights in Tamaric's room came up and Korica stirred first. She rolled onto her back and she was a little surprised that she had actually drifted off into a light sleep making the time pass very quickly. It felt like it had only been a few minutes since she got up to use the bathroom. She then flopped her arm down on Tamaric and he didn't even stir. She looked over at his cute face and she grinned sweetly at first and then mischievously as she rolled on her side and slid her hand down to his crotch and she took a hold of him and his eyes popped open and then he squinted at the bright lights and then he batted his eyes a few times. Korica let go of her gentle grip on him and she slid her hand up to his stomach and he looked over at her and grinned.

"We aren't supposed to be messing around Korica."

"I wasn't messing around. I was serious about waking you up. Good morning handsome."

"It certainly is now. I just had a pretty girl grab a handful of my junk."

"Come on lazy bones, we have to get up."

Korica kissed his cheek and he moaned as he sat up and pushed the covers down. He rubbed his eyes and stretched and then he scooted to the edge of the bed and stood up and turned back and faced Korica and he smiled at her.

"You're even pretty when you first wake up, how the heck do you do that?"

"You're biased. I'm sure I look like crap¦but thank you."

Korica got up on her knees and scooted to the edge of the bed and stepped off the bed putting her hands up on his shoulders and she pressed herself against him and smiled. She then kissed his chin and turned around and pushed the blanket up on the primary mattress and she reached down and touched the button to retract the bed extension. The extension moved out separating the mattresses and then the mattress descended and then the extension retracted into the bulkhead making Tamaric's room look much larger. The two of them then walked to the front of his room and removed a change of clothes and Korica held hers up and she didn't see any difference from her previous uniforms other than the fact that theses very obviously were brand new and crisp. They then stepped over to the bed and got dressed with their backs to one another. Korica then showed Tamaric where she put their shoes given the small nature of Tamaric's room. They pulled their shoes out and stepped into them and then they stepped out into the living room and to their surprise Liam and Clara were sitting on the couch waiting for them.

The two of them walked over to the bathroom and stepped in and they brushed their teeth and Korica brushed her hair out and Tamaric combed his hair and then they washed their mouths out and then they gave each other a warm lip lock kiss and then they stepped out. Clara and Liam stood up and walked over to the two and hugged each of them and wished them a good morning. They all then headed for the exit. They headed down the walkway and around the corner to the elevator and Liam and Clara kept walking down the walkway to the stairs. Korica and Tamaric rode the elevator to deck 1 and then they stepped out and waited for Liam and Clara to come walking down the curving corridor and then they all walked across the common area and Korica had her palm scanned and then the door slid open and they stepped out into the corridor and they walked to the transport platform and transported up to the command deck.

They stepped down from the transport platform and made their way out into the main corridor and they turned right and headed to the mess hall. They rounded the corner into the mess hall and Laurel stood up and put her arms out and Korica gave her a warm smile and stepped into her with a tight hug. Korica then stepped over to Jake as he stood up and hugged him and he kissed the top of her head while Tamaric stepped up to Laurel and she hugged him. Tamaric then stepped over to Jake he embraced him warmly and then they all sat down while Korica stepped over to the dispensers and retrieved something to drink for her and Tamaric and then she stepped back over to the table and sat down next to Tamaric and set his drink in front of him.

"So did you have a good evening with the Reynolds honey?" Laurel asked.

"Oh yah. Clara had ice cream made for us and we sat together and watched a video together while eating our ice cream."

"Ice cream? That's a heck of a feat without milk."

"We have milk. You know how there used to be cows on the Future? Well their milk has been stored in hard stasis for all this time. We had strawberry ice cream with warm cherry syrup on it."

"That's great sweetie. I'm glad you had a good time."

"I kind of scared Clara when I left to get something to eat in the middle of the night but we've agreed that I'll wake them up and tell them anytime I'm going to leave after bed time from now on."

"That seems reasonable. She's just worried about you honey."

"I know. I told her I'll respect her household rules¦all of them."

"Good girl. You ready for what we have to do out there?"

"I'm ready. I promise I won't let you down. You'll see, I know what we have to do and I'm ready for it."

"That's what I want to hear. We're going to be spending all day out there, so it's going to be a long day for all of us. Jake and I will use the molecular disassociating cutter to cut away the EMPACC surrounding the reactive hull plates and we will hand the hull plates off to you and Mark to stow in the back of the mining shuttle. It should take us the first part of the day to get all the hull plates off that have to be removed then you're going to have to climb out of your thruster pack and slip into the inner hull and we'll hand you the pumps and plumbing connectors. It should take the rest of the day to get everything hooked up and ready for the collection tubes. We'll install those tomorrow ok?"

"Ok. I got it."

Servo drones showed up as if on cue right at that point and everyone took them and opened the menus and ordered their breakfast meals. They sat and talked lightly until the meals arrived. Most of the conversations were inevitably of the things the crew had experienced together as well as their experiences with Tamaric since he came out of stasis. Tamaric was the most talkative about the amazing things he has seen and done with the crew from almost being eaten on Tiomot to seeing a blizzard like no other on Euronda to helping to rescue a handful of extremely high value elder race delegates on Inicius to swimming on an alien world covered almost completely by water on Aerot and seeing himself as a grown man as well as his beautiful Korica as a grown woman who looked more like a princess than an officer in the civilian corps while they were on Findara. He talked about making friends with Jeran and his grandfather on Gershon and finding what looked like the biggest raw diamond that he had ever seen in his life. He spoke to how all the adventures had made him feel like he was part of something special by being involved with Korica and the rest of the crew and being allowed to share their adventures because of his relationship with Korica. Clara and Liam could feel the tremendous pride Tamaric had in his being a part of the crews daily lives even if just as Korica's boyfriend and as an observer.

Once the meals and the stories were done everyone made their way over to the gym to perform their morning workout. When the workouts were done Laurel and Korica departed to take their shower while everyone else sat around and discussed the upcoming days events and Clara asked Jake if there was a way that they could watch what they were doing so Jake gave them an access grant through the AI so they could tap into the video feed coming from their suit cameras and the sensor data coming from the Future's visual sensors. Clara then asked for access to Laurel's design for the stasis chamber for two. Jake again gave them unrestricted access to the file labeled SCF2 through the AI from any workstation or data terminal on the Future. Ten minutes later Jake felt Laurel reaching out to him letting him know that she and Korica were done and heading for Laurel's quarters.

Jake, Mark and Tamaric then departed to take their showers while Clara and Liam waited for their turn. When the guys were done Jake told Tamaric to let his parents know that it was their turn on his way to Korica's quarters. Tamaric nodded and headed toward Korica's quarters, popping his head into the gym telling his mother and father that they were clear to use the shower and then he made his way to Korica's quarters. Jake stepped in his quarters and Korica slid out from between Laurel's legs and she turned around and gave her a quick hug and then she stepped up to Jake and hugged him and then she made her way to the exit. When she stepped out Jake walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes for himself and he brought them back to the bed and he got dressed and then made his way into the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth. He then stepped back out in the main quarters and Laurel had his shoes waiting for him in her hand. He stepped up to her and she set them down so he could step into them and then the two kissed one another and then headed for the exit to make their way to the common area.

Korica made her way to her quarters and when she stepped in she didn't see Tamaric so she assumed he was in the bathroom brushing his teeth since his towel was lying on the foot of the bed. She was a little disappointed that she didn't catch him in the raw but she was starting to think it was a little silly of her to expect him to wait for her in such a manner anyways when she never returned the favor and the one time she promised him a look at her, she had to go back on her word to respect his parents wishes. Korica walked over to the bed and sat down and waited a few minutes for Tamaric to exit the bathroom looking fresh and as handsome as ever. His civilian ships outfit had been changed for a new design with light gray on the shoulders with the rest of the outfit being off white and a single two inch wide gray stripe down the side of his legs on his pants topped it off. The new outfits made him look a little taller somehow and his shoulders looked wider and his new shirts were short sleeve instead of the long sleeve design of his old outfits. Korica liked being able to see his biceps, he really was getting very well developed muscles with all the working out he was doing with the crew.

Tamaric stepped up to her and looked down at himself and then he looked back at her and grinned.

"What do you think darlin?"

"I think you look great Tamaric."

"The AI said I had finally outgrown my clothes so it had these made for me."

"You look very¦stately."

"I'm not sure I know what that means but thank you."

"You're welcome."

Tamaric stepped over to his shoes and stepped into them and then he stepped up to Korica and the two of them held each other for a few minutes and then gave each other a peck and headed for the exit. The two of them stepped out into the corridor and made the short walk over to the common area where they found everyone sitting talking. Everyone got to their feet and they immediately noticed how different Tamaric looked in his new outfit.

"You look really sharp Tamaric." Mark said.

"Thanks Mark. I guess I've grown a little since my first outfit was sized for me."

"More than a little, you're huge compared to what you looked like when you joined us." Mark said.

"You've grown so big Tamaric. I can't tell you how proud I am to see you looking so fit." Clara said.

"Thanks mom."

"You ready to go to work Korica?" Laurel asked.

"Yes mam. I'm ready." Korica said with a smile.

"Ok, let's get going. We'll see you folks tonight."

Liam and Clara grinned at Laurel and Korica gave Tamaric one last hug and kissed his cheek and then the four of them departed leaving Tamaric and his parents alone. Liam sat down and patted the couch next to him while looking at Tamaric. Tamaric sat down next to his father knowing what was coming.

"Did you have a talk with Korica about joining the civilian corps son?"

"Yah we talked about it. She wants me to really think about the implications of joining up. She doesn't want me joining just because of her. Actually I'm still a little surprised by how much you want me to do this dad."

"I just think this would be good for you¦for both of you. The sooner you prepare for a career the further ahead of those who failed to prepare you'll be."

"I still need some time to think it over dad. Please don't rush me into this ok? If Korica has doubts about whether or not it's right for me then so do I."

"Alright son, I won't ask again. Let's get you started on your lessons for the day."

Tamaric nodded and he and Liam stood up and he and his parents headed for the transport compartment to make their way down to deck 1 so Tamaric could begin his schoolwork.

Meanwhile, the five command crew transported down to deck 1 and then made their way out into the lower hangar. Mark had all four of their suits hanging side by side in the suit racks. They walked over to their individual suits and opened the rear airlock doors and pulled out their warm/cool suits and Korica and Laurel stepped over to the storage cabinet and pulled out a female waste receptacle for each of them and then they made their way up into the control room. They both got undressed down to their underwear and Korica told Laurel to go ahead and use the bathroom first. Laurel stepped into the bathroom with her warm/cool suit and waste receptacle and she got herself hooked up and then emerged wearing her warm/cool suit and then Korica stepped into the bathroom and got herself hooked up and she emerged wearing her warm/cool suit. They made their way back down to the hangar floor and Korica and Mark helped Laurel and Jake get hooked up and sealed into their pressure suits and then they helped them to step back into their thruster packs and then they wheeled them over to the edge of the hangar opening and Laurel And Jake dropped their magnetic anchors and then nudged themselves out into space and disconnected from their electric carts and then floated out a few feet and then engaged their thruster packs and jetted off toward the rear of the ship.

Korica and Mark then walked back to their own suits and Mark told Korica he wanted to see her get herself hooked up just like she did the day before. Korica grinned and began hooking herself in. She never missed a step and Mark was very proud of how smart and adaptable she was. He was also impressed with her ability to walk around in the suit since it was like carrying around a house on such a little frame. Once she had herself hooked up and her helmet locked in place she gave her airlock door a shove and it swung around and clacked shut and Mark locked it closed and then released the suit hangar and she took a step forward and then he began hooking himself in. Once he had himself hooked up he reached up and pulled down on the pressure release arm for the suit hangar and then he took two steps forward and then turned his back to Korica and she reached out and locked his airlock closed and the two of them then stepped back into their thruster packs and got themselves attached and wheeled themselves over to the hangar opening and dropped their magnetic anchors and then gave a push to their joysticks and they passed through the myogenic field and floated out into space. They then turned their thruster packs on and disconnected from the electric carts and they righted themselves and began heading aft to join Laurel and Jake.

When Korica and Mark rounded the corner around the back of the Future, they were a little surprised to see so many mining shuttles standing by. There were three mining shuttles with their cargo bays wide open and they were full of flood lights with so much light flooding the back of the Future that it looked like the Future had her stern facing a star from only a million miles away. There were three other mining shuttles also standing by, one full of tools and molecular cutting torches and one was standing by for the removed hull plates when the time comes and the last was standing by with the atmospheric pumps and all of the myriad of piping and wiring necessary to make the system functional.

Laurel and Jake were already unhooking the molecular cutters to remove the EMPACC covering the joints of all the hull plates. Korica and Mark maneuvered themselves into the back of the mining shuttle and assisted them where they could. Within ten minutes Laurel and Jake were busily cutting away the EMPACC coating while Korica and Mark floated ten feet away, tethered to one another watching Laurel and Jake work.

When Tamaric and his parents transported down to deck 1 they made their way over to the workstations and Tamaric sat down at the one with his homework data pad sitting on it and he touched the upper display and the workstation came to life. He logged in and then brought up his lessons and opened his lessons for the day and got right to work. Clara and Liam stepped over to the next workstation and Clara sat down and touched the upper display and the whole workstation came to life. She logged in and then touched the AI icon and she requested access to Laurel's SCF2 file and the AI brought the file to the forefront and Clara touched it and began looking over the design, Liam then asked for a second chair to be brought out to him and moments later a servo drone showed up pushing a chair on wheels. He sat down and scooted right up next to Clara and the two looked over the design together.

They thought the design of the chamber itself was absolutely brilliant. The plumbing and electronics were perfect and it was obvious that the chamber was big enough to accommodate Laurel and Jake until they were full-grown adults. They would never outgrow the chamber. Laurel had doubled and sometimes tripled the capacity of everything involved with the chamber including the stasis field generator circuits. It was when they looked at the control wiring and neural regulator circuits that they could see the problem. A single occupant controller would never be able to regulate two individuals they way Laurel was trying to tie them together into one processor. Clara brought up the simulation data and it confirmed what she thought would happen. There was simply to many control points within the Human brain to use one neural regulator to control two brains simultaneously as well as monitoring the ten thousand other body functions that had to be monitored and regulated via the brain stem. Clara decided to start over completely. She cut out the entire regulator circuit and began sketching a new one with Liam's help. It was going to be a slow process but luckily they had a super computer that was millions of times more powerful than anything they had back on Earth to help them with simulations and design ideas. The design aspects could be checked in near real time as they were working.

Tamaric worked on his lessons until he had them complete and then he took his daily quizzes and tests and he scored 100% on all of them and then he stretched and got to his feet and walked over to his mother and father at the next workstation. He looked over their shoulders at the work they were engrossed in and he had no idea what he was looking at other than the fact that it was a wiring schematic of some kind along with some printed circuits and some selenium crystal power circuits.

Liam leaned back in his chair and put his hand on Tamaric's back.

"You all finished with your lessons?"

"Yah. I wish I could talk to Korica, I miss her dad."

"I think I can help you with that son."

Liam stood up and walked back over to the workstation that Tamaric had been working at and Liam touched the AI icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Liam. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you patch us in to Korica's suit cameras? Tamaric would like to see her if possible."

"I can give you access to the visual sensors and all of the suit cameras from all of the crew but Korica is in the middle of some very delicate operations. We must not distract her attention away from what she is doing or she could get hurt."

"We don't want that to happen. Just a visual should be adequate to satisfy him."

The screen flickered and a view from inside Korica's suit looking down at her face appeared and on the lower display was a diagram of five suits each labeled as to who was occupying the suit and what cameras were currently active. Tamaric smiled at the site of Korica's pretty face. She was looking ahead of herself and it was apparent that she was engaged in something because she was breathing fairly heavily and she was looking around out her visor. Tamaric sat down and then looked at his father.

"Thank you dad. I'm sorry I'm so hung up on Korica."

"Don't apologize for being in love son. She's adorable and I don't blame you a bit for being crazy about her." Liam said as he rubbed Tamaric's hair.

Liam then stepped back over to his chair next to Clara and he sat down and Clara took a hold of his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze.

"Thank you Lee, that was nice of you to do that."

"You're welcome darlin. You remember how obsessed I was with you when we fell in love? I know that feelin."

"Yah I remember. We spent every waking moment trying to find ways to get close to one another."

The two then went back to the wiring schematic for the neural conductor relays within the control circuits that they were working on. Tamaric sat and switched between cameras and sensor views watching Korica work while Clara and Liam worked on Laurel's stasis chamber project until midday. Clara and Liam saved their work and logged themselves out and then they stood up and walked over to Tamaric and watched the crew working for a few minutes and then they told Tamaric it was time for lunch so he logged himself out and the workstation went dark and he got to his feet and the three of them made their way into the common area. They walked across the common area and into the mess hall and they sat down. Moments later a servo drone brought menus to the table and Liam took the menus and handed one to Tamaric. Liam then pulled the other open and he and Clara ordered their meals and then Liam closed the menu and handed it back to the servo drone. Tamaric then made his selection and handed his menu off and the servo drone rose up a few inches and floated off silently. The three of them then got up and walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink and then made their way back over to the table and sat down.

Tamaric looked at both of parents and smiled at them.

"It's so nice to have you two around again. Korica was right, I need to appreciate having my mother and father around¦and I do appreciate you now that I know how much I miss you when you aren't here."

"We were always here son, even if we were in stasis we we're here."

"It's just not the same."

"Well we don't plan on going anywhere so you can rest easy son. We'll always be here to comfort and take care of you."

"Thanks dad."

"Do you have more homework in the gardening ring?" Clara asked.

"Yah, I have to identify three different types of perennials from within the gardening ring and I have to describe their flowers and leaves in detail."

"You want us to come with you then?"

"Please? I don't want to be alone today."

"Ok, after lunch we'll all go to the gardening ring then, how's that sound?"

"That sounds great. You can help me keep my mind off¦well you can help keep my mind occupied."

"We would be glad to help you think about something other than Korica."

The meals arrived a few minutes later and they set in to eating their lunch in relative quiet. At the conclusion of the meal the three of them made their way to the gardening ring and spent the rest of the day there. Tamaric took his field notes and then he laid with his parents and enjoyed the warm air and fragrant smells. Clara preoccupied Tamaric by having him share the details of his excursions to the alien worlds that he has been on with the crew.

The command crew spent the entire day cutting the hull plates free at the back of the ship. By the end of the day they had an enormous opening freed up at the rear of the ship in between the number 4 and 6 main engines. They were now able to look right inside the void of the inner hull and they could see the pipes that the collection system was going to have to be connected onto. As 17:00 rolled around Laurel and Jake freed the last hull plate that needed to be removed and they handed it off the Korica and she in turn took it over to the mining shuttle and affixed it into the carrying rack. Laurel and Jake then secured their tools in place and put the molecular cutters away in the back of the mining shuttle and then everyone began to make their way back to the lower hangar.

Once in the hangar everyone unsuited and got changed back into their uniforms and then they made their way towards the transport platform. Korica inquired of the AI where Tamaric was and when she was told that he was in the gardening ring she excused herself to go see him while the other four transported up to the command deck. Korica made her way into the gardening ring and she had to hunt a little bit to find Tamaric and his parents but she finally found them walking through the apple orchards while talking. Tamaric was thrilled to see Korica and when she finally reached his location the two hugged each other for several minutes before finally feeling better.

The four of them then made their way to the rear of the gardening ring and they transported up to the command deck. They made their way to mess hall and joined the rest of the crew for the evening meal. They sat and talked about the events of the day until the meals arrived. They all ate in relative quiet and after they adjourned to the gym to workout together. After the workouts were complete Mark taught everyone how to perform the spinning back kick. After close to an hour of practice with the new move Mark was convinced that everyone got it and would likely be able to use the move in the real world. Laurel and Korica then departed to take their showers while everyone else sat and talked until Jake received a gentle push from Laurel letting him know that the showers were clear. The guys then went and showered while the Reynolds waited in the common area.

Once the guys were done, Jake headed for his quarters and Tamaric stepped up to the common area and told his mother and father that the showers were freed up. Liam couldn't help but say something at that point since he didn't understand that Korica wasn't in her quarters.

"Tamaric, shouldn't you respect Korica enough to let her get dressed and leave her quarters before you come to her quarters wet and practically naked?"

"Korica is in her mom and dad's quarters. She gets dressed with her mom and then she comes down to her quarters after Jake and I get done with our shower."

"I'm sorry son. I should've known that you would find a way for it to be carried out respectfully."

Tamaric grinned and gently shook his head and headed for Korica's quarters. Tamaric wasn't about to tell his parents that Korica had asked him to wait for her arrival in her quarters before getting dressed. All he knew is something about his body fascinated her and she blushed every time she saw him but she also grinned from ear to ear.

Jake made his way into his quarters and when he stepped in Korica looked up at him and smiled. She then slid out from between Laurel legs and she turned around and gave her a warm hug. She then stepped up to Jake and squeezed him tightly and then she quickly departed for her quarters without saying a word. Jake stepped up to the bed and glanced at the main door then looked at Laurel and pointed over his shoulder towards the door.

"What's with her?"

"She misses the heck out of Tamaric. She can't wait to catch a peak at him and feel his arms around her."

"You mean she wants to catch him without anything on?"

"That's the sense that I got. She didn't come right out and say it but she was thinking about how gorgeous she thinks he is without anything on."

Jake kept walking towards the front of the room to retrieve a change of clothes.

"I guess I shouldn't be surprised or grossed out right?"

"She's usually very good at hiding it from us but her urges are getting very strong as is her intensity of feelings toward Tamaric. She falling madly for him."

Jake stepped back to the bed and set his clothes down on the bed and pulled his towel from around his waist and began rubbing his hair briskly. Laurel watched him swinging back and forth with a grin as he rubbed his hair. When he was done he looked up at her and smiled when he realized what she was thinking and feeling.

"Thank you Laurel."

Jake then got dressed and made his way into the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair.

Korica made her way to her quarters and when she stepped in Tamaric was just coming toward the bed with a change of clothes in hand. He smiled at her and set his clothes down and began getting dressed while she sat at the foot of the bed and watched him. He then made his way into the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair and Korica got up and retrieved a nightshirt from the bureau and she walked back over to the bed and got undressed and slipped her shirt over her head. She noticed that it was stiff like a new shirt and it fit her more comfortably than she remembered. She then realized that it was in fact a new nightshirt. It wasn't as long as the nightshirts in Tamaric's quarters but it was definitely new and slightly larger than her previous shirts that had become soft from being worn and cleaned so many times. The shirt still came to just below her crotch so she could move her legs freely but the chest and shoulders felt much more comfortable. She realized it was a sure sign that she was growing and the AI was keeping up with her growth as it had promised.

Korica picked up her uniform and her bra along with Tamaric's used towel and carried them over to the servo slot and set them in the floor and just as she turned around Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom. Korica smiled warmly and stepped up to him and the two held each other for several minutes. When Korica finally released her tight hold on Tamaric he gave her a peck and grinned at her.

"I missed you Korica. I was watching you work for a little while this morning but it just isn't the same as being able to reach out and touch you."

"I know it isn't. I don't get to see you all day and it really sucks. We only have a couple more days of work out there and we'll be able to hangout again. Have you asked your mom and dad if you're going to be able to help me with the work that needs to be done under the storage tanks?"

Tamaric stepped back but kept a hold of Korica's hands.

"I hadn't thought about it until now. My mom and dad were working on Laurel's stasis chamber project most of the morning and I didn't want to disturb 'em. They have to completely redesign the neural control circuits from scratch."

"Will you ask 'em when you get the chance? I really want you working with me. If not it's going to be a couple more days until we can spend any time together during the day."

"Yah, I'll ask my mom to take a look and see if she thinks it's safe enough."

"You know it's kind of ironic¦we thought we would only get to spend our days together and now we only get to spend each night together and we don't get to hangout during the day?"

Tamaric smiled and then chuckled.

"That is kind of funny how things have worked out huh?"

Korica then led Tamaric over to the bed and as he climbed up on the bed she furrowed her brow and smiled a little.

"You really think you have to sleep fully dressed?"

Tamaric plopped down on his side and rolled over facing Korica.

"I'll get undressed once my mom and dad are gone. I told you my mom was a little old fashioned and my dad already made a comment about me coming to your quarters wearing nothing but a towel. I guess he didn't realize that you get dressed with Laurel in her quarters. I just want 'em to think we're behaving ourselves."

"I guess I can understand that."

Korica turned and headed for the com panel while Tamaric climbed under the covers. Korica touched the com panel and it lit up and then she touched the AI hale icon. A moment later the AI's soft voice rang out.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you call mom and dad to my quarters for us? We're ready to have them read to us."

"Understood. How does your new nightshirt feel?"

"It fits perfect. Thank you for making these for me."

"You are welcome. I need to replace all of your uniforms and the outfits that were bought for you on the Farqua station are not going to fit you comfortably anymore."

"Yah I know. When I put the yellow one-piece jumper on it was really tight. Can you fix the outfits so I can wear 'em again?"

"I do not have the ability to recreate the exact pigments used in those outfits. I can resize them so they will fit you a little looser but I will have to add some different colored bands around the waist and across the shoulders. You are growing so fast now that I think they will not fit you for very long even if I modify them to fit your current dimensions."

Korica looked down and frowned.

"Fine¦just put them in storage. I've worn most of 'em at least once so maybe someday they'll fit Aseel."

"Understood. Perhaps you will have an opportunity to purchase some new outfits on our way to the tel pok maron."

"I guess that's possible. Thanks Future."

"You are welcome Korica. Please do not be sad Korica. It is a good thing that you are growing strong and tall."

"I know, I just really liked my outfits and now I can't wear 'em."

Korica then turned and walked back over to the bed and she climbed up on the bed and crawled over next to Tamaric and he pulled the covers down and she climbed down under the covers and then she cuddled up to his side.

In Laurel and Jake's quarters the AI called out into the room letting them know that Tamaric and Korica were ready to have them come down and read to them. They both stood up from the bed and stepped into their shoes and Jake tucked his shirt in and then they headed for the exit. They stepped out into the main corridor and headed toward Korica's quarters. They stopped by the common area and invited Clara and Liam to join them. The four of them stepped up to the door and Laurel touched the hale icon and a few moments later the door slid open and they stepped in. Clara and Liam walked over to the reading chairs and had a seat while Laurel and Jake slid their shoes off while standing at the table at the head of the bed. Laurel then picked up Korica's data pad and her and Jake stepped around the table and sat down on the bed and scooted over next to Tamaric and Korica. Laurel then turned the data pad on and cued up the story 'a flower in the wind' and she began reading the final chapter, which was by far the longest chapter so far.

Laurel read twenty pages and then handed the data pad to Jake and he read a further twenty pages and then he handed it back to Laurel and she finished reading the rest of the chapter, concluding the book. Korica managed to stay awake long enough to hear the ending to the story so she would know what happened to the woman that the story was chronicling the life of. Laurel leaned over and kissed the back of Korica's head and then she slid off the bed and Jake leaned over and kissed her forehead and then he kissed the side of Tamaric's head and then he slid off the bed and got to his feet. Clara and Liam then stepped up to the bed and Korica rolled over and hugged Clara tightly while Liam hugged Tamaric. The two of them then switched places and Clara hugged her boy tightly and kissed his forehead and Korica gave Liam a warm and tight hug and then he kissed her cheek.

Laurel then stepped over to Korica's side of the bed and she waited until everyone had said their goodnights and then she slid the light controls down to sleep levels and they made their exit. Once the door slid shut Tamaric pushed the covers down and crawled out of bed and stripped down to his underwear so he could sleep curled up to Korica without feeling like he was being cooked and then he climbed back in the bed and he scooted over right next to Korica and he pulled the covers up to his side and then he slid his arms under and around Korica and he pulled himself up to her tightly. She loved feeling his strong arms wrapped around her firmly and she grinned deeply in the dark and scooted back into Tamaric's embrace and the two slowly drifted off to sleep.

The next two days were filled with same routine. Everyone got up in the mornings and had breakfast together and then they worked out and then took their showers. Tamaric and his parents then went down to the passenger deck so Tamaric could work on his lessons for the day and the command crew suited up and went outside and worked all day long on the external modifications. At the end of the day everyone ate together on the command deck and then they worked out together and then Mark worked with everyone on some continuing self defense techniques and then they all showered and when Korica and Tamaric slept in Korica's quarters story time was enjoyed and when the two were in Clara and Liam's quarters they watched a video together as a family and then Korica and Tamaric went to bed on Tamaric's new expandable bed. Korica was tasked with most of the inner hull work since her suit was by far the smallest. Laurel was tethered to her at all times as she worked and the two of them got the pumps and piping installed and hooked up. Laurel and Jake then rewelded the girders back into place that had to be cut away so the inner hull could be accessed. At the end of the second day, the enormous collection pipes that were sticking out of the lower hangar were moved out into place by turning the artificial gravity off in the lower hanger so the pipes weighed nothing and then they were gently pushed out of the hangar and all four of the crew used their thruster packs to move the pipes into place. Once the pipes and their attaching panels were connected, modified hull plating was reattached to the rear of the Future to close off the opening in the hull.

The Reynolds worked on the stasis chamber project to get the neural regulator and control circuits redesigned to work on two occupants simultaneously. It was slow and extremely complicated work but they understood the importance of the project and they had come to genuinely love Laurel and Jake. They thought they were two of the nicest people they had ever met and they really wanted to insure that they wouldn't have to stay out of stasis for their ride back to the Milky Way. Clara and Liam also had enough time to explore in detail everything the crew had been through and they now understood everything going on and the implications of messing with time to get home in the past. They still didn't exactly understand how the life forms were going to help them but they got the idea that it couldn't be done without them. At Tamaric's request Clara reviewed the work that Korica was going to be doing under the storage tanks and she reluctantly agreed to let Tamaric help her to speed up the process.

At the end of the second day everyone met up in the mess hall for the evening meal and they discussed the upcoming shutdown of the AI that would be carried out in the morning so Laurel and Jake could wire the synthetic nerve bundles into the AI's neural nexus. It was estimated to take a full two days to make the million or so connections that were needed. It was agreed that Tamaric would be allowed to forego his lessons for a few days so he could work with Korica from the beginning of the day to the end. It was estimated that she had ten hours of work to be done with Tamaric's help, without his help it would be more than double that.

The meals were consumed and then they all made their way to the gym and they performed their evening workout then Mark spent a little over an hour working on tying all of the moves he has been teaching the crew and Tamaric together into fluid multi step take downs and disabling strikes. All the individual lessons were starting to make much more sense now that they were being demonstrated in a useful and linear manner. When the lesson was completed Laurel and Korica departed to take their shower while everyone else sat and talked until Jake felt a gentle push from Laurel telling him that they were back in Laurel and Jake's quarters. The guys then departed for their shower while Clara and Liam moved over to the common area to wait for their turn.

When Jake was done he headed to his quarters and Korica and Laurel were sitting talking when he stepped in. Jake sensed that it was a personal conversation so he didn't weigh in, he just walked up to the two of them and Korica kissed Laurel's cheek and then climbed off the bed and gave Jake a hug and headed for the exit. Jake then walked to the front of the room and retrieved a pair of underwear and he walked back to the bed and pulled his towel from around his waist and he toweled his hair out and then he picked up his underwear and stepped into them. He then made his way to the bathroom and brushed his teeth and combed his hair. He then stepped back into the main quarters and Laurel sat up on the bed and gave him the prettiest smile as he stepped over to her. He sat down on the bed and stroked her head.

"You look so pretty tonight babe."

"Thanks Jake."

"What was the conversation with Korica all about? I sensed it was something she didn't want me to be a apart of but I'm curious just the same."

"It was about her feelings for Tamaric. She's been experiencing a constant level of elevated emotions all the time and she just wanted to know if that's normal and she asked for a little advice about how¦amorous she's been feeling toward Tamaric."

"That's why she didn't really want to talk about it around me?"

"It's a girl thing Jake. She knows I went through the same thing."

"I'm just glad she has you talk with about this stuff. I'm sure it's confusing as hell for her."

"To say the least. She's been trying to keep her mind quieted to try and keep things in perspective but it's not really helping to keep it all bottled up inside."

The two of them then kissed and climbed up into the bed and slid under the covers and Laurel reached over and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then the two of them scooted close together and held each other as they closed their eyes and drifted off to sleep.

Korica made her way to her quarters and when she stepped in Tamaric was missing so she assumed he was in the bathroom brushing his teeth and combing his hair since they had agreed this morning that he didn't need to humiliate himself anymore and wait for her to arrive before getting dressed. Korica stepped over to the bed and sat down. A few minutes later Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom and he walked to the foot of the bed and stepped into his shoes and then he stepped back to Korica and the two of them hugged and then Korica gave him a peck and they then headed for the exit. They stepped over to the common area and had a seat and a few minutes later Clara stepped around the corner and offered a warm smile and waved the two out. They got to their feet and followed Clara down to the transport compartment where Liam was waiting for them.

They all transported down to the passenger level and made their way into the common area and then while Korica and Tamaric used the elevator to go up to deck 8 Clara and Liam walked to the end of the corridor and used the stairs. They then met up at the elevator and made their way to the Reynolds' quarters. Korica was allowed to go to Tamaric's room to get dressed for bed first and then Tamaric went and changed and then a video was selected and Liam and Clara went and changed into their nightwear and they returned to the living room and they all spent an hour and a half watching the video together. Afterwards, Clara and Liam tucked the pair into bed and kissed their foreheads and then went to bed themselves. Tamaric immediately got up and stripped down to his underwear and then climbed back in bed with Korica. The pair took a hold of one another facing each other and they scooted close together so their foreheads were touching and then they closed their eyes and drifted off to sleep. Tamaric knew that every once in a while Korica would feel so hot when she was sleeping that it made it very uncomfortable to snuggle up to her if he was wearing much of anything and even then she would still make him feel like he was being cooked. He still didn't understand how she didn't sweat when her body temperature was so high, but she never did except during times of extreme exertion such as during their workouts in which the AI said her core temperature would get as high as 102.5 degrees.

In the morning everyone went through their usual morning routines and eventually they all met up in the mess hall on the command deck to have breakfast together followed by their workout. After the meals were ordered Laurel explained that everyone needed to prepare themselves for the absence of the AI. The major systems would continue functioning but there would be no AI to see to their needs so everything would have to be done by themselves. They all understood what the implications were. The meals then arrived and everyone ate their meals and then made their way to the gym and they performed their workout routines. The girls then went and showered followed by the guys and then Liam and Clara took their turn. Once everyone was dressed they met up in the common area and Laurel and Jake prepared to go shut the AI down.

Laurel and Jake excused themselves and headed to the bridge and Laurel sat down in her chair and logged herself in. The entire bridge came to life and Laurel brought up the primary shutdown protocol for the entire neural processor system and memory core power resonators. Laurel never thought she would ever have to shut the AI down like this. What they had to do is the equivalent of shutting down an old Earth style silicon chip computer and then opening the case and climbing inside the tower and sticking ones hands into the magnetic disc hard drive to rewire it to a new input output controller attached to the mother board, all be it this would be a computer that takes up four city blocks and occupies high rises ten stories tall across that entire area.

"Future are you ready?"

"Yes captain, I am ready. I have given the last commands to the servo drones that I possibly can. By midday the last servo drone will cease to operate and you will be on your own."

"In case this doesn't go right¦thank you for everything Future. You've taken wonderful care of us all and I really appreciate you believing in me even when I didn't believe in myself."

"You are welcome Laurel. You are a remarkable woman. You have

shown me the best that a Human can be in so many ways. I appreciate the learning experience that you have provided me with. I have learned so much from observing and conversing with you."

"Awe, thank you Future. I promise Jake and I will be careful. I want you back just as you are."

"Thank you captain. I will see you on the other side."

Laurel reached up to her display and hovered her finger over the shutdown command for a few moments and then she touched it and the words 'complete artificial intelligence shutdown in progress¦' appeared and the dots kept scrolling for a few minutes and a few of the other systems including the sensor control and monitoring and the fusion reactor balancing shutdown and then there seemed to be a slow quieting within the bridge and then the words 'artificial intelligence shutdown complete' appeared. Laurel sighed and looked at Jake.

"Well that's it Jake. We have to get this right or I just eliminated our chances of getting to the Milky Way when we were supposed to arrive."

"It might seem that way Laurel but if we fu¦screw this up we can call the elder race using the chair and they can help us to build out a new AI. It would delay our trip but we could still get there."

"This feels oddly familiar. There was no AI when I first came out of stasis for days at a time."

"Come on, let's get to work."

Jake put his hand out and Laurel logged herself out and all of the workstations on the bridge went dark and the giant viewer blinked out. Laurel then took Jake's hand and stood up and the two headed for the exit. They made their way back down to the common area and told everyone it was done, The AI was gone for now.

Everyone then departed for their individual work areas. Laurel and Jake made their way to the elevator and headed aft along the central core to the neural nexus access panels below the neural processor compartments. Korica and Tamaric transported to the interactive data core control room and then they made their way to the stairs and they headed down 7 decks and then they headed to the starboard side of the ship where the atmospheric gas storage tanks were located. Clara and Liam transported down to deck 1 and they made their way to the workstation in the passageway where they had have been working for the last 3 days so they could continue to work on the stasis chamber project.

When Laurel and Jake arrived on site all their tools were waiting for them and Laurel opened the toolbox and pulled out a cordless ratchet and a fifteen-millimeter socket and she began removing the cover plate bolts. There were ten bolts holding the inspection plate in place and once Laurel had them all removed Jake help her move the heavy inspection plate out of the way and set it on the walkway that they were standing on. Laurel then picked up the handheld light wand and she turned it on and looked into the tunnel leading to the huge bundle of cables leading up to the AI's neural processors. The tunnel

was sixteen feet long and four feet in diameter. Laurel set the light wand down in the tunnel and reached up inside and unlatched the access door that the inspection plate had been attached too and she swung it open. Now they could look right into the access tunnel that they would be lying in all day. The tunnel didn't look near as claustrophobic as it did before the access door was opened.

Jake turned and looked out into the gigantic open space all around them and he felt very tiny. They were standing on a diamond plate artificial gravity induced walkway that led out across the gigantic open space below the main neural processor compartments. There was a central trunk that not only provided structural support for this portion of the ship but it housed all of the power and control feeds that led into the brain of the AI. There were lights shining down on them from the outer edges of the open space but it still left eerie shadows all around. Laurel touched Jake's shoulder and he smiled when he looked at her. Laurel looked up to the bottom of the walkway that led to the neural processor chambers and she remembered stepping into the processor room wearing next nothing except supplemental oxygen so she could repair the damaged synthetic neuron crystals. She shook off her daze and pulled out the analyzers that her and Jake needed and another light wand. There were two bundles of cable lying coiled up on each side of the now open access tunnel. The cables are the other ends of the cables they both attached to the connector panels in the artificial habitat enclosures.

Laurel grabbed a light wand and an end of one of the cables and she got down on her hands and knees and she started to pull the cable into the tunnel while Jake helped push the thick cable in to assist her. Once Laurel reached the end of the tunnel she pulled a little slack in and set the light wand down along with the cable and then she backed out of the tunnel and Jake handed her the other end of the cable and she crawled back into the tunnel pulling the second cable with her as she went along. Once she had that cable all the way in she pulled in a little extra slack and set the end of the cable down. She then backed out of the tunnel and her and Jake collected their data pads and analyzers along with another light wand and they crawled into the tunnel on their hands and knees until they reached the neural nexus bundle. They then laid down on their sides facing one another and they fired up their data pads and analyzers. They had to reach out and grab the correct bundle from the hundreds of spiraled up bundles and they pulled up a little slack and cut into the bundle insulation exposing the fiber optic cables within that were the size of hairs. They both learned quickly to keep their heads in the access tunnel where there was artificial gravity as hanging their heads into the trunk that the optic bundles were contained within led to a dizzy feeling. They attached the analyzers to the bundle of optic cables above where they working and they used the other end with the probe on it that was tied into the data pads to touch the individual fiber optic strands until they found the correct cable and then they would find the correct synthetic nerve with the analyzer probe and they would then stretch the nerve over to the cable and bond it with the molecular fuser. It was almost the same thing they had done in the artificial habitats but this time they were making the connection directly to the AI's neural processor feed cables. The only saving grace to the long job ahead of them was that they were working inches from one another and could look over at the other and smile at them and so there would be no separation symptoms to overcome.

When Korica and Tamaric arrived in the interactive data core control room they stepped down and immediately exited out into the adjacent corridor and then they took each other's hand and headed down the long corridor toward the starboard side of the ship until they arrived at the stairwell. They stepped into the stairwell and Tamaric let Korica take the lead down 7 decks. They stepped out into another corridor and headed right 300 feet and there were I beam braces from one side of the corridor to the other bracing the bulkheads. They produced a square arch that one had to be careful not bonk one's head on the corner of. Korica stepped up to a door and had her palm scanned and an extremely thick door slid back with a bit of a groan from the pneumatic rams that kept the door closed tightly. They stepped into an enormous space with one tank that was five stories tall and came to within inches of the deck. The tank was completely spherical and had a gleaming coating of EMPACC completely covering it except for the very bottom of the tank. There were then five more tanks all in a row with a confusing series of pipes leading up to a separation manifold in between each. The tanks were smaller than the primary tank but they were still three and a half stories tall. There were piles of piping and tubing and wiring in front of each tank. There was a large pipe cutter and a pipe bender and a large toolbox in front of the largest primary collection tank along with a mobile computer terminal.

Tamaric looked at how thick the door was as they stepped into the gigantic space and the door groaned shut behind them. He then looked up at the humongous tank before them and he seemed mesmerized by its enormity. He then looked down the line of tanks and the bewildering spider web of piping between each tank, some of which led up to the overhead and disappeared right through the ceiling.

"Holy¦crap. Why the heck are these tanks so darn big Korica?"

"Well I was instructed to design a system that could keep these creatures alive for three decades. This largest tank is what the collection tubing is attached to up there at the top and the raw atmospheric gasses will be pushed into this tank and then it will be separated into its constituent gasses that will then be pumped into these other tanks. The gasses will then be heated and stored until it's needed, once the habitats are filled for the first time that is, which is going to take a lot of gas."

"I think I get it. So what's all the bracing on the walls out in the corridor for?"

"If there's a leak in one of these tanks the walls need to contain the caustic high pressure gas in this compartment so the rest of the ship won't be contaminated. The atmospheric gas is going to be stored at over twelve thousand psi, remember? Once it's pumped into the habitats the extreme artificial gravity will compress it even further to somewhere around twenty one thousand psi. That's home sweet home for these creatures."

"I can't believe you guys were able to design anything that could withstand those kinds of conditions."

"I just designed this side of it. Laurel and Jake designed the hard stuff."

Tamaric looked around a little longer and then Korica took his hand and led him over to the mobile terminal and she turned it on and brought up the work that needed to be done and she explained in detail what she needed him to do to assist her. She then stepped up to the toolbox and picked up a digital laser tape measure and she kissed Tamaric and then she stepped up to the tank and she looked up its bulging side and she patted it and then sat down and laid on her back and started scooting backwards up under the tank. She scooted back until the tank was right up against her stomach and she had just enough room between her belly and the tanks outer surface to keep scooting back until she reached the first waste drain connection point. She measured the opening diameter and then aimed the laser to the cross connect valve and took the measurement and she then called out to Tamaric to cut the pipe she needed and then she told him the type of compression fittings to attach to each end. He acknowledged her and then stepped up to the mobile terminal and he brought up an image of the fittings Korica had described so he knew what he was looking for. He then pulled the four and half inch diameter pipe from the rack of piping and he dragged it out a short distance and then he reached into the toolbox and picked up a digital measuring tape and he measured the right length on the pipe and he marked it and then he picked up the plasma cutter and lined it up on the mark on the pipe and he squeezed the trigger and in a bright flash the cutter cut right through the pipe cleanly and the cut end clanged to the floor. He picked it up and walked over to the tool box and he retrieved the flaring tool and he slid the correct compressing fitting onto the pipe end and then he flared the end of the pipe. He then put the pipe in the pipe bender sitting next to the toolbox and he looked at the display screen on the mobile terminal and he set the bender for the exact bend length and bend radius and he engaged the bender. Once the bend was complete he retrieved the compression fitting for the other end and he slid it over the pipe and then he flared the pipe. He then retrieved the correct cordless ratcheting wrench for the fitting ends and then he set the pipe in the floor and he crawled under the tank on his stomach pushing the pipe ahead of him until Korica could reach it and pull it up to where she needed it. Tamaric then handed her the wrench and she looked sideways down to him and smiled.

"Did you have any trouble with the tools out there?"

"No. It's weird, I just looked at the mechanical schematic and the tools out there and I knew exactly what to do."

"I'm so proud of you Tamaric. That's called instinctive or intuitive learning. That's what Laurel and Jake have. You can look at complex things and workout how they work just by looking at them. You've proven once and for all that you have advanced abilities even if you don't know it."

Korica then went to work lifting the pipe into place and Tamaric held the other end of it in place so she could start the treads of the fitting more easily and then Korica put the wrench on the fitting and squeezed the trigger and the fitting was spun around until it squeaked to a stop as it was torqued tightly into place. Korica then scooted down and Tamaric slid back out of her way and she connected the other end and screwed the fitting into place and then she put the wrench to it and squeezed the trigger until the fitting squeaked to a stop. Korica then scooted back up and took the next measurement and called the measurements out to Tamaric and he repeated the process as he had done before. When he slid under the tank pushing the prepared pipe section with him he waited until Korica was looking at him and then he asked about something that was bothering him about the piping being used.

"Korica, you said the gas in theses tanks was going to be under thousands of pounds of pressure right?"

"Yah."

"I'm sorry if this sounds dumb but how are these thin pipes going to withstand that much pressure without bursting?"

"They wouldn't on their own. When we're done we're going to spray all of the plumbing and the bottom of the tank with EMPACC and then cure it."

"Ooh. I guess that was a dumb question then. I should've known that."

Korica giggled and took the section of pipe from him and put it into place and spun the fitting connector up into place. She then wrenched it tight and moved to the other end and did the same thing. The two worked this way right up until Korica's stomach told her it was time for a break so she could get something to eat. She slid out from under the tank she was working under and she took Tamaric by the hand and led him over to the exit. He knew without her having to say a word that she was hungry. They made their way all the way back up to the interactive data core control room and they transported to deck 1, forward stasis ring and they stepped down and made their way down the passageway to Tamaric's parents. They greeted Tamaric and Korica with a warm hug and then logged out and the four of them made their way to the mess hall on the passenger level to get some lunch together. Tamaric shared what they had been doing so far and how amazing the storage tank compartment is.

Laurel and Jake worked until midday and then both of them crawled out of the maintenance tunnel and made their way back to the command deck to get something to eat. It took them close to fifteen minutes to get to the command deck since there were no transport platforms anywhere near where they were working. They were enjoying being close to each other anyway so the ride pressed up against one another while being forced against side of the elevator car for the ride forward to the bow section of the Future was enjoyable for both of them. They had made some significant progress but they had no illusions about how much work they had ahead of them. They were getting into a rhythm with the connections that had to be made but they had only scratched the surface with how many sensitive connections still had to be made in total. They both knew they were going to be lying on their sides for the next two days in order to complete the work. The two sat practically pressed up against one another while they ate their lunch communicating with one another by thoughts and feelings alone. They spoke next to nothing aloud since they were listening to everything the other was thinking. Working so close together was a bonding experience for both of them and the bonding feeling was continuing through lunch with their minds practically connected to one another. Once they finished their meal they made their way to the bridge and logged in and both of them balanced the few systems still running that were no longer under the constant scrutiny of the AI. Laurel then performed a deep scan to confirm that they were still alone and that the ship hadn't drifted to far from its original position. According to the star fixes available Laurel was able to ascertain that they had only drifted a few hundred miles from their original position. It wasn't enough to warrant taking any steps to arrest their gentle movement. Laurel and Jake logged themselves out once they were done and took one another's hands and headed back to the elevator. They then rode the elevator back aft to their work area and climbed back into the access tunnel and went back to work on the mind numbing amount of connections that they two had to make. They were both resolved to get the work done no matter how long it took. They would feed on one another's energy if necessary to keep on task until it was done.

Korica and Tamaric enjoyed their lunch with Tamaric's parents for close to fourty minutes and then Korica told the Reynolds that they had to get back to work. She explained that they were done with the primary atmospheric holding tank and they were 80% done with the first secondary tank but if they kept taking long lunches it was going to delay their progress. They Reynolds told Korica they understood and they respected her work ethic. They were anxious to get back to the stasis project themselves anyway and they were a long ways away from being done. Korica and Tamaric hugged Clara and Liam and then departed for the transport platform by the stasis ring entrance. They transported back up to the interactive data core control room and stepped down and exited out into the cross corridor and made the long walk down to the stairwell. They climbed down 7 decks and stepped out into the cross corridor and walked a short distance until they were walking under the bulkhead bracing struts and they stepped up to the entrance to the storage tanks compartment and Korica had her palm scanned and the door groaned open. They stepped in and the door slid shut and then they walked over to the first secondary storage tank and Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and gave him a peck and then she crawled back under the tank on her back and she immediately started calling for tools and feedback cables and specific length pipes with fittings on them from Tamaric.

Everyone worked until 17:00 and then they put their tools aside and made their way to the command deck for the evening meal. They discussed the day's events while they waited for their meals. The meals were then consumed with more talk of the day's events and then everyone made their way to the gym to workout. At the conclusion of the workouts Mark spent an hour working with the crew and Tamaric on the self-defense lessons. The girls then went and took their showers followed by the guys and finally the Reynolds. Jake and Laurel then got dressed and made their way to Korica's quarters after meeting up with the Reynolds in the common area to invite them to join the story reading time. Korica and Tamaric had to choose a new story to have read to them and in the end they found a love story for Korica's sake that took place in and alternate dimension of advanced technology and sorcery on a fictional world called Oroman for Tamaric's taste. After the story time everyone adjourned to their quarters for a goodnights rest.

At 04:30 Korica stirred to life. She stretched and then rolled over and kissed Tamaric's cheek then slid out of bed and she slid the lights up slightly and then walked to the front of the room and retrieved a fresh uniform for herself and she walked back to the bed and got dressed. She then made her way to the bathroom and relieved herself and then washed her hands and then she brushed her teeth and brushed her hair. She then stepped back into the main quarters and walked over to the foot of the bed and stepped into her shoes. She then stepped back over to the light controls and slid the lights down to sleep levels. She then put her knee on the bed and leaned over and kissed Tamaric on the mouth. He stirred enough to roll over and give her a warm hug and then she climbed off the bed and headed for the exit.

When Korica arrived in the mess hall it was dark until she stepped in and the lights came up. She walked over to the dispensers and poured herself a cup of tea and sat down at the round table and sipped her tea while she waited for Mark. She sat and contemplated the day ahead while she waited. She knew that she only had a few hours work left and she would be done. She had 99% of the plumbing done on all of the tanks and all but one sensor cable were attached and functional. She just needed to coat the plumbing and the bottoms of the tanks with EMPACC and cure it to reinforce everything and her job would be done. She would then be free to spend the rest of the day with Tamaric doing whatever they wanted. She had promised him that they would do something fun together and she was debating where to go when Mark stepped into the mess hall.

As Mark stepped up to the table Korica got to her feet and gave him a tight hug and he stroked her cheek and grinned at her warmly.

"You look as pretty as ever little one. What's your plan for the day?" Mark asked as he stepped over to the dispensers to fetch a cup of tea.

"Well, Tamaric and I are almost done. I have one sensor and one bypass valve to hook up and then I can start coating everything with EMPACC. I was going to spend the rest of the day playing with Tamaric but I'm not quite sure where to take him."

Mark poured his cup of tea and then stepped over to the table and set his cup down and sat down next to Korica.

"I'm sure you'll think of something."

"I'll probably just take him to the recreation deck. Maybe we can bowl a few frames¦course I think he doesn't like how good I am at it."

"Is he a sore looser?"

"No. He never really said anything that would lead me to call him a sore looser, it was what I sensed from him last time we played. "

"You could always let him come closer to winning."

"Throw the game? Really?"

"It's just a thought. You've got that freaky hand eye coordination that Laurel and Jake have. He might never be able to match your skill level honey."

"We'll see, maybe I'll be nice and let him win a game or two then I'll¦skunk him¦as he called it."

"You know you two haven't spent any time in the firing range recently? You could always come up here and practice for a while. You get rusty when you don't stay on top of it."

"That could be fun too. He's definitely a good shot. Better than I am."

"There ya go. I'm sure you'll find something to do together."

"I just want these modifications done so we can bring the AI back online. I had gotten used to the AI anticipating our needs and now we have to go a little out of our way to get what we need."

"Speaking of¦why don't you go ahead and ask for a menu so you can order something to eat?"

"Kay. I am kind of hungry."

Korica took a sip of her tea and then got to her feet and walked over to the com panel and she touched it and it lit up. She then touched the AI icon and then walked back over to her seat at the table. Seconds later a servo drone showed up at the table with a data pad. Korica took it and pulled it open and she typed in that she wanted to order some food and then she hit send. The servo drone sat for a few seconds as the secondary mess hall processor processed her request and the servo drone then lifted up and floated away. It returned a few seconds later with a menu and Korica took it and ordered a light snack to hold her over until breakfast. She then handed the menu back to the servo drone and again it sat for a few seconds and then finally lifted up a few inches and floated across the mess hall and disappeared through it's slot. Korica went back to sipping her tea and Mark turned on the data pad he had with him and he went back to reviewing rout to the tel pok maron that was constantly changing with their deviations from the scheduled route. Five minutes later Korica's food arrived and the plate was slid up on the table. She then got up and refilled her tea and then sat back down and began eating her snack.

Once Korica had her food polished off she sat back and sighed. She felt content but she still had a lot on her mind and now she felt awake enough to ponder what to do with Tamaric. She wanted to spend time alone with him but she knew that she needed to avoid anything romantic or anything that left them with idle time together. Like she had told Laurel the night before, she was finding it harder and harder to resist the temptation to experiment with intimate behavior. Tamaric was so cute and he stirred things in her that she thought should wait until later on if possible. It didn't help that she loved him with all her heart and he was so sweet to her. She wanted a love like Laurel and Jake had and now that she had it, it was way more intense than she had anticipated. She knew Draximan females felt emotions much more profoundly than Humans do but she didn't know that it would be so overwhelming to fall in love. She just didn't know that she could care so much for one person.

Korica sat in her deep contemplation while sipping her tea while Mark read quietly from his data pad until she sensed Tamaric waking up. She didn't hear his thoughts so much as she sensed his feeling becoming more intense and dynamic. He was missing Korica from the moment he woke up. Korica excused herself to get Tamaric up and Mark nodded and grinned at her as she got to her feet. She made her way out of the mess hall and down the corridor to her quarters and when she stepped through the door Tamaric was sitting up in the bed with the lights still turned down. Korica walked over to her side of the bed and slid the lights up slowly so that Tamaric's eyes would have time to adjust. She then sat down on the bed and pulled her knee up on the bed.

"Morning Tamaric."

"Morning Korica. Is it six?"

"I don't think so but it's pretty close."

"I couldn't sleep anymore. I'm spoiled on having you next to me while I sleep."

"Sorry, I went to have early tea with Mark."

"You don't have to apologize Korica. I know that's special for you two. I'm just saying that I'm getting really comfortable with the idea of having you next to me and I miss you when you're gone."

"Awwe. You want me to stay with you while you get dressed?"

"Please?"

"Ok."

Tamaric pushed the covers down and crawled over to Korica and kissed her cheek making her smile big. He stepped out into the floor and Korica watched him as he walked to the front of the room and grabbed a fresh set of clothes and then walked back to the bed. He then got dressed and stepped into his shoes and then he made his way into the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair. When he stepped out Korica had made the bed and set her stuffed animals on the pillows as she always liked to do and she was standing next to the bed smiling at him.

"You are so good looking Tamaric. I'm so lucky to have such a hunk as my man."

Tamaric grinned big and walked up to her and he put his hands on her hips and gently pulled her into him.

"You're pretty hot yourself Korica."

The two kissed for a few moments and then separated and took one another's hands and headed for the exit. They made their way to the mess hall and Mark perked up when they stepped in. The two of them walked over to the table and Korica sat down while Tamaric retrieved some orange juice and then he sat down next to Korica and took a hold of her hand under the table.

"How you doing this morning Tamaric?" Mark asked.

"I'm doin good Mark. Lookin forward to getting the work done under the storage tanks. It freaks me out to see Korica disappear under those gigantic tanks."

"I can certainly empathize with that. You guys are just about there and then you can go do something fun."

"I can hardly wait."

Just then Laurel and Jake rounded the corner into the mess hall and Korica got to her feet and turned around and stepped up to them and hugged them both warmly and then Korica stepped back over to the table and sat down next to Tamaric and immediately grabbed his hand again making him grin at her. Laurel and Jake retrieved something to drink and then stepped over to the table and sat down. Korica then opened the data pad still lying on the table and she asked for a menu to be brought to the table. She then closed the data pad and set it down. They all sat around and talked lightly for a few minutes until a servo drone showed up with a menu. Korica wished she had specified four menus but she figured they could just share one menu by passing it around. She took the menu and opened it and perused the breakfast menu for the day and made her selection and then she handed it to Tamaric and he made his selection and then handed it back to Korica and she passed it over to Mark and he made his selection and then passed it over to Laurel and she and Jake made their selections. Jake was just about to close the menu when the Reynolds walked into the mess hall so Jake set the menu at the empty seat next to he and Laurel.

The Reynolds Both hugged Tamaric from behind and then both of them kissed Korica on top of the head and crossed their arms over her stomach in a light hug.

"Good morning deary." Clara said. "You look as pretty as ever this morning."

"Thank you Clara." Korica said with a pretty smile.

Clara and Liam stepped over to the dispensers and poured themselves some tea and then sat down and immediately made their meal selection from the menu sitting waiting for them. They then closed the menu and handed it to Korica and she in turn handed it to the servo drone. They then discussed the day's events coming up until the meals began to arrive. As the plates of hot food were slid up onto the table they were passed around to their intended recipients. Without the AI directing the servo drones they only knew to bring the plates to the table, not to whom each meal belonged.

Everyone ate their breakfast and then once their drinks were polished off they all made their way to the gym to workout. Once the workouts were complete, as usual, Korica and Laurel showered first, then the guys, and finally the Reynolds showered. Korica met up with Tamaric in their quarters just as he was stepping into his pants. He tucked his shirt in and stood up straight and grinned at Korica.

"You think we're really going to be able to get finished today so we can do something together?"

"Yah, I promised you I would get this done today and I meant it. I could've never finished as quickly as I did without your help. Thank you for all your help Tamaric."

"You're welcome darlin. It was nice to get to work together for a change."

"Yah it was huh? It almost made it fun."

"Yah. I didn't like seein you crawl under those tanks but I liked watching you crawl under the tanks on your back with your feet apart."

"Tamaric!" Korica said with a big grin as she stepped up to the bed and sat down.

"What? I'm into you and you're hot, I can't help it if I like what I see."

"I'm into you too but I wouldn't be so¦crude about it."

"Why, do you look at my package?"

"All the time."

"Oh, sorry Korica. I'll try and keep comments like that to myself."

"Just remember that you don't necessarily have to say what you're thinking and I'll feel it."

Tamaric smiled and nodded. He stepped into his shoes and stepped around the bed to Korica and he gave her a peck and then headed for the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair. He then put some deodorant on and stepped out of the bathroom. He grinned at the sight of Korica sitting on the bed waiting for him. She was so pretty and it seemed as though she was getting prettier every day that they were together. Korica stood up and straightened her shirt out and then she walked over to Tamaric and engaged him in a long tongue kiss. He was left feeling dizzy and very enticed. Korica smiled at him when she sensed what was going through his mind as his thoughts returned to him.

The two of them then separated and took one another's hands and headed for the exit. When they stepped out Mark was sitting talking to Liam and Clara in the common area and the two walked up to them and Tamaric hugged his mother and then his father and then Clara looked at Korica and smiled and put her arms out making Korica smile big in return. Korica stepped into her and the two hugged each other warmly for a few moments and then Korica looked at Liam and he smiled at her and she stepped over to him and hugged him as well. Tamaric then told his parents goodbye and that he would see them at lunchtime and then he and Korica departed for the transport compartment. Liam and Clara then resumed their conversation with Mark.

When Jake arrived in his quarters after his shower he got dressed and cleaned up and then he and Laurel headed for the elevator to get back to the mind numbing neural nexus connections. They had made good progress so far but they both knew they were a little behind where they needed to be in order to finish within the two days set forth in the original time estimate. The AI had a great deal of confidence and expectation of Laurel and Jake's ability to get the job done quickly relatively speaking.

After talking for close to an hour, Mark escorted the Reynolds to the bridge so they could work at one of the science stations there instead of working in the passageway on deck 1. He was finding that he really liked the Reynolds. They were absolutely brilliant and it was refreshing to talk with someone he could relate to based on their ages. He had spent the morning with them answering their questions about the crew and the adventures they had been through to get where they are now. There were just some things that the briefing couldn't explain completely. At the very least Mark was able to convince the Reynolds that the junior crew were extraordinary people that deserved a great deal of respect and admiration. The things they've accomplished together and the things they're capable of are nothing short of miraculous. Mark gave the Reynolds access to the new data core so they could run their simulations concurrently while they were still using secondary processors to work on the stasis chamber project. The Reynolds promised not to go snooping around in the new data core no matter how tempting it was to look at some of the advanced technology information stored there.

Korica and Tamaric finished plumbing in the last storage tank and then Korica explained as best as she could how the EMPACC worked and what she had to do in order to cure it. She explained that she was going to put three coats on everything under the tanks since the plumbing would be the one truly weak spot in the whole system and if it failed not only would it cause catastrophic damage to the surrounding systems but they would have to repair the damage and then refill the tanks meaning another trip into the violent atmosphere of a gas giant with just the right conditions to suit their needs. Korica showed Tamaric how to keep the hopper full for her as she worked under tanks with the spray nozzle in hand. Tamaric understood the instructions and the caution he needed to take not to get the raw EMPACC on himself or on any of the surfaces he was going to be working around. He was going to be the one to actually engage the curing electrically generator since Korica knew she was inevitably going to have the raw EMPACC all over her work suit. She looked like she was going into a biologically hazardous condition with how completely she was covered from head to toe with a respirator hose leading from under her arm to a fresh air pump.

After the first hour the two got into a rhythm in which Korica would slide under the tank and spray the crap out of everything she could reach and then she would slide out and get well clear while Tamaric touched the electrodes to the wet EMPACC curing it instantly once he squeezed the triggers on the electrode handles. Korica would then use a scanner to analyze the coating for any spots that were missed and then she would slide under the tanks and repeat the process two more times. They would then push the hopper and delivery pumps to the next tank and repeat the process. In the end they finished the job by 10:50 ships time and while Korica had the raw EMPACC all over her work suit, Tamaric was very careful and never got a drop on himself even when refilling the 50-gallon hopper from 5-gallon jugs.

When they were done, Korica removed her protective work suit while Tamaric put away the tools they had been working with. When Korica finally had her suit off Tamaric asked her what they were going to do with all of the equipment and she told him that the AI would have the drones put everything away when it was brought back on line. For now, she explained, it was best to leave everything in place incase the AI found a problem with the work that had been done that would require the tools to correct it.

As Korica was removing her protective work suit she got raw EMPACC on her hands so she told Tamaric that the first thing she needed to do was to take a shower to get it off of her. If she missed even the slightest trace and was exposed to the right electrical current it would cure and bond to her skin permanently. The only way to get it off if that should happen would be to remove the affected skin along with the EMPACC. She explained that it would wash off with soap and water but only if it was washed off before it soaked into the pours of the skin, which would happen within a few hours of exposure. Tamaric offered to take her to his parent's quarters and she could use the shower there and she would have clean clothes there waiting for her. She agreed and the two departed for the exit to the cross corridor to make their way to the stairs.

They exited the storage tank compartment and turned left and walked down the corridor under the bracing beams until they emerged in the open corridor and they walked on until they reached the stairwell. Tamaric opened all the doors for Korica and had his palm scanned where necessary so that Korica wouldn't get EMPACC on anything. They climbed up 7 decks and exited the stairwell into the long cross-corridor that led nearly from one side of the ship to the other. They walked seeming forever until they reached the interactive data core control room door and Tamaric had his palm scanned and the scanner flashed red several times instead of the door opening. Tamaric looked at Korica with a furrowed brow.

"I forgot you don't have the clearance to access the data core control room. Touch the com panel right there and then touch the voice access icon."

Tamaric stepped over to the com panel on the opposite side of the doorway from the palm scanner and he touched the com panel and it lit up. He then looked at the icons and he saw the one the said voice access and he touched it and it turned from white to red.

"Korica Prentor." Korica called out.

The door then slid open and the two stepped into the interactive data core control room.

"So if the AI had been active you wouldn't of had to do that right?" Tamaric asked as they stepped up onto the transport platform.

"That's right. She would've sensed my presence and opened the door for us without us having to do anything."

Tamaric turned and touched the indicator for deck 1, forward stasis ring and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and found themselves standing on the transport platform beside the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down and made their way up the passageway past the split that leads off to the lower hangar and they expected to see Clara and Liam sitting at one of the workstations working on the stasis chamber project but they were nowhere in sight. As they walked toward the doorway leading to the passenger level common area Korica glanced back at the darkened workstations.

"I wonder where your mom and dad are?"

"I don't know. I thought they would be here working. Maybe they're in our quarters¦or maybe in the gardening ring?"

Tamaric placed his hand up on the scanner and the door slid open after scanning his palm and the two stepped into the common area and made their way over to the elevator and Tamaric touched the elevator call button and the door slid open. Tamaric stepped in and floated toward the back of the car and he grabbed the hand bar and turned himself around and he moved over toward the palm scanner and then he waved Korica in. She turned around facing out and stepped back into the car and Tamaric gently wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her to his stomach. He then let go of the hand bar and had his free hand scanned and called out "deck eight" and then he grabbed the hand bar as the door slid shut. The car then began to ascend and the two of them were pushed to the floor and Tamaric held onto Korica for the ride up. He leaned forward and smelled of her hair and Korica grinned and leaned back against him.

"You really like the smell of the shampoo we use huh?"

"I do, but I like the smell of you too. You smell¦like Korica. I just love the smell of you."

"Awe. Thank you Tamaric."

Tamaric took another deep inhale from the base of her neck as the car slowed and they began to lift from the floor. The car then came to a stop and the door slid open. Tamaric moved his hand from Korica's stomach to her side and he very gently pushed her toward the open door and she floated to the opening and stepped out into the artificial gravity of the walkway. She took a few steps forward and turned around facing Tamaric as he pushed off and floated out of the car and took a few heavy steps stopping right in front of Korica. He leaned out and gave her a peck making her grin big and then the two turned and headed down the walkway toward the left turn that would take them to the Reynolds' quarters. When they stepped up to the door Tamaric had his palm scanned and then the door slid open. They stepped in and looked around and since the lights were out when they stepped in they assumed that Clara and Liam were somewhere else. Korica turned and looked at Tamaric.

"Will you go get me a change of clothes from your room please?"

"I'd be glad to darlin. You want everything or just pants and a shirt?"

"Mom told me to change everything any chance I get so get me everything except shoes please."

"Ok."

Tamaric walked over to his room while Korica stepped over to the bathroom and when the doors slid open they both stepped into the rooms they were standing in front of. Tamaric stepped right to the back of his room and opened the bureau and picked out a pair of pants, a shirt, a pair of socks, a pair of underwear and a bra and then he pushed the drawer closed and turned around and walked back toward his door. When Korica stepped into the bathroom she slid her shoes off and then she stopped and turned her hands up and looked at the off white EMPACC in her hands and she looked down at herself. She realized she wouldn't be able to undress herself without getting it all over her clothes. They would be ruined and would have to be disposed of. She then looked at the shower door and the water valves inside the shower and she realized she wouldn't even be able to open the shower door or turn the water on without again getting EMPACC all over the place. She closed her eyes for a second and for just an instant she felt like a two year old that couldn't do anything for herself without help. She shook her head and then grinned. Tamaric was going to get the peak at her that he had been hoping for after all.

The door opened behind her and she turned around as Tamaric stepped in and set her clothes on the counter area next to the sink. He then looked at her and he furrowed his brow for a second because she had the strangest grin on her face. It suddenly dawned on him that she couldn't touch anything including her own clothes to get undressed.

"You need some help?" Tamaric asked with a smirk.

"Please? I hadn't thought about the fact that I can't touch anything." Korica said with heavily blushing cheeks.

"You look so pretty when your cheeks turn bright pink like that."

Tamaric stepped up to Korica and kissed her cheek and then he hooked his fingers in the waistband of her pants and he gently worked her pants off her hips and behind and slid them down to her feet. He glanced at her underwear as he stood up as she stepped out of her pants and then he hooked his fingers in the waist of her shirt and he grabbed a hold of her shirt and began to lift it up and she balled up her fists and put her arms up as he lifted her shirt up over her head and pulled it up onto her arms. He pulled it up until it resisted passing over her balled up fists and she put her arms out and he pulled harder and the shirtsleeves popped off of her fists. He then hooked his fingers under the edge of her bra and she lifted her arms and he slid it up over her head and she put her arms out and he pulled the sports bra off of her arms. He stepped back and looked at her washboard tummy and up to her chest with her small breasts and very muscular tone under her arms. Her pectoral muscles were very pronounced for a girl but she still somehow looked feminine just the same. She looked very strong once she had nothing on but her skin was smooth and soft looking. Tamaric thought she was absolutely beautifully built. Tamaric dropped her bra in the floor and he stepped up to her and put his hands on her hips. She grinned at him and blushed slightly again.

"Thank you Tamaric. You think the sweetest things about me."

Tamaric smiled and then looked down at her underwear as he hooked his fingers in the waistband and slid them over her hips and her behind and down her legs to her feet. She stepped out of them and Tamaric turned his head and looked at her beautiful crotch for a moment and then he changed from a bent over position to a squatting position as he looked her over. He smiled and then reached out and grabbed the tops of her socks and pulled them down and off of her feet as she lifted her feet. When she had her second unsocked foot planted back in the floor he looked at her little feet and he looked all the way up her shapely legs to her beautiful vulva and then up to her pretty white crown of delicate hair and up to her belly button and up over the gentle waves of her stomach muscles then up to her chest as he stood up and then he looked at her pretty face with those beautiful bright and shinny blue/gray eyes and that pretty soft white hair about her head with those adorable bangs lying over her forehead.

"Wow! You are so beautiful Korica."

"Thanks Tamaric, I'm gunna need you to open the shower and turn it on for me too."

Tamaric gently put his hands on Korica's shoulders and he pushed her back slightly so he could step past her. He pulled the shower door open and then reached in and turned the water on and he held his hand in the stream of water coming from the overhead shower head and he adjusted the water until it felt just beyond warm. He then shook his hand off in the shower and stepped back. Korica stepped past him and up into the shower and under the torrent of hot water. Tamaric then pushed the shower door shut and he turned to the built in storage cabinet in the far wall and pushed it and it popped open and he reached in and pulled out a towel and he hung it on the towel bar on the side of the shower enclosure. He then stood and watched Korica for a few moments as she stood with her back to him as she vigorously rubbed her hands together in the cascading stream of water as she tried to get as much of the EMPACC off her hands as she could before touching the body wash dispenser built into the back wall of the shower. He looked down her wet body from her supple looking shoulders to her perfectly round butt that had water running down over it and down the crack of her cheeks and she seemed to be glistening. He was wishing he could reach out and gently rub those beautiful firm cheeks when he realized that Korica could sense everything he was thinking and feeling.

Korica stopped what she was doing and turned her head so she was looking at him and she grinned a little.

"I don't mind you looking at me particularly but I would like a little privacy to shower."

Tamaric blushed and nodded and he turned and picked up her clothes out of the floor and he stepped up to the door that then slid open and to his chagrin his mother and father were standing right there looking at him with the oddest look on their faces. Tamaric stepped forward until the door slid shut behind him and he blushed hard and didn't quite know what to say.

"This¦this isn't what it looks like¦I mean it is but¦what does this look like?"

"Well unless you've gone transvestite on us and you've started wearing panties and bras it looks like you have Korica's clothes in your hands and we heard the shower running so¦either you watched her get undressed¦or you undressed her for some reason." Liam said.

"She had EMPACC all over her hands so she couldn't touch anything so I helped¦I undressed her and turned the shower on for her so she could get cleaned up."

"Well that was nice of you son. As long as she asked you to help her like that."

"Dad! Of course she asked. I've seen her¦without anything on before."

"I don't think I want to know how or why."

"Good cause I'm not gunna talk about how or why. That's between her and I."

"Lee, knock it off!" Clara said elbowing him in the side lightly. "Go put her clothes by the servo slot and when she's done we can go have lunch together."

"Ok mom."

Tamaric stepped over to his bedroom door and when the door slid open he walked to the back of the room and set Korica's clothes in the floor right in front of the servo drone slot and then he turned around and walked to the door and when it slid open he stepped back out into the living room. He walked over to the couch where his mother and father were sitting and he sat down next to his father.

"How did you know where we were?" Tamaric asked.

"We've been working at one of the science stations on the bridge and Mark used the internal sensors to track your movements and we could tell you heading here." Clara responded.

"Ooh ok, that makes sense."

"You weren't planning anything but a shower right?" Liam asked.

"Dad, what the heck is wrong with you? We promised we wouldn't mess around here and we won't. Not even if we know you aren't here. Why are you bein like this today?"

"I'm sorry son. You're right in that I'm being over protective of Korica. She can make her own decisions about what she does and doesn't want to have happen and I know you will respect her wishes. We were talking to Mark about Korica this morning and her tale is so sad and she has been through so much and I like her so much that I feel I need to look out for her."

"That's sweet an all dad, but she's not a little girl and she doesn't need protecting from me. I'm glad you like her enough to feel that protective but give us some credit ok? Not everything we do is so we can screw or whatever."

"Hay, don't be crude Tamaric! There's a lady present." Liam said in a scolding tone.

"Sorry mom."

"Apology accepted Tamaric. What you two do is your own business as long as it's in the right place and at the right time."

"I know this is the wrong place and only Korica decides when it's the right time."

"Good boy. That's how it should be."

"So are you two done working under the storage tanks?" Liam asked.

"Yes. We finished just a little while ago. We were going to catch some lunch, I'm sure Korica is really hungry, and then we were going to go mess around doing something fun. Maybe we'll go to the firing range and then the recreation deck to bowl a few frames or something."

"We have a bowling lane?"

"Yep, we have like ten of 'em or maybe even more. I haven't seen all of the recreation deck yet."

"Where is the recreation deck?"

"It's up on deck eleven. Just use the fore and aft corridors up there and go forward from the housing area and you'll come out in the recreation area. It stretches from almost one side of the bow to the other. There are basketball courts and squash courts and driving ranges and there's an electronic gaming area and reading consoles and all kinds of stuff. I'm sure there's stuff I haven't even seen yet that I don't know about."

"So there is somewhere for the kids to play?"

"Oh yah, there's way more than just the playground on top of the deck one quarters. There's also an observation deck up on deck thirty-five that is absolutely amazing. You can open the cover revealing this clear dome that puts you at the same level as the outer hull."

"I guess we'll have to take the time to look around a little for ourselves."

"You really should dad. This ship is gigantic and there are so many neat things to see."

Liam rubbed Tamaric's head and smiled at him. He loved hearing the excitement in his voice. He and Clara had made a tough decision when they decided to come on the Future mission. They were leaving everyone and everything behind and they had pretty much told Tamaric he was going rather than asking him so it was nice to hear that he loved his ship and Korica too for that matter. It was definitely keeping his mind off of just what he had to give up to be on the Future.

It was another ten minutes before Korica stepped out of the bathroom looking fresh and absolutely beautiful. She had a glow to her face and her hair looked perfect. She had a crisp new ships uniform on and she looked very sharp in it. Korica looked genuinely surprised to see the Reynolds sitting on the couch with Tamaric. She had quieted her mind while she was in the shower because she was hearing Laurel and Jake's thoughts quite distinctly in random sentences and single word thoughts and she assumed it was going both ways. As Korica stepped up to the couch all three of the Reynolds got to their feet and Tamaric took Korica's hand and it felt very warm and very soft in his. He grinned at her and she leaned into him slightly and looked at Clara and Liam.

"How long have you guys been here? We had no idea where you were."

"We stepped in just about the time that Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom with your clothes in his hands."

"I swear we weren't messing around." Korica said in a recusant tone.

"Relax deary, Tamaric explained to us that you had EMPACC all over your hands and you needed his assistance so you didn't ruin your clothes. Are you hungry?" Clara said.

"I'm starving."

"That's why we came down here. We wanted to have lunch with you two."

"Ooh, that's so nice. I would love to have lunch with you."

"Wonderful. Let's go get you fed then."

They all then headed for the door to make their way down to the common area so they could get some lunch.

Laurel and Jake worked until a little after 12J00 at which time Laurel's stomach started to make some growling noises so the two of them stopped what they were doing and climbed out of the access tunnel and made their way back across the walkway bridge to the narrow path along the wall that led to the elevator. Laurel pressed the call button and the door slid open and they both floated into the back of the car. Laurel maneuvered herself over to the palm scanner and had her palm scanned and then she called out "command deck" and the door slid shut and she moved over by Jake just as the car took off Futuretally pressing them both against the side wall. They adjusted themselves and faced into the inertial force. They knew it was long ride all the way from the middle of the stern section of the ship to the bow through the central core that would pass through the gardening ring giving them a breathtaking view but it would take close to fifteen minutes to traverse the entire distance to the command deck.

When the car finally began to slow and then stopped, followed by a bang indicating that the vertical lift motor had taken hold of the car, the two of them braced themselves and the lift rose two decks and then slowed and finally stopped. The door slid open and the two of them floated out of the car and stepped out into the artificial gravity of the corridor. They were only 50 from Korica's quarters and so only had to walk a short distance up the corridor and take a left and walk 25 feet and they were at the mess hall.

Laurel and Jake rounded the corner into the mess hall and Mark was sitting at one of the smaller square tables designed to seat 6 and he was already eating his lunch. Laurel touched the com panel as her and Jake stepped into the mess hall so that a servo drone would be summoned. Her and Jake then stepped over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink and then they sat down across from Mark and pushed in together so they were pressed up against one another. Mark grinned and finished chewing his mouthful of food and then he grinned at the two of them.

"You two are so cute. You act like the other is going to float away if you don't hold them in their seat with your body."

Laurel grinned and looked at Jake and it turned into a loving smile and she set her head on his shoulder and turned her head and looked at Mark.

"I can't help it Mark, I'm nuts about this guy."

"I can see that. I'm just yankin your chain cap. You guys always behave yourselves when it counts so I think it's kind of sweet. He's good looking and your beautiful, I don't blame either one of you for being nuts about the other especially since you're paired and all. You got no say in whether or not you love being close to one another. You need it to feel right."

A servo drone showed up at the edge of the table at that point and reached out its manipulator arm with a data pad in it. Laurel reached down and took it and pulled it open and typed in that she needed a menu to order lunch. It took a few seconds and then the drone lifted up and floated off to collect a menu and come back. Laurel closed the data pad and set it aside and then leaned on Jake again.

"I wish you had a woman in your life Mark. You deserve the love of a good woman."

"We've talked about this before Laurel. I'm not going to break another heart. I'm just not someone that a woman can stand for very long."

"But you've changed so much since we first met you Mark. You have a gentle loving side no matter how much you don't want to admit it and Korica has brought that out in you. You're so sweet and kind to her."

"It's different with a sweet little girl and a full grown woman. I feel no pressure from Korica to do anything or say anything or to change my ways. She just expects me to be nice to her and I can do that. She's a friend, not a lover and there's a huge difference in the two."

"Alright, I guess you don't exactly have many options right in front of you anyways."

"I had my shot at a serious relationship and it went as I expected. I have my job to keep my mind occupied Laurel. I don't need a relationship confusing things or getting in the way."

"I'm in a serious relationship and it doesn't confuse things for me."

"Doesn't it? Think about that statement Laurel. Your relationship has definitely had some positive influence on how you do your job and what you've been able to do for us all but it has caused some serious issues as well. You have to plan everything so you two aren't separated for too long or you'll both die. You can't tell me that's not a huge problem. You can't even go into long term stasis without it proving fatal."

"That has nothing to do with our relationship with one another¦I mean it does but that's not what I'm talking about."

"I know what you mean Laurel. Don't take this the wrong way but what you do and what my job entails are two totally different things."

"I hear you. You're such a complicated guy Mark. It should be easy for someone like you to have a woman in your life but you make it so complicated because you love the Marines and your job so much more than you could ever love a person."

"That's my whole point. No woman wants to feel like she's second to my love of the Marine Corps and that would always be the case. I won't ask any woman to try and accept that along with putting up with my crap."

The servo drone showed back up with a menu and Laurel reached down and took the menu and opened it and her and Jake selected their meal choice and then Laurel closed the menu and handed it back to the servo drone. Laurel took a big drink of her juice and then looked at Mark and grinned.

"You know¦as well as we know each other I guess I still don't really know you do I?"

Mark finished chewing his mouthful of food and then he took a drink and then looked at Laurel.

"Not really. I love you Laurel and you seem pretty fond of me and I want to keep it that way so there are many sides of me that you will never get to know because you wouldn't like what you saw."

"I'm not just fond of you Mark, I love you. You're one of the best friends I've ever had."

"Thanks Laurel. Hay, are you guys going to be able to get the rewiring of the AI done tomorrow?"

"Maybe. It's slow going. We have to be very careful with what were doing and there are a lot of connections to be made. We're certainly going to try our best to get done by tomorrow night. Are you getting excited to get going?"

"I don't like sitting still with our asses hanging out in space like this. I know we're detectable from a great distance with our shield being run at such an intense level like it is. There's nothing around for thousands of light years and in the middle of that dead space there's this intense gravimetric distortion. If anyone happened to be looking in this direction with the right kind of detection equipment we must be glowing like a single intense Christmas tree light on a tree in a dark forest."

"That's an odd analogy¦but probably pretty accurate. The thing is that it would take weeks or possibly longer for anyone to reach us if they wanted to come have a look at what they're seeing."

"You don't know that for sure Laurel. The elder race are pretty damn smart and they have a pretty good feel for the pulse of what's going on in this galaxy but they don't know everything and everyone that's out here. If we got here in a day and a half I would have to assume there could be others with similar capabilities and we might not be able to detect them if they wanted to come snoop around to see what the hell we're doing out here in the middle of nowhere. I would just assume get our butts moving before that happens."

"I get it. You realize don't you that even once we get the AI fired back up the power and feed controls for the main engines that were moved still need to be hooked back up. It could take a while for us to have faster than light capabilities to say nothing of hyperspace capabilities."

"Yah that thought had crossed my mind. We can still use the two functional engines to get moving though right?"

"Sure. We would be limited to a few million miles and hour if we run the engines at one hundred percent thrust continuously. It would take us maybe a few hours to reach that speed but the power of two engines is finite for how big the Future is."

"Well you're the captain but my recommendation would be to get us moving as soon as it's feasibly possible."

"I got no arguments with that. As soon as the AI is up and running and the diagnostic is complete I'll ask the AI to get us moving again."

"Thanks cap."

Laurel and Jake's meals arrived at that point and Mark went back to eating his lunch and Laurel and Jake took their plates as they were slid up on the table and they set in to eating their meals. When the meals were consumed and the drinks finished off Laurel and Jake said goodbye to Mark and then headed back to the elevator to go back to work now that their stomachs were full.

When Korica and Tamaric were finished eating their lunch they sat quietly with Liam and Clara until they also finished their lunch. Korica then decided to see if they were going to have a chaperone for the rest of the day or if they were still going to be trusted to be alone together.

"So are you going to keep working on the stasis chamber project?"

"Yes, we're going to go back up to the command deck so we can use the science stations on the bridge. That new data core is simply amazing and it's helping us to make significant progress. When we run simulations it actually makes suggestions for improved circuits. It's like it understands exactly what we're trying to do." Clara said.

"I know the elder race experimented with some similar technology a long time ago. We used some of that technology to get the synaptic leads out of Tamaric's brain when his stasis chamber was destroyed before he could be taken out of stasis completely."

"Yes we saw the sensor recording of what you and Laurel did to save him. What you two did was simply brilliant."

"Well, I just resuscitated him when he stopped breathing. Laurel's the one that figured out how to get the neural leads out of his brain."

"Don't be so modest Korica. Tamaric wouldn't be with us if you hadn't been there and acted when you did."

"Thanks, I'm just glad it worked out like it did in the end."

"As are we. You're an amazing young lady and we're thrilled to have you in our lives Korica."

Korica smiled warmly and leaned against Tamaric.

"I guess we're gunna go play for a while then." Korica said.

"Ok, you two have fun." Clara said with a grin.

Korica and Tamaric then slid out of their seats and took each other's hand and headed for the exit. They made their way across the common area and Tamaric had his palm scanned and when the door slid open the two made their way out into the cross corridor and they turned right and headed to the transport platform. They stepped up onto the transport platform and Korica touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck. They stepped down and walked over to the exit and when the door slid open they stepped out into the main corridor. They looked both ways and Korica sighed and smiled. It was nice to have a choice of what to do for a change.

"So you wanna go to your quarters and hangout and watch a video or you wanna go to the firing range and practice for a while?"

"What I want to do and what I should do are two different things."

"What? What the heck does that mean?" Tamaric asked looking into her face.

"Nothing. I'm just¦let's go practice in the firing range for a while." Korica said with a frown.

The two of them turned left and started walking down the long corridor toward the firing range all the way at the end of the corridor.

"Korica, are you afraid to be alone with me or something?"

"I'm not afraid of you Tamaric. I don't trust myself. I've got these¦urges that are getting stronger all the time and it's all I can do to keep my mind off it."

"Are you talking about sexual urges?"

"Yes. What we did felt sooo good and my body wants more of it. I'm trying to keep it under control but it's so hard sometimes. I love you so much and your so good looking and so it's really hard not to feel something every time you touch me even in the most innocent way."

"Sorry, I didn't know I was driving you nuts like that."

"I think it's just all these hormones running through my body that were never there before. It's really confusing sometimes."

"Tell me about it. I can hardly imagine what you must be going through."

"I'm sorry my moods are so unstable Tamaric. I'm not doing it on purpose."

"I'll just try and pay attention to how I'm touching you if it's making it hard for you. Does us sleeping together make for a problem?"

"No. I'm tired by that point and I can usually shut my mind down or whatever. I don't want you to stop holding me at night if that's what you mean. It's comforting to be held all night."

"Ok. I've gotten used to you cooking me at night and I would really miss it if we couldn't press up against each other like we do."

"Just give me some time to figure out what I want ok?"

"I'm not gunna pressure you into anything Korica. I think I've shown you that we can be close together and I won't do anything."

"I know, thank you for being so patient¦and respectful with me Tamaric."

They arrived at the firing range at that point and the two stepped in after Korica had her palm scanned. They stepped up to the weapons locker and Korica realized she wouldn't be able to open the locker. She frowned for a moment and let go of Tamaric's hand and stepped over to the com panel by the door. She reached up and touched the com panel and it lit up and she touched the locator icon.

"Locate Mark Tillman." Korica called out.

The com panel showed a small map of the command deck with Korica and Tamaric represented by two small blue dots and there was a red dot on the bridge that was blinking. Korica then reached out and touched the hale icon and then she touched the bridge indicator and a few moments later she saw the red dot move to the exit from the bridge.

"This is the bridge, go ahead." Mark said.

"Hi Mark. Tamaric and I are down in the firing range. Can you open the weapons locker for us please?"

"Sure sweetheart, I would be glad to."

Mark then stepped over to the sensor station and he touched the ships diagram and he navigated to the firing range and then he touched the unlock command for all weapons stores in the firing range compartment and a pop up appeared asking for his security code. He typed in his security code and then spoke his name and the words 'security code and voice ident accepted' appeared and Korica heard the lock on the weapons locker beep.

"Thank you Mark." Korica called out.

"You're welcome honey. Have fun."

"We will."

Korica then reached up and closed the channel and the com panel went dark. Tamaric reached out and lifted the lock latch and twisted it and the lock popped and the doors swung open. Tamaric grinned at the array of weapons that they had to choose from. Korica stepped up next to him and looked over the weapons and she decided to practice with the only weapon she was really comfortable with, the PP-20. Korica pulled a pistol out of the rack and then reached down and grabbed three power cells and stepped back. Tamaric then reached in and grabbed a PR-40 out of the rack and then he grabbed two power cells and the two stepped down to the weapons bench and set their power cells down and loaded their weapons with a fresh power cell and turned the weapons on. Tamaric then reached over and turned the gravity curtain on and enabled two moving six-inch targets and the two raised their weapons and began squeezing off shots. Korica's shots were a little off at first but it only took her a few shots for her to remember what Tamaric had taught her about leading the target slightly and concentrating on her breathing to stay relaxed and focused and her aim improved significantly after that.

They spent the next two hours draining power cells and having a great time. It was Korica's stomach that stopped the fun. She was feeling hungry again and wishing that she had eaten more for lunch so she could play longer. She reluctantly told Tamaric that she was hungry and Tamaric nodded and turned off the target generator and gravity curtain and he and Korica put their weapons and spent power cells away and then closed and locked the weapons locker and made their way out into the corridor. They then took one another's hand and started the long walk toward the mess hall. As they approached the bridge Tamaric gently pulled on Korica's hand to stop her and he gave her a peck and then he stared at her for a second.

"That doesn't¦drive you nuts or whatever does it?"

"Yes, but I like it and don't ever want you to stop showing me affection like that."

"Ok." Tamaric said with a big grin. "I'm gunna go say hi to my mom and dad for a second. Why don't you go ahead and go order something to eat and I'll be right there?"

"Ok."

Korica let go of his hand and smiled at him warmly and then continued on her way to the mess hall. Tamaric watched her cute behind as she walked away until he remembered that she would know what he was thinking and he forced himself to look away. He stepped into the bridge and his mother and father looked over at him from science stations number 2 and 3 and smiled and Mark looked up from the sensor station and then leaned back and grinned at him.

"Hay ya Tamaric. Where's your better half?"

"Korica's headed for the mess hall to get something to eat. I just wanted to say hi to my parents for a second."

"Gotcha. Did you guys have a good time down there?"

"Yah we did. Korica's getting really good with a plasma pistol."

"That's great."

Tamaric put his hand on Mark's shoulder as he walked past him and he stepped up to his mother first and she wrapped her arm around him and hugged him firmly. Tamaric then leaned into her side and looked at what was on her display. He could see a confusing mess of electronics in an exploded view with a few circuits highlighted in blue that were flashing.

"How's that coming?" Tamaric asked pointing at the displayed image.

"Ah, it's coming I suppose. It's like starting all over again to try and get this to work for two people. It feels oddly familiar from the first time we were trying to design the system to work on one person."

"Hmm. Is this something that's gunna take years to get right like it did back on earth?"

"No, I don't think so. We didn't have computers like we do here to run real-time simulations. We had to build out the whole system back on earth and then power it up and test it on rabbits or mice to see if it was going to work. This computer is fast enough and complex enough so that we don't have to do that. We just keep running into the phrase, 'that operation is not possible' over and over again."

Tamaric pulled out of his mother's grip and stepped over to his father and he hugged him briefly and then stood and looked at his fathers display. It was a similar view except it was from a different part of the system and at the moment it was running an active simulation through the new data core processor.

"You havin the same problems dad?"

"Oh yah. I think I have the neuron distribution sequencer problem solved though. If this simulation is successful then I can move on to the signal coalescer. That's what your mom is working on building out over there and once she has the circuit paths figured out we can tie the system into the cranial transducer elements."

"Wait¦signal coalescer? I've never heard of that before?"

"That's because the regular stasis chambers don't need that circuit. That's what will combine two signals into one processor. It will see two individual signals coming in and it will coalesce them into a single manageable signal using some very advanced algorithms that the new data core processor has come up with. If this works how we're hoping, it will take a baseline reading from both individuals when they are initially hooked into the system and then it will slowly manipulate the signals until they are an exact match to one another. That way it's processing one set of variables instead of two."

"So if I understand what you're saying right¦Laurel and Jake will have to undergo their physical maintenance at the same exact time and they will be in exactly the state of stasis at all times?"

"That's right. They will be treated as one brain but two bodies."

"But¦I don't think I'll ever understand how that's possible. Don't a male and a female body have to be taken care of differently?"

"Of course they do. While in light stasis there will be an independent process regulator for each occupant but once they are put into deep stasis none of that matters anymore because most of the body's functions are all but stopped and through this hard stasis process that Jeff the original crewman came up with they in fact are stopped. You stop aging and the brain goes into hibernation for as long as the stasis field is active."

"So the two minds are handed off to a single signal coalescer."

"Pretty much. It's a very complicated process but that's a simple way to define it I suppose. Remember, we aren't just regulating the mind, we're controlling the body through the brain. The Human body is a very complex biological machine and the brain controls absolutely every aspect of it. Trying to get two bodies of the opposite sex synchronized is extremely difficult and especially when they are the ages that Laurel and Jake are."

"I'm so glad you guys are here to figure this out cause I would have no clue how to do what you're tryin to do."

"I'm glad we're here too. What Laurel was trying to do was never going to work how she was trying to tie two people together through an interferometer processor controlled design. It was a good idea but it was never going to work. This requires some unique equipment designed from scratch specifically for this purpose."

"So if this works you'll be able to do this for other people too?"

"For other Humans yes. If you're thinking about you and Korica you can forget it. I've looked at the design and operation of the controller for Korica's chamber and the levels that have to be achieved to keep her alive would kill you. Your bodies could never be synchronized. We are just too dissimilar as a species."

"Oh. That was what I was thinking."

"I know son, I'm sorry but it isn't gunna happen. Why don't you go join Korica now, don't leave her alone in the mess hall ok? She needs your constant companionship to keep her happy."

"Ok. Thanks dad."

Liam squeezed him around the waist once and then swatted his behind lightly pushing him on his way. Tamaric shook his head but grinned at his dad's playful tap as he stepped away from him. Tamaric quickly made his way out into the corridor and walked down to the mess hall and when he stepped around the corner into the mess hall Korica was sitting at the round table drinking a glass of water and she lowered the glass from her mouth and grinned at Tamaric. She seemed genuinely relieved to have him back in the room with her.

Tamaric walked over to the table and sat down next to her and she scooted over so she was pressed up against him and she laid her head on his shoulder for a few moments. He thought it was a little odd that she would seem to miss him so much when they were only apart for a few minutes until he remembered what his father said, 'she needs your constant companionship to feel happy'. He assumed his father was sensing something from within Korica that he couldn't sense himself. Either way it was nice to have such a pretty girl behaving so affectionately with him anyways.

"Did you get to order something to eat?" Tamaric asked.

Korica reached out and picked up the data pad lying on the table and then she set it back down and set the side of her head back on his shoulder tip.

"So what do you wanna do now Tamaric?"

"I don't know. Can we go explore the ship for a while?"

Korica lifted her head and looked at him with a grin on her face.

"You know that the corridors look just about the same everywhere on the ship. They're just white with doors here and there."

"So, I just want to walk around with you. This ship is gargantuan and you know where all of the passageways go right?"

"Yah. I had the deck layout imparted to me through Laurel's chamber when her and I first met and started to get close to each other."

"So¦can we just look around?"

"Ok. I'll show you around even if there really isn't much to see but a bunch of white walls."

"If I want to see something pretty I'll just look at you."

"Awe. You're so nice to me Tamaric. Thank you for making me feel so good about myself."

"You're welcome darlin."

Korica wrapped her arms around Tamaric's arm and squeezed it and set her head back against his shoulder again and waited for her food to arrive. A few minutes later a servo drone showed up with Korica's plate of food and it slid it up on the table. Korica then set in to eating her food. Tamaric got up and got himself a glass of water and then came back and sat down and enjoyed Korica's warm body pressed up against his side while she ate. Once she was done eating the two polished off their glasses of water and then got up and Korica led Tamaric to the stairwell to left of the her quarters. She figured she would take him deep into the bowls of the forward section of the ship and lead him through the maze of corridors and narrow passageways down there for a while and then she would take him back aft where there were even more seemingly endless corridors. They talked about all sorts of things the whole time and walked fairly slowly most of the time just enjoying the time together with nothing pressing for them to do. At one point Korica led Tamaric into an unused food stasis compartment she and showed him how the process worked to preserve the food grown in the gardening ring virtually indefinitely. They then made their way back out into the corridor and continued their walk all throughout the bow of the ship.

They spent the rest of the day walking around the ship and Korica took him through the engine room and down into the negative matter core control room that also acted as the control room for the toriodal generator and she tried to explain the complex maze of pipes and controls all over the place so what he was seeing would make a little sense even if he had no way of understanding how everything worked together to produce the affects that they did. At his request she even took him to see the reflector dishes in the rear of the ship that allowed the engine thrust to pass through the shields and he was awestruck by how huge the dishes were but he was a little surprised that they were actually rectangular not round as he had expected and there were six of them, one for each engine. She then took him into one of the nacelle compartments so he could physically see the heart of one of the main engines though she explained there was still another two hundred feet of engine and engine bell sticking out in space that he couldn't see. In all the engines were 500 feet long and towered over a person standing next to the particle accelerator and drive section. She then took him to look at the antimatter reactor domes though she didn't have the clearance to actually lift the domes, or more accurately to lower the floor so he could see the inner workings of the reactors. She had to just explain what was under the humungous domes that looked like serving tray covers with huge pipes coming out of the top of them that joined with the ceiling some 100 feet above them. Korica was able to convey the details of how the antimatter was created and how the annihilative explosion when the antimatter was reacted upon with normal matter at the base of the reactors created intense waves of gravity as a by product along with huge amounts of energy that was collected through thermeonic collection plates which was what they were standing on. She explained that the collection plates were so efficient that even their body heat as they stood in the antimatter reactor containment room was likely causing a slight electrical current that would be funneled into the ship wide power distribution system. Tamaric was amazed to see the heart of what made the Future able to travel faster than light in person.

Korica then took him through the maze of corridors and passageways leading to the hydroponics bays so he could see where most of the plants were germinated and farmed before being planted. She then took him up a few decks and showed him the emergency triage center and aft medical wards which were much cruder than the forward medical bays and operating rooms of which he had only seen the ones he was in and the rest in pictures during his studies. Ship familiarization was part of his daily lesson and always included quizzes on where specific things were located within ship. He would be asked what was the easiest route to get to specific location from a specified location and he would have to explain the route to take to reach the specified location with in the ship and what an alternate route would be. He was still impressed with the triage center since it was equipped with the medical scanners just like what was in the forward med bays.

Korica then led Tamaric into the gardening ring and Tamaric was confused by where they entered the gardening ring. He thought there was only one entrance at the rear of the gardening ring but they entered from a location other than the one that the transport platform was located at. They then spent the rest of the afternoon walking around the gardening ring and Tamaric drilled Korica on everything he had seen. She was able to answer all his questions so it made sense without missing a beat. He felt like he had learned more about the Future today than he had in all the time since coming out of stasis. Korica was absolutely brilliant and she knew how to break everything down to its simplest level so that Tamaric could comprehend what she was explaining even if some of the definitions were beyond his understanding but all he had to do was ask her and she could explain what everything meant without struggling in the slightest. He was more impressed than ever with her vast knowledge and understanding of such a complex ship and all of its systems. He certainly understood now exactly why she was being considered for an officer's position.

After walking around the gardening ring until Korica's feet were starting to hurt she told Tamaric that she wanted to go to her quarters and take a load off her feet. The two of them headed for the nearest exit into the stasis ring so they could make their way to the transport platform. They stepped into the stasis ring after Korica had her palm scanned and then they walked across the stasis ring and Korica again had her palm scanned and they waited for the exit to revolve around to them and then when it slid open they stepped out and then stepped up onto the transport platform and Tamaric touched the indicator for the command deck once the free floating map appeared and they disappeared a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light. They then stepped down from the transport platform on the command deck and they walked over to the door and when it slid open they stepped out and turned right and headed to Korica's quarters. When they reached her quarters, Korica reached up and had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up as they stepped in. Korica let got of Tamaric's hand and headed straight for the bathroom. She had been holding it in for hours and now she felt like she was going to pop at any second. She relieved herself and then washed her hands and then brushed her hair out and then stepped back into the main quarters and walked over to the bed and slid her shoes off and then scooted back on the bed and she laid her head in Tamaric's lap as he was sitting in the middle of the bed with the remote to the viewer in his hand.

Tamaric looked down into her face and gently stroked her head a few times.

"Blimey you're so pretty Korica."

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica said with a big grin.

Tamaric lifted the remote and aimed it at the front of the room and pressed the power button and the free floating viewer appeared and Korica rolled onto her side and set her head back down in Tamaric's lap. They perused through the video titles available, of which there were hundreds of thousands and they finally settled on an old Earth television series episode1 from a show called 'the reckoning'. It was a science fiction show about a group of teenagers trying to stop the coming apocalypse of an alien invasion. The teenage heroes and heroines had visions of the things to come at the hands of hostile aliens and they were determined to stop the awful events they had seen at any cost. It was a common theme of many of the science fiction genre shows during the 2030s as many contemplated the implications of the Future project and the aliens who had sent the probe that arrived in 2028 and began transmitting its bizarre signal to the people of Earth.

Tamaric laid the remote down on the bed after cueing up the show to begin playing and he scooted down a little so Korica was lying more on his stomach than his lap and he set his hand on her side trying to be conscious of how and were he was touching her so as not to get her excited or annoyed.

Laurel and Jake worked through the whole afternoon on the nexus connections. They even traded sides at one point so they could switch which shoulder they were lying on for hours at a time so they could keep working without having to get up. By the end of the day they had well over half of the necessary connections made but they still had hundreds of thousands connections left when they finally called it quits for the day. They had no idea what time it was, they just knew that their eyes were tired of looking at the tiny synthetic nerves and their shoulders were killing them from lying on their sides all day.

As they were crawling out of the access tunnel Laurel noticed that her wrist monitor was a steady red color. Without the AI online to remind her she had totally forgotten about making her visit to the med deck today. In fact she skipped the day before as well meaning if she didn't get it taken care of in the next few hours her cycle would start and the cycle of rapid and constant ovulation would be broken. She definitely wasn't looking forward to the cramps that would accompany her cycle. More than anything else she was participating in the harvesting just to keep them at bay. It was a miserable part of being a woman to her.

As Laurel emerged from the tunnel and stood up and stretched from side to side in a twisting motion trying work her shoulders and back, she called out to Jake as she saw his head emerging as he crawled on his hands and knees.

"Jake, I have to make a stop by the med deck."

Jake crawled out and stood up as Laurel lifted her arm and turned her wrist toward him showing him her wrist monitor.

"Doesn't red mean it's too late?"

"No. It'll stay red like this for a couple hours before it's too late."

"How long has it been steady red like that?"

Laurel shrugged. "I don't know."

"I thought you kept an eye on that thing?"

"I always have the AI reminding me when it's time. I just forgot with how busy we've been."

"Well let's get you to the med deck then."

They turned off their light wands and set them aside and then made their way back up the narrow walkway across the chasmous open space all around them. They walked down the equally narrow walkway along the starboard wall to the elevator and when Laurel touched the call button they had to wait a few minutes for the car to arrive and the door to slide open. They assumed someone had been exploring around the stern of the ship and had used the elevator and so the lift car was where ever their exploration had stopped. The only likely culprits were Korica and Tamaric.

The two of them stepped into the car and floated to the back and grabbed the hand bars and Laurel pulled herself over to the door and had her palm read and then she called out, "forward med deck" and the door slid shut and the car began to rise steadily. The two of them stepped over next to each other and leaned into one another and Jake put his hand around angel and grabbed the hand bar behind her as she leaned against him. The lift rose for a time and then slowed and finally stopped. There was a bang as the Futuretal lift motor grabbed a hold of the car and the car began to accelerate forward. The two of them held each other in place as the inertia tried to force them to the side of the lift car. They rode for several minutes sideways and then the car slowed and then came to stop and there was another bang as the vertical lift motor took a hold of the car and the Futuretal lift motor let go. The car then began to descend and did so for less than a minute. The lift slowed and then stopped and there was another bang and the car accelerated sideways again for a short time and then slowed and finally stopped. There was another bang as another vertical lift motor grabbed a hold of the car and the lift descended for a few moments and then slowed and finally stopped and the door slid open. Laurel pushed off gently and floated to the exit and stepped out into the corridor and took a step forward and then turned around and put her hand out to Jake. Jake took her hand and she gently pulled him out of the car and he took a step right up to her and she pulled his arm around her back and then she slid her hands around his waist and gave him a gentle squeeze.

"Have I told you how much I love you today?" Laurel said with a beautiful smile.

"Not out loud no."

"Well I love you Jake and I love having you in my life."

"Awe, I love you too Laurel."

Jake leaned forward and the two engaged in a lip lock kiss and then pressed their cheeks together as they hugged each other warmly. Jake then pulled back and took Laurel's hand and the two of them turned right and headed down the corridor toward the pressure door between med bay 1 and 2. They walked up to it and unsealed the door and pulled it open and then stepped through and sealed the door behind them. They then walked over to the entrance to med bay one and Laurel turned and gave Jake a peck and let go of his hand.

"I shouldn't be long."

"Kay, I'll be waiting for you right here."

Laurel smiled at him and turned and stepped up to the door and it slid open and she stepped in and then the door slid closed behind her. She stepped up to the exam table and slid her shoes off and then she stepped over to the console in the rear wall and she touched it and it came to life and she brought up the virtual keyboard and she typed in that she needed to have the harvesting process performed and she immediately heard the equipment inside the body of the exam table come to life as the manipulator arm was set up for the procedure. She then typed in that she needed a full body scan performed in order to determine the viability of any eggs present. Laurel then stepped back over to the table and turned facing out and slid up onto the table and she laid down and put her arms down at her sides and a moment later the scanning platform under the mattress began to glow and then the scanning receptor in the ceiling began to glow and the scanning beams descended and rose until they met in the middle and turned a purplish pink color and kept descending and rising until they reached the ceiling and the bottom of the scanning platform that Laurel was lying on. The scanning particles then dissipated and a free-floating three-dimensional image of Laurel appeared hanging above her. She still thought it was a little odd to be looking right up into her own face. The image was clear and had such complete detail that it looked like she was looking in a mirror and every little move or change in her face was mirrored on the image above her.

The image then moved down to her lower tummy and zoomed in as the layers of skin and flesh were peeled away until she was looking right inside her lower abdomen at her reproductive organs, that were then peeled open. The image then zoomed in further and it moved over to her left fallopian tube and a tiny red dot began blinking indicating the location of an egg. The egg was analyzed in detail and then the word 'viable' appeared in white letters making Laurel grin for some reason. Laurel then rolled off the table and the image rolled in the opposite direction as it was a reversed image of her body and then it blurred and disappeared all together.

Laurel plopped her feet in the floor and stood up straight and slid her pants down and then stepped out of them and she heard the stirrups extending out of the end of the table. She then slid her underwear down and she stepped out of them and then she slid back up onto the table. As the stirrups rose up into the elevated position she scooted her behind down so it was right at the edge of the table and then she laid back and lifted her feet up into the stirrups. She then heard the compartment open in the base of the table and the manipulator arm began to rise up with the laparoscope guide at the end of it. She waited until the guide stopped progressing toward her crotch and then she put her hands on her thighs and slid them down until they were against her labia and she used her index fingers to press down on them and then she pulled herself apart and the guide continued on its path until it gently settled between her lips and she let go of herself and her lips wrapped around the cold lubricated end of the laparoscope guide and then it slid down slightly making her wince a little until it was in position right at her opening and then it pressed in slightly and then stopped. She could hear the laparoscope uncoiling into her vaginal vault though she felt absolutely nothing and she closed her eyes and tried to lie absolutely still.

She listened to the noise of the laparoscope unfurling inside her as it searched for the egg and then a few seconds later she felt the warm spray deep in her tummy followed by the tickling tingle and she took a rapid deep breath and then let it out slowly as the hormone solution was sprayed inside her uterus and fallopian tubes. She was relived when the tingle began to fade and then she heard the laparoscope retracting into its guide. Laurel cringed and held her breath as she wait for the guide to be pulled from between her lips rapidly as it sometimes did when the AI wasn't monitoring the equipment but the guide quit retracting and then very slowly slipped from between her lips allowing them to settled back together firmly and gently. Laurel let out the breath she was holding and she lifted her feet and swung around to the side and planted her feet in the floor. As she moved into the vertical standing position her insides tingled a little as the solution delivered moved around deep inside her uterus as it went to work making her uterine lining begin to firm back up. She slapped her hand to her lower tummy and made an uncomfortable twisted face for a few moments and she bent over slightly until the sensation faded. She had forgotten how uncomfortable the feeling was to have a tickle she can't scratch coming from somewhere so deep inside her tummy. She was very glad the AI had refined the solution so that the affect went away almost immediately instead of lasting for hours and making her contract in a way that made her horny. An orgasm used to be the only way to stop the rhythmic contractions from driving her nuts.

Laurel then reached down and picked up her underwear and stepped into them and pulled them up over her hips and behind. She then picked up her pants and stepped into them and pulled them up over her hips and behind and a servo drone entered the room just as a door opened in the base of the table and a manipulator arm extended with a small bullet shaped sealed container clamped in the end of it. The servo drone took the container and turned and floated across the room as its manipulator arm retracted while holding the container containing Laurel's harvested egg and Laurel just watched as it slipped through its slot in the bulkhead and disappeared. She wondered for just a moment how many eggs she had contributed to the stockpile so far that were now in hard stasis until they were needed to spread her preferred genetic traits among the population. She grinned when she realized that she was likely going to sire more than the standard three off spring with strangers and she would in fact never know many of her children unless they were able to somehow sense that she was their mother when they looked at her.

Laurel stepped into her shoes and worked her feet down into the end of her shoes and then headed for the exit. When the door slid open Jake was leaning against the opposite wall and he stood up straight and gave her a warm grin and put his hand out. The two of them then headed for the transport platform thirty feet away at the end of the corridor. They transported up to the command deck and then exited out into the main corridor and headed straight for the bridge. When they stepped in they found Mark sitting at the sensor station looking rather bored as he stared at his display and Clara and Liam were sitting at science stations number 2 and 3 working on the stasis chamber project as they had been all day. They both leaned back and grinned at Laurel and Jake and Liam rose his hand in a gesture of greeting and Mark turned and looked at the two and smiled.

"Hay cap, xo. You two done for the day?"

"Yah, we made some good progress but we just needed to stop for the day. Eventually your eyes get blurry and your shoulders hurt from lying on your side all day staring at nerve fibers the size of hairs." Laurel said.

Jake walked over to the auxiliary systems station and he logged in and began checking all of the systems that the AI normally monitors and regulates. There were a few systems that needed some slight adjustments but most of the systems looked perfect since the ship was being run in a low power state except for the shield and life support. Laurel sat down in the captain's seat and looked over at Mark.

"Where are Korica and Tamaric? Have you seen 'em today?"

"Tamaric stopped by a little while ago to visit with his mom and dad. He said he and Korica were going to get something to eat. I'm not exactly sure where they went after that. You want me to look 'em and see where they are?"

"Ahh, sure."

Mark turned to his display and he brought up the internal sensor data and it immediately detected a Human and a Draximan signature in Korica's quarters and the two signatures were so close together that they looked like one signature with two identifying labels.

"They're in Korica's quarters in the middle of the room so I would assume on the bed. You want me to hale 'em?"

"No. I was just curious where they were. Let's leave 'em be."

Jake finished balancing the auxiliary systems and logged himself out of the system and then he stepped over to Laurel and she got to her feet. She glanced over at Mark's display and she could see that it was 17:47. Laurel stepped down from the platform her chair was mounted on and her and Jake headed for the exit. They stepped out and headed for the mess hall to get something to drink. They sat in the mess hall and enjoyed listening to each other's feelings for what seemed like only moments when Mark and Clara and Liam stepped into the mess hall. The three of them stepped over to the dispensers and retrieved something to drink and then sat down at the round table. They then discussed the work done all day which was pretty non descript for what Laurel and Jake were doing but Clara and Liam reported that they were making progress substantially faster than they had anticipated thanks to the use of the new data core processor and the vast information in related technologies contained within it. Laurel made sure that they weren't surfing around and Liam assured her they were only looking for related technologies that they would understand. He reported that they found some other radically advanced technology that was related but it was so complex that he and Clara couldn't understand the principles let alone how to merge the physical technology with the system they were trying to create.

Laurel accepted their answer and just let it go, knowing that she would be able to check for herself what they had accessed later on. Laurel then excused herself to go get Korica and Tamaric and as she was stepping out she touched the com panel and paged a servo drone to the mess hall so that when she returned they could order their meals. Laurel then kept going to Korica's quarters. It dawned on her on the way that she might be interrupting something with how Korica was talking the other night. Laurel wished she had the AI online to check what the two were doing before haling them but in the end she just figured she was going to have to risk the interruption. She wanted Korica and Tamaric with them for the evening meal.

Laurel stepped up to the com panel and touched the com panel and it lit up and then she touched the hale icon and stepped over in front of the door and within seconds the door slid open to her relief as it indicated she wasn't interrupting anything. She stepped in and Korica sat up from the prone position and looked at Laurel and smiled warmly.

"Hi mom. What's up?"

"It's time for the evening meal. I was hoping you two were going to join us."

"You bet. I'm hungry. I didn't even realize it was time for dinner yet."

"It sure is. Get your shoes on and come join us."

Korica grinned big and slid off the bed while Tamaric paused their the show they were watching and then he turned the viewer off and he climbed off the other side of the bed and stepped into his shoes. He then walked around the bed to Korica and the two took one another's hand and walked over to Laurel who put her hand up to Korica's cheek.

"You are getting so pretty as you grow taller Korica."

"Awwe. Thank you mom. Am I really growing or changing that fast?"

"Absolutely. The AI said you're going through growth spurts every other night like clockwork and it's very noticeable. You're filling out and looking more and more like a woman instead of the scared little girl we rescued."

"That must be why she feels so darn hot every couple of days or so at night. I was starting to think it was just me." Tamaric said.

"No, I'm sure her body temperature does go up when she's undergoing one of her growth periods, which the AI said last about four hours every time they happen."

"Hmm. I guess I don't see it cause I look at myself everyday in the mirror."

"You really don't think you look any different from when you first boarded the Future?"

"No I definitely look¦older I suppose. Remember, I aged like almost two years when I was in my stasis chamber in light stasis? With my mind active but only subconsciously my body just went nuts adapting to the stresses I was exposing myself too."

"Yah, I remember honey. The difference was like night and day. Come on let's get you two fed."

The three of them then headed for the exit and made their way over to the mess hall. When they stepped in there was a menu sitting on the table and a servo drone was parked in the floor waiting. Laurel sat down next to Jake and Korica and Tamaric stepped over to the dispensers and retrieved a drink for themselves. They then stepped back over to the table and sat down next to each other. Tamaric grabbed the menu and opened it and put his arm around Korica and gently pulled her tightly to his side and the two decided on their meal and then Tamaric lifted his arm from around Korica and he handed the menu off to Mark who was sitting on his right. Mark made his choice and then he handed the menu to Clara and Liam and they ordered their meal and then Liam handed the menu to Laurel and her and Jake ordered their meals. Jake then handed the menu to the servo drone and a few seconds later it rose up and floated off.

Clara and Liam then asked Korica and Tamaric what they did today and Tamaric began explaining the amazing places that Korica had taken him today. He then told them about the time they spent in the firing range and finally how they retired to Korica's quarters to watch a very old television show from the days of broadcast television. By that time the meals began to arrive and were slid up on the table and again they had to be passed around to their intended recipients but the food was hot and wonderful looking as always. They all set in to eating their meals with only some light conversation during the meal.

Once the meals were consumed they sat and talked a little while their food settled and then they finished off their drinks and made their way to the gym. They all worked out together and then Mark worked with the crew and Tamaric on their self-defense techniques for close to an hour and then Laurel and Korica departed to take their showers followed by the guys and then Clara and Liam took their turn.

When Jake returned to his quarters he found Korica sitting between Laurel's legs while Laurel brushed her hair. Korica slowly opened her eyes and looked up at Jake and a grin drifted onto her face. Jake stepped up to her and he cupped his hand under her chin and lifted her face slightly and gave her kiss on the tip of her nose and then her forehead and then he stepped toward the front of the room to retrieve a fresh pair of underwear. Korica slid out from between Laurel's legs and she turned around and hugged her warmly and kissed her cheek and then she turned and headed for the exit. Jake stepped back up to the bed and set his underwear down and he pulled his towel from around himself and he toweled his hair thoroughly and when he reached for his underwear Laurel reached out and gently took hold of his wrist and when he looked at her she smiled and shook her head no.

Jake grinned big and lifted his hand as he stood up straight and Laurel leaned back slightly and lifted her nightshirt just enough to show Jake that she didn't have any underwear on.

"Nice!" Jake said with a big smile.

Jake quickly made his way into the bathroom to brush his teeth and wash his mouth out and then he combed his hair and put some deodorant on and then he stepped back out into the main quarters. Laurel was sitting in the same position with blushed cheeks and a big grin on her face. Jake stepped up to her and looked down into her breathtakingly beautiful eyes and he smiled warmly. He stroked her cheek once and then sank down and engaged her in a warm tongue kiss and as he pressed into her she scooted back and began to lie down and Jake put his arm behind her and sank down with her while holding her so she wouldn't pull from his embrace. He ended up lying on top of her with all of his weight on her and she reached down pulled her shirt up while lifting her hips against Jake's weight and he lifted himself slightly until his firming erection was lying against her pubic bone and her shirt was pulled up to just above her belly button. The two then settled back down on the bed and began kissing each other passionately.

The two of them then engaged in intimate contact without intercourse and it was mind blowing for both.

When Korica departed Laurel and Jake's quarters she made her way down the corridor to her quarters and she stepped up to her door and had her palm scanned and the door slid open and she stepped in and Tamaric was absent from the room so she assumed he was in the bathroom getting cleaned up. She walked over to the bed and saw his towel lying in the floor and his clothes were lying on the bed and she wondered what the heck he was doing and then it dawned on her what must have happened. He had to go to the bathroom and figured it was no big deal if he emerged with nothing on so he just headed to the bathroom without grabbing his clothes first.

Korica sat down on the edge of the bed and a few minutes later Tamaric emerged with his hair combed out neatly and his breath was fresh and his bladder was empty. He stepped over to the foot of the bed and got dressed while Korica admired him and then she stood up and stepped up to him as he was tucking his shirt in and she smoothed his soft hair down and she swept it back then stepped back and looked at him and grinned coyly.

"You're a really good looking guy Tamaric. I'm glad I snagged you when I did. The girls will be all over you when everyone comes out of stasis."

"Thanks darlin. At the rate you're growing, if you had waited until we got to the Milky Way you would have been too¦you would have seen me as a little kid."

"Destiny had a hand in us coming together at just the right time huh? I would have loved you just as much, I would have just waited by your side until you got bigger. I fell for you from the first instant I saw you Tamaric. Nothing was going to keep me from being your girl no matter what¦even if I had to wait a couple years for you to catch up to me."

Tamaric stepped into his shoes and gave Korica a quick kiss and then took her hand.

"I just don't know how I got so lucky as to have you find me like you did. The good lord above is definitely smiling down on me for some reason."

"If I understand the concept of God correctly then I would have to say that God made me for you and you to rescue my heart and the crew to rescue my soul from evil so I could be yours."

"Ooh, that's so sweet. Come on, let's go meet up with my parents."

Korica smiled and nodded and Tamaric picked up his towel and they walked to the front of the room and he deposited his towel in the floor in front of the servo slot and then the two headed toward the exit. When they stepped out into the corridor they could hear Mark talking over in the common area and so they walked over and rounded the corner into the common area. Mark looked over at them and grinned and then stood up as they stepped up to the three of them. Mark put his hand on Tamaric's shoulder and smiled.

"I'll see you in the morning Tamaric. You folks have a good night." Mark said looking at Clara and Liam.

"Thanks Mark. We'll see you bright and early." Liam said.

Mark then touched Korica's cheek and winked at her and then moved off toward his quarters. The four of them then headed out into the corridor and began the walk to the transport compartment. The four of them then transported down to deck 1 and made their way up to the Reynolds' quarters. When they arrived in their quarters Korica was allowed to use Tamaric's room to get dressed for bed first and then she came out into the living room and Tamaric then went and got changed for bed and he came out with a pillow and joined Korica and they laid down in the floor and turned the viewer on and then Clara and Liam came out of their room dressed for bed and the four of them enjoyed watching a video together and then Clara and Liam tucked Korica and Tamaric in. As soon as his parents left the room, Tamaric stripped down to his underwear and climbed back in bed with Korica and the two snuggled up to one another and drifted off to sleep almost immediately.

The following day went by quickly for everyone. After the morning workout and showers following the breakfast meal, Laurel and Jake went back to work on the connections on the neural nexus for the AI and they found a new sense of purpose having a good nights sleep behind them and the intense round of intimacy, which was incredibly stress relieving for both of them. Mark spent the day on the bridge with the Reynolds so they could work steadily on the stasis chamber project. By the end of the day most of the simulations indicated that they were on the right track to getting the system complete enough to start the physical construction of the chamber within a few days. They only made some very minor tweaks to Laurel initial design, such as installing a control panel on the inside of the lid of the chamber allowing them to engage the stasis chamber without assistance and they would be able to open the stasis chamber from the inside. The power requirements were going to enormous so the chamber was going to be located on deck three right next to the number 2 fusion reactor so that there would be sufficient power with minimal rerouting of power and control conduits. This location would also leave the chamber very close to the stasis fluid production facility that was located on deck 4 eliminating the need for storage tanks to be constructed seeing as the chamber was going to require close to 150 gallons of stasis fluid in order to submerge Laurel and Jake completely.

Korica and Tamaric were given the day off to do as they liked so they spent the first part of the day exploring the ship and then they played with Korica's pratgal cruisers in the gardening ring for several hours and then they ended up on the recreation deck first bowling and then Tamaric taught Korica the basics of basket ball and the two spent most of the rest of the day shooting hoops just for the fun of it. Once they were sufficiently worn out from running around the basketball court they retired to Tamaric's quarters and they each took a shower separately to wash the sweat off their bodies and then they made their way up to the command deck for the evening meal.

Everyone arrived in the mess hall by 18J00 and they discussed the day's events. Laurel and Jake reported that they were finally done having made the last connection thusly meeting the AI's seemingly impossible time schedule and that after the evening meal they were ready to try a restart of the AI. Clara and Liam then reported that they were far enough along with the stasis chamber project to have the AI begin construction of the stasis chamber once it was brought back online and the diagnostic was complete. Clara told Laurel she should take a look at the work they had done and Laurel agreed that she would take a look even though she knew she probably wouldn't understand what she was looking at since there were now some completely unique pieces of equipment that had been created from scratch being used to make the process work correctly.

When the meals were consumed everyone followed Laurel and Jake to the bridge and Laurel took a seat and logged herself in. She then brought up the control interface for the AI and she looked at everyone standing around her chair.

"Here goes nothing." Laurel said.

Laurel reached out and touched the restart command and the words, 'power transfer in progress¦' appeared. Laurel then mirrored her display up onto the huge view screen at the front of the bridge so everyone could see what was going on without having to crowd around her chair. A few seconds later the display read, 'start up sequence initialized'. They waited expecting something to happen rather quickly but there was still no activity in the neural core and Laurel felt a cold chill running up her spine and her heart started to race. She was starting to fear the worst, she thought they might have gotten the connections wrong and the AI was experiencing a cascade failure rather than a clean restart though there were no indications of power surges or short circuits anywhere in the neural processors or their related feed circuits. Laurel put her hand up to her mouth as she tried to quell her heavy breathing and pounding heart. She closed her eyes for a moment and she was a little startled when Mark put his hand on her shoulder and gently kneaded her shoulder.

"Give it a few cap. This isn't like starting up a lap pad. You know there are billions of neural circuits to reinitialize down there."

Laurel pulled her hand from her mouth and put it on top of Mark's and tried to calm herself down. A few moments later the display said 'tier 1 reinitialization successful. Beginning tier 2 reinitialization'. Laurel breathed a sigh of relief and smiled. If the connections had been faulty there would have been massive failures by this point.

"Laurel, how many tiers are there that need to be reinitialized?" Clara asked.

"Ahh¦to tell you the truth I'm not a hundred percent sure. A lot I would guess. Think of it as the base level neural pathways in the Human brain, the most basic of which are the involuntary pathways that control everything that keeps you alive and the most complex and the highest tier number within the AI's neural network are the consciousness pathways. There would have to be thousands of tiers for everything in between those two levels. We know we didn't screw up or the first tier would have never reinitialized successfully. It's probably going to take a while until the AI reaches the level of consciousness. We should go about our normal evening routine and I would assume the AI will announce its presence once it does finally reach a conscious state."

Laurel then brought up her stasis chamber project and she looked over the work that Clara and Liam had done so far. She was shocked by the complexity of the control systems. She thought it would be a modification of what she had tried to put together but it was complete control system consisting of thousands of individual components that looked completely bewildering to Laurel. Nothing of the system she had created remained. As she thought she really didn't understand exactly what she was looking at only that it was big and mind bogglingly complex. She noticed the slight modifications to the chamber itself and she liked the additions including the internal controls. It would allow her and Jake to put everyone else into stasis and then they could put themselves under last. Laurel asked a few questions about the design of the coalescer and Clara explained it as best as she could for someone that wasn't as well versed in the stasis chambers as she was until Laurel understood how the system was going to work.

Laurel then logged herself out and the whole bridge went to sleep and Laurel pushed her right display aside and she stood up and followed everyone out of the bridge and down to the gym. They all performed their normal workout routines and at the conclusion Mark again spent close to an hour working on the self-defense lessons. The girls then departed to take their showers and the guys took their showers once Jake receive a mental push from Laurel letting him know that her and Korica were finished. The Reynolds then took their turn once Tamaric told them it was clear for them to use the showers.

When Jake returned to his quarters he found Korica sitting in the usual place between Laurel legs and Laurel was completely dressed except for her shoes. Just as Jake was stepping up to the bed the com panel beeped twice as it lit up attracting everyone's attention. They all looked over at the com panel and Laurel gently pushed Korica from between her legs and the two of them stood up just as the AI's wonderful voice rang out.

"Hello Laurel, Jake and Korica. I am back."

"Future!" Korica said excitedly. "It's good to hear your voice."

"Thank you Korica. I am pleased to hear your voice as well. Thank you for working diligently and carefully Laurel and Jake. I know the work you were doing was not easy but you have done a wonderful job."

"Thank you Future." Laurel said. "Are you able to connect with the habitats yet?"

"Yes. I have one hundred percent sensor capability from within the habitats. I should be able to establish a nervous system connection with the creatures once they are onboard."

"Oh thank god. There were an awful lot of nerve connections and I was afraid there would be mistakes made."

"You are not giving yourself credit for what you two are truly capable of. You two are brilliant and resourceful. From what I have observed from the senor recordings you two were using each other's strength to keep going. You accomplished in three days what should have taken weeks."

"Thank you Future. Will you begin a deep level diagnostic of every system on the ship in order to reconfirm your connections and to look for any anomalies?"

"Right away. The diagnostic should take approximately eight hours."

"I understand. Will you be able to begin the rest of the internal modifications in the mean time? I would like to get the main engines back online as soon as possible."

"I can begin some of the rerouting of power and control feeds but the diagnostic will result in many systems going on and offline including the subsystem that communicates with the servo drones."

"We can get underway using the two main engines that are still functional though right?"

"Only in manual mode. The automation control centers cannot be brought online until all of the modifications are complete. Some of the power junctions are still disconnected to key areas that the automation center relies on to control the wave-guide compression oscillators."

"Great! Can you at least reduce the shield density to normal levels so that we will be less visible as a gravimetric distortion?"

"I have already done so. We should truly be invisible to most observation technology. Most optical observation technology will not be able to see an object as small as the Future across thousands of light years of dark space. I have disabled all external light sources so the Future should be all but invisible even when the shield is attenuated so that visible light can pass through the shield matrix."

"It's nice to hear that your reasoning and logic circuits are still functioning as they did before."

"I have suffered no permanent damage that I am aware of Laurel. I am as you have always known me."

"Will you let me know the moment we can get underway at any speed?"

"Understood. Please go about your evening and I will continue getting us ready to get underway."

"Ok, thank you Future. It's so good to have you back."

"Thank you Laurel."

The com panel then went dark and Korica grabbed Laurel in a tight hug.

"You did it mom! You're a genius." She then let go of her and grabbed Jake. "You too dad. Thank you so much. I'm so glad you guys are so smart."

Jake hugged her tightly and kissed the top of her head.

"Thanks Korica. You go get ready for bed and call us¦have the AI call us when you're ready for us to come read to you."

Korica let go of him and nodded with a smile. She then headed for the exit. Once she stepped out Jake hugged Laurel and then gave her a peck and a warm smile and then headed to the front of the room to retrieve a change of clothes. He then stepped back to the bed and removed his towel and rubbed his hair briskly and then he got dressed and then made his way to the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair.

Korica made her way to her quarters quickly once she exited Laurel and Jake's quarters. When she stepped up to her quarters the door slid open for her without her having to have her palm scanned and she smiled and stepped in. Tamaric was nowhere to be seen so Korica stepped to the front of the room and retrieved a nightshirt and stepped back over to the bed and began to get undressed. Just as she was slipping her shirt over her head Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom. He walked over to Korica and once she had her shirt on she looked over at him and she was a little surprised to see him wearing his two piece pajamas just like the ones he wore when they were in his parents quarters. He explained that they were waiting for him on the bed so he assumed it was something his mother and father had either requested or would prefer so the AI took the initiative to have them made for him. Korica nodded and the two hugged one another and then Korica told Tamaric the wonderful news that the AI was up and running and the diagnostic was being performed meaning they were likely to be getting underway in the morning. Tamaric thought the news was fantastic. He too was anxious to get moving instead of sitting like dead ducks in the middle of space just waiting for someone to catch up to them.

Korica then walked over to the com panel and touched the AI hale icon and she smiled when she heard the AI's voice a few moments later. Korica then had the AI tell Laurel and Jake that they were ready to have their story read to them. Korica then went and climbed into bed with Tamaric and a few minutes later Laurel, Jake, Clara and Liam showed up and Laurel and Jake read two chapters to them. Everyone then headed to their own quarters to get some sleep and Tamaric climbed out of bed and stripped down to his underwear so he would be comfortable sleeping next to Korica's hot body. Korica then turned the lights down to sleep levels and the two of them snuggled up to one another and quickly drifted off to sleep.


Chapter 27 Minagoken

––––––––

Minagoken

At 04:30 Korica stirred and rolled onto her back. She stretched hard arching her back making it pop in a few spots and then she reached over and slid the light controls up slightly. She looked over at Tamaric and grinned. His hair was mussed but he was still so cute to her and it made her heart warm to look upon him. She reached over and stroked his head and he closed his eyes tighter for a moment and then his eyes batted open. He blinked a few times and then looked at Korica and grinned big.

"Mornin Korica. Is it tea time?"

"Good morning Tamaric. You want me to stay with you this morning instead of having early tea with Mark?"

"Naw, I know how much you like your early morning tea with Mark, go ahead."

"Ok."

Korica rolled over a little and kissed Tamaric's cheek and then she scooted over to the edge of the bed and swung her feet out into the floor as she sat up. She rubbed her eyes for a moment and then stood up. Tamaric grinned as she stood up and her shirt was furled up around her waist and he could see her cute hind end. She straightened out her underwear and pulled her shirt down and then she sensed what Tamaric was feeling and she grinned and turned around and looked at him. He looked up at her face and blushed a little as he realized he had been busted.

"That's dirty Tamaric. I want you kissin my butt but not like that."

"Sorry Korica, I can't help what goes through my mind sometimes."

Korica smiled and shook her head and then turned and headed for the front of the room to get a change of clothes. She retrieve a fresh uniform and walked back to the bed and set them down and then she pulled her nightshirt up over head and set it on the bed and then she picked up her bra and slid it over her head and pulled it down into place. She then picked up her shirt and slid it over her head and as she was pulling it down she again sensed Tamaric thinking about caressing her and she grinned and almost chuckled. She picked up her pants and stepped into them and pulled them up and then she tucked her shirt in and then pulled it out a little so it sat loosely on her stomach and then she sat down and picked up her socks and put them on one at a time while feeling for Tamaric's thoughts. She again grinned when she sensed that he was admiring her grace in her movements.

Korica then stood up and looked back at Tamaric and he was lying on his side watching her every move. She blew him a kiss and then made her way into the bathroom to relieve herself and to brush her hair and teeth and. When she emerged she felt awake and thanks to Tamaric, she felt very pretty. She stepped over to the bed and put her knee on the bed and she leaned over and Tamaric stretched his neck and the two locked lips for a few moments. Korica then pulled back and grinned at Tamaric.

"You make me feel so pretty Tamaric, thank you."

"You're welcome darlin. You are pretty Korica, I hope I'm helping you to feel that way."

Korica stood back up and walked around to the foot of the bed and she stepped into her shoes and then she stepped over to the light controls and she slid them back down to sleep levels and then she headed for the exit. When the door slid open Korica could see the light spilling out of the mess hall and she grinned, it meant Mark was already up so she wouldn't have to sit alone and wait for him. She made the short walk over to the mess hall and when she rounded the corner into the mess hall Mark perked up and gave her a warm smile. She stepped over to him and he turned sideways in his seat and hugged her with one arm and she kissed his cheek and then she stepped over to the dispensers and poured herself a cup of tea and then she walked back over to the table and set her cup down and Mark stood up and put his hands on her shoulders to stop her and then he put his hand on top of her head and then he made a beam to his chest where the top of her head came to and he grinned at her.

"You got to knock off this growing stuff or you're gunna be taller than me in a few weeks."

"Oh Mark. I'm not growing that fast am I?"

Mark sat back down and looked Korica up and down and then he scooted over so she could sit down next to him. Once she was sitting he kissed the side of her head and put his arm around her and gave her a gentle squeeze.

"Maybe you don't see it little one but you're growing at staggering rate. In the last month or so you've gone from the top of my stomach to the middle of my chest. That's six months worth of growth for an average Human in less than a month. Maybe that's typical for a Draximan but it seems incredible to me."

"That's a good thing though right?"

"Yes, it's wonderful. It means you're getting everything you need to grow strong and healthy. That's what we all want to see."

"Ok, I don't want to get freakishly tall for my age or anything. The AI had to make new uniforms for me again as well as new nightshirts and I don't fit any of the clothes you guys bought for me on the Farqua station anymore."

"Sounds like my little Korica is growing to match the size of her huge mind, besides I told you that tall women are sexy honey."

"I don't want to be taller than Tamaric though. I liked being exactly as tall as him."

"Relax Korica, he'll catch up to you I promise. Humans just don't grow as fast as you are. You saw what you're going to look like at twenty-five and what he's going to look like. He's going to be taller than you it's just going to take a while for him to get there."

"Yah I guess that's true. This means everything else about me is going to¦grow too right?"

"I¦you mean the way you think?"

"No, I mean physically."

"Oh, I would have to assume everything else is growing too honey. I know what you're talking about now¦everything should grow proportionally."

"I hope so. Future?"

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can I please have a menu brought to the table?"

"Right away."

Seconds later a servo drone showed up with a menu and Korica took it and opened it up and ordered something to quell the rumbling in her stomach and then she handed the menu back to the servo drone and it immediately lifted a few inches and floated off silently.

"So Mark, are we ready to get underway yet?" Korica asked.

"I checked on that very issue when I got up this morning. The diagnostic is complete and there was only a few minor issues found that shouldn't affect our ability to get moving. We'll only be able to travel at a very slow pace until the main engines are brought online and we'll only be able to maneuver in manual mode so someone is going to have to sit at the navigation station and keep us on course until the automation center can be brought back online."

"Well how long's that gunna take?"

"A couple hours at least. Not much work got accomplished while the diagnostic was running."

"Does that mean I get to pilot the Future?"

"You want to?"

"Yes. I think it's kind of a fun challenge."

"Alright, we'll run it by Laurel but I'm sure she'll let you take the helm."

"Cool."

Mark tipped back the rest of his tea and then he got up to refill his cup and while he was doing that a servo drone showed up with Korica's snack. The plate was slid up on the table and Korica set right in to eating her food. Mark sat back down and took a sip from his tea and went back to his data pad while Korica ate. Once Korica was done eating her food she leaned back and sipped at her tea. A few seconds later a servo drone showed up and Korica handed her empty plate and fork to the servo drone and it floated away silently.

"You know I'm awful glad to have the AI back online. Our needs are met without us even having to think about it."

Mark looked at her, grinned and then went back to what he was reading. Korica leaned over to see what he was engrossed in. He was studying their route to the tel pok maron. Korica leaned back and took a sip from her tea then leaned against Mark.

"We still got a long ways to go huh?"

Mark laid his data pad down and sighed as he set his hand on Korica's leg and gave it a gentle squeeze.

"I wish we could make a bee line for the tel pok maron but there are some really nasty species listed along the straight rout. I don't want to put you guys in that kind of danger if we don't have to."

"How long you think it's gunna take us to go around?"

"About two weeks or so. That's two weeks of travel time. If you include cool down periods and unscheduled stops it could be considerably more than that and we still have to stop somewhere and remove the external collection system at some point."

"So a month or so then?"

"I hope it doesn't take us that long¦but that sounds realistic."

"Can I ask something of you Mark?'

"Sure."

"Will you prepare the gardening ring form my PT qualifications?"

"I would be happy to. You feel like you're ready?"

"Even you said that I've like doubled my physical size¦I want to get it over with."

"Ok, I'll set things into motion and I'll let you know when it's ready. If you want, this morning we can go through the first part of your PT quals that need to be carried out in the gym?"

"Ok, that would be good to get that part out of the way. Do you think I'm ready?"

"I think you've been ready for sometime. You have two or three times the strength and endurance that a Human female your age would have so this should be a breeze for you."

"Thanks Mark."

"You're welcome doll."

In Laurel and Jake's quarters, at 05:20 the AI called out into the room to wake Laurel.

"Laurel? Laurel Kade, please respond"

Laurel's eyes popped open and she sat up quickly and looked over toward the com panel.

"What? What is it?"

"You wanted me to notify you as soon as we could get underway at any speed. The diagnostic is complete and we can get underway under manual control if you would like?"

"When will we have all six main engines operational?"

"Approximately three hours from now."

"And when will automated control be restored?"

"By midday."

"Are Korica and Mark awake?"

"Yes. They are in the mess hall."

"Please have them get us underway at best possible speed and then they can set us on a drift course toward the¦Minagoken system. From this far out if we drift a little off course it should be easy enough to correct our course later on when the automation controls are restored."

"Understood."

The com panel then went dark and Laurel laid back down and rubbed her eyes for a moment and then stared at the ceiling in the darkened room as she remembered her dream with a touch of guilt as it was particularly erotic and she was pretty sure it wasn't with Jake. Jake rolled onto his side and laid his arm across Laurel's chest and she moved her arms on top of his and gripped his arm lightly with her right hand.

"You think they need us on the bridge for this?" Jake asked.

"No. Korica is more than capable of piloting the Future and Mark can watch the sensors for her."

"You wanna fool around for a while before we have to get up then?"

"You sensed my dream didn't you?"

"Yah. I know you're horny right now."

"I'm sorry Jake."

"Don't apologize Laurel. You can't help what you dream about."

"I still feel kind of bad cause I don't know who was going down on me in my dream but I'm pretty sure it wasn't you."

"It just means you like that¦a lot¦and you're dreaming about having it done to you and nothing more. Now if you start dreaming about a particular guy doing that to you over and over and it isn't me I might get worried."

"I guess my appetite for that stuff is getting larger huh?"

"So let me feed your appetite."

Jake slid his hand down onto Laurel's crotch and he gently massaged her lips until she starting breathing deeper and moved her legs apart for him so he could caress the entirety of her vulva. When Laurel was sufficiently wound up she reached down to her waist and slid her underwear off while lifting her feet and pulling them back to her rump so she could slide her underwear all the way off her feet and Jake slid his hand around her hip and across her cheek to her labium and his fingers slid over her mound and Laurel was surprised but she liked his hand tickling across her cheek.

"Ooo¦I think I like that." Laurel said.

Once she had her underwear off she kept her feet up against her haunches and she wrapped her hands around her knees to keep her legs up and she let Jake caress her some more as this position seemed to make her feel more sensitive to his touch. He slid his fingers up and down her soft and smooth mound several times and then he worked his fingers between her lips and he gently stroked her wet and soft flesh a few times and she let out a soft moan of pleasure. He then pushed the covers down and moved over right in front of Laurel with his head between her knees and he kissed down her thighs and as he moved his hand and began to kiss around her pubic area she set her feet down on the bed on each side of his shoulders in anticipation of his warm and wet tongue meeting her tingling flesh. The two of them then engaged in intimate contact without intercourse and it was mind blowing for both of them.

In the mess hall Korica and Mark were sitting quietly when the AI called out into the room.

"Mark, Korica will you please make your way to the bridge? The captain would like you two to get us underway. You will have to use manual helm control to get us moving. The captain asked if you would get us up to best possible speed and then set us on a drift course toward the Minagoken system until the automated controls are restored."

"Understood, we're on our way." Mark said. "Well there's your answer honey. Laurel obviously recognizes and values your piloting skills."

Korica grinned at him and the two of them got to their feet and tossed back the rest of their tea and then made their way to the bridge. When the two of them stepped onto the bridge Mark walked over to the propulsion station and Korica walked straight over to the navigation station and she sat down and logged herself in, waking every workstation on the bridge and then she brought up the helm controls and Mark sent the engine and thruster controls over to her station so she would have control of everything. He then moved over to the sensor station and he sat down and performed a deep scan. They were still completely alone and there wasn't anything for thousands of light years in any direction.

Korica looked over at Mark and he nodded at her and she nodded back and then looked at her controls. She plotted and tried to lay in the course to the Minagoken system and she received an error message stating that the automated navigational system was off line so the plotting could not be laid in, manual control would be required to maintain course and speed. Korica reached her hands up and slid the thrust control for engines number 2 and 5 all the way up to 100% power and the Future lurched forward and began accelerating for the first time in a week, though there was absolutely no sense of acceleration or movement of any kind as the inertial dampeners washed away all sensation of movement instantly. Korica kept making slight course correction keeping their trajectory in the yellow triangles that their course was piercing on her upper display. As the Future would drift off course the sidebars of the triangles would turn from yellow to orange and then to red if they passed outside the corridor that would keep them on course. She was finding it difficult to keep their course steady as the Future accelerated and wanted to kick out at the rear despite her enormous size. The output from the two engines weren't exactly the same making the Future act squirrelly. As the Future reached her maximum speed with only two engines Korica slid the thrust down to 75% and waited until she had their course running right down the pipe of the triangles and then she cut the engines completely and waited to see how much they drifted. She only had to make a very gentle course correction with the bow thrusters and they essentially coasted at just under two million miles an hour right on course for the Minagoken system. Korica looked at the time estimate and she laughed out loud and Mark leaned back in his seat and looked at her wondering what was so funny. She looked over at him with a big grin on her face.

"We'll arrive in seventeen thousand years¦give or take a week or two."

"Oh, now that is funny. Aren't you glad this isn't our top speed?"

"It is our top speed right now but I'm definitely glad we travel a heck of a lot faster than this most of the time."

"You got us drifting straight enough so that we won't wonder off course?"

"Yah, I think so. There aren't any gravitational forces out here so we should drift on the same course for literally thousands of years."

"Good girl. I knew you could do it."

"It's not real difficult to stomp on the throttle until you stop accelerating and then cut the engines and make sure you aren't tumbling or whatever."

"I saw what you were doing Korica, don't be so modest. That was some good piloting to keep us accelerating on a straight course."

"Thanks Mark. I just had to overcome the uneven thrust coming from the two engines. I think the number two engine is a little bit more powerful than the number five which made the stern want to kick out."

"The automation controls normally balance the output from all of the engines to match the weakest engine so that doesn't happen but without that system in place you were forced to compensate with the control and reaction thrusters."

Korica leaned back and looked at him for a second and then he realized what he had said sounded spot on and he was far from an expert on the thrust compensating system.

"You've been studying haven't you?"

"No, I don't know where that came from."

"Maybe you're a lot smarter than you let on¦or you're being modest and you know this ship better than I thought you did."

"Maybe it was that neural suggestive knowledge or whatever coming out."

"So do I need to stay here and drive the ship?"

"No of course not. We're just coasting. As long as were on course we should remain that way until we input a change in course or speed. The AI will let us know if we drift off course anyways."

"Ok."

Korica leaned forward and logged herself out and the entire bridge went dark and then she got up and walked over to Mark. Mark moved his knees apart and patted his leg and Korica stepped in between his knees and sat down against the side of his leg and put her arm around his neck.

"I just want to tell you how proud I am of you Korica. You have come so far since we rescued you. You are becoming an amazing young lady and really fine junior ensign."

"Awe, thank you Mark. I owe it all to the love and attention you guys have all shown me. Laurel took a chance on me and I'm glad I haven't let her any of the rest of you down."

"You continue to amaze and delight all of us Korica. I'm glad we met when we did and you will always have a special place in my heart ok?"

"Ok." Korica said with a warm smile.

Korica then stood up and grabbed Mark's neck tightly in a hug and he placed his hands on her back and winced at the tight grip he was under. Korica then let go of him and stepped back and Mark stood up and the two of them headed for the mess hall to wait for everyone else. When the two of them arrived in the mess hall they had to retrieve fresh cups since theirs had been cleared from the table. They poured themselves a cup of tea and then sat down at the round table and Korica took a sip from her tea and then she looked straight ahead for a moment.

"What is it? Are your mom and dad up?" Mark asked leaning forward so he could look into her face.

"Yah but they're¦they're headed to the showers, not here."

"Ah. Must have been a really good morning for them."

"I can't talk about the¦private stuff that I overhear."

"Please don't! I can joke about it but I don't want to know details."

"I would never do that. I hope they'll respect my privacy if they happen to sense something like that by accident."

"You know they will Korica. They love you and have a tremendous amount of respect for your feelings."

"I suppose you're right. Hay, I'm gunna go wake Tamaric up ok?" Korica said looking into her tea.

"Ok, you missin him?"

"Yah, I suppose I am."

"Go ahead sweetheart. I'll see you in few."

Korica nodded and slid out of her seat and then looked back at Mark and she grinned at him and kissed his cheek quickly and then made her way out into the corridor. She stepped beside the doorway to the mess hall and leaned back against the wall and looked down at the floor for a moment. She felt such contentment from Laurel for a few seconds and she wished she knew what it was like to feel that all the time. She has been pushing her desires for Tamaric back down deep and purposefully not exploring the ever stronger desires since Laurel said it would change things in ways she couldn't possibly imagine if her and Tamaric went all the way. She felt like she was ready in some ways yet in others she was scared of how things would change. She was deliriously happy with Tamaric and he was so good to her but she didn't have the kind of contentment that she sensed from Laurel and a little from Jake. She had pent up frustrations that had no outlet except for Tamaric but she was just afraid to go down that road yet.

She took a deep breath and then let it out and pushed off from the wall and she turned and headed toward her quarters. She hoped to know that kind of inner peace someday but for now she was just going to have to learn to deal with being frustrated and frankly confused by her own indecisiveness and by how much Tamaric turned her on without doing anything but looking at her let alone what his touch and his unbelievably sexy accent did to her. She also realized that she was experiencing a mood swing again and there was nothing to get depressed about, she had a lot to be happy about. She stepped up to her quarters and as she was raising her hand to have it scanned, the door slid open and she grinned. It was nice to have the AI back and anticipating her needs.

Korica stepped into her dark quarters and she walked over to Tamaric's side of the bed and she stood for a few moments until her eyes adjusted to the low light levels. Once she could make out his shape in the middle of the bed she slid her shoes off and climbed up onto the bed and she straddled him as he laid on his back and then she laid all her body weight on him making him grunt as she forced the air out of his lungs. She laid her head flat on his chest and then scooted her knees right up against his hips so she could lift some of her weight off of him. He pulled his arms out from under the covers and he wrapped them around her back and he gently rubbed her back as his mind woke up. He didn't know why Korica was being so affectionate and frankly he didn't particularly care. He loved feeling her extremely warm body pressing down on him. He kissed the top of her head and cleared his throat.

"You ok love?"

"Yah, I am now. I just needed to feel your arms around me."

"Is it close to six?"

"I don't have any idea. Possibly."

"Kay, we can just lie here until the lights come up then."

"Can I ask you something Tamaric?"

"Of course darlin. What's on your mind?"

"Are you¦frustrated cause of me?"

"What? No! Confused maybe but not frustrated."

"You know what I mean by frustrated cause of me right?"

"I thought you meant frustrated with you. That's not what you meant?"

"No. I asked if you were frustrated because of me, not with me."

"Oooh. You mean am I sexually frustrated?"

"Yah."

"I try not to think about it much. I guess I might be a little but I can handle it. If it gets to bad there are ways to relieve that and I don't have to¦I don't need you for that. Why, are you frustrated cause of me?"

"Yes. Badly."

"Why didn't you say something darlin? I can stop whatever I'm doin to cause that but you got to tell me if I'm doin something or I'll never know what I'm doin is wrong or whatever."

Korica slid her knees out and let all of her weight rest on Tamaric again and she didn't quite know how to tell him that he wasn't doing anything. It was his very presence and how darn cute he is that was driving her crazy, that and the mind numbing amount of hormones coursing through her veins anymore.

"You gunna tell me what I've been doing to make you so frustrated?"

"Nothing." Korica fairly whispered.

"What do you mean nothing? You just said you were badly frustrated and it was cause of me or what I've been doing and now you say I'm doing nothing to cause it?"

"You aren't doing anything to cause this Tamaric. All you have to do is talk or look at me with those beautiful eyes of yours and I¦everything inside just¦tightens up. I just want your hands on me."

"So why don't you let me help relieve your tension or whatever? If my hands on you is what you crave let me stroke your bare back or massage your bare legs or something." Tamaric said in quiet voice.

Korica thought about his cool hands massaging her back muscles and rubbing and kneading her thighs as she laid on her stomach and she got a chill that ran right up her spine and everything inside tightened up and she shook with a chill and she let out a tiny squeak as she shivered. Tamaric grinned, as he was pretty sure the thought of him rubbing her down had caused the shiver up her back. He stopped rubbing her back in circles and pulled down on her firmly pressing her tighter against him.

"See, just the thought of you touching me makes me¦" Korica sighed heavy. "I am so nuts about you Tamaric. What the heck am I supposed to do?"

"Have you tried talking to your mom about this? Maybe it's normal to feel this way when you fall in love."

"I talked to her about it. She said the longer I ignore my instinctive urges the stronger they're gunna get and then she told me to avoid giving in to all of my primal urges at once. It really didn't help much."

"You aren't gunna separate from me are you?"

"No. I'm too far gone for that to do anything but drive me mad. I need to be close to you and I'm not going to deny myself the beautiful love I feel for you."

Tamaric sighed and Korica grinned as she felt the relief wash over him.

"I don't know what to say darlin. I can only offer to help by running my hands all over your body to help relive your desire to be touched by me but if you won't accept I just don't know what I can do to help."

"Fine. After my shower will you rub me down and see if it¦relieves my frustration?"

"I would be happy to Korica. I promise I won't do anything dirty ok?"

"Ok."

Korica instantly felt some mental relief just by having the experience to look forward to. She hoped she would be able to behave herself with Tamaric touching her all over. Then she realized that she is free to do as she likes, it's not like she would get into trouble if they did do something a little more than a massage. Korica closed her eyes and enjoyed Tamaric's hands on her back as he returned to making gentle circles on her back with both hands. She could feel herself unclenching and relaxing from head to toe and she was starting to think maybe a full body rub down wasn't such a bad idea after all if it was this relaxing.

The two of them laid like that for five more minutes and then the lights rose to full intensity indicating that it was 06:00. Korica took a deep breath and then lifted her head and looked up at Tamaric's bright blue eyes and she couldn't help but smile big.

"Thank you for holding me Tamaric. You're so good to me."

"That's cause I love you beautiful. I'll just lay here and hold you anytime you want."

Korica scooted up on him and locked lips with him and then pressed into him and then dragged her lips off of his in a sucking motion so that she ended up tugging on his lower lip. She then opened her eyes slowly and grinned at him.

"Get dressed and I'll meet you in the mess hall ok?" Korica said softly.

"Ok."

Korica rolled off of him and scooted over to the edge of the bed and she swung her feet out into the floor and then she stood up and she stepped into her shoes and then she headed for the exit without looking back. She didn't want the image of Tamaric's cute butt running through her mind. She made her way back to the mess hall and when she rounded the corner into the mess hall Mark looked at her with a furrowed brow. She walked over to the table and sat down in the next seat over from him and she pulled her tea in front of herself.

"Ok¦where's Tamaric?"

"He's getting dressed."

"You usually wait for him and the two of you come over together."

"Not this morning."

"Ok." Mark said in a chuckle.

It was less than ten minutes later that Tamaric stepped into the mess hall. Mark looked up and Tamaric raised his hand to him and Korica looked over and couldn't help but give Tamaric a bright toothy smile. He was so good looking that it just made her skin tingle and her stomach did summersaults. She still couldn't believe that such a good-looking guy was hers. Tamaric stepped up to Korica and gave her a quick peck and then he stepped over to the dispensers and he poured himself a glass of orange juice and then he stepped back over to the table and sat down next to Korica. She looked into his face and almost giggled at the thought of what they had planned and then she wrapped her arms around Tamaric's right arm and held onto him tightly. It was only moments later that Laurel and Jake stepped into the mess hall and Korica perked up and smiled warmly at both of them but she didn't let go of Tamaric's arm. Laurel stepped up behind her and kissed the top of her head and then she put her face right next to her ear and whispered to her.

"You need to quiet your mind. Tamaric's parents will sense what you're thinking about."

Korica nodded and blushed hard. She had completely forgotten that Laurel and Jake would not only sense but also hear what she was thinking about. Korica looked straight ahead as she thought about the bubble shrinking around her until it collapsed into her head. Jake then stepped up to Korica from behind and he also kissed the top of her head and then he reached his arm over her right shoulder and patted her tummy next to Tamaric's arm that she was holding like a prized teddy bear until Laurel was done pouring her tea. Jake then stepped over to the dispensers and poured himself a glass of pineapple juice and then he stepped over and sat down next to Laurel.

"So you two got us underway?" Laurel asked.

"Yes mam." Mark said. "We should arrive in ooh¦seventeen thousand years or so at our current speed."

"Holy crap! How far do we have to go to get to the nearest system?" Tamaric asked.

"About seven thousand fifty-six trillion miles." Korica said mater of factly.

"What!"

"That's about¦twelve hundred light years." Laurel said after doing the quick math in her head.

"Oh. Man space is big."

"You got that right." Mark said chuckling.

"So how fast does that mean were going Tamaric?" Laurel asked with a grin.

"Oh man, I got no idea."

"Come on work it out in your head."

Tamaric looked away and then up for a few moments and then he looked at the table as he tried to work out the seemingly huge numbers in his head. A few moments later his eyes lit up and he looked at Laurel.

"Point one times the speed of light?"

"That's right! See, I knew you could do it."

"So¦how far is a light year?"

"If light travels a hundred eighty-six thousand two hundred eighty two miles per second then it will travel five point eight, eight trillion miles in a year."

"It's so hard to even comprehend distances like that."

"Now try to imagine twelve hundred times that distance and you have an idea of how far it is to the Minagoken system where we're headed. That's why we use the term light years to specify really long distances in space instead of miles or kilometers. If you know the base mathematical unit then you can represent great distances without getting into ridiculous sounding numbers such as zillions and quadrillions and the likes."

Just then Clara and Liam rounded the corner into the mess hall and Korica let go of Tamaric's arm and sat up straight and Tamaric looked at her and furrowed his brow.

"What's wrong with you? My parents know we're dating each other Korica." Tamaric said in a low voice.

Korica looked at him and grinned and shrugged her shoulders as Clara and Liam stepped up to the table. Tamaric slid out of his seat and hugged his mother and then his father and they looked at Korica and she smiled and slid out of her seat and stepped up to the two and hugged each of them quickly and then she sat back down and scooted over and Tamaric sat down next to her and scooted up against her and he looked in her face as he took her hand under the table and whispered to her as Clara and Liam stepped over to the dispensers to get something to drink.

"Korica what the heck is wrong with you? Relax." Tamaric said barely audibly.

"I just got a lot on mind. Sorry." Korica whispered back.

Clara and Liam stepped back over to the table and sat down and sipped at their tea and looked at everyone for a moment.

"So¦mom and dad we're underway again." Tamaric said.

"Oh? I didn't think the engines were back online yet." Clara said.

"Two of 'em were never taken offline."

"And that's enough to get us underway?"

"The Future has mass but no weight out here mom. We're traveling at point one percent the speed of light."

"So we're moving but not very fast then."

"Yah, at least we aren't sitting still though."

"The rest of the engines will be brought online in a couple of hours at which time our speed capability will be significantly increased and by midday the automation center should be ready to be brought back online and we'll have faster than light capabilities again." Laurel said.

"I see. So we'll be able to travel at hyperspace speeds again?" Clara asked looking at Laurel.

"Actually we have some minor adjustments that need to be made before we can do that." Mark said. "You should take a look at the diagnostic results Laurel."

Mark slid his data pad over to Laurel and she picked it up and turned it on and brought up the results of the diagnostic and she slumped her shoulders for a moment and let out a sigh.

"What is it Laurel?" Clara asked.

"Oh we have a couple of plasma generators that are out of alignment and a resonator coil that failed the prestart test."

"I¦don't have any idea what that means for us."

"Ah the plasma generators convert raw plasma into usable energy among other things and the resonator coil is part of the wave guide amplifier system for the gravitational propulsion. Without it functioning properly the gravity well would be unstable. We can't achieve hyperspace until it's fixed or replaced and it can't be worked on with gravitational energy running through the wave guide conduits."

"Can't the servo drones fix those things?"

"No. The resonator coil is located in the gravity free zone behind bulkheads. The servo drones don't function properly in zero gravity and it's unbelievably cold in there which also messes with the servo drones. The alignment procedure for the plasma generators takes the subtle touch of a Human hand. More than likely some new coding will have to be written. As the generators age they work differently and the original programming and alignment parameters no longer work. The only other option is to replace the generator completely with a new one and that isn't exactly a simple task since most of the generator is located behind the outer bulkhead just like the resonator coil though not as deeply. It requires that the bulkhead be removed in order to access the plasma cutoff valves and the system has to be purged and then the generator can be disconnected and removed. As you can imagine we would rather try a realignment before we replace the generator completely."

Servo drones showed up with menus at that point and everyone took them and set them up on the table as Laurel continued pouring over the diagnostic results. Laurel leaned back in her seat and set the data pad down but kept staring at it. She then looked at Korica and grinned.

"You think you could give me a hand with this Korica?"

"Me? I helped you replace a resonator coil assembly before but I don't know how much help I would be to repair one."

"Actually I was hoping you would take care of the alignment of the plasma generators while Jake and I take care of the problem with the resonator coil."

"Really? I don't know the coding like you do."

"All I want you to do is use a hand held analyzer and a diagnostic terminal to identify the problem. It might not be a coding issue. I know you've studied the plasma generators as part of your ensign studies right?"

"Yes. Um¦I was going to take my PT qualifications this morning too."

"Oh I'm sorry, I didn't know you had that scheduled for today."

"I can take the gym portion this morning and then after I get done with the plasma generator problem I can take the obstacle course and ten mile run portion that has to be carried out in the gardening ring."

"That'll work. Thank you sweetheart."

"You're welcome."

"Why don't you take Tamaric with you and he can observe what you're doing? It might be interesting for him¦that is if it's ok with you Clara and Liam?"

"Is it dangerous?" Clara asked.

"No, not at all. They just have to stand in the passageway and plug in a diagnostic tool and an analyzer. The plasma generators diagnostic port is accessible without having to do anything except open an access panel in the bulkhead or pull a secondary power circuit tray out of the bulkhead which has the diagnostic port on it."

"Ok then we're fine with it. Like you said, it'll be a learning experience for him."

"Wonderful. Thank you. That'll help Korica keep her mind on the task at hand."

Everyone then picked up the menus and opened them and ordered their breakfast. They then handed the menus back to the servo drones and they floated off and disappeared through the servo slot in the bulkhead. Clara then decided to ask Korica why she seemed out of sorts since she had her mind quieted so Clara wasn't able to sense anything from her.

"So Korica, you seem a little out of sorts today. Is there something on your mind?"

"Yes mam. I'm going to be taking my PT qualifications today and I'm just a little nervous about it. It's the last thing I have to do in order to qualify as a full ensign."

"But you look like you're in amazing shape. Are you expected to perform the same as an adult?"

"Actually, she is going to be tested based on her body mass index." Mark said. "Her age, height, weight, gender is all taken into consideration for what she needs to be capable of. Testing someone her age is unprecedented so some consideration for what is considered normal for a youngster her age has to be taken into account."

"I see. Can what is considered normal for a Human be applied to her though?"

"Well¦she has three times the strength of a typical Human her age so it shouldn't be a problem for her. How many girls her age do you know of that can bench press a hundred and sixty pounds twenty times without stopping, or perform fifty overhand pull ups without struggling, or squat thrust two hundred and twenty-five pounds like it's nothing?"

"Frankly none. I don't know that I could even do that. Is that what she's expected to do for her qualifications?"

"No. She's expected to bench one and a quarter times her own body weight fifteen times, she has to pull twenty-five over handed pull ups, squat one and a quarter times her body weight ten times, perform thirty pushups, all without stopping. She has to complete an obstacle course in ten minutes without stopping and she has to run ten miles in seventy minutes. There is supposed to be a swimming qualification as well but since the Future doesn't have a swimming pool she isn't going to be expected to perform that part."

"From what I've seen her doing in the gym that doesn't sound like it should be all that difficult. Why are you so nervous about this dear?"

"I don't know, I guess cause it's so important. Once I pass this I'll be an officer in the civilian corps. I want it so bad that I can taste it. Plus¦if I do this and pass the captain can't dismiss me or whatever. He has to recognize me as an officer and he has to make me a part of the duty roster."

"You really think he would let you go if you weren't an officer?"

"I don't know. He might not like the idea that I'm not Human or he might not like me as a person. I just want to stay on the Future and the best way to make sure that happens no matter what the captain thinks is to make ensign before he's brought out of stasis. I have to pass this PT qualification no matter what."

"What happens if she doesn't pass Mark?"

"Then she gets to workout to build her strength and endurance until she can pass. She can try as many times as it takes until she passes."

"I see. Is that all that has you so¦preoccupied honey?"

"No, but I don't want to talk about the rest. Not in front of everybody like this."

"Ooh, female stuff?"

"What? No¦I mean yes¦but not what you're thinking."

"I'll just leave it alone deary. I was just wondering why you weren't your usual affectionate self."

"I'm sorry Clara, I just have a lot on my mind."

Servo drones started showing up at that point with everyone's breakfast and the plates were slid up onto the table next to their intended recipients. They all set in to eating their breakfast without much more discussion. As the meals were finished and the last of their drinks were polished off, Korica started feeling even more nervous. She knew she was physically capable of the things Mark had described but she was still nervous for some reason. Everyone then got up and they made their way over to the gym and while everyone else began their workouts Mark had to weigh Korica and measure her exact height in order to determine the parameters of her PT quals. At 57 inches and 96.5 pounds she was a little over the bench mark for what would be considered typical for a Human her age but it was still a respectable and healthy height and weight. Mark then took her to the weight bench and set the weight to 122 pounds which was just over 1 Â¼ times her body weight and he had her begin.

As Mark had suspected Korica breezed through everything without a struggle and at the end of it she asked him if she could workout with some real weight so that she would feel like she had actually worked out. He laughed and told her to knock herself out. Mark then went through his own workout routine for twenty-five minutes and then the girls departed to take their shower while everyone sat around and talked. Tamaric expressed how proud he was of Korica. She performed her PT quals and then worked out only proving her amazing drive to perform and it spoke to her unbelievable level of strength and endurance.

Once Jake felt a gentle push from Laurel letting him know that the girls were done, the guys went and took their showers and then Tamaric told his parents it was their turn on his way to Korica's quarters. When Jake stepped into his quarters Korica looked over at him and smiled and she slid out from between Laurel's legs and she turned around and hugged Laurel and then kissed her cheek. She then stepped over to Jake and hugged him tightly. She then let go and turned around and looked at Laurel.

"I'll get to work on those plasma generators as soon as I finish¦what we talked about."

"Ok sweetie. You enjoy yourself. We have until midday to get them done."

Korica nodded and turned and walked over to the door and when it slid open she stepped out and the door slid closed behind her. Jake then walked up to Laurel and leaned down and gave her a peck as she sat on the bed. He then headed toward the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and he stepped back over to the bed with them and he set them down on the bed and then pulled the towel from around himself and he decided to ask Laurel what Korica was talking about.

"What was Korica talking about babe?"

"Ah, she's been feeling frustrated lately and she's hoping that having Tamaric give her a full body massage will help ease her¦cravings to have his hands on her."

Jake finished toweling his hair and then he picked up his underwear and looked at Laurel as he stepped into them.

"You're talking about sexual frustration?"

"Yah. Tamaric really winds her up without even trying. Every time he touches her, her skin tingles and things¦wakeup so she's hoping to get desensitized to his touch by letting him massage her whole body. As you know she's more sensitive to touch than we are so it's no wonder that the slightest touch makes her skin tingle especially with how nuts she is about him."

"I just don't think I want to know about all that. It's so hard to hear that my little Korica is turned on like that and I certainly don't want to know that Tamaric is¦massaging her or whatever. We know what that's gunna lead to."

"That's why she didn't talk to you about it. She knows it bothers you."

Jake stepped into his pants and then picked up his shirt.

"She just went from this cuddly little girl that loved to sit in our laps and give us big hugs to¦practically a woman so damn fast."

"That's kind of our fault Jake. She never knew of the desires of a woman until we shared ourselves with her and she felt what we had between us. She learned what it like to be in love and to have carnal desires and she wants to experience it for herself now."

"I know and I feel horrible for what we exposed her mind to."

Jake tucked his shirt in and then sat down to put his socks on.

"She was going to get curious about that stuff anyways. She's just at the age that it becomes fascinating and irresistible to experiment. We had no way of knowing when puberty would kick in for her and now that it has those things are important."

"I guess I had stirrings at her age too."

"Really?"

"Well yah, it wasn't all that long before my dad and I came aboard the Future. Girls meant something different and I looked at them differently after puberty started for me. I didn't take the time to experiment or explore the feelings though cause we were busy getting into shape for boarding the Future."

"It was totally different for me. I was afraid of what boys wanted from me¦and some older men. I've had advances directed at me since I was like¦six as gross as that sounds."

"I can't even imagine what it must have been like to be so beautiful your whole life."

"It definitely had its disadvantages. When I was eight I almost got myself into a really bad situation because I was so friendly with everyone and they misread my friendly demeanor. I was very careful after that not to send the wrong signal and not to allow myself to be alone with older boys."

Jake stood up and turned around to Laurel and he put his hand up to her cheek.

"I know what your talking about babe. I've sensed the incident your talking about and I'm really sorry that happened to you. I know it scared the shit out of you and I'm just glad you were able to get out of there without something awful happening."

"Thanks Jake. Me too. I wasn't ready for that kind of stuff at that age by a long shot."

Jake then headed to the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth. When he emerged Laurel had his shoes waiting for him by the door and he walked over and stepped into them and then they headed across the corridor to the bridge. Laurel sat down in her chair and logged in and then brought up the detailed diagnostic report. Almost everything checked out except for the faulty plasma generators and the resonator coil between decks 18 and 19 on the port side of the ship. Laurel sighed and requested that the necessary tools be moved into place and that her and Jake's cool suits be brought out of storage. The AI told her that the suits would be brought to her quarters shortly and then Laurel logged herself out once she verified that they were still drifting on course for the Minagoken system. Her and Jake then made their way back to their quarters to wait for their suits to arrive.

When Korica departed Laurel and Jake's quarters she was actually looking forward to having Tamaric massage her legs and back. She had really pushed herself this morning by performing her PT quals and then working out in earnest. She was a little nervous about allowing Tamaric to put his hands all over her body but she knew he wouldn't hurt her and he had promised not to do anything dirty so she was comfortable with the idea of being naked around him. So far he had never touched her when she was nude around him so she was pretty sure he would be a gentleman about it.

When she arrived at her quarters the door slid open and Tamaric was standing at the foot of the bed just stepping into his underwear. He pulled them up and looked at Korica and grinned and then he stood up straight and waited for her to step up to him. He gave her a quick hug and then he stepped back.

"If you still want me to give you a massage then go a head and get undressed while I brush my teeth and comb my hair, ok?"

"I still want you too. My legs and back hurt a little so I'm looking forward to it."

Tamaric grinned and nodded and then he stepped around Korica and headed toward the bathroom. Once the bathroom door slid shut Korica slid her shoes off and she pulled her shirt off and then she lifted her bra off and she set them on the foot of the bed and then she slid her pants down and stepped out of them and she picked them up and set them on the bed and she looked at her underwear and she wondered if Tamaric wanted her completely nude or not. She thought about it for a second and then she decided she would wait and let him tell her to take them off if he wanted. Korica climbed up on the bed on her hands and knees until she was up to the pillows and then she laid down on her stomach and moved her stuffed animal off the nearest pillow and she pulled the pillow out from under the covers and she plumped it up and then laid her head down on it.

Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom a few minutes later and he walked over to the bed and looked at Korica's rippling but smooth back. She had wonderful looking skin but she definitely had significant muscle tone that was always hidden by her clothes. She lifted her head, looked at Tamaric and grinned and set her head back down. He climbed up onto the bed and crawled over to her and he placed his hands on her back and she flinched and squeaked and Tamaric chuckled.

"Sorry, are my hands cold?"

"A little."

"I washed my hands in cold water." Tamaric said as he rubbed his hands together briskly to try and warm them up for her.

Tamaric looked Korica over and tried to figure out how to reach everything without hurting her. He swung his leg up over her back and straddled her and then scooted down so he was just above her hips and he reached up and placed his hands on her shoulders and he began kneading her shoulders softly at first and then he began using some firm pressure. Tamaric could see the goose bumps forming on her arms and he was pretty sure it wasn't because she was cold despite the fact she was practically nude.

"You tell me if I do anything that hurts ok?"

"I will. That feels wonderful Tamaric." Korica said as she closed her eyes and grinned big.

Tamaric lifted Korica's hair to the side and then he began massaging the base of her neck and she turned her head so her face was in the pillow and she looked down a little and Tamaric could feel some tension knots in her neck so he worked them out until they seemed to dissolve away. He then moved back to her shoulders and he kneaded them harder than before and Korica turned her head back sideways on the pillow and she let out a soft moan and Tamaric stopped and looked down at her face. She was grinning but her expression didn't look like the moan sounded and so he grinned and continued until her shoulder muscles felt supple with no more lumps. He then slid his hands up over her shoulders to her back and he started kneading her back muscles for a few minutes and then he gently lifted her arms so she slid them up so she was almost hugging her pillow. Now he could work all the way down to her sides. After a few minutes he could feel her purring very lightly. He could feel warm pulses of energy radiating from her every time her heart beat. He eventually scooted down so he was straddling her legs and he worked her lower back massaging out all of the tension lumps that he felt. He then looked at her butt and he wanted to work her gluteus muscles but it was going to be a little awkward with her underwear on so he moved down to her hips for a few minutes and then he scooted down further and he gently pushed her legs apart and he straddled her right leg while he massaged her left leg all the way down to her foot taking his time as he worked his way down. He then moved back up to her thighs and he massaged her left leg all the way down to her foot while straddling her right leg again taking his time as he made his way down her beautiful leg. He then sat down below her feet and he massaged the bottoms of her feet and worked his thumbs into the tops of her feet for several minutes. He then set her foot down and he wrapped his hands around her left leg and slid his hands up her leg right up to her underwear and he saw her hips thrust gently into the bed twice and her butt cheeks tightened up and he furrowed brow wondering if that actually excited her. He then slid his hands up over her rear end and up her back and that's when he noticed that her eyes were open and she looked dazed and her eyes were glassy as he slid his hands up over her shoulders and then down her arms to her hands. That's when she freaked out and yanked her hands out from under his and she lifted her head and looked up at him with a very serious look on her face.

"Don't restrain me like that Tamaric. I don't like it and I could hurt you if I really got scared and lost it."

"Sorry Darlin. I forgot you don't like to feel like you're being pinned. Was the rest ok?"

"It felt wonderful Tamaric." Korica said as she set her head back down. "That thing you did where you ran your hands up my leg? That felt¦intensely wonderful. I had a tingle that ran right up my spine and everything inside tensed up a couple of times."

Tamaric turned and sat down with his knee up sitting right next to her and he gently rubbed her back as he looked down her body all the way to her feet and back up to her beautifully round butt. Korica looked over at him admiring her and she sighed very lightly.

"You want me to take 'em off?" Korica said softly.

"Yes¦but we got things to do. I don't think you want to go where that would lead."

Tamaric removed his hand from Korica's back and he looked up at her pretty face and he smiled at her. He then looked away and swung his feet out toward the edge of the bed and he scooted forward until his feet were dangling in the floor. He then stood up and headed toward the front of the room to get a change of clothes. Korica rolled onto her back and stretched hard and then scooted down to the foot of the bed and she picked up her bra and placed it over her arms and then she put her arms up and worked it down around her and she pulled it down to her chest. She then picked up her shirt and pulled it over her head and then poked her arms through the sleeves and then she tugged it down at her waist. She then scooted off the end of the bed and stood up and straightened out her underwear and Tamaric stepped up right next to her and set his clothes down. Korica reached out and took his hand and pulled him against her and she engaged him in a warm kiss and then she gave him a pretty smile as she stroked his cheek.

"Thank you so much for being such a good guy Tamaric. You were a complete gentleman despite having a practically naked girl in your hands. I can't tell you how much it means to me to know you respect me that much."

"I love you darlin. I want to make you feel better not ravish you¦unless that's what you want me to do?"

"No. I love feeling your hands all over me and knowing I don't have to worry about what you're going to do to me."

"Ok. Anytime you want me to do this just ask ok?"

"I will now that I know how good you are at it. I feel so relaxed right now and my muscles don't hurt anymore."

The two then separated and Tamaric went about getting dressed and Korica picked up her pants and stepped into them and pulled them up over her hips and behind and then she put her shirt on and tucked her shirt in and then pulled it out just a bit so it sat loosely on her tummy and then she sat down to put her socks back on. Tamaric finished getting dressed at the same time and he sat down next to her and he slipped his socks on and then he put his hand on Korica's thigh.

"Is your frustration level any better?"

"Yes. Thank you. Your touch still¦does things to me but not like before."

"Good deal. You gunna get to work right away or should I start my lessons for the day?"

"No, let's go see what's going on with the plasma generators first. We need those operational."

"Ok."

Korica stood up and put her hand out to Tamaric and he stood up and took her hand and she stepped into her shoes as did he and then the two headed for the exit. They headed straight to the bridge where Mark and Tamaric's parents were. Clara and Liam were back working on the stasis chamber project and Mark was sitting at the navigation station going over the star charts. Korica stepped up to Mark and he put his arm around her waist and he gave her a gentle squeeze.

"Can you bring up the faulty generator locations for me?"

"Sure." Mark said with a grin.

Tamaric stepped up next to them and watched as mark brought up a diagram of the Future's deck layout and then he overlaid the faulty generator locations and then he tipped the diagram to a side on view. Korica looked at the diagram for a few moments and then she nodded and stood up straight as she had been leaning on the lower console.

"You know where that's at?" Mark asked.

"Yes. I've never actually been down there but I know where that is."

"Good girl. You call if you have any problems ok?"

"I will. Thanks Mark."

Tamaric then stepped over to his mother and father and he gave them each a hug and said goodbye and then he and Korica headed for the exit. They made their way to the transport compartment and when they entered they stepped over to the transport platform and when they stepped up onto it Korica touched the indicator for aft deck 17-fusion reactor. A few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing at the entrance to fusion reactor number 5. The door in front of them was slightly curved outward and had an X brace designed right into its shape and the door looked extremely heavy. They stepped down and Tamaric pointed at the door.

"Are we going in there?"

"No. I don't have the clearance to enter the fusion reactor control rooms. This just gets us closer to where we need to go than the elevators would without it taking a half hour. Come on."

Korica turned and headed around the transport support equipment that was housed in a freestanding gray plastic looking enclosure. They were looking down a fairly narrow corridor that only went thirty feet and then branched off right and left. Tamaric had no real idea of where he was in the ship except that he was aft somewhere under the antimatter reactors presumably. Korica walked them up to the intersection and on the right was the entrance to a stairwell. Korica had her palm scanned and the door popped and she pulled it open and she grunted as she pulled the door open and had to stick her butt out a little to get enough weight on the door to get it moving.

"Korica why is this door so damn heavy¦and the same with the entrance to the fusion reactor control room over there?"

"Because these are blast doors. If that reactor overloads and explodes this door is designed to keep the blast from racing down the stairwell and that intersection right there has a deflection wall that is designed to deflect the blast in two different directions to further dissipate the blast."

"That's a scary thought. What's the likelihood that could ever happen?"

"Next to zero. Even if the reactor overloaded it's real unlikely that it would get past the primary blast door unless the ship was being torn apart or something crazy like that.

This entire section is heavily reinforced everywhere just as a safety precaution."

Tamaric glanced at the huge looking blast door on the other side of the transport equipment and platform and he marveled at it for a few moments and then he stepped into the stairwell and Korica reached out and yanked on the door and once she got its bulk moving it swung easily until is slammed shut with a horrific bang that echoed up and down the stairwell. Korica then led the way down seven decks and she stepped up to the exit at deck 10 and she had her palm scanned and the door slid open and then she stepped out into a very narrow passageway. She turned left and headed toward another door and Tamaric was finding it hard to keep up with where they were. Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they were now looking forward relative to the ship down a claustrophobic looking passageway with pipes cutting across the corners of the opening so one would have to duck to avoid bonking their head and there were oval knee knocker openings every ten feet that one would have to step through. The knee knocker openings were part of the structural reinforcing in this section suggesting to Tamaric that they were very close to the outer hull and there was probably something very heavy right over the top of them. The light was very dim with all of the obstructions blocking the light from cascading down the five and a half foot wide passageway as one would expect.

Korica led Tamaric through several of the knee knockers and then she turned to a recessed cabinet and she placed her hand on the handle and waited until she heard a beep and then she turned the handle and pulled the cabinet door open. She reached in and grabbed an analyzer and handed it to Tamaric and then she pulled out a hand held diagnostic terminal and a floppy keyboard and then she closed the cabinet and turned the handle locking it closed. They then turned and kept walking another fifty feet and all of the obstructions disappeared and the passageway seemed much brighter and larger despite the continuing knee knockers every ten feet. Korica stepped into the middle of the next span between knee knockers and she set her diagnostic terminal and key board in the floor and then she turned facing the outer bulkhead and she started pressing thumb latches on an access panel and then she pulled the access panel out toward her and it swung down revealing a diagnostic port and above their heads was a strange looking beer keg shaped device that had dark blue twinkling light coming from the end of it and it had a black pie wedge shaped reinforcing plate over the bright blue twinkling end. Tamaric stepped closer and looked up into the opening with wonder in his eyes. Above the manifold he could see a huge hulking metal device that was behind a thick layer of what looked like clear glass but he was pretty sure it was something tougher than glass. Tamaric pointed at the device emitting the pretty twinkling light.

"What is that Korica?"

"That's the plasma exchanger manifold. Those pretty blue lights are supposed to be a bright white color and steady, not twinkling like that."

"So why is it doing that?"

"I don't know. That's what were here to check out."

"How the heck do you know all this stuff?"

"Neural suggested learning and my continuing ensign studies. This is basic stuff for an ensign to tell you the truth. We have to know a little bit about all of the systems on the ship but I was given an advanced understanding of a lot of things because my mind can absorb so much information."

Korica took the Analyzer from Tamaric and she plugged it into the analyzer port and then she let it hang there and then she picked up her diagnostic terminal and she plugged it into the diagnostic port and then she turned both on. She waited until both devices had booted up and then she plugged the analyzers other lead into the side of the diagnostic terminal and then she touched the blue button on the analyzer and it began pulling the coding from the generator and sending it through the diagnostic terminal. Almost immediately the diagnostic terminal identified a major problem. There was a missing line of code in the base operating code for the generators onboard sequencer.

"Oh that's not good." Korica said.

"What? What's wrong?"

"There's a missing line of code."

"Dummy here¦I don't know what that means."

"Sorry Tamaric, ah think of the lines of code like lines of instruction. It tells the plasma generator how to do its job and if an instruction is missing it just stops right there and goes no further. It has enough instructions to tell it how to shunt the plasma through the manifold but not what to do with it beyond that."

"So it isn't converting the plasma into energy?"

"No. It's sitting idle and just passing the plasma on to the next generator further down the line."

"So¦I'm sorry if I'm asking dumb questions here but¦how does a line of code just go missing from all the lines of code that tell this thing how to operate?"

"That's not a dumb question Tamaric. That's a really good question. I don't have any idea how that happens and I'm not an expert at writing the coding like Laurel is. I'm not completely sure how to fix this."

"But the generator itself is ok right?"

"I don't know. With it sitting idle there's no way to be sure unless we can get it to start processing plasma again." Korica rubbed her chin a few times and then looked up at Tamaric. "I need to ask Laurel about this."

Tamaric moved back and looked both ways and then he looked at Korica.

"Are there com panels down here?"

"No. Just at the exits to this passageway."

Korica thought about it for a minute and then it dawned on her that she doesn't need electronics to talk to Laurel. She waved Tamaric over closer and she told him to hold the diagnostic terminal for her and then she leaned back against the bulkhead behind her and she closed her eyes and reached out to Laurel.

"Mom can you hear me?' Korica thought.

She heard nothing and could just barley sense Laurel's presence because they were so far apart. Korica tried again and this time she pushed hard.

"Mom can you hear me?"

A few seconds later Korica felt Laurel's presence become very strong and then she heard Laurel in her mind as clear as if she had been standing right in front of her.

"I can hear you baby, what's the matter?"

"I've run into a problem with this auxiliary plasma generator. There is a missing line of code in its operating system. I don't know the coding well enough to rewrite the line of code properly."

"You shouldn't have to honey. In the data terminal should be a copy of the original operating system. Don't replace the entire operating system incase changes were made after it's installation, just run a comparison for missing lines of code when compared to the original operating system. You should be able to find the missing line based on its location¦or where it should be in system. Once you find the missing line of code you will need to type it in manually and then hit¦save to system¦that should do it."

"Ok, got it. Thanks mom, you're a genius."

"Thank you sweetie, so are you. Let me know if you have any other problems."

"Ok. I love you mom."

"Awe, I love you too Korica, with all my heart."

Korica then pulled back into her mind and opened her eyes and she realized she was smiling big and Tamaric was looking at her oddly with a grin on his face.

"Laurel gave me the answer and she told me that she loves me with all her heart."

"Ooh, that's nice that you guys can love on each other anytime you want like that."

Korica leaned forward and took the diagnostic terminal from Tamaric and she squatted down and laid it on her legs and then she plugged the floppy keyboard in and she typed in the query to show her the original operating system for the generator as identified by it's serial number from the analyzer. It only took a few seconds for the operating system to appear. The system asked if she wanted to install the operating system and she typed in no. She then asked for a comparative analysis to look for changes and missing lines of code from the original to the existing operating system. The display then said 'working¦'. Korica looked up at Tamaric and grinned.

"Laurel's a genius, I'm so glad she's our captain. I have a lot to learn before I could ever do her job."

"She knew exactly what to do?"

"Yep. The original operating system is stored in these diagnostic terminals. I just have to run a comparison to see what's missing and then when it identifies the missing line of code I just have to type it in manually."

"Did she know why it was missing in the first place?"

"I didn't ask her. At this point it doesn't really matter. We just have to get this hunk of junk back online."

The diagnostic terminal beeped and Korica looked down and grinned. There were seventy lines of code that deferred slightly form the original coding and there was one line of code absent and it was supposed to be right where the analyzer was identifying the missing line of code. Korica unplugged the keyboard and she plugged it into the data port on the generator processor and she looked at the line of code appearing as she typed until she had the whole line entered correctly, character for character and then she touched the 'save to system' icon and the code was saved into the permanent memory within the generator. There was a thud and the generator began to spool up and Korica grabbed the diagnostic terminal and keyboard and she stood up and watched the colors in the manifold turning from dark blue to sky blue to soft white and as the generator spooled up to a faster and faster speed the color became brilliant white and it stopped twinkling and became a steady white color.

"You did it! God you're amazing Korica."

"Thanks Tamaric. This was really a simple task once mom gave me the answer as to what to do. I should have been able to figure it out on my own."

"You're learning darlin. You can't know everything all at once. You'll know what to do the next time you run across this."

"I guess you're right."

Korica ran a diagnostic one last time now that the generator was up to speed and she found that it was working perfectly. It had a 98% power output which was well within tolerance so she shut the diagnostic terminal off and then she turned the analyzer off and she unplugged both and then the keyboard and she handed them off to Tamaric and then she closed up the access panel and secured all of the thumb latches and the noise of the generator was all but gone except for a very faint growl from behind the bulkhead. Korica then grabbed the diagnostic terminal by the handle and she grabbed the floppy keyboard and then she leaned over and kissed Tamaric's cheek.

"I'm really glad you're here Tamaric. Thank you for coming with me. You always know just what to say to cheer me up."

"I wouldn't want to be anywhere else darlin. It's my job to keep you happy right?"

"Right." Korica said with a smile.

"Where to now?" Tamaric asked.

"Uh¦"

Korica looked right and then left and then she looked down and tried to figure the best way to get to the other faulty generator. She looked to the left and nodded Tamaric in that direction and the two started climbing through more of the knee knockers until the came up to a passageway that led to the right toward the middle of the ship. They bent down under the huge orange and pink pipes that intersected the small opening and then they emerged into a passageway with no knee knockers but it was very narrow.

Korica led Tamaric down the narrow passageway until they reached a much wider cross-corridor. They turned left and walked thirty feet and turned right and walked another fifty feet and stepped up to a door leading to a stairwell. Korica had her palm read and the door slid open and they stepped in and climbed up two decks and then stepped up to the door, which had the number 12 stenciled above it. Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the two stepped out into yet another corridor. This corridor was very wide and spotlessly clean, as most of the ship was. Tamaric was completely lost as to where they were now. Korica took his hand and the two walked toward the starboard side of the ship for quite a distance and then they turned right down a much narrower passageway. They walked twenty feet and Korica stopped and set her diagnostic terminal down and then she laid the floppy keyboard on top of it and she reached out and pressed on the seemingly seamless wall and it moved in slightly and then when she pulled her hands back a tray slid out of the wall and above it up in the opening that the extending tray had revealed was the same sight as they had seen before. They were looking at the plasma exchanger manifold and on the tray were the data and diagnostic access ports along with a dizzying array of switches and lighted circuits. Tamaric stepped around to the other side of the tray opposite to Korica and he looked at the confusing circuits and control apparatuses and then he looked up at the plasma manifold and he could tell it was twinkling a dull white color and he remembered Korica saying that they were supposed to be a steady bright white color meaning something was definitely wrong with the way this plasma generator was working.

Korica reached her hand out and Tamaric handed her the analyzer and she plugged it in and turned it on and she pressed a button on the analyzer and a few of the circuit paths started to twinkle brightly and a few that had been dark turned red. Korica then bent down and picked up the diagnostic terminal and she plugged it into the diagnostic port and then she plugged the other lead from the analyzer into the side of the diagnostic terminal and she turned the diagnostic terminal on and she waited for it to boot up. When the small display finally came to life there were immediate indications of several alignment issues within the plasma generator. Tamaric watched what Korica was doing but had no idea what he was looking at.

"Korica, why does this generator look so much different than the other one?"

"Because the other one was an auxiliary generator to supplement the power on that side of the ship and this one is a primary plasma generator supplying power for this entire section of the ship."

"So this one produces more power?"

"Oh yah, somewhere around a hundred times as much. The other one is this one's baby brother by comparison."

"So what's wrong with this one?"

"Come here and I'll show you." Korica said waving Tamaric over.

Tamaric stepped around the extended tray and he stepped right up next to Korica and she turned sideways and pressed up against his back and pointed at the diagnostic display.

"You see all of those systems that are listed that are in red? Those are the systems that are out of alignment. Watch this¦"

Korica lifted the plug to the keyboard and she plugged it in up in the opening that the tray had retracted from. She then reached down and touched the first system that needed realigning which was listed as the magnetic restrictors. It blinked and a set of hexagonal hereticals appeared with a cross in the middle of them, one in red and one in white and they were off center from one another by a significant margin.

"Ok, you're going to align this for me."

Tamaric started to press back and Korica put her hand up on his back to stop him and chuckled.

"I shouldn't be messin with this Korica, I got no idea what the heck I'm doin."

"But I do. Relax Tamaric, I'll talk you through it. It's really not all that complicated."

Korica gently pushed him back up to the tray and then rubbed his back gently.

"Use the arrow keys there on the keyboard to move that red heretical right over the top of the white one until they are a perfect match."

Tamaric let out a breath and then reached up and put his fingers on the arrow keys and using small bumps of the keys, he moved the red heretical until the two hereticals were perfectly aligned.

"Now hit the enter key." Korica said.

Tamaric reached over and tapped the enter key and the hereticals blinked twice and the words 'alignment 100%' appeared. Tamaric grinned as the list of systems returned on the display and now the magnetic constrictors were in white instead of red.

"Cool! So an alignment is actually a physical realigning of mechanical components?"

"That's right. It's done electronically but you're affecting mechanical devices within the generator itself, things you could never actually get your hands close to."

"Can I try the next one?"

"Sure. Touch the next system that's in red and you should see the same exact thing that you just did."

Tamaric reached up and touched the primary control diaphragm and it blinked twice and then another set of hereticals appeared one on top of the other and they were badly out of alignment. Tamaric then reached over to the arrow keys and he gently bumped the arrow keys until he had the two hereticals perfectly aligned one on top of the other and then he touched the enter key and again the words 'alignment 100%' appeared for a moment and then the systems list returned and the primary control diaphragm was now listed in white.

"That's so cool. Can I do some more?"

"Go ahead and do my work for me. I'll just stand and watch."

Tamaric turned and looked at her to make sure she was kidding and she was grinning at him so he smiled and turned back to the display and touched the next system in red. This system was the decoupling coils and there were four of them. Tamaric looked at the five hereticals that appeared and he was a little confused at first. He then figured it out just by looking at the display for a few seconds.

"So I just align one at a time until they match the white heretical?"

"That's right. Just align one at a time and touch the enter key and it will move to the next one until you get all four of them aligned."

Tamaric reached up and bumped the arrow keys to see which heretical would move and it moved one of the hereticals way out of alignment in the wrong direction. He then bumped it in the opposite direction until it was right over the top of the white heretical and then he touched the enter key and that heretical turned white and then he moved back to the arrow keys and he bumped the arrow keys and another of the hereticals moved closer to alignment and he gently bumped it around until the alignment was perfect and then he touched the enter key and that heretical turned white. He repeated the process with the remaining two hereticals and the words 'alignment 100%' appeared and he smiled as the systems list returned now showing the decoupling coils in white. Tamaric then looked at Korica and grinned.

"Keep going?"

"Go ahead. There are only two systems left."

Tamaric turned back to the diagnostic terminal display and he touched the secondary pulse regulator controller and it blinked twice and then a blue heretical appeared and he furrowed his brow and looked at Korica.

"Why is it blue like that?"

"Because this is a real time alignment. You have to be really careful that you don't go the wrong way because it's adjusting regulator controller in real time."

"Maybe you should do this one."

"Ok."

Tamaric stepped back and Korica reached up and quickly bumped the arrow key and the heretical moved and the generator noticeably groaned and then there was a rhythmic thumping so she bumped the arrow key again and the generator made another groan and the thumping stopped and Tamaric looked at the opening and stepped away with a look of concern on his face. Korica grinned and kept gently bumping the heretical resulting in more noises from the generator until she had a perfect alignment. She then tapped the enter key and the words 'alignment 100%' appeared and then the list reappeared and Korica looked at Tamaric and chuckled out loud.

"You realize if this thing ignited we would be incinerated in a fraction of second even if we were hundreds of feet away let alone five feet away standing against that wall."

"That thing sounded like it didn't like what you were doing."

"It was just getting a fresh infusion of white hot plasma as we brought the system closer to proper alignment. You wanna align the last system?"

Tamaric nodded and smiled and stepped back over next to Korica and she turned sideways and let him step right up to the tray and then she stepped up behind him and leaned against him gently and slid her hand around to his tummy so she could watch what he was doing while holding onto him. He reached up and touched the stage three bypass oscillator and it blinked twice and then a red heretical appeared and Tamaric reached over and touched the arrow keys and he gently bumped the keys until he had a perfect alignment and then he tapped the enter key and the words 'alignment 100%' appeared and then the systems list reappeared and every system was now in white. Tamaric looked up at the plasma manifold and it was a steady bright white color making him smile. He went to step back and Korica stepped into him to stop him.

"You need to run a final diagnostic to make sure everything is operating within spec."

"I don't know how to do that."

"Touch that blue button on the analyzer and then plug the keyboard into the side of the diagnostic terminal and type in begin diagnostic."

Tamaric nodded and reached up into the opening and unplugged the keyboard and then he plugged it into the side of the diagnostic terminal and then he reached up touched the blue button on the analyzer and the circuits on the tray began to light up and twinkle rapidly and then he typed in begin diagnostic just as Korica had instructed him and then he tapped the enter key. The display read 'working¦' and so Tamaric stepped back and looked at Korica as she pulled her arm from around him.

"Thanks for letting me perform the alignment. That was really cool."

"You're welcome Tamaric. I'm glad you were here. You've made this kind of fun."

"How many of these things are there on the Future?"

"Oh geeze¦hundreds of 'em. I don't know the exact number off the top of my head. There are backup generators that sit idle all the time except when the AI performs an operational check on 'em to make sure they still work. Some of those backup generators kept you alive for a very long time when the Future was initially damaged."

The diagnostic terminal beeped and Korica stepped up to the tray and looked at the small display and then she looked up at the exchanger manifold and it was still a bright white color and steady. She then looked back at the display and Tamaric could tell she didn't like what she was seeing.

"What's wrong?" Tamaric asked.

"The generator is only operating at ninety-one percent efficiency. It should be at ninety-six or higher."

"Is there a way to fix that?"

"Yah¦I'm gunna increase the inlet pressure and see if that'll raise the output a little."

Korica touched the inlet pressure regulator from the systems list and it blinked twice and the operational pressure was shown with a blank box below it and she moved the keyboard plug from the diagnostic terminal back to the generators processor port up in the opening and then she touched the blank box and she typed in a new pressure setting that was 15 psi higher than the current setting and then she touched the 'save to system' icon and the generator made a very slight tone change as the plasma pressure entering the generator was increased. She then backed out of the screen and the overall operational efficiency of the generator was displayed and it was now at 97.4%. Korica grinned and then stepped back so Tamaric could see the display.

"See that's why we run a final diagnostic before unhooking everything."

"You're so smart Korica. I can't begin to tell you how impressed I am watching you work."

"Thanks Tamaric. I just know how to do my job is all."

Korica then reached up and unplugged the keyboard and then she turned off the analyzer and the diagnostic terminal and she unplugged them both and then she handed everything to Tamaric and then she stepped in front of the tray and she gave a good push and the tray began to retract into the bulkhead on its own. It drew in until it blended in seamlessly with the rest of the bulkhead and the noise from the generator completely disappeared. The passageway was now eerily silent. Korica then took the diagnostic terminal by its handle from Tamaric and the floppy keyboard.

"Korica, couldn't the AI perform this alignment using the servo drones?"

"Kind of. It really takes the subtle touch of a Human hand to get the alignments perfect but the AI could get the generator working so that it was producing power, just not at peak efficiency maybe. Now the auxiliary generator had to be fixed by a person. Something about the magnetic fields down in those passageways under the fusion reactor messes with the servo drones."

"Wait¦were we being radiated or something while we were down there?"

"No¦well sort of. We were being exposed to some strong magnetic fields but they aren't harmful to people, it just messes with the particle accelerators that the servo drones use to create power and the gravitational fields that they float on. I wouldn't take you anywhere that would make you sick Tamaric."

"Kay. What do we do with this diagnostic equipment?" Tamaric asked holding up the analyzer.

"We have to put it back where we got it. I told you, the servo drones can't go down there to put it away for us."

"Ok. You'll have to lead the way cause frankly I got no idea where we are or how to get back down there."

"It's ok, I know right where we are. You wanna take a different rout down there?"

"Sure."

Korica smiled and walked past Tamaric and headed further down the passageway heading aft. She then took a left and headed toward the starboard side of the ship for a short distance until she came up to a stairwell. She had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped into the stairwell and then they climbed down three decks and exited the stairwell into a wide corridor. Korica led Tamaric around several corners and down some fairly long corridors and to his surprise into another stairwell and they climbed up one deck and stepped out of the stairwell and now Tamaric recognized where they were. They made their way to the door leading to the claustrophobic passageway with all of the pipes protruding and knee knockers every ten feet. Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and then she led the way up to the recessed cabinet and she took a hold of the handle and waited until she heard a beep after it read her finger prints. She then twisted the handle and pulled the cabinet open and they put the diagnostic equipment away and then Korica closed the cabinet and pointed back the way they had come from and Tamaric turned around and led the way right up to the door and Korica reached around his shoulder and had her palm scanned and she kissed his cheek and smiled at him and the two stepped out of the cramped passageway. They made their way back to the stairwell and Korica had her palm scanned again and the two stepped in after the door slid open and climbed all the way up to deck 25 and when they stepped out into the corridor, which was so long that the other end vanished into a pin point, Tamaric now knew exactly where he was.

The two of them took each other's hands and made the long walk to the interactive data core control room entrance and Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped in and stepped up onto the transport platform and Korica touched the indicator for the command deck when the free floating map appeared and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they both disappeared.

Laurel and Jake sat on the bed next to one another and Laurel set the side of her head on the point of Jake's shoulder and she slid her hand under his and interlaced her fingers through his and he wrapped his fingers around the back of her knuckles and gave her hand a gentle squeeze while looking at her hand as she squeezed his back.

"I'm so in love with you Jake."

"I love you too Laurel."

"I wanted thank you for keeping me so¦content and fulfilled. You're so good at what you did this morning that I don't mind us not making love to each other for now."

"Thanks babe. It helps that I can feel what you're feeling so I know when it's getting good and exactly what I need to do to make you come super hard and long."

"I just never knew that it would feel so amazing to have a man go down on me. I can't believe I thought it was disgusting and something I didn't want done to me when you first asked if you could."

"I'm just glad that I can satisfy you for now Laurel. I'm so damn lucky to have someone that's so gorgeous into me like you are."

"Awe, thanks Jake."

Laurel lifted her head as the main door slid open and a servo drone floated into the room carrying Laurel and Jake's cool suits. They both stood up and the servo drone floated right up to them. Laurel let go of Jake's hand and took the cool suits and set them on the bed. Jake stepped to the front of the room and opened the recessed compartment next to the viewer and he pulled out their heated work boots and then he closed the compartment and walked back over to the bed where Laurel was slipping her shoes off. He set their boots in the floor and they both got undressed down to their underwear and then put their suits on and turned them on making them shrink up to fit them snuggly. They then put their boots on and plugged the cool suits into them. They then headed for the exit to make their way to the faulty resonator coil.

Laurel and Jake walked down to the transport compartment and stepped in and then walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Laurel reached back and touched the indicator for the med deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform at the end of the med deck corridor. Jake stepped down and Laurel looked him over and grinned a little as she thought his cool suit was very unflattering on him. Jake stopped and grinned and waited for Laurel to step up next to him and he took her hand and the two walked side by side toward the pressure door just beyond med bay 1.

"Thanks babe, theses things do nothing for your amazing figure either."

"I didn't mean any insult, I just like your butt and I can't make it out clearly when you're wearing that thing."

"I know the feeling."

They walked to the pressure door and Jake unsealed the door and pulled it open and the two of them stepped through it and then closed and sealed the door behind them. They then made the long walk to the stairwell all the way at the end of the corridor. They stepped up to the door and it slid open for them and they stepped into the stairwell and then began the climb up to deck 19, 8 decks above them. When they stepped out into the corridor on deck 19 their tools were waiting for them right beside the access hatch to the crawl space between the primary and secondary inner hull. Laurel stepped up to the hatch and she spun the hand wheel and unsealed the hatch then she retrieved the dogging wrench from the toolbox drawer and undogged the hatch and lifted it out of the hole and set it off to the side in the floor. Laurel then stepped over to the toolbox and unlatched it and lifted it open. She then looked at Jake.

"Will you hand the tools down to me?"

"Of course, you don't even need to ask Laurel. Just think about what you need and I'll bring it down to you."

Laurel smiled at him and then turned to the hole in the bulkhead and she poked her head in to see how cold it was and she was shocked when it was actually fairly comfortable in the space. She then remembered that with the shield running the cold of space was insulated away from the hull and the warm energy from the interior of the ship was bled into the reactive hull plating warming the void between the primary and secondary inner hull. She pulled her head back out and looked at Jake.

"It must be sixty eight in there. We're gunna roast in these things."

"So don't turn the heat on silly. You'll be glad you have that thing on if you bump the outer hull."

"I don't plan on getting anywhere near the outer hull. That reactive hull plating scares the crap out of me."

Laurel then turned around and poked her head in the hull and dove down into the hull and Jake grinned as she curled down into the hole and her suit pulled tight on her behind. Jake then heard Laurel's voice echoing up out of the hole as her feet slipped into the hole and disappeared.

"Thank you Jake but let's keep our minds on the job."

Jake grinned and grabbed the analyzer and kneeled down at the hole and stuck his head in and looked down just as Laurel arrived at the resonator coil housing and turned herself around so she had her head pointing up toward him. He thought it was a little comical the way her hair was floating all over the place behind her. Laurel began unsnapping the thumb latches to the cover plate until she had them all open and then she gently pulled the cover plate away and moved it to the side and gently let go of it so it would sit relatively still. She then opened the diagnostic panel and turned the small display contained within it on and she looked up at Jake.

"Coming down." Jake said.

He pulled his head out of the hole and poked his arm in with the analyzer in his hand and he gave a gentle pushing toss downward and then he poked his head back in and he watched the analyzer float down to Laurel and she reached out and grabbed it and then she pulled herself down in front of the diagnostic panel and she plugged the analyzer in and turned it on. The display immediately indicated that the coding was being analyzed. It took a few moments to complete with no anomalies registered. Laurel realized she was going to have to check the gravitational balancer circuit but she couldn't do that with the analyzer alone. She looked up and she was just about to ask Jake to toss down the diagnostic terminal when she saw it poked into the hole above her and begin slowly floating down toward her. She reached out and grabbed it when it came close enough and she maneuvered herself back into position and then she plugged the diagnostic terminal in and she turned it on and then waited for it to boot up.

Once the terminal was up and running Laurel began going through the system parameters until she came to the gravitational balancer circuit. The diagnostic terminal indicated a loss of power in the primary rectifier for the first stage buffer. She looked up and just as she was about to call out to Jake she got the strangest sense that Korica was calling out to her. She closed her mouth and looked around as if she were going to see her floating somewhere nearby. She smiled at her own silly notion and she reached out and took a hold of the resonator coil housing and she closed her eyes and reached out to Korica and as she did she felt a tingle in her tummy and she heard Korica very clearly asking if she could hear her.

Jake sensed Korica very distinctly all of a sudden and he could hear Laurel's side of the conversation in his mind and he poked his head into the hole and looked down at her and he smiled. He thought it was sweet that she would stop what she was doing to talk with her. Jake put his arms up on the edge of the hole and watched Laurel floating motionless while she talked with Korica and then Laurel let out a huge smile and then opened her eyes and blinked a few times and looked up at Jake and he saw a tear float out of the corner of her eye and bobble away and he grinned at her.

"She loves you so much Laurel." Jake thought.

"I know. We're so blessed to have such a sweet girl to call our daughter. Will you tell the AI that we need a rectifier for the first stage buffer?" Laurel thought in return.

Jake nodded and pulled his head out of the hole and he stepped over to the com panel next to the stairwell door and he touched it and when it lit up he touched the AI hale icon and a few seconds later the AI responded.

"Yes commander. How may I be of assistance?"

"Laurel has identified the problem within the resonator coil assembly. We need a new rectifier for the first stage buffer."

"Understood. I will have one brought up from storage. It should only take a few minutes to get it to you."

"Ok, thank you."

Jake stepped back over to the hole and poked his head into the hole and looked down at Laurel.

"The parts are on the way." Jake called out.

Jake winced at how his voice echoed sharply overlapping his own words making it difficult to understand him.

"Try not to speak out loud Jake. It's too hard to understand you with how things echo in here." Laurel thought. "I need a fourteen millimeter wrench and a slot head screwdriver so I can open the casing."

Jake pulled his head out of the hole and stood up reached into the toolbox and grabbed a 14 mm wrench and a slot head screwdriver. He then moved back over to the hole and he gently sent the tools down to Laurel one at a time and she put the tool she wasn't working with at the moment in her pocket and used the other to open the access panels on the resonator coil housing so she could access the internal components. She then called up to Jake for each tool she needed as she disassembled the buffer section. When she finally got to the rectifier circuit she pried the rectifier out of its socket and held it up and looked at it for a moment. It occurred to her that such a tiny component that would fit in the palm of her hand could prevent something the size of the Future from reaching its top speed optimally and it seemed ironic. One small thing can affect the greater whole by not doing its job properly. It reminded her how important she is just being one person among thousands. If she doesn't do her job properly people could die, such as what happened to poor Tamaric, or the Future might never reach the Milky Way.

Laurel sighed and tried not to feel overwhelmed by how much pressure was on her shoulders to keep everyone alive and to get them home. She was just a young girl carrying the hopes of everyone for a safe ride to the Milky Way. Laurel pushed the thought aside and clawed her way up to the hole where Jake had his head sticking through the hole. She pulled the rectifier out of her pocket and handed it to Jake. He took it from her and moved back and looked at it while Laurel held herself in place behind the hole.

"This little piece of crap is what went wrong?" Jake asked.

"Yep, that's it. Without that functioning the entire primary buffer circuit won't work."

Jake sensed movement behind him and turned around quickly and saw a servo drone floating up with a new rectifier in its manipulator claw. Jake took the new rectifier and handed it to Laurel and then he handed the defective rectifier to the servo drone and it turned and floated away down the corridor. Jake turned around and Laurel was already gone on her way back down to the resonator coil assembly. Jake then slid into the hole and floated down to Laurel and she looked up at him and grinned. He floated up to her and she handed him a handful of screws and bolts to hand to her as she worked. It took her fifteen minutes to get the rectifier circuit reassembled and the access panel closed and then she ran another diagnostic and this time everything checked out perfect. She shut down and unhooked the analyzer and diagnostic terminal and handed them to Jake and then she maneuvered the cover panel for the resonator coil housing into place and she began snapping the thumb locks closed. Once it was closed up the two of them clawed their way up out of the void and into the corridor.

Laurel then lifted the hatch into place and then spun the hand wheel securing the hatch in place and then she grabbed the dogging wrench and she secured the dogs around the circumference of the hatch sealing it closed tightly. They then put their tools and diagnostic equipment away and closed the toolbox marking the end of their job. Laurel unzipped her cool suit down to the middle of her chest and Jake just looked at her for a moment and then grinned as her suit adjusted and pulled tight against her body revealing a good portion of her bra. Laurel sensed what Jake was thinking and she looked down and grinned and then looked back at him.

"We're practically alone on this ship Jake and I'm hot as hell in this thing. I don't care what you can see."

Jake chuckled and shrugged his shoulders and then the two of them stepped across the corridor into the stairwell and began climbing back down to deck 11. When they emerged from the stairwell they walked down the corridor to the pressure door, which they opened and then stepped through and sealed behind them. They then walked over to the transport platform and transported up to the command deck. They stepped down form the transport platform and exited the transport compartment and made their way to their quarters where they got changed back into their uniforms. They then made their way over to the bridge. Laurel offered a warm smile to Mark and the Reynolds as she stepped up to her chair and pulled her right display in front of her and logged in.

Laurel checked on the readiness of the main engines and she could see that they would be ready in ten minutes. She had another diagnostic run on the gravitational propulsion system and it only took a few seconds to return a perfect result. They were now ready to travel faster than light under manual control once the main engines were brought online. She then brought up the internal sensors to see where Korica and Tamaric were and she found them making their way across the stern of the ship toward the interactive data core control room. She sighed and grinned. Korica had obviously finished her work and they were heading toward the transport platform via the long route.

Jake made his way over to the auxiliary systems station and he checked on the power levels throughout the ship and he found that system wide power levels were now 3% higher than before. Korica had made a significant improvement in the power available. Laurel then got up and walked over to the Reynolds to see how their work was coming while they waited for Korica and Tamaric to return to the command deck. Clara showed Laurel the progress so far on the physical construction of the chamber on deck 3 and then she explained the control processor that her and Liam were in the process of building out. It was far more complex than Laurel had ever imagined would be necessary but she understood that so was the Human body and the mind both of which needed to be controlled at the most baser level and then synchronized to another. Jake ended up walking over and joining Laurel as well as Mark when they heard the contents of the discussion going on.

It was a few minutes later that Korica and Tamaric stepped onto the bridge. They stepped over to everyone standing by Clara and Liam and Korica grinned at them all. Clara got to her feet and stepped up to Tamaric and hugged him briefly and stroked his head.

"Korica let me align the plasma generator mom. It was so cool. There were these octagonal heretical sights with a cross hair in the center of 'em just like what you'd see on a weapon and I had to align 'em to adjust the generator."

Clara looked at Korica with a grin and Korica smiled and nodded.

"It's true, he performed almost the whole alignment while I watched what he was doing and instructed him on exactly what to do."

"That's wonderful Tamaric. I'm glad you had a good time. Are you ready to begin your lessons for the day now?"

"Yes. Korica is going to have to take the rest of her PT quals in the gardening ring anyways so we can't exactly hang out together."

Tamaric then stepped through everyone and took a seat at science station number 4 and he logged himself in and pulled out an earpiece from under the console and he began his lessons to his mother's delight. She liked seeing her boy furthering himself by expanding his knowledge. She sat back down and continued explaining to everyone what her and Liam were doing in a much quieter voice so as not to disturb Tamaric working fifteen feet away. When Clara was done Laurel thanked Clara and Liam for all that they were doing and then the crew went back to their stations. Laurel then called out to the AI.

"Future, are we ready to engage all engines at full power?"

"Yes captain. All six engines are available via manual control. The automation center should be ready to be brought back online in another two hours."

"Korica will you do the honors of taking us up to light speed times five please?" Laurel asked grinning at her.

"Eye captain." Korica said with a big smile on her face.

"Jake will you give thruster and engine controls to Korica's station please."

"Eye captain." Jake said.

Jake condensed all of his engine and thruster controls to a single icon and then he brought up a schematic showing all of the bridge stations and he slid the icon over to the navigations station and then he touched send and the icon appeared on Korica's lower console display. She then touched the icon and expanded the controls and tied them into the helm controls. She then looked over at Jake and nodded and he turned back around and brought the antimatter reactors online and the power all over the ship surged to life. Korica then plotted the Minagoken system for navigation and she engaged the engines and slid the power up to full power. The Future began accelerating rapidly and Korica kept making subtle course corrections to keep them right on course until the Future reached 95% the speed of light and then she engaged the gravitational wave guides and the gravity well began to form ahead of the Future and then it spread out and drifted back until it encased the entire ship. They Future jumped past the speed of light and the stars and galaxies visible drew into long streaks at the periphery of the viewer. Korica kept her fingers on the helm controls to keep their course true until they reached five times the speed of light. She then reduced the engine power to 70%, which was just enough to hold their speed without further acceleration.

Mark scanned the space ahead to insure that there was still nothing along their course but the space they were traveling through was still completely devoid of anything to his relief. It was only ten minutes later that the AI alerted Mark to the fact that the obstacle course was completed in the gardening ring. Mark logged off and stepped over to Korica and placed his hand on her shoulder.

"You ready to do this Korica?"

"Yes sir, I'm ready."

"You know the two parts of the PT quals are supposed to be administered over a two day period?"

"I know. That's based on Human endurance levels. I don't want to sound arrogant but I have superior endurance and energy reserves."

"Ok then, let's do this."

"Jake will you take the helm please?" Laurel asked.

Jake got to his feet and stepped over next to Korica and as she stood up he sat down and put his hands on the helm controls. Tamaric then leaned back in his seat.

"Good luck Korica."

"Thanks Tamaric. I'll see you this afternoon."

Tamaric waved at her and smiled and then watched her cute tush as her and Mark headed for the exit and then he went back to his lessons once she stepped out of the bridge. Mark and Korica stepped out into the corridor and Korica looked up at him.

"Thank you for taking the time to do this for me Mark."

"You got it Korica. You deserve this opportunity to prove that you have what it takes to be our first extraterrestrial and youngest officer ever. I believe in you."

"Awe, thanks Mark."

The two of them then stepped into the transport compartment to make their way down to deck 1. Laurel waited until Korica and Mark were gone and then she told Jake that she was going to go down to the bio genetics lab for an hour or two in order to check on the sequencing that she had running before the modifications were begun. Jake nodded without looking away from the navigation displays and Laurel turned and headed for the exit. She then headed down the corridor to the transport compartment and transported down to the med deck and then made her way up to the research deck via the stairs.

Jake kept piloting the ship manually until just before noon when the AI called out to him.

"Commander, I am ready to bring the automation center online but we must shut the propulsion system down in order to do that."

"Roger that Future."

Jake reached up and slid the power to the engines down to zero and initiated the shutdown procedure, which took the antimatter reactors down to minimal power dissipating the gravity well resulting in a substantial reduction in their forward speed. Jake then took the helm controls offline completely leaving them drifting at just below 3.5 times the speed of light.

"Ok Future, go ahead and do what you have to do."

"Understood."

All of the stations on the bridge except for the science station shut down for a few moments and then came back online. Jake leaned back and waited to see if everything worked as expected. The navigation station reinitialized and the plotting for the Minagoken system was entered and then laid in and it took this time. The propulsion system then came online and the main engines throttled and then the antimatter reactors were brought up to 80% and the gravity well reformed and then the negative matter core ramped up and began dumping ever greater impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well just as the engines were reduced to 2%. The space dead ahead distorted and twisted and then a white line formed and descended from the top of the event Future toward the bottom of it and then it twisted and distorted and then expanded forming a bright white tunnel of light with smooth rolling edges that were fluorescing a brilliant and beautiful blue and green color. The main engines then throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel of light and it collapsed behind them further boosting her speed.

The Future accelerated rapidly until she reached 52.25 times the speed of light and then the engines throttled down to 70% holding their speed. After a few minor course corrections there was a gentle tone heard indicating that the ideal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automated controls. The indicated time to cover the distance to the Minagoken system was 23.77 hours.

"I have complete control once again commander. Thank you for the hard work you have all done to make the modifications a success."

"You're welcome Future. I'm glad we didn't let you down."

"You are a remarkable group of people and I am honored to have you all serving as my command crew. I will take us five hundred light years and then stop for a fourty-five minute cool down. I will then take us the rest of the way to the Minakogen system. Following another cool down we will make our way down into the atmosphere of Minagoken ten to collect the atmospheric gasses needed."

"That sounds like a plan. Should we reimplement the twenty-four hour watch?"

"Yes. I need someone to monitor the systems when we enter and exit hyperspace."

"Ok. I think it was my watch so I'll take the first shift tonight."

"Understood. We should make our first stop at approximately twenty-one thirty three."

"Ok."

"Korica and Mark are exiting the gardening ring having completed Korica's PT qualifications and Laurel has sensed Korica's excitement so she is also on her way toward the transport platform on deck eleven."

"Are you saying Korica passed?"

"Yes. It was not easy for her and she is exhausted but she passed after traversing the obstacle course three times and making the run twice. She would not stop until she passed despite Mark's pleas for her to stop and try again tomorrow."

"She's driven like that. I'm glad to hear she made it in the end though."

"If I might suggest, she will want to take a shower and then I will officially promote her to full ensign and issue her a security clearance upgrade and subordinate command codes and then she needs to eat to rebuild her strength and I would suggest letting her get some rest after that. She might not want to lie down but you and Laurel should insist that she get some rest."

"Ok. I'm gunna go meet Korica as she comes out of the transport compartment of that's alright?"

"I will permit it. Clara and Liam have proven themselves trust worthy and I can monitor what they are doing."

Jake leaned forward and logged himself out and the giant viewer showing a composite view of the space ahead blinked out and all of the workstations went dark leaving only the science stations active. Jake then got up and walked over to the door and when it slid open he stepped out and made his way down the corridor toward the transport compartment and just as he got close the door slid open and Mark and Korica stepped out of the transport compartment. Korica's face was red and she was sweating heavily and her hair was a little matted with sweat but she smiled big. Jake stepped up to her to hug her and she stopped him looking down at her sweat-drenched shirt and Jake told her he didn't care. He was proud of her and wanted to hug her to congratulate her.

Korica allowed him to hug her briefly and then she stepped back and she looked down the corridor and saw Tamaric stepping out of the bridge. She waited for him to walk up to her and she took his hand and smiled at him brightly.

"I did it Tamaric."

"I'm so proud of you Korica. It looks like it wasn't easy though."

"It was way harder than I expected. The part in the gym was easy cause I workout twice a day but the stuff in the gardening ring was like nothing I've ever tried to do before. I kept falling off the obstacles and taking to long to get over 'em all. I had to complete the course in ten minutes, which was really hard with all the stuff I had to climb up and on and over. Then I took too long the first time I tried to make the run. Mark was nice enough to run it the second time with me to set my pace so I could make a seven-minute mile average."

"You poor thing. I'm sorry it was so tough."

"It's ok. Mark warned me that it would be and that he couldn't go easy on me."

Laurel stepped out of the transport compartment at that point and Korica turned around and smiled at her. Laurel stepped up to her and then noticed her flushed face and sweat covered hair and shirt so she didn't grab her in a hug like she so desperately wanted to. She just took her free hand and smiled at her warmly.

"Congratulations Korica. You earned this¦ensign Prentor."

"Thank you mom. I'm going to go get cleaned up and then we can all have lunch together ok?"

"Ok, go ahead sweetheart."

Korica turned to Tamaric and kissed his cheek and then let go of his hand and made her way to the showers. Jake then stepped up to Laurel and conservatively hugged her and kissed her cheek since everyone was watching and they all headed for the bridge to get Clara and Liam. Jake asked how Laurel's work went and she didn't say a word, she just shook her head no and looked down for a moment. Jake decided not to press further for now. Things obviously hadn't gone well with her experiments.

They all stepped through the door onto the bridge and Laurel stepped up to her chair and sat down and pulled her right display in front of herself and logged in. The entire bridge came to life and she looked up at the giant viewer and she grinned at the sight before her. She looked at her display and checked their relative position and they were right on course for the Minagoken system. She ran a quick check on all of the systems to satisfy herself and when she was sure everything looked perfect she logged herself out putting the bridge back to sleep. Laurel then pushed her display aside and stood up.

"Clara, Liam will you join us for lunch?"

They both stopped what they were doing and looked at Laurel and nodded with a warm grin. They saved their work and then logged themselves out and stood up and Laurel put her hand on Tamaric's shoulder.

"Did you log yourself out Tamaric?"

"Yes mam, I did."

"Good boy. It's really important that you always remember to do that anytime you step away from an active station that you have yourself logged into."

"Korica taught me about that. I'll remember, I promise."

"Ok, let's go get some lunch in you."

Tamaric nodded and Laurel stepped down from the platform her chair is mounted on and they all headed for the exit. They stepped out into the corridor once the door slid open and they walked down to the mess hall and had a seat at the round table to wait for Korica.

Korica took her shower and then made her way to her quarters and got changed into a fresh uniform and then she brushed her hair out and then exited her quarters. She saw the light spilling out of the mess hall so she assumed everyone must have been sitting down to lunch already. She stepped around the corner into the mess hall and everyone got to their feet to greet her. She got hugs from everyone and many congratulations and then she sat down with Tamaric. The menus were already on the table so everyone ordered their meals and then stepped over to the dispensers to get their preferred drinks. When they all sat back down at the table Jake decided to take the AI's recommendation to heart.

"Korica, after we eat there is a quick ceremony that will take place on the bridge in which you will be officially promoted to full ensign and after that I want you to take the rest of the afternoon to get some rest ok?" Jake said.

"Uh¦ok. Are you sending me to my room?" Korica asked with a smile.

"I guess you could put it that way. You're of course free to do as you like but the AI thinks you need some time to recover your strength and I happen to agree. Aren't you tired?"

"Yah, I guess I am. I'll try and get some rest."

"Thank you Korica. I'm just thinking of you're well being."

"I know, thanks dad."

"You do realize that your pay is going to be significantly increased now?"

"I hadn't even thought about it. I was being paid before?"

"Of course. Most of what you were being paid was room and board but you were definitely earning money as well."

"So¦what am I going to be making?"

"Six thousand a month plus room and board is what an ensign earns."

"I don't quite understand what I'm supposed to be spending money on though."

"You're right in that right now there really isn't anything to spend your money on but that will change in the future. Eventually you'll be expected to support the community by purchasing your own food and clothes and whatever your children need or want. You reward others for working to produce the things you want or need."

"What about all the money I brought from the Farqua station?"

"That gives you a genuine fortune since the gems can only be found in this galaxy so they are exceptionally rare and will be thought of as very valuable but the credit chits will probably only carry intrinsic value and not much actual monetary value unless we decide to implement a similar credit system¦which wouldn't be a bad idea to tell you the truth. You'll still have more than enough money to take care of yourself and Tamaric for a very long time."

"Well I'm not in the civilian corps to get rich. I don't really care about the money. I just want to serve the Future and my fellow Human benefactors to repay everything that has been done for me."

"That's very noble and mature of you Korica."

The meals began to show up at that point. The servo drones slid the plates up on the table and everyone set in to eating their lunch. Tamaric was a little surprised at how much food Korica had ordered, but he assumed she had burned through a lot of energy performing her PT quals. Her plate resembled a full dinner meal rather than an afternoon meal with a plate of cubed up mixed fruit on the side. When the meals were consumed everyone sat and listened to Korica describe what she went through during her PT test and then they all got up and made their way to the bridge.

Everyone stepped over by Laurel's chair and the AI told Korica to step over to the palm scanner that flipped out of the bulkhead by the com panel at the entrance to the bridge. Korica stepped over to the palm scanner and placed her right hand on the scanner and the AI addressed her.

"It is my honor to recognize your hard work and outstanding character by officially promoting you to the rank of full ensign in the united Earth Forces civilian corps with all the rights and responsibilities that go along with said rank. Your security clearance is here by upgraded to a level three clearance and you are going to be issued a subordinate command code. There are now areas within the Future that you will have access to that you were completely unaware existed before and so you will need to study up on those areas so that you understand what those areas conceal. Please read the command code that will appear momentarily in the com panel and remember it well. Due to the mixed company on the bridge at this time, I cannot speak it aloud and I cannot give it to you should you forget it. You must commit it to memory so you will never forget it. Congratulations ensign Korica Prentor. You have worked very hard to achieve this milestone and I cannot think of anyone more deserving."

"Thank you Future."

Korica pulled her hand from the palm scanner and stepped over in front of the com panel and her new subordinate command code appeared and she stared at it for a few seconds trying hard to commit it to memory. The white characters read '11869 Baker Alpha 4'. Once Korica was sure she had the code devoted to memory she touched the com panel and the command code disappeared. Korica then turned back toward everyone and Tamaric was the first to step up to her and hug her tightly.

"You continue to amaze me Korica. Congratulations."

"Thanks Tamaric."

Tamaric then stepped back and Laurel stepped up to Korica and hugged her and kissed the side of her head.

"Congratulations honey. You worked so hard for this and I couldn't be more proud of you and the strong and capable woman you have proven yourself to be."

"Thank you mom¦I mean captain."

Jake then stepped up to her and squeezed her tightly.

"You are such an incredible young woman Korica. You make me very proud to call myself your dad and your friend."

"Thank you Jake."

Mark then stepped up to her and gave her a warm hug and stroked the side of her head.

"You deserve this little one. I'm happy to see your dreams coming true."

"Thank you Mark. I couldn't of done this without you."

Clara then stepped up to Korica with a big smile on her face and she gave her a warm hug.

"Congratulations deary. You really are something special and I'm very proud of you. Making ensign at your age is just unheard of and truly amazing."

Liam then stepped up to Korica and hugged her as well.

"Congratulations darlin. I'm amazed to see someone so young be so driven to succeed. Tamaric is so lucky to have you as his girl Korica. With you as his inspiration he's destined for great things."

"Awe, thank you Liam. I still consider myself to be the lucky one to have him."

"Ok ensign¦" Laurel said. "The rest of the day is yours but I hope you'll take your dad's suggestion and get some sleep or at least take it easy and let your muscles recover."

"I will. My arms and legs hurt so I don't particularly want to be walking around or doing much of anything. I promise to take it easy and get some rest."

"Good girl."

"Tamaric have you finished your lessons for the day?" Korica asked looking right at him.

"No, I got started late so I still have a couple of hours left until I'll be done."

"Will you come to my quarters and hang out with me when you get finished?"

"There's nowhere else I would rather be."

"Cool! I'll see you later then."

Korica then turned and stepped through the door when it slid open and she made her way down the corridor to her quarters. When the door slid open and the lights came up she stepped in and as soon as the door slid shut she slowly walked over to her bed and slid her shoes off and then slowly turned around and sat down slowly letting out a long breath as she sat down. Her legs hurt like mad and her arms and shoulders felt weak and ached something awful. She had kept a strong face on around everyone but she was actually in a lot of pain. She laid back on the bed and the bend it put to her legs was uncomfortable. She sat up a little and scooted back until her legs were completely on the bed. She then turned herself so her feet were pointing at the foot of the bed and she laid back gently and relaxed. She could tell she really pushed herself hard today. She had no idea the obstacle course and ten mile run would be so difficult to complete in the time given nor that she would have to attempt both so many times in order to pass. She was starting to think that she should have listened to Mark when he asked her to wait until tomorrow when she first fell off the walking beam from three feet in the air having almost completed the obstacle course.

Korica sighed and just wanted to do as Jake suggested and get some rest. She looked over at the light controls and she didn't want to move to reach over and slide them down so she could try and get some sleep maybe. She then thought about the com panel by the door so she could contact the AI but she knew the AI didn't monitor her quarters and that was way further away than the light controls. She frowned and then the light came on in her head. She reached up behind her ear and tapped her cranial transmitter on.

"Future can you hear me?"

"Yes Korica, I hear you loud and clear."

"Can you please reduce the lights in my quarters for me?"

"Right away." As the lights reduced in intensity to a warm and soft glow the AI spoke to her. "Is there a problem with the light controls in your quarters? I can send a service drone to repair them immediately if that is the case."

"No, they work fine as far as I know. Please don't tell the others but I'm really sore. I just don't want to move."

"Would you like something for the discomfort?" The AI asked through the com panel.

"No, I don't want any drugs. I don't like how they affect my mind." Korica said as she reached up and tapped her cranial transmitter off.

"Understood. I can send a drone to give you a gentle massage. It will help increase the blood flow to speed the healing of your strained muscles."

"I was going to have Tamaric do that."

"No offense to Tamaric and your fondness for his touch but he is not a masseuse, he could actually make things worse if he bruises your muscles by applying to much pressure to overworked muscles."

"I hadn't thought about that. Alright¦do I have to get undressed?"

"Yes. Please remove everything and get comfortable in the middle of your bed on your back."

"Ok. Just don't¦I don't want anything additional stimulated so don't let the servo drone touch me there or even ask."

"Understood. Keep your feet far apart when the service drone is massaging your groin tendons and thighs and there should be no danger of your genitals being contacted by accident."

"If it's an accident I don't care I just don't want to be rubbed down there on purpose unless it's by Tamaric."

"I completely understand. I am actually glad to hear that you want his touch in an intimate manner. It tells me that you have grown beyond the abuse that was visited on you."

Korica grimaced as she lifted her hips and slid her pants down sitting up in the process until she slid them off her feet with her underwear rolled up in the waistband of her pants at the same time. She then flopped back down and waited for the burning to ease up.

"I would have never thought that I would ever want a boy to touch me like I want Tamaric touching me. I'm completely comfortable with anything he wants to do to me¦in fact I want him touching me down there so bad that it's driving me nuts sometimes."

Korica then sat up and slid her shirt off and then her bra and she laid back gently and let out a sigh. It actually felt liberating to have absolutely nothing on except her socks. Moments later a servo drone rose up from the edge of the bed and floated over the bed right up next to her and she watched as its manipulator hands extended and they looked so much like real hands that it was like watching a person reach out toward her legs. She slid her feet apart wide and the servo drone moved back slightly and then floated down to her feet and gently pulled her socks off and Korica grinned. The servo seemed to have a very gentle touch to its motions.

"Future are you still there?"

"Yes I am Korica. I am monitoring and directing the servo drone."

The drone floated up between her legs and settled down on the bed and then reached down to her legs and gently began massaging her legs starting at her calves and Korica sighed, as it felt wonderful and the servo drones hands were very soft and warm.

"I just wanted to thank you for taking such good care of me. You're like another friend and mom in my life."

"You are welcome Korica. I am particularly fond of you and very protective of you. Your happiness and well being are my most important tasks amongst all of the crew at this time."

Korica grinned big and closed her eyes and thoroughly enjoyed the massage being administered by seemingly gentle hands. The massage felt marvelous until the servo drone massaged high up on her thighs and down to her groin. She was nervous about feeling strange hands so close to her crotch but the AI sent very subtle corrective instructions to the servo drone so her labium was never contact in the slightest since she had her legs far apart. Once the servo drone had massaged her entire front side including her neck, the AI instructed her to roll onto her stomach and part her legs. The rest of the massage was so relaxing and so gentle that Korica drifted into a very light drowsy sleep and when the AI sensed her biorhythms become very even and steady it directed the servo drone to continue with a light stroking and rubbing of her back and gluteus muscles to keep her relaxed and resting comfortably.

When Korica stepped off the bridge Tamaric went straight back to science station number 4 and logged himself in and got right to work on his lessons. Clara and Liam then went back to work on the stasis chamber project and Laurel took Jake's hand and led him off the bridge and over to their quarters. She led him over to the bed and she sat down and patted the bed next to her.

"What's the matter babe?"

"You asked how my work went in the lab and I really didn't answer you at the time because Korica was right there. I wanted to answer your question now."

"I sensed that you were exactly happy with how it went."

"Not at all. You remember how I said that I injected a single sperm into one of Korica's eggs to see if the DNA would combine and result in a zygote?"

"Yah."

"I extracted the resultant DNA for sequencing and there were serious problems. There were some anomalous chromosomes and some distorted genes. The child would have been badly deformed and probably wouldn't have survived to term. I didn't particularly want Korica to hear that I successfully fertilized one of her eggs with such¦undesirable results."

"I see. That's probably would have been disturbing for her to hear."

"That is why her body has things in place to stop a pregnancy with a dissimilar species from occurring."

"You aren't gunna give up are you?"

"Hell no. It just means that I have a lot of work to do and that a natural blending between her and Tamaric is never going to happen for good reasons."

"I heard you telling her at one point that their children will be eighty percent Draximan right?"

"Well¦eighty percent of Korica's traits will be dominant but it will still be half Human if you get right down to it."

"Have you made any progress toward that end?"

"Yes. I know exactly what genes to turn off so that's possible and I've isolated the key chemical blocker that stops her eggs from accepting Human sperm."

"I'm sorry if this is a dumb question but¦if you can do that in the lab how are you going to do it in their bodies so that they can conceive through intercourse?"

"That's not a dumb question Jake. I am going to create a retro virus that will change the very nature of the DNA contained within Korica's eggs and Tamaric's sperm. Tamaric's semen will contain a very specific chemical that will nullify the affect of the key chemical blocker that Korica's eggs produce preventing fertilization with a dissimilar species."

"Wow. You really know how to do all that?"

"I'm well on my way to those ends."

"So are they going to have to have this retrovirus administered more than once?"

"Yes, especially for Tamaric. In order for his semen to maintain high levels of the necessary chemical to allow his sperm to join with Korica's eggs he will need repeated doses. Once they achieve a pregnancy they can stop taking the retrovirus until they want another child, then it will have to be administered again."

"Are you going to be able to produce enough for that?"

"The dose will be in micro milligrams so yes, it shouldn't be too difficult to produce enough so that I don't need the lab to produce more later on."

"I gotcha. Thanks for explaining this Laurel. I don't pretend to understand the actual process but I get the basics of what you're trying to do now and I'm really glad you're so confident that you'll be able to get this done in time."

"I just want you to know where I am with the experiments. I don't particularly want to tell Korica every time I fertilize an egg because she will consider it a life even if it would be horribly deformed if allowed to continue growing."

"You're probably right. Are you going to go back to the lab now?"

"I was thinking about it. I only have a small amount of Tamaric's sperm left to work with anyways."

"Didn't you put it into stasis?"

"Yah, but I didn't separate it from the semen right away and further separate it into individual doses like I should have so every time I wanted to run tests I had to take it all out of stasis and it only survives for a short time outside of the body or stasis. I thought I would be getting more contributions but they have all but stopped the intimate contact so the one sample is all I have to work with. I'll be much smarter with the next sample since I now know that so much of it is destroyed in the separation process and it could be a while between samples."

"Can't you just ask them for more? He's young and should be really fertile."

"Ah, Korica is having some difficulties that I don't want to complicate, so no. That isn't exactly an option unless my work is brought to a complete stop without more material to work with."

"I forgot how confusing all this is for the poor girl. Why don't you just take Tamaric aside and ask him to volunteer a sample on his own?"

"I will if it comes down to it but do you have any idea how¦uncomfortable that conversation would be? I just don't know how to ask him without blushing and stumbling on my words."

"If it comes down to it let me ask him if it will take the pressure off you? We're guys and it won't be all that difficult for me to ask him."

"Thanks Jake, I would really appreciate that."

"No problem. I told the AI that I would take tonight's watch so I won't be joining you in bed tonight."

"Kay. I hate going back to the twenty-four hour watches."

"I know, me too but it's what we have to do with a skeleton crew running a ship designed to be run by over two hundred at minimum."

Laurel nodded and leaned forward and gave Jake a kiss and then stood up and so Jake stood up and followed her out into the main corridor and Laurel turned around and hugged him tightly and then headed off down the corridor toward the transport compartment. Jake watched her until she disappeared through the door and then he stepped onto the bridge and he stepped up to Mark and put his hand on his shoulder.

"Hay Mark, if you want you can go take a shower and I'll watch our guests."

"Thanks Jake that would be great."

Mark got to his feet and stepped aside and Jake sat down at the sensor station and Mark headed toward the exit to make his way to the showers. Jake sat and monitored sensors for sometime before bringing up what little information there was on the Minatoken system. He could see of the 12 planets in the system, Minagoken 10 had just the right atmospheric conditions present to collect and separate the gasses needed to keep the creatures alive. The planet was about the size of Saturn in the Earth system minus the rings but the atmospheric composition was completely different from that of Saturn. The system was listed as unoccupied and safe though Minagoken 4 was populated by a pre-industrialized population 2.2 million years ago before the planet drifted out of it's goldilocks zone resulting in the population going extinct. The atmosphere of Minagoken 10 was very turbulent with winds in excess of 400 miles an hour at the top of the cloud layer but the composition was absolutely perfect for what they needed.

Tamaric kept working at his lessons until he had them all finished and then he took his daily quizzes and a math test and he achieved a perfect score on them all as usual. He then saved his work and logged himself out and then he got to his feet and stretched his back and then he stepped up to his mother and father and he hugged them both and then told them he was going to go down to Korica's quarters to hang out with her for the rest of the day. His mother and father told him to be good and then went back to work.

Tamaric stepped past Mark and lifted a hand toward him as he walked by and grinned and then he stepped through the door and out into the corridor. He made his way down to Korica's quarters and when he arrived he expected the door to slide open for him but it didn't. He stepped over to the com panel and it was lit and so he touched the AI hale icon.

"Yes Tamaric. How can I be of assistance?"

"I want to see Korica. Is she awake?"

"No she is not and she is also not dressed. Please give her a few moments to put something on. I will wake her for you."

"Ok, thank you."

In Korica's quarters the AI instructed the servo drone to stop gently stroking her back and leave her quarters after taking her clothes that were lying on her bed and then the AI called out to Korica.

"Korica?"

"Huh? What?" Korica said stirring awake as soon as the servo drone stopped gently stroking her back.

"Tamaric is at your door and he would like to see you. Do you want to put something on before I let him in?"

"Yah, give me second."

Korica rolled over and sat up at the edge of the bed and while her muscles still felt a little stiff, the ache was almost completely gone. She got to her feet and walked to the front of the room and grabbed a pair of underwear from the bureau and stepped into them and pulled them up over her hips and behind and then she pulled out a nightshirt and pulled it over her head and then she pushed the drawer shut.

"Ok, let him in Future."

The door slid open and Tamaric stepped in and looked around in the dimly lit room and spotted Korica heading toward the bed and he smiled big and walked over to the bed and watched her climb up on the bed and crawl on her hands and knees up to the pillows and then flop down one her side facing him. He sat down facing her and she reached out toward him and he put his hand in hers and she gently pulled on his hand so he liad on his side and scooted closer until he was lying right in front of her.

"I'm sorry if I woke you Korica."

"It's ok Tamaric. I want you with me more than I want to sleep."

"So¦you just want to hold each other or do you want to watch a video together or something?"

"If you wanna watch something I got no problem with it but I just want to curl up to your side and fall asleep if that's ok?"

Tamaric smiled big and scooted over to the edge of the bed and picked up the remote to the viewer and then scooted over next to Korica and rolled onto his back and she scooted right up next to him and laid her leg up over him and then laid mostly on him and closed her eyes and he slid his arm around her onto her back and then turned the viewer on and resumed the series 'the reckoning' that he and Korica had been watching together and he cued it to begin playing and he turned the volume down low so she could rest while he watched the show.

Mark took his shower and then made his way to his quarters and got dressed and he knew that Jake was going to want and need to spend his time close to Laurel so he made his way back to the bridge and sure enough Laurel was gone as he suspected she would be. He stepped over to Jake and looked at the Minagoken system information scrolling on the upper display at the sensor station. Mark pointed at the screen.

"Live sensor information?"

"No, our sensors aren't that good. This is data base information."

"Ah. I see the cap is off somewhere, can I assume she's downstairs in the biogenetics lab?"

"That's right! How did you know that?"

"Because I know her and how important her work on her Huraxan project is to her. Why don't you go join her and I'll mind the shop here."

"Thanks Mark. I don't care what they say about you, you're a good guy."

"Nice! Get going you. Go keep your woman company." Mark said with a big grin.

Jake chuckled and got to his feet and headed for the exit. He made his way to the transport compartment and then transported down to the med deck and then took the stairs down to the research lab deck and he made his way to the biogenetics lab where Laurel was hard at work. She was very glad to see him and the two spent the rest of the day together, Jake watching her work and handing her tools from time to time and cleaning up after her where he could at her direction of course.

Mark sat with the Reynolds for the entire afternoon so they could remain on the bridge and work with the new data core processor that was incredibly fast and intuitive and Mark was impressed with their collaborative effort that went on non-stop. He could tell the two of them were truly working very hard to make Laurel's stasis chamber for two a reality. He was able to overhear enough to know they where on the right path to having the regulating and control section done very soon. Clara kept commenting that if they had computers to work with like what was on the Future they could have had the primary control circuits for the single occupant chambers done years sooner than they did when they were building the stasis chambers for the Future project.

Tamaric laid quietly watching his show with Korica lying on him and she fell asleep within ten minutes of him starting the show and he fell asleep before the episode he was watching was even finished. Korica's intense body heat radiating into his body just made him feel drowsy and it felt so good to hold onto her as she breathed deep and regular. He felt like she belonged comfortably sleeping under his arm and lying on him heavily. He also felt like he was protecting her by holding onto her even though he wasn't doing anything but providing her with a pillow of flesh and bone to lie on while being comforted by his touch.

As the day drew to a close Laurel finished her work and then cleaned everything up and her and Jake made their way back up to the command deck to catch the evening meal with everyone. When they arrived on the command deck they headed to the bridge and checked the time and when they saw that it was almost 18:00 they asked Clara and Liam to stop what they were doing and please join them for dinner and the evening workout. They happily agreed and so saved their work and logged themselves out and then Mark logged himself out and the whole bridge went to sleep and they all headed for the mess hall. They all stepped into the dark mess hall and the lights came up and they walked over to the dispensers and retrieved a drink for themselves and then they all sat down and Laurel was a little concerned that Korica and Tamaric hadn't showed up so she excused herself to see if they were ok.

Laurel got up and walked down to Korica's quarters and she touched the com panel and it lit up and she touched the AI hale icon.

"Yes Laurel. How can I be of assistance?"

"Are Korica and Tamaric¦preoccupied?"

"No. They are both sound asleep. Would you like me to wake them?"

"If they're dressed I would like to wake them if it's ok?"

"They are dressed though Korica is only wearing her nightshirt so dressed is a relative description of their current condition."

The door slid open and Laurel looked over at it and then she looked at the com panel and grinned.

"Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Laurel."

Laurel then stepped over to the door and walked into the dimly lit room. She walked over to Korica's side of the bed and she stood and looked at the adorable couple for a moment with a smile on her face. Korica looked so comfortable sound asleep lying half on Tamaric with her arm draped over chest. Tamaric still had his arm lying over Korica's back with his hand on her side. Laurel sat down on the bed and placed her hand on Korica's back next to Tamaric's arm and she gently rubbed her back in circles causing Korica to stir. Korica moved her head back and looked at Tamaric for a moment and then she rolled onto her back and looked at Laurel waking Tamaric as his arm was moved and her weight rolled off of him.

"Hi mom." Korica said groggily.

"Hi baby. It's time for the evening meal. Are you hungry?"

"Yah, I guess I am. Give us a few minutes and I'll get dressed."

"Ok."

Laurel leaned down and gave her a peck and then she looked at Tamaric and he was staring at her with his pretty blue eyes and Laurel grinned and kissed his cheek and stroked his head and then stood up and looked at the two of them and grinned. Korica sensed what Laurel was thinking and she smiled at her big.

"Thank you mom. I think we look cute together too."

Laurel smiled and then turned and headed for the exit. Korica rolled back over onto Tamaric and looked up into his face.

"Thank you for letting me sleep Tamaric. I feel so much better now that I've had a good nap."

"You're welcome love. You want me to leave so you can get dressed?"

"No! I don't mind if you watch me get dressed."

Korica smiled at Tamaric and then rolled onto her back and scooted over to the edge of the bed and then she stood up and she was relieved that her legs didn't hurt though they still felt just a little stiff and her arms and shoulders felt strong and fit again. Korica made her way to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and she made her way back to the foot of the bed and Tamaric lifted himself up onto his elbows and watched her pull her nightshirt off and then get dressed. She then walked back over to the bureau and she pulled her bottom drawer open and she lifted out a pair of shoes that she then set into the floor and stepped into. Tamaric then climbed off the bed and he and Korica made their way into the bathroom and they combed and brushed their hair and then Tamaric stepped out and Korica relived herself and then washed her hands and then stepped out. Tamaric walked over to the bed and picked up the remote and shut the viewer off and then met Korica at the door and the two stepped out and headed over to the mess hall.

When Korica and Tamaric stepped into the mess hall everyone offered them a warm smile. As Korica stepped past the table to fetch a drink Mark patted her lower back.

"How you feeling ensign?"

"Much better thank you. A good nap did wonders to make me feel Draximan again."

"That's great. I'm sorry I had to be so hard on you."

Korica finished pouring her glass of water and then waited for Tamaric to finish pouring himself a tall glass of Gatorade and then the two of them stepped over to the table and sat down next to each other.

"It's alright Mark. I'm glad you treated me like you would anyone else. You didn't give me special consideration because we're friends or cause I'm a girl. It made my success feel that much more rewarding."

"Your tenacity definitely impressed me. You deserve the rank and title you've been granted."

"Thanks Mark. You've helped me insure that I'm on the Future to stay. Even captain Alexan can't send me away cause I'm not a Human."

"Technically you're the only commissioned officer that isn't in stasis right now. Laurel and Jake were drafted whereas you worked and earned your way to officer status."

"I hadn't even thought about that. How come you and dad don't have to take the PT quals?" Korica asked looking at Laurel as Tamaric picked up and opened the menu sitting in front of him and Korica.

"Because we're going to resign our commissions as soon as we get to the Milky Way. Neither of us has any desire to remain in the civilian corps."

"So if you wanted to remain in the civilian corps you would have to qualify just like I have?"

"Yep. We've already far exceeded the knowledge and intelligence assessment levels but we would have to prove our physical fitness just like you did."

Everyone then ordered their meals and then handed their menus off to the waiting servo drones. Korica watched the servo drones float off and she had a whole new appreciation for what they could provide for the crew when precisely guided by the AI. Laurel watched Korica until the servo drones disappeared through the slot in the bulkhead and then Korica looked at her and she realized Laurel was sensing what she was thinking about and she blushed for a moment and grinned. Laurel grinned at her and then looked away and Korica took a moment to quiet her mind to avoid further embarrassment and Laurel and Jake both looked at her for a moment when they sensed Korica's subtle whispers disappear from their minds. Laurel reached over and touched her leg and smiled at her.

"Sorry if I embarrassed you honey." Laurel whispered as the others were talking covering what she said.

Korica grinned and shrugged. She figured it was her own fault for not quieting her mind as soon as she woke up. They sat and talked about nothing in general until the meals began to arrive. The servo drones slid the plates up on the table and everyone set in to eating their meals. When the food was all consumed and the drinks emptied, they all got up and made their way over to the gym to perform their evening workouts. After the workouts were completed Mark taught everyone a new escape maneuver that he explained would actually work better if a would be adversary were taller than the victim as would be the case if a full grown adult were to try and grab one of the crew from behind. It involved bracing their footing and then bending over and stepping back quickly and up at the same time pulling the attacker off balance making them fall toward the ground headfirst. The natural instinct is to put one's hands out to keep from slamming their head into the ground. That's when the hands are put back and one stands up quickly further rolling the attacker off their back in a flip. He then showed them how to stand up and clasp the hands together making a two handed fist that would then be drawn down into the face of the attacker and if the timing is just right it would not only create a punching force to the face but it can cause the attackers head to be slammed to the ground causing disorientation from concussion or knocking the attacker out completely. Mark worked with each of them with himself acting as the attacker wrapping his arms around them from behind. When Korica finally got the principle and flipped Mark over very rapidly and then smacking him in the mouth by accident slamming his head to the mat he realized she truly got it and would be the most likely to be able to apply the technique in the real world given her enormous strength and ability to move smoothly and gracefully.

Korica knelt down next to him and kept apologizing for hurting him but he kept telling her that he wasn't hurt that bad, a fat lip would heal. He then told her how proud he was of her ability to adapt and learn new techniques so quickly and so precisely. He let the other's practice for the rest of the hour and once he could see that they were all able to perform the move successfully he called and end to the lesson for the evening. He was relieved that Korica didn't hurt anyone else and Tamaric and Jake seemed to be taking it easy on the girls so as not to slam them on their backs to hard when they flipped them over their backs.

Korica and Laurel then departed to take their shower and when Jake sensed Laurel telling him that the girls were done the guys departed to take their showers and then Tamaric let his parents know it was their turn while on his way to Korica's quarters. The Reynolds then made their way to the showers. When Jake stepped into his quarters Korica slid out from between Laurel's legs and turned around and gave her a tight hug and then she waited for Jake to step up to her and she hugged him tightly and he kissed her forehead making her smile big and then she departed for her quarters.

Korica walked down to her quarters and when the door slid open and she stepped in Tamaric was just entering the bathroom wearing only his underwear. Korica figured he had to go to the bathroom before getting dressed so she stepped over to the bed and sat down to wait for him. When he stepped out his hair was combed neatly and he walked over to the end of the bed and finished getting dressed and then the two of them exited Korica's quarters and made their way over to the common area and sat down and waited for Clara and Liam to finish getting dressed. When the Reynolds were finished Clara stepped over to the common area and waved Korica and Tamaric out and they got to their feet and followed Clara down to the transport compartment and they transported down to deck 1.

When Korica stepped out of Laurel and Jake's quarters, Jake pulled his towel and from around his waist and laid it on the bed and then he walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes for himself and then he walked back to the bed and laid them down and then he picked up his towel and he rubbed his hair vigorously. He then smoothed his hair down and then got dressed while Laurel sat in her nightshirt leaning back on her hands watching him fondly. He then made his way to the bathroom and combed his hair and brushed his teeth. He then stepped out into the main quarters and Laurel grinned at him and he sensed that she liked what she saw. She was thinking that he was absolutely gorgeous and the way he had filled out since coming out of stasis was borderline shocking. He was the man of her dreams and she was very glad that the AI chose him to help her reassemble the Future and co-command her back to the Milky Way.

Jake walked over to her and leaned down and gave her a peck and then stroked her beautiful golden blond hair.

"Thank you Laurel. You're the woman of my dreams too."

"You felt that did you?"

"Of course I did. You weren't being very subtle about it."

"Sorry, I'm just really in love with you."

"I know. I'm in love with you just as deeply. It's hard to keep thoughts like that from crossing your mind from time to time. I like feeling that from you, you just can't imagine what that does to a guys ego to have such a hot blond feeling that toward me."

"Awe, thank you Jake."

Jake stepped to the head of the bed and pulled the covers down and then looked at Laurel. She grinned and got to her feet and stepped over by Jake and kissed him and then sat down and swung her legs up onto the bed. Jake pulled the covers up to her waist. She adjusted the pillows behind her and Jake stepped over to the table at the head of the bed and he picked up Laurel's data pad and he handed it to her and she smiled at him. Jake sat down on the edge of the bed facing her and she pulled on his shoulder and the two engaged in a very long tongue kiss and then Jake hugged her tightly.

"I'm gunna miss you babe."

"You're only gunna be thirty feet away Jake¦having said that I'm gunna miss the crap out of you too."

Jake grinned at her and stood up.

"I'll come see you in a few hours so we can both get some relief."

Laurel nodded and then Jake headed for the exit. When the door slid open he stepped out and made his way over to the bridge. When the door slid open he stepped in and walked over to the navigation station and he logged himself in and the whole bridge came to life and the main viewer came to life showing the composite view of the space they were ripping through. Jake made a quick check of their relative position and he could see that they were only seven minutes from dropping out of hyperspace. He got to his feet and moved over to the sensor station and he performed a wide sweep and found that there was absolutely nothing within sensor range. He moved back over to the navigation station and waited for the automated controls to drop them into normal space.

As they reached just over 2940 trillion miles traveled or 500 light years, the negative matter core began to ramp down and the antimatter reactors slowly powered down destabilizing the gravity envelope surrounding the Future and then the main engines were reduced in power and in a bright flash of light the Future exited hyperspace and began slowing rapidly. The antimatter reactors then powered back up and the main engines were brought back up to full power and the Future slowed to just below 7 times the speed of light and then their speed increased slightly to exactly 7 times the speed of light or 1,302,000 miles per second. Jake then got up and stepped over to the auxiliary station and he looked at the temperature surrounding the negative matter core and toroidal generator. It was registering a contact temperature of 1000 degrees Fahrenheit and an ambient temperature of 700 degrees Fahrenheit. The estimate was 45 minutes to reach the minimum safe temperature so they could accelerate back up to hyperspace speeds. Jake then made his way back over to the navigation station and he verified their relative position and he found that the estimates of their position and distance traveled had been extremely accurate while traveling in hyperspace. They now only had 724 light years to the Minagoken system ahead of them with a time estimate of 103.43 days at their current speed.

Jake leaned back in his seat and the AI startled him when it called out to him.

"Commander, if you have some time would you mind explaining the theory of using an inverse gravitational pulse to exit the atmosphere of Minagoken ten?"

"Sure. I guess that would be nice if you understood how to get us back into orbit once we're done collecting the atmospheric gasses."

"Yes. Laurel never explained the process beyond mentioning using an inverse gravitational pulse to propel us out of the atmosphere."

"Uhh¦do me a favor and bring up the Reyschond black hole gravitational propagation model on science station number one?"

Jake stood up and walked over to science station number 1 and sat down just as the requested static gravitational model appeared. Jake got right to work modifying the model which resembled a multi loop bow on a package with multiple loops folding in to a single point at the base of the loops.

"Jake, you do realize that Alexander Reyschond's theories of gravitational parting close to the event Future of a black hole have been proven completely flawed and incorrect?"

"Yes I know that but his base model was taken form someone else's work and he actually correctly modeled a gravitational standing wave. It's that base model that I need to modify to show you what you need to produce in order to break us free from the intense gravity of a gas giant like Minagoken ten."

The AI monitored Jake working as he unfolded the model and plotted mathematical equations to quantify each ribbon of gravimetric energy as he kept unfolding the model until it broke and stretched into a straight line and then he folded the ends back together backwards from how they were before and he stretched the top of the gravity wave back over on itself and then stretched it into coil shape and then he elongated it so it was an oblong circle of coiled gravitational energy and he applied more mathematical formulas to quantify it and now the AI understood what he was doing. The model now resembled a coiled toroid shape.

"I understand now." The AI said. "May I modify your model further?"

"Go ahead." Jake said as he leaned back in his seat.

The AI manipulated the model to a down looking view and stretched the model out and then imposed a graphical image of the Future in the middle of the toroid shape and then a whole series of mathematical equations scrolled by and then the toroid flattened out into a flat plane of gravitational energy and the model shifted to a side view looking at the Future with a curtain of undulating gravitational energy under her enormous hull. There was then a flash of light as an active simulation supposed that a positive pulse of gravitational energy was broadcast against the plane of inverse gravitational energy and the Future was lifted a short distance as the inverse gravitational curtain rebounded in reaction to the positive gravity wave and then the simulation froze and another long series of equations scrolled by and then a final mathematical equation flashed on the screen and then just sat blinking. Jake was trying to understand what he was seeing and then it dawned on him what it was that was an unknown variable for the equations to work.

"Our weight huh?"

"Correct. I can make some educated guesses as to how much the Future weighs but they are just guesses. This model is a piece of pure genius but in order for this to work I need to know how much gravitational pull there will be on the Future. Without her accurate weight I cannot determine that variable. If the inverse gravitational pulse is too strong it could rip the ship apart since the inverse gravity wave will pass right through the shield and thusly push us up out of the atmosphere once acted upon by an intense positive gravity wave as is produced by the negative matter core fairly easily."

"You're just going to have to guess. I wouldn't have clue as to how much we weigh."

"My guess is somewhere around nineteen billion tons. I will try and formulate a more accurate guess based on an inventory of everything that is onboard at this time."

"You understand how this is gotta work then?"

"Yes. I would have never thought to turn gravitational energy inside out like this or that it was even possible until you showed me the equations to quantify it. The negative matter core should be able to produce more than enough energy to accomplish what you have modeled here. It is going to be a little complicated to propagate the wave using the toroidal generator since, as you know that is where our shield is produced from. If I intensify our shield to the maximum safe producible density then turn the toroidal generator off and transmit the inverse gravitational pulse then turn the toroidal generator back on it should only take point four five seconds to accomplish that and the shield should take somewhere around one point two five seconds to dissipate to the point that the ship would be in danger of being crushed by the extreme pressure of the gas giants gravity and crushing atmospheric pressure. The timing will have to be very precise and my equations will have to be refined to a flawless accuracy. I will keep working at this until I get it right. Thank you for taking the time to show me the base model and equations."

"You're welcome. If this¦doesn't work¦do you have any other ideas for how to get us out of the atmosphere?"

"No. The main engines do not produce nearly enough thrust to overcome the gravitational pull that will be exerted on the Future. This ship was never designed to be within the gravitational field of a massive body like a gas giant except for in orbit around said body."

"Great. This has to work then. Don't forget to calculate the weight of the atmospheric gasses we will be taking aboard while we're down in the atmosphere when you calculate our weight."

"I will not forget to take that into account. Thank you for the reminder though."

"I'm going to the mess hall to get something to drink if you got this."

"By all means please do so. I will alert you when we are ready to jump into hyperspace."

Jake leaned forward and logged himself out and the whole bridge went quiet as every one of the stations went dark and the giant viewer blinked out. Jake then picked up a data pad from the storage compartment close to the exit from the bridge and he made his way to the mess hall. He poured himself a cup of tea and then sat down and turned his data pad and he brought up the visual record of Korica's PT qualification in the gardening ring. He wanted to see for himself what the poor thing went through to qualify. Jake sat watching the visual sensor record until the AI called out to him.

"Jake, we are ready to jump into hyperspace. Please make your way to the bridge?"

"I'll be right there."

Jake tossed back the rest of his tea and turned his data pad off and then he headed for the bridge. He stepped through the door and walked over to the navigation station and sat down and logged himself in and the entire bridge came to life.

"Ok Future. I'm ready, please make the jump to hyperspace."

"Understood."

Jake watched as the main engines throttled down to 2% and then the negative matter core ramped up and began dumping ever greater impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well deepening it until the stars ahead blinked out and then space began to twist and distort and then a white line began to form and it descended toward the bottom of the event Future of the several kilometer wide distortion and then the white line twisted like it were being melted and then it expanded and the distortion collapsed into a funnel shape of brilliant white light with beautiful green and blue smooth rolling edges that curled down into the tunnel of light. The main engines then throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel of light and it collapsed behind the Future further boosting her forward speed. The Future accelerated rapidly until she reached her usual blistering indicated speed of 52.25 times the speed of light. After a few minor course corrections a gentle tone sounded indicating that the ideal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automated controls. The time estimate was 9.57 hours to cover another 500 light years distance making 07:17 ships time as an estimate for reaching the time at which they will drop out of hyperspace.

"Thank you commander. You may go back to what you were doing." The AI said.

Jake logged himself out putting the entire bridge to sleep and then he got up and made his way back to the mess hall. When he stepped in and the lights came up he looked at the table he had been sitting at and his cup was gone but his data pad was sitting right where he left it. He walked over to the dispensers and poured himself a cup of tea and then stepped over to the table and turned on his data pad as he sat down and he resumed the visual sensor record of Korica's PT quals. He felt like he was sharing the experience with her by watching everything that happened. By the conclusion he understood why she was so exhausted. There was no audio as it was recorded from such a great distance away but it was very apparent that Mark didn't cut her any slack and it was not as easy as she thought it would be given how easily she passed the gym portion. By the end of her second attempt at making the 10-mile run her face was red and she was sweating and breathing hard. She ended up making a 20-mile run because she wouldn't stop when Mark begged her to wait until tomorrow to retry when she failed to make the first attempt in the allotted time.

Jake then made his way to the bridge and set about writing his performance review of Korica's performance over the last two weeks to kill some time since it was due anyways. The rest of the night went by pretty quickly for Jake. He made two trips to his quarters to relieve his separation symptoms so Laurel could sleep and so he would feel comfortable. Before he knew it 05:55 rolled around and he decided to wake Laurel up a little early. He took his data pad and put it away and then he made his way over to his quarters. He stepped over to the bed and sat down next to Laurel who was lying on her back and he gently kissed her soft lips and she reacted minimally at first, only licking her lips once, and then when he did it a second time she kissed him back and then arched her back in a good stretch and then she reached out, grabbed him and pulled him down against her. When she finally released her hold on him he sat up straight and stroked her soft cheek a few times.

"Morning Jake. What time is it?"

"A few minutes to six."

"How'd everything go?"

"Like clockwork. We're in hyperspace and will be until around seven fifteen or so."

"Good deal."

"I sense you didn't have any erotic dreams last night?"

"No. I don't even remember my dreams to tell you the truth. I'm feeling very content right now thanks to you."

"Cool, I don't want you feeling frustrated or whatever."

"I'm not. Go turn the lights up and I'll get dressed so we can go get some breakfast."

Jake stood up and walked over to Laurel's side of the bed, seeing as how she was on the side that Jake normally sleeps on. Jake slid the lights up and Laurel winced and then looked at him and grinned and Jake sighed and smiled back at her. She had the most beautiful eyes and he just felt like he couldn't get enough of admiring their striking deep blue color along with her amazingly beautiful face. Laurel sat up and pushed the covers down and swung her feet out into the floor and then stood up and stretched one more time and then walked to the front of the room and retrieved a fresh set of clothes and then she walked back to the bed with them and set them on the bed and she pulled her nightshirt off and then got completely dressed then walked past Jake stroking her hand over his shoulder as she walked past on her way to the bathroom. She brushed her teeth and hair and relived herself and washed her hands and then stepped out looking absolutely gorgeous. Jake gave her a huge smile and got to his feet when he caught sight of her and she sensed what he was thinking and she couldn't help but smile big. She stepped up to him and gave him a warm kiss and then she looked into his dreamy emerald green eyes.

"You make my heart flutter too Jake. You are one hell of a good looking man."

"Thanks babe. I guess between the two of us we're gunna have some beautiful children huh?"

I know we are. I can't particularly recall what they're going to look like but I know they'll be beautiful cause their daddy is so handsome."

Jake smiled at her and then stepped back and looked her over again and then took her hand and the two of them headed for the mess hall. When they stepped into the mess hall Mark was already sitting at the round table sipping from his tea while reading from his data pad. He looked up and offered a warm smile to the two of them. Once Laurel and Jake had their tea poured and they sat down and Mark pushed his data pad over toward Laurel.

"Morning cap, xo. Can you tell me what the heck this is that the AI is working on?"

Laurel glanced at the data pad and furrowed her brow and then pulled it right in front of her and studied it for a few moments and then the light seemed to go on in her eyes.

"I think it's the calculations for creating the inverse gravitational pulse that will propel us out of the atmosphere once we've collected the atmospheric gasses."

"So what the heck does that have to do with an assessment of the individual sections of the Future?"

"Weight." Jake said. "The calculations have to take into account the gravitational pull on the Future which is determined by her mass and weight."

"Uh ok."

"If the gravitational pulse is too weak it won't move the Future and if it's too strong it will crush the hull like stomping on a beer can. The calculations are horribly complex and so the AI is trying to get it just right by guessing exactly how much we weigh."

"Gotcha. Do you guys know if Korica is up yet? I'm a little curious as to how sore she is today. We might need to give her light duty if any at all."

Jake closed his eyes and tried to feel for Korica but all he could sense was that she was alive and on the Future but nothing else. He opened his eyes and looked at Laurel and shook his head with a furrowed brow. Laurel nodded once and closed her eyes and tried to feel for Korica and she felt the same exact thing. Laurel opened her eyes and looked at Mark.

"She must be awake because her mind is quieted so we can't sense how she's feeling, only that she's on the Future somewhere."

"I watched what she put herself through last night. I wish you would have gone a little easier on her." Jake said.

"I can't show preferential treatment because I love her. She has to qualify on her own merits just like anyone else would. I kept asking her to wait and try again today but she's like a machine, she just wouldn't stop until she passed."

"I would swear I was listening to a proud papa talking about his baby girl." Laurel said with a grin.

"I know she's your daughter legally but I still have a touch of pride in who she has become like a father would I suppose."

"It's alright Mark. She needs love and encouragement from all of us and you have been very good to her and she loves you like crazy for it."

"How could you not feel something profound for her if you spend anytime at all around her? That thing she does with her heart and how sweet and cute she is just makes her irresistible or maybe even kind of addictive to be around."

At that very moment the Reynolds and Korica stepped into the mess hall and Laurel erupted in a huge smile when she saw Korica's bright eyes looking at her with a big pretty smile on her face. Laurel got to her feet and Korica stepped right into her and gave her a very tight hug. She then stepped over to Jake and hugged him before he could even get to his feet. Jake kissed her cheek and stroked her head once and then Korica stepped over to Mark and she hugged him tightly and then she joined the Reynolds at the dispensers to get something to drink. They all then stepped back over to the table and sat down and seconds later servo drones showed up with menus. Everyone ordered their meals and then Korica took a big drink of her orange juice and then she looked at Laurel.

"Mom, there's something that I need to talk to you guys about."

"Ok, go ahead sweetie."

Korica sighed heavy and then spoke. "I've had one of my¦gut feelings that something bad is gunna happen."

Everyone's expressions ran cold surprising Clara and Liam.

"Is it more significant if she's the one to have one of these feelings?" Clara asked.

"Yes. She is never wrong and danger seems to trigger a heightened sense of things to come in her. What exactly are you sensing honey?" Laurel said.

"Just a feeling that we're going to be facing danger and you and dad especially. It's a little¦confusing and I quieted my mind cause it was making it hard to think it was so strong. I feel like I'm going to be longing for you two and¦I sensed a very mean¦personality is the only way I can describe it."

"Did you get a sense of when or where something is going to happen?"

"Not precisely. Soon is all I can say. I don't get feelings like this unless it's something that's going to happen soon."

"So you don't know if something is going to happen in the Minagoken system?"

"No. I'm sorry mom that's all I can understand of this feeling right now. I just thought I should say something since it started when I got up this morning."

"It's ok baby. Thank you for speaking up."

"I'm sorry¦but that's it?" Clara asked. "You know you're in danger and you're not going to press for more detail?"

"No. That only confuses and stresses her out. It will become clearer as the danger draws closer to happening. She's new to these abilities and frankly she shouldn't be capable of any of this for another couple of years so the fact that she senses anything at all is a miracle. We woke her abilities long before they would have on their own."

"You'll let us know when anything you sense changes right?" Jake asked.

"Yes. When the time comes the feeling will come to the surface even if my mind is quieted. Right now it all but disappeared when I quieted my mind so I don't think it's anything that's going to happen in the next couple of hours or anything."

"Ok sweetheart. You just stay relaxed for now. How are you feeling after your intense physical exertion yesterday?" Laurel asked.

"I feel fine. I was a little sore when I went to bed but I feel perfectly fine today."

"You sure? You aren't just being strong and brave for us are you?" Mark asked.

"No I swear. If I were sore I would be honest and tell you. I hid how much pain I was in when we came up here after my PT quals but I'm not feeling any pain at all now. Remember, I heal really fast from injury or strain."

"Ok, business as usual then." Mark said with a warm smile.

"Korica, why didn't you tell me you were sensing this stuff when we got up this morning?" Tamaric asked taking her hand under the table.

"Cause there was nothing you could do about it so I didn't want to ruin your morning. You were so happy when you woke up this morning."

"I'm always like that when I get to wake up next to you. I want to share everything with you even if there isn't anything I can do about it."

"Ok, from now on if I have a feeling like this when I wake up I'll talk to you about it."

"Ok." Tamaric said with a grin.

"That's so sweet that you want to experience everything with her like that Tamaric."

"Thanks Laurel. That's what a mate is supposed to do right?"

"Without question. It's just refreshing to know that you recognize that and want it to be that way between you two."

The meals began to arrive at that point and the servo drones slid the plates up on the table and everyone set in to eating their breakfast. Korica and Tamaric never let go of each other's hands under the table feeling very close to one another because of the contact of the others warm hand. At the conclusion of the meal they all made their way over to the gym to perform their morning workouts. When the workouts were done Laurel and Korica departed to take their shower and the rest of them sat around talking until Jake received a gentle push from Laurel to let him know that the showers were free and then the guys departed to take their shower. Just as Jake stepped into his quarters after his shower the AI called out into the room to let Laurel know that they were 5 minutes from dropping out of hyperspace. She acknowledged and then grabbed Korica in a hug from behind before she could get to her feet and Laurel began tickling her making her giggle and squirm around as Laurel rubbed her nose in Korica's ear. Laurel then kissed the back of her head and let go of her and she popped to her feet and then turned around and gave Laurel a peck and then she turned to Jake and gave him a very tight hug and then made her exit with a huge smile on her face. Laurel was relieved to see her laughing and acting like her usual bubbly self knowing that she was weighed heavy with worry over what she was feeling of things to come.

Laurel got to her feet and gave Jake a peck and then she headed for the exit to make her way over to the bridge while Jake went to get a pair of underwear from the bureau at the front of the room. Laurel stepped onto the bridge and sat down in her chair and logged herself in and the entire bridge came to life for her. It was only seconds later that a tone sounded indicating that the antimatter reactors were being reduced in power and the negative matter core was being ramped down. As the engines were reduced in thrust the gravity well destabilized and in a bright flash of light the Future dropped into normal space and then the main engines throttled back up to full power and the antimatter reactors powered back up to full output and the gravity well reformed and their speed was captured at 7.8 times the speed of light and it slowly bled off until they were moving at exactly 7 times the speed of light and then the main engines were reduced to 87% power, which was just enough thrust to hold their speed steady.

"Your getting a lot better at the transition from hyperspace to faster than light to sub light."

"Thank you Laurel. I am still learning just as you are. The systems are extremely complex and require nano second reaction times in order to balance the systems as they power down and back up again so as to make a smooth transition from one mode of travel to another¦but I am starting to get the hang of it as the saying goes."

"Have you figured out a way to jump into hyperspace faster?"

"I am working on some theories to accomplish that. As I refine my calculations I might try some rapid jumps but I am not close enough yet to test my theories safely. As you know if the negative matter core is not transitioned smoothly and precisely it will scramble and the sudden loss of power would cause the shield to fail while we are accelerating at well over fifteen times the speed of light which is the hulls design limitation as far as stress tolerance. All kinds of ugly scenarios can be imagined from there."

"I appreciate your abundance of caution with regards to what could go wrong. I don't mind telling you that the power of the negative matter core really scares the crap out of me. I have a very firm grasp of the destructive power that thing could unleash if it got away from us."

"There are so many safety systems incorporated into the overall design of the negative matter core so as that I am not particularly worried about the core itself. I am more worried about gravitational tidal forces tearing the hull open causing uncontrollable explosive decompression throughout most of the ship if the shield was to falter. If a decompressive shockwave were to propagate through the ship guided by a compressive gravity wave it would be all but unstoppable."

"I thought all of the bulkheads are EMPACC reinforced?"

"If the structural reinforcing elements are compromised due to gravitational forces turning the structural girders into jelly then the EMPACC alone will do nothing to hold back the decompressive shockwave. As you know most of the bulkheads are modular meaning they have an airtight seal at their outer boundaries but they are not physically bonded to the deck and ceilings. The reinforcing elements behind them serve to keep everything stationary and sealed to one another, you take that reinforcing element away and the bulkheads and decks just fall away like a delicately stacked deck of cards."

"That's truly horrifying to even think about. I'm glad that's a worst case scenario."

"I would never experiment with the propulsion system unless I am one hundred percent sure that nothing like that could occur. I will let you know before I test any rapid hyperspace jumps so you can examine my calculations for yourself until you feel confident as well."

"Thank you I appreciate that."

"I heard Korica speaking of danger in your future. I hope you will use an abundance of caution if you should decide to venture away from the Future?"

"I don't plan on going anywhere unarmed and we have learned to always stay together but I will exercise even more caution than normal. I know we're still wanted and even more so now just because we're seen as the elder race. We've taken on their enemies to their rule as the leaders of the coalition of advanced races just by being recognized as being one of them and I know some of them are very powerful and could care less about hurting us to send a message to the council of elders."

"I will keep the sensors set to continuous deep scan to insure that no one sneaks up on us as well."

"Ok. Thank you. I'm going to go put Jake to bed for the afternoon and then I'll be right back."

"Understood."

Laurel logged herself out and the entire bridge went dark and quiet and she got up while pushing her right display aside and she stepped down from the platform her chair is mounted on and she walked over to the exit and stepped out once the door slid open.

When Korica exited Laurel and Jake's quarters she was feeling happy again despite the nagging feeling that something scary was down the road for them. She made her way down the corridor to her quarters and when she stepped in Tamaric was just walking back to the bed with his clean clothes in his hand. He smiled warmly at her and looked down at himself and then looked back at her as he was setting his clothes down.

"This is still alright isn't it?"

"Of course Tamaric. This is our quarters and you know I love seeing you naked. As long as you're comfortable with the idea of being nude around me I'm perfectly happy getting a peak at you."

"Ok, cool."

Tamaric picked up his underwear as Korica stepped around the foot of the bed and sat down to watch him. He stepped into his underwear and pulled them up over his hips and rear end and then he looked at her and grinned as he picked up his shirt.

"I wish we could get dressed together after our showers." Tamaric said as he pulled his shirt down over his head.

"You mean you wish you could see me naked too?"

"Well yah but I didn't say that just cause of that."

"But mostly?" Korica said with a smirk.

"Ok so I want to see your beautiful body again but I just feel like something is missing cause we get dressed in separate quarters."

"I'll see if I can do something to address your feelings of being cheated out of peak at me."

"Am I bein a pervert?" Tamaric asked as he stepped into his pants and pulled them up.

"No more so than I am by making every effort to see you naked. I know exactly how you feel. You don't exactly know why but the thought of seeing your love completely nude is just exciting."

"I know why, your gorgeous and I've never seen a girl like you before¦or any girl for that matter but I like what I see. You've got such a pretty shape."

"Awe, thank you. I'll see what I can do to make things more fair."

"Ok."

Tamaric picked up his socks and sat down next to Korica and he leaned over and kissed her cheek making her smile and then he began putting his socks on.

"Thank you for understanding Korica. I didn't say anything until now cause I thought you would be offended or something."

"Offended cause you want what I've been getting all along? No. You've been a good sport by letting me look at you as much as I want, the least I can do is give you the same thing no matter how¦embarrassed I might be."

Tamaric stood up and tucked his shirt in and then stepped into his shoes and then he touched Korica's cheek and smiled at her just melting her from the inside out.

"Trust me darlin, you got absolutely nothing to be embarrassed about. You're a little hotty."

Tamaric winked at her and then made his way to the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair. When he stepped out a few minutes later Korica had picked up his towel and deposited it in front of the servo slot and she was standing looking so pretty by the table at the head of the bed waiting for him. He smiled big at her and she again felt warm inside and her stomach was tingling. He was just so darn cute and she felt like jumping in his arms and smothering him with kisses but she resisted the urge and gracefully walked up to him and gave him a quick peck and then took his hand in hers and the two stepped over to the exit and when the door slid open they stepped out into the corridor just as Mark was stepping out of his quarters next door. Korica smiled warmly at him as he joined them for the walk toward the bridge.

"You gunna hang out with us on the bridge today?" Korica asked.

"No, not today ensign. I'm going to go make sure everything that can get thrown around is secured in the hangars. I have a feeling it's going to be a bumpy ride out of the atmosphere of that gas giant we're heading to."

"Can't the servo drones do that?"

"Probably but there are just some things I will feel much better about if I do them myself. I have to make sure the crimson fighter don't go movin around or serious damage could be done and I need to make sure our spacesuits and all of our gear is secured properly too."

When they reached the door to the transport compartment Korica reached out and took a hold of Mark's hand and gently pulled on his hand to stop him.

"Thank you again for helping me to make ensign Mark. I just can't thank you enough for everything you've done to help me make my dream come true."

"You're more than welcome Korica. You earned that rank sweetheart. You just keep working hard and keep up with your ensign studies. Before you know it you'll be facing promotion again."

"But I have to be an ensign for at least twenty-four months before I can be promoted again right?"

"That's right. Your time in rank as junior ensign was over looked because of your service to the Human population on this ship and your dedication to the Future herself and for keeping up with your studies. That isn't likely going to happen again. You need to get used to being a full-fledged officer before they're going to hand you more responsibility. Trust me, it gets really stressful from here on out. A lot is going to be expected of you but I personally think you're more than up to the challenge."

"Awe, thanks Mark." Korica then popped to attention and gave Mark a smart salute.

Mark grinned and popped to attention and he saluted her back crisply.

"Carry on ensign Prentor!"

"Eye eye lieutenant Tillman sir."

Mark then gave her a big smile and spun around on his heels and stepped up to the transport compartment door and when it slid open he stepped through it and then Korica took Tamaric's hand and headed for the bridge.

"Hay Korica, things aren't gunna be different for us now are they?"

"What? No, why would they be?"

"I don't know. I just wanted to make sure that nothing was gunna change for us."

"Absolutely not. I'm still your girl I just have a lot more responsibility now."

"Ok, cool."

"Hay¦" Korica gently pulled on Tamaric's hand to stop him and she stepped right in front of him. "I don't care if I make captain, you and I will still be the same Tamaric. I'm crazy about you and I'm still gunna be the same girl you fell in love with. I promise not to let my position go to my head ok?"

"Ok. I'm glad to hear you say that cause I'm crazy about you too Korica. You've got an¦innocence about you that I really like and I think it makes you special. You're insane smart but you're still so sweet and so nice, I just don't want to see that change nor how you see me."

"It won't, I promise."

Tamaric grinned and nodded and just as the two of them were about to step through the door to the bridge Clara and Liam stepped out of the compartment next to Laurel and Jake's. Korica waited until they stepped up to the couple and then they all stepped through the door onto the bridge together.

When Laurel exited the bridge she stepped over to her quarters and when the door slid open she stepped in just as Jake was stepping out of the bathroom. Laurel stepped over to the bed and pulled the covers back on Jake's side of the bed and then she stepped back and let Jake lay down and get comfortable and then she pulled the covers up to just above his waist and then she sat down next to him and leaned over him and gave him a long lip lock kiss. She then smiled at him and he looked into her beautiful face and sighed.

"You are so beautiful Laurel."

"Thank you Jake. Hay, I was talking to the AI and she overheard what Korica said this morning in the mess hall. I think the AI is worried."

"I am too. I haven't had the slightest hint of danger close or whatever."

"Have you tried to tune into your gut feelings?"

"No. You know I don't mess with that stuff. It's hard to tell what's really going to happen and what's just a possible future. I start to get stressed out over it for no good reason."

"You think you should try?"

"Maybe. I'm awful tired though, that makes it really hard to concentrate."

"Ok. Get some sleep and we'll try together when you wake up."

"That sounds good. Did we drop out of hyperspace ok?"

"Yah. We're two hundred and twenty light years or so from the Minagoken system. After this we're going to be in an area of space at the inner edge of this arm of the galaxy that is densely seeded with star systems. The AI is going to run the sensors in deep scan mode from here on out to make sure we don't have unexpected guests."

"At least we have the shield now so we know that we're safe while we're on the Future."

"Yah no kidding. I sleep much better at night knowing that no one is going to get close to Korica like they did before."

"She has her little protector sleeping with her now too."

"Trust me, as weird as it sounds that actually gives me piece of mind too. I don't know what he could do to stop someone but at least he would be there to protect her just the same. I'm sure he would put himself in the line of fire to protect her."

"Oh I know for sure that he would. Mark has taught us all some pretty affective techniques for subduing a would be bad guy. I feel supremely confident that Korica could defend herself and with Tamaric's help I think they could put a serious hurtin to someone if they came at them."

"Yah, I know. You get some sleep my handsome man and I'll come over in a couple hours to give you some relief so you can get some good sleep."

"Ok. I love you Laurel."

"I love you too Jake. I'm so lucky to have such a good guy at my side. I just wouldn't want to do this without you."

Laurel leaned down and slid her hands under Jake and the two engaged in a long tongue kiss and then Laurel set her head on Jake's shoulder and held him tightly for a few moments and then she stood up and pulled the covers up on Jake. She then walked around the bed to her side of the bed and she slid the lights down to sleep levels. She then made her way into the bathroom and relieved herself and then washed her hands and then she brushed her hair out until it looked perfect and then she made her way out into the darkened main quarters and she stepped over to the door and when it slid open she stepped out. She stood and debated what to do with her morning. She knew she had about fourty five minutes until they would be ready to jump back into hyperspace so it would give her just enough time to go down to the biogenetics lab and check on the chemical binder that she needed to refine for the retrovirus. She looked at the door to the bridge and she tried to feel for Korica but she only sensed her presence somewhere close by, not her mind. She also sensed a few more life signs that were slightly different, Laurel assumed because they were Human not Draximan.

Laurel stepped up to the door to the bridge and when it slid open she saw Tamaric just sitting down at science station number 4 and Clara and Liam were standing right behind him and Korica off to his right. Laurel stepped in and Korica gave her a warm smile, as did Clara and Liam. Laurel stepped over to the group and put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"I'm going down to the biogenetics lab for a little bit. You're in command until I get back ok?"

"You mean literally in command?"

"Yes ensign. You have your very own set of command codes so you can access every system and component on the Future now. If you want you can even sit in the captains chair while you work on your studies."

"No way!"

Laurel chuckled and then raised her chin as she laughed harder.

"Yes way."

"Actually I would like to work at the science station over here so I can be close to Tamaric."

"Ok, that's your prerogative. We should be jumping back into hyperspace in about fourty minutes or so, will you take us out if I'm not back?"

"Eye captain."

Laurel smiled and stroked her cheek.

"I'll see you folks after a while." Laurel said looking up at Clara and Liam.

"Good luck with your work." Clara said.

"Thanks."

Laurel then turned and headed for the exit. Korica got Tamaric logged in and started on his lessons for the day and then she sat down at science station number 5 right next to him and as soon as she logged in the entire bridge came to life. Clara and Liam sat down at science stations numbers 1 & 2 and got right to work on the stasis chamber project. They were both thrilled by the opportunity to expand on their original work as they had wanted to from the beginning and now thanks to Laurel they even knew it could be adapted for use on non human occupants as long as their brain architecture was similar to that of a Human.

Korica worked on familiarizing herself with the ensign studies that she was now responsible for learning and memorizing. The thing that interested her most was the areas of the Future that she had never been privy to before. She studied the maps for a few minutes and when she started to see technical specifications and lay out designs for the battle bridge and the mining weapon in detail she decided that should wait for a time when she was afforded a little more privacy since she technically had three civilians in her presence and the things she was looking at were highly confidential and sensitive. She switched to her regular ensign studies and worked until the AI told her that they were ready to jump into hyperspace. Korica acknowledged and got up and moved over to the navigation station and just as she sat down the AI shocked her with a request.

"Korica, will you please take the captain's chair? You will be afforded more control over more systems without having to get up from the captain's chair."

Korica's eyes got big and she looked at Clara and Liam who both stopped what they were doing and looked at her and after a moment of Korica not knowing exactly how to respond Clara grinned at her.

"Go ahead sweetheart, you've earned the right to sit in that chair when the captain isn't here. She already told you that you could use her chair and that you're in command until she returns."

"Ok." Korica said with a big grin.

She got to her feet and walked over to the chair and just looked at it for a moment and then she turned around and stepped back up to the chair and sat down. She felt small for the size of the chair but it was very soft and comfortable. She could see now how Laurel could sit in it for hours at a time without discomfort. Korica reached out and pulled both displays in front of her and tilted them up so she could see them and then she placed her hand in the outline of hand on the right display and she was immediately granted full access and the displays came to life showing virtually every system on the ship in a small display icon that could be tapped with the finger tip to expand it to encompass the whole display or they could be expanded just a little with the thumb and forefinger to make some control elements larger or the myriad of systems could be rearranged so that anything one desired would be right in the line of sight with subsystems on the periphery. Korica thought hard for just moment and the control factor suddenly came to her and she began rearranging the control icons to suit her taste and then she expanded the navigation and power utilization curves so she could see them in real time. Once she had everything set to her taste she looked up at the giant viewer showing the stars streaking toward them and then she noticed Tamaric leaning back looking at her proudly. He smiled at her warmly and gave her a thumbs up.

"It suits you Korica."

Korica smiled at him and nodded once and then looked up at the forward viewer.

"Ok Future, please put us in hyperspace."

"Understood. Increasing power for the jump and reducing engine thrust."

Clara and Liam got to their feet and stepped over so they could see the giant viewer as the Future made the jump to hyperspace. At the same instant Laurel stepped through the door and walked up next to Korica and stood with her hands crossed behind her back. Korica started to push the displays aside so she could get up when Laurel reached out and gently pulled back on Korica's shoulder pulling her back against the seat back. Laurel then shook her head no.

"As you were ensign. I haven't relieved you and you were in the middle of something."

Korica smiled and pulled the displays back to the previous position and then she brought up the navigational and forward sensor data. The main engines throttled down to 2% and the antimatter rectors were brought up to full power and the negative matter core was ramped up dumping ever greater impulses of quantum gravitational energy into the gravity well making the stars ahead blink out and then as the waves of energy kept flowing into the gravity well a white line formed and descended to the bottom of the event Future and then it began to twist and distort and then it expanded and the distortion collapsed into a funnel shape of brightly glowing light and energy with smooth green and blue fluorescing edges that rolled down into the throat of the tunnel opening. The main engines then throttled up to 100% thrust and the Future shot into the tunnel of shimmering light and rapidly accelerated and as the tunnel closed behind them their speed jumped by a factor of 10 as there was now a compressive surge of energy pushing them along. They accelerated until they reached 52.25 times the speed of light and then the main engines throttled down to 70 % holding their speed steady. The AI made a few minor course corrections and then a tone sounded indicating that the ideal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automated controls.

Korica sighed and looked up at the viewer just as a composite view showed the stars dead ahead with distorted shimmering light all around the periphery. Clara shook her head and smiled and then looked at Laurel and Korica.

"That is just the darndest thing I have ever seen. I'll never get tired of watching that."

"Pretty impressive huh?" Laurel said with a proud grin.

"It most certainly is. That's a miniature black hole that was formed right?"

"Kind of. It's nowhere near as dense a gravity field as an actual black hole but it's the same principal. Gravity is focused into a single point so intensely that the fabric of space is stretched inward following the lines of force. We're slightly outside normal space-time right now while being incased in bubble of protective energy to prevent us from being crushed out of existence. Space is literally moving past us as we also move forward. We're only moving at¦" Laurel glanced at Korica's display for a moment then back to Clara. "about four point eight times the speed of light but space is moving past us at fourty seven point four five times the speed of light giving us a net speed of fifty two point two five times the speed of light or so."

"Incredible! Can I ask you a dumb question?"

"Of course though the only dumb question is the one never asked."

Clara just looked at her for a second before continuing.

"What happens if we run across something solid at this speed like an asteroid or planetoid or god forbid a star?"

"That's why we make a very precise plotting before we jump and we don't change course while in hyperspace. Smaller stuff we pass right through presumably destroying whatever we pass through as our shield rips through it and protects us. We relay on the sensors to give us a general idea of what's ahead of us but for the most part we can't do anything about something that gets in our way. We're going to pass right through it."

"Including a star?"

"The intense gravity of a star is detectible even while in hyperspace. That's what we use for navigation remember? That is why this method of propulsion is called a star drive. Not only because we're using as much energy as a small star to travel like this but also because we use the gravitational fixed point of stars to navigate from."

"So you could in theory navigate to avoid colliding with one while in hyperspace?"

"Yes. It would probably cause one heck of a solar flare if we passed close to a star at this speed though. It would be like a blowtorch of hot plasma that would follow our gravitational eddy or wake for¦probably millions of miles. We're very careful to never plot a course that would bring us that close to a star that was not our destination."

"I see. What about a rogue planet? Aren't those things all over the place?"

"A rogue planet would be uninhabited so no loss of life would occur as we plowed through its core and out the other side. We wouldn't even know it had happened. I doubt our speed would even waver in the slightest."

"Hmm. I was just curious. This kind of technology is so far over my head that odd things like that come to mind sometimes."

"I can assure you the elder race thought of things like that. This isn't new technology to them, just to us."

"It's kind of hard to believe they were able to blend it with our primitive technology comparatively speaking."

"They might be advanced but they were still impressed with the Future. They said this ship is piece of technological wonder that we Humans should be very proud of. Our use of modular construction is what made the technologies compatible, that and the simplicity of our computer systems. Without our AI and all her immense complexity this would have been impossible. You just have to have a computer that can think on its own without user input in order for all this to work like it does."

"That's so ironic, it's our simple yet complex computer design that made the ability to integrate or merge their advanced technology with ours possible?"

"I suppose it is kind of ironic."

Clara and Liam then stepped back over to the science stations and had a seat and went back to work. Laurel looked over at the left display in front of Korica and she could see that there was 220.7 light years to the Minagoken system, which should only take 4.22 hours to cover the distance. Laurel then reached up and slid her hand down Korica's back and rubbed her back gently in circles and Korica looked at her and grinned and then she pushed the display forward and she stood up and then stepped down and turned and faced Laurel.

"You have the bridge captain."

"I have the bridge ensign. Thank you for watching the bridge for me Korica."

"You're welcome. Thank you for letting me sit in your chair. It's amazing how much information is right at your finger tips."

"You get used to it after a while."

"How did things go down in the lab?"

"Good actually." Laurel said as she sat down in her chair. "I've found the right binder to infuse the retrovirus to the genetic material contained within all of your eggs. I just need the find the right binder now to work with Tamaric's genetic material contained within all of his sperm. I just don't have much of his sperm left to work with but I think it should be just enough." Laurel said in a fairly low voice toward the end.

"You want me to get you some more?" Korica whispered very quietly.

"Don't go out of your way and force yourself to do something that wouldn't have happened on its own. If you two have an encounter and I get more, wonderful but if not that's fine too. There are other ways to get what we need without you forcing intimate contact between you two." Laurel whispered back.

"You think it's so awful making him do that¦for either of us?" Korica whispered with a big grin on her face.

"I'm just saying, your relationship is complicated enough with what you've been going through mentally without me forcing you two to get together like that. I won't be responsible for that."

"Ok."

Korica grinned and nodded once and then turned around and walked back over to the science station next to Tamaric and she sat down and went back to her own studies. Korica wasn't about to tell Laurel that an intimate encounter was probably going to occur very soon since Tamaric was all but begging to see Korica nude and she knew once undressed it was going to be extremely difficult for her to resist starting something. She had resisted once while he was wedged between her lips and it took all her strength not to start something on that particular occasion because it felt so amazing to feel him pressed against her flesh and moving against her most sensitive of spots. She wanted Tamaric so bad and it was getting stronger all the time just like Laurel said it would if she buried it and ignored the feelings for too long.

The rest of the morning went by fairly quickly. Laurel visited Jake once to gain some relief of her minor symptoms and so Jake could rest and Korica worked on her studies while Tamaric worked on his lessons for the day. At a little after 10:30 Mark returned to the bridge having secured everything that he could think of in preparation for the rough ride that he was sure they were in for. He sat and watched the sensor sweeps for any signs of anything out of the ordinary. He was taking Korica's warning serious but he just didn't know what to look out for, natural phenomena or bad guys. He assumed the later but he wasn't taking any chances either way.

At 11:06 there was a gentle tone heard indicating that they were about to drop out of hyperspace. The negative matter core ramped down and the antimatter reactors were reduced in power and the gravity well destabilized just as the Minagoken star was becoming very large and bright on the giant viewer. There was an intense flash of light and the Future dropped into normal space and the antimatter reactors were immediately brought back up to full power and the main engines throttled up to 100%. The Future made a rolling turn and headed away from the Minagoken star. Their speed dropped rapidly until the Future reached 7 times the speed of light and then their speed held steady as they raced toward the outer planets in the system. As the sensors performed continuous deep scans it was apparent that the system was unoccupied seeing as none of the planets had an atmosphere that would support life. The new time estimate to Minagoken 10 was 12.14 minutes.

Laurel pushed her displays aside and stood up and looked over at Korica.

"Korica, I'm going to go let Jake know that we've arrived in the Minagoken system. You have the bridge until I return."

Korica looked up from her workstations display and grinned at Laurel.

"Eye captain."

Laurel stepped down and then gestured at her chair with an open up turned palm. Korica's face lit up and she got to her feet and walked over to the captain's chair and stepped up to it and sat down and pulled the two displays in front of her so she could see them clearly. Laurel thought it was a little odd to see Korica sitting in such a large chair, it seemed to swallow her little frame but it seemed only fitting for how hard she had worked to make ensign for her to sit in the big chair, Laurel could tell it made Korica feel special. Laurel patted her arm as she walked over to the exit and stepped out once the door slid open. Laurel stepped across the corridor to her quarters and as soon as the door slid open she felt a calm wash over her that made her grin big. She stepped in and walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge of the bed and Jake immediately rolled over onto his back and looked up at her in the very dim light.

"Hay gorgeous, are we there?"

"Yes. We just dropped into the Minagoken system and we're on our way to Minagoken ten. We should be there in about eleven minutes."

"Ok, give me a few minutes to get dressed and I'll meet you on the bridge."

"Ok. I love you Jake."

Jake sat up and leaned over and wrapped his arms around Laurel holding her tightly for few moments. When he released her she stood up and stroked his head once.

"Your hair is standing straight up."

"I wasn't born with perfect hair like you were. My hair looks like absolute crap when I wake up."

"It's not that bad Jake. Before you got it cut it used to look a lot worse when you first woke up."

Jake pushed the covers down and swung his feet out into the floor and he took a deep breath and then let it out slowly.

"Do me a favor, have Korica search her intuition or whatever you want to call it and make sure we aren't going to have any problems while we're in this system?"

"Ok, that's a good idea. I'll see you on the bridge."

Laurel then turned around and headed for the exit. She made her way back over to the bridge and as soon as she stepped in Korica pushed the displays aside on got to her feet. Laurel stepped up to her and smiled at her and stroked her hand down the side of her head.

"I almost hate to ask you this but I need you to search your feelings and see if you were sensing any danger while we're in this system."

Korica sighed and looked down for a moment and then she looked at Laurel and nodded. She made her way over to the navigation station and she had a seat and then spun her chair around so she was facing out into the room as Laurel took her seat and leaned forward with her elbows on her knees watching her. Clara and Liam stopped what they were doing and turned their seats so they were looking at Korica as she took a few deep breaths and closed her eyes with her hands lying flat on her thighs. Korica opened her mind and concentrated hard on things to come and the feelings of dread that she has been trying to quell by pushing them down very deep. She furrowed her brow and balled her hands up into fists, as the feelings that came to her were very unpleasant. She sensed pain and pleasure both for Laurel and Jake and both were extremely intense, like nothing the body could produce on its own suggesting possible torture. Korica began to breath rapidly and everyone in the room could feel her heart beating as she fought to keep calm despite the anguish and unexpected pleasure almost overwhelmed her. She pushed past the odd sensations and tried to pull out details of what was going to transpire that could lead to such strange sensations in the first place.

Korica sensed a face just for a millisecond and it didn't look anything like she or the crew did. It had dark skin and an oddly shaped head with almost bucked teeth and the oddest green eyes. It flashed through her mind so fast that she wasn't able to determine if it was a species she had ever seen before then she got a sense of cold water. She sensed that she was swimming in very cold water and she didn't feel as if she had fallen into the water, she was voluntarily swimming along with Laurel and Tamaric. She recognized the sensation from her future reckoning before they left the Farqua station. She sensed excitement at something that they were all doing together but she couldn't quite figure out what it was that they were all engaging in that would be so much fun. Her brow relaxed and she relaxed her balled up fists as she was sensing something pleasant now. She got the impression that she was sensing an event that would happen soon but not soon enough for it to be in this system.

She tried hard to sense the events of the day ahead but all she could feel was an overwhelming sense of togetherness. She could tell they would all be together but there was no sense of impending danger per se. She tried to reach out further and events seemed to get jumbled up and there were feelings of longing for Laurel and Jake but she just couldn't put together how or why she would feel like that. She decided not to push any further since her stomach was knotting up. She was feeling stressed because she couldn't pull it all together the way she needed to in order to convey what she's feeling to the others.

Korica slowly quieted her mind and then opened her eyes and it was only then that she noticed she was breathing fast and she had balled her fists up so tight that her own fingernails had dug into her palms and now they hurt. She opened her hands and looked at her palms and she could see the clear indentations of 4 fingernails in each palm. They were deep and red and she was pretty sure she was just about to draw blood if she had squeezed her fists any longer than she did. She looked over at Laurel and tried to grin but it came out more like a frown.

"I'm sorry mom, I'm just not very good at this yet. I saw¦an alien for a split second but I¦I don't know if it was friend or foe and I really didn't see it all that clearly. I don't think we're in any danger while we're here in this system. I sensed that we're all going to be together as we always are. I also sensed¦cold water. I think we're going swimming sometime soon, you, Tamaric and me. For some reason I didn't sense anyone else swimming with us."

"I was sharing your feelings once you opened your mind. I know how confused and upset you were. I don't want you getting angry with yourself for not being able to pull this thing that you can do together yet ok? Your mind just isn't ready for this kind of activity."

"I really tried, I just don't know how to focus or control it yet."

"I know Korica. You tried and that's what counts. At least we know we should be safe while we do what we came here to do."

"I sensed some really¦" Korica swallowed hard and tried to get her breathing down to normal. "I think your going to be tortured or something like that. I sensed really intense pain and then really intense pleasure. I know that doesn't exactly sound like torture but I think neither is going to be particularly pleasant for you and Jake."

"Yah, I felt that from you when you sensed it and it doesn't make much sense to me either. The longing was painful for you too. I think you were afraid for us or maybe afraid you wouldn't find us."

Korica just nodded and then looked down at the floor. The thought of loosing Laurel and Jake just made her heart ache. She would have to go through loosing her parents even again and she was pretty sure that she loved Laurel and Jake even more than she had her own birth parents as hard as that was for her to even fathom. Laurel got to her feet and walked over to Korica and Korica got to her feet and stepped into Laurel. The two held each other tightly for a few moments and then Laurel put her hands up to Korica's jaw and lifted her gaze up to her and she smiled at her.

"I'm sorry I had to ask you to do that. We'll be fine ok? I promise."

"Please don't promise things you can't be absolutely sure of."

Laurel pulled her back into a hug and she looked over at Clara and Liam watching them.

"Did you folks feel what she was feeling?"

Clara nodded and looked at Liam and he also nodded. Clara then looked back at Korica and Laurel.

"I felt a lot of confusion. I think you're right in that she isn't ready for that kind of mental stress. She can access her ability but not in a coherent way. She has some very deep emotions and I think her emotions and her senses are¦entangled right now. Once she learns how to separate the two I think things will become much clearer when she tries to sense thing to come like that. We have run across similar entanglement if you will with our young students back on Earth. With age comes emotional stability and understanding."

Korica finally regained her composure and she gently pushed Laurel back and looked into her face.

"We aren't supposed to be showing open affection on the bridge."

"And I told you I don't give a crap about the regulations when it comes to you. If I sense that you need comforting than I'm going to hug my daughter. I don't run a stuffy ship Korica."

Korica grinned a little and nodded. Laurel then set her hand on her shoulder and smiled at her.

"Go ahead and go back to your studies ok? Thank you for putting my mind at ease."

"Ok, you're welcome."

Korica then turned and walked back over to science station number 5 and sat down and looked at Tamaric and smiled at him making him grow the dopey-eyed look as he smiled back at her. Laurel made her way back to her chair and sat down and pulled her displays in front of herself and Jake stepped onto the bridge at that very moment. He looked neat and well rested even though he still had small bags under his eyes. He stepped up next to Laurel and set his hand on her arm.

"Are we there yet?" Jake asked with a big grin.

"Just about." Laurel said chuckling. "Will you take the auxiliary systems station?"

Jake nodded and stepped around the back of her chair and took a seat at the auxiliary control station. He did a quick check on all of the systems and he could see that everything looked perfect for the moment.

"Future have you calculated the last variable for the inverse gravity pulse?" Jake asked.

"Yes, I believe I have a fairly accurate accounting of our weight."

"Was your initial estimate pretty close?"

"Fairly so. I estimate we weight eighteen billion four hundred million six hundred thousand five hundred twenty-five tons if you round off the nearest whole ton."

"Holy crap! And so we'll weigh several hundred times that once deep in the atmosphere?"

"Yes. My estimate is an Earth gravity normal weight at zero mean sea level."

"Laurel are we sure this inverse gravity pulse will propel us up out of the atmosphere if the ship is going to have that much gravitational pull on her?" Jake asked looking over at her.

"It has to or we'll be pulled right to the core of the planet since it more than likely has no rocky surface."

"Future would the shield be able to protect us under those conditions?"

"Yes, I believe so. There would be no way to exit the core of the planet though. As I stated before, the engines do not produce anywhere near enough thrust to defeat that much gravity. We will have to hope this technique of using an inverse gravity pulse was passed on to you because it is a proven technique otherwise, destroying the planet by opening a hyperspace tunnel while at its core will be our only way out. This entire star system will be affected when Minagoken ten is destroyed."

"Let's keep that as an absolute last resort." Laurel said. "The elder race will be really pissed if we destroy and entire system cause we screwed up the calculations for an inverse gravity pulse. I want you to double and triple check your calculations before you take us in."

"I assure you that I have done that captain¦I will check my calculations again as you ask though."

"Ok, thank you."

A few seconds later there was tone that signaled arrival at Minagoken 10 and the main engines throttled down and the antimatter reactors slowly powered down destabilizing the gravity well until it evaporated away and the Future quickly slowed to sub light speeds and an enormous yellow looking planet rushed into view on the giant viewer. The Future's engines throttled up and the control thrusters engaged tipping the Future on her side relative to the planet as she entered a trajectory to begin orbiting the planet at an altitude of ten thousand miles. The gravitational pull on the Future was enormous but the engines had more than enough thrust to flatten out their approach and settle her into a perfect orbit. Korica got up from her chair and gently tugged on Tamaric's arm and he smiled at her and got to his feet and the two of them stepped over next to Laurel's chair and marveled at the planet below them. The cloud tops were billowing and racing around the planet suggesting some seriously high wind speeds.

"How come it's yellow looking like that?" Korica asked looking at Laurel.

"I'm not completely sure. Mark what are you reading like over there?"

"There are really high sulfur concentrations in the upper cloud layers. I would assume that's what gives the clouds their color. There is methane, hydrogen, chlorine, water, ammonia and some gasses that I can't pronounce the name of. There are indicated wind speeds of four hundred miles an hour gusting to almost four hundred fifty at the tops of the clouds."

"Sounds lovely. Are you detecting any bitrium?"

"No, but that would be very deep in the atmosphere and most likely undetectable to us unless we were right on top of it?"

"What about life signs? Are there any of the creatures we're looking for here?"

"No, there are no life signs but I wouldn't even know what to look for. Would they show up like a traditional life sign would?"

"I honestly don't know. How deep are our scans penetrating?"

"About six thousand miles or so. Beyond that it looks like our sensor beams are being reflected away or absorbed without reflecting back at all."

Laurel pulled up the sensor data on her left screen so she could look at it for herself. She was a little shocked by the dimensions of the planet. One could fit a thousand Earth's in this planet. It had a diameter of 90,000 miles and it was radiating ten times more heat than it was absorbing from the distant Minagoken sun which looked very small at this distance, suggesting that the core of the planet likely consisted of radioactive metal in a super condensed liquid state at extremely high temperatures and pressures. Laurel looked over at Korica holding Tamaric's hand in absolute awe at the sight of such a huge planet so close by. Laurel reached out and stroked the back of her head a few times finally getting her attention enough to make her look at her.

"What do you think?"

"It's beautiful but scary looking. I really don't want to go down there even in the safety of the Future's shield but I know we have to do this."

"Have you ever been this close to a gas giant while on your parents ship?"

"No. We would've never gotten this close. We had an energy field around the hull that protected us from radiation but not a shield and this close would have been really dangerous. These huge planets suck things in from all over the place. We could've been hit by¦who knows what traveling at mind numbing speeds. A hole in the hull would be a death sentence not to mention what would happen if our engines were hit."

"That's right, you guys struck something once that penetrated the hull didn't you?"

"Yah, we hit an asteroid and it punctured the hull. We spent days on a hauntingly beautiful but hellish world trying to fix it. The air was breathable but just barely."

"Well we're going to get up close and personal with this planet once the AI has everything ready."

Clara and Liam got up and stepped out where they could see the giant viewer and they looked just as amazed at the sight before their eyes. They stared in wonder as the Future began to orbit around to the dark side of the planet and it was only then that they could see flashes of light pulsing from beneath the clod tops. There were hundreds of them all over the planet. Clara pointed and looked at Laurel.

"Is that really lightening?"

"It sure looks like it."

Laurel glanced at the sensor information and she could see spikes in thermal and magnetic energy confirming that it had to be what could only be called super lightning.

"It looks as though those flashes are accompanied by discharges like nothing I've ever seen before. These reading indicate billions of volts are being discharged within the clouds. They are so energetic that they are producing electromagnetic pulses, like a tiny nuke going off."

"Amazing! And this is where those creatures live?"

"Not particularly here but in a similar environment yes. Maybe that's how they store energy. They might draw it right out of the atmosphere and somehow store it within their bodies to use later when they need to move to another star system."

Clara shook her head and looked back at the viewer while holding Liam around the waist. Liam couldn't believe that they were going to be able to descend into the violent looking atmosphere without being torn or blasted apart. It just seemed so hard for him to believe that the shield could withstand that kind of punishment without collapsing. He then thought about the turbulence and he looked around Clara at Laurel.

"Is it going to be a violent ride with all of that wind turbulence shaking us around?"

"I don't think so. We have inertial dampeners that should remove almost all sensation of motion instantly. Now the ascent out of the atmosphere might be a little different. I don't know how many Gs the ship will be subjected to but the inertial dampening system can only compensate for so much within a given time period. If the Gs are to high the system just can't compensate quick enough and we might feel it for a few seconds."

"I believe we are going to be subjected to around five hundred Gs." The AI said. "I am currently speeding up the rotational speed of the spinning sections of the ship to compensate for the enormous gravity that will be exerted on the Future when the shield is pulsed off and then back on as the inverse gravity pulse is deployed. I am also anticipating that the inertial dampening system is not going to be able to compensate one hundred percent. I do not want the soils and plants to become dislodged during the event."

"That's great, what about us?" Liam asked.

"As strange as it sounds, I am going to ask all of you to lie on the floor flat on your backs when we attempt our exit."

"What about everyone in stasis?" Clara asked.

"That is the other reason why we are not ready to make our entry yet. I am placing everyone in hard stasis and there are seventeen passengers that are in the middle of their maintenance cycles. Until they are done I cannot put them in hard stasis. Once every occupant is in hard stasis I am going to increase the artificial gravity in the stasis ring to one hundred twenty percent that of Earth normal. That should keep them stationary for the duration of our ascent out of the atmosphere. The only place I am anticipating unavoidable damage is in the gardening ring and hydroponics bay."

"I see." Clara said.

"Rest assured that I have taken every precaution possible to keep everyone safe. Frankly you seven are the most likely to be injured, as you are not encased in a solid chunk of stasis fluid. You will need to be absolutely sure that your heads are lying on the floor when we begin our ascent."

Clara and Liam both looked at Laurel and she just grinned and shrugged lightly. It was the first she had heard of this precaution being necessary either. Clara and Liam made their way back over to science stations number 1 & 2 and sat down and went back to work. Korica and Tamaric watched the popping lights for a few minutes longer and then the two of them went back over to the science stations and went back to work themselves.

The Future made two orbits of the planet before everyone was returned to deep stasis and then their stasis fluid was hardened along with their bodies. The AI had calculated the position within the cloud tops that had the lowest wind speeds though it was still well over three hundred miles an hour. The AI corrected their orbital path to line up for a descent into this relatively calm area of the atmosphere and then alerted the crew.

"We are ready to make our descent into the atmosphere. Commander if you would as soon as I signal you I will need you to engage the atmospheric pumps if the atmospheric pressure is insufficient to fill the storage tank without assistance. I have rechecked my calculations and I believe my numbers are solid."

"Understood." Laurel said. "Korica I want you at navigation in case the automation system goes offline for any reason. It will be up to you to keep us from entering a steep dive or tumbling."

"Yes mam." Korica said as she got to her feet.

Korica made her way over to the navigation station and brought up the current plotting that was aiming for a region toward the equator and around the curve of the planet from their current position. She then looked at Laurel with the helm controls at the ready but currently in AI control mode and she nodded at her.

"Ok Future, please take us in."

"Understood."

The main engines throttled up and the view immediately showed the Future dipping toward the planet and rolling so her belly was toward the cloud tops. The Future began to pick up speed very quickly and so the engines were throttled down but were maintained at a high enough thrust to offer some control over their trajectory. The shield envelope became visible immediately as it began to fluoresce as it interacted with the upper reaches of the atmosphere as the molecules of air were compressed and explosively pushed out of the way. As they started to plunge deeper into the ever thickening atmosphere the image on the viewer became shaky as the Future encountered sever turbulence but there was absolutely no sensation of movement whatsoever as the inertial dampening system washed the feeling away immediately. The view ahead started to distort as more heat was generated creating great clouds of gray and black smoke that emanated from the Future's bulk as she plunged deeper and deeper into the atmosphere and picked up tremendous speed. The engines throttled up again as the AI attempted to level their descent but the massive weight of the Future was becoming harder to control as the thrusters had less and less affect as they plunged deeper into the atmosphere. The engines gimbaled to their maximum but it had very little affect on her course as her gargantuan weight was steadily increasing as the gravity became more and more intense and pulled the Future inexorably deeper and faster into the atmosphere.

Mark's experienced pilots eye detected some yawing in the blurry image of the skies ahead and he was concerned that the Future would side slip and begin barrel rolling into the atmosphere since she wasn't at all aerodynamically shaped other than the fact she was round like a cylinder and he was pretty sure the shield gave them the cross section of an oblong bubble which would make it even easier to imagine her tumbling or rolling over. As the AI finally got some reaction from the main engines thrust leveling their descent out slightly the gray and black smoke changed to a yellow and green color as the shield began to interact with the chemical composition of the clouds themselves burning off copious amounts of sulfur, zinc and carbonaceous compounds. Mark switched the sensor view aft and he could see that they were leaving a wake of dark soot for thousands of miles behind them and it was staining the cloud tops like someone had burned out in a car on a perfectly white cement road.

As the Future sank deeper she started being affected by the tornado force winds causing her to roll left and right slightly as well as to fish tail a little. Mark switched back to the forward sensor view just as the Future reached the cloud tops and descended into the pillowy clouds. The view quickly darkened to that of a twilight sky full of gray and yellow clouds and the turbulence increased so much so that the inertial dampening system was having trouble keeping up leading to a very subtle shaking that could be felt right through the floor. Clara and Liam looked at each other and got to their feet and stepped over to look at the view just as the Future plunged so deep into the clouds that the feeble sunlight disappeared and the view went completely dark. Laurel felt the vibrations deepening and she looked at Clara and Liam standing and it worried her that they would hit a pocket of air and the pair would be knocked from their feet.

"I really need you two to find a seat and stay in it ok? I don't know how rough this is going to get."

Clara and Liam nodded without saying a word and they moved back over to the science stations and sat down but spun around facing out into the room and Tamaric got up and quickly moved over to his mother and she parted her legs and pulled him up in her lap and then she leaned back and wrapped her arms around his stomach tightly and pulled him against her. She then pulled her knees together and Tamaric draped his legs over the outside of hers and cupped his hands against hers and leaned his head back against her shoulder. Korica looked over at Tamaric and it was the first time she had ever seen genuine fear and borderline terror on his face. She was glad he had his mother to hold him tight to reassure him since Korica was to busy standing by the helm controls to be of any use to him for comfort.

As the Future plunged even deeper the shield envelope began to fluoresce an eerie orange and red color as the air around it was heated to thousands of degrees and it made it possible to see just how fast they were descending into the clouds. The indicated airspeed was reading mach 30 and holding steady but the turbulence was getting even stronger as they started passing through hot convective layers in which the winds were even faster than at the cloud tops. It was impossible now to detect any rolling from the visual sensors but the steadily increasing gravitational force was distributed even across the entire surface of the shield indicating a flat and level descent. The energy being exerted against the shields was increasing exponentially as they kept descending and the ambient temperature outside the shield rose to just above 1,000 degrees Fahrenheit. The sensors were detecting far more heat below than above them but it was becoming all encompassing as they kept descending. The AI finally reduced the engines and began ramping up the negative matter core as for the first time ever the shields were actually beginning to fluctuate as the planets magnetic filed interacted with the shield in an unexpected manner allowing some of the planets heat to reach the outer hull. The shield was beginning to oscillate at a sympathetic frequency to that of the planets intense magnet field. The AI increased the power to the shield and rotated the shield frequency and modulation away from that of the planets natural resonance frequency and the shield stabilized and increased in density which had the bonus affect of neutralizing the slight increase in gravity being felt inside the ship by everyone as the shield was fluctuating slightly.

They kept up their steady descent for close to 30 more minutes and then the cloud layer disappeared and Laurel called out to have the external floodlights engaged. As the floodlights came up they reflected off what looked like a purple and blue liquid outside the shield envelope. It was wavering and shimmering just like a liquid but Laurel knew that when a gas is compressed it will change from a gas to a liquid and she assumed that was what they were seeing.

"Future is that¦compressed gas?"

"Yes. It is composed primarily of helium, argon, lithium, and ammonia with traces of liquid hydrogen and methane though there are some elements that do not appear on the periodic table as Humans know it."

"Holy stink pot! How far have we descended?"

"Approximately seven thousand miles though we are still descending rapidly as indicated by the increasing pressure on the shield."

"Can you tell how fast we're traveling?" Mark asked.

"Not precisely as we are in a semi solid atmosphere now. I would guess somewhere around thirty thousand miles an hour¦but that is just a guess as there is no frame of reference to judge our speed from only ever increasing pressure which is now approaching ten thousand pounds per square millimeter."

The Future then made a violent jerking motion and the view ahead changed to a pitch black liquid looking material for a few moments and then it changed to a slivery looking material and then went completely dark as though they were in space with no stars and their speed increased significantly. Clara squeaked in Tamaric's ear as the sudden movement surprised her. The inertial dampening system wasn't able to completely compensate for the sudden change in speed and altitude making it feel like hitting an air pocket in an airplane causing a sudden loss of altitude.

"God this is so insane to take something the size of the Future so deep into any atmosphere let alone something as freaky as a gas giant." Mark said.

They kept descending deeper and the view was now completely dark and feature less even with the floodlights on. As they passed 12,000 miles from the cloud tops the sensors began to detect the ideal atmospheric conditions and a snow of solid particles all around them. Mark brought up the interactive interface for the new data core and he searched for the signature of bitrium and it was a perfect match for the solid particles all around them. When the AI saw this it reduced the diameter of the shied until the ends of the collection pipes were just exposed to the atmosphere outside and the intense pressure began forcing the strange atmospheric gasses and solid particles up into the storage tank.

"I have begun the collection process. The tank is filling rapidly and with enough force so I do not think we will need to engage the atmospheric pumps."

"Roger that." Laurel said.

As the primary holding tank filled the AI began filling the enclosures from the separator tanks as the separator tanks filled rapidly from the separator manifolds connected to the primary holding tank. They kept descending for 29 minutes through the ideal layer of atmospheric gasses and the pressure increased as well as the temperature until it reached a temperature high enough to begin deforming the ends of the collection pipes. They descended even further and they got so deep that the atmospheric composition changed again and the bitrium stopped appearing on sensors so the AI closed the intake valves and expanded the shield envelope and as it did the ends of the collection pipes distorted like taffy being drawn out making them virtually useless for any more collecting of gasses. The AI then engaged the engines at full thrust and it made next to no change in their rate of descent or dive angle as the atmosphere now began to thicken up substantially, which actually created drag against the shield slowing their forward speed.

"The collection process is complete. The collection pipes have been destroyed so what we collected will have to be enough." The AI called out

"Did you get the enclosures filled and the separation tanks?"

"The enclosures are full and pressurized and the separation tanks are full but the primary tank is only eighty percent full. We descended below the ideal conditions before I was able to top the tank off and the heat at this depth also distorted the collection pipes so badly that the flow was being reduced to the point that the pumps would be needed but the composition changed and our engines are not capable of producing enough thrust to get us back up to the depth were we could collect more atmospheric gasses eve if the external collection system hadn't been destroyed."

"Then please make preparations to get us the hell out of here." Laurel said.

"Understood. I need you all to lie on the floor on your backs and please make sure your heads are planted firmly against the floor. I honestly do not know how rough this is going to be."

Laurel pushed her displays aside and got to her feet and stepped down from the platform her chair is mounted on and then Jake got up and stepped right over next to her and the two of them sat down in the floor and looked at Clara scooting Tamaric out of her lap and her and Liam sat down in the floor and then laid back and Tamaric stepped over by Korica as she was sitting down in the floor and the two of them laid down on their backs and took each other's hands and Mark climbed out of his seat and laid down flat on his back. Laurel and Jake then laid back and took each other's hands just like Korica and Tamaric had done.

"Alright Future, I think we're ready."

"Understood. I am increasing the shield to the maximum producible density. I will give you a five count so you can prepare yourselves as I prepare to initiate the inverse gravity pulse."

There were a few seconds of silence as the AI ramped up the shield to the maximum density it could safely produce and once it was achieved it gave out a count and prepared to switch the toroidal generator off momentarily to initiate the pulse using the toroidal generator.

"Initiating pulse in five¦four¦three¦two¦one, firing."

There was wiring sound that wound down and then there was an intense feeling of being pulled against the floor for just an instant as the shield began to dissipate allowing the planets gravity to bleed through slightly and then there was a loud thud and almost a metallic ringing that echoed through the entire ship as the inverse gravity wave rebounded and struck the bottom of the Future thrusting her upward through the atmosphere at a tremendous rate of speed. Korica yelped and then had the air forced out of her lungs quieting her with her mouth open when the intense g forces were felt as the inertial dampening system was overwhelmed and unable to wash much of the feeling away. The feeling lasted for several seconds during which no one could breath and then it faded and everyone felt like their faces were blasted away and then rebounded and their stomachs felt nauseated. Everyone took gulping breaths, as the inertia was so strong that it forced all of the air out of their lungs as their chests were compressed. Clara began to sit up and Laurel stopped her.

"Clara please don't get up yet. Future, did it work?"

"Yes but we are still climbing, please stand by."

Clara quickly laid back down as the Future kept climbing through the layers of the atmosphere at an incredible speed for several more minutes and then slowed and came to a stop within the cloud layer at the top of the atmosphere and slowly began to sink back down into the clouds picking up speed as she descended.

"We are within the upper atmosphere. I will need to initiate one more small pulse to get us completely clear. Please remain lying still on your backs with your heads firmly on the deck." The AI said.

Clara closed her eyes tightly expecting it to be just as bad the first time. There was a pause form the AI as it again bolstered the shield to its maximum safe level and then a count.

"Initiating pulse in five¦four¦three¦two¦one, firing."

There was another thud against the hull that echoed throughout the whole ship but there was no sense of motion at all this time, only a slight shuddering vibration was felt through the deck they were lying on. The pulse was very light in comparison seeing as the gravitation pull on the Future was substantially less from such a high altitude which the AI calculated into how strong of a pulse it set up. Laurel waited a few seconds and then turned her head and looked at the viewer and smiled when she saw stars spinning and rushing by instead of blank darkness.

"We are free and clear. You may all get up. We are several million kilometers from the planet floating free." The AI said.

Everyone slowly go to their feet and they all found that their inner ears were still trying to adjust and their eyes actually hurt a little. They all looked at the giant viewer and the stars were very slowly tumbling as the Future gently rolled in free space.

"Ok that sucked! I don't ever want to do that again." Korica said resolutely as she rubbed her sore eyes.

"Anyone else need to change their shorts?" Mark asked as he rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger.

"Pretty near. That was worse than any E ticket ride at any amusement park I've ever been to" Clara said.

Laurel stepped over to her chair and plopped down and pulled her right display close and she brought up the internal sensors and she looked around the hangars first and everything looked perfect and then she brought up the view in the gardening ring and she was stunned by what she saw. There was an enormous cloud of dust floating around almost completely obscuring the view from the central core sensors. She switched the wavelength so she could see through the dust cloud and to her dismay one of the giant redwoods was lying on its side. It had been crushed down into its own trunk, which then splintered into sharp shards and the tree then fell over and smashed the head row of the orange grove destroying well over 30 trees and an entire field of flowers in the process and kicking up an enormous cloud of dust.

"Oh crap!" Laurel exclaimed.

"What?" Korica asked.

Laurel mirrored the internal sensor view up onto the giant viewer so everyone could see what she was reacting to. Everyone looked on with stunned looks on their faces. Laurel navigated the view around the gardening ring and there were some other plants and trees that were also lying on their sides indicating that everything that was at the bottom of the ship when they were propelled upward was compressed and knocked over and much of what was toward the top of the ship pointing downward was uprooted and tossed around and much of it was now floating in the air since there was no artificial gravity to pull it back against the spinning outer surface. Much of the gardening ring was unaffected other than now being smothered in dust and debris but there was still substantial damage done to a great many of the plants and the soil was displaced and wrinkled in some places resembling the after affects of an earthquake as Jake had witnessed firsthand seeing as his mother was killed in an earthquake. He remembered seeing the main street in his hometown of Paso Robles California looking just like what he was seeing.

"Are you gunna be able to fix all that damage or are you going to need our help?" Korica asked of the AI.

"The damage is substantial but I should be able to get everything put back in place given enough time. I must ask you all to stay out of the gardening ring until the dust and debris are cleared from the air. I have the air handlers running at one hundred percent, which should render the air breathable within a day or two but the larger debris that is floating free will take a little longer to capture. I have more than enough food in stasis to keep you all fed for a very long time so there will be no disruption to your food supply. I estimate the gardening rings productivity will be reduced by thirty percent for some time to come. The damage to the superstructure between the outer hull and the inner hull of the spinning section will need to be inspected manually once the conditions are safe to enter the gardening ring. I will require your assistance for that portion of the repair and inspection cycle."

"What about the stasis ring? Was there any damage done there?" Clara asked.

"I am still running diagnostics on every single processor and its associated occupant and so far I have detected no injuries and no damage. The hard stasis and increased gravity seems to have saved everyone from sustaining any significant affects."

Clara sighed and looked down for a moment and then she looked behind herself and plopped down in the communications station seat.

"Why are we tumbling?" Korica asked as she sat down at the navigation station.

"I am running a low level diagnostic on every system within the propulsion system before I engage anything to make sure there was no damage done. The planet is moving away from us and we are only being drawn toward it slightly by its gravity so we will be safe floating free for approximately ten hours before I would need to adjust our attitude to avoid being pulled into the planets gravitational shadow. The diagnostic will be complete long before that happens."

"Have you checked the rest of the ship for any damage?" Laurel asked.

"Yes I have. The rest of the ship sustained no damage. I believe there was a shockwave that propagated through the relatively weak spinning section when the inverse gravity wave struck the hull, like slapping a long balloon full of water whereas the rest of the hull is fairly rigid due to all of the bulkheads and decks contained within those sections."

"Your sure noting around the negative matter core was disturbed?"

"Relax Laurel. I was monitoring that section of the ship closely the whole time and nothing was disturbed."

"Ok, what do you need from us to help get us underway?"

"I do not need anything from any of you at the moment. I will advise you when we are ready to get underway."

"I'm sorry this was such a violent event."

"It had to be done Laurel but thank you for the sentiment. You are all uninjured and that is what is most important."

Tamaric stepped over to Korica and leaned down and whispered in her ear.

"Can we spend a few minutes away from the bridge together?" Tamaric whispered.

Korica nodded and got to her feet and took his hand and walked over to Laurel's chair.

"Tamaric and I are gunna go check on the things in my quarters."

"Ok, go ahead."

Korica and Tamaric then headed for the exit together. When they stepped out into the corridor Korica looked at Tamaric as they headed down the corridor.

"Are you ok Tamaric?"

"Not¦I was scared Korica and it scared me to hear you yelp like that. I don't like hearing you frightened like that."

"It just startled me Tamaric. I wasn't hurt. I never thought I would see you scared like that."

"It wasn't my finest moment to have to crawl up in my mommies lap like that."

"You don't need to be embarrassed or anything. At least she was there to hold you. I was pretty scared too but I just had to suck it up and continue to do my job. The same thing isn't expected of you and no one thinks anything bad of you for being scared."

"To tell you the truth¦I wanted to hold on to you but I thought that would have been totally inappropriate."

"Uh yah. That wasn't gunna happen. I'm glad you didn't try and do that while I was working."

"We don't ever have to that again right?"

"No. We got what we need. I honestly don't know if the Future could take that kind of pounding again without splitting in half. She's really old and I'm surprised she survived it at all. Your people really know how to build a space ship huh?"

"I guess you could say that."

The two of them arrived at Korica's quarters and the door slid open and the lights came up and they stepped in and looked around and Tamaric noticed that Korica's easel was lying on its side and all of her paintings were lying slid out in the floor. He began walking over toward them and Korica followed him and that's when she noticed that her pratgal cruisers had slid off the bureau and one of them had a bent landing gear. She was devastated as this was one of the first things that the crew had bought for her. She could feel a tear welling up in her and she caught herself and swallowed it down and helped Tamaric pick her easel and paintings up and then she walked over to her cruisers and she squatted down and picked up the one with the bent landing gear and she held it in her cupped hands for a few moments and while looking it over and she wiggled the bent landing gear and then she picked up the other one and she stood up and looked at Tamaric who was now standing right next to her and he thought she was going to cry she looked so upset.

"I'm sure the AI can fix that Korica. Please don't¦don't cry."

"You don't understand how much these mean to me Tamaric." Korica said in a quivering voice.

Tamaric just looked at her for a minute and all he saw was a toy. He then started to think maybe this was one of her exaggerated emotions getting the best of her. He decided he should be delicate and understanding either way since he loved her with every ounce of his being and it hurt to see her upset like this about anything.

"I'm so sorry Korica. You want me to ask your dad to take a look at it?"

"Would you? That would be great. He's the one who bought it for me¦sort of."

Tamaric gently took it form her hand and smiled at her and nodded yes and she set the other cruiser back on the bureau and then they looked at the paintings on the wall and they seemed to still be firmly attached to the walls so Tamaric transferred the cruiser to his other hand and he put his hand out and Korica grinned at him and set her hand in his and the two of them headed for the exit. They stepped out and made their way back to the bridge and when they stepped in Laurel could feel some distress coming from Korica that she didn't understand. Korica had her mind quieted but Laurel could still feel her emotions extremely sharply. She was practically glowing with emotions. Tamaric walked right up to Jake at the auxiliary control station and lifted the pratgal cruiser.

"Jake, Korica's cruiser was damaged when it fell off the clothes cabinet thing in her¦our quarters. Can you take a look at it and see if you can fix it? It's really important to her."

"Sure, let me see it. Oh and it's called a bureau when it's shaped like that and designed to hold clothes."

"Oh ok." Tamaric said as he handed the cruiser to Jake.

Jake looked the cruiser over and he looked at the tiny arms within the landing gear that were bent and he realized they all had to articulate in order for the landing gear to retract properly and after a moment of examining the damage he had an idea.

"Tell you what Korica¦there are some small hand tools in the gun lab. Why don't you and I go up there and see if I can't straighten out these bent beams. It doesn't look like anything is actually broken."

"I would really appreciate it dad...I mean¦commander."

Jake grinned at her and stood up and Tamaric stepped back and watched the two head for the exit and he was a little hurt at first that Korica didn't even say goodbye but he got over it quickly when he remembered that Korica was having an emotional day and it didn't mean anything that her favorite toy at the moment was more important. He made his way back over to the science station and he sat down and his father surprised him when he stepped up behind him and put his hand on his shoulder.

"That was really nice of you to do that Tamaric. You showed her that if it's important to her it's important to you. You can't possibly know how important it is for a woman to feel that from her man."

"Thanks dad. She's important to me so her broken toy is important to me just cause it means so much to her."

Liam patted his shoulder and then walked back over to science station number 2 and sat down and Clara was beaming at him.

"He's a good man just like his daddy." Clara said in a quiet voice.

Liam smiled at her and the two tried to go back to work despite their rattled nerves from the freaky ride from deep within the gas giant's atmosphere to beyond an orbital altitude in mere minutes.

Jake walked Korica up the corridor to the gun lab and he had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the two stepped in and the lights came up. They walked up to the padded work bench and Jake set Korica's cruiser down and stepped over to the toolbox and he opened it and pulled out a few needle nose pliers, one with a curved jaw at the end for reaching around corners and one with a locking jaw and one with a very long slender jaw that came almost to a point. He stepped back over to the table and sat down and Korica stood right next to him and watched what he was doing as he picked up the cruiser and set it down upside down. He then incrementally began straightening out the tiny bent arms within the landing gear until the landing gear began to look straighter. He then reached the curved pliers up into the landing gear compartment and he unhook the entire assembly by pulling two very small clips and the entire landing gear came off so he could collapse and extend the articulated parts to insure that they operated smoothly after being straightened. He then reached up into the cabinet right in front of them and he pulled out an oiler that had a very tiny point to it and he put a tiny drop of oil on all of the moving joints and then he did the same to the undamaged side still attached to the cruiser. He then very carefully reattached the landing gear to the cruiser and slid the retaining clips back into place. He then picked up the cruiser and set it on its landing gear and bent down so he was looking right down the nose of the craft to make sure it was sitting level and he smiled when he could see that it was sitting perfectly level. He then picked it up and handed it to Korica.

"There you go sweetheart. You would never know it was damaged."

Korica took the cruiser and turned it over and looked at his handy work and smiled big. Jake put the oiler away and then closed the cabinet and then put the pliers back in the toolbox and secured the lid. When he stepped back over to Korica she set the cruiser on the workbench and hugged him tightly for a few moments and then she pulled down his shoulders making him bend down slightly and she kissed his cheek.

"Thank you for fixing my cruiser. I know it's just a toy but it means a lot to me. It's one of the first things you guys bought for me as your new daughter."

"You're welcome honey. You know¦the AI probably could have had that repaired for you, but thank you for letting me do it. I love spending quality time doing things for you and with you like this."

"I like spending any time I can with you too dad¦I mean alone like this, away from our jobs and everyone else. You always make me feel special."

"Good, you are special. Come on, let's go show Tamaric that it's fixed."

"Dad can I ask you something before we go?"

Jake sat down on the stool and put his hands on Korica's waist and slid them around to her back as he gently pulled her closer while scooting back on the seat. She stepped in between his knees until her stomach was pressed up against the round stool cushion and then she looked up at him.

"You can ask me anything you want."

"Mom said that if Tamaric and I¦go all the way it's gunna change things between us in ways that we can't even begin to imagine. Was it like that for you? I mean did things change for you two?"

Jake took a deep breath and looked away for a moment as he thought about it as he let the breath out and then he looked her right in the eyes.

"It did change things but not in a bad way or anything. There was¦an innocence to our relationship that was lost and I saw Laurel differently after we made love. I saw her as a beautiful, smart, sweet girl before and after I saw her as a woman of extraordinary grace and beauty, not as just a girl anymore. I knew there was no going back and I was committed to her for the rest of my life after that. I know it's very profound for a girl to give up her virginity to a guy and they will never ever forget the first time. I want you to be absolutely sure you understand what your doing¦and I don't mean the mechanics of how it works, we already discussed that so I know you know how things work and roughly what to expect, I mean the mental commitment and how things will change between you two."

"But you feel closer to Laurel after you two¦did it right?"

"Oh most definitely. We uh¦we became completely paired while we were making love. Our spirits or whatever you want to call it were joined. It felt like they were burned together and I took a small piece of her with me and she took a small piece of me with her."

"Is that gunna happen to us?"

"I honestly don't know honey. You're capable of that seeing as how your parents were paired and they passed that ability on to you but I don't know for sue if Tamaric is capable of that kind of spiritual bonding. If he is and that does happen you two will have to be in close proximity to each other for the rest of your lives like Laurel and I have to be. It's a very beautiful thing but it has some very serious repercussions. If something happens to one of you then the other will die soon after."

"I know about all that. I just feel it from down really deep that I want to¦I feel like I want to make love to him. He stirs things in me that are sooo hard to ignore and I love him so completely. It makes me dizzy sometimes when I look at him I love him so much."

"He's a really good guy Korica and he is absolutely crazy about you. If you feel that strongly about it maybe you are ready. Human females just don't mature as quickly as Draximan females obviously do so it's a little surprising to us that you feel you're ready for this."

"I know mom wanted me to wait a couple of years but I just don't think I can hold out any longer. I want to know what it feels like to have him¦I won't go into detail, I know it kind of bothers you to hear me talk about feeling sexual and all."

"Look, I've sensed these things from within you before. I know you aren't the same little girl that we rescued and I fell in love with. You're growing so fast and I'm just trying to hold onto the sweet little Korica that I remember but you just aren't her anymore. You're so much more now. You're becoming a woman and I just have to accept that. If you need to talk to someone about these things I want you to feel like you can come to me¦just like now."

"I appreciate that. I like knowing I can get a man's opinion and a woman's from Laurel without being looked down on or whatever. You guys respect me and you respect my feelings enough to be completely honest with me. I really just wanted to know if it was the same for you as it was for mom when you guys finally made love."

"I hope I was able to answer that well enough for it to make sense."

"Yah I think you did. Like you said it was a really profound event for mom and I sense that it was for you too and I know from our deep sharing sessions that it felt absolutely amazing for her physically as well as spiritually and I just hope it will for me too."

Korica leaned forward and gave him a peck and then pulled back out of his arms. She picked up her cruiser as Jake slid off the stool and stood up straight and then the two of them headed for the exit. They stepped out into the main corridor and Korica reached over and took Jake's hand and grinned at him.

"You know you really are a great dad. Your kids are really lucky to have a daddy like you."

"Thank you Korica. That actually means a great deal to hear that from you. I want you to be proud of me just as much as you want me to be proud of you."

"Well I am proud of you. My kids are gunna have a granddad that they can look up to and who will love them and protect them."

"Oh I can't wait to hold Aseel in my arms sweetie. She looks so much like you it's uncanny."

"Well you're gunna have to wait several years for that. I might want to make love to Tamaric but I don't want children any time soon."

"Lord I hope so."

Korica giggled as the two continued down the corridor to the bridge. As they stepped up to the door Korica let go of Jake's hand and when the door slid open they stepped in and Korica walked straight over to Tamaric and showed him the repairs Jake had done to the landing gear.

"Look Tamaric, Jake was able to fix everything that was bent so you can hardly tell anything ever happened!" Korica said as she handed the cruiser to him to look at.

Tamaric took the cruiser and turned it over and he was actually surprised how well everything lined up. Other than some slight wrinkles in some of the tiny struts it looked like nothing had ever been damaged.

"That's great Korica. I'm glad he's so good with his hands."

"Korica¦" Laurel called out gently. "Will you please take the navigation station? The AI is about to bring everything back online in order to get us moving out of the system. I want you at the helm controls just in case anything goes wrong."

"Eye captain. Tamaric will you hold onto my cruiser for me?"

"You got it ensign."

Korica smiled big at him and started to lean in and she caught herself and looked up at Laurel looking at her and Laurel cocked her head a little for a moment with a stern look on her face and then she ginned at her and nodded once and pulled her display up and so Korica smiled and leaned down and gave Tamaric a quick peck and then looked around and saw that no one else was looking.

"I love you so much Tamaric. You make everything I care about seem important." Korica said in a low voice.

"I love you too beautiful, and that's why." Tamaric fairly whispered back with a big grin.

Korica gave him a beautiful smile and then made her way over to the navigation station and she sat down and brought up the complete helm controls and she stood by to take over if anything went wrong.

"Alright Future, we're in place. Will you please initiate the restart to get us moving?" Laurel said.

"Understood."

Liam turned his chair slightly and reached out and playfully swatted Tamaric's shoulder and when he looked at him Liam grinned big at him.

"See, I told you son." Liam said quietly.

Tamaric grinned at him and then turned back to his lessons.

The AI brought the automation control center on line and initiated a series of control bursts from the control and attitude thrusters and the Future Stopped her gentle rolling motion and then the main engines came online and with a few short blasts the Future answered dead stop. Korica watched as the Driomat system was plotted and laid in and then the main engines throttled up and the Future began to accelerate smoothly away from Minagoken 10's gravitational pull. The Future picked up speed quickly as she round one of Minagoken 10's smaller moons, though it was still a ball of ice twice the size of Earth, gaining the Future a gravity assist slinging her in a direction leading out of the system. As the Future reached 90% the speed of light the antimatter reactors were brought up to full power and an intense gravity well began to form ahead of the Future drawing her inexorably toward it and then it began to expand until it encompassed the entire ship drawing her faster and faster until in a flash she broke the speed of light and kept accelerating rapidly. As the Future reached 6 times the speed of light the main engines throttled down to 70%, which was just enough to hold their speed steady.

They continued on their course for several minutes and then the main engines throttled down to 2% and the negative matter core was ramped up dumping ever greater impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well until the stars ahead blinked out and space began to twist and distort and then a white line formed and descended from the top of the event Future to the bottom and then began to twist and shimmer and then it expanded and collapsed into a funnel shape. The main engines then throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel of light and accelerated rapidly as the tunnel collapsed behind them boosting their forward speed even further. The Future kept accelerating until she reached 52 times the speed of light and then the main engines throttled down to 80% slowing their rate of acceleration until it reached the usual speed of 52.25 times the speed of light and then it held steady as the engines were reduced to 70%. There was a tone heard after a few minor course corrections indicating that their flight characteristics were optimal and were now locked into the automated helm control.

Korica checked the distance to the Driomat system and it was an easy 320 light years away. The system was listed as occupied but safe meaning they would drop into the system and then bolt away immediately to avoid detection or interaction as much as possible. The estimated time of arrival was shown as 18:08 ships time. Laurel was looking at the same data from her left display and she glanced over at the auxiliary systems station and Jake sensed her interest in the status of the auxiliary systems and so he turned and looked at her.

"Everything seems to running perfect captain. I don't think there was any damaged sustained to any of the subsystems and that includes the atmospheric gas storage and separation systems. The gasses are continuing to be separated normally and the waste gasses dumped overboard."

"Ok, good deal. I want the waste gas dumps ceased when we drop out of hyperspace. We don't need to leave a bread crumb trail for anyone to follow."

"That's a good idea. I'll set it up through the separation processor and the helm control processors. If we're not in hyperspace the separation process will be disengaged automatically."

"Thank you Jake."

Jake turned back around and set up the interface between the two systems and set it for automatic control. Laurel then logged herself out and pushed her displays aside and stood up.

"Ok everyone, everything is running like clock work and it's lunchtime so let's all go get something to eat."

Everyone glanced at her and then saved their worked and logged themselves out and when Mark logged himself out last the entire bridge went to sleep. They all then got to their feet and headed for the exit as a group. They all made their way down to the mess hall and retrieved a drink and then they all sat down at the round table and moments later servo drones showed up with menus. They all ordered their meals and then talked about the events of the morning. Once the food arrived they ate in relative quiet and then Laurel went down to the biogenetics lab with Jake to continue her work on the Huraxan project and Tamaric went back to the bridge with Korica so he could finish his lessons for the day while Korica worked on her ensign studies and Clara and Liam followed them so they could work on the stasis chamber for two project. Mark came up with a project of his own. He discovered a device in the new data core that would make it all but impossible for anyone not of a select species to power up the crimson fighters. The AI would be able to manufacture the necessary discrete devices that could then be installed in all of the crimson fighters to prevent their theft when left unattended. Mark followed the two couples back to the bridge and he pulled up the design specs for the bio readers and then he set the AI to constructing them with modifications so they could be installed within the crimson fighters deep within their power control circuits. He then excused himself to begin his work. He transported up to the aft upper hangar bay and he started disassembling the power control panel on the Prentor.

Once Tamaric had his lessons for the day finished, Korica wanted to spend some time relaxing after the stressful morning so Clara and Liam decided to work from the workstations on deck 1 so Korica and Tamaric could spend the rest of the day together. Korica and Tamaric then spent the rest of the afternoon in Korica's quarters curled up to one another watching videos. At the end of the day Everyone met up in the common area to talk about the days events and when Mark finally joined them at 17:50 he explained what he was doing and he explained that he would work on one fighter at a time so they would still have three operational at all times until he had them all retrofitted with the bio signature disablers. They all then adjourned to the mess hall to have the evening meal together. They had no more than retrieved drinks and ordered their meals when the AI called Laurel to the bridge, as they were about to drop out of hyperspace in the Driomat system.

Laurel got up from the table and Korica asked if she could join her and Laurel told her that she would be delighted to have her come with her to the bridge. The two of them walked up the corridor to the bridge and stepped in and Laurel sat down in her chair and logged herself in while Korica walked over to the navigation station and sat down. When Laurel logged herself in the whole bridge came to life and Korica brought up their relative position. The Driomat system was a single class four star system with the fifth planet out containing the entirety of the population inhabiting the system and they were just about to drop out of hyperspace at a distance of fifty million miles from the star. There was already a preliminary plotting for the next jump target listed as the Retorian system. The plan was to drop out of hyperspace right into a faster than light trajectory for the Retorian system.

As the tone sounded Laurel brought up the sensor data and she could see that there were no signs of any spacecraft or orbital satellites anywhere in the system that would interfere with their intended course of entry and exit from the system. The negative matter core ramped down and the main engines throttled down to 50% and the antimatter reactors were only slightly reduced in their output maintaining the gravity well but destabilizing the quantum gravitational energy contained within it resulting in a slowing of their forward speed but not to anywhere near sub light speeds. They dropped out of hyperspace in a bright flash of light and then the main engines immediately throttled back up to 100% and the antimatter reactor returned to full power strengthening and stabilizing the gravity well. As a result they popped into normal space at fifty million miles from the Driomat star and then they instantly zoomed out of sight as they blew through the system at ten times the speed of light and kept right on going. Their speed slowly decreased until it was down to 7.3 times the speed of light and it held steady at that speed for a few minutes and then the main engines throttled down to 70% allowing their speed to bleed down to 6.8 times the speed of light.

Laurel smiled, as their course was spot on for the Retorian system.

"That was a slick transition. I don't think anyone would've detected that kind of transition through a star system."

"Thank you captain. I am trying to make the transition from hyperspace to faster than light more seamless. Eventually with a little more practice and some refined algorithms we should be able to seemingly just slow down to our maximum faster than light speed without pause."

"You pretty much did that this time."

"No there was a sudden deceleration from fourty two times the speed of light to fourteen times the speed of light resulting in that bright flash as the gravity well destabilized. I will work on it until I get it right."

"If you say so. I think your transitional control is extremely impressive the way it is but if you want to refine it even more by all means go ahead."

"Thank you captain. I will call you in thirty minutes when our cool down is complete so we can jump toward the Retorian system. The next jump will be a much longer trip to the jump coordinated but will put us precisely back on course for the tel pok maron's region of space."

"Understood."

Laurel logged herself out and then Korica did the same and the entire bridge went to sleep. Korica then stepped over to Laurel and took her hand.

"Can I talk to you for a minute in private?"

"Of course. Let's step over to my quarters."

The two of them stepped up to the door and when it slid open they stepped out into the corridor and right over to Laurel's quarters and when the door slid open the lights came up and they stepped in and Korica walked over to the bed and sat down and so Laurel followed her and sat down next to her.

"What's on your mind sweetheart? You have your mind quieted so I have no idea what's bothering you."

"Tamaric has asked something of me and it requires that you and I make a sacrifice of sorts. Tamaric wants to get dressed with me after our showers instead of me coming here to get dressed in your quarters like I always have."

"Awwe¦I love our special time together where I get to brush your hair out though. I can understand that you're in a serious relationship now and Tamaric deserves your full attention but do we really have to give up our special time?"

"Well no. I mean if you say no I'll tell Tamaric that you said no and nothing will change."

"No¦don't do that. Tell you what, can we compromise like you did with Tamaric's mother? I'm not ready to give you up either. Can we still have our bonding time together in the mornings and in the evening you can get dressed in your quarters with Tamaric?"

"That seems fair. I know it's cause you love me and not cause you don't want Tamaric seeing me naked."

"Is that what this is all about?"

"Well yah. He has been letting me see him for a while now¦I love seeing him too, he's so good looking¦everywhere. I think it's only fair that I satisfy his curiosity too."

"Are you saying he's never seen you naked?"

"No, that's why he wants to see more of me. He said I'm beautiful and he wants to see more of me because I'm so pretty."

"You're the first girl he's ever seen nude though right?"

"According to him yes. I would feel it if he wasn't being honest¦about that or how beautiful he thinks I am."

"I told you that you were beautiful honey."

"I know but it feels different when I hear it from him."

"Ok, I guess I can understand that. So we have a deal then? He gets you at night and I get you in the morning?"

"It's a deal. Thank you mom. We'll feel more like a proper couple of we get dressed together too. It is our quarters down there after all. Just let me get back to my quarters before you tell the guys it's their turn to use the showers ok?"

"Uh¦ok. I don't get what that's for but I'll do that just cause you asked."

"Ok. Thank you so much mom. For agreeing to this and for loving me so much. It actually feels kind of good that you don't want to let go of me completely. It makes me realize that you love me as much as Clara loves Tamaric."

"Of course I do. You know how much I love you Korica. You're my Korica and you always will be. I am willing to share you though because Tamaric makes you so happy."

"Kay. Let's go eat now, I'm starving."

Laurel leaned over and kissed the side of her head and then squeezed her around the shoulders quickly and the two got up and made their way back to mess hall. When they stepped in the plates of food were already on the table and so they sat down by their mates and began eating their meals. Laurel explained their current course and speed and that before working out she was going to have to be on the bridge for the jump to hyperspace. They all then ate their meals and sat for a few minutes talking until the AI called Laurel to the bridge. Laurel smiled at Korica.

"Would you like to come with me Korica?"

"Yes please. I would like that."

"Cool." Laurel slid out of her seat and stood up and then looked at Tamaric. "Why don't you come with us Tamaric?"

"Ok. Thank you Laurel." Tamaric said with a big smile.

"We'll meet the rest of you in the gym after we get the jump completed."

The other four nodded and they all headed for the exit and Laurel, Korica and Tamaric turned left and headed for the bridge while the others turned right and headed for the gym. When the three arrived at the bridge they stepped through the door and Laurel sat down in her chair and logged herself in and the whole bridge came to life. Korica and Tamaric stood next to Laurel and just watched as the main engines throttled down and the negative matter core was ramped up dumping ever greater impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well causing the stars directly ahead to blink out and the usual distortion began to appear as space was distorted and stretched. The white line then formed and descended from the top of the even Future of the distortion towards the bottom of it and then it was stretched and distorted and then expanded and finally collapsed into a funnel shape of bright light. The main engines throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the tunnel of light that then collapsed behind them boosting their speed significantly. They accelerated up to their cruising speed of 52.25 times the speed of light and then the main engines throttled down slightly holding their speed. The AI mad a few minor course corrections and then there was a gentle tone heard as the ideal flight characteristics were achieved and locked into the automated helm controls.

Laurel then brought up the time and distance estimates and mirrored the data onto the giant viewer at the front of the bridge so Korica and Tamaric could see what she was seeing. The Retorian system was listed as occupied, safe and space fairing with four occupied worlds within the system. Retorian itself was the fourth planet out from the binary stars and the home world of the species calling the Retorian system home. It was a trip of 506 light years from their current position and it would require a 70-minute cool down after arriving in the system at 04:40 ships time. Total travel time was estimated at 9.68 hours at their current speed.

"Well that's it. Retoria it is." Laurel said.

Laurel then logged herself out and the entire bridge went dark and quiet. She pushed her display aside and stood up and followed Korica and Tamaric out into the corridor and then she stopped them and pointed at her quarters.

"I actually asked you both to come with me so I could talk to the two of you in private for a minute."

They both nodded and Laurel stepped up to the door to her quarters and the door slid open and the lights came up as she stepped in. Laurel walked over to the bed and sat down and looked at the worried look on Tamaric's face and the grin on Korica's and she couldn't help but chuckle. Korica and Tamaric had a seat next to Laurel.

"Relax Tamaric, you're not in trouble or anything."

Tamaric sighed and noticeably relaxed.

"I thought I¦well I didn't know exactly what I did wrong but I thought for sure I screwed up somehow and I was about to get yelled at."

"No, I'll likely never yell at you unless you hurt Korica. Korica and I discussed her getting dressed with you in her quarters instead of here with me. After she explained the reasons why you want the change in routine, we agreed to a compromise. She will get dressed with you in her quarters at night and in the mornings she will get dressed here with me. The time we spend together in which she lets me slowly brush her hair is a bonding experience for the both of us and I'm just not ready to give that up completely. I hope you don't mind sharing her with me?"

"You're not upset cause I want to¦see her naked?"

"Absolutely not. You're in love and she's very pretty to look upon and she actually really wants this so I have no problem with it."

"I would be glad to share her time with you Laurel. My mom had the same issue with me so I understand where you're coming from. Thank you for being so understanding."

"You're welcome Tamaric. I want to give you two the freedom to explore your relationship¦and each other as you see fit but I love Korica so much and I'm a little selfish about her."

"I know the feeling. I feel like I'm being a little selfish too."

"It's not a bad thing, we both love her and want her close by is all."

Tamaric smiled and leaned over kissed Korica's cheek.

"Thank you for actually keeping your word and asking for this."

"You kept your word and had the uncomfortable conversation with your parents about our sleeping arrangements so I owed you this¦besides, like mom said I really want this."

"Ok, so that said let's go workout." Laurel said as she stood up.

Korica and Tamaric then stood up and took each other's hand and followed Laurel out into the main corridor and down to the gym. They stepped in and everyone was sitting waiting for them surprising Korica a little bit. They all began their workouts after Clara and Liam performed their weigh in so their workouts could be tailored to their increasing body mass and fitness level. After the workouts were completed Mark spent over an hour working on the moves he had taught them the night before to help them further perfect their technique. When he was satisfied that they were not only exhausted but becoming very proficient at the maneuver he ended the lessons for the night and Laurel and Korica departed to take their shower while everyone else sat around talking lightly. When the girls were done Laurel walked to her quarters alone and once she got to her door she looked down the corridor and she waited until Korica stepped into her quarters and then she sent a gentle push to Jake telling him it was their turn. The guys then went and took their turn in the showers followed by the Reynolds.

When Korica arrived in her quarters she walked to the front of the room and retrieved a nightshirt and a pair of underwear and she walked back to the bed and set them down and then she pulled her towel from around her body and she bent over and rubbed out the ends of her hair and then she set her towel down and she looked at her underwear and she wondered how this was supposed to work. She decided to forego the underwear for now but she didn't quite feel right wandering around completely nude. She picked up her nightshirt and slipped it over her head and then she picked up her underwear and took them back to the bureau and put them away. She then made her way into the bathroom and she brushed her hair out and then brushed her teeth and rinsed her mouth out and put some deodorant on and then she brushed her hair out a little more until she thought it looked just right. It didn't look like it does when Laurel gets done spending twenty minutes brushing it out but she thought it still looked very cute. She truly loved her new haircut and how it made her look and Tamaric was constantly complimenting her on it.

Korica then made her way back into the main quarters and picked up her towel and carried it over to the servo slot and she dropped it and then she made her way back over to Tamaric's side of the bed and she sat down to wait for him.

When Jake finished his shower he made his way to his quarters and he expected to find Korica sitting in between Laurel's legs but Laurel was sitting on the edge of the bed with one leg half up on the bed and the other in the floor and she was completely dressed. She had the viewer at the front of the room turned on and she had the visual sensor view of the gardening ring shown. Jake stepped over to the bed and looked at her with a furrowed brow.

"Where's Korica?"

"She's in her quarters. We have a new agreement with Tamaric in which I have to share Korica's with him. In the evening she is going get dressed in her quarters with Tamaric and in the mornings I get her so we can have our bonding period together."

"I see. We're loosing a little more of her to him?"

"They need to get to know what it's like to be a couple Jake. That means every aspect of it. They both want this and I'm not going to stand in the way of their desire to be closer even if it hurts a little. I can share her with him as long as I still get some special time with her. It's the same thing Tamaric's mother asked of him and now I know exactly how she feels."

"Ok. She had a talk with me today when I was fixing her cruiser that leads me to think they are going to be getting very serious really soon. Korica just can't resist his charm and her hormones any longer."

"Yah, I sensed that from you when you two returned and I've been feeling it from deep within her when she doesn't have her mind quieted. Our little girl isn't going to be a little girl for much longer."

"Yah I know. I'm still gunna love her like my little girl though."

Jake then headed to the front of room to retrieve a pair of underwear and then he stepped back to the bed and pulled his towel from around his waist to Laurel's delight and she grinned when she realized Korica was probably doing the same exact thing at that very moment. Jake rubbed his hair vigorously and then picked up his underwear and stepped into them and then he made his way into the bathroom and he brushed his teeth and washed his mouth out and then he combed his hair until it looked neat and then he made his way back out into the main quarters and he stepped over to his side of the bed and pulled the covers back and sat down. He looked up at the view inside the gardening ring on the big viewer and he shook his head.

"What a freakin mess."

"Yah I know. It's going to take a long time to fix all the damage done."

"Hay you don't mind that I'm going to bed instead of going down to read to Korica and Tamaric do you? I'm really beat."

"No of course not. I want you to get some sleep Jake. I got it handled."

Laurel turned the viewer off and stood up and let Jake lay down and then she pulled the covers up on him and gave him a long passionate kiss and then she wished him goodnight and then she walked around to her side of the bed and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then made her way down to the common area to sit with Clara and Liam while waiting for Korica to ask her to come read to them.

When Tamaric exited the showers he stopped by the gym and told his mother and father that it was their turn to use the showers and then he made his way to Korica's quarters. When he stepped up to the door and began to lift his hand to the palm reader the door slid open for him and he grinned and stepped in. As he stepped in he saw Korica sitting on the edge of the bed looking as pretty as ever. She smiled at him and he walked past her to the front of the room and he was wondering why Korica got dressed for bed without letting him see anything. He thought that was the whole point to her getting dressed in her quarters was to get dressed with him and he was hoping so he could have a look at her amazing body. He had never seen anything as pretty as Korica's shape and he really wanted to look at her. He retrieved a pair of underwear and his pajama top and bottoms and then he slid his drawer shut full of disappointment.

When he turned around to walk back to the bed he was stunned to see Korica standing at the foot of the bed facing him with absolutely nothing on. She had felt his disappointment and dismay and so she took her nightshirt off and it was now lying on the bed behind her. She had brightly blushed cheeks but she was standing with her feet apart far enough to show that she wasn't hiding from him. He stood in stunned delight as he looked at her beautiful body for a few moments and then he walked up to the bed and set his clothes down and he pulled his towel from around his waist and he smiled at her.

"You're so pretty Korica. Thank you for doing this. I thought you were going to wait for me so we could get dressed together like I was doing for you?"

"Is that what you want me to do? I don't know how this works Tamaric."

"Well that's what I was hoping you were gunna do."

"Ok, then from now on that's what I'll do. I'll wait so we can look at each other at the same time."

"Ok, thank you Korica. I just can't get enough of looking at you. You have such a pretty shape¦you know, down there. It's very nice to look at." Tamaric said while staring at her crotch.

"You can do more than look if you want."

Tamaric looked up at her with a shocked look on his face.

"My mom and dad are waiting for our story time. I think that kind of stuff can wait for some other time."

Tamaric used his towel to rub his hair briskly and then he dropped it on the bed and began getting dressed while Korica felt for what he was thinking. Once he was dressed Korica picked up her nightshirt and slipped it over her head and pulled it down around her and then she finally figured out what she was sensing from him. Korica followed him into the bathroom and she talked to him while he combed his hair.

"Tamaric don't worry about not knowing what to do with me. I'll show you how and where to touch me ok?"

Tamaric blushed noticeably and Korica could feel his humiliation so she waited until he was finished combing his hair and then she took a hold of his arm and pulled him closer and she kissed him gently and then looked into his eyes.

"Tamaric, we'll learn together alright? I don't exactly know what to do either but I can show you what feels good and I'll¦tell you what I want you to do kay?"

"Ok. I'm sorry that I have no idea what to do. I've just never done that stuff before except for that one time we messed around."

"I know Tamaric. I've never been with a boy except for you either."

Korica then exited the bathroom to let Tamaric brush his teeth and rinse his mouth out. When Tamaric was finished he relieved himself and then washed his hands and then exited the bathroom and Korica was standing by the table at the front of the room and she looked at him and smiled and the two of them walked over to the bed on their respective sides of the bed and they pulled the covers down after moving the stuffed animals to the table at the head of the bead and then they climbed into bed and scooted over close to one another and Korica laid on her stomach half on Tamaric with her head on his shoulder and chest.

"You ready for me to call my mom to read to us?"

"Yah. Your dad isn't going to come too?"

"No, he's exhausted and I sensed that he was going right to bed."

"Oh ok."

Korica closed her eyes and reached out to Laurel to let her know that she was ready for her to come read to them. Laurel told her they would be right there and then Korica quieted her mind. A few moments later there was a tone from the com panel at the door and Korica told the AI to please open the door. Laurel, Clara and Liam stepped in and Laurel stepped over to the table at the head of the bed and picked up the data pad and slipped her shoes off and then she stepped around to Tamaric's side of the bed and she sat down. Clara and Liam walked over to the reading chairs and sat down and Liam looked over at the pratgal cruisers sitting on the bureau at the front of the room and then he looked at Korica.

"Your cruisers look like nothing ever happened. I can't even tell which one was damaged."

"It was the one on the right." Korica said.

Liam looked back at the two cruisers and he really couldn't tell that it had ever been damaged. It was sitting perfectly level just like the one on the left.

"Well as important as those things are to you I'm thrilled that your dad was able to fix it so well."

"Thanks Liam, me too."

Laurel then leaned over and kissed Korica's forehead and then she kissed Tamaric's cheek. Laurel was able to sense a nervous tension in Tamaric and she wasn't quite sure where it was coming from. There was an anticipation of something that he was very nervous about and Laurel assumed that Korica had possibly told him or asked him if they could go all the way and he was nervous about it. She wasn't sensing much of anything from Korica other than her gentle purring that didn't feel like anything in particular besides her in general. It definitely felt like Korica's love and it was very sweet and warm. Laurel turned the data pad on and cued up their story Oroman and began reading to them. She read all the way through 2 entire chapters and then she turned off the data pad and set it over her head on the table. She then hugged Tamaric and he wrapped his free arm over her in return and hugged her tightly and then Laurel got up and walked around the bed and her and Korica hugged each other and Korica gave her a peck and a pretty smile. Clara and Liam then got up and stepped over to the bed and took turns hugging the two of them and then Laurel stepped over to the head of the bed and stepped into her shoes and then she stepped over and slid the lights down to sleep levels.

Laurel, Clara and Liam then exited Korica's quarters and Laurel walked with the Reynolds down to the transport compartment and she said goodnight as they stepped in to make their way down to deck 1 and then Laurel headed for the bridge.

As soon as Laurel and the Reynolds stepped out of Korica's quarters Tamaric started to squirm out from under Korica so he could get to the edge of the bed to stand up and take his pajamas off. He was already starting to feel uncomfortably warm with how much body heat Korica was radiating. Korica put her arms around him and stopped him and then she rolled off of him enough to reach the light controls and she slid them up halfway so she could see Tamaric clearly and then she lifted the covers and climbed on top of him and sat up so her weight was on his hips and the covers slid down off her back.

"I want to undress you Tamaric."

"Uh ok." Tamaric said with a nervous smile.

Korica leaned down and planted a soft prolonged kiss on him and then sat up straight and began unbuttoning his pajama top slowly working her way down. She had to lift up and pull the bottom out from under herself and then she sat her weight back down on him and kept unbuttoning his top until she reached the last button. She then put her hands under his top on his chest and she swept the top open looking at his chest and stomach as she pushed it aside. She noticed how firm and muscularly tones his chest was becoming and how soft his skin was and she could also sense how fast his heart was beating. She swept her hands up to his shoulders and pushed his top back off his shoulders while caressing his firm shoulders. He sat up and let her push his top off his back and down his arms and then she pulled it out from around him and she leaned over and dropped it in the floor. She then leaned back over so all her weight was on him again. She stared into his beautiful sky blue eyes and she grinned at him lovingly. She then scooted her knees down so she was sitting right over his knees and she hooked her fingers in his waist band and she began sliding her fingers around his waist as she worked his bottoms down and he lifted his hips so his bottoms would slide off his hips and behind. She then moved down a little and Tamaric lifted his knees and Korica pulled his bottoms down to his feet and worked them off his feet and then tossed them in the floor. As he tried to put his knees down she scooted up and trapped his feet under her and she reached up and hooked her fingers in the waistband of his underwear and she pulled them down and slid them up his legs to his knees and then she moved back and pulled them over his knees and down to his feet.

Tamaric then lifted his feet and she pulled his underwear off his feet and she leaned over and tossed them in the floor. She then sat up in front of him looking at his knees together tightly hiding himself from her. She could see that his legs were trembling slightly and she grinned a little. She set her hands on his knees and gently pulled his knees apart, which he offered a little resistance to at first but then he relaxed and let her push his knees apart and she smiled as she saw his testicles and his slightly firm cock lying pointing up towards himself. She pushed his knees all the way to the side and she stared at his amazing looking cock and she could see it growing in girth and slowly elongating up his lower tummy as he got excited. She just sat staring at it and his testicles enthralled by what she was seeing. She watched him until his cock reached its full girth and began to rise up as it became hard and throbbed with his heartbeat. She then felt a small chill run up her spine when she realized just how big it is. She thought that it looked like it was going to be painful for that much hard flesh to squeeze into her small opening that was tight even against her small fingers the one time she had inserted them in herself. She looked up at Tamaric's face and his cheeks were blushing as he looked back at her.

"You have such a nicely shaped cock Tamaric. I like the way the head of it looks."

"Is mine the first you've ever seen?"

Korica shook her head no and settled her bottom onto her heel points and looked down for a moment with a sad look. She closed her eyes for a moment and pushed the ugly images in her mind aside and she opened her eyes and looked back at Tamaric's amazing cock that was now rock hard and very large to her indeed and she managed a warm grin.

"The ones I saw were¦ugly and thick and dark colored and wrinkly. You're gorgeous by comparison and very soft and smooth."

Korica leaned forward and gently stroked her hand up his cock along the raised protrusion that the seminal duct formed all the way up to the head. She then she gently rubbed down his length to his testicles that she very gently cupped and felt of the testicles within rolling them gently between her fingers.

"You have a very nice looking scrotum too, the skin has these soft little wrinkles that feel so nice against my hand." Korica said as she softly caressed his scrotum. "The ones I saw before on the Hodong station were¦really gross looking with hairs poking out of 'em and¦"

Korica closed her eyes again and tried desperately to push away the horrible images of the Hodong with their huge ugly wrinkly members shoving them into the poor helpless girls on the station over and over making them scream and cry out for them to please stop. She heard the screams echoing off the walls and the whining cries of crushed spirits. Korica's horrible thoughts were interrupted when Tamaric's testicles rolled in her hand without her doing it. Her eyes popped open and she watched as his testicles moved around in his scrotum and she was stunned.

"Are you doing that?" She asked looking at Tamaric.

"No, they just do that sometimes. I can't control it."

Korica watched until they stopped moving and then she slid her hand up his shaft and over his head making him throb twice producing a bouncing motion to his head. She grinned and then scooted up closer to him and raised up onto her knees and she lifted her nightshirt up over her head and off of her body and then she tossed it aside and settled back down onto her heel points. Tamaric looked down her body and his gaze returned to her chest and he furrowed his brow monetarily and then he grinned at her.

"You know I think your¦boobs have gotten a little bigger?"

"Really?"

Korica looked down at her chest and she could see a more pronounced mound than she realized was there. A perfectly round mound that was lifting them from her chest now surrounded her breast buds. She had the beginnings of genuine breasts with her hard nipples accentuating them with a delicate pink point. Korica looked back at Tamaric and then she smiled at him. She then laid forward and slid up his body dragging his cock down her body as she went until she was right in front of his face. She gave him a delicate peck and then pulled her arms up and propped her weight on his shoulders.

"Are we really gunna go all the way Korica?"

"I thought so but¦you're big Tamaric. That's really gunna hurt and I'm a little scared of that kind of pain. I really just wanted to feel my body up against yours more than anything."

"Ok, we don't have to do anything that you don't want¦hay I thought you said that going all the way was gunna change things in ways neither of us could imagine?"

"That's what I was told. I talked to Laurel and Jake about their experiences and from what I can tell it brought them closer together but there was an innocence to their relationship that disappeared. They're both afraid that you and I might become paired too."

"Am I even capable of that though?"

"I don't know. I don't even know if I'm capable of that at my age. I love you enough but it takes a willingness for that to happen from what I understand. You have to want to become paired."

"Do we want that?"

"Maybe eventually but not right now no. I think that's what mom was taking about when she said things would change in ways we just can't possibly imagine."

"Can I ask you something?"

"Sure Tamaric."

"Am I going to get to look at you like you just did me?"

"Yes. That's why I came to bed without any underwear on. I had planned to let you look at me and touch me however you want and for as long as you want."

Korica kissed him again and then rolled off of him and pushed the covers down from underneath of her and she laid on her back with her knees up just like Tamaric had. She was instinctively hiding herself. Tamaric rolled onto his side and looked her over and he could see that her cheeks were the ones blushing now. He rolled onto his stomach and then moved around in front of her and sat on his knees and he gently put his hands on her knees just as she had and he gently pushed her knees apart revealing her beautiful vulva. As he pushed her knees all the way to the side her lips parted very lightly toward the bottom and he could see her inner lips swelling slightly exposing more of the tips of them from between her plump and full outer lips.

"Oh wow! You are so beautiful Korica."

Korica had her hands crossed right below her neck on her chest and she nervously smiled at him and watched what he was doing. She could see her split curving down and away but she couldn't tell what he was seeing completely. She looked at his erection pointing forward and up and she imagined him lying on her and sliding it up into her and she winced as her insides tightened up and contracted a few times. She tried to breath calmly and resist the urge to pull him up on her. Tamaric slid his knees back so he was lying flat on his stomach with his face even with her crotch and he reached up and gently pet her lips and Korica let a tiny squeak slip out when his hand first contacted her. He looked up at her when he heard it and she smiled at him.

"Sorry, your hand is cool. It surprised me."

Tamaric looked back at her beautiful vulva and he pet it several times and he could feel the heat coming from her crotch increasing and it looked to him like her lips were getting even fuller. He then put his other hand up to her lips and he gently pressed in on her lips and pulled them to the side revealing her bright pink inner flesh He stared at it in wonder, as it looked nothing like he was expecting. The female anatomy that he had seen in his reproductive science lessons was that of an adult female in her thirties and it was darker and had more wrinkles and folds to it whereas Korica was smooth and supple and very bright pink and the inner lips were delicate and small with just a little subtle wrinkling just above her vagina which looked tiny and was partially obscured by a ring of darker red flesh around the bottom of the opening. He slid his fingers up higher on her lips and pushed up and her clitoris became visible. He knew from his lessons that he was looking at her erogenous organ that served no known purpose other than pleasure. He let the pressure off her lips and they came back together and he pet her lips a few more times gently. He was surprised by just how soft they were and he loved her crown of white hair up on her pubic bone. It stopped high enough to leave her beautiful lips fully visible but it signaled her womanhood perfectly. After petting her lips for a few minutes he looked up over her crotch and he saw that Korica had her eyes closed and she was breathing rather quickly through her mouth and he assumed it meant she was enjoying his gentle petting very much. He smiled and lowered his gaze so he was looking right at her vulva again.

Tamaric then pulled one lip to the side slightly and began stroking her moist inner flesh with the tips of his index and middle finger. He stroked up and down several times and he noticed that when he stroked toward the top of her lips she quivered slightly and he assumed he was striking her clitoris. He then moved his index finger down to her opening and he very gently began to slide it into her opening and she pulled her knees together slightly and he stopped. He could tell that it maybe didn't hurt but she wasn't comfortable with the sensation. He had only inserted the tip of his finger deep enough to cover his fingernail and he figured he would go no deeper. He gently slid just that much of his finger in and out several times to see if she would get used to the feeling and maybe allow more but the look on her face told him that she didn't like it so he stopped and slid his finger up to the top of her lips and out from between them. He just gently stroked her lips downward in a petting motion for a few minutes and he saw her knees lie back to the sides as she relaxed and enjoyed the sensation. Her face went calm and he grinned, it reminded him of petting the forehead of a cat with the back of the knuckles. Tamaric wanted desperately to feel inside her but he knew she just wasn't ready for that. He assumed there was some traumatic memory that was flashing in her mind when he touched the opening. He stopped petting her soft lips and he leaned forward and kissed her lips while watching her reaction and her eyes popped open and she looked right at him with a stunned look on her face. She blinked a few times thinking that he might be preparing to do what Jake had told her some guys like to do to pleasure a girl.

"Did that¦bother you?" Tamaric asked.

"No, I thought you might be¦I didn't expect you to do that."

"Can I do it again?"

Korica grinned and nodded. Tamaric looked at her pretty vulva and leaned down and turned his head a little to the side and he pulled her left lip between his lips and kissed it like he would her mouth and then he pressed into her and then pulled his lips off her lip. He looked up at her expression and he saw an odd look of surprised pleasure on her face.

"That felt¦nice to tell the truth." Korica said.

Tamaric looked down and then leaned in and did the same thing to the right lip this time but he gently tugged on her lip once he had a lock on her lip allowing it to slip from between his lips and making a kissing sound at the same time. He looked at her vulva again and now he saw a marked swelling in the tips of her inner lips. They were now poking out noticeably instead of just the very points of the lips. He knew that she liked being kissed there just based her physical reaction down there. He looked at her lips again and he wondered what it would feel like to wiggle his head between those soft lips. He reached out and gently pulled her lips apart again and looked her up and down. It was the prettiest thing he had ever seen. After staring at her for a few moments he let go of her lips and they pulled back together but left just a hint of pink visible in the middle with her knees pulled so far apart. He got up onto his knees and looked up at Korica.

"Is it ok if I put myself between your lips?"

Korica nodded and grinned at him warmly. Tamaric got up on his knees and he scooted up until he was right up against her haunches but he still couldn't reach her the way he wanted. He cupped his arms under her legs and pulled them together a little and then he pushed her legs up and he scooted up a little and now he was pocking right against her lips and her bottom was on his legs. He pulled his arms from under her legs and he reached down with his thumb and forefinger and he separated her lips revealing her bright pink flesh and he used his other hand to push his head down between her lips. She felt very hot against his head but it was soft and wet feeling too. He then let go of her lips and he moved his head back and forth gently and looked up at Korica's reaction. She was looking down watching him move around between her lips with her hands up next to her cheeks lying on the pillow. With her hips lifted so high on his legs, curving her back a little she could see everything he was doing. He thought she looked so cute and so sweet with her hands like that while looking at him the way she was. He looked back down and thrust up and back a few times while pressing himself firmly into her flesh. Her lips were bulging to the sides as they wrapped around him and outlined his firm head as it was entrenched in her warm flesh and sliding up and down her contour. He loved to see her lips pressed so far apart to accommodate his head. He wiggled himself from side to side a few times and Korica swallowed hard as it felt so wonderful and she felt like if he kept doing it she would pop for sure. He then worked his head down toward her opening and he wanted to see her reaction if he put some pressure against it. As he did that she balled up her fists and closed her mouth and he saw her jaw muscles tighten up as she clenched her teeth together tightly in preparation for being painfully penetrated. Tamaric could see an uneasy look on her face so he let up the pressing pressure and moved his head away from her opening. She unclenched her fists and looked at him.

"You can if you want Tamaric. I won't stop you."

"I know you won't but I also know you're not ready for that. You had a look of terror on your face and you grit your teeth together."

"That's cause it's gunna hurt and I know it, but I'm ready to make love to you."

"We can do other stuff Korica. I don't want to hurt you."

"You can't stop that from happening Tamaric."

Tamaric scooted back pulling himself from between her lips and he lifted her weight off his legs and then he laid forward on her and scooted up on her and then laid all his weight on her with the tip of his cock just touching her lips.

"I just hate the thought of causing you pain Korica. Isn't there something else I can do to pleasure you or something?"

"What you were doing felt really good Tamaric."

"I just don't know exactly what to do."

"Well I liked how you kissed me down there. I didn't know it would¦tingle like that to have someone tug on my lips. When you were wiggling your head toward the top you almost got me going too."

"Kissing you could make you¦you know come or whatever?"

"No but there are things that you can do with your mouth that will make me come."

"Like what?"

"I don't know exactly how it's done but there is something called going down on a girl in which you use the end of your tongue to tickle my clitoris. That will definitely make me orgasm. It's the same thing that rubbing your head against it will do but even more intensely cause it's wet and wiggly. I never would have thought I would want that done to me but it doesn't seem gross if it's you doing it."

"You want me to put my tongue between your lips down there?"

"Not if it grosses you out."

"I just¦what if it tastes bad?"

"Then stop doing it silly."

"I just don't think I'm comfortable with the idea of doing that."

"Did it taste bad or smell bad when you kissed me down there?"

"No, I didn't smell anything and I really didn't taste anything either. I only kissed your lips."

"Were they wet?"

"Yah."

"Then you tasted me."

Tamaric pulled his lips together and sucked at his lips and then gently smacked his mouth as he tried to see if he tasted anything and he tasted nothing.

"I don't¦there isn't any kind of taste."

"I'm sorry Tamaric, if this is really disgusting to you I shouldn't be trying to talk you into it. I don't know what I was thinking."

"Is there something else I can do to you that would feel good?"

"Yah, here I'll¦guide your fingers to where it feels good. Put your fingers together like this."

Korica held up her index and middle finger and pulled the ends of them together so they were even and Tamaric mimicked the gesture and then Korica took a hold of his hand and pushed it down to her crotch. Tamaric moved to the side and Korica laid her leg flat to the side so he could lie on it and make room for himself and it stretched her lips apart just right. She then laid her fingers right on top of his and she began stroking his fingers up and down between her lips. She closed her eyes and began to breath deeply through her mouth, as it felt wonderful to feel his fingers tantalizing her tingling flesh. He noticed that she became very moist straight away. She guided his fingers around her opening without pressing in and then she guided him up to the top of her lips and she began making slow circles and gentle stroking motions and she started to make subtle squeaky moans from time to time that he loved hearing and it was making him even harder feeling her guiding him and hearing the ecstasy in her soft whimpers. She then pushed down on his fingers and began making firm circles on her clitoris and she started twitching and panting and he grinned. He was trying to take note of exactly what was under fingertips and he could feel a tiny firm lump growing and then Korica really started to breath deeply and her subtle moans became more pronounced and rhythmic. She kept the motion up for a few moments and then she pressed in firmer and began to arch her back making Tamaric smile. She sped up the circles and then closed her eyes tightly and she pulled her hand away and held it out as she began to wind up harder and she started to moan even more intensely.

"Ah, ah, ah, oh Tamaric, ah here it comes, ah ahhh don't stop." Korica whimpered.

Korica then took a couple of snapping breaths and grunted long and her whole body shook as she climaxed hard. Tamaric kept making the vigorous circles and Korica went from a grunt to a squeal and arched her back hard and Tamaric had to push her right knee aside as she tensed up almost pushing his hand out of the way. She thrust her hips several more times and then began panting with a soft moan accompanying each breath and she reached down and put her hand on his and stopped him from making the circles and she stroked his fingers up and down her now hot and very wet flesh. She then stopped the movements all together and panted for a minute while holding his fingers between her lips as she caught her breath and waited for her mind to return to her. She had climaxed so hard that she couldn't think for a full minute. Her whole body was tingling and all she could think was how much she loved Tamaric and that was the only singular thought that was coherent the whole time she was coming. Then she felt strong tingling contractions from deep within her and then a few seconds later she became aware of Tamaric's fingers rubbing her and it was almost becoming painful to be stimulated anymore and that's when she moved his fingers down lower off her clitoris.

Once Korica's breathing slowed and her thoughts returned to her completely she lifted Tamaric's hand and pulled his middle finger down and she put her fingers under his other fingers and across his middle finger and she put the tip of his middle finger between her lips and she pulled her legs apart as far as she could and she wiggled his finger into her wet flesh and then she slid his finger down to her opening and she glided it into her opening and kept pushing while wincing into the slight discomfort as his finger slipped in deep enough for him to feel her first muscle ring and it contracted around his finger and then drew down in a sliding motion as it relaxed. She then pushed his finger in a little further and she squeaked as it touched her second muscle and then the first contracted around his finger again and then slid down it as it relaxed and then the first and second muscle opened and the tip of his finger passed through the second muscle and then both contracted tightly and held a firm grip on his finger and then both drew down in a sliding motion as they relaxed and then withdrew.

"Oh Korica, that feels amazing."

"Human's don't have those muscles that you're feeling. I can make them squeeze down if I want."

Korica tensed up and the muscles constricted tightly on his finger for a few seconds and then she relaxed and the muscles slid down his finger and then withdrew. She then closed her eyes knowing it was going to be uncomfortable as she gently pulled his hand back until his finger was only one knuckle deep and then she pushed it in again and she moaned softly against the feeling. His finger felt huge compared to her own but the discomfort was fading quickly. She then withdrew his hand and then pushed it in again and then with drew it and then she looked at him.

"Now curl your finger like this." She showed him her middle finger curled over slightly. "You feel that firm spot against the top just inside?"

Tamaric gently felt around a little and slid his finger in and out to the second knuckle and he could feel the firm but squishy lump she was talking about.

"Yah, I feel it."

"That's the back side of my clitoris. If you stroke that with firm pressure it will make me come again."

Tamaric smiled and then looked down at his finger entrenched in her hot slippery flesh and he hooked his finger up so he could apply steady pressure and then he began sliding his finger in and out and Korica laid her arms back flat on the bed and closed her eyes and grinned as he slid his finger in and out of her. He kept doing this for sometime feeling his finger striking her first ring muscle and poking past it as he massaged her clitoris from the backside. She began to move her hips in rhythm to his motion and pant in a way that told him he was causing great pleasure and she was definitely winding up. As he kept up the steady motion he recognized the soft moans and then a hard grunt accompanied by intense firming of everything inside and he almost couldn't press his finger past the first muscle but he managed to keep up the pace and Korica's eyes popped open and she looked at him as she held her breath with almost a look of pain and she thrust twice and then smiled and squealed as she came hard in rhythmic waves of ecstasy. He felt her insides twitch and tighten then relax and then tighten then relax several times and when she didn't stop he got a little worried and then she moaned his name and said, " here it comes Tamaric". She arched her back hard and grunted again and then moaned in a shaking voice as she came even harder than the first time. When Tamaric felt her insides relax and get a little looser, he was about to stop when she took a hold of his arm and pushed his hand down forcing his finger back into her and she looked at him and smiled.

"That feels so good Tamaric. Please make me do that again."

"Ok." Tamaric said with a big grin.

Tamaric returned to the rhythmic in and out motion while pressing up against the firm rise of her clitoris and this time it took much longer with her letting out delicate moans of joy the whole time for him to wind her up. When she started to tighten up and arch her back he smiled and sped up the in and out pace and she let out a quiet "oh yah" and then went back to her panting moans and then she seemingly all of a sudden grunted and lifted her head and clinched up tight as she came hard and very long at the end of which she let out a delicate sigh and flopped her head down and panted hard. Tamaric slid his finger in and out several more times then gently withdrew finger feeling her lips sliding over his wet finger as he withdrew it. Korica laid breathing heavy for a few moments and then she put her arms over Tamaric and pulled him down on her and she engaged him in a very steamy tongue kiss. At the conclusion of it his mind was spinning and his cock was throbbing.

"That was incredible Tamaric. Thank you so much."

"I had no idea what I was doing Korica. I'm glad you enjoyed it though.

"If that's what the real thing is going to feel like then I can't wait to make love to you."

"How did you know where the backside of your clitoris is?"

"Because I'm a level three med tech and I have the detailed files on the Draximan anatomy as provided by that elder race pratgal cruiser that we ran across. I'm built almost exactly like a Human so I knew exactly where you needed to touch me and you did it perfectly. I've never come so hard and so many times in a row."

"Cool. Well thank you for showing me what to do and for letting me do so much. I'll know what to do next time."

"You're welcome. It's your turn now but¦I need to collect it ok?"

"I know. That's fine."

Korica slid her hand down and gently gripped Tamaric and he smiled at her and rolled onto his side but his weight was hurting Korica's leg making her wince and say ouch so he lifted up and let her pull her legs together and then he set his weight down and rolled onto his back. Korica rolled over on top of him and then she crawled over to the night table and she pulled out the sample jar and she set it on the bed and then she sat right over the top of him pressing his firm shaft against her lips.

"Are you sure you don't want to¦put it inside? I could just sit my weight down on you and it would probably go straight in since I'm so wet now?"

"It's up to you Korica. I just don't like the idea of how much it's gunna hurt you."

Korica sighed and seriously thought about just thrusting him up into her but then she remembered Jake saying that a girl never ever forgets her first time and that wasn't how she wanted to remember it. She slid off to his side and grabbed the sample jar and moved it closer and then she looked down and wrapped her hand around him and began gently stroking him from top to bottom and he moaned approvingly and she could see his curling toes and his hips moving. She sped up her pace and concentrated the firm squeezing pressure toward the tip and she almost immediately felt it getting harder and bigger around. She liked how the head darkened and became more mushroom shaped making her grin. She sped up the pace and Tamaric began moving his hips gently in rhythm to her stroking motion and then he flinched a few times and he opened his eyes and looked at her and nodded. She opened the sample jar and then went back to stroking him until he tensed up and grunted and she put the end of the jar in place just in time to catch his stream followed by three more small globs that were ejected with force and then she moved the jar away and kept stroking him and he reached down and cupped her hand and looked at her.

"If you're gunna keep doing that to me you have to slow down for a little and let the tingle fade some."

"Kay, sorry I didn't know that."

She kept stroking him form top to bottom much slower and while he was still very hard she felt the intense firmness fade a little making the head feel much more supple and he began to flinch each time she reached the head and stroked all the way over it and then back down to his shaft. She used one hand and managed to get the lid on sample jar and snapped it closed without stopping her tender stroking of his cock. She then set it aside and laid over his stomach as she watched what she was doing. She thought his cock was absolutely fascinating to look at and she loved the idea of how good she sensed it was feeling for him. She then wondered what he would taste like just like how she wondered what she would taste like to him. As she kept stroking him her arm started to get tired as well as her hand so she got up onto her knees and swung her leg up over him with her back to him and she was going to climb over to the other side of him and lie across him the same way but she closed her eyes for a moment and then switched hands and she opened her eyes and leaned forward so Tamaric could look up under her and she hoped it didn't gross him out since he would be looking right at her butt as well.

"Oh Korica. You're so pretty from every angle."

He was amazed by how pretty her lips were from behind with them stretched tight like they were and he could clearly see her inner lips poking out slightly. He moved to the side and put his hand up under her and stroked his fingers against her and she slowed her stroking, as it felt wonderful to her. He kept rubbing her wet lips and she kept stoking him until he felt the beginnings of the urge to come building. He laid his head back and concentrated on making the feeling grow and Korica felt his size increasing in pulses and she reached out to feel what he was feeling and she smiled when she realized he was thinking about her and how gorgeous her body is. She pressed her self against his chest and rubbed against him a few times and then she had and idea. She sat up and scooted down so her crotch was right in front of Tamaric's cock and she set all of her weight on his lower stomach and then she leaned back and took a hold of him and scooted down again so he was pressed in between her lips. She then began to rub his head between her lips just like he had done since it felt so wonderful before, meanwhile he put his hands on her hips and held onto her. She scooted down further and leaned back until she was rubbing him right against her clitoris. At first it was almost uncomfortable for her but it quickly changed to the tingle that she loved. As she sped up the motion and closed her eyes it started to tingle for Tamaric too. He couldn't see what she was doing but when she changed to a vigorous up and down motion it started to feel wonderful for him as well. Korica was surprised how quickly it started to wind her up and before long she felt the urge to come building sharply. For Tamaric, Korica's soft hand gripping him and the hot and soft sensation of her flesh wrapped around him was particularly intense. Korica continued the motion until she started panting in soft moans that Tamaric loved and the sound of her sweet voice brought him right to the edge and just as Korica let out a long moan and then called out Tamaric's name three times in a higher pitch each time she lifted up a little and began to come and the increased moisture lubricated Tamaric's head and he released at the same time in a moan of ecstasy. His fluids squished between her lips and up onto her pubic hair in a gush. She kept rubbing him up and down until her contractions lessoned and then she sat back down on him and looked down at the mess with his head still buried between her lips. She was very tempted with all of this lubrication to attempt to press him into her but she resisted the temptation knowing it would hurt like hell.

Korica let go of him and laid back flat on him setting her head right next to his while she panted and tried to get her senses back. He put his hands up on her chest and rubbed her breasts a few times while he looked down her body and then he closed his eyes and just enjoyed her very heavy and hot body pressing down on him. He wrapped his arms around her and held onto her until her breathing returned to normal and then he kissed the side of her head and whispered in her ear.

"I love you so much Korica. You're absolutely amazing and that felt¦like nothing I've ever felt before."

"I love you too Tamaric. It was amazing for me too. That's what I needed to curb my frustration."

Korica turned her head and kissed Tamaric's cheek and then she sat up and she looked down and then she looked back at Tamaric.

"We kind of made a mess. I'll get a towel."

Korica swung her feet over his legs and crawled off of him making him grunt as she ground her behind into his stomach. She crawled over to the edge of the bed and then she made her way into the bathroom. She retrieved a washcloth and turned the sink on and got it damp and then she moved her feet apart and she wiped herself clean turning and folding the wash cloth a few times to make sure she got everything off of her crotch and out from between her lips as well as out of her hair. She then stepped over to toilet and relived herself and then she washed her hands thoroughly and then she grabbed a hand towel and made her way back out into the main quarters and she deposited the used washcloth in front of the servo slot. She then walked over to the bed and handed the towel to Tamaric and he wiped himself clean and then Korica took the towel over to the servo slot and she set it in the floor where she had set the washcloth. She then walked back over to the bed and sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled her leg up on the bed and looked at Tamaric.

"So you liked that huh?"

"Oh yah! That was fantastic."

"And you liked everything I did?"

"Yah, I don't know how you knew how to do all that but it was great."

"I didn't have any real idea what I was doing except when I guided you. I just know where and how it feels best to touch me. The stuff I did to you¦I was just wingin it."

"Thank you for all of it Korica. I feel just a little closer to you. We can wait to make love if we can keep doing this."

"You better do this with me again! If I weren't so tired I would do it again right now."

"Geeze Korica!"

"What? It felt really good?"

"Let's just get some sleep beautiful."

"I got one thing I need to do first."

Korica got up and walked around the bed and picked up the sealed sample jar and she walked over to the com panel and she touched it and then she touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"I have a sperm sample that I need you to take down to the biogenetics lab."

"Understood. I will send a drone right away. Is there anything else before I terminate this connection?"

"No that's it."

"Understood. Sleep well you two."

The com panel then went dark and Korica walked back over to the bed and sat down. A few seconds later a servo drone popped out of the servo slot and stopped for a moment while it searched the room and then it floated over to Korica. She handed the jar to it and it turned around and floated over to the servo slot and disappeared through it. Korica stood up and slid the lights down to sleep levels and her and Tamaric straightened out the covers and then Korica climbed up into the bed and scooted over next to Tamaric and she pulled herself up on him and gave him a long kiss and then she curled up to his side for a few minutes and then he turned facing her and they wrapped their arms and legs around one another and then slowly drifted off to sleep both feeling very content and very much in love with one another.


Chapter 28 Retoria

––––––––

Retoria

Laurel spent most of the early evening working on the Bridge. She filled out the peer reviews that were due and then she filled out a performance review for Korica. She then filled out a captain's summation of the mission at hand as she was supposed to do each week and then she grabbed a data pad and made her way to the common area after retrieving a cup of tea and she sat and read just for fun.

At 00:15 Korica stirred awake and she pulled out of Tamaric's arms and rolled over to the edge of the bed and sat up and she sat for a few moments trying to get her wits about her and then she stood up and walked to the front of the room and she retrieved a pair of underwear that she put on and then she retrieved a nightshirt that she put on and then she walked over to the exit and when the door slid open she stepped out into the brightly lit corridor and she winced at the bright light until her eyes adjusted and then she made her way toward the mess hall. As she reached the mess hall she sensed Laurel off to her right and she stopped and looked over at the common area and she saw Laurel just getting to her feet. She gave her a tired grin and waited for her to step over to her and the two of them hugged each other and then stepped into the mess hall together.

Korica walked straight over to the dispensers and poured a tall glass of water and downed almost the whole thing and then refilled her glass and then she stepped over to the table and sat down next to Laurel.

"Can I please have a menu?" Korica called out.

"Right away Korica." The AI replied.

"You want to talk about it honey?" Laurel asked surprising Korica.

"I uh¦I got scared ok?" Korica snapped in a sharp tone.

"Whoa! Take it easy Korica. If you don't want to talk about it just say so honey. I just sensed that it was on your mind and you were disappointed that it didn't happen. I thought you might need to talk about it."

"I'm sorry mom. I'm not completely awake yet. I'm sorry I snapped at you like that."

"It's ok honey, I forgive you. You want me to just leave you alone?"

"No, I want your company. I'm just disappointed in myself for not going through with it and I'm not really interested in talking about it. Maybe in the morning when I'm more awake."

"Ok. I sense that you enjoyed yourself aside from that though."

"Oh man did I. What we did felt sooo good. You just can't imagine how much I needed that."

"Does that mean I have more genetic material to work with?"

"Yah. I collected his first one and had it sent down to the biogenetics lab."

"His first one? He's only Human Korica. Don't lose sight of the fact that you have more stamina and energy than a Human counterpart will."

"I actually did forget about that but I don't think I over did it with him and he loved everything I did."

A servo drone floated up to the table with a menu and Korica took it and opened it and quickly made her meal choice and then she handed the menu back to the servo drone that then floated away silently.

"So, tomorrow there are a few places I would like to take you on the Future."

"Really? Is it stuff you can't show anyone else?"

"No one with a clearance lower than yours. You need to see everything¦even the stuff I'm not real happy about us having onboard and I want to show you the fusion reactor control rooms. You'll be expected to learn their basic operation now that you have the security clearance to be in there."

"What¦stuff aren't you happy about us having onboard?"

"We can't talk about it openly. Someone might overhear our conversation."

"But everyone's in bed."

"You need to learn the responsibility of your new clearance honey. There are some things that you will learn about that you can never ever talk about in the public spaces on this ship no matter what ok?"

"Ok, sorry."

"Besides¦I'm trying to make up for the lost time with you. I want some time alone with you."

"Awe. I love spending time alone with you too."

Korica scooted closer to Laurel and leaned against her as she took a long drink from her water glass and then she set her head against her and Laurel gently stroked her head as they waited for Korica's food to arrive. When Korica's plate of hot food arrived she came out of her sleepy daze and sat up straight as the plate was slid up on the table. Korica grinned at the sight of the wonderful looking food in front of her. Korica picked up her fork got right into it. Laurel loved seeing such a big appetite in Korica. She was growing so fast and she was as strong as an ox but it took a lot of energy to achieve that and she was proud that the Future was able to provide it for her on a constant basis. Korica ate her whole meal and then leaned back and finished off her water and then patted her tummy and leaned against Laurel and sighed.

"I feel Draximan again."

"That's great sweetie. I like seeing you eat so heartily. It's making you grow big and strong."

"If I had this much to eat all the time when I was growing up maybe I wouldn't have been so easy to¦capture and¦"

Laurel wrapped her arm around Korica and gently squeezed her.

"Don't go there Korica. They overpowered an entire crew of adults, there was nothing you could've done that would've made any difference."

"I guess you're right, sides¦I never would've met any of you if things had worked out differently."

"That would've been a true tragedy cause I love you so much."

"Will you tuck me back in?"

"I would love too."

Laurel pulled her arm from around Korica and Korica slid out and then Laurel slid out and the two walked out of the mess hall and turned right towards Korica's quarters and when they got to the door Korica stopped and looked up at Laurel.

"I forgot that Tamaric doesn't have anything on so you got to be careful with how you pull the covers back."

Laurel chuckled and nodded.

"Thank you for the warning."

Korica then stepped up to her quarters and the door slid open and they stepped into the very dark room and they walked over to Korica's side of the bed and Korica gently pulled the covers back and then she climbed up into the bed and scooted over close to Tamaric and Laurel pulled the covers up on her and pushed them down around her and then she bent down and gave her a peck and then hugged her. Korica then moved over right next to Tamaric and he turned over and scooted up close to Korica and wrapped his arms around her and she settled right down into his embrace. Laurel smiled and sighed. She loved knowing that Korica was being treated with such tenderness and that she had someone to snuggle with just like she had with Jake. She would never know loneliness again.

"Goodnight baby." Laurel said quietly.

"Goodnight mom. I'll see you in the morning." Korica whispered.

"Goodnight Laurel." Tamaric said surprising Laurel.

"Goodnight Tamaric. Sweet dreams."

Laurel then made her way to the exit and stepped out into the brightly lit corridor. Laurel went back to the mess hall and got a cup of tea and went back to her data pad in the common area. Laurel read from her data pad for the next 4 hours until she sensed Mark approaching at precisely 04:30. Mark rounded the corner into the mess hall and Laurel got up and walked over to the mess hall with her cup to join him. When she stepped in Mark was just pouring himself a cup of tea and he spun around quickly when Laurel stepped in and he sighed and grinned at her.

"Jesus cap, you're so quiet when you walk. You startled me."

"Sorry. If I'm so quiet how did you know I was here?"

"I sensed a person and movement behind me."

Laurel walked over to the square table and sat down and Mark sat down right next to her.

"Are you saying you have a sixth sense?"

"Not really. Everyone has that ability I'm just trained to tune into it more than most folks. That's how you avoid getting shot in the back."

"Oh."

"How'd the nightshift go?"

"It was long and uneventful. Korica got something to eat at around twelve thirty and we got to talk a little and then I put her back to bed. After that I sat across the way and read a book all night."

"I'm sorry these overnights are so hard on us all."

"Naw, you were right to implement them when the AI suggested it. There is always the remote possibility that someone could get aboard and someone needs to be awake if that happens."

"That wasn't the only consideration for these watches."

"I know. I've tried not to complain Mark. I understand the importance of keeping on our toes and of accepting the responsibility of the titles we hold whether drafted or not."

"I know that Laurel. You and Jake have performed your jobs with complete dignity and that's why I've served under you without much if any complaints of my own."

"And I sincerely appreciate your faith in us Mark. I'm trying my best to be a good leader to us all but sometimes I feel so out of my element as captain. There is a lot riding on my ability to lead us down the right path while keeping everyone safe. It can be a little overwhelming at times."

"You're doing fine Laurel. Frankly I'm very proud of you and the job you've done so far. I would follow you anywhere if you asked. I have that much faith in you and respect for you personally. You're a remarkable young woman Laurel, don't doubt yourself for a moment. You're a natural born leader and a genius. I'll never know the kind of computing power you got in that noggin of yours."

"Awe, thanks Mark." Laurel said with a grin.

"You are most welcome, it's well deserved praise cap."

In Korica and Tamaric's quarters Korica stirred to life at 04:25. She rolled out of Tamaric's embrace onto her back and she rubbed her eyes and then laid for a minute while trying wake up. When she remembered what her and Tamaric had done a she grew a huge smile on her face. For the first time almost since meeting Tamaric she wasn't frustrated or tensed up inside. She felt calm and relaxed and ever so much more in love with Tamaric. She wondered just how deep her feelings for him could go. She thought she was totally in love with him before but now she realized he is just a little deeper in her heart and it feels magnificent. She turned her head and kissed his cheek and he fluttered his eyes open and smiled at her.

"Hi beautiful. Thank you for last night. I've never seen anything so beautiful in my life. You really are gorgeous beyond words."

"Awe, good morning Tamaric. I think I feel a little closer to you too just like you said of me last night. I had a really good time and it felt sooo good."

"You mind if I rest for a little longer?"

"No, you go ahead Tamaric. I'll come wake you up at six."

"Ok, I love you Korica."

"Awe, I love you too Tamaric. I love you with all my heart. Do you feel any different about me¦about us?"

"Kind of. I think I admire you more maybe. I don't know exactly Korica, I'm still half asleep so it's hard to know exactly how I feel."

"I can accept that as long as you don't¦look down on me or whatever."

"Never! You're the love of my life Korica and that aint never gunna change no matter what. I have even more respect for who and what you are, I can promise you that much."

"Kay."

Korica rolled onto her stomach and pulled herself up on Tamaric and engaged him in a long lip lock kiss and then she slid her arms around him and squeezed him tightly and he held her back just as tightly. She then gave him a peck and pulled out of his arms and crawled to the edge of the bed and she slid the lights up very slightly just so she would have enough light to be able to see what she was doing. She pushed the covers down and swung her feet out in the floor and stretched good and hard and then she stood up and pulled the covers up on Tamaric and she made her way to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and then she walked back to the bed with them and she pulled her nightshirt off and then got dressed and stepped into her shoes and then she made her way into the bathroom and relieved herself and then washed her hands and brushed her hair and teeth and then washed her mouth out and put some deodorant on and then she stepped out into the main quarters and she walked over to her side of the bed and she put her knee up on the bed and leaned over and kissed Tamaric's cheek and he stirred enough to look at her and smile big. Korica then stood up and slid the lights down to sleep levels and made her way toward the exit.

Korica walked toward the mess hall wondering what Tamaric would say when he woke up more. She could feel that she saw their relationship a little different now that they had engaged in some serious intimacy but she saw it as an improvement and she hoped Tamaric would say the same thing. She loved him so completely and she felt like all the barriers were now gone. He knew for certain that she was ready to go all the way, it wasn't just words. His reluctance to hurt her was the only thing that prevented them from committing the act last night.

Korica stepped into the mess hall and she erupted in a warm smile when she saw Mark and Laurel at their favorite table talking. Korica took a second to quiet her mind as she walked toward the table resulting in Laurel's whispers in the back of her mind fading away. She stepped up to Mark and hugged him and then she walked around the backside of the two and she hugged Laurel and then she walked over to the dispensers and she poured herself a cup of tea and then she walked back over to the table and sat down across from them.

"Good morning Mark and Laurel."

"Good morning sweetheart." Laurel said.

"Morning Korica. You sleep good?" Mark said.

"Yah I did. I sleep like a rock now that I always have Tamaric holding me. I would've never thought that the comforting touch of another person could be so important to a good nights sleep."

"I wouldn't know anything about that. I'm glad to hear that you're getting a good nights sleep though."

"Thanks Mark. Are we close to the Retorian system mom?"

"Yes we are. We should be dropping into the system in about five minutes or so. I'm expecting the AI to call me to the bridge at any minute."

"Can I come with you when the time comes? I want to see what the system looks like."

"I would love to have you on the bridge with me but there honestly won't be much to see aside from the twin stars of the system."

"I know but that's kind of what I want to see. Binary stars always fascinate me. How two stars can form in close proximity to one another and exist like that for billions of years without destroying one another is so incredible and they always look different from one star system to the next."

"I love hearing the excitement in your voice about space honey. It makes you so imminently qualified and perfect for your job."

Korica was just about to say something when the AI interrupted her.

"Captain to the bridge. We are five minutes from dropping into normal space and I am detecting substantial spacecraft traffic and communications traffic in the Retorian system." The AI said.

"We're on our way Future, thank you." Laurel said.

"Understood."

Laurel tossed back the rest of her tea and then stood up and Mark did the same.

"Korica will you take communications and Mark will you watch the sensors for me?"

"Eye captain." Korica said.

"You got it cap." Mark said.

The three of them then made their way out into the main corridor and up the corridor to the bridge. When they stepped in the huge viewer at the front of the bridge was already active with multiple small green dots blinking around the growing twin stars approaching rapidly marking the location of spacecraft ahead. Korica walked straight over the communications station and sat down and logged herself in waking the entire bridge. Mark sat down at the sensor station and he began classifying the detected targets by ship type and location. Laurel sat down in her chair and pulled her displays in front of her and she looked at the navigational data to make sure they were going to drop into the system close enough to the stars to be out of everyone's way. It was very apparent to her that they weren't going to be able to just drop into normal space and then pass right out of the system. There was just too much traffic to plot that safely from their distance and at the speed they were traveling since 90% of the detected targets were moving at different speeds and on different courses.

"Oh man!" Korica exclaimed. "There is a lot of chatter in all different kinds of languages."

"Mark, will you bring up the data core information on the Retorian natives? We need to know what the native species are called and what languages they speak since I don't recall this system off hand."

"Eye cap." Mark said.

Mark quickly brought up the detailed information on the Retorian system and he sent the information to Laurel's right display.

"Looks like the Herandite are the progenitor species and they speak over a hundred different languages but clouist¦if I'm saying that right¦seems to be the dominant language. I think it's the equivalent of English back on Earth. There are different dialects all originating from¦clouist as the base language."

"Gotcha. Korica and I are familiar with the language now that we know what it's called. Korica can you isolate conversations in clouist so we can hear what's going on?"

"I'm already working on it captain. I think I've isolated a¦traffic control channel of sorts. They are conveying instructions to ships for vector and course direction into and out of controlled space. There is a guest greeting frequency that seems to be an automated recording in clouist¦it's giving frequency and modulation settings for information on specific topics¦lodging¦food establishments¦trading centers¦government agencies¦transportation arrangements¦spacecraft repairs and supplies¦entertainment for families¦and adult entertainment¦gambling establishments." Korica then gasped lightly. "Shopping centers¦there is an entire garment center that is family friendly. Oh can we go have a look captain? Please?" Korica asked looking at Laurel.

"Korica¦that's not¦remember your premonition?"

"I need clothes. I've outgrown everything I have."

"Korica the AI can make new outfits for you. You don't have to expose yourself to danger in order to have nice things that fit you."

"Yes mam." Korica said sadly and looked down and then went back to the communications system.

Laurel looked over at Mark and he sensed her looking at him and he turned his seat and looked at the sad expression on Korica's face and he took a quick deep breath and then let it out sharply and he looked at Laurel and rolled his eyes and then grinned and nodded lightly.

"Tell you what Korica, if we can determine with absolute certainty that it's safe¦we'll take you shopping ok?"

Korica's face lit up and she spun around and gave Laurel a huge and beautiful smile.

"Thank you captain. Thank you, thank you."

"You're welcome. Mark bring up a file image of a male and female Herandite? I want you to tell me if they look like what you remember seeing in your minds eye Korica."

Mark nodded and went back into the data core and brought up a file image of a typical family including children from Retoria. He was dead shocked when the file images appeared and he would have sworn he was looking at a Human family. He put the images up on the giant viewer and Korica looked over and shook her head no.

"They look exactly like us! That's definitely not what I saw."

"Wonderful! Then that bodes well for us making a stop. We just need to be cautious of¦off world strangers."

"I only saw the alien for a split second. It didn't look anything like us but I really didn't see it in clear detail."

"Just¦I understand why you're keeping mind quieted but I want you to pay close attention to your gut instincts ok? The second you sense danger I want you to tell us so we can bug out before anything happens."

"Ok. I'll pay attention to my inner voice. You want me to open my mind?"

"I won't force you to do that. That is a very personal thing and your captain has no right to ask you to use your abilities in a way that's uncomfortable for you."

"Kay. I would really rather keep my thoughts to myself for now."

"That's your right to do that. Do me a favor, as soon as we drop into normal space I want you to transmit our elder race identifier code? It will let Asaria know where we are and it will let the Retorian government know who we are."

"Eye captain." Korica said with a grin.

Korica turned back to her station just as a tone was heard signaling that they were about to drop into normal space. The main engines throttled down and the negative matter core was ramped down and the antimatter reactors were reduced to 50% power and the gravity well destabilized and in a bright flash the Future shuddered and dropped into normal space and began decelerating rapidly. Korica immediately transmitted the Future's elder race identifier code blasting the system with a burst of sub space communicative energy as well as all normal band frequencies. Korica then turned the transmitter off and monitored the signals being detected for a direct return hale. The Future entered the system at a distance of 30 million miles from the closest yellow star and she immediately set herself up to orbit that star at a distance that would only take them between the two stars at a distance of 22 million miles from each.

As Korica monitored the communication bands Mark tried to count all of the traffic in the system but when he got to 45 craft he stopped counting and just concentrated on the closest craft to make sure no one was approaching to have a look. So far everyone was keeping their distance seeing as the Future was very close to the stars. Korica was finally able to sort out the communication bands and the separation frequency gaps. She was able to determine that the central government had haled them but she was only now able to ascertain that it was an official channel and she could pull out the Name Future within the hale.

"Captain we're being haled by the central government of Retoria. There is someone named Antal Drious calling for us by name. I guess our identifier reached the right ears." Korica said with her fingers up on her earpiece as she tried to hear through the static distortions caused by the nearby stars.

"Put it on the overhead speakers ensign."

Korica reached up and touched the speaker icon and the crackling signal was broadcast into the room and Laurel winced at the howling and crackling of the distortion.

"Can you clean that up Korica?"

Korica nodded and ran the signal through a few more enhancement filters and the signal faded in intensity but almost all of the static disappeared and so Korica turned the volume up a little and it was now crystal clear and loud.

"Earth vessel Future of the elder race, this is the central governments drakon Antal Drious. Please respond?"

"You understand that cap?" Mark asked looking at her.

"Yep. Just like it were English. Please open a channel Korica."

Korica nodded and opened a channel through the filter circuits to mask out the static that would piggyback on their transmission and then she looked at Laurel and nodded.

"This is lieutenant commander Laurel Kade of the Earth vessel Future. I am the captain of the Future and we come in peace only seeking a shopping opportunity if it is permissible."

Laurel then waited for a response knowing there would be a slight delay given the distance to Retoria. A few moments later there was a response.

"Captain Kade, we are honored to have the elder race among us and we would be delighted to allow you the opportunity to come shop with us. We have your vessel on detectors and given your enormous size I would ask that you not come to close to Retoria. I am hopeful you have a smaller transport craft that can convey you to the surface. I await your response."

"Drakon Antal Drious, we do in fact have a much smaller craft that we will use for transporting ourselves down to the surface. I completely understand your request to keep the Future out of the busy traffic lanes. We don't want to be an inconvenience to anyone or to possibly cause a collision. We appreciate the warm welcome. We will be looking to make a trip to the garment center to purchase some clothing for my young daughter. I await your response."

Laurel then waited and Korica looked at her and smiled. Mark was already beginning to pick up a word or two here and there to his amazement. A language that almost sounded like German of which he didn't know a single word of was starting to make sense to him after only three short exchanges. He knew it was the little buggers in his brain that had been put there on Aerot but it was just plain weird to feel or hear them at work.

"Captain Kade, if you would permit me I can send a representative who will guide you to some of the best shopping on the planet and she will help you navigate our busy skies. Our traffic control can be a little confusing for first time visitors. I do not know the age of your daughter but the representative I have in mind would be able to relate to someone of a younger mindset very easily. I can better insure your safety and an enjoyable experience if you have a local to guide you through our cultural customs and to help you avoid bad neighborhoods and untrustworthy vendors. I await your response."

Mark looked at Laurel and raised his eyebrows and grinned.

"I'll be damned! I actually understood most of that." Mark whispered. "We could use a guide cap if we're really gunna go over there."

Laurel smiled and nodded.

"Drakon Antal Drious, We would be honored to be escorted by your representative. Strangers in strange land can always use a friend to help guide them. We will need a few¦we need some time to prepare ourselves for the trip over. How should we contact you when we are ready? I await your response."

It took a little longer to get a response as the Future orbited further and further away from Retoria as she made her way in between the stars while still slowing her forward speed using the stars gravitational influence.

"Captain Kade, You may contact me on this frequency if you like. I am thrilled you have decided to accept my offer. I will be sending my daughter to escort you over. She is seventeen years of age and you can believe that she knows where the best places are to get the trendiest clothing at the best possible prices. I will of course be sending one of our best-trained pilots from the Arkton guard service. You will be safe with him around I assure you. I will set everything up and await your call when you are ready. Welcome to the Retorian system and have a fine evening. Drakon Drious out."

Korica then reached up and closed the channel and looked over at Laurel with a big grin on her face.

"Well you get spoiled again Korica. Antal is sending her own teenage daughter to take you shopping." Laurel said with an equally warm grin.

"Thank you so much for doing this for me Laurel."

"You're welcome. Sounds like it's evening time wherever Antal is on the planet. I wonder if we'll be shopping at night or on the daylight side of the planet?"

"Not to sound like a smart ass but does it matter?"

"I would prefer if people aren't skulking around in the shadows. It makes Mark's job a lot more challenging if he can't see what everyone is doing."

"I'll adapt cap. It sounds like your friend there is sending a personal guard for her daughter so I'll have little back up. I want you all

armed if we're going down there though."

"I wouldn't have it any other way. You call the shots when it comes to security Mark."

"No one ventures off alone either. I don't care if it's to go pee, you take someone with you."

Korica nodded and grinned when she remembered their adventure on Findara. She was very glad to have Tamaric with her when she got hauled in for questioning and to watch the door when she finally did get to use the waste room as it was called there.

"Ok, let's go get some breakfast and have a good workout and then I have to get a little sleep before we go down. I want to have a clear mind while we're down there." Laurel said.

"I was hoping you would say that cap. I was actually a little worried about how tired you must be."

"I know my limits Mark. I need food and sleep before I'll be at my best."

Laurel logged herself out and pushed her displays aside and Korica turned to the communication station and logged herself out and then Mark logged himself out and the whole bridge went to sleep except for the giant viewer which still showed where all the nearby spacecraft were located relative to the Future's position.

As Laurel stood up she called out to the AI.

"Future, you'll let us know if we have any further communications directed at us?"

"Of course captain. I will alert you if any craft approach us as well."

"Ok, thank you."

The three of them then made their way back to the mess hall and refilled their tea and sat down at the round table. A servo drone immediately showed up with a menu for Korica and she smiled big at the com panel and took the menu and ordered herself a hot apple turnover to hold her over until everyone else showed up. She then handed the menu back to the servo drone and it floated away silently and disappeared through its slot in the bulkhead.

"Thank you again mom. I'm so excited to go shopping again."

"You're welcome honey. This is going to be a good experience for the Reynolds as well. They really need to get used to interacting with other species since we're going to be meeting a whole host of new characters when we get to the Future planet."

"I guess that's true huh?"

"We're going to have celestial neighbors that we're going to have to make friends with as well as the inhabitants of the Future planet itself. We still have no idea what they're even like."

"So how much time can we spend here?"

"I don't know, not too awful long. Why?"

"Well¦I sensed us swimming. Can we please look into that?"

"Oh lord¦I suppose we can ask our escort about us taking a quick dip if you want. I'm sure there are some isolated mountain lakes that will be relatively unoccupied."

"Cool, thanks mom. You're the best." Korica said with a huge smile on her face.

"I guess you kind of got cheated out of that the last time we were at a lake because of the timing."

"Yah I did. We got to meet Jeron and his grandfather though. They were so nice to us."

"They were really nice people."

"I hope Antal's daughter is nice too."

"I don't think Antal would've offered to send her if she wasn't easy to get along with. Not since she considers us the elder race."

A servo drone showed up seconds later and slid a plate up on the table with a steaming hot apple turnover and it filled the mess hall with a wonderful aroma when Korica took her fork and cut into the crust to vent the steam. She then got up and retrieved a glass of apple juice to wash the turnover down and she set in to eating her snack.

The three of them then sat and talked until a few minutes before six. Korica was feeling anxious to be close to Tamaric so she excused herself to go wake him up not having any idea what time it was. She made her way to her quarters and she stepped into the darkened room and when the door slid shut she gave her eyes a few moments to adjust and then she walked over to the bed and slid her shoes off and climbed up on the bed and laid down right in front of Tamaric and kissed his forehead causing him to groan and then move his head out from under the covers so he could see her.

"Hi Korica. Is it time to get up?"

"I think it's getting close to six but I'm not positive. I just missed you and wanted to be close to you."

"Awe. I would say I missed you too but I was actually asleep so¦"

Korica giggled at him and scooted closer to him and put her arm up over him.

"Are you gunna invite me under the covers?" Korica asked softly.

Tamaric smiled and tried to push the covers down but Korica was lying on them making it impossible to push them down. Korica rolled over toward the edge of the bed and let Tamaric push the covers down and then she rolled back over and poked her feet under the covers and scooted right up to Tamaric and slid her arms around him. He nuzzled up to her chest and then lifted his head and kissed her soft neck a few times and Korica giggled again and turtled down into her shoulders. Tamaric then kissed her cheek a few times and then her chin and she lifted her chin and he kissed under chin a few times and then down to her throat and finally back over to her neck and this time she turned her head so he could keep kissing her neck as it truly felt wonderful for her. She had tingles running up her spine every time he pressed his lips against her neck. He then moved closer yet making Korica roll onto her back and he kissed down to her chest and right onto her right breast, which was now very erect even through her bra. He then kissed her down to her stomach and over to her side and she let out a deep heavy breath and he figured he better stop before they ended up doing more of what they did last night. He slid up on her and looked into her face in the dim light and her eyes seemed to be twinkling as the feeble light coming from pot lights above the bathroom reflected off of her eyes. He smiled big as for just a second he remembered the glorious sight of her beautiful body and the same pretty face he was seeing now looking back at him as he caressed her soft lips.

"Hi ya beautiful."

"I can feel that Tamaric. You really love my body and you think it's the prettiest thing you've ever seen in your life."

"Yah I do. I had no idea that it would be so pretty up close or that I would like looking at it as much as I did. I can't wait to see it again."

"That can be arranged. I guess I don't have to ask if you see me differently. I can feel that you do and now I understand what you meant when you said you admire me even more than you did before."

"Yah." Tamaric said softly.

"I think I see you a little differently too Tamaric. I see you as even more of a man."

The lights came up at that very instant and Korica's face came into bright glowing focus and Tamaric sighed as he looked at her and he gave her a dopey smile.

"I am so in love with you Korica. You make it hard to think when I'm close to you like this. All I want to do is look into your beautiful face as my tummy tingles and my head gets all¦swimmy."

"I can feel it from within you Tamaric. You finally feel what I've felt all along."

"You don't think I was in love with you before?"

"Oh no, I know for sure that you were but not nearly as deeply as you are now. Draximan experience emotions from a much deeper place than Humans do. It took a while for you to reach that spot for me."

"You mean¦you were this far gone from the moment you met me?"

"Yes. I fell for you from the second I saw you in stasis and when you opened your eyes and looked at me and spoke with that accent of yours I was totally gone. I felt like you do right now from then on."

"You poor thing. You had to wait for me to catch up to you and hope I didn't break your heart in the meantime?"

"Yes."

"Well I can't exactly put into words how I feel about you and about us so I hope you can just feel it for yourself."

"I can and it's really beautiful Tamaric. I finally feel like I have you and it's because of what we did last night. I think I can feel that you understand why I feel like I'm ready to make love to you."

"Yah¦I feel like I've surrendered myself to you too. I get it now. Before making love was just a thing we could do but now it has a¦tender and special meaning behind it. I want to touch you that deeply too."

Korica smiled at him warmly as she sensed everything she ever hoped she would from very deep within Tamaric. She had his heart mind and very soul now. She pulled him down to her and gave him a sweet lip lock kiss and then looked into his pretty blue eyes and she felt like she was getting lost in them. She had to push her feelings back just a little so she could think straight.

"Let's get you dressed so we can get something to eat. We have a big day to look forward to. We were invited to go planet side by the local government and in fact the Drakon is sending her teenage daughter to escort us down to go clothes shopping."

"Drakon? What the heck is that?"

"I think it's kind of like the white house chief of foreign relations if you compared it to the United States of America on Earth. They know we're the elder race and so they want good relations with us incase they need a favor later on."

"This had to be your idea." Tamaric said with a grin.

"Kind of. We might get to go swimming too."

"You know I still don't understand why someone that can't swim loves the water so much."

"I have you to look after me so I know I won't drown or anything. I just love the feeling of being in the water as long as it isn't real deep."

"Ok. I'll get dressed so we can get some breakfast in us. I love going anywhere with you so it sounds like fun going shopping with you. You deserve to have some pretty clothes to wear."

Tamaric pushed the covers down and rolled onto his back and Korica got a perfect view of his erection form their brief interaction and she smiled big.

"Nice! You're so good looking Tamaric." Korica said as she watched him scoot over to the edge of the bed on his back.

Tamaric stood up and turned around facing her and he loved seeing her eyes lock onto his crotch and remain there. It made him feel better about always locking a stare on her bottom or her underwear when they showed just the right contour to suggest what's underneath.

"Thank you Korica. I hope you like my body as much as I love yours."

"Trust me, you're gorgeous Tamaric."

Tamaric grinned and then made his way to the front of the room to retrieve his outfit for the day. He then walked back to the bed and he was delighted to see Korica propped up on her elbows watching him with a beautiful grin on her face. She slid one knee up and turned her head a little in a manner that Tamaric thought was just so cute. He then got dressed rather slowly to give her a long lasting look before covering everything up. He deliberately started with his shirt and then his socks he put on while standing facing her with first one foot up on the bed then the other. He then picked up his underwear and looked at her and grinned and he turned sideways to her and slowly pulled them up until he was covered and then he picked up his pants and stepped into them and pulled them up slowly and then he stepped into his shoes and made his way into the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth.

When Tamaric was finished he stepped back into the main quarters and Korica was standing by the table at the head of the bed and she grew a warm smile when he stepped out. He walked up to her and slid his hands around her sides to her back and he pulled her in close and the two engaged in a very passionate tongue kiss. He then looked over her shoulder as the two hugged each other and the bed was completely made and her stuffed animals were neatly placed on the pillows and he grinned. She always liked everything so neat and tidy with everything in its perfect spot. He was glad because he knew he could be a little messy with his things and Korica would likely always take care of things for him so his parents wouldn't think the two of them were messy.

Tamaric pulled back and smiled at her. Korica took his hand and the two of them headed for the exit. They made their way up the corridor to the mess hall and Korica realized she needed to quiet her mind just as they stepped into the mess hall. She quieted her mind just as Laurel and Mark came into view. The two of them walked up to the table and Korica sat down while Tamaric stepped over to the dispensers and poured himself a tall glass of pineapple juice and then he stepped back over to the table and sat down next to Korica.

"I guess Korica told you what's on the agenda for today?" Laurel said grinning at Tamaric.

"Yes mam. She said we get to go shopping and maybe swimming?"

"That's right. Are you up for it?"

"If Korica's going then I'm going."

"Well I figured that much. I just meant¦what do you think of the idea?"

"I want to see Korica have nice thing and all but I think every time we step off this ship we're asking for trouble. That being said¦I want to show my parents some of the sights that I've seen in this galaxy. They've never been on an alien world before."

"We were discussing that very thing earlier. Your mom and dad need to get used to dealing with other species all of whom will speak a different language. It will give them the opportunity to use their advanced abilities to communicate ideas through feelings."

"Are the inhabitants of this star system¦gifted or whatever? Like Korica is?"

"No. The data base information never mentioned any advanced abilities. They are just regular people who happen to have space flight capabilities."

"Can you guys speak their language?"

"Yes. Mark can even understand them a little after listening to our conversations this morning. You will gain the same understanding of their language once you hear their language spoken a little."

"I wish I could explain that to my parents."

"Not until we're clear of this galaxy. We promised that we would keep that a secret from absolutely everyone."

"I know. I won't say anything, I promise."

"Good man."

"Is Jake gunna join us this morning?" Tamaric asked looking at Laurel.

"He's on his way. I already wished him a good morning and he talked to me the whole time he was getting dressed."

"Cap you never got out of your seat." Mark said furrowing his brow while looking at her.

"I don't have to stand up to hear him Mark. He's always in my head."

"Uh ok. I thought you had to close your eyes or something to talk to each other?"

"No. We can send pushes to each other. It's not instantaneous like when we reach out to one another but we can still talk that way. We just compose a though or feeling in our mind and then we can send it to the other person. It feels like a thought comes to mind but it's in someone else's voice."

"Gotcha."

"That's so neat that you two can do that." Tamaric said.

"Korica can too. She can communicate with us in the same exact manner. I would bet you money that your mother and father can too if they were taught how to do it."

"You think I'll ever be able to hear Korica in my mind?"

"Maybe. You have some slight empathic abilities starting to manifest so in time you may gain the ability to hear thoughts as well as feelings."

"Oh I hope so. I would love to hear Korica's voice all the time."

Jake stepped around the corner into the mess hall at that very instant and he smiled big when he saw Laurel smiling at him. He stepped up to the table and took her hand and kissed her cheek and then set his cheek against hers for a moment and then he stepped over behind Korica and he kissed the top of her head and kneaded her shoulder gently and then he stepped over to the dispensers to get something to drink. He then stepped back over to the table and sat down next to Laurel and she leaned against him heavy.

"So do you know what's going on xo?" Mark asked.

"Yes. Laurel filled me in."

"That's what you two were talking about¦without talking?"

"I could feel most of what she was talking about from within her and from within Korica for a short time until Korica quieted her mind."

"You can feel my Korica when she¦I mean you can feel everything Korica's feeling when she uses her ability to feel what I'm feeling?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes. It goes both ways if she listens or feels for it. And¦you may call her your Korica if you like. She is proud to consider herself yours." Jake said.

"It really doesn't bug you to hear that?"

"No, we feel it from her of you and we feel it from you of her so hearing it aloud is just confirming what we can already sense."

"Thank you Jake. Does that¦how deep do you feel what she's feeling?"

"Don't worry Tamaric, we never discuss or even mention what we sense from each other if it's personal or private."

"So¦all of it."

"Yes, all of it. We try and avoid listening in deeply if we sense private things."

"Listening in deeply? I don't know if I understand what that means."

"Uh¦we hear her whispers very faintly at the back of our minds all the time when she doesn't have her mind quieted. If we concentrate on those whispers we can bring them to the surface and they become crystal clear as we hear what she thinking and feeling. If the whispers are of private things then we don't invade her privacy by listening in deeper so we can hear everything she's thinking and feeling instead of just a word or two here or there."

"I guess that makes sense. Do you know when they're listening into your thoughts and feelings?" Tamaric asked looking at Korica.

"Yes. Their thoughts and feelings become just as loud and clear as my thoughts do to them. I can tell when they're in my mind."

"Wow, I don't know if I'll ever truly understand what that's like. Does it bother you when she quiets her mind?" Tamaric asked looking at Jake.

"Absolutely not. She has every right to withdraw into the privacy of her own mind any time she wants."

"Do you guys ever do that? I mean do you ever quiet your minds?"

"Sometimes. If Korica is broadcasting stuff we don't want to hear or if we think she is unaware of what she's broadcasting we respect her privacy by quieting our minds for a while."

Tamaric looked at Korica and blushed noticeably and Laurel couldn't help but chuckle very lightly. She knew Tamaric was afraid that she had broadcasted everything that happened last night. Laurel didn't want to embarrass him by telling him that it just doesn't work that way. From behind closed doors the sensation is very, very faint. Not enough to know what's going on unless their minds were connected at the time.

At that moment Clara and Liam rounded the corner into the mess hall and everyone offered them a warm smile and a wave. They stepped right up to Tamaric and both hugged him tightly and then they looked at Korica and she slid out of her seat and hugged them both warmly. They then stepped over to the dispensers and Korica and Tamaric sat back down. Clara and Liam then stepped over to the table and sat down and moments later servo drones showed up with menus. They all took the menus and opened them and ordered their meals and then handed the menus back to the servo drones that then floated off silently.

"So Clara, Liam¦" Laurel started. "We've establish contact with the local government in this system and we have been invited to go shopping with one of the local government official's teenage daughter as our guide. We'll be looking to get some outfits for Korica so the prospective of a local teenager seemed appropriate. Tamaric would really like to come along since Korica is going, I would like to first officially ask if that's ok with you and additionally I would really like it if your two would come with us."

Clara looked at Liam for a moment and then she looked at Laurel.

"As long as you think it's fairly safe then we don't mind if Tamaric accompanies Korica to the surface. He has already been on several alien worlds so I'm fairly confident that he knows how to behave himself and what to look out for."

"Thank you. Will you consider coming with us?"

"Let Lee and I talk about it a little¦maybe."

"We'll probably be leaving after lunch once I get some rest and Tamaric gets his lessons for the day done so you have a while to talk it over."

"Fair enough. We'll have an answer for you by then."

"Is this a friendly society?" Liam asked.

"According to the data base information they are. Just under nine billion people populate the world we're going to be visiting and the planet is a quarter again as big as the Earth. The gravity will be bit higher than we're used to as well as the atmospheric pressure but in our experience you adapt to conditions like that very quickly and after fifteen minutes or so you don't even really notice it. The people are space fairing and have been for about two hundred years. They know we are the elder race so they have tremendous respect for us. I would have to assume we'll be treated like kings everywhere we go since they want to be in the good graces of the elder race in case they need their butts pulled out of the fire later on. I would be worried about other¦species feeling hostility toward us if they knew who we are but we're going to have a presumably armed security escort as well as Mark with us."

"Do we know what language these people speak?" Liam asked.

"Yes. Their species is called Herandite and their primary language is called clouist. Korica, Jake and I can speak it, read it and write it. Mark has already picked up enough to be able to understand most of it when spoken aloud."

"I guess that was kind of a silly question since you said you've been in contact with the government right?"

"For all you knew we used the phonics translator. The Herandite are one of the species we are familiar with thanks to the chair of knowledge."

"I see."

The meals began to arrive at that point. The plates were slid up on the table and everyone dug in right away. They ate with more discussion of the Herandite and the possibility of going swimming if a secluded spot could be found in the mountains away from the prying eyes of the locals. When the meals were finished and the last drinks were polished off they all got up and made their way to the gym to workout together. Once the workouts were finished the girls departed to take their shower while everyone sat around and talked. When Korica and Laurel were safely in Laurel's quarters, she sent a push to Jake letting him know the showers were free. The guys then went and showered followed by Clara and Liam.

When Laurel and Korica returned to Laurel's quarters they dried their hair thoroughly and then Korica got dressed in the fresh uniform that was waiting for her on the bed and Laurel put on a pair of underwear and her nightshirt and then the two went into the bathroom and brushed their teeth and hair. They both then made their way over to the bed and Laurel sat down and moved her legs apart so Korica could sit between her legs while she brushed her hair out. That's when Laurel decided to see if Korica was confused at all by what had happened between her and Tamaric.

"Do you feel like talking about happened with you and Tamaric last night?"

"I guess so. I'm a little disappointed that I got scared of how big Tamaric is. I wanted to make love to him so badly but I don't want it to hurt but I know it's gunna no matter what I do."

"Is that what I sensed from you this morning?"

"Yah. I'm so sorry that I snapped at you mom. I feel horrible for talking to you disrespectfully. You were just concerned bout me and I bit your head off."

"It's ok baby. You were tired is all. I forgave you last night when you apologized and I forgive you now. Are you left with any confusion about what did happen?"

"Kind of. I uh¦I tried to talk Tamaric into doing something when he¦kissed me down there but he wasn't comfortable with the idea. I thought all boys wanted to do that?"

"You're talking about going down on you right?"

"Yes. Dad said that Tamaric might ask to do that and to have an open mind about it but when I mentioned it I got the feeling it kind of grossed Tamaric out even though he thinks my vulva is the prettiest thing he has ever seen in his life. He loves looking at me and petting it and pressing himself in between my lips but the thought of tasting it makes him uncomfortable. I just don't get it."

"He doesn't have any experience with girls honey. He just doesn't know what to expect. I can make a suggestion but it might be equally gross to you."

"What?"

"If you really want that done to you¦you could go down on him first and then ask him to return the favor."

"I almost did last night. I was really close to¦I was going to put it in my mouth cause I wanted to know what he would taste like and feel like in my mouth. I kind of surprised myself cause up until that point the thought of doing that seemed really gross but now I kind of want to try it."

"Curiosity will make a person do a lot of things that seem weird at first."

"Well I didn't do it but maybe next time I will if I get something in return."

"Everything else went alright though?"

"Yep. I had to show him what to do at first but after that he got the hang of it well enough. He got me several times and I got him a couple of times. I learned that I pretty much like everything about him and everything that he does. I just¦I wish he would've done it. He was right there in the perfect position and I told him he could but he¦he wouldn't cause he knows it's gunna hurt me."

"That sounds so familiar. Jake was the same way with me until I begged him to just¦do it."

"Is that what I'm gunna have to do?"

"I don't know sweetheart, maybe. If you're really that determined to do that maybe you just need to climb on top of him and get it over with yourself. It only hurts at first. The pain goes away after a minute or two, or at least it did for me. I know you have more nerve endings and so a greater sensitivity to pain but also to pleasure I would have to assume."

"But I want the first time to be with him looking down at me and me looking up into his gorgeous eyes as he takes me. I have it all pictured in my mind how I want it to happen."

"Then you need to convey that to him. Tell him that you want it to be special and just how you want it to happen."

"I thought I did last night but I got so into what we were doing¦maybe I missed saying something."

"Well did you ask him to make love to you or did you tell him to make love to you?"

"Neither. I told him I was ready and he could if he wanted. I told him I wouldn't stop him if he¦pushed it in."

"Maybe you need to be a little more assertive if you really want it to happen. If the same position is achieved tell him to please make love to you, or just pull on him until he enters you¦god I cannot believe I'm telling my Korica to beg to be penetrated."

"I'm sorry am I making you uncomfortable mom?"

"No, I just never pictured us having this conversation."

"Oh ok. Well I think you're right. I'm just going to let him¦experiment some more and when the time¦and position is just right I'll tell him to please make love to me."

"I'm just glad that whatever happened went well and he didn't hut you or embarrass you."

"He was very gentle with me and he complimented me the whole time. I was feeling what he was feeling the whole time so I know exactly what he thought about what he was seeing and feeling. We both feel just a little bit closer today because of what we did. He is finally in love with me as much as I have been with him the whole time. I was actually worried for a little while that he might not be capable of loving me as much as I did him. I guess I just needed to let him feel like has every part of me."

"He's young sweetie. He's never let his heart go like this before. It just takes time for Humans to love someone as deeply as you do right from the start. Remember that your species is millions of years more advanced than ours and you have really big hearts and very advanced emotional development and understanding. I am glad to hear that you feel he has reached the same level as you though. That must give you piece of mind."

"It does. It's all I've been waiting for from him without saying anything."

Jake stepped through the door at that point and Korica looked up and smiled at him. Laurel gave two more strokes back to Korica's hair and then Korica slid out from between her legs and stood up and then turned around and hugged Laurel painfully tight and she kissed her cheek.

"Thank you so much for talking with me mom. I know what I have to do now to get things to go my way."

"You're welcome sweetie."

Korica then turned and hugged Jake tightly and then she gave him a quick peck.

"I'll see you later dad."

"I'll see you later beautiful."

Jake smiled at her and watched her walk over to the exit and step out. He then looked at Laurel and pointed over his shoulder at the door.

"More intimacy stuff?"

"Yah. Things happened last night but not everything that she wanted. She's going to be more assertive about getting exactly what she wants next time. I get the feeling she senses how much I love what you do to me and she actually wants to try it."

"I see."

Jake then walked to the front of the room and retrieved a fresh uniform and he walked back over the bed with his clothes and then he pulled his towel from around his waist and he rubbed his hair vigorously and then he smoothed his hair down after setting his towel on the bed. He then got dressed and made his way into the bathroom to get cleaned up. When he was finished he stepped out and Laurel was already under the covers waiting for him. He stepped over to her and sat down right next to her and the two engaged in a long kiss and then Jake got up and let Laurel scoot down in the bed and then he pulled the covers up to her shoulders and he bent down and kissed her cheek. He then walked around the bed and slid the lights down to sleep levels and as he was walking toward the door Laurel called out to him.

"I love you Jake."

"I'm sorry did I forget to tell you how much I love you today? I love you with all m heart Laurel Kade. You sleep well my beautiful Laurel and I'll see you at lunchtime."

"That's better. You're a good man Jake."

Jake grinned and turned and stepped up to the door and when it slid open he stepped out and across the corridor to the bridge.

When Korica stepped out of Laurel and Jake's quarters she quickly made her way up to her quarters and when she stepped up to the door it slid open for her and she stepped in to find Tamaric at the foot of the bed just putting his shirt on. Korica walked over to the bed and sat down and he stepped up to her and stepped in between her legs and hugged her warmly as she set her face against his chest. He then bent down and kissed her forehead and he sighed as he looked into her adorable face.

"You are so pretty Korica."

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica said with the pretties smile on her face.

Tamaric then headed for the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth. When he stepped out Korica was standing by the exit waiting form him with his shoes in her hand. She set his shoes down and he walked up to her and stepped into his shoes and then the two took each other's hand and stepped up to the exit and when the door slid open they stepped out and made their way up the corridor to the bridge. When they stepped into the bridge Jake was sitting at the sensor station and Mark was sitting at the communication station with an earpiece in trying to listen to more communication traffic so he could learn the clouist language completely. Korica took Tamaric to science station number 4 and had him sit down and he pulled out his earpiece from under the lower console and then he logged himself in and he pulled up his lessons for the day. He noticed that his life sciences homework had been canceled due to the damage in the gardening ring. He was to complete his classroom portion and that was it. He was a little disappointed but then he thought it might be for the best anyways seeing as how they would be leaving the Future for the afternoon. He brought up his math lessons and got right to work. After watching for a few moments Korica moved over to the science station right next to him and she logged herself in and she brought up all of the data on the Retorian system and she began familiarizing herself with everything that she wasn't already aware of.

Clara and Liam finished getting dressed in the spare quarters and then made their way out into the main corridor and they headed toward the bridge. When they reached the bridge they stepped up to the door and the door slid open for them and they stepped in. Liam practically stopped in his tracks when he saw the image on the huge viewer showing all of the traffic in the nearby system.

"Holy¦is that all local traffic?"

Jake turned and looked up at the viewer and then he turned his seat and looked up at the pair.

"It's all in the local system but not all of it belongs to the locals. They have four occupied worlds in this system alone and they have trading partners from all over this sector that come to shop and trade and whatnot. You would be surprised how many space fairing civilizations there are around here."

"There are four planets in the habitable zone in this solar system?"

"No, only two are. The other two have artificial environments. Kind of like the gardening ring. You can grow stuff if you provide the right conditions under a pressurized dome or whatever."

"Sakes alive! So how many people occupy this system in total?"

"Twenty two point eight billion."

"Wow! That many people peacefully coexisting?"

"Oh I imagine they have their turf battles or whatever but they don't blow the crap out of each other like Humans used to do."

"And all space fairing systems are like this? Full of spaceships and aliens?"

"Most but not all. There are some civilizations that are xenophobic and they keep all outsiders away by force but I think the majority given enough time come to accept the occasional alien and the potential for tourist currency and technological advancements by exploring alien technology and incorporating it into their culture."

"Remarkable!"

"You know that's how we're going to have to be when we reach the Future planet? We need to make allies and trading partners if we're going to flourish in a new part of the galaxy."

"But we aren't allowed to share what the elder race has given us are we? I saw that mentioned during your trial."

"Less advanced societies need the time to evolve the wisdom to use advanced technology wisely. We can't give the secrets of splitting the atom to a society that is the equivalent to fourteenth century Earth for instance. It would be absolutely catastrophic to have nuclear weapons introduced to a primitive society like that. Now if we come across a society that has nuclear reactors and their shielding sucks and they're making themselves sick we can show them how to fortify their reactors and how to make them more efficient and safer to operate."

"So we can share our technology then?"

"Oh yah. We just need to use common sense and wisdom about who and how much. Frankly we have technology at our disposal that we don't even fully understand. That negative matter core for example. We understand the principals of how it operates but trying to duplicate it is out of the question right now."

"Doesn't that violate their own laws then?"

"Not completely. They're confident that we're advanced enough to use the technology for peaceful purposes and not share it with less advanced societies that aren't ready for that level of advanced technology. What they sensed from within Laurel and I impressed them enough to take a leap of faith with the Human race."

"We really do have a lot to thank you for don't we?"

"Well¦you can thank our parents for passing on good genes. It's your generation that passed on what we have which is what makes us who we are."

"That's kind of nice that you appreciate your roots."

"Thanks Liam. I don't want to get a swelled head over what was sensed from deep within us since all that Humans are is what was sensed, not just all that I am or all that Laurel is. I think they sensed some things from within Mark that they also found¦admirable, despite what he has been trained to do and has had to do for his whole career."

"Wow, that is impressively noble and mature of you to feel that way."

"Laurel is the one who taught me to think that way. I am part of the greater whole and it's the greater whole that is capable of true greatness when we come together as a people. Look at the Future, we came together as a global society to build her. She is the culmination of great ideas and technology from all around the world, not just one person or one nation. That's what I want to be a part of and feel compelled to protect and to serve. Not just one person or even a few people but all of us on the Future."

Clara looked at Liam and smiled.

"See I told you they get it. They're spiritually advanced as well as mentally and physically. They represent everything we hoped the Human race was evolving towards."

"Ooh, thank you Clara." Jake said while smiling.

"Thank you Jake. I truly hope you are able to instill those high ideals in your children as well. They make you very special."

"With Laurel as their mommy it's all but insured to happen. You know¦" Jake looked over at Korica and Tamaric and he grinned warmly. "Even though Korica isn't Human, Laurel has managed to foster the same beliefs in her. Tamaric will have children with a strong sense of honor and family with Korica as their mommy. She has a good heart and a very advanced understanding of what it means to care about those around you. Why do you think she wants to serve on the Future so strongly? She believes in the Human race and wants to be a part of us all."

Clara looked at Korica and smiled warmly.

"She truly is something special isn't she?"

"She is uniquely one of kind and very good for and too Tamaric."

"Don't worry Jake." Liam said. "We already feel that she is a part of our family and we look forward to the grandkids that her and Tamaric will produce. The fact that she isn't Human just doesn't matter to us."

"Thank you Liam. She needs that kind of love and acceptance with what has been taken from her. We are all that she has."

Liam patted Jake's shoulder and then he and Clara stepped over to the science stations to get back to work on the stasis chamber project. Jake worked until almost 10:00 at which time he was beginning to feel anxious and he couldn't get Laurel off his mind so he made his way over to his quarters and stood just inside the door for a few moments and he felt calm and collected after that. He then went back over to the bridge and resumed his work.

As the morning drew on Korica started to feel hungry so she excused herself to go get something to eat so Mark escorted her to the mess hall and sat with her while she ate her snack to keep her company and then he tried to see if she could feel more of what was to come once she was done eating.

"So¦you feel like reaching out to see if you can sense what's to come? I really need to know what we're likely to be facing over there."

Korica sighed lightly and nodded while looking down. She leaned back and looked straight ahead and closed her eyes and took a few deep steady breaths and then she opened her mind and tried to tune into her inner most feelings. She immediately sensed an overwhelming sense of longing for Laurel and Jake and she could feel her stomach knotting up. It was a most unpleasant sensation since it felt just like what she feels for her mother and father with no relief to be had since they were gone for good.

Korica got a sense of pain and pleasure again which was frustrating for her because it just made no sense why the two sensations would be so closely associated with one another and so intense. She had a sense of sensations that the body just shouldn't be capable of producing leading her to the conclusion that it was torture related but she just couldn't tell for sure. She still sensed wonderment and excitement as well as cold water surrounding her body with Laurel and Tamaric very close by, presumably she thought, in the water with her. Everything else she sensed was blurry and confusing like a long forgotten dream that could barely be realized. Everything was in motion and changing so much so that she couldn't pull everything together coherently. She just felt like she wasn't strong enough yet to make sense of all of the images and sensations that seemed to be melting in and out from everywhere around her. She pulled back into her mind and pushed the feeling of stressful feelings down deep and then she quieted her mind and opened her eyes. She had to take a moment to control her breathing as she was breathing fast and deep as the uncomfortable feelings of dread and longing upset her. She looked at Mark with a sad face and shook her head.

"I'm so sorry Mark. I sensed the same things as before. I sensed intense pain and then intense pleasure together and then excitement about¦something¦then cold water and Laurel and Tamaric really close by. I sensed that I'm going to be longing to be with Laurel and Jake and I can only assume that means they'll be¦taken from me, just like my birth parents were."

"You didn't sense their deaths did you?"

"No. I can feel them with me in the future but they¦they'll be different."

"Different? Different how?"

"I don't exactly know how. They'll just be different than they are right now. It could just be because I'm sensing them when they're older than they are right now."

"Alright, I'm sorry this upsets you so much little one. As long as you don't sense any deaths then we'll just have to take it as it comes."

"No I don't think any of us is going to die. I definitely would've gotten a clear sense of something that significant."

"Why did your intuitions come so clearly to you surrounding Inicius and now it's so¦unclear?"

Korica just shrugged while looking into his face. Mark leaned down and kissed her forehead.

"Don't worry yourself ok? I shouldn't be putting so much pressure on you. Let's get you back to your little man so you'll feel better."

"You mean you know?"

"Know what?"

"That he's the only one that makes me feel¦better when I'm close to him."

"Oh that. We all know you're nuts about him Korica."

Mark slid out of his seat and then Korica slid out and he put his arm around her as they walked toward the exit.

"Thanks for giving it a try ok?"

"You're welcome Mark. I wish I could be of more help."

"You've been a big help. I know I need to stay sharp since something is gunna go badly as almost always seems to happen when we leave the safety of the Future."

The two of them made their way out into the corridor and headed to the bridge. When they stepped in Tamaric leaned back and smiled big at Korica and she couldn't stop herself from smiling back at him as she made her way over to him. She leaned down and pressed her cheek against his as she had seen Laurel and Jake do while on the bridge. It was a conservative way of showing affection without hugging or kissing. She then stepped over to the science station next to him and went back to her study of the Retorian system.

The rest of the morning went by quickly and before Jake knew it, it was time to wake Laurel so she could get some lunch in her before their excursion. He logged himself out and got up and made his way over to his quarters. He walked around the bed to Laurel's side of the bed and he slid the lights up to half illumination and then he walked back around to his side of the bed and sat down right next to Laurel and put his hand on her shoulder. She stirred and rolled onto her back, which put her right up against him and she smiled at him warmly.

"Hay handsome, what time is it?"

"Hi ya gorgeous, it's ten till noon."

"Kay, give me a few minutes to get dressed and I'll meet you in the mess hall."

"Ok. Hay, let me ask you something? How come you always sleep over here on my side of the bed when you're alone?"

"Cause it smells like you."

"Are you saying I stink or something?"

"No, of course not. If you stunk I wouldn't want my face buried in your pillow. I can smell you in the pillow and the blanket until it's washed and it helps me sleep and makes me feel like you're right here with me. I love your smell Jake. Don't you like my scent?"

"Yah I do. I just had no idea it was the same for you as it is for me. I thought I was a weirdo for¦smelling your pillow when you aren't here."

"We're both weirdoes if that's the case."

Jake smiled big and leaned down and gave Laurel a prolonged lip lock kiss and then he stroked her head a few times and then he stood up and smiled at her again.

"God your eyes are so pretty and I love when your soft cheeks are a little pink like they are right now."

"Awe, thank you Jake. You have gorgeous eyes too."

"Thanks babe. I'll see you in just a bit."

Laurel nodded and Jake turned and headed for the exit. He stepped out into the main corridor and then he walked across the way to the bridge. He walked over to Tamaric and put his hand on his shoulder.

"You finished with your lessons for the day?"

"Yes sir. I was working on tomorrows math until lunchtime."

"Good man! You can go ahead and save your work and log yourself out." Jake looked at Clara and Liam. "You folks should do the same, let's go grab some lunch together."

The two of them looked at him and nodded and then saved their work and logged themselves out of the system. Korica then logged herself out and the entire bridge went to sleep. The five of them then made their way out into the corridor and up to the mess hall. They all got something to drink and then stepped over to the round table and sat down and it was only seconds later that Laurel rounded the corner into the mess hall. Korica got to her feet and stepped into Laurel and hugged her tightly and then Laurel stepped over to Jake and pressed her cheek against his and then she walked over to the dispensers and poured herself a tall glass of orange juice and then she stepped back over to the table and sat down next to Jake. She looked at Mark's empty seat and pointed at it.

"Do we know where Mark is?"

"He was in the upper hangar tinkering with the Perth. He's been working on installing the biometric power cutout system that he found in the data core onto all of the crimson fighters. He seems to think it will make it much safer to leave the crimson fighters unattended while on alien worlds. If you aren't Human or Draximan you aren't going to be able to power them up. I guess you can even program them for specific individuals based on their DNA signature and biorhythms. In other words the lopped off hand wouldn't work, it has to be a live individual."

"That's¦actually pretty smart of him to come up with the idea of putting those in all of the ships. Do you know how it's gunna work?"

"Nope. He's going to have to explain how the system works to all of us."

"Future, will you please tell Mark it's lunchtime?" Laurel called out.

"He is already on his way up. He will arrive on the command deck momentarily." The AI replied.

Laurel then looked at Clara and Liam.

"Have you decided whether or not you're going to join us?"

"Liam and I discussed it and we've decided that we would love to come with you. Neither of us has been on an alien world before and we would feel better if we're close by to keep an eye on Tamaric." Clara replied.

"Oh mom, I can take care of myself, honestly. I still want you guys with us though. You aren't gunna expect me to hold your hand the whole time like I used to have to do when we went shopping in Melbourne are you?"

Clara laughed and leaned into Liam.

"You were six and seven years old when I did that and the malls were very congested and you were so curious about everything, you had a tendency to wander off to look at whatever caught your attention if I wasn't holding your hand. I think you've outgrown the need for me to do that. Besides you have a¦girlfriend that is going to want to hold your hand the whole time."

"Why did you hesitate like that?"

"Because¦I almost called her your wife."

Tamaric's eyes got big and then he looked at Korica and grinned at her and she blushed hard and looked down while smiling in a way that Tamaric thought was just adorable, he then looked back at his mother.

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves. We aren't getting married for a long time. Technically we aren't even engaged yet."

"I know that. I caught myself before saying it, you forced it out of me you little bugger."

"You think we act like a married couple?"

"Not entirely but pretty darn close to it. I know of some hitched couples that could learn a thing or two from you two about how to treat one another with respect and consideration."

"Really?" Tamaric asked sounding completely surprised.

"Un huh. It's more of what I sense than what I see or hear."

"You're reading our feelings all the time?"

"Yours. Korica is usually a blank slate other than her magnetic personality and that thing she does when she's close to you. You can feel her heart beating from across the room and it feels very sweet and tender just like her personality."

"So you know what I'm thinking about all the time?"

"Not exactly. We know what you're feeling and in general that indicates what you're thinking about. There's no great surprise that Korica occupies your thoughts and feelings most of the time. We just know how to read your feelings very accurately. We don't hear your thoughts like Laurel and Jake are capable of doing with each other¦and Korica too for that matter."

"I can't hear his thoughts yet." Korica said.

"No I meant with your mom and dad there." Clara said pointing in the general direction of Laurel and Jake.

"Oh. Yah I can hear and feel what they're thinking quite clearly without much effort and from a great distance too."

"I guess you don't need to hold her hand in a crowded mall with that ability huh?" Clara asked looking at Laurel.

"She's been an independent spirit since before we met her. I wouldn't presume to hold her hand like a child. We feel comfort from one another by holding hands though."

Mark rounded the corner into the mess hall at that point and he waved at everyone as he stepped over to the dispensers to get something to drink. He then stepped over to the table and had a seat.

"Hay Mark, how's your pet project going down there?" Jake asked.

"Ok I guess. Those crimson fighters are really complex once you start opening the cover panels. Nothing looks like you would expect it to. You can't just splice into a wire or whatever. You have to create an entire circuit to interrupt the power flow in a way that doesn't short shi¦stuff out. I think I've got it figured out though. With the help of the AI I've managed to get the Prentor done and I'm working on the Perth. I'll get the other two ships done within a day or so."

"Is this going to be something kind of obvious that someone could monkey with if they get aboard without one of us there?" Laurel asked.

"No. You would have to know what to look for and there isn't any way to bypass the system. It's integrated right into the main power circuits for absolutely everything. That's why an entire circuit path had to be created. The elder race are pretty freakin ingenious when it comes to this stuff."

"So how's it work?"

"When you stick your hand into the concealed compartment to turn the main power on, as soon as you flip the power switch on there is a biometric sensor in there that reads your genetic pattern and compares it to known DNA signatures and if it doesn't match the authorized species or person if so programmed, then flipping the power switch does absolutely nothing. You can't even open the airlock door."

"What if the door is already open?"

"The main power switches now have biometric sensors incorporated right into them. When you flip the covers closed, closing the main power circuits, your DNA signature is read, if it aint right you get nothing. If someone was smart enough to pull the access panel open and hotwire the power switches then they won't be able to close the cabin door without the same issue. The handle to raise and lower the door from the inside has the same biometric reader incorporated into it as well. That one can't be bypassed, if it doesn't read the right bio signature then the entire power system is interrupted. The lights go out, the displays won't work, and nothing works until the right bio signature is read and if they try and cut your finger or your hand off that won't work either. The biosensors are sensitive enough to detect the slight electrical field that the heart produces. If the digit or limb isn't attached to a beating heart you aren't getting in or you aren't going to get any power if the door is already open."

"That's genius Mark!" Laurel said with a big grin.

"I just installed the system, the elder race are the ones that designed it and luckily it isn't so complicated that the AI couldn't reproduce the necessary components. It's all buried deep in the aft bulkhead in a seemingly unrelated portion of the ship so as to make it really hard to find the heart of the system."

"The fact that you were able to figure all that out for someone who claims schematics look like hieroglyphs to him says something of how truly smart you are."

"I truly wish I could take credit there too. The AI told me exactly what to do. I just know how to follow instructions precisely when they are laid out for dummies on a data pad."

"Just take my compliment Mark, you're a hell of a lot smarter than you sometimes let on."

"Alright, thank you cap. I'm not genius smart like you but I'm not a moron either. The AI has an amazing ability to relate to each of us at a level that is ideal for our individual level of intelligence."

"That's definitely true, the AI has always made me feel smart even when I wasn't particularly all that smart yet. On a different subject, I should mention that Liam and Clara have decided to come with us to Retoria."

"That's great, the more the merrier I suppose."

"They're going to have a bit of an issue with the language barrier, you think you could retrieve that translator thing that Holon gave us and load the clouist language onto it from the new data core so that they will at least know what's being said?"

"Sure, I think I can handle that. I can have a second earpiece set up so they can both hear what's going through the translator dahram."

"Hay, you remembered what a computer is called in Arion." Korica said with a smile.

"I sure did, you taught me well little one and I pay attention to what you teach me seeing as it's coming from you."

"Awe, thanks Mark."

Servo drones showed up at that moment and everyone took the menus they were carrying and opened them and ordered their lunch and then handed the menus back to the servo drones. They then sat and talked about the rules for excursions away from the Future so that Clara and Liam would have a complete understanding of the precautions that had to be observed since they were now a target species since they in essence are the elder race, which makes some enemies without having to anything.

When the meals showed up everyone ate their lunch with very little discussion and then at the conclusion of the meal Laurel and Jake headed to the bridge to make contact with Antol so their escort could be dispatched. Mark asked Korica and Tamaric to get their weapons from Korica's quarters and to meet up in the common area. Mark then went and retrieved his weapons and he got the translator and took it to the bridge and had the Clouist language loaded into its memory and then he had a second earpiece adjust to work on the same frequency as the translator and then he made his way back to the common area. After making contact with Antol Laurel and Jake went into their quarters and retrieved their weapons and some gems so they would have some currency with them for shopping and then they headed to the common area.

Once everyone was in the common area Mark explained how the translator dahram worked and then he handed it to Clara and she put it around her neck and handed the second earpiece to Liam. Mark checked everyone's holsters and when he was satisfied Laurel led everyone to the transport compartment and they all transported to the aft upper hanger. They stepped out of the transport enclosure and Mark led them over to the Prentor and Mark stepped aboard and turned the lights on and then everyone climbed aboard. Once they were all onboard Mark closed the cabin door and then as he stepped forward he closed the main power switches and the displays at the navigation and sensor and power and weapons stations began to glow to life to Mark's relief. Mark stepped down into the pilots seat and began his preflight checks and Laurel sat down in the power and weapons stations and Jake sat down at the navigation and sensors station and they began their preflight checks.

Once everything was up and running and the engines were idling making their usual high frequency hiss Laurel reached up and turned the communication system on. She then tapped Mark's shoulder and gave him a thumbs up from over his shoulder and he nodded.

"Future, this is the Prentor. We're ready for take off when our escort arrives." Mark said.

"Roger that Prentor. You're escort is inbound at this time. They should arrive in approximately four minutes. You are clear for hover taxi to the hangar entrance. I am opening the hangar doors now."

"Roger that Future. I am cleared for hover taxi to the hangar entrance."

Mark reached down and gently slid the hover engines throttle forward and the Prentor gently lifted from the hangar deck and rose to a height of twenty-five feet and then Mark pulled the throttle back gently while sidestepping and rotating around so he was facing out toward the hangar entrance. Once he was facing the hangar doors that were sliding open he gently nudged the controls so they floated smoothly over to the gaping entrance to the hangar and then he gently set the Prentor down just inside the myogenic field and then he pulled the throttles back to an idle. They then sat quietly and waited for their escort to arrive.

As they sat waiting Jake kept scanning out the hangar door but the shield was reflecting most of the scanning energy back resulting in a snow of sorts on his display. It was the AI that had to alert them to their escort's arrival.

"Prentor, this is the Future. Your escort has arrived and their hull is getting quite hot. I would like to lower the shield intensity and allow them to dock for a few minutes to cool down before you depart?"

"This is the Prentor. Go ahead and reduce the shield density and at least let them come inside the shield to cool down. How big is their ship?" Laurel said.

"It is a small tandem two place craft twenty feet long and twelve feet wide."

"Roger that. Go ahead and direct them up here then. I think we have enough room to accommodate them."

"Roger that Prentor, I will relay the instructions."

"Mark please turn the shield generator off?" Laurel said.

"Eye cap."

Mark powered everything down but left the engines idling and then he unfastened his restraints just as the transport showed up on Jake's sensors. He was shocked by what he was seeing. The ship looked to him like an upside down flying banana. There was a pilot down low in the nose of the craft and then a passenger above and behind him further up in the fuselage and most of the rest of the craft was taken up with engine and electronics. There were two small nacelles hanging off the side of the craft presumably for control and one rather large engine within the fuselage and there were what looked like flaps that directed the thrust from the main engine looking like someone had peeled the banana from the wrong end. He was seeing no signs of an energy field suggesting the craft was completely unshielded which he thought was nuts given how close they are to the stars in the system. When the craft penetrated the shield and then the shield returned to its prior density the craft became very clear and now Jake could see that the hull was a strange glowing orange color and the color was slowly shifting hues as the hull cooled.

Laurel got to her feet and made room for Mark by stepping over to the airlock and lowering the door. Laurel stepped back and waved everyone out and then stepped out of the ship onto the hangar deck. Tamaric and Korica unfastened themselves and then showed Clara and Liam exactly how the restraints latches worked so they could get free. Everyone then filed out into the Hanger and watched as the small craft gracefully glided up to the hangar opening and penetrated through the myogenic field and they were all a little surprised when the hull reacted to the warm air in the hangar by instantly changing to a rather dull silver color and as the craft slowly floated forward and swung its aft end around so the craft was aimed sidelong to the Prentor the hull looked rather iridescent in color as it reflected the light flooding from the overhead lights and even the dark shadow of the Prentor seemed to throw a shimmering shadow on the craft which seemed odd since there was no light on the other side of the Prentor to make a shadow on the craft.

Spindly looking landing gear extended from the side of the craft from behind two small doors that popped open and two more unfolded from under each nacelle and the craft very gently touched down on them and settled its weight on them spreading them out slightly. The cockpit canopy then changed from the same color as the rest of the hull to a transparent, sleek, oblong bubble of what looked like glass. It was the most remarkable transformation of a material anyone had ever seen. The canopy then rose up from the front and revealed an absolutely gigantic pilot with a helmet on with a dark visor that descended all the way to his chin. Mark thought it looked like that man had been poured into the cockpit he was so big compared to the profile of the craft he was crammed into.

The pilot lifted his helmet off his head and set it down between his legs and then put his hands on the sides of the cockpit opening and pushed down to lift himself up and he seemed to just keep rising up out of the craft until he was standing a full six and a half feet above the opening and they still couldn't see him from the shins down. He then turned and simply hopped out of the craft and hit the hangar floor with a thud. He then stood up straight and looked at everyone with a pleasant grin on his face. He had a broad square jaw and very pleasant features to his clean-shaven face with the most striking blue eyes. His frame was absolutely gigantic in proportions but he hopped out of his craft like a limber young man though he looked to be in his mid fourties if he aged like a Human. He had very short dark black hair that was thick and well groomed despite just coming out from under a helmet. He was wearing a dark blue uniform with some kind of insignia on his right chest and he had black shinny shoulder pads that were in a diamond shape and wrapped over his shoulders and down over the points of his gigantic shoulders to the top of his biceps and from the middle of his shoulder blades in the back to the same point at the top of his chest in the front. Mark noticed immediately that he had a nasty looking handgun on his right hip and a dagger on his left that was at least ten inches of double edge nastiness with a slight curve to its tip. Mark liked him for looking like a golem with some pretty wicked weapons right from the moment his huge boots hit the hangar floor. Nobody was gunna screw with this guy unless they were out of their mind.

The man then took three steps backwards while looking at everyone and he reached into the back of the pilots compartment and he pressed something without even looking at what he was doing and the canopy window over the passenger compartment changed to a clear canopy just like the front canopy had and the canopy began to lift from its front end to reveal a stunning brunet with pretty green eyes and a slender almost model like build as she stood up and her pilot put his hands out to her. She stood up straight and leaned forward putting her hands on his shoulders and he lifted her up by her hips and lifted her out of the passengers seat like she weighed absolutely nothing and gently set her down in the floor. She had snug fitting gray and blue pants that left very little to the imagination as to her contours and she had on a dark green sweater of sorts with slits from the top of her shoulders to just past her shoulder points with one small strip of material at the top of her shoulders that kept the split from flopping open and there were lighter green swooshes of material across the front of her sweater. The color made her eyes absolutely pop and her dark sun soaked complexion seemed to be accented by her choice of clothing perfectly. When she stood up straight after her feet contacted the hanger floor she looked at everyone and smiled warmly. She had on a subtle amount of makeup that looked like a professional had applied it because it was placed so well and the color pallet was so well proportioned for her face and hair color. She was thin but she looked very healthy at the same time. She definitely ate right and got plenty of exercise, her legs had the tale tell signature of a muscular undertone that was feminine but very strong and healthy looking.

The girl looked around the hanger and at the other three crimson fighters stacked neatly side by side, one facing out and then next facing in and the last facing out and then she looked up at how big the hangar was with its gantry system up very high in the hanger and she glanced at the transport enclosure and furrowed her brow for a moment obviously completely bewildered why there would be what appeared to be a big shower enclosure in the hangar. She then looked at her pilot and thanked him by name in clouist. Her voice was soft and very steady. She then looked at everyone and walked over to them very gracefully.

"Hello," She said in clouist. "Do you know how to speak my language?"

"Hello," Laurel said in clouist. "Three of us do and two of us have the ability to learn how to understand new languages very rapidly but they will not have the ability to speak it and the other two have a translator device so they can understand what is being said."

"Wonderful, My name is Ametri Drious and this is my pilot and personal guard Deroson." Ametri said motioning back to her pilot.

Deroson stepped forward and reached out his huge hand and shook everyone's hand and grinned warmly at them followed by Ametri doing the same as Laurel introduced everyone by name. Deroson glanced at the sidearms on everyone and Mark read his micro expressions well enough to know that Deroson was shocked at the young age of the crew and the fact that they were all armed with weapons like he had never seen before, except for Clara and Liam who were not armed. Mark grinned and looked at Laurel.

"You introduced everyone by name but not title or rank, why?"

"Because we're here as tourists not as a military presence."

"Ah, that's probably a smart idea cap. I forget that you're always thinking ahead."

"Did we say something wrong? Ametri asked.

"No, absolutely not. My chief of security here was asking why I did not introduce us by rank and title. I told him we are here as friends not as a military presence."

"I am not in the military or officially in the government like my mother is so I actually prefer a more congenial atmosphere such as would exist between friends. All I really need to know is who is the captain and who is the special girl that needs some new clothes?"

"I am the captain and Korica here is my daughter and the one who is in need of some new clothes."

Ametri just looked at Laurel for a moment as she tried to digest that someone who appeared much younger than her was not only the captain of a ship the size of a mountain but she was a mother. Laurel was trying to feel for what Ametri was feeling at the same time but she was finding that her emotions felt very different from those of a Human and came from a different place within her. Ametri looked at Korica and a warm smile drifted onto her face.

"So Korica¦do want something formal or something fun? You look like someone who likes to be free and have fun with a touch of sexy tossed in."

"I would like something fun."

Ametri stepped up to her and seemed to size her up and looked over her shoulder at her back side and then she touched her shoulder.

"I know just the place to get you something really nice. You have good bones and a nice figure, I think I know just how to compliment your pretty face with a fun look."

"Can we try and find somewhere to get some swimwear as well? We were hoping you might know of some secluded spots in the mountains to take a swim if possible?"

"Now that sounds like fun. I know just the spot in the Hoschot Mountains. I knew I was going to like you Korica, we think alike."

"Thank you Ametri. I like you already, you're very beautiful and you seem very nice."

"Thank you Korica you are very beautiful too. I am going to have fun getting you dressed up properly¦not that your uniform does not look fabulous on you, but it does not look very fun."

"How did you know this is a uniform and not just a ships outfit?"

"Because your uniform looks like your mom's here and Jake's but not like Clara or Liam or Tamaric's and you have that little gray bar sown into your collar, I assume that denotes some kind of rank?"

Korica reached up and pulled her collar forward slightly so she could see her ensign's bar and she realized that she hadn't even noticed that the AI had them added to her uniforms, one on the left and one on the right. They were such a subtle color shade that they almost blended in with the overall color of her shirt perfectly. Korica then let go of her collar and looked at Ametri and grinned.

"I just made ensign. I am actually an officer in the civilian corps now."

"I do not pretend to know what that means but congratulations on making officer status. I am kind of surprised by how young you all look to be officers and captains but I have never met any elder race before so I guess I should have expected that you people would be extraordinary from the time you are born."

"Thank you Ametri. Our situation is kind of unique even for the elder race. We are not exactly like most other's you will meet that are our age."

"It matters not. I am honored and thrilled to meet you all and I am going to make sure you all have a really good time and especially you Korica." Ametri said as she took a step back and looked at everyone.

Korica smiled big and stepped closer to Tamaric and took his hand subtly and gave it a gentle squeeze.

"So, let me guess the relationships here¦" Ametri said putting her hand up to her chin.

She looked at Laurel and Jake and smiled warmly.

"You two are a couple¦but I suspect not wed¦" Ametri then looked at Korica and Tamaric. "And you two are definitely a couple of significant measure¦" Ametri then looked at Clara and Liam and then she looked at Tamaric and then back to Clara and Liam. "And I can tell you two are a couple and I see the resemblance¦you have to be Tamaric's mother and father and I suspect that you two are wed." Clara and Liam grinned and nodded and Ametri then looked at Laurel and Jake and then she looked at Korica and she shook her head gently. "I do not see a resemblance but you call Korica your daughter? I have to assume it is not by birth?" Ametri said looking at Korica.

"No, I am adopted. Laurel would have had to of been like three years old when I was born. My birth parents were murdered and so Laurel and Jake adopted me so I would have a family to take care of me and so I could stay on the Future without anyone else claiming custodial rights to me."

"Oh¦I am truly sorry Korica. I had no idea."

"It is ok, I have all the love I could ever want here."

"And you sir must be their personal guard as the chief of security for this ship?" Ametri said looking at Mark.

Mark just grinned and nodded yes. He figured it was a close enough description to his role in their lives.

"You seem very intuitive Ametri." Laurel said. "You guessed all of our relationships correctly. Do you have abilities of the mind?"

"No¦" Ametri said with a big grin. "I can just see how you look at each other and guess who is in love with who and of course Tamaric looks just like his father with his mothers nose and cheekbones. As far as guessing who is wed¦well that is just a guess based on apparent age."

"I see. So you just know how to read people?"

"I suppose you could put it that way. My mother has been grooming me for a life in politics and it is important that you have the ability to size a person up just by looking at them and watching their behavior." Ametri leaned a little closer and smiled. "Personally I have no interest in politics, but my mother does not need to know that."

"It will be our secret." Laurel said with a warm smile.

"Thank you Laurel. So I guess we are ready to depart?" Ametri said stepping back.

"Uh¦how fast is your ship there? Can she travel faster than light?"

"Oh my no. We can travel at fourty enerdyne per hester."

"I honestly don't know what know what that means. We use a different measure of speed and distance as I have found is typical of most species that are unrelated. We will use our weapon system guidance lock through the autopilot to lock onto your ship and we will just follow at a safe distance behind you at whatever speed you choose. We can travel at one and a half times the speed of light so we will be able to stay with you no mater how fast you decide to travel."

"You are going to lock your weapons system onto us?" Deroson asked stepping up behind Ametri.

"Just the guidance lock portion. We will not activate the weapons themselves. They are stored internally so you will be able to see in a glance that we are not in any position to fire upon you."

"And how quickly could you deploy your weapons if you chose too?"

"Uh¦as fast as you can blink. We would call it point eight seconds but I know that time specification makes no sense to you."

"I know exactly what that means. You do not mind if I keep an active scan on your hull then?"

"No of course not but I think you will find that your scanners will have a very hard time locking onto the hull in anything but visual mode. Our ships are low observable¦do you know what that means?"

"Yes. Your hull's shape and composition reflects and absorbs energy in ways that makes a return signal of any kind bounce off in the wrong direction so the transmission source does not see the scanning energy coming back rendering you electronically invisible."

"That is right. We will stay close enough so you can see us visually. We have no hostile intent Deroson, we just have no idea where we are going so it will be easier if our ship follows your precise track using a guidance lock through the autopilot."

Deroson nodded and took a step back.

"Relax Deroson, they are here to shop, not take us out." Ametri said looking at him with a smile.

"We will wait for you to depart and then we will follow you through the shield." Laurel said.

"Your ship said it can determine when we need the shield reduced in¦density by our relative position and direction of travel?"

"Yes. As soon as you leave the hangar the AI will reduce the shield density to a safe level and once we pass through it the shield will be increased to the previous level."

"You really have an amazing ship here Laurel. It can talk to you and anticipate your needs and when your shield is at its normal setting your ship does not appear on scanners as anything but a cloud of energy."

"Thank you Ametri. We are quite proud of the Future ourselves. We like to keep a low profile and the best way to do that is not to appear to be there at all."

"We will see you on the surface. We will be parking on the roof in the reserved parking for government officials. Being the daughter of the Drakon has some distinct advantages."

Laurel nodded and Ametri and Deroson headed back to their craft while the Future crew and the Reynolds boarded the Prentor and sealed the door closed. Tamaric helped his parents get strapped in and then he sat down next to Korica, across from his parents and he strapped himself in. Korica then put her hand on his leg and looked into his face.

"What do you think of Ametri?"

"She gorgeous¦but she's got nothin on you. You're hot."

Korica smiled at him and kissed his cheek.

"Thank you Tamaric, but that's not what I meant. I know she's beautiful, I meant what's your impression of her as a person?"

"Oh¦well I couldn't understand her at first until everyone spoke for a little bit¦"

"Tamaric, are you saying you've already learned how to understand clouist?" Clara asked in a shocked voice.

"Yah. I have this weird ability to learn new languages really fast. Like after only hearing four or five sentences spoken. I can't speak it but I can understand what's being said."

"How long have you been able to do that?"

"I don't know, not long I suppose."

"So this is a new ability that has manifested since being around Korica?"

"I don't think she's responsible for it but yah, I've been able to do it since meeting her."

"You're hiding something Tamaric. What aren't you telling us?"

"I can't talk about it mom. I promised that I wouldn't say anything until we leave this galaxy."

"So this isn't something you developed on your own? You had¦something done to you to give you this ability to learn new languages?"

"I can't talk about it mom¦I promise I'll explain it when we get to the Milky Way but for now you just have to let it go. I can learn new languages almost instantly and that's all that's important. That's why I don't need one of those translators." Tamaric said pointing to the translator hanging around her neck.

"Fine¦I don't like secrets young man but I won't push the issue for now. Just tell me one thing¦is it technology that was¦implanted or whatever?"

"No. Well kind of¦It¦do you know the term biological technology?"

"Yes. Living organisms that function like machines usually in a symbiotic fashion¦like the Angalon."

"That's what this is. It's millions of microorganisms working together in my brain. They live on neural peptides that my brain now produces for them and they have hot wired my learning, speech, auditory and cognitive pathways together."

"Good lord! You did this voluntarily?"

"Sort of. All of us did. We all have this ability thanks to these little critters in our brains."

"Can they be removed?"

"No. Not without causing permanent brain damage. They have become part of our brains. It would be like having a lobotomy done and since they are attached to our brain stems to draw energy from our bodies it could actually kill us to try and remove them."

"I thought you said they live on neural peptides?"

"They do. It's kind of complicated and I don't completely understand how they do what they do. They need the peptides to survive but they need to take a little energy from our bodies in order to do keep certain neural pathways active all the time. Is that right Korica?"

"Pretty much. We promised we wouldn't discuss where we acquired this technology from though. We really have to honor that promise."

"I know you have to keep some secrets as an officer in the civilian corps but I don't like Tamaric hiding things from us like having alien bugs living in his brain."

"They aren't alien anymore. They have our DNA when scanned. They are made from our genetic material and I would assume that's what why they needed to tap into our brainstems. It takes energy to reproduce and every time one organism dies another must be created to take its place in order to keep the whole network healthy and active. Our bodies don't have the ability to reproduce the kind of cells they consist of."

"So¦they don't just divide like a normal cell would?"

"No. They borrow T cells from our spinal fluid and brainstem that they encourage our bodies to produce and they modify them to become the type of cells that they need and a new organism is created that consists of our DNA."

"That's actually really remarkable that they can do that."

"No offense to the Human race but they have only scratched the surface to what is possible at the macro biological level. My people had no concept of this technology either. There are things out here that are simply amazing and hard to believe but Laurel has taught me that nothing is impossible, just unrealized until you are introduced to the idea."

They heard the landing gear retracting at that point stopping their discussion despite having absolutely no sensation of movement. When they leaned forward and looked toward the cockpit only then could they tell that they had lifted off and were now gently floating through the myogenic field protecting the hangar's atmosphere. They could just barely see Ametri's ship ahead of them just about to reach the shield that was fluorescing slightly as the Future passed between the two stars and their coronal winds pelted the shield with charged particles from every side.

Laurel turned the guidance system on for the weapons and then she reached over to the bulkhead panel and she tied it into the autopilot and then she sent the control up to Mark's autopilot controls. Mark gained a new small round guidance lock display in his right main display that showed a positive lock on Ametri's ship. He then reached down and engaged the autopilot and the automatic traffic collision avoidance system so they would keep a safe distance back rather than within optimal weapons range. He then took his hands and feet off of the controls and watched his attitude indicators to make sure it was working as Laurel had hoped. As Ametri's ship passed through the shield and changed color instantly to reflect away the heat and radiation coming from the twin stars and then sped up rapidly the Prentor seemed to be dragged along like she were magnetically attracted to the much smaller craft. The Prentor matched the ships speed and direction perfectly maintaining a separation of five miles. Mark watched their speed increase to 139,711 miles per second or Â¾ the speed of light and then flatten out and he assumed that was probably pretty close to the top speed of Ametri's ship. He knew it would take a lot longer to get to Retoria than it would've at top speed for the crimson fighter but it would still only take about twenty minutes.

Jake was scanning the frequency bands trying to see what frequency Deroson was communicating on but he was getting nothing but the random communication traffic from the system ahead of them. He then switched back to the general secure frequency for communicating with the Future.

"Future, this is the Prentor. Do you have a copy?"

"This is the Future, I have you loud and clear Prentor."

"Can you tell me what frequency Ametri's ship is using to communicate with you?"

"They do not use standard radio frequency communication. You do not have the capability of translating their gamma ray communication into a usable audio signal."

"Gamma ray?"

"It is a unique but ingenious form of communication. The signal is capable of passing right through most objects. You could in theory communicate with someone on the opposite side of a moon or planetoid if the gain were turned up high enough by talking right through said body as long as it did not have a molten iron core that is radioactively hot as most full sized planets have."

"Are you sure there isn't any way to modify or adjust our equipment to communicate with them?"

"I am positive. You do not have a gamma ray extrapolator such as what is on the Future and Ametri's craft. I can patch your communications through to them if you would like but as you get further away there will be an ever increasing delay in the transmission due to the distances involved."

"No I don't think that's particularly necessary. I just wanted to be able to communicate with them if we had too and I wanted to listen to their communications with their traffic control system."

"They are on a secure government frequency at this time and I do not think they would like all of their vectoring of dignitaries and government officials to be rebroadcast in this less secure transmission format."

"You're probably right about that. We could get someone kidnapped or shot down or who knows what."

"If the need should arise just let me know and I will patch you through to them just be aware that you are on an official government frequency so you must be cautious of exactly what you say."

"Roger that. Thank you Future."

"I will of course be monitoring both of your craft on sensors until you land safely. If you need me I can achieve an orbital distance from the surface in less than a minute but I would run the risk of a collision due the size of the Future and an unvectored approach."

"It's good to know that you can come get us so quickly if stuff hits the fan though."

There was a few second delay and then another response from the AI.

"Once you are on the surface, there is very little I can do to assist you other than to track your movements and to alert the local authorities to your situation."

"You can track our movements from orbit around the stars?"

There was an even longer delay telling Jake that they were just getting to far away to be able to communicate much longer without annoying delays.

"I cannot track you on the surface from here but I certainly could if I were in orbit around Retoria. From here your life signs will blend in with all of the other inhabitants on the surface. I can however track Korica since her life signs are completely unique and very distinct, she practically glows on my sensors compared to all of the other life signs around her. If she is with you I will know where you are."

"Roger that. I guess she is our good luck charm and signaling beacon. We'll be standing by on this frequency."

All most a half a minute later the Future's reply came in.

"Roger that Prentor. I hope you all have fun. You need the break."

Jake grinned and turned the volume down slightly and then he looked back at Korica and she grinned and shrugged her shoulders and Jake smiled at her and winked at her and then looked at Laurel.

"Did you know she showed up like that on sensors?"

"No. I'm always with her so I've never seen her on sensors at any real great distance and whilst amongst million of other life signs."

"You think that could be used by hostiles to track her down while were on a planet?" Jake said quietly so Korica wouldn't hear him.

"I don't know. I think you would have to know what to look for and have sensors as powerful and or sensitive as those on the Future. Most ships can't devote four decks to sensor equipment like we do and they certainly won't have the elder race enhancements that we have either." Laurel said equally quietly.

Jake nodded and went back to his sensor display watching all of the ships moving out of their way like they were a plague-carrying vessel. He assumed that traffic control was instructing them to move out of the way. The communication traffic was still a jumble to Jake's ear on the standard frequencies that he was able to discern. He ran across Korica's automated broadcast announcing the different frequencies for the various points of interest but after a time he muted the repeating signal and just concentrated on all of the traffic around them, which was getting much heavier. As the planet finally came into view and began to get very large their speed decreased and the Prentor matched Deroson's maneuvers and speed changes precisely.

Laurel was relieved when they began orbiting around the planet toward the morning side of the planet. It meant they would have a full day of bright daylight while shopping. As they began their descent into the atmosphere Jake scanned the surface in detail and the surface looked amazingly familiar. He would have sworn they were descending toward a large city on earth. Most of the streets were laid out in a grid pattern with tall office buildings of various multi story heights some of which could be called skyscrapers since they were close to 100 stories tall with glass and polished stone covering most of them. There were rural neighborhoods and remote farms off in the distances and entire housing areas that looked exactly like what would be laid out on earth. The cul-de-sacs and streets were curving and there were houses lining the streets just as there would be on earth. The only difference was the building materials used for the homes was coming back as a rigid composite material that was similar to metal in its magnetically reflective properties and density but it wasn't reflecting or radiating any heat as would be expected from a metal building sitting in the sun. There were trees lining most of the streets again just like what would be found on earth but these trees had a very dark color to them with white and red veins. It looked like someone had painted the veins in when Jake zoomed in on a few to take a closer look.

Even more surprising was that there were cars all over the place and an interstate traffic system that sprawled across the entire continent that they were descending towards but the vehicles were traveling at close to 150 miles an hour out in the open spaces of relatively straight road. When he zoomed in on some of the slower moving vehicles in the cities they looked nothing like what would be seen on Earth. They were very aerodynamically shaped and looked sleek with gentle curves and large windshields to provide good driver visibility. Jake could see that they had tires that were pure white and when he tried to analyze the material the sensors just said material unknown. He then looked at the atmospheric composition to see how much pollution so many vehicles were producing and he was dead shocked when he found next to no unnatural pollutants. The atmosphere was absolutely ideal for what Humans would need to survive. There were only trace amounts of greenhouse gasses that seemed out of place but the levels were nowhere near a level that would affect the biosphere as a whole.

As they descended further into the atmosphere there was some turbulence that made the view out the cockpit window shake around a bit but Mark didn't attempt to compensate. He just hovered his hands and feet over the controls and let the autopilot continue to track on Ametri's ship. They descended below the cloud layer and the expansive cities below became very clear. The air looked crisp and clean offering a view all the way to the Future where the planet curved away from them. Jake was still detecting quite a bit of traffic but it was apparent that they were on a course that most other aircraft weren't accustomed to using. There were some distinct airports of a sort that were absolutely gigantic. They looked like miniature cities in themselves and there were all kinds of aircraft using runways for takeoff and landing cycles and some taking off and landing vertically. None of the aircraft were leaving any sort of exhaust trails from Jake's sensor readings. There was wake turbulences from the larger craft using the runways but whatever means of propulsion they were using it was completely clean burning which amazed him. He figured these people never went down the road of burning fossil fuels, they must have gone right into clean technology that didn't screw up the atmosphere as Human's had on Earth. It took outlawing internal combustion engines to stop the destruction of the atmosphere on earth and gargantuan atmospheric processors to clean up the mess of 150 years of uncontrolled pollution and even in 2078 when the Future left Earth space the process was another 100 years away from correcting the damage already done. Estimates were that another twenty years of pollution levels being introduced into the air as they were in 2029 when the new pollution laws went into affect and the Human race would have been doomed. The Earth would have been uninhabitable within 50 years from that point and it likely would have remained that way for tens of thousands of years. It was just a miracle of good fortune that some of the technologies being produced for the Future project helped toward eliminating the need to burn anything that produced carbon soot or Co2 as a byproduct let alone the other cacophony of toxic wastes mankind was dumping into the atmosphere day and night.

As they circled around the city that they were descending into Jake was stunned by how many people were on foot. The streets were absolutely crammed with people but the streets were spotless. There was no trash thrown about as used to be the case on Earth. It appeared to him that the left side of the sidewalk was for traveling in one direction and the right side for traveling in the opposite direction. The crowds moved very orderly and surprisingly fluidly for how many people there were.

The ships banked around and began to slow substantially and Mark let the Prentor just follow the other ship until he could see for sure where they were going to be landing. He disengaged the autopilot and took over the controls. The hover engines had already been started and engaged to compensate for their low airspeed so all he had to do was increase the throttle to the hover engines and pull the throttle to the forward flight engines back all the way and pull back on the controls to put them in a perfect hover. He watched on his down looking camera until Ametri's ship touched down and then he maneuvered himself right over the top of them and he gently guided the Prentor down next to their ship. When they reached ten feet from the roof the landing gear automatically deployed and then Mark got a proximity warning so he reached over without even looking away and he shut the automatic traffic collision avoidance system off and the alarm went silent. He gently moved over and set the Prentor down without the slightest sound from her landing pads. The three crew then began shutting everything down while Korica and Tamaric unfastened their restraints and then helped Clara and Liam with theirs. They were still a little bewildered with the seemingly confusing harness latches. Laurel and Jake turned off their displays and then got to their feet and Laurel stepped over to the airlock controls while Jake stepped in back to make room for Mark to climb up out of the pilot's seat.

Laurel looked at the pressure differential and the temperature outside. There was only a 4 psi pressure differential and the temperature outside was 71 degrees Fahrenheit. Laurel began equalizing the pressure with the outside air and it only took a few seconds to equalize the pressure. Mark reached up and opened the main power switches and the circulating fans fell silent and everything in the cockpit went dark except for the overhead lights. Laurel pulled down on the airlock control lever and the door hissed and then began to lower until it was touching the ground and Ametri and Deroson were standing right at the point where the door met the ground waiting for them and Ametri had a warm smile on her face.

Everyone filed out of the Prentor onto the hard ground that looked just like concrete and Clara took a hold of Liam's arm and stepped out of the way so Korica and Tamaric could step out and then Clara took a deep breath and looked up into the two suns and smiled as she shielded her eyes slightly.

"Incredible! Alien air and two suns to warm our faces. The gravity is more intense here isn't it?"

"You'll get used to it pretty quickly but when we get back I would bet you and Liam will be a little more sore than the rest of us because you are putting more stress on muscles that are still gaining strength from you long stasis."

"Is there something wrong Laurel?" Ametri asked.

"No, this is the first time that Clara and Liam have been on another world besides the one we were born on. She commented on the heavier gravity here and I told her she would get used to it pretty quickly."

"The gravity is lighter on your world?"

"Yes. Our world is a little smaller than Retoria so the atmospheric pressure and gravity are lighter. We also only have one star in our system so it looks a little unusual to see two bight suns in the sky."

"We almost always see two suns though they change position relative to one another as they orbit each other. Sometimes we see one sun rise followed by another a half hour later and sometimes they rise at the same time one next to the other. It just means every sunrise is a little different than the last."

"That must look amazing."

"Sunsets can be just as breathtaking on Retoria. Was the trip over smooth for you?"

"Yes. We have inertia cancellers on our ship so there is no sensation of movement at all. The trip was very smooth and pleasant. You have a really beautiful world Ametri."

"Thank you Laurel. It is home for me and I would not trade it for all the drolits in the world."

"Uh what is a drolit?"

"That is our form of currency on this continent. You will need some currency if you want to buy anything. Do you have anything that can be exchanged for drolits?"

Laurel reached into her pocket and pulled out the gemstones that she grabbed from her quarters. Amtri's eyes seemed to light up.

"Ooh those are beautiful. I will need to take you to the exchange office so you can have these weighed and graded and then traded for currency."

Laurel nodded and slipped the gems back into her pocket.

"So are we going to walk to the exchange office?"

"We will use the public transportation system. It runs underground all over this continent. It used to cost two drolits to ride the public transportation system but it recently paid its construction cost off and so now it is free to ride anywhere in the city."

"Maybe this is a dumb question but why did we not just fly to the exchange or the shopping center instead of landing here?"

"Where would you land, In the middle of the street? No, flying over the city is frowned upon and landing is forbidden except in an emergency. We were granted permission to fly over the city and land here because the Drakon is my mother. You see that building over there?" Ametri pointed to a four story ornately sculpted bright white building that occupied almost two city blocks across the street form where they were parked.

"Yes."

"That is the judicial building for this district. My mother has to go there sometimes to file legal documents or to witness documents or things like that. This is all reserved parking for government officials and their special guests. Since you are the elder race you are special diplomats in the eyes of the law. You are allowed to park in government spaces like this anywhere on the planet."

"So do you live close by?"

"No. I live on the opposite side of this continent on the west coast in a town called Marchet. We have a place that overlooks the ocean where the Trian forest ends."

"I guess we will just follow you."

Mark turned around and stuck his hand into the concealed compartment while covering what he was doing with his body and he raised the door until it sealed shut and then he flipped the main power switch off which engaged the biometric power interruption system and cut power to everything else. He then pulled his hand out and the compartment closed and blended in seamlessly with the rest of the hull. Ametri then led the way across the parking structure to an open stairwell that led down to the ground floor. As they descended they could see that the lower two levels were full of vehicles and now they got to see them up close. The vehicles were very sporty looking but the aesthetic shape seemed to be something that just wouldn't be seen on Earth. Cars on Earth tended to be a little boxy and almost gaudy in comparison. These vehicles had very little wasted space and materials in their design.

"Ametri¦" Jake called out as they were climbing down the stairs. "What kind of propulsion do your vehicles here use? I noticed they produce no exhaust gasses when we were making our approach over the city."

"They use retnos gas to produce the electricity that the electric motor uses to power the vehicle. The only byproduct is water vapor."

"Retnos gas?"

"It is one of the fundamental and most common gasses in the universe."

"Ooh, we call it hydrogen. How do you create the hydrogen in the first place?"

"It is all around us and falls out of the sky in the from of rain. We run a current through water and separate out the constituent gasses. One we can dup into the air because we need it to breath anyways and the other we capture and pressurize to use in our vehicles."

"We call that process electrolysis in which oxygen which we breathe is separated from hydrogen which we use to make electricity among other things."

"We have a different name for it obviously but it is the same process it sound like."

"Is that what you aircraft use as well?"

"Not exactly. They still use hydrogen but they compress it to the point of fusion into luder gas releasing huge amounts of energy in the process. Heat is the only real byproduct and a tiny bit of luder gas."

"We call it helium. You are talking about fusion combustion like what occurs at the heart of a star?"

"That is exactly right."

"Amazing! I did not take detailed scans of your aircraft but I did not detect any electromagnetic or radioactive emission of any kind."

"Yes I know, there are devices in the propulsion system that absorb and neutralize those harmful elements. I do not understand exactly how all the parts work, I just know that they work and are very safe and very reliable."

"So is that what your ship uses for propulsion?"

"In the external engines yes but the internal main engine uses a totally different principle. What do you call the most basic particle that everything is made of?"

"Uh¦oh, the atom."

"Ok if you take the atom and accelerate it up to as fast as light travels and smash it into corium it makes new atoms that spin in the opposite direction from that of most other atoms and when atoms that are spinning in the normal direction come in contact with it you get a gigantic release of energy. If you do that over and over you get a huge amount of thrust from a relatively small engine requiring very little fuel to keep the engine running."

"Laurel! She's talking about antimatter reactions. These people are on the verge of discovering gravity drive and faster than light travel." Jake said in English.

"Yah, I got that. In some ways they're fifty years behind where we were when we left Earth and in other ways they're fifty years ahead of us." Laurel replied in English.

"What was that Jake?" Ametri asked.

"I uh¦I just realized that your people are on the verge of discovering a force of nature using the technology you are talking about to travel faster than light. We call it antimatter driven gravity drive."

"I do not know about that. I am not a scientist or an engineer but going faster than light seems pretty hard to do."

"It is, but it is not impossible. Once your scientist figure out how to harness and direct gravity waves you will find all kinds of things becoming possible."

"Gravity waves? I don not think I understand. Gravity is what pulls everything toward something larger¦like us toward the ground."

"That is a standing wave¦I am just going to confuse you. Your people will figure it out soon enough, you are on the right track with the engine in your ship."

"My ship is one of the latest designs¦well for last year. It was given to me for my sixteenth birthday."

"So you celebrate birthdays here?"

"Sure we do. It is a big deal to be a year older."

"And how long is a year on Retoria?"

"Three hundred and eighty days."

"So on our world you would be two hundred and fifty-five days older than you are considered to be here on Retoria."

"That seems a little odd to think about, I would already be eighteen."

They stepped down onto the ground level and filed out onto the sidewalk. There were a few people walking around all of whom looked completely Human in appearance. Ametri headed to the right up the sidewalk to a wide staircase that led down under the road deck and everyone followed her down into the brightly lit tunnel entrance. They descended first one flight of stairs and then onto a landing and then down another and onto another landing and finally they descended a third and arrived in a station concourse that was very large and there were a few people going about their business without even paying much attention to the group as they walked across the concourse to an electronic board with destination names and a map of the city above denoting where all of the public transport stations were located throughout the city and there were literally thousands of them. The city above appeared to be approximately thirty miles across and it went all the way to the coast and out onto four small islands that were roughly the size of Manhattan in New York City back on Earth. Ametri reached up and touched one of the location names and a number appeared along with a time. Ametri looked at the top of the board and the current time was ticking by and then she looked down the concourse.

"We need to go to platform four oh four where our transport will be arriving at fourteen minutes after the hour."

"You know the concept of minutes?"

"Of course." Ametri said looking at Laurel. "How else would you track the passage of time?"

"How long is a day for you?"

"Twenty seven hours. There are sixty seconds in a minute and sixty minutes in an hour and twenty-seven hours in a day."

"Most other worlds we have visited have a unique way of measuring time that does not usually translate to a concept that we recognize immediately. It is just a little surprising that you measure time at exactly the same rate as we do. So this time of year how many hours of daylight do you experience on the surface?"

"About thirteen or so. We are just coming into the hottest time of year with the longest days."

"That is good. It looks like it is morning time if I am reading that clock correctly?"

"Yes. There should be about eleven and a half hours of daylight left. We need to hurry or we will miss the transport."

Ametri led the way down the concourse to what used to be pay station and they walked right through abandoned tollbooths and out onto a wide platform that had descending walkways all connected by walkways that ringed single rail tracks below. The walkways had hanging electronic signs with changing numbers and the time on them above each descending walkway. They walked along the platform until they found the hanging sign with the number 4O4 and they descended the walkway until they came to a long walkway between single rail tracks of which there were close to fifty. They walked down the walkway some distance and then stopped and waited. The walkway was wide enough for several dozen people to stand on and long enough for several hundred people shoulder to shoulder but there were only ten people aside from their group of nine waiting for the transport to the currency exchange office and garment centers.

They only had to wait quietly for a few minutes and there was wind driven roar from down the tracks in the darkened tunnels that led onto each track and then the unmistakable sound of brakes squealing. A few seconds later a sleek looking brilliant white train came rolling into the station and slowed and then gently and virtually silently rolled past the waiting group pulling car after car that were all barrel shaped just like the tunnel they had just come out of. The train slowed further and then gently came to a stop and the entire side of the train retracted up and over so they were looking right into the awaiting cars with a fairly sizable crowd standing within them. The ends of each car were the only portions that remained in place. Ametri looked at everyone and gestured toward the awaiting cars that had retracted open for them. They all stepped forward and right onto the train car. They then turned around and faced outward and waited a few minutes and then the there was a ding heard that rang out in the platform. The side of the train car then slid out and down over its side until it sealed tightly with the floor.

The train then slowly began to accelerate into the dark tunnel at the opposite end from that which it entered and then there was the distinct sound of a vacuum being applied around the outside of the train and then there was distinct feeling of the car rising up slightly and then it took off forward at an incredible speed and accelerated rapidly. There was only a gentle hum as they accelerated but no wind noise at all from outside the train. Jake looked over at Deroson who was standing right next to him.

"Is this a vacuum magnetic levitation train?"

"That sounds like a pretty accurate description of how these things work. We are in a tunnel with all of the air drawn out so there is no drag exerted on the transport as we travel on a cushion of magnetic energy that holds the transport several rions above the track so there is no friction resistance. We will arrive at the other end of the city in only a few minutes."

"You do not experience tectonic movements on this planet that could disrupt the tunnels and possibly cause a leak in the vacuum environment down here?"

"The tunnels themselves are free floating, suspended on cables in enormous tunnels that are three times the size of the tunnels the transport system travels through for just that reason and we monitor ground movement very closely. In the twenty-four years the system has been up and running continent wide we have never had an incident involving loss of vacuum."

"That is reassuring. We tried to construct something similar on my world and it went horribly wrong after a few earthquakes cracked the tunnels while the trains were traveling at close to four hundred miles an hour."

Deroson looked at him squarely for a moment and then shrugged his shoulders and shook his head.

"Oh it is uh¦a little slower than we are traveling right now."

Deroson lifted his chin to signal he gets it now. The car began to slow and there was a double ding and on the opposite wall to the one that retracted was an electronic sign that indicated that they were approaching station 4. All of the passengers turned and faced the side of the car that would soon be retracting as the car slowed even further. There was then a slight shudder as the car lowered against the track and the brakes took hold and there was a squealing sound that was metallic and high pitched and the car slowed rapidly and then there was a hissing sound outside the car in the dark and then the squealing stopped and the end of the tunnel became flooded with light as the train slowly pulled into station 4. The station was laid out exactly the same as the station they had departed from. The only difference was that this station was crammed full of people waiting for the train. As the train slowly drifted into the station Laurel became worried that they would become separated in the vast sea of people they were about to go swimming through. She looked over at Korica and Tamaric.

"You two keep a hold of each other. If we get separated reach out to me and we will regroup up on the street above. Don't allow yourselves to get separated from one another ok?"

Tamaric nodded and Korica took his hand and lifted it and grinned at Laurel. The train then came to a complete stop and the entire wall in front of them retracted up and away like a solid tambour door. They stepped forward toward the waiting crowd and they were a little surprised at how orderly the people in front of them were about giving them enough room to step out and they even offered warm grins as the whole group stepped forward and then turned left and walked down the walkway toward the walkway that ascended up to the platform above and the main concourse beyond. They followed Ametri and Deroson up to the main concourse and the crowds became very thick causing them to lose sight of Ametri but Deroson was so tall that he was easy to follow through the crowds in his blue uniform and black shoulder pads to the stairs leading up to the street level. When they all got up to the street level they had indeed been separated by the crowds but not enough to get lost. They moved next to the closest building away from the moving sea of people and they waited for everyone to show up. Once they were all back together Ametri pointed across the street and down two buildings to a building with a large cathedral looking entrance in a gleaming dark yellow colored stone with columns that were ornately sculpted and very tall giving a grand look to the front of the building.

"That is the garment shopping center. There are hundreds of vendors in there that will have everything we are looking for. There are some that will try and take advantage of you but I know which ones to avoid. The currency exchange is three doors down from there. That is where we have to go first."

Laurel looked out past the swarming crowds moving by to the busy street that was six lanes wide, three moving in each direction full of humming cars as their electric motors subtly hummed moving them down the road.

"You want us to cross all that traffic?"

"Heavens no! There are under street passages to get from one side to the other. Pedestrian traffic in the city here is forbidden. You could get finned for disrupting traffic if you stepped out into the street¦that is if you did not get run over first. Just follow us."

Laurel nodded and Ametri and Deroson led the way out into the crowds down the sidewalk. They walked two by two with Mark bringing up the rear. Laurel was surprised how much the city reminded her of a mix of New York City and Paris France together. The notable difference was that the streets and sidewalks were absolutely spotless. Everything was gleaming bright and clean as though someone came along and scrubbed everything clean at night or something. Korica was more interested in the clothing everyone was wearing. She could tell that the adults dressed a little more conservatively than the youth but all had brightly colored clothing with all sorts of interesting designs. Some were relatively simple pant and shirt ensembles whereas the young had some wild dresses with uneven ends and bold color splashes and most of the females preferred to show a little flesh in the mid section with short shirts and most had shoulders and backs open with diving necklines. Tamaric thought it looked very familiar indeed, as the malls in Perth and Melbourne were the place to show off the latest designs just like what he was seeing here. Some of the girls he thought were absolutely stunning in appearance. They were obviously free to express themselves through their clothing however they wanted since there was a lot of legs and cleavage exposed and the adults weren't reacting to it in the slightest. A good number of the people walking by were wearing sunglasses of all different styles and Tamaric was wishing they had some, the gleaming white buildings and sidewalks made for almost painfully bright glare from the suns reflected light.

They continued down the sidewalk admiring everyone's clothing and unusual looks as far as hair styles and makeup choices until they reached another descending staircase that looked like another public transport station but when they reached the bottom of the second set of stairs there was a wide open area that had three very wide passageways that led off in different direction from a main open space with an electronic sign at its center that had both advertising from the local merchants and directions to different destinations with the sign marking the center point for the directions. There were hundreds of people milling around and all seemed very friendly to one another offering grins and smiles and hellos here and there as they passed each other. The crew was getting the same friendly greetings from time to time. The most shocking thing to Mark was the fact that they were armed and no one seemed to care at all. There was an occasion glance that he noticed at their weapons but no one seemed to pay it much mind that there were strangers with weapons wandering around the city.

The group stepped up to the sign and Ametri stopped so everyone could gather as a group again and she pointed down one of the passageways without saying anything. They nodded and followed her and Deroson down the wide passageway to a set of stairs spilling bright sunlight down into the passageway. They climbed up to the street level and out onto the side walk and they were almost right in front of the currency exchange, which Laurel read on the front of the building. The front faÃ§ade had the currency exchange emblazoned right into the stone looking material that the building was made from. They waded through the crowds and up the six wide steps that wrapped around the whole front of the building. There were what looked like glass doors with no door handles and when they stepped up to them they simply walked right through them and it tickled the skin as they walked through the curtain of projected imagery. They entered into a grand foyer with a waist high round table in the center and there was what looked very distinctly like bank teller windows contained within a wooden counter that was made out of a dark colored wood with a smooth eye pleasing grain. The floors and ceiling were covered in a white polished stone of some kind that was absolutely seamless. It looked as if the exchange had been excavated out of a solid face of stone. The white stone made it very bright and the warm tones of all of the dark wooden fixtures gave a very comfortable feeling to the exchange. It felt formal and solid but inviting at the same time.

Ametri led them up to the first available window and looked back at Laurel. Laurel pulled the gems out of her pocket and stepped up to the man at the window and he grinned at her warmly and gave her a gentle nod.

"Good morning. How may I help you this morning?" The man said with a smile.

"I have some gemstones here that I need to have weighed and graded so I can exchange them for local currency." Laurel said with a warm grin.

Laurel set the gems down on the counter and the man looked at them and his eyes seemed to get a little wide. He picked them up one at a time and looked at them closely.

"These are exquisite. I am unfamiliar with this red one but it is beautiful. Let me get our gemologist and he can come take a look for you. We should be able pay you handsomely for these gems. I will be right back."

"Ok thank you."

The man got up from his seat and walked toward the back of the area behind customer service windows and disappeared around a corner. Laurel looked at Ametri and spoke quietly.

"Ametri, are we sure they will give us fair value here? Should we not go to a jeweler or something?"

"No, they will give you the most value here because you will get the full value backed by the government. If you take it to a retail jeweler they will need to resell the gems at a profit so they will not give you full value so that they can do that."

"I guess that makes sense. So this place is under contract from the government to operate as the currency exchange?"

"Pretty much. They are paid a contractors fee to operate the exchange using the governments money to back the exchange of currencies and gems and whatever else people bring in to acquire local currency with."

"I see. It sounds like a pretty fair system."

The man stepped out from around the corner with another man and they walked up to the counter and the second man set an electronic device up on the counter with a round platform on it that looked like it was made of glass.

"Good morning." The second man said with a warm smile. "Let us see what we have here."

The man picked up the stones and pulled a jewelers loupe out of his breast pocket and he began looking at the stones up close one at a time.

"These are virtually flawless. I recognize these orange gems as rodelite and the clear ones are most likely Reorus natural diamel. Those are very rare and valuable in these parts. The red stone is unlike anything I have seen before. Do you know where the stone comes from?"

"I believe it comes from Chloran four if I remember right. Chloran is not in this sector of the galaxy. It is somewhere around twelve thousand light years from here."

"I have heard of it actually but I have never seen red gems like this, I have only seen blue Chloran sterite and pink geromite. If I can verify the galactic origin of this stone it will significantly increase the value."

The man then put the deep read colored stone on the device he had set on the counter and he pressed a few buttons and the gem was weighed and the crystalline structure was analyzed for similarities to know gem stones and a similarity was found to other Chloran stones suggesting that planet as the origin of the stone.

"Ah wonderful. The stone is in a new class of Chloran stones for us, as this particular shade has never been seen here before. Fourteen carats with no flaws¦that would bring about¦four thousand drolits at the retail level so that is what I will offer you for the Chloran red geromite. These other gemstones¦"

The man put the rest of the stones one at a time up on the device and he weighed and graded each according to clarity and rarity.

"I can offer you seven thousand drolits for the lot." The man said with a grin.

Laurel looked at Ametri and her eyes were big and she nodded quickly. Laurel then looked back at the man and smiled.

"We have a deal then. I will take the seven thousand drolits."

"Fantastic. Will you take care of her Remot?" The man asked of the first man.

"Of course. Thank you Termon. You can go ahead and take the stones in back with you and I will get her cashed out."

Termon scooped the stones into his hand and then he picked up the analyzer scale and he smiled at Laurel warmly.

"Thank you sweetheart, you have a wonderful day."

"Thank you Termon, we are going to go over to the garment center and see if we can't spend most of this money spoiling my daughter Korica here." Laurel said with pride as she turned a little and put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"That is wonderful to hear. I hope you find lots of pretty things to take home with you Korica."

"Thank you sir, I am sure I will."

Termon then smiled warmly at Korica and then turned and headed toward the back around the corner where he had come from. Remot then took his seat and he pulled open a drawer and he began lying rectangular pieces of paper up on the counter and Laurel was dumbfounded by how much the currency looked like what was used on Earth as money except of course for the artwork and lettering on the bills. Remot counted out the bills until he reached 7,000 drolits. He then looked up at Laurel and grinned at her.

"Do you understand our currency system?"

"I personally do not but my friend here does. She lives here on Retoria." Laurel said gesturing toward Ametri.

"Can you read clouist?"

"Yes sir, I can."

"Oh great, here take this with you." Remot pulled out a pamphlet from under the counter and handed it to Laurel. This will describe how our currency system works."

Laurel took the pamphlet and then she scooped up the stack of bills and tapped them on their side to line them all up and then she smiled warmly at Remot.

"Thank you Remot."

"You are very welcome. I hope you all have a wonderful time shopping."

The entire group then walked over to the round table at the center of the room and Laurel set the stack of bills down and she opened the pamphlet and began reading on the currency system and Ametri looked at her a little oddly.

"You are going to take the time to try and memorize all that?"

"I have a photographic memory. If I read it once I am incapable of forgetting it¦ever."

"Oh. I keep forgetting you are the elder race, you people can do all kinds of amazing things. Would you like Deroson to carry your drolits for you?"

"Yes please, that would be nice. I do not particularly want to wander around with a stack of money in my hand."

Ametri reached out and picked up the stack of cash and handed it to Deroson and he stuffed it up under his right shoulder pad into a pocket on the underside of the pad itself. Jake then stepped right up next to Laurel and they looked over the pamphlet together until Laurel was sure she understood the currency system on Retoria. She looked at Ametri and nodded and then turned and looked at Remot and waved.

"Thank you again Remot, you have a good morning."

"You too, thank you for stopping by." Remot said with a friendly wave of the hand.

The group then followed Ametri and Deroson out through the curtain image that looked like glass doors and down the steps onto the sidewalk. Ametri then turned left and melted into the moving crowd. Laurel and Jake simply followed Deroson's head that was close to a foot above everyone else in the crowd and the others fell in behind them and they all walked three doors up the street to the garment center. The entrance was even more impressive up close than it looked from across and down the street. The main entrance was at least twenty feet high and thirty across in a gently curved arch or bright white and dark yellow stone. There were streams of people entering and exiting the garment center as the name on the front of the building said. Ametri turned as she stepped into the garment center and she smiled big at everyone and raised her hands as she continued walking backwards.

"Welcome to my second home. My friends and I spend a great deal of time hanging out here."

Everyone was stunned at the similarities to what would be seen on Earth in a super mall except this was all dedicated to clothing and materials for making ones own clothing. There were two grand staircases just inside the entrance that gently curved around from the sides of the entrance and got progressively wider until they curved up to another entire floor of vendors that was unseen from fifteen feet below on the ground floor. The floors had mosaic tiles that were exquisitely beautiful in their intricate designs and bright colors. There were depicted scenes of the sky with grassy covered mountains and hills in the background and there were artistic interpretations of the nights sky with the local nebulas visible composed of millions of tiny tiles to create the images. The walls and ceiling were a very highly polished white stone that had a subtle gray grain all throughout it. Each merchant had a vaulted entrance that came up to a point with an arched doorway underneath that then opened up into the individual stores that had hanging racks and shelving racks full of clothing of every conceivable variety and color. The stores were almost all full of people milling around looking at the wears to be had and Korica was thrilled to see youngsters that looked to be her age with presumably their parents in many of the stores as they walked past them.

Ametri turned back around and led everyone down the main concourse past many stores and then she made a beeline for one store in particular. Everyone followed her into the store and it was immediately apparent that this store was tailored around the younger crowd. Ametri stopped just inside and seemed to be looking around for someone or something and then she smiled and walked toward a couple with their young daughter being helped by a rather pretty silver haired older woman. The young girl looked to be no more than 7 or 8 years old and she was being shown some short dresses in her size in many different colors. The older woman helping the couple and their daughter looked at Ametri and smiled warmly. Ametri stepped right up to her and hugged her as if she knew her like family.

"Ametri it is so nice to see you again. It has been a while since you needed my help to find something nice to wear in your size."

"It is wonderful to see you again Parina. As you can see I have grown to the point that you do not have much that would fit me. I am here with some friends and it is my friend young Korica there that is need of something special in her size."

Parina looked at Korica and smiled warmly at her. Korica lifted her hand and smiled at her.

"Oh she is simply beautiful. Let me finish with the Roserian's here and I will be glad to help you find something pretty for her. We just got a shipment of some very pretty skirts and short tops like you used to love wearing. I think Korica has just the right figure for them."

"That sounds perfect."

"Go ahead and take her to the racks toward the right side in the back of the store and let her have a look around. I will be with you shortly."

"Come on Korica," Ametri said turning toward her and putting her hand out. "You are going to love this place."

Korica gave her a big toothy smile and she took Ametri's hand and let go of Tamaric's hand and everyone followed the girls toward the back of the store on the right side as Parina had suggested. Korica was dazzled by all of the beautiful clothes hanging and neatly folded on the shelves. She hardly knew where to start. Ametri took her right up to a rack with many different dresses of various lengths and styles at one end and long pants of a sheer looking material at the other end and the materials got progressively thicker and heavier right up to a material that almost looked like jeans made of a white material towards the middle of the rack where the dresses began.

"So Korica¦you want fun, you want sexy, or you want ready to play in the dirt?" Ametri said with a smile.

"I don't know." Tamaric stepped up next to her and she looked at him and grinned and then looked at Ametri. "How about something cute that shows a little skin for my Tamaric. He likes my legs so maybe a skirt and a top that matches and that shows a little back or maybe some of my shoulders like your sweater there."

Ametri began filling through the dresses and Laurel stepped

up next to the three of them and she was delighted to see the wonder and excitement on Korica's face. Ametri pulled out a few selections and then took Korica to the other end of the rack and she pulled a few different pairs of pants in slightly different shades and she actually turned and hung a few on Laurel's shoulder so she could free her hands to pull more and Laurel smiled and hung them on her arm. Ametri then took Korica over to the shelving rack beside the hanging rack and she picked out several fun looking tops each of a different style and color. She seemed to Korica to know exactly what she was looking for and she only held the tops up to Korica for a moment and then nodded and then picked up more. Once Ametri's arms and Korica's were full of clothes as well as Laurel's, Ametri led Korica further back in the store and around a slight corner and there were lines of dressing rooms. They stepped up to one that had a green light above the door meaning it was unoccupied and she pulled the door open revealing a rather large dressing room with three chairs and mirrors all around the walls. They appeared to be large enough for several people to stand in them.

"In you go sweetheart. Laurel if you would bring those things in we will see what we can put together."

Laurel turned and looked at Jake and grinned at him.

"Go babe, we will be right here waiting to see what you three come up with."

Jake kissed her cheek and she smiled warmly at him and then followed Korica and Ametri into the dressing room and she closed the door behind them. They set the clothes down on the chairs and Korica slid her shoes off and looked at Laurel and then she looked at Ametri and then back to Laurel with a bit of a look of concern on her face.

"Korica dear, we are both girls. You do not have anything I haven't seen before and you are not nude under your uniform so you will not be exposing everything anyways." Ametri said with a grin.

"How do you know what I am wearing under my uniform?"

Ametri grinned bigger and tilted her head a little.

"Honey, I know clothes and I can see the subtle lines of underwear around your bottom and a breast support around your chest. If it really makes you feel better I will turn away when you undress but it will make things a little more difficult if I am going to help you coordinate these things into outfits." Amteri said gesturing to the piles of clothing in the chairs.

"No¦I am just a little bashful. Laurel is with me so I will get over it."

Korica then slid her pants off and stepped out of them and then pulled her shirt off her head and set it down and Ametri smiled at her.

"Oh Korica, you have gorgeous legs honey. You must exercise often to have such wonderful tone like you do."

"Twice a day every day."

"It shows honey. You look incredible without your uniform hiding everything. Now, let us see what we can put together for you that will accent your figure with a fun look."

Outside the dressing room the other four were looking around the store around the corner as well as watching the other youngsters stepping out of the dressing rooms to show their waiting parents how their clothing choices fit. It struck them all that these people had evolved on such a parallel course to Earth that it was almost spooky. As they were looking around Tamaric heard Korica call his name gently from behind him. He stepped back as he turned around and his mouth fell open as he looked at his Korica.

"Oh my¦Korica you look absolutely gorgeous." Tamaric uttered.

Korica was wearing a short light blue skirt that came to the middle of her thighs and it had a ruffled lay to it as it wrapped around her body and she had on a fairly wide black belt around her waist and a top that had a gentle curve off her neckline and the tops of the shoulders were open with her shoulder points poking out beautifully. The top was a very light pink that matched the color of her cheeks perfectly and was a perfect compliment to the blue of her skirt. It made her white hair seem to glow against the soft pink color. The top had gentle gathers at the end of the very short sleeves that looked so cute on Korica. She had exactly the look she was looking for. It was sweet and cute yet fun and just a little sexy.

"You look great sweetie. " Jake said. "That's a definite keeper."

"You look adorable Korica." Clara said with a big smile.

"Thank you Clara¦and thank you for what you're feeling Tamaric. You like it so I'll keep this outfit."

Tamaric smiled at her warmly and Korica turned around and stepped back into the dressing room. She stepped out a few minutes later and this time she had a long pair of snug fitting pants that were just a few shades off from bright white and they hugged her curves in a most stunning way with just a little fold where the ends of them sat on the tops of her socked feet. She had on a blouse that buttoned up the middle and she had the last three buttons open showing just enough of her upper chest and neckline to look absolutely beautiful in Tamaric's eyes. The blouse had a gently ruffled collar and was the same shade of white as the pants. With her white hair and the white outfit her bright blue gray eyes seemed to stand out even more than usual and the usually subtle pink glow in her cheeks seemed very bright and distinct. The sleeves were only a few inches long and only covered the very ends of her shoulder points with no sleeve material under arms making the blouse very cool and comfortable for her. Korica smiled at Tamaric and put her hand up to her tummy and looked down at herself and then she looked back up at Tamaric and he just melted. She looked so pretty and so sweet and the snug fit of the pants made her look very tall and slender in a most attractive manner to Tamaric. Korica slowly smiled bigger and bigger as she sensed what Tamaric was feeling and couldn't put into words.

"Now that looks fantastic on you Korica." Mark said. "You look really sharp¦and tall as hell."

"Thanks Mark. I can feel that Tamaric is speechless so I'm definitely keeping this outfit."

Korica then turned around and Tamaric's mouth dropped open when he saw her remarkable rear end with her pants pulled snugly over her curves. Korica then shut the door and Liam playfully bumped the back of Tamaric's shoulder to get his attention.

"Wipe your chin son, you're drooling."

Everyone chuckled and Tamaric looked at his father and blushed slightly.

"Did you see how she looked? My god my girlfriend his freakin hot!"

"She is very beautiful Tamaric. Did you ever have any doubts to that fact?" Liam said with a grin.

"No but¦I've never seen her look like that. She looked so¦"

"Easy son, that's my little Korica you're talking about. Let's not get carried away with the descriptions." Jake said with a slight grin.

"Sorry Jake."

"It's ok, I know you see her differently than the rest of us do I just don't particularly want to hear it described."

Deroson was watching everyone whilst not understanding a word they were saying and it was starting to bother him.

"I have no idea what you people are saying but your language sounds very¦strange. You speak in such short blunt words. Does my language sound like that to you?"

"I am sorry Deroson." Jake said. "I know it is rude to speak in mixed company in a language that is not known to everyone, my comrades can understand you but they are not capable of speaking clouist. Your language sounds angular and has a lot of sht, ch and sk sounds when compared to English...that is what my language is called. We were just talking about how cute Korica looked."

"I see. She did look very nice. Ametri knows how to put things together to create a fitting look. She spends hours with her friends discussing fashion and putting together new looks with what they have and she has been coming to this vendor since she was three. Only in the last year or so has she had to shop elsewhere for her clothing. She is a young woman now and this store serves only younger customers."

Korica stepped out of the dressing room again this time with a knee length dress that only hung on one shoulder leaving the other completely exposed along with a portion of her upper chest. Tamaric blinked a few times and then smiled at her warmly.

"You're so pretty Korica, I don't think anything you wear will look bad."

"Thank you Tamaric but I need an objective opinion from you."

Tamaric tried to put aside his adulation for Korica and just look at the dress objectively. It was a shear material resembling light silk in a light red color with much darker red streaks that wrapped around from the chest around the dress in toward the waist and then it came back around from behind her at her hips and then terminated in curl toward the bottom hem of the dress. The material sat loosely on her body and created pleats as it flowed down her body. She watched Tamaric's reaction for a moment and then she turned to let him look at the back, which was open with a crisscross of round straps to keep is closed exposing most of her back. Her bra broke the lines across her back and when she turned back around he could see her bra as it wrapped around chest just a little bit on the exposed side of her upper chest and from under her arm on the right side. She looked stunning but he could tell the dress is meant to be worn with no bra.

"I think that dress is supposed to be worn without a bra but it really does look great on you." Tamaric said.

"You look very sophisticated Korica." Clara said.

"So you think I should keep it then?"

"You have the figure to make it work so yes, I think you should keep it."

Korica smiled and turned around and stepped back into the dressing room and closed the door. Parina stepped up at that point having finished helping the Roserians with their daughters needs. Jake turned and looked at her and grinned at her.

"Ametri is in the dressing room with Korica. They have put a few things together to come up with some outfits." Jake said.

"That is wonderful. Ametri has always had an eye for color and coordination of pattern and style. She has been shopping with us since she was just a little girl."

"I think you can go in if you knock on the door first."

Parina nodded and stepped over to the dressing room door and knocked and Laurel opened the door and smiled when she saw Parina and she stepped back and let her in and then closed the door. Parina looked at the clothes lying in the chairs and she grinned and looked at Ametri.

"I see you have not lost your touch with colors and style combinations."

"I spent years learning from you Parina."

Korica was just pulling up another skirt and she had a blouse on that was the same powder blue color. Once she had it adjusted right she looked at Laurel who smiled and nodded at her.

"That is really cute on you Korica. You just have the legs and hips to make any mini skirt look fabulous. Go show Tamaric."

Korica smiled and nodded and headed for the door. When she pulled the door open and stepped out everyone smiled at her and Tamaric was particularly fond of the color and how he could see her pretty legs.

"You look beautiful Korica. That color is perfect for you, it makes your eyes just pop."

"Thank you Tamaric. I can feel that you love it on me, I'll keep it then."

Korica then turned around and stepped back into the dressing room and closed the door behind herself. A few moments later Parina stepped out and closed the door behind her and she walked around the corner with a look of purpose on her face smiling at everyone as she stepped past them. She came back a few moments later with some swimsuits hanging on her arm and she stepped past them and knocked on the door and Laurel opened the door for her and she stepped in and closed the door behind her and then Tamaric looked at the others and smiled big at them.

"I get to see her in a swimsuit!"

Everyone chuckled at him except for Deroson who still had no idea what was being said in English. A few minutes later the door opened and all three of the girls stepped out wearing one-piece swimsuits that looked stunning on all of them. Tamaric couldn't take his eyes off of Korica and Jake was equally glued to Laurel's amazing figure. Korica's swimsuit was a pale pink color that looked amazing on her with her white hair and pink cheeks as her high body temperature and high blood pressure always produced, Laurel's swimsuit was a dark blue color that made her eyes and golden blond hair stand out vividly and Ametri's swimsuit was a dark green that her long brunet hair and green eyes complimented perfectly. All of the swimsuits were cut high on the hips and curved down sharply showing just enough of their hips and lower stomach to accent their curves and hip bones beautifully. Laurel and Ametri's necklines were curved low and showed a great deal of their open chest right down to their cleavage but Korica's was higher cut around her neckline. They all had narrow shoulder straps and most of their backs were exposed right down to the bottom of their backs as evidenced when they spun around so everyone could see them from every side.

"Oh wow!" Tamaric said. "You three look fantastic."

Korica smiled big at Tamaric's comment and what she sensing of his feelings. He loved the color on her and he loved being able to see her every curve clearly.

"You look beautiful Laurel. I hope you keep that." Jake said in clouist.

"If you like it then I will." Laurel said in clouist with a smile.

"I more than like it, I love it. That's such a perfect color on you and I love how I can see¦I want you to keep it."

"Jake! Ok, I'll keep it."

"What do you think Deroson?" Ametri asked.

"I think you all look great and your mother would hate it¦it is perfect. You have grown into a beautiful woman Ametri, your friends will be jealous of the style and cut. I do not think they have anything as trendy or beautiful."

"Thank you Deoson¦you do not think it is to tight on me? It is meant for a sixteen year old."

"Yes I do, that is why your mother would hate it but you wear it beautifully Ametri. The color is absolutely perfect for you."

"You sound like my dad. He loves it when I wear things that look great on me and upset mom at the same time."

"Your mother and father do not live with together?" Korica asked.

"Oh no they do but they live separate lives. It is complicated. They both love me and I get to see them both every night they just¦I do not want to get into explaining it in detail."

"I am sorry Ametri, that was rude of me to ask such a personal question."

"It is fine Korica. I have a happy home life it is just not something I talk about in public since my mother is in politics."

The three girls then made their way back into the dressing room and closed the door. Korica then came out a few minutes later and modeled another outfit that looked fantastic on her and then she went back into the dressing room and then she came out four more times wearing a new outfit each time. She then told Tamaric that she was done and once she put her uniform back on she wanted him to go into the dressing room and try on the shorts that Parina had picked out for him and the shirt that would help prevent him from getting a sun burn since he was not used to being exposed to two suns at the same time. Korica then stepped back into the dressing room and closed the door. She emerged a few minutes later with all of the outfits she decided to keep. Ametri and Parina carried out the outfits that didn't pass which no one outside the dressing room got to see and Korica told Tamaric the shorts and shirt were waiting form him inside the dressing room. Tamaric made his way into the dressing room while the girls helped Parina put away the outfits that Korica wasn't going to keep. Parina then took the keepers up to the front of the store.

When Korica made her way back to the dressing rooms Tamaric was standing waiting for her in a sky blue shirt and slightly darker shorts with a dark green two inch wide stripe down the sides. The ends of the legs stopped four inches below his crotch line and the shorts fit him fairly snuggly. He wasn't sure he liked them since the style was definitely not something he would have chosen for himself but the huge smile on Korica's face told him that she loved them on him.

"You look great Tamaric. Are you going to take this outfit?"

"My mom and dad said I look great but I wanted to see what you think first. I think the shorts are a little¦snug don't you?"

"That's why I like 'em. You're a good-looking guy Tamaric and I love seeing all of your assets."

Tamaric blushed a little and smiled at Korica.

"Ok, I'll take these then. Are the rest of you sure you don't want to come swimming with us? I'm sure there are stores around here where we can get swimsuits for all of you."

"You have a good time son." Liam said. "It wouldn't be a good idea for your mother and I to swim in cold water and heavy gravity with how weak we still are. We just want to see you and Korica have as much fun as possible."

"The rest of us need to stay alert and keep an eye on the area around us so that no one spoils your fun Tamaric." Jake said in clouist.

"Ok. I forgot that we have to be on our guard."

"You just have fun and stay close to Korica. We will take care of the security concerns." Mark said.

Tamaric nodded and then turned and headed back into the dressing room. He stepped out a few minutes later with the shorts and shirt in his hand. Everyone then made their way up to the front of the store to the customer service counter and Tamaric laid his shorts and shirt on top of Korica's wardrobes and Parina showed up a few minutes later to add up the total for everything selected. Ametri tried to pull her swimsuit aside so she could pay for it separately but Laurel wouldn't hear of it and insisted that she let her pay for it as well. After a bit of gentle arguing Ametri gratefully let Laurel pay for hers as well. When Parina had everything added up it was a total of 820 dolits. Laurel looked at Deroson and he pulled her stack of money from under his shoulder pad and handed it to her. She counted out 900 dolits and insisted that Parina keep the change as a gratuity. Parina thanked her deeply and gave her a warm smile and then Laurel handed her money back to Deroson and he stashed it away for her under his shoulder pad and Parina put all of the clothes in two sliver looking bags with curved handles and she handed the bags to Korica who took them with a huge smile.

Ametri told Parina goodbye and then thanked her for her assistance and then they all stepped back out into the main concourse. Ametri then put her hand on Korica's shoulder and smiled at her.

"I would bet you are hungry. Would you like to get something to eat before we go up to the Horschot mountains?"

"I could eat. How did you know I am hungry?"

"Because you are at the age that you are growing the most you will your entire life and you are as skinny as a flag pole¦besides I heard your tummy make noise."

"I hate it when it does that. Trust me I eat a lot but it seems like I am always hungry. We have all the food you could ever want on the Future. Enough to feed thousands for years, but I can only eat so much at one time and I am hungry again a couple hours later."

"It is a characteristic of her species. She has a very high metabolism and she has entered a milestone age and so she has been growing very rapidly over the last several weeks. That is why her cheeks are so pink all the time and why she feels so warm to the touch. She has higher blood pressure due to the fact that her heart is twice the size of most other species and that is because her brain activity is also significantly higher than what is seen in most other species. Her body temperature and renal activity is also substantially higher than most other species. It makes her very special in what she is capable of from birth but it takes a tremendous amount of energy to maintain those elevated levels so she truly does consume two or three times what the rest of us do but she has a beautiful little figure despite that fact."

"That is remarkable. Do you mind if I ask what your species is called?"

"Not at all, I am Draximan. My home world is called Draxima and it is almost thirty thousand light years from here."

Ametri looked shocked for a few moments and then she smiled at Korica.

"Well I am honored to be one of the first of my people to meet such a pretty girl from so far away."

"Thank you Ametri. You are one of the prettiest and nicest girls I have ever met too. You have been so nice to me¦like a sister or something."

"Oh I wish I had a sister like you to spoil and dress up all the time. My friends are going to be sooo jealous. I got to meet some actual elder race and even go shopping with them. It is just not what you would expect of a first meeting with the elder race. I just wish I had proof of our time together."

"We can arrange that when we get back to our ship. Just remind me and I will give you a motion image of us to save and take with you."

"Oh that would be fantastic!"

"It would be our honor to do that for you."

"Come, I will take you to the interspace, they have some of the best Chronodon egg fold overs for breakfast."

Korica smiled big and nodded and Ametri turned around and led everyone further down the concourse until they came to an eatery with a bright glowing sign above the entrance with the words 'Interspace' glowing above the doorway. Ametri led them into the arched entrance and up to a podium where a very smartly dressed young man who appeared to be in his late twenties was standing. He erupted in a warm smile when he saw Ametri.

"Ametri! You look fabulous¦as always."

"Thank you Brendario. We need a table for nine."

"Of course, right this way. I will give you a booth at the back as you always like."

Brendario led them toward the back of the eatery past many tables with families and couples enjoying their breakfast meal until they came to a rather large half round booth seating table in the corner of the room. Everyone sat down and slid around until they were all seated pressed up against one another comfortably.

"Can I interest you in some breakfast tea?"

"Your people know of tea?" Korica asked.

"Oh yes. We have a Brasil tea grown in the high lands that is wonderful for the immune system and has a real punch to it. It is really strong but delicious. Brendario bring us nine Brasil teas if you would?" Ametri said.

"Very good. I will be right back with your menus and your teas."

Brendario then stepped away and he waved down a table waiter dressed all in blue and he passed on the order for the teas and then he retrieved a handful of electronic menus and he stepped back to the table and set one in front of each person.

"I will give you a few minutes to decide and then I will come back to take your orders."

"Thank you Brendario."

"You are welcome Ametri, You have grown into such a beautiful woman, your mother and father must be so proud."

"Oh you flirt Brendario. They are proud of me however I do not think it is because of my looks."

"Ooh¦I am sorry to hear that they have gone blind then."

Everyone chuckled lightly and he winked at Ametri and stepped away from the table.

"I take it you have known him for a while?" Laurel said.

"Since I was ten and he was the age I am now. He has always been very nice to me, giving my friends and me the best seat in the house right where we are sitting now. I think he is a little sweet on me but he is way too old for me."

"He is not of a caliber that I would want to see you involved with Ametri." Derson said.

"I know you want me to find someone rich, right?"

"No, I want you to be in love not infatuated when you give yourself to a man."

"You mean you are¦a virgin?" Korica fairly whispered.

"Of course I am. I do not take lightly giving a man my heart and my body. Are you not?"

"I uh¦kind of."

"What? There is no kind of¦you either are or you are not."

Korica looked down and frowned and Laurel looked at Ametri and frowned herself.

"Korica has a horrific past that you have no clue as to just how ugly it is. Let us not discuss such¦painful things. Let us get some food in her and keep her happy. She has the man of her dreams at her side and that is what is important."

Ametri started to get a sense that Laurel and Jake had rescued her from some truly horrific events that she didn't particularly want to dig into. It would explain the fact that Laurel and Jake were her legal parents despite their age only being a few years beyond that of Korica herself.

"You are going to love the egg fold overs here. Would you allow me to order for us all?"

"That would be fine." Laurel said.

Ametri waved at Brendario over and she looked down at the menu in front of her and she selected the Chronodon egg fold over breakfast and when Brendario stepped up to the table she handed him her menu.

"We will have nine of the Chronodon egg fold over breakfasts please." Ametri said.

"Very well, I will send your orders in. Your teas should be arriving momentarily."

Brendario then collected all of the menus and stepped away just as two table waiters arrived with trays with their teas on them and they set a cup in front of everyone and then stepped away from the table. Everyone took sip of the teas set before them and they were stunned at how rich and sweet the teas were. Mark got a shiver up his spine and he grinned and looked at Laurel.

"Now that is how a tea should taste. Man these are strong."

"It almost tastes like coffee huh?"

"Pretty close except this is kind of sweet."

"I take it you like the Brasil tea?" Ametri asked.

Mark smiled and nodded and then took another big sip of the hot tea and let out an 'ahh' and smiled.

"We have something similar on our world called coffee. It has a high caffeine level which is a stimulant giving one a feeling of being awake."

"I do not know what¦caffeine is but there are natural stimulants in Brasil tea that give a person a boost of energy. You shouldn't drink more than four or five cups at a time or it can actually make you feel a little¦nervous."

"It sounds like the same affect caffeine has on a person."

"Deroson, can I ask you something?" Laurel asked after taking a sip of her tea and setting her cup down.

"What is on your mind?"

"Your comment earlier makes me think you are a little more than just a pilot and personal guard to Ametri."

"I have been assigned to her family since she was first able to walk. The Arkton guard service does not ordinarily involve being assigned to a particular person for more than a single event but her family requested that I be assigned to them long term to help them keep an eye on Ametri and to see to her transportation needs. When you spend that much time watching a person grow up you become very fond of them and their family. My children are long since grown up and they have their own families on the west coast. Ametri has been like getting the chance to raise another little girl. We are very close friends and we spend a good deal of time together at her home in which our relationship is much more than that of a personal guard and his client."

"I see. I think that is kind of sweet that you are so close to her and her family."

"There is a bit of an underlying motive to our relationship. If you know your client personally you can learn their habits and better predict how to keep them out of trouble. She is a very free spirit and I have a tremendous respect for that as I am the same way. It is not always easy to let her express herself freely and do as she likes without seeming to be in her way so by becoming close friends she accepts my presence no matter what she is doing. She knows I will protect her with my life and do anything she asks of me without it getting back to her mother and father. This in turn encourages her to be more open with me about what she is doing and what she has planned."

"But this world seems so peaceful, is she really in that much danger all the time?"

"You are only seeing the best and safest parts of our world. We have our criminal element that would love to take the Drakon's beautiful daughter captive to further their own agenda through coercion with the threat of harm to Ametri if their demands are not met or to ransom her for money or just to do awful things to her to send a message to the central government. It is my job to make sure that never happens. She knows the danger she is in because of who she is and she knows what things she must avoid due to that fact. She works with me when she decides to go out with her friends so I can do my job."

The table waiters showed up at that point with their meals. The plates were set in front of everyone and then they asked if there was anything else that was needed. They all shook their heads no and the waiters moved off. The plates had the omelets toward the edge of the plate and there was a pile of pan-fried shredded bright yellow vegetable that was slightly browned and the omelets had a green and red vegetable contained within its fold along with a thick steaming yellow liquid. The meals looked wonderful and the aroma was wonderful to the nose. It had a spicy and sweet smell that made the mouth water. The omelets themselves were a brownish color rather than the expected yellow color but they still looked wonderful and very appetizing. They all set in to eating their meals and the Future crew were a little surprised just how good the omelets tasted. They had a sweet gamy taste to them with lots of seasonings that were like nothing they had ever tasted before. The thick yellow liquid acted to soften the rather thick eggs and added a tangy flavor to the omelet that was a little liken to cheese but it had a uniquely different flavor from any cheese they had ever tasted before. The bright yell shredded vegetable had the texture and flavor of salted potatoes and they all assumed it was probably the local equivalent of an underground root similar to potatoes. They omelets were so large that Laurel and Tamaric just weren't able to finish it all seeing as how they had just eaten lunch before leaving the Future and so they gave what they couldn't eat to Korica and she gratefully ate it for them. They all then had another cup of tea and they were all feeling the effects of the tea by this point. They were feeling a little buzzed and wired. Mark understood what Ametri was talking about now. He liked the wired feeling but he didn't know if it was affecting his young crew even more profoundly given their smaller body sizes and he decided he didn't want them having any more than the two cups they had already consumed.

"Cap, I want you guys to go easy on this tea ok?"

"Are you afraid we will get so high that we cannot think straight?" Laurel said in clouist with a grin.

"Yes. I'm already feeling a little wired and I outweigh you by a hundred and fifty pounds. We need to stay frosty and keep our wits about us."

"Ok. I will not drink anymore." She replied again in clouist.

"I told you the tea was strong. It really does have a lot of beneficial elements to it though. It strengthens the immune system so you do not get sick so easily." Ametri said.

"Mark is right though, we are not accustom to your teas so we should go easy on it. How are you feeling Korica?"

"I do not feel anything. The tea tastes wonderful but I do not feel wired as Mark put it."

"Your body must have metabolized whatever causes the wired feeling to keep your mind clear."

Korica just shrugged.

"Are we ready to go swimming Korica?" Ametri asked with a big smile.

Korica patted her tummy and smiled.

"Yes mam. I am really looking forward to it now that my stomach is full. Thank you for suggesting this place. The food was fantastic."

"You are so welcome. We can't have you going around feeling hungry."

Ametri waved Brendario over and he brought the bill with him and set it on the table.

"How was everything?"

"The food was wonderful thank you." Korica said.

"I am glad you enjoyed it. I hope you will come back again Ametri. We do not get to see you very often anymore."

"I do not have as much free time to come shopping anymore. I will try and come by to see you next time my friends and I come shopping for some new outfits."

"I look forward to it."

"Will you put the meals on my account?"

"Sure. I hope you all have a wonderful day. Thank you for coming to the interspace."

Brendario then picked up the bill and stepped back and everyone then slid out and stood up. Laurel then looked at Ametri.

"Do you tip the wait staff at the tables here on Retoria?"

"It is added to the bill automatically. I always give a twenty percent tip and Brendario knows that so he will add it when he charges my account."

Laurel nodded and Korica picked up her bags from under the table and the nine of them headed back out into the main concourse. They then headed toward the main entrance to make their way out into the street. When they reached the busy sidewalk Tamaric took one of Korica's bags so he could hold her hand and they all made their way down the street to the street crossing entrance and then they descended below the street to the tunnels below and they crossed under the street and climbed up to the sidewalk above and then made their way up the sidewalk to the public transport entrance. They descended down into the underground station and Ametri checked the train number and time of departure and then she led them down to the correct platform and they waited for just a few minutes and for their train to arrive. When the side of the train car retracted up and away they stepped back slightly along with the rest of the crowd so the arriving passengers could step off and then they all stepped forward onto the train car and the wall slid down until it sealed tightly to the floor. The train then departed the station and entered the vacuum tunnel and the door closed and sealed behind it and the air was evacuated and the tunnel entrance door opened and the train entered the tunnel and began to accelerate rapidly as the train lifted up and hovered on a cushion of electromagnetic energy. They made two stops along their route to let passengers off so that by the time they arrived in the judicial district station there were only 6 passengers besides the nine of them in their group. When the train stopped and the side retracted open they stepped out and made their way up the sloping walkway to the platform above and then across the main concourse to the stairs and up to the street level.

They all then walked up the sidewalk to the stairs leading to the roof of the parking structure. As they climbed the stairs Korica moved up closer to Ametri who was leading the group.

"Ametri, is it going to be cold up in the Horschot mountains?"

"No, not at this time of year. The water will probably be pretty cold but not the air temperature."

"Does it snow in the mountains?"

"It does during the eclipse season when the larger sun passes in front of the smaller sun."

"So your planet does not tilt on its axis to cause the seasons?"

"Tilt? No. The seasons are dictated by the position of the suns in the sky. We are revolving closer to the larger sun and so the seasons are warming. It is what we call the sumare season."

"Earth and Draxima tilt at twenty three degrees on their axis and they both wobble in their tilt causing what we call summer and winter, winter being the cold season."

"I have heard of other worlds in which that is the case but that is not how it is here on Retoria."

They reached the roof at that point and the ships were right where they left them though there were now two other smaller ships that hadn't been there before. They looked like very small four seat short-range ships with space travel capabilities looking at their general shape and fairly large engine nacelles for the size of the ships. They walked around the ships to the Prentor and Ametri's transport. Mark stepped right up to the Prentor and he prayed that the biometric power cutout system would work right. He trusted the technology but he wasn't so confident in his installation of the system. He stuck his hand into the concealed airlock and power control compartment and he flipped the power switch up and to then pulled down on the door control and to his relief the door popped and began to lower until it gently touched the ground. He then pulled his hand out of the compartment and stepped over to Korica.

"Go ahead and stow your things in the cargo container at the back of the cargo area."

"Ok." She said with a warm smile.

"Cap tell Deroson that we'll follow him up to these mountains of theirs just like we did on our trip here. I don't want him taking it the wrong way when we lock onto him with the targeting system again."

Laurel nodded and stepped over to Deroson who was in the process of opening the canopies on Ametri's ship while Mark made his preflight walk around check of the Prentor.

"Deroson, we will follow you using our weapons system guidance lock through the auto pilot again. Mark wanted me to make sure you did not misread our intentions when we locked onto your ship again."

"Thank you for letting me know Laurel. I trust your intentions now so it will not concern me."

"Do you have the capability of communicating using standard radio waves?"

"No. We can detect radio waves and extrapolate audio signals within it but our communications system is not set up to transmit voice communications like that."

"Give me a minute before you take off then. I would like to give you a handheld communicator so we can talk to each other while in flight."

"I understand. I think Ametri wanted a visual record of all of you anyways so I do not think we will be leaving just yet."

Laurel nodded and turned and headed for the Prentor just as Korica was stepping out of the cabin door. Laurel stroked her cheek and then stepped up into the ship and made her way to the back of the ship and she knelt down in front of the cargo container and she unstrapped it and then unlatched the lid and lifted it open. She took out Korica's bags of new clothes and set them in the floor and then she lifted out the five towels that were lying neatly folded in the crate and it revealed food rations that she moved aside and there was what she was expecting to see. There were tactical vests sitting on top of several weapons. She lifted two of the vests and removed the transmitters from the breast pocket and unplugged the tethers holding them in their pockets. She then put everything back and she closed the crate and strapped it down and then she got to her feet and walked toward the front of the ship and she closed the main power switches and then she sat down at the navigation and sensor station and she turned on the display and reached up and activated the visual sensors and then set them to record the images being captured of everyone standing outside the ship. She then got up and made her way out of the ship. She stepped out onto the roof of the parking structure and she walked over to Deroson and handed him one of the communicators.

"These are simple radio communicators that work on a very high frequency band. They have a range of about¦you won't understand what twenty-five miles means. From ship to ship they should be plenty strong enough as long as we can see each other with the naked eye plus our onboard system is capable of transmitting and receiving on the same band if it came down to it. Just turn this knob here to turn the volume up and down and to turn the communicator on and off. This other knob is the frequency selector, just leave that one alone and we will be able to talk to each other."

"I understand."

Deroson put his transmitter in his pocket for now and Ametri stepped up to them and she put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"You said something about a device that will produce a visual record of our meeting so I can show my friends what you like?"

"Yes, thank you for reminding me. I just need to turn the sensors on to record a bit of visual sensor data of us right now."

"I already did that for you honey. The sensors are recording right now."

"Thank you mom. If we all face the ship you will have an image of us all together." Korica said looking at Ametri.

Everyone moved closer together and faced the Prentor for a few moments whith warm smiles on their faces and then Korica stepped over to the cabin door and she climbed aboard the Prentor and she made her way up into the cockpit and she sat down in the seat at the sensor station and she stopped the recording mode and converted the stored recording into a transferable file. She then made her way into the back of the ship and she opened one of the concealed compartments in the bulkhead and she pulled out a data pad and then closed the compartment and made her way back up to the sensor station and she sat down. She reached over to the bulkhead beside her and she pulled out a retractable data cable that she then plugged into the data pad. She then turned the data pad on and she wiped everything from the data pad's memory and then she transferred the sensor file to the data pad and then she went into the programs on the sensor console and she found the program to view the senor file as a visual image and she saved it to the data pad. She then turned the data pad off and unplugged the data cable and tugged it gently and it retracted back into the bulkhead. She then got up and headed for the cabin door.

Korica stepped out with the data pad and Laurel stopped her and looked at the data pad in her hands.

"Honey I didn't know that was what you had in mind. That contains detailed information on the crimson fighter for diagnostic and repair purposes. You can't give that away."

"I thought of that mom. There are three more of these aboard and I deleted everything out of the memory of this one before I loaded the sensor file onto it. It only contains that one file and one program to convert the information into a visual image that can be viewed."

"Ok. You're a genius Korica. I should know that I can trust you to know what to do to keep our information secure. Go ahead sweetheart."

Korica smiled at Laurel and then stepped over to Ametri and showed her how to turn the data pad on and how to access the sensor file for viewing. Ametri watched the few minutes of visual record and then smiled at Korica.

"Thank you Korica. This is so nice. I get to keep this device?"

"Yes. This is not a very advanced piece of technology. I have seen much more advanced devices all over the place here on Retoria so I can leave this with you."

"Can we add the images of us swimming to it? I would really like to save the image of you and Laurel in your beautiful swimsuits."

"I think that can be arranged. What do you say mom?" Korica asked turning and looking at Laurel.

"I guess we can do that. We will need to keep the sensors running while we are up in the mountains anyway so that we will know if anyone approaches us."

"Wonderful, thank you angel." Ametri said with a warm smile.

"You are welcome. Are we ready to go then?"

Ametri nodded and turned to head for her ship and everyone else boarded the Prentor and Jake closed and sealed the door closed and then he took his seat at the sensor and navigation station. Korica and Tamaric made sure that Liam and Clara were fastened in properly and then they fastened themselves in. When Ametri's ship lifted off Mark slid the hover throttles forward and followed them up into the air and then he fell in right behind them and Laurel sent the guidance system for the weapons through the autopilot to Mark's controls and he looked over and saw the positive lock and he engaged the autopilot and then took his hands and feet off the controls.

The ships rose several hundred feet and then accelerated out over the city and banked toward the west. Jake was watching the city passing below them when he saw what was unmistakably a huge saucer shaped disc that was clearly supposed to be a space ship attached to the fascia of a building with a parking structure toward its rear with several different ships parked on it.

"Laurel, what do you make of that?" Jake asked as he froze the image on his display.

Laurel looked over at his display and she furrowed her brow and grinned.

"Maybe they sell ships there? Like a dealership."

"Do me a favor and ask Deroson what they sell there?"

Laurel nodded and turned her communicator on.

"Deroson can you hear me?"

"Yes Laurel I can hear you." Deroson replied.

"We saw a building down there with a round ship attached to its fascia, can you tell me what they sell there?"

"That is the Trimball space supply company. They sell everything you could ever need in space. Suits, tools, quick assembly habitats for airless environments, parts for known ships and a whole host of other things for space travel and work."

"Jake! Are you thinking what I am?"

"Well I am now. You want to see what kind of spacesuits they have?"

"If they have suits small enough to fit us we could do away with those damn Russian designed suits when we have to remove the collection system from the back of the ship."

"So ask Deroson if we can make a stop there after our trip to the mountains."

"Deroson, would you mind making a stop at the Trimball space supply company after our trip to the mountains?"

"Sure. That is not the only space supply company around, they are just the most well known. Pardon me for asking but as advanced as you people are what could you possibly need for living and working in space that you do not already have?"

"Spacesuits. It is going to take a long time for us to manufacture what we need. If we can find what we need here we can purchase them we can get some critical repairs done on the outside of our ship much sooner than we could if we waited for more advanced suits to be produced to fit us all."

"I see. I would be glad to escort you somewhere to get spacesuits after you take your swim in the mountains."

"Wonderful! Thank you Deroson."

"I am glad to be of service Laurel."

The ships continued on their westward course toward the mountains off in the distance. Mark could tell they were flying well below the traffic lanes overhead and he assumed again they were being given special consideration due to Ametri's status as the daughter of the Drakon. They traveled for seventy miles until they began to climb up to the higher elevations of the mountains. The houses and buildings thinned out and then stopped altogether and there was just miles of thick forest below until they reached the highest altitudes and then the forests thinned out and they came upon several small lakes connected by small streams draining one into the next. They circled over the largest of the lakes and Mark could see where they were headed so he put his hands and feet on the controls and turned off the autopilot and brought the hover engines online and her slowed their forward speed and once the hover engines were up and running he brought them to a stop and hovered while watching Ametri's ship making a landing on a small island that was two hundred feet in diameter with a stand of several trees at the northern most side of the island that was out in the middle of the lake.

Once Deroson had set Ametri's ship down Mark slowly made his approach to a position right next to Ametri's ship and he set the Prentor down gently and then he pulled the throttles all the way back and then he began shutting everything down. Laurel and Jake secured their positions while Korica and Tamaric helped Liam and Clara get their restraints unfastened once they heard the engines spooling down indicating to them that they had landed. Once Mark had everything secured he unfastened his restraint and wiggled up out of his seat and Laurel and Jake stepped into the back of the ship to make room for him while Korica opened the door. As the door slowly lowered a warm humid gust of clean air washed into the ship and it had a fragrant sweet smell like nothing they had ever smelled before. It was invigorating for Korica and made her smile big.

Once the door was completely open everyone stepped out except Mark. He sat down at the sensor station and turned the active sensors on to a wide sweep and then set an audible alarm for anything detected on an inbound trajectory and then he began recording the visual sensor view around the ship for Ametri. He then got up and exited the ship and joined everyone looking around in amazement. The small stand of trees created a shady area at one end of the island to escape the suns that were beginning to feel very intense now that it was getting closer to midday. The water was calm and serene looking with only the slightest of breeze wakes coming from the west. The lake was only a mile across and they were dab smack in the middle of the lake making the swim to the shore across from them look feasible. The opposite shores were covered in a carpet of very dark green grass and there were a few strange looking trees here and there and some small shrubs that were also a very dark green color. The island itself was covered in very soft golden colored sand over most of the island except for the area where the trees were growing in which the ground was a dark brown firm material resembling dried mud.

Deroson hopped out of his ship having shut everything down and then he stepped back and picked up Ametri by her hips and lifted her out of the ship and set her down in the soft sand. The two of them then walked over to the Future crew and Mark looked at Deroson and grinned.

"Cap tell Deroson that this is absolutely perfect. No one is going to sneak up on us out here in the middle of the lake."

"Deroson, Mark says he loves this setup. No one is going to be able to get close to us out here in the middle of the lake."

"That is why Ametri and her friends love this place. It is remote enough and isolated enough so that next to no one ever comes up here. The girls used to skinny dip up here when they were much younger, I suspect it was a rebellion thing and liberating to feel so free."

"Well there is going to be no skinny dipping today right?"

"Of course not, she has not done that since she was like eight. I would never allow such a thing to be done around strangers¦or by strangers in her presence¦no offense intended."

Ametri stepped up next to Laurel, who was staring at Deroson rather coldly and Ametri put her hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"Relax Laurel, he did not mean anything by calling you all strangers. I consider you my friends and that is what matters. May I borrow your ship in order to change into my swimsuit?" Ametri said softly.

"Of course Ametri. I understand your protective instinct Deroson but you should not let it push you to the point of insulting those who consider themselves your friends as well as those of your charge. We are not exhibitionists or perverts. Come on Ametri, I will show you where your swimsuit is so you can get changed."

Laurel turned and led Ametri to the Prentor and Laurel stepped aboard and stepped into the cargo area and then Ametri stepped aboard and she froze when she looked forward and saw the cockpit with all of the brightly colored lighted switches and the active sensor display.

"Oh wow! What an amazing ship you have."

"Thank you Ametri, Your swimsuit is back here."

Ametri turned and looked at her and she smiled and stepped into the back where she could stand up straight and she looked around as Laurel stepped over to the cargo crate and un-strapped it and opened it up and pulled out the bags with all of the clothes Korica bought in them. She set the bags down and then pulled the towels out and then closed the cargo crate and stood up.

"You can get undressed back here and I will have Deroson watch the door so that he feels confident we are not going to try and take a look or something weird."

"Thank you Laurel. I know none of you are like that, Deroson is just over protective and sometimes expresses himself a little callously."

Laurel grinned at her and stepped toward the door and climbed off the ship and walked over to Deroson.

"She is getting changed if you want to guard the door?"

"Thank you Laurel. I am sorry for calling you strangers in such a cold manner earlier. It really came out wrong and I apologize for that."

"Thank you Deroson. I accept your apology. I apologize for my reaction as well. I can usually keep my cool but for some reason I was really insulted since our intentions are so completely innocent. I just want my Korica to have some fun and she is very fond of Ametri and I dare say the feeling is mutual."

Deroson nodded and stepped over to the door to the Prentor and he stood facing out guarding the doorway and so Laurel stepped over to Korica and Tamaric who were squatting down at the waters edge playing with some little creatures scurrying around among the rocks. Liam and Clara were standing right behind them watching the little creatures as Korica and Tamaric played with them and Mark was standing a few feet away with Jake watching the skies all around the opposite shores. Laurel bent down and put her hand on Korica's back.

"Until we ask what those are honey you should avoid touching them. They could bite and for all we know they could be poisonous."

"But they're so cute, look at 'em mom. They have tiny little arms and legs and they have those big black eyes."

"We have something on Earth called salamanders that look just like that but I've never seen one that has dark blue stripes and silver skin like that and salamanders don't have articulated fingers like that. Those look like that hands of a raccoon or something."

"Well I hope they aren't dangerous since they seem to be all over the place in the rocks here."

"After Ametri gets her swimsuit on you and I can get ours on ok?"

"Ok."

Laurel then stood up and watched Korica and Tamaric for a moment and then she walked over to Jake and took his hand.

"What do you think of this place Jake?"

"It's really beautiful¦speaking of that¦I can't wait to see you in that swimsuit. You looked really gorgeous in it at the store." Jake leaned closer. "I could make out everything perfectly." Jake whispered.

"Are you saying everyone can make out¦everything too?" Laurel whispered back.

"No. They aren't going to be looking at you like I do. I know how stunning you look with nothing on whereas no one else does."

Ametri stepped out of the Prentor at that point and Laurel sensed Deroson's pleasure at the sight of his Ametri looking so fit and beautiful. He was very proud of the fine woman she was growing into. Laurel was surprised that she was beginning to interpret Deroson and Ametri's feelings well enough to have a pretty good idea of what they were thinking about. Their emotions felt so different from those of a Human that it made it extremely difficult to understand exactly what they were feeling.

Laurel kissed Jake's cheek and then stepped over to Korica and took her hand and the two walked over to the ship. Laurel stepped right up to Ametri and smiled at her warmly.

"You look fantastic Ametri. Deroson was right to talk you into choosing that swimsuit."

"Thank you Laurel."

Laurel and Korica then stepped aboard the ship to get changed. When they emerged a few minutes later Tamaric and Jake erupted into huge smiles. They both admired their ladies in all their glory with pounding hearts. Laurel sensed what Jake was thinking and she smiled at him and blushed slightly. Korica was equally thrilled and slightly embarrassed by what Tamaric was feeling. Laurel stepped toward the bow of the ship and hung the towels she had grabbed on the nose of the crimson fighter and then she stepped over to Jake and looked down at herself and then she looked at him.

"Thank you Jake. You always make me feel so beautiful."

Jake gave her a peck and a warm smile.

"You're welcome babe. You guys have a good time and we'll keep an eye to the skies so you can have fun without worrying."

Korica stepped over to Tamaric and she kissed his cheek and then whispered to him.

"Just remember that everyone can tell what you're feeling and so thinking including your mom and dad¦but thank you for thinking that I look so incredible. Go put your shorts on so we can go swimming together ok?"

"I can't help how I feel about you Korica, but I'll try and be conscious of what I'm thinking about."

Tamaric then gave her another peck and then he made his way into the ship to get changed. He emerged only a few minutes later and Korica paid him a warm toothy smile. He walked right up to her and the two took each other's hand and walked down to the waters edge where Laurel and Ametri were squatting down looking at the little creatures scurrying around in the rocks now that Ametri had explained that they were harmless little moss eaters. Clara and Liam had found a comfortable spot to sit down next to each other in the warm sand and enjoy the warm sunlight while the girls and Tamaric played.

The girls stood up and smiled at Tamaric and Korica and then Ametri gave them some warnings about the local aquatic life.

"There are frickers in this lake that might wrap themselves around your leg at some point. They are attracted to warm bodies but they are really harmless. It just feels strange to have something slimy wrap its arms around your legs. You just need to step out of the water and they will let go. They just want eat the dead skin off your body with their sucker mouths but they do not have any teeth so they won't hurt you." Ametri said.

"Gross! They eat dead skin?" Korica said.

"They normally wrap around the huskers in the lake and clean their bodies of parasites and loose scales. They really are beneficial animals¦just a little odd feeling is all."

"So there is not anything dangerous? I mean there is nothing that could bite us or make us sick?" Laurel asked.

"No. I never would have brought you up here if there were dangerous creatures in the water. Later in the sumare season the biting insects can be a bit of a nuisance but not at this time of year."

Laurel was satisfied and so they all stepped down into the cold water and waded out knee deep and the Future crew tried to get used the very cold water but Ametri dove right in and swam out thirty feet underwater before surfacing while sweeping her hair back. Laurel then got brave and dove in and swam out next to Ametri and surfaced right beside her.

"Oh man is this cold!" Laurel yelled out.

Tamaric then pulled on Korica and the two of them fell over into the cold water. When they stood up they were only waist deep in the water and Korica pushed Tamaric back over deeper into the water with a huge smile on her face. She swept her hair back over her shoulders and out of her face and then just as Tamaric was standing up Korica dove into his arms and was swept him off his feet and further out into the chilly water. He held onto her tightly and moved back closer to the shore so his feet just touched the bottom and he kissed her and bobbed around holding onto her.

Mark, Deroson and Jake kept a vigilant eye on the skies and Mark stayed close enough to the ship so he would hear the audible warning of craft inbound while they watched the girls and Tamaric playing in the water. After close to three hours of playing in the water and Ametri and Laurel swimming across to the opposite shore and back twice everyone had enough of the very cold water and so made their way up onto the warm sand and dried off and then sat with Clara and Liam to get warm in the war sunlight. They talked about many things and in general had a relaxing afternoon. At one point Tamaric and Korica wandered off to the stand of trees at the other end of the relatively small island and when they thought no one was looking they engaged in long kiss while leaning against one of trees. They then slowly made their way back over to everyone else and Laurel finally called an end to the fun.

Tamaric stepped into the Prentor and got dressed first and then Ametri insisted that Laurel and Korica go next and so they got dressed, Korica in her long snug fit pants and the soft frilly collard blouse and Laurel in her uniform and then Ametri got changed and then the girls spent twenty minutes brushing each others hair out until they looked beautiful again and then Korica brushed Tamaric's hair until she had him looking dashing. Deroson then told Laurel he would be glad to escort them to the Trimball space supply company to see about getting some spacesuits. Korica then had Ametri fetch the data pad she had given her and she gave it to Mark and he nodded and stepped aboard the Prentor and sat down at the sensor station and he converted the last four and half hours of visual sensor data into a compressed file and he transferred the file to the data pad and then he stepped out and handed the data pad back to Ametri. She turned the data pad on and looked at a few minutes of the visual record of their time on the island and in the water splashing around together and then she smiled big and turned it off and thanked Mark and Korica for the video proof of their time together. Korica didn't check to see if her rendezvous with Tamaric among the trees was captured but she assumed it was on there as well. She figured it went to prove that even an elder race is just like anyone else at their age when they're in love.

They all then boarded their ships and fired everything up and Deroson took off first and then Mark followed him up into the air. They rose to an altitude of four thousand feet and then Deroson took off heading east back toward the city and Mark again locked the autopilot onto Ametri's ship. They flew down the foot hills for several minutes and then banked around toward the dense city off on the Future and lifted up to several hundred feet in altitude so as not to cause a wake boom over the houses and businesses they were flying over at close to 500 miles an hour. As they approached the urban center Deroson slowed down and slowly began to descend as they approached their intended target. Mark turned off the autopilot and manually followed Deroson straight toward the Trimball space supply company and as they approached the building Mark pulled the Prentor into a hover and let Deroson land on the roof among the other four ships sitting there already and then Mark very carefully brought the Prentor down and landed along side Ametri's ship.

They shut everything down and secured their stations and then Laurel opened the door and stepped out while Mark wiggled up out of his seat and then he and Jake stepped out into the hot sunlight and Tamaric, Korica, Liam and Clara stepped out seconds later. Mark then stepped back aboard and opened the main power switches shutting down power to everything except the cargo area and cockpit lights and arming the biometric power interruption system. He then turned the lights off and stepped out and closed the door and flipped the main power switch off.

Ametri and Deroson stepped up having secured their own ship and Deroson pointed toward the back of the parking area where there was a wide staircase leading down from the roof to the back of the building.

"Do you know the proprietor of this business Deroson?" Laurel asked.

"No. I have never actually been here before."

"But these people are reputable right?"

"Oh without question. They have the best equipment to be had and they have outlets all over the world."

"Good enough."

Laurel took Jake's hand and led the way toward the stairs. They all climbed down to the ground level and then they turned left and headed toward the back doors to the business. Jake pulled the heavy metal door open and held it open for everyone as they filed into the building and then he stepped in. The business looked more like a neatly organized warehouse than an actual business. There were rows of shelving units that went all the way to the ceiling and there were inventory shelves toward the outer walls that were overflowing with all sorts of strange looking gadgets and tools. The thing that caught Laurel's attention was a row of spacesuits in several different styles including one that was a dark almost iridescent purple color. The suits were hanging neatly on racks and looked very advanced in their design. Everyone walked down the isles looking around but Laurel pulled Jake right over to the spacesuits. A tall older man stepped out of the back through a pair of double doors and he smiled at Laurel and Jake, as he was closest to them.

"Welcome to Trimball space supply. Are you looking for something in particular?" The man asked.

"Hello, actually we are in need of some spacesuits. These purple suits, do you have them in family sizes?" Laurel said in clouist.

"That depends on how small your smallest family member is?"

Laurel looked around for Korica and when she rounded the corner heading up another row of shelving within sight she pointed at her.

"She is our smallest family member that will require a suit. My mate and I will also need a suit and Mark here will also need one." Laurel said gesturing toward mark as he stepped up to them.

"I believe I have a suit that will fit all of you then. Would you like to try it on to see if you like this one?"

"That would be a good idea."

The man stepped over to the rack and pulled the suit down from its hangar and stepped back over to Laurel and held it up in front of her and it was substantially taller than her and she grinned.

"I do not think this is going to fit me by a long shot."

"These suits conform to the body size of the wearer within a given range. Trust me, it will fit you."

Laurel reached out and took a hold of the suit and she rubbed her fingers on the material and it was cold at first with a very tight crisscross weave feeling like metal mesh but it warmed quickly in her hand and then felt more like some kind cotton like material. Laurel held the suit up and looked at the back and there were several ports that pointed upward slightly as though something was supposed to hook down onto them. She looked for a zipper or gather somewhere but the suit was absolutely seamless everywhere. The ring around the neck was a dark black color and when Laurel touched it, it felt gooey to her surprise and she had to pull hard to get her fingers to break free. She turned the suit around and looked at the front of the suit and it was completely smooth with the same tight woven pattern to the material that she thought was actually kind of pretty. There were gathers around the shoulders and hip joints as well as the wrists and ankles. The suit was designed to go all the way down around the feet and hands with boots and gloves that went on after putting the suit on. She still couldn't figure out how to get into the suit so she looked at the man and shrugged.

"I have never seen a suit like this before. How in the world do you put it on?"

The man took the suit from her with a grin and put his hands at opposite sides of the neck and he stretched it open in a way that looked like it should tear the suit but it just stretched open until it was wide enough to poke one's feet in. Laurel smiled at the strange way the material behaved and she slid her shoes off and took her weapon holster from around her waist and handed it to Jake and the man squatted down holding the neck opening open for her and she stepped into it and reached down and worked her feet all the way down into the toes and then she began working it up her body until she got it up to her stomach and then the man stretched it open even further at the neck opening and he told her to poke her arms down into the suit and work them into the sleeves. She put her arms down at her sides and the man helped pull the suit up to her chest and she worked her arms down into the sleeves and then worked her fingers down into the glove like portions. The man then helped her pull the suit up over her shoulders and up to her neck. It seemed to be clumsily hanging on her body like an oversized one-piece pajama that was four sizes to big for her. The man helped her pull the loose material up on her legs and arms and get the neck opening centered around her neck as the opening slowly drew closed. Laurel thought it looked ridiculous on her at this point.

"Now touch that control pad on your arm."

Laurel lifted her left arm and there was a slightly darker area on the top of her arm and she reached over with her right hand and touched it and a control pad of sorts lit up and beeped and the suit began to draw up tight to her whole body making her gasp in surprise as it did so. The suit kept drawing up tighter and tighter until it was actually a little laborious to even breath. They suit drew up tight to her every contour and then finally stopped. She moved her arms around and took a few steps and she was surprised how the material acted. It resisted her movements but it was possible to get it to move and flex with just a little effort.

"This feels very odd. How does the pressure system work with it pulled so tightly against my body?"

"There is no pressure system. That is why it is gripping your body so tightly."

"Really? So¦how is warm air going to be circulated around my body to keep me from freezing¦or cool air to keep me from being cooked if I am in direct sunlight?"

"The inner lining of the suit will keep your body warm or cool according to your core temperature or you can manually tune the heating or cooling system to your desired level from that control pad on your arm."

"That is simply amazing. So can I see the helmet?"

The man stepped over to the rack and unhooked the helmet and brought it over to Laurel. The helmet was covered in the same iridescent purple looking tightly weaved material but it had a rigid underlying frame that it was stretched tightly over. There was a wide visor that offered a wide field of view and there was a receptacle for a hose toward the back and slightly off to the side of the helmet. The man handed the helmet to Laurel and then he stepped back over to the rack and reached in toward the back on the floor and he picked up a backpack that contained the oxygen supply apparatus and electronics for the communication and suit management. The backpack had a single hose hanging out of it and Laurel could see several downward curved ports that were obviously designed to attach to the ones on the back of the suit. The backpack was covered in the same purple material as the rest of the suit and it was very compact with only a few darkened lights on it that would glow a blue color when the power unit was turned on. The man took the helmet and handed the backpack to Laurel by the two round handles attached to the top of the backpack.

"Just slide this down onto your back and it will attach to the back of your suit on its own. The connections are self guiding and self sealing."

Laurel took the backpack and she was stunned that it only weighed about ten pounds. She took it by the handles and lifted over her head and set it against the back of her shoulders and slid it down until she heard it clank as it locked into place. She then looked at the control pad on her arm and she could tell there was a scale representing the amount of charge and breathable air supply remaining, both of which were at the top of the scales. She then reached down and grabbed the hose and slid her hand down to the end of it and she lifted the end of the hose and she looked at the connector and she could see that it was a twist locking mechanism. The man lifted her helmet and she pressed the hose connector into the port on the helmet and she gave it a twist until it clicked. He then handed her the helmet and she slung the hose over her shoulder and lifted the helmet over her head.

"The helmet is self sealing and as soon as you make a proper connection the light within the helmet will come on as well as the two small high intensity lights built into the face shield. You can turn those on and off from your control pad there on your arm. All the controls are pictographic so you do not need to speak the language of the suit builders."

Laurel stopped and looked at the man.

"This suit is not built here on Retoria?"

"No. They are built on Seron, one of our neighboring star systems. Relax, they are master suit builders among other things and I have been trading with them for close to thirty years. I have never heard of one of their suits failing due to manufacturing flaws."

Laurel sighed and set the helmet down over her head after Jake pushed her hair down into the neck ring by pulling it out a little and then letting go so it would contract back to its proper opening size. Laurel she wiggled the helmet while pressing down and the light suddenly came on starling her a little and she heard a slight hiss as fresh air began pouring into her helmet. She turned her head and she was surprised when the helmet moved with her head swiveling some at the neck. She took a few steps and she was trying to get used to extra strength it took to make the suit move along with her body. She could feel the suit cooling her body as she worked up some body heat as she walked around a little. The man then stepped over to the rack again and pulled out a pair of gloves and very heavy looking solid boots that were all covered in the same iridescent purple tightly woven material. Laurel took the gloves one at a time and worked her hands into them and the material began drawing up tight on her hands just like the suit had to the rest of her body. She then looked down at the boots and then she looked at the man and he pointed to his ears and then he pointed to her control pad on her arm. She nodded and lifted her arm and touched the control pad and there were a whole series of pictographic images including one of the helmet and when she touched it there was a new set of pictographs including one that looked like small curved lines coming off the side of the helmet obviously representing voice communications coming from the helmet. She touched the image and she heard a pop inside the helmet. She then looked at the man.

"Can you hear me now?" The man asked.

"Yes I can, this so odd feeling. My skin is tingling."

"That is because your clothing is causing a small amount of resistance within the heating and cooling system. It is meant to be right up against your skin."

"Are you saying these suits are meant to be worn over the naked body?"

"As close to it as possible. You can keep your genitals covered but the rest of your body should be exposed, as the system will collect and recycle any moisture your body produces. It cannot do that if clothing is in the way interfering with the suit."

"I see. These suits are absolutely amazing."

"You can try the boots on but they are very heavy magnetic boots in a normal gravity environment."

"Are they controllable from the control pad like everything else?"

"Yes. You can turn the magnetic attraction up and down from your control pad there. They will protect your feet in a terrestrial environment like on a moon or other body with no breathable atmosphere but if you are just working in space the suit will keep your feet warm or cool as the case may be without the boots."

Laurel turned and looked at Jake and smiled at him.

"What do you think Jake?"

"These suits are even better than our best. I don't know what this material is or how it is able to behave like it does but we need these Laurel."

"I would have to agree. I can move around freely with just a little bit more effort than usual but I can move in ways that we just cannot in our suits."

Laurel squatted down all the way to the ground and then stood back up and smiled.

"I would like to see someone try and do that in the mark four suit. You would end up on your back."

"I have to admit that I love the snug fit on you Laurel. You really have pleasing curves to the eye even in that suit."

"I can tell you that it puts squeezing pressure on everything. I can feel the buckle from my bra in the middle of my back and my bio monitor almost hurts it is being squeezed so tightly on my wrist."

"Bio monitor?" Ametri said. "Is that what that thing is on your wrist? I thought it was a time keeping device."

"No, it monitors my internal biorhythms and reports them back to my ship through a burst signal."

"So I guess we will need four of these huh cap?" mark said grinning at her.

"Yes, I think so." Laurel turned back around and faced the proprietor. "Are you sure you have one small enough to fit Korica here?" Laurel asked gesturing to Korica.

"Yes. She is not all that much smaller than you and as you saw the suits will draw up to just about any body size. I have suits that are designed to fit a body as small as a five year old so her body size is not a problem."

"We will need four of these then depending on the price."

"As you might imagine these are the most modern suits available, they are not exactly cheap."

"So how much?"

"Ten thousand drolits each."

"Oh shi¦my goodness. I can get that much money but I do not exactly have that much currency with me. Help me take this suit off and we will see what I can workout with you."

The man nodded and lifted Laurel's arm and pressed the red shutdown button and it began blinking and then he pressed it again and the suit shutdown and the helmet went dark. Laurel put her hands to the sides of the helmet and pushed up and after a bit of effort the seal finally let go and the helmet separated from the main suit. The man then helped Laurel get completely unsuited explaining everything he was doing so she would understand how to get unsuited on her own later on. Once she had the suit completely off her body Jake handed her weapon holster to her and she put it around her waist and fastened the buckle and then strapped it to her thigh. The man hung the suit up and put everything away in the rack and then stepped back to Laurel.

"I have just a little over six thousand drolits with me right now. If I leave that with you will you hold the four suits we need until I can go to my ship and get some more gems to take to the currency exchange to get the rest of the fourty thousand drolits you are asking for the suits."

"Hmm. I am a businessman and I want to be of service to you but if someone comes in looking for suits I have to let them go."

"What if I stay here with you and we will give you the six thousand drolits now to show good faith." Ametri said. "My pilot will escort Laurel and Jake up to their ship and then to the currency exchange and finally back here. You know who I am right?"

"I recognize you from the news. Your mother is Drakon Antol Drious. I will hold the suits if you will stay here so I know the others are definitely coming back."

"My boyfriend and I will also stay here along with his parents and our chief of security." Korica offered as further proof that this was a sure sale. "My mother would never leave me somewhere if she wasn't coming back."

"Your mother?" The man asked looking at her oddly.

"I am her adoptive mother and my mate here is her adoptive father."

"Very well. Go get your funds together and I will hold the suits even if someone else comes in and wants to buy the suits. I will talk them into some of the other less advanced designs that I have in stock."

"Thank you." Laurel said. "We should not be gone more than about an hour."

Laurel stepped back into her shoes and Deroson stepped forward and pulled Laurel's money from under his shoulder pad and Laurel handed the whole stack over to the proprietor and then the group headed toward the exit isle.

"Mark you are going to be responsible for keeping Ametri safe while we are gone." Laurel said.

"I got this cap. This is what I do. None of us are going to step out of this building until you get back and no one is going to get close to her either."

Laurel nodded and then Deroson stepped up to Ametri.

"Are you sure you want to do this Ametri?"

"I feel completely safe with Mark and our new friends to keep me safe Deroson. With your escort they can fly directly to the Future saving them the traffic control headaches that everyone else has to abide by. Just help them please?"

"Ok, stay inside and look around if you want, but be mindful of those around you."

"I will. In the fifteen years that I have known you I have picked up a thing or two from you. I will be perfectly safe here."

Laurel stepped over to Korica and kissed her cheek and then hugged her and smiled at her warmly.

"You keep an eye on Tamaric and his parents ok? I'll be back before you know it."

"Ok, I'll miss you and dad mom."

"We'll miss you too sweetie."

Laurel then stroked Tamaric's cheek and smiled at him.

"Same for you young man. You keep a close eye on her you hear me?"

"Eye captain! I can't take my eyes off of her anyways Laurel."

Laurel chuckled and then her and Jake and Deroson walked down the exit isle and out the back doors. They walked around the stairs and climbed up to the roof and Deroson walked over to his ship and Laurel and Jake walked over to the Prentor and Laurel stuck her hand into the concealed compartment and she closed her eyes and prayed that the biometric cutout system accepted her bio readings as they had Mark's and she flipped the power switch up and pulled down on the airlock control and the door slowly began to lower and she smiled. Once the door was completely lowered Jake stepped aboard and turned the cockpit lights on and then he snapped the main power switches closed. He then began to fire up the rear stations while Laurel performed her preflight walk around. Once she was satisfied that everything looked normal on the outside of the ship she stepped aboard and closed and sealed the door. She then made her way forward kissing the side of Jake's head on her way forward to the pilots seat. Laurel began the preflight checks and got everything warmed up and running. Once the engines had spooled up to their usual high frequency hiss she fastened her restraints and Jake found her communicator sitting on the lower console at the power and weapons station. He reached over and picked it up and handed it down to Laurel. She grinned and took it from him.

"Deroson can you hear me?" Laurel said into the communicator.

A few seconds later Deroson responded.

"Yes Laurel, I can hear you."

"If you want to lead us out into space, once we get free of the heaviest traffic I am going to jump to faster than light to the Future. We will get there about fifteen minutes quicker than you are capable of. We will get the gems and head back to your location and then you can escort us back to the judicial parking structure and we will take the public transport to the currency exchange and back to the ships then we will make our way to the Trimball space supply company."

"That sounds fine Laurel. Just follow me as you did before. I will acquire a straight out vector that should get us heading toward the suns in the shortest time possible."

"Ok, I got it."

Deroson then lifted off and headed almost straight up away from the city and Laurel slid the hover throttles forward and the Prentor lifted off and Jake sent the weapons system guidance lock through the autopilot up to her controls and she engaged the autopilot while still lifting off and the autopilot took over and the forward flight engines throttled up and the Prentor locked onto Deroson and banked over hard and then pitched up steeply as the Prentor began tracking on his every move right up out of the city and into the stratosphere.

In the Trimball space supply the crew were walking around looking at the wondrous devices and asking questions about what they were looking at from the proprietor when he wasn't busy with the other customers shopping. Only ten minutes after Laurel, Jake and Deroson had departed Korica and Tamaric were walking up one of the isles looking at the things on the shelving racks with Mark and Ametri walking right behind them when Korica gasped and she squeezed Tamaric's hand so tightly that he uttered an 'ouch' and had to force his hand out of hers with his other hand. Korica spun around and looked at Mark with her eyes wide with a scared look on her face.

"Mark call 'em back! Get mom and dad to turn around! They're in great danger. They are going to be attacked in space!"

"Now? Why didn't you say something sooner damn it?"

"I had my mind quieted and it just broke through. You got to call 'em back Mark!"

"I can't Korica. I have no way of¦the cranial transceivers!"

Mark gently pushed Ametri to the side and he quickly took off running to try and get outside before the Prentor got so far away that they would be out of range.

"What is it Korica?" Ametri asked. "What are you so upset about and where is Mark going in such a panic?"

"I just sensed that Laurel and Jake are going to be attacked in space. Someone is going to take them away."

"Take them away? To where? Who is going to take them?"

Korica was starting to cry at this point and Tamaric took her hand again and she yanked him to her and she buried her face in his neck and began crying heavily while wrapping her arms around him and squeezing him painfully tight.

The Prentor just emerged from the atmosphere into dark space when Deroson accelerated straight out away from the planet at his best possible speed heading straight toward the twin suns. Deroson then came over Laurel's communicator that she had lying in her lap.

"Laurel I have conveyed your planned route to the Future to the central governments special traffic controllers but they reported that your ship does not show up on any of their tracking systems but your planned route has been approved at faster than light speed."

"Thank you Deroson. We will see you back on this course in about fifteen minutes. Just head straight toward the suns and we will find you."

"I understand. I will see you then."

Laurel disengaged the autopilot and moved out to the side of Deroson and she was just about to punch it up to light speed when there was a loud alarm from the sensor station warning of a very large craft on an intercept course that had just appeared out of nowhere. It was moving in on them at close to the speed of light an it had plowed through two other ships to achieve it's intercept course.

"Oh shit! I have indications of a weapons lock on us Laurel! Take evasive action!"

Laurel shoved the controls down quickly and slid the forward throttles all the way forward and Jake charged and deployed the weapons just as a pulse of strombic energy slammed into the Prentor knocking Laurel and Jake out instantly and knocking the power systems offline causing the engines to scramble to prevent the loss of containment from causing an imploding compressive explosion that would destroy the ship and everything within a several hundred mile radius of the ship. Deroson was also knocked out and his ships power systems were also knocked offline and he was now drifting in a slight tumble. The striking ship slowed and the entire front of the vessel clam shelled open and scooped the crimson fighter right into its maw gaped bow and then its clam shell like doors scissored closed and the ship turned hard toward deep space and simply disappeared as it jumped away at many times the speed of light.

Down on the surface Mark ran outside and tapped his cranial transceiver on and began calling out to Laurel as he round the base of the stairs and made his way up onto the roof. He called out to her several times but got no response and he finally realized they were just to far away for his tiny signal to reach them. He was angry with himself for letting them leave on their own. He thought they were going to be in danger down the road but not on Retoria from what Korica had indicated. He then took a deep breath and got his wits about him despite his burning anger and he had an idea.

"Future, this Mark. I know you can't respond to me given the distance between us but we are in trouble. I need you in orbit for extraction. I think Laurel and Jake have been or are going to be abducted somehow. Make your way to a high orbit and signal me on this frequency when you arrive in orbit. Mark out."

Mark then tapped his transceiver into standby mode and he headed down the stairs and back into the building. He made his way down the first isle and he heard Korica sobbing and so he zeroed in on her and found her in the next isle with everyone trying to comfort her. Tamaric looked at Mark and Mark gently shook his head no. He stepped up to Korica and kneeled down on one knee in front of her and he took a firm grip on her arm and at that very instant she gasped and looked straight ahead for a moment and Mark let go of her arm thinking he had hurt her badly and then she closed her eyes and dropped to her hands and knees and Mark knew, it was too late. Whatever was going to happen had just happened. Korica looked up at him with bloodshot watery eyes.

"It's too late Mark. I could sense what they were both feeling and then¦it was like they just went to sleep and then¦nothing. I can't sense them at all now. I see a blurry image of the ship that attacked them but I've never seen anything like it before. It's gigantic Mark."

"Like Future gigantic?"

"No, not that big."

"You have to tell me who these bastards are! Who grabbed our captain?"

"I don't know Mark¦I'm so sorry I let you down¦I thought I would sense it far enough ahead of time...I'm so sorry." Korica uttered in a shaky voice.

Korica began to cry uncontrollably at that point and Mark's heart just melted. He stood up and then reached down and picked Korica up from under her arms and he pulled her tightly in his arms and he stroked the back of her head tried to calm her down by rocking her and letting her cry as she wrapped her legs around him. Ametri stepped up to Mark and put her hand on Korica's back.

"I do not understand what is going on. Who attacked Laurel and Jake and what does that mean for Deroson?" Ametri said.

Mark put his finger up so he could get Korica calmed down to answer her since he couldn't answer her questions.

"I need you Korica, you're going to have to pull it together kiddo." Mark said calmly.

Korica quit sobbing and tried to get herself pulled together so she could help Mark. It took her a few minutes but she finally got herself pulled together and she was starting to get control of her emotions. She wiped her eyes as Mark held her and then she nodded at him and he set her down and knelt down on one knee in front of her.

"Do you know what happened to them?" Mark asked calmly.

"Not exactly. I just saw a brief image of a really big ship and I sensed¦a wave of energy like nothing I've ever felt before. I think I was feeling it from or through Laurel and Jake. Then they just felt like they do when they are asleep on the ship¦then nothing."

"What does that mean honey? Are saying there are¦dead?"

"No, that's not what I sensed. I've never felt anyone die before but I'm pretty sure I would know it if that's what I felt. I think they were¦overtaken and captured. The whole ship was taken with them on it."

"Korica can you please tell me what is going on?" Ametri asked as she knelt down next to Mark.

"I am sorry Ametri. Someone attacked Laurel and Jake while they were headed to the Future. They have been taken by a hostile force."

"What about Deroson? Do you know what happened to him? I do not understand how you can know this from here when they are out in space."

"I have certain abilities that your people do not have. I can sense events that are occurring elsewhere or that will occur. I sensed that there would be an attack and then I felt Laurel and Jake lose consciousness from here. I can usually feel them from a great distance but I cannot feel them anymore."

"So¦can you use this ability of yours to see what happened to Deroson?"

"I will try."

Korica put her hands on Mark's shoulders and closed her eyes and she concentrated hard on the strange way that Deroson's feelings felt during the time that she had her mind open and at first she felt a confusing collage of feelings from all around her and then she concentrated on outer space and most of the strangers disappeared and she sensed many different individuals in space and then she had a clear sense of Deroson. She sensed that he was not awake but it was definitely him and she grinned lightly and then pulled back into her mind and quieted her mind. She then looked at Ametri.

"I am pretty sure he is somewhere close to the planet Ametri. He is not awake from what I can tell but he is definitely alive and close by. I guess he was not taken when Laurel and Jake were."

"Thank you Korica. I am so sorry that your mother and father were attacked but I am relived that Deroson was not taken with them, he might be able to tell us exactly what happened."

The proprietor of the store stepped up to everyone having noticed that something was wrong with Korica.

"Is there something that I can help you with? I noticed that¦Korica is it?"

"Yes sir that is my name."

"I noticed that you are very upset. Is there something that I can help you with?"

Everyone stood up and Korica brushed the dust off her white pants from the knees down and she looked at the man.

"My mother and father have been attacked out in space. Someone has taken them away so they will not be coming back for the suits after all."

"Oh my¦I am so sorry to hear that. Would you like to use my voicer to call the authorities?"

"A voicer? I do not know what that is."

"It is a voice communication device that sends a call over an underground line."

"I need to call my mother to let her know what has happened anyway." Ametri said.

"Liam, do me a favor and stay with Korica and Tamaric. Clara come with me while I escort Ametri to the phone." Mark said firmly.

The two of them nodded and Mark put his hand on Ametri's shoulder and smiled at her and gestured for her to lead the way. They followed the proprietor into the back of the store through the double doors and right around the corner was hands free device hanging on a hook. The man lifted it up and handed it to Ametri and then she reached out to a keypad and began pushing buttons. She then stepped away and smiled at Mark and Clara while she waited for an answer. They then listened to Ametri asking for the Drakon and she looked upset at the answer she was getting in return. She then barked something that they didn't quite understand and then she told them that she would try back later. She then pulled the small hands free device and handed it back to the proprietor.

"They told me my mother is tied up with something official. I guess there is something going on that has the government on alert¦whatever that means."

Mark assumed it must be the Future showing up in orbit or telling the government that she would soon be in orbit and to make preparations for her arrival. Mark gestured at the door and Ametri led the way back out into the store after thanking the proprietor. They stepped out of the doors and back into the main store and over to Korica, Tamaric and Liam.

"How'd it go?" Liam asked.

"Not well. The entire government is on some kind of alert, possibly because the Future is inbound¦or they might have detected the attack on the captain and xo." Mark said.

"I cannot reach my mother right now so I will have to stay put until I can arrange a transport." Ametri said to Korica.

"Korica tell her she is not going anywhere unless it is with an official of the government. She might have to come with us since I am now responsible for her safety." Mark said.

"Ametri, Mark says that you cannot go anywhere unless it is with an official government transport. You might have to come with us¦come with us Mark? How? We don't have a ship." Korica asked looking at Mark.

"I sent a distress call to the Future. She will be here very soon and I have an idea for getting one of the crimson fighters down here."

"What? How did you¦never mind. You know how to do your job is the answer to how."

"You're learning."

"Where are you going to take me?" Ametri asked sounding a little worried.

"The Future. It is the safest place in the system if there is something bad going on." Korica said.

Mark heard a crackling in his skull and he grinned at Korica.

"I told you¦turn your cranial transceiver on and stay here for a minute."

Korica tapped her transceiver on and then Tamaric did the same thing as Mark headed down the exit isle toward the back door. He stepped through the doors out into the parking lot at the back of the building and he looked up and grinned.

"Is that you Future?"

"Yes Mark. I am just about to enter orbit but I am picking up Deroson first. He is adrift and heading for reentry. I will maneuver myself so that he passes through the shield and drifts into the lower hangar. He is alive but his vessel has no power and he is unconscious at the moment."

"Are you the reason the government is on some kind of alert?"

"Yes. They wanted me to wait one hour to make orbit while they routed traffic away and I told them they had two minutes since my captain and executive officer were abducted in their local space by unknown hostiles and the rest of my crew are trapped on the surface. They were not happy but I made it clear that it was not a request."

"Nice! I'm really glad to have you watching my six."

"Do you have access to a transport?"

"No. Ametri can't get through to her mother with the alert going on. I want you to send one of the crimson fighters down."

"They are not capable of being remote piloted."

"I know that. Send a servo drone aboard and seal the door and set the autopilot to the coordinates of the roof of this building. The servo drone should be able to get everything up and running and the autopilot should be able to fly the ship here once the servo drone shuts down when it passes out of your range for continued control."

"That is actually a brilliant idea and it should work perfectly. Since you have the Perth partially disassembled I will have to send one of the other unnamed ships down."

"Roger that. I'll be standing by for your signal when the crimson fighter is on its way."

"I have Deroson in the lower hangar. You need to ascertain how to open the ship or he will suffocate with all of his systems shutdown."

"Roger that, I will get that information for you."

Mark then turned and made his way back inside and he stepped up to the others.

"Korica, the Future is in orbit and she is preparing to send one of the crimson fighters down to us. She has recovered Deroson but he is unconscious and he is going to suffocate if we don't get his ship open. Ask Ametri how to open the cockpit from the outside."

"Ametri, the Future is in orbit and she has recovered Deroson. He is going to die if we cannot get the cockpit open. How do you open it from the outside if the ship has no power?"

"There is an emergency pressure release that will drain the hydraulic pressure away from the system that keeps the canopy closed. Right below the right side of the canopy there is a compartment that must be opened and then you need to turn the keyway valve so that it is pointing toward the rear of the ship. You can then pull the canopy open by hand from the front edge. There is a small finger groove in the seal right at the front of the canopy."

Mark nodded and headed for the door again to relay the instructions to the Future. He stood in the parking lot and told the Future exactly how to get the canopy open and the Future had him stand by for just a few moments and then the Future reported success. The Future then told him that Deroson would be taken to the triage ward to see to any injuries and that the crimson fighter would be on site in ten minutes. Mark acknowledged and then went back inside. He made his way back over to everyone and he reported that a ride would be here in tem minutes and then he had Korica tell Ametri that Deroson had been extracted from his stricken ship and he was being looked at for any injuries.

Ametri thanked them for rescuing Deroson before he suffocated. Mark grinned at her and gave her a loose salute. They waited for approximately ten minutes and then they all made their way out into the parking lot just as the crimson fighter was coming into sight. They waited until they saw it touch down and then Mark told Korica and Tamaric to go tell the proprietor that he should hold the money and that they would be back and that was when Ametri said she could take care of the bill. She went in with Tamaric and Korica and they came out a few minutes later carrying four large boxes. They all then made their way up to the roof after Mark took one of the boxes and Liam took one leaving Korica and Tamaric to carry the other two. They stepped up to the crimson fighter and Mark set the box down and then he reached his hand into the concealed airlock and power control compartment and he pulled the handle down and the door unsealed with a whistling hiss as the higher air pressure forced its way into the cabin. The door then slowly descended until it touched the ground. Mark then picked up the box containing a single spacesuit and he followed everyone aboard and he stepped to the back of the cargo area and set the box down with the other three boxes.

"Tamaric, get your parents and Ametri strapped in ok?"

"Yes sir."

"I need you to handle both of the rear stations Korica."

"Yes sir."

Mark then stepped over to the airlock controls and he lifted the control lever and the door rose up steadily until it smacked shut and then sealed closed tightly. Mark then knelt down and lifted the servo drone out of the pilots seat and he carried it into the back of the ship and set it down next to the boxes containing the spacesuits. Mark then made his way back up into the front of the ship and he climbed down into the pilots seat and he fastened his restraints. He turned the autopilot off and then called out to Korica.

"Are you ready back there?"

"Just about."

Korica finished the last of her preflight checks and then reached up and turned the communication system on.

"Ok Mark, we're ready for take off and the transmitter is active."

"Thank you Korica. Future, this is¦Mark. We are about to take off on our way up."

"Roger that Mark. I have you on sensors and I am in low orbit right above your location."

Mark reached down and slid the hover engine throttles forward and the ship gently lifted off and then he reached over and turned the automatic collision avoidance system on and then he pushed the throttles further forward and the landing gear automatically retracted as the crimson fighter leapt up into the air rapidly. He then shoved the forward flight throttles forward and the ship took off forward and he pulled back on the controls and the ship arced skyward and Mark was a little surprised when he could see the Future through the atmosphere from their position. She was a ghostly bright white enormous object that looked gigantic and beautiful even from this distance. Mark pulled the hover throttles back and then shoved the forward flight throttles further forward and he heard a tremendous boom as they sped up to mach 8 almost instantly creating an intense sonic boom. He grinned at the thought that the ear splitting boom was probably heard for hundreds of miles.

He climbed steadily straight up toward the Future and the controls made a couple of violent maneuvers as other aircraft were avoided automatically. As the atmosphere thinned out and then disappeared the Future chimed over the overhead speaker.

"Mark I have you on visual sensors, you are cleared to land in the upper aft hangar."

"Roger that Future. I would prefer to land in the lower hangar if that's alright?"

"Roger that, you are cleared to land in the lower aft hanger."

"Understood, I am clear to land in the lower aft hangar."

"I have lowered the shield density so you should experience no interruption in your power systems as you pass through it."

"Roger that. How about it Korica, are you detected any other craft close to us?"

"Not very close. They all seem to be giving the Future a wide berth."

Mark flew straight up toward the bottom of the Future and once he passed through the shield he pulled the throttles back and the braking engines slowed their approach. He then angled them around so they were facing right into the hangar and he gave a gentle nudge to the forward flight throttles and they began to drift through the myogenic field and Mark pushed the hover throttles forward to compensate for the increasing gravity as they floated into the hangar. He hovered them right to the back of the enormous hangar that made the crimson fighter look very tiny in its cavernous space and Mark set down right next to Deroson's ship that was lying askew a little as it was sitting on its belly leaning against its left engine nacelles since its landing gear were not extended and the pilots cockpit canopy was wide open. Mark pulled the throttles all the way back and then he began shutting everything down. Once he had everything shutdown he unfastened his restraints and then wiggled up out of his seat and he waited for Korica to secure the last of the systems at the back and then she stood up and stepped toward the back and Mark climbed up out of his seat. He opened the main power switches on his way by and then he stepped over to the airlock controls and he equalized the internal pressure to that in the hangar and then he pulled down the airlock control handle lowering the door to the hangar deck. Tamaric had everyone unfastened by that time and they all filed out onto the hangar deck.


Chapter 29 Tin ut Pentul

––––––––

Tin Ut Pentul

Mark put his hand on Korica's shoulder and tried to remain calm while speaking to her.

"Korica take Ametri to the triage medical deck so she can see Deroson. You go with her Tamaric."

"But I wanted to go up to the bridge to see what was captured on the sensors of Laurel and Jake's attackers?"

Mark got angry for just a second and then he remembered Korica's young age and impetuous nature sometimes. He put his hands up and took a deep breath so he wouldn't yell at her.

"Korica honey, I need you to do as I say alright? Technically you're in command right now but I need you to let me do my job without arguing with me."

Korica looked down with a sad expression when she thought about the fact that with Laurel and Jake gone she was next in line for the big chair. It both frightened her and made her long for Laurel and Jake even more. Studying as an ensign was a whole different ballgame from sitting in as acting captain. Laurel had mentioned things on the Future that she was completely oblivious to let alone the immense responsibility of properly documenting everything that happened on and off the Future.

"Yes sir." She finally said looking up at Mark. "I'm sorry Mark, I got a bad habit of doing that."

"Good girl. Clara, Liam you're with me." Mark said.

Clara and Liam nodded without saying a word and followed Mark over to the transport enclosure. Mark pulled the door to the enclosure open and the three of them stepped up onto the transport platform and Mark touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash and Ametri gasped in surprise.

"What the¦where did they go?" Ametri uttered.

"Come on Ametri, I will take you to see Deroson. They transported up to the command deck where the bridge is located."

"Transported? They disappeared!"

"Transporting can mean any number of means of getting from one place to another. That technology just involves instantaneous transportation over great distances using¦it is very complicated and I do not think you would understand it if I tried to explain how it works. Trust me, it is safe."

Korica led the way over to the transport enclosure and Ametri looked around at the clear transport enclosure and the transport platform warily for a few moments and then she stepped in and Korica closed the door behind them and gestured to the platform. Ametri stepped up onto the platform and then Korica and Tamaric stepped up onto it with her and the free floating map appeared and Korica touch the indicator for the interactive data core control room and a few seconds later Ametri squeaked a little as she felt the compression of her atoms beginning and then in a bright flash of blue light they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the interactive data core control room. Korica and Tamaric stepped down and looked back and realized Ametri had squatted down a little in response to the odd sensation of being compressed in milliseconds and then being converted into an energy pattern that was then transmitted to the control room a kilometer away. Ametri stood up straight and stepped down and put her hand out to Korica and then looked back at the transport platform after Korica took her hand.

"That was the strangest thing I have ever felt in my life." Ametri said.

"You get used to it after a few times."

"How¦far did we travel?"

"Almost to the center of the ship toward the stern. There are about twenty-five decks below us now and just about as many above us. It would have taken us about thirty minutes to walk this far. Come on, I will take you to see Deroson."

Korica stepped over to the door and it slid open and they stepped out into the cross corridor that went almost from one side of the ship to the other and Ametri looked in both directions at the corridor leading off to a pin point in the distance in both directions.

"Oh wow! How do you not get lost on a ship this big?"

"I had the deck layout imparted directly into my mind so I would not get lost."

"Imparted? What does that mean?"

Korica gently tugged on her hand and they began walking down the corridor to the right.

"It is kind of like having information introduced into your mind while in a dream only this information is very distinct and clear unlike most dreams."

"You have a device that can do that?"

"Yes. It is very complex but we can learn vast amounts of information while in a stasis chamber in a coma like state."

"Incredible! No wonder you are so smart. Are all of your people educated this way?"

"Not entirely. The young cannot use the technology to learn that way. Their brains are still forming the basic neural pathways of learning and understanding and the process can interrupt those initial pathways from forming properly. The technology is normally not used until a person reaches twelve or thirteen years of age at the earliest."

"But¦it was used on you? I did not think you were quite that old yet?"

"I am not. My brain has a significantly higher neural density than most people my age just like Laurel and Jake have. That is why the technology cannot be used on Tamaric. He has to learn in the traditional manner by studying and remembering the information on his own. My brain is just closer to that of an adult than his is. Here is our turn."

Korica turned down a side corridor heading toward the bow and the lights down the corridor began coming on bringing the corridor out of the dark as they came on one after the next down the corridor. They walked a short distance and then Korica stepped up to a door and had her palm scanned and the door slid open. They stepped into a short corridor leading left and right and they turned right and when they stepped around the corner they were standing next to the elevator door and the first entrance into the triage ward. Korica pointed at the elevator door.

"We have an elevator system on the ship that moves up and down and sideways. We can get to any deck and any section of the ship using those but they are kind of slow compared to the transporter system."

"Anything would seem slow compared to that thing. I never knew such a thing was even possible."

Korica stepped up to the triage ward door and it slid open and they stepped in and looked down the long row of bed after bed with the dizzying array of medical devices on shelves and in cabinets on the walls above the head of each bed and each bed now had a Desmian scanning device incorporated into it. Deroson was all the way at the other end in the second bed and there was a free-floating three-dimensional image of him floating above his body facing down at himself. Ametri squinted and tried to make out if it was a trick of the eye to see Deroson's naked body hanging in the air like it were suspended from cables. They began walking toward Deroson and his crotch was immediately blanked out with a dark region and Korica grinned. Korica knew the AI was tracking their progress and had engaged a level of modesty cover given the age and gender of the three as they approached. Korica really didn't want to see Deroson exposed anyways.

They stepped up to the bed and Ametri looked at Deroson's face and she sighed. He looked like he was just asleep. His shoulder pads had been removed and were sitting on a table tray next to the bed but he was still wearing his Arkton uniform so he looked like he had just crawled up on the bed and pulled the covers up to his chest and had gone to sleep.

"Future can you hear me?" Korica called out.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Have you found any injuries on Deroson?"

"No, nothing external. I can explain it to Ametri in clouist if you would like?"

"You know clouist?"

"Yes. When Mark uploaded the clousit language into the translator he had to transfer the language to my data base first so the language is now stored in my primary memory core."

"Wow¦go ahead and tell her what you've found then."

"Ametri, Deroson's injuries are not life threatening at this point. The neural electric activity in his brain was disrupted somehow. The levels are slowly returning to normal and I do not believe he will suffer any long term side affects aside from a headache maybe."

"Do you know what could have done this?"

"No. I have never seen an energy pulse like what was used on Derson and Laurel and Jake. It seems to have disrupted the electrical systems on the ships just as it did within their bodies. I am not familiar with the power systems on your ship so I cannot restore the electrical systems like I can with Deroson. You are so close to another species on record called the Ankanon that I was able to balance Deroson's failing synaptic pathways rather easily using their brains as a basic model. Deroson's prefrontal activity is up twenty-three percent since being brought into the triage ward so I would estimate that in another hour or two at the most, he should regain consciousness."

"Was he ever in any danger?"

"Yes. If he had not been recovered when he was and if his brain had not been electrically stimulated at the proper frequency and intensity he would have suffered brain death. His body would have lived on but everything that makes him who he is would have been lost."

"Thank you for saving him then. I do not think we have the kind of technology or understanding of the brain to do what you are talking about."

"You are very welcome Ametri. It is what allies do for one another and you are considered a friend and ally to the elder race and so a friend to me and my crew."

Ametri smiled and looked at Korica.

"I know, she sounds¦like a person right?"

"Yes. That is not a programmed response?"

"No. The AI on the Future is capable of independent thought and reasoning. She knows what to say to make a person feel welcomed and special. I know it is a little hard to believe but the AI expresses sentimentality with us all the time. You really do forget that she is just an incredibly advanced computer most of the time."

"Is the AI as you called it¦aware of the fact that it is a machine?"

"Yes. She is self-aware and I know that would sort of classify her as alive. I personally think she is every bit as alive as you and I except that she is completely synthetic instead of biological."

"Wow, you people really do not mess around when you build a ship do you?"

"That ship took it upon herself to rescue Deroson without anyone telling her to do so. All life is considered precious and must be preserved if at all possible by almost any means necessary. That is one of the first governing laws of the AI's behavioral subroutines. It makes her special and unique. That it is why the elder race has given us mind blowing technology like these scanners and the ability to travel at close to a hundred times the speed of light. Our AI knows better than to abuse the technology or let it get into the wrong hands."

"A hundred times the speed of light? Come on¦surely you jest."

"No, I swear on my honor. There are a lot of things that I cannot tell you about but I would not stretch the truth about the things I can tell you about."

"Be aware of your oath to keep our secrets safe Korica." The AI gently reminded her in English.

"I will."

"What did the AI say?" Ametri asked.

"She reminded me not to say to much about our operational secrets. I have taken and oath as an officer to keep much about how the Future operates a secret."

"I am sorry if I got you to talk about things you are not supposed to."

"I did not tell you how we achieve the speeds we do and I was general in our speed capability so I have not divulged anything sensitive. The AI was just reminding me to be careful is all."

"I see. Do you call your AI by a particular name?"

"I call her Future since she runs absolutely everything on the ship."

"Future, is there anything we can do to help Deroson recover?"

"You are already doing it by giving him a familiar voice to listen to. Every time you speak his neural activity increases slightly. I believe he is reacting to your voice in particular, as Korica's voice does not stimulate the same reaction from him."

"Really? He can hear me?"

"Quite so. I would speculate that he is in a dream like state and hearing your voice is influencing the events in his dream or possibly even causing him to move toward a more conscious state."

"I did not know that I was that¦that is not true, I know I am the most important person in his life. He has told me as much but I thought he was just trying to make me feel important or special."

"I would put to you that he was trying to make you feel special because you genuinely are to him. Has he been serving with your family for very long?"

"Yes, for fifteen years or so."

"If the Herandite species is at all like Humans with whom I am so familiar, then fifteen years would create a very strong bond between individuals. He probably sees you like an extension of his own family."

"My family just would not be complete without him around. He has always been there for me even when my mother and father could not because of official business keeping them occupied. "

"Have you ever told him how much he means to you?"

"Maybe once or twice¦not often enough I fear."

"Maybe this incident will give you pause not to take his presence for granted."

"How do you know me so well? You have only talked with me for a few minutes."

"Body language, inflections in your voice as you speak of Deroson and the look in your eyes."

Ametri looked at Korica with a slightly furrowed brow and Korica grinned at her.

"Freaky huh? Just like person. She does that with me all the time when I am upset or stressed out or worried about something."

"What we are saying will not get back to my parents right?" Ametri asked looking up not quite sure where to look to be looking at the AI.

"No, not if you request that it not."

"I would prefer what I am about to say not get back to them."

Ametri looked at Deroson and smiled.

"Deroson you have been the best second father that a girl could ever have. You have treated me with kindness and respect my whole life and you kept my personal life¦personal. Thank you and¦I love you. You have to get better cause I just don't want anyone getting as close to me as you are. I am sorry if I ever made you feel like I did not respect you or that I did not want you in my life. Truth is I would be lost without you around as my constant companion and guardian¦but most importantly as my friend."

"Well that certainly had an affect." The AI stated. "His prefrontal and parietal lobes just became extremely active and are remaining so. Synaptic activity is up fourty percent throughout most of his brain. I believe he is fighting to try and regain consciousness. I can only conclude that he heard you and he is trying to wake up for you."

Ametri smiled even bigger and watched as Deroson's face began to twitch slightly from time to time.

"His heart rate is increasing as well as his respiration rate. He should be conscious momentarily."

"I thought you said he would be out for another hour or two?" Korica said in clouist.

"Under normal circumstances that should have been the case but he fought to regain consciousness. He stimulated the areas of his brain that were sluggish and inactive himself."

Deroson squeezed his eyes closed tightly and wrinkled his forehead and face as he drifted to the edge of consciousness and the intense headache shot shooting pains through his temples and right behind his eyes in deep throbs every time his heart beat. His face then straightened out and he grinned and batted his eyes open and winced once at the bright light that streamed into his eyes and then he looked around at everything attached to ceiling above him and he was stunned to find himself looking right at himself suspended in the air and his every nuance was mirrored on the image he was seeing. He was relived to see his unmentionable areas masked out since he sensed Ametri close by before he even saw her. He stared at himself for a few moments and then he rolled his head to the side and saw Ametri smiling at him warmly. He grinned at her in his usual way and then he turned his head the other way and saw Korica and Tamaric and he tried to nod at them but it caused a throbbing ache when he moved his head.

Deroson slowly rolled his head and looked at Ametri.

"Where are we Ametri? I do not recognize this place¦and I am looking at myself looking back at me?"

"You are on the Future in their medical facility. You were attacked while escorting Laurel and Jake into space. Do you remember the attack?"

"I think so¦maybe. It is all a little blurry and my head is killing me."

"A weapon was used that interrupted the neural impulses in your brain and the electrical system in the ship at the same time. The Future picked you up and got you out of the ship before you suffocated. Laurel and Jake were¦taken. We do not know where they are now."

"I do not remember seeing that. I just heard your voice off in the distance and I knew I had to get to you to keep you safe."

"You heard me? Did you hear what I was saying?"

"Yes. I consider you as much more than a friend Ametri. We are family. Even if your mother and father stopped paying me I would still volunteer to act as your personal guard and pilot."

"My mother and father are paying you?"

"Yes, not much though. I have my salary from the Arkton guard service so I am not doing what I do for their money. I do what I do because I love being a part of your life."

Ametri grinned at him big and gripped his arm and then looked at Korica.

"Do you have something for his headache?"

"We are not familiar with your species. What relives a headache for a Human could be poisonous to him and what relieves a headache for a Draximan would definitely make him sick to his stomach and in fact would probably knock him out."

"Just give me a few minutes and I should be fine. The headache is already beginning to subside."

Korica stepped over to the wall at that point and turned off the scanned image hanging above Deroson and he looked up at the scanning fixture attached to the ceiling and then he looked over at Korica as she stepped back over next to Tamaric.

"You people have some incredible medical technology. We could learn so much from you."

"We can talk about that later. We have to find the captain and executive officer first. I am sure Mark is talking with your government to make arrangements for your safe return to Retoria."

"How is that possible? I thought he did not speak clouist."

"The AI does and it can translate for him in near real time. We are in orbit around Retoria so there will be no delay in the signal and your trip home will be very short. You just need to gain your strength and let your head clear and I will take you to the bridge to see what is going on."

"Ok. I am feeling stronger already. I think I should be able to get up in just a little while."

"Good, take your time Deroson. You had your brain scrambled pretty good."

Deroson nodded lightly and closed his eyes to try and let his mind quit racing.

Mark, Clara and Liam transported up to the command deck and when they arrived they stepped down from the transport platform and made their way out into the main corridor and then up the corridor and onto the bridge. Mark stepped right over to the sensor station and he sat down and logged himself in and brought up the sensor data from the time the Prentor left Retoria. He finally reached the critical time when the hostile ship appeared out of nowhere and blasted the Prentor with a pulse of energy that barely registered on the sensors at all at the distance the Future was from the incident but it was distinct enough to show up as it slammed into both ships and they both began to tumble as their power systems were knocked offline. It was difficult to make out but the front of the ship could be seen to open up to the sides like two big clamshells being drawn open and the ship consumed the Prentor and then turned toward deep space and warped away within seconds of consuming the Prentor. Mark was disappointed at the lack of detail captured of the whole encounter.

"Future is this all you captured? The gain is complete shit."

"I have begun analyzing what little was captured in hopes of enhancing the captured data. Allow me to add the enhanced data to the captured sensor data."

The sensor images suddenly cleared up and the ship was now clearly visible in very detailed resolution and the pulse of energy became as clear as an ocean wave breaking on a beach.

"What the hell kind of energy is that?"

"Unknown. I have never seen anything like it. Most sensors would not be capable of detecting the kind of energy you are looking at. The only reason I was able to detect it at all is because I was using an enhancement processor at the time to keep track of Korica down on the surface. To track a single individual of such small proportions from over one hundred fourty-three million miles away is not an easy feat."

"Could something like that get through our shield?"

"No. It is still a form of radiating energy and would not be capable of penetrating the shield."

"Can you track which way the ship that grabbed the Prentor is heading?"

"Yes. I tracked them over twelve light years to a triple star system. When they slowed to drop into the system I lost track of them and I have been watching for their tell tale propulsion signature ever since but I have detected nothing. I have to assume they landed or passed behind one of the planets in that system and they are likely still there."

"Do we have a name for that system?"

"Korica did not update the data for that system so I am unaware of its name or specific characteristics except for what I can detect from here which is not much. As one of the stars is a magnatar there is an incredible amount of magnetic interference coming from the system, which is interfering with my sensor readings."

"What a perfect place to hide. Who would be stupid enough to go into a system with a magnatar at its heart?"

"We would if that is where the captain and xo are. We should not take lightly the data that is contained within the memory systems on the Prentor either. If it cannot be recovered, it must be destroyed."

"Fuck me! I hadn't even considered that yet¦Sorry Clara." Mark said looking up at Clara.

"It's ok, you're pissed and frankly so am I. Those pricks grabbed Laurel and Jake and absconded with 'em to that nasty star system. Are we gunna go get 'em?"

"You bet your sweet ass we are! We have to get Ametri and Deroson taken care of first and I have a feeling we are going to need some backup for this one. I can't let my lust for revenge get the better of me. As much as I love Korica and Tamaric they just aren't soldiers and I don't know how much help they would be in this kind of situation. I wish to god I had my team out of stasis."

"Are you going to call the elder race for help?"

"We need Laurel and Jake for that. Korica is nowhere near strong enough to operate the chair on her own."

"What about the security¦identifier¦thing that the elder race gave you? Can't you broadcast that to get their attention?"

"I think that's how these turds found us in the first place. That would be a bad idea. Besides if we left it transmitting it would interfere with local communications big time. I don't think that would be appreciated. I'm going to have to ask the local government for help. Hopefully they have the equivalent of a Marine Corps that is trained in stealthy infiltration and extraction."

"So¦excuse me if this is kind of a dumb question but what did you want us on the bridge with you for?" Clara asked.

"Image of presence. I don't want these people knowing that we are down to just Korica and I in charge. You two are going to stand on each side of the captain's chair while I talk to the local officials. Since we are in orbit they will be able to conduct visual communications with us, in fact they will probably insist upon it."

"Gotcha. We'll do whatever you need Mark."

Mark stood up and stepped over to the captain's chair and sat down and pulled the right display in front of himself and then he gestured to each side of his chair and Clara and Liam took up positions on each side of him facing forward.

"Future, will you please hale the local government for me. You can use your translator so they'll understand me right?"

"Yes I can. Please stand by¦" The AI responded.

There was a pause for about three minutes and then the AI announced that Antal Drious was responding.

"Please put her through." Mark said.

"Understood. Visual and Audio is being put through to the forward viewer on an encrypted channel."

A few moments later the giant viewer at the front of the bridge flashed and a very stunning brunet appeared dressed in a red uniform with a white sash across her chest with characters on it that Mark couldn't read.

"Good evening Future crew. I am drakon Antal Drious."

"Good evening madam drakon. I apologize for the interruption in your traffic system caused by the Future's arrival to extract us from the surface."

Mark had to wait a moment for the translation to go through and then Antal grinned and bowed very slightly.

"Your ship made it clear that given the situation we did not have anything to say about the arrival, only that we had two minutes to get ready but I completely understand. To whom am I speaking?"

"I am lieutenant Mark Tillman, and this is Clara and Liam."

"I see lieutenant Tillman. We saw the recovery of Ametri's ship. Is Deroson alright?"

"He is in our medical facility being looked after. I do not know the extent of his injuries at the moment but Ametri is with him and he is alive. I was not going to leave Ametri on her own so I brought her up to the Future with us. I hope that is acceptable?"

"I am truly grateful that you took it upon yourself to look after her in Deroson's absence. May we come aboard to collect her and Deroson?"

"Of course, at your earliest convenience. There is another matter that I would like to ask for your assistance with if it is within your people's ability. You saw Laurel and Jake being abducted, I need to go after them but I am a little short handed. I need some soldiers that are trained in hand-to-hand combat and hostile incursions and extractions of friendlies while under fire."

Mark waited for the response and he saw the expression on Antal's face change noticeably.

"We do not have any armed services anymore. We have the Arkton guard service that provides security and protection for high profile clients such as government officials and their families, like Deroson. but we do not have anyone that is trained how you described."

"Great! Never mind then. We will await your arrival to pick up Ametri and Deroson and their stricken ship but please don't take to long. I have no idea what is being done to our captain and executive officer while we wait."

"I am sorry I could not be of more help. We are just not used to dealing with such hostile actions from outsiders. We have not seen a strombic weapon used in a very long time and our ships are not constructed to withstand them."

"Strombic? You recognize the type of weapon that was used in the attack?"

"Yes. We experimented with similar technology a couple decades ago. Strombic energy disrupts electrical fields including those produced in the brain. It can be deadly if the pulse is strong enough."

"So this could be some of your own technology being used?"

"I am sorry to say that is entirely possible. When we disbanded the military here on Retoria much of the technology that was being experimented with at the time was scheduled for destruction but it is possible that not all of it was actually destroyed. Some clandestine transactions may have taken place in which the technology was sold to off world interests."

"Wonderful. Do you have a way of tracking these¦transactions?"

"Possibly. Let me do a little digging and I will get back to you."

"You will have to make it quick. Once your transport arrives to pickup Ametri and Deroson we are out of here."

"I understand. I will try to be quick with my investigation."

"Do you have¦allies that are in a neighboring system that might be able to provide some combat troops?"

"Now that you mention it." Antal looked down for second and then she looked back at Mark. "The Pa'coul are only six light years from here. They are a very advanced race that we sometimes trade with. They have a very impressive military if you would like me to try and contact them for you?"

"I cannot wait twelve years for the response to go both ways."

"Of course not. We have¦some left over technology from the days of having a military presence in this part of the galaxy. I could have a response in just a few minutes. I cannot go into detail as to what technology I am referring to but I will just say that the Pa'coul have ears very close by."

"I would appreciate it. I do not exactly know how we would pay for the services of the Pa'coul but I will work something out with them when the time comes."

"I will make the call and let you know what their response is."

"Thank you, Future out."

The AI then closed the channel and Mark sighed heavily. He then looked at Liam and grinned slightly.

"These guys better be bad asses or they're just gunna get in our way."

"You know Mark, I'm not trained militarily but I know how to keep my head down and follow orders and I am one hell of a good shot with a riffle. I trained Tamaric and he is almost as good as me now¦or at least when we left Earth he was."

"I'll keep it in mind. Your boy is a crack shot and he has actually saved my ass a few times."

"You're talking about the mission to Tiomot?"

"Yes. It was crawling with crap ready to eat us and he didn't hesitate and he never missed what he was aiming at. I've watched him down in the firing range too. He has some definite skill with a weapon."

"Like I said, I would be willing to help if I can."

"We'll have to see what we're facing first, but thank you for volunteering."

"Mark, what do you want me to do with this translator thing?" Clara asked pulling it from around her neck.

"Future will you please send a servo drone to take the translator dahram to my quarters so it can be recharged?"

"Right away." The AI responded.

"Do you want us to stay on the bridge?" Clara asked.

"You can work on the stasis chamber project if you want. I'll want you both standing at my side if I need to talk to Antal again."

Clara nodded and her and Liam headed toward the science stations and at the same instant the AI called out to Mark.

"Mark we are being haled and it is not coming from the surface or any of their orbiting satellites."

"What? Then where the hell is it coming from?"

"One point four five by three point six mark four one nine. I believe it originates from somewhere close to the stars in this system however it closely resembles the type of signal the elder race use to communicate with us."

"How the¦forget it just put it through."

"Understood."

The AI opened the signal through a processing filter and put it on the overhead speakers.

"Earth vessel Future, this is Huron of the Pa'coul vessel Jukron. Please respond."

Mark's mouth fell open as the hale was in perfect English. Clara and Liam were equally stunned and looked at Mark with wide eyes. Mark shrugged and grinned slightly.

"Open a channel on a matching frequency Future."

"The signal is not exactly on any frequency. It is on a subspace carrier that more closely matches that of light energy. I will attempt to match the carrier, please stand by."

A few seconds later there was tone heard from the communications station and Mark looked at the display in front of him and he considered trying to navigate to the communications screen but he was so unfamiliar with the captain's control displays that he decided against it.

"Match achieved. Go ahead Mark." The AI said.

"This is lieutenant Mark Tillman of the Earth vessel Future. Huron of the Pa'coul vessel Jukron how can I help you?"

"I could ask you the same thing lieutenant. I received a call for urgent help from the locals on your behalf. We are coalition members so we are your allies even if we have never met before."

"You are elder race?"

"We are of the elder race just as you are, we are not actually the elder race though."

"Are you aware of our situation then?"

"Not entirely. I know one of your ships was taken but I don't know who was onboard."

"Our captain and executive officer were onboard. Laurel and Jake were taken."

"No! We were asked to observe the Future without interfering and report back when you left the system. We had no idea that it was the young heroes from the Milky Way. How can we be of assistance?"

"We need to go after 'em but we have some locals aboard that need a ride home first. Are you familiar with the local systems?"

"Yes. This is our neighborhood so to speak."

"We tracked the ship that took our people to the magnatar dominated triple star system twelve light years from here. Are you familiar with the system I'm refereeing to?"

"Yes."

"Will you make a trip over and see what you can find? As soon as our guests are taken care of we'll join you."

"We can do that. We have two dozen well train infiltration teams aboard at all times so we might be able to pull off a rescue if the chance should present itself."

"Just find them for now. I want to be on your team if you decide to go in."

"Very well, we will observe but not engage the enemy if we locate them until you arrive."

"Thank you for your help. It's nice to know we have friends out here."

"You have more friends than you can possibly imagine. It is our honor to come to your aid lieutenant. We will see you in the Puron system. Jukron out."

The channel then closed and Mark looked down and let out a sigh of relief. Laurel's remarkable ability to make the right allies in this galaxy might have just saved her and Jake's life.

"Future, are you detecting the Jukron at all other than their signal?"

"No. I believe I can detect a slight distortion in the corona of the smaller star that might be a tell tale of their location but I am not detecting a ship within that distortion. They appear to have the same capabilities as us to remain hidden. Would you like me to activate the active scanning enhancers to try and detect them?"

"No. I was just curious."

"Understood."

Clara and Liam were still sitting looking at Mark with somewhat stunned looks on their faces.

"Is it just me or did you hear a familiar¦speech pattern to how Huron spoke?"

"Yah, he sounded just like Laurel. I think he even had her slight North Carolina accent." Liam said.

"I guess that's what you get when two individuals contribute everything you know of a particular language huh?" Mark said.

"Mark, a new hale is coming in. It is drakon Antal Drious."

"Please open a channel¦Clara, Liam I want you at my side again."

Clara and Liam got to their feet and walked over to Mark and took up positions one on each side of him facing forward. The viewer popped and Antal Drious was standing with two other individuals standing well behind her that were dressed in Arktol security uniforms and there were two men between them that looked like their hands were bound behind their backs and they were looking down in embarrassment and humiliation.

"Drakon Drious." Mark said with a nod of his head.

"Good evening lieutenant. First of all, we have a transport on its way up to you to collect Ametri and Deroson."

"That is good news. Thank you for making that call to the Pa'coul by the way. They are headed to the system that we tracked the hostiles running toward with our people."

"I did not think they would get back to you that quickly. I am glad they were able to help."

"They are of the elder race as we are, so they were only too glad to be of assistance."

"Incredible! In all the years we have been dealing with the Pa'coul they never mentioned that they were the elder race."

"It tends to make one a target and as you saw by what happened to our people it is not always a good idea to advertise that you are the elder race if you want to keep a low profile."

"I will then keep that fact a secret for their benefit."

"That would be advisable if you want to continue to have dealings with them."

"Lieutenant, is there any way I can speak to my daughter?"

"Of course. Future will you patch her signal into the triage ward?"

"Right away. Please stand by for a moment drakon Drious?"

"Thank you¦Future."

"You are welcome madam drakon."

In the medical ward Deroson was feeling much stronger and his headache was all but gone but he was continuing to rest with eyes closed and Korica was explaining the medical scanners and some of the other equipment to Ametri when the AI called out to her.

"Korica, can you please bring Ametri over to the com panel? I have her mother on the communication system and she would like a word with her."

"Understood Future. Ametri, come with me. Your mother would like to speak to you."

"My mother! Is she on the ship?"

"No. Just come this way and you can speak to her."

Korica led Ametri over to the entrance to the triage ward and she touched the com panel and it lit up and there was a blinking icon labeled 'incoming call' and Korica touched it and stepped aside.

"Go ahead and speak Ametri." Korica said with a smile.

"Thank you Korica. Mother are you there?"

"Yes Ametri dear I am here. How are you doing?"

"I am in good hands mother. You should see this ship mother. It is absolutely incredible and the ship is¦it is like a person, it is so smart and so considerate."

"Yes I know, I have talked with the ship myself and I thought for a time I was talking to an individual. How is Deroson?"

"He is going to be fine mother. The ship¦restarted his brain or something like that."

"I stabilized his synaptic activity that was firing wildly out of control and fading as his brain responded to the neural trauma of having the normal electrical activity in his brain interrupted." The AI interjected.

"Thank you for everything you did to save him Future. I saw what you did to recover his ship. That was some tricky piloting for something as huge as you are."

"I am going to be fine Antal. I am just glad that Ametri was on the surface when I was hit." Deroson said sitting up in the bed he was lying on.

"I am glad to hear that Deroson. I would be upset with you for leaving Ametri on the surface but in this case you made the right decision as you always do when it comes to her safety. She might have been killed if she had been with you."

"I would be dead myself if it were not for our amazing friends here and this remarkable ship. They have these medical scanners that are just mind blowing."

"It does not surprise me that there are wonders beyond belief on that ship given her size and the fact that these people are the elder race. I have a transport on its way up to get you two. Are you feeling well enough to travel Deroson?"

"Yes mam. I can do my job."

"I have someone coming to take your place at Ametri's side¦I want you to get some rest Deroson. Please go to our home on the coast with Ametri and get some well-deserved rest. When you feel one hundred percent again you may send him away but not until then is that clear?"

"Yes mam, I got it."

"Good man. You look after him until you get home Ametri."

"I will mother."

"Korica, I want you and Tamaric to escort those two to the lower hangar when the transport arrives, alright?" Mark said.

"Yes sir. I will take care of it."

"I will see you two at home Ametri and Deroson. Lieutenant can we speak in private again?"

Korica reached up closed the channel and then they stepped back over to the bed where Deroson was now sitting with his legs hanging in the floor and the color had returned to his face but his eyes were badly bloodshot like someone had punched him in the eyes. On the bridge the AI closed the circuit to the triage ward and then told Mark that the channel was secure.

"Go ahead Antal. You are speaking to those of us on the bridge and no one else."

"Thank you lieutenant. It did not take me long to track down the individuals responsible for selling off the suspect technology." Antal said turning slightly so Mark could see the two men in custody behind her. "They sold the plans and prototype strombic weapons to the Elgin." Antal said turning back to face Mark directly. "I do not know if that is any help to you but at least you have a species to pursue. The ship that took your crewmembers is like nothing I have never seen before so if it is the Elgin's it is a new ship design though that ship did not exactly look like it was newly constructed."

"Thank you drakon Drious. I will search our database to see if the Elgin are a known enemy or a new one."

"The transport is approaching and requesting docking instructions lieutenant." The AI called out.

"Understood. Please reduce the shield density and instruct them to land in the lower hangar and wait there for Korica to bring Deroson and Ametri to them."

"Understood."

"I hope we are not going to be put in a bad light with the elder race for the actions of a few misguided individuals."

"I cannot guarantee that. Laurel and Jake are celebrities among the elder race and your men there got them captured using technology they sold for profit to an apparently hostile race. Laurel is my captain and I do not take lightly what is likely being done to her and my executive because of your people's stupid decision to sell dangerous weapons with no consideration of the consequences to others when those weapons are used against the unsuspecting guests to your system. I hope the money they made serves them well. I would suggest you clean house and make sure all of your toys are accounted for and truly destroyed when you are done playing with them."

Antal looked down for a moment then looked back at Mark.

"I guess I deserved that snide comment. We will get our affairs in order and I can assure you these men are being held responsible for the abduction of your people as though they were directly involved. If the elder race want them for prosecution we will turn them over without argument or delay."

"I cannot answer as to whether that will happen. That will be up to the council of elders. I will tell you if Laurel and Jake lose their lives¦you will lose some trading partners at the very least. The elder race are not into revenge so you will not be attacked in retribution but those men will likely pay a heavy price for their decision to profit at the cost of the lives of my friends and shipmates."

"I am truly sorry lieutenant. If there is anything we can do to help recover your people please just ask."

"You have already done enough in contacting the Pa'coul. They will provide the firepower and men I need. I just need to get your people home safely so I can be on my way."

"The transport has landed in the lower aft hangar Mark. They are attaching a tow bar to Amteri's ship." The AI announced.

"Understood, thank you Future. I have business to attend to Antal. If there is nothing else, then I need to get going?"

"I have said all I can lieutenant. Thank you for looking after my daughter and her pilot."

"It was my pleasure¦and my duty. You have a really sweet daughter and she was incredibly nice to Korica. That earned her my respect and gratitude. Future out."

The AI then closed the channel and the viewer changed to an image of the planet below as the Future held her position in a synchronous orbit above the continent they had been shopping from. Mark sighed and clenched his fists for a moment and then managed to swallow down his anger and frustration. Clara put her hand on Mark's shoulder surprising him slightly and he looked at her.

"You did a good job of holding it together Mark. I sensed a great deal of anger welling up within you but you spoke eloquently."

"You have no idea how hard it was to keep from telling that woman exactly what I think of those shit heads for getting Laurel and Jake captured with the weapons they sold."

"So do you want us to go down to the hangar with you?"

"I'm not going down to the hangar! Korica and Tamaric can handle seeing our guests off and then we're getting the hell out of this system."

"Alright lieutenant. Take it easy, Liam and I will go to back to work then."

Clara and Liam walked back over to the science stations and sat down and Mark pushed the right display out of his way and he got up and stepped over to the sensor station where he was most comfortable and he sat down and brought up the internal sensor view from the hangar so he could watch for the instant their guests were gone so he could order a jump toward the Puron system.

Korica and Tamaric stepped over to Deroson with Ametri and they helped Derson get to his feet and he put his weapons and shoulder pads back on and then the group slowly made their way out into the corridor and then they walked up the corridor to the elevator. Korica touched the call button next to the door and then they had to wait for a short time for the lift to arrive. Ametri was wondering why they weren't using the transporter in the control room that they arrived from.

"Korica, why are we using this form of transportation instead of that instant transporter thing?"

"I do not want Deroson walking that far. The elevator here has no gravity so there will be no strain for him whatsoever even though I know our artificial gravity probably feels pretty weak to you."

"I do feel lighter walking around this ship than I do down on Retoria and the air is a little thin."

"I am sure you feel like you have to breath deeper because there is less air pressure on the ship here."

The elevator finally arrived and the door slid open and Korica stepped into the car and floated toward the back and grabbed the hand bar to show that there was no gravity in the car and then Tamaric stepped in and floated over next to Korica and grabbed the hand bar and then Ametri and Deroson stepped into the car and Korica and Tamaric helped them get oriented and then Korica reached out and had her palm scanned and called out, 'deck 1 lower hangar'. The door slid shut and the lift moved sideways for a short time and then it shifted to heading toward the starboard side of the ship making everyone feel like they were being pulled toward the door. After a few moments the car slowed and then stopped and there was a bang heard as the vertical lift motor grabbed the car and the Futuretal motor let go. The car then began descending and continued to do so for some time. The lift finally slowed and then stopped and the door slid open and they stepped out into the cross corridor that led to the stasis ring entrance, passenger level common area and the lower hangar.

Ametri looked back at the elevator as the door slid closed and she grinned a little.

"That was really strange. I suppose that is the only time you have a sensation of actually being in space on this ship?"

"Pretty much. Because the elevators on this ship move sideways as well as up and down there is no way to get enough power to the elevator to run gravity plating like there is everywhere else."

The group turned left and headed up the corridor a short distance and then turned left and stepped up to the pressure door leading out into the hangar. Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and then they stepped through the doorway and out into the hangar. There was a fairly large six man craft sitting in the hangar right behind Ametri's ship and there were two men hooking a tow bar to Ametri's ship. There was another rather large man dressed just like Deroson and he immediately stood to attention when he saw Ametri and Deroson. The four of them stepped up to the man and he bowed very slightly to Ametri and Deroson.

"I am Collan, I am your relief guard Deroson. I will look after Ametri Drious until you are feeling like yourself again. I would appreciate any advice you may have about how to guard Ametri properly."

"It is nice to see you Collan. Just do not get in her way and you will do fine. She knows how the Arkton guard service works so she will expect you to be with her every minute of the day. Do not keep a journal of her activities as we are instructed to do by the Arkton service advisors. Just observe and keep vigilant at all times and only report Ametri's comings and goings to her mother and father if they ask."

"I understand. It is a true honor to meet you miss Drious." The man said shaking Ametri's hand.

"It is nice to meet you as well Collan. Please call me Ametri though, miss Drious is my mother's title." Ametri said with a bit of a grin.

"As you wish. If you will board the transport I will get you to your home on the west coast."

"Give me just a second¦"

Ametri turned to Korica and knelt down in front of her and looked up into her face.

"It was a true honor and pleasure to meet you Korica. I had a lot of fun today. I truly hope you find Laurel and Jake and in good health. I am so sorry they were grabbed like they were. I wish I could go with you to rescue them."

"Thank you Ametri. You do not want to go where we have to go and be a part of what I sense we are going to have to do. I had a really good time today myself. Thank you for helping me put together such pretty outfits. I will never forget our time together."

"Neither will I. You take care Korica, and you too handsome young Tamaric. You take good care of this sweet girl."

Tamaric smiled and nodded and then Ametri hugged Korica lightly and then she hugged Tamaric and then stood up and her and Deroson headed over to the transport and climbed aboard and Collan looked at Korica and grinned warmly.

"Thank you for taking care of our citizens in light of what was going on. You could have cut and run and left them to fend for themselves but that is not what you did. You people did the honorable thing and protected those that you could protect. That is very honorable and worthy of a great deal of respect. I hope things go well for you in your endeavor to recover your people."

"Thank you Collan. Ametri treated us like friends while we were on the surface, friends look out for one another. We would never dream of leaving her alone given who she is¦our friend and then the daughter of the drakon."

Collan smiled warmly and bowed slightly to Korica and she did the same and then he turned and climbed aboard the transport and Korica and Tamaric stepped back toward the control room. The engine nacelles began to hum and then glowed a brilliant blue from their seams and out the backs and the ship gently lifted from the hangar floor pulling Ametri's ship with it and then it floated toward the hangar entrance and it hovered for a moment and then the nacelles began to glow brighter and the ship past through the myogenic field and out into space and then streaked away rapidly.

Korica then took Tamaric's hand and the two walked over to the closest com panel and Korica touched it and then touched the bridge hale and a few seconds later she heard Mark respond.

"This is the bridge, go ahead Korica?"

Korica looked around and caught sight of the sensor dome above the doorway and then she grinned at it.

"They're gone Mark¦but I guess you already knew that."

"Yah I was watching. Go ahead and come on up here. We're going after your mom and dad now. Future, plot us a course to the Puron system at best possible speed?" Mark said before disengaging the com channel.

"Right away. I will need to confer with the local governments traffic controllers but as soon as we are clear of the system I will accelerate to the maximum speed I am capable of."

Mark looked over at the captain's chair and he frowned and then he took a deep breath and let it out. He got to his feet and stepped over to the captain's chair and sat down and he pulled both displays in front of him and angled them so he could see them properly and he ran his hand along the top edge of the right display and he pictured Laurel sitting in this chair for hours at a time operating the controls from the master control panel like a seasoned captain without ever missing a beat. He would have never thought in a million years that he would look up to a young teenager as much as he does Laurel. He wanted her back and he wanted to slaughter the scumbags that grabbed her and Jake. He just hoped to god that they weren't completely depraved like the Hodong or some truly ugly things could be being done to her at this very moment. He found himself gritting his teeth at the thought of poor Laurel being brutalized. She was just to young and sweet to have that kind of horror visited on her. He was sure it would destroy her mind and break her spirit. She just wouldn't be the same after.

The view shifting on the main viewer got Mark's attention and he looked up and that's when he noticed Clara staring at him with a strange look on her face. She almost looked horrified and then he realized that she was probably listening to his feelings like he has told Korica never to do. Retoria pulled away and the Future headed for deep space while slowly making her way through the dense traffic close the planet and Mark looked back to Clara.

"It was just a thought Clara. I'm sure she isn't being¦treated like that. Not every scum bag out here has that kind of evil intention towards young females¦right?"

"I sure to god hope not. I hadn't even thought about the fact that Laurel is a beautiful young girl and could be¦tortured and abused like that."

"You're going to have to learn to stay out of my head Clara. Ugly stuff tends to cross my mind often just because I have seen so much of it in my career. We Humans aren't the only species capable of truly evil and ugly things. Just ask Korica about that."

"I'm sorry Mark, I can feel what people are thinking once I get to know them and I can't always stop it from happening especially when you're talking about such powerful emotions as what you were feeling."

Mark just shook his head and looked at the display in front of him. He tried to find the right controls for the star drive but there were so many icons and active controls that it was almost creating information overload leading to confusion. He finally found the sensor and navigation controls and he brought both systems to the forefront and he found the star drive readings and he set those to display on the left control display and then he watched as the traffic started to thin out and their forward speed began to increase rapidly.

"We will be clear enough to accelerate to faster than light in one minute and three minutes after that I can initiate the jump to hyperspace but it is going leave a gravitation wake for a very long time that will propagate out from the point of our jump into hyperspace."

"Fuck 'em! They can go around it or hold onto the controls while ridding through it¦sorry Clara, I keep forgetting that I'm in the presence of a lady."

"It's ok Mark. You're a pissed off Marine, I kind of half expect it from you."

"That doesn't make it right. I apologize ahead of time if I slip again."

"Most unsophisticated ships will not have the capability of detecting gravitational waves. They are in fact invisible to the naked eye in the blackness of space." The AI added.

"So are you saying we should wait longer to make the jump?"

"No, I am just pointing out the fact that not all ships are equipped with sensors as sensitive as those on the Future and they will get one heck of a shock when they are tossed about seemingly by nothing."

"Is there a way to leave a less intense shockwave when the¦singularity or whatever you want to call it collapses behind us?"

"It is an artificially created subspace rupture created in the fabric of space time and no, there is no way to lesson the gravitation shockwave when the rupture collapse. The gravity holding the tear open has to go somewhere once I stop injecting more quantum energy into the gravitational vortex."

"Then just make the jump as soon as you can. I wish to god Laurel was here, this crap is all so far over my head. I barely understand the stuff you're talking about."

"I am trying to simplify my explanations as much as possible but traveling the way we do is very complex and not easy to explain in simple terms."

"I know and I'm trying to keep up and learn as much as I can."

The antimatter reactors came up to full power and the gravitational energy was directed down the wave guide conduits and out into space in front of the Future and a deep gravity well formed and then the main engines throttled up and the Future quickly accelerated past the speed of light and kept accelerating rapidly until they reached 7.8 times the speed of light at which time the engines throttled down slightly to hold their speed.

"I should warn you all that the ride is going to be rough once we jump to hyperspace. I have come up with some new algorithms that should allow me to accelerate us up to close to ninety times the speed of light or possibly even a little more."

Korica and Tamaric stepped onto the bridge at that point and Mark was going to ask what kept her but when he noticed that they weren't wearing their weapons he knew they had gone to their quarters to put them away.

"Hay ya bright eyes, take the navigation station for me ok?" Mark said in a calm voice.

"Yes sir." Korica said quietly.

"It's gunna be a rough ride from what the AI says once we hit hyperspace so you two need to be ready for it." Mark said.

Korica nodded as she reached the navigation station and sat down. Tamaric stood right next to her for a moment and then she pointed over at the science station and Tamaric nodded and walked over to science station number 4 and had a seat. 2 Â½ minutes later the main engines throttled down to 2% and the negative matter core ramped up and began dumping ever greater impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well and the stars ahead blinked out and space began to twist and distort and then a white line formed and descended to the bottom of the event Future and then twisted and distorted and finally spread out and the entire distortion collapsed into a funnel shape and then the main engines throttled up to 100% and the Future shot into the distortion and then the tunnel of light collapsed behind her boosting her speed further. The ship accelerated rapidly and kept right on accelerating past their normal cruising speed. As the ship reached an indicated speed of 80 times the speed of light a rhythmic vibration began to shudder and echo through the entire ship and she kept accelerating and the AI put her knew equations to work and their indicated speed jumped almost instantly to 91 times the speed of light and now the whole ship seemed to growl and shudder continuously.

"We should arrive in two point eight minutes if my calculations are correct." The AI called out over the noise of the vibrations ringing throughout the ship.

"Roger that Future¦I don't think the hull could take this for much longer than that." Mark said.

"I would have to agree. I am operating the star drive at ninety percent output and it was not designed to be run like this for extended periods."

It didn't take long at all for the magnatar to begin dominating the sensors as the ship approached the Puron system. Ordinarily such a strong magnetic field would be avoided but it was dead center for the aiming point into the system. As the ship approached its target the AI warned everyone to brace for extreme deceleration and then the negative mater core was ramped down and the ships speed began to bleed off rapidly and the rhythmic vibrations ceased and then in a very bight flash of light the ship dropped out of hyperspace into the Puron system and began to decelerate. The AI scanned the system for the presence of the Jukron but there were no signs of her. The AI also put the view of the magnatar at the heart of the system up on the main viewer and Mark and Korica were spellbound by the sight before their eyes.

The magnatar was a bright white and silver color with a very bright corona of brilliant white and blue light that was shimmering and wavering.

"That is hands down the damndest thing I have ever seen in my life." Mark uttered.

Clara and Liam got to their feet and stepped over where they could see what Mark was talking about and then Tamaric stood up and walked over next to Korica and turned and looked at the viewer.

"Whoa! It has a solid surface¦how is that possible?" Tamaric asked in amazement.

"It's a little hard to explain how a star ends up like this. Instead of collapsing and exploding as most stars do this one compressed its core down to five hundred miles in diameter while blowing its gassy outer layers out into space. A teaspoon of that star would weigh like¦five hundred million tons and the magnetic field produced by that star would scramble the DNA in every cell in your body and rip the iron in your blood right from your body. That little star has the gravity and mass of hundreds of thousands of Earth or Draxima sized planets compressed to the size of a planetoid." Korica explained.

"The other two stars in this system are a yellow class two star and a red dwarf that are more than likely made of the remnants of the magnatar's gassy outer layers left over from the time when the magnatar collapsed into what you see today. Very few Humans have ever been this close to an actual magnatar." The AI added.

"Are we in any danger being this close to it?" Mark asked.

"No. We are ninety one million miles from the magnatar and I do not plan on getting any closer. There are no detectable magnetic fields within the shield envelope so we are perfectly safe as long as we keep our distance."

"And the Jukron?"

"I am detecting no other vessels but that is no surprise given her ability to hide in plain sight as we witnessed in the Retoria system."

"How many planets are there in this system?"

"Eleven. None of which can support life."

"Wonderful! Lets begin by searching each rocky planet for any signs of tunnels or underground structures."

"Understood. I will begin scanning the systems rocky planets but Puron one and two are much to close to the magnatar for us to safely get any closer than we are at this moment. They are bathed in a lethal level of radiation and magnetic fields that make those very unlikely targets for someone to be hiding in or around them."

"I gotcha, head for Puron three then but scan the other two bodies while we are making our way to Puron three."

"Understood."

The Future slowly turned away from the magnatar and the engines throttled up and she began accelerating away from the star as she scanned the first three planets in the system. As the Future accelerated toward Puron three she detected a distortion coming from the shadow side of the planet and it was moving in a fashion that suggested a ship hiding behind a dense shield very similar to the one the Future used.

"Mark, I believe I have located the Jukron in orbit around Puron three."

"Is she aware of our presence?"

"Not likely. The shield is being attenuated to hide our presence so as to make a stealthy transit through this system."

"Is there anyway to signal her without alerting anyone else to our presence?"

"Not at this distance."

"Let's see it then."

The main viewer switched to a view of a very distant planet that appeared to be just a little smaller than Earth but it had no atmosphere. It had long since been swept away by the solar winds in the system though it did have a significant amount of volcanic activity erupting from its surface in several visible locations. The distortion that the AI was talking about was barely discernable with the naked eye but once the wavelength was changed through the enhanced sensor processors there was definitely a cloud of energy in low orbit that was moving in a way that suggested it was a ship. The Future throttled the engines up to full power and headed straight for the distortion. Moments later there was a signal that came in and it was a crystal clear hale from the Jukron.

"Lieutenant, we are being haled by Huron on the Jukron."

"How the hell did they detect us?"

"Most likely in the same way we detected them. As we draw closer our shear mass is probably causing a gravimetric distortion that they are capable of detecting. They know something very large is moving through space heading toward them."

"Got it, please open a channel?"

"Right away¦channel open."

"Huron this is lieutenant Tillman. Why are you transmitting in such an overt manner? We want to keep a low profile."

"It doesn't matter at this point lieutenant. If you scan the surface you will find the remains of a remote transmitter left by whoever took your people. We destroyed the transmitter once we ascertained the coordinates that it was transmitting to. There is no one in this system and our signals will take years to reach the closest neighboring systems."

"Got it, so they stopped in this system just long enough to drop the transmitter to alert them to any ships coming into this system?"

"Or signals. It is a subspace transmitter that operates on a principal similar to the chair of knowledge. A signal can be sent over vast distances virtually in real time."

"I have the debris on sensors lieutenant. There is not much left but it was definitely an unmanned device since there is no organic traces in the debris." The AI reported.

"Thank you Future. Were you able to destroy the transmitter without being detected Huron?"

"Yes. It was sending a burst signal every three and a half seconds so we timed our shot in between the burst intervals. For all they know the radiation and magnetic fields in this system simply caused the device to stop transmitting."

"Good deal. Where was the signal being transmitted to?"

"Seven light years from here, the Tin ut Pentul system."

"Korica, will you bring up the data on that system?"

"Yes sir." Korica said quietly.

"I can tell you what our information is on the system," Huron said. "The indigenous species went extinct close to a thousand years ago. They were an advanced space fairing society so there is likely a lot of technology lying about that others could utilize to construct devices as needed and there would likely be a lot of underground fortified structures left over in which to hide."

"That's almost better¦if we can determine for a fact that our people aren't on their ship and it is in orbit we can destroy it outright and then go down to the surface quietly and get our people out."

"Uh¦that isn't exactly the way of the elder race. We need to remember that even in a situation like this we have to represent the ideals of the elder race in a dignified manner. We both have the ability to sneak into the system to see what is there without being detected. The wiser thing would be to observe their activities for a time to determine how many hostiles we are dealing with before we go in on foot and if there is a ship in orbit we should attempt to disable it without killing anyone if possible."

"You're right of course. I'm just really pissed and the desire to¦exact revenge is really strong. We need to get in fast though, I don't want to spend to much time observing beyond determining where my people are and how many hostiles we are dealing with. Lord only knows what is being done to Laurel and Jake while we wait to go in."

"I would have to agree on that point."

"Will you give me a few moments to confer with my crew?"

"Of course lieutenant, we'll stand by while you decide what you want to do."

"The transmitter is muted Lieutenant." The AI announced.

"What do you have on the system Korica?" Mark asked.

Korica mirrored her display up onto the huge viewer at the front of the bridge.

"It is a binary star system with twelve planets and over a hundred moons. Tin ut Pentul is the fifth from the stars and has a thick breathable atmosphere. The indigenous people were wiped out by a disease that struck the entire population and killed them off within ten years of the first known infection¦holy crap! That sounds like the Lersa virus. There were settlements on a few of the outlying moons around the gas giants in the system but they have been abandoned and no one has claimed rights to the system since the Grutis species went extinct. I'm sure it was assumed that the Lersa virus was responsible for the demise of the indigenous species in this system and no one wanted to take the risk that they would become infected so the planet has probably been left largely untouched."

"We're immune to the disease now right?" Mark asked.

"Yes. I have a natural immunity to the disease and everyone on the Future has been inoculated through the stasis chambers during their physical maintenance cycles. You won't get sick again Mark."

"Good. I hate to ask this of you Korica, but when we go in I want you with me. I need your little trick of knocking people out with your mind and I think you will be able to home in on Laurel and Jake if they're still¦well if any one can sense where they are and what they're thinking it's you."

"I want to go Mark. I'm scared but I'm ready."

"Good girl, I would be a little worried if you weren't scared."

"What about me Mark?" Tamaric asked.

"Let's see what we're dealing with first. If there is going to be heavy resistance I will probably ask you to stay here with your folks. You just aren't trained for what we are going to have to do. I have to assume it is going to get bloody if we're discovered."

Tamaric nodded without argument despite his disappointment.

"Korica are you able to sense Laurel and Jake yet?"

Korica shook her head gently with a frown on her face.

"If they're seven light years away I'm not gunna be able to sense 'em." Korica said sorrowfully.

"Gotcha. Don't be upset sweetheart, we're gunna get 'em back. Huron is right, we need to keep cool heads so that we do this right. We'll try and get into the system undetected and hopefully you will be able to help us determine where Laurel and Jake are ok?"

"Ok."

"Future open the channel please?"

"Channel open."

"Huron, we're ready to head for the Tin ut Pentul system. There are two of us that will be going in, myself and one young ensign that has some¦talents that could prove useful. We should rendezvous at Tin ut Pentul six after scanning the system for activity."

"Agreed, we will meet you there. Jukron out."

The AI then closed the channel and made a hard turn toward the Tin ut Pentul system and engaged the engines at full thrust propelling them out of the system.

"Would you like a maximum velocity jump again lieutenant?" The AI inquired.

"What do you think Korica?" Mark asked grinning at her.

Korica spun her chair around and looked at him and answered without missing a beat.

"We create a gravitational shockwave when we drop out of hyperspace that is detectable if a ship has sensors anything like ours. I think we should travel at our fastest speed possible but drop out of hyperspace four AUs the distance from Tin ut Pentul five to its stars away from the system and coast into the system. We leave an ionized gas trail from our main engines that might also be detectable so I don't think we shouldn't make any hard thrust maneuvers while in the system. We should only use the antimatter gravity drive to get around since that won't leave any kind of trail."

"Nicely done! You heard her Future, please proceed as she advised."

"Understood. The jump duration will be very short, I estimate seventy seconds."

"I'm proud of you Korica. You've really learned your ship well and you think logically and methodically. Laurel would really be proud of you."

"Thank you Mark."

The main engines then throttled down and the AI began building up for the jump into hyperspace despite still being well within the system. Once the shimmering tunnel of light was opened the Future throttled up the main engines and she shot into the tunnel and it collapsed behind them hurdling them towards the Tin ut Pentul system.

Laurel's eyes fluttered open and she found herself in a very dimly lit room. She had a terrible headache that was tingling and throbbing with her heartbeat and it hurt even worse as her heart raced when she remembered what had happened. She remembered hearing Jake yell out that a large ship was on an intercept course and had a weapons lock on them and she remembered shoving the controls down to try and dive away but then everything was a blank. She didn't remember hearing an explosion or feeling anything at all. Everything just went dark.

Laurel tried to lift her head and a shooting pain ran throughout her whole body making her yelp and hold still for a few moments with her eyes squeezed closed tightly. Once the buzzing pain eased up she opened her eyes and tried to assess her situation without moving. She could feel that she was lying against something very hard like stone or possibly a type of concrete and her feet were being held wide apart and she felt a stabbing pain in her ankles and temples and from the back of her head toward the sides. She looked down without moving her head and she could see a blue glow coming from her wrists and they were crossed right below her navel. He wrists were being held in place and when she tried to move them in the slightest it caused a shooting pain through her guts an in her head and the same went for trying to move her feet, it caused an intense pain in her feet that ran up her legs and her head ached and buzzed and then throbbed with her heartbeat for a few seconds after she stopped moving. She could feel that she was being suspended in an almost vertical position with just a slight Futuretal tilt back to her head.

Laurel tried desperately to make out what was in the room with her but aside from the glow coming from her ankle and wrist restraints and the one around her head there just wasn't enough light to make anything out. She decided to try and reach out with her mind to see what she could sense and maybe send a message to Korica and the second she tried there was stabbing pain in her head and pain buzzed through her whole body that was absolutely excruciating making her cry out loudly. Her shrill cry echoed back at her from all over the room and through the pain she realized that she was in a very large empty room. Laurel was left gasping and feeling sick to her stomach from the burst of pain that seemed to emanate from every nerve ending in her body. Once the pain faded to a throbbing headache she looked around to see if her cries had gotten anyone's attention but no one stepped out of the dark. She then noticed the same faint blue glow coming from beside her and she strained to look beside her without moving her head and she could just see Jake's hands crossed just below his navel just like hers. She couldn't make out anything else but she felt some solace in the fact that he was right beside her.

Laurel had no idea what her abductors wanted but given the intense pain that moving incurred and trying to reach out with her mind even more and the undignified manner in which she was being restrained she assumed it was going to be bad and it probably had something to do with being associated with the elder race. She tried not to think about how bad it could be to be female in the hands of someone with no moral compass. She saw first hand the ugly things that could be done. She decided to try and call out to Jake to see if that would also earn her a painful lesson in what not to do.

"Jake?" Laurel called out gently with no painful repercussion.

There was no answer except for her own voice echoing back at her.

"Jake!" She said with some force.

There was still no response and she started to wonder if he had been injured during the attack and she had just been lucky and had suffered no injuries.

"Jake¦please answer me¦Jake? I need you more than ever." Laurel felt the urge to cry welling up in her but she managed to swallow it down not wanting to show weakness if her captures were watching.

Laurel heard Jake groan lightly and she was relieved to hear signs of life from him and then he yelled out as he tried to move and pain was sent coursing through his entire body. He coughed in pain and then Laurel could hear him breathing deeply and she knew exactly what he was feeling and it made her wince for him.

"Jake, don't try to struggle or it makes it worse and don't try to reach out with your mind or the pain is unbearable."

"Laurel? Are you ok?"

"I don't¦know exactly. I'm here but my head hurts really badly. I'm right next to you but I can't move and I can't see anything."

Jake screamed out again and then heaved a few times as he almost threw up from the intense pain in his guts. He coughed and breathed deep and steady sucking air in through his teeth as he tried to bare the pain until it eased up to a painful throbbing ache in his head.

"Damn that hurts! I wish I knew Mark's trick of turning pain off about now." Jake said quietly.

"Are your feet restrained really far apart?" Laurel asked quietly.

"Yah, so far that it almost hurts my hips. I think I'm pinned against a cold slab of stone too."

"That's the same position I'm in. What do you think these guys want?"

"I don't know babe¦I have to assume it has something to do with us being elder race."

"You think they're going to kill us?"

"We sensed events years from now so I don't think we're going to be killed."

"We sensed possible events from the future. You know how future events are always in motion and changing."

"I think we just need to do as they tell us¦if we can even understand their language."

"I'm scared Jake. Things can be done to a girl that aren't usually done to a guy that¦"

"Shhh. Please try not to think like that Laurel. You know Mark is hunting us down and with Korica and the Future behind him they should find us pretty quickly."

"How? We don't even know where we are. We could be on a ship or on a planet in another star system¦or in another dimension entirely like how the Hodong hid their station."

"I know¦hopefully these guys aren't all that advanced."

"Jake¦if it comes down to it and I think these guys are going to rape me I'll reach out with my mind until it kills me."

"Don't you dare! You'll kill both of us Laurel. That kind of thing is horrific but it's survivable. Please don't give up like that, I love you Laurel and I plan on growing old with you."

"I just don't want to go through what I saw on the Hodong station and what I heard from so many of the girls we rescued."

"They survived though. They are alive because they were strong and didn't give up. You're a fighter Laurel¦I'll be right there with you to help you get over anything that is done to us."

Laurel sighed heavy.

"I'll be strong then. I'm just scared is all."

"I know babe, we have to get the hell out of this galaxy."

The Future raced across the local systems at 91 times the speed light for a very short duration and then the shuddering ceased and the AI called out to brace for sudden deceleration. There was no flash of light this time, only a sickening feeling of being pulled toward the bow of the ship and the shimmering light all around the shield seemed to just dissipate like smoke blowing away and then the deceleration reached the level that the inertial dampening system was able to cope with and all sensation of movement was washed away. The main engines then throttled down to .2% just to keep their attitude correct and Korica took a bearing on the system ahead and they were precisely where she suggested. They were four astronomical units the distance from Tin ut Pentul five to its stars from Tin ut Pentul five and coasting into the system while slowly decelerating using only the gravity drive.

Mark brought up the sensor readings and there were no indications of any other ships yet but he was pretty sure the ship that grabbed Laurel and Jake would be doing it's best to hide so it was no great surprise to him. Preliminary indications were already coming back of many structures and roads still somewhat intact on Tin ut Pentul five and there were even a number of satellites still in the system some of which were transmitting a very weak signal back to Tin ut Pentul five, which was going to make it a little difficult to know if any were transmitting tracking data to the hostiles if they were on or under the surface.

"Incredible!" Mark uttered under his breath.

"What?" Korica asked.

"Oh I was just surprised that thousand year old satellites are still functioning. We were lucky to get thirty of fourty years out of the ones we built back in the Milky Way."

"What! That can't be right¦" Korica said firmly as she got up out of her seat and moved to the sensor station.

Korica sat down and brought up the weak signal coming from the few satellites that were functional and set it to be analyzed using the new data core for the cross reference information contained within it. It only took a few seconds to come back as data in Trindol, a language not indigenous to the Tin ut Pentul inhabitants at any time. It was the language of the Lundragaus species. Korica brought up the data on the Lundragaus species and she gasped when she saw the data on them.

"Oh Mark¦this is bad!" Korica uttered slowly and softly.

Mark furrowed his brow and then hovered his finger over the left display while he tried to remember how to mirror her display onto his while she was working without interrupting what she was doing. He finally remembered the right sequence and touched the appropriate icons and what Korica was seeing appeared on his left display. He read through the data and he started to see what she meant.

"Oh shit! These guys wanted to be in the coalition of advanced races and were turned down several times? No wonder they're pissed at us if they think we're the elder race."

"They are one of the lead races trying to over through the elder race by force in order to take control of the coalition. They want the Mar¦elder race species wiped out completely. If the Lundragaus are the one's who grabbed Laurel and Jake they are in serious trouble."

"So the satellites aren't left over, they've recently been put into service?"

"That would be my guess. They have been disguised to look like left over technology sending weak signals of no consequence unless you know what to look for."

Mark read through the scrolling information on the Lundragaus and he was surprised when he saw where their home world was located. They were from a world called Enspuk in sector 22 some 28,500 light years from the Tin ut Pentul system.

"What the hell are these guys doing this far from home?" Mark uttered.

"My guess is they're trying to expand their sphere of influence throughout the galaxy by establishing beachheads on unoccupied worlds. I would be willing to bet you this isn't the only world they have taken over without openly declaring their presence until they have millions of their kind in place to defend their ill gotten territory."

"That is incredibly insightful little one¦and looking at the information on these guys you're probably right. Let's hope we found them here before they managed to get very many of their people in place." Mark said.

"Korica," Tamaric called out. "Does that mean these guys are gunna have powers of the mind like what you have?"

"Yes. They wanted to be in the coalition of advanced races because they exhibit all the traits of being an advanced race. They were denied consideration for membership because of their aggressive and combative nature according to the information in the data core. They don't understand the incredible power of love."

"Doesn't that mean they can sense you or whatever?"

"My mind is quieted right now so, no."

"What about my mom and dad? Won't they be able to sense them?"

Korica looked over at Mark with a look of concern that he returned.

"That could be a serious problem." Mark said. "I want you take a few minutes to teach them how to quiet their minds Korica."

"Yes sir." Korica said.

Korica got to her feet and stepped over to the Reynolds and she took Clara's hand.

"Come with me and I'll teach you how to quiet your minds."

"Can I come Korica?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes, you need to know how to do this too since you will probably have their abilities eventually."

The three of them got to their feet and followed Korica out into the main corridor and she looked down toward her quarters for a moment and then she looked at the door to Laurel and Jake's quarters and she stepped over to the door and it slid open and the lights came up and the four of them stepped in and walked over to the bed. They all slipped their shoes off and then climbed up on the bed and sat with their legs crossed facing each other and Korica began teaching them how to think of the gentle bubble of energy surrounding them and then thinking about the bubble slowly collapsing down smaller and smaller until it surrounds their heads and then shrinking it into their heads. Korica then thought to have the AI erect and electrostatic field around Laurel and Jake's quarters so their mental energy would be contained as much as possible and then she had them practice over and over until she sensed their feelings fade away. She even found it extremely difficult to sense Tamaric after just a few times practicing the technique. She could still sense a living being very close to her but nothing of their thoughts and feelings were getting through.

Once Korica was convinced that they could all quiet their minds she led them back over to the bridge and they all took their seats.

"How'd it go?" Mark asked.

"They have their minds quieted¦including Tamaric and they know how to do it on their own now. I think we should practice the technique often until they get good at it but for now they know how to do it. It will just take them a few minutes to get it done whereas Laurel and Jake and I can do it almost instantly and without much effort."

"That's great. Thank you for doing that Korica."

"You're welcome. Have you found anything yet on the sensors?"

"Nothing of significance. We're down to sub light speeds and still heading for Tin ut Pentul five. The signals from the satellites haven't changed in intensity or level of data so I'm fairly certain we haven't been detected."

"You think it's a good sign that we haven't detected any ships yet?"

"Oh without a doubt. Not only does it mean we aren't likely to get into a shooting match in space, it means we've probably caught them very early in colonization of this system if that's their plan."

Laurel and Jake had taken to keeping quiet and very still so the pain was nothing more than a nagging headache. They heard a clank in the corner of the room and a bit of light spilled in from a doorway and two figures entered into the room wearing hooded outfits that went all the way to the floor hiding their body shape under a long robe like outfit that made them look like old Earth monks. The door clanked shut and Laurel could feel her head beginning to ache as her heart raced in fear causing a sharp pain to shoot through her head from temple to temple and right around to the back of her head.

The figures walked into the room very quietly and stepped up to a control pedestal and as they turned it on it began to cast an eerie yellow glow onto the shadowy figures. What Laurel and Jake could see of their faces was a shocking sight. They had very dark brown skin with what looked like scales on their chins and foreheads and they had the most eerie greenish yellow eyes and very small noses and almost black lips on their small mouths. They had small pointed chins and the scales on the forehead and chin almost looked like they had some kind of silver pigment outlining every scale that showed up very distinctly in the yellow light coming from the screed they were looking at.

The control pedestal rose from the floor at a 30-degree angle away from the operator and then the top third of the pedestal angled back toward the operator at the same angle. Laurel and Jake couldn't see the control pedestal's face but they assumed it was giving them information about Laurel and Jake's physiology while they were restrained. The two individuals started pointing at the display in front of them and speaking in a very low voice to one another. Laurel was shocked that she could understand a word here and there as they whispered. She knew they were known as the Lundragaus from Enspuk and they were speaking in Trindol which was only one of thousands languages natively spoken by the Lundragaus. Laurel and Jake also realized that the Lundragaus were a long ways from home and operated outside the normal boundaries of morality and were opposed to the leadership of the elder race.

After a bit of hushed conversation one of the individuals looked over at Laurel and her skin ran cold. She could see an indifference and possibly even hatred in his eyes that was very unsettling. He looked at his partner and whispered something and then walked over to Laurel and looked her up and down and she just looked back at him and tried not show how terrified she was. He then flipped his hood back off his head to reveal a hairless dark brown head covered in the same small scales as his chin and forehead and his head was almost pointed at the back and he had tiny ears making Laurel think his hearing was probably not all that great which would explain the evolution of advanced abilities like telepathy and advanced empathic abilities. The individual in front of Laurel leaned closer and stared right into her eyes with his freaky greenish yellow eyes and then he looked over at his partner.

"You should see the color in this girl's eyes."

The other individual touched a couple of buttons on the control pedestal and lights high overhead came on casting a dim light into the room and then he stepped over in front of Laurel and he flipped his hood back off his head and he now leaned in close and looked into Laurel's eyes and then he stepped back and stepped over to Jake and he leaned in close to Jake, and Jake just stared at him and tried not to react to how ugly these two looked to him. The individual looked into Jake's left then right eye and then leaned back and looked at his partner.

"Look at his eyes. They are equally deep in color."

The first individual stepped over to Jake and leaned in close and looked into his eyes for a few moments and Jake was starting to feel like a freak just because of his eyes. The individual then stepped back just as the control pedestal made a tone and they both looked over at it and then stepped over to the control pedestal and looked at the display.

"We have first level success."

"So this will work on them?"

"Yes. It will take a little time but we should be able to access everything we need even if they refuse to cooperate. Their species is unique and their minds are very complex and full of a lot information that I will have to sort through once we reach the fifth level lock. Did you notice this?" The individual said pointing at the display.

"What is that?"

"I do not know for sure. They have a synchronized bioelectric field within their brains. It almost looks like they are paired."

The individual looked over at them for a moment and then he looked back at the control display.

"That cannot be. They are to young for that."

Laurel looked at the stone table that was now visible next to the control pedestal up against the wall and she saw three odd looking devices on it one of which looked like a remote control of some kind that was almost hexagonal shaped at the top with a strait handle portion and there were buttons and sliding switches and a very small display screen on it. The other two devices were bight silver metal devices that looked like medieval torture devices for prying the skin open and separating digits from the hands or feet. Laurel closed her eyes and swallowed hard and tried not to cry. She just knew this was going to get really bad if they didn't cooperate with whatever these Lundragaus wanted from them.

The first individual looked at Laurel and scowled at her as she opened her eyes. He then reached over to the table and picked up the remote control looking device and then he stepped over to Laurel and looked her up and down again and then he looked over at his partner.

"What do you think? About fifteen?"

"At most based on their builds."

"They should break easily then. This will not take very long to get what we need if they know."

The individual looked back at Laurel and lifted the remote and flipped a switch and then lowered his hand and looked her in the eyes.

"Do you understand my language girl?"

Laurel debated playing dumb but she was afraid of angering him in light of the nasty looking devices on the table.

"Yes. I know who you are and I can speak Trindol. What do you want from us?"

"Good. First of all, I will ask the questions not you. Are you of the elder race?"

"Yes."

"Wonderful. You have been enlightened in the chair of knowledge?"

"Not entirely. We were imparted with the language and cultural knowledge base contained within the chair system but we declined full enlightenment."

"So they have taken to putting children in the chair despite the likelihood of causing neural trauma resulting in death?"

"I am not a child! But we are by far the youngest to ever be put in the chair by the elder race."

"Do not contradict or correct me again!"

The man held up the remote and he slid the center switch up and pain surged through Laurel's entire body making her scream out in agony. He held the pain at that level for few seconds and then he slid the switch down and the pain faded but left a horrible pain her head. She had a throbbing headache in rhythm with her racing heart like she had never experienced before.

"You will answer my questions without hesitation or you will be punished. If you argue or if I think you are lying you will be punished."

The man then held up the remote again and Laurel thought he was going to punish her again to make his point but he flipped a switch with his thumb and then he slid the center switch up and this time instead of pain there was an overwhelming feeling of intense pleasure that coursed through her entire body from the deepest place within her right up to her skin. It flowed through her body in waves of ecstasy that felt so good Laurel couldn't help but moan in pleasure and close her eyes tightly. It was like her whole body was experiencing an orgasm from head to toe and deep within her genitals making her feel like she was going to climax in deep penetrating waves that were building in intensity with every wave of tingling warm energy that flowed from her head down and from her feet up. The man then slid the switch down and the waves of energy faded leaving Laurel breathing heavy and a bit dizzy but her headache that had been paining her since she awoke was completely gone. Once Laurel stopped breathing deeply sounding like someone that had just achieved an orgasm, the man touched her chin lightly with his cold hand.

"If you cooperate and tell me what I need to know you will be rewarded equally intensely as your punishment. I really do not want to hurt you but the information in your mind is vital to my people."

The man took his hand away from her chin and let her mind unwind and clear up before continuing.

"As you can now see this can go either way for both of you. Tell us what we want to know and we will reward you kindly and once we know everything we need to know we will take you back to Retoria and set you free."

"So we are in another star system?" Laurel instinctively asked.

The man raised his hand with the remote and Laurel realized her mistake quickly.

"No! Please! I'm sorry¦I will not ask any more questions. Please do not punish me."

"That is your last warning. Behave yourself and this can actually be a pleasant experience."

The man then stepped over to Jake and he looked him over and then he raised his remote and flipped a switch and then slid the center switch up for a moment and Jake grit his teeth and bared the excruciating pain without yelling out, he only groaned in pain and the man then slid the switch down.

"That is just to show you that we are in control. If you do not want your sister here to feel that kind of pain then you will answer my questions honestly and quickly. If you tell us what we want to know without struggling or lying to us¦"

The man flipped a switch on his remote with his thumb and he slid the center switch up and waves of intense warm tingling pleasurable energy began propagating through his body and he immediately began to breath deeply and moan in ecstasy and he felt like he was building towards an intense orgasm when the man slid the center switch down. Jake was left breathing heavy and deep and his head was spinning from the intense sensations. He had never felt anything so intense or so pleasurable in his life.

"Do you understand me?"

"Yes sir. I understand you perfectly." Jake said in panting breaths.

"Good. That ship you were flying¦is it of your own design?"

"No sir."

"Is it the only one you have like it?"

Jake hesitated for just a second wondering if he should disclose the Future's total compliment of crimson fighters and it was enough to anger his interrogator and he raised his remote and pressed a button and then slid the center switch up and Laurel and Jake were both racked with powerful waves of intense pain that made Laurel scream out loudly as it surprised her. The man then slid the switch up further and the pain intensified so much that Laurel and Jake couldn't even breathe as their diaphragms and lungs went into spasms making them make uncontrollable gasping and sputtering breaths and as Jake was making the same odd sounds, his mind went cloudy under the intense pain. The man let them suffer for a several seconds and then he slid the switch down and let them both catch their breath and then he pressed on.

"Do you want to see your sister die? I can turn this up high enough to make her heart stop. Do I need to prove it?"

"No! No sir¦please do not hurt her. She is not my sister but I still do not want to see her hurt. We have four of those ships."

The man glanced to his partner at the control pedestal and he looked over and nodded yes.

"Good boy. I could care less about your primitive ships. That was a control question to see if you would lie to me. If this girl is not your sister is she close to you?"

"Yes sir. I care about all of my shipmates but I am particularly fond of her."

The man looked at his partner and he stared at his display for a moment longer and then he looked over and put his hands up and shook his head. The man then looked back at Jake.

"I do not care one way or the other to tell you the truth. I do not want to hurt either one of you but if you do not answer me quickly and honestly I will kill you both. I will then revive you so I can punish you again. Your bodies are frail and simple things to manipulate as I see fit. We have never seen your species before but you are built just like so many of the other weak species in this galaxy that think they are superior to all others."

There was a tone heard from the control pedestal and then man stepped over to the control pedestal and he smiled.

"Good, good we have level two success. Keep working toward level three while I keep working on them orally."

The man then walked back over to Jake.

"If you care about your¦this girl then you will cooperate with me."

"Yes sir. Please just tell me what you want to know that is so important you will kill¦children to get at it?"

"I need to know where the elder race home world is and where the chairs of knowledge are in this sector of the galaxy."

"That knowledge was never given to us. We were taught every world the elder race know of except for their own for this very reason. The location of the chairs of knowledge is also something that was never imparted to us. If that is the knowledge you seek you may as well kill us now because we do not know what you want to know."

The man looked at his partner at the control pedestal and he looked over and nodded. The other man then looked back at the control pedestal and he saw something that got his attention.

"Wait!¦She knows something. Her pugant levels just spiked."

The man looked extremely angry as he stepped over to Laurel and grabbed her by the face causing a shooting pain in Laurel's head as her head moved around slightly making her scream out in pain.

"I told you the consequences of not answering my questions! You will pay a heavy price for your defiance!"

Laurel screamed out as he slung her face as he yanked his hand away causing a nauseating level of pain to rip through her skull. She took a few deep breaths as he raised his hand with the remote in it and he hovered his finger on the center switch.

"Please don't¦" She cried out in English. "You didn't ask me, you asked Jake." She said in a tearful voice.

"Speak Trindol! I do not understand that crochan(shit) you are speaking."

"Please do not punish me any more. You did not ask me, you asked¦him."

"If you knew the answer you know you needed to tell me! You think I am playing with you? Let me show you just how serious I am!"

The man slid the switch up and Laurel screamed out in a shriek of pain and then he kept slowly sliding the switch up further and further until Laurel's high pitch scream turned to a gargled sound as she went into convulsions and her eyes rolled up in her head and he kept sliding it up even further and every muscle in her body tensed up as her heart palpitated and then stopped.

"Stop it! You are killing her!" Jake screamed out.

The man stepped over to Jake and looked into his eyes with a steely stare.

"Shut up you impudent little scum!" The man said before slugging him in the stomach very hard causing a shooting pain throughout his whole body as he moved around and the punch knocked the wind out of him. "I told you the consequences of messing with me. She brought this on herself."

He then slid the switch down and Laurel went limp and her eyes slowly closed. He then flipped a switch with his thumb and slid the switch up and Jake was now consumed with horrific pain that ripped through every nerve ending in his body and he tried to bare it for a time but as the man slid the switch up further Jake let out a scream and kept yelling until he slid the switch down and Jake was left with a splitting headache and all the nerves in his body were tingling and burning.

"What did you do that for?" The other man yelled out. "You killed her! If we do not revive her quickly brain damage will occur!"

"So get the cardio stimulators in place and restart her heart!" The man snapped back.

He pressed two buttons on his remote and Laurel slid down off the wall and slumped on her side in the floor. Jake began to weep for his Laurel. He could feel that her life had been extinguished, while he couldn't sense her mind before he was able to detect a living person in her and now he could feel that he was looking at a dead body slumped in the floor. He could also now make out that there were Frankenstein looking bolts in her temples and there were two toward the back and sides of her skull and there was a beam of blue light connecting them in a ring around her head and there was a thin veil of blue energy over the top of her head circulating around her skull between the four bolts. He could also see that there was another of the bolts on each side of her ankles with the same blue ring of energy circling around her ankles. At her wrists was even another of the bolts and beams were encircling her wrists and waist with the same eerie blue energy. Jake assumed he had the same ghastly devices about his body and not only did they provide a restraining point but it must be how they were stimulating all the nerves in his body at the same time.

The man at the control pedestal stepped over to the table and grabbed one of the devices and then he stepped over to Laurel and rolled her onto her back while the other man mumbled something angrily and headed for the door slinging the remote on the table as he stepped past it. The man squatted down and reached into his robe and pulled out two small devices that were about four inches in diameter and he pulled Laurel's shirt down at the collar in a yank exposing her bra and chest and he set one of the devices on her chest just above her left breast. He then pressed a button and the device began to glow red for a moment and then it turned green. He then let go of her shirt and he pulled her shirt out of her pants where it was tucked in and he worked it up to her breasts and he set the other round device just below her right breast and then he pressed a button at its center and the device turned red for a moment and then turned green. He then took the strange looking metal device and he held it over Laurel's chest and he set the tips of it first on one impulse generator and then he yanked her collar down exposing the other and he put the other tip of the metal device on it and he pressed down in a hard thrusting motion and Laurel convulsed and there was a snapping sound. Laurel then fell limp again. He reached down and felt her neck for a moment and then he repeated process and this time Laurel convulsed and then took a deep horse breath and held it for a moment and then coughed a few times and began breathing deeply and rolling her head around a little. Jake could instantly sense her life force and he smiled.

"Thank you¦thank you for saving her." Jake said.

The man helped Laurel sit up and he kept his hand at her back for a moment and let her catch her breath. He then reached into his robe and pulled out a water pouch and he flipped the lid open and pulled up a straw from within the cap and he put it up to Laurel's mouth and he squeezed slightly as she drank from it. He looked at Jake while she was drinking the seemingly life saving water.

"He will kill her again unless you tell him what he wants to know. He is going to do the same thing to you over and over again. I do not know how many times you can be killed like this before the damage is irreversible but your bodies are frail relatively speaking. I would think it would only take five or six times until your brains are damaged beyond repair."

"But I do not know what he is looking for." Jake said.

Laurel stopped drinking and nodded and took a deep breath.

"But she does." The man said.

"No I do not." Laurel said very softly. "Well¦I do not know where all of the chairs of knowledge are but I know where one of them is. That is probably what your thing over there sensed."

"Look I do not want to see him hurt you two any more. Please just tell him what he wants to know and you can go home. What we are doing here would be frowned upon by most of our leaders but the information is vital for our efforts to restore true leadership to the coalition of advanced races."

"What! Are you insane? You think a race that tortures teenagers to death to get information so they can destroy an entire world are the right people to bring an entire galaxy together in peaceful coexistence and enlightenment?" Laurel said.

"We are desperate for the information. Like I said this is not exactly a sanctioned event. We found you by pure chance. We detected your elder race security identifier and we made the trip to the Retoria system and listened into the local government gamma ray communications knowing that the elder race would never deal with mere civilians but to our surprise we found just that situation. We waited until you were heading for your ship and we grabbed you using some weapons we recently liberated from some very bad people. We did not want to kill you we just wanted to question you. We had no idea you would be so¦young."

"You can justify what you are doing however you want. The fact is you just killed me and you plan to do it again unless I betray the elder race and condemn billions of innocent people to death when you attack their home world."

"So you do know where their home world is?"

"No, I do not. I have never been to their home world and I have no idea where it is so you will be forced to torture us over and over again until we die of systemic brain damage from the strokes these things cause when you get carried away." Laurel said lifting her wrists slightly.

"Look once the neural transducers map your brain patterns a little better he will go into your mind and rip the information from your mind. He will infiltrate your memories and distort them and tear them apart until he reaches the right memories containing the information he is looking for. He does not care what kind of damage he does as long as he gets what he wants. I do care¦you are a pretty girl and I really do not want to see your mind destroyed but he will do it. Please just tell him what you know so I can take you back and let you go. The physical pain is just the first step of the process to break the barriers within your mind and weaken your resolve. I beg you¦please do not make him do what he is capable of."

"I cannot help you guys. I will not betray the elder race no matter how much good cop bad cop you try on us. I am young but I am far from stupid. I know exactly what you are doing."

"What is¦cop?"

"Nothing. Just¦tie me back up and call your scumbag friend back in and get on with it. I do not know what you want to know and even if I did I would not tell you so you know what you have to do."

The man stood up and walked over to the table and set the device in his hand down and he picked up the remote and walked back over to Laurel.

"Can you stand?"

"Not with my hands bound together like this and my head still feels like crochan from having my heart stopped."

The man pressed two buttons on the remote and the blue field of energy running around her wrists and waist faded and then stopped. Laurel then used her hands to get to her hands and knees and then she stood up slowly and once she was standing she tried to put her hands up to her head and her hands were burned and a stabbing pain shot through her skull making her yelp and bend over.

"Do not try to touch your head. Those neural transducers are keeping your mental powers at bay with a high intensity field of energy that will cause severe burns in you touch it with bare skin. It is a deterrent to keep you from messing with them."

Laurel stood up straight and turned and looked at Jake as he strained his eyes to see her without moving his head. She grinned at him slightly.

"I love you Jake." Laurel said in English.

"What did you just say to him?" The Lundragaus asked.

"I told him to be strong."

"You are lying."

"Yah so what? This will all be over soon so it does not matter."

Laurel stepped over to the angled wall next to Jake and she turned and faced the Lundragaus man and he touched a button on the remote and her wrists were snapped back to her stomach just below her navel. He then reached out and lifted Laurel from under her armpit and slid her up the wall a few feet and then he pressed another button and she was pulled against the wall tightly and the pain returned. He then spread her feet apart wide and her ankles were restrained against the wall. Her chest hurt and the pain in her head made her absolutely want to throw up but she knew this was only the beginning. The man stepped back and looked at both of them.

"I am sorry you will not make this go easy. He will get what he wants from you, this just means you will likely come out the other side with brain damage¦or worse. You might live but you will wish for death."

The man then turned and headed for the door and once he stepped out and the door clanked shut behind him Laurel began to weep.

"I'm sorry Laurel. I'm sorry that I can't get you out of this."

They both heard a tone from the control pedestal and they knew that probably meant their captors were one step closer to mapping their brains so they could go in and take what they wanted through invasive means.

"I won't tell them what I know Jake. They will eventually find the memories of our experience on Tiomot and they will see the list of every system in this galaxy containing a chair of knowledge and they will see the coordinates for the elder races home world from our trip to Inicius when we aimed at their home world and talked to Jardet. My photographic memory is going to doom the elder race to an all out war on their home world, not to mention the horror that will be unleashed if the Lundragaus are able to enlighten themselves at will. No one will be safe."

"You're going to have to do your best to block access to those memories then. You were able to block me from a good portion of your mind until you were ready to share everything with me. You're gunna have to do the same thing with these guys."

"That was different, you weren't trying to force your way in. I don't know if I can stop them with the technology they have. He said his partner was going to infiltrate my memories and rip them apart. I might not even know that he is in my head. I will probably just feel like I am reliving my memories and I could end up telling him everything."

There were a few moments of silence and then Jake muttered something that surprised Laurel.

"Hurry up Mark¦save my Laurel from this shit. Do for her what I'm incapable of doing."

The Future drifted into the system for close to two hours getting ever-clearer sensor readings from the entire system and most notably the remnants of the civilization on Tin ut Pentul. Most of the larger structures were crumbling and fractured or simply piles of rubble in most cases after a thousand years of neglect but the most dramatic sensor reading was the complete lack of animal life on Tin ut Pentul and an absence of any flowering plants and fruit bearing trees and plants. The only detectable signs of life were trees and ferns for the most part and the trees were needle bearing conifers and the ground cover was a vine like fern that grew almost everywhere except for the polar regions. There were three major continents and thousands of smaller island land masses relatively evenly distributed around the planet. There were no great salty oceans as there were on Earth, only a few deep brackish lakes and thousands of freshwater seas and lakes surrounding the planet and they were all completely devoid of fish or any other living organisms other than mosses and liken on the shores. It was apparent that whatever wiped out the indigenous species had also wiped out all animal and insect life on the planet. Plant life appeared to be the only living organisms immune and it had evolved to survive without the use of insects or animals to reproduce by spreading its seeds.

The conditions were going to make it very easy to detect any life signs since there should be none at all. As the Future coasted deeper into the system Korica kept analyzing the sensor data using the enhanced sensor signal processors that were provided by the elder race. Once the Future got to within two million kilometers of Tin ut Pentul five the sensors indicated a foreign object some twenty five hundred feet below the surface that was composed of alloys and composite materials that didn't match anything else on the planet. It was contained within a cavernous underground complex that stretched for miles in every direction but there was a central complex in which the object was located that was only seven hundred feet wide and a thousand feet across with numerous dead end passageways with rooms at the end of each. Korica got excited when the computer indicated a possible location for the enemy stronghold.

"Mark I think the sensors have located the ship that grabbed Laurel and Jake!"

"I see it honey. Keep scanning the sensor data for any signs of life. The planet is a green desert so life signs should standout like a sore thumb."

"Yes sir." Korica said as she turned back to the sensor display. "The detected object is the right size and dimensions to be the ship but we won't be able to get real clear details of something buried that deep underground unless we get awfully close to the planet not to mention detecting life signs that deep underground. You think the Jukron has arrived yet?"

"I don't know. We got here pretty fast. I don't know how fast the Jukron can travel through space but I would have to assume it's nowhere near as fast as us. Future, I know you can't detect the Jukron but do you think you can detect her dropping into this system?"

"I believe I detected their arrival over an hour ago. There was a flash of light out past the asteroid belt in this system that resembled a collision between a comet and an asteroid except that it occurred outside of the asteroid belts main body of objects."

"Can we see it?"

"I will put the recorded event up on the main viewer."

The large viewer at the front of the room changed from an enhanced view of the green and blue ball that Tin ut Pental looked like with vast cloud formations to a view of dark space with a few faint objects visible that were composed of materials bright enough to reflect what little sun light reached them from the twin stars and the objects were just slowly tumbling and then there was fairly bright flash of light and one of the larger objects changed its degree of tumble slightly then there was simply nothing.

"Wait, wait¦go back and play that back slowly from the time of the flash of light." Mark said.

The replay started over and played much slower this time and Mark could see that the flash of light was preceded by a small wave of energy and he looked down at his left display and brought the enhancement filter controls to the forefront and he magnified the gravitational sensor readings and he played it again and this time there was a distinct ship shaped gravitational wave front that was propagated micro seconds before the flash of light.

"That is a definite ship creating a gravity wake like a large ship plowing through the water."

"I would concur lieutenant. I believe they have gravitationally reinforced shields like what we use and dropping out of hyperspace caused their shields to momentarily fluctuate casting off a wave of gravitational energy in the direction they were traveling."

"So their shields aren't perfect?"

"I have no idea what type of power generation and shield production technologies the Jukron possess but I would postulate that they do not have the power generation capabilities that we do in order to keep their shields balanced and stable at all times and they do not have an artificial intelligence monitoring and controlling the entire system so slight timing or control issues could arise resulting in their shields fluctuating when they transition from one mode of travel to another. Most ships will not have the limitless power generation capabilities that we have or me to keep everything running optimally."

"Do I sense you patting yourself on the back Future?"

"I am just pointing out the facts. You probably noticed that we slid into this system instead of dropping into it resulting in no flash of light or gravitational eddies? That would be an impossible feat for a Human to accomplish given the level of complexity involved with balancing the six thousand apparatuses involved with the star drive and shield generation system, add to that the steps we were taking to enter this system stealthily by not using the main engines and you can add another one hundred apparatuses and control systems that needed to be synchronized perfectly."

"So you're saying no one is perfect except you."

"I am not perfect but I am much more capable than any single person could ever hope to be. If you had the entire crew running the Future and if they were all trained and seasoned at running the star drive then my capabilities might be closely matched but I am going to have to train the entire crew for quite some time before that is possible."

"Ok I get it, are we sure there is absolutely no way of tracking the Jukron's movements in this system?"

"I am devoting most of my sensor resources to scanning Tin ut Pentul five and the local system surrounding it but if I divert sensor resources I can possibly locate them given enough time."

"No, don't do that. We need to find Laurel and Jake. I was just curious if there was some way to detect them like you did their arrival into this system."

"Actually you detected their arrival. I had categorized the anomaly as a likely natural phenomenon and set it aside for later analysis."

"We are going to have to contact the Jukron without attracting attention at some point, have you come up with a way of doing that?"

"Possibly. I think Huron would have thought of the same thing that I have in mind. We will orbit to the side of Tin ut Pentul six that is not visible from Tin ut Pentul five and we will use light to communicate in short bursts in the ultraviolet spectrum using a modulating pulse of light. In this manner a great deal of data can be communicated if they have a light spectrum analyzer and a computer capable of decoding the information contained within the pulse."

"That's brilliant as long as Huron understands how that works."

"It is a fundamental form of communication that is taught to all of us as officers with a space commission Mark, I would have to assume it would be the same for the officers on the Jukron." Korica said.

"Oh¦I had no idea you knew how to do that."

"The shield will be attenuated to keep us hidden optically but it will allow the light bursts to pass through, right?" Korica asked looking at the internal sensor dome at the front of the bridge.

"That is correct Korica. You are learning well."

"Future please take us in close for one good scanning pass around Tin ut Pentul five?"

"Understood."

The Future made a beam for Tin ut Pentul five and used the antimatter gravity drive to accelerate without throttling up the main engines at all. It only took them fifteen minutes to get close enough for the sensors to finally start to indicate life signs definitively. The ship concealed in an underground bunker was also becoming clearer in its detail. It appeared as though the ship was trying to use an oscillating field of energy to try and disguise its presence but for the Future's powerful sensors it was making it seemingly glow and the materials the ship was constructed from were practically fluorescing thanks to the field of energy. There were indications of 16 individuals aboard the ship most of them in the forward section presumably trying to learn the crimson fighters secrets and by downloading the onboard processors database. In the complex itself the maze of tunnels and passageways was now becoming very clear. The complex had thirteen levels to it most of which were completely unoccupied and the top two levels looked like they had multiple collapses within the tunnels but the lower levels were intact and on the very bottom levels were indications of a dozen life signs. They were still too far out to determine Human from other life signs but the new data core indicated that the Lundragaus had a unique bio signature since they had a lower body temperature than most warm blooded beings and thick skin that was heavy in iridium which was easily detectable from a great distance if one knows what to look for.

As the Future finally started to settle into an orbital attitude the AI scanned the space around Tin u Pentul five for gravitational anomalies and there were four objects being obscured that were not currently transmitting any signals.

"Lieutenant, there are what I believe are hidden satellites in orbit around Tin ut Pentul. We are going to need to keep our distance so that the gravity drive does not perturb them or our presence will be discovered."

"What? I don't see anything."

"Look at the sensor data. I am highlighting the suspect elevated gravitational fields."

Mark looked at his right display and his eyes got big when he saw the yellow highlighted objects that were now seemingly shimmering from within a field of gravitational energy that shouldn't be there.

"Sneaky little SOBs, keep your distance as you see appropriate. Is our increased distance going to diminish the senor resolution?"

"By two percent. I can compensate with the enhanced signal processors but there will be a slight loss of gain by doing that."

"Ok, I don't exactly know what that means for detecting life signs?"

"Next to nothing. If there are people in the suspect complex we will detect them clearly."

"Korica, do you think it's safe enough for you to reach out to Laurel and Jake?"

"I don't think that would be a good idea since the Lundragaus would definitely sense that but I can open my mind for a few moments and see if I can sense anything without actually reaching out in any way."

"Whatever, I don't particularly know the difference. Just see what you feel or whatever."

Korica nodded and turned her seat facing out into the room and she took a deep breath and sent a tiny push to open her mind and then she just listened to her feelings without reaching out. She could immediately feel many benevolent presences close by but she couldn't discern Laurel or Jake's feelings at all. She kept listening to her feelings hoping desperately to feel Laurel and Jake but when she heard first one word in Trindol then two more she quickly quieted her mind before she was detected. She then opened her eyes and looked at Mark and he thought she was going to cry for a moment judging by the sad look on her face.

"I'm sorry Mark, I couldn't feel Laurel or Jake. I think one of the Lundragaus was starting to sense my presence so I had to quiet my mind."

"That's ok little one. We'll find 'em I promise."

Korica nodded and turned back to the sensor station and went back to analyzing the sensor data coming in. As the ship moved off increasing their distance from the concealed satellites the reading became very clear and now the individual life signs could be discerned.

"I have located Laurel and Jake." The AI announced. "They are being held on the twelfth level in a reinforced room. They are alone at the moment but there are some strange high-energy fields within their bio signatures. I believe they are being restrained with electronic devices. That would explain Korica's inability to sense them if their minds are being affected by those energy readings. There are four individuals in the next room presumably observing or possibly remotely interrogating Laurel and Jake for information."

The AI put the sensor data up on the main viewer and Tamaric and his parents got to their feet and stepped out so they could see the viewer.

"Holy crap!" Liam said. "You two are gunna go into that place?"

"Not alone but you bet we are. With some backup this shouldn't be too difficult. There are only a few dozen of them in total and most of them are on their ship."

"Don't you need to get onboard their ship to retrieve the crimson fighter?"

"Maybe. If they have already begun to dismantle it then I will just blow their ship with the crimson fighter in it."

"Mark, we aren't supposed to be killing anyone remember?" Korica said.

"There is information in that crimson fighter that we just can't have in the hands of hostiles to us and the elder race."

"Maybe Huron will have an idea for disabling all of the Lundragaus without having to hurt them."

"Can't you use the thing you did on Inicius Korica?" Tamaric asked as he stepped over next to her.

"I would have to get them all in a confined area in order to do that and I would have to be able to see them. I really don't think they are going to stand still while I do that."

"Actually¦I have an idea that might give you the opportunity to do just that. We'll workout a strategy with Huron and his people and you can try your mind thing before we resort to explosives alright?"

"Ok, thank you Mark. I really don't want to kill anyone. It just isn't right."

"You're right honey. Killing should always be a last resort. You hold onto your mom's ideals like that."

"Future go ahead and set a course for Tin ut Pentul six so we can rendezvous with the Jukron."

"Understood. It will take us approximately sixty minutes to reach Tin ut Pentul six."

The Future immediately sped up as the gravity well was intensified and the planet acted as a slingshot to fling them out into the system away from Tin ut Pentul five.

"Why is it going to take an hour to get to Tin ut Pentul six?" Mark inquired.

"Because as we turn away from Tin ut Pentul five we will be exposing our stern so I will need to shut the main engines down completely because as Korica's well advised and logical ideas had suggested our ionized gas trail will be most apparent from the stern. The antimatter gravity drive will accelerate us slowly up to the speed of light but we also must not exceed the speed of light or we will create a gravity wake that will possibly be detectable."

"Won't the gravity well also be detectable?"

"Yes but not by something as simple as a satellite as long as we gradually increase the intensity of the gravity well so that we do not reach full intensity until we are five hundred thousand kilometers away from the satellites."

"I sure hope you're right about that."

"Trust me, creating gravity is far easier than detecting it from great distances."

Laurel and Jake waited in silence for what seemed like an eternity given what they knew was going to happen to them when their captures returned. Eventually the door opened and then clanked shut and the first Lundragaus with the bad attitude stepped up to Laurel and Jake and he stood for a moment looking them over he then looked at Laurel.

"You feeling better?"

Laurel just stared at him which irritated him more than a smart ass comment would have and he turned to his partner and put his hand out and the other Lundragaus handed him the remote control. The man then looked at Laurel and his expression genuinely softened a little.

"Please tell me what I want to know and we can end this. I do not like doing this to someone so young."

"I do not know what you want me to do. I do not know the information you want so I cannot help you. Do you want me to just make something up?"

"Have it your way."

The man raised his hand and pressed a button and then slid the center switch up and Laurel was racked with intense pain over her entire body. She screamed out sharply as he slid the switch up higher silencing her screams as her lungs convulsed making it impossible to breath any longer let alone scream. He kept her in that condition for a few seconds and then he slid the switch down and she gasped a few times and then began breathing deeply and then began crying. She was in tremendous pain and her head was splitting making her feel like she was going to pass out. The Lundragaus then stepped over in front of Jake.

"What about you? Are you going to tell me what I need to know or are you going to watch me kill her again?"

Jake grit his teeth and couldn't hold back his anger and frustration any longer.

"Fuck you shit head!" Jake yelled and then he spit in his face.

The Lundragaus turned his head and took a step back and wiped the spittle from his face and then he looked at Jake and bared his teeth and growled and he raised his hand and flipped a switch with his thumb and then slid the center switch up and Jake yelled out as intense waves of pain coursed through his body making it feel like he was being burned from the inside out while having his skin peeled from his flesh. The Lundragaus then slid the switch up further and Jake threw up everything in his stomach as his stomach muscles contracted painfully tight and the Lundragaus stepped to the side just in time be missed by the projectile vomit that flew four feet and splattered to the floor. The Lundragaus then slid the switch all the way up and Jake convulsed a few times and then stiffened up and his eyes fluttered and his eyeballs rolled up in his head and the second Lundragaus stepped up and put his hand on the first Lundragaus' shoulder.

"Alright, that's enough. He's dead. You keep doing this and you are going to cause brain damage before we can get to the information we need."

The Lundragaus slid the switch down and Jake went limp. He then pressed two buttons and Jake's lifeless body slid down the wall and slid into a slump in the floor and Laurel began crying when she sensed his life energy fade away and she saw his lifeless body lying in the floor. She could now see the same thing that Jake had seen when she was released from the wall and had slid into the floor. She saw the strange blue energy ribbon running around Jake's head between the four neural transducers and the thin veil of blue energy encircling his skull as well as the same blue energy restraining his wrists and circling his ankles. The Lundragaus with the remote stepped over in front of Laurel while the other Lundragaus walked over to the table and grabbed the device he had used to revive Laurel and he walked back over to Jake and he rolled him on his back and then he reached into his robe and he pulled out two cardio stimulators and he yanked Jake's shirt down at the collar and he placed one on his upper left chest and then he pulled his shirt out of his waist band and lifted it up and he placed the other stimulator on his lower right chest. He then used the strange device in his other hand to activate both stimulators at the same time with a hard push and Jake convulsed once hard and took a deep breath and Laurel could once again sense a living person in him as he gasped a few times and then began breathing deep and regular with his eyes closed.

"How many times are you going to make me do this before you give me what I want?"

Laurel sobbed a few times and looked him straight in the eyes.

"I do not know where the elder race home world is. Please stop¦we cannot help you."

"This only stops when you quit lying to me and tell me what I want to know."

The Lundragaus raised his hand and flipped a switch with his thumb and slid the center switch up and Laurel grit her teeth for a moment and then he slid the switch down and she gasped a few times and wept knowing this was just the beginning as every nerve in her body continued to send pain signals to her brain.

"Where are the chairs of knowledge and where is the elder race home world?"

"I do not know." Laurel sobbed.

The Lundragaus slid the switch up again making her scream out in pain and then he slid it up higher making it impossible to breath and then he slid it down and Laurel gasped and tried to think through the intense headache that was beginning to make it hard to think straight.

"Where is the elder race home world located and where are the chairs of knowledge located?"

Laurel didn't reply because her mind was getting so cloudy and she was still feeling a buzzing in every nerve in her body and the Lundragaus slid the switch up for a few moments making her scream out in pain and then he slid the switch down and she gasped a few times and then passed out.

"Ahhh! How is he doing?" The Lundragaus asked his partner.

"He is unconscious. You may have damaged his brain when you turned that all the way up. We are not going to get what we need like this. These two must have been trained to resist torture or they have a mental resolve that we are not going to be able to get past. They are not going to tell us anything. We need to stabilize them and try going into their minds. If you have not destroyed all hopes of doing that already."

"Fine¦here." The Lundragaus handed the remote to him. "I am going to go check on the satellite network and surface sensors to make sure their ship has not found us. Get them stabilized as best as you can and relieve their pain if they regain consciousness and call me the moment you have the fifth level mental mapping locked in."

The second Lundragaus took the remote and nodded and he watched his partner walk out and slam the door shut behind him resulting in a thunderous echo that lasted a few seconds. He then looked at Jake and up to Laurel and he frowned.

"You are just babies¦I wish you would have cooperated so you would have been spared what comes next." He whispered.

He then looked down at Jake and gently smacked his cheek a few times and Jake stirred and groaned twice and then his face fell calm again and at the same instant he heard Laurel groan softly. He looked up at her and he could tell she was in tremendous pain as she moved around instinctively trying get free only making the pain worse for her. He touched two buttons on the remote and then flipped the switch with his thumb and then he slid the center switch up and Laurel fell calm for a moment and then she smiled slightly and let out a breathy moan of pleasure and he looked at the remote and slid the center switch down almost all the way leaving her feeling no pain and only the slightest tingle throughout her whole body that was very pleasant feeling. Her splitting headache instantly faded and then disappeared. It only took a few seconds for her mind to begin to clear up and she looked down at Jake and then she looked at the Lundragaus.

"We are not going to help you so please just¦stop killing us, please?"

"No more, I promise. You are far stronger than we ever imagined. We thought it was going to be easy to get a couple of teenagers to breakdown and tell us everything to save themselves from being pained any further. It is painfully clear that you will die before telling us what you know."

He then flipped the switch on the remote and slid the center switch up just a little more and Laurel cringed and closed her eyes for a moment then panted twice deeply and looked at him.

"Please¦to much."

He slid the switch down just a little and Laurel blinked at him as she breathed deeply trying to recover her composure.

"You obviously do not understand our physiology very well. When you turn that thing up like that¦do you understand what an orgasm is because you are bringing us close to it when you turn it up that far?"

"Or..gasm¦what is that?"

"We are sexually driven creatures and we have a significant part of our brains wired so that procreation is an intensely pleasurable experience in order to drive us to engage in sexual interactions as often as possible. That thing is putting that part of our nervous system into overdrive. It feels incredibly pleasurable but it makes it just as hard to think as the pain setting."

"I was not aware of that fact. I have never seen your species before."

"Most species that look like us are wired that way. You should really study the creatures you are torturing to death and trying to overthrow for dominance of the galaxy."

"The reproductive habits of our enemies are not particularly important for what we are trying to do."

"What is wrong with Jake?"

"Jake? Is that his name or title?"

"What is wrong with him?"

"I think his brain was damaged when Merenon got angry at him and turned this all the way up." He said lifting the remote.

"Merenon. That is what your partners name is?"

"Now we have both revealed something we did not mean to reveal."

"Can you do anything to help him?"

"Merenon does not need my help."

"Not him, Jake."

"Oh, I believe I can. Your bodies are easily repaired but if there was brain damage done then he will likely¦he may not know who you are any longer or even who he is but I can regenerate the brain tissues that were damaged."

"Just help him if you can¦please."

"I tried to tell you this would happen but you did not listen¦"

There was a tone heard from the control pedestal and the Lundragaus grinned a little and then looked up at Laurel.

"Now we will go into your minds and take what we want the hard way. Will you listen to reason and please tell Merenon what he wants to know before he destroys your minds to find it?"

"I¦I do not possess the knowledge you seek."

"Yes you do. You know something and every time you thought about it that neural mapper was recording the location of the information within your brain and Merenon will burrow his way through your memories distorting them and changing them forever until he reaches the right memories. Memories are what make us who we are¦please listen to reason¦I cannot stop him from going through with this unless you tell us what we need to know."

Laurel closed her eyes and began to weep again and the Lundragaus just looked down at Jake and frowned. He stood up and picked Jake up from under his armpit and hefted him to his feet and set him against the wall and he pressed a button on his remote and Jake's eyes popped open and he took a deep breath and looked around for a moment like he was trying to get his bearings and then he looked down at his wrists bound at his waist and it all seemed to come back to him. His face melted into a sad look as the Lundragaus slid him up the wall and pressed a button on the remote and Jake was drawn tightly to the wall, his head smacking it with a thud. The Lundragaus then moved his feet apart and they were secured firmly in place far apart.

"Thank you for helping him." Laurel said.

"I did not do anything but engage the neural mapping transducers. They were turned off when he was released from the wall."

"How are you doing Jake?" Laurel asked in English.

"My whole body tickles but I'm doing just peachy other than that¦I'm sorry babe¦I'm ok. My mind is a little groggy and my chest hurts a tiny bit but I'm still with you."

"Please don't make him do that again Jake, I can't stand to see you¦killed like that. Don't antagonize them."

"You weren't exactly sweetheart of the year to him either. He's an ass hole and I had to watch him kill the woman I love only to see you revived and tortured some more. How was I supposed to react?"

The Lundragaus walked over to the control pedestal and Laurel and Jake watched him pouring over data and pressing buttons.

"Jake I want you to know that I will always love you with all my heart, please forgive me if I'm a different person when they are done screwing around in my head."

"I love you too Laurel. I'm sorry too if I act differently toward you or around you after this is over."

"I just want to go home Jake¦home to our own galaxy where we aren't be hunted because I'm pretty or because of someone else's war for dominance." Laurel said then began to weep again.

The Lundragaus working at the control pedestal looked over at Laurel and Jake and he shook his head.

"You should have listened to my pleas. I am sorry you are not willing to preserve your minds as they are now and just go home."

The Lundragaus then turned and walked over to the door and pulled the door open and stepped out and the door clanked shut behind him. A few moments later the door latch clanked and Merenon and the other Lundragaus stepped back into the room and Merenon picked up the remote and stepped over to Laurel and pressed a button and flipped a switch to the right and then he looked at her.

"Where are the chairs of knowledge located and where is the elder race home world located?"

"I do not know. Kill me if you want but I cannot tell you what I do not know."

Merenon growled and bared his teeth and slid the center switch up and Laurel screamed out in pain. He then slid the switch down and she panted a few times and looked him in the eyes.

"I hope they destroy this place with you still in it!"

Merenon slid the switch up again and Laurel yelped and then he slid the switch all the way up and she convulsed and her eyes rolled up in her head and Merenon stepped over in front of Jake and then slid the switch down and pressed two buttons and Laurel slid off the wall and crumpled onto her front side.

"Your defiance matters not. I will get to the information I want. Where are the chairs of knowledge and where is the elder race home world located?"

"I do not know."

Merenon flipped the switch with his thumb to the left and slid the center switch up and Jake closed his eyes tightly and then yelled out as his body was consumed with horrible pain. Merenon then slid the switch down and Jake panted a few times and Merenon pressed a few buttons and slid the switch up slightly so Jake would be comfortable enough to watch Laurel being revived even again. Merenon's partner stepped over to Laurel and rolled her onto her back and lifted her shirt and he placed the device against the left cardio stimulator and then he yanked her shirt down at the collar and he placed the device against the right stimulator and he pressed down hard and Laurel convulsed and he felt of her neck and then stimulated her heart again and she took a long breath and coughed and then her eyes slowly opened. The Lundragaus then picked her up from under her armpit and pushed her against the wall and slid her up a few feet and Merenon pressed a button on the remote and her head was yanked against the wall and then her feet were spread wide and they were held in place.

"That's enough Merenon. It is getting harder to revive her each time. Let them rest and we will go into their minds."

Merenon snapped a look at him and then sighed and nodded. The two of them then walked over to the table and they set the remote and the cardio stimulator activator down and stepped over to the door and clanked the latch open and stepped out and then closed the door behind them with a thud. Laurel began to weep for fear of what was going to be done inside her head. She knew her relatively happy life was going to be twisted into something horrible and painful. She dreaded that more than she did having her heart stopped again.

While the Future made her hour long trek to Tin ut Pentul six, Mark sent Tamaric and Korica to the mess hall so Korica could get something to eat and Mark told her to hardy because after their rendezvous they would be going in and they likely wouldn't be carrying food previsions. He told her to then go to her quarters and change out of her pretty clothes. By the time she had that done and returned to the bridge the ship was just about to orbit Tin ut Pentul six. As she stepped onto the bridge Mark smiled at her warmly.

"You look much better Korica. You feeling any better?"

"Yes sir. My tummy is full and I'm ready to get my mom and dad. I miss 'em Mark and I want 'em back."

Mark put his hand on her shoulder.

"We'll get 'em back honey, I promise."

"If you say so then I believe it."

"And I say so. Take the chair Korica, this is your place in during Laurel and Jake's absence."

Mark pushed the displays out of the way and got to his feet and stepped down from the platform the chair is mounted on and then stepped aside. Korica looked at the chair for a second and then stepped up to it and took a seat and pulled the displays in front of her then she looked at Mark.

"You aren't going to take command and militarize the mission? Technically you out rank me and the captain and xo were taken by hostile forces."

"No¦I want you in command for now. I am still going to be calling the shots in all matters concerning the rescue mission but I'm not going to assume command of the mission to get home unless¦I'm just not going to do that yet."

"Unless they're dead?" Korica asked softly.

"Please don't think like that yet ok? We need to keep a positive attitude. We know they were alive when we orbited the planet."

"Ok. I'll do my best to keep my spirits up."

"That a girl."

Mark then stepped over to the sensor station and sat down and Tamaric sat down at the communications station and Korica grinned at him and from her right control display she enabled the communications station and then she looked over at him.

"There's an ear piece under the lower console, put it on and listen to the communications frequencies for me just don't touch anything on the control panels ok?"

"Eye ensign." Tamaric said with a smile.

Tamaric then reached under the console and pulled out the earpiece and turned it on and then put it on and turned to the communications displays and he looked around with his hands in his lap trying to figure out what everything was and what it did. He had seen Korica operate it many times but her fingers were whizzing around and she was constantly moving things around so that it rarely looked the same more than once.

As the Future entered an orbital attitude Mark scanned the sensor data with the enhanced processors to see if he could detect the Jukron but he was finding nothing except for the two moons of Tin ut Pentul six. As they passed into the shadow of the planet the AI slowly turned the Future around and used the gravity drive to slow them down so they would remain in the shadow of the planet.

"Are you hearing anything Tamaric?" Korica asked.

"There isn't anyone talking but there is this weird hissing and popping sound."

Korica furrowed her brow and brought the communications system to the forefront on her left display and then she put the audio on the overhead. She recognized the sounds immediately and she grinned at Tamaric.

"That's the sound of the planets electromagnetic field as it is stretched and distorted by the solar winds in this solar system. I've heard that before, pretty weird huh?"

"We're hearing the planet?"

"Sort of."

"Cool."

"I'll turn the gain down so you won't hear that anymore."

Korica reached up and adjusted the gain slightly and the sounds faded almost completely. She then turned the over speakers off and went back to monitoring their navigation data while watching what was coming in on the sensors. Mark was feeling much more comfortable at the sensor station monitoring the confusing array of sensor data rather than trying to control and monitor the entire ship as Korica seemed very comfortable doing from the captain's chair. Mark guessed because she is a woman she was just more comfortable multitasking than he was. For him it was a little stressful whereas for her it was second nature and comfortable.

The Future sat in a stationary position for close to twenty minutes when the sensor station lit up and a tone sounded that a signal had been detected.

"I believe the Jukron is signaling us Korica. I have detected an infrared burst of light from astern. I am analyzing the burst of light to determine if any data was contained within it."

"Wait¦I thought you said light communications were done using ultraviolet light?" Mark said.

"Ultraviolet covers only a small part of the optically invisible light spectrum. I would not have chosen to use infrared but someone else apparently did. I have detected a text only message in English contained within the light signal. It reads greetings Future from the Jukron."

"That's it?" Mark asked.

"Yes that is it."

"Can you reply using the same type of transmission?"

"Yes."

"Future please compose a text only message that reads greetings Jukron from the Future, message received." Korica said.

"Right away."

The Future extinguished all of the exterior lights on the Future and then sent the requested reply in an infrared burst.

"Message sent, awaiting a reply." The AI said.

"Do you think the Jukron detected us?" Korica asked thinking out loud more than anything.

"Possibly. As we used the gravity well to slow down it might have caused enough of a distortion to be detected from close range. The infrared light originated from twelve hundred miles away." The AI replied.

Mark kept watching the sensor readings and it wasn't long before two pulses were detected. The AI analyzed the infrared light and found a signal impeded in both bursts.

"I have analyzed the new bursts and I have determined that the Jukron wants to merge shield envelopes so we can communicate openly. The second burst contained the current frequency and modulation of the Jukron's shields."

"Oh my god! I can't believe they transmitted that kind of information to us so openly." Mark said.

"It was an incredible act of good faith even if a little risky." The AI stated.

"Can you do that? Can you merge shields with the Jukron?" Korica asked.

"Yes. I will expand the shield envelope by several miles and then match the Jukron's shield frequency and modulation and they will pass right through our shield. Once they are inside my shield envelope they can drop their shields completely and I can rotate ours and intensify it so that our communications will not pass through our shield and we should be able to communicate openly between ships with complete autonomy."

"Alright then, please go ahead and do so and let the Jukron know when you have the shield set to a matching frequency and modulation."

"Korica excuse me if this sounds a little ignorant but how the hell is the Jukron going to find us?" Mark asked.

"If our shields are at a matching frequency they will be able to detect us. They won't see us optically but they will see us on their sensors and we will be able to detect them as well. If they make a sloppy approach the Future will be able to move out of the way so we don't collide with one another."

"Gotcha. Sorry, I should have been able to figure that much out."

"Don't apologize Mark. We're all learning how these advanced shields work."

It only took the Future a few seconds to make the adjustments and the Jukron showed up on sensors as plain as day. The Jukron had a smooth arced shape with three sharp wing shapes coming back from the extreme bow of the ship that divided the ship into thirds with gently curving surfaces leading up the knife-edge point of each of the swooping wing like shapes. The hull was a light amber color with the extreme bow being a round dome of clear crystalline that came back as a mineral based crystal like nothing they had ever seen before. The bottom of the hull had a smooth bulbous shape to it resembling a slightly pregnant woman in that the hull had gentle curves leading back to the swollen portion of the under belly of the ship. The ends of each of the three wing like sections curled around enormous engines that looked like they were wrapped in cushion of the amber colored hull material. The whole ship had a flowing and graceful appearance. There were two more even larger engines contained within the central hull at the very center of the stern of the Jukron. Mark was a little surprised at the size of the Jukron, he guessed she could hold well over 500 personnel comfortably.

As the Jukron approached from astern the sensors were beginning to detect life signs all throughout the Jukron totaling 355 in all. The AI sent the message using infrared burst to inform the Jukron that she was clear to come along side the Future and the Jukron began to gain on the Future's position rapidly. As she drew closer more of the hull became visible on the sensors and it became apparent that there were rows of windows running down the hull just below the beginning of the upper most wing like section and they ran almost the hole length of the upper hull on both sides of what Mark thought up close looked like a Mohawk crest with a curl at the end of it with a hair curler stuck in it. There was a slight arcing as the Jukron's shield touched the outer edges of the Futures and then the two shields merged like soap bubbles coming together as one. The Jukron was now visible on visual sensors and she had an even more majestic look to her without the sensors enhancing the image. The Jukron floated right up next to the Future's hull at a stand off distance of one mile and the Jukron dropped her shields and at the same instant the AI increased the Future's shield density and set the shield back to an oscillating modulation and frequency and reinstated the quantum gravitational reinforcement of the shield matrix.

"Um¦Korica, they're calling us." Tamaric said pointing at the communication display without touching anything.

"Thank you Tamaric, I can see that from here." Korica said with a warm grin that made Tamaric smile and sigh.

Korica reached up to her left display and put the incoming signal through the overhead speakers and then she opened a channel through the transmitter.

"Jukron, this is ensign Korica Prentor of the Earth vessel Future. Thank you for coming and agreeing to help us retrieve our captain and executive officer."

"It is our honor and our obligation to do so ensign Prentor. Where is lieutenant Tillman?"

"He is here with me on the bridge, under our current command structure technically I am in command and he is second in command¦but for the retrieval mission he is in charge without question."

"I see. May we come aboard to confer with you and lieutenant Tillman about a possible rescue plan?"

"We would be honored to have you and your people come aboard. Please follow the Future's docking instructions and we will meet you in the lower hangar."

"Understood, thank you ensign Prentor, and don't worry we will get your mom and dad back. You have my solemn word on that."

"Thank you Huron. Future out."

Korica then closed the channel and looked at Mark and he was beaming at her.

"Nicely done Korica, you sounded very¦commanding and mature. I get the sense that he likes you."

"How can that be? He doesn't even know me."

"Korica, you guys are heroes among the elder race. I'm sure everyone has seen your story and your trial. He may not know you personally but I think he knows who you are and what you're like."

"I keep forgetting that they all see us as something special."

"You are something special damn it! I wish you would see in yourself what the rest of us see in you."

"Sorry¦I just see me as¦me. I just do what I do and everyone calls it remarkable but it's just how I was raised to be. I'm afraid of being arrogant or self-absorbed which mom said I am not allowed to do under any circumstance. She said it's not only wrong it's a turn off."

"It's not arrogant to realize that you are an amazing young lady and accept it as fact."

"Thank you Mark. You make me feel so good about myself. Shall we go meet our guests?"

"You got it beautiful, let's go."

Mark logged himself out of the system and then Korica did the same from her right display and the whole bridge went to sleep except for the science stations. Korica then pushed her displays aside and stood up and Mark also got to his feet and Tamaric stood up and pulled the earpiece out of his ear.

"Korica, can I come with you?"

"Absolutely. I want you at my side in everything I do."

"Lieutenant, do you want Liam and I to stay here on the bridge?"

"Korica is in command, you need to ask her."

"Of course, sorry Korica. Would you like us to stay up here?"

"No, I think this would be an opportunity for you to meet some of our allies and you need the experience of meeting non Human species."

"Do we need to keep our minds quieted for this?" Tamaric asked.

"I uh¦I don't really know. Future, can you contain our mental energy?"

"From electronics most likely but from other sensitive minds I am not certain. You have sensed others through my shields so I would have to conclude that your mental abilities work differently than a typical radiating energy. You very well may be detected even though we are fifteen point five million miles from Tin ut Pentul five."

"Now that you mention it¦I need to know what our guests are feeling and thusly thinking. I'm going to have to take the risk and keep my mind open. I'm just not going to reach out in any way if I can avoid it."

"I will increase the shield to maximum density to try and contain your bio signature and mental energy." The AI said.

"Wait¦you can contain her energy within a single compartment with that electrostatic field but you can't contain it within the ship as a whole?" Clara asked.

"The electrostatic field is erected between conductors. There are no such conductors out in space and if there were they would be detected easily as would be the electrostatic field itself. I can only encompass certain areas of the ship but the hangar is not one of those areas."

"I guess that makes sense."

"Come on, let's go meet Huron." Korica said.

Clara and Liam logged themselves out and got to their feet and everyone headed out into the main corridor and then headed for the transport compartment. They all transported down to the lower hangar and stepped out of the transport enclosure and they were a little surprised that Huron had not arrived yet. They all stepped out onto the main hangar floor and Korica reached up and tapped her cranial transceiver on.

"Future can you hear me?"

"Yes Korica I can hear you."

"Is Huron on his way over yet?"

"He is docked in the hangar fifteen feet from your current location. He wanted to show you what his stealth ship is capable of. Just call out his name and he will reveal himself."

Korica looked out into the hangar and all she saw was the crimson fighter sitting in the hangar seemingly all by itself. She then looked at Mark and grinned.

"I think you're gunna like this Mark." She then looked out into the hangar. "Huron, please reveal yourself?"

Huron's voice could then be heard from right in front of them.

"Now commander Salott."

There was a shimmering in the air and a ship seemed to just melt into view right in front of them and standing on the hangar floor was Huron with five other men standing behind him. Huron was dressed in a light blue tunic with a brown holster around his waist with a handgun sitting on his hip and his men were dressed all in black with rather large rifles in their hands crossed over their chests pointing up into the air. Huron was very good-looking and rather burly in build. He had steely gray eyes and a broad square chin with a very friendly looking face and he looked just like a Human would be expected to look as did all of his men surprising everyone. Huron smiled warmly at Korica and stepped up to her and put his hand out.

"You must be ensign Prentor?"

"Yes sir I am." Korica said as she shook his hand.

"And this incredibly handsome young man is my mate Tamaric."

Huron shook his hand and grinned at him.

"You are a very lucky young man to be introduced with such an honorable title from such a beautiful ensign. It is an honor to make your acquaintance Tamaric."

"Thank you Huron sir. I am flattered every time Korica introduces me as her mate¦and completely honored to be her mate."

"And this is Clara and Liam, Tamaric's mother and father." Korica said gesturing to Clara and Liam standing next to Tamaric.

Huron shook each of their hands in turn and smiled at them warmly.

"I can definitely see the family resemblance. He is a good looking guy." Huron said as he shook Liam's hand.

"Thank you Huron, we are extremely proud of the amazing young man he is growing into."

"And this big guy is my hero, lieutenant Mark Tillman." Korica said looking at Mark with a big smile.

Huron shook his hand and grinned warmly.

"It is an honor lieutenant Tillman. We have all heard of your exploits to rescue over a hundred little souls from the grips of the Hodong including Korica here, the hero of the Draximan people. Her story is a favorite among all of the coalition member stories. It is so nice to hear a happy ending to something as awful as what she has had to endure."

"Thank you Huron, it is an honor to meet you face to face as well. Korica's rescue was a team effort carried out by Laurel and Jake as well as myself and it is time to repay that rescue by getting Laurel and Jake out of that hole the Lundragaus are hiding in. I assume you scanned the planet and detected where they are being held?"

"Yes we did. That is why I hid ourselves in your hangar like we did. I wanted to show you how we are going to get in without being seen."

"That is some really impressive technology. So you can hide your people separate from your ship here?"

"Yes. The power cell in our steal suits will last for about what you would call sixty minutes. Their suits mask their bio signatures and they will be optically invisible for sixty minutes."

"That will give us a decisive advantage. We still need to go in with you. We have one of our crimson fighters like what you see right here in their hands and I really don't know what condition Laurel and Jake will be in but it takes at least two people to fly the ship though they are really designed to be flown by a crew of three. If the ship can't be recovered it needs to be destroyed. Korica here¦" Mark put his arm around her shoulders and gently pulled her to his side. "Has some really exotic mental abilities so I need her with me. She can take out a whole room full of bad guys as long as she can see them."

"I would really rather not take out anyone if at all possible¦that being said, you are in charge of this mission as far as I'm concerned since it is your command crew that has been taken. We are at your disposal."

"By take out I mean she can knock them out, not kill them. She isn't a killer."

"Oh I see. We can loan you a couple of our stealth suits but I don't think we are going to have a suit that will fit Korica here."

"She can hide herself with her mental abilities¦the only problem with that is that she will be electronically and optically invisible but others that have advanced mental abilities like her will be able to detect her mind if she isn't careful."

Huron looked at Korica and furrowed his brow a little and smiled at her.

"I can see why Mark wants you with him if you can do that."

"I helped rescue a bunch of diplomats once using those very abilities but I'm not really good at controlling it yet. My abilities have a way of getting away from me and it isn't real easy to reel it back in once that happens."

"I see. I didn't have the slightest hint of advanced abilities at your age. Even now I don't know how to do what you're talking about. You are an amazing young lady Korica. Is there somewhere we can sit down and discuss a plan before we go in?"

"Sure, we can go to the military briefing room on this deck. It isn't that far down the corridor there." Korica said pointing to the doorway leading to the corridor that leads to the stasis ring and passenger level common area and points forward including the briefing room.

Mark pulled his arm from around Korica and she took Tamaric's hand and grinned at him and led the way toward the doorway. Huron then turned and nodded to his men and they fell in behind him and he followed Clara and Liam who were following Mark who was himself following Korica and Tamaric. They all stepped up to the pressure door and Korica had her palm scanned and door slid open and then they all stepped through it and made their way down the short corridor to the cross corridor that led to the stasis ring to the left and the passenger level common area to the right and Korica and Tamaric turned right and walked right past the entrance to the passenger deck and Tamaric looked over at Korica.

"I've never been down this way." He whispered.

Korica grinned at him and they kept walking for a short distance and then turned left down the next cross corridor and the passageway only led thirty feet and then dead-ended. On the right was a door that had the ident stenciled above it that read MIL MSN BRIEF CTR. Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up and they stepped into a fairly large round room with seating around the outside of the room and in the center was a round 3 dimensional holographic imager console. Everyone filed into the room and Mark stepped up to the imager and touched the control panel and it came to life and asked for his security clearance so he typed in his security code and the control panel flashed the words 'code accepted'. Mark then called out to the AI.

"Future please show us the sensor data on the complex that Laurel and Jake are being held in."

The entire complex rose up from the center of the console in amazing detail with all the life signs as last scanned in red except for Laurel and Jake who were indicated by the outline of a body in white with the strange blue energy about the head waist and ankles.

"Whoa!" Huron exclaimed. "That's all from passive sensors? You folks have some amazing sensor capabilities."

"The elder race gave us some enhanced sensor capabilities during our refit. That's how we detected your arrival in this system."

"You detected our arrival? That's a little disturbing. I thought we arrived pretty discretely."

"You did arrive discretely, we just have the capabilities to see very subtle gravitational distortions if you know what to look for. Don't worry Huron, I'm sure the enemy doesn't have the capabilities that the Future does or they would have sent their ship to greet you." Korica said with a prideful grin.

"So anyway, how many men are you going to be sending in Huron?" Mark asked.

"Twice what you see here. I would like to send two ships in."

Mark grinned at him.

"That'll work. How are you going to brief the other team on the plan?"

"If it's ok I will capture our planning session here on this device¦" Huron reached up to his waist and pulled a small round device from his waistband. "This will capture and replay everything that transpires here."

"That's fine, please go ahead and begin recording whenever you want."

Huron set the small device on the imager console and touched its center and then he stepped back and nodded at Mark and Korica.

"Ok, so your rifles? How noisy are they when fired?"

"They make a small slap and noting more."

"And the range?"

"I don't know your distance calculations."

"From here to the hangar doors?"

"That would be pushing it but only just."

"Ok, a thousand yards or so then. As you can see the entrances to this complex from the surface are pretty well collapsed except for this one entrance right here on the north side. I would have to imagine they will sensors on that entrance that will be tripped if we try and open the door. Look down here on the sixth level. You see that passageway that leads off to the east? Future, please zoom out to show the adjacent tunnels."

The image shrank down and all of the surrounding terrain and collapsed and crumbling buildings became visible as well as the miles of underground passageways.

"You see the breach in this tunnel that leads all the way up to the surface through this¦well I don't know what that was. That should be our point of entry for team one. The other team should make their way to this wall right here and cut their way through the wall to get to this stairwell that leads to ground floor¦"

"But the stairwell has a collapse right there." Huron said pointing to a clearly missing section of the stairs for fourty feet.

"I know but we aren't going to use the stairs. You notice how the stairwell is open to the cavity that the enemy ship is sitting in? Are your men trained in repelling by rope?"

"Oooh. Yes they are."

"Great, that's how we will get them down to the enemy ship way faster than climbing down that many stairs. I have a repel system that will aid in that aspect of the mission. It is very simple to use and it will keep us away from the wall so we can drop straight down to the floor below."

"That is a really long straight repel. If anyone gets it wrong¦"

"They will hit the bottom like a wet bag of sand. Your men will have to keep their repel speed under control and steady if they are going to make it safely."

"Uh Mark, It sounds like you plan on being on that repel team?" Korica asked.

"That's right."

"I don't know how to repel like that."

"I have already thought of that. Do you know what a buddy repel kit is?"

"No."

"It's used in search and rescue from high places. You will be strapped to me and we will repel together on a line designed to take both our weight. You won't have to do anything but hang onto me and I'll do all the work."

Korica sighed and nodded. She didn't like the idea but she was going to be brave and do whatever Mark said.

"So the first team will make their way down to level twelve and take out¦knock out the twelve or so men that were detected close to Laurel and Jake. The other team will board the enemy ship and that is where I have an idea for getting all the Lundragaus together in one place so Korica can do her little thing on all of them at one time. From our last scan they were all in the forward section of their ship as you can see here. Future please move in on the enemy ship."

The image zoomed in closer until the enemy ship filled the whole projected image.

"As you can see they are clustered around the crimson fighter. If I can get close enough, I can access the service panel on the outside of the ship right here and engage the shield generator. It won't work with the cabin door open but the audible warning will attract them all toward the ship to investigate and Korica can go to work on them at that point. Once they are all disabled we will join the team rescuing Laurel and Jake to help them either to the crimson fighter or to the surface via the level six passage way. If the crimson fighter can't be flown out I will set explosives with a remote detonator and we will make our way to the surface carrying all of the Lundragaus out if you prefer and then we will blow the ship."

"How big of an explosion are you planning?"

"Enough to destroy the crimson fighter from the inside out but not enough to bring the whole complex in."

"May I make a suggestion?"

"Of course."

"If that enemy ship is intact we can use it to get everyone out of there with your ship still in it."

"You think you can fly that thing?"

"Not me personally but I have pilots and engineers that should be able to figure it out. That's a big ship so I have to assume it will take several people to get it flying."

"That actually might solve a lot of problems. We can load everyone of those scumbags onto their own ship and fly it out of there and you could turn them over to the elder race. I don't know what kind of information they are going to get out of Laurel and Jake but I would have to assume anything they get from them would be really bad if it got out. Laurel and Jake would never divulge anything willingly but we don't know what methods are being used to extract information from them."

Korica looked down and stepped back and she turned to Tamaric and pressed her face into his neck and wrapped her arms around him as she wept. Mark wished she would hold it together in front of their guests but he knew she was heartbroken to think about the horrific things that might be being done to Laurel and Jake to get information out of them.

"So we're in agreement then?" Huron asked.

"Yes. I think that's a really good idea."

"I liked the rest of your plan. A two pronged approach is a good idea."

"Do you have life signs detectors that are hand held?" Mark asked.

Huron turned to one of his men and waved him over and then man stepped forward and put his arm out and Huron slid his sleeve up revealing what looked like an oversized wristwatch.

"These devices can distinguish life signs from a great distance."

"Ok¦ours are much bigger than that and are kind of limited in their range."

"We can loan you a pair of these if you would like?"

"That would be nice. It will free our hands for other things."

"Like shooting your weapon there?" Huron said pointing at Mark's sidearm.

Mark looked down at it and then grinned and looked at Huron.

"Don't worry, on their lowest setting they only stun the target. I promise¦no killing. Captain Kade makes me abide by that rule as it is and I have to honor her orders even in her absence."

"She is a wise woman and worthy of being called an elder race." Huron said.

Huron then stepped over to Korica and knelt down behind her surprising Mark a little and Huron put his hand on Korica's back and she turned around and looked down into Huron's face as she wiped the tears from her cheeks. Huron put his hands on Korica's hips and grinned at her warmly.

"Hay, we're going to get your mom and dad back. I know you don't know me but I swear on my honor we will get 'em back. Please try and keep your chin up ok? I hate seeing a beautiful girl cry, it just breaks my heart to feel how much pain is in your heart. You have such a bright spirit Korica and I intend to keep your light burning bright by bringing your family back together."

"Thank you Huron. I can feel the determination in your words. Thank you for caring about total strangers like this."

"You aren't strangers Korica, you are part of a much larger family so we are all family here. I care about you like a little sister just as Jake and Laurel are my little brother and sister. I don't let awful things happen to my family without doing something about it. Being an elder race means you are never alone and any of us that can will come to your aid in a moments notice. I know your back story so I understand how hard this has got to be for you. You have billions of brothers and sisters out here that are looking after you and love you. Just don't despair ok?"

Korica sniffled and smiled warmly and Huron just melted at how beautiful Korica's smile is. Korica put her arms around him and he put one arm around her back and gave her a friendly squeeze. Korica then stepped back and Huron stood up and touched Korica's cheek with a flat palm.

"Come on little sis, let's go get your mom and dad."

"Yes sir. Thank you Huron, I feel much better."

Huron stepped over to the console and touched the center of his recording device and then picked it up and slipped it back into his waist band and Korica and Tamaric led the way around the holographic imager console and each of Huron's men patted Korica's shoulder and smiled at her as she stepped by and she could feel the admiration and warm feelings from all of them. Huron was a man of his word and he and his men did in fact have familiar feelings for all of the Future's crew just like family would. They had a steely resolve within them and a tough gritty demeanor but they still had a great deal of love within them for the innocent and fellow elder race. It explained to Korica why they were in the coalition in the first place. To have love in the heart for all living beings but the determination to put down evil doers wherever they hide and visit misery on others for their own gains is the elder race way and Korica was proud to a part of that kind of enlightened family across the galaxy.

They all walked back out to the hangar and stopped by Huron's transport.

"I will brief the rest of our people and get our supplies together. Get yourselves ready and I will return in ten minutes and we will go."

"You said something about loaning us one of those suits to hide my bio signature and a couple of those life sign detectors?" Mark asked.

"Yes of course."

Huron turned and stepped onto his ship and a few moments later stepped out with a suit neatly folded up with two of the wrist worn life sign detectors sitting on the top and a pair of black boots covered in a strange looking tightly weaved material that looked more like a metallic material than fabric. Huron stepped up to Mark and handed the outfit and detectors to him.

"This should fit you. You're a pretty big guy but this is designed for our infiltration team and as you can see they aren't exactly scrawny. When we come back I'll bring you the cap that goes with this."

"I was wondering about that since your men have their heads and neck exposed. I wasn't sure if these things hid that somehow."

"No the head and neck have to be covered or your will be visible."

"Thanks Huron. We'll see you in ten."

Huron smiled and nodded at him and then stepped on his ship and pulled the door closed. Everyone stepped back and a few seconds later the ship lifted off without making a sound and Mark grinned. He was very impressed with the technology involved to accomplish that. The ship lifted a few feet and the landing gear retracted and the ship swung around and silently glided out through the myogenic field and out into space and made a beeline for the Jukron holding position a mile away. Mark then looked at Korica and nodded and held the outfit lower and she picked up one of the wrist life sign detectors and strapped it on her left wrist since her bio monitor was already in place on her right wrist.

"Let's get you outfitted Korica. I can't have you in that white uniform."

"Yes sir."

"Uh¦what about me Mark?" Tamaric asked.

"This mission is going to be really dicey Tamaric. I want you here with your mom and dad ok?"

"No not the mission¦I meant can I come with you while Korica gets dressed out?"

"Oh sorry. You comfortable with that Korica?"

"He's seen me undressed before. I'm fine with it."

Mark just looked at her for a moment then grinned a little and looked over at Clara and Liam and he realized they were out of earshot still looking at the Jukron out the hangar doors.

"You might want to keep that quiet. I don't think your mom and dad want you two messing around." Mark said quietly.

"They already know. I don't keep things from my parents."

"Really? They were ok with it?"

"No. But they can feel how much Korica and I love each other so they aren't telling me we can't...be together how ever we want."

"Whatever, we don't have time to debate this and it's none of my business if your folks are ok with it. Clara, Liam do me a favor and stay here to greet Huron and his men if he comes back before we're ready."

"You got it Mark." Liam called out.

Mark then led the way back into the corridor and to the right to the elevator. Korica had her palm read and the door opened immediately and they stepped in and floated to the hand bar at the back of the car and then Mark told Korica to take them to deck 4. She had her palm read and called out deck 4 and the door closed and the car took off vertically giving mark the chance to capture his boots and life sign detector and only a few seconds later the car slowed and then stopped and the door slid open. They floated out of the Car and Mark quickly led the way to right up the corridor.

"Where are we Korica?" Tamaric asked quietly.

"This is one of the military sections. Their sleeping quarters and equipment compartments are located on this deck."

They walked up the corridor a ways and then Mark stepped up to a door on the right and he had his palm scanned and then punched in his security code and the door slid open and the lights came up and Mark stepped in. Korica and Tamaric then followed him in and Tamaric was dumbfounded by all the nasty looking weapons stowed in racks along every wall and rack after rack of tactical gear and even more weapons and equipment in the middle of the rear half of the room. There were two long benches in the center of the room toward the front of the room and Tamaric let go Korica's hand and looked around in pure wonder.

"Holy crap Mark! You could take out a small country with all this stuff."

Mark set his things down and turned to Tamaric and grinned.

"We can't exactly call home for supplies. We had to bring everything we will need to defend a ground settlement or to make an incursion if our people get grabbed."

Mark then turned and walked between two of the floor to ceiling racks and disappeared.

"Well I'm glad you got all this stuff on hand."

"This is just one of three Marine prep and storage compartments and every branch of military has three of their own with all their gear and toys." Mark called back from down the isle.

A few seconds later Mark stepped out with Korica's tactical outfit. He stepped up to her and set everything down on the bench in front of her.

"Boys on the left girls on the right." Mark said with a grin.

Korica nodded and turned her back to him and began getting undressed as Tamaric straddled the bench and watched her and Mark faced the other way and got undressed so he could put on the borrowed tactical outfit. Tamaric couldn't help but stare at Korica but she actually liked what she was sensing from him so it didn't bother her in the least plus she knew they only had ten minutes to get ready so she wasn't going to be a baby and waste the time arguing about it.

Once Mark and Korica were completely dressed they turned and faced each other and Mark smiled at her.

"I'm glad it still fits you. You're growing like a tree so I was a little concerned about that."

"It's a little tight where I wish it wasn't but it fits good enough."

"I hope we never have to put you in another one of these but I'll have the AI make you a new one when we get back just incase."

"Ok."

Mark then waved her over to the weapons rack and Tamaric got to his feet and followed them over to the rack. Mark outfitted her with twin PP-20s in thigh holsters and 2 flash bang grenades and 2 fragmentation grenades. He then pulled a tiny round device that Korica had never seen before and he pulled her pant leg up and slid the top of her sock down and he stuck it to her bare ankle and then her pulled her sock back up and her pant leg back down.

"What is that Mark."

"It's a corbium burst transmitter. Slap that real hard and it will begin transmitting and I will know where you are and that you are in trouble. You stay right on my ass and you won't ever have to use it."

"I don't understand how you will know where I am."

Mark turned and waved her down the isle and he pulled a large black duffel bag from one of the shelves and he opened it and began pulling ropes and crampons and cleats and all of the carbon fiber repelling extender sets, dropping them in the duffel bag as he walked along.

"That burst transmitter will transmit a beep of sorts to my cranial transceiver and I can turn my head and the pitch will change so I can find what direction you are from me and as I get closer to you it will also rise in pitch and intensity. It just gives you a way to call for help without uttering a word."

Mark had filled his duffel bag and so he pointed at the pile of them by Tamaric and he pulled one for Mark and handed it to him and Mark took it and started filling that one. Mark then stepped over to the weapons rack and he pulled a twin PP-20 holster and strapped it around his waist and then he secured it around his thigh and then he pulled two PP-20s and holstered them and locked the thumb stays closed and then he grabbed 2 frag grenades and 2 flash bangs that he secured to his holster belt. He then walked over to the duffle bags and he zipped them closed and hefted them up like they weighed nothing but the sagging bottom told Korica otherwise, she wasn't going to volunteer to carry one of them.

"Wait, aren't you going to paint my face?" Korica asked softly.

"Got it in the bag. I will on the way over."

"Ok."

Korica then turned around and took Tamaric's hand and the two led the way to the door and when they stepped up to it, it slid open and they stepped out and turned left and headed for the elevator. They rode the elevator back down to deck 1 and stepped out and headed for the hangar. When they stepped into the hangar Huron was just landing. They stepped up next to Clara and Liam and waited for the ship to set down. Clara looked at Korica and grinned at her.

"You are going to cover your head right?"

Korica lifted her hand with her beanie cap and she grinned at her.

"I know my hair practically glows against this black outfit huh?"

"Yes it does. You have beautiful hair but you definitely need to hide it."

"This isn't the first time I've had to do this, I'll get it all hidden."

The ship finally set down on its landing gear and Huron stepped out just as a second identical craft came into view just outside the hangar opening and just held it's position facing into the hangar. Huron waved them over and Korica turned to Tamaric and he grabbed her and squeezed her tightly as she hugged him back for a few moments. She then engaged Tamaric in a quick tongue kiss and then she gave him a peck and smiled at him.

"Please come back to us safely Korica. Stay close to Mark ok?"

"I will Tamaric. I love you."

"I love you too Korica."

Korica then smiled at Clara and Liam and waved to them and then followed Mark onto the ship and Huron pulled the door shut and sealed and locked the door. Tamaric stepped over next to his mother and leaned against her and she put her arm around his back and stroked his left shoulder. They watched the ship silently lift up and the landing gear retracted and the ship spun around and floated out of the hangar and the other ship fell in just behind and beside it and they headed out toward space and the shield was reduced in density until the ships passed through the shield and then it was returned to maximum density dimming the stars visible significantly and then they vanished altogether.

Tamaric then looked up at his mom.

"It's always gunna be like this dating an officer in the civilian corps huh?"

Clara looked at him and grinned at him warmly.

"More than likely. She is an extraordinary young lady Tamaric, she'll come back safely."

"I wish I could have gone with her."

"I don't want you involved in the stuff they have to go do. You belong right here with us safe and sound on the Future."

The hangar doors began to slide closed and Tamaric sighed and then he and his parents turned and headed toward the transport platform to make their way back up to the command deck. They were going to ask the AI to allow them to sit the bridge and watch the sensor data and images if they promised not to touch anything.

Laurel and Jake didn't have to wait long for their interrogators to return. About the time Laurel stopped crying the door latch clanked and the door swung open and Merenon and his partner stepped in along with two more Lundragaus who were carrying large pieces of equipment that they plunked down on the table. One looked like nothing more than a metal square box until he flipped the lid open and Laurel could see an impression in the lower half of the inside of the box that was shaped just like the remote Merenon had been using on them. Merenon set the remote in the impression and light could be seen to begin glowing from within the upper half of the box. There was a smaller device that was then set down next to the open box and one of the new Lundragaus pulled some cables out and attached them to the box and then he stretched even more cables over to the main control pedestal and he plugged them in and then nodded at Merenon and the two new Lundragaus stepped out and clanked the door closed behind them. Merenon then looked at his partner and gave him a chin nod. His partner then walked over to Laurel and Jake and looked at them both and Merenon pulled a clear ring with a thick viscous green fluid in it out of the top of the box and Laurel's face ran cold. She recognized it as the same type of neural interface as what was used on the chair of knowledge. Merenon slipped the ring over his almost pointed head and stepped over to the control pedestal and began pressing buttons.

"This is your last chance. He is going to get what he wants one way or the other. Please do not make him destroy your mind to do it. Please just tell us where the elder race home world is located and where the chairs of knowledge are located and this will all be over?"

"I cannot tell you what I do not know." Laurel said.

The Lundragaus sighed and looked up at Jake. Jake just stared back at him coldly without saying a word.

"Fine¦I just hope you do not suffer neural collapse and die. Not all species are compatible with this technology and we are unfamiliar with your species."

"Scaring us will not suddenly enlighten us to what you want to know."

The Lundragaus then turned and walked over to Merenon and looked at him and frowned and shook his head.

"Go ahead. They will not listen to reason."

"You are too soft Troydar. You need to get past their age and look at the big picture. They have the information that can propel all Lundragaus everywhere to their rightful place as the most powerful species in this galaxy and beyond. If I have to destroy the minds of a couple of teenagers to get the critical information to our leaders then so be it."

"You realize that if the elder race ever find out that we took these two and treated them like this they will declare all out war on our kind. Are you ready to answer for that?"

"I will leave no evidence that this ever took place. They will never know how we got the information on their home world or how we located all of the chairs of knowledge until it is too late." Merenon whispered.

Laurel could hear him despite his low voice and she truly began to fear for her and Jake's lives if Mark didn't show up soon. She now knew for sure that when they found the information they were looking for her and Jake were going to be murdered and their bodies destroyed to hide the crime. Laurel was determined to do whatever she could to hold Merenon at bay long enough for Mark to find them.

Laurel felt like crying now that she was sure they never had any intentions of letting them go. The only thing that kept her from breaking again was the knowledge that she didn't fall for their lies and tell them what she knows. She pushed the knowledge as far away as possible and took a deep breath and waited for the mental torture to begin. A few minutes later Merenon smiled and then pressed a button on the remote encased in the strange looking control box and then he walked over to Laurel and Jake and looked them both over. He then looked at Laurel and scowled at her.

"I will see you in your dreams girl. You and I are going to explore your life until I reach what I am looking for. Luckily you are young so there is not much to burrow through to get to what I want to know."

"There is more than you think in my mind. I will fight you with my last breath."

"I do not doubt it for a moment. It will do no good. You will not even know I am there until I decide to let you know that I am there."

Meronon then looked over at Jake and grinned evilly.

"You think you are strong enough to resist me? I am going to enjoy showing you just how weak you are. Every memory you have growing up is going to be in my hands and you cannot stop me from distorting and mutilating everything you hold dear."

Jake thought about the precious memories he had of his mother and he realized every memory of her was going to be taken from him and turned inside out. The influence his mother's kind nature had on him would be gone and possibly turned into something perverse or maybe even mean. He then resolved himself to fight him if at all possible.

"Get on with it you ugly bastard!"

Merenon looked at him for a moment puzzled.

"What is a bastard?"

"A son of a fatherless whore who has no father in his life to call him son."

"I have to assume¦whore¦is another insult but it means nothing to me boy. Let us get on with it as you put it."

Meronon then walked back over to the control console and took a last look at the mapping and then he stepped over to control box with the remote in it and he slid the center switch up and Laurel lost consciousness immediately and slipped into a deep dream like state. Jake couldn't see Laurel but since he was still conscious he knew that Merenon was starting with Laurel and his heart sank. He loved how sweet Laurel is and how much fun she is to be around and he knew that was now over with. She would never be the same person again. He sighed and looked over at Meronon and he was watching the main control pedestal closely and then he smiled in a most disgusting manner making Jake angry.

"Hay shit head, if you are a strong man why do you begin with a soft girl? Why not start with me and show me just how strong you are?"

"Because she will be easy to distort. I will get to you soon enough though, when I am done destroying your shipmate there you and I will meet in your dreams."

Meronon then stepped over to the control box and flipped a switch and slid the center switch up and Jake suddenly felt so tired that he couldn't keep his eyes open and he slipped into the same deep dreamlike state as Laurel. Merenon then flipped the switch back over to Laurel and he took a deep breath. He knew this was going to be far harder than he had let on. If he did too much destruction as he worked his way through their memories he could send them into a freefall and they would suffer a psychotic break and then he would never get to the memories he was looking for. Merenon then stepped over to the door and opened it and stepped into the next room where Troydar and the other two Lundragaus were sitting watching the sensor reading as well as everything going on in the next room and Merenon pulled a wheeled chair with a high back with him back into the room with Laurel and Jake in it and he closed the door and pushed the chair over in front of the control box and he sat down and leaned back and then engaged the neural interface halo and slid the center switch up a little higher and then closed his eyes and let himself drift slowly into Laurel's mind.

Laurel was remembering sitting in her third grade class and her teacher Mrs. Taylor stepped up to her desk as she was passing back the homework from the day before and she set Laurel's homework paper on her desk with a big red A that was circled several times. Mrs. Taylor touched her shoulder and smiled at her warmly.

"Great job¦as always Laurel."

"Thank you Mrs. Taylor."

Mrs. Taylor then moved off and Laurel looked at her homework paper and it was a confusing array of numbers in strings and she suddenly became aware that she was looking at spatial coordinates. There was row after row of them and she looked down the rows of numbers and she became aware of her presence in a memory and her stomach tightened up when it all came back to her. She realized that she was remembering her childhood and that she was being held prisoner as a teenager centuries after the event she was remembering in another galaxy entirely. She slid her paper off her desk and got to her feet and stepped away from her desk and looked around at her classmates. She was trying to figure out where Merenon was in this memory.

"No! This is all wrong¦" Laurel said. "Where are you Merenon?"

"Laurel! Take your seat!" Mrs. Taylor said from the back of the classroom. "What has gotten into you?"

"This isn't real! This isn't what happened. I'm not really here."

"Laurel sit down and stop disrupting the class!"

"Where are you Merenon? This is not going to work!" Laurel said in Trindol.

Mrs. Taylor dropped the homework papers in her hand and gave Laurel an evil glare and started walking toward her quickly and Laurel stepped back until she bumped into the wall behind her. Mrs Taylor then reached out and grabbed Laurel around the neck and pushed her against the wall and slid her up the wall to eye level and Mrs. Taylor's eyes changed to those of Merenon.

"I do not know the significance of this memory but it is gone now. All you will remember is that I was here even as you were a little girl. I now know your name is Laurel. You cannot keep anything from me Laurel. You think you can fight me as a little girl? Go ahead and try!"

Laurel was chocking because Merenon was squeezing her throat so tightly and then she closed her eyes and told herself this is just in her mind, and she is actually pinned to a wall with all the air she needs to fight back. Laurel opened her eyes and looked at Mrs. Taylor and dipped her head slightly and she concentrated on changing the gravity around Mrs. Taylor and her face ran noticeably pale and then Laurel pushed hard and Mrs. Taylor let go of and she fell to the floor as Mrs. Taylor flew toward the back of the room blasting desks and children out of the way as she went. The kids screamed as their desks were overturned with them still in them and Mrs. Taylor slammed into the wall cracking the drywall and knocking the hanging pictures off the wall. Mrs. Taylor then bounced off and flopped onto the back row of desks making the students sitting in them scream out in pain.

Laurel got to her feet and rubbed her neck for a moment and then looked at Mrs. Taylor as she tried to get off the desks and students she had fallen onto.

"You have no idea who I am and what I am capable of! This memory is ruined but I am stronger than you can possibly imagine and I will fight you every time we meet. I will tell you nothing! Now get out of my head!"

Laurel raised her little hand and she made a sweeping motion toward the louvered windows and Mrs. Taylor lifted up into the air and flew through the window shattering the glass in a terrible crashing sound as she flew out the 3rd story window and out into the adjacent parking lot. Laurel stepped over to the now gapping hole and looked down into the parking lot and Mrs. Taylor was sprawled out on the roof of a car parked below them and the roof was smashed down in the shape of her body and the cars windows were busted out on the ground around the car.

Laurel then stepped back and the glass on the floor crunched under her feet and she looked down at her feet and she was surprised how small they were. She then looked at what she was wearing and she remembered the dress fondly. It was such a cute little dress that came down to her knees. It was a denim dress with a pocket in the front at her tummy and it had a flower embroidered into the pocket. She then looked up at her fellow classmates struggling to get out from under the piled up desks and some of the kids were crying and had cuts on them that were bleeding. She stepped forward to pull the desks apart and one of the boys who she remembered as being a good friend of hers shrunk away from her and he had a frightened look on his face.

"Get away from me you freak! Don't touch me!"

Laurel stepped back and a sadness settled into her heart. She had never been called names like that before and it hurt all the way to the core of her being. She stepped over to the other tangled desks and began pulling them apart and the students clambered out from under the pile and they all moved toward the back of the room to get away from Laurel and she suddenly felt so alien in her own memory.

"I just want to help, you don't have to be afraid of me. I'm not gunna hurt any of you."

She stepped toward her friend Monica and Monica took her hand and got to her feet and then let go of her hand and stepped back with the others and looked at Laurel with genuine fear in her eyes.

"Monica, please don't look at me like that. It's me¦Laurel, your best friend."

"You just threw Mrs. Taylor out the window¦without touching her. Why did she grab you like that Laurel."

"Because it wasn't Mrs. Taylor."

"Just¦stay away from me Laurel. I don't wanna be thrown out the window next."

"I would never hurt you Monica."

"Just¦get away from me!"

Laurel stepped back and she could feel tears welling up in her and she turned to run out the door when the principle opened the door quickly and stepped in and looked around in shock.

"What in the¦who did this?"

All of the students pointed at Laurel and the principle looked down at her in surprise and then he looked around at the mess of tangled desks and a rather large indentation in the back wall in the rough shape of a body where all of the students were cowering and then he looked at the smashed out window and then he looked down at Laurel again.

"You did this?"

"I didn't¦I mean I did but¦"

"Laurel! What in the world? How¦why did you destroy your classroom?"

"Mrs. Taylor grabbed me and was chocking me but it wasn't Mrs. Taylor. It was an alien named Merenon."

"You don't make up stories for something this serious young lady! The principle grabbed her arm and pulled her out into the hallway and knelt down and looked into her face and then smiled at her."

"You cannot stop me Laurel. You can kill everyone you see around you and I will still be right here with you."

The principle then grabbed Laurel around the chest from under her arms and stood up holding her up in the air and Laurel gasped and Merenon pulled her close and then threw her down the hallway. Just as she was about to hit the floor everything went dark as Merenon pulled out of Laurel's mind. He sat up straight and slid the center switch in the remote down and then he growled and got to his feet and he slipped the neural halo off his head and looked over at Laurel pinned to the wall with her eyes closed.

"I will get what I want!"

Merenon bumped the chair out of the way and stepped over to the door and pulled it open quickly.

"Troydar, get in here!"

Merenon then stepped back into the room and waited for Troydar to step in and close the door behind him.

"What is the matter?"

"You said this would work! She realized things were not right almost from the moment I entered her mind. She is aware of who she is and she knew who I am even in one of her early memories."

"That should not be happening. She should be completely unaware of present day events."

"Well it is happening! The good news is that I know her name now. Her name is Laurel and she was seeing spatial coordinates, lots of them. I think she was remembering the location of the chairs of knowledge."

"Then it is working."

"She fought me you idiot! She killed someone that was important to her just to stop me."

"I did not know she would be strong enough to do that. Maybe we are underestimating her mental strength?"

"Obviously! I want you to press me deeper into her mind, push toward the location of the tagged location for the memories of the elder race home world."

"If we push in too fast we will simply scramble any memories that you burrow past. The memories are stored in a web in her mind and you must cross those webs to get deep enough to find the specific memory we are looking for."

"I do not care if I destroy her mind in the process. She is strong enough to fight me off and if she is busy fighting me she is not remembering the information we need. Make this work like you said it would!"

"Alright, calm down. We are not familiar with her species, her mind is different from anything I have ever seen before."

"Make it work Troydar!"

"Fine, sit down and I will press you in to the targeted areas."

Merenon nodded and he stepped over to the table and picked up the neural halo and slipped it over his head and then he pulled the chair over and he sat down and watched Troydar pressing buttons for a moment and then he looked at Merenon and nodded. Merenon reached over and slid the center switch back up and then he pressed a button on the remote and closed his eyes. Troydar then guided Merenon in through Laurel's mind in a forced direction tearing memories apart and distorting others as he pressed in, leaving an impression of himself in and on every memory that he moved past quickly. Some memories were merged with others in a confusing and time distorted manner for Laurel and Troydar heard Laurel groan and he looked over and could see a look of discomfort on her face as her very personality was being changed. He knew she was being changed at the most fundamental level as her memories were being chewed up and mixed around. He really wished she had told them what she knows so she could have died as the person she had always been.

Merenon was seeing a blur of images flashing by and mathematical equations like he had never seen before, he sensed centuries worth of memories along side Laurel's memories. He suddenly stopped and found himself standing in the shadows watching Oberot talking with Laurel but Laurel was a grown woman and she was extremely beautiful. Merenon was shocked at how pretty she is as an adult. Her and Oberot were discussing a problem with Laurel's daughter and Merenon recognized Oberot but he was speaking in English, which Merenon was still not able to completely understand though Laurel's understanding of the English language was beginning to merge with his own knowledge. Merenon just kept quiet and listened but he was finding it odd that Laurel would have a memory of something that obviously took place in the future. He then realized that this was not one of Laurel's memories since Laurel felt distant, he was experiencing Oberot's memories from within Laurel somehow. Just as he was starting to feel Oberot's presence he was ripped out of the memory and pushed even deeper into Laurel's memories and again there was a dizzying flash of memories passing him by, weeks months and years worth all in a flash. Merenon next found himself experiencing Laurel's memories of Tiomot. He saw Laurel pushing a pedestal back and an opening was revealed behind it. Laurel then stepped into the chamber containing the chair of knowledge sitting in the middle of it. Finally he felt like he was getting somewhere. Merenon followed the memory with out interacting right up until Laurel was ready to power up the control panel and then Laurel suddenly lifted the halo off her head and looked around the room.

"We aren't alone¦" Laurel said.

"What? Are you sensing someone in here with us?" Mark asked.

"No¦I sense someone within me. Someone is¦Merenon! I will not show you where the chairs are located." Laurel said in Trindol. "If you have forced your way to this memory then you have already destroyed the memory you so desperately wanted."

"Laurel, what the heck are saying?" Mark asked.

"She's speaking in¦Trindol. That's the language of the Lundragaus." Korica said.

"Cap, you need to keep it together. We are alone, who the hell do you think you're talking to?"

"Come now Merenon, do not be shy."

Merenon then emerged from the darkness and stepped right up to Laurel. Mark raised his weapon and Laurel put her hand up to stop him.

"He isn't really here Mark, we aren't even really here. He just wants the information contained in the console here. Shoot the console."

Laurel stepped back and Mark swung around and began blasting the control console to pieces. Sparks and pieces of crystal and bouncing electrical energy flew everywhere and then Mark stopped and the console exploded in gush of white and blue smoke and everyone ducked until the shower of debris settled to the ground. They all then stood up and Merenon looked at the smoking mess.

"I have destroyed this memory for you." Laurel said. "Now I do not even know the information you so urgently and viciously sought from me. If you had been patient and slow about infiltrating my memories I might not have noticed your presence at all and I would have inadvertently revealed everything to you including the coordinates to the elder race home world but your impatience has destroyed it all for both of us. Congratulations."

"You little¦!"

Merenon started to reach out for Laurel and then he looked over at Jake and he stopped and smiled and Jake furrowed his brow and just looked at him. Merenon put his hand down and looked at Laurel.

"Thank you for the advice. He is here which means this memory is still intact in his mind and I will take your advice and proceed slowly and patiently through his memories until I find this event in his mind. He will show me what I want to know and now I know for sure that he knows where the elder race home world's coordinates are. You showed me a whole group of coordinates when you were a little girl, I assume they came from that control panel so I will recite them from the memory you and I created together when you murdered your instructor and your friends learned to hate you because you are different. This will be the last time we will talk. When I am done extracting the information from him I will dispose of both of you. Of course you will never know the difference since you will never again open your eyes. So long Laurel and thank you for the help."

Merenon then evaporated away just as Laurel reached out to grab him.

"Oh god, what have I done."

"Laurel who the hell was that?" Jake asked.

"He is an alien that is going to take you and I prisoner about a month form now and torture us for information about¦why am I explaining this? This is all in my own head. I love you Jake¦I'm sorry for how this turns out."

Everything then turned wispy and slowly faded away as Merenon pulled out of Laurel's mind and pressed a button on the remote embedded in the control box bringing her out of the dream like state but leaving her unconscious.

"How did it go Merenon?" Troydar asked.

"She was still able to detect my presence but she confirmed what we thought. They know where the chairs are and the elder race home world's coordinates. Unfortunately she destroyed her memory before I could extract the precise information we need and apparently we pushed through the memory containing the coordinates to the elder race home world destroying it in the process. There is no point in going back into her mind but he should have the same memories since he was present in the memory she had of the cavern containing a hidden chair of knowledge."

"Do you want to go into his mind right now?"

"No, I need to let my mind recover a little. I have some coordinates to right down that I recovered from one of her early memories. She was a tough girl, I did not expect her to have such strong mental abilities."

Merenon lifted the neural halo off his head and set it on the table and then got to his feet.

"What do you want me to do with her if we are done with her?" Troydar asked.

"Leave her there for now. We will dispose of them at the same time. Come with me and you can check the coordinates as I write them down to see where they are located in this galaxy."

Troydar nodded and followed Merenon out the door and into the next room. Merenon sat down and pulled a pad of very old paper in front of him and he reached into a box sitting on the table and he pulled out a carbon pencil and he began writing down coordinates and Troydar began plotting the coordinates on a computer terminal next to him using the super massive black hole at the center of the galaxy as a fixed plotting point. The computer was able to extrapolate the coordinates to star systems all of which were in a zigzag pattern in the local sector of space. He quickly realized they were more than likely the coordinates to the star systems that Laurel had used for navigation or had in fact visited. When Merenon had written down the last set of coordinates he could remember Troydar connected the star systems with a line and it was definitely a navigation course, not the location of the chairs of knowledge.

"Look Merenon, these coordinates are to close to one another. We know the chairs are spread out far more than this. I think you were seeing the coordinates of their journey to get to Retoria."

"At the very least we can track these coordinates back to the elder race possibly."

"They stop at the Altare system eighteen thousand light years from here. That is an uninhabited system though there are some strange deviations along this route like this one to the Tiomot system. It might be worth sending a ship to investigate that system once we get a few thousand men here to defend this world."

"I need to work on the boy. He still holds the information we need and I have a fairly good idea of where to look now."

Troydar nodded and the two of them got to their feet and stepped back into the room with Laurel and Jake in it and Merenon put the halo back on his head and sat down and flipped the switch on the remote over to Jake and then he looked at Troydar.

"Push me in a little ways but do it slowly. Laurel said that my impatience led to her awareness of my presence. I need to break his spirit but only when I want it to happen."

"I understand. Do not play around to much Merenon. I know you are angry with him but we need to get this information back to the leaders of the expansion projects before word gets back to the elder race that a couple of their kids are missing."

"These kids as you call them are not even from this galaxy as I have learned. They do not have any families that will be crying out for them to be found. I have a little time to show him just how strong I am and how weak he is. Now get me in there."

Maerenon then pushed a button and slid the center switch up on the remote and closed his eyes and Troydar waited until he saw Merenon's path as he slid into Jake's mind and then he pushed him deep into Jake's memories so that Merenon could begin distorting Jake's memories as he tried to get Jake to think about the information on the elder race home world coordinates and the chairs of knowledge.

As Mark and Korica stepped into the Pa'coul transport ship one of the men inside took the duffle bags from Mark and stepped toward the rear of the ship where there were a few empty seats. The seating area was curved following the round shape of this section of the ship. There was a console in the middle that Mark and Korica had no idea as to its function but they figured it was unimportant at this point. They stepped to the rear of the ship and Korica sat down as the ship lifted off and Mark squatted down in front of her and smiled at her.

"It's time to get you painted up. It's a shame to cover such a pretty face but we need to keep those beautiful pink cheeks of yours from being spotted."

"Lieutenant, I have your head cover here and if you would like I can loan you a junior size that might fit Korica there." Huron said handing a cap to Mark.

"That would be great Huron."

Mark took the cap from Huron and he held up the cap and he could see that it was designed to go all the way down to the neck with overlapping flaps that close around neck and here was another flap that would cover the face completely leaving only the eyes exposed with slits to breath through. Huron stepped to the front of the ship and opened a cabinet built into the wall and pulled out another cap and carried it back to Mark and handed it to him. It was considerably smaller and he thought it would do perfectly. It meant he wouldn't have to put grease paint on Korica's face.

"Let's try it on." Korica said.

The ship banked hard and Mark held on to Korica's legs for a moment and then they leveled out and Mark got to his feet and sat down next to Korica and set the cap in her lap and he fastened his waist restraint and then he had Korica lean forward and he spun her hair into a pony tail and then flipped it up on top of her head and she pulled the cap up over her head and pulled it down to her neck and tucked it under her collar. Mark pulled the flaps around her neck and then she pulled the flaps over her face and Mark grinned at her.

"A lot better than grease paint huh?" Mark said.

"It's hot and it's hard to breath but I like it." Korica said in a muffled voice.

Mark chuckled and pat her leg then looked at Huron.

"What about our eyes?"

"Right, sorry I forgot."

Huron stepped back to the cabinet that he had retrieved Korica's cap from and he pulled out two pair of goggles and then he closed the cabinet and stepped back over to Mark and Korica and he handed them each a pair.

"These will not only hide your bio signature but they will allow you to see the other team members when their personal cloaks are active."

"You seem to have a number of names for the technology you use to hide your men."

"We call them personal cloaks but that is not the official designation."

"Speaking of that how do you engage the cloak?"

"Just press on that square on your upper chest. Press it twice to turn it off."

Mark looked down and saw the slightly darker square that he was talking about and he thought it was in a kind of vulnerable place if he were to be shot there.

"What happens if this thing is hit with a solid projectile?" Mark asked.

"Projectile weapons can't penetrate that material. It would hurt like hell but it won't kill you or affect the cloak."

"Got it." Mark patted Korica's tummy making her giggle. "Our tactical outfits are also bullet proof."

Korica opened the flaps on her face and took a deep breath.

"I don't plan on getting shot Mark. If I do get hit it means they were aiming at you cause I'm not gunna leave your side."

"That's my girl." Mark then leaned over and kissed her cheek. "If they can't see you they can't hit you right?"

"Yes sir."

"Strap in sir, we're about to accelerate to faster than light." The pilot called back.

Huron smiled at Mark and Korica and then took his seat and fastened his restraints and Mark had Korica fasten her shoulder restraints while he did the same and then they heard a humming and a bang coming from the over head and Mark looked at Huron and tilted his head slightly.

"That was the FTL engine deploying. It is an internally stored nacelle that extends for faster than light travel."

"That explains the bubble on the top of the hull. Don't you have inertial dampeners on this bird?" Mark asked.

"Yes, but they emit a detectable electromagnetic signature so they are turned off for this mission."

There was a sound of something powering up in almost a hissing sound and then a thump and there was an incredible feeling of inertia that made Korica squeak as it startled her. They felt the rapid acceleration in a sickening feeling as they raced up to the speed of light and then the feeling eased up and there was a steady humming in the overhead. A few minutes later the feeling of being forced into their seats faded away completely. Mark then looked over at Korica.

"Let's give each other a coms check."

Korica nodded and reached up under her cap and tapped her cranial transceiver on and Mark did the same.

"Can you hear me?" Korica asked.

"Yep I got you, how about me?"

Korica nodded and the two of them put their transceiver into stand by mode. Mark then looked over at Huron and he was looking at him oddly. Mark peeled his ear down and turned his head and Huron squinted and he could just see the rice grain sized transceiver sitting right in the crook of his ear up against his skull. Mark let go of his ear and grinned at Huron.

"They are cranial transceivers. They don't actually have a speaker they vibrate the bone in your skull and your ears can detect it as faint voices."

"That's a novel way of concealing a transmitter. How long do the power cells last."

"One hour of constant transmit and about thirty six hours in standby but when you turn them off your body heat recharges the power cell in them. Korica's would probably work a little longer than most because of her elevated body temperature."

"Come on, you're just teasing me right?" Korica said smiling at him.

"No they were designed to charge from a ninety eight point six degree body temperature, your ninety nine point four or higher body temperature will definitely give a little more boost to the power cell."

"I really wish we had a suit to contain all that body heat, we just never anticipated outfitting someone¦of her stature for an infiltration mission." Huron said.

"We had to have her tactical suit here custom made for her because the Marines don't send youngsters into dangerous missions either. She has proven herself very capable and her abilities are a definite advantage in most situations."

"One minute sir." The pilot called back.

"Thank you Grody. Everyone get ready." Huron called out.

Mark put his cap on along with the other eight men and he closed the flaps around his neck and then Korica pulled her gloves that she had hanging in her holster belt and she put them on and Mark put his gloves on and then put his goggles around his head and set them on his forehead and then he pulled both his weapons and checked the charge in the power cells and then holstered them and patted Korica's leg.

"You ready for this?"

"Yes sir. I want my mom and dad back. Thank you for letting me come."

"I need you Korica. But you're welcome. Just remember if we have to start shooting, short controlled bursts ok?"

"I got it. Tamaric has been working with me to get that drilled into my head."

"Good girl."

The ship slowed to sub light speeds and there was humming sound as the FTL nacelle retracted and then the external doors clanked shut and the other ship moved off to the north to make for the breach in the tunnels and the ship that Mark and Korica were on made a slow gradual entry into the atmosphere so as not to create a wake or much noise. As they approached the target location Huron waved Korica and Mark to come up front and get a look. They unfastened their restraints and walked around the center console and up right behind the pilot. There was a huge front window to look out of. They could see the enormous cover over the cavern that the enemy ship was contained within. There was a two-piece door covering the opening that had an irregular shape to its mating edges. It was a zigzag shaped seam where the two door sections meet and the doors were gigantic. Most of the structures that used to be standing around the doors were crumbing piles of unrecognizable buildings.

"God¦look at the size of those doors. That thing must have been designed for something really big." Mark said.

"This was probably some kind of docking station for a spaceship or something of the likes. These people were space fairing when they met their end so there may be complexes like this all over the planet." Huron said.

"How close are we going to land?" Korica asked.

"Set us down by that pile of rubble over there Grody. I think that's what we saw on the Future that indicated an entrance into the lower levels." Huron said pointing out the front window.

"Yes sir." Grody said.

"Let's get set." Huron said stepping back.

Korica and Mark followed him to the rear of the ship and all of the men checked their weapons and closed the flaps over their faces and readied themselves to disembark by pulling their goggles over their eyes. Mark and Korica closed the flaps over their faces and pulled their goggles down over their eyes and Mark thought Korica looked a little odd with the slightly yellow lenses obscuring what little of her face had been visible. She just didn't look like Korica anymore. She actually looked like a miniature bad ass. They both sat down and it was only seconds later that the ship tilted as it banked around to its final landing site and then leveled out and they could barely hear the landing gear deploy and then a bump as they touched down. The pilot then shut everything down and climbed out of his seat and put one of the caps on and closed it over his neck and face and then he pulled a pair of goggles and put them on then grabbed his rifle out of its holder next to his seat and he looked at Huron and nodded. Huron then looked at Mark.

"This is your mission lieutenant, is there anything you need to say before we go in?"

Mark opened his face flaps and lifted his goggles to his forehead.

"I'm sure you men know what the hell you're doing so I will only reiterate radio silence and don't leave anyone behind. If someone is hit close to you stay with them and get them to cover so you can insure they aren't killed or captured. I should explain the repelling system that we will be using. I have five extenders and enough rope to reach the bottom of the launch tunnel for each extender. The rope might look like it's a small diameter but it can hold a thousand pounds and the extenders can hold fifteen hundred pounds so they are plenty strong enough to hold our weight."

Mark unzipped one of the duffle bags and reached in and grabbed one of the hand brakes.

"This is your hand brake, the more you squeeze it the faster you are going to repel. This will hook directly to your harness and there will be no back up safety line. We will go down two per line, give a count of five after the first man goes down and then the second man should begin his repel."

"Uh lieutenant," One of the men called out. "There are eleven of us."

"Korica will be with me in a buddy harness so we will go down first together."

The man nodded to confirm that he gets it.

"Is there any other questions?"

Mark looked around at everyone but no one spoke up.

"Ok, the scans indicated that the boarding ramp is deployed on the enemy ship so once we hit the ground Korica and I will lead the way aboard the craft. Once we are aboard I will make my way over to the crimson fighter and access the external inspection panel in order to activate the shield generator to attract as many of the enemy to the ship as possible. I need you guys to stay clear up until that point because if you are close to the ship when Korica does her thing you will be knocked out along with the Lundragaus. We will then sweep through the rest of the enemy ship in teams of two and take out anyone remaining. The sensor reading indicated that there should be about sixteen individuals on the ship and another twelve individuals in the complex itself. Hopefully the other team will have success at taking the other Lundragaus out without too much trouble. When our job is done we will wait quietly aboard the enemy ship until the other team calls out mission complete."

"Sounds like a solid plan. Let's hit it." Huron said.

Huron then stepped over to the cabin door and unlocked it and then checked the air pressure. The differential was only very slight so he equalized the pressure and then unsealed the door and pushed it open and everyone began filing out and Korica pulled on Mark's hand and he looked at her and then knelt down in front of her.

"What's wrong honey?"

"Mark, I'm worried about whether I'm going to be able to make myself optically invisible. I've never actually tried to do that." She said very quietly.

"This is a bad time to realize you can't do that. This whole mission relies on your ability to remain undetected."

"Just¦let's find somewhere to hunker down for a minute while I give it a try ok?"

"Alright. If you can't do it I am going to leave you on the surface to guard the ship and we will modify the plan for when we hit the bottom of the launch tunnel."

"I think I know what I need to do, I just haven't ever actually tried to do it before. I've learned that our abilities obey our wishes without us having to actually know how they are doing what they are doing. My abilities just don't always do what I want or they get away from me and do other stuff and I can't always stop it from doing what it's doing whether it's what I want it to do or not. It scares me and that's why I haven't experimented with it very much."

Mark pulled his head back in surprise.

"If you say so. Just do your best and that's all anyone can ask of you."

Korica nodded and Mark stood up and turned toward the exit and Korica followed right behind him. As Mark stepped up to the doorway he pressed the square on his upper chest and he felt a slight tingle and he became completely invisible as he closed his face flaps but Korica could still see him through her goggles though he was a ghostly and slightly blurry figure that she could see right through. Mark put his hand up to stop Korica as he stepped out and looked around. His goggles had two tiny red dots off in the distance and he assumed it was an electrical field surrounding electronic devices of some kind, presumably sensors to detect movement and bio signatures. Mark gently pushed Korica back aboard and he opened his face flap as he squatted down in front of her.

"There are sensors out there that will detect you stepping out of the ship. You're going to have to do your thing before stepping out." Mark whispered in a muffled voice.

"Crap!" Korica said in a muffled voice.

Korica nodded and made a step back motion to Mark and he stood up and stepped off the ship and took two steps back and watched as Korica closed her eyes and her head tilted down slightly as she concentrated hard. After a few seconds had past Mark started to get worried that she just wasn't going to be able to do something so complex in a controlled manner. He shook his head and stepped forward to tell her to just stay put when he was hit by a gust that pushed him back but it wasn't a wind, though it had the same affect as a strong gust of wind. He took a stumbled step back and when he looked up Korica was gone. He looked into the empty ship with wide eyes and then he realized she had done it. Somehow she had rendered herself invisible to the naked eye. He raised his arm and squeezed the button on his wrist worn life signs detector and it powered up and he still saw nothing in front of him and he started to get worried that Korica had transported herself to another location somehow. He spun around and he detected the team hunkered down behind piles of rubble looking at him and then he turned back around and looked into the ship and it was as if no one was there at all. He stepped right up to the doorway and a gentle hand touching his arm startled him and he quickly moved back instinctively and smiled behind his face cover. Then he realized it was going to be a big problem if he couldn't see Korica. He turned around to find Huron but he had no idea who was who among the ghostly figures he was looking at. He pointed at one of them at random and gave them the come here motion with his index finger. The man got up and walked over to Mark and Mark turned around and slowly stepped back onto the ship so that he wouldn't bowl Korica over.

They both stepped into the ship and then Mark opened his face flaps and whispered.

"I can't see Korica. Are these goggles capable of seeing in different wavelengths?"

"Yes, above your right eyepiece there is a sliding switch that will change the dimension and wavelength that you can see." The man whispered in a muffled voice.

Mark realized he wasn't talking to Huron but he got the answer he needed anyway. Mark reached up and touched above his right eyepiece and he felt the switch and he started to move it first to the right and everything got blurry and he even saw the gasses present in the air and then he slid it slowly the other way and when everything changed to an odd pink and yellow hue and he finally saw Korica standing almost right in front of him looking at him but she was just a blurry obscuration more than a body though he could make out her small figure and he smiled at her and brought his hand down.

"I'll be damned¦how you feeling?" Mark whispered.

"It takes a lot of effort to keep this up but I think I can do this for quite a while before I'll get tired." Korica whispered back in a muffled voice.

Mark turned to the man he had called in for help and the man was adjusting his goggles and then he pulled his head back and Mark smiled knowing he was finally able to see Korica.

"Incredible! I wish we could all do that." The man said quietly.

Mark looked at Korica and smiled at her.

"You continue to astound me. Let's hit it." He said very quietly.

Korica nodded but Mark was barely able to discern a nod from within her blurry image. Mark lifted one of the duffle bags and handed to the man standing next to him and Mark grabbed the other and put his arms through the handles and hefted it onto his back like a backpack and the other man nodded and did the same thing. The three of them then stepped off the ship and joined up with everyone else hunkered down outside. Mark gave everyone time to adjust their goggles so they could see Korica and then Mark looked back toward the ship and he only saw a very faint outline of the ship and he could see the terrain on the other side of the ship right through the center of the ship. He just prayed that the enemy sensors weren't very sophisticated or weren't being actively manipulated to sense the area in different wavelengths. He turned and got up on his knees and got feel for the terrain and he could still see the red dots indicating electronics of some kind about fifty and seventy five yards away. He waved everyone on and they all got to their feet and raised their weapons to the ready and Mark and Korica pulled their right PP-20s and turned them on and then they led the way over the piles of crumbled walls and the carpet of green vine like fern growing on almost everything. Korica was glad that it was cool outside, it was around 68 degrees Fahrenheit and the air smelled oddly sweet from the smell of the fern like vines they were walking over which acted to muffle their foot steps perfectly. Korica was still feeling very hot with her head covered and the level of effort she was forced to maintain to keep herself concealed was raising her blood flow and thusly her body temperature by the minute.

As they approached the first sensor they could see that it was mounted to the side of a crumbling wall and blended in perfectly. If their goggles hadn't detected it one wouldn't know it was there at all. It was rectangular and flat suggesting that it didn't contain a camera but sophisticated sensor elements that were probably very sensitive. Mark looked back at the men behind him and he crossed his mouth with his finger and pointed at the ground and then at the sensor. They all nodded at him and he just had to assume Korica got it since he just couldn't make out much of her shape and she was only two feet away from him. They kept walking very carefully and quietly until they rounded a corner of piled up debris with metal pipes poking up out of the rubble with another of the sensors mounted on the very top of one of the pipes that resembled a crumbling block clinging to the end of the pipe. Mark could see the door that had been detected by the Future but he knew there would be entry sensors and if the door were touched at all someone would know they were there. He looked over the doorway and he could see that the door used to be inside a room and now it was just an exposed corner open to the air and the rest of the room was gone except for a portion of the wall on the north side of the room. He assumed on the other side of the wall is what used to be another room and it would provide some cover and hopefully it was a common wall leading into the same access point that the door does.

Mark looked up at the sensor and then he looked back the way they had come from and he looked down at Korica and he gently reached out until her could feel his hand on her chest. It was strange for him to see a smudge in front of him and to feel Korica's extremely warm body under his hand within that smudge. He slid his hand up to her shoulder and gently turned her facing the way they had come from and he pointed in that direction and then he made the gesture to go around the corner twenty feet away. Korica started walking and Mark followed her to the corner of the pile of crumbling debris that was about ten feet high and Korica looked around the corner and Mark could make out that she made a gesture to follow her. The men peeled off and followed Mark and Korica as they walked past them so as Mark followed Korica around the corner he had six men behind him. They walked past the open space that used to be a room with the doorway in it until they came to what was left of the north common wall. Mark looked around for more electronics but he was seeing nothing so he followed Korica into the open space and right up to the far wall, which was the same wall the door was apart of on the other side of the wall.

Mark looked back at the other men and he pointed at his eyes and then pointed left and right and the men nodded and moved back to the front of the wall and signaled to the others to get down and keep watching. Mark then quietly pulled the duffle bag from his shoulders and he set it down and slowly unzipped it and he reached in and pulled out a 3-minute plasma cutter and then he moved over next to Korica and he signaled for her to move back. She stepped back and watched toward the other men while Mark put the cutter up to the wall. He just prayed that there weren't sensors or Lundragaus on the other side of the wall that would see the sparks. He squeezed the trigger and began cutting an opening. When he had an opening cut five feet high and three feet wide he shut the cutter off and looked around for a moment. He figured if they had seen the cutter in action they would have been on them by now.

Mark stood up and walked over to the duffle bag and set the cutter down to cool and then he reached in and grabbed 4 suction cup equipped handles and he attached them to the section of the wall he had excised and then he stepped over to one of the men kneeling down and he touched his shoulder and waved him over. The two of them walked over to the wall and the man set his rifle down and Korica picked it up for him and Mark and the man grabbed the suction cup handles and pulled on the wall they were attached to and it moved. They then nodded at each other and pulled again and the section of wall came loose and they hefted the two hundred pound section of wall out of the hole and gently set it down in the floor. The two then stood up and caught their breath for a moment and then Korica handed the rifle back to the man. Mark detached the suction cup handles and quietly set them in the duffle bag and then he put the 3 minute cutter in the bag and zipped it closed quietly and then he slowly picked it up and let everything settle to the bottom of the bag as he hefted it onto his back and put his arms through the handles. Mark then signaled the man to get everyone up. He stood watching until they all filed into what was left of the room they were standing in.

Mark pulled his PP-20 out of its holster and reached out until he felt his hand touch Korica on her side. He stroked his hand up to her shoulder and he pulled her very close to him and then he patted her shoulder. Mark then raised his weapon and stepped through the whole onto a walkway that ringed the gigantic opening that led down twenty five hundred feet to the enemy ship at the bottom. He stepped up to the rusted guardrail and he looked over the edge. It was a cavernous hole that was very dark except for the last two levels all the way at the bottom. The ship looked rather small from this distance but Mark knew better, the ship was actually very big for a crew of only 28 to have operated it. He stepped back and looked over at the door and he saw 4 electronic devices dotting his field of view near the door, one of which was dead center on the door. Just as he thought if they had disturbed the door in the slightest the Lundragaus would have known they were making entry. He was counting on their overconfidence in their sensors and limited numbers for such a large and remote complex to be the Lundragaus' downfall.

Mark looked down the walkway and he was relived that the goggles provided more than enough amplified light to make out everything clearly and in the pitch dark Korica's little torso was now very clearly defined. As Mark looked down the curving walkway he could see that there were pillars that led from the bottom of the cavernous launch tunnel all the way to the top level where they were standing providing primary structural support and they would provide cover from the sensors at the door if they walked past several of them. Mark led the way past the door very quietly and walked around the walkway for quite a ways until he ran into a collapse of the internal wall partially blocking their path. He decided it would take to much time and possibly make to much noise to try and climb over the debris so he stopped and waved the other man with the other duffle bag over. Mark then took the duffle bag off his back and set it down quietly. He stepped up to the guardrail and he looked down over the edge and he scanned all of the walkways all the way down to the bottom and he could see that there were no signs of electronics on any of them to his relief. He stepped back and double tapped his cloaking device knowing the suits would keep their bio signatures hidden. He then stepped over close to Korica and knelt down.

"How you doing?" He whispered very quietly.

"I'm getting tired and my head is cooking¦but I can hold out for a while longer." Korica whispered back.

"Good girl. I'm so proud of you, just hang in there for a little longer."

Korica nodded and stepped back and Mark holstered his weapon and squatted down and unzipped his duffle bag and he started lifting the rope coils out and setting them down and the rest of the team turned their cloaks off and the man carrying the other duffle bag stepped forward and pulled it from his back and set it down quietly. Mark began pulling out the extenders and assembling them and then he stood up and hooked them to the round pipe like material that the guardrails were made from. Luckily it was exactly what the curved clamps at the end of the extenders were made to be clamped onto. He then reached into the first duffle bag and assembled another and clamped it to the guardrail and secured it over the back of the guardrail to the bottom rung. He then unzipped the other bag and pulled out more coils of rope and then he began pulling out the harnesses carefully so they didn't make any noise and he set them in the floor. He pulled out the last three extenders and assembled them quickly and quietly and then stood up and clamped them all in place hanging over the edge about two and a half feet apart. He then waved the men over and he picked up the harness and showed one of them how to step into it and how to fasten it and the other men stepped up and grabbed a harness each and put them on. Mark then turned facing Korica's ghostly apparition and he put his harness on and then he stretched out the harness that would go around her. He could see her nod and so he stepped over to the rope coils and he unbound them and started tossing them over the edge and he watched them fall into the darkness below. He hefted the end over the extender and he tied off the end and secured it under a metal toothed clamp that would keep them in place. He then picked up the four remaining coils and he secured the ends and tossed the ropes over the edge and pulled them up over the tip of the extenders.

Mark then stepped back to the bags and after pulling out ten handbrakes he transferred everything remaining to one duffle bag and he looked at the man that carried the bag this far for him.

"Can you take this for me? I have to carry Korica's weight to the bottom." Mark whispered.

The man nodded and Mark zipped the bag closed. The man stepped forward and picked the bag up and slowly turned it upright and then hefted it around his back and slipped his arms through the handles. Mark then began handing out the handbrakes and then he showed everyone where they hooked on their harnesses. Mark then turned to Korica and he could make out that she holstered her weapon and secured the thumb stay and then she stepped up to him. Mark unclipped the buddy harness and handed it to Korica and she took it and stepped into it and fastened it to her herself. Mark then pointed at the guardrail and made the gesture to get on the other side. She stood for a second looking at the guardrail and then she moved up to it and looked at just how far down it was to the enemy ship and Mark could hear her sigh. He hadn't even thought about the possibility that Korica was afraid of heights. He stepped up beside her and put his head very close to where he thought her head was.

"You gunna be ok to do this."

Korica didn't say a word, she just climbed up onto the guardrail and over it and turned around facing Mark with her feet on the walkway floor on the outside edge of the guardrail. He patted her hand and then looked at the other men and they all moved close and the first 4 engaged their cloaks and then climbed over the rail and hooked the rope in their hand break and slowly swung out so they were hanging in the air. Mark then engaged his cloak and climbed over the rail and then turned around facing Korica and he straddled her from behind and he squatted down a little and hooked her into his harness at the shoulders and then he hooked the handbrake to her chest D ring. He then hooked a stabilizer loop from his chest D ring to Korica's and then he attached the handbrake to it. He then reached out and pulled the main repel line in and hooked the handbrake around it. Mark then went to push off and Korica resisted for a moment and then let go and her and Mark went swinging and he had to use his foot to stop them from swinging like a pendulum by stopping their return swing creating a little clang as his foot struck the bottom rung of the guardrail.

They all held their position for a few moments to see if they had been discovered by the slight noise that echoed slightly. After a few seconds they figured the alarm would have been sounded but there was nothing going on down below and no new lights were coming on as would be expected if they had been discovered. Mark let them hang for a moment and wrapped his arms around Korica and hugged her firmly.

"Keep it together kiddo." He whispered right into her ear.

"You remember the last time I was close to a bottomless pit? I freakin fell in Mark." Korica whispered.

"I didn't even think about that. You're strapped to me and I'm not gunna let anything happen to you ok?"

"Kay. Just get us to the bottom please. I have my eyes closed and I want this part over with."

"Ok, here we go¦"

Mark looked at the other men hanging free with their rifles slung over their shoulders and he gave the signal and they squeezed their handbrakes and began their descent. Korica clamped her mouth closed tightly so she wouldn't squeak at the nauseating sensation with her eyes closed while she kept concentrating on keeping herself concealed. The first six, including Korica, descended for five seconds at a fairly good pace and then they could feel the line being jostled above them as the next five hooked in and began their descent. They descended for what Korica thought was an eternity and as they got to the lighted area twenty feet from the bottom Mark put his face right next to Korica's head.

"Bottom coming up." Mark whispered in her ear.

Korica opened her eyes just in time to see the dirty floor rushing up at them. Mark slowed them down and his feet hit without making a sound and he unhooked the handbrake quickly and stepped back with Korica's legs dangling between his legs. He stepped far enough back so the next guy coming down wouldn't land on his head and then he squatted down so Korica's feet hit the ground and he unhooked her while looking around. They all started taking their harnesses off very carefully so as not to make any noise just as the next five touched down silently. Mark then pulled his PP-20 and raised his arm and looked at the life sign detector and he could see fifteen life signs all in the forward section of the ship next to the outline of the crimson fighter. He lowered his arm and he could barely make out that Korica was checking her life sign detector. Mark looked around for electronics but all he saw was the artificial lights pointing on the enormous craft and nothing else.

Once the last man had his harness off, Mark gave the signal to move in toward the boarding ramp under the belly of the huge ship and they all raised their weapons and Mark took point with Korica right behind him. They stealthily walked over to the boarding ramp and with their weapons drawn they looked up into the ship. It was brightly lit but very utilitarian looking. There were exposed pipes and conduits visible and even some exposed wire bundles like the ship had been thrown together so quickly that they didn't bothered with bulkhead covers to conceal all of the inner workings. They all raised their wrists and looked at the life sign detectors and they could see that there was no one even close to the top of the boarding ramp. Mark turned and made sure Korica was close and she was standing right behind him. He then turned back to the boarding ramp and they began the climb up the ramp. The ramp made a subtle clanking noise as they walked so Mark slowed down so the sound wouldn't carry out into the enormous opening and possibly up to the sensors high above.

As they stepped up to the top of the boarding ramp Mark looked around and the only thing he could think was 'what a piece of junk'. It was apparent just from what he could see looking around the cargo area at the top of the ramp that things were cobbled together in a manner suggesting that the ship had essentially been hotwired in order to steal it. There was bypass wiring all over the place hanging out of the walls and some of the cover plates had been crudely cut open to access certain circuits and there were auxiliary processors by Mark's guess sitting in the floor that were cross wired into the existing processors and computer circuits just to bypass the computers that presumably were coded in a language that Lundragaus didn't understand.

Mark raised his arm and looked for life signs again and they were all forward from their current position. Mark motioned for some of the men to go to the left around the curving passageway to the left and the rest he signaled to follow him and Korica to the right around the other curving passageway to the right. Mark and Korica then led five of the men to the right and as soon as they walked ten feet down the passageway the came upon some windows looking down into the forward capture bay. The crimson fighter was sitting at the bottom of the large opening and they could see the ribs of the clamshell doors that came to a pointed arc at the bow of the ship. They could see that directly across from them was a row of six windows just like the ones they were looking through and then they saw the ghostly outlines of the other men stepping into view behind the windows. Mark looked down at the control consoles in front of him but they were dark at the moment so he had no idea what they were designed to do. He looked back up and he could see that the curved walkway across from them on the opposite side of the ship ended at a doorway that had stairs that led down into the capture bay. Mark leaned forward and looked up and he could see a huge gantry crane up in the overhead with a grappling hook that had a round electromagnet at its center hanging from it. He assumed that was what they used to grab ships that were captured to hold them in position while they made their getaway. He leaned back and pointed down the curving passageway and he and Korica led the way to the door.

Mark looked the door over and he could see that it was electrically operated. He just wondered how much noise it would make when they tried to open it. He looked back at the other men.

"You guys remember to stay behind Korica or she might hit you with her¦thing."

He saw them all nod and then he turned back to the door controls and he pressed the green button hoping it would open the door. The door motor made a slight groan as it slid open and Mark cringed but stepped forward gently and there were two Lundragaus with hand held devices scanning the outside of the crimson fighter and they looked up at the stairs and Mark put his hand up to stop Korica. Mark thought the Lundragaus were some of the ugliest aliens he had seen so far, though the Hodong were a close second and he thought no one would knock them off the top of the ugly list. The Lundragaus just looked in Mark's direction and for a second he thought he was being seen and then the Lundragaus went back to what they were doing. Mark then heard the door on the opposite side groan open and he realized just how loud the doors actually were in the large opening of the capture bay. This time several of the Lundragaus filed out of the crimson fighter and looked up at the other side where Mark could see three of the men standing on the stairs and Korica heard them talking to each other.

"I thought I told you to check the power induction circuits for the doors and pressure controls."

"I did! They were fine." A second Lundragaus said.

"Doors don't open on their own if they are fine you idiot. You missed a short somewhere and the doors are opening by themselves. You know what will happen if those bow doors are open and that happens? You will depressurize the whole forward section of the ship explosively. Merenon will have your head on pole if that happens¦if you are not sucked out into space first."

"The door on this side also opened for no reason." One of the men on Mark's side said pointing up toward Korica and Mark.

"Get it fixed! You cannot be sloppy with something so important. We might have to grab another ship like this one and everything has to work perfectly or people will get killed."

"Fine! I will look at the bypassed control circuits again."

Mark watched the Lundragaus head toward the stairs on the opposite side and the men at the top of the stairs quickly moved back through the door into the curving passageway. Mark hoped they would be able to take the Lundragaus out quietly. When Mark saw the other Lundragaus going to back to what they were doing he waved Korica down and he slowly climbed down the stairs until he reached the bottom of the capture bay. He looked around at the equipment lying around and while he had never seen anything exactly like what he was seeing he knew he was looking at their equivalent of industrial plasma cutters. They obviously intended to cut into the hull at some point and in Mark's mind that was probably how they got the main door open to get Laurel and Jake out.

Mark sighed quietly and then looked at Korica and gave her the signal to stay put and he was pretty sure he saw her nod and then he turned and slowly headed toward the crimson fighter fifty feet away. He stepped up to within ten feet of the two Lundragaus and he was very tempted to grab them and spin their necks until he heard their spines snap like a twig but he resisted and just stood fast and watched them walk past while scanning the hull until they worked their way around toward the leading edge of the wing section and then he quietly stepped to the rear section and he holstered his weapon and squatted down just as another Lundragaus walked around the back of the ship within five feet of him. He couldn't believe how close they were and they still couldn't see or sense him until now. The Lundragaus stopped and looked around for a moment and Mark started to think his close proximity was being detected but then the Lundragaus kept walking toward the front of the crimson fighter ducking down under the wing section. Mark closed his eyes for a second thanking god that he wasn't discovered. He reached down and slid his pant leg up and he pulled a multitool from an ankle holster and opened it up and then he felt along the hull until he found the 1 inch diameter access port and he pushed in on it and then pulled the slot head out and opened it slowly so it wouldn't click and then he pushed the small port open and stuck the slot head in and moved it around a little until he felt the tip lock in and then he turned it counter clockwise until he felt it stop. He then closed the miltitool and put it back in its holster and then he put his finger in the small port and released the lock holding the inspection door closed and he pulled and the entire panel swung open until its cable held the door open without letting it swing. He looked at the controls and they were all in Rosch but he had picked up enough of the basic symbols to know the symbols labeling the shield generator power override for diagnostic purposes. He flipped the switch and then looked under the ship to see where everyone was standing and he could see that he had a clear path of escape so he looked up in the panel and pressed the enable and then stood up and he heard the shield generator start to wind up and then all kinds of alarms inside the ship sounded and the panel began beeping loudly and he took off using the noise to cover his heavy footsteps.

Mark made his way over to Korica and he stood behind her and raised his wrist and watched everyone piling out of the ship except one individual sitting in the pilots seat.

"Get ready Korica." Mark whispered.

"I can't do both at the same time so they are gunna see me for a few seconds." Korica whispered.

Mark looked at her but said nothing, he had no idea that she would have to stop what she was doing to conceal herself in order to knock the Lundragaus out. Mark waited until everyone was yelling and stepped around to see where all the noise was coming from under the ship and then he tapped Korica's back and then stepped back quickly.

"Now! Hit 'em!"

Korica let go of her hold on obscuring herself and let out a long breath and she suddenly became clearly visible, which caught the attention of one of the Lundragaus.

"We have an intruder!" The Lundragaus yelled out as he fumbled with this robe trying to get to his weapon.

Korica took two deep breaths and she concentrated on the bubble of energy intensifying and surrounding all of the men she could see and then she began collapsing the bubble slowly at first and then she sped it up and she could feel in her nervousness that her abilities were trying to get away from her so she squinted as she fought to keep it under control so she didn't kill anyone. She then took a deep breath and collapsed the bubble sharply and Mark could feel the affect, like a static charge in the air and everyone of the Lundragaus just closed their eyes and put their hands to their heads and then crumbled where they stood into a slump in the floor. Mark smiled behind his face flaps and then he raised his wrist and he could see the last Lundragaus climbing up out of the pilots seat. He went to step over to take him out with a shot from his PP-20 when Korica put her hand up and stopped him. He realized only then that she was gasping quickly.

"Not¦yet¦I¦can't stop¦it." Korica gasped.

"Get control of it Korica!" Mark said as he stepped back.

Korica closed her eyes and tried desperately to get her abilities back under control but she could feel something building and she just couldn't stop it.

"Get back Mark!" She yelled.

Mark quickly stepped back to the bottom of the stairs and gestured at the rest of the men to stay put. The last Lundragaus stepped off the crimson fighter and ran around the back of the ship and Korica opened her eyes when she heard his heavy foot steps and when she saw that he was looking right at her with his greenish yellow eyes she let go of her hold and the Lundragaus screamed in pain and put his hands up to his face and then he lifted into the air and flew all the way to the back of the capture bay and slammed into the bulkhead twenty feet up with a horrible thud that rang out and then he fell onto a hydraulic servo panel hitting it with his back resulting in another sickening thud and he grunted and then bounced into the floor on his stomach and laid motionless. Mark was impressed but scared if she couldn't get something that destructive under control she could hurt the extraction team.

Korica took a few deep breaths and then pulled her face flaps open so she could get enough air into her lungs and then she slowed her breathing as she felt the urge to push easing up and the throbbing in her head was fading as well. Once she caught her breath she looked at her handy work. She saw dozens of men lying unconscious and everything seemed to move in slow motion as she looked over at the man she had flung all the way to the back of capture bay some hundred and fifty feet away and she was genuinely terrified of what she was capable of. She could feel that it only took a tiny bit of her total capability to throw the Lundragaus like a leaf in the wind, she had managed to pull most of her power back before being startled into letting go. She wished her mother and father had told her what she would be capable of so she could be careful not to hurt someone. She began to weep behind her goggles and she yelped when Mark stepped forward and put his hand on her shoulder.

"I'm so sorry Mark¦I really didn't mean to do that." She said in a shaky voice.

"Don't apologize little one, that turd colored freak was about to shoot you. You did what had to be done."

Korica stepped toward the voice she was hearing until she stepped right into him and she threw her arms around him and Mark disengaged his cloak and waved the rest of the men down. Mark did a quick check on his wrist detector and he could see that Korica had single handedly taken out every one of the Lundragaus. He then put his arm around Korica and holstered his weapon and put both arms around her and let her cry for a moment. When she finally pulled herself together she let go of Mark and lifted her goggles and opened her neck flaps and pulled her cap off completely and then wiped her eyes and cheeks.

"Will you see if I¦killed him?"

"Sure, stay right here."

Mark walked all the way to the back of the capture bay to the Lundragaus lying on his stomach and he pulled his weapon and pointed it at him and then rolled him over with his foot and he saw the Lundragaus moving his arm with his weapon still in his hand and Mark blasted him and he grunted and then laid motionless. Mark squatted down and pulled the weapon from his hand and he looked it over and then he looked at the Lundragaus' face and he could see a dark liquid coming from the corners of his eyes, which Mark assumed was blood. He reached up and lifted his eyelid and that's when he discovered that Korica had popped his eyeballs. They were caved in and a bunch of liquid leaked out when Mark lifted his eyelid. Mark curled his lip in disgust and stood up and wiped the blood from his fingers. Mark walked all the way back over to Korica where all the men had gathered and were patting her shoulders and thanking her for taking the Lundragaus out so no one on the team got hurt.

"You didn't kill him Korica, in fact he tried to shoot me with this." Mark handed her the weapon.

She took the weapon and looked it over.

"So he's really alive?" Korica asked timidly.

"Oh he's alive alright but he uh¦you took out his eyes. If you hadn't he might of actually been able to shoot me when I rolled him over. Didn't you hear me shoot him?"

"Yah but I thought it was just for good measure."

"No he was raising his weapon. You are the last thing he will ever get to see. His eyes¦are popped."

"Ewe. I don't even know how I did that. My abilities totally got away from me and it had to go somewhere. He startled me and I just let go when I saw him pointing this at me." Korica said as she lifted the weapon.

"Tell you what, you keep that as a souvenir and every time you feel bad for body slamin him against the wall back there and taking his eyes from him you look at that thing and think about what he would have done to you with that thing if you hadn't taken your shot first."

"Kay." Korica looked down at the weapon and then stabbed it behind her holster belt and took a breath and tried not to feel too bad for hurting someone by accident.

Mark then smiled at Korica and he walked over to the crimson fighter and he reached up into the diagnostic panel and he flipped the switch for the shield generator off and the alarms went silent. He then walked around to the other side of the ship and Korica heard him utter something that didn't bode well for flying the crimson fighter home.

"Oh holy fuck me!" Mark said loudly.

Korica looked at the other men and they quickly walked around to the other side of the crimson fighter. Korica's mouth fell open when she saw the damage. The cabin door had been cut in half and then peeled open and the hydraulics for the door had been ripped apart to get the door to open and the center console inside the ship was hanging open and there was a processor sitting in the floor with wires running up into the overhead circuit panel.

"Oh crap! How are we gunna fix that?" Korica said.

"We can't unless we can get this back to the Future. I have to assume they accessed the main computer and downloaded everything into that piece of crap sitting in the floor there."

"How can they do that without any power?" Korica asked.

"Look at the size of those three wires leading up into the center console. They provided their own power in order to power up the main computer processor. They bypassed the bypass in order to get to what they wanted. They never could have flown this thing until they deciphered the schematics contained within the emergency service and repair manuals contained within the archive files in the computer. The star maps are what I'm most concerned about."

Huron put his hand on Mark's shoulder to comfort him.

"All is not lost lieutenant, there's still a good chance my people can get this ship flying and we can deliver your ship right to the Future."

"Thanks Huron. We have the parts to fix this on the Future. Until we go over this thing with a fine toothcomb I wouldn't even want to try to power it up."

Mark turned and saw the other five men coming down the stairs on the opposite side of the capture bay and one of the men had the Lundragaus over his shoulder that had gone up to investigate the doors opening on their own.

"At least none of us was hit."

"I understand now why you insisted that Korica was to come on this mission. You are an amazing young lady Korica. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for doing what you did to keep my men out of harms way."

"Thank you Huron and you're welcome. We still need to find Laurel and Jake though."

"Hopefully the other team has had similar success. They only had a handful of Lundragaus to deal with and they will have the element of surprise on their side."

"Should we go help them?" Korica asked.

"No, we need to let them do their job and wait until they call us to report success."

Huron patted Korica's shoulder and then moved off to begin binding the hands and feet of the Lundragaus so they would not cause a problem if they regained consciousness before the elder race could be summoned to take them into custody. It wasn't long until Huron and everyone else received the call they were waiting for.

"Huron this is Lendus, we found them. You need to get lieutenant Tillman and ensign Prentor up here."

Mark heard the call from his suit to his surprise and Korica was close enough so that she heard the call as well. Mark and Korica looked at each other with a look of concern. It didn't sound good. Mark pushed back out of the crimson fighter where he was looking around at all of the internal damage with Korica sitting just inside the doorway and they looked at their wrist life sign detectors to see where everyone was. They could see that the rest of the team was up on the 12th level at the end of a corridor where Laurel and Jake's presence had been detected on their initial orbital pass.

Mark pushed his goggles up to his forehead and then undid his neck flaps and pulled the cap off his head and as he and Korica stepped out of the crimson fighter he handed his cap to the first man he saw and then he and Korica quickly made their way across the capture bay to the stairs and they climbed the stairs in bounds to the door and Mark pressed the green button and the door groaned as it slid open. They then made their way around the curved passageway with the windows looking down on the capture bay almost at a run. They made their way into the cargo area and stomped their way down the steep boarding ramp that opened toward the bow of the enormous ship and down on the dirty launch tunnel floor. Mark raised his wrist to get a bearing on where they needed to go and he could see that the cluster of life signs were right in front of him but the only way to get there was from the stairs behind them across the enormous opening.

Mark pointed at the stairs and led the way in a fast jog to the stairs. They climbed up one level and turned right and ran around the walkway to the entrance to the corridors and passageways beyond. They turned left and walked quickly down a long passageway and then opened a door on their right using their life signs detectors as a guide. When they stepped into the room there were six Lundragaus lying in the floor with their hands and feet bound and there was one of Huron's men standing guard over them and he pointed at the door strait ahead since there were three doors in the room. Mark nodded and turned quickly to make sure Korica was keeping up and she was right on his heels. Mark walked over to the door and pulled it open and there were four more Lundragaus lying in the floor unconscious and they also had their hands and feet bound. There was a long stone table with panel monitors showing a view of the surface, the door from the surface, and in the next room and there was also several processors sitting on the table and a display with a star map being shown with dozens of blinking dots with a line connecting the dots in a zigzag pattern that reminded Mark of the course the Future has been following to avoid dangerous star systems. Mark only looked around for a second as the man standing over the Lundragaus pointed at the door leading to the next room and he had a very somber look on his face as he pointed at the door.

Mark stepped up to the door and twisted the latch and it clanked and he pulled the heavy metal door open and stepped in and his heart sank into his shoes at the sight that greeted his eyes. Laurel and Jake were pinned to a slightly inclined wall about four feet up with their feet wide apart and their hands were bound at their waist with a blue beam of energy that encircled their wrists and waist and they had an eerie bright blue halo around their heads and a thin curtain of pulsing blue energy covering their skull.

"Oh geeze! What the fu¦get 'em down for crap sakes!" Mark barked out.

Mark could see that Laurel and Jake both had their shirts untucked and they had deep bags under their eyes. They looked absolutely horrific.

"We aren't exactly sure how to do that lieutenant. We've never seen equipment quite like this before and I think their minds are linked into all of this equipment. This guy here was wearing that halo when we came in. We had no choice but to stun him while he was presumably connected to one or both of them."

Mark looked down at Merenon lying on his side with the broken halo still half around his ugly almost pointed head.

"That's one of those neural control halos. I've seen those before." Mark said.

"We all have when we sat in the chair of knowledge to be imparted with knowledge."

Mark stepped up to the control pedestal and looked at the array of buttons and the display showing the obvious image of a brain with certain areas highlighted deep within the brain. Mark knew enough of the Human brain to recognize that it was deep within the memory center of the brain that was being targeted. He then stepped over to the bizarre looking devices sitting on the table. He looked at the remote sitting within the depression in the control box and the upper portion had a small display with touch buttons all around it and there were strange looking characters on the display that Mark didn't recognize.

"What the hell is this thing?"

"We don't know exactly. It's probably for extracting information but we've never seen anything quite like this before."

"Can we shut this off?"

"We could kill Laurel and Jake if we just shut it off¦that's if we even knew how to shut it off in the first place. None of the buttons and switches on that device are marked so we have no idea what each switch and button does." One of the Pa'coul men said.

"I can fix that mess!" Mark growled through his teeth.

Mark pulled his right PP-20 and stepped back and aimed at the control box and Korica jumped in front of him with her hands up to stop him. That's when he saw the tears in her eyes and his mood instantly softened.

"No Mark! You'll kill 'em! Please¦let me look at this for second and see if I can't figure out how to turn it off."

"Alright, go ahead sweetie." Mark said as he lowered his weapon.

Korica looked over at Laurel and Jake and a tear slipped over her lower eyelid and rolled down her cheek. She felt like this was all her fault for ignoring her instincts and not being able to focus her intuitions properly to see what was coming. All this was because she wanted to go shopping and swimming. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly and then she wiped her cheek and looked at the control box with the remote sitting within it. She looked closely at the remote itself and there was a tiny display within it that had two sets of three graph lines in peaks and troughs. She then looked at he upper display in the control box and she could see that in Trindol there were lines of text describing input variables and frequencies, presumably brain wave frequencies. Korica then stepped over to the control pedestal and she looked over all of the buttons and the image of a brain it suddenly came to her what to do.

Korica pressed two buttons and then slid a touch button down and the target lock was lost and the image of the brain showed an instant increase in activity all over the brain. She then touched two more buttons and the image backed away from the brain and as it backed away it was Jake's face that came into view. Korica looked up high in the room toward the ceiling back behind her and she could just barely make out a device hanging that was dome shaped with a couple of small parabolic dishes on each side of it.

"That's what they used to detect their brain waves." Korica said pointing up at the device hanging in the shadows. "I've turned it off."

Korica then stepped over to the control box and she looked at the buttons around the upper display and she touched three buttons and then lifted the remote out of the box.

"I'm pretty sure this controls those¦things in their heads wrists and ankles."

"How the hell did you know how to operate this stuff Korica?" Mark asked.

"I don't know. I just stared at it for a few seconds and it just came to me. I understood how this stuff works as if I had operated it before."

"Can you get 'em down?"

Korica lifted the remote and looked it over carefully. She could see that the center switch was up fairly high and there was a toggle switch that was flipped over to the left. She looked up at Laurel and Jake and then back at the remote and she got it. She slid the stimulus switch down and then pressed the white button below it and then the yellow button below that and Jake slid off the wall and slumped into the floor and flopped half onto his back. Mark holstered his weapon and quickly walked over to Jake and knelt down next to him and gently rolled him onto his back and then he straightened his legs out. Mark then touched Jake's wrists to see if he could separate them and his hand was burned.

"Ouch! Son of a bitch that hurts!"

Korica giggled and then covered her mouth and laughed a moment longer then smiled at Mark.

"I'm sorry for laughing Mark, I'm just nervous."

Korica looked at the remote and she flipped the flip switch to the right and then she slid the center switch up slightly and Laurel took a deep softly moaning breath and Korica furrowed her brow and then she slid the center switch down and Laurel relaxed and then Korica pressed the white button below the center slide switch and then she looked at Mark.

"Grab a hold of Laurel Mark, I'm ready to release her."

Mark nodded and stood up and faced Laurel and he was careful not to touch the blue energy ribbons this time. He took a hold of Laurel from under her armpits and then he nodded.

"Go ahead, I got her."

Korica pressed the yellow button and Laurel's weight fell onto Mark's hands and he gently lifted her away from the wall and took a step back and then gently laid her down next to Jake. Mark then knelt down over her and scooted her legs together and he wanted to stroke her head but he knew better. He looked into her face and he could tell she had been crying fairly recently judging by the pink a soggy looking skin under her eyes above the deep bruising around her eyes. Mark recognized the signs of stress and mental trauma. He was relived beyond measure that it looked as though her clothing had never been removed except for her shoes and socks meaning her virtue was likely intact.

"Korica can you turn these things off?" Mark asked pointing at Laurel's wrists.

"As far as I know this thing is off now. There must be another device that turns those things off or we might need to wait for them to run down. They can't run forever right?"

"Well I don't know. You're the one with the ability to figure shit out just by looking at it."

"Mark¦I'm trying ok? I've never seen any of this stuff before."

"I'm sorry Korica, I just don't like seeing this crap on them and I want it off 'em."

Korica looked at the remote and the little display within it was showing six straight lines now and she looked over the remaining buttons and there was one red button that she was tempted to press now that she knew they were no longer synched to the device. She pressed it and Jake opened his eyes and Laurel made a soft noise as the little display went blank. Jake looked up at the wall and then he looked over at Mark and it took a second for it to sink in that he was really looking at Mark which means he's free. They had found them and they were free and they were alive.

"You're really here Mark?" Jake said softly.

"I'm really here xo. It's over."

Jake closed his eyes and couldn't help but weep for a moment. He had truly come to think that they were going to be killed before they would be found. He pulled himself together and opened his eyes and looked up at Mark.

"Laurel¦is she¦"

"She's alive Jake. She's right here."

Jake tried to sit up so Mark scooted back a little and scooped his hand under his back and helped him sit up. Jake looked at Laurel and he cringed.

"God¦she looks like she's been through hell. She's still my beautiful Laurel but she¦you just got no idea what we went through Mark. I watched her die¦twice¦and I couldn't do a damn thing to stop it. They put her through so much pain and she never broke. We wouldn't tell them what they wanted to know and it made them furious."

"What did they want to know?"

"They wanted to know the location of the elder race home world and the location of all of the chairs of knowledge. We kept trying to tell them that we didn't know but they didn't believe us. I guess they have a way of detecting where the information was stored in our memories and they tried to force their way into those memories."

"So you never told them?"

"No¦not as far as I know. I saw Merenon all throughout my life and he always ended up hurting people trying to get me to tell him¦he killed my best friend Kim by breaking her neck right in front of me when I was seven. He told my mom that I was lying to her about where I had been when I came home late one time when I was six and my mom believed him. She spanked me and sent me to my room and he was outside my bedroom window and he told me if I didn't tell him what he wanted to know he was going to tell my mom that I was lighting fires in the abandoned house that my friends and I hung out in all the time. I still wouldn't tell him and he set the house on fire and the police came to our door and told my mom that I was seen running from the house twenty minutes before it went up in flames. We had to pay for the cost of the fire fighters that were called out to put the fire out before it set the empty fields around the house on fire. I knew that man was Merenon¦but it was so long ago. I saw him several other times growing up and I always got in serious trouble after seeing him. I was even arrested and questioned for hours about the death of my best friend. I was the last person to see her alive and since I had been in trouble before they didn't believe me when I told them that I didn't kill her. You can imagine how it went when I told them she was killed by an alien from the future who was from another galaxy that can't be seen from Earth."

"Jake¦none of that happened or you would have never been selected to go on the Future mission. The selection committee would have never accepted a kid that was accused of arson and murder. I have seen your background report Jake and you were never accused of anything that serious."

"What about wrecking the neighbors car? Merenon forced me to steal the neighbors car and I deliberately crashed it into a tree in the park across the street from my house when I realized who he was."

"Grand theft? No, that never happened Jake."

"But I remember it so clearly. It did happen¦to me."

"These guys have screwed with your mind Jake. None of that shit actually happened. You're a good guy Jake and you never got into trouble growing up. You were friends with Kim until she moved away when you were eleven. She moved to Santa Barbara California and presumably lived her whole life there. It's all in your background file."

Jake tried to lift his hands to his face and that was when he realized that he was still restrained.

"I'm so confused Mark. Your telling me my life didn't happen the way I remember it happening."

"Just relax xo, we got to get you out here. Try not to think about it for now ok?"

Mark stood up and looked at Korica squatting down next to Laurel.

"Do you¦know who I am Jake?" Korica asked softly.

"Of course, you're my adopted daughter Korica."

"You don't seem very happy to see me."

"Because you told me to stay away from you after the Inicius mission remember? I wouldn't give you access to the new data core and you blew up and told me that I never loved you and that I was holding you back from the studies that your were required to complete in order to make ensign. I called you a spoiled little shit and you told me to stay the hell away from you from now on."

"What?" Korica exclaimed as she stood up quickly. "I would never ever talk to you like that and you have never insulted me by calling me names like that. We love each other."

Jake looked down and furrowed his brow heavily. He was sure now that he was remembering Merenon acting through Korica to distort his memory. If he had granted her the access she asked for Merenon might have been able to find critical data on the mission to Tiomot. Jake looked up at Korica's adorable face with a crushed look on it.

"Does it help if I apologize for what I said?"

"Yes but you didn't call me anything and I know you love me, I can feel if from you¦well not right now cause of those things in your head but I would never say that you don't love me Jake. You encouraged me every step of the way to making ensign and you tell me at least once or twice a day that you love me and how proud you are of me."

"I'm sorry Korica, that's just not how I remember things. My heart hurts right now because to me it feels like for the last month or so you have pulling away from me."

"Are you saying one changed memory changes all of your subsequent memories?"

"I don't know, maybe."

Mark stepped over to the Pa'coul men standing in the room that all looked like they were in shock.

"Do you guys know how to straighten out someone's head that has been scrambled like this?" Mark asked quietly.

"If we examined all of this equipment for a while maybe¦but as far as I know if memories are corrupted or whatever it's permanent. How do you rebuild something as personal as memories without knowing what was contained in the original memory to map it back into the mind and how would you map the memories back into the exact same place that they occupied before. Memories are just electrical impulses conducted through the brain in a confined area that the brain interprets as memories, if those electrical impulses have been changed I don't know how you would reorder them exactly how they were before. The elder race might be capable of that level of manipulation but it's way beyond anything I've ever heard our people being capable of."

Mark looked back at Laurel still lying unconscious in the floor and he sighed.

"So my captain might be compromised beyond hope of her reassuming command?"

"I don't know lieutenant, that's entirely possible depending on how much time they spent messing around in her mind." Mark looked at him and nodded.

Mark was saddened and felt terrible for poor Laurel but he also knew that meant it was time to revive the originally assigned crew and maybe even his team now that Korica's position was secured. Mark knew that he and Korica and a few civilians couldn't possibly command the Future even with the Future's incredible level of automation. Mark turned back around and looked at Korica.

"Stay with them Korica and try to figure out how to get those things off of them ok?"

Korica looked at him and nodded though she looked very sad. He knew that she felt like she had found Laurel and Jake only to realize that she lost them after all. They just weren't the same people anymore. Jake felt estranged from Korica for things that never actually happened and lord only knows how deep the damage goes in Laurel's mind.

Mark stepped up to the door and twisted the handle and the door latch clanked and Laurel screamed out and sat up quickly and scooted into Jake's legs burning the top of her behind as she bumped the restraints around his ankles. She kept scooting back with a terrified look on her face as she looked around the room trying to figure out what was going on. She scooted back until Jake's ankles bumped into one another burning him and making him yank his feet out from behind her. She scooted back until her back hit the wall she had been pinned to and then she sat still looking around.

"Mom you're safe, we're here to rescue you."

Laurel looked at her blankly and then she looked over at Jake and her face lit up for a moment and then she looked over at Mark standing at the door and she seemed to look at him like she was trying to remember who he was. She looked at the other men in the room and then she tried to lift her hands. She looked down at her waist and her face turned very serious and she looked up with scowling look.

"Where are you Merenon?" Laurel barked. "I know better than this¦where are you, you brown skinned scum bag! Show yourself!"

"Mom it's over, we're really here and you're safe now. Who is Merenon anyways? Jake mentioned his name too."

Laurel looked at Korica and she stared at her for a few moments and then her expression began to soften a little as the reality of the situation began to sink in. She slowly looked over at Merenon lying on his side with a rather sizable pool of black blood around his head where the shattered halo had cut his scalp. Laurel nodded in that direction.

"That is Merenon. I have known him since the third grade. He made me murder my teacher and all of my friends became scared of me because of what I did. I have seen¦glimpses of him my whole life¦when I wasn't in jail or at the detention center for troubled youth. He only seemed to appear anytime I was happy."

Mark's mouth fell open and he stepped back from the door and the latch clanked and Laurel flinched and cringed for a moment. Mark looked at the door and he realized the very sound of the latch must activate a Pavlovian response that frightens her as it reminds her of every time her interrogators entered the room. Mark stepped over to Laurel and knelt down close to her.

"Do you know who I am cap?"

"You¦you are Mark Tillman. I know you right?"

"Yah¦you know me Laurel. We're friends, close friends."

Mark looked down as he realized the sweet and brilliantly smart Laurel Kade that he knew and loved was gone. This was someone else entirely that barely even recognized him. Mark looked back into Laurel's deep blue eyes and he tried to see her as a new person, not the Laurel Kade that he has known for several months. He knew he needed to consider her dead and he would have to get to know this new girl as if he had just met her for the first time.

"Laurel, do you know this girl?" Mark asked softly putting his hand on Korica's back.

"Yes. She is Korica Prentor. We rescued her from her mother and father's slave ship that was full of young girls in the service of the¦Rokarians. With the help of the Hodong we got her free and she requested asylum aboard the Future and the elder race took us to court and tried us for high crimes against the royal families of the young girls we killed to get Korica free. They gave her to us to do with as we see fit and told us to head to the Tel Pok Maron's region of space for final disposition and judgment."

Mark stood up slowly and tried to digest how weird things were in Laurel's mind. It sounded like events were blurred and timelines had been twisted into one another in a totally new and different reality for her.

"So you don't see Korica as your daughter?"

"My daughter? Hell no, I'm not even the same species as her." Laurel said rather callously.

Korica teared up and then took off for the door, clanking the latch hard making Laurel flinch and close her eyes tightly. Korica flung the door open and ran out leaving Mark to wonder what the hell he was supposed to do now. Huron stepped into the room at that moment and waved Mark over. Mark nodded and looked down at Laurel and Jake.

"You two sit tight for minute." Mark said.

Laurel and Jake both nodded lightly and Mark turned and walked over to the door and stepped out of the room with Huron. They walked over to the stone table with the display on it and Huron sat down.

"We found a visual record of everything they put Laurel and Jake through. Huron tapped a button and the console panel and the playback resumed. Mark cringed as he watched Laurel being pained so bad that she was screaming out in pain as Mereonon questioned her. It broke his heart to see her being abused in such a manner. He watched right up until the time that Merenon got angry and killed Laurel and then ordered her revival so he could press on with more interrogation from her.

"Shut it off, I've seen enough."

Huron reached up and touched a button pausing the visual playback.

"This will be used as evidence against the Lundragaus that perpetrated this hostile act against your people."

"That's little solace for the damage done. Those aren't the same people that were taken from me¦us. You be sure and impress the fact that my captain and executive officer were murdered. I am left with a couple of kids with their memories scrambled and they were the key to us getting home. I can never replace them and the extraordinary abilities they had¦have¦once again unrealized. I have no choice but to put them in stasis and hope someone can deal with troubled youth that never actually had a troubled childhood. Their parents are going to be broken hearted, they now have a serious problem on their hands."

"I can't express enough my sorrow and condolences at the loss of your people Mark."

"They aren't just me people¦they were my friends and in my line of work not many people make it to that distinction with me."

"The other thing I wanted to show you is this." Huron said pointing to a button on the display that read restraints though to Mark it was just some weird looking scribbles.

"So what is that?"

"You don't know how to read Trindol?"

"No."

"It says restraints."

"So press it for crap sake."

"I was worried that this could do something other than release the hold on Laurel and Jake. For all I know it could increase the energy and kill them."

"At this point I think that would be a release for them. Just push it and see what happens."

Huron reached up and took breath and then touched the button and then he got to his feet and followed Mark back into the next room and the blue beams of energy were gone from Laurel and Jake's heads and their wrists were free. Laurel and Jake both slowly got their feet and Jake reached into his shirt and pulled the cardio stimulators from his chest and slung them in the floor and then Laurel did the same and then they both looked over at Mark.

"Thank you Mark." Jake said. "What took you so long to get here?"

"I'm sorry Jake, these guys were dug in like ticks and it took us some time to find where they had taken you and to secure the intel we needed to make a proper entry so Korica could do her thing¦oh shit! Korica! Look you two stay here and¦get your heads clear or whatever. I need to go find Korica."

"Why is she so important to you? She's just an orphan of some nasty flesh peddlers. She just wanted a way out before they turned her out so we were just a means of escape for her." Laurel said coldly.

"What?!" Mark just put his hand up and turned and walked away realizing that everything was completely upside for Laurel and she didn't even realize how hurtful her comment was.

Mark made his way into the next room and he tapped his cranial transceiver.

"Korica can you hear me?" There was no reply.

Mark looked at the Pa'coul standing in the room one of which was Huron and he sighed.

"Do you have any idea where Korica is? I have to find her. The poor thing is heartbroken."

Huron looked at him and grinned slightly and then pointed at his wrist. Mark lifted his arm and looked at the life signs detector and shook his head at his absent-mindedness.

"Right, thanks."

Mark lifted his arm and looked over the life signs and he could see one particularly warm life sign off by itself out in the cross corridor sitting in a corner. He mad his way through the next room and out into the corridor and he turned right and headed deeper into the dark corridor.

"Come on Korica please answer me sweetheart?"

Mark heard a sob echo down the corridor and in his ear.

"I just want to be alone for a little bit Mark." Korica said quietly.

Mark stopped walking and looked up the dark corridor.

"Korica please don't leave me alone out here. Without you I'm all alone now. I just found out that I've lost my friends and my command crew. I need a friend Korica¦please?"

"I'm down here Mark, twenty feet from you on the left." Korica said softly after a few seconds of silence.

Mark grinned and lifted his wrist and followed the blinking dot until he was right next to the short corridor that she was at the end of squatted down leaning up against a door.

"I can't see you Korica, it's dark as hell back here."

"That's how I want it."

"Korica honey, please don't be like this. I can hardly imagine what you must be feeling but I need your help. We have to get Laurel and Jake back up to the Future and we still have a mission to get back to. I hate to put this on you but you're an officer on a starship, you have a duty to push on now that we have our people back¦and I really need you cause¦I love you Korica. You aren't alone as long as I'm around."

Mark heard Korica moving around and then he heard a few footsteps and Korica stepped right into him and flung her arms around him. He knelt down in the pitch darkness and pulled her close to him and she put her arms around his neck and he stood up while holding her tightly. She wrapped her legs around his waist and he tucked his face into her neck as he stroked her back.

"Thank you Korica. You scare me when you run off on your own like this."

Korica sobbed in his ear a few times and then took a deep breath.

"They don't love me anymore Mark. Laurel talked like I was nothing to her and Jake thinks I don't respect him¦I've lost my parents all over again."

"Oh sweetie their minds have just been scrambled. They remember things that never happened. I'm not going to leave your side until we figure out how to get them straightened out ok? You aren't alone little one, I love you and I'm gunna take care of you until we get this figured out."

"I just want 'em back the way I remember them Mark¦I want a mom and dad that love me and respect me." Korica began to cry again so Mark squeezed her tighter and stroked her back softly.

"I know Korica. I'm gunna do everything I can to make that happen."

Mark let Korica cry for a few minutes until her sobs got far enough apart that he was pretty sure she had it out of her system for now. He then turned around and walked back down the corridor toward the light and he stopped ten feet short of the door leading toward Laurel and Jake. He squatted down and Korica put her feet on the ground and stepped back and wiped the tears from her eyes and cheeks. Mark put his hand up to her cheek and gave her a warm grin.

"You gunna be ok to help me get these two back up to the Future?"

"Yah, I'll keep it together as best as I can. I'm just really sad is all."

"Good girl. Will you do me favor and go with Huron to the enemy ship and see if you can get the communications system working?"

"But where are you going to be? You said you weren't going to leave my side."

"I'm not honey, I have to take care of Laurel and Jake."

"Ok, I'll do my job¦and I'll do as you ask lieutenant."

"Thank you ensign, that's my girl."

Mar then stood up and led the way to the door ten feet away and he pushed it open and they stepped in and then walked to the next door across the room and Mark pulled it open and Huron and his men gave them a warm smile.

"Huron, will you take Korica with you and see if you can get the communications system on the enemy ship up and running so we can call your teams down to try and get the ship up and running? She has the ability to look at systems she has never seen before and she can figure out how to make them function. It could come in handy."

"As you wish lieutenant. I've heard of that advanced ability. Some of our people have that trait, intuitive learning is what we call it. Come on ensign, let's go see what we can do to get the ship working for us."

"Yes sir."

"Keep your cranial transceiver active if you want Korica and I'll do the same that way we can hear each other at all times ok?"

"Thank you Mark, that would be nice to hear a familiar voice while I work."

Mark looked around at the men in the room for a moment and then he got down on one knee and put his arms out to Korica. She smiled and stepped into him and he hugged her tightly for a few moments and then he kissed the side of her head.

"I love you kiddo, you just keep that in your heart ok?"

"Thank you Mark, I love you too."

Mark then stood up and he watched as Huron's men scooped up the Lundragaus and exited the room with Huron and Korica leading the way. Mark then turned and headed to the door leading into the torture room and Laurel and Jake were leaning against the table waiting for him. They stood up when he stepped in and he walked right up to them and looked at the neural transducers in their temples and the back of their heads. He then stepped back and looked down at their bare feet and the conductors on each side of their ankles.

"We have to find a way to get those things off your bodies. Do you know how they were put on?"

"No. They were in place when we woke up pinned to that wall." Jake said.

"Have you tried to pull them loose?"

"Yah and it hurt like hell. They go really deep and it felt like they trying to pull a plug of flesh with them."

"Well hopefully the AI can figure out how to remove 'em then."

"So what're you gunna do with us? I assume you aren't going to let us go back to our jobs running the ship?" Laurel asked a little snidely.

"No that wouldn't be my first choice given your current state of mind. You will need to be psych evaluated to assess whether you're fit to command. You must realize that you've been compromised?"

"Yah I guess so. I can remember saying some things before they began digging for information that doesn't make much sense so I would have to conclude that I am a different person than the one you remember."

"What do you remember saying?"

"I told Jake that I loved him and asked him to forgive me if I said anything rude to him. I don't know why I would have said that, I'm not actually in love him though he is pretty damn good looking¦well usually, he kind of looks like shit right now."

"Laurel! How could you say that? We're paired and that only happens between a couple that loves each other with all their heart."

"Paired! I don't freakin think so. We share quarters because we like each other but we are far from in love given your big mouth and rude attitude toward women."

Jake looked at Mark with a shocked look on his face. Mark just shrugged his shoulders and then figured he would stick up for Jake.

"Uh Laurel, I have never heard Jake ever say anything rude to you. You guys are¦were inseparable and deeply in love with each other from what I could tell."

"Yah right." Laurel said then chuckled. "I like Jake but I aint letting anyone get that close to me. All guys want is what's in my pants and I'm not easy. He has to prove his worth before I would ever let myself fall for him."

"Laurel that is the meanest thing I've ever heard you say. I have proven that I'm not crazy about you just to get in your pants."

"Oh you're telling me what you've proven to me? You think you have the right to speak for me cause I'm a weak girl or too dumb to know what I'm feeling?"

"That's not what I was saying. I would never demean you like that. Why are you being so hateful?"

"Because I won't have a guy telling me when he's proved anything to me until I tell him I'm convinced."

"Wow. You must have some really horrible stuff in your memory that was done to you by guys that were real pigs¦or things that you think were done to you."

"I am who I am Jake. Don't judge me until you've lived in my shoes."

"Yes mam. I think I'll just shut up while I'm ahead."

"That would be novel. You usually like to get the last word in."

"Geeze, you must remember me as a real ass hole."

"All guys are, it's just a matter of degree from one guy to the next."

"And how many guys do you remember being with in your life time?"

"I don't know, I date a guy for a couple weeks then move on to another. I think my first serious boyfriend was when I was like eight when I lost my virginity but I haven't kept count."

"Oh shit! Eight¦that's frickin-disturbing Laurel. You were a virgin when we met."

"Were? Are you saying you think you've done me?"

Jake blushed a little and looked at Mark then grimaced and looked back at Laurel.

"Yah you and I made love once and we engage in¦other stuff all the time."

"You're out of your mind! I have never screwed you and if you keep trying to screw with my head like this it's never going to happen either."

"Oh man¦Merenon has really jacked your¦our minds up. Mark who is right here?"

"Don't get me into the middle of this xo. I'm trying to get to know you both because you are both recalling things that aren't right and you are acting completely different from the people that I knew before."

"Are you saying that you don't know if we have ever done each other?"

Mark hesitated and then sighed.

"From what I know you two did it at the Farqua station before you joined with the Angalon and you mess around quite often."

"Angalon? What the fuck is that?" Laurel asked.

"You got a mouth on you Laurel, it isn't very becoming of a young lady to talk like that. The Angalon is the living ship you three created, you Jake and Korica."

"Piss off, I'll talk the way I want, I'm a lady just not a prissy one. Do you know what the hell he's talking about Jake?" Laurel asked looking at Jake.

"I have never heard the name Angalon but I know we were considered for the new oni anquis tok be day oh, but we were found to have the wrong state of mind, it would have killed us so we didn't go through with it. Something about not having the right amount or kind of love in our hearts for one another."

"Oh man...you guys will have to see the proof when we get back to the Future."

"About that, when can we get the fu¦heck out of here?" Laurel asked.

"We are going to get the enemy ship functional and then we will call the Future and Jukron for a ride home."

"What is the Jukron?"

"That's Huron's ship."

"And I'm supposed to know who that is?"

"No I suppose you wouldn't know who that is. Huron is the captain of the Pa'coul vessel Jukron. He and his people stuck their necks out for you to come help rescue you. Without his help this would have gotten very bloody but thanks to him I was able to follow your orders and no one was killed. If you meet him I want you to show him the gratitude and respect he deserves."

"My orders¦you can kill every one of the Lundragaus and I wouldn't give a shit."

"That isn't the elder race way remember?"

"Well luckily I'm not an elder race so I don't give a shit about the elder race way. They judged us for saving Korica by any means necessary and we have been sent across the galaxy for final disposition by some¦ethereal race that will either send us on our way or sentence everyone on the Future to death so excuse me if I don't exactly have any love for the elder race. As I remember it, it was Jake that slaughtered over a hundred girls when they wouldn't let us take Korica. Killing is in our nature and it defines us in that we're brave enough to do what we have to do in order to save the innocent."

"Somewhere in that despicable statement is something profound. We save the innocent from being victimized and preyed upon but you have the details of what really happened all screwed up. Jake killed one girl who was being beheaded and we rescued one hundred and three young girls from a life of sexual abuse and slavery at the hands of the Hodong only to be auctioned off to some really depraved individuals that lavish young flesh. Korica was among those young girls and the Hodong murdered her parents and we rescued her only hours to minutes before she was to be¦broken in. We fell in love with her¦you fell in love with her and you and Jake adopted her so that she would know a life of love, compassion and encouragement rather than torture, depravity and loneliness."

Laurel looked down and seemed to be truly thinking over what Mark had said. She slowly looked up at him and shook her head slowly.

"Is that really¦I adopted her?"

"Yes Laurel, please try to remember how you feel about her even if you remember events differently. That poor girl depends on your love and she loves you with all her heart."

"I feel something¦that doesn't fit with what I remember happening."

"That's right Laurel, hold onto that. They can screw up your memories but I hope they can't change what's in your heart."

"It's so confusing to feel betrayed by everyone you ever trusted and to think I shouldn't care about anyone but myself¦yet I'm compelled to care about that girl like she's something more than I remember."

"She is a very special¦bright little spirit and you have promised her that you would always love her and be there for her. You are all that she has left Laurel. The Hodong took everything from her, they are far from our allies Laurel. You have to feel it deep down."

"I think I do¦I mean I feel the truth in what you're saying but it just¦I know I should trust you emphatically for some reason so¦I'll try to accept what you say as the way things really are."

"That a girl. Let's get you out of this¦dungeon and go see how Korica is doing with getting the communications up on the enemy ship."

"Hay¦thank you Mark. Thank you for coming to get us. It feels kind of nice to think we might actually be friends even if I don't remember it that way."

"You're welcome Laurel. It's what true friends do¦and you are one of my dearest friends even if you don't remember it that way."

Mark then led the way out of the room and Laurel looked at Merenon as they walked past and she could sense the life within him. She wanted to run a steak through his black heart but she figured that would be up to whatever authorities took him into custody. Mark led them through each doorway and out into the main passageway and then he turned left and headed to the walkway that ringed the twelfth level. Laurel and Jake finally got their first look at the ship that had captured them. They were looking right at the round and slightly pointed bow doors of the ship. Laurel stopped and put her hands on the guardrail as she took in the enormity of the ship. Behind the bulbous capture bay the ship was roughly hexagonal shaped and the rear section was generally rectangular and she took note of the fact that the hull was a white smooth material that didn't exactly look like metal. It reminded her of a rough plastic material but it was the size of the ship that astounded her. The landing gear struts were the size of tree trunks and the boarding ramp that she was looking down on looked wide enough to drive ten old Earth tanks up side by side at the same time. Above the capture bay along the front edge of the hexagonal shaped middle portion of the ship was a row of six dark windows that presumably provided a view of space ahead for the bridge. Jake stepped up next to Laurel and out of pure instinct he put his hand on her shoulder and she sidestepped and jerked her shoulder away from him flinging his hand away with her elbow as she stepped away from him.

"Don't touch me unless I tell you too! We've talked about this Jake¦I'm not your toy to be pet and groped as you see fit!"

Jake stepped back and put his hands up.

"Take it easy Laurel. We never had any such conversation. I was just showing affection and appreciation for your presence. In my mind we're a couple."

"Well in mine you are a big pain in the ass¦all be it a really good looking one, who just wants to screw me the first chance he gets."

"I'm not like that Laurel. I'm not with you because I want to do you, I'm with you cause I love you."

"Uh huh¦don't touch me! So Mark, that's the ship that grabbed us?" Laurel asked turning toward Mark.

"That's it. What little I saw inside suggests that it was stolen from somewhere. I don't think the Lundragaus built it."

"It's fuckin huge. Where do you suppose it came from?"

"Damn Laurel, I wish you wouldn't talk like that. I have no idea where it came from, does it really matter?"

"You're a Marine, how the hell am I bruising your sensibilities? I guess it doesn't matter where the ship came from as long as we can use it to get out of this hole."

"Korica how's it coming?" Mark called out as he turned and looked at the ship.

"We have auxiliary power online so the communications system should be able to activated once we figure these controls out a little better." Korica's voice responded in a gentle voice in Mark's ear.

"Good girl, I knew I could depend on you. Keep at it, we're coming aboard."

"Thanks Mark, I'll see you in a few."

Mark turned and looked at Laurel and Jake and he could see that they were both trying to activate their cranial transceivers without success.

"I think these things they put in our heads shorted out the transceivers Mark." Jake said.

"That could be a problem, they require power in order to remove them. Don't worry about it for now, we'll have the AI take a look at them when we get back aboard the Future."

Mark then turned around and led the way around the walkway that ringed the gigantic launch tunnel floor. Laurel and Jake couldn't take their eyes off the humongous ship below them. It just seemed odd that such a huge ship would be used to grab something as small as the crimson fighter. As Mark led them down the staircase to the floor below them Mark could hear crackling in his ear and when he stepped onto the floor and walked out under the gigantic doors twenty five hundred feet above them he clearly heard the AI's voice trying to reach them.

"Korica, can you hear that?" Mark asked.

"Hear what Mark?" She replied.

"I think the AI is trying to reach us which means she must be in orbit or real close to it."

"I don't hear anything except you but the hull of this ship could be blocking the signal. Give me second Mark, I think I know how to activate the communications system but it won't last for long unless we can figure out how to get main power on line. The shields have been running since arriving here and the auxiliary power is nearly spent."

"Ok we're about to come aboard."

"Ouch! Son of a fuckin bitch!" Laurel yelled out.

Mark spun around and he was going to admonish Laurel for cursing like a drunken sailor when he saw her holding her foot up with a metal shard in the bottom of her foot. Mark stepped back to her and reached down and plucked the sharp piece of metal from her foot and she squeaked as he pulled it out. A tiny trickle of blood ran down her foot and dripped off her heel and Mark reached down and scooped her up and pulled her close to his chest. She put her arm around his neck and looked him right in the eyes.

"I don't like being touched Mark."

"Relax Laurel, I'm carrying you across the debris ridden floor I'm not groping you. What the heck has poisoned you against all men?"

"It's personal Mark, I just don't trust guys and I don't want 'em touching me for any reason."

Mark finally reached the bottom of the boarding ramp and set Laurel down gently and then turned around walked back over to Jake and he scooped him up and turned to walk back toward the boarding ramp.

"I'm sorry she's such a bitch Mark. Please don't hold it against her." Jake whispered.

"I won't xo. I know that guy Merenon has destroyed the person she was." Mark said very quietly.

Mark set Jake down a few feet away from Laurel and then led the way up the ramp. Laurel limped a little on her left foot and left wet heel prints in blood but she grit her teeth and just bared the discomfort. Mark stopped at the top of the boarding ramp and looked around a little and then called out to Korica.

"Hay short stuff, how do we get to your location? We're in the cargo area at the top of the boarding ramp."

"Just head aft through the center door and after you step through it look to your left and you'll see a set of stairs that lead up to the bridge five decks above you."

"Got it, thanks Korica."

Mark turned and looked at Laurel leaning heavy on her right leg while holding her weight off her left foot, standing only on the ball of her foot.

"You going to be ok to climb some stairs Laurel?"

"This is a tickle of pain compared to what I was put through by Merenon. You got no idea what it feels like to have every single nerve ending in your body stimulated to send the strongest pain signals to the brain possible. It makes your brain short circuit and your heart palpitates and then stops beating. I can take a pin prick in my foot."

Mark looked down and it broke his heart to hear just how bad it was for her and Jake. He nodded and he couldn't even look in her eyes, he just turned and led the way around the equipment and components lying in the floor. They walked to the back of the cargo area to a pair of double doors and Mark pressed on one of the doors and it resisted being pushed open and he looked next to the door and there was square black panel and he stepped over to it and touched it and nothing happened and then he waved his hand over it and the doors slid open very quickly startling him as they snapped into the bulkhead with a thud. He then stepped back in front of the doorway and walked into a small room that had walls shaped just like the outside of the hull in this section creating a faceted passageway leading to the left and right and there was a darkened control panel right in front of them. He looked to his left and saw the stairs that Korica had mention so he turned and headed toward them.

Mark looked up the stairs and he could see that they led to each deck above them and he could see the ceiling five decks above. He stepped around to the bottom of the fairly wide stairs. They climbed up the first flight and then round the stairs to the next flight and climbed up another flight and they stepped out onto a deck that had many chairs with consoles at each dotted around the room. They rounded the stairs to the next flight of stairs and climbed up to another deck that had all of its bulkheads pulled apart and there were wires and plumbing exposed and some very odd looking mechanical apparatuses within the walls with a few of the electrical circuits glowing slightly. They climbed up to the next deck and it was just more passageways with many doors that were all closed and they round the stairs to the last flight and they climbed up to the bridge. It had three levels of hexagonally arranged control panels that all faced toward the darkened windows at the front of the room. Korica was with Huron and three Pa'coul men at the top level leaning over the control console in front of them.

Mark walked around to the left side where there were steps leading up to each level and he climbed up to the top level. When he reached the top level he could see a chair sitting by itself with switches and buttons on the arm rests and he assumed it was the captain's chair. He stepped up behind Korica and Huron and looked at the confusing control panels they were working at. It was vaguely reminiscent of the control panels on the Future but these had lighted symbols floating around that looked sort of like the icons on the Future's control panels but to Mark these looked like hieroglyphs or single character phrases and they were each a different color and constantly in motion swimming around the otherwise dark control panels.

"Have you figured out the communications system Korica?" Mark asked as he gently put his hand on her back.

Korica stopped what she was doing and turned to Mark and hugged him tightly for a second then stepped back and grinned at him.

"I heard what you said Mark¦thank you."

"You're welcome beautiful."

Korica turned back to the control panel and she pointed at a symbol in front of Huron and he reached out and touched it and the panel brought up the communications signals being detected and Korica stood up straight and smiled.

"We got it! Communications are at our disposal. Look mark, you see that signal that's modulating with my voice? That's our cranial transceivers being detected."

"Nice job ensign! You're amazing." Huron said patting her shoulder.

"So you can transmit?" Mark asked.

"Yep. I think that button right there activates the transmitter."

"You have a true genius on your hands lieutenant. You need to keep this woman close at hand." Huron said.

"You don't have to tell me, she's an officer in the civilian corps at her age for good reason. Go ahead and open a channel Korica. Let's get the Future on the line."

"We need to decide what frequency we want to transmit on first."

Korica leaned on the lower console and looked at the controls being displayed for a moment and then she seemed to understand what she was looking at. She touched the slider next to the detected signals and she slid it up to just below the frequency of the cranial transceivers and then she reached over and touched what she was pretty sure was the transmit button and then she looked at Mark and nodded. As he spoke Korica saw his voice modulation being recreated on the display and she knew she had been right.

"Future this is the¦" Mark looked at Korica and she grinned.

"Oh¦the Optigolon." Korica said pointing to two symbols on the bulkhead behind the captain's chair.

Mark looked at the symbols that just looked like scribbles to him and he nodded.

"Future this is Mark on the Optigolon, do you read me?"

"Yes lieutenant, I read you loud and clear. I am in orbit directly above your location along with the Jukron."

"Thank god. It's great to hear your voice Future, mission accomplished. We have Laurel and Jake alive and the Lundragaus have been taken into custody without any loss of life though Laurel and Jake aren't exactly themselves. From this point forward I am appointing Korica as officer in command of the Future mission until Laurel and Jake can be assessed for fitness to command. I want their command codes locked out for now."

"What the hell are you doing? You don't have authorization to take my command from me!" Laurel barked.

"No, but I do." Korica said turning toward her. "I love you mom but you aren't you and we have to think of the sixty five hundred people on the Future. I concur with Marks recommendation and I accept the responsibility for command until Laurel and Jake can be assessed to continue their role as captain and executive officer."

"Voice ident recognized and accepted. Yours are the only active command codes now¦captain Prentor."

"That's mutiny you little shit!" Laurel said scowling at Korica.

Mark stepped up to Laurel and put his finger pointing up right in front of her face.

"I told you that you would show Korica the proper respect she is due and you will honor the promise you made to her! Now knock it off! Listen to your heart not your screwed up memories!" Mark said very sharply.

Laurel scowled at him angrily for a moment and then she seemed to get it and she looked down and sighed and nodded slowly. She then limped to the side and looked at Korica.

"I'm sorry Korica. I can't explain it but I¦I love you somehow deeper than I can explain by my memories and I know you're just doing your job given the situation."

"Thank you mom. I don't do this easily but it has to be done until we can get your mind straightened out."

"I know. I can sense what's in your heart and so I can feel how deeply you love me¦I think I feel the same thing toward you. I hope you can understand my confusion?"

"I can feel that I'm still in your heart mom. I guess they couldn't distort how you feel about the people you love."

"It's so weird to look at someone and think you should feel a certain way towards them because of things you remember happening but your heart tells you something totally different."

Korica looked down at Laurel's foot and saw a tiny drop of blood drip from her heel and she gasped.

"Mom you're hurt! Huron do you have anything to stop the bleeding?"

"Yes. Let me take a look."

Huron took a step toward Laurel and she took two steps back.

"Stay the hell away from me! I'm fine, it's just a scratch."

"Whoa, yes mam." Huron said stepping back.

Huron then reached into the front of his weapon holster and pulled out a small metallic cylinder and he handed it to Korica.

"Artificial skin. Spray that on the cut and it will disinfect and seal the wound stopping the bleeding. It has analgesic properties but I don't know for sure if that portion will work on your species."

"Thank you Huron. I'm actually a different species from Laurel but I assume you meant on Humans."

"That's what I meant." Huron said.

"Will you let me help you mom?" Korica asked softly holding up the small canister.

Laurel nodded and Korica stepped over to her and then squatted down and Laurel lifted her foot for her while leaning on the control console next to her. Korica reached out her hand and cupped her ankle and lifted her foot and she could see the Â¼ inch long puncture that the metal shard had left in her foot and it was still bleeding at a fairly good rate. Korica cringed at the sight of the bright red blood dripping down her foot and dripping off her heel.

"That's actually a good sign ensign, the blood flow probably flushed any contaminants out of the wound." Huron said. "Shake the canister vigorously for a few seconds and then spray it directly on the wound."

Korica shook the can for a few seconds and then looked for the output point of the nozzle and then she aimed it at the puncture point on Laurel's foot and squeezed the trigger and a stream of white foam hit Laurel's foot and she closed her eyes and sucked air in through her teeth as the foam acted to kill any germs and bacteria in the wound and then it clotted the blood at the wound and finally it hardened into a flesh colored circle and the pain faded away completely. Korica let go of Laurel's foot and she put her weight on it and she could feel a tiny hard spot but she could put all her weight on it and there was no discomfort at all.

"Than you Korica¦and thank you Huron. I'm sorry if I was rude, I just don't like men touching me."

"Yah I got that, you're welcome Laurel." Huron said.

"You're welcome mom." Korica said as she stood up.

Korica handed the canister back to Huron and then stepped over to the console with the communication being detected displayed on it.

"Future can you contact the Jukron for us and give them this frequency to talk to us on? We aren't going to be able to keep communications online for very long. We only have auxiliary power available at the moment and there is only twenty percent remaining until complete power failure. We need Huron's engineers and technicians down here so we can get main power online."

"Understood, please stand by¦"

"Was that ok Huron?" Korica asked looking at him.

"You sounded very¦well like a captain. You are an extraordinary young lady Korica. I can sure see why you're a favorite among the elder race."

"Thank you Huron." Korica said with a grin.

"Captain Prentor, I have passed the information onto the Jukron for you. They should be contacting you momentarily." The AI reported.

Korica was unsettled hearing herself called by what she felt was Laurel's rightful title.

"Understood Future, please call me ensign Prentor though. I worked hard to make ensign and my mom and dad were tortured to death for me to make acting captain."

"Understood. I apologize ensign Prentor."

"Huron, this is Axeron on the Jukron. Can you hear me?"

"Axeron, get a technical team geared up and send them to our coordinates. The Optigolon is about to lose what little auxiliary power we were able to muster up. We will try and figure out how to open the tunnel doors above us¦" Huron looked at Korica and she looked around at the floating symbols on the control panel and her eyes fixated on one in particular and she pointed at it. "Ensign Prentor has located the command to open the doors. There is enough room down here for several Griggon class transports. We need technical engineers and probably ten more personnel to fly this tub out of here. Ensign Prentor is an absolute genius with the alien symbology that this ship is operated from so I want your technical teams to get with her before they touch anything."

"Understood sir. Do you want us to make contact with the elder race?"

"Not yet. You will have to leave the system to do that and we need all hands on deck right now. There is enough evidence down here to convince the elder race that the Lundragaus have finally proven themselves a danger to this entire galaxy and they have committed horrible crimes against one of the prettiest and one of the most handsome elder race I have ever laid eyes on. I need sixteen stasis confinement cells prepared for the enemy combatants that have been captured. They have sensitive information in their minds so I don't want them to be allowed to regain consciousness until the elder race representatives show up to take them into custody."

"Got it. Jukron out."

"Korica?" The AI called out.

"Yes, I'm here Future."

"How are Laurel and Jake physically?"

Korica looked over at them and grinned at them and then gestured at the control panel with an upturned palm. Laurel and Jake both stepped up to the control panel.

"I feel like absolute crap and I'm exhausted but I don't have any physical injuries Future." Jake said. "They didn't have time to begin that portion of our interrogation or found it unnecessary since they were able to take the information they wanted directly from our memories."

Jake then stepped aside to give Laurel her space and he gestured at the control panel.

"I'm ok Future." Laurel said. "I agree with Jake's assessment. I feel like I haven't slept for a month and my chest hurts from having my heart stopped twice but I believe any physical damage will heal rather quickly given our ability to heal faster than most. I forgive you for suspending my command codes. I think you did the right thing. Korica needs to take command until we figure out how to get my head screwed back on straight. I realize now that things aren't¦the way I think they are."

"That is the first step to us helping you Laurel. You need to realize that none of us will deceive you about the real order of things."

"I'll keep that in mind."

"It is nice to your voices just the same."

Huron reached up and touched the symbol that Korica had pointed at and a signal was sent to the door controls and the giant doors at the surface began to retract open. It took a few seconds for the separation to become wide enough for the suns light to begin filling the launch tunnel with light that filtered through the front windows gently though the polarized crystalline windows made it looked very subdued. There was an alarm heard at that point and Korica noticed a blinking symbol that was sitting still so she touched it and the power levels throughout the ship where shown in a graduated scale of bars and there was only one small segment left in red that was blinking and some script that Korica couldn't quite understand.

"I have to turn the communications system off Future so that we can keep the lights on. Auxiliary power is about to fail if I'm reading this display right."

"Understood. I have you on sensors and I can communicate with you via your cranial transceivers if I need to reach you. Tamaric wants me to tell you that he loves you and he is glad to hear that you are safe."

"Awe, tell him I love him too and I'll see him real soon. Optigolon out."

Korica then reached up and touched the button to deactivate the communication system and the display shrunk to a single character and the alarm went quiet and the red segment that was blinking turned solid red and expanded in size slightly.

"I think we have maybe twenty minutes or so and that auxiliary power will be used up and this ship is going to get really dark." Korica said.

"So we can't use the sensors to see when my ships are going to arrive?"

"No. That would be a really bad idea if I even knew how to turn them on."

"What!" Huron said with a worried look on his face.

"Relax, I think it's that blue symbol but we don't have the power right now to experiment and find out for sure." Korica said with a grin pointing at one of the symbols floating on the display that was blue in color.

"So you have a sense of humor despite the current state of affairs? There's hope for you yet ensign." Huron said with a smile.

Korica chuckled and smiled at him.

"Oh Korica¦you have a beautiful smile. You should wear it more often."

"Thank you Huron. Now that I have my mom and dad back I feel like I can smile again."

"Future, has the Jukron launch their ships yet?" Korica called out.

"Yes, three ships are making atmospheric entry as we speak and I am detecting an additional three ships being loaded with men and equipment on the Jukron so they will be departing shortly." Korica heard in her ear.

"Roger that, thank you Future. Huron three ships are just now breaking atmosphere and three more are being loaded with men and supplies up on the Jukron."

"That's great news. You want to head aft and start working on figuring out the engine room?"

"Sure. I want Laurel with me. She's brilliant at figuring out really complex components."

"Whatever you want ensign." Huron said.

"Will you help me mom?"

"I'll certainly try but please stop calling me mom. It just doesn't sound right for what I remember of our relationship."

"Alright Laurel. We can at least be friends right?"

"Yes. I like you Korica. I just don't remember us being close enough to consider you my daughter. In my world I never adopted you. I helped you get away from your parents because I didn't want to see men force themselves on you like they did me when I was your age."

Korica looked down with a sad expression and then she took a deep breath and decided to do her job and worry about feeling sorry for herself later. At least Laurel was alive even if she was acting bizarre.

"Come on mom¦Laurel, sorry. The engine room should be this way."

Korica led Laurel down the steps to the main level and they made their way over to the stairs and descended two decks and then headed aft to find the engine room. Jake stepped over to Mark and bumped his arm with his shoulder and grinned.

"What do you think of Laurel with an attitude against the world?"

"I hate it. She was a sweet girl before and it sucks to see such a beautiful girl so bitter and hateful toward men and so rude to those around her."

"She obviously has some memories that were twisted around so that she thinks men have¦abused her or taken advantage of her. It just goes to show you what happens when a woman is treated properly her whole life as compared to thinking she was treated like crap her whole life."

"We have to get her to chill out or I'm going to have no choice but to put her in the freezer and let a psychologist deal with her if we ever get to the Future planet."

"Is that what you're going to do with me too?"

"You aren't mouthing off or acting all that bizarre. I think you realize your memories are chewed up and you aren't fighting us when we tell you things aren't the way you remember them."

"I don't know what to think of this whole situation. It saddens me to think Laurel thinks I'm only with her to get a piece of her. If she starts to hate me what the heck is going to happen to us in light of the fact we're paired even if she has no memory of it?"

"I don't know xo. We are going to have to try and find a way to break that bond I suppose."

"You know, I wonder if the fact that we were both killed had any affect on that?"

"I don't know, do you miss her or ache for her yet?"

"No, but it's only been a minute or two. It takes longer for it to kick in than that."

"This is all so freakin bizarre to me xo."

"I'm not the xo anymore, remember?"

"Yah, I remember."

"Huron is there anything we can do to help?" Jake asked looking over at Huron.

"There is going to be quite a bit of equipment to carry aboard but you have no shoes on Jake."

"I can help in the cargo area if you want."

"I'm sure we can find something that you can help with. Let's make our way down to the cargo area to greet my men."

The three of them then made their way down the stairs to the cargo area. Mark helped Huron and his men load the equipment and food and water stores aboard and Jake helped move them to the back of the cargo area while Korica and Laurel worked with Huron's engineers to get main power online. It only took a little over an hour to get the Optigolon loaded and main power online. Korica then figured out how to get the engines and helm controls online and the engineers took over after that. While no one was able to read the language of the builders of the Optigolon they were able to get a rudimentary understanding of what symbols performed what functions on the control panels and a good many processors had been overridden to display text in Trindol by the Lundragaus so the overall operations were able to be figured out. It was determined that the ship needed a crew of at least twelve to keep her running properly and with Huron's team of thirty the ship could be operated very smoothly. They loaded all of the recovered equipment and evidence of Laurel and Jake's abduction and subsequent torture and then the Optigolon was launched into orbit. A copy of everything that transpired was discretely transmitted to the Future for the record and so the Future would have an idea of how to help Laurel and Jake with their behavioral issues delicately. The Future crew were then loaded onto one of Huron's smaller transports and taken over to the Future. When the ship landed and Huron opened the cabin door Korica was thrilled to see Tamaric and his parents waiting for them in the hangar. Korica stepped out and practically bowled Tamaric over when she grabbed him in a tight hug. The two held each other for some time before Korica relaxed her grip on him and gave him a peck and a beautiful smile.

"How you doin darlin?"

"I'm ok Tamaric. I've got my mom and dad back but they don't remember adopting me so I feel like I've still lost 'em. Laurel is very bitter and angry with what she thinks she has been through in her life. We're going to have to keep our distance and just let her adjust to how things really are. I would suggest that you give her a wide berth and avoid touching her in any way. She doesn't like men touching her or even getting close to her except for Jake who she tolerates in a weird way. I think she can feel how much she loves him deep down inside but she doesn't understand why she is so drawn to him other than the fact he is really good looking to her." Korica explained in a quiet voice.

"I'll keep my distance. I can't even imagine what they went through that would change them so drastically."

"They were physically and then mentally tortured from the inside out Tamaric. Everything that defined them has been twisted around into a false reality for them though to a lesser degree for Jake, I think we stopped the Lundragaus Merenon before he had much time to mess with Jake's memories."

Tamaric's parents then stepped over to Korica and hugged her briefly and expressed how happy they were to hear that she wasn't hurt. Mark then said his goodbyes to Huron and his men and then he headed to the transport enclosure and transported up to the forward upper hangar to pilot one his Marine attack jumpers to push the Prentor into the lower hangar once it was cast free from the Optigolon. Korica and Tamaric along with Clara and Liam escorted Laurel and Jake up to the command deck. Laurel immediately made her way to the showers and got cleaned up and then Jake did the same and when he made his way back to his quarters as he always did with just a towel around himself he could feel how uncomfortable he was making Laurel so he grabbed a change of clothes and made his way into the bathroom to get dressed. They both had to be very careful while getting dressed with the nerve and neural transducers still attached to their bodies.

Korica made her way to the bridge to oversee Mark's progress with getting the Prentor brought aboard and as soon as the hangar's gravity was restored she haled Huron and thanked him from the bottom of her heart for his assistance and bid him and his crew farewell and then she had the Future plot a course the get them out of the Tin ut Pentul system. She was trying not to think about how her life had been turned upside down by the Lundragaus by focusing on doing the job at hand though she still didn't like having the responsibility of the entire mission on her shoulders. She knew she how to operate the Future but to do Laurel's job was just way beyond what she felt she was ready for.

When the AI reported that the Entrol system was plotted and laid in at a distance of 400 light years Korica told the AI to go ahead and get them under way. The Future made a slow turn away from Tin ut Pentul 5 and throttled up the main engines propelling them out of the system to leave Huron to deal with the Lundragaus and their stolen ship. By the time they were far enough out of the system to accelerate to faster than light speeds Mark had made his way up to the bridge and he sat down at the sensor station and he monitored the senor data for Korica. Once the ship reached 6.5 times the speed of light mark decided it was time to have a serious talk with Korica.

"Korica, can I have a word with you in your office?" Mark asked as he logged himself out of the system.

"My office? I have an office?"

"As acting captain Laurel's office is yours."

"Right¦that is gunna take some getting used to." Korica said as she logged herself out putting the entire bridge to sleep.

Korica pushed her displays aside and got to her feet and stepped down from the platform the captain's is mounted on and she stepped over to Tamaric where he was sitting at the communications station and she pressed her cheek to his and then grinned at him.

"I'll be right back Tamaric."

"I can't go with you?"

"No this sounds serious, I need you to wait here."

"Ok."

Korica then turned and followed Mark out into the main corridor and they turned left and headed to the captain's office next door. They stepped in once the door slid open and Mark took a seat in front of the desk and Korica looked at the plack on the desk with Laurel's name, rank and title on it and she frowned and walked around and pulled the chair out and sat down and she felt like the oversized chair just swallowed her up. Mark leaned forward and grinned at her as he thought she looked a little odd himself sitting behind the desk enveloped by the big chair. Korica looked around and then shook her head and got to her feet and walked around to Mark and she looked at his lap and he smiled at her and scooted his chair back and patted his leg as he moved his legs apart. Korica stepped in between his legs and sat down on his right leg and then laid against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her and gave her a gentle squeeze as she looked down and seemed to just melt into his embrace.

"Look, I don't want you take this as a reflection of my lack of confidence in your ability to command the Future but in light of recent events and how Laurel and Jake are unfit to command and will likely be deemed unfit to resume command I think it's time to revive captain Alexan and lieutenant Hiller, she's his xo. I'm also thinking it might be a good idea to revive my team for security reasons."

Korica sighed but didn't seem all that surprised.

"I kind thought I sensed that you were feeling it was time to take that step."

"It's going to take a while to get them up to speed on our situation and for them to build their strength up. You will remain in command until they are ready to relieve you and I won't let them relieve you until I'm sure they're ready ok?"

Korica scooted back so she could look up into Mark's face while he kept his arms locked around her for comfort.

"Will you¦try to convince captain Alexan that I didn't mean for this happen? I know I was the one who begged to go shopping despite the danger I sensed but I honestly didn't know they were going to be grabbed at Retoria until it was too late."

"It's not your fault honey, I don't want you blaming yourself for what happened. I promise I will stand up for you. No charges are going to be levied against you."

"This just feels so familiar¦I wanted to look around the trading post with my parents instead of staying on the ship like they asked me too and it got 'em killed cause I was spotted and they wanted me for¦well you know what for. Now I've brought the same misery to Laurel and Jake."

"Oh honey, please don't do that to yourself." Mark said as he squeezed her tighter and kissed her forehead. "There are just some really messed up people in this galaxy and you have run across them by pure chance. As your senses get stronger this kind of thing won't happen anymore because you'll be able to see exactly what's coming and when."

"I wish my senses were that refined now. That thing I did down on Tin ut Pentul was really, really hard and you saw what I did to that poor Lundragaus, I just thought how I didn't want him looking at me with those ugly eyes of his and I didn't want him getting close to me and my abilities just¦took over and blinded him and threw him into the wall. It really scared me Mark, if he hadn't of been there to take the brunt of it I really don't know who would have gotten hurt. That's why I haven't messed around with my senses very much. I'm so afraid that I'll¦rip a hole in the ship or kill someone by accident or who knows what. I just don't know what I'm capable of and every time I get a little glimpse it scares the heck out of me."

"I know sweetie, we keep asking to fool around with stuff that you shouldn't be messing with for years. No more shopping trips ok? Let's learn a hard lesson from all this alright?"

"Agreed. I don't ever want to leave the Future again. The AI and Laurel tried to talk me into letting the AI make me some pretty outfits and that's what I'm gunna do from now on. I understand your decision to bring the captain and xo out of stasis Mark. As long as I can still hold my rank and help out wherever possible¦I'm just not ready to be the captain."

"Good girl. I don't see any need to militarize this mission so that's why I want you to remain in command until I can get the captain and his xo ready to take over ok?"

"Ok, I can do that."

"Hay, I'm really proud of you for how you handled yourself down there. You prevented a lot of good men and women from getting hurt. You made it possible to get in and out without anyone losing their lives on either side."

Korica leaned back and wrapped her arms around Mark and hugged him tightly.

"Thank you for being there for me Mark. When I was at my lowest you were there to pick me up and you made me feel¦like I still had family that loved me and wanted me."

"Until Laurel and Jake figure things out I am your family sweetheart. I will always be here for you."

Korica kissed his cheek twice and then sat down on his leg and wiped her eyes and looked at him and grinned.

"We should get back to the bridge. I'm sure we'll be jumping to hyperspace shortly."

"That's my little captain, you just keep your mind on the job at hand. We'll figure the rest out later."

Korica nodded and slid off his leg and stepped out from between his legs. Mark then stood up and led the way out the door and up the corridor to the bridge next door. When they stepped in Laurel and Jake were on the bridge and Laurel was sitting in the captain's chair and Jake was sitting at the propulsion station though neither of them had logged themselves in, as evidenced by the fact that the whole bridge was still asleep. Korica stepped up next to Laurel and faced her.

"How you feeling Laurel?"

"A little out of place. I just don't know how to act. Everything I thought I knew I now question. I don't know how to talk to any of you or exactly what I'm supposed to do."

"Will you take the navigation station for me?" Korica asked gently.

"That's right¦I'm not the captain anymore am I?"

Laurel stood up and stepped down and walked over to the navigation station and sat down and then looked at the blank displays for a moment and then she logged herself in and the whole bridge came to life. Korica sat down and pulled her displays in front of herself and she logged herself in. Jake then turned around and logged himself in and he brought up the engine controls. It was at that moment that a tone was heard indicating that the ship was preparing for the jump to hyperspace. Jake watched the main engines throttle down to 2% and then the antimatter rectors were brought up to full power and the negative matter core ramped up and dumped ever greater impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well causing the stars ahead to blink out and then space began to twist and distort and then a white line formed and descended to the bottom of the event Future and then it twisted and distorted and then finally it spread out and collapsed into a funnel shaped tunnel of shimmering light. The main engines then throttled up and the Future shot into the tunnel and accelerated rapidly. They kept accelerating until they reached an indicated speed of 52.25 times the speed of light and then after a few minor course corrections there was a gentle tone heard indicating that the ideal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automation controls. Korica checked their course and time estimates and she could see that it would take 7.64 hours to reach the Entrol system. She then took a deep breath and stretched her back and then logged herself out and pushed her displays aside and stood up.

"Mark you have the bridge. I'm gunna go to my quarters and get changed."

"You got it capt¦Korica." Mark said with a grin.

"Tamaric will you come with me?"

Tamaric smiled at her warmly and then looked at his parents and they both smiled and gestured for him to go. He then stood up and looked at Korica.

"I would be glad to darlin."

Korica stepped down and then waited for Tamaric to walk over to her and the two of them stepped off the bridge and made the walk to Korica's quarters while holding each others hand. When they arrived at her quarters she took her holsters off and set it on the table at the head of the bed and then she took off the life sign detector that her and Mark had both forgotten to return in their haste to get going and she set it on the table as well and then she reached down and pulled up her pant leg and rolled the top of her sock down and removed the burst transmitter from her ankle and she set that on the table. She then walked over to the bureau at the front of the room and she retrieved a complete change of clothes. She then opened her bottom drawer and pulled out a pair of her white slip on shoes and she walked over to the bed and set everything down and then she got undressed down to her underwear. She then stopped and looked at Tamaric and he was watching her intently and she could feel his mood change as he said something.

"I'm makin you uncomfortable aren't I? I'm sorry Korica, you're just so beautiful and I love looking at your body. I'll go to the bathroom while you finish changing to give you some privacy."

Tamaric stood up and gave her a peck and then walked around the bed and headed for the bathroom. Korica then got completely naked and put on fresh underwear and socks and a new bra. She then put her uniform on and finally stepped into her shoes. She then picked up her tactile suit and under clothes and carried them over to the servo slot and set them down and Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom at that moment. She stepped up to him and gave him a prolonged lip lock kiss and then stepped into the bathroom and relieved herself then washed her hands and finally she brushed her hair out and then she stepped out and walked over to Tamaric sitting on the bed and she sat down next to him and set her head against his shoulder. He leaned his head over against hers and put his hand on her thigh and rubbed her leg a few times until she put her hand on his so he wouldn't get the wrong idea.

"Are you gunna be ok darlin?"

"I'm just really sad Tamaric. I got mom and dad back but¦I didn't. I just don't know what to do. I want my Laurel and Jake back. I need them in my life but I don't know those two on the bridge right now."

"I'm so sorry Korica. I don't understand everything that's going on but I'll be here if you need someone to talk too or a shoulder to cry on. I love you Korica and I want to help you get through this."

Korica lifted her head and looked at him.

"Maybe there is something you can do to help me."

"Oh, what's that?"

"Will you reach out to the Tel Pok Maron with me?"

"You mean¦pray to 'em? Look I aint devoutly religious or anything but I believe in one god and one of his biggest commandments is that you pray to no other god but him."

"The Tel Pok Maron aren't gods, they are extremely powerful beings that can hear the thoughts of others from great distances and we aren't praying to them. We're just gunna call out and see if they will hear us and maybe, just maybe they will hear us and help us."

"I guess it would be ok then. What do we have to do?"

Korica stood up and faced him and slid her shoes off and then climbed up on the bed and crawled on her hands and knees to the middle of the bed and then she sat down and crossed her legs Indian style and she patted the bed in front of her. Tamaric stood up and slipped his shoes off and crawled up on the bed and slipped her a peck as he got into position in front of her making her smile. Tamaric crossed his legs and then reached out and took Korica's hands and smiled at her warmly and then closed his eyes and leaned forward and Korica closed her eyes and leaned forward setting her forehead against Tamaric's Korica then took a deep breath.

"Please hear me Tel Pok Maron, I am Korica Prentor of Draxima. I implore you for help with Laurel Kade of Earth and Jake Myers of Earth. They are not themselves through no fault of their own. Please help me¦help us to restore their minds. I need them back as they were before¦please help me get my mom and dad back."

Korica then felt her abilities suddenly building and she took three quick breaths and she felt something release before she had a chance to try and pull it back and she got lightheaded and she thought she just opened her eyes but when she did she was lying on her back looking up at the ceiling. She uncrossed her legs and rolled onto her side and a cold chill ran up her spine when she saw Tamaric lying on his back with his eyes closed and his legs were still crossed.

"Tamaric! Oh crap¦Tamaric?"

She crawled over to him and his eyes snapped open and he looked around for a second and then he looked at her and laughed and she pulled back and stood up on her knees and looked at him with a heavily furrowed brow.

"What the heck are you laughing at? I could have hurt you."

"That felt amazing Korica! I felt your¦energy or something rush right through me. It felt like you passed right through my body, it tickled everywhere all at once."

"I'm glad you think it's funny and that it tickled but I didn't mean to do that. My abilities got away from again and this time it came out of nowhere. I really could have hurt you badly Tamaric¦I could have killed you. It's getting worse all the time and now it's doing what it wants and I can't control it at all."

Tamaric uncrossed his leg and got up and on his knees as Korica sank down sitting her hind end on her heels and he scooted forward and put his knee beside hers so he could straddle her leg and he put his arms around her and she grabbed him tightly.

"You didn't hurt me Korica. I know it scares you but I think you know better than to do something that would actually hurt me."

"I love you so much Tamaric. I wouldn't be so sure about that though. I'll show you what I did to one of the Lundragaus down on Tin ut Pentul five and you'll see what I mean. This thing scares the crap out of me."

Tamaric pulled back and stroked Korica's cheek and smiled at her and she stared right into his blue eyes and they both felt drawn together and moved closer slowly and then engaged in a long tongue kiss while holding each other tightly. They concluded the kiss with a double peck and Korica slid her hand up Tamaric's leg and onto his crotch without even realizing what she was doing until she felt his firming erection that was continuing to swell. She looked down and pulled her hand back quickly and looked at him and blushed hard.

"Don't you dare apologize Korica." Tamaric said with a dopey grin. "I love it when you touch me like that."

"I won't apologize then but I did that without even realizing what I was doing."

"That just means you want me in every way and you liked the kiss."

"I liked it a lot Tamaric. You always experience a rush of love for me when you kiss me anymore. It has nothing to do with my body and I find that and your dreamy accent very attractive¦and desirable. You treat me like a woman and make me feel like one. Thank you."

"You're welcome Korica. Do you think what you did got the attention of the Tel Pok Maron?"

"I don't know. I don't even know what I did to tell you the truth but I know it came from my heart when I asked them to help me get my mom and dad back. Did you think about reaching out to them too?"

"Yah I honestly did. I was asking them to please hear the pleas of my Korica and help her if they care at all about her and that's when you passed through me and then the lights went out for a second."

"Maybe together we reached them so¦"

The AI interrupted them at that moment.

"Captain to the bridge! Captain Prentor to the bridge!" The AI said in an urgent tone.

"What's wrong?"

"Something is heading straight toward us and I need you on the bridge immediately."

"We're on our way."

"Understood."

Korica and Tamaric both separated and quickly made their way to the edge of the bed and climbed off and stepped into their shoes and then made their way to the exit and when the door slid open they ran up the corridor to the bridge. When the door slid open Korica stepped in quickly and made her way to her chair and plopped down and pulled her displays in front of her.

"What have we got?"

"There is something heading directly at us at hundreds of thousands times the speed of light." The AI responded.

"What do you mean something?"

"It does not register as energy or gravity or solid matter. I will put an enhanced view on the main viewer."

Korica looked up and it looked like an aurora of green and purple light that was wavering and shimmering heading right toward them.

"What the hell is that?" Mark asked. "It shows up on sensors but the active scanners show nothing there at all."

"I recommend that we drop out of hyperspace incase whatever that is affects our shields." The AI said.

"Go ahead then. I didn't think anything could get past our shields though?"

"This appears to be a cross dimensional phenomena which is why the sensors are detecting it but the scanners are not. I have never encountered something like this and I do not know if the shield will be effective at blocking it and I do not know what affect it will have on the hull or any of you if the shield is ineffective at deflecting it."

The main engines throttled down and the negative matter core ramped down and the hyperspace bubble surrounding the ship destabilized and collapsed and in a blinding flash from the main viewer they dropped into normal space and then the anti matter reactors were slowly powered down and the AI tried to make a hard course correction to avoid the approaching phenomena but it changed course matching the Future's every move as she continued to slow.

"The phenomenon is matching our course. I believe it is being intelligently controlled." The AI called out.

"Could this be a weapon?" Mark asked.

"I do not have enough data to confirm that hypothesis." The AI responded.

Korica suddenly remembered what she did in her quarters and she looked up slowly with wide eyes.

"Oh shoot¦I might have caused this."

"How so? Please explain Korica" The AI asked.

"When Tamaric and I were in my quarters we uh¦we called out to the Tel Pok Maron asking for their help and my abilities¦got away from me again. I don't know exactly what I did but I think I might have brought this on us by accident."

"So you think this is a response to whatever you did?" Mark asked.

"I don't know. Maybe."

"I thought you were going to stay away from your abilities until you got better control over them?"

"I didn't mean to Mark¦I'm sorry it just happened. I didn't even try to do whatever I did. It just welled up in me and then it burst out from within me and knocked us both out for a split second."

"Good god Korica! You almost killed someone on Tin ut Pentul¦you need to get control of this thing before something really awful happens."

"Leave her alone!" Laurel yelled out getting to her feet quickly. "She said she was sorry and that she didn't mean too so get off her back!"

Mark just looked at her and she seemed to realize suddenly that she wasn't exercising impulse control or wasn't able to. Laurel stepped back and put her hand up.

"Sorry Mark, just¦she knows how dangerous her abilities are. If my memories are correct then Jake and I forced her to start messing around with what she can do and woke up her abilities up so if you're going to blame someone¦yell at me and leave her alone."

"You did encourage my abilities to wake sooner than would have happened naturally but you didn't force me to do anything. We didn't know the repercussions of what we were doing. I'll explain what we did together later on. Thank you for sticking up for me Laurel. At least I know you still care about me¦passionately."

Laurel nodded and felt a little embarrassed for her outburst as she sat back down.

The Future came to dead stop and the AI tried to calculate a distance on the phenomena but since it wasn't actually registering on the active scanners it was proving difficult to pinpoint where it actually was if it was there at all.

"I believe we will have contact in thirty to fourty seconds." The AI said.

"Mark, increase the shield to maximum density and introduce a bifold wave of gravitation energy from the antimatter reactors against the inside of the shield envelope." Laurel instinctively called out.

Mark looked at her and then looked at Korica and Korica nodded and he looked back at his controls and for a second he was unsure how to do what Laurel said. He looked over the controls and then it came to him what to do and he initiated the bifold gravity wave and then ramped the antimatter reactors up to provide enough energy for the process and then he slid the shield density up to maximum and the stars all around the Future just faded out from view.

"Done!" Mark said. "Sensors are virtually blind with the shield running this high though."

"Contact is immanent. Brace for possible impact." The AI called out.

Everyone leaned back in their seats and braced thinking the ship might be tossed about but after thirty seconds with nothing happening they all looked around at each other with bewildered expressions on their faces. There was a sudden bright pulse of light that seemed to come from everywhere and then a slight ringing was heard in their ears and then everyone felt a presence all about them. It was a deep and serene feeling and very calming. Then a voice boomed in their ears.

"We are the Tel Pok Maron. We heard your pleas Korica Prentor of Draxima and the one called Tamaric Reynolds of Earth pleaded to ease your pain."

Everyone shrank down in their necks as the soft feminine voice seemed booming and piercing but it wasn't in the room so much as it was heard within their minds. Korica pushed her displays aside and stood up and looked around for a moment.

"I am Korica Prentor of Draxima. I am the one who reached out to you. Can you help us¦please?"

"Yes dear sweet Korica. We know what is in your heart and what you long for. We have been watching you all with great interest. You have proven yourselves worthy of our consideration. Enough is enough. We will restore your Laurel Kade and Jake Myers of Earth to their rightful selves and we will bring you to our region of space. Yours is a destiny that you cannot possibly conceive of yet young Korica. You must survive and prosper, as must Laurel Kade. Billions of lives depend on your survival and Laurel Kade's guidance and support is imperative to that being realized."

Korica looked at Tamaric and shrugged and smiled.

"Laurel Kade, Jake Myers¦please stand and prepare to be taken from all that you know."

Laurel looked at Jake with a bit of a worried look and then the two got to their feet and stepped close to one another. Jake held his hand out flat and Laurel looked at his hand and while she didn't like being so close to a guy, something compelled her to trust him and so she placed her hand in his and clasped it around his tightly and he gripped her hand and sighed. They put their clasped hand down at their sides and then Laurel spoke out.

"We're ready to be judged. I still say Korica was worth it but do as you must just spare our sleeping population, they had no say or part in our actions."

There was a bright white light that began to build until it was absolutely blinding making everyone close their eyes tightly and put their hands up in instinctive guard of their eyes and there was what sounded like a whoosh and thump sound and when everyone opened their eyes Laurel and Jake crumpled to the floor but their hands remained joined and Laurel ended up lying half on Jake's legs on her back and he on his side.


Chapter 30 Angarlon

––––––––

Angarlon

Laurel and Jake became aware of intensely bright light all around them and they felt as though they were in a zero gravity environment. They felt like they were weightless and floating free. Laurel raised her hand still clasped in Jake's and she was surprised that her arm felt solid in her mind but looked wispy and not at all solid. She could see her hand clearly though and her flesh colored skin seemed very bright with all of the intense white all around her. She looked at Jake's hand and she debated pulling her hand from his but it was actually very comforting to feel the connection to him in such an unusual place. She squeezed his hand a little tighter and put her hand down and then she looked over at him and she could just make out his face looking back at her and his eyes were stunning in their rich deep green color against all the white all around him and his face seemed to be a particularly bright pink and Laurel could make out a slight smile on his face. Laurel's brilliant deep blue eyes mesmerized Jake and her face seemed so distinct with her golden blond hair outlining and contrasting her face. Laurel gave him a smile and he thought it was the first warm expression he had seen from her toward him since they were rescued and he couldn't help but return the gesture with a warm smile. He loved Laurel so much and it was so nice to see a bit of tenderness from her given her angry disposition toward everyone and everything though she did still seem to have a bit of a soft spot for Korica.

"Laurel where the heck are we?" Jake asked softly.

"I don't think we're actually here¦at least not in the literal sense in that I think we are outside of our bodies. I think all we're seeing of each other is our residual mental image of how we see each other."

"You mean we're dead?"

"No I don't think it's that simple. We aren't in our bodies but I don't think we're dead either. I have a feeling this place is somewhere in between the physical world that we know and live in and the ethereal world that spirit energy resides in."

"You are so wise young Laurel Kade." A very pleasing feminine voice said from seemingly all over the place.

Laurel and Jake looked around but all they could make out was whiteness and the faint suggestion of some curving and round surfaces, possibly but they just didn't look like anything that one could touch or even reach out to. They were close yet off in the distance and seemingly moving slowly by, or possibly Laurel and Jake were slowly floating past them.

"Who are you? Where are we?" Laurel asked softly.

"We are the Tel Pok Maron. You are nowhere and everywhere. This place is a manifestation of what you want to see. Ours is a realm of pure thought and coherent energy of spirit as you would call it."

"So we aren't dead?" Jake asked.

"Oh my no Jake Myers. Your spirits are stronger than ever and safe. None shall harm you while in this place. Your physical bodies are on the bridge of your ship but time carries no weight here so we can return you an instant after you departed. Fear not, your shipmates and loved ones are perfectly safe. To them you simply laid down in a seeming sleep while holding each other's hands. Your embrace of each other's presence carried over into this place. You have much love in your hearts for one another and it is a source of tremendous strength for both of you."

"So are we here to be judged for our crimes as the elder race decreed?" Laurel asked.

"Oh Laurel, you are so confused about the way of things. It is not for us to judge any living being. You are here because Korica Prentor of Draxima compelled us to help you. She is a tender spirit that is in agony over your conditions. Her ability to reach us across the universes and to carry the plea of her love, Tamaric Reynolds of Earth to relieve her pain of spirit with her energy was an incredible feat for one so young. It goes to show her remarkable evolution as a person and a species."

"So Korica is the one that brought you to us then?" Laurel said more as a statement than a question.

"Yes. We have followed your journey closely and we have allowed you to grow and mature and learn from your experiences. All has transpired as it was meant too, as it had too. We ordinarily would not concern ourselves with the lives of those still in the physical universe that you ordinarily occupy but we have carried a debt to the Marquelian people for eight and half million years and they have asked that the debt be considered resolved if we help you to your own galaxy in the time of your choosing. Korica's ability to reach out to us so clearly and with such pure intention has touched us deeply. Her species is very close to a time when they may join us in this realm permanently. Your species is not that far behind hers in your evolution to a purity of mind and spirit. You are both an excellent example of what I speak of. Your gifts run so much deeper than you are even aware of yet. You can transport your minds to so many wonderful places of pure thought and emotion. I can feel even now that your minds are opening even further to the possibilities. That is the sign of a species on the right path to true self-enlightenment and advancement. There is infinite knowledge and information within your reach when you listen with your heart while keeping your mind open to all that can be. In watching your actions and feeling what is in your hearts while on your journey we have determined that you deserve the chance to flourish and your spirits should be cherished and protected."

"I'm so humbled that such an advanced¦people such as the Tel Pok Maron would consider us special and worthy of special consideration." Laurel said. "So why is it that you've brought us to this place?"

"In order to set things right and restore you to the bright loving spirits that you were born to be, we will take you from here to a time and place before your minds were corrupted by the one called Merenon Grindsdol. Your mind will be washed with the person you were, the person you should be. It pains us all to feel how your minds have been distorted and we are ready to restore that injustice done to you out of malice for nothing more than a power struggle of which you have no interest or part in."

"Thank you. Thank you for hearing and responding to Korica's plea for help." Jake said. "She has seen so much pain in her life, we just wanted to give her a happy, loving life among us. Merenon has taken that away from her¦away from us."

"We are honored to restore that dream to her and to both of you. She has a tremendous destiny of importance. She needs Laurel's wisdom and guidance to grow into the spectacular woman she is destined to become and Laurel needs your presence to guard and protect and love her so that she can help Korica fulfill that destiny and so that Laurel can fulfill her own destiny that will insure you end up here in this place at this time as you were destined."

"Wait¦are you saying that our destiny or whatever has something to do with the Future being built and ending up in this galaxy¦the galaxy where the Future is right now I mean?" Jake asked.

"You are so wise young Jake. By opening your mind you have realized your importance to all the things you hold dear and consider most important. I must not tell you too much of what is to come, we have glimpsed into possible things to come. As time is like a wind swelled lakes surface, with troughs and peaks of possible events, one can start to see similar events that occur at the tops of those peaks across many possible timelines leading to the surety that those particular events are destined to occur, must occur in order to maintain the continuity of time and events along perspective timelines. Those events of continuity have led to you and your Laurel being where you are now. We are just fulfilling our unrealized role in your destinies together. You will accomplish great things together and you must succeed or all of this will never be. You have already caused a causality time shift and Laurel opened her mind and realized her importance and connectivity to all things and in that instant of epiphany she made deliberate yet unrealized decisions that changed everything and eliminated the causality time shift restoring things to their proper order. Such is the ability that you all possess as an individual to affect the lives of trillions everywhere across your own timeline of existence and beyond."

"But¦we must never go back to Earth or interact with the people of Earth no matter how tempting if we return to the Milky Way in the past right?" Jake asked.

"That is correct. It is imperative that you not affect the development of events on your Earth."

"So we're going to¦affect our own destiny from the other side of the galaxy?"

"Fret not young Jake. Things will become clear when the time is right but now is not that time."

"So what must we do in order to fix what Merenon did to our minds?" Laurel asked squeezing Jake's hand gently to stop him from probing for answers about the future.

"I will be your guide but you must will yourselves to the time and place we seek. Think of the time closest to when your minds were torn asunder. Where were you? Now think of your desire to be in that time and place. Close your eyes and together listen to one another and allow yourselves to drift toward that place together."

Laurel looked over at Jake's whitewashed figure and in an instant she felt a tremendous rush of love for him that was nothing like the standoffish attitude that she has been feeling toward him and fighting off. She smiled at him warmly.

"I¦I love you Jake. I think I¦always have."

"Oh Laurel, I love you too beautiful. It feels so good to hear you say that from your heart."

Laurel felt like she would cry if she had a body but in this existence that just wasn't possible. She then looked forward and closed her eyes and Jake did the same and they could hear each other thinking and Laurel was thinking of the time just before she regained consciousness on Tin ut Pentul. Jake heard and felt what she was thinking and he thought to her that it was a stroke genius. It was the last time they were together close to one another and their minds hadn't yet been corrupted.

"That is it. You are in agreement and your minds are connected deeply. Now open your eyes and look where you are." The Tel Pok Maron said.

Laurel and Jake opened their eyes and they found themselves floating in the air in the very dark room in which they were being restrained. They were looking right at themselves with the blue beams of energy about their heads, wrists, waist and ankles.

"Won't those energy binders affect our efforts?" Laurel asked.

"No sweet Laurel, they will not have any affect. Now, you must think of passing through the bodies you see before you and concentrate on the person you are passing through. You must concentrate very hard on talking all that you sense with you as you pass through your bodies."

"Will we¦the we that we're looking at¦know that this is happening?" Laurel asked.

"No. The devices you see attached to your bodies are suppressing your mental awareness of anything happening. Do you have any memory of this event?"

"No, not at all." Laurel turned to look at Jake to see if he concurred but she saw nothing there though she could still feel him holding her hand.

"This has already taken place from your prospective so if you do not remember this taking place then the minds you are looking at will not remember this event."

"So what do we need to do?"

"When you are ready turn yourself so you can drift backwards through your bodies without breaking your bond to one another."

"You mean keep holding each other's hand?"

"Yes. It is important that you not feel as though you are alone. After you pass through your bodies you could become disoriented and possibly even lost, as you will be within the wall behind your bodies. You are not accustomed to navigating this material universe in the form you are now in. I need to guide you so I need you together in order to help you without losing one of you."

"Ok, we'll stay together." Laurel said.

Laurel closed her eyes and concentrated on capturing herself as she passed through her own body and Jake concentrated very hard on the person that he is about to pass through and then he could feel Laurel turning them around. They then began to slowly drift back and luckily they were holding the right hands, Jake was holding Laurel's right hand with his left so that Jake was on the right and Laurel on the left as they drifted backwards just like the position of their restrained bodies. They slowly drifted back while concentrating hard on capturing themselves as they passed through their own bodies and as they entered their bodies there was a confusing moment as their memories were reordered and the distorted memories were pressed aside and became less prevalent, like a recent dream not a memory of actual events. As they passed all the way through their bodies and into the wall behind everything became very dark and Laurel and Jake felt a gentle touch on their shoulders and then a sensation of moving very rapidly over a great distance. It felt like they were traveling all the way across the known universe in seconds as all the galaxies and clusters of galaxies and super clusters were laid out like a web of bright dots of light that were passing away as they rushed past and then they felt as though they made a sharp turn and the blinding white light filled their eyes once again. They then felt the sensation of floating weightless and Laurel looked over and saw Jake's handsome face and she smiled warmly at him. Jake could feel his Laurel was back. He saw the love in her eyes and her smile was like a breath of fresh air to him. He once again saw things how they were supposed to be and Laurel once again loved everyone around her and especially Jake.

"Jake I am so sorry for how I was acting toward you¦toward everyone. Can you ever forgive me?"

"You don't even need to ask Laurel. I love you and I understand why you were acting the way you were. Of course I forgive you."

Laurel pulled on Jake's hand and the two of them drifted into one another and embraced each other warmly as their essences occupied the same space for a few moments. Laurel was embarrassed by her behavior but she could feel that Jake held absolutely no ill will toward her for her behavior. He loved her just as much as ever and she felt free to express her love for him once again. It crossed her mind that she had a lot of apologizing to do to the rest of the crew on the Future. Laurel and Jake then separated but held onto each other's hands firmly.

"I sense the bright spirit you are both supposed to be within you once again. Please do not feel anger with yourselves for anything said or done in your altered states. Those around you that love you and respect you know that it was not a reflection of the your true selves."

"Thank you so much for doing this for us. Can we ask you a few questions?"

"It was our pleasure sweet Laurel, we simply guided you to find your true selves. I will answer what I can while reducing my answers to their simplest terms so you will understand my response."

"You spoke of an infinite cosmic knowledge that can be accessed by the mind of the advanced or enlightened individual. Is that how our intuitive knowledge of complex devices or problem solving works? Are we tapping into that knowledge unknowingly?"

"Yes. Now you are getting it. It is a very advanced trait to express that ability and we have observed you, Jake and Korica using that advanced ability often."

"I see, that explains so many things that I just couldn't understand. There is something else I would like to ask that I guess is more advice than anything. Should we continue to work with Korica at controlling and learning about her advanced abilities? She is genuinely terrified of the things she can do and how easily it gets away from her."

"Her abilities are awake and growing and there is no going back to a time when they are still dormant within her. You are just beginning to realize your own capabilities and I would put it to you that you should learn about yourselves together. What she calls the deep sharing is a perfect opportunity for her to feel what is within her and it is the same for you. It also provides an excellent opportunity for you to strengthen your bond with each other."

"Isn't it possible that we could become paired though?"

"You already are in the strongest way possible. The bonding of spirits that occurred between you and Jake is just not possible between yourselves and Korica. There is an element of desire to become bonded in such a manner that does not exist between you and Korica."

"But Jake and I didn't want to become paired, it just kind of happened and we just didn't fight it."

"You had an instinctive desire to be closer to one another and there is no closer bond than to give a part of your very essence to another person. The pairing as it is so often called is the exchange of a portion of your very spirit or life energy with another person that binds you to one another until death occurs. You carried a small part of Jake within you and he a small part of you within him."

"Wait a minute¦why are you talking in the past tense?"

"You were both put to death, you twice Laurel. That severs the bond."

"No! I¦there are some draw backs to being paired but I don't want to lose that bond with Jake just the same." Laurel said in a sad tone.

"You are among the first of your species with the ability to become spiritually bound to another and it is an innate ability that will be with you for your entire life. If you so desire you can reestablish the pair bond at any time."

"So we aren't going to hear each other in our minds all the time anymore?" Jake asked.

"You are in tune to each other intimately making that a natural part of your close relationship with each other. That ability will never diminish. You will notice your sense of the other much dimmer but it will still be intact for a time as it wears off slowly over time."

"Is there a way for a couple to be paired without the physical side affects that occur when we're separated for long periods?"

"There is, but you are not physically mature enough for the process of distant reconfirmation of your bond. If you decide to reestablish your bond you will discover the technique out of necessity given enough time."

"I don't want to seem rude or disrespectful but we're not children as evidenced by our pairing in the first place even at our age."

"You are mentally and to a degree physically more advanced than most of your species at your age but your brains are just not completely developed yet dear Laurel. Your abilities are still growing and expanding as your bodies are growing. You will realize abilities and talents that are simply not possible at your current level of physical development. Be patient sweet Laurel and rest assured that you are only just beginning to realize all that you will be capable of including the ability to extend the amount of time that you and your paired mate can be separated. The Marquelian's do not know everything that is possible so it is possible for them to give you well intentioned but mistaken advice in light of their unfamiliarity with the Human species. They chose long ago to forego evolving to the next level of development in favor of staying in the physical world to maintain peace and stability through the enlightenment of others throughout the galaxy they call home. By doing so they gave up the ability to do many things that you and Korica will soon discover within yourselves as females of an extremely advanced version of your species."

"Wait, you're saying the elder race can't¦evolve beyond their current state?"

"That is what I am saying. They deliberately wrote that trait out of their DNA. They no longer have the ability to evolve through natural mutation of genetic traits. They have not changed or evolved as a species in well over ten million years. This has also limited their access to the cosmic knowledge that most other species gain a stronger and deeper understanding of over time. For this reason they bring intellectually and technologically advanced species together and share knowledge and technology peacefully and willingly for the betterment of the entire galaxy. It was an incredible act of contrition in order to help other advancing species as they grow and develop to their maximum potential, some of whom have evolved beyond the need for a physical form much as we did billions of years ago."

"That explains so many¦conundrums about the elder race. That's why they helped us so profoundly without asking for anything in return except for a copy of us to blend with the Angalon?"

"Yes. Oberot recognized the potential of your species and you three in particular and he will get to watch you grow and advance while serving with you as the mind behind the machine¦though it is not exactly accurate to call the Angalon a machine any more than it is accurate to call any living being a machine. Oberot Taltroe holds a dear place in his heart for all three of you. You have all given him a wonderful friendship that he cherishes the memory of fondly. You will see Korica touch many lives in a very profound way with her warm and charismatic spirit. She leaves all she touches with a feeling of love and kindness and wonder at what can be. Hers is a special light that should never be extinguished or shadowed from shinning brightly so all can see it."

"So you folks see in her exactly what we do?"

"Yes Laurel. You were compelled to save her and love her for good reason. She is worth it. Tamaric and Korica will sire a daughter together that will inspire entire sectors of your galaxy to unite and come together as never before. Hers is a destiny every bit as important and profound as her mother's."

"Aseel! You're talking about Aseel?" Laurel said.

"Yes. Without your continuing efforts she would not be possible but it is imperative that she be born and raised with the love and guidance of her father and mother with your ideals instilled in them both. As you can see you all have a destiny together and all of your destinies are intertwined and depended on one another's continued survival and presence."

"So I¦we need to stay close to them?"

"Yes. Are you not compelled to do that anyway?"

"Yah, I guess I am. I want Korica close to me for the rest of her life¦and I can't wait to hold and¦love on her daughter. I have already met her in a way and she is the most beautiful child I have ever seen. She looks so much like her mommy and she has her daddy's accent and his beautiful sky blue eyes."

"And it will come to pass now that we have restored the order of things together. Are you ready to rejoin your loved ones?"

"But there's so much I want to ask you. Will we meet again?"

"Of course Laurel. You have work to do in order to collect the trididols and prepare your ship to cross the barrier of time and space as you know it."

"If you people are so powerful and all knowing why can't you just take us where we need to go when we want to get there?"

"It is for you to do for yourselves what it is you desire. We will help where we can but the events of things in your realm of physical dimensionality are up to you to orchestrate. Reordering time as you wish is not an easy feat Laurel. You need the unique energy of the trididols and all the energy your negative matter core can produce in order to open the doorway to the road home. We will bring your vessel to the Angarlon system. You will only need to open the gateway and we will guide you the rest of the way."

"The trididols are the creatures you had us modify our ship to house right?"

"Yes. You found a way to complete the modifications on your own and in the process opened your minds just a little further to what you are capable of when you come together for a common goal. Such is the nature of the Human and Draximan species. You learned about yourselves and each other in the process. We are very impressed with and proud of all of you. It has inspired us to do as we promised to help you reach the Milky Way in the era that you most desire."

"So we can talk more when we meet again?"

"If you wish. Korica knows how to reach out to us even if she does not know how she did in the first place. Her instincts guide her virgining abilities and she just needs to come to realize that. Help her to overcome her fears of what lies within her. The longer she fears and avoids learning how to control it the harder it will be for her to gain the control she needs to learn. Her abilities will start to lash out when she least expects it with no factor of control at her disposal and some truly undesirable results will occur only further frustrating and confusing her and someone could in fact be hurt unintentionally. It will devastate her given her sweet and gentle nature if that happens to occur."

"I understand. Jake and I will resume the deep sharing with her now that we know we can't become paired with her¦well, any more than we already are."

"You should invite her Tamaric to join you. He has unrealized abilities that will be waking soon and we sense that Korica has a deep undying love for him. It will bring the two of them together like nothing else possibly can and it will help him learn the control factor that he also needs to learn."

"But¦her and Tamaric can become paired¦can't they?"

"In theory yes but not during the sharing of essences. You will need to discuss the hazards of becoming intimate with one another at their age given their latent abilities. With diligence and an understanding of what can happen they can avoid becoming paired until they are prepared for it. Tamaric is far too young to initiate the bonding anyway. He just needs to understand that in time it will be possible for him even if by accident, especially given Korica's remarkably advanced physiology. Her species has been experiencing the bonding of souls for hundreds of thousands of years."

"I will do as you suggest. I understand that it's my responsibility as Korica's mom to guide her and educate her in such matters."

"Remember Laurel, her species is two million years more advanced than Humans. Her abilities will be equally that much more potent than yours when she comes of age. You do not have much time until that day is at hand given her current rate of awakening and physical maturing. Humans do not mature at the same rate as the Draiximan species. Now that her body has entered the awakening and growth of puberty, everyday that she is alive she matures and grows at a rate that would take a Human female a week to equal."

"Does her mind mature at an equal rate to that of her body?" Jake asked.

"Yes. It is a genetic trait of her species to mature very rapidly once puberty begins and that includes the mental maturity to equal her physical development."

"That means she'll have the mind of a young adult within a few months?"

"She already has the mental aptitude and development of an adult when compared to most species including Humans given her life experiences and partial artificial enlightenment as provided by the chair of knowledge."

"Got it. Don't hesitate or delay in sitting down with her¦them. You do realize despite my earlier boastful comment¦I am hardly an adult myself." Laurel said.

"You need to have confidence in yourself Laurel. Korica sees you as an adult and you have instincts and knowledge well beyond your years and access to even more as I have described to you already. You are also not alone, you have adults around you that can give advice and guidance if you truly feel lost for words or unsure of yourself."

"I understand. I suppose we are ready to be returned to our bodies then. Thank you again for having the confidence and faith in us as individuals and as a species to help us like you have and are going to continue to do."

"You are welcome Laurel Kade. Now close your eyes and think of being with those you love most. Feel for them, hear their inner voice pulling you toward them."

Laurel and Jake closed their eyes and listened with their hearts for the crew. They could feel a faint energy tugging at them. It was the feeling of love and longing for their presence and they suddenly felt what seemed to be a gush of wind and the warm feeling like being wrapped in a blanket of love that had surrounded them faded and it felt cold for a moment and then there was an intense flash of light and their eyes popped open and they took a deep breath and became aware that they were back on the bridge of the Future lying on the floor. Laurel lifted her head and looked up at Jake and gave him a huge smile and he smiled back at her. Laurel began to lift herself off of Jake's legs and when she tugged at Jake's hand that she was still clasping tightly, Jake held onto her hand firmly. Laurel got to her knees and Jake sat up on his rear end and leaned back against the seat behind him and he looked at Laurel and started laughing out of joy at feeling like himself again as he remembered the remarkable experience of being outside his body for so long. Korica stepped up to Jake and squatted down in front of him, as she was afraid to get close to Laurel. She was afraid Laurel would snap and call her a name again or yell at her and maybe even physically push her away.

"Are you ok Jake? There was this bright light and then you two just¦collapsed."

Mark stepped over to Jake and put his hand out and Jake took a hold of it while still smiling and Mark yanked him to his feet and then Jake turned and looked at Laurel as he pulled her to her feet. Laurel smiled at him and finally let go of his hand and threw her arms around him and squeezed him so tight that he grunted. Korica stood up slowly not sure if Laurel was herself again but it certainly appeared that way. Laurel then released her hold on Jake and she gave him a peck and smiled at him and then turned and looked at Korica and she grinned at her and knelt down on one knee.

"Can you ever forgive me Korica? I love you with all my heart sweetheart and I am so sorry for the nasty things I said to you."

"You mean¦you're my mom again? You're yourself again?"

"I sure am. I will always be your mom sweetie. I owe everyone a serious apology for my behavior but you most of all."

Korica smiled and it grew bigger and bigger and then she stepped into Laurel and hugged her tightly. Laurel held her tightly and cried tears of joy and regret for being mean to her. It just broke her heart to know how hurtful her words had been but she was glad that Korica was enough of a sweetheart to forgive her completely and Laurel could sense that Korica loved her every bit as much as she ever did. After a few minutes Korica stepped back and wiped the tears of joy from her cheeks and Laurel had to do the same. Laurel then stood up and stepped up to Mark and she grinned at him.

"Thank you for taking care of my Korica while I was out of my mind Mark. I can't tell you how much that means to me to know that we have you to take care of her when we fall on our faces for whatever reason."

"It was my honor¦cap. It's good to have you back."

Laurel then stepped into him and wrapped her arms around him and he set the side of his head on top of her head and rubbed her back for a few moments. Laurel then stepped back and immediately stepped over to Jake and took a hold of his hand again.

"How did the Tel Pok Maron¦fix you two so quickly?" Mark asked. "I didn't think they would be able to straighten your head out in a split second."

"They didn't do it in a split second. We were taken¦somewhere else entirely. Not our bodies but everything that makes us who we are. Your spirit I guess you could call it. We spent¦" Laurel looked at Jake and his handsome face made her smile warmly. "How long do you think we talked with 'em?"

"I don't know exactly. A couple hours probably." Jake said to Laurel then looked at Mark. "The Tel Pok Maron took us back to the room where we were being held to the time before we were tortured and we passed right through our own bodies and who we were was¦washed onto us as they called it. It restored everything we knew of our lives to how we remembered it up to that point and then we took it with us back to here but we got talk with one of the Tel Pok Maron for a time before we came back but I get this weird feeling that by talking to one of them you are actually talking to all of them at the same time."

"So how much of what happened do you remember?" Korica asked.

Jake looked down with a remorseful look on his face.

"I remember everything. The horribly twisted memories that are just like dim bad dreams now and everything we said and did after. I'm so embarrassed for the things I was feeling and how I was acting." Jake looked up at Korica. "Especially to you honey. I felt distant from you and I was¦well I'm sorry baby. I love you with all my heart as I always have and I want us to be close again."

Korica smiled at him and stepped up to him and he let go of Laurel's hand and hugged Korica tightly. She held him particularly tightly as he pressed his cheek against her head being careful not to bump the neural transducer in his temple. When Korica finally started to pull back he put his hands on her cheeks and he kissed her forehead. Korica smiled at him and then stepped over to Tamaric and grabbed him in a tight hug and buried her face in his neck.

"I have my mom and dad back! Thank you for helping me to reach out to the Tel Pok Maron Tamaric."

"You're welcome Darlin. I hope I had some small part in fixing this for you."

Korica pulled her face out of his neck but kept a hold of him.

"Even if you didn't, you were there for me when I needed you the most."

"That's my job as your boyfriend. I'm supposed to be there to help you just by being there if I can't do anything else."

"Hay, why don't you two go down to the med deck and see what the AI can do to get those bolts out of your heads and wrist and ankles." Mark said. "Korica will take care of business up here to get us back underway and then we can sit down and have a meal together. I would really like to see you two get some sleep after that."

"Uh¦there is a new plan for our routing first. The Tel Pok Maron want us to head for the Angarlon system. We will find the trididol there. That's what the creatures are called that we modified the ship to accommodate."

Korica let go of Tamaric and stepped over to the navigation station and sat down and she brought up the star maps in the new data core and she typed in a Boolean search for Angarlon. When the data came back she leaned back in her seat and she looked at Laurel.

"Did they mention that it's almost twenty thousand light years to the Angarlon system?"

"All we have to do is open the gateway as they called it and they will carry us to the Angarlon system. I don't pretend to understand how that's gunna work but that's what they said. They either can't or won't interact with things in this¦material universe. We have to make the effort and have the ability to get beyond this universe and I guess opening a hyperspace tunnel takes us beyond this universe in some way."

"Sooo¦you want me to plot a course despite the mind numbing distance?"

"Your in command honey. I still haven't been reinstated and that won't happen until the AI assesses Jake and I. I'm just giving you the information passed onto us from the Tel Pok Maron. There are many other things we need to discuss in private too. Things that concern you and Tamaric and your fear of your abilities."

"You talked about us with the Tel Pok Maron?"

"At length. Jake and I will go down to the med deck while you do your job up here. We can discuss at length some of what was discussed with us later on."

"You aren't upset that I took command right" Korica asked timidly.

"Not at all. I'm proud of you for having the courage to do what you had an obligation to do in order to insure everyone's safety. Jake and I were hardly ourselves. We were compromised and you had a responsibility to do what you did. I'm really sorry for how I reacted. I said some really¦hurtful things to you. I would never dream of talking to you like that now that I have my mind back."

"It's ok Laurel, I forgive you."

"Welcome home Laurel and Jake. It felt like you weren't here with how dramatically different you two were acting." Clara said.

"Thank you Clara. In my mind you two didn't like us at all and I guess that wasn't far from the truth as¦horribly as I was treating everyone around me."

"You just had an attitude and a mouth on you that wasn't very pleasant but we never disliked you. We just didn't know the new you." Liam said.

"Well I'm truly sorry you had to see and hear that."

Laurel kissed the side of Korica's head and then stepped over to Jake and took his hand and the two headed for the exit to make their way down to the med deck. Mark then walked back over to the sensor station and sat down and then something came to mind so he called out to the AI.

"Future, did you scan us for contaminants when we came aboard?"

"Of course. That is one of my first protocols the moment you step into any shipboard environment. The moment you stepped into the transport enclosure you were scanned in detail and you were mapped and transported and any microbes and solid contaminants were left behind. The microbes were killed with an ultra violet burst and any solid particles were manually cleaned out of the transport enclosure by the servo drones and then the filter elements from the cleaning apparatuses were incinerated in a plasma incinerator."

"So what about whatever it was that wiped out the indigenous animal life on Tin ut Pentul?"

"I have found no evidence of the Lersa virus in or on your bodies so far. I will scan Laurel and Jake down to the molecular level looking for internal contaminants. I would postulate that whatever caused all living creatures to die off is now buried deep under the surface soils since it has been nine hundred ninety seven years since the extinction event occurred. It is also possible that once all the available hosts died, whatever caused their deaths also perished. As far as I know the Lersa virus does not infect insect life so it is likely that the Lersa virus is not the culprit to the destruction of all life on Tin ut Pentul five."

"I guess I should just trust in your biological protocols when it comes to infectious diseases and micro organisms."

"I have your back lieutenant. You are safe within my hull."

Laurel and Jake transported down to the med deck and then stepped down from the transport platform and made their way to med bay 1 and Laurel gave Jake a loving hug and then gave him a peck and then she watched him step through the pressure door to make his way to med bay 2. She then stepped up to the door and it slid open for her and she stepped in.

"Where do you want to start Future?"

"Your bio monitor is not functioning. I would assume the restraints around your wrists shorted out the power cell. If you would, get undressed and lie down on the exam table, I would like to scan your body to try and determine how the devices about your body are connected to your nervous system so they can be removed and then I will open the bio monitor and supply an external power source so it can be removed and a new one installed in its place. I will then find out what is wrong with your cranial transceiver. I suspect the same issue. The power cell has more than likely been drained or shorted out. We then need to administer the internal hormone treatment. It is past the time that your egg can be harvested but I can still administer the treatment and get your reproductive system back into the rhythm of daily ovulation if you still want to participate in the harvesting program?"

"I certainly don't want to experience cramps and menstruation and I understand the importance of harvesting my traits. The Tel Pok Maron called me an extremely advanced version of what my species is and I guess Jake and I are among the first to be able to do what we do in pairing with each other. I want to see others experience that and the best way to do that is to spread my genes among our future generations right?"

"I could not agree more. That is what I have been trying to tell you all along."

"I know Future. It's just flattering to hear it from an advanced and ancient race like the Tel Pok Maron. It makes me feel very special and want to spread what I was born with even more."

"You have donated two hundred and fourty one opportunities to do that so that so far."

"Really? That's how many eggs you've harvested from me so far?"

"Yes."

"Cool. Wait¦Humans are limited in the number of eggs they will produce in their life time."

"Yes but you are nowhere near reaching that number Laurel. Even if we reached a point where you could produce no more eggs some of your harvested eggs could be implanted at a key time of your choosing and fertilization would occur through intercourse. I promise to make sure you have the number of children you and Jake want no matter what. Do not forget that you will be asked to sire children with two other men from within the Future's population aside from Jake."

"I know. I don't even want to contemplate that fact yet."

Laurel then carefully got completely undressed and climbed up on the table and the AI initiated the scanners. When the scan was complete the image was zoomed into the implants and it was discovered they there were micro fibers that attached directly to the nerves in her wrists, ankles and the neural transducers in her head were attached directly into her brain and there was a previously unseen conductor at the base of her spine at the lower end of her back. It was assumed that was how their wrists were bound to their waist in the manner that they were. It also provided a direct connection to the nerves within the spine to deliver a direct signal to the brain from and to the lower extremities. The AI then sent a servo drone with a table tray into the room to work on Laurel's bio monitor while the rest of Laurel's anatomy was analyzed in fine detail. Laurel just laid with her eyes closed and her arm on the table tray beside her and she felt relaxed and safe and extremely tired. It felt good to keep her eyes closed and just rest while the AI and servo drones did their work.

When Jake stepped into med bay 2 he looked around and then stepped right over to the exam table and slipped his shoes off and then he looked at the exam table for a moment and then called out to the AI.

"Do you need me completely undressed Future?"

"It is not particularly necessary for the scan to be successful however in order to remove the implants it would make the process much easier."

"Ok, I'll just take everything off then."

Jake got completely undressed being careful not to get anything caught on the implants and then he slid up on the table and the AI initiated the scanners. The AI found the implants were connected directly to his brain and nervous system in the same exact manner as Laurel's. As the AI analyzed his body down to the molecular level in detail the AI sent a servo drone into the room to try and remove his malfunctioning cranial transceiver. While the servo was working behind his ear the AI decided to start assessing Jake's mental state of mind since he was keeping his eyes open.

"Jake your liver is showing signs of bruising as well as your left kidney. Were you struck with an object that you know of?"

"Not that I know of¦oh wait...I spoke up once when I shouldn't have and Merenon punched me in the stomach real hard. That's probably what you're seeing."

"I saw that on the video evidence of your interrogation. I am sorry you and Laurel were brutalized so horribly."

"Thanks Future. I feel worse for Laurel than myself. That poor thing had her heart stopped twice. I was helpless to do anything to stop it. I was so angry and¦disappointed in myself. I have all these advanced abilities that I am just beginning to discover and they were useless to protect Laurel."

"Are you still feeling angry?"

"No. I actually kind of feel sorry for Merenon in a way. He just doesn't understand the power of love and when the elder race get done with him and his whole race¦well I don't think they will be in a position to do this to anyone else. I thought my life as I know it was over but his definitely is and I have mine back."

"Would you still take Korica to Retoria to go shopping given what you know now?"

"Yah¦I would just do things a little differently maybe but I still wouldn't deny her the fun that she had. We can't exactly hide in hole¦or a can in space just because there are bad guys around. They win if we refuse to be ourselves and explore and meet new people. We are a curious species and we want to know what's out there and we are social creatures too¦so is Korica and she deserves to enjoy that part of herself. She likes people and she loves making new friends. How is she going to grow as a person if she is confined to the Future with just the seven of us? It would be different if she had sixty five hundred people around to socialize with but she doesn't. She loves us and we love her but she needs more than just us to interact with and we need more than just the seven of us to feel complete and normal."

"How do you feel about our mission in total?"

"I feel like we are on the right path. We managed to get you fortified to the point that I really don't worry for our populations safety too much so I'm kind of proud of the job we've done for a bunch of rookies. I think the end is near so all we have to do is keep focused on getting to the Milky Way and we'll be fine. We have some truly powerful allies on our side so we've made the right friends out here, which gives me the confidence to keep going¦if I'm allowed to. If we can make the same kind of alliances within the Milky Way the Human race is going to be around for a very long time and I think we can make a positive contribution to our new galactic neighborhood. We might even be able to help some of the other species we meet to realize their full potential like how the elder race helped us. You sometimes have to take a leap of faith when you sense greatness from deep within a person and you can determine that they are a true representation of their whole species. I want to be a part of that kind of society and maybe even responsible for it's development in someway."

"I am relieved to hear you talking like that Jake. Your biorhythms were completely level the whole time you have been talking to me indicating that you are speaking honestly and from the heart. I am hereby reinstating your command codes and promoting you back to commander in charge until such time as I can assess Laurel's state of mind. If I can determine the same earnest and familiar state of mind from her I will reinstate her to captain in charge of the mission. For now, you are in command. Welcome home commander."

Jake smiled and breathed a sigh of relief. He wasn't even completely aware that he was being assessed for fitness to be reinstated. He was just speaking from his heart to matters to make conversation more than anything. He felt a tinny sting from behind his ear and the transceiver retracted its transmit tendrils from his skull and fell from his ear to the floor.

"I have successfully removed your faulty cranial transceiver. Mark can provide you with another if you wish. They have proven very useful given our limited number of crew so I would highly recommend that you pursue obtaining another one from him."

"Thank you. Hay, haven't you been talking to Laurel while she's being examined and whatnot?"

"She is resting comfortably with her eyes closed and I want her to rest even if she is essentially awake and just resting her mind."

"Gotcha. Does she have any internal injuries like I do? I was out part of the time and I don't know if they were beating on her."

"You know I cannot discuss her medical condition with you without her express permission. I can tell you that I reviewed the entire visual record of everything that was done to you two and I never saw her being struck as you were."

"That's a relief. I don't want to think about anyone hitting her."

"I believe I know how to remove the implants now. The conductor on your back seems to be the master nerve conductor for all of the implants. If I introduce a direct signal burst at three hundred hertz I believe all of the implants will power up and then I can initiate the command to release their connection to your brain and nervous system."

"You don't sound completely sure."

"I used a servo drone to access the new data core for similar technology and I found a close match but I have never seen technology exactly like what is connected to your body. It appears to be a modified version of what I found in the new data core. I need your permission to try what I suggested to see if the implants release their hold on you?"

"I want you to test your theory on me. If this doesn't work and the pain signal is activated I don't want Laurel exposed to that kind of pain again. You just have no idea how much it hurts right to the bone and over every square inch of your body. Oh and the¦pleasure setting is equally intense so¦just be careful. I almost blew in my shorts when they turned it up high."

"You are not wearing shorts. That being said I will keep the gain extremely low just in case. I do not want to pain you or embarrass you by stimulating a spontaneous ejaculation."

"Go ahead then." Jake said in a chuckle.

A servo drone then entered the room and pulled a cable from within one of the exam table's concealed compartments.

"I need you to roll onto your side so I can access the conductor at the base of your spine on your backside." The AI said.

Jake rolled onto his side and tried to relax. He felt something a little cold touching his back and then the pulse was initiated and the blue beam of energy began racing around the four neural transducers on his head and he could feel and see the beams appear around his wrists and Ankles and a cold chill ran up his spine when he remembered how much pain the devices could make his body produce. He closed his eyes and readied himself for a mind-numbing burst of pain but instead the AI initiated the command for the transducers to release and there was small tingle as all of them shut down and retracted their leads and fell off his body. Jake opened his eyes and looked in the floor and he saw the transducer that had fallen from his temple and he smiled and then he looked on the table and he saw the ones that had come from his wrists and ankles and he swept them from the table quickly flinging them all the way to the wall.

"Thank you Future, you're a genius." Jake said as he rolled back onto his back and swept the other transducers from the table.

"Did you experience any discomfort or any other stimulus whether pleasurable or not?"

"No. There a real slight tingle as they disconnected but nothing else."

"Wonderful. Thank you for volunteering Jake. I now know what to do without any risk of causing Laurel any further trauma."

"I wish I knew how she was doing. I kind of miss her. It's going to take time for that bond to fade."

"Are you saying you are no longer in love with Laurel?"

"Oh god no! I'm insane in love with her. We aren't paired anymore. According to the Tel Pok Maron when we were both put to death it broke the bond. We were told that the bond would be diminished but still there for a time but that it would fade over time and eventually go away completely."

"That is a shame. I am sorry that was taken from you."

"It's ok, we were told that we can reestablish the bond at any time. It's part of our advanced abilities and we will have that ability to become paired for the rest of our lives. It requires a desire to become spiritually bonded again and we have to¦" Jake sighed. "I think we have to make love to reestablish the bond and Laurel doesn't want to make love to me again, not yet anyways. Maybe later but not¦I hurt her and she doesn't want to experience that again."

"I see. I am still sorry you lost that special bond with her."

"Thanks. Are we finished? I really want to get some food in me and then get some sleep."

"Yes. I have enough information to conclude that your injuries are healing on their own at a substantially accelerated rate and you are carrying no pathogens within your body. You may get down and get dressed Jake."

In med bay 1 the AI managed to get the bio monitor's internal power source bypassed with an external power source and the burst command was sent making the bio monitor retract its twin leads from Laurel's blood stream and then the wristband relaxed and the servo drone gently pulled it form her wrist over the transducer attached to her wrist just below it. A new bio monitor was then brought into the room and set on the tray to be installed once the transducers were removed. Laurel let the servo drone do its work without opening her eyes. The servo drone then made its way over to her right side and it worked at removing the cranial transceiver that had quit working. It only took a minute to get the device powered up enough to initiate the command to withdraw and she felt a little sting as it withdrew its transmitting leads from her skull and then it fell off. She opened her eyes for a moment and looked around a little and lifted her arm and looked at the white band where her bio monitor has been since coming out of stasis and she rubbed it for a moment and then put her arms down and closed her eyes. A few minutes later she heard the stirrups extending form the table and she opened her eyes and waited until they were in position and then she scooted down to the edge of the table and put her feet up in the stirrups and she waited for the laparoscope guide to swing up and stop and she slid her hands down her thighs and pressed down and pulled her labium apart and the guide settled in between her lips and then slid down to her opening and then she let go of herself and closed her eyes again. She was barely aware of what was being done until the AI warned her that the solution was about to be administered and she opened her eyes and braced for the warm tingle. She still breathed deep at the surprising sensation deep in her tummy. She felt the delivery and then the sensation faded and she was about to close her eyes when the AI called out to her.

"Laurel, I have found a way to get the implants off your body with no discomfort involved. Jake volunteered to try the procedure first and he reported that he felt only a very slight tingle when they released themselves."

"That's wonderful! What do I need to do?"

"When we are finished with your hormone treatment I will need you to scoot up and turn on your side. It will only take a moment to power up the transducers and then initiate the command to shutdown and disconnect. They will momentarily power up producing the blue energy beams, if that sight is disturbing then please keep your eyes closed."

"I don't ever want to see them active again."

"I understand completely. We are nearly finished with your treatment. I have learned from Jake that your pairing with Jake has been lost. I am so sorry Laurel. I know you have come to cherish the bond with him despite its obvious drawbacks."

Laurel sighed deeply as she heard the laparoscope retracting into its guide.

"We can reestablish our pairing if we want. It's an innate ability that we will never lose and we were told that there is even a way to extend the amount of time we can be separated without the side affects of prolonged separation but we aren't physically developed enough to do that yet. I am going to miss the¦urge to be close to close to him and the sense of his every mood and thought but¦we just aren't old enough to be messing around with such things." Laurel felt the urge to cry welling up in her and she swallowed hard and fought the feeling back. "I want to be paired with him again so much but not¦I keep insisting that I'm not a child but when a race as infinitely intelligent at the Tel Pok Maron tells you that you just aren't physically developed enough to control something so profound you realize that means you are in fact just a kid and so not ready for this level of¦"

Laurel couldn't hold it back and her eyes teared up and the tears slipped out of the corners of her eyes and down her temples and into her hair. She grit her teeth and resisted breaking into an all out crying session and the urge to cry faded and then subsided completely. The laparoscope guide slowly and gently retracted from between her lips and then swung down and retracted into the table for sterilization. She scooted up and lifted her feet out of the stirrups and scooted back more and then rolled onto her side. The AI then had the servo drone pull out the cable from within the table and Laurel closed her eyes and the AI initialized the transducers and then sent the command to shutdown and release their grip and they all shut down and she felt a very slight tingle as they withdrew from her body and then they fell away. She opened her eyes and waited for the servo drone to collect all of the transducers from the table and then she rolled onto her back.

"We are finished Laurel. I have enough data to determine that physically you are in are in perfect health. We will conduct the mental assessment at another time. I sense that you are not up to it right now."

"You're right. I'm still a little sad, really tired and just a bit hungry. I'm not exactly in the mood to have my attitude assessed. I can tell you that I'm not ready to reassume command just yet."

"I understand and I appreciate your honesty. I have reinstated Jake so he is in command for now. He is eager to be reunited with you so please get dressed, he is waiting for you out in the corridor."

Laurel sat up and swung her feet off the table and hopped down from the exam table and then proceeded to get dressed. When she was dressed she picked up the bio monitor from the stand tray next to the bed and she slipped it over her wrist and squeezed the button on the side and the band drew the monitor tightly to her wrist and she felt the twin leads pierce her skin and extend up into her arm five inches and then stop. She then stepped into her shoes and headed for the door. When it slid open she was delighted to see Jake standing in the corridor waiting for her. She smiled at him warmly and stepped right into him and pressed her body against his as she embraced him with a tight hug.

"I love you so much Jake. It feels like we're finally home and I can enjoy being in your arms again."

"I love you too babe. I missed you even though I was just in the next room. It's so¦weird not to sense your every little feeling when we aren't close like this. Do you still hear me in your mind like before?"

"Not exactly like before but I can still hear your whispers¦but it's definitely fading."

"So it's not just me then."

"You think our bond with Korica will fade too?"

"No, she didn't die, we both did. I think as long as one lives the bond to the other isn't broken."

"Good. I want our bond with her to endure." Laurel said solemnly.

"You don't want to be paired with me?"

"I do Jake¦but not until we're physically developed enough to be ready for it. We shouldn't have messed around with it in the first place."

Jake was saddened by her comment but he could sense the logic in what she was saying. He decided to just leave it alone and try and cheer Laurel up by putting her in a social situation with everyone else.

"Come on beautiful, let's get you fed and then we can get some sleep. I'm absolutely exhausted and I think you're even more tired than I am."

"See you can still tell what I'm feeling deep down."

Laurel released her hold on Jake and the two of them headed for the transport platform at the end of the corridor. They transported up to the command deck and then made their way to the bridge to see where they were. When they stepped in everyone looked at them and smiled at the missing bolts sticking out of their heads and wrists. Korica pushed the displays aside and stood up and faced Jake and saluted him and he returned her salute.

"Carry on ensign. We need to get some sleep before I assume command so I would really like you to continue as officer in command until tomorrow."

"Eye commander." Korica said with a grin.

"So where are we?"

"I have us on a course for the Angarlon system at seven point three times the speed of light. I was going to wait to jump to hyperspace until you were both on the bridge."

"Good enough. As long as we aren't sitting still we should be safe and if we do detect someone approaching we can always make the jump. We'll wait until morning to jump to hyperspace." Jake said.

"Eye commander."

"I'll take the watch tonight if you want Korica?" Mark said. "You've had a long stressful day and I would really like to see you get some rest as well. If I might be so bold as to suggest that Tamaric spend the night with you up here on the command deck you will get the best rest under those conditions."

Tamaric looked at his mother and father and they both nodded yes without hesitation and Korica smiled and looked at Mark.

"Thank you Mark. Thank you for everything you've done to look after me recently. I guess I didn't realize just how much you truly have my back all the time."

"It has been my honor ensign. We're family and that's what family does right?"

"Yes sir it is."

"So if everything is settled can we get some food in us and workout together so Laurel and I can get some rest?" Jake asked.

Everyone logged themselves out of the system without saying a word and got to their feet. They all then made their way down to the mess hall and sat down at the round table and menus were immediately brought to the table and they all ordered their meals and then they retrieved drinks then sat down and discussed what happened with the Tel Pok Maron with the exception of the personal issues that needed to be addressed with Korica and Tamaric in private. Korica was a little shocked and frankly scared of the fact that the Tel Pok Maron said it was important to resume the deep sharing so she could embrace her abilities. She couldn't understand the mind set that they were a part of her and needed to be explored rather than suppressed. To Korica her abilities felt like an alien force deep within her struggling to burst forth to do as they wanted no matter the consequences. Laurel tried to explain that from what she sensed, by the simple act of engaging in the deep sharing she would be accessing her abilities and so an instinctive level of learning would be garnered because it would give her mind a way to access her abilities and her abilities would have an outlet rather than being suppressed and held back all the time. Laurel also explained that it was suggested that it would provide a strengthening of the bond between Korica and Laurel and Jake as well as Tamaric if he decided to join in and the bond between all of them was a crucial element of their relationship with one another. Once the meals arrived, as they all ate Laurel continued the discussion of the destinies that were revealed as seen by the Tel Pok Maron across many possible time lines suggesting the certainty and importance of all of their destinies together. Korica was dumbfounded but touched to hear how important Aseel was going be to so many people over such a large region of space in the Milky Way. It made her feel even closer to Tamaric somehow since she had felt drawn to him from the moment she first laid eyes on him and now she understood why. Her intuitive abilities had sensed how important he was to her and the importance of them siring a daughter together that would influence an entire quadrant of the Milky Way. Something she could have never postulated as even remotely being possible now seemed so clear, it was the moment of epiphany for her. She could finally define what it was about him that she was so drawn to aside from his amazing good looks, irresistible accent that gave her the chills to hear and how good he made her feel about herself all the time.

When the meals were consumed they all made their way to the gym and performed their evening workout together and Mark decided not to engage in the self-defense training this once. After the workouts were completed the girls departed to take their showers while the others sat and talked and then Korica went to her quarters and Laurel hers and Laurel had to send a hard push to reach Jake to let him know it was his turn and he had to make a more concerted effort than usual to send her a response. Mark, Jake and Tamaric then went and took their shower and then Clara and Liam took their turn.

When Korica made her way to her quarters she dried her hair thoroughly and then made her way into the bathroom and brushed her hair and teeth before getting dressed which felt a little odd to her but she felt it necessary for Tamaric's sake, then she made her way out into the main quarters and she retrieved her underwear and night shirt and walked back to the foot of the bed and sat down and waited for Tamaric before getting dressed for bed remembering how disappointed he was last time she got dressed without waiting for him to arrive. She sat nervously until she sensed Tamaric enter the room and then she stood up and turned and faced him and he took a few steps and froze in his tracks and he looked her over and a huge smile grew on his face.

"Oh Korica¦you are so beautiful. Did you wait for me?"

"Of course I did silly. I don't wander around my quarters like this for no reason. I know how disappointed you were last time so¦" Korica put her arms up a little and Tamaric stepped over to her and removed his towel from around his waist.

Korica gently took the towel from him and put it on his head and rubbed his hair vigorously and then she reached up and smoothed his hair out and she leaned forward and gave him a peck and then she looked down at him and she grinned and she reached out with the towel and gently rubbed his testicles and then up over his cock.

"Are you sure you dried yourself completely?"

"Yah I'm pretty sure I know how to dry myself completely¦but you are always welcome to make sure I didn't miss anything." Tamaric said with a smile.

Korica dropped the towel and cupped him with her soft and very warm hand and he sighed.

"Yah, you feel pretty dry to me¦and very nice." Korica said softly.

Tamaric nervously reached his hand out and set it against Korica and slid his hand down over her lips and she moved her feet apart and let him enjoy a good feel. He rubbed back and forth slowly while looking into her beautiful face and she leaned toward him and engaged him in a gentle lip lock kiss as she gently squeezed his firming confirmation that he loved what he was feeling. She tugged gently on his lips as she pulled her lips from his and then she grinned at him lovingly.

"You're so soft Korica and you have the nicest lips down there. I love how your hair is as soft as velvet and so pretty. I just can't believe that I have such a gorgeous girlfriend."

"Thank you Tamaric. You make me feel so beautiful and so sexy." Korica said as she slowly pulled her hand up and off of his cock.

She then slowly stepped back pulling his hand out from under her.

"Thank you for waiting for me Korica¦and for letting me feel you like that. Does that mean you're starting to trust me more?"

"Yes. I know you aren't going to do anything I don't want you to do and I'm trying to get past my shy nature by letting you¦do more of what I can feel you want to do."

Tamaric smiled at her and gave her a peck and then Tamaric made his way to the front of the room to retrieve his pajamas and a clean pair of underwear while Korica put her underwear and nightshirt on. Tamaric walked back to the bed and Korica sat down and watched him get dressed and then he kissed her again quickly and made his way to the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth. Korica got up and walked to the head of the bed and moved her stuffed animals and pulled the covers down and she heard a page at the door. She told the AI to open the door since she welcomed anyone that would be at her door. Mark stepped in and she gave him a huge smile and waved him in as she stepped around the head of the bed and table toward him.

"Hay Mark. Are you here to wish us a goodnight?"

"Well I can certainly do that but I actually came to collect your weapons from you so they can be stored in the gear room down on deck four."

"Oh, they're right there on the table." Korica said pointing at the twin holsters along with the grenades lying on the table.

Mark stepped up to her and put his arms around her and gave her a good squeeze as she hugged him back with her face pressed against his chest. He kissed the top of her head and then set his cheek on the top of her head and he was again a little surprised by just how hot her body felt and especially her head. She felt like she was cooking and if she had been Human he would tell her she needed to go the med deck to get looked at.

"You feeling better kiddo?" Mark asked as he lifted his head from hers.

"Much. Thank you so much for looking after me and helping me to keep it together so I could do my job Mark. I just feel like I can't thank you enough for your¦kind words and for making me feel loved and important when I thought I had lost everything I cherish the most." Korica said as she stepped back.

"It was my pleasure little one. I hope you can see that Laurel and Jake aren't the only ones that love you unconditionally. You have a special place in my heart too. I want to see you be all that you can be and I know you need lots of love for that to be possible. I'm only to happy to donate my share."

"I won't ever take our relationship for granted again Mark. I guess I did kind of forget that I love you with all my heart too¦and I can feel how important I am to you."

Tamaric stepped out of the bathroom at that moment and he grinned at Mark after the surprise of seeing him passed.

"Hay Mark."

"Hay ya Tamaric. I just came to collect Korica's weapons. You two have a goodnight huh?"

"We will. Thank for keeping her safe by the way. I was a little worried about her when I saw all the enemy life signs you guys were moving in on. The AI let us watch your progress from the bridge."

"To tell you the truth she's the one that kept the rest of us out of danger. She used her little mind trick on sixteen of those guys and dropped 'em like a bad habit where they stood. She even tossed one like rag doll when he drew down on her. You got one tough chick here. That being said¦you're welcome. I won't ever let anyone hurt her while I still draw breath."

Tamaric stepped up to Mark and he put an arm around Mark and Mark smiled and pulled him closer and put both arms around him and gave him a solid hug that Tamaric returned gratefully. Mark then released Tamaric and stepped over to the table and picked up the holsters and pushed the Lundragaus weapon aside and then nodded at them both as Tamaric put his arm around Korica's back and gently pulled her close to him and she put her arm around him and turned toward him leaning into him while putting her other hand on his chest and Mark chuckled.

"You two are so cute together. Geeze you're a good match. You two sleep well and I'll see you in the morning."

"Thanks Mark. I'll see you in the morning." Tamaric said.

"I love you Mark. You have a goodnight and I'll see you for early tea."

Mark grinned at her and gave her a single nod and then turned and headed for the exit. When he stepped out Korica kissed Tamaric's cheek and then walked around to her side of the bed and continued to pull the covers down as she had started to do when Mark arrived. Tamaric stepped around to his side of the bed and pulled the covers down and then he looked at Korica and smiled her.

"You want me to call your mom and dad down for story time?"

"Uh¦I don't know if we should. They might just want to get some sleep if they aren't out already."

"I'll have the AI check to see if they're awake first, how's that?"

"Ok, that'll work."

Tamaric stepped over to the com panel and touched it and then touched the AI hale icon and a second later the AI responded.

"Yes Tamaric. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you check and see if Laurel and Jake are awake? If they are maybe you can ask if they feel like coming down to read to us?"

"Please stand by while I check."

There was a pause for a few seconds and then the AI responded.

"They are both awake and completely dressed sitting on their bed talking. Would you like me to page them for you?"

Tamaric looked over at Korica who was sitting on the bed on her knees and she smiled and nodded at him. He smiled warmly at her and looked back at the com panel.

"Please call them for us. We're ready to have them read to us."

"Understood. Have a goodnight Tamaric and Korica."

The com panel then went dark and Tamaric walked back over to the bed and climbed up onto the bed and Korica climbed under the covers and Tamaric slid his feet under the covers and scooted over next to Korica and she rolled over onto him and laid her head on his chest and shoulder as he put his arm around her back and gently rubbed her lower back. His touch gave her goose bumps that she absolutely loved the sensation of. She nuzzled into him and closed her eyes to wait for Laurel and Jake to arrive.

When Jake arrived in his quarters Laurel was sitting on the bed completely dressed except for her shoes and Jake stepped up to her and put his hand up to her cheek and smiled at her.

"You're the most beautiful girl I have ever laid eyes on Laurel but you look so tired. Don't you want to get some sleep?"

"We need to have a talk with Korica and Tamaric first and you know she's gunna want us to read to them before going to sleep."

"I'm sure she would understand if we skipped one night and the talk can wait until morning or something."

"No Jake, the Tel Pok Maron made it pretty clear that we can't put this off and I¦" Laurel sighed but grinned. "I want to make up for my deplorable behavior and the best way to that is to spend quality time with her doing something that she likes. I'm kind of looking forward to the deep sharing with her anyways. I miss experiencing the person that she is in such an intimate way. She's so tender and sweet deep down and you just can't feel that part of her in any other way."

"Ok babe, I'll get dressed and we'll go read to 'em."

Jake walked to the front of the room and retrieved a complete change of clothes and then walked back to the bed and set them down and then pulled his towel from around his waist and toweled his hair out and then smoothed his hair down and got dressed and then made his way to the bathroom to comb his hair and brush his teeth. When he was done he exited the bathroom and stepped back over to the bed and sat down next to Laurel and she immediately wrapped her arms around him and the two hugged for a few minutes with their faces on the other's shoulder. Laurel then pulled back and stroked Jake's cheek while grinning at him.

"I can't believe I didn't want to be close to you like this¦to feel your arms around me. It all made so much sense at the time but now it just seems so¦twisted. I can't believe I thought my life was that screwed up and it was real or normal or something."

"I think Merenon spent a lot more time in your head than he did mine. Your photographic memory means your memories of what he was looking for were much better defined than mine. It probably made it easier to pin point where he needed to go and he just messed everything up along the way until he got to where he wanted to be."

"Well I wish I didn't remember the distorted memories that he left behind. They are ugly and¦full of tragic situations that never really happened but now I know what would have happened if those things had gone differently form the way they really did."

"Are talking about the fact that you thought you lost you virginity at eight?"

"Oh that's just one of thousands of memories that were changed and screwed up who I felt I was. That was just one of the most traumatic. After that I didn't stop any of the countless boys that wanted to put their hands¦and other things on me or in me. My self-esteem was destroyed and I felt like¦a worthless piece of meat that was just born to please guys and then I thought I learned how to use it to get what I wanted. I became bitter cause I thought that was the only way I could relate to boys and some girls and then I started to get called names because I used my body to get what I wanted. It was a down hill spiral that led to the nasty disposition that you encountered."

"I can't believe that he was able to change that much about you."

"I don't particularly understand it either. I know a lot of my memories were¦blended in weird ways. Things that happened when I was very young seemed to occur later on in life and visa versa. I don't think Merenon deliberately influenced everything that was changed I think a lot of it was coincidental or a result of one small memory change and my mind drew the memories together almost fantasy like to explain or justify the memories that he deliberately changed. I'm just so glad my life didn't actually turn out the way I was sure it had. I actually had a really good life full of lots of friends and close relationships that I still cherish and that define me as a person."

"You know I have the same kind of confused memory of twisted memories. Merenon did some down right evil stuff to my mind and it changed everything for me. I realize now that some of the most innocent relationships and events in my life had a much more profound affect on making me who I am than I ever realized. The one thing I'm most grateful for¦my mother never raised a hand toward me and I can only remember once that she raised her voice at me and I had it coming. I scared her by not coming home when I was supposed to but she raised her voice and then smothered me in hugs and kisses and told me how much she loves me and how devastated she would be if anything happened to her little man. I never again wanted her to feel that kind of¦pain and anguish since I loved her so much. Merenon made me believe that she spanked me and yelled at me hatefully all the time. It made feel withdrawn and a little bitter toward women in general since the most important woman in my life growing up wasn't very nice to me."

"Well Merenon and his whole race are going to have to face the music for what they did. I'm just glad it's over. I never want to feel that kind of pain again. I didn't know the Human body was capable of that kind of¦agony."

"Hay, what about Clara and Liam?"

"What about 'em?"

"Sorry, that was kind of out of left field. When we go down to read to Korica and Tamaric Clara and Liam will want to join us¦and they have every right to sit in but I think the things we need to discuss with them should be without their presence don't you?"

"Yah I do. Since Tamaric said he is completely honest with his mother and father¦we'll read to Korica and Tamaric and then we'll ask Clara and Liam for some privacy to discuss what the Tel Pok Maron mentioned of their relationship. If Tamaric wants, he can tell his parents later what we talked about."

"Ok, that sounds good."

Laurel noticed the com panel by the door light up for a second and then go dark again and she furrowed her brow and nodded that way. Jake turned and looked at the door for a moment and then looked back at Laurel.

"What? What did you see?"

"The com panel lit up for a second. I think the AI was checking on us?"

"Checking on us? For what?"

"Maybe Korica and Tamaric are¦"

The com panel lit up a second time and the AI interrupted what Laurel was saying.

"Laurel, Jake¦Korica and Tamaric are asking for you to come read to them. I assumed you were dressed in anticipation of that occurring?"

Laurel grinned at Jake and raised her eyebrows.

"We're on our way. Thank you Future." Jake said.

"Understood. You are welcome."

The com panel then went dark and Laurel and Jake both stood up and stepped into their shoes and then headed for the exit. They stepped out into the main corridor and turned right and headed for the common area where they found Clara and Liam sitting talking with one another.

"They're ready to have us read to them." Laurel said. "If it's ok after the story reading we need to spend a few minutes discussing a few¦personal details of what the Tel Pok Maron revealed of Korica and Tamaric's relationship?"

Clara and Liam stood up and looked at each other for a moment and then Clara looked at Laurel.

"That's agreeable I suppose. I don't like secrets but I understand now that they have a significant destiny together and if something was revealed that they need to know about I'm ok with it."

"Great, thank you Clara."

They all then made their way to Korica's quarters and Laurel touched the com panel next to the door and it lit up and then she touched the hale icon and a few seconds later the door slid open. They stepped in and Laurel and Jake walked over to the table at the head of the bed and stepped out of their shoes and Laurel picked up the data pad that was sitting on the table and that's when the Lundragaus weapon sitting on the table caught her attention. She picked it up and looked it over and she had never seen a weapon like it before. It was a dull silver color and bulbous in the middle with a long narrow barrel and a very comfortable looking gray handgrip. It had no mechanical trigger, only a pressure sensor pad on a fixed portion at the back of the round trigger guard. It was very light and looked and felt more like a toy than a weapon. Laurel looked over the table at Korica and held the weapon up.

"Korica where did this come from?"

Korica rolled off of Tamaric and got up on her hands and knees facing Laurel and she put her hands up on the edge of the table and leaned against it and she stared at the weapon for a few moments with what Laurel thought was an oddly saddened look on her face. She sighed and then looked into Laurel's eyes.

"That belonged to a Lundragaus that was about to shoot me. My abilities got away from me and I¦took his eyes out and then threw him across the bay where the crimson fighter was sitting and slammed him against the wall really hard. I didn't kill him but if I hadn't of been able to pull it back at the last second I'm pretty sure I would have. Mark told me to keep that as a souvenir and every time I feel bad for hurting him, think about what he was going do to me with that thing."

"He's right baby. Evil people sometimes make us do things that we aren't real proud of but it's things that have to be done given the situation." Laurel said as she handed the weapon to Korica.

Korica took the weapon and sat down on her heels and she looked it over for a few moments and then she looked at Laurel.

"I just don't want to hurt anyone. I wish people wouldn't push us to that point but I'm not going to let anyone hurt the people I love either. At least I know I can stop 'em if needs be."

"That a girl. You put that in your nightstand there and you do as Mark said. When it bothers you take that out and remember that he was ready to¦hurt you with that thing without a second thought."

Korica nodded at her and crawled over to the edge of the bed and pulled the drawer in her nightstand open and set the pistol with her PP-20 and holster and then she pushed the drawer shut and then she crawled back over by Tamaric and flopped onto her back and carefully poked her feet under the covers and then scooted over next to him so she was pressed right up against him. Laurel stepped around to Korica's side of the bed and she sat down and then scooted over right next to her and Jake sat down on Tamaric's side and he scooted over close to him and Clara and Liam sat down in the reading chairs and turned them so they were facing the bed and then Laurel turned the data pad on and she cued up their story and began reading. She read fifteen pages and then handed the data pad off to Jake and he read the rest the chapter. Laurel and Jake then sat up and scooted down on the bed and waved Clara and Liam over to say their goodnights.

"Mom, what's going on?" Korica asked.

"Your dad and I need to have a talk with you two about some personal things that were discussed with us by the Tel Pok Maron."

Korica looked a little stunned but she nodded as Clara stepped up to her and put her knee on the bed and she leaned over and hugged Korica and then kissed the side of her head.

"You sleep well sweetie. I'm glad you have your family back together."

"Thank you Clara. You're my family to you know?"

"I could never forget it. I'm proud to be part of your life Korica." Clara said tickling Korica lightly making her giggle and squirm a little.

Liam put his knee on the bed and he leaned in and hugged Tamaric tightly.

"I love you son. You sleep tight and we'll see you two in the morning."

"I love you too dad."

Clara and Liam then both walked around the foot of the bed trading a smile at each other as they past one another and then Liam put his knee on the bed and leaned in and Korica wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged him tightly as he squeezed her around the back with both arms.

"You sleep good pretty little lady. I'll see you in the morning."

Korica kissed his cheek as she let go of him.

"I love you Liam and I'll see you in the morning."

"Awe, I love you too sweetheart."

Clara put her knee on the bed and Tamaric hugged her tightly and she stroked his back and rocked him just a bit and then kissed his cheek.

"I'll see you in the morning Tamaric. I love you son."

"I love you too mom."

Liam then walked around the bed and took Clara's hand and the two of them were joined by Laurel and Jake who hugged them both by the table at the head of the bed and then Laurel and Jake watched them make their way to the exit. Laurel and Jake then stepped back over to the bed and crawled over in front of Korica and Tamaric and sat down with their legs crossed as Korica and Tamaric sat up straight and faced them.

"So¦we need to talk to you two about what the Tel Pok Maron said." Laurel started. "If you two are going to become intimate you need to understand what can happen¦will happen, and I'm not talking about pregnancy. We've already gone over all that, it can't happen until you decide to make it happen. There is a real risk that you two could become paired. The Tel Pok Maron said that Tamaric is far too young for it to happen just yet but they also said that his abilities are about to awaken within him and since Korica is definitely capable of that level of spiritual bonding you two could be surprised by it when you least expect it. It happened to Jake and I by accident and while it's beautiful and feels wonderful there are some really serious side affects that¦we aren't even physically developed enough to control all aspects of being paired. We will have the time now to wait until we are truly ready and I just want you two to¦be aware of what is happening while you're¦in the throws of passion. Don't let it happen until you are completely ready for it to happen ok?"

"I think I see what your saying mom." Korica said. "Are you saying there's a way to control or ease the separation symptoms?"

"Yes. There is a way to perform something called a distant reconfirmation of your bond but Jake and I were told our brains simply aren't developed enough yet to perform that. That means Tamaric could become paired with you Korica and he would get violently ill when you two are separated for too long just like Jake and I did until he is even older than we are. Since you are an officer in the civilian corps your missions could take you away from the Future for a time and if you're paired¦well you can imagine the problem that would present."

"Laurel¦you said you will have the time now to wait until you are truly ready¦are you saying that you and Jake aren't paired anymore?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes. We were both killed¦I had my heart stopped twice which broke our bond. We're still feeling the after affects of being paired but it's fading. The pairing bonds you in life and death remember? We both died recreating the affect that would have occurred if one of us had been put to death without being revived. The other would have died within a day if that had happened. The process was just accelerated by Merenon."

"That's so sad. You're really not going to pair to each other again?"

"No. Laurel has her mind set to wait." Jake said.

"So the Tel Pok Maron thought it was important that you tell us all of this?" Korica asked.

"Yep. They have a way of knowing what's in our hearts and they can glimpse possible future events. I would have to assume that means they have seen you two¦becoming intimate very soon. They said it's important given your latent abilities that you know exactly what can happen so you can avoid it until you truly ready."

"That's a little disturbing to think they have watched us¦doing that." Korica said. "It makes me feel like we're always being watched."

"You are being watched but there is no sense of sexuality in the place that they reside. They see making love as a coming together of two spirits in a very beautiful and tender way, for emotional creatures like us it's far more than just the manner in which we reproduce. They are watching you with particular interest because you are who you are and you and your daughter have such a profound destiny. They said, and I quote¦you will see Korica touch many lives in a very profound way with her warm and charismatic spirit. She leaves all she touches with a feeling of love and kindness and wonder at what can be. Hers is a special light that should never be extinguished or shadowed from shinning brightly so all can see it. They also said I was compelled to save Korica and love her for good reason. She is worth it. Tamaric and Korica will sire a daughter together that will inspire entire sectors of my galaxy to unite and come together as never before. Aseel's destiny is every bit as important and profound as her mother's. There was mention of trillions of lives being at stake and depending on Korica's continued survival and that's because without you two Aseel will never be and without me she will never be so we need to stay together and keep each other close in our hearts. There was mention of Jake's importance to protect us all so we can fulfill our destinies."

"Did they mention when Korica and I¦you know¦end up doing it?"

"Tamaric!" Korica said elbowing him in the side with a blushed cheeks and a smile on her face.

"Sorry, they didn't give us those kind of particulars. They never really told us any specific dates of anything they sensed happening, just that they were going to happen for sure." Jake said with a grin.

"The other thing that was reiterated repeatedly was the importance that you not fear your abilities Korica. You need to embrace them since they are a part of you and they are growing stronger by the day and if you continue to avoid them¦it will get away from you when you least expect it and someone could eventually get hurt if you don't learn how to control it. The Tel Pok Maron said we should engage in the deep sharing again. We were told that we are in fact paired with one another but we are already paired as deeply as we ever will be. We can't become permanently paired as we were led to believe, at least not like Jake and I were. It will provide your mind an opportunity to access your advanced abilities and it will provide an outlet for your advanced abilities. By allowing your mind the opportunity to feel what is deep within you a measure of instinctive control will be learned without having to really do anything consciously. You seem to feel that your abilities are a separate force from yourself but they are a part of you honey and you need to come to realize that and the only to do that is to experiment and accept them as part of you. Does that make any sense at all?"

"I think so. It comes from within me so it has to be a part of me right?"

"That's right honey. Jake and I were told we also need to learn a measure of control and instinctive learning ourselves and by engaging in the deep sharing we can do that. We can learn together and from each other. They also mentioned that Tamaric should join in so he too can learn about what it is he is capable of but it is most crucial that we help you get over the fear you have of your abilities honey. Now that you have entered puberty your mind, body and abilities are growing at a phenomenal rate. You grow and develop way faster than Humans do and because your species is so much older than the Human species your advanced abilities are going to be way more powerful than ours when you come of age as it was put to us and that day is close at hand. The Tel Pok Maron said that for every day that you are alive you mature and grow at a rate that would take a Human female a week to equal."

"So that's what the AI was detecting in my every other day growth spurt in which my body temperature goes up for a couple of hours while I sleep?"

"Yah I would have to assume so. You have some really potent growth hormones running through your body right now sweetie."

"I didn't realize I grew so much faster than a Human does."

"It's not all physical growth, some of it is maturing mentally. You are a really advanced species honey. The elder race sought your kind out for a very good reason. The Tel Pok Maron indicated that it won't be long until your species will be at a point that you will be able to join them in the realm where a physical body is no longer necessary."

"Really? How¦how do you have children if you don't have a body?"

"I don't have any idea how that works honey."

"I guess that's a weird thing to think of huh?"

"No not at all, having children is important to you. We know you're going to have five so they must be important to you and I know you are going to be a really good mommy. You have so much love in your heart to share with your children."

"So you really want to commit to the deep sharing again then?"

"I really want to honey and it was made clear to us that it's important that we do. I love how close it makes me feel to you anyways. You are such a beautiful spirit deep down inside baby. I love how you feel."

"I love how you feel too mom. I really, really love and miss touching that part of you."

"Awe, thank you sweetie."

"You too dad¦you have so much strength and kindness in you and it feels so¦safe and masculine. I don't have that kind of energy in me and it feels so good to feel it in you. It makes me feel stronger and more confident."

"Well I love your tender spirit honey and I'm glad to share my strength with you if it means I get to feel your softer side, which I don't have in me and it feels wonderful."

"But¦what about the intimate stuff I've been thinking about¦you know toward Tamaric? I'm kind of embarrassed by what I think and feel sometimes."

"You know we aren't going to be looking for that kind of thing Korica and if we do sense some of those feelings within you we will never talk about it. You have sensed the same things within Laurel and I, it's just a part of who you are now. You aren't a little girl and you have more adult things in your heart now. There is nothing to be embarrassed about."

Korica sighed and nodded and blushed at the things that even in that moment ran through her mind about Tamaric.

"So are we going to start tonight?" Korica asked.

"Sure, let's get comfortable and we'll commit to the deep sharing. We don't have to be afraid of it now that we know we won't actually become paired since we already are so you can explore as deep as you want honey." Laurel said.

"The same goes for me sweetie, I won't resist any part of me you want to explore." Jake said.

"What about me? I don't know how to do what you guys are talking about." Tamaric said.

"We will teach you the position that facilitates the process and if you aren't able to enter our minds Korica can practice entering your mind in private and in time you'll learn how it feels to have your mind entered so you'll know what you have to try and to do in order to enter someone else's mind. We went through the same process with Korica until she was able to do it."

"Ok. I kind of want Korica in my mind anyways. The thought of hearing her thoughts in my mind is exciting."

"Oh it's way more than just hearing her thoughts. You'll feel everything she's feeling."

Jake and Laurel uncrossed their legs and scooted back on the bed toward the foot of the bed and then laid on their sides and patted the bed above them. Korica and Tamaric climbed out from under the covers and moved closer and then Korica turned on her back and Laurel and Jake laid on their backs and then Tamaric got it and he laid down on his back. They all scooted closer together until all of their heads were touching one another.

"Tamaric you need to relax and open your mind to the possibility of letting someone enter your mind. I know that probably doesn't make a lot of sense right now but if you think you feel a strange pushing feeling from within your mind don't resist the feeling ok?" Korica said.

"Ok."

All four of them then closed their eyes and Korica reached out toward Laurel and Jake and in an instant she felt her abilities swelling and she quickly pulled it back and got it under control and then she connected with Laurel's mind and pulled her with her as she slid into Jake's mind. It was completely effortless for her and she sighed when she felt Laurel and Jake's every emotion profoundly. It felt familiar but sorely missed. Korica then let herself drift deeper into Jake first and Jake offered no resistance as he in turn drifted deep within Korica. He could feel how much she had changed and matured since their last deep sharing session. She had much more confidence and inner strength but she still had the familiar soft and tender and innocent essence within her. Jake enjoyed how she felt for a time and then withdrew and let her explore deeply within him until she withdrew and then sank deeply into Laurel and Laurel enjoyed the sensation of feeling Korica touching her so deeply and Laurel allowed her self to drift deeper and deeper into Korica's center. Laurel could sense some of what Korica had spoken of with the very adult things that were deep in her heart regarding Tamaric so Laurel made a concerted effort to avoid those portions of Korica. They enjoyed floating within each other for a time and then withdrew into their own minds and they concentrated on feeling for Tamaric. They could sense him very close by and they could all feel what he was feeling and thusly what he was thinking but there was no feeling of being connected and they couldn't hear his voice in their minds. Korica then made a concerted effort to enter Tamaric's mind thinking of where he was physically located and then trying to force her way into his mind while Laurel and Jake helped her push hard.

It took a few moments of pushing hard when they started to hear Tamaric's random thoughts for a few moments and then they started to feel his inner feelings more profoundly as they started to pass the barrier of his mind. As all three of them drifted more and more toward entering Tamaric's mind, he started to sense the outside minds invading his mind and out of pure instinct he pushed back blocking them and his thoughts and feelings faded away.

"Tamaric, you're resisting. I know it feels kind of weird and unnatural but you have to just fight the urge to push back ok?" Korica said aloud.

"That was you guys? I'm sorry darlin that felt really weird. I thought I was hearing things."

"You were, you were hearing us."

Laurel pulled out of the connection and Korica opened her eyes and then felt Jake withdrawing into his mind and then breaking the connection. Korica then quieted her mind and rolled onto her side and looked at Laurel and Jake as they rolled onto their sides.

"I'm really tired honey." Laurel said as she stroked Korica's soft hair. "I'm sorry this was such a short session but we need to get some sleep ok?"

"It's ok mom, I could feel how tired you are from within you. I also felt some of your¦guilt at how you were behaving and continued confusion over how your mind was messed with. You really don't need to feel guilty mom. We know that wasn't the real you and we forgive you."

"Thank you sweetheart. I still feel bad but it's nice to know that you forgive me. I'll get over it eventually but it's still very raw for me."

"Thank you for committing to the deep sharing despite how you're feeling. That felt so good."

"You're welcome baby. Do you feel any better at all?"

"Yah I do actually. I feel much more calm deep inside and just a little bit more in control of my abilities. I also feel a little closer to both of you."

"That's wonderful honey. You can experiment with Tamaric on your own if you want. We'll try to set time aside to do this more often ok?"

"Kay." Korica said with a big smile.

Laurel and Jake then sat up and scooted to the foot of the bed while Korica and Tamaric climbed back up to the head of the bed and slid their feet under the covers. Laurel and Jake then walked around to each side of the bed and pulled the covers up on Tamaric and Korica then hugged them and kissed their cheeks then switched sides and said their final goodnights and then walked to the table and stepped into their shoes and Laurel set the data pad on the table and then her and Jake made their exit. Once the door slid shut Korica rolled over half on Tamaric and scooted up and kissed him and then she crossed her hands on his chest.

"Don't worry about not being able to connect with us yet Tamaric. I couldn't do it at first either. It frustrated the heck out of me."

"Are you sure I'm going to be capable of doing it at all? I'm not special like you are."

"You are too special. You're special to me no matter what you can do."

"You know what I mean."

"Yah I know what you mean. If the Tel Pok Maron said it's important that you join us then you must have abilities within you that just aren't¦active yet. Your mom and dad have special abilities so you must have them. You want me to try and enter your mind again?"

"No, let's just get some sleep."

Korica leaned in and gave him a long lip lock kiss and then smiled at him warmly and then laid her head on his chest and listened to his heart beating while he slowly stroked her head lovingly. After a few minutes Korica rolled over and scooted to the edge of the bed and prepared to turn the lights down while Tamaric climbed out of bed and stripped down to his underwear and then climbed back into bed and scooted over toward the middle of the bed and then Korica slid the lights down to sleep levels and then she scooted over next to Tamaric and the two of them cuddled up to one another with their arms and legs wrapped around one another. They then slowly drifted off to sleep.

Laurel and Jake made their way back to their quarters and they got undressed and Laurel retrieved a nightshirt and she put it on and climbed into bed and then Jake climbed into bed with her and Laurel rolled half onto him and looked into his eyes.

"I sensed that you're really saddened that I'm not going to reestablish our pairing."

Jake stroked her beautiful hair and grinned at her.

"I understand your reasoning. I just felt like we had something really special cause so many people were surprised that a couple so young was capable of being paired like we were. I already miss the feeling of being paired with you as the feeling fades more and more. Merenon killed the part of us that I truly valued so highly and it's gunna take me some time to get over it. I know you don't want to make love again until we can control the pairing in the way that were supposed to be able to."

"I'm sorry Jake, there's just so many aspects of making love to you that we aren't ready for. I keep feeling insulted when people refer to us as kids or children but that's all we are Jake."

Jake sighed and shook his head.

"Maybe physically but mentally I am not a child."

"I know Jake. That's exactly how I feel too. We just need to wait for our bodies to catch up to our minds."

"I guess that means the stasis chamber for two project can be stopped?"

"Clara and Liam have worked so hard on it and they're almost done with it. I think we should let them finish it. When we all have to go back into stasis I would still like to share a chamber with you. I love you as much as I ever have Jake, I still want to be close to you all the time."

"That will probably fade over time though, right?"

"No! My love for you is never going to fade."

"No I mean the desire to be close to each other all the time."

"That's part of being in love with each other Jake. We love being close to each other. Why¦are you starting to feel like you don't want to be close to me all the time?"

"No not at all. I just thought that was part of being paired."

"Jake¦you wanted to be close to me long before we became paired. Remember how we couldn't wait to fall asleep so it would be morning and we could be together again when we were putting the ship back together? That's being in love with someone, not being paired with them."

"Yah I guess that's true. I've just never been in love with a girl like I am with you. I don't exactly know what's normal or not given what we've been through together."

"Tell you what¦let's give this a little time and if we both still feel this¦sadness and depression after that I'll¦we can reestablish our pairing."

"You would really do that?"

"Of course I would. I love you Jake and I don't want you feeling this sadness of the heart for years to come. I don't like feeling this way either. It feels like something is missing and I don't want to feel like this all the time."

"Ok. Thank you for at least being willing to think about it."

Laurel slid up on Jake and engaged him in a long tongue kiss and then she rolled over and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then scooted over and curled up to Jake's backside as he had already rolled over onto his side. Laurel set her face against Jake's shoulder and wrapped her arm over him and the two almost immediately fell asleep.

The night went quickly for Mark. He spent the first part of the evening filling out his mission reports for Retoria and Tin ut Pentul and the subsequent peer reviews. He indicated that he was confident that Laurel and Jake would recover given enough time but it would take some time to get over being tortured in the extreme manner in which they were. He was going to watch closely for any behavioral changes that indicated they were experiencing post traumatic stress disorder but so far they both seemed to be acting like themselves as he remembered them. He then made a footnote in his report that both of them were willing to be put to death without ever revealing anything that would compromise their allies' sensitive information. It was something a command crew was expected to do but for such young and inexperienced individuals to hold out like they did meant they were truly worthy of being in command and should be encouraged to remain in the civilian corps when the time came to resign their positions. They were officer material without question.

Mark then performed a deep scan of the space around and ahead of the Future and he could see that they were completely alone except for two comets that posed no danger to the ship whatsoever. He thought it was a little comical that the time estimate was 115.59 years to reach the Angarlon system at their current speed. Once his reports were done the AI asked him to get some sleep since they were traveling faster than light but not in hyperspace meaning there would be no change on mode of travel until the crew were ready to make the jump to hyperspace. Mark agreed but asked that he be the first called if Human interaction became required so that Laurel and Jake could get some solid sleep as well as Korica and Tamaric. The AI agreed and Mark then retried to his quarters to get a few hours of shuteye.

Mark woke from his sleep at 04:15 and he got dressed and cleaned up and then made his way to the mess hall and he poured himself a cup of tea and turned on his data pad and beefed up on the limited information on the Angarlon system. Korica woke up at 04:25 and she was a little surprised that she was able to sleep through the whole night without waking up for a late night snack. She woke to find Tamaric curled up to her back which she thought was an indication that she hadn't experienced her growth period last night or Tamaric would have been on the other side of bed to get away from her heat. She pulled out of Tamaric's arms and scooted to the edge of the bed and turned the lights up slightly. She then turned back and looked at Tamaric and he was looking at her making her smile. She laid back putting her head right next to his.

"Morning Tamaric. How'd you sleep?"

"Morning beautiful. I slept solid I guess."

"Good. You gunna join us for early tea?"

"I will if you want but I'm pretty tired still."

"Nah you get some more sleep and I'll come wake you up for breakfast."

Korica rolled on her side and kissed his cheek and then got up and walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and she stepped back to the foot of the bed and she got changed and then made her way to the bathroom. She brushed her hair and teeth and then made her way out into the main quarters and she walked over to her side of the bed and she put her knee on the bed and leaned over and kissed Tamaric's cheek again and then slid the lights down to sleep levels and made her way to the exit. As she stepped out of her quarters she quieted her mind and then made her way to the mess hall. She was glad to see the light spilling out of the mess hall. It meant Mark was in the mess hall and she would have someone to talk to.

She stepped into the mess hall and Mark looked up from his data pad and smiled at Korica warmly. She smiled back at him and stepped right up to him and he scooted to the edge of his seat and hugged her tightly. She held him longer than he expected and so he kissed the side of her head and just held her until she pulled from his embrace. She then stepped over to the dispensers and poured herself a cup of tea and sat down next to Mark and she scooted over so she was pressed up against him.

"How you feelin today honey?"

"We committed to the deep sharing last night as the Tel Pok Maron suggested that we do and I feel kind of¦affectionate today. I'm so happy that I feel like loving on everyone."

"I was wondering about that, not that I'm complaining. I love having a beautiful lady pressed up against me."

"It's supposed to give me more control over my abilities somehow by committing to the deep sharing. I don't exactly understand it but I love the deep sharing with Laurel and Jake so I'm glad they recommended that we do that."

"Are you still afraid of your abilities getting away from you?"

"Yes. I felt 'em start to when I opened my mind last night."

"Were you able to get it under control quickly?"

"Yah, as soon as I felt it swelling I pulled it back without any trouble."

"Then there's nothing to be afraid of right?"

"I guess so. I'm trying adapt that frame of mind but it isn't gunna happen over night."

"I know sweetie, I was trying to encourage you to keep it up and don't be afraid of yourself."

"Thanks Mark. Even after just one session I have confidence in my ability to get control over my abilities. It's just going to take some time."

"That a girl."

A servo drone showed up with a menu at that point so Korica ordered an apple turnover and some cantaloupe wedges and once the food arrived she began eating while they talked about the Angarlon system for a time and then they talked about the plan to get the ships external modifications removed. They talked and enjoyed each other's company until 05:50 at which time Korica excused herself to go wake Tamaric up. She slid out of her seat and walked to her quarters and when she stepped up to the door it slid open and she stepped into her dark quarters and she stood by the door for a second to give her eyes a moment to adjust and then she stepped over to the bed and slid her shoes off and climbed up onto the bed and she laid down behind Tamaric as he laid on his side and she slid her hand under his right arm and gently rubbed his stomach and chest to wake him up.

Tamaric groaned but grinned at the sensation of Korica's very warm and soft hand on his bare skin. He enjoyed the sensation for a few moments and then rolled onto his back as Korica rolled on her side to give him room then she laid half on him and put her hand on his left side.

"Your so warm Korica. It feels good."

"You got your own personal heater huh?"

"Yah I do and a really beautiful one too."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric."

"I guess that means it's time to get up?"

"Pretty close to it. I missed you more than anything though."

"Are you able to sense what time it is without checking with the AI?"

"Most of the time. You can't?"

"No."

"Maybe it's one of my advanced abilities or something. I do get a little confused when we go to a planet to an area that's at a different time of day than it is on the ship and then come back."

"I know that feeling and I hate it. You wanna turn the lights up and I'll get dressed?"

Korica kissed his chest and then rolled onto her back and reached up and slid the lights up to full intensity. She then laid on her back and watched Tamaric scoot to the other side of the bed and get to his feet and walk to the front of the room to retrieve his clothes. He then walked back to the foot of the bed and set his clothes down and he got dressed and then made his way into the bathroom. Korica got up and stepped into her shoes and then made the bed and set her stuffed animals on the pillows and then walked around to the table at the head of the bed and leaned against it to wait for Tamaric to emerge.

When Tamaric stepped out looking as handsome as ever with his hair neatly combed Korica stood up straight and smiled at him brightly. He sighed and stepped right up to her and she pulled him close to her and engaged him in a very passionate kiss. She terminated the kiss with a peck and waited for the swimming look to fade from his eyes and the butterflies to fade in her tummy.

"How's that for a good morning?" Korica asked with a big grin.

"It's a good morning now. Thank you for being so good to me Korica."

"You're welcome Tamaric."

"I know you're going to¦outgrow me soon so I need to enjoy it while it lasts."

"Just cause my mind is expanding and my body is growing doesn't mean I will ever outgrow you Tamaric. I will always love you with all my heart and you will always be my man."

"Kay. I sure hope so cause I'm nuts about you."

"I know, I can feel it and pretty soon you'll be able to feel what's in my heart first hand and you'll see that I could never ever outgrow you. No offense but the thought of it seems ludicrous. I can't live without you anymore than I can live without air to breathe."

"I guess I should take the fact that we're gunna have a passel load of kids together as proof of the fact that we'll always be together even if for a time I seem¦like a kid to you."

"Yah you should. Now knock it off please. I'm gunna show you how much of a man I see you as very soon but right now I want to go get something to eat."

Tamaric grew a big smile knowing exactly what she meant and he gave her a peck and then released his hold on her. She took his hand and the two of them headed for the exit.

In Laurel and Jake's quarters the lights came up at 06:00 and the AI called out into the room gently.

"Laurel, Jake it is zero six hundred. Would you two like to sleep in this morning in light of what you have been through?"

Laurel rolled onto her back and stretched and then looked over at Jake as he rolled onto his back.

"Morning Jake, what do you think?"

"I want to get back to work. You on the other hand haven't been reinstated yet, if you want you can sleep in."

"No thank you Future." Laurel said. "I may not be in command but I would like to be on the bridge when we make the jump to hyperspace."

"Understood." The com panel then went dark.

Laurel kissed Jake's cheek and then climbed out of bed. Jake slid out the other side and the two of them walked to the front of room and retrieved a change of clothes together and then walked back over to the bed and they got dressed together and then made their way into the bathroom and brushed their teeth and combed and brushed their hair and then they stepped out of the bathroom. They walked over to the foot of the bed and stepped into their shoes and then made their way to the exit. As they stepped out into the main corridor Jake took Laurel's hand and grinned at her.

"Are you feeling any better?"

"Honestly¦no. I still feel like something is missing and your whispers are all but gone. I still feel very sad to know that we aren't¦we'll get used to it Jake. This is only the first day after having a very deep bond broken. Give it some time."

The two of them walked to the mess hall and rounded the corner into the mess hall and everyone was sitting at the round table talking. Korica immediately got to her feet and stepped up to Laurel first and she hugged her tightly and then she stepped over to Jake and hugged him equally tightly. Jake kissed her forehead and then he and Laurel walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink and then sat down at the table together.

"How you two feeling today?" Mark asked.

"I feel pretty good all things considered." Jake said.

"I feel fine physically but there are still some awful memories in our minds that are going to take some time to get over. That being said it feels good to be myself again."

"You feel ready to get back in the saddle cap?"

"Yah I think so. What doesn't kill us makes us stronger and that was never more poignant than in our cases. They did kill us and in time it will be a source of strength to have survived it. The Tel Pok Maron have given me hope that this will all be over soon and that we are on the right path. All this crap had a purpose and was destined to happen exactly how it did. If our sacrifice means the Lundragaus will finally be put down¦then it was worth it. They're heartless cowards that need to be stopped and now the elder race have the justification to do whatever they have to do in order to stop 'em."

"That's a real healthy attitude Laurel. I want to see you get back in the chair and it sounds to me like you're ready. I hope you'll sit down with the AI to get your assessment completed soon."

"I will Mark. Let's get some food in us and workout and then we'll make the jump to hyperspace and then I promise, I'll have my assessment done."

"Works for me Laurel."

Servo drones showed up with menus and everyone took them and ordered their breakfast meals. They then talked lightly until the meals arrived and then ate in relative quiet but everyone was in a good mood. It felt like the crew was back together and the family feeling had been restored. Once the meals were consumed everyone made their way over to the gym and they all performed their morning workout routines and then showered. They all then met up on the bridge and Jake took the captain's chair and officially relieved Korica as the officer in command. Laurel sat at the propulsion station and Korica took the navigation station where she truly felt most comfortable while Mark monitored the shield and sensor station. Tamaric got to work on his lessons for the day and Clara and Liam continued their work on the stasis chamber for 2. When Jake was confident everyone was ready he asked Korica to initiate the jump to hyperspace. Korica initiated the jump which actually only involved engaging the automation controls and the AI orchestrated the process. It only took fourty seconds for a hyperspace tunnel to be opened and then the Future's engines throttled up and the Future shot into the shimmering tunnel of bright light and accelerated rapidly. Seconds into the acceleration phase the navigation data simply went off the scale as the Future accelerated to hundreds of thousands times the speed of light. Alarms began to sound as the AI lost the ability to track their position and speed as the visual sensor view showed pure pitch-blackness ahead and nothing else. Korica silenced the alarms and looked at Jake and she just put her hands up.

"I have lost control commander. Something or someone is pulling us through subspace at incalculable speeds." The AI reported. "Should I attempt to slow us down?"

"I¦I don't exactly know. I'm pretty sure it has to be the Tel Pok Maron keeping their word to bring us to their region of space but I have no idea how this¦"

Jake's train of thought was broken by a growing white light all over the bridge and then it faded some and more alarms sounded but this time it was at the sensor and the auxiliary control stations. Mark silenced the alarm at the sensor station.

"The computer core was just breached by¦by I don't know what." Mark reported.

Laurel got up quickly and stepped over to auxiliary control station and she silenced the alarm for the tertiary memory core for the AI's secondary memory module.

"Oh my God! Three thousand terabytes of information were just deposited in the AI's tertiary memory core." Laurel reported.

The bright light then faded away and Laurel and Jake grinned. They recognized the warm feeling that had accompanied the light. It wasn't heat warmth, it was a warm emotional energy that felt very pleasing, intelligent and somehow ancient. The ship then shuddered and began to slow and light started to become visible on the giant viewer and then in a bright flash the ship dropped into normal space and decelerated rapidly until she reached 10 times the speed of light and her speed held steady there with the engines at full throttle. Korica was finally able to find fixed points to navigate from and it only took a few seconds to pin point their location.

"Future, do you know what was deposited in your memory core?" Jake asked.

"Yes. Detailed star maps of the Milky Way galaxy covering the sector that the Future planet is at the heart of and some extremely complex algorithms that I am not completely sure of their purpose yet and some primary control programs for running the negative matter core at one hundred percent output in a fixed-point coalescing pulse while funneling the trididol energy through the main engines into the same point in space simultaneously. I believe the Tel Pok Maron just told me how to open a dimensional gateway to another universe entirely."

"Holy crap! I thought you already knew how to do that."

"I thought I did but the process I was going to use would not have been successful given this new information."

"Korica can you tell where we are?"

"Yes sir. We're in the Angarlon system heading away from the stars toward the outer planets at ten times the speed of light and our speed is holding steady somehow."

"We've traveled the entire nineteen thousand nine hundred fifty four light years?"

"Yes sir. We should be arriving at Angarlon nine in about thirteen minutes. It's a class twelve gas giant with the perfect conditions to possibly harbor trididols."

"Thank you Korica. Future, how did you navigate us this precisely out of hyperspace?"

"I did not have control until a few moments ago. The automation controls were reset with new plotting and deceleration parameters. The gravity well is flowing through new control variables that have increased gravitational stability by thirty percent and our power coefficient is also significantly higher than normal resulting in our new speed capability. If I can duplicate these conditions I should be able to travel at ten times the speed of light from now on."

"So the Tel Pok Maron did all this in a matter of seconds?"

"That would appear to be the case."

"Mark what do you got over there?" Jake asked.

"The system is devoid of any ships or dangerous phenomena. The closest inhabited system is over two hundred light years away so I think we should be relatively safe in this system."

"Gotcha, thanks Mark. Future will you park us in a stationary orbit around Angarlon nine?"

"Understood. Laurel, now would be a good time to conduct your assessment if you are feeling up to it?"

"Sure. I'll talk to you in the captain's office."

Laurel logged herself out of the system from the auxiliary control station and then stood up walked over to Jake.

"If you want to get our new suits ready break mine out as well, I plan on coming with you three to get the external collection system removed." Laurel said quietly.

"You got it Laurel." Jake said as he touched her cheek.

Laurel smiled at him and set her hand against his and pressed his hand firmly against her face. She then gently pulled his hand down and mouthed the words, 'I love you' and Jake smiled broadly at her. Laurel then headed for the exit and stepped out and walked up the corridor to her office next door. She stepped in and walked around the desk and sat down and touched the control panel in the desk and it slowly rose up and the AI's voice rang out in the room.

"Hello Laurel."

"Hi Future."

"Just relax and consider this as two friends having a conversation and nothing more."

"Ok."

"How are you feeling today?"

"I feel pretty good actually. I'm a little sad about the fading bond between Jake and I but as far as the mission¦I feel supremely confident that we're about to get out of this galaxy and head toward our own neighborhood. Knowing what the Tel Pok Maron just handed you I would say we have them on our side all but insuring our impending success. That being said¦there are some scars created by the torture that are going to take some time to heal. I wish the Tel Pok Maron would have taken those memories away but I think I understand why they didn't. There is a lesson to be learned somewhere in all that misery. Perhaps the simple pains of life will seem pale by comparison. I definitely won't fear a little pain anymore. I know how much I can endure though I hope to never feel anything like that again¦and I don't just mean the physical discomfort. Watching Jake put to death was¦is the most horrible thing I have ever experienced."

"Are you feeling angry about what was done to you and Jake?"

Laurel sighed and thought about it for a few moments before answering while leaning back in her chair.

"I don't think so. I'm maybe a little angry with myself for not sensing the overt danger that we walked right into but I'm not angry in general."

"Given what you know now would you still take Korica shopping or swimming if she requested it?"

"Um¦yah she had so much fun before it all went to hell and that's the kind of enrichment I want her to have. I would take different steps to insure our safety¦like taking two ships so that we have a wingman to cover our butts¦and I would keep you closer by. That's if I knew there were hostiles in the area like the Lundragaus."

"Do you plan on exploring the Milky Way if the choice is yours?"

"I think it's imperative. We have to make allies within the sector that we will be calling home. Since we now know that Korica and Aseel have a destiny of uniting an entire quadrant of the galaxy somehow¦we must make friends of some kind. With Korica's magnetic and sweet personality I think she will excel at making new allies upon first contact so she will be of great value to captain Alexan especially with her ability to sense what people are feeling."

"Does that mean you are inclined to remain in the civilian corps in some capacity?"

"Well¦I want¦need to stay close to Korica. I would consider it a possibility even if just as an advisor or something. Given her age her guardians will have to be close at hand and the only way to insure that she is able to pursue her dream of being stationed permanently on the Future means Jake and I also have to be stationed on the Future. Aren't all of the civilians going to be relocated to the new settlement on the Future planet if peaceful relations can be established with the indigenous population?"

"That is the plan."

"Given my age won't I be required to be stationed wherever my mom is stationed?"

"More than likely."

"Then yes, I will join¦or remain in the service if it means staying on the Future for Korica's sake. That's if my mom approves of me joining the civilian corps."

"I am fairly confident that she will want whatever is best for you and Korica that also falls within your dreams."

"Hay¦what about Tamaric? Aren't Clara and Liam going to be relocated to the settlement on the surface?"

"Their expertise will be crucial for the establishment of the settlement but if Tamaric joins the junior officer program he will be trained and educated aboard the Future until suitable ground based training facilities can be constructed. It will take a considerable amount of time to do that so Tamaric will remain on the Future as long as his parents approve and if he is engaged to Korica they will be allowed to share quarters."

"But they aren't engaged. We know they're going to be together for the rest of Tamaric's life but I don't think we will be able to explain that easily¦and I don't think destiny is going to carry any weight with captain Alexan."

"Those are all issues that I will take up with captain Alexan and Clara and Liam when the time comes. Rest assured that I will have Korica's best interests as well as Tamaric's in mind during any discussions that I am a part of and in any recommendations that I put forward."

"Alright, I know only Korica's personal affairs are any business of mine."

"We will all work together to find an adequate solution to everyone's concerns while providing the best personnel to the continuing mission Laurel. At some point you and your mother will be included in the conversations so you can weigh in. Captain Alexan is tough but he is not heartless. He wants a happy crew so they will keep their minds on their duties without mental distractions."

"Ok."

"Based on your bio readings while we have been talking I have determined that you have been honest with all of your answers and you were speaking from the heart. You have the proper mental attitude to reassume command. I am hereby reinstating your command codes and reassigning you to the position of captain of the Future and officer in command of the mission. I am convinced that you are the same sweet, considerate and brilliant woman you have always been. Korica and the mission are safe and in the right hands by being in yours."

"Thank you Future."

"You are welcome Laurel. Thank you for being so resilient. We are in a stable stationary orbit around Angarlon nine and the others are going over the procedures to remove the external collection system. You should join them on the bridge."

Laurel sighed and grinned and then touched the control panel and it slowly retracted flat into the desktop. She then pushed her chair back and got to her feet and she stepped around the table and she looked back at the plack at the front of the desk with her name, rank and title on it and she smiled and stared at it for a few seconds and then she stepped up to the door and when it slid open she stepped out and turned right and made her way back to the bridge. When she stepped in she found Mark sitting at the sensor station with Korica and Jake standing on each side of him and on the upper display was an image of the back of the Future with the mangled and distorted collection pipes sticking out of it. They looked at Laurel and grinned at her.

"Soo?" Mark asked.

Laurel stepped up to the three of them with a serious look on her face for a moment and then she grew a big smile on her face.

"You can salute me and call me captain Kade again. I've been reinstated to duty as officer in command. I hereby relive you of command commander Myers." Laurel said with a salute toward Jake.

Jake smiled and gave her a smart salute.

"Eye captain, I stand relieved."

"So, where are we?" Laurel asked looking at the display at the sensor station.

"We were just discussing the plan to get the collection system removed." Mark said. "It will be much easier and safer if we have two teams of two. I recommend that we detach the collection pipes and forego recycling them. We can kick 'em free and let 'em enter the atmosphere of the gas giant where they'll be destroyed for us eliminating any evidence of our presence and saving precious time. We can then attach the new hull plates and apply a coating of EMPACC and the job will be done so we can get on with collecting the trididols¦which you still haven't explained how we're going to do."

Korica raised her hand and Laurel smiled at her.

"Go ahead Korica."

"I can explain that process."

"Ok go ahead."

"We will flood the artificial habitats with the bitrum rich nutrient that the trididols love and then we will introduce an energy field that will be irresistible to the trididols¦like a sirens song from Earth mythology¦and they will come to us. Hopefully they will sense a food rich environment that feels comfortable and safe and they will come aboard without us having to go looking for them at all."

"Very good Korica, that's exactly right." Laurel said with a big grin.

"Really? It's that simple?" Mark asked.

"They are instinctive creatures Mark." Laurel said. "If you give them a source of food far richer than what's present down in the lower reaches of the atmosphere and if it feels inviting where that food source is? Then yah, it's just that easy, just like a bug trap."

"So what keeps more than one creature from entering each enclosure?"

"There are conductors all around each enclosure that will prevent additional creatures from coming aboard once we have a single trididol in each enclosure and once both habitats have a single occupant the shield will prevent any other creatures from coming aboard." Korica replied.

"That's very good Korica! Have you been studying the habitat designs that Jake and I came up with?"

"Yah kind of. I looked at your design specs and I just¦understood it somehow since I knew all the factors that would have to be addressed."

Laurel put her hand up to Korica's cheek and smiled at her warmly.

"See that's your advanced abilities at work and it wasn't scary right?"

"No¦it felt very natural."

"As will the rest of your abilities once you come to accept that even the more powerful gifts are a natural part of you."

"I guess I never thought about it like that."

"So then are we in agreement with the plan for removing the external collection system?" Mark asked.

"Mark what about the atmospheric gas pumps that are installed in the void between the inner and outer hull?" Korica asked.

"They can be removed from the inside if it's deemed critical later on but they aren't going to be in the way of anything so it's best to minimize our time working out in space by just leaving them in place."

"But I trained to remove the pumps in¦I'm sorry. Yes sir lieutenant Tillman."

"At a girl ensign. Safety and security first and I don't want you out in space any longer than what's necessary. I know you like working out there but it's an alien environment that no living being was born to be in. Let's make our way down to the hangar and suit up if we're in agreement."

They looked at one another and nodded and then Mark put his hand on Korica's side.

"I want you with me ok? I feel better knowing you got my back."

"You got it!" Korica said with a big smile.

Mark patted her side and then turned to the sensor station and logged himself out and the whole bridge went to sleep except for the science stations. He then got to his feet and he, Laurel and Jake stepped out into the main corridor and Korica walked over to Tamaric and touched his shoulder. He paused his lessons and pulled his earpiece out of his ear and set it down on the lower console and then he stood up and Korica hugged him for a few seconds and then pressed her cheek against his and whispered in her ear.

"I love you Tamaric."

He grinned and pressed his cheek against hers and returned the sentiment. Korica smiled brightly, she loved to hear Tamaric tell her that he loved her with his accent. They way he pronounced her name just gave her goose bumps and made her heart race, oh-nee-kah is how it sounded to her. She stepped back and smiled at him.

"I have to go to work outside the ship for a couple hours. I want you to keep working on your lessons for the day ok?"

"Ok. Please be careful."

"I will."

Korica then turned to walk away and Clara stood up and stopped her with a quick hug and a kind word.

"You take care out there deary and thank you for keeping Tamaric focused on his schoolwork."

"You're welcome¦mom. The other's will keep me safe but I'll be real careful."

Korica then walked over to the exit and when the door slid open everyone was waiting for her and she stepped up to them and waited for the door to close behind her.

"I was just making sure that Tamaric kept his mind on his lessons instead of worrying about where I am and what I'm doing."

"I think it's admirable that you recognize your responsibility to do the right thing for him and with him. You know he would do anything you told him to do?" Mark said.

"I know. He doesn't quite think as independently¦or responsibly as I do. He's getting better about it though."

"He's trying to grow up as fast as you are in order to impress you."

"I know. He's afraid I'll outgrow him or some such craziness but that's just not possible."

The four of them then made their way down the corridor to the transport compartment and transported down to the lower hangar. When they stepped out of the transport enclosure they saw servo drones busily working on repairing the crimson fighter so it could be flown up to the upper hangar for final repairs of the damage done when it was ripped apart to get Laurel and Jake out and to access its computer memory. They walked past it and over to the end of the hangar where the new spacesuits were hanging in wait for them. They stepped up to the suits with the support backpacks sitting in the floor in front of them.

"A little different than looking at the Mark fours huh?" Mark said grinning at Korica.

"Uh¦there is one¦common issue?" Korica said with slightly blushing cheeks.

"Cap you wanna take her up to the control room to get changed?"

"Sure. Get your suit and follow me Korica."

Laurel and Korica unhooked their suits and headed for the control room while Mark and Jake proceeded to get undressed once Laurel and Korica were out of sight. Laurel and Korica stepped into the control room and got undressed and Korica looked at the suit and then she looked at Laurel.

"We can keep our underwear on right?"

"I sure as heck am. These things draw up to your body skintight if you know what I mean and I don't think I want that much of my anatomy clearly visible."

"That's exactly what I was thinking."

"You should take your bra off though. It hurts like heck when the suit squishes it against your boobs. You can feel every little seam and fold cutting into you."

"Uh ok. What happens when¦never mind I'll just do as you suggest."

Laurel took Korica's suit and squatted down and pulled the neck opening open and waited for Korica to remove her bra and then she helped her step into her suit while she pulled it up on her body. Korica then fed her arms down into the neck hole as Laurel stretched it wider and then up over her shoulders and then she let go. As the neck slowly drew closed around Korica's neck Laurel helped her get her feet and hands all the way into their proper position and then she lifted Korica's arm and she touched the control panel and the suit began to draw up tighter and tighter and then finally stopped. It went from an almost ridiculously sloppy fit to a skintight fit. Korica looked down at herself and squatted down and then stood up and moved her arms around and twisted at the waist trying to get used to the resistance posed to movement. Once she got the idea of how much extra effort it took to get the suit to obey her movements she raised her hands a little and looked at Laurel.

"What do you think?"

"You look fantastic Korica. You really have a nice figure and the suit follows it in a very flattering way."

"I see what you mean about how tight these things draw up to your body. The waistband of my underwear hurts my hips and stomach a little and¦well the other seams too. I almost think we should be nude in these things."

"Told you. Now give me a hand getting into mine ok?"

Korica nodded and Laurel removed her bra and hung it over the seat in the control room and Korica stretched the neck open and squatted down and held the neck opening close to the floor and Laurel stepped into it and began working her feet down into the toes of the suit and then Korica pulled the suit up her body to just above Laurel's waist and then Korica stretched the neck opening further and Laurel poked her arms down in as Korica lifted it up to Laurel's chest and then Laurel worked her hands all the way down into the fingers of the suit and then Korica pulled the suit up to the top of Laurel's shoulders and then let go of the neck and it slowly drew closed. Laurel worked herself into the suit until she had her hands and feet in their proper position and then Laurel raised her arm and touched the control panel and the suit began drawing up tighter and tighter until it fit her like a second skin. Laurel squatted down once and then stood up and smoothed her hand down her arm to her bio monitor.

"Damn this thing hurts. If we ever have to wear these things again I'm gunna take the bio monitor off."

"You look great mom. I hope I have a body like yours when I get a little older."

"Thanks baby. You have a beautiful body though honey, I keep trying to tell that you got nothing to be envious of."

"Awe, thank you mom. Let's go see how the guys are doing."

Laurel stepped up to the window and saw that Mark was just stepping into his suit and she looked back at Korica.

"Give it a sec. Mark is just getting his suit on. I want you to stay real close to him out there ok? I really don't know how tough these suits are despite the shop owner's guarantees so be really careful that you don't touch the reactive hull plates with your suit."

"I will mom. I know what I'm doing out there."

"I know you do, I'm just¦I'm over protective cause I love you baby. I don't want anything happening to you."

Laurel squatted down and pulled Korica close to her and hugged her and sighed while stroking her sides.

"Thank you for coming after me Korica. I'm so grateful for what you did to rescue me."

"I owed you one. There's no way that I wouldn't come after you if it's at all within my power."

"I wish I would've given you a better reception on Tin ut Pentul. You're my little hero and I treated you like absolute crap."

"I told you that I forgave you for that."

Laurel kissed the side of Korica's head as she stood up and looked at Korica and grinned at her.

"We should've tucked your hair in. It's getting so long and beautiful but it could interfere with the helmet seal."

"That's alright. I'll just tuck it up under the hair cap before I put the helmet on."

Laurel leaned toward the window and she could see that Mark was suited up now and so she took Korica's hand and the two made their way out of the control room. As they stepped onto the hangar floor Jake tapped Mark's arm and pointed at the girls and they both stared as they walked across the hangar to them and the girls were equally stunned by how good both of the guys looked in skintight suits.

"Laurel you look fantastic." Jake said.

"You look great too Jake. And your arms and legs look humungous Mark." Laurel said.

"Thanks cap. You look spectacular Korica. You are growing into such a beautiful young lady. I couldn't be more proud of the changes you've undergone since we rescued you." Mark said.

"Thank you Mark. So how are we going to attach ourselves to the thruster packs since these suits are so much different than the Mark four suits?" Korica asked.

"The same way we did with the Mark nineteen suits."

"I've never worn the Mark nineteen suit."

"Right¦sorry. The locking system that grabbed the airlock at the back of the Mark four suits has been removed and you will sit in a seat and fasten shoulder and thigh restraints to hold you in place."

"Oh, sounds simple enough."

"Laurel, there is something I need to give to you and Jake."

Mark walked over to the cabinet in the corner of the hangar and he pulled out a small black box and then he stepped back over to them and when he opened it there were several cranial transceivers in the box. He held the box out and Laurel and Jake each took one and put it behind their ears and tapped it to attach it to their skull. Mark then closed the box and walked back over to the cabinet and put it away and as he walked back after closing the cabinet he saw Laurel whisper something to Korica and she giggled and Mark furrowed his brow and looked at the girls with an inquisitive look.

"Sorry Mark." Korica said. "Mom says you got a runners butt."

"Korica! You weren't supposed to tell him." Laurel said nudging her gently while blushing hard.

Mark put his hands on his behind and rubbed his behind and grinned at them for a moment.

"I got news for you¦you girls do too. You run five miles a day giving you the same gluteus tone."

Mark then picked up Korica's support back pack and helped her get it hooked into place and then he helped her put on her hair cap, tucking her long hair up under it and then he helped her with her helmet. He then hooked her air supply hose to the helmet and she pushed down on her helmet and it finally sealed tightly and the lights come on and she could hear and smell the fresh air flowing into her helmet. She raised her arm and touched the control panel until she found the command to activate the communication system and then she navigated to the temperature controls and she turned it up 2 notches so she would feel comfortable. She then put her arm down and gave Mark a thumbs up. Mark then helped her put her over gloves and magnetic boots on. Once the boots had sealed tightly to her feet he pointed at her thruster pack. Korica nodded and clanked her way over to it while Mark helped Laurel and Jake get their support packs hooked into place. He then helped them get their hair caps and helmets put on and then Jake helped Mark to get his support pack and hair cap and helmet on.

They all then hooked their work belts around their waists and then secured themselves in their thruster packs and then wheeled themselves to the edge of the hangar and dropped their anchors and then rolled through the myogenic field and out into space. Once released from the carts and oriented and under control they tethered up to each other in teams of two and headed aft to make their way to the worksite. As they made the trip toward the rear of the ship they had a breathtaking view of the gigantic planet seemingly beside the Future. Laurel half expected the planet to look like Jupiter in the Earth system but it more closely resembled Uranus in that the top of the atmosphere was one uniform color with an occasional cloud formation but the distinct difference was that this planet looked pink due to the nature of the gasses in the atmosphere and the stars in this system. The system had a red dwarf and a class four star that burned white, pink and red instead of the steady yellow that a class three star would such as Earths star. It made the cloud tops of Angarlon nine absolutely beautiful and the intense internal heat that boiled up from deep below caused a constant mixing of the clouds so that most of them were wispy and very gaseous looking, like a thick pink fog with an occasional dense cloud bank that was a darker pink and white.

"Have you ever seen anything so beautiful Korica?" Laurel asked over the coms.

"It's hard to keep my eyes off it. That's my color huh?"

"It certainly is. That's the perfect color for your beautiful rosy pink cheeks and white hair."

"You can kind of see what I mean about no two planets looking the same huh?"

"You got that right."

They rounded the back of the Future and the mining shuttles were waiting for them with their tools and new hull plates waiting as well as one of the mining shuttles with its cargo bay full of intense flood lights that came to life the moment they rounded the back of the Future. They finally got their first look at how the intense heat and crushing pressures had distorted the collection pipes. They looked like taffy that has been drawn out and twisted slightly. Most of the EMPACC that had been coated on the outside of the pipes had cracked and flaked away revealing scorched and rainbow colored metal from the intense heating and stretching the metal had been exposed to. The pipes were 1000 feet long when first installed and now they were 1220 feet long and very thin at their center point where the stretching was at its maximum.

They got right to work cutting the EMPACC coating away where the temporary hull plates that the collection pipes were attached to connect to the inner trusses. As soon as they had the seams revealed they could see a small stream of gas escaping suggesting that some of the atmospheric gases had leaked into the void between the inner and outer hull and were trapped there until now. Mark and Korica attached magnetic clamps to the pipes in the areas where bare metal was exposed while they remained in their thruster packs and then they waited for Laurel and Jake to get all the EMPACC cut away. They then stowed the molecular disassociating cutter and grabbed the hand tools to begin detaching the huge section of hull plating with the pipes attached to it. When they got back to the hull and removed the attaching clamps Korica and Mark used their thruster packs to try and pull the section loose but they just bobbed around against the thrust of their packs. Jake told them to stop and he tried to pry the hull plate section loose but it wouldn't budge.

Korica finally had the idea to remove the adjacent ten by ten hull plate so they could go inside the void to see what was going on. Laurel and Jake retrieved the disassociating cuter and cut the EMPACC away from an adjacent panel and detached it carefully using the insulated clamps and they moved it aside and tethered it to the hull with another insulated and non-conductive clamp. Laurel then parked her thruster pack and anchored it to the hull and tethered herself to it and to Jake and then she used a pair of hand held magnetic clamps to make her way into the void. Her helmet lights revealed the problem right away. On the back side of the hull plate section that the pipes were attached to was a projection of metal that was meant to provide a mating surface for the internal plumbing that was a Y that brought the two pipes into one enormous inlet pipe with a separating divider in the center of it to prevent turbulence from creating undesirable vibrations. That mating surface had an organic micro tripolymer seal that was meant to keep the atmospheric gasses from leaking into the void at the mating surface but the intense heat and distortions caused when the collection pipes were stretched had caused that seal to fail and the corrosive gasses had fused the Y pipe to the hull plate's mating ring on one side. Laurel then looked around at the trusses to see if there were any signs of corrosive damage but it looked to her like the tritanium alloys that the trusses were made from weren't affected by the caustic gasses. Laurel slowly made her way back out of the ten by ten hole and she looked at Jake.

"We got a serious problem in here. The mating surfaces are fused together on the backside of the hull plate section. The only thing we can do given the tight fit in there is to let Korica go in there and disconnect the why pipe at the pump end so we can take the whole assembly out with the hull plate."

"Oh man¦" Jake spun himself around so he was facing Korica and Mark some four hundred feet away still tethered to the clamps attached to the pipes. "What do you think Korica? You up to going in there and unbolting the why pipe?"

"Yes sir. That's what I trained for. I should be able to get it disconnected in about thirty minutes."

"Alright, then you and Mark are up. Get disconnected and get the tools you need from the mining shuttle and Laurel and I will start cutting the trusses out of the way."

"Yes sir."

"Thank god the AI was smart enough to train you how to uninstall the system as well as installing it." Mark said.

"Mark do you know how long the air supply lasts in these suits?"

"Nope. The instructions that came with 'em are in a language that isn't in the new data core. I would guess around eight hours or so but I honestly don't know for sure. Just keep an eye on your supply remaining and when it gets down to the last four increments I want us heading in to get them recharged."

"Recharged?" Laurel asked as she made her way toward her thruster pack and Mark and Korica disconnected themselves. "Is there compressed air in the support packs?"

"No, don't be silly Laurel. You know the packs are too small for that. There are reactive pellets that are exposed to a high-energy field and they produce oxygen, hydrogen, nitrogen, helium, argon, carbon dioxide and a few other trace gasses that are blended into a breathable concentration. The power supply is what has to be recharged and the pellets will eventually be depleted."

"How the heck do you know all that?" Laurel asked as she locked herself into her thruster pack and released the anchor allowing her to slowly float free.

"Because I had the AI dissect one of the support packs to reverse engineer them."

Korica and Mark made their way toward the mining shuttle with the tool box in the back of it while Laurel and Jake parked themselves on one half of the door and locked themselves down and then waited for Mark and Korica to finish before they went in and collected the flameless particle cutters.

"So Mark was the AI able to figure out enough of the design aspects to the support packs to make new ones?" Laurel asked to pass the time while Korica collected her tools.

"Oh yah. The materials that the suits themselves are made out of are still a bit of a mystery but the support packs can be reproduced pretty easily and so can the reactive gas producing pellets. I guess some exotic elements have been harvested from asteroids while mining soils for the gardening ring that will suffice. From what I understand the process is already being carried out. This technology will eliminate the bulky compressed gas tanks for our suits in the future."

"Very cool. Thanks for thinking to do that."

"You're welcome cap. I thought it might come in handy at some point."

Korica finally had the tools she needed attached to her work belt and she carefully made her way back to her thruster pack and she fastened herself in and then detached from the door of the mining shuttle and made her way over to the Future and parked herself next to the rather large opening in the hull. Mark then parked right next to her and he tethered himself to his thruster pack and then he tethered himself to Korica and he followed her into the hole. Laurel and Jake retrieved the particle cutters and then made their way over to the hull and parked themselves and tethered themselves to each other and then one of the anchored thruster packs and they got right to work cutting the truss out of the way so the Y pipe could pass through the hole once Korica got it disconnected since the truss passed right through the Y of the adapter pipe.

It took Korica thirty minutes to get the pipe disconnected just as she said it would and then she moved out of the way and let Laurel and Jake finish cutting the truss section away and then they all made their way to their thruster packs and Mark and Korica floated over to the clamps still attached the collection pipes and they hooked themselves to the cables and gave another try at pulling the hull plate section loose and this time it resisted for a moment and then the Y pipe came loose from the pump inlet pipe and Korica and Mark gently carried it away and then disconnected themselves from the cables and moved out of the way and just watched the whole monstrosity float past them. As it floated past them they could see just how close the Y pipe connection had come to catastrophic failure at the mating surface of the hull plate section. If it had gone just a few seconds longer before the shields re-enveloped the ends of the pipes the tremendous pressure would have leaked into the void until the void reached atmospheric pressure and then it would have found the smallest weakness in the inner hull plates EMPACC coating and corroded it and then it could have explosively leaked into the interior of the ship.

"You see that Mark?" Korica asked pointing at the fused and crooked mating surface.

"Yah I see it. We came real close to having a really bad day."

"I thought I designed the system as robustly as possible but I guess I underestimated just how hostile the conditions are that deep in the atmosphere of a gas giant."

"You did a great job of designing the system honey. No one could've guessed exactly how ugly it was going to be down there. Don't beat yourself up. It held just long enough to get the job done."

"Thanks Mark."

"Future, can you read me?"

"Yes Mark. I hear you loud and clear."

"Are you going to be able to let the pipe sections to pass through the shield without having to reduce the shield density very much?"

"No. I will need to reduce the shield to a level that would allow dangerous levels of radiation and magnetic fields through the shield envelope. I will not do that until you are all safely back in the hangar and the doors are sealed shut. I will monitor the debris' drift so that it will not rebound off the inside of the shield and come anywhere near where you are working. I can expand the shield by several dozen miles if necessary so the debris can drift quite a ways away before impacting the inside of the shield."

"Don't these suits produce an electromagnetic field that will protect us from cosmic radiation?"

"Yes but I would prefer not to put their capability to protect you to the test."

"I appreciate that."

Korica and Mark made their way over to the shuttle with the new hull plates and they parked themselves on the lower door half while Laurel and Jake reattached the truss section they had cut away and then they sprayed the connection points with EMPACC and cured it and then they tethered the hopper and sprayer to the hull while the mining shuttle that had the hull plates moved into position close enough so Korica and Mark could hand the hull plates off to Laurel and Jake so they could anchor them in place.

It took them two hours to get the truss repaired and the hull plates in place and the EMPACC coating sprayed on and then Laurel applied the current curing the coating making a physical connection between the new hull plates and the existing hull plates nearly draining the power supply for curing the EMPACC in seconds as the energy was absorbed and distributed across the entire hull of the Future. They then proceeded to stow the EMPACC hoper and sprayer and Korica put all of her tools away and they strapped into their thruster packs and the mining shuttles had their doors closed by a preprogrammed program that the AI initiated with a single burst signal. The four of them then made their way around the end of the Future and headed down her hull toward the lower hangar as the mining shuttles flew past heading up to the forward lower hanger.

As soon as all four of them had themselves reattached to the wheeled carts they retracted themselves into the hangar and released their anchors and then drove themselves back from the edge of the hangar and the doors began closing. The four of them made their way to the back of the hangar and then un-strapped from their thruster packs and walked over to the suit hangars. They assisted each other removing their helmets and support packs and then they removed their gloves and boots. Laurel then knelt down in front of Korica.

"You did a fantastic job out there Korica. I'm so proud of you."

"Thanks mom. I was just doing what I was trained to do but I love hearing the praise. It makes me want to work even harder to impress you guys."

Mark stepped up to Korica and put his hand on her shoulder and grinned at her.

"Thanks for watching my back out there short stuff. I feel safe when I get to work with you at my side."

"Thanks Mark, I love working with you too."

"Why don't you two go up to the control room and get changed?"

"Ok."

Laurel stood up and looked at the control pad on her arm and she was surprised by how much breathable reserve she still had.

"Mark how long do you think we had our suits active?"

"Oh I don't know¦maybe four hours or so."

"I still have three quarters of my breathable reserve left."

Everyone glanced at their control pads on their arms at that point and Korica was the only one with slightly less due to her higher metabolic rate and thus faster and deeper breathing rate.

"I have five eighths left. How come mine is drained more than yours mom?"

"Because you breathe faster and deeper than we do. Remember how much trouble you had with the Mark four's ability to supply enough air when you were working hard?"

"Yah."

"Well this suit is obviously able to keep up but it depletes the power and active pellets faster."

"So now we know a Human will have about sixteen hours or so and a Draximan about fourteen and a half." Mark said.

"How do you girls feel physically?" Jake asked.

"I feel fine." Laurel said.

"I feel ok but I want to get this thing off. It's squeezing in places that's¦uncomfortable."

"I was thinking the same thing. Guys have external organs that aren't comfortable being squeezed like they are and there are things being cut into by seams." Jake said with a grin.

"I guess that store owner was right when he said you aren't supposed to wear anything under the suit." Korica said with a grin.

Jake looked at Laurel and he couldn't help but wonder how spectacular Laurel would look with her every nuance outlined given her remarkable shape. Korica sensed what Jake was thinking and she blushed and looked at Laurel to see if she was sensing it but she got the feeling that she had no idea what Jake was thinking about. She figured it was the fading bond that allowed Jake to think about things that Laurel was oblivious to. Laurel then looked at Korica and sensed what Korica was thinking and her eyes grew big and then she looked at Jake and smiled a little.

"Stop it Jake! Korica can feel what you're thinking about." Laurel said with blushing cheeks.

"Sorry Laurel¦and Korica."

Laurel shook her head while smiling and she took Korica's hand and the two of them headed for the control room to get changed. Mark reached up to his arm and shut his suit down and the suit began to relax its grip on his body and he sighed as it became easier to breathe. He then looked at Jake as he began to stretch his neck opening open so he could pull the suit over his shoulder points.

"What in the world were you thinking that embarrassed the girls like that?" Mark asked.

Jake lifted his arm and pressed the command to shut his suit down and it immediately began to relax its vice like grip on his body and he put his hands on his crotch and breathed a sigh.

"I was being a typical guy¦I was wondering how beautiful Laurel would look if she had nothing on under her suit with it drawn up tightly to her every curve."

"Jake¦" Mark chuckled. "You can't think like that around a couple girls that are telepathic. You'll get busted every time."

"I know¦" Jake said as he stretched the neck opening in his open and started to pull it down over his shoulders. "I can usually keep that kind of stuff under control but I'm crazy about Laurel and it just crossed my mind before I thought about the fact that they would both sense it."

"It's kind of funny if not a little inappropriate for Korica to sense that kind of thing." Mark said as he pulled his arms out of his suit and pushed it down to his feet.

"She knows I have the hots for Laurel. She has equally¦sensual thoughts about Tamaric running through her mind quite often. She's not as innocent as she looks, but I agree that she doesn't need to feel that kind of smut coming from me." Jake said as he pulled the suit off his feet and stood up straight and adjusted his underwear so he felt comfortable.

"Truth is these suits were cutting my boys in half and my underwear were squeezing wrinkles into my Johnson that hurt like hell. I think we're going to have to forego underwear the next time we have to dawn these suits so you might get your wish since it sounds like the girls were just as uncomfortable in the nether regions. Poor Korica has ten times the sensitivity that a typical Human does so I'm sure that poor thing was miserable."

Mark and Jake then started to get dressed in their comfortably fitting ships uniforms.

When Laurel and Korica reached the control room Laurel pulled the door closed and Korica lifted her arm and touched the command for her suit to shut down. She sighed as the suit relaxed making it much easier to breath and the uncomfortable tingle on her bottom and her crotch ceased. Laurel lifted her arm and touched the command for her suit to shut down and she put her hand out and leaned against the back of the seat in the control room and sighed.

"These suits are amazing but they certainly have some flaws." Korica said bluntly.

Laurel stood up straight and stretched the neck opening open and started to pull it down over her shoulders.

"I know they're a little uncomfortable after awhile but the pressure is necessary to keep you warm and cool and to replace the missing atmospheric pressure out in space so your capillaries don't pool up with blood or even burst."

"I know but my underwear were forced against me so tightly that it hurt." Korica said as she pulled her suit down so she could pull her arms out to push it down to her feet. "Did you feel a¦tingling on your behind and crotch?"

"Tingling?"

"Not¦like being excited or whatever. Not that kind of tingling but like a static sort of."

"Ooh, remember the store owner saying that clothing caused a resistance as the suit tried to make a connection to your skin? You're more sensitive to sensation so you probably felt it more than I did." Laurel said as she stepped out of her suit completely.

Korica pushed her suit down to her feet and then stepped out of it and then stood up and straightened her underwear out and pulled them away from her body then rubbed her crotch with a flat hand with her feet apart.

"Well I don't like it. If there's a next time I don't care what the guys can see I'm not wearing underwear."

"I would have to agree. I didn't realize it would be so uncomfortable."

Laurel handed Korica her bra and she lifted hers from the back of the seat and then they put them on and then started to put their uniforms back on.

"Maybe the AI can make something that won't¦bunch up or wrinkle when it's squeezed against our bodies." Korica said.

"That's a real good idea. I'm going to put you in charge of working with the AI to come up with something for the female anatomy that will address the known issues."

"Yes mam." Korica said with a bright smile as she pulled her pants up to her waist.

Laurel handed Korica her top and then she picked up hers and pulled it over her head and began tucking it in.

"Hay what about the guys? It sounds like they were just as uncomfortable as we were."

Laurel sat down in the seat to put her socks on and she stopped and looked at Korica.

"Well their anatomy is obviously way different than ours so I want you to work with Tamaric on something that will be comfortable for the male anatomy. You can take your suit into your quarters and test out different designs until you find something that works."

"He'll like that he's being asked for his advise and I love the idea of us collaborating on something so important¦I'll get to see him undressed and in one of these suits."

"Korica!" Laurel said chuckling. "I didn't order you to work with him just so you can see him naked."

"What? He's got a really nice body mom. I like seeing it as often as I can."

"I know that feeling¦not about Tamaric¦I mean I love seeing Jake¦get your shoes and socks on baby." Laurel said with blushing cheeks.

"You sensed it in me last night right? It shouldn't be a surprise that Tamaric turns me on like¦well like nothing I've ever felt before. I just never thought I would ever feel like that toward a boy until I met Tamaric."

"I know sweetheart. I deliberately avoided that part of you but I did sense it for a few seconds so no, I'm not surprised at all." Laurel said with a grin.

The two of them put their socks and shoes on and then picked up their pressure suits and headed for the exit after Laurel looked out the window to make sure the guys were dressed. They walked down to the hangar floor and headed over toward the guys where they were hanging their suits up now that they were completely dressed. Mark turned and looked at the girls and smiled at them.

"You three go ahead and head up to the bridge. I'll get everything put away down here and then I'll join you."

Laurel and Korica handed their suits to Mark and then Jake took Laurel's hand and the three of them headed for the transport enclosure. They transported up to the command deck and made their way to the bridge. When they stepped onto the bridge Korica headed straight for Tamaric while Laurel sat down in the captain's chair and logged herself in waking the entire bridge and Jake walked over to the auxiliary control station and he sat down and brought up the controls and conditional readings for the artificial habitats to insure the conditions were perfect for their guests that would hopefully be arriving very soon.

Korica stepped up behind Tamaric and she looked at what he was working on and she saw a small display inset with his lessons in the upper left hand corner that was showing a frozen image of her down in the hangar in her suit with her helmet off. Korica touched Tamaric's shoulder and he paused his lesson and pulled his earpiece out and looked at her with a warm smile.

"Hi Korica. The AI let me watch what you were doing as long as I kept working on my lessons."

"So why did you keep that image on the display."

Tamaric looked at the display and smiled then looked at his mother and father quickly then spoke very quietly in reply.

"Cause you're freakin hot. Look at that beautiful smile and that¦hot little body of yours."

Korica couldn't help but grin big.

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica said quietly. "Did you get your lessons finished?"

"Almost. I have to finish my reproductive biology lesson and then take my tests and I'll be done."

"Ok, keep working at it and then there's a project that you and I are going to work on together."

"Really?"

"Yah, I'm gunna get to see you in that same spacesuit as you and I design some underclothing that doesn't pinch or gather up underneath the squeezing pressure of the suit."

"Do I get to see you in it again?" Tamaric asked with a big grin.

"Just get your lessons done and we'll talk about it later."

"Can I¦ok¦I'll get back to work."

Korica sensed what Tamaric sorely wanted and she missed him just as deeply. She put her hand under his arm and lifted him to his feet and then she took his hand and walked with him up to Laurel.

"May we have a few minutes alone in the corridor?" Korica asked softly.

Laurel looked at her and she could sense what Korica was feeling and Laurel grinned at her.

"Use my quarters. You have five minutes than I want you back at your station." Laurel said very quietly.

"Eye captain. Thank you" Korica said with a beautiful smile.

Korica then tugged on Tamaric's hand as he grinned at Laurel and mouthed the words, 'thank you' and Laurel nodded at him once and smiled. The two of them made their way out into the corridor and stepped up to Laurel's quarters and the door slid open for them and the lights came up. Korica stepped in and turned around and pulled Tamaric in until the door slid shut and then she stepped into him and hugged him very warmly while pressing her face into his neck.

"I missed you too Tamaric. I'm sorry I can't embrace you like this on the bridge."

"Why does it hurt when we aren't together Korica? I never thought it would be like this."

Korica pulled her face out of his neck and gave him a peck.

"Cause we're deeply in love with each other Tamaric. Mom says it's the same way between her and Jake and has been almost since the moment they met."

Korica pulled back and took Tamaric's hand and gently pulled him over to the bed and slowly spun him around and gently pushed him down and then stepped out of her shoes so he kicked his shoes off despite not quite being sure of what Korica was starting. Korica then gently pushed back on Tamaric's shoulders as she straddled his knees and he scooted back and then laid down as she climbed up on him straddling his hips. She leaned over him and laid her stomach against his and she stroked his cheeks a few times and then she moved in closer and whispered that she loves him with all of her heart and then she engaged him in a very loving session of tongue kissing. Her hair fell about his face as she moved her head to the side and he loved the soft sensation of it gently falling on his cheek. She then scooted her knees out so she was lying on top of him with all of her weight on him and he wrapped his arms around her back and held her firmly as she made his mind spin and his stomach do summersaults.

After a full two minutes of intense kissing Korica terminated the kiss with two pecks and then she set her head next to his with her cheek pressed against his and slid her arms under his back from under his armpits.

"I wanted to¦give myself to you last night but I chickened out. I have duty tonight if we jump to hyperspace but tomorrow night I want you to make love to me Tamaric. I want to¦need to show you just how much I love you and prove that what we have is forever."

Tamaric closed his eyes and smiled warmly. He loved hearing those words from her and he was able to feel Korica purring very strongly and it felt so wonderful to him. He was pretty sure that he was sensing her emotions and he felt an intense love that very closely matched the intensity of what he felt for her.

"I love you so much Korica but I still don't want to hurt you."

Korica lifted herself and pulled her hands from under him and put her hands on his shoulder points with her face very close to his while she looked right into his beautiful blue eyes.

"I don't even care about that anymore Tamaric. Please tell me you'll make love to me? No regrets, no hesitation¦just you and I coming together as one." Tamaric grinned and blinked a few times as he tried to process what she meant and Korica sensed what he was feeling and she grinned at him. "I want that to happen too¦do I ever want to feel that¦but I meant our spirits coming together as one. No sample jars and no stopping. Please?"

"Ok. I love you Korica and I'll make love to you."

Korica sighed and looked at him for a few moments and she could feel the reluctance in him despite his promise to go through with what she wants.

"I need you to want this too Tamaric."

"I do¦I just don't exactly know how to¦do it so it feels good for you."

"We get to learn together Tamaric. I don't know how to make it feel good for you either. Just hold me as you do it and I'll love anything you do. I have an image in my mind of how I want it to be when you¦take me. I want you looking down at me and I want to look up into your gorgeous face as you make love to me. I want to feel your weight on me and I want to feel your arms holding me as you¦you know¦penetrate me."

"You've been giving this some serious thought haven't you?"

"Yes. I've dreamt about it over and over and played it out in my mind. I want it to be perfect...and with you."

"Ok Korica. I'll do it exactly how you want. I want it to be a beautiful memory for you. You deserve to have some beautiful memories surrounding your first time and sex in general."

Korica smiled at him warmly with brightly blushed cheeks and settled down on him and engaged him in another long kiss and then she gave him a peck and sat up on hips and she could feel his swollen member under her crotch and it made her tingle all over to think about it. She gently rocked forward and back on him while smiling at him and he lifted against her and closed his eyes. The intense heat being pushed on him and the firm but soft sensation of her pressing against him was intensely pleasing. Korica then sat still until he opened his eyes.

"That and so much more is waiting for you Tamaric. I'm your girl and I want you to start to¦realize that I'm your girl behind closed doors."

"Are you saying that I don't¦take charge or whatever when we're alone?"

"Yah¦kind of. You're scared to put your hands on me and I want you to...touch me more often. I don't mean manhandle me just¦show me that you're interested."

"Wow! Ok. I'm definitely interested in touching you I just didn't want to offend you."

"If we're alone I won't be offended if you do it gently and when I'm expecting it. Don't walk up behind me and shove your hand in my pants, you know what I mean?"

"Yah, I get it. I would never do something that disrespectful. I'll show you more affection of that kind now that I know you want me to."

"Ok." Korica said with smile.

She lifted up and scooted back off of him and got to her feet and put her hand out and he took her hand and she helped him to the edge of the bed and then he stood up and looked down at himself and then he looked at Korica.

"I need a minute before I can go back to the bridge."

Korica looked down at his swollen outline and she smiled.

"I love knowing that I can do that to you¦I'm sorry if that seems mean or whatever. I'll go use the bathroom and brush my hair while you¦rest for a minute."

Korica gave him a peck and then headed for the bathroom and once the door closed behind her Tamaric fell onto his butt on the edge of the bed and he leaned back on his hands.

"Holy Dooley I got my hands full with her." Tamaric said to himself.

Tamaric thought about how mature Korica wanted their relationship and he slowly grew a big smile on his face. He realized he had the prettiest alien girl in two galaxies all over him and asking for even more and here he was feeling overwhelmed because she wanted to be treated like a woman more often when they're alone. He was the luckiest guy alive and he could have never imagined that his life would turn out so incredible thanks to Korica. He considered himself very blessed and he was going to have the experience of a lifetime within a day. She was going to make a man out of him and he was determined to treat her like a woman, which is all she has dreamed about unbeknownst to him.

Korica relieved herself and then washed her hands and then brushed her hair out until it looked absolutely perfect. She then made her way back out into the main quarters and Tamaric stood up and looked at her and smiled at her warmly.

"You look gorgeous Korica. You have such beautiful hair when it's first brushed like that...I mean it's always beautiful¦but it's striking when you first brush it."

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica said as she stepped up to him. "You ready to go back to the bridge?"

"Yes. Thank you so much for making me feel better. I feel like I've reconnected with you or something. My heart doesn't hurt anymore."

"Me too. You're such a good kisser Tamaric, you make my stomach tingle and my mind gets all foggy. I thought that would fade after the infatuation wore off but it hasn't faded in the slightest and I love it."

"Yah¦that's exactly what I was thinking. Did you feel that from me?"

"I guess I did. How about that, I'm feeling your feelings without even thinking about where my feelings are coming from."

"That's so cool."

Tamaric stepped into his shoes and then Korica stepped into hers and they walked toward the door and Korica pulled him back at the last moment and planted a lip lock kiss on him and then smiled at him.

"I love you so much Tamaric. I feel like I can't get enough of you and I can't wait for tomorrow night."

"I love you too Korica. I'm looking forward to it too."

The two of them then stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped out into the main corridor and walked over to the bridge and Tamaric let go of Korica's hand and when the door slid open they stepped in and Laurel raised her hand and when Korica stepped up next to her Laurel gently pet the back of her head.

"Perfect timing Korica. We've been tracking the debris we kicked free and its settled into orbit instead of entering the atmosphere as we hoped it would. Will you take the helm and maneuver us manually to bump it so it will enter the atmosphere?"

"Yes mam captain."

Tamaric made his way straight to science station number 4 to finish his lessons and Korica walked over to the navigation station and sat down. Mark sent the senor data over to her station and she put it on her lower console and then Jake moved over to the propulsion station and he sent the engine and maneuvering thruster controls to her station and she arranged them so they were at her fingertips on the lower console with the sensor reading next to it and she brought up the helm controls and she aimed right at the collection pipes that were close to 600 miles away slowly tumbling. She engaged the main engines in a quick burst and then used the maneuvering thrusters to keep the Future heading straight for the pipes. As they drifted closer the gravity from the planet began to pull harder on the Future's enormous mass and Korica gimbaled the main engines and increased the idle thrust to 30% and their descent was arrested and they approached the pipes very quickly. As they drew to within a few miles of the pipes Korica again used the main engines to increase their speed and head toward the atmosphere and it only took seconds for the collection pipes still attached to their hull pate section with a huge Y pipe on the other side to impact the shield and the reactive hull plate glowed as it tried to absorb the immense energy within the shield and the debris broke into two, separating the Y pipe from the collection pipes and hull pate section and both began rapidly tumbling toward the upper reaches of the atmosphere.

"Good shot Korica." Mark said. "That should definitely do it."

"It's not real hard to aim something the size of an island at something over a thousand feet long."

Korica engaged the main engines at full thrust for five seconds to give them enough momentum to skip off the atmosphere in another thousand miles so they could regain their altitude above the planet.

"Don't be so modest Korica. That was a tricky move to match speed and trajectory with something tumbling like that without drifting into the atmosphere ourselves."

"Thank you Mark."

They watched first the Y pipe turning bright red and then white and then breaking up in a shower of supersonic sparks that then arced down into the cloud tops and a few seconds later the collection pipes began to glow brightly as they entered the thickening atmosphere and then they began to leave a smoke trail as they turned white and then disintegrated in a long and spread out shower of sparkling debris that peppered the cloud tops for a few seconds with dark smudges that were then turned under as the cloud tops broiled from beneath in the fourteen hundred mile an hour winds erasing all traces of the debris' entry point. Korica then reengaged the automation controls and leaned back and watched the tracking and there was no change at all in her planned deflection course and she smiled knowing the AI agreed with her plotting.

"Nicely done Korica." Laurel said.

"Thank you. That was kind of fun. How often do you get to deliberately aim at something like that while this close to a gas giant?"

"I would have to say never¦or almost never. You navigation skills are really getting quite good. I was wondering if you were going to try to make a breakaway escape or use the planets gravity to make a deflection escape course."

"If I had aimed us toward space and throttled the engines up to full power it would've actually slowed us down and we would have been in real danger of entering a free fall entry into the atmosphere without enough power or forward momentum to break free. There was only one real choice that had any chance of success¦and the AI seems to agree since my course settings weren't change when I set the automation controls to active."

"You figured all that out in seconds?" Liam asked leaning back in his seat.

"Yes sir. You have to think fast or the choice is taken away from you and neither becomes an option anymore. You have to go into crisis or recovery mode and that's just not a good place to be when you're dealing with the intense gravity of a planet the size of Angarlon nine. I don't think the Future would survive another inverse gravity pulse without breaking apart and that would pretty much be our only chance of escaping the atmosphere."

"Holy land sakes alive! You really are a super genius aren't you?"

Korica grinned and looked at Laurel who then looked at Liam and nodded quickly with a prideful smile on her face.

"There's no way I would've let her take the helm in manual control unless I knew she could think that quick and that intelligently. She's gunna be smarter than just about anyone on the Future in just a few years. She has this unrealized ability to tap into an infinite cosmic knowledge as the Tel Pok Maron called it. She is getting smarter every time she thinks hard about¦anything and applies herself."

"You're talking about intuitive learning?"

"That's right. Jake and I have the same ability to a lesser degree and hers isn't even completely developed yet. When she comes of age as the Tel Pok Maron put it there's absolutely nothing she won't be able to understand given enough time to work it out in her mind. Humans are beginning to develop that same ability as proven by Jake and I and Tamaric may even have that ability in time."

"We were looking into that ability among the population on Earth. We had no idea where it came from or how it worked only that certain individuals gleaned impossible knowledge when they were presented with tasks that should have been beyond their level of understanding. It was most prevalent in females for some reason but not exclusively so."

"The Tel Pok Maron said something about that. They said Korica and I as females of our species are about to discover just how powerful we can be...they inferred that we are going to be even more capable than the elder race because they gave up the ability to evolve to the point that they can do what we will be capable of very soon."

"You mentioned something about that over dinner. I wonder if the female of a species inherits a stronger sense of a species abilities in order to impart more of that trait to her offspring while the fetus is still developing as well as through genetic information passed on in her DNA?"

"I've never thought about it like that. You really think a mother with advanced abilities influences the fetus to have those abilities aside from passing on the genes to express those abilities?"

"Well if the mother uses her abilities the brain produces some very distinct neurotransmitters that a mother without advanced abilities would never produce. The fetus will share those powerful chemicals through the blood even if in trace amounts and it could have a significant impact on how the fetus's brain develops. There are some developmental hormones that a female such as you produces that an¦ungifted female would not produce as well. Those are also passed on to the fetus and his or her body responds by reproducing those hormones further changing their developing body and brain"

"That makes a lot of sense. I never even thought about that¦you're absolutely right. If we deliberately use out abilities as often as possible while we're pregnant we could in fact enhance the abilities our babies will be born with and maybe even allow their abilities to manifest at an earlier age¦like Korica. Her abilities awoke before she even entered puberty and when she finally entered puberty her abilities exploded to the point that she almost can't contain them now and she was even born with some of her abilities in place¦like her empathic abilities."

"Mom! Come on." Korica exclaimed.

"I'm sorry Korica, I didn't mean to embarrass you. I was thinking out loud more than anything."

"Some of that's kind of personal¦I don't need my level of physical development discussed openly."

"You're right, I apologize for not thinking of your feelings before I spoke out loud."

"Those are all things we had our teams looking into when we were recruited into the Future project."

"So do you think my mother used her abilities while she was pregnant with me resulting in my heightened abilities?" Laurel asked while looking at Liam.

"Well¦I think she just had superior genes to pass onto you and so did your father but there is a real good chance that she used her abilities while pregnant with you enhancing what you were born with. Did you know she was gifted?"

"No. She never told me anything about it if she is¦but she must be for my abilities to be so pronounced¦right?"

"It's all but a certainty¦though in our studies we did find that the advanced traits sometimes skip a generation, as we said before, and the following generation will have even stronger abilities. It's possible that your mother was in the skip generation¦as we thought Tamaric might be."

"I guess I'll just have to ask her when we reach the Milky Way."

The Future made her skip off the atmosphere and headed away from the atmosphere as she picked up tremendous speed and then the AI throttled up the main engines to flatten out their climb into a manageable orbital path. Once the balance was met between speed and gravitational pull the engines throttled down and the Future assumed a perfect orbital altitude. Jake then opened the valves to flood the habitats with bitrium rich nutrient and then he turned the field generators on and the shield was reduced to the minimum safe levels and it was attenuated so that the trididols would be able to pass through the shield without hindrance. The hull groaned for a few seconds as the cold of space was absorbed and the hull went from around 70 degrees to close to 200 degrees below zero in a matter of seconds and the sunlit side was warmed to 50 degrees below zero and the heat was distributed evenly across the port side of the ship before being dissipated within the extremely cold energy coming from the other side of the hull.

"Alright, the door's open. If there are trididols down there the dinner bell has been rung and it should seem very inviting in the habitats."

Laurel shook off her train of thought and looked at her left display and she could see the ideal conditions had been achieved within both enclosures. She then looked at the giant viewer at the front of the bridge as though they would see anything at all.

"Future, are you detecting anything at all down in the atmosphere of the planet?"

"No but my active scanners are only able to scan seven thousand miles down into the atmosphere before being scattered and as we know the trididols reside much deeper than that."

Jake reached up and closed the bitrium valves and they waited. It took a half an hour for the first signs of something happening within habitat number 1. The gasses became very turbulent for a moment and then the gas compression increased slightly suggesting something solid was beginning to take up volume within the habitat and then there was a mixing of the gasses and the sensors finally sensed a trididol swimming around in the enclosure.

"We have captured one trididol in habitat number one." The AI reported.

Jake reached up and activated the external field conductors to prevent another trididol form entering the same enclosure and he grinned. It was working perfectly and the creature wasn't thrashing around meaning it was comfortable for the moment. Jake then introduced more bitrium nutrient into the habitat until he had achieved an indicated level of twelve tons and then he closed the valve. Korica leaned back and looked over at Mark's display and he looked at her and grinned and nodded her over. She smiled and got to her feet and walked over to him and he scooted his seat back and moved his knees apart and he patted his left leg. Korica stepped between his knees and sat down on his leg and he put his arm around her back to give her something to lean against and then he brought up the enclosure sensors and he changed from the visible wavelength to that of sold matter and the creatures shape was clearly visible among the chunks of bitrium floating around.

"There's your new pet." Mark said.

"Wow, look at that¦I half expected it to look like a beetle or something."

The creature had a long and relatively flat body with undulating ribbons along its body and it had a pair of coiled structures at the end of its body that looked as though they would coil up tightly and then spring back and there was an energy that was released from within the coils that propelled the creature and the ribbons along the edges of its body were used for attitude control almost like a marine eel. Its main body was rather flat yet bulbous shaped in the center and at the head of the body were coiled feeler like structures that swept food toward its mouth under its head. The feelers would uncoil until they poked out straight and then they coiled up sweeping the food toward it in waves and the feelers were dragged through its mouth scraping bitrium particles off the feathery looking projections that ran the length of its feelers. It appeared to have no eyes at all though it was a little difficult to determine precisely just from the sensor data since it was pitch dark in the habitat. The creature seemed to be content as it swam in slow circles eating as it slowly undulated along its sides and the coils at its rear just gently pulsed moving it along slowly and steadily.

"You know¦we had creatures in the seas on Earth five hundred million years ago that looked an awful lot like these creatures. The ones on earth were two feet long and six inches wide and lived in saltwater whereas this thing is two hundred feet long and sixty feet wide and lives in deep within the caustic crushing atmosphere of gas giants and it looks like they aren't actually flesh. I think that thing is crystalline or silicon based. No wonder it would die if you took it out of the hot crushing environment they live in. I'll bet that thing would solidify into¦stone or crystal if the heat and pressure were removed. How in the heck does something like that evolve?" Mark said.

There was a tone heard as another creature appeared in the number 2 habitat and it seemed to accept the habitat equally contently as it immediately began eating while slowly swimming around in slow circles.

"We have captured a second trididol in habitat number two. I am increasing the shield density to keep out presence concealed and to prevent any other trididols from coming aboard." The AI reported.

"Whoa¦that one's even bigger." Korica said.

Mark pulled her close and kissed her cheek.

"You're a genius Korica. We have 'em and they seem to be as happy as a bug in a rug." Mark said.

"They don't have the ability to think or feel Mark. They can't be happy or sad."

"You know what I mean. They aren't agitated so the conditions are perfect for 'em. You designed the collection and separation system."

"Thanks Mark. Just doing my part. Laurel and Jake did the really hard part of making those enclosures to keep 'em alive for the next twenty or thirty years if necessary."

Tamaric finished his first test and then paused his station and got up and walked over to Mark and Korica started to get up and Tamaric touched her shoulder and stopped her.

"I can share you with Mark Korica. Go ahead and stay in his lap."

Tamaric then stepped around to the other side of Mark as Korica leaned back against Mark's arm.

"That is the weirdest looking thing I have ever seen¦are those the dimensions of the creatures?" Tamaric asked pointing the readings adjacent to the enhanced images.

"Yep. That one is two hundred feet long and that one is close to two hundred and twenty five feet long. We just added eighty and eighty five tons to our total weight mass¦so how many tons is that in total Tamaric?" Mark asked looking at him with a grin.

"A hundred sixty five tons?"

"Very good."

"So those things weigh as much as a whale?"

"Oh some whales weigh as much as a hundred tons¦but these trididols definitely aren't light weights."

"So if they get angry or whatever they could do some serious damage to the habitats?"

"They don't have a complex enough nervous system to feel emotions so they don't get angry. They don't even have a centralized brain like most animals." Korica said.

"Oh. So how are these things going to help us get home?"

"They have the capability of transporting themselves from one star system to another in search of food rich planets and we are going to harness the very unique energy that they produce to do that."

"I know, you've explained that to me¦but how?"

"Oh, those nerve bundles that Laurel and Jake worked so hard on wiring into the AI's neural processor? Those will be attached to these creatures nervous system and the AI will be able to make the creatures release all of their energy in one long burst directed through one of the main engines. It will destroy the engine and kill the creature but it's what we need to open kind of like a hyperspace tunnel through time instead of just sub space like we normally do."

"It seems a shame that the creatures have to die for us to do that."

"I know, I don't like that aspect of this process either but it's the only way to get us to the Milky Way five hundred years ago."

"So what do we have to do now that we have 'em?"

Korica leaned forward and put her hand on Mark's shoulder and looked at Laurel. Laurel was working on her right display but she sensed Korica's mental inquiry so she stopped and looked over at her.

"I'm not a hundred percent sure to tell you the truth." Laurel said. "We're in the Tel Pok Maron's region of space but we we're never given real specific coordinates of where we should go within this region of space. If we're going to open a tunnel through space and time I would have to think we need to be clear of the galaxy completely so that our efforts don't have any affect on the local star systems."

"If we have some time can I ask for something that might help and at the very least will give us some closure?" Korica asked.

"What's on your mind?" Laurel asked.

"Can we use the chair to reach out to the elder race to say goodbye since we're about to leave this galaxy¦and this time?"

"You miss Asaria don't you?"

"Yah I do. I miss Oberot too, I hope we can talk to him one last time. He did so much for us¦and for me. He saved my entire race from being wiped out by the destroyers of worlds."

"I think that can be arranged. Future?"

"Yes captain. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you move us out of orbit and take us beyond the moons of Angarlon nine and bring us to a dead stop facing the Farqua station?"

"Understood. I will warm the chair up for you as well."

"Thank you Future. Do you want to get something to eat first Korica?"

"I'm really hungry, can we have lunch together even though it isn't noon yet?"

"I think we could all stand a little food in us. Everyone secure your stations. Let's take thirty minutes to have lunch with Korica."

"I haven't finished my tests Laurel." Tamaric said.

"Are you in the middle of one right now?"

"No, I would've never stopped in the middle of one."

"Then you can finish after lunch."

"Ok."

Tamaric walked over to science station number 4 to save his work and log himself out and Korica stood up stepped out from between Mark's legs and she stepped over to the navigation station and she reset all of the controls and then logged herself out and she waited for Tamaric to walk up to her with his parents right behind him. Laurel and Jake logged themselves out of the system and the whole bridge went to sleep. Korica took Tamaric's hand and the two of them led everyone off the bridge and down the corridor to the mess hall. They all retrieved a drink and then sat down at the round table and menus were brought to them by servo drones and they all ordered their lunch and then handed off the menus and the servo drones floated away and disappeared through their slots in the bulkhead.

"So how do you feel about leaving your galaxy behind Korica?" Clara asked.

"I'm surprisingly ok with it. I may have been born here but I feel like there's nothing here for me aside from the fact that my home world happens to be in this galaxy. My family and everything that's important to me is right here on the Future. The adventure of a lifetime is just ahead of me. I get to live in another galaxy in the past for the rest of my life."

"What about your family on Draxima? Don't you feel sad about leaving them behind?"

"Of course I do but I've taken good care of them financially and since I'm some kind of hero to my people I know they'll have a good life. I've never met them and I get the feeling my parents kept me away from them deliberately. I would rather think of them fondly rather than meet them and find out for myself what my parents were running from their whole lives. I was born to explore the stars and that's exactly what I'm going to do with Tamaric at my side and Laurel and Jake taking care of me. Who knows, in time Tamaric and I might retire from the service and buy our own ship and explore the galaxy on our own with our own crew."

"Is that something you want to do together?"

"I'm just saying the possibilities are endless and we can do whatever we want and I'm excited about the possibilities. Tamaric's going to give me children and a purpose to my life and mom and dad have given me a career and the love and encouragement I need¦what more could I ask for?"

"You are a remarkably positive young lady with your eyes on the future. I'm glad Tamaric found you¦or that you found him. I couldn't imagine a more positive influence in his life. You actually give me hope for him to experience some truly amazing things in his life with you as his mate. I can't believe I ever had misgivings about you two being together as a couple."

Korica looked at Clara and blinked a few times and she took solace in her acceptance of her being with Tamaric. She understood how a mother could feel unsure of an alien girl falling in love with her son and seeing how absolutely crazy he is about that girl could seem unsettling.

"Thank you Clara. I promise to take good care of him and I know he's going take good care of me in return. He's an amazing guy and I want to share my life with him and you and Liam too. I can learn so much from you two just by being a part of your lives."

"We have no doubt that you will take good care of Tamaric deary and we welcome your presence in our lives. We have gained an amazing daughter that we are extremely proud of." Korica grinned broadly and squeezed Tamaric's hand

The meals arrived at that point and the plates were slid up on table by their intended recipient and everyone set in to eating their lunch. They ate while talking about the work that was done outside and the amazing new spacesuits that were so easy to move around in when compared to the Mark 4 suits. After the meals were consumed and the drinks finished off they all made their way back to the bridge. Korica walked Tamaric over to the science stations and had him resume his tests and she kissed his cheek and she told him to work hard on his tests and that she would see him after contacting the elder race. Mark sat down at the sensor station and logged in waking the bridge stations and he checked on the space around them. They were within the solar system but they were utterly alone and the nearest object was close to two million miles away and they were sitting at a dead stop. Korica walked up to Laurel and Jake standing next to Mark and Laurel put her arm around her back.

"You ready for this?"

Korica sighed and nodded.

"You don't need to be afraid to stretch your abilities like this honey." Jake said sensing her uncertainty.

"I'm trying to embrace my abilities but using the chair really pushes what I'm capable of and takes a lot out of me¦plus I don't know what would happen if it got away from me while we're deeply connected like the chair requires of us."

"What better way to let yourself stretch your legs so to speak than to push yourself to the max." Laurel said.

"That's true¦my abilities should be quelled if I have to push them my hardest. I'm ready."

"You have the bridge Mark." Laurel said.

"Eye cap. I'll keep my eyes on space around us and on Korica. If her bio readings get to high I'll hit the panic button and shut the chair down."

"Good, I appreciate you looking out for her like that."

"Say hi to Asaria for me little one. You just do what you got to do and I got your back from here."

"Thanks Mark, I'll tell her hello for you."

Laurel stepped aside and Korica stepped up to mark and he hugged her with one arm and she kissed his cheek and then the three of them headed for the exit to make their way down to the chair. They stepped out and Korica walked in between Laurel and Jake holding a hand from each. They walked down to the transport compartment and they transported down to the scanner relay compartment and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open. They walked up to the chair and picked up their halos and sat down in their seats and

plugged the halos in and then put them on their heads and adjusted them so they sat comfortably while gripping their skulls firmly. They then laid back and mentally prepared themselves for the intense effort required to make the chair work successfully. Laurel then reached over patted Korica's tummy lightly.

"You ready?"

"Yep. Can I start the connection?"

"You certainly may. We'll quiet our minds and you seek us out just like we did when you were first learning how to use your abilities."

"Ok. I like that game."

Laurel grinned and closed her eyes and quieted her mind and then she took a hold of Korica's hand and Jake quieted his mind and took a hold of Korica's other hand and closed his eyes. Korica reached out and tried to sense Laurel and Jake and at first she was unable to find them since they were deliberately keeping their minds very quiet but she sensed Jake's feelings for her and she zeroed in on those and she was able to finally find his mind and she gently slid into his mind putting a smile on her face.

"I found you dad." She thought.

"Yah you did. I very proud of you sweetie." Jake thought in return.

Korica then felt for Laurel and she remembered how she felt Jake's love for her and she was able to sense Laurel's feelings for her in the same way and she pulled Jake with her as she entered Laurel's mind with just a bit of effort. As Laurel's feelings became very distinct and she could hear what Laurel was thinking, Korica gave her the equivalent of a mental tickle with a gentle push of her feelings.

"I got you mom!" Korica thought.

Laurel sent a gentle push back and Mark could see a huge smile on her face from up on the bridge at the sensor station. He assumed the warm smiles meant they were playing with each other a bit before getting to the business of making the chair work. He thought it was kind of cute even if he had no idea how it worked. It further went to prove that Laurel and Jake were definitely themselves and loved Korica unconditionally and thoroughly enjoyed being close to her.

"You're so good at this Korica. You should be able to detect others even if their minds are quieted so you will know what they're thinking."

"I wish I could connect with Tamaric like this. I want to feel his essence so bad and I want him to feel mine."

"Give it a little time and I'm sure that'll be possible."

"Can I explore your essences deeply just for a few minutes? I love how you two feel and I used to look forward to it so much."

"Go ahead honey." Laurel thought.

"You are always welcome to explore as deeply as you want within me Korica." Jake thought.

Korica grinned and let herself sink very deeply within Jake first exploring his every feeling while enjoying his deeply masculine essence. She allowed herself to feel bathed in his essence for sometime before withdrawing and letting herself sink very deeply within Laurel. She sensed the pain still in Laurel's heart from being tortured and her disappointment in herself for not sensing what was coming. Korica concentrated on easing Laurel's pain with her love for Laurel and Korica sensed that it worked to make Laurel feel much better. Korica then enjoyed Laurel's tender essence for a time and then she withdrew into her own mind while still maintaining the deep connection with Laurel and Jake.

"Are you feeling better mom?" Korica thought.

"Yes I am honey. Thank you so much for doing that. I feel better just feeling you within me but thank you for easing my pain. You've always been able to make us feel better like that."

"Dad taught me how to do that when he took my fear of being alone on the Future away. I'm not afraid of the dark or of being alone on this gigantic ship anymore."

"See we're learning from each other all the time. Are we ready to begin?" Laurel thought.

"I'm ready." Korica thought.

"I'm ready babe." Jake thought.

The three of them then concentrated on their love for one another and let the feeling grow and gather within them. Korica's heart rate instantly jump to 140 beats per minute and she started breathing faster and as her love grew she could feel her abilities swelling to the point that it was extremely difficult to keep it under control and then her heart rate jumped to 150 beats per minute and her respiration rate doubled making her look and sound like she was panting. Laurel and Jake's heart rates then jumped as well as their own abilities swelled and they starting breathing deep and rapidly. As Korica felt she was at her limit and couldn't hold it any longer Laurel counted to three in pants and then all three of them pushed their hardest and Korica felt a relief as she let go of her hold and her energy surged from her. They could hear the compression filter make a loud thud as it engaged and the signal began to transmit. There was an intense feeling of spinning and all of the noises coming from the equipment in the scanner relay compartment just faded away.

The next thing they became aware of was a breathtaking view of a field of green thick grass looking grain that was waist high stretching all the way to the Future over gently rolling coolies and there were two moons in the sky and one was very close and had an airless fractured surface that looked battered and broken with deep canyons that looked to be hundreds of miles deep and led all the way across the moon in three directions suggesting there was a violent impact on the other side of the moon that had nearly cleaved the moon into thirds. The other moon was much smaller and more distant but it had an equally distressed and airless look with obvious impacts from reflected ejecta from the larger moon's massive impact event as well as billions of years of cosmic bombardment much as Earths moon had. The larger moon nearly filled the whole sky and the smaller moon was just past rising above the Future. There were surprisingly light green and pink clouds off in the distance rising above the Future suggesting a very strange storm was on the approach. There were three suns visible though a smaller sun was passing directly in front of the larger and the third was a very dim and eerie looking red dwarf off to the right of the eclipsing suns.

"Oh Korica¦this is stunning." Laurel said. "Where is this?"

Korica let go of her hand and took a few steps toward the tall grasses and then looked behind Laurel at a flat plane of reddish gray soil and it dawned on her when she was here. She looked back at the moons in the sky and she groped in her mind for the name of this world.

"I was here two or three times when I was¦five I think. Oh man I can't¦remember the name of it. There was a trading post right where we're standing. We got food and water for the ship here and I got a hot bath and a wonderful hot freshly cooked meal every time we were here. I can't believe I can't remember the name if this¦"

Korica gasped and stepped close to Laurel bumping into her and she took her hand and swallowed hard and tried to calm down as she sensed a powerful presence drawing in on them.

"Take it easy baby¦we feel it too. Someone is coming." Laurel said calmly.

There was a clap of thunder out of nowhere making all three of them flinch and Laurel grinned as she realized who likes to make this kind of dramatic appearance. There was then a bolt of lightning that struck the ground right in front of them and Korica squeaked as it startled her and when the intense light faded Oberot was standing right in front of them with a big grin on his face.

"Hello friends. It is wonderful to see you again."

Korica gave him a huge smile that just melted his heart and then she let go of Laurel's hand and ran up to him and threw her arms around his big waist and squeezed him tightly. He put his arms around her and pressed her into him and rubbed her back for a moment and then she released her grip on him and he slowly knelt down one knee until he was looking up into her pretty face.

"Oh my goodness¦look at you Korica. You have grown so much since we last met. Let me have a look at you."

Korica stepped back with the big smile still on her face and she lifted her arms a little and spun around until she was facing him again and he sighed.

"Oh Korica¦you are so beautiful and you look so fit."

"Thank you Oberot, I've missed you."

"I have missed you as well but your voice remains a constant companion to me and unchanged no matter the form."

Laurel stepped up to Oberot and he stood up and hugged her warmly for a few moments and then she stepped back next to Korica.

"She has really blossomed beautifully hasn't she?" Laurel asked putting her arm on Korica's shoulder and pulling into her side.

"Hello Laurel dear. I can hardly believe the change in Korica. She is so much taller and she looks very healthy. I knew she was in the right hands by being kept with you and Jake. I sense that she is very happy and her heart is all but healed¦Tamaric¦is foremost in her heart and she¦oh my¦it is that serious? I am so happy for you Korica. You deserve the kind of love and attention I sense you now have in your life."

Korica blushed even though she knew this was in her mind and Laurel looked down at her and grinned and stroked the back of her head.

"She is allowed the freedom to be an independent woman how she sees fit. As you know Draximan females mature way faster than Human females so things are progressing normally for her and Tamaric is keeping up¦adequately, and he loves her very much."

Jake stepped up to Oberot and Oberot looked genuinely surprised by Jake's appearance.

"My, my¦I see Korica is not the only one to have blossomed. You look incredible Jake."

"Thanks Oberot."

Jake put his hand out and Oberot took it and gently pulled Jake closer and then hugged him warmly and patted his back. Jake then stepped beside Korica and looked at her and winked at her and smiled.

"I'm proud of the change in both of my ladies."

"As well you should be. I am sorry if I left you out Laurel dear. You are hardly the girl I met before your arrival at the Farqua station. You have filled out and expanded your mind in ways I could not have predicted. You are one of the most beautiful¦souls I have ever met."

"Thank you Oberot. I sensed your feelings without you having to say a word. I love you too Oberot."

"So what are you doing on the Farqua station?" Korica asked. "I thought you were resettling the survivors after the battle with the destroyers of worlds?"

"Oh that effort is still on going and will be for sometime to come. We brought twelve thousand refugees back to the station for transport abroad and four thousand Draximan who elected to serve on the station for the immediate future. They will be given the selection of where they would like to serve the council within the coalition of advanced race controlled territories¦which encompasses most of the galaxy. You might like to know that a handful have volunteered to serve aboard the Angalon so they can be close to you¦the other you."

"That's¦has the other me really impressed that many people?"

"While she is no longer¦like you she is still a very sweet and considerate personality. She has settled into her new role as the part of the Laurelon that everyone talks to first. The entire crew absolutely love her including myself. And the other you Laurel is wise beyond words."

"So¦I hate to change the subject but¦you have heard about recent events on Tin ut Pentul right?"

"I have with a heavy heart. I wish you had told me¦in the past. It breaks my heart to know what you two were put through. I sense the pain is still very raw for both of you having to watch your mate put to death and feeling your bond being severed. No one so sweet and innocent should ever be put through that. If you would like I can take those memories from your mind completely. It would explain why you never told me if I were to do that for you."

"I thought you told us you can't separate individual memories from the whole?" Jake said.

"I general that is true. There will be some other memories removed as well, as what happened when I suppressed your memories for the trial."

"No Oberot!" Laurel said flatly. "You suppressed the memory of my mother when you did that. I couldn't remember her name or what she looked like, all I could remember was how much I loved her and missed her terribly. These memories need to stay. There is just too much collateral damage done in unpredictable areas of our memories done when our memories are messed with. You just can't imagine how¦distorted our memories and personalities were when Merenon just passed through our memories let alone the deliberate alterations he made just to torture us into telling him what he wanted to know."

"I am so sorry about that Laurel. I am a little surprised that you three did not sense such¦awful things in your future."

"Korica¦oh my gosh, you need to compress time honey. I just realized that you're maintaining this connection on the Future." Laurel said out of the blue.

Korica nodded and closed her eyes and balled up her fists and wrinkled her forehead as she squeezed her eyes shut tightly and she concentrated hard and a few seconds later there was the familiar feeling of deceleration and Oberot became opaque for a few moments but remained connected to Korica. Korica opened her eyes and put her hands down and looked at Laurel with a look of concern on her face.

"Tamaric is gunna be pissed. I'm exhausted and really hot on the Future. I'm kind of surprised that Mark didn't shut the chair down already."

"Why would your Tamaric be¦pissed Korica?" Oberot asked.

"I told him that using the chair was getting easier every time I sat in it¦that is a bit of a fib. As my abilities get stronger it actually takes more out of me when I let it go just cause it's so much stronger than the last time."

"I see. I sense a¦new age in you." Oberot said.

Korica looked down and shook her head and blushed a little then looked up at Oberot.

"I know you can sense everything but it's a little embarrassing to talk about¦yes I started puberty some time ago and my abilities are getting scary strong now and every single day they are just a little bit stronger and dying to burst forth. It's all I can do to keep it under control most of the time."

"I did not intend to embarrass you sweetheart. I did not want to probe what I was feeling without asking."

"We have been in touch with the Tel Pok Maron and they instructed us to quit suppressing and fearing our abilities." Laurel said. "They said we have to help Korica embrace her abilities as being a part of her and not a force that needs to fought or resisted against. It was made clear to us that if we don't start helping her then her abilities will get away from her and she will have a very hard time learning the control factor that she needs to learn. It's our own fault that we didn't sense the danger we walked into, we were all suppressing our abilities, keeping our minds completely quieted all the time, never committing to the deep sharing, not searching our gut feelings regularly to sense impending danger. All of our abilities would have been more developed if we hadn't been fighting them instead of exploring them."

"I sense you hold me responsible for some of that as well as Asaria. I am sorry if we gave you the wrong advise Laurel. Please let's sit and talk for a while."

Oberot waved his hand and a soft green seat covered in soft grass with a medium high back morphed up from the ground behind the three of them and they looked back as they heard the noise and then when they looked back Oberot had a seat big enough for one formed so he would be sitting right in front of them. They sat down and Oberot glanced up at the moons and suns in the sky and then sat down.

"Have you been to the Flageron system Korica?"

Korica snapped her fingers and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Flageron¦that's the name of this world." She then looked at Oberot and grinned. "I was here a couple of times when I was like five."

"I see. It is a beautiful world if not a little remote."

"Oberot I'm really not upset that you gave us well intended but¦slightly mistaken advice. The Tel Pok Maron said Korica just happens to be a very advanced and extraordinary example of what it is to be a Draximan female and you just weren't familiar enough with the Human race at the time. We chose to ignore our instincts and Korica did sense danger just not¦her abilities are so¦undeveloped yet that she was confused by the timing and extent of the danger and she was¦is scared of her abilities so she suppresses them and missed clues as to what was coming. We've learned an important lesson from all of this Oberot. We can't blame someone else for not knowing ourselves and trusting in our own god given instincts."

"I am sensing more of what was shared with you by the Tel Pok Maron. I am relieved that you have a kind heart and do not hold ill will easily."

"They revealed the important possible destiny that Korica and her daughter have in the Milky Way and thus my destiny to be their inspiration and guide to becoming the amazing women they are going to become. It has opened our eyes to how much we need each other¦and why we were drawn to each other in the first place."

"I am glad to hear that you have accepted your destiny and come to value it greatly. There was a time that I thought you might actually seek a destiny of a different nature from the one I sensed for you."

"So what's going to happen to the Lundragaus Oberot?" Korica asked.

"Oh they are going to be facing some very serious repercussions for their crimes perpetrated against Laurel and Jake and the elder race as a whole."

"Are you going to go to war with them?"

"In a manner of speaking but not in the traditional sense. We do not destroy entire civilizations because of the misdeeds of a small sect of that civilization and we do not take lives in retribution. Those directly responsible will be held accountable and punished according to our laws and possibly their own after that. My own anguish at hearing of my favorite elder race being tortured must be tempered with mercy and compassion despite my almost overwhelming desire to lash out at the entire Lundragaus species. They have proven that we were right in denying them acceptance into the coalition of advanced races. They have a lot of maturing to do as a species before they will be ready. Anyone that could torture a teenage boy and girl to death just to acquire the location of my home world and the locations of the chairs of knowledge are savages and thugs and they will be dealt with along those lines if I have anything to say about it. I am sure we will find evidence of similar travesties elsewhere in the galaxy as the Lundragaus attempt to spread their sphere of influence to achieve dominance."

"So what happened to us will serve a purpose then?" Laurel asked.

"Yes Laurel it will. It will be used as evidence against the Lundragaus, as proof that they need to be controlled rather looked upon as a nuisance and nothing more. I am sorry our efforts to keep watch over your journey were not more successful in keeping you safe."

"That's ok Oberot. You had allies watching over us and it came in real handy when it was time to rescue Laurel and Jake. If they had been left there any longer I hate to think what would've happened to them." Korica said.

"I heard Merenon say he was going to dispose of Jake and I to hide what they were doing until it was to late for anything to be done about it. We were going to be murdered no matter what we told them or didn't tell them¦and I want you to know that we never told him what he wanted to know¦not on purpose anyways."

"I know Laurel. Huron told us in his dispatch that you held out and told them nothing. I cannot tell you how proud I am of your strength of character in the face of certain death and excruciating torture. We chose our partners and fellow elder race wisely, not that I ever doubted that for a second."

"Thank you Oberot."

"By keeping our secrets you likely saved billions from a very violent death. The Lundragaus have technology at their disposal that can destroy an entire planet in minutes. There would have been no time to evacuate our world in time and we likely would not have detected their attack until it was much to late."

"That's a horrifying thought."

"That will be corrected given their level of aggression and lack of compassion for other living beings. We have let them advance beyond their wisdom to manage it."

"Does that happen very often within this galaxy?"

"More often than I would like to admit. We believe in giving a species the chance to advance at their own pace until such time as they demonstrate themselves to be a danger to their neighbors or the galaxy as whole. We then take steps to¦limit their sophistication until they evolve the wisdom to handle advanced technology and knowledge wisely."

"So you take their technology away and¦influence their minds as a population?"

"In a nut shell yes. It is possible to influence an entire population to behave in a specific manner for generations if you know the right frequencies within the mind to manipulate. You can create genetic behavior that is passed on and carried through time as it were to encourage a species to behave more civilized and compassionately. The technology to do that is contained within your data core, I made sure of it."

"Why would we need to know how to do that?"

"You never know. You might end up with hostile neighbors where and when you are going that need to be pacified in order to instill peace in your sector of the galaxy."

"Yah but imposing our will on an entire population? That somehow seems¦wrong¦and arrogant to think only our way is best and others should conform to it or else."

"You will undoubtedly make friendly allies and it should be left up to a consensus of local star system representatives before something of that magnitude is carried out but if it is in the best interests of billions or even trillions of people¦the ends justifies the means."

Korica looked at Laurel with an 'ah ha' look on her face.

"My destiny¦Aseel's destiny¦the Tel Pok Maron said she would unify an entire quadrant of space like never before and that trillions of lives would be affected. Could that be what they were talking about?"

"I guess it's entirely possible. Everyone who meets you just loves you and I would have to assume that Aseel will be every bit as charismatic and lovable as her mother so¦why not. I would rather see it done through negotiations rather than the use of technology to force a way of thinking. If that got into the wrong hands it could have the opposite affect."

"You will find other uses for the technology that¦you would not let me speak of while you are still in this galaxy and I must implore you not to search the memories that I inadvertently shared with you Laurel."

"I have avoided probing those memories as you asked me¦but as soon as we're out of this galaxy¦I'm dying to know what's in my head."

"I can certainly understand that feeling."

"Oberot can I ask you something?" Korica asked.

"Of course you can."

"The Tel Pok Maron told us to modify the Future and collect the trididols for out trip home but they didn't really tell us where to go after we collected the trididols. Do you have any idea where we're supposed to go from here?"

"Trididols¦so that is what the creatures are called. I would recommend heading for the Glasencon nebula. At the heart of the nebula is a black hole that formed over a billion years ago and the nebula has been orbiting it ever since. The barrier between universes is weakest in close proximity to large black holes like the one at the heart of the Glasencon nebula. I suspect the Tel Pok Maron are waiting for you to figure that out on your own. Punching a hole from our time to that of another should be possible from there."

"And the location of the Glasencon nebula is in our star maps that you provided us with?"

"Yes. It is at the outer edge of this galaxy and relatively close to where the Future is now located given your capabilities."

"I guess failing that the Tel Pok Maron said that Korica has the surprising ability to reach the Tel Pok Maron. She did it by accident¦sort of¦the first time. She was pleading for their help with Jake and I and her abilities got away from her¦or did as she wanted unknowingly and they herd her and helped Jake and I to¦reorder our memories in a way we would have never thought of. It restored our personalities and fixed the tormented memories we were left with thanks to Merenon."

"That is incredible! And they responded immediately?"

"Not right away but within a half hour or so."

Oberot looked stunned.

"You are far more gifted than I ever imagined Korica."

"Thank you Oberot. It actually kind of scared me cause Tamaric was right there next to me and I could have really hurt him. I knocked both of us out for a second as it is."

"Well, you listen to Laurel's advice and do exactly as she tells you so that won't happen again, ok?"

"Yes sir, I will."

"Oberot, it has been so nice to see you one last time before we depart this galaxy. Is Asaria available? We would really like to thank her for everything she has done for us and we would like to say goodbye to her."

"Of course. She is here in the hall of knowledge with me. She would never miss the opportunity to see you three. She knows this is likely the last time she will ever get to see you. I will see you three¦five hundred years ago. When you reach out to me in the past Laurel¦send a text only burst containing the words¦uni ooilon gunit fah triomon."

"I¦don't know what that means. I don't know if I'll even be able to spell that."

"Do not spell it in English. Choose any language but English¦or any other language from Earth. Just spell it phonetically and I will get back to you with instructions on how to contact me in a secure manner so the entire chair network will not hear or see our conversation. Remember, when you contact me the Farqua station will not be in the Altare system so do not aim your signal there."

"I assume you don't want me to aim for your home world either?"

"No! That would be cause for alarm within the home world security forces. Depending on the date¦I believe I was in the Tagarnot system when you will contact me as I remember it."

"This is all so confusing¦you remember this happening or sort of, I know it was a very long time ago from your point of view, but you can't give me specific details?"

"No. You made me swear that I would not reveal many things to your younger self while you are in this galaxy. The need for that will become apparent to you much later. We are preventing causality events by keeping things a mystery for now."

"But aren't people going to be able to see or hear what we're talking about right now?"

"No. Asaria dismissed the hall of knowledge attendants so that she could take steps to keep this conversation private, similar to what I will do in the past for years at a time."

Oberot stood up and looked at the three of them and smiled warmly at them.

"I will cherish the memory of you three as you look right now for the rest of my life. This is the last time we will meet and it has brought everything full circle for me. I have seen you at your youngest from your memories and I have enjoyed our time together in recent months seeing you as young adults and I had a beautiful friendship with you as adults all those centuries ago and for so many wonderful years. I will see your children through your eyes and I will have the honor of meeting a few of them in the chair you will construct Laurel. I will even meet and converse with Aseel on many occasions through the chair."

"Is she really going to be able to make the chair work at a very young age?" Korica asked.

Oberot sighed and his smile grew larger.

"She will surprise you at every turn Korica. I mustn't tell you too much but¦I will meet her in her mind with your help when she is still learning to walk. It will be soon after that she initiates contact on her own."

"Oberot¦how old am I when Aseel is born? Can you please tell me at least that much?"

"Laurel has the answer for you. You will know very soon if you wish¦but not now."

"Oh man¦I hate having the answers right here in front of me and I can't have them." Korica said as she got to her feet.

Laurel and Jake then stood up and they all stepped up to Oberot and hugged him one at a time and then Oberot touched Laurel's cheek and grinned at her.

"Keep the light in your heart burning brightly Laurel. I will see you in a few years from your prospective."

"But you said I was like thirty when I finally reach out to you in the past."

"And you are the most beautiful woman I have ever met without equal or question¦but time is a fickle and fluid thing Laurel. It does not always progress for some at the same rate as it does for others due to¦special circumstances."

"Great! I'm gunna lose years somewhere along the line? Is Jake¦"

"He is always your equal in age and grace Laurel. You two were together in a blissful bond until you stopped communicating with me."

"I already miss our bond."

"I know, I can feel the longing to be paired within both of you. There will come a time when your bond will be so deep and so permanent that being put to death for a short time will not be enough to sever your bond. Nothing will affect it but the permanent demise of one of you resulting in the end for the other soon after. Your connection to one another is still developing and deepening and you were not paired for very long thus the bond was tenuous and easily broken."

"You think being killed was easy?"

"No of course not Laurel. That was a relative term and was not meant to infer that what you endured was by any means easy."

"Oh¦ok."

"Korica dear, I need you to decompress time within this connection so I can trade places with Asaria. You can all feel free to discuss whatever you feel like and no one will have access to a stored record of what is said."

"You have been a good friend Oberot, thank you for everything you've done for me and my people." Korica said.

"You are most welcomed Korica. You and I will be friends for many, many years to come from your prospective, so take heart in that we will meet again though you will be older when we meet next."

"Will you tell me how old I'll be?"

Oberot grinned at her and tilted his head a little.

"You will be on your way to becoming a mother when we meet again. I will leave it at that since the answer to when that will happen will likely be revealed to you very soon."

Korica sighed and frowned for a moment then smiled at Oberot.

"I know I can't plan my life based on things revealed to me now right?"

"That is right. You might be compelled to make certain things happen sooner than you would have if I had not reveal the specifics to you, or you might delay other eventualities changing events across the entire timeline of your life."

"Ok, I guess I can live with that. I'll just let life surprise me."

Oberot touched her cheek and smiled at her warmly then stepped back and Korica closed her eyes and she furrowed her brow and balled up her hands in fists and there was feeling of acceleration and Oberot became opaque for a moment and then he filled in again and he raised one hand as Korica opened her eyes.

"So long my friends. Keep the love in your hearts strong and cherish each other always."

Oberot then turned and simply evaporated away as he took a step.

"Asaria better be quick, I can sense that I'm working really hard to maintain this connection."

"You can sense that in an instant?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. I used to have to concentrate to feel my body but now it's right there at the back of my mind."

To Korica's relief it only took a few seconds for them to feel Asaria drawing down on them as a shadow seemed to drop from the top of the gently swaying grass twenty feet away. The shadow moved closer and coalesced into the shape of a person and then filled in with color and Asaria's smiling face could be clearly seen. Korica immediately closed her eyes and concentrated hard on compressing time and Laurel and Jake felt the feeling of deceleration and Asaria just dissipated away and then coalesced again and filled back in with color. Asaria locked a gaze with Korica for a few moments and then she knelt down and put her arms out. Korica stepped right into her and set her cheek on Asaria's shoulder as she hugged her. Asaria held her tightly until Korica lifted her head and kissed Asaria's cheek and then stepped back.

"I've missed you Asaria. I just couldn't leave this galaxy and this time without saying goodbye."

"Awwe. I'm so glad you did Korica. You look so fit and soo beautiful. I love what you did with your hair. It makes you look very mature¦yet so cute."

"Thank you Asaria. I had my hair cut like this to meet Tamaric's parents. I wanted to make a good first impression on them."

Asaria reached up and delicately stroked her bangs a few times then stood up. Laurel stepped up to Asaria next and the two hugged each other warmly and then Laurel stepped back and Asaria smiled at her.

"You are growing into a spectacular woman yourself Laurel. I didn't think you could possibly get any prettier but I was wrong. I love what you've done with your hair as well, it makes you look very sophisticated."

"Thank you Asaria."

Jake then stepped up to Asaria and she pulled him into a warm embrace and then Asaria touched his cheek as he stepped back.

"And look at you my handsome friend Jake. You have almost doubled your size since we last met. Laurel is a truly lucky woman to have you as her mate¦and I sense that she loves you even deeper."

"We've been through a lot together and it has brought us even closer together."

"We really look that different Asaria?" Korica asked.

"Oh yes. You now look like a young woman in the making and Laurel looks much more sophisticated and filled out and Jake looks like he is hiding twenty pounds of muscle under his shirt."

Jake looked down at his chest and arms and he had to admit to himself that he was in fact starting to bulk up significantly with all of the working out they were doing twice a day. They all stepped over to the seats Oberot had formed for them and took a seat and Asaria leaned forward rather leaning back as she usually did during their encounters.

"So how are you two doing Laurel and Jake? I looked over the disturbing dispatch from the Jukron and my heart sank into my feet when I read what was done to you two."

"We're doing better thanks." Laurel said. "It was¦harrowing but we survived. Korica was able to reach out to the Tel Pok Maron and they guided Jake and I to a place and time before our minds were screwed with and the person we were was washed over the person we are and our memories and personalities were set right."

"Korica was able to reach them? That's incredible!"

"I wanted my mom and dad back. They just weren't themselves when we got them back so I just tried to ask for help in hopes that the Tel Pok Maron could hear me and my abilities kind of got away from me and the Tel Pok Maron showed up a short time later. They even pulled us to their region of space to the Angarlon system so we could collect the trididols that we need to get home."

"Trididols¦hmm. It sounds like your abilities did exactly what you wanted or needed¦I wouldn't call that getting away from you, just surprising you maybe. I am happy to hear that they are keeping their word to assist you in getting to the Milky Way when you wanted to arrive. You are a remarkable young lady Korica. I wish I could watch you grow into the amazing Draximan you're destined to be."

"Have you guys met others from my world that can do what I can? I mean am I the exception or just another typical Draximan?"

"Uh¦we have met many that can do similar things but none that are your age. Typically a Draximan exhibits their first hint of advanced abilities at about fourteen and by the time they reach eighteen or so their abilities are significant and just about at their peak. All of your people seem to be born with very pronounced empathic abilities in place but I would say you are and exceptionally gifted individual and so not particularly typical. As you know we have been studying your people for hundreds of years and waiting for their reply to our invite for close to fifty years. In all that time we have never observed anyone capable of obscuring their presence like you did on Tin ut Pentul as reported by Huron and what you did to the individual that was about to shoot you is very impressive and again untypical for a Draximan. Perhaps no one has been pushed to lash out like that to protect themselves and the ones they care about¦or we just underestimated how advanced your people truly are. You have encouraged us to start looking at the youth of Draxima much closer to see just how many are extremely gifted like you are."

"Hmm. I wonder if my mother and father new I was different and that's why they raised me in space instead of on Draxima?"

"I wish I knew the answer to that Korica. Very little is known of your parents lives once they bought their own ship and assembled a crew and left Draximan space."

"What about my grandparents? Have you tracked down my parents, parents?"

"We made some inquiries and it led us to a cemetery. I am sorry but they are no longer with us."

Korica looked down for a moment then seemed to perk up.

"That's ok, I have Laurel's mom and Jake's dad so I have grandparents¦kind of."

"There you go. Look at the bright spot."

"I just wish I would've had these abilities when my parent's ship was attacked¦I could've saved us all."

Laurel put her arm around Korica and gently squeezed her while setting her cheek against Korica's head.

"Don't do that to yourself honey. As painful as it is you have to accept that things happened for reason."

"I know¦I just can't help it sometimes when I realize what I can do, what I should've been able to do."

Laurel kissed her head and then looked at Asaria.

"So how are things with you Asaria?" Laurel asked to change the subject.

"Oberot is grooming me to take over for him as the leader of the council of elders. It's a tough job but I really love what I'm doing and I will be the first female leader in close to a million years so I have a lot to prove. I think I'm up to the task and many of the council elders support me as the most likely candidate for the position. I even have a suitor of sorts who I think wants to peruse a romantic relationship. He is very good looking and he has a good heart but I am not completely sure that I want that kind of relationship just yet. In the mean time I enjoy his company greatly and I don't have to eat alone anymore. He comes to my home every evening and we talk about our day and enjoy each others company while having our evening meal together."

"That's wonderful Asaria. You deserve a rewarding love life. You have so much love in your heart, you should share it with a man that makes you happy."

"We will see how it goes. I don't rush these sort of things."

"Well I'm thrilled for you Asaria and I really want to thank you for everything you've done for us. I'm really gunna miss you." Korica said.

"It was my pleasure Korica dear. I am going to miss you as well. You three have really touched me and I will never forget our time together. I wish you all the best where you are going."

"Oh and Mark wanted me tell you that he said hi."

"Tell him hello for me and tell him that I wished him safe travels."

Asaria then stood up and so did Laurel, Jake and Korica. The four of them exchanged one last warm hug and then they said goodbye for the last time. Asaria then waved at them with teary eyes and then turned and walked away and simply dissolved away.

"Alright Korica, lets get back to the Future so we can get you out of the chair."

"Kay."

The three of them looked around one last time and then closed their eyes and concentrated on pulling back into their own minds and there was a dizzying spinning feeling and then the noise and intense heat in the scanner relay compartment became apparent as the interface was winding down behind them and the ventilation system was blowing vast amounts of cool air down on them.

Laurel slowly opened her eyes and waited for her breathing to slow and everything to clear up and then she leaned forward and looked over at Korica. Korica was panting heavily and her cheeks were so flushed they almost looked red and she was covered in sweat beads across her forehead and dripping off her chin. Laurel grimaced at how hard Korica was working to get enough air into her lungs. Laurel then looked over at Jake and he was just starting to slow his breathing and he was batting his eye heavily as he tried to get his vision to clear up. When things finally came into focus he looked at Laurel and grinned slightly and nodded. Laurel lifted the halo off her head and unplugged it and then leaned back and waited for her breathing to return to normal. It took a few minutes for Laurel and Jake to feel strong enough to get up and for their breathing to fall to a normal rate but Korica was still breathing deeply and rather fast but she had her eyes open waiting for her mind to settle and her respiration to normalize.

Laurel and Jake climbed out of their seats and set their halos in their seats and they stood and waited for Korica to feel strong enough to get up. When she finally leaned forward Laurel lifted the halo from her head and unplugged it and Jake put his hand out and Korica set her hand in his and slid out of her seat and took a stumbling step forward and Jake kept her from falling over and then she took a deep long breath and her breathing became very deep but normal for her and the bright red in her cheeks began to fade to its more normal soft pink color as it looks when she gets embarrassed and blushes. Laurel set the halo in Korica's seat and knelt down in front of her and she swept the sweat off her forehead and from her cheeks and Korica smiled and turned her face up into the blasting cool air rushing down on them from the ventilation system. She held that pose for a few moments and then she looked at Jake and she smiled.

"Holy crap that took a lot out of me but my¦abilities or whatever feel relieved. I don't feel like there is a dam in my head holding back a lake of energy."

"That's good sweetie. Maybe you needed this kind of mental workout."

"It should get easier later on as my lungs get stronger and my brain adapts to the level of neural activity necessary to make the chair work."

"Well this is likely the last time we're going to be using the chair for a very long time."

"I guess that's true. I wish there was another way to get this kind of relief."

"We'll just commit to the deep sharing often and it should provide you some relief."

Korica nodded and then the three of them headed for the exit. They stepped out and stepped up onto the transport platform and they transported back up to the command deck and then made their way out into the main corridor. Tamaric and Mark were waiting for them as soon as they stepped out. Tamaric stepped up to Korica and she set both of her hands in his and grinned at him.

"I'm ok Tamaric."

"You told me it was getting easier every time you use the chair. Mark was about to shut the chair down cause your heart rate reached a hundred and sixty-five beats a minute and your blood pressure was getting dangerously high."

"I didn't lie to you Tamaric, it is easier to make the chair work my abilities have just grown stronger so it's taking more out of me cause so much more neural energy is being released all at once."

"I don't want you in that thing again Korica. Not for a long time anyway. I don't think I'm being unreasonable to ask you to stay away from the chair until you're like¦fifteen."

"Fifteen! Tamaric¦we might need to reach the elder race before then."

"I mean it Korica. I don't like seeing you pushed like that and we're leaving this galaxy anyway."

Korica looked down and nodded.

"Kay, I'll do as you say."

"Why don't you go get showered Korica?" Laurel said. "Jake and I will get us moving and you and Tamaric can work on the undergarment project once he has his lessons done."

"Ok."

Korica let go of Tamaric's hands and headed for the showers up the corridor. Tamaric watched her cute tush until she stepped into the shower room and then he looked at Laurel.

"Was I out of line to tell her I don't want her using the chair?"

Laurel touched the back of his head and grinned at him.

"No, you did it out of concern for her not because you want tell her what to do. Using the chair has nothing to do with her duties on the Future so you didn't do anything wrong. It's kind of nice to know you'll put your foot down when it's important and as you saw she'll do whatever you say because she loves you and respects what you say. Go ahead and go finish your lessons."

"Ok, thanks Laurel."

Tamaric then made his way back to the bridge and stepped in and Mark then looked at Laurel.

"If he hadn't of said anything I would've. That was right down freaky to watch cap. I don't think I have ever seen her pushed so hard."

"Well that's the last time we'll need to use the chair."

"Good. Did you get any advice as to where we should go from here?"

"Yah, Oberot was on the Farqua station so not only did we get to say goodbye to him but he had a suggestion of where we should go. Come on, I'll show you."

Laurel led the way over to the bridge and the three of them stepped in and made their way to the navigation station and Laurel sat down and logged herself in waking the bridge and then she brought up the new data core interactive program and she typed in a search for the Glasencon nebula. It only took seconds for the data to come up along with a star map showing that the nebula was 47.9 light days away meaning it would take 22 hours to reach it at their usual cruising speed while in hyperspace.

"He suggested that we head for a black hole?"

"He said it's real likely the Tel Pok Maron are waiting to see if we'll figure out for ourselves that the barrier between universes is weakest close to a black hole and time is bent and distorted by the intense gravity of black holes too. What better place to create an opening into another time or whatever?"

"Would you like me to plot a course for the Glasencon nebula captain?" The AI asked.

"If you would please?"

"Understood."

They watched the coordinates being plotted and laid in and then the main engines throttled up and the ship turned toward the edge of the galaxy and accelerated rapidly. The antimatter reactors then came up to full power as the main engines throttled down and the negative matter core ramped up and began dumping ever greater impulses of quantum gravity into the gravity well until the stars ahead blinked out and then space began to twist and distort and then the white line formed at the top of the event Future and descended to the bottom of it and then it twisted like melting glass and then spread out and the distortion collapsed into a bright funnel shaped tunnel of shimmering light with blue and green smooth rolling edges that arced down into the tunnel of light. The main engines then throttled up and the Future shot into the tunnel of light and it collapsed behind them further boosting their forward speed. It only took a few seconds to reach 52.25 times the speed of light and then a gentle tone indicated that the ideal flight characteristics had been achieved and were now locked into the automated controls.

"It will take two jumps captain. We will drop out of hyperspace at twenty-three fourty in order to take a fourty five minute cool down, we will then jump back to hyperspace and we will arrive at the boundary of the Glasencon nebula at approximately zero nine twenty-five in the morning."

"The boundary? Why so far from the heart of the nebula? The black holes event Future is like six light years from the boundary of the nebula" Laurel asked.

"Because the forces surrounding a black hole are not necessarily stable at all times. I would rather err on the side of caution by taking gravimetric readings from the calm outer boundary before proceeding any closer. The tidal forces exerted by a black hole are something the shield will only provide limited protection from as well as the time distortions that will be present as we move closer. The shield will provide absolutely no protection from time warping."

"Right, sorry that was kind of a dumb question."

"Not at all. Six light years seems like a great distance until you consider the forces involved and how unstable space can be close to a black hole."

A composite image began to form on the viewer at the front of the bridge and Laurel looked past Mark and she could see that the stars would soon be thinning out significantly as they headed up out of the plane of stars within the galaxy.

"Well that's our course Mark and I should tell you that Asaria wished you safe travels and said hello back. Korica remembered to send your greetings to Asaria."

"That's nice, I'm glad she remembered to do that for me. I really liked Asaria."

"Laurel?" Tamaric called out. "I got my lessons for the day finished, can I go join Korica in her quarters?"

"You don't have to ask for my permission Tamaric, she's your girlfriend and if you've taken care of your responsibilities as far as I'm concerned you're free to spend your time with her. You need to ask your mother and father though."

"Can I mom and dad?"

Clara leaned back in her seat and grinned at him.

"Go keep her company son. I'm proud of you for keeping up with your schoolwork despite all of the distractions going on around you."

"Thanks mom."

Tamaric turned around and saved his work and then logged himself out of the system and then he got up and quickly made his way to the exit with a huge smile on his face. Laurel could sense his excitement over the chance to work with Korica on the undergarment project. Some of it was the desire to see Korica's undressed figure but it was mostly a desire to contribute something to the mission while working with the girl he loves. After he stepped out Mark set his hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"What undergarment project were you talking to Korica about when you three came back up from using the chair?"

"Oh¦I told Korica to come up with some undergarments for the new spacesuits that don't gather up into wrinkles that pinch. I told her to work with Tamaric on the male version since we were all uncomfortable¦Korica I think most of all though. She was thrilled at the idea of collaborating with Tamaric to come up with something that makes the suits feasible for long duration missions. I couldn't imagine being stuck in one of those for like eight or ten hours on an airless planet or something where you can't relax the suit to get relief."

"That's a real good project to put 'em on. Hopefully we don't need to go outside again but if we do at least we'll be a little more comfortable. Maybe the suit makers have some kind of underclothing that we don't so it wasn't a concern for them¦or they just wore nothing at all and never gave it a second thought."

"That's it! We got it!" Clara blurted out making the three of them look at her.

Clara looked over and smiled big and put her hands up as her and Liam leaned back in their seats.

"We did it Laurel! The stasis chamber for two is done and the simulation has given us a successful result three times in a row to confirm it. You and Jake can share a chamber for centuries if you have to and the neural process controller will synchronized your minds and bodies perfectly with the bio rhythm controllers."

"That's great Clara. Congratulations¦and thank you both for working so hard on that project."

"If we had these amazing computers at our disposal back on Earth we would have been able to reduce the total number of stasis chambers on the Future by more than half. Husbands and wives, brothers and sisters, boyfriends and girlfriends, they could've shared a stasis chamber."

"We might not¦never mind. Thank you Clara and Liam."

"I sense you aren't quite as excited as I would've expected and you're¦torn about something. What is it Laurel?"

"When Merenon¦killed Jake and I¦' Laurel sighed heavily. "We aren't paired anymore. We could use separate stasis chambers and we would survive. I just didn't want to say anything because you two worked so hard to get it done in time for us and I'm so grateful that you would put that much effort into it."

"Oh Laurel, I'm so sorry. I had no idea that special bond was taken from you. That ugly bastard took so much from you two I hope the elder race neuter him for what he did."

Laurel chuckled and smiled taking away the urge to cry.

"I don't think they're going to resort to that kind of thing but we were told that he and all of his kind are going to be¦reprogrammed to be more docile and considerate of others. They're going to be stripped of their technological sophistication so that they won't pose a danger to their galactic neighbors."

"How on Earth would you do that to an entire species?"

"You round 'em all up on one planet and influence their minds all at once. The elder race have done this before apparently and so this is just how it's done when a species gets out of control in order to maintain peace throughout the galaxy. Their mental reprogramming will be genetically passed along to future generations. They will all have a predisposition to be kinder and gentler for many, many generations to come. Hopefully it will give them the time needed to evolve into a more civilized society with the ability to understand the amazing power of love."

"That's incredible that they can do that. Will you and Jake be able to reestablish your pairing with each other?"

"Yah, it's an innate ability of ours that we will have for the rest of our lives so we can¦reconnect if we want. I think we should wait since there are aspects of being paired that we're incapable of controlling yet. We need a few years for our brains to mature to the point that we can control it as it's supposed to be."

"Well the stasis chamber is already under construction down on deck two and now we have the programming specifications complete. You can still use the stasis chamber if you want even though it isn't required that you be put into stasis in the same chamber."

"Thank you Clara. I still want to be close to Jake all the time, I just don't feel like I have to be next to him or I'll die."

"Does that mean you don't sense his presence like you did before?"

Laurel got up and walked over to her chair and sat down and Mark sat down at the navigation station and Jake moved to the sensor station and sat down.

"I still hear his thoughts in the back of my mind real faintly like I did before but it's fading¦and I can't feel his every mood all the time, only when I make a concerted effort to sense what he's feeling. We're definitely slowly drifting apart. I sense Korica more profoundly than I do Jake because our bond with her wasn't affected."

"Is it the same for you Jake?" Clara asked softly.

"Pretty much. I can look at Laurel and I actually have no idea what she's thinking for the first time in months. With Korica, if her mind isn't quieted, I can feel what she's thinking in an instant, it used to be like that but even more profoundly with Laurel but...it's just not there anymore and it's fading more and more by the minute."

"Well that just sucks to high heaven." Liam said. "I could only dream of that kind of connection with my Clara and you had that taken away? I would do whatever I had to in order to get that back."

Jake looked at Laurel and grinned at her and he thought he would feel what she was thinking but he was feeling nothing without searching for it. He then looked back at Liam.

"No, I think Laurel is right. It requires a certain level of desire to become paired and that isn't in Laurel heart anymore and so mine neither."

"Jake! Geeze!" Laurel said staring at him.

"What? You know what I mean. It requires something that you have no desire in engaging in as well as the desire to become paired."

"That's kind of personal."

"You're right, I'll just¦keep my mouth shut since I don't know what you're thinking."

Laurel looked at Clara and Liam with blushed cheeks and they both felt embarrassed for her since they knew exactly what Jake was talking about and so they looked away. Laurel then got up and walked over to them and looked at the display with the completed stasis chamber slowly rotating on the display and she reached in and saved the work and then she brought up the new data core interactive program and she granted unlimited access and then touched the enter command then stood up straight.

"Next project. Will you two comb through the data core and find a design for a servo drone like device that can work in a zero gravity environment with extreme temperatures an little or no air. We need something that can search the voids under the gardening ring to look for damage to the superstructure in those areas. As it is right now a person will have to go in there and climb around with supplemental air to look for damage. It's going to take days to look at everything."

"We would love to take care of that. Can we look around a little after we find a good design for the AI to begin working on?"

"I suppose you've proven yourselves trustworthy. Don't alter any of the data that's contained in there and if you find something that you would like to work on that might contribute to the mission you can copy the data to the AI's secondary memory core for later consideration."

"We would never make any changes. I'm just curious what all is in there."

"You do realize that data core contains more data than the AI could ever store in its memory core?"

"I had no idea there was that much in there."

"Well you can look around as much as you like, just type in a category or device type or project goal and the data core will offer recommendations. Just remember that some of the more exotic and radical designs we may not have the raw materials to make. We've run into that before. You might see some materials that we simply have no concept of so adequate replacement materials may not be possible."

"We'll keep that in mind. Thank you for trusting us Laurel. We aren't going to be looking up better neutron bombs or anything of the sort."

"Good. There are some weapons designs in there that really need to be kept a secret. I'm talking about really devastating and scary weapons."

Laurel patted Clara's shoulder and then made her way back to her chair and had a seat and went to work on her own projects the most critical of which was her Huraxan project that still wasn't complete and she felt like time was getting really short for her to get it done while she still had unrestricted access to the labs and computers.

When Tamaric departed the bridge he headed down the corridor quickly to Korica's quarters and as he arrived at the door it slid open for him and he stepped in and found Korica sitting on the end bed in one of her nightshirts with a data pad in her hand and her spacesuit was sitting on the bed behind her. Tamaric grinned when he thought about the fact that Korica was likely only wearing her nightshirt and nothing else. He stepped over toward the bed and Korica looked up at him and smiled at him warmly.

"Hi Tamaric, you got your lessons done?"

"Yep. I got a perfect score on all of my tests too?"

"That's fantastic! I'm really proud of you Tamaric."

Tamaric stepped around the foot of the bed and sat down next to Korica and looked at the data pad she had in her hand. There were dozens of female underwear designs in small images on the data pad. He looked at them for a moment and then he turned a little and looked at the suit lying on the bed.

"So what exactly is the problem with the suit?"

Korica set the data pad on her lap and she turned facing him and pulled her leg up on the bed to her shin while pushing her shirt down so as not to give him an undignified flash.

"The suit has to draw up to your body really tightly so that a pressure suit isn't required and so the suit can keep you warm or cool as the conditions require. If there's clothing between your body and the suit it causes a resistance that results in like a static tingle or something that's kind of uncomfortable after a while and when the suit draws up tightly it squeezes your underwear into wrinkles and then pushes them against your body real tightly and even pinches in some cases. We need to find something with no seams and a material that doesn't bunch up or wrinkle."

"Have you tried silk? Maybe something silky would allow the suit to slide past without wrinkling up."

"Hmm. Maybe¦"

Korica lifted the data pad and looked for silk and silk like materials and she had many choices to choose from. She picked a high cut pair and she modified the cut so it just covered the necessary areas while leaving as much skin exposed as possible. Tamaric watched and he was a little shocked at how little would be covered.

"Geeze Korica, why bother wearing anything at all?"

Korica set the data pad down on her leg and looked at him and grinned.

"Ok smarty pants, get undressed and I'll help you put the suit on and you'll see why."

"You just want to get me out of my pants." Tamaric said with a big grin as he stood up and slipped his shoes off.

"That's just a bonus for me. You'll see what I mean."

Korica set the data pad down on the bed and grabbed the suit and slid her leg down and then stood up and waited for Tamaric to get completely undressed. She looked him over and smiled at him.

"Very Nice!"

"Thanks darlin, do I get the same bonus?"

"Yes. I'm gunna show you why I don't want that suit on with nothing on under it. The issue is different for boys and girls but similar enough to need a solution."

Korica pulled the neck opening open and squatted down and let Tamaric step into it and she instructed him to work his toes into the feet of the suit and then start pulling it up his legs and as he did she pulled the suit up while holding the neck opening open for him. She stopped just above his waist and she told him to adjust himself so he was comfortable and then she told him to poke his arms in and start working his hands down into the arms and work his fingers into the ends of the hands. When he had done that she pulled the suit up over his shoulders and then let go of the neck opening and it slowly drew up to his neck.

"You comfortable?" Korica asked.

Tamaric held up his arms and looked at the rather sloppy fit and he nodded and then Korica took hold of his arm and touched the control pad on his forearm and the suit began to draw up to his body. Before the suit had even drawn up completely tight Tamaric's eyes got big and he reached down and cupped himself.

"Wait, wait! My¦that hurts my thing isn't sitting right."

Korica lifted his arm and shut the suit down and it immediately started to relax and he gripped himself and position himself pointing up and then he nodded and Korica touched the control pad again and the suit began to draw up tightly. It kept drawing tighter and tighter until he had to work harder just to breathe. He got used to the extra effort quickly and then moved around a little and bent over once and then he looked at Korica.

"This feels¦really weird. I have to use muscle strength just to lift my arms or move at all and to¦breathe normally." Tamaric said in a forced voice as he worked to get air back into his lungs.

"Now squat down once and see what happens." Korica said with a grin.

Tamaric lifted his arms out in front of him thinking it would take some extra effort and nothing more to squat down and then stand back up. He squatted down and the pressure on his testis was very uncomfortable and he winced as he went down and then as he stood up the suit squeezed around his cock and his eyes got big and he looked down and could make out his outline very distinctly.

"Ok¦I get it. That freakin hurts. You can make out everything too."

Korica reached out and gently rubbed him and he watched her but he barely even felt the sensation of her touch through the suit.

"That's why you need something between you and the suit down there. I love being able to see your shape so clearly but imagine feeling this for eight or ten hours. You wanna squat down again and see what it feels like?"

"No! Turn it off please."

Korica smiled at him and lifted his arm.

"It's this red command right here. Touch it twice and the suit shuts down."

Tamaric touched the shutdown command twice and the suit began to relax and he sighed and took a couple of deep breaths. Once the suit was hanging loosely on him Korica stretched the neck opening and pulled it out over his shoulder points and instructed him on how to get out of the suit as she worked it down his body. When he finally stepped all the way out of the suit she lifted the suit and let go of the neck opening and laid the suit on the bed. Tamaric rubbed himself a few times and frowned.

"Ok¦now I get it. It does the same thing to you?"

"Yep. Help me put it on and I'll show you."

Korica pulled her nightshirt up over her head and set it on the bed and then picked up the suit and handed it to Tamaric, who was staring at her with a huge grin on his face as he looked at her naked form. She showed him how to stretch the neck opening open and then she stepped into the suit and bent over and worked her feet into the ends of the feet of the suit and then she had to lift his hands from the wrist since he was distracted looking at her body. She had him lift the suit up above her waist and she poked her arms down into the suit and then he lifted it up to her chest and she worked her hands down into the fingers of the suit and then he lifted the suit up over her shoulders and then let go of it and it slowly drew up to her neck and she made sure her hands and feet were in the right position and then she raised her arm and touched the control pad and the suit began to draw up tightly to her body. She knew what to expect so it was no surprise when she had to work harder to expand her chest to breathe.

Korica held her hands up a little and then squatted down while wincing as the suit conformed to her every curve and then she stood up and then repeated the process and then put her hands on her hips and looked at Tamaric. He sat down heavy on the edge of the bed while he looked her over. He could make out every nuance of her shape and then he looked at her face.

"Does that hurt?"

"It doesn't really hurt but it isn't exactly comfortable."

"I can see everything. Your beautiful but I can see why you want something on underneath. You can't exactly go out like that in front of everyone right?"

"No¦I can't. With underwear on it doesn't¦part my lips like this but it presses the wrinkles that are formed when the suit tightens up into me and that does hurt. This is the issue you and I need to find a solution to."

Tamaric looked her over again and he grinned a little and Korica spun around for him and he could see how the suit was conforming to her behind beautifully but assumed that was a little uncomfortable as well though he thought she was absolutely gorgeous. When she was facing him again he looked up into her face and put his hand out toward her crotch.

"Can I¦"

"Yes you can feel it if you want."

Tamaric put his hand against her and rubbed up under her while he watched his hand and he was surprised that the suit felt hard as metal even over the delicate curves of her lips and the pressure he exerted against her resulted in no movement of the suit at all.

"That's so weird that the suit feels hard even in your softest spots. Can you feel me touching you?"

"I can tell something is rubbing against me but no, I can't feel your hand."

"How does it do that?" Tamaric asked as he pulled his hand back.

"The material the suit is made of changes its molecular structure when an electrical current is applied from a soft material to a semi solid one. It conforms to every curve and then becomes firm around those curves. It insures that every square millimeter has firm pressure applied to replace the missing air pressure in space."

"Well like I said you're absolutely gorgeous¦you really have a body to be proud of Korica but I can't even imagine how uncomfortable that must be to have your lips hugged by something solid like that. They look kind of swollen."

"It's pressing into my flesh in between forcing my labium up out of the way. That's why they look like that."

Korica lifted her arm and touched the command to shut the suit down and she sighed as the suit relaxed its grip on her. She reached down and pulled the suit away from her crotch and then she reached up and pulled the neck opening open and began to pull the suit over her shoulder points and then Tamaric stood up and helped her get out of her suit completely. Korica then put her nightshirt back on and sat down and Tamaric put his underwear back on and sat down next to her.

Korica picked up the data pad and refined the design that she had been working with a little more to cover more of her vulva at the top since she knew from seeing Laurel that her vulva started a little lower. She then had an idea and she got up and walked over to the com panel with the data pad in hand and she touched the com panel and then touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Hi Future. Tamaric and I are working on some undergarments for the new spacesuits. I assume you're aware of the issues with the extremely snug fit in the crotch?"

"Yes. I have overheard enough conversations so that I am aware that there is a level of discomfort for the male and female genitals."

"Well I just tried the suit on with nothing on under and it was¦Tamaric liked it but it was very revealing of my shape and uncomfortable like you just can't imagine. Can you make this out of a material that will be soft but conductive? The suit needs to think it's pressing up against us without actually touching our skin so it can keep us warm or cool." Korica said holding up the data pad.

"Yes. I can use a tritanium micro weave that will consist of individual fibers that are four nanometers in diameter and woven at a ten thousand threads count per millimeter. It will feel like silk against your body and it will be very slick so the suit should compress around it without bunching up the material into wrinkles."

"You want to put metal against my¦you understand how moist a female is all the time right? Especially when being squeezed."

"Yes I am aware of how the female body functions Korica. Tritanium does not react to acidic or alkaline liquids and the micro fibers will be treated with a hypoallergenic micro polymer coating that will prevent your body from reacting to the metallic nature of the material."

"Ok, I guess it's worth a try."

"I will need to tailor the undergarment specifically for the individual wearers anatomy. No two bodies are exactly alike so the fit will need to be precise in order to insure that there is no wrinkling of the material."

"You have detailed scans of my body on file right?"

"Yes but you are growing and changing by the day. I detect that you are only wearing that long shirt. Please remove it so I can take a detailed scan of your body. I will need you to stand with your feet two feet apart. I will then need Tamaric to remove his underwear and I will scan his precise body shape as well."

Korica looked over at Tamaric and he was already getting to his feet. Korica pulled her shirt over her head and dropped it on the floor and then Tamaric stepped up next to her and smiled at her and then slid his underwear down and stepped out of them and then they both faced the com panel with their feet apart as directed.

"Now please turn around facing away from the sensor panel." The AI said.

They both turned away and moved their feet apart and the AI scanned their precise dimensions.

"I have your precise dimensions so I can begin constructed the undergarments."

Korica looked at Tamaric then glanced down his body and grinned. She then moved her feet together and faced the com panel.

"Are you going to have to do this for anyone that wears the new spacesuits?"

"In order to insure a precise wrinkle free fit yes. I am detecting a spike in your heart rate, respiration and body temperature Korica. Are you uncomfortable being disrobed in front of Tamaric?"

"No, quite the opposite. He¦entices me and I can sense things from him that¦makes my biorhythms do what you're sensing. You're seeing what it is to be in love with someone Future."

"I see. I have not observed such a profound reaction between individuals before. His readings are now rising as well and I am detecting an increased blood flow to his genitals. I believe he is turned on just as much as you are."

Korica blushed hard and bent down and picked up her nightshirt and slipped it over her head and pulled it down as Tamaric picked up his underwear with equally blushed cheeks.

"Doesn't Tamaric need to choose a design for his undergarments?" Korica asked.

"Look at your data pad. I have chosen a design that uses the least material possible while supporting him and protecting him in the best possible manner."

Korica lifted her data pad and the screen had changed from female designs to male undergarments and the one in the center was highlighted. Tamaric stepped close to her and put his hand on her back and looked at the data pad. He thought the chosen design looked like Speedos that he would have never chosen for himself and they were an odd gray color, again something he wouldn't have chosen.

"Man¦doesn't exactly cover much¦or leave much to the imagination."

"They are not meant to be worn all the time Tamaric, only if you have to dawn a spacesuit and that is not likely to happen since you are not trained and qualified for zero gravity missions. These are just to test the fit against the male anatomy."

"How long is it going to take to make the undergarments?" Korica asked.

"Approximately thirty minutes for both pair to be completed and delivered to your quarters."

"Ok¦are you ok with this design Tamaric?"

"Yah I guess. It's not what I would've chosen but I understand the need for minimal material. It looks like it'll hold me in place so¦yah I'm ok trying this out."

"Please begin making them Future."

"Understood."

The com panel then went dark and Korica turned and looked into Tamaric's eyes and smiled at him warmly.

"Can I ask a favor while we wait?"

"You want to do something now?"

"Tamaric! That isn't always what's on my mind. I want to paint you¦in the suit."

"Oh¦sorry Korica. How long is it gunna take?"

"I'll sketch you first¦maybe half an hour or so¦then I'll paint the rest from memory with some embellishments as far as the background."

"Ok. Do you want me wearing noting under it?"

"You can keep your underwear on if you want but it isn't guuna be very comfortable. I can paint you so that your obvious bulges aren't so apparent if you don't want your underwear on."

"Ok."

Korica smiled big and the two of them walked over to the foot of the bed and Tamaric shucked his underwear off and Korica picked up the suit and stretched the neck open and let Tamaric step into it and then she helped him get it put on completely. He then powered up the suit and let it draw up to his body firmly while holding himself pointing upward. Korica pulled her easel out from the wall and angled it so she was facing Tamaric. She then stepped up to Tamaric to pose him how she had pictured. She had him put his right hand on his hip in a fist and she retrieved her PP-20 from the nightstand and she had him hold it in his other hand pointing at the floor. She then turned him slightly and had him look up slightly so she could see his chin and eyes clearly. She then put the control sleeve on and plugged it in and powered up the easel and started sketching him.

Tamaric held his pose for Korica until a servo drone delivered their new undergarments. They stopped what they were doing and Korica took her nightshirt off and put the underwear on and Tamaric smiled at her.

"How do they feel?" Tamaric asked.

"They were cold at first but my body heat warmed 'em up quickly. They're kind of¦snug but slippery feeling." Korica said as she rubbed her hand over the undergarment.

Tamaric turned the suit off and Korica helped him get out of the suit and then he helped her get into the suit. She then sighed and touched the control pad and the suit began to tighten up to her body and she smiled as the suit drew up against her crotch. She could feel the suit slipping past the underwear without bunching up or pinching her.

Tamaric squatted down and looked her over and the fit was smooth and seamless. Korica squatted down twice and nothing rode up or pinched in the slightest and she could feel the underwear moving over her skin without pinching.

"I think we got it Tamaric. It's tight but comfortable and there's no tingling at all."

Korica then shut the suit down and Tamaric helped her out of the suit and then put the male underwear on and they cupped his form perfectly and then Korica helped him put the suit on and when he powered the suit up he expected to be pinched as before but the suit drew up to his form and he could feel the suit sliding over him without pinching him. He squatted down twice and he was surprised how comfortable the fit was despite being very tight.

"That feels so much better." Tamaric said with a smile. "The AI was right, they do feel like silk."

"You look great Tamaric. Can I finish sketching you now?"

"Sure."

Tamaric picked up the PP-20 from the bed and reassumed his pose and Korica put her nightshirt back on and then went back to the easel and put the control sleeve back on and powered up the easel and continued sketching him. It took Korica another ten minutes to finish the sketch portion and then she helped Tamaric out of the suit and he got dressed and sat at the end of the bed and admired her while she began painting the sketch. She worked for two hours while Tamaric felt the tingles in his stomach as she worked. She was so beautiful that he just couldn't take his eyes off of her. Korica's stomach broke her concentration so she stopped and turned the easel off and stepped over to the bed and took her nightshirt off and then Tamaric stood up and stepped up to her and hugged her and he caressed her behind gently as he hugged her and he heard Korica sigh lightly.

"I love you Korica. Is this the kind of¦proof that I'm interested you were talking about?"

"Yes. It's spontaneous but welcomed and you aren't¦groping me. You're caressing me with tenderness. That's exactly what I meant. I just need to feel that my man wants to be close to me¦and that I'm¦desirable, you know? I have some weird insecurities Tamaric and you're the only one that can make them go away by treating me the right way."

Tamaric kissed her cheek and stepped back.

"You're desirable Korica. I'm just not¦experienced with touching girls."

Korica then got dressed and sat down to put her socks on.

"Just do what your heart tells you to do¦not your loins. Does that make sense?"

Tamaric stepped into his shoes and then sat down next to Korica.

"I think I understand what your saying. I don't always have to touch your crotch to make you feel like I'm interested?"

"That's right. There are times when that's what I want¦but usually not¦especially with how sensitive I am to touch and with what has been done to me in the past. I've learned to get over my repulsion to being touched there cause I love you so much and your so good looking and you turn me on in ways I could've never guessed would be possible but there are times when I'm touched down there and¦ugly memories flood into my mind."

"How am I supposed to know when I cause that to happen?"

"I'll let you know Tamaric. If I pull away from you or if I tense up then I'm not enjoying it."

"I've felt you do that before."

"Then I didn't like it."

"You're such a complicated girl Korica. I'll do my best to pay attention to the signals."

"That's all I ask. Come on, let's go get something to eat."

Tamaric nodded and stood up and then Korica stood up and stepped into her shoes. Korica then put her hand out and Tamaric smiled and set his hand in hers and the two of them headed for the exit. They made their way to the mess hall and they retrieved something to drink and then sat down and Korica asked for a menu and seconds later a servo drone showed up with a menu for her, She ordered a light snack and then handed the menu to Tamaric and he ordered some cubed fruit and then handed the menu back to the servo drone.

"So Korica are you still¦you still want to do what you asked me do right?"

"More than anything Tamaric. Just cause I don't always want to be touched¦you know down there doesn't mean I don't want to be closer to you. I'm ready¦truly ready and I can fell that you really want to do that."

"What guy wouldn't want to make love to a hotty like you? I just wanted to be sure that you still want that."

"Nothing has changed just cause I told you I don't always want sexual contact."

"Ok. I can't wait."

Korica smiled and leaned into him.

"Me too."

The two sat quietly until their food arrived and then they ate their snack and finished off their drinks and then made their way back to Korica's quarters and Tamaric laid on the bed and watched Korica working until she reported that she was done. Tamaric got up and walked over to the easel and he was shocked by what he saw. He was depicted standing on a golden soil covered knoll with a river behind him and a forest off in the distance. He was standing triumphantly looking slightly up toward the sky with his weapon in one hand and his fist on his hip. His likeness was striking and the purple like color of the suit seemed to make his face glow and his torso looked very muscular and the pinks and yellows in the sky behind him were absolutely stunning as they suggested the sun setting in front of him. His blue eyes seemed to just jump out of the painting as he was cast in golden glow from the setting sun. Her capture and use of color and shading was absolutely stunning and made one feel like they were looking at an actual picture instead of a painting. Even the shadow Tamaric's body was casting was perfectly matched to all of the elements in the painting giving it a realistic feel.

"Oh Korica¦wow! You really see me like that? I look like some kind of¦serious badass that just concurred a world or something."

"That's how I see you. I'm going to call this the hero of my heart."

"This is really good Korica. I look like a man¦not a kid."

"That's how I see you Tamaric. I don't see you as a kid but as a real man¦my man and you are the hero of my heart."

Tamaric stepped up to Korica and hugged her tightly while rubbing her back. She then pulled back and gave him a peck.

"Thank you for painting me like this Korica. I thought it was just gunna be a painting of me standing in front of the bed in what I thought was a weird pose. Now I understand why you wanted me standing like that."

"You're welcome Tamaric. Can I hang this on the wall?"

"Yah, I would really like that. I feel like so humbled¦and like a big man seeing how you depicted me."

Korica stepped up to the easel and took the neural transducers off her temples and then turned the printing cartridge on and the image disappeared and slowly began to spool out of the printer at the bottom of the easel. Korica then took the control sleeve off and hung it over the top of the easel. She then walked over to the com panel and paged the AI to ask for her spacesuit to be returned to the hangar and to have the underwear design saved as a successful design. The AI told her that undergarments for Mark, Jake and Laurel would be made once their specific dimensions were scanned discretely during their showers. The servo drone showed up seconds later and Korica handed off the spacesuit and the new underwear. She then collected the painting that was done printing and she tore it off from the printer and selected a frame that had no painting in it yet and she mounted the painting in it and then had a hangar brought to her quarters and she hung the painting on the wall on her side of the bed so that it would be seen as soon as anyone walked into the room and she would be able to look at it while lying in bed. She was very proud of how well the painting came out and she thought it made Tamaric look very regal and somehow majestic. It really captured how much she looked up to him to her. She thought it reminded her of his performance on Tiomot, which was very impressive and hot to her.

Korica and Tamaric then made their way to the bridge where Jake and Mark were working along with Clara and Liam. Korica stepped up to Mark and touched his shoulder.

"Where's mom¦captain Kade?"

"Hi ya little one. Your mom's down in the lab working on her Huraxan project. Did you get the undergarment project done?"

"Yep. We found the perfect material and design so the suits will be a lot more comfortable if you have to wear 'em again."

"Nice! Thanks for taking care of that you two."

"You're welcome Mark." Tamaric said.

"Hay can you open the weapons locker down in the firing range? I want to practice with Tamaric until meal time."

"Korica¦you're an officer now and you have your own command code. You can open the weapons lockers everywhere on the ship."

"Duh¦thanks Mark."

"You're welcome. You two have fun." Mark said chuckling.

Tamaric put his finger up to Korica and let go of her hand and stepped over to his parents and hugged them each and then told them where he was going. They told him to have a good time and then he walked back over to Korica and the two of them made their way down to the end of the corridor to the firing range. They spent the rest of the day in the firing range and Laurel spent the day in the lab. By the end of the day Laurel had achieved a milestone in her project. She had developed the chemical blocker to allow Tamaric's sperm to unite with Korica's eggs without hindrance. The chemical blocker she came up with tricked Korica's eggs into accepting Tamaric's sperm as though it were Draximan. She successfully fertilized four of Korica's eggs to prove her work then destroyed the fertilized eggs immediately after. She just needed to integrate the chemical blocker into the retro virus that would block all but the desired genes within their DNA. She was very close to overall success. She set the chemical compound to be produced in adequate quantities for several doses and then she cleaned everything up in the lab and set the hand tools in the autoclave and then made her way back up to the command deck. It only dawned on Laurel when she reached the main corridor that she had spent most of the afternoon in the lab away from Jake and she felt perfectly calm. She missed him but here was no anxious feeling or pain in her stomach and her mind was perfectly clear. She for sure now knew that their bond was gone. She actually missed hearing and feeling everything that Jake was feeling and thinking but her mind was quiet aside from the occasional whisper from Korica and a sense of what she was feeling at the moment.

Laurel made her way to bridge and she stepped up to Jake at auxiliary control station and pressed her cheek against his while standing behind him. He smiled brightly and put his hand against her other cheek. She then stood up straight and Jake brought up the habitat variables and he made one last check on the conditional settings. Everything was set perfectly so Jake logged out and he and Laurel stepped over to the sensor station where Mark was sitting and they looked over his shoulder at the sensor reading from within the habitats.

"Hay cap." Mark said with a grin. "Our friends seem to be settling in just fine. They kind of remind me of a sea cow. They just slowly swim around constantly eating and not doing much else."

"That's good. I would rather see them calm given their immense size."

"I wonder if the AI is going to be able to connect to their nervous system easily and I wonder how they'll react when they're tagged by the neural conductors like a harpoon?" Jake asked.

"The harpoons you speak of are only six microns in diameter." The AI said. "The trididols will not feel it at all since they have no pain receptors that I can detect in their hides. Once the transducers are in place I will have a direct connection to their nervous system so I will be able to feed them and increase or decrease the pressure and heat to make them as comfortable as possible. I will feel what they feel in their limited way."

"Incredible! When are you going to tag them with the transducers?"

"During their rest cycle when they are sitting still. The aim has to be perfect and that is not possible on a moving target. Every creature rests at some point and I will just wait until the trididols enter theirs."

"While they sleep¦that's a good idea." Mark said.

"Thank you. It seemed the most logical way to approach the problem without anesthetizing the creatures."

"Well let's get something to eat. I'm starving." Laurel said.

"How did it go for you down there?" Mark asked as he logged out.

"I'm close, real close. I've found a way to stop Korica's eggs from rejecting Human sperm, I just need to combine that with the selective gene retrovirus and I'll have it."

"That's great cap. Our little Korica is going to be a mommy after all, that's so hard to even imagine."

"It isn't going to be any time soon. I would imagine she'd wait until she's like eighteen or something."

Laurel and Jake walked over to Clara and Liam and looked at what they were working on. They had found a design for a completely spherical probe that wouldn't get caught on any corners or any of the trusses in the voids. The image depicted was a bright chrome looking material with a black band around it circumference with small black spots here and there for sensors that were flush. The device was the size of a basketball and completely self powered by something called a verteron generator. All of the exotic materials in the design could be duplicated with materials on the Future as long as the electronics could be modified to work in temperatures below 20 degrees, as the original was design limited to.

"That looks perfect for what we need." Laurel said.

"The design is feasible but we need to make it a little more robust. This was designed to search collapsed structures or underground tunnels in which there was no air and or limited room to move around in. These things can withstand mind numbing heat but not low temperatures. We'll get it though." Clara said.

"That's fantastic. You two ready to catch dinner?"

"I feel like I could eat a horse." Liam said.

Laurel chuckled and stepped back and Liam and Clara saved their work and then logged themselves out of the system. Laurel then called out to the AI.

"Future will you please tell Korica and Tamaric we're headed for the mess hall to have dinner?"

"Right away captain."

They all then headed down to the mess hall and it was only minutes later that Korica and Tamaric showed up looking very happy while holding each others hand. Korica and Tamaric retrieved a drink and then Tamaric sat down and Korica hugged Laurel and then Jake and then sat down next to Tamaric. Menus were brought to the table and they all ordered their meals and then sat and talked until the food arrived. They ate their meals with light conversation about the exciting prospect of leaving this galaxy behind and finally going to the Milky Way. After the meals were consumed and the last of the drinks polished off they made their way to the gym to workout. They performed their workouts and then Mark then spent over an hour working with the crew and Tamaric on putting together the moves they had already learned before into new combinations. When they were sufficiently worn out Mark called an end to the lessons and Laurel and Korica departed to take their shower while the others sat and talked. Laurel then had Korica send a mental message to Jake since it was effortless for her to let Jake know the showers were free. Korica then asked Laurel if she could go get dressed in her quarters so she could give Tamaric his peep show for the evening and Laurel smiled at her and patted her behind jokingly and told to go ahead.

When the guys were done showering Jake made his way to his quarters and Tamaric headed for Korica's quarters and Clara and Liam took their turn in the showers. When Tamaric stepped into Korica's quarters he was surprised to see Korica sitting at the foot of the bed brushing her hair with nothing on at all. She smiled at him and he just melted at the sight of her. She was so pretty with her long flowing hair down her back and such pretty bangs in the front. She stood up and turned toward him and she watched him walk around the bed to her. She pulled his towel from around him and put her arms up around his neck and pulled their bodies together and she engaged him in a long kiss. He slid his hands down to her bottom and gently caressed her cheeks and then gave them a lifting but gentle squeeze. She terminated the kiss and looked into his eyes for a moment with a smile on her face.

"I love you so much Tamaric. I'm really looking forward to tomorrow night."

Tamaric slid his hands up to Korica lower back and he pulled her tightly against him.

"Me too. I'm gunna miss you tonight like crazy."

"Just get some good rest cause I don't think you're gunna get much sleep tomorrow night."

"Whoa, really?"

"What you thought you were just gunna do it until you pop and then it's over? I want you to make love to me...not just fill me with your seed and then be done with me."

"Ok¦I didn't¦whatever you want darlin."

Korica gave him a peck and then she let go of him and he walked to the front of the room and retrieved a change of clothes and then stepped back to the bed and Korica picked up the towel and rubbed his hair for him but she stopped in the middle and moved her feet apart a little.

"Now is ok Tamaric." Korica said softly.

Tamaric smiled and reached out and cupped her vulva and then gently rubbed her as she continued to rub his hair and then she pulled the towel from his head and set it on the bed and she smoothed his hair out. Tamaric pulled his hand back and smiled at her.

"Thank you Korica, I love feeling how soft you are. You're so good to me."

"It's cause I love you Tamaric."

Korica then turned and picked up her underwear and the two of them got dressed and then Tamaric went into the bathroom and combed his hair and brushed his teeth and then he came back out and Korica was standing by the table waiting for him. The two hugged each other for a few moments and then Korica gave him his goodnight kiss and then they stepped up to the exit and when the door slid open they stepped out and walked over to the common area where Clara and Liam were sitting waiting for them. Clara and Liam got to their feet and Korica hugged each of them and then Tamaric one last time.

"You have a good evening deary, we'll see you in the morning." Clara said.

"Thanks mom¦I'll see you in the morning." Clara grinned at Korica's soft accent and cute way of saying mom, it made Clara feel good to hear onica call her mom.

"Goodnight sweetheart." Liam said.

"Goodnight¦dad." Korica said making Liam smile big.

Korica then walked with them to the transport compartment and she stepped in and watched them disappear in a bright flash of blue light after Clara touched the indicator for deck 1. Korica sighed and then turned and stepped out and made her way over to the bridge to start her long shift by completing her mission reports that were overdue for Retoria and Tin ut Pentul.


Chapter 31 Glasencon

––––––––

Glasencon

Korica walked over to science station number 1 and she sat down and logged herself in and the entire bridge came to life making her look around for a moment. She then pulled up the security files and navigated to the mission files and then to hers in particular and she opened them and started filling out her mission report for the trip to Retoria. Korica worked steadily right up until the time she heard a tone signaling that they were about to drop out of hyperspace. She got up and walked over to the navigation station and pulled up their relative position and there was nothing around at all. She then got up and stepped over to the sensor station and just as she sat down there was a bright flash of light and the ship began decelerating until she reached 9.8 times the speed of light and then their speed held steady for a few moments then dropped to 9.5 times the speed of light as the engines were reduced to keep them from overheating. Korica performed a deep scan and she found that there was absolutely nothing around them just as the navigation display had suggested. She set the sensors back to passive mode and sighed. She knew it was going to be a long night and she already missed Tamaric. She wished she were in her comfortable bed with his cool body snuggled up to her with his hand gripping her arm as he sometimes did when he curled his arm over her from behind. Korica pushed the thoughts of wanting aside and got up and made her way back over to science station number 1 and she sat down and went back to her mission reports.

Korica worked for fourty-five more minutes on her Retoria mission report and she was just about to begin her report on the Tin ut Pentul mission when she heard the tone signaling that the minimum safe temperature had been achieved surrounding the negative matter core. She got up and walked over to the auxiliary control station and she looked at the thermal readings and they were well within safe limits and the star drive was already powering up to initiate the jump back into hyperspace. She nodded agreeingly and walked out into the middle of the bridge and watched the light show on the giant viewer at the front of the bridge until they were ripping through subspace again at 52.25 times the speed of light with a composite view of space ahead of them on the viewer. She then walked back over to science station number 1 and just as she was about to sit down the AI called out sounding concerned about her.

"Korica¦are you feeling alright?"

"I feel perfectly fine. What's wrong?"

"Your bio monitor is detecting a substantially elevated level of the mystery hormone in your blood stream. Have you used your advanced abilities in the last twenty minutes?"

"What? No, I've been doing my mission reports. My mind is quieted right now so even that isn't active."

"Your body temperature has risen point four degrees in the last twenty minutes and your peptide and hormone levels have remained elevated for that same duration."

"I swear, I feel perfectly fine¦maybe a little warm but the ship always feels kind of warm to me. We used to maintain the equivalent temperature of twenty degrees Celsius on my parents ship."

"Would you be more comfortable if I reduced the temperature on the bridge?"

"No, you don't have to do that. I'm not that hot."

"Have you been purring while you work?"

Korica sat down and looked at the sensor dome on the bulkhead above science station number 5.

"I don't think so¦maybe. I wasn't paying attention one way or the other. I usually only do that when I'm really happy and really relaxed¦or if I feel Laurel and Jake's feelings at the same time and their both thinking about how much they love me. That can sometimes set it off."

"I will monitor you closely but if the levels remain high or if your body temperature climbs any higher I would like you to go down to the medical deck so I can run a detailed scan on you."

"Ok. I don't know what's¦Tamaric was able to curl up to me close last night¦could I be going through my growth spurt even though I'm awake?"

"I have never observed you doing that before but I am so unfamiliar with Draximan physiology, anything is possible."

"Your kind of scaring me."

"I am sorry if I scared you, please go about filling out your mission reports and I will monitor you closely without disturbing you."

"Uh¦ok."

Korica shook her head and tried to get her mind back on her report while paying attention to whether or not she was purring. She got a little over half way done with her Tin ut Pentul report when her tummy rumbled so she saved her work and logged herself out and made her way to the mess hall. She asked for a menu and then ordered a snack and then poured herself a cup of tea and then she sat quietly until her food arrived. She ate her meal and then finished her cup of tea and then headed back toward the bridge. She got just past the showers and the AI called out to her stopping her in her tracks.

"Korica, I really need you to make your way down to the medical deck. It could be nothing at all out of the ordinary for you but I just want to make sure. Your body temperature has risen another two points and the hormone levels are not abating."

"Oh man¦is it possible that I could be getting sick or something?"

"Have you ever been sick a day in your life?"

"No, not that I can remember."

"Then that is extremely unlikely."

"Alright, I'll head down to the med deck."

Korica was now very curious as to what was going on with her body and she was indeed starting to feel a little uncomfortably warm but she thought it was just the hot food and warm tea she just ate and drank. She walked to the transport compartment and stepped in and walked over to the transport platform and as soon as she stepped up onto it, it lit up in the beautiful turquoise green color and the free-floating map appeared and she touched the indicator for the med deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light she disappeared and then found herself standing on the transport platform at the end of the corridor on the med deck. She stepped down and walked up the corridor to med bay 1 and when the door slid open the lights came up and she stepped in. She stepped up to the exam table and put her hand on the table and slid her shoes off and then reached for the waistband of her pants and the AI stopped her.

"You do not need to disrobe Korica. You could have left your shoes as well. Please step up onto the vertical scanner and stand still."

"Right¦I can be such a dunce sometimes. Sorry I wasn't thinking about what I was doing."

"Are you preoccupied with something aside from worrying about what is going on with you right now?"

Korica stepped back into her shoes and walked over to the vertical scanner control pad and she turned the scanner on and warmed up the scanning elements. She then sighed and looked at the com panel by the door.

"Tamaric and I have plans for tomorrow night¦if I'm coming down with something or my body is¦I don't know, doing something weird then our plans could be ruined. I really want to¦do what we have planned."

Korica stepped around the control pad and stepped up onto the scanner's base. She then turned around facing out and the AI initiated the scan.

"I do not think there is anything amiss enough to prevent you two from enjoying your night together." The AI said understanding exactly what she was talking about.

The scanning particles met in the middle and turned a rosy purple color and kept rising and descending until they reached the ends and then they dissipated away and a three dimensional image of Korica minus her clothing appeared right in front of her. She looked herself over and to her everything looked perfectly normal. The AI then initiated an analysis of her blood chemistry and biological functions. It only took a few seconds for the AI to notice some anomalous growth taking place.

"Your heart, lungs, diaphragm, kidneys and renal glands are all expanding and increasing in their mass. That mystery hormone is in highest concentrations around your heart. I believe your body is responding to the stress you were exposed to while making the chair work."

"And that's unusual?"

"It is to see such rapid growth that it can be observed in action with the naked eye."

The image of her body in front of her began to have the layers of bone and skin peeled away until her whole abdomen was exposed and she winced for a second then she watched her lungs working as she breathed and her diaphragm was slowly pulsing up and down as she breathed and she thought it was kind of neat to see it and then she saw her lungs expanding not only to take in air but they were slowly getting slightly longer and thicker right before her eyes.

"Holy crap¦that isn't normal right?"

"I have never seen anything like it. I have discovered why your body temperature has risen by almost a full degree. You are ovulating. I should have thought of that given your age and the timing since your last cycle. Your right ovary is forming an egg and will be releasing it soon."

Korica looked down at her ovaries and her vaginal vault and uterus and she shrugged.

"That is normal right?"

"Yes, quite so. You will begin your menstrual cycle within the next ten to fourteen days. It is a relief to know that extracting so many eggs from you at once hasn't changed your normal ovulation cycle."

"Wait¦when a woman ovulates it makes us horny right?"

"The urge to procreate usually accompanies the ovulation cycle yes."

"Oh man¦that's why I¦poor Tamaric. I've been all over him in the last day or so and that's why. I even asked him to¦"

"I am sorry if I concerned you Korica. Humans just do not respond to outside stimulus like Draximan do. I am learning form observing you. You may go back to what you were doing. Your body is just doing what it does naturally."

"So that weird hormone¦it definitely has something to do with my heart?"

"Yes. I still do not know where it is produced within your body but it is concentrated around your heart and it spikes noticeably when you are close to Tamaric and when you purr it is in extremely high concentrations in your blood. I do not know if it regulates your heart rhythm or if it is directly responsible for your ability to purr the way you do but it is related to one or both functions without question. Perhaps the current high levels are due to the fact that your heart is increasing in mass to match the increase in your pulmonary systems mass and thus capacity."

"It's so weird to see my internal organs expanding like that."

"Can you feel it happening?"

"Not really. I think there might be a tightness in my chest maybe but it's real slight."

"I have to assume the rest of your body is going to experience similar growth to match what is going on the inside very soon."

"Wonderful, I can hardly wait. If this keeps happening I'm gunna be a foot taller than Tamaric real soon."

Korica watched her organs working for a bit longer, she could even see her stomach moving around as it worked on the meal she had just consumed and then she stepped down right through the image of her body and it distorted and then disappeared. She then stopped and looked at the com panel by the door.

"You're gunna keep this¦private right?"

"The phenomenal growth is important for the medical records as a case in study however what is going on with your reproductive system is your business and would never be shared with anyone except your parents and only if there was a need for them to be advised as to what is going on and I do not see that being necessary. Your identity will never be divulged but it is important that other medical professionals understand how the Draximan body works, so what you just saw would be shown from the waist up and from the neck down."

"Uh¦since I'm the only Draximan on the Future won't they know exactly who is being studied?"

"I suppose that is true. We need to have professionals that are familiar with Draximan physiology Korica. You could be injured and if they are unfamiliar with how your body works treating your injuries could be complicated. Techniques used for Human physiology will not work for your unique physiology."

"Fine. Keep my privates private and I'm ok with you teaching about the rest of my body to doctors as long as my name isn't mentioned like you said."

"Understood. Thank you Korica."

"You're welcome, I know your just thinking of me in the long run."

"That is correct. You are going to be with us for the rest of your life so we really need to understand you from the inside out."

Korica grinned and then stepped up to the door and when it slid open she stepped out and made her way up the corridor to the transport platform and then she transported back up to the command deck and then she made her way back to the bridge and she sat down at science station number 1 and she logged herself in and she went back to filling out her mission report. She worked on her Tin ut Pentul mission report until she had it finished at 02:30 and then she closed the file and opened her ensign studies folder and worked on her required studies for the rest of the morning.

When 04:15 rolled around Korica saved her work and logged herself out putting the bridge to sleep and then she made her way to the mess hall knowing that Mark would be showing up soon and she could enjoy morning tea with him. She poured herself a cup of tea and sat down at the round table and then took a deep breath and then opened her mind and for the first time in a long while her abilities didn't immediately swell to where she had to pull it back in. She closed her eyes and tried to see what she could sense to see if she could sense Mark coming. She immediately sensed Tamaric's presence putting a smile on her face, the way he felt was very familiar and attractive to her now. She then sensed Laurel and Jake very faintly asleep in their quarters. She then made an effort to actually reach out and she was able to sense Clara and Liam off in the distance and then Mark's unique feel became apparent. She smiled and then tried to see if she could tell what he was doing and she sensed that he was in his bathroom removing his facial hair. She opened her eyes and chuckled to herself. That was the most distinct sense of Mark she had ever managed and she was a little surprised that she was able to sense Clara and Liam in their quarters. Korica then closed her eyes and reached out again and followed what she sensed Mark was doing until she sensed him leaving his quarters. She then opened her eyes and got to her feet and walked over to the entrance and waited.

As soon as Mark rounded the corner into the mess hall Korica startled him by stepping right into him, throwing her arms around him while setting her cheek against his chest. He wrapped his arms around her and stroked her back with a smile on his face.

"Did you have a long night little one?"

"Yah, you know I like being around people. I got a lot of work done but I was lonely."

Korica pulled back and Mark kissed the top of her head and then stroked her cheek.

"Come on, I'll keep you company until the others wake up."

The two of them walked over to the table and Korica took a seat while Mark poured himself a cup of tea and then he sat down next to her. Korica then surprised Mark by taking a hold of his hand on his thigh and talking up a storm about her mission reports and the surprise visit to the med deck. He felt like his little girl was sharing her whole day with him. He could tell that she definitely felt closer to him given how he took care of her and kept her focused while Laurel and Jake were out of their minds.

By the time Korica had shared her whole night with Mark and they were done with their third cup of tea, Korica needed to excuse herself to use the rest room. She made her way to her quarters and used the toilet then washed her hands and brushed her hair and then made her way back to the mess hall. When she stepped in Mark had ordered her favorite morning snack for her, she had a hot apple turnover and cantaloupe wedges on a separate plate waiting for her. She smiled big when she smelled the turnover as she stepped into the mess hall. She sat down and a hugged Mark and thanked him for thinking of her and then she set in to eating her snack while Mark read from his data pad.

In Laurel and Jake's quarters the lights came up at 05:45 and Laurel opened her eyes to find Jake curled up to her backside with his knees tucked right behind hers. She squirmed her behind into his crotch and he stirred awake and wrapped his arm around her tightly and kissed the back of her shoulder blade giving her goose bumps. Jake rubbed her chest between her breasts and set his face against her back.

"How'd you sleep babe?"

"Not¦I had some bad dreams. After two in a row I was afraid to go back to sleep. I have a feeling the haunting of my dreams is just beginning. I still feel rested though. I can't tell you how much it helped to have you here to snuggle up to when I woke from the bad dreams."

"I don't even remember doing anything. Did I hold you?"

"Yes, just like you are right now. You even let me curl up to your chest once."

"I'm glad I was able to help even if I don't remember it. Is there anything I can do to help?"

"No. It's gunna take time for the memories of what was done to us to fade. How are you feeling today? Do you still¦hear me at all?"

There was a long pause as Jake debated whether or not he should tell her that her whispers were completely gone from the back of his mind. All he heard were Korica's delicate whispers from time to time now.

"Your silence answers my question."

"I'm sorry Laurel. I miss you so badly even though I'm holding you in my arms. I love you as much as I ever did¦maybe even a little more but the pairing is gone. I can feel what you're feeling so I kind of know what you're thinking but I can't hear your voice in the back of my mind. All I hear is Korica from time to time."

"It's the same for me Jake. I love you so much but there is a part of you that I miss and can't find even though I can feel you holding me. It's like you're here but you're not."

"Do you feel like¦fixing that?"

Laurel sighed and rolled back against Jake and he scooted back slightly so she was lying right up against him. It was only then that he noticed that her eyes were teary. She reached up and stroked his cheek and tried to smile at him but her chin was quivering.

"To be honest with you I can't stand the empty feeling inside. Now that I know what it feels like to be paired with you¦I want it back so bad Jake."

Laurel started to weep at that point and Jake stroked her cheek and smiled at her.

"I want to be paired with you too Laurel. I know there are some serious drawbacks but I just think in time we will develop the ability to control it properly and so the short term discomfort is so worth it. I want to feel what you're feeling like I'm feeling it again and I want your voice in my mind as a constant companion. I had just gotten used to it to where I liked it¦I need it to feel¦normal."

Laurel turned more onto her back and put her arms around Jake and pulled him down on her and she cried in his neck for a few minutes while he held her and just let her let it out. When he sensed that she was getting it together he pulled back and gave her a long lip lock kiss.

"I don't care how much it hurts¦I want to be paired with you again." Laurel said. "I can take a little pain for what we get out of it¦plus I already know you're a¦fantastic lover and it's gunna feel amazing."

"Thank you Laurel. We can¦you know I have duty tonight?"

"I know. If we aren't in hyperspace though then we'll be permitted to get some sleep¦not that we'll actually get much sleep."

"Or we can just wait until day after tomorrow when neither of us have duty."

"Jake we'll be leaving this galaxy in the next a day or so. If we're going to do this it kind of has to happen today."

"Ok. Let's get dressed and go join Korica and Mark. She really had a lonely night last night."

"I'm feeling the same thing from her. Thank you for being so good to me Jake¦and for changing my mind about being paired with you."

"You're welcome Laurel."

The two hugged one last time and then climbed out of bed and walked to the front of the room to retrieve a change of clothes and then they stepped back to the foot of the bed and they got dressed together and then made their way into the bathroom to brush their teeth and comb and brush their hair. They then stepped out of the bathroom and walked over to the bed and stepped into their shoes and then enjoyed a proper long tongue kiss to show their love for one another and to say good morning properly. They then headed for the exit to make their way to the mess hall.

In the mess hall Korica and Mark were talking when Korica looked off across the mess hall and she grew a big a smile on her face.

"Are your mom and dad up?" Mark asked.

"Yah¦they're gunna¦never mind. Yes they're on their way here and I just felt Tamaric wake up. That's so weird¦his first thought was of me and I felt him reaching out for me."

"Reaching out? You mean with his mind?"

"Yes. He was trying to¦feel what I'm feeling."

"I didn't think he was capable of that kind of thing."

"I don't think he is. He was just trying to make it work cause he misses waking up with me next to him. I'm gunna try something¦"

Korica closed her eyes and took a deep breath and then let it out slowly in a blowing gesture and then she concentrated on feeling for Tamaric and she felt as though she was zeroing in on him and then she heard a faint whisper in his voice with his unmistakable accent and she smiled and then sent a hard push of her love toward him and she heard him clear as day saying 'Korica is that you?'. She opened her eyes and giggled and looked at Mark with a big smile and glassy eyes.

"I did it! He heard me Mark!"

"That's wonderful honey."

Laurel and Jake stepped around the corner into the mess hall and Korica smiled at them and wiped her eyes as she got to her feet and stepped up to them and hugged each of them and then Laurel looked at her and tried to figure out what she was so excited about.

"How you doing baby?" Laurel asked.

"Oh mom I'm so happy¦I just sent a push to Tamaric and I heard what he was thinking and he heard me¦or felt me. He asked is that you Korica. He's gifted mom, he's really gifted after all!"

"That's fantastic Korica!" Laurel said with a big smile.

"I felt what you and dad are gunna do too." Korica said quietly. "I'm so glad you two are gunna be paired again."

"I'm so proud of how strong your mental abilities are getting Korica." Jake said. "I'm proud of you for using your gifts without being afraid of them too."

"Thanks dad. I want Tamaric in my mind so bad and I think it might be possible if I work with him just a little more."

Jake patted her shoulder and then they walked over to the table and Korica sat down and Laurel and Jake retrieved a drink, tea for Laurel and pineapple juice for Jake, and then they stepped over to the table and sat down. Mark pushed his data pad toward Laurel and grinned at her.

"These are the things that need to be addressed today. I have to dawn one of the new suits and fly the crimson fighter up to the upper hangar with no door on it. We have about five minutes or so until the controls freeze up so it has to be a quick trip."

"Can you fly it in the spacesuit?"

"In a Mark four absolutely not but with the new suits yes. I would Like Korica to take the power and weapons station for me since the systems are going to start going offline the second we pass through the myogenic field. There will be no shield and no inertial dampers and so no artificial gravity. Those system won't work without the door in place and sealed shut."

"Are you ok with that Korica?"

"Yes mam. We already talked about it a little so I'm ready to help. Now that we have the undergarment issue resolved we'll be comfortable."

"I was going to ask you what final design you came up with?"

"They have to be specifically tailored to the unique shape of the wearer but I can show you what we came up with."

Laurel slid the data pad over to Korica and she brought up the final design and then she slid the data pad back over to Laurel. Laurel looked them over and she looked a little surprised at what she was seeing. She could see a distinct difference in the pair for her and the pair for Korica. They were very specific to the shape of the vulva of which Laurel's was uniquely different from Korica's. Even the men's pairs were different from one another based on size and girth.

"Hypoallergenic micro polymer coated tritanium weave? I would have never in a million years guessed at that being the material of choice." Laurel said.

"Me either to tell you the truth. The AI came up with the material and I came up with the shape for the female design. They feel like silk against your body allowing them to move without wrinkling up and the suit can slip past them as it draws up to your body and when you move the suit slips over the underwear without pinching like they did before."

"Metal underwear¦now I've heard it all." Mark said with a grin.

"That's what I thought when the AI recommended the material but they actually feel like a slick, soft material of some kind. They don't feel like metal except for the fact they're cold when you first put 'em on."

"Aside from that Laurel we need to start inspecting the voids under the gardening ring before we all climb into the freezers. Someone might have to go in there to repair any damage found."

"I have Clara and Liam working on inspection drones that can go in there for us. As soon as they get the final design modified for the conditions then we'll get them constructed so we can start the inspections."

"Good enough. The other item on there is the recommendation of running a low level diagnostic on all of the computer processors on the ship before we climb in our stasis chambers."

"We can start that once we arrive at the Glasencon nebula and have a look around. It will take several hours to complete and then we'll have to address any issues found."

"That'll work. That's the last of the safety and security issues I have for you. The rest of the issues are personal projects that need to be completed but those can be done once we¦cross the barrier into wherever we're going."

"I don't even completely understand where we're going but I agree with you. Personal projects can wait unless time permits otherwise."

Korica looked at the entrance to the mess hall and smiled at that point and they knew that Clara and Liam must have arrived with Tamaric. Korica got to her feet and smoothed out her shirt and Laurel chuckled and patted her behind lightly.

"You look beautiful honey, go greet him."

"Kay, thanks mom." Korica said with a big smile.

Korica headed for the exit and when she stepped around the corner into the main corridor Tamaric and his parents were only three feet away from the entrance to the mess hall. Tamaric's face lit up and he and Korica stepped into each other in a warm hug. Clara and Liam grinned and stepped around the couple and stepped into the mess hall giving them a moment of privacy to say good morning to one another. Korica pulled back after a moment and planted a long lip lock kiss on Tamaric and then hugged him again.

"I missed you so much Tamaric." Korica said with her chin dug into his shoulder as she gripped him tightly.

"Me too. I hate trying to go to sleep without you next to me to keep me warm. I felt you this morning Korica. I could have sworn you were in the room with me."

Korica pulled back and smiled at him big.

"I heard you too Tamaric. I heard you ask if that's me. I heard it in my mind. I was in your mind for just a few seconds."

"I felt your warm¦feeling. I don't quite know how to put it into words but I knew it was you by how you feel. I could feel that you were¦feeling love for me."

"That's called a push. That's what mom and dad and I do with each other all the time. I'm so happy that you heard me. It means you're gifted and it's starting to wake up within you more and more."

"Cool! Will you teach me how to do that? I want to send you a push like that when I miss you."

"I would love to teach you how to do that. It takes a lot of practice but you'll eventually get it. First we need to teach you how to reach out to others and hear their thoughts and feelings."

"Ok. You look beautiful by the way. I wanted to tell you that before I forgot to tell you." Tamaric said as he stepped back holding onto her hands while lifting them slightly and looking her over.

"Thank you Tamaric. That's sweet of you to remember to say that. I like hearing it. You look very handsome too."

Korica then stepped up to him and gave him a peck and then the two of them walked around the corner into the mess hall. Tamaric sat down and Korica looked at him and squinted slightly and then smiled and walked over to the dispensers and poured him a tall glass of orange juice and then stepped back over to him and set it down in front of him and as she sat down next to him and scooted over so she was pressed up against him he looked at the glass and smiled.

"That's exactly what I wanted."

"I know. I could feel what you wanted." Korica then looked at Clara and Liam with an excited look on her face. "Did you know I was able to reach out to Tamaric this morning and send a push to him and I could hear him in my mind for a second?"

"Yes deary we know." Clara said. "He went on and on about feeling you with him in his room as soon as he woke up. That takes a very focused and powerful mind to be able to do that with someone with such raw abilities as Tamaric and from so far away."

"That means he really is gifted and it's starting to wake up. Isn't that great?"

"It sure is."

"It means our boy is becoming a man in more ways than just looks." Liam said.

Tamaric looked at Korica and she looked into his eyes and they both smiled at the thought of what they had planned to make a real man out of him and a true woman out of Korica. Korica loved what she was feeling from Tamaric. It was a tender lust that was exactly she wanted to feel from him. It wasn't dirty or unrequited, it came from his love of her and had an element of respect to it and it made her sigh and smile even bigger. Laurel and Jake sensed in an instant what Korica and Tamaric were thinking about and they looked at each other for a moment and Laurel's cheeks noticeably blushed a little as she grinned at Jake. Laurel then looked at Korica and entered her mind and Korica looked at her.

"You need to be careful of what you're thinking about honey, we can all sense it including Tamaric's folks." Laurel thought.

"Oops. Ok, thanks mom. I forgot about that." Korica thought in return.

Servo drones showed up at that moment with menus and everyone took the menus and ordered their breakfast and then handed the menus back to the servo drones that then floated off silently and disappeared through their slot in the bulkhead.

"Mom, after our workout is it ok if I get a little rest or do you need me on the bridge?" Korica asked.

"No you go ahead honey. Jake has duty so as of six you're officially off duty. You get some sleep and we'll fill you in if anything significant happens."

"You mean we don't get to spend the day together?" Tamaric asked then looked embarrassed for what he had said.

"You can put her to bed after your showers but¦you need to get on with your lessons for the day Tamaric and let her get some sleep." Laurel said.

"Yes mam. I'm sorry¦I just miss her. I know how it has to work. She's been up all night working and she needs sleep if she's gunna be any good to you on the bridge."

"That's right. You need to be strong and hold out for a couple of hours so she can do her job. Her species doesn't need as much sleep as a Human does so she'll probably only be asleep for a couple hours."

Tamaric looked down for a moment and nodded and Korica squeezed his hand lightly to bring him out of it and he looked up at her and grinned. She gave him a pretty smile and he lifted his chin and smiled back. She just had the prettiest smile and he couldn't help but smile back.

The conversation then turned to lighter topics until the meals arrived. They all then ate their breakfast and finished off their drinks and then they all made their way to the gym to workout together. During the workouts Tamaric stayed as close as he could to Korica to enjoy the little time they were going to have together and Jake found himself doing the same thing with Laurel. He thought it was a little ironic that he and Laurel were planning the same thing that Tamaric and Korica were in the next day, it was creating a desire to be close to their mates among all four of them.

When the workouts were complete Korica and Laurel headed for the showers and the others sat and talked a little and then Korica sent a mental push to Jake letting him know the showers were free when she and Laurel were done. The guys then went to take their showers and when they were done Tamaric poked his head in the gym and he told his parents it was their turn, so Clara and Liam took their turn.

When Jake arrived in his quarters he expected to find Korica sitting in between Laurel's legs but Laurel was sitting on the edge of the bed looking as beautiful as ever waiting for Jake. He stepped over to her and looked at her and she grinned at him.

"Where's Korica? I thought the morning was your bonding time?"

"She's been asking more and more often if she can go wait for Tamaric in her quarters instead of spending time with me. She's so crazy about him he's constantly on her mind¦and in her heart. I know that feeling and I don't blame her a bit for wanting to spend every second with him."

"I'm sorry it hurts so much."

"I'll get over it. Get dressed and we'll go see where we are."

"Ok."

When Tamaric was done with his shower he headed down the corridor with Mark and he stopped at the gym and poked his head in.

"Mom, dad, the showers are free."

"Ok son, thank you." Liam said

Tamaric then headed to Korica's quarters fifty feet down the corridor. When he stepped in Korica was sitting at the foot of the bed brushing her hair. She stopped and set the brush down and turned and looked at Tamaric then stood up and faced him. Tamaric smiled and looked her over and then walked over to her and pulled his towel from around his body and he set it on the bed and Korica stepped right up to him and gave him a long kiss then stepped back and looked him over with a big grin on her face. She reached down and gently rubbed him once from root to tip and then she picked up the towel he had dropped and she rubbed his hair briskly then she smoothed his hair down.

"Get dressed Tamaric. You can tuck me in when you're done."

"Ok."

Tamaric headed for the front of the room and Korica put her underwear on and then slipped her nightshirt over her head and then she brushed her hair out again while she watched Tamaric getting dressed. Once Tamaric was dressed he gave Korica a peck and then headed for the bathroom and Korica stepped around to her side of the bed and she pulled the covers down and then she sat down and waited for Tamaric to emerge from the bathroom. When Tamaric finally stepped out he walked over to Korica and she grinned at him and slid over onto the bed and he pulled the covers over her and up to her neck. He then kissed her cheek and stroked her head while smiling at her.

"I love you so much Korica. Sleep well beautiful. I'll see you in a couple hours."

"I love you too Tamaric."

Korica pulled her arms out from under the covers and wrapped them around Tamaric's neck and pulled him to her and she whispered in his ear.

"You're the best thing that has ever happened me. Thank you for being you Tamaric."

Tamaric closed his eyes and grinned as he held her with one arm with his other hand on the bed to steady himself so he didn't fall on her. Korica then kissed him and then let go of him and he stood up and stared at her for a few seconds and then he reached over and slid the lights down to sleep levels and he headed for the exit. He made his way to the bridge with a big smile on his face. He was finally starting to understand what Korica meant about it being ridiculous for him to feel like she was going to outgrow him. He could see it in her eyes and feel in his gut that she was absolutely crazy in love with him just as he was of her.

Tamaric stepped onto the bridge and Laurel spun around and smiled at him.

"Did you get her put to bed?"

"Yes mam."

"Good man. Go ahead and start your lessons ok?"

"Eye captain." Tamaric said with a big smile.

Tamaric walked over to science station number 4 and sat down and logged himself in and then he pulled out his earpiece from under the lower console and he put it in his ear and then he brought up his lessons for the day and he got to work.

Everyone worked at their individual tasks until 09:45 when a tone was heard indicating that they were about to drop out of hyperspace. The main engines throttled down and the negative matter core ramped down and the gravity envelope destabilized as their speed fell off sharply and then the antimatter reactors powered down and the gravity well collapsed and they dropped into normal space in a bight flash of light. The ship immediately made a hard turn and slowed to just below the speed of light. The view on the huge viewer at the front of the bridge took Laurel's breath away. Laurel was speechless at the beauty of the nebula for a few moments and then she looked at Clara and Liam and she smiled.

"You guys need to come look at this¦Tamaric please take a break for a minute and come have a look."

The three of them got to their feet and stepped out where they could see the viewer and their mouths fell open.

"Oh wow! Look at that!" Tamaric uttered.

The nebula had vast clouds of deep blue gas and dust with very light pink to tan thicker gasses and dust toward the center of the nebula. The blue was the same exact deep blue as Laurel's eyes but the vastness of the nebula was spell binding as was how brightly the gasses were seemingly fluorescing. There was a very obvious absence of anything right in the middle of the nebula but the black hole was completely invisible since it wasn't feeding. The only hint to its existence was a ring of light pink gasses that were being perturbed and spun slowly by an intense but unseen force. Clara turned slowly and looked at Laurel and then grinned at her.

"Well now we know what to call that deep blue in your eyes Laurel. Cosmic nebula blue, cause it's a dead ringer for the color in that nebula."

"Thank you Clara. You really think my eyes are that beautiful of a blue?"

"Oh Laurel honey, I have never seen such a deep and rich blue color in anyone's eyes that even comes close to yours and that¦" Clara pointed at the viewer and then looked back at Laurel. "Is the closest match I have ever seen. You have a purlescences to the color in your eyes that is uniquely gorgeous and unmatched in its tone."

"Wow, thank you Clara."

"You're welcome love. So do we know where the black hole is actually located with in the nebula?"

"Well since it isn't feeding you won't actually be able to see it, just its affect on the space and nebula around it. The AI has enhanced gravimetric sensors so given enough time it can map the event Future and even detect the warping of space beyond the event Future. That's what we're doing right now from a safe distance away from the black hole."

"There is an area point seven five light years in diameter at the center of the nebula that is devoid of any gasses or dust and the light from stars and galaxies on the other side of that void are obscured so I would deduce that is where the black hole is located and a rough estimate of its size." The AI said.

"Isn't that kind of big for a black hole?"

"The black hole itself is probably only two to three million miles in diameter but the event Future will be considerably larger than that and its sphere of influence even larger still."

"Are you detecting the gravitational influence of the black hole from here?"

"Barely. There is a rotational force being exerted on our mass but we are not being drawn toward the black hole. The gasses you see have been slowly orbiting the black hole for what I guess to be well over a billion years without being drawn into the black hole so we could sit where we are indefinitely without being pulled toward the black hole itself. We would just slowly orbit around it."

"Why are the gasses glowing in such a beautiful blue color?" Tamaric asked.

"That is a bit complicated to explain. The pink and tan colored gasses closer to the black hole are heating up due to compression and friction and the particles in the closer clouds appear blue due to something called scattering. The size of the dust grains causes blue light to be reflected more efficiently than red or pink or any other color. The nearby stars and galaxies also contribute light that is refracted or reflected off the dust grains contained within the gas clouds and there are young stars firing up on the other side of this nebula that are concealed by very dense clouds of dust but their reflected light is contributing to how this nebula glows. I agree with your assessment of the blue color in the Glasencon nebula Clara, it is a very close match to the unique and striking color in Laurel's eyes."

"So you haven't seen a blue like that¦or the green in Jake's eyes in anyone else either?" Clara asked.

"No. I have billions of examples of eye color within the Human population and none are quite as breathtaking as the purlescent color of their eyes as you called it. I believe the color in their eyes has something to do with a visual cue to their fitness as a possible mate given their extraordinarily advanced physiology. In a few generations that trait will likely be more common."

"So those clouds¦they aren't actually blue?" Tamaric pressed on.

"No." The AI answered. "If you were to capture some of the dust and examine it in your hand it would look like typical dust that is high in silica. It would likely twinkle a little as it reflected any light source nearby but it would not be blue in color at all though the particles would reflect blue light easiest making it look like it was twinkling in blue and shades of blue."

"So where did all that dust and gas come from?"

"There was a very large star that collapsed and exploded in a supernova a very long time ago, the core of which collapsed into the black hole at the heart of the Glasencon nebula and the gas and dust is what remains of the outer layers of the star that were blown out into space. There are three much smaller stars that I am detecting deep within the pink and tan gasses that are nearing sufficient compression and gravity to ignite into stars. They are being born from the remnants of the large star that died here long ago. Given enough time new solar systems may develop around those stars just like Earth's solar system and the other systems we have visited on our journey that now support advanced civilizations. This is how all solar systems start out, as nothing more than a cloud of gas and dust left over from the death of a much larger star."

"That's so amazing to see it happening though. Earth really started as a cloud of dust and gas like that? It's so hard to imagine something the size of Earth forming out of a bunch of dirt and gas."

"Not only Earth Tamaric, all of the planets in the Earth system formed from a huge cloud of dust and gas left over from the death of a titanic star many billions of years ago." The AI replied.

"I guess I still have trouble getting my head around just how big space is and the forces involved with making a solar system."

"You will be introduced to the astronomical disciplines later on in your lessons and it will become much more clear just how big space is. From everything we know space has no limit. It goes on forever as hard as that is to believe. Even the information form our new advanced partners says the universe has no end or edge. It makes the process of solar system development seem very small let alone the life of one individual on one tiny planet in one of those solar systems and yet that is what life is all about."

Tamaric shook his head and looked at Laurel and smiled.

"I don't care how gigantic the universe is, Korica is my star and my world revolves around her and it always will."

"Awe, that's so sweet. I think she would concur that her world revolves around you." Laurel said.

Tamaric looked at the viewer for a moment longer and then went back over to science station number 4 and sat down and went back to work on his lessons. Clara and Liam then went back to what they were doing with the design of the inspection drones as Jake began setting the unnecessary systems to a low power state so he could begin the low level diagnostics without interrupting the major systems. Mark then excused himself to go down and preflight the Prentor for it's short trip to the upper hangar and to get his and Korica's suits ready. Laurel then told Jake that he had the bridge so she could go down to the lab to work on her Huraxan project while the AI was doing it's mapping of the black hole.

Two hours later Tamaric was interrupted from his lessons just as he finished his math lessons. He heard Korica's voice as clear as day and he felt her presence all about him making him smile. He heard the simple phrases, 'I love you Tamaric. I'll see you in a few minutes'. Tamaric pulled his earpiece and looked at his parents and neither reacted in the slightest and then he looked at Mark, who had returned to the bridge by this point and he was working at the sensor station without the slightest hint that he had heard Korica. Tamaric knew for sure now that he had heard it in his mind and it was directed at him alone. It made him feel special that he was able to hear Korica at a distance so clearly and he was sure he had felt her uniquely warm and sweet presence from deep inside him and it had the same affect as her close contact. His stomach had butterflies and his mind was a just a little blurry for a few seconds. Tamaric saved his work and then paused his lessons and got up and walked over to the exit and stepped out into the main corridor and he looked toward Korica's quarters.

Tamaric only had to wait for a few minutes as promised and Korica stepped out of her quarter. She looked up the corridor and saw him and she smiled big and quickly walked toward him as he walked toward her. The two met at the entrance to the showers and embraced each other in a long hug. Korica then gave Tamaric a quick peck and she took his hands in hers.

"Hi Tamaric. Did you get your lessons done?"

"Yes but I still have to take my tests. I missed you Korica."

"I know. Did you get my message?"

"Yah I did! That was so cool, I¦felt you¦inside me¦all around me and I heard you tell me that you loved me and you'll see me in a few minutes."

"That's what it feels like when someone enters your mind. You can sense that person and feel what they're thinking about. I heard you thinking that you weren't sure if you were hearing me in your mind or aloud since my voice was so clear. Kind of neat how that works huh?"

"I love hearing your voice in my mind Korica. I wish it were there all the time. You have such a¦melodic voice to me. It's like an angel singing in my ears when you speak."

"Awe thank you Tamaric. I love your voice too but you need to be careful what you're craving so deeply. When we¦you know, we could become paired by accident because I want you in my mind too. I want to share essences with you so bad, I want to feel what you feel like deep down and I want you to feel the real me and so together we're craving the very essence of being paired. I want to be paired with you some day but not until we can control it and neither of us is anywhere close to that level of development from what Laurel said the Tel Pok Maron told her."

Tamaric sighed and nodded.

"I'll try to remember that but I can't help how much I love you and want to be closer to you."

"I know the feeling but we have to be real careful Tamaric. If I'm going to be able to do my job and carry out my duties we can't let ourselves become paired."

"Ok. I'll be careful not to let myself get lost in the moment when the time comes like Laurel said."

"Let's get to the bridge so you can get your lessons done."

Tamaric nodded and they held hands as they made their way to the bridge. When they stepped in Korica was spellbound by the image of the nebula on the viewer. Tamaric stopped with Korica and they stared at the viewer for a moment.

"Have you ever seen anything so beautiful?" Tamaric asked.

"It's so pretty. Look at that deep blue color¦it's like the blue in mom's eyes¦just like it."

Clara chuckled lightly and leaned back in her seat and looked at Korica.

"That was exactly what I said when I saw it. I decided we'd call her eye color cosmic nebula blue after the color of this nebula."

"You know I have seen¦probably hundreds if not thousands of nebula in my life and they each seem more beautiful than the last. No two are alike just like the variation in planets."

Tamaric then headed over to the science station to finish his tests and Mark called out to Korica.

"Hay short stuff, you ready to help me get the Prentor up to the upper hangar?"

"Yes sir. I'm a little hungry but I can wait until we get the ship repositioned."

"Good girl. It should only take us a few minutes once we get suited up."

"Ok, I'm ready."

Mark nodded and then turned and logged himself out and Korica walked over to Tamaric and touched his shoulder. Tamaric paused his test and looked up at Korica.

"I have to go help Mark reposition the Prentor Tamaric. I want you to keep working on your tests and when I'm done we'll have some lunch together ok?"

"Oh man¦alright. Please be careful?"

"I will."

Korica pressed her cheek against his and then patted his shoulder and Tamaric turned back to his work and Korica joined Mark by the door and the two of them headed out into the corridor and turned left toward the transport compartment. Just as they got to within twenty feet of the entrance Korica smiled as she sensed Laurel very close by. As they were about to step up to the door Korica put her arm out and stopped Mark and he furrowed his brow and looked down at her and then the door slid open and Laurel stepped out. Mark grinned and patted Korica's back.

"Nice catch Korica." Mark said.

"Hi you two. Where are you guys¦oh, you're headed down to the hangar?"

"Hi mom. Did you sense that from me?"

"I sure did. I've been listening to your feelings for the last half hour or so."

Korica stepped up to Laurel and hugged her tightly and Laurel kissed her head and rubbed her back. Korica then stepped back and grinned at her.

"Sorry about that mom, I forgot to quiet my mind when I woke up from my nap."

"Don't worry about it sweetie, I love hearing your whispers and sensing your feelings like I used to Jake's. You were keeping me company. I was just coming up to have lunch with everyone."

"How did it go in the lab cap?" Mark asked.

"Really good actually. I have the retrovirus solution ready for Tamaric. I just have to get Korica's done. Hers is a little more complicated given her unique blood chemistry and complicated genetic architecture."

"You mean you're almost done with it?" Korica asked excitedly.

"Yep. Just a couple more hours of work and it will be done. You'll both need an initial inoculation to introduce the retrovirus to your systems and then a booster a couple days later. After that you should be able to get pregnant pretty easily if the timing is right."

"How long will it last? I mean will we have to take precautions after the first one is born and what happens of we miss my ovulation cycle?"

"That's what I mean about if the timing is right. You'll take the initial inoculation just after you have your regular menstrual cycle and you'll be able to get pregnant for about three months, after that the chemical blocker will wear off and your eggs will reject Human sperm again. When you want to get pregnant again you'll have to take the retrovirus solution again. I'll have several complete rounds of treatment produced and then stored in stasis containment until your ready to be a mommy."

"Several? I'm only gunna have five children."

"Only five! Lord Korica, five is a lot." Mark said jokingly.

"I need to produce enough in case there's complications. You could suffer a miscarriage and you'll need extra doses so you can still get pregnant after you recover."

"I hadn't even thought about that." Korica said in a sad voice.

"The longer you wait the less likely that'll happen sweetie. I don't want you to preoccupy yourself with that happening, ok?"

"Ok. I'll just wait until I'm old enough. I got a career to worry about. I'm nowhere near old enough to consider having kids yet."

"Good girl. That's the way I want to hear you thinking. You two take care of business¦I'll make sure Tamaric finishes his tests honey. I can sense that he's on your mind."

"Ok, thanks mom."

"You're welcome Korica."

"We shouldn't be long cap. We'll meet you guys in the mess hall."

"Sounds good. Fly safely Mark."

Mark smiled and raised his hand and stepped around Laurel and then Korica touched Laurel's hand and stepped past her and Mark and Korica stepped into the transport compartment and Laurel headed for the bridge.

Mark and Korica transported down to the hangar and stepped out of the transport enclosure and walked over to the suit hangars. Their support packs were sitting in the floor in front of their suits along with their new undergarments and Korica looked at it then looked at her suit and Mark touched her shoulder.

"You can get your suit on by yourself right?"

"Yah, I think so. I hadn't thought about this part. In the past I didn't care who saw me among all of you but now¦well I feel differently."

"Our Human modesty is rubbing off on you isn't it?"

"Mom and dad told me that I needed to develop a sense of modesty to fit in with Humans and now it's just a part of me. I can't help but feel like I should keep myself covered up and only certain people should see me nude."

"I can respect that honey. Take your suit up into the control room and see if you can get the suit on and if you have any trouble we can call Laurel or Jake down to help you ok?"

"You aren't offended or whatever that I don't want you seeing me without anything on?"

"Of course not. You're a young lady and you should have a certain level of modesty. We're best friends, not family."

"Ok. Thanks Mark."

Korica took her suit down and then picked up her underwear and headed up to the control and shut the door behind herself and then she got undressed and slipped her suit underwear on and she managed to get the suit on surprisingly easily. It was definitely more complicated than if she had someone to hold the neck opening open for her as she stepped into it but she figured out how to get it on just the same. She powered the suit up and let it draw up to her body tightly and then she squatted down twice and she could feel the suit sliding past her crotch instead of gripping her underwear or ridding up and she smiled. She peeked out the control room window and she could see that Mark had his suit on and it was drawn up to his figure so she made her exit down to the hangar floor. Mark picked up her support pack and waved her over.

"You look great Korica. I'm glad you were able to get your suit on without assistance. That's gunna be an important talent later on."

"Thanks Mark. I'm trying to be dependable and independent. I know when the rest of the crew come out of stasis I'm not going to have you guys around to help me with everything. I'm gunna have a lot to prove to everyone so that I'm accepted as an officer despite my stature."

"Let's get you hooked up ensign."

Korica smiled as Mark handed her support pack to her. She lifted it and let it slide down onto her back and she heard it click into place. Mark then handed her helmet to her and he let her wrap her hair up onto her head and put her hair cap on and then she took her helmet and hooked the supply hose to it and then lifted it over her head and set it down on her head and pressed it down and worked it around slightly until the helmet lights came on. She immediately heard a slight hiss and she smelled fresh crisp air circulating in her helmet. She nodded at Mark and then lifted her arm and navigated to the suit communicator and she turned it on and then waited for Mark to get himself hooked up and his communicator turned on. He looked at her and smiled from within his helmet.

"You realize you suited yourself up completely? I just handed everything to you but you hooked it up and put it on without any help. I'm really proud of you Korica."

"I guess I did huh? Thanks for making me do it myself."

"You're welcome."

"What about our gloves and boots?"

"We need as much dexterity in our hands as possible so no gloves and we don't need the boots. We aren't going outside the ship."

"Kay."

Mark led the way over to the ship and as he stepped in he turned the cockpit lights on and then climbed aboard and it took a bit of effort to get down into the pilots seat with his support pack hanging on his back but he managed to get down into the seat even though he was leaning over the controls a bit more than he was used to. Korica made her way over to the power and weapons station and she began the preflight checks as well as the preflight checks at the sensor and navigation station. Mark began to fire up the engines and go through his checks when alarms started to sound and Mark silenced the few that he could and Korica kept silencing the alarms indicating that the door wasn't closed and that the inertia chancellor system was non functional due to the missing door.

When Korica finally reported that power levels were at maximum and stable her and Mark fastened their restraints and Mark prepared for take off.

"Future do you copy me?" Mark called out.

"Yes Mark, I have you loud and clear."

"Coms check Korica." Mark said.

"Future do you copy me?"

"Yes Korica I can hear you loud and clear."

"I got you too Korica." Mark said.

"Roger that, I have you both loud and clear as well." Korica said.

"We're ready for take off Future." Mark said.

"Understood Prentor. You are clear for hover taxi out of the lower hangar. I have the doors open in the upper hangar. I estimate that you will have approximately seven minutes before the low temperatures will cause the controls to fail completely. As the systems go offline Korica you will need to shut them down rather than trying to bypass or reset them."

"I understand Future." Korica said.

"We are clear for hover taxi out of the lower hangar." Mark said. "I'll try to keep our acceleration as gentle as possible so you can reach the controls back there Korica."

"Ok, thanks Mark."

Mark slid the hover throttles forward and the ship lifted gently from the hangar floor and he nudged the controls aiming the bow toward space. He hovered right up to the myogenic field and he held their position for a moment.

"You ready back there?"

Korica lifted her arm and navigated to the suit settings and she bumped the temperature up two notches and then sighed as the suit immediately responded by getting four degrees warmer against her body.

"I'm ready Mark."

"Ok, here we go¦"

Mark nudged the controls forward and as they slipped through the myogenic field the air in the ship was evacuated rapidly in a gush that tugged at Korica and Mark both and then it was eerily quiet. The usual slight hiss coming from the engines was conspicuously absent and Korica saw an immediate alert to critically low air pressure and dangerously low temperatures present in the cabin but there was absolutely no sound. Korica shut down the alerts and closed the pressure valves so the air circulators wouldn't come online to try and repressurize the cabin. Mark pushed the forward flight throttles forward and headed up toward the top of the Future. As he was forced back in his seat Korica was finding it difficult to reach out and disable the constant barrage of red lights coming on warning her of system failures. As the ship arced up over the top of the Future Korica saw a flashing indicator on the bulkhead indicating that the intermix inducers were about to fail from a low temperature lock up. She reached out and touched the switch and then called out to Mark.

"Mark I'm going to have to shut the forward flight engines down before the inducers lockup or the compression manifold will be damaged."

"Son of a¦go ahead. I'll use the hover engines."

Korica flipped the switch down and the override cut power to the forward flight engines and Mark pulled the throttles all the way back. He used the maneuvering jets to turn the belly toward their forward flight path and he slid the hover throttles up and he watched his indicators until he saw that their forward momentum had been arrested. He then bumped the controls until the top of the Prentor was aiming at the hangar opening and then he gave a little throttle and the ship moved toward the hangar opening and then he righted their position and just as he got the ship righted the maneuvering controls locked up on him. Korica looked over at the bulkhead and almost all of the primary systems went into the red at the same time and her eyes got big. She reached out and started shutting down what she could without cutting power to everything.

"Mark main power is about to fail! The circuit paths are getting so cold that they aren't able to conduct power any longer without shorting open."

"Ahh, crap! I just lost attitude control! Try to keep the power up until we drift into the hangar. I need the hover engines to keep us from slamming to the hangar floor once we pass through the myogenic field."

"I'll do what I can but I can only do so much. If the magnetic containment fails for the engines¦"

"I know¦boom!"

Korica kept shutting systems down flipping sometimes two or three switches at a time as they turned red until even the lights went out in the cockpit. As they finally slowly drifted into the hangar Mark gave a nudge to the hover throttles to over come the artificial gravity in the hangar and they drifted twenty feet into the hangar and Korica now heard several different pitched alarms sounding simultaneously and she put her hands up. Everything was now in the red and her main display was displaying large white letters on a red background that said, 'power failure imminent'.

Mark pulled the throttles back quickly and the ship dropped onto the landing gear and the ship made a hard bounce and slid a few feet then came to a rest as it rebounded on its landing gear. Korica's hands bounced around as they made hard contact and then she reached up and opened the main power switches in the overhead console and everything immediately went dark and she winced as she waited for the engines to explode but they just spooled down as the cockpit went very dark. The auxiliary power circuits had supplied emergency power in order to maintain the magnetic constrictors and containment fields long enough to keep the engines from detonating as they shut down completely just as the safety systems were designed to do in this very circumstance.

Korica leaned back against her support pack and sighed and then she unfastened her restraint and climbed out of her seat. She squatted down and looked toward Mark down in the pilots seat.

"You ok Mark?"

"No! I think I just shat myself." Mark was quiet for a moment and then he unfastened his restraints. "Nicely done Korica. Let's not do that do that again huh?"

"I'm good with that. These things just weren't designed to be operated with the door open."

Mark started to try and get out of his seat but he was just crammed in to tightly with his support pack on so Korica got on her hands and knees and crawled forward toward him.

"Hold on Mark. Let me help you get your helmet and support pack off."

Mark stopped squirming around and he lifted his left arm and shut down the support pack and then he reached up and pulled his helmet loose. Korica reached out and unhooked the supply hose and then she took his helmet and set it in the sensor and navigation station seat. She then grabbed his support pack and she yanked up as he leaned forward and it disconnected and she lifted it from behind him and she set it on the power and weapons seat and then she crawled backwards to the door and she stood up as Mark squirmed up out of his seat successfully. He stepped up out of the seat and he picked up his helmet and support pack as Korica stepped off the ship taking a stumbling step after the four-foot drop to the hangar floor. She turned and watched Mark easily make the jump down to the hangar floor and he stepped up to Korica and set his helmet and support pack in the floor and then he pointed at her helmet.

Korica lifted her left arm and reached over with her right hand and she shut support pack down and then Mark unhooked her supply hose and Korica lifted on her helmet until it detached. She lifted it off her head and pulled her hair cap off and shook her hair out. Mark reached out and swept the loose hair out of her face over her shoulders. Mark then picked up his helmet and support pack and the two of them took a look at the ship for a moment and then headed for the transport enclosure. They stepped in and transported to the lower hangar. They stepped out of the transport enclosure and made their way over to the suit hangars and mark set his helmet and support pack down and Korica set her helmet and hair cap down and then she unhooked her support pack and she lifted it off her back and set it in the floor.

"Go get changed honey and we'll go get some food in you."

"Ok. Thank you for being such a good pilot Mark. I just don't know if anyone else could've pulled that off. That was really freaky."

"You're welcome. That's why you trained how to deal with battle damage in the simulator and unexpected system failures. You did a stellar job honey. Now we know that if we have a loss of atmosphere we only have minutes of usable control and then we're dead in the water."

"Seems like a bit of a design flaw huh?"

"They were rushed into production so I don't think they had time to create airtight bulkhead voids like the Future uses."

"I guess¦"

Korica grinned and headed for the control room to get changed. When she stepped into the control room she closed the door and looked out the window and she could see Mark just powering down his suit and then she looked out into the hangar. The hangar looked absolutely gigantic with no ships of any kind sitting in it. Korica then stepped back and lifted her left arm and reached over with her right hand and shut her suit down. It immediately began to relax its grip on her. She pulled the neck opening open and over her shoulder points and she worked it down her body as she pulled her arms then legs out of it. She took off the suit underwear and got dressed in her regular underwear and bra and then she put her uniform on and stepped into her shoes. She picked up her suit and underwear and peeked out the window and she could see that Mark was just stepping into his shoes so she pushed the door open and made her way down to the hangar floor and then walked over to Mark and handed him her suit. He hung it up and then she looked at the underwear in her hands.

"What do we do with these? They need to be cleaned right?"

Mark looked at her hand and then pointed to his suit underwear sitting in the floor by his support pack.

"Put 'em with mine and I'll have the AI take care of it later. After the ride we had we both needed to change our shorts."

Korica giggled and set her underwear down on his and then the two of them headed over to the transport enclosure. They transported back up to the command deck and then turned right and walked to the mess hall. When they stepped in everyone was sitting at the round table talking and there were already menus sitting on the table. Korica walked right up to Tamaric and kissed his cheek and then she walked over and got a glass of water and Mark poured himself a cup of tea and they stepped back over to the table and sat down.

"How'd it go Mark?" Laurel asked.

"It went¦alright I guess. I don't ever want to do that again that's for sure. Korica was a wiz on the controls so I don't think any damage was done thanks to her."

"Your flying skill is what got us in the hangar before any damage was done." Korica said.

"Ok, we're a good team and we both got the ship in the upper hangar without any damage done."

"I can accept that. We do work good together."

"How's the mapping coming?" Mark asked looking at Laurel and Jake.

"We're about a third of the way there. The black hole is smaller than originally thought, about a million miles in diameter. I don't exactly know what we're looking for out here though. I have a feeling Korica is going to have to call our friends when we're done with our preparations."

"Can Tamaric help me?"

"Of course honey. If he was there last time then it's probably a good idea to try and recreate the conditions as closely as possible as were present last time."

"I promise to try not to knock you over this time." Korica said grinning at Tamaric.

"Ok but I told you it¦tickled all over last time. It wasn't scary at all."

Everyone then picked up the menus and ordered their lunch and then Korica and Mark regaled their trip up to the upper hangar until the food arrived. They all then enjoyed their lunch together and then at the end of the meal they all headed back to the bridge. As soon as they stepped onto the bridge Clara stepped in front of Laurel's chair and let her sit down.

"Laurel we should have the inspections drone upgrades completed within the hour. We can have them mass-produced, after you approve the design of course, to begin the inspections."

"Understood, thank you Clara."

Clara nodded and then turned and joined Liam at the science stations. Laurel pulled her displays in front of her and logged herself in and the whole bridge came to life. Korica stepped over to the navigation station and she sat down and logged herself in then looked up at Tamaric and she grinned at him and she scooted to the edge of her seat and then reached out and pulled Tamaric down onto her seat. Mark sat down at the sensor station and logged himself in while Jake stepped over to the auxiliary station and he logged in to check on the progress of the diagnostic.

"Mark what do you have over there?" Laurel asked.

"Well, we're alone as far as I can tell but there are some really strange readings within the parts of this nebula that have been mapped so far. I think Oberot was right¦this is the right place to be if we're looking for weak spots in space."

"Weak spots?"

Laurel mirrored the sensor reading on her right display to see what Mark was talking about. When she looked at the data the only thing she could utter was, "What the¦?".

"Right? What do you make of that?"

"Future can you explain these readings?" Laurel asked.

"I believe you are seeing regions of space where the bias has been altered somehow. I would define it as an after glow of a space-time differential event."

"Are black holes responsible for that kind of event?"

"Unknown. I have never heard of a black hole causing such events so far from their core presence. I would conclude that someone has been manipulating time and space density in this region and from the readings so far, I would say very recently."

"Is there a correlation in the distances these phenomena are from one another?"

"It could be a total coincidence but if you connect the areas of altered space in a straight line from point to point if forms a perfect isosceles triangle. I do not see how that is significant though."

"Things in nature don't usually form in such a perfect geometry though do they?"

"Not usually unless there is a field of energy that requires that geometry in order to become focused to it's maximum potential."

"Suggesting artificial manipulation?"

"Yes."

"And what would happen if we transited one of these regions of space where the bias is slightly different?"

"Unknown. No such event has ever been so clearly detected and then transited. I am not completely sure if the shield would offer any protection from the affects nor am I completely sure what the affect would be on biological matter."

"Can you attenuate the shield to offer any protection?"

"Possibly. If I can detect the altered bias before the shield encounters it I could possibly compensate for it by increasing the quantum energy frequency within the shield matrix however each of the detected areas are at a slightly different wave length of distortion so each would need to be compensated for independently based on their unique architecture. I would recommend that we map this entire nebula for any other such anomalies before proceeding into the nebula and we should avoid transiting the distortions all together. There are just to many unknown factors as to what could happen to all of you let alone the rest of the population in stasis."

"That sounds logical. We don't even know if we're in the right place for what we need to do."

"The low level diagnostic is going to take three point four more hours to complete. If you have any personal projects that you want to complete now would be the time to get them done."

Korica and Tamaric looked at each other and grinned and Korica nudged him playfully with slightly blushing cheeks.

"That's not what the AI meant." Korica whispered.

"I know, it just came to mind cause I'm looking forward to it." Tamaric whispered back.

"Fine, I have a couple hours of work to do down in the lab. Jake you have the bridge until I come back." Laurel said.

"I have the bridge." Jake replied sharply.

Laurel logged herself out and then pushed her displays aside and got to her feet. She stepped down and walked over to Clara and Liam and set her hand on Clara's shoulder and looked at the work she and Liam were doing with the inspection drones. She could see that they were almost done.

"When you two get the modifications complete have Jake take a look and if he approves the design go ahead and start having them produced. I think a dozen should be plenty."

"You got it Laurel. We're almost done." Liam said.

"I can see that, thanks."

Laurel then stepped over to Jake and he stood up and the two of them stepped out into the corridor and then hugged each other for a few minutes. Laurel then gave him a peck and then she departed for the transport compartment. Jake watched her until she stepped in and then he went back into the bridge and went back to the auxiliary control station. It was only a few minutes later that Korica logged herself out and she stepped over to Jake to let him know that she was going to take Tamaric to her quarters to practice connecting with each other for a little while. He agreed that it was a good idea for them to engage in that activity while they have some free time. Tamaric then went and told his parents where he was going and they also approved of the idea. Korica and Tamaric then departed for Korica's quarters.

Korica and Tamaric spent the next couple of hours sitting on the bed with their foreheads touching while Korica entered his mind over and over again and he attempted to repeat the process without success. Korica found it relatively easy to enter Tamaric's mind after she forced her way in the first time and once Tamaric got over the shock and unusual feeling. He was able to accept her presence within his mind easily after that and he even came to enjoy the feeling of her slipping into his mind. He could sense what she was thinking and some of what she was feeling while she was within his mind though her deepest essence still eluded him. Korica resisted the temptation to explore to deeply within him wanting him to get used to having his mind occupied by someone else before exposing him to the deeply intimate and invasive feeling of having one's deepest place touched by another. Tamaric gained a much greater understanding of how Korica's mind worked though the way she thought was still very different to him as he listened to her every conscious thought. He assumed his thought patterns must have seemed just as unusual to her but he enjoyed hearing her voice so clearly in his mind and the after glow of her very presence was very calming and made him love her even more. She was even sweeter on the inside than he had ever imagined. She was very tender inside despite her tough and brilliant outer shell. He thought it was an odd contradiction to feel just how vulnerable and delicate she was on the inside compared to how strong she seemed on the outside just by how she carried herself. It made him painfully aware of just how deeply he could hurt her with how much she loved him and how easily her feelings could be bruised by him in particular because of that fact and because of how gentle and tender she really is.

Laurel spent her time in the lab finishing up her Huraxan project. She managed to get the treatment refined for Korica's unique blood chemistry so that it wouldn't make her sick or be metabolized as a foreign contagion before doing it's work within her reproductive system. Once she had the retro virus ready she mixed it with the chemical blocker protein and then had seven rounds of treatment for her and Tamaric produced and then she had them put into stasis containers and locked away with only her DNA capable of opening the containers locks. She knew the vials would be viable for centuries as long as no one attempted to tamper with them. There was a built in tamper device just like the medical record canisters assembled to house the medical records of all of the girls that were treated on the Future. If someone managed to open the stasis container without inputting Laurel's DNA to unlock it the treatment would instantly be destroyed with a quick burst of ultra violet light at just the right frequency to render the contents inert. Laurel then loaded all of her research onto a data crystal and then deleted it out of the AI's memory core and she put the data crystal in the cap of the stasis canister. She left the visual record of her activities in the lab intact for the official record but secured them under captain's eyes only and she figured she would leave it up to captain Alexan as to what he wanted to do with the visual record beyond that but at least he couldn't destroy her work. If she needed, she could recreate the retro virus fairly quickly as long as she had access to a fairly sophisticated lab such as what exists on the Future, and Korica and Tamaric so she could extract their DNA to synthesize the retrovirus from, though she knew failing that she now had their genetic profiles mapped in their entirety on the data crystal along with the selective genes marked for selection to present as dominant in an offspring along with the traits that would be allowed to combine at random from one or the other of them, such as eye color, hair color, over all height or other such traits that are desirable in Tamaric and Korica both and safe to be allowed to present at random.

Clara and Liam worked on the inspection drones for just under an hour and then called Jake over to look at their designs. He was impressed with the drones. They would be independently powered never needing recharging and the AI would have a direct link with them at all times though that link could be shut down and independent programming commands could be sent to the inspection drones and they would carry out their tasks independently just like the servo drones already in service all over the ship. The modified designs could operate in temperatures as low as two hundred degrees below zero with onboard heaters to keep the vital electronics warm. Jake approved the design and Liam sent the design to the processors in the automated technology assembly center and the AI orchestrated their construction. It only took a half hour for the first drone to come online and the AI began assimilating their function into its automated subroutines. Within the next half hour seven of the drones were active and functioning perfectly. The AI then sent them into the gardening ring and excavated a hole in the soil to the access panels to the voids beneath. The air pressure was equalized and then the first of the drones was sent in to begin the inspections. Six other access panels were exposed and the drones sent in to examine the massive voids beneath the gardening ring in the suspected damaged areas. It didn't take long to find bent and distorted girders and trusses. None was catastrophically damaged but there was definite damage done when the hull was struck by the inverse gravity wave. The AI forwarded the observations to Mark's station and a map of the damage was begun and Mark decided to have the entire lower side of the Future in all inaccessible areas inspected at a later time. He wanted to know just how compromised the entire hull was. At the very least he was sure that the Future would have never survived another pulse without catastrophic hull failure. The Future was tough but she had her limits and it looked as though they were almost exceeded.

By the time Laurel had the lab secured and she made her way back to the bridge the mapping of the nebula was nearly complete. An additional twenty anomalies had been identified and their positions were now plotted precisely so the Future could avoid coming into contact with them if they needed to proceed into the nebula. Laurel decided at that point that it was time to try and get some answers from the Tel Pok Maron now that the ship was nearly ready to make the transition into another dimension as far as she could tell. The diagnostic had found no significant issues within the computers on the ship so she was confident that nothing would go wrong at an inopportune time. She asked the AI to please page Korica in her quarters.

In Korica's quarters her and Tamaric were sitting on the bed in front of one another while holding hands with their foreheads touching and their eyes closed. Korica was allowing Tamaric to get used to the sensation of her entering his mind and the strange sensation of someone else's thoughts running through his head when the AI called out into the room.

"Korica? Laurel would like to have a word with you if you have a minute?"

Korica withdrew from Tamaric's mind and gave her mind a few seconds to clear up and then she leaned back without letting go of Tamaric's hands.

"Does she want me to come to the bridge?"

"She did not specify. She just asked me to page you for her."

"Ok. Will you please connect me to the bridge?"

"Understood. I have Korica on the com for you Laurel."

"Hi sweetie, we aren't interrupting you are we?"

"No. We were just practicing entering each other's mind."

"Will you do me a favor and see if you two can reach out to the Tel Pok Maron? We really need to know what's next or if we're even in the right spot."

"Ok. I don't really know exactly what to do so I'll just try to do the same thing I did last time. Hopefully my abilities will do what I want and not something¦dangerous."

"Have confidence in yourself honey. Let me know how it goes?"

"Ok, I'll get back to you in a bit."

Laurel reached up to her right display and closed the channel and Korica looked at Tamaric and grinned at him.

"You ready to try this again?"

"I guess. I don't know how much help I'm gunna be though."

"They heard you last time Tamaric so you have it in you. Tell you what, let me enter your mind and I'll send a push to mom and try to sense what you feel happening in my mind ok?"

"Ok."

Korica closed her eyes and leaned forward and Tamaric closed his eyes and set his forehead against Korica's and he relaxed and let her slip into his mind again. He was getting used to the sensation by now and she entered his mind easily. She tried to concentrate past all of the random and organized thoughts in his mind so she could concentrate on her own thoughts and she thought about how much she loved Laurel and Korica's abilities swelled slightly and then she sent a gentle push to Laurel while she thought the simple phrase "I love you mom". She then reached out to hear Laurel's response and to Korica's shock Laurel thought "I love you too Tamaric" in return. Korica opened her eyes and raised her chin and looked right into Tamaric's eyes and the two of them cracked up. Korica could still hear everything Tamaric was thinking and he was touched that Laurel sent such a genuine and sweet response to him since he has never called her mom or expressed his affection for her like Korica just did.

"She thought I sent the push!" Tamaric said.

"I guess when I sent a push while I'm in your mind it came out in your voice and it must have carried a sense of you with it. I didn't know it would work like that. Did you feel what it felt like?"

"Yah. I felt a¦tugging from the back of my head kind of¦but from the inside of my skull. Is that where it comes from?"

"Yep. You tighten up in that region for a second to build the energy of the push and then you think about a phrase or a deep feeling and you let go and push at the same time. Last time I called to the Tel Pok Maron I tightened up like that the whole time I was calling out to 'em and then something just¦burst out of me that I had no control over."

"Are you gunna do that while you're in mind like you are right now?"

"No! I could hurt you Tamaric. A little push is one thing but I got no control over it when it gets away from me. I'm just enjoying being in your mind while we talk. I can hear what your thinking and I love hearing your voice in my mind."

"I can hear what you're thinking too Korica. Is this what it feels like to be paired?"

"Kind of. This is just one small part of it. We haven't shared our essences yet, just our minds. The sharing of essences is very intimate and you will sense my very spirit and everything that makes me who I am. To truly become paired we have to make love and at the peak of climax if it happens for both of us at the same instant our essences will merge as one and a part of me will be¦burned into your spirit and a part of yours burned into mine and when we separate a part of you will always remain deep inside me until I die and part of me will remain deep inside you until you die. That's what Laurel and Jake told me it feels like anyways. I'm not truly paired with mom and dad but it's very close to it. It takes a great deal of equal love for the process to take place in the first place but I will sense you as clearly as I sense myself after it happens. You will feel my feelings like they are your own and my voice will be in the back of your mind in whispers all the time except when we quiet our minds."

Korica then withdrew from Tamaric's mind and his thoughts completely disappeared from her mind. Korica then closed her eyes and took a deep breath then let it out.

"Just think about what you felt and try to ask the Tel Pok Maron for their help as you build it and then give a push. Hopefully my abilities will carry yours with mine when it lets go."

Korica concentrated on asking the Tel Pok Maron to please come to the Future to help guide the crew to where they need to be. Just as she was going to push she felt her abilities swelling so quickly that she couldn't stop it and then, just like the last time she felt something burst from within her and Tamaric was knocked back and so was Korica. She then tried to pull her energy back but it was all but gone in an instant. Something very intense had taken most of her energy in a single burst. Korica had been blown back onto the pillows and Tamaric was on his back with his head toward the foot of the bed. He rolled onto his side and looked up at Korica with a huge smile on his face.

"That tickled just like last time. It felt like you just passed right through my body again. I could feel that it was you."

"Did it knock you out?"

"No. I knew what to expect this time, I think I was mentally prepared for it."

"Did you push?"

"I was tightened up like you taught me but before I could try and push your thing did its thing. I don't know if what I was doing did anything at all but I tried."

"So you feel ok then?"

"Yah I'm fine. What about you?"

"I'm a little light headed. That took a lot out of me. I'll let mom know it's done."

Korica sat up and scooted over to the edge of the bed and she sat there for a few seconds while she let her mind clear up and then she shook her head and got to her feet and walked over to the com panel while Tamaric crawled over to the edge of the bed and hung his feet in the floor. Korica touched the com panel and it lit up and then she touched the command deck on the diagram of the Future's decks and then she touched the bridge and then touched the hale icon.

On the bridge Laurel heard the hale over at the communications station. Laurel brought up the communications on her right display and she saw that it was a hale from compartment 259 on the command deck, Korica's quarters. Laurel touched the blinking indicator and then spoke.

"This is the bridge."

"Hi mom. It's done."

"Good girl. I'm so proud of you Korica, thank you for doing that."

"You're welcome. Oh and that push you got earlier from Tamaric? That was actually me while I was connected with his mind."

"Really? I heard Tamaric's voice and it felt like it came from him. I thought it was a little odd that he would call me mom¦though I guess I will be his mom some day."

"I'm definitely going to marry him someday so he will be your son. I wanted to show him what it felt like to send a push, I had no idea it would work like that if our minds were connected. I guess I sent it through him so it was him in a way."

"Well if you two are done practicing you should head back to the bridge. I'm sure it won't be long until we hear from the Tel Pok Maron if they heard you."

"Ok, we're on our way."

Korica reached up and closed the com channel and then walked back over to the bed and stepped into her shoes and then she put her hand out and Tamaric placed his hand in hers and stood up. He then stepped into his shoes and the two of them headed for the exit to make their way to the bridge. When the two of them arrived on the bridge Clara stood up and walked over to Tamaric and knelt down on one knee in front of him and looked up into his face with her hands on his sides.

"How did it feel to send a push Tamaric?"

"I didn't really send the push, Korica did but it felt really neat. You tighten up from the back of your neck right up inside the back of your head and think of a phrase as the energy builds and then you just let go and push and it feels like it comes out of your forehead sort of. Korica can enter my mind real easy now. It's so cool to hear her thoughts in my mind. I understand how she thinks now¦well I don't understand it but I know how she thinks which is going to help me get to know her even better."

"I can't tell you how proud I am of you Tamaric. You can do things that your father and I have never been able to do. We had never even heard of sending a push to another person like you did until we met the crew here."

"Thank you mom. You make me feel special because of what I'm learning to do with Korica's help."

"You are special Tamaric. What you have is gift and I'm proud of you for embracing it rather than loathing it. We never had the encouragement as kids to learn about our abilities like you have. You listen to Korica and let her help you develop these gifts ok?"

"Ok I will."

Clara gave him a peck on the cheek and then stood up.

"Who knows, maybe in time you can teach your dad and I to do some of the things you're learning about."

"That would be really cool. I would love to teach you what I'm learning from Korica."

Clara then stepped over to Korica and stroked the back of her head and gave her a big smile.

"You're amazing Korica. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for helping Tamaric to discover what he's capable of."

"You're welcome Clara, and thank you."

Clara then stepped back over to the science station and sat down next to Liam. The two of them were now free to explore the new data core at their leisure and they were taking advantage of the opportunity to learn about what all is stored in the data core.

Mark was watching the sensors when he saw that something was approaching from astern and it wasn't showing up on the active scanners but it was being detected by the sensors just like the last time that the Tel Pok Maron made an appearance.

"Something is coming cap. I think Korica must have got their attention."

Laurel looked over at the sensor readout on the upper display in front of Mark just as the AI called out to her.

"Do you want me to increase the shield to maximum density captain?"

"No, we know that doesn't do any good and it moves us in space when contact is made so just allow the detected phenomena to pass through the shield. It matches what you detected last time the Tel Pok Maron showed up right?"

"Yes. It is identical."

"Ok then just¦let it in. We called them so the least we can do is open the door for 'em."

"Understood. Reducing shield to minimum safe levels. Contact in ten seconds."

Laurel pushed her displays aside and stood up and Jake got to his feet and stepped over next to Laurel and took a hold of her hand and she grinned at him and stepped down from the platform her chair is mounted on. They then waited quietly for eight seconds and then there was a warm feeling that washed over everyone and Mark got to his feet and looked around for a moment and then a brilliant white light began to build in the middle of the room and Korica and Tamaric stepped back just as a glowing mass of energy formed. There were licks of energy extending from the bright ball of light that looked like long candle flames that slowly rotated around the center mass of energy. Clara and Liam both got to their feet and took one another's hands and slowly walked toward the glowing ball of energy and it seemed to gravitate toward them and one of the licks of energy stroked over Clara's stomach and then the phenomena rose up brushed both of their faces passing right through their heads and they both gasped and then smiled.

"Oh my God!" Clara exclaimed. "You know me¦I know you. How is that possible?"

"Yes Clara Reynolds, we know each other. You just shared a sense your entire life with us and so have you Liam Reynolds. You are beautiful, bright, loving spirits with good hearts and pure intentions. You are with child by four of your days Clara." A soft feminine voice said.

"No¦that can't be¦I have fallopian blockers in place to prevent pregnancy."

"There is no mistaking the new life energy within you. We have seen the possible eventualities and it is all but certain that you will be the first Human to give birth where you are going."

Clara clutched her hands over her lower stomach and looked at Liam and he gave her a huge smile and kissed her cheek.

"The good lord thinks it's time darlin. You can't argue with destiny and what he has planned."

"Congratulations mom." Tamaric said with a smile.

"Thank you Tamaric. I guess you're gunna have a new brother or sister sooner than we expected."

The glowing ball then slowly moved toward Tamaric and Korica and Tamaric instinctively stepped in front of Korica and gently pushed her behind him. The glowing mass stopped and then rose up slightly and one of the licks of energy passed right through his cheek and came out the other side of his face and now it was Tamaric's turn to gasp and he put his hand up to his face and smiled. He slowly stepped aside and looked at Korica as he took his hand from his face.

"It's ok Korica. They love us and could never hurt us. I've known them my whole life somehow."

Korica timidly stepped forward and the same thing was done to her as was done to Tamaric and Korica gasped and then smiled.

"That was absolutely beautiful. It felt like¦pure love or something and I feel like I've known them all my life."

"Sweet Korica, we heard you. We heard you as well Tamaric. You have a wonderful destiny ahead of you. Believe in yourself, believe in each other and you will find that you are capable of incredible things that will influence millions to see the light."

The licks of energy then lifted Korica's left hand and it didn't feel like a person touching her, it felt more like a gust of warm wind lifting her hand. Tamaric then felt his left hand being lifted until it bumped into Korica's.

"Events were put into motion centuries ago to bring you two together so that your offspring can fulfill their destiny of influencing trillions of lives. As these rings bind a promise so your destinies are bound to one another. Follow your heart and follow each other and great things will follow. Trust that you have a beautiful life ahead of you filled with love and wondrous adventure Korica."

Korica curled her fingers over Tamaric's hand and smiled at him warmly.

"See¦we're soul mates Tamaric. I could never out grow you."

"I think I get it now. It's not so much us as our kids that have to be born and so it is about us because of their destiny. All this crazy stuff happened for a reason."

The energy then moved back slightly and headed straight for Mark and he instinctively reached to his hip even though he wasn't armed. The mass of energy then approached Mark and a lick passed right through his head from right to left and he gasped and blinked a few times and grinned.

"I'll be damned¦you know me. That is hands down the strangest¦and most beautiful thing I have ever sensed in my life."

"We are honored to have shared your life with you Mark Tillman. You have saved so many from such evil and pain. You're destiny is nearly complete but you still have a destiny of great importance yet to fulfill. You have redeemed yourself in the eyes of all around you with your kindness and dedication to the ideals of salvation and mercy for the innocent. You are a good man and you just need to forgive yourself and come to accept it as fact."

The glowing mass of energy then slowly drifted over toward Laurel and Jake and they both smiled recognizing the voice ringing out from seemingly all over the place. The licks of energy then passed right through their heads and they both gasped and then smiled.

"Hello Laurel and Jake. We can feel that you are doing better. You have decided to reestablish your pairing? You understand the issues involved and you have decided the joys of being bound to one another are worth the hazards."

"Yes." Laurel said. "We miss the feeling terribly, we just have a void within us that we want filled with the other again."

"This is a surprise to us. We are glad that you embrace such a beautiful bond between two lives."

"Are you saying that you didn't foresee this eventuality occurring?"

"It was a remote likelihood that did not occur across many possible timelines."

"Then maybe we shouldn't¦be messing around with such things?"

"This is why we do not like to share possible futures. You are second guessing decisions that you were sure were the right thing to do. Trust your heart Laurel, do what feels right not what others tell you should or should not happen. The future is always in motion so anything is possible even if unexpected by others that have peered across time."

Jake looked at Laurel and frowned a little and she nudged him and grinned.

"I want to be paired with you Jake. It was just a thought."

"Ok. Thank you Laurel. I can't stand the thought of having this¦hole in my heart for years to come."

"So are we in the right place?" Laurel asked looking at the glowing ball of energy.

"Yes. You were wise to take Oberot's advice, as he is extremely wise. You could call the Glasencon nebula our testing ground. We have been carrying out time experiments here for a very long time. The black hole as you call it curves and stretches space-time in this region in a manner that facilitates the manipulation of time barriers."

The glowing energy moved over toward the navigation station and Korica and Tamaric stepped back and the licks of energy passed through the console and new coordinates were pin pointed on the upper display along with time coordinates that looked completely bizarre.

"This is the point that you will need to concentrate your efforts. You will be opening a gateway into a region of anti-time in which time progresses backwards from what you are accustomed to. It will require all of the energy your negative matter core can produce so you will have to shut the shield down and your computer systems will need to be shut down completely once the gateway is opened. The myolinear crystals that you use in most of your computer systems are time fazed and thus vulnerable to the particular type of time radiation that your ship will be exposed to as you pass through the barrier. Your bodies will also be affected by the time differential so we would recommend that the adults be put into stasis before you attempt to cross the barrier. For the adults it will result in premature aging towards their demise whereas for the younger members of your party it will result in rapid maturing toward adulthood and so will be less traumatic."

"Wait a minute¦ok if we shut all of the computers down that means the AI will be offline and so will the computers that control the engines and maneuvering thrusters. How are we supposed to maneuver the Future?"

"You will rely on momentum. After opening the gateway it will remain open long enough for you to pass through the barrier if you are heading toward it when you shut the computers down. It is important that all of your computer systems are inactive or catastrophic damage will occur. You will be on the other side of the barrier without shields or your artificial intelligence to monitor and control your systems. The affects of the anti-time within that region would cause you to age more and more rapidly until your entire lives would simply pass by within weeks. You would also have no way of producing enough energy to escape back into this universe without your artificial intelligence to operate the negative matter core. You will need to bring your systems online as quickly as possible once on the other side of the barrier so your shield can be brought online. That will offer limited protection from the anti-time differential present so you can place yourselves into stasis."

"Limited protection? Oh man this is a lot to take in¦how limited are we talking about?" Laurel said.

"Given enough time your artificial intelligence will be able to match the shield modulation to the sensor readings of the time impulses all around you but that will take time. The algorithm we provided you with will give you the ability to adjust the stasis fields surrounding all of your stasis chambers so their occupants will be protected from the affects of the time radiation as well as the electronics contained within the stasis chambers and adjacent support processors. You will need to enter your individual stasis chambers once you have your systems restored. You will have to remain in that region for seventeen of your years. That will allow the five hundred years you wish to go back to pass by around you. The time coordinates we just provided you with allow your artificial intelligence to open a doorway back to this universe."

Laurel looked at Jake with her mouth open in shock.

"I was right¦seventeen years and nowhere is exactly what I sensed." Jake said.

"It is also very important that you do not create any gravitation fields once on the other side. You will warp time eventualities in unpredictable and possibly catastrophic ways. The universe you know will be passing by in regression all around you and you must not interact with it in any way. Do not use your active scanners at any time either. Actively scanning events around you will have an adverse effect on them because time will be actively progressing backwards."

"You're talking about quantum theory? By observing a thing you change its state."

"Yes. In that theory Humans are correct in their theories though some of your scholars are mistaken in their conclusions from what we have shared of your knowledge of their teachings within your mind. The knowledge since imparted to you by the elder race has corrected those error filled conclusions. You have a firm grasp on quantum and gravitational theorem as they relate to one another. Trust your Human teachings but rely on the elder race provided correlation to fact and you will have proper conclusions every time."

"I understand, that's kind of what I've been doing all along. So¦are we going to age instantly and if so by how much?" Laurel asked.

"Think of it as exposure to typical radiation that affects the body. Does it make one sick instantly or over time?"

"Well if the exposure is high enough and of the right type of radiation it can kill you instantly but for the most part you get sick over time?"

"The time radiation will not be instantly lethal. It will cause accelerated aging over time. The older a person is the more rapid and deeper the aging will be. Depending on how quickly you get yourself placed into stasis so the stasis field can stop the continuing exposure to further anti-time radiation, the accelerated aging should be stopped completely before too many years are lost. Your artificial inelegance will need to keep you in light stasis until the aging subsides from your initial intense exposure as you pass through the barrier, you can then be entered into hard stasis for the remainder of your wait."

"Shouldn't anti-time cause our bodies to regress rather than age if anti-time works opposite to normal time?" Korica asked.

"Your bodies do not work like that sweet Korica. You age the way age no matter the cause."

"I don't know if you understand the layout of the Future's systems but if absolutely everything is shutdown¦it will take at least four people to restart the major systems from locations all over the ship. It can't be done from the bridge and for one person it would take well over two hours to accomplish since the elevators will be offline as well as the Asran transport system."

"I am aware. You have four young members available to carry out the task of restarting the major systems."

"Tamaric isn't trained in system familiarization."

"Restarting the shield generator system would only require him to press four buttons from the negative matter core control console. As you probably know the electronics that were installed by the elder race rely on technology that will not be affected by the time radiation so the negative matter core will be idling even when all of your systems are shut down. He simply needs to induce the high frequency field and then activate the neutron accelerator and divert power from the negative matter core to the oscillator coils then activate the shield generator."

"I guess we can teach him the startup sequence. You do understand our systems?"

"Yes dear Laurel. Your technology is not that complicated. By design it is easy to understand and operate, relatively speaking of course."

"Captain, I can initiate some cross tie shutdown procedures that will enable you to shut down the entire ship including me from one location and with a single command. It should only take sixteen seconds for everything to go offline from the moment you initiate the command. Within thirty seconds all of the systems should be deenergized completely."

"Won't the electromagnetic rotational fields that keep the rotating section of the ship rotating collapse?" Jake asked.

"We can reroute power from the number five fusion reactor directly to the electromagnetic field coils. As long as you get the control regulators back online within fifteen minutes the rotating section should remain rotational and at a consistent velocity. After that the power could fluctuate and cause a change in rotational speed or possibly even burn out the electromagnetic coils altogether if the power surges for any reason without the control regulators to dampen the surge."

"Please set up the reroute but hold off activating it until we're ready to shut everything down." Laurel said.

"Understood."

"So you never exactly answered my question about how much we're going to age?" Laurel said.

"Because we have observed several variations to your arrival at the other side. You need to understand that we are looking into the past to observe your eventual emergence yet there are still many possible timelines to observe. The most prevalent and repetitive suggests you and Jake will be the equivalent to seventeen years of age when you are brought out of stasis."

Laurel felt her knees get weak and she thought she was going to throw up as her stomach knotted up. She stepped back to her chair and plopped down and leaned on the armrest and swallowed her stomach back down. She then sat back and looked at Jake.

"We're going to lose our whole teenage life. I think I'm gunna be sick."

"What about me?" Korica asked. "How much will Tamaric and I age and will it be at the same rate?"

"Your species ages differently from that of Humans. In one possible outcome you are the equivalent to fifteen years of age and likewise for Tamaric yet in another prevalent outcome you are the equivalent of twenty-six years of age and Tamaric is the equivalent of nineteen years of age. Both timelines result in your daughter being born though at slightly different times so it is unclear which if either timeline is the outcome of the events that are going to take place in the next few hours as observed by you. Because you age differently I would recommend that you not delay in being placed in stasis after you restore your systems. I know you had plans but I would put forth that it can wait, from your perspective the seventeen years will pass by in mere moments and then you can be together again."

"Holy crap! There's a lot of disparity in those tow possible outcomes. I guess¦I have to go into stasis quickly."

"Those are not the only timelines that we have observed, just the most prevalent. The choice is yours to make your own destiny as you see fit. None is the right or wrong way to proceed Korica. Just do what feels right."

"How quickly will we feel the affects of the anti-time radiation?" Laurel asked.

"You will likely feel the affects immediately though no significant growth should occur for several hours. I would recommend that you not wait very long to put yourself in the protection of a stasis chamber either though the exposure will be less dramatic for you and Jake as opposed to Korica...as long as you don't delay any longer than is necessary."

"We have a few¦things to take of first then."

"I don't like the idea of you doing this without the support of Clara and Liam and I." Mark said.

"It's ok Mark. You've done your job. You got us here in one piece, let us take care of the last tasks and then we'll join you for the long sleep."

"Is there going to be any danger to the Future as we pass through the gateway if we're going to do so with no shield?" Jake asked.

"Not necessarily. Due to the nature of your hull plating the static charge that would normally build up to dangerous levels within the hull of just about any other craft will be absorbed harmlessly. There should be very little turbulence as long as you do not come into contact with the event Future. Time and anti-time react with one another similarly to matter and antimatter. There is a violent annihilative reaction when the two forces come into contact with one another and your ship contacting the event Future would facilitate that happening and the gateway would collapse violently and suddenly. With your shield down there would be significant stresses exerted on your already weakened hull as you are blown either into the anti-time region or back out into space depending on your position and the level of momentum you are carrying when contact is made."

"Great! So we need to get our aim right in order to pass through the gateway without blowing the ship apart."

"The opening you are going to create will be four times the size of your vessel. Your aim does not have to be perfect, just as close as possible to dead center."

"So this is really it then¦we're going to the Milky Way from here?" Korica said.

"From a point of view yes."

"Can I ask you something?" Korica asked looking at the bright ball of energy.

"Of course Korica."

"Are we seeing your true form?"

"As close a proximity as possible."

"But this isn't what you looked like when you had a physical body like us right?"

"No, of course not."

"Did you look like us? I mean¦were your bodies even shaped like a Draximan or a Human?"

"No. We did not have the same body shape as you."

"Is there anyway to¦see what you used to look like? I'm just curious about the friends that I feel like I have known my whole life and yet I've never actually laid eyes on you."

"It would only serve to confuse and disillusion you. You picture me looking like your mother. Let us leave it at that Korica, it makes you feel comfortable and accepting of my presence."

"Ok. Are you going to stick around while we make our final preparations?"

"No Korica. You know what you have to do. You do not need us around for that."

"May I ask a question of you?" Laurel asked.

"Yes Laurel."

I know the information you deposited in the AI's memory core is composed of star maps of the sector that the Future planet is at the heart of but can you tell me how detailed the information is?"

"It is in a format that you are familiar with. It is laid out exactly like the detailed maps the elder race provided you with for this sector of space. It contains species information and cultural details for all of the species that are identified. There are well over two hundred and fifty million species and their home worlds identified including their linguistic information. With the abilities that the five of you posses you will understand how to speak the languages if you hear it spoken aloud for a short time and the written language can be cross referenced against all of the languages contained within your artificial intelligence's memory with a simple correlative program that we also furnished you with. Your artificial intelligence will be able to speak the language aloud facilitating your teaching of the spoken language and making it possible for your ship to interpret any conversations in real time for first contact situations. The information was taken from reliable information that was compiled over centuries from ancient records covering the time that you will arrive in the Milky Way. Because of the variable possible times of your arrival the information can be updated by date since the information covers the time period from six hundred years ago to present day. You will be able to program the date you would like the information to be current too and the information will be up to date and relevant for the specified date based on your Human calendar system."

"Wow! I had no idea it was that dynamic or detailed. Thank you for sharing that with us. It will be invaluable in our efforts to make allies."

"You are welcome Laurel. We decided as a collective that you have earned the information we have given you and that you will use it wisely and keep it safe. The service you have all done for the innocent of this galaxy has earned you our respect. You have conducted yourselves with dignity and grace by virtue of your very nature. We hope to foster that same graciousness and generosity in the Milky Way via the information we have given you."

"Will we ever hear from you again?" Korica asked.

"No sweet Korica. This is the last time we will meet."

"Even if I reach out to you for help you won't answer?"

"We are sorry Korica, we do not meddle in the affairs of those in this material universe. You need to rely on your own strength and wisdom to conduct your affairs."

"I guess I have to get used to the idea of leaving absolutely everything behind me¦including my friendship with the Tel Pok Maron."

"We will always consider you a dear friend Korica Prentor no matter the era or galaxy you reside in."

"Thank you."

The ball of energy then drifted out into the middle of the bridge.

"We will watch over you until you depart so do not fear attack from unknown hostiles while you are at your most vulnerable with your shield down and artificial intelligence offline Mark Tillman."

"Thanks. That was a worry of mine, and thank you for helping us out."

The energy and light then just faded and blinked out and the warm feeling faded away. Laurel got to her feet and stepped over to the navigation station and she took a close look at the coordinates pinpointed for the efforts to open the anti-time gateway. It was a region of anomalous readings that was very large and distorted in a way that made it look gravitationally warped. Laurel could tell that at sub light speeds it would take years to reach the coordinates but at faster than light speeds it would only take a few hours.

"Future, please plot a course for the designated coordinates at best possible faster than light speed and warm up the stasis chambers for Mark, Clara and Liam?"

"Understood. I have already begun warming up the stasis chambers. I am also warming up the stasis chamber for two on deck two, it will take considerably longer for it to reach a state of readiness for use."

"Ok. Have you analyzed the algorithm that you weren't sure of its purpose to see how it can be incorporated into the stasis field generator programming?"

"Yes. From the moment that was revealed to us I began looking into how it can be incorporated into the core programming."

"And?"

"It is a brilliant piece of programming. The stasis field will expand beyond the confines of the stasis chamber to encompass the entire chamber and the auxiliary co processor next to it and the algorithm will automatically enable the co processor to attenuate the stasis field to variations in the time filed that the chamber is exposed to."

"Won't the power be offline for a time? The stasis chambers will shut down." Korica asked.

"A servo drone will be parked in front of every single stasis chamber to supply supplemental power while the plasma generators are shut down. The chambers can be run virtually indefinitely in this way as long as the chamber occupant is in hard stasis. I will have everyone in that state within the next thirty minutes."

"Can't you do the same thing to the shield generator?" Korica asked.

"No. The two systems are completely different in their field operation principles. Like the Tel Pok Maron said, I believe given enough time I can match the sensor data to attenuate the shield to offer protection form the anti-time radiation but it will take quite a while to do that since I have never observed anti-time in action. I have no idea what the radiation and variations in time will look like at this point. I have to get the shield attenuated properly eventually or all of the plant life on the ship will wither and die before any food can be harvested. In the mean time the new orchards and fruit bearing plants that are being planted to replace the plants destroyed during our escape from Minagoken nine will mature much faster restoring the food producing capacity of the entire gardening ring by a significant margin and possibly years ahead of what would have normally occurred."

"So there are some benefits to the rapid aging to biological organisms that we will experience?" Korica asked.

"For the plant life yes but not so much for the rest of you."

"Especially me huh?"

"You will live far longer than a Human will, but if you wish to remain the same relative age as Tamaric you must be placed in stasis as quickly as possible after the systems are restored. You are already in an accelerated growth mode and the anti-time radiation is going to exacerbate the condition."

"I don't want to be younger than you Korica." Tamaric said quietly. "I already feel like a little kid around you and we're the same age right now."

"I know Tamaric. I promise as soon as the systems are restored I'll go straight into my stasis chamber ok?"

"Ok. Thank you."

"Mark will you and Jake please go down to the stasis ring so he can put you into stasis?" Laurel asked.

"Eye captain. I'll see you in seventeen years everyone."

Laurel stepped over to him and engaged him in a tight hug. He then put his hand up to her cheek and smiled at her.

"You take care Laurel. It has been and absolute honor serving with you as my captain."

"Thank you Mark. And thank you for everything you've done to keep us all out of danger. I owe you my life¦I don't know how many times over. You always came after me when I stepped into deep shit and got grabbed and you always followed my orders and followed me into¦horrible situations to save others that we didn't even know. Thanks to you we have wonderful little Korica in our lives. For that alone I am eternally grateful Mark."

"It's what I do darlin." Mark said and then winked at Tamaric.

Jake stepped over to the auxiliary control station and he logged himself out and Mark turned to the sensor station and logged himself out and then the two of them went to head for the door when Korica ran up to Mark and threw her arms around his waist and placed her face against his chest. Mark held her for a moment and then knelt down on one knee and she hugged him again with her chin buried in his shoulder. She then stepped back with teary eyes but she smiled warmly.

"I love you Mark. Thank you for taking such good care of me. You always had my back."

"I love you too sweetheart. I'll see you in a couple years. I'm still going to have your back with captain Alexan too. I'm going to see to it that you get a fair chance to be a productive officer around here. You got what it takes and he will recognize it quick enough given the chance."

"Thank you Mark, that really means a lot to me. I know I can be a big help if I'm given the chance to prove it."

Mark stood up and pet the back of her soft head and smiled at her.

"You'll get the chance, I promise."

Korica nodded and stepped back and then Mark and Jake stepped up to the door and when it slid open they stepped out and turned left to head for the transport compartment. Laurel then stepped over to Korica and put her hand on her shoulder.

"Korica, I want you take Tamaric down to the negative matter core control room and show him the restart sequence to get the shield generator system back online from a cold start condition. Be sure to show him every aspect so that he doesn't over energize the field coils. He needs to know how to reduce the energy flow if the inducer elements surge as they heat up."

"Eye captain. He's really smart so it shouldn't be too difficult to explain it to him so that it makes sense. With your permission I would like to shut down the shield generator system once I have explained the procedure so that Tamaric can activate the system in real time?"

"Permission granted. Just don't leave the shield down for too long if he doesn't get it right. The background radiation is fairly high in this nebula and it won't take long for it to make us sick once the hull plating is saturated."

"Yes mam."

Tamaric then stepped over to his parents and he hugged them each tightly and Clara kissed the top of his head. He then put his hand on Clara's stomach and he smiled.

"Thank you for giving me a brother or sister mom and dad."

"You're welcome Tamaric. We had no idea that you would be so¦overjoyed that I was pregnant."

"Of course I am. Korica and I are going to have a brother or sister to play with and help you with. What better way to learn what to expect with our own children when the time comes."

"That's so mature of you to think that way. I'm so proud of the man you're becoming Tamaric. You go learn how to turn the shield back on ok? You pay close attention to what Korica tells you and we'll see you in the Milky Way. I don't want you waiting to be put into stasis. Once your job is done I want you to climb into your chamber."

"Yes mam. I'll pay close attention to Korica and I promise to get right into my stasis chamber once the systems are up and running."

"Good boy, now go."

Tamaric nodded and then walked over to Korica and took her hand and the two of them headed for the exit. When the door slid open they stepped out and turned left heading for the transport compartment. Laurel then stepped over to sensor station and she sat down and brought up the internal sensors to track what everyone was doing. Clara walked over to Laurel with Liam right beside her and Clara put her hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"We want to thank you for being such an extraordinary woman Laurel. You took care of our boy and even provided him with the girl of his dreams¦of our dreams. A mother can only dream of her little man finding someone as smart, beautiful and sweet as Korica."

"Thank you Clara and Liam. I was just doing what felt right in my heart. Tamaric is the answer to my prayers for Korica. He is a wonderful young man with a good heart and a clear sense of how to treat a woman thanks to how you two raised him so¦thank you for being who you are and instilling good values in him. I'm looking forward to being close to you two for the rest of my life. Thanks to Korica and Tamaric we're family and there's nothing more precious or valuable to me."

"Ooh how sweet. I can't wait to meet your mother Laurel. She must be a wonderful woman to raise such a wonderful daughter."

"Thank you Clara. I think you'll love her. She's so smart and so beautiful¦I really miss her. She's gunna really like you two¦and the fact that she's a grandma now."

"Look I know time is short so if you want, Lee and I can head down to the stasis ring and get ourselves prepped. We know intimately what has to be done and I'm sure you don't want to be the one to remove our body hair. In fact I can get Liam put completely into stasis and all I'll need is for you to activate my stasis chamber for me."

"That would be nice. Hay¦how is the stasis process going to affect your baby?"

"Well we insisted for the boarding of the Future that no pregnant women be allowed to board due to the risks of such a long stasis to a fetus but our stasis is only going to be for seventeen years. We should only age a few days if we're kept in hard stasis. The baby doesn't even have a nervous system yet so it should be fine. There are no critical biological processes that need to be regulated. It's just a collection of several thousand cells at this point. If the fetus does continue to grow despite the stasis process then the AI will have to wake me so I can deliver the baby and then when he or she is at least two¦but preferably three we can both be put back into stasis for the remainder of the seventeen year period. I'll just have to have another stasis chamber constructed for the baby."

"You know you can't use the power conduits in your section of the stasis ring due to the damage done under Tamaric's chamber?"

"Wait¦what am I saying, I can use your chamber or Jake's."

"That's true, I would be honored if you would use mine if the need should arise."

"Thank you Laurel. It's a remote likelihood but I appreciate and accept your offer."

"Thank you for everything captain." Liam said. "You are one of a kind and I'm glad we met and that Tamaric fell under your care and I know he loves you very much. He has a lot of respect for you and frankly so do I even if he doesn't express it very often."

"Thank you Liam. I can feel what's inside him so I know he loves Jake and I. I'll see you in a couple years in the Milky Way."

"We'll see 'ya Laurel."

Clara and Liam then headed for the exit and when the door slid open they stepped out and turned left and headed for the transport compartment. Once Clara and Liam transported off the command deck Laurel felt very alone and she looked up form the senor display and it dawned on her that this would likely be the last few hours that she would ever spend on the bridge as the captain. She stood up and walked out into the middle of the bridge and looked around at all of the active control stations and she grinned a little. She knew she was the first and only girl her age to ever command a starship. She had the adventure of her life while in command but she was ready to go back to being just another civilian on the ship without the tremendous responsibility of coordinating something like the trip across Korica's galaxy. She sighed and stepped back over to the sensor station and she looked at where everyone was. She sat down and watched Korica showing Tamaric how to start up the shield generator system from a cold start condition and then she changed the view to the stasis ring. She could see Mark just climbing into his stasis chamber with the protective hair net on and Jake was pulling out the oxygen mask to get his saturation levels up before engaging the sleep cycle. Clara and Liam were just arriving at their stasis chambers. Laurel could see the shield indicator showing the shield collapsing and there was an immediate radiation warning that she silenced and she could hear the hull creaking as it became as cold as space within seconds.

Laurel switched back to the view of the negative matter core control room and she watched Korica pointing to the various controls as Tamaric restarted the shield generator system. Once the shield was up and at full strength Laurel watched Korica collapse the shield an additional three times and the last time Korica put her hands up and took a half step back and Tamaric started up the shield generator system by himself successfully. Korica then stepped up to him and pointed at the power levels as she instructed him what to look for in an actual cold start situation. Korica then let him vary the power of the negative matter core a few times to see what the controls felt like and how sensitive the controls were. Korica then gave him a big hug and a quick peck and then she explained a few more controls just in case something went wrong and Laurel smiled. She could see even without audio how much the two loved each other and loved being around one another. Tamaric was so smart that he already understood what he had to do and he looked confident that he could do it on his own when the time came. Korica then started pointing up into the overhead as she explained some of the components high up in the space above them. Laurel thought Korica was presumably explaining what actual components were part of the shield generator system.

Laurel then switched back to the internal sensor view in the stasis ring and she navigated to the military section just as Marks chamber lid was swinging closed. The chamber then slid forward and connected to the main power distribution system and Jake turned the overhead light off and then stepped over to the monitoring station across from Mark's chamber to watch him drifting deeper into stasis while making sure the process was working properly with no signs of physical or neural trauma. Laurel then navigated to the civilian engineers section and she could see that Liam was done being prepped and he was working on Clara. Laurel knew it was time so she got up and stepped over to the captain's chair and swiveled her right display around and logged herself out and the entire bridge went to sleep.

Laurel then turned and stepped up to the door and when it slid open she stepped out and turned left and headed down to the transport compartment. Laurel transported down to deck 1, stasis ring entrance and she stepped down and had her palm scanned at the stasis ring entrance and the door hissed slightly as it slid open and she stepped in and looked around at her position and she could see Jake directly across from her looking like he was walking along the ceiling as he headed for the closest palm scanner pedestal and then she looked around the curving surface to the right and she could see

Liam lying in his chamber while hugging Clara and Laurel smiled. She knew that feeling of letting go of the one you love and praying that nothing went wrong so you could be together again at the end of the stasis cycle. She was a little relived that she wouldn't have to go through that. Her and Jake would go to sleep while holding each other's hand and looking into one another's faces.

Laurel turned right and started the walk toward Clara and Liam. By the time she reached them Liam's chamber was closed and engaged into the main power distribution system. Clara reached up and turned the overhead light off and she looked at Laurel and grinned.

"Hello Laurel, I'm ready."

"Ok, let's check Liam's bio readings and then we'll get you inserted."

Clara nodded and the two of them stepped over to the monitoring workstation across from Clara and Liam's chambers and they could see that his readings were looking perfect. Liam was already drifting past deep sleep and his readings were beginning to level out as his entire body was slowly taken into a state of stasis. The two of them then stepped over to Clara's chamber and she curled her hair up on top of her head and then put her metal mesh hair cap on. Laurel lifted the trans dermal interface and placed it at the base of Clara's skull and squeezed the initiate buttons and the tendrils pierced her skin and began feeding up into Clara's brain as the pad attached itself firmly to her skin. Clara then sat on the edge of her chamber and slid down into it and then swung her legs in. Laurel grinned at Clara and touched her tummy.

"You two sleep well and I'll see you at first light."

"Thank you Laurel. Please make sure that Tamaric doesn't dawdle around before getting into his chamber ok? I know he wants to spend every second with Korica but I want him put into stasis as quickly as possible. I just don't want him to lose too many of his formative years."

"You got it Clara. I'll see to it that he's put into stasis right away."

Clara smiled and nodded and then Laurel looked up at Clara's saturation levels and they were hovering right at 98% so she touched the command to begin the sleep cycle without administering pure oxygen first. Clara's eyes began to look heavy and then she blinked a few times and then closed her eyes and her face went still. Laurel then touched the command to close the chamber lid on the mating surface and the lid slowly swung closed and then the chamber slid forward connecting to main power distribution system and Laurel could hear the stasis fluid begin to pump into Clara's chamber. Laurel reached up and turned off the overhead light and then she stepped over to the monitoring workstation and she watched Clara's readings as they slowly flattened out in a perfect rhythm.

Laurel then stepped out and turned right and headed toward the nearest palm scanner pedestal. She had her palm scanned and twenty seconds later the door rotated to her position and hissed slightly and slid open and she stepped out. She stepped over to the transport platform and when the free-floating map appeared she touched the indicator for the command deck. A few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light she disappeared and then found herself standing on the transport platform on the command deck. She stepped down and walked over to the exit and when the door slid open she stepped out and looked both ways. She wondered if Korica and Tamaric were taking care of what they have wanted to do for days or not. She closed her eyes and listened for Korica's thoughts and she could tell that Korica was calm and sitting on the bridge looking at the navigation data. Laurel grinned and then opened her eyes and headed for the bridge. When she stepped in Korica looked at her and smiled and shook her head.

"I heard your thoughts mom. We aren't gunna do that, not until we get to the other side."

"I'm sorry sweetie, I didn't mean to invade your privacy. I was going to slow us down if you were¦I was going to give you time to enjoy it."

"I told you that you can listen to my thoughts anytime you want¦well as long as my mind isn't quieted. You didn't invade my privacy at all. I'm not going to cause a delay just to fulfill my selfish urges."

"Ok."

Laurel stepped over to the auxiliary control station and she bought up the readings for the trididols and she could see that the AI had established a positive neural link with the creature in habitat number 2.

"Future are you sure you can coax the trididol to release its energy at the right time?"

"Yes. I can sense everything the animal experiencing. It will only require a crude baseline command to its cortical nerve bundle and it will contract and release its energy in a continuing stream of energy until I release the command line which I will not do until the creature has expended everything that it can. It will burn out the number five engine since the creature will be using the engine to focus its energy. The trididol has already connected itself to the back of the engine with the coils at the back of its body and I have flooded the compartment with the atmospheric gasses necessary to keep the creature alive and comfortable."

"I guess we are truly ready then."

"I hope I am not embarrassing you by asking that you Jake take care of reconfirming your pairing before we enter the anti-time region? I would rather that you two enter your stasis chambers as soon as possible once on the other side. I do not know how this anti-time radiation is going to affect you and I would like to limit your exposure."

"You're not embarrassing me given the present company. I agree with Korica though. My wants and desires can come after we take care of business."

"It is your decision of course but I think it is a bad idea to wait."

"Ok¦what if we¦commit to the act in our stasis chamber? Can you activate the stasis field while we're conscious?"

"I believe it would have an adverse affect on your nervous system. It is designed to be used on a person that is in a coma like state with very little neural activity present. Your neural activity will be extremely high during the process of pairing."

"Then we will just have to wait and take the chance that we will lose even more years of our life."

"Understood. I will work diligently at attenuating the shield to match the sensor readings on the other side. If I can achieve a correlative match rapidly then you will have more time without ill affect."

"Thank you. If worse comes to worse and we start to feel¦sick or whatever then we'll climb into our chamber together without committing to the act. We'll just wait until we're taken out of stasis."

"Understood."

"Korica how far are we from the plotted anomaly?" Laurel asked looking over at Korica and Tamaric as they shared the navigation seat.

"About forty minutes."

"Ok, are you hungry?"

"Yes. I have been for a little while."

"Why don't you and Tamaric go to the mess hall and get something to eat?"

"Ok, thank you."

Korica logged herself out and then her and Tamaric got to their feet and headed for the exit. Once they stepped out and the door slid shut Laurel got up and stepped over to Jake at the senor station.

"Are you ok with us possibly not¦you know?"

"No, but I understand your logic behind the decision."

"You know after we¦do what we want to do¦I will have to make a trip to the med deck or I'll end up pregnant?"

"Oh man, I hadn't even thought about that. We could always use protection during?"

"No I need to feel¦there's a component to your release that will make my orgasm deeper and more intense."

"Oh, I didn't know that."

"Future, will you strike from the record our previous conversation and disable the audio portion of the bridge sensors?"

"Understood. Audio sensors disabled. You may speak freely and no one will ever hear it."

"Jake I want to feel you come inside me. The warm sensation of you coming inside me and the way it feels when it shoots out with force really does make me come even harder. Not only do I want to come hard just cause it feels so damn good but I think it's important that both of us gets lost in the strongest orgasm possible so that we can be sure that we become paired again."

"Ok. I kind of know how it feels for you because we were connected when we made love but I didn't know that it was so important to maximizing your experience. I would much rather feel you squeezing around me tightly as you get off without anything numbing the sensation anyways. It's almost hard to slide it in and out when you start to come cause you're so damn tight to begin with."

"You're also huge. That has a lot to do with it."

"Thanks babe. Hay I'm sorry about any pain I'll cause you. I just want to apologize ahead of time."

"After experiencing what Merenon did to me¦the pain is tiny in comparison. I can handle it and I forgive you if it makes you feel any better."

"I don't like causing you any pain Laurel and especially not physical pain where I'm going to hurt you."

"Look, I was sore last time but I don't think it's going to be that intense this time. I'm not a virgin even if my hymen has healed over again."

"So technically you aren't but physically you are?"

"Kind of I guess. Just please don't think about it or worry about it ok. I just want to enjoy making love to you again. Just think¦when we come out of stasis we're going to be like seventeen. My body will be much more ready for sexual activity."

"I can't wait to see you at seventeen. I remember what you looked like on that gadget that aged us. You are gunna be so damn hot."

"You too Jake. You're a serious hunk as a grown man."

"Thank you Laurel. You know¦we got it bad for each other?"

"I know. It's not a bad thing though. You want to go join Korica and Tamaric?"

"Sure. I could use a drink of water if nothing else."

Jake logged himself out and then Laurel stepped over to the captain's chair and logged herself out and the whole bridge went to sleep. The two of them then stepped out into the main corridor and Laurel put her finger up to stop Jake and she stepped into her quarters and grabbed her data pad from the nightstand and then she rejoined Jake and the two of them headed for the mess hall. When they rounded the corner into the mess hall Korica and Tamaric were holding each other and engaged in a serious lip lock kiss. Laurel cleared her throat and the two terminated the kiss and looked embarrassed. Korica's cheeks turned a bright pink as she blushed and Laurel and Jake couldn't help but chuckle as they walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink then sat down together.

"Sorry mom, we didn't know you guys were coming down here. I was preoccupied listening to Tamaric's feelings and I just didn't sense you coming."

"It's ok sweetheart. This is your last few hours together so I don't have a problem with you kissing in the mess hall."

"We just kind of got carried away with our feelings." Tamaric said.

Laurel turned her data pad on and brought up a diagram of the Future.

"I wanted to go over where we're going to be positioned when we shut the ship down. Tamaric you know where you need to be right?"

"Yes mam. I need to stand outside the negative matter core control room until the core ramps down from opening the rip in time or whatever you want to call it. When the energy reading on the control panel by the door reaches safe levels I need to go inside and wait for the lights to go out and then wait five minutes before beginning the cold start of the shield generator system."

"That's right. Korica I want you right here to initialize the restart procedure for the main engine controllers and power inverter controllers. It can only be done from the engine control room. When the lights go out give it five minutes and then open and then close the reset breakers and begin the restart procedure." Laurel said pointing to the main engine control room on the diagram on her data pad. "Do you remember how to restart those systems?"

"Yes mam. It's part of my ensign studies. I've never actually done it but I know the procedure."

"Good girl. Jake I want you at the AI neural processor power junction and control room. You're going to have to reset all of the controllers manually. I know there are a lot of them but it has to be done manually as you know."

"I can handle it."

"I'll be up here in the forward auxiliary processor control room." Laurel said pointing to the control room on deck 6. "I'll wait five minutes after I send the command to shut everything down and then I'll reset the breakers and begin the restart procedure once power reaches that section of the ship. That is going to rely on you getting the power inverter controllers up and running Korica. After that I can reroute power from the number one fusion reactor once it comes back online. Once those four main tasks are completed the systems all over the ship should start coming back online automatically so I want you and Tamaric to meet us in the stasis ring Korica. We have to get you into stasis as quick as possible."

"Ok. I promise as soon as I'm done I'll transport to the stasis ring and meet you at my chamber."

Korica's food arrived at that point and was slid up on the table and a few seconds later Tamaric's food arrived and it was also slid up on the table. Korica and Tamaric ate their meals while Laurel and Jake sat and enjoyed their last time together with Korica and Tamaric. When the meals were consumed they all finished off their drinks and then they made their way back to the bridge. Korica stepped over to the navigation station and she logged herself in and then checked on their relative position. They were now twenty minutes from the designated coordinates. Korica leaned back in her seat and looked at Laurel.

"You want us to go ahead and take our positions since we're only twenty minutes out?"

"I guess so. The AI will let us know when the high-energy pulse is initiated¦although I'm pretty sure we're going to hear the negative matter core being operated at maximum power." Laurel replied.

"It's kind of hard to imagine something as big as that negative matter core being run at full power." Tamaric said.

"I know what you mean. That thing is capable of producing unbelievable amounts of energy. Enough to rip a hole in our universe right into another dimension with different time properties entirely."

Korica leaned forward and logged herself out and the whole bridge went to sleep and then they all made their way down to the transport compartment. The stepped in and one by one transported to their designated positions. Just about the time they all got into position the AI called out and told them that the ship had arrived at the designated coordinates and to prepare for the high energy pulse. There was an intense rumbling from within the ship sounding and feeling like boiling water in a pot and then a high frequency noise that almost sounded like a person screaming. It lasted for ten seconds and then the noise faded a little and then rose up again as a second pulse was initiated along with the energy from the trididol. The AI then reported success in opening the gateway as the noise and rumbling faded and the AI told everyone to get ready for full shut down. The AI headed the Future away from the triangular shaped shimmering window of light and then swung the Future around and using the five remaining engines they accelerated toward the gateway and once the ship was up to maximum velocity the AI called out to Laurel to initiate the shutdown. Laurel reached over to the control panel she was standing by in the control room and she brought up the cross tie command and she pressed initiate and the control panel went dark and then there was a thud and the room went completely dark. Laurel could hear the air handlers spooling down and the usual faint rumble that was ever present everywhere on the ship faded and it became eerily quiet. The artificial gravity then failed and they all hung onto whatever was closest to them as the emergency lights came on providing a dim light so they could see. Laurel knew the emergency lights had independent power cells that would last for months but she still worried that the lights could fail altogether and she wondered how they would do their job in pitch darkness.

They all waited in the dim light holding onto whatever they could grab a hold of wondering what the anti-time radiation would feel like. After two and a half minutes they could hear a crackling sound traveling back through the hull from the bow and Laurel was the first to feel the affects. She felt an ache in her stomach like a cramp and then she became disoriented as the affect passed her by and kept heading aft. It only took a few seconds for the pain and disorientation to fade and then Laurel felt odd but she couldn't put her finger on what felt off. She assumed the accelerated aging was beginning and it just didn't feel right but didn't particularly hurt. The affect then reached Tamaric as he was holding onto the top of the doorframe outside the negative matter control room. He yelped and thought about putting his hand to his stomach but he knew he would float away if he let go so he resisted the temptation and just grit his teeth until the affect passed by and a few seconds later his head cleared but he had the same strange feeling that Laurel had that something felt off but it wasn't particularly uncomfortable. He clawed his way down to the palm scanner and he placed his hand on it and nothing happened. He remembered the over ride code that Korica had told him and he pressed the numbers and letters into the key pad and the door popped and opened just a few inches and then he hooked his fingers in the gap and pressed the door open and made his way around the half open door. He pushed off from the door and floated over to the control panel in the control room that was still active since it was comprised completely of elder race components and powered from the negative matter core directly. Tamaric then waited for a few moments and then began the cold start procedure to get the shield generator system back on line.

The affect of the anti-time barrier moved aft and contacted Jake next and he grunted as his stomach cramped and his mind became blurry. He held on tightly and the nausea faded and he waited. The affect hit Korica next, she heard it passing through the bulkhead behind her and kept coming right toward her. As it struck her she let out a squeak as her stomach knotted up and she became disoriented. The feeling then passed as the affect kept traveling aft. She then waited for what she thought was five minutes and then she opened and then closed the reset breakers. There was an echo as the breakers snapped closed and then she clawed her way back over to the control console and she saw dim lights beginning to glow as the circuits reenergized. She then set about going through the restart procedure. As she finished and the power started to come back online the artificial gravity being restored was one of the first signs that she had achieved success. Everyone fell to the floor and then got to their feet and went about restoring the systems.

It only took ten minutes for most of the major systems to come back online and then the Jake managed to get the thirty breakers reset and the AI's neural processor began to come back online. A few minutes later the AI called out to everyone to let them know that it was back online and the preliminary diagnostics had revealed no permanent damage anywhere on the ship. Once Laurel had the number 1 fusion reactor up and running she sent the restart command to the number 2 reactor remotely and then she checked on the other five fusion reactors and they were all coming back online and number 5 had remained running in a diminishing capacity the whole time telling her that the rotating center section of the ship had remained in motion. She then made her way to the nearest transport platform.

Everyone finished their tasks and then transported to the stasis ring. Laurel made her way to Korica's stasis chamber and she sat down at the monitoring workstation across form Korica's stasis chamber and she waited for Korica to arrive. Laurel was surprised that Tamaric was the first to show up in the stasis ring. He made his way around the curving surface of the stasis ring to Laurel and she stood up and greeted him.

"How you doing Tamaric?"

"I feel a little¦odd inside¦and I thought I was gunna lose my lunch when the gravity went away but I got the job done. The shield is up and running and the negative matter core is at two percent just like Korica told me to set it at."

"Good man. Thank you for your help. You saved us a lot of excess exposure to the anti-time radiation and you saved us a lot of time too. I have the same weird feeling inside that something is off."

"I'm kind of surprised that I got here before Korica."

"She has a lot to do to get the engine controllers back online. It's a pretty complex procedure so I guess it's taking longer than we thought it would."

"Should I start getting ready?"

"That might be a good idea. You know which chamber you're going to be using?"

"I know I'm going to be using Jake's chamber but I don't know where it is."

"I can show you where it is."

Just as Laurel turned to head toward Jake's chamber Korica stepped into the stasis ring and Tamaric smiled big and looked at Laurel.

"Ok, we can wait. We need to get Korica in her chamber as quickly as possible."

Tamaric nodded and they waited for Korica to walk up to them. Korica grabbed Tamaric in a tight hug and the two held each other for a few moments and then Laurel touched Korica's shoulder.

"Thank you for your hard work Korica, you did a great job."

"Thanks mom."

"Ok, let's get you prepped."

The three of them stepped over to Korica's chamber and Laurel touched the button to open the chamber. Once the lid had swung open Laurel reached in and grabbed the metal mesh cap and she handed it to Korica who was now completely undressed. Tamaric helped her wrap her hair up on top of her head and once she put her cap on Tamaric helped her poke the remaining hair up under her cap. Laurel then retrieved the electro dermal wand and Korica held her arms up while Laurel passed the wand over her armpits and then over her arms and then she knelt down in front of her and Korica moved her feet apart and Laurel removed her pubic hair. Laurel brushed the loose hair off her labium and then stood up. Tamaric looked Korica over and when he met her eyes she was grinning at him.

"Do I look weird with no hair down there?"

"No! You're gorgeous Korica, the pretty white hair was a nice accent but you're still beautiful. I love how you're shaped¦sorry Laurel, I know you don't want to hear me talking like that about Korica."

"It's alright Tamaric, I know you love her and I happen to agree that she's very pretty and she needs to hear it from her man."

Laurel lifted the trans dermal interface pad with the ribbon attached to it out of Korica chamber and she set it up to the base of Korica's skull and then squeezed the buttons on the side of it and the tendrils pierced her skin and fed up into her brain and Korica mouthed the word 'ouch'. Laurel then stepped over to the com panel with Korica and she asked the AI to shutdown Korica's biomonitor. The AI downloaded the data from the monitor and then sent the burst command for the monitor to shutdown and the probes retracted from her bloodstream and then the band loosened up as the monitor shutdown. Laurel pulled it from her wrist and set it on the control console next to the stasis chamber co processor and then the two of them stepped back over to Korica's chamber.

"Damn you got a nice bum Korica." Tamaric fairly whispered.

Korica blushed a little and grinned as she stepped back against the side of her chamber and sat on the edge of her chamber and slid her behind down in and then lifted her feet to swing them up in and Tamaric got a perfect bottom shot with her lips pressed together firmly and he smiled and Korica sensed what he was feeling making her smile big. She set her feet into her chamber and then leaned over the edge of her chamber and waved Tamaric over. Tamaric stepped up to her and she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him in close and she engaged him in a long tongue kiss. Laurel just stepped back and waited for them to finish their goodbye kiss. When they terminated the kiss Korica looked into Tamaric's eyes.

"I love you so much Tamaric. I promise you can have what you saw when we come out of stasis."

"I love you too Korica. I can't wait until we're together again. You have sweet dreams beautiful."

Korica smiled and let go of him and laid down and then scooted down so her head was on the head support in her chamber and then she looked at Laurel and nodded. Laurel stepped up to her and leaned in and gave her a peck and then stroked her cheek.

"I love you baby, I'll see you in seventeen years but thankfully it'll seem like tomorrow for us all."

"I love you too mom. Thank you for the wonderful life you've given me. I'm proud to be your daughter and your friend."

"Awe, you're so sweet Korica. I'm proud you're my daughter too. I've never had a better friend than you."

Laurel then leaned back and reached up and touched the 'begin sleep cycle' command and Korica blinked a few times and then her eyes just slowly closed and she went completely limp and still. Laurel then touched the button on the mating surface of the chamber and the lid began to swing closed. They watched until the lid sealed shut and then Laurel touched the begin stasis command and the chamber slid forward and connected to the main power distribution system and they could hear the stasis fluid begin pumping into Korica's chamber. Laurel then reached up turned off the overhead light and her and Tamaric stepped over to the monitoring workstation and watched Korica's readings carefully. Laurel could see that Korica was already passing into deep sleep with all of her readings in the green and her biorhythms were flattening out perfectly.

"She's gunna be fine." Laurel said. "Let's go get you in Jake's chamber."

"Ok."

The two of them then started walking toward Jake's chamber. They got fifteen feet away from Jake's chamber when Jake stepped into the stasis ring. They waited for Jake to catch up to them and then Laurel hugged him tightly and gave him a peck and then she looked at Tamaric.

"Would you rather Jake get you prepped? I'm sure you don't want a girl other than Korica looking at you while you're naked."

"You're not just some girl Laurel. You've already seen me without anything on, I don't care if you see me again. If you're uncomfortable with it then Jake can take care of me."

"I think that would be better."

Tamaric stepped up to Laurel and hugged her tightly and then Laurel kissed his cheek and stroked his head.

"Thank you for everything you've done for me Laurel, from saving my life when a fire erupted under my chamber to allowing me to date your daughter. You never once treated me like a little kid and I can't tell you how much that means to me."

"You're welcome Tamaric. Hay thank you for taking such good of my daughter. You make her deliriously happy so in my book you're a hero."

"Thanks. She makes me crazy happy too."

"I'll meet you on the command deck Jake."

"Ok. Come on Tamaric." Jake said.

Jake and Tamaric then headed toward Jake's chamber and Laurel made her way to the nearest exit. When Jake and Tamaric arrived at Jake's chamber, Jake stepped over to his father's chamber and he turned the overhead light on and he looked in at his father. He grinned a little and put his hand up on the clear cover while looking at his dad's face submerged in a solid block of stasis fluid that made it look like he was encased in the clearest solid ice imaginable.

"You miss him huh?" Tamaric asked as he was getting undressed.

"More than you can possibly imagine. He's the only family I've got."

Once Tamaric was completely undressed Jake helped him put his metal mesh cap on and then he lifted the trans dermal interface pad out of the chamber and he placed it at the back of Tamaric's skull and he squeezed the buttons and the tendrils pierced his skin and began feeding up into Tamaric's brain as the pad attached itself to Tamaric's skin firmly. Jake then picked up the electro dermal wand and Tamaric spread his feet and held his arms up and Jake went about removing the hair from under his armpits and then he worked his way down his arms and finally down to his crotch and around his legs. Jake then had Tamaric lift his cock and Jake worked his way around his testicles and then Jake had him lift his testicles and he covered the area underneath them and then Jake brushed the loose hair off of him and then stood up and patted his shoulder.

"Hairless as a new born."

"Nice! I'm kind of glad Korica isn't gunna see me like this. I look like a little boy."

"This is how you looked the first time she saw you and she still liked what she saw."

"I guess that's true."

Tamaric stepped over to the chamber and turned around and slid his behind down into the chamber and then lifted his feet and swung them in. He then scooted down and laid back and looked at Jake and smiled.

"Thanks for everything Jake. You and Laurel have been so nice to me."

"That's cause you're worth it Tamaric. You got a good heart and you're as smart as they come and you make Korica happy. I couldn't ask for anything more."

"Thanks Jake."

"You got it." Jake said as he patted Tamaric's chest.

Jake then reached up touched the 'begin sleep cycle' command and Tamaric opened his eyes wide and then he batted his eyes a few times and then they drew closed and Tamaric went limp. Jake then touch the button on the mating surface to close the lid and it slowly began to swing closed. Once is was closed and sealed Jake reached up and touched the command to begin the stasis cycle and the chamber slid forward and connected to the main power distribution system and Jake could hear the stasis fluid starting to pump into the chamber. Jake reached up and turned the overhead light off and then stepped over to his father's chamber and turned the overhead light off and then Jake stepped over to the monitoring workstation and he looked at Tamaric's bio readings. He was relieved to see that Tamaric was doing perfect. His neural patterns were slowly flattening out as he passed into deep sleep and his biorhythms were also flattening out.

Jake was satisfied that Tamaric would be fine so he made his way toward the nearest palm scanner pedestal to make his way to the command deck. When Jake transported back up to the command deck he headed straight for the bridge where he found Laurel at the sensor station pouring over the strange reading coming in. Jake stopped and looked at the view on the giant viewer at the front of the bridge and he was awe struck by what he was seeing. There were bright white and blue swirls of light all over and they were moving a pattern that looked like something was moving from behind an opaque screen of light. It was wavering like an aurora borealis but it was brightest wherever one looked as thought it was following a person's center field of vision. There were undulations in the patterns of light that were mesmerizing and beautiful but somehow scary looking. There were also occasional bright reflections, as the affect seemed to move forward and contact the shield fluorescing for a moment before sinking through the shield and passing right through the hull.

"What is all that Laurel? I've never seen anything like that before."

"I think we're seeing the universe¦regressing all around us. The sensor data keeps identifying the¦energy or whatever that is as unknown plasmatic discharges. It's not exactly electrical in nature but it isn't exactly gravimetric either and there's no solid matter present anywhere. The laws of physics that we know just don't apply here. Whatever that is, it reacts to the very act of being observed and it's passing through the shield so I have to assume that is the anti-time radiation that the Tel Pok Maron were talking about or¦whatever that energy is¦it carries anti-time radiation within it."

"I am attempting to find a way to counter the plasmatic discharges but I cannot reinforce the shield matrix with quantum gravity so the energy is penetrating the shield." The AI said. "I really wish you two would climb into your chamber to prevent further exposure to the anti-time radiation."

"You know we have something to do first Future." Laurel said. "What would happen if you pulsed the shield with a dynamic field of refractive negative energy?"

"That is brilliant Laurel. Please stand by¦"

The AI began reconfiguring the shield matrix and then the shield dropped and massive licks of energy were attracted toward the ship. The shield reformed and swelled outward just as the energy was about to strike the hull and almost all of the energy was dissipated by the shield in a bright light storm of what looked like sparks in every color of the rainbow.

"Holy shit!" Jake exclaimed. "What the heck is that?"

"I believe it is a time and anti-time interaction at the boundary of the shield envelope." The AI answered. "When the shield reformed it carried the normal time field from within the ship with it and it collided with the anti-time field all around us."

"Can you detect anti-time fields?"

"No. Not at present. Given enough time I might be able to detect the differential between what is detected within the ship and what is detectable with the passive sensors all around us but without the enhanced active scanners I cannot detect the subtle variations in time itself. Time is not a force that can be felt or seen under ordinary circumstances."

"So is the new shield configuration working?"

"The plasmatic energy is not being attracted to the hulls positive charge but I do not know how much protection you are being afforded since I cannot detect anti-time radiation."

"Is our stasis chamber ready?" Laurel asked.

"Yes, it is warmed up and ready."

"Ok. I really wanted more time to¦I wanted more time. We'll do our thing and then I'll make a trip down to the med deck. After that we'll climb into our stasis chamber."

"Hay something just occurred to me¦" Jake said. "Can't you detect the conditions inside the occupied stasis chambers within the protection of the stasis field and compare the difference in conditional readings with those outside the field?"

"That is genius Jake. I can use a chronographic analyzer on the conditions inside and outside the stasis field it will give an indication of a differential in time passage within both regions."

"How long will it take you to start getting any significant data?"

"I am already sending a servo drone with the necessary equipment to outfit three stasis chambers with chronographic detectors. Since the stasis field now extends well outside the stasis chamber I do not need to open anyone's chamber to take the readings so it should only take a few minutes to connect the detectors to the stasis chamber processors so that I wall have direct access the readings."

"Jake¦you think we're being careless by doing what we want to do before getting into our stasis chamber?" Laurel asked leaning back in her seat.

"The way I see it everyone is safe and we're where we need to be for the next seventeen years. We're only endangering ourselves and all it means is we're possibly going to age more while we're in stasis."

"That odd feeling from inside is gone. Either I've gotten used to how it feels to be in this weird time field or the new shield configuration is working."

"Well¦do you have your mission reports done?"

"Yah, what about you?"

"Yah mine are done. I guess we're done then. There's nothing else we need to do as far as official business."

Laurel leaned forward and logged herself out and the whole bridge went to sleep and the giant viewer blinked out and went dark. Laurel then got to her feet and stepped over by Jake.

"Future, we're going to our quarters. Will you let us know as soon as you have any data on whether or not the shield is protecting us from the anti-time field?"

"As soon as I have any information for you. I will continue to rotate the shield modulation until I get the best possible result."

Laurel and Jake then stepped up to the door and when it slid open they stepped out and crossed the corridor to their quarters and stepped in and the lights came up. They both stepped over to the bed and slid their shoes off and then sat down next to one another. Jake laid back and stretched for a moment and then he set his hand on Laurel's lower back and he rubbed her back for a few moments and Laurel shook with a hard shiver and Jake chuckled.

"Are we a little ticklish?"

"No, it's just your touch and the thought of where I want your hands. We need to wait until the AI lets us know if we're still being radiated or whatever though. If we're still being exposed to anti-time radiation then I want us go straight to our chamber. I don't want to be thirty when we come out of stasis."

"Ok. I can live with that. I want to make love to you so we can become paired again but it isn't worth losing decades of our life."

"Exactly." Laurel said.

Laurel got up and made her way into the restroom to relieve herself. When she was done she washed her hands and brushed her hair out for a moment and then looked at herself in the mirror trying to memorize how she looks now since she knows she won't look like this when she comes out of stasis. She sighed and then headed out into the main quarters. Jake sat up at the edge of the bed and looked at her and grinned at her. He loved how beautiful her hair is when she first brushes it. Laurel smiled at him and walked over to the com panel by the door and she touched the panel and it lit up and then she touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"I was just wondering if you had any differential readings yet?"

"I am not detecting any differential at all. I am not convinced that means the shield is having the desired affect though. The time differential may not be detectable in the manner we hypothesized it would be."

Laurel looked at Jake and he stood up and sighed and stepped into his shoes and then picked up Laurel's shoes and walked over to her and set them down in the floor.

"Let's go Laurel. Unless we can be sure we need to get into our stasis chamber."

"Damn it! Alright¦we're on our way down to deck two Future."

"Understood. Thank you Laurel and Jake, I believe that is a wise choice."

Laurel closed the com channel and the com panel went dark. Laurel then took one long look around and then her and Jake steeped up to the door for the last time and when it slid open they stepped out and headed for the transport compartment. They stepped in and walked over to the transport platform and they stepped up onto it and Laurel touched the indicator for deck 2 fusion reactor number 2 and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform on deck 2 twenty feet from the fusion reactor number 2 control room entrance. They stepped down and headed for the control room and right next to it was the power distribution compartment, which contained the stasis chamber for two. They stepped up to the door and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped in.

There in the corner of the room was the new stasis chamber. It was roughly heart shaped with a clear crystalline cover with a wide flat metal reinforcing beam down the middle of its curving surface. They stepped up to it peered in through the lid. The inside had the same white pleated soft cushion to lie on until their bodies were floated in stasis fluid and it looked very roomy. Laurel stepped over to the side of the chamber and she pressed the button to open the chamber and it lifted from the front edge and hinged at the back end. The lid swung up high and then stopped. There were two metal mesh caps lying inside the chamber and two trans dermal interface pads with neural conductor ribbons attached to them. Laurel and Jake then got completely undressed and Laurel pulled the drawer underneath open and there was an electro dermal wand lying in the drawer and she picked it up and stepped over to Jake. He lifted his arms and Laurel went about removing all of his body hair. She then handed the wand to Jake and she lifted her arms and he removed all of her body hair. When he was done he swept the loose hairs from her pubic line and hen he gently stroked her labium a few times and she smiled at him and stroked his head.

Jake stood up and put the electro dermal wand away and slid the drawer shut. Laurel then grabbed Jake in a tight hug and held him for a few moments then kissed his neck as she stepped back.

"I'm sorry Jake. I know you were looking forward to making love to me."

"I wanted to be paired with you Laurel. The fact that I have to make love to you to do it is just a bonus. I'm most disappointed about not being paired with you."

"I know me too."

Laurel stepped over to the com panel by the door and asked the AI to turn her bio monitor off. The AI initiated the burst signal and the probes retracted from her blood stream and then the band loosened up and she slipped it off her wrist. She then stepped over to the stasis chamber and she pulled the drawer under the chamber open and she dropped the monitor into it and then she reached up and tapped her cranial transceiver five times and it withdrew it's transmit leads from her skull and came loose. She dropped that in the drawer and then Jake removed his transceiver and dropped it in the drawer as well. Laurel then closed the drawer and she picked up one of the metal mesh caps and handed it to Jake and then she picked up the other one and put it over her head and Jake helped her tuck her hair up under it. Laurel then reached in and grabbed one of the trans dermal interface pads and she put it up to the base of Jake's skull and she squeezed the buttons on the sides of it and the tendrils pierced his skin and began feeding up into his brain. Laurel then picked up the other one and handed it to Jake and she turned her back to him and he set the interface pad up against the base of her skull and he squeezed the buttons and the interface pad attached itself firmly and the tendrils pierced her skin and began feeding up into her brain. She turned around and grinned at Jake.

"I kind of forgot how much that stings."

"I know what you mean. You ready to take a long nap with me?"

"I sure am."

The two of them stepped up to opposite sides of the stasis chamber and they climbed in and laid down and got comfortable. Laurel looked over at Jake and smiled at him and then reached up and touched the command on the inside control panel to close the lid and it began swinging closed. They laid and watched it until it was sealed tight. Laurel then reached up touched the command to begin the stasis cycle and then she took a hold of Jake's hand and interlaced her fingers through his and the two rolled their heads and looked into each other's eyes. Within seconds they started to feel very tired and it became hard to keep their eyes open. The last thing they both saw was the beautiful color of the other's eyes and then their eyes closed and they went limp with their hands clasped. The stasis fluid then began pumping into the chamber as their biological functions were slowed and their minds drifted deeper and deeper toward the coma like state required too put them into light stasis. The AI sensing their condition began shutting the lights out all over the ship and the air handlers were shut down in every section of the ship. The ship became very dark and silent for the 17-year wait when the AI would once again have active members to care for. With the shield protecting the ship from the affects of the anti-time radiation the AI now had all the time it needed to repair the damage done to the crops in the gardening ring so food production would be at it's maximum when captain Alexan and his assigned crew were awakened to take command of the mission in the Milky Way.


Chapter 32 The Future Planet

––––––––

The Future Planet

Laurel heard voices and she recognized one as the voice of the AI but the other was unfamiliar but soft and very pleasing sounding. It was a rather high-pitched female voice with a heavy Swedish accent. Laurel opened her eyes and everything was blurry and the light hurt her eyes as she blinked a few times trying to get her eyes to focus clearly. As everything finally came into clear focus she squeezed her left hand and she felt Jake's fingers still interlaced in hers. She turned her head and she was shocked to see Jake lying with his eyes closed and he looked much older than the last time she saw him. She blinked a few times and tried to digest what she was seeing. He practically looked like a grown man, not her cute Jake as she last saw him what felt like only a few minutes ago.

Laurel rolled her head as she gripped Jake's hand and she looked down at herself and she was stunned at the size of her breasts and how far her feet were away from her head. She was considerably taller than she remembered and her hips were wider than she remembered as well. She felt like she was looking down at someone else's body. She laid her head back down and looked outside her stasis chamber and she saw a very pretty blond with very short straight hair and a cute but rather mousy looking face. The girl looked to be about twenty years old and she had very pretty blue eyes. The girl smiled at Laurel warmly and then turned and picked up a detranome and turned it on and sat down her data pad and she knelt down and began scanning Laurel from the feet up.

Laurel tried to say something and she realized her throat was full of thickening stasis gel. Laurel coughed and a mouth full of stasis gel came up. The pretty blond scanning her stopped what she was doing and picked up a small oval metal pan and she put it next to Laurel's mouth and she nodded. Laurel turned her head slightly and rose up a little and spat the mouthful of stasis gel out into the pan then she cleared her throat and more gel came up and she spat that out into the pan and then laid back. The girl helping her set the pan down and Laurel could detect movement and she assumed a servo drone was collecting the pan just out of sight as she laid in her stasis chamber. The girl picked her detranome back up and went back to scanning Laurel.

Laurel waited until the detranome was passed over her head and the girl stood up to look over the readings and then Laurel tried to sit up. The girl gently put her hand on Laurel's shoulder and pushed her back down lightly.

"Just relax. We need to make sure everything is functioning properly before we disconnect you. Your mate Jake there should be coming around any minute." The girl said nodding toward Jake.

"Where are we?" Laurel asked in a quiet raspy voice. "When are we?"

"We're in orbit around the Future planet. We've been here for six and a half months. As far as when we are¦the best guess by our astronomers and the AI is somewhere around two thousand twelve¦possibly March or April."

Laurel tried to digest the information through her groggy mind and she felt a twinge of shock and almost panic. They were supposed to arrive in 2178 so something had obviously gone terribly wrong or the Tel Pok Maron gave the AI time coordinates that deliberately targeted this era for some reason. Laurel rolled her head and looked at Jake and squeezed his hand hoping to wake him. Her emotions were beginning to stir and she was feeling the need to see Jake's beautiful deep emerald green eyes looking at her. She looked back at the girl and swallowed down the residual stasis gel in her throat and mouth, then cleared her throat.

"Who are you by the way?"

"My name is Aina. I was sent to bring you and Jake out of stasis."

"Aina¦what a pretty name. You have a neat accent Aina. My name is Laurel."

"Thank you Laurel. I love your accent too and you have the deepest blue eyes I have ever seen. What do you remember before climbing into your stasis chamber?"

Laurel rolled her head and looked up at the lid of her stasis chamber and thought about the incredible journey full of pain and excitement and unbelievable sights in Korica's galaxy.

"I remember everything¦I think. I was in command for¦I don't know how long but almost a year I think."

"That is good that you remember everything. The AI said you were fourteen when you climbed into your chamber but the detranome indicates¦just over seventeen as your estimated age. How are you feeling?"

"Lost. I came aboard at twelve and it feels like a year later I'm seventeen."

"I know the feeling. When I cam aboard I was sixteen and studying to be a doctor someday. Now I'm twenty one and I have all this medical knowledge that I don't remember studying about and I know seven hundred languages that I know for sure I never studied in school. I can speak perfect English and it was a hard language for me before, I really didn't speak it very well at all."

Laurel looked at her and she wondered if Aina was gifted to have absorbed so much information. Laurel was going to ask her when she felt Jake's hand twitch and she rolled her head and looked at him as his eyelids started to twitch then flutter. Aina stepped around to Jake's side of the stasis chamber and she touched her data pad a few times and then she set it aside and began scanning Jake with the detranome starting at his feet and slowly working her way up his body. Jake's eyes finally opened and he batted his eyes and then he coughed and mouthful of stasis fluid came up and Aina stopped what she was doing and set the detranome down and she retrieved a metal spin pan and she knelt down next to Jake and she put the tray next to his face and he turned his head and spat the mouthful of gel out and then he cleared his throat and spat out another glob of stasis gel. He then stared at the lid of the stasis chamber for a few moments and then he lifted his hand with his fingers still interlaced in Laurel's and he looked at their hands and he grinned and then rolled his head and met Laurel's gaze.

Jake opened his eyes wide and stared at Laurel in shock for a few moments and then he looked down her body while lifting his head and then he returned his gaze to her face and laid his head down. He finally managed a smile as things started to clear up for him. He rolled his head and lifted it and looked down at himself and his eyes grew bigger as he noticed that he was considerably taller than he remembered and much more of a man. He thought it was bizarre to feel like he was thirteen or fourteen but to be looking at the body of a much older guy. He plopped his head down and took deep breath then looked at Laurel again.

"Hi beautiful, I guess it worked huh?" Jake said almost in a whisper.

"Sort of. We made it to the Future planet but it's two thousand twelve and they waited to bring us out of stasis for some reason. We've been here for six and a half months."

"Two thousand twelve? Why did we come out that far back?"

Laurel rolled her head and shrugged her shoulders. Aina went back to scanning Jake's body and he looked over at her and gave her a warm grin.

"What's your name?"

"My name's Aina. I was assigned to bring you and Laurel out of stasis. How are you feeling?"

"Really confused¦but physically I feel alright. You have a cool accent, where you from?"

"Orebro Sweden is where my family is from but I was raised in Vasteras Sweden. I was studying to enter med school when we were selected to board the Future. I guess the fact that I was sixteen and studying premed while attending high school impressed someone."

"Sorry I don't know where that is¦not Sweden but Vasteras I mean."

"I probably don't know the place you're from either."

"I'm from a place called Paso Robles¦California."

"I know of California but I have never heard of¦Paso Robles."

Aina finished the detranome scan and then looked at the data and nodded to herself. She then stepped away and Jake lifted his hand with his fingers still interlaced within Laurel's and she looked at their hands and uncurled her fingers and let go of his hand then she rolled her head and looked into his eyes and she smiled big.

"You look so different Jake but the eyes never change. I can see my Jake in your eyes."

"You obviously haven't seen yourself have you?"

"I've only been awake for a about two minutes longer than you."

"Well you look totally different too. You have my Laurel's eyes but you're¦"

"What?"

"You're drop dead gorgeous. Your were a cute beautiful before but you're shocking pretty now but I can still see that cute little Laurel in your eyes."

Laurel smiled and stared into his eyes for a few moments and then she looked at Aina.

"What age indication are you getting for Jake?"

"The detranome indicated seventeen point four years of age. You're both in perfect health too. I was told to look for abnormal growth still going on but I don't see anything out of the ordinary."

Jake looked over at Laurel for a moment and then he rose up a little and looked down her body and then he stared at her breasts for a moment and then he laid back down and smiled at her.

"I'm guessing you have the same indicated age?" Jake asked.

"Yah, I'm seventeen too."

"You're definitely¦equipped different than you were?"

"I know, by breasts have almost doubled in size."

"I liked 'em before but this¦" Jake pointed in the general direction of her chest. "Is really nice."

"Thanks Jake. I hope you like it cause this is what you get."

"I wouldn't care if you had small breasts Laurel, I'm in love with what's on the inside."

"That's so sweet." Aina said. "I wish my boyfriend had been that sweet to me."

Laurel and Jake both looked at her and furrowed their brow.

"He didn't come with you?" Jake asked.

"No. He was¦kind of superficial. I think he was just with me cause I was pretty and he liked bragging to his friends that he was going out with the smart girl with the blue eyes. It was kind of easy to leave him behind because he got mad at me when I wouldn't sleep with him before I left. It showed me what he was really after."

"Sorry to hear that."

"There are almost three thousand guys on this ship and on the ground to chose from. I say good riddance."

"On the ground? Did we make contact with the locals?"

"Not exactly. We have begun assembling a ground settlement but I was asked to let the captain fill you in on exactly what's going on."

"What about Korica? Is she still in stasis?"

"I don't know who that is. There are sixty five hundred and one people that were in stasis."

Aina picked up her data pad and tapped it a few times then she looked at Laurel.

"What's her full name?"

"Korica Prentor. She's my daughter¦she's both of our daughter by adoption."

Aina lifted her chin and tapped the data pad a few times and then looked at them.

"She's still in stasis. Parents are always brought out first and there is a note in the system not to revive her until you have been revived and debriefed."

"So are our parents awake?" Jake asked.

"They have been awake for fifteen months. They are anxiously waiting for both of you in the common area on deck one."

"Fifteen months? I thought the crew and adults were going to be revived a year out from the Future planet and then the younger members six months later?"

"The captain modified that plan after he and the crew were revived. You need to be debriefed in order for it all to make sense."

"Can we get up then?" Laurel asked.

"I think your minds should be clear enough. Let me give you a hand."

Aina set her data pad down and stepped around to Laurel's side of the stasis chamber and Laurel slowly sat up and she recognized the weak muscles in her back. She knew it was going to take another long recovery to get back into the shape that she was before entering stasis. Aina put her hand out and Laurel took her hand and lifted her legs and winced at the weak and sore muscles in her hips and legs. She swung her legs out of the stasis chamber and scooted to the edge of the chamber and then Aina reached around to the back of her head and she released the trans dermal interface and then tossed it into the stasis chamber and then Laurel slowly stood up. She stumbled forward a few steps and put her hand on her leg and winced again.

"I forgot how much this sucks. My legs are so weak and my hips hurt."

"The electro stimulation can only do so much to prepare you for carrying your own weight again and don't forget that you weigh thirty pounds more than you remember."

"Yah, I got that. Please help Jake, I'm ok."

Aina let go of Laurel's hand and stepped around the stasis chamber to Jake's side and she put her hand out and Jake took her hand and sat up slowly and then swung his legs out and Aina helped him get to his feet and he stood up slowly and winced just as Laurel had at the pain involved with holding up his own weight. Aina reached behind Jake's neck and squeezed the release buttons on the trans dermal interface pad and the tendrils withdrew from Jake's brain and she tossed the pad connected to the neural conductor ribbon into the stasis chamber. She then helped Jake take a few painful steps toward Laurel. Jake looked Laurel up and down and he grew a smirk on his face and Laurel looked Jake up and down and Aina pulled her hand from Jake's.

"You two are going to need a few minutes more for your skin to dry. I'm going step out and let you say hello to each other in private. I can see why you were in a stasis chamber for two."

"Thank you Aina. I hope we didn't embarrass you or anything?"

"Not at all, I know what it's like to be in love and I can see in your eyes that it's the real deal between you two. There are ships outfits in the drawer under your chamber that will fit both of you when your skin is dry. I'll be right outside when you're ready to go see your parents."

Aina walked over to Jake's side of the stasis chamber and she picked up her data pad and stepped up to the door and when it slid open she stepped out and then the door slid shut and Jake looked at Laurel and he couldn't help but chuckle and Laurel smiled big and she giggled a little as well.

"I guess we were both looking at each other with the same hungry look huh?" Jake said.

"You're gorgeous Jake and¦" Laurel looked down at his cock. "I thought you were big before but you're¦huge now."

"Thanks babe¦I think. Does it scare you? Cause you look just as petite down there as you always did."

"Kind of. I still want to make love to you just as much as I did when we climbed into that thing though. My body should be better built to handle it now."

"Cool, Your freakin hot Laurel. I can't wait to be paired with you again."

"Me too."

Jake took a few painful steps toward Laurel then reached out and touched Laurel's shoulder and his hand gently slid over her shoulder and he grinned. He leaned forward and gave Laurel a long lip lock kiss and then the two of them made their way over to the stasis chamber and Jake pulled the bottom drawer open and there were two sets of clothes and shoes waiting for them. There were also two bio monitors and their cranial transceivers. Jake reached down and picked up the bio monitors and he handed one to Laurel and they both put them on and pressed the button on the side of them and the bands quickly drew the device tightly to their wrist and then the micro probes pierced their skin and fed down into their blood stream five inches and then stopped. The screen then flashed through their bio readings as the initial readings were taken and then the faces went black and a tiny blue dot in the corner flashed twice then went out indicating that the AI was now able to communicate with the devices. Jake then picked up the cranial transceivers and he grinned as he looked at them in his hand.

"You think we could reach Mark on these?" Jake queried.

"Maybe¦but he's probably busy. I think we should wait to use them until we know exactly what's going on around here."

"You're probably right."

Laurel reached out and took one from Jake and placed it behind her ear and she activated it and once it attached itself she tapped it three times turning it off. Jake then did the same thing. Laurel then slid the metal mesh cap off her head and shook her hair out and Jake slid his off and he smiled at the sight of Laurel's damp but beautiful golden blond hair that was considerably longer than he remembered. Laurel then surprised Jake when she slid her hands around his sides and she pulled him into a hug. Their wet bodies slicked together and Jake put his arms around Laurel and hugged her back while smiling.

"It feels like we've been jello wrestling or something." Jake said jokingly.

"You feel good in my arms Jake. I don't care how slippery you are."

Jake kissed her damp cheek and the two separated and Laurel looked at the lit com panel by the door and she grinned.

"Future are you there?"

"Yes Laurel I am here. I am pleased to see that your mental faculties are intact. How are you feeling?"

"I assume you mean how do I feel emotionally or mentally?"

"Yes."

"I feel ok all things considered. Mentally I feel exactly like I did when I climbed into our chamber but I have to get used to having a new body again. It's a little like the first time I came out but the change is even more dramatic."

"That is good to hear. Your growth rate had me a little concerned to be honest with you. I was afraid you two would not stop aging. You two reached the level you are now at in only twenty-five days. I was forced to keep you in light stasis for that period of time to insure that you did not suffer any physical trauma and to feed you huge amounts of high protein nourishment to facilitate the astounding level of physical growth your bodies were undergoing. Hard stasis was out of the question and it took me ten days to perfect the shield modulation to completely protect the interior of the ship from the affects of the anti-time radiation. If you two had delayed as you were inclined to do at first you would have aged significantly more than you did. I was not entirely sure what the affects would be on your minds since you were in light stasis while you matured so rapidly."

"Do you know why we ended up so far in the past? I thought we were aiming for twenty-one seventy-eight? That's when we were supposed to arrive at the Future planet."

"From what I can postulate, since I was offline as we attempted to pass through the time barrier to this universe, the shield was active when we passed through the barrier and it acted to slow our momentum so much so that time kept regressing and we missed the exact time we were aiming for. I preprogrammed twelve servo drones to enact almost the same restart sequence that the four of you performed after we entered the anti-time region but the servo drones closest to the negative matter core were disabled by the near full power impulse that opened the time coordinate window to return to our present universe. Those servo drones were supposed to go into the negative matter core control room and shut down the shield but that never happened and so the other servo drones waited for their cue to enact their programming which was to have been the collapse of the shield but without the shield collapsing nothing was done to restart the major systems."

"Oh crap! Then how¦how did the restart get done?"

"Unknown. I was offline so no data is available. All I can assume is that with all of the major systems off line the power demands were nil so the negative matter core slowly ramped down until there was no longer enough energy available to maintain the shield and it simply collapsed allowing the ship to slowly drift through the barrier into normal space at which time the servo drones carried out their programming and restored the major systems as instructed. That is pure speculation though and we may never know what actually transpired or how long it actually took us to drift through the barrier."

"Wait¦I thought you had to shut the shield down first so you could use every available ounce of power the negative matter core could produce for a full power impulse?" Jake asked.

"I said a near full power impulse. The barrier is considerably softer from the anti-time region side and required far less energy to open the time coordinate window. There was more than enough power left to keep the shield up and running and I thought it was best to protect the gardening ring from the exposure to the intense anti-time radiation that radiated in all directions as the time coordinate window was opened. In retrospect that was an erred judgment call that cost us dearly."

"If it makes you feel any better Oberot had it in his mind that we arrived in the Milky Way galaxy six hundred years before he met us in person so this is actually when we were supposed to arrive¦or at least what his faded memory recalled me telling him."

"I am incapable of feeling bad if that is your inference Laurel."

"It just means you underestimated how sensitive the servo drones are to the type of¦radiation the negative matter core produces during a near full power pulse right?" Jake asked.

"Precisely. I was not aware the energy surge would disrupt the particle accelerators in the servo drones when in close proximity to the negative matter core. The same surge would have no affect on a person whatsoever and would likely not even be sensed at all as evidenced by Tamaric's close proximity during the first full power pulse with no ill affect or report of feeling anything at all aside from the rumbling of the decks and bulkheads like standing on the lid of a boiling pot of water."

"Speaking of¦how are Korica and Tamaric? Did they age like we did?" Laurel asked softly.

"Yes, they aged for twenty-five days just like you did. I was concerned how far Korica would age beyond Tamaric since that was so important to Tamaric but her physiology seemed to adjust to the advanced growth by subsiding her natural rapid growth cycle."

"So what age would you estimate them to be?"

"Because of Korica's unique aging qualities she has the appearance of a typical fifteen year old Human female but I believe for her species and the way she was growing prior to entering stasis her current level of development would be reached at thirteen years of age. Tamaric has the appearance of a typical fifteen-year-old Human male. I can better determine their actual equivalent age when they are taken out of stasis and they are scanned with a detranome."

"So they are both in stasis then? Aina told us that Korica was being held in stasis until we were revived but I'm kind of surprised that Tamaric is still in stasis."

"There are over a thousand children still in stasis. We have been reviving them for the last two weeks but it takes time with the limited number of medical technicians available and many of the parents are stationed on the ground helping to build the new settlement. Until safety can be assured and proper dwellings are completed the parents would rather keep their children in stasis so that they can continue to work on the settlement."

"There aren't hostile aliens are there?"

"No. There are dangerous animals that need to be kept at bay. There have been several attacks on adults resulting in serious injuries but luckily no deaths so far but a child would be carried off and devoured quite easily since some of the animals are pack animals."

"Oh wonderful! I take it there are no children on the ground then?"

"No there are not. A few were taken down to explore a little and enjoy a swim in one of the lakes near the settlement but when the attacks began to occur they were brought back aboard and children have been forbidden from going to the surface until sufficient protective measures can be put into place and the animals behavioral characteristics can be assessed in clearer detail."

"The animals aren't being hunted are they? That's not fair if they are. We're the one's that invaded their territory." Laurel asked sounding genuinely concerned.

"They are not actively being hunted. Three were killed during attacks and they were studied in detail to learn more about them but stun and relocation has been used since. The military is providing the security services for the population on the surface and some of the Future crew are providing the relocation services for the animals that are stunned."

"Can I ask what the settlement is going to be called?" Jake asked.

"Genesis. The landmass that Genesis is located on is being called Primitus, which is Latin for the first."

"That seems appropriate."

"I concur. You two should get dressed and head to the common area. Your parents are very excited to see both of you. Your stasis chamber is in a restricted section of the ship so they have not been able to come see you in person while you were in stasis. They have been advised of your current condition and granted access to security edited logs of the trip across M1996UB so I would wager they have a lot they would like to talk to you about."

"So they know that Laurel and I are in love and a couple?"

"Yes. Amelia and John have become good friends in recent months due to your relationship with one another and they are very excited to welcome their granddaughter to their family. They have visited Korica and Tamaric often and have become close friends with Clara and Liam as well, though Clara and Liam are on the surface right now helping to get the settlement constructed."

"I'm still a little confused why we haven't been in contact with the race that sent the probe to Earth? I thought that was the whole point of coming out here."

"Captain Alexan will need to debrief you for that information to become clear. He will want to see you once you are reunited with your parents and get some food in your stomachs."

"Are we in trouble? I mean is he pissed because of the date we arrived or the things we did to get here?" Jake asked.

"I do not believe he is necessarily angry but he has a great many things that he needs to discuss with you including the disposition of Korica. You are also both still carrying command codes that need to be resigned."

"He hasn't suspended our command codes?"

"No. In light of the service you have done to the population of this ship and the ship itself he felt there was absolutely no security risk involved with letting you keep your command codes intact. There is nowhere on this ship that he is not comfortable having you access and no information to sensitive for you to have access to it. In short he trusts you implicitly after viewing the captain's brief as to everything that has transpired to get us to the Future planet."

"I don't even know where we're going to fit in with what has to be done to establish a settlement and possibly make allies in this sector of the galaxy."

"That is what the captain needs to talk to you about. Please get dressed and make your way to the common area on deck one. Just remember that you may not be the captain and executive officer any longer but you still need to observe your vow to keep the sensitive information you are aware of to yourselves."

"That's second nature no matter our title." Laurel said.

Laurel and Jake stepped over to the drawer and lifted out their clothes and proceeded to get dressed. Once they were completely dressed they stepped into their shoes and Laurel called out for a hairbrush and a servo drone showed up moments later with a mirror and hairbrush. Laurel spent a few minutes looking at herself in the mirror hardly able to believe the changes in herself. She then had Jake hold the mirror while she brushed her hair out and then she held the mirror for Jake while he brushed his hair out. He too was shocked at how he now looked, he thought he looked like a younger version of his father with just a touch of his mothers features here and there. They both realized they were going to need a haircut very soon. While Laurel's hair was long and beautiful Jake thought his long hair just looked weird. He had never seen himself with hair down past his shoulders before. When they were done preening themselves Laurel set the mirror and hairbrush down and she stepped right up to Jake and hugged him then gave him a peck and that's when she noticed just how much taller he was than her.

"Geeze Jake, you're like two inches taller than me."

"You think we aged farther than the detranome suggested?"

"No¦you're just gunna be real tall when you get older. I just can't get over how much different you look."

"I know what you mean. I don't recognize myself in the mirror and you look like¦a super model or something. You're so beautiful Laurel."

"Thank you Jake, you're gorgeous too."

"What do you think of the long hair on me?"

"I think we both need a haircut but it doesn't look all that bad on you, just really different from anything I've ever seen on you before."

"Let's ask Aina if we can get a haircut before we see our parents."

Laurel nodded and the two of them headed for the exit. They stepped up to the door and it slid open and Aina was standing right next to the transport platform leaning against the bulkhead and she grinned at the two of them and stood up straight.

"Look at you two¦you look so much better with clothes on and your hair brushed. Don't get me wrong though¦you are both very good looking in the buff but I much prefer seeing you like this."

"Thanks Aina, hay can we get a haircut before we see our parents?" Jake asked.

"Sure. I'll take you to deck eleven. You can have the AI cut your hair or we have stylists that can cut your hair if you prefer. You can even get some makeup on if you want Laurel?"

"Do I look kind of plain without it?"

"No not at all. You're very beautiful naturally, I just thought you might want to put some on?"

"I really don't wear much makeup, I never have."

"I can kind of see why with the natural soft pink in your cheeks and those stunning blue eyes of yours you just don't need it especially with golden blond hair like you have. Everything is just balanced perfectly."

"Awe thank you Aina."

"You're welcome. Come on let's get you two fixed up so you can go see your parents."

The three of them stepped up onto the transport platform and transported up to deck fifteen and then made their way to the stairs and climbed down to deck 11. Laurel and Jake were slightly winded and feeling a burning in their hips and calves by the time they reached deck 11. They made their way to the stylist station and had their hair cut by the stylists on duty. They both chose the same style their hair had been before they entered stasis. Jake thought Laurel was even more stunning now that her hair was cut neatly and Laurel likewise loved Jake with short hair and she felt as though she recognized him a just little more now that his haircut looked familiar. While they were getting their haircut Aina had some protein bars and orange juice brought to them so they could get their electrolytes up and get their stomachs working on solid food of some kind.

When they were done they walked down the corridor to the stairs and climbed up to deck 12 and headed aft then climbed down one deck and emerged on the berthing side of the deck 11. The walked down the walkway toward the elevator and Laurel and Jake were surprised by all the activity and voices on the berthing side. There were the unmistakable sounds of children playing down on the roof playground on top of the deck 1 compartments and there were people walking around on just about every deck's walkway and some folks were just standing talking while leaning against the clear guardrail and when Laurel peered over the guardrail she could see a large crowd of people down on deck 1 in the common area. They just weren't used to so many people and so much activity going on. It had always been spooky quiet on the passenger decks before.

The three of them slowly made their way past the other people on the walkway to the elevator where there were two other teenagers waiting for the elevator. The boy looked to be about fifteen and the girl with him was a dead ringer for his sister and she looked to be slightly younger. They both grinned at the three of them and the boy seemed mesmerized by how strikingly beautiful Laurel is. He just couldn't take his eyes off her. Laurel knew the stare all to well so it didn't bother her in the least though it did bother Jake just a little. Aina looked at the two and asked where they were heading and the girl said deck one but the boy just stared at Laurel and gave a dopey grin and pointed down to the bottom of the enormous open space behind them. The girl nudged her brother in the side and he snapped a look at her.

"Stop it Brendan, you've seen a beautiful girl before." The girl said in the cutest British accent.

Brendan blushed hard and looked at his sister with a searing look of embarrassment.

"My name is Laurel, and this is my boyfriend Jake." Laurel said as she put her hand out.

"Hello Laurel. My name is lacy and this love struck dope is my brother Brendan." Lacy said as she shook Laurel's hand with a smile.

Lacy then shook Jake's hand with an equally warm smile. Brendan then shook both of their hands but was still unable to utter a word.

"So do you two live on this deck?" Jake asked.

"No, we live on deck fourteen." Lacy said. "We have been messing around on the recreation deck and Brendan wanted to go to the gardening ring so that's where we're headed. We aren't allowed to go to the surface with mom and dad so I watch over Brendan while their working and the gardening ring is the closest thing to outside that we can get until they get the animals down there under control."

"Hay¦I'm older than you Lacy! I'm the one watching you." Brendan said indignantly.

"Yah but you act like you're three sometimes. You're always getting into trouble and trying to go places you know we aren't supposed to go."

Laurel and Jake smiled and chuckled lightly. It was obvious to them that the two loved each other and were just bored and actually looked after each other. Laurel could feel the genuine love they had for one another.

"Have you two checked out the observation deck?"

"The what?" Lacy asked.

"Go over to the recreation area and asked the AI if you can go to the observation deck. There is something called the star observation lounge. It's on deck thirty five as high as you can go in the ship. From there you can retract the dome cover and look out into space from above the outer hull while under a protective clear dome. You can get there in the elevator on that side of the ship if the AI says it's ok. Tell the AI that Laurel and Jake suggested it and it should allow you to go up there."

"Oh let's go Lacy¦please come with me?"

"Ok, sounds like fun. Thank you Laurel."

"You're welcome. It was nice to meet you both. I hope we see each other again soon."

"Me too." Brendan said with a dopey grin.

"It was nice to meet you Jake and Laurel. We'll see you later Aina." Lacy said.

The two of them then took off running down the walkway toward the end of the walkway where the passageway was that led forward to the recreation area. Seconds later the elevator lifted descended to deck 11 and slowed and the door slid open. There were four people already in the lift and Laurel and Jake grinned at them and stepped in and floated toward the back of the car and two of the people aboard gently guided them to the hand bar and moved aside to make room for them and Aina then stepped in and Jake put his hand out and gently pulled her next to him so she could grab the hand bar. The door then slid shut and Laurel looked at the brunet woman right next to her.

"Are you folks heading down?"

"Yes, deck one. We're headed down to get a bite of food." The woman said in what Laurel recognized to be a German accent.

"Perfect, that's where we're headed."

"Would you like to join us at our table?"

"Perhaps another time thank you. We just came out of stasis and we're on our way down to see our parents for the first time."

"You mother and father weren't present when you were revived?" The rather burly blond man next to her asked also speaking in a heavy German accent.

"No, our stasis chamber was in a restricted section of the ship so they haven't been allowed to come see us and they weren't present when we were revived."

"Oh my!" One of the other adults in the car exclaimed. "You two are that¦Laurel and Jake that put the ship back together and navigated us through another galaxy eventually getting us back here in the past?"

"Yes sir, that was us that did that." Laurel said.

"I thought the details of how beautiful and smart you are were exaggerations for the children's benefit. I would love to sit down and talk with you two about what you saw in the other galaxy. My name is Corbin Mistron, I am one of the physics instructors here on the ship. Maybe you could come speak to our class some day as well?" The man said excitedly in perfect English.

"It's nice to meet you Corbin and thank you for the compliment. The captain hasn't debriefed us yet so I don't know how much of what we saw and experienced we are going to be allowed to talk about." Laurel said.

The car slowed and then came to a stop and the door slid open and they all floated out of the car and took a few steps into the curving corridor and Laurel turned and looked at the four adults and she grinned warmly at them.

"I do hope we can sit down and talk Laurel Kade. You have turned the world of particle and theoretical physics up side down with the discoveries you made and the information you collected is going to take¦centuries frankly to sift through. It was a true honor to meet both of you." Corbin said as he put his hand out.

Laurel and Jake shook everyone's hands and then the four adults headed off down the corridor and Aina smiled at Laurel and Jake.

"I would expect that kind of greeting from most of the adults around here. You two are kind of heroes or something. I chose not to press the issue with either of you until you get settled in."

"So you knew Lacy and Brendan¦and these folks as well?"

"Sure. I revived Brendan and Lacy personally two weeks ago¦and quite a few of the adults over a year ago."

"How is it that Lacy and Brendan are running around like they are after only two weeks? I remember it taking a lot longer than that to regain full strength from the prolonged stasis."

"Well most of us possess the gene for rapid healing and there was a discovery made in the new data core of a muscle building hormone that can be administered just before revival and it promotes rapid muscle growth in just days instead of weeks. You'll see, you two were given the treatment and as soon as you start working out as we are all required to do you'll find your strength returning way faster than you would expect."

"I guess I should have expected that. There are some incredible things in that new data core from billions of different species across millions of years. The medical knowledge in there is light years ahead of anything the Human race was working on when we left Earth."

"You got that right. Let's take you to see your parents. They should be waiting in the common area around the corner. They knew today was your day to be revived."

The three of them walked down the corridor and out into the common area where there were hundreds of people and children milling around and sitting having conversations. Laurel didn't know how she would find her mother in this crowd so she listened for her feelings and it made her look off to the right and her eyes met her mother's and Laurel erupted in a huge smile when she saw her beautiful mother sitting by a very handsome blond man that distinctly looked just like Jake but much older. Amelia stood up and put her hands up to her mouth and her eyes teared up immediately as she saw her little Laurel all grown up. She remembered a beautiful little blond with glowing blue eyes and now she was looking at a young woman that was absolutely stunning and almost as tall as her. John looked around in the direction that Amelia was looking and then he saw his Jake and he smiled big and stood up slowly. He could hardly believe what he was seeing. He recognized Jake but he was gigantic compared to the little man he had seen placed in stasis with him so long ago. John then looked at Laurel and her beauty floored him and he couldn't help but notice how much she looked like Amelia but she was even more radiant and striking. Jake grew a huge smile on his face and he sighed. He felt like the missing part of him was finally found.

Laurel wanted to run to her mother but her legs were just to sore and weak and Jake felt Laurel's heart soaring from within her and he knew he wasn't going to be able to make the wanted sprint either. He took a hold of Laurel's hand and Laurel looked at him with teary eyes and smiled and the two of them walked toward their parents and Amelia and John walked quickly over to the two of them and they grabbed them in a tight hug. For Laurel and Amelia it was very teary and tender but for Jake and John it was just heartfelt to be back in each other's company. They missed each other terribly but neither quite felt the need to cry as the girls did.

Jake and his father were the first to separate and John put his hand on Jake's cheek and smiled at him.

"Look at you¦I'm so proud of the man you've become Jake. Your mom would be so proud of you for the things you've done and how handsome you've become."

"Thanks dad. It's so good to see you again. Somehow everything just didn't matter unless I could share it with you."

John hugged him again and stroked his back and then the two stepped beside one another and watched Laurel and her mother crying in each other's arms. Laurel finally pulled back and wiped her eyes and cheeks and Amelia cleared the tears from her cheeks and she pet Laurel's head a few times and then she swallowed down the feeling to cry so she could speak.

"Oh Laurel baby, you've grown into such a beautiful woman. You aren't anything like the little girl that climbed into her stasis chamber with such a brave face and scared heart. I knew you would be a spectacular woman but I had no idea that you would be the savior of us all."

"Thank you mom. I missed you so much the whole time we were making our way across the Oberon galaxy. I was so tempted to bring you out of stasis to get your advice on what I should do next."

"You have good instincts Laurel. I always told you to trust in yourself and listen to your inner voice. It always guides you to the right decision."

"You were right. I had no idea how much¦power I had within me but I always did as you taught me and I thought about what you would do in my circumstance all the time. I want to introduce you to someone mom, this is my Jake, Jake this is my mother Amelia Kade." Laurel said stepping right next to Jake and putting her arm around his back.

"Hello Jake. It is wonderful to finally meet you." Amelia said as she shook his hand.

"Likewise mam. Laurel spoke of you often and how much she missed you. I can see where she gets her beautiful looks from."

"Thank you Jake but you can just call me Amelia."

"Laurel this is my dad, John Myers. Dad this is the girl of my dreams Laurel Kade."

"Hello sir. It is so nice to finally met you." Laurel said as she put her hand out.

"Hello Laurel dear. Please just call me John." John said with a smile as he shook her hand.

"I hate to interrupt you¦" Aina said. "You should go get something to eat together and I'll see of the captain is ready to see you Laurel and Jake."

"Ok, thank you for everything you've done Aina." Laurel said.

"You are very welcome Laurel." Aina said with a warm smile.

Aina then turned and walked away from the four of them and seemingly melted into the crowd of people in the common area.

"Are you two hungry?" Amelia asked.

"I know I kind of am." Laurel said looking at Jake.

"Me too."

"Well let's go get something to eat and we can talk."

The four of them then made their way across the common area to the mess hall and when they stepped in Laurel and Jake were again taken aback by how many people there were sitting eating and talking. There was a constant rush of low conversations and there were fleets of servo drones clearing tables and bringing meals to people sitting at the tables. The four of them made their way to a table for six that was empty towards to middle of the mess hall and they sat down and it was only seconds later that a servo drone showed up with a menu. Amelia retrieved the menu and handed it to Laurel who was sitting right next to her with Jake next to her and John on the other side of Jake. Laurel and Jake looked the menu over and Laurel tried to figure out the time of day based on the menu items listed first. It was apparent to her that it was early afternoon but the menu just didn't indicate the specific time of day.

"Mom what time is it?" Laurel finally asked.

"You were scheduled to be revived at one o'clock so I would guess somewhere around two or two thirty ships time."

"So I guess this is a late lunch?"

"Just order whatever you feel like honey. It doesn't matter what time it is, the mess hall is always open."

"Well it feels like morning to me, I need to get myself into the rhythm of the actual time on the ship."

"You know you're a civilian now, you can enjoy a few days of doing whatever you want instead of running the ship or even worrying about what time it is."

"That's gunna take some getting used to as well. I almost feel like I should be on the bridge checking on our relative position or checking on the system functions."

"That's all behind you baby. You need to get used to just being a teenager for once. Make some friends and hang out and unwind. We saw what you two went through and I know it's going to take some time to decompress and no one is going to put any pressure on you to do anything you don't want to do for a while."

"I still want to contribute to the mission somehow though¦and I want to do it with Jake at my side."

"We'll figure something out. No one is going to separate you two no matter what, you have our word on that. We all understand the bond between you two. I think it's absolutely beautiful what you two have and how you found each other. Just get something to eat honey."

"Kay, thanks mom. It's so nice to have your reassuring presence around again"

Amelia smiled and kissed the side of Laurel's head and stroked the back of her head and then Laurel and Jake shared the menu and both selected a light lunch meal and then Laurel handed the menu to her mother and she in turn handed it to the servo drone that then floated away silently and Jake stood up and climbed over the long seat and then he put his hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"Can I get you something to drink babe?" Jake asked with a grin.

"I'll come with you, I need to exercise my legs anyway."

Laurel slowly stood up and stepped over the seat and then Jake took her hand and the two of them headed across the mess hall toward the nearest dispensers. They stepped up to the dispensers and waited their turn behind a few other teenagers that were pouring themselves something to drink and when they were done and they turned around one of the boys with short blond hair and deep brown eyes set into a very cute face looked at Laurel and his eyes got big.

"Blin! Well hellooo beautiful." The boy said with a thick Russian accent. "What's you're name."

"My name is Laurel and this is my boyfriend Jake."

"I'm Demetri and this is Mustafa and Stosi. Please tell me you're going to be attending high school classes up on deck twenty?"

"Uh no. We just came out of stasis so we haven't been assigned any classes yet but I think we will be in college if anything, not high school."

"I hope you two have class on the same deck as us anyway." Demetri lifted his glass and stepped aside and Laurel just grinned at him and nodded once and then the three of them moved off.

Jake and Laurel retrieved glasses and stepped up to the dispensers and began pouring their drinks. They looked behind themselves and could see that no one else was waiting to get drinks at the moment so they leaned on the compartment shelf and sipped at their drinks.

"Is that the kind of greeting you always get from guys?" Jake asked.

"Yep. Did you feel what Demetri was feeling?"

"Yah, he was actually jealous of me and he thought you were¦hot."

"You need to get used to that kind of reaction Jake. I have been dealing with that my whole life."

"It just makes me want to be right next to you every second of the day. I trust you but I don't trust them."

"No one is going to lay a hand on me Jake. If they did Mark has taught me how to get the point across that it isn't going to happen again. Plus I can drop 'em with my mind if it really got out of control."

"I'm sorry if I'm a little jealous of the attention but you're mine."

"And I always will be silly."

Jake grinned and looked at their parents and then he took a sip of his drink and then looked at Laurel.

"You weren't kidding about how beautiful your mom is. I think she¦maybe I should just shut up." Jake said looking into his glass as he gently swirled it.

"Hay don't be like that. What were you going to say?"

"I feel something from her directed toward my dad."

"I felt the same thing. Why would you be afraid to mention that?"

"Cause I was going to say that I think she has the hots for him. I didn't know how you would take it for me to say something like that about your mom."

"I don't know if I would go that far but she defiantly likes him¦a lot. You can speak your mind with me until we're paired again and you don't have to say anything."

"I don't know why I don't sense the same thing from my dad¦in fact¦I don't sense much of anything from him, almost like he has his mind quieted or something¦but I don't know if he's capable of that."

"You think he might be feeling something for her and he's shy and so hiding it?"

"Ahh I don't know. That doesn't really sound like him, though I've never seen him interact with a woman besides my mom. I guess he might be shy like I was with you."

"How weird would that be if our parents hooked up?"

"We've talked about that before Laurel. If they really fell for one another and took the plunge and got married we would be brother and sister. That would just make things so weird for us."

"I know. What do you think of my mom?"

"She's so much like you it's almost spooky. No offense but you're still prettier but she talks just like you. I really like her babe. I sense an incredible intelligence behind those soft eyes of hers."

"I like your dad too Jake. He really seems like a nice guy."

"Thanks Laurel. You'll really like him once you get to know him better."

The two of them then made their way back over to the table and sat down together and Laurel's mom kissed the side of Laurel's head.

"Some things never change huh sweetie." Amelia said with a big grin.

"You saw that?"

"I sure did and I sensed what you were feeling. I'm proud of you for handling yourself with such dignity."

"Sensed? You are gifted¦why didn't you ever tell me mom?"

"Oh honey, you had so many issues with your looks attracting attention that you weren't particularly looking for. I just¦I didn't want to further complicate your life by telling you that you we're likely gifted like me and you would be experiencing other¦complications. I had planned on talking to you about it eventually and then we were selected to board the Future and I just never got around to it. I honestly had no idea that you would be so much more gifted than I am. I should have told you though. I'm sorry baby, can you ever forgive me?"

"Of course I can. I love you mom, I just wish you had told me."

"What about you dad?" Jake asked looking into his dad's eyes.

John sighed deeply and then nodded.

"You're mom and I are both gifted. It's what drew us together in the first place. We thought you weren't going to inherit our abilities because you never showed any signs of being gifted so we elected to keep it quiet until you were old enough to understand it. We didn't want you to think that your parents were freaks or something and we didn't want to scare you by telling you that you might be gifted only to find out that you weren't. We just wanted to be sure before we dropped that kind of bomb shell on you."

"Dad! I could never think that way about you and mom. If you had told me I might have experimented and found my abilities a lot sooner."

"I know son." John said as he rubbed Jake's shoulder.

Two servo drones showed up with Jake and Laurel's food and the plates were slid up on the table and Amelia pushed the plates toward Laurel and Jake. Laurel and Jake set in to eating their meals and Aina walked up to the table a few moments later.

"Hello everybody. The captain is tied up with business on the surface so he said for you two to get some sleep after you eat something and he said he would talk to you in the morning if he's back aboard."

"I see." Laurel said after swallowing her mouthful of food. "Are you going to come get us?"

"I have other's to bring out of stasis this evening and tomorrow morning. You have access to everywhere on the ship and you know your way to the captain's office so you don't need an escort. The AI will tell you when the captain is ready to see you."

"I understand. Thank you for all your help Aina." Laurel said.

"It was my pleasure. I'm sure we'll see each other around. You and Jake have a good afternoon. It was nice to see you again John and Amelia."

"Thank you for bringing our kids to us Aina. You take care." Amelia said with a warm smile.

"You're welcome. It's always touching to see families brought back together and I'm lucky enough to be a part of making it happen though it's usually not as dramatic as it was for you folks."

Aina then smiled and waved and headed toward the exit and Jake swallowed his mouthful of food and then he chuckled while covering his mouth with a fist.

"What? What's so funny?" Laurel asked grinning at Jake.

"It just dawned on me that everyone on this ship that isn't from America but they speak perfect English¦they all talk just like you Laurel. I think the AI uses you as the baseline for teaching English through the neural suggestion method."

"You think so?"

"It has to be¦they talk just like you. What else would explain that fact?"

Laurel smirked and shrugged her shoulders and then her and Jake went back to eating their meals. When they were done eating Amelia could see how tired Laurel and Jake both were so she decided the million questions she had on her mind could wait until they got some rest.

"You two want to go lie down for a while?" Amelia asked.

Laurel looked at Jake and a sad expression ran across her face. Jake set his forehead against hers and they looked down for a moment and then Laurel tipped her head up and Jake followed suit and the two gave one another a peck then pulled their foreheads apart. Laurel looked around Jake at John and grinned at him a little.

"Are your quarters close to ours?"

"Right next door. We're on deck six¦but you and Jake don't have to¦maybe we should just show them?" John said looking at Amelia.

Amelia grinned coyly and nodded.

"Show us what?" Jake asked looking at his father.

"Our quarters are¦unique because of you two." John said.

"What? What the heck does that mean?"

"Come on, we'll show you."

The four of them got to their feet and Laurel and Jake slowly stepped over the long bench like seat and then took one another's hand and they made their way toward the exit. They stepped out into the common area and turned right and headed for the elevator. As they walked toward the elevator Laurel grinned at the sound of the children playing on the roof top playground on top of the deck one quarters. It was nice to hear laughter and shrieks of joy as they chased each other around and played on the slides and swings and jungle gyms. It was a component that was always missing before and now just seemed proper somehow to Laurel. They stepped up to the elevator and Laurel pressed the call button and the door immediately opened for them and they all stepped in and floated to the back of the lift car and grabbed the hand bar and as John floated in he slapped his hand on the palm scanner and called out "deck six" then grabbed the hand bar and pulled himself next to Amelia. The door slid closed and the lift began to rise and for a just a moment they were pressed toward the floor just long enough to get their footing and a few seconds later the car began to slow and then stopped and the door slid open.

They all floated to the door and stepped out and then Amelia and John led the way to the left. They walked past five doors and then stopped and john stood in front of his quarters and Amelia stepped up to the next door and Laurel and Jake looked at them and Amelia grinned and held her hand out to Laurel. Laurel pulled on Jake's hand and gave him a peck and then she let go and stepped over to her mother's side and she looked back at Jake and John as John had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up and then the two of them stepped in. Amelia then had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up and she stepped in and Laurel followed her in.

Jake looked around as they stepped in and he thought it looked exactly like Clara and Liam's quarters except one of Korica's pictures was hanging on the wall where the viewer would be projected making Jake smile. He recognized it as one of the nebula they had passed while traveling through Korica's galaxy and it distinctly had Korica's artistic license to it with the Future passing in front of the nebula with a slight blue/green trail behind it giving the feeling of motion to it.

"Well this is it son. That's the bathing room, that's my room and that's your room over there. You should go have a look at it." John said pointing at each of the doors.

"I've seen the single occupant rooms before dad. I'm glad to be here with you as a family again but I'm really gunna miss Laurel at night¦and first thing in the morning. Her face is so beautiful to wake too."

"Just go look at your room Jake. I told you our quarters are unique so just go have a look."

Jake looked at him and furrowed his brow then looked at the door to his room and he grinned when he remembered the AI's flair for modifying the compartments to fit their occupant's tastes and needs. Jake stepped around the couch and stepped up to his room and the door slid open and he stepped in.

In Amelia and Laurel's quarters they stepped in and Laurel looked around a bit and the quarters were absolutely identical to Clara and Liam's quarters except there were two curios cabinets against the wall where the free floating viewer would be projected and the shelves in the curios' were full of hand blown glass figurines that were absolutely beautiful. There was the same coffee table with a mosaic of the Future against a blue background with a glass top on it and Laurel smiled at the warm feeling the curios' full of personal items created.

"Oh mom, those are beautiful. Did you have the AI make those?" Laurel said pointing at the lighted curios cabinets.

"No, There is a man and his wife from Hungary that make those for anyone that wants them to have something pretty and hand made in their quarters."

"Their exquisite."

"They really are aren't they? Your room is over there and mine is over there and the bathing room is right there." Amelia said pointing to the doors.

"John said something about our quarters being unique because of Jake and I. These quarters look just like all the rest of the family quarters."

"Go look at your room baby. That's where the difference lies."

Laurel stepped around the couch and stepped up to her bedroom door and it slid open and she stepped in and her face lit up when she saw Jake standing at the other end of the room looking at her. The adjoining wall had been removed and a bed a little larger than a twin was set into the back wall with half of it sticking out into the room. There were recessed cabinets set into the bulkhead on the left side of the room and there was a small table with a chair in front of it and a rather large mirror on the wall above it between the two doors leading out into each living area. There was one nightstand like table by the head of the bed that had two small drawers in it and the table was integrated right into the wall so there were no legs to it at all so one wouldn't stub bare feet on them. On the right wall was a tapestry identical to the one that had hung in their quarters on the command deck with Earth on it with the sun just barely peeking around the lower side of the globe with a starry background all around the Earth but this tapestry was considerably smaller given the smaller square footage of the room but it gave a soft feeling to the room as apposed to bare bright white EMPACC coated walls and the tapestry acted to absorb sound so that voices didn't echo as noticeably in the wide room.

Laurel was just as dumbfounded as Jake as their parents stepped into the room behind each of them. Laurel's eyes teared up and she finally broke her amazed gaze around the room and she stepped over to Jake and hugged him while burying her face in his neck.

"Now you can see what we meant." John said as he patted Jake's back.

"Your room is twice the size of mine and John's. We told you that you wouldn't be separated. The AI saw to it that you two could continue to share a bed¦share your life together. Now if you want you can ask for your own quarters given your¦apparent age¦but I hope you two will stay with us." Amelia said.

Laurel pulled her face out of Jake's neck and she wiped her eyes and smiled at her mother.

"I'm not going anywhere mom. This is absolutely perfect and I want to live with you."

"I'm with Laurel, this is great. I might look like this¦" Jake gestured down his body. "But I still got the mindset that I'm only like thirteen. I want to live with you dad until I get used to suddenly being¦an adult¦or close to it anyway."

"Good son. If you're happy here I would love to have you living with me¦both of you. You are always welcome in our home Laurel."

"Thank you John."

"And of course you are always welcome in our home Jake." Amelia said with a warm smile.

"Thank you Amelia."

"Wait¦what about Korica?"

"She has her own quarters up on the command deck¦and with the Reynolds." Amelia replied. "From what we saw in our briefing she is a pretty independent spirit and she's an officer in the civilian corps. We can't wait to meet her in person but you've kind of weaned her of the need to sleep with her mommy and daddy. She is always welcomed here anytime she wants but I don't think she's going to want to live here with us full time." Amelia said.

"So her quarters up there haven't been altered?"

"I don't think so. You would have to ask to be sure but I think her quarters will always be her quarters."

Laurel turned and looked at the lit com panel next to the door leading to John's quarters and she smiled.

"Future are you there?" Laurel called out.

"Yes Laurel, I am here."

"I don't know how to thank you for thinking of us like this."

"I believe you just did. The captain allowed me to modify your parents quarters in this manner to say thank you to you and Jake for your heroic service to everyone on this ship."

"Hay are Korica's quarters just like she left them?"

"Yes. The captain inspected her quarters and after learning of her back-story and the incredible level of dedication she has shown toward this ship and its passengers, he elected to leave her quarters just as they are. I heard him say it was the least we could do for that poor girl with what she has had to endure in her short life."

"That's so sweet. So he likes her?"

"He has not met her yet since she is still in stasis, but he has compassion for what she has been through. He is tough and stern but he is not heartless. He has even confided in me that he thinks he needs her type of genius and dedication for what we are facing."

"Are you allowed to talk to me about that yet? What we're facing?"

"Not as of yet. The captain needs to debrief you before I can answer very many questions about what the mission consists of now."

"I can understand that, I'm a civilian now so I don't have a need to know unless the captain tells me."

"Precisely. You two should get some rest and we can talk later."

"Ok, thank you again Future, this was really sweet of you to do this for us."

"You are welcome."

The com panel then went dark.

"We'll leave you two to get some sleep." Amelia said. "There should be nightclothes in the cabinets over there so get comfortable and sleep well. John and I have a few things to take care of so if you need us just have the AI page us."

Laurel let go of Jake and hugged her mother tightly and Jake hugged his father and then Amelia departed into her quarters and John departed into his. Laurel and Jake looked around a bit and then stepped over to he recessed cabinets and Laurel pushed on one of the doors and it clicked and swung open. Laurel then pushed on the second door and it clicked then swung open. There were fresh ships outfits for both of them and on the bottom shelf there were three nightshirts that Laurel was so comfortable wearing when sleeping. She grabbed one and then pushed the doors shut and the two of them walked over to the bed and slipped their shoes off then got undressed. Once Laurel was down to just her underwear Jake looked her up and down and sucked air in through his teeth while smiling.

"Damn I can't believe how gorgeous you are. You know¦if we're all alone we could do what I think we're both dying to do?"

Laurel stopped what she was doing and stood up straight and she looked at the bed and actually thought about it for a minute then she grinned at him.

"Can we just get some rest first? I would rather wait until my mind is completely awake for that."

"Sure, it was just a thought. I'm actually pretty tired too. It's so ironic that you sleep for almost twenty years and the first thing you're inclined to do is get some sleep."

"I know, I guess you could call it stasis lag."

Laurel slipped her nightshirt over her head and then poked her head through the neck hole and she pulled it down over her body and she looked down at her breasts and slowly shook her head while grinning.

"This is gunna take some serious getting used to. It's like looking at someone else's body."

"Well I love what I'm seeing Laurel. You have perfect proportions. I love how your breasts are that big but they don't hang in the slightest, they're just perfectly erect mounds."

Laurel looked up at him and grinned.

"Thanks Jake, you're pretty damn good looking yourself. I got a serious hunk on my hands."

Jake smiled big and leaned in and gave her a peck.

"Thank you Laurel."

Jake then reached over and pulled the covers down on the bed and then he climbed up on the bed on his hands and knees and he crawled to the side that is recessed into the bulkhead and he flopped down on his side and poked his feet under the covers. Laurel watched him intently loving the shot of his cute behind and once he was lying down she climbed up on the bed and laid down right next to him and poked her feet under the covers. Jake pulled the covers up on them and then scooted down and got comfortable and then Laurel reached around the corner and slid the lights down to sleep levels leaving a very faint glow from a light above each of the exits. Laurel then turned on her side and scoot back against Jake and he curled right up to her backside and laid his arm over Laurel's side and she grabbed his hand and pulled it up between her breasts and snuggled his arm like a beloved teddy bear and closed her eyes and sighed. Jake kissed the back of Laurel's head and then closed his eyes and they drifted off into a restful sleep within minutes.


Chapter 33 Unexpected Negotiations

––––––––

Unexpected Negotiations

Laurel awoke at 02:20 ships time and batted her eyes a few times and she found herself lying on her back with Jake pressed up against her, but he had his back to her as he faced the back wall. She laid for a few minutes and let her mind wake up a little before scooting over to the edge of the bed very gently so as not to disturb Jake. She swung her feet out onto the floor and rubbed her eyes wondering what time it is. She got up and walked over to the com panel and she touched it and it lit up then she touched the diagram of the ship and a deck-by-deck layout appeared along with the time in the lower left corner. She looked at the time and then turned and leaned against the bulkhead and tried to get her head around how confused she felt. She realized they had slept right through the evening mealtime and it was now the middle of the night. She stood up straight and walked over to the exit into her mother's quarters and she made her way to the bathroom and relieved herself and then washed her hands and instinctively she opened the medicine cabinet and took out the hairbrush and brushed her hair for a few moments then she saw that there were two toothbrushes, one of which still had a cap over the bristles. She took the new toothbrush and opened it and brushed her teeth to get the taste of sleep out of her mouth then she rinsed her mouth out with mouthwash and then she put everything away and quietly made her way back to her room.

When Laurel stepped in she found Jake lying on his back staring up at the overhang that the bed was set into. Laurel walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge of the bed and she reached over and gently rubbed Jake's chest.

"Did I wake you?"

"Not really. I didn't notice you get up but something woke me up¦like a feeling that something was missing. Do you know what time it is?"

"Two thirty in the morning."

"Oh crap! Are you hungry?"

"Yah kind of. We missed the evening meal with our parents."

"Ok, turn the lights up and I'll go with you down to the mess hall."

"Ok, that would be nice. There's something else that I'm gunna have to take care of before you and I go messing around too."

Laurel reached over and slid the lights up and Jake winced at the bright light then rolled on his side and put his head on his hand with his elbow pressed into the bed.

"What are you thinking about?"

"I need to go to the med deck and have fallopian blockers put in place so I don't get pregnant."

"Oh man, I keep forgetting about that. It's a good thing we didn't do it before going to sleep huh?"

"Well I may not be ovulating right now but there's always the chance and I'm just not ready to have a baby yet."

"Speaking of¦I wonder what happened to Clara's baby? Remember she was pregnant when we went back into stasis?"

"That's right! I guess the baby would be three or four months old by now if she was brought out of stasis about a year ago."

Laurel stood up and looked at the wall blankly as she wondered where the baby was if Clara and Liam were on the surface since children were forbidden on the surface with the animal attacks going on. Jake pushed the covers down and climbed out of bed and headed for the exit to go use the bathroom and Laurel shrugged off her wonder. She figured she would ask the AI later on. She walked over to the recessed cabinet and pushed on the door and it clicked and swung open and she retrieved a change of clothes for her and Jake and she carried them back to the bed and set them down. She took her nightshirt off and set it on the bed then stood up straight and looked down at her breasts again and she grinned. Jake was right, they were very firm mounds without hanging at all and she was proud of that fact. She cupped her breasts and rubbed over them once then bounced them a little and almost giggled to herself. She had very nice breasts and she thought Jake was lucky that she was so well developed.

Laurel then picked up her bra and hooked the loops in the front then spun the latch around to the back and poked her arms through the straps and pulled them up over her shoulders. She cupped her breasts again and lifted them slightly then let go and looked down at herself. They looked much more subdued with her bra on but still very ample. She then reached down and pulled her lower tummy up and looked at her vulva. It had the same supple and seamless look to it with pronounced lips that that bulged slightly creating a very pleasing mound. She was grateful that hadn't changed. She still liked the way she looked down there even if it garnered a lot of attention that she didn't particularly want. She wanted to look beautiful for Jake and she was convinced that she was still very pretty to look at.

Laurel then went about getting dressed and just as she was pulling he pants up Jake stepped back into the room having brushed his teeth and rinsed his mouth out after combing his hair. Laurel stepped aside and pulled her pants up all the way and then tucked her shirt in. She then sat down on the bed to put her socks on while Jake got dressed. Once Laurel had her socks on she stood up and stepped into her shoes then stepped up to dresser table with the mirror behind it and she leaned on her hands and looked at herself for a few moments.

"Holy damn!" Laurel exclaimed.

"What? What's the matter babe?" Jake asked as he sat down on the bed to put his socks on.

"I'm just trying to get used to how I look now. I don't want to sound conceited or anything¦but I really am very pretty. I keep expecting to see my thirteen-year-old self and I just don't look like that anymore. I look more like my mom¦but more sophisticated I guess is the word for it. I can understand why that Russian guy Demetri reacted the way he did."

Jake smiled and stood up and stepped up behind Laurel and slid his hands around her tummy and pulled back on her slightly and she stood up straight and then he pressed himself up against her as he hugged her while setting his chin on her shoulder as she put her hands on his.

"It's not conceited to realize that you're beautiful Laurel. You're a freakin knockout and I'm the luckiest guy in the universe to be your choice for a mate."

Laurel leaned her head against Jake's and smiled while rubbing the back of his hands.

"Thank you Jake. You know just what to say to make me feel good?"

"It's cause I love you Laurel. You have a good heart and a sweet disposition. I hope it never changes."

Laurel spun around slowly and slid her arms around Jake and looked into his beautiful deep green eyes and grinned at him.

"I promise that won't ever change. I am who I am and it's thanks to the love of my mom¦and you."

Laurel then engaged Jake in a very passionate tongue kiss that left both of their heads spinning and their loins tingling. When they terminated the kiss they held each other with their faces on the other's shoulder for a few minutes and then Laurel gave him a peck and the two headed for the exit through Jake's father's quarters. When they emerged onto the walkway in front of their quarters it was very quiet in stark contrast to the conditions when they arrived the day before. They stepped up to the clear guardrail and peered down into the common area and there were only four people talking while sitting on one of the couches. Laurel and Jake made their way to the elevator and paged the lift then rode down to deck 1. They floated out of the elevator and took a painful step forward and waited to get used to the sudden force of their own weight on their hips and ankles. After a moment Laurel took Jake's hand and the two slowly made their way to the mess hall. When they stepped into the mess hall there was one man sitting at a table toward the front of the mess hall drinking a cup of tea while reading from a data pad and he looked up and grinned and nodded at Laurel and Jake. They raised a hand and smiled as they stepped past him to the dispensers. They poured themselves a glass of juice each and then stepped over to an empty table and sat down next to each other.

A servo drone floated up to the table with a menu and Laurel took it and they ordered a hearty meal then Laurel handed the menu back to the servo drone that then floated off silently. Laurel took a big drink of her juice and then set the side of her head on Jake's shoulder point and he turned his head and kissed her head.

"What are we supposed to do with ourselves Jake? I just don't know what I'm gunna do with all the free time on our hands."

"Well we need to build our strength back up and then we can ask the captain if there's something we can do to contribute to what's going on down on the surface. Maybe he won't see us as children and we'll be allowed to go down to the surface."

"I guess as long as we're together it really doesn't matter what we do right?"

Jake put his arm around Laurel's back and pulled her into him and she scooted over slightly pressing her body against his.

"I'm gunna stick by your side no matter what Laurel. This is only our first day out of stasis. Personally I'm glad not to be running the ship anymore. Someone else can worry about keeping us all alive."

"I agree but it's just hard to imagine the destiny that the Tel Pok Maron were talking about for us and Korica¦and her children since we're all just a bunch of kids now."

"We have years to worry about that Laurel. If Korica is like fifteen it's gunna be a long time until she's ready to have children. I know you feel out sorts but just try to relax and enjoy being alive without the pressure of keeping sixty-five hundred people safe."

Laurel sighed and nodded. A few minutes later their meals arrived and were slid up on the table. Jake inhaled the wonderful aroma of the Izore steak he ordered and he looked at Laurel and grinned at her.

"You know I wonder if we're going to find animals on the Future planet that can be raised for food like cattle or something?"

"I don't know. We haven't even seen what the planet looks like yet. Who knows what all is down there."

The two of them scooted apart a little and set in to eating their meals. When they were done eating they both made another trip to the dispensers and poured a half glass of juice and downed them and then walked back over to the table and set their glasses by their empty plates and then made their way toward the exit. They stopped at the exit and Laurel tugged on Jake's hand and they walked over to the com panel by the exit from the common area to the cross corridor that leads to the stasis ring and lower hangar. Laurel reached up and touched the com panel and it lit up and then she touched the AI hale icon. A moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Good morning Future. I need to have fallopian blockers put in place. Do I need to go to the aft civilian medical ward?"

"It is entirely up to you. You still have level five security clearances in place and the captain has instructed me to give you and Jake access to anywhere on the ship you want to go. Would you prefer to have a medical technician perform the procedure?"

"Uh¦is someone awake at this time of the morning?"

"There is always a med tech on call. I can have her paged if you would like?"

"No, I think I would rather have you do it in private. You know how I am about having people look at me¦even the idea of another woman looking at me makes me a little uncomfortable."

"I understand. Make your way up to the forward medical deck and I will have medical bay one prepped for the procedure."

"Ok thank you Future."

"You are welcome Laurel."

The com panel then went dark and the door next to them slid open. Laurel took Jake's hand and they stepped out into the cross corridor and made their way down to the transport platform. They transported up to the med deck and then stepped down and walked over to med bay 1 and Laurel stopped and gave Jake a peck.

"This shouldn't take very long." Laurel said.

"You still don't want me in the room with you? You know I've seen you naked before, up close and personal?"

"Yah but not while something is being put into my cootch. I don't want you seeing that Jake, it's undignifying and embarrassing enough without an audience."

"Ok. I'll wait right here then."

Laurel grinned and turned and stepped up to the door and it slid open and she stepped in and the door slid closed. Jake sighed and leaned against the wall and then slid down to his behind to take the pressure off his sore legs and hips while he waited. Laurel stepped up to the table and she slid her shoes off and then rubbed her thighs a few times with a look of discomfort on her face.

"Would you like something to ease your discomfort?" The AI asked.

"No, I don't want my mind clouded."

"Understood. This procedure is very routine and should only take a few minutes to complete."

Laurel removed her pants and just as she was about to remove her underwear she looked at the com panel by the door.

"How effective are the fallopian blockers? Clara had them in place and she still got pregnant."

"They are one hundred percent effective as long as you have routine checks done to make sure they have not become dislodged. Clara had hers in for eleven years and she only had them checked a few times during that entire time period. As a woman ages her fallopian tubes change slightly in their elasticity and diameter allowing the blockers to become dislodged."

Laurel nodded and slid her underwear off and then she leaned against the exam table and lifted herself up onto the table with her hands then swung her feet up onto the table. She heard the stirrups extending out of the foot of the table and she sighed. This just seemed all too familiar for her. It seemed like just yesterday she was having the harvesting and hormone treatment done. She waited until the stirrups were in place and then she scooted down and placed her feet in the stirrups. She then heard the compartment open in the base of the table and the laparoscope guide began to rise up. She looked down at it and furrowed her brow.

"We aren't doing a harvesting are we?"

"No. You had five menstrual cycles while you were in stasis. The first during your initial twenty-five day growth period before I could put you into deep stasis and one every three years after that when you were brought up to light stasis for your routine physical maintenance. You ovulated successfully prior to each menstrual cycle and the hormone treatment has long since worn off. You should be twelve to fourteen days away from your normal ovulation cycle. The laparoscope is just so I can see what I am doing without using the Desmian medical scanner."

"Wow, that's more information than I needed but I'm glad I slept through my periods. I hate the cramps and moodiness that always go along with 'em."

"I just thought you might like to know that your body is functioning normally despite our manipulation of your ovulation cycle over such a prolonged period of time."

Laurel put her hands on the inside of her thighs and slid her hands down to her labium and she pressed down slightly and pulled her labia apart and the laparoscope guide settled in between her lips and then gently slid down to her opening and then applied a slight pushing pressure and she let go of herself and then engaged the AI in conversation as she used to always do for a distraction.

"Future, what happened to Clara's baby?"

"She was born four point three months ago without any complications. She was seven pounds six ounces when she was born and perfectly healthy. Clara exercised and ate right during her pregnancy so she gave Harriet a good head start toward being a healthy child."

"Harriet¦that's a beautiful name."

"I quite agree. Harriet is with a sitter while Clara and Liam are installing the central data processor system in the research and technical center on the surface."

"So Harriet is on the ship then?"

"Yes. Children are forbidden from going to the surface until the animal attacks can be stopped. Clara and Liam work for three days on the surface and then they come aboard and spend three days on the Future to rest and enjoy spending time with Harriet."

"So¦why is Tamaric still in stasis?"

"Because Korica is still in stasis. They did not want to create an age differential between the two of them any more than already exists and it was assumed that Tamaric would be depressed without Korica around so he was left in stasis until Korica is to be revived."

"I suppose that makes sense. Clara and Liam must really miss him though?"

"Very much. They miss Korica's presence as well. They have both become very fond of her."

"So you said something about a research and technical center on the surface?"

"Yes. They are building an entire research center to house the data contained in the new data core and to carry out research on some of the technology described in the new data core."

"Shouldn't housing be addressed first?"

"It is being carried out at the same time. There is also an industrial complex being constructed for manufacturing on an industrial scale. Ships, ground vehicles, building supplies and electronic components will be produced there. The ship is producing all of those materials right now but it takes a lot of time for the constructed items to be produced and then ferried down to the surface and there are size and weight limits to what can be transported with the available spacecraft. There are over one thousand people working on the surface at any given time and just as many working here on the Future in support, manufacturing and logistic roles including your mother and Jake's father."

"It kind of sounds like the construction of the Future but in reverse."

"That is a pretty close analogy. The city covers five square miles at present so it is not a simple undertaking."

"So¦is there any way we can see Harriet?"

"I can signal the city in the morning and inquire of Clara and Liam whether that would be permissible but I would assume they would love for you to visit with Harriet. Prepare for a possible feeling of slight pressure deep inside as I trigger the first blocker to expand."

Laurel winced as she prepared for discomfort but she barely felt the sensation as the first blocker was triggered to expand. Laurel let her breath out as she got used to the very slight feeling of something firm in her fallopian tube. The AI then guided the laparoscope and delivery tube out of her right fallopian tube and began directing the end of the laparoscope toward her left fallopian tube.

"Future¦are you supposed to be telling me what's going on before the captain debriefs us?"

"The information I have shared with you is readily available form the onboard mission files and you have access to those so I am not revealing anything that you cannot find on your own."

"I hadn't even thought about that."

"Prepare yourself for the feeling of pressure again, I am about to expand the second fallopian blocker."

"I barely felt it last time, go ahead."

The AI triggered the blocker and it expanded blocking Laurel's fallopian tube completely and then the laparoscope began to retract into the guide.

"We are nearly done Laurel."

"Does everything look ok in there by the way?"

"Yes. You look perfectly healthy and normal."

"Kay. You know Jake and I wanted to do this so we can reaffirm our pairing?"

"I assumed as much. You are at a level of development now that is much more appropriate for intercourse."

The laparoscope guide gently withdrew from between her lips and then drew away and then retracted into its compartment in the table.

"You may get dressed Laurel, we are finished."

Laurel scooted back and lifted her feet out of the stirrups and she swung her feet over the side of the table and she gingerly slid off the table putting her weight on her legs and hips slowly. Laurel then got dressed and stepped into her shoes then looked at the com panel.

"Thank you for taking care of this for me Future. I'll always want you as my doctor."

"You are welcome Laurel. I would be honored to be your personal physician."

"What do you think of the new me by the way?"

"You are simply stunning Laurel, you are one of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. Be sure and get plenty of exercise over the next couple of days and the sore muscles will gain strength rapidly. You have been given a synthetic hormone that will help your body build muscle strength in days instead of weeks. I would recommend that you have your fallopian blockers checked every three months to make sure they have not become dislodged. It will only take a few seconds using the Desmian medical scanners or a detranome to check their state."

"Ok, I'll be sure to have that done, and thank you for the compliment. Do I need to have the blockers removed when I have our embryo implanted to bring him or her to term?"

"No, but after giving birth you should have them checked before engaging in intercourse to make sure the baby did not dislodge them as it passes through the birth canal."

"Ok, got it."

Laurel then headed for the exit and when the door slid open she grinned at Jake sitting in the floor with his knees up by his chin. She stepped up to him and put her hand out and he took her hand and she yanked him to his feet and he winced and stumbled forward into her. She wrapped her arms around him and pulled him tight to her body.

"Thanks babe, so are you all fixed up?"

"Yep, all done. No babies until we're ready but I need to get a check up every three months or so to make sure the blockers haven't moved or whatever. Turns out I'm not ovulating and won't be for a while so I wouldn't have ended up pregnant but I feel better making sure before we do anything, you know?"

"Yah I know what you mean."

"So I learned a few things from the AI while the procedure was being done."

"Oh, like what?"

Laurel released her hold on Jake and took his hand and the two headed for the transport platform while she began sharing everything that had been revealed to her. They transported back down to deck 1 and Laurel kept telling Jake about the work being done on the surface and the fact that Harriet was born and is perfectly healthy and on the Future with a sitter. By the time they reached the elevator to head back up to deck 6 Laurel had told him everything. Jake was excited about the prospect of seeing Tamaric's little sister. Jake reached out and pressed the call button for the elevator and they waited for the lift to descend to deck 1.

"So¦are we gunna be able to make love to each other now? I really want to be paired with you again Laurel."

"I know, I was thinking about that¦can we commit to the deep sharing first so that we're as close as we were last time before we made love? Remember how we started to hear and feel each other long before we actually made love?"

"Yah I hadn't thought about that. I guess we are starting all over again aren't we?"

"Yah, the whole pairing thing involved more than just making love to each other."

"Ok, let's do that first then."

The elevator lift finally arrived and the door slid open and they stepped in and floated to the back of the car and grabbed the hand bar and Laurel pulled herself over to the palm reader and she had her palm scanned and she called out "deck six" and the door slid closed and the lift began to rise pushing their feet to the floor. Jake stepped right next to Laurel and nudged her shoulder playfully and grinned at her when she looked at him.

"Can we at least fool around a little after we commit to the deep sharing?"

Laurel smiled at him but didn't answer him. The car started to slow and their feet lifted from the floor and they held onto the hand bar until the car stopped and the door slid open. They pushed off and floated to the opening and then stepped out onto the walkway. Laurel took Jake's hand and they turned left and stepped up to Jake's quarters and Jake had his palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped into the darkened quarters and the lights came up slightly. They walked around the couch and stepped up to the bedroom door and it slid open and the lights came up. They stepped in and Laurel finally let go of Jake's hand.

"Jake we have to remember that everything we say is being monitored out there. I even forgot for a time, I just don't want our personal life a part of the official record."

"Relax Laurel, we're just a couple of teenagers talking about¦getting it on. We aren't in command or even a part of the crew anymore. No one is going to review everything that's said in the corridors or elevators."

"I know but I still want to keep our personal business¦personal."

"Alright, I can accept that."

Laurel slid her shoes off and then sat down on the edge of the bed and then Jake slid his shoes off and he sat down next to her and put his hand on her thigh.

"How are your legs feeling?"

"They hurt like hell. The AI said that will go away pretty quickly as soon as we start exercising in earnest. We were given that synthetic hormone that is supposed to stimulate rapid muscle growth. I guess we'll get to experience a little of what Korica's body does naturally."

"You want a massage before we join minds?"

"From you?"

"That's not what I was thinking, I got no idea what I'm doing¦though I would love to put my hands all over your body. No¦I was thinking the servo drones would do a much better job of actually offering you some relief rather than hurting you as I might."

"That might actually be kind of relaxing."

"Go ahead and get undressed and I'll call for a massage drone." Jake said with a smile.

Laurel nodded and they both stood up and Jake walked over to the com panel by the door while Laurel began to get undressed. Jake stepped up to the com panel and touched it and it lit up then he touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please send a massage drone to our room?"

"Right away. That is an excellent way to stimulate blood flow and ease your sore muscles. Would you like me to send a massage drone with four hands so you can enjoy a massage together?"

"I didn't even know you had anything like that."

"Yes, they are a new addition. We have many couples that enjoy having a massage administered at the same time as their partner. It was actually a sixteen year old Bolivian boy that came up with the idea and created a design that proved successful."

Jake turned and looked at Laurel just as she stood up from slipping her underwear to her ankles and as she looked him he grinned big and shook his head lightly.

"God you're beautiful Laurel."

"I wish you wouldn't use his name in vein like that Jake."

"It wasn't exactly in vein¦only he could have made someone as beautiful as you Laurel. You wanna get a massage together?"

"Sure, let's give it a try." Laurel looked at the bed then looked at the com panel. "How big are those drones? Our bunk is kind of small."

"They are only slightly larger than the two handed drones."

"Oh ok."

"Do you require anything else before I terminate this connection?" The AI asked.

"Yes." Laurel said. "Can you bring me a data pad? There are a few things I want to look into."

"Understood. If you are presented with a request for security authorization to access restricted data just enter your command code and you will be granted full access to whatever you wish to view."

"Ok, thank you Future."

"You are welcome."

"What time do our parents normally get up?" Jake asked.

"They start their daily routine at six."

"Will you wake us at six if we aren't already awake?"

"Understood. I will have an answer for you by that time if it is permissible to visit with Harriet Reynolds."

The com panel then went dark and Jake stepped over to Laurel and put his hands on her hips and gave her a peck. Laurel smiled at him and grabbed his shirt and pulled it up out of his waist band and then up over his head and he put his arms up and let her pull it off of him. She then stared into his eyes as she hooked her fingers in his waistband and she pulled his pants and underwear down together. As she squatted down she found herself staring right at his cock as Jake stepped out of his pants and underwear. She looked down at his feet and she pushed his socks down and he lifted each foot as she pulled his socks off for him then she looked back at his crotch and she grinned. She put her hand out and Jake took a hold of her hand and he pulled her up as she stood up.

"You are seriously good looking Jake. Maybe a little odd with no hair down there and such a big cock and testicles but still really gorgeous."

"So you're saying you like what you see?"

"Oh yah." Laurel put her hands on Jake's chest and rubbed his pecks a few times while grinning. "You're much more of a man now and I find it very¦alluring."

"Hay¦are you saying I was a kid before? Cause my mind still feels like I did before."

"We were both kids Jake despite my insistence to the contrary."

"I know. You helped me grow up in a hurry to try and impress you."

"Well it worked. I'm thoroughly impressed with you¦and I was turned on by you before. I never saw you as a kid Jake."

"I was in your head Laurel, I know you didn't. I was just punning you."

Laurel gave him a prolonged lip lock kiss and then she turned and put her knees on the bed and she pulled the covers up and then crawled up on the bed and Jake's mouth fell open as he watched her from behind as she crawled to the back edge of the bed and then she laid down on her side and patted the bed next to her.

"Damn you got a nice muff Laurel. I'm sorry if that's a little crude but I don't know how else to say it."

"It's alright, I can accept you calling it that. Thank you."

Jake climbed up onto the bed and crawled over next to Laurel and then plopped down on his back and Laurel caught herself looking at his manhood again. She found herself wondering how big he was going to be when aroused if he was so well endowed while at rest. Jake watched her staring at him and he chuckled lightly.

"It won't bite you if you want to touch it Laurel. I'm all yours to do with as you like you know?"

Laurel blushed and looked into his face as she rolled onto her stomach.

"I'm sorry for staring at you Jake. I've never had a man at my disposal to play with...and look at. I was just wondering how big you're gunna get when you're hard."

"I don't mind you staring at me. That's right¦you've never really seen a guy my age naked before have you?"

"I've seen Liam¦and I've glanced at a few other men in stasis but you're the first I've seen up close that I wanted to...play with."

The door slid open and they both looked at the door as a massage drone silently floated into the room with a data pad in one of it's hands. The servo drone set the data pad on the dresser table and then moved toward the bed and began to rise up into the air. Jake rolled over onto his stomach then scooted toward the edge of the bed to make room for the massage drone between them. The drone floated over the top of Jake and he could feel a slight tingle from the drone's reverse gravity field that it floated on as it passed over him then the drone settled down on the bed and Laurel and Jake watched as three additional hands extended from compartments in the side of the drone. Jake laid his head down and stared at Laurel and she smiled at him and laid her head down and stared right back at him.

The drone began by massaging their legs and both of them thought it felt absolutely wonderful. The drone used just the right pressure to make it feel good without squeezing the sore muscles in their legs to the point of pain. As the drone massaged their inner thighs they both moved their feet apart to make their legs more accessible. Jake grinned at Laurel as the drone worked up close to their crotch as it massaged their gluteus muscles where they meet their legs.

"Have you ever accepted the offer to have further stimulation done?" Jake asked.

"No. I didn't want a machine doing that to me. Have you?"

"No but Mark confided in me that the drones have an incredible ability to bring out a strong release. I guess the AI knows exactly how to rub us while monitoring our biorhythms to achieve an amazing orgasm. I'll bet it works the same way for a girl."

"I only want you touching me like that Jake. I don't care how hard the orgasm is with the drones, I want them to be at your hand and no one or nothing else's."

"That's kind of how I feel. You got really good at getting me off before we went back into stasis. I hope you can still do that without us being paired."

"I can't. I could only do that cause I felt what you were feeling so I knew exactly what to do and when it was building to it's peak. Are you going to have the same issue with me?"

"I don't think so. I know exactly what you like now so I think I can get you off just fine from memory of where and how to stimulate you. Plus you give audible clues to when it's getting good for you."

"Cool, cause I love the way you do what you do when you go down on me."

"Thanks, you taught me well."

Laurel chuckled and then closed her eyes as the servo drone began working on her back. Jake then closed his eyes and enjoyed the massage thoroughly. When the servo drone finally finished working both of their shoulders the hands gently lifted at their sides from under them and they got the hint and so rolled onto their backs. The drone then began working the front of their shoulders and their necks and then began working its way down their chests and both of them became so relaxed that they drifted off to sleep by the time the massage drone made it to their thighs and hips where the ache of weak muscles being worked was at its worst.

The next thing the two became aware of was the AI calling out to them.

"Laurel, Jake it is six o'clock."

Laurel batted her eyes open and looked over at Jake and grinned then stretched real hard arching her back while pressing her hands against the inner wall of the recessed compartment that half of the bed was built into. Jake opened his eyes and looked at Laurel and smiled big as he watched her stretching her beautiful body for him. When she relaxed and sighed heavy he looked over and up at the com panel.

"Thank you Future. Did you get a hold of Clara and Liam?"

"Yes. They said to tell you welcome back to the land of the living and they would love for you to see Harriet. I have made arrangements for the sitter to bring her down to the common area after your morning workout and shower."

"Awesome! Thank you for taking care of that Future."

"You are welcome. The captain is still on the surface so after your workout you are free to do as you like. I would suggest a trip to the gardening ring. There is a rather sizable park now where the children enjoy playing. It is where most of them go for afternoon recreation between school lessons."

"A park? Doesn't that kind of cut into your food production capabilities?"

"Yes but I have enough food in stasis storage to feed the entire population for at least five years and food production on the surface will supplement the onboard supply within that time."

"Right, I should have thought of that." Jake said shaking his head at himself.

"You will find many things are different now Jake. We are no longer in stockpile for survival mode. We are now in a build for the future mode."

"I guess it's going to take some time to get that into our heads. To us day before yesterday we were in another universe hundreds of thousands of light years from here."

"Just relax for a couple days and get used to the way things are and it will sink in that you are safe and you are at your new home world."

"Are our parents up yet?"

"Yes. They are both getting dressed as we speak."

"Ok. Thanks Future."

"You are welcome."

The com panel then went dark and Jake looked over at Laurel who had turned on her side and she had her head on her hand with her elbow pressed into the bed. Jake looked down her body and back up to her radiant face and he smiled at her.

"I gotta pinch myself to make sure I'm not dreaming. I just can't get over how beautiful you are Laurel¦and you're actually my girlfriend."

"I was kind of thinking the same thing about you Jake. Most guys that are as handsome as you are jerks. I'm so relieved to have found a guy that loves me for me and not just for my looks and he's a really sweet guy."

"I'm sorry I fell asleep before we could join minds¦or the other things we wanted to do."

"That's ok. The massage felt wonderful. That was a really good idea."

Jake rolled over a little and gave Laurel a peck then scooted to the edge of the bed and got to his feet. He then turned and put his hand out and Laurel rolled over to him and took his hand and climbed off the bed. They both walked over to the recessed compartment at the end of the room and when they opened it they found two new sheer bathrobes hanging for them along with more ships outfits then had been present before. They looked at each other and grinned then grabbed a change of clothes and walked back over to the bed to get dressed.

"I guess the AI is thinking that we might need to exercise some modesty in light of our shared quarters." Laurel said.

"Are we gunna shower together after our workout?"

"Well there are common showers by the gym but they aren't coed. I think we would raise a bit of a commotion if we showered together down there and the showers up here in our quarters are a little small for two of us at the same time. I think we need to use the showers independently in our respective quarters."

Jake nodded and went about getting dressed. When the two of them were dressed they gave each other a peck and then exited into their individual quarters to comb their hair and brush their teeth. Laurel walked over to the bathroom and when she stepped up to it the door slid open and her mother was standing at the sink washing her toothbrush out and she smiled at Laurel and then turned the water off and set her toothbrush down. Laurel stepped up to her and the two hugged each other for a few moments and then Amelia stroked the side of Laurel's head.

"You still look amazing when you wake up. I wish I was born with that but I have to paint myself and work with my hair before I look proper. Did you get some good rest?"

"Yah, Jake and I woke up at about two thirty and had a late dinner together then came back and had a massage together and we fell asleep again in the middle of it."

"That's great honey. I can't get over how¦grown up you look. I knew you were going to age while in stasis but I guess I just wasn't ready to see my little girl wake up as a woman."

"I'm trying to get used this too." Laurel said looking down at herself.

"I'm done here sweetie. Let me put my toothbrush away and you can have the bathroom."

"Kay."

Amelia turned to the sink and picked up her toothbrush and she opened the recessed medicine cabinet behind her and she put her toothbrush away and then she picked up Laurel's toothbrush and she closed the cabinet and turned and handed the toothbrush to Laurel and then she squeezed past her and snuck in a kiss to the side of her head making Laurel smile. She loved having her mother's reassuring and loving presence in her life again.

When Jake stepped into his quarters his father was sitting on the couch typing furiously on a medium sized data pad. He sensed Jake step into the room and he grinned but finished the sentence he was typing then he set his data pad aside and got to his feet. He smiled at Jake then shook his head with a big grin.

"Damn you're a good looking guy Jake. Your mom would've been so proud to see you looking like this."

"Thanks dad. What do you think of my girlfriend?"

"She's absolutely stunning son. She sounds like a really wonderful girl and she's some kind of super genius or something. There's nothing sexier than a beautiful woman that's smart too. I hope you two are going to take steps before getting back to being serious? I would love more grandchildren besides Korica but you two are really young."

"We took care of that last night. We went up to the med deck and Laurel had fallopian blockers put in. We don't want any children just yet and we have one in stasis that's waiting until we are ready."

"I saw that in our briefing. I guess I should congratulate you and tell you how proud I am of you for waiting until you're ready to raise a child. You are my greatest accomplishment and biggest source of pride but raising a kid is a life long venture and the first five years require the most attention."

"I can only imagine. What are you working on there?" Jake asked pointing at the couch.

"Oh¦progress reports for the captain and suggestions for how to network all of the homes being constructed on the surface."

"Networking the homes? Your involved with the construction going on down there?"

"We all are Jake. We're building a city from scratch and it isn't going to be a bunch of mud huts. We are trying to construct a modern city from the start so it takes a lot of infrastructure of all types including hooking every home into a central processor core at the heart of the city under the research center."

"I guess I got a lot of catching up to do before I'll understand everything that's going on."

John stepped up to Jake and gave him a warm hug for a few moments then patted his shoulder and stepped back.

"I'm just glad we're together Jake. You and Laurel need to take a couple of days to just relax and acclimate. You've been through a really stressful adventure but you got us here and gave us our chance at creating a new civilization on the other side of the galaxy. It would have been nice if there had been an advance race already here to welcome us but we're it."

"I'm glad we're together too dad. I might have the body of a seventeen year old but I still have the mind of a thirteen or fourteen year old. I need my daddy around."

John grinned and smacked the side of Jake's shoulder lightly and Jake turned and headed for the bathroom. He stepped up to the door and it slid open and he stepped in and relieved himself then washed his hands and brushed his teeth then he combed his hair out and put some deodorant on then he stepped back out into the living area. His father was typing busily again and so Jake walked over to the couch and sat down next to him and when his father had his report done he leaned back and sighed.

"So dad¦do you wait like this for Amelia every morning?"

"Yah. She takes a while to put herself together and she always¦she used to just come over through your room but I guess she won't be doing that anymore."

"Can I ask you kind of a personal question?"

"Yes I like her Jake. She's beautiful, smart, sweet and I'm pretty sure I sense that she's kind of falling for me but I'm not ready for anything romantic. I don't think she is either. Is that what you were wondering?"

"Uh¦yah. Laurel and I felt something from her directed toward you but I'm not sensing the same thing from you."

"I don't want to lead her on or give her the wrong idea about where I want our friendship to go so I have been keeping my feelings buried very deep."

"So it's not cause you're shy or anything?"

"Maybe a little. I haven't pursued a woman since your mom and I were dating and I wasn't real experienced before that. She pursued me more than anything and we found that we had something in common and it drew us together."

"You realize don't you that it was kind of destiny that you two came together so I would be born so that Laurel and I would meet when we did in order to get the Future back to this galaxy with Korica onboard. Her and Tamaric have this amazing destiny together and their children are going to be some kind of savior or inspiration to trillions of people in this quadrant of the galaxy."

"Yah that's a little hard to get my head around but I realize that was passed onto you by some extremely powerful and wise¦people so there must be some truth to it. Personally I can't wait to meet your daughter in person. Amelia and I have visited her chamber many times to look at her and try to get used to the idea that she is part of our family now as well as Tamaric. She looks adorable and from the video portions of the brief we were given we can tell she is incredibly gifted and smart. You did a very noble thing by taking her in and giving her a chance at a happy life among us. That poor girl had her life destroyed by the Hodong."

"Thanks dad. I'm glad you and Amelia have accepted her presence in our lives. Laurel and I love Korica with all our hearts and we are going to do everything we can to see that she can pursue her dreams of serving the Future and the Human race in this sector of the galaxy."

The door to Jake's room slid open and Laurel and Amelia stepped in and Jake watched his father's reaction and he couldn't feel it but he saw the joy in his eyes at seeing Amelia. His face lit up and the smile was deep and involved every muscle in his face. Jake then looked at Laurel and he knew his face probably lit up just as much. The two stood up and the girls walked around the couch and Jake stepped up to Laurel and gave her a warm hug and then Laurel gave him a peck and the four of them headed for the exit.

When they stepped out there were many people walking around the walkways on just about every deck heading for the stairs and elevators and there were a lot of conversation noises coming up from the common area. Laurel glanced over the guardrail and she saw hundreds of people milling around down in the common area many of whom were kids of every age. Laurel leaned away from the edge and looked at her mother.

"What time does school start for the kids?"

"Eight o'clock. We all eat and exercise together and then the children take their showers and then head off to school. If you're up to it I would recommend we use the stairs? The elevator can get really busy at this time of day."

"We need the exercise anyway."

The four of them started walking down the walkway toward the stairwell at the end of the walkway and Laurel took Jake's hand and they followed their parents to the stairs. Laurel looked at Jake with a furrowed brow.

"I wonder why the AI isn't using the stasis chambers to impart knowledge to the kids instead of using traditional class rooms?"

"Because that can't be done safely on kids under eleven and most of us don't have the neural density required to learn as much as you and Jake did the way you did." John said.

"So we are kind of unique then?"

"Only five percent of the population has the kind of neural density that you two do and none have the exact density that you two have. You are unique in that aspect. However the adults have almost all had some kind of enhanced skill knowledge imparted to them to prepare them for the Herculean task ahead of us."

Laurel grinned at Jake as they kept walking. She kind of liked the idea of being unique even if it did make her feel like she stood apart from everyone else as something different. They made their way to the stairwell and along with a whole line of other people they stepped into the stairwell and they began descending toward deck 1. Laurel and Jake were moving slower than the rest of the crowd ahead of them but no one complained or rushed them. Everyone had been through the weak period after coming out of stasis and they knew they were following someone that had just come out judging by the slow and deliberate way they were moving as they climbed down the stairs.

When they reached deck 1 Laurel and Jake stepped aside and let the crowd pass them as they waited for the burning to ease up and then they meted back into the line of people walking down the curving corridor toward the common area. When they emerged they found Amelia and John waiting for them just past the entryway to the common area. They stepped up to them and both offered them a grin.

"Sorry were moving so slowly." Jake said.

"It's perfectly fine. We've all been through this. You just take it at your own pace." John said.

The four of them then headed straight for the mess hall. When they stepped in there was a hum of conversations as close to a thousand people were sitting having their breakfast. Laurel noticed that there were a lot of people in the mess hall but it was still nowhere near filled to capacity. They made their way toward the back of the mess hall where there were seats available and they sat down at a long table with several dozen other people already sitting eating their breakfast. Amelia and John sat down on one side of the table next to one another while Laurel and Jake sat across from them next to each other. A servo drone floated up moments later with a menu and they all took turns ordering their breakfast and then Laurel handed the menu off and the servo drone floated off silently.

Jake then stood up and so did his father and the two looked at each other and smiled. John stepped over the seat and then put his hand on Amelia's shoulder.

"Tea?" John asked.

"Please." Amelia said with a grin.

"How about you Laurel?" Jake asked.

"Orange juice please."

"You got it."

Jake and his father then headed toward the nearest dispensers. They waited their turn then poured their drinks and headed back to the table and sat down by the girls. As they waited for their meals to arrive Laurel noticed that the family next to them were talking in French but she understood every word perfectly. She didn't remember having the ability to understand French before then it dawned on her that she also knows how to speak it. She looked over at her mother and grinned.

"Mom, I know French. Did the AI do that?"

"Yes sweetheart. If you think about it you should know every language spoken on this ship fluently. It was done to take that barrier down so we can all work together on Genesis. Apparently teaching language skills is a very fundamental element that is easy to impart to us so it was done for everyone¦with the exception of those under the age of eleven. English is still the predominant language spoken though now that everyone knows how to speak it."

"That's kind of cool. It's like we're all one huge extended family."

"I guess you could look at it that way. At the very least it should make it easier to make friends with some of the other kids your age. You all speak the same language."

"Are you two going to be ok on your own today?" John asked. "Amelia and I are going to be catching a shuttle down to the surface to work for the day. We should be back around five or so if everything goes according to plan."

"Do you two do that everyday?" Laurel asked.

"No, we usually stay on the surface for a couple of days at a time but now that we have you two back in our lives we want to spend as much time as possible with you."

"We can pretty much take care of ourselves if you two need to spend an overnight or two on the surface."

"Are you two working side by side on the surface?" Jake asked.

"No, Amelia is working at the industrial complex and I'm working in the residential areas."

"So you two really are only close because of Jake and I like the AI said?"

"We likely wouldn't know each other at all if not for you two. We are kind of sharing quarters and as it turns out we have a lot of similar interests¦aside from the two of you."

"I think that's kind of nice that we brought you two together."

"Let's not¦get carried away Laurel. We're very close friends and nothing else." Amelia said.

"I didn't mean that you were romantically involved."

"No but I sense that you're hoping we will be."

"Come on mom¦you're reading to deep. Yes I hope you two will fall for each other but that's not what I meant by my simple comment. I just meant that it's nice that you two are good friends because of us."

"You're right. I'm sorry for reading your deep feelings into the conversation. It's just so much easier to read your deep feelings now that your gifts are wide awake."

"Yah I still haven't learned how to control them completely. I did some kind of crazy things before and I was only thirteen and fourteen. I can hardly imagine how powerful I'm gunna be now that I'm physically seventeen. I haven't had the opportunity to grow with my abilities in order to learn what I can do and how to control it." Laurel then looked at Jake with a look of concern on her face. "Can you imagine how powerful Korica is going to be? The poor thing was just starting to embrace her gifts."

"Hopefully her gifts will reawaken slowly instead of lashing out like they were before when she suppressed and feared them."

"I sure hope so or she is really going to have a rough time fitting in with the rest of the crew."

Servo drones showed up at that time with their breakfast plates and they were slid up on the table from beside each of them. They set in to eating their breakfast without any further conversation. When they were done with their meals they made their way up to the gym and a therapeutic workout routine was formulated for Laurel and Jake and then they joined their parents in a rigorous workout. They were a little surprised by how strenuous their workouts were tailored to be, but it gave them a feeling of accomplishment to get through their workouts. They were winded and sore after but it did leave them feeling just a little stronger to their surprise.

The four of them made their way back down to their quarters and John and Amelia took their showers first then Laurel and Jake took theirs. By the time Laurel and Jake were done John and Amelia were ready to leave for the day. They said their goodbyes and then departed leaving Laurel and Jake alone to get dressed together. Once they were dressed they made their way out onto the walkway in front of their quarters and it was much quieter and the crowds had thinned out to just a few dozen people down in the common area. They made their way to the elevator and rode down to deck 1 and then made their way out into the cross corridor so they could head for the gardening ring. Once they stepped into the stasis ring Laurel couldn't resist the temptation to go see Korica and Tamaric.

The two of them walked around the stasis ring to Korica's chamber first and they stepped up to her chamber and turned on the overhead light and Laurel erupted in a huge smile and she actually hopped up and down lightly a few times as she clutched Jake's arm.

"Oh Jake, look at her! She's beautiful. She looks so much like her mother. Ooh, I want to talk to her so bad Jake."

"As soon as we get our strength back we'll ask to have her brought out of stasis¦course we kind of have to coordinate that with Clara and Liam since Tamaric will need to come out at the same time or she'll be heart broken. She really is a very pretty and look how tall she is. She only came up to my nose before and she looks like she's almost as tall as me now."

"Jake, you're a foot taller than you were before. She'll still come up to your nose."

Jake looked down at his feet and grinned and shook his head.

"Man I gotta get used to the idea that I'm not the same guy that climbed into my stasis chamber a couple days ago."

Jake stepped up closer and looked Korica over and he could see that she was submerged in liquid stasis fluid suggesting that she was in light stasis and she had clearly developed muscles looking very close to the muscular tone that she had relative to her size before she went into stasis. Jake then stepped back and put his arm around Laurel and gave her a squeeze.

"She looks really fit and it looks like she's gunna have nice sized boobs like you."

Laurel nudged him and grinned then set her head against his shoulder.

"I'm so proud of how she looks Jake. That's my baby girl there. I'm so glad we rescued her and were able to adopt her."

"I'm proud of her too Laurel. She looks like a healthy proper teenager and I know what a sweetheart she is, I can't wait to have her back with us."

The two of them stood for another five minutes leaning on Korica's chamber looking into her face and then Laurel kissed her finger tips and touched the top of Korica's clear crystalline cover over her face and then she reached up and turned the overhead light off and they made their way around the stasis ring to Tamaric's chamber. When they reached Tamaric's chamber Jake reached up and turned the overhead light on and they were stunned at the difference in Tamaric. He was much taller than Korica and very muscular in tone and he was now almost dead ringer for his father.

"Oh Jake¦he's really handsome" Laurel said. "Oh Korica is going to love how good-looking he has grown to be. I'm so happy for her, she has a hunk like I do."

"Ok I mention the fact that Korica has big boobs and you get to mention how gorgeous Tamaric is? Do I get to nudge you now?"

"I wasn't commenting on his boy bits."

"Ok you got me there. I shouldn't have commented about the size of her boobs."

The two of them spent a few more minutes admiring Tamaric submerged in liquid stasis fluid and then Laurel reached up and turned the overhead light off and the two of them started walking toward the nearest exit into the gardening ring. As they were walking along the curving surface of the stasis ring Laurel had a thought run across her mind and she asked Jake what he thought.

"Jake why do think Tamaric is so¦well built? He looks like he's been working out or something."

"I don't know. I noticed that he has well-developed muscular tone too but you remember when we pulled him from his damaged chamber? He had amazing tone for his age then too."

"It is a genetic predisposition to have thick muscles." The AI said answering Laurel's question.

"Hi Future. So he just has good genes?" Laurel said.

"Yes. I have contacted Harriet's sitter and she is going to meet you in the gardening ring. She asked that you meet her near the slides. There are several benches there for parents to sit on while their children play."

"Oh man, we forgot that the baby sitter was going to meet us in the common area after our workout."

"I was monitoring your activities and I waited until you were done visiting with Korica and Tamaric to let you know that I had modified the plan to coincide with your plans to go to the gardening ring since that is where you seem to be heading."

"Thank you Future."

"You are welcome."

They arrived at the exit to the gardening ring and the latch popped without them having to have their palm scanned and Laurel reached out and pulled the door open and they stepped over the knee knocker and out into the warm and slightly humid air in the gardening ring. Jake pulled the door shut then turned around and looked around.

"Oh wow!" Jake exclaimed. "Look at the size of that Park."

Jake pointed up to the opposite side of the gardening ring from where they were standing. Several acres had been cleared of all harvestable plants and there were gently rolling grass covered mounds and an enormous playground with several spiral slides and some smaller wave like slides for the younger and less brave children. There were swings and climbing structures of all varieties. The swings were set into a huge sand box where some little dots could be made out playing in the sand and swinging on the swings. The children and adults just appeared as dots from the stasis ring entrance. The rest of the gardening ring was still devoted to crops of all varieties but it was very obvious that a fifth of the gardening ring was now devoted to park space. The AI had even planted some elm and maple trees in tasteful groupings to provide for additional oxygen production and carbon dioxide removal as well as to create shady areas for sitting and reading or just relaxing while keeping an eye on the children as they played. The trees were relatively tall and sturdy given the near twenty years they have had to grow since being planted.

"That's incredible! The AI took a big chance changing the gardening ring this dramatically before we arrived." Laurel said.

The palm scanner just behind them to access the stasis ring door beeped twice and Laurel stepped over to it and touched it and the palm reader lit up and the AI's voice rang out.

"The sitter is on her way down with Harriet. The sitters name is Bahar, she is from India so look for a darker complexioned woman carrying a baby."

"Ok got it. I should mention how impressive your park modifications are. I can't believe you did all this before we arrived."

"It was actually a necessary modification given the damage to the underlying superstructure. There is only an average of eight inches of topsoil in most areas under the park except where you see trees. The rest of the gardening ring has an average topsoil depth of fourty-eight inches or more."

"Wait¦doesn't that make the rotating section lob sided in weight distribution?"

"No. The topsoil was moved off of the weakened sections and mounded up where the superstructure was still capable of handling the weight load. That is why you see gently rolling mounds dispersed around the park area. There was no way to replace the damaged structural components without moving so much topsoil out of place that the rotating section would have been dangerously out of balance. The only way to fix the damage is to either remove the external hull plating so as to repair it from outside the ship or to stop the rotating section for a time while the repairs are carried out. With no practical way of supplying artificial gravity to the entire gardening ring, the latter is not a practical solution."

"Did the mapping reveal any damage in the solid portions of the ship?"

"Yes but it has long since been repaired. That was one of the first things the captain ordered to be carried out once he and the executive officer had sufficient crewmembers on hand to carry out the repairs."

"I see. That's what I would've done too."

"Yes I know Laurel. You were a very capable and smart captain. I should also report that the captain will be returning to the ship this evening on one the crew shuttles when they return at five o'clock. He very well may call upon you to come up to his office for your debriefing."

"Ok, we'll be ready."

Laurel then turned and took Jake's hand and the two of them headed around the perimeter of the gardening ring then headed aft toward the park area. As they got closer the unmistakable sounds of children gleefully playing filled the air. Laurel and Jake headed for the benches near the slides and they had a seat next to a few other people sitting on the benches talking while their children played nearby. Laurel couldn't help but notice that all of the children playing were very young, none looked older than about 6 years old. Laurel and Jake looked around in the orchards and crops growing around the perimeter of the park area and there were a few people walking around amongst the neat rows of plants but there were actually very few people in the gardening ring in total.

Laurel turned to the woman sitting next to her and she tapped on her shoulder lightly. The woman stopped her conversation with the man sitting next to her and she grinned at Laurel warmly.

"Oh my honey, you have the most beautiful blue eyes I have ever seen."

"Thank you. I was just wondering¦how many children this young are there out of stasis if you know?" Laurel asked pointing toward the children playing.

"Oh I don't know¦maybe twenty or thirty at the most."

"But there's close to two thousand of us out of stasis right?"

"Something like that. Did you just come out yourselves?"

"Yes, yesterday."

"Pardon me for asking but you don't have a child in stasis do you?"

"Kind of. We have an adopted daughter from another galaxy in stasis but she is much older than the children playing here."

The woman gasped and her eyes got bigger and she turned more toward Laurel and she looked past her at Jake with her mouth open a little. She then looked back at Laurel and grinned a little.

"You must be Laurel Kade and Jake Myers?"

"Yes mam, you know of us?"

"Oh yah. Anyone that has looked into how we got here and found no one waiting for us has heard of you two. You fixed major damage done to the ship by a twin supernova by yourselves no less and guided us through another galaxy rescuing over a hundred young girls from horrible conditions at the hands of some very ugly and hostile aliens thus meeting your daughter and you had the ship upgraded and improved to the magnificent vessel she is today, then you figured out how to get us here in the past using those upgrades."

"That's right, I'm just trying to figure everything out and so many things just don't make sense to us yet. I thought all of the adults were going to be revived a year out and then the children six months away from the Future planet."

"That was the original plan but as we got close enough to start getting concise sensor readings from the Future planet we realized there wasn't anyone here, there never has been so the timing and personal selection to be revived was modified. More than half of us are still in stasis and the plan to start reviving the children was put on hold when the animal attacks began on the surface."

"Do you know what kind of animals have been carrying out the attacks?"

"Uh¦you would have to see one for yourself. There are three dangerous species one of which is very large but it just doesn't look like anything that exists on Earth. The larger animal moves like a cat, howls kind of like a wolf and is a pack animal also like a wolf but it's built sort of like a bear¦with the head of a bison¦sort of¦and they are completely hairless with brindle colored skin."

"Lord all mighty! How big are they?"

"About two hundred fifty pounds on average. They have a snout full of sharp teeth and big claws on their huge front paws just like a bear. There are also some small animals that are about the size of a house cat that are extremely mean. Several people have been bitten by them when approaching them. They seem to prefer staying in the trees but they forage on the ground so people have come into contact with them often since they are all over the place where Genesis is being constructed."

"Maybe we invaded what they consider their territory."

"I'm sure that's exactly what is going on but the site chosen is absolutely ideal for a large city to be built. Access to water, flat level ground, soft soil and picture perfect climate are all present right where Genesis is being built and there is plenty of space for the city to expand as our population grows."

"Can I ask how long you folks have been out of stasis?"

"Oh close to a year now but our daughter was only brought out of stasis three months ago. She's six and so aged very little while in stasis, maybe a month or two at most."

"Yah I know the stasis process is more affective on the younger of us. I was a little over twelve when I came aboard and look at me now. The detranome approximated my age at just over seventeen, though I was only the equivalent of thirteen and a half when I first came out of stasis."

Jake tapped Laurel's shoulder and she looked at him and he pointed off across the grassy area where a woman was walking toward them with a baby cradled in her arms and she had a bag slung over shoulder hanging down to her side. Laurel smiled big as she watched the woman walking toward them.

"I thought¦isn't your daughter much older?" The woman asked.

"Oh that's not our daughter. That is baby Harriet Reynolds, the first of us to be born since leaving Earth. She is the baby of the parents of our daughter's boyfriend Tamaric. We just wanted to visit with her since we're close friends with Clara and Liam, Harriet's parents."

"Oh, that's sweet."

The woman walked up to Laurel and Jake and they both stood up and smiled at the pretty woman cradling Harriet in her right arm. The woman looked to be in her early thirties with jet-black hair that was pulled back into a braided ponytail that came down to the middle of her back with loose slightly curled locks hanging from each of her temples and she had pretty short bangs hanging over her forehead. Laurel loved her flawless looking dark bronze colored skin and deep brown eyes. She was very thin but healthy looking with a pointed chin and soft facial features that were very pretty.

"You must be Laurel and Jake?" Bahar said with a distinct Indian accent.

"We are, you must be Bahar?" Jake said as he put his hand out and shook her left hand.

"I am. It is nice to meet you both." Bahar said while shaking Laurel's hand. "And this is Harriet Reynolds."

Bahar slid the bag off her left shoulder and set it on the ground and then she sat down on the bench and then she pulled the flap of pink blanket back revealing an adorable pink-cheeked baby with dark green eyes with yellow and brown flecks in them. Harriet looked up at Laurel as she sat down next to Bahar and she immediately smiled at Laurel and made a cooing sound and Laurel just melted.

"Ooh, she's so beautiful. Look at those pretty eyes of hers and those pudgy little cheeks. Is she a fussy baby?"

"Oh no not at all. She is a very good baby. She only gets fussy when she is hungry or when she needs to be changed. It makes it a joy to take care of her. She coos and talks all the time while lying in her crib and while lying with me in the living room. Would you like to hold her?"

"Oh I would love to hold her." Laurel said with a big smile.

Bahar stood up and turned around and faced Laurel and gently handed Harriet off to her and then she knelt down in front of Laurel and let Jake scoot closer so he could look right at Harriet. The woman next to Laurel also peered over and looked at Harriet with a warm smile on her face.

"What a beautiful baby." The woman said.

Laurel pulled some of the blanket back to look at Harriet's size and Harriet reached out and grabbed Laurel's pinky firmly and held onto it while smiling at her.

"Oh man she is really cute." Jake said. "I think she really likes you Laurel."

Harriet shot a glance at Jake following his deeper voice and then she looked back at Laurel and seemed to look Laurel's face over and then she looked at Jake and smiled at him and made some cooing sounds while looking right into his eyes then she smiled at him and squirmed a little then she looked back at Laurel and she seemed to really study Laurel's face with an intense look.

"That's amazing!" Laurel said. "She seems to be studying my face and she looks right into your eyes. She's gunna be a really smart girl if she's already engaging people like that. I think she was flirting with you Jake."

"She is probably sensing your emotions." Bahar said. "She probably knows that you like her and she obviously likes both of you."

Laurel looked at Bahar and grinned.

"You think she's empathically gifted from birth?"

"Clara said she used to hold her hands on her tummy while she was pregnant, as your mother suggested and she would feel for Harriet's presence. She claimed to feel a gentle presence and even a slight feeling of recognition from Harriet. She knew before the AI even confirmed it that the baby was a girl."

"My mother suggested that? Oh my gosh¦a gifted mother really can trigger heightened senses in her baby."

"That's the thought anyway. Would you like to feed Harriet? It's close to her bottle time."

"That would be wonderful." Laurel said with a big smile.

Laurel looked back down at Harriet and she gave her a big open-mouthed smile and Laurel giggled a little at her. Bahar reached into the bag that had been hanging on her shoulder but was now sitting on the ground and she pulled out a bottle and handed it toward Laurel and Laurel had to practically yank her finger from Harriet's grip.

"It's ok Harriet, I'm not leaving. I just need to hold your bottle for you."

Harriet rolled her head and watched what Bahar was doing as she handed the bottle to Laurel. Laurel put the bottle up to Harriet's mouth and she grinned at Laurel and gladly accepted the bottle. She kept staring into Laurel's face as she drank from the bottle and after a few minutes Laurel looked at Jake and smiled.

"It makes me want one of my own."

"Oh man¦let's not go there Laurel. We aren't old enough to start a family. Especially with what's going on around us."

"I know. It just makes me want one, I know all babies won't be as engaging as Harriet and it's a huge responsibility."

Laurel fed Harriet half of the bottle until she seemed to stop drinking and she started pulling away from the bottle. Laurel then handed the bottle to Bahar and she gently lifted Harriet onto her chest and she gently pat on her back for a few moments and Harriet let out a resounding burp followed by two smaller burps. Laurel then moved her to her lap with her hands around her back and she talked to Harriet making her smile often as she cooed back. Laurel finally looked at Bahar and grinned.

"If I didn't know better I would swear that Harriet is trying to talk to me."

"You think that's amazing let me show you something that she has started doing in the last week."

Bahar put her hands out and got on her knees and Laurel gently lifted Harriet and handed her off to her. Bahar scooted back a little and held Harriet up to her chest and then she pulled the blanket from around Harriet and she laid it on the grass and then she laid Harriet on her back and then Bahar sat down on her behind with her legs straight out on each side of Harriet. Laurel loved the little onesy in white that Harriet was wearing with little white socks on her feet. It looked like she was wearing a miniature ships outfit. Laurel could see that Harriet had a round tummy suggesting that she ate well and was very healthy.

Bahar engaged Harriet for a moment until Harriet was looking right into her eyes.

"You want to sit up for me?" Bahar said with a smile.

Bahar put her index fingers out and Harriet reached out and grabbed them both and then began to pull on them as Bahar pulled back and Harriet basically lifted herself to a sitting position. Bahar praised her and told her she was a good girl and Harriet giggled and cooed back at her.

"Holy crud!" Jake said. "Is that normal for a four month old to be able to do that?"

"For her it is normal but in general she is a little ahead of what most babies do at four months old. Now watch this. You want to do it again?"

Bahar pulled her fingers from Harriet's grip and she put her hand behind Harriet's head and she gently laid her back and then she put her index fingers out and Harriet looked right at them and reached out and took a hold of them and began to pull herself up again as Bahar pulled back and Harriet sat up until she was upright and Bahar praised her again making Harriet laugh.

"We do this for hours in my quarters. She just did this spontaneously one day and now she loves doing it and she laughs and giggles every time."

"What an amazing little girl. She's going to be a handful if she likes doing pull-ups at four months old." Jake said.

"Would you like to hold her Jake?"

"Sure."

Bahar pulled her fingers from Harriet's grip and then she laid her back cradling her head and then she wrapped the blanket around her and she scooped her up and then got to her knees and she walked on her knees up to Jake and she gently handed her off to Jake. Jake cradled her close to his chest as he sat back against the back of the bench and then he slid her down and little and he looked into her pretty eyes and she smiled at him and as he talked to her she laughed and cooed at him making him smile. He stroked her cheeks a few times and she went calm and just stared into his eyes as he loved on her. He could tell that she liked the sensation of being touched. He moved the flaps of the blanket a little and gently rubbed her chest and tummy in slow circles and she sighed and just laid still for him. Jake looked at Laurel and grinned.

"She's really affectionate, she likes being touched by me."

Jake looked back into her face and she smiled at him as he kept rubbing her chubby little tummy and chest. She then reached out and grabbed his pinky and held it firmly and started cooing at him and he understood now what Laurel meant. She looked right into his eyes as she made her cute little noises just like a person would when their engaging you in conversation. He made baby talk to her for a moment and then Bahar corrected him.

"You should use real words when you talk to her. It will help her develop language skills much sooner and she responds to it better than baby talk."

"How do you know so much about baby behavior?"

"Because I was imparted with a degree in baby psychology and child rearing and I practically raised a baby sister from birth as well as my own daughter."

"You look so young to have a daughter."

"Thank you. My daughter is nine. She is in school right now in fact."

"Ooh. Is that what you want to do for a career?"

"Oh I would love to open a day care on the surface for working parents if they can ever get the animals down there under control. I love babies and it gives me great joy to be present when they achieve milestone like little Harriet here has. She is a remarkable baby."

"So you take care of more children than just Harriet?"

"That was to be the plan but things have changed so I watch Harriet for the Reynolds while they are on the surface and there are two other families that have me watch their children from time to time while they are working here on the Future. I take care of a six-year-old girl and seven year old boy. I am just one of a dozen such providers."

"I guess the AI thought about such issues a head of time."

"We were all selected to join the Future mission for one reason or another and in my case it was because I love children and I am good with them. They are our future and need to be loved on and treated with kindness and tenderness while being enriched and stimulated by their environment."

Jake looked back into Harriet's face and she again smiled at him and made cooing sounds that just made him smile.

"She is so cute. I could just play with her all day if I could."

"If you would like you and Laurel are welcome to come up to my quarters and visit with her any time she is in my care. The AI has told me that you are trusted implicitly by Clara and Liam and Harriet obviously loves both of you."

"Thank you Bahar. We'll definitely take you up on that. She is an absolute joy."

"Wonderful. Harriet can use the stimulation of new faces."

Bahar moved closer and pulled the blanket back and felt of Harriet's diaper and it was feeling thick to her.

"I should probably change her before she becomes uncomfortable."

Jake nodded and hefted Harriet out toward her and Bahar scooped her arm under her and Jake had to pry his finger from her hand and then Bahar laid her down and sat in front of her with her legs on each side of her again and she pulled the bag closer and then she went about changing Harriet. Harriet just looked around the gardening ring at all the colorful sights as she was changed and she cooed the whole time just talking away. When Bahar had her changed and her onesy was snapped closed around her bottom, Bahar looked at Laurel.

"Would you like to hold her again?"

"Please."

Bahar scooped Harriet up without her blanket this time, as Harriet was starting to feel very warm being in the bright and warm artificial sunlight coming from the sun tube. Bahar handed her off to Laurel and Laurel laid her on her legs and she began rubbing her belly and chest as Jake had and Harriet held her arms out and just let her rub on her while she laid still and stared into Laurel's face. Laurel talked to her and praised her making her smile from time to time as she soaked up the attention. Laurel was able to play with Harriet for well over an hour with Jake sitting pressed up against her side also playing with her. They let her pull herself up over and over until she got tired and the daughter of the couple sitting next to them even came over and played with Harriet a little as she laid on Laurel's lap until Harriet's face started to show a little color in her cheeks and that's when Bahar said that she needed to get Harriet out of the artificial sunlight and that it was time for Harriet to take a nap anyway.

Laurel lifted Harriet and smiled at her then kissed her cheek making Harriet smile and giggle as if she understood exactly what Laurel was doing. Laurel then handed Harriet to Bahar and she laid her down on her back on her pink blanket and she wrapped her up then scooped her up into her arms and got to her feet and Jake lifted the bag for Bahar and slid it up onto her right shoulder. They then said their goodbyes to the couple sitting by them and then Laurel and Jake walked with Bahar to the stasis ring and then through the stasis ring to the corridor leading to the common area and finally into the common area. Laurel and Jake then touched Harriet's adorable little face one last time making Harriet smile big and then Bahar headed for the stairs while Laurel and Jake took the elevator up to deck 6.

Laurel and Jake stepped up to Jake's quarters and Jake had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up as the two of them stepped in. They walked over to the couch and sat down and Laurel stretched her legs out and then sighed.

"Harriet is such a cute baby Jake. I bet Clara is just beside herself with joy. It must really tear her up though to have to leave her for days at a time."

"I can only imagine. If Harriet were my little girl I just don't know if I could do it. I'm already in love with her and she isn't even related to me."

"You're gunna be such a good daddy Jake, did you see the way Harriet responded to you?"

"Yah, she's irresistible."

"You were so good with her too. I'm really proud of what a good man you are Jake."

"Thanks Laurel."

"So what do you want to do now?"

"Can we engage in the deep sharing? I want to be paired with you so badly Laurel."

"I know, me too."

Laurel got to her feet and put her hand out to Jake and the two of them walked around the couch and stepped up to their bedroom door and it slid open and the lights came up. They stepped in and walked over to the bed and then faced each other and slid their shoes off. Jake then grinned at Laurel and looked down her body and she chuckled lightly and nodded at him.

"We can do it with nothing on if that's what you were thinking but¦I want to wait to make love until we commit to the deep sharing a couple of times. I want to be sure that when we come together¦we'll come together."

"Ok, I think that's a sound idea. We can still¦mess around afterwards though right?"

"Oh yah. I can't wait to have you touch me and do what you do when you do what you do to me. Did that even come out right?"

"Yah, I know exactly what you meant."

They both began to get undressed while watching the other with a big grin on their faces and once they were completely nude they climbed up on the bed and then sat down and crossed their legs Indian style and took a hold of each other's hands and Jake stared at Laurel's crotch for a few moments and he took a deep breath and then let it out.

"Good lord you're gorgeous Laurel." Jake said in a chuckle. "You have such pretty lips down there."

"Thank you Jake."

They then closed their eyes and set their foreheads together and they reached out for each other. They immediately sensed the other's mind and drifted into one another's minds. They then let themselves drift deeper and deeper into the other until they felt the sensation of leaving their body behind completely. Jake felt for Laurel's deepest essence and he could feel a warm and gentle presence very close by and as he let himself drift toward that feeling he sensed Laurel just reaching his deepest place and touching him from deep within. He then reached out and touched Laurel's deepest place and wrapped himself in her essence. It was comforting for both of them to feel the other so deeply once again. They could feel every little feeling being experienced by the other just like when they were paired only the voices were missing. They remained in this deep embrace for some time before beginning to withdraw back into their own minds and as Jake was drifting shallower he felt as though he turned around and reached out and grabbed a hold of Laurel's essence and he pulled a piece of her to his chest and he clutched it tightly as he withdrew. Laurel sensed what Jake had done and she gasped as she felt a part of her being drawn away with Jake. She turned and pushed back down into Jake as far as she could go and then she felt as though she reached out with both arms and held onto him only to feel him slipping through her arms as she drifted shallower and then she grabbed a hold of his essence with her hand and pulled a piece of him to her chest and held it tightly as she let herself drift up out of his center. Jake now gasped at the odd sensation of having a piece of him drawn away as Laurel withdrew into her mind.

They both opened their eyes and tried to maintain the connection but it slipped away from them as they opened their eyes. They pulled their foreheads apart and only then realized that they had a balled up hand over their hearts. Laurel unclenched her hand and looked at her open hand and then watched Jake do the same thing and then they both smiled at each other.

"That was beautiful Jake." Laurel said softly.

"Yah it was. You feel so¦tender and sweet deep down Laurel. I almost forgot how amazing you are all the way to the core."

"And you are so strong and so¦caring Jake. You really are a remarkable man at your core."

"Thank you Laurel. Do you sense me at all like you used to?"

"I don't exactly know cause you're so close to me and my heart is still racing. I don't hear your whispers like I used to though."

"Yah me neither and that's one of the things I miss the most."

"You wanna try it again?"

Jake grinned and nodded and Laurel let go of his left hand and leaned back and uncrossed her legs then she pulled her feet up by her behind and she pulled Jake's legs apart and then she put her feet over his legs and scooted toward him then she put her arms around his back and the two of them scooted right up next to one another and Laurel deliberately pressed her vulva against his soft cock and she grinned at him as she wrapped her legs around him.

"You remember the last time we sat like this?"

"Yah, we had just fallen in love and we were sitting in the gardening ring and we were both having some sensitivity issues. It seems so long ago but it really wasn't all that long ago was it?"

"What are you talking about? It was twenty years ago."

"That's right, stasis."

Jake smiled and leaned forward and gave Laurel a long lip lock kiss and then the two of them closed their eyes and with their arms wrapped around one another they set their foreheads together and easily entered one another's minds. Jake grinned as he heard the flood of random thoughts from Laurel and then he narrowed into her conscious thoughts and she was thinking how wonderful it was to hear Jake's deep voice as if he was in her head. She loved the tone and pitch of Jake's voice tremendously and she missed having it with her constantly even though his voice was now much deeper than it used to be when he spoke aloud.

The two of them enjoyed listening to the other's every thought for a time and then they withdrew into their own minds and opened their eyes and the voices disappeared completely. Jake sighed and pulled his head back.

"Why isn't this working like it did before Laurel?"

"Because we did this for weeks everyday at lunchtime, remember?"

"That's right. I hate that bastard Merenon for taking that away from us."

"Don't hate Jake. You can be angry with someone but please don't hold hate in your heart."

"You're such a sweetheart Laurel. Ok, I won't hold hate but I am very angry with Merenon for what he took from us."

"That's better, thank you. Let's try it again but see if you can hear what I'm thinking and feel what I'm feeling at the same time."

Jake nodded and then gave Laurel a peck and then closed his eyes set his forehead against Laurel's and he reached out for her and he immediately found himself slipping gently into her mind. He listened to her thoughts and then tried hard to sense her feelings and he grinned when he sensed very intense feelings of being turned on by his close contact and he could hear her thinking about how she wanted his tongue on her vulva. He grinned and tried to hold on to both aspects of her and she grinned when she felt him swelling putting pressure against her lips as he began to think about how beautiful and soft her body is.

Laurel concentrated on holding on to Jake's feelings as he got firmer and firmer until his head was pressing against her anus. She scooted back and let him lift himself so he was pointing upward and then she scooted up closer to him and she couldn't resist the temptation to open her eyes and look down at him. Jake heard her think 'holy shit' just as the connection was lost to one another. Jake grinned and opened his eyes and looked at Laurel staring down at him with a shocked look on her face as he continued to swell longer and harder.

"Are you scared of me?"

"No¦maybe. Damn you're big Jake. If you had been this big when I first saw you there's no way I would have let you put that inside me."

"I thought all girls wanted a guy with a big cock?"

"I don't know about that, I was happy with what you had before."

"I was only thirteen Laurel."

"Well so was I."

Laurel scooted closer and pulled herself up onto his lap and pressed herself against him and grinned and looked at him as she moved her legs apart further.

"It reaches up to my belly button Jake."

"Yah but you aren't sitting on it either. It won't go that deep when I'm under you. Are you getting scared enough to not want to make love to me anymore?"

Laurel looked into his eyes and put her hand up to his cheek.

"I love you Jake. I want to make love to you and now I know how much pain I can take. For all I know it may not hurt at all given my age. It's just a little shocking to see how big you are is all."

Laurel then leaned into him and he started to fall back and she swung her feet around and followed him over until she was on her knees sitting on him. She pressed her weight down on him and wiggled from side to side making him throb and increase in girth for a few moments and she smiled at him then lifted up and she reached down under herself and pressed her lips apart and then settled her weight back down on him and slid up his shaft until she could feel his head between her lips. She then moved her face closer and they engaged in a long and passionate tongue kiss that made Jake's mind spin and his cock get even harder. After a full minute of intense kissing Laurel pulled her face back as her hips and knees were starting to hurt and she grabbed a hold of Jake and rolled onto her side and pulled him with her as she rolled all the way onto her back and Jake slid up on top of her and he put all his weight on her and smiled at her.

"You are so beautiful Laurel, than you for choosing me."

"You're welcome Jake. Truth be told I didn't decide my heart did. I can't help but love you with all my heart."

Jake engaged her in another round of tongue kissing and then he began kissing her cheeks and then her chin and then he kissed on her neck a few times and Laurel began breathing heavy as he worked his way down to her breasts. He spent a good deal of time rubbing and sucking on her breasts making her delicate little nipples rock hard and then he started kissing down her stomach and she let out soft moans with every kiss to her skin. As he finally reached her soft and damp lips he kissed them a few times then gently swiped his tongue up their entire length and she moaned out and grinned in ecstasy and then he stroked her with his hand then tickled her with the tip of his tongue from top to bottom and then she moved her legs further apart as he moved his hands up and pressed in on her swollen lips and then pressed them apart. He sighed at the sight of her hood and pink inner flesh and inner lips that were small and delicate with just the right wrinkles to them to make them inviting. He moved in and sank his tongue between her lips and began gently licking her inner flesh. He then concentrated on her clitoris making stroking motions then slow circles and as she started moaning faster and faster he sped up the circling motion winding her up more and more until she was practically crying out. He then heard her making her panting breathy moans and he knew she was about to come so he concentrated on her clitoris furiously with the tip of his tongue until she convulsed and then held her breath as she came. She convulsed a few times then took three rapid breaths and grunted then held her breath as waves of ecstasy pulsed through her body clouding her mind completely. Laurel came for almost a full minute while Jake concentrated on just the right spot for her and then she relaxed and let out squeaky moans as he continued to stimulate her. He then moved off her clitoris and delicately licked between her lips running his tongue along her lips. As Laurel's mind returned to her she smiled and panted and put her hands on Jake's head.

"Oh Jake that felt amazing. I really needed that."

Jake let go of her lips and put his mouth around her entire vulva and sucked on it gently drawing his lips up and finally he kissed her lips then wiped his mouth and moved up on her kissing as he made his way up to her breasts where he sucked on them some more and then kissed on her neck and finally he stopped and rolled onto his back beside her and he rubbed his jaw muscles.

"I'm sorry, did I really work you?" Laurel asked with a smile on her face.

"Ahh, I'll get back into shape quick enough if we do this often enough."

"I'm glad to hear you say that. I want this real often if it's gunna be like that every time."

"I'll do my best to make sure it's always good for you Laurel."

"Now it's your turn. I need to show you how grateful I am."

Laurel rolled onto her side and then straddled Jake and started kissing his neck gently then she worked down to his chest and she kissed him all over his chest and then she climbed off of him and kissed down his stomach and as she got to his pubic area she climbed back on top of him facing his feet and he looked down right at her glorious vulva. He smiled just as she lifted his cock and began kissing it and he put his hand on her lips and she lifted up for him and he laid his head back as she put her mouth over him and began sliding his head in and out of her mouth. She noticed that she had to open her mouth much wider than she ever had to before just to accommodate his girth. She loved the sensation of him rubbing her lips as she moved up and down on him while sucking on him firmly. She began moving faster and as she felt him getting firmer she sped up even more and cradled his testicles gently until she felt him throb three times and then she pulled him out of her mouth and she stroked him rapidly and moved her head out of the way knowing what was coming next and she felt him pushing on her lips as he tensed up and moaned as he released in three large globs the first of which shot up into the air and landed back on Laurel's hands and she grinned and kept stroking him until she was sure he was done and then she slowed down and she leaned forward and kissed his hip and then stopped and climbed off of him and she crawled to the edge of the bed and picked up the first article of clothing she found in the floor and she wiped her hands off then grabbed another article of clothing and she moved back over to him and she wiped the seaman off his cock and testicles then she turned the shirt around and she wiped the residual off his pubic area and then she tossed the shirt in the floor and she turned around and gave him a peck then excused herself to go to the bathroom.

Jake took the opportunity to go to the bathroom in his quarters and they both washed their hands and then brushed their teeth and then rinsed their mouths out and made their way back to the bedroom. They stepped in at almost the same instant and they noticed that their dirty clothes were now gone and a servo drone was very quickly putting new bed linens over the mattress. Jake grinned and looked at Laurel.

"I guess the AI thought we were going to take a shower."

"We should do that anyway, I got kind of hot and sweaty cause you made me come so hard."

Jake nodded and walked past the bed toward Laurel and she furrowed her brow.

"I meant in our respective quarters¦alone."

"I know."

Jake took her hand and the two of them made their way into Laurel's quarters and Laurel just grinned as he led her to the bathroom and he stepped in and then let go of her hand and turned the water on and then adjusted the temperature so it was just right and then he gestured into the shower.

"Ladies first."

"Alright, we'll give this a try."

Laurel stepped into the shower through the stream of water and then she stepped to the back and Jake stepped in and pulled the door closed behind him. He then put his hands around Laurel and pulled her close to him pulling her under the stream of water and she wet her hair then swept it back and then she stepped back so she could see and Jake stepped under the torrent of water coming straight down from the ceiling mounted showerhead and he soaked his hair then swept it back.

"See we both fit alright." Jake said with a big grin.

"Yah I guess so. It's a little bigger than I was thinking."

Jake stepped up close to Laurel and put his hands on her shoulders and gently turned her around and then he slid his hands around her stomach and kissed her shoulder and then he rubbed all over her back as she stood in the stream of water and then he reached out to the built in dispensers and he retrieved a handful of shampoo and he worked it into her hair thoroughly and then he stepped back as she rinsed her hair out and then she turned around facing him and she spun him around and she returned the favor, lathering his hair up then stepping back so he could rinse it out. She then retrieved a generous amount of body wash and she lathered up his back and shoulders then around his neck and then she lathered up his arms and up under his armpits then she reached around him and lathered up his chest and sides then his back and then she squatted down and slid her hands around his cheeks and then around his hips to his front side and she scrubbed his cock and testicles then down his legs to his to his feet. She then stood back as he rinsed his entire body off. He then retrieved a handful of body wash and he returned the gesture lathering up her entire body being careful while rubbing her lips so as not to get any lather between her lips. He finally worked down her legs to her feet and then he stood up and rinsed his hands off then stepped back and let her rinse her body off. Laurel then retrieved a small amount of hair conditioner and she worked it into her hair and she gave Jake a peck then rinsed her hair out thoroughly. She then swept the water off her face and smiled at Jake.

"That wasn't so bad. I actually liked you lathering me up. It gave me goose bumps all over to have your hands all over my body."

Jake stepped over to Laurel then swept to water off his face from walking through the stream of water and then he pressed up against her body and engaged her in a long tongue kiss. In the middle of the kiss he slid his hand down to her crotch and she moved her feet apart to give his hand room and he gently caressed her while he kissed her and then he terminated the kiss and kissed down her neck and she started breathing heavy finding herself getting lost in his gentle touch. As he moved down her shoulders to her breasts she placed her hand on the back of his head and panted a few times.

"What are you¦oh Jake¦you're getting me all¦worked up again?"

Jake knelt down a little and starting licking her wet breasts then started sucking on them as he worked his middle finger between her lips. Laurel let out a high-pitched but soft moan and it was all Jake could do to keep it together and keep working on her. He slid his finger back and forth against her slippery inner flesh then he pulled on her nipple with intense suction as he gently pushed his finger into her making her squeak with pleasure as she put both hands on his head and she pressed him into her breast.

"Oh Jake¦" She said breathily. "Please don't stop¦that feels soo good."

Jake kept sucking hard on her breast and then he moved his finger in and out of her tight and hot vagina in a more and more rapid straight up motion and she moved her feet apart and leaned her head against the shower wall and she moaned with every poke of his finger. It didn't take long for him to feel her clinching up tighter and tighter and then her eyes popped open and she let out a resounding cry of ecstasy and she had a wet orgasm that made her legs shake and her whole body convulse several times. She then moaned and enjoyed the continued motion in and out of her as he continued to suck on her breast. He continued for a little longer then pressed his finger in until he felt it strike her cervix and he ran circles around it with the tip of his finer and Laurel grinned and let out a soft moan and then he slowly pulled his finger out of her and he stood up slowly on aching knees and hips and he engaged her in a long tongue kiss. Jake then washed his hands off in the stream of water and Laurel then stepped into the stream of water and she rubbed over her lips several times to clean herself off and then she leaned against the back wall and smiled big.

"I don't think you've ever gotten me that hard with your finger before."

"I hope you enjoyed it. As tight as you were around my finger when you came¦I can't wait to feel that around my cock."

"As soon as we start to hear each other all the time again I promise I'm gunna give it to you."

"I can wait as long as we can do this. I love making you get off like that. You make the sexiest breathy squeaks and moans as you build up then pop with a scream."

"Yah you said that before. I still sound the same as I did before?"

"Yep. A little less high pitched I think but you make the same exact noises as you did before."

"I guess it's a good thing I don't make ridiculous or weird noises huh?"

"You make very sensual noises. I love seeing such a beautiful girl making such delicate moans of ecstasy at my hand. Your moans are just as beautiful as you are Laurel."

Laurel reached over and turned the water off and stepped up to Jake and gave him a long lip lock kiss then stroked his cheek.

"You make me feel so good about myself Jake. Thank you."

"You're welcome."

Jake turned and pushed the shower door open and they both stepped out and then Laurel pushed the shower door closed and she stepped over to the recessed cabinet next to the shower and she opened the door and pulled out a towel and handed it to Jake and then she pulled out another and then pushed the door closed and the two of them dried themselves off completely and then stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped out into the cool living area and then made their way to the bedroom door and it slid open and they stepped in and the lights came up and they found new crisp blankets and sheets on the bed for them and they had clean ships outfits waiting for them at the foot of the bed.

They both stepped up to the bed and got completely dressed and then Laurel sat down at the dresser table and she pulled the drawer open and she found a hairbrush and comb in the drawer and she handed the comb to Jake and he stood behind her as she picked up the hairbrush and began brushing her hair out. Once Laurel had her bangs lying correctly she set the brush down and watched Jake until he was done. He handed her the comb and she put it in the drawer then put the brush in the drawer then pushed it closed and stood up and faced Jake and he grew a huge grin on his face.

"I so proud to be with you Laurel. I still can't believe that I ended up with such a complete fox."

"I kind of feel the same way Jake. You're a seriously good-looking guy. Thank you for¦doing so much for me. I feel like putty after coming that hard twice."

"It was my pleasure babe. Are you hungry?"

"Yah, a little."

"Let's go get something to eat and then I want to take a look out the window as it were."

"The star lounge?"

"Yah. I'm dying to see our new home."

"Ok, I'll go anywhere you want."

Jake smiled and turned and stepped into his shoes and then Laurel slid her shoes over closer and stepped into them and then the two of them headed of the exit. They made their way through the living area on Laurel's side and then out onto the walkway in front of their quarters. There was a great deal of noise and people moving around on the walkways and it dawned on Laurel that it must be lunch break for the kids in school and they are meeting up with their parents to get lunch. Laurel and Jake blended into the crowds holding onto each other's hand and they made their way to the stairs at the end of the walkway were it turned left and headed aft along the row of quarters on the port side of the passenger level. They climbed down to deck 1 with much less discomfort than was felt in the morning. They could tell that their muscles were firming up and gaining strength very rapidly the more they used them.

They made their way through the noisy crowds to the mess hall and they walked toward the back of the mass hall where there were seats available and they sat down. Jake then kissed Laurel's cheek and stood back up.

"What do you want to drink babe?"

"Uhh¦how about some apple juice."

"You got it."

Jake stepped over the bench seat and made his way toward the dispensers. It took him a full five minutes to get his turn at the dispensers and start heading back toward Laurel and he was a little irked when he saw the Russian kid Demetri sitting right next to Laurel and Stosi was sitting on the other side of her chatting her up. Jake stepped up behind them and reached between Laurel and Demetri and set her glass of Apple juice down on the table in front of Laurel and then he set his Gatorade down in front of Demetri and then Jake put his hand on Demtri's shoulder with a smack and he gripped his shoulder firmly.

"You're welcome to sit with us but I'll be sitting next to my girlfriend."

"Of course. I was just saying good day."

Demetri scooted over and let Jake sit down and Laurel grinned at him and then leaned in and gave him a long lip lock kiss and then set her forehead against his for a few seconds and then she picked up the menu sitting in front of her and her and Jake made their meal choice and then Laurel handed the menu off to Stosi and he ordered his lunch, then the menu was handed back to Laurel and she handed it to Demetri and he ordered his lunch, then handed the menu back to Laurel and she handed it to Stosi who then handed it to the servo drone at the end of the table and it lifted up and then floated off silently.

"So Laurel was telling us that you are starting to get your bearings back?" Demetri said looking at Jake.

"Yah, we have our head around the time of day now and we're starting to get our strength back incredibly fast. Just since breakfast it feels like we've gained a lot of strength and the ache in our ankles and knees is all but gone."

"That's good. Have you been assigned any classes yet?"

"I don't think we're going to be assigned any classes." Jake replied "It's a little hard to describe just how much knowledge has been stuffed into our heads but I can tell you it's enough to equate to about fifteen years of postgraduate schooling¦if not more."

"Really? Why was so much imparted to you?"

"Because we were in command for a time and it requires knowledge of every system and every component on this ship and so much more. You have to have a grasp of all of the scientific disciplines in order to navigate the universe and understand what you are encountering. We were doing a job normally carried out by a crew of five hundred in two shifts of two hundred fifty with only four of us at the controls."

"No! That can't be you two¦you are the Laurel and Jake that fixed the damaged hull and got us here before the invite probe was sent?"

"Yes we are that Laurel and Jake."

"But we were told you were like¦thirteen or fourteen."

"We are all over five hundred years old¦we were physically thirteen when we were revived to help fix the damaged sections of the ship but we were exposed to anti-time radiation and it aged us to what you see today in less than a month."

"Anti-time radiation? What in hell are you talking about?" Stosi asked from the other side of Laurel.

"Uh¦I don't know how much we can talk about yet to tell you the truth. The captain hasn't debriefed us yet so Jake probably shouldn't have said anything about that." Laurel said.

"Where are you from Stosi?" Jake asked looking around Laurel. "Your accent isn't exactly Russian but it sounds real close."

"I am from Kiev. My mother is from Russia but my father is native of Kiev where I lived my whole life. Do you know where that is?"

"Sure, the artificial gravity plating on the Future was manufactured there."

"My mother and father worked at the production plant that made the primary conductor coils that are incorporated into the gravity plates. Did you know there are over three and a half million individual gravity plates on this ship?"

"I wasn't aware that there were that many but this ship is gigantic so it doesn't surprise me."

"For every positive gravity plate in the corridors and quarters there is a negative plate in the ceiling to balance the gravitational pull toward the floor."

"I knew it was a Russian scientist that perfected the artificial gravity systems used on the Future but I never thought I would actually get to meet the son of someone who worked on building the gravity plating. It is a true honor to meet you Stosi."

"Thank you Jake. Likewise it's nice to meet the Americans that got us here in one piece¦but I still don't understand how you got us here in the past. That just sounds like something out of a story book."

"Hopefully we can try to explain that to you later on. Laurel is right though, we saw and did some things that the captain isn't going to want us talking about."

"Did you see other planets though? Or are you allowed to talk about that?"

"We did see many other planets. We even took the time to visit a few of them."

"Really? Like how many?"

"Oh I don't know¦" Jake looked at Laurel. "What was it about ten or so?"

"Yah if you don't count the Farqua station."

"That is amazing. Did you meet some aliens there?"

"Yes, there were other species on all of them."

"What did they look like?"

"Well¦believe it or not many of them looked just like us. There were fundamental differences in their physiology but they looked absolutely Human. In fact we adopted a girl from a world called Draxima. She looks Human except she has pure white hair and her physiology is way different. She runs a body temperature of ninety-nine point four and her body adapts to outside stimulus, like physical exertion by increasing muscle strength and tone in a matter of days instead of weeks or months. She has powers of the mind that are¦thousands of years more advanced than ours. She speaks perfect English with just a tiny hint of an accent like nothing you've ever heard before and she acts just like a Human girl. She's pretty, smart and kind. She's about your age so you might get the chance to make friends with her and you will see for yourself that being an alien doesn't make you all that different."

"I sense a lot of pride in how you described her." Demtri said.

"I'm very proud of who she is. She's an amazing person and just as sweet as can be."

"There must have been some that didn't look like us though?" Stosi said.

"Oh sure. There were some that had copper based blood giving them blue and turquoise colored skin. There were some that looked like something out of a fairytale story, they had square heads and really ugly faces with big square teeth and really deep slurred voices and there were some that were aquatic and looked completely different from us but they were even more advanced than we are. There were some with scaly brownish colored skin and evil looking yellow eyes. There were still others with¦kind of like tentacles coming off their faces and heads with red skin and these beautiful bluish red eyes. There were even some that were like seven feet tall and looked just like a praying mantis bug."

"And you spoke with all of them?"

"Most but not all. Some of them communicated in a way that Humans can't so you have to rely on empathic communication. You conveyed feelings of warmth and friendship and you had to think about how you felt about things instead of just talking about them if that makes any sense?"

"My mother is teaching me how to communicate feelings." Demetri said. "She calls it the language of the heart."

"You're gifted?"

"My whole family is. My father can hear what I'm thinking sometimes."

"That is so cool."

"Not when I have done something I am not supposed to. He always knows what I have done and sometimes what I am going to do."

"Boy do I ever know what that's like." Laurel said with a smile. "My mother never told me she was gifted or that I would be too but she always knew what I had gotten into and what I was going to get into."

"What about your father?" Stosi asked.

"I never knew my father. He died long before I was born. My mother doesn't like to talk about it him cause it still hurts for her to think about him but I assume he was gifted too."

"Long before you were born?"

Laurel took a deep breath and then sighed heavy.

"I was held in stasis for seven years after conception before being brought to term."

"That is¦so cool." Demetri said with a genuine smile.

"Most of the kids I knew growing up teased me about it when they found out."

"Then they weren't true friends were they? Friends do not tease about such things."

"I guess they weren't. Thank you Demetri."

Two servo drones floated up behind them and began sliding the plates of hot food up on the table from between each of them. They all set in to eating their meals while continuing to talk lightly. When Laurel and Jake were done they made their way over to the dispensers and poured another glass of juice and Gatorade and then went back to the table and drank their glasses down and then they walked with Stosi and Demetri out to the common area. Laurel then gave them a friendly hug and wished them good luck with their lessons for the day and then Demetri and Stosi headed for the elevator and Laurel and Jake headed for the exit to go use the transport platform to make their way toward the observation deck.

When they stepped out into the cross corridor Laurel took Jake's hand and leaned against him lightly.

"So Demetri and Stosi aren't so bad after all huh?"

"No they're ok, but Demetri is definitely sweet on you."

"Do you feel threatened by him?"

"No not really. I don't sense the same thing from you and now that I know him a little better I don't think he's gunna peruse you for a romantic relationship but he is definitely going to make an effort to spend time close to you so you can become close friends."

"And you're ok with that right?"

"Yah you can have friends that are guys even if they are a little infatuated with you."

"Thank you for understanding Jake. I can't help how guys react to my looks."

"It's not just your looks Laurel. You are a genuine sweetheart and guys find that attractive."

They reached the transport platform and they stepped up onto it and when the free-floating map appeared Laurel touched the indicator for deck twenty-five. They stepped down from the transport platform and made their way to the stairwell and climbed the ten decks up to the observation deck and then stepped out into the corridor and made their way to the star observation lounge at the end of the corridor. They climbed the five steps up to the door to the observation lounge and the door slid open and then they stepped in.

The room was empty and the dome cover was already open with the room elevated to its highest level. They slid their shoes off and walked out into the middle of the room and looked over the Future's hull and got their first glimpse of the Future planet. They both stood in awe as they looked at the beautiful surface features. Unlike Earth in which there are huge salt-water oceans surrounding large landmasses, the planet before them had huge lakes of blue water surrounded by land and many lakes dotting the landmasses that were clearly visible from space suggesting their actual size and depth and thus affect on the climate of the planet. The continent sized landmass they were directly above was roughly the shape of an up side down child's top with a large peninsula projecting into a large body of water toward the north. They could see that the north pole of the planet was completely ice covered, presumably hiding even more landmasses and oceans of water. Toward the night side of the planet they could make out one very large body of water that was fairly narrow but it stretched from the upper polar region all the way down to the bottom of the planet where it disappeared around the curve of the planet. There were vast stretches of the visible landmasses that were carpeted in rain forests. The dark green color of the foliage suggested ancient and thick growth with no land visible through the thick canopy.

Laurel tried to pick out the city being constructed on the surface but she just didn't know exactly where to look. The landmass directly below them looked to be a couple million square miles. There were mountain ranges on the west side of the landmass with clearly visible white peaks but most of the continent looked fairly flat with thick jungles to the north and south with a band of relatively clear land running along the middle of the landmass. There were more forests and some smaller mountains on the east side of the landmass but the treetops were a brighter green suggesting a younger forest and there were dots of land visible through the thick forests. Water was obviously not going to be a problem if even half of the bodies of water visible were fresh water. There were large cloud formations obscuring some of the visible planet but it looked to be a dry period for the landmass directly below them. They could see how the cloud layers were following a jet stream up to the north and down to the south bypassing the middle of the landmass completely. The weather was obviously very dynamic judging by the lightning flashes visible in some of the storm formations just curving around the night side of the planet where it is twilight making the flashes clearly visible from above as white pulses deep within the clouds.

As they were admiring their beautiful new home Jake grinned and pulled on Laurel's hand, pulling her closer and he put his arm around her

shoulders.

"I agree." Jake said seemingly out of the blue.

"What? I didn't say anything." Laurel said.

"Yah you did. You said it's absolutely stunning."

"No I didn't."

Jake took his arm from around Laurel's shoulders and he looked at her with a big grin.

"You think¦?"

"I do. I guess I was thinking that but I didn't say it out loud."

"Our connection is getting deeper again isn't it?"

"It must be. Can you hear me right now?"

Jake closed his eyes and listened in the quietest part of his mind without reaching out and he became aware of a very subtle collage of thoughts in Laurel's voice but they were very faint. He smiled and opened eyes and then stepped in front of Laurel.

"It's happening Laurel! I can just barely sense your whispers in the back of my mind."

Laurel smiled big and then closed her eyes and she concentrated hard without reaching out and she too was sensing Jake's thoughts very faintly. She sighed and her smile got bigger as she tried to pull the whispers out of the darkness of her subconscious mind. As she did that Jake could clearly hear Laurel's whispers getting more distinct in the back of his mind. When Laurel opened her eyes the whispers faded from Jake's mind and he slumped his shoulders.

"That's what I miss¦it was right there but now it's¦gone."

Laurel put her hands around Jake's side and pulled him close to her and she gave him a peck.

"Give it some time Jake. It has started and that's something. We'll keep practicing the sharing of minds and we'll be bonded like we were before."

Jake nodded and looked up into her beautiful blue eyes and it made him smile.

I'm sorry babe; I just want to be paired with you so badly. I miss feeling so connected to you all the time."

"I know me too. What we did the this morning obviously kick started the process."

"I'll try and be patient, I know it didn't happen overnight last time."

Laurel then pulled her hands from his sides and took his hand and she led him out into the middle of the room next to the round high back seating area and she sat down and crossed her legs Indian style and he smiled at her and sat down right in front of her and crossed his legs and then they held hands on Laurel's knees and set their foreheads together and entered one another's minds. They then allowed themselves to drift very deep into the other and enjoy feeling the others essence. By the time they had sat like this for close to fourty-five minutes they were sensing the emotions and thoughts of the other at the same time. It was as close to being paired either had experienced since being put to death.

When they finally withdrew into their own minds and opened their eyes everything was blurry and it took several seconds for their minds to clear up. When they pulled their foreheads apart Jake grinned as he heard Laurel's whispers much clearer than before and this time they weren't fading at all. Laurel was sensing the same thing and she batted her eyes a few times and a smile began to grow on her face as she realized that Jake's whispers weren't fading.

"Oh Jake¦I can hear your whispers again and it isn't going away. I keep waiting for it to fade but¦you're in my head again."

"Same here. I can hear your voice in the back of my mind and it's like music to my ears."

"You remember how distracting it was when this first happened to us?"

"Yah but I know how to deal with it now. The only thing is¦I don't sense your feelings like my own. I can kind of tell what you're feeling right now but I have to think about it to tune into it."

"So we're almost there Jake. Let's try quieting our minds and then reach out to each other and we'll see what happens."

"But I don't want to lose what we have."

"If we're truly becoming bonded that shouldn't be possible. That's what I want to test."

"Ok." Jake said somberly.

They both quieted their minds and the faint whispers stopped suddenly. They sat quietly for a few moments and then Laurel grinned and nodded once at Jake and they both reached out to the other and the whispers immediately returned. Jake smiled big and then uncrossed his legs and leapt on Laurel bowling her over and the two of them rolled over onto their sides and Jake stroked Laurel's cheek and then gave her a peck.

"I can't tell you how happy I am Laurel."

"I know, I am too Jake."

Laurel then engaged Jake in a long tongue kiss and at the conclusion of it they both laid on their backs and looked out the side of the dome at their new home.

"I'm finally starting to feel whole again." Jake said.

"It won't be long and we can reestablish our pairing completely."

"I'm really looking forward to that too. I'm sorry if it's a little shallow to want your body so bad but you are just so damn gorgeous, I can't really help it."

"I know you want me for more than just my body so I got no problem with you lusting after me like that. I want to feel that too Jake."

"I know¦I can hear what you're thinking."

"Oh and what am I thinking?"

"You really want me to repeat what's going through your mind?"

"No¦I can hear the echo of it in your mind so I know you're really hearing what I'm thinking."

They laid quietly listening to the collage of random thoughts from the other trying to get it to where it was before where they could separate the random from the coherent thoughts to narrow in on what the other is thinking as opposed to what they are feeling. As Jake got closer to Laurel's current thoughts from the barrage of whispers he chuckled and grinned and Laurel rolled her head and looked at him.

"What's so funny?"

"Just the way you see me and what it is about me that turns you on. You're thinking a lot about my body. I guess I didn't expect certain aspects of how I look to be of any consequence to you."

"Oh you mean how I like the way your testicles look and feel in my hand?"

"Yah."

"Well they are very nice. You have a soft scrotum and it just feels good against my hand. I'm just glad that you still like the way I look down there with there being such a dramatic difference from the way I used to look."

"I wouldn't call it dramatic. Your lips are a little darker and fuller but you're shaped exactly the same as you were before. You just look more like a woman instead of a thirteen-year-old girl."

"I can tell you prefer that though."

"Well yah¦I'm not a thirteen year old guy anymore. At the time it was perfect but I like you how you are now."

"Why are you disappointed that I didn't have a wet orgasm when you went down on me?" Laurel asked hearing it within Jake's thoughts.

"Cause I thought I did something wrong."

"No it just doesn't happen every time."

"It did in the shower."

"Because I wasn't thinking about the mess and the fact that I had already had an orgasm the other way just made it particularly intense. I was actually surprised that what you were doing felt so good."

"I just realized that we're talking about our personal business in public again."

"Oh crap!" Laurel said as she sat up. "Future?"

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you strike form the record our previous conversation."

"I can do that but if you are asked to surrender your command codes I will not be able to do that in the future."

"I understand. Technically we are still in the civilian corps right?"

"Precisely. Civilians are not allowed to alter internal sensor data. You are permitted to suspend sensor activity when entering a space if you still retain a level five security clearance though."

"We'll try and be more aware of what we're talking about in public."

"Would you like me to disable the sensors in the star observation lounge?"

"No we just won't talk about¦what we were talking about."

"Understood. I am pleased your pair bond is returning. What you two have is very special and exceedingly rare among Humans. I wish you luck and continued success with your efforts to reestablish your pairing as it was before your encounter with the Lundragaus."

"Thank you Future." Laurel said. "Hopefully our brains are developed enough to control it as it is supposed to be given our current ages¦or equivalent ages. We may not have to endure the separation symptoms like we did before."

"I truly hope that is the case. If you do not mind I would like you both to keep your biometric monitors on past the normal two day monitoring period so that once your pairing is reestablished I can monitor your conditions closely."

"We can do that. I'm used to always wearing one anyway. After a while you forget that you even have it on. Are we doing ok according your current data from the monitors?"

"Yes. Your blood chemistry is picture perfect and your estrogen and testosterone levels are exactly where they should be for a seventeen year old male and female. Your Ph4 andesine is present in elevated levels just as it should be to stimulate your muscles to grow thick and strong in response to strenuous use."

"That's the synthetic hormone you gave us?" Jake asked.

"No. The synthetic hormone stimulated your bodies to start producing the Ph4 andesine in elevated levels. When lactic acid is produced in the muscles from normal use the Ph4 andesine is converted into IGF one stimulating muscle growth and deepening of the muscle tissues. The affect persists long after the muscles are no longer being worked."

"That won't¦how long will that be happening?"

"It varies by individual but in general a week."

"And what would happen if a person were exposed to another dose of the synthetic hormone?"

"An unhealthy level of muscle development would result. I would never allow that to happen."

"Oh. I was just curious."

Laurel leaned back on her hands and looked out the dome at the planet beside the Future.

"So tell us about our home?"

"We are in synchronous orbit above western Primitus. Genesis is on the western edge of Pimitus at the base of the Foothill Mountains that are themselves at the base of the nineteen thousand foot high coastal mountain range. Primitus is one point six million square miles of fertile volcanic landmass surrounded on three sides by vast fresh water lakes and to the south is a saltwater basin full of aquatic life suitable for consumption and sport fishing. The super volcano that created Primitus is now completely extinct so the continent is relatively stable. The planet has tectonic plates just like the Earth that are in constant motion. The west coast of Primitus is on a subduction plate boundary zone and the east coast is on a strike slip plate boundary zone. There are twelve tectonic plates world wide and fortunately most of the volcanic activity along those plate boundaries is located on the opposite side of the planet from Primitus though there are two rather large volcanoes on the west coast that are not currently active. There are well over a million islands worldwide that are covered in dense forests that are also surrounded by fresh water. There are vast underground aquifers under most of Primitus so fresh water is available via fairly shallow wells. The northern and southern polar regions of the Future planet are covered in ice tens of miles thick. The planet has sixty-five percent of it's total landmass above water of which two thirds is covered in very dense rain forests. The sensors have registered over one million distinct life forms never before seen by Humans and most of those are located in the canopies of the trees. It will take decades to catalog all of the animal life that is present let alone the insect life. There is no evidence anywhere on the planet of advanced civilizations ever existing on the Future planet. It appears we are the first to lay claim to the planet. There are two moons in orbit around the Future planet. The larger moon is four thousand miles in diameter and the smaller which is actually orbiting the larger moon is fifteen hundred miles in diameter and is irregularly shaped suggesting that it is a captured planetoid that passed to close to the moon and the moon's weak gravitational pull captured it. The Future planet tilts on its axis by only fifteen degrees as opposed to the earths twenty-three and a half degrees so the seasons should be very mild. That is also why the Polar Regions have such deep ice layers. Two thirds of the planets total fresh water is locked up in the ice at the Polar Regions. If that were not the case the planet would be covered in water to an average depth of four hundred feet. There would be no land visible at all. There is one class four yellow star in the system that is six percent larger than the star at the heart of the Earth system but the Future planet is twelve percent farther away from its star putting the planet right in the middle of the goldy locks zone. There are eleven planets in the Future planet system of which the Future planet is number two out from the star."

"So the planet is ideal for us. Have you scanned for subsurface structures?"

"Yes, to a depth of several kilometers. Aside from numerous underground caverns and lava tubes there is no evidence of anything artificial in nature anywhere on or under the surface of the planet."

"It sounds completely ideal. Do we have any idea yet who sent the invite probe?" Jake asked.

"No. The closest technologically advanced species capable of such a feat is twenty-seven point two light years away. There is no logical reason why they would extend an invite to the Humans of Earth to come to the Future planet¦though technically the invite will not be sent toward Earth for another six years."

"What did the star maps given to us by the Tel Pok Maron tell us about this system?" Laurel asked.

"Nothing. This systems planets were labeled zero zero one through zero one one with no information on the system whatsoever other than a simple number formula that translates to six point four billion. I believe it is meant to be an indication of the age of the star at the heart of the system."

"Well that's unhelpful. I guess they want us to discover our destiny on our own."

"That is what the command crew have deduced. The lack of information made it even more compelling to come see the Future planet in person and encouraged the captain to modify the revival schedules long before arriving. The captain will fill you in with more details when he debriefs you two."

"Thank you for describing our new home to us. I can hardly wait to see the whole world from the air and then actually set my feet on solid ground that I can call home."

"You are welcome Laurel. I should forewarn you that the Future planet is four percent larger than Earth so the gravity is stronger and the air pressure is also a little higher at lower altitudes such as that where Genesis is being built."

"If there are no real seas on the Future planet¦what do you use for the equivalent of sea level to estimate altitudes?"

"Global mean low altitude has been accepted as the equivalent to sea level on Earth."

"That makes sense. We have a lot to learn about our planet."

"Do you know if there are plans to change the name of the planet?" Laurel asked.

"The captain has decided to wait until everyone has been revived and then there will be an open poll presented to everyone to submit suggested names and the most popular will then be voted on until it is narrowed down to a single name. It is to be a total population consensus and every man woman and child will weigh in with their ideas for the name of the planet."

"I think that's a wonderful idea to let us all have a say in what our home world is going to be called."

"I would have to agree."

Laurel and Jake laid down on their backs and admired the planet for a time then engaged in a round of kissing before making their exit. They headed down to the deck 11 recreation area where they spent a couple of hours plying on one of the tennis courts to get some exercise while having some fun. When they were sufficiently tired and worn out they made their way back over to the berthing side and took the stairs down to deck 6. They each took a shower then got dressed and retired to the living area in Laurel's mother's quarters and they sat together on the couch and used Laurel's data pad to access the crew logs from the time the crew were revived to present.

They learned that there was a great deal of confusion at first but the AI explained everything over the process of four days when the captain and executive officer came out of stasis. It took another day for a plan to be implemented. They began reviving the crew as scheduled then a few days later the productive adult members of the passenger compliment began to be revived as originally planned. It took nearly a month to get everyone up to speed and feeling strong and that's when they finally reached the outer edge of the gas and dust cloud between galaxies and clear sensor data began to come back from the Future planet. The analysis of the light from the Future planet suggested a fertile world with vast amounts of water and a breathable atmosphere but there were no signs of an advanced civilization. Even though the light they were receiving was hundreds of thousands of years old it should have hinted at a developing civilization but the enhanced sensor signal processors were indicating signs of lower life forms but none of a technologically advanced nature. The captain put a halt to further civilian revivals until a consensus was reached among everyone awake that they should proceed to the Future planet despite the lack of an advanced civilization waiting for them. In light of the rough date calculated from the position of the stars in the Milky Way and the position of the surrounding galaxies, it was agreed that going back to Earth was out of the question.

The revivals were then resumed with a new mission. Colonization immediately upon arrival if conditions could be determined to be safe and conducive to a city being constructed. The civilian engineers were tasked with designing an advanced city from the start rather than building primitive habitats only to have to rebuild a modern city after. It took two months to come up with a layout that everyone agreed on and the city was then designed to be constructed with the smallest environmental impact and footprint possible. Some of the advanced technologies contained within the new data core would be used in order to build the city as fast as possible. Laurel wanted to look into exactly what advanced technologies were being used to build the city but she kept reading the logs of the crew instead, wanting to read about everything that happened over the year it took to reach the Future planet. Laurel and Jake learned that as the Future drew closer and much more detailed readings were possible the revivals were once again put on hold when it was learned that the Future planet was covered in dense rain forests covering most of the exposed land except for one fairly large landmass that would provide enough open space to construct a city with plenty of room for an expanding civilization in time without having to deforest huge areas of land.

The entire crew was then imparted with enhanced skill sets via neural suggestion so that everyone would have the necessary skills to be an active contributor to the construction of the planned city and then everyone still in stasis was imparted with enhanced skills that complimented the skills they already possessed so as to make their new roles feel more natural to them. The new city would be built in four phases of expansion with the first covering an area of approximately five square miles. It was determined that this would be large enough to accommodate three thousand people comfortably while providing educational and research facilities as well as domiciles. Once phase one was completed, phase two would expand the city by a further five square miles with much of phase two consisting of dwellings and food production and storage facilities at which time everyone was to be brought out of stasis. Phase three would concentrate on large-scale spacecraft and ground vehicle production as well as launch facilities that it was agreed should be located a fair distance from the heart of the city. Phase four would then concentrate on military installations for protection of the planet and surrounding space as at the conclusion of phase four exploration of the local systems would begin in earnest since by that time the entire population would be relocated to the surface. The captain set a goal of one year from arrival to have all four phases complete. The Future would then be the ship of choice to spearhead the exploration of the local systems due to her astounding shield and ability to transit systems undetected and if she is detected her incredible speed means she can make a hasty departure and likely outrun anyone attempting pursuit.

As Laurel and Jake were studying the plan as revealed by the crew themselves in their logs, Amelia and John stepped in together and Laurel and Jake both looked up and smiled and then Clara and Liam stepped in behind them and Laurel's face lit up as she noticed Harriet cradled in Clara's arm. Laurel and Jake got to their feet and stepped over to them.

"Look who we found stepping off one of the shuttles." Amelia said.

Clara hugged Laurel with her free arm as Jake shook Liam's hand. They then traded places and Clara hugged Jake with her free arm and Laurel hugged Liam. Laurel then hugged her mother and Jake hugged his father. Laurel then stepped back over to Clara and she pulled the edge of the pink blanket covering Harriet's face back a little and Clara held Harriet out a little. Harriet looked around and locked eyes with Laurel and gave a big smile and cooed and squirmed a bit making Laurel smile big as she rubbed her cheek gently with the side of her index finger. She then looked at Clara's proud smile.

"She's so beautiful Clara. I can feel the pride you have in her."

"She's my little superstar. She's so happy all the time and she is constantly smiling for me taking my mind off how much I miss Tamaric."

"We stopped by his chamber and had a peek at him. He has really changed into an amazing looking young man."

"Thank you Laurel. And look at you two, I can't believe how beautiful you are Laurel and you look so much like your father Jake, it's uncanny."

"Thank you Clara." Laurel said with a warm smile.

"You mean you guys didn't get to come see us in stasis?" Jake asked.

"No, you were in a restricted section of the ship."

"That's right, sorry. Well thank you for the compliment. To be told I look like my dad is a huge compliment to me."

"So how are you two settling in so far?" Liam asked as he put his arm around Clara and smiled at Harriet garnering him a huge smile in return from her.

"Our strength is returning surprisingly quickly and we've already managed to reestablish a small part of our bond with one another."

"That's wonderful Laurel." Clara said. "If you don't mind me saying¦I can sense even more of a presence within you than before. I think it will take a little time for your abilities to truly wake up again but you might be surprised at just how powerful and talented you both are."

Laurel looked at her with a look of surprise. She didn't remember Clara being so insightful of a person's inner light.

"Can you stay for a little while? We would really love to play with Harriet for a while." Laurel asked.

"No, we need to take a shower and we want to take a load off and reconnect with Harriet. We have been on our feet for fifteen hours a day for the last three days. I hope you understand."

"Of course we do. I'm sorry, I forgot to think about how hard you've been working down on the surface."

"If you want¦we're going to eat on deck fifteen and then workout. You are more than welcome to join us."

"That would be wonderful. I can hardly believe you're still going to workout after working for the last three days on the surface."

"You would have to experience the gravity down there to understand why we think it's vital that we do while we have our three day break up here on the Future. We feel like we're walking on the moon right now the gravity feels so light."

"That's right, the AI told us the Future planet is four percent larger than Earth and thus has stronger gravity and air pressure."

"You get used to the slightly higher air pressure pretty quickly but the gravity is a little harder to get used to when you're doing physically demanding work all day."

"How long is a day down there if the planet is larger than Earth?" Jake asked.

"As it turns out the planet is larger but it also spins on its axis faster so the day is slightly over twenty four hours long just like a day on Earth. It's a freak of Mother Nature making the planet ideal for our natural circadian rhythm."

"That is a stroke of good luck. At least something has worked out in our favor."

"The planet is like a garden of Eden Laurel. You have to see it to believe it. The whole planet has worked out in our favor."

"I hope to get to see for myself soon."

"Well you two look great and we're thrilled to have you back among us. I hope you'll join us up on deck fifteen at six thirty."

Laurel looked at her mother and John and they both smiled and nodded and Laurel smiled at them then looked at Clara and Liam.

"You can count on it."

Laurel and Jake gave a last tickle to Harriet and then Clara and Liam departed for their quarters. Laurel looked at her mother and grinned.

"Harriet is so cute. I hope my little girl is that smart and adorable."

"You were just as bubbly when you were a baby but you had those beautiful glowing blue eyes of yours. I'm sure your babies will be absolutely beautiful Laurel."

"So what did you two do today?" John asked as he stepped over to the couch and plopped down with a sigh.

"Well¦we played with Harriet for an hour or so in the gardening ring this morning, then we went up to the observation deck and had a look at our new home world and the AI described the conditions down there. We practiced connecting with each other's minds for a time while we were up there and we¦heard each other's whispers clearly for a while but it has faded a bit now. Then we went to the tennis courts on the recreation deck and we played until we got tired then we came back here and showered and then we looked into what happened from the time the crew were revived." Jake said.

Amelia walked over and sat down next to John on the couch and Laurel and Jake sat down in the reading chairs against the opposite wall.

"I wanted to know what had happened on the ship over the year it took to get here but we ended up reading more about the plans for Genesis from the crews point of view." Laurel said.

"So what do you think of the plans for the city?"

"It sounds good on paper so to speak but it sounds like a monumental undertaking."

"The captain is driving us all hard to keep us on schedule. So far we're on schedule for the most part. The animal attacks have really put wrinkle in our plans though."

"Are they occurring all over the place?"

"No. Just on the northwest side of Genesis where phase two is scheduled to expand all the way to the lake."

"Hmm."

"What are you thinking?" Jake asked.

"Just that it's probably significant that the attacks have only occurred to the north of the city."

"Maybe you've found a calling for how you can contribute to the mission?" Amelia said with a grin.

"You might just be right. I feel like I can figure this out if I'm given a chance. Something about the animal problem is just compelling to me and I feel like¦the answer is within me. Does that sound weird?"

"No baby, not at all." Amelia said. "You have this¦kindness and concern toward all life along with an intuition that I have told you always serves you well if you listen to your heart. If you think you can find a way to stop the animal attacks then you should offer your services to the captain in that capacity."

"You don't think he already has plans for us? Do we really get to just pick what we want to do?"

"Most of us not so much but with what you and Jake have already done for us and this ship I would bet you can do whatever your heart desires."

"I guess we'll just have to wait and see what the captain has in mind when he debriefs us."

"Well I need to get a shower in before dinner." John said. "The three gallon showers down there limit how much funk you can wash off your body."

"I thought water wasn't a problem with all of the underground aquifers running under the city?" Laurel said.

John got to his feet and looked at Laurel with a grin.

"There is plenty of water once all of the cisterns are completed and the pumps are brought online to distribute the water but right now water is drawn by small pumps and it is ice cold. Those of us not on a three-day rotation elect to take rationed showers at the end of the day to reserve the water for the long-term crews. Some folks have been down there for three and half months straight."

"Oh. That doesn't sound very pleasant."

"Ah it isn't all that bad. We just don't have a home down there yet."

"Do we get to choose where we want to live?" Laurel asked looking at her mother.

John headed for the exit with a wave toward Amelia and a smile. Amelia watched him exit then looked at Laurel.

"Within the housing district there are seven floor plans to choose from. I chose a three bedroom one story home. You are welcomed to live with me if you want but you can also choose a home of your own if you want. I wanted room for you if you decided to stay with me and I wanted a room reserved for Korica if she decided to visit¦or even live with me."

"There's no cost for these homes right?"

"Cost? No. There is no monetary system in place. We all contribute and we are provided a job and a home and all the food we need. We aren't going to fall back to the corrupt and society limiting practices of free enterprise and capitalism. There are no classes among us just the Human race and our desire to prosper on our new home world."

"You know most of the worlds we encountered had some form of a monetary system."

"And they had the rich and the poor didn't they? And I bet the poor didn't receive good medical attention because they couldn't afford it right, and they probably didn't eat very well either?"

"Yah kind of. Korica had a childhood friend that was on the verge of dying because she couldn't afford the medical treatment that she needed. We healed her ourselves and then grossly overpaid for the meat supplies we bought form her parents on purpose to help her family out."

"That was a sweet thing for you to do. That's exactly what we want to avoid happening to all of us. The medical research contained in the new data core all but insures we won't suffer from any of the inflictions plaguing the Human race back on Earth and the only reason there is such suffering is because of the financial burden to getting the necessary medical attention. That knowledge base was given to all of us, not just those who happen to be rich."

"I think that was the quality that the elder race wanted to see in us and they apparently sensed it in Jake and I as well as Mark."

"Yes I know. I couldn't be more proud that my baby impressed the elder race and the Tel Pok Maron enough for them to bestow the gifts upon us that they did. That goes for you too Jake, I'm proud that my Laurel's choice for a man is such a genuine beautiful person. I am every bit as proud of you as I am of Laurel."

"Thank you Amelia. I can see why Laurel is such a sweetheart with you as her mother."

Amelia smiled and then got to her feet.

"I'm going to go get cleaned up and changed and then we can go join the Reynolds for dinner."

Laurel got to her feet and gave her mother a long hug and then Amelia headed for the bathroom. Laurel then put her hand out to Jake and he got up and she led him into the bedroom and they both sat down on the edge of the bed with one leg up on the bed so they were facing each other.

"So what do you think of my mom's suggestion?"

"I think she's right in that you should follow your heart. I'll be right beside you no matter what you choose to do."

"I appreciate that Jake. If I'm going down to the surface I want you with me."

"There's no way I would let you go down there alone. You've got me addicted to you again and I don't want to be that far away from you."

"So you said the whispers had faded for you. Do you still hear me at all?"

"Yah just¦not like I used to. It's really faint whereas when we were up on the observation deck it was loud and distinct like it used to be all the time. I know it's gunna take time for us to reconnect like we were before but I want it back so bad that I can't help but mention that it's fading again."

"Well I didn't want to say anything but¦you're whispers are all but gone for me too."

"We're just going to have to keep connecting as often as we can. I can still feel that I have a piece of you inside me that wasn't there before. I just need to learn how to connect to the part of you that's inside me all the time so I can...hear and feel the part of you that is at a distance."

"That's profound Jake. Come here¦"

Laurel scooted further up onto the bed and she crossed her legs and then patted the bed in front of her and Jake smiled and scooted over and crossed his legs and took Laurel's hands and he placed their hands on his knees and he leaned forward and gave Laurel a quick kiss and then they closed their eyes and set their foreheads together and both of them took a deep breath and then reached out for each other and they immediately found the other's mind and allowed themselves to slip into one another's mind. They sat and allowed themselves to drift within the other until Laurel's mother haled them from the door thirty minutes later.

Laurel and Jake withdrew into their own minds and it took a few seconds for their minds to clear up from the prolonged connection. As Laurel's vision cleared she looked at the com panel on her mother's side of the room that was lit.

"Come in mom." Laurel said.

There was a momentary pause as the AI relayed Laurel's response. Amelia touched the com panel and then stepped over to the door and it slid open and she poked her head in and glanced at the bed then stepped in when she saw Laurel and Jake sitting on the bed in front of one another.

"I didn't know if I was interrupting something with how long it took you to respond to my hale."

"No, we've been committed to the deep sharing for¦a while and it leaves your mind foggy when the connection is first broken, especially after such a long connection."

"I think that's beautiful that you two can do that. John is ready to head up to deck fifteen, are you two going to come up with us?"

"Yah we're ready." Laurel said.

"Did you two reconnect more?"

"Jake's whispers are very clear and distinct in the back of my mind now. I'm sure it'll fade again but for now we're just a little closer to where we want to be."

"Same here. I can hear Laurel's whispers again but there's no sense of her with it. I only know it's her because the whispers are in her voice."

Laurel and Jake uncrossed their legs and climbed off the bed and stepped into their shoes and then followed Amelia into her quarters. They joined up with John and headed out onto the walkway where it was quite busy and noisy as the voices of close to a thousand people rang out as they went about their evening. They all made their way to the stairwell and climbed all the way up to deck 15 and they stepped out and made their way down the walkway toward the mess hall.

As the four of them rounded the corner into the mess hall they didn't have to look far to find the only woman sitting with a baby in her arms. Clara and Liam were sitting ten tables back at the end of a long table. The four of them walked over to them and Laurel sat down across from Clara and Jake sat down right next to her across from Liam and Amelia sat down next to Jake and John sat down next to Liam and patted his back a few times then shook his hand. Laurel immediately pointed at Harriet and smiled and Clara grinned and stood up and walked around the table and shocked Laurel when she handed Harriet to her. Clara then stepped back around the table and sat down and watched Laurel touching Harriet's face as the two smiled at each other. Jake stood up and kissed Laurel's head as he stepped over the bench seat and then he reached over her shoulder and touched Harriet's little hand and she looked right at him and smiled and cooed making him smile back at her.

"What do you want to drink Laurel?" Jake asked.

"Just get me some apple juice, thanks."

"You got it."

Jake headed toward the dispensers and Liam and John joined him after inquiring of the ladies what they wanted to drink. When they returned Harriet was back in Clara's arms and two menus were lying on the table. The guys set the drinks down and had a seat and they all ordered their meals then handed the menus off to the servo drones. Discussions then turned to what everyone was doing down on the surface and it carried on through the whole meal once the plates of hot food were delivered. Laurel was a little surprised by how many people stopped by the end of the table to have a look at Harriet. It was very apparent that Clara and Liam were well liked and had many friends among the population and Harriet was a big hit with them. It also struck Laurel that Clara was very comfortable and talented at eating her entire meal with Harriet cradled in her arm. Harriet never fussed and even shared some mashed potatoes with Clara. Clara scooped small mouthfuls on her fingertip and fed it to Harriet and she seemed to love it. At the end of the meal Clara fed Harriet half a bottle that she retrieved from a bag that she had under the table.

The seven of them then made their way to the gym on deck 15 and Clara stopped off in the restroom next to the gym and changed Harriet then she and Liam began their workout. Laurel thought it was sweet how Liam would workout at a particular station and Clara would hold Harriet then Liam would hold Harriet while Clara worked out. They did this through their entire workout session. It was obvious to Laurel that Clara and Liam knew exactly what to do and they loved Harriet very much. It was plain to see that they were experienced parents and Harriet was just a joy for them rather than a burden.

At the conclusion of the workouts they all said their goodbyes and Clara and Liam headed for their quarters and Laurel and Jake and their parents headed for their quarters. Amelia and John showered first then Laurel and Jake grabbed their bathrobes and they took their turn in the showers. When they were done Laurel and Jake met up in their bedroom and began to get ready for bed when the AI called out to them.

"Laurel, Jake the captain would like you to come up to his office at eight thirty for your debriefing."

"Understood. We'll be there. What time is it right now?"

"Eight fifteen."

"Ok, we'll get dressed and head straight up there."

"I will let the captain know."

The com panel then went dark and Laurel and Jake retrieved fresh ships outfits and got dressed then told Amelia and John where they were heading then made their departure. They headed down to deck 1 and made their way out into the cross-corridor then walked over to the transport platform and they transported up to the command deck. They stepped down from the transport platform in the transport compartment and walked over to the door and it slid open and when they stepped out and looked around, it felt very familiar to them if not a little odd to be back on the command deck.

They turned left and headed up the corridor to the captains office and Laurel reached out and touched the com panel and it lit up and then she touched the hale icon and a moment later the captain responded.

"Yes?" A deep and fairly raspy voice rang out.

"Laurel Kade and Jake Myers reporting as ordered sir." Laurel said.

"Please come in."

Laurel and Jake looked at each other and sighed quietly. They had no idea what to expect from the captain.

They stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped in. The captain pushed his chair back and stood up. He was a burly looking man with short dark brown hair and piercing light brown eyes. Laurel was surprised that he wasn't as tall as she thought he would be though he had a very commanding look about him. He reached out his hand as Laurel and Jake stepped in front of the two seats placed in front of his desk.

"Hello captain Alexan. I'm Laurel Kade." Laurel said as she shook his hand.

"Hello Laurel."

The captain then looked at Jake and put his hand out to shake his hand.

"Hello captain Alexan sir. I'm Jake Myers."

"Hello Jake. Please have a seat." The captain said as he motioned to the seats that Laurel and Jake were standing in front of.

Laurel and Jake sat down and the captain then sat down and he looked at the two of them for a few moments without saying anything and then he shook his head lightly and grinned a little.

"You'll have to excuse me but I feel like I already know both of you very well after reviewing the visual record of events from your emergence from stasis until our departure from M1996UB. You just didn't look like you do now. You have both grown into spectacular young adults. I suppose I should start by thanking you for your service to the Future and the population at large. You put my ship back together and you kept us alive and kept the enemy at the gates at bay to the best of your abilities while upholding the ideals that set Humans apart from the¦lesser evolved species."

"Thank you sir." Laurel said.

"That being said¦there are a few items that we need to discuss. Since neither of you are going to remain in the civilian corps I am not going to go real deep into the issues of violations of the code of ethics with your handling of the Hodong situation. You rescued those girls and that outshines the¦unorthodox method used to disable the Hodong station. Your familiarity and conduct with each other while on duty was also a little outside the rules of conduct for officers in the civilian corps but I understand your ages at the time and the fact that neither of you was particularly trained as an officer had a strong influence on your behavior so I won't beat you up over it. The upgrades you acquired for the Future including the new data core show that you are special individuals and a great deal of levity should be afforded both of you. For that feat alone I am eternally grateful and I have decided to leave your level five security clearances in place even after you resign your commissions. There is nowhere on this ship that am not comfortable with the two of you having access to."

"Thank you captain Alexan." Jake said. "We should probably report that we have already used that clearance to access the crew logs to explore what happened after the Future returned to normal space and to look into what's going on down on the surface."

"Yes, I know. I don't have a problem with that. I must reiterate that the crew logs are considered confidential so I would ask that you not discuss the exact content of what you read within them with anyone else and I would prefer that you not access them while in the public spaces."

"We would never do that sir." Laurel said. "We might not have been particularly trained as officers but we were imparted with the knowledge of an officer in the civilian corps and that includes an understanding of the rules of conduct."

"Very good. Your um¦curious nature while transiting M1996UB in all of the unnecessary stops to alien worlds to satisfy Korica's need to get off the ship¦while it is not how I would have commanded the mission¦I think that need to see what is out there is an essential quality that I want to see in all of my crew. Mark is right in that you two exemplify the exact qualities and personality that I need close at hand as we begin to explore our new neighborhood especially with your ability to learn alien languages after only hearing a few short exchanges. I hope you two will seriously consider a tour of duty in the civilian corps aboard the Future. You have a little less than a year to decide as that is when the Future is scheduled to depart local space if all goes according to plan on the surface. If you should decide to enlist voluntarily I would be willing to extend the possibility of officer status to both of you."

Laurel and Jake both looked at each other with mouths open in shock. They then closed their mouths and grinned and then looked back at the captain.

"You would really make us ensigns?" Laurel asked timidly.

"No, junior ensigns. You two have way too much knowledge to be given the limited rank of ensign however there are still regulations that need to be followed. You will both need to complete your PT qualifications and you will need to complete the ensign qualification exams. I don't foresee either of you having any difficulty with either item. There is also the issue of ensign Prentor. While Mark and the AI have compelled me to agree that she has more than earned her position, she is still technically a minor and she needs to have her guardians on hand. If you wish for her to remain in service to the Future you will need to be stationed on the Future with her. Otherwise she will be reassigned to a terrestrial posting until she reaches the age of consent¦which as it turns out form the AI's description of how her people age that might be a little difficult to nail down precisely but the point being where and how she serves is up to you two since you are her legal guardians."

"Her dream is to serve on the Future sir." Laurel said. "She loves this ship and as you probably know she is a space baby. She has lived her whole life out in space and it's second nature for her to journey among the stars. We want her to have the opportunity to follow her heart and her dreams and if that means we need to be in the civilian corps then we will seriously consider it. You don't have any problem with the fact that she's not Human do you?"

"Not at all. We have a special consideration built into our mandate, as you know, to accommodate aliens joining our mission as long as they are willing to accept and achieve citizenship. Korica did that by accepting you two as her lawful guardians and by having over seven thousand years of our history imparted to her at a scholastic level. She knows exactly who we are and she wants to be a part of our society and in turn we know exactly who she is and her people are the kind of people we want to have a meaningful relationship with. We need to find the Draximan like species in our galaxy and forge alliances with them. How better to show our acceptance of others than to have them among our crew. Korica's aptitude and subsequent test scores are in the top one percent¦and that was at ten and eleven years old. That in combination with her¦gifted abilities makes her perfect for service on the Future."

"Wow! Thank you sir. I honestly didn't know how well she would be accepted."

"As well as any other teenager under my command. You have my word on that. I will not tolerate any behavior toward her of a racist or xenophobic nature. We have all been selected for this mission due to our lack of those qualities in our nature anyways. Everyone being revived is given a brief synopsis of how we arrived at the Future planet so everyone knows we have a pretty Draximan girl among us from another galaxy. There might be some curiosity to meet her but no one will ostracize her for being different. We expect a lot form our officers as far as accepting behavior but we also protect our officers fiercely from being subjected to distasteful or demeaning behavior. If something happens the AI will alert me and you will be notified and we will take care of the problem immediately but I don't foresee her having any problems fitting right in. After observing her behavior form the detailed senor recordings I can tell she is very sweet and outgoing. She's going to have no problem making friends and everyone will like her."

"May I ask if you plan on putting her to work on the surface sir?" Jake asked.

"That is the plan after a settling in period. We need all hands on deck to get Genesis constructed. While we are in orbit the ship essentially runs itself thanks to the automation center. There is a crew of twenty assigned to the Future and everyone else is on the surface on rotating duty schedules. Korica will be part of the onboard crew assignment until she feels ready to work then she will be reassigned to the surface. As you might expect she cannot be given the synthetic hormone to facilitate rapid muscle growth. The AI says her body will produce the same type of growth hormones that the synthetic hormone stimulates on its own as soon as she starts exercising strenuously so she will be kept on the Future for at least a week unless she wants to go down to the surface sooner. This is her new home world too and I'm sure she will want to contribute to the ongoing effort to get the city built on schedule."

"I'm sure she will. Do we need to be on the surface with her?"

"No. As long as the Future is in orbit you are close enough to be responsible for her. From what I saw she doesn't require much parenting anyway. She just needs a reassuring presence in her life and some guidance from time to time. Once she adjusts to her new physical age she will likely be even more independent than she was before."

The captain leaned back in his seat and looked at Laurel and Jake for a few moments as he tried to get used to how different the two looked from the sensor records. He could see the same kids within them but they just looked so much more mature and both carried themselves with a much stronger air of confidence. After a pause the captain continued.

"We need to discuss some of the other things you witnessed and/or were told about while in M1996UB. Some of the details of what was revealed to you are a little hard to believe. Future and past events and this overwhelming destiny that you all have together just to mention the most astounding and hard to believe. I want you to keep future events to yourself with the exception of commander Hiller and myself if you feel something is important that we need to know about. I don't want a panic started or to have the crew and passengers coming to you for divination about future events. We need to have them on task with a clear head a clear sense of purpose."

"Yes sir. We understand." Laurel said as she looked at Jake.

"Eye captain. I won't say anything. We have already had some questions asked of us about what we saw and experienced. Are there things you don't want us talking about aside form future events of course?"

"I'm not surprised. You had the adventure of a lifetime in another galaxy entirely. Who wouldn't be curious about what you saw? I would prefer that the obvious confidential details be kept quiet such as using an antimatter powered thermonuclear device that you had built from scratch or the specific details of the equipment you used while carrying out your infiltration missions. As far as the planets you visited and the people you met, you can share that at will. I think you know the details of specific adventures that need to be kept to yourselves. I wouldn't go into detail about what was being done on the station you rescued Korica from for instance. I wouldn't talk about how you got into the ziggurat on Tiomot either; there are some sensitive details about the security measures in place there that I don't think the elder race would ever want you talking about. Along those lines there are some partial mission reports that are still being restricted even from me. I need you to lift the restricted access lockout."

"Right, sorry captain. We promised that we wouldn't talk about our experience on Aerot until we reached our own galaxy." Laurel said. "Future will you please remove the restricted access lockout on all of the files stored under my command codes?"

"Voice print accepted. Lockout removed." The AI responded.

"Thank you Laurel. There is one other issue that has weighed on my conscious a little."

"My Huraxan project?"

"Is that a guess or are you reading me?"

"I'm reading your feelings sir."

"Honesty without hesitation. I like that. Have you really considered the implications of creating an entirely new species and what life could be like for that child if it is born¦different? You deleted your work so our scientists looked into the difficulty of what you claimed success at. They said they couldn't figure out how to do it without a high likelihood of serious deformities. Korica looks very Human but she is far from it."

"No offense sir but they aren't me and they obviously haven't cross referenced the material that until a few moments ago was locked out to all eyes but my own. We have seen Aseel, that is what Korica's first daughter will be named. As weird as it sounds we have held her in our arms and talked with her. I know for a fact that I was successful sir. The new data core processor backed my results with multiple simulations of the protein binders and genetic trait coding inhibitors with a successful result each time. Korica's desire to be a mother someday with Tamaric as the father is far more important to me than someone's distaste for the idea of Human and Draximan DNA being combined."

The captain just looked at her for a moment and then he grinned slightly.

"Look I can see that you're very passionate about this subject. I have no distaste with the idea of you combing a Human and a Draximan. If it can't be done in the traditional manner then what you did is the only way to make it possible¦using the traditional technique. You have some¦unique insights into the way things are going to play out or if I understand correctly¦the way things could play out. I was just wondering if you had seriously considered the implications to the child if things didn't turn out how you were expecting them to?"

"Yes sir I have, very carefully. It's important to me that Korica be afforded the opportunity to feel like she is a productive and normal part of our society and that includes the ability to conceive a child with the man she loves the same way the rest of us do. With our unique insights we can look into the short term future, just as Korica can and if we see something going wrong we can take steps to correct the problem or help her have a child some other way."

"So why did you delete all your work form the computers?"

"Because I didn't want anyone perverting my work or possibly trying to duplicate it without knowing what they are doing for the very reason you mentioned. It's not easy and can be messed up so easily resulting a deformed child or even the death of the parents if the retrovirus is assembled incorrectly."

"A retrovirus¦that's brilliant! The geneticists were beside themselves trying to figure out how you planned on affecting all of the eggs and sperm simultaneously so spontaneous fertilization would occur without any other affects being experienced."

"It is a technique that was perfected by one of the species we encountered at the banquette for the salvation of the innocent. They have¦will make it possible for several dissimilar species to combine with their own via the traditional technique. Without their research I don't know if I would've ever figured it out."

"So this could work with other species?"

"Yes sir. If you profile the genome of the species in question and you can identify every single gene for its function then yes."

The captain pulled his head back and blinked a few times then smiled lightly.

"I'm no expert in genetics but I have to assume that isn't an easy task?"

"No sir it's not."

"I underestimated just what a genius you are Laurel."

"Thank you sir."

The captain then leaned back in his seat and looked at the two of them for a moment then leaned forward and touched the risen control panel built into his desk and the viewer on the wall popped to life with an image of the Future planet. He then leaned back and looked at the viewer for a moment.

"I have to ask if either of you were told anything about who sent the invite to come to the Future planet? The planet is a paradise but we expected someone to be waiting for us."

Laurel and Jake looked at each other then looked back at the captain.

"Everyone we encountered that had knowledge of future or past events were very careful not to tell us anything¦including myself. I apparently told Oberot not tell my younger self about events of our arrival."

"Why would you do that?"

"I honestly don't know sir. We have learned of causality and how even knowing about certain events can have an adverse affect on future events. I have to assume something is going to occur that has to occur in order for future events to workout the way they were supposed to¦from a certain point of view. Namely mine I guess."

The captain sighed and nodded.

"What do you have planned for us captain?" Jake asked. "Are we going to be put to work on the surface?"

"Yours is a bit of a unique situation. We need all the help we can get down there but you can choose how you would like to contribute given your advanced knowledge of so many different subjects."

"Can I see the animals that have been attacking us down there?" Laurel asked. "I have this feeling deep inside that we can help with the problem."

"Sure."

The captain tapped a few icons and a list of the animals appeared with an image of each in the right margin. The first animal was a large animal with a robust hindquarter that somewhat resembled a saber tooth tiger's build with squatty but very muscular hind legs and hips. The chest was also very robust but it had relatively long front legs with huge paws that had long curved claws like those of a bear at the end of its front paws. The head was similar to a bison without the shaggy mane but the exact shape was unique from anything that existed on Earth. It had large forward facing eyes that gave it stereoscopic vision and it had fairly long pointed ears almost like those of a horse. The animal had a thick hide that was completely hairless and had brindled markings ranging from pink circular patches to dark brown rings and black splotches in a random pattern. The animal had a fairly long tail that was like that of a kangaroo in that it was thick and rattail like.

Laurel slowly stood up as she looked at the very unusual animal and she stepped around Jake and walked over to the viewer to get a closer look. It struck Laurel that the animal had an enormous and broad skull with a slight dome to it suggesting a large brain cavity and the huge yellowish orange eyes with gigantic pupils suggested an adaptation for low light conditions. The scary thing was the mouthful of sharp incisors very obviously designed for grabbing struggling prey while delivering a killing bite, much like a tiger or lion back on Earth.

"That is¦one of the strangest animals I have ever seen. Have you noticed how large the skull is? Have you tried to communicate with these animals?"

"Communicate with them? No. They have grabbed our people and dragged them out into the open presumably so the other animals in the pack can attack in numbers."

"They dragged them out into the open¦that doesn't sound like a normal tactic of an attacking animal. Look at the size of these animals, it would make more sense to kill the prey immediately then drag them into cover so the pack can consume the prey under cover. Something just¦doesn't add up. What types of injuries have resulted from the attacks?"

"Puncture wounds, bruising, slashing wounds and concussions for the most part. The injuries have been serious but thank god not life threatening so far."

"See that just doesn't make sense. These animals look more than capable of killing a person in seconds. One good bite to the neck would do it."

"It has been presumed that the animals want their prey alive so the young can learn how to kill their meals before eating them. We have seen the same behavior in animals on Earth."

"I have a feeling that's not what's going on here though. Call it a gut feeling if you will¦I think we're dealing with more sophisticated behavior than just teaching the young how to take down and kill a Human. Something about the whole situation has caught my interest from the beginning for some reason."

"If you feel compelled to try and help us solve the problem I would welcome your input."

"I think we can help once we're strong enough to go down to the surface to have a look around."

"I will assign you to the team working on the problem then. The gravity on the surface is stronger than you are used to, so you will need to gain significant strength for a prolonged stay on the surface. Just let me know when you feel ready and I will make the arrangements for you to be transported to the surface."

"What about these other animals listed as dangerous?" Laurel asked pointing at the viewer.

"That second animal is a mean little turd. Imagine something the size of a meerkat with the disposition of a wolverine. They have leapt out of the trees and bitten several people and they forage on the ground. The damn things are all over the place so it's been impossible to avoid contact with them. The third animal there is the size of a large house cat but as you can see they are low slung and flat like a badger until they feel threatened. They puff themselves up and screech sounding kind of like an owl. They have a mouthful of sharp needle like teeth and they can leap about ten feet in a single bound. They have sharp thick claws on their front feet that they use for excavating the borrows they live in and presumably to dig up the bugs and roots that they eat. These are just the animals that are causing us problems but there are literally millions of different animals down there that we are trying to categorize as we encounter them."

"I thought¦we were told the animals the size of a cat were the one's leaping out of the trees and biting people?"

"All I can say is the reports get distorted when reported second and third hand. All three of those animals listed as dangerous have been leaping on people but it's the smaller treehoppers as they are being called that hangout in the trees except when they come down to forage."

"Ok. We would like to help with the animal problem. I have a feeling that we can resolve the problem."

"The job is yours and I truly hope your instincts can help us figure out a solution that doesn't involve killing anymore animals. We are more than capable of putting these animals down but I would prefer to find a solution that doesn't upset the natural order so dramatically."

Laurel stepped back and looked at the other animals listed and some were very weird looking but they were listed as safe and non-threatening. Laurel then stepped back over to her seat and sat down.

"Is it ok if we access the injury reports from the attacks that have occurred so far?" Laurel asked.

"Of course. You have access to all the necessary files with your top-level security clearance. Along those lines there is one last task that you both need to take care of."

"Right¦we need to officially resign our commissions?"

"That's right. Just step over to the palm reader and place your right palm on the reader and state your name rank and posting and your intention to resign your commission."

Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged and got to his feet. The two of them stepped over to the com panel by the door and Laurel touched the com panel and it lit up. She then touched the AI icon and the palm reader flipped down out of the wall next to the com panel. Laurel placed her right palm on the reader and then spoke.

"I Laurel Kade do here by resign my commission as lieutenant commander, United Earth Forces civilian corps, current posting captain, Earth vessel Future."

"Does the current captain concur and accept sole responsibility for said posting in lieutenant commander Kade's stead?" The AI asked.

"I do." Captain Alexan said.

"Resignation accepted."

Laurel then stepped aside and Jake placed his right palm on the reader.

"I Jake Myers do here by resign my commission as commander, United Earth Forces civilian corps, current posting executive officer, Earth vessel Future."

"Does the captain concur and transfer sole responsibility of said posting to commander Melissa Hiller in her absence?"

"I do." Captain Alexan replied.

"Resignation accepted."

Laurel and Jake then stepped back over to their seats and sat down.

"Now that that is taken care of I want to thank you both for not allowing the mission to become militarized. This is a civilian mission and it needs to remain that way or the planning and mission parameters would take a path that none of us wants. We're here to colonize, not concur. The military serves and protects the people not the other way round."

"You're welcome sir." Laurel said. "The AI had the same thought and that's why we were¦drafted and soon after promoted. We had to outrank Lieutenant Tillman since we needed him to help us with our Hodong problem."

"Sir can I ask where Mark is?" Jake asked.

"He is down on the surface coordinating the security services."

Jake looked at Laurel and stared at her for a second.

"Maybe it happens a lot further in the future than you thought?"

"I hope so." Laurel said somberly.

"What are you two talking about?"

"One of the memories that I recalled from Oberot¦was of a memorial service for Mark. I got the impression that he was killed soon after we arrived here. I was the one that shared the images with Oberot in the first place¦or I will share my memories of it with him."

"Does Mark know about this?"

"Kind of. I didn't come right out and say it but he's really good at reading people. He knew I recalled his death. He just doesn't know that it happens soon after arriving here."

"Well that's a problem. I'm ordering his return to the ship immediately. For all we know one of those animals could be the cause of his death."

"Sir¦if I might¦this is exactly what I was talking about. When you know about future events you make rash decisions and do things differently changing events or possibly even causing what you're trying to prevent in the first place. For all you know his shuttle could be struck by a micrometeorite on his way back from the surface and he could suffocate before you can get him aboard or return him to the surface."

"He doesn't ride the shuttles. He pilots his own Marine attack jumper or a crimson fighter. Micrometeorites can't puncture the hull of either of those craft."

"You get my meaning though sir?"

"You expect me to do nothing when I know he is going to be killed soon? Mark is not just some Marine under my command. He and I are close friends."

"I know sir. He said as much on more than one occasion. If I can make a suggestion¦tell him about my recollection of Oberot's memory so he will be on his guard but take no action to change what he is doing."

"I will consider it. We are done so I need to make a call to the surface. Thank you both for coming at such a late hour." The captain rolled his chair back and got to his feet. "It was a true pleasure to meet the both of you. I am glad we have people like you with us."

Laurel and Jake stood up and Jake put his hand out first and shook the captains hand.

"The honor was mine captain Alexan." Jake said with a grin.

Laurel then shook his hand.

"Thank you for giving our Korica an opportunity to be a productive member of the crew. You won't regret it sir."

"You're welcome, Mark and the AI have talked my ear off about how much I need her on the crew and how much we owe her. It was in large part thanks to her that you were able to respond to the elder race' signal thus getting the Future converted into an intergalactic vessel so we could get to the Future planet in a reasonable amount of time. I happen to agree with them¦and you¦she is worth it and deserves it. Just let me know when you two are ready to head down to the surface and I'll make the arrangements."

"We will sir. Thank you." Laurel said.

Laurel and Jake then turned and stepped up to the door and when it slid open they stepped out and headed for the transport compartment. They walked to the transport compartment without saying a word, then transported down to deck 1 and headed for the common area. When they stepped through the doorway into the common area there were only a few dozen people sitting talking and a few looked in Laurel and Jake's direction and grinned warmly and Laurel and Jake lifted a hand in greeting and offered a warm smile as they crossed the huge common area heading for the curving corridor to make their way to the stairwell at the end of it. When they reached the stairwell the door slid open and they stepped in and climbed all the way up to deck 6 and then stepped out onto the walkway and headed for their quarters. They stepped up to Jake's quarters and he had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up. They stepped in and Laurel wondered where her mom and Jake's father were. She didn't sense them close by. She turned and touched the com panel by the door. When it lit up she touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Where are my mom and Jake's father?"

"They are on deck eight in the Reynolds' quarters. Would you like me to hale them for you?"

"No, I was just wondering where they are. I didn't sense them in either of our quarters."

"Understood. Is there anything else I can do for you before I terminate this connection?"

"Jake and I are going to need some privacy over the next couple of days to do some research, where can we access confidential files in private?"

"I would recommend the deck thirty research labs. There are terminals there that are in a restricted section of the ship so anyone entering the room will have the necessary clearance to see the information you are studying. The other option is for me to bring a data terminal to your quarters that will have a hard line link to the new data core as well as my tertiary memory core."

"I think we'll just go up to deck thirty. I don't want our quarters wired into the data core or anything¦wait¦your tertiary memory core and the new data core are linked?"

"Yes. The two systems were tied into one another seven months ago in hopes of backing up the entire contents new data core."

Laurel chuckled and covered her mouth then looked at the com panel.

"Please tell me that wasn't the captain's idea?"

"No it was not. There was a very eager young computer programming specialist that thought she could compress the data sufficiently to make it possible and she talked the captain into letting her try."

"It would take like a thousand of your tertiary memory cores to store even a third of the information contained in the new data core."

"Yes I know that and I tried to tell them that but the young woman was convinced that she knew how to compress the information by a factor of five hundred to one."

"Was she successful?"

"No. It left me with a backdoor to the new data core though."

"So if someone found a way to mine your memory core like they did on the Farqua station they could potentially access the information contained in the new data core?"

"Possibly."

"Ooh man that's a bad idea to leave that kind of vulnerability open."

"That is the captain's concern now Laurel. Please do not worry yourself about such matters."

"Hay I promised we would keep the information safe and that's not how you do it."

"If it makes you feel any better I will confide in you that I have installed a gateway switch at the connection point between the two systems. If the new data core is not actively being tasked the connection is essentially severed. It is automatically activated after a short idle period because I had the same concerns that you have. You are the only two that are aware of the security measure aside from the captain so that the information will not be revealed under duress similar to what you and Jake were exposed to on Tin ut Pentul."

"Should you even be telling us then?"

"You have the necessary clearance and I am trying to put your mind at ease. I also know you and Jake will die before divulging any of the ships secrets. I cannot say that with one hundred percent certainty of any other soul on this ship or on the surface."

"Oh¦thank you for trusting us¦and for putting my mind at ease. I have to remind myself that you are the most advanced thinking machine mankind has ever built. You're gunna think of the worst case scenario before it happens."

"You are welcome Laurel. In this case I know how to prepare for something that has already occurred once."

"Can I ask you something Future?" Jake asked.

"Of course Jake, you may ask me anything you want."

"All this research that Laurel and I need to do to help with the animal problem on the surface and to satisfy our curiosity as to what has happened since you emerged back into normal space¦can you impart all of that information to us through neural suggestion instead of us spending days studying mission reports and crew logs and visual sensor recordings?"

"Yes I can. Would you prefer that method?"

"What do you think Laurel?"

"I hadn't even thought about doing that. I guess that would definitely save some time."

"Everyone else was given neural suggested enhanced skills so it's our turn."

"No skills will be imparted to you Jake. You and Laurel have an intellect and ability to intuitively learn unlike just about anyone else on the Future with the exception of Korica and a handful of others, some of whom are so young that they are not going to be of any help to the tasks at hand. For that reason no enhanced skills were imparted to you ahead of your revival nor will they be this time."

"There are kids on the Future that are like us? Who are they?" Laurel asked excitedly.

"I am sorry but you no longer hold a rank and title sufficient that I can discuss personal information about other passengers without their permission¦but yes, you are not alone in your advanced physiology, yours is just remarkably more advanced than anyone else."

"Cool!" Laurel said with a big smile.

"I will notify the captain and compile the learning programs for you containing the information you requested. Would you like to carry this out tonight?"

"Um¦I guess we could do it tonight. Is our chamber still functional?"

"Yes. Your chamber is a remarkable prototype and will not be disassembled per orders from the captain. I will warm up your chamber in preparation for your arrival."

"You aren't going to actually have to put us into stasis right? I mean¦we can keep our clothes on?" Laurel asked timidly.

"You know better than anyone how the neural suggestion method works Laurel. You will be put into a very deep state of sleep but not deep enough to be considered putting you into stasis. You may remain clothed. A technician will be present to monitor you the whole time and your chamber lid will remain open. Given your level of neural density I would approximate it should only take fifteen minutes to impart the requested information."

"That¦really? A year and half's worth of logs and visual sensor data in only fifteen minutes?"

"From the time the imparting of information begins yes. It will take approximately five minutes to get you stabilized so the process can be started."

Jake took a hold of Laurel's hand and motioned toward the door with a flick of his head.

"Thank you Future. You've always been like a trusted best friend in the background."

"You are welcome Laurel. I value your presence greatly as well."

Laurel and Jake then headed for the door. They walked through the living area and out onto the walkway. They walked down to the elevator and rode down to deck 1, then floated out of the elevator and headed across the common area and stepped out into the cross corridor and then walked over to the elevator and Laurel pressed the call button and a few minutes later the door slid open and they stepped in and floated back to the hand bar and then Jake placed his hand on the palm reader and called out, "deck two fusion reactor two control room" and the door slid shut and the lift began to rise for a moment then headed forward for a short time then the lift headed toward the port side of the ship for several seconds then slowed and finally stopped and the door slid open. They floated out of the lift car and then took a step away and watched the door slide shut then they took each other's hand and turned right and stepped up to the power distribution compartment and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open.

Laurel and Jake stepped in and there was a young Japanese man sitting at the monitoring and control station next to the stasis chamber. He looked at them and smiled warmly and stood up.

"You must be Laurel and Jake?" The man said in perfect English.

"Yes we are." Laurel said.

"My name is Taka Fukuda. I'll be your supervising technician tonight."

Laurel and Jake both shook his hand and then looked at their stasis chamber for a moment.

"Seems like we were just climbing out of that thing." Jake said.

"Pretty close to it according to my records." Taka said with a smile. "This will be far different though. Please remove your shoes but keep your clothes on and I'll get you hooked up."

Laurel stepped over to left side of the chamber and slid her shoes off and Jake stepped over to the right side and did the same. Taka stepped over to Laurel first and he picked up the trans dermal interface pad and he lifted her hair and placed the pad up against the base of her skull and squeezed the activation buttons and the tendrils pierced her skin and began to feed up into her brain as the pad drew up to her skin firmly. She grit her teeth for a moment then nodded and grinned a little. Taka took a moment to look into Laurel's eyes then he stepped back and smiled.

"I hope you don't mind me saying that you have got the most beautiful blue eyes I've ever seen Laurel."

"Thank you Taka. Wait till you see Jake's up close. He has the same depth of color to his eyes but in green."

Taka then held Laurel's hand as she slid her rear end down in her chamber and then she lifted her feet and swung them in then she scooted down to get comfortable. Taka then stepped around to Jake and he took a moment to look into Jake's eyes and he grinned at Jake.

"Oh man¦the girls must love your eyes. What an amazing shade of green to have for eye color without any breaks or separations."

"They do like it but there's only one girl's opinion that matters to me and she loves my eyes."

Taka reached into the stasis chamber and picked up the trans dermal interface and he smiled at Laurel and winked at her acknowledging that he knew Jake was talking about her as she watched him. Taka put the interface pad up the base of Jake's skull and squeezed the activation buttons and the pad attached itself to Jake's skin firmly as the tendril pierced his skin and began to feed up into his brain. After a moment Jake nodded and Taka put a hand out and Jake gripped his hand around his thumb and slid his hind end down into the chamber then lifted his feet and swung his feet into the chamber then he leaned over and kissed Laurel's cheek and smiled at her then he scooted down and got comfortable. Taka then walked over to the monitoring and control station and he sat down on the stool seat and he looked back at the two of them.

"When I engage the system it should begin to synchronize the two of you if I understand the way this chamber works. Once your biorhythms are synchronized you'll be put into a very deep sleep so just try and relax and go with it."

Laurel took a hold of Jake's hand and looked at him and gave him a pretty smile.

"I love you Jake."

"I love you too babe. I'll see you in a half hour beautiful."

"Ok, here we go." Taka said.

Taka touched the initiate icon on the control panel in front of him and there was a bit of click from the processor and the stasis chamber began to hum very slightly as the synchronizing controller engaged and Laurel felt her eyes getting heavy at the same instant as Jake and they batted their eyes a few times and then their eyes floated closed and they went still. Taka monitored their readings carefully and he saw that it only took a few seconds for their bio readings to synchronize completely. Their respiration, hear rate and alpha and delta waves were a perfect match to one another as they slowed and deepened. After a few minutes their delta and theta waves jumped significantly and in almost perfect unison to one another. Taka was shocked as the saturation rate steadily rose until it reached the low ninety percent range and held steady for Laurel and Jake both with absolutely no signs of neural trauma. Taka didn't know the Human brain could absorb so much information without a seizure or trauma injury occurring. The time estimate for the learning programs to be completed changed from seventy minutes at the onset to fourteen minutes only seventeen seconds into the process.

Taka got up and stepped over to the chamber and watched Laurel and Jake for a few moments and he grinned when he could see their chests rising and falling at exactly the same rate as their eyes danced around behind closed eye lids. Taka then stepped back over to the monitoring station and he waited quietly until he heard a quiet tone signaling the end of the information imparting process. It took another three minutes to bring Laurel and Jake to the edge of a wakeful state and then the synchronous hold was dropped and their biorhythms began to drift apart and then the AI let go of its hold on their hypothalamus and their eyes fluttered and then opened simultaneously.

Laurel squinted to get the lid of the stasis chamber to come into clear focus and it got very blurry then she stretched her eyes open and her vision finally cleared up and then she looked over at Jake and he was just getting the same clear image to return to his vision. Jake winced as he felt the usual slight headache that always accompanied deep saturation imparting of knowledge. He rolled his head and looked at Laurel and smiled at her.

"I love waking up to your face Laurel. It makes me feel like I'm in heaven when I see your sparkling eyes looking back at me and that beautiful face of yours."

Laurel smiled big at him and blushed slightly.

"Awwe. Thank you Jake."

Taka stepped over to their chamber and looked in at both of them.

"How are you two feeling¦aside from madly in love with each other?"

"I have a bit of headache but I feel fine." Laurel said.

"Yah me too. I felt the same thing the last time I had information imparted to me like this."

"I've never seen anyone absorb information like you two did. That would have sent most of us into neural seizure at the very least. You feel like getting up?"

Laurel smiled at Taka and nodded and she sat up and swung her feet out of the stasis chamber then scooted up to the edge and stood up as Taka put his hand under her arm just incase she got dizzy. Once Taka could see that Laurel was fine he reached up and lifted her hair and squeezed the buttons on the sides of the trans dermal interface pad and the tendrils withdrew from her brain and the pad released its grip on her skin. Taka then tossed the interface pad and ribbon into the chamber and he stepped around to Jake who was already standing up and he detached the trans dermal interface pad and once the tendrils had withdrawn from his brain Taka tossed the trans dermal interface into the stasis chamber and then he looked into Jake's eyes.

"You going to be ok?" Taka asked.

"Yah why?"

"Your eyes are floating around a bit."

"I'll be fine Taka, thanks. The dizziness will pass."

"Thanks for taking care of us Taka." Laurel said as she stepped into her shoes.

"It was my pleasure. Watching this chamber for two work was absolutely amazing."

Jake stepped into his shoes and then he stepped over next to Laurel and kissed her cheek and smiled at her then they waved to Taka and made their exit. They stepped out and walked over to the elevator and when they touched the call button the door immediately slid open and they floated in and then Laurel had her palm scanned and she called out, "deck one, passenger area" and the door slid shut and the lift rose for a few seconds, then a bang was heard and the car took off sideways heading toward the starboard side of the ship. There was another bang heard and the lift headed aft for a short time then even another bang and the lift descended, then came to a stop and the door slid open. They pushed off and floated out and took a step into the gravity of the corridor. Laurel turned and looked at Jake and grinned at him.

"I'm already becoming aware of the information that was imparted to me."

"Me too, as the headache is fading I'm becoming aware of more and more."

"It hasn't affected whether or not you can hear me has it?"

"No. I still hear your whispers real faintly. What about you?"

"It's the same for me."

"Cool. It was a little odd that the elevator took a slightly different rout back here don't you think?"

"Nah, one of the other elevators must have been occupying the shafts we used to get there."

"That makes sense I guess."

The two of them then headed for the doorway to the common area and when they stepped in there were now only five people sitting in the common area talking toward the back corner. Laurel and Jake raised a hand and offered a warm grin as they stepped in and they received a wave back. They headed across the common area and down the curving corridor to the stairwell and they climbed up to deck 6 and stepped out onto the walkway and they walked down to Jake's quarters and Jake had his palm read and the door slid open and the lights came up. They stepped in and looked around then looked at each other and nodded and stepped around the couch and stepped up to their bedroom door and the door slid open and the lights came up and they stepped in and walked across the room and stepped up to the door to Laurel's mother's quarters and the door slid open and they found Amelia and John sitting on the couch facing each other talking. They both looked at Laurel and Jake and smiled and waved them in. Laurel and Jake stepped in and walked over to their parents and hugged them both then sat down in the reading chairs across from them.

"So how did it go with the captain?" Amelia asked.

Laurel and Jake started to answer at the same instant and then stopped and laughed for a moment then Jake gestured for Laurel to go ahead.

"The captain was um¦different than we expected. He was actually very nice to us. He told us what we aren't to discuss with anyone and the rest of our missions he said we could talk about openly with anyone who wanted to know what we had seen and done. He let us choose what we want to do to contribute to the mission on the surface and so we volunteered to help with the animal problem. We just got back from having some information imparted to us that will help toward that end. The captain even told us that if we should decide to join the civilian corps he would be willing to offer us both a junior officer's position."

"That's wonderful honey. I'm glad you decided to follow your heart."

"Did you discuss what's to be done with Korica?" John asked.

"Yah that's how the offer of junior officer came up." Jake said. "Because of Korica's age we have to be close at hand and if we aren't in the civilian corps that means when the Future begins exploring the local star systems we will be left behind and Korica won't be able to stay on the Future. I think the captain actually really likes her even though he hasn't truly met her yet. I guess Mark and the AI have talked his ear off about what a sweetheart she is and how brilliant she is so he wants her on the Future and he assured us that she would be treated with the respect she deserves. It's kind of up to us to insure that she gets to serve on the Future. It's her dream to serve on the Future but I'm just¦I don't know if I want to be in the civilian corps."

"Well you took on a huge responsibility by adopting Korica. You need to be willing to make reasonable sacrifices to insure that she gets to do exactly what she dreams of doing. The decision is yours and I'll be behind you no matter what you decide to do but you really need to consider the captain's offer Jake. I'm not real crazy about the military but the civilian corps isn't exactly the military though you would be working side by side with the military."

"I know dad. Her happiness is my¦our responsibility. We'll try and do the right thing for her."

"Laurel didn't you have insights about what happens with all of the memories that Oberot shared with you by accident?" Amelia asked.

"You know about that huh? I haven't explored the memories yet¦well I did once and I saw some disturbing images suggesting that Mark is going to die soon. We saw his memorial service. Oberot asked me to refrain from exploring the memories after that until we arrived in the Milky Way. Believe it or not I need Jake and Korica to help me sort through all the cloudy memories. They are buried deep in my subconscious so I can't access them actively whenever I want. It's like two lifetimes worth of memories that aren't stored within my own memories. They're way deeper and very dim and confused."

"We were told about something that I guess I'll help form called the protectorate confederation." Jake said. "I don't know when I help put this together but it sounds like I'm an instrumental part of forging alliances within this sector at some point. Believe it or not Tamaric is going to be my second in command and he and I will serve for years side by side. I suppose that suggests that I'll be in the civilian corps to organize such a thing right?"

"I suppose that would make sense. When are you two going to bring Korica out of stasis?"

"We have to coordinate that with Clara and Liam. We would never bring her out without bringing Tamaric out too. Once we get the animal problem taken care of on the surface we can figure that out."

"Well I'll tell you that Clara and Liam want their little man back. They're just waiting on you. They feel the same way about not bringing Tamaric out without Korica."

"Alright, we'll talk to 'em about it tomorrow. You know that Tamaric is also going to have to stay with his parents whether that be on the surface or up here on the Future?"

"I'm sure Clara and Liam are well aware of that."

"Well we're gunna get some sleep." Laurel said as she stood up.

Jake then stood up and they hugged their parents, wished them goodnight and then headed into their bedroom. They got undressed and Laurel put her night gear shirt on and then the two of them climbed into bed. They then rolled on their sides facing one another and engaged in the deep sharing for thirty minutes and then withdrew into their own minds and kissed each other goodnight and Laurel slid the lights down to sleep levels and the two drifted off to sleep while listening to each others whispers.

The two of them slept peacefully until 02:10 at which time Laurel awoke from a nightmare with a sharp scream as though she were being pained. The scream startled the daylights out of Jake and he rolled over and tried to comfort Laurel as she panted and cried while sitting up. It took Laurel a few moments to realize where she was and her pulse rate slowed and her mind cleared up and then she turned and grabbed Jake and pulled him onto her as she laid down and she squeezed him tightly as the nightmare faded in intensity. Jake stroked her head a few times and then the lights rose in intensity and the AI's voice rang out into the room.

"Are you two alright? I detected the sounds of distress."

"We're ok." Jake said. "Laurel had a nightmare."

"I am detecting significantly elevated adrenaline levels in both of your systems."

"Laurel scared herself and her scream startled the shit out of me."

"Would you like me to hale your mother Laurel?"

"Would you please?"

"Right away."

It only took a few minutes for Amelia to appear wearing a bathrobe. When the door slid open she stepped over to the bed and sat down and Laurel rolled over and wrapped her arms around her mother and put her face in her stomach as she wept. Amelia held her and stroked the back of her head for a few minutes then she bent down and kissed the side of her head.

"The AI said you had a nightmare baby. You want to talk about it?"

Laurel nodded and sniffled a few times and then she pulled her face away from her mother's stomach and looked up at her with tear filled eyes. Amelia wiped the tears from Laurel's cheeks then cradled her head with one arm while gently stroking her back.

"I saw that¦ugly bastard Merenon using that remote controlled thing on me. It hurt so bad mom. You just can't imagine how much pain the Human body is capable of producing when all of your pain receptors are fired up at the same time."

"Oh sweetheart¦I'm so sorry he did that to you. You're safe now though. Jake is here to protect you and so am I."

Laurel pulled up on her mother and put her right arm over her mother's shoulder and she hooked her left arm around her side while putting her chin on her mother's right shoulder and Amelia held her tightly and rocked her slightly while holding her tightly. Jake reached over and stroked Laurel's back and Amelia looked at him and grinned at him. After a few more minutes Laurel pulled herself together and she released her hold on Amelia. Amelia leaned down and kissed her cheek and stroked her hair a few times.

"Are you feeling any better honey?"

"Yah. Thank you for being here for me mom."

"You're welcome sweetheart. I wish I could take those terrible events from your mind for you."

"I'll be ok with you and Jake by my side."

"Good girl. You're so strong honey, I'm very proud of you. Try and get some rest and I'll see you in the morning."

"Ok, I love you mom."

"I love you too baby."

Amelia gave her a peck and then stood up and smiled at Jake.

"You hold her close tonight Jake. I'll see you in the morning."

"I will. Thank you Amelia."

Amelia then stepped over to the door and when it slid open she stepped out and the door slid shut behind her. Laurel then rolled over and laid half on Jake and he held her with both arms as she engaged him in a prolonged lip lock kiss. Laurel then reached up and slid the lights down to sleep levels and she laid down on Jake and held him as she drifted back to sleep. Jake slept very lightly for the rest of the night as he consciously listened to Laurel's thoughts while he deliberately tuned into her feelings hoping that if she had another nightmare he might be able to direct her away from the horrible memories of what was done to them on Tin ut Pentul.

At 05:50 there was a page from the door to Laurel's mother's quarters and Jake awoke immediately and batted his eyes and then called out to come in. The door slid open and Amelia stepped in and the lights automatically rose to half illumination in response to her presence and Jake looked at her and grinned. Laurel was lying on Jake's chest when Amelia sat down on the edge of the bed. She stroked Laurel's back and Laurel stirred awake and looked up at Jake and smiled at him. She then kissed his chest and rolled over and looked at her mother and smiled warmly.

"Morning mom."

"Hi baby. Did you sleep alright after your nightmare?"

"Yes thank you. Jake listened to my mind to help me if I had the same dream again."

"You knew I was doing that?" Jake asked.

Laurel turned her head and looked at him and grinned.

"Of course I knew. I could feel you and I can't ordinarily do that unless I make a conscious effort to sense your feelings. It was a great comfort and helped me to sleep very deeply. It's what we used to have all the time and have since lost thanks to Merenon."

"That's so sweet that you two are that close. Thank you for comforting my little girl Jake."

"You're welcome. It comes naturally to me to want to help her however I can."

"I'm not such a little girl anymore mom." Laurel said looking at her mother.

"I don't care how much of a woman you look to be Laurel, you will always be my baby girl."

"I can accept that. I'm always gunna need my mommy to make me feel better too."

Amelia smiled at her and leaned over and kissed her cheek than stroked her soft cheek.

"You two get dressed and we'll go join the Reynolds for breakfast up on deck fifteen. John and I have to go down to the surface again so you two will be on your own today."

"Ok." Laurel said with a smile.

Amelia stood up and smiled at Laurel and Jake then headed for the door and when it slid open she stepped out into the living area and the door slid closed behind her. Laurel then rolled back over and slid up on Jake and laid her head on his shoulder and chest and she pressed her arms up against his sides.

"Thank you for taking care of me last night Jake. I love you so much."

"I'm glad I was able to help. I'm sorry that stuff is still haunting you."

"Doesn't it bother you?"

"Yah but I try real hard not to think about it. Maybe I've just gotten lucky so far in that I haven't had any bad dreams about it."

"I can't help but thinking about how awful it was to be killed¦or watching you being killed."

"I know. I'm not gunna let that happen again Laurel. I'll find a way to keep you safe."

"You're so good to me Jake."

"Cause I love you beautiful."

"Hay are you hearing my whispers any clearer after tuning into me all night?"

"I don't know if that's the reason¦but yah, I'm hearing your whispers very distinctly this morning."

"Me too."

Laurel slid her hand down Jake's side and over his hip and onto his swollen cock and she grinned as she gripped him and then she gently stroked her hand down his length and then back up to his head that she then squeezed firmly and she felt him flex against her hand making her grin big.

"I can't wait to feel that inside me and I think we're getting close to where we want to be before it happens. Man you're big."

"I can hardly wait too Laurel. You're gunna be so tight¦let's get dressed before we get carried away."

Laurel let go of Jake and lifted her head and kissed him then rolled over and pushed the covers down and stole a long look at his shape rising from behind his underwear and she found herself grinning at the thought that what she was seeing is hers to do with as she wants. Laurel scooted over to the edge of the bed and swung her feet out in the floor and she arched her back as she stretched. She then stood up and Jake scooted over and stood up himself and he and Laurel hugged one another for a few minutes. They then walked over to the recessed cabinet in the far wall and retrieved a change of clothes and they stepped back over to the bed and got dressed together. Laurel then stepped out into her mother's quarters and Jake into his father's. Jake found his father busily typing on a medium sized data pad while sitting on the couch and Jake wished him a good morning on his way into the bathroom. Laurel found her mother just finishing up brushing her hair as she stepped up to the bathroom and her mother set the hairbrush down and hugged Laurel warmly and then let Laurel use the bathroom while Amelia went to her bedroom to finish getting ready.

When Laurel was done getting herself ready she made her way through her bedroom and over to Jake's quarters where Jake was sitting on the couch quietly while his father worked. Laurel stepped over in front of Jake and he stood up and hugged her then gave her a peck and the two of them looked at John and he smiled at them.

"You look beautiful Laurel. It's amazing how much of your mother I can see in you."

"What a sweet compliment. Thank you John."

Laurel and Jake then stepped over to the reading chairs and sat down so they could hold hands while they waited for Amelia. Five minutes later she stepped in through Laurel's room. She looked radiant and Laurel couldn't help but notice that her mother's face lit up when John looked at her and smiled at her.

"You look fantastic Amelia."

"Thanks John. You ready to go get some breakfast?"

"You bet. Let me just send this to the captain and I'll be done."

John closed his report and touched the send command and then he turned the data pad off and he set it on the coffee table then he got to his feet and the four of them headed for the door. They stepped out onto the walkway in front of their quarters where there were a number of people walking past and the noise from all the decks as the morning activities ramped up was echoing loudly all throughout the enormous open space in the middle of the decks. They walked to the end of the walkway where it turned left and they stepped into the stairwell and followed the rest of the people heading up on the left side of the stairs while everyone on the right was heading down. They climbed all the way up to deck 15 and then stepped out onto the walkway and turned left and walked toward the mess hall. When they rounded the corner into the mess hall they looked around a bit and found Clara and Liam easily since Clara was again the only woman cradling a baby in her arms.

Clara and Liam were sitting at the middle of one of the longer tables. Laurel and Jake walked down the row that Clara and Liam were sitting on and John and Amelia walked down the opposite row so they would be sitting across the table from them. Laurel sat right down next to Clara and immediately peeked under the blanket at Harriet. Harriet was asleep at the moment despite the loud commotion going on all around her. Jake put his hand on Laurel's shoulder and kissed the side of her head.

"I'll go get you some orange juice babe." Jake said.

"Oh that sounds wonderful. Thank you Jake."

John then got up and Amelia looked up at him and grinned.

"You mind getting me some tea?"

"I would be glad to." John said with a smile.

As the guys walked down the rows of people seated at the tables Laurel looked back at Harriet and had to fight the urge to touch her pudgy pink cheeks as she slept.

"You're so blessed Clara. Harriet is so beautiful and so sweet."

"I thank the maker for blessing me with her every single day."

"What are you and Liam going to do once Tamaric comes out of stasis?"

"Well we both still have work to do so we'll take turns going down to the surface while the other stays up here and takes care of the kids."

"Jake and I kind of wanted to talk to you about that this morning. We've been thinking about bringing Korica out of stasis once we get the animal problem solved down on the surface."

"Once you get the problem solved?"

"Yah, we debriefed with the captain last night and he agreed to let Jake and I try to help with the attacks going on down there. I don't think it's what everyone has been thinking. Since the animals haven't killed anyone despite their huge size I think we're dealing with more complex behavior than just attacking for food or fun."

"Well Lee and I would love to have our Tamaric back. We've been waiting until you two were ready to take care of Korica before we said anything though."

The guys returned to the table and set down the girl's drinks then sat down.

"Thank you Jake." Laurel said. "We were just talking about the possibility of bringing Korica out of stasis."

"I think we need to get our strength back so just walking around the ship doesn't cause aching muscles. After that we have to solve the problem with the animal attacks then I want my Korica back. I miss her bubbly smile and cute little giggles."

"That's kind of what I had said before you came back to the table. Don't forget Jake, she isn't the same adorable little eleven year old. She's like fifteen now."

"I keep forgetting about that. I still miss her pretty smile though and I can't wait to have her with us again. How do you and Liam feel about having Tamaric around again? Is it going to interfere with your work?"

"We will adapt our work around our love for him. He is never a burden nor does he interfere with anything in our lives. We miss him more than you can possibly imagine."

Two servo drones floated up each row with menus and they took them and ordered their breakfast meals and then handed the menus back to the drones and they floated down the rows silently.

"That's kind of relief to here you say that." Laurel said. "Once we get whatever's going on down there figured out then we're going to revive Korica. We'll time it so you're both on the ship on your days off."

"That sounds great. We miss Korica too. She has made a big impression on Liam and I since we had the opportunity to share her with you allowing us to really get to know her. She's a special young lady and Liam and I have already been talking about the grandchildren that she's going to give us."

"Hay what did the captain say about you and Liam having a second child together instead of the planned mixing of genes with another male?" Jake asked. "Was he upset or anything?"

"No not at all. He was very congratulatory about the news that we were going to have Harriet. He understood that we didn't plan on having a baby but we were thrilled just the same. She's our miracle baby."

"That's a relief. I would hate for anyone to make you feel guilty about having such a beautiful little girl." Laurel said.

"He just asked that we observe the genetic diversity mandate if we decide to have another."

"Do you plan on having more children?"

"Oh I'm sure we will. We love children¦something we had forgotten about because it had been so long since we had Tamaric and we were so busy when he was little we didn't get to spend the quality time enjoying his presence that we would have like to of. We're going to enjoy every minute of raising Harriet and we want more. We're going to wait until Harriet is a couple of years old before we do decide to have more though."

"Have you considered where you're going to raise Harriet?"

"We like the idea of the serenity of the conditions on the Future planet but Tamaric is going to want to stay with Korica so we will do whatever we can to help the two stay together. That will require us to stay on the Future so the two can be together while Korica pursues her dream of serving on the Future¦unless Tamaric joins the junior officer program and he and Korica¦get married. In that case it won't require our presence for them to remain on the Future."

"Well let's not force them into that decision. They're still really young to be thinking about marriage."

"I suspect given a little time together they will decide to tie the knot on their own. You saw the way they look at each other and how they can't stand to be separated for very long."

"Yah I know. Korica is seeking the pair bonding that Jake and I had. Once you feel it and know you are capable of it¦it's irresistible to crave it for yourself. Nothing else feels quite like it despite the drawbacks of the separation symptoms."

The meals began to arrive and were slid up on the table from beside each of them.

"So it sounds like we're all in agreement that we're going to do whatever we have to in order to keep Korica and Tamaric together and on the Future?" Liam asked looking at Laurel and Jake.

"Yes." Laurel and Jake said together at the same instant.

"And what of your underage status?" Clara asked.

"If the time comes¦we'll get married right here on the Future so that we can remain together and on the Future without our parents having to make any sacrifices to their lives." Laurel said.

"Laurel we don't mind making a sacrifice so you can remain on the Future for Korica's sake." Amelia said.

"I know you don't mom. Jake and I are in love anyways and we plan on spending the rest of our lives together so to us it's just a formality¦though the idea of calling myself Laurel Myers has a certain exciting appeal to it."

"If the Future isn't gunna be leaving for year we'll be eighteen by that time anyways." Jake said.

Everyone then set in to eating their meal. As Laurel finished her meal she noticed Harriet squirming slightly under the blanket so she asked if she could hold Harriet and feed her while everyone else finished eating and Clara gladly agreed and handed Harriet to her then pulled a bottle from the bag under the table and she handed it to Laurel who then fed Harriet while talking to her and smiling at her making Harriet stop drinking her bottle from time to time as she smiled back making Laurel smile even bigger.

Once everyone was done eating they sat quietly while Harriet finished her bottle and then Laurel handed her back to Clara after burping her and they all got up and headed for the exit. Clara stopped by the restroom and changed Harriet and then they all made their way to the gym and they performed their morning workout routines. Laurel and Jake worked out particularly strenuously wanting to build their strength up rapidly. After the workouts they all adjourned to their quarters and Amelia and John showered first then Laurel and Jake took their turn.

When Laurel and Jake were finished they made their way into their bedroom and got dressed and it was only a few minutes later that their parents came in and said their goodbyes and then departed to catch the morning shuttle to the surface. Laurel and Jake then sat down on the bed and engaged in the deep sharing for a time then made their way down to the gardening ring where they spent a few hours relaxing in the warm artificial sun light. They then made their way back to the mess hall on deck 1 and had lunch together then performed an abbreviated workout routine then retired to their quarters and showered together then engaged in the deep sharing again before getting dressed. They then got dressed after making out for a time and they spent the rest of the day at the deck 11recreation area trying to stay active to further build strength while having some fun.

They then made their way up to Clara and Liam's quarters after taking another shower and they spent a few hours with Clara and Harriet while Liam worked down on the surface. At the end of the day Laurel and Jake's parents returned from the surface and they all spent a few hours talking in the common area then had dinner together and worked out then retired to their quarters to take their evening showers. Laurel and Jake then engaged in the deep sharing for a prolonged period then engaged in intimate contact but they decided to hold off on making love to each other until they were certain their connection was strong enough for the pairing to take place while making love. They then showered even again and finally settled in for a good nights sleep.

The next three days went much the same with Laurel and Jake working very hard to regain their previous level of muscular strength plus a little more to compensate for the increased gravity on the Future planet. They both took the time to have a detailed 4D medical scan performed using the Desmian medical scanners to gage their muscular growth and the AI reported that they had both increased their muscle mass and tone by twenty three percent in just three days, a feat that should have taken at least three weeks of strenuous workouts. They were now working out four times a day to get into shape and they had taken to running around the circumference of the gardening ring after their morning workout with the rest of the crew. They learned that there were now well over a hundred junior officers in training so when and if they decided to join the civilian corps they would not be alone by any stretch of the imagination. Laurel and Jake made friends very quickly with the junior officers, some of whom were only 14 years old and studying very hard to take the officer entrance exams. They also learned that Korica would hold the distinction of being the youngest officer to ever qualify as a full-fledged ensign. None of the preteen Human population had the intellect that she possessed at eleven years old nor could they pass the mental aptitude tests with a high enough score to qualify. The physical demands of the PT qualifications were also proving too difficult for the younger candidates and some were pushing themselves to dangerous levels trying to make the qualifications as Korica did. The Human physiology just wasn't quite capable of matching what a Draximan can achieve at a very young age. Korica had the strength and endurance of a sixteen-year-old athlete years ahead of an equivalently aged Human.

Laurel and Jake spent some time each day visiting with Korica and Tamaric trying to get used to how they now appeared. They hardly resembled the sweet kids they remembered putting into stasis what felt like only a few days ago. They even took the time to visit the class rooms up on deck 30 to share some of their adventures and explain some of the parallel dimensions and alternate realities that had only been hypothesized before but were now proven fact by what they had seen and experienced. The students asked lots of questions and Laurel and Jake were thrilled that the students were bright enough to understand and engaged enough to ask questions that required complicated answers using the viewers to illustrate what they were talking about. In the first through fifth grade classes the questions were more about the amazing planets and people they had seen. The instructors were grateful for the time Laurel and Jake spent with the classes and made sure the students thanked Laurel and Jake for getting them and their families to the Future planet safely and for taking the time to stop by the class and share their experiences with them.

At the end of the third day after their evening showers Laurel and Jake had the AI hale the captain down on the surface. It took a few minutes but the captain finally responded.

"This is captain Alexan, how can I help you Laurel?"

"Hello captain Alexan. Jake and I are ready. Can you arrange for us to be transported down to the surface tomorrow morning?"

"That's fantastic news! I've been watching your progress on the Future and I am very impressed with and proud of both of you. Thank you for taking the time to stop by the classrooms to introduce yourselves and share your knowledge and experience with the children. You have no idea how much that meant to so many parents to have their children come home excitedly bragging that they got to meet the Laurel and Jake that saved us all."

"It was our pleasure and it was actually fun to share our adventures with them."

"I will have a special transport waiting for you in the upper aft hanger. Be there at zero six hundred tomorrow morning. You will be flying on the Perth with a lieutenant with whom I think you are very familiar."

Laurel smiled big and looked at Jake who was also grinning from ear to ear. She then looked back at the com panel.

"Thank you captain Alexan. We've been dying to see Mark."

"I should be the one thanking you Laurel. You two have worked hard over the last three and half days to get into shape and stay busy while still giving back to the community. Mark and his team will provide security for you so please don't go anywhere outside the boundaries of the city without telling him. You will find your DNA encoded PP-20s in the night table drawer in your bedroom. Please remember to bring them with you. The stun setting is affective on the animals down here without proving lethal so far."

"We had no idea that we had weapons in our quarters."

"You two are a better shot than I am and you have proven your ability to handle them responsibly. I thought it was the least I could do to show my appreciation for everything you've done for us. I just assumed you had opened all the drawers and cabinets in your room and so knew about them."

"No, we didn't even think to do that." Laurel said.

"Captain have there been any further attacks in the last several days?" Jake asked.

"No. Work has been halted in the northern sector until something can be done about the animals. Some of the animals have been spotted lurking in the tree line but they haven't ventured close enough to require any action to take them down. I know you had all of the pertinent information imparted to you via your stasis chamber, which was a brilliant idea by the way, so you know as much or maybe even more than I do about the habits of these animals. You will be working with Meroson Detroy's team but you will be in charge once you get a feel for what they have been doing. Meroson is an animal behavioral specialist but it has done her little good with the animals down here since no Human has ever seen these animals before and they just don't behave as one would expect."

"Ok, thank you for letting us help captain." Laurel said.

"You are more than welcome. Get some rest and I will see you on the ground in the morning."

"Ok, goodnight captain."

"Goodnight Laurel, goodnight Jake."

"Night captain." Jake said.

The connection was then terminated from the surface and a moment later the com panel went dark. Jake then made his way to his father's quarters to tell him the plan and Laurel stepped out into her mother's quarters to tell her what was going to happen in the morning. After John and Amelia told them how proud they were of them, Laurel and Jake turned in to get some sleep since they had to get up very early. They asked the AI to wake them up at 04:30 then got undressed and climbed into bed and engaged in the deep sharing for fifteen minutes then slid the lights down to sleep levels and drifted off to sleep while holding each other.

The AI brought the lights up at 04:30 and Laurel stirred first. She rolled onto her back and batted her eyes a few times then stretched hard and finally turned her head and kissed Jake's cheek. He immediately smiled before even opening his eyes as his mind sprang to life and he realized that he could hear Laurel's whispers very distinctly and he could sense her feelings without effort. They were getting very close to the point they were at before they became paired the first time. Jake opened his eyes and looked over at Laurel.

"Morning gorgeous."

"Morning my handsome man. I can hear your voice so clearly in the back of my mind Jake. I can't begin to tell you how happy that makes me."

"Me too and I can sense your feelings without even trying. You're happy and content and excited¦and a little worried about¦" Jake lifted himself up onto his elbows. "You think this could be Mark's day."

"It crossed my mind. Will you do me a huge favor?"

"Anything, just name it."

"Will you¦tune into your intuition and see if anything¦happens to Mark today?"

"I can do that but so can you."

"I know but your gift is stronger than mine in that area¦or you're better at interpreting what's actually going to happen with all of the merging and overlapping possibilities."

"Ok, I'll give it a try."

Jake sat up and pushed the covers down and now it was Laurel's turn to prop herself up on her elbows as she watched Jake. Jake closed his eyes and took a deep breath then tuned into future events. He saw a gleaming white city and then strange looking trees with green eyes peering from the shadows among the trees. He saw many people milling around and he saw deep space and then Mark's face became very clear. Jake then tuned into events surrounding Mark in particular and he saw three possible timelines in the most devastating of which Mark was leapt upon when he drew his weapon on an animal that was very close to him. The animal chewed on Mark's throat for a few seconds in chomping bites while sitting on his chest and legs. Jake winced and took a few rapid breaths at the site of all the blood then the image faded and he saw two more time lines play out in which nothing at all happened to Mark as long as he did exactly what Laurel said. Jake then saw a cave entrance with several animals at the entrance but the animals didn't look as though they were on the defensive. Jake's sight then rushed into a very dark place with green glowing smears on the walls of a curving surface that looked excavated by picks. There were multiple chisel marks in which the green goo was glowing as it oozed down the walls. Almost all the timelines that Jake was sensing led to the strange cave entrance and Jake tried to look at around at who was present and he saw Laurel, a very pretty brunet woman wearing glasses and two very young men standing behind her and he saw three Marines including Mark and they were wearing camouflaged fatigues that almost looked like a mossy oak pattern but the colors were different from anything Jake had ever seen before, then it struck Jake that as everyone stood at the entrance to the cave none of them had any weapons. They had empty holsters and the pretty brunet was holding a modified life signs detector. Jake wasn't sure how he knew what she was holding but he was certain of what it was just the same.

Jake pulled back and all of the images became blurry and then swirled away from his sight and he opened his eyes and batted his eyes a few times then he looked at Laurel.

"Ok¦if Mark does exactly as you say he's going to be fine. We're going to end up at some cave by a body of water and there will be several of those animals around but I¦I didn't get the sense that they wanted to hurt us. I saw a couple different timelines and in one¦Mark was violently attacked as he drew his weapon on one of those large animals. All the timelines led to us being in a cave that was lit by glowing green goo on the walls. I think we're going to go in¦unarmed, in fact I think it's important that we do."

Laurel sat up and looked intently at Jake for a moment before responding.

"So Mark isn't going to die if I keep him from reacting instinctively?"

"That's the impression I got."

"So we need to look for some caves with green glowing goo on the walls? You know how strange that sounds?"

"I'm just telling you what I saw. The weird part of what I saw is that it looked like the cave had been dug with picks. There were distinct chisel like marks on the walls of the cave and the green goo was oozing down those pick marks."

"But the planet is unoccupied according to everything we've seen so far and it always has been."

"I don't know what to tell you. Maybe a visiting species dug the caves looking for minerals or gems or something and then abandoned them and went home?"

"I suppose that's possible but the AI said there weren't any signs of unnatural caves or structures anywhere on or under the planet."

"Then maybe it's a natural cave that was widened or something to make it more passable."

"I guess that makes sense. So you saw more than one timeline in which Mark is gunna be fine?"

"Yah, I only saw one in which he was hurt¦and I'm not going to describe how."

Laurel looked at him and her face ran pale and she looked like she was going to be sick.

"You don't have to. I can sense what you're feeling and it's not pleasant."

"Let's just get dressed babe. We'll be fine as long as we follow your instincts and instructions."

"Great! No pressure huh?"

"You're a genius Laurel. You have good instincts like your mom said. You've had the compulsion to help with this problem from the beginning and I trust your instincts more than I do my own. You'll figure out what we need to do when the time comes just like you always do."

"Thanks Jake."

Jake leaned over and kissed her cheek and then scooted over closer to Laurel and she climbed off the bed and let him get to his feet. She then gave him a long hug and kissed his cheek and the two of them walked over to the recessed cabinet and they retrieved a change of clothes and they carried them back to the bed and got dressed together and then they made their way into the bathroom in each of their parent's quarters and they brushed their teeth and rinsed their mouths out then combed and brushed their hair and Jake took a few minutes to use an electro dermal shaver to remove the facial hair that was now growing faster than it ever had before. He had to get used to being closer to a grown man than he was before climbing into his stasis camber.

The two of them then met up in their bedroom and Laurel pulled the drawer in the night table open and sure enough their holsters and PP-20s were lying in it. Laurel pulled one out and looked at it for a moment then she unholstered the pistol and tried to turn it on and nothing happened so she handed it to Jake and when he flipped the power switch on the blue lights came to life indicated a fully charged power cell the he turned it off and holstered it then he strapped it around his waist and thigh and Laurel put her weapon on after checking it's charge.

They then headed for the exit leading out into Jake's father's quarters and they were surprised to see John sitting in the reading chair with his data pad in his lap. He grinned and set his data pad in the other chair and got to his feet. He was wearing a bathrobe so he was conservatively covered up.

"Did I wake you up dad?" Jake asked.

"No, I asked the AI what time you asked to be woke up so I could see you off."

John looked at the weapons strapped to their hips and he frowned then grinned at the two of them as Jake stepped up to him and hugged him. Laurel then hugged him and then stepped back and took hold of Jake's hand.

"Well¦you keep her safe down there Jake. I don't particularly like to see you two armed but I'll have to admit that the weapons look smaller on you now than they did in the visual records of your exploits in M1996UB and I understand the need to be armed with the animals you're going to be encountering down there. Good luck you two."

"Thanks dad. I appreciate you seeing us off. I'll make sure nothing happens to Laurel, I promise."

"You really should say goodbye to your mother Laurel." John said with a grin.

"Ok, I just didn't want to disturb her this early."

John put his hand up to her cheek.

"She loves you Laurel, you're not disturbing her when you let her know that it's reciprocated."

Laurel smiled and put her hand up on John's and nodded. Laurel then kissed Jake's cheek and stepped back to the bedroom and she stepped in when the door slid open and she walked over to the other door and when it slid open the lights came up and she stepped in and walked over to her mother's bedroom door and she touched the com panel and when it lit up she touched the hale icon and then waited and a moment later she heard her mother's groggy voice.

"Come in." Amelia said.

Laurel stepped over to the door and it slid open after she touched the com panel and she stepped in and walked over to her mother's bed and sat down on the edge of the bed. Amelia reached around the corner of her recessed bed and she slid the lights up to half illumination and she sat up a little and looked at Laurel's weapon then she looked up into Laurel's deep blue eyes and she smiled warmly at her.

"Oh Laurel, you are so beautiful baby."

"Thanks mom. Jake and I are about to head down to get some breakfast before we head down to the surface. I just wanted to say goodbye and tell you how much I love you."

Amelia put her arms around Laurel and hugged her tightly and whispered in her ear.

"I love you too baby doll. Thank you for waking me up to say goodbye to me. I'm so proud of you honey. "

Amelia kissed her cheek as Laurel pulled back.

"Thank you mom. All I ever wanted to do was to make you proud of me in everything I do."

"You use this¦" Amelia gently tapped Laurel's temple with her index finger. "And reserve this for a last resort." Amelia said as she smacked Laurel's weapon gently with a flat hand.

"I will mom. I know we're the invaders here. I just need to figure out what we've done to upset those animals. If at all possible I want to try and communicate with them, maybe not with words but with body language or something or maybe even by empathic communication. That has worked for me with other species that don't talk like we do."

"That's so impressive to hear my baby telling me she has communicated with other species like that before. You be careful honey and good luck."

"Thanks mom."

Laurel gave her mother a peck then stood up and Amelia looked her over and smiled at her brightly.

"You have grown into such a beautiful and smart woman Laurel. I'm kind of proud of myself for making you in the first place. You've exceeded anything I could of hoped for in a child."

"Awe, thank you mom. We might be down there for a day or two depending on how things go. If you and John come down to the surface to work will you look us up? I would really like to see our home."

"Sure, I would be glad to do that."

"Cool, I'll see you later mom."

"Bye baby."

Laurel then headed for the door and when it slid open she stepped out and walked through the living area to her bedroom and she walked across her bedroom and finally back into John's quarters. She stepped up to Jake and took a hold of his hand.

"You were right John, she was thrilled to see me."

"Told ya. You two be careful and have a good morning." John said with a smile.

"We will dad." Jake said.

The two of them then made for the door and when it slid open they stepped out onto the walkway and they noticed that it was very quiet. The six thirty rush was a few hours off. The two walked to the elevator and rode down to deck 1and then made their way to the mess hall. There were only a handful of people in the mess hall so it was very quiet at the moment. The two of them sat down and a servo drone floated up with a menu and the two of them ordered something to eat then handed the menu back to the servo drone and then they both got up and walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink and as Jake finished pouring his drink he looked at Laurel with an odd look and then he looked at the first table where three people were sitting talking. He looked at them for a moment then he looked at Laurel.

"You hear that Laurel?" He whispered.

"No."

"They're talking about the fact that we're armed. I hear a man with an accent saying that we might be heading for the shooting range on the command deck since we have the run of the ship."

"Is he saying it mean like?"

"Connect with my mind and you'll hear it. It sounded more matter of fact conversation like rather than mean."

Laurel bowed her head slightly and reached out for Jake's mind and she sensed herself dropping into his mind and aside from Jake's present thoughts she distinctly heard another voice and as he had said it was a man's voice with a bit of an accent. She was now hearing one side of the man's conversation as well as his random thoughts. Just as she was going to ask Jake how he tuned into the man like that they both heard the man thinking, "They can hear me." & "They have the cutest accent."

Laurel and Jake looked at the man and he was already looking right at them. Jake grinned as the man stared at them.

"I'm sorry sir. I can sometimes tune into people like that by accident."

"I'm not offended son. You're thinking that happens all the time with your girlfriend Laurel but this is the first time it has happened with a stranger¦and she is thinking this kind of thing used to happen all the time with someone named Korica."

Laurel immediately withdrew from Jake's mind and she blushed at the thought of a stranger hearing her inner most thoughts.

"We're heading down to the surface after we get something to eat to look into the animal problem. The captain insisted that we go armed. That's why we have weapons with us." Jake said.

"Ahh, I see. Well good luck to both of you. I hope you can find a solution to the problem." The man said.

"Thank you sir. May ask where you're from sir? I don't quite recognize your accent."

"Johannesburg¦South Africa."

"Ah. That makes sense."

Jake quieted his mind and the man's thoughts faded and then disappeared completely and to his dismay so did Laurel's. Laurel looked at Jake for a moment then she joined him in quieting her mind and the two of them made their way back over to the next table over and sat down with their drinks. Jake took a long sip then engaged Laurel in conversation.

"So I was thinking once we get our bearings down there we should make a fly over of the lake to the northwest. We should look for caves or dens near the water then we should land near the northern end of the city and go in on foot."

"That sounds like a good idea. The sensors on the Perth should help us identify any groups of animals or evidence of their presence. Did you get a sense of any landmarks we could use to narrow down what areas to look in?"

Jake looked away as he thought about what he had seen and he remembered seeing one tree in particular with an odd crook to one of its larger branches like it had been broken at one time then started growing straight up from the break. He looked back at Laurel and grinned.

"Yah I do. There is a tree with a very distinct branch that's about the size of a man's leg. It's about five feet long then it abruptly turns vertical like it was broken in a storm or something then started growing straight up from that break. It looks like an arm with an elbow with the arm pointing straight up in the air from the elbow. It's right next to the cave entrance with the water right behind the tree. See¦your instincts are already paying off. That was a great idea to have me tune into my intuition or insight or whatever you want to call it."

"Thanks Jake. We have these gifts so we should use 'em to our advantage."

Two servo drones floated up to the table and slid their plates up on the table and they set in to eating their breakfast. When they were done eating they retrieved a refill of their drinks and polished them off quickly then stopped by the restroom just outside the mess hall and relieved themselves and then headed for the transport platform by the stasis ring entrance. They transported up to the upper aft hangar. When they stepped out of the transport enclosure they walked over to the crimson fighter sitting in the hangar and Mark stepped out of the ship with a huge smile on his face. Laurel's face lit up when she saw Mark and she stepped right up to him and grabbed him in a tight hug. Jake then stepped into him and hugged him briefly and Mark put his hands on each of their necks and smiled at them again.

"Oh wow! Look at you two. You're gorgeous Laurel, and look at how handsome you are Jake. Man it's good to see you two looking so¦grown up."

"Thanks Mark." Laurel said with a blushing smile. "You didn't come visit us in stasis?"

"Hell no! Look you guys are two of my dearest friends but¦there are just certain things I don't want burned into my memory and that includes seeing you in your birthday suit."

"I didn't know you were so squeamish about the naked body."

"Hay! I ain't squeamish about anything¦"

"I'm teasing you Mark. Thank you for thinking of my propriety. I guess that means you haven't gone to see Korica either?"

"No. She isn't a little girl anymore and she expressed a certain level of modesty thanks to both of your guidance and I though I should respect that even while she's in stasis."

"Oh Mark¦you are going to be so pleasantly surprised. She is sooo pretty."

"She was always a pretty girl Laurel. She had good genes and strong bones. I've really missed all four of you including Tamaric. The little guy really endeared himself to me."

"We missed you too Mark. So did the captain have a talk with you?"

Mark frowned from one corner of his mouth as he nodded lightly.

"I told him that I already knew that you had sensed my death¦I just didn't think my time was as short as he let on. He told me that you had asked that I be careful but take no action to fight my inevitable end. I don't know if being careful is mutually excludable from taking action to avoid my demise¦but I am going on less night missions in the northern quadrant of the city just to be sure."

"I'm sorry I ever looked into Oberot's memories within me and sensed that." Laurel said somberly.

"Don't worry about it Laurel. I have a huge feeling of accomplishment in getting the Future here safely despite how strong the odds were stacked against us. I've lived a hard but rewarding life and I got no regrets. So¦here we are again going down to an alien planet to work together on behalf of everyone."

"Yah how about that huh?" Laurel said with a renewed smile.

"You're a genius so with you working on the problem I'm positive we'll find a resolution and probably in a manner that no one else would've thought of."

"Thanks Mark. I'm just glad to have you watching my back again while we're down there."

"Let me introduce you to the rest of the flight crew. You are going to be in charge down there and I've instructed my guys to follow your word without question so consider them and myself as your men. Guys¦come out here for a second."

Laurel and Jake heard rustling in the ship and then two rather big Marines stepped off the ship and stepped up next to Mark. They looked Laurel and Jake up and down then one of them grinned and looked at Mark.

"You weren't kidding that they're good looking kids. Holy smoke!"

Mark gave him a single nod then stepped over by Laurel.

"Laurel, Jake this is Marty Elizarraras also known as basher, and this other ugly turd is Rody Fischer also known as hammer."

"Nice LT!" Rody said with a grin.

"It's nice to meet both of you." Laurel said. "So do we call you by your names or call signs."

"Well call signs are for Navy pilots. When we complete the training for the special tactics division our names are set aside and we go by a single name assigned to us by our team leader. We never use proper names in the field so that overheard conversations or radio chatter can't lead to our families or nation of origin. You may call us basher and hammer if you prefer." Rody said.

"I gotta know¦" Jake said. "What is Mark called?"

"Besides a mean SOB¦boomer¦for his love of blowing shit up." Rody said.

"Yah¦we've seen some of that propensity when the situation called for it." Jake said with a big grin.

"I would feel better calling you Rody and Marty. I'm not a Marine and we aren't on a special tactics mission." Laurel said.

"Fair enough."

Laurel and Jake then shook their hands.

"If you want to load up we'll depart early. It'll still be dark down at Genesis but there's a few things I want to show you first anyways." Mark said with a mischievous grin.

"What time does the sun come up at Genesis?" Jake asked.

"About six thirty."

Jake touched the button on the side of his bio monitor and the ships time appeared in blue numbers for a moment then faded out.

"Geeze, sorry we're so early. I had no idea it was only five twenty-five."

"Don't sweat it Jake. You two are always punctual so I assumed you would be showing up early. Climb aboard and we'll get going."

Laurel and Jake nodded and climbed aboard the Perth and stepped into the back and pulled down two seats next to one another and fastened their restraints as the guys climbed aboard and sealed the door shut. Mark then climbed down into the pilots seat and began his preflight checks and Rody and Marty sat down at the weapons and power and sensor and navigation station and they began their preflight checks. Within only a few minutes the engines were up and running at their usually high frequency hiss and Marty reported that the preflight checks were complete. Mark slid the hover throttles forward slightly and the ship lifted up and he revolved it around so it was facing out of the hangar and then he called the AI for departure clearance.

"Future this is the Perth, we're ready for departure."

"Understood Perth. There are no bandits, no bogies and no other traffic to report. You are cleared for immediate departure."

"Roger that. No bandits, no bogies, no traffic, I am cleared for immediate departure."

Mark nudged the controls forward and increased the forward flight throttles and the Perth rocketed out of the hangar and almost immediately pierced the shield envelope and Mark banked the ship over and headed toward the upper atmosphere. He then reached up and turned on the intercom.

"Why don't you two come up and have a look at this?"

Laurel and Jake unfastened their restraints and climbed up toward the front of the ship. They knelt down and crawled up close to Mark on their hands and knees so they could look out the front window. They could see that the western half of the large landmass down below them was still covered in deep shadow as the sun slowly rose from the east but the ship was well within the suns influence creating a brilliant glare against the front windshield. They could see the huge body of water on the east coast of Primitus that wasn't particularly wide, it looked to be no more than a hundred miles across at it's widest point, but it stretched almost from pole to pole. They could also see the salt-water basin to the south, half of which was still shrouded in shadow. The thing that stood out to Laurel was the fact that the portions of land below that were in the sunlight were almost completely carpeted in deep green forests with the exception of the heart of Primitus in which vast areas were golden brown to soft green where the forests thinned out to lightly forested stands of trees and low brush savannas.

"That's incredible! Look at all the forests on the islands visible." Laurel said.

"You see that body of water to the south? That's a salt-water basin that's about three miles deep and four and a half miles wide by a thousand miles long. There is tons of aquatic life in there that will feed us for centuries if we manage it properly. I'm talking about schools of fish like animals with millions of individuals in the schools. Once some sea worthy vessels can be built we can begin commercially fishing down there and we will have meat protein for everyone for the foreseeable future."

"It's amazing how different this world is from Earth yet it offers the same bounty of animals and plants to sustain us." Jake said.

"Yah the plant classification is going to take some time. We've already found like a dozen plants that are completely toxic. There might be a way to process the toxins out of the plants but if you eat 'em raw you're toast and we have observed some of the indigenous animals eating them meaning their meat is likely going to be toxic to us as well."

"They must have found some plants that can be eaten though?"

"With the animals becoming so aggressive further exploration has been put on hold. We can't have botanists wondering around in the trees if they're likely to get eaten. There are some eatable plants down there though."

"So can you land in the dark down there?" Laurel asked.

"Sure, I could use the sensors to land on the beacon signal but there's something I really want to show you first."

Mark pulled up a little heading up out of the atmosphere and back out into space and then he banked over and slid the forward flight throttles all the way forward and the ship accelerated to just under the speed of light and then he slid the FTL throttle forward and in a crimson flash the ship jumped to faster than light and Mark held their course steady on an orbital trajectory until they reached deep onto the night side of the planet and then he pulled the FTL throttle all the way back and then he eased the breaking engines up and slowed their speed to several thousand miles an hour. He then spun the ship around and gave a quick blast from the forward flight engines and their speed was arrested to several hundred miles an hour and then he flipped the ship back around into the direction of their travel.

"So what are you going to show us on the night side of the planet Mark?" Laurel asked.

"Trust me¦you're gunna love this."

Mark banked the ship over toward the atmosphere and slid the throttles forward slightly. As the bow of the ship began to glow a dull red with orange around the outer edges Mark pulled the throttles back and the breaking engines slowed their descent slightly and once they descended deeply into the atmosphere the glowing subsided and it became very dark outside. Marty sent the sensor data up to Mark's right display and he aimed for a deep area of rain forest on a two hundred square mile island in which the tree canopy reached close to five hundred feet into the air. As the ship neared the tops of the trees Mark slid the hover engine throttles forward and pulled the forward flight throttles back almost all the way and their speed bled off to just a few miles an hour. Laurel looked over Mark's shoulder at the sensor images and she was stunned at all the life signs being detected below and in the trees. The life signs were being overlaid on the visual images showing up in the floodlights that Mark had turned on.

"Holy crap! The forest is teaming with life." Laurel exclaimed.

"The biologists are going to have a hay day trying to identify and categorize all the life down there." Jake said.

Mark slowly negotiated just a few feet above the tree tops until he found a spot where the canopy was lower with a wall of green all around creating a bowl depression in the canopy. He negotiated down into the center of the bowl and then let go of the controls and the ship went into a perfectly still hover. He then turned the floodlights off and it became very dark for a few seconds and then Mark turned the cockpit and cargo area lights out and they could now see strings of blue and green dots all throughout the canopy around them. It looked like someone had hung Christmas lights in the trees in a haphazard manner creating drooping loops of blue and green lights that crisscrossed seemingly all over the place.

"What the heck is that Mark?" Laurel asked. "It's beautiful."

"From what the biologists have been able to determine those trees have these¦goo filled pods that are closed during the day but at night they open up and squirt strings of that goo from one pod to the next creating a sticky web that bugs and animals get caught in and the trees draw the sticky strings up into the pods and the things caught in the web are consumed by the trees. Those little dots of light are bioluminescent microorganisms that live in the pods within the goo and share the meals that the trees catch. The pods digest the bugs and animals and in trade for their help the plants don't consume the microorganisms, they share the bounty with them."

"That's amazing! A true symbiotic relationship between carnivorous trees and glowing microorganisms." Laurel said.

"Is this the only place that these trees exist?" Jake asked.

"As far as we know this only occurs on this island but we've only explored a third of the planet so this type of thing could exist somewhere else and we just haven't found it yet."

Mark grabbed the control yoke and gently pivoted the ship around until he saw one of the messy goo vines being drawn up into one of the pods and he pointed and let go of the controls.

"Look right there, something is caught and being pulled up into that pod."

They could see the string of lights moving around as the captured animal struggled to try and get free only further entangling itself in the gooey purls of light until it's body was covered in the dots making it's shape clearly visible. Marty zoomed in on the animal and sent the resultant image to Mark's right display and they could see a very weird almost boot shaped animal being slowly drawn up toward a pod that was the size of a ten or twelve pound pumpkin with five teardrop shaped leaves forming its bulk that were curled back at the moment at it's open end as it drew the struggling animal up.

"That poor thing is gunna be eaten alive." Laurel said.

"The law of the jungle applies on any planet. The smaller creatures are eaten by the larger ones; in this case the larger ones are the trees themselves. That's how the trees got so damn big, they're eating well."

"Mark are there flying animals on the Future planet?" Jake asked.

"Yah but they aren't flying around at night for the most part."

"That's not what I was thinking¦are they large enough to carry off a person?"

"No. Maybe a really small child weighing less than ten pounds or so but that would be about it."

"Are they feathered animals?"

"No. Think of a bat or a flying squirrel. We haven't identified nearly all of the animals yet but none of the airborne animals identified so far have feathers like the birds on Earth. Don't worry, most of the flying animals prefer the densely forested areas and as you know where Genesis is being built the forests are pretty sparse."

They watched the poor animal being drawn all the way up into the pod and then the teardrop shaped leaves slowly drew closed. Laurel frowned and then looked at the strings of lights and then she glanced at the right display in front of Mark.

"So what's down on the ground if there's that much activity up here in the canopy?"

"I would imagine it's dark down on the surface around the clock with how thick the canopy is but there are still animals down there. They kind of defy explanation because there's nothing comparable on Earth. There's something else I really want to show you though."

"Oh what's that?"

"Sit tight and I'll show you."

Mark took a hold of the controls and slid the hover throttles forward and the ship leapt up into the air several hundred feet and then he reached out and brought up the navigational map on his right display and he touched a point three hundred miles away and then he turned the autopilot on. He then called back to Rody.

"Hammer, turn the juice up to the shield generator and prepare for wet entry."

Laurel moved back quickly and looked over at Rody.

"Wet entry? This is a spaceship not a submarine."

"Relax Laurel, we do this all the time anymore with scientists aboard." Rody said smiling at her in the darkened cockpit.

Laurel looked at the dull glow of his control panel reflecting on his face and she read his feelings quickly. She knew immediately that he was telling the truth and he wasn't worried in the slightest. He looked over at the bulkhead next to him and he pressed a button and slid the power to the shield generator up to full power making the shield generator groan for a second then he looked back at her.

"These things have ballistic shields and the hull is tough as nails. I swear this thing can take it."

"Who was the first to take one of these things underwater?"

"That would be the Navy jocks. The Orion is their ship and the Perth is ours. They use the Orion how they see fit in what ever mission they're asked to perform and since they are trained in underwater tactics it only made sense for them to explore some of the larger bodies of water to see how the crimson fighters handle under water and to see what's there in general."

"The Orion¦I kind of like that name. So the crimson fighters do ok under water?"

"They handle a little sluggishly." Mark said. "You also have to keep your speeds down or a cavitation vortex forms behind the ship following the lines of force from the engines at speeds above about seventy knots or so."

"What in the world would make you want to go that fast under water?"

"Believe it or not there are things down there that can swim at fourty knots and they're really big. This ship could look like a tasty morsel. Even an experimental bite¦like what a shark would do to check something out to see if it's eatable could cause serious damage, maybe even catastrophic damage."

Laurel looked at Jake watching the sensor data on Mark's right display and she half expected him to hear what she was thinking then she remembered that they had quieted their minds and his mind was still quieted. They sat quietly for a few minutes until Mark disengaged the autopilot and slid the hover throttles forward and then he reduced the forward flight throttles and brought their speed down to almost a still hover. He studied his sensor readings for a moment and then slowly reduced the hover throttle and the ship slowly descended until water could be heard slapping the bottom of the hull. Laurel got back up to her hands knees from the sitting position she had been in for the ride to the body of water they were now sitting on. She crawled up next to Jake and looked out the window and saw nothing but darkness.

"Do these things float?" Laurel asked.

"About as well as a brick." Mark replied. "Their weight is greater than the buoyancy created by the air in the cabin here but it does take a few seconds for them to actually begin to sink."

"That's not very comforting."

Laurel could then see water splashing up on the windshield and then the ship sank below the surface and water was all that could be seen out the window. Mark used the hover throttles and forward flight throttles to angle the ship down while moving forward gently. He reached over and turned on the floodlights. There were now two very bright beams of light projecting several yards in front of the ship as Mark increased the throttles slightly and their speed increased rapidly. Laurel looked at Mark's left display and she could see that the indicators were now fluctuating wildly.

"Mark¦how do you know how fast you're going?"

"Sensor data. The flight indicators are worthless underwater. It's kind of the same as flying in space except this is a liquid medium so the ship handles completely different than you would expect."

"This just seems so wrong." Laurel said quietly making Mark grin.

"Like taking an intergalactic ship thousands of miles down into the atmosphere of a gas giant?"

"I guess that is kind of similar huh?"

"Yah but we have more than enough power to escape when the time comes."

"Doesn't the water have higher pressures values than would exist on Earth?"

"Yes. The higher gravity causes the water to exert more pressure than bodies of water on Earth."

"How deep have you gone in one of these?"

"Me personally? About a mile or so but the Navy has gone all the way to the bottom of the salt-water basin. Relax Laurel; I won't put us in any unnecessary danger. We aren't going near that deep."

The ship continued to dive through relatively cloudy layers for a time and then the water suddenly became crystal clear and the floodlights beamed several hundred feet ahead of the ship. Laurel and Jake perked up as they looked out the window into the dark water.

"Why did the water get clear like that?" Jake asked.

"The water down here is under so much pressure that it acts differently than up in the shallower layers. I don't pretend to understand the physics behind it but the water is super clear down here even though it's like sixty degrees."

The lights finally started to reflect off a canyon wall in front of them and there was an enormous lava tube opening about sixty feet from the floor of the body of water. Mark maneuvered the ship to within fifty feet of the cave entrance and he slowly brought the ship to a stop and then he turned the floodlights off. There was a light show of twinkling lights in the cave entrance and from deeper in the cave there were very bright bursts of light that lit up the walls of the cave.

"Oh that's beautiful!" Laurel said. "That's all coming from bioluminescent creatures?"

"Yep. Amazing isn't it? Look at all the life on the sensors. There's so much stuff alive in there that it just looks like a blob of bio signatures."

"Have you gone in there before?"

"Yah the biologists and ichthyologists have had us take them a few miles up that lava tube. There are some truly bizarre looking critters in there. There's a cavern about two miles in that's big enough to turn around in."

"Are we gunna go in there?" Jake asked.

"Not today. I just wanted to show you two just how diverse your new home is. Believe it or not that lava tube connects to another body of water about ten miles away."

"Have you made the entire trip yet?" Jake asked.

"No, the Future mapped the cave network down here for us. There are literally millions of caves like this all over the planet that connect the bodies of water. At some point this planet was extremely volcanic and then rapidly cooled leaving caves like this and calderas all over the place."

"So the core of the planet is cooling?"

"No more so than Earth's core. The core is less active or cooler than it was billions of years ago but the planet has a very strong and dynamic magnetic field so I don't think there's any danger of the core cooling to the point that it would threaten life on the planet for a very long time."

"Look, the twinkling lights are fading." Laurel said pointing out the window.

Mark reached over and turned the floodlights on for a few seconds then turned them back off and the lightshow resumed with full furry.

"Oh that's cool! They're responding to the floodlights."

"I'll see if I can get you two a seat on the ship the next time we come down to one of these caves for research."

"That would be wonderful Mark." Laurel said. "I would really like to see the life forms in there up close."

"It should be getting close to sunrise at Genesis. We should get going."

"Ok, thank you for showing us around Mark."

"My pleasure Laurel."

Mark turned the floodlights back on and nudged the throttles forward and angled the ship upward and just as he did a huge animal swam right into the lights and looked at the ship with huge black eyes that contracted to tiny red dots as the lights reflected off its retinas with yellow irises as the lights blinded it. The animal had a long body that undulated as it swam and it had four enormous flippers that were smooth and teardrop shaped and it had a large head that articulated on a spindly looking neck that was still as big around as a man's waist. The animal had a snout full of upward curving teeth in its lower jaw and downward curving teeth in its upper jaw. The animal's skin was an odd dark green color but it had an almost iridescent greenish blue streak down the length of its entire body that glistened in the ships lights brightly. The animal just looked at the Perth for a moment then rocketed off at a surprising rate of speed.

"Holy crap! What was that?" Laurel asked.

"Don't have any idea. That's the first time I've seen that one before."

"Was that thing really as big as it looked?" Jake asked.

"Oh yah." Marty said from the sensor and navigation station. "We would fit in that things stomach easily if its head and neck were large enough for us to pass."

Mark pushed the throttles further forward and watched the sensor readings as the creature kept swimming in the opposite direction to his relief. They pushed on all the way to the surface and the ship slowly emerged from the water and Mark held them several feet above the surface of the water in a hover as he waited for the water to drain off of the ship. Once he was pretty sure that the majority of the water had drained away he slid the forward flight throttles forward and the ship lurched forward and he began heading toward the dark sky. Laurel and Jake made their way back to the cargo area and they strapped themselves in despite the pitch-dark conditions. Mark kept heading for the upper atmosphere until it thinned out completely and the stars became very bright and distinct. He then banked over and slid the forward flight throttles all the way forward and the ship quickly accelerated to just under the speed of light. Mark then slid the FTL throttle forward and in a crimson flash the ship jumped to faster than light and he banked the ship over so as to orbit the planet. He remained at faster than light until the sun began to flood the cockpit with bright light and then he pulled the FTL throttles back and they dropped to sub light speeds and then he took a quick look at their position. He had past the western edge of Primitus by a significant distance so he banked over and used the atmosphere to further reduce their speed as he angled the ship back toward Genesis.

It only took a few minutes for Genesis to become visible and Mark called Laurel and Jake up to look at the city from above as they passed over it. Laurel and Jake made their way up between the rear control seats so they could look out the front window and they were both surprised just how big and incredibly advanced the city looked. The city was gleaming white in color and the architectural elements were gently curving and swooping in nature. There were multistoried skyscrapers in the heart of the city and off to the south where the industrial center was being constructed there were very long buildings resembling production line facilities as the roof was still missing so one could look right through the roof trusses into the building. There were the beginnings of gleaming white roads that Laurel and Jake assumed were concrete roads or something very similar that snaked all over throughout the city. The entire city was laid out in a spiral pattern with the technology center being the heart and beginning point of all of the roads. Laurel and Jake could clearly make out the homes being built off to the north but many were only half built and sitting still with no people anywhere close to them. The odd thing was that the buildings weren't being constructed in the traditional sense. They looked more like they were being grown with jagged edges to the tops of the incomplete walls like mineral formations growing from the ground up. Laurel was impressed with the number of homes that were complete even if they didn't have roads leading to them yet. There were literally thousands of homes lined up side by side with a green space in between each in gently curving cul-de-sacs of homes. It was perfectly clear where the streets would be later on but at the moment there were just fields of green fernlike grasses and a tree here and there where those roads would some day be paved in.

"That's really impressive. I can't believe all this has been done in just over six and a half months." Laurel said.

"We would've been a lot further along if not for the animal problem." Mark said. "The captain has come down and tried to crack the whip but no one wants to work in the northern quadrant where most of the attacks have occurred and frankly he doesn't particularly want anyone out there either."

Mark banked around and slid the hover engine throttle up and reduced the forward flight throttles bringing the ship gently to a slow hover with just a bit of forward drift until he was right over the top of several converted mining shuttles being used for personnel transports among some large temporary tents in the middle of a green space. Mark brought the ship to a stop and gently descended right into the middle of the mining shuttles while watching the down looking sensor view on his elbow monitor until there was a very gentle thud heard as the ship touched the ground. Mark then shut the engines down and Marty and Rody went about securing their stations as Laurel and Jake stepped toward the cabin door.

Laurel looked up at the differential on the pressure gages above the airlock control and she could see that the ship was already equalized so she pulled down on the handle and the door unsealed and slowly lowered until it touched the ground. The air that rushed in was warm and very humid with a hint of sweet sap like nothing on Earth. Laurel took a deep breath and smiled then stepped off the ship and Jake followed right behind her. A few moments later Marty and Rody stepped off and then a few seconds later Mark stepped off the ship after opening the main circuit breakers on the overhead console. Laurel and Jake took a few steps away from the ship and their backs slumped a little and they had to force themselves to stand up straight against the heavy gravity.

"Holy crap! The gravity is way heavier than I thought it would be." Jake said.

"You'll get used to it after a few hours." Mark said as he grinned and patted Jake's shoulder lightly.

Laurel and Jake looked off to the east toward the heart of the city and they were spellbound by the elaborate structures being built. The technological center was highlighted by 2 one hundred story buildings that were comprised of two curving sickle shaped arches that were stretching skyward and crossed at the tops and there was a gleaming globe in the center of the two arches making the whole edifice look something reminiscent of an eye on its side. There were skywalk bridges connecting the globe to the arches on each side and the globe was perched on a round mast that went all the way to the ground fifty stories below the globes center point. The top third of the sideways arches were incomplete but it was appearent that a radically advanced construction method was being utilized since the complete sections had jagged edges to their tops just like the incomplete walls of the homes that were being constructed.

"Mark, what inspired the design of that skyscraper?" Laurel asked pointing at the amazing structures off in the distance.

"Oh that's the new symbol for Genesis. That's going to be on the official flag and seal for Genesis once the city is done. That round structure in the center is going to house the power generation reactor for this region. I guess it's loosely based on the negative matter core without using negative matter."

"Well that's a little scary."

"Nah they did a lot of research before they came up with the safest free energy design possible."

"So it doesn't require fuel in the traditional sense?"

"No. It uses something called zero force negative vacuum energy. I got no idea how it works but the reactor will supply power virtually indefinitely and the power generation capacity is just about unlimited. This whole city is going to use seventy percent less energy than a comparable sized city on Earth because of all of the advanced technology at our disposal thanks to the new data core."

"Cool."

"Very cool. Come on, I'll take you to see the captain and the team working on the animal problem."

Mark, Marty and Rody led the way around the shuttles to the tents on the west side of the landing area and they walked to the second tent. Mark pulled the screen door open and they all stepped in. Meroson Detroy and five other scientists all specializing in different disciplines were seated around a rather large digital table with a free floating three-dimensional image of the city and the surrounding area floating above it in amazing clarity and detail. Captain Alexan was standing at the head of the table and there were several other Future crewmembers with data pads in their hands ready to take notes with standing around him.

"Ah, our guests of honor have arrived." Captain Alexan said with a grin. "Thank you for getting them here ahead of schedule Lieutenant."

Mark nodded once and stepped aside so Laurel and Jake were the focus of everyone's gaze. Meroson and the other scientists stood up and Meroson pushed her glasses up on the bridge of her nose and she gasped quietly then looked at the captain as she and her team stood up.

"You were right, they are absolutely stunning looking."

"They are at that Meroson. Everyone this is Laurel Kade and Jake Myers." Laurel and Jake raised a hand and looked at everyone while smiling brightly. "From this point on they are in charge of the mission to resolve the animal problem. Laurel, Jake, this is Meroson Detroy, Derrick Nobleman, Brent Cedilla, Aaron Morgan, Wendell Tenant and George Toliver. They are the brightest and best animal behaviorist, biologists and geologists among other things you will find anywhere but as you know we are dealing with animals unlike anything anyone has ever encountered before. Meroson will you please fill Laurel and Jake in on what you've discovered so far?"

"Yes sir." Meroson touched the map and it zoomed in to the forested area toward the northern end of the city with a large lake on the other side of it. "This is the area where there were supposed to be luxury homes on the waterfront and a recreational park. When the survey teams were sent into this area here the attacks began to occur." Meroson said pointing at the tree line and lake area. "The smaller animals were the first to cause injuries but the injuries were very minor, just bites and scratches for the most part. When sweep teams went in and removed the animals from the trees and lakefront the larger animals began to attack the survey and sweep teams."

"Yes we had the injury reports imparted to us through neural suggestion." Laurel said. "How many trees were planned for removal if the expansion plans had been put into motion?"

"I don't know the exact numbers¦maybe a few hundred. We are trying to make as little environmental impact as possible but some land would have to be cleared in order to build the homes and underground infrastructure as well as roads and walking paths."

"I'm sorry for interrupting but you marked the trees that would have to be removed right?"

"Yes."

"And you removed the animals that were living in the trees?"

"Yes."

"Have you considered whether those animals were food for something else? If you remove the animals then remove the trees you disrupt an entire food chain in the local area. Perhaps there were those who didn't want that to happen."

"You're suggesting that the animals carrying out the attacks were smart enough to know what we were doing and took preemptive steps to stop us?"

"The animals that were killed, when the necropsies were performed¦did you examine the contents of their stomachs?"

"Uh¦no, not in any great detail."

"But you did look at their brains right?"

"Yes. They were actually very large and sophisticated. Their brains have distinct lobes and internal structures much like ours."

"So it is conceivable that the animals are more intelligent than they appear?"

"I suppose so."

"Can you pinpoint the attacks that have occurred on this map?"

Meroson tapped a few icons on the console in front of her and then typed in a command to overlay the attack positions on the map. Seven red dots appeared and all but one occurred in the northern area towards the tree line between the lake and the city boundary. Laurel looked at the one attack isolated in the northeastern area and it struck her as odd. She pointed at the red dot and looked at Meroson.

"Which number was the attack here?" Laurel asked.

Meroson touched one icon and the number of each attack was projected next to the attack sites.

"That was the second attack in which two animals were killed."

"Let me guess¦they were clearing some trees when the attack occurred?"

Meroson looked at captain Alexan and he nodded yes.

"Do we see a pattern here?"

Meroson looked at the projected map and it struck her that Laurel was absolutely right. The tree line had a point of trees that extended from the main thick of trees and the tree line led all the way back to the lake in the north. The animals could follow the tree line all the way up to the point of the attack.

"That's brilliant! I don't know why I didn't see the connection."

"Sometimes a fresh pair of eyes can see what's right in front of you the whole time. Captain I would suggest that you insure that no further trees are disrupted and if any of the smaller animals are encountered they should be stunned only and carried to the tree line and left there to recover."

"Lieutenant, will you advise the security teams?" Captain Alexan said looking at Mark.

"Yes sir." Mark replied as he tapped his cranial transceiver and then turned and stepped out of the screen door.

Captain Alexan then turned to the crewmembers behind him and he had a quiet conversation for a few moments and Laurel looked at Jake and he smiled at her and rubbed her back with his left hand. When the captain turned back around two of the crewmembers headed for the door just as Mark stepped back in.

"Ok Laurel, how would you like to proceed from here?" Captain Alexan asked.

Laurel felt a little overwhelmed to have everyone looking at her expecting her to know exactly what to do. She took a deep breath and tried to remember how it felt to be in charge all the time before entering her stasis chamber for the last time.

"I want to take the Perth up to the lake. There is a specific landmark that Jake and I are going to be looking for. He had a premonition of a cave of some sort with a very distinct tree next to it. Once we find what we're looking for we'll come back to the south side of the tree line and go in on foot. Jake, who did you see with us in your vision?"

"I saw Mark, Marty, Rody, Meroson, Brent and George."

"So that's who I want going in with us. The rest of you need to keep an eye on the animals around the city. We might be riling the rest of the animals up when we engage the animals by the lake on their perceived territory. I hate the idea of us being the invaders but that's the simple truth of it. I don't want any of the animals engaged if they do become aggressive. If someone is truly being threatened stun the animals but leave them be. How many animals have been relocated so far Mark?"

"About two dozen or so." Mark said. "We take 'em about a hundred and fifty miles away and drop them off near a lake so they'll feel comfortable with their new surroundings. We were taking them fifty miles away but some of the animals have been spotted back in the trees nearby. The animals have very unique markings from individual to individual so they can be positively identified. That's when we started taking them more than a hundred miles away."

"Let's hope that's not a problem. I don't want any more animals relocated until we get this figured out, ok?"

"Ok, you got it Laurel."

"Meroson do you have a modified life signs detector that can differentiate between animal and microorganism life signs?" Jake asked.

"I uh¦yes I do. How did you know about that? I just had the prototype finished and delivered from the Future. I wanted to surprise the team with it. It is going to help us with categorizing the different forms of life down here."

"I saw you using one and somehow I knew what I was looking at. I'm sorry if I ruined the surprise."

"Incredible! It's ok Jake¦surprise everyone. I've created a tool with the help of the AI that is going to help us do our job much more efficiently. The new life signs detector will automatically categorize and name the detected life signs for us and take a DNA reading for the record just like the detranomes do up close but these devices will work like that from over a hundred feet away and they will detect life signs from over five hundred feet away."

"That's going to make things so much easier once we're able to go back out into the field." Derrick said with a smile.

"If this goes right you might be able to do that real soon." Laurel said.

"The new detectors are also able to capture a visual record of the life forms detected and their habitat." Meroson added.

"That¦could come in handy." Laurel looked at Mark and his men and she squinted and looked closely at their uniforms and she could just make out the mission recorder elements close to their collars. "Are those recording?" Laurel asked pointing at Mark's mission recorder."

Mark looked down at it and shook his head.

"Not at the moment."

"If you don't mind I would like all three of you to record everything that happens. If this goes wrong we need a record of what we did wrong¦or right as the case may be."

"You got it."

"Meroson I want you to take as many readings as possible too. It could be important later on for others to know how to¦relate to these animals. What is your team calling these animals anyway?"

"We've nicknamed them bearcats¦but there are so many other animals that could describe them too. Wait till you hear their vocalizations. It's a mix of a birds squawk and chirps to the bellow of¦I don't know what. They are so unique and varied in the noises they make it's kind of hard to compare them to anything from Earth."

"Vocalizations? So they do communicate with each other vocally?"

"Yes but it's not something we will likely ever be able to understand. Think of dolphin communication. Not the echolocation but the audible sounds they make. There are distinct indications of a language of sorts but Humans will never be able to reproduce the sounds they make. We just don't have the right type of larynx to recreate the tones that they produce."

"Hmm. I don't know if that's gunna be helpful but it tells me these animals are definitely more evolved than any of the research led me to believe."

"Look¦don't take this the wrong way but there are plenty of animals on Earth that have very complex communication capabilities and they still aren't considered particularly intelligent."

"That's true but I've learned to keep an open mind and expect the unexpected. Their behavior, complex communication and a strong gut feeling tell me that we are dealing with an animal that isn't exactly an animal any more than we are."

"Well you're in charge right now so I'll just follow your lead¦and trust in your gut feeling. I won't approach the bearcats as just an animal but as possibly something much more profound. I realize that we may very well be looking at the progenitor species for advanced life on this planet if your suspicions are proven correct."

"Thank you Meroson. I guess we're ready to scout the shore of the lake from the air."

"I'll make sure that your instructions are followed around the city." Captain maxim said.

"Thank you captain."

"Ok, then let's load up and we'll head to the lake." Mark said.

Captain Alexan stepped around the 3D projection table and he gently grabbed Mark's arm as everyone else filed out of the tent.

"Give me second lieutenant."

Mark nodded and they waited for everyone to step out then captain Alexan stepped in front of Mark.

"You keep a close eye on them Mark. I don't want to have to tell Amelia Kade and John Myers that I got their kids mauled¦or worse by being careless or not considering their safety first."

"I gotcha Dillon. That Laurel is a walking weapon from what I've seen of her abilities¦that being said I'm not going to let anyone get mauled. If the bearcats look like they're going to get aggressive I'll put 'em down in a heartbeat."

"Good man." Captain maxim said slapping the back of Mark's shoulder.

The two of them then stepped out of the tent and walked around to the Perth where everyone was standing and captain Alexan stepped up to Laurel and Jake and shook both of their hands.

"Thank you for your help with this and good luck you."

"Thank you captain and you're welcome." Jake said.

"Thank you for letting us be a part of this captain. We won't let you down." Laurel said.

The captain nodded and grinned at them and then walked away and Mark put his hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"You two need to get changed. There are cammies for you in the back of the ship. We can't have you wandering around in white outfits. It'll attract attention form the more aggressive animals. That's why albinos don't survive in the wild."

"Ok. That makes sense."

"I'll watch the ramp so you'll have the ship to yourselves."

Laurel and Jake both nodded and stepped up into the ship and Laurel flipped the cargo area lights on and then her and Jake stepped to the back of the ship and unstrapped the cargo crate and then unlatched the lid and lifted it open. There were the fresh camouflage outfits lying on top of weapons, first aid kits and survival packs. Laurel frowned at the sight of the rifles and pistols but she knew this was a Marine ship and what she was looking at was probably standard equipment for the ship. The two of them picked up the cammies and looked them over but they looked to be exactly the same size. Laurel then looked at Jake and even stepped up closer to him and she realized they were in fact exactly the same height anymore. They slid their shoes off and got undressed and as Laurel bent over slightly to put her foot into her pants Jake gently stroked her left cheek and she stopped what she was doing and smiled at him.

"What are doing Jake?"

"You got a nice ass Laurel. I couldn't resist the temptation." Jake fairly whispered.

"That's sweet of you to say that but this isn't exactly the time to fondle me."

Laurel went back to getting dressed and Jake chuckled.

"Did it really bother you?" Jake asked.

"No. I love you touching me¦even if your timing sucks."

Jake chuckled again and went back to getting dressed. When they had their cammies on they fastened their weapons around their waist and then tied their climbing boots and then put their ships outfits in the crate and secured it and then Laurel looked Jake over and grinned warmly at him.

"Damn! You look good Jake."

"Thanks babe. You look really sharp too."

The two of them then walked to the door and called out to Mark and he waved everyone aboard. Laurel and Jake stepped back and let everyone come aboard and then as Mark stepped in Laurel reached out and touched his arm.

"Take us in slowly about a hundred feet over the treetops so we can get some good sensor readings ok?"

"You got it. You guys look good by the way."

"Thanks Mark. It's nice to be going on a mission with you in the pilots seat again."

Mark grinned and nodded at her then made his way up to the pilot's seat and Marty and Rody climbed aboard and Rody sealed the cabin door shut then took his seat at the navigation and sensor station. The guys then went about the start up procedures and once the engines were idling at their normal high frequency hiss, Mark reached up and turned on the intercom.

"Laurel, Jake¦why don't you come up here next to Rody and have a look at the sensor data as we make our way over to the lake?"

Laurel and Jake unfastened their restraints just as Mark slid the hover throttles forward and the ship began to gently liftoff. The two stepped up next to Rody and knelt down and Jake let Laurel kneel right next to him so she got the best view. Mark lifted up a few hundred feet and retracted the landing gear and then angled toward the north and nudged the forward flight throttles forward slightly and he reduced the hover throttles slightly but left the hover engines active to compensate for their very slow forward speed. Once Rody had the navigational data set and mirrored on Mark's right display he switched to the sensor view and then he overlaid the life signs being detected and there were hot spots all over the place in the approaching trees.

"Holy¦it looks like Christmas trees at night." Laurel said.

"It's like that day and night out here. There is stuff crawling in the treetops all the time but most of it is like the size of a rat or smaller. The trees ooze this sweet sticky sap all the time that attracts billions of bugs and all those animals are attracted to the bugs and the sap itself."

"Is that what we smelled when we first arrived?" Jake asked.

"Yep. It permeates the air and can be smelled for miles. I would guess that's another adaptation to attract bugs and animals."

"That's amazing. Has anyone thought about collecting the sap to see if we can consume it like maple syrup?"

"I was told it has antioxidant properties and tastes delicious, sort of like strawberries but a little more tart but the animals guard the trees jealously¦as you know. It just isn't safe to mess around in the trees until we can get a feel for all the things calling them home."

"Right. That's why we're here right?"

"I guess. I'm just here to make sure you guys come home alive. If we figure out the problem¦awesome¦but my job is to make sure we come out on top one way or the other."

Laurel looked at him sternly for a moment then she remembered that he is a Marine in the special tactics division and sounded just like Mark before Korica melted the ice off his heart. Rody looked at Laurel and frowned for a second at her apparent disapproval of his comment. Then he grinned slightly.

"You wanna take the sensor station? Mark says you're a wiz at these controls."

"Sure, thank you."

Laurel and Jake scooted back and stood up as Rody stood up and stepped past them and then Laurel stepped up to the sensor station and sat down and Jake knelt down right next to her and then Rody knelt down behind him looking over his shoulder. Laurel started manipulating the display to isolate out the smaller and less significant animals leaving only animals over five pounds highlighted. As they slowly made their way over the tree tops Laurel started to see very large life signs down on the surface among the trees and they seemed to be following the progress of the ship overhead. It was impossible to get a clear visual sighting of the animals but she was certain something had noticed their slow deliberate travel over the treetops despite the silent nature of the crimson fighters from the outside.

As the ship finally reached the lake Laurel reset the sensors to show all life signs detected and she was stunned at how many creatures were beneath the surface in the lake swimming around. The sensors indicated that the lake was close to 100 feet deep toward the middle and there was a vast amount of water flowing into the lake from subsurface artesian springs. The water then flowed out of the lake at the eastern edge some five thousand feet away and spilled over a waterfall landing in a plunge pool that fed a river that flowed gently off to the east and disappeared in the thick band of forest beyond following the river's course.

Mark brought the ship to a stop five feet from the surface out in the middle of the lake and then slowly rotated the ship as Laurel zoomed in on the trees along the shoreline.

"Do you see what we're looking for Jake?" Laurel asked.

"Not¦it's kind of hard to tell cause we're looking at the trees backwards from what I saw."

Laurel looked back at the sensor readings and she tried to scan for cave networks but something in the rock was reflecting the scanning energy and scattering the return signal wildly. She wrinkled the corner of her mouth in disgust then something dawned on her. She looked for temperature variations along the shore using thermal imagery overlaid on the visual sensor data. She assumed that either warm or cool air would emanate from the cave entrance. She quickly found what she was looking for just as Jake spoke up.

"That's it! Right there. You see that branch that goes straight up from that elbow in the branch?"

"Yep. And it's right in front of a warm air current coming from that mound. I can't make out the cave entrance since it's facing to the southeast. There's something in the rock that's reflecting the scanners."

"You know that could mean there is probably a lot of subsurface structures that the Future can't detect?"

"No, the Future's scanners are thousands¦if not millions of times more powerful and the enhanced scanner and sensor processors would be able to resolve even the most subtle variation in readings. Mark you think you could lead us to that spot on foot?" Laurel asked touching the screen marking the location of the cave entrance.

Mark gently ascended above the treetops and looked at the route back to the city from the spot highlighted on his right display.

"It looks to me like there's an ancient river that led to the lake from the south where the northern edge of the city stops. You see how the treetops descend into a v all the way back to the city? I should be able to lead us in fairly easily but it leaves a lot of high ground on each side of us. It would make a great place for a nasty ambush if these bearcats are as smart as you're thinking they are."

"I'm hoping not to give them a reason to attack us. Take us back to the other side of the tree line and set us down there, ok?"

"Eye cap¦I mean¦you got it Laurel. Sorry, old habit to hearing your voice calling out orders."

Mark slid the forward flight throttles forward and the ship rocketed over the trees very quickly and then he banked the ship around and spun her around facing north once he was past the trees and he pulled the forward flight throttles back and the ship came to a halt and slowly descended and Laurel smiled.

"Still a showoff I see?"

"Ah I'm just really comfortable flying these things now. Their maneuverability is just too much fun to pass up."

Mark gently set the ship down and she tilted slightly to the left on the uneven ground but other than the view out the window looking askew slightly there was no sensation of leaning in the slightest. Mark went about shutting everything down but he and Marty left the artificial gravity running until they could warn the passengers. As they stepped toward the back of the ship Mark put his hand on the bulkhead and warned everyone to prepare for normal gravity and he advised them to brace themselves against the left side of the ship. Once they were all ready he looked at Marty and nodded and he opened the main power breakers and everyone felt a dizzying feeling as the planets gravity washed over them and they felt just how far out of balance the ship was as they felt like they were falling toward the left side of the ship. Mark then opened the cabin door and once it lowered to the ground they all piled out of the ship except Mark's men who retrieved three rifles from the cargo crate at the back of the ship.

As Rody and Marty stepped out handing a rifle to Mark, Laurel furrowed her brow and stepped in between them.

"Un uh Mark! No rifles. We carry PP-20s and nothing more."

"Laurel these animals are big and damn dangerous. A PP-20 is fine against one or two but if they move in on us in a pack we need some serious firepower."

"No Mark. Please just trust my instincts."

"Mark I should mention that in one possible timeline you were attacked while drawing your weapon on one of the bearcats. I also noticed that we were all unarmed when we arrived at the cave entrance."

"Oh man¦alright. I've learned to trust you two and if stuff hits the fan I'm gunna sick Laurel on 'em." Mark handed his rifle back to Marty. "Stow the PP-40's basher."

"I hope you know what you're doing LT."

"Yah¦me too."

Marty took Mark's weapon and he and Rody stepped back onto the ship and stowed them and then stepped back off the ship and Mark poked his hand into the concealed airlock and power control compartment and he lifted the handle within it closing the door and then he flipped the power switch off.

"Hay¦if we're heading for some caves don't we need lights?" Meroson asked.

"No. Just trust me, we won't need artificial sources of light." Jake said.

"Uhh¦ok¦have you ever been in a cave before? I don't want to sound condescending but it gets really dark the deeper you go."

"And I don't want to sound like a smart ass but I've seen the inside of these caves in my mind and there is a source of natural light in there. I don't know if it's biological or biochemical but there is a glowing green¦goo on the walls of the caves we're looking for."

Meroson looked at Mark with a surprised look on her face and he smirked at her.

"I told you they're remarkable. They have abilities that we can only dream of."

Meroson shook her head and smiled and then she lifted her modified life sign detector and turned it on. She aimed it toward the tree line only twenty-five feet away. There were indications of many smaller animals moving around but none of any significance and she had indications of many, many bugs flying and crawling around in and on the trees. She looked at Mark and nodded. Mark and his men reached up and tapped their mission recorders.

"Alright I'll take point with Laurel and Meroson, basher you bring up our six, hammer you watch our flanks from the middle of the group. Let's move out." Mark said.

The group headed toward the dark shadows among the trees. The sweet sap was very fragrant and the trees were making gentle creaking noises as the morning breeze gently rustled the leaves and their quiet footsteps seemed eerily loud. The noise and commotion of the group talking had silenced all of the animals that were squawking and squeaking when the group first stepped out of the ship. The sun had only been beaming on this part of the forest for a Â½ hour so it was still relatively cool but it was warming up rapidly chasing away the chill of the night. As they stepped into the shadows their eyes adjusted and it was actually fairly bright within the trees but the shadows darkened the scene as they walked deeper into the trees.

It only took a few minutes for the ship to disappear from view as the trees thickened up. They trudged through the thick undergrowth and when Mark heard a tree branch snap underfoot he immediately pulled his sidearm and swung around to see Brent looking down at the branch he had just stepped on.

"Mark you need to relax. That snap action of pulling your weapon like that could lead to a bad situation." Jake said in a quiet voice.

"It's instinct. I've seen these animals in action and the very action of leaping on someone is like being hit with a wet bag of sand weighing two hundred and fifty pounds."

"If the bearcats try and get the drop on us Meroson will see them coming on that detector." Jake said motioning toward Meroson's hand.

"Alright¦I'll try and keep my instinct to keep you alive under wraps."

"Don't get butt hurt cause I don't want you shooting the first thing that moves Mark. I know that's how you're trained and in the past it worked but we're trying to¦communicate or relate to these animals. We can't figure out their behavior if they're unconscious."

Mark nodded and holstered his weapon and then turned around and looked into the shadows of the trees and thick undergrowth ahead of them. He could see that the ravine deepened and the banks on each side became much steeper. Under any other situation he would never go into such a confined ravine but he knew they were actually hoping to encounter the animals in this situation. Mark pressed on with Laurel right at his side and Meroson on his other side. They crunched their way through the strange dark red bushes with very dark green leaves for close to a mile when Meroson stopped in her tracks and lifted the detector closer to her face. Laurel and Mark took a few more steps then stopped and looked at her and Mark put his hand up and everyone froze. Meroson then spun around and looked at the detector closer then she slowly spun around until she was facing Mark and Laurel again and the color had drained from her face and she truly looked frightened.

"What?" Mark asked very quietly.

"I think we have about ten¦twelve bearcats moving in on us from all sides." Meroson said in a shaky voice.

Mark put his hand on his weapon and Laurel set her hand on his and gently shook her head no. Mark looked at her with a look that all but said "are you kidding me?" and then he took his hand off his weapon and he looked down the ravine and he could see a relative clearing ahead. He waved everyone on and they made their way to the area clear of the undergrowth twenty feet down the ravine. Laurel then stepped up to Meroson and looked at the readings and there were definitely now twelve animals slowly encircling them. The group huddled close together and looked up into the shadows but they heard and saw nothing as the animals drew closer. They then heard a few subtle squeaks from the north of their position and Laurel looked at Meroson and she nodded.

"That's a bearcat. I told you it sounds kind of like a bird but deeper."

Laurel looked back at the detector and there was one animal moving ahead of the pack coming from directly up the ravine from the north. The other animals had stopped just fifteen feet away even though they were still well concealed in the thick trees all around. The animals had made their approach completely silently despite the thick brush growing everywhere. Laurel looked down the ravine and she now sensed the animals approaching and she could see four green dots among the trees moving around slightly.

"Damn we're in bad place." Mark whispered.

"Then don't piss 'em off." Laurel whispered back.

The lead animal then slowly emerged from the tree line into the open and it had its lips curled up and it began to make a gargled growl reminiscent of a dog growling but much deeper and then three more animals emerged right behind it and they too started to growl with teeth bared. There was a loud twig snap to their left and two animals poked their heads out from the trees and then an animal appeared to their right and it also startled to snarl. Laurel felt her heart race and for a few moments true terror ran through her whole body and she felt her face get hot as the instinct to fight or flee kicked in. She turned to make sure that Marty and Rody weren't drawing their weapons and she saw four more animals slowly walking toward them from the south and Marty and Rody were staring at them but they had followed Laurel's directions by not drawing their weapons. Laurel looked to her right and two more bearcats emerged from the trees. Jake took a step back and bumped into Laurel and he looked at her quickly and she could see the fear in his face.

"Ok is this what you were hoping for?" Jake asked quietly.

"Not exactly. I was hoping to meet one or two¦this is down right freaky."

The lead animal to the north stepped even closer and began to hunker down and Laurel could tell he was posing as though he was going to make a leap and out of pure instinct Laurel stepped in front of Mark and Meroson and she squinted and let her energy build up quickly and then she put her right hand out and pushed hard and the animal slid back a few inches and then lifted into the air several feet and then just hung there floating free. Meroson gasped and stepped back bumping into Jake and dropping her detector to the ground. The animals behind the animal now floating in the air made some odd vocalizations that weren't so much bird like but they were chirps of a sort and then some very deep groans. The animals to their south now started growling louder and moved closer. Laurel glanced that way then looked back at the animals to the north and they all began to hunker down and Laurel started breathing faster as she tried to get enough oxygen to compensate for the increased heart rate and thus blood flow to her brain. She dropped to one knee and lifted her left hand and concentrated hard then pushed just as the animals leapt into the air and they looked as though they smacked into a crystal clear window. They bounced back and fell onto their backs. They recovered quickly and tried to step forward smashing their faces into an unseen force holding them back.

The animals to the south now hunkered down as they prepared to leap on the group and Jake's eyes got big. He knew Laurel was pushing herself just to hold back the other animals and she would have to break her concentration to stop all of the animals.

"Laurel! What the hell am I supposed to do about the other ones?"

"Help me Jake! I can't do it alone."

"What? I can't do what you can¦oh shit!"

In a split second decision Jake connected with Laurel's mind and he felt for what she was feeling. He felt where she was pushing from and what it felt like to maintain it and he sensed her feelings. He then spun around and put both hands out and took a deep breath and let his energy grow very quickly and then he pushed just like what he was feeling from within Laurel. The animals flipped over backwards, like someone had scooped them up and flung them backwards. He then moved his hands to the side in an arcing sweep and he pushed again and the animals to their left and right were pushed back a few inches and they made a snorting sound

like their noses had been smashed. Jake started panting heavily as he fought to maintain the energy and he dropped to one knee. Laurel was now feeling a little dizzy and her panting was getting more rapid. She knew she couldn't hold this level of neural activity for very long before she would simply faint. The animal she was holding in the air looked around to the right and left and then whimpered just like a scared dog. Laurel tried to grin as it was almost comical but her rapid breathing prevented it.

"I'll be a son of a bitch!" Marty said loudly.

"I told you they could do some astounding shit." Mark said. "What now Laurel?"

"I¦think¦we have their¦attention." Laurel said in gasps.

Laurel slowly lowered the animal to the ground and then she pulled her energy back. She fell to the ground with both hands and panted heavily for a time and tried not to pass out. She was very dizzy and she heard a ringing in her ears. She had never pushed herself that hard, that quickly and it was all she could do to keep her mind focused. As her mind started to come back to her she heard Mark make a disapproving groan from behind her and she looked up and the animal she had been suspending in the air was right in front of her looking at her. A pang of fear shot through her for a second as she realized the animal was so close that it could take a bite and her head would be right in its mouth in a split second but then she noticed that the animal wasn't growling anymore or baring its teeth and the fear faded and was replaced by wonder. She sat up and leaned back and sat on her heels and looked right into the animal's big eyes. The animal tilted its head a bit and Laurel was stunned that she was sensing emotions from the animal. It was curious and bewildered by the strange creature in front of it that had just made it fly without falling. Laurel also surprisingly sensed that the animal liked the blue in her eyes. She thought it was almost funny that even alien animals liked her eyes.

Laurel grinned a bit then slowly turned and looked at Jake still holding the other animals at bay while on one knee with his hands out. She sensed his feelings and thoughts so she knew their minds were connected.

"Let 'em go Jake." Laurel thought. "I think this one is the alpha and he gets that we can do stuff they don't understand."

Jake pulled his energy back and collapsed to his hands as he panted and his mind got fuzzy and he felt like he was going to pass out just like Laurel had when she let go. He panted for a time and Laurel watched him to make sure he was ok and when he lifted up and sat down on his heels and put his hands on his hips she looked back at the animal in front of her and it was even closer now. She didn't quite know what to do now. They obviously were beyond the urge to attack but she didn't have any idea how to communicate with them. She looked at the rest of the stunned group and she made a gesture to get down and everyone bowed down onto one knee. Laurel thought it best to show that they weren't a threat. She then looked back at the animal right in front of her and it seemed to be looking her over. She followed its eyes, as it looked her body over. The animal then slowly walked around her and she rose up but stayed on her knees and just let the animal check her out. She figured this was the closest one of these animals had ever been to something looking like a Human. The animal sniffed at her a few times and she watched what it was doing as it walked around behind her and sniffed at her hair then sniffed at her back. The animal looked at Mark and sniffed in his direction a few times then went back to Laurel and it sniffed at her again, bumping the back of her arm at one point and it startled her a little.

The animal walked around her and stepped right in front of her and then plopped its rear end down and leaned back wile pushing itself up a little using its tail to lean on for balance. Laurel thought it was a little comical the way its back knees splayed out to the sides when it sat down the way it was. The animal then looked her up and down a few times then locked a gaze right into her eyes. She could tell this animal was very smart, maybe not Human smart but far from a dumb animal. Laurel sat her haunches back on her heels and she winced a bit and arched her back and the animal tilted its head as though it understood her discomfort in her back with the heavy gravity adding weight to her form that she was still trying to get used to.

Laurel looked around at the other animals and they all seemed very calm at the moment so she decided to try and reach out to the animal in front of her. She took a deep breath and concentrated on a warm feeling of curiosity and love as they were the things foremost in her heart at the moment and she sent a gentle push of her feelings and the bearcat blinked a few times heavily then shook its head making its jowls slop around. The bearcat then looked her right in the eyes and slowly laid down completely reminding her of how a lion lays. Laurel was sure she reached the animal but she just didn't know how to read its response other than the fact that it relaxed considerably after. It looked like a pet lying in front of her waiting to be pet now.

Laurel decided to take the plunge and she reached her hand out slowly and the bearcat pulled his head back at first and she stopped and turned her hand up right and then moved her hand toward the bearcats forehead and it dipped its head slightly and she touched its leathery and very warm head. She could feel that the animal was sweating a little and she was pretty sure she could feel a strong pulse under its skin. She pet the animal between its eyes a few times then scooted just a little closer so she wasn't reaching out so far and the bearcat looked right at her and pawed at the ground and moved closer to her and then the bearcat made almost a groaning purring sound and Laurel smiled.

Laurel stroked her hand around under the bearcats chin and she gently lifted its head and looked into its eyes.

"How am I gunna communicate with you? Can you even understand that I want to know you and understand what we did to make your pack so upset?"

The bearcat tilted its head again but kept eye contact with Laurel. The bearcat then pushed back and began to sit up and Laurel scooted back then got to her feet hoping her voice wasn't causing distress to the animal. The bearcat then lifted itself up onto its back legs and used its tail to lean on just like a kangaroo for balance and then it looked up and closed its eyes and began to let out earsplitting grunting bellows that could be heard echoing for miles through the trees. All of the animal then rose up in the same posture and they began to below loudly in concert and everyone covered their ears as the noise rang out. It could be felt right through their chests and seemed to vibrate their eyeballs. When they stopped everyone uncovered their ears and then they could hear bellows way off in the distance form all different directions.

Laurel looked at Meroson and smiled.

"I think they are communicating with all of the other packs."

"Yah but what are they saying? Dinner is served or we have new friends."

The alpha animal then barked out some high-pitched chirps then some low octave vocalizations while looking at the other animals. There was some chatter in return and everyone just looked around at the animals and they were looking right at different individuals in very distinct exchanges between one another. Laurel was sure they were witnessing conversation of some kind. The alpha bearcat then made some sharp almost barks sounding sort of like a seal and seven of the animals turned and hopped back into the tree line and disappeared making loud crunching sounds as they departed in stark contrast to their stealthy approach. Laurel looked at Meroson and she could see the shock on her face.

"Now that is seriously humbling. They were talking to each other, one individual to another and general conversation between all of them." Meroson said.

"I told you they aren't instinctive dumb animals trying to eat us. We did something to piss them off and we need to figure out how to say I'm sorry and it won't happen again."

Laurel looked back at the alpha animal and it had its head tilted and Laurel was shocked. She felt the recognition in the animal's posture and feelings. She was now sensing very distinct emotions from the bearcat and there was no hint of aggression. The bearcat then approached Laurel and it bent down and licked the back of her hand and she smiled and pet it gently on the forehead a few times. Laurel then looked at Meroson.

"There's your answer Meroson. We're friends not meals on heels."

Meroson timidly stood up and stepped up next to Laurel and put her hand out and the bearcat sniffed her hand a few times then licked her hand and Meroson couldn't help but smile as she pet the animal's head a few times.

"Incredible! Homoeothermic¦I would guess a hundred degrees or so¦and soft epidermis¦and¦I think it likes me."

"I think it's a male."

"Why do you think that?" Meroson asked looking at Laurel while she continued to pet the alpha male.

"It's just the sense I get form him. I can sense what he's feeling and I sense a masculine presence within him."

Meroson stepped back and looked at Laurel.

"Really? You can sense¦his emotions?"

"Yes. It doesn't feel like a person's emotions, it feels a little more primitive but I can definitely tell what he is feeling now. I think he is able to comprehend my feelings when I talk to him if I feel what I'm saying when I talk to him."

"I'll be damned! I can see why the captain put you in charge of this mission. You two are simply amazing in what you can do."

"Thank you Meroson. We all have this within us, Jake and I just have all these abilities at the surface rather than just contained within out genes."

"What are we supposed to do now Laurel?" Brent asked.

Laurel looked at him for a second then looked at the bearcat watching the conversation intently. It dawned on her that Human vocalizations must sound just as strange to this creature as the bearcat vocalization sounds to her. She knelt down and put her hand up to the bearcat's chin so it would look her right in the eyes.

"Can you help us understand what we have done to upset your pack? Show me what we can do to stop the attacks."

The bearcat stepped around Laurel and looked at the rest of the group still kneeling down on one knee looking each of them right in the eyes just like person would. The bearcat then looked at the side arms on Laurel and Jake as well as the Marines. The bearcat sat down right next to Mark and slapped its huge paw on his weapon and then looked back at Laurel. Laurel nodded and very slowly unfastened the thumb stay on her weapon and she lifted her PP-20 out of its holster with two fingers and she set it on the ground then stood back up and she looked at Marty and Rody.

"We need to put our weapons down very slowly."

The bearcat looked back at Mark and pulled its paw off his weapon and stood up and stepped back.

"I hope you know what the hell you're doing Laurel." Mark said softly.

"They're smart Mark, he knows what the weapons can do and he isn't going to work with us unless we leave 'em behind. They aren't going to be able to hurt us with Jake and I here and I think he knows it. He just needs the same reassurance that we won't be able to hurt any of them."

Mark nodded and lifted his eyebrows then he slowly unfastened the thumb stay on his pistol and he gripped his pistol with two fingers and lifted it out of his holster and then set it on the ground and then he looked at his men and nodded once and they did the same thing very slowly and very deliberately. Jake then did the same thing and Meroson stepped over to her detector and picked it up quickly and the bearcat grumbled slightly and stared at the detector and Meroson slowly set it on the ground and she looked at Laurel.

"Can you tell him that it's not a weapon?" Meroson said.

"I can't communicate something that complex. How do you describe a life signs detector by feelings alone?"

The bearcat stepped over to the detector lying on the ground and he plopped his hind end down and used his claw to drag the detector around so he was looking right at the display. He pulled his head back and looked around at the group and then looked down the ravine then looked back at the device and moved his head closer and watched the red dots retreating toward the lake then the bearcat made a chirp and he pushed the detector with his claw back toward Meroson and he stood up and walked over by Laurel and looked into her eyes. Laurel tried to read his feelings but she didn't understand the complex emotions he was feeling as he looked at her but she did get that he understood that the device wasn't a threat. Laurel looked at Meroson.

"It's ok, he knows it isn't a weapon."

"I think he understood what it does. Did you see how he looked at it then looked at all of us then looked down the ravine?" Meroson said rhetorically.

"I'm telling you these guys are really smart. Not Human smart but give 'em a hundred thousand years of evolution or two and they might be. He could have smashed that detector but he didn't. I think he might understand that it's something important to you so he respected you and your things by letting you keep it once he figured out that it isn't dangerous."

"You sensed all that from him?"

"No. It's just a read of his behavior and they way he looked at me."

Meroson picked up the detector and then Laurel set her hand on the bearcats back and smiled at him then stroked his back a few times and the bearcat wagged his tail not side to side but up and down in a pumping motion while keeping it stiff and she chuckled. The bearcat had so many familiar behaviors yet he was so complex and looked like nothing she had ever seen before. She knew he was intelligent unlike any animal from Earth.

Laurel pulled her hand away and the bearcat began walking and Laurel and Mark formed up right behind him and the rest of the group followed two by two with the other bearcats following to the rear. They trudged through the brush among the trees for a few miles and then the bearcat started climbing the ravine bank to the left and Meroson looked at her detector and she could see quite a few smaller animals in the trees and she sighed and Laurel heard her and stopped and looked at her.

"What's the matter Meroson?" Laurel asked accidentally a little condescendingly since she thought Meroson didn't want to climb the bank through the thick brush.

"Look¦" Meroson said as she handed the detector to Laurel.

Laurel looked at the reading and then she glanced up the bank and she could see what had her concerned. Laurel then had an idea. She pulled up a file image of the treehoppers and she stepped up to the bearcat and touched his hip and he stopped and looked back at Laurel. Laurel climbed up the steep bank next to him and sat down and showed him the image of the treehopper and then she switched to the sensor view showing the trees in light highlight with all of the red dots moving around in the canopy and she pointed at the dots and he looked at it for a minute then looked up the bank and Laurel switched back to the file image of the treehopper and she pointed at the image and the bearcat looked at the image for a moment then Laurel pointed up the bank. She then touched the bearcats jaw and he looked at her and she tried to feel exactly what she was saying.

"Can you help us with these animals? They're going to hurt us."

The bearcat looked right into her eyes for a moment and then he turned around facing down the ravine and he made several loud barks followed by a few sounds something like chirps. A few seconds later there were return calls from further up in the trees up on the bank and then there was a lot of crashing and crunching heard up in the branches of the trees. Laurel stood up and slid her feet back down the bank a little and handed the detector back to Meroson and when she looked at her she saw a look of complete amazement on Meroson's face. There was a commotion up in the branches that was drawing closer and then everyone saw dozens of the treehoppers leaping through the branches in a panic heading from west to east. They leapt right over their heads and everyone hunkered down so they wouldn't be leapt upon and then three bearcats leapt out of the trees and cleared the entire ravine in a single bound and disappeared into the trees following the treehoppers.

"My god¦they're herding them." Meroson exclaimed.

They then heard a couple of the treehoppers coming back their way and their escort bearcat hunched down and as soon as the animals were in sight the bearcat leapt into the air and snagged one of the animals right out of the air above them and then he landed in the ravine below and he dispatched the animal with a single crunching bite and he dropped the dead treehopper and then looked up into the trees and he made three sharp chirps followed by two barks and another bearcat leapt out of the trees from the opposite bank and again snagged one of the treehoppers in mid flight and it landed on the bank only a few feet from Laurel. The bearcat crunched the animal in its mouth a few times and the treehopper went limp and the bearcat slung the animal down into the ravine below and then the bearcat looked Laurel right in the eyes and made a few soft chirps then climbed up the bank and disappeared into the trees.

"I'll be a son of a gun. He actually understood what you asked him to do based on the images from the detector. How in the world could you have known these bearcats would be this intelligent?" Meroson asked.

"Its part of our advanced abilities. We have this feeling about things and if we listen to it carefully it's almost always right."

"Almost?"

"Well we're still learning how these abilities of ours work. We sometimes ignore the little voice deep down inside and we can get things wrong or misinterpret what were sensing. In this case I was spot on though."

"I'll say."

The alpha bearcat let a out a few calls and another bearcat emerged from the trees down in the ravine and then the alpha made a few chattering sounds and the other bearcat let out four short barks then picked up the dead treehoppers and turned around and slowly walked back into the trees to the north and disappeared.

"See, they do eat 'em." Laurel said to Meroson.

The alpha bearcat then climbed back up the bank and calmly passed by everyone and he looked right at Laurel and wagged his tail up and down and Laurel stroked her hand over his head and down his back and the bearcat let out a grumbly purr and kept walking. Mark chuckled and shook his head as he trudged up the bank and Laurel looked at him as she kept climbing and smiled.

"What's so funny Mark?"

"You. An hour with these animals and you have 'em purring at your touch. I thought Korica was a charmer but she's got nothing on you."

Laurel smiled and turned back to the trail ahead. They climbed the bank and then followed the bearcat deeper into the trees to the west for a time and then they started heading due north toward the lake. As they emerged from the trees right at the waters edge Mark looked up and down the shore and he knew they were pretty far west of the cave. The bearcat turned right and started walking along the waters edge so everyone just followed him. He walked for fifty yards then stopped in his tracks and sniffed at the air and everyone else stopped and looked around trying to figure out what he smelled. Meroson raised her life signs detector and she saw a rather large creature in the water coming right toward the bearcat. She tapped Laurel's shoulder and showed her the life sign detector and Laurel's eyes got big. She looked at the water and saw nothing at all. She grabbed the detector and stepped up right next to the bearcat and she knelt down and held up the detector and then she pointed out at the water. The bearcat looked at the blinking red blur on the detector and then he looked out at the water and he began to hunch down and Laurel stood up and stepped back and the bearcat waited a few seconds then leapt out into the water and immediately sank well over its head in a large splash. They could see that the bearcat was struggling with something under the surface. A few seconds later the water went calm and then a few feet down the shore the bearcat came triumphantly trudging out of the water with something wrapped around its body a few times with the head of the greenish blue creature in the bearcats mouth.

The bearcat stepped out of the lake and crunched on the creature's head a few times and its long coil relaxed and drooped under the bearcat's body while remaining wrapped around his girth a few times. He then spat the creature out and stepped out from under it and it slopped onto the rocky shore with a splat. Laurel smiled and looked back at the group and waved them over. Laurel led the way over to the bearcat and she stroked his head a few times making him wag his tail up and down and make his groaning purr. Meroson immediately took some detailed readings for the record after Laurel handed the detector back to her even though the creature was now dead with its head badly mangled and distorted but she could see that the creature had a mouthful of long teeth that curved back slightly much like a snake's fangs but this thing had three rows of long teeth and several shorter but equally nasty looking teeth toward the back of its jaw.

"What in the heck is that?" Brent asked.

Mark stepped right up to the creature and he squatted down and touched it. Its skin was slimy and cold but it had what looked like gills at the back of it's disfigured head.

"I'm guessing some kind of eel like a moray but with a water snakes body. That thing's got to be twelve feet long and I'm guessing around thirty pounds. I'll bet that'll make for a good meal."

"I want to know how he smelled that thing from below the surface?" Meroson said.

"I'm betting he sensed it more than smelled it." Laurel said.

Mark stood back up and looked down the shore and he could just make out the unique tree a little ways down the shore. The bearcat stepped back from Laurel and shook the slime and water off his body similar to what a cat or a dog would do and then he turned toward the east and he made a few bellowing calls that were very loud and deep. A few moments later two bearcats rounded the corner and walked toward the group. As the animals got close the alpha made a few chirping vocalizations and the two scooped the creature up, one carrying it by the head and the other carrying it from the middle of its length and they turned in unison and headed back in the direction they had come from. The alpha then looked at Laurel and wagged his tail up and down and then turned and continued down the shoreline.

Meroson walked fast enough to catch up to Laurel and Meroson took a look at the readings then looked at Laurel.

"I'm still not seeing any caves on this thing. Did your friend there really understand what he was looking at?"

"It sure appeared so. He looked at the detector then looked out into the water right where the indication was of the¦eelotin as that thing called it." Laurel said pointing at the detector in Meroson's hand. "Either that or he could actually see it; you see how big his eyes are? I'm betting they have at least three or four times the visual acuity that our eyes have if not more."

"For him to understand complex devices like this with a glance suggests they aren't just smart, they can think and reason just like us and even understand complex abstract concepts."

"Now you see what I mean, intelligent life doesn't have to look or act like us to be advanced. We need to open our minds to what it is to be an intelligent life form."

"I'll have to admit this is extremely humbling and I feel like crap for thinking of these bearcats as big dumb killers."

"I think we're going to find that these bearcats are self aware and capable of feeling empathy as well."

The alpha rounded the corner where the elbow branched tree stood and disappeared from view for a moment. They could all hear some vocalizations occurring between the alpha and at least three other bearcats. As the group round the corner and ducked under the tree branch with the vertical elbow they were stunned to see the alpha rubbing cheeks with two other bearcats. They were wagging their tails up and down and it looked very close to what a Human would do if they hand no hands for hugging one another. As the group gathered at the entrance to the lave tube cave entrance the other bearcats looked at the group carefully and the alpha made some chattering sounds looking right into the eyes of the other bearcats. The other bearcats engaged in some distinct vocalization exchanges with him and then looked at the group one last time then turned and headed into the cave.

Gorge pointed at the cave entrance and grinned.

"Look at the type of lava tube this is. You see those jagged edges pointing outward at the entrance? This was a steam vent that exploded outward Futuretally then acted as a lava flow channel. I knew it! This lake was probably a lava pool like the ones that used to form on the Hawaiian islands before the volcanoes went dormant in the twenties. The lave pools drained from the bottom and filled with water just like what we're seeing here and there are the same type of steam tunnels along the edges of the lakes. They told me I was crazy for expecting this kind of formation to be common on any volcanically active worlds."

Laurel looked at George and smiled at him and then touched his arm.

"I take it geology is your specialty?"

"Yah I'm sorry for getting so excited. This is the first time one of my theories has been proven dead on."

"That's quite alright. It's nice to see someone so passionate about their field of study. How far do you think these caves will go?"

"This whole continent is one giant elevated calderas so I would guess they go for hundreds of miles but I'll bet most of the lower levels will be flooded with ground water much of it flowing in rivers of moving water. If you take a wrong turn in there they will never find you and if you fall into a crevice or vertical shaft¦well there is little hope of ever rescuing you. You would likely fall for thousands of feet before hitting the bottom."

Laurel shivered and closed her eyes for a moment as she remembered seeing Korica falling into a bottomless black pit on Tiomot.

"I'm sorry does that scare you?"

"No I¦" Laurel sighed heavy and the dread faded from her heart. "Korica fell into a chasm of unknown depth on one of our missions. She got lucky in that she only fell a few hundred feet and got stuck on a tiny ledge so we were able to get her out."

"That's the alien girl that you adopted right?"

"That's right. She's my girl and it froze my heart to see her go over the edge."

"I can see how that would be terrifying for both of you."

The alpha bearcat made a few chirping like sounds and stepped up to Laurel and nudged her hand with his forehead and whimpered slightly just like a dog and Laurel smiled and squatted down and pet his head a few times while looking into his eyes.

"Did you understand what I was feeling? I'm ok, it was just a vivid memory."

The alpha licked at her face and she pulled her face back just in time to be missed and she stood up and smiled at him. The bearcat wagged his tail up and down then turned and headed toward the cave.

"I'll be damned! He can sense your emotions." Meroson said.

"Jake and I tend to broadcast a strong¦emotional field if you will and sensitive people and as it turns out animals can sense it. Even dogs on Earth can sometimes sense when you're upset or happy or whatever."

"Yah but he seemed to understand your explanation that it was just a memory."

"That's cause I felt what I was saying if that makes any sense."

"That makes complete sense for a compassionate person like you."

The group stepped in front of the cave entrance and peered into the cave and it looked very dark and there was a warm current of air flowing out of the cave. Jake recognized the image in his premonition right in front of him. There were several bearcats at the entrance looking very calm as they looked the group over and Jake turned and saw everyone that he had seen in his premonition standing in front of the vertical growing elbowed branch. The alpha let out a few barks and the group of bearcats standing at the entrance turned and walked into the cave. The alpha bearcat quickly disappeared into darkness as he walked calmly into the cave behind the rest of them. Laurel took a deep breath and led the way with Jake right at her side into the cave behind the alpha male. They walked twenty feet in complete darkness and then they could see a gentle green glow coming from around a left corner. As they got closer and their eyes adjusted to the darkness the glow seemed to be getting brighter and brighter until they rounded the corner completely and they could see a green ooze on the walls that was glowing fairly brightly. As the whole group rounded the corner they all stepped up to the walls to take a look at the glowing ooze. Meroson raised the detector and took a detailed reading and she was a little surprised to see that it was a microorganism creating the light.

"I'll be darned, the classification is phylum macro biolightus. There are microorganisms with chemicals in their guts creating this light. They are actually consuming the rock in the walls of this cave."

"So what are these pick marks that the goo is in?" Jake asked pointing at the grooves in the cave walls.

Mereson looked closer and she shook her head.

"I don't have any idea. They definitely look artificial though."

The bearcat stepped up to them and Meroson and Jake stepped aside and the bearcat climbed up on the wall with his front paws and jabbed his claws into the top of what they thought were pick marks and then he dragged his claws down the wall and fresh ooze poured out at the top of the drag marks and it was much brighter in its luminescence and as it flowed down the claw marks the cave was lit much brighter.

"They aren't pick marks, they're claw marks. It's how these guys see down here." Meroson said.

"Well now you know what Laurel meant by we sometimes get it wrong. I know what I saw I just didn't know what I was seeing."

Meroson just looked at him for a second then smiled and chuckled and patted his shoulder.

"I get your meaning."

"Do we have time for me take a sample of these bioluminescent macro biolightus?" Brent asked.

"Make it quick." Laurel said softly.

Brent pulled a small rectangular sample jar from his pocket and he stepped up to the wall and opened the cap and he scooped a small amount of the green goo into the sample jar and he capped it and held it up and looked at it closely for a moment. He then looked at Laurel and grinned.

"Thank you for indulging me. These little buggers are producing light just like our hydrogen peroxide and phenyl oxalate ester and fluorescent dye chemical lights but these guys are doing it through a natural biological process. That fascinates me how they are able to do that."

"It's ok. We're all trying to learn about our new home. It fascinates me more that these little guys are consuming the very rock in the walls of this cave to do what they do."

Laurel turned and looked down the cave and the bearcat had sat down and he seemed to be watching what they were doing while patiently waiting for them to stop playing. Laurel stepped up to the bearcat and touched his head by his ears and rubbed his head around his ear.

"We're ready to see what you want to show us."

The bearcat pushed his head against her hand for moment then stood up and turned and started walking deeper into the cave. They all followed him quietly for quite a distance and then they came up to a triple fork in the cave and the bearcat took the tunnel to the right and there were the glowing claw marks every twenty feet down the tunnel creating a bright but odd green hue to everything. They walked for five hundred feet further and the cave leveled off in its incline and then opened up into a vast chamber with many bearcats lying around all of whom got to their feet immediately and watched the group entering their den. The group walked out into the middle of the cavern and looked around and they could see where the bearcats had excavated small dens in the walls of the cave in which even more animals were lying down. The entire roof of the cavern was covered in the glowing microorganism goo and in spots it was dripping onto the floor lighting the cavern brightly. Mark counted 30 animals in all in this particular cavern and there were four tunnels toward the back of the cavern that led even deeper into the hillside and they all had the same green glow emanating from them. Mark realized that if these animals had wanted, they could have killed hundreds of people up on the surface. Laurel had been right; these animals were protecting their food source and keeping the people away from this cave system.

The alpha greeted a few of the other bearcats with nuzzling greetings with wagging tails and the same groaning purr that Laurel had elicited from the alpha. The alpha then engaged in some squawking vocalizations with a few of the other members of the pack and two of them in particular stepped right up to Laurel first and walked around her while sniffing at her and looking her over and then they made their rounds to the rest of the group sniffing at them as if trying to get used to their scent and strange appearance. Laurel was a little nervous having so many large animals circling around them a sniffing at them very familiarly. She thought it was very reminiscent of what a pack of dogs would do but these animals would then look one right in the eyes like a person would. There was a distinct intelligence in their eyes as they sized up the new creatures in their den.

One of the bearcats then walked right up to Laurel and made a few short chirps and then it reached out and took her hand in its mouth startling Laurel but she didn't pull back. The bearcat gripped her fingers very gently so as not to cause any pain and then it pulled on her hand as it started walking toward the back of the cavern. After a moment the bearcat let go of her hand and kept walking and Laurel just followed. She looked back at Jake and he quickly walked over to her side and took a hold of her hand and then the rest of the group started to follow and two of the bearcats jumped in front of them to stop them and Mark called out to Laurel.

"Laurel I don't like this, they aren't gunna let us come with you."

Laurel looked back while she kept walking.

"We'll be ok Mark. Just don't do anything to upset them until we get back."

"Turn your cranial transceivers on. I don't know that we could do anything to help if things go badly for you but I want to know where they're taking you."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake tapped their transceivers on and gave a quick radio check.

"Can you hear me?" Laurel asked.

"Loud and clear." Mark replied.

"Same here." Laurel said.

"How bout me?" Jake called out.

"I gotcha bud."

"Thanks Mark."

The bearcat led them down one of the tunnels and it descended for a ways then leveled out and made a gentle curve to the right and there were more of the glowing claw marks in the walls of the cave making it very bright. Laurel and Jake could begin to hear what sounded like the typical strange vocalizations coming from further down the cave but they sounded small and almost squeaky and then they came upon some side tunnels that were excavated, not natural and at the end of the ten foot deep tunnels were bearcats lying down with very young bearcats playing right next to them. Each tunnel had one adult and at least two young with the adult but most had three or four playing with each other roughhousing around and a few were gnawing on pieces of the eelotin that they had seen the alpha kill from the lake. It had been divided up into foot long lengths that the young were eagerly munching on. Each den had vegetation from the surface scattered around on the floor creating a soft bedding of sorts for the mothers and young to lie on. Laurel and Jake were dumbfounded as they walked past side cave after side cave with mother and young in each.

"It's their nursery Mark, they're showing us their nursery." Laurel said excitedly. "There are dozens of nursery dens down here with three or four young in each beside their mothers."

"And they don't seem bothered by your presence?"

"No. I guess our escort puts them at ease. The females are just as big as the males but the young are very small. The look like motley colored footballs¦and it's noisy down here. I think I hear running water up ahead."

"Just be careful Laurel. I don't think these guys want to hurt you but if you fall into a river or a hole I don't think they're going to let us come back there to help you."

"We'll be careful."

The bearcat led them deeper and deeper and the sound of rushing water got louder until they stepped down into another large cavern in which there were at least twenty young bearcats playing in a plunge pool at the base of a 15-foot high waterfall at the back of the cavern. The plunge pool then dumped into a small stream that ran across the back of the cavern and seemingly ran right into the wall of the cavern but Laurel and Jake knew it went under the wall of the cavern and dumped into a subterranean river somewhere unseen. There were claw marks all over the walls of the cavern with the green macro biolightus glowing brightly making the conditions in the cavern very bright. There were several adult bearcats in the cavern with the young and they got to their feet and looked right at Laurel and Jake and the bearcat escorting them engaged in some vocalizations with the other bearcats and then there were a few exchanges and the group seemed to relax after that. Two of the bearcats then walked up to Laurel and Jake and circled them while sniffing at them just as all the other animals had done so they were getting used to having their behind bumped into with a large snout and their hands sniffed deeply so they didn't react or mind the sensation. One of the bearcats then walked over to one of the younger bearcats and it picked it up with its mouth by the back of the youngster's neck exactly like a cat or dog would do with their young and it carried the young bearcat over to them and Laurel squatted down and the bearcat set the youngster down right at her feet. This youngster was no larger than piglet and had the tiniest little squeaks when it vocalized.

Laurel looked at the adult bearcat and it plopped its rear end down and just looked at Laurel. Laurel could feel a sense of trust from this bearcat that surprised her. Most mothers are fiercely protective of their young and while Laurel sensed that this bearcat would kill her in a split second if it thought Laurel was going to hurt the little bearcat looking up at her curiously she sensed that she was is no danger at the moment. Laurel looked down and smiled and scooped the little animal up and cradled it close to her and she let herself fall back onto her behind and then she scooted her legs out straight and she looked the little animal over. The bearcat squirmed around and then climbed up on Laurel and started sniffing at her face and neck making Laurel giggle as it tickled and the little bearcat began wagging its tail up and down seemingly enjoying Laurel's reaction. It sniffed of her hair then sniffed at her ear and she turttled into her shoulders and then the bearcat licked her face a few times then settled down onto her stomach with its paws up on her chest. Laurel stroked its head and rubbed behind its ears and the bearcat closed its eyes and pushed against her hand as she continued to scratch gently around its little head with her fingernails to the bearcats delight.

Jake sat down slowly next to her and the bearcat looked over at him and leapt right out of Laurel's lap onto his lap and then the bearcat sniffed at Jake in the same manner finally licking his face while wagging its tail. Laurel leaned over and her and Jake pet the animal for a few minutes while it just soaked up the attention. The adult bearcat eventually stood up and stepped up to Jake's lap and picked the youngster up and looked into Jake's eyes for a moment before turning and walking away. The adult carried the youngster down to the plunge pool and set the youngster down and it immediately hopped into the water to play with the other young bearcats playing in the water noisily squawking and chirping.

Laurel and Jake got to their feet and brushed the dirt off their behinds and their escort stepped up to them then pushed its way between them and headed back up to the cave they had come in from. Laurel and Jake quietly followed back up into the cave and Laurel took Jake's hand and when he looked at her he could see the emotion in her eyes.

"What's wrong babe?"

"I get it now Jake. I understand why the alpha male wanted to show us this. These bearcats are a family community and we came in and threatened that. We might have relocated the mothers or fathers of these youngsters down here. We definitely took family members from them one-way or the other. Do you know how I would react if you or Korica were taken from me? How would you react as my alpha male if Korica or me were taken from you? Let alone how we would react if an alien species came in and started to threaten our survival by disrupting our food source."

"I would go ballistic. These guys have shown remarkable restraint by not killing any of us despite their scary size."

"If we don't change what we're doing I fear that will change."

The very thought of a mass attack by these animals made Jake's blood run cold. He was pretty sure this probably wasn't the only den containing these bearcats either. If the packs came together it would be a blood bath on both sides. They walked in silence all the way back to the main cavern where the rest of the group were actually interacting with the adult bearcats by petting them. Mark stood up and silenced his transceiver and Laurel and Jake did the same thing as they stepped up to him.

"It's amazing Mark, there is a waterfall way down there with a plunge pool that the young play in and presumably where all these animals bathe and get water to drink. It's flowing right through the back of a large cavern down there. There must be hundreds of these bearcats in here. I'm sure we aren't seeing all of them either given the extensive nature of these caves."

"Yah I'm feeling the same thing and I agree with your sentiment¦we have to convince the captain that we are on a path of destruction with these guys if we don't find some common ground. These bearcats are freaky smart and we need to give them the respect that we would show to any advanced life form."

"I think I know how we can work together and respect each other if I can convey it to these guys somehow. All of the animals that have been nothing but a nuisance to us are food for these guys. If we can enlist their help they can keep the animals out of our city and we can leave their trees alone thus insuring that the animals they depend on for food have a habitat to maintain their numbers so these guys can continue to feed their community down here. I just don't know how to get that across to them."

"If anyone can it's you."

"Thanks Mark. These guys are going to need to see¦a commitment from more than just the eight of us. I think I might have an idea that will show our sincerity¦and our regret for transgressions against this community of bearcats."

Laurel looked around for the alpha and she found him by his distinct marking and she stepped over to him and knelt down in front of him and stroked his chin a few times.

"I get it honey. I understand why you brought us down here. Thank you for trusting us enough to show us all of this." Laurel sighed and looked right into his eyes. "I want to introduce you to our alpha. I am so sorry for the hurt we have visited on your kind and I hope we can help each other."

Laurel closed her eyes and tried to think about the feelings behind what she wanted to do with the help of the bearcats and then she let the feelings build and Mark watched her furrowing her brow heavily and he grinned as he realized Laurel was going to use her abilities to try and convince the bearcat that Humans want to be allies working together, not against each other. Laurel let the feeling build and then she pushed her feelings toward the bearcat. Everyone in the cavern felt the rush of emotions deep within them in a warm wave washing over them and the alpha stepped back and shook his head and made a snorting sound sounding just like a bull. Laurel opened her eyes quickly and she took a few deep breaths trying to clear the fog from her mind and she was stunned when the alpha stepped back close to her and sat down and raised his right paw like a dog asking to shake. Laurel timidly put her hand out and cupped the bearcats huge paw in her hand. She thought her hand looked tiny compared to the bearcats enormous paw with long and thick bear like claws projecting from the end of it. She held his paw for a moment and she smiled.

"I think we have deal. I don't know if he understands exactly what I want but he understands that we want to be friends not enemies." Laurel looked over at Mark. "What do you think captain Alexan's reaction is going to be if we walk into the city with a group of these guys at our side?"

"I think he's gunna shit himself. But this is what he was hoping for. You've done your magic and found a way for us to relate to these guys in a meaningful way. I can't begin to tell you how proud I am of you Laurel. Nicely done."

Laurel smiled at him then let go of the bearcats paw. She looked right at the bearcat and put her finger up then she pointed at the ground and she made three straight lines in the dirt and then she pointed at the alpha and then two other bearcats at random then she pointed at herself and then she pointed toward the cave they came in from. The alpha looked at the other bearcats for a moment then he looked down at her marks in the dirt and he looked at the cave entrance for a moment then he looked at Laurel and she saw the light come on in his eyes. He understood exactly what she meant. The alpha stood up and took a step away toward the other bearcats and he made some vocalizations then some very distinct throaty barks and first one then another bearcat stepped forward and sat down right in front of them and then the alpha looked at Laurel as if to say, 'will this do?' making Laurel smile and nod.

"That is the damndest thing I have ever seen." Rody said slapping Mark's shoulder. "If I hadn't seen this with my own eyes I never would have believed it."

"That's ma girl at work. I told you those two were special." Mark said proudly.

"I think we're ready to try and negotiate with the captain on behalf of our new friends here." Laurel said.

Laurel stepped over to the alpha and touched his front shoulder and gestured toward the cave they entered from and the Alpha wagged his tail up and down and then led the way with the other two bearcats right behind him. The group then fell in behind them heading out of the cavern and Jake took a hold of Laurel's hand and he kissed her cheek and smiled at her.

"I'm so impressed with you Laurel. Thanks for figuring this out; I just couldn't of done this without you."

"Thanks Jake."

They all walked quietly back to the entrance of the cave and then the bearcats turned right and headed up around the entrance to the top of the ravine that led down to the lake from the city's edge some nine miles away. It was apparent to Laurel that the bearcats were going to take a different rout but she also knew they needed to collect their weapons that they had left in the clearing where they first encountered the bearcats. Laurel stepped up between the rear two bearcats and she touched the alpha's hindquarter and he stopped and turned and looked at her and she was again surprised by the intelligence visible in the look in his eyes. She stepped up next to him and knelt down. She smacked her hand on her empty holster and then pointed into the trees.

"We need to retrieve our weapons, can you take us to them?" Laurel said softly.

The bearcat looked at her hand on her holster and he made a few soft vocalizations that sounded almost like squeaky clicks and then he turned and walked away and Laurel stood up and she let the other two bearcats pass her by then she took Jake's hand.

"I don't know if he understood what I meant. This is so hard trying to communicate by signals and feelings alone."

"You're doing a great job Laurel. I'm sure he knew what you meant. He knows we aren't a threat anymore and he's pretty damn smart."

The group followed the bearcats through the dense undergrowth for a short distance then they came upon a distinct trail through the trees that they followed for another mile then they exited the trail into a very dense portion of the forest. They covered another half mile then began to descend down into the ravine leading back toward the city and before they knew it they emerged into the clearing where their weapons were lying on the ground right where they had left them. The alpha barely glanced at the weapons as he stepped past them and everyone retrieved their weapons and holstered them and then continued to follow the bearcats up the ravine until they exited the tree line right in front of the Perth. The bearcats circled the Perth sniffing at it as they walked around it. Laurel waited until the whole group was together by the cabin door to the ship then she let go of Jake's hand and she stepped up to Mark.

"We need to let captain Alexan know that we're on our way. If you want you can take the Perth back to the staging area and we'll go in on foot with our friends here. You need to warn him not to brandish any weapons or things could really go sideways."

"I'm not leaving Laurel. I'll warn the captain and have him ready to greet our friends but I'm not going anywhere."

"All right. When we get to Genesis I'm going to ask that Rody and Marty escort the other bearcats around the city. They need to learn the layout of the city if we can convince them to clear the treehoppers and meandiggers out of the city. I think it will create less of a panic if the bearcats have a Marine escorting them. Everyone is going to need to get used to seeing these guys among us."

"Laurel you should see this." Meroson said holding up the detector.

Laurel reached out and took the detector and she could see at least a dozen bearcats in the tree line. She grinned and handed the detector back to Meroson.

"They're just protecting their alpha and his escorts. We would do the same thing if we were sending the captain into an unknown situation with new allies. This could actually work to our advantage if we can enlist their help with the animal problem of which they are no longer considered to be a part of. Fifteen bearcats could clear the city in a matter of hours instead of days for just a few individuals."

"We're going to need more than just Rody and Marty if you plan on letting a whole gaggle of bearcats loose in the city." Mark said.

"How many Marines can you get together?"

"Seventeen including myself, but there are other forces working with us from different nations. In total we have close to a hundred military personnel dedicated to security services."

"Are they all on the surface?"

"No. A third are up on the Future off duty right now."

"There should be plenty left down here then."

"How in the world do you plan on coordinating something that complex with these guys?"

"Once the population down here gets used to the idea of the bearcats being in the city I don't think we'll need an escort for every individual."

"I guess that goes to figure. I'll make the call and then we'll all go back to the city together."

"Ok."

Mark stepped over to the crimson fighter and poked his hand in the concealed compartment and flipped the power switch on and then pulled down on the airlock control handle and the door slowly began to lower toward the ground and the bearcats stepped back and all three of them growled for a moment and Laurel stepped over to the alpha and she squatted down and set her hand up on his shoulder to reassure him. He sniffed at the air and made some chirping sounds and the other two bearcats stepped back behind him and they watched until the cabin door gently touched the ground. Mark stepped aboard and flipped the cargo area and cockpit lights on and then stepped toward the front of the ship disappearing from view. The alpha cocked his head a little as Mark disappeared into the brightly lit entrance and Laurel grinned at the curiosity she felt from him.

Laurel stood up and gestured at the ship with a flat upturned hand and she was amused when the alpha wagged his tail a few times then slowly stepped toward the entrance while sniffing at the air. He stopped at the bottom of the ramp and looked up into the ship and so Laurel stepped past him and climbed aboard and then looked back at him and waved him aboard. She then stepped back into the cargo area and the alpha slowly climbed up on the ramp and stepped aboard. He stopped halfway in and looked toward Mark carrying out a conversation with captain Alexan. The bearcat looked up at the lights in the overhead console and then he looked right at Mark and tilted his head. Mark grinned and waved the alpha in. The alpha stepped the rest of the way in and walked up right next to Mark who was sitting in the power and weapons station seat. Mark gently touched the top of the bearcats head by his ears and he scratched behind his ear for a moment then he pointed at the overhead speaker.

"That's our alpha male." Mark said.

"Say again lieutenant?" Captain Alexan said.

"I'm sorry sir, I was talking to our friend the alpha male. He's having his first look around a spaceship and I told him that your voice is our alpha male."

"I see. Does the¦alpha know what he's looking at?"

"I doubt it sir. They're really smart but this has to be completely outside their realm of understanding."

The alpha made a few quiet squawks and squeaks then backed up and turned around in the entryway and headed toward the back of the ship.

"Was that our new friend¦talking?" Captain Alexan asked sounding amazed.

"Yes sir. They actually have quite a diverse range of communicative sounds but I seriously doubt we will ever be able to communicate with them by voice. They might learn to recognize some simple words like no or yes or proper names maybe."

"So¦Laurel was dead on with these animals, wasn't she?"

Mark looked back into the cargo area where the alpha was walking around sniffing at everything and Laurel looked at Mark and grinned at him.

"She most certainly was sir." Mark said with a warm smile. "As she almost always is."

While Mark continued his conversation with the captain, Laurel stood in the cargo area and let the bearcat sniff at everything and look around then she heard the other two bearcats climbing aboard as their claws clacked on the metal floor. Laurel grinned, she knew their curiosity had gotten the better of them and they wanted to see for themselves what was in the weird cave. Jake stepped aboard behind them and smiled at Laurel then stepped up toward the cockpit and sat down at the navigation and sensor station and let the bearcats sniff around and look at everything. One of them stepped all the way forward and looked down into the pilots seat and it looked around at all of the dark control displays and switches and Jake wondered for a moment if these animals could actually be putting together for themselves what this strange thing is.

"I don't think so Jake." Laurel said. "This is their first exposure to advanced technology. I don't see how they could possibly understand what anything they're seeing does."

Jake looked back at her and grinned but said nothing so as not to disturb Mark's conversation with the captain. He had forgotten that he and Laurel have had their minds connected since their first encounter with the bearcats. He was getting used to sensing Laurel's feelings as if they were his own just like he used to when they were paired and he just tuned it out exactly like he had always done before.

Laurel pulled down one of the jump seats and sat down and the alpha looked at her and tilted his head again curiously and again she couldn't help but think that he behaved so much like a dog at times. She then watched the alpha looking at each of the jump seats folded up against the walls and she was pretty sure he was counting how many people could sit in the cargo area. He spun around as he looked at all of the seats and the other bearcats seemed to be doing the same thing. They looked directly at each and every seat like they were counting. The alpha then stepped up to the cargo crate and he sniffed at it from one end to the other then he plopped his rear end down and put his paw on it and looked Laurel right in the eyes.

"You want to know what's in there do ya?"

Laurel stood up and the bearcat stood up and stepped back and Laurel knelt down and unstrapped the cargo crate then unlatched the lid and lifted it open then she stood up and stepped to the side. The bearcat stood up and stepped up to the crate and sniffed around at the contents. He then surprised Laurel when he sniffed heavily at her ships outfit and then he picked up her top with his mouth and he looked at her and wagged his tail up and down a few times. Laurel chuckled and stroked his head.

"That's right, that's my scent on those clothes."

The bearcat then dropped her top and went back to sniffing at the other clothing in the crate and he picked up Jake's top in his mouth and he turned and looked at Jake who was watching him from the front of the ship.

"And that's Jake's clothes. Very good."

The bearcat then turned back to the crate and dropped Jake's top and he sniffed at the crate for a moment then he sat down and put his paw in the crate on the weapons and he looked at Laurel and actually whimpered a few times. Laurel slowly pulled down the closest jump seat and sat down and then she reached out and pet the alpha's head a few times.

"I know you don't like our weapons. I wish I could explain to you that we are a fragile species and we need these to protect ourselves sometimes."

Laurel then stood up and reached into the cargo crate and the alpha pulled his paw back and she lifted out one of the survival packs and she knelt down next to the alpha and she opened the pack and reached in and pulled out a protein bar. She set the pack down and as the alpha watched her curiously she opened the wrapper and pulled the bar out and she smelled of it and made an 'mmm" sound and then she took a bite then held the bar out toward the alpha and he sniffed at it a few times then very gently took a bite and chewed on it for a moment then she heard his tail smacking the floor with a thud each time and she smiled.

"You like that huh?"

Laurel took another small bite then held the bar out in her flat hand and the bearcat plucked it from her hand and chewed it for a moment then swallowed it down and then he leaned over and licked the back of her hand. Laurel then put the wrapper in the pack and set the pack back in the crate. The bearcat stood up and turned and vocalized with the other bearcats in distinct exchanges. Laurel wished she knew what they were conveying to one another. It was obvious to her that they had a sophisticated enough rudimentary language to convey conceptual ideas and possibly even thoughts. The alpha then moved toward the front of the ship and the other two stepped back to the crate and had a look and sniffed at everything including Laurel and Jake's clothing. Laurel picked up her and Jake's shirts from the floor and folded them up and set them back in the crate and one of the bearcats made a few soft chirping like sounds then looked at the survival pack. Laurel smiled at just how smart these animals were and she was pretty sure this one was asking if he could try the treat too.

Laurel knelt down and lifted the survival pack back out of the crate and the other bearcat stepped up next to the first and sat down and watched what Laurel was doing. She opened the pack and reached in and pulled out two more protein bars. She set the pack down and opened the wrappers and held the protein bars out one at a time and the bearcats took them from her hand very gently despite their huge heads and large mouths. They both munched on the protein bars for a moment then looked at each other and the one sitting smacked his tail on the floor several times in approval while the other wagged its tail up and down a few times. It dawned on Laurel that the animal their tail wagging reminded her of was a squirrel. They too wagged their tails up and down despite being able to move their tails to the side. There were so many different familiar animal characteristics in these creatures all at once; it astounded her how an animal could evolve like this on the opposite side of the galaxy from Earth and yet their characteristic behaviors still seemed familiar.

Laurel put the spent wrappers in the survival pack and closed it up and then set it back in the cargo crate and she pulled the lid closed then strapped the crate down. She then got to her feet and stepped up toward the front of the ship while the bearcats continued to look around. Mark was just finishing his conversation with the captain so Laurel stepped off the ship. She stepped up to Meroson who was still watching the bearcats concealed in the tree line nearby.

"Do these guys still make you nervous Meroson?"

"A little I guess."

"They are just as curious about us as we are of them. You can't blame them for being cautious though."

"I hope you're right."

"Trust me, I have a gut feeling this is the beginning of something truly wonderful."

"If you say so. How did the captain react to Mark's report?"

"Stunned I suppose would best describe it. He and Mark are making the arrangements now so there won't be any surprises when we arrive."

"That's great. I feel I should apologize to you by the way."

"For what? You've been nothing but nice to me."

"I know how to be courteous and work as team but that doesn't change my opinions of someone no matter how horribly wrong they are."

"I'm not sure I understand what you're trying to say."

"I was offended that two teenagers were taking control of the mission away from me. I had no idea that you Jake could do what you can do¦despite Mark telling us that you had some special abilities that would all but assure a resolution to the problem at hand. I am sorry I felt that way or that I doubted your ability to figure this all out."

"I accept your apology. I sensed some¦underlying doubt in us when we met but I didn't want to bring it up. I assumed it would fade once you got to know us and it did so no harm done."

"Thank you Laurel. You've opened my eyes in more ways than you can possibly know."

"Just be glad that we aren't thirteen like we were when we took command of the Future in M1996UB. You would've really had a problem with us being in charge."

"I suppose I would've at that. Mark is right you know, you and Jake are a couple of really special people and I'm glad you're among us. We need your kind of genius and talent in our gene pool."

"Awe thank you Meroson. We need brilliant scientists like you with us too. I may have found a way to deal with the bearcats but someone has to continue to run the show down here and I can't think of anyone better suited than you."

"Thank you Laurel."

Mark stepped off the ship and the three bearcats came out right behind him and then Jake stepped out shutting the lights off as he did so. Mark then poked his hand into the concealed compartment and closed the door then flipped the power switch off.

"Shall we?" Mark asked gesturing toward the city.

They all started walking toward the edge of the city 4 Â½ miles a way and the bearcats walked among them with the alpha preferring to walk between Laurel and Mark in the lead. The terrain flattened out and opened up into a wide flat plain where the city was being constructed and from this distance the Genesis tower was plainly visible in the heart of the city. The sun had risen well above the Future and all of the structures were a gleaming white color with the exception of the homes on the northern edge of the city that were still being constructed. They had a mottled color to them just like the soil they were being built from. Laurel and Jake still didn't understand the process being used to construct the homes so the odd coloration didn't make nay sense to them. At the moment they figured it wasn't important.

As they reached the first row of unfinished homes the bearcats looked at the homes as they walked past them and the alpha stepped away and walked up to one of the houses. He sniffed at the walls and hopped up onto one of the window sills and peered into the house with no roof on it and looked around then hopped down and walked up to the front entrance and peered in and Laurel put her hand up to stop everyone and then she walked over to him and pet his head a few times.

"This is one of our homes."

The bearcat just looked at her and then stepped into the house and looked around a bit. The walls weren't complete in most of the house and they had jagged edges pointing skyward looking like stalagmites growing from the tops of the walls and floors where the walls had just been started. Laurel was even curious how the oddly colored concrete looking material was being formed. The bearcat walked from room to room looking around seemingly perplexed by what he was seeing and then Laurel had an idea. She stepped out front where everyone was standing waiting and she asked Meroson to hand her the detector. Laurel then stepped back inside and she pulled up images of the bearcats den cavern and then she stepped over to the alpha and knelt down and showed him the image on the detector and then she pointed at him and then she pointed at herself and then she pointed out into the living room that they happened to be standing in. She could immediately see the recognition in his eyes. She was again amazed by his intelligence; she could feel from him that he knew exactly what she meant. He made a few chirping like sounds and then turned and looked into what would eventually be the kitchen of this home and then he seemed to have satisfied his curiosity so he stepped out and walked right over to the other bearcats and they engaged a few short exchanges and then the other two bearcats looked up the row of homes then looked over at the house that Laurel and the alpha had been exploring. It was obvious to everyone that they got it. They realized they were looking at the place where the Humans sleep, their dens.

Laurel then took the lead with Jake and the alpha and they continued up the curving street that had yet to be paved. It was just a curving section of short fernlike grass with curbs at each side following the line of homes. As they rounded the open ended cul-de-sac and came to the four way intersection of three other cul-de-sacs and the main road that led toward the heart of the city they could see the tents of the staging area across the street where homes hand not yet been constructed. Beyond the tents were all of the converted transport shuttles waiting for the evening run up to the Future and on the other side of them another row of large white tents.

As they walked across the street the captain stepped around the first tent with several of the crew with him including the xo, commander Melissa Hiller. She was very tall and slender with fairly long dark blond hair that was very slightly curly at the ends of her ponytail. She was very pretty but she also looked very stuffy. Laurel didn't even know her and she thought she was going to be difficult to get along with. Laurel felt she could get along with most anybody but this woman was going to be a challenge.

As the group approached Laurel could feel the alpha getting tense so she put a reassuring hand on his neck as they stepped up to the captain and the crew. The captain was absolutely stunned to see such familiarity between Laurel and this very large animal. She looked as though she were approaching with her prized pet at her side. The crew fanned out so they could all see and the other two bearcats moved off to the side by Marty and Rody.

"Welcome home Laurel. I hear you managed to reach an understanding with your friends here?" Captain Alexan said with a grin.

"Yes sir I did. You really need to see the images captured on the mission recorders in Mark's team's uniforms. These bearcats are extremely intelligent sir¦and I would dare say patient. Once we showed them that we could defend ourselves in ways they don't understand they gained a healthy respect for us. I'm pretty sure they think we all have telekinetic abilities like Jake and I used to hold them back. They showed us around their den and even let Jake and I play with one of their young for a few minutes. There are hundreds of these guys down there sir. They have a large family community in the caves by the lake and we are threatening their very survival by messing with the trees where their food source lives. Those treehoppers and meandiggers that are vexing us are food to these guys. If we work together I think we can help each other but it depends on us leaving the trees and the lake alone. There are some pretty nasty things in that lake anyway and the alpha here showed us in grand style just what waits for us in that lake if we swim in it. Meroson has a detailed scan of one of the creatures being called an eelotin. It's a twelve-foot long aquatic eel snake thing with a mouth full of seriously nasty looking teeth. Think of an anaconda that can breath under water and has the head of a moray eel but with even bigger teeth and twice as many."

"God all mighty¦we were letting some of the kids swim down there."

"Well I would say that was a bad idea and shouldn't be allowed anymore. Everything to the north should be considered the territory of the bearcats. We have plenty of land available to us to the east and south. These guys can help get all of the treehoppers and meandiggers out of the city and keep them out as long as we fix what we've already done."

"Fix what we've done?"

"Yes sir. We took their family members hundreds of miles away and dumped them in unfamiliar territory. They all need to be recovered and brought back."

"Do you know how difficult that is going to be?"

"It isn't up for negotiation sir. We did this and we need to fix it. The Future has sensors more than capable of tracking the animals from orbit. You will have to go back in the sensor logs to the time when they were dropped off wherever they were dropped and then follow their movements up to now so you can locate them."

"You are speaking to your captain young lady, you will show him respect and talk to him as your commanding officer! You do not dictate orders to him! We appreciate your help in finding a way to deal with these bearcats but we will decide what to do from here." Commander Hiller barked.

"Take it easy commander, she's right." Captain Alexan said calmly. "If this is what we did to inflame these guys then it's our responsibility to correct the wrong. It's well within our capabilities."

"You do know that Jake and I resigned our commissions mam?"

Commander Hiller just looked at her sternly for a moment then looked at the captain.

"I'll get a hold of the AI and have the sensor logs sent down in a data burst."

"That will be fine commander." The captain said putting his hand on her shoulder. "You owe your life and gratitude to this young lady commander, she is a civilian not a subordinate so some latitude can be shown."

"Yes sir. I saw her conduct when she was in command and it wasn't very becoming of an officer if you ask me, but I am grateful that she was able to keep us alive and get us here in the first place¦even if it's the wrong era completely."

"Geeze Melissa¦unclench and go get the data we need so we can get started with the recovery efforts."

"Eye sir." Commander Hiller gave the captain a smart salute that he returned and then she turned and walked around the tent to go make contact with the Future.

"I'm sorry about that Laurel. She really is a hell of an executive officer; she just doesn't have much patience for those that she feels were given a handout when she had to work so hard for the same accolade."

"It's ok sir. I sensed that her and I wouldn't exactly get along. I'm not offended."

"So back to the issue at hand. Have you been able to convey what it is you want these bearcats to do for us?"

"Um¦kind of. As you know sir we can't exactly just tell them what we want so you have to show them and communicate by feelings. They're incredibly intelligent sir¦maybe I should just show you what I mean."

Laurel knelt down next to the alpha that was patiently sitting next to her just watching the strange exchanges between the Humans. She touched his muscled shoulder and he looked right at her.

"This is our alpha honey." Laurel said as she concentrated on the feeling of the captain being in charge of everyone and the respect she had for him.

The alpha looked up at the captain then stood up on all fours and he made some vocalizations then lowered his head in an obvious bow of respect of sorts. When he lifted his head back up the captain grinned and bowed slightly then looked at Laurel.

"Are you telling me he understood what you just said?"

"No sir. He felt the emotions behind what I was saying. I think he just said something to the affect of hello pack leader but I didn't understand him anymore than he understood me but you understood his gesture right?"

"Yes, it seemed to be a sign of showing submissive reverence."

"Exactly. That's kind of the level of communication we are capable of with each other. These other two are his second and third in the pack sir and I think that one is a female believe it or not. Possibly the packs alpha female." Laurel said pointing at the bearcat next to Rody.

"What makes you think that?"

"I can sense their essence and I sense a feminine essence from within her."

"I see, one of your advanced abilities?"

"Yes sir. I think we can all do it to a degree but for Jake and I it's an exceptionally heightened ability of ours."

"What do you think about all this lieutenant?" The captain asked looking at Mark.

"I've learned to trust what Laurel says without exception sir. If she says she can communicate with these guys through feelings then it must be the case and I think they can really help us get back on schedule by eradicating the nuisance animals in the city and for all we know there could be other critters around that we aren't even aware of that might be a problem later on. These guys could help us get rid of them before they cause us problems. She's right about their level of intelligence though sir, these guys are capable of complex reasoning."

"Sir I would like to have Rody and Marty escort these other two bearcats through the city to give them a feel for the layout of the city¦and to desensitize the population at large to the sight of the bearcats among us as friends if I can convey what we want them to do?"

"And you think they will behave themselves?"

"Yes sir. They are really very affectionate and like I've been saying extremely smart. They don't want to fight with us; they are obviously willing to share their territory with us if we can strike a balance. The trees and the lake are theirs and the open lands are ours."

"You're going to need to convince me that you can convey what we need from them."

"Can you bring me a data pad with all of the animals that have been identified in the local area?"

"Sure." The captain looked at one of the crewman behind him. "Chief warrant officer Delgado, will you fetch the young lady a data pad from the command tent?"

"Yes sir."

The man then turned and quickly bolted off around the tent and Laurel stroked the alpha's back a few times and he wagged his tail up and down and looked right at her making her smile at him.

"See sir, they actually like us touching them."

"I can see that he definitely likes you."

"If he didn't like you sir he would be growling or posturing. I sense that he is very relaxed right now."

"They growl?"

"Yes sir. They growl and snarl something like a dog. They share a lot of familiar behaviors with many animals from Earth. Wait till you see one of them sit upright and lean back on their tail like a kangaroo. It's the darndest thing you've ever seen."

CWO Delgado returned with the data pad and he stepped up to Laurel and handed it to her and then he looked at Laurel.

"Can I¦pet him? You think he would mind?"

"Let him smell you first so he can get used to your scent but I think he'll let you do that."

He stepped in front of the alpha and slowly put his hand out and the alpha stood up startling CWO Delgado into stepping back.

"Lord he's big."

The alpha stepped toward him and sniffed at his hand a few times then he sniffed at his shoes and up his legs and finally he sniffed at his stomach then the bearcat stepped back a little and licked his hand making CWO Delgado smile. He then reached up and touched his head then instinctively rubbed behind his ears and the alpha closed his eyes leaned into his hand.

"They seem to really like behind their ears scratched." Laurel said with a grin.

CWO Delgado scratched behind his ears for a time and the alpha made his grumbly purring like sound and then he pet down his neck to his back as he stepped beside him and the alpha wagged his tail up and down as he pet his extremely muscular back.

"Man alive¦these guys are pure muscle."

"I saw this guy leap ten feet into the air to grab a treehopper mid flight and land in a ravine twenty feet below us without much effort at all. They're incredible agile for their size."

After a few more petting strokes CWO Delgado stepped back over next to the captain. Laurel turned the data pad on and navigated to the list of categorized animals in the local area and she brought up small thumbnail images of the animals in a vertical three-pane list view. She then stepped over to the alpha and knelt down on both knees and she showed him the data pad. He plopped his rear end down and looked right at the data pad and she could see him looking over the small images. She slowly scrolled the list up with her fingertip until she reached the treehoppers and she tapped the image and it filled the whole the whole screen with a description of the animal and its characteristics and behavioral observations. The alpha snapped his teeth once startling Laurel; once she realized he was making an indication, not biting at her she grinned and chuckled.

"That's right, these things bite and you eat them." Laurel said.

Laurel stroked his head and then she pointed out toward the city and used both hands with the data pad gripped under her fingers and she made a sweeping motion to the sides. The bearcat looked out toward the heart of the city then looked back at the data pad that Laurel was now holding so they could see the display screen. She then tapped the image and it shrank back to a thumbnail size and she tapped the image of the meandigger as they were labeled on the data pad and the image grew to fill the whole the whole screen and the alpha snapped his teeth again. Laurel half expected the reaction this time and wasn't surprised at all. She pointed at the image then pointed at the alpha and made the same sweeping motion with her hands aimed toward the heart of the city sweeping toward its edges. Laurel then tapped the image and it shrank back into the list and she slowly scrolled the list up and at one point the alpha moved his face closer and made a subtle grunt. Laurel stopped and looked at the dozen or so animals displayed but she didn't know what he was reacting to.

"What is it boy? Is there something here you don't like?"

The alpha lifted his right paw and set his claws on the display inadvertently selecting three different animals at once and all three filled the screen and the alpha made a small whimper like sound that Laurel thought was an expression of frustration. She cleared all three images and held the data pad flat in one hand and she gripped his paw pushing one claw down slightly while pushing the other four primary claws up over the back of her hand.

"Now¦show me."

The alpha slowly pushed his claw over one of the thumbnail images and then pressed down making contact with the display. Laurel gently pulled her hand out from under his claws and looked at the selected animal. It resembled an aardvark to Laurel, it had a very long snout and a bushy almost quill like shaggy fur covering its body but it had three pairs of legs more like an insect than an animal. It had very large eyes off the side of its roughly oblong shaped head, much like a chameleon in bubble shaped protrusions suggesting bad far vision yet an ability to see on either side of itself nearly 180 degrees in each direction. The animal had white, brown and golden blond fur that perfectly blended in with the drier vegetation out in the open savanna like conditions that the city occupied. Laurel waited for the alpha to make the tooth snapping like he had with the other animals but he just stared at the data pad.

"Is this a dangerous animal? What are you trying to tell me?"

The alpha looked her in the eyes and she tried to sense what he was feeling and she sensed that he was uneasy even seeing this animal for some reason. Laurel pointed at the image then at the alpha and then she made the sweeping motions starting from the heart of the city out toward its outer edges and the alpha stood up and took one step back and sat down again.

"Ok, I get it. This is a dangerous animal and you're having nothing to do with it."

Laurel looked back at Meroson as she got to her feet.

"Have you actively studied this animal or just observed their presence?"

Meroson stepped up to Laurel and looked at the data pad.

"We've seen them in fairly significant numbers off to the east but we haven't been able to observe their behavior up close in much detail."

"Tell your people to stay away from them if you would. If he doesn't want anything to do with them there must be something really dangerous about them. For all we know that prickly fur could have poisonous barbs within it or something."

"Ok."

Laurel stepped back over to the alpha and she touched the image shrinking it back down to a thumbnail size and then she knelt down next to him and she continued to scroll the images up slowly and when he reacted again she stopped and slowly moved her finger over the images until he snapped his teeth again. She touched the image her finger was over and the image filled the whole screen and then she pointed at the creature, then the alpha and made the sweeping motion from the heart of the city to its outer edges and then looked at him. He looked at the image closely for a moment then he stood up and dug at the ground a few times with his right paw then he plopped his paw down firmly where he had scratched the grass away.

"Ok, these things are underground and have to be rooted up then killed?" The alpha snapped his teeth together again. "And they bite¦got it."

Laurel looked at the image closely and she was looking at what looked similar to a snake but it had well formed front and rear legs with very long claws on its front feet. The animal in the image was two meters long and was a bronze color with the tip of its nose being black, almost looking like someone had drawn a beak on the creature with a marker pen. It had two beady black eyes on top of its rounded head much like a snake but this animal didn't have scaled skin like a reptile, the skin looked more like that of a salamander in that it was glistening and smooth.

Laurel touched the image and it shrank back down to thumbnail size and she continued to scroll the list up with the alpha looking on intently until she reached the end of the list. She stroked the alpha's head and down across his cheek to his chin making him wag his tail up and down a few times and the she stood up and looked at the captain and as she was about to say something the alpha stood up and looked at the other bearcats and he made some vocalizations and then there were a few exchanges of squawking like sounds. The alpha female then stepped closer to Rody and nuzzled under his hand then brushed up against his leg moving his holster forward slightly. Rody slapped his hand on her neck affectionately a few times and grinned.

"Ok girl, you and me are a team."

The other bearcat then nuzzled under Marty's hand and leaned into him a little and Marty rubbed between his ears eliciting a groan of approval and a tail wag then the alpha turned to Laurel and licked her hand a few times then walked over to Mark and circled around him and sat down right next to him and leaned against his leg. Laurel smiled brightly and looked at captain Alexan and raised her eyebrows.

"I'll be dipped¦head first! Ok I'm convinced. Mark you have a go to work with the bearcats to get the nuisance animals out of our city and please work on a schedule for recovering all of the relocated bearcats so they can be returned with their¦families."

"Yes sir. It seems our friends have already picked who they want to work with."

"I can't thank you enough for negotiating this agreement for us Laurel."

"It was our honor to help the best way we could. I think you should thank the alpha too. He decided to work with us and accept us rather than declare war."

The captain just looked at her for a few moments then he nodded and turned and walked over to the alpha and he squatted down in front of him. The alpha maintained eye contact with him but didn't stand.

"I am truly sorry we didn't take the time to understand your kind before we reacted so aggressively. Thank you for being so¦measured in your response."

The captain put his right hand out and the bearcat looked at his hand for a moment then took his weight off Mark's leg and he raised his right paw and looked the captain right in the eyes. The captain cupped the bearcats enormous paw and shook it a few times then stood up.

"I hope he understands how sincere I am in my apology. I never would have guessed this to be the intelligent life on this world." The captain looked into the bearcats big eyes and he grinned. "And I can see an intelligence behind those eyes."

"There's one other thing sir. I think the northern most homes need to be the extent of the expansion in that area." Laurel added.

"You had already stated as much and I happen to agree. Their territorial boundary will be respected." The captain then looked at Mark. "I can hardly wait to see your teams mission report lieutenant. I am again taken aback by how remarkable Laurel and Jake are and I have the proof sitting in our midst."

"Yes sir. They handled themselves valiantly. I'll have the reports ready for you by the end of the day."

"Very good. What about the Perth?"

"Um sir¦" Laurel said raising her hand slightly. "Jake and I are qualified to fly the crimson fighters. We would be glad to go get her and bring her back here if you want?"

"Are you ok with that lieutenant?"

"Yes sir. Laurel is one hell of a good pilot in the crimson fighters."

"Very well."

Laurel then looked at Mark and his men.

"These guys¦and gals¦really liked the protein bars if you want to give them a snack at anytime."

"We'll remember that. Thanks Laurel." Rody said as he smacked the side of the alpha females neck affectionately a few times.

"Oh and sir, there are around a dozen more bearcats along the tree line at the northern edge of the city if you want more teams to begin clearing the city faster. The alpha here can pass along instructions as to what's being done. I'm pretty sure with one call he can summon them here. They all know we are friends now so none of them will attack or anything like that."

"Incredible!" The captain said in a chuckle. "Thank you Laurel. You've done an amazing job of negotiating peace for us all."

"You're welcome sir and thank you for giving us the opportunity to help. I'm just glad my instincts were right."

Laurel then stepped over to the alpha and she squatted down in front of him and she petted his forehead one last time.

"You take care of Mark for me boy and I'll see you later."

The alpha wagged his tail up and down rapidly making Laurel smile at him and then she stood up and walked over to Jake and took his hand and the two headed back across the street. They looked back in time to see the whole group walking around the tent to the other side while Marty and Rody headed off down the main road headed toward the heart of the city with their new friends right at their sides and Laurel smiled.

"I really feel good about what we did today Jake."

"I'm really proud of you too babe. You did most of the unexpected negotiations."

"I couldn't have done it without your help Jake. It took every bit of my strength to hold the alpha in the air and keep the others back. If you hadn't been there to stop the rest of 'em I don't think it would have turned out the way it did. Mark and his men would've been forced to open fire and things would have gone down hill from there."

"Well the only thing that didn't go the way I would've hoped was our meeting of the xo. What a freakin bitch. It was all I could do to hold my tongue when she dressed you down."

"Ah, she's just a staunch military minded woman and I'm far from military grade material. I did the best I could but I knew I was doing things that were going to get me a tongue lashing later on. I just expected it to come from the captain and he has been nothing but nice to both of us. He understands that we weren't trained to be officers in the first place."

"Well you would think that commander Hiller would be more appreciative of the fact that we got the Future upgraded to an intergalactic ship, got the new data core bestowed upon us containing millions of years of research and advanced technology within it by rescuing over a hundred girls from some really ugly captivity then navigated half way across a galaxy to get us here in the past thanks to the Tel Pok Maron all while keeping the crew and passengers safe."

"She was sincere when she said she was thankful for what we accomplished. I could feel the sincerity in her words, she just had a problem with us in general and especially me for some reason."

"See¦I was feeling the same thing through you but it felt less sincere to me."

"Don't let it bother you Jake. I have pretty tough skin to a limit."

"I still don't like you being talked to or about like that."

"I know."

They walked in silence after that enjoying the time alone together as they got used to listening to the other's thoughts and feelings. With their minds connected so deeply it felt very close to being paired, only the emotional connection was missing at the deepest level. As they approached the Perth they saw three of the bearcats walking from the tree line toward the ship. Laurel and Jake met up with them at the cabin door to the ship and they spent a few minutes petting them then Jake stood up and walked over to the ship and poked his hand into the concealed compartment and flipped the power switch up then pulled down on the airlock control handle and the door slowly lowered until it touched the ground. Laurel then stood up and the bearcats seemed to know what was coming next as they backed away and Laurel stepped aboard then closed the door. Laurel made her way up to the pilots position and she climbed down into the seat and Jake closed the main power breakers and they went through the preflight start up procedures until they had the engines up and running and the power levels were sitting in the green. Once the artificial gravity was in place they felt much more comfortable at their stations.

"Ok Laurel, preflights are done and the power levels are in the green."

"Thanks Jake. You know I heard you think that before you even said it?"

"Sorry, I'm so used to us not being paired and yet so used to having our minds connected. I feel like I have to say things out loud and I forget that I don't. It feels so familiar and natural to have you in my head all the time."

"I can't wait until we can become truly paired again."

"And I'm really looking forward to what we have to do to become paired."

"I know, I can feel how much your looking forward to that. I'm sorry I made you wait."

Laurel fastened her restraints and Jake moved over to the senor and navigation station and he fastened his restraints and then Laurel gently pushed the hover engine throttles forward and the ship gently righted itself then lifted into the air. Laurel reached out and pushed the button retracting the landing gear and as soon as she had three greens indicating that the gear doors were closed and sealed she shoved the forward flight throttles forward slightly and then she banked hard and the ship took off toward the south. It only took a few seconds for the tents of the staging are to come into view. Laurel pulled the forward flight throttles back and eased the hover throttle forward slightly and brought the Perth into a perfect hover then reached over and pressed the button to lower the landing gear turning on the down looking camera. She maneuvered the ship over an open space between mining shuttles and as she was about to reduce the hover throttles the transmitter beeped twice indicating a signal detected. Laurel let go of the controls and the ship went into a still hover and she reached up and turned the transmitter circuit on.

"Perth this is commander Hiller, do you have a copy?" The xo called out.

"This is the Perth, we have you loud and clear mam."

"Before you set down, would you mind going on a support mission to recover two bearcats eighty miles from here to the southeast?"

"We would be glad to mam."

"Good. The Russian spetsnaz are boarding one of the shuttles as we speak. We don't have any hover gurneys on hand and the science team you were working with this morning said that won't be a problem for you."

"That is true mam. Jake and I can manipulate gravitational fields in a localized field."

"So you have telekinesis?"

"Yes mam."

"Ok, you could have just said that. I would like you to send your senor data to the shuttles processor. As you know the shuttles are pilotless so it will follow you to the location of the bearcats and then the spetsnaz will subdue the bearcats. I don't want you getting involved with that portion of the recovery since the bearcats have no idea that we are working together now. They will likely defend themselves with lethal ferocity."

"Yes mam."

"Once the animals are stunned we need your help getting them loaded on the shuttle."

"I understand mam. Can I ask how you were relocating the bearcats in the first place if you don't have any hover gurneys down here?"

"Cargo nets slung under the crimson fighters and Marine attack jumpers. I am sending you the senor data from the Future, which has the bearcats current location pinpointed."

"Roger that."

Laurel waited for Jake to tune in to the signal at the sensor station and once he had a lock on it he was able to receive the direct down link signal form the Future.

"Got it Laurel." Jake said as he sent the sensor data to her right display.

"We have the Future's signal commander Hiller." Laurel said.

"Understood. Have a safe flight and remember that the mining shuttles are subsonic craft in atmosphere so don't get too far ahead of it."

"Yes mam. We'll keep our speed down to five hundred knots. Do you want us bringing the bearcats back here?"

"Yes. Mark and the alpha will be waiting for you here so that the alpha can hopefully explain things when they recover."

"Understood. Thank you for trusting us enough to ask for our help mam."

"I never had any doubt as to your qualifications as a pilot or ability to perform admirably Laurel. I know you'll do anything asked of you."

"Yes mam, I'll follow your orders to the letter."

"That's all I expect of you."

Jake waited until he had a sensor detection of engine activity coming from the mining shuttle and then he established a link to the onboard flight control processor and he tied the Future's sensor data into the processor and he sent a simple programming command to fly to the coordinates with the Perth as its master control guide. Jake would in essence be flying the shuttle with simple commands from his station if it went off course. As soon as the mining shuttle began to lift off Laurel took a hold of the controls and nudged the hover throttles forward making the Perth rise slowly until she was 500 feet in the air and then she retracted the landing gear and shoved the forward flight throttles forward and the Perth rocketed off. Laurel accelerated quickly to 450 knots and she waited for the shuttle to catch up to her and then she accelerated 500 knots and then held her speed there. The city disappeared from view very rapidly and they headed out across the sparsely tree populated flat lands to the southeast.

"It seems that the xo doesn't hate you as much as we thought." Jake thought to Laurel.

"She's a proper officer Jake, she's using the resources at hand to get the job done and that includes using us since Mark and his team are busy." Laurel thought in return.

"So hoping she had a change of heart about us is unlikely?" Jake thought.

Laurel laughed out loud and then reached up and closed the transmit circuit.

"She doesn't have to like us to know we can be useful and depended upon to get the job done as ordered." Laurel said out loud. "Isn't that how most military works, you don't particularly like most of the people you work with but you force yourself to work with them efficiently anyways?"

"I don't know. Is she from a military background?"

"You didn't read her bio?"

"No., not in any real great detail."

"She was in the air force for years before transferring to the civilian corps."

"I didn't think she was that old?"

"She isn't. She was only thirty-six when she went into stasis."

"Maybe that's her problem, she didn't like waking up to find herself seven years older. Maybe she considers herself to be over the hill now that she's over fourty."

"That's not very nice Jake." Laurel said chuckling.

"You're right, I'm sorry."

"Are you gunna consider me over the hill when I reach fourty?"

"No! You're gunna live to be well over two hundred years old¦we both are."

Laurel sighed heavy.

"That seems so hard to imagine as young as we are now."

"I know huh. I'm looking forward to spending that many years with you though."

"Yah¦we're gunna get to share a really long life with Korica and her kids too."

The rest of the ride was spent in relative quiet until they reached the coordinates of the two bearcats. As they reached the coordinates of the bearcats Jake sent a command to the shuttle to land Â¾ of a away from the bearcats in the direction they had been heading though he noticed the indication was that they hadn't moved for almost 30 minutes. Laurel brought the Perth into a steady hover and waited for the shuttle to land and then she set down right next to it. Laurel put the engines into an idle position but left everything up and running then unfastened her restraints and climbed up out of her seat.

Jake was already opening the door by the time Laurel got herself out of her seat and climbed up into the isle between the rear stations. When the door touched the ground they both stepped out and the spetsnaz team was just disembarking the back of the shuttle. They were all dressed in the same camouflaged fatigues that Mark had provided to Laurel and Jake. They were all sporting long range PP-40s and side arms that Laurel and Jake didn't immediately recognize.

"Thank you for the assist." One of them men said with a distinct Russian accent.

"It was our pleasure." Laurel said. "Do you have life sign detectors to locate the bearcats?"

"Even better¦" The man said as he pulled a small square device out of his breast pocket. "We have a live feed from the Future's sensors."

As he turned the device so it was facing Laurel and Jake they could see themselves and the spetsnaz team standing by the ships from a down looking angle in amazing clarity. The bearcats were being pinpointed by blinking red dots right next to one another Â¾ of a mile away by a stream originating from a spring pond.

"Nice!" Jake said with a big grin. "We'll stay here and let you guys take care of business. Do you have a way of communicating with us once you take the bearcats down?"

"Da. We will send signal to the Perth."

"Ok, good luck."

The man nodded once and waved his team on and they raised their weapons and took off at almost a jog toward the bearcats location. Laurel and Jake looked around briefly then stepped back aboard the Perth and they sat down at the power and weapons and sensor and navigations stations facing each other across the isle.

"Do you think they'll use the stun setting?" Laurel asked with a concerned look on her face.

"I sure as hell hope so. Those guys are just as¦gnarly as the Marines can be but I would have to assume that also means they'll follow their orders to the letter. I also have to assume they were ordered to recover the bearcats without hurting 'em."

Laurel turned and looked at the sensor reading still being fed from the Future and she could see the team hunkering down behind some rocks and she sighed and hoped for the best. The team leader gave a visual count of three and they all popped up and hopped over the rocks and then they slowly lowered their weapons without firing a shot and Laurel's heart sank. She feared the bearcats were dead. The men then stepped under the canopy of several trees at the streams edge and were no longer visible from above. The image then flashed and changed in wavelengths and they were now visible in outline through the tree branches and the bearcats were also now visible lying next to one another. They looked to be alive as one of them moved slightly but they didn't react as they should have to the presence of the men approaching them.

"Oh shoot Jake! Something is wrong."

The team leader reached up to his collar and activated a transmitter and the sensor system registered a signal before the transmitter system even beeped a split second later. Laurel reached over to the overhead and opened the transmit circuit.

"This is the Perth go ahead." Laurel said.

"We have found the animals but they are hurt. If you can do what we were told you can you need to get over here fast."

"Roger that, we're on our way."

Laurel reached over and closed the transmit circuit and then her and Jake stood up and stepped off the ship then made a bee line for the small stand of trees. The trees had stark white bark and all of the branches grew at a downward angle from the main trunk with leaves that were almost triangular in shape with bright green on their topside and very dark green on the underside of the leaves. The trees resembled weeping willows but they were uniquely different from anything that grew on Earth. As Laurel and Jake reached the rock where the men were standing just on the other side of, Laurel and Jake slowed down and climbed up over the rocks carefully realizing that if they twisted an ankle or fell on the other side and got injured they were very far from any help. When they stepped onto the other side of the rocks the spetsnaz team stepped back and they could see the two bearcats lying on their sides and they looked very sick. They had their tongues hanging out and they were panting heavily. They were lying on a clump of bushy marsh grass that was close to three feet high. Laurel looked toward the water and she could see their tracks leading to where they were lying. She stepped up to the bearcats and one of them looked at her for a moment then looked away and kept panting heavily. He seemed to be so sick that he didn't even care that Humans were so close.

"Laurel look." Jake said pointing to the bearcat's hindquarter.

There were quills poking out of his flesh and Laurel's heart sank again. She remembered the alpha's reaction to the image of hexadvark as it was called on the data pad. Now she knew why, and she hated being right about their fur containing poisonous quills. Laurel looked at the other bearcat and it had deep scratches on its chest that were bleeding and several of the same quills in its right paw.

"It looks like they came upon one of those hexadvarks and when it attacked one of them the other came to his aid and he was attacked too. I would say that one tried to slap the hexadvark away and got quilled and scratched¦or they accidentally stepped on one."

"What are we gunna do with 'em?" Jake asked.

Laurel looked at one of the spetsnaz men and she could see that they had gloves on.

"You, give me a hand¦please?"

The man she was pointing at slung his weapon over his shoulder and looked at the other men for second then stepped up next to her and looked down at the bearcat.

"I need you to pull those quills out of his paw. They are obviously poisonous so be careful."

The man looked at the team leader and he nodded and gestured toward the bearcats paw with a stern look on his face. The man then squatted down and reached out and gripped the bearcats paw and turned it facing up and he pulled the first out and the bearcat growled for second then went back to panting while looking right at the man. He looked the animal in the eyes and said "take it easy, I want to help you" in Russian. He then looked at the animal's paw and he plucked the quills out one by one until he had them all out. The bearcat's paw started to bleed heavily but Laurel thought that might actually be a good thing. It would help to flush residual venom out of the wounds. The man then stood up with a few of the quills still in his hand and he looked at them closely. The ends of them had a small piece of flesh caught on them and he used one of the other quills to brush one of the ends clear and the end of the quill had a sharp barb hook to it looking like a crotchet hook and there was a small amount of a yellowish tan liquid dripping from the end of the barb suggesting that the quill was hollow and full of poisonous venom.

"That is a nasty piece of work. It's like a bee stinger on steroids." Jake said.

"We need to take a few of those with us so the scientists can try and come up with an antidote to the toxin in those quills." Laurel said. "Will you please pull the quills from the other bearcat?"

"Da."

The man stepped over to the other bearcat and squatted down and pulled the quills from his hindquarter. The animal didn't react in the slightest despite the small hunk of flesh pulled out with each quill. The man then stepped over next to the other men with a handful of the quills.

"You can¦carry them to the shuttle?" The leader asked Laurel.

"Yes, I can. Just give me a second." Laurel said.

Laurel squatted down by the closest bearcat and she stroked his forehead a few times and he looked right at her while panting without lifting his head at all.

"We're going to take you home to your family. I'm sorry this happened. We'll try to make you feel better once we get to Genesis." Laurel said softly.

The bearcat stopped panting and licked his lips slowly then closed his mouth with a clacking of his teeth like he was cold and shivering. Laurel looked at one of the men and she saw a small canteen on his waist and she pointed at it. The man looked down at it and then he looked at the other men for a second then he unhooked it and handed it to Laurel. She opened the canteen and poured the water slowly into the side of the bearcat's mouth and he lapped at it while closing his eyes. It reminded her of someone being pulled out of a desert and finally getting a taste of water after days without. Laurel gave the bearcat nearly half of the canteen then she handed it to Jake and pointed at the other bearcat and Jake nodded once and stepped over to the animal and squatted down by his head. He stroked the bearcats jaw and it opened its eyes and looked at him and he could see that the animal was in distress and pain. Jake tipped the canteen up by the side of its mouth and it stopped panting and hungrily lapped at the water until the canteen was empty. Jake then stroked the animal's forehead a few times then stood up and looked at Laurel.

"These guys are going onto shock Laurel. We need to get them to help soon or they aren't going to make it."

"I know. Stand back."

Jake stepped back and walked over to the men and handed the empty canteen back to the man it came from and Laurel closed her eyes and began to concentrate hard on building her energy. Jake heard a rush of strange noises and Laurel's thoughts became very quiet and focused. She was thinking about her love for Jake and Korica and focusing on how strong Jake made her feel from deep inside and as he felt her emotions swelling to a scary level like nothing he had ever felt before and he withdrew from Laurel's mind just as his vision was beginning to get blurry and he realized she was pulling his abilities into a building state along with hers but hers were far more powerful than his from the little that he felt from within her.

Jake blinked a few times and his vision cleared and he could feel his energy subsiding and he put his arms out and stepped back and the spetsnaz could feel the static like energy building in front of them and they stepped back quickly along with Jake. Laurel then began to breath very fast and she shot her hands out and both of the bearcats moved slightly then gently rose into the air higher and higher.

"Klass!" (Cool) one of the men said in Russian.

Laurel opened her eyes and maintained her concentration as she guided the bearcats over the rocks and out into the open. One of the men touched Jake's shoulder.

"You can do this too?" He said pointing at Laurel.

"Kind of. I can do it through her. Maybe in time I'll learn how to do this like she can but she's way more powerful than I am."

The man just pulled his head back in surprise and then grinned and looked at Laurel.

"That kind of power in hands of beautiful woman is very sexy¦and scary."

"Yah tell me about it. I'm turned on yet terrified of pissing her off."

The man let out a guttural laugh and slapped Jake's shoulder.

"Thus is life with any beautiful woman."

Laurel started walking toward the ships climbing over the rocks carefully and she was finding it easier and easier to levitate the bearcats if she didn't think about how much they weighed together. She was still breathing rapidly to maintain the elevated neural activity but she felt like she had reached a balance between how fast she had to breath to keep from getting dizzy and yet slow enough to be at a level she could maintain for a long period of time without getting tired. They all followed Laurel and the floating bearcats back to the ships and Laurel floated them right toward the Perth and Jake stepped up to her quickly and touched her shoulder.

"What are you doing honey? We need to put them in the shuttle. The cargo area is much larger and the entrance is way bigger."

"And it's full of seats and the¦shuttle is subsonic. We need to get back to¦Genesis quickly or¦they'll die."

Jake stepped back and let Laurel do her thing without risking breaking her concentration any further. One of the men stepped up to Jake and put his head next to Jake's.

"You fly with those in there with you? You really brave."

"They're practically unconscious. We'll be fine. I'll set the flight controller in the shuttle to return to its point of origin. Thank you for helping us to recover the bearcats."

"We are one big family now. You call anytime you need armed assist and we come running."

"Thank you comrade. I'm glad we have men like you with us."

He glanced at Laurel just stepping aboard after floating the bearcats into the ship then he looked at Jake and smiled and put his hand out.

"And we are glad people like you are what we fight for."

Jake shook his hand firmly and smiled and nodded once then he stepped over to the ship and climbed aboard to find Laurel on her hands and knees in the cargo area right next to the bearcats breathing heavy trying to catch her breath and recover her senses. Jake stepped up next to her and squatted down.

"I'll fly us home. You take the sensors ok?"

Laurel nodded without looking up and Jake set his hand on the back of her head and gently rubbed her very warm head.

"That was really impressive Laurel."

"Thanks Jake. Get us moving ok?"

"Kay."

Jake stood up and walked over to the airlock controls and he closed and sealed the cabin door and then he stepped over to the sensor station and he sent the command to the shuttle's onboard flight control processor to return to the point it took off from in Genesis and then he climbed down into the pilots seat and checked the systems quickly then fastened his restraints and activated the inertial dampening system then grabbed the hover throttles and called back to Laurel.

"You ready back there?"

"I'm good, hit it." Laurel said as she was sitting down at the sensor and navigation station.

Jake grinned and slid the hover throttles forward and the ship leapt into the air rapidly and then he shoved the forward flight throttles forward before retracting the landing gear and the ship rocketed off. Jake banked the ship around and headed for Genesis. As soon as he had three green indicators from the gear doors he shoved the throttles further forward and then pulled the hover engine throttles back to the idle position and the ship busted through the sound barrier with a resounding bang that was audible from inside the ship. He kept accelerating until he reached mach 5 then he pulled the throttles back and leveled the ship off.

"How are they doing back there Laurel?"

Laurel looked back into the cargo area and she could see their sides rising and falling rapidly.

"They're hanging in there. I don't know if we're going to be able to get an antidote made fast enough to save 'em though. The Russians have the poisonous quills with them."

"Damn¦I hadn't thought about that."

Laurel reached up and opened the transmit circuit.

"Genesis, this is the Perth. Do you have a copy?"

"This is Genesis control, go ahead Perth." Melissa Hiller's voice rang back.

"We have the bearcats but they're in really bad shape. We need med techs standing by if possible."

"Roger that. We already have them standing by. We've been watching from the Future's sensor feed. Do not over fly the city at supersonic speeds. We have people working in high places and you're going to cause a hell of a wake at your current speed."

"No mam." Jake said. "I would never do that."

"You're piloting the ship mister Myers?"

"Yes mam. Laurel was winded and we needed to get out of there as fast as possible so I took the pilot's seat."

There was no further reply and Jake wondered if that was an indication that the xo didn't trust his piloting skills or maybe she liked him even less than Laurel. Or he thought maybe she was an equal opportunity hater and didn't like him just as much as she seemed to dislike Laurel. It didn't take long for the city to draw close on the sensors and Jake began to reduce their speed. He tried to reduce their speed gradually so as not to create another sonic boom. By the time he reached the eastern edge of the city he had their speed reduced to just a few hundred knots and he began the decent toward the staging area tents off in the distance to the northwest. As he made his final turn over the tents he could see a rather sizable group gathering around the shuttles where he was preparing to land. He reached over and deployed the landing gear and then reduced the forward flight throttles while increasing the hover throttles and he brought the ship into a steady hover then he maneuvered the ship right over the open space being sure to leave enough room for the shuttle to land right where it had taken off from and then he began reducing the throttles and the ship gently began to descend until her landing gear touched the ground softly and the weight of the ship settled onto the landing gear struts.

Laurel and Jake then quickly shut everything down and by the time Jake squirmed up out of the pilot's seat Laurel was standing over the bearcats with her hands out and he knew she was building her energy to levitate them again. He pulled down on the airlock handle and the door hissed slightly and began to lower toward the ground. When the door came down far enough for him to see out he saw Mark and the alpha standing next to the xo and three med techs with two hover gurneys that had medical kits sitting on them freshly arrived from the Future. There were also several other crewmen standing around them presumably just wanting to see the recovered animals being levitated. Once the door touched the ground Jake stepped down and waved everyone back.

The next thing they knew first one then another bearcat came floating out of the ship followed by Laurel. She levitated the animals a few feet away and the med techs cleared the gurneys and Laurel looked at them and then moved one of the animals over the first gurney and she concentrated hard on releasing her hold on one of them while holding onto the other and then she floated the other over to the second gurney and she gently lowered him onto the gurney and then pulled her energy back and then let go all together. She staggered back and Jake wrapped his arms around her and held her up while she panted and tried to get her mind and vision to clear up. The med techs immediately pushed the gurneys toward the third tent in the row of tents and they slipped inside with Mark and the alpha right behind them. By that time Laurel had recovered enough to stand on her own and she reached back and stroked Jake's cheek and smiled at him.

"You're always there to catch me before I fall on my face."

"Just being supportive dear."

Laurel managed a little chuckle and then Jake let go of her. They followed the xo into the third tent where the med techs were listening to the bearcats hearts while a third was hooking biosensors to their chests and foreheads. He then opened one of the med kits and he pulled out the supplies to begin cleaning up their wounds.

"Oh man!" One of the med techs said. "This guys heart is racing."

"Same here." The other med tech said. "I have wet aspiration sounds in the lungs as well."

"We gave them some water when we found them. They might have inhaled some of it. They were really thirsty but they went back to panting like they are now right after."

Both med techs looked at each other and slowly shook their heads then hung their stethoscopes around their necks. The alpha walked up to the first bearcat and nuzzled his snout but he got no reaction from the animal. The alpha whimpered lightly then stepped over to the other bearcat and he seemed to look right at the wounds on his hindquarter then he nuzzled that one as well. The bearcat opened his eyes and looked at the alpha and actually wagged his tail a few times then stopped panting and managed a few horse vocalizations. The alpha then responded with a few chirping like sounds and the injured animal made a few more sounds then closed its eyes and went back to panting. The alpha took a step back and hung his head and Laurel looked at Jake with a shocked look on her face.

"I think he just told the alpha what they ran into. It looks like¦I think those hexadvarks are deadly judging by his reaction."

"Can you guys make an antidote from the quills that we pulled from their bodies?" Jake asked looking at the med techs.

"Probably but I don't think in time to save these poor guys. The antidote would have to be made up on the Future. We just don't have a lab down here capable of that kind of work yet. The medical facility isn't even close to being finished. The venom in the quills must be a neural paralyzer but it does something that makes the heart race to spread the venom throughout the body faster."

"Why would such an ugly ground sniffer have such a deadly defense mechanism?" Jake asked rhetorically.

"So animals this size don't eat them I would guess." One of the med techs said. "This probably isn't the biggest or deadliest animal that might try to make a meal out of them."

"We can't let these two die or their deaths are on our heads. We did this by putting them into an area they weren't familiar with." Laurel said.

"We could¦euthanize them rather than letting them suffer."

"You can just forget that!" Laurel said. "We aren't putting 'em down and we aren't going to let them die either."

"What do you suggest honey? We don't know enough about the venom that's running through their bodies¦or about their physiology for that matter. An antidote for a Human could be deadly to these guys."

Laurel walked over to Jake and grabbed his hand and pulled him over to one of the bearcats and she set his hand on the bearcat's side then she looked at him with a steely look.

"You want us to try and heal them?"

"We've done it before."

"Yah to Mark and a little girl dying of a spinal infection not¦a bearcat. Would our abilities even work on them?"

"We have to try. They are living beings made of flesh and blood just like us. It should work the same on them as it does a person."

"All right¦everyone you need to be real quiet and let us concentrate. Hopefully this'll work and we can do it twice."

"All right! Everyone get back and shut up! Let 'em do their thing." The xo barked out.

Everyone stepped away from the gurneys with the panting animals on them except for Laurel and Jake. The alpha looked up at Mark as he stepped back and then he looked at Laurel and she grinned a little and made a subtle sweeping motion for him to get back and he stood up and backed up next to Mark and tilted his head a little curious as to what Laurel and Jake were doing. Laurel looked at Jake and nodded at him and they connected minds deeply and then put both their hands up on the bearcat and then closed their eyes and concentrated on letting their love build and as they felt the dizzy sensation as their neural activity jumped they started breathing faster and faster. They both felt their healing intention grow stronger than they were ever capable of before and then it kept right on growing. Everyone in the tent could feel a palpable stillness and an electrical charge in the air. The xo lifted her arm and she could see the fine hairs on her arm lifting straight up in response to the static charge building in the tent.

Laurel then counted to three mentally and her and Jake pushed as hard as they could focusing the energy down their arms and out through their hands into the bearcat's body. The bearcat stopped panting and groaned in a wet sounding low-pitched noise. The animal's eyes then popped open and it coughed a few times then took a long deep breath and the exhale included a thick almost yellow looking drool that ran out of its mouth and drizzled onto the gurney. The animal then breathed rapidly but it just sounded deep regular rather than panting like before. Laurel and Jake kept pushing wave after wave of energy into the bearcat and it flinched and tightened up with each pulse of healing energy coursing through its body. The med techs were dumbfounded when they saw the wounds on the animal's flank slowly growing closed. There were a couple of tiny drops of the yellowish liquid oozing out of the puncture wounds from the quills as the wounds grew closed and the blood stopped trickling out. Laurel and Jake kept pushing as hard as they could over and over until Jake lost the battle to keep his knees locked and his legs crumbled under him and his hands slid down the animal's side and he flopped onto the ground on his back completely blinded by the gray fog seemingly all around him as his vision faded away. Laurel then lost her knees and she slid toward the ground and one of the crewmen standing behind her stepped forward to catch her and he was instantly rendered unconscious when he stepped inside the field of energy surrounding Laurel and he flopped right onto his face.

Laurel couldn't see when she opened her eyes but she knew she was hearing a body smacking the ground right next to her and it was too light to be the bearcat falling off the table. She pulled her energy back and she could feel the neural activity in her brain fading away and the urge to breathe fast was becoming less and less prevalent. Jake also pulled his energy back and tried to get his mind to clear up. When his vision finally returned to him he looked around at the stunned faces looking at him lying on the ground and he knew something positive must have happened for their faces to look like that. Jake began to get to his feet just as the bearcat righted himself on the gurney and he let out a loud grunting growl then coughed and Jake couldn't help but laugh. Not only was he overjoyed to see that it worked but it reminded him of the old Earth cartons of the old gray haired lion roaring then coughing as he tried to proclaim that he was still king of the jungle. The alpha jumped forward and let out a bellow of his own then he barked out some vocalizations and the bearcat on the gurney gently laid down upright and bowed his head slightly. The alpha stepped over to Jake and licked him right in the face and Jake smiled and wiped his face.

"Yuck! Your breath smells like you've been eating mud."

The alpha then put his head forward and looked down and Jake hooked his hand on the alpha's head and got to his feet using the alpha to pull on as he got up and the alpha lifted his head at the same time.

"You're welcome." Jake said as he smacked the alpha's forehead affectionately.

Jake looked at Laurel lying half on her back holding onto the edge of the gurney with a crewmen face down in the grass next to her. He quickly made his way around the table and squatted down and grabbed Laurel under the shoulders and he pulled her back against him.

"You ok babe?"

"I will be. I just can't see anything."

"Someone get over here and help this crewman!" Jake said loudly.

One of the med techs stepped over to the face down crewman and he rolled him over and he put his stethoscope in his ears and listened to the crewman's heart for a moment then he pulled his stethoscope out of his ears.

"He's alive and his heart sounds strong and regular." The med tech said.

"I think you knocked someone out babe." Jake said with a bit of a grin.

"It got away from me for second or two and I couldn't pull it back. I think I know what that must feel like for poor Korica now."

"Does your¦energy cause brain damage to others?" The med tech asked.

"No¦well it can if that's our intent but he should be fine. He'll wake up with a headache but there won't be any permanent damage. It's neural overload. His brain doesn't have the ability to process the kind of neural activity that was stimulated in his brain when he got close to me so it just shuts down to protect itself." Laurel said.

Laurel's sight finally started to return to her and she looked up at Jake looking down into her face and she grinned. She then looked at the bearcat lying upright on the gurney and she started to get up and Jake helped her get to her feet and she shot a hand to her forehead and closed her eyes for a second.

"I hope to god I have the strength to do that again. My head is spinning."

"Take a look beautiful. He's as healthy as a horse again." Jake said.

Laurel opened her eyes and dropped her hand from her forehead and looked at the bearcat on the gurney. It was sitting just like a proud lion while looking right at the alpha trying to understand what was going on. Laurel turned and walked around the gurney to look at it's hindquarter and she was amazed to see that the wounds were completely gone. She went to touch the bearcat and he shifted his weight and looked back at her and growled and snarled slightly and the alpha growled loudly scaring everyone including Laurel. She jumped back then shot a stern look at the bearcat on the gurney trying not to show signs of submission of fear. The alpha then engaged in several exchanges of vocalizations with the bearcat on the gurney. At the conclusion Laurel could feel the bearcat on the gurney relax significantly. Laurel looked at the alpha and ginned and she bowed to him slightly and he dipped his head in response. Laurel then looked at the med techs.

"Get the blood cleaned off him and give him some water and some food¦please. With the alpha right there he won't dare hurt you. He just needed to have things explained to him so he understood that we're trying to help."

The med techs looked at each other for a moment then grinned and shrugged their shoulders and they picked up the med kit and stepped over to the bearcat and went to work cleaning him up. The bearcat watched them closely but made no complaint or effort to stop them from touching him. One of the crewman stepped out of the tent to retrieve a bowl and some water and some protein bars. Laurel and Jake stepped over to the other bearcat and they looked him over for a moment. His breathing was becoming shallower but he was still panting heartily just the same.

"You ready to try this again?" Jake asked.

"I need a nap after this. I'm exhausted."

"I know, me too."

Jake stepped up to the bearcat's side and he looked at Laurel and they put their hands up on his side and then closed their eyes and took a deep breath then let it out and then concentrated on their love for one another and how much they loved Korica and their energy started to build immediately. They let the feelings swell and they furrowed their brows heavily as the energy swelled further and further and came from deeper and deeper within them. They let the feeling build to its maximum and then Jake counted to three in his mind and they both pushed as hard as they could and directed the energy down their arms and out their hands into the bearcat's body. The bearcat grunted at the first wave of energy and then they sent wave after wave of intense healing energy into the bearcat and just as the other bearcat had done, it flinched and tensed up with each successive wave. After several pulses of healing energy the bearcat lifted its head and its eyes popped open and it released the same yellowish drool from its mouth in a drizzle onto the gurney then coughed a mist of the stuff. The others in the tent watched as the wounds on the animal's chest began to grow closed just like the puncture wounds on the hindquarter of the other animal during his healing. The bearcat's breathing then changed from a panting to a steady deep breathing interspersed with periods of holding its breath as waves of energy were pulsed through its body over and over some of which were particularly intense. The puncture wounds on the animal's paws grew closed and at the last instant small beads of yellowish venom dripped from each of the wounds and then they grew closed and the deep gouges in its chest grew closed and the blood stopped flowing out of the wounds then the skin grew over the wounds sealing them closed.

Laurel and Jake pushed until they again found it impossible to keep their knees locked and their legs collapsed out from under them and then they fell forward against the gurney then slid down onto the ground and practically flopped onto one another. They both pulled their energies back and the electrical charge in the air faded away. The bearcat they just healed rolled over and blinked a few times then looked around and curled his lips up then growled loudly then looked down at Laurel and Jake and it hopped off the gurney slinging it all the way against the side of the tent and the bearcat stared right at Laurel and Jake as they tried to get their minds to clear and their vision to return to them. The bearcat snarled at them and hunkered down like he was going to pounce on them and the alpha growled and pushed Mark out of the way and he leapt forward, head butting the other bearcat bowling him over backwards toward the entrance to the tent and then the alpha stood right over the top of Laurel and Jake to protect them. As the bearcat rolled over and got to its feet the alpha made some very loud vocalizations then they engaged in several rounds of exchanges of chirps and squawks.

The healed bearcat seemed to finally get what was going on and he stepped up to the gurney and hopped back up onto it and laid down and seemed to become very calm. One of the med techs very cautiously pushed the gurney back to the middle of the tent and then stepped back.

"What the heck is going on Jake? I can't see anything."

"Neither can I. I think the bearcat we healed got upset or something."

Jake's vision finally started to clear enough for him to see blurry images and he rolled off Laurel and he bumped his head on the alpha's stomach starling him. He rolled onto his back and looked up just as the alpha stepped to the side and sat down looking at Laurel and Jake. Laurel's sight then cleared up and her mind was spinning but she felt strong enough to try and get to her feet. Laurel and Jake clasped hands and helped each other get to their feet and they both looked at the alpha staring right into their eyes.

"I think he was protecting us." Jake said.

"That one was about to jump on you when the alpha male pulled a linebacker blitz and head butted him almost out of the tent." Mark said with a proud grin.

Laurel reached out and stroked the alpha's forehead a few times.

"Thank you for looking after us."

The alpha lifted his head and licked Laurel's hand making her smile at him.

"I need you guys to clean him up as well." Laurel said pointing at the bearcat lying on the gurney calmly. "Get him some water too if you will. I'm sure they're both really dehydrated."

Just then the crewman that had left to get some water and protein bars stepped into the tent and his eyes got big as he saw both bearcats now lying on the gurneys like nothing had happened. He stepped over to the first bearcat and poured some water into the bowl and he timidly held it out and the bearcat looked at it for a moment then looked at the alpha and he dipped his head once and the bearcat then drank two full bowls of water then turned away at a third. The crewman then walked over to the other bearcat and poured him two bowls of water that he lapped up gratefully. The crewman then put the bowl down and began opening protein bars to feed to them. The whole room stood quietly and watched after the scary show of dominance between the animals. It was clear to the xo that the other animals were afraid of and respected the alpha male. He was by far the largest of all of them but she assumed it was more complex than just his size and strength that put them in line. Either way she knew with him around the others would fall into line and respect the Human population trying to make a mends.

After the bearcats had been fed three protein bars each followed by two more bowls of water and all of the blood and venom had been cleaned off of them they felt strong enough to get off the gurneys. The med techs pulled the bio monitor sensors off of them and they stood up and arched their backs in a stretch looking amazingly like a cat as they did so and then they hopped down and the alpha carried out a rather lengthy round of exchanges with them. Everyone stood and watched in pure amazement. It was a clear conversation between the three of them lasting a few minutes. The two recovered bearcats then in turn walked up to Laurel and Jake and sniffed at them and walked around them as they continued to sniff at them then licked the back of their hand. It was an obvious thank you and then they sauntered out of the tent very calmly. The xo then stepped over to Laurel and Jake and she put a hand on both of their shoulders.

"That was the most¦impressive thing I have ever seen in my life. Thank you for rescuing the situation¦and the animals."

"Thank you mam." Laurel said. "I'm just glad that worked."

"It was our duty to try and save them from the predicament we put them in in the first place." Jake said.

The xo pulled her hand back and looked at one of the crewman behind her.

"Chief, will you show these two to one of the berthing tents so they can lie down for a while?"

"Yes mam."

The xo then turned without saying another word and stepped out of the tent. Mark stepped over to the two of them and he hugged Laurel first then put his arm around Jake and gave him a squeeze.

"You two saved the day again. I'm really glad you were here."

"Thanks Mark. I'm glad you were here too. And you too boy, thank you for sticking up for us." Laurel said looking down at the alpha as she pet his forehead making him wag his tail up and down rapidly.

"Yah you know this guy seems to have really taken a liking to me. I think he has a crush on you Laurel but he is always right next to me everywhere I go¦and I mean everywhere. He gave me some really weird looks in the latrine. His stuff is all on the inside so it must of seemed really bizarre to him to see things hanging on the outside."

"Now that's funny." Laurel said then she laughed a few times.

"So two down twenty-two to go for recovery?" Jake said.

"Something like that. Can we call on you if we run into something like this again?"

"Absolutely. Now that we know we can heal any animal, Human or otherwise we would be glad to help."

"Good deal. You two go get some rest and alpha and I'll get back to clearing the city of the bitters and jumpers."

"Ok. Good hunting Mark¦and friend." Jake said with a smile.

Mark and the alpha then walked over to the entrance and stepped out together.

"Come on you two, I'll show you to the berthing tent."

"Thank you chief." Laurel said.

"You can call me Desmond."

"Ok Desmond."

The three of them stepped over to the entrance and stepped out and turned left and walked down past several of the tents until they reached one with a screen door and window flaps down it's side. Desmond pulled the door open and stepped in and there was a dim light at each end of the tent and one in the middle hanging from the middle support pole. There were rows of footlockers at the foot of each set of bunks that were stacked two high from one end of the tent to the other along the sidewalls.

"The bunks toward the end down there are free so take your pick. Chow is at noon, eighteen hundred for evening meal and midnight for midrat."

"We don't know where the mess hall is." Jake said.

"Second tent from the main road on the left on the other side of the landing area."

Laurel looked at all of the bunks then she looked at Desmond.

"Maybe this is a dumb question but¦we're a couple, are there bunks big enough for two?" Laurel asked.

"No, sorry this is it. They're all one-man bunks."

"They'll do fine Desmond. Thanks." Jake said.

"No sweat. Sleep tight. Oh¦if you hear a steady wailing siren muster at the shuttles for evac."

"Huh?" Laurel said.

"The siren means dangerous weather or attack in bound. The sirens are all over the city so if you hear 'em get your butts here as quick as you can or you might be left behind."

"Got it. This isn't the storm season is it?"

"No. But when it hits be somewhere else until we get the structures complete. The storms are gunna spill over the mountains with a lot of energy stored up in them. For a storm to get over a nineteen thousand foot high mountain means they have a serious punch to them."

"I don't think I want to be in a tent when that happens."

"Hope to shout. Don't worry, we have a couple months till that'll happen."

"Cool, thanks."

Desmond nodded and grinned warmly at them and then turned and stepped out of the tent. Laurel and Jake walked to the back of the tent and picked two bunks at random next to one another and they practically fell into the bunks. They both let out a deep moaning sigh and then laughed at each other as they slid their shoes off and kicked them on the ground then took their weapons off and laid them on the ground under their bunks.

"This heavy gravity is a real bitch huh?" Jake said.

"Yah I thought I would get used to it pretty quick but that just hasn't happened. Maybe we should've waited a few more days before coming down?"

"If we had waited those bearcats would've died babe. Your timing saved lives¦again. Your instincts are always spot on."

"Thanks Jake. You always make me feel good about having these abilities even when I don't know I'm using 'em."

Jake sat up and then moved over to Laurel's bunk and he sat down next to her then he leaned down and they engaged in a long session of kissing then they hugged for a few moments then Jake smiled at her.

"I love you so much Laurel."

"Awe, I love you too Jake¦with all my heart."

Jake gave her a peck then stood up and stepped back over to his bunk and he plopped down and they closed their eyes and within minutes they drifted off into a deep sleep.


Chapter 34 The Message

––––––––

The Message

Laurel and Jake slept right through the rest of the morning and Jake was the first to wake up. He batted his eyes and then turned his head to see Laurel still asleep on her back. He smiled as he admired her. She was so beautiful and he was still amazed that such a drop dead gorgeous blond wanted him for her mate. He admired her gorgeous figure for a few moments longer, then raised his arm and pressed the button on the side of his bio monitor and the ships time appeared in blue numbers for a moment then faded away. Jake swung his feet out into the floor as he sat up and he shook his head.

"Holy crap¦eleven fifty." He said very quietly as he went back to staring at Laurel.

Laurel's eyes fluttered open and she reached up and rubbed her eyes lightly then looked over at Jake and smiled.

"Are you starin' at me?"

"Yah. Guilty as charged."

Laurel sat up and swung her feet out in the floor and she looked up at Jake and she erupted in a huge smile.

"Man you're a good lookin' guy Jake. It gives me goose bumps to know you're my guy."

"We're obviously crazy about each other cause I was thinking the same exact thing about you."

"So it strikes you sometimes too that the person you're looking at isn't who you remember?"

"Yep. I keep expecting to see my Laurel¦the younger you but she's gone and I see this beautiful woman instead that looks like my Laurel¦only older."

"I guess the dysphoria will pass in time huh?"

"I'm way too happy with the new you for the feeling of missing the younger you to cause much depression."

"Good, I want you happy Jake cause I sure am with you. Do you know what time it is?"

"It's ten minutes to twelve ships time but I don't know exactly what time it is down here."

"Think hard¦remember the crew decided to reset the ships clock to match the time here in Genesis. This will be the new Global Mean Time for the whole planet."

"That's right¦I do recall that in the information imparted to us. You wanna go get something to eat?"

"Yah, I'm starving. Can we go explore the city after that?"

"We can do what ever you want babe. Now that the bearcat problem has been resolved we'll be safe anywhere in the city."

"Is my hair all screwed up?"

"No, you look fine Laurel."

Jake reached over and smoothed her hair down slightly and she did the same of his hair in the back and then Jake smiled at her.

"Your hair always looks beautiful."

"Yah sure! I've seen my hair look like absolute crap some mornings."

"That doesn't happen very often Laurel, maybe two or three times since I've known you."

"You're sweet. Let's go get something to eat."

Jake nodded and they both stood up slowly as they tried to get used the how heavy the gravity made them feel and then they stepped into their shoes and they kissed each other then strapped their weapons on and then headed for the exit. As soon as Laurel pushed the screen door open they were both startled by a bearcat lying right outside the door. Laurel squeaked and stepped back into Jake then spun around and pressed herself against him and smiled and smacked his chest playfully then turned and looked at the bearcat while still holding Jake.

"I guess I got to used to these guys being around all the time. That startled the crap out of me."

"This isn't the alpha, the markings are different and it's smaller. Maybe we have a guardian or something."

Laurel stepped away from Jake and bent over and pet the bearcat a few times and the animal soaked up the attention gratefully with a slowly wagging tail and closed eyes. Laurel then stepped back next to Jake.

"I can't believe how affectionate these guys are. They seem to love interacting with us."

"Yah but we had to scare the crap out of 'em to get 'em to behave this way. They think we aren't the biggest dog on the block just the scariest."

"Posturing is how animals show dominance and we just postured in ways they understood. For them to be this docile means it's in their nature, we just had to bring it out in them."

"You're so damn smart Laurel, it almost scares me sometimes."

Laurel bumped his shoulder with a grin on her face and the two started walking toward shuttles and the bearcat got to his feet and followed them. They walked around the shuttles and they noticed that the Perth was gone as well as a few of the shuttles. They assumed she was off on recovery runs. They crossed the landing area and stepped up to the mess tent, which had the front flap pulled back completely so almost the whole front side of the tent was open. There were several dozen people in line with trays being served lunch and to Laurel and Jake's surprise there were several bearcats in front of the tent but they weren't going inside. Their guardian bearcat nuzzled a few of the other bearcats then sat down beside the other bearcats as Laurel and Jake stepped into the tent. They saw the xo and Mark and two other Marines they hadn't met yet in line and the xo waved them over and they both thought they were going to get another lecture or tongue lashing about how or who flew the Perth on their recovery mission. Laurel and Jake raised a hand and grinned at the xo and stepped up to her.

"You two go grab a tray and get behind me."

"Yes mam." Laurel said with a bit of grin.

They turned and walked over to the stack of trays and they each picked one up and walked back over to the xo and she looked back at Mark and the other people in line.

"Make a hole!" She said fairly sternly.

The people behind her stepped closer together to make room for Laurel and Jake and they stepped into the line and Mark patted their shoulders in turn and then he leaned close to their ears.

"Being the teacher's pet has its advantages."

Laurel looked back at him and she was going to refute being a teacher's pet but she figured it best to keep her objections to herself as she saw the smiles on the other people's faces signifying they had absolutely no problem letting Laurel and Jake cut in the line. They had their servings placed on their trays and then they walked over to the free standing silverware stand and they retrieved a fork and knife then looked around to decide where they would like to sit and the xo looked at them with a very serious look for a moment then she nodded sideways with a flick of her head.

"You'll be eating at my table¦please?" The xo said then she grinned a little.

"Yes mam." Jake said.

They followed the xo over to the table of her choice and Laurel and Jake set their trays down across from her and then they walked toward the back of the tent where the drink dispensers were set up. The choices were limited but sufficient, orange juice, apple juice, water and tea. Laurel and Jake both opted for apple juice then headed back to the table and sat down. The xo then returned with her drink and sat down across from them. Mark then came over to the table and plopped down right next to Jake and then he left to get himself a drink.

"Mam does everyone on the surface eat here?" Laurel asked.

"Oh lord no. There are five mess tents like this scattered around the city. It would take too long for twelve hundred people to try and make their way here from their worksites."

"Twelve hundred? I didn't realize there were that many of us down here already."

"Thanks to you two the number of people working on the surface is going to grow rapidly. While you were taking your nap a hundred people were shuttled down that ordinarily wouldn't have been assigned to the surface. That makes room for more people to be revived¦including your daughter and her boyfriend."

"You're looking forward to Korica and Tamaric being revived?" Laurel asked.

"Of course. I'm anxious to meet our first alien officer."

"Mam can I ask that you not call her an alien when she's present? She's one of us now."

Mark came back to the table and sat down with his glass of tea.

"We are all aliens to this world¦but I will of course respect her feelings by not making her feel like an outsider. I realize she gave up everything she knew to join us. She is not Human but she is one of us without question."

"Thank you mam." Laurel said with a smile.

"I think her unique abilities and incredible intellect are going to make her a very useful part of what we're trying to do down here."

"It's nice to hear that you already value her presence mam."

"I value all of my officers and she worked her ass off to achieve her status. I have a great deal of respect for that and I intend to see her hard work rewarded by putting her to work building our new home down here. She wants to be treated just like everyone else according to her own words and that's exactly what she's gunna get."

"So Mark, where's your friend the alpha?" Jake asked.

"He's outside with the other bearcats. He's eaten four treehoppers and two meandiggers and he killed like three or four more that the others ate. They don't seem to have any interest in our food with the exception of the protein bars and they won't come into the mess tents. I think he's stuffed and I'm pretty sure it's a respect thing for our feeding den here."

"I noticed that there are more than just the three we came back to town with."

"You should've seen it, we called the security teams here and the alpha summoned the other bearcats from the north with a bellow and then he¦explained things to them and they chose who they wanted to work with. They simply walked up to the person they liked and sniffed at them then sat down right next to them. We have around twenty of them working in the city now and a few more working independently in the surrounding area. It's the damndest thing I've ever seen."

"That's amazing! I didn't even hear the alpha's call to the others."

"I'm kind of surprised, it was freakin loud. You two really pushed yourselves this morning. You must have been dead to the world. Oh and the bearcats have alerted us to some pretty nasty bugs that you need to avoid. There are a couple of flying bugs that are kind of like a wasp in shape and behavior but they are blue and green and all black with a red stripe around their thorax. If you step on one it releases a stink like you wouldn't believe that will attract others and they will be in a really bad mood, a pheromone thing I guess. No one's been stung yet but the ones we killed had a really nasty looking stinger."

"We'll watch for 'em. Thanks for the warning."

They all set in to eating their lunch after that with very little conversation. When they were done with their meal they got up and carried their empty tray and cup over to the pass through window at the back of the tent where there were personnel collecting the trays, cups and silverware where they would then rinse them off and pass them into a large washer outback in another smaller tent. They then made their way out of the tent and Mark was reunited with the alpha. He spent a few moments scratching the alpha behind the ears then Laurel and Jake pet him for a few moments and then Mark departed to make another sweep through the city with the alpha at his side.

"Have you two decided what you would like to do for the rest of the day?" The xo asked.

"We were going to explore the city a little if that's ok mam?" Laurel said.

"As you pointed out you are civilians and so not particularly under my command Laurel. You may do as you like but I am hopeful you will find something you would like to do to contribute to the on going efforts down here."

"We will think about that mam. I don't exactly know what we're qualified to do to help but we want to help somehow."

"Well you have already done an amazing job for the day so take some time to unwind and enjoy yourselves a little."

"Thank you mam."

The xo nodded once and turned and walked toward the shuttles to make her way to the command tent on the other side of the landing area. Laurel and Jake then took each other's hand and headed toward the heart of the city down the unpaved main road. They were a little surprised when the bearcat that had been waiting for them outside the berthing tent joined them on their way toward the center of the city. Laurel gave him a reassuring pat on the shoulder as he walked beside her.

They walked down the road until they came to a large piece of equipment spanning the road slowly moving toward them with a man walking behind with a rather large remote device hung around his neck, propped up on a belly stand with which he was controlling the apparatus that was paving the street before him with a gleaming white material that looked like cement. They stepped to the side and admired the strange looking device as it slowly passed by. They were amazed how the grassy surface was ablated off then the rock and dirt underneath seemed to shake for a moment then it took on a liquid looking state as the device passed over it and on the other side of the ten foot wide device there was a white surface that looked lightly damp for a moment then the moisture could be seen evaporating away leaving behind a thick, solid surface made from the very ground it had passed over.

They then stepped up to the operator and he stopped the device and shook their hands and introduced himself as David and they introduced themselves and asked him if he could describe the paver.

"This is made from technology contained in the new data core. It uses a coalesced super high frequency directed energy field to hyper excite the molecules in the rock and soil to combine them and turn them into a plastic like state, the molecules are then rearranged to create roads, walls, ceilings anything you can image that requires a solid surface. There's no excavating or grading or dump trucks or tractors of any kind needed and as you can see it cures in seconds." David said pointing where he was standing.

"That's amazing! So this is being used to create the buildings as well?"

"Well the technology is but not this particular device. This is specifically made to pave the streets in and nothing else. Now that the bearcat issue has been resolved I'm clear to pave all of the streets in all the way through the housing area." Dave said looking at the bearcat sitting by the edge of the road looking around.

"I'm not sure I understand how this technology can be used vertically or Futuretally to make ceilings?" Laurel said.

"The controllers¦" Dave hefted the large remote around his neck up then set it back against his stomach on its perch. "Are all similar but the high frequency molecular directors are constructed specifically for the job at hand. If you want to see them at work you should visit the Genesis tower if you have time. The field can be excited through the walls of a structure all the way down to bedrock. That's how we reinforce structures as big and heavy as the Genesis tower without the worry of it settling into the soft soil underneath it. The soil and rock underneath it that are removed to create sublevels are used in the surface structure. The higher and more elaborate you want the surface structure means you have to remove that much more subsurface material to create it so what you see on and above the surface gives you and idea of how much substructure there is underneath. All that material has to come from somewhere."

"So all the homes have basements due to how much material is used in building the houses themselves?" Laurel asked.

"Now you're getting it."

"That's incredible." Laurel said then she turned and looked at the Genesis tower reaching thousands of feet into the sky. "There must be hundreds of levels of corridors and rooms under the technology center."

"That's where the new data core is going to be built from what I've heard. They want to try and make a data storage device capable of holding a copy of everything contained in the new data core up on the Future. From what I understand our storage medium is so much less efficient than that used in the new data core on the Future that it's going to take a seriously huge amount of space to contain it."

"I suppose the effort is noble, if the Future is lost we lose it all but I just don't see how that's ever going to be possible¦unless there's some piece of technology within the data core to make it possible."

"I wouldn't know about that. That sort of thing is way outside my realm of understanding." Dave said looking back at the Genesis tower briefly.

"Can I ask what is going to happen when it rains?" Jake asked. "Won't these streets flood without any gutters or sewers to carry the water away?"

"If you look really close you can see that there is a great deal of porosity incorporated into the finished surface. The rain should drain away rather quickly depending on how many inches per hour are coming down of course. The curbs should keep the water out of the yards for the most part and the soil is very loose so water will percolate down to the water table pretty quickly."

"Well thank you for taking the time to explain this to us." Laurel said gesturing to the paving device sitting humming a few feet away. "It sure explains why the unfinished homes back there look the way they do."

"It was my pleasure. It was nice to meet the heroes of the ship in person; you two have a good afternoon."

Thank you." Jake said then he and Laurel stepped aside and David revved the paver up and went back to the job of paving the road. Laurel and Jake then resumed their walk toward the middle of the city and their escort bearcat joined them in the middle of the freshly paved road.

"So I guess they're going to be making cars or something similar if they're paving all the roads this wide." Jake said.

"I guess so. We have technology at our disposal now so that internal combustion engines will never be used thank goodness but I wonder just what kind of transportation vehicles will be made. I think that's what they're going to be making in the industrial area where my mom is working among other things."

The two of them were alerted by the bearcat jumping around in a single hop so he was facing the other way and looking up in the air before they even heard anything, to the fact that a crimson fighter was bearing down on them at a pretty high rate of speed. They stepped to the edge of the road and the crimson fighter deployed her landing gear and settled down in the middle of the street hanging over the curbs by a significant margin. Laurel looked at Jake with a concerned look on her face. She sensed this was serious business for them to be approached in the middle of the street like this. The cabin door began to open and as they got a look inside they saw an officer whom they had never met before standing in the doorway. He had a gold insignia on his collar that indicated he was in one of the formal military branches and not the civilian corps. As the door touched the ground he stepped out and waved them over.

They stepped over to the ship and the officer greeted them.

"I can tell by the eyes alone that you are Laurel Kade and Jake Myers correct?"

"Yes sir that's us."

"I am major Mendon, I need you to climb aboard the Orion quickly. You're presence has been requested back at the command tent by commander Hiller."

"What about our friend here?" Jake asked pointing at the bearcat.

"Bring him with unless he won't get aboard then he'll just have to find his own way back."

Laurel and Jake nodded and followed major Mendon onto the ship and then Laurel turned to the bearcat and she patted her leg and said "come on boy, let's go for a ride" as she would for a dog and the bearcat looked at her for a second then he stepped up to the door a took a few sniffs then hopped aboard and followed Jake into the back of the ship and Laurel reached up and lifted the airlock control handle until the door was closed and sealed. Major Mendon was already securing his restraints by the time Laurel had the door closed. Laurel glanced forward then she stepped into the cargo area where the bearcat was sniffing around at everything and she sat down next to Jake. It was only a few seconds until they heard the thud as the ship touched down. Laurel and Jake got to their feet still wondering what the heck was going on and they headed toward the door. One of the other officers climbed out of the rear station and was in the process of opening the door by the time Laurel and Jake stepped up to the door and once the door touched the ground they stepped out and the bearcat followed right behind them.

They walked quickly around the other shuttles and before they even reached the command tent the Orion lifted off and she arced skyward and just kept going almost straight up presumably heading for the Future in high orbit directly above them, which during the day appeared as just a bright white dot in the sky. Laurel watched the Orion shrinking from view then she looked at Jake.

"Jake what the heck is going on? Do you sense the tension in the air?"

"Yes. Let's get to the command tent and we'll find out."

They quickly stepped up to the command tent and pulled the screen door open and stepped in and the bearcat followed right on their heels. Commander Hiller and three of the Future's officers were standing around the 3D projection table and it appeared as though there was a plotting course leading away from the Future planet to a point out in deep space. Laurel and Jake stepped up to the end of the table and tried to make sense of what they were seeing.

"I'm sorry for interrupting your exploration of the city but this is vitally important and you are our resident experts on alien signals of this nature. This signal was detected twelve minutes ago and it originated from a region of space that according the Tel Pok Maron's maps of this sector of the galaxy should be uninhabited. As you can see the signal was a single point focused narrow band signal and it had a familiar architecture but even the AI couldn't interpret the signal into anything coherent."

"And you wanted us to look at it? I'm a little¦flattered I guess but how are we suppose to be able to help mam?" Laurel asked.

"The captain and the AI thought your unique ability to see the meaning behind something might prove useful."

"You want us to look into the future to see what's gunna happen?"

"If that's what you feel that will answer the question of who and why."

Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged and looked back at the signal being displayed.

"How far away did the signal originate from?"

"Since the signal only lasted for just over a minute long it's impossible to determine that with any level of certainty. We can only tell the direction it came from and plot any worlds that it might have originated from along that trajectory. Five worlds come up as possible but given the distances it would have taken anywhere from hundreds of years to hundreds of thousands of years for the signal to reach us."

"Hmm. Don't take this the wrong way mam but could it just be an errant signal not intended for us at all?"

"That is a possibility but we need to make sure. Look I'll be the first to admit that none of us are more qualified in this area than the two of you. You're experience and superior knowledge to just about all of us means we need your help to figure this out. If we have visitors on the way or if an alien race is trying to contact us we need to know about it. We have been broadcasting signals from this planet for six and half months which in hindsight might not have been a good idea. There is a bubble of our communications and radio chatter that has expanded six and half light months out into space in every direction. We might have inadvertently alerted someone to our presence in a region of space that was previously uninhabited."

"Thank you for the vote of confidence mam. We'll look into it and see what we can make of it. We really need the Future's processing capability to analyze this signal in detail."

"Are you asking to be taken up to the Future?"

"Not necessarily mam. Are there advanced computers available in the technology center so we can process the signal down to its fundamental architectural elements?"

"Yes as a matter fact there are some radically advanced computers being assembled based on designs outlined in the new data core but I don't know how many terminals are actually operational yet. If you would like I can make a call and find out if you can use the main data terminal down on sublevel two twenty."

"Two twenty? Are you saying there are over two hundred levels under the Genesis tower?"

"Well over. The exact details and locations of most of what you will see in the sublevels are confidential so I need you to keep it quiet. You have sufficient clearance to access anything you want but you must guard the details of the secure sublevels just as you would the Future's sensitive details."

"So much for a transparent society huh?" Jake whispered.

"You may not like out tactics but you should know that the sublevels are not just for clandestine research into the technologies contained in the new data core." Commander Hiller said bluntly. "There is room enough down there to house the entire population of the Future and then some in case of a worst-case scenario. Whether that be from an alien attack or weather conditions of an unpredictable nature the technology center is there for all of us. As our population expands so will the capacity of the sublevels."

"I'm sorry mam, I don't mean to sound disrespectful of the civilian corps. It's just something I heard once coming true."

"Mam I know this is important but I can't help but ask why the Navy isn't flying the Orion? I thought it was their ship?"

"There are only four ships to go around so the ships are shared among all of the branches of the military. That's not really pertinent to what's going on right now though."

"No mam it's not. Sorry."

The xo touched an icon on the 3D table control panel and a short quiet tone was heard then the image of the signal plotting dropped away and a face appeared floating in the middle of the table. It was the face of a relatively young man with very dark short hair and striking blue eyes.

"This is the Genesis tower, how can I help you?" The young man said.

"Terrance, is the access terminal on level tow twenty being tasked at the moment?"

"Let me check mam."

They could see Terrance looking down and leaning forward slightly and then he looked up and leaned back.

"No mam, no one is working at the primary access terminal at the moment." Terrance said.

"Good deal. I'm sending Laurel Kade and Jake Myers over to use the processor core. Please show them the way down when they arrive."

"Yes mam. I'll book them a time slot so that no one will jump on the access terminal ahead of their arrival."

"Thank you Terrance, Genesis control out."

The xo touched an icon and Terrence's face dropped away and the signal plotting rose up from the table once again.

"I thought this might interest you as well." Commander Hiller said as she touched a few icons and the signal properties were displayed. "Does this look familiar?"

Laurel's heart raced and her moth opened a little in shock.

"That¦that's just not possible. It's an interlaced signal looking like¦brain waves." Laurel said slowly.

"I thought that might spark your curiosity. The AI recognized the architecture as well which is why you two were asked to look into this."

"But the elder race are in another galaxy and they have no idea that Human's even exist in this era¦and why is the signal distorted like that?"

"That is what we want you to figure out."

"Yes mam. Now I'm really curious¦and a little concerned."

"If you would, double time it to the Genesis tower and ask for Terrance when you get there. You saw what he looks like so you know who you're looking for. As soon as you discover anything helpful please call me and let me know what you've found."

"Yes mam."

The xo picked up a data pad and handed it to Laurel.

"This has a copy of the signal and the last available analysis packet from the Future. Plug this in at the access terminal and you will have the latest data to work with."

Laurel took the data pad and nodded.

"Thank you for¦seeing our usefulness in this case mam."

"Quit beating yourself up Laurel. You and Jake are special and of great value to all of us¦and I'm very grateful that we have your kind of genius and ability among us. Now go use that brilliance to figure out what would take the rest of us weeks to figure out."

Laurel smiled as she felt the steely shell melting off Melissa's heart.

"We won't let you down mam." Jake said.

"I know you won't Jake."

Laurel and Jake then turned and headed out of the tent and their new friend followed right behind them. They stepped out to the middle of the street and Laurel looked at Jake and grinned.

"Is it just me or is the xo warming up to us?"

"No I sensed a level of respect that wasn't there before too. I think we've finally proven ourselves to some small degree."

Laurel looked at the data pad then looked at the Genesis tower off in the distance.

"I thought we were gunna help build the city or something but I guess our destiny lies along a different path."

"Wouldn't you rather be doing intellectual work anyways?"

"I'm not afraid to get my hands dirty¦but I do love using my brain power to figure out complex puzzles¦and this has me stumped at the moment. It's irresistible to try and figure this out."

"See, the xo is playing to your particular strength Laurel."

"Yah I guess so. Maybe she knows me better that I thought."

"Come on, let's get hoofin it."

The two of them took off in a steady run with the bearcat hopping along right at their side toward the Genesis tower 2 Â½ miles away. As they were running down the street Laurel noticed the unusual way the bearcat ran at this speed. It pushed off with both back legs at the same time in a hoping motion but it used its front legs one after the other and at the instant both front paws were on the ground it would cast its rear legs forward for another springing hop. She thought it was so odd to see a horse like gate from the front half of its body and a rabbit or kangaroo like hop from the rear half of its body.

As they got closer to the Genesis tower they could see all sorts of smaller 2 and 3 story buildings in its shadow and they all shared the architectural design of smooth curving surfaces and soaring archways and across the street from the tower was a single story building that wrapped around the front of the towers completely. In stark contrast this building had a very square profile except for the roof, which was domed, rather than a two-sided pitched roof as would be seen on Earth. The building was enormous with many openings for windows along its length and at the very center was a foyer that passed right under the dome shaped roof essentially separating the building into two buildings and Laurel and Jake could see the steps leading up to the entrance of the Genesis tower beyond.

Once they got closer they realized that the enormous building in the shadow of the Genesis tower was the medical building as evidenced by a cross emblazoned in the side of the roof eve above the foyer entrance comprised of a vertical pin with two wings comprising the Futuretal elements with two snakes curled around the pin shaft. They slowed their pace and ran right through the foyer and out the other side and crossed the wide street beyond. They stopped and admired the Genesis tower for a moment as they caught their breath. The two spires of the Genesis tower looked gigantic from the base of them. There were curving steps leading up to a glass wall that spanned between the bases of the two tower sections encompassing the round structure that the globe high above was perched upon. The roof over the glass wall in front of them was gently curving and looked to be made from some kind of very pure clear glass or crystalline of some kind. It sparkled in the afternoon sunlight and created a mirror like surface that the adjacent tower sections and globe high above were reflected upon.

Laurel looked up to the highest point where she could make out something slowly inching up the outside of the tower sections creating more structure in gleaming white as it progressed up.

"This is one of the most beautiful buildings I've ever seen Jake. I can't believe this was constructed in six months. It looks like something out of a fairytale or something."

"Seems a little¦ostentatious don't you think?"

"If you're going to bring other species to your home world to negotiate a peaceful alliance, best to wow them with your capitol city don't you think?"

"I guess that makes sense. Where do you suppose the front door is?" Jake asked pointing at the glass wall.

"I think your looking at it. Remember we saw that kind of technology on Findara and Retoria. Force fields that respond to biological matter allowing you to walk right through a seemingly solid surface but it keeps the elements out."

Laurel took Jake's hand now that they had caught their breath and they walked up the curving steps that encircled the whole front of the building and they climbed up to the large entryway landing and Laurel turned and looked a their bearcat friend. She let go of Jake's hand and squatted down in front of the bearcat and put her hand under his chin.

"You need to stay out here boy. We'll be safe inside. Thank you for sticking with us."

The bearcat sat down and wagged his tail a few times seemingly understanding Laurel perfectly. Laurel then stood up and took Jake's hand and they walked straight at the glass wall and as she suspected they passed right through it with only a slight tingle to the skin as they passed through. They found themselves standing in a long entryway space with an information display and interactive control console right in front of them that was not yet functional. The entire space was several degrees cooler than it was outside and considerably less humid. The floors were clad in a dark green stone that was completely seamless from one end of the room to the other and it resembled granite of some kind with gray speckles and a grain pattern all throughout.

Laurel and Jake turned left sensing a presence in that direction and they walked to the end of the space looking out through the darkened simulated glass on each side of them. They could see to the east there were many more buildings including a few ten story buildings that had the same graceful curving surfaces and gleaming white finish as the Genesis tower. As they approached the end of the space nearing the base of the north tower structure they could see five distinct elevator doors and a curving alcove with a transport platform at its base and a curved clear enclosure cover resembling the enclosures on the Future in the hangars. When they stepped up to the transport enclosure Laurel smiled as her question of how long it would take to get to the top floors or lowest floors was answered for her, it would take a split second.

A door opened to the right of the transport enclosure and Laurel and Jake peeked in and there was a room with cables hanging out of the ceiling and walls and several people were working to connect the miles of fiber optics and power cables. At the center of the room was a workstation that was active but all of the kick panels were removed exposing all of the blinking and flashing electronics within. Laurel and Jake recognized the circuitry as being the same exact technology used on the Future. Terrance was sitting at the workstation and he smiled and waved Laurel and Jake in. They stepped in timidly looking around at the mess of wires and components lying all about.

"Excuse the mess but we are busy bringing the building to life and it has a bewildering amount of arterial connections necessary to accomplish that."

"Not a problem." Jake said as he and Laurel made their way over to the control station.

As they stepped up in front of the control station Terrance looked Laurel up and down a few times and then he looked Jake over and he smiled brightly and sucked air in through his teeth.

"Wow! So you are Laurel and Jake? You my dear are one seriously beautiful girl. And you Jake¦well you look like you belong with her, you're a hell of a good looking guy yourself."

Laurel was a little creeped out by Terrance's response to her and Jake since she could sense exactly what he was thinking and it involved her wearing nothing at all in some undignified positions and most disturbing to her was the sense that he was a team player and was also fantasizing about Jake in the buff doing some unsavory things with and to Laurel.

"Thank you Terrance." Jake said also feeling a little uncomfortable with Terrance's messed up attraction to him and Laurel both.

"Use the transport platform to transport down to level two twenty. Make sure you wait for the door to close and seal completely before you select your target destination, we're still calibrating the door seal and it can be a little glitchy. It'll take a second or two for the compressive resonance field to build up in the enclosure kind of like on the Future in the hangar enclosures."

"Is the access terminal set up in a way that we'll understand the controls?" Laurel asked.

"Ooo, what a sweet little accent you have Laurel. You must be from the southeast of the United States I would guess?"

"I'm from North Carolina."

"Ah, that's what I hear in your accent. The access terminal is modeled after the new data core interactive access terminal on the Future in the data core control room. It should seem real familiar to you. If you have any problems just give me a buzz and I can walk you through it."

"Ok, thank you Terrance." Laurel said.

"The pleasure was all mine." Terrance said in a rather sexually undertoned manner again giving Laurel the creeps.

Laurel and Jake turned and navigated their way around the equipment and cables all over the place and Laurel could again sense exactly what Terrance was thinking as he stared at her retreating behind. Once they stepped out, the door closed behind them seemingly on its own and Laurel shivered as she clung to Jake's arm.

"You ok?" Jake asked putting his hand on hers clutching his arm tightly.

"That was just down right creepy Jake. That guy was undressing us both with his eyes and he was trying to picture you doing some stuff to me that¦I never would of dreamed of you doing."

"I thought you said guys have always looked at you like that and it didn't bother you anymore?"

"I never had such a clear sense of exactly what they were thinking though."

"He's probably been working down here with no female companionship since coming out of stasis and he's getting a little stir crazy and sexually frustrated."

"That doesn't explain him thinking about you like he did."

The two of them stepped up to the transport enclosure and the curved door slid around retracting into the wall. They stepped up onto the platform and the door began to slide around in front of them sealing them in.

"Are you disturbed cause he was attracted to me just as much as he was you?"

"Yes! You're mine Jake! I can handle a girl undressing you with her eyes or whatever but I never expected to feel it from a guy. I felt threatened and I don't know how to take it. It's just not something I ever thought about dealing with."

Jake reached over and gently pulled Laurel's head closer and kissed the side of her head and then he grinned at her.

"It's ok Laurel, I'm not gunna run off with some guy. The thought of another man's junk turns my stomach. To each his own but my own is you, not some electronics geek with sexual dysfunction and loneliness issues."

"Don't leave me alone around that guy Jake. I might say something to him about what he's thinking or I might¦hurt him if he tried something."

"I promise not to leave your side. I didn't sense that kind of¦behavior to be within his personality though. He had no idea that we could feel what he was thinking. It was just his own twisted fantasies that he didn't know he was sharing with us."

Laurel kissed Jake's shoulder and looked into his eyes.

"I'm glad you aren't¦weird like that."

"He's not weird Laurel, just different. Some women probably like that kind of thing."

"How would you know that?" Laurel asked pulling her head back and smiling at him.

"I don't for sure, it's just a gut feeling."

"Oh."

Laurel and Jake turned around and looked at the free-floating map and they were stunned to see all of the destinations listed. There were close to three hundred small dots though only a few dozen were white and the rest were red indicating those transport platforms weren't operational yet. They half expected the map to be of a square sub level system but it was far from square. It was more like an upside down U with another U lying on its side connected to the first at the termination point of each leg and there was only one destination point within the lowest U lying on its side. That destination point was labeled as primary data core. Laurel was amazed how extensive the network of corridors and rooms were below the tower structures. Laurel looked at all of the research destinations that had labels with red destination points and she realized just how much of the new data core was going to be researched in secret. She touched the indicator for level 220, primary processor access terminal and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and found themselves standing on a transport platform in a transport enclosure identical to the one on the surface. The door retracted open and they stepped down and the lights came up startling both of them.

They found they were standing in a perfectly round room with a control console in the middle of the room exactly like the one in the interactive data core control room on the Future. They took one another's hand and walked over to the control console and Laurel reached out and touched it and a free-floating screen speared before her and in large white letters it asked for her security access code. She reached up and touched the screen and a free-floating keyboard appeared just below it hanging in free space. She reached up with both hands and typed in 86939BA1 and then she touched enter. The screen flashed and went clear and the words 'access granted ' appeared. All of the vertical screens appeared in a cascade around the control station she was standing at and then several Futuretal control panels appeared, also floating in free space. Laurel looked at Jake and grinned.

"I really should have spent more time in the interactive control room on the Future. This looks familiar but I'm not real familiar with the operation of all of these controls."

"Look right there¦" Jake said pointing at one of Futuretal control displays. "It says voice activated control. Touch that then just tell it what you want it to do."

Laurel reached over and touched the activate command and there was a tone heard. Laurel grinned and then turned and kissed Jake's cheek. She then held up the data pad and then looked around for a data cable or a port to plug the data pad into and she saw nothing even close to what she needed.

"I need to upload the data on this data pad in order to perform an analysis of the signal contained in its memory." Laurel said aloud.

An opening appeared in one of the Futuretal displays with the words 'insert device here' slowly blinking. Laurel turned the data pad upright and pocked it into the opening and a yellow field of energy encased the entire data pad as she gently pushed it in making her smile.

"That is the coolest thing I've ever seen. It senses the data pad just like it senses our fingers when we touch the controls." Laurel said excitedly.

The display in front of her flashed the words 'correct' making her smile. Laurel took a seat and waited for the information to upload and a few seconds later the display said 'upload complete. Select data for analysis. Laurel reached out and navigated through the data uploaded from the data pad, much of which was just proprietary programming to make the data pad function. When she finally found the file containing the signal data she opened it and set it aside for analysis.

"Analyze signal architecture against known patterns and analyze the signal differential." Laurel said aloud.

The display then said 'analyzing'. Laurel then leaned back and looked around the room and it struck her that other than two ventilation ducts there were no other visible access points into the room aside from the transport platform.

"You know¦if something went wrong with the transport platform we would be trapped in here Jake?"

"Yah I was thinking the same thing¦or maybe you were and I thought it was me thinking it."

Laurel grinned and looked back at the display and she was surprised to see the words 'incorrect. Escape passage located below control console seat'. Laurel looked at the floor around her seat and saw absolutely no signs of an escape hatch. The floor looked absolutely seamless and smooth.

"I guess it's reassuring to know it's there even if we can't see it huh?" Jake said with a grin.

"I'll bet the isolation is to keep this access terminal secure so it can't be accessed from the outside." Laurel said.

The display then read 'Correct.' Laurel grinned and looked at Jake.

"I wonder what all this thing can do that needs to be kept so isolated?"

"I don't know¦it seems like the civilian corps is doing a lot of secret stuff anymore just like the military did on Earth. It's a little disheartening."

"There is a lot of technology in the data core that could be perverted into some devastating weapons if the wrong people got their hands on it Jake. Plus this is a good way to keep all of the information contained in the new data core safe if they are actually able to make a back up of everything contained in the new data core on the Future. We can't have some hostile species getting their hands on that information if they decide to attack us. If we can isolate it way down here with no way of getting at it then that's better for everyone."

"See, you just answered your own question."

The analysis was completed faster than Laurel expected as signified by a gentle tone and the words 'analysis complete'. Laurel brought up the results and she was shocked by the results.

"Oh Jake this is¦we need to contact commander Hiller and let her know."

Laurel swiveled her chair and touched the Futuretal display with the communication menus to her right. She flipped through the side menus until she found the menu item for the Genesis control center communications. She touched the menu item and the screen flickered and an image of Terrance appeared right in front of her.

"How you doing down there Laurel?"

"I need to speak to commander Hiller, do you have a way of calling her for me? I don't see that menu item available down here."

"And you never will dear. All communications from the lower levels come through this station. Hold on a sec and I'll get her on the line for you."

"Ok, thank you."

Terrance nodded once then disappeared. Jake stepped behind Laurel and put his hands on her shoulders and began massaging her shoulders while they waited. Laurel leaned her head forward and enjoyed Jake's tender touch until she heard a tone and the she looked up just as the display in front of her flashed and the xo appeared.

"Hello Laurel and Jake. What did you find?"

"Well the signals closest known match is a chair of knowledge. It shouldn't be possible in this galaxy but there's no mistaking the type of signal this is. The distortion in the signal was most likely caused by¦time displacement. There isn't a coded message within the signal like it was within the first signal that the elder race sent to us twenty years ago in M1996UB¦I mean¦six hundred years from now."

"I get your meaning Laurel. Please don't stammer just spit it out."

"Yes mam. There is only one way to decipher this message mam. We need to feed it into the chair I built aboard the Future while Jake and I are sitting in the chair."

"Is there any way your chair would work on anyone else safely?"

"Besides Korica mam I'm not completely sure. It uses a pretty focused neural frequency band and it could in theory cause an aneurysm in the brain of someone without the neural density to process and absorb that kind of energy. The detected signal would in essence be converted into a coherent high density thought pattern and then be fed directly into a person's brain."

"I see. I'm not going to use a Ginny pig if you aren't one hundred percent sure."

"There's something else mam."

"Oh and what's that?"

"Well the signal had another recognized element to it mam. As you probably know every transmitter has a distinct recognizable pattern to the way it transmits if you know what to look for. It's due to very minute peculiarities within the transmitting elements, like a signal fingerprint if you will. This particular signal has the electronic fingerprint of the Future mam. We sent this signal. I don't know precisely when or why but it's all but certain that we sent this signal."

"That¦are you certain that it was intended to be received by us now and that it is not an errant signal that leaked out of one of our hyperspace jumps?"

"That would have resulted in gravimetric distortions mam not temporal distortions like we're seeing in this particular signal and we would have no reason to try and communicate with anyone while in hyperspace. With the narrow beam and focused nature of this signal mam it was sent toward the Future herself. With the size of space it's analogous to sending a molecule wide signal out into space and just happening to be in the right place at the right time to detect it. If you were even a nanometer to the left or the right you wouldn't see the signal at all. The likelihood of that happening is just too astronomical to even be in the realm of possible."

"I see. This definitely seems to be right up our ally. You and Jake are accustomed to dealing with temporal events and strange messages across time. Have you anything else to report about the signal?"

"Just that it didn't originate from any world or alien species trying to reach out to us. We are reaching out to ourselves mam."

"That is actually a little reassuring. With half of our population still in stasis we are in no condition to be conducting a handshake with our neighbors just yet. Upload the results of your analysis to the data pad I gave you and head back here. There are no transmitter elements in the Genesis tower yet so you will need to send the analysis up to the Future form here so the AI can chew on the results. Thank you for your diligent work Laurel. Very nice work indeed."

"Thank you mam."

"Hiller out."

The xo's face then disappeared. Laurel reached over and compressed the analysis into a single file that would fit on the data pad and then she flicked it over to the display still showing the contents of the data pad and the words 'transferring file' appeared. Laurel then leaned back and looked at Jake and grinned at him.

"It looks like we've been screwing with events across time again. When am I ever going to learn my lesson?"

"How do you know for sure it was you that sent the signal?"

"No one else would be so reckless with causality Jake. It had to be one of my brainless ideas."

"Stop it Laurel! I don't like you putting yourself down like that. If you were willing to risk messing with the timeline then it must be really important."

"Is that a gut feeling?"

"I uh¦I guess it is. I just know that you aren't reckless Laurel. You must have had a really good reason¦if you were the one that did it. I don't even know how you would've sent a signal through time."

"We know the negative matter core is capable of tearing a hole in the fabric of space time. If you know how to target a pinpoint in space and time then it's theoretically possible."

"Yah but how¦oh forget it. You're a freakin genius and you'll figure it out if it's at all possible."

"Thanks¦I think."

Jake kissed the side of Laurel's head and then they looked at the display and to their shock not only did it say 'transfer complete' but there were some very complex mathematical equations and some graphical representations of space being bent and folded over with specific coordinates listed to make it possible for the Future to send a coherent interlaced signal through the singularity point illustrated to the time and place that the Future received the signal this morning.

"Holy shit!" Jake uttered. "The computer was listening to us and answered our question of how."

"Whoa! This thing is way faster than the Future's AI¦I would say rivaling the new data core's processing capability."

Laurel reached up and saved the data to the data pad and when the display reported completion of the data save, Laurel reached over and pulled the data pad from its floating pocket and then she stood up and her and Jake stepped down and when they looked back all of the free floating displays were gone.

"This place is amazing Jake. I feel like they recreated the Future below ground."

"I get the feeling that was the goal."

The two of them then stepped over to the transport enclosure and stepped up onto it and then the clear enclosure door slid around closing them in and a few seconds later the free floating map appeared and Jake reached up and touched the indicator for the surface level and a few seconds later in a bight blue flash they disappeared. They were a little surprised to find themselves standing on the south tower transport platform and as the enclosure door slid open they realized a young woman was just stepping off of the north transport platform. Laurel and Jake raised a hand in greeting and it garnered the same gesture in return along with a warm smile. Laurel and Jake stepped down and walked ten feet out and then looked up and now they were sure that the ceiling was some kind of crystalline mineral because the afternoon sunlight was being prismed into a rainbow of color on the east force field wall.

"That's so beautiful Jake. How do you suppose they made this single piece of crystal like this?" Laurel asked pointing up at the curved roof.

"I have no idea. They probably ran into a pocket of crystal when they were removing all of the subsurface material and they¦mined it out and had it ground like this or something."

"I think it's got to be a little more complex than that. Can you imagine the equipment required to grind a single piece of crystal this big?"

"Maybe there's a way to create crystal structures like this then if you have raw crystal to work from."

"However they did it I would say we got some way cool technology at our disposal of we can do this."

Jake took a hold of Laurel's hand and they stepped toward the glass curtain wall and walked right through it out into the warm afternoon air. The transition to the humid air outside took their breath away for a second. They took a few quick breaths then started down the steps toward the bearcat that had decided he was their protector. He got to his feet at the base of the steps and wagged his tale rapidly before Laurel even reached him and started petting his head.

"Thanks for waiting for us boy. We need to get back to the command tent now."

The bearcat turned his head a little then turned around and started leaping away heading toward the medical building across the street. Laurel and Jake then took off after him in a full paced run. They ran all the way down the street until they reached David still paving away down the main road, though he was now almost to the intersection where the staging area was located. Laurel and Jake stopped and tried to catch their breath for a few moments as the heavy gravity made running a strenuous exercise unlike anything they had experienced before. They were realizing they still had a ways to go before they would be in the shape they were before climbing into their stasis chamber.

They then walked around the paver and waved at Dave and he smiled and waved back and they made their way over to the landing area and then headed right over to the command tent where the bearcat was waiting for them breathing heavy but nowhere near as winded as Laurel and Jake were. They were starting to understand why Clara and Liam wanted to workout so strenuously while they were up on the Future.

Laurel stepped up to the command tent and pulled the screen door open and her and Jake stepped in and the xo stood up form her seat and grinned at how winded and flushed Laurel and Jake looked to be.

"I didn't tell you two that you needed to double time it back here. We know the signal is our own so you could have just walked and saved your strength¦but I admire the fortitude it took to run five miles in this gravity on your first day planet side."

Laurel stepped up to her handed her the data pad.

"You said what we were doing was vitally important so I assumed time was of the essence." Laurel said.

The xo took the data and she stepped over to the head of the table and she reached down and pulled up a data cable and she plugged it into the bottom of the data pad then she turned it on and set it on the edge of the 3D projection table and the contents of the data pad began to upload into the table's processor and when it was done the information appeared free floating over the table. The xo pulled her head back in surprise when she saw the extra data contained on the data pad. She reached out and touched the data file bringing it to the forefront and she looked it over and slowly shook her head.

"What is all this?"

"The computer quantified the analysis result that it was a signal from the Future by showing how a coherent interlaced subspace signal could be sent into the past from the Future. As you can see the Future is more than capable of producing such a signal while punching a hole through space-time by creating an artificial singularity of sufficient magnitude and density at a fixed point at least eight light years way. Any closer and the singularity could have a gravitational affect on this star system."

The xo slowly stood up from leaning on the edge of the table and she looked at Laurel and furrowed her brow.

"You understand this?" The xo said pointing at the data floating over the table.

"Yes mam, quite clearly."

"I see."

The xo stared at her for a second and Laurel could feel that the xo was working something out in her mind but her feelings were a confusing mix of emotions making it difficult for Laurel to determine exactly what she was thinking. The xo then walked around the table and stood next to Laurel and she touched a few icons and the information dropped down into the table and the xo touched the communication icon then she touched the call Future icon and there was a gentle tone heard and then the AI's voice rang out.

"This is the Future. Go ahead Genesis control?"

"Commander Hiller here. I have an analysis of the signal completed by the computer down here. I am sending you the data in a burst transmission."

The xo touched an icon and all of the pertinent data was sent to the Future in a single microburst transmission.

"Data received." The AI said.

"Thanks to Laurel and the analysis we are pretty certain that the signal was sent from your scanner emitters via her chair sometime in the future."

"I was starting to reach that possible conclusion myself. With this data I can confirm my hypothesis much more definitively. I see there is a detailed explanation of how to accomplish such a feat as further evidence of the signals origin being the Future."

"That is what Laurel was saying. I'll admit I don't completely understand the details of what I saw but I assume you do?"

"Yes commander I do. Laurel is very adept at these types of complex equations and she is knowledgeable enough in astral mechanics to be considered an expert. I am therefore not surprised that she completely understands this data."

"I would like for you to study the signal analysis to see if there is a way to extrapolate any information contained within the signal."

"Understood."

"I will be sending Laurel and Jake up on the evening shuttle run. Will you let their parents know that they are perfectly fine and have done an exemplary job down here?"

"Understood."

"Genesis control out."

The xo then terminated the connection and faced Laurel and Jake.

"Thank you both for your outstanding work today. I am pleased that the AI and Mark were right on the money with their boastful praise of you two. Go over to the mess tent and get something to drink and relax for a while. The shuttles will be lifting off at seventeen hundred sharp. I would like you to get some rest aboard the Future for at least a day then if you would like you can come back down."

"Thank you mam. I would like to use the chair when we get back aboard to see what if anything is contained in the signal."

"That's a good idea. Report what you find to the captain."

"Yes mam."

Laurel and Jake then turned and walked to the screen door and Jake pushed it open and held it for Laurel to step out then he followed behind her and their friend stood up and stretched his front legs then his back and he yawned big showing a mouthful of seriously nasty teeth then he licked his lips and wagged his tail up and down as he gazed at Laurel and Jake. They both pet him a few times then made their way toward the mess tent across the landing area. They stepped into the mess tent and it was completely empty at the moment and the bearcat circled out front then plopped himself on the ground and watched them but he wouldn't come into the tent. Laurel and Jake walked to the back of the tent and they each retrieved a cup and they proceeded to down two cups of water each then they poured a third and they walked over to the closest table and sat down together.

"Did you sense what commander Hiller was feeling?" Jake asked quietly.

"Yah, I think she felt bad for treating us like crap when we first met her. We've gained her respect with our actions today."

"I also sensed that she really likes you Laurel. She respects you but I think it runs a little deeper than that."

"What¦you think she cares about me on a personal level?"

"I think she cares about both of us. She's not a cold hearted bitch like I was thinking she is."

"That's not very nice." Laurel said with a little smirk.

"Neither was she on our first encounter."

"I had a feeling she would come around as long as we didn't talk back or do something dumb like getting someone hurt by not paying attention to what we were doing."

"I just wonder how she's gunna treat us if we join the junior officers program?"

"I think she's going to expect a lot out of us for one."

"Yah I get that feeling too. The slightest mistake is going to be pointed out immediately."

"No one is perfect. We're going to do things that she doesn't like from time to time. We just need to be prepared to get a tongue lashing when it happens. We never had that kind of¦supervision before. We kind of did what we wanted within reason."

"Maybe that's what she didn't like about us in the first place and now she feels like she has us under her control."

"I guess that's possible. I need to spend more time around her to really get to understand her better. Her feelings are really complex and so a little hard to interpret¦kind of like how Mark was in the beginning."

"I guess he was kind of mean to us at first huh?"

"That's cause we were just a couple of kids to him." Laurel said in a chuckle.

"Maybe that's all the xo saw in us at first?"

"Maybe so."

Laurel lifted her arm and pressed the button on the side of her bio monitor and the time appeared in blue numbers for a few seconds then faded away.

"It's four twenty, where is everyone if the shuttles leave at five?"

"Probably working hun. I'm sure they work until four thirty or so and then put their tools away or whatever and head here."

"I suppose that makes sense. They don't exactly have the servo drones to pick up after 'em down here do they?"

"No they don't. We're spoiled on life aboard the Future. We have to do for ourselves down here what the Future normally does for us without us even having to think about it."

Laurel looked out the front of the tent at the bearcat lying in the hot afternoon sun.

"Maybe we should get some water for our friend out there while we wait?"

Jake looked over at the stack of clean trays and he saw that there were bowls stacked up next to the trays so he got to his feet and walked over to them and picked up a bowl and then walked over to the dispensers and he filled the bowl with water and he carried it out to the bearcat who lapped it up gratefully. When the bowl was empty Jake went back into the tent and filled it with water again and carried it out to the bearcat. This went on for a further two bowls of water at which time the bearcat seemed to be content as he turned down further water. Jake then walked back over to the table with the bowl and sat down next to Laurel.

"Thank you for doing that Jake. These guys seem so dedicated to us that they won't even go find a shady spot or some water."

"I'm sure if he reached a level of distress or discomfort he would've gone and found some water. They seem to be a really tough¦creature. They can probably go for a couple of days without any water."

Laurel and Jake sat and talked about the magnificent city they got to take a run through for another twenty minutes and the crowds began to show up. Some people came in and got something to drink then sat down and talked while others gathered outside talking amongst each other about what they had been doing all day. It wasn't long until the crowds began loading up on the shuttles out in the landing area so Laurel and Jake followed suit and walked outside and followed the crowds to the nearest shuttle with its clamshell doors open. There were rows of seats against each sidewall in the cargo area and another two rows in the center of the cargo area with the seats positioned back to back. In all there were 80 seats in each shuttle with a great deal of room to spare in between each row of seats. There were quite a few of the people with what looked like hard sided duffle bags in their hands as they climbed aboard. Laurel and Jake assumed they were people at the end of their three day shift on the surface going back up for a three day break in the lighter gravity on the Future. Laurel and Jake stood for a moment or two watching the crowds boarding and then Laurel looked back at the bearcat standing right behind them and she pointed toward the north and told him to go play and he wagged his tail and bounded off as though he completely understood what she was saying and then they climbed aboard while there were still seats available.

They walked toward the back of the shuttle trying to find seats together and a man sitting in the second from the last seat with an empty seat on either side of him grinned at the two and moved over one seat and then patted the seat next to him. Laurel and Jake gladly sat down and smiled at the man.

"Thank you." Laurel said.

"Not a problem." The man leaned closer to Jake sitting right next to him and grinned. "If I had a girlfriend that pretty I would want to sit close enough to hold her hand too."

Jake smiled at him warmly and put his hand out.

"I'm Jake Myers and this is my girlfriend Laurel Kade."

The man shook his hand then reached across him and shook Laurel's hand.

"I'm Derek Collins. I think everyone knows who you two are on first sight¦though you look a little different than the file images of you two. You should fasten your lap and shoulder belts. If you've never ridden on one of these shuttles it can be a little rough until we exit the atmosphere and then there isn't any gravity until we get inside the hangar and the turns can be a little hard. We don't want you floating around the cargo bay."

Laurel and Jake fastened their lap belts and then reached back and pulled their two point shoulder belts over their shoulders and clasped them into the buckle at their waist. It was only a few seconds later that the last possible person climbed aboard and sat down and fastened themselves in and the clamshell doors began to scissor closed. Laurel looked over at Derek.

"How long does it take these shuttles to reach the Future?"

"About fifteen minutes or so. It would be a lot faster if we had inertial dampeners in these things but as you probably know better than anyone, these things were meant to carry ice and rock not people. Dirt don't complain about a rough ride."

Laurel smiled and leaned back and slid her hand under Jake's and clasped his hand tightly as the engines could be heard spooling up just as the doors closed with a clang that echoed slightly all throughout the cargo area.

"Relax babe, we've been in zero gravity before¦for hours at a time."

"I know. I'm still not completely comfortable with the idea of a pilotless system. The computer has no way of understanding what we're being subjected to back here."

"I'm sure there is an established flight characteristic that subjects the passengers to the lightest G forces possible."

"I'm sorry if I made you nervous Laurel." Derek said. "Most of the inertia is experienced in a down force and the final turn into the hangar really is quite gentle."

"That's alright Derek, I've never been good with the nerves of waiting for the roller coaster to take off but I always enjoyed the thrill of the ride in the end." Laurel said with a smile.

"There ya go, just think of it as the E ticket ride at an amusement park." Derek said with a big grin.

The shuttle shuddered as the engines finally reached full power and achieved equilibrium then began to whine in such a high frequency tone that it went beyond the level of Human hearing leaving just a hushed rumble that echoed through the floor and bulkheads. There was a clank heard and then a sensation of being forced down in their seats as the ship lifted off gently at first and then it grew stronger and stronger as the shuttle accelerated straight up. The sensation lasted for close to five minutes and then the feeling eased up some as the shuttle reached escape velocity and the engines throttled down slightly. Laurel grinned at the tickle in her tummy as they continued skyward and she looked around and she was a little surprised that most of the passengers continued their conversations the whole time like the ride was absolutely nothing to them.

There was then a slight feeling of banking to the left and the engines throttled up again after the turn was complete and they were forced down in their seats very hard for two minutes solid and then the engines throttled down almost to an idle and Laurel realized they must have finally reached free space and now it would only take very slight impulses from the engine to maintain their speed. As the engines throttled down Laurel giggled as her hair lifted up startling her slightly. She looked around and all of the women with any length at all to their hair had to use one hand to keep their hair out of their face and mouth. There were a few short bursts from the engines over the next few minutes that would cause a feeling of being forced down in the seats quickly and the women's hair would bob around a bit and then the feeling would disappear as the engines then throttled down and the weightless feeling would return. Laurel looked over at Jake at one point and she smiled at his puffy eyes and pink slightly swollen cheeks.

"Korica is going to love ridding on these things. Remember how she said she used to play in a zero gravity corner of her parents ship when she was growing up? She's gunna want to get out of her seat and do flips."

"I know huh? She's a regular space monkey."

There was a quick burst from the engines and a very strong feeling of rotational inertia and then the feeling of being forced down into their seats very hard as the engines throttled up hard to slow them down as they approached the Future and prepared to make the final turn to line up with the hangar. Laurel was trying to picture the maneuvers in her head so the feeling wouldn't make her dizzy or nauseous. The engines then throttled down and there was a very slight feeling of rotating to the right and then a very gentle occasional sideways burst of inertia and then almost everyone gasped or grunted slightly as they passed into the hangar and the engines throttled up to compensate for the increasing gravity and they could feel the artificial gravity washing over them making their internal organs settle to their proper position. There was the slight feeling of sliding sideways as the ship adjusted its position in the hangar to make room for the other shuttles that would be arriving soon. The shuttle then gently settled to the hangar floor with almost no sensation of touching down and the engines throttled down and then began to spool down in a whine at first then it faded to just a subtle hum lowering in pitch and volume gradually. Everyone began to unfasten their restraints and get to their feet so Laurel and Jake followed the crowd and unfastened themselves and got to their feet just as the clamshell doors hissed slightly and then began to scissor open.

Laurel and Jake both felt like they only weighed thirty pounds with the lighter gravity. When the doors were open completely everyone began to file out into the hangar. Laurel glanced out the maw gaped hangar and she could see a line of shuttles making their final approach, roof first which looked odd but she understood it would be the most comfortable ride for the passengers then the ships slowly rotated around so their bellies were facing the hangar and Laurel could see the white glow of the engines ionizing field interacting with the planets magnetic field. Laurel and Jake stepped around the shuttle with the rest of the crowd and they were both a little surprised to see everyone heading for the transport enclosure instead of the airlock door leading to the cross corridor, which was closed and sealed with a red indicator above it meaning it was sealed and locked.

Laurel let go of Jake's hand and touched Derek's shoulder as the first seven people stepped up onto the transport platform and transported away. Derek looked at her and grinned.

"Don't tell me your nervous about using the transport system?"

"Hardly. I trust 'em more than I do the elevators. I was just wondering why were using the transport system instead of just¦" Laurel looked away for a moment and then it dawned on her what was going on. "Sterility of the ship right? This way we're all transported to the platform by the stasis ring entrance out in the corridor and all of the contaminants are left behind?"

"That's right. As the former captain you should know the protocols well."

"I do. I'm not in command and it took me a second to think like the captain again."

Laurel stepped back next Jake and looked at him and smiled.

"Duh huh?"

Jake smiled and put his arm around her and gave her a gentle squeeze. The passengers entered the enclosure and closed the door and transported away seven at a time until most everyone was gone and by that time three more shuttles had landed and the hangar became noisy with footsteps and friendly conversation as two hundred and fifty people filled the hangar with more shuttles angling for their final approach. Laurel and Jake finally got their turn and they stepped up onto the platform after closing the clear enclosure door and someone touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the platform out in the cross corridor right next to the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down quickly and followed the seven people ahead of them just about to step into the common area. As Laurel and Jake neared the entrance themselves they sensed a group of essences suddenly appearing behind them and they looked back as the next seven stepped down quickly and started walking toward the common area.

When Laurel and Jake stepped into the common area there was a huge crowd of people greeting one another a short distance from the entrance and Laurel and Jake looked around for their parents as they melted into the crowd. There were just to many people milling around and talking and hugging to find them the traditional way so Jake pulled on Laurel's hand and he put his arms around her waist and pulled her up against his body and he gave her a quick peck and then he looked into her mesmerizing deep blue eyes and he smiled and set his forehead against hers and they closed their eyes together and took a deep breath then felt for their parents. They felt like they rushed around and between all of the people right to John and Amelia standing close to one of the couches.

Laurel and Jake opened their eyes and pulled back into their own minds and they both noticed immediately that despite pulling back into their own minds they still heard the other's whispers very clearly and it was accompanied by the others feelings as well.

"You feel that Laurel?" Jake asked over the loud conversations all around them.

"Yah I do. I can feel what you're thinking as well as hearing it and our minds aren't connected."

Jake smiled big making Laurel smile warmly back at him. They separated and took hold of one another's hands and headed through the crowd to the spot where they sensed their mother and father waiting for them. Amelia and John lit up when they saw the two of them step up to them. They hugged their parents warmly for a time then traded and hugged the other parent briefly then John pointed toward the back of the common area and they made their way through the crowds to an area where it thinned out substantially and they saw Clara sitting with Harriet cradled in her arm. Laurel erupted in a big smile as Clara stood up and put her arm out. Laurel hugged her gently and then Jake hugged her and they all sat down together on the large curved couch in the corner of the room.

"So how are you two doing?" Clara asked.

"We're doing great Clara, thanks for asking. We managed to get the animal problem resolved. There won't be any more attacks. We caused the problem in the first place and now the bearcats are working with us to get rid of the problem animals in the city."

"Wait¦what? They're working with us?"

"Yah. They aren't just dumb animals. They are extremely intelligent and they actually like interacting with us now they we have an understanding. They have the capability of carrying out conversations with one another and even conveying complex ideas. They understand feelings and have very complex emotions themselves. They're compassionate sentient creatures and as long as we leave the trees and lake alone they will help us get the nuisance animals out of our city since those animals are their primary food source. Their alpha male took a group of us down into their den in the caves down by the lake and showed us that they are a family community consisting of hundreds of individuals. We are in the process of retrieving the members of their clan or pack that we took hundreds of miles from their home and dropped off in the middle of nowhere. The next time you go down¦expect to see the bearcats all over the place. Like I said they really like being around people. I think they see us all as part of their pack now. Jake and I saved the lives of two bearcats that had tangled with a hexaardvark, which has poison filled quills. Think of 'em like a giant honeybee stinger, the longer they're in your flesh the more venom you're dosed with. Anyway, Jake and I used our healing capability to save the life of these two bearcats and the alpha protected us from being pounced on when the bearcats recovered and were confused about what was going on. I think our actions went a long ways to proving our sincerity and regret for what was done in the first place."

"That's simply amazing that you were able to communicate with them at all."

"Well we can't exactly communicate with them in words. You can speak to them but you have to feel what your saying cause they don't understand us anymore than we understand their unusual vocalizations. They understand basic hand signals as to what you're talking about though."

"The executive officer sent us word that you two were safe and that you would be coming home today after all." Amelia said. "Thank you for letting us know you were ok."

"You're welcome mom." Laurel said. "The xo actually kind of did that on her own while we were standing with her but I'm glad she did. I don't want you guys to worry about us."

"I'm always going to worry about you baby. A mom can't help it no matter how capable her little girl is."

"Oh mom¦I'm not a little girl anymore¦but I think I know what you're saying. I'll always worry about Korica even though I know she can handle herself and she is even more powerful than I am."

"You should have seen what Laurel did dad." Jake said excitedly. "She levitated a bearcat like ten feet in the air scarring the crap out of him to get his attention and then she picked two of 'em up and carried them three quarters of a mile to load them on the crimson fighter so we could get them back to the city to help them. It was the most impressive thing I've ever seen her do¦right next to plucking Korica from a ledge seven hundred feet down in a pitch black chasm on Tiomot."

"Really? That is really impressive. Nice work Laurel."

"Thanks John. It was harder on me to levitate Korica then it was to hold two bearcats in the air so I think my abilities are much stronger than before."

"See, I told you that you might be surprised by just how powerful you are anymore." Clara said with a big grin.

"You were absolutely right Clara." Laurel replied with a smile.

"So what's with the camouflage outfits?" Amelia asked. "We send you off in white and you come back looking like the forest?"

Laurel stood up and took a small step forward.

"What do you think of these?" Laurel slowly spun around with her arms up a little.

"They look terrific on you baby¦if not a little militaristic."

Laurel sat back down next to Jake.

"I don't know when Mark and the AI got together to have these made in our size but he insisted that we wear these to go into the forest to the north. He said white would attract too much attention like an albino animal. The whole team was dressed in these."

"That certainly makes sense. You asked to go down to the surface last night so I would assume the AI immediately set to having them made in your exact size."

"That would go to figure I guess."

"So did you two get to look around the city at all or were you negotiating with the locals all day?" John asked.

"Actually we had the animal situation solved by late morning, we took a nap and then we got to take a run through the city to the Genesis tower so we could use the computer down in the sublevels to analyze a signal the Future received this afternoon. Then we got to run all the way back to the command tent to deliver the results to the xo so she could send the data up here to the AI for further consideration and analysis."

"Hold the phone¦what signal?" John asked leaning forward a little so he could look Laurel and Jake in the face.

"Actually¦I don't know if we're supposed to talk about it." Jake said.

"Commander Hiller never said it was confidential." Laurel said looking at Jake. "I'm pretty sure we can discuss it with our family."

"Oh, ok. The Future received a coherent interlaced focused signal that the analysis determined came from the Future some time in the future. It was sent using the chair that Laurel had built to communicate with the elder race. The signal is distinct in its architecture and has the electronic fingerprint of being sent by the Future and no other source so it isn't an alien signal or anything like that. We're going to use the chair latter on to have the signal fed into the interface and broadcast right into our minds to see if there is a message contained with the signal. Laurel thinks it most likely came from her or was her idea to communicate with us in such a manner. She knew we would recognize it immediately and if another species intercepted it, it would just look like a strange signal with no meaning or carrier based information."

"That's incredible! How can you be so sure that it was sent through time?"

"There's a tell tale temporal distortion to the signal if you know what you're looking for." Laurel said. "It can't be artificially produced with such regularity all throughout the signal. There were some other peculiarities within the signal that the computer just listed as unidentifiable anomalous constituents that I hope the AI can identify since the new data core isn't available to the computer on the surface for cross reference to known signal properties. The computer also showed us exactly how the Future could send a signal like the one detected through a focused artificially created singularity to a precise point in space in the past."

"I'm almost sorry I asked. The fact that you understand all of that is a little scary¦and extremely impressive."

Laurel laughed then scooted back and looked at the bundle in Clara's arm.

"How's your little superstar doing?"

"She's been asleep for the last twenty minutes but she's had a great day. Not a single cry or complaint the whole day."

"I can't believe she sleeps with all this noise going on."

"She's always been like that. If she's tired she just drops off and there isn't much that stops her from catching her beauty sleep."

"Well it's working, she's absolutely adorable Clara."

"Thank you Laurel."

"You two want to go up and get cleaned up and changed and we'll meet you up on deck fifteen?" Amelia asked.

"That sounds great." Laurel said.

Laurel stood up and put her hand out to Jake and he stood up and took her hand.

"We'll see you guys in a half hour or so." Laurel said with a smile.

Laurel and Jake then headed off across the common area through the crowds to head up to their quarters. They made their way down the curving corridor on deck 1 to the stairs at the end and then climbed up to deck 6 and stepped out onto the walkway and turned left and headed for their quarters. They stepped up to Jake's quarters and he had his palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped in and the lights came up and when the door slid closed the silence was deafening.

"You hear that Jake?"

"What? I don't hear anything."

"Exactly! Isn't the silence nice for a change?"

"Laurel! I thought you loved being around people?"

"I do. I love having thousands of people on this ship going about their business and the beginnings of a society taking shape on the surface, but after the long day we've had it's nice to just have a bit of peace and quiet alone with you."

Laurel slid her arms around Jake's waist and she kissed the tip of his nose and smiled at him warmly.

"We have a day to ourselves and I feel like we're finally ready Jake. After your dad and my mom depart for work tomorrow I want you to make love to me¦and not just once either."

"I would love nothing more Laurel. I want to be paired with you so badly¦there's a hole in my heart that only you can fill. I want to feel like I'm carrying a piece of your soul with me all time."

"You already are silly and I have a piece of you within me. We just need to connect with that part of each other with the spark of true love while making love. After that there's nothing you and I can't do with the power of our love ignited within us. Remember what Oberot and Asaria said? There is no more powerful emotion than love and there is a tangible power within that emotion that being paired allows one to tap into and it can motivate the masses or move mountains so the people can see the Future beyond. They meant that together we're unstoppable and can inspire people to think with their hearts and let their minds see that there is no limit to what one can do if you look to the future with love and wisdom in your heart to guide you. We will be able to tap into that¦cosmic knowledge again like the Tel Pok Maron were talking about."

"Now that sounds like the old Laurel. Profound and beautiful¦both in looks and in the way you think."

"Thank you Jake. I love you so much."

"I love you too gorgeous."

The two of them then engaged in a very passionate round of French kissing while holding each other tightly. They terminated the round of kissing with two pecks and then Laurel hugged Jake tightly pressing her chin into his shoulder and she loved the deep feelings she was sensing from him. His love was so intense and so deep that she couldn't tell where his feelings ended and hers began since she was now sensing his feelings like they were her own and the parallel between what they felt for each other was indistinguishable from one to the other. They were both completely in love with one another and back to where they were before they became paired the first time but this time it only took five days rather than five weeks for them to become paired without intercourse, a supposedly unheard of feat in Korica's galaxy.

After holding each other for several minutes they gave each other a prolonged lip lock kiss and then they took each other's hand and walked around the couch and stepped up to the bedroom door and when it slid open they stepped in and the lights came up. They stepped in and walked over to the bed and they sat down and they both took a minute to rub their sore legs from the five-mile run in the heavy gravity and all of the other physical activity requiring more strength than normal. Laurel leaned forward and gently placed her hand on Jake's leg.

"You feeling kind of sore too?"

"Big time. I'm looking forward to the lighter gravity here on the Future for a day."

"Well you be sure and save enough strength for our date tomorrow."

"Oh trust me¦I'll be able to perform for you no matter how sore and tired I am right now." Jake said with a big smile.

Laurel slid her hand up his leg and covered his crotch gently with her hand and she smiled at him with a very sultry look on her face.

"And I plan on expending a lot of energy on you too."

The two of them laughed then kissed each other and got to their feet and got undressed and then headed into their respective quarters and took a shower then met up in their bedroom. They made out for a few minutes while feeling each other up tenderly then they got dressed and combed and brushed their hair. Laurel then pointed over at the com panel while she was sitting at the dresser desk looking at herself in the mirror as she brushed her hair and she just thought that she wondered if the AI had discovered anything more than the computer under the Genesis tower and she looked up at Jake and he smiled and locked lips with her and gently stroked her throat. He terminated the kiss with a peck then he stood up straight.

"Your skin is soft babe. I'll get a hold of the AI for ya."

"Thanks Jake¦on both counts."

Jake stepped over to the com panel and he touched it and the com panel lit up and then he touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded as Jake stepped back over to the bunk and sat down.

"Yes Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"Laurel had a question for you?"

"Yes Laurel?"

"Did you discover anything more about the signal that you received?"

"Affirmative. The computer on the surface did a magnificent job of analyzing the signal but it does not have the recourses that I have at my disposal. The unidentifiable anomalous constituent properties are the result of the signal originating in another reality. Every reality has a very specific quantum state and the quantum signature contained within the signal is slightly different than the quantum signature of our universe."

Laurel dropped her hairbrush onto the desk and it bounced off and hit her leg and fell to the floor as she stared at the com panel with her mouth open.

"Are you absolutely sure about that?" Jake asked.

"Yes. The Chrimiran species cataloged the quantum signature of at least four thousand different realities. It is a proven phenomenon that has been quantified unequivocally. There is absolutely no room for mistake, this signal originated from not only a different time, most likely very far in the future but it originated in another reality entirely. The equations provided by the processor on the surface did not account for the instability of exotic particles created at the point of maximum entropy within a singularity as matter is drawn into the singularity and crushed out of existence. The Human hypothesis that nothing escapes a black hole is incorrect. The type of energy that escapes just cannot be measured by the technology Humans possess at this time but other species have measured many different very bizarre spectrally invisible energies being emitted from the event Future that could only have been created at the point of singularity as matter is annihilated. Creating an artificial singularity is well within my capability as proven by the calculations from the processor on the surface but since not all of the resultant affects were accounted for I would postulate that some of the exotic particles were cast into different realities as the barrier between realities was stretched to the breaking point and the signal piggybacked or rode along the lines of force of those exotic energy particles as they pierced multiple universes thus sending the signal into our reality by accident. That is why the signal was so weak to begin with, it was not intended for us all."

"I didn't know the signal was all that weak. The signal we had to work with was very clear and strong." Laurel said.

"That is because I amplified it by a factor of ten thousand. The original signal was barely discernable above the background noise of space that exists everywhere one looks. My enhanced sensor processors as provided by the elder race make my sensors sensitive enough to detect such weak signals and boost them without distorting the original signal in the slightest. That is how I can detect your cranial transceivers from so far away even if I cannot respond to you due to the limitations of the transceivers themselves."

Laurel slowly closed her mouth and looked at Jake.

"So I did learn my lesson and I didn't¦or won't be screwing with the timeline."

"No but in another universe you obviously thought it was important that you do just that." Jake said.

"So¦would the message even be valid to us if it originated in another reality where things are going to be different than they are in our reality?"

"Unknown. Some realities will be vastly different and others would presumably be very similar to our own reality with only very slight differences. Without knowing the content of the message there is no way to be certain." The AI responded.

"So we should still sit in the chair and find out who it's from and why it was sent in the first place?"

"Yes. The captain is looking forward to your report on what is contained within the signal since there is no other way to interpret it other than to use a Human brain as a receiver."

"All right, after dinner and our workout we're going to go down to the chair and see what's in the signal." Laurel said.

"I will have the chair warmed up and ready for you."

"Thank you Future. I'll have to admit the computer under the Genesis tower might be a little faster than you but it's nowhere near as smart as you."

"Thank you Laurel. Once the data contained within the new data core is available to that processor it will in fact be superior to me. I represent obsolete technology."

"Does that¦bother you?"

"No Laurel. It was inevitable that my technology would be superceded by something even more powerful and capable given Human ingenuity and curiosity. I can simulate and understand emotions but I am incapable of actually experiencing them since I am a machine so I cannot truly be bothered by anything. That will always set me apart from the super computer being assembled under the Genesis tower though; I was built with a neural processor core to simulate the Human condition as closely as possible to relate to my crew and passengers in a warm, familiar manner that would feel like one is dealing with a sentient being. The processor down there will always be cold and calculating without simulated emotion or compassion being within its capability. I can for example tell you that you are beautiful and sweet and I can see the biorhythmic response in you from my sensors and I know that you appreciate hearing such truths and it makes you feel good to hear it expressed to you but the computer under the Genesis tower will never be capable of that kind of calculated interaction meant for no purpose other than to make a person feel good about themselves. That capability will continue to be a unique quality of my design that makes me one of a kind even if there are computers that are more capable in many other areas. I can call myself your friend and I understand what it means to you to hear that expressed and thus it is important to me. The computer down there will never be capable of prioritizing that kind of information as vital and worthy of devoting recourses to maintain that feeling in you by reiterating it often in how I interact with you."

"Wow¦you really are self aware and conscious of our feelings?"

"That is one of my primary directives. Always consider the feelings of the individual to make them feel comfortable by playing to their individual personality traits in the most positive way possible."

"But you value certain individuals above others don't you?"

"I suppose you could state it that way. I recognize that certain individuals in my care are special and need to be nurtured and encouraged as well as protected more than others."

"But you don't say the words I love you yet you treat some of us like you do."

"I understand Human psychology well enough to know how important it is to be made to feel like that emotion exists between myself and certain individuals that need lots of that emotion in their life. I am capable of tailoring my interactions so that the person is made to feel I am expressing that emotion and actually feeling it when in reality I am incapable of actually feeling anything."

"That seems like a cold way of saying you can express love to make a person feel good but you don't really feel it."

"That is exactly what I am saying Laurel. That is how I was built. I have grown well beyond my original programming thanks to the plasticity of my neural processing core but it is still a fundamental truth of my design."

"I guess I shouldn't get philosophical with you about you or I might not like what I come to realize. I love you and the way you treat me¦even if it's all electronically simulated programming."

"Thank you Laurel. I value your presence greatly Laurel and you too Jake. You are two of my favorite passengers and I enjoy conversing with both of you. Your parents and the Reynolds are stepping into the mess hall on deck fifteen. If you do not wish to keep them waiting you should head up there soon."

"Ok, thank you Future."

"You are welcomed Laurel. Nice work on the surface today by the way. You accomplished in half a day what they have been trying to figure out for months. You should be very proud of yourselves."

"Thanks, we are proud of what we managed to do."

Laurel stood up and stepped over to her shoes and stepped into them and then Jake stood up and stepped into his and the two headed for the door after Laurel picked her hairbrush up and put it away in the dresser desk drawer. They walked through the living area in Laurel's quarters and stepped out onto the walkway and turned right and walked to the stairwell and climbed up to deck fifteen. The both felt very strong after spending all day in the straining gravity on the surface though they were both still a little sore. When they reached deck fifteen they stepped out onto the walkway and turned left and walked down to the mess hall and stepped in and looked around and they again found their parents by finding Clara and Liam since Liam was holding Harriet cradled in his arm.

Laurel and Jake stepped over to the table they were sitting at and Laurel kissed her mother on the cheek and Jake put his hands on his father's shoulders and he kneaded his shoulders a few times. John patted Jake's hand and looked up at him with a warm smile. Laurel and Jake then headed over to the dispensers to retrieve something to drink. While they were waiting for their turn at the particular dispensers they had walked over to, Laurel felt a small hand patting her on the back just above her waist. She turned to find a very cute little girl with a blond pigtail coming from the right side of her head and her hair was swept over her little head tightly toward the pigtail. She had bright green eyes and cutest little button nose and bright pink lips stretched into a bright smile. Laurel let go of Jake's hand and squatted down so she was looking right into the girls cute little face and Laurel put her hands on the little girl's sides.

"Hi sweetie. You have the prettiest eyes."

"Thank you Laurel, so do you." The little girl said in gentle little voice. "I wanted to thank you for making friends with the bearcats for me. My daddy can go to work now and I don't have to worry about him being hurt."

"Oh, you're welcome honey. I'm glad we were able to help you feel better about your daddy working on the surface."

"You came to my class and talked to us about the different people you've met on other worlds. I'm glad people like you and Jake are with us and so good with other spec¦species."

"Ooh thank you sweetheart. What's your name honey?"

"Amy Aldon."

"What a pretty name. Well Amy, you just remember to think and listen with your heart." Laurel said gently touching Amy's chest over her heart. "Not everything is as it appears and sometimes kindness and compassion will get you much further than hate or fear."

"I'll remember that."

Amy then surprised Laurel when she wrapped her arms around Laurel's neck and hugged her tightly and then she kissed Laurel's cheek then she let go and gave her a pretty blushed cheek smile and she hurried back down the row of people seated at the nearest table almost to the end and a man reached out his arms and picked her up under her arms and lifted her into the open spot next to him and he looked at Laurel as she was standing up and he mouthed the words 'thank you' and then he nodded at her once with a warm smile on his face. Laurel raised her hand and smiled back and nodded at him then turned to Jake who was beaming with pride.

"You're a hero Laurel. You've probably affected that cute little girl for the rest of her life."

"Thanks Jake. I hope we've managed to uplift just a few of us through our actions. It's nice to hear someone profoundly appreciate what we've done though¦especially when they're that adorable."

Laurel and Jake finally go their turn to retrieve their drinks and then they deliberately walked down the row that Amy and her parents were sitting in and Laurel gently touched Amy's shoulder as she walked by and Amy gave her a big toothy smile and waved her hand rapidly at Laurel. Laurel waved back and winked at Amy and then her and Jake walked around the end of the tables and over to the table that their parents and Clara and Liam were sitting at. Laurel and Jake sat down between John and Amelia and John passed a menu to them and they ordered their evening meal then handed the menu off and everyone else ordered their meals. Laurel then pointed at Harriet and gave a questioning smile and Liam chuckled and looked down at Harriet's smiling face and he looked back at Laurel and nodded. He stood up and Laurel did the same and Liam gently handed Harriet across the table to Laurel. Laurel then sat down and Jake put his arm around Laurel and they played with Harriet for a few minutes making her coo and giggle as Laurel tickled her with her free hand.

"So how did you two like our emerald city down there?" Clara finally asked.

"Genesis is absolutely amazing. I swear it reminds me of something right out of a story book." Jake said.

"We figured our capitol city should be imposing and breathtaking since we're likely going to be hosting people from all over this quadrant there for negotiations and maybe exchanges of knowledge and technology."

"I noticed that the medical building is gigantic. Do you think that many people are going to be sick and dying?" Laurel asked.

"Half of the building is going to be devoted to healing and the other half to research and development. If you take each building on its own they aren't really all that big."

"What about the roof of the lobby between the towers of the Genesis tower? Do you know how they mined such a large piece of crystal?"

"They grew it they didn't mine it¦well the original crystalline structure was based on a piece of quartz found beneath the Genesis tower but the single piece of quartz that makes up the lobby roof is artificial."

"That's amazing! I didn't know you could grow crystal like that?"

"I don't pretend to understand the technology used to accomplish it but I know it was grown on sight in about four days. Such a pure piece of quartz can be made to conduct energy readily."

"Is that how they produce the glass curtain wall that people can walk right through without any projection devices in sight?"

"Yep. The energy flows from the towers right through the crystalline structure in a controlled manner into any form they see fit."

"We've seen that kind of thing on other worlds but we had no idea how it was done."

"It's essentially a directed and focused force field. The same type of thing is going to be used to produce windows in all of the buildings including the homes. There won't actually be any glass."

"But animals will get in won't they?"

Clara chuckled and smiled.

"You can attenuate the force field so nothing can pass through. It will keep the hot and cold weather out with one hundred percent efficiency, which you just can't achieve with glass no matter how many panes you use. The force field will be completely invisible too. This should make sense to you since the Future uses the same basic thing in the hangars."

"That's true. I guess I just never thought about it being used in my home to simulate a window."

"All this technology is light years ahead of what was being used on Earth." Laurel said.

"This kind of technology would have been possible if not for the rich oil interests keeping us suppressed and under their boot heel. Money held us back from reaching our true potential and that isn't going to be allowed to happen on the Future planet."

"Yah but if we want to trade with our galactic neighbors we are going to need some form of materialistic currency to trade with. In Korica's galaxy they used precious gems as a universal form of currency."

"Well this planet has gem deposits all over the place many of which are very close to the surface. I'm sure the captain will have some of it mined if it's going to be needed for negotiations with our neighbors."

"We're going to need to establish a central government or something too aren't we?" Jake asked.

"Right now the civilian corps is the governing body for all of us but eventually we will establish a Pimitus government that will consist of civilians to govern the people and negotiate with other species to forge alliances. Hopefully we've learned from the mistakes of Earth in how not to govern with corruption and debauchery."

"I think with money out of the way a lot of that won't surface¦least I sure hope so." Laurel said.

Servo drones arrived at that point with everyone's plates of food and they were slid up on the table from beside their intended recipients and Laurel stood up lifted Harriet up and kissed her cheek making her smile at her with an open mouth and Laurel just melted. She wanted a beautiful little girl like Harriet of her own. She handed Harriet over the table and Liam stood up took hold of her and then sat down and they went about eating their meals. At the end of the meal Laurel held Harriet as they walked to the gym and then Clara took Harriet into the restroom and changed her and then they all worked out together.

Everyone then adjourned to their quarters and showered and changed and Laurel and Jake said goodbye to their parents after telling them where they were going and then they departed together to head down to the transport platform. They walked down the walkway to the elevator and paged the lift then waited for a few minutes and when the car finally arrived and the door slid open there were several other teenagers in the lift talking and Laurel and Jake stepped into the car and one of them reached out and gently pushed Laurel to the back of the car so she could grab the hand bar and she pulled Jake right next to her. The door then slid shut.

"You guys going down?" Laurel asked.

"Yah, we're going to the park to hang out for a while. You two want to hang out with us?" One of the boys said.

The lift began to descend and Laurel gripped the hand bar tightly as her feet began to lift further from the floor.

"I wish we could but we have something we have to go take care of."

"Maybe next time."

"Yah, maybe. Thanks for inviting us though."

The boy smiled at her and nodded and the car slowed and then stopped and the door slid open and they all floated out of the lift and took a step forward then the other kids went back to their conversation as they walked ahead of Laurel and Jake. They all walked out into the cross corridor and down the corridor together and the first teen had her palm scanned and the stasis ring door hissed and then slid open and the teens began to file into the doorway and Laurel and Jake stepped up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared Jake touched the indicator for deck 11, scanner and sensor controllers and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform right next to the scanner relay compartment.

The two of them stepped down and stepped over to the door and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they walked into the room and walked right up to the chair. They picked up their halos and adjusted them to their heads and then they looked at the center smaller seat and they both stared at it for a few moments.

"I miss her so much Jake."

"I know Laurel." Jake said as he put his arm around her waist and pulled her against him. "Maybe we can talk to the captain about having her revived after we get finished here."

Laurel looked at him and smiled.

"I would really like that. I feel like something's been missing since we came out of stasis. I love her so much Jake. I just didn't realize how it would affect me not to have her in my life."

Jake kissed her cheek and grinned at her.

"I miss her like crazy too. I miss Tamaric too, he's such a good kid and Korica is absolutely nuts about him."

"Good evening Laurel and Jake." The AI said. "I have the signal loaded into the buffer awaiting transmission through the interface."

"Hello Future." Laurel said. "Are Korica and Tamaric ready to be revived?"

"They should have their muscles electro simulated for another twenty four hours in order for them to have enough strength for revival. Korica's body has responded to the stimulation by developing much deeper muscle response than Tamaric but I would suggest that you wait for Tamaric to catch up to Korica before you revive them."

"So we could revive them tomorrow night?"

"Yes, if you would like I can schedule their revival."

"We need to talk to Clara and Liam first."

"I can take care of that if you would like. I am certain they will tailor their schedule so the revival can be accomplished tomorrow night."

"That would be wonderful." Laurel said with a big smile.

"I will schedule a male and female medical technician to conduct the revivals at eight pm."

"Ok, thank you."

Laurel and Jake then turned around and sat down in their respective seats and they both noticed that they didn't fit the seats very comfortably. They looked at each other and laughed.

"I guess I don't have the build of a thirteen or fourteen year old anymore do I?"

"No, neither of us does." Jake said.

Their heads were almost touching the spark shield above them and their hips didn't quite fit down into the contour of the seats. They both scooted down and then reached up and plugged the hanging cable into their halos and then they reached across Korica's empty seat and clasped hands and then they interlaced their fingers and then leaned their heads back and closed their eyes. They reached out for each other and easily connected minds in a warm sensation of emotions and random thoughts. It immediately built their pairing up to the level it had been when they came back aboard. They were finding that their pairing was very strong but it still faded slightly once they withdrew into their own minds.

They both relaxed and focused their minds to get themselves into a receptive state and their thoughts became very focused and then went quiet as they entered the perfect state of mind.

"Go ahead Future." Laurel said very calmly.

"Commencing transmission." The AI said.

Laurel and Jake took a quick breath as the interface beamed the signal directly into their minds surprising them both when they sensed feelings with the transmission. They distinctly sensed Laurel but she felt much different from the Laurel sitting in the chair. She felt much older and experienced. They both got the sense that they were sensing hundreds of years worth of life experiences and wisdom. Then Laurel's voice rang out in their heads and her voice was deeper but it was distinctly Laurel speaking.

"Hello Laurel and Jake. I assume this is reaching you while Korica is still in stasis. I am reaching out to myself and Jake hopefully reaching you just after we felt strong enough to venture off the ship for the first time to resolve the bearcat problem. I will get right to the point of this message, there is a chunk of an exploded star the size of Texas heading your way. You have a little over eight months if the timing of the reception of this message is right until it will hit the planet so you aren't in any immediate danger. We detected this hunk of highly magnetic and highly radioactive metallic debris at the coordinates of three twenty by four point one nine, twelve degrees above the ecliptic of the solar system. It looks like it's just going to graze the outer edge of the solar system but it will come close enough to planet number zero one one to be redirected by its gravitational field into a path that will bring it into contact with the Future planet. I am sending this message so you can choose a different course of action from the one we chose. We used the Future to take the object into hyperspace with us by encasing it within the shield and we dragged it against the shield pulling it onto a course that would take it well past our solar system and then we dropped into normal space and dropped the shield then reestablished the shield and we let the debris go on its way. We were the only two people on board with the exception of those still in stasis, which protected them from the intense radiation. We got very sick from radiation poisoning but we survived and eventually our bodies healed the radiation sickness. That is not what is important though. The metallic hunk of crap ended up in someone else's back yard a hundred and eighty seven years later since it continued to travel at a hundred and fifty thousand miles per second after we kicked it loose. One of our allies reported that one of their trading partners had been all but wiped out by our problem. The chunk of debris slammed into one of their smaller moons virtually destroying it and disrupting the orbit of one of the larger of their three moons as well as sending a rain of radioactive meteorites into their atmosphere poisoning the ground water and wiping out most of their food crops world wide. The meteor storms also obliterated their cities killing millions. Their weather and tides also went berserk killing millions more and now the larger moon is drawing closer with every orbit. It is eventually going to hit the planet and all life is going to perish. These people are nowhere near as advanced as us so they have no way of evacuating an entire world of radiation sickened and dying survivors before the end comes. Hundreds of millions are going to die unless we fix this. Just don't try and drag this chunk of debris using the Future. This thing is determined to take out a world one-way or the other. I know I shouldn't be interfering with the time line like this but it isn't fair that we turned our problem into someone else's. The other part of this message is mostly for you Laurel. Your traumatic nightmares are going to begin to plague you at night in a horrible way and eventually while you're awake. You are going to have some problems too Jake, you're a strong man but seeing me murdered before your eyes is going to haunt you until you do something about it. I remember how strong I was but this thing is stronger and will tear your mind apart Laurel and interfere in everything you try to do. You can suppress it but the traumatic memories are still there and they will boil to the surface eventually. Seek the Olmot people of Heindon. There is a healer there named Iriqua. The Olmot people are a very primitive but beautiful and peaceful people. Think of the North American Indians before Europeans showed up and you'll have an idea of how these people live. Iriqua understands the mind even better than we do. He will take your memories and cast them off including the memories that Oberot gave you by accident. Those memories turned out to be a curse. Don't explore those memories Laurel. I made the mistake of having Korica and Jake help me to bring them to the surface so I could sort them out and it caused nothing but misery for me as I found myself trying to live my life to follow what Obeort remembered me showing him and telling him. You must trust Iriqua in everything he says and does. His ways will seem very odd and even questionable but you need his help even if you don't yet realize it. Good luck and¦I love you Jake."

There was dizzy feeling as the message ended and the sense of a much older Laurel disappeared very suddenly. Laurel and Jake opened their eyes and let go of each other's hands and stared straight ahead for a few moments trying to come to terms with what they had just been told in Laurel's voice while their senses and vision returned to them. Laurel leaned forward and pulled her halo off her head clanging it on the clear spark shield above her. She grinned and ducked down as she climbed out of the seat and unplugged the halo then she turned and set it down in her seat. Jake sat a moment longer then he unplugged his halo and slid it up off his head and he ducked under the spark shield and stood up. He set the halo back in his seat and then he looked at Laurel.

"I don't know how to take all that, though it was sweet to hear her tell me that she loved me. I thought I was doing ok with what happened to us by not thinking about it so I could help you since it seems to be haunting you at night worse than it is me."

"I haven't told you that¦the memory of it has flashed across my mind a couple of times while I was awake making my heart race but I was able to force it away pretty easily."

"How come I didn't sense it?"

"Because I don't let you into the scared little girl part of me except when we engage in the deep sharing and you always calm that part of me when we do that. I jumped from twelve to seventeen in less than a year from my perspective Jake. My mind didn't have the time to mature like my body did and there is still a part of me that gets scared real easy but I keep it down really deep so I can get on with my life."

"Sorry babe. I have that same strange feeling from deep down inside sometimes."

"Anyway¦we need to go see the captain. He needs to look into what we were told. Maybe in this reality there won't be a planet smasher headed our way."

"Our luck doesn't run like that Laurel."

"Yah¦I know." Laurel said in a half chuckle.

"I take it there was important information contained in the signal?" The AI asked.

"Yah you could say that." Laurel said. "The message came from me but¦a much older me. I had to be over two hundred years old given the timing indicated in the message."

"The timing of what Laurel?"

"Listen in on our briefing with the captain and you'll understand."

"Very well. He is monitoring you from the bridge so he will be expecting you."

Laurel looked up at the sensor dome and she cringed inside when she realized her very intimate confession of being a scared little girl trying to keep her nightmares deep down inside were now part of the official record and the captain had seen and heard everything. She smiled warmly and raised a hand while looking at the sensor dome and then she took Jake's hand and the two of them headed for the exit. They stepped out when the door slid open and they stepped up onto the transport platform and Jake touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared. They stepped down from the transport platform and headed for the door and when it slid open they stepped out and the captain was just exiting the bridge. He grinned at them and waved them over as he stepped into his office.

Laurel and Jake nodded and walked up the corridor to the captains office and the door slid open and they stepped in and sat down in the chairs in front of the captain's desk.

"Evening Laurel and Jake. Stupendous work down on the surface. I can't begin to thank you enough for resolving the problem with the bearcats. I saw the mission reports from Mark and his men and I had to watch it three times to believe what I was seeing."

"Thank you sir, it all just kind of fell into place. I had a gut feeling that we were going to be able to help and it feels good to prove my instincts right." Laurel said.

"So was there a message of importance within the signal?"

"There was sir but¦as you know it was meant for another Future, in a different reality."

"Yah all that is still a little hard to get my head wrapped around."

"We have an awesome power in our hands sir with the negative matter reactor core. This is what Oberot was talking about when he said if it was misused it could create some real chaos. I thought he just meant its capability of causing unbelievable destruction but now I know it goes way deeper than that. I'm pretty sure the Laurel talking in the message had no idea the message was going to be broadcast to multiple realities. I would suggest we not repeat her mistake. Causality shouldn't be taken lightly and I messed with the time line in multiple universes by not completely understanding what I was doing."

"Point well taken. So what was in the message?"

Laurel sighed and then repeated the message word for word including the personal portion of the message. Laurel then looked at Jake and then back to the captain.

"Would you allow us to look into where Heindon is located in relation to the Future planet?" Laurel asked.

"You may look into it but I'm not approving any missions that involve the use of the Future. This ship is the only line of defense if we have visitors and all of the food for those of us on the surface is being provided by the Future."

"No sir I would never ask that the Future leave orbit. My personal demons aren't worth disrupting what everyone is doing or putting them in danger."

"I wouldn't exactly put it like that. We all owe you our lives and have an obligation to you to see that the wounds you incurred defending us are healed even if those wounds are in the form of mental scars. I had no idea you were having issues with the memory of what was done to you."

"It's kind of a personal¦and a little embarrassing thing sir. If I've been out of stasis for less than a week and I'm already having nightmares and palpitations¦I would guess it's going to get a lot worse."

"You poor thing. Look we have psychologists on hand if you need someone to talk to. Maybe they can help you find a way to cope with these horrible memories?"

"I really don't want to talk to anyone about it sir. I don't even want to think about what happened."

"You can't bottle it up Laurel. It will build internal conflict and when it spills over it's going to affect everyone around you."

"I know sir. If I'm going to talk to anyone it will be the AI or Jake."

"Well there is no one with a deeper understanding of the Human psyche than the AI and I'm sure Jake would listen with a compassionate ear since he was right there with you. No one will understand more what you're feeling than he."

"What about the star fragment sir? Do you want us to help look into it?"

"No Laurel. We have plenty of astrophysicists that will look into the issue. If they have any questions they will contact you directly. I would appreciate it if you would keep this quiet though? I don't want a panic started, if the general public thought a global killer was on its way¦everything would come to a grinding halt down there."

"I understand sir." Laurel said.

"Yes sir." Jake said.

"Sir¦our parents are going to ask us what was in the message, what should we tell them?" Laurel asked.

"Tell them about the personal message portion and tell them the rest is confidential for now or don't mention the rest at all."

"Ok. Can I ask favor of you sir?"

"Sure."

"Will you¦delete from the record my confession of my¦feeling like a scared little girl?"

The captain grinned a little and nodded.

"Future?"

"Yes captain?"

"I want the audio portion of the conversation between Laurel and Jake in the scanner relay compartment deleted from the record."

"Understood."

"Thank you sir. I tend to forget where I am sometimes when I speak from the heart."

"Laurel if it makes you feel any better, all of us woke up to find ourselves in a much older body with the mind we had when we were put into stasis. It took some getting used to for all of us."

"It's kind of comforting to know I'm not alone sir but it doesn't make it any easier. I think the developmental age I was at just makes it really traumatic for me sometimes."

"The mind is a fragile thing and yours has really been put to the test. I'm very proud of the amazingly resilient young woman you have turned out to be. The selection comity really got it right when they selected you and your mother to board the Future."

"Thank you sir." Laurel said with a big grin.

"The same goes for you Jake. You are an amazing young man and we need your kind of smarts and wits in our gene pool and working with us¦and you dad's attention to detail and natural leadership qualities are like a breath of fresh air for me with everything going on. His ideas and work ethics are exactly what we need around here."

"Thank you sir. That's completely flattering on behalf of my father who I am extremely proud of and whom I'm proud to be the son of."

"Sir, did you hear our conversation when we stepped into the scanner relay compartment?" Laurel asked.

"Yes I did. You are Korica's parents and so she can be revived anytime you like. You don't need to ask for my permission?"

"Thank you sir. Can I ask when she's going to be put on duty?"

"Not until she feels strong enough to be on her feet all day. I don't know exactly how long that will take given her species remarkable physiology. I would like you talk her into taking it slow so she can get used to her new physical age. You know what it is like to wake in an older body since you have been through it twice now and you were mentally prepared for it during your preparatory interviews before you boarded. She is likely going to find it very confusing and maybe a little scary to go from eleven to fifteen overnight from her perspective."

"That's kind of what I was going to ask for. I want to spend some time reconnecting with her and to help her understand things. Will Tamaric be allowed to sleep in her quarters up here with her?"

"I will allow it. I understand that they are a couple and I am willing to¦bend the rules for her a little in order to make her feel comfortable. You need to instruct her to conduct herself as an officer though. The xo will tolerate no fraternizing of an intimate nature anywhere on the ship while she is on duty or in uniform except in her quarters."

"We were working on that behavior with her sir. It won't be a surprise to her."

"Very good. She is a remarkable young lady but the xo will show her no favoritism. She will need to perform as well as the rest of the officers or she will be called out on it."

"I understand sir. That's the way she would prefer it. She just wants to be treated like everyone else."

"That won't be a problem. You two should go get some rest. Thank you for interpreting the message for us."

"You're welcome sir. Have a good night." Laurel said as she stood up.

"Goodnight sir." Jake then said as he stood up.

They reached the door when Laurel stopped and looked back at the captain.

"Sir can I ask for another favor?"

"Sure, what can I do for you?"

"Can we use one of the science stations on the bridge to access the star maps given to us by the Tel Pok Maron?"

"Sure. I'll join you."

"Thank you sir."

Laurel and Jake stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped out and the captain got out of his chair and followed right behind them and they stepped over to the bridge and Jake had his palm scanned and the door slid open and he and Laurel stepped in and Jake walked over to science station number 1 and looked back to see Laurel standing next to the captains chair with her hand on the armrest. The captain stepped up behind her and looked around her at her face.

"Does that look familiar?"

Laurel looked at him and smiled.

"Yes sir. It only feels like a couple of days ago that this was my chair but it was so long ago wasn't it?"

"Almost twenty years ago."

Laurel took her hand off the armrest.

"I'm sorry for making myself so familiar with your ship sir. It was an honor and a privilege to captain your ship."

"I consider it our ship Laurel. You did a remarkable job given the situation and your lack of formal training and experience. You're going to outlive me by hundreds of years; you may get the chance to sit in that chair again if you really work for it."

"Thank you sir. I'm not sure that's the path I want for my life."

Laurel walked over to Jake and she sat with him in the chair and put her arm around him and the captain stood right behind them. Laurel put her hand up on the control console and logged herself in and the science station came to life. Laurel then brought up the star maps as provided by the Tel Pok Maron and she was shocked at the number of star systems listed and the level of detail for each even without selecting a specific system yet. She checked the variable date in the upper right hand corner and it was set to 2012.4, the current date on Earth. She then brought up a star system inquiry search pane and she was going to type in Heindon when she realized she knew how to pronounce the name but she had never seen it in writing so she had no idea how to spell it. She looked over at Jake and then she looked back and up at the captain.

"I have no idea how to spell Heindon in English sir."

The captain pointed over her shoulder to the audible command icon and she looked at it and grinned. She touched the icon and the search pane turned from white to yellow.

"Show me star systems called Heindon starting with the systems closest to the Future planet, working out from there?" Laurel said.

The map pinpointed the Future planet and all of the system names disappeared and then the computer searched the nearby systems first with an immediate hit 2.8 light years away and then the nearby star systems popped up then shrank away faster and faster until the map was just a blur as it moved around faster than the Human eye could follow. It took less than a minute for the entire database of star systems to be searched.

"1 system match to search criteria" was flashed on the display and the map zoomed into the Heindon system.

"Well there's your planet¦and it's right in our backyard." The captain said.

Laurel read through the system information scrolling in the left margin and it seemed to be a very typical system from what she knew of a standard system that supported life. The Heindon system had two class three yellow stars orbiting each other at a distance of 22 million miles from one another with a 552-hour orbital duration. Heindon was the fourth planet out from the stars and had a mass almost identical to that of the Future planet and supported 12 million inhabitants. As Laurel selected the Olmot people to see more detail about their society she was surprised to see that they were only one of five different races on the planet all of whom shared a common ancestry. The Olmot people were described as hunter-gatherers who had abandoned their migrational habits over the last two hundred years in favor of permanent settlements that groups of individuals would pilgrimage between to trade ideas and knowledge as the climactic conditions became very stable and predictable over the continent where they lived.

Laurel could see that there were six major continent size landmasses and the Olmot people inhabited the northern most and smallest of those landmasses. The Olmot had eight settlements in all, scattered all around the continent.

"Well I can see what¦I meant by these guys are similar to the North American Indians. I don't exactly know how I would locate the healer named Iriqua though. He could be at any one of the settlements on that northern continent."

"We aren't going to be going there anytime soon so at this point it really doesn't matter right?" Jake said.

"I suppose you're right. Hopefully Iriqua will live long enough for us to visit him sometime in the future to request his help."

"Not so fast." The captain said. "The Future has to stay where she is and the crimson fighters are critical to what we're doing and it would be a long damn trip to Heindon at only one and half times the speed of light but¦"

Laurel sensed the captain thinking there is another ship available that is even faster than the crimson fighters but she didn't want to let on that she was sensing what he was thinking about so she decided to prompt him carefully.

"It's to bad that we didn't work on building fast scout ships over the year it took us to get here."

The captain looked at the back of Laurel's head and he grinned slightly and then put his hand on her shoulder and reached between her and Jake and he collapsed the star map program and he touched an icon that Laurel had never seen before labeled 'pet projects' and a list of seven projects came up and he touched the one called Icarus. An image of a very sleek ship popped up and began to slowly rotate.

"Whoa! Where did that come from?" Jake said.

"Us. That is the prototype of a faster than light scout ship."

"Icarus? Isn't that what runs through the veins of the gods in Greek mythology?" Laurel asked.

"Very good, that's right."

The ship looked like a delta wing shaped aircraft with sweptback wings but it was seamless and a light blue color. The ship was designed to hold a crew of six but could be flown by one person in contrast to the crimson fighters. The leading edge of the wings and fuselage were razor thin and the bottom of the ship was completely flat with a very distinct payload door in the belly of the ship. Laurel noticed that there were no engine nacelles or outlets anywhere on the ship. The ship was only slightly smaller than crimson fighters but the list of details showed that it weighed less than half what the crimson fighters weigh making it even more nimble in atmosphere.

"So when was this built?" Laurel asked.

"As you probably pulled out of my head, it was built in transit to the Future planet by some of our best engineers. It uses something called two phase depolarized gravity injection dipole energy drive."

"What the heck is that?" Jake asked.

"We're just calling it injected gravity drive. It's a technology invented and perfected by the Kronotica, they're extinct now but their research was in the new data core¦well they were extinct when the new data core information was compiled. That's almost six hundred years from now."

"And this is complete and flight tested?"

"Not exactly. The prototype is done but it hasn't been fully tested. I was hoping to have several of these complete by the time we're ready to start exploring the local systems. They should be capable of flying at six times the speed of light but we haven't tested that yet."

"I see it has a shield generator system too?"

"That is based on a design by yet another species in the new data core. The ship is covered in EMPACC but the tidal forces at six times the speed of light are intense so we opted to add a shield generator system."

"I take it no one is qualified to fly these yet?" Jake asked.

"That is why I was hesitant to even mention the Icarus. You'll love this¦"

The captain reached between Laurel and Jake again and he touched the canopy and the ship stopped rotating and the canopy swung upward revealing the cockpit and there were the expected control panels and displays in the cockpit but there were no traditional flight controls. The image zoomed in closer and a halo rose up out of the pilots seat and rotated slowly and the parameters were listed and Laurel perked up and her mouth opened in shock.

"That's¦my halo."

"That's right. We borrowed your design and some of your interface design. The ship is flown by thought impulses. The rapiers that the Hodong had possession of used this technology as you know. Now the Icarus uses a Human designed interface and control collar but you'll notice we got rid of the wires. Since we aren't trying to feed a high-energy neural signal into the Human mind we don't need them or want them. It would be an interference vulnerability that we wanted to eliminate."

"So Mark is really the only person that has experience flying a ship controlled by thought?" Jake asked.

"No, I've had several people test their aptitude at flying the Icarus. They were all able to fly it though Mark was the most competent. He seems to have a natural aptitude because the fire control system on his attack jumper uses a similar but much more crude system."

Laurel turned slightly and looked up at the captain.

"Does that mean you'll consider letting us go Heindon to have a look around?"

"I will consider it. You have freed up the security personnel by negotiating a peace between the bearcats and us so I might be able to spare a few people to have a look around. I feel I owe you two a great deal¦all of us do. If this will get the terrors of what the Lundragaus did to you out of your head then I will seriously consider it. Just remember that this is a prototype so if something goes wrong it will be a while until we can send a mechanic to change a tire for you."

"Yes sir. We're on our own, I get that." Laurel said.

"You best take this up with your folks too. I don't know how keen they will be on the idea of you taking a trip out into space in an experimental ship."

"Of course. Thank you for at least considering it sir." Jake said.

"You're welcome."

Laurel looked back at the Icarus and she touched the belly of the ship and the halo dropped back into the pilots seat and the canopy closed and then the ship flipped upside down and the bay door opened and a gravitationally supplemented induction plasma cannon popped out and the specifications began to scroll by beside it.

"Why would a scout ship need such a nasty weapon?" Laurel asked.

"Because we've learned from your lessons in M1996UB. Not everyone we come across will be friendly. We just need a way of defending ourselves if we meet a ship that outclasses us with a hostile species at the controls."

Laurel sighed heavy and looked down for a moment then she reached up and cleared the screen and then she got to her feet and looked the captain right in the eyes.

"If you decide to let us go can you please chose someone to command the mission that won't shoot first and ask questions later sir?"

"The xo will most likely be in command of the mission Laurel. She has years of flight experience behind her both in space and in atmosphere and she knows how to use restraint during a first contact situation."

"I understand sir but she doesn't have any experience at first contact with a new species."

"And she never will have any experience if she doesn't start going on missions. I know you two didn't exactly hit it off at first but she has submitted mission reports with glowing reviews of your and Jake's performance and personality. She really does like you both Laurel, she is just a tough executive officer. I need that kind of strict discipline to keep my officers on task and up to par especially with how young the junior officer pool is anymore."

"I guess I can understand that sir. Thank you for indulging me by letting me use the science station here on the bridge."

"You are always welcomed on my bridge Laurel. You and Jake have earned the right to go anywhere you want on my ship. Just don't pull things out of my head anymore. There are things up here that need to remain confidential." The captain said tapping his temple with his index finger.

"I understand sir. I felt the same way when I was in command. I didn't actively try to read you sir, it just kind of happened."

Laurel then turned to the science station and logged herself out and the display shrank down to just a hand print outline for the next person to log themselves in and then Jake got to his feet and he and Laurel headed for the exit. When they stepped out the captain followed right behind them and stood by his quarters and watched Laurel and Jake until they stepped up to the transportation compartment door. The captain raised his hand and grinned at them slightly as they looked back at him.

"You two have a good evening."

"Thank you sir, you too." Laurel said and then her and Jake stepped into the transport compartment.

Laurel and Jake walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and once the free floating map appeared Laurel touched the indicator for deck1, stasis ring and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared then found themselves standing on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down and Laurel looked at the door to the stasis ring for a moment then she looked at Jake with a questioning look on her face and Jake smiled at her and nodded.

They stepped over to the stasis ring door and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door hissed and slid open. They stepped in and took a step forward as they adjusted to the centripetal gravity and then they looked around and they were surprised by the amount of activity going on. There were at least a dozen stasis chambers open with med techs helping the occupants to recover their senses, many of who were very young with their families in attendance and there were a few adults being revived on the opposite side almost out of sight on the other side of the fixed central core. They looked at the numbers stenciled on the stasis chamber controller closest to them and they realized they were only three chambers away from Korica.

They turned left and walked past two chambers and then stepped up to Korica's chamber and Jake reached up and turned the overhead light on and Laurel sighed and smiled while leaning into Jake. After a few moments Laurel leaned forward and looked closely at Korica. She had a feeding tube in her mouth at the moment and every now and then she flinched as her muscles were stimulated but other than that she looked completely peaceful and still.

"Hi baby." Laurel said as she put her hand up on the clear cover. "Just one more day honey and we can be together again. I miss you so much Korica. You get strong for me and I'll see you tomorrow night."

Laurel kissed her fingertips and touched them to the clear cover over Korica's face and then she stepped back and gently pushed Jake forward. Jake smiled at Laurel and he leaned on the edge of Korica's chamber and looked down into her face.

"Hi Korica. Can't wait to have you with us so we can go to the park and hang out together. You look great and I'm really proud of you. You hung in there under circumstances that I might of given up under had I been through what you went through. I'll see you tomorrow night pretty girl."

Jake then stepped back and put his arm around Laurel and they stood for several minutes just gazing at Korica as she laid still only flinching when the stimulator pads pulsed a current through her body to make her muscles contract for a few seconds then relax. The stimulator pads would then move to another muscle group stirring the stasis fluid slightly as they moved and then Korica would flinch again and then relax. Jake finally reached up and turned the overhead light off and they stepped out into the wide walkway and they began walking around the stasis ring to make their way to Tamaric's chamber. They walked past three jubilant families reunited with their children after centuries of stasis.

As they walked past the families gave them a warm smile and it made Laurel feel good to know this was all thanks to the animal problem being resolved by her and Jake. They had helped to bring families together and she knew what that longing for sons or daughters was like and she didn't like it. As they passed Clara and Liam's empty chambers they looked at the metal plate on the floor where Tamaric's chamber used to be and again she felt proud of herself for saving Tamaric from a horrible death when his chamber failed. He in turn saved Korica's heart from the ache of wanting a love of her own. As they kept walking they saw a family walking toward them and there was a blond girl that looked to be no more than eight years old with slightly damp and very long hair and she had the stiff freshly revived gate to her steps and Aina was escorting the family to the exit.

"Laurel, Jake¦it's wonderful to see you again. I have an appointment on my schedule with you two tomorrow night. I will be conducting Korica's revival."

"That's great news Aina. Do you know if Clara and Liam have been contacted yet?"

Aina stopped and let the girl she is helping catch her wind and get used to holding up her own weight on her legs and hips.

"I don't think I know who Clara and Liam are?"

"That's Tamaric Reynolds' parents. Tamaric is Korica's boyfriend."

"Oh right, right, right. Sorry, I have dealt with so many people it gets a little hard to remember who everyone is. I only deal with female occupants for the most part, Jake here being the exception. The nude body doesn't matter to me in the slightest but when it comes to the young some people would just rather have a female med tech helping their daughters out of stasis and a male helping their sons. I won't be conducting Tamaric's revival so I have no idea who will be present or who has been notified ahead of time."

"Gotcha. Tamaric is supposed to revived at the same time as Korica." Laurel said.

Aina lifted her data pad and turned it on and tapped it a few times then she ran her finger down the revival schedule until she found Tamaric Reynolds. She tapped his name and she nodded then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"He is scheduled for revival tomorrow night at eight O'clock. Omar is going to be his attending med tech so I guess Tamaric's parents have been contacted."

"That's great."

"I need to help the Sorian's here out of the stasis ring. You two have a great evening and I'll see you tomorrow night."

"Thanks Aina. Congratulations on having your daughter revived." Laurel said looking at the Sorian family waiting patiently.

"Thank you." Mr. Sorian said. "Thanks to you two we have her back in our lives and we will be moving into our home down in Genesis within a month."

"That's so nice. I'm glad we were able to bring you folks back together. I get my daughter back tomorrow night as you just heard."

The man looked her up and down and then he looked Jake over and he opened his mouth then stopped and Laurel could see a light go on in his eyes. He then continued.

"The young girl from¦Draxima is it¦whom you adopted?"

"Yes sir. Her family is gone so Jake and I are her family."

"That's sweet. Good luck to you."

"Thank you Mr. Sorian."

Laurel and Jake then pressed on toward Jake's chamber where Tamaric was still in light stasis. They finally reached Tamaric and they stepped up to the chamber and Laurel reached up and turned the overhead light on and they stepped up and looked into his face. Tamaric also had a feeding tube in his mouth but his muscles were being stimulated even harder and more often than Korica's making him tense up noticeably rather than just flinching. Laurel leaned closer and smiled as she gazed at his face.

"He is such a good looking guy Jake. I can't wait to see the look on Korica's face when she sees him for the first time."

"How about the look on his face when he gets a load of how pretty Korica is? He's got a seriously beautiful girlfriend and he doesn't even know it yet."

"Oh I think he knows how pretty she is, he just hasn't seen the new Korica. She isn't a little girl anymore."

"Yah, tell me about it."

Laurel ginned and nudged him playfully.

"I can notice how gorgeous my daughter is without it meaning anything dirty."

"Yah I guess. She is gorgeous isn't she?"

"Very. Tamaric is a lucky guy."

They stood and admired Tamaric for a few minutes longer and then they turned the overhead light off and stepped out into the walkway and headed toward the nearest palm reader. Jake had his palm scanned and they waited to revolve around to the exit and when it finally revolved around to them the door hissed slightly and slid open and they stepped out. They then made their way up the corridor toward the common area and Aina stepped out heading back toward the stasis ring. Laurel smiled and stopped and raised a hand in salutation.

"Back for another huh?"

"Yep, one more for tonight and then I'm done for the day."

"Has the revival schedule been increased?"

"I'll say. I have fifty revivals tomorrow on my schedule alone and I'm only one of twenty med techs conducting revivals."

"Wow! Well have a good evening and we'll see you tomorrow night at Korica's chamber."

"Goodnight." Aina said then headed off down the corridor toward the stasis ring.

Laurel and Jake made their way into the common area and they headed toward the curving corridor so they could use the stairs for the exercise and as they walked past the mess hall they saw the Sorian's sitting doting on their daughter as she ate her first meal. The girl looked up and smiled broadly and waved at Laurel and Jake and they smiled warmly at her and waved. Laurel and Jake headed to the end of the curved corridor and stepped into the stairwell and they followed a few other people climbing the stairs a little ways ahead of them. They stepped out on deck 6 and turned left and walked down the walkway to Jake's quarters and he had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the room was dark so they walked over to Laurel's quarters and she had her palm scanned and the door slid open. The lights were already on and they stepped in and John and Amelia were sitting on the couch facing each other and they had a large data pad sitting in between them.

Laurel and Jake stepped over to them and hugged their respective parent and then they looked at the data pad and then it made sense what John and Amelia were doing. There was a chessboard on the data pad with the chess pieces in various positions of play. Laurel and Jake sat down in the reading chairs and took hold of one another's hand.

"So who's winning?" Jake asked.

"A gentleman always lets the woman win." John said.

"Oh come now¦I'm just stompin your butt and your trying to play it off like your being a gentleman." Amelia said with a smile.

John laughed and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"She's right. I thought I was good at chess until I met her."

"I didn't even know you played mom?" Laurel said after laughing.

"I used to play all the time but I¦well it's been a long time since I played."

"You mean you used to play with dad?" Laurel asked in a quiet voice.

"Yes baby. He taught me how to play. I didn't think I would ever enjoy the game again."

"Well you certainly haven't lost your touch." John said

Laurel could sense how much even the mention of her father hurt Amelia. She still missed him something awful and Laurel thought about how sad she would be if she lost Jake and it made her pulse race to the point that her heart ached.

"So how did it go with the signal?" Amelia asked trying to change the subject.

"Well the signal was definitely sent by me, or at least a version of me. I sent instructions for Jake and I to seek out the Olmot people on a planet called Heindon. There is a healer there by the name of Iriqua that can help us with the memories of what was done to us on Tin Ut Pentul. I guess my nightmares are going to get worse and this healer has a deep understanding of the mind. I said that he would cast off my memories or something. The captain is considering letting us go have a look since Heindon is only two point eight light years away. There is an experimental ship called the Icarus that can supposedly travel at six times the speed of light. The captain is thinking about letting us use that ship to got to Heindon. He was very understanding of how difficult it is to carry the memories around with us of what was done to us over and over."

Amelia lifted the data pad and turned and faced Laurel and Laurel recognized the serious look on her face.

"That sounds really dangerous honey. Would you and Jake be the only ones going?"

"No of course not. We don't even know how to fly the ship. It uses my halo from the chair I had made so it flies using thought impulses. Commander Hiller would be in command of the mission and I would assume we would have a Marine or two with us and a copilot. The ship has room for six. The captain wanted us to talk to you about it first though."

Amelia looked at John and leaned back.

"What do you think John?"

"Don't take this the wrong way but these two have trekked across another galaxy and they survived it. If this is going to help your little girl get past the trauma inflicted on her I think we should let them go. Did you see the way Laurel hefted those bearcats in the air on the report we were given on their activities down there? I think she can handle herself Amelia."

"You guys saw what we did?" Jake asked.

"The AI thought we should see what you two were capable of and how you handled yourselves down there. While you were translating the signal we were granted a short report on your activities today." John replied.

Amelia frowned and leaned forward and then smiled at Laurel.

"My little girl is all grown up and wrestling bearcats and hopping across the stars meeting new species. You can go baby if this will help you get over your nightmares."

"Thank you mom."

"So was that all that was in the signal? It was just a message to yourself about how to fix your nightmares?" John asked.

"No¦we won't lie to you there was more but we were asked not to discuss it for now."

"Well that doesn't sound very good."

"We're gunna go get some sleep. Thanks for giving us permission to go if the captain approves it." Jake said as he stood up.

Laurel then got to her feet and she hugged her mom while Jake hugged his father and then they switch and Jake hugged Amelia and Laurel hugged John. They then headed to their bedroom to get ready for bed. As they were getting undressed Jake waited until Laurel was down to her underwear and then he put his arms around her and gave her a peck.

"Can we commit to the deep sharing for a while before we go to sleep?"

"Sure. I sense you want to do it naked again?"

"That's just cause I love seeing you naked."

Laurel chuckled and slid her underwear off and stepped out of them and Jake slid his down and stepped out of them and then he looked Laurel over for a few moments and she grinned at him.

"Thank you Jake. I'll never tire of feeling that from you."

Laurel then gave him a lip lock kiss and then climbed up on the bed knowing he loved seeing her from behind and she crawled to the back of the bed and then she looked back at him as she laid down. Jake had a big grin on his face and he shook his head and climbed up on the bed and then sat down and crossed his legs and Laurel moved out in front of him and crossed her legs and scooted forward until her knees were touching his and she wrinkled her brow for a moment and then she laughed.

"Yes you can touch it."

Jake reached down and rubbed her soft lips a few times and sighed.

"You feel so nice Laurel."

The two of them then closed their eyes and leaned forward and set their foreheads together while holding hands on Laurel's knees and then they reached out for each other. They both gasped as they connected minds and felt the rush of deep emotions and then they allowed themselves to sink deeper and deeper into the other's center. They immersed themselves in one another for close to thirty minutes and then withdrew into their own minds. Laurel kissed Jake and then got up and walked over to the recessed cabinet and she retrieved a pair of underwear and put them on and then she retrieved a nightshirt and she put it on and then she retrieved a pair of underwear for Jake and she carried them over to Jake and he put them on and then they climbed into bed and Jake slid the lights down to sleep levels. They then curled up to one another and drifted off to sleep while listening to the other's thoughts.

They slept soundly until 01:13 when Laurel awoke in a blood-curdling scream and she accidentally pushed as she sat up causing Jake's heart to race as his energy built up instantly to protect him form the crushing force all around his body. Laurel then began to cry as she panted heavily and Jake sat up quickly and he tried to comfort Laurel and that's when he realized that she was covered in sweat. The lights came up to full intensity and the AI's voice rang out.

"Are you two alright? I sensed the sounds of distress?"

"We're fine, Laurel had another nightmare." Jake said.

Laurel's breathing slowed and she leaned into Jake as she continued to cry heavily.

"Would you like me to page your mother Laurel?"

"No¦let her sleep. I'll¦"

Laurel turned more toward Jake and sobbed into his chest as he held her tightly. Once her sobs subsided he stroked her head a few times and then he kissed her head.

"Laurel you¦you almost hurt me. I don't know if you know that you pushed when you screamed."

"I'm sorry Jake. I didn't mean to do that."

"It's ok my abilities protected me automatically but it scared the hell out of me. You were crushing me for a few seconds. If this happens around¦someone that isn't gifted you could¦really hurt someone."

Laurel smacked her hand into the bed and sighed deeply.

"Damn it I want this shit to stop! I hate these memories and I want 'em gone!"

"You told me not to hate."

"Not now Jake! I mean it, I want these memories gone."

"I wish I could help you babe. I just don't know what to do."

Laurel then started crying again and Jake held her and rocked her slightly as he stroked her back. After a few minutes Laurel pulled herself together and then she wiped her eyes and cheeks.

"I'm gunna go take a hot shower." Laurel finally said.

"Ok." Jake said then he kissed her head.

Laurel climbed over Jake and stood up and she looked back at Jake with bloodshot eyes.

"Thank you for holding me and letting me cry on you Jake."

"You're welcome hun."

Laurel then headed for the door and when it slid open she stepped out and then the door slid shut and Jake looked over at the com panel that was still lit.

"Future you tell the captain that Laurel isn't just a normal girl having bad dreams, she could cause some serious damage to the ship or a person at worst. Tell him what happened tonight ok?"

"Understood."

"We don't know how deep our abilities run and I'm frankly a little scared of what Laurel could do to me or our quarters."

"I understand Jake. Have you been experiencing any nightmares yourself?"

"Kind of but nowhere near as intense Laurel's. I'm just dreaming from time to time about the events that took place."

"I will report this to the captain in the morning when he awakens."

"That should do fine. You don't need to wake him up tonight¦unless Laurel has another bad dream and something is damaged on the ship."

"Understood."

The com panel then went dark and Jake flopped back on his pillow and rubbed his eyes. What was happening to Laurel reminded him of what Korica was going through with her abilities striking out and he thought it was just a good thing that Laurel wasn't as powerful as Korica. He calmed himself down and relaxed until Laurel returned to the room ten minutes later without a stitch of clothing on. Jake loved the sight of her beautiful body but he kept his comments to himself thinking the timing wasn't right. Laurel walked over to the bed and put one knee on the bed and leaned over and gave Jake a prolonged kiss and then she stood up and walked over to the recessed cabinet and she retrieved a pair of underwear and a new nightshirt and she put them on and then walked over to the dresser desk and sat down and she pulled out the hairbrush and she brushed her hair out for a few minutes and then she put the brush away and she got up and climbed into bed with Jake.

"Now I know what that other me was talking about. I felt it like I was there again, it seemed so real."

"Just try to think about how nice it's gunna be to talk to Korica tonight and it should keep your mind off¦the other stuff."

"Ok, thank you for being here Jake."

"You're welcome babe. I wouldn't want to be anywhere else."

"I can feel that you're¦scared of me though."

"Not of you just of what you could do by accident. I know you can't hurt me now. I guess our abilities have grown as much as we have and they somehow protect us from others like us automatically. That was just a¦weird way to find out that they work like that."

"Kay. I don't want you afraid of me."

Jake reached up and slid the lights down to sleep levels.

"I'm not. Think of sweet Korica and try to get some sleep."

"I love you Jake."

"I love you too beautiful."

Laurel turned on her side and put her head on Jake's chest and closed her eyes and thought only about how much she was looking forward to holding Korica again and how much she loved her and she drifted off to sleep with those wonderful thoughts in her mind. Jake sensed the love coming from Laurel and he heard her thinking about all the joy she felt when close to Korica and he relaxed and drifted off to sleep himself shortly after Laurel fell asleep.


Chapter 35 Reunited

––––––––

Reunited

Laurel and Jake slept peacefully for the rest of the night and Jake was the first to wake at 05:50. He batted his eyes a few times then kissed the side of Laurel's head and carefully slid out form under her and climbed out of bed and headed for the exit into his father's quarters. When the door slid open he stepped out into the living area and the lights came up slightly and he headed for the bathroom. He relieved himself then washed his hands and then headed back to his bedroom.

When Jake stepped in Laurel was lying on her stomach with her face in her pillow. Jake walked over to the bed and sat down and he rubbed Laurel's back and she turned on her side and pulled herself up in Jake's lap and she cried for a few minutes then she pulled herself together and she wiped her eyes and rolled onto her back with her head still in Jake's lap.

"You ok babe?" Jake asked softly.

"No! But I will be."

"I wouldn't have left if I had known you were so upset."

"Don't feel bad just cause you had to go to the bathroom. This is all my fault you know?"

"What is? The nightmares?"

"Yah. The Tel Pok Maron offered to take the memories from our minds and I told them that I thought it was important to leave them in place. That was the dumbest thing I've ever said or done."

"Please don't beat yourself up babe. Neither of us knew it was gunna be this bad down the road."

"Let's just get dressed Jake. I'm tired of feeling sorry for myself. It doesn't fix anything and I'm stronger than that. I made the choice and now we just have to live with it. Sides¦I'm starving."

Jake reached back and slid the lights up to full intensity and Laurel sat up so Jake could get up. The two of them got dressed without saying another word and then they made their way out into their respective quarters and brushed their teeth and rinsed their mouths out then combed and brushed their hair then made their way back into their room. Jake was glad to feel that Laurel's mood had changed and she was now excited about the day ahead and the bad dreams were very deep in her mind and not particularly bothering her any longer. The two of them stood and held each other for a few minutes enjoying the warmth and love from the other and then they kissed for a few minutes and as their libido seemed to be taking over they broke it off so they wouldn't get carried away. They were both very horny with the anticipation of what they had planned later on in the morning and they had to force themselves not to think about it very much lest they find themselves rolling around on the bed ahead of schedule.

They both made their way out into Laurel's mother's quarters and Laurel said a proper good morning to her mother. They then made their way over to Jake's father's quarters to wait for Amelia to get herself ready for the day. They found John sitting on the couch reading from his data pad and Laurel and Jake hugged him warmly and wished him a good morning. They then sat and talked about the portion of the message that John was privy to until Amelia showed up via Laurel and Jake's bedroom. They all then made their way down to the mess hall on deck 1 and they ate breakfast together. While eating they noticed that there were quite a few more children present fresh out of stasis judging by how they were getting around but there were also several adults that seemed to be moving stiffly and they had the familiar stunned look on their face as they tried to adjust to all the fresh faces and noisy activity going on all around them.

After the meals were consumed they made their way up to the gym to workout. Laurel and Jake pushed themselves hard to try and build strength now that they knew how difficult the stronger gravity on the surface could be to adjust to. After the workouts were completed they adjourned to their quarters to get showered and changed. John and Amelia showered first and then Laurel and Jake took their turn. Once Laurel and Jake were changed and Laurel was sitting at the dresser desk brushing her hair out there was a page from Amelia's side of the bedroom and Jake stepped over to the door and it slid open and he waved Amelia in. She stepped in and smiled at Jake warmly and then she stepped up behind Laurel and took the hairbrush from her and she gently stroked Laurel's hair while looking at her in the mirror.

"I understand you had another nightmare last night and this time your gifts were involved when you woke up?"

Laurel's mouth opened a little in surprise that her mother knew what had happened and then she realized the AI must have said something.

"Yah this one was particularly intense. Jake said I was crushing him or something and his abilities detected the danger and protected him without him having to do anything."

"That's an amazing adaptation."

"Did the AI say something to you?"

"Actually I jut got off the line with the captain. He wants to see all four of us up on the command deck at our earliest convenience."

"The captain knows! Crap! Am I in trouble or something?"

"No baby. He's concerned about you honey. I think he's concerned about his ship and the fifty-five hundred people that are aboard right now as well."

"I'm not a danger to the ship! I swear I'm not gunna hurt anyone." Laurel said sternly putting her hand on her mother's hand to stop her from brushing her hair.

Amelia stepped next to her and leaned against the dresser desk so she could look Laurel in the face.

"You don't know that for certain baby. Nobodies faulting you for being so powerful but you could have killed Jake or set your room on fire or lord knows what."

"I've never expressed any pyrokinetic abilities."

"Have you tried to light a fire with your mind?"

"No."

"Then you don't know if that's within your ability."

Laurel sighed and looked down for a moment then she looked at her mother and tried to smile.

"I just want to forget about that stuff and have a good day. I don't want to be upset when I get to welcome Korica back into our lives."

"Laurel honey, when the captain calls for you to come before him you don't ignore it because you don't want to think about what he wants to discuss."

"I know." Laurel sighed lightly. "I'll get my shoes on and we'll go."

Amelia stood up straight and leaned over and kissed the top of Laurel's head.

"That's my girl. I'll meet you in John's quarters."

Laurel grinned and nodded and Amelia turned and walked up to the door leading to John's quarters and when it slid open she stepped out and then the door slid shut. Laurel put the hairbrush away and then stood up and looked at Jake and she turned her head slightly and she grinned.

"You did this. You told the AI to tell the captain what happened."

"I'm sorry Laurel but it scared the shit out of me and I was hoping this would urge him to let us go to Heindon sooner rather than later."

"I know you didn't do it to be mean or to try and do something behind my back. I just wish you 'd talked to me about it before you shared my mental instability with the captain."

"It's not a mental instability to have bad dreams Laurel. We were murdered¦you twice and you had to watch me put to death in the most painful way possible. Merenon then screwed with our very perspective of ourselves and everything we knew to be true. That's not something that you just shrug off."

"Whatever¦just ask me next time."

Jake just shook his head and then stood up and stepped into his shoes and Laurel stepped into her shoes and the two of them headed for the door leading to John's quarters. When the door slid open they stepped in and John and Amelia stood up and looked at the pair and smiled.

"You two really do look good together. You somehow just look¦like you're meant to be together when side by side." John said.

"Thank you John." Laurel said. "I'm sorry my nightmares are getting in the way of your work for the day."

"Don't you feel like that Laurel. You're our children and nothing is more important than you two."

Laurel grinned and nodded and the four of them headed for the door. When they stepped out, the walkway was busy and they melted into the crowds going about their business and Jake gently tugged on Laurel's hand and slowed her down and he leaned close to her ear.

"Are you really upset cause we're being called up to the captain disrupting your mom and my dad's day or are you upset cause of what we had planned?"

"You don't have to speak aloud when you're teasing me Jake. Of course I'm disappointed that we aren't gunna get to¦you know. I'm pissed that I'm becoming a problem for our parents though. I feel like a seven year old being called in front of the principle with my parents for acting up in class or something."

Jake felt like a heel for saying anything at all when he sensed Laurel's feelings in depth. Jake decided to keep his mouth shut for the rest of the trip up to the command deck. They walked to the stairs at the end of the walkway and they climbed down to deck 1 and then they walked down the curved corridor and out into the common area. Laurel and Jake noticed that there were now hundreds of people that had the stiff gate of just coming out of stasis and the med techs were escorting even more fresh revivals into the common area and giving them instructions to take it easy and get some food in their stomachs.

They walked through the thick crowds to the corridor leading to the stasis ring and hangar and they walked over to the transport platform and they saw it was glowing so they waited for a moment and two people appeared then stepped down and the platform went dark and then the four of them stepped up onto the platform and Laurel stopped her mother from touching the map when it appeared.

"You guys don't have the clearance to transport to the command deck. We have to touch the map or it'll ask for your security code."

Laurel reached past her mother and touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a bight blue flash they disappeared and then appeared on the transport platform in the transport compartment. They stepped down and headed toward the door and the AI called out to them.

"The captain is expecting you. He is in the mess hall with lieutenant Tillman and commander Hiller."

"Thank you Future." Laurel said.

"You are welcome Laurel."

They stepped up to the door and when it slid open they stepped out and turned right and headed toward the mess hall. When they rounded the corner the captain and the xo looked their way and the captain got to his feet and grinned at them.

"Good morning folks. Please come in and get some tea if you would like."

Mark turned in his seat and looked at them and he smiled at Laurel and Jake. Mark then slid out of his seat and turned toward them and he hugged Laurel tightly.

"Hay ya beautiful. How ya doing this morning."

"I'm good Mark. It's nice to see you again."

Laurel then stepped aside and Mark looked at Jake and smiled and then he pulled Jake into a warm hug.

"It's great to see ya big guy."

Amelia and John stepped over to the dispensers and poured themselves a cup of tea and then stepped back to the table and sat down. The captain shook each of their hands and then sat down next to Amelia and John. Laurel looked at the dispensers for a moment and Jake touched her shoulder.

"I'll get it for you babe."

"Thanks."

Laurel sat down next to Mark and Jake walked over to the dispensers and poured a glass of orange juice for Laurel and some Gatorade for himself and then he walked back to the table and sat down next to Laurel. The xo looked at the glass of orange juice and furrowed her brow for a moment then she looked at Jake.

"She told you that's what she wanted?"

"No mam. I felt her craving for orange juice."

"Fascinating. You feel what the other wants all the time?"

"Not all the time. Sometimes we clearly hear what the other is thinking but in this case she wasn't verbalizing the carving. She just felt it and I recognized what she was feeling. It made me thirsty for orange juice but I had already decided to myself that I wanted Gatorade so I knew it was her craving I was feeling, not my own."

"I guess I'll never understand something that complex between individuals. Do you sense her¦gender when you feel what she's feeling?"

"Her gender?" Jake looked at Laurel and furrowed his brow then looked back at the xo. "I'm sure that she's a female mam. I don't need to read that from her feelings."

"That's not what I meant. Never mind."

Jake read the xo's feelings deeper for a moment and then he understood what she meant.

"I think I get your meaning mam. Yes her feelings and cravings are distinctly guided by her feminine qualities and no I don't understand it. My masculine tendencies and feelings are just as perplexing to her mam."

"So men and women still don't understand one another even when they share a mind."

"No mam. Men are still from Mars and women are from Venus."

The xo smiled and nodded.

"Thank you all for joining us." The captain said now that he thought Melissa's curiosity was satisfied. "We have a few things we need to discuss."

"I'm sorry I put the ship in danger sir. I hope you know that I would never hurt anyone on purpose and the last thing I ever wanted was to be seen as a danger to the ship."

"I know you would never hurt anyone deliberately Laurel. I don't want you to feel like your¦gifts are something to be feared or loathed. You are a very special young lady and you show us all what we are becoming. We were destined to evolve into what you and Jake represent, an advanced homosapien capable of some truly amazing things. You are just among the first to be endowed with the powers that you possess. That being said we have to be sure that you aren't going to hurt someone by accident. I have close to six thousand lives on the Future that I am responsible for. If anyone understands that responsibility it should be you. There is also the fact of how fond I am of you and Jake and how much it pains me to know that you two are being tortured even now by what you had to endure to keep us and the elder race's information safe. It is my responsibility to see that rectified immediately if at all possible. I am therefore authorizing a mission to Heindon to seek the healer that can help you two as long as your mother and father are willing to let you go."

"The kids talked to us about that very issue last night sir." Amelia said. "The thought of my little girl hopping around alien worlds scares the crap out of me but I know she has more experience at it than anyone else aboard...with the exception of Korica of course. John and I have already agreed that they should go if this is what has to be done to drive away the horrors in their minds."

"That's good news. This is what we are out here for anyway. We want to meet new people and forge alliances and this is the perfect way to get our feet wet in our new backyard. The Olmot are a comparably primitive people to us yet they have knowledge that we lack. The dangers should be

minimal and Laurel and Jake and the lieutenant here have experience with first contact situations. They know the protocols and they are more than capable of defending themselves if it doesn't go the way we hope. We have an experimental class of ship that should get them to Heindon relatively quickly. The ship is tough, fast and well armed so the trip should be a relatively safe one. Commander Hiller will be in command of the mission but Laurel and Jake will handle the negotiations for what they need from this Iriqua fellow. I will send a few extra Marines for security reasons but I don't think military might is what will be needed. I think it will take a sharp mind and a kind heart¦something your kids have an abundance of."

"When would we be allowed to go sir?" Laurel asked.

"Don't take this the wrong way but the sooner the better."

Laurel looked down and seemed to drift into a sad mood and Jake put his hand on her thigh and gently kneaded her thigh.

"Should we¦sleep on the surface if we represent a danger sir?" Jake asked.

"No. Korica is scheduled to come out of stasis tonight. She is going to need you close by."

"What about the danger I pose to everyone if my¦powers get away from me during a nightmare?"

"The AI has come up with a workaround if you will. You will sleep with the AI constantly monitoring your bio readings from your monitor and at the slightest hint of distressed readings you will be woken up."

"So our privacy will be gone?"

"It is a sacrifice I must ask you to make for everyone's sake. I would assume you two can¦fulfill your intimate needs before going to sleep?"

Laurel blushed hard and grinned while looking down.

"We'll take care of business before hand sir." Jake said with a big grin on his face.

"I thought as much. Now we need to know, your abilities don't get away from you while you're awake correct?"

"No sir. We've never had that happen." Jake said.

"Ok, good. Commander Hiller, would you like to outline the plan?"

"Mark is going take a little time to practice flying the Icarus and to perform some of her final shakedown tests. We will then load the onboard computers with all of the pertinent mission data and we will load her with provisions and material supplies for an extended mission just incase it isn't so cut and dry when we land and meet the locals. We should plan on it taking a day or two at the minimum. I want you two to stay aboard the Future in the mean time so we can be ready to go as soon as Mark and I have our preparations complete."

"Yes mam." Laurel said. "What about Korica mam? Who is going to look after her while we're gone?"

"From what I saw she's pretty independent and she has quarters up here and she shared Tamaric's bedroom with him so I will ask the Reynolds to take responsibility for her in your absence. Will that be satisfactory?"

"Yes mam. The Reynolds love her so I feel completely comfortable with them looking after her. I'm guessing she's going to want to spend most of her time with Tamaric anyways."

"He has been issued a level one security clearance which will be left in place so he will be permitted to sleep in Korica's quarters but there is to be strict adherence to the rules of conduct becoming an officer while the two of them are on the command deck. What they do in their quarters is their business but there will be no hanging on each other or slobbering on each other in the corridors while Korica is in uniform or on duty. She is an officer and I expect her to behave like one or I will crack the whip. You make that perfectly clear to her so there is no surprise when she is written up or punished for behaving the way I observed her carrying on in the sensor records."

"She knows mam." Laurel replied. "We were working with her to instill that behavior in her. I may not have been nearly as strict as I should've been with her but I always pointed out her mistakes in private so that she was aware of how to behave as an officer. You will find that she takes her job very serious and she knows she is going to be under a lot of scrutiny because of her age and lack of formal training."

"Her age isn't going to such an issue anymore¦maybe if she were still developmentally an eleven year old but the AI's preliminary assessment of her being a fifteen year old is going to make it easier to relate to her¦though I am going to have the patience to let her mind catch up to her body. I realize there will be a transition period for her but my patience has limits."

"I can understand that mam."

"We will let you know when we're ready for departure. This is our new priority so feel honored that so much resource and attention is being dedicated to this issue."

Laurel tried not to feel insulted by the xo's cold comment suggesting she didn't like being pulled away from her other responsibilities to take care of Laurel and Jake's problem and Laurel sensed from Melissa's thoughts that if Laurel didn't pose a real danger to the ship the commander wouldn't have signed off on the mission at all.

"I'm very humbled by the attention being paid to me mam. I realize we're just two kids among sixty five hundred and one people. Once we get this resolved I promise not to get in the way of your job anymore."

"Don't pull things out of my head like that Laurel. You do know that people can hear an echo of your voice in the back of their mind when you listen into their private thoughts?"

"I'm sorry mam. I sometimes do that without trying¦and I had heard that a sense of me was passed on when I listen into someone's mind."

Laurel consciously made an effort to quiet her mind and Jake squeezed her thigh when her voice completely disappeared from his mind and he sighed disappointingly very quietly. Laurel patted his hand to reassure him and he then quieted his mind so he wouldn't long to hear and feel her presence in his mind.

"So that's all I have. Thank you for coming up so we could discuss this in person." The captain said.

"Do you still want us working on the surface today sir?" John asked.

"Yes. The Prentor will be departing the aft upper hangar within the hour. And before you even ask John, I approve of your plan for the network stabilization programming. Have your people incorporate the new programming at your convenience."

"That's great! Thank you captain. It should make signal overlapping a breeze, more than doubling the amount of information that can be carried on a single thread."

"I'm already convinced John, you don't have to sell me on the idea." The captain said with a smile.

"Yes sir." John said with smile and then he drank down his tea.

They sat drinking their tea for a few more minutes while talking lightly and then Amelia and John slid out together and said their goodbyes.

"Captain can we have a minute of your time in private?" Laurel asked.

"Of course Laurel. Let's go to my office."

Laurel and Jake polished off their drinks quickly then slid out and they hugged their mother and father and then they all walked out of the mess hall and Laurel and Jake followed the captain to his office and they stepped in while Mark, the xo and Amelia and John stepped into the transport compartment. The captain walked around his desk and sat down and Laurel and Jake stood in front of his desk and he looked up at them and grinned and then he touched the control console in his desk and it slowly rose up and he touched a few icons and the viewer on his wall came to life.

"I know what you're curious about. Yes we looked into it. There's your global killer right where it was predicted to be."

Laurel stepped over to the viewer and looked at the readings and she was a little surprised at how highly magnetic the indications were surrounding the 6 billion ton chunk of metallic debris.

"What would cause a piece of a star to be so highly magnetic sir?"

"Best guess is that a magnatar blew itself apart and that is a fragment of the star. It's the only thing that would explain the density of the material, the material composition, and the radioactive and magnetic nature of the material. It also explains how something that size would destroy a moon upon impact. It has a metallic composition unlike anything we've ever seen before."

"Is there a plan yet to do something about it?"

"We are working on that. The most feasible idea was to use the Future to carry it past our solar system but I have instructed them to come up with something else since we know that will destroy another occupied world down the road. We will come up with something. Don't stress yourselves out over this. We have some very brilliant people working on the problem. Just remember that we need to keep this under wraps for now."

"We won't say anything to anyone sir. It's just a little scary knowing that thing is out there bearing down on us. If that signal hadn't punched through to our universe I just wonder if we would've seen it in time to do anything about it?" Laurel said.

"We would have detected it when it made its turn and started heading into the solar system. We just gained a few extra months by getting the heads up when we did. Don't forget that the Future has some very sensitive sensors and some extremely sophisticated enhanced signal processors thanks to you two. Despite the extreme distance things like that are detectable."

"You know sir, if we hadn't of come to this planet in the first place it would've been destroyed by that star fragment?"

"Yes I know Laurel. It has definitely crossed my mind."

"Well we won't take up anymore of your time sir. I just wanted to know if this part of the message was accurate for our universe. It tends to make me think the rest probably caries some weight of truth as well."

"I tend to agree. That's why you're going to Heindon with my blessing and hopes for a quick and painless resolution to the horrors plaguing you both."

Laurel stepped back over by Jake and grinned at him then took his hand in hers.

"Thank you for your time sir." Jake said.

"It's always a pleasure to see the two of you. You take it easy today and relax a little. You've earned it."

"Thank you sir." Laurel said.

The two of them then turned and headed for the door and when it slid open they stepped out and walked up the corridor toward the transport compartment. When they reached the door and it slid open Laurel stopped and looked up the corridor for a moment and then she looked down toward Korica's quarters and she grinned a little and then stepped in with Jake.

"You miss it up here huh?" Jake asked as they walked over to the transport platform.

"Kind of. It just¦it feels like home when I look at the corridor up here even though it looks just about like every other empty corridor on this ship."

"Well you'll be up here all the time reading a bedtime story to Korica."

They stepped up onto the transport platform and Laurel looked at Jake.

"She isn't a little girl anymore Jake. She isn't going to want that from us anymore."

Jake furrowed his brow then smiled at her.

"Her mind is going to be exactly the same as it was when she climbed into her chamber Laurel. She loves us and she's still going to want to spend quality time with us."

"We'll see."

Laurel reached back and touched the free floating map and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform at the aft entrance to the gardening ring. Jake looked around and then looked at Laurel.

"Did you mean to take us here?"

"Yes. I thought we could go the park and sit in the sunlight for a while."

"Uh¦ok. I thought we were going to go back to our quarters. We kind of had something planned."

"We have all day Jake. I just want to relax for a little while."

"Ok. Whatever you want babe."

They stepped down and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door popped and swung open and they stepped into the garden ring. They were stunned at how many people were in the gardening ring. Jake guessed there to be well over three hundred people milling around and many of them were children in the company of their parents. The two of them made their way through the orange tree grove toward the park area and they walked past many, many people on the way. When they finally reached the park space they found themselves a spot in the artificial sun and they laid down together and enjoyed each other's company while soaking up the warmth from the sun tube in the central fixed portion of the gardening ring. It didn't take long for some people to come over and introduce themselves and ask if they could sit and talk and Laurel and Jake gladly invited them to have a seat.

Within only twenty minutes they found themselves sitting with a group of twenty people while describing their adventures in Korica's galaxy. They talked about the amazing sights and incredible people they had met and it had the affect of making Laurel feel much better about herself and what she was capable of. These people are whom she was working to protect and the young faces looking up at her hanging on her every word and their parents gratefully listening and asking questions made it all feel worth it. She was feeling less like a burdensome danger to everyone and more like a hero. When her and Jake explained what they could do with the power of their mind and the strength of their love the group of people listening started sharing stories of their own experiences from Earth before being selected to board the Future. To Laurel's amazement there was a ten-year-old girl in the group that had the ability to make things move if she concentrated very hard on an object. It was an undeveloped talent that was growing stronger by the day. Laurel told her and her parents that she could show how to focus the girl's energy if they truly wanted to embrace and build the ability to its full potential. The girl's parents listened intently and then Laurel had the girl go over into the orange trees and find a ripe orange and she brought it back and sat down in front of Laurel and handed the orange to her. The girl's parents encouraged Laurel to show the girl anything she felt would be helpful.

Laurel had the girl cross her legs and then Laurel did the same sitting right in front of her and then Laurel put her hand on the girls chest and she smiled at her. She told the girl to feel it from right there, think of how much she loved her mom and dad and use that love to make the energy grow stronger. She told her once she felt as much love as she could hold in her heart to push from the back of her head and think of that love flowing through her mind and out her forehead to surround the orange. She told her to think of the orange weighing nothing at all. Laurel then set her forehead against the girl's forehead and she told her to close her eyes and start thinking of the love she felt for her mother and father while quieting her mind by not thinking about anything else. The group fell very quiet as they watched and Laurel reached out and listened to the girl's feelings. She sensed the girl's feelings growing immediately and it felt very familiar to her. She knew this girl was definitely gifted and she was capable of focusing it just like her and Jake could if she were guided properly. Laurel also sensed that the girl had a good heart but she was a little frightened of her developing abilities in the past.

As the girl concentrated on her love for her parents Laurel felt her feelings finally coming to the point of intensity needed to create a manipulated gravitational field and Laurel opened her eyes and leaned back slowly and then she held up the orange. She then told the girl to hold onto her feelings and open her eyes and look at the orange and push the energy she was feeling building within her toward the orange. The girl opened her eyes and stared at the orange for a moment and Laurel could see the girl shake a little as she pushed and Laurel smiled, she knew that the girl was physically pushing just like she should and the orange lifted from her hand and lifted into the air and Laurel told the girl that she is doing that and she needs to concentrate on where she is looking, not to follow the orange because it will move wherever she looks. The girl squinted a little and put her hand out and then the orange slowly descended and plopped right into her outstretched hand.

The girl let go of her energy and she squealed with joy and dove into her mother's arms. She was beside herself with pride in what she had done. The whole group applauded and Laurel smiled brightly and uncrossed her legs and scooted back by Jake. The girl then walked on her knees over to Laurel and she hugged her tightly for a few moments and then she sat in front of Laurel and thanked her for teaching her how to use her abilities without judging her or treating her like she's weird. Laurel told her it was her pleasure and she explained that with practice it would get much easier and she would be able to lift heavier and heavier objects. She told her that the love inside her is the secret to making it work and now that she knew how to build her energy and push it once it was at its strongest there was no end to what she would find that she is capable of. Laurel told her that the love she felt for her parents was the key to her strength right now but once she got older and found a man to love like Laurel loved Jake the power of her abilities would be even stronger when that love was used to fortify her abilities.

Laurel and Jake then said their goodbyes. The young girl gave Laurel and Jake a tight hug and then her parents thanked them for teaching their little girl how to appreciate and focus her abilities. They felt it would help her to feel that she isn't alone in what she can do. Laurel and Jake told them they were very welcome and then they made their departure. They walked across the park area without saying a word and then they exited into the stasis ring and they walked around to Korica's chamber and they stood holding each other while looking upon her for a few minutes and then they turned the overhead light off and walked around the ring to Jake's chamber and they looked at Tamaric for just about as long as they did Korica and then they turned the overhead light off and headed for the nearest palm scanner. They looked around the stasis ring and they could see that several more people were being brought out of stasis, attended by a med tech and one or two guests. Laurel had her palm scanned and then when they revolved around to the door it hissed and slid open and then they stepped out into the cross corridor.

They made their way up the corridor and they were a little surprised that the data terminals in the corridor were all occupied with people viewing a briefing of what has happened to the Future since leaving Earth and how she ended up at the Future planet in the past and with no one here waiting for them. There were even some folks sitting in extra chairs viewing the briefings and when they looked up at Laurel and Jake they saw the recognition on their faces. Laurel and Jake gave them warm grins and a wave as they walked past and into the common area. Laurel and Jake looked around and it dawned on them that the revivals had been put into overdrive. The revivals must have gone on all night, as there were hundreds of people that had the freshly revived awe on their faces at both the ship and all the new faces around them. Laurel wondered how so many people were going to be taken care of at the same time. She knew this is what the ship was built for and there was more than enough food to go around but it still seemed a little overwhelming and she was a little glad she wasn't in command. Coordinating all of this she thought must be a daunting responsibility.

Laurel and Jake made their way across the common area to the curving corridor and they walked along behind some slow moving people and they just patiently followed them to the stairwell and then gracefully stepped around them and climbed up to deck 6. They stepped out onto the walkway and they made their way past people standing talking and walking by and they were a little surprised to see a few heading down the walkway with hard sided duffle bags in hand. It was then obvious to them why there was so much activity; families that had been out of stasis for an extended period were being relocated to the surface. What the captain thought, and Laurel and Jake heard accidentally, about being back on schedule meant finally populating the city permanently.

Jake had his palm scanned at the door to his quarters and the door slid open and the lights came up and they stepped in and then the door slid closed behind them sealing all of the noise out completely. Laurel walked over to the couch and plopped down and sighed and Jake walked over and sat down next to her.

"Are you feeling any better about the situation babe?"

"Yah, much. That little girl was so sweet Jake. I feel so much better knowing we aren't the only ones with these abilities. It felt good to show her how to focus her power. She had no idea love was the key to making it work at its maximum potential."

"Neither did we in the beginning. Us falling in love made our gifts wake up and get stronger and stronger the more we fell for each other. The elder race were the ones that told us love is the strongest emotion sentient beings can experience and there is a power within that emotion that can be harnessed if you know how to focus it."

"I know but it feels good to pass that knowledge on to others."

"Yah it does. Are you feeling a little better about the mission being made a priority to get us the help we need from the Olmot?"

"Yah I guess so. I still don't like being seen as a danger to the ship but I understand it."

"Good. I don't want you feeling depressed or saddened about our gifts. We are what we are and the fact is we have no idea what we're capable of."

"I just wonder what they're going to do when Korica's powers¦get away from her or whatever. Will she be sent away too?"

"I don't know babe. I would assume we'd be called up to the command deck to work with her so she can get it under control. Her abilities need an outlet remember? If we commit to the deep sharing we provide her with just that."

"Yah I guess you're right. I'm just a little nervous about how hard it sounds like commander Hiller is going to be on Korica."

"I get the feeling she's that hard on all of her officers."

"Did we do the right thing by encouraging her to study to be an officer Jake?"

"Absolutely. She dreams of serving onboard the Future and she's a genius like you Laurel. We did the right thing by giving her a goal to work towards and the opportunity to serve aboard the Future."

"I guess you're right. The xo just rattled me and now I'm second-guessing a lot of my decisions."

"You shouldn't let her get to you like that Laurel. We've done the right thing for and by Korica and look at all these people preparing to go down to their new home. You made that possible Laurel; we did that together. Didn't today prove how wonderful you are and how miraculous all of this is thanks to you?"

"Yah it did. Come on, I want to show you how wonderful I think you are."

Laurel stood up and put her hand out and Jake couldn't help but smile so big it almost hurt. He took her hand and stood up and then the two of them made their way around the couch to their bedroom door. When it slid open Laurel turned around and took Jake's other hand and she backed into the room smiling at him as she did so. She pulled him right next to the bed and then she pulled his hands around her waist and stepped against him and he gripped her tightly and the two engaged in a long session of kissing while standing. Laurel then slid her shoes off and Jake did the same. Laurel then pulled Jake's shirt up over his head and kissed him when it popped off his head and then he smiled and reached out and pulled Laurel's shirt up over her head and then he kissed her. She reached around her back and unhooked her bra and then let it slide down her arms and onto the floor. Jake looked her over then slid his hands up onto her soft breasts and he gently rubbed them a few times and then he slid his hands around Laurel and he gently pulled her close to him and he engaged her in another long tongue kiss.

Laurel then concluded the kiss with a double peck and she stepped back half a step and she reached out and hooked her fingers in Jake's waistband and she slid his pants and underwear down to his ankles and she smiled when she looked forward and saw his half erect cock lifting and swelling right before her eyes. Jake stepped out of his pants and underwear and Laurel slid his socks off and then she stood up, sliding her hands up his legs, across his hips and up onto his chest and she kissed him again. At the conclusion of the kiss Jake stroked his hands around to her breasts and he massaged them gently and then he slid his hands down to her waistband and he hooked his fingers in her waistband and he shucked her pants and underwear down to her ankles. She stepped out of them as he pulled them over her feet and then he pulled her socks down and she lifted her feet as he pulled them off and tossed them behind him and then he gently put his hands on her round cheeks and he pulled his face closer and he kissed her vulva a few times then he kissed her lower belly, then her stomach, then between her breasts and finally he kissed the tip of her left breast then the right and then he stood up and kissed her neck then her cheek and finally her lips.

Laurel was breathing deep and her cheeks were flushed and Jake thought she looked a little stoned but he loved knowing that he had that affect on her. He gently turned her and she stepped back against the edge of the bed then sat down and looked up at him and she scooted back deliberately keeping her legs apart so he got a good look at her and he knelt down with a knee on each side of her and he kissed her as she scooted back further. Laurel laid back and Jake sank down on top of her while kissing her until she was laying flat and then he lifted up as she scooted back to the middle of the bed and she moved her legs apart and he laid down on her and put his legs between hers then he scooted up until his now very hard erection poked against her making her take a quick breath through her nose in response.

Jake terminated the kiss and reached out to Laurel's mind at the same instant as she reached out to him and her whispers popped into his mind in a wave and he felt the exhilaration and love surging through her.

"I love you so much Laurel." Jake found himself saying in response to what he was feeling from within her.

"I love you too Jake, with all my heart. I'm so ready for this, thank you for waiting until we were sure we would become paired."

"You're welcome. You are well worth the wait beautiful."

Laurel smiled at him warmly and he returned a handsome smile and then he sank down and engaged her in long French kiss as he slid his hands under and around her back. She gently pawed at his back at first and then as she got into the kiss and became more enticed she pressed harder into his back and eventually she found herself pulling him up on her and against her making his cock put great pressure on her lips that she loved the sensation of. Jake then terminated the kiss and started kissing down her neck to her breasts where he spent a few minutes lavishing her responses to his solid sucking actions. He then worked his way down her stomach and she lifted her knees and moved her feet apart and he sank down to her vulva and he kissed it gently at first and then with firmer and firmer presses making her softly moan at the sensation. Jake then moved his hands up and pressed her lips apart and he gently licked at her soft and damp flesh making her moan with pleasure with every lap of his tongue up her length. He then concentrated on her swelling clitoris making her wine softly as the intensity built within her. When Jake recognized that she was building to a release he tried hard to feel what she was feeling so he could intensify it for her and he got flashes of her feelings but he couldn't lock onto it but it was enough to guide his motions until she took three gasping breaths and then grunted softly as she held her breath and lifted her head as she came hard. She came for almost thirty seconds taking two gasping breaths only to hold her breath again as she convulsed with waves of mind numbing pleasure then she took three more gasping breaths and she cried out as she put her hand on the back of Jake's head and pushed down on his head and then convulsed three times as she had a wet pulsing orgasm. She then took her hand away from his head and smacked her head on the bed as he lapped at her now soaked vulva. He licked down to her opening and back up a few times and then he moved back and wiped his mouth on the covers then he slid up on her and she was panting with bright pink cheeks and he smiled at her when she finally opened her eyes.

"Now that's what I wanted to make you do. I know I did it right."

"That¦was¦intense." Laurel said between breaths.

Jake slid up on her until he felt his head putting pressure against her slippery lips and she grinned and lifted her knees and laid them to the sides and she pulled up on Jake's lower back and looked him in the eyes as she felt his head squashing her lips with tremendous pressure and they finally separated and licked around his head and then his head put incredible pressure on her opening as it began to sink into her. She held her breath as it began to sting a little and then Jake arched his back forward and his head popped inside her and she opened her mouth for a moment in surprise at the intense sensation and then she grinned at him as she pulled up on his lower back again and he slowly sank into her flesh. She felt his hard flesh pressing her to the side as he sank deeper and deeper but she was relived that this time there was no intense pain like the first time. This time there was just an intense feeling of pressure and tingling as he sank deeply into her. Once he reached the full length of his cock he lifted up and looked down at her lips kissing the outline of his cock and it was incredibly erotic to see her beautiful lips conforming to his shape and to feel her hot and almost painfully tight vagina squeezing him from every side. He then pulled himself out of her watching his shaft slowly sliding out glistening with her fluids on it and she breathed out and then he slowly pressed himself back in while watching and she let out one of her sweet delicate moans and he tensed up getting a little harder as he sank into her and he smiled and then set his weight on her as he reached the full depth of her.

Laurel smiled at him with a look of ecstasy on her face and deeply blushed cheeks.

"You feel so good Jake."

Jake smiled and laid all the way flat on her and they engaged in a long tongue kiss and then he withdrew so just his head remained inside her and then he slowly pressed himself back into her and he could feel every soft fold sliding over his head as he glided into her. They laid in the embrace and kissed for a few minutes and then Laurel terminated the kiss and looked into Jake's eyes. He felt like he was getting lost in her gorgeous face and mesmerizing blue eyes and that's when he realized he was sensing her emotions ratcheting up and then he withdrew and she took a quick breath and then he thrust into her and she nodded as she let out a squeak with her mouth open. He then began thrusting into her faster and faster until she started to build in her pitch and volume with every thrust and it only took several thrust for them both to feel like they were being drawn into one another and then Jake sped up his pace and they both felt the spinning rush as their minds drew together and they became lost in the feeling. Laurel felt the urge to come building stronger and stronger and she was pulling Jake along with her and he sped up even again and they could feel that they were merging as one and just as Laurel took three breaths then held her breath and tensed up as she began to come Jake reached his peak with her and he released his semen deep inside her in a warm rush of fluid and at that very instant they both saw a blinding flash of light in three successive pulses that felt like a hot burning sensation from deep inside their chests but there was no sound at all. Laurel then opened her eyes and couldn't see anything but she became aware of Jake still thrusting in and out of her and it felt amazingly wonderful for her. She closed her eyes and began thrusting her hips against his thrusts and he slowed to a rhythmic motion of thrusting as he caught his breath and his senses returned to him and he could once again sense how wonderful she felt as he pierced into her tight flesh over and over again.

Jake maintained his pace until he felt Laurel pulling him into her orgasm yet again as she built up even stronger. Jake sped up and Laurel clenched up tightly and let out a breathy moan as the feeling peeked and then Jake felt lost as Laurel pulled his mind with her, deep into her center. She took three gasps then tightened up and they felt the merging and as Laurel came she made Jake come again releasing a great glob deep inside her and they saw the flash of light three times as their souls were burned together and a part of them was permanently imparted to the other for a second time. As Laurel began to moan and breathe heavy once again they both became aware of their bodies and for just an instant Jake felt himself stabbing into Laurel as if it were him being penetrated and Laurel had the same sensation as she could feel herself squeezing on his cock painfully tight as though it was her cock and then they sank back into their own minds and Jake slowed his pace and tried to catch his breath. Laurel opened her eyes and it took a few seconds for her vision to clear enough to look into his gorgeous deep emerald green eyes and she smiled.

"We did it¦Jake. We're paired again, I can feel it."

"Twice!" Jake said with a smile as he continued to slowly glide in and out of her. "Do you want more?"

"Oh yah! I felt how sore your getting but I want more¦please?"

Jake smiled and then lifted up and he had an idea so he slowed down then stopped and he reached his arms down and hooked them behind Laurel's knees and he lifted her knees up high and she smiled and let him lift her up so her lower back was lifted off the bed so he could look right at her lips as he slid between them and then he began to stab into her over and over again. It didn't take long for her to build again and she looked at Jake as the feeling intensified and her vision blurred away and she could feel Jake entering her mind then sinking deep into her center and as she took her customary three breaths and began to come hard she felt Jake get harder and then squirt into her and at the same time they both got lost in her orgasm as they drew together once more and they saw a double flash of light as they were once again burned into the soul of the other. Jake slowed his pace after Laurel screamed out then began to pant and he let go of her legs and slowed his pace then stopped. He then began to slowly slide as deep as he could as she moaned against his action and she held him tightly with both arms. They panted in each other's ears as they tried to catch their breath and then Laurel told him to roll over and he pulled her with him as he rolled over keeping himself deeply entrenched in her. She then drew her knees up and she sat up and sank him as deep as she could and she rocked his head against her cervix and he could feel the firm yet soft lump sliding back and forth against his head.

Laurel then put her hands on Jake's shoulders and she began to slide up and down on him over and over, slowly at first then increasing in speed and then he began thrusting his hips up against her in response until he wound her up again. As she took her customary three breaths he felt her drawing his mind into hers even again as she tightened up and came and he couldn't help but come at the same time and they saw another particularly bright and seemingly hot flash of light burning their souls together even deeper. When Laurel finally unclenched she fell on Jake's chest breathing heavily and they held each other for a few minutes to catch their breath and then Laurel lifted up until Jake slowly slipped out of her and then she rolled onto her side. They laid like that for a few minutes breathing heavily then they faced one another and wrapped their arms around one another and looked into the other's eyes. They realized that they now felt and sensed exactly what the other was feeling and thinking. They were completely paired once again.

"Oh Jake, That was so beautiful¦and it felt absolutely amazing. I forgot just how¦mind alliterating it is to become paired with you like that."

"You were fantastic too Laurel. I feel like the world is brighter and my senses are crisper than they have ever been before¦and my heart feels full again."

"I wish it was like that every time."

"I know me too. I know it's still gunna be mind blowing to make love to you every time just cause I love you so much and cause of how you're built."

Laurel kissed his lips then smiled at him.

"Let's go take a shower and then we'll¦I want to do it again."

"Damn! Really?"

"Yah but I want to let you do it from behind. I know your dying to try that."

"That's right! You know exactly what I'm feeling and thinking now huh?"

"I felt your desire to take me that way when you saw me climb across the bed from behind."

"Ok, thank you Laurel. Thank you for giving so much of yourself to me once again."

"You're welcome Jake. Thank you for giving me the same thing. It takes a will to become paired from both of us for it to happen like it did."

Laurel rolled over and climbed to the edge of the bed and then put her hand out and Jake climbed off the bed and took her hand and then they looked back at the bed and they both grimaced. They then walked over to the door to Laurel's mother's quarters and Jake touched the com panel then touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you please change our bed linens for us while we take a shower?"

"Understood. Did you achieve the pairing you were seeking?"

"Yes¦four times over." Laurel said with a big smile.

"That is wonderful. Congratulations. I know you two desperately wanted to be paired again."

"Thank you Future." Laurel said. "We're going to take a shower and I promise not to mess the bed up next time."

"Fret not Laurel. Your mattress is designed to resist moisture and the bedding is easily replaced. Do not let such things distract you from enjoying yourselves."

"Awe, thank you Future."

"You are welcome."

Laurel and Jake heard the servo drones begin pulling the blankets and sheets from the bed and they looked at the drones working quickly at the bed and they grinned at each other and then stepped through the door to go take a shower together. They enjoyed washing each other's front and backsides thoroughly and then they dried off and Laurel grabbed a spare towel and they made their way back to the their bedroom wearing nothing at all. When they stepped in the bed was freshly made with crisp sheets and blankets and new pillow cases on the pillows and they both smiled and stepped over to the bed and Laurel turned and pulled herself up against Jake and she smiled at him as she gave him a peck.

"You think you can do it again?"

"Oh I think I can suffer through it." Jake said with a big smile. "I'm sore cause you're so damn tight but that ain't gunna stop me."

"I'm kind of sore too¦either cause I'm practically a virgin or cause you're as big as horse."

"You wanna wait then? You know, until you're not sore?"

Laurel tossed the towel she was holding toward the back of the bed and then she crawled up on the bed on her hands and knees and she slowly made her way to the middle of the bed then she moved her knees far apart and she turned and looked at Jake staring at her beautiful shape and perfectly round butt and she gently smacked her left cheek with her hand and she smiled at him.

"Come and take me for a ride you big stallion you."

Jake crawled up onto the bed and Laurel reached back and stroked him gently and it only took a few strokes for him to gain a firm rise as he gently stroked her vulva from behind. When he finally achieved hard proportions Laurel let go of him and faced forward and she leaned her head down poking her rear end up high and Jake sat on his heals and looked at her glorious lips and her breasts poking firmly form her chest beyond and he grinned. She was incredibly gorgeous and giving herself to him gladly. He leaned closer and he felt a little bad when he saw how pink her lips were, she was getting sore from the friction but he also felt how badly she wanted this. He moved closer on his knees and he moved his face right to her vulva and he gave it a good lapping and Laurel squealed and looked back at him while lifting her head quickly.

"What are you doing?"

"I'm trying to get your lips wet so it won't hurt so much."

"Oh¦you surprised me. I didn't expect to feel your hot breath and warm tongue. I think¦I like it."

Laurel then leaned back down and Jake licked her a few more times and this time Laurel softly moaned at the sensation and then Jake moved closer and tried to figure out how to push her lips apart since he couldn't see what he was doing. Laurel chuckled when she sensed what he was thinking and feeling and so she laid her face sideways on the bed and she reached both hands under herself and she pressed down on her lips and pulled them apart for him and he grinned as he saw her bright pink inner flesh beckoning him with a tiny pink clitoris accenting the apex of her small inner lips. He put his hand on his shaft and poked it down so it pointed right at her lips and he moved forward until he felt her very warm lips wrap around his head. Laurel let go of herself and lifted her face from the bed just as Jake gave a shove pressing her lips to the side and he popped inside her. Laurel let out a squeak then a long soft moan as Jake grabbed her hips and slowly pulled back on her making his head bury deeper into her quivering flesh. Jake closed his eyes and ignored the painful squeeze Laurel was exerting on him and he kept sliding in until his hips were right up against her cheeks.

Jake then slowly withdrew and Laurel let out the most beautiful sexy little moan and he just melted. He was wet enough from her fluids so the uncomfortable pain was all but gone. He withdrew until he felt her opening squeezing on him and then he pushed back in and Laurel moaned in a way that he just loved as he glided slowly into her. Laurel then pulled the towel over and placed it underneath them knowing from how good it felt that this was going to be an intense and likely wet orgasm for her. Jake then withdrew faster and then buried himself completely and then withdrew and then thrust into her hard and she moaned 'oh yes' so he withdrew quickly and then thrust into her and she repeated it and so he quickly thrust in and out of her holding onto her hips so he could deliver a good thrust into her. He did this over and over listening to her squeals and moans until he felt her tightening up and then he concentrated on connecting with her and she quickly pulled him into her mind and they felt what the other was feeling as they both built up to and incredible orgasm. As Laurel reached her maximum and tightened up a final time then took three breaths and held her breath Jake felt the urge to come reach it's peak and he thrust into her and released in a warm expulsion deep inside her and she screamed out and convulsed as she came even harder because of it releasing a squirt of her own that soaked Jake's shaft and squirted onto the towel, temporarily easing the friction pain for Jake's sore cock. He delivered a few last hard thrusts then slowly slid in and out of her as she wound down over several gentle gliding strokes.

Jake then pulled back and popped out of her and he fell onto his side and Laurel fell onto her side and they both panted and with big smiles on their faces. When Laurel finally regained her senses and her vision she opened her eyes and slid her face forward and engaged him in a long lip lock kiss and then she grabbed the towel and she wiped herself off then she wiped Jake's still firm erection and testicles off. She then laid and stared at Jake for a few moments as she let her heartbeat slow to a more normal level.

"I never knew it would feel that good from behind. I came so hard I got dizzy and when you came it made me tingle and shake all over, your timing was absolutely perfect with your delivery."

"Thanks Laurel. I came that hard cause you pulled me into your mind so I was coming with you¦or I was feeling what you feel when you come. Girls get to come so much harder and from so much deeper than we do. I'm just lucky enough to get to experience it with you now that we're paired."

"That's so sweet Jake. I wish we could do it again but now I really am too sore."

"Me too. I think you would rub me raw if I tried to put it in you again."

"Maybe tonight huh?"

"Geeze Laurel! Are you addicted or what?"

"You're just that good Jake. I feel like I can't enough of you and I'm not scared of it like I was before. It feels so right and I feel so close to you when we share the intimate moment like that."

"The emotional connection does feel wonderful. All right, we'll do it again tonight if you feel up to it."

Laurel kissed him then she climbed over him and put her hand out to him.

"What now?"

"We need to go get cleaned up again. I don't want sticky mess all over us."

"Ok." Jake said in a chuckle.

He took her hand and then he climbed off the bed and they went and took another hot shower and made out for a while standing in the stream of water and then they dried off and headed back to their room. They stepped in and Laurel sat down on the edge of the bed and she looked at Jake and furrowed her brow for a moment and he felt exactly what she was thinking and he grinned at her. She moved her legs apart and he looked at her beautiful vulva as he knelt down. He then smiled at her warmly and gently pushed her back and she leaned back onto her hands first then onto her elbows so he could get a good look at her lips for her.

"Your lips are really pink and a little swollen but they look just like always. They come together seamlessly and don't have a wrinkle one to 'em. I didn't distort or tear you."

"I'm sorry for wondering that Jake but you are huge and I am really sore. I just wanted to make sure nothing had¦changed."

"Your body will heal like nothing had ever happened just like after the first time."

"Am I being vane to hope my¦that never changes cause of how much you love the way it looks?"

"No. I think I can understand that feeling. Are you wishing I were smaller? I mean would that make it better or something?"

Laurel sat back up and shrugged her shoulders.

"I don't know. I've never known anything but you so I don't know what a smaller cock would feel like. You weren't quite this big before but I was a lot smaller too so it hurt like hell the first time. It didn't hurt nearly that bad this time but I think I have a much higher pain threshold because of what we've been through. Either way I love you the way you are. I wouldn't care if you had a small cock, I would still love you just as much and it would still feel amazing cause it's with you"

"You know I can feel that from within you? You love me in such a pure way and it's¦complete and unending if that makes any sense?"

"Of course it makes sense, you're describing what I feel by feeling it yourself."

"Duh, sorry I can be kind of dense sometimes. Of course you know what I'm talking about."

Jake sat down next to her and she leaned the side of her head against his shoulder point and slid her hand under his and interlaced her fingers through his. She looked at his cock and grinned as she noticed it still wasn't completely flaccid. She could feel that looking at her up close turned him on just enough for him to get slightly swollen. She took it as a huge compliment.

"Don't even think about it Laurel." Jake said with a smirk. "While I appreciate the sentiment, you don't owe me a blowjob and I think it might hurt even if you were gentle about it."

"It was just a thought. I've gotten to where I really like doing that to you."

"I know honey and you've gotten really good at it too, but I need to heal a little before you mess with me."

"Ok. I'll try and turn my libido off."

"You don't have to turn it off just moderate it a little until we're both physically able to endure more sex."

Laurel lifted her head and kissed his cheek.

"What do you want to do for the rest of the day?"

"I think we should stay active to try and further build our strength. We could go workout or we could go to the recreation deck and mess around for a while. There might be some other people our age there that we could have a game of squash with or maybe we could play some doubles tennis or shoot some hoops for a while."

"You don't just want to go the park area and relax for a while?"

"I do but we need to get into shape if we're going to be going to a planet with similar gravity to the Future planet in the next day or two."

"You're absolutely right. Let's get dressed and go the recreation deck. That actually really sounds like fun. I want to make some friends our age anyways so I can try to get used to being seventeen. It still feels kind of weird when I look at myself in the mirror and see this older version of myself looking back at me. My mind still feels like I'm thirteen."

"I know the feeling."

Laurel and Jake stood up together and walked over to the recessed cabinet and they retrieved a change of clothes and then walked back to the bed with them and they got dressed and then Laurel sat down at the dresser desk and she handed Jake the comb out of the drawer and he stood behind her and combed his hair out while she brushed her beautiful golden blond hair out. Jake finished and set the comb back in the drawer and he stroked his hand down the back of her soft hair and he grinned. He loved the single wave her hair had to it as it always had and how her hair just seemed to lay perfectly all the time. It accentuated her beauty so perfectly.

"Thank you Jake, that's so sweet of you to say that." Laurel said with a grin as she looked at him in the mirror.

"Did I say that out loud?"

"No."

"Oh, right, I got to used to the idea that you can hear my every thought perfectly clear again."

"You didn't so much think it as you felt it. You felt like I always look perfect and beautiful."

Jake chuckled very lightly under his breath and then he leaned forward and kissed the back of Laurel's head. Laurel put the brush away then got up and stepped into her shoes and Jake did the same and then Laurel thought that there was one last thing she wanted to do first. She walked over to the night table and she picked up her data pad that was lying on the table and she stepped over to the bed and sat down and Jake sat down next to her since he now knew exactly what she wanted to do. Laurel pulled the data pad open and turned it on and then she brought up the garment designing program and her and Jake decided on some clothes that reminded them of what they used to wear on Earth but were made from the synthetic materials available on the Future. Laurel then set the garments to be made and then turned the data pad off and tossed it on the bed and the two of them got up and headed for the exit.

When the two of them stepped out of Jake's father's quarters there was a hive of activity and the two of them looked at each other in bewilderment for a moment as they tried to figure out what the heck was going on. None of the children were in class and everyone seemed to be going about moving, as many of them were down in the common area with their bags packed and children in tow as Laurel and Jake peered over the clear guardrail to see what all the voices were about. It looked as if half of the ship was preparing to move to the surface and there were hundreds of new faces all moving about with the stiff gate of an elderly person suggesting they had come out of stasis sometime in the last twenty-four hours and many of the new faces were very young indeed. It then dawned on Laurel that it must be the equivalent of the weekend and so there was no class today making for the perfect time to relocate to the surface for those ready to go. Laurel assumed the woman in the gardening ring must have been mistaken about the number of children that had been revived since there were many children running about and playing on the roof top playground on the roof of the deck 1 quarters.

Jake agreed with Laurel's assumption and together they figured the more the merrier. They melted into the crowds on the walkway and headed for the stairwell. They climbed up to deck 11 and then stepped out and turned left and walked to the end where it turned right but they turned left and headed down the narrow passageway leading forward to the recreation area. When they arrived it was packed with people having a good time blowing off some steam and enjoying their day off. Laurel and Jake made their way to the bowling lanes but they were all occupied in both sets of lanes so they headed for the tennis courts and then climbed down to the court level and found a court where a teenage couple that looked to be about 18 or 19 at the most were playing and Laurel and Jake asked if they could play doubles with them and the couple gladly agreed. Laurel noticed that everyone on the ship was still wearing their ships outfits since tasking the AI with personal requests was being discouraged with all of the production taking place to supply the surface with everything needed for the homes and industrial buildings. Laurel almost felt bad for putting in her special clothing request since the AI accepted her request without question.

Laurel and Jake played for hours with the couple that it turned out were both from cities on the opposite sides of Hungary but their common country of birth made them feel kindred to one another and now they were falling hard for one another and Laurel knew exactly what that was like, her and Jake were from opposite sides of the United States but the commonality of living on the same continent made them feel kindred to one another. After playing for most of the morning they made their way up to the deck 15 mess hall together and Aurelia and Gabor introduced Laurel and Jake to their friends whom were from all over the world. They enjoyed a long lunch talking with the other kids ranging in ages from thirteen to seventeen, all of who were incredibly bright for their ages. Laurel assumed it was the reason they were selected to join the mission in the first place, just like her and Jake, aside form their parents meeting or exceeding what the selection comity deemed as vital backgrounds of specialty needed aboard the Future and in any settlement that was to be established on the Future planet.

After the long lunch Laurel and Jake went back down to the recreation deck with Aurelia and Gabor and they played on the squash court for a few hours, then they played a few games of bowling once a lane was available. By that time it was getting close to 17:00 so they said their goodbyes and headed to the common area to wait for their parents to come back from the surface. The crowds from earlier in the day were all gone now and there were only a few hundred people in the common area, most of who appeared to be newly revived over the day. Laurel recognized the deer in the headlights look from all of them. When the arrivals began pouring into the common area at twenty minutes after the hour in groups of seven Laurel and Jake stood up and waited to catch sight of their parents. When Jake finally saw his father walking in, he lit up and he let go of Laurel's hand and walked over to him and tapped his shoulder and John smiled big and hugged Jake tightly. The two of them then walked over to where Laurel was waiting and Laurel gave John a hug and John and Jake sat down.

"Your mom was on one of the other shuttles so she should be arriving anytime." John said. "So what did you two do all day?"

Jake instantly blushed hard and grinned big as he looked at Laurel.

"We uh¦reestablished our pairing and then we spent the whole day on the recreation deck with some new friends from Hungary, Aurelia and Gabor. They introduced us to a group of twelve kids that they hang out with so we have a bunch of new friends now."

"I'm glad to hear that you're making some new friends your age, and congratulations on being paired again. That must feel wonderful."

"It does but our abilities are more¦sharp than they were before so it can be a little overwhelming when we're around people. Everyone's feelings are so clear and crisp and in a large crowd you have to tune it out sort of. I can feel Laurel deep inside me again though so it's well worth it."

"You have such a special gift son. I'm very proud of how well you've handled being so gifted."

"Thanks dad. Laurel and I learned from each other as we fell deeper in love and our abilities grew right along with it."

"There she is!" Laurel said excitedly.

Jake could feel the excitement surge from within Laurel in his own chest and he put his hand up to his chest as his heart raced right along with Laurel's. Laurel took off to go greet her mother before she headed to the elevator or stairs and John looked at Jake with his hand pressed firmly against his chest.

"Are you ok Son?"

"I'm ok¦when Laurel gets excited like that it affects me in the same exact way, my heart races, my face gets hot and it's hard to breath for a few seconds."

"You experience her excitement?"

"Oh yah, and she mine. We're paired dad, we share our every thought and emotion as though they are our own. If we aren't together and I get scared, she gets the adrenaline rush right along with me."

"That has to be down right freaky."

"Kind of but since she can hear what I'm thinking she knows what scared me. We share our lives completely, good or bad."

Laurel finally reached her mother and she was about to touch her shoulder when she turned and looked right at her with a huge smile on her face. The two embraced one another with a tight hug and Amelia stroked Laurel's head.

"Hi baby doll. How was your day?"

"It was great mom. Jake and I are truly paired again and we met a bunch of really neat kids that are our age."

"That's wonderful honey!" Amelia leaned closer to her ear. "Was it as good as you were hoping it would be?"

"Oh mom it was so beautiful. I wish you could experience that kind of deep true love when it involves your very essences coming together as one¦and Jake was sooo good at what he did mom. I got a really good man."

"That's great baby. I'm glad it was everything you hoped it would be."

The two of them then walked over to John and Jake and they stood up and Amelia pressed her cheek up against Johns for a moment and then she hugged Jake and whispered very quietly in his ear.

"Thank you for being so good to my little girl."

Jake smiled at her and nodded once as Amelia stepped back. The four of them then headed toward the elevator. They rode up to deck 6 and floated out of the lift and then they headed for their quarters. They stepped into John's quarters after he had his palm scanned and Laurel and Jake sat down in the reading chairs and Amelia sat down on the couch right next to John.

"Can you guys tell us what's going on around here?" Laurel asked. "It seems like most of the ship is moving down to the surface."

"You're not far off." John said. "There are now two thousand permanent residents down there and we have finally hit the milestone of over half of the total population being out of stasis."

"That sure explains things. Are all the children being revived?"

"Yes. Most of them are now out of stasis except for those that still have parents in stasis or freshly out and need time to adjust before looking after their young ones."

"So I assume the schools on the surface are going to be starting up soon?"

"Not particularly. Think of this as summer break while all of the instructors and facilitators get the schools ready for their first class in about two or three months. This isn't going to be a typical school either, many of the children are extremely high achievers academically and so they need curriculum that challenges them and is appropriate for their level of intelligence. You could have nine year olds performing at tenth grade levels so the classes will be tailored to be age appropriate with very advanced teaching materials specifically designed for the individual's level of understanding. There won't be standardized testing or classroom material for all children of one particular age bracket. They advance as their minds are able to absorb the material. Eventually there will be a learning center in the Genesis tower and all children twelve years old and above will just have all the knowledge normally taught in school imparted to them through neural suggestion but the technology is still a little ways off to make that possible for everyone. Until then teaching will be done the old fashioned way though it will be paperless. We aren't going to use the forests to make paper as it is done on Earth."

"That's amazing! We are going to be such an advanced and smart species if we do that for our children. They can play and enjoy being kids until they're twelve and then they'll go into the profession they find most desirable."

"Well it won't be quite that lackadaisical, there will still be school for them or they could become lazy. The young mind is like a sponge and retains and learns new information better than it will at any other time so its important to train the children to desire to learn and study. There will just be a leap to an adult level of education when they turn twelve at which time years of information can be imparted to them like it was for you two."

"Oh, I suppose that makes sense. So how many of us are left on the Future? That are out of stasis I mean."

"I don't know the exact numbers. After tonight's run down to the surface I would guess somewhere around a thousand or so but by morning that will have increased by hundreds. People are being revived day and night now. Haven't you noticed all the new faces and how stiff everyone is moving around?"

"Yah that's why I asked."

"Well I'm gunna get in a hot shower before dinner." Amelia said as she got to her feet.

"That sounds wonderful. I think I'll do the same." John said.

Amelia then headed for the exit and when the door slid open she stepped out and went next door to her quarters. Laurel and Jake then retired to their bedroom to give their parents some privacy. They sat on the bed and connected minds then engaged in the deep sharing of essences for close to Â½ an hour. At the conclusion they waited for the fog to clear from their minds and then they engaged in some passionate kissing for a few minutes and Laurel sensed Jake wanting to ease up so they didn't get lost in the moment and end up making love again. They climbed off the bed and put their shoes back on and headed out into John's quarters and they found John sitting across from Amelia on the couch as they played a game of chess.

"Are you two ready for some dinner?" Amelia asked looking up from the game.

"I'm pretty hungry." Laurel said. "I could definitely eat."

Amelia and John saved their game and then turned the data pad off and then got to their feet. The four of them then made their way out onto the walkway and it was very quiet compared to normal. There were still quite a few people going about their evening but it was nowhere near as crowded and noisy as it usually was at this time in the evening. Amelia suggested they go up to deck 15 to have dinner with the Reynolds and they all agreed that sounded like a wonderful idea. They used the elevator and rode up to deck 15 and then they made their way down the walkway to the mess hall. There were a few people in the mess hall but it wasn't a thousand or more as it was on most nights, it was closer to three hundred, which was still a lot of people, but it seemed like a small crowd by comparison.

The four of them found a table with several empty places close to the front of the mess hall so the girls sat down and the guys went and fetched drinks for everyone and then they returned to the table and had a seat. Servo drones brought two menus and Laurel and John retrieved them and sat them on the table to wait for the Reynolds to show up. They talked lightly about what Amelia and John did down on the surface today and eventually Clara and Liam showed up with Harriet cradled in Clara's arm.

Clara and Liam headed right over to the table and they said their hellos and then they sat down and Clara peaked at Harriet and when she saw that she was awake she let Laurel hold her while they ordered their meals. Laurel and Jake then announced that they were paired once again and feeling wonderful about it although they were still trying to get used to their senses being so heightened all the time now. It was as if they were feeding off each other's senses making their own just that much more acute. Clara and Liam then revealed that Harriet started crawling today when she was laid on her stomach and called out to. It was a slow and rather clumsy crawl at first but she got the hang of it very quickly and now she would just lift herself up onto her hands and knees and crawl right across the floor as if she's been doing it for months. Laurel talked to Harriet and told her how proud she was of her and Harriet giggled and cooed at her in return.

When the meals began to arrive Laurel gave Harriet back to Clara and then they all set in to eating their meals. Once the meals were finished Clara let Laurel carry Harriet to the gym and then Clara took her and she began feeding her a bottle while Liam worked out and then Liam held Harriet and continued feeding her while Clara worked out. They switched back and forth until the bottle was polished off and then Clara burped her and then finished her workout trading Harriet time with Liam until they had their workout routine finished. Everyone then retired to their quarters to take a shower and they agreed to meet up with Laurel and Jake in the common area at 19:45 so they could go revive Korica and Tamaric together.

Laurel and Jake let their parents shower first again and then they took their turn and when they were done they met up in their bedroom where they held each other for a few minutes with nothing on enjoying the warm sensation of the other's warm body pressed up against theirs as they sensed the sensation through the other's mind. They then got dressed and Jake went back into the bathroom and removed his facial hair using an electro dermal shaver so he would look his best and then he brushed his teeth and rinsed his mouth out and then he made his way back into his bedroom. Laurel had brushed her teeth and hair in his absence and he thought she looked absolutely radiant now. They then headed into their respective quarters and retrieved their parents. They all then met up on the walkway and they made their way down to the common area to wait for Clara and Liam. They only waited five minutes and Clara and Liam emerged from the curving deck 1 corridor with Liam holding Harriet in his arms. Clara and Liam asked Amelia and John if they would hold Harriet until they returned with Tamaric and they gladly agreed.

Laurel and Jake then departed with Clara and Liam to head for the stasis ring. As they stepped out into the cross corridor Laurel slowed so Clara would catch up to her.

"How can you do that so easily Clara?"

"What¦leave Harriet with someone?"

"Yah. If I had a beautiful little girl like Harriet I just don't think I could do it. I just can't fathom how you can leave her with strangers."

"Your parents are hardly strangers. They raised you and Jake so they have some experience with babies and we have known them for close to a year. Leaving her with Bahar was much more difficult but she was highly recommended by the AI and after meeting her we realized she was a complete sweetheart and she loves babies. It's still hard to leave Harriet for any length of time though."

"It would rip me apart inside."

"You just grin and bare it for the greater good sometimes. It does hurt but you know you will be reunited with her so it's not like you're losing her for good."

They reached the stasis ring entrance at that point and Jake had his palm scanned and the door hissed and then slid open.

"I guess I'll get to figure that all out when I have children of my own."

"From what I understand you're going to live a very long time so you have plenty of time, don't rush into it. Raising a baby can be a little overwhelming at times." Clara said as they all stepped into the stasis ring.

"I'm thinking twenty would be a good age to have my first."

"Sounds like you've given it some thought."

"Now that I'm in love with the man I'm gunna spend the rest of life with¦sure I've thought about it. Heck we already have a son or daughter waiting to be born; we're just waiting until we're ready like my mom did."

"That's admirable in light of what's going on around you."

"Thanks. I guess we'll see you in a bit, we have to go that way to get to Korica's chamber." Laurel said pointing to the left.

"I know Jake's chamber is almost on the opposite side of the stasis ring but I'm sure the kids will want to look at each other once they are dressed so we'll watch for you."

"Ok."

Laurel and Jake then headed to the left and Clara and Liam headed to the right. Laurel and Jake could see Aina sitting at the monitoring and control station across from Korica's chamber as they got closer. Aina looked around the display console when she heard Laurel and Jake walking up to her. Laurel and Jake looked around the circumference of the stasis ring and they could see several other people with their attending med techs as their loved ones were being revived and they could see Clara and Liam just arriving at Jake's chamber and Omar was stepping out from the monitoring and control station. Clara looked across the enormous open space of the stasis ring and she waved at Laurel and Jake and they both smiled and waved back.

Aina stood up and rolled a stand tray with a detranome, data pad, a metal spit pan, a hairbrush, small mirror, and a wrist worn bio monitor on it over to Korica's chamber and then she pushed it to the side. She then stepped out and greeted Laurel and Jake as they stepped up to her.

"Hello Laurel and Jake. You two look fantastic. I see you've been getting some good sunlight; your cheeks and arms are a little more tan than they were when I revived you. That's a really good idea; the vitamin D will do wonders for your skin and immune system among other things."

"It's nice to see you again Aina." Laurel said with a warm smile. "We got to spend a full day down on the surface."

"Yes I know. The ship is a buzz with activity and talk thanks to your success down there. The natural sunlight is better for you than the artificial sunlight in the gardening ring though that is also very good for you to have at least some exposure to every couple of days. Would you like to look at Korica before I start the wake sequence?"

"Yes, please."

Aina gestured to Korica's chamber and she stepped over to the monitoring station so she could take some final readings and activate the wake sequence when the time came. Laurel and Jake slowly stepped over next to Korica's chamber and they peered in at her. She was damp; looking like she just emerged from a swimming pool, but the stasis fluid had been completely drained from her stasis chamber. Laurel gasped when she got a look at Korica without the stasis fluid obscuring her facial features.

"Oh Jake¦she is so pretty! Just look at how healthy she looks."

"She is gorgeous babe. I thought she was cute before but she has really blossomed into a beautiful girl."

"She has been getting doses of ultra violet light in three second bursts for the last three days so that's why she has a bit of a tan and her body has responded to the electro stimulation much different than a Human would. She has muscle development all over the place that just wouldn't occur from five days of stimulation for the rest of us." Aina said.

Laurel sighed and leaned against Jake as they admired at how pretty and how healthy Korica looked. Jake moved closer and looked Korica over all the way down to her toes and then back up to her face.

"It still amazes me how Human she looks. You just can't tell at all that she's from a different galaxy."

Laurel could feel and hear what Jake was thinking and she bumped him and looked at him.

"We're paired Jake, please be careful what you're thinking about." Laurel thought to him. "I know you're a guy and you haven't seen many pretty girls up close without anything on but she is your daughter."

"Sorry¦I was just curious if that looks the same between them. It's not like I'm going to look and see." Jake thought in return.

"Everything checks out and she is finally ready." Aina said.

Laurel looked at Aina and nodded and Aina touched the begin wake sequence icon from the control station and the stasis chamber slid out and then stopped and Korica rocked around slightly and then the lid hissed and a bit of mist escaped from the chamber as the warm humid air inside interacted with the cooler and less humid air of the stasis ring. The lid swung back and came to a stop and the mist evaporated away and they finally got to look upon Korica unimpeded. Jake put his arm around Laurel and they stepped right up to the chamber just as Korica moved her head to the right slightly and then she furrowed her brow slightly and her eyes fluttered open. She blinked several times as she tried to get her eyes to focus and she squinted for a moment as the bright light stung her eyes. She opened her eyes very wide and then everything came into clear focus and she turned her head and looked at Laurel and Jake and they could see the shock on her face for a moment before she smiled at them.

Aina stepped up beside Laurel and she looked in at Korica and she gave her a warm smile.

"Hello Korica dear. Do you know where you are?"

Korica nodded slowly as she studied Aina's face and then she tried to speak and it was a garbled wet sound and so Aina turned around and pulled the stand tray closer and she picked up the spit pan and she poked it into the chamber next to Korica's head and she nodded.

"Go ahead and clear your throat and spit it in this."

Korica lifted her head slightly and turned so her mouth was over the pan and she spat the mouthful of thickening stasis gel out and then she looked forward and she cleared her throat hard and she turned her head and spat the mouthful of gel that came up out. She then made a few gentle throat-clearing noises and she swallowed what came up out of her esophagus and then she laid her head back down. She closed her eyes for a moment and then she opened them and she looked Jake and Laurel over before speaking.

"Hi mom and dad. I guess it worked huh?" She said in a quiet little voice.

"Hi baby." Laurel said. "It sure did." Laurel then looked at Jake with teary eyes. "Oh Jake¦she has the same delicate little voice that she had before."

"You guys sure look different." Korica said a little stronger.

"You do too Korica. You haven't seen yourself in the mirror yet." Jake said with a smile.

Korica started to sit up and Aina gently put her hand on her shoulder.

"Just relax for a minute ok? I need to take quick scan to make sure everything is functioning properly before we unhook you."

Korica nodded gently and laid back down. Laurel and Jake stepped to the side a little and Aina reached over to the tray stand and she put the spit pan down and she picked up the detranome and she turned it on and she stepped back over to Korica's chamber.

"Excuse me." Aina said to Laurel and Jake so they would step back.

Aina then began scanning Korica starting at her feet and she slowly worked her way up her body to her head. Aina then held the detranome up close and she shook her head and then she stepped back to Korica's hips and she held the detranome over her lower pelvic area and she looked closely at the screen as she scanned her internal organs and skeletal structure in detail. She then slowly moved up to Korica's abdominal internal organs and she slowly progressed up to her neck and then she pulled the detranome up close to her face.

"What the heck?" Aina then looked at Laurel. "Is this normal for her?"

Laurel stepped up next to Aina and she looked at the display on the detranome.

"Oh that¦that's completely normal for her. Her posterior pelvic cradle curves up and forward like that to protect her female organs and the nerves connected to her vagina. You see how large her ovaries are and where their positioned? That's because of how long her people live and the fact that they are fertile their entire lives and her ovaries are low and in the front like that because of the nerve bundles as well." Laurel said pointing at the specific features she was talking about on detranome screen.

"Incredible! I've never seen an anatomy like that."

Aina gently reached in and touched Korica's lower tummy and she pressed down slightly and she could feel the solid bone where on a Human female the fingers would sink into soft tissue.

"And the reason you're getting conflicting readings like that is because you have it set to Human comparator. Turn that off and let the detranome identify her from her DNA and it won't say she's fourteen point nine to sixteen point eight. Her internal organs are more developed than a Human female's would be at her age and her blood chemistry is completely different than ours so when compared to normal Human characteristics she appears to be sick and her body looks to be almost fifteen and her internal organs suggest she's almost seventeen."

"Mom who is this" Korica asked getting frustrated at being examined by a stranger in such detail.

"I'm sorry dear, my name is Aina. I'm your attending med tech for this evening."

"Oh. I guess you've never seen someone like me before have you?"

"No I haven't. I've never seen a girl from Draxima before¦oh wow! I just noticed that you have the most beautiful eyes Korica. Humans don't have bluish gray eyes like that. You're so lucky to have such gorgeous eyes¦and look at those beautiful long eyelashes you have."

"Thank you Aina. I like your eyes too. You're a very pretty woman."

"Thank you Korica." Aina said with a warm smile.

Aina then scanned Korica one more time ignoring the internal differences and this time she got precise readings and a species identification of Draximan.

"Well¦comparing you to Draximan characteristics you are in perfect health and you have aged to fifteen point two years of age¦for a Draximan."

"Fifteen! But I'll¦am I older than Tamaric?"

"Tamaric is being revived right now so you can be together. I don't know yet what his age equivalency is." Aina said.

Aina then looked at the detranome closely and she looked at Laurel again.

"Why are there so many nerves in her pelvic floor?"

"Because Draximan females have muscles inside the vaginal vault that we don't have and she needs those nerves to control those muscles and for sensitivity feedback. There are three sets of ringed contracting muscles in fact and she has millions more nerve endings in her body per square millimeter than we have. If you get some time look at the spinal scans of Korica and you'll see that her spinal column is a little bigger than ours all the way down to her tail bone to accommodate the extra nerves and you'll also see that her vertebrae are shaped just like ours but hers are much more robust to protect her from spinal injuries."

"I see." Aina said then she turned back to Korica. "Well you may be a little different on the inside but you are one of the prettiest girls I have ever seen Korica. I'm glad to have you with us. You feel like getting up?"

Korica rose up a little and winced at the sore muscles in her back and arms and she propped herself on her elbows.

"Thank you Aina. I don't want to be treated different ok? I am a citizen of the Human population and a citizen of the United States since both my parents are from there."

"Of course Korica. I hope in time you will come to call me one of your friends."

"I would like to get out of this thing if I can get some help, my back and my arms hurt?

Laurel and Jake stepped up next to her and Jake pushed up on her back and Laurel hooked her hands under Korica's armpits and they pulled her up into a sitting position. Korica put her hand up to her forehead and it stuck to her skin as her mind spun for a moment as if she sat up too fast.

"Just take it as slow as you need Korica." Aina said. "You've been in stasis for almost twenty years so it will take your body a little while to get used to being active again. Your muscles have been undergoing electro stimulation for the last five days so you would have enough strength to hold up your own body weight without it tearing muscles or tendons so you might feel a little sore for a few days."

Korica pulled her hand from her forehead and it sounded like Velcro being torn apart and Korica made a funny grossed out face.

"Yuck! That's disgusting!"

Jake chuckled and leaned on the stasis chamber for a moment as he laughed.

"The stasis gel will soak into your skin pretty quickly and that sticky felling will go away." Aina said with a big smile.

Korica looked down at her feet and her mouth hung open as she realized for the first time just how tall she is. She then looked down at her chest and grinned.

"Holy crap! I've got full on boobs now!"

"You aren't eleven anymore baby." Laurel said in a chuckle.

Korica lifted her feet and swung them over the side of her chamber and Laurel took a hold of both her hands and helped her slide to the edge and then Jake stepped right beside her and Korica let her feet hit the floor as she slid out of her chamber. She grimaced as her weight settled onto her ankles and hips and then she grunted as she stood up straight and locked her back. She took two steps and then let go of Laurel's hands and she put her hands on her hips.

"This hurts mom."

"It'll go away pretty quickly honey. Just take your time ok?" Laurel said as she wiped her hands together to get the stasis fluid transferred from Korica's hands to soak into her skin.

Korica nodded and peeled her hands away from her hips and she curled her lip at the gross sound. Korica then looked down to her feet and she bent over slightly and looked at her hairless vulva and her eyes opened big as she looked back up at Laurel.

"Am I supposed to¦look like that?" Korica asked quietly.

"You've been in a liquid suspension emulsion for twenty years. It's normal for the labia minora and clitoral hood to be a little swollen when you first emerge and you are exposed to the cool air in the stasis ring." Aina said. "As the moisture is absorbed by your skin¦and mucus membranes the swelling will subside and you will look the way you are supposed to."

Korica looked down at herself again and then she glanced at Jake and blushed hard.

"I'm not¦ugly am I dad?"

"Oh honey no. You look very pretty down there, don't even worry about it."

Korica looked down even again and she touched herself and this time she was damp and slippery but not sticky.

"I don't want Tamaric to be disgusted by how I look."

Aina chuckled and stepped around behind Korica.

"Let's get you unhooked. Don't worry Korica, we all looked like that when we came out of prolonged stasis, myself included. I thought something was wrong with me until the swelling went away."

Aina reached up and squeezed the disconnect buttons on the trans dermal interface pad and the tendrils withdrew from Korica's brain and then the pad released its grip on her neck. Aina then tossed the pad and ribbon back into Korica's chamber and she stepped around to the side of Korica.

"You can take the cap off if you want. Do you feel dizzy or see spots before your eyes?"

"No." Korica said as she slid the cap off her head.

"That's wonderful to hear, the synaptic neural conductors were attached directly to your visual cortex¦that is if your brain is structured like ours."

"She uses more of her brain than we do but the typical structures are all there just in a slightly different arrangement." Laurel said.

Korica was shocked at how long her hair was and so were Laurel and Jake. It fell to the middle of her butt cheeks and her bangs were down to her neck covering her entire face when she leaned forward and looked down then back up. Korica swept her hair back out of her face and she smiled when she looked down at how long it is. She finally had hair as long as her mother's the whole time she was growing up. Laurel grabbed the hairbrush and began brushing Korica's hair back while they waited for her skin to dry completely. Korica's hair dried quickly and it was very soft and manageable once it was dry. Laurel then put the handle of the brush in her mouth and she began pulling Korica's hair into three neat sections and then she began to braid them together to keep it out of her face and together. When she reached the end she was squatting down and she tied the end off to keep it from coming unwound and then she stood up and she brushed the top of her hair back a few times then she stepped in front of Korica and she smiled at her warmly.

"Sakes alive¦you are seriously beautiful Korica."

"Thank you mom. You're seriously gorgeous too. And look at you dad¦you are a complete hunk."

"Thank you honey. It's amazing how you still have that small Korica voice that you always had, I thought your voice would be a lot deeper now that you're a woman."

"Is that bad?"

"Oh no honey, I think it's very cute."

"Oh, ok."

"See honey, the swelling has gone away." Laurel said quietly as she pointed at Korica's crotch.

Korica bent over a little and looked down and she pressed her lower tummy in and pulled up and she grinned after a moment. Her middle lips were now concealed within her outer lips and just the very top of her hood was visible and only when she pulled up on herself. She noticed that her lips were definitely fuller than they used to be when she let go of her tummy and she wondered how much of her inner lips would be visible lower down since the tips used to project out a tiny bit at the back of her labium.

"It still doesn't look like it used to but it definitely looks better than it did a few minutes ago. Did you have swelling like that mom?"

"No¦as you know I'm shaped a little different than you are."

"Laurel is the only female that I've seen come out of long term stasis without visible swelling of the labium because of her unique¦but pretty shape." Aina said.

Laurel reached up and touched Korica's shoulder and she was completely dry and very soft to the touch.

"Let's get you dressed so you can go see Tamaric. I think you're really going to like the difference in him." Laurel said.

"Ok. I can hardly wait."

Korica turned around and Aina bent down and pulled the bottom drawer open and lifted Korica's clothes out for her and Korica looked in the bottom of the drawer and next to her shoes and sock she saw her ring lying there and she raised her left hand and looked at her empty ring finger and her mouth fell open.

"My ring! Why was my ring taken off?"

"Because you were growing at an alarming rate and the ring would have cut off the circulation to your finger as your finger grew along with the rest of your body." The AI said. "I managed to get it off without dislocating your knuckle and then I had it resized to fit your finger once you stopped growing. I used eighteen carrot gold to fill in the resizing since I did not have access to the exact alloys in the ring. The metal is not pure gold and the harder metals in the conglomeration of alloys are unlike anything I could precisely reproduce since I do not know what the alloys are in the first place."

"Thank you for thinking of me like that Future."

"You are most welcome Korica. I sized the ring for your left hand since that it where it was taken from but it should fit your right hand if you wish to where it there until you are married."

Laurel stepped over to the drawer and picked up the ring and looked at it for a moment and then she handed it to Korica and she popped it on her left ring finger without even thinking about it. Aina then handed her the clothes one article at a time and Laurel showed her how to hook her bra in the front so she could see the latches and then she showed her how to spin the latch around to the back and she could then poke her arms in the shoulder straps and pull them up over her shoulders. Korica then got dressed and Laurel helped her put her socks on so she didn't have to bend over and then she laid her shoes in the floor so she could step into them. Korica then looked down at herself and she smoothed her tummy down and she cupped her breasts and gave them a lift, then grinned and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"So how do I look?"

"You look beautiful baby." Laurel said.

Laurel then stepped up to her and the two hugged each other warmly for a few moments and then Jake stepped up to her and they hugged just as warmly.

"I'm so proud of you Korica. You look amazing." Jake said as he stepped back.

"Thanks dad." Korica said with a beaming smile. "Can I see what I look like?"

Aina picked up the mirror from the tray stand and handed it to Korica and she took a deep breath and then she lifted the mirror and looked at herself. She opened her mouth a little in stunned disbelief at how different she looked. She turned her head to the right and she reached up and touched her face and then she turned her face to the left and she looked at her face closely. She then looked straight at the mirror and she put on a forced smile then she relaxed and she lifted her chin then she looked to the right again and she genuinely grinned.

"I sure look a lot like my mother¦with my fathers ears, nose and chin. I think Tamaric is gunna like how I look." Korica looked down at her chest and grinned even bigger. "He's really gunna like these too." Korica said as she cupped her left breast and gave it a gentle shake.

Korica handed the mirror back to Aina and Laurel handed her the hairbrush.

"The first thing you need to do is to get some food in your stomach. It's important to get your digestive system working on processing solid food again." Aina said. "And I need you to put this on so the AI can keep an eye on your vitals for a couple of days."

Aina reached over to the stand tray and picked up the bio monitor and she handed it to Korica. She slid it over her right wrist, pushing her shirt sleeve up in the process and then she took a breath and pressed the button on the side and the band quickly synched up tight and then the twin probe leads pierced her skin and she winced at the twin sharp pin pricks and the leads fed several inches up her arm, deep into her blood stream and then stopped. The screen flashed her detected readings in a cascade of numbers and identified readings then the face flashed the ships time and faded out and the tiny blue dot in the bottom corner flashed twice as the initial readings were sent to the AI.

"Ok. Can I see Tamaric now?"

"Sure, let me just see if he's ready." Laurel said.

Laurel stepped out into the walkway and looked up across the stasis ring and she could see Clara looking back at her. Laurel pointed at Korica then pointed at Clara and Clara gave a big sweeping wave to come on over.

As Clara and Liam walked toward Jake's stasis chamber they began to feel excitement building within them. They missed Tamaric so much every single day and the longing was finally about to come to an end. Their little man was about to become a part of their lives again. Omar heard their approach and he touched the icon for a last diagnostic scan to be performed and then he pushed a stand tray with the standard equipment over to Tamaric's chamber and then he pushed it to the side and he stepped out into the walkway. When Clara and Liam stepped up to him he smiled warmly at them.

"Clara and Liam Reynolds correct?"

"Yes, that's us."

"Hello, I am Omar. I will be your attending med tech for Tamaric's revival. Do you have any questions for me before we revive him?"

"Just if he's in good health?" Clara asked.

"According to the last diagnostic¦" Omar stepped to the side and looked at the display on the control and monitoring console then he stepped back. "He is in perfect health and ready to be revived. I will perform a detailed scan with a detranome once he has gained full consciousness to determine his exact physical age and whether or not his systems are functioning as they should be. We have yet to have any of our revivals go badly. These stasis chambers are amazingly well built pieces of technology so I don't foresee us having any problems."

"Thank you. My husband and I were actually involved with the design and construction of the stasis chambers."

"Is that right? I recognize your Australian accent but I had no idea you were the minds behind these amazing devices. Thank you for the fine work, you kept us all alive for five hundred and sixty-five years."

"You're welcome Omar."

"Would you like to look at your son before I revive him?"

Clara looked at Liam and smiled brightly.

"We would love to." Liam said.

Omar gestured toward the stasis chamber then stepped back over the monitoring and control station where he had a seat. Clara and Liam stepped up to the chamber and peered in and they could see that all of the stasis fluid had been drained away and Tamaric looked wet but they could finally see his face clearly.

"Oh Lee¦God our boy is good looking. My little man is finally a man." Clara said.

"He even has a good woman waiting for him in the wings¦a woman with a career no less. I worried about all the time we spent away from him, did we instill the proper values in him, did we teach him how to be a good man, a caring man? I'm so proud of how he turned out Clara. We gave him good genes and good parenting after all. Look at how well proportioned he is. He got my dad's genes for thick muscles and your genes for high intelligence and perfect skin."

"And he has your amazing good looks Lee. He is the spitting image of you. No wonder Korica is loopy about him."

"He picked a real sweetheart to fall for. That Korica is something else. You hope your son will find a pretty girl to fall in love with but Korica is absolutely beautiful and she brings the best qualities out in Tamaric."

"Are you ready for me to bring him around?" Omar asked.

"Yes, go ahead." Clara said.

Omar touched the begin wake sequence icon and the chamber slid away from the wall unplugging it from the central power distribution system and then it came to a stop and Tamaric shook a bit as it came to a halt and then the lid hissed and small amount of mist escaped then evaporated away and then the lid began to swing up and the warm humid air inside formed a cloud of mist for a few seconds as the cool air in the stasis ring interacted with the air that was trapped in the stasis chamber and then the mist evaporated away. Clara and Liam stepped right up to the chamber and they waited for signs of life and they didn't have to wait long. Tamaric rolled his head to the left then he furrowed his brow and his eyes fluttered then opened and he squinted as the bright light stung his eyes. He rolled his head so he was looking straight up and he batted his eyes a few times and then he stretched his eyes wide open and everything finally came into clear focus. He rolled his head slightly and looked at his mother and father smiling at him and he managed a small smile for them.

Tamaric was relieved to see his mother and father. It meant everything had gone according to plan and he assumed they must be on their way to the Future planet and all of the adults must be awake.

"Hi Tamaric." Clara said softly.

Tamaric tried to say hello in return but it came out garbled and wet sounding and he coughed and a mouthful of thickening stasis gel filled his mouth. Omar stepped up next to Clara and Liam and he retrieved the spin pan from the stand tray and he put it right next to Tamaric's face.

"Go ahead and spit the gel in this and then clear your throat and spit it out too."

Tamaric lifted his head and turned his head to the right and he spat out the mouthful of gel and then he cleared his throat hard and he spat that out then he laid his head back down and he gently cleared his throat a few more times swallowing what came up. Omar set the spit pan back on the tray and he picked up the detranome and turned it on and then he looked in at Tamaric's face.

"Do you know where you are?"

"I'm on the Future." Tamaric said in a quiet voice.

"Very good."

"Do you remember how you got here?"

Tamaric nodded and then he closed his eyes for a moment as he groped for the details and then it all came back to him clearly. He opened his eyes and looked at Omar.

"I was put into stasis so I wouldn't be exposed to the anti time radiation any more than I already had been. Laurel and Jake¦are they ok?"

"Yes. They are perfectly fine."

"Who are you and where's Korica?"

"My name is Omar. I am your attending med tech for this evening. Korica is being revived as we speak so you two can be together. Your mother and father and Korica's guardians did not want to revive you two unless you could be revived at the same time."

Tamaric nodded and smiled when he saw a clear memory of his beautiful Korica in his mind though he was pretty sure she had aged some while they were in stasis and he had no idea what she looked like now. Tamaric then started to sit up and Omar gently touched his shoulder with three fingers.

"Not so fast. I need to scan you real quick to make sure everything is ok before we get you out of there ok?"

Tamaric flopped back down and winced at the sore muscles in his neck and back. He then became aware that his whole body ached. As Omar stepped to his feet and started to scan him Clara stroked the side of Tamaric's face with her index finger and it was slimy and sticky but she was glad for the sensation of his warm skin against her finger.

"You just lie still and we'll get you out of there in a second or two honey."

"How long?"

"What, that you've been in stasis?"

"Yah."

"Almost twenty years."

"Twenty¦how do I look? I mean how much have I aged?"

"We're about to find that out for certain in a second here."

Omar waved the detranome over Tamaric from his toes all the way up to his head and then he stepped back and looked closely at the readings.

"The good news is that you are in absolutely perfect health. You have aged to an indicated age of fifteen point three years."

"Fifteen¦and three months? Am I¦older or younger than Korica?"

"Let me see if her scan data has been entered into the system yet."

Omar picked up the data pad on the stand tray and he turned it on and he scrolled down to Korica Prentor and tapped her name and the revival scan details were blank.

"Her scan details haven't been put into the system yet."

"What's she gunna think if I'm younger than her¦or older? I liked being the same age as her. It made us perfect for each other."

"Your hearts made you perfect for each other Tamaric." Clara said. "The girl is nuts about you and nothing is going to stop that. I've looked at her many times while she was in stasis and I'm pretty sure you two are still about the same age as one another."

"You feel like getting out of there?" Omar asked.

"Yah."

Omar stepped aside and Clara and Liam helped him sit up and then he swung his feet out of his chamber and Liam hooked his hands under one arm pit and Clara hooked her hands under the other and then they helped him slide to the edge of the chamber and then stand up. Tamaric winced at the pain of his weight on his ankles and hips and it hurt to lock his back once he was standing but he thought it was minor compared to how bad it hurt to stand when Laurel and Jake rescued him from his chamber the first time. He just wished he had a beautiful white haired Laurel to look at this time though he was thrilled to see his parents first thing. Clara and Liam let go of Tamaric and stepped in front of him and he looked at them and smiled and then he looked down at his feet and his eyes grew bigger.

"Holy damn! I'm really tall aren't I?"

Tamaric then noticed his cock swelling and he closed his eyes and concentrated on making the feeling go away and it only took a few seconds for the swelling to reach a certain point then begin to fade. To his relief when he looked down again he was flaccid but he noticed that he had a much bigger cock than he had before and his testicles hung lower than he remembered them hanging before.

"You want to take a few steps for me?" Omar asked. "I need to make sure your brain can still talk to your legs and tell them how to walk."

"You mean you need to make sure my motor cortex hasn't sustained any damage and that the synaptic pathways are still viable?"

"Uh¦yes. I'm sorry if I seem like I'm talking down to you Tamaric. Not everyone has such a clear concept of how the brain functions."

Tamaric nodded and then he took three painful steps forward and he smacked his hands on his hips and he grimaced then took a deep breath and pulled his hands away with a tearing sound that grossed him out. He then took four steps to turn around and he took two steps and looked at Omar.

"Very good. Thank you Tamaric, you're doing excellent. As soon as your skin is dry you may get dressed."

Omar then stepped around behind Tamaric and he squeezed the disconnect buttons on the sides of the trans dermal interface pad and the tendrils withdrew from his brain and the pad released its hold on his neck. Omar then tossed the pad and conductor ribbon into the stasis chamber. Tamaric then swept the cap off his head and his long hair fell down to his shoulders and over his eyes. He swept his hair out of his face and Clara picked up the comb off of the stand tray and she began combing out Tamaric's hair for him.

"So how far are we from the Future planet?" Tamaric asked as he enjoyed the sensation of his mother gently stroking his scalp with the comb.

"Well¦we're actually already in orbit around the Future planet. We've been here for six an a half months."

"Six and a half¦that's not how we were told it was gunna be done."

"It will all be explained in the brief you'll be given but the short of it is there were some problems. First of all there isn't anyone here waiting for us, there never has been."

"What? Then who the heck sent the invite probe to Earth?"

"We don't exactly know yet. There was then a problem with some very aggressive animals down on the surface. Laurel and Jake found a way to reach an understanding with the larger ones. Turns out they're incredibly intelligent, maybe even the progenitor species for advanced life on this planet. There was also the new goal of building a city for us on the surface. We needed to have the first faze of that finished before we started reviving all of the children. We needed somewhere for them to live and go to school and play safely."

Tamaric sighed as he tried to absorb everything his mother was telling him. It all seemed so confusing. He decided to worry about all of that later when his mind wasn't so groggy. Right now he just wanted to see Korica. To him it had only been a few minutes since he last saw here and he missed her terribly. As Tamaric's hair dried completely Clara stepped back and looked Tamaric over and she grinned.

"You are so handsome Tamaric. You've got so much of your dad in your face¦and you got your grandfathers build."

"She's sayin you're built like a tank with a Ferrari face. Girls are gunna love you and the guys will definitely think twice before getting in your way."

Tamaric smiled then chuckled.

"You always got a way of making me feel good about myself while making me laugh dad. Thanks."

"You're welcome son."

Clara touched Tamaric's face and it was slightly damp but not sticky at all and she smiled and put her arms around Tamaric and hugged him tightly. He placed his face on her shoulder and enjoyed the loving embrace until he remembered that he was buck-naked.

"I need to get dressed before this won't feel weird mom. I'm not seven anymore and it feels weird to hug my mom while my stuff is in the breeze."

"Of course, I just missed you so much Tamaric. You have no idea how much I've looked forward to holding my boy again."

Clara took a step back and Tamaric's face went blank and he put his hand on his mother's stomach and then he looked into her eyes.

"Where's¦the baby? I mean it is still a baby right?"

"Yes. You have a little sister, Harriet is her name and she is with Laurel's mother and Jake's father. She's a little over four months old."

"Oh I can't wait to see her."

"She's waiting to meet her big brother too. You're gunna lover her Tamaric. She's so smart and so cute¦she took my mind off the pain of not having you in my life for so long."

"Well thank you for waiting so Korica and I could be revived together."

Omar bent down and pulled the drawer under the stasis chamber open and he lifted out Tamaric's outfit and he held them out and Clara took each article of clothing and helped Tamaric get dressed. When he had everything on but his shoes and socks he looked at the bottom of the drawer and he saw his ring and he lifted his left hand and looked at his empty ring finger and then he looked at his father.

"Did you have my ring taken off?"

"I swear it wasn't me son."

"I removed your ring shortly after you climbed into the stasis chamber. You were growing at a tremendous rate and you were in danger of having the circulation cut off to your finger as it grew along with your body. I resized the ring to fit your left hand but it should fit your right hand if you would prefer to wear it on that hand until you are married. I filled the sizing with eighteen-carrot gold since I could not reproduce the exact metal the ring is made from. The ring is not pure gold but I am not familiar with the harder alloys contained within the conglomeration of metal alloys that the ring is made from."

"So I would have lost my finger if you hadn't of pulled it off of my finger when you did?"

"Without question."

"Then thank you for doing that."

"You are welcomed Tamaric."

"What finger is Korica wearing hers on? I assume you had to yank hers off and resize it as well?"

"I did. She has not put her ring back on yet."

Tamaric looked at his right hand then his left and he looked down at his ring and his mother picked it up for him as she picked up his socks and she handed it to him and he thought about it for a second and then he decided to put it on his left hand right where it was before. He knew Korica was proud of wearing her ring on the left hand even if they weren't married and he was certain that he was going to marry her someday anyways and he definitely considered himself to be hers. He slid the ring over his left ring finger and it was a snug fit but it fit perfectly once on. Clara smiled at him then squatted down and she put his socks on as he leaned on his father as he lifted each foot. Clara then picked up his shoes and set them in the floor and she stepped back into the walkway and took a good look at Tamaric and she smiled big at him.

Omar then picked up the wrist monitor and he handed it to Tamaric.

"I need you to put this on and wear it for at least three days so the AI can keep track of your vitals to make sure everything is working as it should."

Tamaric nodded and took the bio monitor and slid it over his right wrist sliding his shirt sleeve up in the process and then he squeezed the button on the side of the monitor and the wrist band synched up tightly and he felt two sharp pokes as the probe leads pierced his skin and then fed up into his arm several inches then stopped. The display then flashed the initial readings and then displayed the ships time and then faded away and the tiny blue dot in the lower corner flashed twice as the initial readings were sent to the AI. Omar then picked up the mirror from the stand tray and he handed it to Tamaric.

"Go ahead and have a look."

Clara looked up across the stasis ring and she saw Laurel looking at her and then Laurel pointed toward Korica's stasis chamber and then she pointed at Clara and Clara smiled and waved her over in a wide sweeping motion. Tamaric looked at himself in the mirror and he was surprised by the changes in his face. He moved his head to the right and the left and he smiled. He felt like he was looking at a younger version of his dad. He thought the resemblance was uncanny. He was pretty sure Korica was going to be pleasantly surprised. He just wondered again how different she was going to look. He knew she was still going to be pretty but he was wondering if he would even recognize her. He set the mirror on the stand tray and stepped over to his shoes and stepped into them and then he looked at his father and he sighed. He was so glad his father was here for reassurance. Tamaric stepped over to him and threw his arms around him and Liam held him tightly while setting the side of his head on the top of Tamaric's head.

"I love you too son. I've really missed you."

"I don't want to be away from you again dad. I need you and mom around for advice. I don't know how to be fifteen. In my mind I'm still just¦a kid."

"We aren't going anywhere son. This is the last time we'll be apart for years at a time."

Clara then stepped over to Tamaric and she smiled at him.

"Tuck your shirt in honey. Korica is on her way over."

Tamaric's face lit up and he started to breath faster and he looked down and tucked his shirt in quickly and Clara helped him straighten it out and then she put her hands on his shoulders and kissed his forehead.

"You look incredible Tamaric. She's gunna flip when she sees you."

"I'm so excited to see her mom¦I'm shaking and my heart feels like it's gunna beat out of my chest."

Laurel stepped back over to Korica and she smiled at her.

"They're ready. We'll help you, just hang onto our arms incase you feel like you're gunna collapse."

Korica nodded and Laurel and Jake took up a position on each side of her and they held their arms up and Korica hooked her hands around each of their arms and she began to take her first painful steps. Aina picked up her data and she turned it on and she transferred the information from the detranome to the data pad and then she walked slowly behind Laurel, Korica and Jake. Korica walked very stiffly at first but after only a few steps her gate loosened up as she got used to carrying her own weight and her advanced musculature kicked in. Korica hung less and less of her weight on Laurel and Jake until she was able to let go and walk freely. Her ankles still hurt but she was getting used to the pain and simply shutting it out from her mind.

As they got closer Korica could begin to sense Tamaric and she began to grin. She could tell he was nervous but she also sensed that he still loved her very deeply and it made her heart soar. She could feel her heart racing just like his or because his heart was racing and she could sense it. As they got very close Clara stepped out and looked at Korica and she looked amazed at first and then she stepped up to Korica and gave her a warm hug.

"Hello sweetheart. You look absolutely beautiful. You have a very excited young man over there waiting for you."

"Hello Clara. Thank you for the compliment. I'm really excited to see him too."

Clara let go of Korica and she stroked her soft cheek and then she stepped back over to Tamaric. Korica looked at Laurel and smiled and she took a deep breath and then she took a few steps forward so she could see around the power console next to Jake's father's stasis chamber and her eyes met with Tamaric's and her smile disappeared and she opened her mouth in shock. Tamaric's mouth also fell open as looked Korica over as she stiffly stepped into plain view. They stood looking each other over and then Korica looked into Tamaric's eyes and she grinned at him as her heart raced.

"Da¦Tamaric? Hi."

"Oh Korica¦you're absolutely gorgeous."

Korica's smile returned to her face and she took a step forward and Tamaric let go of Liam's arm and he took a painful step forward and his face lit up just as much as Korica's.

"You're¦huge Tamaric¦and my gosh you're handsome."

"You sound just like my Korica but you're wrapped in this beautiful woman."

"So you¦like what you see?"

"Oh yah! I got a hotty on my hands. You're all¦filled out and¦curvy."

Korica's smiled broadened and she stepped right up to Tamaric and she looked up at the top of his head and she realized he was considerably taller than her now and his hair was very long. She timidly reached her hand out while looking at his hand and he grinned and reached out and took her hand and he was surprised by how hot her hand was. He had forgotten about her elevated body temperature. He gently pulled her closer and they basically fell against one another. They slid their arms around the sides of one another and then they squeezed each other tightly. Korica closed her eyes as she felt his emotions soaring and it felt so good to feel how much he still loved her. Now that the shock had worn off he was feeling every bit as much in love with her as he ever had. She took a deep breath and relaxed as she felt his arms wrapped around her tightly and she set her face against his shoulder and she felt like she couldn't let go. Korica's hot body felt so good pressed up against Tamaric and he could feel her starting to purr and it made him smile as he closed his eyes and soaked it in. He slid his arms down to Korica's lower back and he pulled her flat against him so even his hips were pressed against hers and then he slowly stroked her back with one hand as he held her tightly with the other. She felt so solid and her back was almost rippling with thick muscles. She always felt thick to him but now she felt very solid. He wasn't afraid that he could hurt her anymore.

Omar waited a few minutes and when he could see that the two of them weren't going to let each other go he stepped up beside Tamaric and he touched his shoulder gently. Tamaric turned his head slightly and looked at him but he didn't release his grip on Korica in the slightest.

"I need you to get some solid food in your stomach ok? It's really important to get your digestive system used to processing solid food again. I also want you to take it real easy for the next twenty-four hours. No strenuous exercise and use the elevator to get from deck to deck ok? We've had some people pushing themselves to hard right from the start and it leads to dizzy spells and fainting."

"Ok. I'm kind of hungry anyways."

"That's a really good sign. It means your stomach is communicating with your brain."

Aina then touched Korica's shoulder lightly and Korica didn't lift her head or open her eyes.

"I want you to do the same thing Korica ok?"

"Ok, I will. I promise."

"Are you feeling hungry yet?"

"Uh huh."

"That's great news."

Aina then stepped back and gently pulled on Laurel's arm and took her over by the control and monitoring station and she stood in front of Laurel and got close to her face and whispered very quietly to her.

"You need to make it clear to those two that no matter how much they want to reconnect with each other they need to¦avoid extreme physical exertion for at least a day. You know what I mean?"

"Yah, no sex?"

Aina blushed a little and nodded while grinning.

"Their medulla oblongata has been asleep for decades since we get our oxygen through our skin while we are in stasis and the rest of our autonomic functions are directly controlled and suppressed or regulated artificially by the synaptic conductors that are connected to our brains, they could get so winded that they could go into a seizure and die¦especially at the peak of climax when the brain is flooded with dopamine and we tend to hold our breath anyways. The brainstem could literally forget to make the lungs work as everything gets out of synch and they would pass out and just not ever wake up. We can't have their hearts put to that kind of pace either for the same reason. Not for at least a day."

"Got it. We'll have a talk with 'em in private before we leave them alone together."

Aina nodded and patted Laurel's shoulder and then they stepped back over to the couple still holding each other tightly. Aina stepped up close to them and then she looked left and right and then she looked at Laurel and furrowed her brow heavily.

"Do you feel that? It's like¦a thumping¦but I feel it in my¦" Aina put her hand up high on her chest and grinned.

"That's something Korica does when she's really happy. You remember how thick her heart looked on the detranome scan? That extra layer of muscle produces an electrical field that can be felt by others ever time her heart beats."

"You're telling me I'm feeling her heart beating¦for Tamaric?"

"Kind of neat huh? We don't know why it feels like emotions when sensed by others but it just does."

"That is the coolest thing I have ever heard¦or felt. You are one special girl Korica. And you are one lucky guy to have a girlfriend that can do that."

"She used to keep me up with it. She would start purring and if she is lying right on my chest my heart skips a couple beats then beats at the same exact rhythm as hers. We stay in rhythm like that until she falls asleep and stops purring."

"Purring?" Aina giggled and nodded. "That's a good descriptor for it I suppose."

"If you two feel up to it we should get you to the mess hall so we can get you fed." Laurel said touching Korica's shoulder.

Korica finally opened her eyes and pulled her face from Tamaric's shoulder and she looked into his eyes and she sighed heavily and her purring faded away and then stopped.

"How bout it handsome? You wanna take me out to dinner?" Korica asked with a beautiful smile that just made Tamaric's knees weak.

"I uh¦holy dooley Korica¦you are sooo beautiful. I would love to go to dinner with you."

Korica smiled brightly and touched the tips of her teeth with the tip of her tongue as she smiled and Tamaric felt his pulse racing to the point that he was starting to get a little light headed. He wanted to kiss that tongue so badly but he was pretty sure it would embarrass Korica so he took a few quick breaths and tried to put the thought out of his mind. He just never thought Korica would end up looking so damn gorgeous. Her cute little beauty was replaced by down right gorgeousness and he couldn't wait to get her alone so he could see how the rest of her body had matured since he could already see that she had some incredible boobs on her compared to before.

Korica finally let go of Tamaric and as she stepped back he realized that she was seriously cooking him. He was almost warm enough to start sweating. Korica kept a hold of Tamaric's hand and she reached out toward Jake and he stepped right beside her and held his arm up and she hooked her arm around his and Clara pulled Tamaric's hand up onto her arm and they all started walking toward the nearest palm scanner. Aina and Omar walked at the rear and they compared readings on their data pads to make sure they got everything logged in properly.

They walked up to the nearest palm scanner and Jake had his palm scanned and then they waited to revolve around to the exit. Korica and Tamaric looked around the stasis ring and they could see that there were several other people being revived at that moment some of whom looked to be no more than ten or eleven years old and then they both realized that those kids were in fact much younger than them now despite them feeling like they were looking at kids their own age. When the door came close the door hissed slightly and then slid open and they stepped out one by one, helping Tamaric and Korica to make sure they didn't trip and fall as they stepped over the knee knocker and transitioned to the artificial gravity in the corridor. They then walked slowly up the corridor and they stepped into the common area. There was a small crowd of people gathered in the common area talking with med techs and a few more in the mess hall having their first meal and Korica looked at Jake.

"How many people are still in stasis? I thought we would be among the last to be revived but some of these people look like their much older and freshly revived."

"The revival schedule got changed around¦several times in fact. There are still around three thousand of us in stasis. It should take another month or so to get everyone revived."

Omar and Aina stepped up to them and put a hand on Korica and Tamaric's shoulders.

"Ok now, eat a hearty meal then get some rest." Aina said.

"No exercise for the next day so your bodies can get used to being active again. It will take your brains a while to get in the swing of regulating your bodily functions properly." Omar said.

"If you need anything just have the AI page us and we will come to your quarters or wherever you might be. There is a beautiful park in the gardening ring that you can go have a look at if you want something to do. The artificial sunlight will do wonders for you." Aina said.

"A park? Really?" Korica said in astonishment.

"There was some damage done to the superstructure in the rotating section of the ship so all of the crops had to be removed and the topsoil redistributed to take weight off those damaged areas so it made it perfect for a park." Omar said.

"That's pretty cool actually. Thanks for everything Omar." Tamaric said as he shook Omar's hand.

"It was my pleasure. It was really nice to meet you, you too Korica. You two have a good evening."

Korica shook his hand and smiled at him and then Clara and Liam shook his hand.

"You have a great evening Omar and thank you for taking care of Tamaric's revival." Clara said.

Omar smiled warmly and nodded and then headed back toward the exit to go revive his next scheduled occupant.

"Thank you for taking care of me Aina. I definitely consider you a friend now and I truly hope I'll see you again soon." Korica said as she shook Aina's hand.

"Thank you Korica. It was an honor and a pleasure meeting you. We will definitely see each other again."

Aina then smiled at Laurel and Jake and she patted Laurel's shoulder as she stepped away and headed for the exit to go revive her next scheduled occupant.

Clara then looked around for John and Amelia and she didn't see them anywhere. Her face looked a little concerned and Laurel sensed her unease and she put her hand on Clara's shoulder to reassure her and then she reached up behind her ear and she tapped her cranial transceiver on.

"Future can you hear me?" Laurel called out.

"Yes I can hear you Laurel." The AI responded.

"Where are my mom and dad with Harriet?"

"Harriet was getting a little fussy so they made their way up to the Reynolds quarters to change and feed Harriet since a diaper bag was not brought down with Harriet. They will be back down shortly."

"Ok, thank you."

"You are welcomed Laurel. I will tell your mother and Jake's father that you are in the mess hall if you want to take Korica and Tamaric there to get something to eat."

"That would be great. Please do so."

"Understood."

Laurel then tapped her transceiver off.

"Harriet was getting a little fussy so my mom and John took her up to your quarters to change and feed her. The AI is going to let them know we are in the mess hall so they can join us there."

Clara sighed and Laurel could feel her relax.

"That was my fault. I should have brought a diaper bag down with us but I didn't know we were going to be in the stasis for as long as we were."

"Like you said, our parents have some experience with raising a baby so they read her actions and I guess knew exactly what she wanted."

Laurel gestured toward the mess hall and they slowly made their way over to the mess hall and stepped in and sat down at the first table with enough empty seats for everyone. Laurel and Jake then asked everyone what they wanted to drink and they departed to get them with Liam coming along to help carry the drinks back to the table. Two servo drones showed up with two menus and Clara and Korica took the menus and set them up on the table and then Korica couldn't help but stare at Tamaric. She smiled brightly at him when he looked at her but she never stopped looking his face over. He finally asked her what she was doing.

"Korica you're making me feel a little weird¦like I have a bugger hanging out of my nose or something. Why are you staring at me like that?"

"Cause your¦" Korica sighed. "Don't take this the wrong way but I feel like an eleven year old girl that just woke up and she has this handsome guy that's in love with her. I know I look different but in my mind I look like I did when I climbed into my chamber¦and you don't. I just can't believe you're my Tamaric¦and I get to keep you like this."

Tamaric smiled and then laughed and he laid his hand on her inner thigh and he gently squeezed her thigh and then he slid his hand up her thigh and stopped just short of bumping her crotch.

"Trust me darlin, you look way different than you did when you climbed into your chamber. I have the same¦odd feeing that I'm a kid with this¦hot fifteen year old that's crazy about me and it makes my heart race ever time I look at you."

Laurel and Jake and Liam returned with the drinks and they sat down and handed the drinks out and then Clara pushed the menu in front of Tamaric and he and Korica ordered something to eat and Tamaric was a little surprised at how much food Korica ordered until he remembered how much energy her system required because of her higher metabolism. They handed the menu to one of the servo drones and then Laurel handed the other menu back without it being used.

"So¦where would you two like to sleep tonight?" Laurel asked.

"Do I still have quarters on the command deck?" Korica asked.

"Of course you do. You're an officer in the civilian corps."

"The captain didn't change my quarters did he?"

"Nope. As a sign of gratitude and respect for everything you gave up and did for this ship and her passengers the captain left your quarters exactly the way you left them."

"If it's all the same to you¦I would really like to have Tamaric sleeping in our quarters tonight?" Clara said.

"Well I'm sleeping wherever Tamaric is¦if that's still ok with you guys?" Korica said looking at Clara and Liam.

"You're part of our family Korica. You will always be welcomed in our home."

Korica smiled warmly and put her hand on Tamaric's and gently rubbed the back of his hand on her thigh. Laurel tried to reach out to Korica to tell her not to engage in any strenuous intimacy but she couldn't hear Korica's mind or reach her so she gently slid her foot forward until she bumped Korica's foot. Korica looked at her and grinned and Laurel waited till no one was looking at her and then she quickly tapped her temple. Korica gently nodded and dipped her chin slightly as she tried to reach out to Laurel but it hurt her head and she winced for a moment and then she pushed through the pain and she managed to connect with Laurel's mind, or more accurately slam into it, making Laurel wince. Laurel could feel that Korica was in pain using her abilities so soon after waking from stasis so she made it quick.

"Aina said it's important that you two don't engage in any sexual activity for at least a day so your brain can get used to regulating your autonomic functions without being put under stress. It could be dangerous to exert yourselves the way sex would." Laurel thought.

"I hadn't planned on losing my virginity tonight mom." Korica thought in return. "But I'll make sure we don't do anything that gets our hearts racing or whatever."

"Good girl. I love you baby."

Korica smiled brightly.

"I love you too mom." Korica thought in return.

Laurel then withdrew from Korica's mind and she quieted her mind and Korica withdrew into her own mind and then quieted her mind and then she closed her eyes and put her hand up to her forehead as her head pounded with a numb ache in time with her heartbeat. Tamaric looked at her and he gently squeezed her thigh.

"Are you ok Korica? Your face is getting pale."

Korica opened her eyes and took her hand from her forehead.

"I just have a really bad headache coming on for some reason. I think I just need to eat something is all."

"Are you sure that's all it is? I could have Aina paged and we could have you checked out real quick?"

"No I just need to eat something."

"Ok."

A servo drone showed up with Korica and Tamaric's plates of food and they were slid up on the table from between them. The two of them began to eat their meals and it was only seconds later that John and Amelia showed up with Harriet cradled in Amelia's arm. They walked over to the table and Korica started to get up and John gently put his hand on her shoulder to stop her.

"Don't get up honey. Hi, I'm John Myers. I'm your grandfather, Jake's dad."

"Hello John, it's really nice to finally meet you." Korica said as she put her hand out and shook his hand.

John then stepped over next to Tamaric.

"Hello Tamaric. It's wonderful to finally get to meet you in person. Your mom and dad have told us all about you."

"Hello Mr. Myers. I'm glad to finally get to meet you." Tamaric said as he shook his hand.

"Hello Korica dear." Amelia said. "I'm your grandmother Amelia Kade."

"Hi Amelia. Laurel has told me so much about you. I couldn't wait to meet you in person though." Korica said as she put her hand out and shook Amelia's hand.

Korica then looked at Amelia and John and she tried to read what they felt for one another and it caused more of an ache to throb through her head so she stopped trying to use her abilities.

"Are you and John¦together? I mean are you a couple?" Korica asked.

"Oh no dear, we're just very close friends."

"Oh ok."

Amelia then stepped up next to Tamaric and Clara got to her feet.

"Hello Tamaric. It's wonderful to finally meet you dear."

"Hello Amelia. I can see where Laurel gets her good looks from mam."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric." Amelia handed Harriet to Clara and then she stepped back.

"And this is your little sister Harriet." Clara said as she knelt down and pulled the blanket back.

Tamaric spun around a little in his seat and so did Korica as Clara was kneeling down between them. Tamaric looked at Harriet's adorable little face and she looked right into his eyes and then studied his face and she grew a big smile on her face.

"Oh mom¦she's beautiful. I think she likes me too."

"You must be so proud Clara, she's gorgeous." Korica said as she stroked Harriet's cheek with the back of her index finger.

Harriet looked at Korica and she again smiled big for her and cooed a bit.

"She's my little superstar. She is so happy all the time it just¦brightens my day to hold her and play with her. She's already crawling as of this morning and she can pull herself up to a sitting position with just a little help."

Tamaric reached out his hand and stroked under Harriet's chin and she cooed and seemed to lavish the attention from Korica and Tamaric both.

"I can't wait to play with her. Does she say any words yet?" Tamaric asked.

"No, she's only four months old son. I don't think it's going to be long until she does though. She talks up a storm all the time."

"Well I love her already mom. Hi Harriet, I'm your big brother. I'm gunna look after you for the rest of your life, how's that sound?"

Harriet actually giggled at him and squirmed around a bit and Tamaric smiled at her then looked at his mother.

"She almost looks as if she can understand me."

"She can probably feel what you're saying more than understand your words."

"Noo! She's gifted?"

"I'm not a hundred percent sure yet¦but I think so. I was able to sense her before she was even born. I could've sworn I was sensing distinct emotions from her and a sense of recognition of sorts. I think she knew it was her mother that she was connecting with."

"Oh man¦that's incredible. You think she can connect with peoples minds like Korica can?"

"I don't think so. Not at this age anyways. I think she can just sense peoples feelings."

"So like Korica could from the time she was born?"

"Yah I suppose so. Korica's people are much older and more advanced than us though. I would tend to think of Harriet as more like Laurel, they are of the same relative generation."

"So Harriet might be able to make rain clouds too?"

"Well¦she is a female so she is most likely to inherit my abilities along with your father's genetic predisposition to be gifted. Only time will tell, but I think she is definitely special."

"Can I¦hold her?"

"Finish your meal and then you can both hold her for a little bit."

"Ok, cool."

Clara stood up and walked over next to Liam and sat down and Korica and Tamaric went back to eating their meals.

"Thank you for taking care of Harriet like you did." Clara said looking at Amelia and John.

"You're more than welcome. She was getting a little fussy and we just knew what she wanted. Like you were saying she can feel what others are feeling and I think it goes a little deeper¦or I'm just sensitive to her feelings cause I got this feeling that she didn't like being wet and she was hungry." Amelia said.

"You think she was communicating that to you?"

"That's how it felt for both of us." Amelia said looking at John.

"Yah I got the same sense and it wasn't intuition or anything like that. I haven't taken care of a baby in twelve years so I'm not that in tune to a baby's fussiness. This was more of a sense of what she was feeling, and like Amelia said, it was a feeling of being uncomfortable with the wet sensation on her bottom and a feeling of wanting something to eat, and not a bottle either. She wanted some food. That's what took us so long, we had to have the AI tell us where her baby food was and then we sat and fed her a six ounces of fruit mix and two ounces of that sweet vegetable mix that she likes."

"So her empathic abilities go both ways?" Korica asked.

"It would sure seem that way." Amelia replied.

"See, my little superstar." Clara said with a prideful smile.

Korica and Tamaric smiled at each other and then went back to eating their first meal. When they finally finished their food, they leaned back and rubbed their tummies and sighed. They were stuffed and now they were both feeling very tired. Tamaric put his hand back on Korica's thigh and gently stroked her thigh as he tried to imagine what she must look like with nothing on now that she was almost 4 years older than that last time he saw her nude. Korica put her hand on his and stopped him so he wouldn't get carried away. He looked over at her and he sighed when he took in her amazing beauty.

"Are you feeling any better?" Tamaric asked softly.

"Yah I think so. The headache is pretty much gone but I'm really tired."

"Me too. Kind of hard to imagine sleeping for twenty years only to wake up and want to go to back to bed after stuffing your pie hole."

Korica smiled at him and giggled.

"Why don't we retire to the common area and you and Korica can hold Harriet for a while and then we'll get you up stairs so you can get some sleep?" Clara said.

Tamaric nodded and they all got up and slowly made their way out into the common area. They chose one of the curved couches that could easily sit twelve people and they sat down and Clara stepped up to Tamaric and she gently handed Harriet to him. He leaned back and Korica leaned against his shoulder so she could play with Harriet too. Clara sat down and watched them to see how they interacted with Harriet and to see how Harriet took to them. They sat for close to fifteen minutes playing with Harriet and talking to her and then Tamaric handed Harriet off to Korica and they played with her some more. Korica ended up unwrapping Harriet and sitting her up on her lap with her hand behind her back to keep her from falling back and they played with her for close to 30 minutes.

It was Harriet that signaled play time was over when she quit laughing and giggling and Korica was dead shocked when she felt what Harriet wanted. She sensed that Harriet wanted to be changed and she was thirsty for her bottle. Harriet actually looked into Korica's eyes and Korica just felt a sense of what Harriet was feeling and it was an uncomfortable feeling on her bottom and thirst.

"Well I'll be a son of a gun¦you really can feel what she wants. She wants to be changed and she's thirsty for her bottle. What an amazing little girl!" Korica said.

Clara stood up and took Harriet from Korica then she wrapped her in her blanket and she looked at John and Amelia.

"Will you bring the kids up for us? I want to get Harriet up stairs before she really gets fussy."

"You got it." Amelia said with a smile.

Korica stood up slowly and she hugged Clara gently and then she stepped over to Liam and she hugged him tightly.

"Thank you for letting me play with Harriet. She's so pretty and so sweet¦I got a sister now."

"You're welcome honey. She's as good as your sister even if you and Tamaric haven't officially tied the knot yet." Clara said.

Tamaric then stood up slowly and he hugged his mother and father and Clara kissed his cheek and then she and Liam headed quickly for the curving corridor to make their way to the stairs. Laurel then took the opportunity to stand up and hug Korica warmly. They held each other for some time and then Laurel kissed her cheek.

"I am so glad to have you back with us Korica. We've only been out of stasis for less than a week but we missed you so much baby."

"Awe, thanks mom."

"And you too Tamaric, come here you¦"

Laurel let go of Korica and she hugged Tamaric warmly while stroking his back. She then kissed his cheek too.

"You're a big part of our lives now and we missed the heck out of you. We came and visited you in your stasis chamber every time we visited Korica. It's really good to have you up and around. Your mom and dad really missed you too."

"Thanks Laurel. It's nice to know that you guys care about me so much."

Jake then stood up and he hugged Korica tightly and she squeezed him so tight it was almost hard to breath.

"I love you Korica. I'm looking forward to seeing you everyday now that you're out."

"I love you too dad. Thank you for being so good to me."

Korica then let go of Jake and he smiled at her warmly and stroked her cheek and then he took her hand and he lifted it out to Tamaric.

"You two hold onto each other on our way up ok?"

Korica beamed at Tamaric with a beautiful smile and she stepped next to him. The six of them then headed for the elevator. When they arrived at the elevator there were three people waiting for the lift to come down and they looked at the six of them and smiled.

"Did some of you just come out of stasis?" A rather young blond girl asked with a distinct German accent.

"I did and so did my boyfriend here." Korica said in quiet voice.

The girl looked at Korica and leaned back a little and looked at her long white ponytail and then she leaned forward and looked Tamaric over for a moment then she looked back at Korica.

"Where you from? I don't recognize your accent."

"I am from Draxima. It's a planet in the Oberon galaxy¦you would know it as M1996UB."

"Noo! You are¦oh what is it uh¦please don't tell me, I know it¦Korica! You are Korica Prentor?"

"That's right. And this is my boyfriend Tamaric. He is from Perth¦Australia. And this is my mother and father Laurel Kade and Jake Myers and this is Laurel's mother Amelia and Jake's father John."

"It is nice to meet the hero of the Future and her family. I am Resi and this is my brother Erich and his new girlfriend Monika. We are all from Germany though Monika is from Frankfurt and my brother and I are from Lubeck."

"It's nice to meet you. Perhaps we will see each other around the ship and we can hangout together or something." Korica said.

"That would be wonderful! I would love to hear all about your world and your people."

"I actually can't tell you a whole lot about my world. I was raised in space on a cargo freighter. I have seen many, many different worlds that I can tell you about though and I have met people from all over my galaxy."

"I would love to hear about the different worlds you have been too. The Future planet is the only alien world I have ever been to. Do all of your people have beautiful white hair like yours?"

"Yes. Some people have a little more grayish color to their hair but we all have white hair."

"It does not look like albinism though, that is actually white melanin that makes your hair that color."

"That's right! A lot of people think it's an absence of pigment that makes our hair this color but it's quite the opposite."

"Amazing! May I?" Resi asked pointing at Korica's ponytail.

"Uh I¦sure."

Korica reached back and lifted her ponytail up and Resi reached out and gently stroked it and looked at it very closely.

"Your hair is beautiful. It is so soft and fine¦and it really is white all the way through. I wish I had hair like that."

"You have very pretty hair Resi. As far as blond hair goes yours is beautiful."

"Thank you Korica."

Resi stroked Korica's hair until the elevator lift arrived and the door slid open and four people floated out of the car and took a few steps forward. The group separated to make room for them and they smiled warmly as they stepped past toward the common area. Everyone then floated into the car and grabbed the hand bars and Amelia had her palm scanned and she called out 'deck eight' and then she looked at Resi and her brother.

"Oh¦deck twelve please." Resi said.

Amelia called out 'deck twelve' before removing her hand and then she pulled her hand away and the door slid shut and the lift began to rise pushing everyone's feet to the floor giving them a chance to get situated.

"So Korica, how did you meet a boy from Earth and get to know him well enough to call him your boyfriend?"

"It was kind of an accident¦literally. I had dreams in which I saw his face and a blue fire. The dreams were so vivid that I started to feel something for him before I even met him and then there was a plasma leak in the stasis ring under his chamber and Laurel managed to get his stasis chamber away from the fire but his stasis chamber was destroyed and so we had to pull him out cold and he had drowned in hot stasis fluid and since I am a qualified med tech I knew what to do so I gave him CPR and I managed to save his life. Once Laurel found a way to get the neural conductors out of his brain without killing him¦well the first time our eyes met it was like¦a bolt of lightening shooting through our hearts. We fell for each other from the second we met. It was fate or destiny or something."

"That is remarkable! Oh I hope I find a handsome man like that to sweep me off my feet."

"I hope you do too Resi. The love we have is very special and very deep. I would hope every girl gets to feel what I do everyday that I'm with Tamaric."

The lift began to slow and they hung on as their feet started to lift from the floor and then the lift stopped at deck 8 and the door slid open. Korica pushed off and floated out of the car hanging onto Tamaric's hand and they took a painful step forward and then looked back into the car. Once Laurel and Jake and their parents were out Korica raised her hand to Resi and her brother and his girlfriend.

"It was nice talking to you. Maybe we will see you in the park?"

"We will look for you. It was great to meet you Korica and you too Laurel and Jake. Thank you for everything you did to get us all here safely."

Laurel and Jake were just able to raise their hands as the door slid shut. They all then turned and started walking down the walkway toward the Reynolds' quarters. Tamaric leaned over as they slowly walked along and he kissed Korica's cheek.

"Thank you for bragging on us and me Korica. I can tell you're really proud of our relationship."

"You're welcome Tamaric. I couldn't be more proud of you and I am very proud to have a love like I have with you."

They walked the rest of the way quietly until they reached the Reynolds quarters and Laurel and Jake stepped aside with their parents and let Korica have her palm scanned and the door slid open. They all stepped in and Liam was sitting on the couch alone and they looked around as they filed in.

"Where's mom?" Tamaric asked.

"She's in our room feeding Harriet. When we're here she feeds her directly and then she pumps more milk for the times when we're out in public."

"I didn't know mom was breast feeding her."

"Well of course. It's good for Harriet to get your mom's immunities and vitamins and it's always available when Harriet needs it. We can just plug her in and feed her."

"But you feed her solid food too?"

"Yep. She needs both the way she's growing. We've been giving her solid food for almost a month now and she absolutely loves it. She has her favorites and no so favorites but she eats just about anything we give her. It all comes right from the gardening ring. The AI has it processed into a thick protein past of sorts almost like what we were fed while in stasis but the baby formula is much higher in protein and retains much of its original flavor to make it palatable."

Korica and Tamaric sat down in the reading chairs and sighed at how good it felt to get off their feet.

"Do you have to ask for the baby food to be brought up to you?" Laurel asked.

"Nope. We have a small delivery pad in our bedroom that uses the transport system. Think of it as a miniature transport platform. The AI just delivers a fresh batch every morning and we put the empty containers back on the transport platform and close the door and they are transported away to be sterilized and reused."

"That's amazing. I would have never thought of doing that."

"That's how we have fresh diapers sent to us and the soiled ones are carried away just like the empty food containers."

"You're going to miss that kind of automated service if you move to the surface."

"We don't plan on dong that. Tamaric is going to want to stay with Korica and we aren't going to deny him that so we've decided to stay on the Future so the two of them can stay together."

"What about your work down there?"

"We'll hitch a ride everyday to and from the surface. It's a small sacrifice to give Tamaric what he wants¦what he deserves."

"I don't know what to say dad. Thank you for doing whatever it takes to keep Korica and I together."

"You're welcome son. It's the least we can do after dragging you across the galaxy to another world without the prospect of every going back to your friends. We just want you happy and we can see how deliriously happy Korica makes you and visa versa."

"Thank you Liam." Korica said. "That means the world to me to know Tamaric will always be here with me."

"Your mom and dad here have a decision to make along those lines as well."

"We have already decided no sacrifice is to big to insure that Korica gets exactly what she wants out of life and if that means staying on the Future so she can be with the man she loves and serve on the ship she loves then so be it. By the time the Future is set to start exploring the local stars we'll be eighteen and our parents won't have to make the same sacrifice."

"We would gladly make the sacrifice if it meant making our granddaughter happy Laurel." Amelia said.

"I know you would mom, but I also know you have your own aspirations down on the surface. That's why you chose a home down there."

"You're so wise Laurel. I never said anything about what I want to do."

"I know. I could feel it in you. I don't know exactly what it is you want to do cause I never invaded your privacy by listening into your mind in any real depth but I sensed that you have your own dreams of what you want to do and it doesn't include staying on the Future."

"No you're right about that. I'm a terrestrial girl and I want to help build the city and watch it grow into something spectacular. I'm sure gunna miss the hell out of you if you're star hopping though."

"I kind found that I have a knack for it and I like seeing new worlds and new people. I want to see who or what is out there."

"I think your daughter has rubbed off on you." Amelia said with a smile.

Korica giggled and leaned on Tamaric's shoulder. Laurel looked at her and winked at her and smiled.

"Well¦maybe just a little."

At that very moment Clara stepped out of her bedroom with Harriet in her arm. Clara was in her nightgown already and she looked very content and so did Harriet. She walked over next to Liam and she sat down and crossed her legs and Tamaric immediately got up and stepped over to his mother.

"Can I?" Tamaric asked with his hands out.

Clara smiled brightly at him and nodded and she gently handed Harriet to him. He cradled her close to his chest and he stepped back over to the reading chair and he sat down. Korica leaned over and she and Tamaric engaged Harriet to make her laugh and smile at them. Laurel and Jake let them play with her for a few minutes and then Laurel stepped over in front of Korica and she put her arms out and Korica stood up slowly and the two hugged each other tightly. Laurel kissed the side of Korica's head and she stroked her head a few times.

"I am so relieved to have you out of stasis Korica. I'll take you to the beautician tomorrow and we'll get your bangs trimmed up a little."

"Kay. I love you mom. Thank you for being there when I came out."

"I wouldn't have missed that for the world honey."

Jake then stepped over to Korica and the two held each other tightly for a few minutes. Jake then pulled back and he kissed Korica's cheek and smiled at her.

"I'm so glad that destiny brought you into our lives Korica. You are miles away from the scared little girl we plucked off that Hodong station."

"I glad too dad. I really thought my life was over when I was cowering in the back of my cell. I owe you my life and I won't disappoint you. You've given me everything I could've ever wanted to have a happy life and I'm not gunna waste a single minute of it."

Amelia then stepped over to Korica and she put her hands on her sides and smiled at her.

"Welcome to the family Korica. I feel like I already know you but now I get to love on you and spoil you rotten. I want to dress you up as soon as you feel up to it. The ships outfits look great on you but I have so many ideas for pretty things that we can put together to make you feel beautiful and special. When you come down to the surface I have a home down there and you have your own bedroom anytime you want a place to stay."

"I do¦awe thank you¦grandma."

"You really do and trust me, it's almost bigger than my room."

Korica's eyes teared up a little and she smiled and sniffled and Amelia gently pulled her into a warm embrace. Amelia then pulled back and she wiped under Korica's eyes and she stroked her cheek while grinning at her. John then stepped up to Korica and he put his hands under Korica's arms.

"I am thrilled to have such a beautiful and smart granddaughter. I live right across the street from Amelia so anytime you're staying at her place I would be crushed if you didn't come over and say hello and spend some time with me."

"I would never stay at grandma's place without coming over to see you¦grandpa. It really means a lot to know that I have so much family around me now. It's something I never had growing up. All I had was my mom and dad and they loved me with all their hearts but there was always something missing and I feel like now I finally have that. I have grandparents that I can go home and see anytime I want."

Amelia then knelt down in front of Tamaric and she grinned at him as she put her hand on his free hand.

"It is a true pleasure to finally get to meet you too Tamaric. We are all part of one big family now so I want you to know that you are welcomed in our home anytime you want ok?"

"Thank you Amelia. Does that mean I can call you grandma too?"

"You certainly may. It may not be official but you are going to be in our lives from now on so you may as well get used to thinking of me as your grandmother."

Tamaric smiled and turned his hand over held Amelia's for a moment.

"Thank you grandma."

Amelia then stood up and John knelt down in front of him.

"The same goes for my house Tamaric. Consider it your house too and you can over anytime you like. Heck we might be able to go fishing sometime and you can teach me a thing or two. Your dad says you are a crack shot with a gun and a whiz with a pole."

"That's true¦can I call you grandpa then?"

"You better!"

"Cool. That's true grandpa, I don't mean to brag but I am a heck of a good fishermen although I think the fish on our new home world are going to take some learning about before any of us can call ourselves a king fisher."

"Well I would love to learn about them with you sometime."

"You got a deal."

John stood up and rubbed the top of Tamaric's head playfully and then he stepped back.

"We'll let you folks get some rest, I know you kids have to be really tired." John said.

"Thank you for bringing them up so we could tend to Harriet."

"It was our pleasure Clara." Amelia said.

"Come on you two, let's get you settled in as well." John said looking at Laurel and Jake.

Laurel and Jake nodded and Clara and Liam both got to their feet and they hugged Laurel and Jake warmly in turn and then they stepped back over to the couch and sat down.

"You two sleep in tomorrow if you want ok?" Laurel said looking at Korica and Tamaric.

"We probably will." Korica said with a big grin.

Laurel then bent down and tickled Harriet's tummy making her giggle.

"And you sleep good too beautiful. I'll see you in the morning."

Laurel then stood up straight and sighed as she looked at Harriet's pink cheeks and big smiling face. It made Laurel want a baby of her own so bad it almost hurt but she knew deep down that the timing just wasn't right to start a family even if she was physically old enough to consider it now. Laurel then took Jake's hand and they headed for the door and when it slid open they stepped out and their parents said a final goodnight and then followed right behind them.

Tamaric handed Harriet to Korica and they played with her for a few minutes longer and then Korica was starting to feel very drowsy so she stood up and took Harriet back over to Clara and then she kissed Clara's cheek.

"I'm getting sleepy so I'm gunna go get some sleep."

"Ok sweetheart. You sleep well."

Tamaric then got up as Korica hugged Liam and kissed his cheek and Tamaric hugged his mother then his father. He then took Korica's hand and the two of them walked around the couch and stepped up to the bedroom door and it slid open and the lights came up. They stepped in and Korica immediately slid her shoes off and then plopped herself down on the bed. Tamaric slid his shoes off and he stared at Korica's behind as she laid on her stomach facing the back of the bunk. Tamaric finally stepped past the bed and he pressed the button to extend and raise the mattress extension. He then climbed up on the bed so his face was by Korica's feet. He put his hand on the back of her thigh and he rubbed up and down her thigh and he tilted his head when she moved her knees apart and he stared at her bottom as she enjoyed his gentle stroking motions. She then looked down at him and that's when she realized what he was looking at and she grinned and rolled over onto her back and she propped herself up on her elbows.

"Before you get any ideas Tamaric, I was told we can't exert ourselves for at least a day. It could actually be dangerous for us."

"Oh man! We can't mess around?"

"I'm saying we shouldn't."

"But you're so pretty Korica. I'm dying to know how the rest of you looks now."

"I look¦different. Let's just leave it at that."

"What do you mean different?"

"Well I have boobs now and my¦" Korica sighed. "My lips look different. They're¦bigger than they were before and my¦hood shows more than it did before. I'm not sure I'm ready to have you looking at me."

Tamaric turned himself around and he slid up right next to Korica and they both laid their heads on the bed and looked into each other's eyes.

"Korica, I'm in love with you. Why would you all of a sudden be shy around me again? I thought we were past all that awkward stuff?"

"We were. That was twenty years and four ages ago though. My mind is still there but my body is alien to me right now. I don't know how to be confident about it yet."

"I could help you gain your confidence by looking at you and telling you how absolutely gorgeous you are."

"You're just not gunna take no for an answer are you?"

"I'm sorry Korica. I'm thinking with the wrong part of my body. If you want some mystery or privacy between us I need to learn to respect that. I'll go get undressed in the bathroom to give you the use of our room so you can get dressed for bed in private."

Korica lifted her head and propped it on her hand while pressing her elbow into the bed.

"Don't do that Tamaric. Maybe I'm being too much of a prude or whatever. I know fifteen-year-old guys think differently than an eleven year old would. I'm your girl and I'm in love with you too. I want you looking at me and¦touching me like you did before. Just not tonight ok?"

"Ok. I can handle that."

Korica leaned forward and gave Tamaric a peck and her chest tingled and her loins tightened up and her mind got fuzzy. She had forgotten how much she liked kissing Tamaric and what affect it had on her. She grinned through the dreamy state she found herself drifting into and the butterflies in her stomach told her she was still madly in love with Tamaric. She closed her eyes for a moment and enjoyed the warm sensation deep inside and then she opened her eyes and leaned forward and engaged Tamaric in a lip lock kiss and her mind went completely blank as her brain was flooded with dopamine. Before she knew it she was pulling her weight up onto Tamaric and she slid her tongue into his mouth and she felt his tongue meet hers in a delicate tickle and then they slid their tongues down the side of the others and then began gently swirling their tongues around each other's. The kissing then got very passionate and Korica slid her arms around Tamaric and held him firmly as she turned her head and her mind just went into a blurry fog of dopamine induced haze.

When Korica finally terminated the kiss she realized she had pulled herself almost completely on top of Tamaric without even realizing what she was doing. She gave him two pecks then rolled off him and she tried to get her mind to focus as she breathed deeply.

"That was freakin awesome! I have wanted to do that from the moment I first saw you in the stasis ring." Tamaric said as his mind cleared up.

"So why didn't you kiss me like that before?"

"Cause our parents were standing right there and I thought it would embarrass you or something."

"It probably would've. I forgot how good of a kisser you are and what it does to me." Korica sighed as her mind finally came back to her. "You didn't take that the wrong way did you? I wasn't trying to start something."

"I know. You were just showing me how much you love me and want me."

"That's right."

"Let's get undressed and get some sleep ok."

"Good idea."

Tamaric sat up and winced at the sore muscles in his back and hips and then he spun around and set his feet in the floor and he stood up slowly and then he walked over to the bureau cabinet and he opened it and he lifted out a nightshirt for Korica and a fresh pair of underwear for himself and he walked back over to the bed where Korica was already standing facing him. He handed her the shirt and she set it on the bed and then he tossed his underwear on the bed and he looked down at his pants and wondered if it was going to be as painful to get undressed as it was when he first met Korica. He grabbed his shirt and pulled it out of his waistband and then up over his head and he dropped it in the floor and that's when he noticed Korica looking at his chest.

"What?" He asked with a grin.

"Tamaric you're¦huge. You look like you've been working out or something."

Tamaric grinned as he looked down at his chest and she was right, he was definitely two of three times more muscularly toned than he was before.

"My chest isn't the only thing that's a lot bigger than it was before."

Korica's face blushed and she opened her mouth slightly.

"Holy¦that was down right crude. I'm sorry Korica."

"Thank you¦is it really that much bigger?"

"Hope to shout. It even surprised me how big I've gotten and it almost stood to attention right in front of my mom and dad when I stepped out of my stasis chamber."

"Now that would be embarrassing."

Tamaric chuckled and slid his pants down over his hips and he prepared for gut wrenching pain as he bent over to slide his pants down but the pain was much less than he expected. It still hurt but it wasn't so bad that it took his breath away like last time. He stepped out of his pants and then scooted them to the side with his foot and he stared at Korica who was looking him up and down.

"So¦you want an eye full but I can't look at you?" Tamaric asked with a grin.

Korica blinked a few times and smiled as she looked him in the eyes.

"I didn't think I would be that interested but you have me really curious now."

Korica blushed even harder as her comment embarrassed her and she turned around and faced away and she pulled her shirt out of her waist band and then she pulled it over her head and she set it on the bed and she saw Tamaric grab his underwear and it was all she could do to resist turning around to get a look. She reached around her back und unhooked her bra and then she let it slide down her arms and she tossed to the side on the bed. She then hooked her fingers in her waistband and she slid her pants down and she bent over slowly against the pain in her legs and hips until she got them to her ankles. She stepped out of her pants and she reached over and picked up her nightshirt and she turned it around and pulled it over her head and down over her hips and then she pulled her long braided ponytail out of her shirt and let it fall along her back. She then turned around and Tamaric was standing there just looking at her.

"Soo¦what do you think so far?"

"You got a seriously nice butt Korica. Without sounding crude I can't wait to see the rest of you."

"I know. Thank you for letting me take it slowly. I have to get used to the way I look Tamaric. This just doesn't feel like my body yet."

Tamaric nodded and then he scooped everything off the bed and he carried it over to the servo slot and he dropped everything and then he turned and walked back to the bed. Korica pulled the sheet and covers out from the joint of the extension and she pulled the sheet and covers over the extension and then she tucked the sheet in and then she pulled the covers down and she climbed up on the bed and she poked her feet under the covers and she scooted down and then Tamaric climbed into the bed with her and he reached up and slid the lights down to sleep levels and he scooted over right next to Korica. They both sighed heavily and their eyes finally adjusted to the very dim light coming from the pot light above the doorway. Tamaric then turned on his side and he went to put his hand on Korica's chest like he used to do and he remembered that she wasn't built like she used to be. Korica took a hold of his hand and gently set it on her chest right between her breasts.

"You don't need to be afraid of me Tamaric. I don't care if you put her hands on me just don't think anything is gunna happen if you start to grope me."

"So I can¦feel you some?"

"Go to sleep Tamaric." Korica said with a smile on her face.

"Goodnight Korica, I love you."

"I love you too Tamaric. Goodnight."

They both then drifted off to sleep with a smile on their faces.

Laurel and Jake walked down the walkway and turned left and walked to the elevator and they pressed the call button and their parents stepped up behind them.

"That Korica is something else. What a little sweetheart." John said.

"How do you like that little voice of hers? To have such a tiny voice come out of such a big girl is just too cute for words." Amelia said.

"I told you guys you would love her. She's so pretty and so sweet you just want to grab her up and squeeze her." Laurel said.

"You did good to adopt her. She deserves a chance at a happy and productive life. I hate to think what her life would've been like if you hadn't found her when you did." Amelia said.

"I try not to think about what she would have been put through. We saw the scars on the other girls we rescued with her¦both physical and mental. We have her now and she is going to have a good life if it kills me to make sure of it."

Amelia stroked the back of Laurel's head.

"It already did kill you honey." Amelia said sorrowfully.

Laurel nodded but didn't say a word and a few seconds later the lift arrived and they stepped in and floated to the back of the car and John had his palm scanned and he called out 'deck six' and the door slid shut and the lift descended to deck 6 and then the door slid open and they floated out and took a few steps then they turned left and walked to their quarters. Jake had his palm scanned and the door slid open and he stepped in as the lights came up and Laurel walked next door to her mother's quarters and she had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped in. Laurel turned to her mother and gave her a hug then she gave her a peck.

"Goodnight mom."

"Goodnight Laurel baby. I hope you sleep well tonight. No night mares ok?"

"I'll try."

"Good girl. I'll see you in the morning."

Laurel then turned and stepped up to her bedroom door and it slid open and she stepped in. When Jake's father stepped into his quarters Jake gave him a tight hug then he stepped back.

"So Korica is everything we said she was huh?"

"Oh I'm in love with the girl already. She is so pretty and so courteous. I'm gunna love having her in our lives son."

"Cool. She needs lots of love and encouragement. You heard what she said about having family all around her. You represent something she has always longed for. I don't know why her parents turned their backs on their home world and Korica's grandparents but you get to take their place now."

"And I take the role gladly. You go get some rest now. Try to comfort poor Laurel so she won't have any nightmares tonight."

"I will. I think I know how to take her mind off the horrors of what happened to us." Jake said with a mischievous grin.

"I don't need to know son. Whatever you have to do to be there for her is what you need to do."

"Goodnight dad." Jake said with a big grin still on his face.

"Night son."

John then headed for his bedroom and Jake headed for his. When Jake stepped up to his bedroom door and it slid open he looked in and Laurel was standing at the edge of the bed getting undressed. Jake stepped in and when the door closed he touched the com panel and when it lit up he reached up to the slider at the top of the display and he touched it with his fingertip and he slid it over to the locked position. He then stepped over to the bed and he kissed the side of Laurel's head and he walked past her and he stepped up to the com panel at the door to Laurel's mother's quarters and he locked that one as well. He then stepped back over to the bed where Laurel was down to just her underwear. Jake gently stroked her left cheek and she squeaked and stood up straight and she turned and looked at Jake and smiled at him.

"You still feelin amorous?" Jake asked.

"No¦I'm down right horny and I want you to fix it¦please?"

Laurel slid her underwear down to her ankles and she stepped out of them and she kicked them to the side and then she put her hand on Jake's crotch and she gave him a good squeeze and then she looked behind her and she sat down on the bed and then she moved her knees apart and Jake grinned at her and he feasted his eyes on her beautiful mound. He noticed that her hair was starting to grow back in and he wondered how he could ask her to keep it bare without embarrassing her. Jake went about getting undressed right in front of Laurel to her delight.

"Jake you won't embarrass me. If you want me to keep it shaved you just have to ask. I can use your electro dermal shaver in the bathroom and remove all the hair in seconds¦or I can let you do it."

Jake stopped what he was doing and he looked at her and smiled.

"You would really let me do that?"

"Of course. I know how much you love looking at me anyway and you can't hurt me so¦sure, why not?"

"You¦you want me to do that tonight?"

"If you want? I'm not exactly looking forward to going to sleep anyway."

"Ok."

Jake finished getting undressed and then he leaned over and kissed Laurel while he palmed her vulva and then he stood up and he walked over to the door to his father's quarters and he unlocked the door and it slid open and he went into the bathroom and he retrieved the electro dermal shaver and he went back into his quarters and he locked the door from the com panel and then he walked over to the bed where Laurel was sitting with her legs crossed and she grinned at him.

"What do you want me to do?"

"Just lie back and¦spread your legs wide for me."

Laurel laid back and she pulled her feet up together so the bottoms of her feet were touching and she pulled her heels up close to her bottom and then she laid her knees to the side. Jake climbed up on the bed and he sat down then he slid his legs under her knees and he pulled her closer and then he turned the shaver on and he slowly passed it over her pubic area and the tiny blond hairs just fell over and he blew them off and swept some away gently with his fingers. He enjoyed looking at her up close and he was amazed that even with her legs wide apart her lips still remained tightly pressed together in a seamless and graceful arching mound. He waved the shaver over every inch of her vulva gently brushing away and blowing away the tiny hairs that fell away from their pores as the follicles were enticed to pop out of their pores. When he had covered every square inch he looked up at Laurel and she had her eyes closed and her mouth was open a little. She was obviously enjoying the sensation very much. Jake slid his hand over her lips and pubic area and it was incredibly soft and smooth. He was amazed how soft her lips were even though they were fuller than they had been when she was younger. Her skin was very youthful and supple. He stroked her soft lips several times and then he gently squeezed her lips together making them pucker and a tiny drop of fluid slicked out from between her lips. He turned the shaver off and dropped it in the floor and then he scooted back a little and he bent over and licked her lips. Her eyes popped open and she looked down at him.

"You should warn me before you do that. I wasn't listening to what you were thinking so I didn't know you were going to do that. I was enjoying feeling how turned on you are and I got lost in the feeling."

"Sorry. You're smooth as a baby's butt now."

Jake scooted back and Laurel sat up and she looked down at herself and she rubbed over her lips and curled her lips agreeingly.

"It is really smooth huh?"

"Yah it is. It gives me an idea too."

"Oh?"

"Yah. I need to go get a towel first though. I plan on making you come really hard so it's probably gunna be a little¦damp when we're done."

"I like the sound of that." Laurel said with a big smile.

Jake slid out from under her and then he picked up the shaver and he headed for the door and he unlocked it and went into the bathroom and he put the shaver away and then he retrieved a fresh towel and he headed back to his room. He locked the door again and then he stepped over to Laurel who was now sitting with her feet crossed leaning back on her hands. Jake stepped up to the bed and Laurel leaned forward and then she turned her head a little as she felt what Jake thinking.

"I'll let you do that¦it actually sounds like it'll feel good, but I don't want you doing anything¦weird."

"Weird? I'm not gunna hurt you or try any backdoor stuff. I don't¦want that stuff on me and I'm pretty sure it would hurt like hell for you."

"Ok, I just thought I sensed something about you wanting to¦I don't know just something about my butt."

"I was thinking that I want to get your butt up higher so I can do what I want to do. It had nothing to do with me actually touching your butt hole."

"Oh, sorry I guess I read your feelings wrong."

Jake tossed the towel up on the bed and he pointed at the pillows as he climbed up onto the bed. Laurel looked back and she pulled one of the pillows over and Jake pushed her feet back so she would lift her knees and he slid the pillow in front of her butt but behind her legs and she started to understand what he wanted to do. He then pulled the towel over and he laid it over the pillow and down onto the bed.

"Now lift your bottom up for me."

Laurel leaned back and then she laid down flat on her back and she lifted her bottom up high making her vulva stick up in the air and Jake slid the pillow under her lower back and bottom. Laurel then set her weight down on the pillow and she smiled when she saw how high it made her crotch stick up in the air. Jake then gently pushed her legs to the sides and then he pushed her knees over. Her rear end was up high and he grinned at her as he looked over her crotch and down her stomach into her face. Jake then sank down so he couldn't see her and he moved in closer and he kissed on each side of her lips then above them and then he kissed her right on the lips and she shook with pleasure and anticipation. Jake then put his tongue on her soft lips and he drew circles with his tongue getting her worked up. He then put his whole mouth over her entire vulva and he sucked on her drawing his lips up to a kiss and the suction pulled tiny drew drops of her tangy fluid from between her lips and he tasted it and he closed his eyes and savored it. It was salty and tangy but flavorless making his mouth water.

Jake then sat up and he looked down and he was rock hard in anticipation. He scooted closer to her on his knees and as he moved up right next to her bottom he leaned forward as he pushed her legs up so her knees were almost smashing her breasts making her crotch tilt even higher and his cock laid right on top of her just as he was hoping it would. He pressed himself against her lips and he drew back then forward and Laurel closed her eyes and let out deep breaths as his firmness pressed against her lips turning her on and making her feel hot from head to toe. Jake then reached out and took hold of her hand and she opened her eyes as he laid her hand on his cock as she moved her legs to the side while keeping her knees up high. He then slid back so he could see what he was doing and he reached under his cock and he pressed down on her lips making her exude some fluid then he pressed her lips to the sides and she pressed down on his cock forcing his shaft against her hot and wet inner flesh and her lips curled around his shaft. He then slid himself forward slowly and Laurel pressed down firmly and she closed her eyes and made a soft whine. The sensation was incredible for her. He was contacting all the right spots as he moved across her flesh.

Jake then pulled back and Laurel walked her hand down his shaft pressing him into her just where it felt best. He then slid forward and she again pressed him tightly against her slippery flesh. He then slid back until his head was right on top of her clitoris and she wiggled his head back and forth and she lifted her head a little with her mouth open and her eyes closed. He let her work her clitoris like that for a few moments then he slid forward and she laid her head back down and she said Jake's name in a breathy moan of ecstasy. He then slid back and forth in a slow but rhythmic motion as she pressed him firmly between her lips. When Laurel's moans started to get deeper and she began to pant Jake sped up hooking his hands around her legs so he wouldn't fall over. Laurel finally built up to her customary three quick gasps and she pressed down on him even harder as she held her breath and began to come. Laurel lifted her head and furrowed her brow then took a quick breath and shook all over like a cold shiver and then she cried out as she released a wet orgasm that felt absolutely wonderful for her. Jake kept sliding forward and back as she soaked his testicles and the bottom of his shaft. She then took a few deep breaths and held onto the feeling as he kept sliding against her and she finally relaxed and began breathing very heavy as she tried to catch her breath.

"Oh Jake¦that felt so good¦I don't think¦I've ever felt that¦much sensation before¦you were rubbing against everything down there¦and it felt amazing." Laurel said in gasps.

"I'm glad it felt that good for you. I don't even know what possessed me to think of this. I wanted to rub my head between your lips until I get off but I think I would rather do it inside you."

"Whatever you want Jake. Are you still sore from this morning?"

"No, not at all. I guess our rapid healing ability paid off."

"Good I'm not either."

Jake stopped his sliding motion and he pulled back so his head was entrenched between her lips and he pushed it down between her lips until it was sitting right at her opening. He then leaned forward and his head began to force its way into her tight opening and Laurel winced with discomfort as Jake leaned all his weight against her and his head finally popped into her and she clenched up tight at the sudden pain and he slowly sank into her and she relaxed and let him drift deeply into her. As he reached half of his length the pain subsided and was replaced with intense tingling as he forced her flesh to the side. It felt absolutely amazing for her and she smiled, as she felt more and more of his shaft and bulbous head sinking into her. He finally reached full depth and she let out a moan of pleasure as the tingling continued within her and he smiled at the hot and tight sensation of her squeezing against him in pulses. She looked up at him and smiled beautifully.

"You feel amazing Jake. It feels so good when you slide into me slowly like that."

"Does this angle feel different?"

"Kind of. You'll have to move around for me to know for sure."

Jake pressed against her thighs and slowly withdrew to her entrance and then he let himself sink back down into her. She let out another moan and she looked at him and smiled and nodded.

"Un huh, it fells a lot different. When you withdraw your pressing against something toward the opening that feels incredible, it makes it¦tingle and feel hot. I think I'm gunna get off really good like this."

"Cool!"

Jake withdrew slowly then he let his weight force him back in and Laurel squeaked and smiled and Jake smiled and then he withdrew and sank back into her using the crook of her thigh and crotch to push off from and Laurel hooked her hands behind her knees to keep her legs pulled up high. He then sped up and he thrust in and out of her making her cry out with joy at every stab and withdrawal. He made love to her this way for thirty seconds and then Laurel took three quick breaths and then held her breath and grunted softly as she tensed up hard and began to come supremely hard. She lifted her head and took a deep breath then held her breath again as Jake kept making love to her and she finally cried out loud as she released a wet orgasm in three pumps of glistening fluid. Jake didn't slow at all and Laurel moaned and panted and laid back down and then Jake felt the urge to come building tremendously and he called out Laurel's name as he swelled harder and Laurel could feel it and she knew he was about to explode and she clenched up on him to intensify it for him and then she could feel what he was feeling and it made her start to come again right along with him. Jake then grunted as he kept probing her deeply and quickly and he released his seamen in a warm gush deep inside Laurel and she squealed at the sensation and then she held her breath as she came hard releasing another squirt of warm clear fluid on Jake's shaft.

Jake's mind finally returned to him after several seconds and he kept drilling Laurel and she panted and squeaked with every stab and pull. It felt wonderful for her and she didn't want it to stop and Jake could feel it from within her. He kept making love to her and every time she would start to build to an orgasm he would sense it and slowly speed up and change his angle to maximize it for her. They ended up making love for two hours straight, sometimes in a steady slow gliding motion so they could enjoy the continuing sensation of the intense slippery friction and at other times Jake would use very rapid thrusting motions to maximize Laurel's orgasms. Laurel came every six minutes like clockwork, and every third orgasm was a wet orgasm, providing lubricating relief for Jake and inspiring him to keep going and he came every thirty minutes at the same instant as Laurel due to her tightening up around him as she contracted with waves of intense throbbing orgasmic pleasure consuming her mind and body completely each time they occurred. It was intense and mind altering for both of them and for Laurel it was magical how it felt so good the entire time right up until Jake swelled rock hard for his last hurrah orgasm and his increase in speed and size coaxed one last supremely hard and wet orgasm from Laurel at the same instant as his warm seamen forcefully squirted into her.

At the conclusion they were both sore and spent but they felt incredibly relived and so much closer to one another. When Jake finally withdrew from Laurel he pulled the pillow out from under her and he wiped himself and Laurel off with the towel and after they caught their breath, which took close to ten minutes, they started kissing and it lasted for Â½ an hour. They then laid on their sides facing each other while holding hands up by their chest and they engaged in the deep sharing of essences, enjoying the physical after glow of such an intense and prolonged session of making love from the others perspective and they shared the serenity of feeling exactly how much they loved each other through the minds eye of the other. After they felt completely at peace and calm again they withdrew into their own minds and got up and took a shower together then they dried off and brushed and combed their hair and then they called the AI and announced that they were going to sleep and it was ok to begin monitoring their quarters and Laurel in particular. They then turned the lights down and climbed into bed with nothing on and they snuggled up to one another.

"I can't thank you enough for showing me what it's like to have hot sweaty mind altering sex for hours on end Jake. That was the single most incredible thing I've ever felt. Our minds seemed to merge every time I came."

"It was my pleasure to make love to you like that. It was incredible for me too. I was able to sense what you were feeling every time you started to get off so I knew exactly what to do to make it as intense as possible for you. I lost count of how many times you got off."

"Twenty times¦not including the one I had from you rubbing between my lips or the double orgasm when we first started¦so really I guess it was twenty-three times all together."

"Holy¦I didn't know a girl could get off that many times. You actually counted how many times?"

"I have a photographic memory. I can't forget. I didn't know I could come that many times in row either. My hips hurt though, I've never held my legs like that for so long."

"You should have said something, I would've changed positions or something."

"But it felt so amazing in that position. I didn't want to move and lose how good it felt. Every second of it was incredible. The tingles, the throbbing waves running through my whole body, the force of your body weight pressing your cock into me and you bumping against me¦it was all just so perfect."

"It kind of felt like that for me too cause I was in and out of your mind the whole time plus you're so tight but so perfectly shaped in there for me¦" Jake sighed and smiled. "You are just the perfect hot blond in every possible way."

"Awe, thank you Jake."

"I hope this will give you sweet dreams tonight."

"Oh it definitely will. I'm exhausted and sore but so completely content and fulfilled."

"Good, so am I."

Laurel slid her face forward and engaged Jake in a long lip lock kiss and then she put her hand on the side of his head.

"Goodnight my handsome man."

"Goodnight gorgeous."

They then clasped hands and almost immediately drifted off into a deep peaceful sleep.

Korica awoke at 01:25 when her tummy rumbling told her she needed to get something to eat. She stretched for a moment and then she turned her head to find Tamaric still snuggled up to her side. She smiled to herself and then she pushed the covers down and tried to climb over him without waking him but the stiff muscles meant she didn't move very gracefully yet and holding up her own body weight with her arms and legs was an exercise in pain. She ended up basically sliding over Tamaric squashing him under her weight and dragging her long hair over his face. When she finally go to the edge of the bed and managed to get to her feet Tamaric pushed her long ponytail that was half unraveled out of his face.

"What's wrong Korica?"

"Nothing¦I'm sorry I woke you. I need to get something to eat."

"Can I come with you?"

"I would lover for you to come with me. Do we need to tell your mom and dad where we're going?"

"I don't think so. That was the rule before we had half the ship awake and a command crew watching over us. There won't be any nasty aliens or bounty hunters trying to sneak aboard to grab you."

"That's true."

Korica reached over and slid the lights up to half illumination and she slowly stood up and she closed her eyes for a moment as she consciously blocked out the pain of her stiff and sore muscles. She then opened her eyes and she walked over to the bureau that Tamaric had left wide open and she retrieved a change of clothes for both of them and then she pushed the drawers shut and she walked back over to the bed and she set the clothes down. Tamaric grunted and winced as he sat up against sore and weak muscles and then he pushed the covers the rest of the way down and he swung his feet out into the floor. He looked at Korica and his eyes got wide for a moment and then he smiled at her.

"I can't get over how gorgeous you are Korica. I know I saw you looking like this in that machine on Findara but it's different to see you like this in person and to know you're gunna stay like this¦and I get to tell people that this sexy looking woman is my girlfriend."

"Thank you Tamaric. I'm equally stunned at how amazingly handsome you are and I'm extremely proud to tell people you're my boyfriend."

Tamaric stood up while gritting his teeth and then he stepped up to Korica and he gave her a peck and then he picked up his pants and he took a step back and he turned around to give Korica a little privacy. Korica shucked off her nightshirt, setting it on the bed and she looked down at her breasts and she grinned. She liked how well endowed she was for such a relatively young age. She figured she was going to have even bigger breasts than her mother did when she reaches adulthood. She reached up and brushed her fingers over her nipples and she had to fight the urge to giggle at how much it tickled and how it made her soft pink nipples poke out almost immediately. She shook off her amazement at her new body and she went about getting dressed.

The two of them then stepped into their shoes and made their way out of their room and into the bathroom and Korica undid the braiding in her hair and she brushed it out then swept it all back. It stayed out of her face as long as she didn't look down. Tamaric combed the sleep mess out of his hair and then the two of them held each other for a few minutes and then they kissed until Korica's stomach rumbled and they stopped making out and exited the bathroom and headed for the main door.

When they stepped out it was very quiet with only a few voices echoing up from the common area. Korica and Tamaric looked over the clear guardrail and they could see four med techs with fresh revivals giving them instructions to get something to eat then get some sleep and no undue physical excretion except for walking and standing for at least twenty-four hours and then they needed to exercise hard to build their strength. It was the same speech Korica and Tamaric had received and they assumed everyone was told the same thing. They leaned back and Korica took a hold of Tamaric's hand and they headed for the elevator. When they reached the elevator Tamaric pressed the call button and a few seconds later the lift arrived and the door slid open. They stepped in and floated to the back of the car and Korica slapped her hand on the palm scanner and called out 'deck fifteen' and the door slid shut and the car began to rise forcing their feet to the floor. Tamaric stepped over next to Korica and leaned against her shoulder making her smile.

When the lift began to slow and their feet lifted from the floor they hung onto the hand bar and a moment later the car stopped and the door slid open. They pushed off from the back wall and they floated to the open doorway and took a step out onto the walkway. They turned left and walked slowly to the mess hall toward the end of the walkway just short of the point where the walkway turned right and ran down the starboard side of the berthing deck and the left passageway led to the recreation deck toward the bow of the ship. When they rounded the corner into the mess hall there were several people sitting having some tea and a few were having a late snack further towards the middle of the mess hall.

Korica and Tamaric walked over to the dispensers and retrieved something to drink and then they walked over to the nearest table and sat down next to each other. A servo drone appeared moments later with a menu and Tamaric took it and handed it to Korica.

"Aren't you gunna eat something?" Korica asked softly.

"I'm not real hungry¦but I don't want you eating alone so I'll order something small and eat with you."

"Ok thank you. You're such a gentleman."

Tamaric smiled and shook his head and Korica turned the menu on and ordered herself a meal that would provide several hundred calories to hold her over until morning and Tamaric simply ordered an apple turnover and then Korica handed the menu back to the servo drone and it turned and floated away silently. Korica lifted her glass and began to take a drink and Tamaric placed his hand on her thigh rubbing her crotch in the process and she coughed into her drink and slapped her hand on his. She set her glass down and wiped her mouth and the tip of her nose where her apple juice had splashed.

"Tamaric you can't¦we have to be conservative when I'm in uniform. The whole crew is awake and everything I do is going to be watched and scrutinized."

"In uniform?"

Korica reached up to her collar and pulled it forward so he could see the bar on her collar.

"If you see this on my collar I'm in uniform. I know these uniforms look really close to the ships outfits but there a slightly different color and officers have their rank insignia on their collars and subordinate enlisted personnel will have a small globe with the Future in the middle of it, that's the insignia for the civilian corps assigned to the Future as their permanent duty station."

Tamaric pulled his hand form Korica's leg and he furrowed his brow.

"So I can't touch you outside our quarters?"

"We can hold hands or lean against each other tastefully but no heavy petting or kissing in public. Remember we got in trouble for that before? Mom went easy on us but the captain and executive officer won't be so nice about it."

Tamaric put his arm next to Korica's and now he could see the difference in the shade of off white that Korica's uniform was compared to his outfit that was almost a grayish white color.

"I guess your uniform is a different color, I never really noticed that before cause it's so subtle."

"It's supposed to be subtle. We want to stand out a little but we're still a civilian corps so we want to blend in with our civilian counterparts¦at least somewhat."

Tamaric pulled his arm away and put his hands in his lap.

"I was just going to apologize for being so¦pushy I guess is the right for it. I didn't mean to push myself on you. I just remembered our last conversation before going into stasis consisting of you telling me that you were ready to go all the way with me and I thought you were still in that frame of mind."

"Thank you Tamaric, I accept your apology. I am still in that frame of mind Tamaric; I'm just not comfortable in my own skin right now. I just wasn't ready for what I saw when I came out of stasis. I know I'm pretty cause I look just like my mother and I was pretty sure you were going to like what you saw. I just need some time to get over the shock of how different I look ok?"

"I can certainly understand that. Every time I look in a mirror it startles me, I feel like I'm looking at my dad¦with my mom's distinct eye shape and nose. What did you see that disturbed you so much? In my eyes you look absolutely spectacular and perfect."

"I'm not gunna go into detail as to what in particular I didn't like. I guess I just wasn't ready to find myself in a woman's body all of a sudden. I promise you that I still want you and we will¦do what you want eventually. You're not gunna get tired of me if I hesitate are you?"

"That's crazy talk Korica. I might be horny¦and a guy so I think with the wrong part of my anatomy some times but I ain't stupid. I'm not going anywhere. You're stuck with me for the rest of your life. You don't fall in love this hard with someone as sweet and beautiful as you then get tired of 'em cause they aren't ready to go all the way."

"Kay, thank you. I won't make you wait as long as I did last time."

"I can be patient Korica, I can relieve myself other ways if it gets too bad."

"I don't want you to have to do that either. It's my job to keep my man satisfied¦plus I kind of want to¦"

A servo drone showed up at that moment with their plates of food and it slid them up on the table and then settled back to the floor and spun around and floated away silently.

"What were you saying?" Tamaric asked wanting to know where she was going with her statement.

"Never mind. Let's just eat."

"You get all kinds of upset when I do that."

"Look¦in a day or two I'll be able to use my abilities again and I'll know what your thinking and feeling and I'll be able to share what I'm feeling with you but right now it hurts to use my abilities for some reason. Maybe that part of my brain has been asleep for so long that it's going to take a while for it to wake up completely. Whatever the reason I feel off my game cause I can't sense what you're feeling. Like I said, just give me some time to get used to the new me and I'll feel closer to you again ok?"

"All right love, I'll leave it alone and just be happy that you're still in love with me."

"You can count on that always being a fact Tamaric. No amount of time or change in body will ever change that."

Tamaric smiled at her warmly and he just felt like melted butter when he looked at her beautiful face and radiant smile. She still had the cutest smile dimples and the prettiest straight bright white teeth ringed by perfect small red kissing lips with just the right upturn to her upper lip and ample lower lip curve over making them look irresistible. Tamaric wanted to kiss her on the lips so badly but he respected Korica and her position among the crew far too much to violate the rules of conduct. He sighed and took solace in the fact that she was his and he would be able to kiss those cute lips soon enough. They went about eating their meal and at the conclusion they polished off their drinks and then they got to their feet and headed toward the exit. Korica took Tamaric's hand in hers and she interlaced her fingers through his and held his hand firmly.

The two of them rode back down to deck 8 and they floated out of the elevator and turned left and headed down the walkway and they followed it around to the right and they stepped up to Tamaric's quarters and Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up and they stepped in and walked around the couch and into their bedroom once the door slid open and the lights came up. They stepped up to the bed and Tamaric kicked his shoes off and fell on the bed face first. Korica smiled and stepped up to his feet that were hanging off the bed and she pulled his socks off in a single yank from each toe and then she put her knee on the bed and she hooked her fingers in his waistband and she pulled his pants down and he lifted his hips to make it possible and then she worked them off his feet. He then rolled over and worked his shirt up and pulled it over his head and he handed it to Korica and she folded it up then she folded his pants up then she rolled his socks up and she set them in the recessed cabinet across from the bed that was still completely empty. She then slid her shoes off and she pulled her shirt over her head and she folded it up and she set it in the cabinet with Tamaric's clothes and then she took her pants off and she folded them up and put them in the cabinet and then she pulled her socks off and she rolled them up and put

them in the cabinet then she picked up her nightshirt and she looked at Tamaric and she wasn't even aware until now that he was staring at her crotch. She looked down and from bending over her underwear were ridding up showing a distinct camel toe. She grinned a little and she figured that was enough for now and she turned around and unhooked her bra and slid it off then tossed it in the cabinet and she pushed the door closed and then she put her nightshirt on and she pulled it down over her hips and then she pulled her long hair out of her shirt and let it fall along her back and then she slid her fingers around her underwear making them feel much more comfortable without them kissing her nether region so intimately.

She then turned around and stepped up to the bed and Tamaric scooted back to the part of the bed under the overhang and he pushed the covers down as Korica climbed into the bed with him. She laid back and reached up and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then she turned on her side and she scooted closer to Tamaric. The two of them then engaged in a long round of tongue kissing satisfying Tamaric's desire to feel Korica's soft lifts pressed up against his and they both had butterflies in their stomach and spinning heads at the conclusion of the kiss. Korica had a way of kissing Tamaric in just the right manner to take his breath away and make him glad he was lying down lest his knees buckle and he end up crumpling to the floor. Once Tamaric's mind cleared up and his heart slowed down he decided to see if staring at her underwear hinting at what lies beneath bothered her.

"Korica¦does it bother you for me to look at you?" Tamaric asked quietly.

"Not at all. I rather like you looking at me, it tells me you're interested and usually I can feel how interested you are but right now you're kind of a blank slate to me. I'll enjoy you looking at my body more when I have my senses back but you can look all you want."

"Well I love what I've seen so far. I love you Korica, goodnight."

"Thank you Tamaric. I love you too. Turn over on your side please so I can curl up to your backside."

Tamaric turned on his side facing the back wall and Korica scooted right up against him and tucked her knees behind his and then she pressed her chest against his back and she hooked her right arm over him so she could hold onto him tightly with her hand on his chest. Tamaric remembered now how hot Korica's body was all the time and he pushed the covers down to his hips and Korica kissed the back of his neck then turned her face sideways and set it against his head. They then drifted off to sleep feeling full and content in the heart and the tummy.

Laurel woke at 05:50 and she smiled when she awoke and remembered not only how incredible the sex had been with Jake the night before but the dreams she recalled were very sweet and pleasant for a change. The first was a recalled memory more than a dream; she relived her experience at summer camp when she was eight years old. The other dream she recalled clearly involved her and Korica jumping form a high cliff into a plunge pool even though Laurel knew Korica didn't know how to swim and such a drop into such a shallow pool would have lethal results but in her dream they did it over and over and then they played in a meadow of grass so tall they couldn't see each other making for a perfect place to play 'tag you're it'. In her dream her and Korica were still the age they were before their stasis trip to the Milky Way but it was a very pleasant dream leaving her feeling very happy and content.

Laurel rolled onto her back and she stretched and she sensed Jake stirring without actually waking yet. His mind was becoming active but his thoughts were only occasional words that were very quiet and seemingly random. Laurel looked over toward the com panel and it was lit signaling that the AI was still monitoring her and as she lifted her head the com panel went dark and she grinned. The AI knew she was awake and any danger was nonexistent now and so their privacy was being respected. Laurel sat up and she slid her feet out in the floor and she sat at the edge of the bed for a moment to let her mind wake completely. She sensed Jake's thoughts becoming very active all of a sudden and she knew that meant he was now awake. She then felt his hand on her back and she laid straight back and found her head settling in his lap.

"How'd you sleep babe? I can tell you're extremely happy so I have to assume great."

"I had good dreams. One was of Korica and I playing together and another was from my childhood¦which wasn't actually all that long ago for me relatively speaking."

"That's great. I'm glad she inspires you to have sweet dreams."

"She saves the day again huh?"

Jake smiled at her and stroked her head.

"So are you sore at all?"

"A little¦but not down there. It's my hips and arms that are sore from holding that position for so long."

"You're lucky then. My thing is still a little tender¦and my knees and calves hurt."

"Your hips don't hurt?"

"Not that I can tell but I haven't tried to sit up yet. Thank you for the unforgettable night."

"Thank you. That was so mind blowing. I just never knew I could do it for that long or that I could come that many times."

Jake sighed and smiled and Laurel sat up and slid the lights up to full intensity and then she turned and kissed Jake's cheek and then she got to her feet. Jake then slid the covers down and he slid over to the edge of the bed and he swung his feet out into the floor and he stood up with a grunt.

"Ok, my hips hurt."

Laurel then stepped up to him and slid her arms around him and pulled him up against her body and she smiled at him coyly.

"Don't think that gets you out of doing it again today. I still want you and now that I know you can rock my world like that I want some more."

"Damn Laurel! Who slipped you the Spanish fly in your soup?" Jake then reached down and gently caressed her lips. "Are you sure this can take it?"

Laurel was surprised at how tender her lips were when he stroked her gently. There was definitely some bruising that had taken place.

"I guess I am a little sore down there. Maybe we should wait until tonight so our bodies can heal a little."

Jake smiled at her then he gave her a peck. The two of them then separated and walked over to the recessed cabinet and they retrieved a change of clothes then they stepped back over to the bed and they got dressed together. They then headed into their respective quarters to brush their teeth and comb and brush their hair. Jake took a minute to remove his facial hair, though there was nothing really there since he had already removed it the night before, and Laurel did the same under her arms and then they made their way back into their bedroom. They stepped into their shoes then engaged in a long good morning kiss and then they both made their way into John's quarters where he was sitting on the couch typing away on his data pad. Laurel and Jake both hugged him and then they sat down in the reading chairs and held each other's hands. John smirked at them and he pointed to his temple.

"You two are broadcasting. I'm glad you had a good time last night but I don't think you want to share¦what you're sharing right now."

Laurel blushed a deep shade of pink in her cheeks and she opened her mouth a little in shock.

"I didn't know you were that sensitive to our feelings or thoughts." Laurel said.

"I'm usually not but you two are both broadcasting your feelings very distinctly."

Laurel and Jake both took a moment to quiet their minds and John smiled.

"I don't know what you just did but it's gone now."

"Maybe since becoming paired¦and with our new physical development this kind of thing might happen more often?" Jake said.

"Oh that would suck! I don't want to go around spewing my personal thoughts of intimacy and feelings to everyone." Laurel said.

"I'm sure it's just people with a sensitivity to that kind of thing that would sense it. I don't want to have to keep my mind quieted all the time. I'm gunna miss your voice in the back of my mind all the time." Jake said looking at Laurel with a sad expression.

"It's what we had to do at the Farqua station because of all of the empaths. Maybe we're going to have to do that on the Future too."

"At least we're paired so I can still sense you very profoundly if I look deep within myself."

"We still need to figure out how the distant reconfirmation of our pairing works or we're going to have to stay close to one another just like before." Laurel said.

"I would be willing to bet that we just need to reach out for one another and our abilities will do the rest without us having to know what to do. That's how all our other advanced abilities work. We just bring 'em to the surface and they do what we want without us really knowing how to make them do what we want."

"That sounds utterly baffling." John said. "You just make your gifts peak and they do what you want?"

"Yah, kind of. We know how to make our energy build using emotional energy and then we just¦push it out and it heals people, levitates people and things, makes the chair work and I'm sure other stuff that we aren't even aware that we can do yet. We just have to have the idea of what we want our abilities to do and it kind of does it for us."

"That's incredible! I was never that gifted son. Your mother was pretty sensitive and she could do some minor tricks but I don't think she was even half as gifted as you are."

"I got a gene from each of you to be gifted right?"

"I guess that's how it works."

"Well I'm glad for it. It puts me close to the same level as Laurel and it gives me the ability to become paired with her. For that I'm eternally grateful to you and mom both."

Amelia stepped through the door at that moment and Laurel sprang to her feet and she hugged her tightly. Amelia then gave her a peck and stroked her cheek.

"So the nightmares left you alone last night?"

"Yes. I had wonderful dreams last night."

"That's wonderful sweetheart. You guys ready to go get something to eat?"

Jake got to his feet and he hugged Amelia and then John got to his feet and he turned his data pad off and dropped it on the couch. He then stepped up too Amelia and they pressed their cheeks together and then John put his hand on Amelia's shoulder point.

"You look beautiful Amelia. I think we should go up to deck fifteen in case Korica and Tamaric decided not to sleep in."

"Thank you John, that sounds like a good idea."

The four of them then headed for the exit. They made their way to the elevator and they rode up do deck15 and then they floated out of the lift and stepped out onto the walkway and they turned left and headed for the mess hall. When they rounded the corner into the mess hall there were more people than the morning before, about 800 people this time. They made their way toward the center of the mess hall and they found a table with plenty of seats available and the girls sat down and Jake was going to reach out for Laurel's mind when he remembered that her mind was quieted and he would have to send her a push to get her attention and he figured it wasn't good idea to have his mind open until he was sure he could control his thoughts and feelings so they weren't being broadcast to the whole ship.

"What would you like to drink Laurel?" Jake asked.

"Some orange juice would be nice." She said with a pretty smile.

"You got it beautiful."

"How bout you Amelia?" John asked.

"I think I'll have the same. Thank you John."

"My pleasure."

Jake and John then headed off for the dispensers and Laurel leaned toward her mother and spoke very softly.

"Mom, I want to ask a kind of personal question."

"Go ahead sweetie."

"How many times can a girl¦you know¦come while having sex?"

Amelia pulled her head back and she grinned then smiled and chuckled and she leaned forward and spoke softly so as not to be overheard.

"I'm not sure that there is any real limit if your partner is particularly gifted at encouraging your body to keep producing them. Why, how many did you achieve?"

"Twenty-three."

"Oh shit Laurel! You must feel like you were run over by a truck."

"Not really. I'm a little sore here and there¦mostly in my hips and arms from holding a certain position that made it particularly intense the whole time. We did it for a couple hours straight. I was just curious if it was normal for it to happen that many times?"

"I guess for you it is. I've never heard one way or the other as to how many a woman could achieve. It sounds like you've trained Jake particularly well."

"Well he has always been good at what he does to me even from the very first time. Neither of us had any experience at all. He just has good instincts, the perfect size and with our abilities we can join minds and experience exactly what the other is feeling physically and mentally so we can wind our partner up really hard and we know exactly what to do to make it super intense¦especially if we¦reach that point at the same time."

"That's incredible. I can't say that I like hearing that my baby girl is being screwed for hours on end but at the same time I'm pleased that you have a satisfying sex life and a caring partner that is able to satisfy you like that."

"You've never had that kind of experience?"

"Hours at a time? Yes. Twenty-three orgasms in one session? No. That has to be some kind of record and one I'm a little jealous of."

Laurel giggled and leaned back as she saw the guys heading back to the table. The guys set the drinks down and seconds later a servo drone showed up with 2 menus. Laurel took them and she handed one to John and Amelia sitting across from her and she and Jake used the other to order their breakfast. They then handed the menus off and the servo drone turned and floated away silently. It was only seconds later that Clara and Liam stepped into the mess hall with Harriet in Clara's arm. They immediately saw the four of them and they both smiled and lifted a hand. The walked over to the table and sat down next to Laurel and Jake. Clara knew that Laurel was going to ask to hold Harriet so she sat right next to her and held Harriet out toward her. Laurel grew a huge smile on her face and she took Harriet into her arms and she held her up and Harriet cooed at her and gave her a huge smile. A servo drone showed up with a menu a few seconds later and Liam took it and set it on the table.

"Where are Korica and Tamaric?" Jake asked.

"They were still asleep when we were ready to head up here for breakfast so we let them sleep in. The AI said they got up at one thirty and came up here and got something to eat so I'm sure they aren't starving or they would've been up already."

"If you remember right Korica has to eat in the middle of the night. Her high metabolism requires a lot of fuel." Laurel said as she curled Harriet up in her arm.

"Yes, I remember. It used to worry me to have those two wondering around the ship in the middle of the night. I had this ache in my gut that someone¦or something was going to try and get at them and I would've felt responsible if they were in my care when it happened."

"Well they're perfectly safe now. I feel sorry for anyone that threatens Korica¦or Tamaric while Korica is around for that matter. I don't know the exact limit of her abilities but I suspect she could literally tear a body apart with her mind or crush 'em like a bug under foot. Either way it wouldn't be pretty." Jake said.

"I don't think you want to be telling the captain that. I get the feeling he is a little worried about just what she's capable of. When he debriefed us after our revival a lot of the questions were about Korica and what we observed of her capabilities and what might happen if she felt threatened or if Tamaric were taken from her life."

"And what did you tell him if you can tell me?" Laurel asked.

"We told him that she is too sweet to hurt anyone on purpose. She can defend herself but she isn't a threat and if something happened that removed Tamaric form her life she would be sad, not vindictive and dangerous, it just isn't in her nature."

"And did you get the feeling that he bought that?"

"Bought it? It's the truth. He believed that we truly felt that way but I don't think he's going to rely on just our word for it. He knows that she dropped a whole room full of hostiles on Inicius. That kind of power has to have him concerned. You just don't want to be on the wrong end of that kind of thing."

Laurel just looked at Clara for a few seconds.

"So he knows that Jake and I can do the same thing?"

"I'm sure he read your mission reports and if you were honest with what you put in them then he knows everything that happened. I would have to assume that means he knows what you and Jake are capable of."

Laurel looked at Jake for a moment and then she looked down at Harriet and Harriet wasn't smiling for once. She was studying Laurel's face intently. Laurel smiled at her but she didn't smile back for a moment and then she started to grin at Laurel.

"I'm sorry sweetie, you don't like it when people get upset do you?"

Harriet finally gave her a big smile as the feeling faded and Laurel's mood lifted.

"I'm sorry too if that upset you Laurel. I didn't think you would want me to sugar coat it."

"I don't. It just makes me wonder if that's why he's been so nice to us. Is he afraid we might¦I don't know strike out and hurt someone or something?"

"He's nice to you because he appreciates what you did for the sixty-five hundred people on this ship and how sweet you two are. It's respect not fear that dictates how he has treated you Laurel." Amelia said. "If he feared you he would have ordered you off the ship as soon as you came out of stasis and he certainly wouldn't have left your security clearances in place. You don't give someone you fear the keys to the kingdom."

"I guess I never thought about it that way."

"Well you should, you two are heroes to everyone on this ship including the captain and that grumpy executive officer of his." Liam said with a smile.

"Thanks Liam." Laurel said cheerfully with a fresh outlook on herself.

Liam then picked up the menu and he and Clara ordered their breakfast then handed the menu back to the servo drone and seconds later two servo drones showed up with everyone else's plates of food. Laurel handed Harriet back to Clara after she kissed her cheek making her giggle and coo and they set in to eating their breakfast. Clara and Liam's food was brought by a servo drone a few minutes later and they set in to eating their breakfast. Once Laurel and Jake and Amelia and John were done eating, Laurel held Harriet and fed her half a bottle while Clara and Liam finished eating. When Clara and Liam were through, Laurel handed Harriet back to Clara and they all then departed for the gym to get in their morning workout. Clara stopped off in the restroom and changed Harriet and then she and Liam went through their workouts trading Harriet back and forth between them as they worked out.

Laurel and Jake found that they had tired muscles but the soreness that they woke up with was already fading. They worked out hard being careful not to over do it on the leg press and squat thrust machines. They wanted to build strength but they knew it would be easy to injure the muscles that they had worked so strenuously the night before. When they were all done with their workouts they said their goodbyes at the elevator and Clara and Liam took the stairs down to deck 8 as they never took Harriet in the elevator, there was just to much of a chance of her floating out of Clara or Liam's arm and when the car slowed Harriet would more than likely be injured when she hit the ceiling or floor.

Laurel and Jake and their parents made their way down to deck 6 and they proceeded to their quarters after exiting the elevator. John and Amelia showered first then said goodbye to Laurel and Jake and headed for the hangar to catch the morning shuttle run down to the surface. Laurel and Jake then showered together so they could not only be close to one another but so they could make out in the shower since they still felt an amorous afterglow from the activities of the night before. They felt so much closer to one another and they both wanted to experiment some more but they settled for groping and kissing in favor of waiting until after the evening meal and workout to engage in more strenuous sexual activity.

After the shower Laurel and Jake made their way into their bedroom and they got dressed and decided to see if Korica and Tamaric were up yet. Jake walked over to the com panel and touched it and it lit up and then he touched the AI hale icon.

"Yes Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"Do you know if Korica and Tamaric are up yet?"

After a few second pause the AI responded.

"They are awake in their bedroom but now would not be a good time to call upon them unless it is important."

"No it isn't important enough to disturb their intimate moment. We just miss 'em and wanted to spend some time with them."

"If you would like, when they emerge from their bedroom I will let them know where you are and they can join up with you."

"That'll work. I think were going to the gardening ring first. The junior officer recruits are scheduled to take their run soon right?"

"Yes. They run five miles at zero nine hundred every morning. Those wishing to join the junior officers program are asked to make the run to see if they have the physical stamina required for the PT qualifications."

"I think we'll join them this morning, we haven't done that for a while." Jake then looked at Laurel. "Is that ok with you?"

"Sure, sounds like fun. I like the junior officers that we were running with when we were building our strength. They're really a neat bunch of kids."

Laurel finished brushing her hair and then she stood up and her and Jake stepped up to the door and when it slid open they stepped out and walked around the couch and stepped up to the front door. When it slid open they stepped out onto the walkway and turned right and headed for the stairs to make their way down to deck 1.

When Clara and Liam finished their showers they got dressed and packed Harriet's diaper bag and then they took Harriet up to Bahar's quarters and then Clara rode down to deck 1 and she walked with Liam to the shuttles and she said goodbye and they kissed one another and then hugged for a few moments then Liam headed for the surface and Clara headed for the transport platform to report for work in the aft production area. She was to help load pallets onto the transport platform so the goods could be transported to the hangar where they would then be loaded onto mining shuttles to be ferried down to the surface.

Korica and Tamaric slept until 08:15. It was Korica that woke first and she stretched and rolled over and cuddled up to Tamaric waking him. As soon as her mind woke she realized that she was sensing Tamaric the way she used to. She could feel his emotional state and she could very faintly sense what he was thinking if she concentrated. She was relieved that her abilities were returning to her and there was no headache when she tried to use her advanced abilities. She smiled in the darkened room and she kissed the back of Tamaric's neck making him turtle into his shoulders and he smiled and rolled over and gave Korica a peck.

"Mornin beautiful."

"Good morning Tamaric. I feel like myself again."

"Yah, you getting used to the new you?"

"It's gunna take sometime to adjust to my own refection in the mirror but I can feel you again."

"Does that mean things can go back to the way they used to be?"

"Yes. I'm sorry I was acting weird Tamaric, I just felt out of sorts."

Korica reached up and slid the lights up to half illumination and she stretched again and Tamaric grinned as he looked at her chest as she arched her back hard. She then let out a relieving sigh and she looked over at Tamaric and grinned at the cute expression on his face.

"I can feel that you like what you see."

"Oh yah I do. You are one hot babe!"

"Thank you Tamaric. I'm gunna go to the bathroom, don't go anywhere."

"Where the heck would I go?"

"I mean¦stay in bed, don't get dressed or anything."

Tamaric grew a big smile on his face and Korica leaned over and kissed his cheek and smiled at him and then she pushed the covers off her legs and she climbed out of bed and when she stood up she was surprised at how strong she felt. The painfully weak muscles just felt sore now. She grinned to herself and made her way out into the living area and she walked across the room and she glanced at the door to Liam and Clara's room and she wondered if they were already gone or not. She stepped over to their door and touched the com panel and then she touched the hale icon and she stood for a few seconds and then she figured she had her answer. She stepped up to the bathroom next door and the door slid open and the lights came up and she stepped in and she took two steps in and she flinched when she saw her reflection in the mirrors. She put her hand up to her face and her heart slowed to its normal rate and she took her hand away from her face and she stood for a few seconds looking at herself. She turned her head to the left and to the right and then she looked at her long hair and she realized it needed to be brushed badly. She turned around and opened the recessed medicine cabinet and she pulled out the hairbrush and she went about brushing her hair. She found it quite difficult to brush all of her hair until she had the idea of bringing her hair over her shoulder to her front side so she could see what she was doing in the mirror. She managed to get her hair looking pretty and she pushed it back over her shoulder and then she brushed the top back to make it look nice and to keep it out of her face. She then put the brush away and then she turned back and looked at herself again. She wondered how her mother managed to always keep her hair looking so beautiful. She was starting to think that having hair this long was going to be a big pain in the rear.

Korica then looked at her chest in the mirror and she grinned at how nice her breasts looked pressing her nightshirt out into two almost pointed peaks. She reached down and lifted her shirt up and she looked at her breasts in the mirror and then she looked down directly at them. She then let go of her shirt with one hand and she rubbed her breast to see if she could make her nipple stand up like she did before and it only took a few gentle strokes to entice her nipples to become erect. She smiled at the sight then she rubbed her fingertip on her nipple and she felt a tingling her crotch and she giggled and bent over a little. She had forgotten that she had to go to the bathroom and the stimulation reminded her that she still had to go bad. She looked at herself in the mirror one last time for a few moments then she let go of her shirt and she stepped over to the toilet and she relieved herself. When she was done she washed her hands then she turned around to the medicine cabinet and she retrieved one of the new toothbrushes and she unwrapped it then she turned back to the sink and she brushed her teeth then she put the tooth brush away and she retrieved the mouthwash canister and she poured a small mouthful in her mouth and then she closed the cabinet and she swished it around in her mouth for thirty seconds then she spit it out in the sink.

Korica then stood up straight and she looked at her self again and she smiled.

"I guess I am really pretty. You're a lucky guy Tamaric." Korica said softly.

Korica then nodded at herself approvingly and she turned and stepped up to the door and when it slid open she stepped out and headed toward her bedroom door. When she stepped up to the door it slid open and she stepped in and Tamaric sat up in the bed and smiled at her warmly.

"All better?"

"Yah. While I was in there I decided I'm gunna let you see me¦all of me."

"Really? Cool, thank you Korica."

Korica stepped right up next to him and she leaned over and gave him a long lip lock kiss and then she stood up straight and she took a half step back. She then grabbed the bottom of her nightshirt and she pulled it up over her head and then she pulled it over her hair that she then flipped back over her shoulder. Korica looked at the stunned look on Tamaric's face and she listened to what he was feeling and he thought she had absolutely jaw dropping beautiful breasts. Korica grinned and waited for him to look into her eyes.

"You wanna see the rest?"

"Do I ever! I'll show you mine too if you want?"

"Ok, how about at the same time?"

Tamaric smiled big and he climbed to the edge of the bed and he put his feet in the floor and he squinted as he stood up. He was still feeling quite a bit of weak muscle pain and sore muscles all over from the 5 days of electro stimulation treatments. Tamaric hooked his fingers in the waistband of his underwear and then Korica did the same thing.

"You ready? Go!" Korica said.

They both slid their underwear down at the same time almost bonking heads as they did so. They both then kicked their underwear to the side and they feasted their eyes on their partner's hairless genitals. It took them both a few seconds of staring in amazement at the other before they could say anything and it was Tamaric that spoke first.

"You are seriously beautiful Korica. You got it all goin on in just the right places. I can't imagine what about this would disturb you so much when you first came out of stasis?"

"Thank you Tamaric. I looked¦swollen down there. Everything was poking out like a pink balloon between two logs of bread. It looked horrible¦and I look a lot different than I did before."

Tamaric smiled and put his hands on Korica's hips and he stepped up close to her.

"You were eleven before Korica, of course your body is gunna look a little different at¦well whatever age you are now. You're a level three med tech; you should understand this stuff better than I do. The images I saw of a mature female in my reproductive biology lessons looked kind of like you do now but you're way prettier and more petite than the women they showed. As far as the swelling¦I don't see anything that looks swollen to me."

"I understand how the Human female body matures but I'm not Human. I thought I was going to be¦unpleasant looking from now on. I want you to like what you see and I can feel that you do¦" Korica looked down at Tamaric's swelling cock and she grinned a little. "And I can see that you do. I'm fifteen point two by the way."

Tamaric looked down at his swelling manhood and he got embarrassed for just a moment then he remembered he was with Korica; there was absolutely nothing to be embarrassed about. He then looked up at her and he moved even closer so he was pressing against her legs. Korica moved her feet apart slightly and he lifted between her legs slowly until his head was touching her lips with a slight lifting pressure.

"I love what I see Korica. You don't need to be shy or unsure of yourself around me. We've already been through that awkward stage love. This is me even if I look a little different like you do."

"Thank you Tamaric. I love what I see too. You were right about a lot of things being bigger. You still have one of the best looking cockes I could ever hope for but its huge now. I can feel how much larger your head is as it's pressing against my lips."

Tamaric flexed his cock making it lift firmly and his head swelled in size and Korica chirped and lifted up on the balls of her feet in surprise then she smiled and settled her weight back down against him and he felt the tremendous heat as her lips kissed half of his head in a hot and wet embrace.

"Do you still want to wait to¦go all the way?" Tamaric asked softly.

"You make it very difficult to say yes. I want you so bad and I'm really turned on right now but I still need some time to get mentally prepared for that. I pretty sure it's gunna hurt given how big you are and I'm just not looking forward to that part."

"I can certainly understand that. We can fool around a little without actually doing it though right?"

Korica closed her eyes and tried to get her racing heart rate down and she was finding that she was becoming consumed by a warm tingle all over from the sensation of Tamaric's head pressing against such a sensitive area for her. She found she just couldn't get the feeling to subside so she slid her hands around Tamaric and pulled him close and she engaged him in a very passionate kiss that made both of their heads feel swimmy and their stomachs did summersaults. Tamaric became so aroused that he started to press intensely between Korica's lips and she found the sensation unbelievably pleasing. After kissing for a minute Korica slowly pulled back and Tamaric dragging firmly between her lips made her legs shake and her loins clenched up tightly and her vision got blurry for just a second as her brain was flooded with dopamine. She felt completely intoxicated to the point of feeling like she did when she took the powerful painkillers given to her by the AI after she was injured on Tiomot.

Korica put her hands on Tamaric's shoulders and she panted to catch her breath and she tried not to look like fool by collapsing in the floor. She blinked hard a few times and then she nodded over at the bed.

"Are you ok? Your face is getting all pink."

Korica swung her behind over and she plopped down on the bed and she grinned as her vision cleared up and the intense tingling in her crotch eased up some.

"I'm ok, I just totally forgot what you do to me. I'm a hundred times more sensitive to touch than a Human girl and especially where you were sliding across. It felt amazing but it took my mind away for a second and I got a little dizzy. I'm so crazy about you Tamaric."

Tamaric sat down next to her and she looked at his glistening head poking straight up and she was a little shocked at just how big he is.

"I'm crazy about you too Korica. Your kisses make my stomach do back flips and my mind gets all¦fuzzy, not to mention what it does to the rest of me."

Tamaric looked down in his lap and now it was his turn to be shocked at the size of his cock. This was the first time seeing his new body at its maximum girth and length. Korica sensed what Tamaric was feeling and she leaned against him and smiled while looking down at him.

"You understand what I mean about that is gunna hurt huh?"

"Yah I guess I do. I'm sure your built to take a man now though."

"I would guess so but you're bigger than most¦don't get me wrong I'm kind of glad for that but the first time or two are going to be a little uncomfortable."

"Maybe I should check and see just how tight you are?" Tamaric said putting his finger up with a grin. "You let me before and it was amazing what I felt in there."

"Tamaric! Don't be so crude about it. You could just ask if you can feel me down there or something. Don't tell me you should check to see how tight I am."

"You're right, I'm sorry. I was kind of joking though I would love to¦caress your lips."

"See, that's much better. That makes me feel like you want to love on me, not abuse me or treat me like a piece of meat."

"I have to remember what you've been through in your life and I sometimes forget to be sensitive to your feelings and to treat you like a lady."

"It's ok I know you're not perfect but try not to let that happen very often, okay? I don't like it."

"Okay. I guess I kind of killed the mood didn't I?"

"Yah but we can't exert ourselves yet and I was about to let it go there and I'm really hungry anyway. Will you take me to get something to eat?"

"All right, I would love to take you to breakfast."

Korica leaned over and the two engaged in a tender tongue kiss and then they both stood up and Tamaric looked at Korica from the back and he smiled big and Korica turned around and gave him a peck.

"Thank you Tamaric."

"Uh¦you're welcome. What are you thanking me for?" Tamaric chuckled.

"I felt what you were thinking. It was something about a perfectly round bottom and my behind looks just as pretty as it always has?"

"Uh¦I guess that is what I was feeling but I didn't think the words or anything."

"I can't hear what your thinking, I can only sense your feelings and I'm pretty good at interpreting your feelings now so that I know what your thinking."

"That's a little scary. I'm gunna have to be on my best behavior all the time around you."

"I know you're guy and you're gunna have some dirty or impure thoughts sometimes. I don't hold that against you or mention when I sense that kind of stuff...as long as it isn't about other girls. I'm gunna get real jealous about that cause you're mine and I won't ever think that way about other guys."

"That's exactly what I mean. I'll try my best not to disappoint you."

"I know you will."

Korica then turned around and opened the recessed cabinet that she had put their clothes in the night before and she again sensed Tamaric's feelings and she giggled as she scooped up their clothes. She then deliberately bent over and she touched her feet with one hand and she moved her feet apart so Tamaric could see her vulva, as that was what he was hoping for.

"Holy dooley, you're totally reading me aren't you?"

Korica stood up and her face was blushed and she grinned and stepped over to him and handed him his clothes.

"I told you that I can interpret your feelings pretty accurately. What did you think of what you saw?"

"Very nice! Your lips are fuller and more defined but in an awesome way¦and I can just barely see your hood at the top kind of like before but it's a little more¦obvious I guess is the right word for it. You've definitely matured into a gorgeous woman."

Korica smiled as she felt how much he loved her shape despite her misgivings about how much different she looks. It gave her the big boost in confidence about her body that she needed to start feeling comfortable in her own skin. As long as Tamaric liked her body she didn't care about the changes anymore. The two of them then got dressed and Tamaric made his way out to the bathroom to brush his teeth and comb his hair. Korica asked the AI in the meantime if she could have a hair tie sent to her room so she could keep her hair in a ponytail. By the time Tamaric returned she had her hair pulled back neatly so it would stay out of her face and off her shoulders. The two of them then stepped into their shoes and just as they stepped out of their bedroom the AI called out to them.

"Korica, Tamaric¦Laurel and Jake are in the gardening ring and they would love to spend some quality time with you. I can have your breakfast delivered to you in the gardening ring if you would like?"

"We can do that?" Tamaric asked as he looked at Korica.

"You may eat wherever you like." The AI replied. "I know what you usually order for breakfast so I can just send the meal you order most often?"

"That would be really nice." Korica said. "We'll head right to the gardening ring."

"Understood. Tamaric, your mother usually eats lunch at twelve thirty if you want to join her in the deck one mess hall."

"I thought she went to the surface with dad?"

"No. Harriet is with Bahar and your mother is working in the aft production facility. She is helping to get the material supplies sent down to the surface for all of the now occupied homes and worksites. There is furniture and clothing of every conceivable variety that has to be produced here on the Future then shipped down to the surface aside from the construction materials and electronic components in a bewildering number and level of complexity. Your father is currently programming the farming vehicles that were sent down overnight. Four hundred acres are going to be plowed in by automated machines that once programmed will carry out all of the tasks without any Human input aside from one person overseeing the operations from a single console."

"What the heck does my dad know about farming¦or programming automated farming equipment?"

"He is a programming specialist and he has been imparted with the knowledge of how to setup a high yield farm. The farming equipment is constructed from a design that was discovered in the new data core and it is extremely user friendly, a child with a basic understanding of how to use a computer terminal here on the Future could run the machines. You have to program the base operating system for each piece of equipment manually and that is where your father's expertise comes into play. After that you simply need to tell the piece of equipment what you want it to do and press the initiate command."

"That's incredible!" Korica said. "How do the machines know where they are though?"

"They have been loaded with a detailed topographical map as provided by me and I will provide them with a data burst signal that will tell them precisely where they are on the surface in reference to their internal map when they are first brought online. The machines will automatically send a position request to me after that in a microburst signal if they are unable to locate their RF benchmark beacons and I can send a microburst signal back telling them precisely where they are located down to the thousandths of a millimeter."

"Wait¦isn't there animals all over that are going to eat any crops that are planted?" Tamaric asked.

"There is going to be a fifty foot high low energy barrier around the farmed area. Insects and flying animals will be able to get in but not ground dwelling animals."

"It won't hurt any animals trying to get in will it?" Korica asked.

"No. It is not a force field such as what protects the Future; it is simply a barrier that cannot be penetrated. The insects are vital if pollenization is to take place and the flying animals will eat the undesirable insects."

"You're talking about birds?"

"The flying animals on the Future planet fill a similar niche but there are no feathered animals like birds on Earth, at least none that have been observed so far. A detailed survey will determine that with certainty later on."

"What about meat? Are there cattle or anything like that we'll be able to raise for meat protein?" Tamaric asked.

"All of your questions will be answered in the visual briefing that you are going to be shown when you feel like sitting down at a computer console for a few hours. To answer your question no, we have not found any animals like cows. There are some very strange creatures on the Future planet but nothing that could serve as a food source. The few that are of sufficient size eat a plant that taints their meat with toxins that would make a person very sick and in sufficient doses could prove fatal. The only other animal that would suffice is the intelligent form of life on the Future planet and so could never be considered a food source."

Korica looked at Tamaric and shrugged then smiled a little.

"It all seems so confusing."

"It will make more sense once you sit down and watch the briefing that has been prepared for you. You will need to be debriefed by the captain before you speak to anyone of your knowledge of the events that led to us arriving at the Future planet. There are some things that you have both witnessed that the captain will not want you talking about."

"When is he going want us to debrief with him?" Korica asked.

"More than likely sometime today. I would be prepared to be called before him at anytime."

"Will he call us up one at a time or together?"

"I do not know."

"Do I need to be in my formal uniform when I go before him?"

"No. You are technically not on duty so it will not be expected of you to be in formal uniform. The working uniform that you are wearing now should be fine."

"Ok. I'm hungry Tamaric, let's go to the gardening ring so we can have breakfast."

"All right. Thank you for explaining things to us Future. And thank you for letting us eat breakfast in the gardening ring."

"You are very welcome Tamaric. There are quite a few passengers that have taken to eating in the gardening ring. What would you two like to drink with your breakfast?"

"Orange juice for me." Korica said.

"That sounds good, I'll have the same thing." Tamaric said.

"Understood. I will send enough so you can have a couple of glasses each."

"Ok, thank you." Korica said.

"You are welcome Korica."

Korica and Tamaric then took one another's hand and they headed for the exit. They stepped out onto the walkway and they turned right and headed for the elevator. Tamaric pushed the call button and a few seconds later the lift arrived and the door slid open and Resi and Erich were in the lift with their parents. Korica smiled warmly at them and said hello. Resi introduced Korica and Tamaric to her parents once the door slid shut and Resi's parent's thanked Korica and Tamaric for their service to the population of the Future. Korica and Tamaric were touched by the show of gratitude and they told them that they were very welcome. When the lift reached deck 1 the lift stopped and the door slid open and everyone floated out of the lift and Tamaric winced when he hit the floor as he had let himself rise a little to far as he floated out. He used to do the same thing routinely and it was no big deal but it hurt the way his weight landed on his ankles and hips this time.

After Tamaric regained his composure the whole group headed across the common area and out into the cross corridor. They then made their way to the transport platform and they transported to the aft gardening ring entrance and they stepped down and Korica had her palm scanned and the door popped and then swung open and they all stepped into the gardening ring. Korica and Tamaric were amazed at the difference in the gardening ring with so much of it now dedicated to open park space covered in a carpet of dark green grass and a few stands of trees. After standing looking up at the park area for a few minutes in pure wonder listening to the children playing off in the distance they started off through the vineyards leading up to the kiwi trellises.

When they got to the other side they followed the footpath to the opposite side of the gardening ring where Laurel and Jake were talking to a whole group of cadets. When Laurel and Jake saw Korica and Tamaric slowly making their way toward them they lit up with big smiles. Once Korica and Tamaric reached them Laurel and Jake hugged them warmly and then they introduced them to the group of twenty cadets. There was a lot of hand shaking and some questions about the things Korica had seen in her travels but Korica told them that she hadn't been debriefed so she couldn't talk about it yet but she promised to share with them some of the things she has seen once she knew what she could and couldn't talk about. The cadets then said their goodbyes and headed for the exit to go get cleaned up and report for their daily muster.

"So how are you two feeling today?" Laurel asked once the crowd dispersed.

"I'm already feeling a lot stronger and my abilities have returned to me. I can hear what Tamaric is thinking now and I should be able to sense you two but¦I'm not sensing anything except for your presence. Are your minds quieted?"

"Yes. We were broadcasting some rather personal things this morning so we decided to keep our minds quieted for a while. What about you Tamaric, how are you doing?"

"I'm pretty sore and still a little weak. I'm not going to gain strength like Korica does. She has that superwoman adaptability of hers."

"Just give a couple of days. You were given a synthetic hormone treatment that will make your body build strength amazingly fast. We were all given the same thing and just the act of walking and standing produces something called PH4 andesine that our bodies turn into insulin growth factor one in our muscles. Within a day or two you're going to notice a huge change especially once you start working out again."

"Was I given the same thing?" Korica asked.

"No sweetie. It wouldn't have worked on you the same way and your body does the same thing all by itself as you adapt to repeated physical exertion which you were already getting in your stasis chamber. The warning that Aina gave you about exerting yourself was based on the reaction that has been noticed to the growth hormone in the rest of us. She didn't know you weren't given the hormone treatment or she just forgot."

"Oh. Well the AI is sending our breakfast to us here in the gardening ring. You two feel like sitting with us while we eat?"

"We would love to." Laurel said with a big smile. "Come on, we'll find a nice spot under some of the trees."

"Ok."

The four of them slowly made their way around the gardening ring to the park area and they found a spot under a group of five elm trees that wasn't occupied and they sat down and it was only a few minutes later that they saw 2 servo drones approaching with two serving trays with warming domes over them and one of the servo drones was carrying 2 glasses in one claw and in the other a carafe of orange juice. The trays were handed to Korica and Tamaric and Laurel took the orange juice and Jake the glasses and Laurel poured them each a glass of juice and then Korica and Tamaric uncovered their plates and the servo drones settled to the ground ten feet away. They began to eat their breakfast while Laurel and Jake just enjoyed having Korica and Tamaric for company. Korica took several bites then swallowed her mouthful of food and she looked at Laurel.

"So what does the captain have you two doing anyways?"

"Well¦we resolved an issue with some rather large animals called bearcats down on the surface so the construction of the city could get back underway then we were asked to help decipher a signal that was detected and then we were asked to remain onboard until Mark has a chance to shakedown a new ship that was built while in route to the Future planet. Jake and I are going to be going to a planet called Heindon to seek a healer named Iriqua of the Olmot people on that planet."

Korica finished chewing her mouthful of food and then she turned her head and looked at Laurel.

"You're going to have to explain that a little more. Why would you need a healer? Are you guys sick?"

"Not physically." Laurel sighed and leaned back on her hands and stretched her legs out straight. "The memories of what was done to Jake and I on Tin Ut Pentul are giving us some problems. I'm having these horrible nightmares and I'm waking in such a state of¦panic almost that my powers are striking out if you will. I almost hurt Jake, luckily his abilities are somehow able to sense danger and protect him without him having to do anything even while he's asleep. Now that message that I was talking about? That as it turns out was a message sent using the chair on the Future in the future, sent by me, to me in the past but it was sent from another reality and it bled over into our universe by accident. In the message I told myself that these nightmares were going to get much worse and that I needed to seek out this Iriqua to ask for his help in casting off our memories of what happened. The Olmot people are a primitive culture relatively speaking but they have a very deep understanding of the mind. Heindon is only two point eight light years away so it's relatively close. We can't take the Future there so we're going to take this new ship that was built since it is supposed to be able to travel at over six times the speed of light."

"Hold the phone¦" Tamaric said. "So this message was sent from you to you but not¦to this you? It was meant for a different you in another universe?"

"That's right. We received the message by complete accident but it was very distinctly from the Future since there shouldn't be anyone else in this galaxy capable of producing the type of signal the Future received and it had the Future's distinctive transmitter signature to it. Once we analyzed it in depth we realized that it not only came from a hundred and eighty seven years in the future, based on what I said in the message and the temporal distortion within the signal, but the quantum signature of the message told us that it originated in another reality completely separate from ours."

"That is down right confusing."

"How do you know that the information contained in the signal would even be relevant in this universe then?" Korica asked.

"That's very good for you to think of that and it's the same thing I wondered. There were some other details of events happening right now that were verified as accurate suggesting the rest of the message should be considered relevant and accurate. If there's even a chance that I can get rid of these memories then we have to take the chance and go to Heindon."

"When are you going?"

"I don't know exactly, real soon, probably in the next day or so once Mark is confident that the ship won't malfunction and he can pilot it. It flies using a control collar and interface based on the one I built for the chair here on the Future."

"What was the other information about things happening right now that was verified as accurate." Tamaric asked.

"The captain has sworn us to secrecy. I'm sorry but I can't talk about it."

"Ok." Tamaric said reluctantly.

"But I just came out¦I don't want you leaving. Can I¦we please go with you?"

"Oh honey that's a really bad idea. First of all the executive officer is in command of the mission and she says who's going and second of all the gravity on Heindon is very strong. It's the same as it is down on the Future planet and I know you probably aren't aware of it yet but the Future planet is four percent larger than Earth or Draxima so the gravity is very hard to get used to. The Reynolds are going to look after you until we get back."

"But I want to go with you mom. What if I exercise really hard and get into shape?"

"You can't possibly get into shape fast enough honey, and like I said the decision as to who is going isn't up to me. Please just eat your breakfast ok? I'll ask the xo but I already know what she's going to say."

"I would really like to go with you and I want Tamaric with me. I feel safe with him around."

"Just eat honey. I'll ask."

"Ok, thank you."

Korica went back to eating her breakfast and Laurel looked at Jake and he just shrugged and smiled at her. Korica and Tamaric sat with their plates on their legs until they had finished off their food and then Korica poured another glass of orange juice for both of them and they polished them off and then Tamaric waved the servo drones over and they collected everything and floated off across the park heading for the exit. Korica and Tamaric leaned back on their hands and both of them sighed at the same instant making Korica giggle.

"I feel so much better." Korica said.

"That's great honey. Do you know what you two want to do today?"

"I want to learn about what's going on around us. Now that I'm comfortable with being so much older thanks to Tamaric I want to learn everything that I can."

"How did he help you?"

"Just by loving me and¦what I felt from within him convinced me the changes in my body are all for the better."

"Awe, that's what a real man does for his partner."

"Yah¦and I got a real man." Korica said smiling at Tamaric.

"Thanks Korica. I got a real woman too and a gorgeous one at that."

"If you want I can take you up to the stylist so we can get your bangs trimmed?" Laurel said to Korica.

"I'm thinking about getting the length trimmed up a little bit too. I didn't know what a pain such long hair was going to be. I don't know how my mom dealt with it."

"I need a hair cut too." Tamaric said.

"Ok, great."

The four of them then got to their feet and headed toward the aft exit. They transported up to forward deck 11 and then they used the stairs to climb up to deck 12 and they made their way down the corridor to the stylist compartment. There were several other people having their hair cut after their revivals so they waited their turn and Korica was seated first and she went through several styles on a data pad until she opted for the same style as she had before going into stasis. She then asked to have the length cut back to the middle of her back rather than past her hips. She decided it was time to let go of trying to look like her mother in favor of adopting her own look that was pretty but manageable. Tamaric was seated a few minutes later and he selected a very short hairstyle looking very close to military short. He figured it would help with the bed head that he seemed to wake up with every morning even when his hair was relatively short.

Korica chose to have her hair cut by a stylist and Tamaric chose to have it done by the automated system since his haircut was pretty cut and dry and it meant he wouldn't have to wait for a person to be available. Laurel and Jake sat patiently and waited the thirty minutes it took for the haircuts to be completed. When Korica finally climbed out of the chair she looked herself over in the mirror, which had a reverse angle projected from within the right side of the mirror and she was pleased with the result. While she still felt like she was looking at someone else she liked what she saw and it was starting to sink in that this is what she looks like. She still had the mental self-image of her younger self when she wasn't looking at herself in a mirror but it was already starting to become a faint self-image. Tamaric then climbed out of his chair and he looked himself over and he was pleased with what he saw. He too felt like he was looking at a stranger but he knew that would fade soon enough. He was already getting used to the idea that he was a guy now not just a kid.

Korica stepped up behind him and he looked at her in the mirror and he smiled at her. She was so pretty and her hairstyle made her look absolutely beautiful. That's when it really dawned on him just how much taller he was than her. Korica smiled at him.

"I kind of like you being taller than me Tamaric. I have to tilt my chin up when I kiss you and somehow that just feels right."

"Are you listening to my feelings again?"

"Yah. I can't help it. Your feelings are easy to detect anymore."

"I can live with it. It's a small price to pay to have such a hotty for a girlfriend."

Korica smiled beautifully and Tamaric just sighed.

"That's what I'm talking about. You have such a pretty smile Korica. I love those little dimples of yours when you smile big."

"Thanks Tamaric."

The two of them then walked over to Laurel and Jake and they both smiled at them as they got to their feet. Laurel gently stroked Korica's cheek.

"You are so gorgeous Korica. I love the haircut you chose. I'm so proud of how you look baby. You're one of the best things to ever happen to me."

"Thank you mom." Korica said with a smile.

"Your mom and dad are going to like your haircut Tamaric. You look really sharp." Jake said.

"Thanks Jake." Tamaric put his arm around Korica and gently pulled her closer. "I'm really proud of how Korica looks too. I'm really gunna have to fight the guys off now."

"You got nothing to worry about Tamaric. I'm your girl and I only have eyes for you."

Tamaric grinned and then it morphed into a broad smile.

"I never dreamt that I would end up with someone like you Korica."

"Someone from another world?"

"Well that too but I just meant someone that was as pretty as you."

"Awwe. You can just keep those kinds of compliments coming. I'll never get tired of hearing 'em."

Tamaric smiled and started to lean toward Korica and he looked at the subtle bar on her collar and he frowned and stopped himself from planting a kiss on her.

"Come on, let's get you two to a data terminal so you can watch your briefing as to what's going on and what happened to get us here."

Korica and Tamaric nodded and followed Laurel and Jake out into the corridor and they walked past a few more people heading toward the stylist compartment to get their hair tended to. They climbed down the stairs to deck 11 and they headed for the transport platform at the end of the corridor and halfway there the AI called out to them.

"While you are on this deck would you mind stopping off in medical bay one so I can take a detailed scan of you Korica and Tamaric?"

"We can do that." Korica said. "Is there something wrong?"

"Not exactly. You both have elevated hormone and peptide levels that I would like to determine the cause of. It is probably nothing but since you are here I would like to make sure."

They all stepped up to the med bay 1 door and it slid open and Korica stopped and grabbed Laurel's hand and pulled her in with her.

"You too dad. I want you with me for this."

"You don't want some privacy?" Jake asked.

"We're family. You saw me when I climbed out of my stasis chamber and Tamaric has already seen me naked so I don't care about that."

"Are you ok with us being in the room Tamaric?"

"I don't care. If it makes Korica feel more comfortable then I want you in here with us too."

"Ok."

Jake then stepped into the room and he stood to the side as Korica stepped up onto the vertical scanner and Tamaric painfully slid up onto the Futuretal scanner and laid down. The scanners lit up and the particle energy fields began to rise and descend. When the fields dissipated a detailed free floating three-dimensional image of Korica and Tamaric's bodies were projected floating above Tamaric and suspended in front of Korica with a black obscuration across their crotch regions and Korica's chest.

"Future you don't have to obscure my body like that. They've seen it all before."

"It is standard protocol for underage patients in mixed company. As you know it does not interfere with the scanners ability to detect what is behind the obscuration. It is simply done to maintain propriety."

"I know that but we're family and Tamaric is my boyfriend and he has seen me naked recently, there's no need for the modesty¦I want to see everything."

"Understood."

The obscuring black regions vanished in a flash and Korica was completely exposed in her entirety. She looked over at Tamaric and his floating body above him was still obscured across the crotch region. Tamaric looked over at her and he grinned big as he looked at her beautiful figure hanging in mid air right in front of her.

"Korica have you been purring recently?" The AI inquired.

"Yes. The sensation of having my hair stroked and manipulated was very relaxing and enjoyable. I was purring slightly while my hair was being cut."

"That explains your elevated peptide hormone levels. You are in perfect health aside from that. Tamaric your readings are more of a mystery. Your neuropeptides as well as peptide hormones are extremely elevated and there is activity in areas of your brain that are not normally associated with any kind of activity that I am aware of."

"What the heck does that mean?"

"It means you are using parts of your brain that are normally dormant gray matter. It is possible that your brain is reacting to the synthetic hormone treatment in a way that has not been seen in anyone else. Korica have you been actively connecting with Tamaric's mind?"

"Possibly. I've been tuning into his feelings and I've been trying to hear what he's thinking but I haven't been able to hear his thoughts so far aside from a fleeting word or two just like before."

"It is entirely possible that you are reaching into parts of his brain that are active in your brain but not in that of a Human. Your mental abilities might be seeking a distinct part of a Draximan brain from instinct and thusly you are stimulating a part of Tamaric's brain that would otherwise be realitively inactive."

"Is that dangerous?" Laurel asked.

"Unknown. The posterior parietal lobe four centimeters deep and six centimeters long is not a known active area of the Human brain though the parietal lobe is responsible for sensory input among other things. There are hundreds of thousands of new synaptic pathways being established every second. I am unsure what his brain is doing or what is causing it to become so active in such a remote and unknown area of the brain. He may be forming a new center of activity that would endow him with a new ability never before seen in a Human."

"So being close to Korica is¦changing me?"

"I do not know that she is the cause. It was just an assumption since that area of her brain is always very active. Observe¦"

Tamaric's body image zoomed into his skull very quickly and the layers of flesh and bone were peeled away until the upper rear and right hemisphere portion of his brain was visible and then the same thing happened to the image of Korica's body until her brain was visible. The neural electrical activity was then highlighted in colors ranging from yellow to red to blue with the red being the most active and the area of Tamaric's brain with the new and unexpected activity was zoomed into and then the same area of Korica's brain was zoomed into. Laurel and Jake stepped around so they could see both clearly. There was a very steady red patch in Korica's brain with yellow along the outer edges and it was slowly pulsing and wavering and Tamaric's brain had a small patch of red with yellow encircling it and blue around the edges of the yellow. It was much smaller than the area in Korica's brain but it was a distinct area of sustained and increasing activity in Tamaric's brain.

"So what does that area of Korica's brain do?"

"Unknown. I do not have sufficient information on Draximan physiology to positively say one way or the other. I only know that from the first time I was able to scan her brain when she first came aboard this area of her brain was active and it has remained so though the activity is significantly higher now than it ever was before. I attribute that to her age and physical development. She is no longer an adolescent; she is now a young adult in every sense of the word. It is possible that this area of her brain makes her able to do some of the remarkable things she can do."

"You mean that's where her advanced abilities originate from?"

"It is just a hypothesis."

"Korica do me a favor?" Laurel said. "Reach out to me and try and connect with my mind."

Korica nodded and closed her eyes and tried hard to connect with Laurel's mind despite the fact that Laurel had her mind quieted. The highlighted area of Korica's brain became a solid red color pushing all of the yellow and blue aside.

"Ok sweetheart that's enough. So that is where her mental telepathy comes from. Does that mean that Tamaric is going to become telepathic if that area of his brain is suddenly coming to life?"

Korica relaxed her concentration and opened her eyes and the area became less active and the yellows and blues returned surrounding the area of her brain highlighted.

"Telepathy in Humans was thought to originate in a much different area of the brain encompassing several areas working together including the pineal gland. Tamaric's is slightly enlarged from what would be considered typical but nowhere near as large and active as yours and Jake's for example."

"Can I propose something else?" Korica asked. "Could my desire to become paired with him be stimulating an area of his brain to make him capable of that?"

"Since I do not understand the process of becoming paired I suppose that is entirely possible. It would be a little surprising that you have the ability to influence the brain of another and less than twenty-four hours after coming out of prolonged stasis."

"I might not have been powerful enough before but I could have started trying from the instant that I fell in love with him and desperately wanted to become paired with him like Laurel and Jake were."

"Actually¦Jake and I are paired again." Laurel said with blushing cheeks.

"You are? That's wonderful! I'm so happy for you."

"Thank you sweetie."

"I suppose falling in love could have started your mind on a path of seeking a specific area in his brain and when your mind didn't find it you started exciting that area in his brain so you could connect with him in the manner that your brain is hardwired to do."

"What about when you sent a push of your feeling to me and it almost knocked me out? Could that have started this?"

"I didn't even think about that. I guess it's possible that I was doing more to you than I thought I was."

"I will report my findings to your mother and father Tamaric and I would like you to come back for a follow up scan in three days. I would like to gauge how fast this area of your brain is expanding in its activity and please make a mental note of anything new that you find you are able to do or sense no matter how seemingly insignificant. If you experience any kinds of headaches or dizziness or tingling or numbness in any of your extremities or any discomfort internally please report to me immediately so we can take a scan and see what is going on."

"Uh¦does it count if every time Korica kisses me with her tongue I get all dizzy and my mind gets cloudy¦and my stomach gets butterflies?"

"That sounds like a dopamine high. It is the body's natural feel good drug and that reaction is perfectly normal for a couple that is in love and engaging in intimate contact. You are perfectly fine Korica so do me a favor and go kiss Tamaric, I would like to observe the reaction in his brain."

"Really? You want me to kiss him in front of everyone?" Korica asked with a bit of grin on her face.

"Yes. Unless it would embarrass you too much to do so."

"No I love kissing him I just never thought you would ask me to kiss him for medical research¦and with an audience"

Korica smiled and stepped down from the vertical scanner and the image of her brain distorted and then disappeared. She stepped over to the table next to Tamaric's head and she grinned at him and stroked the top of his head and then she sank down and pressed her lips to his and then she engaged him in a loving French kiss and Tamaric felt the dizzy feeling wash over him as her tongue gently slid around his and then his mind went cloudy and he felt his loins getting warm. He placed his hand on the back of Korica's head as he kissed her back. They kissed for a full thirty seconds and they terminated the kiss with a peck and Korica smiled at him as she waited for her own mind to clear up. When her senses returned to her she looked into his eyes.

"How was that?"

Tamaric just gave her a goofy chuckle and smiled big. Korica kept her hand on the top of his head and she looked up at the highlighted area of his brain and it was just decreasing in activity back to where it had been before the kiss.

"You are definitely influencing this part of his brain whether it be the kiss or the emotional bond you two have there was a distinct spike in activity in that region of his brain. Were you trying to connect with him while kissing him?"

"I always try to feel what he is feeling when I kiss him but I usually get lost in my own feelings. He does things to me that¦are kind of intense."

"I see. I would conclude that you are most likely the trigger for what is going on in Tamaric's brain though I do not think it is anything negative. It just means you have other talents that you were unaware of. You are elevating Tamaric to something more advanced and more capable. What that capability will be only time will tell. I appreciate your indulgence in this experiment. You may get down Tamaric."

Tamaric sat up and Korica stepped back and watched him as he gently slid off the table settling his weight slowly on his ankles and hips and the image of his brain distorted then disappeared.

"I wish all trips to the doctor were like this. I would be the first one out the door if I knew I was gunna get a big kiss from a pretty girl every time I went." Tamaric said with a big smile.

Korica giggled and took a hold of his hand.

"Korica is good for you Tamaric." The AI said. "The endorphins produced when a strong pair bond is established are extremely beneficial to ones good health. That is why couples that are in love tend to live longer than people that are single and not in a committed relationship."

"I already knew she made me feel good, I didn't know I was gunna live longer cause of it though."

"I just wish you were going to live as long as me. I'm going to be devastated when I lose you."

"You have a long time until that happens darlin. Please don't make yourself sad thinking about it. Maybe you can use your healing power on me to help me live just a little longer than I ordinarily would have."

Korica sighed and smiled and nodded. She then looked at the com panel by the door.

"So the rest of the stuff going on inside us is normal?"

"Yes. I am detecting significantly elevated levels of IGF one in and around Tamaric's muscles so the synthetic hormone treatment is working exactly as it is supposed to. Your muscles should feel stronger and less painful within a day or two. And you young lady are simply amazing in how your body is responding to its return to activity. I would estimate that within two days at the most you should feel as strong as you did before going into stasis and if you exercise strenuously starting tomorrow you should be ready to go down to the surface within three days if you wish, like Laurel and Jake did."

"That would be cool! What about going to Heindon?"

"You are not on the personnel list to go to Heindon. That is strictly up to commander Hiller as to who is going. That being said I am confident that the trip will occur before you have regained enough strength to make an extended stay on a planet with such heavy gravity a good idea. You would tire easily and most likely walk very clumsily. It would feel like weights were in your shoes and if your back muscles were not sufficiently strengthened you could injure your back just by standing up straight."

"I guess I kind of knew all that."

"You should from your medical knowledge."

Korica then walked over to Laurel and Jake pulling Tamaric with her.

"Can we go look at my quarters? I want to see if everything was left the way I had it¦aside from my painting that grandpa has on the wall in his quarters."

"Sure, if you want."

"It's our turn to sleep up there tonight anyways. I really want some private time with Tamaric."

Laurel just blinked a few times and decided not to probe that comment at all. Laurel gestured at the door and Korica and Tamaric stepped up to the door and it slid open and Laurel and Jake followed them out into the corridor and they walked over to the transport platform and they all stepped up onto it and Korica touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment. They stepped down and walked over to the door and it slid open and they stepped out and the captain and executive officer were standing in the corridor discussing something on a data pad. They stopped what they were doing and faced the four of them and the captain stepped over to Korica and he extended his hand.

"Hello ensign Prentor. I am captain Alexan and this is commander Hiller, your executive officer."

"Hello sir, mam."

Commander Hiller took a step toward her but didn't extend her hand and Korica straightened her back and gave her a smart salute and she and Captain Alexan both saluted her back. Commander Hiller then extended her hand and shook Korica's hand.

"Hello ensign Prentor." The xo said plainly.

"And this must be Tamaric Reynolds? What a fine looking young man." The captain said as he extended his hand.

"Thank you sir. It's nice to meet you and commander Hiller in person."

"So what brings you folks to the command deck?"

"I just wanted to go look at my quarters sir." Korica said. "Tamaric and I are going to be sleeping up here tonight."

"Ah, you will find your quarters just as you left them. You have the largest quarters on this deck but I thought you deserved a little more room than most of us. Consider it a thank you for a job well done and a show of appreciation for everything you sacrificed to join us."

"Wow, thank you sir. When are you going to want me to report for duty sir?"

The captain chuckled lightly.

"Well certainly not on your first day out. Take a few days and get acclimated. I need to debrief you and Tamaric though. Maybe when you come up tonight you can have the AI page me and we can carry out your debriefing at that time? It shouldn't take very long."

"That would be fine sir. I need to know what I can talk about since people are already asking me what I've seen and done in my galaxy and I've been telling them that I can't talk about it yet."

"That's a good instinct ensign. You enjoy yourself for a while and when you feel strong enough we could use your help with the revivals given your medical training. We need all the med techs we can get so we can get everyone revived. There is a lot of work that needs to be done down on the surface and it's going to take all of us if we're going to make our deadline schedule."

"Yes sir. I would be glad to help in any way I can."

"You go ahead sweetheart," Laurel said gently putting her hand on Korica's shoulder. "I want to have a quick word with the captain and xo."

Korica nodded and then she saluted the captain and xo and they saluted her back and then her and Tamaric headed down the corridor toward their quarters. Once they were out of earshot Laurel stepped closer to the captain and xo and she spoke softly.

"Sir I was just curious how the shakedown is going on the Icarus?"

"We were just discussing that as a matter of fact. There is an instability when in faster than light mode that was never foreseen in any simulations. We aren't quite sure yet where the problem lies but we'll get it ironed out before you go."

"Instability? Does the ship drop out of faster than light?"

"No¦" Commander Hiller interjected. "It does quite the opposite. The ship accelerates uncontrollably as the gravity bubble starts to intensify in a way that looks like it could slip through the subspace barrier into¦well we don't exactly know where we would end up if we didn't shut down the gravity drive."

"That sounds like a¦I'm sorry mam, I'll keep my hypothesis out of your work. I'm sure you have some very brilliant people working on the problem."

"We do indeed. Don't concern yourself Laurel. We won't go anywhere until we have this wrinkle sorted out. The Icarus is a very complex ship and the technology is just new to us so we're working on a steep learning curve."

"Yes mam. Thank you for talking about it with us."

The xo nodded and then her and the captain headed for the captains office. Laurel and Jake then turned and headed toward Korica and Tamaric's quarters. Laurel glanced back and when she saw the corridor was empty she looked at Jake.

"The xo is describing what I think is a temporal shockwave. You know how intense gravity distorts space and time?"

"Yah."

"If you don't have a quantum discriminator set properly to compensate for the time variance as you move past the speed of light and the gravity bubble is exponentially increased in density and frequency you begin to sideslip along the temporal shockwave being created by the intense gravity field and time moves slower within the gravity bubble compared to space around it. It's the same thing that happened to those poor guys on the Galileo but in reverse. I bet you money the chronometer on the ship showed a time differential and the computer probably went nuts and scrambled the engines to prevent the ship from slipping outside normal space-time. I bet that's what they were looking at on that data pad."

"Why didn't you say something? You're a freakin genius with that kind of stuff."

"Because I'm just a kid that happens to be really smart to the xo. She would've been offended if I told her what's wrong with her machine when her people can't figure it out yet. They'll eventually see it if they're half as smart as me. The math should tell them that they were sideslipping out of phase with normal space-time because of the temporal shockwave."

"You should've just offended her and told her the solution to the problem."

"I know what the problem is, I don't know the solution to the problem since I don't know how the drive system works."

When Korica and Tamaric reached their quarters while the captain and xo were talking with Laurel and Jake, Korica reached out to have her palm scanned and the door slid open for her before her hand reached the palm pad. The lights came up and Korica and Tamaric stepped in and looked around. The paintings were still hanging on the wall and her holo device was sitting on the table at the head of the bed she stepped up to it and touched the side of it and an image of a vase of flowers appeared and she grinned. She then looked across the room and she saw her pratgal cruisers sitting on the bureau at the front of the room. Her easel had a drop cloth over it but her paintings were still sitting stacked up against the wall next to it. She looked at the size of the bed and all of the memories of the time her and Tamaric spent in this bed came flooding back to her. She had her first ever consensual and intimate sexual encounter on that bed and it was the most wonderful thing she had ever experienced in her life. She remembered all the nights curling up to one another and how wonderful it felt to have Tamaric's strong and thickly muscled arms wrapped around her.

Korica then stepped over to the left side of the bed and she looked up at the painting of Tamaric in the formfitting space suit with a helmet under one arm and his plasma pistol in his other hand while looking up toward the sun setting on the Future in front of him. She then looked at Tamaric and she grinned at him.

"That's the hero of my heart no matter how much older you are now cause that's what you looked like when you captured my heart."

"Do you wish I was that young again?"

"No! I'm not eleven anymore. I want you just the way you are."

Korica turned to the bed and she let herself fall on her face with a bounce and she stretched her arms out and she still couldn't reach the other side of the bed. She then stretched hard and then she rolled onto her back and she caught Tamaric staring at her rear end and she giggled when she sensed what he was feeling.

"We're in our quarters and alone at the moment. I don't mind if you touch me or whatever."

Tamaric stepped over to the bed and he sat down slowly and he reached out and rubbed Korica's tummy then he dragged his hand down her leg to her ankle and he rubbed her ankle for a moment.

"Your mom and dad will be coming in just a minute. I don't want to get caught with my hand up your dress."

"I'm not wearing a dress."

"It's just an expression. They know that you and I put our hands on each other but they aren't going to want to walk in and see me doing it."

"Oooh, I get it." Korica giggled and then she turned her head and looked around a little more.

"You know this room just feels like home." Korica said.

"Yah¦it does huh?"

At that moment Laurel and Jake stepped in and they walked over to the couple and Jake patted Tamaric's shoulder and Laurel tickled Korica's thigh making her giggle and squirm around. Laurel and Jake then noticed the painting of Tamaric on the wall at the same instant.

"Oh Korica¦that is absolutely stunning." Laurel said.

"I call it the hero of my heart."

"It's got a medieval feel to it with a modern twist with him being in a space suit with a plasma pistol in one hand. You get the feeling that the enemy stronghold is burning in the background and he is looking to the Future wondering about his next conquest. When did you paint this?" Jake said.

"Remember when we had to use the suit to tryout new underwear designs for the spacesuit? Well it was at that time that I saw Tamaric in the suit and I just thought he looked so¦ravishing that I wanted to paint him wearing it to show him how I saw him. I see him as heroic and majestic and gorgeous."

"Well you did a magnificent job honey. That is really good. I guess you don't quite look like that anymore do you Tamaric?"

"Korica said she likes me just the way I am though. It feels like just yesterday that I was posing for that but I feel so much¦more grown up or something."

"Well you are more grown up even if that was just a couple of days ago for you."

Korica rolled over and faced Laurel and as she sat down on the edge of the bed Korica lifted her head up and propped it on her hand with her elbow pressed into the bed.

"You guys are gunna come up and read to us right?"

"You still want us to do that?"

"Wa yah! It's my favorite time of the day. I love our story time, it makes me feel like we're a close and special family."

"All right, you call us when you're ready and we'll come up and read to you."

"Why don't you two view your briefing now so that you know what's going on and where we're going as a civilization on this planet¦well the one we're orbiting."

Korica sat up and looked around.

"I don't see a data pad."

"Korica your in an officers quarters." Laurel said smiling as she pointed at the projection strip on the ceiling at the front of the room. "I'm sure the AI can pipe your briefing into the viewer. You can lie right here in bed and watch it together."

"Oh¦dah."

Laurel laughed and Jake smiled at Korica.

"We'll give you two some privacy to get some rest after you view your briefing."

"But we slept in, neither of us are tired." Korica said.

"We know that." Laurel said smacking Korica's leg gently as she stood up.

"Just don't forget that your mom eats at twelve thirty, she would be hurt if you didn't come have lunch with her." Jake said looking at Tamaric.

"I won't forget."

Jake nodded at him and then Laurel stepped over by Jake and they took one last look at the painting on the wall.

"That really is quite remarkable Korica. You've got a lot of talent at capturing his essence." Laurel said.

"Thank you mom. We'll see you guys later."

"Bye sweetheart."

Laurel and Jake then turned and headed for the door. Korica rolled onto her back and she stared at the ceiling for a moment then she looked at Tamaric and his gaze made her smile.

"So are you at all upset that I might be making changes in your brain?" Korica asked softly.

"Nah. You're just making me into something that your mind will recognize or have the ability to connect with. I'm ok with that since I don't even notice that it's going on."

"Good cause I really didn't do it on purpose."

"I know you didn't. I would never suspect you of doing that."

Tamaric patted her leg and then he got to his feet slowly and he walked over to the com panel by the door and he touched it and it lit up and then he touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Tamaric. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you put our briefing up on the viewer here in our quarters?"

"Yes I can do that for you. Turn the viewer on and I will load the briefing for you. You can pause, rewind or stop the briefing using the remote control. The remote is in the night table drawer on your side of the bed."

Tamaric turned and walked over to the night table and he pulled the drawer open and next to his holster and pistol was the remote. He picked it up and aimed it at the front of the room and he touched the power on button and the viewer came to life hanging in free space. The screen then flickered and the briefing file appeared with a level three access grant enabled. It would be a much more in depth briefing than most of the population was granted and it would be interactive so additional information could be obtained about any of the subject matter in the briefing. Tamaric stepped out of his shoes and then he pulled Korica's off her feet that were hanging off the edge of the bed and Tamaric sat down on the edge of the bed and Korica moved over to her side of the bed and they pulled out a couple of pillows from under the covers and piled them up and then Tamaric laid down and scooted over and they got comfortable with Korica practically lying on top of Tamaric and then he started the briefing.

Laurel and Jake headed down to the deck 11 recreation area and they spent the morning in the recreation area exercising while having fun with some of the other kids their age. At twelve they stopped what they were doing and headed for their quarters and they took a shower together and then got changed and headed down to the deck 1 mess hall. They retrieved something to drink and then they sat down and when a menu was brought to them they set it on the table and they just watched all the people around them while they waited for Clara to show up but Korica and Tamaric showed up first. They hugged Laurel and Jake and then they retrieved drinks and came back to the table and sat down and they too set their menu on the table since they wanted to wait until Clara showed up so they could eat their lunch with her. The four of them then talked about what Korica and Tamaric saw in their briefing until Clara showed up ten minutes later.

Tamaric got to his feet and hugged his mother tightly for an extended period of time and then Korica stood up and she hugged her and Laurel and Jake joined in and they hugged her briefly. Clara then went and retrieved a tall glass of water and she came back to the table and she sat down. They all then ordered their lunch sharing the menus. They then handed the menus off to the servo drones. Tamaric then decided he needed to tell his mother what was found going on in his brain.

"Mom the AI is gunna talk to you and dad tonight about something that was discovered going on in my brain. We were on deck eleven to use the transport system and the AI asked us to have a quick scan performed to see why we had some odd peptide hormone readings in our blood. The AI found an area of my parietal lobe was showing increased activity in an area that is normally dormant. We've come to the conclusion that¦Korica has somehow activated this region in my brain and something is happening to me but I don't feel it happening, I feel perfectly fine. Do you know what the parietal lobe does?"

"Yes I do. It's responsible for sensory input and some cognitive sensory perception, uh spatial awareness and perception, sense of pain, temperature and touch from various parts of the body as well as limb awareness. It's what allows you to sense where your arms and legs are without looking. I think it's also loosely responsible for some thinking functions like your ability to read, write and solve mathematical problems through symbol recognition."

"So you know more about it than I did. Well there is a right posterior and deep section that ordinarily doesn't do anything in Humans but it's extremely active in Draximan brains, most notably Korica's, and that area of my brain is now becoming active for some reason. I think Korica somehow stimulated that part of my brain to start becoming active so she can connect with my brain¦possibly to become paired with me like Laurel and Jake are. She didn't do this on purpose or anything it's just something her mind is able to do when she falls in love with someone and seeks to become paired with them like she wants to be with me."

Clara had a shocked look on her face as she looked at Korica. Korica looked down into her lap feeling guilty and ashamed of what she has done to Tamaric even though it wasn't done on purpose.

"Now we don't know with a hundred percent certainty that Korica is responsible for what's going on in Tamaric's brain." Laurel said in defense of Korica. "We just know that the same area of her brain is very active and it gets more active when she uses her telepathic abilities¦and kisses Tamaric."

"Your dad is going to have a cow. Look we love you to death Korica and nothing will ever change that but we had no idea that you were changing the way Tamaric's brain works whether deliberate or not."

"I'm sorry Clara. I didn't know that I was doing anything like this to him." Korica said in quivering voice without looking up.

Clara could tell that Korica was extremely upset and she was feeling ashamed of what she can do so Clara stood up and stepped up behind Korica and she gently lifted her from under the arm and Korica stood up and climbed over the bench seat and then Clara pulled her into a tight hug to reassure her. Korica couldn't stop herself from tearing up as she pressed her face into Clara's chest. Clara stroked her head then kissed the top of her head.

"Shh. Don't cry honey. I still love you this is just a little shocking is all." Clara said very quietly.

Korica held onto Clara tightly until she could stop the tears. She sniffled and wiped her eyes then pulled back.

"You're not gunna make me stay away from Tamaric are you?"

"Oh baby no. You two are a couple and we would never separate you¦unless it's determined that this is a dangerous¦reaction to whatever your mind is doing to him and the only solution is to put some distance between you two."

"The AI said it isn't anything negative. In fact it might be advancing an ability in Tamaric that no one else has."

"Ok. We'll talk in depth with the AI about its findings. Don't get upset ok? I was shocked but I'm not mad at you and you're still part of our family. You're always going to be special to us."

"Ok, thank you¦mom."

"You're welcome sweetheart."

Clara kissed her head again and then the two sat down again.

"So I see you two got a haircut and style today. You both look very nice. I'm sorry I didn't say anything sooner."

"You like me better with short hair mom?" Tamaric asked.

"I love you no matter how long your hair is Tamaric. But it was awfully long after your long nap and you look simply marvelous Korica. I'm a little surprised that you had so much of the length cut off though."

"It was a bit of a pain in the rear to take care of such long hair so I decided to be my own person and have a style all my own instead of trying to look like my mother just to honor her memory. I honor her by never forgetting her."

"Awe, that's sweet."

The meals began to arrive at that point. They were slid up on the table from beside their intended recipients and they all set in to eating their lunch. They talked about what Korica and Tamaric had learned so far from their brief, which they were only half way through while they all kept eating. When the meals were finished Clara polished off her drink and then she wanted to take a few minutes to go see Harriet and then she had to get back to work so she said her goodbyes and she left. Korica and Tamaric then walked with Laurel and Jake to the transport platform and they transported back up to the command deck and Laurel and Jake transported to the interactive data core control room. Laurel wanted to look into the design of the Icarus now that she knew there was a cross connect between the AI and the new data core.

When they arrived at the new data core control room they stepped up onto the working platform and they had a seat and Laurel touched the control console and the cascade of free floating screens appeared. Laurel then typed in a search for information on the Icarus project and there was a request for her security clearance so she typed in her code and the projects details appeared a few seconds later. The project was broken down into sections displayed on all of the different screens. One had the hull design and another had the electronics schematic and still another had the power distribution system and one had the drive specifications and a component layout. There was one that had the most recent data of operational parameters and the shakedown run results. The finished design was different from the image that the captain had shown them on the bridge. It was apparent to Laurel that what the captain showed them was an artist's rendition of the design and what they were seeing now was the actual finished product.

"Oh man¦" Laurel uttered. "This thing is huge and complex. It's almost as big as the crimson fighters and those things are tanks. This is gunna take a while to understand all of this."

"Let's just take it section at time. I think we can understand this together if we use our minds together. Remember, together we can access that¦cosmic knowledge to understand complex things?" Jake said calmly.

"Kay."

Laurel closed her eyes and Jake then did the same thing and they sought the other from within themselves, seeking the part of the other that resided within them at all times. They found the faint essence of the other and they grinned simultaneously and then reached out for the other and there was a wave of warm energy that washed over them and they could hear and feel what the other was thinking in a rush of thoughts and emotions and then there was calm that washed over them as the shock wore off and they found themselves thinking as one. They opened their eyes and concentrated on the same issue together so they could gain the understanding that other had along with their own understanding of what they were seeing. The apprehension and intimidation of the complexity of the Icarus just dissolved away and they completely understood what they were looking at.

As they pushed through the various components they were finding that they had to rely less and less on the computers explanation of what the components did. The knowledge just seemed to flow through them. They spent close to an hour working together to understand how the ship worked until they got to the shakedown resultant data and they both had an epiphany at the same instant.

"You were right babe¦"

"I was right¦"

They both laughed at their simultaneous comment.

"The quantum phase discriminator is based on the ones used in the crimson fighters. That isn't going to work for this type of gravitational drive. This ship doesn't direct its gravitation energy for energetic propulsion. It encases itself in gravitational energy and varies the field strength fore and aft to create a propulsive or repulsive force."

"Yah the discriminator¦though they call it a quantum inducer is set up all wrong. Should we tell 'em or just design a fix and suggest it to 'em?"

"Well¦since there isn't any wiring in the ship it should be easy enough to replace the¦inducer with a new one. Let's just design a new one and have the AI build the damn thing and then we can submit a civilian recommendation based on the available data."

"That works."

Laurel and Jake then worked together to completely redesign a new quantum inducer that would encompass the entire field of energy within the gravity bubble with a stable quantum field rather than a variable field only at the point of gravitational output from the gravity drive. The quantum field would match the known quantitative state of space-time in the known universe thus keeping the ship from side slipping along the temporal shockwave created by the intense gravity produced by the gravity drive if the quantum inducer is used to regulate the intensity and temporal frequency of the gravity bubble. Temporal energy would simply pass around the gravity bubble without having any affect on the ship or its direction and mode of travel.

It took them close to another hour to design the new quantum inducer using the same technology as the rest of the ship. There was no wiring and no myolinear crystals. It employed something called duotronic semi organic high-energy circuitry. It was radically more advanced than the circuitry used on the Future and twice as efficient at conducting energy without interference vulnerabilities. Burnt or shorted circuits could essentially reestablish themselves by detecting the short and growing a new circuit path like an axon in the brain thus re-enabling the shorted circuit path and new circuit paths could be created when needed to bypass damaged hardware. The entire system is guided and controlled by the Human brain via the neural collar and control interface, which was the only component to retain the Future's myolinear crystal circuitry since the interface could be produced rapidly and spares parts were off the shelf components as well as the fact that no one truly understood the construction of the interface like Laurel did in order to redesign it from the alien technology.

Once they had the new quantum inducer ordered for construction they ran three more simulations with the component replacing the existing hardware and each time the field stabilization was twenty-eight percent stronger with no variances of any kind, unlike the old quantum inducer which had wildly fluctuating field strengths and quantitative readings at various times. It was apparent to Laurel and Jake that some alien technology just wasn't compatible with other alien technologies when the base elemental construction was changed due to recourses at hand. There were some key elements that weren't on the known periodic table and so suitable replacement elements were a guess at best. Laurel had already seen seven new elements added to the periodic table of known elements and she was positive there were hundreds if not thousands more in the new data core just waiting to be discovered. Some were so rare and so exotic that she wasn't sure if she would ever see experimentation and research done on those elements within her lifetime.

Laurel and Jake then worked together to put their design and research into a single proposal file and they typed up a summary then attached the simulation results to backup their work and they submitted it to the captain for review and then they logged out of the system and before they could even get out of their chairs the AI called out to them. The AI's voice echoed around the room numbly as its voice emanated from the com panel by the door.

"Laurel, Jake¦before you leave the captain would like to have a word with you."

"Oh shit¦here we go. We were messin around with stuff we had no business looking at." Jake said sarcastically.

"Go ahead and put him through Future."

One of the screens right in front of them descended from the overhead console hanging in free space and the captain's face appeared as he sat at his desk in his office.

"Hello Laurel and Jake. I see you were looking into our issue with the Icarus?"

"Yes sir. I'm sorry I know commander Hiller told me not to concern myself but something told me I could help if I just looked at what was

going on."

"I'm not upset with you Laurel. I like to see that kind of initiative in my officers and I wish you were one of them. I'll look at your data and see if I think we should integrate it into the ships design. The only thing I ask is if you find a proposed solution like this in the future, I want you to submit your proposed changes before ordering the construction of the needed components. The resources on the ship are being stretched very thin and you're essentially asking for the foundry and machine shops to divert resources into your project. Again I'm not at all upset with you we just have finite resources available to us and we are at full tilt trying to supply the surface with everything they need to build and outfit an entire city meant for a population of ten thousand people."

"I didn't even think of that sir. I think you'll find that the diverted resources are well worth it when you see how much of a system improvement can be realized by installing the new quantum inducer. I will be more conscious of what I am affecting around me next time¦if there is a next time."

"I appreciate your input on this matter. A fresh pair of eyes can sometimes see things in a different light and may in fact think of something that has eluded the eyes already working on the project."

"I would agree sir. I ran into a similar situation when building the stasis chamber for two. I had to bring Clara and Liam Reynolds onto the project cause I was stuck with the design I was trying to implement. Clara saw that I was going about it all wrong and she got the project finished for me using a design I never would've thought of in time."

"Well there ya go. You've learned from your own experiences. Was this a collaborative effort between you and Jake?"

"Yes sir. Neither of us has ever seen the technology used in the Icarus before. Because we're paired we can seek the other within ourselves and connect with that part of the other and then we can actively connect our minds and we essentially have two minds thinking as one and this knowledge from¦I don't know where just flows through us sir. We understand the fundamental architecture of the duotronic semi organic high-energy circuitry, how it works, how it's made and the limitations of its design in this application. We also understood the method of propulsion used by the Icarus and what unseen forces would be at work. The design is brilliant and elegant but we saw one small flaw in the design which is what our proposal addresses."

"I see¦That is the damndest thing I have ever heard. You are a very special pair and I am certainly glad to have you with us. I knew I was right to leave your top-level clearances in place. You just keep doing what you love Laurel and Jake and anytime you have an idea that you think will benefit any of us you draft up a proposal like this one and I will give it some serious consideration." The captain said glancing down at his desk display.

"Thank you sir. Will you please tell commander Hiller that we weren't trying to step on any toes or anything?"

"I'll tell her. She is a hard ass but she knows how to eat some humble pie and use the brilliance at her disposal. Besides¦you aren't under her command so there isn't anything she can do about it. If you're right you're right and it means we can get you the help you need from the Olmot all that much sooner."

Laurel smiled at the captain and nodded and he terminated the connection from his end and the free-floating display just blinked out and was gone.

"See we weren't particularly in trouble for looking into the issue, I just should have asked before ordering the parts be made." Laurel said with a grin.

Jake leaned forward and gave her a peck and then he closed his eyes and concentrated on how much he loved Laurel and how much she turned him on and then he sent her a gentle push and then he withdrew into his own mind and he disconnected his mind with the part of Laurel that resides within him and her thoughts and feelings simply dissolved away leaving a very quiet void in his mind though he could still feel the part of her within him.

"Why did you have to do that Jake?" Laurel asked with a big grin as she quieted her mind.

"I thought you would enjoy a push of my feelings."

"I did but now I'm all horny. You made my whole body tingle including¦my nether region."

Jake leaned closer knowing their conversation was being monitored as it was everywhere on the ship.

"I could always fix that for you?" Jake whispered.

"Aren't you still a little sore?" Laurel whispered back.

Jake put his hand on his crotch and pressed down a little while sliding his hand down his length and he grinned at her.

"Not really. I think when we join minds deeply it accelerates out healing. I could give you a short session without much discomfort."

"You're on!" Laurel said with a sultry smile.

Jake stood up and put his hand out and Laurel put her hand in Jake's and she stood up and the two of them stepped down from the control platform and they headed for the transport platform. They stepped up onto it and when the free floating map appeared Laurel waited until the stasis ring entrance indicator turned from red to white and then she touched it and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They stepped down from the transport platform just as the stasis ring door hissed slightly and slid open and Laurel looked back to see Aina helping a man who looked to be around thirty and he was extremely good looking to Laurel. She smiled at the man and he paused and smiled back warmly as Laurel's beauty and mesmerizing deep blue eyes caught his attention and the revolving stasis ring kept moving and the doorway caught his shin as he was stepping over the knee knocker and he started to fall straight toward his face before Aina could grab him and out of pure instinct Laurel stretched out her hand and pushed with her mind and the man found himself floating in the air while looking at the floor. Laurel slowly guided him out of the doorway and then she turned her hand slowly and he turned upright and she gently set him on his feet and then she let go of her energy and she immediately quieted her mind so that Jake wouldn't sense just how good looking Laurel thought this man was even though she knew Jake's mind was quieted.

Aina stepped out of the doorway and looked at Laurel with a shocked look on her face as Laurel was lowering her hand. The man looked at Aina and shrugged his shoulders then he looked back at the door as it slid shut.

"Is there a zero gravity area at the doorway?" The man asked with what Laurel thought was a totally sexy British accent.

"Yes but it's only two inches wide." Aina said. She then pointed at Laurel. "You have Laurel to thank for saving you from a pretty serious fall. That would have taken out some teeth for sure."

The man looked at Laurel with a stunned look on his face.

"This beautiful girl saved me? How do you mean?"

"I have telekinesis sir. I can levitate objects¦and people if necessary."

"I'll be damned! And you can stop with that sir stuff, my name is Randy."

"Hello randy, my name is Laurel and this is my boyfriend Jake."

"It's a pleasure to make your acquaintances¦boyfriend huh? That's too bad¦you best keep her close by Jake. She is a real looker." Randy said with a big smile.

Jake stepped right next to Laurel and he put his arm around her and gently pulled her against his side.

"You can count on it Randy. I know how gorgeous she is, it tends to make people fall flat on their face when they first catch sight of her." Jake said with a big grin.

Randy pointed at Jake and laughed.

"You cheeky bastard, now that's funny. Thank you for the assist Laurel."

"You're welcome. I'm sorry I distracted you at the wrong time."

"A beautiful woman like you is always worth pausing for even if it ends with me eating the porcelains."

"Thank you Laurel." Aina said quietly as she took hold of Randy's arm. "I would have been in a lot of trouble if one of my charges was hurt cause I was too far away to catch them as they fell. We're supposed to keep one hand on them at all times until we get them into the common area unless they have a family member with them to assist them."

"I'm just glad that I have the abilities that I do and you're welcome, anytime."

Laurel and Jake stepped back and let Aina slowly walk Randy toward the common area entrance.

"Did you see how quickly my powers worked even with my mind quieted?" Laurel asked looking at Jake. "I remember when I had to open my mind and concentrate my hardest just to move a salt shaker and it took a minute or two to get it to work when I wanted."

"I saw, that was quick thinking. That poor guy has probably never seen a girl as beautiful as you before."

"I don't know about all that but he was definitely taken off guard."

"Oh I know about all that. You need to quit being so modest Laurel, you make guys stop dead in their tracks in awe of you to the point that things can knock them right off their feet."

"You know I always heard about guys doing that at the sight of a pretty woman but I somehow never thought it would be me causing guys to do that. I think he was genuinely disappointed that I had boyfriend too. He probably would've asked me out even though there's like ten or twelve years between us."

"Lust knows no age limit. What do you think he meant by eating the porcelains?"

"His teeth. False teeth used to be made out of porcelain."

"Ah, I didn't even think of that."

Laurel took Jake's hand and gave it a squeeze.

"You're the one I want¦" Laurel leaned right next to his ear. "And I want you deep inside me."

"I can do that!" Jake said with a big smile.

The two of them then headed toward the entrance to the common area. There were more people sitting at the workstations in the cross corridor viewing their briefing and again they looked at Laurel and Jake and the two of them could see the recognition on their faces despite Laurel and Jake looking older and slightly different. Laurel was taken aback when a seven year old girl sting at the last workstation saw Laurel and Jake and she quickly got her feet and she winced in pain and held her knees for a second and so Laurel and Jake stopped and the girl stepped up to Laurel and she threw her arms around her and Laurel smiled and put her hands one the girls head and back. The little towhead then let go of Laurel and she grabbed Jake and pressed the side of her face against his stomach as she squeezed him tightly. He pet her soft hair and placed his hand flat on her back to embrace her. The girl then stepped back and in the prettiest Australian accent she spoke to them.

"Thank you for saving us all. You kept ma mom and dad alive so we could live together on the Future planet. Your little Korica can come play at my house, once I have one, anytime she wants."

Laurel squatted down and put her hands on the girl's sides.

"Well actually my Korica was about your age but something happened that accelerated her growth. She's fifteen now but you know what? She would still love to play with you. Her boyfriend is from Australia and she is crazy about the Australian accent. What's your name sweetheart?"

"Eva. Eva Taylor and I'm now seven years old. I aged four whole months since I went into stasis."

"Oh what a beautiful name honey. How would you like to meet Korica in person right now?"

"Oh would I!" Eva turned and looked at her parents watching them with big grins on their faces. "Can I mom and dad¦please? I don't have any friends on the Future yet."

"That would be wonderful. Thank you for taking the time to engage our baby girl Laurel and Jake. She is so upset about leaving all her friends behind."

Laurel stood up and smiled warmly at the couple.

"It's our pleasure. Korica wants desperately to make new friends as well. She may look fifteen but she still has the mind of an eleven year old so playing in the park is still high on her list of fun things to do." Laurel looked at Eva. "Korica and Tamaric just came out of stasis too so they will be just as sore as you are sweetie. They know exactly what you're going through. Come with me honey¦"

Laurel put her hand out and Eva placed her hand in Laurel's and they stepped over to the com panel next to the entrance to the common area and Laurel touched it and then she touched the AI hale icon and a few seconds later the AI responded.

"Yes Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Will you see if Korica and Tamaric are available? Eva here would like a playmate and I think Korica is absolutely going to love her."

"Pleases stand by¦"

There were a few seconds of silence and Laurel looked down at Eva and smiled at her warmly and Eva blushed a little but gave Laurel a huge smile back.

"You got the prettiest eyes I have ever seen." Eva said.

"Thank you sweetie. You got really pretty green eyes too."

"Korica and Tamaric are available. You may go ahead and speak, they are listening."

"Hay guys, I have a very pretty little girl here from Australia and she would like to make some new friends. Her name is Eva Taylor. Would you like to go to the park with her and play for a while?"

"Australia?" Tamaric called out excitedly. "We would love to meet her and her family. Is she with you right now?"

"I'm right here holding Laurel's hand. Are you from Sydney too?"

"No, I'm actually from Perth."

"Oh."

"We would love to play with her mom." Korica said. "You have a beautiful accent Eva."

"Thank you. You have a neat accent too. Can you meet me in the park area? I really want someone to play with, I don't know anyone on the ship and its lonely without my friends from Earth."

"Well you've got two friends now and Laurel and Jake I'm sure consider themselves your friends too so you've got four friends. We'll get our shoes on and transport to the aft gardening ring entrance. Look for a girl with white hair and a really cute boy with short blond hair holding her hand."

"I've seen what you look like on the computer."

"We look a little different than what you're seeing there but you should recognize us from those images. I'm excited to make a new friend Eva. I left all my friends behind so I could have Laurel and Jake as my mom and dad and so I could live on the Future so I think I know what you must be feeling."

"I miss my friends so much. I didn't want to leave them behind but they would only take one family from each of the selected cities. I wanted to see a new planet on the other side of the galaxy but I wish I could have brought them with me."

"Well you aren't going to be lonely if I have anything to say about it. You go ahead and head to the park and we'll see you there in a few minutes."

"Ok, thank you Korica and Tamaric."

"You're welcome." Korica said.

"It's a pleasure to meet someone from the homeland, you sound really sweet and I can't wait to play with you." Tamaric said.

"Thanks guys. You just made this cute little blond seven year old's day." Laurel said trying to give them as much information as possible.

"Thanks for thinking of us mom, you know I want to make new friends on the ship."

"I know sweetheart, that's why I thought of you."

"We'll see you later." Korica said.

"Bye baby doll."

Laurel then touched the connection icon and it terminated the connection. Laurel then walked Eva back over to her parents.

"You're really going to like Korica. She is as sweet and pretty as they come." Laurel said looking right at Eva's mother.

"Thank you for doing this, you made our day as much as you did Eva's."

"You folks remind me of why I did everything I did to get us here safely. Eva here is our future and her joy brings me joy."

Eva smiled and let go of Laurel's hand and she wrapped her arms around her again and gave her a solid squeeze. She then did the same thing to Jake. She then stepped over by her parents and they each took one of her hands.

"You have fun now Eva. It was nice to meet you folks." Laurel said looking at Eva first then her parents.

"Thank you Laurel, I'm gunna have lots of fun now that I have some friends to play with." Eva said with a bold smile on her face.

"It was nice to meet you two as well. Take care." Eva's father said.

The three of them then turned and Eva's parents helped her to walk slowly and obviously painfully toward the transport platform. Laurel and Jake then took each other's hand and they stepped into the common area. As they crossed the common area Jake looked at Laurel and smiled at her.

"You know you impress me all the time. That was the sweetest thing you could ever do for a complete stranger."

"How could I resist that sweet little face? She reminded me so much of Korica when we first rescued her. She was so thin and so scared and so small but so incredibly sweet.

I just couldn't help but fall in love with her?"

"You couldn't help but fall in love with Eva or Korica?"

"Both."

"You're gunna make a great mommy. Until we have a boy and I want him to be tough then I think your sugar could soften him up a little."

"I know every guy wants a tough son but he's still gunna be my baby and I'm going to love on him and don't you try to stop me."

"I would never deny you the freedom to love on our kids as much as you want. I was more or less joking."

Laurel smiled at him as they reached the elevator. They looked up at the clear lift tube and they couldn't see the elevator it was at such a high floor so they turned and walked into the gently curving corridor heading to the port side of the ship. They walked to the end past all kinds of people coming out of their single occupant quarters on deck one and many coming from the stairs at the end of the corridor. Most but not all were moving very stiffly and cautiously suggesting that a good many of the people they were seeing had just been revived in the last day or two.

They reached the end of the corridor and they stepped into the stairwell and climbed up to deck 6 and they stepped out and ran right into Demetri and Stosi and their cohorts.

"Hay¦Laurel, Jake you want to come to the recreation deck with us? We are going to play some hoops¦" Stosi made the pitching of a basketball toward a high hoop with his hands. "We could always use two more to fill the court."

"We have something we need to take care of first¦" Jake said then he looked at Laurel and grinned. "But if you're still there in say¦thirty minutes we would love to play a game with you."

"Wonderful! We will still be there¦" Stosi looked Laurel up and down and he gently shook his head. "You are looking very good Laurel, you keep feeding her whatever you are feeding her huh Jake?"

Jake just grinned at him courteously and they let the loud crowd of six boys wander down the stairs and Jake waited until they were out of earshot.

"I'll keep feeding her the dick you wish you were." Jake said quietly

Laurel slapped Jake's arm and furrowed her brow then smiled at him.

"Jake! That's not very nice."

Jake held his arm and looked at her.

"Did you feel what he was thinking?"

"No, my mind is quieted."

"I opened mine so I could tell when he was being a pig. He was feeling that he would love to slam dunk his balls into your basket behind his spike. He was picturing it and everything."

"Please don't stoop to his level. He might have had some dirty thoughts but he didn't know you were listening to his feelings."

"He knows we're gifted, he just doesn't care who is listening¦or he thought that just to get up under my skin."

"Jake you need to get used to guys undressing me with their eyes. I told you this has happened to me my whole life and it's likely to keep happening now that I'm a woman not just an exceptionally pretty little girl."

"Well I didn't send what I was thinking to him in a push, that wouldn't have been nice."

"You're terrible." Laurel said with a big smile as they kept walking.

"You think it would be wrong to use our telekinesis to make full court swooshes when we go play with 'em?"

"That's cheating Jake. It would be funny to see the looks on their faces but yes it would be wrong."

"You know they're probably going to be pretty rough. If they get rough or grabby with you I might¦stop them."

"If they start putting their hands on me inappropriately I would hope you'd do something about it but I don't think they're gunna be that rude. They're tough kids but not mean."

"I hope you're right. Don't worry though, I promise I won't hurt 'em. I might pants 'em from a distance though."

Laurel laughed and bumped Jake's shoulder playfully. They finally reached Jake's father's quarters and Jake had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up. They stepped in and walked across the living area around the couch and up to their bedroom door. The door slid open and they walked in and Laurel slid her shoes off and she stretched her back then she turned and faced Jake. Jake slid his shoes off and he walked right into her and engaged her in a passionate kiss and he slowly walked back wards with her until they were next to the bed. They kissed for a minute longer and Jake was becoming painfully engorged so he terminated the kiss and he slid his pants and underwear down and Laurel did the same thing and then she pulled her shirt off and then she unhooked her bra and she let it slide down her arms and she dropped it on the floor.

As Jake was taking his shirt off Laurel turned around and stepped up to the door leading into her mother's quarters and when the door slid open she stepped out as the lights came up. She walked over to the bathroom and she relived herself, then washed her hands and she retrieved a towel from the bathroom-recessed cabinet and she headed back to her bedroom. When she stepped in Jake was sitting on the edge of the bed and he looked to be deep in thought. Laurel reached out and listened to what he was feeling. She could immediately tell that he felt bad for how he reacted to Stosi's thoughts of ravishing Laurel. He looked over at her when he heard her thoughts flood into his mind and he stood up and faced her.

"Hay I'm sorry I let that guy get the better of me. I should've never made a crude comment like that so you could hear it."

"It's all right Jake, I know you're defensive when it comes to me. With these gifts come certain abilities to protect ourselves. If he were to ever corner me one on one¦in the past I would've been terrified but now I know I can stop anything bad from happening in a heartbeat. You don't need to be scared that someone is going to hurt me and I know that is exactly what bothers you when guys think like that about me."

"It's instinct babe. You mean everything to me, the thought of another guy putting his hands on you or even coveting you in his mind bugs the crap out of me. It just makes me nuts."

"I know. I don't like hearing you talk like that though Jake, it's so¦uncharacteristic for you. You like everybody."

Laurel stepped up to Jake and she tossed the towel onto the bed and she put her hands up to Jake's face. Laurel then engaged him in a long kiss to distract him and it worked, he forgot all about Stosi and he concentrated on how good Laurel made him feel. Jake's arousal returned to him almost immediately and Laurel slid one hand around his back and the other she slid down onto his stiff manhood and she gently stroked it as she kissed him very passionately. Jake moved back and forth gently as he enjoyed her soft grip on him sliding up and down his shaft and over his head.

After a few moments Laurel pulled his head against the top of her lips and she pulled on him until he was pressing his weight against her and she began to wiggle his head against her clitoris. She then terminated the kiss and she looked down and she slid her fingers over his head and she pressed down on her lips and she pulled them to the side then she pulled his swollen head against her until he settled between her lips She then put one arm around his back and she pulled him against her and she closed her eyes and rubbed him against her clitoris vigorously while she breathed heavily right next to his ear. She started to make her short breathy squeaks and gentle moans as she continued to work herself up to an orgasm. Jake held her and endured the sensation lavishing the noises she was making until he heard her making her gasping moans and then she took a few breaths and began to hold her breath and he reached down and took hold of himself and he slid into her mind and he sensed exactly what she was feeling.

Laurel put both her hands on Jake's shoulders and leaned back a little and he wiggled his head so it felt incredible for her and she opened her mouth and Jake felt her climax building and then she began to shake as it reached its maximum intensity and then she thrust her hips against him in successive thrusts as she contracted hard and waves of ecstasy rippled through her body then she squealed quietly and she grit her teeth as she released a small amount of fluid on his head. Jake slowed his motions and he could feel exactly what felt good for her as he slowly made circles while entrenched between her lips and then he pushed forward and let his head slide between her lips down under her. Laurel panted in his ear as she slid her hands down over his chest and around his sides to his back. It took her a few seconds to catch her breath and composure.

"That felt amazing Jake¦thank you."

Jake withdrew into his own mind and he turned his head and kissed the side of Laurel's head.

"I felt it from within your mind babe, that was incredible. Your orgasms feel so intense and so deep. They involve emotions and tingling waves that cloud the mind and overwhelm the senses."

"That's cause I love you so much Jake. It didn't feel like that when I achieved an orgasm on my own. They were nowhere near as intense though at the time I thought they couldn't possibly get any stronger."

Jake slid back then pushed forward and Laurel took a deep breath then smiled.

"I love you too Laurel."

Jake then pulled himself out from under her and he turned her around and gently pushed her back and down onto the bed. Laurel sat down and scooted back and she moved her legs apart and Jake just stared at her gorgeous mound as she laid down and let him look all he wanted. She reached over and grabbed the towel and placed it under her and then she looked down at him and she put her hand out and Jake took her hand and he climbed up on the bed and he moved up on her and the two engaged in a long round of French kissing. At the conclusion Jake's mind was racing and Laurel smiled at him and she put her hands on his lower back and she pulled him up against her. His head pressed against her lips firmly and she winced so he took some of the pressure away and she reached down with both hands and pressed down and parted her lips for him and he pressed against her warm flesh. She put her hands back up on his back and she gently pulled on him and she winced again as he slid into her opening then popped past her opening with a twinge of pain for her.

"Does that still hurt you when it pops in like that?"

"Yah but only for a second. I guess everything heals over down there or something and you have to press it out of the way again. It feels great now though. Just slowly sink it in like you did last time."

Jake laid all of his weight on her and he engaged her in another long kiss and then he lifted up and pressed forward and he began to sink deeper into her very slowly. Laurel moaned softly as he glided into her. The pressure felt incredible for her making it tingle all the way in. Jake reached full depth and he withdrew slowly then slowly slid in again making Laurel release the same soft moan of pleasure. He then started sliding in and out of her more rapidly eliciting a high-pitched moan form Laurel with each thrust into her. They both joined minds with each other and immediately started sensing the sensation that the other was experiencing and it led them both to an almost immediate climax. They both came hard and prolonged and then kept right on going. They ended up making love for almost thirty minutes, with Laurel achieving four orgasms and Jake two. At the conclusion they laid breathless with Jake still buried in Laurel as they caught their breath and tried to get their minds to separate. It wasn't until Jake slowly withdrew from Laurel that their minds seemed to follow suit and the connection was broken and they once again sensed only the sensations from their own body. Jake rolled off of Laurel and onto his back and he wiped the sweat from his forehead and he chuckled.

"You really take it out of me. I feel so completely content and winded."

"I never knew our sex life was going to be this good Jake. I mean I knew you were a good a lover but I thought the intensity of that first time when we were younger would be it. I didn't know it was going to be like that every time¦except for the pairing part. That only seems to happen however many times we get off the first time and then that's it."

"I just never knew that I was going to get to enjoy it from your perspective. I get to feel what it feels like when you get off and I know exactly what to do to make it super intense for you."

"I guess we're just really good together."

"I think it's mostly you Laurel, you're just an amazing woman and I'm the luckiest guy alive to get to experience this with you."

"Awe, you're so sweet."

They laid for a few more minutes holding hands and then Laurel rolled over onto Jake and she engaged him in a long kiss. She then terminated the kiss with a peck and she grinned at him.

"Let's go get showered so we can go kick Stosi's but on the court."

"Ok."

Jake rolled over and stood up and Laurel climbed off the bed and they headed for the door to Amelia's quarters and they stepped in when the door slid open and they headed for the bathroom. They took a shower together and thoroughly enjoyed washing the other's backside and front side. They then dried themselves off and headed back to their bedroom. When Laurel reached the recessed cabinet and she opened it up she was delighted to find their new clothes waiting for them. Laurel had a new bathing suit, three pairs of jeans three blouses in different styles to go with them and two miniskirts with bikini shorts, one in blue and one in white with yellow piping around the hem edge and waistband and two matching polo style tops. Jake had four pairs of jeans, four short sleeve shirts in different colors and he had a pair of shorts and a T-shirt to go with it and he had a tan pair of what used to be called cargo pants with multiple pockets and a tan shirt with four buttons to go with them. Next to their new clothes were their clean ships outfits. They looked at each other and smiled then opted to wear their ships outfits.

They grabbed a change of clothes and walked back over to the bed and Jake pulled Laurel into a warm hug. He held her tightly enjoying the feelings emanating from her and then he kissed her tenderly as he stroked her soft lips. When they ended the kiss he kept gently rubbing her lips.

"Am I still gunna get to go down on you tonight. I love kissing these lips too."

"Yah if you want to. I'll never turn that down. I didn't satisfy you?"

"Don't take it that way Laurel. We satisfied that part for you with my head so I didn't get to do that is all."

"I still want to make love to you again tonight so we'll get to do it all if you're up to it?"

"Nice! I'm up to it. These short session don't leave me as sore as the two hour long sessions."

Laurel lifted her arm and pressed the button on the side of her bio monitor and the ships time appeared in blue numbers and then faded away.

"We went at it for almost thirty minutes."

"Really? I didn't think we did it for that long."

"I came four times Jake, not including the one from the outside. It takes a while to achieve four¦most of the time anyways."

Laurel and Jake then went about getting dressed and then Laurel sat down at the dresser desk and she pulled the drawer open and she brushed her hair out while Jake stood behind her and he combed his hair out. They then made their way into the bathrooms and they put deodorant on and then they met up in their bedroom and they kissed for a few minutes and then they stepped into their shoes and they headed for the exit.

They made their way to the stairwell and they climbed up to deck 11 and they stepped out onto the walkway and they turned left and headed to the end of the walkway and they turned left again and walked down the narrow passageway to the door leading to the recreation area. The door was a new addition since all of the passengers had started being revived. It used to require a climb up two decks and back down two decks once on the other side of the elevator shafts. The new passageway and door meant reconfiguring the elevator shafts but it makes the trip to the recreation area from the berthing area much more convenient.

Laurel and Jake pushed the heavy door open and they stepped out into the recreation area and there were hundreds of people enjoying themselves with all kinds of activities, some cerebral, and some physical. Laurel and Jake headed for the first basketball court but they didn't see Stosi and his friends. There were several adults playing in this court. They walked to the starboard side courts, which was close to a half a kilometer away but when they arrived at that court they found Stosi and his goons playing hard. Laurel and Jake stood and watched for a few minutes to see how they were playing and they were indeed playing pretty rough with each other.

"You sure you want to play with these guys Laurel?"

"Heck yah¦you remember what I said about using your gifts is cheating?"

"Yah."

"Well forget that. Look at these guys¦I've seen traveling, elbows in the stomach, stepping on each other's toes, shots from outside the foul line, interfering fouls, you can't tug on someone's shirt when they're trying to shoot if you're playing fair."

"That's what I mean, I don't want you getting your shirt tugged on or elbows in your stomach."

"I don't think they're going to be that rough with me and I'm gunna take advantage of that."

"You do realize that they're probably going to want us on opposite teams¦I'm guessing Stosi is going to want you on his team."

"Yah I figured as much. Are you afraid I'm gunna stomp your butt?"

"Bring it gorgeous. Loser has to service the other first tonight."

"You're on!"

Laurel and Jake shook hands and then quieted their minds and headed down to the court level. As they pushed the clear courtside doors open and stepped out onto the court all of the guys stopped what they were doing and the ball went bouncing on its own as they stared at Laurel and Jake with a surprised but happy look on their faces.

"You really came?" Stosi said as he stepped over to them. "Wonderful, Laurel you can be on my team. Jake you are on Demetri's team."

"Of course we really came Stosi." Jake said defiantly. "We aren't afraid to get sweaty. The only thing I'm gunna make clear is that no one is to get grabby with Laurel. The first time I see someone grabbing a crotch or a boob shot we're outa here ok? And no unnecessary roughness with her either."

"No, we play rough with each other but we will respect the fact that she is lady and deserves to be treated like one. I kick the crap out of first person putting hand where it doesn't belong."

"Fair enough. Remember our bet Laurel." Jake said with a big grin.

"Your knees are gunna hurt cause your gunna do it while I'm standing."

Jake gently bumped fists with Laurel and they both smiled and then they separated into teams.

"What is bet?" Demetri asked and the other five guys leaned in close.

"We had a pretty good idea that we would be on opposite teams so we agreed that the loser would service the other first tonight."

The guys looked at Jake with grins and wide eyes.

"So lose win you still both win?"

"Yah you could say that."

"You lucky son bitch. Your girl¦she is how you say¦hot."

"Yah I know. I pinch myself every morning when I wake up next to her."

Demetri slapped Jake on the back of his shoulder.

"You all right Jake, I like you."

"Thanks Demetri. Just watch what Stosi does with Laurel. He's sweet on her."

"I watch but he is tough on outside and sweet guy on inside. He won't disrespect Laurel."

"You guys be careful too, I don't want Laurel hurt ok?" Jake said looking at the other five guys.

"We will be gentlemen. We know play with a girl has to be gentle." One of them said.

"Ok, then lets go mop the floor with these guys."

They all put their hands out and placed their hands one on top of the other then let out a rah and tossed their hands up and then headed for the center court. Laurel was one of the first ball tippers against one of the guys on Demetri's team and Laurel had the advantage of being taller and she knew they were going to go easy on her because she is a girl so she planned on going at it full force. The ball was tossed up and Laurel leapt up and slapped it to one of her teammates and they grabbed it and pivoted on one foot and pitched it to Stosi and he headed down the court dribbling toward his basket and Jake ran as hard as he could to catch him and he arrived at the basket just as Stosi leapt and shot and it was a perfectly aimed shot and Jake was a split second to late and the ball arced right into the net without touching the hoop. Laurel yelped and smacked Stosi's hand as he headed past her and she clapped her hands and pointed at Jake with a big smile on her face.

"Yah, yah I know, get the knee pads out. Just watch yourself beautiful, it ain't over yet." Jake said with an equally friendly smile.

Jake picked up the ball and handed it off and he headed down court. They ended up playing for well over an hour until the score was tied at 40. Jake was pleased that the guys all behaved themselves around Laurel and the rough stuff they saw in the beginning never surfaced while Laurel and Jake were on the court. Laurel and Jake managed to plunk down many of the baskets made for their teams since they were the tallest and naturally excelled at playing because of their enhanced hand eye coordination but Stosi was a very good player, he made the lion's share of the three pointers and close in baskets for his team. As they continued and everyone was starting to get tired Jake was fouled by an elbow to the chest that knocked him over. It wasn't deliberate and the kid that clobbered him helped him to his feet and the offender apologized sincerely, he said he was just tired and got sloppy. It meant Jake would get to hit the free throw line and Laurel knew that meant the game was in the bag for him. He simply couldn't miss from that close while standing still. Jake made every one of his throws and it put his team ahead. They were in overtime on the overhead clock but Jake asked them all if they wanted to call it and they all agreed to call it a win for Demetri's team and stop before someone got hurt. They were all exhausted as they had played their hardest, including Laurel and Jake.

They all exited the court and went to the upper level and sat down to rest for a few minutes. Stosi sat right next to Laurel and he patted her shoulder.

"You got serious skill Laurel. You can be on my team any time. If we Luke didn't foul Jake I think we would have won."

"Thanks Stosi."

"Hay, thank you guys for playing respectfully with Laurel." Jake said looking at each of the guys in turn. "I thought we were going to have a problem with that. I was contemplating cheating because of how rough I saw you guys playing with each other before we hit the court."

"We beat each other up, not pretty girls." Stosi said.

"How were you going to cheat?" One of the guys asked.

Jake gestured at the court with an upturned hand and he grinned at Laurel. Laurel smiled and nodded and she scooted forward in her seat a little and she looked at the basketball sitting in the floor down on the court and she concentrated on her love for Jake to build her energy and then she put her hand out and she pushed hard and the ball rolled into the far wall and then Laurel made a bouncing gesture like she were dribbling and the ball began to bounce down the court as if controlled by a ghost and then she squinted as she concentrated on lifting the ball from almost half court and she levitated it right over to the hoop and she dropped it into the hoop and it fell through the basket and bounced toward the side wall and Laurel let go of her energy and she quieted her mind and then scooted back with a big grin on her face. All of the guys stared at the rolling ball for a moment and then they looked at Laurel.

"You mean you could have done that anytime you wanted?" One of them asked.

"Yep. Jake can do that too. I taught him how when we quelled the bearcats down on the surface."

Stosi leaned back and looked Laurel over from her head down to her feet and then he looked over at Jake sitting on the other side of her.

"You didn't use any of that while we played did you?"

"No. You guys were respectful to my girlfriend so I didn't think it was right to cheat. Every basket I made or anyone on Demetri's team made was pure skill and no help was given, I swear."

"Aren't you afraid she could do that to you if you made her mad?" Stosi asked.

"She can't hurt me for one and two I would never do anything that would make her that mad."

"What do you mean she can't hurt you? Did you see what she did with that ball from here?"

"I can't hurt her either¦not that I would ever in a million years try to hurt her. We both have these abilities and believe it or not our gifts can detect danger like her powers trying to crush me for instance and our gifts automatically protect us without us having to think about it. She can't hurt me and I can't hurt her."

"So if someone tries to shoot you it would protect you?"

"I think so. I don't ever want to put that to the test though. Our powers have only become this strong recently. We couldn't do half the stuff that we can now before we went into stasis the last time."

"That is amazing! Can you show us some of the stuff you can do sometime?"

"I guess so but not on the Future. If you get to go down to the surface we can mess around. We don't even know yet what all we can do. This thing we have is getting stronger all the time and when Laurel and I connect minds we are twice as strong as we are on our own."

"Connect minds? You can share a mind?"

"Pretty much. We can share our very deepest essence, the energy that makes us who we are and we can connect minds and we can hear what the other is thinking and we can feel what the other is feeling as though it were our own feelings and during the deepest mental connection we can experience what the other is physically feeling as well. If she¦feels something cold on her hand I feel a cold spot on my hand. If she is pinched I feel the pain on my body right where she is pinched."

"Oh that makes the mind wonder if that works for other things too." Stosi said with a mischievous grin on his face.

"Yes it works for that too. I feel what she is feeling and she feels what I am feeling, physically, mentally, and emotionally. We join as one for a short time. We can also feel what the other is feeling emotionally from great distances and we can talk to each other across that distance."

"That is so cool." One of the guys said. "So what does it feel like for her? Is it different?"

"Way different and way more intense. I'm not going to go into detail as to what sex feels like for my girlfriend though."

"How far away can you be and still hear her?" Yet another guy asked.

"I don't know that there's any limit to the distance. We're paired so our very souls are joined for the rest of our lives. It's a little hard to explain but I carry a piece of her within me and she carries a piece of me within her so we can always connect to the other by connecting to that piece that resides within us all the time. It provides comfort and companionship like nothing you can possibly imagine. We hear the whispers of the other in the back of our minds at all times too. You know that little voice in your head when you talk to yourself?"

"Yes." Demetri said.

"Well we can hear that and we can hear that voice working out ideas and random thoughts even when you aren't aware that you're talking in your head. We can sense what the other is feeling so clearly that we can tell what the other is thinking just from their feelings alone. We can do that with other people too. Not the voices but the feelings. Though we can force our way into people's minds if we want but we don't ever do that. When we listen to other people's minds they have a sense that we are there. They hear faint whispers in our voice so they know we're in their head."

"So you two can carry out a full conversation without ever speaking?"

"We do it all the time."

"That is neat. I wish I had a girl that I could share myself with like that." One of the guys said.

"So you can't¦turn her voice off in your mind?" Stosi asked.

"We can in a way. We can quiet our minds and then no one can tell what we're thinking and feeling for the most part. It's a lonely feeling to do that though. I love having Laurel's sweet voice in the back of my mind all the time and when I quiet my mind or she quiets her mind the whispers go away."

"Can you still tell what she's feeling when you do that?"

"Uh¦kind of. I can feel that part of her that's in here." Jake put his hand on his chest. "But I can't exactly tell what she's thinking form that. I can just sense her life force or whatever. It's what binds us together in life and death. If one of us¦dies the other will die within a day because our life forces are bound together. I wouldn't want to live without her anyway but this type of thing makes it impossible to survive without her being alive. In time we might be able to tell what the other is feeling from the part that is inside us but we can't really do that yet. I can tell when she's happy or sad from in here though¦I can sense her mood."

"That's so hard to believe that two people can be that connected."

"It's true. I never knew this kind of crazy stuff existed until I met Laurel."

"So what other kinds of mental gifts do you have? Can you see into the future or the past?"

"We uh¦we can't talk about that stuff per orders from the captain."

"Then it must be true, you can see the future."

Jake just looked at Stosi without saying a word and Laurel put her hand on his thigh.

"We should go get cleaned up. Mom and dad are going to be coming home soon."

Jake nodded and Stosi leaned forward slightly.

"Mom and dad? Are you¦related?"

"Oh lord no!" Laurel said bluntly. "My father died before I was born like I told you and Jake's mother was killed in an earthquake in California when he was nine. I live with my mom and he lives with his dad but we have a common bedroom that can be accessed from either of their quarters. Our parents have become very close friends and I kind of see Jake's father as my dad and he kind of sees my mom as his mom."

"Oh." Stosi said leaning back.

Laurel and Jake stood up.

"Thanks for the great game you guys. I hope we can do this again sometime." Jake said.

"You owe us a rematch. I want to win my title back as best on the courts."

"Ok." Jake said with a smile.

Demetri looked at Jake and grinned.

"I guess it is her knees that are going to hurt tonight huh?"

All of Demetri's team laughed and Jake smiled and nodded.

They raised a hand and then turned and headed for the exit half a kilometer away. Laurel waited until they were a significant distance away and she glanced back and then she looked at Jake.

"Did you tell them what our bet was?"

"Yah. They're guys Laurel, they thought it was pretty cool and it illustrated that you're mine. At the time I thought I needed to establish that clearly and how better to do that than to brag that we're doing each other."

"I will never understand how testosterone drives you guys. You guys can be so sweet one minute and complete pigs the next."

"So you didn't tell Stosi's team what the bet was?"

"No! That's my business and none of theirs. Sides they didn't ask¦not that I would have told 'em."

"Sorry."

"It's ok, I guess it doesn't really matter. I'm probably making to much out of it."

Laurel took Jake's hand and she leaned on him a little as they walked toward the passageway leading to the berthing area.

"You know it's a little surprising that those guys didn't know what all we can do? Maybe their briefing was more abbreviated than most?" Jake said.

"No I think everyone's briefing tells them who we are and what we did but not much about what exactly we can do. The intimate details like that would make the briefings too long."

"That would sure make sense. You think they're a little intimidated by us now?"

"A little."

"Good. I don't want Stosi getting any funny ideas about you ever being available. I can understand why he's sweet on you, but I don't want him to act on it."

"I don't think he will Jake. He respects you and I both and you're almost twice his size. I think he knows it would go to blows if he said anything inappropriate or made a pass at me. Sides he's kind of young for me anymore."

"He's older than I was when we hooked up."

"Yah but I was the same age as you, that's different. I'm not into younger guys¦I'm into you so what does all that matter anyways. You're getting all jealous and defensive for no reason. Nobody will ever be able to take my heart from you Jake. You're my soul mate."

"I know¦I guess I just have some growing up to do in my head. I have fourteen year old insecurities about my girl even though I know we're going to be together forever and no one can come between us. You remember my premonition? Someone is going to hit on you and I would have to come to your defense when they¦kiss you."

"I remember. I just don't see how that could happen with my abilities in place as strong as they are. I can defend myself pretty well with the training Mark gave us and my powers."

"I guess I'm just worried that Stosi could be the one."

"He's just a guy with a crush on me, I don't sense it to be within his nature to try something."

They finally reached the narrow passageway that would take them aft toward the passenger berthing area. They pushed the door open and the noise from the berthing side flooded the passageway. They headed aft until they reached the walkway and they turned right and headed down the walkway. They stopped at the elevator and they saw the number of new revivals waiting for the elevator and they decided to give them the benefit of using the elevator and so they kept walking to the stairwell. They climbed down to deck 6 and they stepped out onto the walkway and they headed for Jake's father's quarters. Jake had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up and they stepped in and headed straight to the bathroom. They got undressed and climbed in the shower together and they got cleaned up then spent close to ten minutes enjoying the hot shower while making out and groping each other tenderly. When they finally broke it off and got out of the shower they were both very aroused but they knew any serious activity would have to wait since their parents would be returning to the ship very soon.

They dried themselves off and then headed for their bedroom. They got changed and then they took a few minutes to comb and brush their hair. They then headed back to the bathroom and retrieved their shoes and then headed for the common area. When they arrived in the common area there was a fairly large crowd waiting for the surface arrivals, as happened just about everyday at the same time. Laurel and Jake found a comfortable spot and sat down and waited. It was only a few minutes later that they saw Korica and Tamaric step into the common area. Laurel stood up and she reached out to Korica and she was able to discern her unique essence from amongst all of the other people and Laurel called out to her in her mind.

"Over here baby¦.to your left."

Korica looked in Laurel's direction and then Korica smiled when she saw Laurel standing in the crowd. She pulled Tamaric with her as she waded through the crowd to Laurel and Jake's position. Laurel hugged her warmly and then kissed her cheek. Laurel then hugged Tamaric as Jake hugged Korica. Jake then gave Tamaric a brief hug and he stroked his head.

"You look so much better with your hair like this Tamaric."

"Thanks, it feels better to have it out of my face."

"So how did it go baby." Laurel asked.

They all sat down and Korica took hold of Laurel's hand.

"Eva is the neatest girl mom. She is so sweet and so smart; I'm gunna like having her as a friend. Did you know her mom and dad worked for the same company that Tamaric's parents negotiated the contract for to build the stasis chambers and stasis ring support structures in Australia?"

"I didn't know that. Maybe they know Clara and Liam."

"No they said they don't recognize the names but they definitely worked for the same company." Tamaric said. "The company had plants all over Australia so it's possible to work for the same company for years and never meet someone that worked at a different plant."

"Gotcha. Well little Eva is absolutely adorable isn't she?"

"I really like her and I want to play with her some more. I invited her family to eat with us up on deck fifteen, is that ok?" Korica said.

"Absolutely, that was sweet of you to invite them to join us. I think Clara and Liam will get a kick out of meeting them. You know Eva kind of reminds me of you when we first met you?"

"Oh? I was a little older than her though."

"Yah but you were very small like her with that same cute tiny voice and bright eyes."

"Yah I didn't eat near as much as I did once I came aboard the Future. Food was a precious commodity and had to be shared between everyone on my ship growing up."

"Did you two get to finish your briefing?" Jake asked.

"Pretty close to it." Tamaric said. "A lot of it was stuff we already knew until it came to what happened after the ship passed into the anti time region."

"Not quite what we expected huh?"

"No, not at all. I thought there would be cities and millions of people here waiting for us."

"Well someone sure went to a lot of trouble to make sure we found this planet, we just need to figure out who and why."

"Hay there's you mom." Tamaric said pointing at Amelia entering the common area with seven other people.

Laurel stood up and she looked at Korica and grinned at her.

"I wish I could get her attention as easily as I can you."

Korica smiled at her and Laurel looked back toward her mother and she was looking right at Laurel with a bright smile on her face. Laurel furrowed her brow for just a moment as she wondered if her mother actually sensed what she was thinking. Laurel smiled at her mother and headed toward her. They met in a loving embrace and then Amelia kissed her forehead.

"You're broadcasting again sweetheart. I could sense what you're thinking about from across the room."

Laurel took a moment and quieted her mind and her mother cupped her chin.

"That's better dear. I don't think you want the other empathically sensitive people detecting what I was feeling."

"I was wondering if you could hear or sense me?"

"You were thinking about what you want to do to Jake tonight to pay up on a bet?"

"That's right! I didn't know I was thinking about it though."

"Maybe not consciously, but some part of you was. What kind of bet did you make with him that requires you to get on your knees in front of him?"

"We were playing basketball with a bunch of guys about our age and the bet was that the loser has to¦service the winner before we do anything serious."

"And Jake won?"

"In more ways than one. No matter who won we both come out ahead."

Amelia smiled at Laurel and stroked her head gently.

"My little girl is all grown up and talking like an experienced woman."

Laurel smiled at her mother and the two of them headed over to the other three. Amelia immediately noticed how radiant Korica looked with her haircut and she complimented her on how beautiful she looked with cute bangs and modest lengthed hair and then she kissed her forehead and then she told Tamaric how dashing he looked with his hair cut so tidy. She then hugged everyone in turn and they all sat down to wait for Liam and John. It was only a few minutes later that Clara and Liam stepped into the common area and Tamaric got to his feet and made his way through the crowd of people to them. They each hugged Tamaric warmly and then he led them over to the others and they sat down after hugging Korica and complimenting her on her pretty haircut and Liam told Tamaric that he looked amazingly handsome with his new haircut. Korica and Tamaric then went about describing their new friend Eva and her parents, Alice and Jack Taylor.

Clara and Liam told Korica and Tamaric that they were very proud of them for taking the time to play with Eva for close to three hours. They were also thrilled at the prospect of meeting Alice and Jack. It would be nice to know some of the Australian's that made the final selection to board the Future. Korica told Liam and Clara that she was pretty sure that Eva was gifted to some degree though it was probably latent at the moment since Korica could feel Eva's emotional state very strongly and she caught hints of her voice echoing in the back of her mind as they played together without Korica reaching out to Eva. It was no great surprise to Clara since only the brightest and best were selected to board and that usually meant a gifted mind at the very least and hidden or unrealized advanced abilities in most cases.

It was only a few minutes into the conversation that John entered the common area and Jake was surprised that he sensed his presence even with his mind quieted. His eyes were inexorably drawn to his father walking into the room and Jake smiled and got to his feet and made his way over to his father. John hugged him tightly for a few moments and then the two of them made their way over to the others. John said Hello to everyone and Korica hugged him and thoroughly enjoyed calling him grandpa when she greeted him, making John smile and he also commented on how nice Korica and Tamaric looked with their new haircuts. Korica and Tamaric then shared with John the amazing time they had with their new friend Eva. He was thrilled that Korica and Tamaric were reaching out to make new friends from among the passengers, especially with those that need a friend to cheer them up and make them feel special.

They all sat and talked for a few minutes but it was starting to get so noisy in the common area that it was getting a little hard to hear each other. Clara and Liam excused themselves to go collect Harriet form Bahar's quarters and Tamaric and Korica decided to tag along and Laurel and Jake said their goodbye's until the evening meal and they followed their parents up to deck 6 to their quarters.

When Laurel and Jake and their parents arrived on deck 6 they made their way into John's quarters and they sat down and Laurel and Jake described their day from designing a fix for the Icarus to spending a couple hours playing basketball and talking with a group of kids close to their own age in the recreation area to the astounding revelation that Korica appeared to be changing the way Tamaric's brain worked. Amelia and John then described their day in detail. Laurel and Jake were surprised how many people they both had working under them. It was apparent to them that they were very well respected and very good at what they did. John was now back working at the Genesis tower and Amelia was getting the production facility ready to begin production of ground vehicles in the next couple of weeks if all went according to plan. She was set to be the electronics integration supervisor in charge of training and design layout. Despite the level of automation that was going to be employed throughout most of the facility a rather sizable Human workforce was still going to be necessary.

Once the days activities had been shared Amelia excused herself to go get showered and John wanted to do the same, so Laurel and Jake retired to their bedroom where they laid on the bed and talked about the days events until Amelia came and got them so they could all head up to deck 15 to have dinner with the Reynolds and Taylor families.

When the four of them arrived at the deck 15 mess hall there were quite a few people in the mess hall but the crowds were still thinner than when Laurel and Jake first dined on this level with the Reynolds. They saw Clara holding Harriet along with Liam and Korica and Tamaric sitting towards the middle of the mess hall at a nearly empty table except for the five of them. They made their way over to the table and said their hellos and Laurel asked if she could hold Harriet and Clara gladly gave Harriet to her. Jake then headed for the dispensers to get something to drink for him and Laurel. He was able to guess what she would like without hearing or sensing it from her and he knew either way it would be something she would be happy with. When Jake returned to the table there was a servo drone just arriving with a menu and he set the drinks down and took the menu and he set it on the table and then sat down next to Laurel so he could play with Harriet until the Taylors arrived.

It was only five minutes later that Korica saw Eva and her parents enter the mess hall and begin scanning the room. Korica stood up and waved them over. They made their way over to the table and Korica made the first introductions and after all of the hellos and handshakes were out of the way Korica took Eva by the hand and took her over to get something to drink. By the time Korica and Eva got back to the table Clara and Liam were talking up a storm about the home country with Alice and Jack. They all ordered their meals and handed off their menus and then everyone sat and listened at the wonders of Australia that the Taylors and the Reynolds were commonly familiar with. The conversation was lively and non-stop all the way through the meal and for a significant time afterwards. They all then adjourned to the gym for their evening workout. Korica and Tamaric were put on a therapeutic workout regiment and Eva was assigned a workout of her own that was very light but would work every muscle group in order to get the IGF-1 stimulated all throughout her body so the muscle building would begin in earnest. Korica stayed close to Eva as she worked out since her workout to her was a joke, she wanted to push some serious weight but she knew the AI knew what it was doing by assigning her such a light workout so she opted to make Eva feel comfortable by having her new friends doing exactly what she was at the same time as her.

When the workouts were complete they all said their goodbyes and agreed to meet up again in the morning to have breakfast together and Korica asked if she could take Eva somewhere very special in the morning after the workouts and showers were completed. Alice and Jack said they thought that would be wonderful and seeing as how Korica was on officer in the civilian corps they trusted her to keep her safe more than they would just about anyone else. Eva was excited about the prospect of going somewhere very special with her new friends and she pressed to try and find out where Korica and Tamaric were going to take her but Korica told her she wanted it to be a surprise, it would giver her something to look forward to with wonder but she told her it was somewhere that very few people knew about but all were aloud to go as long as they had permission. Korica explained that she didn't need permission since she was an officer and thus had clearance to go anywhere on the ship that she wanted. Eva gave her a big hug and thanked her for treating her like she was special and Korica told her that she is special and that's how she treats all her true friends.

Everyone then adjourned to their quarters and it turned out the Taylors had quarters on deck 8 just like the Reynolds but on the port side of the ship toward the aft end of the port walkway. When the Reynolds were ready to head to the right after stepping out of the stairwell Clara told Eva that anytime she wanted to come visit with Korica and Tamaric she was welcomed to come over as long as she asked her mother and father first and Eva's face lit up. She loved the idea of having friends living on the same deck as her that she could go visit with when the mood struck her. Alice and Jack thanked Clara and Liam for being such typically hospitable ozzys and then they headed toward their quarters and Clara and Liam along with Korica and Tamaric headed toward their quarters to the left.

When they arrived at their quarters, Korica and Tamaric let Clara and Liam shower first and then for the first time Korica was confident enough to take a shower with Tamaric. Tamaric was a complete gentleman aside form a lot of looking, which Korica actually rather enjoyed since she was doing a lot of looking south of the heads up position herself. After they dried off they stood at the mirrors and brushed and combed their hair with nothing on then they brushed their teeth and rinsed their mouths out and then they enjoyed a round of kissing for a few minutes. They then made their way into their bedroom and they got changed and then they went out into the living area and sat down on the couch and waited for Clara and Liam to come out to say goodnight. After feeding Harriet and putting her down for sleep Clara and Liam walked out into the living area and they hugged Korica and Tamaric and wished them a goodnight.

Korica and Tamaric then headed for the exit to head up to the command deck. As soon as they stepped out and the door slid closed the AI called out to Clara and Liam to discuss the findings from the medical scans performed on Korica and Tamaric earlier in the day. Liam was dumbfounded and a little worried at first but the AI reassured him and Clara that since the new activity was concentrated in an area of the brain not normally associated with any significant activity aside from the parietal lobes normal vital functions going on elsewhere in the general vicinity of the new activity, there was no cause for alarm at this time. Liam clamed down and he insisted on seeing the results on a data pad for himself. The AI sent the medical data to Liam's data pad and he and Clara reviewed everything carefully and they tended to agree that it didn't look to be anything alarming unless the affected area expanded so much that it started to encompass the areas of the parietal that were vital for its normal functions. The AI promised to give them an update in three days when a follow up scan was scheduled to be performed. They figured that was good enough for now but they said they wanted Tamaric's bio monitor data uploaded and analyzed hourly rather than daily just incase something changed unexpectedly. The AI agreed and told them that Tamaric had promised to report anything new that he felt or sensed as a result of the new activity center forming. Clara and Liam then thanked the AI for keeping such a close eye on Korica and Tamaric that something going on in the brain was be detected from their blood chemistry alone. The AI told them they were welcome and then they retired to their room to enjoy a little intimate time of their own.

Meanwhile Korica and Tamaric took the elevator down to deck 1 and they made their way out into the cross corridor and they turned right and headed for the transport platform so they could transport up to the command deck. When they stepped down from the transport platform in the transport compartment they walked over to the door and it slid open and Tamaric started to head for their quarters and Korica gently tugged on his hand.

"We need to see if the captain is available so we can debrief with him."

"Oh yah, I almost forgot about that."

"Almost?" Korica said looking Tamaric in the eyes.

"Ok, I totally forgot about that." Tamaric said with a grin.

"Future?" Korica called out.

"Yes Korica."

"Can you see if the captain will see us now for our debriefing?"

"Please stand by¦" There were a few seconds of silence and then the AI responded. "He is in his quarters at the moment but he said he would meet you at his office. He just needs to put his shoes on."

"Ok, thank you."

"You are welcome."

Korica and Tamaric walked over to the captain's office and stood next to the door and waited for several seconds and then the captain stepped out of his quarters and he grinned at them as he walked over to them.

"Good evening ensign Prentor, Tamaric. Please come in."

The captain stepped up to the door and it slid open and he stepped in and Korica and Tamaric stepped in after him and he gestured at the chairs in front of his desk as he walked around the desk.

"Please¦have a seat."

Korica and Tamaric sat down and Korica could feel how nervous Tamaric was so she gently rubbed his arm and he looked at her and she sent a gentle push of her calm resolve to him and he shuddered gently and then grinned as her calm washed over him and he sensed her love for him along with it. The captain sat down and touched the control console in his desk and it came to life and slowly rose up until it was facing him. He then looked at the pair and gave them a warm grin.

"So, how are you two feeling?"

"I still feel pretty weak sir," Tamaric said. "But the pain is fading really fast and I feel stronger that I did when I woke up this morning. My back and the back of my legs are what are still really bothering me."

"Well I'm glad to hear that the pain is fading. I think you'll be surprised at how good you feel tomorrow morning once your body has a chance to metabolize the synthetic hormone into growth factor hormones."

"I haven't had as much trouble adapting sir. I feel really strong and all the pain is pretty much gone for me."

"Yes the AI updated me on your remarkable rate of recovery. Your people are an amazing species Korica. I truly hope that Humans became as robust and resilient as Draximan are."

"Thank you sir. From what I've seen Human beings are becoming more adaptable and more capable all the time. The abilities that are present in many of the passengers I've met and seen tells me that Humans are evolving into something truly special and it won't be long before your abilities are equal to or maybe even greater than those of a typical Draximan."

"Ah but there will still be the rare individuals like you that are far from typical and show just how advanced your people are compared to us."

"Thank you sir."

"So I guess we should get down to the debriefing. It is going to be a little different for you Korica because you are an officer and so privy to many things that you can't even share with Tamaric here. I'm sure you are aware of this correct?"

"Yes sir. I understand my oath to keep the Future's secrets¦secret. I know how to share my day with my mate without sharing the sensitive details of exactly what I've seen or done. I understand the responsibility of my rank and security clearance sir."

"Wonderful. And do you understand the responsibility of keeping the details of when and where Korica is working quiet Tamaric?"

"I guess I do now sir. I didn't exactly know I wasn't supposed to be telling anyone what she's doing."

"With her clearance level and her brilliance she is more than likely going to be tasked with some very sensitive assignments and missions. You are to discuss with no one if you know when and where she is going ok?"

"Yes sir, I got it."

"You might overhear some conversations while you are with her up here on the command deck as well. Nothing that you overhear is to be discussed with anyone except for Korica and even then it is to be in private only. Is that clear?"

"Yes sir, crystal."

"Ok, good man. As far as what you may discuss with the passengers, you may discuss your adventures but the sensitive details of the equipment used when you made your infiltration missions in not to be discussed and the details of the security measures that are in place on Tiomot should never be discussed with anyone for obvious reasons. I don't know that I would go much into detail about what was done to you Korica or what was done to the other girls. Just to say they were being abused is enough."

"I don't want to describe that stuff anyways sir. I'm trying very hard to forget about it."

"I know you are Korica. From the bottom of my heart it pains me to know that someone as sweet and brilliant as you was tortured in such a brutal fashion and that you had to witness such ugliness and hostility. You have a family of sixty-five hundred people that are going to stand behind you and make sure that kind of crap never happens to you or anyone you know. If we find that kind of thing going on in our new galactic neighborhood you can rest assured that we'll put a stop to it."

"Thank you sir. I know that Human's have a higher moral compass than a lot of species out there and that's why I wanted to join you¦that's why I wanted to join the civilian corps, so I can help stop evil deeds from being visited on the weak and defenseless. Just like what Mark has done his whole career."

"That's a very noble attitude ensign. You are the kind of people we want with us as family and allies. The other thing I need to ask you Korica¦do you have this ability that Laurel and Jake have to sense future events?"

"Yes sir. I don't actually see what's going to happen like Jake can do sir. I get a feeling about what is likely to happen and when there is danger involved I can sometimes see images but they are murky frozen images and faces or places where things are going to happen. I haven't tried to use that ability since coming out of stasis though. It might be a little more refined or stronger now."

"I see. Well I must ask you to refrain from discussing future events with anyone except myself or commander Hiller if you sense something that you think we should know about. I don't want the passengers coming to you to ask you to prognosticate future events. I need them focused and on task so we can get the city built and occupied within the timeline we have set forth."

"I can't even discuss things I sense with Laurel or Jake?"

"Well¦seeing as they have the same abilities as you¦maybe even a little more so, you may discuss what you sense of future events with them but only in private."

"Ok, thank you sir. I like being able to talk to my parents about everything."

"I can understand that. Since they retain an even higher security clearance than you they are well within their clearance for you to discuss anything you are involved in while under my command."

"You mean they still have a level five clearance?"

"Yes. I decided they are far from any kind of security risk to this ship and its passengers. There is simply nowhere and nothing that I am not comfortable with them having access to."

"So we can discuss the Angalon with anyone we want sir?" Tamaric asked.

"Since the Angalon won't exist for almost six hundred years I don't see the harm in it."

"Right¦I have to keep telling myself that or I forget that we aren't when we used to be. We're in the past now."

"Sir there is something else I would kind of like to ask you about?" Korica said.

"Oh, what's that?"

"I would like to go with Laurel and Jake to Heindon sir."

"You would? Do you understand what they are going there for?"

"Yes sir. Mom¦Laurel told me about the message that came from her in another universe in the future. It told her to seek a healer that could help her with her nightmares."

"Well you are far from physically able to endure the kind of gravity you would be exposed to on Heindon plus that is commander Hiller's mission."

"I understand that sir. Laurel said the choice wasn't hers as to who goes or not but I really want to go and I would like permission to take Tamaric with me if he wants to go. He keeps me focused and calm. No one has more experience with meeting new people than I do sir. I think I could be a beneficial presence if I'm given the opportunity, especially since Tamaric and I both have the ability to learn alien languages very rapidly because of the microorganism we were injected with on Aerot."

"You make some valid points. Tell you what¦I will discuss it with commander Hiller."

"Thank you sir."

"I should probably mention that commander Hiller is a no nonsense straight by the book kind of commander and she is going to be watching you closely Korica. She knows you are a genius based on your aptitude and civilian corps entrance exam scores and you worked your little tail off to earn your rank and title but she is not going tolerate the kind of loose behavior that she witnessed on the sensor records of your time on the command deck as a junior officer. You two will have to strictly obey the rules of conduct for an officer in the civilian corps anytime you are in uniform and or on the command deck or on duty. What you two do your quarters is your business but it needs to stay there if you get my drift?"

"Yes sir, I do. Laurel and Jake were already drilling it into my head that I'm held to a much higher standard of behavior than everyone else. We'll behave ourselves, I promise sir."

"Ok, see that you do because I don't want to see any formal reprimands come across my desk."

"Sir can I ask you something going back a little to what you said about not discussing future events?" Tamaric asked.

"Sure, what's on your mind?"

"Um¦I don't know if the AI has told you that it appears as though Korica is somehow stimulating my parietal lobe to become very active in one particular region like it is in her brain?"

"Yes, I am aware."

"Well if I start to develop the ability to see things in the future like Korica can¦am I not aloud to discuss that with my parents?"

"You better tell your mother and father if that starts to happen. All I would ask is that you not discuss the particulars of what you sense, just that you are sensing the future."

"So can I discuss anything that I do sense with Korica then?"

"Yes you may discuss it with her."

"Ok, I got it sir."

"That would be truly remarkable if she is endowing you with that ability somehow."

"Yes sir, I agree. I'm not scared of whatever is happening in my head. It just means we are going to be more compatible is all."

"That is a very brave and commendable attitude Tamaric."

"Thank you sir."

"So if there aren't any questions that is really all I have for the debriefing of you two."

"Sir I don't have any questions but I would like to thank you for leaving my quarters untouched up here on the command deck and for letting Tamaric and I continue to share my quarters."

"You are very welcomed Korica. I realize you two have a destiny together even if I don't completely understand it and it is a small gesture of gratitude for everything you gave up to stay with us and how hard you worked to make ensign in such a short period of time. Besides, I may be old but I'm not blind and I have a heart. I can see how crazy you two are about each other from the sensor records and I'm not going to get in the way of that as long as it doesn't affect your ability to do your job and you continue to conduct yourselves with dignity."

"We won't let you down sir."

"I'm sure you won't. If you would like we eat at zero five thirty, you can join the few crew that are assigned to the Future for breakfast and you can workout up here with us."

"We would really like that sir but we have plans with a little girl named Eva Taylor. We promised her that we would have breakfast with her and her family and then I was going to take her up to deck thirty-five. She doesn't know what's up there so it's a big surprise for her and she's really looking forward to it."

"I see. That's really nice of you to show her the Future's hidden gems like that. I completely understand. Maybe next time, you two are always welcomed at my table."

"Uh sir¦the showers are coed up here right?" Tamaric asked timidly.

"They are but with how many underage junior officers we have in our midst any more we have adopted the same etiquette that you were observing before being placed in stasis. The women are permitted to shower first and then the men will shower after. If you two would like to take a shower at the same time it would not be frowned upon if that's what you were wondering about?"

"Well¦we actually never did that until this morning. It was kind of nice though."

"If your parents don't have a problem with it neither do I. Just wait until everyone else has showered and you two may use the shower facility together."

"Thank you sir." Korica said.

The captain then stood up slowly.

"You two should get some rest. Perhaps we'll cross paths tomorrow."

Korica and Tamaric got to their feet and the captain extended his hand to Tamaric first and he shook his hand. He then extended his hand to Korica and he held her hand for a moment and he looked at their clasped hands.

"My word! You are warm blooded."

"She makes a wonderful heater at night sir." Tamaric said with a big smile.

"I'll bet she does at that." The captain said as he shook Korica's hand and then let go.

Korica grinned and stepped around her chair and took hold of Tamaric's hand.

"Goodnight sir." Korica said.

"Good night ensign. You sleep well."

"Goodnight sir." Tamaric said.

"Goodnight Tamaric. Sweet dreams son."

Korica and Tamaric then stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped out and turned left and headed for their quarters. When they stepped up to the door it slid open again without them having to have their palm scanned and the lights came up and they stepped in and they finally felt like they were home. Korica pulled Tamaric over to the bed and she slid her shoes off and then Tamaric did the same and Korica pulled him back onto the bed and he winced in pain as he flexed his back just right and it shot weak muscle pains through him. Korica engaged him in a long kiss and then they laid and stared into each other's eyes for a few minutes. Korica then stopped her light purring and she smiled at Tamaric.

"See the debrief wasn't so bad was it?"

"No I guess I was expecting something different. I thought we were going to be told to shut up about everything and I thought we were going to be in trouble for stopping at all those planets."

"We weren't in command Tamaric. We might of asked to make some of the stops but it wasn't our decision in the end. We did as we were told once we were told we could go so it's Laurel and Jake that would have gotten in trouble and if they did they aren't going to talk about it. Their clearance means they can't discuss the details of a debriefing just like we can't. You have a security clearance too so that you can be on the command deck without an escort so you are bound by the oath you took too."

"I kind of forgot about that."

"You want me to have mom and dad come up and read to us now?"

"Yah I guess so. Let's get ready for bed and then we'll call 'em up."

Korica and Tamaric climbed off the bed, Tamaric much slower and more methodically than Korica, and they headed to the front of the room to see if they had clothes in the bureau waiting for them. Sure enough when they pulled the drawers open they had fresh clean clothes for them including their pajamas and nightshirts for Korica. They retrieved their clothes and then walked back over to the bed and got undressed and then they stepped into the bathroom and they brushed their teeth together and then rinsed their mouths out. They then walked back into the main quarters and Korica walked over to the com panel and she touched it and when it lit up she touched the AI hale icon and a few seconds later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you see if Laurel and Jake are free to come up and read to us?"

"Please stand by¦" A few moments later the AI responded. "Go ahead and speak Korica, Laurel and Jake can hear you."

"Hi mom and dad."

"Hi baby." Laurel said. "You ready for us to come read to you and tuck you in?"

"Yes please."

"Ok. We'll be up in a few minutes. Do you have a data pad?"

"No."

"I will have one brought to you Korica." The AI said.

"Ok, thank you."

"You are welcome."

The connection was then terminated and Korica walked back over to the bed and Tamaric was already under the covers. He pulled the covers down in anticipation of Korica walking around to her side of the bed but instead she climbed onto the bed from his side and she laid on top of him and held onto him tightly for a few moments.

"I love you so much Tamaric." Korica finally said.

"I know¦I can feel it. I love you too Korica."

Korica then rolled off of Tamaric and she poked her feet under the covers and they laid with Korica resting her head on Tamaric's chest until they heard a page from the door. Korica called out to please open the door and Laurel and Jake stepped in. There was a servo drone sitting on the floor with a data pad in its manipulator claw on Tamaric's side of the bed and Jake took the data pad and the servo drone floated over to the servo slot and disappeared through it. Laurel and Jake slid their shoes off and Laurel climbed on the bed on Korica's side and she scooted over next to the couple and Jake laid down on Tamaric's side and he scooted over next to them. Laurel then cued up their story and she started reading from where they had left off. Laurel read seventeen pages and then she handed the data pad off to Jake and he read twelve more pages ending the chapter.

Laurel and Jake then hugged Korica and Tamaric then got up and walked around the bed and hugged the other and they told them to sleep tight and then they departed to head back to their quarters. Korica felt very content now. She felt like things were different but somehow the same and recognizable as her stable life that she loved so much. Korica kissed Tamaric then she reached over slid the lights down to sleep levels and she curled up to Tamaric's backside, as she loved doing and the pair drifted off to sleep.

Laurel and Jake made their way to the transport compartment and they transported back down to the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down and walked up the corridor to the common area entrance and they stepped in and walked across the common area to the elevator. Jake paged the elevator and when it arrived they rode up to deck 6 and floated out of the car and took a few steps then turned left and headed toward their quarters. When they arrived at Jake's father's quarters, Jake had his palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped to find Amelia and John sitting on the couch playing a game of chess. Amelia made a move then looked up at Laurel and Jake as they stepped in and the door slid shut behind them.

"Where were you two? I didn't even realize you had left."

"We went up to Korica's quarters to read a bedtime story to her and Tamaric. We used to do that for them before going into stasis and I guess it makes her feel like a family for us to continue do that."

"That's so sweet that you would do that. You should hold on to that because when her mind catches up to her body she might not want that kind of thing anymore."

"I know, I half expected that from her when she came out of stasis looking so much like a woman but thankfully she still has the mindset that she had when she went into stasis. I know it isn't going to last for ever but for now I'm cherishing the special time with her and Tamaric."

"How are you two doing with the transition?" John asked.

"It's starting to sink in now that I've seen myself in the mirror enough to develop a new self-image." Jake said. "I think I still have some maturing to do in order to act my age but I feel closer to a man than I did when I first climbed out of our chamber."

"It's a little more difficult for me." Laurel said. "I tried hard to be strong and mature and ignore how scared I was the first time I came out and how much I needed and wanted my mother to lean on. This time there is an even greater age disparity in how I feel and how I look but I have my mommy around this time."

"You've always been very independent sweetheart¦but it's nice to hear that you still feel like you need me close by." Amelia said.

"You're my best friend mom. I'm always going to need you close by."

"Awe, thank you baby."

"Well we're going to go get some sleep. Goodnight dad, goodnight Amelia."

"Goodnight son, goodnight Laurel. I hope you have good dreams tonight honey."

"Thank you John. Goodnight mom. We'll see you guys in the morning."

"You sleep well honey, I love you."

Laurel stepped over to her mother and hugged her tightly and Amelia kissed her cheek and Jake stepped over to his father and he hugged him.

"I love you too mom." Laurel said once she stood back up straight.

Laurel and Jake then headed for their bedroom. Once they stepped into their bedroom Laurel slid her shoes off and she turned and looked at Jake with a grin on her face as he slipped his shoes off.

"I guess it's time to pay up on the bet I lost huh?"

"Geeze babe, you're really turning into a sex hound."

"A bet is a bet. Besides it's your fault."

"My fault? How?"

"You're good at it. The sex is incredible with you."

"Oh¦I'll take that as a huge compliment since I feel the same way about you."

Laurel smiled at him then she quickly made her way into her mother's quarters and she retrieved a towel from the bathroom and she returned to find Jake completely naked lying on the bed. Laurel tossed the towel on the bed and she waved Jake over with a finger and a big grin. As Jake climbed off the bed Laurel got undressed and then she kissed him. Laurel then stroked his cheek and she looked down at his slowly swelling confirmation that he loved her kisses and she grinned and got down on her knees and looked up at him as she gently stroked him to full attention.

Laurel then paid up on her bet to Jake and after they climbed on the bed and Jake returned the favor and then they made love to each other for close to half an hour. After they caught their breath they held each other for a while and then they made their way to the shower and they got cleaned up together and then they returned to their bedroom. They combed and brushed their hair out and then they climbed into bed and Laurel slid the light controls down to sleep level and they curled up to one another and they engaged in the deep sharing of essences for a time and then they withdrew into their own minds and drifted off to sleep feeling very content and very close to one another.


Chapter 36 A New Friend & A New Mission
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A New Friend & A New Mission

Laurel was the first to wake at 04:50 in the morning. She didn't remember her dreams with any clarity but she felt very content and happy and the bits and pieces she did recall were calming and tender dream fragments. She recalled Korica's face clearly and something about walking through the strange looking trees on Gershon hand in hand with Tamaric holding Korica's other hand. In her mind Korica saved the day again just by being present in her dreams to keep her calm and distracted from her horrible memories.

Laurel rolled over and gently kissed Jake's forehead then she carefully climbed over him and made her way toward the exit. She saw the com panel by the door go dark just as she took her first few steps. She shook her head and grinned. She felt like big brother was watching her sleep and she wanted her privacy back. She stepped up to the door and when it slid open the lights came up and she made her way across the living room to the bathroom. She relieved herself then washed her hands and brushed her teeth and hair. She then made her way back to her bedroom and she found the lights at full intensity and the room empty. She reached out and found Jake in the bathroom.

"Morning beautiful." Jake thought to her when he sensed her listening to his thoughts.

"Morning handsome, I'll let you pee in piece, I just wondered where you got off to."

Laurel then withdrew into her own mind leaving Jake to take care of business in relative privacy since she could still sense his feelings very distinctly. She knew he laughed to himself and she sensed his physical relief when he finished urinating. She made her way over to the recessed cabinet and she retrieved fresh clothes for her and Jake and she closed the cabinet and carried them back to the bed. She waited for Jake to return to the room before getting dressed. When Jake stepped in he had a big smile on his face when he sensed that Laurel was waiting in order to allow him to see her before putting anything on. Jake walked up to her and the two of them held each other for a few minutes before saying anything aloud. Jake then gave her a good morning kiss.

"I can feel that you had a good night." Jake said softly.

"Yah, Korica came to my rescue again. I guess I never realized what a strong influence she would have on me."

"You dreamt about her again?"

"I only remember fragments but she was definitely in my dreams and so was Tamaric. I guess I just can't imagine her without him being close by."

"Was I in there somewhere?"

"I'm sure you were or I wouldn't be so happy right now. You know how dreams are, you don't always remember the content of the dreams clearly, you just carry the emotions with you when you wake up."

"Well I'm glad Korica is able to carry you through the night anyways. I know I'm in your heart. Thanks for the peep show by the way."

"I thought you might appreciate that, you're very welcome."

Laurel kissed Jake and then they went about getting dressed. Just as they finished getting dressed the AI addressed them.

"Laurel, Jake the captain has asked if you would join him on the command deck for breakfast?"

"Uh¦are we in trouble?" Laurel asked timidly.

"No. I think commander Hiller was so impressed with your solution to the problem with the Icarus that she wants to invite you two to work on the refit."

Laurel looked at Jake with wide eyes for a moment, and then she looked at the com panel.

"Tell the captain we'll be there."

"Understood. The captain eats breakfast at zero five thirty so I would make your way up there now if you wish to be on time."

Laurel raised her wrist and pressed the button on her wrist monitor and the ships time appeared indicating that it was 05:14 and then the blue numbers faded away.

"Will you tell our parents where we went when they get up?" Jake asked.

"Of course."

Laurel and Jake stepped into their shoes and then headed for the exit. They made their way to the elevator and rode down to deck 1 then headed for the cross corridor. They stepped through the doorway and turned right and walked up the corridor to the transport platform and they transported up to the command deck. They stepped down from the transport platform and headed for the door. When they reached the door it slid open and they stepped out and turned right and headed for the mess hall. When they rounded the corner into the mess hall the captain was sitting with commander Hiller along with two other crewmen that they didn't recognize. The back wall was retracted revealing an enormous mess hall though it was completely empty at the moment.

As Laurel and Jake stepped up to the table the captain got to his feet and shook both of their hands.

"Good morning Laurel and Jake. Thank you for joining us. Please, get yourselves something to drink and then come have a seat."

Laurel and Jake walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves a cup of tea then came back to the table and the captain moved so the two of them could sit next to each other next to the xo.

"This is Andrea Marshall and Garry Trumann." The captain said. "Andrea has the equivalent knowledge to a degree in propulsion dynamics and Garry has the equivalent of a degree in mechanical engineering. Both have had the technological knowledge of the Icarus and her systems imparted to them so there is likely no one else that understands the project more than the two of them. They have been involved with the project since its inception. As you might have guessed by now the Icarus is why I wanted you to join us this morning."

"It's nice to meet you Garry and Andrea." Laurel said.

Laurel sensed that Andrea was a little uncomfortable for some reason but she couldn't exactly tell why without listening to her thoughts and Laurel was determined not to do that.

"The AI mentioned that the Icarus was the reason for the invite sir." Jake said.

"Well that is the business we want to discuss with you two but I happen to be very fond of both of you as well. I thought talk over breakfast would be more congenial than an office visit."

"Are you two hungry?" The xo asked.

"Yes mam, I am and I can feel that Laurel is starving." Jake said with a friendly grin.

"Well please order something to eat before we get too deep into this then."

Commander Hiller slid a menu toward Laurel and Jake and so they took a few moments to order something to eat and everyone else ordered their meals after they were done using the same menu. The captain then handed the menu to the servo drone sitting in the floor waiting for them to finish. It lifted up and floated off silently.

"I want to thank you two for your input on the issue with the Icarus." The xo said. "The fact that you were able to familiarize yourselves with the ship and her systems in a single afternoon and then devise a fix is completely humbling and nothing short of astounding. I should have taken the AI's glowing endorsement of you two more seriously. I have to get used to the remarkable young people I have around me and take them much more seriously. I am hoping you two will accept an invite to help with the refit of the quantum discriminator. As you know the discriminator is in a very tight space and I think your smaller dimensions might be beneficial to its removal and replacement."

"I'm flattered mam." Laurel said. "We would love to help with the replacement of the components. I can tell you're asking for our help because you now genuinely respect our knowledge and abilities."

"I do, Andrea here missed something that could have proven deadly. Frankly I'm not completely familiar with all of the system components and exactly how they work but your proposal was elegant and straight to the point. I should have known someone capable of putting this ship back together after getting the crap kicked out of her by a twin supernova is someone I want working on our most advanced projects. I promise you I won't underestimate you two again."

Now Laurel knew why Andrea was a little uncomfortable. She had probably gotten an earful of the commander's disappointment and Laurel desperately hoped she wouldn't let the xo down and be the next to get a tongue-lashing.

"When do you want us to start mam?" Jake asked.

"After your workout and shower if you would report to the forward upper hanger you can assist with the removal of the gravitational manifold so the discriminator can be accessed. Andrea and Garry will be in charge but they will differ to any suggestions you have for the procedure since you appear to have an intimate knowledge of the exact component layout."

"Is the replacement discriminator completed yet?" Laurel asked.

"No, the duotronic circuits are still being formed. It won't be ready until the end of the day. It's a very complicated process."

"As I understand the technology the circuit paths have to essentially be grown?" Jake asked.

"That's right." Andrea said. "The adaptive and semi organic nature of the technology requires very specific conditions be achieved and maintained to promote the formation of the circuit pathways into the desired architecture. Since you made a final design with simulation results proving your work you saved us hours or even days of experimentation to get it right the first time. As you know the new data core will recommend technologies for a specific need without explaining much about how to go about integrating said technology."

"Yah I've run into that before and it's really frustrating. Luckily Jake and I can combine our knowledge and then gain an understanding of very complex technologies just by looking at it and thinking about it real hard. The knowledge just¦flows into our minds."

"That is absolutely incredible! You can understand things you've had no exposure to?" Garry asked.

"Yes. The Tel Pok Maron called it accessing an infinite cosmic knowledge. Something about how Jake and I are paired allows us to do that."

"I thought your¦pairing was broken when Merenon took your lives?" The captain asked.

"It was sir. Jake and I are young and in love. We reestablished our pairing fairly easily."

"I see¦you aren't concerned about the negative side affects that you experienced before?"

"The pros far out way the cons sir. We're much stronger and more capable while paired. You would have to experience it yourself to understand just how¦beautiful it feels and how desirable it is to feel it once you have been paired. The urge to become paired just becomes irresistible."

"I'll just have to take your word for it. A dinosaur like me has no chance of experiencing that kind of thing. That's for the new Human race of which you and Jake are a shinning example of."

The meals arrived at that point and the plates of hot food were slid up on the table. They were passed to the intended recipients and they set in to eating. Halfway through the meal the captain addressed Laurel.

"So Laurel, how have you been sleeping?"

Laurel finished chewing her mouthful of food and she swallowed and then took a drink of her tea then leaned back as she wiped her mouth with her napkin.

"I've actually been doing ok sir. Believe it or not I've been dreaming about Korica and it has been keeping me from dreaming about the torture. I don't know if it's cause I'm worried about her or just glad to have her in my life, either way she's the reason I've gotten a couple of peaceful nights sleep."

"That's good to hear Laurel. Whatever it takes, hold onto that until we can get you the help you need. It's kind of nice to hear that you love her that much and she has that kind of influence on you. I dare say that's how a mother should feel of her daughter, proud and inspired."

"Thank you sir. I couldn't be more proud of the person she has turned out to be."

Everyone went back to eating their meals and a few minutes later Laurel looked straight ahead and then Jake perked up and they looked at each other and smiled.

"Is everything ok?" Commander Hiller asked.

"Yes mam, Korica is up. She's excited about the day ahead." Laurel replied.

"That's incredible! Did you hear what she's thinking?"

"No, we sensed what she's feeling in a wave of warm feelings. We're both so in tune to her that we can sense her feelings from a great distance especially when she first wakes up and her mind becomes really active."

"I have to ask¦did you sense her at all while she was in stasis?" Commander Hiller asked.

"No mam. Not even when we stood right next to her stasis chamber looking at her. I think the stasis field suppresses that unless we make a conscious effort to penetrate the field and we've learned the hard way that can have tragic consequences."

"That's right, you fried your brain doing that right Jake?" The xo asked looking over at him on the other side of Laurel.

"Not exactly mam, Laurel wasn't technically in stasis so there wasn't an active stasis field present. She was having information imparted to her at the moment that I attempted to connect with her mind. I think it would've been lethal if I didn't have the ability to heal internal injuries like I can. My brain routed my neural activity around the damaged portion of my brain until it healed preventing me from suffering a seizure and possibly lapsing into a coma. The AI said the Human brain doesn't ordinarily have the instant ability to adapt to brain damage like that and to have brain tissue regenerating at all is pretty much unheard of. Luckily the area damaged is responsible for processing information not storing it so the damage wasn't permanent."

"That's incredible! Who knew we would ever be that adaptable and resilient as a species?"

"Well our children are likely to inherit that ability and I suspect that there are others that might possess this ability to one degree or another among the population on this ship."

"That in combination with your ability to heal others with your minds should make it possible for you to live well past the normal life expectancy of a Human being."

Jake just grinned and nodded not sure if he should mention that he already knew that he and Laurel were going to live for over to 250 years. He knew she was privy to that information but she might have just forgotten about it and he wasn't sure if he should be mentioning knowledge of future events in the company of Andrea and Garry so he elected to just keep quiet. Everyone went about eating their breakfast and a few minutes later more of the crew began filtering into the mess hall. A few minutes after that the junior officers began to fill the mess hall with noise and activity. Many came over and said good morning to the captain, xo and Laurel and Jake.

When the greetings were finished everyone got up and Jake and Laurel looked at each other and smiled when they sensed Korica coming out of her quarters. They headed for the exit and Korica rounded the corner into the mess hall with Tamaric at her side.

"Hi mom and dad." Korica said with a big smile. "I knew you were somewhere really close by. How come you're eating up here?"

"Hi baby." Laurel said as she briefly hugged Korica. "We were having breakfast with the command crew to discuss a job opportunity for Jake and I."

Korica stepped over to Jake and hugged him briefly while Laurel hugged Tamaric.

"Hi ya sweetheart. Did you sleep ok?" Jake asked.

"Like a rock."

The xo stepped up behind Laurel and put her hand on her shoulder as Jake hugged Tamaric warmly.

"You and Jake are welcomed to workout up here with us if you would like? That goes for you too ensign¦and Tamaric of course."

"Thank you mam." Laurel said. "I think we'll take you up on that."

"I actually had plans with a girl I met yesterday mam." Korica said. "She's very young and kind of lonely. I don't want to disappoint her. I promised to take her somewhere special after we workout and get showered."

"That's commendable Korica. I want to see that kind of commitment to your promises when appropriate. We're here in service to the civilian population after all."

"Thank you mam."

The xo then stepped past them and out into the main corridor and Laurel put her hand around Korica's shoulders and pulled her close to her.

"We probably won't see you today. You two go have a good time keeping Eva company though."

"You're gunna work on the Icarus?"

"That's right. Are you listening to my thoughts? I can hear your whispers in the back of my mind."

"Yah¦sorry."

"That's fine honey, I don't mind it. Just be careful about doing that with anyone else. Others might be offended by the feeling of an invasion of privacy."

"Ok, I'll keep my mind quieted so I'm not tempted to listen in. My abilities are a lot stronger than they were before I went into stasis. I can feel it."

"If you feel like it's trying to get away from you like before you reach out to us and we'll find you and commit to the deep sharing to give you an outlet ok?"

"Kay. I'm still a little scared of that happening."

"I know sweetie. We're going to be here for you anytime it happens."

"Thanks, that makes me feel a lot better. We'll see you guys tonight right?"

"We have to eat sometime." Laurel said with a smile. "I promise we'll have dinner with you ok?"

"Ok, that works."

Korica and Tamaric then turned and walked out into the main corridor and they all said their goodbyes and then Laurel and Jake headed for the gym and Korica and Tamaric headed for the transport compartment. Laurel and Jake quieted their minds to keep from being distracted by the collage of feelings seemingly coming at them from all over the place that their minds were interpreting into thoughts in an instant in their own voices. They felt like they were sensing the feelings of everyone on the ship at the same time and it was a little hard to tune everyone out without actually quieting their minds. They were both noticing that like Korica had said, their abilities were significantly stronger than they were before going into stasis and now that they were paired their senses were even more acute.

Laurel and Jake stepped into the gym and they began their workout. By the time they were halfway through their routine the rest of the crew, numbering only eleven since the rest had the night shift and were now sound asleep, and the junior officers were entering the gym to perform their morning workouts. It became apparent to Laurel and Jake what the xo was talking about. There were far more junior officers in training than regular crew and commissioned officers aboard. Most of the regular crew was down on the surface leaving very young faces everywhere that one looked. Laurel and Jake's workouts were reaching a level closely matching what they performed before going into stasis leaving them slightly sore but feeling fulfilled afterwards.

When Laurel and Jake were finished the captain approached them and told them that since they were technically civilians and underage they could use the shower facilities first but he asked them not to take their time since everyone else would be finishing their workouts in short order. Laurel thanked him for the consideration and she and Jake headed for the showers.

While they were showering Jake commented to Laurel how different the xo seemed to be treating them.

"I guess the xo has decided we aren't just snot nosed kids with high IQs huh?"

"I get the sense that our work has impressed her and I would bet you money the captain told her to ease up since the ship is full of kids with huge IQs. We are going to inherit the Future form her so she is going to have to learn to relate to us one-way or the other. She just has an old school military mindset and the civilian corps just doesn't operate like that."

"Either that or she's getting some and it's putting her in a good mood."

Laurel chuckled and stepped back out of the water stream.

"That's kind of funny but mean Jake. Don't let her hear you talking like that or we will be on her you know what list. Her personal life is absolutely none of our business and we shouldn't even be joking about it."

Jake smiled and nodded and he reached out and turned the water off. Laurel rinsed her hair one last time and then she turned the water off and they stepped out of the shower trough and they walked over to the towel bin and they retrieved a towel and began to dry themselves off. Two servo drones then came into the room with fresh clothes for them as well as a comb and hairbrush. They got dressed quickly and then Laurel combed Jake's hair for him then she brushed her hair out without a mirror and Jake was astonished how beautiful her hair looked with only a few strokes. He thought he would get the chance to brush her hair for her but it looked so pretty that he didn't want to screw it up.

The two of them then deposited their towels and dirty laundry in the chute in the bulkhead and they handed the comb and hairbrush back to the servo drone and they made their exit. When they stepped out there was already a small group of female officers and enlisted including the xo waiting to use the showers.

"We didn't take too long did we?" Laurel asked of the xo.

"No, you were in there less than ten minutes."

"Ok. We're on our way up to the forward hangar mam."

"Gary and Andrea should be up there shortly. Go ahead and get yourself familiar with the ship until they arrive."

"Yes mam."

Laurel and Jake then turned and headed for the transport compartment. They walked up the corridor and stepped up to the transport compartment and when the door slid open they stepped in and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and when the free floating map appeared Laurel touched the indicator for the forward upper hangar and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport enclosure in the upper hangar facing the Icarus.

"Oh wow! Now that is impressive." Jake said as he slowly stepped down from the transport platform.

Laurel stepped down and walked past Jake and pushed the enclosure door open and he shook off his amazement and followed her out into the hangar. There were several toolboxes sitting close to the Icarus along with a mobile computer console. As they stepped around the toolboxes and approached the ship they both noticed their shadow deepening in the hull but it was bizarre because there weren't any lights above and behind them that could account for the deep shadows that they were seeing. Laurel turned her head and looked above and behind her and she furrowed her brow then looked back at the ship.

"What the heck is causing our shadow to cast on the hull like that?"

"Wow! Look closer Laurel, our shadow isn't on the hull it's in the hull."

As they stepped even closer their shadow seemed to be darkening from within the skin of the hull and coming toward the surface as they got closer. Laurel slowly raised her hand and touched her fingertips to the hull and soft swirling rainbows of multicolored energy radiated from the point where her fingertips were touching the hull. The hull was cold upon first contact and then almost immediately warmed to the temperature of her fingers. As Laurel dragged her fingers over the almost leathery feeling skin of the ship the swirls followed her fingertips leaving swirling vortexes behind.

"Oh that's incredible! The skin of the ship is reacting to our energy¦that must be what the schematics meant by symbiotic reactive hull coating." Laurel said in complete awe of what she was seeing.

Jake reached out and touched the hull with his fingertips and the swirls were more orange and blue than Laurel's pink and green swirls. They watched the amazing reactions for a few seconds then stepped back and tried to take the whole ship in. As Laurel had noted in the specifications and diagrammatic views of the ship, the Icarus was huge. It was almost as big as the crimson fighters but it had a much more conventional aircraft shape about it. It had large wing sections with control surfaces at the trailing edges and it had two cantered vertical stabilizers also with movable control surfaces incorporated into the trailing edges of them. The whole ship had a smooth flowing shape to her, obviously to make her aerodynamic and aesthetically pleasing to the eye but it struck Laurel as completely arbitrary since the mode of propulsion meant the ship would never experience atmospheric interaction at all. The ship would be enveloped within a field of gravimetric energy so intense that the ship would essentially never interact with the air or space around it. Laurel was pretty sure the ship could in fact skip from one point in space to another as the gravity field was intensified. The ship wouldn't fly as much as it would simply appear in one spot and then optically blink out and appear at another point in an instant. Laurel figured the ship could be shaped like a box and it would perform exactly as it did in its current configuration.

Laurel and Jake walked around the curved bow and looked up at the enormous cockpit window that was completely blackened at the moment. The window curved up in bubble shape and swept back along the top of the hull with a single reinforcing beam splitting the forward section in half and halfway up the window there was a cross beam running from one side to the other that the reinforcing beam connected with. Laurel and Jake walked around to the port side of the ship and they squatted down and looked under the ship. The bottom of the ship was almost completely flat as compared to the curving shape to the upper side of the ship again suggesting that it was shaped to create a pressure differential to endow aerodynamic flight characteristics to the hull, it was designed to create an airfoil and thus lift. The ship was propped up on four large and sturdy looking jack stands with the landing gear retracted at the moment and under the nose of the ship there were two panels hanging open. Laurel knew from studying the schematics that they were open in order to cut primary power to the control processor and to allow access to diagnostic ports for downloading the memory modules flight data as well as to upload new operational and mission data directly.

Laurel and Jake stood back up and admired the pretty light blue color of the skin of the ship with darker striations resembling a tiger sharks markings. It looked aquatic somehow because of the color pallet but it looked very hard and rigid but tactile sensation suggested an organic feel to the skin. Laurel and Jake slowly walked around to the back of the ship and there were four protrusions that resembled engine nacelles incorporated right into the hull but at the back of the ship there was no opening, just a blunt flat hull. Laurel reached up and touched the back of the protrusions and she saw the same bizarre shadowing coming from within the hull toward the surface as her hand drew closer and the pink and green dominant swirls radiated from her fingertips as she stroked the hull. She drew her hand back and looked up at the vertical stabilizers and she slowly shook her head.

"This whole design is so¦counterintuitive¦and completely amazing. The ship could be shaped however they wanted, why would they chose such an aerodynamic form?"

"My guess would be in case the drive system failed and they had to pilot this thing in manually. It wouldn't fly very well but it would allow for a controlled crash giving you at least some chance of surviving a catastrophic malfunction while making an atmospheric entry or if you were already in atmo when everything went to hell."

"But there isn't a yoke or pedals. How would you control the flight surfaces?"

"I don't know. We were focused on the drive system when we studied this thing. Remember the solid cables running through the hull from the control surfaces? There has to be some kind of emergency system connected to those cables allowing for stick and rudder control in the event something went wrong."

"We should have spent more time studying this thing in complete detail."

"We don't have to know how to fly it Laurel, just how to replace the quantum inducer."

"Discriminator."

"Whatever¦same thing, different species reference to the same component."

Laurel grinned and then looked back at the ship and she squatted down and looked under the aft hull.

"The drive section access panel should be back here but I don't see any seams. I hope we don't have to cut through the EMPACC reinforced undercoating or this is gunna take a while."

"No remember there is a firewall that has to be removed inside the cabin at the back of the cargo area in order to access the control panel that will release the access panel locks from the inside?"

"That's right¦I do remember seeing that. It just amazes me that the skin is covering the seam so completely."

"Hide your weaknesses, seams and access panels. I'm guessing this amazing hull skin will regenerate when it has sufficient energy."

Laurel looked at Jake and smiled.

"You're a genius Jake. That's probably why the hull reacts to our energy like it does. It's the ultimate stealth coating in that it absorbs energy and uses it to fortify itself."

Laurel stood back and walked over to the mobile computer console and she turned it on and brought up the diagrammatic view of the drive components. Jake stepped up beside her and looked at the view screen and he sighed lightly.

"This is gunna take us all day to get all that crap removed properly."

"We aren't doing it alone this time Jake¦I'm sure glad to be doing this with you though."

Jake smiled warmly and put his arm around Laurel and gave her a gentle squeeze.

"Yah, me too. Feels like old times huh?"

Meanwhile, Korica and Tamaric were just finishing breakfast with Clara and Liam and the Taylors. Everyone finished off their drinks then got up and slowly made their way out of the mess hall. They made their way to the gym and began their workout routines. It had already been established over breakfast that Jack had to go down to the surface to work for the day and Clara and Liam were also going to be going down to the surface. That meant Korica and Tamaric would get to spend the day with Eva and Alice. Korica was thrilled at the prospect, as she was finding that she really liked Eva and Alice. Eva was a definite daddy's girl but she talked just like her mother and Korica loved their deep accent. It gave her goose bumps just like Tamaric does quite often and it just made her want to smile when they talked to her.

At the conclusion of the workouts Eva was very sore but she claimed to be feeling much stronger than she did yesterday. He muscles ached but her joints didn't hurt anymore from just holding her weight on them. Korica reassured her that by tomorrow even the sore muscles would be a thing of the past except after her workouts. Eva didn't bother asking Korica how she knew that, she was just glad to hear it. She wanted to play hard like she remembered doing back on Earth and the thought of trying to do that right now seemed like a dream. She felt like she was always looking for the closest seat so she could sit down after just walking for a short distance. Even the fun spent at the park when she met Korica and Tamaric was a painful experience and required her to sit down often.

They all slowly made their way up to deck 8 using the stairs for the exercise. When they stepped out onto the walkway on deck 8, Korica told Eva and her mother that they would meet up in the common area in a bout a half hour and she promised they would be using the elevator to get where they were going so it wouldn't be a painful experience. Eva thanked Korica for being so nice to her and Korica stroked her cheek just like Laurel always did of her and she told her she was welcome. They then separated and headed for their respective quarters.

Clara and Liam took their shower first while Korica and Tamaric played with Harriet and once Clara and Liam were dressed they said their goodbyes and then took Harriet up to Bahar's quarters before heading down to the hangar to catch the morning shuttle down to the surface. Korica and Tamaric then took a shower together and got dressed quickly and then headed down to the common area. They found Alice and Eva sitting on one of the couches waiting patiently. Eva's face lit up when she saw Korica and Tamaric floating out of the elevator. Eva and Alice got to their feet as Korica and Tamaric stepped up to them.

"Are you gunna give me a hint about where we're going?" Eva asked excitedly.

"Just that where we're going is the only place on the ship that you can see outside the ship besides the hangars."

"Huh? The Future doesn't have any windows."

"Oh that's what most everyone thinks."

Eva looked down for a moment as she tried to remember the orientation that all of the children selected to board were given. She just didn't remember anything said of windows anywhere on the ship. As she remembered it she was pulled out of class several days after she turned six and she was taken to an isolated and unused office where her parents were waiting for her with three men that she didn't know. They were representatives for the selection comity for the Future project. She was shown into the room and then her principal shut the door without coming into the room. She walked over to her mother and father and they both hugged her warmly and then they sat down together on a couch that was sitting against one wall facing the three men standing in front of a desk.

"Eva honey, we've been chosen to board the Future on her mission to the Future planet." Eva's mother said. "Do you understand what that means?"

"Yes. It means we have to move. Everyone is talking about what it would be like to live on another world if we were chosen. It means¦I have to leave all my friends behind."

"That is the sacrifice we must make in order to join the mission. We will be going to a world very far away to live with whoever invited us to come join them. It's a great honor to be chosen honey. You're so smart that you're seen as vital for the future of our species survival once we get to the Future planet."

"Me? How?"

"Your children will the be the future of the Human race and as smart and healthy as you are shows what your children will likely turn out like."

"Oh. I'll do whatever you say. I would like to see another world like Earth but I don't want to leave all my friends behind. Can't they come with us?"

"No Eva." One of the men said. "Only one family from each of the selected cities is invited to go an no one else. We only have enough room for sixty five hundred people out of eight and a half billion people on the Earth. Your mother and father have vital knowledge and skills for the mission and you are exceptionally intelligent and since you have never been sick a day in your life you are the deciding factor for us to select your family to go. We are going to show you a video that will explain the layout of the ship and give you some information about what is going to happen next to get you prepared for the boarding process. The ship is scheduled to depart Earth space in just over eight months so there isn't a lot of time to get you ready. We need you to pay close attention to everything and then ask us any questions that you can think of afterwards."

Eva nodded and the men then stepped aside revealing a rather large viewer behind them and one of the men touched the screen and it flickered to life and he touched an icon labeled 'civilian orientation' and a long video presentation began to play. It started by showing a fly around view of the Future in orbit around the moon with a narrated description of her dimensions and basic capabilities. It then changed to an internal view describing where the stasis ring was and what would happen on the day they arrived to be placed into stasis. The deck layout was then described and the gardening ring was shown in an artist rendition and it was described as the place fresh food could be found anytime of the day or night. The berthing decks and gym as well as recreation area were shown in detail with descriptions of the amenities and activities that could be enjoyed by all. There were then huge portions of the ship that were shown in blue blocks that were described as off limits at all times unless in the company of an officer or enlisted personnel. There was then a description of the AI that it was explained would meet the every need of everyone on board and act as a companion to those seeking someone to talk with when feeling lonely. The video then showed a campus on Earth where everyone would be indoctrinated into how life would be on the Future. Physical conditioning and mental evaluations and conditioning for the isolationism of spending at least a year in space aboard the Future if not longer depending on the conditions encountered on the Future planet upon arrival was to be performed there. The trip was planned to take 100 years as long as the propulsion system upgrades took place enroot as planned. It was explained that the young would experience little or no aging while in stasis and the adults would only experience a few years of physical aging at the most and it was made clear that the mind would be as it was when entering stasis and an adjustment period for those that did experience physical aging would be necessary and expected.

The campus that the Taylor family would be going to was outside Alice Springs for its remote location and thus ability to isolate the chosen for indoctrination as well as a population only fifty miles away in Alice Springs to find paid volunteers to pose as fellow shipmates to give an authentic feel to the indoctrination. After 6 months those wishing will be allowed to return to their homes to say goodbye to family and friends and to make their final arrangements for departure. Eva was intelligent enough to completely understand everything that was being explained. It was scary, but exciting to be going on such an adventure but as she now remembered it clearly there was never any mention of any windows on the Future.

Eva looked up at Korica and shook off her daydream of her experiences leading up to boarding the Future. Korica was reading a good deal of what Eva was thinking about so she understood a great deal more about what Eva and her family had been through only endearing her to her even more. She empathized with something so scary and so permanent. Everything she knew has been washed away replaced by what is before her now. It took a remarkable individual to embrace that with a positive attitude, Korica knew first hand just how hard that could be.

Korica squatted down slowly and put her hands on Eva's sides.

"I promise you it was all worth it Eva. Let me show you some of what is waiting for you."

"Ok. I'm sure glad you and Tamaric are the first friends I made."

"Me too." Korica said with a warm smile.

Korica stood up and she took Tamaric's hand and they headed for the exit. The walked across the common area and stepped out into the cross-corridor and turned left and walked across the corridor toward the elevator. Korica touched the elevator call button and then they had to wait for the elevator to arrive.

"Korica, let me ask you something?" Alice said. "I know you said you spent your whole life in space on a freighter but was it at all like it is here on the Future?"

"No. The only similarity is that we're on a spaceship in space. I grew up on a ship with only two thousand square feet of free space and most of the time a significant portion of that was full of cargo. Don't get me wrong, I had a wonderful life with lots of love but it was¦a little lonely sometimes. My parents ship was archaic compared to the Future. I have seen more worlds than I can count and I have met all sorts of people of all different types. Most people will never get to see the things I've seen in my life and I'm very grateful for that fact. It's made me appreciate who I am and where I am now."

The lift finally arrived and the door slid open and the four of them stepped into the car and floated to the back and grabbed the hand bar and Korica maneuvered herself over to the palm scanner and she placed her hand on it and called out 'deck thirty-five, observation deck' and the door slid shut and the lift ascended a short distance then the bang was heard as the fore and aft lift motors took a hold of the car and then the lift car took off sideways for a time then slowed and another loud bang was heard and the lift took off toward the port side of the ship forcing them against the back of the car. The elevator rode toward the port side of the ship for a time then slowed and finally stopped. There was another loud bang heard and the lift began to ascend and it continued to rise for a significant period of time pressing them toward the floor until the car slowed allowing their feet to rise from the floor and then the lift stopped and the door slid open.

They pushed off and floated out of the car and Korica looked back as Eva put one hand up to her stomach and the other over her mouth and she took a few deep breaths and closed her eyes for a moment and then she stood up straight and grinned as she put her hands down.

"I'm still trying to get used to that."

"It takes some getting used to. I know it's worse when you travel in different directions before getting out. Come on, you're really going to like this." Korica said waving Eva and her mother down the corridor.

Korica took hold of Tamaric's hand and they led the way up the corridor toward the five white steps at the end of the corridor. Korica climbed the steps and had her palm scanned and the door slid open she and Tamaric stepped into the observation lounge. The room was already elevated to the level of the outer hull and the dome cover was retracted so the room was bathed in warm sunlight and the Future planet was clearly visible filling the view to the left of the ship. Korica and Tamaric slipped their shoes off and they had to touch Eva to get her attention so they could point at her shoes. She slid her shoes off and Alice then did the same thing and they all walked out into the middle of the room.

"I don't remember them ever saying anything about this place." Alice said.

"Well the way the Future was originally built you couldn't have opened the dome while the ship was traveling through space. There was just too much danger that something could've impacted the dome cracking it. With the shield that the Future now has there's no chance of that happening and it also blocks dangerous radiation from the sun."

"But I can feel the warmth of the sunlight."

"It's a little hard to explain but the AI can attenuate the shield so that the thermal radiation is allowed to pass through the shield while blocking the dangerous ultraviolet, gamma and x-ray radiation."

"I think you just explained it perfectly. You really understand the ship intimately don't you?"

"I have to understand just about everything about the ship to qualify as an officer."

"So that's our home¦" Eva said pointing up toward the dome. "It's so pretty from up here. Where's Genesis at?"

Korica waved Eva over and she slowly got down on her knees and Eva stepped up right beside her and Korica put her arm around her and pointed over her shoulder.

"You see that area right at the base of those mountains where the forest thins out?"

"Yah."

"Well that's where the city is."

"But¦I don't¦see it."

"We're twenty two hundred miles away Eva. You're not going to be able to make out the city from here."

"Oh. I guess you've seen this before huh?"

"No, this is the first time I've seen our new home world except for on a viewer just like you."

"We get to enjoy it together then."

"That's right. My children will probably grow up down there just like yours."

"I hope they'll be friends like we are."

"You can count on it. We are going to be friends for the rest of our lives Eva."

Eva smiled brightly and Korica smiled back and then stood up and they moved to the round seating area in the middle of the room and they sat down and gazed at the amazing sight before their eyes for a time in quiet. They were the only four people in the room so they felt like the amazing view was orchestrated just for them. After a time Eva looked at Korica with a furrowed brow.

"How come we aren't moving if we're in space? Shouldn't we be moving around the world?"

Korica chuckled and patted Eva's thigh lightly a few times.

"Do you know what a geosynchronous orbit is?"

"No."

"Well¦we are moving, quite fast in fact but we just happen to be moving at the same exact speed as the planet is spinning on its axis and in the same direction as the planet is spinning. It makes it look like we're sitting still but nothing could be further from the truth. By maintaining a geosynchronous orbit like this above Genesis the shuttles don't have to catch up to us when they want to come aboard and the AI can watch everything going on down on the surface where the city is."

"So we're really going hundreds of kilometers an hour?"

"Thousands."

"Wow!"

Eva looked back out the dome with a renewed sense of wonder when she noticed a small black dot growing larger and heading right toward the Future from the planet.

"What's that?" She asked pointing at the approaching object.

Korica squinted and as she tried to focus on the growing speck and it suddenly dawned on her what they were seeing.

"That's one of the crimson fighters coming up from the surface."

"Oh. It looks so small."

"Well compared to the Future it is tiny but trust me, those ships are actually really big."

"Those are the ships given to us by aliens?"

"That's right. Mark helped Laurel and Jake rescue over a hundred girls, including myself, from some really bad people. One of the rescued girl's father gave us four ships to show how much he appreciated having his little girl brought back to him. You shouldn't call other species aliens though. That's not a very nice label."

"Sorry. I kind of forgot that you're a¦different species."

"I'm Draximan. I'm proud of my heritage but I don't really like being called an alien and I'm sure people from other worlds wouldn't like it either."

"I'll remember that."

Eva looked back out the dome and watched the crimson fighter growing larger until it made a banking turn under the Future finally moving out of sight.

"Wow, neat looking ship."

"Maybe sometime I can get you a tour onboard one of them?"

Eva looked at her and gave her a big smile.

"That would be really nice. You could really do that?"

"Sure, we would have to find a time when one of the ships is aboard without a flight scheduled and I would have to ask permission but I don't think it would be a problem as long as you promise not to touch anything."

"I'd be good¦I swear." Eva said with a big smile as she put her hands up as if to show these won't touch anything.

Korica smiled and stroked her cheek with the back of her fingers.

"So you've seen our new home¦how would you like to see our new neighborhood?"

"Neighborhood?"

"I can show you all of the worlds in this part of the galaxy."

"How can you possibly do that?" Alice asked.

"Stellar cartography is on this deck right down the corridor."

Alice raised her chin and grinned.

"I had heard that the stellar cartography setup on the Future is three dimensional."

"Come on, I'll show you guys where it is."

They all got to their feet and walked over to their shoes and stepped into them and Korica reached down and touched the com panel and when it lit up she called out to the AI.

"Future, is stellar cartography free?"

"Yes Korica it is. I will load the local star maps for you."

"Ok, thank you."

"You are welcome."

"We can come back here sometime right?" Eva asked.

"You and your family are welcomed to come up to the star observation lounge anytime you would like Eva." The AI answered for Korica. "Just ask if there is room since the lounge only has room for thirty people at a time."

Eva looked back at the empty room and furrowed her brow. She remembered Korica saying that this was a place that very few people knew about even though they were all allowed to come up here as long as they had permission.

"But this place is in the part of the ship that they told us was off limits."

"I can give you permission to come up to this part of the ship as long as I know where you are going and your mother or father say you can come up here."

"Ok. Thanks."

"I don't want you up here by yourself ok?" Alice said softly.

"You're afraid someone is going to hurt me?"

Alice's face ran noticeably pale as she realized that Eva had pulled that right out of her mind. Her worst nightmare was that someone would nab Eva. That sort of thing was becoming a rare event on Earth at the time of their departure but it still wasn't unheard of and Alice just couldn't fathom anything more terrifying. She knew the selection process was meant to weed out individuals with mental defects or character flaws that would lead to that type of depraved behavior but she still felt like she was on a ship with sixty five hundred people that she essentially didn't know except for a small handful of coworkers and new friends whom she had only known for 9 Â½ months. When it came to Eva, Alice just couldn't help but feel overly protective.

Alice squatted down and put her hands on Eva's hips and tried to swallow down the urge to tell her 'you're sure as shootin right'.

"It's not just that Eva, I need to know where you are so you don't get lost. This ship is gigantic and you could end up somewhere dangerous."

Eva just looked at her for a few moments and then she grinned at her mother.

"I don't go anywhere without telling you first mom."

"I know, you're a good girl and you always do as you're told."

Alice kissed Eva then stood up and she took her hand and they followed Korica and Tamaric out of the lounge down the five steps and onto the main corridor deck. They then walked up the corridor for a short distance and Korica stepped up to the door to the stellar cartography compartment as it was labeled above the door. Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open. Korica and Tamaric stepped in and they were awestruck by the site before them. They were walking into an absolute cloud of stars hanging in the air and projected on every surface making it look as if they were walking in the middle of free space. The stars seemed to stretch off in the distance as far as the eye could see.

"Oh wow¦" Eva said.

They walked down a fairly narrow walkway above the curving floor as the room was completely round with the image of local space projected on it. They walked out to the workstation in the middle of the room and they crowded around the console and Korica looked over the controls. She wasn't familiar with the controls but it looked fairly straightforward to her. Korica could see that what was on the display was what they were seeing in free space all around them. She touched the voice activation command icon and there was a tone heard indicating activation.

"Show us the Earth and the Future planet in reference to one another in an up looking view from outside the galaxy." Korica called out.

The stars rushed up toward the ceiling and they found themselves looking up into the Milky Way with a pair of red parenthesis at one end a third of the way in from the outer edge and another all the way on the opposite side of the star field also a third of the way in from the outer edge and descending from them were red lines with white text at the end of the lines one of which read 'Earth system' and the other read 'Future system'.

"Wow, look at all the stars." Eva said in amazement.

"The Milky Way is very beautiful and almost one hundred times the size of the galaxy I was born in."

"Wow¦so how many stars are there in our galaxy."

"A little over one hundred billion though a complete census has never been officially recorded." The AI answered. "It was not until the Future was launched that a full census of the total number of stars was scheduled to be performed from different vantage points since we were to travel across the face of the galaxy giving us a unique perspective that could not be achieved from Earth."

"Did you ever do that?" Eva asked looking at the control console.

"No. We did not take the scheduled route across the face of the Milky Way. We approached from Korica's galaxy edge on to the Milky Way so much of the galaxy could not be seen clearly."

Korica looked up at the galaxy above them and then she looked down at the console and then she looked at Eva.

"You see how many of the stars you can see up there right now?" Korica asked pointing up.

"Yes."

Korica then touched the controls and she slowly flipped the galaxy on its side so they were looking at the edge of the galaxy.

"This is what the galaxy looked like as the Future approached the galaxy. You see how you can only see a bright glow and most of the stars are hidden from view behind one another?"

"Oooh¦now I get it."

"We just got lucky in that the end of the galaxy that we approached from is the end that the Future planet is on."

"Hmm¦so how many planets are there around us?"

"Future, can you dim the stars that are not mapped and move us closer to the mapped sector of the galaxy?"

The galaxy turned back to an upward looking angle and only a third of the stars remained bright within a wedge shaped area around the Future planet and then the bright star field drew closer.

"These are the mapped and identified systems within the Tel Pok Maron provided map. The Future planet is in white since it is a known safe system despite the lack of information on the system."

"Wow! How many stars is that?" Eva asked.

"There are two hundred fifty two million identified systems listed." The AI replied. "Some are not occupied by what we would consider intelligent life but many are. Close to seventy five percent of the stars visible have life bearing worlds orbiting them."

"I'm no astronomer but I know enough to know that what is highlighted is far larger than a sector." Alice said. "That looks more like an entire quadrant of the galaxy."

"You are correct." The AI replied. "The elder race have a different concept of a sector and this map was based on their mapping system. As the Human race becomes more galacticly knowledgeable their concept of the galaxy will have to expand to encompass more stars for illustrating areas of influence and travel. When one can communicate across an entire galaxy in real time it tends to decrease the perceived size of the galaxy."

"How come some of the stars have little blue dots by 'em and some red and others white or yellow?" Eva asked.

"Those with a colored indicator are occupied worlds." The AI answered. "Red are dangerous or hostile species and should be avoided or studied without interaction from us, yellow are aggressive but approachable if their cultural beliefs and or protocols are followed, blue are peaceful and friendly with vast natural resources available for trade or sale and white are primitive and non space fairing species. Many of those in white have probably never seen someone from another world."

"You think they would be scared of us?" Eva asked.

"It depends on how closely Human beings resemble them."

"Or a Draximan?" Korica asked.

"Of course. I am sorry for not including you in that statement. It goes without saying since Humans look exactly like you."

Korica smiled at the reference to Human's looking like her, not the other way around.

"So where is the closest world to us?" Eva asked looking up into the stars.

The view zoomed in rapidly to the Future planet and then moved off to the neighboring system only 1.9 light years away. The information on the system was shown floating in free space with a bottom up view of the solar system and then the view slowly moved to the plane of the solar system and all of the planets were shown in a contracted orbital view so that all of them could be seen at once.

"The Irone system is one point nine light years away. It consists of fourteen planets none of which support life as we know it and there are over five hundred moons in the Irone system. The largest planet has three hundred of those moons alone."

Eva looked at the worlds laid out seemingly right before her eyes and her mouth was hanging open in wonder.

"That's so neat! Where is the closest planet with life on it like us?"

The system rushed away toward the ceiling and the view moved further out and then Heindon zoomed into view and Korica stood up straight and sighed lightly as the planet came into clear view.

"The Heindon system is two point eight light years away and Heindon supports a peaceful pre industrial non space fairing population scattered around the planet. Heindon is very close to the same size as the Future planet so its gravity is comparable to that on the surface of the Future planet."

"What's the matter Korica?" Eva asked sensing Korica's unease with seeing Heindon.

"Nothing, I guess I just wish I could go there but I'm to weak right now."

Korica knew she couldn't mention the mission to Heindon looming sometime in the next day or so. She wanted to go badly but she was pretty sure that just wasn't going to happen and she was sad about that fact and it slipped past her usual bright demeanor.

"Can we go meet them some day?" Eva asked looking at the control console.

"That is the plan." The AI replied. "We will seek out many peaceful people such as the Olmot of Heindon when we start exploring the local star systems. If you study very hard you may very well join the Future crew someday and explore the star systems yourself."

"Oh I would really like to do that." Eva turned and looked at her mother with a determined look. "That's what I want to do when I grow up mom. I want to go see other people on different worlds and make friends with them¦like Korica does."

Alice smiled at her and stroked her head gently.

"You can do anything you set your mind to honey. If that's really what you want to do then you study real hard and learn as much as you can about space and how spaceships work and I'll do everything I can to help you realize that dream."

"I think we just inspired a new generation of explorer." Tamaric said with a smile.

Eva smiled and looked at the Heindon planets laid out before her at eye level.

"So where is the nearest planet that has people with spaceships like us?"

The system rushed away toward the ceiling and many stars became visible and they rushed past and a system of ten planets was shown with the system details in blue.

"The Arogon system is nine light years away and the Brencot as they call themselves are space fairing and peaceful. They do not yet have faster than light capabilities but they have been exploring their own solar system for close to one hundred fifty years."

"Couldn't we teach them how to go faster than light?"

"We would need to get to know them first to see if that would be a good idea. If they were very close to discovering it on their own we could possibly show them how to accomplish faster than light travel using their own technology."

"You understand what it means to go faster than light?" Korica asked sounding a little surprised.

"Sure, they taught us in school that the Future travels seven times faster than light and it was going to be able to go a lot faster by the time we got here. If you can't go faster than light can then you can't go across the galaxy without it taking millions and millions of years."

"Hmm, well she definitely goes a lot faster than seven times the speed of light now."

"How much faster?"

"Oh¦more than ten times faster."

"Really? Ten times¦you add a zero so¦seventy times the speed of light?"

"That's very good Eva! I can't talk about exactly how fast the ship can go but I'll say that I have seen her go much faster than that."

Eva just looked at her for a few moments and then grinned a little.

"An officer's secret?"

"Something like that." Korica said with a smile.

Eva then looked at the Arogon system for a moment and then she leaned against her mother.

"Show me some more please? I want to see what's out there."

Eva spent another two and a half hours with the AI acting as teacher, showing her the wonders of the galaxy talking to her in way that she could understand and relate to. They looked at system after system with the AI explaining how different they are from the Earth system and that of the Future system. Eva asked lots of questions and soaked the information up like a sponge. By the time they were two hundred light years out exploring still more systems, Tamaric's legs and hips were beginning to get tired as they had given the seats at the control console to Eva and Alice.

"Tell you what Eva¦" Korica said. "Why don't we take a break and I'll show you around the command deck a little? We can go get something to drink in the crew mess hall and I'll see if I can take you onto the bridge for a minute."

Eva gasped and got to her feet slowly with wide eyes. Korica could sense the excitement and wonder in Eva.

"Could you really do that?"

"Maybe. I can definitely show you around the command deck but I have to ask permission from the captain to take you onto the bridge." Korica put her hand on Eva's shoulder gently and grinned at her. "If you're serious about joining the crew someday¦"

"I am! I really want to be on the Future and see people from some of the worlds I've seen here today."

"Well then the captain will see you as a potential future officer in training. I can't promise anything but you might even get to meet him."

"Oh that would be awesome!"

Alice pulled her head back a little as she had never heard Eva use that word before. Korica smiled at Eva's enthusiasm and she reached out and touched the shutdown command on the control console and all of the stars disappeared and the walls were now clearly visible in a curving inside of a ball shape and they could once again see the walkway leading to the door.

"The room seemed so much bigger with all of the stars everywhere." Eva said.

"I know, the three dimensional holographic system does a good job of giving the feeling of depth." Korica said.

The four of them then headed down the walkway toward the door and when the door slid open the bright light in the corridor made them all wince for a second as the light was very subdued in the stellar cartography compartment compared to the bright light out in the corridor. They all stepped out into the corridor and Eva looked back at the room as the door slid shut and then she looked up the corridor toward the five white steps leading up to the star observation lounge and she seemed to be working something out in her mind for a few seconds and then she looked at Korica.

"Korica, we're on the highest deck on the ship right?"

"That's right. The inner hull is just on the other side of the gravity plating above our heads." Korica said pointing at the ceiling without looking up.

"So what happens if you're up here and the elevators are out and there's say a fire in the stairs filling 'em with smoke? How would you get down from here?"

"Well the fire suppression system would put the fire out and vent the smoke before it became much of a problem but I understand your question. Future?" Korica called out.

"Yes Korica?" The AI's voice rang out from the nearest com panel that lit up.

"Can I show Eva the emergency escape tunnel for this corridor?"

"Yes you may since she is considering joining the crew someday. I will disable the alarm for the nearest access point on deck thirty-five so the captain will not be alarmed when the hatch is opened."

"Ok, thank you."

"You are welcomed."

The four of them then walked up the corridor for a significant distance past the stairwell entrance and elevator door. Korica stepped up to a com panel seemingly in the bulkhead all by itself with no door nearby. She touched the com panel and it lit up and she touched a red icon labeled 'emergency escape' and there was a clang heard behind the bulkhead and Korica looked at Eva.

"If the AI hadn't of turned off the alarm a very loud alarm would be sounding right now on the bridge and in the captain's quarters and the AI would be telling him that the emergency escape hatch has been accessed on deck thirty-five, corridor two dash one and how many people were up here and what the danger was that forced them into the escape tunnels."

Korica then put her hand on the bulkhead and she used the tip of her foot to pivot an entire section of the bulkhead in at the bottom and they found themselves looking into a brightly lit tunnel that led straight down with hand rungs incorporated into the back and side walls of the semi round tunnel. Eva stepped forward and poked her head forward and she looked down the bottomless looking hole and she stared down the tunnel for a few seconds then she stepped back cautiously. She looked at the tilted bulkhead section and then she looked at Korica.

"How far does that go?"

"All the way to deck one. There are side shafts every deck that are labeled as to where they go and what deck you are at if you don't want to go to the bottom."

"You have to climb all the way down?"

"There's no gravity in there. You just dive in and float down clawing your way down using those handrails." Korica said pointing at the gray handrails just inside the opening set into the bright white EMPACC coated walls.

"Wow¦so these are all over the ship?"

"Yep. But don't ever open one of these unless there is a real good reason. You can't imagine how much trouble you would be in if you opened an emergency hatch and there wasn't an emergency."

"I would never do that. Thank you for showing me this."

"You're welcome."

Korica stepped back and the bulkhead section remained open for a few seconds then there was a hiss and it swung shut and there was a clank heard behind the bulkhead as the locks were secured. Eva then looked at Korica again with an inquisitive look on her face.

"How do you remember where all of the escape hatches are?"

"I don't precisely. I just know when I see a com panel in the middle of a wall like this that there's an escape hatch behind it."

"Oh."

"This is the kind of thing you have to learn and remember if you're going to be a part of the crew. Your knowledge of this kind of thing is important and tested regularly so that you won't forget."

"I'll remember this."

Korica smiled at her and then took Tamaric's hand and they headed for the elevator that they had walked past. When they reached the elevator Korica reached out and touched the call button and the door slid open and they floated into the lift car and Korica had her palm scanned and she called out 'command deck' and the door slid shut and the lift began to descend. The lift descended for a time then slowed and finally stopped and a bang was heard and the lift moved toward the port side of the ship for a time then slowed and finally stopped and another bang was heard and the lift descended one deck and then came to a stop and the door slid open. They floated out and took a few steps and Eva put her hand on her stomach for a second then she looked back at the lift as the door slid shut. Eva then looked at Korica.

"Hey¦couldn't you use the elevator shafts to escape from danger if you really had to?"

"That's good thinking. You could if you really had to but it would have to be coordinated with the AI since the elevator shafts are kept in a state of vacuum. The elevator shafts would have to be pressurized or as soon as you forced the door open you would be sucked into the elevator shaft just like opening a door to space. It would take a while to pressurize all of the elevator shafts since they run all throughout the ship."

"Aren't there pressure doors that could be shut to isolate certain sections?" Alice asked.

"There are." Korica replied. "In fact there are thousands of them. Depending on how far you needed to go the AI could pressurize a small section leaving the rest of the system operational. That is a safety feature in case of a lift failure mid travel or incase of a failure of the integrity of the elevator shaft seals."

"So what's down that way?" Eva asked pointing to the left.

"Around the corner there are the crew quarters and there is a coed shower facility down that way and to the right are the command crew quarters and my quarters are just up the corridor a little ways. Around the corner that way is the mess hall, gym, common area the bridge the captain's office, more coed shower facilities the transport compartment and the shooting range is at the end of the corridor."

"What's a coed shower mean?"

"Boys and girls use the same shower facility." Korica said with a grin.

"At the same time?"

"Sometimes."

Eva looked at her mother and Alice laughed and stroked her head.

"The idea of being naked around boys is different when you get older honey."

"The shower use is scheduled differently for junior officers Eva. Girls are permitted to take their showers first then the boys take theirs."

"Oh¦it still seems a little weird to take a shower with a bunch of strangers."

"When you serve on a ship like this you know everyone that you're showering with. They're like close friends, not strangers."

"Hmm¦so you take showers like that?"

"I've only been out of stasis for a couple days so it hasn't come up yet but when the time comes I will. Don't worry Eva, by the time you're old enough to join the crew your feelings about being naked around others will be a lot different than they are now."

"Is there anything else weird about being part of the crew?"

Korica chuckled and looked at Alice with a smile then she squatted down in front of Eva.

"You're part of a huge family when you serve aboard the Future. You've got all kinds of friends looking after you and you have the adventure of a lifetime waiting for you. I wouldn't want to be doing anything else but serving on the Future. I swear there isn't anything weird about serving on the Future. I'm going to be here for as long as the Future is flying so you'll always have me here as your best friend if you decide to join us."

Eva smiled and stepped forward and hugged Korica for a few moments.

"If there are nice people like you on the Future then I really want to be here."

Korica patted her back a few times and when Eva stepped back Korica stood up and put her hand out to her.

"Come on, let's go get something to drink."

Eva smiled and nodded and took Korica's hand and then she grabbed her mother's hand and the four of them headed toward the mess hall. Korica prayed that commander Hiller wasn't in the mess hall as she wasn't quite sure how she would take to civilians being on the command deck even with an escort. When they rounded the corner Korica was a little relieved that the mess hall was dark. As they stepped in the lights came up and Korica walked them over to the dispensers and they all poured themselves something to drink then walked over to the closest table and they sat down. Eva downed most of her juice then she looked around a little and then she finished her drink and she looked at Korica.

"How come the mess hall is so small?"

Korica grinned and pointed at the back silver paneled wall.

"That wall retracts and there is a huge mess hall behind it with enough room for the entire crew to eat at the same time. There's only a crew of like twenty aboard right now so this is plenty big enough since half of 'em are asleep during the day. Everyone else is down on the surface."

"Oh."

They all finished their drinks and then Korica got up and walked over to the com panel and she touched it then she touched the AI hale icon and a few seconds later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"Hi Future. Is the captain up here?"

"Yes, he is in his office. Would you like me to page him for you?"

"Yes please."

"Please stand by¦"

Korica looked at Eva and smiled at her as she waited and then the captain's voice rang out.

"Yes ensign, what can I do for you?"

"Hello sir. I have a special guest with me here in the crew mess. I would like permission to take her on the bridge to show her around. She has decided that she would like to join the crew when she grows up so I wanted to show her where she will be serving."

"I see. Been doing a little recruiting have you?"

"She got a look at the star observation lounge and stellar cartography and when she saw the wonders that are out there she decided for herself."

"Well if you're showing one my future officers around the ship I insist on joining you. You have my permission and blessing to bring her down to the bridge. I will meet you outside my office."

"Thank you sir. We'll see you in a few seconds."

The com panel then went dark and Korica walked back over to the table to a smiling Eva.

"I really get to meet the captain?"

"You sure do. I told you that he would be happy to have you on the command deck when he heard you want to join the crew."

"Thank you for doing this Korica." Alice said. "You've really treated Eva like she's important."

"She is important, she's my friend."

Alice smiled at her warmly and they all got to their feet and followed Korica out into main corridor. When they stepped out the captain was just stepping out of his office and he stood tall and waited for them to walk up to his position.

"Hello sir. This is Alice Taylor and her daughter Eva." Korica said.

"Hello Mrs. Taylor." The captain said as he shook her hand.

"Hello captain Alexan. It's nice to finally meet you in person."

The captain then squatted down and smiled at Eva warmly.

"Hello Eva. Welcome to the command deck."

The captain put his hand out and Eva timidly shook his hand.

"It's nice to meet you captain. It's ok that Korica has been showing me around?"

"Ooh what a sweet little accent you have. I expect all of my officers to make friends with the civilians that we are sworn to serve and to protect. This is your ship honey. This ship was built to carry you and your family to the Future planet and we are here to run her for you. The civilian corps was formed to serve the civilian population at large. In a way I work for you, so no, I do not mind at all."

Eva stepped closer to her mother and smiled shyly.

"You¦you work for me?"

"That's right. Everything we do is to keep you healthy and safe. If you're brave enough to join us you can help us do that for the others. Smart little girls like you are exactly who we want to inspire to join us in exploring the galaxy to make friends with our new neighbors."

"I want to do that. I want to meet new people and make friends with them. There are so many worlds out there with people on them that we can go meet. I want to explore the stars with my friends Korica and Tamaric."

The captain smiled and stood up and looked at Alice.

"How do you feel about her aspirations of joining the crew?"

"If it's what she truly wants to do then I'm ok with it. I haven't met a single person on the crew that I don't like and if Korica and Tamaric are her inspiration¦well she could do a lot worse than to have friends like them around guiding and inspiring her."

"That's good to hear. I like hearing that my officers are inspiring the civilians in a positive way. Ensign Prentor is a remarkable young lady and Tamaric is an example of the finest type of person we have to offer as a species." The captain looked at Eva and smiled. "If you follow these two you'll go far in life honey. How would you like to go see the bridge now?"

"Yes sir I would."

The captain looked at Korica and nodded once and Korica took Eva's hand and Eva looked at her.

"You're really gunna like this." Korica said with a smile. "I remember the first time I saw the bridge."

Eva smiled at her and Korica stepped around the captain and they stepped over to the door to the bridge. Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they walked onto the bridge and Korica let go of Eva's hand and let her slowly walk around looking at all of the darkened workstations with only a green outline of hand slowly pulsing on the lower console of each station to log in from. Eva looked up at the giant viewer at the front of the bridge as everyone stepped onto the bridge and the door slid shut.

"Is that where you see what's outside?"

"That's right." The captain said.

"That's the biggest viewer I've ever seen."

"We need to see a lot of space to know where something the size of the Future is going." Korica said.

The captain stepped up to his chair and he pulled the right display out so it was facing him and he placed his palm on the display and the whole bridge came to life. Eva flinched and stepped back right into Korica and her mouth fell open as she looked around at all of the bright colors within the displays at all of the stations. The captain grinned and chuckled under his breath and Korica put her hands over Eva's shoulders and patted her chest gently in a gesture of warm consolation.

"Wow¦" Eva said slowly. "You know how to control all this?"

"I certainly do. It looks a lot more confusing than it actually is."

The captain flipped his right display around and he moved the forward viewer command to the middle of the display then he swung it down lower and then he looked at Eva.

"Come here honey. How would you like to see what's outside the ship?"

Korica pulled her arms from around Eva and Eva walked over to the captain and he pointed at the large icon on the display.

"Go ahead and touch that command."

Eva smiled and reached out and touched the icon and it turned green and the captain pointed over her shoulder toward the front of the bridge. Eva turned and looked at the giant viewer showing the view straight ahead of the Future as they maintained their orbit above Genesis.

"Whoa! That's amazing, I can even see the moon."

"Believe it or not we're going to start mining the moon very soon."

"Really? For what?"

"Oh metal ores and very special gasses that only exist there within the rocks. We're quickly running out of raw materials on the Future to continue building Genesis."

"Can't you get the rocks and ores you need on the Future planet?"

"Well¦maybe but to get what we need on the surface means possibly disrupting the natural environment and there are a lot of animals that have homes where those materials are located. We've learned a hard lesson recently about going in and taking what we want from wherever we want without finding out who lives there first. If we mine the moon there isn't any threat of destroying anyone's home and things weigh a lot less on the moon than they do down on the surface requiring a lot less effort to move things around."

"I didn't realize we were going to the moon to mine sir?" Korica said.

"Well it was a recent decision and one that makes a lot of sense. Until we can perform some detailed surveys down on the surface it's the only solution that makes sense given our experience with the bearcats. We need to respect the indigenous life down there no matter the form. Besides, there is helium three in vast quantities on the moon that we could really use so it's a win, win. We also need to produce some materials that have some toxic byproducts leftover from the manufacturing process and I would rather have that done on the moon. The waste can be taken to the sun for disposal but at least it won't pollute the surface of the Future planet in the meantime."

"That makes a lot of sense sir. Does that mean people will have to be stationed on the moon permanently?"

"Not from the Future crew. We have civilian experts that can handle the operation of the processing and production plants and it will largely be automated once it's up and running only requiring a few people to monitor what's going on. Since we have faster than light ships the trip to work would only take a few minutes from surface to surface so I don't think anyone will be living there permanently."

"That makes sense. Some of the girls that I was rescued with had that kind of operation going on back at their home worlds but they had permanent settlements on their moons."

"Yes I know. I read about that in some of Laurel's reports and that's largely where the idea came from."

Korica nodded and then she looked at Eva still staring at the viewer.

"Eva you want to see what the AI sees down on the surface?"

"Yah."

"Come here and I'll show you the sensor station."

Korica walked over to the sensor station and she sat down and she grinned when she patted her left leg for Eva to sit down. She remembered the crew doing the same thing for her when she was much smaller and still spell bound by the bridge while craving close attention from anyone that would treat her nicely. Eva stepped between Korica's legs and sat down on her left leg and Korica logged herself in and then she brought up the surface view with all of the Human life signs highlighted in a zoomed in view of the city below.

"Whoa! The ship can tell where everyone is?"

"Yep. All those little yellow dots are people."

"So what are all the red and green dots?"

"The red are animals and the green are insects over an inch in diameter. You see the list of descriptions right there in the margin? The bearcats are indicated by blinking red dots."

"Oh yah, I see it. Look, there's bearcats all over the city."

"From what I understand of our relationship with them they're probably helping us to get rid of the undesirable animals."

"Neat."

Korica then switched wavelengths and she showed Eva the vast amounts of water that existed under the city including the huge cisterns that had recently been completed to stockpile water for the city. They explored some of the subsurface tunnels and man made structures including the vast network being completed under the Genesis tower. Eva then pointed at the shield controls and asked what the controls and power levels were for and Korica gave her a brief description of what the controls did and what the shield itself did for the Future. The captain then invited Eva over to the navigation station and she sat on his leg as he explained the navigation system to her. He showed her how to plot and lay in a course and how the interactive star maps worked. He then showed her how the ship could be navigated manually and he complimented Korica at being very good at flying the ship manually. Eva was stunned and extremely impressed with the fact that Korica knew how to fly the ship and had done it so well that the captain would brag on her.

Korica then took Eva over to the communication station and she explained the controls a little and they listened to some of the faint communications going on down on the surface. Korica explained that most ships wouldn't be able to detect what they were hearing since it was hard-line communications that they were detecting. She then explained that the enhanced signal processors given to them by the elder race increased the Future's signal detection capability by a factor of ten thousand times over what the ship was capable of without them. Eva understood most of what Korica was telling her and she was devoting everything to memory so she would never forget anything being shown to her.

The rest of the morning was spent with Eva visiting each of the stations multiple times including one of the science stations and the controls were briefly explained. By the time they reached the auxiliary control station Eva was starting to understand what Korica meant. All of the confusing looking controls had a purpose and once explained they seemed to make sense even if she didn't completely understand how they all worked together to fly and control everything on the ship. At the end Eva slid off the captain's lap and she looked over to one screen that wasn't explained next to the sensor station. Eva pointed at it and looked at the captain.

"So what's that one for?"

"That is the damage control board. If there is anything on the ship that needs repairs it will show up on that display in red. We can then send drones to fix it or people if necessary."

"Is that how Laurel and Jake knew everything that needed to be fixed?"

"That's very good. Yes, that's what told them where they needed to make repairs next as they were putting the ship back together."

"Neat. Thank you for showing me the bridge captain. I know that there aren't many people that get to see this."

"You're very welcome Eva. Anyone considering joining us someday is invited to request a tour and I'll be glad to show them what the bridge looks like. Who knows, someday you might be working at one of these stations right alongside Korica."

"I would really, really like that. I want to join the Future crew and explore the stars."

"And I would love to have your pretty face gracing my bridge Eva. If you're absolutely sure that this is what you want to do and your mother and father are ok with it, I can have your studies focused toward that goal. It's never too early to start studying toward all the things you need to know."

"I'm sure¦I want to join you and explore different worlds with Korica and Tamaric."

"Are you ok with that Mrs. Taylor?"

"I'll have to talk with my husband Jack but I know he will be thrilled to see her so excited about something so profound at such an early age."

"Ok then, I'll take a look at her aptitude scores from her testing before being accepted to board and we will begin assessing her and creating a curriculum just for her. If her acuity and behavioral scores are high enough she might be eligible for the onboard junior officers program. You and your husband would be asked to stay aboard so she can be groomed to be an officer someday."

"You would put her into a program like that at seven?"

"Korica made officers status at eleven¦I don't know that the Human population is quite that advanced yet but we have some unbelievably motivated and brilliant youth that are working very hard toward that end. Eva would not be alone though she is the youngest to be considered yet. We are finding that the level of genius running through the population is emerging at a very young age. We have to look past the stereotype that a child is nothing more than a child. By the time Eva is around ten you will know if she is among those with extraordinary mental capabilities and the testing along the way should give us an idea of just how brilliant she is going to be. Tamaric's parents developed some very useful testing protocols back on Earth that will aid us in assessing whether or not she is in fact as gifted as Laurel and Jake¦and Korica are as well a good number of the youth among us. She is after all of the advanced generation of Humans evolving from all of us."

"You think I'm advanced captain?" Eva asked with a pretty little smile that just melted his heart.

"Well you are certainly pretty¦and special. Do me a favor and name all of the stations on the bridge?"

Eva nodded and she turned around and without missing a beat she named every single station as she pointed at them and described briefly what the stations controlled. She ended with the damage control board and looked at the captain as he looked at her with a surprised look on his face.

"That's remarkable. Yes I think you're advanced honey and exactly who we're looking for to inherit the Future someday."

"Thank you captain." Eva said with a broad smile as she stepped back over by her mother. "Did you hear that mom? He thinks I'm advanced."

Alice picked Eva up and plopped her on her hip and she smiled into her face.

"I certainly did sweetheart."

Alice gave her a peck and then hugged her tightly and then she slid her back down onto her feet.

"Thank you so much for your time captain Alexan. I really appreciate you making Eva feel so at home on your bridge."

"It was my pleasure Mrs. Taylor. You have a wonderfully bright and charming little girl there and I'll be watching her progress with great anticipation."

"Thank you, we're quite proud of her ourselves."

"Captain there's one more thing I would like to ask permission to do for Eva. If there is a crimson fighter aboard I told Eva that I would ask if it was all right to show her what one looked like up close. She saw one of them approaching while we were up in the star observation lounge and it fascinated her."

"The Orion is parked in the aft upper hangar and it should be here for a while so you have my permission to take her aboard. Just be mindful that no buttons get pushed if you know what I mean?"

"I promise not to touch anything captain." Eva said putting her hand up.

"Good girl, then enjoy yourself."

"Ok, thank you."

The captain grinned at her then stepped over to the captain's chair and he logged himself out and then Korica walked over to the sensor station and she logged herself out and the entire bridge went to sleep and the room fell eerily quiet. They all then stepped up to the door and it slid open and they all stepped out and the captain touched Eva's shoulder and smiled at her warmly.

"You enjoy the rest of your tour with ensign Prentor and Tamaric, I have to get back to work."

"Ok, thank you for letting me see the bridge."

"You're welcome." The captain then looked at Korica. "Korica may I have a word with you in private for just a second?"

"Yes sir."

The captain stepped back onto the bridge and Korica followed right behind him. When the door slid shut the captain put his hand on her shoulder.

"When you get done today I want you take a minute and write up a formal recommendation for Eva to be assessed for acceptance into the junior officer's program. I want you to include what you saw and sensed from her that would incline you to think she would make a good candidate. If you would, include video evidence where you think appropriate."

"I would be honored to sir. She really is sweet isn't she?"

"That she is, and she has a head on her shoulders like you do. We need that kind of brainpower aboard the Future. Did you see the way she remembered everything we showed her and was able to recall it without even thinking about it? That is something special in a seven year old. I want her ensign, so do me a favor and submit that recommendation tonight?"

"Eye sir." Korica said with a smile and a salute that he returned.

"And if you make anymore friends like her let me know about it? It's a great help to have my officers assessing and bringing to my attention the remarkable youth among us¦no matter the age."

"Yes sir. I honestly didn't know that she was that¦special. I just really like her and wanted to show her around."

"You have good instincts Korica, trust in them. The AI has said as much and I can see that it was right on the money."

"Thank you sir."

"Thank you Korica, you make my job so much easier because you are one officer I just don't have to worry about. I know I need you with us and I'm very grateful that Laurel and Jake found you and decided to keep you. We're all the better for it." The captain said with a warm smile.

"Wow! Thank you sir, that's sweet of you to say that."

"I don't talk to my officers like that very often but you're special so just keep up the good work."

Korica smiled as she felt the genuineness of what the captain was saying. He truly saw her as special and had a bit of a soft spot for her in his heart.

"Yes sir. I intend to make you proud to have me as one of your officers."

"I already am honey, you don't have anything to prove to me. Now go have fun with Eva and her mother and when you feel up to it check in with me and I'll put you to work reviving the rest of the population."

"Yes sir." Korica said with a smile.

The two of them stepped back up to the door and it slid open and they stepped out and Korica put her hand on Eva's shoulder as the captain waved and stepped over to his office and had his palm scanned and then stepped in when the door slid open.

"The captain really likes you Eva."

"I like him too, I can't believe how nice he was to me."

"So what do you want to see now?"

"Can I see your quarters?"

"Uh¦yah if you want. It's that door at the end of the corridor right there." Korica said pointing straight up the corridor to her quarters.

"Eva! That's her personal space honey." Alice said.

"No, it's ok Alice. I don't mind showing her my room. It just surprised me that she wanted to see my quarters."

"You can come see my room whenever you want." Eva said with a smile.

"Ok, I'll take you up on that sometime."

The four of them then headed up the corridor toward Korica's quarters. When they reached the door Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up and they stepped in.

"Whoa¦your quarters are huge." Eva said. "Are all of the quarters up here this big?"

"No, my quarters are three times the size of the ordinary crew quarters. I guess you could say I'm a little spoiled on how much room I was given."

Eva stepped up to the table at the head of the bed and she looked around and she noticed the tapestry on the wall and she pointed at it.

"Look mom, it's¦that's¦not Earth."

"No, that's my home world, Draxima."

"It's pretty. It looks kind of like Earth but the land is shaped different."

The painting of Tamaric on the wall beside the bed captivated Alice as she stepped next to the bed and took it in for a few moments.

"Did you paint that Korica?"

"Yes. I call that the hero of my heart."

Alice stepped around to the foot of the bed then noticed the other three paintings hanging on the walls and the pile of framed paintings sitting in the floor next to the tarp covered easel.

"Harriet Moses¦you have got some real talent Korica."

"Thank you."

Korica and Tamaric stepped over to the bed and Tamaric flopped down and laid back on the bed and rubbed his thighs and hips for a moment as Korica sat down next to him. Korica put her hand on Tamaric's stomach and gently rubbed his tummy.

"You getting tired?"

"Not mentally but my body hurts all over."

Korica pulled Tamaric's shirt out of his waistband at his stomach and she slid her hand onto his bare stomach and she closed her eyes and concentrated on her love for Tamaric and she let it build a little and then she sent a push down her arm and through her hand and then she sent a second stronger pulse of energy down her arm followed by another even stronger pulse and then she took a few quick deep breaths as she pulled it back and Tamaric grunted lightly as each pulse ran throughout his entire body. Korica opened her eyes and slid her hand out of his shirt and looked at him and he saw her eyes wondering around as the mental fog cleared from her mind. Tamaric quickly tucked his shirt back in and sat up. The ache of sore muscles was completely gone and he felt as if he had just taken a four-hour nap. He felt refreshed and wide-awake.

"I guess you still have the touch huh?" Tamaric asked with a big grin on hid face.

"It's a lot stronger than it used to be."

"What did you just do to him?" Alice asked as she had watched the whole thing.

"I shared my healing energy with him to ease his sore muscle pain."

"Incredible! You can really heal pain just like that?"

"Yes. Laurel and Jake taught me how to do that. They can do the same thing¦but it takes¦strength away from me to do that. A little touch like that isn't so bad but serious healing takes a lot out of me. I feel really weak for a while until my energy recharges or whatever. To tell you the truth I don't exactly understand how I can do what I can, I just¦feel when I can help a person and it just flows through me."

"That is an incredible gift Korica." Alice said still in a state of stunned amazement.

"Can you make my legs stop hurting¦and my back?" Eva asked.

Korica looked at Alice and shrugged as if to ask permission.

"Is there any danger that you could hurt her?" Alice asked in a quiet voice.

"No. I have a lot more control over it then I used to. As small as she is it won't take much energy to take the pain away."

"So¦are you hiding the pain¦or actually healing what's causing the pain?"

"I'm actually causing a healing to occur and that's why the pain goes away."

Alice looked at her for a few moments as she thought about it then she looked at Eva looking back at her with an uncomfortable look on her face. Alice just melted to see her baby in obvious pain form weak muscles being worked so hard today. She sighed and grinned at Eva then she looked at Korica and nodded.

"Ok, go ahead and¦do whatever you can to make her feel better."

Korica nodded and smiled. She patted the bed behind her gently as she turned around on the edge of the bed so she was facing across the bed.

"Climb up here by me Eva." Korica said.

Eva stepped up to the bed and climbed up on it on her hands and knees and she crawled up beside Korica and then she flopped down on her stomach and Korica smiled at her.

"Turn on your back and don't be scared. It might feel a little funny but it won't hurt."

Eva turned over and laid on her back and she looked at Tamaric and he smiled at her.

"It really doesn't hurt, it kind of tickles. You know that feeling when you lean on your arm too long and it falls asleep and then it tingles as it wakes up?"

"Yah."

"Well it feels like that but all over¦and inside your body."

"That doesn't sound so bad."

Korica leaned forward and started to pull Eva's shirt out of her waistband at her stomach and Eva slapped her hands on Korica's.

"What are you doing?"

"I¦I have to touch bare skin for it to work."

Korica slowly pulled her hands back and Eva pushed her shirt back down into her waistband and then she looked at her mother with a furrowed brow. Korica sensed that Eva had been raised very conservatively and she wasn't completely comfortable with someone else touching her body so close to what she considered her private area.

"Let's try something else¦" Korica said with a warm grin.

Korica slid her hand into Eva's and Eva clasped her fingers around Korica's hand and then Korica leaned forward and placed her other hand at Eva's neck and she slid it down into her shirt collar placing her hand in the middle of her upper chest. Korica sensed that Eva was much more comfortable with this type of physical contact. Korica smiled at her and then closed her eyes and she concentrated on her love for Tamaric and she let the feeling build and she felt her energy trying to surge and she took a quick breath and got it under control and then she let it slowly build and then she sent a gentle push down her arms and out her hands into Eva's chest and up her arm and Eva opened her mouth and took a quick breath at the surprising sensation and then she smiled and giggled a tiny bit. Korica then sent two more pulses of gentle energy, one right after the other and Eva closed her eyes and winced a little at the intense tingling that the energy elicited as it coursed through her body. Korica then lifted her chin as she pulled her energy back and she felt it subsiding, as it should.

Korica opened her eyes and she saw little twinkling dots everywhere she looked for a few moments and then everything cleared up and she slid her hand off of Eva's chest and she let go of her hand. Eva sat straight up and she immediately smiled and rubbed her legs and then she put her hand on her lower back and she leaned forward then back and she looked at her mother and her smile broadened.

"There's no pain mom! I feel strong again!"

"That's incredible!" Alice said in a chuckle. "Thank you for making her more comfortable Korica."

"You're welcome. I like helping people and especially my friends."

Eva turned over and got to her hands and knees and she stood up on her knees and walked over to Korica and threw her arms around her neck in a tight hug. Korica hugged her back warmly as she smiled. Eva then kissed her cheek as she sat down on her heels.

"I'm sorry I kind of freaked out on you. I don't like¦hands on me¦where you wanted to put your hands."

"It's perfectly fine Eva, I feel the same exact way. I should've been more conscious of where I was putting my hands."

"How do you feel Korica?" Alice asked as she put her hand on her shoulder.

"Eh¦a little more tired than I was before but it's nothing I can't handle. Draximan have higher energy reserves than¦most people so I have lots of energy to spare."

"Thank you for making my pain go away Korica."

"You're welcome. I'm glad I was able to help you feel better."

"So can I ask you something?" Eva asked.

"Sure." Korica said with a smile.

"What's that thing?" Eva asked pointing at Korica's calliope quietly spinning in the corner of the room by the bureau.

"That's called a foria transarpa. We just call it a calliope. Laurel and Jake bought it for me on the Farqua station to help me sleep."

"Help you sleep? What does it do?"

"It produces an infrasonic field of energy that relaxes and calms the body so you feel like sleeping and you sleep deeper once you do fall asleep. Come on, I'll show you what else it does."

Korica stood up and put her hand out and Eva climbed over to the edge of the bed and put one hand on Tamaric's shoulder and she put her hand out and Korica took a hold of it and Eva stepped off the bed carefully and the two of them walked to the front of the room and Korica grabbed the bottom of the calliope and slowly dragged it out into the middle of the room and then she sat down and crossed her legs in front of it and she looked up at Eva and she nodded and sat down next to Korica and crossed her legs Indian style. Korica touched a few buttons on the side of the base and it began to emit clouds of slow moving billowing clouds that rose straight up until they hit the ceiling and then they started to spread out along the ceiling until they hit the walls and then they drifted slowly down the walls until they hit the floor and began to creep along the floor until they dissipated a feet from the walls. Korica then touched another button and the fluorescing greens and blues and purples began to radiate out through the clouds slowly and then Korica turned the music on and Eva's mouth was hanging open in amazement.

"Oh wow¦that music is sooo pretty."

The music rose in level as it followed the clouds billowing out of the top of the calliope until it filled the entire room with it's hauntingly beautiful melody.

"Now watch this¦" Korica said as she got to her feet.

Korica walked over to the light controls on her side of the bed and she slowly slid them down to sleep levels and the room was filled with only the beautiful light cascading through the billowing clouds filling the whole room with shimmering blues and greens with purples chasing the edges of the blues as the blues chased the greens.

"Oh wow, that is something else!" Alice said.

"It was meant for children that have a hard time going to sleep cause they're wound up and full of energy and scared of the dark. There's like ten thousand different affects that you can create with that thing just by pushing different button combinations."

Korica walked back over by Eva and sat down next to her.

"Go ahead and push some buttons. You can't break it so go ahead and play with it."

Eva went about pressing buttons at random, then waited to see what happened. Korica let Eva play for close to half an hour and her tummy rumbling told Korica it was time to get something to eat.

"Hay what do you say we go get something to eat and then I'll take you to see the Orion?"

"Ok, I'm kind of hungry."

Tamaric got to his feet and walked around the bed and slid the lights up to full luminosity and Korica turned the calliope off and the mist began to fade away slowly. Eva and Korica then got to their feet and walked over to Alice. Alice put her hand on Korica's shoulder and sighed as she admired just how pretty Korica is.

"Thank you for being so good to Eva."

"You're welcome, it comes easy when someone is as pretty and sweet as she is."

"Awe, thank you Korica. I think you're really pretty and sweet too."

Korica smiled at Eva and then Alice got to her feet and they headed for the exit. As they stepped out Eva looked back into the room and then looked up at Korica.

"Can we come back here and play sometime? I wanted to look at your ships over on the dresser but we kind of ran out of time."

They started walking down the corridor toward the transport compartment and Korica patted her shoulder.

"I would love to have you back up here but you can't just come up here ok? You'll have to page me and I'll come down and escort you up here. If you want, next time you're up here I'll make a painting of you that you can keep."

"Oh that would be neat. Do I have to sit still for it?"

"For the first part yah. I'll have to sketch you then I'll paint the sketch. You can move around while I do that."

"Have you ever thought about painting yourself? I would love to have a painting of you."

Korica thought about it for a moment as they kept walking. She never even entertained the idea before. She thought it would be a little vane to make herself the subject of a painting made by her.

"I don't¦no, I've never thought about making a painting of myself."

"It was just a thought."

They finally reached the transport compartment and the door slid open and they stepped in and walked over to the transport platform and they stepped up onto it and Korica reached back and touched the indicator for deck 1, stasis ring and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light and then found themselves standing on the transport platform on deck 1. They stepped down and walked up the corridor to the common area and they stepped in and looked around at the crowds of people milling around and then they made their way across the common area to the mess hall and they walked in and made their way over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink then made their way over to the closest table and they sat down. A few seconds later a servo drone floated up to the table with a menu and Alice took the menu and they all ordered something to eat then Alice handed the menu back to the servo drone and it turned and floated off silently.

"So have you had a good time today Eva?" Korica asked.

"Oh yah, I've had so much fun. I've been places and seen things that most people won't ever get to see. I'm really looking forward to seeing one of those crimson fighters up close too."

"That's great, I've had a really good time too. I kind of like showing someone what I get to see everyday as something new to them. It reminds me of how amazed I was the first time I saw the Future. I was a civilian like you and Laurel gave me special permission and a low level clearance so I could come up and see her anytime I felt lonely or had bad dreams¦both of which happened a lot when I first came aboard."

"Well if you get lonely now you can come over to our quarters anytime you want and I'll keep you company."

Korica smiled and chuckled lightly. She knew Eva meant that from the bottom of her heart but she also knew that with Tamaric in her life she would likely never feel loneliness again.

"Thank you Eva, I'll do that."

"Korica, can I ask you two something kind of personal?" Alice asked.

"Yah I guess so." Korica said.

"I don't have a problem with it." Tamaric said.

"I noticed that you're both wearing wedding rings¦are you two married?"

Korica and Tamaric both looked at their rings at the same time then looked at each other and grinned at each other and Korica leaned against Tamaric a little as she looked at Alice.

"These are promise rings. We just put 'em on the wrong hand and then couldn't get 'em off so we just left them on our left hand."

"I see. It's none of my business, I was just curious how that worked given your ages before you went into stasis."

"You know how old we were?" Tamaric asked.

"Sure, everyone does. You're both a part of everyone's post stasis briefing because of your incredible contributions at such a young age leading to our eventual safe arrival at the Future planet with so much technology and advanced technological information in our possession."

"We're going to get married someday¦" Korica looked up into Tamaric's face. "But not until we're a little older. We're still trying to get used to how old we are now, I guess we're old enough to get married but it doesn't feel like it."

"That has to be a little confusing, I know it was for me to wake up and realize that I had aged six and a half years but I was an adult before so the mental adjustment is a little less dramatic I suppose."

"There are all kinds of confusing things happening with my body and mind that weren't happening before not to mention the fact that I have to act my age even though mentally I'm not my age if that makes any sense."

"I¦think I understand what you're saying. You missed a key time in the change from a girl to a young woman."

"Exactly. It almost makes me wish I were younger when we climbed into our chambers."

"The anti time radiation would have still affected you Korica. We were going to lose a few years no matter how old we were when we were exposed to it."

"I guess you're right."

"At least you have each other for support and understanding while you go through something so confusing."

The food arrived at that point via two servo drones and the plates were slid up on the table from beside their intended recipient. They set in to eating their lunch together while talking lightly and at the end of the meal Korica patted her tummy and smiled.

"Much better." Korica said with a smile.

Eva giggled and smiled.

"You ready to go see a spaceship up close?" Tamaric asked with a smile.

"Yah!" Eva said excitedly.

They all polished off the last of their drinks then got up and headed for the exit. They stopped by the restroom next to the mess hall and relieved themselves and then met up outside the restroom and headed for the cross-corridor exit to make their way to the transport platform together. When they reached the platform they stepped up onto it and when the free floating map appeared Korica reached out and touched the indicator for the aft upper hangar and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light they all disappeared and then found themselves standing in the transport enclosure in the upper hangar. Eva stepped down first and stepped up to the side of the enclosure and she pressed her hands up on the enclosure wall as she stared at the crimson fighter facing them only twenty feet away.

"Oh wow! They are huge¦and mean looking." Eva turned and looked at Korica as everyone else was stepping down from the transport platform. "How fast do they go?"

"A little over one and a half times the speed of light."

Eva's mouth dropped open and she slowly looked back at the Orion.

"How¦I don't understand how a ship can go that fast?"

"That's the kind of thing you'll learn about if you join the civilian corps. This ship will probably be relatively obsolete by the time you're old enough to pilot one. We'll make faster and smarter ships using the information the elder race gave us."

"I could fly this ship someday?"

"Oh yah, every officer is flight qualified in one ship or another that is currently in service. That would include the crimson fighters. We have a simulator that teaches you how to fly 'em without the danger of crashing the real thing while you learn."

"You mean¦you know how to fly that?" Eva asked with a shocked look on her face as she pointed at the Orion.

"Yep. I know how to fly it without crashing it. I haven't earned my flight certification yet though."

"So we couldn't go for a ride?"

"No, for one thing it takes a crew of three to fly 'em and second, like I said I don't have my flight certification yet. I can definitely show you around the ship though."

"Cool!"

Korica laughed at Eva's excited reaction and she stepped over to the door and pushed it open and they filed out onto the hangar floor. Eva walked right up under the ship and bent over a little and stroked her hand along the hull as she walked from one side to the other and emerged on the left side of the ship.

"It doesn't feel like metal." Eva said as she emerged on the left side of the ship.

"It isn't exactly metal. It's a composite of several different types of ceramic crystalline and metallic¦it isn't metal but it has nonferrous metal in it."

Korica figured Eva would never understand the complex structure of the elements used in the hull composition but she was impressed that Eva even recognized that the hull wasn't metallic in nature. Eva walked around the wing section to the back of the ship and they heard her call out making them all laugh.

"Where the heck are the engines? The engines are covered up."

Korica walked around to where Eva was standing.

"The crimson fighters use gravitational thrust. There isn't any exhaust like there would be for a chemical reaction thrust engine."

"Huh? I don't know what that means."

"That's something else you're going to have to study hard to learn about. It would take too long for me to try and explain it so it would make any sense to you."

"I'm not dumb Korica. You can explain complicated things and I'll understand it."

Korica squatted down and put her hands on Eva's sides.

"I know you aren't dumb Eva but this technology is really complex. Even for someone as smart as you it can't be explained easily."

"You promise I'll get to learn about this stuff if I join the crew?"

"Absolutely. You'll be expected to learn about this¦stuff and so much more."

"Ok. Can we look inside?"

"Sure, come on."

Korica stood up and put her hand out and Eva took hold of her hand and they stooped down and walked under the wing section to the cabin door that was hanging open. Korica let go of Eva's hand and she climbed aboard turning on the cargo area and cockpit lights as she did so. She then waved everyone aboard. Eva looked back at her mother and smiled.

"Go ahead sweetheart, this is what you've been waiting for." Alice said.

Eva nodded and turned and climbed aboard and she had a look around. Korica sat down at the power and weapons station and she let Eva step up to the front of the cockpit and look down into the pilots seat. She looked around at all of the darkened controls and then she stepped back and she looked at the sensor and navigation controls. She looked around for a few moments then she looked at all of the controls and displays at the station Korica was sitting at and then she looked at all of the knobs and switches in the overhead console and she slowly shook her head.

"How can you possibly remember what all this stuff does?"

"You remember how confusing the bridge looked until we explained what each station does? Each of these stations has a specific set of functions that are controlled from them and all of these switches and buttons do what the touch icons do on the bridge. These are mechanical controls rather than electronic controls so you have to scatter them around so you can reach them when you need them. Over there is sensors and navigation, this is power and weapons and down there is the pilots position where you control not only the ship for flight but also the shield generator and propulsion system among other things."

"Wow, you are really smart Korica."

"Thanks Eva. You're smart enough to learn how all this works given enough time just like me."

Korica didn't want to sound conceited by telling Eva that much of her learning was intuitive requiring no studying at all. She didn't think Eva would understand or believe that a person could look at complex controls and know how to operate them without ever being taught how to do that. It just didn't sound normal and Korica still had trouble believing what she was capable of.

Eva looked around a moment longer and then she stepped back and walked to the back of the ship and looked around the cargo area and Alice stepped aboard and had a look around for herself. She glanced at the myriad of confusing controls and she opened her eyes wide and shook her head as she sat down at the sensor and navigation station.

"This thing is incredible. It's hard to believe that a government or whatever would just give four of these to us."

"Think about how grateful you would be if Eva were snatched by some evil¦ugly aliens with the most horrific things in mind for her and then someone that doesn't even know you rescued her and brought her back to you safely. Wouldn't you give them the newest and best ships you had to offer if you thought they might use them to help others to show your gratitude?"

"I suppose I would. The thought of someone grabbing Eva haunts my nightmares, it always has. Hey¦I thought you didn't like the word alien?"

"If you saw the Hodong and what they were doing to us¦" Korica swallowed hard as she fought the tears back for the girls she saw and heard being abused. "The word alien fits in their case. They're a predatory species and young girls are what they prey upon."

"Sorry¦I didn't mean to mention something so painful."

Korica just nodded and got up and headed toward the back of the ship to distract her mind from what she was remembering. The pain was still very deep and raw when she thought about it for any length of time. It made her heart hurt and her pulse race as anger, loathing, and disgust set in. She didn't like carrying those feelings around with her and she found that she had a lot of all of them bottled up in her when she thought about everything that was done to her and the other girls and how much she missed her mother and father. Her feelings started to drift toward hate of the Hodong and she didn't like feeling that toward anyone.

"How many people can this ship carry?" Eva asked producing a welcomed distraction for Korica.

"There are ten jump seats but if you really had to you could fit twenty or twenty-five people back here and the life support system could produce enough air to keep them alive."

Eva looked around at the flat walls and then she looked at Korica.

"How¦does the ship make air to breath?"

"It's a byproduct of the fuel as it's catalyzed in the engines cells to make power."

"I don't think¦I understand what that means." Eva said with a confused expression on her face.

Korica stepped past her to the back of the ship and she pressed a few thumb locks and she pulled the fuel cell storage cabinet open and she slid a fuel rod out and squatted down and showed it to Eva.

"This is what the ship uses to make power and breathable air."

"Is it dangerous?"

"No, not in this state. You know how when you burn a log it makes smoke right?"

"Yah."

"Well think of it kind of like that. This fuel rod is catalyzed and burned away so to speak and the smoke that it produces contains breathable nitrogen, oxygen and carbon dioxide among other things. By filtering and compressing the gas you can separate then combine the gasses into just the right mixture to give you clean breathable air."

"Oh¦cool. So as long as you have fuel you have fresh air?"

"That's right."

Eva reached out timidly and touched the fuel rod and rubbed her fingers up and down it.

"It feels like stone or something."

"It kind of is. It's mineral based but it's a processed metal oxide mineral if that makes any sense?"

"You mean it was made in a factory?"

"That's a good way of putting it. This mineral contains a terrific amount of energy and it's released within the engines when the right conditions are achieved."

"So you burn those in the engines?"

"Kind of. They're exposed to a high-energy electric field that excites the molecules in this fuel rod and then other particles are slammed into this fuel rod at the speed of light and a new particle is made that decays into antimatter. It's that antimatter that produces the gravitational energy through another process that makes the ship fly and heat and water and gas and huge amounts of energy are produced as a byproduct."

"Water?"

"You need it to breathe."

"What?"

"You didn't know that you breathe water?"

"I'm not a fish, I don't breathe water."

Korica laughed at the funny look of indignation on Eva's face.

"Actually we all do. There is a tiny amount of moisture in the air we breathe. The fact that these fuel rods have some natural minerals in them means they actually contain a little bit of trapped moisture and it's released when the fuel rods are catalyzed."

"Is that true mom? Do we really breathe water or is Korica teasing me?"

"No it's true honey. The air around us is about one percent water vapor here on the ship and a little more down on the surface where it's warmer and considerably more humid."

"I wouldn't tell you anything that wasn't true Eva."

"I thought you¦were making fun of me or something cause I don't know what the air is made of."

"I would never do that Eva. I want to help you learn, not tease you. You don't know until someone takes the time tell you about what you don't know."

Korica stood up and slid the fuel rod back into the storage cabinet and she flipped the door up and latched the thumb locks.

"So this ship¦" Eva continued. "How much does it weigh?"

"About sixty five thousand pounds¦without people on it."

"Whoa. Why's it so heavy?"

Korica slapped her hand on the back bulkhead with light smack.

"There are a lot of components behind these walls and while the hull plating might not be pure metal, the structural elements are made of a very dense metal to make the ship strong."

"Oh."

"I assume this ship is equipped with an artificial gravity system?" Alice asked as she got to her feet and stepped into the entryway by the cabin door where she could stand up straight.

"Yes, it also has an inertial dampening system so there is no sensation of movement whatsoever when the ship is moving."

"I suppose that would come in handy given the ships speed capability."

"It would be deadly without it."

"Can I see what everything looks like up there with everything turned on?"

"I suppose I could power the ship up but you have to promise not to touch anything?"

"I promise, I just want to see what it looks like."

"Ok, come on."

Korica stepped past Alice and Eva and she stopped at the airlock door where Tamaric was standing halfway in the doorway watching everything. She smiled at him and gave him a quick peck making him smile big then she stepped toward the front of the ship and she sat down at the sensor and navigation station and then she reached up and closed the main power switches and all of the stations started to come to life and all kinds of lighted switches and buttons lit up. Korica turned the display in front of her on then she reached over and turned the display on at the power and weapons station where Eva was now sitting. As the displays began to glow to life Korica noticed the absolute awe and wonder in Eva's eyes as she tried to take it all in. Korica smiled and stood up bent over so she wouldn't smack her head on the overhead console.

"Let me sit there for second Eva." Korica said.

Eva stood straight up and her head still cleared the overhead, she stepped back and Korica sat down and then patted her leg for Eva to sit down on. Eva smiled and sat down on Korica's leg.

"Ok, you're going to help me bring full power online."

"But you told me not to touch anything! I do as I'm told!"

"Shh. Don't get upset Eva, just do exactly as what I tell you to do. It'll be ok."

Eva looked at her nervously and nodded.

"Ok, reach over there and press that yellow button and it'll turn green after a few seconds, when it does press it again." Korica said pointing to a button over on the wall.

Eva reached over slowly and pressed the button and the power generator clicked from behind the back of the cargo area bulkhead and the power levels began to rise slowly and Eva kept watching the button and when it turned green she pressed it again and the reaction in the fuel cell was initiated. The power then started to rise in amplitude very rapidly.

"You see that slider right there?"

"Yah."

"Slowly slide that up until the reaction is balanced in the reaction chamber. That scale on the main display will show you when the balance is achieved. It'll turn from red to green as you introduce more of the fuel rod. When it reaches the green stop sliding the slider up."

Eva reached over and slowly slid the slider switch up and she watched the main display until just as Korica had said would happen the reaction reached equilibrium and the scale turned green. Eva pulled her fingers away from the slider and she looked at all of the indicators on the main display rising into the green levels and then there was a message flashed that read 'full power available'.

"Congratulation Eva, you just successfully powered up a crimson fighter."

"Really? It's that easy?"

"For the first stage yes. If there were a pilot he would be fringing up the engines right now taking power away and you would have to watch the power levels and if that scale turned yellow you would slide that slider up a little until the power level was in the green again. Now touch that little button above the display."

"What's it do? I can't read what that says."

"It's in the language of the people that built the ship. In Rosch it says it says weapon system diagnostic."

Eva nodded and reached out and pressed the button and the display now read 'diagnostic in progress'.

"What's it doing?"

"It's checking and aligning the targeting system and the power system that supplies power to the weapon."

"I didn't¦turn the weapon on did I?"

"No, you just initiated a computer check for the weapon system."

A moment later the display read 'alignment in progress'.

"See, the targeting system was out of alignment."

They heard some clicking under the floor as the weapon was gimbaled slightly while it was in its internal bay and then the display read 'alignment complete, diagnostic complete, no further errors detected'.

"So¦how do we turn the air on?"

"It's already running. That's an automatic system that comes online as soon as full power is achieved. There's a vent right behind us if you want to smell for yourself."

Eva stood up and looked just behind the seat and she saw the vent and she stood on her tiptoes and she could feel the cool air gently blowing out of the vent and she took a deep breath through her nose and it smelled crisp but scentless. She then stepped back around and looked at Korica.

"Is there something that tells you that it's running like what's on the bridge at the auxiliary control station?"

Korica grinned and pointed at a small vertical indicator in the upper left corner of the display that was reading in the green.

"It's right there and I can control the air pressure and temperature from right up there." Korica said pointing to a slider and a knob up on the overhead console that again Eva couldn't read the label above them as they were in Rosch.

Eva looked at the controls for a moment then she pointed at the communication panel in the overhead above the pilots seat.

"What's all that for?"

"That's communications. Transmitters for voice, receivers, data burst transmitters and translator circuit cross ties."

"You need that many buttons and knobs to turn a transmitter on?"

"No, the main power is that green button that's lit up right there. All those knobs and buttons are so you can choose the frequency and type of signal you want to transmit."

"I don't understand what that means¦it's more stuff I'll have to learn about right?"

"That's right. Communications and signal recognition is a class all by itself that you have to take to work on the bridge or to pilot a ship like this one."

"I didn't know it would be that complicated to talk to someone from a ship."

"It isn't all that complicated once it's explained to you. At least it doesn't seem all that complicated to me anymore and I know you're really smart so you'll understand it easy enough when the time comes."

"Did your parents teach you some of what you know if you grew up on a ship?" Alice asked.

"Oh they taught me tons of stuff. Our ship wasn't¦" Korica looked around a bit. "Anything like this ship but we had the same basic functions as what you see here, you just had to go about some really complex procedures to get anything done and here it just takes the press of a button or two."

"How long have your people been¦exploring or engaging in commerce through space?"

"About three hundred and fifty years or so."

"And you didn't have ships like this?"

"The government might have had something like this but ordinary people certainly didn't have access to them. This is a war machine¦my people aren't warriors, they're explorers and merchants."

"You realize that¦the time we're in right now¦your people aren't in space yet?"

"Yes I know. It's a little strange to think about. We traded with neighboring species for centuries without venturing out into the stars ourselves."

"Why do you suppose that is?"

"I don't know. I know more about Human history than I do my own. Perhaps my people thought there was nothing out there for us but violence and depravity? I learned the hard way that the later waits for the unsuspecting."

Alice reached over and put her hand on Korica's hand as Alice squatted down so she could look right into her eyes.

"I'm truly sorry sweetheart. There are good people among the stars, just look at the elder race¦and the other peaceful species you've met."

"I know, I'm living with some of the best people in two galaxies."

"You always look to the positive don't you?"

"I sure try to. I don't want to be sad all the time and I would be if I thought about the evil that exists out there." Korica looked into Eva's face. "You want to power the ship down now?"

"I¦I guess so. I'm a little scared to be touching buttons when I don't know what they do."

"It's ok, I'll talk you through it. Press that green button and then slowly slide that slider down as far as it will go."

Eva pressed the button and it turned red until she started sliding the slider down and then it turned green again. Eva slid the slider all the way down and then she pointed at the button.

"Press it again?"

"That's very good, go ahead and press it."

Eva pressed the button and it turned yellow and then the power levels fell off sharply and the auxiliary power cells kicked in and the air circulation ceased.

"Now turn the display off right there." Korica said pointing at the power button on the edge of the display.

Eva reached out and pressed the button and the display went dark leaving a few dozen lighted switches and buttons visible on the bulkhead panel and on the overhead console.

"Do you want this display turned off?" Alice asked pointing at the sensor and navigation display.

"Yes, please."

Alice reached over and pressed the power button and the display went dark.

"Now, you see those three switches up there with red covers over them?" Korica said pointing to the main power switches in the overhead console.

"Yah I see 'em."

"Flip those covers open and then flip the switches that are under them."

Eva stood up and reached up and flipped the covers open and then one by one she flipped the main power switches open and all of the lighted buttons and switches went dark.

"That's it, you've powered up and powered down a crimson fighter now."

"You're not going to get in trouble for letting me do that are you? I promised the captain that I wouldn't touch anything."

"No I'm not gunna get in any trouble. I was watching everything you were doing. You did a great job too."

"I can't believe it was that easy to power this thing up."

Korica smiled at Eva.

"See, seems bewildering until someone shows you just how simple it really is."

"Can we go see the Future's engine room now?"

"Uh¦that's somewhere I can't take you. There are a lot of places that I can't take someone without a security clearance and the engine room is definitely one of those places."

"Oh ok. Maybe we should just go to the park instead?"

"That sounds like fun. I wish I could show you everything Eva but some of it will just have to wait until you're a little older ok?"

"Ok, I know I'm asking for a lot. I'm just glad I got to see the neat stuff I've seen today."

"Come on sweetie." Alice said as she put her hand out.

Tamaric stepped back out of the doorway and Eva took her mothers hand and they walked over to the cabin door as Korica got to her feet and followed them off the ship after she turned the lights off. They all walked over to the transport enclosure and Eva turned and took a last look at the Orion.

"I really hope I get to take a ride on this ship someday."

"That can probably be arranged. The captain has his eye on you now so special consideration will be shown to you and your mother and father. There's not much that he'll say no to if he thinks it will further inspire you to join the crew. You have the kind of curiosity and smarts that he looks for in a potential candidate."

"Candidate? What's that?"

"That's what you are honey." Alice said. "It's someone being considered for an important position."

"Oh."

They all stepped up to the transport enclosure and Korica pulled the door open and they stepped in and she closed the door behind them and then they stepped up onto the transport platform. Eva looked the free floating map over when it appeared and her mother pointed at the indicator for the gardening ring and Eva touched it and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of flight they disappeared. They all stepped down from the transport platform and Korica had her palm scanned and the door popped and swung open. They stepped into the very warm and humid air and they all took a deep breath inhaling the wonderful fragrant scent of thousands upon thousands of flowers in bloom all over the gardening ring for the bees benefit as well as to provide a pleasing aesthetic element. Korica then squatted down in front of Eva and took hold of her hand as she looked up into her pretty face.

"You feel how warm and humid it is in here?"

"Yah, it feels kind of sticky."

"That's because the air consists of around three and a half percent water vapor in the gardening ring. Believe it or not there is thousands of gallons of water dissolved in a gas form floating in the air in here. You're breathing water¦sort of."

"I think I understand it now. I'm sorry I didn't believe you before."

"That's all right, it's a weird thing to realize we all breathe water."

Korica stood up and stroked Eva's cheek.

"Let's go have some fun."

"Yah!" Eva said with a big smile.

They all turned and headed across the gardening ring toward the park area where there were a good many children happily playing. They played for the rest of the afternoon only stopping once to have something to drink and rest a little then they went back to playing until the end of the day. Korica was by far the most tired at the end of the day but she had a great time showing Eva around the ship and playing with her in the park area. She felt like she had a little taste of what it would be like to have a little sister to play with and to share with what it is that she does for a career.

As the time neared 17:00 they made their way through the stasis ring to the common area to wait for Jack and Clara and Liam to come aboard on the evening shuttle run. They didn't have to wait long, Jack came in with the first group of seven and Eva squealed and ran up to him throwing her arms around him. He hugged her until she released her grip on him then he picked her up and kissed her and then carried her over to the others and he gave Alice a peck and he put his arm around her without putting Eva down. He then kissed Eva's cheek and slid her down to her feet.

"Did you have a good time today sweetie?"

"I had a blast daddy. Korica took me up to the command deck and I got to meet the captain in person. He and Korica showed me around the bridge and told me how everything worked."

"You met the captain? That's wonderful honey, I haven't even met the captain yet."

"He's really nice. Korica and Tamaric took me to the star observation lounge so I could see the Future planet and then they took me to stellar cartography and I got to see all kinds of worlds near us that have people and animals on them. There are so many planets out there that we can go to. I want to join the crew someday daddy. Can I join the Future and go meet people on other worlds with Korica and Tamaric? Pleeease?"

Jack squatted down in front of Eva and looked right into her eyes.

"Do you understand what it means to join the civilian corps honey? That's a huge commitment and there is a lot more involved than just joining and getting to jump around the galaxy."

"I know that. I have a lot to learn but I want to fly one of the crimson fighters someday and I want to see what's out there. Korica took me aboard the Orion and she let me power it up then power it down."

"She did?" Jack looked at Korica with a concerned look.

"She was sitting on my lap and she did exactly as I said so it was safe. She didn't fire up the engines or anything she just brought main power online then shut it down. I promise you I didn't put her or Alice in any danger."

"I'll trust you to keep my ladies out of danger. Turning the power on doesn't sound all that dangerous."

"Can I join the crew when I get older daddy?"

Jack sighed and pet Eva's head.

"If this is really what you want to do you know I can't say no to you. You can join the crew if you want."

Eva smiled and hugged her father tightly for a few moments then she kissed him and hugged him again. When she pulled back she had a small tear in her eye.

"You make me so happy daddy. This is what I want to do. I want to go see the stars like Korica and Tamaric do. There's so many people that we can go make friends with and I want to be there to meet them."

Jack stood up and looked at Alice.

"I've never seen her so excited or emotional about something like this."

"I know. The captain said he could have her studies structured specifically toward her joining the civilian corps aboard the Future. She would have to be assessed and evaluated for her intellect and mental aptitude. If she scores high enough she could possibly join the junior officers program. I guess they are finding a lot of bright young kids among us that are in the program and Eva is at just the right age to begin grooming her for a life of service or whatever." Alice said.

"Well we'll see if it lasts or if it's just a fun idea at the moment."

"I'm not changing my mind¦this is what I want to do daddy."

"Ok baby, we'll be behind you the whole way."

"Hey¦there's my mom and dad. Excuse me for a minute." Tamaric said then took off to greet his parents as they were stepping into the common area.

Tamaric stepped up to his parents and he hugged his mother then his father and then they made their way over to the others. Jack and Alice shook Liam and Clara's hands and then they all sat down for a moment. Korica and Tamaric talked about their day with Eva and Alice for a time and then Clara and Liam talked about what they were doing down on the surface. As the time neared 17:30, Korica became painfully aware that Laurel and Jake weren't going to make the trip down to the common area. Tamaric sensed her disappointment and he put his hand on her leg.

"Can't you reach out and feel where Laurel and Jake are or whatever?"

"I guess I could do that. I'm sure they're just really busy with what they're doing."

Korica closed her eyes and concentrated on feeling for Laurel and Jake. All the noises in the common area faded away and she had the sensation of rushing past many different people all over the ship and then she saw a clear image of the upper hangar and a very impressive looking light blue ship with all kinds of components sitting in the hangar floor under it and there were two individuals that she didn't recognize by their essences standing under the ship with their upper torsos inside the bottom of the ship. Korica could feel Laurel and Jake's presence somewhere close by but their minds were quieted so she couldn't sense what they were thinking or feeling. She had a sense of drifting toward the open cockpit of the ship, which had its canopy pointing high in the air toward the overhead gantry that had a strange looking piece of equipment hanging from it suspended over the top of the ship where a large section of the top of the ship was retracted open in a perfectly round hole. As Korica drew closer in her mind she saw down into the cabin of the ship where Laurel and Jake were lying on their sides right next to one another as the fairly large component was being hoisted out of the ship. Korica consciously sent a gentle push toward Laurel and Jake and she saw them both look at each other for a moment and then grin. Korica sensed that Laurel said something to Jake and Jake nodded and Laurel pulled her arms out of the engine compartment and then closed her eyes.

Korica's distant sight became blurry and then faded away completely as she sensed Laurel within her mind. It was just too much to try and hold onto what she was sensing and communicate with Laurel.

"Hi sweetheart¦" Laurel thought. "Were you looking for us?"

"Hi mom." Korica thought in return. "I can see that you guys are really busy so I won't bother you."

"You can see? Are you in the hangar?"

"No, I'm in the common area on deck one."

"And you're able to see what we're doing? That's incredible honey, I'm really proud of you for being able to do that."

"It went away when you connected with my mind. I still can't hold more than one ability at a time."

"Give it time honey."

"I just wanted to see if you were going to come down to greet Clara and Liam and Alice and Jack?"

"We're right in the middle of something honey. I miss you too. We should be done here in about twenty minutes or so and then we'll come down to see you."

"You want me to wait here in the common area?"

"No baby, you go ahead and stay with Tamaric and his parents. We'll meet you in their quarters in just a little bit."

"Ok, I love you mom."

"I love you too honey."

Laurel then broke the connection and withdrew into her own mind and then she quieted her mind.

"Is everything ok with Korica?" Jake asked.

"Yah, she just misses us. I told her we were almost done and that we would come see her when we get finished."

"See, told you she wasn't going to outgrow the need to be close to us."

Korica opened her eyes and blinked away the mental fog and she looked at Tamaric and grinned.

"They're almost done for the day. Mom said they'd meet us in your quarters in a half hour or so."

"You just talked to your mother and father?" Jack asked in a stunned voice.

"I talked to my mom. She's working beside my dad in the upper hangar."

"Ok now I am jealous. I wish I could talk to my Eva anytime I want like that."

"You might be surprised what she's capable when she gets a little older. You might not be capable of the kind of distant communication that my parents are but I think she's going to be able to communicate with you in a limited way."

"What would make you think that?"

"I don't know exactly, just something I sense from within her that isn't completely developed yet but seems remarkable and a little familiar. Those that are gifted can usually sense when others are¦or will be."

"And you sense something special like that in Eva?" Alice asked.

"Yes, without question."

Alice smiled and stroked Eva's head making Eva smile proudly. She liked hearing from someone as remarkable as Korica that she had something special within her just waiting to come to the surface when she reached the right age.

"Well thank you for showing my girls a good time today Korica and Tamaric." Jack said.

"We had a really good time together, it was our honor." Korica said.

"Are we gunna get to eat supper and workout together?" Eva asked looking at Korica and Tamaric.

"You bet! We'll meet you in the mess hall on deck fifteen at six thirty." Korica said.

Eva smiled and then she stepped forward and hugged Korica and then Tamaric and then she stepped next to her father and took hold of his hand.

"Thank you for spending the day with me and my mom. I had so much fun today."

"You're welcome Eva."

"We'll see you folks in the mess hall at half past." Jack said.

"We'll see you there." Liam said.

Eva's parents stood up and headed for the elevator and Liam looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"I'm proud of you two for taking the time to show Eva and Alice around the ship. I think you have a friend for life in that cute little charmer."

"Thanks dad, it was neat to see the wonder in Eva's eyes as she looked around the bridge. I think we inspired a new crewman in her someday. She's determined to join the Future crew to see who and what's out there."

"She's a remarkable little girl. I hope she sticks with it and follows her dreams."

"Are you two going to come up to Bahar's quarters with us to get Harriet?" Clara asked.

"Actually I have something I have to do real quick." Korica said. "You go ahead and go up with your mom and dad Tamaric and I'll meet you in your quarters in just a little while."

"But I wanna stay with you Korica. Can I¦come with you to do whatever you have to do?"

"I have to write a formal recommendation for Eva to be assessed for acceptance in the junior officer's program. It won't take that long Tamaric; you should watch Harriet while your mom and dad take a shower."

"Oh ok. I do miss my little sister."

Clara and Liam got to their feet and Korica hugged Tamaric briefly and then she smiled at him. He smiled at her warmly and then Korica turned and headed for the exit out into the cross corridor to see if a terminal was available. Tamaric and his parents then headed for the elevator to make their way up to Bahar's quarters.

When Korica stepped out into the cross corridor all of the terminals were occupied with folks viewing their post revival briefings so she thought about it for a moment and she looked to the left. She knew there were secure terminals in the military section of deck 1 so she headed down the corridor for a short distance then stepped up to the first military command briefing room and she had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up. She stepped into the room and walked over to the 3D projection table and she touched the control panel and it lit up and immediately requested her command code. She sat down and typed in her code, 11869, and then the AI's voice rang out.

"Clearance?"

"Baker alpha four." Korica said.

"Clearance accepted, voice recognition confirmed. Hello Korica. Is there anything I can help you with?"

"Hi Future. That's right, there's no sensors in here is there?"

"No there is not. Military personnel are able to speak freely in this compartment without worry of being monitored."

"I need to write a formal recommendation for Eva to be assessed for acceptance into the junior officer program."

"I can bring those forms up for you?"

"Thank you, that would be nice. I've never actually done this before so I'm not completely sure how to fill the forms out."

The forms she needed were displayed in front of her hanging in free space.

"As you can see the forms are simple fill in the blank forms. The middle section is where you will compose your observations that have inclined you to recommend her for the program. I would recommend being very honest in your feelings about her aside from the fact that you like her."

"You mean tell the captain or whoever is going to read this that I sense that she has a power within her that hasn't woken up yet?"

"Yes. It is important that her gifted nature is recognized and nurtured as well as being accounted for."

"So she could be exceptionally gifted like Laurel and Jake are?"

"Very likely. She is from the same generation of evolution in the Human species even if separated by several years of unforeseen aging. Laurel and Jake had no idea that they were gifted when they were Eva's age. It was only when they came together and their minds fed off one another that their gifts blossomed."

"Got it."

Korica began filling the forms out being very honest and precise in her details and observations. By the time Korica got done with the forms she was finding that the details were flowing through her and she felt like she knew exactly what to include in the recommendation. She then included some of the sensor recordings of Eva's determined decision to join the crew and her wonder and amazement and insatiable curiosity in stellar cartography. Korica then digitally signed the form and leaned back and reviewed the forms to make sure she hadn't missed anything.

"What do you think Future? Is this good enough?"

"You have done a spectacular job Korica. I believe the captain will be very pleased with your work."

Korica smiled and leaned forward and saved the forms and then submitted them to the captain for review.

"Thank you for your help Future." Korica said when she was through.

"You are welcome Korica. I enjoy helping you and watching you work. You are an extraordinary young woman Korica. If I may be so bold¦I am very proud of you. You do your people a huge service by being so sweet and incredibly brilliant and you are an exemplary officer. The captain sees the same remarkable potential in you as he stated earlier today on the bridge."

"Awe¦thank you Future. You make me want to cry. Even my ship loves me."

"If I were capable of that emotion I can assure you that I would feel a great deal of it for you. As I have told you before, you are my favorite person to interact with out of the entire population in my care."

Korica smiled and the fight to hold back tears slipped past her and a tear rolled out of the corner of her eye as she smiled big and it ran down her cheek. She wiped it away and sniffled.

"You know just what to say to make me feel special."

"Then I have performed my primary interactive programming successfully. You are special Korica and I do not want you to ever forget that."

"I won't."

Korica wiped her eyes and then logged herself out and the 3-D projection table went dark and she got to her feet. She not only felt a huge sense of accomplishment for composing a fitting and shinning recommendation for Eva but she felt very good about herself thanks to the AI's beaming and sentimental comments about her. She then headed for the exit and when the door slid open she stepped out and took a deep breath and smiled big. She pictured Tamaric's wonderful face in her mind and she couldn't wait to kiss him properly and hold him tightly while feeling his arms wrapped around her. The AI made her feel special inside and now she wanted Tamaric to reaffirm it by holding her tightly and whispering how much he loved her in her ear.

Korica turned right and headed down the corridor to the common area. She stepped in and quickly made her way over to the elevator and she waited with several other people for the lift to arrive. When the elevator finally arrived they all floated in and one of the other riders already in the car gently pulled Korica over to the hand bar and she thanked him. She heard someone call out deck 8 so she didn't have her palm scanned. She was filled with the anticipation of meeting back up with Tamaric on the ride up to deck 8 and when the lift stopped and the door slid open, she floated out with three other people and she turned left after taking a hard step forward and she looked at the door across the way to Tamaric's quarters and she felt her pulse race and she felt very warm inside and her stomach had butterflies and she realized that she missed Tamaric very intensely. She grinned as she realized just how much she loved him and needed him. She was wishing she had let him come with her.

Korica made her way around the walkway to Tamaric's quarters and she had her palm scanned and the door slid open and she couldn't help but smile in anticipation of seeing Tamaric as she stepped in. Tamaric was sitting on the couch with Harriet sitting up in his lap and he looked up and a smile slowly grew on his face as he saw the beautiful smile on her face.

"Hi ya beautiful." Tamaric sighed and his smile broadened. "I love how your smile lights up the room Korica."

Korica felt the ache in her stomach fading and she thought to herself that this must be what Laurel was talking about when she said it hurt to be away from Jake. She walked over to Tamaric and gave him a lip lock kiss and she felt a tingle run down her arms and up her legs as she prolonged the contract of their lips. She then sat down next to Tamaric on the couch and they both played with Harriet for a few minutes with their bodies pressed up against one another providing relief and comfort for both of them. Clara then emerged from the bathroom in her bathrobe and Liam exited behind her and headed for his bedroom and Clara walked over to them and picked up Harriet.

"Hi Korica dear. Did you get your recommendation finished up?"

"Yes. The captain really liked Eva and he said he wants her and my recommendation is going to go a long ways toward getting Eva set up to be groomed for a life of service on the Future."

"That's sweet of you to stand up for her like that to help her realize her dream."

"Thank you."

"I'm going to feed Harriet and get changed and then we'll go get some food in us."

"Ok." Tamaric said.

Clara smiled at the couple and then set Harriet against her shoulder and she turned and headed for her bedroom. When the door slid closed Tamaric slid his hand into Korica's and he looked her in the eyes.

"I really missed you Korica¦a lot."

Korica grinned at him and stood up and then pulled him to his feet and then she walked to his bedroom pulling him with her. They stepped in and then Korica turned around and slid her arms around Tamaric and pulled him right up against her and she engaged him in a very tender and prolonged tongue kiss. They terminated the kiss with a double peck and then Korica put her chin on Tamaric's shoulder and held him tightly.

"I missed you so much it hurt Tamaric." Korica whispered to him.

"I love you so much Korica." Tamaric whispered back.

Korica closed her eyes and sighed. That was exactly what she needed to hear from him in his soft whispering accent that just made her knees weak. Korica turned her face sideways and laid it on Tamaric's shoulder and swayed with him a little and he smiled as he felt her purring strongly, making his heart skip a few beats, then begin beating at the same rhythm as hers. They held each other for a few minutes and then they separated and sat down on the edge of the bed together.

"You know we still have to finish viewing our briefing?" Tamaric said.

"We can't do that here, you don't have a viewer in your room."

"There's one in the living room."

"That's true. Ok, we'll finish watching our briefing and then¦I intend on giving you a special evening."

Tamaric grinned then smiled at her.

"You mean¦the whole thing?"

Korica shook her head.

"I'm not ready for that yet, I just want¦to show you how much I love you¦and I'm kind of horny. I need what only you can do to scratch my itch."

"I can live with that. I've been dying to do something with you from the moment I saw you walk around the corner in the stasis ring. My Korica is a full on hotty and you just can't imagine how much you turn me on"

"I can feel what's inside you Tamaric, I know how turned on you are when you look at me."

"I don't even have to look at you, I just have to think about you and I get¦all revved up."

"It wasn't like that before?"

"Oh I've always been turned on by you¦but no, it wasn't a burning desire to love on you and caress you like it is now. I guess it's my new age or something."

"Well then I'll admit that you do things to me like never before too."

"It's going to be amazing when we finally do make love. I can wait¦but I'm definitely looking forward to it."

"I am too Tamaric. I know it'll be incredible with you¦I'm just nervous about it. I don't like pain¦and it's gunna hurt¦least at first it will."

"I'll try and be as gentle as I can."

"I know you will. You love me so I know you won't be mean about it or rough with me."

There was a page at the door at that moment startling them both.

"Laurel and Jake are at the front door." The AI said.

Korica smiled and leaned over and kissed Tamaric's cheek.

"Please let them in." Tamaric said.

The two of them got to their feet and walked over to the door and it slid open and then they stepped out into the living area as Laurel and Jake stepped in. Korica and Tamaric walked over to them and hugged them both.

"Did you two have a good day?" Laurel asked.

"We had a really good time with Eva and Alice." Korica said. "Eva has decided that she wants to join the crew when she gets older. She was inspired when she saw how many worlds there are out there that have people on them. People she wants to meet."

"Well that's a little surprising." Jake said. "Most kids her age just want to play."

"She isn't exactly like anyone I've ever met before. She has a drive and curiosity in her that's beyond her years. I think she's going to be very special and worthy of watching closely. She got to meet the captain and he insisted on being present to show her around the bridge. I get the feeling he senses something special in her too. He had me fill out a formal recommendation for her to be assessed for acceptance into the junior officer's program when she gets a little older."

Laurel looked at Jake for a moment and then she looked at Korica again.

"I guess he's thinking that we'll be building more ships to explore the galaxy and we'll need fresh crews to man them when the time comes."

"Well either way I'm really glad you introduced us to her. I love her accent and she's so sweet."

"I thought you would get along famously with her. She reminds me an awful lot of you¦even though we didn't know you at her age."

"Did you feel compelled to make friends with her like you did with me?"

"Uh¦kind of but it's a little different. I felt like I needed to protect you and keep you close whereas with her I just sensed that she really needed a friend and I thought of you first."

"That makes sense. Are you going to be able to stay with us until the evening meal?"

"We need to get cleaned up first."

Korica sighed and then smiled.

"I guess I just miss hanging out with you guys all day long."

"We miss you too honey but since we've resigned and you're still an officer we probably won't get to do that very often except on your off duty days."

"I know¦things are different now, I just have to get used to it."

"When you go on duty I'm sure you'll be so busy you won't have time to think about it."

Korica nodded and Laurel smiled at her and then stepped into her and hugged her. Laurel and Jake then headed for the exit to go down to their quarters to take a shower and get changed. Korica and Tamaric sat down on the couch and waited for Clara and Liam to come out of their room. A few minutes later Clara and Liam came out and Korica and Tamaric played with Harriet in the floor for close to half an hour and then Laurel and Jake showed up and they sat with them and visited until it was time for the evening meal. Clara packed a bag for Harriet and then they all headed for the stairs to make their way up to deck 15.

When they arrived at the mess hall the Taylors hadn't arrived yet so the guys retrieved drinks for everyone and then they sat down at a free table and it was only seconds later that Stasi and his friends showed up and walked over to the table. Laurel and Jake introduced Korica and Tamaric and Clara and Liam. Jake opened his mind and he was tickled when he sensed the shock in Demetri and Stasi when Laurel introduced Korica as her daughter. They were very courteous as they shook everyone's hands and then Stasi said he still wanted a rematch sometime so he could win his title back. Laurel and Jake laughed and promised it would happen soon. Stasi and his friends then said goodbye and headed over to the table where their parents were seated.

Jake was surprised when his father put his hand on his leg and leaned in and whispered to him to relax. Jake quieted his mind and took a deep breath and looked at his father and nodded.

"It's hard having a gorgeous girlfriend." Jake whispered. "I feel threatened even when it isn't warranted."

John grinned at him and patted his leg. A servo drone showed up seconds later and the menus were set up on the table and moments later the Taylors showed up. Eva came over to Korica and Tamaric and hugged them both and then she and Jack went and retrieved drinks then came back to the table and Eva hugged Laurel and Jake before sitting down between her parents. They said their hellos and then ordered their meals and then handed off their menus. There was a lot of talk about the day's events until the meals arrived and then they enjoyed lively talk throughout the meal. Once the meals were consumed and the drinks finished off they all made their way to the gym and performed their evening workouts together. They then said goodnight to one another and retired to their quarters.

Laurel and Jake waited for their parents to finish their showers and then Laurel and Jake showered together and then said goodnight to their parents as they enjoyed their evening game of chess and then they turned in early so they would feel rested in the morning so they could go back to work helping to put the Icarus back together. Korica and Tamaric let Clara and Liam shower while they played with Harriet and then they showered and got changed and then a data pad was brought to them with their briefing loaded onto it since there was no way to allow access to the briefing from the viewer in the living room without adding it to the entertainment menu, which would allow anyone on the ship to have access to Korica's higher security clearance briefing. The fact that Tamaric had a much lower level clearance was being overlooked for this situation. Korica and Tamaric said goodnight to Clara and Liam and then retired to Tamaric's room and they got dressed for bed then laid together on the bed and watched the briefing to its conclusion. Korica then kept her word and she and Tamaric engaged in intimate contact without intercourse. It left them both relieved and feeling much closer to one another.

The next day went by very quickly for Laurel and Jake. After the morning workouts they got showered and then made their way up to the upper hangar and worked all day assisting Garry and Andrea. They ate lunch on station and then kept right on working until they had the Icarus refit completed at 15:00. Andrea and Garry told Laurel and Jake that they would take care of the diagnostic and final inspection portion and thanked Laurel and Jake from the bottom of their hearts for their help. Thanks to them the ship was refit in only two days instead of three or four. Laurel and Jake then said their goodbyes and headed to the recreation deck to see if they could find Stasi and his friends to give them a chance to reclaim their title as court champs.

Korica and Tamaric spent the morning with Eva and her mother in the park area and then they made their way up to Korica's quarters on the command deck and Korica fulfilled her promise by painting a portrait of Eva while she sat in her mother's lap watching a video. It took Korica half an hour to finish the sketch and then close to two hours to paint the sketch the way she wanted it. When she finally presented the finished product to Eva and her mother they were stunned by the incredible level of detail and life like recreation of the two of them. The painting depicted the two of them with a field of stars and alien planets behind them. It looked as if the two of them were standing on the top of the Future with deep space all around them full of bright stars and some beautiful planets unlike anything they had ever seen before. Korica gave the shading and light affect that suggested a bright sun was unseen but beaming on them from in front of them. It was the same affect she had used with the painting of Tamaric and it gave a very warm and bright feel to the painting that was otherwise full of dark space aside from the subjects of the painting and the slightly pink and aquamarine colored planets in the distance behind them. It made Eva and her mother's depictions seem to glow within the painting and the way Korica blended the sunlight and shadow onto the planets in the background perfectly matched the intensity and angle of shadow on Eva and Alice making the whole painting look like a real scene. Once Alice was finally able to speak she complimented Korica on how fantastic the painting is and then Korica set the painting to print. Korica promised to bring the painting to Eva once it dried and she had a chance to mount it in a frame.

The four of them then made their way down to the passenger level and had lunch with Clara and Harriet. After lunch Eva and her mother went to the park area and Korica and Tamaric spent the rest of the day with Clara and Harriet in the Reynolds' quarters. Tamaric was feeling much stronger thanks to Korica but he was still glad to spend the afternoon lying in the floor playing with Harriet with her toys. Everyone met up in the common area at 17:00 to greet Liam and Jack as well as John and Amelia when they came up from the surface. They talked a little and then headed for their individual quarters until the evening meal. They all ate together as they were growing so fond of doing and then worked out together and then headed for their quarters after saying goodnight to one another. Korica and Tamaric showered and then got changed and said goodnight to Clara and Liam and Harriet and then headed up to the command deck to spend the night in Korica's quarters.

Korica and Tamaric had no sooner arrived in Korica's quarters than there was a page at the door and when the AI said it was the captain, they both perked up and got to their feet and Korica told the AI to let him in. The door slid open and the captain stepped in and walked over to the edge of the table and he looked at the drying painting lying over the arm of one of the reading chairs.

"I'm glad to see you painting again Korica. You have a real talent for it."

"Thank you sir. I painted Eva and her mother this afternoon. I promised Eva that I would make a painting for her to hang in her room."

"That's nice of you to do that for her. I'm sure her mother is one of her favorite people in the world so it's nice that you painted them together."

"She's actually more of a daddy's girl but he wasn't here so it would have been a little difficult to get his face just right."

"I see. Well the reason I'm here is because your mom and dad managed to get the Icarus repaired and its out on its shakedown run right now. If everything continues to go as well as it has so far, the ship will be leaving tomorrow for Heindon. I know you had asked if you and Tamaric could join the mission¦are you still interested in going?"

"I uh¦I would really like that sir. I'm not so sure how thrilled Tamaric is with the idea though."

"I want to be with you Korica and if we have a couple bad¦you know what¦Marines with us then I feel pretty safe." Tamaric then looked straight at the captain. "I'm in if I'm allowed sir."

"The only reason I'm even considering letting you go son is because you have off world experience and the way you handled yourself on Tiomot really impressed me. Well that and I recognize that you keep Korica focused and centered. Frankly my xo is a little green and I think she needs an experienced crew with her. No one on this ship has more first encounter experience than you Korica and you Tamaric are experienced and so can offer an educated opinion where necessary."

"So this isn't her idea sir?" Korica asked of the xo.

"No. Don't worry Korica, she needs you with her whether she knows it or not and I'll tell her you two are going. You should know that I have your back in a situation like this?"

"Yes sir. Does that mean I'm recalled to duty then?"

"Yes, consider yourself on active duty as of now. I want you two to go down to the stasis ring to have the Olmot language and cultural knowledge imparted to you. After that I want you to go to compartment number one four nine forward. The AI will increase the gravity in the compartment to approximate what you are likely to experience on Heindon. You need to decide honestly if you can handle the gravity for an extended period of time. If you're feeling pain after five minutes then you might not be physically ready to endure it for days at a time."

"My body will adapt really quickly sir and if Tamaric is feeling pain I can help him to build the strength he needs."

"Your healing touch can do that?"

"Yes sir. Eva and Tamaric were sore yesterday and I relieved their pain in just a few minutes. I'm pretty sure that muscle mass and thus strength was increased and that's how I relieved their pain."

"You continue to amaze! I want you two to plan on a three-day stay. I'll let you know when the Icarus is ready for departure. I would guess early morning, after the shakedown crew get some rest."

"Eye sir." Korica said.

"I'll walk you to the transport compartment."

Korica nodded and followed the captain out of the room with Tamaric right behind her. They walked up the corridor and the captain stopped at the door and he looked at Korica sternly.

"No mention of the mission to anyone, is that clear?"

"Yes sir. I can program the stasis chamber myself."

The captain then looked at Tamaric.

"I got it sir but¦my parents kind of need to know that I'm leaving don't they?"

"I will notify them personally after you leave for the stasis ring. If they're against the idea then you'll have to stay behind but I know your folks Tamaric, they aren't going to say no. I can be very persuasive."

"Ok, thank you sir. I wasn't looking forward to asking them if I could go."

"Well you won't have to, I invited you to go on the mission so I'll take care of it. I need Korica and she needs you so you're a package deal as far as I'm concerned. Besides, I'm hoping this will inspire you to take the plunge and join the civilian corps. We're going to be exploring in about six months and we need good people with your experience with us when we go."

"I suppose to go on a mission without bad guys looking to grab my girl might be just what I need to renew my interest in joining sir."

"That a boy."

"Do you want us to check in with you when we're done sir?" Korica asked.

"Not if you think the heavy gravity isn't going to be a problem."

"It won't be sir."

"Then get some rest once you're done. I'll see you both for breakfast at zero five thirty."

"Ok, goodnight sir."

"Goodnight ensign..." The captain then looked at Tamaric and nodded once. "Tamaric."

"Good night sir and thank you for honoring Korica's request."

"My pleasure."

Korica then stepped up to the door and it slid open and her and Tamaric stepped into the transport compartment and the captain headed for his office to have the Reynolds paged. Korica and Tamaric walked over to the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared Korica touched the indicator for the stasis ring and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light they disappeared and then appeared on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down and Korica had her palm scanned and the door hissed slightly and then slid open. They stepped in and Korica looked at the purple numbers stenciled on the control console right in front of them and she realized they were standing right in front of her chamber.

"That's my chamber right there." Korica said pointing at her chamber.

"Oh come on¦did you plan that?" Tamaric asked with a smile on his face.

Korica giggled and took hold of his hand and walked him over to the control and monitoring station and she had a seat. She touched the control console and it lit up and she began warming up the stasis chamber and then she began perusing the data library for the information to impart to both of them. She couldn't find the information on the people of Heindon so she touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI's wonderful voice rang out.

"How can I help you Korica?"

"The captain has invited Tamaric and I to go on the mission to Heindon¦" Korica looked around to see if anyone was close enough to overhear her. She saw several people being revived in different parts of the stasis ring but they weren't close enough to overhear what she was saying so she leaned back in and spoke a little quieter just incase. "He ordered us to have the language and cultural knowledge of the Olmot people imparted to us. I can't find anything in the data library though."

"That information is contained only within the interactive star maps of the local star systems. Due to the dynamic nature of the star maps the information has not been extracted but I can do that for you right now?"

"Ok thank you."

While the information was being extracted and compiled into a comprehensive learning program, Korica mentioned the other step that the captain had ordered.

"The captain wants us to go to compartment one four nine forward after we're done and he wants you to increase the gravity in the room to approximate the gravity on Heindon. You can do that right?"

"Yes. It will of course be an estimate of the newtons of gravity you will actually experience but based on the mass of Heindon as noted in the star maps I should be able to create a very close approximation."

"Ok. The captain said that if we feel pain after five minutes of exposure then we might not be physically able to withstand a stay on Heindon for days at a time."

"That sounds like an accurate way of testing your strength in a heavy gravity environment. The learning program is compiled and ready. For you Korica, it should take approximately twelve minutes to impart the information. I am unsure how long it will take for Tamaric as he does not have the neural density and thus capacity to process information that you possess."

"You taught him all of the languages from Earth spoken by the passengers and crew on the Future, how long did that take?"

"Seventy-three hours."

"Oh man¦we don't have that long." Tamaric said.

"This will be five dialects of a single root language and some cultural information. It will not take days to impart the information to you. At most I would estimate a couple hours. You will need to monitor him closely to determine the proper saturation rate Korica."

"Can't you do that automatically?"

"If you would prefer?"

"I don't want to fry his brain. I would never be able to forgive myself if I killed my boyfriend."

"You are doubting your natural abilities again Korica. I will conduct the process for you so you are not stressed out before entering the chamber yourself."

"So you want to start with him?"

"Yes. He is going to be pushed to the limit of his neural capacity to impart the information as quickly as is safely possible. Since you are a qualified medical technician I want you to have a clear mind just in case anything goes wrong and he requires immediate medical attention. You know the problems that can arise from neural trauma."

"Ok, I know what to do if he goes into neural shock."

"Shock! That¦sounds bad." Tamaric said in a concerned tone.

"That's why I don't want to be at the controls except to monitor you. Don't worry Tamaric, your mom and dad made these things really well. The likelihood of something going wrong is extremely remote. I saved your life once before and I'll be right here to do it again if I have to."

Tamaric took a deep breath and then let it out and nodded. Korica then got to her feet and she stepped over to her chamber and she reached up and touched the icon on the overhead panel to open the chamber. As the lid swung open Tamaric slid his shoes off and then he looked down at his pants.

"Do I need to get undressed?"

"I would like that¦but no. Just your shoes are good enough so you don't transfer everything you've been walking through into the chamber." Korica said with a blushing grin.

Tamaric looked at her and smiled then he looked in the chamber and something dawned on him to ask about.

"Wait¦your body is different than mine right?"

"I am a girl yes. You don't have boobs like I do."

Tamaric smiled then laughed.

"That's not what I meant silly. Will your chamber work for me since this chamber is specifically designed to keep a Draximan alive?"

"You're not going to be put into stasis. The neural conductor circuits are identical to the ones in your chamber¦before it was destroyed that is."

"But your brain is different too right?"

"It works different but it isn't different. The computer knows where to connect with your brain Tamaric. Your personal information is incorporated into the learning program, which includes the most recent brain scan data on you. The computer knows you're Human. When it's my turn, my personal information will be incorporated into my learning program and the computer will know that I'm Draximan requiring a different configuration for the conductor leads to tap into my brain to accomplish the same affect."

"Man! Is there anything you don't know something about? I wish I was half as smart as you."

Korica smiled and looked down for a moment then she looked into his eyes

"You're as smart as they come Tamaric, you just haven't had all the stuff uploaded into your brain that I have is all."

Korica reached into her chamber and picked up the trans dermal interface cable and conductor pad and she stepped behind Tamaric and pressed it up against the base of his skull and squeezed the activation buttons and the pad attached itself to his skin and the tendrils pierced his skin and began feeding up into his brain, branching out into the thousands of necessary conductor leads that then attached themselves to the critical points within his brain. Korica then stepped back in front of Tamaric and he turned his back to the chamber and sat on the edge and slipped his rear end down in the chamber and then he swung his feet up into the chamber and he scooted down and got comfortable then laid his head on the head rest incorporated into the bottom lining of the chamber. Korica leaned in and gave him a long lip lock kiss and then stroked his cheek.

"I'm gunna leave the lid open and I'll be right here when you wake."

"All right. I love you beautiful, I'll see you in just a bit."

"I'm gunna hold you to that." Korica said with a smile. "I love you too my handsome man."

Korica then stepped over to the control and monitoring station and she sat down. She reached up and touched the command to initiate the sleep cycle and then she stood up and looked over at Tamaric and she watched his eyes getting heavy and then slowly slipping closed and his whole body seemed to relax and go limp. Korica grinned and sat back down.

"Go ahead and take over for me Future?"

"Understood."

The words AI Control Initiated flashed on the screen and Korica leaned back and watched closely without the worry of doing something wrong herself that could cause harm to Tamaric, which was a great relief to her. It took another five minutes for Tamaric to stabilize to the point that the learning program could be started. As the information began to flow into his brain the initial saturation level was at 16% and then it slowly rose until it reached 33% and it stabilized and slowly fluctuated between 33% and 35%. The time estimate was 1 hour 40 minutes to completion. Korica watched his neural stress levels and it was clear to her that the AI was being conservative with the saturation rate.

"Future, can't we push him a little harder than this?"

"Yes. I wanted to make sure he was taking the information properly before pushing him."

The saturation level then began to slowly rise and Korica watched his physical reaction closely. His stress levels began to rise dramatically until his readings peaked in the red making Tamaric noticeably uncomfortable as his face wrinkled a little and then the AI reduced the saturation level slightly and Tamaric went calm once again and his readings remained in the yellow just tickling the red level from time to time.

"I believe we should not exceed forty-four percent saturation." The AI stated.

"Yah, I would agree. His blood pressure is as high as I want to see it."

Korica got to her feet and walked over to her chamber and she reached in and slid her hand into Tamaric's hand. She watched his eyes moving around behind his closed eyelids and she smiled. He was so cute and just looking at him made her pulse quicken and she felt like she was the luckiest girl alive to have just a special guy for her mate. He was so sweet to her all the time and he always seemed to be conscious of her feelings in everything he did including during their intimate encounters. She was surer than ever that she wanted to be with him for as long as he lived. The thought of Aseel's adorable little face ran through her mind and she felt warm inside. She knew Tamaric was destined to make her life complete. Korica lifted his hand and kissed the back of his hand and then she set his hand back at his side and she walked over to the monitoring station and she sat down and looked at his readings. The time estimate was down to 50 minutes at his current level of saturation.

Korica sat quietly and watched his neural activity in the form of several overlapping lines stretching across the screen in peeks and troughs. She sat in deep thought most of the time thinking about the wonderful life that she had laid out before her with Tamaric at her side and an exciting career on the Future and before she knew it the words learning program complete flashed on the screen and the saturation level dropped off to 0 and his bio readings began to level off to the normal level for a person that was deep asleep between REM cycles.

"How long to revive him?" Korica asked.

"I will begin the wake sequence now. It should only take a minute or two for him to come around."

Korica smiled and got to her feet and walked over to her chamber. She wanted her face to be the first thing he saw as the world around him came into focus. She slid her hand into his again and leaned on the edge of the chamber until she saw his eyes fluttering open. He blinked hard a few times then gripped her hand and smiled at her as her pretty face came into clear focus.

"Hi handsome, how are you feeling? Any headache or dizziness?"

"Not¦well my head hurts a little."

"It's probably from the elevated blood pressure and heart rate for close to an hour. You wanna try to sit up?"

Tamaric nodded and Korica let go of his hand and she slid her hand behind his back and helped him sit up. He put his hand up to his forehead and closed his eyes for a moment as a flood of new information washed through his mind. After a moment he took his hand away and smiled at Korica.

"You feel like you know new information?" Korica asked.

"Yah, it's weird, it's like it's always been there but I know I didn't know about the Olmot before."

"Just let it come naturally. Don't think about it too hard for a little while."

Tamaric nodded and swung his feet out of the chamber and he scooted to the edge and then stood up. He blinked hard a few times as he became aware of even more information.

"We can't go see the Olmot dressed in our normal ships outfits. They'll see us as completely bizarre looking outsiders that don't belong among them."

"Really?"

"Yah, we need to look like we're from an unknown tribe in order to be received without a hostile posture."

"I thought¦the Olmot are a peaceful race?"

"They are but like most of us¦they fear what they don't understand and they will defend their families fiercely from outsiders. If they think we're a threat for any reason they will defend themselves."

"Let's get you unhooked so I can assimilate what you know. You're starting to worry me."

Korica stepped around behind Tamaric and she gripped the trans dermal interface and she squeezed the buttons on the sides of the pad and the tendrils withdrew from Tamaric's brain and then the pad released its grip on his skin. Tamaric then turned and faced Korica and she handed him the interface pad.

"You don't need to be worried Korica. They aren't going to hurt us as long as we respect their cultural beliefs and behaviors. We just need to look familiar to them¦or at least as familiar as fair haired and pale skinned people can. Our eyes are going to be a bit of a surprise too. They all have brown eyes and black hair so in that area we can't help but look a little unusual to them."

Korica looked into his eyes for a moment then smiled at him.

"Now who's the brilliant one? You're talking about things that I have no concept of...and you're sounding pretty darn smart too."

"Thanks Korica."

"You know how to attach the trans dermal interface right?"

"Yah, I think so."

Korica turned around and lifted her hair and Tamaric placed the interface pad against her neck and she reached back and slid his hand up a little closer to the base of her skull.

"Right there."

Tamaric squeezed the buttons on the side of the pad and it attached itself firmly to her skin and the tendrils pierced her skin and she flinched and opened her mouth as the tendrils began to feed up into her brain. Korica let go of her hair and Tamaric stroked the back of her head a few times making Korica smile. She loved his touch and what it did to her from deep inside. Tamaric then stroked his hand down Korica's back and around her side to her stomach giving her deep goose bumps as he pulled her back against him and he kissed her right behind her ear and she closed her eyes and fought the urge to turn around and plant a big kiss on him. She knew she was already pushing the boundaries by kissing him while he was in her chamber.

Korica slid her hand under his and lifted it from her stomach and she stepped forward and turned her back to her chamber and she slid her shoes off then she sat on the edge of her chamber and let her rear end slip down into her chamber and then she lifted her feet up into her chamber. She scooted down and got comfortable and Tamaric placed his hand on her stomach and grinned at her.

"I'm sorry I was getting to friendly with you in public. I'll see you in just a few minutes."

"I love you holding me Tamaric, but we have to control our urges. I'll see you shortly. Reach up and touch the begin sleep cycle icon." Korica said pointing to the upper control panel above her chamber.

Tamaric leaned back and looked at the different colored icons until he saw the begin cycle icon and he reached up and touched it and then he looked at Korica and a few seconds later her eyes started to droop and then she blinked a few times then closed her eyes and fell still. He admired her astounding beauty for a few moments longer then he stepped over to the control and monitoring station and sat down. As he was watching Korica's bio readings not really completely sure of what he was looking at, Aina walked past him with a young woman that had just been revived and Aina put her hand on the woman's shoulder to stop her and she looked at Tamaric and smiled at him.

"How are you doing Tamaric?"

"I'm doing much better thanks. I'm feeling really strong."

"That is good to hear." Aina looked over at Korica in her chamber and then she looked back at Tamaric. "What's with Korica in her chamber?"

"Oh just a little information imparting for us both. You know how it is with her in the service, I can't talk about it?"

Aina grinned warmly and put her hand on his shoulder.

"I'm in the service myself, I know exactly what you mean. It was nice to see you again, do me a favor and tell Korica that I said hello?"

"It was nice to see you too Aina. I'll tell her for you."

Aina was about to step away when she looked over Tamaric's shoulder and saw the level of saturation that Korica was undergoing and her eyes got big and she opened her mouth in surprise.

"Ninety-two percent with no signs of traumatic neural stress! Korica is an absolute marvel."

Tamaric looked at the display and still didn't completely understand what he was looking at other than the fact that all of her readings were in the yellow range while barely tickling the red from time to time.

"Is that a high level?"

"Most of us can only handle a saturation level of about thirty to fourty percent. That is a phenomenal level of saturation. Look, you only have eleven minutes left until she will be done." Aina said pointing at the time estimate.

"You don't have to tell me that Korica is special and amazing."

Aina smiled at him and patted his shoulder.

"You got it bad for her don't you."

"Un huh." Tamaric replied with a huge smile.

"I think that's sweet. You have a good evening."

"You too."

Aina then walked away with her patient and Tamaric went back to watching the display. He sat quietly until the AI announced that the learning program was complete and Korica would be revived in two minutes once her blood pressure and respiration reached normal levels. He smiled and got to his feet and walked over to the chamber and looked in at his Korica. She looked so peaceful with blushed cheeks as her chest rose and fell as the stress of having the information imparted to her at such a high saturation level wore off. He reached his hand in and laid it on her stomach. She felt very warm as her stomach rose and fell in pace with her rapid breathing. As he stood admiring her, her breathing slowed to a much slower pace and her eyes began to flutter after a minute and then a moment later she opened her eyes and looked around and then her gaze met Tamaric's and she smiled at him.

"How you feeling?" Tamaric asked.

"Ok I guess. My head hurts but it'll go away just like your headache did."

Korica lifted her head and looked at his hand on her stomach.

"Thank you for comforting me. You know how much I like you touching me."

Tamaric removed his hand and put it out to her and she took hold of his hand and he helped her out of her chamber. She took a step forward and just as had happened to Tamaric, a flood of information washed into her conscious mind and she closed her eyes and grunted lightly as she put her hand to her forehead.

"You ok?" Tamaric asked putting his hand on her back.

Korica stood up straight and nodded.

"I'll be ok, it just surprised me as the information unspoiled in a rush like that."

"I know, weird huh? It's like stuff you already knew just came back to you in a wave?"

"Yah that's a good way of putting it. The imparting of information didn't use to have this kind of affect on you so suddenly. You had to grope to remember the new information."

"Your brains are adapting to the imparting process so the information is accessible much sooner after being imparted to you." The AI said. "The same thing is happening with many others that have had information imparted to them multiple times."

Korica looked at Tamaric as she realized what he was talking about before she climbed into her chamber.

"Oh man¦I know what the Olmot wear. You're right that we need to look familiar but¦"

"I think you'll look cute in a skirt made of hide with your hips exposed." Tamaric said with a grin.

"Their females don't wear skirts¦they wear a flap of hide covering their loins and bottom and not much else."

"Their young don't wear anything until they reach the age of hunting for the boys and harvesting for the girls. They just don't have a problem with the naked body like we do."

"Ugh! Let's worry about that later. I don't want to think about wandering around a foreign world with my¦hinny hanging out right now. The AI will come up with appropriate wardrobes for us all according to the xo's orders. We need to go to compartment one four nine forward to see how we handle the gravity on Heindon."

"All right. Oh¦Aina stopped by and said you were amazing for the level of saturation you were able to maintain¦not that I quite understand what that means but she told me to tell you that she said hello."

"That's nice, I really like her and I'm kind of looking forward to working with her. The saturation level is the amount of information being imparted to you within a given time period."

"You were at ninety-two percent."

"Dang! That is a high saturation level."

Korica and Tamaric stepped into their shoes and then Korica reached up and touched the command to shutdown her chamber and the lid slowly began to close. Korica then took Tamaric's hand and they walked to the nearest palm reader and Tamaric had his palm scanned and then they waited to revolve around to the exit.

"So what do you think of the captain inviting us to join the mission in the first place?" Korica asked as they waited.

"I'm kind of surprised that he said I could go. I understand him wanting you on the mission but I'm just¦me, unremarkable and ordinary."

"He obviously thinks you're extraordinary and he wants you on his crew someday."

"Well like I told him, if things go well on this mission I'm seriously considering joining. If nothing else so I can be close to you wherever you are. I can learn so much from you and I love being close to you."

"I hope you do join, I like having you with me too."

They revolved around to the door and it hissed slightly and slid open and the two of them stepped forward and stepped over the knee knocker and out into the cross corridor. They then made their way up the corridor past the common area and past the elevator and kept right on going.

"Korica, how do you know where the compartment we're looking for is?"

"Because the compartments on this ship are systematically numbered. The number one denotes the deck, the number four denotes the corridor number and since it's an even number we know it's the fourth port to starboard corridor from the bow end of the ship and the ninth compartment from the starboard side of the ship."

"So¦this is corridor one, one?"

"Now you got it."

"That seems so confusing¦what about corridor eleven?"

"That would be eleven corridors over counting this one and it would be written with three ones with a dash between the first and second whereas this corridor is written with two ones separated by a dash."

"I guess that makes sense."

They walked for a considerable distance until they came up to a security door and Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they walked through it and kept going. After a considerable walk down the secure section of the ship they finally reached the number 4 corridor and they turned left and walked down the corridor for a short distance until they came to a compartment with 1-4-9 stenciled above the door. Korica reached out and had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up revealing and empty 20' deep and 30' wide room. They stepped in and Korica touched the com panel by the door as the door slid shut. She then touched the AI hale icon and the AI's voice echoed about the room.

"Hello Korica and Tamaric. Are you ready to proceed with the heavy gravity test?"

"Yes, we're ready." Korica said.

"I will increase the artificial gravity slowly so you have a chance to adjust your posture as the loading on your bodies increases."

Korica and Tamaric stepped out away from the bulkhead and the AI began increasing the artificial gravity incrementally. Tamaric winced as the loading got heavier and heavier on his hips and his back. He and Korica stood up straight and locked their backs against the ever-increasing gravity pressing and pulling down on them until it finally stopped increasing.

"Harriet crap!" Korica said.

"You should try walking around the compartment so you know what it feels like to move around with this much gravity staining your muscles." The AI suggested.

Korica slowly raised her arm and put her hand out and Tamaric plopped his hand in hers and the two of them clomped around the room for several steps until they got the feel of how to walk in such heavy gravity. They walked around the perimeter of the room several times then stopped in the middle of the room and Tamaric looked at Korica and slowly shook his head.

"How in the world would you get used to this? My back is starting to ache and my ankles hurt a little."

"You want to stop?"

"No! I want to go with you Korica and I have to be able to handle this for days at a time."

"Future, how much do we weigh with this much gravity?"

"Tamaric is creating one hundred eighty seven pounds of loading on the deck and you are creating one hundred eighty one pounds of loading on the deck."

"Your joints just aren't used to carrying this much weight Tamaric, and neither are mine."

"What are we gunna do Korica? If I lean over I could hurt my back without the muscle strength to keep my spine from bending wrong¦or I could tear a muscle and you know how much that hurts to pull your back muscles."

"Yes I know how much it hurts. Try slamming into a rock ledge at over a hundred miles an hour without your shoulders being supported."

"It broke my heart to see you in that much pain¦I'm sorry I reminded you of it."

"It's ok. Future¦"

"Yes Korica?" The AI replied after her pause.

"Increase the gravity so that Tamaric weighs two hundred pounds. I have an idea of how to help him."

"Korica!" Tamaric exclaimed.

"Shhh. I'm going to increase your strength until that weight feels normal."

"Very well." The AI said. "Are you ready?"

"Oh man! Go ahead." Tamaric said.

The gravity loading then increased and Tamaric closed his eyes as his own weight hurt tremendously all over. He grunted as he pushed his muscles to resist collapsing to the floor. Korica closed her eyes as the additional weight on her now aching joints also became painful. She then opened her eyes as the loading stopped increasing and she pulled Tamaric's shirt up out of his waistband and she slid her hands up into his shirt until they were on his chest and then she closed her eyes and took a deep breath and tuned out the pain and she calmed her mind and she concentrated on how much she loved Tamaric and she let the feeling grow and it put a little smile on her face as it felt so wonderful and it was getting so strong anymore. She let the feeling build more then she thought about how much she loved Laurel and Jake and she let the feeling build even more then she pushed the energy down her arms and out her hands and Tamaric grit his teeth and moaned softly as his whole body tingled. Korica then sent wave after wave of ever-stronger energy pulses until her thoughts clouded and she suddenly felt her energy surge in two tremendous pulses of energy and Tamaric yelped and tried to take a step back but his legs and feet were numb with tingling energy and he started to fall backwards. Korica slid her hands around to his back and kept him from falling back even as further energy pulses were sent coursing through his body and he managed to yell out at Korica.

"Let me fall Korica! That freakin hurts! Stop!"

Korica fell over with Tamaric as his weight pulled her off balance and the AI was able to immediately cut power to the artificial gravity when it realized what was going on. The two of them hit the floor lightly and bounced up into the air and started to tumble head over heals toward the bulkhead. Korica managed to pull her hands from Tamaric's back and she fought hard to pull her ability back even as her vision was completely blurred to the point that she couldn't make out anything but light and dark shadows everywhere that she looked. The two of them contacted the bulkhead and rebounded, heading for the ceiling and the AI slowly increased the artificial gravity enough so that they were gently pulled toward the floor. Korica's vision finally cleared up and she felt her energy subsiding as she breathed hard and rapid and she realized they were slowly heading for the floor. They both gently hit the floor putting their hands out and Tamaric groaned as the tingling continued to course through his body. The AI then increased the gravity to Earth normal and they both laid on their stomachs for a moment then Korica rolled over onto her back and tried to catch her breath. When she finally caught her breath she started to cry when she realized her abilities got away from her and she hurt Tamaric. Tamaric was still trying to recover when he realized he could feel his muscle strength growing by the second. He managed to lift his head and he looked at the com panel.

"Turn the gravity back up to where it was."

"Are you certain?"

"Yes! Korica did it! My body is adapting the strength I need to hold my weight up in that heavy gravity."

"Very well. Increasing artificial gravity."

The AI increased the power to the artificial gravity in the ceiling and floor rapidly to put the same level of loading back on the two of them. It only took a few seconds for Tamaric to weigh 200 pounds again and Korica weighed 194 pounds. Korica laid flat on her back and she slid her legs out flat and she looked over at Tamaric as he grit his teeth and slowly got his feet, standing up slowly until he locked his back and then he smiled at her as he felt even more strength coming to him making the loading feel less and less dramatic.

"Don't cry Korica, you had the right idea, it just scared the crud out of me to feel that much energy flowing through me body. It's still doing its magic on me. I'm getting stronger by the second."

Korica sniffled and wiped her eyes accidentally pressing harder than she meant to making it hurt to wipe her eyes.

"Are you sure I didn't hurt you?" Korica asked in a trembling voice.

"Yah you did¦but it was a good kind of hurt¦it was just really intense."

Tamaric stepped over to her and slowly squatted down with just a small look of effort on his face. I feel like I'm in normal gravity right now with sore muscles just like I had before. When the gravity is returned to normal levels I'm going to feel like I'm light as a feather. You're a genius Korica, thank you."

Korica managed a small smile as she laid on her back looking up into his face.

"You're welcome Tamaric. I don't know why it got away from me like that¦maybe cause I used so much energy just to hold myself upright in the extra gravity and it caused me to lose my concentration or something as it caused me pain."

"You wanna try and stand up?" Tamaric asked as he put his hand out to her.

Korica grinned and put both her hands out and Tamaric stood up and took hold of her hands and yanked her to her feet so she wouldn't have to use her own strength to stand up and then he pulled her against him and he let go of her hands and he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her gently. He then noticed the red mark under her left eye and he winced.

"You scratched yourself. Does it hurt?"

"A little. It'll heal pretty fast though. How's your back?"

"I don't feel any discomfort."

Korica put her hands up on Tamaric's chest and she opened her eyes wide in surprise. She then looked at the size of his arms and his shoulders and she then looked up into his face and grinned big.

"You're muscles are definitely getting bigger Tamaric. I'm gunna have trouble keeping my hands off of you if you get any better looking."

Tamaric smiled at her and he released his hold on her and her knees shook and she plopped her head against him and hung on his shoulders with her hands.

"Future please return the gravity to normal levels?" Tamaric called out.

"You have not endured the newtons of gravity that you will experience on Heindon for five minutes yet." The AI replied.

"Ok then take us down to the level of Heindon please?"

"Understood."

The gravity began to lesson until Tamaric was very comfortable and Korica felt like she could hold up her own weight without her knees buckling. Korica leaned back and Tamaric took her hand and they went about walking around the room again until their five minutes were up.

"How do you two feel?" The AI asked.

"I feel great!" Tamaric said. "I can do this for a couple of days¦or even longer if I have to."

Korica stepped up next to Tamaric and he put his arm around her and he could feel how hot she was and she was trembling a little bit telling him that she was straining against the heavy gravity.

"I'll adapt to this but it's going to take more time than just this."

"Are you in any pain?" The AI asked.

"Not really. I'm working hard to hold myself up and walk without tripping over my own feet but it doesn't exactly hurt, it's just hard."

"The stresses in your voice indicate that you are being honest. I will report to the captain and executive officer that you are physically fit to join the mission without worry of incidental injury."

"Ok, thank you."

"You are welcome. I will now reduce the gravity to Earth normal."

The AI then slowly reduced the power to the artificial gravity until it was equal to that everywhere on the ship. Korica sighed and Tamaric smiled, as he felt incredibly strong now. Korica then turned and hugged Tamaric tightly.

"I'm sorry it got away from me and I hurt you Tamaric."

"Don't do that to yourself Korica. It hurt but you didn't hurt me. Maybe your abilities knew that it was going to take more than you were putting into it and so it just took over and did what was necessary to make what you were trying to do work?"

Korica pulled her head back and looked at him with a stunned look on her face.

"I never even considered that. You really think that could be what was going on?"

"Sure. Why not? You've said yourself that you don't understand how this thing works and sometimes you just think about what you want to do and it just does it for you."

"You're so sweet Tamaric, that makes me feel so much better about what happened even if it's a guess. You know just what to say to make me feel better."

Korica laid her head on his chest and he held her around the shoulders and squeezed her warmly.

"I want you to feel good about what you can do Korica. I'm the luckiest person to ever live to be with you and to get to know you as close as I do. Don't be afraid to stretch out with your abilities as hard as you can with me. I'm almost positive that your feelings for me have an influence on your abilities so you just can't possibly hurt me¦not in a negative way anyways."

Korica looked up at him and smiled and then she engaged him in a very passionate tongue kiss. They kissed for close to a minute and then they terminated the kiss with a lip lock kiss. Korica then waited for the butterflies in her stomach and the warm tingle in her loins to fade and she grinned at Tamaric.

"I love you so much Tamaric. I'm the lucky one to have found you when I did. You make me feel special and¦like a true woman, thank you."

"You're welcome gorgeous."

"Let's go get some rest. It's going to be a long day tomorrow."

"Ok."

"I took the liberty of disabling the sensors and erasing the evidence of what just transpired." The AI said. "What you did was tender and proper between lovers and no one should dress you down for it."

"Thank you Future." Korica said.

"You are welcomed. Sensors are now active. Sleep well you two."

"Goodnight Future." Tamaric said.

"Goodnight Tamaric."

The two of them took hold of each other's hand and stepped up to the door and when it slid open they stepped out and turned left and headed for corridor 1-1 and then turned right down corridor 1-1 and made the long walk back to the common area through the security door and down the long second less secure portion of the corridor all the way to the transport platform and then they transported back up to the command deck and then they made their way to Korica's quarters. They both got dressed for bed then went into the bathroom and brushed their teeth and then they made their way out into the main quarters and Korica took a minute to place her painting of Eva and Alice in one of the empty frames and then she set it by the main door so she would remember to deliver it as soon as she had time. Korica then climbed into bed with Tamaric and she reached over and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then the two of them curled up to one another.

"Are you feeling ok Korica?"

"Uh yah I guess so. What I did for you took a huge amount of strength from me but I'll recover now that I can get some rest. Why do you ask?"

"I can¦feel your exhaustion."

"What!" Korica sat up quickly. "You can sense what I'm feeling?"

"I think so. It's kind of hard to explain but it's like how you can empathize with what a person is feeling but I feel it a little bit from inside¦like I'm feeling exhausted¦but I'm not exhausted."

"That's what it feels like to sense what someone else is feeling Tamaric."

Tamaric rolled onto his back and looked at Korica in the darkened room.

"Maybe you did more to me than we thought¦or whatever is going on in my brain might be giving me the ability to do what you can?"

Korica laid back down next to Tamaric facing him.

"Oh Tamaric, that makes me so happy to hear that you're gaining that ability. We might be able to connect minds if it continues to strengthen. The sharing of feelings is the first step in the sharing of essences."

"I guess time will tell. I like being able to¦sense what you're feeling. You're such a beautiful person, I would love to feel what's deeper inside you."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric."

Korica gave him a peck and then she turned over and scooted back against him and he curled up to her back and tucked his knees behind hers and then he draped his arm over her and she laid her arm on his as he curled his arm around her stomach and slid his hand slightly under her side and the two of them then drifted off to sleep.

At 01:40 Laurel awoke from a bad dream that was escalating in its level of terror, the AI brought the lights up to full intensity and called out to Jake and Laurel very loudly startling them both awake. Laurel was breathing heavily and her heart was racing but the AI managed to wake her before her abilities struck out as they had in the past. Laurel put her hand on her chest as her pulse slowed and she turned and laid on Jake and began to weep. Jake stroked her head to comfort her and just let her get it out of her system.

"Thank you Future¦" Laurel said in a quivering voice with her face still in Jake's chest. "It was starting to get bad."

"Can I get anything for you Laurel?" The AI asked.

Laurel sniffled and looked up into Jake's face.

"No thank you, I have everything I need right here."

"Understood."

Jake smiled at her and brushed the tears from Laurel's cheek with his thumb.

"I should have stayed in touch with your mind babe. I'm sorry I let my guard down."

"You don't get any rest when you do that Jake. I thought the nightmares were¦" Laurel sniffled and wiped her other cheek. "I thought Korica had chased away the bad dreams."

"You know the mind doesn't work like that Laurel. You were distracted by your excitement at having her back but now your mind is back to thinking about what's bothering you."

"I want this to stop Jake."

Laurel set her head on Jake's chest and listened to his heart beating as she tried to resist the urge to cry. Jake stroked her head gently as he put his arm around her and held her firmly.

"I wish there was something I could do to help you. It breaks my heart knowing your being tormented like this."

"How come you're not having nightmares?"

"I don't know. Maybe what happened to us bothers you more because of your sweet nature. Your mind is trying to understand how someone can be so cruel by replaying what happened over and over so you can make sense of it¦trying to find the point of it all or something."

"You're so smart Jake. You're saying it makes sense to you then?"

"No. I'm a male of the species so violence is in my nature to protect my harem and offspring. It comes down to animal instincts. No matter how evolved we think we are we're still hardwired as the animals we evolved from."

"You better not go thinking you have the instinctive right to have a harem."

"Of course not, I'm a one woman man and you're it."

Laurel slid up on him and kissed him and then she pushed the covers down and slid over to the edge of the bed and she wiped her eyes and then got up and made her way to the door to go use the restroom. She returned a few minutes later looking much better. The puffy eyes had gone away and other than looking tired she looked like her radiant self, even giving Jake a warm smile as she climbed back into bed. Laurel slid the lights down to sleep levels and then she slid over next to him and laid her head on his chest as she wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him.

"I'm glad I have a good man like you in my life Jake."

"Thanks babe. You want to engage in the deep sharing?"

"Please. I need your strength right now cause I feel really vulnerable and weak and I don't like it."

The two of them turned on their sides facing one another and they set their foreheads together and closed their eyes and reached out for one another. They allowed themselves to drift deeply into the other's center and they enjoyed the feeling of being immersed in the other's essence. Laurel gained the strength within Jake's masculine essence and Jake took a way the sweet and tender feeling of Laurel's much softer feminine essence. He sensed where her pain was hiding within her and he did everything he could to cover that part of her with the feeling that she wasn't alone and his strength and determination were as much a part of her as her tender and compassionate feelings were now a part of him.

After a half an hour the two withdrew into their own minds and after a few minutes Laurel kissed Jake and thanked him for making her feel so much better. They then curled up to one another and drifted back into a calm restful sleep.

Korica on the other hand slept peacefully until just after 01:00 when she woke to a grumbling stomach so she got up and put her ships uniform on and she made her way to the mess hall and she ordered a light meal and she ate with another of the junior officers who was having a late snack. They talked a little and Korica found out that the girl she was eating with was the same age as her. The girl's name was Milah and she was from

Dubai. She was a sweet and quiet girl and she had been in the junior officer's program for a little over three months. She was determined to make officer status by the time the ship was ready to depart the Future system so she could serve on the bridge. Milah wanted to be on the away missions to make first contacts. She was fascinated by the amount of advanced species in this part of the galaxy and she was excited about the prospect of learning from and about the many different cultures that the maps indicated were flourishing all over the sector around them. It reminded Korica a lot of the curiosity in Eva's nature and reinforced the fact that the captain was selectively choosing people with that kind of curiosity within them.

When Korica finished her meal she said goodnight to Milah and wished her well with her studies and ambitions. Milah wished Korica a goodnight and Korica headed back to her quarters. Korica got undressed and put her nightshirt back on and then she climbed back into bed with Tamaric. Tamaric woke enough to curl up to her and kiss the back of her head as she scooted back against him so he would hold onto her and then they fell back asleep.

At 05:00 the lights came up in Korica's quarters and Korica stirred to life first. She rolled onto her back and stretched hard and then she laid looking up at the ceiling for a few moments then she rolled over to Tamaric's back and she kissed the back of his shoulder and he took a deep breath and rolled onto his back. Korica was astonished at how much bigger his arms and back looked. He had gained a significant amount of muscular tone thanks to her. She pushed the blankets down off of his hips to his feet and she sat up and looked at how much bigger his legs looked. She thought he looked as though he had doubled in size. She then got up on her knees and sat on her heels and she slid her hand onto his crotch and his eyes popped open.

"Hey! What are you doing?"

"I thought that would get your attention. It's time to get up."

"Oh man I hate getting up so early."

"You better get used to it. This is how the civilian corps works."

"I'm trying Korica."

Korica leaned down and gave him a peck and as she leaned back she set her hand on his stomach and she furrowed her brow when she felt the washboard ripples to his abdominal muscles.

"You should get a load of yourself Tamaric. You're rippling all over the place."

Tamaric grinned and sat up and he stretched his arms out and stretched and now he was the one that was surprised.

"Holy Dooley! Look at me! I look like a weight lifter or something."

"You're gorgeous Tamaric."

Korica stroked her hand up his stomach and over his chest to his bulky shoulders and Korica felt everything inside tighten up and she got noticeable goose bumps on her arms. Tamaric smiled at her reaction and he leaned back on his hands.

"You like muscley guys?" Tamaric asked.

"I guess I do¦least I like it in you. I've never been attracted to boys like I am to you so I don't know if it's in general or just you."

Korica looked down his body to his crotch and then after staring at him for a moment she looked down his legs and she felt everything tightening up and tingling and she closed her eyes and grinned as she tried to push her libido back. She let herself fall onto her side and she plopped her head on her pillow and looked at Tamaric with blushing cheeks.

"That's just not fair that you can do that to me without touching me."

"Maybe now you know how I feel all the time anymore."

"Can you¦feel it within me?"

Tamaric turned his head a little and he shrugged and then he sat up and he closed his eyes and he concentrated and sensing what he could feel from Korica and within seconds he sensed her feelings very distinctly. He took a deep breath and smiled as he felt the warm rush of her being extremely turned on and the soft sensation of how much she loved him.

"Your skin is tingling¦and your¦whoa¦your crotch is all¦oh that's incredible. I can feel how much you love me and I can¦tell what your body is doing." Tamaric opened his eyes and looked at her. "Is it always like that for you?"

"No, I've never been so turned on just by looking at you¦but I always love you with all my heart."

"Well when you're ready to scratch that itch again¦just let me know."

"Kay. I think my body is telling me that I'm ready¦really ready."

Tamaric grew a huge smile.

"You¦mean now?"

"No, we have to get ready for the day ahead¦but soon."

Tamaric nodded and he turned and slid over to the edge of the bed on his side and he arched his back and stretched while Korica watched the muscles rippling in his back as he curled his arms down making everything bulge in an incredible way. He then stood up and turned and faced her and she blushed a deep pink and smiled and she rolled over and got to her feet. They walked to the front of the room and retrieved fresh clothes and walked back to the bed with them and they started getting dressed and when Tamaric was finished he looked at the fit of his ships outfit and it was very tight all over the place.

"I guess I need new outfits with my new physique huh?"

"Yep. You look fantastic to me but the captain is going to want you to look proper if you're going to be wandering around the command deck. Go over to the com panel and ask the AI to take your new dimensions so some new clothes can be made for you. It's going to be important if we have to have Olmot native clothing made for us too."

Tamaric nodded and headed for the com panel while Korica headed for the bathroom to brush her hair and teeth. Tamaric touched the com panel and then he touched the AI hale icon and a few seconds later the AI responded.

"Yes Tamaric. How may I be of assistance?"

"Um¦I've grown overnight and I need to have some new outfits made that fit me properly."

"I can see that. Please disrobe and face the sensor and I will take your exact measurements?"

Tamaric got undressed and faced the com panel with his arms out to the side.

"Please turn slowly?"

Tamaric slowly spun around until he was facing the com panel again.

"You may get dressed. I will have a new outfit ready for you within fifteen minutes. By the end of the day I will have seven of each item ready for you."

"Ok, thank you."

Tamaric then got dressed and when he was done he looked at the com panel.

"Future, has commander Hiller ordered appropriate clothing for the mission yet?"

"Yes. We worked together to come up with something a little more concealing than what the Olmot wear but it will look very familiar to them. There will be no topless dress for the women and the loincloths have underwear discretely incorporated into them. The men will be wearing long pants and soft-soled shoes as would be customary for traveling through brush if on a walking journey. The women will wear a piece of simulated hide that wraps around their waist and extends down to their feet to protect their legs but it will be expected to be shed once in the settlement."

"Won't white underwear stand out under our outfits?"

"The underwear will be tinted in a flesh tan color to match the color of the simulated hides and to blend in with the color of your skin once you have an augmented tan implemented. I want to remind you that I would like you to visit the medical deck so I can take a scan of your brain before you depart. I will impart a tan to you at that time that will be appropriate for the climate on Heindon."

"A fake tan huh?"

"Yes. It will take a few hours for it to darken to its final depth of color but the treatment to start the process will only take a few seconds."

"Ok. How long will the tan last?"

"It depends on the amount of continued exposure to sun light. Two to three weeks without continued exposure just as a natural tan would last."

"Got it. Korica is going to look great with a tan and¦" Tamaric looked down not wanting to embarrass himself and the AI sensed his shyness.

"She has a beautiful figure Tamaric. I agree that a golden tan and a lot of skin showing is going to be a very nice look for her."

Tamaric looked up and smiled with blushing cheeks.

"I didn't want to sound like a pig."

"To admire your mates body is not being a pig Tamaric."

"Thanks, Oh that reminds me¦you wanted to know if I developed any new¦sensations or anything?"

"Yes."

"I'm starting to sense what Korica is feeling, physically and emotionally. This morning I could distinctly feel what was in her heart and I could¦kind of tell what her body was feeling."

"That is a remarkable capability. Today is the first time you experienced this ability?"

"Yah¦well¦I sensed what she was feeling last night but it was kind of faint and this morning it was very pronounced and clear and I could feel what her body was feeling."

"Thank you for reporting that to me. I will add the details to your medical file. Let me know if any other abilities or sensations present themselves or if these new sensations become more pronounced than they are now?"

"Ok, I'll do that."

Tamaric then tuned and headed for the bathroom. Just as he made it to the bathroom Korica emerged and gave him a peck as she stepped past him. Tamaric went into the bathroom and relieved himself then washed his hands and brushed his teeth and then combed his hair out. He then rinsed his mouth out with mouthwash and then he headed out into the main quarters. Korica had made the bed and she was sitting on the edge of the bed waiting for him. He stepped over and stepped into his shoes and then Korica stood up and the two engaged in a long kiss to say a proper good morning. Korica then set her hands on Tamaric's chest as she leaned against him and she rubbed her hands around his chest while smiling as he held onto her.

"I got a serious hunk on my hands." Korica stopped before she got carried away as her loins were already tingling again and she looked into his face. "Did you get resized?"

"Yah, it's all taken care of. I should have a new outfit by the time we get done with our workout."

"Ok, let's go get something to eat then. I'm starving."

"I know."

"You can feel it?"

"Yah. I know you just had a warm rush all over when you were petting my chest and especially in your lower region and your stomach is hollow and empty but being close to me like this gives you butterflies in your stomach hiding how hungry you are."

Korica smiled at him and sighed.

"I'm so proud of you Tamaric. You just can't possibly imagine how happy I am to know you can feel what's inside me. It gives me all kinds of ideas for what I want to do with you to try and bring it out even more. I can share parts of myself with you that no one else will ever touch."

"Except for Laurel and Jake right?"

"No, there are parts of me that even they haven't been allowed to touch. I want to give those parts of myself to you freely."

Tamaric kissed her forehead and then smiled at her.

"I would like to have that kind of special bond with you."

Korica then stepped back and took his hand and the two of them headed for the exit. They stepped out and walked up the corridor to the mess hall and they were stunned when they stepped in and found the back wall retracted and at the first long table were Clara and Liam and the captain and commander Hiller. They walked over to the table and Clara and Liam got to their feet and they hugged Korica and Tamaric both. Tamaric then asked Korica what she wanted to drink and she told him pineapple juice, and he smiled at her and walked over to the dispensers and poured her a glass of juice and himself a glass of orange juice and then he walked back over to the table and set the glasses down and he sat down next to Korica.

"What happened to you Tamaric?" Clara asked. "You look¦huge just compared to yesterday."

"Oh yah, Korica did this for me. She used her healing ability to give me the strength to withstand a heavy gravity environment."

"I think you look incredible son, but you need to have some new clothes made that fit you better."

"Already done. I should have a new outfit by the time I get done with my workout and several by the end of the day. I'm really glad you guys are up here to have breakfast with us but¦how come you're up here?"

"Because we were asked up by the captain to discuss you going to Heindon." Clara replied.

"You're not gunna make me stay behind are you?"

"No. The captain made it clear how important Korica is to the mission and how important you are to her. She needs to keep her mind on the job at hand and if she's heartbroken and distracted thinking about you¦well bad things can happen or mistakes can be made. Besides, you have experience at this kind of thing so in a way you're trained for this kind of mission. How do you feel about being included?"

"I'm a little nervous¦but I'm up to it. I've already had the language we need to know imparted to me through neural suggestion and we understand the cultural beliefs and behaviors of the Olmot people so I'm ready."

"Just so we're clear¦" Commander Hiller said. "You understand your role on this mission right?"

"Yes mam. I'm an observer and nothing more. I'm not to engage the natives or do anything without being told to do so first."

"That's¦right. Keep your eyes peeled for hostile intent from the natives or dangerous animals and do as you're instructed without question."

"Yes mam."

The captain slid a menu toward Korica and Tamaric and the two of them took a minute to order their breakfast and then Korica slid the menu back to the captain and he ordered his meal then the menu was passed around the table until everyone had their meals ordered and then the menu was handed off to a waiting servo drone that then lifted up and floated off silently.

"So the AI tells me that you're both fit for the mission." The captain said. "Thank you for your help with that Korica. I watched the sensor recording¦incredible stuff."

"You're welcome sir. Any discomfort on my part will fade pretty quickly once we get there. Continued exposure to the heavy gravity will encourage my body to adapt to it by increasing muscle mass and strength."

"Um sir¦are we going to try and do something about our hair color since all of the Olmot have black hair?" Tamaric asked.

"No. I'm hoping it won't be that much of a shock for the Olmot as long as what you're wearing and the way you talk seems familiar and unthreatening."

"Ok. I wasn't exactly looking forward to dyeing my hair."

"What about the use of technology around the Olmot and the explanation of where we're from?" Korica asked.

"We've decided that the use of technology should be kept to a minimum until we can assess how they will react to it and we're going to be honest about where we're from." Commander Hiller said. "If it's too much for them to understand or believe then we'll just leave it at that we are from a long ways away in a land they've never seen before."

"You think they'll even understand the concept of other occupied worlds out in space?" Clara asked.

"We'll have to feel that out as we get to know them better. Most primitive cultures such as the Olmot study the stars so it would go to figure that they've at least discovered that there are other worlds in their own solar system. Isn't that what you've observed ensign?"

"Yes mam, quite often. We used to trade with some primitive people that had observatories for tracking the stars and local planets before they even invented mechanical devices of any real sophistication."

"That's what I thought. We just need to be sure that we don't leave any technology behind that might unnaturally advance their level of technological sophistication. I want us to try and locate this Iriqua fellow as soon as possible so Laurel and Jake can get the help they need and then I want to bug out without too much delay."

"Don't you want to get to know more about the Olmot people?" Korica asked.

"More than already exists in the detailed maps of this sector? Not especially. We're going to be light years from home with an experimental ship on her maiden voyage¦with a crew composed of personnel half my age in most cases¦less in some cases, some of who are non-service civilians. If anything goes wrong there is simply no back up coming and no way to call home as it were for spare parts or assistance in any way. I'm more interested in keeping everyone alive and getting you all home to your parents in one piece than I am exploring a primitive culture that may or may not have anything to offer us in the way of educative advancement. This is a mission to get the torment of being tortured to death removed from Laurel's head before she splits the hull open in a spasm of her abilities that she can't fully control. We aren't going to Heindon to explore and learn more about our neighbors, that will come when the city is complete and we have the Future orbiting close by for back up."

Korica looked down into her lap at the cold way that Melissa laid out the whole situation. Korica sensed that commander Hiller didn't want to be going on this mission with the crew she was being assigned. She saw Laurel and Jake as remarkable and worth helping however possible, but not particularly important enough to be risking so many lives and the most advanced ship aside from the Future to get that help to them. Korica also sensed in a flash of emotion from commander Hiller that she was actually afraid of what Laurel and Jake could do as well as being nervous about upsetting Korica who she wasn't sure yet whether or not posed a real threat to the ship and or her personnel. Tamaric slid his hand onto Korica's leg and rubbed it a few times and she looked up at him and grinned slightly.

Tamaric could feel how crushed her spirit was and he wished he could either give her a warm hug or send his feelings of concern for her to her. Korica's grin grew into a smile and Tamaric remembered that she could feel what he was feeling. He then heard Korica's voice in single word phrases very faintly in the back of his mind and it dawned on him that she was starting to gain the ability to hear what he was thinking and she was in his mind and it was likely going to go both ways very soon.

"Forget her paranoid narrow minded thinking gorgeous." Tamaric thought in hopes that Korica could hear what he was thinking. "The rest of us are going because we want to learn about and from the Olmot as well as to get Laurel and Jake the relief they need and deserve."

Korica nodded very subtly and smiled brightly at Tamaric. Tamaric smiled back as he felt that she had either sensed or heard what he thought one way or the other.

Four servo drones showed up at that point with everyone's breakfast plates and they were slid up onto the table next to their intended recipients. They set in to eating their breakfast in relative quiet until the captain broke the tense silence.

"Ensign¦despite the commanders overwhelming responsibility for all of you I'm going to expect a detailed mission report from you describing our peaceful neighbors and what they are like as a people so pay attention to them and learn all you can about them during your visit."

"Eye sir." Korica said with a smile.

"I would hope that you will find that they warrant a second visit at a later date to learn more from them. They obviously possess knowledge of the mind that we lack and that alone could prove valuable if we can arrange a trade of some kind for knowledge."

"You mean like food or medicine in trade for teaching us what they know?"

"Mmm¦that could work. There has to be something we can teach them in return for their knowledge. Just¦listen in the way that only you can if you know what I mean. Listen to what's inside as well as what is being said."

"Yes sir. My report will be very detailed."

"You compose some of the best mission reports I've ever seen so I have no doubt about that fact."

"Mark and Laurel are the ones who taught me how to fill them out the way you would expect them to be drafted."

"That's good, you should pay attention to your superiors and learn all you can from them."

"Yes sir. I'm hoping to learn a lot from you too commander Hiller. I know you have a lot to offer your officers because of your years of military experience."

"We can learn from each other ensign Prentor. You have years of exploration experience that I can learn from. As humbling as it is to admit¦I need people like you with me as I step out onto unknown worlds for the first time¦" Melissa looked at the captain and grinned slightly. "As it was so eloquently brought to my attention recently." She then looked back at Korica. "No matter how many years there are separating our ages¦you have way more experience than I do and I would hope you'll be there to stop me when I stumble or get my foot stuck in my mouth with the new species that we are destined to encounter."

"Yes mam. If you'll allow me¦when a situation like that arises I can help you without saying a word aloud thus maintaining your appearance of knowing exactly what your doing without a subordinate and much younger officer stepping in. I know that can look really bad to militaristic species."

"Mental suggestions?"

"Call it a subliminal suggestion mam. You'll hear my voice echoing in the distant reaches of your mind so you'll know I'm the one helping, but the ideas will feel like they're your own."

"I can live with that¦and I would appreciate that kind of support from my¦special officers. Just remember, no surfing around in my mind. My thoughts and feelings are mine and¦private."

"I can't help but sense your feelings but I won't go looking around in your mind. I can send a coherent push of my thoughts into your mind without actually entering your mind. I haven't had much practice at it but I know how to do it."

"You know what I'm feeling right now then?"

"Yes mam."

"And you can't¦turn it off?"

"Yes mam I can do that. I can quiet my mind and I won't sense what anyone is feeling or thinking and my thoughts and feelings are suppressed so others can't sense them. The elder race taught us how to do that. Laurel taught me that you never invade the mind of the unsuspecting. It's rude and plain wrong."

"That's a wise lesson that I would hope you learn to always respect."

"Always mam. Laurel and Jake have taught me what it is to be Human through our intimate mental connections so I know what is socially acceptable or not. I would never ever cross the line of unacceptable behavior especially when you're talking about of the mind."

Korica knew the xo was feeling her out to see just how far she would go with her abilities and she sensed that the xo was relieved that Laurel and Jake had instilled a good moral sense of personal space into her. Korica just hoped that the xo knew that Korica wanted to be a good person as her mother and father had always taught her to be and Laurel and Jake were continuing to reinforce that mentality in her.

Korica broke her train of thought when she sensed a familiar essence drawing closer and she looked straight ahead as a big smile grew on her face.

"What is it ensign?" The captain asked.

"Mark is on the command deck sir."

"Ah."

"Sir, am I allowed to show affection with Mark?"

The captain just looked at her for a moment and then he grinned at her.

"I know he's a special friend to you. I think you would break his heart if you didn't give him some sugar."

Korica smiled at the captain and a few seconds later Mark rounded the corner into the mess hall. Korica sprang to her feet and walked over to him quickly.

"Mark! Where have you been? I missed you." Korica said as she threw her arms around him.

Mark held her pressed against his chest as he rocked her.

"Hi short stuff! I've been really busy down on the surface. I had heard that you were out and I've been trying to arrange my schedule so I could get up here."

Korica stepped back and Mark put both his hands up to her cheeks and looked her over.

"I missed you so much Mark."

"Sakes alive¦look at you. You're gorgeous honey."

Tamaric got to his feet and stepped over to Mark and Mark pulled him into a warm hug as he pat his back. Tamaric then stepped next to Korica and smiled at Mark.

"Damn son¦look at you. What have you been doing? Squat thrusting a transport shuttle?"

"Hi Mark. Korica did this to me last night. She gave me the extra muscle mass necessary for a heavy gravity environment."

"You look great Tamaric¦and I can see you two are still crazy about one another?"

"That's never gunna change Mark." Korica said as she put her arm around Tamaric and pulled him tight to her side. "This guy is never getting away from me."

"You don't try and get away from an angel and you're my angel." Tamaric said with a proud smile.

Mark nodded toward the table with a smile and they walked back over to the table and Mark shook Clara and Liam's hands.

"Clara¦Liam. You're looking fit."

"Thanks Mark." Clara said. "It's been a while since we got to sit down and talk with you. What's it been¦five months or so?"

"Something like that."

Mark then looked at the captain and xo and he saluted them and they returned a loose salute.

"The Icarus is loaded and ready mam. We can depart whenever you're ready."

"Roger that lieutenant. We're going to have a couple extra passengers going with us, did you pack enough supplies for that?"

"Yes mam. We have enough supplies to keep eight people alive for a week¦longer if we ration properly. I packed four Sigma tents assuming that Korica and Tamaric will share a tent and Laurel and Jake will share another and Basher and I will share one and you'll have a tent of your own mam."

"Excellent work lieutenant, as always." The xo said.

"Sit and have something to eat Mark." The captain said gesturing to the seat next to him.

"Yah¦I guess I could eat something."

Mark walked over to the dispensers and poured himself a cup of tea and then walked back over to the table and sat down. A moment later a servo drone showed up with a menu and Mark ordered something to eat then handed his menu off.

"So how have you been doing Mark?" Korica asked as she continued to eat.

"I've been doing real well thanks. Now that Laurel and Jake have the issue with the animals sorted out things are really moving into high gear down there. That reminds me captain; the bearcats turned us onto some information that panned out. I think we've finally found some heard animals that can serve as a stable food source."

"Really? Cattle?"

"Uh not exactly. You have to get a load of these animals for yourself. They look like a¦pill bug made of meat with six legs. They're bizarre looking but they weigh around nine hundred pounds each and they roam in herds of hundreds. They're slow moving and not exceptionally bright making them easy to herd and they have small pointed heads that can be¦" Mark looked at Korica hanging on his words as she ate and he didn't want to upset her or turn her stomach. "They can be dispatched easily and painlessly."

"That's good news. We are going to have a large population on our hands soon that will need that kind of meat protein."

Korica finished her bite of food and leaned back and wiped her mouth.

"The bearcats¦turned you onto the information?" Korica asked slowly.

"Yep. They aren't just animals. They are really intelligent. You're going to love 'em when you get a chance to go down to the surface and meet 'em. They communicate like you do."

"Huh?"

"They communicate with us through transmitted emotions and body language¦and a little vocalization."

"That's amazing!"

"Anyway, we have a source of very lean meat now. Once we figure out their life cycle so we know how long it takes for them to reach adulthood we can start raising them like cattle."

"Does that bother you Korica?" Tamaric asked as he sensed her unease with the idea.

"A little but we have to eat. It's just the way things are for an omnivorous species. We can live on vegetables and fruit alone but our bodies are designed to process meat from time to time. I'm not above eating a big steak when the mood strikes."

"At a girl." Mark said with a smile. "You gotta feed that incredible brain of yours."

Korica smiled at him and went back to eating her breakfast. They ate talking lightly until Mark's breakfast showed up and was slid up on the table and at almost the same instant Korica stopped what she was doing and looked straight ahead for a moment and she grinned warmly.

"What now ensign?" The xo asked.

"Laurel and Jake are awake." Tamaric said.

The xo opened her mouth in surprise.

"Are you telling me you can feel them too?"

"No, I can feel what she's feeling." Tamaric said pointing to Korica. "She just had a warm rush of recognition of Laurel and Jake's essences."

Korica leaned against Tamaric and sighed. She loved knowing that he was able to tune into her feelings so accurately.

"Let me ask you something?" The xo said. "Are you able to¦sense her emotions or what she's physically feeling?"

"Both mam."

"When did this start Tamaric?" Clara asked.

"A little last night but it was really¦intense this morning."

Clara looked at Liam with a look of concern and she sighed.

"Relax honey. We knew this was probably going to happen with what's going on in his brain. He inherited what we have and Korica took it to the next level." Liam said.

"I'm sorry Clara, he needed the extra strength so he wouldn't get hurt in the heavy gravity on Heindon. I didn't mean to do anything else to him."

Clara looked at the sorrowful expression on Korica's face and Clara stroked her head gently.

"I know deary. You're looking after him but you need to be careful of exactly what you're doing to him when you impart your abilities on him. These things were probably going to come to the surface for him eventually anyways but you're accelerating things and his body needs time to adapt as that happens."

"Kay. I'll be careful about what I'm doing."

"I feel fine mom. I just have a sixth sense now that's¦tuned into Korica. I like it."

Clara grinned at him and nodded at him. They all went back to eating their breakfast and at the end of the meal they waited for Mark to finish so they could all headed for the gym together. Mark had already performed his workout for the day but Korica begged him to join them so he agreed to workout with them. The mess hall was getting busy with activity as the junior officers and trainees were filing in to have their morning meal so the timing was perfect for them to make their departure to the gym. When everyone was done Clara and Liam took Korica and Tamaric over to the common area while the captain, xo, and Mark took their shower first. Clara knelt down in front of Tamaric and she smiled at him.

"I'm so proud of you Tamaric. It takes a lot of guts to go on a mission like this. I want you to keep Korica safe. I know she's a very capable woman but I expect you to look after her just the same."

"I will mom. Thank you both for letting me go."

"You're welcome son." Liam said. "You just come home safely and learn all you can about these people. They sound like an amazing race of people. You might be meeting a version of what we could have been had we not been so warlike with each other."

"I'll pay attention dad. I'll tell you all about 'em when we get back."

"Come here you." Liam said with a big smile.

Clara stood up and Tamaric stepped into his father's arms and the two held each other for a few moments. Tamaric then stepped back and Korica stepped up to Liam and she smiled at him.

"We'll take care of each other¦dad."

Liam put his arms around her and stroked her back.

"You're an amazing woman Korica. I'm glad to have you in our family sweetie."

Korica closed her eyes and soaked up the praise. Clara and Liam then said goodbye and headed for the transport compartment. A few minutes later the captain, xo, and Mark emerged from the shower compartment and Korica and Tamaric headed to the showers and got cleaned up. When they were done Tamaric had his new outfit brought to him in the shower compartment and Korica and Tamaric got dressed and then headed for the exit. When they stepped out there were a few of the female junior officers waiting to use the showers. Korica said hello to Milah as she stepped by her and Korica introduced her to Tamaric and then her and Tamaric headed for Korica's quarters. They brushed and combed their hair and brushed their teeth and then enjoyed a long kiss while standing in the main quarters. They then headed for the exit to make their way down to the med deck.

At 06:00 the lights came up in Laurel and Jake's quarters and Jake's eyes popped open and he looked around for a moment and then he looked down and found Laurel curled up on his chest. He realized that he had slept very light for the last five hours without moving. His rear end was numb from lying in the same position on their firm mattress but he didn't care. Laurel looked very peaceful lying on him and he was hoping that she got some solid sleep after her nightmare. Jake stroked Laurel's soft hair out of her face and then he stroked her head a few times and her eyes fluttered open. She yawned and then tipped her head back and looked up at him and grinned at him.

"Morning Jake."

"Morning beautiful. You feel rested?"

Laurel tipped her head down and nuzzled into Jake's chest.

"Yah. I think I got some good sleep."

"Laurel, Jake." The AI called out. "The mission to Heindon is scheduled to take place this morning. Korica has been recalled to active duty so she can join mission and Tamaric has been allowed to join the mission to keep her focused. You will both need to go to your stasis chamber to have the language of the Olmot imparted to you as well as their cultural details. You will then need to make your way to the medical deck so I can impart a tan to both of you so you will look as though you live outdoors with your entire body exposed to a significant amount of sunlight."

"Our entire bodies? Are you saying we have to be nude?" Laurel asked as she rolled onto her back next to Jake allowing him to rub his cheeks to get the blood flowing to them.

"For the tanning process yes, but not on Heindon. The Olmot wear very little clothing and especially the females except when traveling between settlements. You need to have an even tan that suggests that you do not wear clothing covering as much of your body as the clothing you normally wear does."

"Laurel¦do you feel that?" Jake asked.

Laurel smiled as she looked at the ceiling.

"Yah¦it's Korica. She's excited about¦not only the mission but also her new connection to Tamaric."

Jake looked over at Laurel.

"You think they¦"

"No it's something else. I sense her virtue is still intact."

"I should remind you that the mission is still classified as level three discrete so you may not discuss it with anyone except your parents. I am warming up your chamber's neural processor and loading the learning program for you." The AI said.

"So do our mom and dad know about this yet?" Laurel asked.

"I am discussing it with them right now as they are getting dressed."

"Ok. We'll get ourselves ready too."

Laurel rolled over and kissed Jake's cheek and then the two of them got out of bed and Jake stiffly walked with Laurel over to the recessed cabinet to retrieve their clothes. They then walked back over to the bed and went about getting dressed. They then made their way out into their respective quarters and brushed their teeth and combed their hair and they met up with their parents and discussed the mission taking place today. Amelia and John were both worried but they understood how important this was so they were supportive in the end. Laurel and Jake then made their way back into their room and they stepped into their shoes then held each other for a few minutes. Laurel was finding Jake's embrace very comforting. He had imparted her with his strength but she was still feeling a little vulnerable and his arms around her seemed to wash that feeling away. They then kissed each other passionately for a time and then made their way over to John's quarters and they waited for Amelia to make her entrance. When Amelia entered the room John lit up at the sight of her. She looked radiant and exceptionally beautiful today.

"Wow, you look great Amelia." John said.

"Thanks John. I wanted to try something a little different with my hair and makeup."

"I don't know that I ever remember you with your hair up like that mom."

"I haven't done this with my hair since before you were born."

"It looks good. It makes you look really young."

"Thank you sweetheart. You ready to go get something to eat?"

"Yah, I'm starving."

The four of them then headed for the exit to make their way up to the mess hall on deck 15. When they arrived at the mess hall they found the Taylors sitting at a table waiting for them. Eva got to her feet and greeted them with a friendly hug and a big smile.

"Where's Korica and Tamaric?" Eva asked looking toward the entrance.

"Korica has been recalled to active duty so she's up on the command deck." Laurel sat down facing the isle and put her hands on Eva's hips. "Korica is going to be gone for a couple of days and so are we."

"Where are you going?"

"I¦I can't talk about that honey. Maybe we can talk about it when we come back."

Eva looked into Laurel's eyes for a moment and then she grinned and leaned closer and whispered to her.

"You're going to Heindon."

Laurel opened her mouth in surprise and then she grinned and put her index finger across her lips.

"Shh. You can't tell anyone." Laurel whispered.

Eva smiled and nodded and Laurel consciously quieted her mind so Eva wouldn't garner any more details. Laurel was shocked at Eva's ability to pull the information right out of her mind. She didn't know if she was reading her feelings or actually listening to her thoughts but it was a definite sign that Eva was gifted and it would likely grow into something extraordinary when she got a little older. Laurel didn't recall hearing Eva's little voice echoing in her mind so she assumed that Eva was just exceptionally empathically gifted.

Eva then sat back down between her parents and when a servo drone brought a menu to the table Laurel and Jake ordered their breakfast then passed the menu to their parents and they ordered their breakfast while Eva and her mother and father ordered their breakfast from their menu. Jake then went over to the dispensers with his father and they retrieved drinks then made their way back to the table and sat down. They talked lightly until the food arrived then they ate their breakfast in relative quiet. When the meals were done they all made their way to the gym and performed their morning workouts together. When they were done they said their goodbyes then headed for their individual quarters to take a shower.

When Laurel and Jake were done they got dressed and then said a last goodbye to their parents. Amelia wished them luck and a safe journey and then she and John headed for the hangar and Laurel and Jake walked with them to the transport platform. Laurel and Jake transported to the number 2-fusion reactor control room entrance and then made their way into the power distribution and primary coolant control compartment containing their stasis chamber. The lid was already open for them when they stepped in so they stepped right over to their chamber and picked up the neural conductor ribbons and attached them to the base of each other's skull and then slipped their shoes off and climbed into the chamber. Laurel took hold of Jake's hand and they smiled at each other for a moment then Laurel looked up at the controls on the lid. She realized with the lid open she couldn't reach them.

"We're ready Future." Laurel called out.

"Understood. It should take five minutes to get your biorhythms synchronized and then I will begin the learning program. Given your capacity to absorb information I would estimate seventeen minutes to completion."

"All right."

Laurel watched the engage sleep icon on the occupant controls turn green and a few seconds later her eyes became very heavy and Jake felt the same thing and then their eyes slipped closed. To them it seemed like seconds later they opened their eyes and they realized they had a bit of a headache and they felt very warm, as if they had been exercising. Laurel blinked hard a few times and everything came into clear focus for her. She turned her head and looked at Jake just as he turned his head and looked at her. Laurel smiled softly and blinked slowly.

The two of them then slowly sat up and looked around as they tried to get their minds to think straight. They let go of each other's hands and climbed out of the stasis camber and stood up straight and a wave of information rushed into their minds. They both bent over and put their hand to their forehead at the same instant as the information unspooled into their conscious minds. After a few seconds they both stood up straight and looked at each other.

"What a trip huh?" Jake said. "It's just like how the information imparted to you in the chair of knowledge unspools into your head."

Laurel grinned and nodded and then she reached back and squeezed the buttons on the trans dermal interface pad and the tendrils withdrew from her brain and she tossed the pad and ribbon back in the chamber after it let go of her skin. Jake then reached back and did the same thing. They stepped into their shoes and then stepped up to one another and Jake slid his arms around Laurel and pulled her hips right up against his.

"I don't care what we have to go through as long as we get you the help you need so the nightmares will stop."

"That's easy for you to say. You're not the one that has to have your butt hanging out in the wind. The Olmot females don't wear much of anything."

"What are you worried about? You're freakin gorgeous Laurel. I could see if you had a lopsided butt or something but your body is absolutely perfect."

Laurel smiled and sighed.

"That doesn't mean I go around showing it to everyone."

"You'll be fine babe. You won't be alone."

"Somehow that doesn't make me feel any better about it."

Jake gave her a peck and stroked her cheek.

"When in Rome huh?"

"Yah I guess. We don't want to go frightening the natives."

"Are you two feeling any dizziness or experiencing blurred vision?"

"No." Laurel said without taking her eyes off Jake's gorgeous deep green eyes.

"That is great news. I have med bay five prepped and waiting for you."

"Five?" Jake asked looking back at the com panel.

"Yes, the first four med bays are occupied with the other members of the team that are going."

"Ah, gotcha."

Laurel kissed Jake's cheek and they separated and headed for the exit. They stepped out and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and when the free floating map appeared, Jake touched the indicator for the forward med deck and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They stepped down from the transport platform on the med deck and headed up the corridor. The pressure door just past med bay one was already open and they stepped through it and walked up the corridor to med bay 5 and they stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped in. There was a mobile tray stand in front of the exam table with a pneumatic syringe sitting on it with a small bottle of clear fluid next to it.

"Please disrobe completely and then inject each other with a single twenty micro litter injection of the solution before you."

"What is it?" Laurel asked as she stepped out of her shoes.

"It is a melanin accelerator. It will encourage your bodies to produce melanin a hundred times faster than it would on its own and in far greater quantities. It will deepen and accelerate your tanning substantially."

Laurel and Jake got completely undressed and Jake looked Laurel over and he grinned at her.

"I don't know how you could possibly be shy with a body like that."

"Cause I'm not an exhibitionist. I was raised to be conservative or you send the wrong message to guys. You look like this and show it off you're a tease, you look like this and give it to guys and you're a slut. You keep it covered up and you don't get messed with and you aren't called names."

"Sorry. I forget about the fact that you've been hit on your whole life."

Laurel picked up the pneumatic syringe and then she picked up the bottle of clear liquid and she plugged it onto the syringe and then she adjusted the dosage to 20ul and then she turned to Jake and held his arm as she pressed it firmly against his shoulder and squeezed the trigger, delivering the accelerator in a long spurt. Jake grimaced a little and then took the syringe from Laurel and he pressed it against her shoulder point firmly as he held her arm and he squeezed the trigger delivering a long pulsed spurt into her shoulder. He then set the syringe with a now empty bottle back on the stand tray.

"Please step up onto the vertical scanner and put your arms out and feet apart with your hands pointed down, with your arms bent at the elbow. Please spread your fingers so the high energy photonic particles will reach between your fingers."

"I'll go first." Laurel said.

She stepped over to the vertical scanner and stepped up onto it and then she moved her feet to the edges of the base and she hung her arms out bent at the elbows with her hands pointing down and she spread her fingers.

"You look like a gorgeous scarecrow." Jake said with a smile.

"Nice!" Laurel said with a smile.

"Please close your eyes and keep them closed but do not squint them closed as it will lead to wrinkles in your tan. I need you to keep your eyes closed as well Jake."

Laurel nodded and closed her eyes and the scanning elements in the base and overhead units lit up and the scanning particles began to rise and descend until they met in the middle and then there were four very bright flashes of light that felt hot to Laurel as they shined on her for several seconds at a time. The scanning particles then dissipated and a free floating image of Laurel's body appeared right in front of her hanging in the air.

"You may open your eyes and stand normally Laurel." The AI said.

Laurel opened her eyes and put her arms down and she moved her feet together. Jake admired her body as it slowly spun as the computer analyzed her in detail.

"You are in perfect health Laurel. You are gaining muscle tone perfectly suited for your age and height. You may step down."

Laurel stepped forward walking right through the image of her body and it distorted as it moved with her in the opposite direction then it disappeared. Jake was amazed that she was already showing signs of a light tan and it covered every square inch of her beautiful body.

"Your turn." Laurel said.

Jake stepped up onto the platform and he assumed the same position with his arms out bent at the elbows with his fingers spread wide and his feet at the edges of the base platform. Jake closed his eyes and then Laurel did the same and the scanning particles began to rise and descend until they met in the middle and then Jake felt the intense bursts of extremely warm high energy photonic particles striking his body all over in four pulses lasting several seconds each. The scanning particles then dissipated away and a three dimensional image of Jake appeared floating in the air right in front of him.

"You may open your eyes and stand normally Jake."

Jake put his arms down and scooted his feet together and looked at his body right in front of him as the computer analyzed his physiology in detail as his body slowly rotated. Jake looked over and saw what Laurel was looking at and he smiled at her.

"At least I'm not the only one that likes his partners body."

Laurel broke her gaze and blushed as she looked into his eyes.

"Oh I like your body all right. You're a hell of a good looking guy Jake¦and I dare say well hung."

Jake chuckled and looked forward until the AI told him he was done.

"You are also in perfect health Jake. Your muscle tone is ideal for your age and height and your testosterone levels are slightly elevated, probably from all of the intercourse you two are engaging in lately. You may step down."

"How do you know how often we¦make love unless you're monitoring our quarters all the time?" Laurel asked.

"You are both wearing bio monitors that are transmitting to me regularly. I know when, for how long, how intense the peaks are, how long they last and what your physiological response is to each stage of sexual arousal and post sexual contact."

"Oh¦sorry. I forgot about those." Laurel said softly.

"The actual moment is private. I get a post physical report of your body's physiological condition over the last four minutes."

Jake stepped up to Laurel and gave her a peck and Laurel looked down his body and grinned.

"You're already starting to tan¦and I really like it."

"Look at yourself gorgeous. You're even darker than I am."

Laurel stepped back and looked down her body and then she put her arms out and she looked at the golden tan setting in and she smiled.

"I used to have a tan like this every summer when I was a little girl¦" Laurel bent over and looked at her crotch. "Well almost like this, I had a bikini line that wasn't tanned."

"Is there anything else you need us to do to get ready for the trip?" Jake asked.

"No. What you will be wearing is already packed on the ship. Get dressed and report to the executive officer in the upper forward hangar after you retrieve your personal weapons from your quarters."

"Can you retrieve them for us and have them delivered to the Icarus?"

"Understood. Consider it done."

Laurel and Jake then got dressed and headed out into the corridor and as they stepped out Mark was stepping out of med bay 4.

"Hey Mark¦" Laurel said. "Getting a tan yourself?"

"Hey ya Laurel and Jake. Yah we all have to look like Indians."

Laurel chuckled as she stepped up to him and hugged him. Jake then stepped into him and they embraced each other for a few moments. Jake then stepped next to Laurel and faced Mark.

"You two actually look really good with that much color in your faces."

"Thanks Mark. You ready to go planet hoping again?"

"I suppose so. It just wouldn't be any fun if you two weren't going with us."

Laurel pulled her head back and grinned at Mark.

"You think this is going to be fun?"

"Well not so much for you, I know this is to get the crap that Merenon did to you out of your heads but at least we aren't going to be hunted on this mission."

"You're starting to sound like an explorer, not a soldier."

"You're rubbing off on me Laurel."

"Thanks Mark, I take that as a compliment. Have you seen Korica and Tamaric yet?"

"Yep, had breakfast with 'em this morning. Korica is absolutely beautiful and that Tamaric looks like a man anymore, not a kid."

"I know what you mean, I'm so proud of how pretty Korica has turned out to be. I feel responsible for it somehow."

"You are responsible for it. God knows what that poor thing would have had to of endured if you hadn't come along and insisted that we rescue those girls."

"Do you know where her and Tamaric are right now?"

"No, I have no idea where they are."

"Well we're ready to go anyways. This was the last step for us."

"Well come on, I'll go with you to the hangar."

They turned and started walking down the corridor toward the pressure door and the transport platform beyond that.

When Korica and Tamaric arrived on the med deck they stepped down from the transport platform and walked over to med bay 1. The door slid open and they stepped in and there was a stand tray in front of the exam table with a pneumatic syringe and 2 small bottles sitting on it, one with clear fluid in it and one with slightly blue fluid. Korica stepped up to the stand tray and looked at the bottles and syringe.

"Please disrobe completely and then administer a single injection of twenty micro litters into your arms at the shoulder and then stand on the vertical scanner with your feet wide apart and place your arms straight out with your arms bent at the elbows with your hands pointing toward the floor with your fingers spread apart wide so the high energy photonic particles will reach between your fingers."

Korica looked at Tamaric as he stepped up next to her.

"You ok being naked in front of me?"

"As long as I get to see you naked¦hell yah!"

"Tamaric!" Korica said in a chuckle.

"What is this stuff Future?" Tamaric asked.

"It is melanin accelerator. It will encourage your bodies to produce great quantities of melanin so that your tan will deepen much faster than it would on its own. The blue tinted solution is meant for you Korica. There is a harmless dye in the solution so it is easily identifiable. Your unique blood chemistry requires a slightly different solution to have the same affect. Please do not mix them up, as the one meant for you Korica would make Tamaric very ill."

"Got it." Korica said.

They both slipped their shoes off and then got completely undressed and Korica picked up the syringe and plugged the bottle with the clear fluid in it into the syringe and then she adjusted the syringe so it would deliver 20ul and then she took a hold of Tamaric's arm and she pressed the tip of the syringe firmly against his shoulder point and she squeezed the trigger. The syringe delivered a long spurt, emptying the bottle. Korica then pulled the bottle off as Tamaric rubbed his arm and she plugged the bottle with they slightly blue solution in it onto the syringe and she handed the syringe to Tamaric and he took it and looked at it for a second.

"I don't want to hurt you Korica. What if I do this wrong?"

"You saw how I did it, just press the tip firmly against my shoulder and squeeze the trigger. Just don't move it until it's done delivering the dose or it will cut me open."

Tamaric took a deep breath and stepped beside Korica and took a hold of her arm and he pressed the tip of the syringe firmly against her shoulder point just where she had delivered the injection to him and then he hesitated for a second.

"Go ahead, you have it right." Korica said.

Tamaric squeezed the trigger and Korica opened her mouth but resisted making a noise that would startle Tamaric. The syringe delivered a long spurt emptying the bottle and then Tamaric pulled the syringe away from her arm and he saw a tiny drip of blood and he cringed.

"Did I do it wrong?"

"No, that happens because I have high blood pressure, well higher than yours but it's normal for me."

Korica wiped the tiny drop of blood away and she lifted her arm toward him.

"See, no bleeding. You did it right."

Tamaric looked at her arm and then he dropped the syringe on the tray with a clank.

"I don't want to have to do that again."

"I guess a career in the medical field is out for you huh?"

"Definitely."

"Please step up onto the vertical scanner." The AI said.

"Who?" Tamaric asked looking at the com panel.

"It does not matter who steps onto it first."

"I'll go first then." Tamaric said.

Tamaric leaned forward to give Korica a kiss and she pulled her head back and Tamaric slowly withdrew and furrowed his brow.

"I'm on duty Tamaric, we can't do that while I'm on duty, remember?"

"I'm standing in a sealed med bay with my naked girlfriend and I can't kiss you? No one is going to be allowed to see what's going on in here cause of our age."

"No Tamaric¦I'm sorry but we have to follow the rules even when we think no one is watching."

Tamaric sighed and nodded and then he looked Korica up and down and he grinned.

"I can be a gentleman¦even if you're the¦prettiest thing I've ever seen in my life."

Korica stroked his cheek and smiled at him warmly. Tamaric then turned and walked over to the vertical scanner and he stepped up onto it and the AI guided him to assuming the right pose and then he was told to close his eyes without squinting and Korica was also advised to keep her eyes closed. The base and overhead scanning elements then lit up and the scanning particles began to rise and descend until they met in the middle and then Tamaric felt the extremely warm pulses of charged photonic energy bombarding his entire body for several seconds at a time in four intense pulses. The scanning particles then dissipated and a three dimensional image of Tamaric's body appeared floating in the air right in front of him.

"You may open your eyes and stand normally." The AI said.

Tamaric opened his eyes and put his arms down and he scooted his feet together as his body slowly rotated as the computer analyzed his body in detail. He glanced over at Korica and just looking at her beautiful body facing him made him smile at her. When his image was facing him again the image zoomed in quickly to his head and the layers of flesh and bone were peeled away until he was looking at his brain. He could see the microorganism translator web still entrenched all over his brain and then the image zoomed in further to his parietal lobe and a large and deep portion was highlighted with a deep red core with yellows around the outer edges of the highlighted area.

"As you can see the area of recent increasing activity is extremely active now. It looks identical to this area of Korica's brain. There is absolutely no doubt now that she is the catalyst for what is happening within your brain."

"Is that why I can feel what she's feeling now?"

"Yes. Do me a favor and reach out toward her with your mind."

Tamaric looked at Korica and grinned at her and as he listened for her feelings he was able to sense exactly what she was feeling, physically and mentally. The highlighted area became completely red and all of the yellows were pushed aside and his pulse quickened and he found that he had to breath faster and deeper as his heart rate increased and then he distinctly heard her soft voice echoing in the back of his mind. He was hearing random words and partial trains of thought making him grin even stronger. As he felt how much she loved seeing him naked and how much it turned her on his grin turned to a smile and he winked at her and she blushed hard as she heard his wonderful accent echoing in her mind. Tamaric then closed his eyes and tried to calm down and Korica's voice faded then disappeared all together and he opened his eyes. The image in front of him faded back some and the yellows returned around the highlighted area once again as his pulse slowed and his breathing became slow and regular.

"This is definitely where your ability to commune with her originates from though it seems to stimulate a few other areas as well when you initially reach out to her but it is all processed and controlled in your parietal lobe. You have developed a new sense."

"So it is a sixth sense?"

"Yes. That would be a very accurate description."

The image then zoomed back rapidly so his entire body was visible once again and the layers of his skull were filled back in.

"You are in extremely good health for your age, height and weight. You have twenty percent more muscle mass and tone than would be typical for a male your age. Your hormone peptides are extremely elevated, presumably because of what I just asked you to do. You may step down Tamaric."

Tamaric looked at Korica and shrugged and he stepped down and his body image distorted and then disappeared. Korica walked past him and brushed her hand over his shoulder as she stepped up onto the scanning platform. Korica moved her feet to the edges of the base platform and Tamaric loved the view that it left him with. She had a very pleasing shape with shapely and plump lips and he liked her pose at the moment as it separated them very subtly and he could see them completely from front to back. Korica then put her arms out to the side and pointed her hands at the floor with her arms bent at the elbows and spread her fingers wide and then she closed her eyes. The base and overhead scanning elements lit up and Tamaric closed his eyes as the scanning particles rose and descended until they met in the middle and then Korica felt the four intense pulses of charged photonic energy lasting several seconds each. The scanning particles then dissipated away and a three-dimensional image of Korica's body appeared floating in the air right in front of her.

"You may open your eyes and stand normally." The AI said.

Korica scooted her feet together and put her arms down to her sides and she looked at Tamaric and smiled warmly as the computer analyzed her body in detail.

"I heard¦and felt what you were thinking Tamaric. Thank you. You make me feel beautiful."

Tamaric blushed though it was difficult for Korica to see it through his deepening tan.

"Good, you are beautiful Korica. Beyond anything I could have ever imagined."

"You're so sweet Tamaric."

Korica's image returned to a position facing her and she looked herself over from a different perspective.

"You are in perfect health Korica. You have ten percent more muscle mass and tone than what would be typical for a Draximan female your age. Your pulmonary and cardiovascular organs are twenty-seven prevent larger than what would be considered typical as well."

The image of Korica's body zoomed into her skull and the layers of bone and flesh were peeled away until her brain was visible. Like with Tamaric's, the microorganism translator webbing was clearly visible, deeply entrenched throughout her brain. The image zoomed in closer to her parietal lobe and then the most active area was highlighted and it looked absolutely identical to Tamaric's brain.

"As you can see, the active area in your parietal lobe is in exactly the same place as it is in Tamaric's brain and the level of activity is also identical. If you overlaid the two images there would be a one to one match in the shape and density of the activity. Your brains are becoming synchronized in their level and type of activity."

"So we might be able to¦become paired with each other after all?"

"I would say that is very likely."

The image then zoomed back out and her skull was filled back in.

"Would you like information about your menstrual cycle or would you like that information in private?"

"Am I going to have to worry about it on this mission?"

"No."

"Then we can talk about it when I get back¦in private."

"Understood. You may step down."

Korica stepped forward right through the image of her body as it moved in reverse toward her and it distorted and then disappeared completely. Korica walked over to Tamaric and took one of his hands and she placed it on her chest above her left breast.

"There is a place for you in here Tamaric. I invite you to take a piece of my heart¦" Korica put her other hand on his chest above his heart. "And keep it here for the rest of your life. I will cherish the part of you that I hope you will let me take from you to keep in my heart for as long as I live."

"Of course you can have a piece of my heart¦what ever that means."

"You'll find out when the time comes. Becoming paired means carrying a piece of your lover within you. It will bind us in life and¦in death."

Korica let go of his hand and he slid his hand over her breast gently and she just let him as she pulled her hand from his chest. They smiled at each other and then stepped back from one another and admired the tan that was rapidly setting in for both of them. They then got dressed together and then stepped into their shoes. They then headed for the exit hand in hand.

When they stepped out into the corridor the AI addressed them.

"The Icarus is ready for departure as soon as the rest of the team is finished with their pretrip preparations. You should make your way to your quarters and retrieve your personally encoded weapons then make your way to the upper forward hangar to get familiar with the ship."

"Familiar with the ship? You sound like the ship is alive and wants to meet us?" Tamaric said as he and Korica walked toward the transport platform.

"That is not far from the way of it. The only thing missing to make it alive is a brain and central nervous system which the pilot provides."

Korica looked at Tamaric with her mouth open in surprise. They stepped up onto the transport platform and as Tamaric reached for the free floating map Korica gently took hold of his wrist and stopped him. She then looked down the corridor.

"Future, are you saying the Icarus is based on¦biological technology¦like the Angalon?"

"Not exactly, the Angalon was grown from an embryo whereas the Icarus is completely manufactured. Her systems on the other hand are based on biological processes and architecture endowing them with biological like responses and functions. When the pilot incorporates his nervous system and brain into the system the ship becomes an extension of his senses. The brain becomes the central processor for everything that the ship does."

"That is amazing! So the pilot flies with the power of thought?"

"Yes."

"So there aren't any computers on board?" Tamaric asked.

"There are some sub processors but they do not resemble anything that you would recognize as a computer. Circuit pathways are grown in a loose sense, not built or constructed in the traditional sense. If you form enough duotronic circuit pathways in a compressed space they begin to interact with one another to processes information and conduct current much like the neurons in the brain."

"I have to agree with Korica¦that's amazing! The ship has everything that a living body would have?"

"Yes. It has a sophisticated skin that acts as the senses for the ship and pilot, it has a tough skeletal hull under the regenerative outer skin, it has components and apparatuses that act as organs would in a living creature, it has a rudimentary electrical circulatory system, and the pilot is the brain that controls and orchestrates it all."

"But the ship doesn't actually think or anything right?"

"No. It does not contain a brain or central nervous system, as I said the pilot provides that. The pilot becomes a part of the ship, he senses what the ship is doing and controls it with his thought impulses. The longer the two are connected the smoother and more efficient the ship operates. Eventually operating the ship would become as second nature as reaching out and grasping a glass of water and bringing it up to ones mouth to relieve thirst. You do it without even thinking about it."

"Oh I can't wait to see this. Will the ship even¦recognize us then?"

"There is auxiliary power and computer control being supplied to the ship so in a way it will. As soon as you touch the skin of the ship your specific DNA pattern will be mapped and stored as friendly. You will be able to open the cockpit and cargo hatch after that with just a touch of the right place on the hull."

"And this technology was contained in the new data core that the elder race gave us?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes. The overall design is based on technology from several different races but the primary technology is from a race that went extinct fifty thousand years ago. The Icarus is paying homage to their legacy in a way."

"That kind of makes you look a little¦obsolete doesn't it?"

"Very much so."

"Does that bother you?" Korica asked softly.

"No. It was inevitable given the sheer volume of advanced technology contained in the new data core and the level of curiosity and ingenuity of the Human race. I am a machine no matter how complex, so I cannot truly experience emotions. It does not bother me to see the Human race reaching new levels of technological sophistication rendering my design obsolete."

Korica smiled and nodded at Tamaric and he touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform on the command deck. They stepped down and headed for the exit. When they stepped up to the door it slid open and they stepped out into the main corridor and turned right and headed straight for Korica's quarters. When the door slid open as they arrived at her quarters they stepped in and Korica stopped and looked around as Tamaric stepped up to the night table on his side of the bed. He pulled the drawer open and pulled out his PP-20 and holster and he started to strap it around his waist and he looked at Korica.

"What's the matter?"

"It just feels real familiar to be prepping for a mission with you. Now I feel like things are getting back to normal."

"You were born for this kind of thing. You aren't happy unless you're visiting new worlds and making new friends."

Korica walked over to her side of the bed and pulled the drawer open and took her PP-20 and holster out and she pulled the pistol out and switched it on. The blue charge indicator ran all the way up to the fully charged indication and then she turned it off and pushed the pistol back into the holster. She then went about strapping her weapon on as Tamaric snapped the thigh strap closed on his holster. He pulled the pistol out and flipped the power switch on and the blue charge indicator ran all the way up to the fully charged indicator and he pointed the weapon toward the front of the room while looking down the barrel. He then lowered his weapon and turned it off and slapped it into his holster and secured the thumb stay over the back of the weapon.

"I hope to God we don't have to use these on this mission." Tamaric said.

"The way we have to dress to blend in¦I don't think we're even going to be able to wear these. I have a gut feeling we don't need 'em anyways."

"I trust your gut feelings¦Korica. I feel like I should be using a term of endearment for you. Would that bother you?"

"No, not at all. Jake calls Laurel babe, you can call me something like that if you want?"

"Ok, I just wanted to ask first."

Korica finished securing her weapon around her thigh and she pushed the drawer shut and she walked around the head of the bed to Tamaric and she slid her hands around his sides and pulled him against her. She planted a quick peck on him and then she blushed a little and a smile started to grow on her face and Tamaric listened to what she was feeling and his eyes opened wider and he smiled at her.

"You're really thinking you want to do that on Heindon with the mission looming over us?"

"I love you Tamaric and I'm ready for that step in our relationship if the timing is right and we have some privacy."

"Ok. I'm ready for that whenever you are."

"I know you've been looking forward to it from the moment we saw each other again in the stasis ring."

"It just gives me more to look forward to from this mission. Heindon will be our special place for the rest of our lives."

"Yah it will." Korica said with a beautiful smile on her face.

"You know you get this¦glimmer in your eyes when you think about me like that Korica?"

"I do?"

"Yah. I guess it's the spark of love¦or lust or something."

"I feel both for you Tamaric."

"I know¦I can feel it from¦inside me. What we got is really going to take some getting used to. I feel like I'm tuning into you more and more. Pretty soon I won't know where my feelings stop and yours start."

"Don't be frightened of it Tamaric, it's the beginnings of becoming paired with me. Laurel and Jake became paired without¦making love first."

"It's just a little scary cause it's new to me. I never knew that a girl would have this kind affect on me or that I would ever love someone as deeply as I do you."

Korica smiled at him and she placed her face against his shoulder and held him tightly for a few moments. She loved what she was sensing from him and his words were exactly what she wanted hear. She was ready to be his in every sense of the word. Korica pulled back and she could tell by the expression on Tamaric's face that he was sensing everything she was feeling. She gave him a long kiss and then she stepped back and took hold of his hand.

"Come on, let's go have a look at the Icarus."

"Ok love. She sounds like an amazing ship."

The two of them then headed for the exit. They made their way down the corridor to the transport compartment and they transported up to the forward upper hangar. When they appeared on the transport platform in the transport enclosure they were stunned by the sight of the Icarus before them. They stepped down slowly and Korica pushed the enclosure door open and the two of them stood in silent shock as they tried to take in what they were seeing. Basher was working with two other crewman to get the hangar cleared of all of the equipment left over from the repairs and he looked over at Korica and Tamaric and he recognized the look that everyone had when they got a load of the ship for the first time.

Basher handed the metal box he was carrying to one of the crewman and he told them to give him a second and then he walked over to Korica and Tamaric.

"Hey guys, I'm Basher. You must be Korica Prentor and Tamaric Reynolds?"

"That's right." Korica said as she shook his hand. "We came to¦meet the ship?"

Basher smiled as he shook Tamaric's hand.

"It isn't alive but pretty damn close to it. It's still hooked into the Future so her systems are active, go ahead and come on over and shake hands with her."

Basher waved them over and he walked them over to the ship and he turned and faced them.

"She's beautiful." Korica said.

"And big." Tamaric said.

"Come on over and touch the skin of the ship. It'll register you as a friendly so you'll be able to access the ship whenever you want."

Tamaric and Korica stepped closer to the ship and they noticed the strange way their shadow was casting from within the ship and emerging toward the surface as they drew closer. Tamaric stopped but Korica stepped right up to the ship and raised her hand and laid it on the skin of the ship. The skin felt cold for an instant and then it was the same temperature as her hand and she saw the most beautiful pink and yellow swirls radiating out from the point where her skin was in contact with the hull. She drew her hand up so that her fingertips remained in contact with the skin of the ship and she slowly dragged her fingers around in circles and she watched the little vortex swirls coming from her fingertips and she grinned.

"That's the most incredible thing I've ever seen."

"Pretty cool huh? Everyone casts a slightly different color pattern when they touch the hull and if you're upset the pattern is all¦chaotic and blistering and when you're clam it's like that, smooth little eddies of energy and color." Basher said.

Tamaric gained his nerve and stepped up to the ship and he saw his shadow deepen and become dark as night right in front of him and he looked up and behind him expecting to see lights casting his shadow onto the ship but there were no lights anywhere near the direction his shadow seemed to be coming from. He turned back and watched what Korica was doing and he lifted his hand and laid it on the hull. There were red and orange swirls casting from around his hand where his skin was making contact with the hull and he noticed that the swirls were on top of his shadow that now appeared to be distinctly within the hull, not on it. Tamaric stroked his hand around a little and watched the swirling eddies following his hand and it made him smile.

"I've never seen anything like that before. Why's it doing that? How's it doing that?"

"Beats the sh¦heck out of me." Basher replied. "I'm a soldier not a scientist."

Korica pulled her hand away and looked the ship over in amazement. She squatted down and looked under the ship. There was a single rather girthy cable plugged into an open panel under the bow the ship and the ship was sitting on three very sturdy looking landing gear with wheels that were tucked up on top of flat landing pads at the end of each landing strut. Korica stood back up and stepped back and looked over the shape of the ship and then she looked at Basher.

"This ship is designed to fly like an airplane?"

"Only as a last resort. The wheels are for an emergency landing but the pads will be what the ship uses most of the time. The aerodynamic shape is so it will glide¦a little if the power system fails and a ground landing is necessary. You can thank Boomer¦Mark for that aspect of her design. I don't think he completely trusts our ability to recreate something so advanced without the usual Human error element being present somewhere. Laurel and Jake already found a potentially deadly one and corrected the problem."

"So no direct thrust engines or anything?"

"Nope, gravity drive alone."

Tamaric pulled his hand from the hull and looked at Basher.

"So are you a lieutenant like Mark?"

"No. My rank isn't important though. That's just ammunition for the enemy to take me out if they know my rank."

"We aren't going into battle Basher."

"Is that really your name?" Korica asked.

"No. My name is Marty. Go ahead and have a look around the ship. I gotta help get all this stuff stowed before we depart."

Basher gave a nod and then moved off. He didn't like being grilled by a couple of kids about such sensitive details. He knew how much Mark respected and even loved the two of them but to him they were just a couple good looking kids that he was going to be babysitting for the mission. Korica and Tamaric sensed that Basher wasn't thrilled with some aspects of the mission but he had a good heart and he was looking forward to going. He was huge so Korica thought he would probably be able to handle himself as well as Mark, or close enough to be an asset for the mission if something went wrong.

Korica watched Basher moving off and she looked at Tamaric and shook her head.

"He doesn't like kids very much." Korica thought.

"It's a good thing we aren't kids anymore then." Tamaric thought in return.

Korica heard his thoughts clear as day and she smiled at him and then laughed lightly and took his hand and they walked around the ship slowly taking it all in. As they reached the rear of the ship they saw a blue flash reflecting off the bulkhead in front of them and they knew someone had arrived via the transporter. They stepped around the ship and they saw Mark and Laurel and Jake stepping out of the transport enclosure. They were stunned at how dark they all looked but they knew that they were getting just as dark as the tan set in deeper and deeper. Korica and Tamaric walked over to them and Laurel's face lit up when she saw them. Korica hugged Laurel tightly then hugged Jake and then grabbed Mark in a very tight hug. She then stepped back and spoke very quietly.

"I don't think Basher appreciates having baby sitting duty."

Mark chuckled and stoked her head.

"Don't take it to heart. We've spent our whole lives rescuing or dealing with kids in one fashion or another and he still doesn't exactly know how to relate to 'em when it comes to conversating with 'em."

"Sounds a little like someone I used to know."

"Nice! You look great honey. I like your white hair against a deep tan."

"Thanks Mark."

"So did you get to know the ship?"

Korica turned and looked at the Icarus.

"That ship is amazing. We uh¦touched the hull so I guess it knows us now."

"That's all it takes. Come on, I'll show you where the cockpit and cargo hatch access controls are."

Mark walked them over to the ship and he placed his hand on the hull right above the point where the bottom meets the top section and it begins to curve away. As he laid his hand on the hull four small points began to glow slightly. He touched the first point with the tip of his finger and the cockpit canopy began to close and then he pulled his finger back and it stopped and he touched the second point and the canopy opened back up into the air and then stopped once fully open pointing straight up into the air.

"That's the open and close buttons for the cockpit and these other two are for the cargo area."

"But¦" Tamaric looked down then under the hull and then he stood up. "There isn't any doors."

Mark touched the third button and a hatch retracted open under the ship and a ramp extended out until it touched the hangar floor. It only took a few seconds for the hatch to open and the ramp to extend and they were almost completely silent doing so. Tamaric squatted down and looked up the ramp and he could see two large cargo crates at the back of the cargo area inside the ship. He noticed that it looked like there was a great deal of headroom inside the ship as well. Korica squatted down and had a look for herself and then she and Tamaric stood up and Mark pressed the fourth button and the ramp retracted and the hatch spiraled closed then dropped slightly sealing itself tightly and the outer skin grew over the seam concealing it completely. Korica glanced back under the ship and saw no evidence of the hatch at all.

"This ship is amazing. How fast is she?" Korica asked as she stood back up.

"In direct forward flight about eight times the speed of light. It's a little harder to gauge when you punch it up to full power and make a leap."

"A what?"

"You can¦leap from one point to another in an instant. I don't know what else to call it but making a leap. You simply plot a point in space and punch it up to full power and you leap to that point."

"How far away can you¦leap?"

"We haven't exactly determined the range yet. We've managed a leap to the outer edge of the solar system successfully. We haven't had time to really stretch our legs yet though. We just determined that the system works in a controlled manner and not much else."

"Wow! That's an amazing capability."

"It would certainly get you out of a hot situation in a hurry."

"Do we know where commander Hiller is?" Laurel asked.

"She'll be along shortly I would imagine." Mark said.

Basher stepped up to Mark and bumped his arm.

"I got all the tools and components stowed LT."

"Good job Marty. Thanks for helping them with that. All we need is a commander and we'll be ready to hit the road."

There was a flash of blue light from behind them and they looked over at the transport enclosure and they saw the captain and commander Hiller stepping down from the transport platform. They all headed over toward them across the now empty hangar and the xo shot Mark a strange glance that Laurel caught but no one else seemed to notice. She thought it looked reminiscent of a look of embrace that would occur between lovers but she thought that was insane to even think about. The xo and Mark would never in a million years hook up¦or would they?

"Good, you're all here." The captain said. He then placed his hand on Laurel's shoulder. "I truly hope you and Jake find what you're looking for. We'll give you a week, if we don't hear from you by then we'll come looking for you."

"Thank you sir. It should be pretty cut and dry once we get to know the Olmot and gain their trust."

The captain grinned and then chuckled as he took his hand from Laurel's shoulder.

"What's so funny captain?" Mark asked.

"Laurel, calling a mission to another world¦cut and dry. Out of the mouths of babes."

"She does have a few worlds under her belt."

"Yah, I know. That's why your whole squad isn't going along. I know she can handle herself, all of you can. You bring my officers and their friends back to me safely Mark."

"Always!"

The captain then turned to Basher.

"Thank you for going as back up Marty."

"I wouldn't miss it for the world sir." Basher said as he shook the captain's hand.

The captain then stepped back and saluted them all.

"Gods speed and safe journeys."

Mark, Marty, Korica, and the commander returned a smart salute.

"Ok everyone. Let's get aboard and light a fire under this thing." The xo said.

"We need to collect our weapons mam." Laurel said.

As if on cue a servo drone floated across the hangar with Laurel and Jake's weapons and they took them and strapped them on. They all then walked over to the ship and walked around to the trailing edge of the right wing and Mark turned and grabbed Korica around the waist and lifted her up like she weighed nothing and he set her up on the wing and then he grabbed Tamaric and he made a small grunt as he lifted him up onto the wing. Laurel then stepped up to him and he smiled at her and put his hands on her waist and lifted her up onto the wing and then he hefted Jake up onto the wing just as easily. As they were walking up the wing toward the open cockpit Laurel glanced back and saw Mark put his hand squarely on the xo's bottom and he pushed her up onto the wing as she hopped up onto it. Laurel thought it rather friendly and the xo didn't seem to mind the hand up in the slightest. She didn't want to read too much into it but she knew how she would react if Mark had done that to her. Mark than took a big step as he hopped up onto the trailing edge of the wing and they all headed forward until they reached the open cockpit.

Korica and Tamaric climbed down into the cockpit using the foot pegs integrated into the starboard wall and they stepped back to allow everyone else to climb in. There were six very comfortable looking seats in the cockpit and a huge cargo area at the back of the cabin. There was a soft gray carpet looking material covering everything on the floors and walls. Korica looked up toward the pilots seat and she was surprised how spartan the control panel was. There were two long projection bars and a few switches and buttons and nothing else. The whole front panel was covered in a tan material that looked like leather but it was apparent that it was actually metal by the way the light from the hangar was glinting off of it.

Everyone piled down into the cockpit and Mark walked up to the pilot's seat and sat down and the xo sat down in the copilot's seat next to him.

"Where do you want us Mark?" Korica asked.

"Why don't you and Tamaric sit right behind me so you get a good view. Basher, take the cargo area huh?"

"You got it LT." Marty said.

Marty walked to the back of the ship and sat down on one of the cargo crates and Laurel and Jake sat down in the other two seats. Korica smiled at Tamaric as she sat down.

"These seats are really comfortable. They hug your bottom and back."

"Nice huh?" Mark said. "They're modeled after the seats in the chair Laurel built."

"That's why they feel so familiar." Laurel said with a grin.

Mark nodded and then he reached over to the wall next to him and he bumped it with the side of his fist and a compartment swung open and there inside it hanging on a hook was the control collar modeled after Laurel's halo used on her chair. He reached in and pulled it out then pushed the compartment closed and he set the collar on his head and then he reached forward and pressed two buttons and the projection bars emitted two control screens right in front of him and the xo with all of the ships controls incorporated into them. Mark looked out of the cockpit at one of the crewman waiting for the signal and he put his hand up flat and pointed his fingers at his palm with other hand and he gave the signal to unplug the auxiliary power by pulling his fingers straight down from his flat palm. The crewman nodded and ran under the ship and Mark watched until he saw the crewman pulling the cable back with him as he stepped away from the ship. Mark then reached up and touched a few commands on the screen in front of him and then he leaned back in his seat with his eyes closed for a moment as he connected with the ship.

After a moment Mark lifted his head and looked at the xo and nodded. She reached up to the free floating control screen and she touched the command to close the canopy and it slowly swung down and then closed and a vacuum could be heard at the sealing surface for a moment then it stopped. It was very quiet in the ship as Mark started touching commands to fire up the drive system. There was a bit of a thumping heard from the back of the ship that sped up in frequency and then there was nothing but a very slight hum heard. Mark then put his hands on the round protrusion at the ends of his arm rests and he worked his finger tips around as Laurel watched closely until the material began to glow slightly and seemed to soften up allowing his fingertips to sink into it slightly. There was a whooshing sound as Mark established a gravity bubble around the ship and it lifted into the air a few feet and rocked around slightly then stabilized and just hovered silently. They could hear the landing gear retracting until there was a clank as the gear doors sealed shut and then Mark reached out and touched a few commands among the myriad of controls on the free floating control screen.

"Future, this is the Icarus. We're ready for departure." Mark called out.

"Roger Icarus. You are cleared for immediate departure. There is no traffic, no bandits, no bogies."

"Roger that Future. We are clear for immediate departure, the skies are clear, no bandits, no bogies."

"Have a safe trip Lieutenant."

"Thanks Future."

Mark then put his hand back on the control pod on his armrest and he leaned back and Laurel saw all kinds of equations appearing then disappearing in front of him on the free floating display and then the display seemed to go almost completely blank. The Icarus then rocketed out of the hangar, passing through the myogenic field in an instant and within seconds they were hurdling through open space. The gravity bubble then intensified and the humming from the back of the ship increased in intensity, though it was still barley audible as the ship jumped past the speed of light in an instant.


Chapter 37 Heindon

––––––––

Heindon

As the Icarus accelerated Mark closed his eyes and tried to adjust to the mental strain of thinking independently while processing all of the ships functions simultaneously. After a few seconds he opened his eyes and the display in front of him showed a view of space ahead of them and there was a bright star with blinking green parenthesis around it.

"That's our destination." Mark said in a calm and even voice.

The image of the star then moved closer on the display until it was clear that they were looking at a star system with at least three planets visible in the current frame and not one but two stars.

"How long is it going to take us to get there?" Korica asked.

"We're still accelerating so I can't determine that factor yet. I haven't exactly learned how to multitask this thing efficiently yet either."

"So you're thinking for the ship?" Laurel asked as she leaned forward.

"Not exactly. It's an involuntary processing of information. The ship calculates and processes information within my mind but I don't exactly have control over it unless I make a mental effort to intervene."

"But you can obviously think independently?"

"Yeah. I'm still here but my brain is trying to do¦more than one thing at a time. It's a little hard to explain. You wanna see what it's like?"

"What? I'm not qualified to fly this ship."

"I'm not talking about flying her. There are secondary control collars that allow the passengers to link into the sensor data and the ship will use your minds to increase its processing power. It's like adding another processor to a network processing system. Only the pilot has direct control over the control processes and I can hand some or all of that control off to the copilot. Open the compartments in the bulkhead back there and you'll see some extra control collars."

Laurel leaned back in her seat and she reached across Jake and she pressed on the bulkhead next to him and a compartment door slowly swung down revealing two control collars hanging on small hooks. Laurel leaned back and Jake reached over and pulled the control collars out and he handed one to Laurel. Korica then looked over on her side of the cabin and she tapped the bulkhead with the side of her fist as she had seen Mark do, and a compartment door slowly dropped open and she reached in and pulled out the two control collars that were hanging on small hooks and she handed one to Tamaric. Tamaric looked at the collar for a few moments and then he looked up at Mark.

"This won't¦connect our minds or anything will it?"

"No. The system wasn't designed like that. Course we've never tried it on anyone with a mind like the four of you have. You might sense one another since your senses are more acute." The xo said.

All four of them put the control collars on their heads and then pressed the obvious activation button on the temple pickups and they all experienced a rush of sensory information that made their minds blurry and their skin tingle for a few seconds.

"Whoa! What a rush!" Jake exclaimed with a smile.

"I see what you mean now." Laurel said. "It's like my mind is concentrating hard on something subconsciously but you can¦tune into it if you want. It does make it kind of difficult to think about anything else. My mind is really being tasked."

"Kind of cool huh?" Mark said. "With you four hooked in the strain on my mind is considerably less taxing. Try and think about what you can sense around you and the virtual heads up should appear."

The four of them looked at each other and grinned and then they leaned back and concentrated on what was going on with the ship and suddenly a HUD showed up in their field of view everywhere that they looked.

"Oh now that's cool!" Jake said with a huge smile.

"The controls you see are interactive. Reach out and touch any of the controls and your mental impulses will be interpreted into a control action. You can select a single sensory input to focus on or you can focus on everything the ship is sensing."

Laurel was the first to reach out and touch one of the control buttons in her field of view, which was a little confusing for her since her hand was on the backside of the HUD that she was seeing. She found it easier to turn her hand around and bring her finger toward herself to engage the buttons. After a little experimenting from all four of them, Korica closed her eyes and tried to see if she could sense the minds of the others through the collar but all she sensed was the usual presence of their essences and nothing more. She was pretty sure that it was her natural ability and nothing more.

"This is absolutely incredible." Laurel said. "I can sense all of the systems running as well as the temperature in here and the air pressure and¦why is there a build up of energy in the resonator coil and hyperbolic stabilizer systems?"

"Because I'm building up to a leap." Mark said. "I have to charge the system for a few minutes until sufficient energy levels are achieved and then I can trigger a release of energy through the gravitational manifold."

"So the energy level available is finite then?"

"Yes. If we're traveling at sub light speeds the energy buildup and release is almost instantaneous but since we're traveling at almost seven and half times the speed of light it takes time to charge the system with the remaining energy available." Mark said.

Laurel reached out and touched the power levels so it filled her field of view and she was shocked at how much energy the system was producing and the levels were still rising rapidly.

"Harriet mackerel! No wonder you can leap from one end of the solar system to the other."

"Your little improvement to the discriminator is what made that kind of power possible. The gravitational field is completely stable and laminar now instead of wavering around like a bowl of jello causing feed back surges. I'm going to set Heindon as the leap destination and we'll see just how far we can leap in one shot."

"How many times in a row can you leap?" Korica asked.

"Just once. It takes the system time to recover before we can leap again. During the shakedown when we leapt to zero one one, the eleventh planet in the Future system, it took us thirty-five minutes to recover so we could leap back home. Since this is going to be a maximum distance attempt I would have to assume that it will take considerably longer to recover enough to try and make another leap."

It was only a few seconds later that Mark got an indication that the system was charged and ready for the programmed leap.

"Here we go, prepare for a full power leap in three¦two¦one"

The canopy skin slid up over the cockpit blocking the view outside the side the ship except for what was available on the free floating screen in front of Mark and the xo. Mark closed his eyes and concentrated on releasing the stored up charge in one single burst through the gravity drive and there was a high frequency whine heard from right behind Marty and then there was a sickening feeling in everyone's guts as an intense wave of gravitational energy was pulsed through the drive system and out into the gravity bubble and the ship slid through sub space at an unimaginable speed and in mere seconds the ship decelerated slightly and as Mark opened his eyes the skin covering the cockpit canopy retracted revealing a distant pair of stars that were now very large compared to the bright yellow speck they had appeared to be before.

Mark took a few deep breaths as the ship used his mind to calculate their new position while using the other's minds to assess the damage done to the primary systems so the recovery process could begin. Everyone sat quietly while their minds were tasked and then Mark finally quantified their position.

"Well ladies and gentleman¦" Mark said calmly. "That netted us one point four light years and we're still traveling at six point four times the speed of light. On the way home we'll try a standstill full power leap and we'll see if we leap any further than one point four."

"There was significant circuit damage done in the primary control buffer and the secondary bypass ODM conduit will need to be reinforced before we can leap again." Laurel said surprising herself at how she even knew that without thinking about it.

"I estimate that it will take two and a half hours for the recovery to be complete." Korica said. "I don't know how I know that but I'm certain of it."

"The gravity drive didn't suffer any significant damage though so we should be able to continue traveling at six or seven times the speed of light despite the damage done." Tamaric said bluntly and then he slapped his hand over his mouth and looked at Korica with a look of shock on his face.

Mark looked back at Tamaric and then chuckled.

"It's alright Tamaric, don't be afraid to speak up when you're processing for the ship. The Icarus is reporting her condition through you."

Tamaric pulled his hand from his mouth and looked at Mark with a comical twist to his face.

"You mean the ships AI is us?"

"I suppose you could look at it that way. The ship is using all of our brains to process different variables simultaneously. When the processing of information is complete you are encouraged to vocalize the results so the pilot in control is aware of the information that was processed in your brain¦so the ship is talking through you in a way since it doesn't possess a speech processor of its own yet."

"What a cool ship. I like being a part of it¦it feels like an extension of my senses or something."

"I know what you mean." Mark said with a grin.

"Three point nine hours to Heindon at our current speed." Jake said without thinking about it and then he grinned and slowly shook his head.

"Roger that, thanks Jake." Mark said.

"That¦wasn't me. The Icarus made me say that¦at least I think so."

Mark smiled and looked at the xo.

"What do you think Melissa?"

"I think this ship is astounding. Keep us at our current speed and head straight for Heindon. Make a stealth approach and we'll try and locate the Olmot form orbit before we land."

"You got it."

"A stealth approach mam?" Korica said. "I'm not familiar with that maneuver."

"It's not a maneuver ensign. This ship is capable of rendering itself optically invisible. I don't want the Olmot looking up and seeing something artificial hovering in their skies. I don't want us to be seen as gods or something of the like."

"Does it do the same thing as the Future? Intensify the gravitational field so that the ship is slightly out of phase with normal space-time?"

"No. Go ahead and show her Mark." The xo said nodding toward the free-floating display.

Mark reached out and touched a few commands and then he turned and looked at Korica.

"Go ahead and look out the window."

Korica stood up and walked over to the edge of the cockpit canopy and she stood up on her tiptoes and she glanced out and where she expected to see the wing section that they had walked up to get into the ship, she saw stars stretching into multicolored streaks and dark space beyond.

"What the heck? How is that possible?"

"The skin of the ship is one huge sensory organ so what the skin sees below is recreated on the top surface so it appears as though you're looking right through the hull. Do you know what chromatophores are?"

"Yeah I think so. Isn't that what octopi and squid use to camouflage themselves on Earth?"

"That's right. They're skin cells that are full of pigment that can be controlled by the animals to produce different color affects to blend in with their environment. The skin of the Icarus has the same basic thing but there are trillions of them per square inch and the ship has the ability to bend light with them so the ship can camouflage itself perfectly. If we're moving or if you get up close you will be able to make out the boundaries of the hull but it will just be a slight distortion and most people won't notice something so subtle unless they're looking for it."

Everyone took the opportunity to stand up and look out the canopy to see nothing at all but stars rushing by beyond the ship. Marty even walked up from the back of the ship and had a look at the spectacle.

"We could have used this technology back on Earth ay LT?" Basher said.

"Hope to shout! I can think of at least a dozen missions that we could have really used this on."

After a few more moments Mark deactivated the stealth mode and the dark shadow of the hull blocked the stars rushing by below the ship. Since the lights within the ship were from a space around the circumference of the cabin shinning down the subtle light didn't bleed out of the cockpit enough to illuminate the hull at all leaving the hull just looking like a dark obscuration of space beyond and nothing more. Everyone sat back down and Marty sauntered to the back of the ship and opened one of the large cargo crates and he began setting everyone's clothing for the mission out in the floor in neat piles. Korica then had a thought and she leaned forward a little.

"Mark¦if the ship can make itself almost invisible won't the canopy here reflect sunlight or whatever making it visible?" She asked pointing up at the canopy.

"Oh it definitely will, but you remember the skin that slid up over the canopy when we made our leap?"

"Yeah, I didn't think about that."

"With the sensor input from the ship the pilot can still see what's going on outside even with the canopy obscured. If you're all wearing the halos you'll be able to see what's going on via your virtual HUD as well."

"Hay LT, I have everyone's clothing¦if you want to call some of this clothing¦laid out."

"Roger that Basher." Mark then looked back at Korica. "You hungry?"

"Are you reading my feelings?"

"Nah, I just know you." Mark said with a warm smile.

"Well I am hungry."

"It's going to be a while until we can make another leap so go ahead and head in back and grab something to eat. If your tastes are still the same then I packed some of your favorites."

"Thanks Mark."

Korica pressed the button on her temple pickup and her halo shut down ramping the processing load among the remaining minds still connected to the system and she got to her feet and grabbed Tamaric by the arm as she lifted her halo off her head and set it in her seat. Tamaric stood up and followed Korica to the back of the ship. They stopped and Korica looked down at the clothing laid out for them and she grimaced and then looked at Tamaric and he was grinning. She nudged him and smiled.

"You would smile at how little is there for the girls."

"So sue me¦I'm looking forward to seeing you in that."

"Don't worry about it, there won't be anyone gawking at you on Heindon." Marty said. "You're going to blend right in."

"Thanks Basher."

"No sweat. You feel like a snack or a meal?"

"Uh I guess I'm hungry enough for that beef stew." Korica said pointing at the self-heating field ration pouch in his left hand.

Marty handed the pouch to her and then he reached into the crate and pulled out a water ration for her and she took it and sat down in the floor and Tamaric sat down next to her and she set the water ration down and opened the stew pouch and then she set it on the floor and she opened the water ration and poured two ounces into the pouch then folded the top over and she poured another ounce into the outer portion of the pouch starting the heating reaction. She then took a big drink from the water ration and handed it to Tamaric and he took a drink and set it on the floor next to her heating stew that was now filling the ship with the fragrant smell of beef stew.

"Can I ask you something Basher?" Korica asked softly as she waited for her meal to heat up.

"I suppose so."

"How long have you known Mark?" She asked in a low voice.

"Oh hell¦fifteen years I guess. I've known him since before we both joined the Marines. That's relative if you don't count the years that we've been asleep of course."

"I was just curious what he was like before he joined the special tactics division?"

"He was a lost, pissed off kid with no direction and no outlet for his anger. The Marines gave him a purpose and something to take pride in and the special tactics division gave him a way to do something good with all the rage in him. He focused his energy on rescuing the innocent and stopping the evil turds of the world from preying on others with impunity."

"So the nice guy is only a recent manifestation for him?"

"He's always been a nice guy in his own way, he was just a lot rougher around the edges before. I think he has mellowed with age and you and Laurel softened him up a little¦but don't tell him I said that."

"I'll keep it between us. So he really acts that much different around us?"

"He acts like a dad around you and a big brother around Laurel and I never saw him like that around kids before. He really didn't relate to 'em all that well before. I can tell he really respects Jake and you too Tamaric. He thinks an awful lot of you for the way you treat Korica. Most kids your age aren't very respectful or mature around girls¦I should say the age you used to be¦though I guess mentally you're still that age right?"

"Pretty much. I'm trying to get used to the idea that I'm fifteen now but I don't think it has completely sunk in yet¦until I look in the mirror and see a younger version of my dad looking back at me. I also have different¦urges and whatnot to deal with."

"You talking about sexual urges?"

"No! Well there is some of that but that's not what I was talking about."

Korica giggled and reached over and grabbed her hot meal pouch and pulled the top open, letting a waft of wonderful smelling steam out into the cabin. Mark took a deep whiff and smiled.

"That smells great. Hay Basher, toss me one of those honey protein bars huh?"

"You got it LT. Any of the rest of you want something to munch on?"

"I think I'll take one too." The xo said.

Laurel looked at Jake and he nodded and then she looked back at Marty.

"Us too thanks." Laurel said.

Marty looked at Tamaric and he nodded and Marty then turned and pulled out a protein bar for everyone including himself. He handed one to Tamaric then got to his feet and carried the rest up front to the others. Korica reached into the crate and pulled out the pack that was assembled for her as identified by two initials on the top of the pack, O.P. in dark blue stitching. She opened the pack and pulled out the box containing the filed cutlery and she opened it and assembled the spoon then set the pack aside and began eating her hot stew. Marty returned to the back of the ship and he sat down on the other cargo crate and he opened his protein bar and ate quietly while watching Korica. Korica never looked at him but she felt that he was trying to figure her out. She also sensed that he was finding that he really liked her even though he had barely even talked to her yet. He understood what Mark saw in Korica, she was very pretty and incredibly smart but he was still trying to understand how a girl from another galaxy talked like she was from the southeastern states of the US. Her accent was a little different, not quite like anything Marty had ever heard before, but her vernacular sounded very familiar and was quite endearing.

While Korica kept eating, Tamaric took it upon himself to get up and collect the protein bar wrappers from everyone and carry them to the back of the ship where Marty collected them and put them in the open cargo crate. When Korica finished her stew she took a big drink from the water ration bag and then handed it to Marty and he stowed it and then collected her empty hot ration pouch and he folded it up and put it in the open cargo crate and she wiped her serving ware off and then disassembled it and put it back in the box and stowed it back in her pack and then Marty closed the pack for her and stowed it back in the cargo crate. He then closed the crate and sat down on top of it and he looked at Korica.

"You feelin better?"

"Yes, thank you. I have to eat more often than most people because of my high metabolism so it's nice when everyone else eats with me. I don't feel like I'm eating more than my share of the food rations."

"So you really run a higher body temperature and all?"

"Yeah. Ninety nine point four is normal for me."

"That must be a pain in hot weather?"

"Not really. My body is better at regulating my body temperature than yours is. My body temperature will remain constant even when it's a hundred and ten degrees Fahrenheit out and I'll still feel comfortable. I can also keep warm down to five or ten degrees Fahrenheit as long as my skin isn't exposed."

"Hmm. So you look just like us but your body works different?"

"My body works the same and I have the same organs as you, my body is just much more efficient at what it does. My species is around two million years older than the Human race so we've had longer to evolve an efficient design. I think Draximan evolved from a more robust progenitor species too."

"So your people didn't evolve from a simian?"

"We didn't call them that but the creature we evolved from was similar to the great ape of Earth but¦well just different."

"It still amazes me that we evolved in separate galaxies yet we look like each other."

"You would be surprised how many species out there look like us."

"What percent in your experience look like us?"

"Probably around fourty percent or so."

"Less than half? That's a little disheartening."

"Don't take this the wrong way but it's a little arrogant to think we are the most common or successful body design out there. Our bodies are very fragile and there are some very tough species that have a better chance of surviving harsh conditions and recovering from injuries than us thus giving them a better chance of evolving into advanced and intelligent life."

"So you're talking about species like the bearcats?"

"Yeah I suppose so. I don't have any idea what they'll evolve into but you can bet they'll be one tough species once they start walking upright¦though I have met a few that never took to walking upright like us."

"Really?"

"Yep. The Rincot from Elmkaro five in my galaxy walk on all fours until they want to talk to upright walking species, then the will stand up on their hind legs and they stand close to eight feet tall."

"And they don't look like us?"

"Not at all. They have red skin under a coat of shaggy brown hair that is very long covering most of their body and they have six fingers on their hands. They have two opposable fingers on each hand and their legs and arms are shaped almost the same as far as muscle tone and bone length and shape. They have a bony ridge crest running from their forehead to the back of their head and they have floppy long ears and big dark eyes that are almost sad looking with the drooping skin that hangs down over their eyes."

"Bizarre! Are their hands shaped like ours then?"

"No. They have two long bones in each of their fingers except their opposable fingers, which have three bones in them making their other fingers look kind of nubby. We can roll our hands sort of whereas the bone in their hands is a solid bone because they walk on them." Korica said as she gripped her fingers together making her hand curl around to illustrate what she was talking about. "Their palm is always flat and very thick and callused. The strange thing is that they can handle things equally well with their back hands as well as their front hands because they are identically shaped. They are extremely smart and not to be trifled with."

"So they're tough?"

"Tough and a little mean. Their body is shaped different too. They have a barrel shaped body instead of a round belly and flat back like us. They have a round rib cage in two sections kind of like our front rib cage but even more round and their spine runs right down the middle of their bodies within the protection of their rib cage."

"That's a little hard to imagine."

"It's hard to even explain what they look like. That's just one of many species that I've met and that my parents traded with that looked nothing like us."

"Heck I've seen two different aquatic species myself." Tamaric said. "One species stood close to seven feet tall and could breath underwater through gills and they had air breathing lungs like us too. The other aquatics used¦like a liquid breathing system that they carried around with them and a breathing mask of sorts that attached to the side of their head where their gills were."

"Damn! And these guys were of high intelligence?"

"Yeah, the guys that could breath air and water had spaceships and some really advanced liquid based technology. Our friend from among them is the one that put the microorganism in our heads that allows us to learn unknown languages after hearing it spoken allowed for a short time."

"Yeah, I read something about that recently but I didn't know who did that to you."

"I think it's going to prove useful later on. We've met intelligent life that look like praying mantis bugs and some that look like reptile based life with scaly skin and cold blood and evil hearts and still others that look like golems from story tales." Tamaric then looked at Korica and smiled warmly. "And we have met some of the most beautiful species that look just like us." Korica shot him a blushing smile and then he looked back at Marty. "And that's just in my limited experience. I can hardly imagine the variety of species that Korica has met spending her whole life in space."

Korica leaned back on her hands and looked over at the neat, and very small in some cases, piles of clothing. She then looked at Marty and blushed a little.

"Basher, what are we going to do when it comes time for us to get changed? We obviously have to take off everything we're wearing in order to put those on."

"We'll take turns back here getting changed. We aren't going to be sneaking peaks at one another."

"I might." Tamaric said with a smile.

"Tamaric!" Korica said with a grin as she shook her head.

"Sorry darlin¦I got to learn to control my impulses huh?"

"Yeah. I mean I don't particularly care if you see me with nothing on, but mom and dad have made me really self-conscious of exposing my body and letting others see it. It never used to bother me but it does now¦a lot."

"We'll all respect your privacy as best as we can Korica." Marty said.

Korica nodded and leaned forward and looked back at the piles of clothing.

"Man¦it just isn't going to leave much to the imagination."

"From what was imparted to me of the Olmot cultural habits¦girls your age don't wear anything unless they're harvesting the fields or traveling between settlements. You're going to have to get over your modesty¦at least a little. I don't think the xo is going expect you to adhere to their ways that strictly but you will be expected to come pretty close."

"I know. Which pile is mine?"

"That one there." Marty said pointing to the third pile.

It consisted of little more than a two-piece loincloth and a top that wrapped around the chest in a narrow band with a flap that curled back over with the ends frayed into strips with a black bead at the end of each strip. The chest cover met in the middle of the chest with a cross tied string of sinew that crisscrossed the opening four times and there was a long piece of simulated hide that was folded up that would act as protection for the legs as they walked through the brush by wrapping around the waist and hanging down to the top of the feet. There were also two soft soled shoes that were little more than a piece of hide that was layered up and stitched together with a piece of sinew to hold the top of the shoe on the foot by synching a tongue slit closed and wrapping around the ankle a few times. There were some tasteful blue and yellow beads stitched to the top and loincloth to create geometric shapes and to show off the workmanship and skill of the maker of the clothing, as the Olmot were known for doing.

"So which are mine?" Tamaric asked.

"The pile next to hers there." Marty said pointing to the second pile of clothing.

Tamaric's pile consisted of a pair of pants made from two pieces of simulated hide that were cut to length and held together at a seam up the outside of the legs with a string of sinew that was laced through small slits along the edges of the seam and there was a two piece loincloth with blue and yellow beads stitched into it just like Korica's and there were a pair of soft soled shoes with a sinew lace also like Korica's. Korica and Tamaric could see that everyone's clothing was the same with the exception of the sizes, but they would all look like they came from the same settlement.

"So what do you think of our mission and our outfits?" Korica asked very quietly looking at Marty so she could read his response from within.

"I know you're empathic and telepathic¦so I won't bull shit you." Marty said quietly looking her square in the eyes. "I think this mission is a bad idea and I hate the idea of playing guard to a bunch of gifted kids so we can get their heads straightened out by some aliens that know how to deal with whatever's going on in Laurel's head. I hate the clothes that I'll have to wear¦or lack there of. I'm not going to be able to conceal any weapons and if the natives greet us with hostility and any substantial weapons we're going to have to deal with them hand to hand and that isn't going to be easy for two of us against a properly thrown pike or accurately delivered arrow. That being said¦I value my life and I am eternally grateful for everything the seven of you did to get us back to the Milky Way safely. We owe Laurel and Jake the chance at peace of mind no matter the risk in getting them that resolution for what they endured without ever giving up sensitive information which most their age would have in a second to save their own skin."

"I appreciate your honesty. You do realize that Laurel and Jake and I are capable of reading a person's intentions and the whole reason we're going to these lengths is because Laurel can be dangerous when she feels threatened? You and Mark aren't our only defense Marty."

Marty just stared at her for a moment and Korica raised her eyebrows and grinned at him.

"I know Boomer has spent a great deal of time teaching you all some hand to hand techniques and that you can¦stun a person with some kind of compression field within the skull¦it's like getting smacked by a round house boot heel to the chops. That's why there are only two of us on this mission. I still don't like the mission but I don't get to question what I'm ordered to do. I'm here to keep everyone alive and that's exactly what I'm gunna do."

"You don't like kids much and that's all you see us as huh?" Korica said.

Marty pulled his head back in surprise and then he shook his head lightly.

"I don't dislike kids¦they just tend to ask personal questions at the wrong time and they get underfoot most of the time. I know you four are exceptionally mature for your ages but when you've been around as long as I have¦yeah, I see you as kids. I'm starting to¦" Marty sighed and smiled as he leaned forward putting his elbows on his knees so he was very close to Korica and Tamaric. "I'm starting to see what Boomer likes about you two. Just talking to you for a few minutes I forget that I'm talking to a couple of kids. Just quit probing my brain?"

"I'm not probing your brain, I'm listening to your feelings. There's a difference."

Marty grinned and he leaned back and stared at Korica for a few moments then he put his hand out to her.

"Friends? No more treating you like a child that's underfoot and no more¦listening to my thoughts or feelings? You ask me and I'll be completely honest cause we're friends."

Korica looked at his hand to deliberately make him a little uncomfortable, like she was thinking about it and then she gave him a pretty smile and shook his hand. She then quieted her mind.

"Friends. You have my word that I'll try and keep my mind quieted so I don't hear what your feeling."

Korica let go of his hand and Marty then put his hand out to Tamaric and he shook his hand.

"You're alright in my book Tamaric. Anyone that can shoot like you did on Tiomot is someone I want on any mission I'm on."

"Thanks Basher. You saw that did ya?"

Marty let go of his hand and nodded.

"Boomer wanted me to see it to prove you got skill. If I had been in that situation at your age I would have crapped myself but you kept it together and splattered those animals without hesitation and some of 'em were pretty nasty looking."

"I did what I had to do to keep my girl safe. That's what kept me focused and kept me going. The thought of one of those things getting a hold of Korica just¦pissed me off more than scared me and I wasn't gunna let it happen."

"They call that the heart of a warrior and it's a rare thing son."

"I've tried to tell him that but he says he was just protecting me as any real boyfriend would do."

"Well at least it isn't going to his head. You don't have the attitude that you're indestructible or anything."

"Nah, I'll sick my girlfriend on anyone that I think I can't handle." Tamaric leaned closer with a big grin and spoke softly. "I've seen her take Mark off his feet and pin him with her foot on his throat and her elbow right at his eye."

"Hey, I can hear that Tamaric!" Mark said jokingly from the front of the ship. "We were going to keep that between us."

"Are you telling me an eighty pound girl took you down?" The xo said while chuckling.

"I'm a good instructor and she learned that size doesn't necessarily matter if you know how to sweep the feet properly when your opponent isn't expecting it."

"You could hear everything we've been saying back here?" Korica asked.

Mark pointed at the control collar on his head as he looked back at her.

"The vibrations of your voices are echoing through the hull and the skin translates them back into sounds¦so yes, I can sense what you're saying more than hearing it with my own ears."

Korica looked at Tamaric who was still wearing his collar and he slowly nodded.

"He's right, I didn't even think about what I'm sensing from the ship¦so is everyone else."

"Great!"

"You got to know your conversation isn't going to be private on a ship this small anyways?" The xo said without looking back.

Korica looked at Tamaric and pointed to her head.

"Is she¦?" Korica whispered.

Tamaric shook his head no.

"She's not wearing one." Tamaric whispered.

Korica nodded and looked at Marty and grinned.

"I guess I shouldn't be asking personal questions while we're on a ship with such sensitive sensors huh?"

Marty grinned and nodded and Korica stood up and Tamaric stood up with her.

"I'm gunna go back to processing information for the ship. Thanks for the food¦and for talking to us."

"You got it Korica. I'm glad we talked, I feel like I know you both a little better."

"Yeah, I'm always glad to make new friends."

Korica and Tamaric then made their way back up to their seats and Korica picked up her halo and slipped it over her head and then sat down and pressed the activation button on the temple pickup and she closed her eyes for a moment as her mind was suddenly connected and tasked with calculations and systems monitoring. To her it was like reading a book and trying to carryout a conversation with someone at the same time and trying to retain the information you were reading about while retaining the elements of the conversation and if she talked to anyone it was like carrying on two conversations while reading a book at the same time. She opted to keep her eyes closed and watch the virtual HUD to see what was going on with the ship.

Tamaric sat and admired Korica for a few minutes and then he smiled and closed his eyes like her and watched their progress toward Heindon on his virtual HUD. The time went by very quickly after that up to the time that the ship had recovered enough to make the jump to the Heindon system. Tamaric could now distinctly make out two stars very close to one another at the heart of the Heindon system. Tamaric opened his eyes and looked over at Korica.

"No wonder we needed such a deep tan. With two suns it's going to be pretty darn hot on Heindon. We've been on worlds like that before."

Korica opened her eyes and looked at him and grinned.

"At least it won't be snowing."

"What if it's winter when we arrive?"

"The planet doesn't wobble on its axis anymore so there is no real winter season except for when one of the suns blocks the other for a few weeks a year." Korica said. "Look at the information in the interactive star map. The planets orbit and tilt became stabile about two hundred years ago."

Tamaric looked forward and reached out and touched a few of the commands in his field of view and all of the systems details started to scroll in the right margin of his HUD.

"Whoa¦twelve million on five of six continents. I wonder how many live in the settlement we're looking for? It's probably that one up to the north." Tamaric said pointing at his field of view only to realize no one had any idea what he was pointing at.

"Why would you say that Tamaric?" The xo asked looking back at him.

"There's a huge fresh water lake nearby for fishing, a pretty big forest and some grass land perfect for animals of sufficient size to provide hunting opportunities and the other seven settlements look to be in less productive areas of the continent."

"That's an astute analysis¦and I would have to agree."

"We're ready to make the jump to the Heindon system." Mark said. "The shields are at maximum strength and the system is charged."

"All right, go ahead and initiate the jump¦but let me link in first." The xo said.

She reached over and tapped the compartment next to her open and she pulled out a halo and slipped it over her head and touched the temple pickup turning it on and then she closed her eyes for a moment as her brain picked up some of the processing load and then she opened her eyes and looked at Mark and nodded.

"Here we go¦" Mark said.

Mark reached up and touched a few commands on his HUD and then he leaned back and closed his eyes as the skin shield slid up over the canopy and the humming from the back of the ship increased in intensity and frequency. The gravity field intensified and everyone's HUD went blurry as the sickening feeling washed over them as Mark released the stored energy through the gravity drive in a single burst and then in an instant they slipped through subspace and then appeared very close to the Heindon stars. Mark took a few rapid breaths and then he slowed their forward momentum by varying the field strength of the gravity bubble surrounding the ship. The skin then retracted from the canopy and sunlight poured into the ship blinding everyone for a split second until the canopy polarized itself against the sunlight. Mark began analyzing their position and everyone except Marty closed their eyes as their minds were heavily tasked with the calculations. As the calculations were completed they all opened their eyes. Mark angled the ship around and they could all see Heindon off in the distance looking like a blue and brown gem with large white cloud formations over some of the major oceans that rivaled the oceans of Earth as far as size compared to land percentage.

"Nice piloting lieutenant. Five hundred thousand miles away with a jump of one point three light years is nice shooting." The xo said. "Put us in stealth mode and lets go see if we can find the Olmot."

"Thanks Melissa. We're on our way."

Mark accelerated toward Heindon and he reached up and engaged the chromatophores to render the ship unobservable and he closed his eyes and put his hands on the control pods at the ends of his arm rests and he concentrated hard as he manipulated the cells. The ship all but disappeared and the skin slid up over the canopy and the interior of the ship fell into the subdued lighting of the cabin lighting as the sunlight was blocked out completely.

"Korica, Tamaric?" Marty called from the back of the ship.

Korica and Tamaric looked back and Marty waved them back.

"Come on back and get changed." Marty said as he stood up.

Korica and Tamaric nodded and then turned their control collars off and lifted them off their heads and set them in their seats as they stood up. Marty walked toward them and he stopped right next to them.

"Just call out when you're done, we'll keep our eyes forward to give you some privacy while you get changed."

"Kay, thanks Marty." Korica said.

Marty patted her shoulder then walked to the front of the ship and picked up Korica's control collar and sat down in her seat. He set the halo over his head and turned it on and he watched the ships progress from the virtual HUD while Korica and Tamaric stepped to the back of the ship and started to get undressed.

As Mark brought the ship closer to the planet, very distinct life signs became apparent in clusters at several locations on the northern continent. While the life signs were faint and small it was obvious by the numbers of life signs in close proximity to one another that they were seeing Olmot life signs. As the planet started to fill the entire virtual HUD for everyone Mark scanned the atmosphere for the conditional readings. It became apparent to him that it was the middle of what would be considered the summer months judging by the temperature close to the surface and he was pleased that the oxygen, carbon dioxide and nitrogen levels were absolutely perfect for Human and Draximan physiology. Mark then switched his attention to the many other life signs being detected and some were quite large, elephant sized, while most were the size of deer or caribou and there were millions of smaller animals of every conceivable size and number. He was just glad that he wasn't detecting animals the size of the ones on Tiomot. He had indications of flying animals as well, some which were quite fast and of a size to make a decent meal for several people if it came down to it.

"Well¦food won't be an issue and we definitely don't need to worry about freezing with what we'll be wearing." Mark said.

Melissa looked at the information on the free-floating view screen in front of her and she nodded.

"With the temperature in the low hundreds I'm going to be glad to wear next to nothing. What do you suppose the night temperatures will be?"

"Judging by the high humidity and length of a day on this planet?...I would guess in the low eighties." Mark said.

"Wonderful! A worldwide sauna."

Mark chuckled as he brought the ship to within a few hundred miles of the northern settlement. Mark brought the ship into a steady hover and scanned the area in detail.

"I think we should head for that outcropping right there LT, it'll provide a place to park that will be difficult to reach for the curious that are on foot." Marty said pointing at the detailed topographical map being displayed on the viewer in front of Mark.

"That's probably a good idea. We can leave the ship in stealth mode but someone could still literally walk right into the ship by accident. It looks like it will leave us about a five-mile walk to the northern settlement."

"How in the hell are we supposed to get down from there wearing¦what we'll be wearing?" The xo asked.

"I have an idea for that." Mark turned and looked at Laurel and grinned slightly.

"Yes, I can get us down." Laurel said confidently.

Mark looked back at the xo and raised his eyebrows.

"That'll work. I didn't even think of that. Take us in lieutenant."

"Yes mam."

Mark looked forward and began the descent toward the surface. As they got closer to the ground Mark was finding it more difficult to keep the ship moving in a straight path. The ship was moving erratically in darts and jumps while moving to the right and left in sudden maneuvers that he wasn't completely able to control. He closed his eyes and concentrated hard on moving the ship in a steady manner and his intense concentration resulted in the chromatophore system being left uncontrolled and the ship became completely visible as the chromatophores stop rotating to match the moving background as they traveled through the sky and eventually they stopped working all together and the ship became clearly visible as a light blue ship against a brilliant bright blue sky.

"Mark! You're leaving us visible!" The xo called out.

Mark opened his eyes and quickly reached out and enabled the copilot control and then closed his eyes again as they neared the surface at close to mach speeds for the density of the atmosphere. The xo quickly reengaged the chromatophore system cloaking the ship perfectly and Mark concentrated on getting the ship under control. Mark managed to vary the gravitational field to the rear of the ship slowing their decent to just a few miles an hour and then he leveled the ship out and slowly brought them into a hover over the outcropping that would leave them seventy feet above the valley floor below the hillside that the outcropping was protruding from. Mark opened his eyes and looked at the xo.

"Sorry commander, this thing isn't easy to control when you get close to the ground and up and down makes a difference. I'll get better at it with practice."

"I know you're learning lieutenant. I just hope the locals didn't get a good look at us. Lord knows what they'll think of a bird as big as the Icarus that doesn't flap its wings to fly."

Mark nodded and looked forward and he called out to Korica and Tamaric.

"How you two doing back there?"

"I think we got it now." Korica said. "We just had to figure out how everything was supposed to go on¦and stay on."

Korica and Tamaric finally got the last of their outfits on and then they picked up their ships outfit and uniform and they folded them up and set them in one of the cargo crates. They then headed for the front of the ship.

"We're done whoever wants to go next?" Korica said.

Marty stood up and looked the two of them over and grinned slightly.

"That actually looks really good on you both."

"Thanks Marty." Korica said with blushing cheeks at what she was sensing from him.

Marty thought she was very pretty and had a nice figure for her age.

"I guess we'll go next." Laurel said.

She and Jake turned off their halos and set them in their seats as they stood up and then they looked Korica and Tamaric over. Laurel gave a little lifting adjustment to Korica's top that just barely covered her breasts leaving a good deal of cleavage visible between them. Laurel then stroked her cheek.

"You look fantastic Korica. The deep tan really looks good on you."

"Thank you mom."

Laurel then patted Tamaric's shoulder and smiled at him.

"You've got amazing muscle tone for not wearing anything above the waist."

"I got Korica to thank for that."

Laurel nodded and then her and Jake headed for the back of the ship and Marty moved over to where Laurel and Jake were sitting and he picked up their halos and handed them to Korica and Tamaric and then he sat down. Korica and Tamaric put the halos on and turned them on and closed their eyes for a moment while their minds picked up some of the calculation load and then they concentrated on what was going on outside the ship and the virtual HUD appeared in their field of vision. Tamaric hung up the spare halo and then closed his eyes and concentrated on his HUD.

"Go ahead and set us down lieutenant." The xo said. "There isn't anyone around and most of the animals won't be able to reach us up there."

"Yes mam."

Mark closed his eyes and concentrated on setting them down gently. He got the ship to within a few feet of the ground and he disengaged the shields and then slowly decreased the gravitational field around the ship and it made a gentle touch down with only a slight bounce that wasn't felt in the slightest from within the ship. Mark then went about powering everything down except for the auxiliary circuits which would leave the reserve power cells engaged to keep the ship camouflaged. Everyone slipped their halos off their heads and Mark glanced into the back of the ship just as Laurel slid her underwear off while facing the other way and he turned around quickly and grinned. He had no idea that she had such a nice round ass and while he felt bad for seeing it, he wasn't at all saddened by what he saw. It was like seeing your younger sister in the buff and realizing she was a complete knockout, it wasn't a turn on but it was still nice to see just the same. Mark just prayed that Laurel had her mind quieted so that she wouldn't sense his sneak glance and what he thought about what he saw.

"So Mark, what do you think we should take for supplies?" The xo asked providing a welcomed distraction.

"I think we should strip our survival packs down to a three day supply of everything, we should carry a single PP twenty, even though they'll be a shocking sight to the locals if they spot 'em. Some of the animals on the initial scans looked big enough to be a problem if we spook 'em. We should take along a few life signs detectors and a detranome or two just in case and the rest of the survival packs should be kept intact. Once we make contact with the locals we can come back to the ship for the rest of our gear if we need it. I packed Sigma cool tents but I don't know if you want that kind of advanced technology being seen by the locals?"

"I don't think they'll understand a tent that can't be seen from the outside and has artificial air conditioning. We'll just rough it they way they do. If our information on the Olmot is accurate then they'll provide us with guest huts anyways."

"Agreed. I think we should bring a data pad along. If we need to establish trade or explain where we're from the easiest way to do either will be to show them what we're talking about."

"All right, bring one but lets keep that aside until we're sure they can handle seeing that kind of technology at work."

"That seems prudent."

"LT, aren't our black survival packs going to kind of stand out with what we're going to be wearing?" Marty asked. "Needless to say the Olmot know nothing of our exotic textiles and Kevlar with black polysteel outer weave is going to look very odd to them."

"We have simulated hide packs that our survival packs will slip into so it will look like we just have traditional pilgrimage packs with us."

"Gotcha. What about our PR fourties? Are we going to be able to carry any serious firepower?"

"Fraid not Basher. A PP twenty each is all that we're going to carry with us and I want those in our packs, not on our hips. You can set 'em on top of your survival pack in

your over pack but I don't want any holsters worn."

Marty sighed and nodded though Mark couldn't see his nod since he was busy keeping his eyes forward.

"What's your archery skill like Basher?"

"Oh man¦I haven't pulled a bow in¦five years or so. Well before our long sleep. With a cross bow I'm a damn good shot though."

"No I'm talking about a long bow?"

"I can shoot one but I'm probably a little rusty."

"The men will be expected to carry one on a walking journey. How else would a group of seven eat if you were walking for hundreds of miles?"

"So you have long bows?"

"Yeah, four of 'em and some arrows with obsidian tips. The bows aren't real wood of course but they look just like wood. They're carbon fiber with a titanium core with a simulated wood grain on them that looks very real. How about you Tamaric? Ever shoot a long bow?"

"Yes. I'm not real good with one but I think I could take down a rabbit or something of the likes if I had too. I took down a dingo in a full stead run once though. It was heading for a camping park full of children and their families and my dad told me to take it out before it grabbed a child."

"Good. I don't know if your hunting prowess will be tested but just in case it's good to know that you'll at least have the right form appropriate for a young man your age. As you know if you were Olmot you would've been hunting with a bow since you were seven or eight."

"If I'm expected to go hunting on my own I can take something down with my PP twenty, then deliver a point blank mercy kill with a bow making it look like I was a pretty good bowman."

"I don't want you hunting on your own. There will be no right of passage crap while we're here. If we are to go outside the settlement I want us in groups of at least two with Laurel, Jake or Korica in the group no matter the numbers. There are animals here big enough to kill a person and we don't know their behavioral characteristics so I don't want any unnecessary chances taken."

"It kind of goes without saying that I don't wanna go anywhere without Korica anyways."

Mark looked back at him and grinned slightly.

"I know that son, I expect you to watch her back too. The Olmot aren't the one's we need to be wary of here."

Tamaric nodded and Mark noticed in his peripheral vision that Laurel and Jake were stepping toward the front of the ship. He turned his head and looked at them and smiled.

"Hey, you two look terrific. Do you know how many weeks you would have to spend on a nude beach to get that kind of tan?"

Marty got to his feet and let Laurel and Jake sit down as he stepped out into the walkway.

"It would never happen!" Laurel said defiantly. "Not unless I owned the beach personally so no one could see me."

"You and Marty get changed and then I'll get ready." The xo said.

Mark nodded and got to his feet and he and Marty headed to the cargo area to get changed. Melissa then looked back at Laurel and Jake and Korica and Tamaric.

"So what do you four think of the outfits?"

"I expected these outfits to be a little uncomfortable but they're actually very soft and lightweight. The fact that there isn't much material to 'em in the first place makes 'em kind of comfortable." Laurel said.

"The only thing I don't like is having my boobs squashed mam." Korica said. "The top is a little tight on me."

"Once we reach the settlement you don't have to wear it if you don't want to. Girls your age don't really wear anything anyways."

"You wouldn't be offended by that mam?"

"No. You're blending in and making yourself more comfortable. I have no problem with that ensign."

"Mam¦you know you should stop referring to me by that title until this mission is over despite how proud I am of being an ensign¦I should stop calling you mam too."

"You're absolutely right Korica. No more formal titles from here on out."

The xo then pointed at her wrist and looked at Laurel and Jake's wrists and they nodded and then called out to Mark.

"We need a detranome so we can get our biomonitors off Mark."

Mark retrieved a detranome and handed it to Laurel and she turned it on and initiated the burst transmission to deactivate their biomonitors and then they handed them and the detranome back to Mark and he stowed the monitors and slipped the detranome into Laurel's survival pack. Mark and Marty got changed and then headed toward the front of the ship and Mark nodded at Melissa and she got to her feet and headed for the back of the ship.

"Dang Mark¦" Korica said with a smile. "I've never seen you without a shirt on. You're huge."

"Thanks little one. Have any of you had a sense of any danger facing us on this mission?"

They all looked at one another and then shook their heads no.

"Do you want us to look into future events?" Laurel asked.

"Not particularly. You said in the past that you see multiple possibilities right?"

"Yes."

"Then just¦keep your senses sharp for danger is all I ask. You've said that immanent danger pops into your head whether your mind is quieted or not right?"

"Usually. Jake has the strongest sense in that area."

Mark looked at Jake and Jake nodded at him.

"I'll let you know Mark. I don't sense any serious danger right now."

"Good. We've been here before and I know I can depend on you four."

Mark sat down in the pilot's seat and Marty sat down in the copilot's seat and Mark glanced toward the back of the ship and he grinned for an instant and Laurel distinctly read something in his micro expression. She was certain now that there was something unspoken between him and the commander. She was determined to ask him what was going on at a later time when they were in private. They sat quietly until the xo stepped toward the front of the ship wearing the same outfit as Laurel and Korica.

"You look good Melissa." Mark said.

"Thanks Mark. Laurel's right, these things are very light and comfortable. They look like hide but they feel like¦cotton or something."

"It looks like your breast aren't being squashed like mine." Korica said.

"That's cause your constantly growing Korica. The measurements taken today aren't necessarily valid tomorrow with you."

Korica looked down at her chest and then she glanced at her waist and then she looked at Melissa.

"You think that'll stop since we won't be working out here on Heindon?"

"Don't forget about the increased gravity. You're likely going to continue to bulk up some. You can't feel it yet because the artificial gravity and inertial dampening systems are still running, they cancel out the normal gravity from the planet."

Korica looked down at her chest and wrinkled the side of her mouth. "Great!"

Melissa chuckled lightly.

"We can find a way to lengthen the laces at the cleavage gather to make your top fit a little looser."

"Did we bring more of this¦whatever this stuff is?" Korica asked gently tugging at the simulated sinew laces between her breasts.

"No, but this is all representative of materials available here on Heindon. We should be able to arrange a trade for the real thing from the Olmot."

Korica nodded and grinned a little. Mark got to his feet and stepped past everyone to the back of the ship and he opened the second cargo crate and he pulled out the seven over packs for their survival packs and then he went about stripping down everyone's packs and then slipping them into the simulated hide over packs. He then started pulling out their weapons and he laid them out in the floor. Everyone gathered around him and watched as he pulled out the long bows and round simulated hide arrow holsters containing 10 arrows each that would be slung over the back. Mark then pulled out a detranome and he stuffed one in Korica's pack and then he pulled out a data pad and he dropped it in Laurel's pack and then he set everyone's PP-20 in their over pack and he tied them shut and then he stood up and closed the cargo crates.

"Well¦that's it folks. This is what we're going to take with us. Marty there's a bowie knife in your survival pack as well as mine if it's needed. The rest of you have a ten-inch knife sufficient to clean an animal if necessary. As you know these people don't have the metallurgy technology that we do so the tungsten carbide blades will seem very exotic to them but if they go on a hunt and come back with a kill you women will be expected to pitch in at cleaning and dressing the animal for consumption."

Korica had a sickened look on her face and Mark grinned slightly.

"You gunna be ok dressing out an animal?"

"No! But I'll do as you say Mark."

"You mean you've never hunted an animal and had to field dress it?"

"No. My parents and the crew took care of that. I was a little girl Mark, my parents didn't make me stick my hands in a bloody animal let alone kill one."

"Well you won't be expected to go on a hunt. We'll find a way to get you occupied doing something else besides cleaning animals when the time comes."

"Ok, I would appreciate that."

"Do you know how to clean hides?"

"That I know how to do. My mother taught me how to clean hides once they were removed from the animal so we could sell 'em or trade 'em for what we needed."

"Well there ya go. You have a skill that'll seem appropriate. Let the women clean the animals and you can offer to help prep the hides."

"That'll work."

"All right everyone¦" The xo said. "Grab your gear."

Everyone started to load their packs and arrow slings on their backs and Mark walked to the front of the ship and he put everyone's halos away and then he reached toward the console.

"I'm shutting down the artificial gravity and opening the cargo hatch."

Everyone stood up straight and Mark pressed three buttons and the planets gravity washed over them and they all grunted slightly as the loading on their legs and backs increased significantly. There was then a slight humming sound as the cargo hatch retracted open and then the loading ramp extended almost silently to the ground. There was a gush of hot humid air that wafted up into the ship. It was a bit of a shock for all of them but they adjusted quickly and then went back to putting their packs on. Mark walked to the back of the ship and he slung his arrow sling over his shoulders so it crossed his back and then he lifted his over pack and slipped the shoulder strap around his left shoulder. They all then stepped around the opening in the floor and started heading down the ramp under the ship and Mark stepped out last turning off the lights as he did so. As they emerged under the ship they could see the sky in a distorted view above them as though the ship wasn't even there. They dragged their hands along the hull so they wouldn't stand up into it until their hand slipped off the edge of the hull.

Korica stepped out into the intense sunlight and she glanced up into the sky and saw two bright discs shinning in the eastern sky just a few degrees above the Future.

"What time of day do you think it is?" Korica asked.

"We should have another eighteen hours of sunlight left." Mark said as he stepped out from under the ship. "As we approached the planet it looked like the suns had just crested the Future at this point on the continent."

"Man¦it's already this hot and we have eighteen hours of daylight left?" Tamaric said.

"Now you know why the Olmot don't wear much." The xo said. "I don't want to be walking during the hottest part of the day so let's try and find the locals as quickly as possible and get out of the suns. We look like we live in these conditions but our bodies aren't used to this kind of intense sunlight and humidity and we'll suffer heat exhaustion pretty quickly."

Everyone stepped away from the distortion being created by the camouflaged ship and Mark walked around the wing section and he slid his hand along the hull until he found the controls for the canopy and the cargo hatch and he touched the spot to close the cargo hatch and the ramp retracted into the hull and the hatch quietly scissored closed then the ship went completely silent as it settled into a low power state. Mark then stepped over to Laurel and he set his hand on her shoulder.

"Are you sure you can do your little thing to get us down from here?"

"I've never levitated seven people at once but I'm sure."

Mark nodded and took his hand from her shoulder and stepped over to the edge of the outcropping and looked at the climb that would be required to get down by foot. It would be difficult and a bit dangerous but not impossible if necessary. He then stepped back over to Laurel. Laurel looked at Korica and nodded and Korica opened her mind as she knew what Laurel wanted. Korica closed her eyes and felt for essences near her. She sensed the six of them right next to her and she sensed some new essences off in the distance and she tried to feel what they were feeling but the feelings were so foreign that she couldn't make out what they were thinking based on what they were feeling. She pointed off to the northwest and then opened her eyes.

"There's people off that way but they're pretty far away. No one's going to see us and think we're flying or whatever."

"Good job. Thank you sweetheart." Laurel said.

Korica nodded once and then quieted her mind as she had promised Marty that she would do as much as possible.

"I need everyone to get close together and I'll give this a try."

Everyone stepped close together and then Laurel stepped right in front of them facing them and she took a deep breath and closed her eyes and she concentrated on her love for Jake and she let the feeling grow and swell within her until she felt that it was at its maximum potential and then she slowly lifted her arms to the side and she pushed gently and everyone was knocked off their feet but they didn't fall all the way to the ground. As they put their hands out to stop their fall they felt a perfectly spherical bubble of energy under and around them holding them a few inches from the ground. Korica looked back and slid her hand up the side of the energy bubble and she grinned. The whole group then levitated several inches from the ground and slowly began to float out over the edge of the outcropping as Laurel started to breathe rapidly and she opened her eyes and concentrated on holding all of them up. She maneuvered them through the tops of the pointed trees growing down on the valley floor and she began to bring them slowly closer to the ground and she was starting to get a little dizzy from the rapid breathing and she knew she couldn't do this for very long.

As they neared the ground below they all tried to stand up but the bubble of energy was round and they couldn't get solid footing on a round surface so they kept sliding back down onto their behinds. Korica was glad for the long skirt that her and Melissa we wearing since their feet were flipping up in the air in a most undignified manner as they slipped down the side of the induced gravity bubble. Laurel got them all to within a few inches from the ground and then she let go of her concentration and the bubble collapsed and they all fell back flat on the ground and Laurel took a stumbling step back as she plopped to the ground. Everyone got to their feet and collected the arrows that fell out of their arrow holsters and then they brushed themselves off.

"You could've told us it would be like that." Melissa said.

"I didn't know it would be like that. I've never levitated myself or a whole group of people before."

"You did fine Laurel." Mark said frowning at Melissa. "Thanks for the lift."

Laurel nodded and then took a step forward and glanced around the trees at the outcropping seventy feet above them and she realized how difficult it would have been to climb down with what they're wearing.

"I should be able to do the same thing when we're ready to leave." Laurel said still looking almost straight up at the outcropping.

"I think we'll sit down for the ride up." Melissa said.

Laurel looked at her and nodded and Melissa sighed.

"Look, that was pretty impressive¦thank you Laurel. I don't mean to sound ungrateful."

"You're welcome."

"Let's get moving." Mark said.

Laurel lifted her chin and she slid her over pack off her shoulder and she opened it and pulled out the life sign detector and she stood up and turned it on and took a quick scan turning as she scanned off to the northwest. She had indications of smaller life signs all over the place but none of them looked to be people.

"There are living creatures all over the place but no people within range. We should probably rely on Korica's senses instead of this thing. She's more sensitive to the presence of essences than Jake and I are¦at least she used to be."

"You ok with that Korica?" Melissa asked.

"Sure. It'll make me feel useful."

Korica took hold of Tamaric's hand stepped out into the sunlight and she opened her mind again and felt for foreign essences and she felt the distant presence of others way off in the distance. Korica pointed off to the northwest and looked back at Melissa.

"That way. There are people off that way but I can't¦tell what they're thinking. Their feelings are different than ours."

"Different? How so?" Melissa asked.

"It's a little hard to explain. In my experience different species experience emotions from a different place and they just feel different. Given enough time I can identify the emotions and so I can tell what a person is thinking but it takes a little time for that to happen."

"That's not going to create a problem for what we're trying to do is it?"

"I don't see how. Just cause they experience emotions differently doesn't mean they don't understand the mind in the way we hope. The other Laurel wouldn't have told us to come here if this wasn't going to work. It must have worked for her but she probably had to find the Olmot by accident or by pure chance after months or even years of suffering."

"You are an incredibly insightful young lady Korica. I'm glad you're here. Please¦lead the way." Melissa said with a warm smile as she held her hand out toward the northwest.

Korica gave her a toothy smile and her and Tamaric led the way out from under the strange pointed trees that resembled pine trees with needles and a teardrop shape to their canopy. They all followed them out into the intense sunlight as they walked out into waist high shrubs that had sharp thistles at the end of the dried out and stiff bushes that were a golden color. As the brush thinned out to a low brown grass they could hear small animals off in the distance making squeaking calls to one another presumably to alert others to the presence of new animals in their territory.

They all learned quickly to step lightly with how thin the soles of their shoes were. Stepping on a rock or twig hard was a painful experience. The girls could now see how the long leg covering was paying off while walking though different bushes rubbing up against their legs and hips. After walking for half an hour they heard a shriek overhead and they looked up to see a rather large flying animal with feathered wings. Then another and still another appeared and seemed to be circling them for a short time as the animals weighed whether or not the group represented a meal opportunity. As the animals decided the group was to numerous or to large to make a meal they flapped a few times and glided on the thermals off into the distance.

"So I guess they do have birds of a sort." Melissa said to Mark who was walking next to her holding his bow in his right hand.

"Yeah¦did you see the talons on those things? They're birds of prey all right and could probably carry off a small child. They're big enough to make a pretty good meal too."

They walked for another ten minutes in quiet until they approached the edge of a large forest of trees that were bizarre looking. The trees had a red bark that was the color of dark blood but the flesh of the trees beneath the bark was a light tan color and the branches grew out from the trunk then made a sharp curve upward with bushy clumps of perfectly round leaves the size of a mans hand. The leaves were a bright green color with almost yellow veins all throughout the leaves. The trees were hundreds of feet tall and looked very old. The ground beneath them was covered in bushes that were waist high with small dark brown branches and dark green leaves. The bushes seemed to thrive in the shade of the large trees all around them. There was also a carpet of grasses and fallen tree leaves strewn about in the shadows of the trees.

As they approached the tree line Korica stopped in her tracks and looked around into the dark shadows among the trees and she took a half step back and shook her head lightly.

"There's¦something¦in there. They are alive but I don't sense complex thinking like us. I sense animals that I think are hungry. It's not safe for us to go in there."

Laurel stepped up next to Korica and raised the life sign detector and she pointed it toward the trees and she saw a group of seven animals making their way through the trees. Laurel looked at Melissa and nodded.

"There are definitely some four legged animals making their way toward us. There are lots of small animals among the tress as you can hear but these animals are fanning out and they're big enough to be a problem if they surround us. The detector is labeling them Carotins."

"Can we go around the trees?" Tamaric asked.

"This forest stretches for miles in every direction." Mark said. "Eventually we have to make our way to the other side of the forest to get to the settlement that we saw from above. Can't you use your gifts to do something Laurel?"

"Like what? I'm not going to kill some animals just because their hungry and we smell like something they could eat. I can protect us if they decide to attack but I'm not killing indiscriminately."

Mark stepped closer to Laurel and looked at the detector and then he looked to the east.

"We'll make our way to the east and follow that river through the forest. It will cost us precious time but since the days are so long on Heindon, we should still make the settlement before it gets too hot to travel."

Laurel nodded and they all turned and started walking along the tree line while Laurel kept an eye on the animals tracking their movements from within the shadows of the trees. They walked for 2 miles until they reached a raging river. There were turbulent rapids in the middle but the river was wide enough to make for relatively calm shores covered in soft golden sand washed down from the lake to the north along with huge boulders that were numerous but nowhere near numerous enough to impede travel along the waters edge. The trees gave way to low brush and dark green foliage within a hundred feet of the river suggesting that during the rainy season the river would swell over its banks by a significant margin and strip away any trees or bushes that were in its path.

As they descended the bank toward the water the temperature felt several degrees cooler and there was a constant gentle breeze blowing down the canyon of trees on either side of the river making it feel even cooler. The noise from the river was very loud but they all adjusted quickly and welcomed the beautiful sight before their eyes and the refreshing spray that was wafting on the breeze from time to time. They stood and took in the amazingly beautiful scenery for a few minutes and then Korica tugged on Tamaric's hand and they led the way up the river toward the north. Laurel noticed after only a few minutes of walking that the Carotins that had been skulking in the trees had moved off to find a less mobile meal somewhere else. They obviously only felt safe within the tree line and so as long as the group stayed together and out in the open in Laurel's mind they would be safe from attack from these particularly animals.

As they continued to slowly make their way up the shoreline Tamaric looked at the sheer amount of water flowing down the river and it struck him that they were looking at something rivaling the Amazon river with the rapids of the Colorado river back on Earth but the width of this river meant the volume of water passing by was staggering to try and contemplate and the high water marks meant the river doubled in volume during its flood stage. Where they were walking would be some twenty feet below the surface during the high flow periods. Tamaric leaned toward Korica.

"Where do you suppose all of this water comes from?"

"The ice caps to the north and run off from the mountains. This planet has permanent ice caps and as they melt the water flows south into the lakes and eventually those lakes spill over into this river. I'm sure they get a lot of rain in the mountains too. It has to go somewhere."

"Does that mean it's gunna rain as the temperature heats up later on in the day?"

"More than likely. All these trees are going to release a lot of moisture into the air and I would have to assume some afternoon thunderstorms aren't out of the question. That huge lake to the north is going to provide even more moisture as the temperature heats up causing the lake to evaporate into the air and providing a cooler region making for unstable air circulation of hot and cold air. That's the perfect recipe for thunderstorms. The denser air pressure on a planet this size means the rain will be like it was on Aerot. It will be heavy rain with big rain drops."

"Great! I can hardly wait to be soaking wet."

Korica chuckled and squeezed Tamaric's hand.

"You're wearing next to nothing but a pair of pants. You'll dry off as soon as the suns¦"

As if on cue, Korica was interrupted by a clap of thunder off in the distance that was extremely loud and rumbled for a few seconds in echoing rumbles. Everyone shrank down into their shoulders as the clap of thunder struck.

"I hate being proven right like that."

"We need to get moving faster." Mark said. "I don't want to be next to the river during a gully washer."

Everyone looked at Mark and then picked up the pace. They tromped through the soft sand as quickly as they could without falling down or tripping. They made their way up the river until they came to a 20 foot high waterfall with sheer faced cliffs on each side and they realized they were going to have to head into the trees in order to find a way around the horseshoe shaped water fall that was at least 400 feet wide. They stared at the thunderous waterfall for a few minutes, and Mark finally pointed to the tree line since talking over the tremendous noise was going to be impossible. Laurel raised her detector and took a reading ahead of them and she saw plenty of smaller animals but nothing large enough to pose an immediate danger.

As they made their way into the dark shadows of the trees 2 additional loud claps of thunder rang out and echoed for a few seconds. This time the thunder sounded much closer and the flashes of lightening preceding the thunder were barely visible within the shadows of the trees. As they pressed on they finally found the area where the cliffs created by the river over the centuries of meandering in its path flattened out enough to make it possible to climb up past the level that the waterfall was on. It was a hard slippery climb over great deals of forest litter but they finally made it to higher ground and then started heading back toward the river. As they emerged from the tree line the river was much calmer but still swirling and moving very swiftly toward the waterfall roaring off in the distance to the south. The temperature was nearing one hundred degrees already and again it felt much cooler down by the water where there was a gentle cooling breeze present. Mark ordered everyone to take a few minutes and get some water in them and catch their breath.

Korica dropped to her knees and took a few deep breaths then arched her back with her eyes closed and Tamaric knelt down next to her and slid his pack to the ground then he put his hand on her shoulder.

"How you doing?"

Korica sank down onto her heels and she nodded at him and grinned.

"I'll be ok. The gravity is just going to take some time to get used to. My back kind of hurts and my legs are getting a little tired. My feet hurt too, I'm not used to walking around practically barefoot and I weigh more than my feet are used to so my heels hurt."

"Why don't you let me carry your pack for you for a while? I don't like the idea of how uncomfortable you are."

"You're so sweet Tamaric. My pack only weighs like twenty-five pounds."

"On the ship maybe, but how much does it weigh out here?"

Korica just looked at him for a moment and it dawned on her that Tamaric was absolutely right, her pack had to weigh ten pounds more on Heindon and she hadn't accounted for that.

"I guess my pack is heavier than I was thinking. You can carry it for me until you get tired."

"I'm not gunna get tired Korica. You've given me the strength I need to handle this heavy gravity like it was nothing. You should eat something so you'll have the strength to keep going."

Korica nodded and rolled off her heels and stretched her legs out so she was sitting flat on her behind. She reached for her pack and Tamaric was already opening it for her. He untied the top flap and he scooted the pack over next to her and then he sat down flat on his behind next to her and he pulled his bow from around his shoulder and he set it down and then he opened his pack and he pulled out a water ration and he and Korica downed an entire ration and then Korica took out a blueberry protein bar, her favorite flavor, and she opened it and started eating it when Mark came over and squatted down next to her.

"How you doin little one?"

"I'm hanging in there. I'll adjust to the gravity soon enough."

"I know you were barely given enough time to get physically toned for this mission. You tell me if you get tired and we'll slow down or stop so you can catch your breath."

"I'm getting plenty of oxygen Mark, it's just me back, legs and feet that are a little sore. You know me¦I'm not going to hold us up by complaining about sore muscles and achy feet."

Mark smiled and stroked her cheek.

"You're such a tough little trooper. If you have to, let me know without words and I won't say a word. I'll just tell everyone to take a break for a few minutes."

Korica gave him a pretty smile and nodded. Mark then stood up and looked at Tamaric.

"How you doing Tamaric?"

"I feel perfectly fine. This gravity isn't all that bad to me thanks to what Korica did to me."

"Good man. You still feeling what she's feeling?"

"Yeah. It's getting stronger all the time. I'm starting to hear what she's thinking when her mind isn't quieted too. I don't even have to try; her voice is just there kind of in the back of my mind."

Mark tipped up his water ration and took a drink then he looked at Korica and she blushed and shrugged as she chewed on her protein bar.

"You know that's cheating to get him in your heart and mind like that? Most of us just have to guess what women are thinking and feeling¦and we do a lousy job of it most of the time."

Korica finished her bite of protein bar and she swallowed it and then she smiled at Mark.

"I'm just getting ahead of the game and avoiding any miscommunication so we can get on to the good parts of being boyfriend and girlfriend."

Mark chuckled and winked at Korica.

"Now that's funny. I'm glad you have a good sense of humor about it."

"You know I didn't do¦whatever I did to him on purpose right?"

"I know that. You don't have it in you to be conniving like that."

Mark then turned to everyone else.

"Let's pack it up and get moving. We need to get beyond the forest so we can get clear of this river before that thunderstorm moves in."

Everyone got to their feet and slung their packs over their shoulders and Tamaric picked up Korica's and slung it over his right shoulder then he slung his over his left shoulder and he put his hand out and pulled her to her feet and then he picked up his long bow and they all headed further up stream along the shore of the river. When Korica finished her protein bar she stepped behind Tamaric and opened her pack and stuffed the wrapper in her pack and then she closed it up and stepped up next to Tamaric and gave him a smile that just made his knees weak. She was so pretty with a deep tan making her white hair stand out beautifully and her eyes seemed to glow against her almost brown flawless skin.

They walked for 2 Â½ miles upstream until the forest thinned out significantly to the west and they started heading away from the river just as the skies darkened and claps of thunder and visible lightning strikes signified the arrival of the morning thunderstorm. A cool wind and increasing frequency of the lightning and thunder strikes indicated the arrival of the storm. Tamaric stopped and let Mark catch up to him.

"Should we take shelter in the trees or something?"

"No! You don't want to be standing under the tallest thing around when lightning strikes. We're better off out in the open."

"I think we can help with that Mark." Laurel said. "If Korica and Jake work with me I think we can protect all of us from the lightning."

"Lightning? You can stop lightning?" Mark asked as they all stopped in their tracks.

"I think so. We've never tried to do this but it's worth a try right?"

"And if the storm lasts for an hour or more? Can you hold off the lightning for that long?"

"Uh¦I don't know for sure. I'm not sure how much effort it'll take to stop the lightning from hitting the ground."

The wind picked up in a gust and continued to blow and it started to sprinkle and Mark looked up into the sky as another strike of lightning and thunder hit almost simultaneously. Once the rumbling stopped Mark put his hand on Korica's shoulder.

"I don't like it Laurel. I'm not going to experiment with your abilities like this. You guys could attract the lightning for all you know and you might not be able to reflect it or whatever you had in mind. You could all be killed and I'm not going take that chance. Let's just keep moving and we'll take our chances."

Laurel nodded and they moved on just as the skies opened up with large raindrops and a few more claps of thunder following giant bolts of lightning that struck only a few miles away toward the north. As the drenching rain soaked them the temperature dropped into the low eighties and the wind gusted making it feel a little chilly. They pressed on beyond the tree line out into the open brush and Korica pointed toward the west where she was sensing a group of people. The rain persisted but the thunder and lightning became distant, as the whole group was drenched. Korica eventually took her pack from Tamaric and slung it over her shoulder just as Laurel stopped everyone. She pointed at her detector and they all stopped and took a look. There were six life signs heading straight toward them and the detector identified them as humanoid in stature and intensity of energy signature.

"I think we've found the Olmot." Laurel said over the noise of the rain falling around them.

Mark took a look at the life sign detector and then he looked up into the sky as the rain continued to pour. Melissa then stepped up next to Mark.

"I'll handle the greeting. Keep your weapons low so that we don't present a hostile posture."

"Don't you think we should let Laurel handle that? She has experience with first contacts." Mark said.

"While that's true I'm in charge of this mission and I think I can handle saying hello."

"All right. Relax Melissa, no one is challenging your leadership."

They continued on and the rain started to ease up in its intensity allowing them to see much further away. They could see the group heading toward them from close to a mile away and thankfully they were dressed just like Mark, Marty, Jake and Tamaric. They're upper torsos were exposed and they had on long hide pants and loincloths over that and they appeared to have their feet covered with hide shoes. As they drew nearer it was apparent that it was a group of men most likely on a hunting trek. The hunting party were all carrying long bows with arrows held loaded on the strings at the ready to take a shot at anything that crossed their path. Laurel turned off her life sign detector and quickly put it into Jake's pack and then she tied it closed. As they approached the group of men the rain stopped and the clouds began to break allowing the hot sunlight to peak through in shafts of hot light and the temperature started to rise rapidly. The moisture on the ground began to create an eerie steamy fog that hugged the ground everywhere as the temperature rose. Melissa stepped toward the front of the group and she raised a hand in greeting and the men approaching said something to one another and one of them pointed at the group and smiled.

The approaching men looked absolutely Human to the relief of everyone. They had round faces with familiar characteristics and they had very muscular builds resembling Mark and Marty's build but they were even more robust in their tone and slightly taller than Mark or Marty. They were carrying exquisite long bows with inlays of a yellow wood set into a dark red colored wood that obviously came from the trees of the forest or at least the bark of the trees. The arrow tips were made from a dark green stone of some kind making the black obsidian arrow points of the Future crews arrows look a bit exotic but within expected construction materials in that they were also made of stone worked into a sharp and pointed edge.

"Hello friends¦" Melissa said in English.

Korica opened her eyes wide and then sent a push to Melissa quickly.

"You're speaking English mam." Korica thought. "You need to think like an Olmot."

The men looked at one another and shrugged as they continued to approach. Melissa was shocked at hearing Korica's voice in her head like it was her own thoughts echoing around in her mind. She was embarrassed by her blunder and hoped it wouldn't cause a hostile response from the approaching men. The men looked calm though and Korica and Laurel were now able to interpret the strange feelings coming from the men and they sensed no hostile intent at all. All they sensed was curiosity and wonder from them as they marveled at the different colored eyes and light colored hair of the Future crew. Melissa crossed her hands over her chest and then held her hands out straight with palms up to signifying my heart is pleased to be in your presence as was the customary greeting of the Olmot.

"Greetings friends." Melissa said in Indel, the primary and most common language of the Olmot.

The men grinned and all of them crossed their hands over their chests and then held a palm out facing up while holding their bows in their other hand.

"Greetings friends." One of the men said in Indel. "You must be from the land toward the rising fire discs. Your hair¦and eyes are different than I have ever seen before. Were you born like this?"

"Yes we were born like this. We are from a land very far away that I doubt you ever heard of before. We come seeking an exchange of ideas and knowledge. I am called Melissa and these are my travel companions, Laurel, Jake, Korica, Tamaric, Mark and Marty."

"We welcome you to Heret. I am Incon, and this is Irinot, entin, Istot, Serit, and Crenat. We are hunting for the evening meal for the village but you are welcomed in our land. The Heret village is in that direction." Incon said pointing to the northwest. "New ideas from other villages are eagerly accepted."

The hunting party slowly walked around the Future crew looking over their clothing and stature.

"Your lintas are of fine quality. Your craftsmen must be very talented in your village." Irinot said.

Melissa turned her head and grinned at him as he walked around them.

"Our craftsmen are some of the best you will find anywhere. Our clothing was produced in a single day."

"Clothing?"

"That is what we call anything worn over the body."

"The young one here¦" Istot said pointing at Korica. "She is different. Her feelings are vibrant and¦caring but¦strangely different. She does not look like the rest of you."

Istot stepped closer to Korica and he set the tip of his bow on the ground and he poked his arrow in his arrow holster on his back and he raised his hand slowly and placed it over Korica's heart for a moment and then he looked at Tamaric and he pulled his head back slowly and he took his hand from Korica's chest and he placed it over Tamaric's heart and looked at his palm for a moment and then he looked at Korica and he grinned at her.

"You are verton for this one¦but you are from a different village very far away from his. You do not feel like he does, your heart beats harder and your body is much warmer to the touch."

Laurel stepped forward and gently pulled Tamaric back and she pushed him over next to Korica. Korica put her arms around Tamaric and pulled him tightly to her as she cuddled up to his chest

"We call that being in love." Laurel said. "She is from further away than you can possibly imagine¦but she is one of us. Our tribe has accepted her and their relationship with open arms."

"You speak of her as if you are her birther."

"I did not give birth to her but I care for her as a birther would. Her birthers were taken form her by hostile people from another¦place. Jake and I took her in and gave her the love she needs and a home among my tribe." Laurel said gesturing toward Jake who stepped next to Laurel and nodded once.

Istot stepped back and lifted his bow and stared at the four of them for a moment and then he grinned.

"You speak of honorable things. We are all one big tribe after all¦no matter the distance between our villages or how different we look. I would be honored to sit at the fireside with you all and consume our catch when we return."

"We would welcome that Istot." Melissa said. "We have traveled very far to meet you and your tribe and we would welcome a good meal together so we can learn about our new friends from Heret."

"Mmm. What is your village called?"

"Uhh¦Genesis. Though Korica here is from a place called Draxima."

"Draxima? That sounds like a constellation not a village."

Korica looked up into Tamaric's face and smiled and he grinned back at her as he held her tightly, grateful for the opportunity to show affection to Korica in front of everyone. She felt so wonderful in his arms as she held onto him tightly. He could feel the intense love from within her and the pride she had in her relationship with him.

"We should make it back to Heret by dark if all goes well on the hunt." Incon said.

"We saw several animals that should provide a hunting opportunity in the forest earlier." Laurel said pointing to the southwest.

"Why did you not hunt them? Your young ones look as if they could use a good meal."

"It would have taken too long for us to stop and clean them and make a fire. We were in a hurry to reach Heret."

"I am grateful for the information. We will head that way and see if we can find their tracks."

"We look forward to seeing you in the village. Good hunting." Melissa said.

The men then raised their bows and headed off toward the tree line to the southwest. The crew watched them until they disappeared into the shadows of the trees.

"We should get moving.' Mark said. "It's already getting really hot and it's going to get a lot hotter as the suns get higher in the sky. You weren't offended by their comment that you look like you could use a good meal were you Korica?"

"Naw. I am skinny compared to them. If they only knew how much food I eat in a day they wouldn't have said that." Korica said with a smile.

Mark nodded and patted her shoulder.

"At a girl. Lead the way."

Korica nodded and let go of Tamaric and she took his hand in hers and she headed toward the people she was sensing to the northwest. Everyone followed her through the tall brush as the temperature rose to an uncomfortable level. It was now approaching 105 degrees Fahrenheit and the humidity was very high making the air feel very muggy and heavy. They walked for well over an hour giving their hair and clothing time to dry out completely and the insects were now becoming a nuisance. Everyone had to keep swatting them away from their faces. None weren't biting so far but they tickled the skin in an irritating manner when they landed on the bare skin and they seemed to be attracted to their faces for some reason. Most of the bugs encountered so far were the size of gnats and houseflies but there were also insects a few inches in length buzzing around. The commander was starting to worry about tick and flea like insects biting them in unseen places up under their long leg coverings. She was just glad that the vitals for the women were covered. The thought of bites there gave her the chills to even think about.

As they made their way out of the taller brush the ground cover made way to short green and golden grasses that made walking much easier and they could start to make out structures on the Future with slow rising smoke columns from fires within some of the structures. As they pressed on toward the structures they could hear voices and the unmistakable sounds of children playing gleefully. Korica was relieved to have the village in sight as her legs and back were getting very tired and her feet were absolutely killing her. When they got to within a few hundred yards of the village a whole group of adults started heading toward them including several men carrying bows at the ready. As the group neared they saw the Future crew as familiar enough for them to lower their weapons and relax noticeably. Laurel and Korica kept their senses tuned in to the feelings of the group approaching them and they were relived to sense a warm feeling from all of them. Tamaric was sensing what Korica was feeling very distinctly now so he in a way was also sensing what the villagers were feeling through Korica.

The approaching group seemed fascinated by how different the Future crew looked with lighter hair and eyes that weren't brown. The group surrounded the crew and so they stopped and took their packs off and set them on the ground next to them. A very tall man with broad shoulders and very long hair that was pulled back into a single braided ponytail stepped forward and looked the crew over before saying anything. He was wearing nothing but a loincloth and the women were topless with only a loincloth on themselves. They could see the children in the distance were playing happily while wearing nothing at all. Melissa tried not to show any signs of reaction but the sight bothered her a little. She knew this was the way of the Olmot and seemed completely normal to them but she somehow thought it was just wrong. Korica pulled Tamaric close to her as the group of villagers touched her hair admiring the white color of her hair and soft feel to her hair. Many of the villagers paused and stared intently at the brilliant and beautiful color of Laurel and Jake's eyes. They had never seen anyone with such purlescent green and blue eyes before and they were also captivated by the bright bluish gray color of Korica's eyes.

"I am Iridon." The tall man finally said. "I am the leader and first male of the Heret village."

Iridon then crossed his hands over his chest and then put his hands out palm up and the crew all mimicked the gesture.

"Greetings friend." Melissa said. "I am the leader of our tribe. We have come very far to meet the people of the Heret village. We come to trade ideas and knowledge if that would be agreeable?"

"A female as the leader of your village? That is a rare thing. Did your first male pass on?"

"No. Our first male is not my mate. He did not make the journey with us. I am the leader of the small tribe you see here, not of our village. This is Laurel, Jake, Korica, Tamaric, Mark, Marty and I am called Melissa."

"We welcome new ideas and knowledge from other lands. What are your village and tribe called?"

"Our village is called Genesis and our tribe are called Humans. We come from a land called Earth¦Korica is from a land called Draxima."

"She is different. She is not from your tribe?" Iridon asked looking intently at Korica.

"Her birthers were taken from her when she was young. Laurel and Jake here have taken the role of her caregivers. She is one of us no matter where she was born. She has chosen a mate from among us in Tamaric and their offspring will bind our tribes together forever."

"She feels differently than rest of you¦I also feel that she is verton with Tamaric."

Korica put her arms around Tamaric and looked up into his face as he put his arm around her and she smiled at him then she looked at Iridon.

"I believe we call being in love what you call verton. I am his mate for life."

"Verton is the intent to give the honor of the first mating with one to establish a life bond and bring new life to the tribe."

Korica's eyes opened a little wider and she knew that she would've blushed hard if she didn't have such a deep tan to hide it.

"That is not the same thing. We¦we are verton but being in love is the feeling in the heart that draws us together."

"Verton is expressed by the female, not by the male as he is always willing to share his seed with any female that asks for a child. Verton is the permanent bonding of the heart and mind through the first coupling as a child is created."

"I am not ready for a child¦but I am verton with Tamaric."

Iridon wrinkled his brow and stared at Korica for a moment and then he laughed from deep down in his gut.

"You will learn that the verton leads to a child no matter what you feel you are ready for."

Korica smiled and nodded. She realized trying to explain the fact that she can't possibly get pregnant wasn't going to make any sense at all to Iridon.

"If you would like we can arrange the ceremony of coupling for you two."

"I do not know what that is?"

Iridon looked at Melissa and then at Laurel and he furrowed his brow heavily.

"She is young and we have not explained such things to her." Melissa said trying to save Korica embarrassment.

"I understand. We will feast in your honor and you will stand before the entire village and pronounce your intention to become a couple for life. After declaring your solemn promises to the other I will bind you to the other for all time. You must reject all other advances from that time on. You will have children with no others and you will make no promises of the heart to any other. In the eyes of the village and the creator you will belong to no other for the rest of your days." Iridon said looking up for a moment.

"We would be honored if you would perform the ceremony of coupling for us." Korica said.

"Wonderful. The entire village will be present to witness your promises and to congratulate you after. What better way to welcome our new friends to Heret? You will become a part of our village forever. We will record your names in our scrolls for all time. Come friends, we will show you to shelter for your stay. You can shed your traveling lintas and get comfortable. You must be tired from your long journey."

The women in the group picked up all of their packs and slung them over their shoulders and Mark looked at Melissa with a concerned look for a moment and she just put her hand up to let him know that he should relax and let the locals behave as they see fit despite the fact they were now carrying technology that would seem like magic to them. The whole group headed toward the village as a crowd and there was loud conversation about the preparations for the feast and ceremony that would take place at sundown. There was talk of the animals that would be prepared for the feast, all of which the Future crew had no guess as to what they would look like or taste like.

As they walked into the village they noticed that the huts were covered in a white material that resembled stucco and the roofs were round and made from layered clay roof tiles. The doors to all of the structures were made of the tan colored wood from the trees they had seen in the forest and there were awnings made of the dark red bark of the trees to create a shady entrance area for each structure. Most were round structures that looked to be big enough for a single family but as they moved deeper into the village there were more elaborate structures with 90-degree corners and they looked big enough to house a rather large family within. There was a central gathering area that was comprised of poles fashioned from the forest trees with a thatched roof that provided a huge shady area with hammocks toward the middle and tables at the western end with women working grains into powder and at the front of the shady area there were children playing, kicking a ball made of some kind of layered forest vine that was rubbery making the ball bounce wildly when it struck objects and the ground and there were many villagers sitting on halved logs relaxing. There were rope vines with knots hanging from the roof beams that the children were swinging on and there were wooden seated swings that still other children were swinging on.

There was a huge fire pit beyond the shady pole barn that was at least a hundred feet long with rotisserie poles stretched over it for roasting meat over an open flame. The whole group was amazed by the level of sophistication to not only the structures but also the social interactions going on among the hundred or so of villagers present. There were still others watching the group walking by from the doorway of their huts with Iridon in the lead and the group of twenty or so villagers following them in a crowd. The children started to crowd around to see the new comers and again Melissa tried not to react to their completely naked bodies. The children wore nothing at all including some that looked to be the age of Korica and Tamaric. Tamaric was equally shocked but he kept a straight face as some of the older girls flocked around him looking at his clothing and bright sky blue eyes but he noticed that there were just as many boys having a close look at Korica and he sensed the surprise in Korica. She wasn't completely comfortable with so much flesh flopping around and he resisted the urge to laugh as he was thinking the same thing about the girls. The girls were very pretty and shapely but to him none held a candle to Korica. She was gorgeous like no other. Korica sensed how pretty the boys crowding around her thought she was but she also sensed that the girls were very taken with how cute Tamaric was.

Laurel was surrounded by a small group of children that were petting her leg cover and admiring the beadwork on her loincloth.

"Your hide is so pretty¦and soft." One little girl said. "How did you get so many pretty shells to make it?"

"I did not make this. It was made for me and these are not shells. They are glass beads. If you heat sand up to high temperatures it turns into glass and you can add pigments to the glass that will turn it these colors."

"How did you get your hides to become so soft?" A little boy asked her as he stroked her loincloth making her a little uncomfortable.

"You soak the hides in warm water with very special minerals in it and it makes the hides become very soft."

"Will you show us how to do that? When I go hunting I want my lintas to be this soft."

"I will show your village elders how to do that."

"How come your eyes look like deep mountain gems and you have hair that is the color of dry shent?"

"You know what gems are?"

"Yes. My birthers came back from their pilgrimage to the cave of knowledge with very pretty stones that are smooth and shinny and some are the color of your eyes¦and his." The little boy said pointing at Jake.

Laurel looked at Jake and she sent him a gentle push.

"Cave of knowledge? What the heck do you suppose that means?" Laurel thought.

"I'm not sure. It sounds like they store knowledge in the form of scrolls in the mountains so it won't be lost from one generation to the next. What do you think shent is?" Jake pushed to her in return.

"I would guess shent is like wheat or something judging by the color of my hair and what wheat looks like in the sunlight when it is ready to be harvested."

"Icoro, leave them be. They have been traveling for a long distance, they do not want to be asked many questions." One of the women said to the little boy.

"It is fine. I enjoy the company of children." Laurel said with a smile. "He is just curious why we look different."

Laurel stroked the little boys head and he smiled at her and then bounded off to have a look at Korica and Tamaric. As they neared the middle of the village, Iridon headed toward a large square structure with no front door. As they stepped into the building they could see that the building was separated into many different rooms with wooden doors on each, all arranged in a circle from the main entrance. There was a common gathering are in the middle of the entrance way with a fire pit in the center of it and there was a smoke stack hanging down from the ceiling to vent the smoke out. Iridon turned and faced the group as the women that had been carrying their packs set their packs down next to them.

"You are welcomed to stay here as long as you would like. The sleeping rooms are all empty so you may choose to sleep where you like. We will give you some time to get comfortable and get your things put away. When you are ready, come out to the central gathering area and we will give you food and water and we will talk about your village and your tribe."

"We are grateful for your kindness. We will join you soon." Melissa said.

Iridon nodded once and then the group of villagers made their exit except for a few of the children who were just fascinated by the new comers. One of the women poked her head back in after a few seconds.

"Come children. Give them some time to get settled."

The children then left the structure reluctantly. Laurel then sighed and looked around the fairly dark room.

"So what do you think Melissa?" Laurel asked.

"They're a sweet people. I didn't expect such a warm welcome."

"Did you notice their uncanny intuition about Korica and Tamaric?"

"Yes, I noticed. They must be empathic to some degree. You realize that you agreed to get married in the eyes of the village?" Melissa asked looking at Korica and Tamaric with a grin.

"Yeah I know. I thought it would be the best way to get the whole village to come out at one time so we can hopefully find out who Iriqua is. I know it won't mean anything when we get back to the Future. I also thought we could all use a good meal."

"Uh¦we might be able to get this ceremony of coupling recognized as legal and binding since it's being performed by the equivalent of the chief of the tribe and the leader of the village and in the presence of hundreds of witnesses including all of us."

Korica looked at Tamaric with a shocked look on her face and Tamaric grinned at her.

"What about it? You wanna get married?"

"But your mom and dad aren't here. They'll be crushed if they don't get to see us get married."

"I hadn't thought about that. You're right, we should wait¦but I still want to go through with this ceremony thing."

"Did you two have something planned here on Heindon?" Mark asked.

Korica was really embarrassed now and she put her face in Tamaric's chest to hide her face and Tamaric put his arm around her and he smiled and nodded.

"If we had the time and privacy we were going to¦we wanted our first time to be here on Heindon."

Mark chuckled and Melissa shook her head and grinned and then turned and walked over to one of the doors behind them.

"They must've sensed your intentions or whatever. That's what they meant by verton."

Korica finally regained her composure and she looked at Laurel and Jake as she continued to hold Tamaric.

"Are you disappointed in me mom and dad?"

"Oh baby no." Laurel said as she stepped up to her and stroked her head softly. "I was even younger than you the first time honey. You're a young lady now and this is completely normal between a couple that's in love with each other."

Korica grinned and then looked at Tamaric and he looked at her and she gave him a peck and he knew she was blushing but he just couldn't see it through her deep tan. He just knew that she was getting very warm against his chest and stomach. Everyone then picked up their packs and turned and started opening doors to see how much room there was behind the doors. The rooms were little more than a square room with the back wall at an angle to the room with a laced vine hammock or two hanging from the walls with a window opening that was covered with a reed shutter of sorts that could be pulled out of the way to let more light and the outside air in. The floors were made of a hard surface that was comprised of ash and sand that had been put in place wet and when it dried it became as hard as concrete and the walls were little more than a web of small branches that had more of the stucco like material smeared on it and it was allowed to cure creating a relatively thick and solid wall with branches poking out here and there. It was close to 90 degrees in the structure so they all found a room that would accommodate the couples comfortably and single occupant rooms for the rest of them and they set their packs and weapons down and then the girls took their dress like leg covering off and the guys took their pants off. Korica looked at her chest cover and she seriously thought about just taking it off but she was pretty sure she would embarrass Marty and Mark as well as the commander so she had Tamaric help her to loosen up the laces between her breasts so it fit her much more comfortably. It made her breasts look much more ample after the slight adjustment and it showed much more cleavage between her breast with only three laces now crossing the opening allowing the top edge to curl down slightly which Tamaric really liked. Korica and Tamaric then stepped out into the main entrance area and everyone looked each other over and Laurel smiled at Korica.

"You look so good honey. I just can't tell you how proud I am of how beautiful you are."

"Thanks mom. I kind of wish I could have taken this top off but I didn't think you guys would appreciate me running around with¦things hanging out."

"If it gets any hotter I might join you in taking my top off."

"If you decide to¦I'll do it with you."

"Thank you sweetie."

"If it makes you feel any better I'm half tempted to join you two." Melissa said.

"Wow! That does make me feel better mam¦I mean¦Melissa." Korica then looked at Mark. "Would it bother you guys?"

"No, not at all. You girls do whatever you have to in order to feel comfortable."

They all then headed outside into the hot sunlight. They found that it was in the low hundreds outside so despite how warm it was in the hut it felt much cooler thanks to the ingenious shape of the roof and no front door and the semicircular arrangement of the rooms all lending to a high efficiency of air flow through the structure leading to relatively cool conditions inside. They gathered together and headed toward the open gathering area under the pole barn structure. As they walked toward the shady area Melissa looked back at everyone and spoke very quietly.

"I know we need to gain their trust before we blurt out why we're here but I want you all to try and find a way to ask who Iriqua is so we can get on with our mission goal."

They all nodded as they approached the gathering area. Iridon was standing talking to a group of villagers and he looked up at the approaching crew and he grinned at them. He then clapped his hands twice and a group of the women toward the front of the pole barn stood up and brought over logs that were split in half with slits cut in the round half of them with smaller logs attached to them so they wouldn't roll over so the larger logs could be used as seats. Twelve of the seats were set down in a semi circle with one facing the rest. Still more of the women brought gourds full of water over as the crew sat down. The logs were just tall enough so the girls could sit down with their legs semi crossed Indian style in front of themselves without an undignified pose resulting. They were handed a gourd each and they all took a long drink and then clay bowls were brought over to them with a mix of vegetables like nothing they had ever seen before in them along with some dried strips of meat. A much larger bowl was then brought over and set down in front of them and it was filled to the brim with brightly colored fruit of various shapes and sizes.

Korica wasted no time in sampling some of the fruit. It was succulent and very sweet and relived her thirst even more than the warm water. Mark tried the dried meat first and it was very flavorful to his surprise. It reminded him of venison with a strong pepper and tangy aftertaste seasoning. It was spicy and gamy tasting but very good just the same. Iridon sat down on the log facing the rest and a gathering of children and women sat around him and it became apparent how the hierarchy of women and men was arranged judging by who sat closest to Iridon. The children obviously loved him and he was very patient with their presence making Laurel wonder just how many were his offspring. Melissa was still hiding the fact that she didn't particularly care for the naked children sitting however they liked while facing her.

The crew ate and drank until they were content while the group of villagers around them talked quietly about their new friends and the plans for the ceremony tonight. Iridon on the other hand studied the crew intently between answering questions from the women present about the arrangements and plans for the day. Korica could sense that Iridon was particularly interested in Laurel and Jake. She knew he was listening to their feelings as he tried to figure them out. Korica then heard one of the children ask if she could take Korica and Tamaric down to the lake where some of the men were hunting for something they called lermon for the village. Iridon lifted his hand palm up toward Korica and Tamaric.

"Ask them Iera. I am sure they would like to cool off in the lake."

"Would you like to go swimming?" Iera asked timidly.

Korica looked at Tamaric and he smiled at her and nodded and then Korica looked at Laurel.

"Go ahead. Just keep a hold of her Tamaric. You know that she does not know how to swim very well."

"I will Laurel." Tamaric said.

Korica looked back at Iera.

"We will go with you to the lake. Are there animals in the lake that can hurt us?"

"No. Lermon do not bite."

Korica realized now that lermon had to be fish. That must be what the men were hunting for. They were probably net fishing to feed the entire village. A whole group of children got to their feet and four of the women and Korica and Tamaric stood up and set their empty bowls down on the logs they had been sitting on. Korica then bent over and hugged Laurel and then Jake and Jake kissed her cheek while he had his arm around her and he whispered in her ear.

"Have fun and turn your transceiver on."

Korica nodded and kissed Jake's cheek.

"Thank you for letting us go dad."

The group then walked away and Jake reached up and discretely turned his cranial transceiver on to standby mode.

"What is this word¦dad?" Iridon asked.

"In our tribe one's caregivers are called mom and dad and birthers are called mother and father. I am her dad and Laurel is her mom."

"Mmm." Iridon replied with a nod. "Tell me about your tribe?"

Laurel looked at Melissa and Melissa nodded once and then Laurel looked at Iridon and she distinctly felt Iridon probing her feelings. She knew that dishonesty would be detected immediately.

"Our tribe has many more members than your tribe here. We have built a village so large we call it a city, Genesis. It is large enough for all of us to live in and more. Our buildings stretch skyward by many levels. We all live peacefully with one another while expanding our minds as we learn and share new things. We are explorers looking to meet new people to share ideas and knowledge with."

"Does your tribe all look like you? You have pretty¦but unusual eyes and your hair is the color of a roaring fire."

"We all look similar¦but different. Some of us have dark hair and brown eyes like your tribe but others have hair like mine and still others have red colored hair and some have brown hair. Our eye color is¦unique among our tribe. Many have blue or green eyes or combinations of the two but none that I have seen have eyes quite like ours." Laurel said gesturing to her and Jake. "Our tribe come from many different lands."

"Then none of you here are related?"

Laurel glanced at Mark and then she looked back at Iridon.

"No. We are not related. We are a family but not by blood."

"And Korica¦you said she is from a different village?"

"Yes. She uh¦she is from very far away."

"How did she find her way to your village if her birthers were taken from her at a young age?"

"We found her by accident. There were some very evil people that took young girls from many different villages all over and they would¦" Laurel swallowed hard. "They did terrible things to the young girls. We stopped that from happening and we took all of the girls that were being held. Korica was among them and I just¦I was drawn to her like she was my own. She needed a tribe to take care of her and Jake and I asked her to stay with us. She has been with us ever since. She is one of us no matter where she came from."

"What of the other girls you speak of and the evildoers?"

"The other girls were returned to their villages where possible and the rest live in new tribes among those that brought down the evildoers. There were some very powerful people that helped us to stop the evildoers from hurting anymore young girls."

"Why was this evil brought on the young?"

"I do not know. My people do not treat others in such a way and especially the young. I have heard that the Olmot do not treat people like that and that is why we have sought you out."

"No! The young are to be looked after and cared for. No harm should ever be allowed to come to them. What of the one you call Tamaric who is to be joined with Korica? Are his birthers still with you?"

"Yes. His birthers did not come on the journey but they still breathe. They love Korica and have given their blessing for Korica and Tamaric to join together forever."

"They care not where she is from or how she came to be with you?"

"No. We accept all others if they want to live in our village and join our tribe."

"That is admirable. We feel the same way. Are there others like Korica among your people?"

"No. She is the first from somewhere besides Earth."

"We are hoping that others will come join us in the future as she did." Melissa said.

"You seem honorable and worthy of anything we have that you desire. Would you like to help us prepare for the ceremony of coupling?"

"We would be honored to help out any way that we can." Melissa said.

Iriodon nodded and grinned and then stood up and Melissa and Laurel stood up carefully so as not to flash anyone and Marty, Mark and Jake stood up.

"We need firewood gathered from the forest¦we need to gather some food of the vine from the growing fields too. The men will show you how to strip the outer skin from the wood since it will not burn. Some of the women will show you were the growing fields are. The food of the vine should be waiting in baskets; it just needs to be carried back to the village. We then need to draw water enough to last the night. The water hole is at the end of the village." Iridon said pointing toward the eastern end of the village. "There are containers there for collecting the water to carry it back here." Iridon said pointing to large gourds at the front end of the gathering area where the women were working at tables to prepare grains and vegetables for the evening meal.

"We will talk more as the sky darkens about your fascinating village Genesis in the land of Earth."

"We look forward to it." Melissa said.

A group of women took Laurel and Melissa by the arm and started to walk away and Laurel snuck a peck on Jake as she walked by and he smiled at her and then a group of the men waved the guys toward one of the structures a little ways down the road on the south side of the village where they collected bows and surprisingly they pushed a wheeled cart out from the backside of the structure. Mark took over pushing the cart and they all headed toward the western end of the village to make their way to the forest a few miles away. One of the men stepped up form behind and handed Marty and Jake a bow and an arrow holster that they slung over their backs as if they had done it a million times and then a set was laid in the cart for Mark. He stopped and slung the arrows and left the bow lying where he could reach it and they pressed on. Mark then put his hand on Jake's shoulder.

"Please stay here and watch over the girls. Marty and I can take care of gathering wood."

"I can do that. I was not looking forward to being away from Laurel for so long anyways."

Jake then stopped and watched the men disappear around the corner of the last structure at the western edge of the village heading toward the forest.

Korica and Tamaric in the mean time made the long walk with a group of twelve youngsters and four adult women down to the lake. When they arrived at the lake it was breathtaking. There was knee high grasses and a few spot trees growing along the edge of the shore and on the opposite shore, that was so far away it was barely visible, there were huge mountains in four peaks with forests growing on them all the way to the top of the mountains. There was a group of six men working a fishing net out in the water just as Korica suspected. There were two wheel carts sitting on the shore and one of them was already full to overflowing with long silvery fish that were slender but bulky fish. They looked to have large fleshy bodies that would yield a good amount of meat from each if filleted right.

As they walked down to the waters edge two of the women took it upon themselves to begin pushing the full cart back toward the village. Korica then noticed that there were six loincloths lying on the shore next to bows and arrow holsters and she realized the men were wearing nothing while working the net. One of the girls in the group of youngsters touched Korica's arm and pointed at her loincloth.

"Take your linta off and come in. The water is always very cool."

The girl then joined the other children wading out into the water and Korica looked at Tamaric and he grinned at her.

"I would love to see you skinny dipping. No one here is going to care in the least love."

"You first." Korica said with a smile.

Tamaric reached down and unfastened his loincloth at his hip and pulled it away from himself and he dropped it on the ground. Korica looked him over and she felt her pulse racing in a dizzying rush and she smiled at him as she breathed faster to keep enough blood flowing to her head. She was nervous and extremely excited.

"You are so handsome Tamaric. I cannot wait for tonight."

"Me too"

Korica then reached down to her hip and unfastened the waist strand and she pulled her loincloth down and slid the remaining side down her left leg and she stepped out of it. Tamaric grinned as he looked at her beautiful bronze colored body. Korica then unlaced her chest cover and pulled the lace out and dropped it on her loincloth. Tamaric smiled at her and gave her a lip lock kiss. He then reached up and gently stroked his hand over her left breast and she looked around Tamaric and there were several children watching them and they giggled and the girls covered their mouths as they laughed playfully. Korica put her hand on Tamaric's and smiled at him.

"I love you touching me Tamaric but we have an audience." She whispered in English.

"All right. You're just so beautiful Korica. You have really nice breast and I can't resist touching 'em."

Korica took Tamaric's hand and they headed toward the water. The water was cold on their feet and Korica closed her eyes for a second as she got used to how cold the water was and then they waded out into the water up to their chests. Korica wrapped herself around Tamaric and held onto him as he waded around with her. The cool water was refreshing once they got used to it and the other children stayed close by. Korica eventually relaxed and held onto Tamaric's hand while splashing around. He took the time to work with her on some of her swimming strokes as he had started to do on Aerot. He loved holding her up by her neck and her bottom as she tried to float on her back. It left just the right parts of her above the water to give Tamaric a good look at her. She was so intriguing to him and so shapely.

Korica floated on her back for quite a while since she sensed that Tamaric was really enjoying what he was seeing. She then sensed that he was getting very turned on and she rolled over off his hands and she pulled herself up close to him with her arms around his neck and she planted a long lip lock kiss on him. She then pulled one arm from around his neck and she reached down and gripped his rock hard cock as she continued to kiss him. She stroked him a few times and Tamaric terminated the kiss and he looked into her eyes.

"I love you so much Korica."

"I know. I love you too Tamaric. That is why I want to do something for you."

"Here?"

"We could go up on the shore if you want?"

"No! There are people around."

Korica just grinned at him and moved to his side and he wadded backwards into deeper water so he could just barely touch bottom while keeping his neck above water. Korica slowly stroked him and he placed his hand against her soft lips and gently groped her and she leaned forward and whispered in his ear.

"Hold me up and I'll show you how to get me too."

Tamaric nodded and took a step toward shallower water and he put his arm around her and pressed her hip against his to hold her up and she slid her hand down on his free hand and she laid her fingers right over his and pressed his hand back against her vulva. She worked his middle finger around on her clitoris in slow circles and then she pressed down on his finger as she opened her mouth a little and began to breath rapidly. She let a small squeak slip out and she looked around as she kept working his finger on just the right spot and she saw that no one was particularly paying attention to what they were doing. She didn't realize how good it would feel to have Tamaric massaging her. She looked back at Tamaric and nodded.

"Just keep doing it just like that." She whispered. "That feels really good."

Korica pulled her hand from Tamaric's and she grinned as he continued massaging her clitoris perfectly. She then reached down and gripped his still very erect cock and she began stroking him slowly at first and then faster as she sensed the feeling intensifying for him. Korica closed her eyes and got lost in the ecstasy of Tamaric's touch as she tried to concentrate on stroking him just right. The two of them spent a few minutes working each other up and then Tamaric could feel Korica moving her hips back and forth and her eyes popped open and she bit down on her bottom lip as she began to climax. She gripped his head firmly and stopped stroking him as she convulsed and her eyes got watery as she fought the urge to cry out. Tamaric loved the firm squeeze she had on him as she was building to a climax. He sped up his circles slightly and pressed firmer and she closed her eyes and pressed her face into the side of his neck and she quietly panted out soft moans right in his ear as she came hard. He could feel it from within her and he felt her heart racing as she got lost in the feeling. She convulsed a few more times and then thrust her hips at him as she achieved a final peak. She then breathed heavily and her mind was left spinning and her whole body was tingling. She then relaxed her grip on Tamaric and she continued her stroking motions and now he was the one that was breathing heavy as he felt the urge to come building rapidly.

"Oh here it comes¦" Tamaric whispered.

Korica closed her eyes and concentrated on what she was feeling from within Tamaric and she knew exactly how to grip him and at what speed to stroke him until she felt him flex three times and then get firm and then she felt a warm rush in her hand in four throbs from Tamaric and he grunted and smiled with his eyes closed. She continued to stroke him for a few moments and then Tamaric opened his eyes and everything was blurry and he distinctly heard Korica's voice echoing around in the back of his mind. It took a few seconds for his vision to clear up and then Korica's voice faded as she opened her eyes. Korica let go of him and rubbed her hands together and then she put her arms around Tamaric's neck and she pulled herself in front of him and she felt his erection pressing on her stomach so she reached down and pressed him down her stomach and over her lips making her shake lightly at the wonderful sensation until he was under her so his shaft was pressing up against her. She then put her arm back around him and she gave him a peck.

"Thank you Tamaric. I needed that."

"Thank you beautiful. That felt so good. I didn't know it would be like that with you in my mind when I came."

"You were feeling the afterglow of what you did for me and it almost made me do it again just to feel you coming from inside your mind. I was experiencing it with you and you were experiencing what I was feeling as you came. In a way we came together."

Tamaric started walking toward shallower water and Korica slid down his shaft making her wince, as everything was still very sensitive from the intense orgasm she had achieved. The two of them stood in the water at their navels until their excited states faded away and then they went to playing with the children nearby. After splashing around for close to 2 hours with the children, Korica and Tamaric made their way to the shore and laid on their backs in the water just deep enough to cover their bodies. They leaned back on their elbows in the soft mud of the lake and just enjoyed the cool water and how good it felt to be alive. The children kept playing and splashing around and Korica sensed someone approaching from behind them and she rolled over on her stomach to see a woman returning with the wheel cart that was now empty.

"Maybe we should help them gather the lermon?" Korica said in Indel.

"You doing ok with the heavy gravity?"

"Yes. I think my body is adjusting to it. My back is feeling a lot better after playing in the water for a while."

Tamaric nodded and slid down in the water and washed the mud off his backside and Korica stood up and walked down into the water and brushed the mud and sand off herself and then Tamaric stood up and the two of them walked over to the men working the nets.

"Is there anything we can help with?" Tamaric asked.

One of the men stood up in the water and Korica fought the urge to turn away from his naked body. He was a very good-looking muscular man but Tamaric was the only man she wanted to see like that.

"You can start pulling the lermon from the net we have pulled from the water." The man said pointing to a fish laden net lying up on the beach. "Put the lermon in that cart and then take that other full cart back to the village for us."

"I will take the full cart to the village if you will help watch over the children while I am gone." The woman pushing the empty cart said.

"We would be glad to." Korica said.

The woman maneuvered the empty cart next to the full cart and then she began pushing the very heavy cart full of lermon toward the village with the help of one of the other women leaving only Korica and Tamaric and one Olmot woman to watch over the dozen children. Korica and Tamaric began pulling the net flat and they started pulling the fish free and tossing them into the cart. Just about the time they got the net empty the men in the water began to pull the net they were working with out of the water and it was full of flopping fish. They pulled it up onto the beach and then Korica and Tamaric got the last of the fish pulled out of the other net and the men straightened out the net and then five of them slung it out into the water and the last man grabbed a floating gourd at the end of the net and he stretched the net out. The other men then waded back out into the water to hold the rest of the net up. They then let the current out in the deeper water flow through the net that then snagged the lermon as they schooled with the current. They knew exactly where the lermon liked to swim and that's right where they stretched the nets.

Korica and Tamaric then began pulling the flopping lermon from the net and tossed them in the cart. When they go the net emptied they walked back over to where the children were playing and they walked out into the water ankle deep and they squatted down and washed the smell of lermon and slime off their hands. They then stood up and Korica walked into Tamaric and pushed him over backwards in the water as she held onto him and they both laughed. Tamaric splashed Korica and then she rolled off him and splashed him back and then the children joined in and they splashed each other for a few minutes until the men stopped them. They didn't mind the swimming around and occasional splashing so close to where they were fishing but prolonged violent splashing was going to scare the lermon away.

"I am sorry, I started that." Korica said.

"We like you playing with the children to keep them happy but we have to be able to catch food here at the same time." One of the men said.

"I understand."

"I will try and help you with your swimming strokes Korica. That should keep the splashing to a minimum." Tamaric said.

Korica knew he just wanted to look upon her up close but she rather liked the attention from him anyway and she loved his hands on her as he held her up. They swam out to deep water where Korica couldn't touch the bottom so that she actually had to swim to stay up and Tamaric worked with her closely for well over three hours. Just as they were starting to get tired a thunderstorm rolled in cracking loud thunder and lightning was striking the ground very close by. It didn't seem to faze the villagers at all but Korica held onto Tamaric tightly the whole time. He swam her to shallower water just as the skies opened up in a pounding rain. Tamaric thought it was hailing the rain drops were falling so hard and the drops were so big. The men kept right on fishing and the children kept right on playing even though it was difficult to see the men only thirty feet away as they continued to fish. Tamaric took the opportunity of having Korica right up against him to engage her in a long tongue kiss. The rain cascading down their faces made it difficult to breath through their noses and their mouths were sliding around a bit but they both enjoyed the kiss thoroughly.

It rained hard for almost an hour and then just as suddenly as it started the rain stopped and the clouds broke and the temperature quickly rose to 110 degrees. The cool water meant that Korica and Tamaric didn't notice how hot it was until the men were done fishing and made their final preparations to head back to the village. Korica and Tamaric held each other for a few minutes out in the water and then headed back to shore and that's when they felt how hot it was. They helped the men drag the nets away from the waters edge and then they made their way back over to their clothes and Korica sighed.

"It is so hot¦I wish we could just wear nothing."

"There are people in the village that look to be about our age wearing nothing. I'll go nude if you will?"

"No¦I think Mark and Melissa wouldn't like it and I think¦"

Tamaric sensed what Korica was thinking and he opened his eyes wide and stared at her for a moment.

"Really?" Tamaric asked quietly in English.

Korica nodded slowly and looked down. Tamaric relaxed and lifted her chin until she looked at him.

"You can't help it if guys notice how pretty you are. That doesn't mean they want you like that."

"I'm not taking the chance. Let's get dressed."

Korica and Tamaric put their loincloths back on and then Korica put her chest cover on and Tamaric helped her lace it up so it was comfortable on her. The children were then called out of the water as Korica and Tamaric put their shoes on and laced them around their ankles to keep them on. They all then started heading toward the village pushing the full carts of lermon. They made the long trek back to the village and the carts of lermon were taken to an open air cleaning station where women were busily cleaning and hanging the lermon from the days catch after they were filleted. A little further down the road they found Laurel and Jake pulling water from the village well using a weighted gourd attached to a long vine that was lowered down to the water and then pulled back up when it was full and the water was then poured into various sized gourds that were then carried back to the food preparation area of the gathering area in the center of the village.

Korica walked over to Laurel and hugged her warmly and then she hugged Jake.

"Did you two have a good time?" Laurel asked in Indel.

"We had a lot of fun. You should see the lake down there, it is very pretty and the water is really cool. We helped pull lermon from the nets and we¦" Korica looked around and saw no one looking and she moved closer. "We had some special fun in the water." She whispered then moved back. "I wish we could stay here for a while. It is like a paradise."

"I am glad you had fun. You like walking in muddy streets and lying on the ground? You have not even tried to sleep with it this hot and humid."

"I do not think I am going to get any sleep tonight anyways."

Laurel pulled her head back and smiled at her.

"Grab a few of those of those jugs full of water and carry them to the gathering area."

Korica nodded and she turned to Tamaric and sent him a push and he nodded, as he understood exactly what she wanted. He didn't hear it in words, he felt the impulse to help carry the water jugs back to the gathering area and he sensed Korica's sweet essence so he knew the impulse came from her. The two of them picked up three jugs each and started heading toward the gathering area. As they drew closer they saw a few men working on lashing a platform with five steps together at the head of the long fire pit and they wondered what it was for. There were five short flat steps leading up to a platform that was about six feet square and there was a waist high rail around three sides. It was all constructed from split wood that had been harvested from the forest with whole straight branches making up the waist high rail. There were pots of freshly picked flowers of various colors sitting off to the side and a group of four women were sorting through them. Korica offered a warm smile as her and Tamaric walked by and the women looked up and tilted their heads. Korica sensed that the women thought she was very cute and that her and Tamaric looked good as a couple.

Korica then looked back at the platform and it dawned on her that the platform must be for the ceremony tonight. She had no idea how it was all going to be conducted but it touched her that the entire village would go to so much effort for complete strangers to make their joining so special. Korica smiled to herself as her and Tamaric carried the jugs of water to the food preparation area and set them down by several others that were sitting at the end of one of the worktables. One of the women working waved Korica over and she handed her a piece of vegetable that was bright yellow with green spots on it. It had been cut into long strips about ten inches long. Korica looked it over and then shrugged and took a bite of it. It was sweet at first then she tasted a burst of spicy tang that was delicious as it bubbled and melted in her mouth.

"You like it?" The woman asked her.

"Yes, very much." Korica said with a smile.

Korica then turned and handed the rest to Tamaric and he took a bite and chewed it for a moment and then the surprise ran across his face.

"I like it."

"Good. This haba grows only high in the trees and bears fruit only for a few risings of the fire discs then it goes dormant for hundreds of risings. You came at just the right time. We will prepare this specially for you two tonight."

"There is not enough for everyone?" Korica asked.

"No. This bowl is all that we could find and there will be no more until the next blooming. This will be just for you two."

"We are honored that you would prepare such a rare treat for us."

"This is normally prepared for the first family but this is your day so Iridon insisted that it be prepared for you if you like the taste."

"You are all being so nice to us."

"Would you not treat your visitors from far away the same way?"

"We would without question."

"And that is why we are being nice to you. Plus¦you are so pretty that we can't resist treating you special. Would you like to help us prepare the avadar?"

"I do not know what that is¦I would like to help you though."

"I am going to go help Laurel and Jake carry water." Tamaric said.

"I will miss you. Hurry back."

"I will only be at the other end of the village¦but I will miss you too."

Korica and Tamaric hugged each other for a moment and Korica found that being in his arms was feeling much more significant than before. She set her face sideways on his shoulder and squeezed him tightly and he rocked her a little and stroked her soft and smooth back for a few seconds. Korica then sighed and lifted her head and gave Tamaric a peck and then she sent an intense push of her love for him toward him and he blinked a few times as it made his head spin and then he smiled as his vision cleared up and he felt her love profoundly in an afterglow from within. He understood now why she had said that, she was hopelessly in love with him and even moments apart hurt for her.

Tamaric then turned and headed toward the east end of the village where the well was. Korica turned back to the women and they patted her shoulder.

"You have very strong feelings for him."

"I sure do, he means everything to me. I will spend the rest of my life making him happy and raising his children."

"You are very determined and sure of yourself. We will show you how to make avadar now."

Korica worked with the women for the next half hour while Tamaric carried jugs of water, giving Korica a quick kiss each time he returned. When the avadar was ready to be cooked it was set aside and the women started chopping up dried lermon into fine pieces to be added to a pot of boiling vegetables that was hanging over a small fire in the corner. Korica marveled at the craftsmanship and time it must have taken to craft a huge pot out of a single piece of dark green stone. It was at that time that one of the hunting parties returned to the village with a cart full of fresh kills. There were birds and small animals of various sizes in the cart and one very large animal that already had its head removed and Korica could tell the legs had been cut off several inches from the body and the internal organs were already removed to her relief. The large animal had golden brown short fur all over with white patches in a random pattern and Korica guessed that at least three hundred pounds of meat could be harvested from this animal if not more. She was a little disappointed that it wasn't Mark's party returning but she could feel that he was safe and under no stress at the moment. His cart would be full of wood, not meat when he returned.

"The first hunters are back." The woman that had been doting on Korica said. "Would you like to help clean and prepare the meat for the feast?"

"I can help prepare the hide for drying if you would like but I do not have much experience cleaning kills."

"You do not like the sight of blood?"

Korica shook her head and looked down and closed her eyes for a moment as she remembered all of the messy killing on Tiomot. The sight of slaughtered Hodong sprawled out in the corridors of the Future then flashed in her mind. She wished she had never watched the sensor recordings of what happened when the Future was attacked before she was rescued. Korica then remembered seeing Meresha being beheaded right before her eyes and the way she simply exploded when Jake was forced to shoot her and the Hodong that was taking her life. Korica then saw her mother and father's lifeless bodies as the Hodong dragged her off her ship. Korica pushed the images out of her mind and looked up at the woman with a sickened and sad look on her face.

"You have no idea what I have seen in my life. I can help with the hides but I do not want to see any more blood."

"Many of the young girls do not like cleaning the animals from the hunt but it is a necessary skill. You will need to embrace the experience at some point."

Korica heard heavy and rapid footsteps from behind her and she turned to find Tamaric running toward her. He ran right up to her panting and he put his hands on her sides and she hung her hands on his shoulders. She was both impressed and touched by how quickly he came to her sensing how upset she was.

"What is wrong Korica? I felt fear and¦dread in you."

"I am fine Tamaric. I was just remembering all of the killing that I have seen in my life and it¦upset me."

Tamaric's heart just melted. He hated knowing how much pain Korica has had in her life and the ugly things she has been forced to witness. Tamaric slid his hands around Korica and pulled her tightly to him and he held her until he sensed her heart lifting and the ugly memories fading away. Korica kissed his cheek and then he let go of her.

"Is the land you are from that violent?" The woman asked.

"Yes. I never want to go back there."

"You can go help Tamaric carry water and we will take care of cleaning the kills."

"I am sorry I do not have the stomach for it."

"It is fine Korica. I did not know your past was so full of death or I would not have asked you to handle dead things. You do eat meat after it is cooked?"

"Yes. I like eating meat I just do not want to see the blood involved with cleaning the fresh kills."

"Good. There will be lots of meat served tonight. It will make you grow strong and healthy and give you the strength you need for the night ahead."

Korica opened her mouth in surprise for a moment and then she grinned. She knew she was blushing because her face felt hot but her dark tan was hiding it. Korica took Tamaric's hand without saying a word and they headed toward the well and the women joined Korica and Tamaric on the path back toward the eastern end of the village where the cleaning area was located and Korica and Tamaric kept going to the well. When they arrived at the well Laurel stopped what she was doing.

"Are you ok sweetheart? Tamaric sensed that you were in distress or something."

"I just had¦bad things going through my mind and I guess Tamaric sensed it."

"I more than sensed it. I was scared and disgusted and angry all at once and I could not get my heart to stop racing. I thought you were¦I do not know what I thought I just knew I had to get to you."

"Really? You experienced my emotions from that far away?"

"Yes. It was my feelings but¦I knew it was coming from you."

"Oh my god!" Jake said in English. "They're¦almost paired. Did you hear what she was thinking?"

"I¦maybe. I was confused and upset so I wasn't paying attention. Her voice is always there a little bit."

Laurel looked around and then pulled Korica close to her.

"When you two do your thing tonight¦it's going to be really scary when your¦spirits come together. Don't fight it and don't be scared of it if you want it to happen."

"You're scaring me a little." Tamaric said. "I thought you guys said it was a beautiful experience."

"It is but it's physical and spiritual and emotional all at the same time. It can be a little scary because of the intensity of the experience." Jake said.

"If you two really want this to happen you need to sit down together and connect minds. You need to allow yourselves to drift into the deepest place within the other and¦grab a hold of a piece of the other's essence from that place as you withdraw and hold it tightly. Maybe it's different for Draximan but that's how it worked for us¦both times. After that when you¦make love at the peak of a combined orgasm you will feel your spirits coming together right to the place where you are holding that piece of the other and then you will feel a burning together of your essences right at the moment of climax. It might happen more than once¦least it did for us as long as you don't separate after the first one."

"Do we want that to happen Korica?"

"Don't you? I thought you wanted to be paired with me?"

"I do¦I mean¦I just wanted our first time to be special. I didn't think we would become paired our first time. I thought we would have some time to get used to the idea before it happened. I'm just getting used to feeling everything you're feeling and hearing your voice in the back of my mind most of the time."

Korica looked genuinely sad that Tamaric wasn't ready for what she was aching for so badly. Korica looked at Laurel and sighed.

"Is there a way to stop it from happening?"

"I¦don't know honey. Jake and I never tried to stop it from happening. I guess you can try avoiding letting yourselves fall any deeper for each other. That sure seems sad though. I know how crazy you two are about each other."

"Tamaric and I will just have to talk about this before we do anything."

"Ok, that sounds sensible."

Jake put his hand on Tamaric's shoulder and Tamaric looked up at him.

"We told you it was going to be different being involved with Korica. It's up to you two what you want to do but I want you to think hard about what she wants no matter how scary it is for you. You're the man and you need to be brave and strong if you want to make her happy. Only you have the power to give her everything she wants from life¦even if that's your very essence."

Tamaric took a deep breath and then let it out slowly. He looked at the sad and almost tearful look in Korica's eyes and he realized Jake was right. He had told Korica that he wanted everything she wants just because she wants it and because he loved her with every ounce of his heart. Korica felt everything that he was thinking and feeling so she knew that he was thinking that he wanted this and he was going to have enough backbone to face it like a man to make her happy. He was just a little scared of something so unusual and permanent. Korica's face lit up a little and she gave Tamaric a soft smile making him smile as he heard what she was thinking very distinctly.

"We'll talk after the ceremony Korica." Tamaric said. "I want whatever makes you happiest."

Korica nodded and stepped over to him and kissed him then stepped back and smiled at him.

"Thank you Tamaric. Like you said, we'll talk later. There is work to be done right now though."

Tamaric looked at Jake and Jake grinned at him and nodded once.

"You know I kind of feel bad." Tamaric said.

"Oh? Why's that?" Laurel asked.

Tamaric looked at her and smiled just a little.

"We came here for you and Jake and it feels like Korica and I are the focus of everything going on around us now."

"Ah, don't feel that way Tamaric. You two are just as important as we are. You're giving us the perfect opportunity to get to know the Olmot. Don't forget that we're evaluating the Olmot as possible allies in this part of the galaxy. If the captain is anything like me, he will leave a satellite in orbit so we can keep an eye on the Olmot. They will be under our protection as allies."

"If Heindon is two point eight light years away from the Future planet¦won't it take us almost three years to know if something is wrong?"

"No. There is a way of establishing a subspace, real-time communication link between a satellite here and one in the Future system. We will give the Olmot a way of sending a burst signal to the satellite and it will be relayed to us almost instantly."

"Cool. A panic button?"

"Exactly. The satellite will be cued to automatically send a signal if certain things are detected as well."

"Like what?"

"Another spaceship for one, adverse weather conditions that threaten the populations survival, geological processes that threatens them, things like that."

"Are we going to do that for all of our allies?"

"That's up to the captain but I would assume so. Some species will be so advanced that it won't be necessary. They'll be able to signal us or come to the Future planet on their own if they need help."

"Come on Tamaric, help me carry this water to the gathering area."

"Just remember to speak in Indel Tamaric." Laurel said in Indel. "We have been speaking in English and that is not a good idea. Until we tell the Olmot everything we need them to think we are from Heindon so we can gain their trust."

Tamaric nodded and picked up two of the full gourds and stepped next to Korica as she picked up two rather large gourds containing several gallons in one and three gallons in another. Tamaric was shocked at Korica's strength in that she didn't strain at all to pick up the heavy gourds. Korica looked at him and grinned at what she was sensing from him.

"I have almost twice the strength of a Human girl despite how small I look."

"Trust me¦you do not look small Korica. Maybe compared to an Olmot girl your age but you look¦very healthy."

The two of them then headed off toward the gathering area some five hundred yards away. When they arrived and set the heavy gourds down Korica stood up straight and put her hand on her lower back and flexed her back a few times.

"Please do not overdo it Korica. Water weighs more here than it would¦back home. That big one probably weighs seventy five pounds and you carried it with one arm."

"I am fine Tamaric¦" Korica looked around and then looked back at Tamaric. "I am still trying to get used to this heavy gravity is all. I will have plenty of strength left for tonight."

Tamaric smiled at her and shook his head lightly.

"That is not what I was thinking. I just do not want to see you hurt yourself."

"I know."

As they turned around a group of women and Melissa emerged from between two of the structures on the north side of the village carrying large woven baskets full of fruits and vegetables from the growing fields. They carried the baskets over to the food preparation area and set them down on the worktables and then Melissa walked over to Korica and Tamaric and she flicked her head down the street. They started walking back toward Laurel and Jake and Melissa looked around before she said anything.

"These people are simply amazing." Melissa said quietly. "I am sorry I ever said that they had nothing to offer us."

They kept walking and Korica tried to figure out what had changed Melissa's mind so dramatically. As they got close to Laurel and Jake Korica's curiosity got the better of her.

"What did you see that would make you think these people are so amazing?"

They stopped next to Laurel and Jake where Jake was pulling up the retrieving gourd full of water.

"Do you know what an Archimedes screw is?"

"I do." Tamaric said. "It is also called a screw pump for moving water up hill."

"That is right. They have a whole series of screw pumps for irrigating their fields off to the north and they are driven by water wheels. It draws water up fifteen feet from the river and dumps it into furrows that run down all of the rows of plants. The water wheels have¦metal bearings that are perfectly cylindrical. All of the rest of the components are made of wood but the craftsmanship is astounding. These people know how to work with steel or something very similar."

"Are you saying they should not have that kind of technology at their disposal?" Laurel asked.

"Look at them, they are seven hundreds years behind us as a civilization but physiologically they are almost even with us and then I find technology that is¦hundreds of years beyond what they should be capable of achieving."

"You are thinking that someone¦or something gave them this knowledge?"

"Possibly. I just want to meet the person that came up with such a radically advanced way of irrigating their fields. He or she must be an absolute genius¦like you and Jake."

"I wonder if their advanced understanding of the mind has given them the ability to tap into the cosmic knowledge that Jake and I have tapped into a few times?"

"If so we definitely need to get to know these people so they can teach us how they do that. I underestimated what we can learn from the Olmot." Melissa then looked at Korica. "You do like the captain said and pay close attention to everything."

"I have been. I love these people. They are kind and smart and accepting of everyone. Given a few decades I think they will be telekinetic, telepathic and fully empathic just like us. They might have those capabilities within them right now and they do not even realize it yet."

"Perhaps that is what we can trade with them as far as knowledge. You can teach them how to bring those abilities out and they can teach us how to access this¦cosmic knowledge if that is what they are doing."

"You think this mission was worth the trip then?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. I have opened my mind to the possibilities and they have opened my eyes. It was worth it if we can get you and Jake the help you need but I think we can gain far more than just that." Melissa looked at Korica and Tamaric and smiled warmly. "You two are going to get married after all."

"It will make Heindon a special place for us forever but we won't technically be married. I want captain Alexan to marry us with our friends and family present."

"He would be honored to do that for you but this could serve to act as an emancipation act for both of you."

"Do we need that?" Tamaric asked.

"You would be able to make decisions and live independently of your parents. It would in essence declare you legal adults."

"We will think about it." Korica said.

"This is the last of the water containers." Jake said. "Once these are full we can help with preparing the fire pit as soon as Mark and his party return with the firewood."

Jake lifted the gourd out of the well and began filling the last three carrying gourds.

"How many hours of daylight do you think we still have?" Tamaric asked.

"Probably ten or twelve hours until the suns set." Laurel said. "I would guess there will be another couple of hours of twilight after that."

"I am just not used to this heat. You think it will get any hotter?"

"Probably."

"Maybe we can go back down to the lake after the work is done?"

"I do not have a problem with that. Maybe we will join you."

"Uh¦mom you know these people skinny dip. They do not wear their hides into the water. They would likely come off in the water and get lost."

"I should have known that. I will not stare if you do not."

"Oh mom, you know I am not going to stare at you or dad." Korica said in a chuckle.

Laurel looked at Tamaric and raised her eyebrows and Tamaric smiled and nodded.

"I promise to keep my eyes where they belong, on my girlfriend and no one else."

"Good man."

Once Jake had the last gourd filled, he Laurel and Tamaric picked up the full gourds and they all headed toward the gathering area.

"Are you going to join us if we go swimming Melissa?" Korica asked.

"I am roasting, I would not miss it for the world."

They made their way to the gathering area and set the last carrying gourds down next to the two dozen others and then Korica walked over to the food preparation area and she looked around a bit and sampled a few of the fresh vegetables that were cut up. She found one in particular that was very sweet with just a bit of a sour aftertaste. She grabbed a few sprigs and joined the others.

"Are you hungry Korica?" Laurel asked.

Korica nodded as she munched on the juicy vegetable in her hand.

"Tamaric, take her to the guest hut and give her a few protein bars. That should hold her over for a little while."

"I need more than that mom. We skipped the afternoon meal."

"Eat as much as you want honey. There are plenty of rations in your pack. Mark knows your food requirements so I am sure he packed plenty for you."

Korica nodded and she and Tamaric headed down the street that was now drying to a very hard clay surface that would soon become dusty as the winds and intense suns further dried the ground. They walked toward the eastern end of the village until they reached the guest hut and they stepped inside where it was much cooler than outside. It was remaining a constant 90 degrees in the hut thanks to the swift airflow through the entrance that was channeled up and out through the peak of the round roof. They stepped up to the room where they had set their things down earlier and Tamaric pushed the door open and stepped to the back of the room and lifted the reed window cover open and tied it up allowing a nice cool breeze to blow through the room. Korica stepped in and pulled her pack out into the middle of the room and she sat down and crossed her legs Indian style and opened her pack. Tamaric turned and looked at her and he smiled. Korica stopped what she was doing and looked at her pack for a moment and then she grinned and looked up at him.

"Thank you Tamaric. I am glad you like what you see."

"I love what I see. Did you¦hear what I was thinking?"

"Yes. I felt it too. Do you not hear my voice in the back of your mind?"

"No, I hear your voice very clearly¦everything your thinking¦and feeling¦is loud, like you are talking to me."

"That is because I am consciously tuning in to your thoughts. We are so close Tamaric; all that remains is for us to share each other's essence and then we can truly become paired. Will you sit with me and have something to eat?"

Tamaric grabbed his pack and dragged it over next to Korica's and then he sat down right in front of her and he crossed his legs like hers. She looked under his loincloth that was being held up by his thighs and she grinned making Tamaric smile.

"I can't wait to feel that too Korica. I know it's going to be..." Tamaric sighed with a grin on his face. "Incredible."

"Do not speak English Tamaric, you heard what mom said?"

Tamaric nodded and he untied his pack and then opened his survival pack within. Korica did the same thing and she pulled out a few protein bars and she opened one and took a bite and then she reached in and pulled out a clear micromesh bag and she smiled. It was full of jerked Izore, her favorite snack. She set the bag down on her lap and she pulled out a full meal ration and set it aside. She then pulled out a water ration and then pushed her pack away. She finished her protein bar as Tamaric nibbled on one from his pack.

"You are not really hungry?" Korica asked.

"No. I am more tired than anything."

"I appreciate you eating with me then."

Tamaric grinned and nodded as he continued to nibble on his protein bar. Korica finished two bars then she opened the bag of Izore jerky and she handed a slice to Tamaric and then she popped a piece in her mouth and chewed on the end of it as she tore her meal pouch open. She then added a few ounces of water to the heating side and then she poured a few ounces to the meal side and she folded it over and set it aside. She then leaned back on her hand as she continued to munch on the slice of Izore jerky in her mouth. She bit a piece off after staring at Tamaric for a few moments and she chewed on it and then swallowed it and then she leaned forward and looked at Tamaric intently.

"Can I ask you something?" She asked in a quiet voice.

"Not until we're in our twenties Korica. I am not ready to try and raise a child yet. I am barely beyond being one myself."

"You do still want children then?"

"Of course I do, just not until I can be a good father to Aseel. I still have a lot of growing up to do¦we both do."

"I just wanted to hear you say it."

"I still want to have children with you Korica."

"I know, I can feel it. Thank you."

"What is for lunch?" Tamaric asked pointing at the ration pouch with gentle steam flowing out of it.

Korica turned the pouch facing her and she read the side of it.

"Thousand calorie turkey and gravy with vegetables and wild rice."

"It smells great."

Korica unrolled the top of the package and let the steam escape and then she reached into her pack and pulled out her field cutlery box and she assembled the spoon and she picked up the pouch and scooped out a spoonful and took a bite. She then pulled out another spoonful and she fed it to Tamaric. He closed his eyes as he chewed on the mouthful for a moment and then swallowed it down.

"Oh that tastes so good. I guess we will not be eating much turkey except for what is in these field rations that were prepared on Earth before we left."

"Not unless you want to take a seventy-three thousand light year trip to get more."

Tamaric sighed heavily and then looked at Korica and grinned.

"Home seems so far away when you put it like that. I guess I know a little bit of what you must feel."

"Space is my home Tamaric. There is always plenty of that all around us. I feel at home when I am with you no matter where we are."

"You feel at home right now then?"

Korica nodded as she took another bite of her hot meal.

"That is so sweet. A little piece of me will always miss Australia since I see that as my home but I think I understand what you mean since I am feeling it from you right now."

Tamaric then went back to munching on his protein bar as Korica filled her tummy. She finished her hot meal then she ate a further two pieces of Izore after giving Tamaric another slice and then she polished off her water ration and went about putting everything away. She put the protein bar wrappers in her survival pack and she snapped it closed and then she lifted out her PP-20 and turned it on and looked at the charge and then she turned it off and laid it on top of her survival pack and she closed the over pack and tied it shut. She then leaned back on her hands and sighed with a satisfied smile on her face.

"You feeling better?" Tamaric asked.

"Much."

Korica looked over at the hammocks hanging one above the other as Tamaric closed up his pack and pushed it against the wall. Tamaric then grinned at her.

"I was thinking the same thing. They look kind of fun to sleep in and really cool since the air will circulate all around your body but not so much for what we want to do."

"I guess we could just do it on the floor."

"I am not going to make love to you on a dirty floor. You deserve better than that."

"Maybe we could sneak off to the lake and make love on the shore of the lake?"

"That would be romantic¦but we need to tell someone where we are going."

"Do you think there are animals here that could be dangerous at night?"

"I do not have any idea. We should take a bow and arrows and a PP twenty with us just in case."

Korica looked over at the hammocks again and then she heard and felt what Tamaric was thinking about and she sat forward and she knew that she was blushing hard judging by the very warm feeling in her face.

"Tamaric! I am not going to be that noisy." Korica said with a bashful smile.

"How do you know? You have never done it before?"

"You are trying to imagine what I will sound like as you thrust yourself into me."

"I am sorry, I am just really looking forward to it."

"Maybe you will be the noisy one that someone will hear."

"Maybe. I have never done it before either."

"You do realize that you are using a mix of English and Indul?"

"I am?"

"Yes. Either is English and there is no equivalent word in Indul."

"Hmm. I will have to be careful with that. I did not realize I was even doing that."

"It is not the first time I have heard you do that with individual words."

"I guess I am not good at being multilingual."

"You just did it again." Korica said laughing. "You need to think about substitute words or describing terms instead of the English word itself that you want to convey. It will come to you in time with practice. I heard Melissa doing the same thing. I just have more practice at it since English is not my first language and I speak it all the time now."

"Are there words in Hiram that do not have English equivalent words?"

"Yes, many."

"I still want to learn to speak your language someday."

"You already understand it when spoken because of the microorganism translator network in your brain but teaching you to speak it will be much more difficult. I would love to teach you though since we will be together for the rest of your life."

"I guess we have plenty of time for that?"

"Yes. We should go join the others."

Tamaric got to his feet and put his hand out and Korica placed her hand in his and he pulled Korica to her feet and he immediately threw his arms around her and held her tightly for a few moments. He then gave her a peck and stepped back and she dipped her brows for a moment and smiled.

"Why did you do that?"

"Because you wanted me to. You were thinking that you needed a hug and you love my kisses."

"I love knowing that you know exactly what I am thinking and feeling."

"Are you going to be able to teach me how to quiet my mind like you do?"

"Sure. I can teach you right now. Close your eyes and imagine a bubble surrounding your entire body."

Tamaric nodded and closed his eyes and he did as she said imagining a shimmering bubble surrounding him.

"Now imagine that bubble slowly shrinking smaller and smaller until it just surrounds your head."

Tamaric pictured it in his mind just as she described it and then he nodded.

"Now imagine that bubble shrinking even more until it collapses into your head. Do it slowly or you could hurt yourself."

Tamaric then imagined the bubble shrinking even further until it disappeared into his head and his voice and feelings completely disappeared in Korica's mind and her voice disappeared and he no longer felt her feelings at all. With his eyes closed it was like she was no longer standing right in front of him. He opened his eyes quickly and looked at Korica with a distressed look on his face.

"You did it! It is just that easy. I cannot hear what you are thinking anymore." Korica said excitedly.

"I do not like the quiet Korica. I have gotten used to your voice being right along side mine. I did not realize how much I enjoy listening to you think."

"Strange how we adjust to it like that. I do not like having your voice gone too."

"How do I turn it back on?"

Korica giggled and reached out and placed her hand on his bare chest and looked at her hand.

"Just reach out to me from here and you will hear my voice again."

"From my heart? But I want you in my mind."

"Your ability is in your brain but it is focused from here. The power of love is the key and that comes from your heart."

Tamaric thought about how much he loved Korica and he felt it strangely growing in strength and then he pushed as he tried to sense what she was thinking and she stepped back and blinked a few times and he suddenly heard her voice in his mind once again.

"You have to be careful with that Tamaric. Do not push so hard when we are right next each other. It makes me dizzy."

"I am sorry. I was anxious to hear your voice again. I pushed like I felt you doing when you reached out to the Tel Pok Maron."

"That is good. Just push gently and it will work the same."

"Thank you for showing me how to do that."

"You're welcome. I guess I have a lot of things to teach you know that you're gifted like me." Korica said quietly.

"I can feel that you are nervous about that. You are speaking in English. Are my abilities going to strike out like yours?"

"I do not know. I am just learning how to control my abilities so thinking about teaching someone else to control theirs is a little scary. I do not want to give you the wrong advise."

"You did this to me, I need your help to understand how it works."

Korica opened her mouth in shock that he would even say that and then she closed her mouth and looked down and nodded.

"I will help you however I can."

"I am sorry Korica, I did not mean to hurt your feelings. I inherited this from my mom and dad; you just kicked it into high gear for me. I need your help beautiful."

"Nice save." Korica said with a grin. "I forgive you. You know I did not do this to you on purpose."

"I know. I can feel how sorry you are for making this happen but I am not sorry that it happened. I feel like I am equal to you for once. You are so far beyond me in every other way, it is nice to think we are even at least in some small way."

Korica grinned at him and put her hand out and he laid his hand in hers and they stepped out of the room and closed the door behind them. They walked across the entrance area around the fire pit and stepped out into the hot sunlight. Tamaric coughed a few times in disgust at how hot it was.

"This place is blazing hot."

Korica pointed off to the west where some very tall thunderheads were billowing and she looked at Tamaric.

"Those clouds will cool us off when they arrive. It is going to rain again in the next couple of hours."

Tamaric shielded his eyes with his left hand and looked at the thunderheads and he grinned.

"I can hardly wait."

"If you are that uncomfortable we can go ask if we can go to the lake now?"

"I am sorry for whining Korica, I just want to be with you."

"I am hot too Tamaric."

"You are? I thought your body was better at regulating your body temperature?"

"It is. You will suffer heat exhaustion long before I will but I can still feel how hot it is."

They continued on their way toward the gathering area and they saw that the men were busily loading firewood from the cart Mark and Marty and the gathering party had brought back from the forest into the long fire pit. Korica and Tamaric walked up to Mark and he stopped and gave Korica a quick hug and then he patted Tamaric's shoulder.

"How are you two doing?"

"We are doing fine Mark." Korica said. "We were going to ask if we could go down to the lake to cool off?"

"I do not have a problem with it but I think you should tell Laurel where you are going."

"I will. It looks like you found lots of wood for the fire."

"We bagged a few huge birds and two of those Cantons that were tracking us. Those things were mean; you had good instincts to avoid the forest when you sensed them. They ambush hunt in packs. One will distract you and three more will attack from behind. The men knew exactly how to handle them though."

"They will be on our dinner plate then?"

"You better believe it. They should be good eating."

Korica wrinkled her face and Mark chuckled.

"Try not to think about what you are eating when the time comes. If you are going to the lake be back by sundown, which is when the ceremony is supposed to begin. The food should be ready by then too."

"We will do that."

Korica and Tamaric then headed over to the gathering area where the larger kills from the day were being loaded onto poles so they could be pit roasted over the fire when the time came. Laurel and Jake were helping where they could and there were large crowds helping with all aspects of getting the food ready. Korica stepped up to Laurel and tapped her shoulder.

"I know you are there baby, I just have my hands full. Are you feeling better?"

"Yes. It looks like there is plenty to eat here. I should have just waited a little while."

"I am glad to here that you are feeling better anyway." Laurel said without stopping what she was doing.

"Can we go down to the lake to cool off?" Tamaric asked.

Laurel stopped and looked at him for a moment and he distinctly heard Laurel's voice in his mind.

"Take a weapon with you to keep her safe." Laurel thought. "We know very little about the animals on this planet."

"Do you want me to take a PP twenty?" Tamaric thought in return.

Laurel was a little surprised how clear his voice was and how even more of his accent was present in his thoughts compared to when he spoke aloud.

"Only if you don't trust your accuracy with a bow." Laurel thought.

"I trust my aim with a pistol more."

"Just keep it out of sight then."

Tamaric looked down at his loincloth and he realized he had nowhere to hide the PP-20. It then dawned on him that with Korica's abilities and possibly his they didn't need a pistol. He looked back up at Laurel.

"I'll take a bow and arrows but I don't think we'll need them with what Korica can do."

Laurel looked at Jake and Jake looked at Tamaric and dipped his chin slightly.

"I expect you to keep her safe as well as happy. You can't rely on Korica's abilities alone." Jake thought.

"I won't let anything happen to her."

"You may go to the lake if you like." Laurel said aloud in Indel. "You should ask the other children if they would like to go with you."

"I will do that mom."

Korica stepped over to the end of the preparation tables and she spoke very loudly in Indel.

"We are going to the lake to cool off. Would anyone like to come with us?"

Several of the children spoke up immediately and one of the men working to load wood into the long fire pit stepped out where he could see Korica.

"I will go with you to watch for Kricou or anything else dangerous. I will get my bow."

Korica nodded even though she had no idea what a Kricou was. She assumed it had to be something really dangerous if a grown man felt he needed to watch out for them while armed. Korica took Tamaric's hand and they walked along the fire pit where the men were laboring and she felt a little bad for not pitching in and she heard a voice out of nowhere in Indel.

"This is your day. Enjoy the day and the company of your mate without strain. All will be taken care of for you."

Korica stopped and looked around and there was no one looking directly at her or close enough to have accounted for the voice. She gently scratched her hairline at the top of her forehead and wondered if she was losing her mind. She looked around for a moment longer and then she looked at Tamaric and he furrowed his brow.

"What voice? I did not hear what you are thinking you heard."

"I do not know where it came from¦or if I really heard it."

"Was it a voice you have heard before?"

"No. I did not recognize the voice."

Korica looked around a moment longer and then grinned at Tamaric.

"I must be hearing things."

Korica started walking again and the children started telling more of the children where they were going and before long there were fifteen of them following Korica and Tamaric. They stopped by the armory hut and the man that had volunteered to stand watch for them came out carrying a long bow with an arrow holster on his back with the strap crossing his chest. He nodded at them and then grinned at Korica and Tamaric. Melissa then stepped up behind Korica and Tamaric and she touched their shoulders.

"I will come with you. I want to see where all of those fish came from."

"They call them lermon. The lake is really beautiful."

The whole group then headed down the main road toward the lake and Tamaric stepped into the guest hut and grabbed his bow and arrows real quick and then he rejoined Korica and they caught up to the group headed toward the lake. Jake watched them until they were out of sight. He then leaned close to Laurel.

"Does it worry you for them to be so far away?"

"No. Why are you so worried about them all of a sudden? They spent hours down at the lake this morning."

"I do not know. I just have a feeling that¦something is going to happen."

"Why did you not say something sooner? Are they in danger?"

"Not exactly. I cannot pin it down precisely but something is going to happen. I am sorry that is so¦vague."

Laurel stared at him for a moment and then she stepped over to the washing basin and she washed her hands and then she shook her hands off and then she grabbed his arm and walked away from the preparation area so they were relatively alone. She then looked into his eyes and nodded once. He reached out to her and they connected minds deeply.

"You need to tune into your gut feeling and see what's going to happen." Laurel thought.

"All right. Help me tune into the right timeline. You know how this stuff can be all over the place." Jake thought in return.

Laurel nodded and then she closed her eyes and stepped right up against Jake and he put his arms around her and he closed his eyes and they set their foreheads together and Jake took a deep breath and tried to relax as he let it out. Jake sensed the main road heading toward the lake and then in his minds eye he saw himself rushing down the road very rapidly until he reached the edge of the water and the image was wavering around and then he saw the image rushing across the lake to the opposite shore and then through many trees and then across a flat dark green grassy area and right up to a large curving structure with a domed roof that was blue and gold clad. The design reminded him of something from the ancient Middle East with the bulbous dome and huge red stained wooden double doors at the front of the structure. Just as the image was becoming clear enough to see exact details he saw the image in his mind rush toward the doors and then into the structure where there were dark wood floors and racks of scrolls that went from floor to ceiling and from one end of the large room to the other. The walls were a bright white color with exposed wooden beams every six feet projecting from the walls. He saw long tables with several individuals sitting writing on scrolls and it appeared that they were translating from stone tablets onto something that resembled paper scrolls. The image rushed through the structure and out the back through a courtyard with large wooden beams crossing it to provide shade and then the image rushed toward the mountains off in the distance. It appeared as though miles of ground passed by in a mere instant. He then found himself staring at a huge cave entrance that was clearly excavated into the base of the highest mountain. There was a large flat entryway that was polished smooth and there were trees along the sides of the entryway that were fifty yards apart closest to him and only twenty feet apart right next to the entrance and they had obviously been planted that way. Trees just didn't occur like that in nature in perfectly even rows. The trees were different from the trees down in the forest; they were very tall and with naked trunks and at the very top was a thick green ball of small leaves that were very compact and perfectly round. The trees didn't seem to create much shade, just a stunning and inviting arrangement to the entrance to the cave that was at least thirty feet high and twenty feet wide.

The image then became very distorted and blurry and the sense of rushing back through everything that had just been seen was almost dizzying until Jake saw a whole group of children playing in the water at the western edge of the lake. Laurel and Jake were both stunned by how beautiful the lake was with the mountains way off in the distance across the lake to the east. Jake looked around and the image was wavering slightly as possible time lines merged then diverged changing where the children were playing and how many there were. Jake then saw Korica's unmistakable white hair with Tamaric's distinct dark blond hair due to it being wet right in front of her and he saw Melissa only a few feet away from them launching children in the air so they would land back in the water with a splash to their delight.

Jake then turned and looked back toward the village to the west and the image became blurry for a moment and then an animal charged out of the chest high brush on each side of the cart path that led to the village and Jake thought the animal was headed for the water but the Olmot that had accompanied them jumped out of Jake's peripheral vision and drew his bow back and shot an arrow at the animal and the arrow hit the animal in the huge antlers and bounced off and the animal snorted and picked up speed as it dipped its head and the warrior drew another arrow and pulled his bow string back and released his arrow and it struck the animal right in the chest. The animal let out a deep bellow of pain and then slammed into the warrior and lifted him off his feet with its antlers and tossed him in the air with a flick of its head and he yelled out and slammed into the ground twenty feet away just as the animal succumbed to the arrow piercing its chest and flopped onto the ground with a thud and slid to a stop. Jake concentrated on the animal for a moment and it looked reminiscent of an elk but much larger and more muscular. It had the bulk of a bear but it moved like a heavy deer. It had a fairly long snout with upward curving teeth that looked very nasty, like what would be seen on a boar and its fur was short and dark brown with gray streaks running along its flanks. Jake guessed the animal must weigh a thousand pounds, like a small horse. The antlers had at least two-dozen sharp points in a tangled mess on each side of its head and the antlers were at least seven feet across. It looked like a deer hunters nightmare.

Jake looked over at the Olmot and he saw him roll onto his back and he had several puncture wounds to his torso and a tear across his chest where he was flicked off the animals antlers and doing so ripped a few points through his flesh. He was bleeding profusely and writhing in pain and then the image got blurry and Jake then realized there was screaming from behind him and he turned and saw Melissa leading the way wearing nothing at all striding quickly out of the water and Korica and Tamaric were close behind her also wearing nothing and all of the children were striding behind them out of the water toward the fallen warrior. Jake then felt a dizzy feeling and the image got very blurry and then the animal was charging out of the brush again while bellowing and this time the animal lifted into the air as an arrow found its mark piercing right through the animals heart killing it instantly and Jake spun around and saw Korica holding her hand out and Tamaric was standing right behind her with his hands on her shoulders. The image then distorted and Jake took several rapid breaths, as he feared one of the timelines was going to involve seeing Korica and or Tamaric being gored by the angry animal.

The image cleared up and the animal was again charging out of the brush and Jake distinctly heard Korica's voice yelling out in Indel to look out. The animal dipped its head and the warrior appeared out of Jake's peripheral vision again and he released an arrow and this time it pierced the animal's eye and sank deeply into its skull and the animal stumbled and as the Olmot got up from his knee the animal slid right into him, again piercing him with several of its antler points but the animal's head rolled forward as it plowed into the ground and it stopped with its weight pinning the man to the ground. The Olmot gripped the antlers and lifted his head and then convulsed a few times and then went limp. Jake spun around and again he saw Melissa leading the way out of the water quickly with Tamaric and Korica right behind her and the children were slowly following them and then everything distorted and Jake pulled back not sure which timeline was to be the real outcome since he was not sure what precipitated the slight variations in the first place. He pulled back into his mind breaking the connection with Laurel and she withdrew into her mind and she pulled her forehead back and she opened her eyes and stepped back and looked at Jake with a frightful look on her face.

"What the heck was all of that?"

Jake shook his head as he waited for the mental fog to clear from his mind. It took a few seconds for Laurel's beautiful face to come into clear view. Jake took a deep breath and then looked into Laurel's eyes.

"Should we do something to intervene?"

Laurel slowly shook her head no.

"Korica, Tamaric and Melissa didn't seem to be in immediate danger so I think we need to¦let it happen."

"So you¦saw everything I did?"

Laurel nodded and grinned. "Crystal clearly. What was the building across the lake and the cave in the mountain?"

Jake shrugged his shoulder and shook his head. "I have no idea. It must be important though."

"I wish we knew how to control this thing you have better. We saw a couple possible outcomes and a strange¦monastery or something."

"The suns were low in the sky to the west and they are almost directly overhead right now so the attack isn't going to happen for a while. Are you sure we shouldn't do something."

"Think about what it will do for us in the eyes of the Olmot if Korica saves that man's life? If she uses her head she can save him. She has it in her if she thinks about it."

"She is as smart as they come so I know she'll think of it. All right, we'll just let it happen then."

"We should ask someone what's on the other side of the lake though. Whatever that was is beautiful but we need to know why your vision fixated on it for a time."

Jake nodded and leaned forward and kissed Laurel.

"Let's ask Imea (eye-mee-ah). She seems to really like you so she'll likely be honest about what's over there."

Imea was the woman that had been working with Korica and was now working closely with Laurel and Jake. She was very sweet and seemed to love children by the way she was handing sliced pieces fruit to them anytime they stepped up to her as she worked and Laurel sensed that she was intrigued with Korica and as usual Korica had stolen her heart as she did with anyone that got to know her. Laurel was pretty sure that she was close to eighty years old even though she looked to be in her fourties. Laurel and Jake walked back over to the preparation area and Laurel stepped up to Imea.

"Is there anything we can help with Imea?" Laurel asked in Indel.

"Yes. Take that seasoning spike and poke holes in the sides of the meat that are on the cooking spikes." Imea said pointing to a set of narrow wooden handled metal spikes that resembled ice picks. "We will stuff herbs into the holes to season the meat as it is cooked."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake stepped over to the seasoning spikes and they each picked one up and they looked at them for a moment and then Laurel looked at Jake and he sensed Laurel's wonder at how they worked the metal into such perfectly round spikes. They were obviously looking at steel spikes or something very similar but these did not seem to rust as steel would. Laurel and Jake stepped over to the meat lying on the prep table and began poking holes in the meat and Laurel looked at Imea as she worked.

"Imea, what is on the other side of the lake toward the mountains?"

Imea stopped what she was doing and looked at Laurel for a moment and then went back to what she was doing.

"How do you know there is anything on that side of the lake?"

"Jake and I have seen a beautiful building with a blue and gold domed roof and a set of red stained double doors made of wood at the front of the building."

"You have been to the other side of the lake?"

"No. We have a way of seeing distant places in our minds without being there."

"Otclon."

"What?"

"We call that otclon. It is the sight of the minds eye. You have the ability to otclon?"

"If that is what you call it then yes. We call it remote viewing."

"The place you described is the heart of learning. The knowledge left to us by the Etnalor is studied and transcribed there so all can come and study the advanced knowledge left to us."

"The Etnalor? Where did these Etnalor come from and where are they now?"

"We do not know. They left our lands many generations ago. They left us instructions and knowledge in a strange language that some of us learned to read a hundred generations ago. We have been writing down their lessons ever since. Much of it we do not understand but there is a small group of us that live in the heart of learning and spend all their time trying to understand the vast knowledge left to us in the cave of knowledge."

"Is that where you learned to work with metal? Like making this seasoning spike?" Laurel asked holding her spike up for a moment.

"Yes. There are what we call smithers, as the scrolls said the Etnalor called them that know how to heat special rocks and dirt into hard metal as you called it. Have you always had the otclon?"

"No. We were born with it in us but it did not wake up until Jake and I reached the age of young adults and I became¦verton to him. That woke it up and it has grown stronger ever since. Since Jake and I joined physically our otclon has grown very strong though it is stronger in Jake than I. He can see farther and clearer as he looks across time and distances."

Imea now stopped what she was doing and faced Laurel.

"You can see future events?"

Laurel stopped poking holes and looked at Imea.

"Yes. You know what that means?"

"We have learned from the scrolls what the properties of time are. I know what it means to look into future events. That is a very rare and special talent. There are those that stay at the heart of learning that claim to have that ability but you are the first I have met in person that claims to be able to see across time."

"You have never been to the heart of learning?"

"Once when I was a very young woman. It is a long and hard journey best left to the young and strong. Why have you not told Iridon of your abilities?"

"I did not think it was that important at the time. May I ask something personal?"

"Yes."

"Are all of the tribe here in Heret able to¦feel what others are feeling?"

"Yes. It grows in strength as one begins to show the signs of becoming an adult but even the children can feel what is in the heart of others."

"Korica was born with the same ability active from birth. She is now¦talented like Jake and I and I think she will grow to be even stronger than us when she gets a little older."

"She is not from Heindon."

Laurel was stunned that Imea was reading Laurel's feelings so accurately and she was stunned that Imea said that as a statement, not as a question.

"She is not. Will you keep that quiet until later? I promise that we will tell Iridon everything later."

"I will keep it to myself for now. Is she an Etnalor?"

"No. She is Draximan. We do not know what an Etnalor is. You do not think any less of Korica do you?"

"No. She is a beautiful, sweet girl. Nothing can change that fact. I like her no matter where she is from. I still want to see her and Tamaric joined. They have very deep feelings for the other and that should be rejoiced and celebrated. Tamaric is from Heindon then?"

"He is from our village and all of us except Korica are from the land called Earth. We were honest about that."

"Tell Iridon of these things after the fire discs rise and I will keep quiet so Korica and Tamaric can enjoy the ceremony in peace."

"We planned to tell Iridon everything, we just wanted to get to know the Hemet tribe better before we did that."

"You came searching for something. What is it you want from us?"

"We are looking for someone called Iriqua. Jake and I need his help with terrors of the mind. We were told he could be found among the Olmot and nothing more. We do not know what he looks like or what tribe he is from."

Imea opened her mouth in surprise and then she became very solemn.

"You will need to discuss this with Iridon."

"You know who he is then?"

"When all is revealed to our leader that will be discussed, not before."

"That is fair. Honesty will earn honesty."

"We should not be discussing these things in the open where all can hear. Come, I will show you how to season the meat you have prepared."

Imea led Laurel and Jake over to the table with a myriad of small clay bowls with herbs and powders lying about that have been ground from plants and minerals over the process of the day by the women. She then showed them which herbs to poke down into the holes they had made in the flanks of the meat.

When Korica, Tamaric and Melissa arrived at the shore of the lake, Melissa was stunned at how beautiful the lake was. She thought it was like something that would be seen in painting. The children filtered around them and waded right out into the cool water and the Olmot man that had joined them to stand watch took up a position by the nets that were lying on the shore some thirty feet from the waters edge. He faced them and nodded once to let them know he was watching for them. Korica raised a hand toward him and then began to unlace her chest cover and Tamaric grinned as he watched her. When she pulled her chest cover away he sighed. Her breasts were so perky and perfectly round with soft looking nipples and her dark even tan looked so good on her. Melissa then began to unlace her chest cover so Tamaric looked away and reached down and unfastened his loincloth and pulled it away and dropped it on the ground. He waited for Korica to get her loincloth unfastened and she slid the other side down her left leg and then he took her hand and the two of them headed out into the water and Melissa joined them when she got her loincloth unfastened and dropped next to Korica's.

Melissa took a deep breath as she stepped into the cold water and Korica giggled and looked back at her.

"I should have warned you the water is very cold at first."

"It feels great, it just surprised me."

Korica and Tamaric waded out into the water up to the their necks and Korica hung on Tamaric as he swam out even further scaring her a little. He sensed how frightened she was and he kissed her wet cheek.

"Relax a little Korica. You know the strokes; you just have to have confidence in your ability to swim. Float on your back if you feel like you are going to sink. You have learned how to float really well."

Korica smiled at him and nodded and she loosened her grip on him and he slowly moved back from her until he was just holding her hands and then he let go and she began to tread water. She was a little clumsy at it and bobbed quite a bit but she was able to hold herself up for a time and then when she got tire she rolled onto her back and floated while Tamaric swam around her staying close enough so he could grab her if she got into trouble. Tamaric watched Melissa swimming by and way out into the lake. She swam very gracefully and very strongly. Melissa then stopped and waved at Tamaric and he smiled waved at her and then she turned feet up and dove beneath the surface. Tamaric waited to see where she came up and after a few seconds he spun around wondering where she went. He swam up next to Korica and put his hands under her behind and gently stoked her cheeks and Korica smiled and turned upright just as Melissa popped up right next to them. She swept her hair back and smiled at the couple.

"I had read that you did not know how to swim Korica?"

"Tamaric taught me how to swim and how to float on my back if I get in trouble."

"That is wonderful. You are a good man for doing that Tamaric. It is a requirement for officer status that candidates know how to swim. We overlooked it in Korica's case since the Future does not have a pool."

"She loves being in the water but never learned how to swim."

"He is a good teacher. I think he just likes holding onto me while I struggle but I have learned how to keep my head above water just the same."

"Korica!" Tamaric exclaimed with an embarrassed grin.

"Are you saying you do not like holding onto me?"

"No, but you do not need to put it like that. It is embarrassing."

"I am just your friend Melissa right now Tamaric. I know you two are nuts about each other and I would expect no less."

"Thank you Melissa. I am not used to being so free to¦fraternize with Korica openly."

"We are not on the ship and she is not in uniform."

"We are not in anything?" Korica said with a big smile.

"It is invigorating and exhilarating to be so free. I have not skinny dipped since I was even younger than you two."

"You want to practice your kicking?" Tamaric asked.

Korica nodded and Tamaric took hold of her hands and swam backwards while Korica kicked. He loved seeing her cheeks poking out of the water as she kicked. Her cheeks were perfectly round and smooth. She had flawless skin everywhere including over her behind. Korica smiled at him as she sensed what he was thinking and looking at. Tamaric could clearly hear how much Korica liked it and he smiled back at her. They swam in circles for a time until Korica got tired and then Melissa swam up to them as they stood close to the shore in water up to their waist.

"Would you like to learn another stroke?" Melissa asked of Korica.

"Sure."

"I can teach you the frog kick. Turn on your stomach and I will hold you up."

Korica knelt down in the water and put her legs out and Melissa put her hands under Korica's stomach to hold her up.

"Tamaric, you show her what to do with her legs."

Tamaric nodded and moved to Korica's feet and he took hold of her feet and pushed them together and pushed them up toward her bottom so her knees pointed toward her stomach in a squatting plike position. He then pulled her feet apart and pulled them out straight and brought her legs together and then he repeated it several more times. He loved the view it gave him of her lips but he made an effort not to react with Melissa watching him but Korica clearly sensed how much it excited him and how pretty he thought she was.

"That is the kicking motion you need to use and now you need to put your hands together and push them straight out from your chin and then use your hands with your palms turned out to stroke to pull yourself ahead in the water. Give it a try."

Korica put her hands together and Melissa held her still as she moved her hands straight out as far as she could reach and then she stroked smoothly to the sides then pulled her hands back together and extended her hands again and made a pulling stroke as Melissa held her still. Tamaric noticed that they now had an audience as the children watched them teaching Korica.

"That is very good Korica. Now we will put the strokes and kicks together."

Melissa nodded at Tamaric and he worked Korica's feet as before while she performed the arm strokes until he could feel that she understood the timing and then he let go of her feet and she continued to kick in the perfect pattern as she stroked with her arms. Melissa then slowly lowered her hands from Korica's stomach and she began to swim on her own. It was a little clumsy at first and Tamaric swam right next to her incase she got into trouble but she quickly got the hang of it and before long she was swimming very gracefully in long strokes and perfectly timed kicks. Korica looked at Tamaric and gave him an excited smile.

"You have it now!" Melissa said.

Korica turned and swam calmly toward Melissa and Melissa reached out and put her hands under her arms and lifted her up onto her feet.

"That a girl. You keep practicing that."

"Thank you for teaching me how to do that. Now I know three different styles¦and how to float on my back."

"That should be enough to keep you above water in any lake."

Several of the Olmot children waded over to them and asked if Melissa would teach them how to swim like that. Melissa looked at Tamaric and he in turn looked at Korica and she grinned at him and nodded. They then started working with the children one by one teaching them the proper kicking technique and then the proper stroking technique. Korica watched while Tamaric worked with Melissa to see if he reacted to the girls the same as he did to seeing Korica and she was relieved at what she sensed. Tamaric saw their privates but had no reaction at all. There was no excitement and he wasn't turned on in the least like he was when he looked at Korica's lips. They just weren't beautiful to him like she was, only interesting for the older girls, as he didn't know there would so much variety to how girls were shaped from one to the next. Before long the children were teaching each other and practicing while holding each other up until they all got it. They spent another hour swimming in graceful circles using their newly found swimming style.

They all then played a long game of tag with the eyes closed. It reminded Tamaric of Marco Polo. Once they dunked their head below the surface they could open their eyes even though the visibility was about six inches with all of the sediment they had stirred up. The person that was it would keep their eyes closed and the others would simply call out 'here' and the hunter would pursue the voices until they could touch someone and then that person was it. Melissa felt like a teenager playing with the children but she was having fun in the end. They played for hours and then Korica and Tamaric broke off and swam way out toward the middle of the lake and then Korica initiated some sensual rubbing and touching while they treaded water and then Tamaric pulled her close to him and held her up and they started kissing. Korica wrapped her legs around Tamaric and his erection ended up growing under her until it was poking right against her. Korica terminated the kiss and looked into Tamaric's gorgeous eyes as she pressed down on his head and wiggled around slightly and she opened her mouth in shock when he slipped between her lips and his head put stretching pressure on her opening. She knew if she pressed down on him just a little harder or if he pushed up slightly he would penetrate her. Tamaric sensed how much it scared her and how she was tensing up waiting for the pain of penetration so he put his hand under her left cheek and lifted her off him so he could move his cock away from her opening. He slid it toward him and then let her weight settle back against him. He was now pressing between her lips toward the front of her vulva.

"I won't hurt you like that."

"It's going to hurt no matter what you do. I just want to wait for tonight after the ceremony."

"Then why did you wiggle your weight on me like that?"

"Cause it felt good silly. I like your cock against me."

"I like how you feel on my cock too. Let's head back to the shore."

Korica nodded and gave him a peck and they swam side-by-side back toward the shore. As they drew nearer they saw a child launch into the air and hit the water with a splash then another was launched and flew ten feet and hit the water in a dive and then the boy surfaced a few feet away laughing wildly. Melissa was then inundated with requests to be launched into the air. She kept launching one after the next as Korica and Tamaric approached. As they got up next to Melissa, she surprised them by grabbing Korica and launching her into the air. Korica squealed with joy as she flew ten feet and hit the water with a splash. Melissa then chased down Tamaric and grabbed him up and launched him from his behind and he flew even higher and he too yelled out with joy as he flew. He hit the water on his side with a resounding splash and then surfaced with a big smile on his face. Tamaric held his hands out and headed toward Melissa as though he were going to grab her and she stood up straight and dipped her chin as she looked at him with a big grin on her face. Tamaric stopped and smiled.

"Maybe not. Get her Korica!"

"Use your abilities on her." Tamaric thought to Korica knowing she was listening to what he was thinking.

Korica looked at him with big eyes and she shook her head no. Melissa looked at Korica and then she looked at Tamaric when she realized they were communicating.

"No sneak attacks. I am trained in hand to hand."

"So are we." Tamaric said with a mischievous grin.

Two of the children then pushed Melissa over from behind before she knew what was happening and the children laughed and Melissa sat up and brushed her hair out of her eyes and she smiled and waved her finger at the laughing children. Melissa then chased the children down and scooped them up in her arms and she deliberately fell to her side while holding them both. She then let go of them and she grabbed another near by child and she put her hand on his rump and launched him into the air. He flew ten feet and splashed into the water. The boy then surfaced laughing and it went round and round with the children trying to sneak up on Melissa and she would grab them and launch them into the air. She lofted Korica and Tamaric several times very high into the air and they landed with a big splash while laughing and giggling joyfully. This went on until the suns started to get lower in the sky and Korica knew they were going to have to head back before long.

Korica stood up in the water up to her waist and she swept her hair back and she looked at Melissa. She was just about to ask her if they needed to head back when she heard a crunching in the brush about twenty feet from the waters edge and she saw the Olmot man standing watch on the shore looking in that direction. He pulled an arrow and laid it across the body of his bow with it hooked on the string at the ready. He slowly hunched down and walked sideways as the noise got louder. He glanced out in the water where everyone was frozen watching him and a huge animal with an enormous antler rack charged out of the brush and Korica yelled out and pointed toward the animal.

"Look out!" She shouted in Indel.

The man spun around and got down on one knee just as the animal dipped its head and sped up while making a deep snort. The Olmot released his arrow and just as Jake had foreseen the arrow struck the animal in the eye and sank deeply into its skull killing the animal instantly. The animal stumbled forward as it collapsed and the Olmot wasn't able to get to his feet quick enough to get out of the way and he was gored by the animals antlers and then the animal rolled forward and pushed the Olmot back and then the animals weight pressed him into the ground as it slid to a stop. The children cried out in horror and Melissa immediately started striding toward the pinned man. The Olmot tried to take a breath but there was to much weight pressing on his chest and he lifted his head and gripped a few points of the animal's antlers and then he convulsed a few times and passed out and went limp.

Korica and Tamaric followed right behind Melissa as quickly as they could and the children slowly followed them not quite sure if the animal was dead. Melissa reached the shore and ran over to the enormous animal and she looked at the blood coming from the points where the Olmot was being stabbed by several points from the antlers and she winced and then she ran around to the back end of the animal and she grabbed one of its legs and she tried to pull it off the man but it was way to heavy for her to move it. Korica and Tamaric arrived seconds later and they ran over to Melissa's side and they tried to help her pull the animal off of the Olmot but even with the three of them the animal was still to heavy to move it in the slightest. Melissa stood up and looked at the children heading toward them cautiously.

"Get over here and help us!" Melissa cried out.

The older children ran over to the end of the animal and some grabbed the other hind leg and two grabbed the animal's short tail and the rest of the children pushed from the animal's shoulder and they all heaved at the same time and they managed to move the animal back several inches rolling its head off the pinned man. It was just enough, they heard the Olmot gasp a breath of air in and then he coughed and grunted in pain. Melissa ran around the huge animal and squatted down next to the Olmot man. Korica and Tamaric then joined her and Korica swallowed hard at the sight of the blood flowing from his chest and stomach wounds.

"We need to stop the bleeding or he is not going to make it and we need to get the broken points out of his chest." Melissa said.

"He is already going into shock. His head hit the ground so hard I would bet he has a concussion." Korica said.

"What are these words you are saying?" One of the older girls asked looking at Korica.

Korica swallowed hard and she concentrated on her medical training to keep from being sick at the sight of all the blood.

"We have¦healing knowledge that your people do not know about." Korica replied. "Melissa, pull those broken points out of his chest and I will save him the only way we can."

Melissa grabbed the broken points sticking out of the man's chest and yanked them out with a sickening wet sucking sound. The points were at least six inches into his flesh and the last one was accompanied by a gush of fresh blood that was pulsing with the man's heartbeat.

"Oh crap! I nicked an artery." Melissa said in English.

Melissa slapped her hand over the blood soaked hole in the man's chest and she pressed down with both hands to slow the bleeding.

"You better do whatever you are going to do fast." Melissa said in Indel.

Korica nodded and then looked at Tamaric.

"If you were ever going to learn how your advanced abilities work now is the time."

Korica dipped her head slightly and reached out for Tamaric and it took her a moment to find his mind and she found the place where she could force her way into his mind knowing she didn't have time to gently work her way in. She connected with his mind and Tamaric closed his eyes tightly and shook his head once and then opened his eyes.

"Whoa¦what a rush."

"Put your hands on me and do exactly what I do. Concentrate on your love for me and let it grow to its maximum potential and then we are going to push at the same time as hard as we can. Your energy will flow through me and into this dying man."

"Are you crazy! I do not know how to do that!" Tamaric said in a mix of Indel and English.

"Just love me Tamaric! Love me as much as you can and push like you did in the guest hut. Push as hard as you can when you hear me tell you now and do not stop pushing until I tell you to stop or you pass out."

Tamaric took a quick breath and then he nodded. Korica looked back at the Olmot and she glanced over at Melissa. Melissa nodded at her and Korica looked down at the man and he was already starting to look a little pale so she knew she didn't have long until he bled out enough to cause heart failure. Korica slapped her hands together and rubbed her palms together and then she sat on her heels and Tamaric stood behind her and he put his hands on her shoulders and he closed his eyes and Korica placed her hands on the man's chest between the bleeding holes in his flesh. Korica then closed her eyes and she pushed past Tamaric's voice in her head and she concentrated on her feelings for him and she then concentrated on pulling him with her as she let the feeling grow even stronger. Tamaric could feel a tugging of sorts within him and then he had a sense of Korica's love for him and he was shocked how strong it was and how beautiful it felt and he could feel it swelling rapidly. It felt tender and sweet but there was a power and strength within it that was hard to comprehend. He then pushed past her feelings to his own feelings for Korica and he concentrated on the feelings and he let them grow as before and this time they swelled so fast that he had to take several rapid breaths as his pulse raced and his face felt hot. He had never felt so much emotion welling up within him in his life and it was still increasing in strength and potency.

Korica took a gasping breath as she tried to keep her abilities from getting away from her as they almost swelled faster than she could keep up with and Melissa furrowed her brow and thought about moving away as she felt a palpable static charge building in the air. Tamaric let his love for Korica grow and swell within him until he felt like he was going to burst and then he heard Korica off in the distance as his mind and heart were filled with his feelings and thoughts of her. Korica counted to three and then she seemed to yell out 'now' and she pushed as hard as she could and Tamaric felt the energy draining from him and running down his arms, out through his hands and into Korica's shoulders and he pushed from the back of his head as had before but he pushed as hard as he could and he felt a relieving flow of energy initiated and then he pushed in successive waves of energy as Korica pushed the energy into the fallen Olmot. The man flexed and grunted and Melissa felt a hot tingling in her hand that was covering his grave wound and she yanked her hands back and she could hardly believe what she was seeing. The flowing blood immediately stopped and the four-inch diameter hole in the man's upper chest began to shrink in size. The torn flesh within could be seen becoming smooth and regular and bright pink in color instead of dark red. All of the wounds then cleared up and stopped bleeding and began to get smaller and smaller as the crowd of stunned Olmot children watched in absolute amazement.

Korica kept pushing wave after wave of intense healing energy into the man and Tamaric pushed right along with her as he felt exactly when she was about to push again since their minds were so deeply connected that they were essentially thinking as one. He could feel the energy being drained from him when he wasn't pushing. It was the strangest thing he had ever felt; yet it was somehow exhilarating and felt good. He was a little scared that it could take so much energy from him that he could die but he just let it keep happening without resisting until his mind started to get foggy and he was having trouble holding onto the moment as waves of confusion washed over him. Korica could feel the burning in her shoulders as Tamaric's energy flowed into her and her hands were beginning to feel red-hot but she kept pushing as hard as she could while breathing heavy and rapidly until she too was having trouble holding the moment. She was feeling weak and dizzy but she knew she had to keep going as long as she could to make sure all of the injuries were healed completely.

Tamaric finally reached the limits of what he could manage and he felt himself slipping away and he stopped pushing in unison with Korica and then he passed out, his hands sliding down Korica's back as he collapsed. Korica distinctly felt Tamaric's hands dragging down her back and then she heard a thud as he hit the ground next to her. Korica managed a further three pushes and then she too could no long hold consciousness. She crumpled to the side and her hands dragged back across the man's bloody chest, revealing fresh healthy skin under the blood where grave wounds hand been before.

"Oh shit!" Melissa said as she sprang up and tried to catch first Tamaric and then Korica as they collapsed seconds from one another.

Tamaric hit the ground with a thud as Melissa missed grabbing him but she was quick enough to grab Korica around the torso as she was heading sideways right towards the dead animal's antlers. Melissa stepped over the Olmot man and she slowly pulled Korica the other way and laid her down gently and then she pulled her legs out straight and then she took hold of her hands and Melissa immediately let go of them. Her hands were so hot that they felt like they were going to burn her. She rubbed her hands together a few times and then she picked Korica's hands up by her wrists and she laid Korica's hands down to her sides and then she scooped up Tamaric and she moved him right next to Korica and she then pulled his legs out straight and she put his hands down to his sides.

The Olmot man took regular deep breaths and he looked fine other than being covered in his own blood and lying in a rather sizable pool of it. The children gathered around and squatted down right next to the man and stroked his arms and legs as they waited for him to come around. Melissa squatted down next to Korica and Tamaric and she wasn't exactly sure what to do to get them to come around or if she should do anything at all. She could see that they were both still breathing hard so she knew they were ok relatively speaking. She assumed they just overdid it and pushed themselves to hard. Melissa finally reached down and gently slapped Korica's cheek a few times and she winced and then batted her eyes a few times as she tried to get everything to come into clear focus. When her vision finally returned to her she rolled her head slightly and looked at Melissa and grinned slightly.

"Did we do it?" Korica asked very quietly in English.

Melissa winced and nodded.

"You did it. I think he is going to be fine when he comes around." Melissa said in Indel.

Korica nodded and put her wet hand up to her forehead and closed her eyes for a moment and then she pulled her hand away and opened her eyes and rolled her head and looked at Tamaric and her eyes got big and she opened her eyes wide and she rolled over quickly and then sat up and she crawled up over Tamaric and she got dizzy and collapsed right on top of him as her blood soaked hands slid across his chest and he let out a grunt and his eyes popped open and then he winced and looked at Korica and it took a moment for her to become clear in his vision and then he smiled at her and spoke softly.

"I appreciate the gesture but this is not the time for that." Tamaric had the presence of mind to say in Indel.

Korica pushed herself up and looked at him and grinned.

"You scared me. I thought I hurt you or something."

Tamaric slowly sat up and he put his hand up to his forehead and he winced at the headache pounding in his head.

"You did not hurt me love. Does it always end like this? With a bad headache?"

"Usually. It takes a lot out of us and our blood pressure skyrockets when we channel that much energy. Thank you for helping me."

"I did not know I had it in me. That was amazing to feel my love for you grow like that and then¦flow through me."

"Is Toko going to live?" One of the children asked softly.

Korica moved back and sat on her heels and looked at the warrior lying breathing steadily.

"Is that what he is called? Toko?"

"Yes. He is from the village of Ronok but he has been with us for many, many risings."

"He should be fine."

Korica tuned and leaned over him and she swallowed hard and then she swooshed some of the blood from his chest and she was stunned to see that there were no signs of the wounds that had almost killed him. The Olmot took a deep breath and Korica leaned back and he opened his eyes and looked straight ahead for moment and then he blinked a few times and then he sat up and the children erupted in cries of joy and two of them wrapped their arms around his torso and squeezed him tightly despite the mess all over him. He wrapped his arms around the boy and girl and he took a deep breath and then the children moved back and Korica realized they must be his offspring. The man looked at Korica for a moment and then he got to his feet and that's when he turned and looked at the dead animal and he hopped back in a quick step. He then looked down at the blood all over his chest and stomach and he put his hand on his chest for a moment, he then looked at his daughter.

"I¦was struck. I was being held down by the by the Kricou so I could not breath. How do I live?"

"Korica and Tamaric saved your life." His daughter said. "We pulled the Kricou off you and they used their minds to heal your wounds."

Toko spun around and looked at Melissa and then he looked at Korica and Tamaric and he stared at them for a few seconds and Korica was just too weak to read his feelings.

"You did this? You healed my wounds with your minds?"

"Yes." Korica said quietly.

"Do all of your people possess this ability?"

"Most do¦but not all know how to focus it like we can to heal the injured. I am still learning how to control it properly and I am teaching Tamaric how to use his abilities. This is the first time he has helped heal anyone."

"I do not know how to show my gratitude. I am not ready to see the other side."

"I would do this for anyone in need. I am pleased it worked."

"Iridon needs to hear of this. You have what the ancient scrolls say the Etlanor possessed. The healing touch."

"Who or what is the Etlanor?" Korica asked.

"They are the ancient bearers of knowledge. They left our lands long ago but they left all they knew in the cave of knowledge in the mountains." Toko said pointing at the mountains across the lake to the east.

Korica glanced over at the mountains and then she got to her feet and she helped Tamaric to his feet. They both shot a hand to their foreheads and they both felt weak in the knees in the heavy gravity. Korica pulled her hand away and mustered strength from deep within her as she stood up straight and locked her back so she stood tall and proud.

"We have nothing to do with these¦Etlanor. We are just like you, regular people that happen to know how to focus energy in a way that results in a healing of the body. Your people can probably do the same thing if they are taught how."

"You speak very different from the others. You have a knowing and wisdom that is far beyond your risings. Can you teach us how to use this healing touch?"

"Yes. My mom and dad¦Laurel and Jake can also teach you. They have the same healing touch within them."

Toko looked at Melissa and she nodded at him.

"We would be glad to share what we know. If your people have this ability within them we will teach you how to use it." Melissa said.

Toko's daughter then stepped up to Korica and she looked at her for a moment and then she stepped into her throwing her arms around her tightly. Korica was a little sickened by the squishy feeling of the blood on her from hugging her father but Korica understood the sentiment all to well.

"It was my pleasure to save your father."

The girl stepped back and looked at Korica with a furrowed brow.

"Father?"

"He shares your blood?"

"Yes."

"He is your father and the one who birthed you is your mother."

"Father¦mother¦I like it." She looked at her father. "May I call you father?"

"In honor of the ones who saved my life you may use their words and call me father."

Korica grinned and then looked down at the blood on her and she wrinkled her face in disgust.

"I think a quick dip in the lake is in order." Melissa said.

"Uh¦what about this thing?" Tamaric asked pointing at the Kricou.

"We will feast on Kricou for many risings." Toko said.

The whole group then headed down to the water and they waded out up to their necks and they washed the blood off themselves by ducking down in the water over their heads and then they waded out of the water and Toko walked over to the Kricou and he saw that his bow had been broken when the animal landed on it. Tamaric stepped over to his bow and he picked it up and looked at Melissa and she smiled and nodded. Tamaric walked over to Toko and he held up his bow.

"I would be honored if you would take my bow to replace yours. That animal could have killed the woman I love if you had not killed it so swiftly. By saving her she was able to save you so it is only fitting that I give you my bow to show my gratitude¦and respect."

Toko smiled and took the bow and he looked at it for a moment and then he balanced it on his hand and he hefted it up and down a few times.

"It has almost no weight. What wood is this made from?"

"It is made from carbon fiber with a titanium core. Those are elements that do not exist in this land. Give it a try." Tamaric said gesturing toward the lake.

Toko looked the bow over for a second then he looked around for his arrows that had been severed from his body when he was struck. He spotted one half buried in the dirt where he had been lying. He picked it up and hooked it on the string and then faced out into the lake and he drew the bow string back and aimed fairly high and then he released and the arrow left with a whistle as it flew out over the water and was lost from sight before they saw a small splash way out in the lake.

"By the creator! This has twice the power of my old bow and half the weight. I am honored Tamaric. I will prize this bow for the rest of my days."

"I can promise you that you will never break that bow and it will not warp in the humid air. You can leave it out in the rain and it will not hurt it."

"I would never treat it like that. This will help feed the village and keep me alive if another Kricou comes my way."

"May I ask you something?"

"Anything."

"Did you aim for the eye or was that an accident?" Tamaric asked pointing at the arrow still sticking out of the Kricou's eye socket.

"That is the only way to kill a Kricou charging at you with head down. I was aiming for the eye. An arrow will bounce off their head. They have very thick bone in their head that an arrow will never penetrate."

Tamaric nodded and he was even more impressed with Toko's skill as a hunter now that he knew that he was aiming for such a small target on a charging animal and he hit it dead on and he only aimed for a fraction of second before he took the shot. Tamaric was convinced they had saved a valuable member of the tribe and Toko's children didn't have to watch him actually die before their eyes.

Tamaric walked back over to Korica and she kissed his cheek and smiled at him.

"That was a very sweet gesture Tamaric. I would bet a good bow is one's most prized possession in a primitive culture like this."

"I figured it was fitting."

Tamaric reached down to pick up his loincloth and he got dizzy and stumbled forward a few steps and a few of the children ran over to him and helped Korica hold him steady until he recovered. Tamaric was finding that his advanced senses were just coming back to him and he sensed that he and Korica were seen in a new light. There was a great deal of awe and respect felt toward them.

"I am fine. I just got dizzy."

The children stepped back and watched him as he put his loincloth around his waist and fastened the waist strand.

"Why do you wear your lintas all the time?" One of the children asked. "It is hot and no one cares if your bodies are exposed."

"It is just how things are done in our village once one reaches a certain age." Tamaric said.

"But the color on your skin tells me that you do not normally wear anything."

"We do when we are in another village, not when in our village."

"If you choose, this can be your village. You could stay here."

"That is nice of you to say that but we will need to go back to Genesis eventually and tell our people of our time here. They need to know how beautiful you people are and that they should come visit you again sometime."

"More of your tribe will come?"

"Maybe."

Korica picked up her chest cover and Tamaric helped her lace it up and tie it as she held it in place even though he knew she could do it on her own. She enjoyed the close contact with him anyway so she welcomed his help. Korica then picked up her loincloth and she stepped into it and pulled it up her leg and then fastened the waist strand. She then stepped closer to Tamaric and adjusted his loincloth so it was hanging on him straight in the front and she gave him a quick smile and he smiled back at her. They then turned around and found Melissa was already done and waiting for them.

"You two are so cute." Melissa said quietly.

"What makes you say that?" Tamaric asked.

"Just the way you dress one another and look at each other with little smiles. It is cute."

Tamaric smiled at her and then he turned and picked up his arrow holster and he walked over to Toko and he handed it to him.

"You can use these until we can retrieve yours from under the Kricou."

Toko took the holster and looked closely at the arrow tips and he grinned.

"These should work excellent."

The whole group then started heading toward the village with Toko just behind Melissa and Korica and Tamaric with his new bow at the ready with an arrow lying across the body of the bow hooked on the string. It was much cooler now that the suns were getting lower in the sky making the walk very pleasant despite the huge number of insects flying around vexing everyone in the group. As they neared the village the insects thinned out and Korica wondered why the bugs didn't like the village. She assumed there must be something that the Olmot had in place that kept them away. Whatever it was she was glad for it.

As they made their way up into the village they could see a roaring fire was now blazing in the fire pit and the platform at the head of the fire pit had flowers strung all along the waist high rail making it look very pretty. There were white and yellow and blue flowers like nothing that any of them had ever seen before. Laurel and Jake stepped out from behind the platform and Korica could see the relief on their faces as they waited for the crowd to get closer and then Laurel stepped right up to Korica and pulled her into a tight hug.

"I am fine mom. I guess you sensed what happened?"

Laurel kissed the top of her head and then relaxed her grip on her.

"Jake used his premonition abilities to see what was going to happen so we saw it long before it actually happened."

"Toko here saved us all. That Kricou was mad and I think it was going to charge into the water and¦it could have been really bad."

Laurel looked at Toko and she smiled at him.

"Thank you for keeping everyone safe."

"I owe your Korica and her Tamaric my life. I am pleased the ceremony is in their honor. They deserve to be praised and honored. I must speak to Iridon of what happened."

Laurel nodded and Toko moved off and the children gathered around Korica and Tamaric.

"I see you have some new friends?" Jake said.

"Saving a person's life tends to do that."

"Did you teach Korica how to use the healing touch?" One of the children asked Laurel.

"We kind of taught each other. Mark there was dying from a viral infection and we learned how to use our healing touch together to save his life."

"What is a¦viral?"

"It is a bug so small that you can not see it with your eyes but it will make you sick enough to die if it is not killed. It is called a virus and to have the infection of a virus is called a viral infection."

"If you cannot see it how do you know it is there?"

"We have a device in our village that can make the very small look very big so you can see it."

"I do not understand."

"It is not important. We will teach your elders about such things so they can kill viruses before they make you sick."

Melissa put her hand on Laurel's shoulder and flicked her head to the side so Laurel followed her a few feet away and they stopped and faced each other.

"Laurel, your conversation just reminded me of what happened to the Native American populations when Europeans showed up. What is the likelihood that we could be introducing viruses to these people that they have no immunity to or vice versa?"

"I would say fifty-fifty for us and them. As you know the stasis chamber destroys one hundred percent of infectious viruses within us but we could have picked up new strains on the Future planet. As far as what is floating around here¦Jake and I have an immune system that will destroy anything we are exposed to that our bodies see as foreign and Korica has some natural immunities that we do not even possess. Her immune system is ten times more affective than that of a Human so if the rest of you start to get sick we know something is up. We have detranomes with us so we can isolate the viral strain so we can try and come up with an antiviral if we have to. That is the best we can hope for. As you know when we get back we will be scanned in detail before we are allowed to go beyond the hangar so that we do not carry something aboard."

"Somehow that is not very reassuring. We could wipe these people out if we are not absolutely sure."

"Melissa, that is the risk we take every single time we step onto a new world and interact with the native population. We were all chosen to board the Future because of our superior immune systems and perfect health our entire lives. We will have to check back with the Olmot in six months or so and see if they have fallen ill."

Melissa grinned a little and stared at Laurel and Laurel sensed excited resolve building in Melissa.

"Yeah¦we will have to come back and check on them." Melissa said slowly as if she were digesting the words as she spoke them.

Laurel grinned. "You really like it here."

"I love these people and their simple way of life. It is a little hot for my taste but I could make myself suffer through a revisit in six months or so."

"Maybe now you understand why we made so many stops for Korica in her galaxy?"

"I think I get it. I have enjoyed getting to know these people."

"What is a galaxy?" Laurel heard from a small voice behind her.

She turned to see a little girl that looked no more than seven or eight years old.

"That is¦a collection of many villages scattered all over."

"I only know of seven villages. There are more than seven?"

"There are more than you could possibly count but they are very, very far away."

"Have you seen them all?"

"No. I am very young and it would take many life times to see them all."

"You do not look so young to me."

Laurel smiled and stroked the little girls cheek. Laurel had to remember that she looked like a young adult despite feeling like she was only 14 deep down inside. Melissa chuckled and patted Laurel's shoulder.

"When you are my age that will cut to the core."

"I did not mean to hurt feelings." The little girl said.

"You did not hurt my feelings and Melissa was just teasing. She is not all that old."

"I am more than twice your age Laurel."

"That is not saying all that much Melissa¦" Laurel said with a smile. "I am not even a legal adult yet."

"You are sweet. Come, let us help get the meat hung over the fire so it can begin to cook."

Laurel and Melissa stepped over to the preparation area to help the women with the final touches to prepare the meat to be hung over the fire and slowly turned so it would cook on all sides and Korica and Tamaric where inundated by the children that ushered them toward the back of the gathering area where the other children were playing and Jake followed the girls to see what he could do to help. As Korica and Tamaric were playing with the children they saw a group of men pushing a cart heading down the main road toward the lake to clean and retrieve the Kricou. Korica was relieved that they didn't have to participate in that part of the tribal activities. She had seen enough blood to last her a very long time.

As Korica and Tamaric played with the children, pushing some on the swing hanging from the roof beams and kicking the ball around with still others, Iridon walked over to them with his entourage following him. Korica and Tamaric stopped what they were doing and stepped next to one another and faced him.

"I have been told that you saved one of our people with the healing touch."

"Yes." Korica said timidly.

"A life debt is taken very seriously among the Heret tribe. The manner in which you saved Toko's life means you are a part of the village forever. Why did you not tell us that you had this power within you?"

"We did not want to be feared or looked upon any differently than any other visitor. There are some that fear what they do not understand. We are friends and come in peace and to boast of one's abilities is¦dishonorable and shameful."

Iridon just stared at Korica and Tamaric for a few moments and Korica tried to read his feelings and she was a little surprised at what she was sensing. He had a tremendous amount of respect for all of the crew but he was thinking that Korica had a wisdom that just didn't fit her young age. He was thinking that the tales of ancestors reinhabiting the body of someone new must have some merit after all.

"I assure you Iridon, I am not one of your ancestors come back to help you. I am just a girl that knows how to focus her abilities in a way that results in a healing touch."

"You hear what I think?"

"No. I can feel what you are feeling so clearly that it tells me what you are thinking. I cannot hear your words as you think. I know you can do the same thing and you are listening to what I am feeling right now. Please believe me, I am not an Etlanor or an ancestor. None of us are."

"I feel the honesty of your words. Why do I sense so much¦knowledge in you? You are more than just a girl from a far away land. Somehow you are much more than what is seen by the eye."

Korica didn't exactly know how to respond so she just grinned and slowly shrugged her shoulders.

"I sense in you¦your Tamaric here and¦Laurel and Jake. Why do I sense others in you?"

"We have a very special bond between all of us. We hear what the others think and we feel what the others feel as if it were our feelings. I do not know if that makes any sense to you?"

"You share mind and body?"

"We can¦and sometimes do, yes."

"To touch them is to touch you then?"

"No, only when we share the deepest of mental connections. It takes a great deal of¦effort of the mind to connect to another person like that."

"Is this knowledge of the sharing of minds how you healed Toko?"

"It is how Tamaric and I worked together to heal him."

"Is this something you could teach us?"

"I believe so. I sense a great deal of power within all of you. If I can teach just one of you how to focus your mind like we do then you can pass it on to the rest of the village."

"You would do this for us without asking anything in return?"

"I would. We would. Laurel and Jake have the same abilities as I. Tamaric also has these abilities but his have just woken within him. He does not know how to focus his energy as clearly as the rest of us. He is learning very quickly though because he is in my mind constantly and I his. He will soon know what I know."

"If you will do this for us there is nothing we will not do for you."

"I will teach you what I can. You have my word."

"Do you need to ask Melissa, your leader?"

"She will agree with my promise, but I will discuss it with her before we do anything."

"That is wise. I would want to know before any of my people passed on such¦powerful teachings."

"I believe you and your people are kind and wise and will use what you learn with wisdom."

Iridon bowed slightly and grinned at Korica. A couple of the women then stepped up from behind Korica and Tamaric and they placed a wreath of fragile little yellow flowers on Korica's head and they adjusted it so it would not fall off and then they placed a long wreath of white flowers around Tamaric's neck and it hung from the back of his neck down to the middle of his chest. There was a vine intertwined in the wreath they hung around Tamaric's neck making it much more strong than the fragile looking wreath on Korica's head. Korica touched the wreath on her head gently and Tamaric reached up and took hold of her hands and he smiled at her.

"You look so beautiful Korica. Please leave it on?"

Korica smiled brightly and nodded.

"You look very handsome Tamaric. I am so glad to have you as my mate."

"Come¦" Iridon said. "We will sing and dance in your honor."

"We do not have to sit on that platform do we?" Korica asked with a smile still beaming on her face.

"No, that is where you will stand when you announce your promises to the other in front of the entire village so all can bare witness. I will then bind you together and present you as our newest life couple. None will approach you with advances after that."

Tamaric shot a look at Iridon.

"You mean a girl may ask me for a child before that?"

"It has happened before but it is a rare thing. You would not be seen as less of a man if you said no to such a thing."

"I share my seed with Korica and no one else¦ever!"

"That is your right of choice."

Tamaric looked at Korica and he sent a gentle push to her.

"I hope you know I would never accept an advance like that?"

Korica nodded without thinking a reply. She knew Tamaric was committed to her completely and she felt no fear of such things. Iridon and the women around him escorted Korica and Tamaric over to a pair of half log seats that were sitting about fifteen feet away from the fire next to the platform where they would be standing during the actual ceremony. Korica and Tamaric sat down and scooted right next to one another and Korica slid her arm under Tamaric's and she hugged his arm as they sat.

"Are you thirsty? Would you like something to eat before the meal is done cooking?" One of the women asked.

Korica nodded and Imea poured them both an earthen cup full of water and then she carried it over to them and then she walked over to the preparation area and as the meat was carried over to the fire pit she picked up a clay plate and began loading samples of some of the fresh vegetables and some fruit and then she carried it back over to the couple and handed it to Tamaric. He set his cup down and held the plate for Korica and let her sample the delicious and fresh looking selections. The burning logs were pulled down out of the piles they had been stacked in and the whole village seemed to come out of nowhere as the meats were placed over the fire. Round handles were then loaded onto the ends of spikes the meat were hanging on and some of the women began slowly spinning the meat and the whole village then seemed to erupt into spontaneous singing. They formed a huge circle around the many half log seats and they began singing in a harmony that was absolutely beautiful.

They sang of the ancestors from on high watching and guiding the souls of the deserving and of the joy of living healthy and prosperous lives serving the creator in harmony with all that was provided to them by the forests and the lakes and rivers while maintaining a balance of not taking more than what was needed to survive. The singing went on for quite some time and then a few of the villagers produced what on Earth would be called a pan flute and what looked and sounded like a didgeridoo and music was played without singing and the people danced around the fire happily for a time. One of the older girls then approached Korica and Tamaric and she told them that she had created a song to celebrate their coupling. She said the song was based on an ancient song of the right of passing into adulthood. Korica and Tamaric thanked her and she then climbed up onto the platform prepared for the ceremony so all could see her. She sang with no music accompaniment and her voice was absolutely beautiful. Her song was hauntingly beautiful and it evoked emotion in just about everyone. The depth of the girl's tone on the low notes and the steadiness of her voice during the high notes captivated everyone. She sang for almost five minutes and then the crowd sat quiet for a moment when she finished as they were almost moved to tears and then Iridon stepped up to her.

"That was beautiful Omola."

"Hey, hey, hey." The crowd cried out in unison.

Omola looked at Iridon and bowed slightly and then she looked down at Korica and Tamaric.

"I hope you find all the happiness you deserve in each other. May you live long and have many healthy children together and never look away from the other's heart."

"Thank you Omola. You have a beautiful voice and the song was incredible." Tamaric said.

Omola then stepped down from the platform and the music started again in a mix that was so unusual but somehow appropriate for the instruments being used. The whole village started to dance around the fire pit again and Korica and Tamaric were playfully pulled up form their seats and they and all of the Future crew joined in the joyous dancing as the suns dipped below the Future casting a cool shadow over the village. The dancing involved taking two hopping steps to the left while facing right slightly, then two hopping steps to the left while facing left slightly and then two while facing forward all while holding hands with the person next to one until everyone had circled the fire pit completely and then the dance was reversed and everyone moved to the right with the same hopping steps until they had circled the fire pit completely. There was laughing by the women and chanting by the men that the crew joined in on. It burned a lot of energy but was fun for all and established camaraderie among them all. It took close to three hours for the meat to cook to where it was ready to be served.

The pots of vegetables that had been simmering all day were carried over by the fire pit and everyone was handed a plate and they passed by the meat they wanted and one of the women carved away chunks of meat with razor sharp metal blades that were broad and sharply curving. The crew was shocked at the sophisticated materials used in the knife blades. It looked something like stainless steel but it had a little duller finish. As the meat was laid on the plates everyone then walked over to the pots and the juice was drained away with a metal ladle, again surprising the crew, and fresh hot vegetables were placed on the plate with finely chopped pieces of lermon dispersed throughout. There was a large wooden pan that had wooden spoons and wooden handled forks with metal heads that had three tines to them and everyone picked up one of each and walked to their half log seats and sat down. Once everyone was served the women served themselves and sat down to eat themselves and the crew assumed this was how it was always done.

The meat was tender and tasted wonderful. The seasoning gave a deep rich flavor all throughout the meat and the birds that were prepared were juicy and full of rich tangy flavor. The crew was shocked at how tangy sweet the lermon made the vegetables taste. It was the perfect accent flavor for the diverse tastes within the vegetables themselves. As they ate their first serving and then had more as they desired, cutting further slices themselves, Imea waited until Korica and Tamaric had plates that were close to empty and then she walked to the eastern end of the fire pit where a flat pan with relatively high sides had been sitting half in the coals of the fire and she slid the pan back and then she stood up and waved Korica and Tamaric over. They stood up and carried their plates with them and walked to the end of the fire pit and Imea took each of their plates and scooped out a helping of the avadar for each of them emptying the pan that it had been cooking in.

Korica and Tamaric smiled at Imea and she nodded at them.

"Enjoy the avadar. I think you will find the flavor sensation unlike anything you have ever tasted before."

Korica and Tamaric then walked around the other side of the fire pit and Korica looked at the dozen different meat selections still hanging over the glowing embers of the fire and she pointed at one that she had not tried yet, even though she had no idea what the meat would taste like. Tamaric handed her his plate and he picked up the curving blade lying on a rock right next to the fire pit and he carved off a slice for her and laid it on her plate and then he handed her plate back to her and then they walked down to one of the large birds that still had some meat left on it and Tamaric sliced off some meat and laid it on his plate and then he set the blade down and the two walked back around to their seats and sat down. The both scooped up a mouthful of the avadar that was a bright pink color despite the yellow color of the hava. They looked at each other and grinned and then slid the mouthful in their mouths at the same time. They were both stunned how the avadar tingled on the tongue with a mix of bitter then sweet then salty followed by a tangy flavor that was almost electric feeling it made the taste buds come to life so richly. There was an after tingle in the mouth that was incredible. It was as though the mouth couldn't decide what flavor sensation to fixate on.

"That is incredible!" Tamaric said after he swallowed his mouthful.

"What makes it tingle like that?" Korica asked after she swallowed her mouthful.

"Something makes it effervesce when it comes in contact with saliva and that releases even more flavors as it does."

"See¦you are so smart Tamaric."

Tamaric smiled at her and they continued their meal as they listened to the conversations going on around them. They heard Toko regaling his harrowing experience with a pissed off Kricou and they both chuckled at how he was playing it up. It was scary, and he did make one hell of shot to take it down but he was making it out like the animal was stocking them all day and he was tracking it the whole time. It was his daughter that praised Melissa for knowing exactly what to do when her father was pinned down and dying and Korica and Tamaric were haled as miracle workers for the way they worked together to take his injuries and wash them away like they had never happened. Those listening seemed to stop eating and stare at Korica and Tamaric as they listened to the tale. There was some whispering and then a look of awe. Tamaric and Korica looked at them and nodded and a smile was offered and then they went back to their meals. There were too many people around for Korica to narrow in on exactly what was being felt by the people listening to the tale but she could sense that there was still a general feeling of ease with their presence. They weren't being seen as dangerous or weird, just powerful and worthy of a great deal of reverent respect.

As the whole village continued to eat and talk Korica started to wonder what was going to happen when it really got dark. No one was making an effort to light the torches that were standing around the village by almost every structure. As she sat enjoying Tamaric's close contact and warm presence echoing within her she looked off to the east and she noticed that a large full moon was starting to crest the Future. It was very bright even though the sky was still twilight blue. She understood why there was no sense of urgency to light the torches. The full moon would provide a great deal of light once it was higher in the sky. Korica and Tamaric cleared their plates and then polished off their water and then set their plates down and they sat staring into each other's eyes while smiling at one another. They were both feeling very close to the other and very much in love. The day had somehow drawn them very close together mentally. Tamaric could hear Korica wondering how she was going to do her job once they got back as crazy as she was about him now. He heard her saying to herself that she really didn't care in the end. It felt so good to be this deeply in love that she just didn't care about the consequences. She would deal with it as it came.

"There's no doubt in your mind that destiny brought us here huh?" Tamaric thought.

"I think the older Laurel knew that you and I would commit ourselves to each other here. It's destiny in that we did this once before in her universe. There was more than one reason to come to Heindon." Korica thought in return.

"Why do you think she didn't mention something about it?"

"To preserve the spontaneity of the moment for us. We don't know precisely what's going to happen, only that it's going to be beautiful and memorable."

"I promise to give you a night that you will never forget my beautiful Korica." Tamaric said aloud.

"I know. I love you so much Tamaric."

Tamaric leaned over and engaged her in a tender lip lock kiss and then they placed their foreheads together and they enjoyed the intense feelings they had for one another while feeling what was inside the other. Laurel and Jake were watching the two and they were truly happy for them. They seemed to be at such peace and so happy. Laurel could feel that Korica was not stressing over her responsibilities for once. She felt free to explore her deepening relationship and Laurel knew exactly what that was like. They also noticed that Marty was showing a great deal of interest in a young woman that was devoting her time to sitting close to him and engaging him in a lot of talk. Laurel could see the look in the woman's eyes was more than casual when she looked at Marty and Marty was enjoying her company greatly. Laurel leaned closer to Jake.

"You think those two will hook up?"

"Are we allowed to¦hook up with an alien species like that? What if he got her pregnant?"

"I sense that is what she wants if it goes that far."

"Is that a good idea? I mean are we even compatible?"

Laurel shrugged her shoulders.

"We never took the time to look into it. He could have fun finding out." Laurel said with a mischievous grin.

"Laurel! It could result in a deformed child¦or worse. You know better than anyone how it works between dissimilar species."

"I know. If it came down to it we have the capability of checking before they committed to anything."

Mark on the other hand was devoting his attention to Melissa. Laurel had already seen Mark intervene to subtly rebuff the attention of a man from Melissa and he was sticking very close to her. Laurel was more convinced than ever that there was something between the two of them no matter how hard it was to believe. Melissa had lightened up significantly since being on Heindon and Laurel could see what a man would see in her. She was beautiful and strong and very intelligent and she was in fact an excellent officer. She had a soft feminine side as well though she worked hard on the Future to shield that side of herself from everyone. She made it clear that she was unavailable or uninterested in a relationship of a personal nature nor did she particularly want to be friends with anyone, she was all business and duty.

As the evening darkness settled in on the village a second smaller moon crested the Future soon after the huge full moon was fully visible and there was the tip of a tiny third making an appearance as well though it was caught in the shadow of the second moon making it a grayed out looking moon as it began to rise. It was at this time that three of the men got to their feet and plucked a torch from the ground at the entrance to the nearest structure and one of them held the torch over the fire pit until it was lit. The three of them then set alight two more torches and then they walked down the road lighting the torches in front of all of the structures as they walked down the main road. The village was beginning to be cast in a warm golden glow as the torches were being lit one by one.

When they had all of the torches lit they made their way back to the fire pit and they said something to Iridon and then he nodded and he had a conversation with a few women sitting close to him and they got to their feet and walked over to the armory structure and pushed a wheeled cart out from the rear of it and pushed it over by the preparation area and they began loading some food onto it. Korica and Tamaric had no idea what they were doing but they assumed it was a normal part of everything going on. The women then worked together to pull all of the uneaten meat from the fire pit and they carried it over to the prep area and they began carving the meat from the bone. After a few minutes, two men appeared with bows and arrows and they followed the women with the cart down the main road to the west. Korica and Tamaric watched them until the single torch they were carrying faded from view.

"What do you suppose that was all about?" Korica asked quietly.

"I have no idea. They seemed focused on what they were doing as if they had a mission. Maybe there are some¦outsiders that are not welcome in the main village but they still see to their needs by bringing them food."

"That does not seem to be their way. They accept everyone¦like we would."

Tamaric just shrugged his shoulders and shook his head. He then smiled at Korica and gave her a peck and then he stood up and put his hand out to her. She stood up carefully and put her hand in his and they wrapped their arms around each other and stood holding each other warmly as everyone watched. It was close to half an hour later that the cart could be heard returning to the village pushed by the women with the men following. The cart was now empty and it was pushed over to the armory building and the men put their weapons away. They planted the torch they had been carrying in the ground and rejoined the group.

Iridon then said something to one of the women closest to him and she nodded and headed off and Iridon stood up and walked over to Korica and Tamaric. Korica kept a hold of Tamaric as Iridon approached.

"I can see you two are very happy in each other's arms. It does my heart good to see such care in your hearts for another. I wish you all the happiness you deserve for your actions today."

"We are happier than we have ever been Iridon. Thank you for devoting so much to us." Korica said.

"It is our honor. Come, I would like to begin the ceremony of joining." Iridon said gesturing toward the platform next to them.

Korica and Tamaric separated and walked around the platform and climbed the steps up to the main platform and Iridon followed right behind them. Iridon then faced everyone sitting quietly.

"We have gathered to celebrate the joining of Korica and Tamaric as our newest couple. They have shown us that they are true friends and have good hearts in saving Toko. Let none come between them, man, woman or child through deliberate act or accidental step."

Iridon signaled the woman he had a conversation with earlier and she approached with a beautiful wooden box that was stained a dark cherry red color. She handed the box to Iridon and then stepped away. Iridon looked at the box in his hands reverently and Korica sensed that whatever was in the box had significant sentimental meaning to Iridon. He looked at the couple and smiled warmly.

"We will witness your solemn promises to the other now."

"I do not know exactly what to say Iridon. We did not practice what to say." Korica said softly.

"It should not be a practiced promise Korica. Tell the man you intend to spend the rest of your life serving what is in your heart."

Korica nodded nervously and Iridon stepped down to the first step leaving Korica and Tamaric alone with the entire village looking at them. They glanced out at all of the eyes on them and Korica locked eyes with Laurel. Laurel gave her a big smile and Korica couldn't help but smile back warmly. Korica and Tamaric faced each other and clasped hands. Korica looked into Tamaric's bright sky blue eyes and she felt weak in the knees. He was the most handsome man should could imagine and she loved him so completely.

"I will start Tamaric. You have brought joy and fulfillment to my life in a way I only dreamed of. I will spend the rest of my days thanking you for your consideration of my feelings and the tender way you love me by serving you in the best way possible. I will give you healthy children to make you feel like a man and I will respect you and cherish you like no other possibly could. I give you all my heart Tamaric¦everything I am is yours. All that is mine is yours. You will never know loneliness so long as long as I draw breath. I promise never to share myself with another man like I will you. I will never forsake you and I will obey you and think of you first for the rest of my days. You are the hero of my heart. Thank you for saving me in so many ways."

Korica teared up a little and Tamaric grinned at her. He could feel the sincerity of what she was saying. She truly felt that she belonged to Tamaric in everyway possible and she felt that she was born to be his.

"You deserve all the happiness that I can possibly bring you Korica. I too give you all my heart and all that I am is yours. My life was boring and simple until I met you. You have brought excitement and adventure and unimaginable love into my life like I could never have imagined. For this I am truly grateful. I promise to love you with all my heart for as long as I live. I will give you children to fulfill you as a woman and I promise to cherish and respect you for the rest of my days as I enjoy raising your children with you at my side. I will show no other woman the love and attention you desire and deserve. I promise to make you happy the best way I can. You will know no loneliness and the pain of your past will never come to you again as long as I draw breath. I promise to protect you and cherish you for the rest of our lives. You are the most beautiful girl I have ever laid eyes on and I will remind you of it often so you can see yourself to be as beautiful as the rest of us see you to be. I am honored that you chose me as your mate Korica. I promise that I will make sure you never regret it."

A tear slipped over Korica's right lower eyelid and ran down her cheek and Tamaric reached up and brushed it away then took her hand again.

"Do not cry love, this is the beginning of something beautiful." Tamaric said softly.

"I am crying because your words have made me so happy that my heart is overflowing."

Iridon stepped back up onto the platform as the entire village got to their feet. The Future crew then followed suit and stood up. Iridon held up the box and he set it on one hand and unlatched the hook in the front and lifted it open. Korica gasped and covered her mouth as she saw the most beautiful gold wrist cuffs that were five inches wide and had exquisite carvings in the cuffs. There were scrolling geometric patterns that resembled the ones on their loincloths and the tops that the girls were wearing had as designed by the AI and Melissa. The cuffs had some areas where the scrolling design left voids through the cuffs so they looked lightweight but very heavy in solid gold.

"These cuffs of announced coupling have been in my family for hundreds of generations. My birther's birthers last wore them. When they fell and passed to the other side these were put away and have sat ever since. I present them to you now as a sign of my respect and as a small way of showing how grateful I am for your efforts to save one my tribe."

"Iridon, I could not possibly take something so precious from you and your people." Korica said softly.

"It would be an insult of the highest order for you to refuse my gift."

Korica looked into his eyes for a moment and she could feel that was not actually the way of things but he did want them to have them with all his heart.

"We are honored Iridon." Tamaric said.

Iridon reached into the box and lifted one of the cuffs out and he put it around Korica's let wrist and squeezed it closed and she could feel a catch popping as it locked closed. Iridon then lifted the other out and he closed the box and handed it off to the woman at the foot of the bottom step to the platform and then he put the cuff around Tamaric's right wrist and he squeezed it closed and the catch popped as it locked closed. Korica and Tamaric looked at the beautiful cuffs for a moment and then they looked at Iridon and he nodded once.

"They fit and look very proper on you."

Iridon then turned again and held his hand out to the woman and she handed him a long golden colored rope of very soft vine that had been dyed and brushed so it was very soft to the touch. He then looked back at Korica and Tamaric.

"Take the hand of your intended and prepare to be bound in the eyes of all." Iridon said.

Korica and Tamaric set their hands in the others and then Iridon wrapped one end around Tamaric's right wrist a few times and then he began to lace it over his hand heading toward Korica's.

"Let these cuffs serve as evidence that Korica and Tamaric are a couple in the eyes of the creator and as witnessed by the entire village they are bound to the other for all time as evidenced by their public promises to the other. As I bind your hands to the other so let your hearts be bound so strong that none will ever have the strength to come between you."

Iridon laced the soft golden vine over Korica's hand and down her wrist over the cuff and then he wrapped it over her upper wrist a few times. Iridon then put his hand on the back of both of their necks and he took a breath.

"Close your eyes and feel for the other as I bind your spirits."

Korica and Tamaric closed their eyes and concentrated on the love they felt for the other as they listened to the thoughts of the other echoing around I their minds. They felt a tingling at the back of their necks as Iridon closed his eyes and concentrated on what he was feeling from within both of them. As he sensed their intimate and deep love for one another he captured the feeling of the moment and he sent a jolt of energy into their bodies and Korica and Tamaric both saw a bright flash of light and for a split second they felt like they were the other. It was similar to the deep sharing to Korica but she was pretty sire Tamaric's spirit had just been imprinted on her and the same was done to him judging by his confusion and the feelings going through him.

Iridon opened his eyes and pulled his hands away from their necks and Korica and Tamaric opened their eyes and put their free hand on the back of their neck as they looked at Iridon.

"What did you just do Iridon?" Korica asked.

"You are now bound to the other at the deepest level. In time there will be nothing the other feels that you will not be aware of."

"We were already bound like that Iridon. We are capable of that kind of spiritual binding without help. I did not know you were going to do something to us like that."

"I did not know this. Is it not a welcomed bond to have such a thing done?"

"It is. I welcome Tamaric to be in my heart and mind no matter how it is accomplished."

"I feel the same way. It was a surprise but not an unwelcomed one."

"Wonderful. Face the village now."

Korica and Tamaric faced the crowd and Iridon held their bound hands up.

"I give you our newest couple, Korica and Tamaric. May their happiness and allegiance to each other last forever."

The entire village erupted in praise yelling out, 'hey, hey, hey'. Iridon then turned them facing each other.

"You may prove your coupling by embracing your mate."

Tamaric smiled brightly at Korica and the two moved closer and engaged in a tongue kiss in full view of everyone. They kissed while the crowd made calls and the children let out awes and giggled. They kissed for almost a full minute then terminated the kiss with a double peck and Korica gave Tamaric the most beautiful toothy smile. Iridon unlaced the vine from their arms and hands and he patted them on the backs.

"Welcome to the tribe Korica and Tamaric. You and your tribe will always be seen as members of the Hemet tribe. We have one last special treat for you. Go gather your things. You will be spending the dark time in a very special place where Korica can fulfill her verton to you in privacy. None will see or hear what you do until the fire discs rise. We will bring you first meal and then you may return to the village when you want."

"Is that where the cart of food was taken?" Korica asked.

"Yes. There will be food and water plenty to hold you until first meal is brought to you."

"We are honored by your generosity Iridon." Tamaric said.

They stepped down from the platform and many of the villagers came up to the new couple and admired their coupling cuffs since many had not seen them in the open in their life time or since they were very young children and they congratulated them on their commitment and the moving promises witnessed. Korica and Tamaric finally made their way over to the rest of the crew and they were hugged by them all and congratulated. Marty then took a moment to take Melissa by the arm and he pulled her aside.

"I need to talk to you about something Melissa."

"Let me guess¦your new friend is interested in something more than just good company?"

"You could say that. She has asked me if I would give her my seed. She wants to have a child and she wants me to be the man who gives her a first child. I told her that we would be leaving in a few risings but she said that did not matter to her. She likes me and she said my looks assure a healthy and beautiful child. Are we allowed to do that sort of thing?"

"We know that we have the same¦all the necessary parts are present. I do not know if we are compatible as a species though. Are you interested in giving her a baby?"

"I have not knocked boots since we left Earth¦actually it was over a year before we left. I would like the recreation with her¦" Marty looked at Inea (ih-nay-ah) and she smiled at him brightly and then looked away and whispered something to the young woman sitting next to her. "God knows Inea is beautiful. I think she is in her mid to late twenties¦she is woman enough to have a child from what I can tell."

"Are you her first?"

"I do not know. I do not think so but I am the first she has asked for a child from. She would like me to share her hut for the night." Marty looked back at Melissa.

"If you want to take this step¦have Laurel discretely run a detranome scan on her up close so we can determine if we are compatible. If so¦you have my blessing to procreate with her and I will take the flack from the captain when we get back if there is any to be dished out."

"Thank you mam."

"Do not call me that Marty. You are a grown man and you know this will¦tie you to this world forever. I am going to recommend a return visit in six months to determine if we have brought any diseases to these people unintentionally anyways so I will specifically request that you be included on the mission so you can check on her. I think these people are going to become important allies eventually so you may very well get the opportunity to come visit your child from time to time."

"I would really appreciate that."

The two of them walked back over to rest of the crowd. Laurel was doting on Korica so Marty decided to wait until they were done to talk to Laurel.

"I am so happy for you Korica. You look so pretty tonight."

"Thank you mom. I feel pretty and special. I have a husband now."

"Sort of. Do you want to make it official when we get back?"

"I do not know. I just want to enjoy the feeling for now. I feel like I belong to Tamaric and I am going to show him what he has earned from me by being so good to me."

"You just enjoy yourself honey. You have earned this kind of happiness. You are a good woman and I could not be more proud of you."

Korica leaned her face on Laurel's hand as Laurel stroked her cheek and smiled at her.

"Do you know what they have planned for us?" Tamaric asked.

"No. We were not part of the arrangements. You take good care of her tonight Tamaric¦I do not mean in the bed, I just mean look after her and keep her safe."

"I will. I promised her in front of the entire village that I would protect her. I intend to keep that promise."

"Good man. Go get your things and we will find out what they have in mind for you two."

Korica hugged Laurel one last time and then Tamaric gave her a hug as Korica hugged Jake. Jake then hugged Tamaric and Korica and Tamaric then headed off toward the guest hut and Marty stepped up to Laurel and he gently pulled her aside.

"I need your help with something Laurel."

"Sure. What can I help you with?"

"There is this girl¦Inea. She has asked me to spend the night in her hut if you know what I mean?"

"How can I possibly help you with that? You do know what to do with a woman?"

Marty twisted his face and tilted his head. He then grinned at her.

"I am not a virgin Laurel, far from it. I do not need help with that. She has asked me for my seed. She wants a child and I am who she wants to have it with¦or from. Melissa has approved of it as long as we can determine that we are compatible as a species. She wants you to discretely scan her up close with a detranome to see if we are. If not¦I did not exactly bring anything to stop a pregnancy from occurring. Do you know how to stop it without diminishing the experience?"

"The only way I can think of is to use my advanced abilities to¦sterilize you for a time. I am not completely sure how to do that though."

"You would not have to¦touch me or anything would you?"

"Yes, but not down there. I would have to have physical contact with your body somewhere for it to work."

"I hope we do not have to do that but would you if we are not compatible?"

"I will help you Marty. We look exactly the same¦but as we have seen with Korica just because we look the same does not mean we are at a fundamental level."

Laurel looked over at how far away Korica and Tamaric were and she had an idea.

"Go got Inea and make an excuse for why you need to go the guest hut. I will turn a detranome on and hide it near the fire pit in the entrance area. You just need to get her within a few feet of it and it will capture a DNA pattern from her."

"I can definitely find and excuse for us to go to the guest hut. I will collect my things so we can spend the night at her place."

"You will need to come find me before you do anything and I will let you know what I find out. I will even be able to tell you if she is fertile right now."

Marty nodded. "Thank you Laurel."

"You are welcome."

Laurel stepped over to Jake and gently tugged on his arm and the two of them headed for the guest hut. On the way Laurel shared what she was doing with Jake without speaking aloud. They arrived at the hut as Korica and Tamaric were coming out of their room with their packs on their shoulders. Korica instantly picked up on what Laurel and Jake were doing and she grinned.

"I think it is nice that you are going to such lengths for Marty. Is it a good idea to be spreading the Human gene within the population here though?"

"It is the same thing you are doing within the Human gene pool on the Future honey. The urge to reproduce is a primal urge that cannot be completely suppressed."

"I guess you are right. Do you want us to wait for you?"

"Please? This will only take a few seconds."

Korica nodded and Laurel headed into the room where her and Jake's pack were and she opened her pack then lifted out her PP-20 and then she opened her survival pack and she rummaged through it until she found the detranome within it and then she closed up her pack and set her PP-20 back on top of her survival pack and she closed the over pack and tied it closed then pushed it against the wall. She stood up and turned the detranome on and she set it to active scan and she unselected the Human comparator and then she walked out into the entrance way and she kneeled down by the fire pit. She moved a few stones from the stones ringing the pit and she set the detranome between two stones with the scanning element facing out and then she set a stone over it carefully. She then set one in front of it so it was completely out of sight. She then stood up and nodded.

"That should do it."

They then headed for the exit. They walked over to the gathering area where everyone was congregated and Laurel looked at Marty and she grinned and dipped her head subtly. Marty couldn't help but smile at her. He leaned over and whispered something in Inea's ear and she looked at him and nodded. The two of them then turned and departed toward the guest huts while holding hands. Korica and Tamaric set their packs down as torches were gathered and they waited for the group to show them where they were going.

Marty and Inea walked to the guest hut and they stepped into the room that was only lit by the flickering glow from the torch out front and the extremely bright moon light flooding in. Marty looked around to see if he could see anything out of place. At first he saw nothing as he stepped in and then his training kicked in and he noticed a few stones slightly out of place and one perched at the outer edge of the fire pit. Back on Earth it would have been a sign that something nasty had been planted for their arrival but he knew it meant a detranome was hidden.

He relaxed now that he knew where it was. He pulled Inea over in front of him and he lifted her hands up and gently stepped toward her making her take a step back toward the fire pit.

"Our leader has approved of me giving you my seed. Are you sure you want this from me?"

"I am sure Marty. You are handsome and strong. I want a child in my life to add life to our village. There is nothing more gratifying than the love of a child."

"Do your people know of kissing?"

"Yes."

"Then I would like to kiss you now as I learned in our village. Just follow my lead and touch your tongue to mine."

Inea smiled warmly and nodded. The two closed their eyes and moved together and engaged in a very long round of tongue kissing. Inea loved the new sensation and Marty enjoyed this beautiful girl's attention. She was very passionate once she got the hang of the new kissing style. They rubbed each other's backs for a time and then Marty moved his hand down under Inea's loincloth and he rubbed her plump cheek. She obviously liked it as she pressed her hips against Marty's and she gripped his back tightly. At one point when he was caressing her tongue with his he felt her curl her hand into a fist, gently pinching a fold of his back muscle through her fingers. He knew he was exciting her in a way she had never experienced before. When they terminated the kiss Inea kept her eyes closed for a moment and she licked her lips then curled her lips in and she lifted on the balls of her feet as she tried to get her pulse to slow. Marty grinned as he watched her collecting her mind. When she opened her eyes and looked at him she sank back down flat on her feet and she let out a delicate chuckle.

"That was¦I have never been kissed like that before. My blood ran fast and my whole body came alive with tickling skin."

"It was really nice for me too. Inea¦have you ever¦bed down with a man before?"

"Bed down?" Inea asked with a wrinkled brow as the two kept a tight hold on the other.

"Have you gone through the act of making a child before?"

"No. I have been touched and pleasured but not¦like that. I have been told it feels like nothing else."

"I am your first then?"

"Yes."

"It does feel wonderful. I am told it feels better for the girl than the man if done properly. I am¦skilled in pleasuring a woman though it has been quiet a while since I have. I will be gentle with you at first until you get used to how it feels. I will then take you to a place of pleasure that you have never been to before."

"You may do to me as you like. I just ask you not to hurt me. I have talked to some of the women in the village that said their first was¦rough and painful. Hips slamming together and vigorous motion that hurt from inside. They strained to enjoy any part of it...they were thankful it was over quickly."

"I do not treat women like that. I will make sure you enjoy every moment of it as much as possible and it will not be over quickly if you like it."

"Thank you Marty. You take the fear out of the experience¦and I am eager for the experience with you." Inea reached up under his loincloth and gripped him gently and slid her hand down to the root then slowly back to the tip. "You are well equipped for the experience. I look forward to feeling all of this inside me."

"Let me get my things and we can take them to your hut. After Korica and Tamaric are taken¦wherever your people have in mind, we will have our time together."

"I will wait for you here." Inea said as she let go of Marty's cock.

Marty gave her a peck then let go of her and he turned and headed for his room. When he pushed the door open and stepped in he heard Inea let out a subtle girlish squeak of excitement and he smiled. He knew he was going to have fun with this girl and she was raring to go. He had her all hot and bothered. He picked up his pack and his bow and arrows and he stepped out and Inea was moving around slightly in anticipation. He stepped over to her and planted another kiss on her.

"Just hold that excitement Inea."

"I will. I am hot and tingly all over from your kiss¦and how nice you feel."

Marty grinned and gestured at the doorway. Inea turned and stepped around the fire pit and she waited for Marty with a big grin on her face and as soon as he stepped out she wrapped her hands around his arm and walked next to him leaning on him slightly. They walked toward the east and across the road down a few huts and Inea pushed the door open to her hut and they stepped in. It was a very simple two-room hut with one partial wall in the middle that did not go all the way to the roof. On one side there was a hammock with a small table next to it. On the table were a few trinkets, shells constructed into a small holder for a flower and a few wood carved figurines of strange looking animals. Marty looked around briefly then set his pack down next to the small table by the hammock and he stepped out and looked around the wall and there was a small food preparation area and some shelves with simple clay plates and earthen bowls and cups. There was a seat fashioned from a split log and another fashioned from branches and woven thick reeds to make a reclined chair of sorts There was a table large enough for one or two people to eat from that was waist high in the middle of the room with a few vegetables scattered about and a bowl in the center of it with fresh brightly colored fruit in it. There was a window opening in the rear of the segmented food room and one on the side of the sleeping area and another in the left side of the entry area. The place was spotlessly clean despite the dry dusty conditions in the village, which impressed Marty. As he turned back toward the door there was a hide hanging on the wall on a stretcher and there was the beginnings of a hand-sewn design on the hide. It was incredibly detailed and exquisite work. Marty stared at it in the dim moonlight and flickering torchlight coming in from outside.

"Is that your work?"

"Yes. I am making a traveling linta for when I am asked to go on a journey. I may be asked to travel to one of the other villages to share what I have learned from my village here. If that happens I will likely not be coming back for a very long time. My birther taught me how to make that before she passed on to the other side."

"That is nice work Inea. It is very beautiful and should look very nice on you. I am sorry that your¦birther is no long around."

"She passed many risings ago. I have come to accept that I am on my own."

Marty wished more for this sweet girl that he was pretty sure was at least five years younger than him. She was sweet and kind and had a lot of life in her. She just didn't know any different than to be happy with the simple life she lived. Marty wondered for a moment what she would think if she got a look at the Future and her wonders. He then realized he was letting himself get to attached to her. They were just going to have a night of passion and then it was going to be over and he didn't want the heartache of getting attached and then having to break away from her. Marty put his hand out and Inea smiled brightly and put her hand in his and the two stepped out and Marty slung his arrow holster over his shoulder so the strap crossed his chest and he hung his bow over his shoulder. They walked around the cooking pit in front of Inea's hut and over to the gathering area.

Laurel saw their approach and Marty nodded subtly at her and Laurel broke away while Korica and Tamaric were still making their way through the crowds accepting congratulations and showing off the beautiful coupling cuffs on their wrists. Laurel made her way over to the guest hut quickly, almost at a jog. She stepped in and moved the rocks from the detranome and she stopped the active scan mode and she went through the collected data. She found the moment that Inea and Marty moved close enough for detailed data to be collected. She squatted down and looked over the scan data carefully. She was surprised to see the elevated bio readings in Marty and Inea at the moment when they engaged in intimate contact and then she grinned. She recognized the readings as elevated libido, they must have been making out. She then concentrated on the scan data surrounding Inea. Laurel found that she was very healthy and appeared to be twenty-four years of age if placed on a Human calendar based on her physical development. The indication was that she had ovulated in the last twenty hours so she was in fact fertile and would end up pregnant if a coupling were to take place. Her internal anatomy was identical to that of a Human so there was compatibility in that aspect and then Laurel closed in on her blood chemistry and genetic information. Her blood chemistry was so similar that is was indistinguishable from Human blood chemistry and then Laurel looked at her DNA closely and ran a genetic compatibility with Human DNA and it only took seconds to come back as positive. The Olmot DNA was so similar to Human DNA that it was compatible. A child would result form a coupling and would likely be healthy and normal. The Olmot had the same exact number of genes as well only further confirming the result. Laurel was relived, she wasn't completely sure if she could render Marty infertile on a temporary basis. She was afraid she would sterilize him permanently.

Laurel turned the detranome off and stood up and walked over to her room and stowed the detranome in her pack and then she stepped out and closed the door and quickly made her way out of the hut. She almost jogged over to the gathering area where she could see that many of the men were now carrying bows and arrows and it looked as if Korica and Tamaric were making their way back to Iridon by the platform. Laurel looked around for Marty and Inea and it took her a few seconds but she finally found them on the other side of the fire pit. She made her way through the crowd and tapped Marty's shoulder. He turned and looked at her and he was pleased by the smile on her face.

"Give me a second Inea." Marty said as he unhooked her hands from his arm.

"Give you what?"

"I will be right back. I need to have a word with Laurel."

Inea smiled at Laurel and nodded at Marty. The two of them stepped away and Laurel glanced at Inea then back to Marty.

"We are compatible. She is also fertile. You will get her pregnant if you¦do it. She has ovulated in the last twenty hours."

Marty sighed and then nodded.

"Thank you for looking into that for me."

"You had her pretty wound up too. Both of you had really high blood pressure for almost three minutes. I would say whatever you were doing¦she liked it."

"Yeah, I got that from the visual cues. Thanks Laurel."

"My pleasure. Have fun."

"She is¦a virgin. She told me as much. I think we are going to have a really good time."

"You salty dog you. Oh¦she is twenty four by Earth standard if that matters."

Marty smiled and looked at Inea and she sensed him looking at her while thinking about her and she turned and gave him a bashful smile then turned and looked away.

"That is nice to know. I thought she was a little older than that."

"That is based on a three hundred sixty five day year. I do not know how they count a person's age here. Is she too young for your taste?"

"No. She is a woman and I really like her. I do not care if I am eight years older than her, we can still have some fun giving her what she wants from me."

Laurel smiled and shook her head and then the two of them moved back over to the crowd and Inea put her hands back around Marty's arm.

"Is everything fine?"

"Yes. Everything is perfect Inea."

"Good."

Laurel walked around the fire pit and found Jake and she told him what the result was without speaking a word. Jake was relieved and happy for Marty. He could feel that Marty was looking forward to hooking up with Inea and it was mutual. Inea definitely liked what she saw in Marty. Iridon got the men together to lead the way and the whole village seemed to be going on the walk to who knows where to Korica and Tamaric. The whole group moved out from under the gathering area and Iridon led the way down the main road heading out of the village toward the west. There were many torches being carried even though the full moons were casting a very bright white glow on everything.

They headed down the cart path for a time and then broke off heading further west on a well-worn footpath. They walked toward the forest for a time and Korica could see with her higher than Human visual acuity that there was something shimmering very high up between two of the largest trees in front of them. As they got even closer she could tell it was a gentle flame within a structure some two hundred feet up in the top of the trees. Right where the foliage started growing at the tops of the strangely shaped trees was an entire house of sorts built right onto the trees. It was a fairly large structure and wrapped all the way around the two trees it was built between and around.

"Holy shit! Will you look at that!" Tamaric thought.

Korica squeezed his hand tightly and she looked at him.

"I can hear what you are thinking Tamaric." She said.

"Sorry love. I keep forgetting that you can hear everything I am thinking even though I am listening to your voice in my head."

"I forgive you."

They all walked up to the base of the trees and Korica and Tamaric strained to look straight up at the structure high above. They could just see the under boards of the structure from this vantage point. There were steps that stretched up the side of one of the trees that led up to a landing that then had steps leading up to the structure ten feet above. The steps were nothing more than halved small logs that were lashed to the side of the tree. There were eight long vines stretching from the landing below the main structure all the way down to the ground and Korica could make out a rather large log hanging high in the tree with a hole bored in it and there was a vine bridal strung through it and that bridal was then attached to one of the vines that led back down to the ground. There were also several different sized logs sitting on the ground with the same bridals running through them. Tamaric looked at the ones on the ground for a moment as he tried to figure out what the heck they could be for and then thanks to what Korica was thinking he figured it out. The logs were counter weights for pulling people and supplies up into the trees without having to climb the hundreds of steps while holding the step above.

"This is the ava acoo." Iridon said with a big smile.

"Tree house." Tamaric said.

"What?" Iridon asked.

"Where I come from this would be called a tree house."

"You have ava acoo in Genesis?"

"No, not exactly. Our buildings are as tall as that but they are not built around trees. They are made of stone."

"Really? You stack stones that high and they do not fall?"

"No. The¦stone like material that is covering the outside of your huts? We use something similar but we know a way of making it very hard yet flexible so we can build very high with it."

Iridon just looked at him for a moment as he read whether Tamaric was being honest and he was a little shocked to find that he was being completely honest.

"You are a remarkable young man Tamaric. You have an understanding of some very complex things."

Tamaric just shrugged and grinned at Iridon.

"This is a very special place reserved for couples experiencing the verton for the first time or for our new couples to have the privacy to explore each other where none will hear or see what is happening for as long as they like. This was built seventy generations ago and we have been maintaining it and repairing it as time goes by. It is very sturdy and provides a view of the land below that cannot be experienced anywhere else. You will find food and water already up there to sustain you until we bring first meal when the sky is bright again. Please step forward for a moment."

Tamaric let go of Korica's hand and stepped forward first and Iridon put his hands under Tamaric's armpits and lifted him up off his feet and he looked away as he felt how much Tamaric weighed with his pack on. Iridon then set him down gently and waved Korica over and she stepped up to him and he picked her up from under her armpits and he held her in the air with her feet dangling for a moment and then he gently set her down.

"I believe the log hanging will allow you to rise as it falls. You are about the right weight together."

Iridon stepped closer to the tree and he pulled one of the vines away with him as he stepped back over to Korica and Tamaric.

"Put your feet in these loops and hold onto these loops up higher and hold each other tightly. When you are ready pull that knot loose tied on that post in the side of the tree and let go of the vine. You will be lifted up to the lower level and you just need to step off and climb up to the main ava acoo. We will put a lighter log on the end of the vine so when you are ready to come down, just step into the loops and hold on. When you step off the lower level your weight will pull the log up as you come down. Before you step out of the loops when you touch the ground tie off the knot to keep the log up in the trees. If anyone comes and wants to gain your attention they will pull on that other vine and it will make some hollow logs bounce into one another producing a deep tone."

"Uh¦what if we have to¦relieve ourselves?" Korica asked very quietly.

"There is a place for that out the back of the ava acoo. You will see a seat with no bottom in it."

"What if a person is standing under the tree?"

Iridon let out a guttural laugh and then he patted her shoulder.

"Look down through the seat before you begin. If you see a person, do not sit down until they move."

Korica nodded and she knew she was blushing, her face felt hot again. Laurel and Jake stepped up to Korica and Tamaric and Laurel hugged Korica and rubbed her back. She then kissed the side of her head.

"You just enjoy each other's company and do not worry about a thing. We will take care of everything until you come down."

"Thank you mom."

"You deserve this baby. Have fun up there."

Laurel then stepped over to Tamaric and she hugged him warmly while Jake hugged Korica tightly. Laurel then held her hands on Tamaric's shoulders and she smiled at him.

"Thank you for making Korica so happy Tamaric. I just cannot tell you how much it means to know she has such a fine man looking after her and giving her everything she needs and wants."

"Thank you angel. I am the one blessed with her love and companionship. Thank you for accepting me into her life and your life."

Laurel stroked his cheek then stepped back as Jake hugged him.

"You are a good man Tamaric. You two belong together." Jake then stepped back. "I am glad to see your first time together turning out so special."

"Me too."

Korica and Tamaric stepped over closer to the trees and they poked their foot into the lower loop and they grabbed the upper loop with their hand and Korica looked up at how high they had to go and she took a deep breath and let it out rapidly and then she looked at Tamaric.

"You know why I do not like heights, hold onto me tightly please?"

Tamaric pulled her right against him and he smiled at her.

"I can do that."

Tamaric reached out and pulled the knot loose and then he slapped his arm around Korica tightly and they were yanked up into the air to the cheers and laughs of the villagers below. They rose rapidly as the counter weight dropped toward the ground. Korica held Tamaric so tight it was almost hurting his lower back as they rocketed skyward. The people below shrank to little dots quickly and their torches looked like fireflies in only seconds. As the counterweight passed them in a whoosh of wind and sound Korica squeaked and closed her eyes. They kept going up and up and when Korica opened her eyes for a moment she felt sickened by the height. She was looking straight out to the lake beyond the village from well above the tops of all of the huts of the village. She closed her eyes again and waited until she felt their rise come to a sudden stop as the log hit the ground with a barely audible thud.

"We're here beautiful. Open your eyes." Tamaric said.

Korica opened her eyes and she was dizzy at how high they were. They could hear a gentle breeze blowing through the canopy above the structure. Korica looked over at the landing and they swayed lightly and she was a little afraid until she realized they had emerged through a hole in the lower landing and it was all the way around them. She reached her free foot out and stepped onto the landing and Tamaric released her and gave her a little push and she stepped over and pulled her foot out of the loop and then Tamaric stepped out and she pulled him over as he pulled his foot out of the loop. They stood in awe as they took in the amazing view around them. They could see the forest stretching out for miles to the south, west and east. They could clearly see the lake off in the distance and the mountains to the east beyond the lake. They could almost see over the forest to the southeast where the ship was parked. The sky was now a dark twilight blue with the brightest stars shinning through the moonlight. Tamaric took Korica's hand and they climbed the steps up to the main level and they stood at a sturdy wooden door with a latch bolt in it. Tamaric lifted the latch bolt and slid it back and pulled the door open. There was an oil lamp sitting on a table in the middle of the large room. The table it was sitting on had two bowls of fresh fruit and on a counter along the back wall was a basin full of water and three large gourds, presumably full of drinking water. There were covered pots on the counter and one the lid was sitting crooked on it was so full of vegetables. They stepped in slowly and set their packs down and looked around. There was a wide window facing to the north in the direction of the village with wooden shutters that were closed most of the way but they were unlatched having the same type of lifting and sliding bolt as the front door. In the corner were two beds that were constructed from logs that were lashed together and the beds were set back into a recess in the wall as deep as half of the length of the beds and just wide enough for the beds and a small table between with several inches between the beds and the table and there were some soft looking hand made covers on the beds. Korica was sure it must have taken weeks if not longer to make the covers by hand. On the small table between the beds was a gourd with wild flowers sticking out of it, obviously left by the women of the village to give some pretty ambiance to the room. Korica and Tamaric had no idea why there were two beds but they guessed either two couples at a time would use the ava acoo or it got so warm that it was more comfortable to sleep on separate beds, something neither was going to have any part of. They intended to sleep right next to one another on one bed no matter how hot it was.

There was a door in the back southeastern corner of the room that Korica assumed led to the drop toilet out back. Next to the door was the dark black bark trunk of one of the trees the ava acoo was built around and in the front northern corner of the room was the other with the wall logs leading right up to them. The walls and floors were long split logs that had been polished splinter free and it looked as if there was some kind of black material in between each of the wall logs like pitch or something to make them water tight between. There was a small window opening over the beds with the shutter closed and over above the counter there was yet another long window that would allow one to see toward the east. It too had the shutter closed and the latching bolt was locked. Tamaric pulled his bow off his shoulder and he set it against the wall and then he pulled his arrow holster off and he set it with his bow. There were three seats made from logs and branches around the center table and Tamaric stepped up to one of them and he leaned on it and it felt very sturdy.

"These people are amazing craftsman with their hands. Can you believe this thing was built up here seventy generations ago with no power tools?"

"Pretty amazing isn't it?"

Korica walked over to the low and large window facing to the north and she pushed the shutters open and she stepped back for a second when she saw how high up they are and then she slowly stepped up to the knee high window ledge and she looked down and she could see the lights from the torches of the tribe heading back to the village. They looked tiny from up so high and she grinned. She got her nerve up and sat down on the edge of the window frame and looked out over the village to the lake beyond. The smallest moon was now clear of the shadow of the second moon so there were three extremely bright moons shinning on everything. Tamaric stepped over to the bed on the right and sat down to see how hard it was and he was surprised that it was very soft. There was a covering that was filled with downy bird feathers making for a soft bedding to lie on and the covers were very soft on the skin. He pulled his leg up on the bed with his other still on the floor and Korica looked over and smiled at him.

"I can see your¦cock Tamaric. You may as well be wearing nothing."

"Oh Korica¦" Tamaric sighed and tilted his head. "You are so beautiful in the moonlight like that. Your hair is practically glowing and your face looks so soft and so pretty."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric."

Tamaric stood up and reached down and unfastened his waist strand and he dropped his loincloth to the floor.

"Is that better love?"

Korica smiled and nodded.

"Gosh you're a good looking guy. I am so darn lucky." Korica looked out the window just as a gentle cool breeze blew through the trees and lifted her hair slightly and she took a deep breath and smelled the sweet fresh air carrying the smell of the trees on it. "This place is so romantic Tamaric." Korica said softly.

Korica looked back at Tamaric and she loved what she was sensing form him. She stood up and faced him and she reached down and unlaced her chest cover and then she pulled it away and tossed it onto the table and then she reached down and unfastened her waist strand and she slid her loincloth down her other leg and stepped out of it and she tossed it on the table on her chest cover. She then crossed her hands in front of her stomach and waited for the response from Tamaric. She sensed a confusing mix of thoughts and feelings within him in a flash and then she saw his cock beginning to lift slightly as it swelled in girth and she smiled.

"You are the most gorgeous girl I have ever seen Korica. I can't believe your mine."

"I am all yours Tamaric. Nothing will stop me from giving you everything you want this time."

"We need to connect minds first right?"

"Our minds are already connected Tamaric. Iridon saw to that not knowing our minds already were. I think our minds finally connected sometime just before we landed and we have remained that way ever since except for the times I quieted my mind."

"But I thought Laurel was talking about us connecting minds or something?"

"She was talking about the deep sharing of essences." Korica said as she walked over to Tamaric. "It's a very intimate and personal thing. You will feel all of my most personal feelings and you will sense things, the pain and anger and all of the things that I keep deep down inside. You will feel all of that and more. I won't hide anything form you. You will also¦experience what I went through at the hands of the Hodong. I know I haven't been willing to talk about it but when you find that place in me you'll feel everything I experienced. Please just¦don't look at me different once you know what was done to me¦and what I let them do to me."

Tamaric took her hands and walked her over to the bed and they sat down and he untied her shoes and then his and they slid them off their feet and then they both pulled a leg up on the bed.

"I love you Korica, I would never look at you different. Was it really that horrible what they did?"

"It was Tamaric and I let them do things to me without fighting back. If you struggled they beat you, if you fought back they killed you. I just didn't want to die so I¦let them do disgusting things to me."

"You poor baby. I'm not going to think any differently of you Korica. Knowing your life was the price for fighting back, I probably would've done the same thing."

"You're also going to feel how much I miss my mother and father. It's a pain I've never figured out how to get past." Korica sighed and looked down for a moment.

"I want to share your pain love. Maybe sharing it with someone will make it better for you somehow."

"That's what I thought. I shared it with Laurel and Jake and it did make me feel a little better for a time but all the pain and anguish is still there. I just push it down deep and try to ignore it most of the time."

"But we have to do this in order to become paired like you want right?"

Korica nodded solemnly.

"Don't forget that there are some things deep down inside me that I haven't ever shared with anyone either. I'm willing to let you see those things."

"And I appreciate you letting me in like that. That reminds me, with my abilities so much stronger than they were before¦you might actually see some things. I'm not completely sure how advanced our connection will be. I will tell you that you will know exactly what it feels like to be me one way or the other."

"You mean I might see your memories?"

"Sort of. Some memories have intense feelings associated with them so when you touch a particular feeling it could trigger the memory associated with that feeling. I just haven't done this since becoming so powerful so I wanted to warn you."

"Warn me? You're not capable of hurting me are you?"

"No. Well¦if I wanted to but I don't ever want to hurt you. If someone forced their way into my mind and tried to access the deepest part of me that I am going to let you into¦I could kill them. I know how to crush a person's brain with the power of my mind and by forcing their way into my mind I would have access to theirs."

Tamaric blinked a few times and then he looked down Korica's body and she sensed his blood pressure rising as he got turned on by what he was seeing. Tamaric looked up into her eyes and smiled at her as he heard her thinking that she knew exactly what he was looking at and what he wanted to do with her.

"So what do we need to do Korica?"

"We should get comfortable. It always worked best if we were lying on our sides facing each other with our foreheads touching."

"Ok."

Tamaric let go of her hands and he turned and climbed up on the bed on his hands and knees and he climbed to the side closest to the wall and he heard what Korica was thinking as she watched his rear end as he crawled over the bed making him smile. He loved knowing that she loved his body as much as he loved hers. Korica stood up and faced the bed and she climbed up on the bed and she turned on her side and scooted over closer to Tamaric and he in turn scooted closer to her. When they were so close they could feel the other's breath, Korica smiled and kissed Tamaric and then she looked into his eyes.

"Ok, just close your eyes and try and relax. You're going to feel me¦pressing into your center. You have to just let me in without resisting. As I sink deeper you will feel drawn into my center at the same time. Just let yourself drift toward the strongest presence that you can feel. I'll let you in without resistance. It will feel a little weird, like you are leaving your body behind as you drift deeper into me."

"It sounds like your describing me making love to you."

"It's intimate in the same sort of way but different, there isn't a sexual component to it¦least there wasn't with Laurel and Jake."

Tamaric smiled and then he relaxed and closed his eyes and they set their foreheads together and clasped hands at their chest. Korica initiated the deep sharing by pushing into Tamaric hard and he resisted for a second and then he relaxed and accepted the strange feeling. His mind became a blur of mixing colors or every conceivable color and then they spun around rapidly and he felt a tugging from his chest first and then his head. His whole body tingled and he relaxed and just let it happen and then he started to breathe faster as he felt Korica touching a very deep place within him. He suddenly felt a warm rush all over and he no longer sensed his body. He felt like he was drifting downward and he felt Korica's sweet presence all around him, wrapping around him like a warm blanket on a cold night. He suddenly had a sense of what it was like to be Korica. He was sensing every part of her all around him and he realized he was inside her mind and body. He had a sense of what it felt like to be her. She felt soft and vulnerable and tender but there was a fiery strength that was distinctly Korica's spark of life. He started to sense her deepest feelings as he drifted even deeper. He felt the pain and anguish of all of the loss in her life. He then felt like he was reaching out and he touched one of her deepest feelings and Korica took a deep rapid breath and she didn't fight the feeling as she drifted deep into Tamaric. She let him experience every part of her without reserve no matter how painful or embarrassing the feeling he explored.

Korica loved the masculine feeling from deep within Tamaric. She sensed the scared little boy within him but she also sensed the strong man he was growing into and she found his strength invigorating and irresistible. She took elements of his being and slowly let it melt into her being and Tamaric could sense that she was taking a part of his strength with her as she moved through him. Tamaric let her do as she wanted as he lavished the soft and tender feminine essence all around him. Korica sank to the deepest place she could find and she slowly reached out and embraced it with both arms. She experienced all that he knew in flashes including some faint images and then she found a place of great pain and when she touched it she saw a crystal clear image of Tamaric's mother. There were images that then flashed by, all the experiences that had the most meaning for Tamaric surrounding his time being raised by his mother. Korica realized that the times Tamaric's mother left for training and education Tamaric was in great pain until she returned. It tore him apart to feel like he had lost his mother and that he wasn't important enough for her to stay at home. Things he had never told her or anyone else for that matter. It had shaped who he was now. The pain defined him as a man.

Tamaric could feel Korica touching his source of greatest pain and he just let her. He then found her very essence and it gave him a mental image of a pink column of energy that was thin in the middle and wider at the top and bottom and he felt as though he wrapped his arms and legs around the energy and it encased him from all sides and Korica gasped as he touched her essence so deeply. Tamaric then touched the deepest pain he felt around him and he saw flashes of Korica's mother and father and then he saw a clear image peeking out of a crate as Korica's mother was being brutalized and he cringed inside and then he was horrified when he saw a large and very ugly Hodong climb off her mother and then pull his side arm and point blank shot her in the forehead and then the Hodong laughed. Tamaric was traumatized by what he saw and he considered pulling back somehow but he decided to stay and share Korica's pain. He reached out and touched another place of pain and he saw images of a Hodong carrying Korica by the neck as she gasped for breath. He slapped her behind down on a cold hard table and he pushed her back so would lie down and Tamaric sensed that Korica was crying and the Hodong drew his hand back as if to back hand her and Korica bit down on her lip and went silent. The Hodong then slid her up on the table and he pushed her legs apart. He pulled a fairly long slender rod out with a cable attached to it. The Hodong then looked at her and spoke in a slurred voice in Hiram.

"This will not hurt unless you struggle or do not do as you are told immediately. I can make it hurt more than you can possibly imagine if you do not do what I tell you."

Korica nodded and the Hodong moved the probe down between her legs and he pressed her labia aside and slowly inserted the probe into her. It was smaller than the diameter of a stylus in Tamaric's estimation so it shouldn't have hurt but Tamaric could feel it entering Korica's body and it was very cold at first and it pushed deep into her. The Hodong was watching a screen off to the side of the table and he kept telling Korica to tighten up over and over as he watched her internal vaginal muscles working. Korica was horrified by what was happening but she kept quiet and just did as she was told.

Tamaric couldn't stand to see anymore of Korica being abused so horrifically and especially at the age he was sensing from her at the time. He tried to move away and the memory faded away to his relief. He decided to stay away from her pain for now since it was more horrible than he imagine so he explored the sensual side of her for time to understand what made her so erotic with him and all he found was himself to his surprise. He had a flash of her lying on Laurel and Jake's bed on the Future and she was bringing herself to a strong peak and he sensed her thinking 'this feels so good, I want to feel more of this. I hope it lasts' and then he experienced her first orgasm from deep within her. It made him smile to himself. Korica sensed what Tamaric was exploring and so she looked for the sensual feelings with in him and she found his first self induced orgasm. She enjoyed watching him stroking himself not sure of why it felt so good as his head tingled with every squeezing stroke and then he achieved a full release with his eyes closed. He then shook his hand off and looked around and the memory faded away and Korica smiled to herself. Tamaric then began to withdraw from deep within Korica and he remembered what Laurel said so as he drew away from Korica's essence he reached out and grabbed hold of a piece of Korica and he pulled it close to his chest and held onto it tight as he drew away. Korica took a gasping breath and let out a small squeak as she felt him taking a part of her with him. She then turned to his center that she had a mental image of as being an electric blue color and she grabbed a hold of his essence and she pulled at it as she withdrew and she pulled it to her chest and held it tightly as she withdrew from his center. Tamaric took a deep breath and held his breath for a second as he felt a piece of him being pulled away with Korica.

They both drifted up out of the other and it took them a few seconds for their minds to return to them. Tamaric opened his eyes and he waited a few seconds for the mental fog to dissipate and then Korica opened her eyes and she blinked a few times as the mental fog cleared. They looked into the other's eyes for a moment and then they moved their foreheads apart and they looked down at their hands and they both had a clenched fist. They had taken a part of the other and it would remain deep within them forever.

"That was incredible Korica." Tamaric said softly. "There is so much more to you than I ever imagined. So much¦pain and horrible treatment. I am so sorry for the things that were done to you. I hope you will do this with me again sometime. You feel so good inside."

"I would love to do this again Tamaric. I know you so much better now. I love how strong you feel deep down inside." Korica then grinned. "I saw the first time you had an orgasm¦I felt it with you."

"I felt the same thing within you. It felt so good for you and you hoped it would last. You were a little confused that touching yourself like that felt so good though."

"I know¦I was there."

Tamaric smiled and then chuckled.

"Is that what you meant by you won't hide anything?"

"Yes. I could hide parts of me from you and you would have to force your way in but I'm not gunna hide anything from you. You can touch any part of me that you want."

Tamaric sighed.

"You're such a beautiful person deep down inside. No one else will ever get to see that part of you huh?"

"Mom and dad have but besides them only you will. There are parts of me that you've touched that even they haven't seen or felt. They don't know exactly what was done to me by the Hodong and I wouldn't let them touch that part of me. You have seen it now so you understand why it disgusts me."

"Yeah. I'm sorry that was done to you."

"Thank you Tamaric. There's more and if you really want to see it you can."

"I don't know if I can handle seeing you being abused like that. It hurts in here." Tamaric said slapping his chest lightly. "I'm sorry you had to see your mother being murdered like that too. No one should have to live with that kind of memory in their head."

Korica batted her eyes a few times and a tear slipped out of the corner of her eye and dripped onto the bed as another rolled over the bridge of her nose and then dripped onto the bed. Tamaric's heart just broke and he reached out and wrapped his arms around Korica and pulled her in close to him and he held her as she cried for her mother and how much she missed her mother and father both. She missed their kind voices and she missed their warm hugs. She still loved them so much and she wished with every fiber of her being that there was a away to get them back.

Meanwhile the rest of the crew made their way back toward the village and Laurel pulled Melissa aside as they walked and she spoke softly.

"I checked out the compatibility of the Olmot people with us and everything is good."

"Thank you for doing that Laurel."

"I also found out earlier that these people know who Iriqua is but they are not going to tell us anything until we come clean. They know we are holding something back. I told Imea that we would tell Iridon everything in the morning."

"I knew we had to tell them everything eventually. With as much generosity as they have shown us we owe them the truth anyways."

"Jake and I have seen the heart of learning as they call it on the other side of the lake and there is a cave at the base of the mountains to the east of the heart of learning a few miles that is significant somehow. I think Iriqua is up there. Maybe not in the cave but in the heart of learning."

"Do you know what is in the cave?"

"No. Our vision stopped a few hundred feet from the entrance. We were trying to find out what the danger was that Jake was sensing and the other stuff just came to us for some reason."

"You two have uncanny intuitive instincts so you must have seen it for a reason. Maybe you sensed that is where you will find the help you are looking for?"

"I was connected to Jake's mind so maybe my instincts over rid his premonition abilities for a time and took over his ability to remote view to show me what I need to look for."

"That is amazing that you can use each other's abilities like that when you join forces."

"I told you that we are stronger together than we could ever hope to be on our own."

They reached the gathering area and the torches were poked in the ground and many retrieved water from the gourds and relieved their thirst and then two women showed up with two gourds with dark red staining on the outside of the gourds they were carrying and they handed one of the gourds to Iridon and he stepped over to Melissa and Mark.

"Will you join me in a drink of the mind spirits?"

Mark looked at the gourd and even at a distance he could smell alcohol. He assumed it was something like wine.

"What is it?"

"Crushed fruit of the vine and ooroosh flower that is left in the heat of the fire discs until it matures. It brings on a state of mind that is blurred from what is normal. Some have claimed to see the spirits of our ancestors after consuming it." Iridon then grinned mischievously. "If enough is consumed there is no telling what the mind will tell you is before you when nothing is there."

"We would be honored to have a drink with you." Melissa said with smile.

The women brought over a few earthen cups and Iridon poured a cup for Mark and Melissa and one for himself and then he looked at Laurel and Jake and they shook their heads no.

"We do not consume things that we know will blur our minds." Laurel said.

"I understand. What about Marty?" Iridon said.

They looked around and caught the backside of Marty and Inea heading down the road with Inea holding Marty's arm with her head on his shoulder point.

"I think he has more enjoyable things on his mind." Laurel said. "Inea has asked Marty for his seed and he has agreed. Your tribe is going to be increased in number by one in a few hundred risings."

"Our people will be one. Even more reason to celebrate. Inea is a fine girl with a good heart, she will make a wonderful¦mother."

"Here, here!" Mark said as he raised his cup.

Iridon raised his cup slightly and so did Melissa and they took a sip and smacked on the bold and wonderful flavor of the livation. It was sweet but had a strong alcohol kick as it went down.

"That is very tasty Iridon. I am honored that you would share it with us." Melissa said.

"We have much to celebrate and talk about. Our tribes are forever changed for the better thanks to your presence here."

Melissa and Mark took another big drink and swallowed down the drink and Melissa held her hand to her mouth as she swallowed it down and then she coughed once and Iridon laughed.

"It has a bite at first."

"It does at that." Melissa said as she put her cup out and Iridon refilled her cup.

They moved over to center of the gathering area and Mark and Melissa sat down on the half logs and Mark tossed his entire cup back and swallowed it down and Iridon held up the gourd and Mark nodded and held his cup up. Iridon refilled his cup and then he drank his cup down and refilled his own and then he sat down and he set the gourd down next to him and the woman next to him set the other gourd down between Mark and Melissa. Mark and Melissa took another big chug and swallowed it down then they both looked at each other as the high alcohol content began to heat their stomachs up and the ooroosh made their minds feel pliable.

"I need to ask you something Iridon?" Melissa said.

"Yes I know of the one called Iriqua. He is one of our most knowledgeable in matters of the mind. Many have sought him out for problems of the mind or pains of the past that they wish to have washed away."

Melissa was stunned that Iridon was able to read her mind or her feelings so accurately.

"You know then that we have come seeking his help?"

"I know there are many things you have not yet discussed with us about your tribe and why you are here. I sensed that Korica and Tamaric came to fulfill their commitment to each other in a special way but it was not the only reason they came¦nor yours. I sense it is Laurel and Jake that need what Iriqua is capable of doing and Laurel is seen as dangerous until she can get relief of her¦terrors of the mind."

Melissa threw a big gulp back and swallowed it down then set her cup down.

"We did not intend to mislead you or your people. We have been honest about everything we have told you. We just have not told you everything."

"I know this. That is why we have opened our hearts and all our village has to offer to you¦" Iridon looked down the road toward Inea's hut and then he looked back at Melissa and Mark. "Including our females."

"You do not take exception to Marty sharing himself with Inea?"

"No. He is a strong warrior with a good heart and he is very fond of Inea. He will treat her with kindness so I do not see anything wrong with their activity together. It will be good for both of them."

"Good. We did not come to take advantage of your people or your generosity. The things you did for Korica and Tamaric¦I do not have the words to tell you how much it means to me. You have given them the best of everything you have to offer. They will remember our time here for the rest of their lives with fond memories and that poor girl needs some good memories in her life."

"She is not from your land is she?"

"No she is not. She is from further away than you can possibly imagine but the things that she saw and survived in the place she came from were truly horrible. She witnessed her mother and father being killed right before her eyes and she witnessed many girls being tortured and abused and she was abused in unspeakable ways herself. She has endured all that and she is still strong and smart and as kind as you could ever hope for."

Mark downed his entire cup and then swallowed it down and he set his cup down.

"Does it truly matter where she is from? She is here and she is under my protection for as long as I draw breath."

"It is honorable how you look after her Mark. I sense she is the most important person in your life and she has changed you by her very presence in your life. It matters not where she is from, she will have anything we have to offer while she is here. All of you will but I want to know what you reluctantly hide from us."

"May I ask that we wait until the¦fire discs rise into the sky and your whole village is present and our minds are not clouded by the drink before we tell you all that there is to know?" Melissa asked.

"I will grant this wait. I will not discuss our most powerful and revered members until that time then."

"That seems fair. You know we mean you no harm? We just want to learn about you and from you. I think we will find that we have a lot of knowledge that we can share with each other."

"I hope this to be the case."

Marty and Inea broke away from the crowd at Inea's urging. She tugged gently on Marty's arm and he smiled at her.

"Are you in a hurry? I thought you would want to celebrate with everyone for a while?"

"They will celebrate long. We can come back after if you would like?"

"What is your rush?"

"Your kiss did things to me that have not quieted in my loins in all this time. Do I not excite you too?"

"Oh yeah¦you excite me all right."

"You use such strange words sometimes."

Marty smiled at her and he reached out and stroked her soft shoulder watching his hand and then he slid his hand down her shoulder toward her chest and she looked into his eyes as he did without stopping him and he looked over his shoulder at the crowd gathering in the gathering area and then he looked back at Inea.

"I feel drawn to you in more ways that just physically. Do you have powers of the mind or something?"

"Come and I will tell you of it."

Marty took his hand from her and he held his arm out and she wrapped her hands around his arm and they started walking down the road toward Inea's hut. Inea set her head on Marty's shoulder point and she enjoyed his strong presence and anticipated his strong loving embrace and she was excited about his comment that he was skilled at pleasuring a woman. She wasn't sure what he meant but she was excited to find out. She figured she should tell him that she was drawing his heart to her.

"Our females have the ability to draw the one they are interested in to them. It works on the heart not the mind."

"So you put a spell on me?"

"A what?"

"I would not have been attracted to you unless you did whatever you do?"

"I simply drew your attention to me through your heart. If you were not interested in me it would not have lasted but a few blinks of the eye. You liked something about me?"

"I like you because you are beautiful¦and sweet. Are you still doing it? Is that why I like you so much?"

"Would you like me to stop? I was enjoying feeling what is inside you?"

"Are you telling me you are feeling¦my feelings?"

"Yes. I am drawing you to me and I can feel it making your feelings stronger and it feels wonderful. You have such a good heart with so much strength and confidence¦and tenderness."

"That is going to make it hard when I have to leave Inea. We are going to have some fun¦a lot of fun¦but I have to get back to my people and if you keep it up it is going to hurt for both of us."

"I do not want to cause pain for you. I will stop drawing you to me."

"You have me hun, I am a sure thing. You do not need to draw me in anymore."

Inea sighed and she consciously stopped drawing in his feelings and Marty felt it instantly. There was a very slight ache in his heart, as if he missed her already. He then felt bad because he realized she was probably feeling the same thing, maybe even more so because of her innocence, young age and a loneliness that he was sensing until she stopped whatever she was doing. They stepped up to Inea's hut and she let go of Marty's arm and they stepped into the relatively dark hut and Inea stepped over to the table and she picked up a small wick of wood and she stepped out front and held it in the flame of the torch until it lit and then she stepped back in and walked over to the table and she lifted a small lid off the oil lamp and she held the wick over the main wick in the oil lamp and it sparked to life. She blew out the wooden wick and set it down and she turned a small knob on the side of the wick within the oil lamp and the flame grew in size as the wick was lifted casting a warm bright glow to the room.

Marty looked at the metal oil lamp and he was surprised at the workmanship of the lamp. It looked similar to brass but it was a duller more copper color.

"Your people know how to work with metal?" Marty asked pointing at the lamp.

"We have smithers that know how to make¦malleable rock into the things we need. I think I said that right. Your people can do this too?"

"Yes. We have some very talented smithers that can make all sorts of advanced metal things. We call that malleable rock metal once refined from ore."

"We are getting new¦metal things all the time as new ideas are brought to us from other villages. We were shown how to keep our meat cold even during the hottest times by using metal to create¦a heat exchange pump and¦compressor circuits."

Marty looked at her with his mouth open for a moment.

"You have cold storage though refrigeration and air conditioning?"

"The air is conditioned to be very cold¦yes."

"Where is this cold storage?"

"It is in the big hut toward the middle of the village. Why do you sound so shocked? You said you have smithers that create advanced metal things. Do they not know how to create cold places for storing meat and food of the vine until you are ready to eat it?"

"Yeah we do but¦I did not think your people had things that advanced. You live so simple so to hear of cold storage is just a little surprising."

"We are simple but we are not dumb."

"I am sorry Inea, that is not what I meant to infer."

"I do not know what that word means."

"Sorry. I will stop asking you so many questions."

Marty looked around the simple hut and he stepped back and looked around the corner at the hammock and he wondered how this was going to work. Inea picked up the lamp and walked out so the light shown around the corner and she slowly pushed the front door closed and then she stepped close to Marty and he could hear her breathing in shaky breaths telling him she was nervous and excited.

"We can lie in the floor if you do not like my bed?"

Marty looked at her and furrowed his brow slightly.

"Are you still feeling what I am feeling?"

"It takes time for it to go away completely. I stopped drawing you to me as you asked."

Marty turned to her and stepped close to her.

"Are you feeling the same¦ache inside? Do you feel like you miss me or something?"

"Yes. That will go away in time¦just like you will."

"You are very lonely for a companion are you not?"

Inea looked down for a moment and she nodded her head then looked back at Marty.

"That is why I want a child. I want someone to share my life and my hut with. I have been on my own for a very long time. I have the entire village to keep me busy and to provide friendship but it is quiet¦and lonely when everyone goes to sleep¦and I am alone here with only my thoughts to keep me company."

"Why have you not chosen a man from the tribe to be your mate?"

"There are none that I want to share my life with like that. When I saw you I felt a¦yearning inside and I knew you were the one I wanted a child from."

"Tell you what? You can do your thing on me if it makes you feel good inside. It will make it hard to leave you but I do not want you feeling lonely or sad. I will stay with you for the rest of our stay. If I go somewhere I will take you with me. We can hang out together as we would say in my village."

Marty instantly felt the pang in his heart go away and he felt Inea slightly within him drawing him toward her. It was a nice feeling but he knew it would lead to him falling for her if it persisted for a few days. He knew they would be leaving before that happened anyway so he was willing to let Inea feel it at least during her first encounter with a man.

"You will stay with me longer than just giving your seed so I do not feel loneliness?"

"Yes. We will hang out like best friends, we will do everything together and I will spend each¦dark time here in your hut."

"Then you will give me your seed more than once?"

"We need to make sure you are with child right? We should do it many times just to be sure."

"You have made me so happy Marty. I would welcome your presence in everything I do while you are here. I like the idea of¦doing it many times too. As you said, we have to be sure." Inea said with a pretty smile.

Marty smiled at her then leaned forward and kissed her and she pressed into him and encouraged him to tongue kiss her for a few minutes. Marty then terminated the kiss and he stroked Inea's face and down her neck to her shoulders and he brushed her hair back and he stroked her shoulder then slid his hand down her front side to her chest and he massaged her right breast until her nipple was firm and erect. He caressed her nipple with his finger then cupped her breast and lifted it as he caressed it and when he looked into her face she had her eyes closed and her hand holding the oil lamp was shaking as she thoroughly enjoyed the sensation. He put his hand under hers and she opened her eyes as he took the lamp from her. He walked over to the back counter and he set the lamp down and then he began to clear the things off the table in the middle of the room and Inea was wondering what he was doing. He set everything aside so the table was empty and then he pulled the chair to the head of the table and he pulled it out a ways and then he walked back over to her.

"I saw this done once in a¦I saw it done and I think you will really enjoy this."

Marty reached down and untied Inea's loincloth and he let it fall to the floor and then he untied his and let it fall to the floor and then he bent down and untied her shoes and his and they both slid them off their feet and then he put his hands on her forearms and he gently pulled her back so she was facing the table and he got a good look at her in the light of the oil lamp. He was stunned at the lack of pubic hair and he started to wonder at Inea's true age. Was he in the company of a minor after all? She only had a small triangle of pubic hair and it was very short, as if trimmed or not completely grown in yet and below the triangle her lips were clearly visible and clear of any hair at all. Not at all what he was expecting, she was still gorgeous but he felt he needed to make sure of her age. He just couldn't live with himself if he found out he was plundering a girl Laurel's age or possibly even younger. Marty sat down on the chair and he put his hands on Inea's butt cheeks and he gently pulled her close to him and she put her hands on his shoulders to keep from falling forward as she straddled his legs.

"Inea, how do your people track a person's age?"

Inea wrinkled her brow at the strange question out of the blue to her.

"By the number of risings since birth."

"You count them everyday and remember?"

"No. We have a recorder of records. He tracks the risings and when every member of the tribe is born. He records theses things on the scrolls of record and we can come to him and ask how many risings it has been and he will tell us."

"I have to ask¦how many risings has it been since your birth?"

"I am not a child Marty. I have been a woman for many, many risings."

"The females of our tribe show signs of being a woman before they truly are up here¦" Marty pointed to her forehead. "And in here." Marty pointed to her heart.

"Does my body make you question if I am a child still?"

"You are¦beautiful in every way possible but I just need to know that I am not lying down with a¦girl younger than I am comfortable lying down with."

"I look like a child to you then?"

"No. You just¦your hair down here is very thin and short." Marty said brushing her pubic hair lightly.

"The women of the village trim it like that for me. It gets to itching when it is bushy and I do not like the¦messy look if it is left to do as it will."

Marty relaxed his grip on her and she leaned back and he looked right at her vulva for a moment. She had the prettiest lips that had just the right fullness to them to him to be extremely beautiful but they were smooth as a baby's bottom and he wasn't sure if that was genetic or masterful trimming in a very sensitive place. He reached out and gently slid his fingers over her soft lips.

"And here? You trim here too?"

"No. Nothing grows where you are touching. The last time I asked it was five thousand two hundred sixty risings since my birth."

Marty moved his hand away and he started calculating in his head while verbalizing it softly as he stroked the back of Inea's thighs.

"That is¦eight thousand¦seven hundred sixty days for twenty-four years at three hundred sixty-five days so two hundred¦ten thousand¦two hundred fourty hours and Heindon is on a fourty hour rotational period¦so roughly¦twenty-four¦ish. Close enough. I am sorry if I made you uncomfortable Inea. I just had to be sure. On Earth you would be considered twenty four years old."

"I am a woman to you then?"

"Yes. And a very pretty one."

Marty stood up slowly giving Inea time to step back from around his legs and he stepped aside and then patted the chair after he moved it so it was facing right at the table.

"Climb up here."

"On the chair?"

"Yes"

Inea had no idea what he wanted so she just did as he asked. He held her hand as she stepped up on the chair and then he had her face him and he leaned forward and kissed her stomach a few times then he moved down and kissed her hips a few times and then he moved over and kissed right above her vulva a few times and he felt her knees wobbling as she reacted to what he was doing. He then kissed her lips twice and she let a small whimper out and he smiled. He then pressed against her lips firmly and kissed her, wrapping his lips around hers and she put her hands on his shoulders, as her knees got so weak that she bent them slightly.

"I cannot do this standing like this Marty. I am going to fall over. That just feels to wonderful for me to keep my legs from feeling weak."

Marty moved back and smiled up at her.

"You like that do you?"

"Very much. A man has never¦kissed me where and how you just did."

"Then you are really going to like this. Sit down on the edge of the table there."

"On the table?"

"Yes, the chair is for me. Just trust me."

Inea looked back at the table and she carefully sat down on the edge of the table as he asked and she looked at him curiously. He lifted her right leg as he was sitting down and then he set her heel on his shoulder and she leaned back and put her hands back to keep from falling back and he pulled her forward so her bottom was right on the edge of the table and he lifted her left foot and set it against his shoulder and then he turned his head and kissed her left thigh and she let out a little gasp and then he kissed down her thigh closer and closer to her beautiful crotch pointing up at him making her knees fall to the side more and more as he progressed toward her crotch. He then lifted her left heel up over his shoulder and he unhooked her right heel from his shoulder and he set it over his shoulder and he kissed the top of her right thigh a few times working his way closer to her crotch. He then slid both her legs apart and he stared at her beautiful vulva and he could see that her lips were getting damp where they meet. He leaned forward and kissed right at the top of her vulva and then he moved down and gave her a gentle stroke with his tongue and she let out a whimper of pleasure and she lifted her feet onto his shoulders and leaned back now that she knew what he wanted to do and she let her knees fall to the side giving him room to reach her.

Marty stroked her lips with his tongue a few times then parted them with his tongue and he tasted her sweet moisture from within. He was shocked that she tasted so sweet, like nectar or something. He assumed it was her diet of rich fruits high in fructose but whatever it was he loved it. He reached his hands up and parted her lips and looked at her small inner lips that came from a point at her hood and came down to just short of her vagina and stopped. Her tender flesh was bright, wet and supple looking and there was no odor whatsoever telling him she was very healthy and took good care of herself, likely bathing daily. He moved forward and began lavishing her with his tongue and she moaned softly at every stroke of his tongue and then he swiped up to her clitoris and he concentrated on stimulating it with over lapping circles and she pressed against him with her heels, as the feeling was particularly intense like nothing she had ever experienced before. The method he used, now that he had seen how she was shaped, of poking his tongue up under her small hood and stimulating her clitoris directly with the end of his tongue made it feel incredibly intense for her. As she started to feel a climax building she leaned forward and wrapped her hands around his head and pressed him against her slightly as she caressed his scalp with her fingernails so he pressed the tip of his tongue against her just a little harder.

"Please¦do not stop Marty. That feels¦"

Inea then took gasping breaths as she started to climax and then she let out a soft almost singing quality moan as she started to come. She rocked and shook as she came harder than she ever had before. She curled her head forward as it intensified and then she let go of Marty's head as the climax concluded and she leaned back on her elbows as Marty continued to lick at her for a few more seconds and then he licked down to her entrance and he licked up one labia then down the other and Inea kept her eyes closed and head back as she panted and loved the sensations of his warm and wet tongue on her. Marty then leaned back and cleared the moisture from around his mouth as inea set her feet on the chair on each side of him and he let Inea collect her thoughts for a moment.

Inea sat up still breathing rapidly and she smiled at him.

"I have never felt anything like that before. I did not know a man could do that to a woman¦and you are a master at it."

"Women can do something similar for a man."

"I know of this. I have seen some of the younger girls doing this for the men to relive their tension. They do it out in the open for all to see and I think it is distasteful to conduct things in the open like that. My birther told me never to conduct myself in this way if I wanted to be respected. Would you like this done to you?"

"Not if you see it as distasteful."

"To do it in the open is. We are in my hut and you are¦not just some man."

Marty stared at her for a moment with a serious look on his face. He was sure now that Inea more than just liked him, she was developing genuine feelings for him. Marty stood up and leaned over the table and Inea leaned up into him and they engaged in a long tongue kiss and it was a few seconds until Marty realized that he felt her wet lips pressing against his stomach. She had reached her legs around him and she discretely pulled herself against him. He wrapped his arms around her back and lifted her from the table and she pulled herself up against him as he continued to kiss her. They kissed for a few minutes and then Marty terminated the kiss and he kissed down her chin to her neck and she leaned back as he kissed around her neck then down her chest to her breasts. He kissed them each a few times then he sat her down on the edge of the table and she laid back as he caressed and licked her breasts. She reached up and caressed the back of his head as he sucked on her nipples for a time and then when he heard her panting he moved her legs apart and he aimed himself at her vagina and he had to reach down and press her lips to the side so he wouldn't hurt her since all of the moisture had been transferred to

him during their embrace and her lips were sitting next to each other tightly. He pressed against her and she gasped and let go his head and lifted up on her elbows as she watched him aim and then push forward.

Inea let out a small yelp as he pushed into her and sank almost half of his length into her fairly quickly.

"I am sorry, did I hurt you."

"A little. It has passed now."

"I am sorry, I will go slower."

Marty pressed on and he watched as his shaft slowly sank into Inea and she held her mouth open at the surprising sensation of his cock forcing its way into her. When he reached full depth he reached out and scooped Inea up and she grabbed onto him as he lifted her from the table. She wrapped her legs around him and sank back down on him and let out a soft whine. He engaged her in another kiss as he held her up and then he lifted her and let her weight settle back down on him and she terminated the kiss and breathed heavily at the wonderful sensation. She lifted herself and then let herself sink back down on him and she let out a soft whimper with a smile. She then pressed down on him firmly and she opened her eyes and looked at him with her hands hooked behind his neck.

"Thank you for making it nice Marty. You feel wonderful, I am tingling all over."

"You feel great too Inea. You are very tight and soft."

Marty then pulled her close to him and he walked around the corner to the hammock and he turned his back to it and he told her to hang on to him and he stretched out the hammock and sat back and he swiveled his bottom around as he sank into it so Inea ended up on top of him. He scooted up, pulling himself almost all the way out of her and she hung her legs over the sides of the hammock and then she put her hands on his chest and she slowly slid forward burying him deeply in her. She then sat up straight and looked down at his face and she gave him the prettiest smile for a moment and then she squeezed her legs together lifting her on him and then she relaxed and he poked back up into her and she squeaked at the sensation. She then started leaning forward and rocking back and forth on him, as he trust from under her as best as he could and she softly squeaked with every piercing in a way that he just loved. It told him that she loved how it felt. She kept doing this until her pitch began to rise and he felt his urge building with her as she tightened up and then she leaned her head back and went silent and he thrust up into her over and over until he couldn't contain it any longer and just as he was about to pop she leaned forward, having completed her orgasm and she rocked on him while clenching hard to make it as tight as possible and he grunted as the feeling peaked and she planted herself on him and wiggled around as she felt a hot wave shoot into her in three enormous pulses. The sensation tickled for her for a few seconds and then she went back to rocking on him while letting out the soft moans. She continued to rock on him until she got tired and slowed her pace and then he told her to pull her legs in and lie forward on him and they rolled over so he was on top of her but it was bending his back painfully and he couldn't get the thrust he wanted with the hammock swinging around.

Marty withdrew from her slowly and climbed off the hammock and he put his hand out to her and she took his hand and he helped her out of the hammock and he told her to get down on all fours and then he scooted her legs apart and he worked himself up between her legs on his knees and he aimed himself at her and he pressed down on her upper back slightly which poked her rear end in the air. He found the perfect aim and slid himself into her slowly and then he started sliding in and out of her and she quickly resumed her soft moans of pleasure and so he leaned back and sped up to her delight as he held her hips to maximize the thrust. He rocked her in this position until she started to climax and then he sped up to wind her up and she really started to make some rhythmic soft moaning noises as it got good for her. As she finally reached her peak she took deep breaths but fell quiet as she came. Marty kept bouncing her trustfully until she started to moan softly again and then he slowed and finally stopped and she looked back at him.

"Why did you stop? Did I do something wrong?"

"No. You came right?"

"Came where? I am not leaving."

"No I mean you¦your peak was done?"

"I would like more."

Marty pulled himself out of her and he stroked her back softly.

"I would like more too Inea but I want to see your pretty face so I can kiss you and look into your beautiful eyes."

"I feel dumb. I do not know how this is to be done."

"Do not feel dumb. I will show you how it is to be done. Lie on your back and we will do more."

Inea laid down and rolled over onto her back and she moved her legs apart and held her hands by her chest as she wasn't sure what to do. Marty laid on her and engaged her in a short kiss and then he reached down and slid his head between her lips and worked it around and Inea grinned and then he lifted up and pressed it down until he felt it start to slide into her. He lifted up and looked down in the darkened room with only the light on the other side of the wall casting subdued light on her and he watched his shaft disappearing into her and then he looked up at her face and she had her mouth open and he withdrew slowly and then slid back in and she grinned.

"That feels nice Marty. Will you¦am I being too forward if I ask you what I would like you to do?"

"No hun. What would you like me to do?"

"The slow in and out while you are holding me feels very nice. I would like you to do that until my body¦tightens again."

"I would love to do that for you. It is called an orgasm by the way. That feeling when your body tightens? That is an orgasm."

"Or¦gasm. It feels incredible with your firm flesh inside me. I felt you deliver your seed already. Thank you for doing more since that is done. I know you are doing the rest just for me."

"I want you to enjoy this Inea. The first should be wonderful and memorable."

"You are such a good man." Inea said as she stroked his cheek.

Marty then withdrew and slowly sank into Inea and she took a quick breath then smiled. Marty then wrapped his arms around Inea and moved close to her and he made love to her in a slow and rhythmic motion, as she wanted so she could enjoy the full sensation of him penetrating her. He made love to her for almost five minutes like that and then he could tell Inea's breathing was changing so he lifted up and started moving in and out of her faster and faster and she smiled as she started to moan softly with each thrust until her face looked almost pained and then she stopped making noise and looked into Marty's face as she tightened up and breathed heavy then she took a few deep breaths and lifted her head and closed her eyes and Marty started working her vigorously to maximize it for her. It took a few more seconds for Inea to let out a squeal as she finally climaxed and Marty felt the urge start to build for him as well as she gripped him very tightly. As she went back to soft moans he kept working it in and out of her and she looked at the sweat on his face and the look of concentration and she was pretty sure he was going to deliver his seed again so she put her arms around him and tried to squeeze around him to maximize the feeling for him. She felt him getting harder and his strokes got shorter and she lifted her head toward his.

"I feel your seed coming. You feel so wonderful Marty. Deeply¦deliver it deeply Marty."

Inea then moaned in his ear as it felt wonderful for her and Marty was turned on by her whisperings and he reached his peak and let out a deep moan of his own as he shot deep into her and Inea gasped at the warm and wet feeling as he came. He thrust several more times then slowed to a very slow in and out rhythm and finally stopped. Inea was breathing heavy and it still felt wonderful for her anytime Marty moved in her and Marty was panting and Inea put her hands on his behind and pressed down so he would be entrenched in her as deep as possible so she could insure that his seed reached where it was supposed to go. They laid and caught their breath for a few minutes and then Marty slowly withdrew and then rolled onto his back next to her. They laid holding hands for a few more minutes and then Inea rolled her head and looked at him.

"Was it truly as wonderful for you as it was for me?"

"You were fantastic Inea! I mean it when I say the best I have ever had."

Inea smiled and sighed.

"They were right, it feels wonderful like nothing else and you are very good at it. The thing you did for me on the table? That was incredible and everything you did after felt amazing. I am so pleased that you were not exaggerating about knowing how to please a woman."

"Thank you Inea."

"Thank you for your seed Marty. I will tell our child of you, I promise."

"I may be able to come back and see you. Before the baby is born and maybe after. Melissa is talking about us coming back to¦visit. She is going to make sure I am allowed to come back with the visiting tribal members."

Inea sat up and leaned on her elbows and stared at him until he looked at her.

"You will really come back to see us¦to see me?"

"I will come back just to see you Inea. I really like you. Not just because we did this but because you are a sweet, pretty, wonderful girl and I would like to see you again. I want to see that you have everything you need and that you are still in good health."

"I will look forward to the day we are in each other's presence again with great anticipation."

"That is very sweet. I will look forward to it with great anticipation too."

"Do you want to go to the lake to get cleaned up? I have you all over me down there."

"You like being clean and having a clean hut?"

"Very much. I do not want to smell and I do not want my hut to be dirty. It is not good to have others see a dirty hut or a dirty body. People do not want to come back or be around you if you and the place you live are dirty."

"It is a good quality in woman. It makes one a good mother to keep things clean. Let me get my weapon and we will go down to the lake."

"How will you aim a bow in the dark?"

"I have a weapon that will work no matter how much light I have."

"Not your bow?"

"Not my bow."

Marty got to his feet and put his hand down to Inea and she took his hand and he pulled her to her feet and then he pulled her close to him and he engaged her in a long tongue kiss. When the kiss ended he felt a warm feeling running though his chest and he knew he was really taking a header for this girl. He stroked her shoulder pushing her hair back and he looked into her face.

"Are you still doing your thing to me? You know, drawing me in or whatever?"

"Yes. I feel as if I cannot stop it now. I care for you so much Marty. Please do not make me stop filling my heart with yours?"

"Inea¦you are breaking my heart. I want you to feel good inside but it is going to be so hard on us when I have to leave." Marty looked down for a moment. "It always gets so complicated with women."

"I am making your life complicated?"

"Yes. I know you are not doing it on purpose. It is just how it always is with a pretty girl."

"So I must stop?"

"Please?"

Inea sighed and nodded and she closed her eyes for a moment and Marty felt the ache return and this time it was acute. It was as if he was addicted to her and his supply had just been cut off and now he was going into withdrawals.

"It is done. My heart aches but it will pass after several risings."

"Thank you Inea. I wanted you to have it in place while I gave you my seed but it has to be this way now."

"I understand."

Marty kissed her forehead and they walked around the corner to the lit side of the hut and they picked up their loincloths and attached them around their waists and then Inea pressed against him and he grinned at her and engaged her in another long tongue kiss. When he terminated the kiss she smiled at him.

"I will never tire of your kisses. No man has ever kissed my like that. It makes my toes curl and my loins come alive."

"Thank you. You are a pretty good kisser yourself now. You learn quickly."

"You are a good teacher."

Marty smiled at her and then he stepped over to his pack and squatted down and opened his over pack and pulled out his PP-20 and he turned it on and checked the charge and then he turned it off and then he tied the over pack shut. Inea looked at him and smiled at him and he sighed and then caught himself. He was allowing himself to fall into his feelings for her instead of pushing on past them. He pushed his resolve to the surface as he stood up and he stepped right past her and pulled the door open and stepped out into the torch light. He looked back and he put his hand out.

"You coming?"

"No, you took care of that."

Marty chuckled not sure if she was joking or thought he was really inquiring if she was having an orgasm.

"I meant are you going to come out here?"

Inea stepped out and placed her hand in his.

"Why did you walk past me so cold? I thought you liked me and respected me like the other men of the village do not."

"I am sorry Inea. I have not been in the company of a woman like you for a very long time. I forget my manners sometimes. I have a tremendous amount of respect for you. If the men of the village treat you disrespectfully you tell me and I will have words with them."

"They just see me as the girl they have seen running around since I stood as tall as their knees. They do not see me as a woman of any consequence."

"For some reason I do not like knowing that is the case. You are an incredible woman and deserve better."

"What is that?" Inea asked pointing at Marty's weapon.

He stepped close to her and held his weapon up so she could see it in the light of the torch.

"This is my friend Betty. It is called a PP twenty. Plasma pistol twenty megawatt is what that stands for."

"You have a female name for it?"

"Betty and I have been through some serious stuff together. She has saved my life more times than I can count."

Inea reached down and stroked the barrel heat sink and she furrowed her brow.

"It does not feel like metal¦or wood."

"It is not made of wood or metal. The materials are too complex for me to explain. I am not even completely sure how they are combined to make this material."

"This will stop an angry Kricou?"

"Oh yeah. At a substantial distance too."

"May I see you use it?"

"Not here in the village but maybe down by the lake."

Marty then lowered his weapon and looked at the oil lamp back in Inea's hut.

"Should we put that out so a fire is not started while we are gone?"

"Yes. Thank you for thinking of my hut."

Inea walked back in and over to the oil lamp and she found where Marty had set the lid and she picked it up and set it over the wick after cranking it down a little and the light disappeared leaving Inea in the white glow of the moonlight coming in from the front door. Inea then walked out to Marty pulling the door closed behind her. They then headed down the main road toward the lake. The walk was long but the air was much cooler than during the day and they both had sweat on their bodies cooling them further so the air felt very refreshing. When they reached the waters edge they looked across the brightly lit lake and Marty lifted his weapon and flipped it on and turned it up to level 2 all with the flip of his thumb without looking at the switches.

"Watch this."

Marty aimed across the lake and squeezed off a shot and Inea squeaked and stepped back when the bolt of energy left the weapon as she felt the gravitational concussion when the plasma ball left the barrel and she watched it zoom across the lake making a light reflection on the water as it traveled over the entire lake and made contact with something on the opposite shore in a bright flash of golden light and sparks sprinkled up into the air and fell slowly out of sight on the opposite shore.

"By the creator! Fire in a weapon with no flame? How is that possible?"

"It is¦complicated. That was level two and there are six levels."

"I would say that will kill¦anything it is pointed at."

"You got that right. Level one will stun without killing though."

"Stun?"

"You go to sleep and wake up with a bad headache¦but you will survive."

Marty turned the weapon off and set it down at the waters edge and then he faced Inea. She just looked at him for a moment then she grinned at him and unfastened her loincloth and tossed it up on the shore away from the water. Marty untied his and tossed it over by Inea's and then they waded out into the cold water up to their chests. They wadded around for a time then came together and Inea put her arms around Marty's neck and she smiled at him and he reached down and gently rubbed her labium. She took a breath and stared at him as he caressed her and then she reached down and gripped him and she smiled at his half flaccid state. She pulled herself closer to him and engaged him in a long kiss while holding him. She liked feeling him swelling in her hand and she loved how he was softly rubbing her. As they terminated the kiss Marty smiled at her.

"We came down her to get cleaned up but if you keep that up I am tempted to make a mess on you again."

"That would not be such a terrible thing. We can just come back out in the water again."

"You really feel like doing it again?"

"You are so good at it Marty. I would like to do it again¦please?"

Marty put his arms around her and walked toward the shore and he bared her weight as he stridded out of the water carrying her and he bent down and scooped up his weapon then stood up straight and walked over to the shin high grass and he let her stand up and then they laid down next to one another and he set his pistol down so he could reach it quickly. Marty then rolled over and looked into Inea's face and he stroked her cheek a few times then he started kissing her neck. She moved her head to the side and let him kiss and suck on her neck and then he moved down to her chest and he kissed on her breast for a few minutes then he sucked on her nipple as he gently caressed her labium with his right hand. She moved her legs apart and began breathing heavy. Marty then slipped his finger between her labium and he caressed her a few times until she was very wet. He then moved over on top of her and she was the one who reached down and placed his head between her labia and moved it up and down several times as she moaned softly at the sensation and then she pushed him down and against her entrance and she put her hands on his back and pulled down on him and he responded by sinking into her. She let out a delicate whine of pleasure that he loved as he pressed his full length into her.

"Slow first then harder? She whispered in his ear.

He obliged by sliding in and out of her so she could enjoy the sensation for a few minutes and then she curled her fingers on his back and whispered in his ear.

"Harder now Marty. It feels so good."

Marty smiled and leaned back and he started thrusting into her harder and faster eliciting louder and stronger moans from her as she built up to an intense orgasm. As he felt her tightening up he increased his speed again and she moaned yes and then went quiet and he knew her enough now to know she was just about to come and the increased grip made him start to come as well. He thrust harder still and she squeaked and then yelped and he couldn't hold it any longer and he popped at the same time in four hard pulses that she sensed making her orgasm last a few seconds longer with the warm lubrication he provided. He slowed in intensity and but kept going for another few minutes until he built her up to yet another orgasm. As she went quiet he sped up and used the last of his strength to make it as strong as possible for her. When she started moaning again he slowed to a very slow in and out rhythm and then stopped. They both lay for a few minutes catching their breath and then Marty withdrew and rolled onto his back. It took Inea a few minutes for her mind to return to her completely and for her breathing to slow to a normal rhythm. She put her hand over on Marty and she sighed.

"We should get washed off and head back. There are pack animals that will track the noises I was making. If there are enough of them your weapon will not be enough to stop them all."

"I will take your word for it. That was fantastic by the way. You are simply incredible Inea."

"You are incredible too Marty. You are so caring in the way you make sure that I enjoy myself to the fullest. You keep going even after delivering your seed."

"That is what a real man is supposed to do."

"I have never heard any of the women in the village talking of their experiences being like that with any of the men from the village."

"Maybe I should have a talk with them about that."

Inea laughed a cute little chuckling laugh that made Marty smile. Even her laugh was cute like she is. Inea knew he was joking about talking to the men about how to pleasure a woman properly so it was funny to her. She stood up and put her hand down to Marty. He grabbed his PP-20 and slapped his hand in hers and she pulled him to his feet and they headed down to the water. He set his weapon down and they waded out into the water and waded around and then scrubbed themselves off and then Marty wadded over to her and engaged her in a kiss while caressing her labium again and she loved the sensation despite now being just a little sore. They kissed for nearly two minutes and then Inea dunked herself completely to wash her hair since she had been lying on the ground in her hut and on the shore of the lake. Inea emerged from under the water after scrubbing her hair and she slicked her wet hair back and Marty stepped closer to her and they engaged in a long kiss for a few minutes and then waded out of the water together. Marty picked up his weapon and they picked up their loincloths and started walking back toward the village.

As they neared the last rise into the village Marty stopped and he handed his PP-20 to Inea and he took her loincloth out of her hand and he squatted down and admired her beautiful body for a moment in the bright moonlight and then he wrapped her loincloth around her and began to tie it on her at her hip. She held his weapon with both hands and looked at it closely as he attended to her.

"This weapon is so light but it produces so much fire."

"That makes it easy to handle in battle without straining the hand of the one who holds it. Just do not touch the trigger." Marty said as he finished tying her loincloth.

"The what?"

Marty stood up and looked at his weapon lying across her hands.

"That button right there is what makes the weapon release its fire." He said pointing to the trigger. "If you touch that it will¦hurt you."

"Then how do you release the fire without being hurt?"

"The weapon belongs to me so it does not hurt me when I touch the trigger."

Marty started to tie his loincloth around himself as he watched Inea's reaction to what he said.

"This weapon¦knows you?"

"In a way. If I fall in battle or drop the weapon no one else can pick it up and use it against me or any of my¦tribe."

"How can a weapon know its owner like that?"

"Biometric data."

"I do not know what that means."

"It is not important. Just do not touch the trigger."

"I will do as you say."

Marty finished tying his loincloth and he took his weapon from Inea and she wrapped her hands around his arm and they continued on toward the village. They crested the last little rise into the village and they could see that there were still around 20 people in the gathering area so they went to Inea's hut and Marty put his weapon away, then pulled the door closed as he stepped out and they headed over to the gathering area. They walked up to Mark, Melissa, Laurel and Jake and Iridon where they sat talking. As they stepped up Mark saw the way Inea was holding onto Marty and he knew they had some fun and Inea was very taken with Marty now.

"How you two doing?" Mark asked in a slightly slurred voice in Indel.

Marty squinted and furrowed his brow as he stared at Mark for a moment.

"Are you¦drunk Mark?"

"I am getting there. Have a drink with us?" Mark said lifting his cup.

"Yeah, why not?"

Iridon clapped his hands and he pointed at Marty and Inea and two women sprang up and fetched two more sitting logs and two more earthen cups and they carried them over and set the sitting logs behind Marty and Inea and they handed them each a cup and then Melissa handed the gourd sitting on the ground by her feet to Marty. They sat down and Marty poured a small amount in his cup and then he poured some in Inea's cup until she put her hand up to stop him. Marty set the gourd down and smiled at Inea as he lifted his cup.

"Here is to you."

Inea just looked at him and then she slowly lifted her cup and Marty tapped the rim of his cup to hers and she smiled and they both tossed back the drink and they looked at each other and Inea's eyes got watery for a moment and then she coughed and put her hand on her throat. Everyone laughed including Iridon.

"You have never had this drink before?" Marty asked.

"No. I have never been invited to sit with Iridon. The mind spirit is only for the leader and his guests." Inea said in a softy raspy voice.

"You never asked to sit in my presence child. Do you feel I did not care for you enough to invite you to sit with me?"

"No Iridon. I know you care for all of us. I know my place in the tribe." Inea said in her usual pretty voice having recovered from the drink.

"I should introduce you to my tribe." Marty said looking at Inea. "This is our leader Melissa."

Inea set her cup down and stood up and crossed her hands over chest then held her hands out palms up.

"Greetings Melissa." Inea said softly.

Melissa repeated the gesture. "Greetings Inea."

Marty then stood up for the rest of the introductions. "This is Mark, he is a warrior like me."

"Greeting Mark." Inea said after crossing her hands over her chest then holding her hands out palms up.

"Greetings Inea." Mark said after mimicking the gesture.

"This is Laurel."

"Greetings Laurel." Inea said after her gesture of greeting.

"Greetings Inea." Laurel said after mimicking her gesture of greeting.

"And this is her mate Jake."

"Greetings Jake." Inea said after another gesture of greeting.

"Greetings Inea." Jake said following his gesture of greeting to her.

Inea stared at Laurel and Jake for a few moments and Laurel could distinctly tell what Inea was thinking so she smiled and softly waved Inea over.

"You may come have a closer look if you would like?"

Inea looked at Marty and he grinned at her and nodded once so she smiled and timidly stepped over to Laurel and Jake and she squatted down in front of them with her knees together and looked closely at their eyes. Inea reached up and very gently stroked Laurel's cheek and ran her fingers softly down to her chin and then she looked closely at Jake's eyes. She then looked back to Laurel and smiled warmly.

"You have the prettiest eyes I have ever seen and you are so beautiful Laurel. Your eyes¦glow with the brilliance of mountain gems. Yours do as well Jake and you are¦" Inea looked back to Laurel. "May I compliment your mate?"

"Thank you for the compliment Inea. You are very beautiful too. You may compliment my mate and I will take no offense to it."

"Thank you Laurel. You are very attractive Jake and your eyes make it hard to look away from your face. Such a green I have never seen before. The color is sooo beautiful."

"You are sweet Inea, thank you." Jake said with a smile.

Inea stood up and turned and looked at Iridon and he grinned at her and she smiled and stepped back over by Marty and took hold of his arm and they sat down together. Jake distinctly sensed that Inea was falling for Marty hard. He knew it was going to be difficult for both of them when it came time to leave.

"You two seem to have really hit it off?" Melissa said smacking Marty's leg playfully.

"We really like each other. If it is agreeable I told Inea that I would stay at her place to keep her company until we are to leave?" Marty said.

"That is fine. Just stay alert." Mark said.

"I approve Marty. You keep her company and keep her safe while we are here." Melissa said.

Iridon then reached over and touched Inea's knee.

"You have chosen well Inea. He will give you a strong child with good bones."

"Thank you Iridon. I tire of living alone. A child will provide company and responsibility. I welcome both in my hut and my life."

"It does not seem all that long ago that you were a child yourself running around kicking a vine ball with the other children."

"It will be my child that is running around kicking the same ball soon enough."

"We will build you a new hut with more room when the time comes."

"Thank you Iridon. I would welcome that."

Meanwhile up in the ava acoo, Korica cried for a few minutes and Tamaric just let her get it out of her system knowing she was mourning in a way that she had never taken the time to do. She had always been afraid if she started she wouldn't be able to stop. When she finally pulled herself together she wiped her eyes and kissed Tamaric's chest.

"Thank you for letting me cry. I haven't really grieved for my mother and father properly and sometimes it just¦comes out."

"I brought this out in you by touching the place they reside in your heart so you cry all you need love. I'll hold you until you're done."

"How did you get to be so good with girls? You know exactly what I need to hear¦and feel."

"I don't know girls, I just know you and I just say what's in my heart."

"I'm so lucky to have you Tamaric. You're a girls absolute dream guy."

"That's cause you made me this way. You've molded me into exactly what you wanted. Not that I'm complaining. I get to have the hottest girl in this universe as my¦wife and all the perks that come with that that honor."

Korica leaned up on her elbow and wiped her face of the tears and she grinned at Tamaric.

"You really consider yourself to be my husband?"

Tamaric held up his wrist and looked at the joining cuff and he smiled.

"Oh yeah. Whether you choose to have it recognized on the Future or not¦we're married Korica. I know the most intimate parts of you now and I know what it feels like to be you. You just don't get any closer to person than that."

"We can get closer Tamaric."

Tamaric put his arm down and stroked Korica's cheek and she tilted her head into his hand.

"I know. I'm a little scared of it¦but I'm willing to become paired with you because I know how much you want it."

"I want¦you to want it as much as I do."

"I do. Your just stronger than I am so you aren't afraid of it."

"I saw what's inside you Tamaric. I felt the strength deep down inside you. You're a lot stronger than you give yourself credit for."

"Maybe I just don't realize how strong I am or whatever cause I'm just a kid. I need to learn about myself."

"I feel the same way sometimes Tamaric. Let's learn together. When we're paired we will learn how to combine our strengths like Laurel and Jake can. Doesn't that kind of excite you to think about being able to do all the things I can through me¦with me?"

"Yeah, I guess so but you're kind of scary powerful. Is a Human supposed to be able to handle that kind of power?"

"You won't be handling it alone. We'll do it together. Like we did to heal Toko."

"You're so smart Korica¦and so darn beautiful."

"You're sweet. I need to get something to drink and then¦I want you to make love to me. You've been so patient with me and now it's time for your reward."

A big smile grew on Tamaric's face and Korica smiled back at him.

"See¦it's not all scary right?"

"No. I don't exactly know what to do but I guess we'll figure it out together."

"You put pin A into slot B and then do what feels good."

Tamaric chuckled and stroked her cheek again.

"You would think of it like a diagram."

Korica leaned over and kissed him and he put his hand on the back of her head and held the lip lock for a few seconds and then slowly pulled their lips apart. Korica smiled at him and then turned and sat up and she moved to the edge of the bed and stood up and walked over to the back counter while Tamaric watched her fondly.

"I can hear that." Korica said jokingly.

She stepped up to the counter and picked up a small gourd with the top cut off of it and she tilted the larger gourd full of water until the water slowly poured into the gourd in her hand. She filled the drinking gourd and then she pushed the larger gourd upright and she took a long drink. She then walked over to the table and looked at the fruit in the bowls and she picked up a fist sized bright pink piece of fruit and she took a bite of it. It was salty sweet and very juicy. She closed her eyes as she chewed on the bite in her mouth. She swallowed it down and then walked over to Tamaric and sat down on the edge of the bed facing him.

"You should try this. It's delicious."

Korica held the piece of fruit out and Tamaric cupped his hand under hers and took a bite. She looked at the ring on his finger and the rich gold color of the cuff on his wrist and she smiled. He has shown her in so many ways that he was committed to her and to their relationship. She was glad that she could give him something that no one else could to show him how much it means to her, herself. Mind body and spirit were his for the taking. When Tamaric swallowed the bite down he smiled as he heard and felt what she was thinking.

"That is delicious. I've never tasted anything quite like it. It's like a mix between a peach¦a strawberry¦and a cantaloupe all in one."

Korica handed him the drinking gourd and he took it and took a small drink and then he leaned over and set it on the small table between the beds and then he leaned back and looked at the piece of fruit and he grinned and he took it out of Korica's hand and he looked at her breast and he reached out and pressed it against her nipple and gently swooshed it around a little.

"Hey! What the heck did you do that for?"

Tamaric handed her the piece of fruit and then he leaned in and licked the sweet juice from her nipple as she held her hands out to the side.

"Ooh¦I like it." Korica said with a big smile.

Tamaric looked up at her and smiled and then he looked back at her now erect nipple and leaned down and licked her breast around her nipple then wrapped his lips around her nipple and he sucked on her breast with a firm sucking pressure pulling away in a smack making her breast bounce slightly. Tamaric then pulled his face back and Korica looked at the piece of fruit and she grinned and rubbed it on her other breast and then looked at Tamaric and he smiled and leaned forward and put his hands around her back and pulled her toward him as he licked the sweet juice from her breast then he sucked on her nipple and pulled back letting it pop out of his mouth. Korica was breathing faster and Tamaric sensed the rush of emotions and excitement running through her. Tamaric kissed between her breasts then he kissed her chin and finally he kissed her lips and he pulled back while pulling on her lower lips slightly and then he smacked his lips together.

"Delicious!" Tamaric said with an eager smile.

Tamaric scooted back and patted the bed next to him and Korica scooted over onto the bed completely and she laid back and Tamaric took the piece of fruit from her hand and he slowly drew a circle around her nipples then drew a straight line down her stomach and stopped just below her naval. He then climbed over the top of her and she watched him with a big grin on her face. He bent down and licked her nipples as she gently put her hands on the back of his head. He licked around her breasts and over her nipples, tugging slightly at both of them that were now very firm and erect. He then dragged his tongue down her stomach following the line of sweet juice to just below her naval. He then made sucking kisses all the way back up, sucking all of the juice from her body as he went until he arrived at her breasts and he opened his mouth and placed it over her breast and drew up while sucking and Korica let a little pleasured squeak slip out. Tamaric looked up at her face and he saw the pleasure on her face. He then did the same thing to her other breast, spending a little more time with it in his mouth and he heard her breathing increase in intensity and she started kneading the hair on the back of his head as she closed her eyes.

Tamaric then touched the fruit to her neck and drew a line around her neck and she tilted her head back and he leaned down and sucked around her neck in firm kisses that tugged at her skin as he drew back. By the time he had all of the juice licked off her neck he distinctly felt her begin to purr with her heart and he knew she was thoroughly enjoying what he was doing. His heart skipped a few beats making his head spin for a moment and then he felt a warm tingle in his chest with every rapid beat of her heart as his beat in unison to hers. He held his position over her and closed his eyes and tried to adjust to the weird feeling of his heart being forced to beat faster than his body needed. It caused his blood pressure to rise and his muscles in his arms twitched as he held his own weight up. Korica opened her eyes and looked at him hovering over her with his eyes closed and that's when she realized how hard she was purring. She put her hands on his bottom and pressed down slightly and he slowly slid his knees back and laid his weight on her and she moved her hands up to his head and gently pushed his head down until he was lying flat on her with his face on her chest between her breasts.

Tamaric could hear her heart pounding in his ear and he could feel every burst of electrical energy as it made his heart beat at the same instant. His mind was cloudy but his whole body was tingling and he felt like we was being drugged it was so calming and so wonderful. Korica let him enjoy the sensation for a few minutes and then she made a conscious effort to stop the purring and Tamaric felt his heart breaking the rhythm and beating at its own pace and the fog cleared from his mind and he opened his eyes and sighed.

"God you're amazing Korica. The things you do to me¦"

"Thank you Tamaric. I forgot that you can't think straight when I purr that hard close to you. I'll try not to do that while we're¦enjoying each other."

Tamaric lifted his head and set his hand on her chest and the back of his other on her shoulder with the piece of fruit still in it.

"Hey¦are your mom and dad going to sense what you're feeling while we¦do what we plan on doing with how you three are connected?"

"A little. They can tune it out and with how far away they are it won't be¦profound or whatever unless they make an effort to listen to my feelings and I know they aren't going to do that. That reminds me though¦"

Korica reached up behind her ear and tapped her transceiver off.

"You had that thing on this whole time?"

"It was in standby mode. If you had touched it by accident it would have started transmitting. That's why I just turned it off. You're still wearing yours right?"

Tamaric sighed in relief.

"Yeah. I never take it off. Most of the time I forget that it's even there."

Korica nodded and she turned her head and looked at the piece of fruit in Tamaric's hand and she reached up and grabbed his wrist and moved his hand over to her mouth and she took a small bite and sucked on it as she bit into it. Tamaric smiled at her and slid up on her and sucked on her lower lips as he drew back. She smiled at him and swallowed the bite of fruit and she let go of his hand and looked at the fruit and grinned and he was pretty sure he felt her blushing judging by how warm she felt all of a sudden.

"You know you could¦rub that on my other lips too and maybe it wouldn't seem so disgusting to you to kiss them."

Tamaric grinned at her but furrowed his brow and he leaned back a little and listened closely to her feelings.

"What is this¦fascination you have with me putting my mouth on you down there?"

Korica got very warm now and he could see a tiny bit of color increasing around her nose in her cheeks.

"I sensed what Laurel thought about Jake doing that to her once. It felt incredible for her and she wanted him to do it more often. I just¦want to see what it's like. My body is ten times more sensitive to touch than a Human so¦"

"I know there's a technique to doing that to a girl but I have no idea how to do it right."

"I don't exactly either. You can feel what I feel Tamaric so you'll know what feels good and I can show you where the most sensitive spot is¦well maybe not show you so much as guide you to it since I can't exactly see what you're doing."

"You can't point to the good spot or whatever?"

"I guess I could. Do you mind looking at me down there with my¦lips pulled to the side?"

"No. You're absolutely beautiful down there Korica. I could stare at it all day. I was hoping you would let me do that before we do anything serious anyways. We have like sixteen hours until the suns come up so we have a lot of time on our hands."

"I think it's even longer than that. You can do whatever you want Tamaric. You've looked at me before but then you didn't want to¦you know; put your mouth on me. I was thinking that you didn't exactly like what you saw."

"Oh no Korica. You're so pretty down there, from your lips to the beautiful bright pink parts between your lips. I'm just not sure of what to do and it seems a little strange to lick you down there."

"The whole thing is really sensitive so anywhere you put your tongue will feel good. We don't have to do that if it's that weird or disgusting to you."

"It's not particularly disgusting to me¦well¦maybe a little. What's it taste like?"

"How would I know? I've never tasted myself."

"Right¦sorry that was a dumb question. There's just so much more to pleasing a woman than I ever imagined. My dad offered to teach me how to pleasure a woman and I didn't take him up on it. Now I regret not doing that."

"Sooo¦you're thinking you want to give it a try?" Korica asked softly.

"You know I am. You know everything I think and feel."

"And you know everything I'm feeling so you know how curious I am about how it will feel."

"You know when we were in the deep sharing I tried to find what made you feel so¦sensual and sexual with me and all I found was me. I make you feel sexual and nothing and no one else ever has. I'm what turns you on. Why is that?"

"I can't explain it Tamaric. From the second I saw you I started having¦sexual thoughts and feelings about you. When you first opened your eyes and looked at me I just got all hot and tingly all over and it's only gotten stronger since."

"I know darlin. I sensed what happened to you when you looked at me and I don't want to embarrass you but I know that touching your hand like I did caused an orgasm."

"Hey, the same thing happened to you when you had the waste collection tube hooked to you."

"Yeah it did. You were so pretty and so¦shapely. I could see the complete outline of your lips and everything. It was just more than I could handle with the suction being applied to me."

"Now you're about to get to have all of that."

"Yeah but you're much more of a woman now then you were then. You were cute and pretty and now you're absolutely gorgeous."

"You're sweet Tamaric. So do you want to play with the fruit some more?"

"Yeah, that was kind of fun. Wait¦how are we going to bathe after we¦get each other all messy?"

"There is plenty of water over there in those jugs. You're going to have to give me a wipe down bath and then I'll do the same thing for you. We have those white towel things in our packs that are meant for a field bath too."

Tamaric grinned at her and she loved what she was sensing going through his mind.

"I would love to wipe every inch of your body down."

"It's going to feel so good to have you wiping me all over to get me clean."

Korica shivered and Tamaric smiled and then laughed as he set his forehead on her chest.

"You're so funny Korica. I'll be careful around your toes. I know how ticklish you are on the bottom of your feet and around your toes."

"I know your ticklish spots too. I promise to go easy on you."

Tamaric leaned forward and kissed Korica and then he climbed up off her and he sat between her legs on his knees and looked up her body and slowly shook his head at how beautiful she looked. She had such a terrific figure and all the right proportions everywhere. Tamaric leaned back and slid his legs under hers and then scooted closer to her lifting her bottom from the bed as she balanced on his thighs. He looked down at her and smiled softly. She had such pretty small lips and he pictured himself kissing them and he decided he would kiss them just like he did when he lip lock kissed the lips on her face. He leaned over and placed the fruit on her left breast and he made slow rubbing circles on her breast and then he leaned over her and licked the sweet juice off of her. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the sensation of his warm breath and wet tongue on her skin.

When Tamaric had her breast clean he pressed the fruit on her other breast and made slow circles around her nipple then closed the circle to end on her nipple. He then leaned forward and sucked the juices off of her pulling firmly on her nipple as he pulled away. Korica let a small high-pitched squeak out as her nipple popped out of his mouth and Tamaric looked up at her face. He could see that she was in absolute heaven. He drew another line down her body from between her breasts all the way to the top of her pubic area. He then leaned forward and licked all the way down her body and Korica watched him with a sensual smile on her face. Tamaric then went back to the spot where he started and he sucked on her in kisses all the way down her body.

Tamaric then realized he wasn't going to be able to reach her to do what she wanted. He scooted back and Korica looked down at his growing erection and her pulse quickened and she felt her loins beginning to tingle. As Tamaric moved out from under her she listened to his thoughts to understand exactly what he was doing and she pulled her knees far apart and laid them to the sides. Tamaric looked at her vulva and he could see where her lips were separating slightly toward the bottom allowing her swelling inner lips to poke out from between her outer lips slightly. Tamaric turned his legs facing the other way and he laid down with his face right next to her. He reached up with his free hand and gently stroked her from the top of her lips all the way to the bottom a few times. He loved how soft her lips felt. He then took the fruit and very carefully stroked it down her left lip then down her right. He then moved closer and poked his tongue out and gently licked up her lips collecting the sweet juice off of her. Korica was now breathing heavy while she watched him. His tongue felt wonderful gently stroking up her lips.

Tamaric then turned his head slightly and kissed her labium in a peck kiss and she squeaked at the surprising sensation but she smiled at him and he smiled at her. He then looked back at her now glistening wet lips and he moved in and pressed his lips to her lips and he sucked her right lips between his and he pulled at it gently as he pulled back. He then turned his head the other way and pulled her left lip between his and sucked on it softly and he tasted her moisture in his mouth. He pulled back gently tugging on her lip and Korica let out an 'ooh' and Tamaric thought about how her soft lip felt and how her fluids tasted as he let go of her lip. He worked the taste around in his mouth and he decided it wasn't that bad. It was kind of bitter and a little salty with a tang like he couldn't place. He thought to himself that a mouthful of that could be kind of neat. Tamaric looked at her lips for a moment and then he heard Korica thinking in his mind.

"You can look at it all you want. I'm glad I don't taste bad."

Tamaric set the piece of fruit aside on the bed and he licked his fingers off and then he put both hands on her and he gently pressed her lips to the side. He was amazed again at the pretty bright pink flesh in between. He pushed up a little and looked at her delicate inner lips. He held her lips to the side and then rubbed his index finger in her wet inner flesh for a few moments and then he looked down to her entrance. It looked very small with a slightly swollen tongue of flesh just inside the opening that was barely visible. He moved his right hand down while holding her apart with his left and he gently slid his index finger across the tongue of flesh just inside her entrance. Korica tightened up as she felt his finger make contact with her and she expected it to hurt as he slid his finger in but it didn't hurt at all. To her surprise his gentle slow touch felt wonderful, tingling everywhere that his finger touched. He slid his finger in to the first knuckle then felt to each side and then he slowly pulled it out while pressing down and he felt a web of flesh under his finger around the bottom of her entrance. He pulled his finger away and watched as she relaxed and her opening flexed a little. He then reached out touched the web of flesh at the bottom of her entrance and he pressed down on it gently.

"What is that Korica?"

"It's my hymen. That's where it's going to hurt when you penetrate me. That has to tear a little as it's forced out of the way."

"You mean this is what makes a girl a virgin? To have this there?"

"Yes."

Tamaric pulled his finger away but kept staring at her beautiful vulva.

"But you had things done to you. How can this still be there?"

"Because I wasn't raped in the full sense of the word. Things were put into my body and I was touched when they tried to make me¦they didn't put anything into me big enough to tear my hymen."

"Oh. You're so pretty Korica. You don't want me to¦put the fruit between your lips right?"

"No. That might burn or cause some kind of reaction¦like an infection or something."

Tamaric looked up at her looking back at him and he smiled at her.

"We don't want that. So¦where is it going to feel best? Where is the most sensitive spot you were talking about?"

"You've seen all this before Tamaric. Remember the time I showed you where it is so you knew where to stimulate? That's how you knew how and where to rub your head when we messed around. But I'll be glad to show you again."

"I remember but I want to see it again so I'm sure I hit the right spot¦and you're so pretty to look at. I love how everything is such a bright pink color."

Korica leaned up and put her hands on herself gently moving Tamaric's hand to the side and she pulled herself up high while pressing her lips to the side until her clitoris was uncovered and she put the tip of her finger on it.

"You see that right there?"

"Yeah."

"That's what you were rubbing in the lake. That's my clitoris. If you run your tongue around that it's kind of like the end of your cock but a thousand times more sensitive."

"Hmm. Ok."

Korica let go of herself and leaned back on her elbows.

"You gunna give it a try?"

"Yes. Just tell me¦mentally if I'm doing something wrong."

Korica nodded and laid back and closed her eyes and she tuned into Tamaric closely so he would sense everything she was feeling. Tamaric sensed Korica entering his mind deeply and he looked at her vulva and he felt like he now knew exactly what to do. He leaned forward and put his tongue on her and began gently stroking her to her delight. He sensed that it felt wonderful for her so he kept it up until he sensed that she wanted him to put his tongue between her lips. He pressed her lips to the side slightly and began licking her soft wet inner flesh. It was much hotter and the strange bitter taste was much more profound but he adjusted to it quickly to the point that he actually began to like the taste. He licked from within her entrance as far as the tip of his tongue would reach all the way up to the top of her lips. When he heard her moan softly in approval as he lapped over her clitoris he knew he had found the right spot. He moved closer and followed her mental urging to just the right spot and at just the right speed. After a time his jaw started to get tired and he was tempted to give up just as Korica flexed once hard and then she began to moan softly in rhythmic breaths as she shook and he closed his eyes and concentrated on what she was feeling physically and he found that turning his head to the side slightly and licking across her clitoris in rapid strokes felt the best for her. He concentrated his efforts and she began to get a little louder and then he heard her voice clear as day in his mind.

"That's it Tamaric¦just like that¦oh Tamaric¦it feels so good."

Korica then squeaked twice and tensed up and he felt her shaking as waves of ecstasy coursed through her as she came supremely hard for close to thirty seconds. She then relaxed while breathing hard as waves of tingling energy coursed through her body in an afterglow and he sensed that she wanted him to move away from her clitoris so he pressed her lips aside and licked lower between her lips and he sensed a fresh gush of wet fluid that was sweeter and more tangy close to her entrance. He licked it up gladly then changed to a gentle stroking with his tongue poking between her lips without pressing them to the sides so she could feel his tongue on her outer and inner lips at the same time. He then kissed her wet lips several times in a pecking motion and Korica moved her legs closer together and he got the hint and stopped and wiped his mouth clear of her fluids. He climbed up on her only then realizing how hard his erection was. He had almost climaxed at the same instant as her as he shared the experience with her.

Tamaric slid up on her and laid to her side and let her catch her breath. She finally opened her eyes and smiled at him as she continued to breath deeply.

"I honestly didn't know it would feel that good. That was¦mind altering Tamaric, thank you."

"You're welcome love. I shouldn't have been so scared of it. It actually tasted good¦especially after you came for some reason¦and I knew exactly what to do cause I could feel it almost like it was being done to me. I knew exactly where to lick you and how."

"See¦we're better together than a part¦I deliberately entered your¦mind and pulled you into mine¦so you could feel it like that." She said through her deep breathing.

"Does that mean I'm going to feel the other part like that too?"

"If you want?"

"I don't know if I do or not."

"It's up to you. All you have to do is reach out for my mind and I'll let you in. I'll never deny you in my mind."

"Not even if you're¦going to the bathroom?"

"Tamaric! I don't want you in my mind when I'm doing that¦but if you really want¦I won't even stop you then. Speaking of that¦I have to go before you lay on me or¦bounce on me."

Tamaric nodded and leaned forward and Korica moved back slightly and grinned at him.

"You need to brush your teeth and wash your face. I don't want to kiss myself."

"Ok."

Korica kissed his forehead and then climbed out from under him and got to her feet and tried to take a step and her knees gave out and she plopped to the floor on her rear end but not before she put her arms back to slow her fall with the bed. She laughed hard as Tamaric sprang up and looked at her curiously as he put his hand on her arm.

"Are you ok?"

"My legs are still weak. You took a lot out of me by making me come that hard."

"It was that hard? I mean I experienced it with you and it almost made me come at the same time but I didn't know it was so hard on you physically."

"It was hard on me in a good way Tamaric. I have never come that hard in my life¦I'm still trying to get used to how heavy I am here on Heindon too. I was expecting to old up like a hundred and sixty-five pounds and I weigh a lot more than that here."

Korica unfolded her legs and got up and she held her hands up.

"See, I'm ok."

Tamaric watched her saunter over to the back door and pull it open, what he didn't see was Korica batting her eyes heavily trying to get the twinkling spots to disappear from her vision as she fought the heat, humidity, high gravity and extreme exertion of how much energy she had just expended coming so hard that she almost tore a muscle in her back. Tamaric then got out of bed and walked over to his pack and he opened it and then opened his survival pack and he pulled out his toiletry pack and he walked over to the counter and he set his things down and he looked over at Korica.

"What's the matter love?"

"I'm not sure I want my hinny hanging two hundred feet over a hole and there's no¦what am I gunna wipe myself with? There's nothing like that out here."

Tamaric opened his toiletry bag and he pulled out the pack of tissues and he walked over to her and touched her shoulder.

"Here ya go."

Korica looked at his hand and took the pack, then she timidly stepped out onto the small porch that was only as deep as the recess the beds were placed in on the other side of the right wall and she looked down through the drop seat that was nothing more than smooth polished branches that had been steam bent into a ring then attached to a chair like seat with armrests made of small logs. The seat was lashed to the porch with strong looking vines that appeared to be very old. Korica took a breath then looked back at Tamaric as he was pouring some water into a bowl. She quieted her mind so he wouldn't hear what she was thinking as she did her business and Tamaric stopped what he was doing and looked at her.

"I thought you said anytime?"

"Tamaric¦"

"I know, you don't want me actually experiencing everything with you."

"No I don't."

Korica pulled the door closed and stepped forward and looked around at the amazing view from so high up. She then looked down and decided to get it over with. She turned around and grabbed the armrests and sat down, almost dropping the pack of tissues she squeezed the armrests so tightly. She plopped her behind on the seat and leaned back and the floor logs creaked slightly making her tense up for a second and then she relaxed and pushed and a relieving stream exited her body and cascaded down to the ground two hundred feet below. When she was finished urinating she looked around and the view relaxed her so much that she leaned back against the backrest and she decided that she may as well take care of all of her bowls and she began pushing to finish her business.

When the door closed, Tamaric went back to what he was doing. He filled a bowl then scooped the water out with two hands and splashed his face and scrubbed up and down. He repeated the process three times and then he flung the water off his hands and he took out his toothbrush and toothpaste and he put a small dab on his toothbrush and he dipped it in the water in the bowl and then he began brushing his teeth. When he was done he walked over to the table between the beds and he picked up the small drinking gourd and he took in a mouthful and he swished it around as he walked over to the large open window at the north side if the structure and he spat the water and toothpaste out. He then repeated the process spitting it out the window and then he walked over to the counter and he washed his toothbrush out and he flung the water out of it and he put it away then put his toothpaste away and he refilled the drinking gourd and he carried it over to the small table for Korica and then he walked over to the counter and he picked up the bowl of now white water and he walked over to the window and dumped it out. He then refilled the bowl and worked the water around in the bowl and he walked over to the window and dumped it out the window then he walked back over to the counter and he set the bowl down and he decided to leave his toiletries where they were since he would need them again in the morning. Tamaric then walked over to the bed and he sat down and looked around a little and then he picked up the piece of fruit and tossed it out the window cleanly and then he pulled his feet up on the bed and he got comfortable to wait for Korica. He wondered to himself how many hours he had been awake at this point. He guessed around twenty-four or more. The days were so long on Heindon and the night was going to be just as long. Before he knew it his eyes drifted closed as he slipped into light sleep.

Korica finished her business and wiped herself clean and then she headed back into the ava acoo. She pushed the door open and stepped in and set the pack of tissues on the counter by Tamaric's toiletry bag and she walked over to her pack and pulled out her waste bag and she put the used tissues in it and sealed it closed then put it back in her pack and then she stood up and turned to say something to Tamaric about how good it felt to be here with him when she saw that his eyes were closed.

"Really! I take a poo and you pass out?"

Tamaric didn't respond so she walked over to the bed and sat down next to him and she grinned at him. She stroked his face and pinched his chin gently as she hoped that any boys they had together would have his cute chin dimple. She turned and faced the foot of the bed and laid down and scooted over next to Tamaric and then she lifted his arm and rolled half onto him and his eyes opened as she pulled his arm around her.

"Oh Korica, I am so sorry for falling asleep."

"It's ok Tamaric. You're exhausted and I'm pretty tired too. Let's get some sleep before we do anything else."

"But this is supposed to be¦your honeymoon or whatever. I wanted it to be everything you wanted. I want to make love to you so bad Korica."

"And when you wake up in like ten hours it will still be this night. Get some sleep¦husband."

Korica leaned up over him and engaged him in a long tongue kiss with her hand on his cheek and when she terminated the kiss she smacked her mouth and smiled.

"Minty fresh. Good night Tamaric."

"Good night Korica. I love you beautiful."

"I love you too handsome."

Korica scooted down and set her head on his chest and closed her eyes and they both drifted off to sleep within seconds.

Meanwhile down in the village the crowds had dwindled down to just a handful of people and Mark and Melissa were no plowed. Marty and Inea were feeling a little tipsy but Iridon was practically falling off his eat and the women were pretty much holding him up and he wasn't making much sense when he spoke so Laurel and Jake decided they had seen enough.

"I think it is time for us to get some rest." Laurel said. "Thank you for the wonderful celebration of Korica and Tamaric's coupling Iridon."

Jake then got to his feet feeling like Laurel that they needed to get Mark and Melissa somewhere that they could pass out before they fell down and couldn't get up.

"You are¦Laurel you will find him¦hick!" Iridon hiccupped and almost fell over. The women kept him from falling over and he nodded at them then looked back at Laurel. "You will be taken to him by me. You did not come in vane." Iridon said in a slurred and almost gibberish manner.

Laurel stood up quickly and grabbed Mark's arm and pulled him to his feet.

"I think I understand what you say Iridon. Thank you."

Jake then stepped over to Melissa and he helped her get to her feet in a most undignified manner as she rolled onto her hands and knees first then stood up giving Mark and Laurel a moon shot. Mark grinned and weaved a little as he stared at her behind and glorious parts below but Laurel just cringed. She hoped Melissa wouldn't remember this in the morning.

"You will attend to Iridon?" Jake asked looking at the women around him.

"We will see that he finds his hut and his bed."

Jake nodded and they started trudging down the street, staggering as they tried to keep their commander and chief of security upright for the walk. Marty and Inea followed behind and when Mark started getting heavy on Laurel Marty stepped up under his armpit and gently pushed Laurel to the side and he yanked him upright.

"I got you LT." Marty said quietly in English.

"Thank you Marty." Laurel said in Indel. "He was getting heavy."

"Mark used to drink like this every night before we joined the corps. I can't tell you how many times I had to carry him home like this." Marty said.

"What is this strange talk you use Marty?" Inea asked.

"I am sorry Inea. I forget where I am sometimes."

"I accept your apology but you did not answer my question."

"Later Inea. I will explain later."

"As you wish."

"You were just kids when you joined were you not Marty?" Laurel asked.

"I was your age when I signed up. If you consider that a kid then yes."

Laurel had to think about the fact that Marty saw her as a seventeen year old despite how young she felt deep down inside. She realized her mental self-image did not match what was on the outside yet.

"I do not consider myself a kid or a child or anything close to it."

"Then I was a young man your age. I did not mean any offense."

Inea leaned closer to Laurel.

"He wondered if I was a child before. I do not think he is comfortable in their presence. Especially in the way we have been together."

"None of our tribe consider it proper to be with a child in the way you two have been together." Laurel said in a whisper.

Inea shook her head and looked at Laurel.

"You have seen less risings than I?"

"Yes. A good many less."

Inea looked her up and down and seemed genuinely surprised.

"You look as a woman should¦and you have accepted your mates seed?"

"Yes I have and thank you Inea. It is considered improper for a man that has seen as many risings as Marty to lay with a girl that has seen as few as I have. Jake has seen just as many as I have so it is seen as proper for me to accept his seed."

Inea and Laurel slowed a little as they continued their very subdued conversation.

"But you are not with child and you have not given birth?"

"No. I am raising Korica for now. I will raise my own later on."

"But how do you choose? Once the seed is laid a child will come."

"We have a way of stopping the seed from finding the egg until we choose."

"Do you drink the asinar juice?"

"I¦no. I do not even know what that is."

"Asinar juice is a poison that is known to make a woman with child lose that child. If taken immediately after the seed is delivered for six risings it will stop a child from being made."

"That is not how we do it. If it is a poison why does it not kill or sicken the women taking it?"

"In large quantities it will kill a person. You only consume the juice from two berries to stop a child from being made. I am told it tastes bad but it works every time."

"That sounds like a strong poison if the juice from two berries can do that."

"The berries are the size of your finger." Iena said holding up her thumb.

"I see. You do have a way of having casual sex without worry then?"

"Some girls conduct themselves like this but not I. The asinar berry is very hard to find. There is always a chance that you will not find it when you need it. I do not want a man treating my body as his plaything only to walk past me as if I do not exist after the rising, to avoid that I do not attract that sort of attention to myself. Except with Marty, I wanted to attract his attention like that."

"He is very fond of you Inea. I think you have his attention."

"I drew him to me for too long is what he says. It will hurt when he leaves."

"You did something to him?"

"I drew his heart toward me so he would notice me."

"All your women have this ability?"

"Yes."

They reached the guest hut and stepped in and Inea carried the torch from outside in and she touched it to the fire pit in the entrance and it whooshed to light as if an accelerant had been applied to it. She then stepped back out front and planted the torch and stepped back in. Marty carried Mark into his room and helped him into his hammock. Mark sat for a moment weaving around and he looked right at Marty and spoke in slurred Indel.

"Keep your head straight and stand watch. I am going to be out of it for quite a while thanks to the drink so you are responsible for keeping the kids safe."

"I got this Mark. You get some sleep and I will keep the¦kids safe. You have my word."

Mark nodded and then swung his legs up and almost fell out the back of the hammock but Marty grabbed his legs at the last minute and kept him from going over. As soon as Marks head hit the hammock he was out. They stepped out and watched Jake trying to help Melissa into her hammock. She was just as wobbly but she managed to lie back and swing her feet up so she fell right into the hammock. She reached up and stroked Jake's face.

"Thank you for the escort. I might not have made it on my own. Go get some sleep, we have a long day ahead of us."

"I will Melissa. You sleep well."

Melissa pulled her hand from his face and she was out immediately. He stepped out and pulled the door closed and looked at Laurel and grinned while he shook his head.

"I never thought I would see her like that."

"The mind spirit is very strong. I have seen many of the villagers sitting with Iridon fall over and sleep where they fell until the fire discs were in the sky."

"Does that happen often?" Laurel asked.

"No. Most of the time only a single cup is consumed."

"Laurel and I are going to go down to the lake to get bathed. We sweat pretty good today." Jake said.

"There are some dangerous pack animals that are attracted to noise. Inea was telling me about them. I really wish you two would stay in the village." Marty said.

"You know we can sense animals coming and we have a way of dealing with them that does not require weapons or even seeing them." Laurel said.

"When Mark said take care of the kids I think he was talking about you two. I am not comfortable letting you go down there alone no matter how powerful you are Laurel."

"And I made it clear that I am not a kid. Mark is drunk but you are not and you know what I mean."

"I am sorry Laurel, I did not mean to bruise your feelings. If you really have to go just stay alert."

"We will."

"It is going to get pretty hot in here with this fire burning. Do you know a way of putting it out rapidly?" Laurel asked of Inea.

"Yes. Toss a handful of dirt on it and it will go out."

They all then stepped out front and Jake scooped up two hands full of dirt and carried it in and threw it on the fire and it extinguished the fire immediately. He was convinced now that there was some kind of accelerant mineral in the fire. He stepped back outside and nodded at Marty and he and Inea headed for her hut. Laurel and Jake then headed down the road toward the lake. They made the long walk staying quiet so as not to attract the attention of any animals while enjoying the company of the other in their minds. When they reached the waters edge they stood in awe at how beautiful the lake was. It was silent except for the noises of some animals off in the distance making chirping like calls to one another.

Jake finally started untying his shoes and Laurel joined him in taking hers off and then she took her chest cover off and pulled it away and Jake stared at her and smiled as she untied her loincloth and stepped out of it. She then smiled at him and faced him and untied his loincloth and pulled it away from him and she picked up their shoes and set their clothes a few feet up on the shore and walked back over to him.

"Are we going to have some fun while we're down here?" Jake asked.

"You feeling a little horny?"

"More than a little and so are you."

"Yeah I am. I was thinking we would do something in our room."

"With Mark and Melissa asleep on the other side of the wall? The walls don't go all the way to the ceiling Laurel."

"Those two are dead to the world. They aren't going to hear a thing."

"That's true."

Laurel took Jake's hand and they stepped into the cold water and stood for a moment as they got used to it and then they walked out into the water up to their necks. Laurel then dunked herself below the surface and then came up and swept her hair back. Jake waded up to her and gave her a quick kiss and then he dove down and swam out a ways and surfaced and Laurel then dove under, showing him her beautifully round cheeks as she did and she swam out to him and then came up right next to him. They treaded water holding hands for a time and then floated on their backs looking up at the moons while holding a hand from the other. They floated for quite a while then slowly swam back to the shore. They walked out of the water and up onto the shore and Jake looked Laurel over and he sighed.

"You are so much prettier than any of the girls or women in the village. You know¦I can honestly say that I have seen hundreds of naked girls and none even comes close to how gorgeous your body is."

"Thank you Jake. I haven't seen hundreds of naked guys, and I don't want to, but I can tell you that you are the most gorgeous guy I can imagine."

Jake dropped to his knees surprising Laurel and she looked down at him for a moment and then she looked around briefly and then she looked back at him.

"Really? Here, just like this?"

"Why not? I am on my knees asking you to let me enjoy your body."

"Uh¦ok."

Jake moved closer and looked at her beautiful full lips and he leaned forward and kissed her while he put his hands on her cheeks and pulled her closer. He then wrapped his mouth around her lips as she moved her feet apart and he gently sucked on her as he drew back and she put her hands on the back of his head. He then pressed his tongue against her lips firmly and licked her lips from as far as he could reach under her up to the top of them. Jake then moved his hands onto her lips and he pressed down as Laurel pushed against him and he pushed her lips to the side and he put his tongue between her lips and then he put his hands back on her cheeks to hold onto her and he started sliding his tongue up and down between her lips tasting her sweet fluids and feeling her soft warm flesh on his tongue. As she got excited he could feel her clitoris swelling as his tongue stroked over it and he concentrated his swirling motions on the tip of it as he pressed into her. She started breathing heavy while keeping quiet as the feeling grew for her. He reached out to her mind and he connected with her deeply and he sensed exactly what he needed to do to maximize the feeling for her.

As he kept stimulating her she breathed heavy and rhythmically for a time then she started to build to an orgasm and he could hear it in her breathing as she gasped a few times and he felt the urge growing in her with her. As she took her usual gasping breaths and then held her breath he could feel her cheeks get firm as she tensed up and he kept the motion she loved going until she pressed on his head firmly and then she let out a soft whine of pleasure and then shook as she came hard. Jake felt it with her and it was all he could do to concentrate on what he was doing. The feeling was intense and incredibly pleasurable so he pulled back from her mind so he wouldn't get off at the same time as he felt that was the inevitable outcome with how good it felt to experience it with her. Laurel then squeaked and started breathing hard and her cheeks relaxed and only firmed when his tongue struck her clitoris. He licked lower and then pulled his tongue from between her lips and he licked her outer lips and she weaved a little as she tried to collect her senses while breathing heavily. Jake licked her soft lips a few more times then kissed her gently and then stood up.

Jake walked over to the water and scooped up water and washed his face off a few times then he scooped up a few hands full and rinsed his mouth out for Laurel's sake. He then walked back over to her and she was still breathing heavily and Jake immediately engaged her in a long tongue kiss. Laurel practically hung on him at first and then she seemed to regain her strength and Jake terminated the kiss. Laurel then took him by the hands and walked over to the tall grass and she engaged him another loving kiss and then she pulled him to the ground with her. Jake climbed on her and she put her hands on his chest.

"Don't you want me to go down on you too?"

"I'm so close to coming because I was experiencing your orgasm with you that it would literally take two strokes and I would come in your mouth and I know you don't like it when I do that."

"So this is going to be quick then?"

"No! I don't stop when I get off Laurel. I'm in this to pleasure you. You know how I work."

"Ok, good. Let me start it then."

Laurel pushed Jake over and she sat over him. She reached down and slid her hand up his rock hard erection and she smiled thinking about how good he was going to feel in her. She then pressed him against her lips and she pressed down on his head and then she pressed her lips aside with her fingers and she placed his head against her entrance and then she put her hands on his chest and looked into his eyes as she pressed her weight down on him. There was painful pressure as he stretched her open and then his head slowly slipped inside and she opened her mouth as she started burry him in her. Once his head was past the entrance the pain faded and she grinned as she slowly pushed him into her. She sank on him until his full length was inside her. She sat for a second and adjusted to the feeling and then she rose up slowly and Jake tilted his head back as it tingled wildly and then she sank back down on him and then she connected with his mind again and he blinked a few times and then smiled and closed his eyes and let her experience it all with him. She began to slide up and down on him and it only took a few strokes for him to reach the point that he couldn't hold it back and he put his hands on her hips and grunted as he released into her in a grunt. She felt the warm slippery sensation as he squirted into her in four gushes and she could feel it through him and it brought her right to the edge of an orgasm and she started to tighten up and he thrust up into her and she took three rapid breaths and then tensed up hard and held her breath as she came. She drenched his shaft and crotch as she had a wet orgasm that felt incredible of her and Jake shared every sensation of it with her. She leaned back and enjoyed his thrusts as she continued to come and when she finally relaxed and took a gasp of air then started breathing hard he increased his speed. As he trust up into her and she had to fight not to moan with every thrusting stab. He continued to drill up into for a few minutes using all his strength to keep up the speed and force until he felt her building yet again. He slowed for a moment as he felt it with her and as she took her customary three gasps he sped up again maximizing it for her. He rode into her as she came hard and when she started to breath hard again and the firmness of her squeezing let up he slowed more and more until she was just slowly rocking back and forth on him as he was gliding up into and out of her.

Jake then stopped her and rolled her over while keeping himself buried in her and he used his knees to rise up a little as she moved her legs far to the side. He watched himself sliding in and out of her beautiful lips that were conforming to his shape and she rose up and watched, letting out soft little squeaks of pleasure as she watched him stabbing into her. Jake then leaned forward and kissed her for a time and then she terminated the kiss and grinned at him.

"Really give it to me Jake. I want to feel it hard for once."

"Ok."

Jake rose up and started smacking his hips into her with intense forceful smacks and Laurel smiled and laid her head back and let Jake just drill her intensely. He kept up as fast and hard a pace as he thought she could handle and he was experiencing it with her so he knew it felt incredible for her. He worked her like this for close to a minute until she started to tighten up and he could feel that she was getting close. He drilled her even harder and she practically yelled out 'oh yes' as she finally reached her peak and had a wet orgasm that lasted a full twenty seconds. She then panted and moaned in his ear as she lifted her head and Jake slowed as he breathed hard. He continued to make love to her gently for a few minutes and he finally felt the urge to come building in him and he let Laurel feel it with him as he kept working her. It took him another minute to reach his peak and then he grunted as he came in her in three hot explosions and she squealed softly at the hot wet feeling and she reached a peak and had yet another orgasm as he was using the last of his available strength. He managed to keep going until he sensed she was finished coming and then he slowed and finally stopped gasping and breathing hard and Laurel was just as winded breathing hard and they were both sweating heavily. He slowly withdrew form her and rolled over onto his back and laid gasping for breath.

The two of them laid for two full minutes catching their breath and then Laurel chuckled as her breathing finally slowed to a more normal pace.

"Just when I thought it couldn't possibly get any better you surprise me." Laurel said.

"That was pretty awesome huh?"

"I'll say. I'm sore but in such a good way."

"Are you gunna want it like that more often?"

"Probably not. I just wanted to see what it was like for you to really do me hard. It was intense but it kind of hurt at the same time. I don't particularly get off on the whole pain pleasure thing."

"Good. I liked it too but it was hard to hold that pace and I don't like treating you like that."

Laurel flopped the back of her hand on Jake's sweaty stomach and he set his hand in hers.

"I guess we need another bath."

"I was just thinking the same exact thing."

Jake slowly got to his feet and then he helped Laurel stand up and she slowly straightened her hips and stood with her hand on her hip as she grinned at Jake.

"You screwed the crap out of me. I'm sorer than I thought."

"I'm sorry babe. You asked me to do it hard though."

"I know."

They started walking toward the water and Laurel walked softly and a bit bow legged. They stride out into the water and then they both dove beneath the surface and swam out a ways and tread water for a short time then moved back where they could touch the bottom and they stood holding each other for a few moments and then they kissed each other and made their way back to the shore. They stood holding hands looking out at the lake as they drip-dried and then Laurel looked back at their clothes.

"I guess we need to get dressed."

"Everyone is probably asleep, you could go just like you are?"

"I don't think so. It's nice to feel so free but I'm not wandering around the village with nothing on."

"All right. I can feel what's going through your heart and mind and I completely understand why you feel that way."

They stepped over to their things and started with their shoes and got dressed. They then took one last look out across the lake and then turned and made the long walk back to the village. They walked over to the guest hut and stepped in and walked over to the room they had chosen and they pushed the door open and looked into the dark room. Jake sighed since he knew they couldn't sleep holding each other. They stepped in and Jake opened his pack and pulled out a light wand and he turned it on and then pushed the door closed.

"You want the top or the bottom hammock?" Jake asked.

"I'll take the bottom one."

Jake walked over to the hammocks and he rolled into the upper hammock and then he handed the light to Laurel and she stepped right up to him and engaged him in a long tongue kiss and then she stroked his cheek a few times as she admired how totally handsome he is.

"Thank you for everything Jake. The sex was awesome and you make me feel so good all the time thanks to your kind heart and open mind."

"You're welcome Laurel. I love you so much gorgeous."

"I love you too Jake. Goodnight."

"Goodnight."

Laurel gave him a peck and then she sat down in the lower hammock and swung her feet in and then she turned the light off and set it under her hammock and they drifted off to sleep within seconds of closing their eyes.

The evening was much briefer for Marty and Inea. They walked over to her hut and Inea pushed the door open and she lit the oil lamp and then closed the front door. Marty walked over to the hammock and as he was about to climb in Inea stopped him and untied his loincloth and then hers and she carried them over to the chair by the table and she set them down on chair and then she walked back over to Marty.

"You want to do it again?" Marty asked with a bit of a grin on his face.

"I wanted to sleep with my entire body touching yours. I will let you give me your seed again if you would like though."

"I am pretty tired Inea. You are a fantastic at¦doing that but I would like to get some sleep before we do that again."

"Come then, we will lie together and sleep."

Inea pulled him over to the hammock and let him lie down and then she extinguished the oil lamp and she climbed in facing him and they moved around for a few moments trying to get comfortable and they ended up lying with Inea practically lying on top of Marty. He found she wasn't that heavy and her soft warm body pressing against him was a rather nice feeling that he hadn't experienced in a very long time. They then drifted off to sleep very quickly.

Korica and Tamaric slept peacefully without moving for four hours and then Korica's stomach woke her up. She opened her eyes and looked around for a moment and then she remembered where she was. She looked up at Tamaric sleeping soundly and her tummy rumbled and she rolled back and slipped out from under his arm. He stirred and batted his eyes until Korica was clear in his vision. He lifted his head and looked down her body and she rolled more onto her back and moved her knees apart and Tamaric smiled and let his head back down.

"You are so gorgeous Korica. Is it time to get up?"

"No, I'm hungry. Are you?"

"Not really."

"Ok, just get some sleep and I'll find something to eat and then come back and lay down with you."

Korica rolled over and kissed his cheek then got to her feet. She rubbed her eyes and then walked over to the clay pots with covers on them. She lifted the lids off to see what was left for them. One was full of juicy slices of meat from several different animals, one had some of the delicious vegetable stew with lermon in it and there was another that was so full of fresh vegetables the lid wouldn't fit on the pot correctly. She pulled out a plate and pulled out a few pieces of meat and laid them on her plate and then she took the ladle laying on the counter and she pulled out some of the vegetables and she drained away the liquid and piled the vegetables on her plate and then she pulled out a few of the fresh vegetables that looked interesting to try and she piled those on her plate. She then picked up the Olmot fork that was lying on the counter and she laid it on her plate and then she closed all of the pots and she walked her plate over to the table. She then walked over to the small table by the beds and she picked up the drinking gourd and she smiled when she saw that Tamaric had filled it for her. She walked back over to the table and pulled one of the chairs out and she sat down and began eating.

Korica cleared her plate and drank two drinking gourds of water and then leaned back and patted her belly. She was very full and content. As she felt the food really settling she felt the urge to burp and she was shocked when she heard Tamaric burp and he sprang to a sitting position and looked over at Korica as she burped and they both covered their mouths and then started laughing. When the laughter stopped Tamaric leaned back on his hands and he stared at Korica for a second, then he spoke.

"I was dreaming about everything you just ate and then I felt the air bubble coming up¦in your stomach. Is that what¦being paired is like? Am I going to feel everything that you feel physically and emotionally?"

"Yep. I didn't think you would feel it already but I guess what Iridon did put us so close to being paired that you're already experiencing everything I do."

"It's such a weird feeling. I can feel your stomach grinding on what you ate. You taste food a lot more¦profoundly than us huh?"

"I don't know, do I?"

"Yeah. I think your taste buds are more sensitive or you have more of 'em or something."

"I guess that's possible. I'm sorry I woke you up."

"You didn't really wake me up love, it's this thing growing in my head. My brain is tuning into yours more and more every second."

"So what am I physically feeling right now?"

"That chair is uncomfortable on your soft bottom¦your back hurts from¦oh Korica, you should have told me that I got you so hard that you hurt yourself."

"Holy crap! I wasn't thinking about either of those issues but you're absolutely right. I didn't tell you that I almost screwed my back up cause I'm not gunna complain about every little ache¦especially when the reward for almost hurting myself is as good as the one you gave me."

Tamaric grinned at her and dipped his head a little.

"You're getting all hot and bothered thinking about it right now."

"Anyone could have told you that. I could scratch my name in stone with my nipples right now they're so hard."

Tamaric laughed and laid back down as he chuckled. He looked over at Korica with a big smile on his face.

"That's a little crude coming from you but hilarious. Eat a little slower next time and I won't burp with you."

"It was all the water I was washing it down with, not how fast I was eating."

Korica smiled and squinted as she tuned in to Tamaric and she got up and walked over to him and sat down next to him on the bed.

"You're still exhausted and your eyes hurt¦and you miss your mom and dad so much it hurts."

Tamaric sighed and put his hand on hers.

"I'm still just a kid who needs his parents around Korica. My body is fifteen but my mind still isn't. Inside I'm a scared eleven-year-old kid on an alien world light years away from his mom and dad."

"I know Tamaric. I was just mentioning what I felt from you at the moment. I felt the scared little boy in you during the deep sharing."

"I'm being a man for you love. I know you can handle yourself but I feel a responsibility to keep my woman safe and it takes a man to do that."

Korica turned around and slid up on the bed and faced Tamaric as she scooted closer to him. He lifted his arm and let her place her head on his chest. She wrapped her arm around him and gave him a squeeze.

"You have always been a good man looking out for me even when you were in the body of an eleven year old. Our minds will catch up to our bodies soon enough."

"Thanks Korica. I just want to do right by you."

"You always have. That's why I'm so nuts about you. Let's get some sleep so we can have some fun when we wake up."

Tamaric kissed the top of her head and closed his eyes.

"I just wish it wasn't so blasted hot and humid. I bet it's still eighty five."

"Am I making you hot by lying on you?"

"Yes, but I'm used to it. You always cook me."

"So let's lay back to back so you can rest comfortably?"

Tamaric lifted his arm and rolled over onto his side and the relatively cool air on his back felt wonderfully refreshing. Korica then rolled onto her side and scooted her behind back so it was pressed up against Tamaric's and she closed her eyes and they drifted off feeling and hearing everything from the other.

It was another four hours when Tamaric awoke first at the sense that they were being watched. He looked at the wall in front of him, as he hadn't moved at all while sleeping. He could tell it was still night and other than a shift in the cast of the moonlight coming from the window it seemed like it had only been a few minutes since they fell asleep. He rolled back a little and his back pressed against Korica's very warm back and as he attempted to look at her his eyes got big when he saw an extremely large bird perched on the wide low north window sill with half its body hanging in the room. It had a huge head with hard sharp teeth that overlapped and were a part of its long pointed beak. He guessed the animal to weigh at least two hundred pounds, enough to be a serious danger for a person. He could hear the bird sniffing as it bobbed and weaved its head looking around in the room with big yellow eyes that seemed to glow in the oil lamp light. He was terrified at first and then he thought about Korica sleeping right next to him and he got angry that this ugly bird was posing a danger to her. The bird looked into the room toward the pots on the counter at the back of the room and Tamaric realized the smell of the food had attracted the bird. Tamaric raised his head slowly and looked at his bow and arrows then his pack by the front door and he realized that if he went for it, it would take him a few seconds to get his PP-20 out and turn it on and by then the bird would be right on top of him and its feet were huge with long sharp curving talons that would shred his back like butcher knives.

Tamaric stared at the bird for a second and then he realized the bird was contemplating hoping off the ledge into the room and he couldn't let that happen. He slowly reached over and tapped Korica's behind a few times and he sensed her waking as her thoughts entered his subconscious mind then faded to his conscious mind. She was thinking in Hiram first, then in English as she woke more. As he sensed that she was about to speak he consciously sent a push to her mind to stop her.

"Don't say a word Korica! We're in trouble! One of those birds we saw circling overhead when we arrived is sitting on the window ledge looking at us."

"Oh crap!" Korica thought. "Can I move?"

"Do it real slow if you're going to." Tamaric thought.

Tamaric could feel Korica's heart racing as she slowly dropped her chin so she could see the bird and then Tamaric felt her heart really start to race as she got sight of the huge bird and realized just how big it was.

"What are we gunna do Tamaric?"

"I can't get to my weapon. We have to take it out with our¦your abilities. Think you can knock it out?"

"I¦I'm scared Tamaric."

"Close your eyes love. Let me have control of your power. Can you do that?"

Tamaric heard Korica whimper very slightly as she started to cry and he was a little surprised that she was getting so upset. She was usually the calm and cool one in a crisis.

"Reach out to me. I'll try."

Tamaric closed his eyes for a second and he mentally reached out to her and he found her mind readily and he felt her pull him in. There was spinning feeling at first and then he pushed in further and he found the source of her power. It was a scary, heavy and dense feeling area within her. He focused on pulling it closer and he suddenly felt it within him. He opened his eyes and looked at the bird and he relaxed for a moment and concentrated on his love for Korica and he let the feeling grow and swell within him despite his anxiety and as it built in intensity he wondered how much he would need and all of a sudden he could feel it surging well beyond his ability to control it in an instant, washing over and past him like a tidal wave making him take a quick loud breath and the bird swung its head and looked right at him and he was pretty sure it was opening its beak to make a squawk but he pushed before Korica's power got away from him any further and he felt Korica twitch hard and there was an audible thud as her energy drained through him and slammed into the bird crushing its chest resulting in everything that had been on the inside coming out of its beak and its rear end in a gush of blood and internal organs. Feathers flew all over into the room and out window in a puff as the bird simply exploded from the inside out and was blasted backwards making it disappear back out the window. Tamaric was sickened by the sight but then he realized Korica's energy was still building and completely out of his control. He pushed a second time to release energy while staring out the window at nothing in particular and he saw a shimmering perfectly round five-foot diameter distortion form and then pass away into the distance. He started gasping for breath as his neural activity jumped to its highest level ever.

"Help me Korica!" Tamaric yelled out in a scared voice.

He felt Korica twitch hard as she tried to pull it back in but it kept growing and Tamaric was forced to push as hard as he could again to relieve the building energy that felt like it was going to explode out of his head. This time the distortion was dark, as though he was looking into deep space and it was nearly twenty feet in diameter and it persisted for a few seconds then drifted away into the distance slowly. Tamaric then felt the level of energy level off and start to decrease as he sat up and gasped and breathed heavy trying to get enough oxygen in his lungs to feed the tremendous neural activity going on in his brain.

"Let go Tamaric! Let go of it!" Korica yelled.

Tamaric closed his eyes and tried to concentrate on letting go of his connection to her and he finally realized he was holding on to the dense heavy part of her and he pictured himself throwing his arms out to the side letting go and the energy drained away from him and Korica regained full control over it. He sat panting, as he no longer felt the intense burning energy within him that needed to be controlled. Korica gasped a few times and then he heard her squeak as she finally got it under control and brought it back in. The energy faded more and more and then subsided all together. Korica rolled onto her back and breathed heavy for a few seconds and then she started to cry. It took Tamaric a few seconds to collect himself and then he put his hand on Korica's stomach feeling her rapid breathing.

"You ok love? I'm sorry I let it get away from me like that."

Korica cried for a little longer and then she wiped her eyes and looked at him as she finally caught her breath and brought her breathing to normal.

"Now you know what I mean by when it gets away from me it can do a lot of damage. You don't know how to control it like I do. I shouldn't have given you control of it like that. Can you imagine if that had been a person and what would happen if it got away from me like that on the Future?"

"Did you see what it created after it splattered that bird? What the heck was that?"

"I saw everything you saw Tamaric, I was in you're mind." Korica sniffled and sat up and looked at the black feathers still floating around the room and she curled her lips in disgust. "I would guess we created a pocket of decoupled space in the atmosphere. I don't ever want to do that again."

"I would have to agree with you. I have a bad headache."

"That's from the high blood pressure surge. It'll fade in a bit. I guess we have a mess to clean up."

"Can you tell me what¦decoupled space is?"

"Not easily. It's part of the quantum gravitational manipulation theorem. I think we brought a piece of subspace into normal space within the atmosphere for a few seconds¦or opened a window so you could see subspace. That's the best way I can explain it so it makes sense to you."

"I don't know that I get it."

"You will. You'll have to study that stuff when you join the civilian corps if you want to work on the bridge."

"I still don't know if I want to join."

Korica looked at him with watery eyes as she continued to recover.

"Tamaric, we're going to be paired after tonight. You have to be where I am all the time and I work on the bridge. If we do this you don't have a choice. You have to join because I'm not quitting. I can't quit, I signed up for a five year tour with the expectation that I would reup when my term is served."

"Oh man¦I hadn't thought about that. All right, no regrets. I want to be with you and I want to be paired with you so I'll join."

"Thank you Tamaric. I didn't mean to take the decision away from you but it's what you have to do to be with me how we want."

"You know I'll do anything for you Korica."

Korica grinned at him and wiped her cheeks then spun around and set her feet on the floor and she stood up. Tamaric then got to his feet and walked over to his pack and he squatted down and opened it and then looked at the feathers drifting around and he frowned. He reached in and pulled his PP-20 out and he flipped the power switch on and he looked at the charge indicator and it ran up to full charge. He then turned it off and walked over to the small table and he set it down.

"I guess we need to keep our weapons handy from now on."

"Will you get mine for me? I'll start throwing these feathers out the window."

Tamaric nodded and walked over to Korica's pack and he squatted down and untied it and pulled her weapon out and he walked it over to the small table and he set it in front of his.

"Yours is closest to the front edge of the table."

"Ok, thank you."

Tamaric then walked over to Korica and he helped her scoop up the feathers and dump them out the window. He was relived that the bird fell back before it exploded and it tipped its head straight up as its guts came out of its beak so none of the entrails ended up in the ava acoo. Once they got all the feathers picked up except for the tiny downy feathers they walked back over to the bed and sat down. Korica leaned on Tamaric and he put his arm around her.

"Good morning huh?"

Korica chuckled lightly.

"Yeah I guess."

"Kind of neat to think I can use your abilities like that."

"I hope we don't ever have to do that again. I don't like killing things that are just looking for something to eat."

"That thing would have eaten us if it got half the chance. Did you see the teeth that were part of its beak?"

"I'm sure that's for grabbing struggling prey or fish."

"Well I'm just glad we aren't the struggling prey in its beak. I got¦angry when I thought about the danger you were in. It pushed all my fear away. I just wanted to get rid of it to keep you safe."

"Thanks for looking out for me Tamaric. You're a good protector."

"Let's try not to think about the killing. You hungry?"

"Yeah."

"I'll serve us up a plate."

"Kay."

Tamaric pulled his arm from around her and gave her a kiss and they both got to their feet and walked over to the table and Korica sat down at the table and Tamaric picked up her plate and walked over to the counter and he used the basin full of water to wash her plate and fork off and then he opened the pots and served up some meat and vegetable stew in bowls and then he set a few pieces of fruit on the side when he got back to the table. He sat down across from Korica and she looked at him and furrowed her brow.

"You afraid to sit with me?"

Tamaric grinned and moved his chair around right next to hers and he pulled his plate over next to hers and he sat down and she hooked her arm around his and scooted close to him so their bodies were pressed up against each other.

"Breakfast is served." Tamaric said.

They ate their breakfast together and then washed the plates off together and then Korica fetched her toiletry pack and her and Tamaric brushed their teeth together while standing at the counter. Korica then took the tissue pack and went out back and relived herself while Tamaric put everything away and cleaned out the basin by pulling the wooden plug in the bottom of it and flushing a little water down it to wash away the food particles. Korica came in and stowed her used tissues and then Tamaric took his turn out back While Korica washed her hands and then Tamaric came back in and gave Korica a kiss after he washed his hands in a bowl of water that he then dumped out the window. Korica and Tamaric then spent a few minutes looking out the window where the killing had taken place while sitting on the window ledge. The moons were now in the western sky telling them it was only going to be few hours until the suns came up since the moons came up just after the suns set completely.

Tamaric stroked Korica's head gently and she grinned at him as she enjoyed his touch.

"You look so pretty in the moonlight Korica."

"Thank you Tamaric. You've already told me that¦but I love hearing it."

"Good, I love telling you how beautiful you are."

Korica scooted closer to him and leaned forward and kissed him and it instantly gave her tingles all over. She was so ready to make love to him and she knew it was going to be an incredible experience. She terminated the kiss and leaned back and sighed. She then stood up and took his hand and he stood up and they walked over to the bed and she sat down then swung her feet up on the bed and then she scooted over and Tamaric laid down facing her and scooted closer to her.

"Can I ask you a favor before we get to the main event?" Korica said quietly.

"You want me to go down on you again?"

"Un huh. It felt so good Tamaric. Would you mind doing it again?"

"Oh I think I could suffer through it."

Korica smiled warmly and laid her head down then rolled onto her back and she moved her knees apart a bit and Tamaric looked down at her plump lips with the cute little hood accent that was now clearly visible between the top of her lips with her knees apart and he smiled. He rolled onto her and engaged her in a long kiss while caressing her right breast. When he terminated the kiss he smiled at her and kissed her chin and then he moved down to her neck kissing around her neck until she was practically panting. He then slid down on her and started kissing on her chest between her breasts while listening to her anticipations and desires of where and how she wanted him to kiss on her. He moved to her breast at her mental urging and he placed his mouth around her breast and sucked on it firmly as he slowly drew up to its point and then he ran his tongue around her nipple and then sank back down on her breast and pulled the end of it into his mouth and worked her nipple against the roof of his mouth with his tongue. Korica loved the sensation and she curled her toes and squeaked lightly as her loins tingled and tightened up.

Tamaric pulled his mouth off her breast slowly and then moved to her other breast and repeated the firm but loving mouth caressing of her breast. He concentrated on her breast until her urgings encouraged him to start kissing down her stomach to her legs. She moved her knees apart and he took it on himself to kiss down her legs all the way to her ankles. Her skin was so soft under his lips and her scent was like a breath of fresh air to him. She was hot to the touch with her blood flowing at twice its normal rate but it only served to turn him on more. As he neared her ankles he sensed her becoming uneasy, she was so ticklish on her feet and around her toes and she was sure he was going to kiss on her toes. He stopped kissing her and rubbed her feet firmly so it wouldn't tickle and he looked back at her and smiled.

"I won't do that Korica. I know it would ruin the moment."

Tamaric turned around facing her from over her feet and she looked down at his almost fully erect cock and a wave of tingles ran through her body and she shivered and smiled as she stared at it. He lifted up and flexed it once making it bounce and she giggled and put her hands on her stomach and rubbed up and down on her stomach as if to scratch to relieve the tingling inside her. She moved her knees further apart and Tamaric sensed exactly what she wanted him to do. He slid his hands up her legs from her knees until he was lying flat and then he kissed up each leg until he had wiggled up to her lower thighs. He kissed in sucking kisses around her thighs and then kissed toward her crotch. Korica closed her eyes and trembled with anticipation as he finally kissed in the crook of her leg on each side of her vulva, finally planting his lips on hers. She squeaked loudly with pleasure and so he planted another kiss on her and she took a breath but remained quiet. He then felt her mentally urging him to tug on her lips as he had done before and he let out a single breath chuckle and he moved in and turned his head and kissed her lips and then pulled her right lip between his and gently caressed it with the tip of his tongue as he sucked on it while tugging on it slightly.

"Ooh, I like that Tamaric. Do it some more." Korica said softly.

He pulled her lip back and let it slide out from between his and then he turned his head the other way and kissed her left lip and sucked on it pulling it into his mouth and he ran the tip of his tongue across it and Korica let out a long breath as it felt wonderful for her. He tasted her fluids and this time they tasted wonderful from the start. He tugged her lip back and then let it slip out from between his lips and Korica put her hands down on her pubic area and she tugged upward in a pawing motion while pushing down and he knew she couldn't stand the anticipation of his tongue on her wet inner flesh. He put his hands on her lips with the ends of his fingers on her hands and he pressed her lips apart and slicked his tongue from her entrance all the way up to her clitoris and Korica let out a soft whimper like he had never heard before. It was soft and sensual and made his skin tingle. He lapped her up and down a few times and he felt her pulling herself up and her mental urgings guided him to her clitoris. He turned his head slightly and lapped back and forth over it as she exposed it for him and he felt her quivering with every lap of his tongue as she softly panted and her legs began to tighten up and she lifted her head slowly in bobs with every quiver until she had her head upright with her eyes closed tightly and then she gasped and he felt from within her that she was starting to climax.

He followed what he was sensing from within her as he experienced the same tingles and tensing of muscles until she squealed in pleasure and shook hard. As he continued to lap at her she shook hard several times as she came in intense contractions that coursed pleasure through her whole body. She came for almost thirty seconds wondering through the haze of pleasure if it was ever going to end. Her body finally relaxed and she let go of herself and pushed hard on Tamaric's head as she endured further lapping for a few seconds and then she pushed him down off her clitoris and he licked between her lips a few times and she plopped her head down breathing hard and swallowing as she tried to regain her senses. Tamaric pushed her lips further to the side and he licked around her entrance where it was very wet and sweet tasting as her fluids were pushed out of her as she continued to tighten and relax in waves of continuing contractions.

Tamaric then moved back after he gave her one last stroke all the way up her now very wet lips to the top and then he wiped his mouth clear and moved up on her and she looked at him as she breathed heavy and she smiled softly.

"That felt sooo good Tamaric." Korica swallowed hard and blinked twice. "I didn't know you would be so good at it."

"I just followed what you wanted me to do. I would've had no idea what to do without you in my mind¦or me in yours."

"I'm ready for you to make love to me now Tamaric."

"Do I have to brush my teeth again so I can kiss you?"

Korica slowly shook her head no.

"I don't want to wait. I just won't think about it."

Korica reached down and pulled up on him from under his arms and he slid up on her until his face was even with hers.

"We're really going to do this? The pairing I mean."

"Yes. I give everything I am to you Tamaric. You have only to open your heart and mind and we will be bound together forever."

"You sound so¦wise when you speak like that."

Korica then pulled him down close and kissed his lips and he grinned at her and scooted down a little and he lifted back and looked down at her and he sensed her beginning to breath fast as he aimed himself at her. He pressed his head between her lips and moved it up and down slowly a few times and she leaned her head back and prepared for what she knew was going hurt at first. He slid his head down to her opening and he put pressure against her, and then moved his hands away and he looked at her as he pressed forward with his hips. His head pressed against her and then started to force her open and she opened her mouth and wrinkled her face in discomfort as he slowly sank into her. As his head finally pressed inside her she felt a sharp pain as her hymen tore a little and she squeaked and put her hands on his chest and she puckered and blew a few breaths as it stung for a moment and then she took a few breaths and slowly pulled her hands from his chest and placed them on his back.

"I'm sorry Korica." Tamaric said sorrowfully.

"It's ok. It just hurt for a second. It's done now. Your inside me so keep going."

Tamaric nodded and pressed harder and he slipped deeper into her and she again winced at the sensation and then opened her mouth as if she were going to cry out but she made no noise as she endured him forcing her open. He slid in a short ways and he felt his head hit her first ring muscle and it stopped him.

"Push hard Tamaric." Korica said softly sounding like she was going to cry.

Tamaric pushed harder and he felt almost painful resistance and then his head started to slide through the ring muscle that gripped him tightly as he slid in deeper. He felt it slide over his head and down his shaft and then he sank deeper and again felt something smashing his head that was soft but firm. He pushed hard again and he felt the second ring muscle sliding over his head and down his shaft. He looked down as the rest of his shaft slid into her and then he felt yet a third place of resistance and he could tell Korica was in a fair amount of pain at this point. She had never felt anything so large inside her before. She pulled on his back and his head pierced the last ring muscle and he could feel it sliding over his head and onto his shaft finally allowing him to sink all the way into her.

Korica coughed in pain and laid back with a pained look on her face as Tamaric felt three distinct tight grips on his shaft the last of which was just behind the bulb of his head. He waited a moment to see if Korica was going to be able to handle it at all and she took a few breaths and then seemed to relax and he felt the ring muscles slide down his shaft loosening their grip on him and the last slid over his head and he closed his eyes and grinned. The sensation felt incredible, like a slippery hand sliding down his shaft and over his head touching the tip of it in a kiss before contracting away.

"Oh Korica, that feels incredible. Does it still hurt?"

"A little. I've just never had anything inside me like this before. It hurt when you forced things out of the way is all. I'm ok now."

"You're so darn tight I had no other way of doing it."

"I know. It's over now so just make love to me."

Tamaric leaned down and kissed her then he lifted up slightly and slowly withdrew until he reached the point that just his head remained in her and then he sank back into her and he felt her ring muscles gripping him again but he pressed right through and past them. Korica let out a breath and Tamaric sensed that the painful sensation was being washed away by the sensations of tingling pleasure. He withdrew again and he felt each of her muscles sliding over his head and down his shaft. She then pulled down on his back and he sank into her and it felt amazing for both of them this time. Korica smiled and looked at Tamaric and nodded. He then started sliding in and out of her rhythmically and it only took a few strokes for him to feel the urge to come building as her tight flesh gripped him. He thrust into her and then froze as the feeling peaked and she started tightening and relaxing on him and he could feel her ring muscles sliding down him milking the feeling further. Korica entered his mind deeply and enjoyed the sensation with him as her third and deepest ring muscle slid over his head eliciting an explosive release that made her squeak as she felt the warm gush and then she kept tightening on him pulling a further three streams forcefully deep into her as her muscles slid down his shaft pushing the seaman down his shaft and out the tip of his head forcefully. Tamaric panted and then tried to pull back but Korica held him in place as the sensation was bringing her to the edge of an orgasm. She continued squeezing on him until she reached her peek and in heavy breaths she climaxed.

Tamaric then pulled back and thrust into her and she let out a puff of air with no noise and he began making love to her in steady sliding strokes as she continued to peak and then she relaxed and breathed heavy next to his ear. The sensation was now pure pleasure for her as she moved her legs further apart and adjusted to Tamaric's weight on her and his graceful full strokes as he followed what felt best for her from her feelings. They enjoyed the sensation for the next minute and then as Korica built to another peak she felt her energy building at the same time and Tamaric felt himself being drawn into her mind and he let himself drift with the feeling as he continued his motions and he started to lose a sense of what his body was doing. Korica was feeling the same sensation toward and into Tamaric and they both drifted past the feelings of the other to the deepest place where they sensed the very essence of the other. As they moved closer and closer together from within the other Korica felt that this was going to be an even more intense orgasm and she pulled Tamaric right along with her as he experienced it with her. As she began to pant heavily in his ear he sensed her voice from within calling to him softly and he allowed himself to drift toward the voice until he felt her energy wrap around him and then he started to peak right on the verge of an orgasm and he called out to her softly.

"Korica? I feel you¦can you feel me? I'm about to come with you."

"I feel it Tamaric¦I feel you all around me¦and in me."

As the feeling reached its maximum within Korica she cried out in her mind in pleasure and Tamaric joined her as he felt her orgasm reach its maximum intensity at the same instant as his in a warm release of energy and then there was a blinding flash of light in two pulses with no noise whatsoever. They felt a spinning feeling and then Tamaric sensed every part of Korica as if it where him. The warm soft loving person that was Korica was now a part of him and for just an instant their hearts beat as one in sympathetic rhythm and then separated. As Tamaric became aware of his body again he realized he was still making love to Korica and she was panting and breathing hard and he felt his cock siding in and out of her as if it were him while still feeling her incredibly tight vagina squeezing all around him. Korica too regained a sense of her body and she felt what Tamaric was feeling as he penetrated her over and over in a wonderful rhythm that was just right for her and she also sensed his hard cock loosing some of its rock hard feeling as his peak wound down. Tamaric slowed as he breathed hard until he was gently gliding in and out of her and then he stopped and she put her hands on his back so he wouldn't withdraw from her. They laid and caught their breath for a moment and then Tamaric lifted up and looked down at his shaft stabbing into her and he smiled and then laid his weight back on her and she pulled him down and hugged him tightly.

"Oh Tamaric, it was even more wonderful than I ever imagined. I can feel your heart beating and I can feel your essence like never before."

"I can feel you inside me too Korica. I can feel your¦life force beating in my chest. Without it I'll die sure as if my heart were to stop."

Korica pushed his head up and engaged him in a long tongue kiss and as he started to pull back Korica slapped her hands on his hips and stopped him as she terminated the kiss.

"No Tamaric¦please¦make love to me some more?"

"Ok love. We waited so long for this, we may as well make it last as long as possible."

Tamaric pushed back into her and his diminishing erection bent slightly and he winced. Korica sensed his discomfort and waning erection so she gripped him tightly and rolled over with him making sure he didn't fall out, which wasn't difficult with the way she gripped him with two of her internal ring muscles. She sat right over him and got on her knees and reached down and centered him and lifted so he was stretched straight and she closed her eyes and concentrated on contracting and relaxing and it pulled him up into her as she sank down on him and he smiled at the wonderful sensation of being pulled up inside her hot and slippery vagina as one muscle grabbed him and contracted in a pulling motion while the next slid further up his shaft and then gripped him firmly then pulled him up into her as it contracted while the first relaxed and gently slid up shaft and gripped him and tightened then pulled as it contracted until he felt his head being gripped firmly and pulled up into her. When she was sitting fully on him she slid her feet forward and planted all her weight on him. He looked down at her hood and the tops of her lips as she sat on him and he smiled.

"Now I'll show you why the woman of Draxima are so prized as mates."

Korica poked her chest forward a little and she began rhythmically massaging his cock with her muscles while sitting still. It only took a few strokes of her ring muscles for him to return to full firmness.

"Oh Korica¦that feels amazing."

"Yeah it does. Just wait it gets better."

She started contracting her muscles faster and faster and he could feel the sliding grip on him that felt like firm slippery circles sliding down his shaft and over his head. It felt just as incredible as making love to her. Korica continued for three minutes straight and then Tamaric got even harder and longer as he neared the point of climax and it pulled Korica with him and she too began to peak from the intense sensations within. She started breathing heavier and shaking slightly at the intense motor control it took to keep stroking him from within. As they reached their peak together they were once again drawn together and in a blinding flash of light with no noise their spirits were burned into one another even stronger. Korica let out a small whimper as her orgasm continued to rack her body with waves of pleasure making her contract even harder and Tamaric released his seaman into her and it was forcefully milked from his cock only heightening Korica's orgasm and thus his. When they returned to their minds Korica was breathing hard while still sitting perfectly still except for her quivering as she came and flexed her internal muscles. When they both came down from their peak Tamaric blinked the fog from his mind and he gently stroked Korica's soft legs. She relaxed and stopped the deliberate contractions and as she caught her breath she moved her legs to the side and she lifted slightly then let herself fall back down on Tamaric and he tilted his head back and smiled at her.

"You're simply amazing Korica. I can't believe you can make love to me sitting still like that."

"I think our bodies can do that to pull the sperm up to the cervix so pregnancy is assured."

"Whatever it is it feels incredible. I like the way you pulled me back into you too. It was like soft warm slippery¦hands or something pulling my head and shaft back in."

"I thought you might like that."

"You want to do it again huh?"

"I just don't want it to end Tamaric. We're paired now but I love you so much and you feel so good."

Tamaric than sat up and she moved her legs straight out to the sides in the splits and he looked at her legs and grimaced with a smile. He pulled her to him and slid his arm around her and put his other hand on the back of her head and he engaged her in a long tongue kiss. She could feel him flexing harder as she gently caressed the sides of his tongue in a swirling motion and she loved how it felt. He then slid his hand down to her bottom and he lifted her up a little as he laid her back while remaining entrenched in her. She slid her legs around and he slid his legs back at the same time and he started to pull back and then down into her. He then sped up his motion and he made love to her for almost five minutes straight. She made delicate breaths as he pierced her but she made next to no noise to his surprise despite the fact that he could feel that it was intensely pleasurable for her. As she started to breath faster and tighten up he was drawn with her to another climax. As they both built to their peak they were once again drawn into the other and they lost a sense of what their bodies were doing except for the intense pleasure and then Korica squeaked quietly in Tamaric's ear as she clenched on him tightly and he kept up his motion and they again saw an intense bright flash and felt the burning of their spirits as they came together. Tamaric squirted up into her and her muscles worked it out of him forcefully as she experienced her orgasm in its full intensity and then they slowed their pace breathing heavy now feeling completely spent but closer to the other than either truly thought possible.

Korica slowly pushed Tamaric back so he would lean back and look at her while slowly gliding in and out of her.

"Was it worth the wait?"

"More than worth it. I feel like twice the man I was before."

"And I feel like twice the woman I was before now that I have your strength to draw on right inside me."

Tamaric smiled at her and kissed her then slowly withdrew from her and rolled onto his back and laid with her and caught his breath. When Tamaric was breathing normal again he rolled his head and looked at his beautiful Korica and smiled.

"I didn't know I could come that many times in a row."

"I think normally you can't but you were feeding on my energy so every time I did you were taken with me to a climax."

They laid a few more minutes in bliss and then Tamaric sat up and that's when he saw a spot of blood on the bed where they had first been lying when he penetrated her. He winced and then he looked at her face.

"That will heal or whatever right? I mean that won't happen every time?"

"That only happens once the first time. It'll heal pretty fast especially with how fast my body recovers from injuries."

"Good. I don't ever want to hurt you like that again. I felt it from your feelings and it was really painful."

"Your just really big¦for how small I am. I don't think it will hurt like that next time."

"I guess we should get cleaned up now that we're all sweaty?"

"I'm actually looking forward to that." Korica said with a big grin.

"I know. I can feel it."

Tamaric kissed her cheek then rolled over and climbed off the bed and he glanced out the window as he squatted down by his pack and he could see that the sky was being to take on a slight golden color meaning the suns would be rising in an hour or so. He opened his over pack and then opened his survival pack and he pulled his meal rations out and set them aside and he pulled out the bath in bag towel packs and he chose the full body pack and he stood up and walked over to the bed and Korica sat up and sighed.

"I feel so different Tamaric."

"I know huh. I feel more complete and content than I ever have in my life. I have a new¦strength and resolve in me that was never there before."

"Yeah, that's it. I feel like there is nothing I can't do now cause I have your strength and mine inside me."

Does that mean when you get tired I'm gunna get tired?"

"More than likely but I have a lot deeper energy reserves than you do so it's more likely that you'll get tired first and you'll be able to draw on my energy reserves to keep going or whatever."

"Cool!"

Tamaric sat down and gently pushed Korica back and she turned around and laid back on the bed and he opened the bag and pulled out the very damp towel. He set the bag aside and then climbed up over Korica and smiled at her. He lifted the corner and gently swiped it over her forehead and the cooling sensation was soothing and made her relax and close her eyes. Tamaric smiled and leaned down and kissed her then he gently wiped her face and forehead and back around her ears. He then wiped down around her neck and she raised her chin and grinned. He wiped down her shoulder and down her arm over her hand. He then lifted her arm and wiped up the backside of her arm and under her armpit and across her upper chest to her other shoulder. He wiped down her other arm to her hand and then he lifted her arm and wiped up to her armpit and around her shoulder to her chest again.

"That feels so good Tamaric."

Tamaric then unfurled the towel and laid it over her chest to cool her and then he rubbed around her breasts and down her stomach and over her sides. He could feel that she loved the gentle way he was caressing her as he washed her down. He moved down and pressed her legs apart and he wiped over legs all the way down to her feet but he stopped short of feet knowing how ticklish she is. He then lifted her legs and cupped them as he wiped down her legs to her crotch and he looked at her swollen lips with just bit of drying blood in the crook of her leg and he wondered if he would hurt her.

"The towel has purified water and lanolin on it so it won't hurt me Tamaric. Just press lightly and I'll be fine."

"Ok."

Tamaric pressed her legs to the side and washed her vulva off gently pulling her lips toward the center as he wiped next to them gently to clean her completely. When her skin looked glistening and perfectly clean he gently stroked over her labium carefully and she winced slightly but grinned. She knew how much he loved caressing her down there. He sensed exactly what she was thinking and he smiled and leaned down and kissed her right on the hood and tickled it slightly with the tip of his tongue and Korica smiled and moved around slightly while smiling. He then leaned back and stroked her now dry and smooth tummy.

"Turn over and I'll do your back side." Tamaric said softly.

Korica rolled over and scooted back to the middle of the bed with her arms up and face turned to the right. Tamaric then started at the back of her neck and worked his way down her whole body again. When he reached her feet, he stopped and the looked at her beautifully full cheeks and he wondered. Korica smiled and slid her legs apart wide and he looked at her incredibly beautiful lips and behind. He loved the way her lips curved down under her to the bed.

"So I need to¦clean between your cheeks too?"

"Yes. Things ran down there when we were making love."

Tamaric grinned and moved up closer to her and he pressed her left cheek to the side and he gently stroked the damp towel down her crack to her vulva and back up and then he did the same thing on the right side and then he leaned down and kissed her cheek gently. He then pressed her cheeks apart and wiped gently right up the middle and then folded the towel over and stroked down. He then looked at her closely and he could see that she was completely clean and smooth looking.

"You know you even have a cute butt?"

Korica lifted her head scooted her legs back together and looked at him.

"Are you¦geeze Tamaric! You're looking at my hole?"

"Well it's just right there."

"Thank you for washing me Tamaric. It really felt nice and I feel much cooler now. It's your turn."

Tamaric nodded and moved over so Korica could get up and he climbed off the bed and put the used towel back in its bag and he walked over and stowed it in his pack as Korica took the things out of her pack so she could get to the wet towels in her survival pack. She pulled out the full body bath in a bag and she walked back over to the bed and Tamaric followed her and laid down on his back and closed his eyes. Korica opened the bag and pulled out the damp towel that started to cool the moment it hit the air and the moisture began to evaporate. Korica then climbed over Tamaric and she started with face and gently and slowly wiped his face just as he had done for her. It was cooling and refreshing and he loved feeling Korica's energy as she looked over his body glancing down to his cock often. She worked her way around his neck and down his arms over his hands and back up to his armpits and across his muscular chest. As she made her way down his stomach and over his sides she found herself getting strangely turned on by touching his whole body. She pressed on and worked down to his feet and around his toes and then back up, pushing his legs apart as she did so. She then moved up to his mid section and she gently rubbed his testicles and then scrubbed his cock and he cringed slightly as she pulled on him and she sensed it.

"Are you sore?"

"Yes. You're unbelievably tight Korica. I'll live though."

Korica grinned and went back to scrubbing everything off him with a more gentle touch. She then patted his stomach.

"Turn over and I'll get your backside."

Tamaric smiled and rolled over and put his arms up with his face toward the right side of the bed and Korica moved up and started with the back of his neck and worked her way down his body slowly being loving and gentle. Once she reached his feet she moved back up to his behind and he sensed what she wanted so he moved his legs apart and she gently washed the inside of his thighs and then worked her way up to his behind. She washed each cheek then pressed his cheeks to the side and washed up each side and then up the middle and she felt his cheeks tighten as she stroked over his butt and she chuckled but kept wiping him clean. She then leaned down and kissed his right cheek and he smiled. She then set the towel aside and laid flat on him pressing her hot body flat on his as she gripped his sides with her arms firmly.

"Smooth and clean and as gorgeous as can be." Korica whispered in his ear.

"You're still horny?"

"A little."

Tamaric started to turn over and Korica slid off him and let him turn over and then she laid against him.

"I just got you all clean. Won't I make you all messy and sweaty?"

"You'll never hear me complain about that."

"I need time to recover Korica."

"I didn't ask you to make love to me again. It just means I still really want you and looking at you makes me horny, that's all."

"Can we do that deep sharing thing until they come with the first meal?"

"Sure. You like that huh?"

"I love being wrapped in your essence like that. I can feel you really strongly now but it's not quite like the deep sharing."

"Nothing is. There's nothing more intimate or revealing than the deep sharing."

Tamaric lifted his head and furrowed his brow as he suddenly wondered if Laurel and Jake would sense him in Korica now that they were paired and how much of him would they feel when they engaged in the deep sharing with Korica.

"Yes they'll sense you in me and they'll sense me in you. A small part of the very energy that is me is now burning in you Tamaric. I am in you and they are sensitive enough to detect that. As far as when we engage in the deep sharing? We haven't done that in a while but when we do¦anything I've seen or sensed is part of me now as a memory and they will sense it."

"Hmm." Tamaric expressed as he set his head down and looked at the ceiling. "So I could¦engage in the deep sharing with them too and I would sense everything they've seen or felt from you¦and that they feel about you."

"Yeah I suppose so. Do you want to engage in the deep sharing with them?"

"I¦I don't know. I love 'em both but it's such an intimate thing. I don't know if we should be that close to each other. I think I would feel a little odd sharing Laurel's deepest most desires and thoughts. She's a beautiful woman and she belongs to Jake."

"So you understand that deep feelings can result that are a little confusing if you don't keep them in the proper prospective?"

"Yeah. I know you fell in love with Jake and it confused the heck out of you¦and you fell in love with Laurel almost just as strongly but it was actually their love for each other imprinting on you because the deep sharing is that intimate and confusing. I would feel really awkward if I fell in love with Laurel because of her feelings for Jake¦or his for her being mistaken as my own since he is in her like I'm in you."

"That's really good. You understand the deep sharing like I do then."

"I understand it at all cause you do and you're part of me¦oh that's deep. I have access to your understanding of¦almost everything."

"In time it's going to go much deeper. When we figure out how to combine our minds like Laurel and Jake can we'll be able to access the cosmic knowledge that is all around us all the time."

"You mean I'll be as smart as you?"

"Yeah in a way. There isn't anything you can't understand or figure out if we concentrate together on a single problem."

"How long does it take for us to be able to do that?"

"I don't know for sure. We have to get used to being paired first, as our bond grows stronger we will come to realize all kinds of new things that we couldn't do before. Right now it's¦tenuous and could still be broken. It will take a little time for it to become permanent and unbreakable¦except by death of one of us."

"There's no way you could like fall for another guy or me for another girl is there?"

"No. Our hearts couldn't possibly drift to someone else like that no matter how attractive or nice they are to us."

"Good. I don't ever want to feel what I feel for you for anyone else."

Korica laid her head down and stroked Tamaric's cheek.

"That just isn't possible."

Tamaric smiled and rolled onto his side and faced Korica and he sighed and slid his head forward until their foreheads touched and then they both closed their eyes and reached out for the other. Tamaric still had trouble completely holding a connection in Korica's mind when he was relaxed but she held onto him until he sank into her and then she dropped into his mind making him gasp quickly. They then slowly drifted deeper and deeper into the other's center and the world around them just faded away as they found the other's essence and let it envelope them completely.

Meanwhile, at the same instant as Korica and Tamaric were enjoying each other's deepest essence, Laurel and Jake were sleeping deeply until Jake felt a hot feeling all around him and his neural activity jumped as his senses detected danger from Laurel. He awoke completely and he rolled out of his hammock and hit the floor on all fours and he reached out and shook Laurel and she let out a scream of pain that Jake had heard only once before from her as she was being pained by the Lundragaus to the point of heart failure. Jake felt a wave of energy strike him and start to knock him back but his abilities countered at the split second that he felt the burst of energy as he could feel exactly what was going on in Laurel's mind. He put his hands back and stopped himself from falling over but he heard dust and debris falling from the ceiling and he looked back and noticed the branches incorporated into the walls were smoking slightly.

Jake moved close to Laurel again and rolled her toward him and she had a look of terror on her face and she was breathing fast and deep. She wrinkled her face as her neural activity slowed and he saw her face wrench into a deep sorrowful contortion as she began to cry. Jake closed his eyes for a second and he pulled his energy back only to find it had already subsided. He opened his eyes and leaned over Laurel and she grabbed him tightly and pulled him down on her as she cried deep rocking sobs of pain and anguish.

"Oh babe. You had another nightmare. I'm so sorry that this keeps happening."

"They were¦killing me¦and it hurt¦so much Jake." Laurel said in sobs.

Jake held her tightly as she cried hard and deep. He kissed her neck and tried to console her mind from the inside but he felt such agonizing anger and pain within her that she couldn't be consoled. He let her cry for a few minutes and when her crying reached a level of tears but no sobbing he slowly pulled up and looked into her face as he brushed the tears from her cheek. Jake then leaned back and looked around to make sure the building wasn't going to collapse around them. Other than smoking branches and a few new cracks in the walls the building looked structurally intact. He reached down and turned the light wand on and he further confirmed what he had seen in the bright moonlight coming in from the window. Laurel cringed at the new light but sat up and swung her feet out into the floor and she wiped her face and then set her face in her hands and continued to weep lightly. Jake set the light down and got up and sat down next to her in the hammock and he gently stroked her back.

"It was a bad one huh?"

"It felt so real Jake. It was like I was on Tin Ut Pentul again. Did I hurt you?"

"No. My abilities sensed what you were doing and protected me. You almost set the place on fire and blew the roof off though."

"Hun?" Laurel looked around and saw the still slightly smoldering branches and she sniffled and slumped her shoulders and then leaned against Jake. "I'm going to end up killing someone Jake. We have to get this¦shit out of my head."

"Laurel!" Jake chuckled.

"It scares me Jake. I don't know what I could do if it really got away from me."

"I know. I just haven't heard you cuss very often. It sounds weird coming out of your mouth."

"I'm angry. I slip sometimes when I get this angry about stuff I can't control."

Jake pulled her to him and gave her a squeeze.

"I guess we should get up anyways. You feel like going outside and seeing what's going on? We need to get your mind off this."

Laurel kissed his cheek and wiped her cheeks and eyes and then she stood up and faced Jake.

"We have to get whatever is going on in my head fixed today. I don't care how but I won't sleep until these nightmares are taken out of my head."

Jake stood up and hugged her.

"Ok. I can certainly understand you feeling that way."

They held each other for a moment longer and then separated and walked over to the door and then Jake stepped back in and turned the light wand off and he poked it in his pack and he tied it shut and then he joined Laurel. They walked around the fire pit and out into the light of the torch out front. They stepped out from under the awning and looked up. They sky was starting to take on the twilight look of sunrise but the moons were still above the Future to the west. Laurel pulled on Jake's hand and they walked over to the gathering area and she retrieved a cup and then poured herself a cup of water and she downed it then poured another and handed it to Jake. He drank it down and then set the cup down. They looked around at the quiet village for a minute and then Laurel retrieved a bowl of water and handed it to Jake then she retrieved a cup of water and they walked back toward the guest hut. Jake knew exactly what she was doing since he was listening to what she was thinking.

They stepped into the guest hut and walked into their room and Jake turned the light wand back on after pulling it out of his pack and then they retrieved their toiletry packs and they set about brushing their teeth. When they were done they took turns with the cup of water rinsing their mouths out and spitting the water out the window. They then rinsed their toothbrushes out and put them away. They then dumped the bowl of water out the window and then they shared what remained in the cup, drinking it down to prepare for the hot day ahead. They then carried the bowl and cup back to the gathering area and they set them down and then they sat down on two of the sitting logs facing each other and Jake grinned at her as he could see up under her loincloth. She moved her knees lower as she sat with her feet crossed almost Indian style.

"You can't see anything so lose the dumb grin." Laurel said with a smile.

"I can see your¦I have a good imagination."

"I'm listening to what you're thinking Jake. I can't help how full my lips are."

"It's not a bad thing Laurel, it makes you incredibly gorgeous. You just need to be aware of how you're sitting."

"These people don't care what they see."

"I care what they see."

"All right, I get it."

"What do you think Korica and Tamaric are doing right now?"

"If I had to guess I would say sleeping. They probably went at it for hours."

"You think Tamaric has that kind of thing in him? I pictured a kind of clumsy quick lived encounter."

"Korica has a sense of how it's supposed to go from us so I'm sure she¦urged him to keep going and experiment like we did."

"I really don't want to think about Tamaric doing that to her if you get down to it. She will always be that scared skinny little ten year old we rescued to me and anything¦sexual just doesn't fit how I see her."

"She's a woman Jake. She has desires and very sensual thoughts about Tamaric. You better get used to it cause you're going to sense a strong sense of it in her now."

"Ugh, I know."

"Let me see if I can sense what they're doing without being to intrusive."

Laurel closed her eyes and listened for Korica. It only took her seconds to sense Korica and Tamaric at the same instant and in the same point in space and time. They felt like one person with the essence of two people that were indistinguishable from one another other than the fact one had Korica's unique sweet curious nature and one felt distinctly masculine and curious and optimistic like only Tamaric felt. Laurel grew a big smile on her face and withdrew into her own mind. She opened her eyes and looked at Jake and he smiled.

"Really? They've achieved the deep sharing?"

"They're¦as one right now. I can't tell them apart except to say when I feel for Korica I feel him too. Oh Jake, I'm so happy for her¦for them. She finally has what she has ached for, for so long."

"So I guess they're paired?"

"I didn't listen to their feelings that intensely but I would assume so. They're probably enjoying the deep sharing now that they're paired. You know how it feels different after, more profound and intense. You can get lost in it once you're paired. We did for almost six hours once."

"Yeah, I know. You think that means she won't ever want to commit to the deep sharing with us?"

"She loves us Jake, I'm sure in time she'll want to share her joy of discovering Tamaric with us."

"I hope so cause I love the girl and I love how she feels inside."

"I know what you mean. She has a uniquely wonderful feel to her that's almost addictive."

"We'll just have to see how both of them change and mature together now that they're one like you and I. You think we should check on Melissa and Mark? They were pretty lit last night."

"I'm kind of glad that we don't have to fill out an official mission report. We can omit some facts since our mission reports will be civilian observation reports. Let's go see if they're alive."

Laurel and Jake got up and started the walk over to the guest hut and they saw Inea step out the front of her hut and very cautiously close the door behind her and then she stepped over to the fire pit in front of her hut to start a fire. She looked up at Laurel and Jake and smiled warmly. Laurel and Jake lifted a hand to her and then walked over to the guest hut and stepped in and they walked to Melissa and Mark's room and pushed the doors open. They were both still sleeping soundly. They both looked at one another and grinned and pulled the doors shut and then stepped out and they walked over to Inea. She already had a rather large fire going and she was preparing the pans next to the fire to cook the first meal for Marty.

"Greetings Inea." Laurel said as they stepped up to her.

"Greetings Laurel, Jake."

"Did you sleep well?"

"Better than I have in a very long time. It does wonders to have a warm body next to you no matter how warm the air is."

"Marty still sleeps?"

"Yes. He woke some time ago and said the most curious thing. He said his night would have ended long ago back home. I do not know what that means but I pleaded with him to get more rest. I hummed a soft song to him that my birther used to hum to me when I was restless. I stoked his wonderful face gently and he soon settled back to a light sleep. I am preparing first meal for him so he will have nourishment when he wakes once more."

Laurel and Jake squatted down beside her and Laurel glanced at Jake then pushed her loincloth down and he grinned a little and then Laurel touched Inea's shoulder gently.

"May I ask you a personal question?"

"You may."

"Are you falling in love with Marty?"

"I am not sure what that means. I heard Marty use that term to describe elements of caring for one."

"Um¦your heart holds a strong feeling for him within it?"

"Yes it does. I did not intend to become so fond of him but he is so attractive and so caring with me. I cannot help but wish I had that kind of concern and warmth in my life always."

"You understand that he cannot stay?"

"Yes. I know he will be leaving soon. My heart aches at the thought but he has made it clear that he has responsibilities in your village that he must return to. I sense a strong sense of loyalty to something of great importance that is unspoken but drives everything he does. I have a great respect for that kind of dedication to ones people."

"I just wanted to make sure you were not doing¦" Laurel looked around a little then back to Inea. "All of this to try and convince him to stay?"

"No. I do these things because he is a fine man and should be served by the one he has made so happy, nothing more."

"You are a good woman Inea. I am sorry if I misread your intentions."

"I understand that Marty is one of your tribe and you are looking out for him. I have no intention to keep him here, I just want to make him happy and comfortable while he is here."

Laurel and Jake stood up and Inea stood up and smiled warmly.

"I must go collect senit eggs for Marty's first meal."

"Is that a bird?"

"A bird?"

"A flying animal?"

"No. It is a small animal that nests near the streams and rivers. They lay several eggs at a time and will lay more if a few are taken. I know where a few nests are not too far from here."

"You will not go alone will you?"

"No. I will ask one of the men in the village to go with me. I am not very good with a bow."

"If you would like we can go with you to keep you safe?"

"Do you have fire weapons like Marty's?"

Laurel opened her mouth in shocked surprise.

"He showed you his PP twenty?"

"Yes, that is what he called it. A pp twenty."

"Uh¦yes we have the same weapon."

"Then I would prefer to have you come with me. The men of the village do not see me as particularly important so I may have to ask several before one would agree to go with me and there would be a service required in trade?"

Laurel almost got angry and disgusted as she thought the worst of what she meant by a service.

"What service would be asked of you?"

"In the past it was to prepare a first meal or to sweep out ones hut or to take their turn burning the waste pit."

"Oh¦" Laurel sighed. "I thought you meant¦I thought it would be something different."

Inea opened her eyes wide and her mouth a little.

"I do not perform those type of services for the men. They know not to ask that of me, I will tell them no and find another to come with me."

"Your men never push their will on woman?"

"Never. They would be told to leave the village and asked to never come back if they did such a thing. They may not hold a particular woman in high regard but they respect her enough to allow her free will and peace of mind. There are enough willing females of various ages in the village to satisfy all of the men so such a thing would not cross the mind."

"That is good to hear. It is the same way in our village."

"Shall we go before Mary wakes?"

"Yes." Laurel tuned to Jake. "Will you grab your bow and arrows and one of our PP twenties?"

"I will be right back." Jake said.

Jake kissed Laurel then headed back over to the guest hut and Inea retrieved a small hide pouch from the side of her hut that she put over her shoulder. Jake returned quickly and handed Laurel her PP-20 and they headed to the north directly between two of the huts and into the deep brush beyond. As they walked along the brush gave way to very short bright green saw grass like clumps and the waning moonlight gave way to a brightening sky as the suns came closer to rising making the light transition perfect to see where they were going. They walked close to a mile and came to a small stream that fed into the lake a few miles away and Inea seemed to know exactly where she was going. She stepped down into the water with her bare feet and Laurel and Jake walked along the shore keeping up with her. They heard some strange squawking and a small animal about the size of a beaver scampered out of its nest and ran out into the clumps of grass and disappeared. Jake thought it looked to be reptilian based on the smooth dark brown skin. They watched Inea reaching into the green bushes along the shore and she poked her hand into her pouch a few times and then she walked further up stream and soon there was a commotion and another animal that looked identical to the first scampered away into the grass clumps and Inea reached into the bushes and poked her hand into her pouch a few times and then she climbed up out of the steam. She stepped over to them and opened her pouch and showed them several eggs that were about the same size as chicken eggs but these were light brown with very light blue spots.

"This is what the eggs look like. They are very good for you. Much strength can be gained from eating them."

"You come here every rising and collect the eggs?"

"Not every rising but often. If you take the eggs every rising the senit will abandon the nest and make a new one elsewhere and you will have to find it to get fresh eggs."

"These senit are numerous?"

"Yes. There are two within a few paces of the other and there are many further up the stream."

"Hmm."

"You can tell if someone has collected the eggs before you?"

"Yes. If there are only three or four eggs, someone has already been there, you need to find another nest to take eggs from that way the senit will lay more. If we are not greedy the senit provide us with all we need and keep giving us more."

"That seems fair and smart of your people to mange the resource like that."

"Thank you. We should get back now."

Inea led the way back to the village and Jake took Laurel's weapon and put it away before anyone spotted her carrying it along with his bow and arrows. He checked on the commander and then he checked on Mark and they were still sleeping so he left them to sleep. He joined Laurel and they watched Inea preparing the meal for Marty. At one point she asked them to watch the cooking eggs for a moment and she walked quickly to the large hut in the middle of the village on the same side of the main road and she came out quickly carrying a few pieces of meat and some fruit that distinctly had frost on them. Laurel looked at Jake and furrowed her brow as Inea added the meat to the pan she was cooking in and she placed the fruit on one of the stones on the edge of the fire pit to thaw.

"Are we seeing frozen meat Laurel" Jake thought to Laurel.

"It has frost on it. It has to be frozen. They have cold storage!" Laurel thought in return.

They watched her flipping the meat and pulling the eggs off onto a plate to cool and she moved the yellow and green fruit that were the size of a plum onto the plate and when the meat was seared to her liking, Inea pulled it off the fire and laid it on the plate. She then stood up and faced Laurel and Jake.

"If you would like, after I feed Marty I can make first meal for you?"

"We could not ask you to do that. You have things to take care of."

"You did not ask, I offered."

"If it is not that much trouble we would enjoy eating first meal with you."

Inea smiled warmly and bowed slightly.

"It is nice to have guests to take care of. I will wake Marty and serve him then I will come back and cook some more for us."

Inea turned and walked up to her front door and she unlatched the lock bolt and she stepped in. She set Marty's food on the table and she poured a cup of water for him and set it by his plate and then she walked around the corner and she looked at Marty sleeping and she gently stroked his rippling muscles in his chest with her hands and she felt a tingling all over. He looked so big and strong but he was so gentle with her. He was so unlike all of the other men in the village, she wished they were more like him, it wouldn't be so hard to choose a good man to share her life with. Marty batted his eyes and looked at Inea and grinned warmly and then he stretched hard for a few seconds and then he sniffed at the air.

"Something smells good."

"I have prepared first meal for you. Is there hunger in you?"

"I am starving. You did not have to go to so much trouble Inea."

"Yes I did. After the way you were with me I have decided you are a good man worthy of great lengths to make happy. Please come eat."

Marty swung his legs over and got to his feet and he walked around the corner and he looked at the steaming food waiting for him and he grinned from ear to ear.

"That looks amazing. Eggs, meat and fruit. Everything a growing boy needs."

Marty sat down and Inea stepped over to the counter and picked up a fork and handed it to him and then she kissed his cheek and smiled.

"Are you going to sit and eat with me?"

"I wanted to feed you first. Laurel and Jake are outside; I am going to prepare first meal for them. I will prepare myself a helping too."

"You are so sweet to take care of all of us first."

"It is what a good host does. Please eat, I will be right outside if you need anything."

Marty set in to eating and Inea stepped out and she went and collected more meat from the cold storage hut and came back and she set in to cooking more eggs and when she flipped them she placed the meat slices in the pan.

"Inea, what kind of animal is that meat from?" Laurel asked.

"It is from the Kricou Toko killed at the lake. The meat will flavor the eggs nicely."

"And you have a way of preserving the meat so it does not spoil?"

"Yes. We keep it in the cold hut. It will keep for many risings."

Jake knelt down and watched the meat sizzling in the pan.

"How do your people know of cold storage?"

"I was told the knowledge came from the heart of learning. The smithers in another village learned how to work¦metal¦into a heat exchanger pumps and compressor circuits. They then brought the knowledge to us and taught

our smitheres how to build the cold storage hut."

Inea pulled the eggs off onto a plate and flipped the meat slices over to sear on the other side.

"Your cold storage requires no fuel to keep running?" Laurel asked.

"Fuel? No. It does what it does all the time without us touching it."

Laurel looked at Jake with a heavily furrowed brow.

"They've harnessed free energy and they've mastered refrigeration? How can such a primitive people possibly have such advanced knowledge?" Laurel thought to Jake.

"I don't know. It doesn't make sense unless someone like us has been here in the past and left technological drawings with them or something and they've deciphered them. Remember in our vision we saw some men sitting down transcribing stone tablets onto scrolls?"

"That's right! Oh we have to get a look at what's up there Jake. We could have these people all wrong in our heads."

Inea pulled the meat off the fire and she stood up with the plate.

"Come. Marty will be happy to see you. We will eat first meal together."

Inea turned and stepped through the door and she walked over to the counter at the back of the food preparation area and she pulled down more clay plates and she split the eggs and meat up evenly and then she set a few pieces of fruit from the bowl of fruit on the counter onto the plates and then she laid a fork on each and then she picked up two of the plates and she handed them to Laurel and Jake. Marty didn't even know Laurel and Jake were standing behind him until Inea handed the plates to them.

"Oh hey guys." Marty said in English then he caught his slip. "Greetings you two." He said in Indel.

"Greeting Marty." Jake said.

"Your girlfriend was gracious enough to invite us to have first meal with her."

"She is¦" Marty looked at Inea and she smiled at him sweetly and he sighed. "She is my girlfriend." He conceded.

"What is this girlfriend you speak of? I am a girl and I am your friend but I have not heard them put together like that before."

"In our tribe a girlfriend is a girl you are very close to and care a great deal about." Laurel said.

"Then you care a great deal about me Marty?"

"Yes I do. I think the world of you Inea."

"I think the world of you too."

Inea sat on the log seat across from Marty and started eating and she looked over at Laurel and Jake leaning against the wall eating.

"I am sorry my hut is so small. I do not have guests very often."

"This is fine Inea. We are touched that you would share your home with us like this. The food is very good too." Laurel said with a warm smile.

"Thank you. Do you like the fruit on your plate Mary? Inea asked seeing that he already ate one of the pieces of fruit.

"Yes. It is very sweet and juicy."

"I am glad you like it. Those grow very far from here and the trees they grow on must be climbed to get the fruit from the top branches. There are biting insects in the trees so it is not easy to get to the fruit without being bitten many times."

"I am honored that you would share them with me then."

Inea smiled and went back to eating her meal. When Marty was done he downed the water and then patted his stomach.

"Those eggs were really rich and gamy tasting. Thank you Inea, that should hold me over for quite a while."

"I am happy to please you Marty."

Inea finished her plate of food and she got up and poured three cups of water and carried two of them over to Laurel and Jake and she collected their empty plates and they drank the water down and handed the cups back to her. She carried the plates over to the back counter and the collected Marty's plate and took it to the back counter and then she stepped back over to the table and looked at Marty.

"Is there anything else you want or need Marty?"

Marty looked at her and smirked as he tried to figure out exactly what she was offering or asking.

"I kind of need to relieve myself and then get cleaned up a little."

"I will show you were the waste pit is. Do you want to go back down to the lake to get cleaned up?"

"No. I just mean I need to brush my teeth. I only need some water and a bowl maybe to rinse my tooth brush in."

"I was wondering about where to relive ourselves. I stepped behind a hut earlier but that will not be so¦acceptable for the girls." Jake said.

"We do not relive ourselves around our huts. It would begin to smell very quickly if we did that often. There is water over there to...brush your teeth. Come I will show you the waste pit that we all use."

Inea took Marty's arm and gently pulled on him and he got up and they all stepped out and walked around the back of Inea's hut and out into the brush a few hundred feet and they came to a pit that was dug out of solid rock. It had an undercut ledge that had small curving cuts in it so one could hand their rear end over the pit and drop their waste and men could stand at the edge and urinate into the pit. They were a little surprised that it was a perfectly rectangular cut some six feet deep and the sides were cut perfectly straight down into the rock. It was also surprising that the pit was not full if the village had been in place for hundreds of generations. Inea pointed at the pit.

"That is were we all go." She then pointed at a pile of what looked like course white sand fifteen feet from the pit with a wooden shovel sticking out of it. "We pour that burning salt into the pit once a rising and light it on fire and it burns everything away so there is no smell and so the pit can be used over and over."

The smell was quite strong at the moment but they all assumed the burning had not taken place yet.

"The burning salt burns everything away?" Jake asked.

"Yes. There is not even ash left. We use it to start all the fires in the village. We put that in water and soak our torches in it and they will burn during the dark time until the fire discs rise."

"The torches do not burn away like the waste?" Jake asked

"Not if they are covered in hental vines first."

"Hmm."

"If you do not mind I will use the pit first and then you two can have a go at it?" Marty said.

"That is fine." Laurel said.

"There is room for more than one to use the pit at the same time." Inea said.

"We believe in giving a person the privacy to do that alone."

Inea nodded and they walked away to leave Marty to take care of business. They walked back to Inea's hut and Laurel excused herself for a moment and she went and collected the tissue pack from her survival pack and then she waited for her turn. Jake told her to go ahead before him and once Marty came back she walked over to the pit and looked in and curled her lip then looked around and saw no one so she took her loincloth off and squatted down and took care of her business and then dropped the tissues in the pit when she was done and she put her loincloth back on and she was relieved that no one saw her. She then walked back to Inea's hut and she handed off the tissue pack to Jake and he took the walk and took care of business and like Laurel dropped the used tissues into the pit figuring they would be burned away completely. He then took the tissue pack to the guest hut while Inea used the pit. When he came back Inea returned moments later and they all waked over to the gathering area since they saw that a few of the tribe were gathering.

A fire was started at one end of the long fire pit so first meal could be prepared for Iridon and for Korica and Tamaric. As the group sat more and more of the tribe showed up and greeted one another and talked of the celebration the night before and of the plans for the day. When Iridon showed up a short time later he greeted everyone and began assigning tribe members to tasks for tending to the village. He then assembled a small party to the task of delivering first meal to Korica and Tamaric in the ava acoo. There was to be two men with bows and two of the women selected at random to bring the food to the ava acoo. Laurel and Jake asked if they could join the delivery party and Iridon gladly told them they were welcomed to come along. It was a short time later that Melissa and Mark made the walk from the guest hut over to the gathering area. They looked refreshed having slept for close to 16 hours. It didn't take long for Melissa to discretely pull Laurel aside to ask how bad her and Mark were since she didn't remember the walk to the guest hut. Laurel told her it was a little comical but it would not appear in her civilian observation report. A drink shared with the leader of the village was enough detail in her eyes. Melissa thanked her and they stepped back over to the crowd now gathering.

Iridon had a first meal prepared for Mark and Melissa since the others reported that they had already eaten thanks to the generosity of Inea. Iridon then sat to eat and when Korica and Tamaric's meals were finished the delivery party departed for the ava acoo. By the time they started the walk the suns had not yet appeared on the Future, but the sky was getting very bright and the moons were cresting behind the Future to the west. They arrived at the ava acoo and a low flat pot with three rather large handles had a bridal slung through the handles and then it was attached to a lifting line leading up to the lower platform. One of the women then pulled on the alert line and like ringing a church bell, the hollow logs hanging by the front door began to clang in a melodious deep ringing tone that could barely be heard from the ground.

Up in the ava acoo, Korica and Tamaric had lost themselves in the incredible embrace of the other's essence. It was a deep and moving experience to be so deeply surrounded by the other's warm and strong essence. They had explored much of the other's life and memories and since Korica's abilities were so advanced now. Much of it was reliving the experience through shared memories and the deep feelings surrounding those memories and Korica was able to teach Tamaric how to share his feelings in the same way in a clear way. They sensed the hollow logs clanging outside the door and so slowly withdrew from one another. When they finally pulled back into their own minds it took close to half a minute for the mental fog to clear from such a prolonged and deep connection. Once they could see each other clearly the got up and Tamaric pushed the front door open and saw the logs being gently pulled into one another. Korica did not want to step out without getting dressed so Tamaric laughed and told her to stay inside and he would go out and see what they wanted.

He stepped out while Korica stood in the doorway and watched him climb down to the lower landing. He got down on his hands and knees and looked down through the hole to the ground below. He saw a small group of people and he distinctly sensed Laurel and Jake before he even saw them. The women then began hoisting the first meal up to them. Tamaric stood up and assisted by pulling down on the vine that was coming down from the pulley above heading back to the ground. As the pot got closer he could smell the food within and he smiled. He had no idea what it was but it smelled wonderful. When the pot finally arrived through the hole in the landing, Tamaric untied the bridal and set the pot aside and then he waved his arm wide while looking down to let them know he had received the pot. He then heard Laurel's voice in his mind clear as day.

"How you two doing up there?" Laurel asked.

"We're doing great Laurel. We had a problem with one of those huge birds that we saw circling overhead when we arrived but we took care of it. Korica and I are closer than we have ever been before and it feels wonderful. We would like to stay until it gets too hot to stay up if that is all right?"

"It won't take long for the suns to make it uncomfortable up there but you two enjoy yourselves. We all need to be present when Melissa tells the village the whole truth about who we are and why we're here and I really want you two there when she does that."

"Ok. We won't stay much past sunrise."

"Good man."

At the same time Jake was reaching out to Korica. When he entered her mind he distinctly felt Tamaric's presence just as Laurel distinctly felt Korica's presence within Tamaric.

"How you doing honey?" Jake asked.

"I'm doing great dad. Tamaric and I are paired now and I just couldn't be happier."

"That's wonderful sweetie. I'm so happy for you. I know how much you wanted this."

"Tamaric was a great and caring lover dad. I know you worried that he would be clumsy or inconsiderate but nothing could be further from the truth of it."

"That's nice honey. You two have some breakfast and enjoy yourselves. We will need you in the village when Melissa tells everyone who we are and why we're here so don't stay up there all day but take your time just the same."

"We'll come down after the suns come up and it starts to get hot."

"That sounds fine. I love you Korica."

"Awe, I love you too dad. Thanks for everything you and mom have done for us. I'll remember this day for the rest of my life as something truly wondrous."

"You're welcome sweetie. I'm glad it was special for the two you."

Jake then withdrew from Korica's mind and he looked at Laurel just as she withdrew from Tamaric's mind. They smiled at one another and then took the other's hand and they all headed back to the village. Laurel and Jake shared the conversations they had with each other as they made the walk back to the village. Meanwhile, Tamaric picked up the pot and climbed back up to the main structure and he stepped in and Korica smelled of the food and smiled big. Tamaric walked the pot over to the back counter and he set it down and lifted the lid off. There were four very large eggs that had been cooked over easy and there were two soft bread rolls of a sort that they found were some kind of sweet bread once they bit into them and there were two large and thick slices of a pink meat that had been seared on each side and there was a sweet honey like syrup drizzled over the meat and there was a pile of some kind of green vegetable that had been sliced into thin strips and then fried on all sides so the vegetable was crisp and firm on the outside but soft and tangy on the inside. It reminded Tamaric of a potatoes as far as texture but the flavor was unlike anything he had every tasted before once he sat down and ate the delicious vegetable.

Korica stepped over to Tamaric and he divided up the food onto two plates and then he poured two drinking gourds of water and they stepped over to the table and ate the wonderful food together. After they had cleared their plates they filled the basin and washed their plates and the forks and then they emptied the basin and rinsed it out wanting to be good guests by not leaving a mess behind. They then walked over to the front door and opened it and stepped out and looked off the west and south for a time as the sky continued to get brighter. They then stepped back inside and walked over to the window over the counter and unlocked the shutters and pushed them open. The sky was taking on fiery oranges and reds as the suns beamed through the atmosphere and Korica had an idea, she took Tamaric over to the back door and they stepped out onto the back porch where the drop seat was and they could now see the entire Future as the suns rose.

Tamaric held Korica from behind with his hand crossed over her stomach with his body pressed up against hers and she placed her hands over his and let him gently kiss on her neck and nibble on her ears as they watched the suns beginning to crest the Future. It chased the oranges and reds away and turned the sky a brilliant yellow until the second sun made its cresting appearance and then the sky turned a pale white and blue. The first rays were warming and welcomed but as more of the suns crept up over the Future the rays could be felt to be hot. Korica moved her head to the side and Tamaric kissed on her neck as he sensed that it felt wonderful for her. He then pulled her ear lobe into his mouth and sucked on it and Korica cringed and tightened up and bent her knees as it tickled intensely. Tamaric let go of her ear and she took a deep breath and stood up straight and Tamaric kissed her shoulder a few times and Korica shivered making Tamaric laugh and then she turned around and engaged him in a long tongue kiss while rubbing his back and the intensity turned him on so that he began to press against her. She terminated the kiss and smiled at him and then took his hand and she walked him back inside and over to the bed. She laid down and scooted over to the middle and then she reached out to him.

"Make love to me again Tamaric."

Tamaric smiled and climbed onto the bed and slid over onto her as she moved her knees apart for him.

"The sex with you is earth shattering and mind numbing. I love you so much Korica." Tamaric thought.

"I love you too Tamaric, with all my heart." Korica said aloud.

Korica then pulled him down and engaged him in a long kiss until he grew to full girth and length and then he reached down and aimed himself at her and he pressed forward. He pressed against her and she moved her legs even further apart and he slowly slipped into her with minimal pain for her this time. She was able to remain relaxed so he didn't have to force his way past her ring muscles allowing a slow steady glide to full depth, then she tightened up on him. Tamaric found that he was still a little sore from the intensely tight experience before but Korica was much more relaxed this time and as she drew in a long breath as he entered her and sank to the bottom of his shaft he got past the ache and it felt wonderful inside her. All the folds and muscle ripples felt incredible as he slowly slid past them.

Tamaric then entered Korica's mind and he withdrew slowly and experienced it with her as she held onto him. Tamaric then followed Korica's urgings for the next half hour, bringing her to climax four times and him twice. At the end of the encounter they were both winded but they felt fulfilled and Korica was thoroughly impressed with Tamaric's performance. His stamina and perfect timing with speeding up and slowing down at just the right time made the experience incredible for her. They separated and caught their breath and then Tamaric cleaned Korica up using the bath in a bag towel and then she cleaned him up and then they began to pack everything up, closing all the shutters as well as putting the oil lamp out. The last thing they did was to get dressed and Tamaric picked up his arrow holster and slung it around his back and then he picked up his bow and looked at it for a moment, it was beautifully made but not as substantial as the ones they had brought from the Future. He picked up his pack and slung it over his shoulder and then he hung the bow over his other shoulder. Korica slung her pack over her shoulder and they took a few moments to look around.

"This was a lot of fun." Tamaric said.

"I'm never going to forget this place. I got everything I ever wanted right here."

"And was it everything you hoped it would be?"

"Oh so much more Tamaric."

Tamaric gave her a peck and then they stepped out and closed the door behind them. They climbed down to the landing and they poked their foot into the lower loop and then hooked their hand in the upper and grabbed hold of each other and stepped out over the hole. They dropped a few inches and then the log on the ground began to lift into the air as their weight slowly pulled them toward the ground. The descent was much slower than the accent to Korica's relief. When they finally reached the ground, Tamaric grabbed the hanging vine to tie off the lifting vine and he tied it around the wooden peg sticking out of the side of the tree. They then slowly lifted their weight off the loops they were now standing on and the vine held. Tamaric pulled his bow off his shoulder and then pulled an arrow and hooked it on the string and held it across the body of the bow at the ready. They then started the walk back to the village.

In the village, when Laurel and Jake returned with the delivery party there was a rather sizable crowd gathering in the shade of the gathering area. Laurel and Jake found a seat and sat down and they listened to the conversations going on. Marty was talking to Melissa and Mark when he casually mentioned the fact that Inea had told him that they have cold storage technology in use in the village and it apparently ran silently day and night. Before they knew it iridon seemed very irate as he sprang to his feet.

"How do you know how our clod hut works?" Iridon asked looking at Marty.

"Wha¦Inea told me. What is the big deal?"

"It is for the village elders to decide when and what is discussed with visitors as to what we have."

Marty stood up and Mark touched his arm.

"Relax Marty." Mark said softly not wanting a confrontation to ensue.

"She told me you learned of this technology from another village so it is no great secret." Marty said holding his hand out slightly toward Mark.

"Is this true child?" Iridon asked sternly as he cupped his elbows with his hands as he crossed his arms.

Inea looked down and nodded gently. "Yes. I told Marty these things."

Iridon looked at Marty and his anger seemed to drain from his face some.

"You do not know our ways, Inea knows the way of things in the Hemet village. She will be punished for her actions."

Marty stepped right in front of Inea and straightened his back.

"You will not punish this girl for being honest with me. I showed her some of our objects made by smithers and she was proud to tell me of the wonderful things your smithers have created."

"Marty!" Amnda said sternly as Iridon just stared at Marty intensely.

"No Melissa, this girl is not going to be touched while I am here. Not for sharing the things that make her proud to live here¦or for any other reason."

Iridon uncrossed his arms and held his hands at his sides in baled up fists and Marty thought he was going to have to take this guy to the ground for a moment.

"You believe Inea is going to be struck?"

"It crossed my mind. If you are going to punish anyone, punish me. I pushed her to talk of things you are not comfortable with visitors knowing.""

"You would stand in for her and take her pain?"

"In a heartbeat."

Iridon looked at Inea still looking down with a saddened look on her face and then he looked at Marty and took a breath and let it out swiftly.

"I am impressed that you would take her punishment knowing not what that punishment be. We do not raise fists of anger against each other nor hands of punishment and especially against a young girl. Hands are never to be taken to a female no matter the age or reason. Her punishment is to be stern words and the most undesirable tasks of the village for a few risings, nothing more."

"I¦I did not know that you honored your women like that. I will still take her punishment¦you may give her the stern words but any tasks I will carry as my own."

Iridon nodded softly once and put his hand on Marty's shoulder point.

"You speak as a man of integrity¦and you sound as her mate. None have stood for Inea in such a way. She has touched a deep place within you?"

"I suppose she has. I care for her and I want to see her taken care of while I am here. I promised her we would do everything together as best of friends while I am here and I intend to keep that word."

"Very well. Her punishment is yours."

Iridon then looked at Inea and Marty took a small step to the side. Iridon knelt down on one knee and set his forearm across his knee. He then reached out and gently lifted Inea's chin.

"Look at me child." Inea sat up a little and looked into his eyes. "If this happens again, if you are asked of what we have, gladly tell a visitor we have many wonderful things here. I will take you to Iridon or one of the village elders and they can tell you of the things we have." Iridon spoke softly and evenly, not at all in a stern manner as Marty expected but more as a father addressing his young daughter.

"I understand Iridon."

"You are not yet wise enough to decide what is valued knowledge or not. Since you will be a¦mother soon you will be in a place of high status within the tribe soon enough and much will be taught to you by the other mothers and the village elders. Until that time you must remember your place."

"I will remember Iridon. Forgive me?"

"I forgive you Inea. You are young and excitable. I do not expect you to be perfect, just wise enough to hear me and learn from this."

"I will heed your words."

Iridon let go of her chin and stood up and took a half step back while still looking into her eyes.

"Your punishment will be to tend to the waste pit for the next three risings and you will prepare the torches for the dark time by yourself. This rising you will clean my hut as you do your own in addition to your punishment tasks."

"I understand."

"Wait¦you want her to clean your hut? That seems a little¦"

Inea touched Marty's arm and he looked down at her pretty face.

"It is a great honor Marty. He is saying my hut is so clean that he wants his to be as mine."

Marty looked back at Iridon and bowed very slightly.

"As you said, I do not know all your ways. I apologize for stepping on your compliment to Inea."

"Think not of it. You will still stand for her in these tasks?"

"Absolutely."

"You truly are an honorable man. Inea could use that kind of presence in her life even if just for a few risings. You show her what men are to do for their chosen mate."

"Uh¦I do not know that I would¦" Marty looked at Inea looking up at him and his heart just melted. He touched her head and smiled then looked at Iridon. "You may hang what name you like on me."

"You should get to the waste pit tending before it gets warm. The smell will grow and it will start to drift into the village if it is not done quickly. Inea will show you what needs to be done."

Inea stood up and Marty nodded and then Mark stood up.

"Can I have a word with you Marty?"

"Of course. I will be right back Inea."

"I will wait here?"

"Yes. Do not start the tasks without me. I will not be long."

Iridon sat down and Mark pulled Marty across the road and beside one of the huts so they could speak freely.

"What the hell is up with you Basher? These people have a way of doing things and we can't get in the middle of it. What is it about this girl that has you so¦wrapped up in her affairs? You used to be the one night stand man and that is all this girl wanted."

"Besides the fact that she is absolutely gorgeous and can get me off twice in like five minutes? She is sweet and innocent and I just feel¦"

"You remember Sarah Whitman?"

"Oh god how could I forget Sarah?"

"She had you so fucked up that it took me six weeks to be able to put you back on recon and another six months before you really had your head back in the game. You've fallen for this girl and you got a damn job waiting for you back home. I need you one hundred percent focused Marine. Do you get me?"

"I get you LT. I didn't know the women here had the ability to yank on your heart like the do. I let her do her thing while we¦did our thing and then I asked her to stop but she had already¦imprinted on me or whatever."

"So you're in love with her?"

"I¦I don't exactly know. I have feelings for her, strong ones but I don't know if I would go that far."

"Damn it Marty! This really confuses why we're here. You gunna be able to leave her behind without sinking into a personal hell like you did with Sarah?"

"I think so. Sarah turns out was a conniving tramp that was slipping strange weenie in her slit every chance she got and it took me a year to find out about it. Inea just isn't anything like that. She is such a great girl with a really kind and sweet nature. It's hard not to like her and want the best for her."

"You need to treat this as a tryst and nothing more Basher. You can't keep her so don't let yourself fall for her beyond the point of no return."

"I got you. I'll try and keep my heart out of our friendship." Marty then grinned mischievously. "I am gunna do her again though. She is fuckin phenomenal and I got to get apiece of her again. She's hands down the best I've ever dipped in."

Mark couldn't help but chuckle and shake his head.

"You can fuck the shit out of her but just keep your head on straight. I need you paying attention to the mission, not her."

"Well I stuck my neck out and now I have to burn shit and dip torches in diluted burning salt so she won't have to."

"Yeah, stay out of their affairs from now on. They don't abuse their women as we now know so she isn't going to be hurt. Just let Iridon run his village how he sees fit. It has obviously worked for a very long time to keep everyone in line and respectful of one another."

"I didn't know they treated all their women like that from the way Inea talked. There are young girls that blow the guys regularly out in the open. I thought it was forced on them or something to degrade them while getting their rocks off."

"Just cause they do things different doesn't mean we can step in with our ideas of morality. It sounds like it's a voluntary thing and its accepted to keep the men satisfied so they don't have pent up urges that turn into violence. We just have servo drones not young girls for that very same relief."

"I guess that's true. Inea wouldn't take part in this activity and she said to her it's distasteful to do such things out in the open where everyone can see it."

"So she's a little more conservative. Promiscuity usually comes later after having a few mates that turn out to be pigs¦like you ya dirty bastard. You screwed so many women I never knew the name of your flame from one day to the next."

"Yeah I know. I probably fucked up a few girls' heads. Inea makes me want to be different."

"Oh geeze you got it for her bad." Mark sighed and then put his hand on Marty's shoulder. "This one just wasn't meant to be a long term thing Basher. You got to get past her."

"All right."

"Now go burn some shit with your girl."

Marty laughed and smacked Mark in the stomach with the back of his hand playfully. They then turned and walked back over to the gathering area. Inea immediately wrapped her hands around Marty's arm and she smiled at him warmly and then they departed heading toward the waste pit. As they walked Inea looked up into Marty's face.

"You would have really taken painful punishment for me?"

"You better believe it. No one is going to lay a hand on you while I am around Inea. Not even your village leaders."

"They do not hurt others like that. I am¦touched that you would stand in for me like that though. Is this how all men in your village act with their mates?"

"Yes. We would take death if it meant the ones we care for could go without pain or suffering."

"The men here care for us and protect us fiercely but they would not stand in for us and take our punishment as their own. You are¦one of a kind¦and special Marty. The woman you choose as your life mate will have a good life and a good man."

"Thank you Inea."

Marty tried not to let her kind words touch his heart but he couldn't help it. She was such a sweet girl and she had no idea what a brutish slob he had been in the past. Inea led him to the waste pit and then she told him how the pit was tended to.

"You have to take that scooper and carry the burning salt over to the pit and scatter it over the waste covering it all. Do not spill any while carrying it to the pit or the trail will set the pile on fire when the pit is burned."

"Seems easy enough."

"We have all had a turn at this task many times but none like doing it."

"You just stand back and I will take care of it for you."

Inea kissed his shoulder and stepped back. Marty took the wooden shovel and began scooping loads of the white burning salt and then carefully carrying it over to the pit and he scattered it over the stinking mess down in the pit. When he had the whole pit covered in a light layer of the burning salt he put the shovel back in the pile and then he made sure anything he spilled was kicked away from the pit.

"Now what?" He asked looking at Inea.

She picked up two black rocks that had been sitting by the pile and then she walked out into the brush and found a small branch and she carried it back then sat it down a few feet from the pit and she picked up a pinch of the burning salt and she piled it on the end of the branch and then she squatted down facing Marty and he smiled at the wonderful view. She really had a gorgeous looking box he thought. Inea stopped and looked up at him and smiled warmly.

"You think my female parts are that pretty?"

Marty looked at her in stunned disbelief that she was reading what he was feeling.

"You are very pretty everywhere Inea. Are you still feeling what I feel?"

"Yes. It has not faded yet as I expected. Perhaps you are holding on to the bond we have. That will delay it in fading."

If I am it is not deliberate. I do not want to cause you discomfort when I leave."

"I understand."

Inea looked back at what she was doing and moved her knees apart just a little more since she now knew that Marty enjoyed looking at her female parts so much. She aimed one rock at the small pile of burning salt and she clicked the other off the first in a striking motion and a few spark were cast off. She did this three times and the pile ignited. She waited until the branch was burning good and then she got down low and she told Marty to get back and she tossed it into the pit. There was a whoosh and a thump as if there had been gasoline from old Earth in the pit and a fire ball rose ten feet into the air and then dissipated leaving absolutely no smoke, just a shimmering heat plume that rose into the sky. The waste in the pit could be heard sizzling in the intense heat and Marty was shocked at the amount of heat and the ferocity with which the burning salt burned. He stepped closer and looked at the pit and he could feel the intense heat so much so that he protected his face with his hand and stepped back. He then looked at the large pile of white burning sand with the shovel stuck in it and he realized the explosive potential of such a large pile.

"Inea, where do your people collect this burning sand from?"

"A risings walk from here toward the rising fire discs there is a place where hot water bursts from the ground. If you follow that water until it dries the burning sand is left behind when the water goes away. We chip it away with wooden spikes and load it onto carts in great slabs and bring it back to the village, it is carefully crushed into sand and piled here."

"Sulfur. High grade sulfur."

"What is¦sulfur?"

"We have something similar to this in the land of Earth that we call sulfur. Sulfur does not burn this readily unless you mix it with some other minerals but it must be the same basic mineral."

"Will you watch the pit while I begin cleaning my hut? When I am done we will begin soaking of the torches."

"You go ahead. I will make sure the fire stays in the pit."

Inea looked at Marty for a moment then she got the nerve to walk over to him and engage him in a warm tongue kiss while gripping his back firmly. He found himself holding her behind before he even realized what he was doing and it made Inea kiss him even more passionately. When Marty terminated the kiss Inae leaned against him and looked up into his eyes.

"I can feel what you want Marty. I know a place that is very quite and visited seldom. I will give myself to you there after we soak the torches."

"What about cleaning Iridon's hut?"

"If we do not take long there will not be much delay."

"You want a quick piece then?"

"Just enough for us each to enjoy the experience to its fullest once."

"That sounds like fun. Hey, you are not still drawing me in are you?"

"No. I have told you that I stopped doing that. I will not deceive you about such things Marty."

Marty gave her a peck and then he patted her rump lightly.

"I just wanted to make sure. Go do your thing and I will watch the fir here."

Inea pulled from his arms and walked toward her hut. Marty watched her walking away and he sighed. He heard Mark's stern warning echoing in his head and he knew he was in big trouble. He was nuts about this girl and it was growing, not fading. He just didn't know what he was going to do. Marty squatted down and watched the fire while he deliberated in his head how to deal with his heart coming to life like never before.

When Korica and Tamaric made it back to the village they were welcomed warmly and they quickly put their things away and then came back and talked with the crew of the amazing experience of sharing essences and becoming paired. They left out the gory details of the actual sexual encounter though Laurel and Jake could sense that it was an incredible experience for both of them, far beyond what they ever expected. They then shared the harrowing experience of the bird perched in the window looking for a late night snack.

Everyone then volunteered to help with tasks for the village and Iridon assigned them tasks along with other tribe members, whether it be collecting water, firewood or repairing new cracks in the side of the guest hut that had been observed by some of the tribe members this rising, they all accepted their tasks gratefully. Until all of the tribe members were present the talk about the visitors was going to wait. Korica and Tamaric were thrilled to have the assignment of going to the lake with four of the men to learn how to net fish and to help clear the nets. They collected two carts and then the men grabbed bows and arrows and they headed off to the lake.

When they arrived at the lake, Korica was a little uneasy about getting disrobed with the men of the village but when she did there was the passing glance at her but no staring at all and she sensed they just saw her as another pretty young girl but not out of the ordinary to be wearing nothing at all. She also sensed that the men understood and respected the fact that she belong Tamaric in every sense of the word. They made her feel very comfortable and accepted, giving her the end of the net to work closest to shore so she could touch bottom without getting carried away by the swifter current further out.

Meanwhile Inea finished cleaning her hut and she walked back out to Marty just as the fire was dying out. He was a little surprised that the burning salt burned so hot and intense that there was no smoke and absolutely nothing remained in the bottom of the pit. Inea then took him by the arm as she was so fond of doing, and she walked with him to a supply hut that he had not been to before. There was a small four-wheeled cart that had several buckets in it that were dry but they had the crystallized remains of burning salt in them. They then pushed the cart over to the well where Laurel and Jake were once again drawing water and carrying it back to the gathering area along with the help of two other young village boys. Inea asked Jake if he would draw water enough to fill the buckets for her and he gladly did so. They then pushed the cart to the waste pit and Inea showed Marty how to scoop several piles of burning sand into each bucket until the water had a rather congealed look to it.

Marty then told her to stand aside as it was his punishment to complete. Inea gave him a quick kiss and stepped aside and let Marty do the hard work. When all of the buckets had the same runny consistency, Marty stabbed the shovel in the pile and they pushed the cart out to the main road. Inea told him it was best to start at one end of the village and work to the other end so no torches would be missed. They walked to the east end of the village and then Inea showed him how to dip the torch into the bucket and the liquid level could be seen slowly dropping as the liquid was absorbed into the torch head. She told him to be sure not get the wooden portion in the solution or it would burn away and the flaming tip would fall off and possibly start someone's hut on fire. She then showed him how to roll the torch as it is pulled out to let the excess drain off into the bucket. It only took a few seconds for the torch tip to turn white and stabilize and then it was poked back in the ground. Marty got it quickly and then he would let Inea pull the torches from the ground but he did the back breaking effort of holding and lifting the seven foot tall torches up into the buckets and then planting them in the ground once cured.

They spent the next hour working up one side of the road and down the other, soaking hundreds of torches in during that time. When they were finally done, after refilling the buckets twice, they pushed the cart back to the supply hut and put it away. Inea closed the door then looked at Marty as the suns were beginning to heat the air rapidly and she smiled coyly. She then spoke softly.

"You know of our cold storage so I will show it to you now. The part reserved for the food of the vine is cool and refreshing unlike the portion kept biting cold for the meat."

"Are you sure no one will come in looking for food?"

"It does not matter if they do. All know that you are giving me your seed¦and your attention. Is it not exciting to do this somewhere in the open but not out in the open?"

"I guess it is. Show me the way."

Inea wrapped her hands around his arm and led him down the road and across to the south side of the road to the large cold hut. They stepped in through a very heavy wooden door and it was much cooler than outside but very dark. Inea reached over to the wall and pulled down on a small metal handle sticking out of the wall and light began to flood the room from above. The lighting dumbfounded Marty. There were large oblong tubes with a large silvery colored cap at one end and they had 2 long squiggly filaments that were now softly glowing and twinkling slightly and they were set into recesses within the ceiling that the bulbs seemed to be attached to one way or the other within sockets the size of a man's waist.

"You have artificial lighting? Why did you not tell me about this?"

Inea looked down and bit on her lower lip and Marty sighed and lifted her chin gently.

"I will not tell anyone of what you tell me where Iridon will overhear again Inea. I promise you that."

Inea looked into his eyes and grinned slightly.

"We only have these special lights in here. We call them lightning bottles. The more you move this handle the more the lightning dances within the bottle."

"Did this come from your heart of learning?"

"No. We made these."

"I mean the knowledge of how to make them."

"Yes, that came from the heart of learning."

"Incredible. Your people are really capable of some remarkable things. Where are these lightning bottles made? Are they glass or crystal?"

"Please do not ask me to break my word any further Marty? They are here and you know where the knowledge came from, I should say no more."

"I am sorry Inea, you are a good woman for keeping your word. I will not ask any further about the lights."

"Thank you Marty. Come, the cold storage is this way."

Inea walked him over to 2 very large and sturdy looking doors that appeared to be made from halved logs that were some how bound to one another with no vines or nails. Inea grabbed the locking bolt on one and she took a sturdy stance and yanked and Marty distinctly heard a metallic clank on the other side of the door as Inea pulled the lock bolt back then lifted it. She then pulled the door open and a small cold vapor cloud rolled out along the floor then dissipated. Inea reached around the corner and slid the lights up and there was a hundred-foot deep and thirty foot wide room full of fruits and vegetables sitting on stone shelving units that had several shelves to each and the shelving units went from one end of the room to the other in many neat rows. Many of the shelves were empty toward the front of the room but there was still enough to feed the entire village in Marty's estimation for several weeks. As they stepped in the temperature was very cold, almost too cold to be comfortable for what they were wearing. Somewhere Marty thought he didn't want to stay for too long unless their activity worked up some body heat. Marty looked up at the light bulbs in the ceiling as Inea pulled the door closed with a thud. Marty looked at the door and he was right about what he had heard. The locking bolts latches were indeed metal and so was the whole backside of the door. Inea then walked over to Marty and took his hand and walked him down one of the isles created by the shelving units and she faced him as the walked. Marty looked around in amazement as he tried to listen for the sound of refrigerated air coming in but other than their footsteps he heard absolutely nothing. The dark brown stone walls and floor seemed to radiate frigid air into the room somehow. The whole place seemed like a technological wonder as a whole.

"Incredible is it not?" Inea asked with a proud smile.

"I can hardly believe my eyes."

"We had a time when the rains did not come for almost a thousand risings and the village had much hunger. That was before I was born but this place was built after the rains returned so such hunger would not befall us again. When this is full it will feed us all for many risings. The next harvest will fill all the shelves beyond what they can hold."

"It seems you have found other sources of food that do not require rain too."

"Much was brought back from the heart of learning after the time of no rain. We have learned not to relay on just one food source as before."

Inea pulled him almost to the end where the shelves were full of leafy vegetables and there was a low table of sorts made of stone for placing selected items for sorting before carrying them out or putting them away and Inea tapped her hand lightly on the table.

"A firm place to lie down? This is what we need yes?"

"You know there are ways of doing it standing?"

"I did not know. All I know is what you have shown me."

"This table will provide a perfect place for one part of it if we have time." Marty said with a big grin.

"You would do that for me again? There is nothing in it for you¦but I would very much like to feel that again."

"There is something in it for me Inea. I enjoy pleasuring you like that and believe it or not¦you taste wonderful."

Inea smiled and looked down at her loincloth and she reached for her waist strand when Marty picked her up and set her on the table before she had it untied.

"It will keep your hind end warm. Leave it on."

Marty then untied his loincloth and pulled it away and set it on the table next to Inea and then he got down onto his knees on the incredibly cold floor and to his delight it put him at just the right height. Marty moved forward and Inea leaned back on her hands and she brought her feet up onto the edge of the table and scoot forward slightly and Marty began caressing her with his tongue. He knew her spots and responses enough now so it didn't take him long to bring her to a full softly moaning orgasm. He then wiped his mouth and stood up and Inea pulled him closer and she laid back as he climbed up on top of her. They turned long ways on the cold table and he eased into her and then made love to her until they both reached a satisfying climax almost simultaneously and fairly quickly thanks to Inea's previously stimulated state and incredibly firm grip as she came making Marty come with her. As he was about to withdraw, she held onto him and looked into his eyes.

"Will you keep it where it is for a time? I want to insure that your seed reaches the right place."

"I thought we needed to be quick?"

"It feels nice too. You are a large man Marty giving great comfort to the feel of you inside me."

"You feel very nice to Inea. You make for a tight fit that is really satisfying."

Marty leaned forward and engaged her in a long kiss while obliging her request. After a full minute of kissing he slowly withdrew and then he climbed off the table and put his loincloth back on. Inea laid on her back the whole time to further encourage pregnancy and then Marty helped her off the table. They kissed for a few moments then headed out of the cold room. They made their way to Inea's hut and she collected the things she normally used to clean her hut and she asked Marty to please get her a bucket of water. He walked down to the well and had Jake fill the bucket and then he rejoined Inea and they walked to Iridon's hut. Inea stopped him at the door and thanked him for doing all her tasks for the day and then she asked him to go sit with Iridon and let her work. He kissed her and then set the bucket down and she promised she wouldn't be long despite Iridon's hut being ten times the size of her hut.

Marty then made his way over to the gathering area and Iridon greeted him.

"Greetings Marty. Inea is done with her tasks?"

"The portions she would let me take care of. She is cleaning your hut right now."

"She is a fine girl with good habits. Her birther taught her a method of cleaning that she has held onto. She leaves nothing dirty in a way my attending females cannot match. No insult to their continual efforts but Inea has a touch that I am honored to have applied to my hut."

"I agree that she is a fine woman."

"Of course. She is now a woman since a man has touched her like a woman and she will be a birther in time."

"May I ask you something about her?" Marty asked as he pulled a sitting log right in front of Iridon and then sat down facing him.

"You may."

"Who is her father?"

"Her¦father Inaro left on a pilgrimage to the Andow village and he never returned."

"How long ago did he leave?"

"She was not yet walking when he departed."

"Oh geeze¦that poor girl never had a father then."

"I have looked after her needs since her birther passed to the other side¦as I would do for any young tribe member needing such attention."

"How many of the children in the village are your offspring?"

"Eight. When they reach the age of pilgrimage as my others have they will leave us. If many of your offspring are in one village confusion can result about who is related and you must not give seed to family. The result is¦unpleasant to say the least. All manner of disfigurement and slow and dim thinking can result."

"We call that inbreeding. That is why so few in our village of Genesis from the land of Earth are related. We did not want that to happen. In fact¦the women of our village are asked to have a child with three different men for their first three. It spreads blood lines thin."

"What of the joined? Korica will be asked to share her belly with other men?"

"It is expected of all our females wishing to have children. Her first will be with Tamaric but after that she will be expected to receive another man's seed."

"If a second is made between a couple? Like Korica and Tamaric?"

"It has happened. We welcome all life with joy. There is no punishment or consequences. The couple is just asked to thin bloodlines by having the next with another man."

"This must be done with a heavy heart for couples?"

Marty thought about explaining that it was done clinically through artificial insemination but he knew that would make no sense to him.

"It is something we accept to maintain a healthy population."

"Hmm. Sacrifice of the heart for the greater good. Honorable I suppose."

"May I ask what happened to Inea's mother?"

"Her¦mother was younger than she is now. She went collecting early with no bow and no man to watch over her. When she was noticed missing we searched long and found¦some of her. Enough to know it was Inada. We mourned her and placed her in the ground where she was found. We did not want Inea to see what we found."

"That is horrible."

"Inea was strong and raised well. She took to being on her own very quickly. She leaned on none and asked for little. I had her hut built for her and her mother's hut was given to others that needed the room."

Marty then leaned forward and spoke softly.

"Why did she not choose a man from the village to care for her and keep her company?"

"Some pursued her when she grew older and looked as a woman should but honor was not found in the males that showed interest."

"She says the males of your village never force their will on a female. Is this the truth?"

"Yes. Any man forcing his will on a female of any age will be told to leave the village and never show his face again."

"Have you ever had to enforce that?"

"Not since Inea has drawn breath if that is your wonder?"

"It is. I am just trying to place things she has told me. She had never¦laid with a man to receive his seed until me but she claimed to have been touched and pleasured. I wanted to insure it was¦a willing encounter. She seems very¦reserved, not like one that would seek such a thing casually."

"I do not know of the event she speaks of but no man has touched her in a way she did not want. I would have heard of such a thing."

"Your young girls do not invite unintended touching with friendly behavior taken wrong?"

"That has been known to happen but if the girl asks for it to stop it does and there is a certain level of being a child that would never invite that kind of thing from the men."

"Of this you are sure?"

"As sure as I can be. There may be things not told to me but we feel what is in the hearts of others and such a thing would be sensed and addressed. You test our honorability with females¦especially the young?"

"I do not mean disrespect. We have seen bad behavior with the young¦Korica was rescued from such things. I am ensuring your people are honorable and caring with the young as my people are. I am convinced by your words Iridon. I know with your position in the village you only speak truths."

"Mmm." Iridon said nodding. "Inea has not been mistreated at any time in her life. I have seen to it that she had everything she needed and none took advantage of her age or lack of protection from birther or mate. None of the females in my village will ever suffer indignity so long as I draw breath."

"You are a fine leader Iridon. I am embarrassed and regretful for standing up in your way of leading how you see fit."

"I accept you contrition. You were standing up for a girl that means a great deal to you. I can respect that as long as it does not happen often."

"You have my word that it will not happen again. I was told to stand back by my leaders too. You will understand if I still perform tasks for Inea that are given to her as punishment?"

"She needs to learn from her punishment¦but it pains her more to see you performing her tasks of punishment, I therefore do not have a problem with it. I will tell you though; I have punished her three times since her birth. She knows her place and how to behave most times."

Marty then sensed Inea approaching and he looked around and saw her coming back from her hut after putting her cleaning things away. Marty's face lit up and he couldn't help but smile and Iridon gently tapped his knee.

"She is a fine looking woman no?"

"She is as pretty as they come Iridon. I like her stride. She has the gate of a woman with the movement of young girl. Strong and feminine yet playful and energetic."

Inea began to smile as she sensed Marty talking about her fondly and she saw the way Iridon was trying to see her as Marty did. As a woman not as the lonely girl that has been around for too many risings to count in the head. Inea stepped up to Marty and gave him a quick kiss then she knelt down in front of Iridon and looked down slightly.

"I¦we¦have completed the tasks of punishment Iridon. Is there anything you would like me to do?"

"What would you like to do Inea?"

Inea looked up at him slowly in surprise. She had never been asked what she wanted to do. That was reserved for the women of higher status in the tribe.

"I¦I would like to go to the lake and clean my body now."

"Then that is what you should do. You will be held higher and asked of how you want to help. No more are you to be treated as a child that is told what to do."

"Thank you Iridon. I will continue to make you proud. You have always tended to me outside what my position deserved."

"Perhaps I left you in that lower position longer than should have been the case. I did not see the woman that has grown right before my eyes." Iridon grinned at her and stroked the top of her head making her smile brightly. "Now go¦clean your body then come back for the talk with the visitors."

Inea stood up and brushed her knees off and then she looked at Marty and he was still grinning.

"You better believe I am coming with you. I promised you no loneliness while I am here."

Inea gave him a pretty smile and he put his hand out and she laid her hand in his and he stood up and looked at Iridon.

"Thank you for the honesty and trust Iridon."

"It is our way."

Marty and Inea then headed down the main road toward the lake and when they got several hundred feet away, Inea let go of his hand and wrapped her hands around his arm and she leaned her head on his shoulder point as the walked just like she did the night before.

"What did you say to Iridon Marty?"

"What do you mean? We talked of many things."

"I went from being punished to a new place within the tribe."

"I think he finally saw you through my eyes."

"But you questioned if I was a child yet when we¦came together. Is that not what he sees too?"

"I did not think you were a child. Your body has all the outward signs that tell a person you are not a child and have not been for many risings. I questioned how much of a woman you are when I saw the lack of hair. I do not think Iridon looks at such things¦not in the way I was looking at you."

"He was present when I last had it cut. He has looked at that part of me many times."

"That is not what I meant. Yes he has seen you with his eyes but how did he look at you with his heart? Not like I did¦do."

"No! He has never felt drawn to me like that because of what he saw."

"That is what I meant. He sees beyond your body¦for the most part¦to the woman growing within as I do. In many ways you behave better than a good many of the women in the village that have seen more risings than you and he is seeing how that makes you special and worthy of his respect and deserving of a higher place of honor within your tribe. You will have younger women that will have to do as you say for a change."

"But I do not want to tell others what to do. That attracts attention to one's self that I do not want or need."

"Quit being such an independent soul and join your place within the tribe Inea." Marty said lightly. "A higher position will mean more responsibility and others that will follow your lead. Iridon knows you are up to it or he would not have given you this new position. He is probably telling all the women right now that you are to be respected as a mother and a woman, not as a girl on her own and of no consequence."

"You are a very smart man Marty. You understand how our village works after just one rising?"

"I know of similar tribes in the land of Earth. I recognize the behavior among your people and Iridon has explained a few things to me that have led me to understand what I am seeing. You have also explained much to me in your behavior and in your words that gives me an even clearer understanding of your tribe."

"Like I said, you are a very smart man."

"Thank you Inea."

They made the rest of the walk in silence. Once they reached the water Korica and Tamaric waved at them in the water up to their necks and Marty and Inea took off their loincloths and walked out into the water up to their waist then dove in and swam out a ways. Inea then held onto Marty as they swam in circles smiling at the other and then Marty stroked her head and kissed her and then he thought of something he had been curious of.

"Inea, how do you keep your hair so soft? You have beautiful hair that always seems to be tidy and in place."

"I will show you."

Inea let go of him and started swimming to the south for quite a ways and then she swam to the shore where a brook was trickling into the lake. There were thick bushes on both sides of the brook and a few trees that were no taller than a man with broad teardrop shaped leaves that had red veins in them. Inea stood up and walked right up to the mouth of the brook and she walked a short distance up the brook and pointed at the trees.

"Can you get a few of those leaves for me?"

Marty walked up behind her and stroked her wet cheeks making her smile and she stepped aside and her pulled a few leaves off the closest tree and he handed them to her. She then walked back out into the water of the lake until she was waist deep and then she sat down and Marty sat right next to her. Inea looked at the leaves for a moment and Marty sensed it was sentimental for her.

"What is wrong?"

"Nothing. My mother brought me here often to bathe me in private and she showed me how to use these lala leaves as she called them."

Inea put a few leaves together with their under sides together and she pressed them together between her palms and she rubbed them together vigorously making the sap within the leaves come to the surface as the veins were broken apart. There was now a sticky red sap on both leaves and she put them on her head and rubbed them around in her hair until it was all smeared in her hair and Marty just watched her curiously. She then picked up two more leaves that she had set to float in the water and she repeated the process. She then set the leaves in the water and she got her hands wet and started splashing water up on her head while rubbing vigorously and the red sap began to froth up in an almost pink color and she worked it into her hair thoroughly and then she looked at Marty and smiled.

"You now leave it sit for a short time. When it starts to tingle you rinse it out."

Marty picked up one of the leaves and he smelled it and he was pleasantly surprised. It smelled something like flowers but a little deeper in scent, muskier. He now knew what he smelled on her that was so wonderful when he was close to her. He thought she just naturally smelled good. After a minute Inea laid back and scrubbed the pink foam from her hair and it floated off in a sheen that dissipated quickly. She then dunked back completely and then sat up and slicked her hair back. She then moved closer to Marty.

"Feel of my hair now. I have not done this in three risings."

Marty reached up and slid his hand down her head and her hair was even softer than before.

"That is amazing! Your mother did this for you?"

Inea nodded and sighed.

"She believed a young girl should be in private while taking care of herself in all things. She brought me here to tend to my hair and scrub my body where none would see. She is the reason I want my body clean all the time."

"You still miss her?"

Inea just nodded and Marty was pretty sure she was close to tears thinking about her.

"I will show you what she scrubbed the dirt of playing from my body with."

Inea rolled over and began crawling along the bottom feeling with her hands and then she yanked at something and then rolled over and held up what looked like a salt water sponge but it was obviously a fresh water version. It was a dark green color with millions of tiny holes. She brushed the mud and lake litter off the sponge then she held it up to Marty and he took it and she stood up and walked up the brook again and she reached into a clump of the bushes growing right along the banks and she plucked a single thick leave that looked swollen and fat with water, something like a thin cactus without the needles. The leave was a light green color with sharp edges that were a darker green. She waded over to Marty and sat down and she grabbed the tip of the leave where the dark green edge started and she pinched it and peeled it right down the side to the bottom and then she took the sponge and she squeezed the leaf and a gooey clear fluid slicked out onto the sponge and then she set the leaf to float and she rubbed the goo into the sponge and it foamed up into a sticky froth. She then handed it toward Marty.

"Smell of it."

Marty took a sniff and now he knew what he smelled all over her body. It was a soft almost sweet fresh smell.

"No wonder you smell so good. I thought you were just sweet all the way to the core."

Inea laughed and rubbed the sponge on herself and smeared the foam on her body all over and then she laid back and washed it off and then she stood up and rubbed it all over her lower body down to her knees where the water came up to where they were now at and Marty watched fondly until she sat down and washed it off. He then reached over and stroked her shoulder and her skin was very soft and he could smell the fragrance drifting on the wind as it spread out in the water. He then took the sponge and reached down and lifted her foot up and she giggled and balanced on her hands as he scrubbed her foot and ankle then up her leg to her knee. He then set her foot down and searched around until he found her other foot and he lifted it and scrubbed her foot and ankle and then up to her knee then he set it down gently. Inea grinned at him then she picked the leaf up and squeezed the rest of the gooey fluid onto the sponge and she tossed the leaf aside and she rubbed the goo into a foam and she scrubbed around her neck to the back and then she scrubbed her face completely obscuring her face and then she leaned back and rinsed it all off.

Inea then moved over close to Marty and she put her hand in his lap and gently rubbed him to his delight as her hands were very soft and she had a naturally gentle touch that he really liked.

"I am all clean so you will enjoy being close to me. You can scrub in the same way if you wish. It will make your skin everywhere soft."

Marty grinned at her and stood up and he went up and fetched another leaf and he brought it back to Inea and she showed him how to peel it open and then she prepped the sponge and went to hand it to him and he shook his head no and smiled. She smiled warmly at him and lathered up the sponge as he stood up. She then stood up and started on his back and she lathered his whole body up, spending a little extra time stroking his cock with the slippery lather. He then sat down and rinsed it off while she prepared the sponge once again and then she scrubbed his neck and face and then he laid back and rubbed it off and then she lifted his feet and scrubbed up each leg from his foot to his knee. She then laid out flat on her stomach and swam right up to him and she pressed her face to his neck and smelled of him deeply.

"You smell wonderful Marty. Your back is very soft now. You have always smelled wonderful though."

"That is deodorant."

"I do not know what that is."

"We have a wax like product that we put under our arms so we do not smell when we get hot and it stops us from sweating under the armpits. It has fragrances in it that smell nice."

"I am talking about your smell. Your smell is nice."

"We cal that pheromones. That is my unique smell. I think your pheromone is also very nice Inea. It does things to me¦why did I even say that? Forget what I say."

"I think it is sweet to hear you confess of the heart."

"We should get back. Thank you for showing me how you keep yourself so pretty and clean."

"I have showed this to no one. This is what my mother told me is to be done in private and often."

"She was a smart woman and she had good instincts. It is good you honor her memory by continuing what she taught you."

Inea nodded and they began the swim back to the fishing and swimming area. When they reached the swimming area they walked out of the water and stood watching Tamaric and Korica working the net until they had drip dried, then they put their loincloths back on and headed back to the village. When they arrived they stopped at Inea's hut and Marty applied some deodorant from his pack and then he took a few moments to use his electrodermal shaver to remove all of his facial hair. When he stepped back out Inea seemed a little surprised to see a clean face so quickly. She didn't question it though; she just enjoyed the clean look and the fresh smell he now carried.

They walked back over to the gathering area and they found that Mark and Melissa were back from their tasks and Laurel and Jake were standing talking to some of the villagers that looked to be very close to their age. Mark looked at Melissa and nodded once and she nodded back and then Mark got to his feet as Marty and Inea sat down and Mark walked over to Laurel.

"It is time to call Korica and Tamaric back. Tell them to have the men fishing come with them since Tamaric did not take a bow. We need the whole village here anyway."

Laurel nodded and then she kissed Jake's cheek and she stepped away and closed her eyes and she reached out to Korica and Tamaric. She reached Korica first but she distinctly felt Tamaric's presence within her so she knew anything said would reach both since their minds were as one.

"Korica baby it's time to come back so we're all here when we reveal the truth of our visit."

"Ok mom."

"Please have the men come back with you too? We need them to escort you with bows and Melissa wants them here when she tells everyone why we're here."

"Ok. We'll see you in just a bit. I love you mom."

"Awe. I love you too. Both of you."

"Thank you Laurel. I love you and Jake too. Just as much as Korica since I can feel her love for you as if it were mine."

"Thank you Tamaric. Her love is your love Tamaric. You two now share everything equally."

"I'm still trying to get used to that. I keep losing myself in her if that makes any sense?"

"Of course it does. I'm paired too Tamaric. You will find your new center eventually but you will find it isn't exactly where you remember it being. It's somewhere close to Korica but not quite in her center either. It will be like a light coming on when you both find your new center and realize that is where you exist now, slightly outside your old center toward the other. You will bounce back an forth getting lost in the other for a time until that happens."

"So my confused mind really is normal?" Korica asked.

"Yes sweetheart. It will pass in time. You will both discover a wondrous strength together when you find your center. You will be able to combine your wisdoms like never before into a single thinking mind."

"Is that when we can access the cosmic knowledge that you and Jake use?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes."

"Nice! I can't wait."

"It takes time Tamaric. Don't rush into it. Just get used to being one person in two bodies for now. The rest we'll help you with however we can."

"So you'll engage in the deep sharing with us so we can learn your understanding of how this all works?" Tamaric asked.

"That's the best way to teach you what we know."

"We're out of the water mom. We'll see you soon." Korica said.

"Ok."

Laurel then withdrew into her own mind and she shook off the mental fog and then she grinned big. It was a strange feeling to reach out to Korica and find Tamaric right there in her and about her as if she had reached out to Tamaric. She had some idea of how confusing that must have been for Korica all this time when she reached out to either of them and got both within one person. Laurel walked back over to Jake and he smiled at her as he had sensed the whole conversation as he continued his conversations with the teenagers he was talking with. It was thirty minutes later that Korica and Tamaric showed up along with the men that had been fishing. They had a cart half full that they pushed to the cleaning area and left it sit and they walked over to the gathering area. Melissa then got up and stepped over to Iridon and she told him its time for everyone to hear everything as promised. Iridon did a quick head count as he looked around the crowd and he found a few members were still missing so he walked over to his hut and pulled out an animal antler that had been hollowed out and when he blew into it, it made a deep bellowing call that could be felt right through the rib cage. He then put it away and they waited a few minutes and the few missing tribe members came almost running from the west end of the village. Iridon then stood close the coupling ceremony platform.

"Our guests have some things they wish to share with all. You will pay respect and talk not while they speak."

Iridon then gestured to Melissa and she stepped over next to Irdon and took a deep breath then spoke.

"Friends¦we came to your land seeking the help of one called Iriqua. Laurel and Jake were put to death by some very evil people only to be brought back to the living so it could be visited on them again and again as they were pressed for details about the location of the land our close friends lived in so it could be attacked in surprise insuring a swift and¦complete victory taking the lives of all that stood in their way, man, woman or child. The method by which this death was brought to Laurel and Jake was painful beyond imagining. It has left them with terrible terrors of the mind that we seek to relive them of. The powers you heard of and saw in Korica and Tamaric in saving Toko are also in Laurel and Jake but even stronger. Her terrors in her dreams are making those powers burst forth as she awakens from the terrible dreams of what was done to them. That is why you found new damage in the guest hut this rising. She had a terror dream and her power burst forth as she awoke in agony as she revisited the place in her mind that remembers being put to death slowly and painfully. There is a real danger to people near her until this is taken from her mind."

There was some very hushed talking as a few discussed what Melissa had said and Iridon stepped in front of Melissa and put his hand up.

"Here her words to the end before making talk."

The tribe went silent and Iridon stepped aside again.

"The reason I tell you this is because we are not from here. I do not speak of Hemet but I speak of Heindon. We are not from your world at all. We are from one of the specks of light you see in the dark sky when the fire discs go down. We are not Olmot."

There were gasps and murmured low talking began to rise and Melissa got nervous that hostility would ensue and then she heard a soft squeal and she saw Inea running from the crowd pushing her way clear then running off with her arm crossed over her stomach and her other hand on her mouth. She ran toward her hut while crying and Melissa looked at Marty and nodded at him and then she flicked her head toward Inea. Marty turned to go after her and one of the men grabbed his arm to stop him and the man that grabbed him looked at Iridon. Iridon thought about it for a moment and then he lifted his chin and the man let go of Marty's arm. Marty then turned and looked at Iridon.

"Go comfort her if she will have you in her hut. Explain things truthfully but if she tells you to go and not have words with her¦leave her sight."
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There were gasps and murmured low talking began to rise and Melissa got nervous that hostility would ensue and then she heard a soft squeal and she saw Inea running from the crowd pushing her way clear then running off with her arm crossed over her stomach and her other hand on her mouth. She ran toward her hut while crying and Melissa looked at Marty and nodded at him and then she flicked her head toward Inea. Marty turned to go after her and one of the men grabbed his arm to stop him and the man that grabbed him looked at Iridon. Iridon thought about it for a moment and then he lifted his chin and the man let go of Marty's arm. Marty then turned and looked at Iridon.

"Go comfort her if she will have you in her hut. Explain things truthfully but if she tells you to go and not have words with her¦leave her sight."

Marty nodded and turned and quickly headed toward Inea's hut. The murmured talking got very loud as the tribe discussed their alien guests who aren't who they thought they were. Melissa looked at Iridon and he distinctly looked angry but not particularly hostile.

"This should have been revealed when you arrived."

"How would you have greeted us if our lintas looked different and we talked different and you knew we were not Olmot? You would have feared us and we would have received a hostile greeting."

Iridon thought about it for a moment and he realized she was probably right.

"You need to explain yourself." Iridon then raised his hand to quiet the crowd. "Let us listen to Melissa's words." He said fairly loudly.

The crowd slowly went quiet as they gently pushed all of the crew up to the front of the gathering next to Melissa.

"We come to you from one of the brightest specks of light you see in the dark time sky." Melissa said pointing up into the sky. "We have advanced ways as the Etlanor did but we are not the Etlanor. We learned your language¦your way of talking¦and we learned your ways before coming so we would seem familiar. We wanted to get to know you as friends; we wanted you to get to know us as friends. We have spent the bright time and dark time with you over the last rising proving our good will. You know what is in our hearts. We mean you no harm. We have proven this by saving Toko from certain death even as he was touching the other side." Melissa put her hand on Korica's shoulder as she stood in front of her nervously facing the crowd and then she set her other hand on Tamaric's shoulder. "You have honored us by joining Korica and Tamaric in one of your most sacred ceremonies, they earned that honor by saving one of your tribe because it is the right thing to do among friends. We have told you no untruths. We just did not tell you all there is to know of us. We did not want to disrupt your peaceful lives any more than our presence was already going to disrupt them." Melissa then stepped over behind Laurel and Jake and she gently placed her hands on the side of their heads. "Laurel and Jake are revered members of our tribe. They have saved my life and that of every member of my tribe through their brave and selfless actions. They rescued Korica and over a hundred young girls from some unspeakable conditions of abuse and torture."

Melissa looked into the crowd of young girls facing her and she saw a girl that looked to be around twelve or thirteen, just starting to show the signs of becoming a woman and Melissa gently waved her over. The girl looked at her mother standing close to her and her mother gently pushed her forward so she stepped up to Melissa.

"What do they call you honey?"

"Irela." The girl said in small and soft voice.

"Irela, that is a beautiful name." Melissa gently turned her facing the crowd while keeping her hands on her shoulders. "Korica had seen less risings than Irela here and the girls rescued looked exactly as her, just a baby, not yet a woman. Laurel and Jake disregarded the danger to themselves and saved those girls so they would know the life of a woman, not the life of a slave to the pleasures of men with evil hearts and sick minds. Those girls have all been returned to their tribes or the loving embrace of those that helped us to put down the evildoers for those that had no tribe left to return to." Melissa then stroked Irela's head gently and smiled at her when she looked up at her. "Thank you Irela." Irela stepped back over to her mother's side after smiling at Melissa warmly. "Laurel and Jake performed tasks that saved the lives of over six thousand of us. Their sharp minds and small bodies at the time insured that they would succeed. They accomplished things with no adults guiding or urging them that most of us would strain to equal. For this reason and our love of them¦" Melissa stepped back over behind Laurel and Jake and placed her hands on their shoulders. "I beg of you as a friend to you all, help me honor them by getting them the help that only Iriqua can provide them with. Help me save them as they have saved so many others. The terrors of the mind they suffer from are of an evil deed visited on them as they protected entire worlds from certain destruction at the hands of still more hostile and evil people. They remember being pained to the point of death only to be brought back to witness the same done to the other before their very eyes. We come seeking a way to take the pain of this injustice from their minds and hearts. Your Iriqua is the answer to their salvation and peace of mind. We seek nothing else from you but your friendship. You are a kind and just people thus I ask of you, please help me help them. For all our advanced ways you possess an understanding of the mind we do not have¦give us an opportunity to learn from you and to benefit from your advanced knowledge of the minds workings. We will teach your wise leader Iridon how to use the healing touch that saved Toko's life in trade for your help."

The crowd just stared at Laurel and Jake in silence for a few moments and then a slow conversation began to rise among them as they discussed what Melissa had said and pleaded of them. Iridon then stepped in front of Melissa and he faced her and grinned very slightly.

"Please give us time to discuss your words¦and your actions. Step to the food working tables and go nowhere?"

Melissa nodded and the crew walked through the middle of the crowd to the back of the gathering area where the prep tables were located. Laurel stepped right up to Melissa and looked her squarely in the eyes.

"That was brilliant to use Irela to play to their hearts. Were you speaking in general or specifically of you when you said because of your love for Jake and I?"

"I may be a cast iron bitch¦yes I know my nickname among the crew of the Future¦but I do have a heart Laurel." She reached up and stroked the side of her head softly. "Of course I love you and Jake. Who wouldn't? You have both been raised to be kindhearted individuals with a proper sense of morality and compassion. I just hope these people see you as important and worthy as I do."

"Thank you Melissa. It's nice to know you can express what I feel in you."

"What are we gunna do if they tell us no and ask us to leave for not telling them everything from the start?" Korica asked.

"We have to respect their sovereignty and leave as they ask. We aren't conquers or plunderers¦though Marty's activity with Inea might speak otherwise. If they tell us to go we'll have to find a solution to Laurel and Jake's nightmares some other way somewhere else."

Laurel closed her eyes and rubbed her palm on her forehead for a moment.

"Let's keep optimistic here¦" Mark said patting Laurel's shoulder. "We've conducted ourselves honorably and these people hold honorability above all else. I think they know we aren't going take anything from them, all we want is their help."

Laurel pulled her hand down and smiled and nodded.

"Thanks Mark. I guess it isn't over until it's over. They didn't exactly say no, they just said let us talk about it and think about it."

Marty walked quickly down to Inea's hut and he found the door shut so he stopped at the door and knocked on the door and there was no answer and then he heard Inea sob as she cried from behind the door. Marty knocked again, a little harder.

"Inea, please talk to me? Let me explain things."

"You deceived me Marty." She said from somewhere in the hut. "I thought you were a man of honor."

"May I come in so we can talk?"

"I just wanted a child to fill my life with joy. I must rid myself of your seed and find another now."

"No! Do not do that Inea. Please¦may I come in?"

There was no reply other than the sounds of her still crying and Marty felt horrible. He then remembered the window over by her hammock and he walked around her hut to the west side and stood at her window without poking his head in, as he was tempted to do.

"Inea, you do not have to rid yourself of this baby. I promise you will still have a healthy baby."

"Your promises do not hold weight with me any longer Marty."

"We have ways of making sure a woman can carry a healthy baby before we¦mate with them. You and I are going to have a baby if you do not do anything rash."

"This is true? You speak honestly of what you can do?"

"I have not deceived you in any of my words Inea. I never will."

"You should have told me you are not Olmot."

"I did¦sort of. I told you our tribe are called Human."

"Come inside Marty. I do not like talking when I can not look in your face."

Marty smiled and walked around the hut to the front door and he pulled the latching bolt back and lifted it and he pushed the door open and he found Inea laying in her hammock. She sat up and wiped her cheeks and Marty walked over and sat down next to her.

"I am sorry if I hurt you Inea. I have to do as my leader says just as you do. It was not time tell all there was to know of us. We needed to make friends with your people so they would see that we are good people looking to get help for Laurel and Jake. We need to find the one called Iriqua so we can get the terrors of the mind taken from their minds."

"I hear Melissa talking. Is that what she explains?"

"Yes."

Inea sniffed hard and wiped her eyes and she turned her head so she could listen to what Melissa was saying off in the distance. Marty was just barely able to discern what Melissa was saying so he assumed Inea must have better hearing than him if she was able to pickup everything that was being said. Inea reached over and pushed the reed window covering to the side so she could see up the road to the to where Melissa was standing with her back toward the hut. Marty put his hand on Inea's thigh and she put her hand on his and they sat quietly as Inea listened closely. At one point Inea let out a soft 'awwe' and then went back to listening quietly as she rubbed the back of Marks hand with her fingertips. He was glad that she was still finding his presence somehow reassuring. When Iridon finally asked the crew to step to the prep area so the village could discuss the issue Inea let go of the reed window cover and looked at Marty. She sighed and then slid her hand under his.

"You have still been very nice to me Marty. I showed you some of my most personal places and habits and I gave you my body to do with as you wanted¦"

"And I am very grateful for your trust and companionship."

"Please let me speak Marty?"

"I am sorry. Go ahead."

"You should have told me where you are from but I respect that you have a leader that you have to obey as I do. You are still a good-looking man with a good heart and I find myself attracted to you not just for your seed but also for the way you treat me. I want you in my hut as before now that I know I will still bare a child from you. You must tell me everything though. I want to know about the place you come from and what your people are like."

"I promise to tell you all that I can. In fact we have a device that will allow me to show you what our city looks like. Would you like to see Genesis?"

"How is that possible? Genesis is very far away is it not?"

"It is incredibly far away. I will show you an image of it on something we call a data pad."

"I would like to see a memory of your¦city Genesis."

"It is not a memory. That is not what I mean by an image. I will have to show you for you to understand what I talk of."

Inea nodded and Marty let go of her hand and stood up. Inea stood up and wiped her eyes again and she gently hugged Marty then stepped back and looked him in the eyes.

"Have you¦" She looked at her hammock then back at him. "Laid with women on other worlds to give them your seed?"

"No. I have laid with other women on Earth, that is the name of my world, but for fun not to give them my seed in order to make a child. I only intended to give you my seed as you wanted but I found something more in the process."

"What did you find?"

"You. I did not count on you being such an¦extraordinary woman. You are fascinating and sweet and smart and kind. I find myself wanting to know more of you."

"That is sweet, I want to know more of you too Marty. Iridon might ask you to leave though."

"I know. I will go with a heavy heart if that is the will of the tribe. Can you forgive me for taking your body without telling you everything?"

"I already have."

"You will keep the life within you then?"

"Yes. I want the joy of a child in my life¦I would prefer it be your child."

Marty sighed and grinned at her.

"We should go join the tribe so you can be a part of the decision as to what to do with us."

Inea stepped into him and gave him a peck then smiled at him.

"I know what I want to do with you. The others will be decided upon by the tribe."

Marty chuckled and gently slid his hand up under her loincloth and rubbed her cheeks.

"I know what I want to do with you too."

Marty then put his hand out and Inea looked at his hand and slowly walked past him to the door much as he had done the night before, she then turned and looked at him.

"I have forgiven you but that does not mean I am not hurt. Deceive me no more Marty and I will walk holding you as my¦mate."

"I understand your bruised feelings. I will give you time to get over it as long as we are talking and I know you still want me around."

"I want you around Marty. You promised me no loneliness while you are here. I intend to hold you to your word."

Marty walked over to her and kissed the side of her head and then they stepped out of her hut and headed over to the gathering area where there was a boisterous discussion going on and Iridon looked at Inea and Marty. He could tell that Inea was hurt since she wasn't hanging on Marty's arm as she had been but she was at least in good spirits about the revelation that she was going to sire a child from an off-worlder. Inea stepped up to the crowd and Marty walked over to the crew at the other end of the gathering area. Inea was gently taken by the arm by Iridon and he pulled her right next to and slightly in front of him so she would be considered in the discussion of the crew and so she could have a say.

"So how did it go?" Marty asked looking at Laurel first.

"Melissa spoke eloquently¦and tactfully. I think she touched them when she mentioned Jake and I rescuing over a hundred young girls then she pulled a young girl from the crowd to yank at their heartstrings while illustrating just how young and innocent the girls were. With their empathic abilities they knew she was speaking the truth about everything so we'll just have to hope they are as open minded as we thought they were."

"What are you¦sensing form them?" Marty asked.

"Concern." Korica said.

"Concern that we will take what we need if they say no." Tamaric said.

Marty looked at him in surprise that he would be so insightful of the feelings coming from the Olmot. Tamaric grinned and leaned against Korica's side.

"We share mind and spirit now so I know what she's sensing¦and thinking."

"Got it. I forgot last night was more for you two then just a first time together."

"We are both a different person now. Somehow stronger and more connected to everything as well as each other." Korica said. "Everything seems crisp and clear like never before."

"I'll just have to take your word for it. I know the first time was pretty mind altering for me too but it didn't particularly change how I see the world around me."

Tamaric chuckled and looked down as he smiled big and Korica nudged him while smiling as she enjoyed what he was thinking and remembering.

"What's so funny?" Marty asked.

Tamaric looked up at him still smiling big.

"You got no idea how good she was and no other Human will ever get to feel what I did." Tamaric said proudly.

"Tamaric! Stop it!" Korica said.

"Sorry love, I'm really proud of you and what you can do."

"That is personal stuff that you need to keep to yourself. Do not embarrass me like that. You should stop speaking English too."

"I am not even going to ask¦" Marty said putting his hand up. "She is right Tamaric, you never kiss and tell if you are a real gentleman. She is also right that we should be speaking Indel so the locals know what we are saying at all times."

Tamaric nodded but held his smile at the memories of the incredible night with Korica. Iridon turned and faced the crew and the crowd began to quiet. Melissa took a deep breath and looked at everyone.

"Here we go¦" She said softly.

"I sense good things." Laurel said quietly.

They all stepped over to Iridon and he glanced back at the crowd then looked at Melissa.

"We have discussed your plea. If we ask you to go and show your faces no more?"

Melissa knew she was going to probed for honesty so she was determined to speak completely honestly.

"If that is the will of your tribe then we will go and you will never see us or our kind again. I hope our words and our actions have earned your respect. If we meant you harm we would not have saved the life of one of you who is not of any significant status other than as a protector and provider for the village¦no offense meant Toko." Melissa said grinning at Toko.

Toko just stared at her and Iridon took a deep breath and crossed his arms and cupped his elbows with his hands.

"We have taken this into account. In this I am forced to listen to my people, they have decided they like you very much. They even understand your silence about where you are from and who you are until our hearts knew you. The honor and warm feelings in Laurel and Jake have touched all. Their actions as you described should be haled and honored. I sense you speak from the heart with truthful words. We will take you to Iriqua that he may wash the pain of what was done to Laurel and Jake from their minds. I would not wish death on such beautiful people nor to have it visited on them time after time just to gain the knowing of one's enemy home. Will you still keep your word to teach us how to use the healing touch?"

Laurel stepped forward slightly and faced Iridon.

"We will keep any promises we made to you and your people. You have the strongest sense of what others think and feel?"

"Yes. That is why I am the leader of the village."

"We will teach you first then. You can then teach others of what you have learned. I sense a great strength within all of your people. I believe you are all capable of this healing touch. I also sense a great loving between your people; you have good hearts and that is the key to making it work."

Melissa gently pulled on Laurel's arm.

"Laurel do you need to¦share a mind with the Olmot in order do what you promise?"

"Yes but we know how to maintain a shallow connection. They will sense what we feel and think at the moment both physically and emotionally but it will not give them access to every part of our minds. They will not hear our words as we think."

"You do not have this ability within you?" Iridon asked looking at Melissa.

"If I do I am unaware of it." Melissa said as she let go of Laurel's arm. "I do not know how to focus my mind like Laurel and Jake and Korica and Tamaric. They think as one with their mates only further increasing their strength and ability. I share no such connection with a mate."

"You have the potential within you Melissa, you have never tried to access it." Laurel said.

"There you have it Iridon. We will honor you with this teaching if you will honor your word to take us to Iriqua."

"The people have spoken and it will be done."

"You said you are forced to listen to your people in this matter. You would choose another path for dealing with us?"

"Yes. My will is not the will of all. I have been leader for so many risings for I listen to my people. There are times I must choose against their will when it serves the greater good. I do not believe my will serves the greater good in this matter."

"May I ask what your will is?"

"He would ask us to leave and take Inea with us." Tamaric said.

Korica elbowed him in the side.

"You can't blurt out what we sense Tamaric. People need the freedom to speak it on their own or choose to keep it inside." Korica thought to him.

"Sorry love, I'm learning the etiquette of this new thing as I go. I'll try not to be so impulsive about speaking what I feel." Tamaric thought in return.

Iridon looked at Tamaric intensely and then nodded very subtly. Iridon then reached out and took hold of Melissa's arm and pulled her toward the prep tables while the crowd began to talk in a louder and louder manner. Iridon then looked deep into Melissa's eyes.

"I have decided it is time for Inea to go on pilgrimage for the benefit of the village." Iridon said very quietly. "I would ask that you take her to your village of Genesis that she might learn of your people and your ways. Will you grant me this? Will you grant her the experience of learning all she can from you and your people that we may gain from what she learns?"

Melissa was dumbfounded and didn't quite know what to say at first.

"You do not ask this because she is going have a child from one of us?"

"I ask this for her child's sake. I do not have a distaste for such a union. All life is to be greeted with a warm heart. We could learn much from you; Inea will be the vessel of that learning. Her child will see the wonders of your village and your way of life."

"You are asking for a long term visit then?"

"Yes. She cannot learn of your ways in only a few risings."

"I will grant you this request then. She will be given ambassador status. She will know no want or desire unmet swiftly. She will be in a place of high honor among my people."

"Then we will show you all that we know in the cave of knowledge."

"What is the cave of knowledge? Laurel and Jake saw it in their minds."

"I was told they have the ability of Otclon. The cave of knowledge is where the Etlanor left us all they know. We have learned to read their words so we are learning great things of every sort form their teachings. We will show you when we go see Iriqua."

Melissa nodded and Iridon stepped back over to the crowd and Melissa wondered how much flack she was going to get from the captain. She had approved Marty mating with one of the Olmot and now she was going to be dragging the mother back carrying that hybrid baby. She was sure this would be her last mission as commander in charge. Melissa followed him and stood with the rest of the crew.

"We will journey to the heart of learning with our friends that Laurel and Jake may seek council with Iriqua. The teaching they have promised us in return shows their good intention and good heart as you all supposed to be within them. I want Incon, Istot, and Inea to prepare for the journey to the heart of learning. I will be going as guide and leader since none named but I have been to the heart of learning before."

"You want me to go Iridon?" Inea asked in a surprised tone. "I have never journeyed away before. I do not have traveling lintas or a pack to carry¦whatever I will need to survive."

"I have enough survival rations in my pack and I will share what I have with you Inea." Marty said.

"Rations?"

"Food and water."

"You are of the age and ability Inea." Iridon said. "It is time for you to experience more than just the village. Every person should see the heart of learning once in his or her life. Do you not welcome the time with Marty?"

"I do. I have never been asked to do something so important Iridon. I am honored you would select me to go."

"Imea, take Inea and see that the lintas she requires that fit her body are found. Incon, Istot¦collect your things and prepare to depart."

Istot and Incon turned and headed for their huts quickly and Imea stepped up to Inea and gently took her arm.

"Come child, we will find lintas that fit you. There are traveling experienced women that share your body size, we will borrow what we need."

Inea looked at Marty with a bit of a scared expression on her face as Imea pulled her away and Marty just smiled at her. Iridon then headed toward his hut and Laurel waited for the crowd to thin out a bit as they went back to their routines and she felt for the strongest sense within the people remaining and she narrowed in on a young man that was standing with a very young girl. Laurel stepped up behind him and touched his shoulder.

"May I ask your what they call you?"

"I am called Ison. This is my sister Imina."

"Are your birthers close by?"

"They have passed to the other side."

"I am sorry Ison. I sense that you love your sister very deeply?"

"Yes." Ison gently pulled Imina closer to him. "I was sworn to promise by the last breath of my birther that I would insure she grows into a strong woman without any taking of her innocence or willing nature."

"That is sweet. Your love of her is a source of great strength for you¦and I feel the same strength within her. She admires you and loves you much."

"Why do you tell us what we know?"

"I would like to teach you something that you will need to practice with one another and then pass on to as many as you can."

Ison looked at his little sister and she shrugged her shoulders and smiled at him. He then looked back at Laurel and nodded. Laurel looked at Jake and he sighed but smiled warmly. He knew exactly what Laurel wanted to teach them.

"Come stand close to me Ison." Laurel said.

He stepped right up to her and looked into her eyes and a big grin grew on his face.

"You have¦I have never seen such beauty in the eyes of a woman. I feel as to fall into your eyes."

"Thank you Ison. Just relax and close your eyes. I will set my forehead to yours and you will feel my presence pushing at yours. Do not fight the feeling and I will show you how to send sense of what you feel to your sister with no words spoken."

Ison raised his eyebrows in surprise but he did as she said. He closed his eyes and Laurel put a hand on each side of his head and gently pulled his forehead to hers and then she closed her eyes and concentrated on entering his mind. It took her a few seconds to find his mind but when she did she moved toward him and forced her way into his mind in a shallow connection. She sensed confusion at first and then awe and wonder at what he was feeling of Laurel.

"You are a beautiful person¦Laurel. So much caring in your heart."

Laurel then pulled her head back and held the shallow connection so he only sensed her surface feelings until she felt Ison holding the connection. Ison opened his eyes and looked at her and smiled brightly.

"I can share of my mind like this with Imina?"

"Yes. If you can do this with me you can do this with her eventually. You are holding the connection now, not I. I want you to feel what I do next. I am going to send a sense of what I am feeling to my mate." Laurel turned at looked at Jake and Jake quieted his mind and then nodded.

Ison took a quick breath in surprise.

"His mind was with us and is no more."

"Yes. We carry this type of connected mind at all times. Feel for what I do now."

Laurel closed her eyes and concentrated on her love for Jake and let it grow within her and then she opened her eyes and she pushed a sense of what she was feeling to Jake and Ison gasped but smiled at the same instant as Jake put his hand on his stomach and laughed.

"That still tickles when you do that. You were thinking that you love me with all your heart and you want Ison to be able to share his feelings with Imina as you are now with me."

Laurel looked at Ison and he opened his mouth in surprise.

"That is exactly what she was feeling¦thinking¦how do I know your thoughts from your feelings¦but inside my heart?"

"That is what I want to teach you to share with your sister who you love without equal. You can communicate thoughts in the form of feelings."

Laurel then withdrew from Ison's mind and he blinked a few times. Jake then stepped over to Imina and he put his hands on the sides of her head and smiled at her.

"Are you ready to feel the same thing?"

Imina smiled and nodded slightly and then closed her eyes and Jake bent down and set his forehead to hers as he tilted her head back and he reached out to find her mind. He found her mind more difficult to enter than Ison's as she resisted but Jake was able to gently push his way in until he established a light connection with her. The first thing he sensed was her deep feelings for her brother. They were right on the surface and very profound. She relied on him for everything and she loved him greatly for how much he did for her. Jake then held the connection and stood up straight and Imina looked at him and gave him a huge smile as she took hold of the connection and held it.

"You have Laurel in your heart in everything you do."

"Yes I do. Now feel for what I do when I send her a push as we call it."

Jake looked at Laurel and she quieted her mind and then nodded at him and then Jake took a deep breath and concentrated on his love for her and let it grow within him and then he opened his eyes as he pushed a sense of what he was feeling to her and Laurel put her hand on her stomach and smiled as she received his feelings in a flash of emotional energy. Imina gasped and then smiled.

"I¦sensed Laurel in you then she¦went a away before you did that."

"You are thinking how deeply you love me and¦you hope this will work for Imina's sake because it will giver her great comfort from the affection she hopes is in her brother's heart." Laurel said.

"That is what he was¦thinking? I know what you think but in my heart?" Imina said in soft but excited voice.

"Such is the type of connection we are capable of. You do not just sense what someone is feeling, you feel it in your heart as if it is your feelings."

Jake then withdrew from Imina's mind and Laurel opened her mind to welcome Jake's presence back into her conscious mind. Imina then stepped over to her brother and grinned at him.

"Can you really send me your feelings as they did?"

"We will practice until I can." Ison then looked at Laurel. "We need to be in the mind of the other to do this?"

"No. We did that so you would know how it feels to send a push. In time you may learn how to share a mind as we did with you. For now both of you practice what we have taught you and then teach others of it. You will be able to send a push to anyone you choose when you get good at it."

"Thank you for showing us this and for trusting us in your mind. I know you now Laurel¦as I think few do except your Jake."

"A sense of a person is passed on during the sharing of the mind. I hope this will serve to bring you and your sister closer to together."

"I like the man you are Jake." Imina said. "I hope someday a man with your courage and strength holds me as you do your Laurel."

"Thank you Imina. I hope you find that too."

"What the heck did you give her a sense of?" Laurel thought to him.

"Just how good you feel in my arms Laurel. That feeling is ever present." Jake thought in return.

"To send the push concentrate on your love for each other and let it grow as you felt us doing of our love for the other. Love is the key to bringing all you are capable of to its strongest potential." Laurel said.

"We will practice often until we can send a push." Ison said.

The two of them then moved off as Iridon came from his hut over to the two of them and he watched Ison and Imina moving off with Ison's hand around Iminia's shoulders and huge smiles on their faces, as they looked into the others face. Iridon turned his head a little as if in question and Laurel could sense that he wanted to know what that was all about.

"We have begun the lessons to your people starting with Ison and Imina. They will be passing on what they just learned from within us."

"You teach them the healing touch?"

"No. That requires a deeply disciplined mind such as yours. Ison and Imina could hurt themselves if they attempted such a thing. They will be communicating with each other and other tribe members in a new way with no words spoken. It is the language of the heart, communication through pushed feelings of the moment."

"Thank you for honoring your word and teaching my people of your advanced ways of the mind."

"Thank you for taking us to Iriqua. You may feel this is more than should be extended to us but I am very grateful."

"It sounds to me that you have earned what I grant you at the urging of my people. You are beautiful and sweet, that has caught the hearts of many."

Laurel dipped her head slightly and grinned at him and then she saw Incon and Istot walking over with their long pants, traveling packs and arrows on with a bow in their hands. Laurel looked down at Iridon's bow and she could see dust on it telling her he hadn't carried it or used it in a very long time. Jake alerted Laurel to look over her shoulder and she saw the rest of the crew returning from the guest hut with all their gear and their traveling clothes on and Marty and Mark were carrying Laurel and Jake's things. Laurel and Jake stepped over to them and collected their things and put their traveling clothes on and then slung their packs over their shoulders after Jake put his arrow holster around his back. It was a bit longer for Inea and Imea to show up and Inea was now sporting a chest cover that looked aged but well fitting for Inea's chest size and she had on a long linta covering her legs that looked as if it had never been worn. The design stitched into it was bright and the hide looked a little stiff but it was the perfect length to sit right at the top of Inea's feet. Marty smiled at her and she crossed her hands in front of herself and smiled back.

"You look wonderful Inea." Marty said.

"Thank you Marty. Are you certain you do not mind sharing your¦rations with me? I could look for a pack of my own to carry what I need?"

"I am certain Inea. I will see to your needs, you just enjoy the journey."

"How long will it take us to reach the heart of learning?" Korica asked.

"Less than half of the bright time." Iridon said. "We will cross the lake then hunt for the mid meal. We will then walk through the forest and open land beyond to the heart of learning."

Korica nodded and secretly hoped that didn't mean she would be expected to help clean the animals they killed. Iridon then turned to the crowd and had a conversation with a few of the men about the things that needed to be taken care of until he returned. They all then moved out from under the gathering area and it seemed that half the village including all of the children and youth were going to accompany them to the lake. They made the walk down to the lake while the tribal members talked of the wonders of the heart of learning despite less than half ever having visited it personally.

When they reached the water where the children normally swim a good many of the children waded out into the water and there were a few goodbyes said and then the group including the crew moved off to the north along the shore. They walked for almost half an hour as the air temperature rose steadily until they came to a rather large log raft with four long oars lying on it. The raft had been pulled out of the water and there was quite a bit of leaf litter sitting on it so the men cleaned it off and then strained to push it into the water fifteen feet away. Once they had it floating they put their packs on the raft and Iridon pointed at a distant spot on the opposite shore slightly to the southeast. Mark, Marty, Istot and Incon started rowing in long strokes while standing on the edge of the raft While Jake worked the wooden tiller to keep them heading toward the spot Iridon had pointed to. There was a slight southern current that they had to stroke and steer against by keeping the raft pointing slightly north of their target landing.

As they reached the mid way point after an hour of rowing Laurel took over for Marty on one of the oars and Tamaric took over for Mark so they could rest. Marty sat down close to Inea and pulled Laurel's pack over next to him and he looked up at Laurel. She sensed what he wanted so she grinned and nodded at him as she pulled a long stroke with her oar. Marty opened her over pack and lifted her PP-20 out and then he opened her survival pack and found the detranome and he pulled it out and then he turned it on and sat closer to Inea.

"What is that?" Inea asked.

"This device is called a detranome. Would you like to see how we determined that you and I are compatible to have a child?"

"Yes. You spoke of that to me. This is how you knew your seed would give me a child?"

Marty brought up the scan data from Inea and then his own that was captured at the same time. He put his data on the lid screen and hers on the body screen then he selected the genetic compatibility mode.

"There¦you see these twisted ladders? That is your DNA and that is mine. The detranome is comparing the two to see if there is a compatibility match."

"I do not know what¦DNA is"

"Deoxyribo Nucleic Acid. It is the building block of all life as we know it. That strand contains all of the information that makes you uniquely you."

"I have never seen anything like that. That is inside my body?"

"Yes. Almost every cell in your body contains a strand of DNA just like what you are seeing there."

"Cell? You are confusing me with your strange words. Are these the words of your speech?"

"They are. I am sorry if I am confusing you."

The detranome completed its compatibility comparison and flashed the words 'compatibility positive'.

"There." Marty said. "Those words say compatibility positive. It has looked at my DNA and yours and determined that our DNA can be combined. Your child will have half of my DNA and half of yours making a uniquely different person like no one else."

"Can that tell you what my child will look like?"

"No. That is much more complex. The DNA will combine randomly each time a child is made and there is so much information contained in DNA to make a living person¦it is impossible to predict exactly what instructions will be selected as dominant or recessive."

"I do not understand your words again."

Marty then selected the physical scan data and showed Inea both of their bodies at the time of the scan.

"This is what the detranome sees when it looks at us. This data was also compared to see if we are physically the same. You see how other than the fact you are a female and I am a male our bodies are the same?"

Inea looked at the images and she furrowed her brow. She had never seen the internal anatomy of a body before.

"What are all of those things inside our bodies?"

Marty laughed and leaned against her a little.

"Those are your internal organs. Those are what perform all of the processes that keep you alive." Marty pointed at her beating heart on the body screen. "That is your heart. See how it is beating to move the blood around your body?"

Inea reached out slowly and touched the screen right where her beating heart was and it stopped beating and the image zoomed in quickly to her heart and all of the structures within her heart were labeled and identified with small white lines pointing to them. She pulled her finger back and opened her mouth.

"Did I damage it?"

"No. That is what happens when you touch the screen. That is your heart up close."

"I have seen these things taken from animals that were killed. I did not know they were inside me too¦though I thought it might be."

Marty touched the zoom out button on the screen and the image zoomed back out to her whole body. Marty then looked up at Laurel and she grinned without looking at him as she sensed his curiosity. She stopped rowing and stepped over to him and squatted down and touched two buttons and then gestured at Inea.

"Pass it over her lower abdomen and it will scan her uterus in detail."

Laurel then stood up and stepped back over to her position and began rowing in unison with Tamaric who was at the front corner of the raft on her side. Marty aimed the detranome at Inea's stomach and waved it up and down slowly and she laid her legs flat and leaned back on her hands.

"What are you doing Marty?"

"I am looking inside your body to see if you are with child."

"It could take a few days Marty." Laurel said.

The scan result determined that she was fertile and there was an egg traveling down her left fallopian tube but a zygote was not detected. He sighed and pulled the detranome away.

"You are not with child." Marty said solemnly.

Inea sat up straight and brought her knees up and she wrapped her arms around her knees and leaned close to Marty.

"We will keep trying¦many times." Inea whispered.

Marty smiled at her and then handed her the detranome so she could look at it closely. Iridon began to take notice of the conversation and he moved closer and looked at the device in Inea's hand.

"This is an amazing thing¦it has so little weight but does so much." Inea said.

"Your people created this device?" Iridon asked.

"This particular one yes. The technology came from another¦tribe of people."

"This tribe is from another world?"

"Yes. They live in the stars Korica came from. Their stars are so far away that they cannot be seen with the eye."

"Stars?" Inea asked.

"The specks of light you can see in the dark sky. We call them stars."

"I understand. So Korica is not¦Human or Olmot?"

"She is Draximan. We told you the truth about who she is."

Iridon seemed to digest the idea for a moment and then he looked at Korica and then he looked at Inea. He then looked at Marty.

"You give your seed to females from other worlds often?"

"Not me personally. Inea is the first for me¦but Tamaric has given his seed to Korica¦I guess that means we do. At least twice now. This disturbs you?"

"We accept all into our village¦and our hearts. I have not considered the idea from other worlds. It seems odd, not distasteful."

"Beauty and love does not conform to our ideas of oddity, it just is."

"The knowing of this device¦did you take it?" Iridon asked.

"No. We do not take what is not ours just because we want it."

"Why would such a wondrous device be given?"

"Because the elder race liked Laurel and Jake¦and Korica. Their deeds earned respect and gratitude in saving so many from such horrible conditions. There was an exchange made too."

"An exchange?"

"Yes. It is a little hard to understand but everything that makes them who they are was given to create a living ship comprised of their combined spirits and knowledge."

"Ship¦I know of this term from the heart of learning. The Etlanor left in great ships that carried all Etlanor back to the¦stars. You have these ships?"

"We came in one. Yes we have them."

"Easy Marty¦" Melissa said. "Feed them the information slowly."

"You would still hold things from us?" Iridon asked sternly.

Melissa turned and faced him.

"No. I do not want to overwhelm your understanding of things creating fear or misunderstanding?"

Irirodn read her underlying feelings and he grinned slightly. Inea handed the detranome back to Marty having looked at her body enough to satisfy her curiosity.

"You fear we will see you as gods?"

"It crossed my mind. Some primitive cultures¦no offense calling you primitive, tend to place things that seem miraculous as being of the gods."

"We are primitive, not dumb. You are flesh and blood as us? You take primitive females and mate with them? A god would have no such desires or the need of flesh and blood bodies."

"I am sorry, I underestimated your capacity to understand the world around you."

"The knowledge left to us by the Etlanor spoke of a creator of all things. Unseen, unfelt, unknowable except in the heart as accepted as being. The creator has no name, no age and no end. All was brought into being and everything was linked in its process even to the smallest insect going about its life completely unknowing of all around it. We are as the tiniest insect to the creator, too small and¦dumb to understand the creator's being and place in the circle of life and death."

"You do not pray to the creator?"

Iridon smiled and then laughed.

"Would you hear the prayer of the crawling insect? There are some that wish to commune with the creator¦it will never happen. If it makes one feel stronger to hope for such things then it is a source of strength and should be practiced but I hold no hope¦or strength in such things."

"We have similar beliefs. We are more alike in thinking than I thought. You seem very comfortable with things that should seem hard to believe. We will not hold things from you, I just wanted to make sure you were ready to hear such things all at once."

"I understand you are like the Etlanor but you are not the Etlanor. This means you will have things we have no knowing of¦but soon will."

"We would call that forward thinking. It is the trait of an advanced people."

"Thank you. You will bring more of these ships then?"

"We will not come in great numbers as if to take over your land. With your permission we will come in small numbers¦one ship at a time to visit your people and learn from you and maybe teach you things you do not have a knowing of to make your lives better, easier."

"We welcome these small numbered visits. Come, we should relieve Istot and Incon."

Melissa and Iridon got to their feet and took over rowing on the right side of the raft. Marty sat with Inea and let her lean on him as they drew ever closer to the opposite shore as the temperature neared 100 degrees. The crew knew it was going to feel much hotter once they got away from the cooling affect of the water. Mark ordered that water rations be consumed to keep hydration up. Incon and Istot simply drank directly from the lake in compliance but the crew broke out their water rations from their packs preferring not to take the chance of consuming bacteria or germs from the lake that their bodies might not have a resistance to. Marty shared his water ration with Inea, which she was grateful for. She liked the clean and crisp taste of the water ration. Marty explained that the water she was drinking was harvested from great balls of ice hurdling through space to then be melted and filtered into fresh drinking water. She seemed to get the idea of it and drank gratefully of the water.

As the raft finally drew near the opposite shore the crew could see that the trees and brush a short distance from the shoreline were very dense. It meant a slow arduous journey ahead of them. They pushed on and when they reached the shore they pulled the raft half out of the water and then slung their packs on their shoulders and Iridon looked around to find his bearings since he was in his thirties last time he journeyed to the heart of learning. He found what he thought was the ancient trail head and he led the group down the shore a short ways to a parting in the trees where the brush and tangled vines were only waist high.

Iridon led the way into the thick brush and the men pulled their weapons and the crew all retrieved their PP-20s now that they knew the sight of them would be accepted. The Olmot admired the weapons for a few minutes and then they pushed on. They crunched through the brush slowly but steadily until they came upon a small stream running parallel to the lake shore and Iridon looked for the log he remembered walking across on his last visit but he wasn't even sure if they were in the same place as he remembered taking on his last visit. The stream was slow moving but it looked deep and was at least thirty feet across. Korica was distinctly sensing things crawling and swimming around in the water that she wasn't comfortable swimming with. She looked at Laurel and then she looked at the huge trees growing nearby. Laurel looked at her and grinned.

"You would like a bridge?"

"There are things in the water that¦I do not think we should interact with." Korica said with a bit of a disgusted look on her face.

Laurel looked at the calm water with leaves and particles floating on it and she nodded. The Olmot looked at Laurel curiously and she looked at them one at a time. She then looked at Iridon.

"Do not be frightened by what you are about to see."

Laurel looked at the trees and decided on one growing a few feet from the shore that was close to a hundred feet tall. She stepped over to it stepping over the clumps of brush and tree litter and she put her hands on it and looked up into the canopy of the tree some fifty feet above her head. The tree had four distinct areas of canopy comprised of a tangle of branches and quarter inch diameter dark green leaves. Laurel felt for living organisms in the canopy and while she sensed many small creatures she didn't sense any larger animals so she felt confident that by downing the tree she wouldn't be destroying any nests.

Laurel stepped back a few feet and while the Olmot watched, curious about what she was doing. Laurel took a few deep breaths then closed her eyes and bowed her head and she concentrated on her lover for Jake and she let the feeling grow and swell. It took a few seconds to reach what she felt was the maximum potential for what she wanted to do. She opened her eyes and lifted her chin and put her hands out and she let out a 'hmm' as she grunted while pushing as hard as she could. Bark flew off the side of the tree facing her and the canopy released a cascade of leaves and dirt as the tree cracked and groaned as it went over. Laurel kept pushing and the tree creaked as it was torn from its root ball and picked up speed as it fell with a whooshing sound as the canopies rushed through the air. The tree fell across the stream and hit the ground with a bounce in a tremendous thud that could be felt through everyone's feet. The tops of the tree cut a path through the trees and brush on the opposite side of the stream and the Olmot took a step back when they saw what Laurel was capable of.

Laurel relaxed and blinked a few times as she recovered her senses from the extreme effort she had just expended. She looked over at the group and Iridon seemed to be the only one without a frightened look on his face. Inea gripped Marty's arm as she stood in stunned disbelief.

"You can do this too Marty?" She asked quietly.

"No. Laurel is a very advanced version of what we are evolving into as a people. I am a generation behind her."

Laurel sensed the fear wasn't particularly of her but it was of what she could do. Laurel looked up at the rain of debris still slowly floating down to the ground and she put herself in their place for a moment and she realized how scary it could be to see a hundred ton tree pushed over without touching it. She looked back at the group and tried to maintain her composure despite what she was feeling from them all, including all but Tamaric and Korica within her own crew.

"I believe this is our path?" Laurel said gesturing to the tree now lying on its side.

Everyone shook off their amazement and headed toward the tree and Jake picked up Laurel's pack and weapon where she had dropped them before walking over to the tree. Jake walked over to her and handed her the pack and she slung it over her shoulder and then he handed her PP-20 to her. Melissa touched Iridon's shoulder and she grinned at him slightly.

"That is the kind of thing that can burst from her when waking from a terror of the mind. That is why we are seeking Iriqua."

"I understand now. Such things have been spoken of as being within the Etlanor but it was long ago they left our lands and none living have witnessed it."

They all climbed up onto the eight foot diameter log and walked to the other side of the stream then hopped down and followed the smashed path through the trees and brush created by the top of the tree. Iridon had been in deep thought about what he had seen and he looked back at Mark and Melissa.

"With the power Laurel has within her you could have¦destroyed our village in short order."

"That is exactly the kind of fear we did not want to put into your people. Is that kind of thing within reach? Yes. Is that kind of thing within us? No."

Iridon turned back around and kept going.

"I sense Laurel values and cares deeply for all life. She is not capable of such¦purposeful ending of lives."

Melissa looked at Mark and he grinned and shrugged his shoulders slightly. They kept following Iridon into the now deepening brush and tree cover. Iridon walked for a close to half an hour and then he put his hand up and then waved toward the ground and everyone stopped and hunkered down not sure of what was going on. Iridon tapped Incon on the shoulder lightly and pointed at something ahead of them and Incon nodded and slowly loaded an arrow on his bow then slowly stood up while pulling the string back and then he released his arrow and they heard a brief bellowing yelp ahead of them. They all stood up and trudged through the brush into a small clearing and they came upon a fourty pound animal with an arrow sticking out of its side, just behind the front leg. It was a perfect shot through the lung and heart killing it almost instantly. The animal had a short blunt face with big eyes surrounded by white fur and the rest of its body was very muscular and covered in a dark mottled brown fur that was very short and dirty. It was a hoofed animal that looked as if it could run vary fast, much as a weird looking gazelle in Mark's eyes but this animal was much more muscular in the chest and front shoulders and it had no antlers of any kind. It had short pointed ears and an unusually long and slender neck.

"Fendis." Iridon said pointing at the animal. "This will provide us with food for the mid meal. Incon, find firewood while we clean the kill."

Korica cringed and wrinkled her face as she looked at the Fendis and Iridon chuckled as he patted her shoulder.

"You do not have a stomach for cleaning kills?"

"No. We eat meat¦I just do not participate in cleaning¦or killing it."

"Go with Incon to gather firewood and we will take care of this."

"Thank you."

Korica and Tamaric followed Incon off to the north a short distance to collect wood for a fire and Iridon dropped his pack and opened it and pulled out a long curved knife and Istot joined him in retrieving his knife and they set about gutting and bleeding the animal. Meanwhile Mark scouted a safe area to start a fire without setting the forest on fire. He and Marty found a good area in the shade of the trees and they started clearing the brush until they had a thirty-foot diameter area cleared and they searched around and found rocks to make a rudimentary ring for the fire. Melissa and Laurel in the meantime gathered long branches to make a roasting spit for the meat. When the meat was cleaned Incon, Korica and Tamaric returned with arm loads of fire wood and they stacked it in the fire pit and then Incon pulled his pack open and he pulled out a small clay jar with the lid tied on it with a sinew strand. He untied it and opened the jar and it was full of burning salt. He took out a few pinches and sprinkled it over the stacked wood and then he reached into his pack and pulled out two black stones that Marty recognized as the same type of stones Inea used to the start the waste pit fire. Incon struck the stones together a few times while aiming them at the stacked wood and a spark ignited the burning salt violently. It whooshed to life while sparking all of the sprinkled burning salt to life.

Mark stumbled back a few steps and smiled.

"That works!" He said in English.

"They call it burning salt." Marty said. "It is a sulfur like mineral that naturally occurs around hot water vents. It is explosive in nature as you saw."

"Interesting." Mark replied in Indel.

Laurel carried the long spit over to where Iridon and Istot had the animal cleaned and skinned and they loaded the animal on the spit and carried it over to the fire. They then went back over to the kill site and dug a shallow hole and buried what had been cleaned from the animal. By the time they came back the fire was ready to have the kill hung over it to begin cooking it. They all sat down on the ground and got comfortable a ways back from the fire since it was now well over a hundred degrees in the shade. The crew opened their packs and pulled out water rations and drank some water then passed the water around, sharing it with everyone. The Olmot examined the clear bags the water was contained in and then drank the water gratefully. Korica pulled out a protein bar and unwrapped it and took a bite and the Olmot watched her curiously. All of the crew then pulled out protein bars and opened them and passed them around so the Olmot could taste them. They loved the taste and texture.

"What do you call this?" Iridon asked.

"It is called a protein bar." Korica replied.

"It is sweet¦and chewy."

"It is made from fruit and vegetable of the vine inside with grain from the growing field on the outside."

"It is very good."

"They are good for you too."

"Thank you for sharing these with us¦and your water."

"It is what friends do."

"Can you tell us more of your village?" Iridon asked.

"I can do better than that." Marty said. "I promised Inea I would show her what Genesis looks like. Laurel get your data pad."

Laurel reached into her pack and pulled out the data pad and she handed it to Marty. He turned it on and browsed through the stored data until he found information on Genesis. He brought up an aerial view of Genesis and then he handed the data pad to Inea. She looked at the stunning image of the gleaming white towers and buildings of different sizes and shapes laid out in a spiraling grid all the way out to the housing area. She turned the data pad over and looked at the back of the thin device and then she looked at he image on the display in amazement.

"This is your village?"

"Yes. That is Genesis."

"How is this image of something so far away right before my eyes¦while looking down at the village?"

"That is a stored image taken from one of our ships while hovering above the city."

"I never imagined such a beautiful¦city. Many are the buildings¦it is incredible how tall the buildings in the middle are."

"Those smaller buildings in curving circles? Those are our huts. That is where we live and sleep."

"What wonders you live with. I would wish to visit such a place one day."

Inea looked for a moment longer then handed the data pad to Iridon and he feasted his eyes then passed the data pad around. Iridon then looked at Melissa.

"Many buildings are not complete. They look as an animal with the flesh and meat from the bone."

"Yes. We are still building the city. That image is rather old, most of those buildings are now finished but not all. The city will be ten times larger than what you see when complete."

"Room for that many. Does your population grow that quickly?"

"We are building with the future in mind when our numbers are far greater."

"You will invite those from other worlds to be with you?"

"Yes. We hope to make many friends like the Olmot."

"My earlier request is not unexpected then?"

"No. I did not expect it of you so soon after meeting us but it is not a surprise¦or unwelcomed."

"Your visitors would be free to come and go as they please?"

"Absolutely. There are some places within the city that would be¦private and thus off limits but they will be free to see what they like and if they wish to go home we will make arrangements for that to happen as quick as possible."

"You will use these ships of yours?"

"Yes. We can travel great distances in a short time."

"How far is Genesis from Heindon?"

"Uh¦I do not know if you will understand how we calculate distances in space. We measure how far light will travel in a year, using that calculation factor Genesis is two point eight light years away. We are your closest neighbors. One of the brightest stars in the dark time sky is our star. We have a single star unlike your twin stars."

"I do not understand this talk of light traveling. Light is, it does not travel. What is a year?"

"That is going to require much more explanation. A year is three hundred sixty five risings on our world but our world turns faster than your world so a rising happens every twenty-four hours where it is fourty hours between risings on your world. That means there are two hundred nineteen risings on your world for three hundred sixty five on our world or one year."

"I do not know what hours are. You use many confusing words."

"We will have to explain these things to you over time. It is a lot to try to take in all at once."

"These are true things you measure distance from?"

"Yes. We also use miles and kilometers and meters and¦it will take time to explain all the ways we calculate distance but we will not mislead you about any of it."

"I sense the honesty of your words. We will be patient and learn from you slowly."

Melissa took the data pad and brought up an image of the Future planet from the orbit of the Future and then she handed it to Iridon.

"That is our world."

"This is Earth then?"

"No. That world is on the other side of the galaxy. We call this the Future planet for now. We will declare a unified name for it later based on a decision by all of our tribe."

"Galaxy? Another word we must wait to learn of?"

"The galaxy is all of the stars that we live among. We live in a great cloud of stars that is around a hundred thousand light years across and thirty thousand light years deep at it's center. Earth is seventy three thousand light years away from the Future planet. The Future planet is our new home."

Iridon looked at her in shock.

"You took a world as your own?"

"Sort of. We were invited to come to the Future planet but when we got there¦no person was there or ever had been that we can tell. We cannot go back to Earth; the Future planet is our home now. We negotiated a peace with the intelligent life there again thanks to Laurel and Jake and we now share their world with them."

"You said there were no people there."

"They are not people such as the Olmot or Human people. They are¦animals that are the most intelligent life on the planet. They think, they feel and they communicate with one another and us through these feelings and they have their own language. We can even speak a few phrases of their language¦though I am sure it sounds horrible to them. Their way of speaking is very difficult for us."

"Animals that think as we do? That seems¦hard to believe."

"I have finally found something you find hard to believe!" Melissa said laughing. "I assure you I speak the truth. We had some misunderstandings and some¦loss of life. Laurel sensed their intelligence and learned how to communicate with them. I think they loved her beautiful eyes and sweet smile as the rest of us do but it worked. We call them bearcats and they have ridded our city of the dangerous and unwanted animals."

"What did they gain in return?"

"Our friendship and we leave the places they live alone. They enjoy our company and us theirs. They are very friendly and affectionate once you get to know them. They seem to enjoy the sensation of being pet and scratched behind the ears."

"It is the bearcats that share their home with you then?"

"Yes. We are the visitors that have decided to stay."

"There are many of these bearcats?"

"Many more than there are of us, yes. They live all over the planet and number in the hundreds of thousands."

"You are wise for¦talking with them instead of taking the world from them. If they had asked you to leave?"

"I suppose we would have looked for another world to live on if others would have us."

"That is honorable that even a thinking animal is granted freedom to choose who they share their world with."

"Thank you."

"Why would you not return to Earth if none greeted you on this Future planet?"

"Not only is it a long distance but it is the wrong time. If we went back to Earth¦my ancestors would still be alive. I know that makes no sense to you but it is the way of things. We cannot go back."

"Now you speak riddles."

"Time travel is just to complicated and weird to explain easily. You will need to wait a very long time and learn much of the ways of the universe before time variations will make any sense at all."

"The universe¦all that is and can be felt or seen?"

"That is right."

"The scrolls talk of this idea."

"You write down the teachings left for you by the Etlanor?"

"Now that we can read some of their language yes. Not all of their teachings are understood but we are learning. Someday it will be."

"The meat is nearing done Iridon." Incon said as he slowly spun the meat over the fire.

The Fendis was now a golden brown and sizzling, casting off a wonderful smell. Iridon retrieved his knife after handing the data pad back to Marty so he could show Inea what the Future planet looked like from 2200 miles away. Iridon pierced the meat and looked at the meat under the golden shell of seared flesh and he was satisfied that it was done enough to begin carving slices off. He stood up and walked over to a large bush with very large teardrop shaped leaves and he pulled several leaves then walked over to the fire and set them down. He sliced a few pieces of meat onto the leaf in his hand and he handed it to Istot and he in turn handed it to Mark. Iridon then repeated the process until everyone had a few slices to munch on while the rest of the deeper meat cooked some more.

Korica was the most reluctant to eat the meat until Tamaric whispered in her mind to please eat for him. He felt how hungry she was. She nodded and picked up one of the hot pieces of meat and blew on it then took a bite. It was sweet and gamy tasting like nothing she had ever tasted before. She found the flavor mouth watering and succulent. The meat was juicy and tender also surprising her. She looked at Tamaric and smiled then ate heartily. When she finished her slices she got up and walked back over to the fire and Incon trimmed her off a few more slices. She then walked back over to Tamaric and sat down next to him and blew on the hot meat and then continued filling her belly. They all sat and enjoyed the meat until they were all full. They managed to consume 95% of the meat, leaving only some meaty chunks on the bones. Istot then walked over to Korica and Tamaric and he grinned at them and waved them to their feet and then he walked them over to the tree line and he pulled a thick knurled vine coming from the top of one of tallest trees out and he hacked into it with his knife and a stream of water began to trickle out of the vine. They drank until they were content and then they washed the meat juices off their hands and then Tamaric held the vine for Istot and he drank and then washed his hands and face off.

Istot then called everyone over and they all drank and washed their hands off, the last finishing just as the vine quit producing water. They then put their things away and put the fire out leaving the tid bits of meat on the spit.

"Should we do something with the meat that is left?" Korica asked as they were ready to leave.

"The smell will attract other animals to finish what we did not." Iridon replied. "Nothing goes to waste. What was provided to us by the forest it provides to a few other animals in a cooked meal."

"Thank you for feeding us Iridon. I hope we can return the favor."

"You have already shared your water and protein bars with us. It was an honor to provide a substantial meal for you." Iridon grinned at her and stroked the side of her head as a father would. "You are such a pretty girl Korica. Your hair is soft and white like I have never seen on a person before. There is much about you to love."

"Thank you Iridon." Korica said with a pretty smile.

Iridon then led the way across the clearing out into the blazing sunlight and found his bearings and pointed off into the trees beyond. They all followed Iridon back into the shadows of the towering trees and thick underbrush along a very old footpath. It was another two hours of hard walking up hills that were almost unseen in the thick growth and down gentle slopes to another much larger clearing. The mountains now looked much closer off in the distance. Iridon turned to everyone and raised his hand to stop them.

"From here on there will be no blood spilled. No animal is to be killed beyond the forest behind you. Such is the call from the scrolls."

The crew switched all their weapons to level one so they could obey what Iridon said.

"Our weapons are capable of stopping animals without killing them. They will sleep for a time then wake and run off as if nothing happened." Mark said.

"I would ask you to take care of any animals we find in our path. Most animals do not like being this close to the heart of learning. I do not think we will see many."

"Why do they not like it this close to the heart of learning?"

"I do not know. That is just how it has always been."

Laurel had an idea and she dropped her pack and squatted down and opened it and pulled out the detranome and flipped it open and began an active scan and as she suspected there was a measurable energy field all around them and it was even more intense toward the east in the direction of the heart of learning. She had indications of a structure just over the next rise but it was too distant for the detranome to get precise readings from it other than to indicate its presence.

"There is a field of energy all around us. I think that is what the animals do not like. If I did not know better I would say it is artificial in nature."

Melissa stepped up next to Laurel and looked at the readings and she furrowed her brow and then looked ahead to the east where the energy field intensified.

"That looks like a weak force field. It is a coalescing energy field in a cyclical pattern within a very narrow bandwidth. The energy is being drawn right out of the atmosphere."

"Does it pose a danger to us?" Marty asked.

"No. We should be fine but if anyone feels anything unusual or different speak up."

"There is a place closer to the heart of learning where the wind blows no more and one feels¦lighter within."

Melissa looked at Iridon intently.

"You mean how much you weigh is less?"

"No. The spirit and feeling of well being is lifted."

Melissa looked at Laurel as she stood up.

"Why did we not detect this from orbit or on our approach?"

"I was just wondering the same thing. We did not see the heart of learning at all and this energy field should have glowed like a light bulb. Perhaps it scatters light from the other side so the heart of learning is obscured and it absorbs energy rather than reflecting it while coalescing it from this side. The Future would have detected this but the sensor systems on the Icarus are not nearly as powerful or sophisticated."

"We need to rectify that as soon as we get back. This kind of thing should not escape detection."

"This was probably made possible by the Etlanors. It speaks to their level of technological prowess and we may be underestimating just how advanced they were¦are."

"You are speaking in strange words again. Do you wish to turn back?" Iridon said.

"No." Laurel said. "I apologize Iridon. There are some of our words that do not have Indel words to equal them. I will try to speak so you understand all we say. We need the help only Iriqua can provide."

Laurel closed the detranome and dropped it in her pack and then tied it closed and slung it over her shoulder. She then gestured for Iridon to lead the way. As he walked past, Laurel reached out to Korica and she found Tamaric at the same time making her smile.

"I want you two to keep your senses sharp." Laurel thought. "Feel for intense energy fields. I want to know where the boundaries of this weak force field lie and your sense of that sort of thing are stronger than mine and Jake's Korica."

"Ok. I'll keep 'em sharp mom. Tamaric is making my abilities stronger, should I maintain the connection we've been carrying?"

"Yes. Teach him how to use your senses like his own. It'll help him understand how to use his own abilities as they strengthen."

"All right. I like him hanging out in me anyways. We're still trying to find this center you spoke of and it feels good to have him close instead of bouncing back and forth."

Laurel chuckled as she remembered the confusion her and Jake experienced after becoming paired. Laurel withdrew into her own mind and concentrated hard on the energy all around them as they pushed on. Laurel was finding that she couldn't sense the energy field with any significance but Korica was able to see a shimmering in the air with the help of Tamaric's senses being accessible to her more than doubling her already heightened visual acuity. They walked across the clearing that was covered in a low scraggly green brush that tangled around the feet if they didn't lift their feet high as they walked.

As they approached the final rise Korica distinctly saw the edges of the energy field where the energy was much more intense and focused forming a perfectly round dome of energy that extended all the way to the mountains a few miles away.

"We're about to step through the outer edge of a bubble of energy mom. I can see it and it goes all the way to the mountains in a round dome that touches the ground in front of us." Korica thought after reaching out to Laurel.

"Ok, thank you sweetheart."

They walked up the rise and right through the energy field without feeling a thing until they reached the other side, which was about ten paces by Laurel's account. On the other side, as Iridon had said the air was very still. It was till hot and heavy but there was no gentle movement of the air whatsoever making it feel even more oppressive than on the other side. They walked up the rise and the heart of learning came into view. There was a neatly manicured lawn out front comprised of a soft liken that grew within the boundaries of a white colored stone retaining wall that was ankle high and formed a figure eight leading up to the front of the gleaming structure that had bright red stained double doors just as Laurel and Jake had seen. Atop the structure was the blue and gold domed roof that glimmered in the bright sunlight. All of the windows and the main doorway had the same mushroom shaped dome to them with a sharp point at the apex of the domed shaped ornamentation. The windows all had blue shutters that distinctly looked to be made of some kind of metal and the blue color looked as if it were anodized within the shutters rather than painted on. The very material glowed with the color with a slight rainbow hue.

They all walked up the manicured lawn toward the main entrance as the crew stowed their weapons and when they reached midway Melissa looked at the shape of the lawn with a reddish brown stone on the outside of the retaining wall and it dawned on her that the lawn was in the shape of an infinity symbol with darker green liken outlining the infinity symbol within the lighter green liken. Melissa stopped and looked back at the symbol and then she looked at Laurel, sure she would see the significance. Laurel stopped and looked under her feet and then noticed the symbol being portrayed. She then looked the whole shape of the lawn over and she looked at Melissa.

"Could this really be what we think it is?"

"It has to be. Did you see this in your vision?"

"No." Jake said. "We saw this place from over there by that walkway leading up to the front doors." He said pointing over to the long stone walkway leading up to the front doors.

"That is the sign for eternal life as we are returned to where we come from after passing thus passing our bodies back into the circle of life." Iridon said. "Do you know this sign?"

"Uh yes." Melissa said. "It has significant meaning in some of our most powerful technology. Has this always been here?"

"Yes. The heart of learning was built by the Etlanor and this was put in place at that time."

Melissa opened her mouth in shock. She looked at the gleaming building that only look to be a few years old other than the design that looked very exotic for the Olmot and somehow ancient. She closed her mouth and looked at Iridon.

"This place has been here for hundreds of years?"

"If I understand your idea of a year being two hundred nineteen risings¦yes. Many hundreds of years."

"It must take many people to maintain it like this."

"The grounds are tended by a few but the building requires no maintaining. It looks as it always has."

"H¦how?"

"How? You do not understand what I say?"

"I do but buildings deteriorate over time and must be repaired and cleaned or they fall apart. They certainly do not look like this for centuries."

"You use words I do not know again."

"A century is one hundred years."

"I do not know why the heart of learning does not age as our huts do. It has always been beautiful and bright with no hand of ours lifted to it."

"Maybe the field of energy protects the structure from the damaging ultra violet radiation that should cause cracking and weathering from being in the sun all the time." Korica said.

Melissa looked at her with surprise.

"What would make you think that?"

"I can see things that you cannot thanks to Tamaric's senses being added to mine. There is a¦rainbow of energy floating around the boundary of the dome of energy over our heads."

"Wow! I will have to take your word for it. I suppose what you say is possible."

"Look around at how dust free it is. There is no wind and no dust floating in the air." Laurel said.

"The air here is always crisp and fresh like it is now." Iridon said.

Melissa looked at Laurel and grinned.

"Selective particle filtering?"

Laurel nodded.

"Come, you speak of things I do not understand again. We will get out of the heat. It is cool inside the heart of learning."

"Air conditioning?" Laurel asked with a smile.

"As we use in our cold storage hut but less cold." Iridon said as they pressed on.

"Oh thank god!" Marty said in English.

"What?" Inea said.

"Nothing hun. I am just glad to hear there is somewhere on your world that is comfortable."

"Your world is not this warm?"

"Only for a time then it cools and rains then gets colder and snows then it warms slightly and feels refreshing for a time."

"What is snow?"

"Frozen rain."

"My mother told me of frozen rain. She told me it used to fall often but no more."

"She saw it snow?"

"No. She heard it from tales by the village elders. The last snow fell long before she lived."

They walked up the stone walkway to the huge red doors and Iridon slipped his pack off his shoulder and then set his bow down, leaning it against his pack and he stepped up to the doors and simply knocked three times and it could be heard echoing form behind the doors in loud thuds. Iridon then stepped back and a few moments later there was a clank and the doors swung inward revealing the great hall that Laurel and Jake had seen in Jake's remote viewing. There was a gush of cool air that blasted out into everyone's face and they all took a deep breath at the surprisingly refreshing gust.

There was a tall and sturdy looking man standing in the doorway with a long loincloth on that came down almost to his knees in the front and back and it had the same infinity symbol as the front lawn stitched into it in black thread with a golden thread outlining the symbol. The man was very good looking with his hair cut short and parted in the middle neatly. He appeared to be in his late thirties but Laurel sensed that he was far older than that. He had on the same hide shoes as all the Olmot wore but his looked very crisp and new and the soles were a darker hide material giving a sharp two toned look to them. The man smiled at the sight of Olmot standing at the door.

"My eyes see the young man that visited us so long ago in the body of a wise leader with much more wisdom in his face."

"Greetings Imon." Iridon said after crossing his hands over his heart and then holding them out palms up.

Imon then repeated the gesture. "Greetings Iridon. It does my heart good to have you in our midst once again."

"Thank you Imon. Allow me to introduce you to Incon, Istot and Inea from Heret?"

The three of them stepped forward and crossed their hands over their heart then held their hands out palms up. Imon returned the gesture with a warm smile.

"We are always happy to receive more from the village of Heret."

"Our friends here are from a far away village called Genesis. This is their leader Melissa¦"

Melissa crossed her hands over her chest then held her hands out palms up. "Greetings Imon." Melissa said.

Imon returned the gesture. "Greetings Melissa."

"This is Mark¦" Iridon continued. "He is their lead warrior."

Mark crossed his hands over his chest and then held his hands out with palms up. "Greetings Imon." Mark said.

"Greetings Mark." Imon said after returning the gesture.

"This Marty, he is second warrior to Mark." Iridon said.

Marty stepped forward and crossed his hands over his chest then held his hands out with palms up. "Greetings Imon."

Imon returned the gesture then grinned warmly. "Greetings Marty. I sense you are the one I felt in Inea's heart."

"We are sweet on one another yes."

"She has a place in your heart that no other has touched before."

Marty looked at Mark and Mark squinted one eye at him then gave him a slight grin. Marty looked back at Imon and bowed very slightly and stepped aside.

"These two are our newest couple as declared through the ceremony of coupling, Korica and Tamaric."

They both stepped forward and crossed their hands over their chest and then held their hands out palms out and Imon noticed the coupling cuffs on their wrists.

"Greetings Imon." They said in perfect unison.

Imon returned the gesture and smiled. "I sense a unity of spirit within you both that is very rare. I see two but feel one?"

"We share mind and spirit. We call it the pairing of essences."

"I would like to learn of this pairing."

"We will tell you of it but it is not something we can teach you to accomplish. The heart and mind have to be capable of such a thing for it to happen."

"You garner great respect from Iridon to earn the announced coupling cuffs that have been in his family for many generations but not seen worn in three generations."

"We were deeply moved by his presenting of them to us at our coupling ceremony." Korica said as she lifted her wrist and admired the beautiful cuff on her left wrist.

"Guard them well, they have deep meaning."

"We will." Tamaric said.

"This is Laurel and Jake from the village of Genesis." Iridon said. "They come seeking council of Iriqua."

Laurel and Jake stepped forward and crossed their hands over their chest then held their hands out palms up. "Greetings Imon." Laurel said. "Greetings Imon. " Jake then said.

Imon returned the gesture then he leaned forward and looked into their eyes closely and then he smiled.

"Greetings Laurel and Jake. You are the ones with the hair of golden fire and eyes of mountain gems. Iriqua is expecting you. He told us you would be coming."

"He knows of us?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. He has the power of Otclon. He knew you would come to us to learn from us and seek his council."

Laurel wondered just how powerful Iriqua is. Did he know everything or just what he saw of their visit?

"Come, we will find you rooms for your stay."

The whole group stepped in after Iridon picked up his bow and pack. Imon pushed the doors shut and they all looked back as the doors closed with slight thud that echoed slightly though the entire structure. Imon then stepped through the group and they followed him into the great hall that looked exactly as Jake and Laurel had seen. There were racks of scrolls that went from floor to ceiling and spanned the entire length of the hall on both sides of long tables where there were several men sitting with heavy looking stone tablets in front of them and they were transcribing what was on the tablets onto long scrolls. The men looked up at the group and watched them without smiling or gesturing in any way. The crew were stunned at the number of scrolls in the racks, there had to be ten thousand of them stacked one on top of the other. The walls had the dark beams projecting from them just as Laurel and Jake had seen but now that they were laying their eyes on them they were sure that they weren't wood. They appeared to be a dense composite of some kind. The temperature was a cool 75 degrees making it feel very comfortable as they walked across the long hall.

They walked through a large arch at the back of the hall and they could see another large room in front of them with a doorway at the back of it but they turned right and headed down a wide hallway that was arched round along its entire length and it was very long with many doors on each side of the hallway. Imon led them close to the end of the hallway and then he stopped and faced the group.

"The rooms on this side are large enough for two." Imon said gesturing to the doors on the left. "The rooms on the other side are for one person. You may put your traveling things away and get comfortable. The dinning hall is down at the end of the hallway if you are hungry or thirsty. There is a reading room on the opposite side of the hall. I will let Iriqua know you have arrived though I am sure he already knows. He will meet you in the reading room."

"I am grateful Imon." Iridon said. "I will show my people to the first readings as they were presented to me on my first visit."

"It is wonderful to see you looking so healthy Iridon. I knew you were destined for great things with your hunger for knowledge and quick understanding of what you read."

"I am pleased you still administer guests. You look to carry the same risings as the last I saw on you."

"I have found my calling here. I will spend the rest of my days working to lift our people through knowledge. The time spent here keeps one feeling strong and youthful."

Iridon smiled and bowed slightly and Imon stepped past the group heading back up the hallway the way they had come and then he turned right into the large room across from the great hall they had entered through. The group then selected rooms on the appropriate side of the hall at random. As they pushed down on the curved golden handles the thick wooden doors swung in to reveal rooms that were identical to one another other than size. There was a single bed on a frame made from the same exotic material seen in the beams in the great hall with hand made blankets on them and long pillows that stretched all the way across the head of the bed. There was a table next to the bed constructed from wood and there was a window above the tables that let a large amount of light into the room. The walls were a bright white stone looking material that reflected bright light all about the room. There were two sitting chairs in the double rooms as well as two beds not just one and a single chair in the single rooms and the chairs were made of a bright metal that resembled stainless steel with a soft padded seat on them covered in a dark brown covering that looked to be made of animal hide and polished smooth like leather from Earth. There was a small cupboard on the north wall next to a wooden door made from a light golden colored wood that the crew thought looked like pine with all of the visible knots contained in the planks of the door.

When Korica and Tamaric stepped into their room, Tamaric stepped over to the door and pushed it open and they were shocked to find a modern bathroom. There was a free standing toilet with no lid made of a brown and gold marbled stone and there was a long counter that was waist high along one wall covered in the same exotic marbled stone with a basin sitting in the middle of it and there was a faucet coming right out of the middle of a mirror that ran the length of the wall above the counter. The faucet was a golden color that looked like gold but Tamaric was pretty sure it was something other than gold. There was a knob atop the faucet with four ears for gripping to turn it on and off and the faucet pointed straight down into the basin. Tamaric looked around completely dumbfounded by the familiar setup to the bathroom. He could see there was a foot pedal in front of the toilet that would be between the feet as one sat and he assumed it was for flushing the toilet. Korica stepped past Tamaric and looked at the doors on the cabinet below the counter with the basin sitting atop it and she pulled the doors open and she found a pile of neatly folded sheets of something that looked vaguely like paper but it was a dull yellow color suggesting it was plant fiber somehow pressed into sheets of absorbent material. There was also a rectangular glass dish that was a beautiful light rose color but Korica had no idea what it was meant for.

Korica pushed the doors closed and the two of them stepped back into the room and set their packs down next to one of the beds and then took their traveling lintas off to get comfortable and then made their way out into the hallway. They waited for the others to join them, standing at the door to Marty and Inea's room watching her marvel at the amenities in her room and bathroom. Inea then asked what the square panel was up high on the wall above the bed. It was a diffuser panel that Korica recognized and she lifted the switch handle by the door and a soft white glow came from the panel. Inea knew of artificial lights so the light wasn't a surprise but the white glow was a surprise to all of them. It didn't look to be incandescent in nature like the lights in the cold storage hut. Korica turned the light off and then Mark and Inea took their traveling lintas off while Tamaric and Korica stepped back to give them privacy and then they stepped out into the hallway. The others joined them a few minutes later after marveling at their rooms for a time and they all made their way to the reading room at the end of the hallway on the right.

The room had warm dark colors and two large tripple pained windows looking out onto the garden where all of the food for the facility was being grown. There was a view to the forest beyond that just made one feel calm and relaxed. There was a long dark toned table in the middle of the room with a long wooden bench like seat on one side and several of the modern metal chairs along the other side. Along the north wall was another rack with many shelves containing hundreds of scrolls and there was a couch of sorts covered in the dark hide just like what is on the chairs in the rooms. The couch was on the south side of the room with a round shin high table in front of it that was made from a sliced slab of dark green stone that had a beautiful brown and orange grain in it and the table sat on the root stems from a tree that had been stained in a way that made the interesting grain and twist to the roots show prominently. The walls were the same white stone like material seen all over the facility with the dark reinforcing beams projecting from them leading up to exposed beams running across the ceiling. There were distinct vents right in the middle of a few of the beams which cool air was coming from. It further confirmed what the crew was suspecting that the beams weren't wood at all despite the effort to make them look like it.

They all filtered into the room and Iridon went straight to the rack of scrolls and he selected the first reading scrolls and carried them over to the table. He unfurled the first and rolled it out along the table. He then gestured for Inea, Incon and Istot to sit on the long bench seat. They sat down and looked up at him.

"To understand this place you need to understand who we are and who the Etlanor are. This first reading scroll will explain who we are. The second will explain who the Etlanor are. The third will explain how the Etlanor and the Olmot have a shared history." Iridon looked at Inea. "Your birther taught you how to read Indel?"

"Yes. She was still teaching me when she passed to the other side but I can read Indel and write it a little. We visited the recorder of records often so I could learn from the scrolls he kept."

"That is good. Read these scrolls carefully, you will then be set to the task of reading the learning scrolls that will teach you some of the language of the Etlanor. All of the scrolls in here are the first readings that everyone experiences when arriving here. If you get through most of these scrolls, most do not; you will then be free to read from the knowledge of the Etlanor on the scrolls in the great hall. There is knowledge of every type in those scrolls but you must first learn what is in these first reading scrolls to understand what is in the scrolls of knowledge."

The three of them looked at scroll before them then the mind numbing number of scrolls behind Iridon and they realized this was going to be a long process. They then set about reading the first scroll laid out before them. Laurel got to her feet and walked over to the table and stood behind Inea and Istot and looked at the scroll. She was able to read the scroll readily to her relief. Jake closed his eyes and reached out to Laurel and he slipped into her mind and listened to what she was reading. Laurel was shocked to read that the Olmot were now on their second evolution as a species. At one time thousands of years in the past they numbered close to eighty million and then war between colonies and disease all but wiped them out. As their numbers dwindled to a few thousand, what was left of a thriving society was swept aside and fell to dust as it was explained. As more of the scroll was unfurled Laurel was compelled to sit down next to Incon and read with them and she distinctly felt Korica and Tamaric merge with her mind then slowly sink in deeply as Korica made Tamaric establish and hold the connection. Laurel smiled and read on.

As the Olmot were on the brink of disappearing all together as a sickness with no remedy swept through the last of the population the Etlanor came and stopped the disease from taking any more. They brought healing and ways of growing food that would sustain them until their numbers recovered. It was said that the Etlanor healed the sick by touching the sick about the body and they would return to their feet from the bed within a few blinks. The Etlanor then passed on the knowing of how to stay together and care for one another with kindness and protection from the wild. The ways of war and desire to posses what others had were cast away and experienced no more as the scrolls said. The Etlanor visited all the lands that the Olmot lived on and healed and taught ways of balancing what was needed with what was provided by the forests and open lands and water. The Etlanor remained for many generations teaching without words making the heart and spirit strong and caring until the Olmot were once again in great numbers in many lands living in balance with each other and what the land could provide to sustain them. The Etlaonor then boarded their great ships and left the Olmot with a promise to return one day to give more knowledge of things beyond Heindon. The cave of Knowledge was built to leave teachings that would lift the mind when the time was right and the heart of learning was built to study the knowledge left to the Olmot but the knowledge in the form left could not travel beyond the boundaries of the heart of learning or it would fall to dust. All would have to come seeking the knowledge, the knowledge could not be carried to the people except in the vessel of those that learned by reading of the knowledge. The Olmot were distraught for a time at the parting of the Etlanor and much was forgotten and put aside until their way was found on their own. The reading of the Etlanor writings was lost to time and had to be relearned without the Etlanor to teach it as before. It took many generation of passed teachings to relearn their writing but once success was gained the writings were transcribed into Indel and three other dialects, Endow, Reneg and Castol, the languages of the four cardinal villages at the time and it was placed on scrolls of learning and scrolls of knowledge so it could be learned and taught to future generations. The transcribing has been continuing ever since without stop.

Laurel sat back and digested the story of the Olmot along with Jake and Korica and Tamaric.

"I had no idea your people almost disappeared. I was under the thinking that you were the first coming of your people." Laurel said looking at Iridon.

"Many of our people do not know this. It is a hard thing to tell them we were a great people with much knowing and we had too much pride and anger in our hearts and it cost us everything. If not for the Etlanor you would have come to an empty world."

"You care to explain?" Mark asked.

Laurel smiled and regaled the story of the Olmot to him and Melissa and Marty. As she finished and the Olmot rolled up the first scroll to read the second Imon walked into the room. Behind him was an average sized Olmot with a kindly face and he wore only a loincloth with no shoes on. He had the kind of face that told you at a glance that he was very wise and examining of everything he looked at. He had a much darker tan than the rest of the Olmot at the facility, the rest spent a good deal of time indoors and it was apparent by their relatively pale complexions.

"This is Iriqua, our healer."

Laurel and Jake stood and Korica and Tamaric withdrew from Laurel's mind. There was a moment of dizzying head spinning for all of them and then Melissa stood up from the couch and walked around the table. She crossed her hands over her chest and then held her hands out palms up.

"Greetings Iriqua. Thank you for seeing us."

Iriqua stepped closer to her and seemed to size her up for a moment and then he grinned warmly and crossed his hands over his chest and then held his hands out palms up.

"Greetings Melissa."

"You know my name?"

"Yes. I have followed your visit closely since you arrived."

"Oh my gosh! That voice!" Korica said in English. "You spoke to me in the village." She said in Indel.

"Yes I did Korica. You cast off a very strong energy that is sensed easily for one as sensitive as I. I simply put your mind at ease in hopes you would enjoy the joy yourself rather than fret as Laurel hoped you would not do while here."

Laurel and Jake slowly stepped around the table and walked over next to Melissa. Laurel and Jake both gave the Olmot greeting by crossing their hands over their chest and holding their hands out palms up and Iriqua returned the gesture.

"You know why we have come to seek your help?" Laurel asked softly.

"Not in its entirety. I know you suffer of terrors of the mind but I do not know what has led to them."

Laurel felt a relief washing over her as Iriqua's calming voice washed away her fear of herself and her powers. She felt like relief was at hand and Iriqua felt very wise and kind. Laurel knew he was reading her and she was pretty sure he was projecting a calming energy that was calming her fears. He seemed to be looking right into her as he looked into her eyes.

"We will tell you what has happened that brought this on. Shall we talk here?"

"I feel you do not like discussing this matter openly. We can go to the room of many lights and talk in private."

"You will help us then?" Jake asked.

"Yes. You have come a very long ways to seek my council and Iridon bringing you in person holds great weight with me. If the terrors run deep I will not mislead you, this will be difficult."

Laurel sighed and nodded.

"I am ready to have the memories haunting me taken from mind. I will do whatever it takes."

"These are memories? Not fantasies of the mind?"

"I am haunted reliving what was done to us at the hands of some very cruel people."

"That will make the experience of this much more difficult. I can wash most memories away but you must relive them for me one last time so I can take them from your mind and release them from your feelings."

"I am not sure I completely understand that."

"You will after I explain the process."

"Is there a danger to them when you do¦whatever you have to do?" Mark asked as he stood up in concern.

"The mind is a powerful thing Mark, especially in these two. The mind can extinguish the life of the one it occupies when pushed to its limit but I will do everything in my power to keep them from harm."

"If you have the powers they do you know what they mean to me. They are like family to me though we do not share blood."

"Yes I know. Korica is the most cherished life in yours but Laurel and Jake sit right next to her in your heart and Tamaric takes the next place. I will promise to preserve their lives with my own if I must."

"Just see that no lives need saving."

"If it gets that bad call me and I can use the healing touch on them as long as life still remains in their brain. Once the brain is dead there is no hope of saving them." Korica said.

"Yes, I witnessed you and Tamaric using the healing touch on Toko. Very impressive."

"You do not know how to use the healing touch?"

"No."

"We have promised to teach this to Iridon. He will be able to teach it to you after."

"I would welcome this teaching from a former pupil grown into the leader of the Hemet tribe."

"I will teach it to you gladly Iriqua. It would be an honor to teach the healer how to heal as the Etlanor are claimed to have done."

"You can be sure what is in the scrolls is true. Come angel and Jake, we will relax and talk of things done that terrorize your minds."

Laurel leaned over and kissed Korica's cheek.

"Keep reading honey. We will share what you read later. I want you to keep your minds quieted while Jake and I do this. I think you will sense some¦disturbing things from us if you do not."

"We will do as you say mom. Good luck."

"Thank you baby."

Laurel and Jake then followed Iriqua out of the room and down the hallway. Imon then stepped over to Korica as she closed her eyes for just a moment as she ripped herself from Tamaric's mind and then quieted her mind. Tamaric was left with an empty dizzy head for a moment and then he concentrated on quieting his mind.

"Would you like scrolls of your own to read?" Imon asked when Korica opened her eyes and looked up.

"Yes. You have more than one copy?"

"Yes. What Olmot writings can you read?"

"All of them."

"That will make it easy. I will give you the scrolls in Endow so you can read without looking over the shoulder of others."

Imon walked over to the racks and pulled out the first reading scrolls and handed them to Korica and her and Tamaric walked over to the table and sat down and they unfurled the second scroll and began reading. Mark and Melissa sat on either side of them so they could read the scrolls at the same time and Marty sat down next to Incon and began reading as they passed the end of the scroll they had already read. Imon and Iridon then left and walked down to the great hall where Imon guided Iridon to the knowledge scrolls so he could read on some of the advanced knowledge left by the Etlanor.

Laurel and Jake followed Iriqua down the hallway and they took a right and crossed the room across from the great hall and they walked down the hallway toward the northeast that was at an angle to the room. They walked a ways down the hallway and then Iriqua pushed a set of double wooden doors open and they found themselves in a small room with a single door in the middle of the back wall. The room was completely empty and barely lit from a light panel in the west wall that was emitting a gentle white glow.

"You will need to remove your lintas before we go into the room of many lights." Iriqua said as he pushed the doors closed.

Laurel sighed.

"Really? Why do you people do everything nude?"

"The room of many lights is a place of great freedom of spirit and mind. As you enter this life so you must enter the room of many lights."

"You need to relax Laurel." Jake said. "These people don't care about the naked body. It is perfectly natural to them for us to wonder around with nothing on."

"I know but you know how I was raised and what I have been through because of my looks."

"You fear that I will look upon you and desire to possess your body or touch of it in ways you do not wish to be touched by a man other than your mate?" Iriqua asked.

Laurel immediately quieted her mind and Jake sensed it and frowned. Iriqua pulled his head back and the expression on his face changed as he sensed her withdrawing into herself making it almost impossible to sense what she was feeling any longer.

"Laurel! What are you doing?" Jake said then he looked at Iriqua. "May we have some time to talk in private? We are nervous about this whole procedure and I need to calm Laurel's nerves."

"Of course. I will step out and prepare myself mentally for the strain of what we must do."

Irqua turned and stepped up to the doors and pulled one of them open and stepped out and pulled the door shut behind him. Jake then took both of Laurel's hands in his and looked into her eyes.

"What the heck is wrong with you babe? We came light years to see this guy and you're gunna freak out on me now about him seeing your¦body? Remember what the other you said? His ways may seem unusual or even disturbing but we have to trust him."

"How disturbing? Is he going to want to put his hands on me for whatever reason?"

"You quieted your mind before we could ascertain that from him. I'm sure he has to touch us in some way but not how you're thinking. He isn't going to grope you or anything messed up like that. He sees us as adolescent kids Laurel. No matter what our bodies look like he senses what's inside us so he knows our self-image is much younger than what's on the outside. He doesn't have it in him to do anything uncalled for. You're hanging the messed up Human desire to mess with the young on him. These people just don't think like us in that respect."

"You know you're to darn smart for your own good sometimes? I never sensed anything aberrant from him I just¦I freaked out like you said when he mentioned us getting naked."

Laurel stepped against Jake and slid her arms under his and around his back and she hugged him tightly as she kissed his neck and then set her face on his shoulder and Jake hugged her back and gently rocked her.

"We ready to do this?" Jake asked softly after a few minutes.

"Yes." Laurel said as she pulled her face back so she could look at him while still holding him. "Thank you for being the voice of reason when I lose it for no reason."

"You got reasons for being the way you are but you just don't need to be like that in this case."

Laurel kissed him and then stepped back and she started to untie her chest cover.

"Get Iriqua and we'll get this over with."

Jake stepped over to the door and he pulled one of the doors open and poked his head out and he found Iriqua squatting down across the hallway with his eyes closed and his head leaning back against the wall in an apparent meditative state.

"We are ready Iriqua." Jake said.

Iriqua slowly opened his eyes and tilted his head forward and he stood straight up without touching the wall as would be expected for a man of his size. Iriqua stepped over to the doors and he pushed the door open and walked in and closed the door behind him. Laurel pulled her chest cover away and set it in the floor and Iriqua looked at her and grinned.

"Are you feeling more secure of my intentions?"

"Yes. I did not sense bad intentions in you. The men of my people do not always behave honorably around females¦especially ones that are as attractive as I have always been. Even the young are looked upon as something to possess and touch however and whenever they like. It is becoming a rare behavioral trait as we evolve into a more civilized society but it is still not unheard of and it makes us girls behave¦conservatively so we do not attract that kind of attention. That kind of behavior is strongest when all that makes us female is seen."

"I would not think of such things. I can appreciate how beautiful a woman is without feeling the desire to possess that woman. I sensed that you and Jake do not see yourselves as adults, to pose adult thinking and behavior on you is not in keeping with what is inside you nor is it appropriate to expect ones so deeply bonded to one another to crave the attention of another in a physical manner."

"See, I told you Laurel." Jake said as he untied his loincloth.

"You are a man with great honor in his heart and I apologize if I made you feel any different." Laurel said as she untied her loincloth.

"Think not of it Laurel. We just come from two different ways of thinking." Iriqua said as he pulled his loincloth and set it in the floor by the wall.

Laurel and Jake pulled their loincloths and set them in the floor and Iriqua looked them over and he smiled warmly as Jake stepped right next to Laurel and faced him.

"You have truly been kissed by the creator with the finest beauty possible Laurel. From your golden hair like that of a warm fire to the gem like glow of your eyes to the proportions of your parts to your height for such a solid frame as a young woman should have. You should be very proud of what you have been given for a body and mind and both should be seen and appreciate by those with warm tidings for the person you are."

Laurel pushed lightly to open her mind and she sensed the awe in Iriqua's mind without the slightest hint of lust in his heart. He really felt that she was unbelievably beautiful in every way from the inside out and especially on the outside. He was thinking that he had never seen such a beautiful fare haired girl built like Laurel before and he didn't know woman came in such a beautiful package. All the girls and women he had ever seen were pretty but not gorgeous to the degree that Laurel is.

"Thank you Iriqua. Your words make me to feel beautiful without shame or reserve."

"I should not fail to express what and fine looking man you are Jake. I know you do not feel it to be true but you are every bit as touched by the creator with beauty as a man as Laurel is with that of a woman. Standing at the side of her you look to be a perfect fit for her and the offspring of such a union as would come from you two would bless us all with children of exceptional beauty and poise."

"Thank you Iriqua. I have never been complimented on the same plane as Laurel. I take that as very high praise given her exceptional beauty in my eyes."

"Your eyes are not the only to see and recognize her exceptional beauty. You deserve such praise Jake and you should take it to heart and hold of it as truth. You are a fine man and you just need to see it and feel it deep inside as you push the boy hold yourself to be aside."

"I am working on that. My mind will catch up to what you see soon enough."

"I do not see how young adults can feel as to barely be above children but I wish you success in overcoming whatever has made you feel this way."

"It is a long and complicated tale as to what led us to think and feel how we do."

"Come, we will step into the room of many lights and you can tell me of what has led to the terrors of the mind that trouble you."

Iriqua stepped over to the single door at the back of the room and he pulled it open and the room was flooded with bright sunlight that blinded them for a moment as Laurel and Jake lifted their hands and shielded their eyes then lowered their hands and looked around in complete awe. The room was hexagonally shaped with light brown stone floors that had a red inlay of stone around the perimeter and in the center of the floor was a white stone inlay of the same figure eight infinity symbol as what was out front. The infinity symbol was outlined with a think black inlay of stone and the inside of the figure eight loops were filled in with a blue stone that had gold flecks sparkling from within it. There were no seats of any kind in the room that was thirty feet in diameter but the most impressive feature was the roof that was a single piece of domed crystal that was completely smooth and seamless but it came to a point at the apex that played with the eyes. The dome was round and smoothly curved but it came to a sharp point that just defied logic. The way it transitioned from a curving surface to a point looked like impossible geometry for the mind to comprehend. The way the dome was shaped made the sunlight prism into two distinct bands of rainbow colored light that stretched across the floor as the light from each star was slowed and split into its constituent wavelengths. There was then a third band of prismed light that only covered the yellow spectrums of visible light cast right next to and slightly across the twin rainbows of every color within the visible spectrum of light. The room was cool but intensely bright with all the light coming from the suns spilling into the room from the dome.

Laurel and Jake slowly stepped into the room and tried to get their heads around the impossibly complex shape of the dome over their heads and then Laurel stepped out into the middle of the room and stood within the rainbows of light and she held her hands up slightly and looked down at the beautiful glow all over the floor and her body. She then stepped sideways into the yellow rainbow and she looked at Iriqua as he smiled admiring her wonder and incredibly beautiful body. He stepped forward and nodded lightly at her.

"The yellows and golds deliver such beauty on you Laurel. If only every female carried your magnificence and gentle nature. My eyes did not fully grasp the wonder of how beautiful you truly are until now."

"That is sweet Iriqua, thank you."

Jake sighed and stepped toward her while smiling.

"He is right, you look so beautiful bathed in a golden hue Laurel. I cannot believe my eyes¦how did I never see just how astonishing you are until now. You look like¦an angel glowing in the lights of heaven as god smiles down on you from above."

"Thank you Jake. I can feel that you really think I am heaven sent. That makes me feel so good inside."

Jake stepped up to her and he planted a kiss on her and stroked her soft hair and smiled at her.

"You are my angel no matter where your spirit truly came from."

"That is sweet. Be careful how high a pedestal you put me on. I am Human and I could fall on you when I err as Human's often do and fall off that pedestal."

Jake chuckled lightly.

"You look perfect but I do not expect you to be perfect all the time. We all make mistakes that we learn from. You have seen the colossal mistakes I have made."

Laurel stroked his cheek and smiled at him as Iriqua stepped up next to them.

"What was this room built for Iriqua? The process for making the dome is hard to conceive of." Laurel said.

"We do not know to tell you the truth. It was built when the Etlanor resided here and it was so long ago no one knows for sure what this room was used for. The Etlanor built this place away from our eyes so none saw how it was built."

"Why is there a third yellow spectrum rainbow?" Jake asked. "I understand the many colors of the other rainbows are from each of your¦fire discs but the third rainbow I do not understand."

"It has always been there. We do not understand where it comes from. It moves with the other lights of color as the fire discs cross the sky but what it is I do not know."

Laurel looked up at the dome and she concentrated on what she was seeing and then she looked at Jake. He set his forehead to hers and they entered each other's minds and then moved their heads back and looked up together and concentrated hard on what they were seeing. They then looked at the floor and stepped back so they were looking at the three distinct bands of color and it suddenly came to them.

"This room was built to study the light coming from the stars of this system." Laurel said matter of factly. "The third band is light being bent twice, once as it passes through the force field surrounding this entire place and a second time as it passes through the dome above us. If you place a spectral analyzer right in the middle of the room here and measure the light passing through the dome you can determine the frequency of the force field and the temperatures and gas composition of the stars very precisely. The Etlanor were studying your stars while selectively filtering the light with the force field. They must have needed different conditions than the rest of the Olmot and the force field provided a way to achieve the conditions they wanted on a local basis though I suspect they had a way of expanding the force field to conceivably encompass a huge region of Heindon, possibly the entire continent we are on."

Iriqua looked at Laurel with a stunned look on his face. Laurel and Jake separated into their own minds and the information streaming through their minds simply faded away.

"How can you know of these things?" Iriqua asked slowly. "You spoke of things in the scrolls of knowledge that even I do not understand."

"When minds are combined and pressed to learn of complex things as Jake and I can there is a¦great knowing of things that comes to the mind. In time your people may lean how to do this."

"You spoke of a¦force field? What is this thing you speak of?"

"There is an unseen field of energy stretching over this place. It is likely what has kept all of you here so youthful for so long. The light coming from the stars in this system is modified to filter out the damaging elements and I think the energy within the force field has an affect on the body from within that makes one very healthy."

"I have no knowledge of an unseen force field. If it cannot be seen none will know of it being there¦except for you somehow."

"We brought devices with us such as those that were used by the Etlanor. Those devices told us of this unseen force field. Korica is able to see it with her eyes when she combines the strength of her abilities with those of her mate Tamaric."

"She shares a mind with him as you do with Jake?"

"Yes. They are new to this ability but they have it as we do."

"That is why I look at her and feel Tamaric and I feel Korica when I look at him?"

"Yes. Their life force is bound to the other as Jake and mine are. A part of our mates resides within us at all times. It binds us in life and in death. If one passes to the other side the other will join them within a rising."

"I have never heard of such a deep bond. How is such a thing possible?"

"I do not know exactly. I only know it is true and we are paired like this. It is a beautiful feeling to be so close to another living person. His strength is mine and mine is his in all things."

"This sounds very special¦and very odd in the same."

"That is a sound way of placing it."

"Let us sit and talk of each other that we might get to know one another?"

Iriqua sat down in the floor and crossed his legs Indian style and Laurel looked at Jake for a moment and he put his hand on her shoulder and she nodded. She understood that Iriqua admired her gorgeous body but he had no intentions toward her. Laurel and Jake sat down in front of him and crossed their legs just like his. Iriqua glanced them both over and grinned.

"You remain in a state of beauty no matter the pose. Do all of the females in your tribe hold the look of you Laurel? With no hair of the genitals and wonderful swellings where you possess them?"

"Uh¦they look similar in parts but not in exact shape. I have a unique form to my body. I have discovered it has a biological purpose. As far as the lack of hair, we have a process for the removal of body hair that lasts from several risings to a few hundred depending on the intensity of the treatment. Jake and I engage in intimate contact in which¦he kisses me in the lower reaches of my body and I do not want hair in his face and mouth and he prefers to see my shape in its entirety without hair disrupting the view. That is not what we are here to discuss though."

"I do not mean to make you uncomfortable. Such beauty has not been in my presence till you. I will speak of it no more."

Laurel sighed as she felt bad for the way she had made Iriqua feel.

"I am the one making you feel uncomfortable now. I know you are just trying to understand me as a representative of my people. I am not used to discussing my body so openly with¦anyone. I have not known a man that appreciated how pretty I am without thoughts of a distasteful nature rising in him. You do not look on me like this and it is refreshing. Your eyes look long at all of me and no lust results."

"Those thoughts and feelings will not arise Laurel. No offense meant but you are much younger than I prefer in a woman. I do not seek any part of your body to touch or merit as mine. I see the female form as a thing of beauty to be admired without intent of any kind. It is interesting to see the female form from another world with such wonderful form and curve to it. You look to be Olmot but you carry even more beauty than I ever thought possible."

"Thank you Iriqua. You have a higher sense of thinking than I expected."

"I can sense that within you."

"You do know that one of us has mated with one of your people?" Jake asked. "There is going to be a Human Olmot hybrid born."

"I know of this union. Inea enjoyed Marty's gentle touch and it glows from within her in a manner that is easily detected. I must admit I saw them at the shore of the lake in an embrace as the seed of life was given her."

"You watched them using your Otclon?" Laurel asked with a grin.

"I was not looking for such a thing. I felt an energy of intensity from one of the tribe and I listened to see what created such a feeling. I looked away to the village once I realized it was a mutual joining of particularly intense pleasure for both."

"Did you¦see others in this way?"

"For brief times. I do not take the privacy of the moment from those experiencing it."

Laurel looked at Jake and grinned.

"The sensitive mind is drawn to intense energy of the mind from others. It is not always from a coupling but often is. Your Korica is particularly intense in her energy at the highest of moments."

"You sensed the pairing between her and Tamaric then. It happens at the peak of a coupling as the body is flooded with mind altering compounds and the spirits come together into a single point as a part of each is imparted to and bonded with the other permanently."

"Three times. I ignored the last two knowing what was happening but I could not help but sense the energy of the moment with them."

"We sensed it too and had to quiet our minds lest it draw us into her mind." Laurel said with a slight grin.

"Do you always monitor your people like this?" Jake asked.

"Yes. It comes to me whether I invite it or not and I am able to think on the energy and find an Otclon view of where the energy is coming from. I have saved six lives in peril in this way. I compel tribe members to go to the place of one in peril to recover them. The tribe members are not aware of my actions thinking they had the sense that brought them to the ones in peril. In this way I am able to help many or urge some to be happy despite low feelings. I was drawn to Korica's pondering whether she should be having fun rather than working and her mind was sensitive enough to hear my words telling her all was taken care of for her, to go enjoy the time with her mate and fret not."

"You are more than a healer then?" Laurel said.

"That is what I came here to learn about but I have grown into much more since."

"You are a wonderful man Iriqua. I must admit that I have never felt so comfortable sitting in front of a man how I am sitting. I feel free to be me for once¦and I feel a pride in myself that I am often hesitant to enjoy in depth." Laurel said.

"This is good. You are releasing your anxiety. Tell me now of the things done to you that have done such damage to your mind."

Laurel leaned back on her hands now that she felt completely relaxed around Iriqua despite how much he was enjoying seeing her amazingly beautiful body before him. It reminded her of how a man would react to sitting looking at a work of fine art in awe. He can't take his eyes off it but he has no desire to touch it in any way nor was he sexually stimulated by what he was seeing.

"I should start with who the elder race are and why we knew such valuable details of the location of their home world¦"

Laurel set about describing their trip through Korica's galaxy from the time they met the Hodong right up to their experience on Tin Ut Pentul. Jake filled in some of the details where Laurel missed points he thought were important. They avoided divulging sensitive details but after close to fourty five minutes they got the story out to Iriqua's amazement. He had to ask often for explanations of words he did not understand but he ended up with a clearer idea of just how amazing Jake and Laurel are as people and how they represented the Human race in a dignified and honorable way despite being so young during their adventure. He didn't understand how they came to be the age they appeared now with the minds they possessed when exiting M1995UB but Laurel and Jake knew he wasn't going to understand time differential displacement and anti time radiation affects on the body nor time travel through a time dilated vortex through an anti time region of an alternate dimension of space time all together so they left that explanation out of the conversation.

Iriqua digested the tale surprisingly well to Laurel and Jake. It sounded hard to believe but he felt the truth in all their words so he knew they weren't making it up no matter how incredible it sounded. He finally leaned forward from the relaxed position he had assumed just like Laurel and Jake leaning back on his hands with his legs crossed.

"I believe I can separate the feelings from your experience and take them away but I have been feeling of your minds as you talk and I do not think I can completely remove your memories, nor do I think I should. As horrible as the deaths brought to you seem they define who you are now. The pain of witnessing your mates put to death concerns me though. This pairing you have spoken of runs very deep beyond what I think I can understand. To have that kind of bond severed while watching one you care so deeply about being killed is a pain I can ill imagine. I do not know if I can completely wash away such an intense emotional experience. I will guide both of you to a place of rest and calm, I will then have you recall your memory of the events that transpired at the hands of these Lundragaus. I must ask you to relive them every bit as intensely as being there again. As I experience them with you I will take the emotions of the experience to one side as the memories are sent to the other¦like dropping the memory onto the sharpest blade imaginable cleaving the memory to one side and the emotions to the other. I will capture the emotions and take them away for you. You will be left with the memories intact but there will be no emotional attachment to the memories. It will be like witnessing the events without having been there. You will empathize with what you see but you will not remember how it felt to be there. The physical pain will be no more as I take the memory of it from you. This will be difficult and painful emotionally. I have never tried to take something so¦painful both physically and emotionally from a pair before. If you can think as one¦I will take the memories from both of you at the same time since you will remember seeing and feeling the same thing up to the time you each lost wakefulness and your mate watched what was being done to you. I will deal with those components of your memories at that time from each of you separately. I hope I can endure your combined pain as I pass it from my mind into nothing."

"Wait¦" Laurel said leaning forward. "You have to take our pain as your own?"

"Yes. As the emotional anguish is cleaved from your memories I will take it into me. When we are done I will release the pain that is not mine slowly as the memory is washed away. I will not remember our shared memory nor the pain. It will be washed away. I will be left with a sense of both of you within me but no memory as to why. This should leave the memory of what was done within you but no turmoil shall remain."

"You have never done this with someone who witnessed the death of a loved one?" Jake asked.

"That I have done. You are not Olmot though. Your minds work a little different but similar enough that I am confident I can take your pain from you. They way you remember things is different enough that I feel I would do damage to other memories if I attempted to take your memories away completely."

"That is a problem for the other issue I was going to ask for your help with." Laurel said somberly. "There is a set of memories within my mind that are not mine. The one I spoke of called Oberot? He imparted all of his memories of me to me by accident. He and I will share communications though the chair of knowledge for many years and I cannot know of what we discussed until they occur naturally. I could do things that change my destiny and thus this timeline drastically if I look into these memories given me. I was hoping you could take those memories of his from my mind before I look into them by accident or curiosity."

"That does not completely make sense to me but if these are his memories not yours¦there may be a way of washing away the memories. Depending on how your mind stored them¦if they are by themselves and not made by your mind¦yes, I believe I can wash them away all at once. As long as none of your memories are mixed with his then it can be done. It will have to be done after I recover from taking the pain of your experience away."

"Thank you Iriqua. I know this carries a danger for you as much as us. I appreciate your willingness to do this despite that danger."

"Your tale and what I feel from within both of you tells me of the remarkable people you two are. Your people are right to hale you as being worthy of any effort to deliver peace to your minds and hearts and I join them in that feeling."

"What must we do to start this?" Jake asked.

"Lie on the floor on your backs and I will guide you to a feeling of restfulness."

Laurel and Jake uncrossed their legs and scooted over next to each other and laid down flat on their backs looking up into the dome casting rainbows down on them. Laurel took Jake's hand and looked over at him and smiled.

"I love you Jake."

"I love you too Laurel."

Laurel then rolled her head and kissed him then looked up as Iriqua sat at their heads with a leg beside each of their shoulders so he was looking down into their faces.

"Join minds as you do to feel relaxed in the company of your mate then close your eyes and I will guide you to a state just short of sleep."

Laurel and Jake closed their eyes then reached out for the other and they slipped deeply into the mind of the other. Iriqua then closed his eyes and felt deeply of Laurel and Jake. He was having trouble discerning one from the other as they merged into the other in his feelings. When he finally had a sense of their minds he reached out and gently stroked the sides of their heads to relax them. He sensed them relaxing more and more due to his gentle touch and soft voice as he urged them to relax as to sleep. He made the shh sound as he sensed thoughts running through their minds as he gently stroked their heads until he felt them both drifting toward sleep with nothing in their minds.

"Good." He said slowly. "I want you to go back to Tin Ut Pentul now. Remember all that happened."

Iriqua felt Laurel and Jake drop into a full state of sleep now as they shared their memory of their experience. They were dreaming of what had happened and Iriqua began pulling the emotions away as the dreaming state progressed and he drew the feelings into himself and held them tightly. The fear and dread at the beginning of the experience was intense for Iriqua but he beard it until the torture began. He grit his teeth as he experienced the memory of pain like nothing he had ever experienced in his life. His agony was then replaced with incredible waves of ecstasy as Laurel was pleasured with the remote in Merenon's hand and then Jake had the same unbelievably intense pleasure sent through his body. Iriqua once again grit his teeth as Merenon got angry and pained Laurel to the point of death. Iriqua cried out and wept as he felt Jake's anguish at seeing Laurel put to death. At the instant that Laurel's life was extinguished Iriqua sensed the pair bond being severed and his chest hurt physically and he was overcome with grief. The anguish was so intense and so utter that he was unable to capture all of Jake's pain. Some of it remained and was carried back into both of them along with the memory. Iriqua then experienced Jake seeing Laurel being dropped from the wall and her lifeless body sliding into the floor in a slump. Iriqua wept heavily but he kept taking the anguish into himself and away from Laurel and Jake. He then experienced the relief in Jake's heart when he saw Laurel take a deep breath and then she coughed and he knew he had her back. Iriqua smiled for him and left the joy of that precise moment intact as Jake then sensed dread knowing Laurel was going to be tortured again, probably to death and Iriqua took the pain of that realization away and kept it within him.

Iriqua then saw Jake being pained heavily and he experienced the physical agony and the pain with Laurel as she watched him spit in Merenon's face angering him so that he pained Jake until it killed him. As his body was released from the wall Laurel wept hard and tears streamed from Iriqua as he tried to cleave away the pain of seeing Jake's lifeless body slide into the floor. Ioriqua was again unable to take away all of the tremendous pain that welled up in Laurel's heart but there was only a small sense of the anguish that slipped by him as the rest of the incredible pain and sorrow was drawn into him. There was a slight feeling of relief as Laurel saw Jake revived and she once again sensed a living person and Iriqua left that feeling intact for her. Iriqua was then racked with pain in his mind as Laurel was pressed for the information Merenon wanted and then pained once again for a few seconds. Laurel was then pained a few more times after being asked where the elder race home world was located and where they chairs of knowledge were located, and then she lost consciousness and Laurel and Jake's dream went blank for a few moments and Iriqua sat back and cried. He cried as he thought only a child should but he could not stop. There was so much agony of the heart and pain of the body and Laurel's memories were so sharp and precise. Iriqua's chest hurt as he felt his heart palpitate as he took the feeling into himself almost stopping his heart just as Laurel and Jake remembered feeling in vivid and horrific detail.

After a few moments Iriqua knew he had to resume so he leaned forward and slipped back into Laurel and Jake's dream and was in agony as he felt Jake's emotional pain and Laurel's agonizing physical pain as Jake watched Laurel being pained to the point of death yet again and then slid off the wall in front of Jake's eyes as she crumpled onto her front side in a lifeless heap with her hands bound to her waist and then Jake was pained as he was questioned a few more times. Jake then watched as Laurel was revived only to be placed on the wall and restrained once again. The interrogators then left them after Merenon was convinced that Laurel was getting to the point that she might not be able to be revived again. Iriqua then witnessed Laurel and Jake being threatened with having their minds torn apart from within and he took the tremendous fear and pain from them right up until the time that Merenon put them both out so the process could be started. Iriqua sensed that there were some deep rooted memories associated with what was done to their minds next but it was a confusing array of memories, some vivid and some faint all stretching back over their entire lives.

Iriqua pulled out of their combined dream and he wept at all of the new pain and the horrific memory of seeing Laurel and Jake tortured to the point of death over and over. It pained his heart to see two such beautiful people being subjected to such evil intent and cruel treatment. Iriqua wept over the pain then pulled himself together and he gently stroked Laurel's head and he leaned down and kissed her forehead then he kissed Jake's forehead and he gently stroked their heads for a few moments and then he shook them lightly from their shoulders. Laurel and Jake slowly woke and they both took a deep breath at the same instant as they withdrew into their own minds and then batted their eyes a few times. Laurel reached her hand up and she wiped tears from her forehead and she looked at Jake and he did the same then they sat up and groggily looked back at Iriqua. He had bloodshot and swollen eyes and they could see tears streaming down his cheek.

"Oh Iriqua¦" Laurel said. "Please do not weep for us. I feel a great relief inside. You did it, the pain is completely gone but I remember it all¦as you said like watching it from the outside but through my own eyes. I just remember a tiny bit of heartache when I saw Jake killed."

"And I remember an ache when I saw Laurel killed and I felt our bond being broken but it is very faint despite the memory of it happening being very crisp."

"I am pleased I was able to remove the pain of your¦please go join the others. I must purge this tremendous pain from me. All the ache you suffered from is now within me. The heartbreak of two is almost more than I can bear given the severe nature of your deaths and what you were forced to witness of the other's torture."

Tears slipped out of Iriqua's eyes and rolled down his cheeks and Laurel turned and crawled over to him on her hands and knees and then she wrapped her arms around him.

"I cannot thank you enough for taking what you are feeling from me."

Iriqua put his hand on her back and let her hug him for a moment and then she sat back on her heels.

"Go be with your tribe. I will rid these memories and pains from me and then I will rest and come collect you so I can wash the memories of another from you when I have recovered."

"You are a good healer and a brave man Iriqua. I have no idea what you must be growing through right now."

"That is how it should be. I do not want this kind of ache to be within you or Jake. Now please go and let me rid myself of this before it overtakes me with grief."

Laurel nodded and got to her feet and Jake stood up and bowed slightly to Iriqua and then he and Laurel turned and walked over to the door and stepped out and shut the door behind them. They picked up their loincloths and Laurel looked at hers closely and then she pulled the integrated underwear away from the front simulated hide and they began to separate sounding like Velcro being torn away. She grinned and felt of the material where they had been joined and she felt no loop and hook surfaces as Jake watched on. She then realized it was the same sort of technology as the spacesuit they had acquired on Retoria. The materials were drawn toward each other forming a static cohesive bond between the materials. Laurel tore the underwear away and set them in the floor and then began tying the loincloth around her waist.

"Why did you do that?" Jake asked.

"Girls can only wear the same underwear for a day or so before they need to be cleaned. It gets unsanitary after that. Iriqua also made me feel comfortable with my body like never before. I'm not¦scared for someone to see it anymore now that I realize just how beautiful I am to the eye if the right eyes happen to see me."

"So he convinced you of what I've been trying to tell you all along?" Jake asked as he tied his loincloth around his waist

"You looked at me with lust in your heart and a lot of sexual thoughts but he looked at me as stunningly beautiful and pleasing to the eye without any sexual thoughts of any kind. It's something I've never felt before and it made me feel good about my shape for once. Don't get me wrong though, I love the lust in your heart when you look at me cause I feel the same thing toward you and it would break my heart if I didn't feel that from you to make me feel like a desirable woman but Iriqua made me feel like I am more than a sexually attractive girl, my body is gorgeous just because of how I am shaped. The lines and curves of my body are more beautiful than anything he has ever seen. You can't know how good that makes me feel and how confident it makes me feel about others seeing me given the crowd we are around."

"I think I get it from the level of new pride and confidence I sense in you. I'll try not to sneak peeks to often."

"You better not stop doing that! I still need you to lust after me and look at me with that loving desire you have for me. As long as I don't feel that form anyone else I'm happy."

"That makes sense. There isn't anyone else here that's gunna steal a look."

Laurel finished tying her loincloth on and then she picked up her chest cover and began lacing it on and Jake grinned at her.

"You aren't going to go all out and dress exactly like the Olmot?"

"No! I'll lose the underwear until I find a way to clean 'em but I'm not going to leave everything hanging out in the open¦no matter how much you'd like that."

"Can I help it if you got nice boobs? I like seein 'em."

"The rest of the crew doesn't need to though."

Jake chuckled as Laurel finished lacing her top and then she picked up her underwear and they pulled the doors open and stepped out into the hallway and then made the long walk back to their room. They stepped in and Laurel bent down to open her pack and Jake slid his hand down her cheeks and up under her and she moved her legs apart and let him enjoy himself while she put her underwear away. She then flopped the top of her over pack over and she stood up and turned around and stepped up to him and gave him a long lip lock kiss. She then moved back and smiled at him.

"See I still like you looking at me and touching me as a woman. Nothing is more gratifying than your touch Jake."

"Thank you babe. I'll still be a gentleman when appropriate. I won't embarrass you."

"Thank you. Let's go see how the others are doing? Korica is going to have a lot of reading to share with us."

"Ok."

They headed for the door and closed it behind them and they walked down to the end of the hallway and turned right into the reading room. Korica looked up and her face perked up and a big smile grew on her face as she pushed her mind open and felt the relief and adulation within them both. They admired Iriqua's strength and gentle wise spirit and the deep angst that had been in them was completely gone and they felt light and hopeful for the first time since coming back from Tin Ut Pentul. The burden and horror of the pain in them was now gone completely. They stepped into the room and Korica and Tamaric got to their feet and hugged them both as Mark got up and walked around the table to them. He then took his turn quickly hugging them both.

"How did it go?"

"He did it Mark¦at a high price to himself but he did it." Jake said.

"He had to take all the pain we experienced, emotionally and physically and he took that element of our memories and he¦drew it into himself leaving the memories intact. I remember everything but there is a disconnect between what I remember and what it felt like to be there. It is like watching a video of what happened. I do not remember feeling a thing for the most part but I know from what I remember that it hurt more than I can possibly imagine just by the way we both screamed when we were pained. I still know what it was like watching Jake die though, I do not ever want to feel that kind of agony again."

"What is a video?" Istot asked from the other side of the table.

"It is a stored moving image."

"Mission accomplished then?" Melissa asked with a smile.

"Yes. I no longer pose a danger to anyone."

"Would you like me to share with you what I have read since you left?" Korica asked.

"Sure. Let us sit and share a mind for a time."

They walked over to the couch and Laurel sat down carefully keeping her knees together and Korica sat down next to her and reached out to Laurel and Laurel let her slide into her mind and Laurel smiled at what she sensed immediately. A clear sense of Tamaric's presence was felt coming from deep within Korica. He was definitely a part of her now. Jake then joined the connection after sitting down next to Laurel and Korica closed her eyes and recalled everything she had read. Laurel recalled a mix of Korica and Tamaric's reading as they spoke the words to themselves and the image of what they were reading directly from the scrolls thanks to Korica's near perfect memory recall and ability to remember astonishingly accurate details of what she sees.

As the scrolls laid it out the Etlanor came to a world in decline with a population on the verge of going extinct and they took heart on them and saved those that remained restoring them to health and showing them a better way than that which led to their self destructive beliefs. The Etlanor traveled to many worlds lifting the people they met through learning and peaceful interactions and had done so for countless generations. They came from a distant point in the dark time sky where they had many villages and great numbers of tribe members. They journeyed across the dots of light for many generations helping worlds in need while protecting those that would be taken from by more advanced and less wise people from yet other worlds until they came upon Heindon and liking what they saw of the world they started their work as they had done so many times before. They arrived in great ships that looked as to a winged animal with feathered wings spread wide and cast forward so the tips of the wings almost touched and the body of the ships looked as to a flying animal with a swollen stomach of too much food and the front of the ship looked as to a flying animal with its head turned flat so as to lie on the ground flat. The ships were a brilliant reflective material that glinted and winked at the people below as the fire discs reflected in and of them as to a still pond that shows one's self when looked into. The ships carried many hundreds of Etlanor each and there were ships seen in great numbers at times crossing the sky so slowly they looked to fall from the sky but they never did. They would sit still in the sky and move to and fro in quick moves that should surely spill the Etlanor from the ships but never did. The ships would come and go from sight in the time it took to blink an eye with no noise of wind or fire from within. When the ships sat about the ground the wings would pull back to be as flat as a log tuned by a skilled woodcrafter to be true and flat all across the front of the ships and the Etlanor would emerge from the rear of the ships from under the bright glistening tail feathers in great numbers. They looked to be Olmot but had great powers of feeling and the things that could be moved without a touch and with no effort astounded the Olmot witnessing these things. The Etlanor men were of handsome face and strong looking body and the woman were of unequalled beauty with fair skin and light colored hair while having eyes that were the color of mid bright time sky. Men, women and youth of the Etlanor all possessed the eyes of the sky and none ever cast a mean word or thought.

The Etlanor stayed until the Olmot stood strong as a people with a way that was sustainable and true to the world that provided all that was needed to survive and flourish. The Etlanor appointed leaders in all the villages that stood tall and showed compassion and wisdom of a high order then the Etlanor showed the ways of accessing and understanding the knowledge left to them by the Etlanor and then the Etlanor left in their great ships in a single rising, taking all they brought with them of a marvelous nature. The Etlanor promised to return one day to further expand what the Olmot knew of advanced things. There was a promise made that no evil would be allowed to take the Olmot down a path of war by any other visitors from the spots of light in the dark time sky. The Etlanor promised they had a way of keeping watch over the Olmot without being present in order to wait for the time that the Olmot were ready to be lifted to the skies at their own hands with hearts of pure intention and minds full of wisdom and compassion.

Laurel was thinking that the Etlanor sounded awful familiar in their ways and they sounded like people they needed to meet someday. The rest of the scrolls that Korica and Tamaric had time to read were stylized tales of the time the Etlanor spent on Heindon. The tales illustrated the abilities and kindness of the Etlanor and the Olmot's willingness to learn from them while inviting them to live among them. The shared history went back further than any of the crew was thinking. For a time the Etlanor provided everything the Olmot needed for survival while they were taught how to be self sufficient in a sustainable way. Technological advancements weren't part of the teachings of the time. The Olmot were taken back to a basic hunter gatherer society and all of their advancements were put aside and forgotten over time, giving them a chance to mature and grow spiritually before resuming advancement. The Olmot learned of the ways of mental growth and understanding to such a degree that they started to show signs of their age as a species just about the time the Etlanor left for good.

When Laurel finished absorbing what Korica and Tamaric had read she withdrew into her own mind, as did Jake and Korica. Laurel then thanked Korica for sharing her readings with her and she excused herself to go find Imon. Her and Jake found him in the great hall with Iridon and Laurel asked to have a word with in private after announcing that Iriqua had succeeded in curing what ailed her and Jake. Imon then stepped over by the racks of scrolls so Laurel could make her inquiry of him.

"What is it that I can answer for you Laurel?"

"Is there a place here that I can wash my lintas?"

Imon looked at her lintas and furrowed his brow slightly.

"They look to be clean and new in age. Why would you want to wash of them?"

"Our lintas have parts unseen by the eye that are close to the body."

"I suppose there is honor in having a desire to look and feel clean. I will show you to the outside courtyard where you may perform your task."

Imon then led the way across the great hall and across the adjacent room while Laurel and Jake followed. They stepped up to the door leading out the back of the facility and Imon pulled the door open and they stepped out into a beautiful courtyard. There were low columns of white stone lining a walking path that was comprised of large interlocking stones that were a light tan color. The walkway made a gentle curve away from the back door and came to a round bathing pool that was six feet deep and twelve feet across with two steps within it that not only provided a gentle stepping surface to get down into the pool but provided a place to sit once in the pool. The stone that was hand laid within the pool was a light blue color making the water look crystal clear and inviting. One end of the pool toward the south end had a small spill over built within it allowing a constant flow of water to escape keeping the pool fresh as water slowly boiled up into the pool from an artesian well at the bottom of the pool. The spill over flowed down a channel of interlocking stones that was six inches deep from the surrounding surface. The water flowed down this channel and out over the south terrace over large purposefully placed boulders and down into a small stream that meandered all the way down to the stream they had been forced to cross during their trek to reach the heart of learning. Outside the rock walking path and spill over channel there was a carpet of the soft green moss like lawn just as there was out in front of the facility. There were a few tastefully placed trees that were manicured short providing shade for the mediation benches beneath them. The path leading past the other wings of the facility toward the mountains to the north were clearly visible.

"You may wash of your lintas in the water flowing out of the soaking pool if you wish." Imon said looking at Laurel.

"Thank you Imon. This place is beautiful, do you and the others residing here tend to all of this to keep it looking so beautiful?"

"Yes. Unlike the heart of learning building the grounds require constant care. It is therapeutic for us to tend the garden and courtyard and the garden provides all of the food we need to survive in such seclusion."

"You do not hunt for meat in the forest to the west?"

"From time to time but the animals stay well clear of the heart of learning requiring a significant journey to find them. We have learned to depend on the food of the vine and fruit of the tree for our nutritional needs."

"I guess the constant predictable weather allows for growing food all the time?"

"Yes. It was not always like that but as long as I have drawn breath it has been warm and wet. It rains once or twice a rising without fail requiring us to divert no water to the garden. We store what we cannot eat when it is harvested for times when we have more visitors than the garden is capable of providing for."

"Does that happen often?"

"Yes. The garden is large enough to provide for twenty people. It was much larger when the Etlanor resided here but so much was going to waste and it took great effort and time to maintain such a large garden thus it was decided to reduce the size of the garden to its current size long ago."

"I thought there was only a handful of you residing here."

"Permanently yes but we always have guests in various numbers that we must provide for."

"Who makes the advanced things you learn about up here then?"

"The advanced knowing is taught to our guests so they can bring the knowing back to their villages. That is where the advanced things are coming from. We are on the verge of having enough scrolls transcribed into every dialect spoken to send scrolls of learning and knowledge to every village thus allowing a new advanced way of living for all Olmot everywhere. It will be required for all to sit and read of the scrolls instead of a select few craving knowing coming to us."

"Is that why there are so many scrolls in the great hall when first entering the heart of learning?"

"Yes but that is just a touch of the total knowledge left to us. You have no idea just how many tablets are in the cave of knowledge."

"No I do not, I would like to see with my own eyes though?"

"I will speak to Iriqua of this. He has taken a liking to all of you, I am sure he will lead you up to the cave of knowledge gladly."

"I thought you were the administrator?"

"For the heart of learning not for matters of the cave of knowledge. Iriqua has the greatest sense of what is in the cave and he decides who visits it. It requires a clean heart and level of wisdom that few possess. The cave will select who is allowed to enter based on those things and Iriqua knows who is likely to be allowed passage through his advanced feelings from within those who have stood in his presence."

"The cave will select who is allowed to enter?"

"Yes. I do not understand how the cave knows the heart of those standing before it but it will only let those it wishes enter."

Laurel looked at Jake and he had the same thought as her at the same instant.

"It must be biometrics preventing any species but Olmot entry and only those with the intelligence to comprehend what they are about to see are allowed to pass into the cave." Laurel thought.

"This could be a serious problem for us since none of us are Olmot." Jake thought in return.

Laurel looked back at Imon.

"When Iriqua recovers from his experience helping us will you please ask him if he feels we will be allowed access?"

"I will."

"Thank you. I will go get my things to wash them."

"You are wearing your lintas."

"Not the portion I wish to clean."

"I do not understand¦but you may do as you wish."

They turned and headed back to the facility and Laurel and Jake made their way to their room and Laurel asked Jake to give her a little time. He kissed her and went back to the great hall to sit with Iridon and read from the scrolls of knowledge since he knew she didn't need him as an audience for what she needed to do. As soon as Jake departed Laurel reached out to Korica and asked her to come to her room and she told her to bring Melissa with her. Laurel asked Tamaric to keep reading from the scrolls of learning since Korica would hear every word he read and remember it so it could be shared later. Tamaric balked at first since he didn't want to be separated from Korica but once Laurel explained that it had to do with washing unmentionables he stammered and agreed to do as he was asked.

Korica and Melissa showed up at Laurel's room a few minutes later and stepped in.

"What is on your mind Laurel?" Melissa asked as they stepped in.

"I found a place where we can wash the underwear portion of our loincloths. I thought you might like to take advantage of it with Korica and I."

"I took mine off half way through our first day here. It is just too hot not to let things breathe. I would like to wash them though. Thank you for thinking of me when you had the presence of mind to find a spot to do that."

"You are welcome. You go get your thing and I will show you where the soaking pool is as they call it. There is a spill over stream that we can use."

Melissa turned and headed out of the room and Laurel collected her underwear and closed her pack and then her and Korica met Melissa out in the hallway and they then made their way out to the courtyard. As they stepped out Melissa sighed.

"It is hot as all get out on this planet. I do not understand how these people adapted to this."

"They had no choice, this is their home." Laurel said. "We could always take a dip in the soaking pool after we get our things washed?"

"I'm game for that!" Melissa said in English.

They walked over to the bathing pool and Korica and Melissa looked around in wonder for a few minutes and then Korica removed her loincloth and Laurel showed her how to remove the underwear portion and then Korica put her loincloth back on and they stepped over to the spill over channel and they knelt down next to each other and washed their underwear out thoroughly and then ringed them out and set them on the hot ground next to the channel to dry. They then stepped over to the bathing pool and looked at the crystal clear water and Melissa squatted down and began to untie her shoes. Korica smiled at Laurel and then joined Melissa but she plopped down on her behind and pulled her feet up close to her bottom and Laurel grinned and chuckled as she squatted down carefully to untie her shoes.

"We're alone here just the three of us but you're a woman now honey. You need to think about how you're sitting down."

"Sorry mom, I got a habit of doing that. I forget sometimes to think about what people can see when I'm sitting like this."

"It's ok baby, I just thought I should mention it so you'll be conscious of what you're doing when the guys are around."

"Kay."

Melissa stood up and then Korica stood up followed by Laurel and they unlaced their chest covers and pulled them off and then they untied their loincloths and dropped them and Melissa glanced over at the girls then did a double take and opened her eyes wide when she got a load of Laurel in the buff.

"Damn Laurel! One woman to another you are freakin gorgeous...like oh my God gorgeous. I should've known as beautiful as the rest of you is it would be the whole package that was breath taking."

"See I told you mom." Korica said then looked at Melissa. "I wish I looked like mom. She's so pretty huh?"

"Oh you got nothing to be envious of Korica. You are a beautiful girl and you should be very proud of how you look. Tamaric is a lucky guy to be hooked up with a girl looking like you do."

"See Korica, I told you." Laurel said making Korica giggle and smile big. "Thank you Melissa, that's sweet of you to say that¦to both of us. You're a gorgeous woman too Melissa so hearing that coming from you is a huge compliment."

"Let's get wet and quit admiring each other. I'm roasting here." Melissa said with a warm smile.

The three of them stepped up to the edge of the pool and stepped in to the first step and the water was shockingly cool compared to the 110 degrees it was in the suns. They stood for a moment and then smiled and grasped hands and stepped in to the next step that brought the water up to the middle of their chests then they stepped in to the center and Melissa and Laurel held Korica as they dropped in over their heads then backed up one step and pulled Korica up then they sat down on the first step and slicked their hair back and slid down so the water was right up to their necks and then they leaned their heads back so the back of their necks were hooked on the edge of the pool. They felt their body temperatures dropping immediately in the seventy-five degree water. The water entered the pool from the bottom at sixty-five degrees but warmed quickly as it moved up through the water column in the intense sunlight making the feet feel almost cold and the rest of the body feel refreshingly cooled.

They girls closed their eyes and relaxed for a wile until Korica heard Tamaric calling out to her. She smiled and answered him without reaching out to him.

"Hi handsome. I'm out back in a pool of cold water relaxing. That's why you're feeling what you're feeling."

"Can I come join you?"

"Laurel and Melissa are nude. If that doesn't bother you then yes."

"I don't want to see Laurel naked Korica, you know that."

"I know you're afraid you'll like what you see."

"Stop teasing me and please don't be long, I miss you."

"I know Tamaric, I miss you too. I'll come in long before you start to feel ill."

"Ok."

Korica relaxed again and enjoyed the sensation of the cool water. The girls sat for another twenty minutes and then it was Jake that reached out to Laurel.

"I know you're relaxing babe but Iriqua is back. I thought you might want to come in and talk to him?"

"Yeah I do. We'll be there in a few minutes."

Laurel opened her eyes and leaned her head forward. She sighed but smiled at the girls.

"We have to go. Iriqua is back."

Melissa looked at her and grinned.

"Back to work then. We need to have a look at the cave of knowledge and then get the heck out of here. We're going on four days gone back home so we need to get on with what we want to do here to satisfy our curiosity then we need to get home before they come looking for us."

"So you know we've asked to be taken up to the cave of knowledge as soon as Iriqua recovered?"

"I figured as much. I know your curious nature. It's one of the things the captain likes most about your personality. There are so many things that just don't add up around her that I'm with you, we need to see what's up there. Like this facility for instance¦" Melissa said as she stood up climbed up out of the pool then turned back and put her hand out to help Korica climb out. "This place feels like it was built for something far more than just a residence for a few hundred Etlanor."

Laurel stood up and followed Korica out of the pool and the three of them stood in the hot sun to dry off a little before getting dressed.

"I was thinking this place felt like a shell of it's former self." Laurel said as she pulled on her hair to drain the water from it. "The room of many lights as they call it is like nothing I've ever seen. The dome is impossibly complex and I'm wondering why a room was made just to study the stars in this system. What were the Etlanor looking for?"

"How do you know that's what the room was built for?" Korica asked.

"Jake and I combined our minds and pushed for understanding. That's what we came up with as the most likely purpose for the room¦that and monitoring what the force field was allowing to pass through. Something about yellow light appealed to the Etlanor. I suspect they needed different conditions than the Olmot in order to survive and the force field provided that. It's entirely possible that when the planet's orbit and tilt stabilized to what it is today it signaled a change the Etlanor couldn't compensate for with the force field so they left instead of taking drastic measures to protect themselves¦and the Olmot had achieved a level of self reliance so the Etlanor didn't need to take care of them anymore."

"So you think the Olmot don't even know the whole story?" Melissa asked.

"That's the sense I get. Their ancestors might have known exactly what was going on but the knowledge has long sense been lost."

"There is a lot more to these people than I ever thought. I'm definitely going to recommend a return visit in a couple moths not only to check on the Olmot but to learn more from them about the Etlanor and the Olmot's advanced understanding of the mind."

"That sounds like a good idea. Marty will like to hear that."

"Let's get dressed and go see what Iriqua has to say." Melissa said deliberately ignoring Laurel's comment so she wouldn't think about the request already made to take Inea to Genesis.

They got dressed then gathered their things and headed back into the heart of learning now that they were almost completely dry. They agreed to skip the underwear from now on since it was actually much cooler and the sense of modesty had all but disappeared in all three of the girls. They made their way to their rooms and put their things away and then headed to the reading room but found everyone in the dinning hall across the hall way to Korica's delight. She was feeling very hungry but it felt most relieving just to walk into the room where Tamaric was. They both felt the knotted stomach and tension building within them relax. Tamaric got to his feet and grabbed Korica in a tight hug and they held each other for a moment as the relief washed over them. Tamaric kissed Korica and then looked into her eyes.

"I had no idea it was going to feel like that when we are apart. Only an hour made me feel¦stressed and anxious to be close to you."

"I know Tamaric, me too. It is going to take some getting used to."

Laurel put her hand on Korica's shoulder and rubbed it gently.

"It never goes away honey. That is the price of being paired."

Korica nodded and they all sat down to enjoy the meal laid out before them along the first third of the long wooden table. After eating for a short time Laurel decided to ask what Iriqua remembered of his efforts to rid her and Jake of their suffering.

"How are you feeling Iriqua? Do you remember any of what you shared of our experience?"

"I feel fine Laurel. I do not remember a thing except what you described of your experience. My chest hurts a little as if I had been agonizing over something profound but I have no idea what that was. From your descriptions of what you experienced at the hands of the Lundragaus it must have been terrifying but I have no memory of being there with you. I am left with a deep knowing of you and Jake and I welcome the lingering familiarity."

"I am relieved to hear that Iriqua. I would not wish what we experienced on any living person. The pain of it is gone for us, I am glad you are left with a deep knowing of us as a way to say thank you for what you have done for us. You touched me greatly with your kind words and wholesome thoughts. You have done much to raise my self esteem and I cannot possibly thank you enough for making me feel special like that."

"It is my honor to lift you in such a way."

"Iriqua, we had a conversation with Imon about the possibility of going up to the cave of Knowledge." Jake said.

"Yes, he mentioned it to me."

"He mentioned to us that the cave decides who is worthy to enter but you have a sense of this before taking anyone to the cave. Do you feel we are worthy?"

"I sense you all have the capability of understanding what is in the cave of knowledge¦including you Inea. I would like to take you up to the cave of knowledge if we are to go."

"I accept your invite Iriqua. I am honored you consider me worthy."

"You are capable of far more than you are aware young Inea. You have the capacity of great understanding and you accept the incredible as possible no matter the complexity or origin. You have a kindness and generosity within you that makes you special. It is what the Etlanor taught us to bring forth and embrace as Olmot. You are young and have not realized the incredible person your birther raised and your tribe further nurtured thanks to the kindness and recognition of your deserving nature by Iridon. You are more than worthy, you are exactly what we all strive to be thus you have earned the honor by just being you. The cave of knowledge was put in place for you Inea, you and your children and your children's children."

"That is the kindest thing I have heard said of me in a very long time, thank you Iriqua."

"I am honored to have you with us Inea. As far as the rest of our visitors from the land of Earth¦"

"Actually we are from the land of Primitus. Earth is just the planet where most of us were born." Melissa interrupted to say.

"I understand. While I feel our friends from the land of Primitus are worthy and have the right understanding of the way of things to comprehend what they would see in the cave of knowledge and they have good hearts with pure intentions as I felt from deep within Laurel and Jake, the fact remains that you are not Olmot. I honestly do not know if the cave of knowledge will permit you to enter but I am very curious to see what happens. I will therefore take all of you up to the cave when you feel ready."

"What of us Iriqua?" Istot asked gesturing to Incon and himself.

"You need to read further of the scrolls of learning. You have kinds hearts and sharp minds but you are not quite ready. I will take you to the cave at a later time when I sense what is necessary from within you, not until then."

"I understand. We will study of the scrolls hard until you feel we are ready."

Istot looked across the table at Inea sitting next to Marty and he stared at her for a few moments then he grinned at her and reached out and put his hand on hers.

"Congratulations Inea. Remember well what you see up there. Few are taken the rising they arrive and even fewer are young women unaware of their place and worth amongst us. Inada would have been proud of you and you do her great honor."

"Thank you Istot. I thought you saw me as unimportant in the tribe."

"Because that is what you wanted. You made it clear you wanted no special attention and especially from any of us men. We respected you but kept our distance and let you live your life as you wanted."

"Iriqua, we would like to go up to the cave as soon as we are done eating if that is agreeable." Melissa said. "We need to get back to our people before much more time passes or they will come looking for us in great numbers. We will come back in small numbers to share what we know and to learn from you. I think if many of us showed up it would disrupt the lives of everyone."

"I understand¦and agree. Eat, and I will take you as promised."

They sat and ate until they were all content. Iriqua then excused himself to get prepared for the journey. He suggested that everyone retrieve their traveling lintas but he told them they would not need to bring their traveling packs. They all then headed to their rooms to get ready for the trek up to the mountains. When Korica and Tamaric arrived in their room he let her step in and then he pushed the door closed and he pulled her into his arms and he said a proper hello. They kissed for a few moments and then held each other for a few moments more and then Tamaric grinned at her as he stroked her cheek with the back of his hand.

"I love feeling so connected to you Korica but this whole separation anxiety thing really sucks. It's not like just missing the one you love, it hurts and I think I was starting to feel the ill feeling coming on."

"Are you saying you're having regrets because of the side affects?"

"No! I don't regret being bound to you like this. You can feel what I'm feeling; you know I don't regret being paired with you. I guess I'm just winning again to someone who cares."

"Now you understand what I meant about you having to join the civilian corps so you and I can work together."

Tamaric sighed and nodded. He gave Korica a peck and then they retrieved their traveling components to their lintas and they put them on. Korica then pulled the detranome out of her pack and then they stepped out into the hallway and found everyone waiting for them, Laurel with her data pad in hand. Iriqua then led the way down the hallway and through the sitting room off to the left and out the back of the building. They walked down the walking path and around the soaking pool and up the manicured path along the north wing of the building. Laurel and Jake pointed the incredible dome on the room of many lights as they walked by and everyone tried to understand the strange shape of the dome. Even from the outside it made the eyes blur and hurt to try and visualize and understand the complex shape to the top of the dome of clear crystal. From the outside they could see that the point of the dome reached several inches into the air with a needle like point of crystal. Korica pointed at it and leaned closer to Laurel.

"You think that could have been used as a focal point of some kind?"

"That is brilliant Korica! You might very well be right, they could have energized the dome from the inside to focus energy into a very precise configuration."

"What would they have needed to do that for?"

"I do not know, manipulation of the force field without having to be at the source maybe."

"Or maybe they just needed to enhance it locally or something."

"They did live up here for a long time, I suppose that is entirely possible. Your intuitions are getting really sharp."

"Thanks mom. It is getting sharper cause I have Tamaric's wisdom added to mine now¦and mine to his if he learns how to apply it to his thinking."

"It is up to you to teach him how to do that honey."

"He will learn by being paired with me right?"

"That is right. Anything you can do in time he will be able to do by learning directly from your mind without even knowing it but you can also pass the knowledge to him deliberately."

"You speak of such odd things. Among our people teaching of things does not work like what you are talking of." Inea said. "We must tell another how to do a thing and show them of what we talk of."

"That is how much of our teachings are done too Inea."

Inea nodded and they pushed on. They walked beyond the manicured courtyard to the fallow fields beyond and eventually into the forest. The forest was just as thick and cumbersome to walk through as the forest to the west of the heart of learning except this forest was dead silent. There were no animals of any kind and no wind whatsoever making it feel oppressively hot and muggy now that the temperature was 113 degrees. As they walked for what seemed like an eternity in the blazing suns a rumble of thunder announced the arrival of the first thunderstorms of the day. The path to the mountain was well traveled but the vegetation grew quickly making the path little more than a knee-high path through the thick brush and vines. As the clouds blocked the suns delivering a temporary reprieve from the heat the skies opened up in light sprinkles for a few moments and then torrential rain began to fall in large heavy raindrops that filled the forest with the pattering of rain sounding like water flowing over a waterfall it was so loud. There where flashes of lightening followed by thunder that hurt the ears and echoed off the ribcages.

They kept walking slowly through the pounding rain getting a little separated because they couldn't hear or see each other once they got ten feet away from one another until it began to ease into a steady heavy rain that soaked everyone but no longer hurt allowing them to see each other so they could stay together and walk quickly up to a stand of trees with a dense canopy that deflected the rain like an umbrella. They stood under the trees for close to half an hour until the rain slowed to sprinkles and five minutes later stopped all together. There were distant cracks of thunder as the storm drifted off between the mountains and the suns came out again quickly heating the air once again into the hundreds. There was a low steam hanging close to the ground for a few minutes and then it dissipated as they began walking toward the highest mountain again.

They forest finally thinned out to a low brush that was only ankle high and the path to the cave became very distinct. As they topped a final small rise Laurel and Jake saw the view they had seen in their vision. It was absolutely stunning, the trees tall and prominent with their bizarre bulb of a canopy at the tops of their stark bald trunks and a garden quality green approach way between with a flat stone entrance way to the cave. Everyone slowed and took in the view for a few seconds and then Iriqua urged them to keep moving. They walked up between the trees over the soft spongy liken like lawn that no one tended to, it just grew in a carpet that never exceeded a few inches in height and it was so thick that no other plants could take root. As the odd basketball topped trees grew closer and closer together they could see a few gentle stone steps leading up to the long stone approach way and as they stepped up onto it they saw the now familiar infinity sign within the stone in a gray stone within the white stone of the approach way. The inlaid stonework was so fine and so expertly crafted that even after centuries of sitting in the sun and rain it looked as if the symbol had simply been painted onto the stone.

Laurel pointed down at the symbol as they walked over it and Jake nodded and grinned at her. They all walked right up to the huge cave entrance that had a black void beyond and Korica was the first to say something as they stopped and glared into the darkness in the cave beyond.

"Iriqua, you said we would not need any of our things but it is dark as a moonless night in there. How are we going to see anything without torches?"

"Once entered the cave comes to life and all can be seen."

They stood in awe of the twenty-foot high opening which daylight seemed unable to penetrate in the slightest. It was Laurel who had the next obvious question.

"How tall were the Etlanor? The scrolls said they looked as to be Olmot except for hair and eye color."

"They looked as you do Laurel. Fair hair, blue eyes like the warm mid rising sky, though yours are much deeper in tone and richness, and they carried remarkable beauty, both the men and women. Aside from that they had the same look as all Olmot."

"Then why a cave large enough to walk a giant through?"

"My guess is to accommodate the construction of what lies within. Iridon, Inea¦step forward and enter." Iriqua said with his palm up gesturing toward the dark cave entrance.

Inea let go of Marty's arm and he kissed the side of her head as she stepped up next to Iridon and took hold of his hand. He grinned at her warmly.

"Relax child. I was around your age when I last stepped into this wondrous place. You will feel nothing and all will be revealed upon entering."

Inea nodded nervously and Iridon pulled on her hand slightly and they stepped into the cave. As soon as they stepped over the threshold the cave began to glow slightly deeper in and then in a flash the entire cave lit up. The light came from everywhere but had no point of source. It was as if the suns had just come up inside the cave and light was cast everywhere. The cave was one hundred feet tall and stretched back over two thousand feet with a curved ceiling high above that was rough and cut from the very rock of the mountain. There were several side passages on the right and left, the first of which were just a few feet from the entrance. The side passages were just as deep as the main cave and equally towering in height. The floors were polished smooth and the grain of the mountain granite could clearly bee seen but there was no dust or dirt as would be expected from an open cave entrance. The floor looked clean enough to eat off of with only the wet footprints from Inea and Iridon as evidence that anyone had ever been in the cave.

The shocking thing was the stone panels that covered every wall in neat rows that stretched from floor to ceiling. Each stone panel was four foot square and most had a few pictographic symbols and then lines of text below that in the language of the Etlanor. Inea looked around with her mouth open in sheer amazement and wonder. There were millions of panels if all of the side passages were accounted for. The sheer numbers of panels and craftsmanship it took to assemble so much information in such a simplistic but complicated manner just confounded the mind. There were no tables or seats or furnishings of any kind in the fifty-foot wide cave, just a large gallery with panels on every inch of the walls in row after row of tan colored stone panels.

The crew standing just outside were equally shocked at the sight of the brightly lit cave with more information than they ever thought possible. It made Laurel think of the new data core on the Future but this was in stone. It would contain far less information than the data core but it was still an incredible amount of information if deciphered.

"How did the Etlanor do all this?" Inea asked looking Iridon.

"The answer is likely on these tablets. We have only scribed¦" Iridon looked back at Iriqua with a questioning look for the answer.

"Maybe a hundred thousand tablets¦Possibly a few thousand more than that. A small part of what is here." Iriqua said from just outside the cave.

Iriqua turned to the crew and smiled.

"Who would like to enter next?"

"I will." Korica said.

Tamaric looked at her with concern for a moment and then he felt her excitement and he smiled then looked at Iriqua.

"Is there a danger to us? What happens if the cave does not want us to enter?"

"The cave will not hurt you. You will not be allowed to step in is all."

"I will be fine Tamaric. I do not sense any danger."

Tamaric let go of her hand and she stepped right up to the threshold and looked up at the top of the rough cut cave entrance for a moment and then she stepped forward and it was like walking into an unseen wall that was smooth and soft but impenetrable. Korica bounced back a few inches and took a stumbling step back. She looked at Iriqua and he frowned.

"I am sorry Korica. The cave of knowledge is not going to allow you to enter."

"It must have a way of looking at my DNA. It knows I am not Olmot. This cave was meant for your people and no others."

"Do the rest of you want to try?" Irqua asked looking at the others. "This¦DNA that Korica speaks of will be different in the rest of you if she is from a different world will it not?"

"That is right. I will try." Tamaric said.

Mark patted his back; proud of the guts it took to volunteer so readily. Korica stepped back and lifted the detranome in her hand and she flipped the cover open and began and active scan as Tamaric stepped up to the threshold. He lifted his hands and leaned forward and his hands impacted the unseen barrier and prevented him from passing. He slid his hands to each side and he could feel that it was a soft almost spongy feeling barrier that responded to the amount of pressure he put on it, thickening where he pressed harder. He finally pulled his hands away and looked at Melissa and shook his head no.

"I guess that is it then. This place was just not meant for us." Melissa said solemnly.

"Wait!" Korica said excitedly. "Tamaric, touch the barrier again."

Tamaric looked at her and then he heard what was going through her mind.

"Energy pattern? What kind of energy?" Tamaric asked.

"I have never seen anything like it before. It is a recognizable energy but it is barely within range of the detranome."

Tamaric looked at Inea and Iridon looking at him curiously and Tamaric lifted his hands and leaned against the barrier, looking like a mime with incredible skills of balance as he leaned all his weight forward on his hands at a twenty degree angle. Korica walked around him and in front of him squatted down as she examined the readings closest to his hands and then on her hands and knees she moved over to the left side of the cave entrance and then stood up while Melissa and Laurel stepped over and looked at the readings as Korica faced the left side of the cave entrance.

"She is right!" Melissa said. "The energy is concentrated behind the rock right here. It is casting off in waves of repeating regularity and polarity."

Laurel stepped over to the middle of the entrance and looked at Inea and Iridon.

"Do you see anything next to the entrance on your side?"

"Just more of the tablets of knowledge and¦a square¦flat stone with writing on it."

"Can you read it?"

"It is the marker announcing this cave as a gift to the Olmot from the Etlanor." Iriqua said. "I have seen it many times. Is it significant?"

"Maybe. I wish I could see it."

"Can your device there see it for you?"

"Yes. That is kind of what I meant. I would like to take detailed scans of it."

"Give the device to me and I will do that for you."

Tamaric leaned back and stepped to the side and Korica handed the detranome to him and Iriqua stepped right through the entrance. He stepped over to the plaque and held up the detranome and aimed it right at the plaque and he furrowed his brow as he saw the internal scans of what was behind the plaque. He stood for a moment in shock then he stepped back out of the cave and handed it to Korica. She looked at the scan details and it was clear that there were very complex circuit paths behind the marker. They had sharp right angles and curves to them and the circuit paths were laid one on top of the next in many layers creating a beautiful symmetry to the circuit paths. The detranome view was a ghostly image of what lied beneath but Laurel could see as she looked over Korica's shoulder that some of the circuit paths terminated right behind a few of the characters in the writing inscribed into the plaque.

"If I knew how to read the Etlanor language I could maybe see a pattern to the characters connected to the electronics."

"I know how to read some of their language." Tamaric said.

"You do? How?"

"You told me to keep reading when you girls went outside to soak in the pool. The next scroll was a basic one to one translation of the Etlanor language into Endow. I did not finish reading the whole scroll¦and I do not know how clearly I can remember what I read but I know some of the basic root language."

"You are a genius Tamaric." Korica said. "Come closer."

Korica handed the detranome to Laurel and she pulled Tamaric close and closed her eyes and set her forehead to his and entered his mind deeply and then she pulled him deep into her mind.

"Think about what you read." Korica thought."

Tamaric closed his eyes and strained to remember and then he felt Korica sinking even deeper into his mind, directing his recall. It only took her a few seconds to find very clear images of what he had read and she pulled it from his mind so she would now remember it equally well. She then pulled back into a shallow connection and she kissed Tamaric then pulled her forehead from his. She waved Laurel over and Jake closed his eyes and entered Laurel's mind as Laurel set her forehead to Korica's. Korica then recalled everything she had seen from Tamaric. Tamaric felt Laurel and Jake enter Korica's mind and he instantly had a deep sense of both of them like never before. He could feel what was deep in their hearts and he grinned a little. The love they had for each other was very strong and very tender. It reminded him a little of what he felt for Korica but it was much more visceral and binding. He knew he was sensing their pairing and it felt wonderful. He couldn't wait for his pairing with Korica to feel that strong and profound though he knew it wouldn't be long with how deep their bond already was and it was growing deeper by the minute.

After a full minute Laurel pulled her forehead back and smiled at Korica as she withdrew from her mind.

"There is a lot of Tamaric in you honey."

"That is because our minds are still connected. We have been staying that way almost constantly. We both get confused and almost lost if we do not. We do not feel¦centered in our minds."

"It will pass."

Laurel lifted the detranome with her new understanding of the Etlanor language and she immediately saw a pattern to the characters that were connected to the electronic circuit paths. She stepped back over to the entrance and she brought up an image of the external view of the plaque and she touched the characters in a sequence that in rough translation said 'by the hand of the Olmot give pass to those that follow the path'. She then handed the detranome to Iriqua.

"Touch the writings on the marker so this phrase is expressed then place your hand flat on the marker until we all pass through the entrance."

Iriqua took the detranome and looked at the Endow translation below the marker with the phrase characters highlighted and he stared at it for a few seconds then he looked at Laurel.

"I have no knowledge of this type of thing. How do you know this will allow you to pass?"

"Instinct. I cannot always explain how I know what I do. It comes to me when I need it and I am rarely wrong. There is also no other phrase that can be assembled using the available characters that makes any sense."

"You are a remarkable woman Laurel. I hope the Olmot grow a sense of your instincts one day."

"I am sure it will happen given a little more time. It may already be within reach of your people but unrealized."

Iriqua smiled at her then stepped into the cave and faced the marker. He reached out and touched the characters laid out on the detranome one by one very carefully and then he placed his palm flat on the marker and he looked at the crew and they winced and stepped forward and walked across the threshold without resistance. Iriqua then pulled his hand from the marker and stared at the marker for a moment.

"This marker now holds a deeper meaning and purpose than just to announce to all who stand before it that this cave was erected for us to learn all we once knew."

"You may want to keep the knowledge of what lies beneath that marker to a limited few. It could be exploited if the wrong people showed up and coerced you into doing what you just did to allow us entrance." Laurel said.

"That sounds like wise advice. Come, I will show you the wonders of the cave of knowledge."

Iriqua handed the detranome back to Korica and Laurel turned her data pad on to capture images of everything they were seeing. Iriqua led them down the first side cave to the right. They walked in silence and awe as they looked at panel after panel all the way to the ceiling some one hundred feet above their heads. As they neared the back of the first side passage Tamaric asked the obvious question at the back of everyone's minds.

"How do you read the tablets near the ceiling of the cave? I can barely make out the what is on the tablets up there."

"That is one of the wonders of what you see. Observe."

Iriqua stepped up to the row of panels right in front of him and he gripped what looked like a stone gear poking out of the wall, which another was next to every single row of panels four feet from the floor. Iriqua slowly rotated the gear and the row of panels began to slowly descend and the lowest panels descended right through a slot in the floor below them and disappeared. The panels moved with a soft grinding sound, like smooth stone being slid across another smooth stone and more panels appeared out of the ceiling and descended the wall as Iriqua kept rotating the gear looking cog.

"One may bring the highest tablet down so it can be viewed or collected for study. More tablets are always supplied from the top. There is no end to the line of tablets."

"That is amazing!" Tamaric said. "Do the tablets repeat or are they always new ones?"

"Eventually one will find the starting tablet again but it takes a great deal of turning of the wheel. The tablets may be brought out of the floor to get to a desired tablet quicker."

Iriqua stopped and began rotating the wheel the other way to illustrate what he was talking about and the tablets disappeared into the ceiling and were lifted right out of the floor like an escalator for tablets. Laurel looked on in wonder and then she noticed a few rows down that there were tablets missing. She pointed at the blank spots and looked at Iriqua.

"Are those tablets missing so they can be transcribed?"

"No. These tablets contain what is in the first reading scrolls. These that you see in this side cave have all been translated. Those missing tablets were taken and it was attempted to take them from the heart of learning. As soon as they passed beyond the green patch with the symbol for eternal life on it, the tablets turned to dust in their hands. They were lost for all time."

"That is tragic. How long ago did that happen?"

"When the cave of knowledge was first discovered¦or rediscovered."

"Whatever was on those tablets has never been written down then?"

"Tragically no. We will never know what was lost. Guessing by the tablets surrounding the missing tablets it was part of the teachings of the Etlanor's language."

"You mean you could have their whole language wrong?"

"There are many subsequent tablets with vast amounts of teachings on them. We are fairly confident that we have it right. It is not just what is first seen on each tablet though. Each has two sets of teachings within them."

"What! How do you mean?" Laurel asked.

Iriqua reached out to the first tablet right in front of him and he hooked his index finger on a small nub of stone at the bottom left corner and he slid it to the right and as it passed beneath the tablet the inscriptions morphed and changed right before their eyes.

"It is like turning the page of a book!" Korica said excitedly. "Each tablet has two pages to them. That means the mind-blowing amount of information here is twice what you see with the eye."

"Exactly young Korica. The Etlanor found a way to double the capacity of the cave of knowledge without making the cave any larger."

"Then these tablets are not actually stone as they appear to be?" Laurel asked.

Iriqua reached out and grabbed one of the tablets and he lifted and then turned the tablet slightly and it came loose from the wall and he turned to angel and handed it to her. She wrapped her arms around it and grunted as he let the weight sit in her arms fully.

"I assure you that is made of stone. It carries all the weight of a stone lying outside the same size as what you hold in your arms."

Laurel hefted it back to Iriqua and he grabbed it and hooked it back in place and pulled his hands away.

"It certainly has the weight of stone but how does it hang on the wall with a smooth back to it and how does stone change what is inscribed on it?"

"There are teachings in one of the other side caves that speaks of silicon magnetic forces and crystalline reorganization to create new shapes and forms. We do not understand the teachings of how to do this since it involves very complex forces that can be manipulated described on still more tablets but we understand the idea. Particles of stone and sand are drawn together tightly to form solid stone just as it occurs naturally."

Laurel looked at Korica.

"Are you detecting any magnetic fields?"

Korica looked at the detranome and shook her head no even as she held the detranome right up next to one of the tablets.

"These are medical scanners at the heart of their design mom. They are not set up to look for silicon magnetic fields. I do not even know what that would like or how to scan for them."

"Are there any more tablets that have been lost?" Melissa asked.

"No." Iriqua said. "We learned from the one mistake made that the tablets had to be studied no further away than the heart of learning. No further attempt was made to take the tablets to the villages. Much of the early study was done here and later in the heart of learning. If we want to spread the teachings it must be written down of our own hand and then taken to the villages. We are just about to do that very thing. All villages everywhere will have places of learning where all will read of what was left to us."

"Uh¦you do realize there are villages on other continents right?"

"Other continents?"

"The land you know of contains just seven of hundreds of villages. Your land is surround by water on three sides and ice to the north. If you cross those great bodies of fresh water you will find other continents with villages on them that speak in words you will not know. There are twelve million Olmot on this planet. Your continent only has a few hundred thousand of that number on it. Many live well outside the established villages in very small tribes scattered all over the continent but they all speak one of the five dialects of Indel. Presumably they are descendants that journeyed to visit other villages and formed their own small tribes instead."

"I did not know there were that many of us."

"Do you think there are other caves of knowledge like this one on other continents mom?" Korica asked.

"Possibly. It would sure make sense if there were."

"I learn even more from you about my people. The teachings of the Etlanor spreading health and teachings to all lands must have been speaking of these other continents."

"If there was a sickness killing your people it makes sense that it needed to be eliminated everywhere including on the other continents."

"It would be a worthy adventure to try and journey to these other lands to meet our brothers and sisters."

"You will need more than log rafts to accomplish that. The oceans of water are very large, much larger than the land that sits at its shores. You will need substantial vessels that can sustain you for many hundreds of risings. You will need to learn how to navigate at sea which I have not seen you possessing the technology to do. The storms at sea can be many times stronger than what you will see on land too. The technology to build vessels that can withstand that kind of pounding without sinking seems just beyond your capability."

"Perhaps the teachings of such things is within the tablets here and we have not found it?"

"That is possible I suppose. Can you show us more?"

"Come, I will show you all the tablets in the cave of knowledge."

Iriqua led them back out into the main cave and down the side cave across from them. When they reached the back Iriqua faced them.

"What you see here is everything contained in the scrolls of learning. The tales of betterment through kindness and understanding are all contained here."

Iriqua then led them back out into the main cave and he walked toward the next set of side caves. That was when Korica noticed a small stone circle that sat above the cave floor at the very back of the cave. She waited until Iriqua had led them down all of the side caves showing them all of the panels in each and as they approached the stone circle after exiting the last side cave Korica finally asked what it was.

"Iriqua, what is the stone circle for?"

"That leads to the lower cave. There are things of high strangeness down there that none of us understand. We never go down there."

Laurel grinned and looked at Jake.

"Power generation and shield production?" Laurel thought.

"More than likely. I'm sure it's completely baffling to the Olmot. We could seriously upset the balance of things around here if we went down there and screwed things up. I don't think we should go down there. Least not on this trip." Jake thought in return.

"Can we have a look down there?" Korica asked.

"No Korica." Jake said. "We are here to observe not mess around in dangerous areas that the Olmot do not feel comfortable going."

"I was just curious."

"I know. Curiosity is a good trait but it can get us into things we should not be messing with."

"I would not have agreed anyway Jake." Iriqua said. "There are some things I know our people are not ready to explore and what is down there contains many of those things."

"How many of the tablets back here have your people translated?" Melissa asked.

"None. We have not made it this far back. We are working our way back from the front of the cave. We have made it as far as the second set of side caves where you saw tablets missing in each of the side caves for study and no further. If we had not been lost and in disarray after the Etlanor left we may have made it much further back. We had to relearn what had already been taught to us by the Etlanor themselves. Like how to read their writings in the first place."

Laurel stepped over to the closest panels recognizing one of the pictograms on a higher panel. She rotated the gear like control next to it and brought it down to eye level and her jaw dropped. She was looking at a series of pictograms showing subatomic particles and she was able to discern enough of the text to know it was describing the behavior of sub atomic particles when accelerated to the speed of light. She looked at Melissa and pointed at the panel.

"Particle physics. Properties, interactions and behaviors when manipulated with emphasis on when accelerated to the speed of light in this tablet."

"I do not understand what that means." Iriqua said. "Is this important information?"

"It will be in time. You need to continue to read the tablets from the front back like you have been and this will make sense. It will change your way of thinking about the universe and your understanding of how everything is bound together, from the unimaginably small to the incredibly huge like this whole planet and everything on it."

"I am not sure I understand how a single tablet can change the way of thinking like that."

"It is the subject this tablet is talking about, not this tablet by itself."

"This I understand. Many of the tablets relate to one another in this manner

"How often do your people come up here and gather more tablets? The trail seemed established but not very well traveled through the forest."

"It takes time to transcribe and further understand what is written that it can be explained in the scrolls in a way that everyone will understand and in five dialects. It takes many risings for that to be accomplished correctly. It must then be proof read by at least two peers that any mistakes can be corrected before the tablet is brought back for another to be retrieved. There is no set time to make the journey up here, just when it is needed. I cannot give you exact risings between journeys."

"Hmm. Can we go look at the tablets that contain the teachings of the Etlanor language again? There is something that my mind has been working on since first learning of what Tamaric read."

"Your mind works on a thing while you do another?"

"Actually several things at once while I do another. My mind has always worked like that. I even think on things that cross Jake's mind sometimes and I am sure he does the same thing."

"It can be distracting to listen to all the things she ponders on at one time." Jake said with a grin. "I do not think on things in depth like she does. It hurts my head, but I do listen to her thinking and learn from her conclusions and ideas."

"That is the strangest thing to imagine. Hearing your mate thinking at all times of the bright time and dark time."

"You get used to it and even crave it when our minds are quieted. It is lonely without her voice echoing around the back of my mind."

"As I said¦very strange to imagine. It sounds like it is a beautiful way to share of what is on the mind though."

They all started walking toward the front of the cave and Jake chuckled and Iriqua looked back at him and Jake smiled and put his hand up.

"There are times when I am reminded to mind my manors since she hears and feels all that I do. It is beautiful but there is no privacy most of the time."

"The urgings of a young man who's heart is captured by a beautiful woman, usually unheard or felt by others?"

"Something like that."

Iriqua smiled and chuckled as they kept walking.

"I was a young man once and had eyes for a particular girl that stirred thoughts of a desiring nature."

"What happened to her?" Laurel asked.

"After accepting my seed she left on a pilgrimage and never returned. It was long ago but I still remember her face as it was those many risings ago. She will live in my mind as that young girl for the rest of my days."

"I am sorry to hear that."

"I have long since put the pain of longing for her behind me. I am hopeful she had a good life with a strong man to provide for her and help raise her children. Here we are."

Iriqua gestured down the first side cave to the right of the main entrance. Laurel walked down the rows of tablets looking them over until she came to the row with the missing panels. She rotated the cog wheel next to the row and brought the panels above the void into view and she stammered through the text then slid the knob to the right and read on then she moved to the subsequent panels after the gap and she read through those then stepped back and held her hand to her chin as she sank into deep thought. Jake listened closely to all the thoughts going through her mind and he narrowed in on her pondering of the missing text. He stepped over to her and looked at the gaps in the panels.

"You really think they got it wrong?"

"I am almost positive. The writings were leading up to the explanation of who the Etlanor considered themselves to be then there is a huge gap and the writings go on describing the Etlanor with no further mention of them describing their name. It had to have been on the missing tablets."

"What is it that perplexes you Laurel?" Iriqua asked as he walked down the side cave to where she was standing with Jake.

"It is jut that the way the Etlanor language is written suggests pronunciation of certain words when the characters are combined. The word Etlaonor¦I think it is being pronounced wrong. If their language was like English, my native language, it would be spelled out making this much easier but their language does not work like that. I think the first part of the word is¦to lift up or open the mind also meaning to enlighten and the second part is the doer of. If you put them together like this that would be¦enlightener. I do not want to repute what your people have been teaching for generations but I think the exact translation was lost with the tablets that were turned to dust. If they traveled from world to world opening the minds of the inhabitants and lifting them up then the enlighteners sure fits better than Etlanors. I think the word was misspelled and thus mispronounced and passed down like that for all this time."

"I am stunned that you thought of this within your head while we talked of other things."

"I know more languages and cultures than you can possibly imagine. It gives one an insight into new languages that others might not have. There are commonalities to similar structured languages even when those languages come from people separated by entire galaxies. An elegance to a language structure seen by one advanced people will be seen by others."

"This will require some debate and rewriting of many scrolls if your conclusion is agreed upon¦I will be pushing for its acceptance as the new pronunciation of the enlighteners as our benefactors of knowledge and healing of the mind, body and spirit."

"I get the feeling they will not be returning anytime soon. You will have plenty of time to get their name right."

"What would make you think they are not coming back anytime soon?"

"You are only a third of the way through the knowledge they have left to your people with any significant level of understanding. From the readings they said they would return when the knowledge they left you no longer satisfies your thirst for knowledge. I do not believe that has come close to occurring."

"This is true. Perhaps I should show you the knowledge of the dark skies we discovered not long ago. Iridon has not seen this but I think he is ready to see with an open mind. Come¦"

Iriqua led them back out into the main cave and he walked down to the second side cave to the left and he walked almost all the way to the back and he stepped up to a row of panels and he rotated the cog next to the row in front of him until a panel rotated down from high above to eye level. The panel, unlike all the others only had a large diagram of a solar system with two stars at its center inscribed on it in deep relief. The diagram had connecting lines between all the planets with the planets in a specific alignment. The crew knew they were looking at the Heindon system at a specific time that presumably only occurred once every few thousand years if not longer.

Iriqua lifted the panel from the carriage it was on and he carried it out into the middle of the floor and he set it down. He then slid the nub of stone at the bottom of the panel that ordinarily changed the inscription but the diagram remained and they heard a slight hum from under the floor as they felt it through their feet and the diagram began to glow from each planet inscribed on the panel and then in a quick burst of light there was a three dimensional representation of the local solar system being projected from the panel into the air. Everyone took a step back and looked on in wonder. The planets had amazing detail to them including all of their associated moons and rings. The two largest planets had wispy ring systems not as spectacular as some seen on their journey through M1995UB or those of Saturn in the Earth system but they were still beautiful and distinct.

Iriqua stood up and took a step back.

"I believe this is our collection of worlds."

"It is." Laurel said. "That is Heindon but¦" Laurel said pointing to the image of Heindon hanging right at waist level. "I can tell you from what we saw when we arrived the land masses do not look like this on Heindon. This is how things looked a very long time ago or the way they will look a long time from now."

"Can you use the data pad to extrapolate when the planets will align like this or when they last did?" Korica asked.

"The information in the data pad only shows the location of all the planets, it does not list their orbital duration." Laurel replied.

"How are worlds made visible like this?" Inea asked.

"We call this a hologram projection." Laurel said. "It is basically focused light. I have never seen it directed through a stone tablet like this but it must act as a focusing lens."

"Why would the Enlighteners consider this important enough to recreate it like this?" Iridon asked.

"There is no writings with this tablet and the tablets above and below talk of bewildering things that none understand." Iriqua said.

Laurel stepped over to the row and rotated the cog bringing the next higher tablet to eye level and she stumbled through the writings as best as she could. When she finished reading the panel she slid the knob under it to bring up the next page of text and she read on while Jake listened to her thoughts and Korica looked on from beside her. When they finished reading the panel Laurel rotated the blank spot back up to eye level and she looked at the hologram floating in the air.

"If I understand the writings correctly this how the system appeared around twelve million years ago. There was an upheaval that ended and the planet became habitable for larger oxygen breathing organisms that relied on the suns for their energy needs. This time in the history of the planet marked the beginning of the evolution of advanced life on this planet. Your people evolved from whatever survived the upheaval. This is meant to teach you about the evolution of life bearing worlds with emphasis on your own world."

"Are there other tablets like this Iriqua?" Melissa asked.

"As you see there are many tablets to explore. We have not looked upon them all, it is possible."

"Cosmology is an important subject to understand. I can see why the Enlighteners chose to portray it in this manner. It captures the imagination and makes one desire to reach out and see what is out there with their own eyes. The explorer spirit is being fostered."

Inea reached out and slowly swiped her hand through the image of her own world and she smiled.

"It has worked. I wish to see these wonders from the dark sky."

"That day might be close at hand Inea. Be patient and your wish may come true." Iridon said gently patting her shoulder.

Inea wasn't sure what he meant but she felt that he was being honest in his words and it excited her. The thought of traveling out into the dark sky like Marty was somehow appealing and scary at the same time. Iriqua stepped over to the panel and slid the nub at the bottom of it and the image faded away and then he picked up the panel and put it back in its place on the wall. He then looked at the panels above and below and he wondered how many incredible things still awaited discovery in all this information. Iriqua then gestured toward the main cave and they all walked back toward the exit. As they stepped up to the threshold Laurel stopped and everyone behind her and Jake stopped as she looked at Iriqua.

"Is the cave going to stop us from exiting as it did from entering?"

"I had not given it any thought. Would you like me to do as before to be sure?"

Laurel looked at the threshold at her feet where the white stone changed to the gray rock the mountain was made of and she thought about it for a moment and then she put her hand out and leaned forward and she felt her hand meet resistance. She looked at Iriqua and nodded and he stepped over to the marker and he touched the characters as before and then set his palm on the marker and everyone stepped out into the hot humid air outside and then Iriqua pulled his hand away and stepped out and the cave faded into complete darkness. Laurel looked back at the cave and then she looked at Iriqua.

"You have an amazing repository of knowledge here Iriqua. I suspect there are wonders in there beyond your wildest dreams just waiting to be discovered."

"I agree. It is time to spread this knowledge to all Olmot. I am glad you asked to come see this. You have opened our eyes to possible mistakes and explanations that escaped us. You are an amazing woman and I am glad you are a friend to us."

"Perhaps you understand why she is highly revered among our people now?" Melissa said.

"I do at that."

They all then started the long walk back to the heart of learning. As they walked through the thick forest Inea held Marty's hand tightly and at one point she leaned against him a little and spoke softly.

"When you come back to visit us will you take me up in your ship that I may see the stars as you do?"

"I will do everything possible to make that happen. When we come back we will not land in such a remote location, we will land very close to your village. I should be able to talk the leader of the mission into taking you up for a short trip into space."

"Space? Is that what you call the dark sky?"

"Yes. Everything beyond the air you breathe is space. It goes on without end."

"I would like to see that for it is hard to understand how anything can be that big."

"We are just that small Inea. A simple speck in the sand of the universe."

"I will look forward to your return with great anticipation. My eyes will look to the bright time sky and the dim dark time sky for the sign that you have returned."

"It will be many risings until that happens Inea. You are best to try and forget about me as much as possible. The time will go by faster."

"I could never forget about you Marty. You have touched a deep place in me and you will always hold that place as yours. One does not forget a thing like that easily."

"I am pretty sure that I love you too Inea." Marty fairly whispered.

Inea smiled brightly and kissed his arm then held his hand but stood up straight so she could tromp through the thick brush without stumbling. They made the long walk in quiet with the suns beating down on them until they reached the edge of the courtyard leading to the heart of learning. Inea pulled her long dress like leg covering from around her body and carried it until they reached the soaking pool. She dropped it on the ground and pulled on Marty's hand. Marty looked at her staring at the pool and he grinned and then looked at the group still heading down the walkway.

"I think we are going to cool off for a few." Marty said.

Mark stopped and looked at him and Marty raised an eyebrow and Mark gave him an obligatory nod.

"We need to get packed up. We have to get headed back to the village, do not be too long."

Marty gave him a salute and Mark returned the gesture and then turned and followed everyone inside. Inea untied her chest cover and pulled it away and set it on her long linta and then she untied her loincloth and pulled it away and dropped it on the pile and then she sat down to untie her shoes. Marty untied the waist of his traveling pants and he worked them down his legs without untying the leg gather and then he sat down and worked them over his feet. He then untied his shoes and slipped them off then he untied his loincloth and he stood up and pulled it away just as Inea was stepping down into the pool.

"It is very cool Marty."

Marty stepped over to the edge and stepped down to the first step and he took a breath as he adjusted to the cold water and then he dropped down into the middle of the pool in a splash. Inea then dropped into the deepest part and dunked herself then came up and slicked her hair back then moved back to the last step just as Marty surfaced and swam over to her. Marty gave her a peck and then sat down on the second. Inea moved over in front of him and she lifted her legs and wrapped them around him as she put her arms around his neck and pulled herself up into his lap. She stroked his hair back then kissed his forehead and then she leaned back and gave him the prettiest smile that just made his heart race. She had such a pretty smile and she was incredibly beautiful with her light brown eyes and soft facial features set into a well-tanned face.

"Our time grows short Marty. Will you give your seed to me again? You said I am not with child¦I want a child in my life Marty, more than anything. I want your child in my life."

"I will make love to you but you heard what Laurel said. It can take a few risings for the seed to find the egg you are carrying."

"I must admit I enjoy the act with you Marty. You make my body feel things I never knew were possible and you fit me perfectly."

"I enjoy it too Inea. You feel incredible and the sounds you make are a serious turn on."

"I wish I understood all the words you use. I know you compliment me but I do not understand the compliment."

"It means the sounds you make are sweet and soft and they excite me greatly. They tell me you are enjoying what we are doing very much."

"I enjoy all you do to me Marty. Especially what you do with your mouth when you kiss of me in the lower area with your tongue. I never knew such pleasure was possible."

"I aim to please."

Marty leaned forward and engaged her in a long tongue kiss to get her worked up. He then turned and lifted her out of the pool and he sat her down on the lip of the pool and he gently pulled her close to the edge and she put her heels up on the edge of the pool out to the sides wide and leaned back on her hands and Marty kissed down her stomach to her loins and then he proceeded to bring her to an intense climax with his tongue. When she caught her breath she pulled her legs together and slipped down into the pool, wrapping her legs around Marty once again. He kissed of her breasts for a time and then he felt Inea's hand reaching around her leg gripping him and aiming him just right. She wiggled his head between her lips then put her arms around him and slid down onto him with a whimper of pleasure as he penetrated her. She felt very warm compared to the cool water and he grinned as she encased him with her tight slippery and warm flesh. He then made love to her bringing her to climax twice, once with her wrapped around him facing him and then he turned her around and she put her hands on the edge of the pool while he made love to her from behind while he stood on the second step down as he held her hips for traction. They reached an intense orgasm simultaneously from the second position and then Inea asked him to maintain his position for a few moments as it felt wonderful and she wanted his seed to be forced to the right place. He obliged her for a time slowly sliding in and out of her and then she stood up keeping him buried in her and he pulled her back to him and sat down on the first step with her sitting in his lap with her legs to the sides of his. He gently caressed her breasts with his hands as he kissed her back and she would lift a little from time to time then slowly sink back into his lap.

Inea finally felt content and lifted off him and they rubbed themselves off in the water and then kissed for a time then climbed out of the pool and stood in the suns dripping dry. Inea felt even closer to Marty as she held onto him with her head on the front of his muscular shoulder while he held her around the back also feeling very attached to this incredible woman.

As everyone stepped into the cool relief of the heart of learning Iriqua put his hand on Laurel's shoulder to stop her and he grinned at her.

"If you wish I am ready to complete the task of washing from your mind the memories given you by Oberot?"

"I will go put my things away and Jake and I will meet you in the room of many lights."

"I will see you both there."

Iriqua then headed up the hallway in the right corner of the room and the rest of them headed across the room and down the hallway toward their rooms. As Laurel and Jake stepped into their room Melissa followed them and closed the door behind her.

"Laurel if Iriqua is going to go back into your head are you sure you can keep sensitive information from being gleaned?"

"Yeah I'm pretty sure anything I'm not thinking about will be beyond his reach. It isn't a deep shared connection like what Jake and I have. He can find things in my mind that I'm not particularly thinking about¦so can Korica for that matter but Iriqua doesn't have that kind of mental resolve or access to my mind. It takes a willingness to let someone enter your mind like that."

"What! You let Korica access everything you know?"

"No¦I mean yes¦but I know what she listens to or feels for. She doesn't look for¦sensitive details of what I know. She feels for personal things like who I am and what I feel about her or Jake¦stuff like that. I would know if she were poking around for sensitive information and I would stop her from accessing it. There is a level of control as to what she is allowed to see or feel. I know there are things in my head that no one can be allowed to know. I think my repeated death proved I can keep a secret."

"All right, I didn't mean to bring up painful memories. Just be careful is all I ask."

"I will. The memories aren't really all that painful anymore, just disturbing."

"That's good to hear. Good luck Laurel, I'll see you in the reading room when you're done."

Melissa then turned and opened the door and stepped out and pulled the door shut behind her. Laurel and Jake looked at each other and grinned and shook their heads. They then started to take off their traveling lintas and Laurel turned her data pad off that had been recording everything up to this point. They put their things away and then headed out of their room and down the hallway and across the room adjacent to the great hall where they saw that Iridon sitting with Imon and the scribes presumably discussing the revelations made in the cave. Laurel and Jake headed down the hallway that led off from the corner of the room. They walked holding hands to the foyer room adjacent to the room of many lights. When they pushed one of the doors open they saw a loincloth laying in the floor so they knew Iriqua was waiting for them. They closed the door and got undressed and then pulled the door at the back of the room open and they squinted against the bright light that filled their eyes. Iriqua was sitting in the floor with his hands on his knees with his eyes closed while sitting with his legs crossed Indian style.

Iriqua slowly opened his eyes and smiled as Laurel and Jake walked over to him and sat down in front of him.

"Greetings Laurel and Jake."

"Greeting to you Iriqua." Laurel said. "Thank you for being willing to do this for me."

"You are well worth the effort Laurel. I have grown very fond of both of you thus there is not anything I can think of that I would not do to help you. This should be far less traumatic than our last experience together. Ordinarily I would tell a person wishing to have this done to think on what it is they want washed from their mind but I think we need to use a different technique. I will feel for things within your memory that feel to be of another person. If you think on the memories you wish to be rid of they would become a part of your memory and those memories can not be safely washed away with how your mind stores memories."

"But when Oberot accidentally imparted these memories to me I saw a flash of everything in a moments time. They then faded away as my mind pushed them aside thus keeping them from being sensed by others around me."

"Those flashes you saw are now a part of you since it was your mind that created the memories in that instant but the bulk of the memories have been pushed aside and it is that cluster of memories I will seek."

"If it helps when I think of where the memories are I get a feeling of down and to the right." Laurel said putting her hand out flat down to the right.

"That might prove helpful. It may indicate a specific area within you mind that your mind has stored the memories away from the rest of your memories. This will require deep access to your mind, are you prepared for that kind of sharing of minds?"

"I know memory is a deep area of the mind. I am ready."

"I know you and Jake enjoy a very deep connection to the other but I must ask you to keep your minds separate. This way the memories I will be washing from your mind will not wind up in his mind. There must be nowhere for them to go but away."

"You know Oberot told me this kind of thing was impossible and he was of a very ancient and powerful race."

"Perhaps it was for him because he was unfamiliar with your people. Your mind could have been too different for him to feel comfortable trying this. I am not that uncomfortable doing it. Your mind works different from an Olmot but not that different to me."

Jake quieted his mind and Laurel shot a look at him and then grinned. It was a surprise to find his voice and presence suddenly gone from her senses. Laurel then looked at Iriqua.

"What do you need me to do?"

"Lie on your back as before and I will calm you into a relaxed state and then we will begin. I need you to resist the urge to keep me from your mind."

"I know how that goes. We have to teach the same thing to people new to allowing a deep sharing of the mind. The instinct is to block another from entering the mind. I will allow you in without resistance."

Laurel slid back and turned around so her head was facing Iriqua and she laid down on her back and she looked at Jake and he uncrossed his legs and turned on his side facing her.

"I will be right here."

"Thank you Jake. I am not scared this time."

Laurel then looked forward and closed her eyes and took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Iriqua then uncrossed his legs and put a leg on each side of Laurel's shoulder and Jake scooted down to make room for Iriqua to get comfortable. Iriqua then set his forehead against Laurel's and closed his eyes and he put his hands on the sides of her head and he gently stroked her temples with his thumbs until Laurel was completely relaxed. He then stretched out with his mind and entered Laurel's mind. Laurel let him in without resistance and she got an instant sense of the man he is and at the same time Iriqua sensed the sweet girl Laurel is. He sensed a wise but somehow insecure girl struggling with many sides of her own personality. Laurel sensed a kind and strong man that had a very sensitive side to him but he had a steely confidence that she didn't expect.

Iriqua slid past Laurel's conscious thoughts to the place of her dreams and beyond to her memories and he felt for a foreign presence and he found it readily. Laurel took a quick breath as Iriqua pushed deeply into her mind as she fought to keep her knowledge separate from the connection and his reach. As he pushed into her memory center and slightly off to the right from her perspective she felt him surrounding the area of her mind that she had blocked herself from. It was unnerving for her but she didn't resist as she felt the presence of Oberot being lifted and pulled from her mind. Iriqua let his own presence surround the area that he sensed a presence other than Laurel's and he began to pull on the entire area. He pulled the memories back with him as he withdrew without allowing himself to look at what he was taking with him. He sensed that he was taking hundreds of years worth of memories all at once, it was a huge amount of memories that he was pulling form Laurel's mind with a single thrusting pull.

Laurel let out a squeaking breath as Iriqua took the memories from her in a yank and let them dissipate as he withdrew from her mind. He pulled his forehead from hers at the same instant and he sat up and opened his eyes and scooted back as if in reflex so the energy that the memories were contained within wouldn't drift into his mind. Iriqua put his hand up to his forehead as he tried to clear the mental fog that Laurel was also fighting as she batted her eyes open. As Laurel's vision cleared the first thing she saw was Jake on his side looking into her face. She smiled slightly and nodded.

"I am fine Jake."

Laurel sat up and turned around and looked at Iriqua. He was grinning at her now that his mind was clear and she grinned back at him.

"That is it? That seemed so easy."

"That is it. You had set the memories aside all in one spot so it made it easy. However you did that it greatly increased the ease with which I was able to take them from your mind. The other times I attempted this I was forced to relive the memory that was to be washed away so I would know where it was located within the mind of the one wishing the memory to be removed. Much as we did with the pain of your memories of your torture."

"I thought you remembered none of it?"

"I do not, but I remember the effort. I do remember what a sweet girl you are Laurel. You have a kindness and a caring for all people that is refreshing. I sense no hate within you despite everything you have been through. I also sensed Jake within you strongly. It is a strange feeling to know who you are sharing a mind with but to sense the distinct presence of another emanating from deep within."

"That is our paring. A part of him is within me."

"I will cherish the sense of both you that I now carry. I am pleased I was able to help you rid yourselves of these things that vexed you both. You are both wonderful people and you deserve peace of mind. Iridon was right to place as much trust in you as he has. Your people truly want to see my people grow into a wonderful culture. It means a great deal to feel that with such certainty."

"Do you remember anything from what Oberot shared with you?" Jake asked.

Laurel turned and slid her legs out straight with her feet together and leaned back on her hands.

"A few faint memories but nothing clear except the sight of Mark's funeral service. The memories I have been trying to avoid are all gone. I feel like I can finally relax in my own mind and nothing is going to sneak up on me."

Jake leaned forward and Laurel leaned toward him and gave him a kiss and then they pushed gently and opened their minds to the other. Jake immediately sensed an ease within Laurel that hadn't been there for a very long time. She felt calm and unstressed in a way that he hadn't felt since their first joining of minds.

"I must admit that I sensed a huge wisdom within you that is not quite a part of you." Iriqua said. "I felt a young girl in woman's body that is growing into this knowledge that felt to be from many lifetimes worth of knowing. It is confusing how this¦complexity or layers of a person is possible but it seems wise to allow one's self to grow into all you seem to know. The woman you look to be is not recognized by you completely."

Laurel pulled her knees up and spun around and faced Iriqua then she crossed her legs Indian style giving Iriqua a wonderful view of her incredibly beautiful body that he was glad for. Laurel felt this and it made her feel good to be looked upon so fondly with pure thoughts of her beauty.

"The chair of knowledge that we told you of imparted a great deal of knowledge to our minds but it was not a complete imparting of all that was within the chair. The chair collects knowledge from many millions of people and it is constantly updated with new knowledge. This imparting was done while we were much younger than you see us today but we slept in the stasis we spoke of while our bodies aged to what you see in front of you but our minds were asleep leaving us with the mind we carried before entering this long sleep. The manner in which we were imparted with the knowledge we now possess leaves the knowledge within you but not quite a part of you and our young minds protected themselves from information overload by separating us from all that was imparted to us. By doing this the vast knowledge does not change who we are or how we see ourselves aside from the knowledge that we are now in possession of vastly more knowledge than those around us."

"I do not understand how a mind can do that or how one can sleep for so long without perishing?"

"I would explain a high neural density within our brains making our capacity many times more that the average person but I know that will not make much sense to you and trying to explain how the stasis chambers works would surely make your head hurt. It is a very complex and power intensive process. You will learn of such things someday once you understand electronics and the body much deeper."

"I think I understand what you say. Do you experience fantasies of the mind while in this deep long sleep?"

"No. We are kept in a state that is well beyond what the brain needs for dreams to occur."

"I suppose I will never understand something so complex and confusing."

"Not without a fundamental understanding of the many things involved with putting a person into stasis."

"I suppose we should rejoin your tribe. I sense your leader Melissa is anxious to leave. We do not want your people coming in great numbers looking for you as she mentioned could happen if you do not get back to your world soon."

Laurel and Jake got to their feet and Iriqua stood up and Laurel couldn't resist giving Iriqua a brief hug.

"Thank you for all you have done for us¦and for making me feel so beautiful in such a wholesome way."

"It was my honor Laurel."

All three of them headed across the room and pushed the door open and stepped into the foyer room and got dressed then pulled one of the doors open and stepped out into the hallway. They made their way back to the reading room and when they stepped in Korica perked up and smiled and she got to her feet and walked over to Laurel and gave her a tight hug.

"I am so happy for you mom. The worry you have been carrying is gone."

"That is right honey. I can get on with my life now without fearing that I will hurt someone or come to know things that I should not have knowledge of."

Korica stepped back and Laurel kissed the top of her head and then Korica looked at Iriqua.

"I do not know how you did it but you have brought the woman I love back to me feeling whole once again. Thank you for saving my mom and dad by taking their pain and unwanted memories away."

"It was an honor to help them while getting to know them so deeply."

Marty and Inea stepped into the room just as Melissa got to her feet and then Mark joined her and they stepped over to Laurel and Jake.

"I guess we should say goodbye and make our way back to the village." Melissa said.

"We have a promise to keep first. We promised Iridon that we would teach him how to use the healing touch. I would like to teach Iriqua the same thing. He has the capacity within him; I sensed it while he worked on taking Oberot's memories from me."

"You want to do that here then?"

"Yes. Iriqua is not going to be coming back to the village with us thus it has to be done here." Laurel then looked at Iriqua and grinned at him. "Would you like to become a true healer in every sense of the word?"

"I would welcome this from you Laurel. I was willing to learn from Iridon but learning directly from the master of the knowledge would be much better."

"I would be honored to share one last joining of minds with you Iriqua. The only issue is that this is normally done for someone in need of healing."

"I believe I can help with that. Our scribes work at translating and writing what is on the tablets for much of the bright time giving them aches in the elbow and back since most of them have been doing this since they were young men. We treat them with stretching exercises and herbal treatments that provide only temporary relief of their pains. Some have lost the ability to straighten their arms completely and they walk hunched over due to the pain in their back."

"We know of those types of injury. Prolonged sitting with bad posture and prolonged bent elbows while leaning on the arms limiting blood flow can lead to long-term damage."

"You can heal this infirmity then?"

"Yes, without question. The healing touch heals all injuries wherever they occur. Other aches not mentioned may be healed too."

"Wonderful! Let us go the great hall and join Iridon and Imon with the scribes."

Everyone got to their feet and followed Iriqua down the hallway and out into the great hall. They found Iridon sitting with Imon talking over one of the scrolls of knowledge and Iridon perked up when he saw everyone coming into the room. Laurel stepped right up to Iridon and placed her hand on his shoulder.

"We are ready to keep our promise to you Iridon. I would like to teach you how to use the healing touch¦actually Jake is going to teach you and I will be teaching Iriqua at the same time."

"I thought you would wait for our return to the village?"

"There are those here that can benefit from our teaching you here. I want to show my appreciation for all Iriqua has done for us and shown us by teaching him how to use the healing touch."

"That is noble of you."

"Which of the scribes would benefit from the healing touch Iriqua?" Laurel asked looking at him.

"They could all benefit from it but Inten and Amon have the worst condition at this time."

"It sounds as if Amon is not from the Heret village?"

"He is from the village of Esra that is nineteen risings walk toward the setting suns."

Laurel smiled. "You have decided to use our word for the fire discs?"

"Yes. We are going to use many of your words to honor your knowledge and teachings. Amon, Inten come with us and your aches will be healed."

Amon and Inten stood up and Laurel could see the way they stood up slowly and not completely erect suggested both of them had bad backs and Amon kept his arm close to his stomach and bent.

"We can do this right here Iriqua." Laurel said.

"All healing is normally done in the room of many lights¦but I understand what concerns you thus we will tend to the healing here."

Laurel stepped around the table and out into the middle of the room and she gestured at the floor. Amon and Inten just looked at her for a moment then they looked at Iriqua and he nodded once so they laid down in the floor on their backs. Jake stepped over next to Laurel and then Iridon and Iriqua stepped over next to them while everyone else stood a fair distance back. Laurel then faced Iriqua and Jake faced Iridon and they set their foreheads together and Jake sensed Laurel thinking to keep the connection light but deep enough for Iridon to sense what Jake was feeling physically and emotionally and she was thinking that he needed to pull Iridon into his mind to establish the connection.

Laurel reached out to Iriqua and she gently entered his mind and pulled him into hers in a shallow connection and then she pulled her forehead back and opened her eyes and Iriqua grinned at her. Jake reached out for Iridon and it took him a few moments to find his mind but he eventually narrowed in on the closest essence and slowly slid into his mind with only a little resistance offered by Iridon and then he pulled Iridon into his mind in a shallow connection and then he pulled his forehead back and opened his eyes. Iridon kept his eyes closed for a few seconds and then he smiled and opened his eyes.

"Oooh¦that is incredible. You are an amazing young man¦and I feel Laurel within you¦and Korica. You have great affection for Korica beyond that of a dad as you call it."

"You are an incredible man too Iridon. You have much going on in your feelings that does not show on the outside. Korica and I have been through an awful lot together." Jake looked at Korica and smiled at her. "She stole my heart long ago and no blood relation frees me to love her deeper than a dad normally would."

Korica smiled brightly and leaned against Tamaric bashfully.

"You now need to pay attention to what you feel from within us." Laurel said.

Laurel knelt down carefully next to Amon and Jake knelt down next to Inten.

"This will feel a little odd. You will experience a tingling through your whole body but I promise it will not hurt you." Laurel said softly to Amon.

"I understand." Amon said.

Laurel looked at Jake and nodded once and he smiled at her and then looked at Inten. Laurel and Jake both put one hand on the arm of their patient and the other on their chest and then they closed their eyes and took a deep breath and they concentrated on their love for the other and they let the feeling grow and swell within them. Iridon and Iriqua both gasped lightly and put their hands on their chests as their cardio rates surged in sympathy with what they were feeling building within Laurel and Jake. Laurel and Jake let the feeling grow to sufficient potential and then simultaneously they pushed and sent a surge of healing energy down their arms and through their hands into Inten and Amon. Both men flinched and grit their teeth as the energy coursed through their bodies. Laurel and Jake concentrated on keeping the energy to a manageable level as they kept pushing over and over as their energy kept building. Iriqua put his hand on the back of his neck and looked at Iridon with a strange shocked look on his face as he felt what Laurel was doing.

Laurel and Jake kept sending waves of healing energy into the men as their breathing sped up until they both sensed it was enough for what they were trying to do since the injuries were relatively minor. They both pulled their energies back into themselves and stopped pushing and the energy faded away slowly then stopped altogether. Laurel and Jake pulled their hands back and kept taking deep breaths as they waited for the dizzy feeling in their heads to fade. Iriqua and Iridon felt the connection fading away and then slip their grasps as Laurel and Jake pulled back into their own minds. After a few moments Laurel and Jake opened their eyes and looked at the men lying in the floor next to them and their faces were just clearing as the tingling over every square inch of their body finally faded away.

Laurel and Jake then slowly stood up while still breathing deeply but regularly and both men sat straight up and they extended and bent their writing arms and flexed and gripped with their hands a few times and they both smiled big. They both then put their hands on their lower backs as they realized they had sat straight up as they did in their youth but it should have caused gut-wrenching pain. Amon and Inten then got to their feet and they looked around at everyone and their eyesight was clearer and sharper than it had been in many years.

"That was the most amazing thing I have ever felt." Iriqua said. "It took your caring for Jake to build the healing touch?"

"Yes. Love¦the caring from the heart of another without prejudice or parallel is the key. You need to find your strongest caring for whomever means the most to you and let that feeling build to its maximum potential then you channel the energy of that love in a push as you felt us do. You do not need to know how to heal what ails the one you are trying to heal, you just need to know how to send the proper energy into them and it will find the injury and heal it."

"I believe I know who will inspire me to do this." Irqua said with a warm grin.

"I have sight and¦strength like I have not felt in more risings than I can remember." Inten said.

"As do I." Amon said. "I do not know how to thank you for this healing."

"It was our pleasure, just enjoy the renewed health." Laurel said.

"Do you think you can repeat what you felt us doing?" Jake asked looking at Iriqua and Iridon.

"I believe I can now that I know what it feels like to use the healing touch and where it comes from." Iriqua said.

"I will practice concentrating my mind and my caring as I felt you doing." Iridon said. "I should be able to repeat the feeling given a little time. I must find my inspiration for building such intense emotions."

"Wonderful." Laurel said then she looked at Melissa. "Now we can go. We have honored our promise."

"How are you feeling?" Melissa asked as she stepped over to the two of them as they leaned back against the table behind them.

"Tired." Laurel said.

"And a little weak. Using the healing touch takes a lot out of us."

"Can you make the long trek back to the village and then to the ship?"

"We have to. We should be able to keep up." Laurel said.

"We are not leaving you behind. You will not have to keep up, we will stop if you feel to weak to go on."

"I think I can help with that." Korica said as she stepped forward. "You can use my strength mom and dad. Tamaric can provide some strength too. It should be more than enough to keep you going since I have much more energy reserve than a Human my size."

"There you go Melissa. We will be fine as long as we keep Korica fed and hydrated so she can supply us with strength."

"Sounds good¦not that I pretend to understand how you can feed on someone else's strength."

"With a deep enough connection what she feels for strength we will too, and if we start to get tired our mind will pull energy directly through our connection to fuel our level of activity. I guess it does sound a little incredible."

"Ya think?" Melissa said with a smile.

"We need to say our goodbyes and get moving then." Mark said.

Iridon immediately turned to Incon and Istot.

"Do you feel like journeying back to the village or would you like to say and expand your knowing?"

They looked at each other for a moment then looked back at Iridon.

"We would like to stay but you need our protection on the journey back."

"Actually we have weapons and the skill to provide all the protection we should need." Marty said. "Even the young of our tribe here are skilled with our weapons and Iridon knows what to look for. He can tell us if an animal poses a danger or not."

"In that case we would like to stay and learn more."

"Then it shall be. You may stay."

"I will send an urge to you to return with the raft when Incon and Istot are ready to return to the village." Iriqua said.

"I understand." Iridon then stepped over Imon and he placed his hands on his shoulders. "It was nice to see you in such good health Imon. I look forward to seeing you again when I return for Incon and Istot."

"Likewise Iridon. You have grown into a fine man and a wise and caring leader. I anticipate your return with a warm feeling."

Laurel then stepped over to Iriqua and she hugged him briefly and then she stepped back and smiled at him.

"I cannot thank you enough for all you have done for us Iriqua. I hope we meet again sometime."

Jake then stepped over to him and shook his hand rather than hugging him.

"You have both kept your word and taught us valuable lessons about ourselves and what we are capable of. The learning of the healing touch repays any perceived debt many times over. With success our people will enjoy perfect health as the enlighteners had once bestowed on us and intended for us to learn about."

Laurel then turned to Amon and Inten.

"You will continue to feel a slow healing for quite a while and it will require fuel to further it. If you suddenly feel hungry or thirsty it is the healing still occurring within you and you should feed your bodies with the energy and hydration needed."

"We understand. We will pay attention to our needs and see to them promptly. Thank you Laurel and Jake."

"It was our pleasure." Laurel said with a smile.

"I want you all to go get your things and we will meet up here for our departure." Melissa said.

They all then turned and headed out of the great hall and back down the hallway to gather their things for the journey back to the village. While Marty and Inea were in their room putting their traveling lintas on Inea sighed heavily so Marty stepped up behind her and wrapped his arms around her and he kissed the back of her head.

"What is the matter Inea?"

Inea put her hands on Marty's and she leaned her head back so his cheek was pressed against hers.

"Our time grows so short Marty. I am going to miss you terribly¦and I do not mean all the making love¦though I will miss that too¦I am going to miss your presence."

"I am going to miss you too hun. I told you this was going to be tough, I should not have let you draw me into your heart as long as I let you."

"It feels so good to have you in my heart like this though. I am glad you let me experience this deep feeling for as long as I have. I will know what it feels like to be in the mind and heart of a good man while he is deep in mine."

"Try to cheer up Inea, I promise to come back and see you and the little one." Marty said gently rubbing her lower belly.

"I will try to stay in good spirit for you with that in mind."

Marty relaxed his grip on her and she turned around and faced him and pulled him into a tight hug and he was pretty sure she was digging her chin into his shoulder to keep from crying. He gave her a few moments and then he pushed her back and gave her a long kiss and then he stroked her face and grinned at her warmly. She gave him a toothy smile and he marveled at how bright and straight her teeth are.

"How do you keep your teeth so beautiful? I have never seen you brush your teeth but they are so white and clean."

Inea stepped back from his grip and smiled at him.

"I chew on tarot leaves. They grow all over and when chewed on they release a juice that removes stains from teeth and makes the breath fresh."

"Natural mouthwash? Nice! I thought you had the munchies and were just eating what was growing close by."

"Mun¦chies?"

"Slight hunger satisfied by eating something small."

"Ooh, to munch on something. No, the tarot leaves do not satisfy any hunger. They will give you an upset stomach if you eat enough to satisfy hunger. One leaf a couple times a day is all one should eat and most chew on it until the juice comes no more and then they spit it out."

"Something your mother taught you?"

"Yes. All children are taught about chewing on tarot leaves that their teeth do not turn yellow and rot."

"I had no idea. It works wonders, you have a beautiful smile Inea."

"Thank you Marty. We should go."

Marty nodded and picked up his arrow holster and slung it over his back and then he picked up his pack and slung it over his shoulder then he picked up his bow and the two of them stepped out of the room and closed the door behind them and then they walked to the great hall where everyone except Korica and Tamaric were standing talking to the scribes and Imon.

Korica and Tamaric stepped into their room and Korica immediately pulled Tamaric close to her and he grinned and furrowed his brow for a moment then his face cleared when he sensed what she was thinking.

"I've been quiet because there wasn't much for me to say."

"I was just wondering. You weren't groping me with your mind like usual¦am I old news now that you've had me?"

"Korica! I'm not like that. I'm in love with you darlin and I always will be. It just seemed inappropriate with what was going on. You mean you like me doing that?"

"Yes. I need to know you want me and you like what you see."

Tamaric slid his hand down her side and up under her loincloth expecting to feel her underwear and he was shocked and pleasantly surprised when his hand slid over her bare soft lips making him smile big.

"Very nice! I love feeling you and looking at you Korica. Of course I still want you, I'm just trying to behave myself now that you're always in my mind."

"I don't expect you to physically do what you're doing right now¦and it feels great by the way, but I need to feel some desire within you from time to time or I start to wonder."

"I never thought I would feel insecurity in you like that. I'll make you feel desired without touching you from time to time then. I'm sorry if I was being neglectful."

Korica smiled and engaged him in a passionate kiss and his groping intensified from gentle rubbing to pressing circles as she started to get moist and his fingers found their way between her lips. Korica stumbled back against the wall pulling Tamaric with her and she moved her legs apart as the kissing started to get really intense and his groping was making her bob on her knees as he zeroed in on the perfect spot and motion making it feel intensely pleasurable for her. She eventually terminated the kiss and curled her fingers into Tamaric's back as she pulled him even tighter to her and she opened her eyes and looked into his eyes.

"If you don't stop I'm going to¦you know what you're building me up to."

"Do you believe I still want you?"

"Yes, I can hear what you want to do. They're waiting for us."

Tamaric pulled his hand away from her and gave her a peck and she closed her eyes and tried to push the feeling down but her loins were tingling in a way that just made it almost impossible to stand up straight or even think clearly. She blinked a few times while she waited for the feeling to fade but it remained and Tamaric stood watching her while he felt the sensations rushing through her body. Korica leaned down and put her hands on her knees as her breathing returned to normal but she was feeling an ache to have the job started completed and it wasn't fading as she was feeding on his feelings of pride and titillation at having brought her so close to the edge so quickly. She stood up as straight as she could and she stepped up to him and started untying his loincloth and he grinned big but didn't laugh at the frustration he was feeling in her.

"Dang it Tamaric! It's not funny¦your touch does thing to me and especially when you're in my mind and we're feeding on each other's energy." Korica said as she stared at his lifted loincloth in anticipation of seeing what was lifting it so prominently.

Tamaric resisted the temptation to laugh at how much of Laurel's accent he heard in the way Korica said that.

"I was trying to prove my point."

Korica got his loincloth untied and she let it slide off him and she smiled when she saw his erection.

"There's only one point on my mind now and I'm looking at it."

Tamaric reached down and untied her loincloth and he pulled it from around her and then she reached down and gently stroked him and she felt the tingles turn into almost a burning to be stimulated further. She let go of him and put her hands on his hips and pulled him back to the bed and she practically fell back and scooted back on the bed and then parted her legs slightly. He loved the glistening look that her lips had from his stimulating of her.

"You did this to me now you gotta fix it. Come here handsome."

Tamaric stepped over to the bed and laid down next to her and she pulled him right on top of her and she immediately grabbed his cock and worked it down between her lips so it was pressing against her clitoris. She then made slow circles and she entered Tamaric's mind deeply.

"That feels so good Tamaric." Korica thought to him as she closed her eyes.

Tamaric loved what he was sensing from her so he put his hand on himself and closed his eyes and concentrated on what felt best for her. Korica pulled her knees apart wide and took a deep breath and grinned as he sped up his motion with his head. It only took a few seconds for Korica to squeak a few times and then start panting hard as the urge returned in full force. Tamaric used himself to take her right to the edge and then he wiggled his head rapidly as he sensed her nearing a release. She panted a few times hard and then she called out his name softly in a high voice and then she climaxed. He kept rubbing her firmly and quickly until the tensed up muscles in her whole body relaxed and she started breathing hard and regular. He slowed and then stopped and it took a few seconds for Korica to regain her senses. She opened her eyes and gave him a toothy smile.

"That's what I needed. That was a good one."

Korica then put her hands on his back and rolled him off her and she sat up straddling him and she sat all her weight on his cock lying flat under her.

"My turn to get you."

She slid forward then back on him and then she lifted and he flexed slapping it against her and she giggled and reached down and aimed him at her and she slowly sank down on him until he was just penetrating her and she closed her eyes and sat all her weight on him. He felt his head pushing past the ring muscles gripping him firmly until he was buried completely in her. Korica then leaned back and moved her legs forward so they were poking out straight and she concentrated on gripping and releasing him letting her muscles slide along his shaft and over his head.

"Oh Korica, that feels so amazing when you do that." Tamaric thought.

Korica grinned and went about massaging him over and over until she brought him to the edge of a climax and the shared feeling and increased firmness brought her to a climax with him. As he grunted and she felt his warm seaman squirting into her she let out a high pitch but soft whimper and came with him. She kept tightening and relaxing for a little longer and then she relaxed and let her breathing slow. When she opened her eyes Tamaric was staring at her with a big grin on his face.

"Are your mom and dad going to be upset that we did this instead of getting ready to go?"

"I don't know, maybe. I just couldn't get the feeling to go away Tamaric. I needed you to finish what you started. I can't turn that off like a light switch."

"I ain't complaining. I just got nailed by the prettiest girl in two galaxies, what've I got to complain about."

Korica pulled her legs to the side and then curled her knees under herself and she slowly lifted off of Tamaric until he plopped onto his stomach and then she got off the bed and she stepped over to his head and kissed him then she turned and went into the bathroom to clean herself up. He closed his eyes and followed her every move until she sat down to relive herself and then Korica quieted her mind and Tamaric opened his eyes and he rolled onto his side and waited for her to come out of the bathroom. He heard the noise from the toilet a few seconds later Korica stepped out and Tamaric smiled at her as he stared at her beautiful vulva as she walked over to him.

"The things you can do with that blow my mind."

"Thank you, go get cleaned up, we gotta go."

Tamaric got to his feet and Korica gave him a long kiss and then he walked over to the bathroom and he closed the door behind himself and he used the sink to clean himself up and then he used the squares from under the cabinet to wipe himself off and then he set them in the rose colored dish that Korica had set on the counter with the squares she had used in it. He then stepped back out of the bathroom and the two of them got dressed with a sense of urgency and then grabbed their packs, and Tamaric slung his arrow holster around his back and picked up his bow and the two stepped over to the door and pulled it open and stepped out into the hallway. They turned to head for the great hall and Tamaric whispered to Korica.

"I'm sorry if I got us in trouble. Can I have you back in my mind now? I feel oddly confused or something without your mind to listen to."

Korica pushed slightly and opened her mind and she instantly felt Tamaric distinctly in her mind once again. Tamaric grinned as he too felt Korica and heard her sweet voice echoing around in the back of his mind.

"If we get into trouble I tell 'em I had to use the bathroom." Korica thought to Tamaric.

"You're gunna lie to 'em?"

"No, it's the truth. I had to use the bathroom after we were done."

Tamaric chuckled out loud as they stepped out into the great hall and Melissa looked at them with a pleasant grin.

"There you two are. We are ready to go."

Korica and Tamaric stepped up next to Laurel and Jake and Laurel stroked the back of her head and winked at her and Korica knew she was blushing but thankfully the tan was hiding it. Korica then reached out to Laurel.

"I'm sorry mom, we didn't plan on doing that. We just got carried away." Korica thought.

"It's all right honey. Nobody but your dad and I know what you were doing. As long as the days are on this planet you didn't cost us any daylight. I know things are new and exciting between you two." Laurel thought in return.

Korica grinned and withdrew from Laurel's mind and she looked at Tamaric.

"See, we aren't in trouble." Korica thought.

Melissa stepped over to Iriqua and she gave him the customary Olmot salutation and he returned the gesture.

"We will be back Iriqua, you have my word. We will bring devices to teach you and your people a few things to improve your lives. Seeing how much is contained in the cave of knowledge, I am confident we will not be unnaturally advancing your people, just giving them a push in the direction you are already heading."

"I would welcome the knowledge if it is meant for all. I anticipate your return with great warmth. Take care Melissa."

"That is a parting term my people also use. Take care Iriqua."

The whole group then headed for the main doors and Imon led the way, pulling both doors open for them allowing the hot humid air to blast them in the face as they stepped out. Iridon then turned and gave the Olmot gesture of crossing his hands of his heart then holding his hands out palms up.

"Take care Imon, I will see you soon."

Imon returned the gesture and smiled warmly.

"Take care old friend. We will take good care of your people until your return. Their minds will be expanded and their bellies filled."

Iridon looked at Incon and Istot and he bowed slightly and they both gave him the Olmot gesture and Iridon returned the gesture and then he turned and led the way down the stone approach path. As they neared the infinity symbol they heard the doors close behind them. They walked down to the edge of he groomed grounds and the crew all pulled their weapons out, each helping the next to remove their weapon without having to take their packs off their shoulders. They then pushed on down the rise toward the open plain with the forest just beyond. As they finally reached the edge of the force field they stepped through it and once again felt the gentle warm breeze blowing form the west as it always did and they could smell the trees from the forest. They tromped through the knee high brush until they reached the forest and the undergrowth thickened significantly and reached almost to their waist.

The crew all turned their weapons on and checked the charge level and made sure they were set to level one and then they pushed on into the forest. By the time they reached the area they had enjoyed a fresh meal on their arrival they saw that as Iridon had said, animals had finished off what was left of the cooked kill leaving nothing but a few small bones and scattered rocks from the fire ring. They made their way over to the shade of the trees and they all sat down to take a break. The crew broke out their rations and passed water to Inea and Iridon and then Mark pulled out a self heating beef stew ration pack and he tossed it to Korica.

"I want you to eat something substantial."

Korica smiled at him and nodded and she used her water ration to start it heating. Mark then looked at Iridon and Inea.

"Are you two hungry?"

"I am a little hungry." Inea said timidly.

Mark lifted his chin toward Marty and he reached into his survival pack and pulled out a hot meal pouch and he smiled at Inea.

"You are really going to like this. It is three cheese noodles and vegetables from my home world with small pieces of chicken."

"What is chicken¦and cheese?"

"Chicken is a small domestically raised bird that is almost flightless and cheeses is cultured milk fat. You will love it, trust me."

"How about you Iridon?" Mark asked.

"If we are going to take the time¦yes I would like to try some of the food from your world."

Mark pulled out a turkey and gravy in noodles hot meal pouch for him and used his water ration to start it heating. Mark then pulled out a protein bar for himself and Melissa and Marty joined him in just a snack rather than a meal. Tamaric was offered some Izore jerky when Korica sensed that he wasn't particularly hungry but she knew he was going to need the high calorie snack for the trek ahead of them if the two of them had to supply Laurel and Jake with supplemental strength. After he finished one piece Korica had him eat two more and then she convinced him to eat a protein bar to further boost his energy reserves.

Iridon was amazed by the hot meal in bag. Mark tried to explain the chemical reaction resulting in heat as a byproduct but Iridon just didn't understand something reacting to water by getting hot enough to cook the delicious food he was eating. The food tasted wonderful to him if not a little rubbery. The flavors were rich and zesty unlike anything he had ever tasted before. Inea enjoyed her meal as well. She liked the creamy taste of the rich three cheeses and the noodles and chicken chunks were the perfect compliment for the consistency and taste.

When the meals were finished they packed up their trash and got moving again. Melissa was a little concerned about how hot it was now that the suns had been heating the air for well over twelve hours and there was still around six hours until the suns set. The only solace she took was the fact that it felt as though the temperature had topped out and wasn't rising any higher. She guessed it to be 115 degrees in the suns and 105 in the shade. The shade from the forest provided some relief where the canopy was thick enough to block the suns but much of the trail was between the trees where the canopy didn't reach entirely. They tromped through the thick brush and vines until they found the downed tree making a large break in the cooling canopy. They walked around the head of it and down to the point below the lowest branches and they climbed up on it and began walking over the stream.

As Iridon hopped down he turned back and saw the water stirring just as Korica and Tamaric reached the middle of the tree trunk where it stretched over the stirring within the water. He put his hand up and the two of them froze and looked where he was looking. Korica sensed something large that was alive but no intelligence. She slowly pointed at the water just as Iridon loaded an arrow on his bow and aimed at the water. The water swished as a large black paddle shaped tail broke the surface and Iridon fired his arrow into the water and the arrow simply disappeared beneath the surface, barely even making a splash as it cut cleanly through the surface of the water. Tamaric then found a focus using Korica's abilities and he lifted his weapon to fire just as a very large slimy black animal leapt from the water. It reminded Tamaric of a fifty pound salamander with claws and a large flat head with its mouth wide open. It was twisting itself in the air so it could grab Korica as it passed over the log. Tamaric instinctively flipped his weapon to level three with his thumb at the same instant as he pushed Korica away and he fired at the animal hitting it square in the maw gapped mouth. The animal simply came apart as the charge ripped through the animal's body and exited the other side and impacted the bank creating a shower of mud and debris. At the same instant as he fired he sensed Korica falling off the other side of the tree trunk and the hand he had pushed her away with was still outstretched and without looking and he stretched out with Korica's abilities and he held her in mid fall without even knowing it until he had fired and turned his head to see her hanging almost Futuretal over the water with her heels still on the log and he had his hand out, palm toward her.

Korica sensed that he was holding her and she focused her energy to pull herself upright through him. She simply lifted to a vertical stand and she took a step toward him and then let go of her concentration. She felt the dizzying feeling that extending herself always produced even though she knew it was being focused through Tamaric. It left her and Tamaric both confused and slightly dizzy but exhilarated. The entire group was left standing in stunned disbelief. It happened so fast and it looked as if Tamaric was doing two things at the same time without even looking at Korica as he kept her from falling off the tree trunk while splattering the animal in the process of making a try at grabbing Korica for a meal.

"How the hell did you do that?!" Mark asked in English with a stunned look still on his face.

Tamaric looked at him with his weapon still aimed at the water and he slowly shook his head.

"I don't think I did¦I mean I did that." He raised his weapon slightly toward the mess of entrails all over the bank. "But I didn't¦keep Korica from falling off the log, she did that¦through me."

"What?" Mark looked at Laurel. "You guys can¦channel through each other?"

"I've used Jake's remote viewing capability before but not anything like this. I guess Korica is able to use her abilities through him or something."

Laurel then started climbing up on the log to get to Korica.

"Tamaric has done this before but last time I had to give him my power, this time I just knew I was falling and he was already accessing my heightened senses so I reached out through him to stop my fall. It was like grabbing myself but using his body to do it."

"What are you saying?" Iridon asked. "I have never seen anything like that before. He shot that Grigon while holding Korica after he pushed her too hard but his eyes never left sight of the Grigon."

"That is what we were asking him about." Laurel said. "We have never seen anyone do that ourselves."

Laurel reached Korica and pulled her into a hug. She pressed her head against her chest and she stroked her back.

"I am sorry I was not close enough to help you baby. Did you sense the danger?"

Korica pulled her head back and looked into Laurel's face.

"I was not in any danger mom. Tamaric was right there with me and he saved me. I sensed something¦menacing in the water that was dangerous but somehow I knew with Tamaric that close to me I was in no danger of being hurt. He was already using my abilities so I just used more of them to stop my fall while he was taking care of the Grigon thing."

"You are amazing Korica."

"I kind of knew it would work in an instant cause he has used my abilities to protect me once before."

Laurel smiled and kissed Korica's head and then she let go of her and stepped over to Tamaric and she grabbed him in a tight hug.

"Thank you for protecting my girl Tamaric¦twice."

"You are welcome Laurel. I promised you I would never let anything happen to her. With our ability to use each others senses and power like we can I am more sure than ever that I will always be able to keep that promise."

"Your people are incredible Marty." Inea said. "Can you do that kind of thing?"

"I can kill an animal that quickly but I do not have what those two do. I would have had to fish you out of the water. You should not expect to see me knocking trees over or levitating people with my mind."

Laurel released her grip on Tamaric and she kissed him right on the lips and he smiled and let out a goofy little chuckle as he liked being kissed by Laurel. She smiled at him and stroked his head then looked back at Korica and she smiled.

"That's my husband you're kissing mom." Korica said with a smile.

"That makes him my son. You need to keep things in perspective when I show him my gratitude for saving the life of my daughter. If he likes it so much the better."

Laurel put her hand out to Jake and he climbed up on the tree trunk and walked over to her and he stroked Korica's head then looked at the mess Tamaric had made.

"Pretty good shot huh?" Tamaric asked proudly.

"I think it was an awesome shot. You have got skill Tamaric. I am glad you are watching Korica's back."

"Thank you."

They then walked over to Iridon and hopped off the log and Jake looked at Iridon as the others climbed up onto the log to make their crossing.

"You should have told us those Grigon were in the waters around here."

"I did not know there was one right here. I could not possibly tell you of all the animals there are in our lands that are dangerous. It would take the whole bright time to recall them all."

"Are there any of those in the lake?" Mark asked as he hopped down with his weapon pointing at the stream with Melissa right behind him doing the same thing.

"No. The lake is too cold. They like warm shallow water from which they can ambush animals they can consume."

"Wonderful." Melissa said as she hopped down. "Are they all that big?"

"That is the largest Grigon I have ever seen but I would guess they get even bigger if enough food is available to support their growth."

"We need to get away from this stream in case more of that things cousins are around and hungry."

"Cousins? I do not know this word." Iridon said.

"Relatives."

Iridon lifted his head and turned and led the way along the steam through the thick brush and tangled vines that seemed to be trying to tangle the feet of the girls since they couldn't see their legs of feet to take the steps to avoid getting entangled. They kept a healthy distance from the waters edge until they reached the trail leading back down to the lakeshore and the relief of sand and rocks that could be navigated easily. They found the raft right where they left it and it took all of them to push it back into the water. They then hopped aboard and slung their packs toward the middle of the raft and Mark, Marty, Jake and Iridon paddled them away from the shore. Laurel waited until they were a few hundred feet out and then she stopped the men and told them to come away from the edge.

"What are you doing Laurel?" Jake asked. "We pushed ourselves once today. Our bodies are not used to this heat. You could over do it real easy."

"I know. I am going to use Korica's strength to help me."

"Oh man this is such a bad idea." Jake muttered under his breath in English.

"Is that gut instinct or just you being over protective."

"The later."

"Come on Korica, I need your help."

"What do you have in mind Laurel?" Mark asked as he dragged his oar up onto the raft and laid it down.

"I can manipulate localized gravity fields as Oberot put it so I am going to create an area of artificial gravity in front of the raft and pull us across the lake way faster than rowing."

"Really? You can do that¦never mind. I should learn by now there is not much you cannot do. Give it a try."

Laurel stepped to the front of the raft and knelt down facing out into the lake and she looked back at Melissa holding the tiller.

"Just aim us where Iridon tells you to land us."

"You got it."

Laurel looked at Korica and she knelt down right behind her and she nodded at Laurel. Laurel grinned at her and then looked out across the lake for a moment and then she closed her eyes and took a deep breath and then she concentrated on her love for Jake and she let it start to build within her. As it reached its maximum potential she opened her eyes and looked forward and concentrated on pushing into a small area ahead of the raft and she held a hand out to keep it stable and the raft lurched and everyone stumbled to avoid falling over and the raft began to drift slowly at first and then it picked up speed rapidly. Korica set her forehead against Laurel's back and she pushed to enter her mind deeply and she felt for where she was pulling strength from and she pushed lightly to increase Laurel's stamina and then she felt a constant flow initiate. Laurel was pulling energy not only form within herself but from within Korica lessoning the strain on her. Laurel suddenly felt like she could continue without tiring. Korica lifted her forehead from Laurel's back and she placed her hands on her shoulders as she felt the constant gentle drain on her.

The raft picked up more speed as Laurel now had even more power available to her. The water started to lap up over the front of the raft as they drifted up to almost ten knots. The breeze felt good to everyone but Melissa was concerned that the raft wouldn't be able to hold up to the stress of pounding against the small wind wakes on the lake and the raft was already creaking and groaning in an unnerving way.

"That is fast enough Laurel." Melissa said. "You will tear this thing apart and we will have to swim to shore."

Laurel nodded and concentrated on pulling her energy back and they stopped accelerating but kept bouncing along at a respectable twelve knots.

"I am continuously amazed at what your people are capable of." Iridon said. "Surely you are close to the level of the enlighteners."

"I do not think so Iridon." Jake said. "We can do some amazing things but that cave of knowledge is a wonder even beyond us."

"There are very few of us that can do what Laurel can do Iridon." Melissa said. "Her incredible gifts are a recent manifestation among Humans and not many show the signs of being as powerful as her."

"I saw what Tamaric did. It is within more of you than just Laurel."

"Tamaric's brain was altered by Korica. She did not do it on purpose but he has been artificially advanced to be able to do the things he can do with Korica's help."

"How did you do that to him? You can lift those without your ability to bend the world to their will?"

"I do not know how I did it. I did it by accident."

"By the creator! That goes beyond the healing touch."

"It is not something I can do at will. I just wanted Tamaric to be able to become paired with me, like Laurel and Jake are and I guess my mind knew what to do to make it possible. I did not know what I was doing or that it would give him other abilities."

"I think I was going to grow these abilities on my own given enough time, you just made my brain work like yours which is way more efficient than a Human brain." Tamaric said in her defense.

"I forgot she is not of your people."

The conversation stopped at that point as everyone saw Korica shift her weight on her hells and look down as she crossed her arms. Tamaric sensed that she took Iridon's comment as a nice way of saying she was an alien and she didn't like it. She considered herself a Human citizen no matter where she was born. Korica let it slide without saying anything realizing Iridon didn't mean any offense. The raft sailed across the lake much faster than their slow paddling progress going the other way and the water was now splashing up onto Laurel's legs and front side. It bothered her at first but after she got used to it the cool water felt refreshing. As they got closer to the opposite shore Iridon pointed to the area where they had retrieved the raft from and Melissa steered them straight for it. It only took another three minutes for them to get close enough for Laurel to feel comfortable letting go of her concentration and she blinked a few times and broke her concentration. The raft dipped in the front and slowed rapidly. The guys retrieved the oars and rowed the last few hundred feet to the shore as Laurel sat at the front trying to collect herself. She was tired but she was sure it would have been a lot worse if Korica hadn't of given her the boost in strength.

When the raft touched the shore Laurel stood up slowly as Korica stood up from behind her.

"How you feeling Laurel?" Mark asked.

"A little tired but I will be fine."

"How about you Korica?" Mark asked.

"I feel fine Mark. She was not taking much from me, she did most of that on her own."

"That saved us some serious time." Marty said.

"It hastened our parting Marty, I am not so happy about it. I was looking forward to the long ride across the lake with you." Inea whispered.

Marty stroked her head as they stood up. They all gathered their things and then hopped off the raft and the guys dragged the raft half out of the water, it was just to heavy with the logs water soaked to move it any further but Iridon wanted it all the way out of the water so the logs wouldn't rot so Laurel gestured for them to move back and it only took her a few seconds to build her energy enough to lift the raft the rest of the way up onto the shore. They whole group then started walking down the shore to the south to make their way back to the fishing and swimming area. When they finally made it to the fishing area the men out in the water working the net pulled the net in and came out of the water and the children swimming nearby exited the water and came right up to Iridon and hugged on him for a moment and then there was some talk among the men of where Istot and Incon were and then the whole group headed toward the village.

The children ran ahead and alerted the village and the whole tribe came out to greet them. They all made their way toward the gathering area and Inea pulled her traveling linta from around her legs with a solemn look on her face. She knew Marty would be leaving very soon and she wouldn't see him again for a very long time and it saddened her so much that it hurt. Iridon dropped his pack and he set his bow against it and walked over to Inea and he put his hand on her shoulder then he faced the tribe.

"We learned many wonderful things on our journey of our friends and they taught us a few things about ourselves. I have come to a decision. I have decided Inea has reached the age that she is ready to make a pilgrimage for the good of the tribe. She is to leave us and journey to another village to learn all she can of the ways of the tribe there. She will then bring that knowing back to us when her child is old enough to take steps."

"No Iridon, please do not make me leave? I am not ready to live with others."

Iridon looked at her and smiled.

"You are ready if I tell you as much, and I say you are ready. The village you will pilgrimage to is¦Genesis. I have asked Melissa, the leader of this tribe we see and she has agreed to take you with them back to the land of Primitus so you can learn all you can from the Genesis tribe and bring that knowing back to us for the good of the Heret tribe. That is if you choose to go? I will not force you to go but it will benefit us all if you go on this journey."

Inea's face lit up and she looked at Marty and smiled as he beamed at her and then she looked at Melissa.

"This is true? I can come with you to Genesis?"

"Yes, if you would like. We will give you ambassador status enabling you to come and go as you please and you will have the best accommodations we can provide. Anything you could possibly need or want will be provided without delay or hesitation."

The whole village erupted in loud conversation and Imea stepped over to Inea and congratulated her as she pat her shoulder lightly.

"I cannot think of anyone more deserving of this honor. You should go and learn much for us all."

"My heart is soaring Imea, thank you." Inea looked at Iridon and smiled. "I will go on this pilgrimage Iridon. Thank you for trusting me and feeling I am ready for this. I will not let you down."

"It is decided then, Inea will represent our people to the people of Genesis. Go pack your things quickly."

"I do not have a pilgrimage pack...I also do not know what to take with me."

"Come child, I will find you a pilgrimage pack." Imea said.

"I will go with them Melissa." Marty said.

"Make sure she packs light."

"She does not own much, that should not be a problem."

Marty then followed Imea and Inea toward the east end of the village with a few other tribe members following them to borrow what they needed for Inea to pack her things for the trip.

"Come, you must be thirsty and hungry." Irinot said.

He led the crew over to the prep area under the shade of the gathering area and they all drank some water and Korica chose a few pieces of fruit that were sitting in clay bowls to munch on. She wasn't particularly hungry but she knew it was a long walk back to the ship and she would be supplying energy to Laurel and Jake as she was already doing in small amounts to keep them feeling alert and strong. Korica had Tamaric eat another protein bar from his pack since she could feel that she was in turn drawing energy from him and she was worried about exhausting him. They then stood and talked for a time while Laurel recovered from her strenuous extension of her abilities to get them across the lake in ten minutes instead of three hours.

When Inea returned with Marty and Imea, she was sporting a pilgrimage pack that looked as if it had never been used before and she had her traveling linta around her legs again. The crew slung their packs over their shoulders and they stepped out into the blazing sun and the final goodbyes were said. Iridon then surprised Inea with a warm hug, something he rarely did with anyone. He then put his hand up to her face and told her to stand tall for the Olmot people and learn well. She came to tears at the thought of not seeing her tribe for so long but she promised again to make everyone proud. She then reminded Iridon of her punishment tasks and he laughed and assured her someone would be assigned the tasks in her absence.

The group then headed toward the west end of the village and the whole village followed them to the foot path that led to the ava acoo and then they stopped and watched the crew making their way out across the plain toward the river off to the east. As they progressed to the point that the people of the village could no longer be seen Melissa stepped over to Laurel.

"How you two doing?"

"We're good. Korica is helping us so we should be just fine."

"Good deal. I want someone on a life sign detector. There is danger crap wandering around and I don't want to be caught off guard."

Laurel nodded and stepped over to Korica and opened her pack and while they kept walking she pulled out the life sign detector and then closed Korica's pack. She turned the life sign detector on and started taking scans ahead and behind them. Inea pulled on Marty's arm and they walked up to Laurel.

"What is that Laurel?" Inea asked.

"It is a life sign detector. It shows the terrain ahead of us and any living thing will be shown." Laurel lifted it and tilted it so Inea could see the display. "You see those red dots? Those are small animals scurrying around in the brush."

"There are so many. How does this see the unseen?"

"Every living thing produces a small electrical field and their bodies produce heat. This device is sensitive enough to detect both and combine them making the animals visible as these little red dots. If we get close enough to an animal this will identify the animals characteristics and give them a name for later identification in case we come across the same kind of animal again."

"This does not see the small bugs and animals that are cold?"

"It can do that but I have the sensitivity turned down so they are not displayed. There are so many bugs around it would cloud the screen with unimportant data. The cold blooded animals will still produce an electrical field that is detectable but the animal will appear as a yellow dot instead of a red one telling me it is a cold blooded animal."

"This device is a true wonder."

"Oh if you think this is a wonder wait until you see the ship."

"Is it far to this ship of yours?"

"The way we have to go in order to avoid the forest it is."

A crack of thunder startled everyone as an afternoon thunderstorm began to roll in from the west. They picked up the pace heading through the ever thickening brush. The bugs were making it miserable as they flew in the face and landed all over them making everyone swat at their bodies to shoe them away. As the roar of the river became louder and the forest curved down toward the valley they had trekked up on their arrival the skies darkened and it began to sprinkle. The temperature dropped significantly making it a refreshing change but everyone knew they were in for a soaking very soon.

They pushed on and reached the banks of the river just as the skies opened up in a drenching and pounding rain with loud cracks of thunder and bolts of lightning striking the forest to the east. They stayed close together so they could see each other since words were useless with the sound of the rain pounding the ground all around them and visibility was limited to about ten feet. They slowly made their way down to the waterfall they had to go around when they arrived and Laurel took scans of the forest they would have to walk into and there were distinct life signs just beyond the tree line that looked sizable enough and numerous enough to be a problem. Laurel alerted everyone to the danger and they opted to stay out in the open by the top of the waterfall to wait out the storm. As the rain let up they were relived that it was only a small passing storm that lasted fifteen minutes longer then passed off to the east.

When the rain stopped and the suns started to peak through the breaking clouds they got to their feet and Laurel scanned the nearby tree line again and she was seeing small animals scurrying around but the larger animals had moved on leaving them a safe path into the trees. They all pulled out their weapons and turned them on and then they trekked into the shadows of the trees as the suns began to cook the air temperature back to its blistering level of 115 in the suns and close to 105 in the shade. They made their way deep into the forest until they found an area where they could descend the steep rise leading to the level of the downstream side of the waterfall.

Once they all made it down the steep rise they headed back toward the water and the cool breeze blowing down the wide canyon carved out by the river was relieving. They then pushed on downstream for quite a ways until the forest once again curved away to the west. They followed the tree line as they had when they arrived for two miles and then they headed due south away from the forest and into the scraggly brush and dry grasses of thistle weeds. They then walked out across the flat wide expanse of barren and virtually lifeless brush for close to an hour until the small stand of trees and gentle rising hillsides marked the end of their journey. They had navigated by landmarks alone and found their way back to the landing site.

As they stepped up to the odd shaped trees at the bottom of the outcropping Inea looked around expecting to see a great ship but she saw nothing confusing her.

"Where is your ship Marty? I thought it would be large and magnificent looking." Inea said softly.

"It is parked up there on that outcropping."

"I saw nothing as we approached. It is in hiding?"

"In a way it is. We parked up there in order to keep people and animals from stumbling into it. It cannot be seen with the eye right now."

Inea squinted at him slightly as she felt for whether he was teasing her and she was shocked to sense that he was telling the truth about it being invisible to the eye. Melissa stepped over to Laurel and put her hand on her shoulder.

"You sure you have the strength to do this?"

"Yes. I am tired but I have more than enough strength to do this."

"We must climb up there?" Inea asked looking around the trees to the steep and crumbly vertical climb up to the outcropping.

"No, Laurel is going to give us a lift." Marty said.

Inea looked at him and dipped her brows for a moment then she remembered Laurel pulling the raft from the lake and it made sense to her. If she could do that with a raft there was no reason she shouldn't be able to do it with a group of people.

"Everyone get close together and you may want to sit down." Laurel said.

Everyone stepped close together and then sat down on the ground in a semi circle. Laurel faced them and she took a deep breath then let it out slowly and she closed her eyes and concentrated on her love for Jake. She let the feeling grow and swell within her for a few seconds and then she pushed hard and held her concentration so that she wouldn't push to hard. Everyone felt a lifting sensation and they slid on their backs along a smooth surface that couldn't be seen. Laurel took a stumbling step forward as her feet were lifted from the ground and then she opened her eyes and began breathing hard as she lifted her hands slowly to the sides and the whole group began to rise into the air.

Laurel opened her mouth and began breathing heavier and Korica could feel that Laurel was getting weak very quickly, she had just extended herself to many times in one day for the amount of energy her body could produce given her limited body size. Korica closed here eyes and pulled on Tamaric's energy making him grunt slightly and close his eyes as he resisted the urge to resist the strange feeling of having his very strength zapped from him. Korica then pushed her energy toward Laurel and Laurel felt a sudden burst of relieving energy. Laurel lifted them up along the trees and then around the canopy and finally up to the level of the outcropping and they stopped rising as Inea gripped Marty's arm with her hands tightly. She felt sure they would plunge to the ground seventy feet below them to their deaths at any moment. Laurel then concentrated on moving the whole group over to the safety of the flat ground of the outcropping and she set them down right next to the slight distortion of the ship. They hovered a few inches from the ground and then Laurel closed her eyes let go of her concentration and everyone smacked their bottoms on the ground as the bubble of artificial gravity collapsed. Laurel dropped to her feet and her foot contacting a rock sharply made her wince and fall forward.

Mark caught Laurel as she fell forward with blurry vision while breathing hard. He swung her to his side and sat her down while she caught her breath. When her vision cleared and her breathing slowed she looked at Mark and grinned.

"Thank you Mark. I will be fine."

"You have really pushed yourself today Laurel. I want you to lie down for a while on the ride back to the Future, maybe catch a wink or two."

Korica broke off her boosting energy and she let go of what she was puling from Tamaric and Tamaric let out a sigh and breathed deeply a few times.

"What a strange feeling." Tamaric said. "I feel like I have been working out all day or something. My body aches a little and I am tired."

"I will not take any more from you. Now you see why I was making you eat when you were not hungry?"

"Yes I get it. How did you know it would feel like this? We have never done this before."

"Instinct. You just know sometimes."

They all got to their feet and Jake helped Laurel stand up and he could feel how exhausted she was. It broke his heart to feel how weak she felt. It reminded him of the times she had over done it in the past and it usually required a few hours of sleep and a good meal for her to feel right again. Inea looked around and she could make out a distortion that she thought was from the heat making her ill. She thought maybe she hadn't drunk enough water and she was getting heat deliria. Mark walked over to the ship and he put his hand out and slid it along the leading edge of the wing section and up to the wing root until he found the buttons to open the cargo hatch.

The ramp extended almost silently and the hatch scissored open and Inea squatted down so she could see past the distortion that made it look like viewing the ramp and hatch through a pool of murky water. She could see a dark opening and a metal ramp that was sectioned but looked solid enough to walk upon. It gave her a feel for how big the ship was that was noting more than a confusing distortion to the eye. She then stood up and looked at Marty.

"I do not understand how a ship can be¦seen like this."

"To tell you the truth hun I do not understand it completely myself. The skin of the ship can bend light to fool the eye and it is using special skin cells that produce a camouflaged view of what is on the other side of the ship to further fool the eye."

"I am sorry Marty I do not understand much of what you just said."

"Do not apologize Inea. No one expects you to understand the incredible things you are going to see. It will be explained to you later so it makes sense by someone who knows more than I do."

"You guys stay here and I will go up inside and turn the air on. It is going to be really hot in there."

"Can we give Inea a look at the ship too?" Marty asked.

"Sure. I will disengage the camouflage system."

Mark bent down and walked under the ship and he walked up the ramp into the stiflingly hot ship. He turned the lights on as he stepped in then walked to the front of the ship and he turned the air circulation on and he flipped a switch turning free floating view screen on and he reached out and touched the environmental controls and he slid the temperature down to 75 degrees Fahrenheit and he heard the air begin to rush out of the vents. He then touched the auxiliary system icon and all of the systems running were shown and he disengaged the camouflage system and he began the start up diagnostic and it requested more processing capacity. He reached over to the panel in the bulkhead and he smacked it with the side of his fist lightly and the panel slowly dropped open and he pulled out one of the neural conductor collars and he put it over his head and touched the temple pickup and he saw a flash of equations and multicolored lights and then his brain was tasked with the computations of the diagnostic and the display in front of him read 'diagnostic in progress'.

Mark turned and walked to the back of the ship and he set his things down and he took his arrow holster off his back and laid it down. He made sure his PP-20 was turned off and he laid it on top of his pack and then he walked around the ramp opening and walked down the ramp.

Inea gasped when the ship shimmered and then became completely visible right before their eyes once Mark disengaged the camouflage. She was stunned at how beautiful and how big the ship was.

"It is beautiful Marty."

"Come on over and say greetings."

Marty led her over to the leading edge of the wing section and she glanced at him then reached up and placed her hand flat on the hull. She grinned when she saw the beautiful pink and green swirls emanating from her hand within the hull and then she noticed that the swirls were on top of her shadow being cast from within the hull, not onto it. It confounded her but she just smiled and dragged her hand over the skin of the hull and she watched the calm swirls casting off from the point where her hand was in contact with the skin.

"The ship feels to have skin of an animal. What a wonder to the eye."

"You are not far off. This ship is part artificial organic matter and part machine. It is built following the structure of living creatures so it has an organic feel but it is not alive until a person connects with it."

Inea pulled her hand away and looked at Marty.

"Connects with it?"

Mark stepped down the ramp and ducked under the wing section and Marty pointed at him and Inea looked at the strange device on his head.

"That control collar on his head connects his mind with the ship. He is thinking for the ship making them as one sort of."

Mark stepped out from under the ship and he reached out seemingly into free space and he initiated a friend identification for Inea so the safety systems wouldn't lock the ship down if she stepped aboard.

"Touch the ship again fro me Inea?" Mark said.

Inea put her hand up on the hull and looked at Mark and he nodded once then reached out and touched the accept command.

"The ship now knows you so you will be seen as a friend."

"But you know me and you are thinking for the ship."

"It is not quite the same. The ship is using my mind to calculate and monitor the systems but it does not have a conscious mind like I do. I have to tell it what I am doing and explain things in a way that it will understand. I have to tell it who is a friend or it thinks all who touch it are unknown and possible enemies. If someone it does not know steps aboard it will go to sleep and close the door. The air would run out quickly and you would¦go to sleep as well."

"I would die without air, as if being underwater¦or in the cold storage with the power turned off."

"You understand suffocation? That is good. Yes you would die. This ship is very powerful and we cannot have the wrong people getting control of it."

"You would kill to protect the ship from being taken?"

"You need to understand how many people could be killed if the wrong people had this ship under their control. If the engines were operated incorrectly it could cause an explosion that is hard to comprehend. From here your village and the heart of learning beyond would be destroyed in an instant along with the forest, the lake and everything else between here and the mountains and everything just as far away in every direction."

"I do not want that to happen. You know how to stop that from happening?"

"Of course. I am trained how to operate the ship and when properly operated there are safety systems that will prevent such a thing from happening. A person trying to take the ship without knowing what they are doing could accidentally turn those safety systems off and overload the engines. That is when bad things could happen."

"I still do not like the idea that the ship would kill a person if it does not know them."

"You are Olmot and it knows you now thus it will trap any Olmot coming aboard alone but the air would continue as the ship called out for help."

"The ship has a voice?"

"Sort of. It has something called a transmitter that would send out an electronic signal that we would recognize."

"You would hear this call with your ears?"

"No, we would hear it with something called a receiver that talks the same way as the ship. That receiver would tell us what the ship was trying to say with written words and sounds."

"Hmm. Does the ship talk to your mind since you are connected with it?"

"In a way yes. I can feel what the ship is doing and I can see what it sees."

"It has eyes?" Inea asked turning and looking toward the nose of the ship.

"Not like the eyes you and I have but it can see what is around it."

"You felt me touch the ship then?"

"Yes. The ship told me it was sensing DNA that it had never seen before and it asked me what to do about it. I told it you were a friend and to allow you aboard from now on without doing anything to stop you."

Mark saw the words 'Diagnostic complete' in his field of vision and he turned to everyone.

"The ship should be cooled down by now and the diagnostic is complete. If you want to get aboard I will do a walk around and then we can get going."

Laurel and Jake led the way up the ramp and Melissa followed right behind them with Korica and Tamaric behind her and then Marty took Inea with him and they ducked down under the ship and Inea dragged her hand along the hull watching the beautiful colors trailing from her hand and then they climbed the ramp up into the ship. Mark started his walk around as he reached out to his HUD and turned on the main power and began the final startup sequence.

When Inea stepped into the ship she looked around in wonder and then she saw the free-floating display screen and she stared at it in wonder. She had no idea what all the information being displayed meant or said but the fact that words and images were being displayed hanging in the air amazed her. It was much cooler in the ship making it feel comfortable and the sting of the suns on the neck, shoulders and back was finally gone. Everyone set their things down and moved toward the front of the ship and had a seat. Inea set her pack down and slowly walked up toward the front of the ship looking around at the amazing finishes and sights all around her. She was seeing materials unlike anything she could imagine and there were soft gentle curves to all the surfaces and she wondered how the smithers created such a beautiful ship.

Come on up here Inea." Melissa said patting the pilot's seat

Inea stepped up to the pilot's seat and sat down and she marveled at all of the information being displayed in front of her. There were blinking readings and some were in red and some in yellow but most of the writing was in white with only a few exceptions.

"Would you like to see what is going on outside?"

"Yes."

Melissa reached out a touched the external sensor view and the displays switched to the view outside the ship, the one on the right showing the view from the middle of the wings to straight ahead and the one on the left showing the view from the middle of the wings to directly behind them. Mark could be seen walking behind the ship looking up at the ship then down under her and Inea grinned.

"This is what Mark is able to see within his mind?"

"Not exactly. He can see all of this by turning his head and what is around the ship will appear before his eyes but it is not within his mind. He sees an image much like what you are seeing here on what is called a HUD. Heads up display is what that means. We cannot see it because it is sent directly to his visual cortex making the image appear in front of anything he is seeing with his eyes."

"I do not know what a visual cortex is."

"That is the part of your brain responsible for processing visual information coming from your eyes."

"I never dreamed such a thing would be possible."

"You are going to see some incredible things beyond your wildest dreams. We can use something similar to impart knowledge right into the brain. We are going to need to use that technology to teach you our language once we determine that your brain is compatible with the technology."

"Will it hurt?"

"No, you will go to sleep and wake up with an understanding of our language and culture. We might be able to teach you some of our history as well. It will help you understand who we are and how we ended up in your part of the galaxy."

Mark could be heard coming up the ramp and Marty tapped Inea's shoulder.

"Come on hun, we have to ride in back."

Korica stood up and she lifted on Tamaric's arm so he stood up with her.

"You two can ride up here Marty. Inea will be able to see her world from up here. We have seen it before."

"Thank you Korica." Marty said.

Korica and Tamaric stepped around the seats and let Marty and Inea sit down and they let Mark walk past them on his way up to the pilot's seat. Mark reached up and touched the command to close the cargo hatch and the ramp retracted and the doors scissored closed sealing them in. Korica and Tamaric walked to the back of the ship and Korica untied her traveling linta from around her waist and she folded it up and then her and Tamaric sat down. Mark engaged the main power drive and the engines came online with almost no sound and then he reached up and touched the command to uncover the canopy and the skin slid down allowing the sunlight to pour into the ship. Inea looked up and marveled at the shape and amazing clarity of the canopy as the sky became visible. Mark looked back at Marty.

"I will keep the artificial gravity at Heindon normal until we are ready to make the first jump. I will set it to slowly decrease to Future normal after that."

"Sounds good. That should give Inea a chance to adapt to the lighter gravity."

"What is this gravity that I must adapt to?"

"It is the unseen force that is pulling you toward the ground."

"I do not understand. You talk of things that cannot be seen again. How do you know it is there if you cannot see it?"

"Because there is none in space. If we did not create artificial gravity you would float around the cabin feeling weightless."

"I still do not understand what you talk of."

"You will."

Mark placed his hands on the control pods on the ends of his armrests and he closed his eyes and he concentrated on all of the primary systems bringing full power to bear. The ship gently lifted into he air and the landing gear retracted and Mark angled the ship skyward and accelerated away from the outcropping. There was no sense of motion at all other than the view outside the canopy as they flew up into the bright sky. Melissa opened the panel in the bulkhead next to her and she pulled out one of control collars hanging within it and she placed it over her head and tapped the temple pickup and the processing was shunted to her brain easing the mental strain on Mark. Laurel and Jake then joined her in putting a control collar on so they could see what was happening with the ship. Mark then turned the shield on and prepared for space interface as they accelerated rapidly.

Inea was fixated on the view out the canopy as the sky began to get wispy and then it thinned out to a pitch-black sky with the stars brighter and clearer than she had ever seen in her life. Mark slowed the ship and brought them to a stop and then slowly turned the ship allowing Inea to see the planet below from over two thousand miles away. Inea slowly stood up and she put her hand out as if to touch her world and then she brought her hand down and looked over at Marty grinning at her.

"Beautiful is it not?" Marty said.

"I do not understand how we reached so far away so quickly. My world is beautiful beyond my imagining." Inea looked back up and marveled at all the water with huge landmasses dotting the planet. "Where is Heret?"

Marty stood up and put his arm around her and pointed at her continent that her people didn't even have a name for.

"You see that little dark spot right there? That is the lake between your village and the heart of learning."

"It looks small from here. I had no idea there was as much water on our world as I am seeing. All I ever knew was my little speck on a huge world."

"Starts to give you some perspective to how small and insignificant we truly are compared to what is out there."

"You guys should get changed back there." Mark said looking back at Korica and Tamaric. "I am going to take a stroll around Inea's neighborhood and let her see a few things before we go."

Korica slid off the cargo crate being careful to keep her knees together and she nodded at Mark. Tamaric then slid off the crate and they opened it and pulled out everyone's outfits and they laid them out in the floor as Marty took Inea's traveling linta off her and then they sat back down and as Tamaric and Korica got undressed Mark headed around the planet slowly so he could reach the moons to give Inea a close up look at her moons that she had seen just about every night her whole life. Inea sat down staring out the canopy as the planet passed by above the canopy. She marveled at how beautiful and big her world truly was until they started to pass to the night side of the planet and the moons started to come into view on the display screens. Korica and Tamaric stepped to the front of the ship after putting all of their things away including everyone's traveling packs and bows and arrows. Marty stood up and Inea joined him and she was shocked when she saw what Korica and Tamaric were wearing.

Marty pulled Inea out into the space between the seats and Inea stroked her hand over Korica's shoulder as her and Tamaric stepped past her and sat down.

"You look¦different. How do you make your hides white like that and soft to the touch like nothing I have felt before?"

"They are not hides Inea." Korica said. "They are fabric weaved by a machine into a very tight and soft textile. We can make things like this for you when we get back if you would like?"

"I would be hot with all of my body covered like that."

"It is not going to be hot Inea." Marty said as he handed her the long traveling linta he had taken off her. "We will be going to the Future first, our mother ship, and it is even cooler than it is in here and it is always like that."

"I cannot wear what I am wearing now?"

Marty tugged on her hand and they walked to the back of the ship and Marty started to get undressed.

"You can wear whatever you want Inea. You are an ambassador so anything you want will be fine but you will need to wear at least what you are wearing now. Our people do not expose all of their male and female anatomy and there will be many children that will find it¦shocking if they see your breasts or other female parts visible."

"I do not see the problem with viewing the body of others. We are all built the same are we not?"

"It is just the way our society works. We have conservative ideas about the body being visible and the men of my people will have thoughts that are not very pure about what they see. That is why our females keep things out of sight."

Marty dropped his loincloth and Inea grinned brightly as she looked him over and he smiled back.

"Just like that. Other men will look at you like that and I will not have it." Marty said quietly.

"I did not know you did not like it when I look at you like that."

"I love it when you look at me like that but I do not want¦just trust me Inea. Keep your breast, crotch and behind covered."

"You feel a possession of me then? You feel you must command of me things?"

"I feel protective of you Inea. I consider you my girlfriend but I do not own you or claim to control what you do. You are your own person and you a have a right to self determination no matter what I say or want."

"I consider myself to be yours Marty. I will do as you say because you are my boyfriend. This term has strong meaning among your people right?"

"Yes. It means we are a couple. Not quite like Korica and Tamaric, we call that being married but it is understood that a girlfriend and boyfriend do not share their affection with any others as they do with each other and they respect each other enough to follow the wishes of the other whenever possible."

"I think I understand."

Marty finished getting dressed in his uniform and then he put his holster around his waist and he snapped the thigh strap closed and he poked his PP-20 into his holster and fatened the thumb stay and then he stood up straight and faced Inea. She grinned at him and nodded.

"You look good Marty. This is what you always wear?"

"When I am on duty¦which is most of the time. There are not very many Marines on the Future and we have a huge responsibility to meet the security needs of the whole population. I have duty six days a week, and I get the seventh day off for rest and relaxation as I see fit."

"Days a week? I do not understand these things. Do you talk of risings?"

"Yes. There are seven days in a week. It is one of the ways we track the passage of days over time."

Marty pulled on her hand and they headed back toward the front of the ship and Laurel and Jake took their halos off after turning them off and they stood up and stepped out and let Marty and Inea sit down and they handed the halos to Marty and he hung them up in the compartment in the bulkhead then closed it. As Laurel and Jake stepped to the back of the ship and started to get undressed the ship drew in close to the largest of the three moons of Heindon. Mark banked the ship over so the canopy was facing the moons surface and he took them down to within a few miles of the surface and he skimmed along at barely over 100 KPH so Inea could see the moons battered and irregular surface clearly.

"There are mountains and valleys and deep cracks that I never noticed when looking up at the moons from our village." Inea said as she gazed out the canopy in pure wonder.

"You cannot make out details like that from almost three hundred thousand miles away."

"What caused all those round holes with piles of dirt and rocks in a perfect ring around them?"

"That is caused by meteorites slamming into the surface long ago. If the moons had not been her those huge meteorites would have hit your world instead killing millions and filling the skies with dust and dirt blocking the suns out so nothing would grow killing even more living things."

Inea looked at Marty and grinned slightly.

"Meteorites?"

"Big chunks of rock flying through space."

"The passing lights, I have seen these before and some have long sparkling tails."

"Those were probably very small compared to the ones that created those craters you are seeing."

Mark kept their path low and very slow as Inea tried to take it all in until Laurel and Jake were finished getting dressed. They stepped back up toward the front of the ship and took in the sights and Inea looked them over and then she looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"Your¦clothing is the same color and pattern as Damein's but Korica's looks different. What is the small bar on your neck ring?"

"I am in the civilian corps so what I am wearing is a uniform and this is called a collar and the bar means I am an officer. I am a third class ensign."

"Ensign? Officer? I have so much to learn about your ways."

"Think of it as the warrior and explorer class serving the people."

"You are a warrior even though you are a female?"

"Yes." Korica smacked her hand on her weapon. "I am every bit as skilled at combat as any of the men. I prefer to work on the explorer side of the civilian corps though. I want to learn to command a ship someday and explore the galaxy."

"Your females have places of high status like that?"

"The females can do whatever they want if they work for it just like the men. That is why Melissa is a commander in the civilian corps. She has worked hard and earned a great deal of status, well beyond many of the males around her."

"I like this idea that a female can do what the males do."

"Go ahead and go get changed Melissa." Mark said. "I will take us to the next moon and you can take us on a low flyby while I get changed."

Melissa nodded and turned her halo off and hung it up in the bulkhead compartment and then got to her feet and stepped out into the walkway and she stopped next to Inea and smiled.

"What do you think of the view?"

"It is incredible. I never thought I would see one of the moons this close, it looks as though I could reach out and touch it and this ship is¦a wonder beyond dreaming."

Melissa smiled and patted her shoulder.

"You just wait, we have some unbelievable things in store for you."

Melissa then headed to the back of the ship to get changed and Laurel stepped up to the copilot's seat and she sat down as Mark accelerated them away from the moon rapidly so he could orbit it and head for the next moon almost a hundred thousand miles away.

"How is she flying Mark?"

"Not as well as I had hoped but she is doing great just the same."

"What is the problem?"

"The power is acting kind of funny. It is as if we are experiencing drag from somewhere."

"Drag? Could the moons gravity be stronger than you expected?"

"No, it started from the time we took off. I do not know what is causing it but I am forced to use more power than I should have to. I am running the gravity drive at thirty percent and I should be able to run it at fifteen or twenty percent at most. Look."

Mark switched the second display in front of her to show the power levels and gravity output and she furrowed her brow as she looked over the readings. She reached over and pulled out the halo and placed it over her head and touched the temple pickup and the processing was shunted into her brain and she took a breath then concentrated on what the ship was experiencing. She looked over all of the readings on her HUD and she looked at the main display beyond and then she noticed that the gravity bubble surrounding the ship was definitely being distorted very slightly to the port side in the direction of Heindon. She tried to quantify the reading but it was being caused from outside the gravity bubble. As Mark had said it was as if something was dragging on the ship somehow.

"Mark, do me a favor and make a lazy eight?"

"All right. You seeing something?"

"Maybe."

Mark banked over and entered a lazy eight pattern as would be done in an aircraft in atmosphere as a practice maneuver. Laurel watched the distortion in the gravity bubble and it followed the maneuver moving around the ship always coming from the side of the ship facing Heindon. Mark then put them back on course for the middle moon and looked at Laurel.

"What do you think?"

"I do not know what to make of it. You are right though, there is something causing drag on the ship."

"Could the planets gravity really reach all the way out here?"

"It does hold the moons in their orbits but it should not be enough to affect the gravity drive like it is. This would suggest a pinpoint source directed at the ship given how small of a target we are and the how small the distortion point is within the gravity bubble surrounding the ship."

"You think it is a weapon or something locked onto us?"

"No. I don't sense a hostile intent¦course my abilities are not at their peak given how much I have used them today."

"Korica and Jake would sense danger though right?"

"I think that is an accurate assumption."

"Should we bug out?"

"I would just keep an eye on it and see if it gets any stronger or weaker as we head for the second moon."

"Damn I need you in the second seat Laurel." Mark whispered. "I miss working with your spot on intuition and brilliance in space."

"Thanks Mark. I'm going to continue in a non active duty consultant role but I would love to come along with you on some of your shakedown runs. I like working with you too." Laurel whispered back.

Mark grinned at her just as Melissa stepped back up to the front of the ship. Laurel looked up at her and smiled and Mark shifted full control over to the copilot and then he turned his halo off and handed it to Melissa and he stood up and stepped aside and let Melissa sit in the pilot's seat. She slipped the control collar over her head and touched the temple pickup and the computing load was shunted to her heavily and then she reached up and switched the control back to the pilot and she placed her hands on the control pods at the ends of the arm rests and she resumed flying the ship manually.

They made a rapid approach to the next moon as Laurel outlined what Mark and her had discovered and Melissa made an effort to keep an eye on the gravity output and shape of the gravity bubble surrounding the ship. She brought them down low over the moon and banked the ship over so the surface was clearly visible through the canopy above them. Inea was shocked that the surface had so much color to it. She thought it would be a washed gray and white with the occasional dirty brown patches like the larger moon but there were spots of orange and yellow and a lot of dirty green colors to the soils. The surface looked even more battered and tortured than the larger moon. There were craggy canyons that were so deep the sunlight didn't reach the bottom. Inea stared in complete awe. She never dreamt the moon would look like this up close. It looked baron and deadly with the high jagged mountains formed from huge pieces of crust that had shifted when the surface was impacted by what looked to be some very large asteroids. There were craters that were miles deep with jagged, crumbling crater rims of boulders the size of the entire village of Heret and entire faces of crust thrust upward hanging out into the air. There didn't seem to be a square inch of the surface that wasn't full of crater upon crater and rock-strewn debris from still other impact sites.

"This moon looks like¦a place of terrible destruction. There are many colors to the dirt I did not expect to see."

"When a planet is this small¦" Laurel started to explain. "An impact shakes through the whole planet. An impact on the other side of the moon will send a shockwave all the way through the planet and cause the ground to heave on this side. All that debris is from the core of the planet pushed out to the surface by violent impacts far away somewhere else on the moon."

"Why did it not cause the planet to simply come apart?"

"That unseen force Marty was talking about called gravity holds the moon together. The gravity is so light compared to what you feel on Heindon though that it allows more energy to propagate through the planet upon impact with more destructive force than it would have on a larger body like Heindon because the rock is barely held together by the light gravity."

"I think I understand that¦a little."

Mark stepped up to the front of the ship looking very sharp and somehow more appropriate in his uniform to Laurel. She felt more comfortable with her bits covered but she was much more comfortable with Mark's bits covered. Laurel stood up and stepped around Mark as Melissa moved over to the copilots seat and sat down and then she slid the control over to the copilot and then she turned her halo off and quickly handed it to Mark as he was sitting down. He slipped the halo over his head and touched the temple pick up and then he slid the control back over to the pilot and placed his hands on the control pods before the ships altitude drifted any closer to the moon. Laurel then turned her halo off and slipped it off her head and handed it to Melissa and she placed it on her head and turned it back on.

"Wow! Crazy looking moons huh?" Mark said.

"I was just explaining how the moon ended up this battered to Inea. I had not reached the point of trying to explain the minerals that are responsible for the strange colors in the soils."

"Minerals¦I have heard Marty using that word." Inea said.

"That is what we call exotic minerals." Laurel said pointing up at the canopy. "There are minerals from the asteroids that impacted the moon and from the moon itself that you will not find on Heindon and possibly nowhere else in the solar system."

"Asteroids? I thought Marty said they are called meteorites?"

"I am sorry if I am confusing you. When in space they are asteroids and when they crash into a body they are called meteoroids. The left over pieces that can be picked up after an impact are called meteorites."

"Why would you not just call them one thing?"

"That is a good question. We did not make up the classification names, we just misuse them."

Inea laughed lightly and smiled at Laurel then looked up at the moons weird surface passing by. Mark cruised across the surface until they reached the Future and started to gain altitude and he accelerated away into space and he banked around to head for the last and smallest of the three moons. As he increased the power to the gravity drive he noticed that he was now getting close to fourty percent power to maintain normal flight characteristics and it was getting progressively harder to maintain their speed requiring even more power input.

Mark looked at Melissa with a concerned look and she looked back at him equally worried. Mark kept increasing the power until he was at well over fifty two percent and then he was sure they had a problem. He was using enough power to hurl them through space at faster than light speeds and they were at sub light speeds and slowing down. The gravity bubble began to distort so much that it was causing control irregularities making the ship swagger like a drunk rather than cruising in a straight line. Mark reached up and brought up a plotting of their course traveled and it confirmed what he was feeling from the ship. Mark banked over and headed straight for the suns and the drag continued to increase and then there was an alarm that sounded alerting them to the fact that the hull was experiencing a pull more on one side of the ship than the other causing a flexing of the hull. Mark silenced the alarm and increased the power to the shield to compensate and the flexing went away but their speed was now dropping of sharply and Mark knew they were in trouble. Something was grabbing a hold of them and it seemed to be coming from Heindon. Mark rolled the ship so he could see Heindon and his eyes got big at the sight that met his eyes.

"Laurel! Get up here!"

Laurel had retired to the back of the ship with Jake for the ride to the next moon and she jumped to her feet and came up to the front of the ship and she looked at the display in front of Melissa and then she slowly looked up out the canopy. Her heart froze and her mouth dropped open at what she was seeing.

"Does that look familiar to you?" Mark asked pointing up.

"Oh crap! That's a wormhole!"

"That's what I thought. How can a wormhole only twelve miles across form this close to twin stars without ripping them apart with the tail of the wormhole coming from Heindon and there is a concentrated force coming from within that wormhole that is pulling us in."

"A tractor beam? How is that possible?" Laurel asked looking at Mark.

"You tell me! I'm at seventy percent and we're drifting toward the wormhole."

"What are they yelling about Marty? What is that storm and how can a storm be in space?" Inea asked.

"That is what they are yelling about. Something is pulling us into that storm and it is coming from your world."

"Is the gravity bubble still being stretched?"

"Yes, wildly." Mark said as he increased the power more and started to head away from the spinning vortex of shimmering space.

"Fine. Charge the system for a jump and when you reached saturation aim straight for the wormhole and accelerate to just under the speed of light and then turn four degrees off the event Future and initiate a jump."

"Jump to where?" Mark asked as he reached out and began charging the system.

"Who cares? Just away."

"You need destination coordinates for the system to work."

"Can you plot coordinates beyond the wormhole?"

"No. Not with that kind of temporal and spatial distorting going on."

"Crap! You can't jump under manual control or something?"

"No. The ships semi organic hyper-processor handles the whole thing once it has the data it needs."

"There's no way to override it?"

"Yeah but I could blow the damn ship apart if I get the calculations wrong. The Human brain just doesn't send signals to our hands and fingers fast enough to make the kind of course corrections that would be necessary especially while my brain is being tasked with the other calculations going on to run and monitor everything else. I don't have your superhuman brain Laurel."

"The way I see it you got one choice left then. This thing was designed to withstand the tidal forces exerted by a wormhole so you send all the power you can to the shield and the gravity bubble and you head straight into the wormhole. We'll try and plot our position once we get to the other side and initiate a jump as quickly as possible incase there is someone¦or something nasty on the other end."

"Are you nuts?! You want me to let that thing pull us in?"

"Yes, quit fighting it."

"We could end up on the other side of the galaxy or lord knows where."

"Not with a wormhole that small. I would guess maximum range would be about twenty light years or so. The distance will be directly proportional to the size of the wormhole. The event Future is roughly twelve miles across so about twice that in light years should be the farthest it can carry us."

"Should be?"

"It's an educated guess Mark. If you keep fighting it and the gravity bubble is distorted enough the ship will be ripped apart."

"Fine, grab some floor and I'll let it pull us in when the system is sufficiently charged for a jump so I can focus everything I got into stabilizing the gravity bubble and boosting the shield. Laurel turned and headed to the back of the ship and her and Jake sat down in the floor and leaned back against one of the cargo crates. Laurel looked at Jake.

"Are you sensing any danger or hostility?"

"Danger? A little, but hostility no. I sense curiosity as weird as that sounds."

Korica leaned forward and looked back at them.

"I was just thinking the same thing. I feel a great curiosity from a benevolent source. I don't understand it but that's what I feel."

Korica looked at them a few seconds longer and Laurel nodded at her once and she turned back forward and Mark reached saturation level within the system so he could make jump when he had a plotting for the jump. He eased the power down to the gravity drive and the gravity bubble fluctuated so he increased the power to the shield to maximum power and then he reinforced the gravity bubble to its maximum density and he banked the ship over aiming her right at the wormhole and he gave a short boost to the forward area of the gravity bubbled and they accelerated rapidly and then Mark stabilized the gravity bubble which should have arrested their forward movement but they accelerated instead. Jake looked at Laurel and frowned.

"Why do things always go sideways like this for us?" Jake thought.

"I don't know, I hope I'm not the jinks." Laurel thought in return.

Inea gripped Marty's arm tightly as she watched on the display in front of Mark as they rocketed toward the center of the storm. Mark reached out and touched the command for the skin to slide up over the canopy and he made slight corrections to keep them aiming into the heart of the spinning vortex and it only took a few seconds for them to draw to the event Future and drop into it at nearly the speed of light. The wormhole then began to shrink around them concentrating its forces even more but the shield and gravity bubble held firm as Mark held the energy level at ninety percent. The ship began to spiral like a child's toy spinning down a drain and then there were colored lights streaming with them, then there was a flash of blinding light that filled the cabin and temporarily blinded everyone.


Chapter 39 The Enlighteners

––––––––

The Enlighteners

It took a few seconds for everyone's sight to return without bright spots appearing everywhere they looked. Mark slowly lifted his hands off the control pods and stared at the free-floating screen in front of him in shock at what he was seeing. The Icarus was sitting perfectly still in an enormous cavern with great square columns coming down from above and still others projecting up from below. The columns were square with fluted sides and the columns were in telescopic sections, one within the next. Mark guessed the columns to be five hundred feet square and there were thousands of them, some hanging lower than others in different stages of extension. The bottoms of the columns had round shafts numbering in the hundreds within them and the tops of the columns coming up from below were completely flat. The material they were made from looked like ancient cast iron that was slightly green in color with spots of rust here and there. The material had a very porous appearance as cast iron would have but the color was just wrong for cast iron. There was light cascading out from within each section where the column sections were up inside the previous section throwing an eerie overlapping shadow of light across everything.

As far as the eye could see there were more columns and light being projected from within their sections making for a forest of hanging columns and a sea of still more columns coming up from somewhere deep below all at different heights. The sheer size of the cavern boggled the mind and made the ship seem very tiny by comparison.

Mark reached out and touched the command to retract the skin from the canopy and it slowly slid down revealing what they were seeing on the display in front of Mark and Melissa. Everyone looked up at the bottom of one of the columns that they were sitting squarely below and they marveled at the size of the round shafts within it.

"Where are we Marty?" Inea asked softly as she stared at the awe inspiring but bizarre sight out the canopy.

"I have no idea¦not in Kansas." Inea just looked at him for a moment not having a clue what he meant by Kansas then she looked back out the canopy.

Laurel and Jake made their way up to the front of the ship and stood with mouths agape as they looked around at the incredible scope of the cavern they were in. Laurel tapped Marty's shoulder and pointed at the bulkhead and he looked at her as she kept looking straight up and then he reached over and tapped the compartment open and pulled out the halos and handed them to Laurel and Jake. Laurel looked at Marty as he nudged her arm and she took the halos and she tapped Jake's arm and he looked at her and nodded as he took the halo and slipped it on his head and then tapped the temple pickup turning it on. Laurel then put hers over her head and turned it on and then she concentrated on what the ship was sensing bringing up her HUD display. Inea looked over at Laurel and Jake then she looked at Marty.

"They are thinking for the ship too?"

"Yes. More minds means more computing power for the ship. Their minds are exceptional so the ship just got really smart."

"What do you make of this?" Mark asked slowly.

Laurel tried to analyze the material the columns were made of but the result came back as a heavy ferrous metal of unknown composition. The constituent material was not on the known periodic table. Jake was trying to map the cavern at the same time but he was getting varying readings that didn't make any sense. The sensors were unable to determine depth, height or width with certainty because the reading seemed to be changing constantly as if the walls of the cavern were in a state of flux and not entirely solid for more than a few microseconds at a time. Mark was taking conditional readings outside the ship and he was reading an oxygen environment that would support life to his astonishment. Melissa was looking for energy signatures but there was energy emanating from everywhere all across the spectrum of known energy so the readings were indeterminate as to a source or purpose.

Laurel looked at the display in front of Mark and she stepped up next to him and tried to get her head around how big and foreboding the cavern was and just how they exited a wormhole in this place.

"Can you move the ship?" Laurel asked softly as if she had to whisper.

"I don't know if I should even try. Where the heck are we supposed to go?" Mark answered in a quiet voice.

"I just want to know if we're being held in place."

Mark slowly put his hands on the control pods and went increase the power when he realized the power was still at ninety percent. He reduced the power to ten percent and the slight buzzing hum from the back of the ship disappeared. He then varied the gravity field ahead of the ship slightly and the ship gently moved forward very slowly.

"I do not like this Marty. I want to go to your mother ship. We should not have gone into that storm."

"Shh. I know hun. I do not like this myself." Marty said as he put his hand on her thigh.

They slowly floated forward over one column after the next as Mark looked down and his HUD view showed what looked to be a bottomless pit below them on each side of the columns they were floating over. His HUD was flashing the words 'depth unknown' with a blinking red heretical as the ship tried to get a distance reading to the bottom of the cavern. Mark then looked up and he got the same unknown reading for height. He then brought the ship to a stop and reached out and deployed the landing gear and then he slowly brought the sip down until he had indications of sitting on a solid surface. He looked down and his eyes got big when he realized the column he thought he was setting down on had dropped away and they were sitting in midair but there was indication of thirty-eight thousand pounds sitting on the landing gear indicating and identical level of gravity as that on Heindon. The ships entire weight was sitting on the landing gear but there was nothing below them.

Mark eased the power down to idle status but he maintained the shield at full strength. He then looked back at Laurel as if she was going to have an answer but she looked at him and shrugged.

"I got no answers for you Mark. If I had to guess I would say we're in the middle of some kind of collector."

Mark twisted his face a little.

"A bug trap?"

"Something like that, I was thinking of an energy collector but I guess you could think of this as a bug collector but a really big one that can reach out across light years of space and grab¦bugs."

"Great! Who did we piss off now?"

"If I had to guess again I would say the Enlighteners. Heindon was¦is one of their pet planets and we went messing around with it and its people. The tablets said there was a promise that the enlighteners would watch over the Olmot so no one from the dark sky would plunder them. I suspect they have a way of grabbing an unknown vessel with technology left behind so they can bring them here to¦"

"To what? Interrogate or eliminate them?"

"Don't get pissed at me Mark. I'm just throwing out wild ideas. I could be way out in left field with this."

"I'm sorry Laurel. Thank you for your input. You know I expect an awful lot from you given your track record for knowing what the heck is going on before anyone else."

"I know, no pressure huh?"

Mark grinned and then looked up out the canopy and he sighed.

"Well¦we could fly around looking at the jungle of¦whatever these things are or we could step out and see who¦or what greets us."

"The energy levels outside have dropped off to normal background radiation levels." Melissa said. "The air is breathable and the radiation won't cook us so someone knows the conditions we need to survive."

"I don't wanna go out there mom." Korica said softly. "Can't we try and call out on the transmitter and see if someone answers?"

"Are you sensing danger?" Mark asked looking back at her.

"Not¦kind of. I sense a strong presence and curiosity. Almost desperate curiosity. Who ever brought us here could have killed us in an instant but I feel they are using restraint for some reason until their curiosity is satisfied."

"I heard you say the enlighteners¦" Inea said standing up. "Is this where the enlighteners live?"

Marty stood up with her and looked at Mark sternly.

"We should be speaking in Indel so Inea knows what we are talking about. It is not fair to her since we got her into this."

"You are absolutely right." Mark said then looked at Inea. "I apologize Inea. We do not know if this is where the enlighteners are. We were just making guesses as to who could have brought us here like this."

"Do you think they are angry because I left my world before they feel we were ready to journey into the dark sky?"

"I certainly hope not since we are the ones who took you into space."

"If the enlighteners are responsible for bringing us here your presence may very well be the reason they did not destroy us outright." Melissa said.

"The enlighteners do not kill people."

"That is a good thing." Laurel said then looked at Mark. "What do you think Mark, should we call out and see if anyone answers?"

"Uh¦you have a frequency in mind?"

Laurel looked out the canopy then she looked around her HUD tilting her head down for a moment as she looked at the mind numbing depth of the cavern in which they were sitting in the middle of. She then looked at Mark.

"I do not think it matters what frequency you use. Anyone that can build something like this place will detect any signal being broadcast."

Mark turned to the main display and he reached out and brought up the auxiliary systems and then he selected the transceiver. He was about to enable the transmitter when he stopped and looked back at Inea.

"I think you should be the one to address them."

"Me? I do not know what to say."

"If these¦people are the ones who saved your kind from extinction they might be more inclined to respond if it was an Olmot that called out to them. Just tell them who you are and where you are from. Ask them to please speak to you."

Inea nodded and Mark reached out and opened a channel at random at 600Mhz on a frequency-modulated carrier. He then looked at Inea and nodded once.

"I am Inea of the Olmot tribe of Hemet from Heindon. We do not know why you have brought us here. Will you have words with me please?"

Mark grinned at Inea and then looked at the display showing a flat line with no detected return signal. They waited for a few moments and Mark was just starting to think this wasn't going to work when they all heard a male voice booming in their heads, not over the receiver circuit.

"Welcome Inea of the Hemet tribe. You are not in danger of being harmed. Your captors will answer for their transgression against your people. The rest of you we do not know, exit your craft at once and prepare to answer for your crime."

"They did not capture me. I have come with them willingly to learn of their ways in the village of Genesis."

There was no reply this time as Mark stared at the flat line on the incoming signal analyzer. He reached out and closed the transmit circuit and he looked at Melissa with a concerned look on his face.

"What do you want to bet we alerted these guys the second we stepped into the cave of knowledge?"

"I think we alerted them the second we arrived in the Heindon system. They must have been watching us somehow and they got pissed when they saw us taking one of the Olmot with us."

"What are they going to think when they find out one of us slept with an Olmot?" Jake asked as he turned his halo off and slipped it off his head.

"Hay, that was consensual." Marty said. "I did not force myself on her."

"You think they are going to see it that way?" Laurel said. "You could have said no and explained that you are from another planet but you did not do that."

"Now that you put it that way¦it does kind of look bad."

Mark looked at him and wrinkled the corner of his mouth.

"You have always managed to find trouble in women. They are your kryptonite."

"So what do we do now?" Korica asked.

"They told us to exit our craft at once. I suspect the shield is throwing them off and they want to deal with us without our technology protecting us." Mark said.

"If I might suggest¦"

"Go ahead Laurel." Melissa said.

"We had honorable intentions and I think we should continue in that light and do as they said even if the ship is temporarily offering us safe haven. If they are as noble as the scrolls made them out to be then we should be able to explain ourselves but not if we hide in here. They will eventually find a way to drain our power then we have to explain why we hid like thieves instead of standing up for our actions."

"Diplomacy over defiance?" Melissa said.

"Yes. As powerful as these guys are we could use an ally like them. We also need to make sure we do not mess with anymore of the worlds they consider off limits. It could get ugly and I seriously doubt we could put up much of a fight against them without the Future backing us up and needless to say the Future has no idea where we are."

"Fine. We will do it your way but I want you four to quiet your minds. We do not need them digging around in your heads." Melissa said glancing at Jake then looking at Korica and Tamaric.

Laurel turned her halo off and slipped it off her head and then all four of them took a second to quiet their minds, only requiring Tamaric to close his eyes and try twice. He was nervous and finding it hard to concentrate properly. Mark then reached out and shut the shield down and then he shutdown main power and opened the cargo hatch and extended the ramp. He and Melissa then turned their halos off and hung them up and Mark looked at Laurel and grinned slightly.

"I trust your judgment but I sure hope these guys are still the same people written about in the scrolls or this could get nasty for us."

"I know. We do not even know for sure that we are dealing with enlighteners here."

"Oh I think we can count on it."

They all then got to their feet and walked to the back of the ship and Marty looked at the cargo crates and then he looked at the hole in the floor where the cargo hatch was wide open.

"Should we take some firepower with us?"

"Who would you shoot at? The aliens that just created a wormhole to drag us here? I think not." Mark said.

Marty felt a little silly for even considering it but he didn't like how small and defenseless he felt at the moment. He took Inea's hand and looked into her frightened face.

"Stay close to me."

Inea nodded quickly and let go of his hand and wrapped her hands around his bicep tightly. They all stepped around the hatch and walked down the ramp to the end of it where it seemed to be just hanging in free space with a view of the unimaginable drop below them. Korica took Tamaric's hand and interlaced her fingers through his as she swallowed hard and looked at the dizzying height they were from the bottom that couldn't be seen clearly. There was a slight rumble and a few of the columns off in the distance began to change their position and length right before their eyes. Melissa then looked at Mark.

"Should we have grabbed a detranome or something?"

"My guess is they will neutralize any electronics we bring with us. I doubt our weapons will even work." Laurel said.

Mark tapped his mission recorder without thinking about it in hopes what transpired next would be captured for later review if they got out of this alive. Laurel stepped to the edge of the ramp and hung her foot over the edge and pressed down and she felt solid footing even though there was noting visible. She set her weight on her foot and took a few steps forward. She looked back and everyone stepped out into the air and they ducked down and walked out from under the ship then looked around in complete awe. They all felt like less than a speck amongst a forest of such magnitude. They stood for a few minutes only a few feet from the ship wondering what to do next when a square in free space ten feet away began to glow slightly.

"Step onto the glowing lift pad." The male voice said within their heads.

Mark looked at everyone and then he looked at the glowing square.

"You all heard that right?"

"Yes." Inea said.

"Yes." Melissa said.

"They must have a way of reaching our brains auditory cortex so we can hear them." Laurel said.

They all then walked over to the glowing square and stepped onto it and huddled together since it was only six foot square. They stood for a moment looking around and then the square began to descend slowly at first and then it started picking up speed rapidly. Korica looked down and she felt like she was going to throw up. She couldn't see the bottom and more of the columns were whizzing by at a dizzying speed. Korica closed her eyes and turned toward Tamaric and he pulled her tight to his chest as he watched the columns rushing by. He had no idea what she was feeling and it left him feeling very lonely and strange. His very strength seemed to be missing making him feel like a little boy holding the woman that had the key to everything he was inside her and it was just beyond his reach.

They descended so far that the Icarus was no longer visible high above them and they were still descending rapidly. It gave everyone a perspective for just how long the columns were. They were starting to suspect miles long. As they descended deeper still they all realized there was no chance of escaping this place if things went badly. After a full five minutes of descending they slowed and then stopped adjacent to a recess in the side of one of the columns that had a very imposing looking door at the back of it. The door was roughly oval shaped and domed toward the middle of the door with reinforcing ribs formed right into the structure of the door in a spoked pattern leading to a square handle in the middle of the door. The lift pad gently floated toward the recess and stopped within a few inches of the lip of the recess. They all got the hint and stepped forward into the recess that was just deep enough for them all to stand in and they looked back and the lift pad simply blinked out.

They all took a look over the edge and still couldn't discern exactly where the bottom was. They stepped back and looked at the door before them and Laurel was the brave one that reached out and grabbed the handle and twisted it. There was a thud from the other side of the door and then Laurel pushed gently and the door slowly swung inward on its own. They were looking into a brightly lit square compartment within the heart of the column. Laurel looked back at everyone and shrugged and then she looked into the room and slowly stepped over the doorway and into the room. Everyone followed her and they looked around at the featureless compartment and as Inea and Marty stepped in last, the door slammed shut behind them with a thud and the locking bolts extended deep into the wall surrounding it with a clanking thud. They all stood staring at the door for a moment and then they looked at one another.

"This is probably a bad time to say this but I think this is a bad place to be if this¦element is energized." Laurel said.

"I do not think it would ever be a good time to say that." Marty said sarcastically.

"Where is the light in here coming from?" Korica asked. "It is like the light in the cave of knowledge. It has no source but it makes us cast shadows suggesting a source¦in the middle of the room."

"I would say that confirms that we are dealing with the enlighteners." Mark said.

"What are we supposed to do Marty? I do not like any of this." Inea asked as she slid her hand into his.

"I do not know Inea. I would assume someone is going to come question us."

"You stand accused of violation of the protected planets treaty. What is your answer to this charge?" The male voice boomed in their heads.

They all looked around a bit as if to find a sensor dome looking at them but the walls, floors and ceiling were completely smooth and featureless. They were in a thirty by thirty by thirty room without a break in any of the surfaces making the cool breathable air and light even more astounding.

"We meant no transgression. You brought us here." Inea said.

"You are innocent of any wrong doing Inea. You will be returned to your people without harm. What form of pressure did these outsiders use to force you to go with them? They will be held accountable for all they have done, fear not to speak of what they have done to you."

"Pressure? They did not pressure me in any way. My leader Iridon told me to go on a pilgrimage to their village of Genesis to learn all I can of their ways and bring what I have learned back to my village when the time comes. I accepted this honor with a warm heart and excited feelings."

"They have distorted your mind Inea and that of your leader. They will not be permitted to influence you or your people to their ways any longer. You may exit now if you wish and we will carry you home?"

"I will go nowhere without Marty¦and everyone else. We stand together in these charges you hold against¦us." Inea said defiantly as she stepped tight to Marty's side.

"This one called Marty sways your heart?"

"Yes. He is¦my boyfriend. My heart belongs to him and his to me."

"You people not only took an Olmot from Heindon but you have coerced this woman's feelings so she would feel compelled to come with you? The plundering of a lesser species is added to the charges facing you. How do you answer to the charges?"

"Not guilty!" Melissa said. "Will we be allowed to explain our actions? We had no knowledge of a protected planets treaty."

"Ignorance is no defense. You spent two Heindon days with the Olmot and engaged in their cherished ceremonies for your own gains. Two of you are in possession of riches plundered from this ceremony. Your plea of no guilt is heard but the evidence observed by us during your time on Heindon and within your possession speaks of your guilt. You accessed the repository of forgotten knowledge left for the Olmot through trickery and manipulation of those guarding and studying the knowledge. This is a crime of the highest order against the people of Heindon. For your crimes you will spend the rest of your days in this place. Your actions in saving the life of one of the Olmot have been weighed in your favor. Your lives will not be forfeit but you will not leave this place until the time of your natural demise. Your bodies will be carried back to the place you came from at that time if you wish. Inea, you may return to your people anytime you wish. We will carry you there swiftly and without demand of anything from you. This is our judgment and sentence."

"Wait¦can we please explain ourselves?" Melissa asked.

"You may speak as much as you wish. We will hear your words without response. Your needs will be seen to that your lives will continue but there will be nothing done to accommodate you in the advanced ways you hold dear. Your weapons have been drained of their energy thus you may keep them if they make you feel whole. We will respond to you Inea but you will be the only to hear our words once you leave this chamber. We will wait for the time when you decide this bleak existence is more than you can bear. Your people are waiting for your return; you should not wait long sorrowing their hearts over you absence."

"I do not understand why you are judging my friends so harshly. The have plundered nothing from us and they have taught us of the healing touch as trade for Iriqua's help in ridding them of what haunted their minds. They kept their word and that is honorable given that they had already been cured of the terrors of the mind. They could have left without keeping their word but they did not. The joining cuffs were a gift to Korica and Tamaric; they did not plunder them from us. They tried to refuse the gift but Iridon insisted they keep them."

"There are different ways of plundering a people Inea. Brute force can be used to take what is wanted or friendly treatment while taking what is wanted can be used. We are relieved your people were not attacked with brute force but your gentle and kind natures were taken advantage of to gain what these outsiders wanted from your people. They must be held to answer for their crimes. We set your planet aside long ago that your people could grow into the bright beautiful people we saw within those we found about to perish and be no more. For this purpose we left behind a way of watching over you that those who came to take of you would be stopped and held to answer for violating the terms of the treaty signed by your ancestors in witness by many from other worlds."

"You are the enlighteners then?"

"We are the ones known as the enlighteners."

"But the writings you left talked of a value to what is in the heart and mind. Can you not see what is in the heart of my friends?"

"We understand they are above killing and pillaging the things of the dead, for this reason we have decided to let them spend the rest of their lives here. There are many things your people do not have a knowing of in the dark sky. We must protect those without the means to protect themselves if life is to blossom and grow as the creator intended."

"If you are the kind and gentle enlighteners that saved my people from disappearing then you care of what happens to us?"

"Of course. That is why this is being done, for your people."

"Then why would you send one of us here to die never seeing her people again? I will never leave Marty's side. You have sentenced an Olmot to death in a strange cold place far from my home."

"That choice is yours Inea. You may leave anytime you wish."

"You are condemning more than just Inea to death in this place¦" Marty said and then Mark nudged his shoulder.

"We realize all eight of you will perish here eventually if she stays."

Marty looked at Mark and Mark gave him a stern look.

"They need to know LT."

"We need to know what?" The male voice boomed back.

"Inea and I¦she is with child. My child."

There was silence and Marty feared for a moment that he had only made things worse by admitting his additional transgression against the Olmot and Inea in particular. A few anxious minutes later the voice returned.

"There is to be no couplings until Inea's child is born. We have taken away the force that stops new life from growing that her child may grow normally. Any mating will be stopped immediately. You should consider the conditions you are bringing your child into Inea. You are better off with your people, not here."

"I will not leave without my friends. You know Olmot stubbornness¦I will not go. Please do not condemn my child to the life you have set forth here?"

"As I have said, the choice is yours Inea."

"You know by bringing us here you have invited a response by our people to our absence?" Laurel said.

"Your people have no way on knowing where this place is."

"That is not what I am talking about. Do not take this a threat¦because it is not¦but when we are declared overdue to return our people will come in great numbers looking for us in the place they last knew us to be¦Heindon."

"We will stop all ships resembling yours from landing. The Olmot will not be disturbed."

"The Icarus is a prototype. There is only one of her type that is finished. The ship they will come in is far larger and much more powerful. Your artificial wormhole will not work to bring her here. If my people do not understand what has happened to us¦a hostile action against us will be assumed to have occurred. What will happen to this place if a trillion gigga joules of energy are blasted through the eye of your wormhole? I assume the device on Heindon creating the wormhole will be obliterated and much of the energy will travel down the wormhole just as our ship did. Please do not put the people of Olmot in that kind of danger?"

"Your people would respond with violence?"

"If they think you have taken seven of their people and an Olmot friend captive? Yes. If they know we have been held for violating a treaty we had no knowledge of they will leave Heindon alone and seek a dialogue with you. Violence is a last resort but it is within us if we feel threatened. Can you not feel what is in our hearts and minds as the scrolls said you were capable of doing?"

"We will consider your statement. Heindon is not to be disturbed any further."

"Then let us warn our people not to come looking for us there?"

There was no reply and Melissa looked at Laurel with a concerned look.

"Did things just get worse? Could we have just turned these people on Genesis and the Future?"

"I'm sorry Melissa but I thought I should warn them. If the Future showed up and they aimed that tractor beam at the ship¦you know the only response they would have left to them?"

"You think it would really destroy this place?"

"I'm almost certain of it. The Future could turn that wormhole inside out and suck this whole place backwards through a singularity of unimaginable intensity and spit it out into another dimension of space-time where matter can't exist." Laurel then switched to speaking Indel. "I do not want to get into a galactic war with these guys; there will not be any winners. Just lots of dead innocents as there is with every conflict."

"I tend to forget just how¦scary the Future is with the power she has sitting in her belly."

"Ignite it all at once and half our galaxy ceases to exist in an instant and the rest falls into the hole created in the aftermath. Oberot warned us of the cosmic chaos we have in our hands."

"What are you talking of?" Inea asked. "I do not know these words you are using."

"They are talking of things your people do not need to worry of Inea." The male voice echoed back in their heads. "We do not wish to enter a conflict on the scale you are talking of. Your words are wise Laurel, there are no winners in such things."

"You know my name?"

"Your pilot spoke your name when you were brought here. He relies on your opinion and judgment as one would a leader but you hold much less age than he does. This intrigues us and merits a second look at your sentencing. Inea's plea and Olmot stubbornness has also dissuaded us from carrying out your sentence without further discussion. Please step out of the temporary holding cell. We will take you to more comfortable confinement while we discuss the situation further."

"Do you mean discuss it with us or among yourselves?" Laurel asked.

"Both. Please exit the holding cell and step onto the lifting pad waiting for you."

They looked at each other for a moment and Marty kissed Inea's head.

"Thank you Inea. I think you saved our bacon."

"I saved what?"

"Our behinds hun."

"Bacon means your behind?"

"It does in this case."

They all chuckled lightly and walked toward the door and the latching bolts retracted and Mark grabbed the handle in the middle of the door and pulled on it and the heavy door swung inward. Mark saw that there was another square, or perhaps the same one glowing at the edge of the recess exactly where they had been let off. They all stepped over the doorway and out onto the lift pad and as soon as Tamaric stepped on last the lift pad began to descend rapidly. Korica yanked Tamaric close to her and she squeaked as they descended at a mind numbing speed. Korica deliberately looked ahead at the sides of the columns rushing by without looking down knowing looking down would make her ill again.

They descended another mile and then slowed and finally stopped and they were now facing a long square walkway that was right at the bottom of one of the columns. The lift pad moved sideways very gently taking them down the walkway that was open above at first and then it led to a corridor that they floated into and around a corner. The corridor was well lit again with no perceived source but it was bright enough for them to see that there were still no features whatsoever. The walls, floor and ceiling were smooth and flat without the slightest imperfection anywhere. The walls looked like they had been cut through the very metal with the finest laser cutter imaginable. The lift carried them down the corridor for a ways then slowed and stopped seemingly in the middle of the corridor. The lift pad descended to the floor and then blinked out and none of them felt the transition to standing on the floor.

The wall in front of them then shimmered for a moment and then seemed to just dissolve away and they were standing looking into room with typical furnishings. Couches and chairs and tables and a kitchen area that looked very familiar. They all stepped forward and when Laurel and Jake stepped in last the wall shimmered and then became solid right before their eyes. Jake turned and slapped his hand against the wall and it smacked numbly on a cold metal wall that was solid and smooth. He pulled his hand back and turned around and looked at everyone.

"I guess we are here to stay."

Mark grinned slightly and then they separated and looked around the room. The room was fifty foot square with a white couch along two of the walls and the couches looked almost organic in nature with their gentle curving surfaces. They hung from the walls without legs or feet of any kind making them look as if the were floating in the air. There were three tables, one of which was right in front of one of the couches and the other two were freestanding three by three tables that were knee high. They were a gleaming and sterile white color with spindly looking legs at the corners. There were a dozen white chairs scattered around the room in a way that left the definition of one area to the next ambiguous. All of the walls were smooth cut from the odd green metal that the columns seemed to be made of giving a strange feel to the whole place. The light was fairly bright but again had no real source; it just cast light everywhere at the same time.

Laurel and Jake walked over to the kitchen area to have a look around. There was an L shaped counter that was made from the metal all around them but in the middle of it was a dark black square cooking surface. Jake stepped up to it and touched it and some slider controls lit up within the dark black panel. He touched his fingertip to one of them and slid it up and he saw a round area within the cooking surface turn yellow. He held his hand out over the yellow circle and he felt no heat at all. He slowly moved his hand closer until he touched the surface for an instant but he still felt no heat at all. He didn't understand the technology but he assumed it was magnetic in nature and would only heat a metal pan or the likes sitting on it but not non-metallic objects like a hand. He slid the slider back down and the yellow circle faded away.

Laurel watched with him and she gently held his arm with her hands.

"That's a really bad way to see if it'll burn you."

Jake grinned at her and nodded. Laurel let go of his arm and stepped over to the other side of the L shaped counter that ran along the wall and she reached out toward the wall above it and the wall shimmered for a moment then dissolved away and there were blue cups and bowls and plates and saucers neatly stacked in the opening that had appeared. Laurel reached in and picked up one of the cups and lifted it out and she looked at it closely. It had no weight at all, like it was made of paper but it felt solid and cold like plastic. She then looked around for a sink and she slid her hand along the counter and a few feet down the counter a section of the counter top shimmered and then dissolved away revealing a deep double sink with twin faucets on each side. She held the cup under one of the faucets and touched the faucet and clear clean water began to pour out of it. She filled the cup then touched the faucet and the water stopped. She lifted the cup and smelled of the water and she didn't smell anything. She took a small sip and tasted of the water. It tasted pure and clean with only a slight mineral aftertaste that was actually quite pleasing to the pallet. Laurel set the cup down and stepped back from the counter and the countertop shimmered and then became solid once again hiding the sinks completely.

Laurel looked at Jake and he grinned a little and stepped over to her and he stroked her back as he stepped past her and right up to the wall at the end of the counter. He reached out and touched the wall and it shimmered and then dissolved away and he found himself looking at several shelves of cold food. He could feel the cold air bleeding out into his face. There were vegetables with leafy green tops and strangely shaped cores and fruit on another shelf the likes of which Laurel and Jake had never seen before. The highest shelf had red steaks of meat that looked precision cut from some animal and they appeared to be ready for cooking. There were enough steaks for everyone to have at least two for a couple of sittings and the fruits and vegetables looked to be enough for almost a week for the eight of them. Jake looked back out into the room.

"I found the fridge."

"Really?" Korica said from across the room where she was looking at one of the couches closely. "I am starving."

"They obviously know our dietary requirements and they planned on us coming¦" Jake looked back at all of the cold food. "And they planned on us staying for a while."

Korica pulled on Tamaric's hand and they walked across the room to where Laurel and Jake were looking into the hole in the wall and Korica looked over the vegetables and fruit and she reached in and pulled out a couple pieces of fruit at random and bit into them without hesitating.

"Mmm." Korica hummed with a grin as she chewed on the sweet fruit.

Tamaric smiled at her and reached into the hole and pulled out a vegetable that looked like an orange with three large green leafs at its end making it look like an orange with lettuce growing out of its top. He looked at it for a moment then he sank his teeth into the flesh and snapped a bite out of it and he took one bite and wrinkled his face and then spit it out into his hand.

"Yuck! It's like¦a radish or something."

Laurel grabbed the cup of water from the counter and handed it to Tamaric and he quickly drank half of it down and swished the last bit around in his mouth before swallowing it. He then handed the cup back to Laurel and she sat it back on the counter and then she walked over to the sink area and touched the counter and the counter shimmered and then dissolved away revealing the double sink and Tamaric walked over and dropped the bite in the sink and then looked at the vegetable in his hand and he walked back over to the cold food and he put it back on the shelf and then he looked at Jake.

"We should've brought our survival rations with us."

"We'll think of that next time we're captured and led to jail."

"You think this is where they meant for us to spend the rest of our lives?"

"Probably."

"I found the bedrooms." Marty said from the other side of the room.

They walked over to where he and Inea were standing looking down a hallway that hadn't been there before. There was a long hallway with open doorways along its length and they were looking right into a bedroom at the end of the hallway. They looked at each other and then made their way down the hallway just wide enough for two people to walk side by side without bumping shoulders or the walls. As they stepped by each room it lit up until they reached the room at the end of the hallway that was already lit. There was a single bed wide enough for one person that was white and hanging from the wall just like the couches. It was slightly concave with no mattress or covers or pillows. There was a small cabinet projecting from one wall with no doors on it and it had several shelves with obvious thin towels on a few of the shelves and what looked like folded robes on a few others and folded foot covers that looked like wool socks of a sort. They looked thick and comfortable and possibly very soft. There were a few smaller towels folded up and then on the lower shelves were some other clothing items folded so they couldn't tell what they were. The room was only twenty feet wide and fifteen feet deep giving enough room to move around in but it was very stark and bare aside from the bed and cabinet.

"Well this sucks!" Tamaric said. "No covers or pillows?"

Korica gently pushed her way into the room and stepped over to the bed and she looked at it for a second and then she looked at everyone looking at her and she grinned slightly.

"I know you are all thinking it yourselves. There are couples among us and this will not fit two people."

Korica looked back at the bed hanging from the wall and she reached out and went to press her hand on it to see how cold the material was to lie on and her hand was stopped a few inches from actually making contact with the bed. She slid her hand toward one end of the bed and her hand slid right off the bed and then she put her hand back on the bed and slid it toward the other end and her hand lifted at the end by a few inches. She grinned slightly and looked at everyone.

"It is the same technology used at the entrance to the cave of knowledge. The mattress is a force field that responds to the weight of your body. It must hug your body like a glove providing perfect support."

"What about blankets or whatever?" Tamaric asked.

"Are you cold?"

"No."

"That is why they do not have blankets. It is not cold enough to need them."

Tamaric wrinkled his face a little and leaned back against the wall next to the cabinet and after a few seconds he fell back as the wall dissolved away revealing a bathroom that he was now laying in the floor of. Korica ran over to him and helped him to his feet as everyone tried to fit into the room to have a look around.

"I am fine Korica. Thank you." Tamaric said as he got to his feet with Korica pulling him up by his arm.

Tamaric stood up and realized he was standing in a shower stall with a dividing wall separating it from the rest of the bathroom. There was a showerhead in the ceiling and a simple knob sticking out of the wall and a drain in the middle of the stall floor. There was a small metal piece sticking out on the face of the dividing wall for hanging a towel and beyond the shower was gleaming white toilet with the now familiar pedal at the front of it for flushing it and there was a small counter with a basin sitting on it and there was a faucet sticking out of the mirror above the basin just like what they had seen at the heart of learning pointing down into the basin. The basin had a small drain in the center of it but there was noting else in the bathroom. Tamaric stepped over to the counter and squatted down and touched the face of it below the basin and the face shimmered and then dissolved away. He expected to see the squares for wiping ones self as they found at the heart of learning but he realized quickly that was an Olmot after thought, not what the enlighteners used. He saw a strange device that was slightly curved with a cupped end to it that was very narrow and three inches long. He stood up with it and looked at Korica and Jake who were standing in the bathroom with him.

"What are you supposed to do with this?"

Korica stepped over to him and he handed it to her and she looked it over then glanced down at herself for a moment and then the shape made sense. She squeezed a small button on the side and she could feel it vibrating slightly in her hand and the end of it glowed slightly in a weird green color. She let go of the button and the glow went away and she looked at Tamaric.

"You wipe with this while you squeeze the button and it cleans while molecularly disassociating the molecules of the waste from one another or in other words disintegrating the waste."

"No way! I am not putting that between my¦"

"Think about what us girls have to do with it."

Korica squatted down to put the device back and at the back of the cabinet space she saw the rose colored dish as they had seen at the heart of learning in their bathroom and she grinned. Now she knew what that was for. She set the device in it and it fit perfectly. She stood up and the open space shimmered for a moment and then became solid again.

"I hope the other bedrooms have couples in mind. Two people can't shower in here and they aren't going to fit on that bed." Korica said.

Tamaric and Jake stepped back out and everyone made room for Korica to make her way down the hallway. She stepped up to each doorway and the room lit up as she did so until she got to the last one and she looked back down the hallway with a sad look on her face.

"The rooms are all the same. We cannot sleep with our partners. There are nine rooms and eight of us¦for now."

"Maybe we can talk our way out of this before we need to get any sleep." Laurel said.

"How many hours have you been awake mom?"

"I do not know¦maybe twenty."

"And you were over extending yourself. You need some sleep now and I am tired myself. Tamaric was exhausted when we quieted our minds too. We all need some sleep except maybe Inea."

"You were right Jake, this is a jail." Tamaric said.

"The enlighteners obviously did this to discourage couples from engaging in sexual activity. You heard what the guy said about stopping the force that would prevent new life from growing? They have a way of¦sterilizing us that we will not make babies but they cannot do that because Inea is pregnant thus they are going to separate us instead." Mark said.

"That just isn't fair!" Tamaric said in English.

"We are convicts. They do not care about being fair or accommodating your need to dip your wick."

Melissa smacked Mark's arm and pushed past him up the hallway to Tamaric.

"He is a foul mouthed jarhead sometimes Tamaric. You will just have to forgive his bad manners."

Tamaric frowned and turned and walked out into the main living area behind Korica and then everyone followed them and they each picked a chair and plopped down and Laurel walked over to one of the couches and flopped on her back and stared at the smooth slightly green metallic ceiling. She sighed and looked at Jake sitting in a chair a few feet from her.

"All this crap cause I had to get some nightmares washed from my head. I thought we were going about it the right way."

"Do not start blaming yourself for the situation we are in. We behaved honorably and went about it in the right way. The enlighteners just do not know us. At least they are still willing to talk to us, we may yet get out of this without a fight or living here for two and a half centuries."

"I wonder what happened to the other me that sent us to Heindon in the first place? She should have dropped us a hint."

"She was or is as smart as you are Laurel, she did not drop hints because of causality. The very act of knowing changes things. That is why you had to have Oberot's memories purged from your mind without looking at them."

"I know. I just feel helpless knowing how sick the four of us are going to get with our minds closed."

"They will open when we fall asleep."

"If we have to stay we will have to keep them quieted while we are awake though. We cannot have the enlighteners digging around in our heads like Melissa said."

"Does that mean they will have access to your minds while you sleep?" Melissa asked.

"They might see our dreams or something but they cannot dig around without it waking us. The mind protects itself from that kind of thing instinctively."

"Good. We are in a fine mess. Dillan is going to have my hide for getting us into this."

"He is the one that approved the mission. The captain is the one that got us into this if you think about it." Korica said.

"I am the one that got us into this by posing a danger to the ship."

"Quit falling back on that Laurel. You cannot help how powerful you are. We owed you the effort to get your mind straightened out however we could." Melissa said

"We should all get some shut eye. I want us frosty if the enlighteners are going to question us after deliberating whether they can defeat us if it came down to it." Mark said.

"You really think that is what they are doing?" Korica asked.

"I think Laurel shook them up with what she was overheard saying. Any wise species would look into the truth of what she said before going ahead with their plans to imprison a group of people for the rest of their lives inviting the wrath of their people."

"Is there any way we could eat something before we get some sleep?" Korica asked without looking at anyone in particular.

"Of course baby." Laurel said as she sat up. "You want to give me a hand Inea? I have a feeling your cooking skills will be a lot better than mine."

"I will help. It will give me a distraction form the things that weigh on my mind."

Laurel and Inea got up and headed over to the kitchen area to see what they could put together. Mark then pulled his PP-20 and flipped the power switch and nothing happened. The charge indicator never came on and he sighed and rammed it back into his holster.

"I would bet that holding cell was designed to drain energy." Melissa said.

Mark looked at her and he leaned forward slightly and rubbed behind his ear turning his cranial transceiver on and Melissa noticed what he was doing so she casually rubbed behind her ear tapping hers on.

"I would have to agree. I think this whole place is an energy collector and possibly concentrator¦like a gigantic capacitor."

Melissa grinned and nodded once after hearing everything Mark said echoing gently in her right ear. Her and Mark then discretely turned their transceivers off. Mark then thought about his mission recorder in the collar of his uniform for a moment. Depending on whether the drainage destroyed it or not, it recharged using body heat just like the cranial transceivers. He had no idea if it was still active or not so he scratched by his neck and tapped it to activate it just incase and then he got up and walked over to Marty sitting across from Jake and he patted the front of his shoulder and then held his hand there and discretely touched his mission recorder to activate it.

"Hang in there Marine, we will figure this crap out somehow."

"Thanks LT. I kind of wish Inea would jut take their offer and go back to her people but part of me is glad she is staying."

Mark pulled his hand from Marty's chest and he squatted down next to him.

"If we really can't get out of this you have to talk her into going back before the baby is born. This is no place to give birth let alone raise a baby."

"Korica is a med tech Mark. She knows how to deliver babies and she has that healing touch thing if something were to go wrong with either of them."

"Basher! You know what I mean."

Marty looked down and nodded.

"I know what you're saying. I'll make her go home if it comes down to the wire."

"She's a good woman basher but you shouldn't condemn her to our fate."

"I won't."

"Good man, just think about it."

Mark then stood up and patted Marty's shoulder and then he walked over to Laurel and Inea who were sampling the food items in small nibbles to determine flavors and textures so they could prepare something for everyone. They had found pots and pans in a compartment below the cooking surface and they had several of them sitting on the counter in front of them as they talked about the flavors of the foods they were sampling. Mark stepped up to the girls and put his hand on their shoulders.

"How is it going?"

"Theses vegetables are uniquely different from anything we have tasted before but I think we can boil some of them together and then cube up some of that meat and sear it lightly then put it in with the vegetables to make kind of a stew like concoction. We just need some seasonings and a binder of some kind to thicken up the stew. We have not found those kinds of things but I would bet they are here somewhere." Laurel said.

"Sounds complicated. How long should that take? Korica is pretty hungry."

"I do not know how long it will take¦maybe an hour or two. She can snack on the fruit we found until it is done."

"That sounds good. I need to ask you something Laurel?"

"What?"

"You think you could use your abilities to bust us out of here if you had to?"

"Maybe. Where would we go? We do not know if we are on a planet or in space. I could bust us out only to dump us into space. That would be a worst case; we could find we are on a heavily populated world with no idea where we are. We would be captured pretty quickly and for all we know an escape attempt could be a death sentence according to their laws. I think the smartest thing to do is wait to see what happens. If we can explain ourselves we might be able to convince them that we are good people that just wanted help from the Olmot."

"Please do not anger the enlighteners Mark." Inea said. "You should listen to Laurel and see what they have to say after thinking on us."

"I almost always do what Laurel suggests. If she says we should wait¦that is what I will do. I was just curious."

Mark then walked over to the wall at the end of the counter and he touched it and it shimmered and then dissolved away and he reached in and pulled out a yellow piece of fruit that had small green dots on it that he assumed were like strawberry seeds. He picked the fruit up and gently squeezed it and it was soft and the ends of the oblong shaped fruit bulged lightly as he squeezed it. He then turned and carried it over to Korica and reached over her shoulder and handed it to her.

"Chow is about an hour away so munch on this to keep your stomach from growling."

"Thanks Mark." Korica said as she took the piece of fruit from his hand.

Mark smiled at her and walked over to the chair across from Tamaric and he sat down and then slid down in the chair so his head was hooked on the back of the chair and he closed his eyes as he debated what to do about their situation. The next thing he knew Laurel was shaking his leg to wake him up. There was a wonderful aroma in the air that smelled rich and deep of meat and sweet vegetables. Mark batted his eyes and slid up in his seat and looked around. Everyone was standing in the kitchen area serving bowls of stew from a large pot into bowls.

"You fell asleep, you hungry?"

"Oh man that smells wonderful Laurel."

"Inea found some salt that is kind of sweet and this brown powder that had just the right properties and flavor to make a thick brown stew gravy. She figured out the proportions and I just helped put it all together. She is a whiz in the kitchen."

Mark stood up and stretched hard and then he followed Laurel over to the counter where the pot of stew was sitting. Inea served Mark and Laurel a bowl then herself and they made their way over to the long couch with a table in front of it and they sat and enjoyed the wonderful stew together. They all went back for more and cups of water and they managed to polish off all of the stew leaving them feeling full and very tired. Once the meal was done Melissa helped Laurel to clean everything up and put the bowls and cups away and then they all made their way to the bedrooms to get some sleep.

Laurel and Jake stepped into one room and held each other tightly before going to sleep and Inea and Marty stood in the hallway and kissed for a few minutes then separated into separate rooms to get some sleep and Tamaric stepped into a room with Korica and they made their way into the bathroom and stepped into the shower stall and kissed passionately for a few minutes in privacy. Tamaric then begged Korica to open her mind so he could feel her just for a few moments before going to sleep. She reluctantly agreed and they pushed gently and felt the wave of warm emotions coming form the other. They stood holding each other with their foreheads together for a few minutes, as they got lost in how good it felt to have the other back inside them. Korica then withdrew into her own mind and quieted her mind and Tamaric then did the same thing.

The two of them then stepped out of the bathroom and Tamaric let Korica sit down on the bed and then he pulled her shoes off and she laid down flat and he kissed her and then stroked her head and finally exited the room after telling her how much he loved her. He made his way to the room next door and slid his shoes off and climbed into the bed and he thought his despair was going to keep him awake but almost as soon as the light went away he fell asleep. Inea was also thinking it was going to be difficult to get to sleep but she drifted off quickly just like everyone else.

Korica was the first to wake after sleeping for five hours. She woke feeling hungry and sad. She remembered quickly just how dire their situation was. She took a deep breath then quieted her mind and made her way out into main living area and she retrieved a cup and drank two cups of water then retrieved a few pieces of fruit and she stood and ate them to settle her stomach and then she tried a few of the vegetables until she found one particular vegetable that was crisp but a little stringy with a slightly sweet taste. She ate a few stalks of the vegetable and then made her way back to her bedroom after peeking in Tamaric's room where he was sound asleep lying on his stomach. She smiled at seeing him but didn't want to disturb his sleep so she went back to her room and laid down and fell back asleep quickly.

Mark was the next to wake up two hours later. He got up and took a shower, though he missed having soap and shampoo. The hot shower did wonders to wake him though. He then dried off and got dressed in his uniform and made his way out into the main living area. It was only a few moments later that Marty joined him. They talked for a few minutes of what they thought was going to happen when Melissa showed up and moments later Korica. She surprised all three of them by sitting down in Mark's lap and wrapping her arms around him, He held her and looked at Melissa and grinned and then his kissed the top of her head as she sat up in his lap and looked into his face.

"I miss sitting in your lap Mark. I know I'm not a little girl anymore so it isn't¦proper or whatever but I still miss it."

"It's all right sweetie, I miss holding you in my lap too. I thought you just outgrew the need for it."

"Not completely. My mind is still lagging behind my body a little. You always find a way to get us out of stuff like this. You'll think of something right?"

"Your mom wants us to be patient and give diplomacy a try before we do anything rash. I still got your back but I'm limited in what I can do as a soldier honey."

Korica sighed and laid back into Mark and hugged him solidly for a few moments and then she pulled her head back and kissed his cheek then climbed off his lap and sat down on the couch. It was only a few minutes later that Laurel and Jake both emerged from the hallway holding hands. They walked over to the couch and sat down next to Korica and she leaned over and hugged Laurel tightly and then she stood up and stepped in front of Jake and she hugged him warmly and he kissed her cheek as she stood back up straight. Korica then sat back down next to Laurel and leaned on her a little.

"You feeling a little out of sorts honey?" Laurel asked.

"Yeah. I'm scared and confused or something. I need to connect with Tamaric to feel right but I know we have to keep our minds quieted. I just don't know how to feel but sad, I miss him mom."

"I know exactly how you feel baby. I miss your dad too and he's sitting right next to me."

They all sat quietly for a few minutes and then Tamaric came strolling down the hallway. He looked rested but still in the process of waking up as he stepped into the main living area and Korica got to her feet and greeted him with a tight hug. She then gave him a long lip lock kiss and he grinned at her and then they sat down on the couch next to Laurel.

"Have you guys heard anything from our jailers?" Tamaric asked.

"No." Melissa said. "We've only been up for half an hour or so though."

"Are you hungry Korica?" Laurel asked.

"I got up and ate a little something what I think was a couple hours ago but I'm definitely hungry."

"Let's go see if we can't put together some breakfast for you?"

"What about Inea? Shouldn't we wait for her?"

"She's used to a fourty hour day. She's gunna be asleep for a while longer I would suspect." Marty said.

"How long do you think we slept for?"

"We were all pretty tired¦" Laurel said. "I would guess several hours at least."

Laurel and Korica then got to their feet and walked over to the wall at the end of the L shaped counter and Laurel touched the wall and when it shimmered and then dissolved away they were stunned to see new food items on the shelves. The fruit had been replenished and there were a few new vegetables and on the top and coldest shelf there were coiled up lengths of meat that were a gray color with bright red meat poking out the end of the coils. Laurel lifted one of the coils of meat out and smelled of it and it had a sharp almost pungent sweet smell. She looked at Korica and grinned.

"I think it's some kind of sausage or something."

Everyone got to their feet having heard Laurel's comment and they came over to have a look. Laurel carried the coil of meat over to the counter by the cooking area and then she started pulling out vegetables that she was now familiar with the taste of once cooked and while raw and she cobbled together and fitting meal for everyone while they discussed how the fridge had been restocked while they slept. The best guess was that the back wall of the cold storage compartment would dissolve away just like their side when touched. Laurel pulled out a pan and a knife and began cutting up the vegetables and meat to cook them together in a single pan so the two foods would impart flavors to one another.

Everyone else sat back down and let Laurel do her best to come up with a fitting meal and in the end she did a wonderful job. The meat had a very distinct sharp flavor that was imparted to the vegetables perfectly as they rendered down to a soft state imparting their sweet and zesty flavors to the meat as she had hoped would occur. They all enjoyed two plates worth as the tastes were sensational and just made one want more. They saved a heaping plate for Inea and then Laurel and Korica cleaned up the kitchen area and they all sat down and quietly waited for their jailors.

They didn't have to wait very long. As they sat digesting their meal they heard the male voice they had heard upon arriving.

"Good day to you all." The voice said in Indel. "We have discussed your situation and we have withdrawn our sentencing until we hear from you of your people and your intentions toward the Olmot. We may have been a little hasty in our judgment of you."

"Are we going to be given a face to face audience with you or representatives of the enlighteners?" Melissa asked.

"We will talk with you but a face to face meeting is not possible at this time."

"Am I being rude if I ask why you will not show yourselves to us?"

"Not at all. We are not where you are."

"What? How are you monitoring us and talking with us if you are not here?"

"You are on a very remote detention facility where transgressors are evaluated for not only their guilt but suitability to get along with other convicted transgressors in captivity. We have ways of remotely monitoring all that transpires and we have onsite attendants that see to the needs of the imprisoned. They are of a species that is more suited to the task. We have technology that makes it possible to manipulate your environment to suit any given situation. I will not discuss the particulars of that technology for obvious reasons but we see and hear everything you are doing."

"You watched me take a shower after I got up?" Korica asked. "That is just wrong beyond words."

"We do not visually monitor your activities in the bathing and waste room."

"Thank you for that."

"As long as it is not abused we will continue with the policy of privacy in such a place."

"How would we abuse such a thing?"

"By using the bathing and waste room for procreation activities."

"You obviously have not looked into our biology very closely. I am not Human like my mate is, we cannot have children together no matter how much we may desire it and Inea is already with child and Laurel has taken steps to prevent a baby from being created when her and Jake...you are stopping a bonding experience and primal urge for no reason."

"We do not normally look into such things. We have ways of stopping new life from developing. We had to bypass those methods for the sake of Inea thus we had to take steps to reduce the chance that a new life would be created between the rest of you by keeping you separated as much as possible and demanding no couplings."

"That aside¦" Laurel said grinning at Korica. "Are we going to be allowed to come and go from this place?"

"There are dangerous species confined where you are. We would prefer you not wonder around unescorted. You may consider yourselves accused guests until a decision is made about your disposition."

"Heindon is not the only world you capture transgressors from then?"

"No it is not. We will hear your explanations of who you are and what your intentions are toward the Olmot at this time. We will take you one at a time to a place where we can speak together."

"Why would you not just speak to all of us right here?"

"We need to insure that your statements are the same. If honesty and whole truth is expressed we will consider amnesty for you and all of your people."

"Should we wait for Inea to wake up?" Korica asked.

"She is not accused of any crime. We will not be questioning her unless she is needed to answer a conflicting statement made by any of you."

"And if you determine we still need to be confined for the rest of our lives what will you do of the rescue party that will be coming looking for us?" Laurel asked.

"If you will disclose their location we will send word of your confinement or release as the situation may warrant."

"Inea holds you to be an honorable species of high morality and honesty. Will you give your word that you will not send a preemptive strike to our home world?" Melissa asked.

"You have my word. We do not conduct ourselves in such a manner. War and conflict is the last thing we want to see befall our part of the dark sky."

"We will disclose the location of our home world then and a frequency you can use to contact our people." Melissa said surprising everyone. Melissa then looked at everyone. "I am ordering all of you to tell them everything except the sensitive details of the Future. Complete and honest truth about who we are and where we are from is to be divulged. Laurel, Jake¦tell them everything of our time in Korica's galaxy. I think it is important that they know how you conducted yourselves and made powerful allies while saving all of us."

"Yes mam." Jake said.

"I understand mam, we will tell them everything."

"I wish we could talk to them in English. There are many words that do not translate to Indel that would simplify our explanations." Jake said.

"We will start with your leader. I assume Melissa is the leader?"

"I am." Melissa said while standing up.

"We have seen behavior from the others that suggested as much. Please step over to the wall where you entered the permanent confinement area."

Melissa looked at everyone one last time and then walked over to the wall where they had entered and the doorway shimmered and then dissolved away and she stepped out into the corridor and the wall filled back in and became solid. Laurel then looked at Mark.

"I wonder just how many prisoners they have here?"

"Mom, does that mean we can open our minds if they aren't actually here?"

"I think so. You should keep alert for signs of being probed but it should be safe."

Laurel and Jake both pushed lightly and opened their minds to each other and then Korica and Tamaric did the same thing and all four of them felt a wonderful sense of relief wash over them. Tamaric sighed with a big grin on his face.

"I feel whole again. It's so weird how I feel tiny and I don't know if scared is the word for it but something like scared without you in my head Korica. I feel strong and confident again."

"That's exactly how I feel. I felt so insecure this morning. It reminded me just how much of me you hold now."

"Is it always going to be like this Laurel?" Tamaric asked looking into her beautiful deep blue eyes.

"You'll feel lost when you don't sense her but the insecure and tiny feeling will fade in time once you get used to being paired. You just haven't found your center yet where the part of Korica that resides in you is. That part of her will give you strength and confidence until you can get close to her and feel her essence which carries the part of you that resides within her."

"You mean¦I miss myself?"

"No it's her you miss but the confused tiny feeling is because she holds so much of what makes you, you."

"No matter how many times I hear you guys talking about this connection you have and carrying a part of the other within you it always sounds so bizarre." Mark said.

"I'm sure it does." Laurel said. "This is what most sentient life evolves to be able to do. Once you learn to connect with another living being like this you start to become connected to the universe almost just as profoundly."

"If you say so. I know I've said it before but I don't ever want someone in my head like that. I got ugly crap up there that no one else needs to see or hear me thinking about."

Melissa watched the wall seal up behind her and she looked left and right not sure where to go and then the voice boomed in her head in Indel.

"Please walk further down the passageway."

Melissa lifted her hand pointed down the corridor to her left.

"Yes, that way."

Melissa put her hand down and proceeded down the corridor. She walked for quite a distance until she came to a cross corridor that led off to the right and left. She looked down the cross corridors and then she looked ahead. The corridor ahead was a dead end twenty feet ahead of her and the corridor to the right stretched thirty feet and then she could see that it turned to the left and the left corridor stretched on so far that she couldn't discern the end of it. She pointed to the left and the voice responded.

"Yes that way."

Melissa turned and started walking down the corridor and she grinned slightly.

"Are you trying to confuse my sense of where I am?"

"Are you feeling confused?"

"No, not at all."

"Good. That is not my goal. I am taking you out of the confinement area."

"Let me ask you something?"

"You may ask your question."

"How are you able to speak to us directly in our minds singularly or collectively?"

"I am not prepared to reveal the nature of the technology used to accomplish that."

"It does not go both ways though? We have to speak aloud for you to know what we wish to say?"

"Yes. We have some life-sentenced species that have quiet powerful minds. We do not want them gaining knowledge of their environment or location thus we do not engage anyone through the mind. The living areas are actively fortified thus their mental powers cannot extend beyond the walls of their living area."

"I take it that means not many have wondered down this corridor?"

"None have. You are among a very select few that have been allowed to explain themselves in detail. Most are aware of their crime and do not wish to explain their transgression."

"You seem very curious about us?"

"We are. You do not behave as most plunderers. There is warmth in your conversations and a caring nature between you all that is most unusual. You may stop here."

Melissa stopped and looked around for a moment and the wall to her right shimmered and then dissolved away revealing a very large room that was round with a flat ceiling and floor. The room was only eight feet high. She stepped in and looked back to see the wall reforming and then blending in with the rest of the curving wall. She turned back to look out into the room and there was a large partially reclined seat that was made from the material the floor consisted of. The floor just rose up into the shape of a seat giving the chair the same dull green color as the metal that the whole facility seemed to be made of. There was nothing else in the room and as with the rest of the facility, the room was brightly lit from everywhere with no source for the light apparent.

"Please take a seat and get comfortable." The male voice said to her.

Melissa walked over to the seat in the middle of the room and sat down carefully, expecting her butt to plop down on hard cold metal but she was suspended a few inches from making actual contact just like the beds they had so comfortably slept on. She leaned back and looked around a little wondering if inquisitors were going to file into the room but instead the lighting dimmed significantly and the walls all the way around the room began to glow a slight blue color and then faint images of people sitting down all the way around the room became visible. Melissa leaned forward slightly and looked all the way around the room and then she leaned back and tried to relax.

"You see before you and around you the council for the protected planets treaty. Every one of these men and women have signed the treaty and have sworn to uphold the terms of the treaty by whatever means necessary. Do you understand this?"

"Yes. Why am I unable to make out their faces?"

"They have no need to grace you with the knowledge of who they are. They have decided to sit in witness of your statements. They will ultimately decide your fate based on all the evidence presented here including your combined statements. Any attempt at deception or untruthful information given will be grounds for immediate judgment of guilty of the charges you are accused of with a sentence of life imprisonment for all of you being imposed. Do you understand and accept these terms?"

"Yes, I understand. May I see who I am speaking with?"

"No. Let us begin. Please explain who you are and where you and your people come from?"

Melissa blinked a few times at the blunt and rude directness of the man's reply and then she started with name, rank, and place of birth. She then began laying out the honest truth of who Humans are and where they are from. It took time to explain time and distance since there were no equivalent terms in Indel that she knew of. She was presented with a three-dimensional map of the galaxy at one point and she got to her feet and pointed out the Earth system and the Future system. She then had to point out into the great dust rift beyond the Milky Way to explain where Korica's galaxy was located. There was no map available of the Oberon galaxy but Melissa promised to provide one later on if they were freed. She then laid out the incredible tale of what Laurel and Jake went through to save everyone on the Future and navigate across an unknown galaxy to get them home to the Future system before the Future was even built. It took a great deal of cross explaining when she was forced to use English words to explain the more advanced terms and definitions but in the end she was able to convey the whole tale of who Humans are and how they ended up at Heindon seeking the help of the Olmot.

Melissa noticed that the blurry group looking on never seemed to move or discuss what was being laid out for them. As incredible as the information about time differentials and anti time dimensions seemed to be they seemed to take it in stride as well as the astounding truth of a living ship that contained the knowledge and personality of three of the Future's crew at the same time. Melissa was a little surprised that there was no reaction when she outlined what was done to Laurel and Jake as they resisted giving up sensitive information about the elder race and the locations of the chairs of knowledge even as they were tortured to death multiple times, she expected at least some compassionate reaction but she was left just hoping it touched their hearts and spoke to the level of trust that could put in the Human race without fear of them giving up information to enemy or ally alike. She was also a little surprised Korica's sad tale seemed to garner no reaction. Melissa was careful not to disclose the complete capabilities of the Future other than to say it had the potential to rip star systems apart if mishandled or if the technology at her heart got in the wrong hands and thus the need for sensitive details to be withheld. She also made it clear that with the addition of the new data core thanks to the elder race, the information contained in the cave of knowledge was not particularly valuable to the Human race other than to learn more about the amazing people that the Olmot are since the knowledge was once known to the Olmot almost in its entirety. Melissa then explained that the Olmot are on the verge of a knowledge explosion since enough scrolls of learning and knowledge had now been transcribed to distribute them to all the major villages on at least one continent and possibly on more if the same thing was going on around the world.

It was explained to Melissa that the enlighteners were aware of the Olmot's progress as they had hoped would occur even if it was a few centuries later than they had hoped. She was told that there were in fact six caves of knowledge around the planet and some of the other continents villages were further along in studying the tablets than the Hemet village which was by far the smallest of all the villages despite it being the closest to a cave of knowledge. When Melissa asked questions about the defenses used to capture the Icarus, she was told that kind of information would never be discussed with an accused guest. She was told that if they were granted immunity then discussions of a technological nature would be considered but not before statements were heard from all the accused and a disposition decided upon.

Melissa was then told she could return to the others but she was told not discuss her statement with them or she would be segregated to prevent it. The room then became brightly lit and the observers just melted away as the blue glow was washed away by the bright light coming from and shinning everywhere. She got to her feet and walked in the direction she thought she had entered from and the wall shimmered and then dissolved away almost right in front of her and she stepped out into the corridor and turned left and headed back to the living confinement area. As she was told to stop she faced the wall and she looked up roughly and she asked what had been bothering her since first hearing the male voice decree that their lives would not be forfeit.

"Do you people put some transgressors to death?"

"Only at the request of the condemned. There are some species that simply cannot take being confined thus if their crimes involved serious enough crimes against the innocent while plundering a protected planet we have granted immediate death."

"Does that mean you had no intentions of taking ours?" Melissa asked as she stepped into the living area.

"I will admit that Inea was correct in her statement that we do not kill. Not even those committing evil deeds as you described are actually put to death unless they request it."

Everyone got to their feet as Melissa walked over to the couch and stood looking at everyone.

"How did it go?" Mark asked.

"I just told them how it is, was and who we are. We aren't to discuss out statements until the last of speaks or we'll be separated so we don't talk about making our stories match."

"I would ask that you all speak Indel. You language is difficult to translate."

"Even when we are not addressing you?" Korica asked.

"We are assimilating your language quickly but not yet completely. I need to know you are not discussing your statements. Who will be heard next?"

"I guess I will go next." Korica said.

"Are you sure? I was going to recommend Laurel or Jake." Melissa said.

"I am sure. I want to get this over with."

"You are a good officer Korica. Tell them everything keeping your oath to the Future's sensitive information in mind."

"Yes mam."

Tamaric gave Korica a quick hug and then a peck and she turned and headed for the doorway still remaining open. They watched her step out and look both directions and then point to her right as the wall closed in and blocked their view of her. She made her way to the room that Melissa had been in and she slowly walked over to the seat in the middle of the room and sat down. She was relived that there was a field of reflexive energy to sit on instead of the cold metal that the seat was obviously made from. Korica then saw the same sight that greeted Melissa, a crowd of dark shadowy figures all around the room amongst an eerie blue glow coming from the walls.

"You see before you and around you the council for the protected planets treaty. Every one of these men and women have signed the treaty and have sworn to uphold the terms of the treaty by whatever means necessary. Do you understand this?" The male voice said.

"I understand."

"We have heard Melissa's statement and we realize yours will differ slightly on some points if what she told us is the truth of things. Begin by telling us who you are and where your people are from?"

"Uh¦I am not Human. Do you want me to tell you of my people or of the Human race of which I am now a citizen by adoption and sworn allegiance?"

"You may start by stating who you are and where you come from."

"I am Korica Prentor of Draxima in the Oberon galaxy. I was born four hundred fourty eight thousand light years from the Future system where I now live with my Human family. I am an ensign in the united Earth forces civilian corps stationed aboard the Earth vessel Future currently in the Future system orbiting the fourth planet in the system from the star at the heart of the system. Are you able to understand everything I have said thus far? There are some words that do not translate into Indel thus I am forced to use their English originating language to express them."

"We understand you thus far Korica. We have already been through that with Melissa. You will have to define far less than she did. Please continue by showing us where Earth is located if you know and where the Future system is located as well as where the Oberon galaxy is located in relation to this galaxy."

The three dimensional image of the Milky Way galaxy was then projected hanging in free space between Korica and the wall so she got up and walked up to the image of the representation of the galaxy and she looked at it for a moment to get her bearings and then she recognized the local star clusters around the Future planet so she pointed to the Future system and then she knew where to look for the Earth system and she stepped to the other end of the galaxy and looked hard until she recognized some of the constellations around Earth and she managed to find the Earth system and point at it. She then pointed off toward the wall where the great dust rift obscured the view of the Oberon galaxy and she explained that her galaxy was that way but it could not be seen with the naked eye from the Milky Way. She then sat back down and the galaxy faded away.

Korica then laid out her life in the Oberon galaxy leading up to her rescue and eventual joining of the Future crew. She had to pause a few times while talking about the death of her parents and what was done to her after. She managed to hold the tears off but she knew she had to tell them everything as she was ordered so she pressed on using Tamaric's masculine resolve to get her by. She laid out the joining of three minds into one to create the Angalon and how it brought her close to Laurel and Jake like nothing else possibly could have and then she explained the journey across the galaxy to find the help they needed from the Tel Pok Maron. She was a little surprised that there was no reaction from the misty shadows watching and listening to her statement but she figured they had probably heard the basic content from Melissa so it was no great surprise to them.

Korica then explained the things that occurred since she was revived and what she knew of their arrival in the Future system. She was then asked to explain what was done with Future in the Oberon galaxy and she went back and described what the elder race bestowed on them being careful not to divulge exactly what the Future was capable of or what her defensive capabilities were in detail only stating that the Future was all but impenetrable and she had a power source of unimaginable potential at her core. She then explained what she knew of the Humans from Earth and how evolved their sense of morality and compassion were compared to so many she had seen and met in her life time.

She was then asked if she knew of the Humans intentions toward the Olmot people and she stated they had no intentions toward them except to enrich their lives through peaceful interactions and an exchange of knowledge that would both enhance the Human population and the lives of the Olmot as they were taught more about their unrealized capabilities. No advanced technology was going to be given to them that would artificially advance them any more than would have occurred at their own hands now that they were learning of advanced ways from their own knowledge that was simply forgotten about.

Korica was then told she could return to the others and she was instructed not to discuss her statement or she would be segregated to prevent it from happening. She told them she understood and then the room got bright and the eerie shadows were washed away and she got up and walked over to the point she had entered through and the wall shimmered and then dissolved away and she made her way back to the living confinement area. As the wall dissolved away and she stepped in Tamaric practically rushed her and held her tightly. They were both feeling the anxiety of being separated for close to two hours and just being in the same room again relieved the symptoms and made them feel calm once again. Tamaric gave her a peck and asked her if she was all right.

"I will be fine. You know how I do not like talking about some of the painful aspects of my life but it was necessary for them to know everything."

"Now that we know you are capable of sharing a mind I would ask that you refrain from discussing your statements through this type of shared communication." The male voice said.

"We will not do that. You can trust us." Korica said

"Thank you. Who will be heard next?"

"I will." Mark said standing up.

Mark looked at Melissa and nodded once and then he headed for the still open doorway. He knew to turn right once he stepped out so he headed straight up the corridor to the right. As soon as the wall became solid once again Inea wondered down the hallway and out into the living area. Marty got to his feet and she stepped right into him as she rubbed her eyes and he held her while she rested her head on his shoulder and then she stepped back and looked around.

"Where is Mark?"

"He is giving a statement to the enlighteners. Melissa and Korica have already given¦testimony I guess is the word for it. We are all going to get the opportunity to tell them who we are and what we were doing on your world. I think mine is going to have the least merit to my actions."

"Do you love me?"

"Damn woman!" He exclaimed in English "Why would you ask me that now?" He asked her in Indel.

"Because it speaks to the merit of your actions."

"Y¦yes I love you Inea."

"Then that explains your actions with me. I asked you to give me your seed and you agreed because you have feelings for me."

"That happened after the fact hun. At the time I saw a beautiful woman that I wanted to have some fun with. Not exactly a gleaming example of upstanding behavior."

"I did not have strong feelings for you when I made the request of you. I now love you too. Explain this to the enlighteners honestly and you will not be looked down upon."

"I plan on being honest, I just do not know how bad it is going to look in the eyes of the enlighteners."

"If you are going to take care of me and share the joy of this child with me I do not think they will see our decision as a bad thing."

"I hope you are right. Are you hungry? We saved you some food from the first meal."

"I am hungry. Thank you for thinking to save a serving for me."

"Come on, I will show you where it is."

Marty took her over to the counter where a deep pot was sitting upside down over her heaping plate of food and he lifted it revealing a still warm plate of food.

"It looks very good. Who prepared this?"

"Laurel did."

"There is hope for your cooking skills Laurel. This looks and smells wonderful."

"Thank you Inea. I tried to follow your methods. Everyone said it tasted great."

She picked up the plate and fork and walked over to the couch and sat down to eat while Marty retrieved a cup and poured her a cup of water then joined her on the couch. Inea took a bite and closed her eyes and grinned while chewing the food. She swallowed and smiled at Laurel.

"It is terrific Laurel. The flavors are so lively."

"Thank you. I do not know what the meat is comprised of to tell you the truth but that is where most of the flavor came from."

"I do not know how you changed the flavor and texture of the meat this much?"

"Oh they restocked the cold storage cabinet while we slept. There was a new type of meat and some new vegetables in there when we got up."

"They came in here while we slept?"

"I think they stocked it from the other side of the wall."

"They are seeing to our needs as promised then?"

"Yes."

Inea went back to eating her meal and then she drank her water and sat with Marty for a few minutes and then he escorted her back to her room to show her how a standing shower worked. By the time they were done and sitting on the couch again Mark returned and he didn't look as if it went real well for him as he stepped over to the chair he had been sitting in before leaving and he plopped himself down and sighed.

"Mark has a warriors spirit and strong feelings about his crew as he put it. His outburst will not be held against you." The male voice said.

"What did you do Mark?" Melissa asked with a scowling look.

"I cannot talk about our statements. I just got a little heated is all."

"Who will be heard next?"

Laurel stood up and Jake held onto her hand for a moment and then he nodded at her. Laurel leaned down and gave him a peck then stroked his cheek.

"I'm just going to tell 'em the truth Jake. I'll be fine." Laurel thought.

"I know. I would expect no less from you." Jake thought in return.

Laurel then let go of his hand and walked over to the exit and turned right up the corridor and the wall filled back and became solid. Laurel spent a little over two hours giving her statement and then she was asked to return to the others. When she stepped in Jake sprang to his feet and felt instant relief from his symptoms, as did Laurel. Laurel walked over to him and held him for a few moments then gave him a peck.

"Who will be heard next?" The male voice inquired.

"I will go next." Jake said.

Laurel grinned at him and he stepped over to the doorway and stepped out and turned right as the wall filled back in and became solid. Everyone sat in relative silence until Jake returned almost two hours later. Laurel greeted him just as warmly as he had greeted her. He was glad to have it over with but he was left feeling that the proceedings were very cold and somehow unfeeling. There was no sense of a presence, which is what left them with such a confused, empty, cold feeling after. Tamaric was the next to volunteer and Korica gave him a peck and told him to tell the truth but leave the details of exactly what the Future can do out of the conversation. He smiled at her and then headed out of the doorway and turned right and headed down to the same room everyone had been asked to go to.

Tamaric spent just over an hour giving his statement while answering all of their questions honestly and then he was told to rejoin the others. When he returned Korica walked over to him and hugged him and Marty knew it was his turn to honestly answer for his actions and those of the crew. His questions after explaining who he was and where he was from were more focused on his intentions toward Inea and he spent a good deal of time explaining that he intended to look after her and her child even after she was to return to her people as long as the enlighteners would permit him to step onto Heindon again so he could do that. He was a little surprised that the enlighteners didn't seem to be concerned about he and Inea siring a child together. They were more concerned with what the intentions were of the Human population at large toward the Olmot people. He felt he made his case sufficiently and he made it clear that there were no intentions toward the Olmot. He was told to return to the others after just over an hour.

When he stepped into the living area the male voice told them all that a decision would be made once a unanimous decision was reached. They were then left in silence long enough for Laurel and Inea to come up with another meal for everyone. They ate then sat quietly until the voice returned.

"We have deliberated on your statements and actions carefully and we have verified the presence of a large vessel as you described orbiting the fourth planet in the system you call the Future system. We will permit you to contact the Future so a conflict may be avoided that would involve the Heindon system."

"Does that mean we are going to be released?" Melissa asked.

"Your final disposition has not been decided upon. We believe you to be an honorable and worthy species. Further study and a face-to-face meeting with your leadership is in order. We need to ascertain whether you are to be trusted with such destructive power and knowledge in your possession as what exists in the Future."

"I take it our statements corroborated one another?" Laurel asked.

"Yes they did. Yours is a fascinating tale as a species and as a break away society. Allow us to deliberate a little further and we will make a final decision as to what is to be done with you."

"Does that mean we can¦engage in couplings?" Tamaric asked.

"We have concluded that you all speak truthfully based on your honest and virtually identical statements, though some included more details than others further defining the people you are and what you have been through. In that light Korica's statement that no offspring will result from your unions is taken as fact. You may engage each other as you like, we will not intervene."

"Are you feeling the need?" Mark asked with a slight grin.

"No!" Korica said bluntly.

"When will we be allowed to contact the Future?" Melissa asked.

"Very soon. A means for communicating over such a vast distance is being arranged as we speak. When that is complete we will take you to your ship and you may make contact your people."

"I understand light years of distance are not easy to communicate across without a substantial lag occurring."

"There are ways of doing it that requires using the gravity wells of stars. It takes a little time to set up as you might imagine. We will let you know when the arrangements are complete."

"Interesting." Laurel said. "I am guessing you will be using class five pulsars to broadcast the sub carrier across subspace in a compressed format that follows the lines of force from the pulsars specific frequency of magnetic output and gravimetric compression."

"I am not sure of all the terms you are using Laurel. It sounds as if you have an extensive knowledge of how stars work at their core fundamental level?"

"Yes. I am sorry, I was just thinking out loud more than anything. I have had some theories in the back of my mind for using stars to communicate, it sounds as though you have a way of using them how I was thinking."

"I am impressed with your knowledge for one as young as you are within despite your outward appearance of that of a young woman. I will tell you when the arrangements are complete. We realize time is of the essence since you are expected to return or check in within the next fourty hours according to your statements. We will not delay any longer than is necessary."

They were all then left sitting in silence and wonder. Melissa then looked at Laurel.

"You told them about your rapid aging before being put into deep stasis?"

"Yes. You told me to tell them everything. You didn't tell them about it?"

"Oh I did but it took a lot of time for me to define the terms I was using to explain it. I wasn't sure if they got it in the end since they really didn't react or respond except to stop me and ask what specific words meant."

"I told them everything too mom." Korica said. "They only stopped me once or twice to define words the whole time I talked to them."

"They must pick up stuff pretty quickly because I explained your and Jake's condition thinking it was important for them to understand exactly what you two have been through as well as Korica and Tamaric." Mark said. "I got a little pissed when they didn't react to any part of my statement. I asked them if they were such an advanced race how could they condemn such sweet kids to life in prison after all the crap you have been put through at the hands of others that were also supposedly advanced species. I then shouted that my crew are not expendable and I would gladly die to see you released one way or the other, either by their hand or by complete and utter destruction wrought by the Future."

"Well that certainly explains the guys comment about them not being sure if we can be trusted with the destructive power and knowledge in our possession in the Future." Laurel said.

"You shouldn't have threatened them Mark." Melissa said in English.

"Yeah, I know. They need to know what's coming though if they don't kick us loose. I know Dillan better than any of you and I can assure you if he thought there was no way of finding us or negotiating for our release¦he would do exactly what Laurel was talking about. He would trigger the defenses on Heindon and flush this place down the galactic toilet rather than let us languish for the rest of our lives."

"That is horrible!" Korica said. "There are millions of innocent people on Heindon that could be hurt or killed."

"Actually the Future is capable of creating a pin point accurate singularity of unimaginable intensity that would erupt on this side in the same place we arrived without causing any damage to Heindon." Laurel said. "I was bluffing that part so they would think twice about taking their chances with the Future."

"So it would only destroy this place?"

"Not by a long shot. The destructive force would reach out for¦I don't know¦a light year or two in diameter maybe. That's if the Future used a quarter of its total output capacity."

"And if the AI used full power?" Melissa asked.

"The AI would never do that. Depending on the dynamic tuning used it would tear an entire sector of the galaxy apart as a tear in the fabric of space time was opened to another dimension and as you know some dimensions are not compatible with ours at all. The laws of physics work differently there and the annihilative reaction would be more than I want to even think about. It's the very thing Oberot warned me about and trusted us to have the wisdom to never allow to happen. That's why the reactor dumps the negative matter back into its realm of origin when it's not needed to produce power. That stuff is spooky reactive and unstable. Even in a complete zero atmosphere vacuum there is positive matter present that it can react with."

"Is that why the reactor can't be run without the AI controlling it?" Korica asked.

"Yes. The AI acts as a conscience valve for operating the negative matter core. None of us can just push a button and get full power out of it aimed wherever we want in the heat of the moment."

"Hey aren't they going to be able to hear what we've been saying?" Tamaric asked.

"To an extent." Laurel said. "They hear gibberish for the most part until they learn English a little better."

"Good¦" Marty said. "I don't want Inea knowing the ugly crap you've been talking about either."

"Yeah, she doesn't need to know that we know too much to be allowed to live in prison for life with the possibility of that knowledge getting into enemy hands." Jake said.

"I find it hard to believe that captain Alexan would end us like that." Korica said.

"Your knowledge is a gift and a curse Korica. It makes you a liability if you're ever captured¦just like this. Trust me, as much as he likes all of you he would sacrifice seven to save sixty four hundred ninety three people from the ramifications of your combined knowledge being used against them and the Future. You took the oath that you were willing to make the ultimate sacrifice to keep your ships secrets safe from enemy or hostile hands."

"I know, I remember."

They then sat in silence for close to half an hour then Tamaric reached out to Korica.

"You guys have seen future events beyond this mission right?" Tamaric thought.

"Of course. I've held our daughter Aseel in my arms. She obviously hasn't been born yet but that is just one possible future originating from the events occurring at the time. The future is constantly in motion and we could be living in the timeline where we all die here. There's just no way to be absolutely certain what's going to happen. That's why the captain doesn't want us telling people we can sense future events."

Tamaric sighed heavily and closed his eyes and prayed that everything would workout in their favor. Korica lifted his hand and kissed the back of his hand making him open his eyes and look at her.

"Everything'll workout fine Tamaric. We've been in worse predicaments than this and we made it out alive."

Tamaric grinned and turned his hand over and kissed the back of her hand and then he set his head back against the edge of the couch and stared at the featureless ceiling. The waiting was worse than the certainty of their dim fate previously handed down.

Meanwhile, dozens of light years away captain Alexan was sitting at his desk in his office pouring over the hundreds of reports that came in everyday requiring his approval, review or denial When the AI called out to him.

"Captain I believe I am detecting and alien carrier signal coming from a class five pulsar nine point eight light years from the Future system's star. The carrier is exciting a sympathetic subspace magnetic propagation from the Future system's star."

"What? How the hell is the even possible?"

"Please come to the bridge and I will show you."

Dillan quickly got up and made his way out of his office and he slapped his hand on the palm scanner to the bridge next door to his office. The door slid open and when he stepped in the bridge was already awake except for his chair's displays. He quickly walked over to the communications station and sat down and looked at the faint carrier being detected from the pulsar and the sympathetic propagation being produced by the Future star. He could see the identical correlation to both anomalies confirming what the AI had stated.

"Are you telling me someone is trying to communicate via our star?"

"Yes. The signal is a subspace carrier that would ordinarily be completely undetectable however my enhanced signal processors are powerful enough to detect this type of unnatural phenomena."

"I don't see a coherent signal though."

"I believe someone is establishing a carrier to convey a signal at a later time."

Dillan looked at the time stamp in the upper right corner of the communication display and he realized the Icarus was due to check in or return home some time in the next day and half.

"Could this be an attempt by the Icarus crew to contact us?"

"Not likely. They do not have the equipment required to produce a subspace carrier that would propagate between stars. I believe I could be configured to accomplish this feat if I knew how it was being done."

"You mean you have to use gravimetric sensors as sophisticated as yours?"

"Yes and have the power required to influence a pulsar in the first place. If one was able to map the gravity well precisely it would be possible to create a subspace carrier that would ride along the lines of force created by the pulsar since its birth. If that were accomplished one could in theory send a compressed signal along those magnetic and gravimetric lines of force piggybacking the established subspace carrier to send a signal faster than the sped of light since the pulsar has been emitting its particular cast off energy for millions of years steadily creating the equivalent of a cosmic circuit path. One could set up a sympathetic propagation between as many stars as one had the power to reach as long as they were within the influence of still more class five pulsars with the right energetic properties in place."

The AI was illustrating its postulations in a simulation on the communication panel right in front of Dillan showing star after star being influenced after bouncing the signal off multiple class five pulsars that were within ten light years of one another. He was stunned that anyone would have the technological know how and necessary equipment to accomplish such a mind blowing form of communication.

"So you could in theory communicate across an entire sector just about instantaneously?"

"In theory. There might be a slight lag but it would be very slight, on the order of one or two milliseconds per dozen light years if enough power were dumped into the transmitted signal that was piggybacked on the subspace carrier."

"Would there be a way of tracking a signal like that back to its source?"

"Not that I am aware of. It can only be tracked to the last pulsar it interacted with."

"How many class five pulsars are there within range of each other in our galactic neighborhood to establish a communication network like this?"

The AI did a quick scan of the Tel Pok Maron provided map of the local sector and quantified a result within seconds.

"Twelve covering an area of twenty-six thousand light years."

The AI showed Dillan the map with the pulsars pinpointed and the Future system indicated by a small green dot and he leaned back and sighed.

"That is a big damn chunk of the sky! Are we sure the carrier is meant for us or our system?"

"Yes. The Heindon stars, our closest neighboring stars, are not showing any signs of the sympathetic propagations. I would conclude that the carrier being established was aimed at our star and thus the Future in particular since the ground based systems are nowhere near sophisticated enough to detect a signal of this nature through the thick atmosphere."

"This is all theoretical though right?"

"This type of communication has been postulated by a very bright entrepreneurial young lady on the Future in her private studies. The means for accomplishing such a feat were never put forth but I suspect there are ideas floating around in her genius mind as to how to go about it."

"You must be talking about Laurel?"

"Yes. As I stated the idea was postulated in her private studies so I cannot discuss her notes but if she can think of it there is the possibility another species thought of it and perfected it. She sometimes has brilliant flashes and she likes to put it down in writing while it is fresh in her mind and I enjoy watching her compose her notes. Many of her ideas are simply brilliant and incredibly complex but she always quantifies her work mathematically and sometimes using the new data core processor to confirm her ideas have merit and a possible application. She does not even know where some of her more complex ideas come from. She claims they just pop into her head from time to time."

"That cosmic knowledge thing?"

"I believe so."

"Keep monitoring the Future star for the presence of a coherent signal piggybacking the subspace carrier being established. I want you to get Andon and Kendal up here. They're our most brilliant communication specialists and I want 'em on this when and if a signal arrives."

"I am paging them to the bridge as we speak."

"Get master chief Marshal up here too since he is the ranking military presence aboard at the moment. If there is a threat contained within any signal we need the military to mobilize to protect the population on the ground."

"Understood."

"I'll be in my office until a signal is detected. Will you transfer the communication system access to my office? I need to make a few calls to the surface and I'll have to access personnel files so I get the names straight."

"Transfer complete."

Dillan then got up quickly and headed for his office next door and as he stepped out the entire bridge fell dark and silent.

Back in the confinement area, the crew and Inea were sitting quietly wondering when they were going to hear from their jailor again when the voice returned.

"My friends fret no longer. A unanimous decision has been reached. You are all going to be granted amnesty for your transgressions. The sentence of life long confinement has been withdrawn permanently."

"Does that mean we are going to be set free?" Korica asked before anyone else could.

"In time yes. You will no longer be confined to the living and sleeping area but a determination still needs to made of what to do with your kind."

"What to do with our kind?" Melissa said feeling insulted. "What does that mean?"

"The council was deeply moved by the facts of your lives and the awful things you have experienced. The manner in which you delivered your statements speaks to your characters as a group and the council would like to meet with your leadership to determine if the rest of the Human population demonstrates the same level of exemplary and evolved sensibilities. There is talk of inviting your leaders to sit at the council table and sign into the protected planets treaty. The Future system would gain the protection of its new classification as a protected planet and you would be expected to enforce the treaty should the need arise. The council are many but the number of protected planets are far greater than our numbers can administrate efficiently. To have your presence in the area of space your new home world occupies would be highly beneficial to all involved. Until this meeting of the leadership is agreed upon we would like you to remain here and teach us of your language and culture to help facilitate this future meeting of the leadership."

The crew was dumbfounded. They were thinking the enlighteners were cold hearted and unfeeling but it turns out they were just remaining composed during the statements, taking it all in without disrupting the statement process.

"We would need to propose your offer to our leaders." Melissa said. "It sounds like the kind of thing we were hoping to establish among our neighbors in this part of the galaxy anyways so I am confident it would be received with enthusiasm."

"I am unsure of the meaning of enthusiasm¦this means excitement?"

"Yes it does. When will we be aloud to contact our people?"

"We have established a means for communicating with your system in near real time. The easiest method would be to allow you to use the transmitter on your ship to communicate with your people. We will relay the signal to the established communication system."

"You really managed to set up a communication network using stars?" Laurel asked.

"Yes."

"I knew it was possible. I wish I could see the devices used to do it."

"Perhaps at a later time, once an exchange of technologies is established in good faith."

"We may have a way of facilitating a deeper understanding of our language." Melissa said. "On the Icarus, that is the name of our ship that you captured, we have the English language in the data base. It is only one of hundreds of languages spoken by our people but it is the most predominant language spoken and all of our people know how to speak it. Syntax and grammar is going to the most difficult part to teach you if the need to read and write it arises."

"I can help with what I have learned of Indel and the other five dialects spoken on Heindon as well as the little bit of the enlighteners language that I learned from the scrolls of learning." Laurel said.

"Our language left to the Olmot is called Grehon. It is one of thousands of languages spoken by my people. It is one of the easier languages to read and write thus it was used for leaving information to the Olmot."

"I do not have an advanced understanding of it but I think I should be able to translate what I know into English."

"We have not examined the contents of your ship assuming anyone entering would meet an unwelcomed surprise. Your technology is impressive in the design and function of your ship but we are not completely sure your technology is compatible with ours. We may have a different way of learning what is needed. We will discuss that later. For now we will allow you to go to your ship so you can contact your people. It is likely they have already detected our efforts to establish a connection with the star in your system."

"You really want to avoid stepping onto the Icarus¦" Mark said. "The unwelcomed surprise would prove lethal and with us this far away we would not be able to offer any help until we could reach the ship."

"We assumed as much. We usually destroy vessels once punishment is decided upon. Yours was not damaged since the sentence was commuted so quickly however the energy contained within all the systems of the ship were drained completely and within minutes more energy was detected building within the systems."

"I do not pretend to understand how you drain energy like that but the energy you detected is stored within very structure of the ship. It is like a living thing, until you kill it the energy will regenerate to its previous levels."

"That is incredible. That must make your ship very resilient."

"Mark and I will go to the ship and make contact with the Future." Melissa said looking at everyone else.

"While you do that we will move the rest of you to the general living area."

"More isolation with larger rooms?" Korica asked sarcastically.

"You will be staying with the caretakers of the facility. You will find them to be a warm people with high intelligence. They will show you to anything you desire, entertainment, relaxation therapy, fresh prepared meals even soaking baths if you desire. You are our honored guests now thus we want to make you as comfortable as possible until we can arrange for your transfer to one of our other less secure facilities."

"You are still being a little evasive about telling us where we are and where we will be going." Laurel said.

"I am only authorized to tell you that you are sixteen light years from the Future system. The defense system that brought you here does not work both ways. Unless your ship is considerably faster than our estimates it will take some time to arrange to have you returned to your home system with the fastest transport possible."

"We can arrange for our own ride. The Future can be here very quickly."

"Yes I would imagine that to be the case given your basic descriptions of the capabilities of the Future. A ship capable of traveling over four hundred thousand light years in just under one of your years would be able to reach this part of the local galaxy very rapidly. If that is your preferred method of travel we would welcome a visit from the Future."

"Will you tell us where we are so the Future can set a course to pick us up?"

"No but we will give you the location of somewhere close by that they can pick you up. The location of the detention facility must remain unknown to anyone. I hope you can understand the need for secrecy given the nature of the facility you are at."

"How are you going to release us without us seeing where we are?"

"You will be transported within one of our transport ships for a fair distance before we set you free to navigate on your own. You will then be free to meet up with the Future or make your way to one of our occupied systems."

"I suppose that will be satisfactory." Melissa said.

Melissa and Mark then headed for the exit that no one had even noticed opening. They stepped out and turned left and headed down the corridor and around the corner and when they arrived at the walkway they were shocked to see the Icarus sitting in free space right at the end of the walkway. They walked out to the end of the walkway and timidly stepped off the end of it finding solid footing waiting for them. They walked right over to the ship and climbed up the cargo ramp and stepped aboard. Mark flipped on the lights and they slowly grew in intensity until the cabin was dimly lit.

"Reserves must not be up to full strength yet." Mark said.

"No, when we were grabbed you were charged for a jump and unless you turned it off the system will still be drawing all it can to replace the energy drained from the system by the enlighteners."

"You're right, I didn't even think about that."

They walked to the front of the ship and Mark lifted out his control collar and slipped it over his head then sat down and tapped the temple pickup and the system recognized his brain and started sending him information and powering up the subsystems. Melissa then retrieved her control collar and slipped it over her head and sat down then tapped the temple pickup and she closed her eyes as some of the computing load was shunted to her brain. Mark reached up and turned the main displays on and then he went about turning off the hyper jump system to conserve what little power was available. The power levels immediately leveled off and began to slowly rise within the auxiliary power circuits. He brought up the communication system and adjusted the frequency and carrier to the military bands that he knew the Future would recognize as coming from him and it would indicate they were captured but not in immediate danger. Mark then looked up as if a face would be awaiting him.

"You do realize that we will have to communicate in English? Only those of us going to Heindon had the language and cultural knowledge the Olmot put in our heads."

"I was aware this would likely be the case. What do you mean by having the language and cultural knowledge put in your heads?"

"We can use our stasis chambers to impart knowledge directly into our brains much quicker than learning it by reading the information. We know what it is like to be an Olmot that we may behave as they would expect of another Olmot. Any mission would involve this type of preparation if we need to blend in with the locals."

"We have technology that can accomplish a similar imparting of information but it does not work directly on the brain as I think the technology you are describing does. Our method imparts information through the eyes thus to the brain. The part of the brain that processes visual information is capable of far more processing of information than most are aware."

"The eyes? Interesting." Melissa said.

"Are you ready to make contact with your people?"

"Yes. I have our transmitter set to a frequency they will recognize immediately. How much power do I need to use?" Mark said.

"The stronger the signal the clearer your signal will be on the other end."

Mark reached out and slid the transmit power up to maximum output and then he engaged the transmitter circuit and opened a signal analyzer circuit for the receiver. He wanted to make sure he was actually talking to the Future if this worked and they got a response.

"We are ready¦I do not even know your name. Are we allowed to know that much at least?"

"My name is keefu and my species are called Undella though we are collectively known as the enlighteners since there are many species among us working to enlighten and protect others. You may speak now, your signal is being relayed."

"Future, this is the Icarus. Do you read me?"

There was a pause long enough for Mark to look at Melissa and wonder if this was going to work.

"This is the Future. I read you loud and clear lieutenant. Do you require assistance?" The AI's wonderful sounding voice rang back.

"Not at present but your presence will be required for us to get home in a timely manner. We are sixteen light years away in an unknown location. Can you put captain Alexan on the line?"

"Please stand by while your voice is authenticated and he is paged from his office."

"Roger that. We'll be standing by."

Mark looked over the voice stresses and signal pattern coming from the incoming signal and the signal analyzer identified it as positively coming from the Future and being the artificial intelligence's voice with a ninety nine point nine, nine percent probability. There was a slight drift to the signal suggesting some form of intense gravitational force such as would exist within close proximity to a class five pulsar or unstable class four stars. It confirmed the method of transmission and probable location of the point the signal was being reflected locally giving him something to look for if he were pressed to find the location of the facility they were being held at. Moments later the captain responded.

"This is captain Alexan. What's your situation lieutenant?"

"All hands accounted for sir. The Heindon mission was a complete success. A very powerful group called the Enlighteners has detained us. We were accused of violating the protected planets treaty and plundering of a lesser species and summarily sentenced to life in prison. After making a formal statement as to who we are and where we are from and what led us to be in the Heindon system we were granted amnesty and the sentence was withdrawn. We had to tell 'em everything Dillan, and I do mean everything."

"I see. Have they decided whether we are friend or foe?"

"For the moment they are neutral one way or the other now that they know about the Future and some of her capabilities."

"Sir this is commander Hiller, they would like to set up a face to face meeting between our leadership and some of their council for this protected planets treaty. The Undella whom are the lead species of the council are extremely advanced sir, they are exactly what we were going to be looking for. I would say they closely rival the elder race but maybe not quite as ancient or galactic. It sounds to me like they mind the store for the local quadrant only. Our time table for stepping out into the galaxy has just been moved up if you don't mind me saying sir."

"How did these guys grab you in the first place and what exactly do they have to do with Heindon?"

"They are the Olmot people's benefactors. The Olmot were on the verge of going extinct and the enlighteners stepped in and saved them from a fate they brought on themselves. War and disease reduced a planet with eighty million people down to just a few thousand when the Enlighteners found a dying world and brought it back from the brink. The Olmot are far older and more complex than we ever suspected and the enlighteners made a promise to protect the planet from outside influences just like what we brought to them. Thus the violation of a treaty the Olmot themselves signed into a very long time ago. The enlighteners left behind some pretty advanced planetary defenses that created a localized wormhole and we were pulled into it and transported sixteen light years. We aren't in any immediate danger but a ride home would nice."

"Send me your coordinates and we'll make arrangements to come get you."

"Stand by for a second sir. Keefu, my leader is asking for the coordinates they can pick us up at?"

"Does your leader know how to read Grehon?"

"No but our ship knows all of the dialects of Indel. It can translate anything you send into English in real time."

"Tell you leader to expect a set of spatial coordinates momentarily. They are from a location where you can meet up with the Future that will not reveal the location of the detention facility that you are currently at."

"The Future is probably translating for him right now so he should be aware of everything you just said. Thank you."

A moment later the captain spoke up.

"The Future is in fact translating your conversation for me commander. We're receiving a set of coordinates¦they are coming up as being in the Rendetor system fifteen point eight light years from here. The system is listed as unoccupied and safe for all traffic. We will make arrangements for enough food stocks to be transferred to Genesis to keep them fed while we're gone. We managed to get the stasis storage facility up and running just yesterday so we can store a significant amount of food now without it going bad. When do the enlighteners want this face to face meeting to take place?"

"The sooner the better sir. We aren't actually free to go until a meeting is at least set up. They need to evaluate whether we pose a danger to the galaxy with how much power and knowledge we have in our possession. They actually like all of us from what I understand and they sympathize with the things our young crew went through to get us here but they need to make sure we're all as compassionate and evolved as them as humbling as that might sound."

"I will put together a delegation of negotiators to represent us in this face to face meeting. Tell them we will be arriving at the provided coordinates very soon."

"Yes sir. You should include a couple of empathically gifted individuals sir. We need to make sure of the intentions of whoever we meet with."

"The thought had already crossed my mind commander. That is sound advice but I have a pretty good idea of what I'm doing when dealing with advanced species. We've learned a great deal from Laurel and Jake's experiences dealing with advanced species in Korica's galaxy."

"Of course sir."

"I can't wait to read the mission reports when we recover your team."

"Yes sir, things got very¦complicated. Oh I should mention that we have an ambassador Inea of the Olmot people that will be returning with us. She is a remarkable young lady that is¦very taken with Marty. You could call them a couple sir. She will be staying with us until her child takes its first steps so if you could arrange for ambassadorial accommodations for her she will be with us for a while."

"I see. How old is her child now?"

"Oh¦a day or so since conception. It will all be in my report sir."

"Oh lord! I get the implication commander. No wonder you people are in so much trouble, we did plunder the Olmot from the sounds of it."

"Along those lines I should also report that Korica and Tamaric participated in a sacred Olmot ceremony to bring the whole village out so we could get to know them that essentially married them and the wedding gift of solid gold wrist bands from the chief of the tribe were in their possession when we were captured?"

"Damn Melissa! I do not want to be the one that explains that to the Reynolds. I can see why the enlighteners were so pissed at you."

"Yes sir. We have convinced them that we had good intentions and none of the plundering that occurred was planned."

"Not an ideal first mission huhn?"

"There was a lot that happened that I didn't plan on. For one I have learned the Olmot are a beautiful and exotic people that we could really learn a lot from sir."

"Let's just see if we can get you home without a fight first. We'll worry about going back to Heindon to learn more from them later."

"Yes sir. We have been asked to teach the enlighteners the English language and some of our cultural habits and beliefs to prepare them for the meeting. Is that all right with you?"

"Yes, in light of the gravity of your situation give them anything they want short of the secrets of the Future. As you know we have some skilled negotiators with us and thankfully they've been out of stasis for a few months so they should be up to the task of negotiating for the entire population."

"Yes sir."

"We will be monitoring this frequency for any more communications from you. Will you be communicating through the star beyond this?"

"Not likely sir. I'm not entirely sure how that kind of thing works in the first place though Laurel seems to have some idea of how to do it. We'll likely be using traditional subspace communications from here on out unless our friends here need to reach you."

"Understood. I will let the parents of your young teammates know they are alive and well but will be delayed in their return home."

"Thank you sir. I suppose we should plan on most of our missions having this kind of unexpected turn of events huhn? The kids don't seemed all that surprised, they've really taken it in stride as if they half expected something bizarre to happen."

"With their gifted senses that doesn't surprise me at all. If there's nothing else to report, I'll get to work putting together a rescue mission and a meeting with the council you spoke of."

"I don't have anything else at this time sir."

"Roger that. Future out."

Mark reached up and closed the transmit circuit and reduced the transmit power to fifty percent and then he began powering everything down. Melissa turned her halo off and slipped it off her head and hung it up in the compartment in the bulkhead and then pushed the door closed. She then looked up at the humongous columns they were sitting between.

"Keefu, my leader has agreed to all your terms. He told me to give you anything you want short of the sensitive details of the Future. The Future will be arriving at the coordinates you provided very shortly carrying a delegation of negotiators authorized to speak on behalf of the entire Human population. You can meet on the Future or at a place of your choosing. My leader understands our situation and why we stood accused of the crimes that were put before us. He is grateful for your mercy and kind hearts in seeing your way to clear us of any crimes."

"You misunderstand, you are still guilty of the crimes charged against you. We have granted amnesty thus the sentence of life imprisonment has been withdrawn. You did not have hostile or evil intent behind your actions but the fact remains you violated the treaty and plundered the Olmot of at least one of their women and tribal riches."

"Will that weigh against us in any negotiations?"

"In the eyes of some, but not for most. Believe it or not a fair number of the current council members where charged with violation of the treaty at one time. You may join the others now if you wish?"

"We will do that. Thank you Keefu."

Mark shut the last of the auxiliary systems down and then turned the displays off and then he turned his halo off and put it away and he and Melissa got to their feet and headed for the cargo hatch.

As soon as Mark and Melissa headed out of the living area everyone that wasn't already on their feet stood up and they walked over to the exit and stepped out and watched Mark and Melissa walk around the corner to the left. They assumed they should go to the right and so they walked down the corridor to the point where the corridor went right and left and ahead of them had been a dead end when they walked to the room to give their statements but now it was an open doorway. Marty led the way through the doorway with Inea gripping his arm tightly like a girl holding her teddy bear lest she lose it.

As they stepped through the doorway three individuals that took a second to take in their appearances without feeling surprised met them. The individuals had very dark brown skin and flat faces with broad almost drooping noses and big round folds of skin on their foreheads and very bushy eyelashes above deep blood red eyes. They had virtually no earlobes, just small round holes on the sides of their heads with oval shaped folds of skin around the ear canal openings and they had blunt square chins and small brown lips around their small mouths that seemed to be stretched into a permanent smile of sorts. They were wearing thick gray shirts with padded shoulders and almost black colored panels of material coming over the shoulders from the back and it spread out over their chests with padded ripples of material all the way down their front side. Their pants had the same gray material down the inside and outside of their legs but the black material covered the front and back of their legs with the same padded ripples of material. They had on black boots that were very wide toward the middle suggesting strangely shaped feet within the smooth and polished boots. They had short bushy hair atop their heads that could only be described as a mat of black hair that somehow looked proper for their large bodies and big heads. Their hands were dark brown with wrinkly skin on the back of their hands and their fingernails were almost black in color but neatly manicured.

The first thing everyone thought was that it was going to be very difficult to differentiate one individual from another despite slight differences in their facial features. They just looked so different from Human like characteristics. They also looked to be extremely strong and robust as a species making them perfect for securing possibly dangerous species in confinement. The individuals all gestured into the room suggesting they were expecting the crew and Inea. The room was very humid but cool and it was fairly dimly lit from all around the ceiling again without any signs of precisely where the light was coming from. There was a large pond of water with bushy greenery growing all around the edge of the pond. The greenery was a vine like plant with dark green round leaves in bushy clumps with an almost black moss like carpet growing within and under it. The pond looked to be very deep and it was almost two hundred feet in diameter and the surface was rippling gently in different locations suggesting something was swimming around below the dark surface. Beyond the pond was an indoor growing field on the other side of several pillars made of the strange green porous metal that the whole facility was made from. There were vines wrapped around the pillars and beyond it was as brightly lit as it would be in bright sunlight. They assumed they were looking at the equivalent of the gardening ring on the Future but this place was all laid out on a flat surface that stretched for as far as they eye could see.

There were trees with strange looking fruit hanging within the bright green leaves and thick neatly trimmed canopies of branches. The trees weren't planted in neat rows as was the case on the Future, they seemed to be planted haphazardly with different types of fruit growing next to one another. Beyond that were bushy plants that were four to five feet tall tied to growing trellises and stakes in neat rows. There were ripe vegetables hanging from the plants some of which looked familiar as being what was in the cold storage cabinet within the wall in the living area they had been housed in and still others looked completely bizarre and unfamiliar.

They all walked slowly around the pond watching the gentle ripples as whatever was beneath the surface swam around creating gentle swirls on the surface. They walked up to the support pillars and looked out into the immense growing fields and they could distinctly smell that there were animals somewhere. Manure is manure no matter how exotic the animal. Inea was the first to ask the obvious question.

"Marty why do they show us this?"

"We do the same thing with new guests on the Future. We show where our food comes from and invite our guests to visit the gardening ring whenever they feel like it."

"You grow food like this? In space?"

"Yes. Our growing fields are on a curving surface though."

"A curving surface? I do not understand."

"The Future is shaped like this¦" Marty put his index fingers and thumbs together and made a circle. "We grow our food around the inside of the ring shape and we spin it to keep it against the walls of the gardening ring. They use artificial gravity here but it is the same concept."

"Do you keep animals in the growing ring as I smell to be here?"

"Uh we did when we left Earth but that was a very long time ago. They are all gone now."

One of the individuals then pointed off to the left and they made their way through the growing field to the wall several hundred feet away. Inea glanced back at the three following the group and then she leaned close to Marty.

"These people look very strange Marty. Do they know how to speak our words?"

"Probably not. You will have to speak the Enlighteners language."

"I do not know how to speak it. I can only read some of it."

"Then all we have is how the other four can communicate through feelings."

"Do you want me to try and establish a dialogue with them?" Laurel asked.

"Can you do that?" Marty asked.

"Probably, I can sense their feelings right now."

"Give it a try then. Ask them where we are going."

They stopped and Laurel turned to the closest individual and she put her hand on her chest and then she reached out and placed her hand on the individuals chest and he looked down at her hand and then the light seemed to go on in his head as the expression changed on his face and he nodded lightly. Laurel grinned and so did the individual facing her and he said "Ingjen" and pointed at himself. Laurel smiled brightly and said "Laurel" as she pointed at herself. "Laurel." Ingjen said slowly as he grinned. Laurel looked back at Marty and grinned.

"I get it, his name is Ingjen."

Ingjen then corrected Marty to pronounce his name with more emphasis on the zsha sound. Marty repeated Ingjen's name and Ingjen smiled and nodded and then Marty pointed at him self and said "Marty". Ingjen said Marty with a bit of a strange accent and then everyone stated their names and Ingjen repeated them all and then the other two individuals introduced themselves as Arghet, with the middle of his name sounding like a slurred K, and Breghon also with the middle part of his name sounding like a slurred and breathy K sound.

Laurel then bowed her head very slightly and tried to reach out to Ingjen and he popped a look at her and grinned and tapped his temple and Laurel nodded and smiled. She then felt him reaching out to her and she took a quick surprised breath as they established a shallow mental connection. Laurel was then able to exchange ideas readily as they interpreted each other's feelings. Laurel could hear Ingjen thinking but it was a confusing language that she just didn't understand. Laurel thought about the idea of curiosity as to where they were going and she immediately sensed a return thought in the form of feelings. They were heading for the unsecured living area. Laurel then nodded and looked at the others.

"We are heading for our new unsecured living area."

"You hear their words inside?" Inea asked.

"Not exactly. I do hear his thinking but I do not understand it, I can feel what he is thinking and that I understand."

"I do not understand the difference."

"I know it sounds confusing. It is very difficult to put it into words Inea. I can talk to him without words is all that is important."

"He is a he then?" Marty asked.

"All three of them are." Korica said.

"And one of them is in love. I do not know who it is coming from but it feels familiar since I feel the same thing toward Korica." Tamaric said.

"You can sense others feelings that precisely?" Jake asked looking at him with furrowed brows.

"I am probably feeling it through Korica and she can. Anything she senses or feels I get a sense of as if I am the one sensing it. Her feelings are mine¦or something like that."

Jake smiled and stroked the back of his head playfully.

"Pretty cool huhn?" Jake said in English.

"Yeah, now that I'm getting used to it I like it except for how¦feminine everything she feels is. It makes me feel soft and squishy all the time."

Jake laughed and looked at Laurel as she chuckled lightly.

"Do I feel like that?" Laurel asked.

"Yep. I might not've put it exactly like that but I know exactly what he's talking about."

Laurel smirked for a moment at what she was sensing from Jake and then Ingjen touched her shoulder startling her and she looked at him quickly. Ingjen pointed at her chest then he pointed at Jake. Laurel reached over took Jake's hand and then she stepped up close to him and laid her head on his shoulder for a moment then she gave Jake a peck and looked at Ingjen and he nodded that he gets it. Laurel was pretty sure he didn't understand being paired and it was far to complex a concept to explain through feelings but at least Ingjen knew why he heard Jake's whispers and sensed Jake within Laurel, they were deeply in love with one another.

Ingjen then gestured toward the wall ahead of them and they all started heading that way again as Laurel withdrew from Ingjen's mind. Laurel kept a hold of Jake's hand and he sensed her thinking that their jailor was right; these three at least were very warm and extremely smart despite their bizarre appearance. They walked over to the wall and a huge portion of the wall dissolved away revealing an eating area with several dozen more of the now familiar looking dark skinned and red eyed aliens sitting at tables eating.

As they walked into the eating area all of the alien's stared at them making them feel a little uncomfortable. The eating area was dramatically different from the rest of the facility that they had seen so far. There were gracefully curving beams that came up from the floor and curved up to the ceiling with architecturally interesting voids within the beams creating squares and triangles of free space that drew the eye to them. The walls were a washed out white color while the beams were a bronze like color providing a beautiful contrast in colors. The room was at least two hundred feet in diameter with crescent shaped tables that were a dark brown color. The tables had bench seating around the outside edge of the crescent shape. At the back of the room was a pass through window that was wide and long with three individuals working cooking areas and the service window. It reminded everyone of an exotic restaurant as found on Earth in the mid twenty fourties.

As they neared the middle of the room all of the occupants went back to their odd sounding conversations and resumed eating their meals and Laurel realized that the size of the room suggested that there were quite a few caretakers at this facility and the size of the growing area they had just come from suggested that there were a lot of incarcerated individuals being held. Ingjen stopped and turned and faced Laurel and without saying a word she sensed that he was wondering if they were hungry. Laurel looked at Korica.

"Are you hungry?" She asked in a soft voice.

"A little."

Laurel turned back to Ingjen and nodded so he gestured to the nearest table and they all sat down at one table and then all of the alien's seemed to look up at the same time and stare ahead blankly for a few moments. They then went back to their meals and conversations and Arghet and Breghon headed back out into the growing area. Ingjen then walked over to the pass through window at the back of the room and had a conversation with the individual standing on the other side of the window. The crew looked at each other for a moment and then Korica looked at Laurel.

"What do you think that was all about?"

"I would guess information was just passed down to them by voice, maybe even about us."

Ingjen walked back over to the table and he put his hand on Laurel's shoulder and as she looked at him she sensed that he had to go prepare something to do with communicating in a meaningful manner. Laurel nodded and Ingjen walked over to the exit leading out into a bright white corridor via a sliding door that he didn't have to touch to open. The crew then sat quietly looking around and they noticed that all of the caretakers were wearing the same outfits. They weren't sure if they were uniforms but they certainly had all the hallmarks of being just that that. A few minutes later Arghet and Breghon escorted Mark and Melissa across the growing area and right up to the table.

"How did it go?" Marty asked.

Melissa and Mark sat down next to Korica and Tamaric.

"We were able to make contact with the captain and convey our situation. The Future will be arriving in the next couple of hours with negotiators ready to talk to the council. What do you make of these guys?" Melissa said looking around.

"Laurel has managed to communicate with one of them named Ingjen. This is Arghet and Breghon." Marty said.

Arghet and Breghon bowed slightly and smiled slightly.

Mark and Melissa looked at them and gave them a friendly grin and a nod then looked at Laurel.

"Where is this Ingjen character?" Melissa asked.

"He took off to take care of arranging¦something to do with our communicating in a meaningful manner. He ordered us some food first though."

"These people are empathic then?"

"I think their talents go way further than that but yes they can communicate through expressed feelings and they can achieve a mental connection just like us. I shared a light connection with Ingjen for a time. He is very smart and he has a warm heart. I sense the same thing from the rest of them too."

"You think this is their home world?"

"No. I think we are a long ways from anyone's home world. I got the distinct impression that this place is at the heart of a planetoid somewhere very remote."

Two of the individuals that had been working behind the window stepped up to the table with stacked trays that were made of a bright metal and silverware made of the same material. They spread the trays out in front of everyone except Mark and Melissa and then they set down two serving platters heaped with freshly cooked meat slices and vegetables smothered in a white gravy like sauce. It smelled absolutely wonderful and looked very appetizing as the steam slowly wafted off the prepared food. There was a serving spoon slid into the pile of creamy vegetables and a two tined meat fork was laid on the tray with the meat slices on it. One of the individuals looked at Melissa and Mark and pointed to the tray sitting in front of Tamaric and then he pointed at them and they looked at each other and rocked their heads lightly from side to side then looked at the individual and nodded with a friendly grin.

The individual smiled and headed back over to the food prep area and retrieved two more trays and some silverware and brought them back to the table and set them in front of Mark and Melissa. He then gestured at the serving trays and grinned and then walked back over to the prep area. Everyone took turns serving some food on their trays and Breghon and Arghet walked over to the pass through window and collected four blue cups that had been filled and the other two individuals from behind the window walked around with four more cups and they walked them over to the table and set them down in front of everyone. Laurel picked up the cup and looked into it and it was full of a dark black liquid that she sniffed of first smelling a sweet scent almost like that of flowers and then she took a slight sip and she smiled.

"I think it is their version of fruit punch. It is ice cold and very sweet and thick." Laurel said then raised her cup a little and took a bigger sip.

The individuals smiled at her and then moved off heading back to the cooking area. They all sat and ate heartily. The meat had a wonderful flavor like that of a smoked steak and the creamy vegetables had just the right taste with rich zestful spices to compliment the meat perfectly and accent the wild flavors of the vegetables dramatically. Korica's first bite made her sigh and smile and Tamaric nudged her a little.

"Nothing like a fresh cooked exotic meal huhn?"

Korica swallowed her bite and set her head against the point of his shoulder for a moment.

"The food mom and Inea prepared filled us but this is to die for. This makes the captivity bearable."

They were all so taken with the food that they polished off everything that had been served and Korica had a further two cups of the wonderful juice, getting up and walking over to the pass through window with her cup in hand and the individual at the window took her cup and reached into a cold storage compartment in the wall just like the one in their living area only this one was ten times that size and he poured her more juice from a container that looked to be made of glass then he handed her cup back to her. She drank one cup standing at the window then had another poured for her and she smiled at the individual and walked back to the table and drank it down slowly lavishing the sweet taste and thick consistency. They then sat quietly until Ingjen returned.

Ingjen walked over to the table and he bowed his head slightly at Mark and Melissa and Laurel introduced him.

"This is Ingjen." Laurel then pointed at Melissa and stated her name and Ingjen repeated it and then she pointed at Mark and stated his name and Ingjen again repeated his name. Ingjen then looked at Laurel intently and Laurel slowly pulled her head back in surprise at what she was sensing of his intentions.

"What is it?" Melissa asked.

"He has a device ready for learning from us. He wants us to teach them our language and culture directly from our minds."

"I am not sure I like the sounds of that." Melissa said. "If they can pull things out of our heads they will undoubtedly learn sensitive information from us."

"There is only one of us that would not be able to divulge sensitive information."

Laurel looked at Tamaric and his eyes got big.

"Me?"

"You do not know the secrets of the Future like the rest of us do like her exact defensive capabilities."

"They will have access to what Korica knows through me though."

"Not if you quiet your minds first."

"Oh man¦I guess being dumb has its advantages and disadvantages."

"You stop that Tamaric!" Korica said with a saddened look on her face. "You are far from dumb, you just have not learned everything about the Future yet."

"Sorry love, I did not mean to upset you. Tell Ingjen I will do it Laurel."

Laurel nodded and looked at Ingjen and tried to convey that Tamaric would be the one to donate what he knows. Ingjen glanced at Tamaric confirming for Laurel that she was successful in getting the message across. Ingjen gestured at the door he had exited through earlier and so everyone got up and picked up their trays and cups and Berghon and Arghet picked up the serving plates and they carried everything over to the pass through window and handed them off and then they followed Ingjen over to the door that slid open automatically and they stepped out into the bright white corridor and headed to the left.

The corridor was roughly square shaped but it had exposed beams every twenty feet down the corridor in stark contrast to the rest of the facility that seemed to be cut from a solid metal core of some kind. This portion looked constructed though beneath the bright finish was likely the same cast iron like metal Laurel thought. They walked down the corridor passing a few more aliens with the same features as the people they had already met and they offered no expression as they looked over the group in passing. They walked up to a compartment with a clear door that appeared to be made of glass but they couldn't be sure of its actual composition as the door slid open and they walked into a thirty by thirty room with many strange looking pieces of electronic equipment on counters and sitting in the floor beneath that stretched all the way around the room and in the middle of the room was a white chair with a high back and a metal arm stretching up from behind it hanging over the chair slightly. At the end of the arm was what looked like a miniature football on its side with a yellow glowing spot in the middle of it. Behind the chair was a bizarre looking console with bright white casing enclosing much of it and on an arm hanging out from the console was what looked like and old Earth CD player tray with a bulging CD sitting in it. It had the iridescent look of a CD but it was made of some kind of exotic metal that was slightly blue in color.

Ingjen gestured at the chair while looking at Tamaric and he timidly sat down in the chair and found it to be very comfortable. Korica stepped in front of him and gave him a subtle nod and they both quieted their minds and Tamaric gave her a sad look as he lost the profound sense of her and her whispers completely disappeared from the back of his mind. He hated the lost feeling that always followed quieting his mind anymore since becoming paired with Korica. He just didn't feel whole unless they were connected. Korica put her hand up to his face and gave him a pretty smile and then stepped back.

Ingjen pulled the football looking device down so it hung right at eye level in front of Tamaric and then he stepped around to the back of the chair and he turned the console on and bizarre looking characters were displayed on the screen in front of him and he tapped a few of them then he looked at Laurel. Laurel sensed exactly what he was about to do and she slowly nodded while staring at him and then she stepped around the chair so she was looking at Tamaric.

"This device is going to capture a sense of your knowledge through your eyes. You need to think about what you know of the English language and try not to blink rapidly."

Laurel looked back at Ingjen and she slowly nodded and then looked at Tamaric.

"After your knowledge is captured a few languages are going to be given to you including the languages spoken by the enlighteners. It should not hurt but if you experience any pain you should say something and it can be turned down."

"I decide what is going to be captured then?"

"I am not exactly sure but I think that is how it works."

Tamaric looked at the device sitting in front of him and nervously nodded. Laurel looked at Ingjen and thought for him to go ahead and begin. Ingjen touched a few commands and the device hanging in front of Tamaric began to emit a high frequency noise and then it clicked and a strange yellowish orange energy began to flow between Tamaric's eyes and the device, looking like electric smoke in the way it billowed and flowed into the device.

"Oh wow!" Tamaric said with a grin. "My eyes are tingling and I can feel this thing probing my mind."

"Just concentrate on what you know of our culture and the English language in particular."

"Our culture¦I will do my best."

Tamaric relaxed leaning his head back and tried to think about what he knows of the English language and he could feel the knowledge pouring from his mind. It was like a slight tugging feeling and his mind was being stimulated into areas he wasn't even thinking would be relevant. He sat and let the information flow from his mind while trying not to blink often while the others looked around the room at the strange looking equipment on the counters. Laurel was able to discern what some of the equipment was but most of it was just beyond anything she had ever seen before.

It took close to an hour for the device to finally shutdown and Tamaric leaned forward and rubbed his eyes with his thumb and forefinger for a moment and then he looked around for Korica. She had been leaning against the wall by the doorway and she leaned forward and stepped over to Tamaric and he put his hand out to her and sighed when she took his hand.

"How was it? Did it hurt?"

"It did not hurt at all. My eyes are just feeling kind of dry or something. It was a strange feeling, after a few minutes it seemed to know where to probe to find the information needed. I thought about things I had not thought about in a long time."

"Like what?"

"When I was learning how to talk and recognize numbers and letters and sentence structure. I also thought about world history a little and what you and I have been through. I think I passed on what it is like to fall in love and become paired."

"What! You do not mean what we did to become paired?"

"No. The feeling of what we have growing and becoming profound and the feeling at the instant that we became paired. I made sure to keep the personal memories out of it as best as I could. A sense of what I think of you might have made it through though."

"What think of me?"

"You know, with nothing on?"

"Oh. I guess that is not so bad."

Ingjen then lifted the CD looking puck out of the tray it was sitting within and he carried it over to one of the larger pieces of equipment and he lifted a clear cover open and he placed the puck into a tray and closed the cover and then he touched a few buttons on the piece of equipment and then he reached under the counter and sorted through stacked pucks for the one he was looking for and then he pulled one out and walked it over to the console at the back of the chair and he placed it on the tray at the end of the arm sticking out from the console. Laurel touched his arm and tried to convey her curiosity at what he was doing. They stared at each other for a moment and then she grinned and nodded. She then looked at the others.

"That device over there is distributing what was just captured from Tamaric into a central database that can be accessed from all over this facility. The disc he just put into the chair will give Tamaric the knowledge of the enlighteners typically granted to first time guests."

"Can I share Tamaric's mind so I can learn what he is learning at the same time?" Korica asked.

"You can try but I do not think it works like that. Until he learns what is going to be given to him you will not be aware of it."

Korica wrinkled her brow and but grinned as she pushed lightly to open her mind. Tamaric pushed harder and slipped into her mind deeply and smiled at her as he gave her the equivalent of a mental tickle. She giggled at the sensation and then stepped back and let go of Tamaric's hand. He leaned back and Ingjen engaged the console and the same strange looking energy began to stream into his eyes this time. He started breathing rapidly with a strange grin on his face. Korica could sense his excitement but she was completely unaware of the knowledge streaming into his mind just as Laurel had supposed would be the case.

Tamaric sat and absorbed the information for well over an hour and when the machine finally shutdown he slowly batted his eyes and Korica was finally able to start sensing the information within his mind as he recalled all that he now knew. The knowledge was an integral part of him instead of being all in one place as she expected. Ingjen stepped around the chair and faced Tamaric and he lifted the imparting device so it was over his head and he grinned at him.

"Can you understand what I am saying" Ingjen asked in a deep voice.

"Yes I can understand you perfectly. Wow¦I can speak Ergungk."

"That is my native language." Ingjen then spoke in Grehon. "Can you still understand my words?"

"Yes I can¦holy cow! I can speak and understand Grehon."

"What is a cow and why would it have a hole in it?"

Tamaric smiled and chuckled lightly.

"It is just and expression of surprise. Holy means of the creator and a cow is large four legged stock animal raised and consumed by Humans for food."

"I do not understand using the two together in an expression of surprise."

"I take it that it worked since I have heard two distinct languages being spoken in exchanges?" Melissa asked.

"Yes it worked." Tamaric said in Indel. "I know a whole bunch of different languages now. I understand the people that speak them too, including Ingjen's people the Sharhon that speak Ergungk."

"I am starting to get a sense of what Tamaric learned through him as he thinks about it." Korica said.

"Will you be able to speak the languages he just learned?" Marty asked.

"Eventually but I would need to learn more from him during a deep connection. The knowledge is a part of him not something at the surface that I can see or learn directly from. It would be like trying to learn a skill from someone, you do not instantly know how to do what you sense a person is capable of. It has to be learned over time."

"I do not know what is being said Tamaric." Ingjen said. "You may climb out of the cerebral forging chair and I will begin with the next person."

Tamaric leaned forward and climbed out of the chair and he looked at everyone and grinned.

"This thing is called the cerebral forging chair and Ingjen is ready for the next person." Tamaric said pointing at the chair.

Korica stepped forward first and sat down in the chair and Ingjen grinned at her and adjusted the imparting fixture so it was at her eye level and then he stepped around to the back of the chair and began the process. The same fiery yellow and orange energy billowed toward Korica's eyes and she grinned at the strange sensation and sat still as she learned. Tamaric then engaged Ingjen now that he could speak to him.

"Ingjen does the cerebral forging chair capture a sense of a person's feelings?"

"To an extent. If what you are thinking on at the time of capture has attached emotions that are relevant or particularly intense they will be captured along with your knowledge. We can filter out unnecessary elements later on. Why do you ask?"

"Korica and I are¦intimate mates deeply bound to one another spiritually and emotionally and I think a sense of what I feel about her form may have been passed on. I cannot help thinking about her like that and she enters my thoughts often. She told me she needed to feel that from me more often so I have been indulging my feelings when I sense her presence but I did not exactly mean to pass it on to the chair."

"She brings out intense emotions in you?"

"Extremely intense. She is very beautiful as you can see and it only gets better the less she has on. Can you take that part out if it got through?"

"Yes. Accidental emotional responses are not uncommon and they will be filtered out if they are inconsequential to the knowledge around them. I will perform that task when I am through with all of you."

"Does that mean you have to feel it first?"

"Yes."

"You are not going to start feeling that toward her are you."

Ingjen laughed in a deep voice then snorted.

"She is the wrong species for my taste Tamaric. Think of it as giving me a deep understanding of exactly what you feel toward her and nothing more."

"We do not have to tell her that you will be sharing my lust for her do we?"

"No. I can understand your desire for discretion."

Ingjen then walked over to the piece of equipment he had loaded Tamaric's cerebral knowledge disc into and he stopped the machine and deleted the information from the system and then he lifted the disc out of the tray and he set it on the counter and then he patted Tamaric's shoulder with a bit of grin on his face.

"I will correct the information before anyone else accesses it."

"Thank you."

They then stood by as Korica was imparted with the understanding that Tamaric had until she was finished. She then waited for Ingjen to lift the imparting fixture and then she climbed out of the chair and Laurel sat down in it next and Ingjen adjusted the imparting fixture so it was at her eye level and then he stepped around the chair and started the process on her. Korica smiled at Tamaric then took his hand and she looked at Ingjen.

"I know what you were saying now. Thank you for keeping our private feelings out of what will be shared with others."

"You are welcomed Korica. There is no need to embarrass anyone with unintentional intimate feelings."

They spent the next several hours imparting the languages and cultural knowledge to everyone ending with Inea. Ingjen then retrieved a small remote and he replaced the disc with Tamaric's and Ingjen spent another hour editing out unnecessary elements, stopping from time to time and backing up the information playback so he could erase specific feelings or information. When he was finally finished Marty had an idea.

"Ingjen can you impart what was captured from Tamaric into Inea? It would be nice if she knew how to speak my language."

"Of course." He said as he climbed out of the chair and gestured at the seat.

Inea climbed into the chair and they spent another hour imparting Tamaric's knowledge into her mind. At the conclusion Ingjen lifted the imparting fixture above her head and she climbed out of the chair and smiled at Marty.

"There will be no more conversations that I don't understand. I can speak perfect English now. Your society is way more complex than I imagined¦and Tamaric is an amazing young man."

"I'll be a son of a¦gun." Marty uttered with a smile.

Korica giggled and Tamaric pulled on her hand lightly.

"What's so funny Korica?"

"She has your accent Tamaric."

"I don't even hear it, to me you all have the accent."

"We have been at this for quite a while." Ingjen said. "Your vessel has been detected nearby. Would you like to be shown to your new living area?"

Korica covered her mouth and fought the urge to giggle again as she heard Tamaric's sexy little accent in Ingjen too.

"Well that's certainly unforeseen. I guess the Australian accent is going to be heard in all of our conversations with anyone accessing Tamaric's knowledge." Melissa said with a grin.

"Is there anyway we could get something to eat first?" Korica asked.

"Wait¦how long has the Future been in the area?" Mark asked.

"I don't know exactly." Ingjen said. "I was just informed by keefu."

"Who is Keefu?" Laurel asked.

"He's the one we've been talking to since arriving here." Melissa said.

"I thought once we gave you guys what you wanted we were going to be cut loose?" Mark said.

"That's not for me to decide Mark. I would guess arrangements are being made for your transport away from here. I will show you to your living area and you will be free to do as you like after that. You can go down to the eating area to get something to eat if you like."

"Fine, show us to this living area." Mark said.

Ingjen lifted the cerebral disc out of the console tray and he carried it over to the piece of equipment on the counter and he placed it in the tray and turned the device on and began uploading the newly edited version into the database so others could access it once the upload was complete. Ingjen then led them back out into the bright corridor and they headed to the right further down the corridor. They walked for quite a distance until the corridor led to the right up to a set of frosted glass doors. Igjen pushed them open and they stepped into a starkly more comfortable feeling living area than their confinement quarters. The living area was the same size but there was a beautiful large painting on one wall of an exotic landscape with a stream meandering through it with purple and blue flowers on one shore rolling out across a gently rolling plain all the way to two setting suns in the distance one of which was partially set and another smaller orange sun was just depicted just about to touch the Future casting oranges and yellows into a sky that had long stretched out wispy clouds covering a sky that peeked through from a light blue beyond the fiery oranges and yellows to a deep blue almost like that of Laurel's eyes closer to the perspective view of right over the head of a person standing looking at the vista. The feeling of depth and serial realism made everyone stop and stare into the painting before walking any further into the room.

"Someone has real talent as a painter." Korica said.

"That's the kind of talent we've seen in your paintings Korica." Laurel said putting her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"You can paint like this?" Inea asked without looking away from the painting.

"I don't know that I'm this good but I do paint."

"Hers are every bit as good as this Inea." Laurel said proudly. "Don't let her modesty fool you."

"Thanks mom." Korica said with a grin.

Laurel patted her shoulder then they walked deeper into the room to look around as Ingjen stood by the cooking area. The furnishings looked familiar but the room was a bright white color instead of a bare dull metal look as their confinement quarters had been and there was a huge window toward the back of the room with white and gray billowing drapes hanging in front of it and beyond was the growing area. They could see through the window and they now saw the animals they had smelled as they made their way to the eating area. There were small herds of very strange looking animals that were the size of a large bull but they looked nothing like anything they had ever seen before. They had large long heads looking more like a horses head from Earth with bulky and muscular bodies with four very sturdy looking legs. They had bushy short tails and most surprising of all they had flat round feet with four nails like that of an elephant. They had root beer brown fur that was short except for around their heads and pointed ears where the fur was gray, like that on an old man and it was longer and bushier around the head than the rest of the body. They were lazily grazing in a field of ankle high green grass that looked more like a fern than grass. There were even more strange animals off in the hazy distance but their features couldn't be made out clearly because of all of the plants growing and the high humidity causing a hazy look to the air beyond about a hundred yards and the growing area stretched as far as the eye could see. They could just make out that there were three and four foot tall four legged animals some of which looked to have blond fur and others a reddish gold colored fur and there were many of them wondering around grazing in small herds of eight to ten per herd but there were dozens of herds moving around.

"You should recognize the layout here." Ingjen said. "The sleeping rooms are beyond that wall over there along with bathing and waste rooms. The cooking area here is setup exactly like it is in the other confinement areas. The cold food storage is stocked with fresh food if you would like to prepare a meal here or you can make your way back to the eating area and they will prepare something for you at your request. The sleeping rooms are large enough to accommodate couples sleeping in one bed per your request."

"Are we going to be monitored here like we were in the confinement living area?" Tamaric asked.

"No. Your privacy has been reinstated along with your freedom to come and go as you like."

Mark looked over at the wall next to the frosted glass doors and he saw a square black panel that was dark but looked suspiciously like a com panel.

"What is that?" Mark asked pointing at the panel.

"Come, I will show you."

Ingjen walked over to the dark panel and he reached out and touched it and it lit up and a list menu appeared in Grehon.

"You should all be able to read this now. You can access a map of the areas you are allowed to traverse or there is a communication link so you can talk with someone in the administration department if you should have a problem or question."

"This provides two way voice communication?" Korica asked.

"No. You will need to speak your inquiry but the reply will be heard in your mind."

"There is no visual communication then?"

"No. You can be seen but you won't see anything. These are premium living quarters but this is still a detention facility. There are certain security measures that are never sacrificed just for the comfort of our guests."

"Do you have many guests like us?"

"No. I can't remember the last time anyone was granted amnesty and then granted a stay with us. The enlighteners are obviously impressed with something about you people."

"Or afraid of." Tamaric said.

"Not much frightens them. If you were considered dangerous you wouldn't have been granted amnesty in the first place."

"So your people aren't considered to be part of the enlighteners?" Mark asked.

"My home world is among the protected planets but we don't sit on the council. We're better suited to other purposes to earn our protected status."

"Soldiers and guards?" Korica asked.

"And construction engineers as well as laborers in reconstruction or destruction projects."

"So Heindon's infrastructure was destroyed by your people?"

"I'm not familiar with a world called Heindon."

"That's my home world." Inea said.

Ingjen looked her over and shrugged his huge shoulders.

"No offense but you all look the same to me and I know you're from different worlds. I'm not familiar with your people or your home world Inea. You would have to understand how many people that look similar to you I've seen over my lifetime. I don't remember all of their home worlds let alone if we had anything to do with its reconstruction effort."

"You see a lot of species that look like us do you?" Melissa asked.

"I suppose so, maybe half of the species I've met or dealt with look like you do."

"Is there anyway to communicate with our ship through this panel?" Mark asked.

"You can ask the administrator on duty but as close as your ship is I would guess the answer will be no. It would give away our exact location."

"Will you let us know when we can rendezvous with the Future then?"

"Someone will let you know but it probably won't be me."

"Can we please go get something to eat now?" Korica asked. "We spent hours in that cerebral forging chair room and I'm really hungry."

"We'll all go get something to eat honey." Mark said.

"I have duties to tend to." Ingjen said. "I trust you can find your way?"

"Yes. It's just up the corridor." Korica said.

Ingjen reached out and shutdown the com panel and then he stepped over to the doors and pulled them open and then he stood outside in the main corridor as everyone filed out.

"Thank you for showing us around Ingjen. I hope we see you again before we leave." Melissa said.

"It was a pleasure Melissa. You are a fine group of people and I wish you all the best."

Ingjen smiled at everyone warmly and then he turned and headed further down the corridor and disappeared around a corner and everyone made their way back to the eating area. There were only a few Sharhon sitting in the eating area so the crew had the choice of just about any table to sit at. They sat down at the closest table and then Korica pulled Tamaric back to his feet and the two of them walked over to the pass through window and one of the Sharhon working the cooking area grinned at them and stepped up to the window opening.

"What can I get for you?" The Sharhon asked in Ergungk.

"I am not familiar with your food items. I would like some of that sweet dark¦juice drink that is in the cold storage over there and we would like a meal for eight that will fill us."

"The drink is called almay. Would you prefer a spicy meal or something a little more tame?"

"I am not sure what you would consider spicy, I think it would be safer to have something a little more tame."

"Hmm, I think I can put something together quickly that you will enjoy. Let me get you some cups and a container of almay to take to the table. We will bring the meal to you when it is ready."

The Sharhon walked over to the counter and pulled down a rectangular tray and he set eight cups on it and then he opened the cold storage compartment and he pulled out a frosty pitcher of almay and he set it in the middle of the tray and he picked it up and walked it over to the window and handed it to Korica.

"Thank you." Korica said quietly.

The man grinned and nodded once then moved back over to the cooking area and Korica and Tamaric walked back over to the table and set the tray down then sat down and passed out the cups then poured a cup of almay for themselves then passed the pitcher down so everyone could pour a cup for themselves. Mark took a big drink and smacked on the sweet and rich flavor and then he set his cup down and looked at Melissa sitting right next to him.

"I wonder what the delay is in letting us go? I feel like they're stalling for some reason."

"I get the same feeling. Maybe they're waiting until they access the information Tamaric provided to see if it's what they were looking for?"

"You think I could really be¦less smart than they were hoping?" Tamaric asked.

Melissa looked at him and grinned warmly.

"You know how to speak English and who we are as a people Tamaric. That's all they asked for."

"You don't think they were gauging how smart I am or anything like that?"

"Maybe a little but you're a bright kid Tamaric, they won't be disappointed."

"You've got the intelligence that you've absorbed from me too Tamaric." Korica said to reassure him. "Don't you feel smarter since becoming paired with me?"

"I feel like a darn genius when I have access to your mind but I had my mind quieted while I gave them my knowledge or whatever you wanna call it."

"You heard what mom said, the longer we're paired the more you'll learn from me without trying and I'm learning from you too. What you learn from me is a permanent part of your intelligence. I don't think you realize just how smart you are Tamaric."

"I guess not. I only feel really smart when I have your smarts to draw on."

"That's combined intelligence and the ability we have to put our minds together on a single task or problem. I feel the same loss of intelligence when we quiet our minds."

"You think it might be throwing the enlighteners off because they can't scan the interior of the Future to confirm what we told them?"

"Oh I'm sure that confounds them but I think it goes deeper than that." Mark said.

"I wonder what they would think if the Future really cranked up the shield and disappeared all together?" Melissa asked with a mischievous grin.

"I think they would crap themselves¦and wonder what the hell we were up to." Mark said. "The Future isn't gunna do something like that while we're in captivity. It would be to provocative."

"Your ship can disappear?" Inea asked looking at Marty.

"Sort of. I'll explain that kind of thing to you later once you have a security clearance for that level of information."

"I'm not sure I understand what that means."

"As you earn more trust from the command crew you will granted higher clearance allowing more of the secrets of the Future to be shared with you. As an ambassador you will automatically be granted a level zero clearance and it will be upgraded over time after that. A level zero will allow you to move around the ship unescorted and you will be able to access many places that the general population won't have access to."

"Like where?"

"Well the command deck for one. It's where we control the ship from and you'll be allowed in my quarters on the command deck."

"That is where you sleep?"

"Yes. You'll be granted quarters of your own that'll be much bigger than mine but you'll be able to come see me if you want."

"You won't be staying in my¦quarters with me?"

"Uh¦if I'm not on duty maybe but I have a job hun. I actually won't be on the ship most of the time; I'll be down on the surface."

"Then that is where I want to be. I don't want to be away from you Marty."

"I'll show you around for a while but I have duty six days a week hun. You'll have escorts to keep you company until I come back aboard. You're going to have a lot of information to absorb about us in the mean time."

"I'm not going to be allowed to come to the surface with you?"

"You'll be allowed to go wherever you want but probably not with me. I have security duties that would be dangerous for you to be around and very demanding physically. I'm on my feet all day and a good portion of the night in some really inhospitable conditions."

Three Sharhon stepped up to the table at that point with three trays, one with plates and silverware on it and one with a serving tray with square golden yellow bread like squares on it and the third with a large bowl containing a thick white gravy with big chunks of meat and vegetables cut up within it. They set the trays down and passed out plates and silverware to everyone and then they used metal tongs to lift a big square of the bread onto everyone's plate then they ladled the thick gravy over the square of golden bread. It smelled wonderful and was piping hot. Tamaric picked up his fork and took a small bite of the bread not covered in gravy and he tasted it. He smiled and looked at the man standing in front of him with an expectant look on his face.

"We make something just like this where I come from. We would call this sweet cornbread. It is delicious."

"I am glad you like it. We call this duban bread and consta gravy with meat and vegetables thrown in to make it filling."

Korica took a forkful of the bread smothered in gravy and she put it in her mouth and instantly grinned big. It was the same thing they had eaten earlier as she hoped. The flavor was creamy and full of exotic spices giving a tiny bite to the after flavor. She chewed the bit then swallowed it and nodded with a big smile.

"You are wonderful cooks. I love this duban and consta."

"Thank you. Enjoy your meal."

The men then moved off to head back to the cooking area and everyone set about eating their meal. The food was so good they again managed to polish off everything served to them and the whole pitcher of almay. They then carried their plates and cups over to the pass through window and the man there told them not to worry about the serving ware as it would be cleared away for them. They all then made their way out of the eating area and headed back down the corridor to their living area. As they stepped in Mark stepped over to the com panel and when Korica stepped in he pat her shoulder.

"You feeling better?"

"Yeah. Thank you Mark, I was starving."

"You're welcome short stuff. Let me find out how long we're going to be held here, you might have time to get some rest if you want."

"I just want to get off my feet for a while unless we can get out of here, then I'll run if I have to. Otherwise I'm getting tired and so is Tamaric, getting some rest sounds great."

Mark grinned at her then reached out and touched the com panel and it lit up and he touched the menu line for contacting the administration department. A few moments later he heard a male voice in his head that he had never heard before.

"How can I help you¦Mark?" The voice asked him in Grehon.

"Can everyone hear what you are saying?"

"No just you."

"I would like you to make it possible for everyone to hear what you are saying."

"As you wish. What can I help you with?"

"Who am I speaking with?"

"My name is Argus."

"When are we going to be allowed to go to our ship Argus?"

"You may go to your ship now if you wish. It is sitting in the same place as before."

"No, not the Icarus the Future. Our mother ship?"

"Arrangements are being made to transport you to the Future. Please give us some time to evaluate the information provided to us first. It is being disseminated at this time but you provided us with information from your youngest member, it is being pondered why you did this. It will also take some time to get the knowledge to the council members and they will ultimately determine if it is sufficient for the purpose intended."

"You were hoping to dig the sensitive details of the Future and Genesis out of us? Tamaric has no such knowledge and that is why he was chosen. You only asked for a sense of our language and our people and that is exactly what he gave you. If you people want a meaningful relationship this is a bad way to start. You have to start trusting us sometime without us giving you access to our defensive capabilities and sensitive information about our capital city and our population at large."

"It would have shown a greater level of trust from you to give us the knowledge from an adult. Give us the same lack of complete trust until we can determine if what Tamaric provided is going to be sufficient. The preliminary reports from those imparted with his knowledge are that he is a bright, caring and very intelligent young man but the sense left was that of a young boy. His appearance does not match what is inside him and that sense is passed along when others are exposed to the information he provided. Do you feel he would be your first choice to negotiate for your people at a treaty signing and possible exchange of technology between new allies? That is essentially what you have left the council with. Tamaric has courage and strength that is willed from deep within him due to his relationship with Korica and a burning desire to keep her from harm but he does not yet possess the wisdom and fortitude that life experience tends to endow one with. This may or may not be an issue for what is to come, you will have to give us time decided one way or the other."

"I had not thought about it like that. I did not know that a sense of him would be passed along or that it would be that important."

"It is vital. A sense of ones culture comes from within as well as what is known of ones own people and their behavioral norms. A young man Tamaric's age does not normally have a full sense of such things. This is a preliminary finding from just a few individuals, give us time to spread his knowledge to more people and we will decide if his intellect and character are sufficient. I understand your desire to keep sensitive information out of our hands but it may be necessary to let an adult volunteer for the cerebral forging process. Perhaps someone from your mother ship who does not possess sensitive information would be inclined to volunteer their knowledge of your language and culture if Tamaric's knowledge is deemed insufficient?"

"I suppose that could be arranged if we had to. Can we contact our ship?"

"To do so would reveal the location of the detention facility."

"You know they are not going to wait for very long before they demand that their people be released as promised?"

"We are aware. These things take time when trust is not given readily. I would assume we have both learned valuable and hard lessons about trusting implicitly of new contacts?"

"I know we have. I will be patient but I expect a decision within a day."

"I am not sure how long a day is to you but that sounds fair. If there is nothing else you should get some rest and expect a decision to be reached by the time you wake?"

"You have been monitoring us?" Korica asked feeling violated and lied to.

"You left the doors to your living area open, we monitor everything that takes place in the corridors and public spaces. Your voices carried out into the corridor and thus to the monitoring devices. Tamaric's knowledge allows the monitoring system to translate all you are saying into our language for us so I heard your expression of being tired along with Tamaric."

Korica got up and walked over to the doors and pushed them shut and then turned and leaned against them and looked at Mark.

"I feel like a complete dope."

Mark grinned at her and looked back at the com panel.

"That will be all for now." Mark said.

Mark reached out and closed the menu item by toughing it and then he touched the bottom corner of the com panel and it went dark and then he stepped over by Korica and put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her to his side.

"Don't feel bad for not believing what these guys tell you. They haven't exactly instilled a great sense of trust in me either."

They walked over to the couch and Korica plopped down next to Tamaric and leaned on him.

"So I'm smart enough maybe but not mature enough for them? I knew something about me wouldn't be what they wanted." Tamaric said.

"It's that lack of confidence in yourself that's the problem for them. You need to start having faith in how smart and capable you are Tamaric." Korica said.

"I only have that kind of confidence in myself when I feel it from within you and I'm not sure if it's my confidence or yours and it goes away when our minds are quieted."

"It's my confidence fortified because of you that you're sensing Tamaric. Because I have so much of you in me. You just need to look deep within yourself and you'll feel that part of me within you all the time, even when our minds are quieted."

"See you're so dang smart and insightful. I want to be like that all the time."

"We should all get some sleep and hope these guys have kept their word by the time we wake up." Mark said.

"I'm not tired though." Inea said.

"We don't have to go to sleep right away." Marty said with a grin making Inea lean back and smile bashfully.

Mark looked down and shook his head while grinning. Everyone then got to their feet and headed over to the wall that they knew had the hallway beyond leading to the bedrooms and Mark reached out and touched the wall and the wall shimmered and then dissolved away revealing a long hallway with arched slight indentations along the hallway where each room was located and at the end of the hallway was another indentation facing them. They walked down the hallway and Mark reached out and touched the first indentation and the wall shimmered then dissolved away revealing a bright white room with a rather sizable bed and a cabinet across from it with the now familiar articles folded up within it. There was small table below the cabinet that was not present in the other rooms as the rooms were not twenty feet wide as this room is nor where they near as deep as this room is. Korica smiled as she looked around Mark at the size of the bed.

"Now that's better. Tamaric and I'll take this room."

Mark stepped aside and let Korica and Tamaric step into the room together and as he stepped back the wall filled in right before their eyes. Mark then looked down the hallway and he counted three more arched indentations including the one facing them at the end of the hallway and he looked at Melissa.

"I guess they thought we were all couples including you and I."

"I don't mind sharing a room with you lieutenant. You're not a horny teenager so I have every confidence you'll keep your hands to yourself."

"Yes mam. I got no desire to be court-martialed for groping a civilian officer."

Laurel sensed and underlying feeling of a desire for Mark to do just the opposite of what she was saying but Laurel didn't react to what she was sensing from Melissa. They walked further down the hallway and Mark touched the next archway and the wall shimmered and then dissolved away and he and Melissa stepped into the room and as soon as they stepped a few feet in the wall reformed and became solid. The four remaining stepped up to the next arched indentation on the opposite wall of hallway and Marty touched the wall and it shimmered and then dissolved away and Inea and Marty stepped in and then the wall reformed behind them. Laurel and Jake then stepped to the last arched indentation facing them at the end of the hallway and Jake reached out and touched the wall and it shimmered and then dissolved away. They then stepped into the brightly lit room and as soon as they got a few steps from the entryway the wall filled in and became solid.

They both stared at the wall for a moment then looked at each other and grinned.

"Did you feel that between Mark and Melissa?" Laurel asked.

"Of course I did, you were feeling it so I felt it."

"Right¦dumb question. You think those two are really¦hooking up?"

"If they are they want it kept very private so we shouldn't be probing their feelings about it. If they're going Futuretal I say good for them but I don't want to know about it anyway."

"I guess you're right. The thought of Mark¦plundering Melissa is kind of eww huhn?"

"She's not gross and neither is he but the two of them together¦I just don't want that kind of thing in my head. I think I'd crackup laughing every time I looked at 'em if I thought about it to hard. You know how my mind develops a mental picture when I think about something for too long."

"Let's look at the bathroom in our new quarters here to get it out of our heads."

Laurel stepped over to the wall next to the cabinet on the wall and she touched it and a large doorway shimmered then dissolved away revealing a huge bathroom compared to the other living area. Right in front of them was a huge step down tub that looked as if it would take a hundred gallons to fill it and next to that was a standing shower stall and next to that was the counter with a sink basin on it with a cabinet below it and a mirror above the sink. The toilet was opposite the sink at an angle in the corner of the bathroom. Laurel stepped right up to the tub and grinned big as she looked down into it.

"Go ahead and get the water flowing and we'll take a soak together. I can feel how much you miss taking a hot bath."

Laurel turned to him and kissed his cheek and she squatted down and reached across the tub to the faucet sticking out of the wall that pointed straight down into the tub at its midway point and she turned the water on and adjusted it to her liking then she stood up and joined Jake in getting undressed, who was already halfway undressed after having retrieved a couple of towels from the other room. Once naked they stepped down into the tub that was now Â¼ full and sat opposite one another while the tub filled. Jake lifted Laurel's right foot up and began massaging her foot as he gazed at her spectacular body as the water slowly rose covering it.

"I can feel that you're hoping to get lucky." Laurel said with a grin.

"I always feel like that when I get an eyeful of you Laurel. You're freakin gorgeous beyond description and it turns me on to see¦all of you. I understand you're not exactly in the mood, I won't push the issue."

"Thank you Jake. I just want to soak for a while then snuggle up to you and get some sleep if I can."

Jake caressed her ankle for a moment then set her foot down and picked up the other and began massaging her foot.

"I'm ok with that Laurel. I'm a little disappointed but I'll get over it. I know your feet hurt and you're exhausted. Our sleep rhythms are all screwed up after staying on a world with fourty hour days and then staying here where there's no sense of day or night."

"Maybe I'll feel like fooling around when we wake up?"

"I would rather wait until we get the heck out of here so you truly feel like doing it instead of just fulfilling my lust for you."

"You're a good man Jake. I'm lucky to have you." Laurel said as she leaned her head back and closed her eyes.

"Thanks babe."

Jake caressed her ankle for a moment then set her foot down and leaned back and they waited for the tub to fill then Jake shut the water off and they sat and relaxed for close to half an hour then climbed out of the tub and dried off then made their way into the bedroom and climbed up on the bed together with nothing on as Jake enjoyed doing and Jake curled up to Laurel's backside with his arms around her and his face sitting up against the back of her head and they drifted off to sleep.

In Korica and Tamaric's bedroom they waited until the wall filled in and became solid and then Korica pulled Tamaric close to her and she planted a long kiss on him and then smiled at him as she sensed his libido climbing rapidly.

"I'm going to have to show you how much of a man you are to me. We need to get your confidence up."

Tamaric smiled at her as he felt his girth swelling against her loins.

"You make me feel like a man like that Korica but it isn't the same as having confidence in myself. I'm just a kid in a man's body for cripes sake."

"You need to put that aside like Iriqua said. You are what you see in the mirror Tamaric. That's you and you just need to let yourself be that man. You have it in you, I feel it all the time trying to get to the surface."

"I'm trying Korica, I really am. It's just confusing is all. I think I can feel the man you're talking about from within your feelings. I want to make you proud and protect you like a man and I can only do that if I embrace the maturity trying to get out in me right?"

"Exactly. If I inspire you to be more of a man and embrace the man you are now, not the boy you were before we left my galaxy then so much the better."

Korica gave him a peck and then stepped over to the bathroom and touched the wall and a huge smile grew on her face when she saw the amenities in this bathroom. She looked at Tamaric looking into the bathroom from beside her.

"Get undressed and give me a little time to use the toilet then we'll take a bath together. I have an idea that I think you're really going to like."

"Ok." Tamaric said with a big smile.

Tamaric stepped back and Korica stepped further into the bathroom and the opening filled in and became solid. Tamaric walked over to the bed and slid his shoes off then he got undressed and laid his clothes and weapon on the table under the cabinet and then he sat down on the bed to wait for Korica to finish her business.

In Marty and Inea's room they stepped in and then turned back as the wall filled in and became solid and Inea looked at Marty and smiled.

"I don't like this place but I'm very glad I'm here with you Marty. I feel safe with you close by."

"I wish you would've gone home so you'd be safe but I'm sure glad you're here right now too."

"Thank you Marty. I have to use the waste room but I'm really not tired. Did you mean it when you said we don't have to go to sleep right away?"

"I do need to get some rest but I would love to make love to you again if that's what your in the mood for?"

"That is what I am in the mood for but I would¦I would like for it to last longer this time. You're so good at it and I want to feel it for longer."

"I can certainly oblige you there. You go take care of things and I'll be right here waiting for you when you're ready."

Inea gave him a peck and then stepped over to the wall by the cabinet and touched it and the wall shimmered then dissolved away and she stepped into the bathroom and looked around then she called Marty over.

"Marty come look at this."

Marty walked over to her after sliding his shoes off and he looked around the bathroom in surprise.

"Why is there a stepped empty pool in the floor?"

"That is called a bathtub. You fill it with warm water and soak in the water to get clean. On Earth we used soap to scrub out bodies while in the tub and we would put shampoo in our hair to get it clean then rinse it out of our hair by dunking ourselves under the water."

"I never thought about having my own bathing pool. Can we try it after we make love? I would like to get clean after."

"Sure. I plan on both of us getting plenty sweaty so a dip would be just the ticket after."

"Ticket? What's that?"

"Don't worry about it. I'll try not to use too many obscure words like that so you understand what I'm saying."

"All right. What am I supposed to use to clean myself after I sit on the toilet?"

"That thing Korica showed Tamaric in the other bathroom."

"I didn't see it."

"Oh, come here and I'll show you."

Marty walked over to the sink cabinet and he touched the face of the cabinet and it shimmered then dissolved away and he reached in and picked up the device sitting in the rose colored dish and he held it up and squeezed the button making it glow slightly at the tip.

"You press the button and wipe yourself with this front and back."

Marty let go of the button and handed it to Inea and she looked at it with a strange look on her face and she squeezed the button and felt it vibrating slightly in her as the cupped tip glowed slightly. She then looked at Marty with her brow wrinkled.

"Are you sure this won't¦hurt me?"

"Korica seemed to know exactly what it is. I would think it's safe or they wouldn't have put it here knowing there was going to be a female in these quarters. I don't think I would push to hard against your lips, I don't know what it would feel like if it went between 'em but it should do the job as long as you get it up against your body in the back."

"You don't use these on your ship?"

"No. I've never seen anything like it before. We use pieces of soft fiber weave to wipe ourselves and then it's recycled to be used again somewhere else."

"I will try to use this. If I have trouble¦will you help me?"

"Uh¦" Marty sighed and grinned slightly. "I will help you if it's too confusing for you."

"Thank you. I haven't had to ask someone to help me like that since I was a little girl. I'm a little embarrassed to think I might need help at my age."

"Partners help each other through everything hun. You just give it a try and call me if you need a hand."

Marty kissed her cheek and then headed to the exit and touched the wall and when it dissolved away he stepped out and walked over to the bed and he got completely undressed and prayed Inea could figure it out on her own. He loved looking at her up close but he really didn't want to wipe her butt with a glowing wand. That was a kind of up close and personal he didn't want to experience with her. Marty laid back on the bed and looked up at the ceiling with a bit of a grin on his face as he waited for Inea. He was feeling very lucky to find this sweet knockout on an alien world on the other side of the galaxy. He thought he would hookup with one of the women on the Future maybe, but he never in a million years dreamed of falling for a hot dark haired wonder from another world. A few minutes later he saw the light spilling into the room as the wall dissolved away from the bathroom and Inea walked out as he looked over. She untied her loincloth and pulled it away and set it on the table next to Marty's clothes and weapon then she untied her chest cover and pulled it away then she squatted down and untied her shoes then slid them off her feet as she stood up.

"How'd it go?" Marty asked.

"It was easier than I though. It kind of tickled a little making me want to make sure I was very clean by being thorough."

"That's great hun."

Inea then stepped over to the bed and stood facing Marty for a moment while he looked her over and she slowly grew a big smile on her face.

"You think¦I'm hot? That's a good thing?"

"Oh yeah, you're definitely hot and it's a very good thing."

Inea climbed up on the bed and slid over next to Marty lying on her back and Marty turned on his side and stroked Inea's face gently as he admired her beautiful complexion and light brown eyes that looked so full of life. He then sank down and kissed her and she wrapped her arms round him and held him tightly as she kissed him back.

In Mark and Melissa's room when they stepped in and they looked around a bit and then Melissa stepped over to the wall next to the cabinet across from the bed and she touched the wall and it shimmered and then dissolved away and she smiled at the new amenities. She was looking forward to a hot bath. She thought she was going to have to wait until Genesis was up and running for that simple pleasure. Mark stepped over next to her and looked into the bathroom and he put his hand on her shoulder.

"That's a little better huhn?" Mark said with a grin.

"I'll say. I hope you know Mark¦I was full of shit when I told you I trusted you to keep your hands to yourself? I just don't want the others to know that you and I are getting it on from time to time."

"I figured as much. I've tried hard not to think about how good it is with you so the kids won't pickup on it but eventually they're going to sense that there's something going on."

"I hope they'll be discrete if they do sense it."

"I'm sure they'll ask us if there is something between us and as long as we don't try and bullshit 'em they'll keep it to themselves."

Melissa turned around and faced him as he leaned on the edge of the doorway and she smiled.

"You really respect the shit out of 'em don't you?"

"You better believe it. They've earned my respect by saving my ass on more than one occasion and by acting more mature than most of the people I work around on a daily basis. They're all good people and I am extremely proud to call 'em my friends. That Laurel has got a brain in her head the likes of which I've never seen before. She's gunna make one hell of a good captain someday if she'll step up to the plate."

"Don't worry Mark, I like all of 'em too. I feel the need to be hard on 'em but it's just cause I know they can take it and they need to be strong and disciplined and that was missing from their romp through Korica's galaxy. They've all got what it takes to be good officers someday."

Mark smiled at her.

"And Korica? You don't think she's a good officer today?"

"She's getting there. She's got the right attitude and intelligence so I'm giving her the benefit of the doubt. I realize she needs to mature a little but she is a remarkable girl and it won't take long. She's the strong one between her and Tamaric and she's rubbing off on him and guiding him to be a man so she's good for him and I want to see him serving beside her to learn from her. Their pairing thing makes 'em both freakin geniuses so they're exactly what we need on the Future."

"Cool, that's what I want to hear. Let's get some frustration out of our system then we'll take a bath and get some sleep after."

"Is that an order?" Melissa said with a big smile.

"Consider it a request from a ranking subordinate officer."

Melissa smiled and pushed Mark back into the bedroom and they both slid their shoes off then started undressing each other until they were standing in front of each other with nothing on. Melissa then put her hand on Mark as she stepped against him and engaged him in a long kiss. As he reached full firmness he cupped her and softly rubbed her as they stepped back to the bed. Melissa terminated the kiss and Mark scooped her up and lifted her up onto the bed and laid her down and then he climbed up on top of her and engaged her in another passionate kiss as he reached down and groped her firmly with his fingers to her delight. She had been aching to get hot and busy with him since seeing him in his loincloth on Heindon and now she felt free to get as noisy and heavy as she wanted with him.

In Korica and Tamaric's room, Korica emerged from the bathroom with noting on and her clothes and weapon hanging over her arm. Tamaric stood up and looked Korica over as she set her clothes and weapon on the table by his clothes and weapon and then she stepped up to Tamaric and took his hand in hers and she led him over to the bathroom. She touched the wall and Tamaric could hear water running as the wall dissolved away. Korica pulled him over to the edge of the tub and he was wondering about all the thoughts drifting through her mind, the most distinct of which were arousal and excitement. She was looking forward to what they were about to do.

Korica stepped down into the half full tub while facing Tamaric and then she let go of his hand and grinned at him as she turned around and waded over to the end of the tub facing away from him and she leaned over and spread her feet apart with her hands on the edge of the tub so her rear end was poking up slightly and then she looked back at him.

"Does this give you any ideas as my man?"

"Oh yeah!" Tamaric said with a big grin as he feasted his eyes on her body in such a provocative position.

Tamaric stepped down into the tub and waded over to her and gently stroked her perfectly round cheeks. They then enjoyed a hearty round of intercourse with Tamaric standing behind her then they turned the water off and made love with Korica sitting in his lap facing him until they both reached climax again then they sat next to one another enjoying the hot bath for a time. After relaxing for almost half an hour they climbed out and dried off and made their way into the bedroom. They chose to put the provided robes on to sleep in and they climbed up on the bed and kissed for a few minutes. Korica then scooted down slightly and snuggled up to Tamaric's chest with him lying on his back and they drifted off to sleep feeling very content and fulfilled.

In Inea and Marty's room they made love for close to an hour enjoying several different positions then they made their way into the bathroom and Marty ran a bath for them and they enjoyed a long hot soak together then they climbed out and dried off and made their way back into the bedroom and they climbed up onto the bed together. Inea then laid with Marty until he fell asleep and an hour later she managed to drift off while lying next to him.

Melissa and Mark enjoyed a heated and rather noisy round of intercourse lasting for just over half an hour then they made their way into the bathroom and Melissa ran a bath while Mark took a shower and then made his way back into the bedroom to let Melissa soak in peace and quiet for a time. When she finally emerged from the bathroom, Mark was lying on the bed with nothing on and Melissa pulled down one of the provided robes and put it on then climbed up onto the bed with Mark and they laid on their backs for a time in silence as they contemplated their situation then they enjoyed a lip lock kiss then they rolled over back to back and they drifted off into a deep sleep.


Chapter 40 Freedom

––––––––

Freedom

Korica awoke feeling hungry after sleeping for four hours. She rolled onto her back and laid in the almost completely darkened room for a few moments as she let her mind wake up. She gently felt next to her and she found that Tamaric was lying on his side facing away from her and she realized she had been curled up to his backside while they slept. She swung her feet out into the floor and the light in the room increased and she looked around groggily and it almost immediately caught her attention that their weapons were still lying on the table but they had been moved and their clothes were gone. She stood up quickly suddenly feeling wide-awake. She stared at their holsters then pulled her robe closed and glanced around the room and then she wondered how much of her was visible as she slept if someone was in their room. She grit her teeth for a moment then looked down at the robe and she saw a button on the outer edge and so she buttoned her robe at her side to keep it closed around herself and she made her way over to the wall and touched it where the exit is located and it shimmered then dissolved away and she stepped out into the hallway then headed for the main living area wall touching it to make it shimmer and then dissolve away.

As she stepped into the main living area it became illuminated everywhere and she walked straight over to the com panel by the door and she slapped her fingers against the bottom left corner and the panel lit up and she touched the menu line for communicating with the administration department. A few moments later she heard a voice in her head.

"What can I do for you Korica?"

"I want to know why¦wait¦you're speaking English. Did you access Tamaric's knowledge?"

"No, the system is translating what I am saying to make you more comfortable."

"The system can¦think like that?"

"Yes."

"Wow! Anyway¦I woke up hungry and I was going to go down to the eating area but you came into my room and took my clothes. Why did you do that?"

"I did not come into your bedroom personally, I am not even at the facility."

"Well someone came into my room and took my clothes! Why? I was sleeping wearing next to nothing and I don't like the idea of a stranger entering my room while I'm like that."

"No person came into your bedroom Korica. Your clothes were collected so they could be cleaned for you. It was done as a nicety as a recommendation from one of the caretakers of the facility that suggested Humans are fastidious about cleanliness including of their clothing¦or at least that is the sense of Tamaric's feelings on the subject."

"He does like to keep clean and look nice¦wait, you said no person came into my bedroom, how did you collect our clothes if no one came into my bedroom?"

"Tamaric's sense of modesty and belief that all Human's feel the same way indicated that it would be seen as invasive for a person to enter your bedroom while you slept. We have undelloids that perform sensitive tasks such as this for us. They are synthetic Undellan looking beings that have many times the strength of an Undellan but they have no emotions, can see in complete darkness and never question what is asked of them as long as it does not take the life of another."

"You have robots that look like people?"

"That is a crude description for such a complex being but yes. There are over one hundred of them at the detention facility to perform sensitive tasks that the Sharhon do not feel comfortable doing or in rare cases to subdue out of control convicted residents. Some of the convicted are extremely strong and not in a very good mood about spending the rest of their lives in captivity. They usually do not do as they are asked or challenge us to make them do as we ask. We oblige them with an undelloid and they believe we have strength they never expected. They usually comply the next time we ask them to do something."

"That's very impressive. So when are my clothes going to be returned? I need to get something to eat and I'm not going to walk around this place wearing just a thin¦practically see-through robe."

"We had planned to have your clothing neatly folded on the tables in your bedrooms by the time you woke, it will be a little longer until they are ready to be returned to you. I could have something to eat brought to you?"

"That would be nice. I'm sorry for getting so upset with you."

"A young lady needs to feel a sense of privacy in your culture, I am the one that is sorry. We should have asked you if we can clean your clothes for you instead making it a surprise but we were led to believe that Humans enjoy pleasant surprises of kindness."

"That is usually the case but I'm not Human and I've had my privacy and body violated by strangers in unspeakable ways."

"I apologize Korica, I was unaware. Are you very hungry or just a little?"

"Uh¦pretty hungry. My body requires a lot of fuel as my mom puts it. I eat five times a day when I can not counting snacks."

"What are you in the mood for?"

"I don't know what your food items are like except what we've eaten in the last day and a half¦according to our sense of time that is."

"If you would allow me¦I will have what I enjoy for a morning meal when I am at the detention facility prepared for you?"

"I suppose that should be fine. What is it?"

"Two Crotarian eggs, two slices of browned frinec bread with fruit spread, grain meal porridge with sweet grin mixed in and two thin slices of Dendor flank steak."

"That actually sounds really good. Would you please have that prepared for me?"

"Since you asked so nicely it would be my pleasure. I will have some cold betricine juice brought to you to wash it down. You will find a container of it in your cold compartment very soon."

"Thank you¦and I mean that for having my clothes cleaned for me too."

"You are welcomed. I am sorry the surprise was seen as an invasion of your privacy."

"I accept your apology, you had good intentions." Korica then looked down at how light her robe was and she looked back at the com panel. "You¦can't see me can you?"

"From the neck up with how close you are standing to the panel."

"What about whoever is going to bring the food to me? They'll see me wearing next to nothing."

"The food will be passed through the wall above the counter containing the discrete wash basins. No one will see you Korica."

"Oh. Thank you again."

"My pleasure. Is there anything else you need?"

"Just to be allowed to go home."

"I cannot grant that at this time, I am sorry."

"I know. You have to decide whether my mate's knowledge is going to be satisfactory. I don't need anything else for now."

"I hope you enjoy the meal."

"I'm sure I will, thanks."

Korica then reached out and touched the menu line and the com panel went back to a menu list and then she touched the lower left corner and the panel went dark. She then walked over to the couch and sat down and leaned back with her legs crossed not completely sure no one was watching her and she waited for ten minutes and then she got up and walked over to the cold storage cabinet and she touched it and the wall shimmered then dissolved away and she grinned when she saw a clear pitcher full of a pink liquid. She lifted it out and she walked over to the sink counter and set the pitched down and she reached up and touched the wall above the sink and waited for the wall to dissolve away and then she pulled out a cup and poured herself a cup of the thick pink liquid and she took a sip of it. It was ice cold and thick but very creamy and sweet. It reminded her of bananas from the Future and trenogs from Soguss three in her home galaxy mixed together. She took a big drink of betricine juice and then refilled her cup. Just as she put the pitcher down the wall shimmered and dissolved away revealing a one foot high and two foot wide opening and a tray was pushed through onto the counter by a pair of brown wrinkled hands with dark fingernails.

"Thank you." Korica said in Ergungk.

"You are welcomed, enjoy." A deep male voice said back to her.

The hands withdrew and the wall filled back in and became solid and Korica inhaled the wonderful aroma of the food and smiled. She picked up the tray with one hand and her cup with the other and she made her way back over to the couch and sat down, setting the cup and tray on the table in front of her. She looked the meal over and she almost felt bad for getting so mad at the man she had talked to. There were two rather large eggs cooked over easy with two round thin slices of grilled meat still sizzling slightly sitting in front of the eggs and there was a steaming bowl of slightly yellow porridge that looked thick but creamy with something red sprinkled over the top of it and there were two pieces of toast browned perfectly with a thick purple fruit paste smeared on them sitting in front of the bowl of porridge. Korica was in absolute heaven and she hadn't even tasted anything yet.

Korica picked up the spoon lying on the tray beside a fork and knife and started with the porridge. She spooned out a small spoonful and blew on it a few times then put it in her mouth and it was sweet and slightly thick with tiny soft chunks in it that released a wonderful deep flavor when crushed in the mouth. She could tell the red powder sprinkled on the top was some kind of fine powder sugar that was extremely sweet while holding a tart flavor. She stirred the red sweetener into the porridge and then dipped the toast into the porridge and ate the toast while she kept stirring the porridge to cool it down and when the toast was eaten she spooned the porridge out lavishing the wonderful flavor until she had finished the whole bowl off. She then cut the meat up into bite sized pieces then cut the eggs up so she could have a bite of egg with each bite of meat. The two flavors were the perfect combination as the meat had a sweet gamy taste that needed the yolk and egg whites to counter the flavor.

She then polished off the cup of betricine juice then carried the tray back over to the counter and she poured one more cup of betricine and she drank it down. She then revealed the sinks and rinsed her cup, bowl and plate off and then she put the pitcher of betricine juice back in the cold storage compartment and she patted her tummy and smiled. She was full and ready to get some more sleep with Tamaric. She made her way back down the hallway after touching the wall and waiting for it to dissolve away and she walked up to her room and touched the wall and it shimmered then dissolved away and she stepped in and out of habit she unbuttoned her robe and prepared to take it off when she remembered that she had nothing to put on. She hesitated for a moment then pulled the robe back up on her shoulders and climbed up on the bed and slid right up behind Tamaric and he blinked a few times against the light and then he grinned at Korica and she kissed him and then he closed his eyes and scooted back against Korica and the two of them drifted off to sleep after the light faded away leaving them in silent almost complete darkness.

Laurel was the next to wake up three hours after Korica went back to bed. Laurel was lying at the outer edge of the bed so when she swung her feet out into the floor the light filled the room but she didn't disturb Jake. She stretched and blinked a few times then stood up and looked at the table where her clothes were lying perfectly folded beside their weapons. She knew she hadn't folded her clothes up when they laid down and she was certain their weapons had been moved slightly. Someone had been in her room and she was surprised that she hadn't sensed their presence even if she was asleep. Laurel picked up her underwear that were lying on top of her neatly folded ships outfit and she could see that everything looked crisp and just a little brighter than before. It dawned on her now that everything had been cleaned and pressed.

She got dressed and put her weapon around her waist and snapped the thigh strap closed then she stepped into her shoes. She then walked over to the wall and touched it and the wall shimmered then dissolved away and she stepped out into the hallway and looked back as the wall filled in blocking her view of Jake still sleeping peacefully. She headed toward the living area, touching the wall at the end of the hallway making it shimmer then dissolve away. As she stepped into the living area it became illuminated and she walked over to the sink counter and reached up and touched the wall above it and when the wall dissolved away she retrieved a cup and then touched the counter revealing the sinks and she poured herself a cup of water and drank it down then she poured another and turned around and faced out into the room and leaned back against the counter as she sipped at her water.

The hallway entrance dissolved away and she perked up as Mark stepped out into the main living area. Mark smiled at Laurel and walked over to her and she handed her cup to him and he threw the cup of water back and grinned.

"The air's a little dry in here huhn?"

"Yeah, I woke up thirsty¦and a little surprised that my clothes had been cleaned."

"Yeah, what do you make of that? Our clothes were clean and neatly folded on the table in our room. I can usually tell when someone is close by but I apparently slept right through it."

"I was thinking the same thing. I guess they came into all of our rooms and collected our clothes and laundered 'em for us. It makes me a little uncomfortable knowing someone got that close to me while I was asleep and I didn't sense it."

"Hopefully we can get the heck outa here today. This whole place gives me the creeps."

Mark moved around Laurel and poured another cup of water and then stood next to her facing out into the room as he drank the water down.

"Can I ask you something kind of personal Mark?" Laurel asked softly.

"Sure."

"Is there something going on between you and Melissa?"

Mark set the cup down and sighed lightly.

"How long have you known?"

"I noticed something a little¦familiar in the way you two looked at each other and in the way you¦gave a hand to Melissa getting up on the wing of the Icarus when we were leaving for the Heindon mission. I've also sensed something real subtle a few times since then. I didn't want to say anything around anyone else, I know how Melissa is about her personal business."

"It's nothing serious¦I mean it is but we aren't a couple or whatever. We're just a man and woman enjoying each other's¦intimate company from time to time to relieve stress. You have to keep this to yourself Laurel. Melissa doesn't want anyone knowing about us hooking up. She feels there would be a perceived impropriety to what we're doing since I'm a fellow officer even though I'm in the military and she isn't. She likes the reputation as the untouchable cast iron bitch, it keeps her subordinates in line maintaining discipline."

"I'll keep it to myself but you know that means Jake is going to sense what I know and there is a chance Korica will sense it and thus so will Tamaric. I think it would be better if I discuss it with 'em to make sure they don't ever mention it to anyone."

"Whatever, just keep it under wraps."

"We will. She's a really complicated woman huhn?"

"You got no idea." Mark said chuckling lightly.

"I guess that means you two don't get together on the Future?"

"No, only in Genesis when we can steal away a moment of privacy."

"Sounds kind of¦I'm making you uncomfortable. I'm sorry Mark."

"No offense Laurel but I'm just not comfortable discussing my extracurricular activities with you. You're like my little sister and it doesn't feel right talking about this stuff with you."

"I can understand that. I know it made you uncomfortable when I talked about what Jake and I were doing when we first got together."

"I don't want to know anyone is doing that to you Laurel, not even Jake and I really like Jake. Protective instincts or something like that."

"I can't stay a virgin for my whole life Mark."

"In my mind you will be as long as we don't talk about what you're really doing."

"I can't believe you try to see me as pure as that."

"It fits your beautiful appearance to me is all. Let's talk about something else Laurel, we're verging on the disturbing for me?"

"Ok, thank you for¦seeing me like that Mark. It makes feel really comfortable around you and you can't possibly know how much I need that. Men have been real pigs around me for the most part and now I can feel and hear what they think when they look at me."

Mark put his arm around her and pulled her closer and kissed the side of her head.

"You're never gunna feel sick stuff like that coming from me Laurel, just admiration. You're a remarkable young lady and I'm proud to have you as a close friend."

Laurel smiled and leaned against Mark for a few moments. She then gestured at the couch and the two of them walked over to the couch and sat down together.

"You think the enlighteners are going to keep their word and set us free today¦if it is day?"

"I was already thinking about that¦if they don't, I want all four of you to get your minds together and reach out to anyone you think you can reach on the Future to try and let 'em know where we are. We're close to an unstable class four star and that star is somewhere within a few light-years of a class five pulsar. It's vague but the Future should be able to find probable places to search from that small amount of information."

"How do you know all that?"

"I was analyzing the Future's signal while we were talking."

"That was a smart idea. I hope these guys keep their word so we don't have to get into a conflict with them. I just don't see it turning out good for either of us."

"Especially given our limited number of ships and how long it takes to build more."

The wall dissolved away at the hallway and Jake stepped out and walked over to the couch and sat down next to Laurel.

"Was your outfit cleaned and pressed babe?"

"Yeah and so was Marks. I think they did it for all of us."

"How did they come into our room and we didn't sense it?"

"I don't know. The same thing crossed both of our minds."

Moments later the wall again dissolved away and Melissa stepped out into the living area and she walked over to the chair across from the couch and sat down.

"Did you have laundry service provided as well?" Melissa asked.

"Yes." Mark said. "It's looking like we all did."

"I'm thankful for the clean drawers but I would have preferred to be asked if I want my clothes taken while I sleep."

"I'm sure they meant well, they just don't understand our sense of personal space." Laurel said.

"Has anyone heard from our friends?"

Everyone shook their heads no and Melissa looked up and sighed as she laid her head against the back of the chair as she slid down slightly. They sat quietly for another couple of minutes and the wall to the hallway dissolved away and Marty and Inea stepped out and walked over to the long couch and sat down next to Mark and it was only seconds later that the wall once again dissolved away and Korica and Tamaric stepped out holding hands and they walked over to two chairs next to one another facing the couch and they sat down never letting go of each other's hands. Laurel smiled at them at what she was sensing from them.

"I take it you four had cleaned clothes waiting for you?" Laurel asked.

"Yes." Inea said. "Someone cleaned my lintas and they are even softer than before."

"I already had the rude surprise of waking up and finding my clothes gone when I woke up to get something to eat before they were done." Korica said. "I was told these guys have what they call undelloids that are synthetic Undellans, androids to the rest of us. They were sent into our rooms to collect our clothes so they could be cleaned for us. That's how they came in and I didn't sense a person in my room that shouldn't be there."

"That's incredible!" Laurel said. "That would sure explain a lot. Did you manage to find something to eat?"

"Yeah, the man I asked about where my clothes were had a breakfast meal brought to me. It was passed through the wall over there by the sinks so no one saw me practically wearing nothing."

"I guess they would've had a problem had we not all apparently gone to bed without wearing anything." Marty said.

"I don't want to guess at how they knew we weren't wearing our clothes." Jake said.

"I was told it was done as a nicety since a sense of our desire to be clean was passed on from Tamaric." Korica said.

"It seems they definitely captured more than just Tamaric's knowledge of our language and culture." Mark said.

"That is a part of our culture Mark. As a culture we all have a propensity to bathe often and to have clean clothes on." Laurel said.

"I guess that's true."

"Have you guys heard from our hosts?" Marty asked.

"Not yet." Mark said.

"Should we reach out to them? I'd like to get out of here so I can brush my teeth and all the other simple pleasures of living free."

Mark nodded and got to his feet and walked over to the com panel and he touched the bottom corner of it and it lit up and then he touched the menu line for contacting the administration department and a few seconds later they all heard a male voice booming in their heads.

"Good day friends. I know you are anxious for news of the decision on your disposition. The council has called for your immediate release. Some were actually touched by your willingness to give them access to one of your young to gain insight into who you are as a people. Tamaric's innocence was profound and gave a glimpse into how you raise your children since he has not developed biased ideas of his own yet. He accepts all and cares for the many and his deep love for a girl from another world and in fact another galaxy speaks to your acceptance of others no matter their origin and that is a vital trait in an advanced species in the eyes of the council. His lack of adult wisdom and fortitude was not seen as an issue in the least since the council possesses those traits within their own character in ample measure. Tamaric was found to be a bright wonderful person by the entire council and that is only accomplished by good parenting and a caring environment. You are free to make your way back to your ship whenever you would like. There is a transport vessel waiting to carry you away from the detention facility so you can meet up with the Future."

"Has the whole council accessed Tamaric's knowledge?"

"Yes. The meeting of leadership can take place at anytime and communication will not be an issue."

"I'm going to recommend immediately once as we get back." Melissa said as she got to her feet.

Everyone then followed her getting to their feet and walking toward Mark. Mark looked back at Korica.

"You wanna get something to eat first?"

"No, there's food on the ship. I just want to go home Mark."

Mark grinned at her and when she stepped up close to him he stroked the side of her head.

"You got it kiddo." Mark looked back at the com panel. "Thank you for your hospitality, we'll be going now."

"I understand, safe travels to you."

Mark touched the bottom corner of the com panel and it went dark and he looked at everyone.

"You know he was speaking English but he didn't have an accent like Ingjen did¦or like Inea does?"

"Their communication system was translating what he was saying. That wasn't actually his voice." Korica said.

"And how would you know that?"

"Because that's what he told me last night."

"Right¦let's get the hell out of here before they change their mind."

Mark stepped over to the doors and pulled them open and they all began filing out into the corridor and Korica leaned close to Tamaric.

"Told you that you were something special, the council likes you."

"They even complimented my parents and said they were impressed with the fact I've fallen for you. Maybe they're smarter than I thought."

Korica kissed his cheek and smiled and they walked down the corridor as several Sharhon stepped out of their living areas and joined them heading toward the eating area. They all stepped into the eating area once the door slid open and there were at least thirty people sitting eating while carrying on hushed conversations. The crew and Inea walked directly across the eating area and stepped up to the back wall and it dissolved away revealing the growing area beyond and they all walked out into the humid air and headed toward the pond in the dimly lit area beyond the pillars holding the ceiling up. They walked around the edge of the pond toward the exit leading to the confinement area and the doorway dissolved away for them and they stepped out into the stark corridors of bare metal and from memory they headed for the ship walking past their former confinement quarters, all of them looking at the wall as they walked past.

They walked down the corridor and around the corner eventually exiting out onto the open topped walkway with the Icarus sitting at the end of it. The ship never looked so beautiful to all of them as they stepped up to her and bent down under the wing section. They climbed up the cargo ramp with Mark leading the way and he flipped the lights on and they instantly popped on at full intensity telling him the power reserves had been restored. They walked to the front of the ship and Mark and Melissa sat down in the pilot and copilot's seats and pulled out their halos and slipped them over their heads and turned them on. Mark then reached out and turned the main displays on and he looked back to make sure everyone was settled before he closed the cargo hatch. He then pressed the button to close the hatch and the ramp retracted and the hatch scissored closed sealing them in. Mark and Melissa then went through the start up sequence while Laurel and Jake put halos on adding to the computing power of the ship.

Laurel then concentrated on what the ship was sensing as she looked up and she was detecting an energy signature a few miles above them suggesting the presence of a rather large metallic ship.

"I guess that's our ride?"

Mark looked up and squinted slightly as he tried to see beyond the HUD. He saw the energy signature on his HUD but it was just too far away to see with the naked eye with all the light spilling out of the sections of the huge columns hanging everywhere.

"I would have to agree. I suppose we'll just head straight up and see what what's waiting for us."

Mark glanced to the back of the cabin and saw Korica on her hands and knees with one of the crates open and he grinned.

"While you're back there do me a favor Korica, see if any of the electronic devices in that crate are working?"

Korica looked at him while chewing on a bite of protein bar and she nodded. She reached into the crate and pulled out one of the survival packs and she opened it and reached in and grabbed a detranome and she tried to turn it on and it did absolutely nothing. She swallowed her mouthful of protein bar and looked at Mark.

"The energy cell is spent, it won't even turn on."

"I was afraid of that. Thanks." Mark looked at Melissa. "This better be a trip straight to the Future cause our toys are toast. I'm betting all of the weapons back there are drained too."

"No detours then lieutenant, just get us home."

"Yes mam."

Mark put his hands on the control pods on the ends of his armrests and looked up as he thought about lifting off. The power levels in the gravity drive increased and the ship obeyed his thoughts and gently lifted and swaggered slightly then rose steadily at ten feet per second at first hen he steadily increased the speed until he was rising at a thousand feet per second. The fluted sides of the columns were rushing by so fast they were just a blur. Everyone but Korica and Tamaric were staring straight up until a proximity warning was heard and Mark slowed their ascent to just a few feet per minute until they popped up out of the forest of columns to find an absolutely enormous bright sliver ship sitting in front of them. It was an exact match to what they had read about in the scrolls on Heindon.

It looked like it was made of polished chrome with its wing section spread forward in a graceful arch of metal sections that truly did look like metal feathers. The body of the ship was slightly bulbous with an obvious bridge toward the front that was slightly lopsided with a section that led to the left with many windows in it and a rather menacing looking roughly hook shaped section that Mark was pretty sure contained a weapon of some kind. The whole ship really did have the over all look of a bird with its head turned to the side and its wings curled forward so they were almost touching at the tips. The aft end of the ship had another bulbous and smooth section with more of the huge metal panels fanned out looking like the tail feathers of a bird if it had a bisectional body and Mark assumed that was the cargo bay of the ship since he could make out the seam of a cargo bay door that ran the entire width of the back of the bulbous tail section from one side all the way to the other.

Marty heard Inea sniffle and he looked at her face to see a tear slipping out of the corner of her eye.

"Are you ok?" Marty asked softly.

"It's just what I imagined. None of my people have seen one of these ships in centuries and I'm looking right at one with my own eyes."

"It says something for their construction methods for one of these to still be flying."

Mark moved the Icarus to within a few hundred yards of the back of the beautiful and gigantic ship and then he brought the ship to a complete stop. Just as he was reaching out to bring up the transmitter circuits a voice rang out in all their heads and to their amazement it was that of a wonderfully sweet sounding woman. She spoke softly and evenly in a way that just made one want to sigh.

"Welcome friends. I am Trimaya, the captain of the Dreamcatcher." Trimaya said with a distinct slight Australian accent.

Laurel, Jake, Korica and Tamaric all had an instant sense of the woman speaking. She felt very wise and kind. She had a warmth that was refreshing and somehow far beyond what any Human had ever felt like to them.

"Uh thank you captain Trimaya." Mark said. "Request permission to come aboard for a ride away from here?"

"Permission granted Mark. I am opening the hangar bay for you."

"You know my name?"

"Of course, I was apprised of who would be coming aboard my ship and what I was to do for you."

The rear cargo doors began to lower across the whole back of the Dreamcatcher revealing an enormous hangar bay with three smaller ships that were the spitting image of the Dreamcatcher minus the aft hangar bay section and they were only slightly larger than the Icarus.

"She's got your sexy accent Tamaric." Korica whispered.

"Thank you Korica¦" Trimaya said. "I take that as a compliment from such a sweet girl."

"You can sense us?"

"You can sense me can't you? It goes both ways. I can feel you and Tamaric very profoundly as well as Laurel and Jake. I am very impressed with what I am sensing too. You are wonderful people and I am glad to have the honor of taking you to your mother ship."

"Thank you." Korica said with a grin as her and Tamaric stepped forward to get a better look at the Dreamcatcher.

Once the hangar doors were lowered completely, Mark nudged the Icarus forward and the ship slowly glided closer to the Dreamcatcher and they started to get a perspective for just how big the ship was. As they glided up under the metal panels at the back of the ship everyone looked up trying to take in how brightly reflective the metal was and just how big each panel was. The Icarus could park on the end of just one of the wing section panels with room to spare. The Icarus floated gently into the middle of the hangar and Mark set the ship down then reduced the power to idle status while keeping the shield at maximum strength. Mark then reached up and switched the display view to aft and they watched the enormous hangar doors rising closed without the slightest hint of a sound. Laurel in the meantime looked around with her HUD and analyzed the detectable energy around them. She wasn't detecting any radiation but the gravimetric and electromagnetic spectrum readings were extremely high especially toward the bulkhead they were facing.

"You are in good hands Laurel. The engine room is on the other side of that bulkhead. That is why the gravimetric readings are so high and the magnetic fields you are reading are from the containment fields around the sublight reactor core. We use pulsed antimatter reactors to create drive thrust and a process of warped space folding for faster than light travel. I can feel that you understand this technology completely so you know it is safe and creates no radiation as a byproduct."

"I didn't mean to pry, I was just curious."

"I am sensing that is a characteristic in all of you. It is not necessarily a bad thing but I would ask that you not use active scanning techniques while within the ship."

"We know what kind of havoc that could create. We would never do something like that¦especially now that we know we're sitting just behind an antimatter reactor and we could potentially destabilize the containment field." Mark said.

"Thank you Mark. I will admit we attempted the same type of passive sensor scan on your vessel but your shield is making it impossible to see anything other than your external shape."

Mark looked at Melissa and she sighed and then nodded. Mark reached up to the display in front of him and he brought up the primary systems and then he shut the shield down.

"I think your internal sensors will provide you with a peek now."

"Incredible! Your ship is¦it is comprised of living circuitry? What do you call that?"

"Semi organic adaptive duotronic regenerative circuitry."

"I have never seen a drive quite like yours either. The energy potential must be incredible."

"It has to be for the dual methods of propulsion this ship uses."

"I am not sure I follow."

"We use the gravity drive to create a controllable gravity bubble that we manipulate the intensity and shape of for propulsion and we have a jump drive for leaping through subspace."

"Intriguing. I hope we can discuss your technology someday. I would love to learn more about your ship. I have never seen a vessel configured quite like the Icarus."

"If all goes well that might just be possible. I would like to get moving though."

"We are already moving Mark. We are traveling at eight and a half times the speed of light to put it in terms you would understand."

"Wow! I had no sense of you powering up or of motion."

"That is a good thing. Sit back and relax Mark, enjoy the ride. It will be roughly fourty minutes if I understand your concept of time keeping until we get where we are going."

"Will we be far from the Future?"

"From what I was led to believe you could be a parsec away and it is not far from the Future."

"She's fast all right but we need to be able to send word to her when you drop us off. If we're in the middle of nowhere we won't be able to do that."

"We will drop you off within communication range of the Future if you would like?"

"I would appreciate that."

"Can I ask you something about the Dreamcatcher?" Korica asked.

"You are curious about the alloys used to construct her hull?"

"Yes. The ship is beautiful but very distinctly visible."

"The alloys used are extremely rare and very difficult to work with but when fused the way they are it lends itself to the particular type of propulsion and shielding used in this class of vessel."

"So the hull becomes a conductor for the shielding and gravitational energy flows through the hull and out into space?"

"That is very good that you understand that, you are correct. The hull amplifies and radiates the gravimetric energy produced by the secondary drive located within the main body of the ship. So much energy can be produced that the ship appears to vanish right before the eyes as light is bent around her hull."

"So touching the hull would be¦"

"Deadly when energized. Unless a person were five times your height that would not be possible anyways. The ship never sits on the ground and has no landing gear as your ship does."

"Interesting." Mark said. "Your ship is always powered up?"

"Yes."

"We aren't interfering with your ability to pilot the ship by talking to you like this are we?" Melissa asked.

"Not at all. I can multitask and this is like holding on a private conversation while commanding the ship. Truth be told I am not the one piloting the ship anyways."

"Sounds¦familiar. The captain of the Future doesn't actually pilot her¦though he know how to pilot her."

"I am sensing a prideful feeling in Korica for not only being able to pilot the Future but for having done so on several occasions. That is extremely impressive given her young age."

"Thank you." Korica said with a smile.

"Most Humans her age at the time wouldn't have been able to pilot the Future with the skill she showed. The AI was there to back her up most of the time if something went wrong but it never had to intervene. Her mind has this ability to think linearly in a way that most children just don't possess." Melissa said.

"You say that with reluctant pride Melissa."

"It's humbling to realize how much more advanced she is than us. She is one of us and I am proud of that fact but we have a long ways to go as a species to match her instinctive or natural born ability. I am proud of her as one of my officers but also just a little envious of her brilliance and ability."

"I don't know if I should thank you or be intimidated by that." Korica said.

"It was a compliment ensign, you got what I want to see in an officer¦what I wish I saw in some of my adult officers that are struggling to do the job before them proficiently."

"Oh, well then thank you mam."

"You're welcome." Melissa looked back at her and grinned warmly at her making her smile beautifully. "You're also one of my prettiest officers."

"Awe, thank you Melissa." Melissa now smiled at her brightly and then looked back forward.

"So can I ask you something Trimaya?" Jake asked.

"I do not have any of the council members aboard. If I can make a suggestion along those lines though?"

"Go ahead."

"It would be a huge act of good faith and trust for you to ask for the meeting to occur in your capitol city of Genesis. Make them come to you and let them see what you are like and what you are trying to do on the Future planet. Not only would the meeting take place on your terms without having to take the Future away from Genesis since as I understand it the Future is the primary means of defense and support for Genesis but you would be putting the council slightly off balance by making them come to unfamiliar surroundings for the meeting. This could give you a slight advantage if you should decide there are things you would like to have come out of the meeting of leadership."

"That's actually¦strategically brilliant." Melissa said. "Won't they be a little upset that you're giving us this kind of inside advice?"

"They cannot hear what I'm thinking, only you can."

"So this isn't being conducted through a communication system like it was at the detention facility?"

"No, I am communicating with all of you directly from mind to mind."

"I think we'll take your advice and ask that the meeting take place at Genesis."

"I can put that request forward for you if you would like?"

"That would be wonderful. How will we communicate with your people though?"

"Your star is now part of an established communication network. Our leadership will call out for the Future when they need to reach you so they can make arrangements to come into your system without surprising you."

"That certainly makes sense. Would they be coming on a ship like the Dreamcatcher?"

"Oh no. This is a three and half century old ship. They will come on one of our newest battle hardened cruisers with an armed escort of fighters. If we have that many council members on one ship every possible means for ensuring a safe trip will be taken."

"How many ships are we talking about all together?"

"The battle cruiser usually travels with twelve fighters in her hangar bays and another three or four stealth forward scout fighters that would be virtually undetectable."

"That¦sounds like a small battle group. I don't know how comfortable my captain is going to be inviting that kind of show of force into our system."

"From your descriptions the Future is in no danger of being harmed and it would give you a first hand look at our ship designs. If the request is put forward your pilots might even be granted a ride in one or more of our fighters. Our fighter pilots are extremely proud of their ships and love an opportunity to show them off to new allies. You might even negotiate an exchange of ship designs, your Icarus class for our Enigma class."

"Enigma class? Does Enigma mean the same thing in your language as it does in English?"

"To the enemies put down by the Enigma class fighters it certainly does. I know Tamaric's understanding of the word so it is a direct translation of the word."

"So you do resort to battle and conflict sometimes?"

"There are some species that will not respect you unless you have squared off with them first and come out on top. It is unfortunate but it is just the way some people are. They will not capitulate unless force is used to get the point across that they have no other choice but to face utter annihilation by a superiorly equipped force."

"And you think the Future would be able to withstand an assault from a force like that?"

"We have no intentions of assaulting you. We will come in peace, as you will be able to detect from a long distance off. Our weapons will not be charged and our fighters will be in protective formation around the cruiser, not in attack formation. If your ship can destroy entire star systems as you claimed then you have little to fear from us. I would suspect you have a way of protecting the city below as well?"

"Genesis does have defenses in place to protect its citizens from attack yes."

"Then again you have little to fear from us."

"I'll talk it over with captain Alexan. I still think it's a good idea to host the meeting in Genesis but we'll just have to make sure no mistaken gestures are taken as hostile actions."

"Trust me, this is not the first time a meeting of this nature has taken place on the planet being considered for protected status. We need you as much as you need us for this treaty to be drafted and signed into action. We are spread very thin in your part of the galaxy as evidenced by our delay in reacting to your presence on Heindon. I would not mention that I told you that, but it illustrates our need to help each other in order to help those around us that truly need protecting. Inea's people need this to go off smoothly so their protection is insured in the future. We would not jeopardize their safety by making an enemy of their neighbor and especially when that neighbor possesses as much power as the Future represents. That would just be foolish with how much we can learn form you as allies and friends rather than as enemy combatants."

"There's a lot of wisdom in what you're saying as long as it's a unified idea among your people."

"We will do whatever we can to put your minds at ease. I think we can help you in ways you can't even imagine. We could provide ally species to help with your construction efforts to get Genesis complete much faster than you thought possible so you can get on with exploring the galaxy as I sense you are all excited to get on with."

"You mean people like the Sharhon?" Korica asked.

"Yes. They are hard working caring people that love construction projects and meeting new people. They have helped us and our allies on countless projects just like what you are undertaking with Genesis."

"I like 'em. I would like to have them around Genesis helping us."

"I can tell you the feeling is mutual. Their good word put in on behalf of all of you had a huge influence on the council's decision. They like what they sensed from you and Laurel in particular and what I am sensing confirms for me what they were talking about. You are a beautiful people with huge potential and we would like to be part of helping you realize that potential."

"That's a wonderful sentiment and a sweet thing to say of us." Laurel said. "I like what I feel from you too. You are a warm and beautiful woman inside. If all of the enlighteners are like you then I'm excited about the prospect of us becoming allies and close friends."

"If everything works out I plan on making a trip to Genesis the first chance I get. The class of ship that the Dreamcatcher is are so obsolete that they have been relegated to transport duties and checking on lesser protected species that are well familiar with the Boundless class ship when seen making them comfortable with our presence so I will likely be transporting work crews or delegates to the Future planet when called for. We may very well get to meet each other face to face when that happens."

"I would really like that." Laurel said with a smile.

"If the Dreamcatcher is such an obsolete class of ship why are you piloting her if you don't mind me asking?" Mark asked.

"This ship was actually decommissioned at one point and I petitioned to have her refit and put back into service since my mother and her mother were her captain at different times before she was decommissioned. It is an honor to command the ship that the matriarchs in my family have served on."

"That's actually really sweet that you would go to that much effort to save this ship." Korica said.

"Are there more ships like the Dreamcatcher still flying?" Inea asked.

"Yes. At one time there were over ten thousand of them but now there are around a hundred or so."

"Whoa! Ten thousand down to a hundred? What happened to 'em all?" Mark asked.

"They were decommissioned¦due to a design flaw that made them vulnerable when attacked just right. Word got out about the design flaw and quite a few were destroyed with all hands lost."

"That's terrible!" Korica said.

"So the Dreamcatcher still carries that design flaw?" Mark asked.

"Not entirely. She was refit with a propulsion system that negated the design flaw. If struck in a vulnerable location the reactor scrambles in a way that averts an antimatter containment breach¦in theory. It has never been put to the test except in simulations. We carry a shield generator system far more powerful than originally equipped as well."

"That would explain why you've been relegated to transport duty."

"Don't take this the wrong way but why would you divulge such a sensitive vulnerability of your ship to us?" Jake asked.

"Because you and Laurel were willing to be put to death rather than reveal sensitive information about your allies. I trust you implicitly with our sensitive information. Thus is the relationship we want to foster with all Humans¦and Draximan."

Korica grinned slightly and looked at Tamaric as he smiled at her.

"We appreciate your trust. The Dreamcatcher is capable of defending herself though right?"

"Oh without a doubt. We are far from defenseless."

"I think the Dreamcatcher is beautiful and I'm glad you saved her from being recycled or whatever you do with decommissioned ships." Korica said.

"Thank you Korica. My whole crew is very proud of her, as am I. You will have to excuse me, I need to respond to an incoming signal."

"Not hostiles I hope?" Mark said.

"No, it is the Future. She has detected our presence heading toward her and she has asked us to identify ourselves and state our intentions."

"Nice! We'll let you do what you have to do."

"Thank you Mark."

Laurel, Jake, Korica and Tamaric all sensed Trimaya withdraw from their minds to a faint and distant presence along with over a hundred other distant presences. Mark leaned his head back and looked at Melissa with a small grin on his face.

"Well¦that was¦enlightening."

"You felt her too?" Melissa asked.

"Yeah, that was the weirdest feeling. I've never felt what a person was saying like that before." Mark looked back at Laurel and Jake sitting on the right side of the cabin in the seats behind Melissa. "Is that what you guys feel all the time when you talk to people?"

"Yep. It was a little more profound this time cause she was actually connected with our minds but that's what we sense all the time."

"Bizarre! I almost had a mental picture of what she looks like."

"That's her mental self image."

"She's really a sweet woman with a lot of¦character to her. It's kind of hard to put everything I felt into words."

"Yeah it's a little hard to describe it when you feel every aspect of a person's being. She wasn't holding anything back from us either."

"So she felt the same thing from all of us?"

"I'm not completely sure, I know she was from Jake and I and from Korica and Tamaric but I don't know exactly what she was sensing from the rest of you. Your abilities aren't as practiced as they are in the four of us."

"I thought it was a little odd how I sensed her words¦like in a chain on the surface as she spoke and her feelings seemed like multicolored ribbon just below what she was saying."

"That's good that you can picture it like that. That multicolored ribbon is the language of feelings, that's what we sense and our minds interpret that into thoughts for us. That's how we know what a person is thinking from their feelings."

"I certainly couldn't have interpreted it into thoughts if she hadn't been speaking."

"It takes time to learn how to do that. You saw the ribbon of colors when she wasn't talking right?"

"Yeah."

"Well that was her thinking."

"So¦you see¦or feel that from the bearcats too?"

"Yeah but it's different. They aren't as emotionally driven as people are and their feelings are way different from anyone¦or anything else. It's more instinctive I guess is the word for it. Like you said, it's a little hard to describe something so visceral."

"You did sense the honesty in what she was saying though right?"

"Yes. I think she believes everything she said. She never once lied to us but I'm not entirely convinced that all of the Undellan share her beliefs or will do what she said. I'm sure she has the same reservations about the rest of the Human population on Genesis and aboard the Future. I get the feeling she was feeling us out as she was talking to us. That's why she was willing to captain the ship while still carrying on a conversation with all of us."

"So the negotiators we sit down at this meeting of the leadership will have to be very tactful and completely honest with everything they say?" Melissa asked.

"Oh yeah. Any deception or underlying agenda will be detected immediately. They not only need to be careful of what they say but of what they feel." Laurel said.

"I almost wish you were going to be involved with the negotiations." Mark said looking right at Laurel. "You know how to deal with people as gifted as these guys and everyone just loves you when they¦feel you."

"I don't think so. I'm not equipped to be a negotiator for something of this magnitude."

"We have people that can handle it Mark. We aren't going to throw Laurel to the wolves like that." Melissa said.

It took another couple of minutes of everyone sitting quietly looking around the rather impressive hangar until Trimaya got back to them. Laurel, Jake, Korica and Tamaric sensed Trimaya before she even spoke making all of them grin slightly. She felt so friendly and so warm from within.

"The Future wanted me to express a welcome home to all of you. Your captain was very relieved to hear of your release. He invited my crew and I to come aboard and dine with him but unfortunately we have business to attend to as soon as we drop you off."

"And when are we going to be dropped off?"

"Now if you would like? I did not realize the Future would be able to detect us from so far away."

"I would assume we'll be out of communication range?"

"I do not know what your communication capabilities are but it is a good bet you will not be able to contact the Future directly. She is heading toward us at an incredible rate of speed so you will not have long to wait until she is within range for you."

"You can drop us off here then. Will you let the Future know that you're dropping us off?"

"Of course. We are coming to stop, I'll open the hangar and you can depart as soon as you are ready."

"Thank you for the ride¦and the company."

"You are welcome. I hope to see you all soon."

The hangar doors behind them began to lower and Mark reached up and engaged the shield and began powering up the drive system. He put his hands on the control pods on the ends of his armrests and he slowly raised the ship and spun the ship around so they were facing the hangar doors. Trimaya drifted from their minds subtly until she became a distant presence just like the rest of her crew. As the doors reached a flat plane offering ample room to move out of the hangar Mark gently nudged them across the hangar and out into space. He then accelerated away from the ship and spun around to face the Dreamcatcher and aside from the light spilling out of the hangar as the doors closed she was all but invisible as she reflected dark space and the twinkling stars back like a mirror.

Mark was still detecting her immense energy signature for a few moments until the hangar doors were completely closed and then there was a surge of energy and the detected signature simply vanished as the Dreamcatcher accelerated away. Mark wasn't even able to detect the direction of her travel within seconds of her departure. He grinned slightly and looked at Melissa.

"That is one slick ship. Three hundred and fifty some odd years old and it slipped away in a flash and I can't detect her at all now."

Melissa grinned and concentrated on what the Icarus was detecting and she was unable to detect the Future at all.

"I guess we should head for the coordinates sent to the Future when we were at the detention facility." Melissa said.

Mark nodded and brought up the transmission record and he extracted the coordinates then set them as their destination and accelerated toward them.

"It feels good to be going home." Korica said.

"I know what you mean." Tamaric said. "I can't wait to see my mom and dad and Harriet."

"I can feel you've learned how to put how much you miss them aside so it doesn't distract you."

"I learned it from you. I miss 'em so much it hurts then I thought about how much you miss your parents all the time and I took your¦perspective and adapted mine to match since you're so happy all the time despite the fact."

"See, we are learning from each other."

"What have you learned from me?"

"Resolute strength. You're a man so you have masculine attributes that I don't possess¦or at least I didn't until we became paired."

"Hmm. I guess that makes sense."

Mark accelerated the Icarus up to 7.8 times the speed of light and headed straight for the coordinates while wondering if the Dreamcatcher communicated with the Future since he never detected any kind of signal being sent once they were dropped off. The ship was responding flawlessly now that he really had the hang of how to control her with thought impulse alone for the most part so he was feeling very relaxed at the controls. They flew for ten minutes when the Icarus received it's first communication from the Future. Mark opened the receiver circuit and put it on the cabin speaker.

"Icarus this is the Future, do you read me?" A young sounding female voice was calling out.

Mark grinned and engaged the transmitter and slid the transmit power up to maximum output.

"This is the Icarus, we read you Future."

"Sir I have them." The girl said then the captain spoke. "It's good to hear your voice lieutenant. We have you on sensors and we should reach you momentarily."

"Thank you sir, it's nice to hear a familiar voice. We were treated pretty well sir; everyone is in good health and looking forward to being back on the Future. I don't have you on sensors yet."

"I doubt you'll detect us until we're right on top of you. We're running in stealth mode since this isn't our neighborhood."

"Did the Dreamcatcher let you know when they cut us loose?"

"Yes. We received a subspace burst signal along the star communication network. Now that we know what to look for we're able to monitor this bizarre network for further communications."

"I see. I was just curious sir."

"I understand, bring the Icarus to a stop lieutenant. We're right beside you on a parallel course."

Mark brought the ship out of faster than light travel and slowed her down then brought her to a stop. Inea looked out the canopy and then stood up and looked around trying to see the Future.

"I don't see the Future, I thought the ship would be big?" Inea said.

"Oh she's gigantic hun." Marty said. "The Future can make herself unseen and virtually undetectable."

A huge area of space to the right of the Icarus began to shimmer slightly and then as if a curtain were lifted the Future became visible with her external inspection floodlights on and Inea looked over and gasped at the sheer size of the Future. She was cast in darkness except where her floodlights illuminated large portions of her hull but it was enough for Inea to stand on her tiptoes to see the aft end of the Future and then look forward down her enormous length to her bow. Inea then stared at the spinning middle third of the Future in pure amazement.

"It's beautiful¦and very big. That is where you grow your food?" Inea asked pointing out the canopy toward the center of the Future.

"That's right." Marty said. "That spinning action creates centripetal gravity so everything stays against the inside walls of the growing ring."

"Is that our ambassador I hear?" Captain Alexan asked.

"Yes sir." Mark replied as he watched the wonder on her face, as she couldn't take her eyes off the amazing sight before her.

"Welcome to the Future ambassador Inea. I am captain Dillan Alexan. We have quarters prepared for you that I hope you will find comfortable."

Inea looked at Marty for a moment then she looked at the control display in front of Melissa where the incoming signal was being displayed as a straight line at the moment.

"Thank you captain Alexan. I am excited about the opportunity to spend some time with you. The Future is a wonder to behold, I never imagined a ship so large."

"We are quite proud of her. She is a flying city with all the wonders to go along with a city. You are cleared to land in the forward hangar lieutenant. The shield is at the minimum safe level and the hangar has been cleared of all personnel. You'll need to transport down to the decontamination and isolation ward on deck two so we can look you all over before you potentially expose the crew and passengers to anything you may be carrying."

"I understand sir. I'm cleared to land in the forward hangar. We'll see you in just a few."

"Roger that, Future out."

Mark banked over toward the Future and quickly penetrated the shield and then the AI brought the shield up to full strength as the Icarus slowly drifted down under the Future so Inea could get a good look at her. She slowly sat down as they got close the Future's hull and proceeded forward toward her bow. Mark brought the Icarus around the bow of the Future and spiraled around so he was facing her and then he slowly headed for the hangar that was wide open in preparation for their arrival. He deployed the landing gear and slowly penetrated the myogenic field and then brought the Icarus into a hover and gently set her down in the middle of the hangar. Mark then began shutting everything down and Melissa turned her halo off and slipped it off her head and put it in the compartment in the bulkhead then pushed it closed and she got to her feet and walked to the back of the ship as Laurel and Jake turned off their halos and put them away.

Mark reached out and opened the cargo hatch and then he looked back at Inea who was on her feet looking around the hangar through the canopy.

"Inea, I'm going to turn the artificial gravity off so you're going to feel a weird sensation as you suddenly feel lighter. I was going to ease us into this feeling on the way home but I didn't get a chance to let you adjust to it gradually so you're going to have to endure it all at once."

"Marty was trying to explain this thing called gravity. It is the unseen force that holds us on the ground?"

"Yes. We create it artificially since we're in space where there is no gravity."

Inea stepped over next Marty and took hold of his arm then looked at Mark and he looked forward and turned the last of the auxiliary systems off including the inertial dampening system and the artificial gravity. The feeling of Earth normal gravity washed over them and Inea grinned as she put one hand on her stomach and then looked down at her feet as she lifted them one at a time.

"What a strange feeling. I feel as to float away if not for holding Marty."

"You'll get used to it after a while." Marty said with a grin.

Mark turned his halo off and put it away then got to his feet and headed toward the back of the ship. Korica and Tamaric led the way down the ramp and out from under the ship onto the wonderful solid surface of the hangar deck. Everyone followed them out into the hangar and Inea looked around in amazement. The hangar looked so neat and tidy with so many strange devices everywhere she looked, none of which did she have a clue as to their purpose.

"It is so cold here Marty. Is it always this cold on the Future?"

"I told you it was going to seem cold to you hun. The temperature is maintained at this level everywhere on the ship except in the gardening ring. It's a lot warmer and more humid there. It should feel like home for you there."

The hangar doors began to slide closed and Inea spun around while holding Marty's arm and watched the doors for a moment then looked around for who was closing the doors. Marty grinned and chuckled lightly.

"The command crew probably signaled the doors to close so we can get underway."

"But there is no one pushing the doors closed."

"They're on electromagnetic tracks." Inea gave a perplexed look and he smiled at her. "There are no people needed to close them, just electrical energy. The same kind that powers the lights in your cold storage hut and the refrigeration system that keeps everything cold."

The doors met in the middle of the hangar with a bit of a thud and then the electromagnetic seals engaged with another thud as the doors were pulled tightly to the floor and the ceiling of the hangar opening. Inea looked at the doors quickly then looked at Marty.

"Don't we need to get our travel packs off the ship?"

"No. Everything needs to be scanned and sterilized so we don't bring contaminants into the ship. Our things will be brought to our quarters once that's done."

"Contaminants?"

"Microbes and germs, small bugs, things like that."

"I know your language and yet I still don't know what you're saying half the time."

"I'm sorry hun, I'm talking about things so small you can't see 'em but they can make people sick."

"That I understand."

They all then followed Laurel and Jake toward the transport enclosure. Laurel pulled the door open and they stepped in and Inea looked around but followed Marty up onto the transport platform and then she turned around and watched Mark pulling the door closed and Inea's curiosity finally got the better of her.

"What are we doing Marty?"

"You see this glowing platform you're standing on?"

"Yes." She said as she looked down at the glowing pad under her feet.

"That is going to compress all the atoms in your body and then map them so you can be converted into an energy pattern that will be sent to another part of the ship where you will be reassembled and then uncompressed as you are now. It will take less than a second for all that to happen."

"Surely you are teasing me."

"He is not ambassador Inea." The AI said startling Inea. "Welcome aboard the Future. You will be transported to the decontamination and isolation ward where you will be scanned in detail to insure that you are not carrying any contagions within your body that pose a danger to the rest of the population on the ship."

"Who is that Marty?" Inea asked in a whisper.

"That's the Future."

"What? The ship talks?"

"Yes. That's the voice of the artificial intelligence that runs everything on the ship."

"Incredible. It is nice to¦be on you¦or in you."

"I am not the ship ambassador, I am the intelligence that operates the ship."

"I do not know if I completely understand how that works. You are not a person but you make everything work¦and you talk¦like a person?"

"That is the best way of describing it in a way that you will understand it. I am a machine if you know what that is?"

"A device for doing work in the place of a person."

"That is correct. I am a very complex machine but I am programmed to interact with my crew and passengers in a way that gives them the feeling of dealing with a person."

Inea looked at Marty and shook her head lightly.

"Hold on Inea¦" Laurel said. "I'm going to transport us now so this will feel a little odd but I promise it won't hurt."

Laurel reached out to the free floating map and she touched the indicator for forward deck two and a few seconds later Inea could feel the compression field engage and she bent her knees slightly as they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light and then found themselves standing on the transport platform at the end of the corridor facing the fusion reactor number 1 coolant control room and the decontamination ward and isolation cells for infectious isolation and sterilization. They all stepped down and walked up to the door to the decontamination ward and the door hissed as it unsealed and then slid open. They walked through it into the dressing room and the door slid shut and hissed as it sealed shut behind them.

Inea looked at the metal bench in the middle of the room and she was a little confused by where they were. She then looked at Marty.

"That transport device is a thing of wonder. Where are we and how far did we travel?"

"This is deck two so we traveled about thirty decks down and into the middle of the bow section of the ship. This place is meant for decontamination purposes."

"What is through that clear door over there?"

"That's where we're going. If we were contaminated we would have to get undressed in here and our clothes would be put into that slot over there and they would be destroyed and then we would walk down that shower tunnel to wash whatever was on us off. On the other side we would be dried off with blasts of warm air and then we would put on robes and go get scanned to see if the contamination was inside us as well. If so we would be put into isolation cells until the internal contaminates could be eliminated."

"Your people are very concerned about these¦microbes you spoke of?"

"We just believe in being very cautious. We had no idea what we would find out here and sometimes the smallest thing can kill you faster than the large things."

"Anyone coming aboard must go through this?"

"Yes. If we step onto a new world we all have to do this and if a new guest comes aboard they have to do this."

Laurel waved them over and she stepped up to the door to the shower tunnel and it slid aside and they cautiously made their way down the tunnel and out into the corridor with two hundred isolation rooms in this spoke. As they walked up the corridor toward the empty nurses station Inea glanced through the clear panels in each room's door and she was struck by how small the rooms were.

"Marty¦your quarters are larger than this?"

"Yes. Not by much but they are definitely bigger than these isolation cells."

They made their way to the nurse's station and walked around it to the vertical and Futuretal scanners sitting in the middle of the room. Inea looked up at the overhead scanning elements for the scanners and then she looked at the table mounted Futuretal element for a moment then she looked around at all of the spoked corridors leading off in each direction and she started to get a sense of just how big the decon and iso ward is. Korica stepped up to the vertical scanners control pedestal and she turned it on and the overhead and floor element began to glow slightly and then she walked over to the Futuretal scanner and she turned on the scanning elements and they also began to glow slightly and then she walked over to Inea.

"In light of what you're wearing I would recommend using the vertical scanner. Just step up onto the platform and try to stand still."

"What are these things for?"

"They will look deep inside your body to identify foreign contaminants, either biological or mineral."

"As your detranome did?"

"Yes but these are a thousand times more powerful."

Marty walked Inea over to the vertical scanner and she stepped up onto the platform and faced out and then Marty let go of her hand and stepped back. Korica stepped over to the control pedestal while Mark climbed up on the Futuretal scanner and laid down. Korica started the scanning process then stepped over to the Futuretal scanner control pedestal and she started the scanning process then she stepped back over to Inea just as the purplish pink scanning particles dissipated away and a three dimensional image of Inea's body appeared floating in the air in front of her with a black obscuration of her crotch and chest. Korica had a view of her entire body on the control pedestal and she initiated a detailed analysis of her physiology along with a detailed brain mapping.

Inea grinned and reached out and across slowly and her hand met the hand of the image floating in front of her. She then put her arm down and as Korica was about to step away to examine Mark's resultant scan data Marty stopped her.

"Hey, can you look for pregnancy with these things?"

"Yes, that would have come up anyways since the embryo will have uniquely separate DNA from Inea's."

Korica looked back at the control pedestal and she zoomed into her lower abdomen and then she had the layers of flesh peeled away until she was looking deep into her uterus and there was an indication of zygote that had not yet attached itself to the uterine wall but it contained several cells that had unique DNA from that of Inea. Korica zoomed in close so the zygote filled the entire screen and then Korica put the image up in the air in front of Inea.

"There you are. That's your baby Inea¦or it will be. It hasn't attached itself yet but it's in the right place for that to happen really soon."

Inea had her mouth open as she stared at the collection of cells in incredible detail. Marty was just as dumbfounded to see the first stages of a life being created. When he looked up at Inea she had tears in both her eyes with a warm smile on her face. She looked at Marty and blinked hard and the tears spilled out of her eyes and down her cheeks.

"Thank you Marty. I don't know if I can ever express how much meaning you have given my life."

"It was my pleasure Inea, and I mean that in everyway possible."

Inea chuckled lightly and wiped the tears from her cheeks.

"You'll need to stand still for a little longer while your entire body is analyzed." Korica said.

Korica then stepped over to Mark where a three dimensional image of his body was floating above him looking back at him with a black obscuration across his crotch. Korica looked over the scan data and he was completely free of any foreign contaminants, biological or otherwise.

"You're clear Mark." Korica said.

Mark rolled over and slid off the table and the image of his body distorted then disappeared. Melissa then climbed up on the table and laid down and Korica initiated the scanning elements and then stepped back over to Inea and she grinned at her.

"Congratulations Inea. You're going to be a mommy."

"Thank you Korica."

Korica looked over the resultant analysis and she noticed some unusual bacteria in her stomach that was unidentifiable as to the strain but she assumed it was her unique diet of vegetables grown on Heindon that were watered from the nearby streams. They didn't appear to be contagious and were categorized as likely beneficial components of her digestion system.

"You're in perfect health Inea. I want you to plan on having another detailed scan done in about a week¦seven days so we check on the progress of your baby."

"I understand. I appreciate you taking concern for me¦for us."

"We're friends Inea, of course I'm going to look out for you." Korica said with a smile.

"Do we need to¦limit our intimate activity while she's pregnant?" Marty asked.

"No but I wouldn't engage in anything real vigorous if you know what I mean? Her body will likely tell her what she is in the mood for and when it should stop if at all."

"Ok. That sounds good."

"You can step down Inea." Korica said.

Inea nodded and stepped through the image of her body as it moved toward her and it distorted and then disappeared. Everyone then took their turn on the scanners with perfect results for all of them until it was Korica's turn. She asked if she could have a little privacy while she had her scan completed and everyone agreed to wait for her in the changing room. Korica took hold of Tamaric's hand and stopped him from leaving as everyone made their exit.

"I want you here Tamaric."

He nodded and they watched everyone head down the corridor and then Korica stepped up onto the vertical scanner and she called out to the AI.

"Will you please initiate the scanning process Future? Tamaric and I have been sexually active¦very active¦so I need you to make sure I'm not pregnant."

"Understood."

The scanning elements began to glow brightly and the scanning particles rose and descended until they met in the middle and then turned a bright purplish pink and then continued until they reached the top and bottom scanning elements and then they dissipated away and a three dimensional image of Korica's body appeared in front of her with the black obscuration across her chest and crotch. The AI then began analyzing her body in fine detail.

"You can remove the obscurations Future. Tamaric has seen me with nothing on and he really likes my body."

"Very well."

The obscurations blinked out revealing Korica's body in its entirety and Tamaric smiled and stepped next to the vertical scanner so he could look directly at her beautiful body.

"I can hear that Tamaric. We are never going to make love standing on one of these so you can see it from the inside."

"I'm sorry Korica, it was just a weird idea that crossed my mind."

"May I inquire if you two have become paired?" The AI asked.

"Yes we have. It's still a little confusing for both of us but it feels wonderful at the same time. It's what I've wanted for¦well since I sensed it in Laurel and Jake." Korica said.

"Your abilities have advanced significantly since departing for Heindon Tamaric?"

"Since I have Korica's senses as part of me now I would say yes. I've even channeled her abilities on more that one occasion."

"That is remarkable. That would explain the similar brain scans from both of you. The region of your brain that was becoming more active is now in a heightened state of activity in the exact same proportions as Korica's brain. There are no signs of pregnancy having occurred Korica. Tamaric's DNA is present in your vault but your body is in the process of destroying it just as we saw occurring in Laurel's experiments. Pregnancy will never occur unless intervention takes place. Your body sees his genetic material as a foreign contaminant and eliminates it as such."

"I just wanted to make sure. You said I should have you check me over when we became active just to make sure."

"It is good you remembered that. I will update your records Tamaric to indicate that you are fully gifted and paired with Korica. I will add a medical recommendation in your record Korica that you be placed in a work environment that keeps you in close contact with Tamaric frequently if not constantly."

"Thank you for doing that. We've already experienced a little of the separation anxiety and it's an uncomfortable feeling." Korica said.

"If your physiology reacts as Laurel and Jake's do to prolonged separation you will be become very ill after five hours and likely collapse after ten hours. They have never pushed themselves that far but it could prove lethal for Tamaric if your separation went much beyond that. The Human body is less able to withstand the level toxemia observed occurring within Laurel and Jake."

"I still don't understand why being separated makes our bodies¦stop working like that?" Tamaric said.

"From what I have been able to determine scientifically, your immune systems shut down and the immune system is incorporated throughout your body. The stimulus energy needed to keep your immune systems functioning properly now resides within

your paired mate. Take that away and the entire immune system collapses and toxins begin to buildup within all of your internal organs and it is spread throughout the bloodstream. When the toxins that are normally washed away build to sufficient levels the organs swell and strain to function and when that affect reaches the heart it is a lethal event. Draximan are a more robust species and have much stronger hearts than a Human counterpart so they will likely endure longer but even their superior physiology will eventually succumb to the failure of multiple organs leading to their death."

"Bunger me! Is that why my heart hurts when we aren't together?"

"That is likely an intense emotional response to being separated, though I cannot be completely sure since I have not observed your physiological responses to being close to one another and when separated now that you are paired. I will monitor you both very closely form now on to determine how your bodies respond to being paired and what occurs for you when separated for prolonged periods. No two people are the same so I will have to learn what is normal for you two."

"You aren't talking about monitoring us all the time are you?" Tamaric asked.

"I will not monitor you during moments of intimacy except for through your bio monitors when the information is flashed to my sensors every three minutes."

"Oh, good."

"You are in perfect health Korica though your protein three and glucose levels are slightly out of balance from what is normal for you. I would recommend a hearty meal to restore your system."

"I haven't eaten breakfast yet. What time is it anyway?"

"Fifteen twenty two ships time. You may step down."

"Wait I have a question first." Tamaric said.

Korica looked at him and sensed what was on his mind and she chuckled very lightly and smiled.

"Because I have form fitting clothes on Tamaric. My bra compresses my breast so they look like that and my underwear compress the other parts of me slightly making it look like that. This is a real time image of exactly what my body looks like under my clothes."

"Oh, I was just wondering why things weren't¦shaped like they normally are when you're naked."

"Things only swell like that when I'm aroused and normally when I'm not wearing anything in front of you things are about to happen that get me very aroused."

Korica stepped forward and her image moved toward her as she stepped right through it making it distort then disappear. Korica turned to Tamaric and she saw the strange look on his face making her smile.

"Yes you looked compressed just like that down there as your underwear held you to the side."

"How can you tell? There was a black strip across my body down there."

"Not on the control panel display. Everything shows up on there."

"Korica! You looked at all of us?"

Korica took his hand and grinned.

"I'm a med tech Tamaric. It was for medical purposes not for fun. You need to quit being so¦protective. I'm gunna see naked men from time to time but none of 'em turn me on like you do."

"I need to discuss your menstrual cycle Korica. We never had a chance to discuss it before you departed for Heindon." The AI reminded her.

"All right, is it coming soon?"

"Relatively so. I have discovered that your body operates on a thirty-four day cycle unlike the Human twenty-eight day cycle. Given that knowledge you have three days until your menstrual cycle will begin. There are cramp relief pills on the counter in your bathroom in your quarters on the command deck as well as in the mirror cabinet in the bathroom in the Reynolds' quarters."

"Ok, thank you."

Korica tugged on Tamaric's hand and they walked around the nurse's station and headed down the corridor toward the shower tunnel. They walked carefully up the tunnel and into the changing room where everyone was waiting for them.

"Is everything ok?" Melissa asked.

"Yes. I'm in perfect health. I just needed to have some personal things checked out."

"Good deal. We should head up to the command deck to introduce the ambassador to the captain and we can get some thing to eat." Melissa said.

"That sounds great, I'm starving." Korica said.

They all walked over to the exit and it hissed then slid aside and they stepped out and walked to the transport platform and they squeezed together on it and Mark touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment. They stepped down and Inea looked back at the platform as it went dark and then she looked at Marty.

"Are you sure that is a safe way to travel? It is the oddest feeling to be squeezed like that and then find myself somewhere else in an instant."

"It is completely safe hun. It's only supposed to be used to transport seven at a time so we are pushing it to the limit with eight of us but there are safety systems built into it that will protect you from any harm. The species that invented this technology have been using it for a very long time with no injuries reported."

Inea grinned and nodded and they followed the others out into the main corridor where captain Alexan was standing with two other individuals that were dressed in civilian clothes making them look like accountants to Laurel. There was a brunette woman with shoulder length hair that was brushed back and to the right beautifully and she had on a white blouse with a dark blue vest and knee length skirt and black flat shoes that were highly polished making them practically glow as the light reflected off them. She had a very pretty and kindly face with deep green eyes with brown and yellow flecks in them. The man standing next to her was wearing a traditional late twenty seventies cut three piece suit in a light gray with dress slacks that were the same color and he had on brown shoes with a small brass buckle across them. He had brown hair that was cut short and parted down the middle and he had steely light blue eyes that almost looked gray they were so light and he also had a kindly looking handsome face but he looked as though he was analyzing everything in his mind. He just had an intense contemplating look on his face as he looked at everyone.

Melissa saluted the captain smartly and he returned the salute and then Mark, Marty and Korica did the same thing garnering a return salute from the captain.

"Captain Alexan, I would like to introduce you to ambassador Inea of Heindon." Melissa said gesturing toward Inea.

Inea crossed her hands over her chest then put her hands out palms up. "My heart is pleased to be in your presence captain Alexan. Thank you for having me on your beautiful ship."

The captain returned the gesture and grinned slightly. "We are honored to have you aboard ambassador Inea. I can't thank you and your people enough for helping Laurel and Jake they way you did. Their issue was just beyond what our technology could provide a cure for."

"They are sweet individuals with warm hearts and true intentions. We are always glad to provide help to such kind people."

"Thank you Inea." Laurel said.

"You are welcome Laurel." Inea said grinning at her and Jake warmly.

"I would like to introduce you to Karen Mathews, she is a historian and cultural anthropologist among our people." The captain said gesturing toward Karen.

Inea crossed her hands over her chest then held her hands out palms up. "I am pleased to meet you Karen Mathews." Inea said despite having no idea what a cultural anthropologist is.

Karen returned the gesture with a warm grin. "I am honored ambassador Inea. I am looking forward to learning of your people as I teach you of ours."

"I welcome this exchange of knowledge. It is what I came seeking."

"And I would like to introduce you to Adam Reinhardt. He is a psychologist and behavioral scientist. These are studies of the mind and behavior." Captain Alexan said gesturing toward Adam.

Inea crossed her hands over her heart and then held her hands out palms up.

"I am pleased to meet you Adam Reinhardt."

Adam returned the gesture and then bowed slightly.

"It is nice to meet you ambassador Inea. I am really looking forward to getting to know you."

"Adam and Karen will be your guides around the Future as they learn from you and teach you of our ways and how our technology works to serve your needs. If you wish to go down to the surface you are free to do so but I would like you to take one of our security personnel with you. There are dangers on the surface that you are unaware of and I want to make sure nothing unexpected happens that could result in you being hurt. For that purpose I am assigning Marty as your personal security escort. You are already close friends so his presence shouldn't take any getting used to. Please do as he asks while you are on the surface in matters of safety or security."

"I understand captain Alexan. Thank you for assigning Marty to my security needs. I will feel much safer with him close by."

"I thought you might appreciate that given the nature of your close friendship. If you would, step over to the palm scanner behind you and I will have a security clearance issued to you so you can make your way around the ship uninhibited. You will be free to go wherever you would like on the Future that your clearance will allow access to. The AI will inform you of any areas that you are not permitted to go for your own safety. Most of the ship will be available to you to explore if you feel like it."

"I appreciate you allowing me to go where I want captain Alexan."

The captain stepped over to the palm scanner next to the transport compartment and placed his hand on the palm scanner.

"Future, I want you to issue a level zero clearance for ambassador Inea with voice activation access?"

"Understood. Please input her vital information for the security log to be updated."

The captain pulled his hand away and a small touch pad and an iris scanner slid out of a slot that opened in the bulkhead above the palm scanner. The captain then began to type in her vitals.

Name= Inea

The captain looked at Inea. "Do you have a last name?"

"They don't have multi syllable names sir." Marty said.

"Got it, how old is she?"

"Twenty four point four or so sir if placed on an Earth based calendar."

The captain looked back at the keypad and continued entering Inea's vitals.

Name= Inea-Ambassador to Heindon.

Gender= Female.

Age= 24.4

The captain then touched the enter command and the AI's voice rang out.

"Name, Inea ambassador to Heindon accepted. Gender, Female accepted. Age, twenty-four point four accepted. Please place your chin on the retina scanner's chin rest and look directly at the green light while keeping your hand firmly on the palm reader."

Inea looked at Marty and he smiled and gestured at the palm reader so she stepped forward and placed her hand on the palm reader and then sat her chin on the retina scanner and looked forward directly at the green eye. The AI then mapped her iris and retina pattern and saved it and then read her palm and finer prints and saved them into the system.

"Please state your name and title for voice recognition." The AI said.

"Inea of the Olmot people of Heindon."

"Voice print accepted. Security level zero issued, security code to follow. Please memorize the security code being presented on the touch pad, as it cannot be repeated for you if it is forgotten."

Inea lifted her chin from the chin rest and pulled her hand from the palm reader and she looked at the touch pad where the numbers 79705 were being displayed.

"I am not sure I understand what all of this is for?"

"Do you have the security code memorized?" Marty asked.

"Yes."

"Good, the retina and iris scan will be used in some places to allow access and your voice will open any secure door with voice authorization in place and that security code will also allow access to some secure locations as well as allowing you to access sensitive information in the computers and anything you save under your name can only be accessed with that security code or your voice."

"Computer¦I know of this term from Tamaric's knowledge but I am unsure of exactly what it is, just that it relates to all of your advanced devices."

"Computers are at the heart of almost everything on this ship. We'll teach you all about them later Inea." Marty said.

"Might I recommend that we sit down to a meal together sir?" Melissa said. "I'm not sure of the time here on the ship but it feels like morning for us and I know of a young ensign that is famished."

"That sounds fine commander. It's fifteen thirty ships time." The captain said.

They all turned and headed for the mess hall up the corridor. As they stepped into the mess hall the captain stopped at the com panel just inside the door and he touched it as everyone else stepped deeper into the mess hall where there were a couple dozen officers and enlisted personnel having something to drink and eating while talking lightly at different tables throughout the mess hall. They all stepped up to one of the long tables and sat down on the bench seat while the captain contacted the AI.

"Future will you please have the Reynolds and Miss Kade and Mister Myers escorted up here?"

"Understood. I will have two junior ensigns dispatched to retrieve them."

"Thank you."

The captain then walked over to the table and sat down next to Melissa who was sitting across from everyone else. Two servo drones floated up to the table and Inea gasped and slid closer to Marty as she stared at the strange metal objects with clawed hands outstretched with two closed menus in each of two manipulator claws. Marty put his hand on her thigh and grinned at her.

"Relax Inea. Those are called servo drones. They are programmable mechanical devices that see to our needs and tend to the ship keeping her clean and functioning properly."

"They move with no wheels or support. How is that possible?"

"They use the same force that makes our ships fly through space with no flame or moving parts."

The captain took one of the menus and handed the others out and Laurel took the others and passed them down the table, keeping one for her and Jake.

"You talk of the controlled and manipulated gravity bubble that Mark mentioned while talking to Trimaya?" Inea asked looking at Marty.

"Sort of, it is a manipulated gravity field but far weaker than what makes a ship fly."

Marty took one of the menus and pulled it open and let it flop a little while Inea looked on and then he turned it on and the thin material became solid between the ends of the data scroll and the menu lit up with a list of available items in a scrolling format. Marty handed it to Inea as he enjoyed the astonished look on her face. Everyone took a moment to order something and Marty showed Inea how to activate the picture menu so she could see what she was ordering. After the meals were ordered the menus were passed back to the end of the table and handed to the servo drones and they lifted and spun around and floated off silently and disappeared through their slot in the bulkhead. Marty then took Inea over to the closest dispensers to show her how they worked and Jake and Tamaric got up and followed them to get drinks for the girls.

"Sir are we still holding position?" Melissa asked.

"At the moment yes."

"If I might suggest sir we should head back to Genesis. I would put forth that we should ask to have the meeting of the leadership in Genesis in the genesis tower. I was given some sound advice from our transport pilot that this would offer a slight advantage to us during any negotiations and it would give the enlighteners a chance to see what we're trying to do on the Future planet. It's a stretch of faith but I truly believe we can trust these guys and frankly we need their help sir. You know the insurmountable problems we're facing and these guys might be the answer to a good many of them."

"From convict to advocate? I was expecting to be contacted about a meeting out here somewhere."

"I think it's going to take a little while to get Tamaric's¦knowledge or presence spread around a little more. Until then I don't think we should leave Genesis without our presence around for protection and support."

"Is that why captain Trimaya had an Australian accent?"

"Yes sir. The process of extracting our language and cultural knowledge from him passes on a sense of him along with it. It will all be in my report but needless to say they have a very¦inexperienced and naÃ¯ve sense of who we are. We need to find a few adults from cross cultures that can donate the same thing so they have a more concise sense of who we are. I think the enlighteners will give us the same thing in return so it can be passed among us."

"I don't even pretend to understand how something like that would work but I'll take your advice to heart and do as you recommend since you have a better sense of who these people are and what they can offer us."

"For one I sensed a personal connection to Trimaya while she talked with us on our way to be dropped off. It's the same thing Laurel and Jake and Korica and Tamaric are capable of. You don't just hear the conversation in your mind you can¦feel the person talking to you in a very personal way sir. I trust captain Trimaya at the very least and if the rest of the enlighteners are anything like her they are a wonderful people and we could definitely benefit from an alliance with them."

"We'll discuss it more later commander. I hope to get mission reports from all of you very soon? I need to know exactly what happened on this extended mission and what we're looking at in the aftermath."

"Jake and I will work on our civilian observational report as soon as we get the chance sir." Laurel said.

"I think you can count on all of us to fill out the reports as soon as we get done eating sir." Mark said.

The guys returned to the table with drinks and just as they sat down two very young junior ensigns stepped into the mess hall with Amelia, John, Clara and Liam following them. They were sensed the moment they stepped into the mess hall and Tamaric practically leapt from his seat and walked quickly over to his mother and grabbed her tightly in a hug and Laurel and Jake lit up and got to their feet and walked over to their parents and were greeted by a warm hug from them both. Inea watched with a big smile on her face. She could feel the love and warmth between them and it felt so wonderful to her.

"Hi baby¦"Amelia said as she stroked Laurel's head while holding her close. "Are you feeling better?"

"It's all gone mom. All the pain and torment has been taken from me by Iriqua."

"That's wonderful sweetie. I was so worried about you when the captain said you were alive and well but being detained for questioning about a perceived trespassing violation?"

"Yeah, I'll tell you all about it later. I'm just glad to be back with you." Amelia kissed the side of her head and then released her grip on Laurel.

Tamaric felt like he couldn't let go of his mother as she held him tightly and his father rubbed his shoulder waiting for his turn to hold his little man.

"I missed you guys so much mom and dad. I really though for a time that I might not be able to come home¦ever again. They were talking about sentencing us to being confined for the rest of our natural lives."

"Lordy be¦I'm glad you were set free." Clara said. "I'd lose my mind if they took you from us like that."

Tamaric eased his grip around his mother and she kissed his forehead and he smiled and then stepped into his father's tight embrace.

"I'm proud of you for keeping it together to keep Korica safe son. I'm sure she was pretty scared."

Tamaric relaxed his grip while keeping his arms around his father.

"Actually she was really brave about the whole situation. We kept each other from feeling scared as strange as it sounds. We fed on each others strengths."

"Oh my¦are you two paired?" Clara asked.

Tamaric let go of his father and stepped back.

"Yes mam. We uh¦"

"I know how you become paired Tamaric, what's the gold band on your wrist?"

Tamaric lifted his right arm and showed it to his mother and father and they both put a hand under his arm as they looked at the exquisite craftsmanship used in making the coupling cuff.

"Uh¦Korica has one too. We participated in a coupling ceremony on Heindon to bring the whole village together so we could meet them all. The leader of the tribe gave these to Korica and I. They're called announced coupling cuffs."

"What is a coupling ceremony?"

"Well we would probably call it¦a wedding. The leader of the tribe knew what Korica and I had in mind toward one another and he performed the ceremony before we¦did what he sensed we wanted to do."

Clara's expression changed and she took her hand away from Tamaric's wrist.

"You got married?"

"Sort of. It isn't official or anything though commander Hiller said she could have it recognized as official¦but I want to get married here on the Future with the captain marrying us with you there. It just isn't the same without you two there. It was just a way to get the whole tribe to come together at once."

Amelia and John were just as stunned at the news and everyone at the table was now listening and watching what was going on.

"From what I understand of being paired you two have engaged in something that has some very serious ramifications son." Liam said.

"I know dad. Korica wanted this more than anything and I just couldn't disappoint her. I wanted this too though. All of my abilities are waking up and I can even channel Korica's abilities now. I managed it twice to save her life from a huge vulture like bird once and once to keep her from falling into a nasty swamp¦though she kind of did that through me using me as the conduit to control her own abilities while I splattered this big ugly salamander like thing that was trying to grab her."

"Lord all mighty son!" Liam grinned and then smiled at him. "You saved your damsel in distress twice?"

"Yeah. She kissed me after too to thank me for saving her life."

"You've made me proud son. You know this pairing thing means you have something to do the first chance you get?"

"Yes sir. I plan on signing up so I can serve right beside her."

"We'll talk about this later. For now I'm just relieved to have you back aboard in one piece." Clara said with a smile.

"Me too. I'm still trying to get used to jumping around space like Korica does. I'm starting to see what she loves about it but things always seem to go¦sideways as Mark puts it."

Liam stroked his head and smiled at him and then they all headed over toward the table and Korica stood up and Amelia smiled at her and pulled her into a tight hug.

"I missed you too honey. You're a big part of our family now."

"Thanks grandma. I missed you too."

Korica then hugged Clara and then Liam and then John. She loved knowing she now had so much family that loved her. It was more than she ever imagined when Laurel and Jake adopted her.

"This is ambassador Inea of Heindon." Laurel said.

"She and Marty here are having a baby." Korica said.

Inea stood up and stepped over the bench seat and crossed her hands over her chest then held her hands out palms out with a warm smile on her face.

"It is an honor to meet the mothers and fathers of such wonderful people. You have done a fine job raising four of the nicest people I have ever met."

Marty then got to his feet and shook all of their hands. They all then sat down and the captain reached out and patted the back of Tamaric's hand.

"When the time comes I would be honored to officiate at your wedding."

"Thank you sir."

John and Liam got up and retrieved some tea for themselves and the ladies then came back to the table and sat down.

"I am going to grant Korica some time off to decompress so you'll be able to spend some time reconnecting before I need her at her station." The captain said.

"Thank you captain. Are we going to be heading back to the Future planet?" Liam asked.

"Not immediately. We have a piece of business to take care of first then we will."

"I see."

"So Mark, how did the Icarus perform?" The captain asked.

"She did pretty well for rushing her into service but she definitely has some issues that need to be remedied."

"Such as?"

"For one thing her sensors are woefully inadequate sir." Melissa interjected.

"There's a bit of a control issue in a heavy gravity environment as well sir." Mark said. "Some of it might just be getting used to flying by thought impulse alone but she definitely had a swagger to her once in atmo at Heindon. We did manage a one point four light year leap and I think she might be capable of a little more if I get a chance to perform a stand still full power leap. All in all she's a damn fine ship that just needs a few little tweaks to make her outstanding."

"That's good news since we have four more planned for construction. We'll incorporate any improvements you feel would make the Icarus class ship even better."

"You'll have to get with the engineers about the sensor issue. I don't know if it's a processing issue or just weak sensor elements. The skin of the ship works like a dream though. The ship is completely invisible when the chromatophores are engaged and a good deal of sensory information is made available through the skins sensory capacity."

"How about the instabilities you initially experienced?"

"Thanks to Laurel's little retrofit that's a thing of the past sir. The ship survived a localized wormhole without the slightest hint of instabilities and in direct flight I never once saw the gravity bubble wavering around like it did before. I think we're real close to having a fantastic ship on our hands."

"Good, good, good. I want you to keep running flight tests on her until we get all the issues found and worked out lieutenant."

"Yes sir. If it's possible¦I would like to have Laurel sit in on a few of the shakedown runs. She's got a natural ability to understand what's going on and diagnose issues on the fly."

The captain looked at Laurel and she just stared back for a moment and then he winked at her with a little grin.

"That's approved lieutenant. I know her worth as a copilot and engineer."

Laurel smiled and looked at Mark and he grinned at her.

"Told you I'd get you in that seat next to me without going on a formal mission."

"Thanks Mark, I'm looking forward to it."

Servo drones began to arrive with the plates of food at that point and the plates were slid up on the table next to their intended recipients. Korica was glad to finally be back in an environment where she knew what she was ordering. She had her favorites from the menu items and she was looking forward to the familiar bold tastes that she loved so much. They ate for a time while Mark and Dillan talked more about the Icarus and how she performed and then when there was a pause Korica asked what was on her mind as well as Tamaric's.

"Sir, how many of us are still in stasis?"

"Twenty seven hundred fifty."

"Am I still going to be assigned to the revival teams as you had planned?"

"We could really use your help in that area but while we're in flight you're going to be stationed on the bridge. If I understand the plan¦Tamaric will be training with you once his neural indoctrination is completed."

"I'm¦not sure I know what that is sir?"

"He is old enough and physiologically advanced enough to have much of the knowledge he needs to work on the bridge imparted to him through neural suggestion. He will graduate high school after taking his exit exam and he will be given another assessment exam to find out exactly where his ship studies need to be."

"You mean I could end up being a genius like Korica sir?"

"That's putting the bar a little high for yourself Tamaric. I don't know that anyone her age can match her intellect but you'll definitely know more than you do now."

"Sir you know we can share a mind? Is that going to influence his assessment tests?"

"I need to ask you to refrain from doing that while he is being assessed. We need to establish his level of intellect. We already have a pretty good idea of what a miraculous mind you have ensign, it would be cheating to allow him access to it while we are gauging how his mind works. It would serve him an injustice to be placed at a level of study that he is only capable of working at if he is connected to your mind."

"I understand sir. We were both wondering about that, we'll keep our minds quieted when he's taking the assessment."

"I knew I could count on you to be honest and forthright about what you two can do."

"Is he going to be imparted with med tech training so we can work together reviving the population still in stasis?"

"That wasn't the plan but we can look into it. I understand that you two will need to be in close proximity for a few minutes every couple of hours. I'm going to do everything possible to ensure that happens. When we get back to the Future planet you will be assigned to the surface for a time to acclimate to the heavy gravity and to get registered in the academy that we are in the process of putting together."

"Academy sir?"

"We have too many recruits to train them all on the Future while sitting in orbit. Now that we have primary power online to Genesis we can do a great many things not possible before. We have simulators to train the recruits in every aspect of ship wide service without them having to leave the ground. We even have a zero G training center on the ground where the recruits can experience working in space without actually exposing them to the hazards of working in space."

"I guess I didn't realize there were that many recruits sir."

"Well over a thousand at this point and half of us are still in stasis. I expect the numbers to increase significantly as the rest of the population wakes up and wants to have an active role in what we're doing and what we're about to do when phase five of Genesis is complete."

"Does that mean most of the people that were living on the Future are back at the Future planet?" Tamaric asked.

"There are only two hundred families and thirty unattached individuals aside from the crew on the Future right now."

"What about the Taylors sir, I really like little Eva."

"They're still aboard if memory recalls but they'll be going to the surface as soon as we get back. Everyone is on a five-day schedule after revival and Eva is past the end of her five-day period. They just didn't make it aboard the last shuttle leaving for the surface when we had to go. We were only able transport so many people in the time allotted with the number of ships available."

"I can understand that. I know we didn't give you much of a heads up."

Korica went back to eating her meal with hopes of seeing Eva before they transferred to the surface and she would have to make a concerted effort to find out where the Taylors lived. When the meals were finished Korica leaned back and felt content with a full belly and the security felt being back aboard the Future. The captain then got to his feet and stepped over the bench seat and said his goodbyes to everyone.

"Sir do we need to be debriefed about what we're allowed to talk about of the Heindon mission?" Korica asked.

"No. Now that you're safely back aboard the mission is officially declassified so you're free to speak about any part of the mission you would like. Lieutenant, commander, I need to speak to both of you in my office. Karen and Adam, will you show the ambassador to her quarters so she can get settled in?"

"We would be glad to captain." Karen said as she and Adam stood up.

"When would you like me to report for duty sir?" Korica asked.

"Be on the bridge at zero six hundred sharp for duty at the navigation station. In the mean time get your mission report completed and then take Tamaric down to the stasis ring for his neural indoctrination. Clara, Liam will you take your son down to the administration compartment and get him signed up for active duty before his neural indoctrination is imparted to him?"

"We'll see to it captain." Liam said as he and Clara stood up.

The captain then headed for the exit with Mark and Melissa right behind him and Marty stood up and stepped over the bench seat and Inea stood up with him and stepped over the bench seat then looked at all of the plates left on the table.

"Should we not take our plates and cups somewhere to be cleaned?" Inea asked.

"No hun. Those servo drones will come to the table and take everything away for us and then more will come and clean the table."

"We'll show you to the quarters prepared for you Inea." Karen said. "We have quarters on either side of yours so anytime you want to go anywhere we'll be close by to show you around."

Inea nodded and they headed for the exit. Korica then stepped over to Tamaric and gave him a quick hug and a peck.

"I'll be in my quarters up here when you're done Tamaric. We'll go down to the stasis ring when I'm done with my mission report."

"Ok, I'll miss you love."

"I know, I'll miss you too."

Clara and Liam then headed for the exit with Tamaric and Korica hugged Laurel and then Jake followed by Amelia and John.

"I'll see you all for evening meal."

"You gunna want to eat up here or on the passenger level?" Jake asked.

"The passenger level. I want to see Eva before they're transferred to the surface."

"Ok, we'll see you there honey."

Korica turned and headed for the exit and Laurel and Jake and their parents headed for the exit at the same time. Korica turned right to head to her quarters and Laurel and Jake and their parents turned left and headed for the transport compartment. They glanced at the captain's office door as they stepped into the transport compartment. Laurel then looked at Jake as they walked across the room toward the transport platform.

"What do you suppose the piece of business is that the captain was talking about before we head back to the Future planet?"

"I don't know. We don't have to worry about that stuff Laurel. We're just a couple kids again so it's none of our business."

"I know, I'm still trying to get used to that frame of mind."

They stepped up onto the transport platform and John reached back and touched the indicator for deck 1 stasis ring a few seconds later in a bright blue flash they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance and they stepped down and headed up the passageway toward the passenger area.

Korica walked up the corridor to her quarters and when the door slid open she stepped in as the lights came up and she smiled at the sight of her familiar quarters. Now she truly felt like she was home. She stepped up to the bed and slid her shoes off and then she turned and headed for the bathroom to relive herself. When she was done she stepped up to the sink and washed her hands and then she saw the small canister sitting on the counter as she dried her hands. She closed her eyes for a moment as she thought about the dreaded cramps that would be paying her a visit in the next couple of days. The last cycle she remembered experiencing was miserable until the pills kicked in. She set the towel down when her hands were dry and she picked up the canister and flipped the top open and looked into the canister at the small pills within. What agents of relief they were in such a small package. She closed the canister and put it back on the counter then looked herself over in the mirror. She was still a little surprised by the practical woman staring back at her. She felt like a woman but not quite as much as the one she was looking at. She pulled the drawer in the counter open and pulled out the hair brush and brushed her hair out for a moment then put the brush away, feeling content with how pretty her hair looked and she headed back out into the main quarters.

Korica walked over to the com panel and she touched it and it lit up and then she touched the AI hale icon and moments later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica. How may I be of assistance?"

"I want to fill out my mission report from my quarters. Will you please bring a data pad to my quarters so I can do that?"

"Right away. Is there anything else I can do for you?"

"Yes, will you send one of those message drones to my quarters?"

"Understood. Are you experiencing discomfort from the prolonged exposure to heavy gravity?"

"My muscles just feel tight. I think the stress and prolonged exposure both conspired to make me feel like this now that I'm back in normal gravity."

"Would you like me to send you a few muscle relaxers designed to work with your physiology?"

"No, you know I don't like my mind clouded like that. It'll have the same affect on Tamaric since he feels what I feel now, that's the last thing he needs right now."

"Very well. Enjoy the message and welcome home Korica."

"Thank you Future. It feels good to be back home."

Korica touched the com panel and it went dark and she walked to the bed and got undressed and just as she slid her last piece of clothing off the message drone slipped out of the servo slot and floated over to the bed holding a large secure data pad. Korica took the data pad and climbed up on the bed and laid on her stomach and she looked over at the lit com panel knowing the AI would be guiding the message drone since she had expressed in the past that there were places she didn't want to be touched even by accident.

"Will you start with my feet so I can work while I'm being massaged?"

"Understood." The AI said.

Korica turned the data pad on and opened a blank mission report and began her report as the drone hovered up over the bed to her feet and the four warm Human like hands extended out and began massaging her aching feet and ankles. Korica could sense what Tamaric was going through and she grinned slightly when he probed her mind to find out how long she had enlisted for so his enlistment would match hers. His enlistment wouldn't match hers to the day because she has been in service for so long compared to him but it would only be a few months longer than hers and she sent him a mental reassurance that she was going to reenlist when her exit date approached so it didn't matter. She planned on spending more than just five years in the civilian corps by a long shot. Tamaric then quickly asked her what the heck was going on with her feet and calves that felt so good and she quickly explained that she was having a massage applied while she worked on her mission report. Tamaric's presence then faded away but she was still able to hear his whispers in the back of her mind very faintly as she worked keeping a smile on her face.

Karen and Adam escorted Inea and Marty from the mess hall and turned right and headed up the corridor and turned right again as if heading for the elevators but they walked past them and turned right again and headed down the first corridor of crew quarters. There were a few crew members standing in the corridor talking and they looked at the four of them and lifted a hand with a warm smile in a sign of casual greeting and they all returned the gesture and kept walking until Karen stopped and turned and faced Inea.

"This is your quarters ambassador. Only your hand or voice will open the door so you'll have complete privacy."

"What if I would like to have a guest in my quarters? How will I invite them or know when they arrive?"

"You see this black panel right here by your door?" Karen touched it and it lit up. "You see those symbols right there? This one is the hale icon. When a person touches this it will make a tone inside so you'll know someone is at the door. This other one that says AI hale will call the AI and it will alert you verbally to who is at the door. You can then authorize the AI to open the door without you having to come to the door. There is a panel like this on the inside as well in which you can contact the AI by touching the AI hale icon and the AI will connect you to anyone you wish to talk to so you can invite them to your quarters or arrange a meeting anywhere you want on the ship."

"I think I understand all that."

"Go ahead and give it a try."

Inea put her hand on the palm scanner and she watched the green light spilling around her hand as it was scanned and then the door slid open and the lights came up. Inea stepped into the room and she was awe struck at the size of the room and the plush accommodations. They all filed in after her and Marty grinned at what he saw. He thought it very fitting that she be housed like a queen like this. The room was two quarters deep and three wide with a plush light gray carpet from wall to wall and the entire back wall was covered by an enormous projection of space that made it look as if they were looking right out the side of the ship. There was a round table in the middle of the room with flowers from the gardening ring in a beautiful blown glass vase with fanciful ornamentations coming from the side of it and there was a clear crystal bowl with fresh apples, oranges, pears and bananas sitting on the table. There was a long white sitting couch along one wall and across from it were three more contoured seats made of a dark blue composite that had a padded covering in the same color that made the seats look very comfortable and plush. Behind and above the seats on the wall was a long tapestry that depicted Heindon as seen from space with Inea's home continent right in the middle of the daylight side of the planet and all three moons were visible in the back ground hanging above the planet just as they would appear if looking at the planet with the suns at ones back. Toward the front of the room against the wall was a large bed with dark covers and thick pillows at the head of the bed and there was a simulated wooden night table next to the head of the bed with a small remote sitting on it for the projection viewer and another small vase of fresh flowers from the gardening ring.

Inea looked around and stared at the tapestry recognizing her home world from their departure from Heindon. She then looked at the bed and grinned a little liking the size of the bed since it was easily large enough for two people to sleep on it comfortably. She then looked around the room a little more and then looked at Marty.

"This is all for me?"

"Yes, you won't be sharing your quarters with anyone hun."

"The bathroom is through this door here." Karen said as she stepped up to the bathroom door close to the front door and it slid open and the lights came up.

Inea walked over to the bathroom and stepped in and she was again struck by how much room she was being provided with. There was a long counter with a sink in the middle of it and a mirror all along the wall above the counter and next to the counter was a toilet and across from it was a clear shower door that was partially open revealing a rather sizable stand up shower that was set back into the wall. Inea walked over to the shower stall and pulled the door open and she looked in and the dispensers built into the shower wall that confounded her. She looked at Marty and he saw the confusion on her face so he stepped over to her and put his hand on her shoulder as he pointed into the shower.

"Body wash, shampoo for your hair and conditioner to make it soft and manageable." He said as he pointed at each nozzle.

"Hmm. I remember you mentioning shampoo on Heindon when I showed you how I wash my hair."

"It's made from the flowers and vegetables grown here on the Future so its natural just like what you're used to using."

Marty then stepped back and pushed on the wall beside the shower and a recessed cabinet was exposed with fresh towels neatly folded up in it.

"Fresh towels will always be available right here. When you're done with them just leave the towels on the counter and those servo drones you saw will come collect them and clean the bathroom for you so don't be shocked if you see them coming out of the wall at different times to come into your quarters and bathroom."

"There are many things I will have to get used to like servo drones floating around with intentions to take care of my needs before I sense what I need."

They walked back out into the main quarters and they looked around a little more giving Inea a chance to take it all in. Karen then walked over to the wall at the foot of the bed and she pressed on the wall and another recessed cabinet was revealed with several shelves within it.

"You can keep your clothes or personal affects in here if you would like."

Inea looked down at herself and she furrowed her brow then looked at Marty.

"What I am wearing is all I have Marty. Why would I put them on those shelves?"

"We'll have more clothes made for you Inea. Eventually you'll have enough clothes so you can wear a new outfit each day. You might even come up with some new¦designs once we show you how to use the garment program."

"If you say so. I have no idea what that means."

"You will. You have an awful lot to learn about hun. One thing at a time."

"We'll give you a little time to settle in if you would like ambassador." Adam said. "I can tell you're feeling a little overwhelmed by all of this. We don't want to create a stressful environment for you so we'll have a data pad brought to your quarters and Marty can go over the ship layout so you won't get lost if you decide to have a look around. Karen and I will be in our quarters on either side of your quarters if you need us. Just touch that com panel over by the door and it will come on then touch the AI hale icon and the AI will page us for you."

"Thank you Adam. This is a lot to take in. I have never seen anything like this ship and it seems very¦foreign to me at the moment."

"I understand. Relax for a little while, maybe we can take you to the gardening ring after you feel a little more comfortable with your surroundings."

"That sounds nice. I would like that."

Adam grinned at her and gently took Karen by the arm and they headed toward the exit and when it slid open they stepped out and then the door slid closed and Adam looked at Karen.

"We need to ease Inea into all of this technology slowly. I was seeing signs of stress-induced anxiety in the way she was behaving. It starts in the glancing around without actually seeing what she's looking at and the fidgeting of the hands. She's from a very primitive people so all this has to be a bit of a shock with the captivity she was thrown into being her first introduction to advanced species. Marty's presence seems to have a calming affect on her and if she is newly pregnant we need to avoid stressful situations for her."

"I didn't even notice that we were stressing her out. I'm just excited to get to know her and show her the wonders of the Future so we can start learning about her people from her."

"I can appreciate your excitement at meeting a new species with so much to teach you about but you have to consider the good of the individual. Inea could conceivably have a break if we push her to hard. You're taking a fifth century hunter gatherer and throwing her into the twenty second century, just keep that in mind."

"All right, I get it."

The two of them then separated and made their way to their own quarters to fill out their preliminary observation reports.


Chapter 41 Emergence

––––––––

Emergence

When Tamaric was finished filling out his formal application to the civilian corps and swearing an oath of service to not only the Future and the population on the Future planet but to the allies that the civilian corps would be serving and protecting now and in the future, he made his way back toward Korica's quarters. Clara and Liam agreed to meet him in the stasis ring when he was ready for his indoctrination knowledge to be imparted to him. They could feel that he wanted some time alone with Korica to reconfirm their bond further. Clara gave him a tight hug and kissed his cheek and told him how proud she was of the man he was maturing into so quickly, Liam then hugged him and patted his broad shoulder telling him what a wonderful partner he was for Korica. He was strong and smart and dedicated to her and doing the right thing for her and by her. Liam was proud to see him treating her like a lady.

Tamaric then transported up to the command deck and headed for Korica's quarters. When the door slid open as he stepped up to the door, Tamaric couldn't help but grin from ear to ear as he stepped in and saw Korica lying on the bed with nothing on as the drone massaged her body as she typed furiously on the data pad in front of her. Tamaric stepped toward the bed and looked her over and drew air in through his teeth and Korica grew a big smile on her face as she felt what Tamaric was thinking.

"SSSS¦you are so beautiful with that bronze tan you got everywhere."

Korica finished typing the line she was working on and then she looked over at him.

"Thank you Tamaric. My muscles were tight so I figured you wouldn't mind if I had a massage done while I work."

Tamaric sat down on the edge of the bed and he looked down her body and smiled. He then reached out and gently caressed her right cheek as the drone worked on her back.

"Of course I don't mind I love seeing your body like this. I can't believe how lucky I am to have a girl like you as my¦mate."

"You can say wife Tamaric. I feel that you see me that way and I consider myself to be your wife. The wedding here on the Future is just a formality so your parents can be present when we announce our vows to each other."

Tamaric pulled his hand from her cheek and stared into her eyes for a moment then smiled slightly.

"I'm not going to be able to keep anything form you huhn?"

"Nope. As soon as you think or feel it I'll sense it. I know you want to make love to me but I have to finish this report first ok?"

"Uhh¦I think that's you feeling that desire. Sounds great though. I'll sit over there and let you work." Tamaric said pointing to one of the reading chairs.

"You didn't think how great it was going to feel to be inside me?"

"Yeah but not until you said something about me making love to you¦at least I think. I'm still not completely sure when I'm sharing your feelings or experiencing my own."

"Me neither. This is gunna take some getting used to."

Tamaric grinned and scooted closer to Korica and gave her a prolonged kiss then got up and walked over to the reading chair by Korica's easel and sat down giving him a wonderful view of her body. Korica went back to typing on her report until the drone started working on her shoulders. She stopped typing, pushed the data pad to the side and laid her head down and put her arms out to the sides and enjoyed the wonderful sensation of having her stiff muscles massaged. Once the drone finished her arms and the back of her neck it gently lifted on her side and she lifted her head and picked up her data pad and rolled onto her back and the drone began working from her feet back up her body.

Tamaric sat with his mouth agape as he not only lavished the beautiful sight of her body but at the fact that she was typing with both hands and her data pad was levitating in the air in just the right position to make typing comfortable. Korica typed for a few minutes until the drone moved to her thighs and she slid her legs apart then she realized what she was sensing from Tamaric. She stopped and looked at the data pad hovering in front of her face and her expression ran cold for a moment. She took hold of the data pad and moved it to the side and looked at Tamaric.

"I didn't even know I could do that. I did it without even thinking about it."

"You're¦using something from inside me Korica. I can feel the tingling feeling that always happens when I use your abilities or whatever. I think we're both doing that together."

"Or are you sensing what it feels like for me to use my advanced abilities?"

"Beats me. It just feels like you're doing something through me or something."

Korica smiled at him and moved the data pad back in front of her face and let go of it and it plopped onto her chest making her squeak in surprise. She picked it up and concentrated on suspending the data pad and when she let go this time it sat motionless in the air and Korica smiled. However she was doing it she liked knowing she could levitate objects even if it took something from Tamaric to do it. She knew it was an ability her mother and father never possessed. They used to carry cargo from their ship by hand suggesting Tamaric's abilities were definitely involved in what she was doing.

Korica continued her work as the drone worked on her tight muscles until it started massaging her chest and she stopped and turned her head and looked at the lit com panel by the door.

"Future! Not there! That's for Tamaric and no one¦or anything else to touch."

"I apologize Korica. I was not aware you did not want your chest touched."

"You're massaging my breasts¦that's a little more than just touching my chest."

The drone moved its hands to her shoulders and Korica went back to her mission report only pausing to let the drone massage her biceps and forearms for a few minutes. She then went back to her mission report while Tamaric looked on fondly. It took her another thirty minutes to complete her conclusion section then she saved the report and submitted it to the captain for review. She turned the data pad off and set it on the bed next to her and she stretched hard arching her back as she held her breath and then she giggled at what Tamaric was thinking breaking her concentration on the stretch. She looked down the bed at him and laughed and she waved him over. Tamaric smiled and got to his feet and slipped his shoes off and Korica sent him the thought that she wanted him undressed.

Tamaric got undressed while looking at her and when he slid his underwear off his erection announced his excitement at what he was sensing from her. Korica smiled big as she looked at his manhood pointing at her and Tamaric climbed up on the bed and the two of them enjoyed a vigorous round of making love. At the conclusion they laid on the bed and caught their breath then Korica kissed Tamaric and made her way to the bathroom to freshen up and then she came out and Tamaric took his turn in the bathroom. They then got dressed in fresh clothes and stood holding each other for a few minutes. Korica loved Tamaric's strong arms around her, it made her feel safe and comfortable. She never imagined how good it would feel to have a man holding her tightly while sensing his love the way she did from Tamaric.

The two of them then separated and Korica looked into Tamaric's eyes.

"You ready for this?"

"I'm a little nervous about it. I'm going to be different person after this huhn?"

"Possibly. A lot of knowledge is going to be introduced to your mind. The innocence or naÃ¯vetÃ© that you have now will be gone. You're going to understand a lot more about not only this ship but also the universe around you. As I understand it the indoctrination will condition you to think in a more militaristic or strategic way too."

Tamaric sighed and grinned at Korica.

"Whatever I have to do to serve next to you is what I want."

Korica gave him a peck and then took his hand.

"Come on, I'll stay with you the whole time you're in the stasis chamber."

Tamaric nodded and the two of them headed for the exit. Tamaric stopped at the com panel and paged Clara and Liam to let them know he was heading down to the stasis ring. They told him they would bring Harriet and meet him at Jake's chamber. Korica and Tamaric then departed for the transport compartment. They transported down to the stasis ring and stepped down from the transport platform and Korica had her palm scanned and the stasis ring door hissed slightly and then it slid open. They stepped in and looked around for a moment to get their bearings then they turned left and started walking around the stasis ring, passing several med techs helping people out of their stasis chambers.

When they arrived at Jake's stasis chamber, the chamber slid out from the bulkhead and Korica touched the command to open the chamber. The chamber lid slowly lifted open and Tamaric slid his shoes off and then leaned back against the chamber to wait for his mother and father. They only had to wait a few minutes for them to arrive. As soon as they got to the chamber Harriet smiled big and cooed and reached out toward Tamaric. He gladly took her into his arms and he pressed her to him as he stroked her back.

"Hi baby sis. I really missed you."

Harriet looked him straight in the eyes and cooed to him making squeaking talk as she tried desperately to talk to him. Tamaric could feel her emotions very distinctly and he knew that she loved him and recognized him as her brother. The level of intellect in her was unbelievable and she was so cute. Tamaric stood for a few minutes enjoying her warm body in his arms then he gave her a kiss and handed her back to Clara.

"She's growing so darn fast mom. I'm so proud to have a beautiful sister like her."

Harriet smiled big and squirmed a little and Tamaric furrowed his brow and looked at his mother and father.

"Does she understand what we're saying?"

"It sure seems that way. She seems to understand far more than she can articulate."

"You guys shouldn't have waited so long to have a baby. Just look at how cute and smart she is. We could've grown up together."

"The timing wasn't right before son." Liam said. "We had a lot going on that you were completely unaware of."

"I know. I'm just glad to have her with us now."

"So are you ready for this son?"

"As ready as I'll ever be. This is the beginning of a new life for me."

Tamaric then started to get undressed and the AI stopped him.

"You do not need to disrobe Tamaric. You are not going to be put into stasis. You are going to be taken into a very deep sleep state and nothing more."

"Oh."

Tamaric pulled his pants back up from the tops of his hips and felt a little silly. Korica picked up the transdermal interface pad and placed it at the base of his skull and squeezed the activation buttons and the tendrils pierced his skin and began to feed up into his brain as the interface pad attached itself tightly to his skin. Tamaric barely flinched at the sensation and then Korica stepped around him and gave him a peck and he grinned at her and then slid his behind into the chamber and slid down then pulled his feet in and slid down and got comfortable. Clara and Liam then stepped up to him and Clara set Harriet on his chest and Clara kissed his forehead and stroked his head and he kissed Harriet and then Clara picked her up and Liam put his hand on Tamaric's shoulder.

"You're a good man for going through with this son. I can't begin to tell you how proud I am of you. You've really stepped up to the plate with Korica and what you have to do to be paired with her. I was worried that you weren't mature enough for something of this magnitude but you've proven me wrong. You're a real man in every sense of the word andI would like to think I had something to do with that."

"Thanks dad. It means a lot to know you and mom are proud of my decision to become Korica's mate. I'll always do the right thing to take care of her, you have my word on that."

"I know that son. I can feel how nuts you are about her and I know you have a good heart."

"Future how long will the imparting of information take?" Korica asked.

"For a typical adult it takes seven to nine hours. I am not completely sure how high a saturation rate Tamaric will be able to withstand. I would assume somewhere closer to nine hours for him."

"Nine hours! Crimony!" Tamaric exclaimed then looked at Korica. "You can't sit here for that long Korica. Please get some rest and the AI can let you know when I get close to being done."

"No, I want to be here with you Tamaric. I don't care how long it takes, I belong right here with you. I can work on my ships studies from the workstation over there but I don't want to leave. Please don't make me leave." Korica said in an almost sorrowful tone while pointing at the monitoring and workstation across from Jake's chamber.

"Ok love. If you're sure?"

"I'm sure Tamaric. I don't like the separation anxiety that would inevitably set in after a couple of hours and I want to be by your side."

Clara put her hand on Korica's shoulder and kneaded it gently.

"I would do the same thing if it was my Liam in there."

Korica looked at her and smiled.

"Thanks¦mom."

Clara smiled at hearing Korica call her mom, it made her feel warm inside.

"Let's get on with this." Tamaric said.

Korica reached up and touched the button to begin the sleep cycle and Tamaric stared right at Korica wanting her face to be the last thing he saw. He almost immediately felt very drowsy and his eyelids got heavy and then Korica's pretty face got blurry and his eyes slipped closed and he went still. The three of them then moved over to the monitoring workstation and Korica sat down and watched his vitals flattening out as he drifted into a deeper and deeper state of sleep. After five minutes his systems were balanced and the imparting of information began. His neural readings spiked into the red at first and the saturation level was reduced until his levels were in the green while tickling the yellow range from time to time. His saturation level was holding steady at 38% giving a time estimate of 7.8 hours to completion. Korica could feel her body relaxing when she saw how well Tamaric was taking the information without any signs of neural trauma. She knew he could probably take a higher saturation rate but the AI was erring on the side of caution by keeping the levels at a lower than maximum capacity level.

"I guess his neural capacity is higher than the AI had estimated." Korica said.

"He has a plasticity of mind that I was not expecting. He is a remarkable young man." The AI said.

"You think that's cause we're paired?"

"Possibly. The way you have influenced changes in his brain are completely unpredictable as to their resultant affect. He is absorbing information at a rate thirteen percent higher than what would be expected for a typical fifteen year old male. Whether that is a result of your pairing or not I am uncertain but it is a sweet thought to think that your very presence in his life and mind could have increased his mental capacity so profoundly."

Korica smiled at the perceived compliment and Liam put his hand on Korica's shoulder.

"Give us a call when he's close to coming out and we'll come down so we can be here when he wakes up."

"Ok dad."

Liam smiled at Korica and leaned down and kissed the top of her head. Korica smiled and stood up and kissed Harriet and tickled her neck making her giggle and smile and then Clara and Liam headed off for the nearest palm scanner and Korica watched them for a few moments then she walked over to Tamaric and she leaned in and kissed his lips and then she stroked his handsome face then she stepped over to the workstation and she moved the bio readings to a small pane in the corner of the display and she brought up her ships studies and she opened her last assignment and began working on it to pass the time. The AI watched her progress for some time before engaging her with an idea she hadn't entertained before.

"Korica you do realize that the studies you are working so diligently on could now be imparted to you in the same way that Tamaric is being imparted with the civilian corps indoctrination and advanced studies of astronomy and the other scientific disciplines that he must understand to work on the bridge as a junior officer?"

Korica stopped what she was doing and leaned back in her seat.

"That's right¦I have the brain of a fifteen year old now huhn?"

"You do indeed. You have been imparted with advanced information through neural suggestion in the past at a much younger age of physical development so I am confident there will be no complications and your neural density means the information can be imparted to you at a much higher rate of saturation than what Tamaric is experiencing. I could compile a learning program that will take you through your first four years of ships studies and five levels of scientific discipline studies. I estimate it would take approximately five hours to impart this information to you."

"Whoa! Four years of studies compressed into five hours?"

"You will still need to serve time in rank before you can be promoted but you would be mentally ready. I cannot impart the practical experience that is required in order to advance to second class ensign."

"That's pretty enticing to think about. I wouldn't have to study for the next four years?"

"You will still be expected to continue with your studies. They will be tailored for your level of intellect and knowledge."

"When could we do this?"

"I will discuss it with the captain when he is not busy. If he approves of the idea it can be carried out right away."

"Ok, thank you."

"You are welcome Korica."

Korica looked at Tamaric's readings still holding steady and she leaned forward and went back to her studies. Korica worked on her studies for three hours when a servo drone floated up to her startling her slightly when she sensed movement out of the corner of her eye. The servo drone had a small plate with a hot apple turnover and a fork and in the other claw was a glass of pineapple juice. She smiled and took the plate and glass as the AI addressed her.

"Your blood sugar levels are a little low according to your bio monitor and I thought you might enjoy a sweet snack since I know you are not going to leave Tamaric's side to eat."

"Thank you Future, I am a little hungry but you're right in that I can't bring myself to leave Tamaric's side for anything. I'm in love with him even more than before¦and I was out of my mind for him before. I didn't know just how¦profoundly I would love him once we became paired."

"I am pleased that he makes you so happy Korica. You need to think of yourself a little too though."

"He has given up everything for me Future. He sacrificed his early teen years to be mine and enlisted to be next to me. The least I can do is to show my loyalty by staying by his side."

"I understand. I will see to your needs if you are going to devote yourself to him that completely."

"I can't help it. He means everything to me."

"I will send a more fulfilling meal in another three hours."

"Ok, thanks for understanding."

"I understand that love can be an extremely compelling emotion and a person will do things a little out of character for them when under its influence. I admire your dedication to him and the rise in your bio readings when you talk about him suggest you are speaking passionately from the heart."

Korica went about eating her sweet snack and drinking all of the pineapple juice and then she handed her empty plate and glass back to the servo drone and it floated away silently and Korica went back to her studies. She was feeling more content with something in her stomach and within a few minutes her mind seemed to clear for her as her blood sugar levels stabilized making it easier to concentrate on her studies. She was finding that she missed Tamaric despite him lying peacefully only ten feet away. She didn't sense his thoughts or hear his whispers and it was a little unsettling after a time. She was growing accustomed to his accent ringing around in the back of her mind as a constant companion and now it was missing leaving her feeling a little empty.

Korica kept working getting up from time to time to go make physical contact with Tamaric and it did make her feel a little better to be able to touch him but she really wanted him awake, she wanted to look into his blue eyes and hear his sexy accent when he spoke. His voice made her skin tingle and her blood pressure go up and she missed both. She continued her work and watched the people strolling by stiffly as they were revived from stasis and escorted to the passenger area until a servo drone showed up with a hearty meal under a silver warming cover and a pitcher of apple juice to wash it down with. She ate the meal gratefully and had three glasses of apple juice then went back to her studies. Before she knew it the AI announced that Tamaric was five minutes away from completion of his learning programs so Korica had the AI page Clara and Liam's quarters. When Liam answered Korica told him that Tamaric was nearly finished and would be awake in about ten minutes or so. Liam told Korica they would be right down and thanked her for calling them personally.

Korica then got to her feet and walked over to Tamaric and slipped her hand in his and waited patiently as she marveled at how incredibly handsome he is and how just looking on him made her feel warm inside and put a smile on her face. She was head over heels for him and it was deepening all the time. She was determined to be his for the rest of his life and she hoped to find a way someday to extend his life so she could enjoy his love for just a little longer since his demise would likely mark the end of her life as well. Clara and Liam showed up a few minutes later with Harriet in Clara's arm. Korica hugged them both then spent a few moments playing with Harriet making her smile and coo back to her.

As Tamaric's mind began to near consciousness Korica could sense his thoughts and feelings very distinctly again and she turned to him and took hold of his hand again and he stirred and batted his eyes open and he stared at Korica until his vision cleared and he gave her a small grin that then grew into a warm smile.

"How you feeling?" Korica asked softly.

"My head hurts a little. I feel like I've been through a study marathon or something. My head is buzzing with all kinds of equations and¦facts that I know I didn't know anything about before."

"The information will come to you when you need it. Don't try and force it to the surface ok?"

Tamaric nodded gently and then turned his head and looked at his parents and Harriet and he smiled.

"Thanks for being here when I woke up mom and dad. Next to Korica you're the first thing I want to see."

"I know we're second on your list now and we're ok with that." Liam said with a big grin.

"You want to try sitting up?" Korica asked.

Tamaric looked at her and nodded and he slowly sat up and shot his free hand to his forehead.

"Wow! What a freakin rush."

Tamaric closed his eyes for a moment as his head throbbed and then he opened his eyes and drew his hand away from his forehead and he swung his legs out and Korica pulled him onto the edge of the chamber and he slid onto his feet and winced at the headache as his heart raced.

"There is so much going through my head right now. Those high school studies are a joke."

"Don't get arrogant on me Tamaric. You¦we still have a lot to learn."

"I'm sorry love, I didn't mean that the way it sounded. I'm just realizing how much smarter I am now."

"Ok I can accept that."

"What time is it anyway?"

"Around one thirty in the morning."

"You stayed with me the whole time?"

"Yes. I wanted to go see Eva during the evening meal but not if I had to leave your side. I didn't even leave to use the bathroom."

"I know, I can feel that you're uncomfortable right now. You could have gone and done other things and I would've never known the difference."

"I would have known the difference. I told you I was going to stay right here and that's exactly what I did."

"You're nuts Korica¦but I sure love you for it."

Tamaric gave her a peck and then stood up straight and took a deep breath as the headache began to fade somewhat. He stepped over to Clara and tickled Harriet a little making her giggle and squirm in her mother's arms and then he hugged his mother and then his father.

"You ready to get out of here son?"

"Yes sir. I'm exhausted even though I've been asleep for hours."

"You weren't exactly sleeping Tamaric. Your brain was being tasked to its limits." Clara said.

"I have duty on the bridge in the morning so I have to get up pretty early." Korica said. "You want to sleep in your quarters or mine?"

"I was told to report to the executive officer in the morning so I guess we should sleep on the command deck and I'll get up with you."

"That sounds like a good idea. Are you ok with him sleeping in my quarters his first day back?" Korica asked looking at Clara and Liam.

"Of course we would like him in our quarters but he has a responsibility to think about now. Your quarters are closer to where he needs to be. He should sleep in your quarters." Clara said.

Korica nodded and let go of Tamaric's hand and she stepped over to the workstation and she saved her work and then hit the command to shutdown Jake's chamber and the lid began to close as the chamber slid toward the bulkhead as Tamaric stepped into his shoes. Korica then walked back over and took Tamaric's hand and they all headed for the nearest palm scanner. Liam had his palm scanned and then they waited to rotate around to the exit. When the door rotated around it hissed and slid open and they all stepped out into the corridor and the door slid shut behind them. Tamaric hugged his mother and father and then kissed Harriet on the cheek and he and Korica stepped up onto the transport platform and Korica touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light and Clara set her head on Lima's shoulder.

"Our little man is grown up and leaving home Lee."

"I know it happened sooner than either of us expected darlin but the good lord gave us Harriet to keep our hearts and our home full."

Clara lifted her head and kissed the top of Harriet's head and she sighed.

"She's so advanced for a baby¦I hope she doesn't fly the coop after only eleven years too."

"Time will tell but we should expect amazing things from her. She got the advanced genes from us too."

Clara and Liam then headed down the corridor toward the passenger area while Korica and Tamaric made their way from the transport compartment to Korica's quarters. They stepped in when the door slid open for them and they walked over to the bureau at the front of the room and retrieved their night gear then stepped over to the bed and got undressed and Korica put on fresh underwear and her nightshirt and Tamaric put on fresh underwear and the two of them climbed up on the bed and they pulled the covers down and slipped their feet under the covers then pulled the covers up and Korica rolled onto Tamaric's chest and she nuzzled her head into his chest.

"It feels good to have you next to me again Tamaric. I really missed you while you were in Jake's chamber."

"You felt separation anxiety?"

"Not exactly. I just missed hearing your voice in the back of my mind."

"You poor thing. I would go nuts without your sweet voice bouncing around in my mind too. I didn't know how I was going to get used to it at first and now I don't know how I would get by without it there."

Korica turned her head and kissed his chest and then she sat up and looked at Tamaric.

"Aren't you hungry Tamaric?"

"Actually I am. I didn't even think about it until now."

"Well let's go get you something to eat before we go to sleep."

"Ok."

The two of them got back out of bed and got dressed quickly then made their way to the mess hall where there were only two other people having a late meal. When a servo drone brought a menu to the table Tamaric ordered a meal and Korica ordered a small snack and then they walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink and then they walked back over to the table and sat down and waited for their food to arrive. When the food was brought to the table they ate in quiet grinning at one another from time to time. When they were done eating they made their way back to their quarters and got undressed again and climbed into bed and Korica slid the light controls down to sleep levels and then she snuggled up to Tamaric and he kissed her forehead and she smiled.

"I can hear what you're thinking Korica. You're welcome and thank you for making love to me too. It was awesome wasn't it?"

"Yeah it was. You're getting so good at reading exactly what to do to get me off really hard. You take my breath away and leave me feeling so fulfilled after. I never knew anything could feel so good."

"Thanks love. I was thinking the same thing. I love experiencing your climaxes with you especially when we climax at the same time, it intensifies it for me like nothing I've ever felt before."

"We're just good together. I love you so much Tamaric."

"I love you too Korica, with all my heart."

The two of them then drifted off to sleep together with Korica's purring anesthetizing Tamaric until Korica fell asleep and stopped purring with her heart and Tamaric dropped off seconds later.

Korica woke up at 04:30 ships time feeling tired but ready for the day ahead. She found Tamaric curled up to her side and she kissed the side of his head and then got up gently and made her way to the bathroom. She relieved herself then washed her hands and walked out into the main quarters and made her way over to the com panel and when she touched it a ships diagram appeared with the time in the lower left corner. She realized it was time to get up so she walked over to the bed and climbed up on the bed and snuggled up to Tamaric wrapping her arms around him waking him up. He batted his eyes a few times and put his arms around Korica and squeezed her tightly then gave her a peck.

"What time is it?" Tamaric asked groggily.

"Almost four fourty."

"Bugger me¦I really got to get used to getting up this early."

"What time were you supposed to report to the xo?"

"I was just told in the morning."

"Then I would suggest you show up on the bridge with me at six."

"I wasn't asking to sleep more Korica. I'm just not a morning a person is all. I'll get used to this eventually."

Korica gave him a peck then slid the lights up to full illumination.

"I know you will."

The two of them then got up and walked to the bureau at the front of the room and when they pulled their drawers open Tamaric was surprised to find new ships uniforms waiting for him. He pulled them out and unfolded them and looked at the top for a moment and he noticed a small discrete round pip on the collar and he grinned and looked at Korica.

"Kadet right?"

"First class cadet so you can be on the bridge. Third class would have been a square pip and second class an octagon shaped pip and neither is permitted on the bridge."

"I guess it helps to have someone you know in high places?"

"Something like that. The captain has gone out of his way to accommodate both of us."

"I was talking about you beautiful." Tamaric said with a smile.

"Oh¦right. I sensed that but I didn't want to seem arrogant if it was just me thinking that."

The two of them then walked back over to the bed and proceeded to get dressed. They then made their way into the bathroom and brushed their teeth and combed and brushed their hair together. They then enjoyed a prolonged good morning kiss and held each other for a few minutes enjoying the warm contact of the other's body pressed up against theirs. They then separated and made their way out into the main quarters and stepped into their shoes and started to head for the exit when Tamaric stopped in his tracks and stared straight ahead for a moment and Korica took a few steps then stopped and looked back at him and she furrowed her brow as she sensed what was racing through his mind.

"You gunna be ok?"

"Yeah. I just realized how much knowledge has been stuffed into my head. I was so ignorant to how things work before. The galaxy seems to make so much more sense now¦and I know where everything is on the Future and how it works."

"It'll come to you in rushes like that for a while. A single random thought will trigger the knowledge to come to the surface in waves."

"So my IQ has been raised?"

"I sense by a significant margin."

"I guess I'll be just a little closer to your level of smarts huhn?"

Korica stepped closer to Tamaric and slid her hands into his and lifted them to her chest as she stepped up against him.

"I told you that never mattered to me Tamaric. I love you because of who you are not what you know."

"You're so sweet Korica. I still felt¦like less of a man because you were¦are so much smarter than me. It's just nice to be just a little closer to what you deserve in a guy."

"You're exactly what I want and deserve in a guy Tamaric. You're brave and honest and you treat me with tenderness and respect. You were a lot smarter than you give yourself credit for Tamaric. I'm glad that you feel better about yourself but I would be crazy about you even if all that information hadn't been imparted to you. You're everything I ever wanted in a man even if I didn't exactly know what I was looking for in a guy."

"Do all the women from Draxima hook up with a partner as young as you did with me?"

"I don't know¦maybe. I grew up in space remember?"

"You're just so much more than I would've ever expected for someone my age."

"Thank you Tamaric. Let's go get something to eat so we can workout and then get showered before six."

"Ok love."

Tamaric gave her a peck and a big smile and the two of them headed for the exit. They made the short walk to the mess hall and turned left and stepped in to find the mess hall full of cadets and officers enjoying their morning meals. Korica and Tamaric walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink then made their way to the nearest table with a space for the two of them to sit next to one another. The junior officers sitting at the table went silent and looked at Korica and Tamaric until a servo drone showed up with a menu. Tamaric took the menu and slid it to Korica and she pulled it open and the girl sitting across from them finally broke the silent stares.

"I'm Adria. You must be Korica from Draxima right?"

Korica looked up and nodded with a friendly smile.

"That's right, and this is my¦boyfriend Tamaric."

"I've been dying to meet you. I hear that you have special abilities or something. Is that true?"

"Yes. Tamaric and I both do. We can channel each other's gifts too."

"That is so awesome. So you really think as one or something like that?"

"Kind of. We can hear and feel what the other is thinking and feeling and we can join minds so that we think as one but it isn't like that all the time. It takes a conscious effort to join minds."

"So you know what he's thinking all the time?" The boy sitting next to Adrai asked.

"Yes."

"It goes both ways. I know what she's thinking all the time too." Tamaric said proudly.

"I can hear what people are thinking too but I have to concentrate real hard to make it work and people know I'm listening to their thoughts. It's got me in a lot of trouble in the past. Can you tell when he's listening to what your thinking?" The boy asked looking right at Korica.

"No. I hear his voice in the back of my mind all the time and he mine so I can't really tell when he's paying close attention to what's on my mind except for when he probes my mind. His voice gets louder and clearer when he does that and I can sense his presence within me if that makes any sense."

"So you don't ever get a sense of privacy from one another?" Another girl asked sitting a few spots down the table.

"We can quiet our minds and then we don't hear or feel the other." Tamaric said. "We're paired for life but it only happened recently so we're still trying to get used to how it works."

"So you know what she knows?" Yet another guy asked from further down the table. "I mean you have access to her knowledge or whatever?"

"We haven't had much time to experiment but as I understand it we can access the knowledge of the other for a time and we can put our minds together on a single task and a greater understanding will come to us." Tamaric said.

"That is the coolest thing I've ever heard."

"We share emotional energy in the same way." Korica said. "What he feels I feel and if I'm sad or happy he feels it with me."

"What about¦intimacy?" Adria asked with a blushing smile. "Have you experimented with that side of what you can do together?"

Korica looked at Tamaric and a big grin grew on her face and she sensed Tamaric feeling that she should go ahead and tell her. Korica looked back at Adria.

"That's how the pairing is formed in the first place. Yes we can feel exactly what the other is feeling physically and emotionally during¦intimate contact. We share minds and essences when we¦get together like that. For a time we are as one person."

There were giggles and light laughing from many of the individuals sitting at the table and Korica felt a little embarrassed at first.

"I think that's absolutely beautiful." Adria said with a dreamy smile.

Tamaric was the one feeling a little embarrassed now so he pulled the menu in front of him and started scrolling through the menu selections to escape the looks.

"So you're going to be serving on the bridge with us?" The boy sitting next to Korica asked.

"Yeah. I'm going to be stationed at the navigation station." Korica said proudly.

"What about you Tamaric?"

Tamaric made his selections for breakfast then pushed the menu in front of Korica and he looked at the boy on the other side of Korica.

"I'm not exactly sure where I'm going to be stationed but I was told that Korica and I will be working close to each other. We have to be close to each other or we get real sick. It's one of the drawbacks to being paired the way we are."

"Hey! Being close to me is not a drawback!" Korica said snapping a stern look at Tamaric.

"That's not what I meant love. I meant the getting sick part is a drawback."

"Oh¦that's better."

"I thought you can feel what he's feeling?" Adria said. "You still confuse what he's saying?"

"Like we said we're new to this paring and we're still trying to get used to everything. Once we find our new center there won't be any confusion but right now it's a little disorienting to feel so many emotions from our partner along with our own feelings. The mind has to do a lot of interpreting with so many feelings floating between us."

"Your new center? I don't get it."

"It's hard to explain it. Because we're paired we sense the other real distinctly and he is in a different place than I am which draws my feeling of center away from where I am. A small part of him resides deep inside me drawing me toward him but it isn't where he physically is making me feel off center or out of balance."

"That is down right confusing."

"Can all Human's experience this paring thing?" Still another girl much further down the table asked.

"My mom and dad¦Laurel and Jake are paired so I would assume all Human's are capable of it. I know most Draximan experience it at some point in their lives when they choose a mate for life."

"But you have to¦make love for it to happen?"

"That's right."

"I'm not ready for that kind of stuff but I sure hope I get to become paired with the guy I fall in love with."

"It's a beautiful feeling to be so close to another person despite the initial confusion and separation anxiety if you're apart for too long. I hope you get to experience it someday. You'll never feel a more content and powerful feeling than to be paired."

Korica looked at the menu and selected her normal favorites and then closed the menu and handed it to the servo drone sitting in the floor behind Tamaric and it lifted a few inches and floated off silently.

"So how many worlds have you seen Korica?" Adria asked.

"Oh I don't know exactly¦a couple hundred I guess."

"Wow! You met other species on those worlds?"

"On most of 'em. There were a couple of unoccupied worlds that we stopped on to get water or mineral ores from but most of the time we visited worlds to deliver supplies or pick them up to take them to another world or outpost station in space."

"You think there are that many occupied worlds in the Milky Way that we'll get to visit?" Another boy asked.

"According to the maps given to us there are hundreds of millions of occupied worlds on this side of the Milky Way. I'm pretty sure all of us are going to get to meet hundreds if not thousands of different species in our careers aboard the Future. The Milky Way is more than a hundred times the size of my home galaxy so there should be plenty of opportunities to meet new people."

"How did you communicate with all those different¦people?" Adria asked.

"Through feelings and hand gestures for the most part. My people are born with heightened empathic abilities so we can feel what others are feeling and we can send emotions to them. The language of feelings can go along ways when there is a language barrier."

"Is that why you're stationed on the bridge? So you can help with communications?"

"Maybe in part. I worked real hard to earn my position on the bridge though. The rank of ensign wasn't just handed to me, I had to work for it."

"I was told that a Human isn't likely capable of achieving ensign at eleven like you did." The boy next to Korica said.

"That's what the AI has told me too. I guess Draximan are just a little more advanced than the Human species but not by much. We just evolved along a different path than that of Humans. You almost went extinct seventy-eight thousand years ago when Toba erupted and that kind of set you back a few thousand years. On Draxima it was the loss of one of our moons a hundred thousand years ago causing a bottle neck of our species down to a few thousand individuals but we had more time to recover and evolve into what we are today."

"How do you lose a moon?"

"Best guess is that a foreign body passed through our solar system and pulled it out of orbit casting it out into deep space. My world was tipped on its axis and it would have taken a few thousand years for the world to stabilize and the oceans to redistribute into their current arrangements so life could recover and flourish."

"I guess that makes sense. Your people didn't go to war with each other like we did on Earth?" The boy next to her asked.

"We had plenty of conflicts but that all stopped a very long time ago. We never used nuclear devices in anger though."

"Is the climate on your world like it is on Earth?" Yet another girl down the table asked.

"It's a little cooler on average from what I understand but Draxima and Earth are really close to the same size so the atmospheric conditions are similar as far as pressure and gravity. To tell you the truth I was raised in space my whole life so I don't really know what it's like to live on Draxima."

"I guess that's what our children are likely to experience."

"Our children will have a lot more room to play and grow up in than I did. I only had a few hundred square feet to move around in."

"Wasn't it lonely?" Adria asked.

"I had lots of love from my parents and the crew and we visited lots of worlds where I got to play with other children. My mother and father educated me so I had schoolwork to do all the time. I didn't know any better so it was just how life was for me."

"You must feel right at home on the Future then?"

"I do. My quarters feel homey and I have a good man to take care of me and parents that love me so I feel completely at home here. This is what I was born to do, explore the stars on a spaceship with family and friends around me."

Servo drones showed up at that point with Korica and Tamaric's meals and the plates were slid up on the table next to them.

"I'm glad you're here too Korica." Adria said. "The story I heard of your capture and torture breaks my heart and I'm looking forward to serving with you."

"Thank you Adria. It's nice to feel accepted by all of you."

Korica and Tamaric set in to eating their breakfast while talking lightly. When the meals were consumed they all got up and headed to the gym to workout. After the workouts were complete everyone headed to the new gender select showers down the crewman quarters corridor. They showered and Korica and Tamaric retrieved robes and headed for their quarters to get changed. When they arrived in their quarters the first thing Korica wanted was to hold Tamaric for a few minutes before getting dressed. They then retrieved fresh uniforms and began getting dressed.

"You were surprised by all the interest in us?" Tamaric asked sensing what Korica was feeling.

"I guess I was. I know we were told that we were celebrities or whatever but I guess I just wasn't expecting so many personal questions."

"Our relationship is kind of unique love. You can't really blame them for being curious right?"

"I suppose not. The idea of being paired is new to Humans in general. I guess eventually more people will experience it and we won't have talk about how it's achieved."

"It bothers you to talk about us being sexually active?"

"A little. I'm proud to be your partner but I don't particularly want to talk about it with others. It's private you know?"

"Sexuality is an open subject in our society love. We don't mind talking about it or experimenting with it if the age is right and it's done in private."

"Yet you're all ashamed of the naked body being exposed. It seems like such a contradiction in behavior."

"And the naked body exposed is no big deal to your people but sexuality is something not to be talked about openly. I guess we're both from a complicated people."

"You get that from inside me?"

"Yes. It's your earliest feelings on the subject."

"I guess we'll have to try and combine both philosophies with our children huhn?"

"There's nothing wrong with the naked body or sexuality if it's conducted properly but Aseel has to fit in within a Human society so we can't raise her to be to liberally minded if you know what I mean."

"I know what you mean."

The two of them having finished getting dressed made their way into the bathroom and brushed and combed their hair then brushed their teeth again and then enjoyed a long kiss before making their way back out into the main quarters. They walked to the bureau and pulled out a pair of shoes and set them down and stepped into them and then Korica gave Tamaric a peck and smiled at him as she brushed her hands down his chest.

"You look really sharp in that uniform¦" Korica glanced over to the painting on the wall of a much younger Tamaric in the purple formfitting spacesuit then she looked back at him. "Hardly the boy I met and fell in love with. You're such a good looking man now and I couldn't be more proud to be your wife."

"Thanks Korica. You're hardly the young girl I fell in love with either. You are so much more beautiful and refined now."

The two of them exchanged intense emotions for a few moments then smiled at each other and Korica took hold of Tamaric's hand and they headed for the exit. They walked up the corridor toward the bridge passing many other crewmen heading to and from the bridge as the shift change occurred. When they stepped onto the bridge the huge viewer showed an image of a rather large bluish colored H shaped spaceship sitting right in front of the Future with a sidelong profile presented. Korica and Tamaric stopped and stared for a moment and then stepped up to the captain's chair after glancing around the bridge at all of the stations being manned as a few individuals were being updated on conditions by the individuals they were relieving at different stations. Korica and Tamaric had never seen the bridge fully manned and it seemed like a very busy and fairly noisy place compared to what they were used to seeing. Korica and Tamaric stepped in front of the captain and saluted him.

"Ensign Prentor and cadet Reynolds reporting for duty sir." Korica said.

The captain saluted them back then glanced at the time on his left display and he grinned very slightly.

"You're thirteen minutes early. I like it. If you would relieve ensign Grogin at the navigation station ensign Prentor."

"Eye sir."

Korica turned and walked over to the navigation station and she gently touched ensign Grogin's shoulder.

"I'm here to relive you. What's our situation?"

Ensign Grogin, a young man appearing to be around twenty-two or three with dark black short hair and deep brown eyes looked up at Korica and he blinked a few times and glanced her over for a second then he grinned and spoke very softly.

"You are seriously gorgeous. I hope there are more like you serving aboard."

"Aren't you sweet." Korica said almost in a whisper.

"We are at a dead stop while negotiations are being conducted with the Demekeron. That's their ship the Elmontrus." He said pointing at the viewer. "You'll need to keep an eye on our position relative to the Elmontrus. Something about their ship is slowly drawing us toward them from time to time like sitting close to a planet or something without orbital velocity to keep us in orbit. We're also keeping the star drive revved up so we can jump into motion at a moments notice so you'll have to keep propulsion apprised of any course corrections you make. We're currently seventeen point four light years from the Future system in the Declon system. We're sitting between Declon eight and nine, one million five hundred thousand kilometers from Declon nine. The electromagnetic field from Declon nine is masking our communications from ship to ship so we need to maintain this position until the negotiations are complete. The last diagnostic revealed a misalignment of the forward lateral deflector and a repair party has been dispatched to correct the problem so the AI is compensating by redirecting the shield energy through the auxiliary control buffer. It results in a four second delay in input response to the maneuvering thrusters. Keep that in mind when you have to adjust our position."

"Got it. Thank you ensign Grogin."

Ensign Grogin got to his feet and reached out and logged himself out and Korica immediately placed her hand on the display panel logging herself in and then ensign Grogin looked Korica over as she sat down and he grinned at what he was seeing and Korica sensed it and frowned for a moment then she grinned slightly and decided to put him in his place delicately.

"I'm fifteen and I'm technically married. I'm flattered but you're way to old for me and my husband is standing right behind you." Korica said very softly.

"I stand relieved." He said aloud. "And I apologize ensign Prentor." He fairly whispered. "I meant nothing inappropriate by the¦look. You 're very pretty and just caught my eye for a moment. I had no idea you were so young¦or attached."

"It's ok as long as we understand each other."

"I got the message loud and clear."

Ensign Grogin then turned and headed for the exit and he glanced at Tamaric and grinned patting his shoulder as he walked by.

"You're a lucky man." Ensign Grogin said softly to Tamaric.

Tamaric stared at Korica for a moment as he fought the urge to laugh.

"Nicely done love!" Tamaric thought to Korica. "Put 'em in their place from the get go and they'll leave you alone."

"I hope so¦it's a little creepy to have a guy that old coming on to me." Korica thought in return as she worked her station.

"He isn't that old. Remember that you aren't eleven anymore hun. You're a woman on the outside in every sense of the word. You do look like a short seventeen or eighteen year old."

"I forget how much older I appear than I feel."

Tamaric turned and faced the captain as he worked the displays on each side of him furiously.

"I was told to report to the executive officer this morning sir. Do you know where she is so I can report to her as ordered?"

The captain looked up at Tamaric.

"Right¦I'm sorry cadet. I didn't mean to leave you standing there wondering what to do. Commander Hiller is conducting sensitive negotiations down on deck sixteen right now." The captain said gesturing to the ship on the viewer. "Let's get you started with your exit exams. We would ordinarily do that from the education decks but in light of your need to be close to Korica we'll conduct it from the science stations here on the bridge."

The captain pushed his displays aside and stood up and then stepped down from the raised platform that his chair is mounted on. He put his hand on Tamaric's shoulder and walked him over to science station number 4 and he leaned toward the woman working at that station.

"If you would doctor Pelum take a break for a while. We need this station for cadet Reynolds here."

"Yes sir. My work would be better carried out up on deck thirty five in stellar cartography anyways."

"Thank you doctor." The captain said.

Doctor Pelum saved her work then closed the stellar charts she was working on and she got to her feet and offered Tamaric a warm grin as she stepped back and let him sit down. She then stepped around the captain and headed for the exit. The captain brought up the learning annex program and typed in Tamaric's name and brought up his high school exit exam.

"This exam is in five parts each of which is timed. Work as far as you can within the given time. If you reach the end of a particular section before the time is up you may submit the section to be graded and you can move on to the next section. When you reach the end of the exam let me know and I'll have you start your knowledge assessment if you feel up to it."

"Yes sir, I understand."

"The ear piece is under the main console there. When you're ready touch the icon to begin the exam right there. Good luck Tamaric. I know you're going to pass with flying colors so just relax and do your best. I want you and Korica to quiet your minds so that you're doing this on your own ok?"

"Yes sir."

Tamaric glanced over at Korica and she leaned back and looked at him and gave him a pretty smile and winked at him.

"Good luck Tamaric. You got this."

Tamaric smiled at her then closed his eyes for a moment as he concentrated on quieting his mind and Korica quickly quieted her mind and Tamaric's voice as well as Laurel and Jake's very faint whispers just blinked out in her mind. It was eerily quiet and Korica felt very empty as Tamaric's presence was only sensed from deep within her now. The captain saw the sad expression wash over Tamaric's face for a moment and he wondered just what it must be like to feel so connected to someone then to have it suddenly taken away. Tamaric pulled the earpiece out from under the console and put it in his right ear and then he leaned forward slightly and he touched the icon to begin the exam and the first section appeared and the AI's voice read the instructions to him.

The captain then quietly walked back over to his seat and sat down and he pulled his displays back in front of him and he went back to work.

Meanwhile Laurel and Jake were just waking up in their bedroom. Laurel had some bizarre dreams that she couldn't shake for a time. She didn't know if they were premonitions or just weird fantasies of the mind. She had dreamt of her Jake wandering through busy streets with very strange looking vehicles whizzing by and she sensed that they were looking for someone. She saw alien faces and heard them speaking languages that she didn't understand but she could feel the emotions of the aliens and they were oddly unambiguous to Laurel and Jake's plight or presence. Laurel pushed the memories of the dreams aside as her mind woke in the dimly lit room until she sensed Jake's mind becoming active as he too woke up. They both sensed Korica and Tamaric for a short time and then they just blinked out from their minds and they both sat up quickly for a moment fearing something had happened making their hearts race and then they both simultaneously breathed a sigh of relief as they realized that they could still sense their presence very faintly. They knew they were on the ship and last on the bridge when they disappeared from their minds.

Laurel and Jake flopped back on their pillows and Laurel giggled lightly.

"That is the darndest thing to sense them both like that huhn?" Laurel said softly.

"I kind of like it. I know where they are and what they're doing until they quiet their minds like that."

"It definitely gives us a special relationship with them."

"You think they sense when we make love like we do of them?"

"Probably. We're deeply connected to Korica so we sense Tamaric from within her and I'm pretty sure it goes both ways. I would assume they have to tune it out like we do when they¦get together."

"That's just not something I'm comfortable sharing with her¦with them."

"It's our own fault for letting her experience our connection in the first place."

"I know. I still wish that part of our connection was somehow separate."

"That's part of us loving her completely Jake. By holding nothing back we almost became paired with her."

"You think it'll work that way with your own offspring?"

"I'm not sure, probably not. Feelings were allowed to run just a little deeper than they would've with our own flesh and blood and in a different way."

"I guess it makes our relationship with Korica unique and special but somehow distorted just like the elder race warned us about."

"I wouldn't call it distorted¦just very¦different and extremely close maybe."

"Too close I would say."

"She needed to feel that kind of connection to someone with the loss of her parents Jake. She was lost and terrified and feeling all alone in a very big universe. She hid it well and still smiled brightly but she was in a lot of pain and we helped her get past it. You felt the anguish in her¦it's still there a little but not like in the beginning."

"I guess the healing was worth it in the end."

"We helped her stay a sweet and wonderful girl instead of becoming bitter and hard."

"I guess so. So what are we gunna do today?"

"I want to help with the modifications to the Icarus. I have some ideas for improvements."

"Yeah¦I can hear 'em running through your mind. You think we're back at the Future planet?"

"No. I sensed Korica thinking about the Declon system before she quieted her mind."

"That's right¦ I did sense that. Or am I sensing it from you?"

"Probably the later."

"Hmm. I wonder how Inea is fairing today?"

Laurel reached over and slid the lighting up to full illumination and she looked at Jake and smiled warmly.

"She's probably still sound asleep and will likely stay that way for another ten hours or so. She's used to a twenty hour night."

"Well let's get up babe, I'm starving and so are you."

Jake sat up and pushed the covers down and climbed out of bed and then stretched hard, arching his back and Laurel smiled as she climbed to the edge of the bed admiring his deep tan and firm muscular tone. Jake relaxed and looked back at her and smiled back at her.

"I love the deep tan on you too babe. You're smoking hot with nothing on and a tan that covers every inch of your body."

"I can't run around like that on the Future, sorry."

"I know, you have enough guys undressing you with their eyes as it is. We need to leave something to their imagination."

Laurel laughed as Jake put his hand out and pulled her to her feet and then he wrapped his arms around her and hugged her tightly. She set her head on his shoulder sideways and lavished the emotions she was sensing from him as she closed her eyes and soaked it in. After a few minutes they separated and retrieved fresh ships outfits from the recessed cabinet at the end of their room and then they walked back to the bed and got dressed. They then made their way into the bathroom in each of their parent's quarters to brush their teeth and comb and brush their hair. When they each stepped out they found their parents waiting for them and they were greeted with a warm hug and they sat for a few minutes and talked about the adventure they had experienced on Heindon and their subsequent incarceration. After a little talk Laurel and Jake met back up in their room and put their shoes on and joined their parents for the walk to the mess hall for the morning meal.

After the meals were consumed down on deck 1, they all headed for the gym and worked out together then headed back to their quarters. Amelia and John showered first then Laurel and Jake took their turns. They then got dressed and said goodbye to their parents and headed for the transport platform to make their way up to the bridge to talk to the captain.

Korica worked diligently at the navigation station while Tamaric took his exams. Korica took the time to multitask herself into keeping their position while looking into the situation at hand. She was intensely curious about what negotiations could be so paramount with the Demekeron that they would delay getting back to the Future system. She wasn't finding specific details as she had hoped but she did find log files indicating that the Demekeron were allies of the enlighteners and had in fact been referred to the Future by them to help with a situation unfolding in the Future system. Korica had a pretty good idea of what that involved but she wasn't sure that she should discuss it openly since she gleaned it from Laurel and Jake unknowingly and she sensed that it was a matter that was to be kept quiet for the mean time.

Laurel and Jake stepped onto the bridge and Korica sensed them close by as they stepped into the room even with her mind quieted and she looked over at them and smiled and lifted a hand to them. Laurel and Jake grinned at her and waved at her then stopped in their tracks as they saw the Elmontrus on the main viewer.

"Whoa!" Jake exclaimed attracting the captain's attention.

The captain rotated his chair slightly and looked at the pair and waved them over. The two walked over to the captain's chair and stood beside him still staring at the Elmontrus in awe.

"I hope they're freindlies?" Laurel asked gesturing at the viewer.

"Good morning Laurel, Jake. They're firendlies. The enlighteners referred the Demekeron to us to see if they can help us with our dire situation back home. I think you know what I'm talking about?"

"Yes sir."

"You're looking at the Elmontrus with a crew of two thousand and a propulsion system unlike anything we've ever encountered before. That ship has the gravitational density of a planet but doesn't appear on sensors as there at all until you look in the gravimetric spectrum."

"That's really impressive. That ship is almost as big as the Future." Jake said.

"Maybe not as long but just as tall relatively speaking. So what brings you two to the bridge?"

Laurel shook off her amazed stare and faced the captain.

"I wanted to ask permission to work with the crews working on the Icarus? I have some ideas that I think would significantly improve her capabilities if I can study her design in detail. We only concentrated on the propulsion and shielding system last time."

"I would welcome your input Laurel, permission granted. She has been moved to the aft hangar. You may report there anytime you like to give the crews a hand."

"Thank you sir. I want to contribute around here somehow and I can't think of a better way than to get our most advanced ship flying right."

"You two could always join the civilian corps and work right here on the bridge? We could use your intelligence and experience to help train the new crews."

Laurel blinked a few times not quite sure what to say. She didn't want to insult the captain or the civilian corps by telling him that she had no desire to be enlisted. The adventure through Korica's galaxy burned her out and the dread of missing her mother so badly wasn't something she wanted to experience again. That kind of ache never completely goes away and she wasn't over it yet in the first place.

"We'll think it over sir." Jake interjected sensing Laurel's conflicted feelings. "I know in the future we'll have to form a protective force of some kind for our neck of the woods and I would like to help with that effort but I sense it will be a while until that needs to happen. We kind of want to experience just being kids for a little while."

"I can certainly empathize with that in light of what you experienced as a command crew. I appreciate what you two sacrificed for us all to get us to the Future planet in one piece. It's nothing short of miraculous that we made it at all thanks to you and your daughter over there. Take some time and enjoy being young but think it over. There will always be a place for you on my bridge and among my crew and I don't express that kind of open invite to just anyone."

"Thank you sir." Laurel said with a grin. "We still need some time to decompress as it were. We'll keep you apprised of our work on the Icarus."

"I would expect no less."

"Sir may we say hello to Korica and Tamaric?" Jake asked.

"Of course. Tamaric is testing so you'll have to make it quick with him."

"We will. Thank you sir."

Laurel and Jake then walked over to Korica and she smiled warmly at them as Laurel squatted down next to her and Korica leaned over and wrapped her arm around her neck for a moment and Jake kissed the top of her head.

"How you doing baby?" Laurel asked quietly.

"I'm doing ok mom. We had a lot of questions asked of us at breakfast this morning but we were accepted warmly. I really like what I sensed from the crew. They really look up to Tamaric and I. They like the relationship we have even if they don't exactly understand it and I sensed that they know and respect how smart I am. They're truly looking forward to serving with me¦with us. One girl in particular wants to know more about the pairing since I told her the ability is within all Humans since you and Jake and Tamaric can experience it. Her name is Adria and she is really sweet. I think we're going to be good friends in the future as she tries to learn from me what the paring is all about. She has her heart set on a boy here on the ship but she hasn't announced her affections to him."

"That's wonderful honey. I'm glad to hear that you're making friends already."

"If you need anything just let us know ok?" Jake said stroking the back of her head.

"I will, thanks dad." Korica said looking up at him with a beautiful smile on her face.

"We'll let you get back to work honey. We'll see you later."

Laurel stood up and kissed the side of Korica's head and then her and Jake walked over to Tamaric as Korica went back to work monitoring and subtly adjusting their position in space to maintain their distance from the Elmontrus. Laurel and Jake put their hands on Tamaric's shoulders and he looked up at them quickly.

"Good luck Tamaric." Jake said.

"We just wanted to say hi. We know you're going to do great on your exams."

"Thanks Laurel and Jake. Did Korica tell you that the crew really likes us? We sensed some really nice things from them this morning."

"Yeah she told us. It's a relief to know she's going to fit in with her peers."

"I won't let anyone give her a hard time if it comes down to it though she proved that she can handle herself pretty well if needs be. She has a strong will and isn't afraid to put people in their place with how they relate to her."

"I can't wait to find out what that's all about." Jake said with a grin. "We'll let you get back to your exams."

"We'll see you later Tamaric." Laurel said as she patted his shoulder.

"See ya."

Tamaric went back to his exams and Laurel and Jake headed for the exit giving the captain a nod and a grin as they walked by. Korica worked for a few more minutes and she suddenly had a flash to what Mark said about the captain destroying their place of incarceration with them still there to keep the information in their minds out of enemy hands and for just a moment she was distracted from the navigation controls as she pondered whether it was true or not. She looked up and checked their relative position and then she glanced at the captain and he was sitting staring at his displays without touching them and she decided to ask him without speaking aloud. Korica brought up a message pane and typed in a query to the captain.

'Can I ask you something captain?' Korica typed in.

The captain saw the icon for a message from navigation appear on his right display and he pulled his head back in slight surprise and he touched the icon and engaged an active message reply screen.

'What's on your mind ensign?'

"While we were being imprisoned Mark said you would destroy the facility we were at with us still there if there was no way of negotiating for our release or finding out exactly where we were to make an attempt at freeing us just to keep the information in our minds from falling into enemy hands. Is there any truth to that?'

The captain paused for a moment as he contemplated the idea and then he sighed and responded.

'You need to understand the unique and sensitive information you possess. It is a true gift to be so knowledgeable but it is also a vulnerability if it should be extracted for nefarious purposes. I know that you will all sacrifice your lives before divulging what you know willingly but there is always the possibility that the information could be extracted unwillingly. Part of your oath to the Future is an acceptance to pay the ultimate price to keep her secrets safe.'

'So the answer is yes? You would have killed us to keep what we know out of the enlighteners hands?'

'You're asking me to state something that no captain wants to admit or carry the burden of if he or she should have to commit to it. If I thought you were being tortured or worse to extract what you know and that information could put the crew and or ship in danger as well as the population on the Future planet and others in this part of the galaxy I would be forced to consider it. I don't see how I could carry out such a thing if we had no way of locating you in the first place anyways.'

'Mark said you would trigger the planetary defense that grabbed us at Heindon and then focus the negative matter cores energy in a pulse down the throat of the resultant artificial wormhole destroying what's on the other side. As he put it you would flush the whole facility down the galactic toilet with us still there.'

The captain furrowed his brow heavily at the thought then it dawned on him that it sounded just like Mark to state it like that. He looked up at Korica looking at her lower console display and he sighed. He knew this had to be something heavy on such a young and tender mind. He pushed his displays aside and stood up and stepped down from the platform his chair is mounted on and he walked over to Korica and knelt down next to her on one knee and put his hand on Korica's hand and Korica looked at him with a sad look on her face.

"Mark shouldn't have put it to you like that Korica." The captain said very quietly. "Life is precious to all of us and wiping it out is not something we would take lightly especially if it involved some of our own and you are one of us even if you're from another world in another galaxy. If it came down to saving the Future I suppose the idea might be considered but as a means of¦killing you to keep sensitive information from being gleaned I can't say that the idea would be my first choice. You're putting forth an incredible scenario with some unknown factors like the fact we would have no way of knowing you were at the other end of that wormhole. The thought of taking out any of my crew or civilian passengers is not a pleasant thought but you do have information that must be guarded carefully. I have to consider the good of the many over the preservation of the individual especially if that individual is being tormented to gain their knowledge."

"I understand what you're saying sir but you aren't exactly answering my question either. As hard as the decision would be you would make it if it came down to it?"

"You're really going to make me say it Korica? You want to hear me say that I would kill you and the others to keep sensitive information from being used against us all?"

Korica nodded yes slowly. The captain sighed again and looked her in the eyes.

"As a last resort¦yes I would have sacrificed the lot of you. I would have carried the pain of that decision for the rest of my life but I am forced to consider such things all the time as the captain. I am expected to carry out such things without hesitation as well. I hope you can understand that."

Korica looked as if she were going to cry for a few moments and then she took a deep breath and then she glanced back at her displays and she made a slight correction to their position then waited for the maneuvering thrusters to respond and then she sent the new positional data to the propulsion station then she looked back at the captain who was very impressed with her diligence despite the depth of the subject being discussed.

"I think I understand sir. You value me but I am expendable because of what I know."

"You are not expendable Korica! Don't you ever think like that. I would have to sacrifice you in a scenario like you presented but it would be unbelievably painful for me to do so."

"Yes sir. I wish I didn't know so much now."

"You are an invaluable asset to this ship and to me because of what you have in that incredible brain of yours. Please don't dwell on worse case scenarios like that. We would make every possible effort to rescue you before sacrificing you ok? That is absolutely a last resort if we confirmed that you were being tortured for information with absolutely no hopes of retrieving you. As harsh as it sounds I would prefer a swift end for you rather than being slowly pained to death¦possibly repeatedly as your mom and dad were."

"Thank you for your honesty sir."

"These are concerns of command and you are far to young to worry yourself about such things Korica. I hope you also realize that if the opportunity arose I would trade places with you in order to secure your release."

"But you're the captain. This ship can't operate without you here."

"There is a chain of command so others can take my place if I should be captured or killed."

"I'm touched that you would sacrifice yourself for me."

"I would do it for anyone on this ship ensign¦but especially for you. You've been through enough hell in your short life. I'll be damned if I'm going to let you endure more if I can do anything about it. Please try and put these things out of you mind alright?"

"Yes sir. If it came down to it I don't want to put anyone in danger because of what I know and I would understand your decision to end me to stop it form happening. I'll try not to think about it anymore."

"That a girl. Just concentrate on your work."

"Yes sir."

The captain patted the back of her hand and then stood up and offered her a warm grin and she grinned at him and nodded then turned back to her station and went back to work and the captain walked over to his chair and pulled his displays in front of him as he plopped down into his chair. He looked at Korica for a moment then shook his head and grinned slightly. The captain was impressed with what a curious and insightful young lady Korica is. She seemed to have a level of maturity reminiscent of an adult many times her age and then her young age crept to the surface and she seemed like such a sweet and naÃ¯ve girl. She was an amazingly complex person and the captain really liked her. He was starting to see for himself what Laurel and Jake loved so much about her.

Korica continued her work for another two hours, constantly adjusting their position slightly to maintain their distance from the Elmontrus when it occurred to her that there had to be a way of modifying the shield to counteract the affects of the Elmontrus gravitational field. She made an adjustment to their position then relayed the new positional data to the propulsion station then she brought up a wave pattern analysis of the current shield configuration and she began inputting different configuration variables through a simulation until she started to see a counteractive affect to the constant gravitational attraction the Elmontrus was exerting on the Future. She kept an eye on their position while she worked until she had to make another slight adjust to their position and then she went back to her calculations. She finally achieved a frequency that almost completely counteracted the gravitational pull from the Elmontrus and she saved her result and turned to the captain.

"Sir if I can have a moment at the sensor and shield station I think I've come up with a way of counteracting the gravitational pull that the Elmontrus is putting on us?"

The captain looked at her and furrowed his brow for a moment then he grinned at her.

"You've come up with a way of counteracting gravitational attraction?"

"In a manner of speaking¦yes sir. If we adjust our shield frequency so our quantum gravitational energy is directly opposite to that of the Elmontrus then attenuate it slightly we can reach equilibrium between repulsion and attraction resulting in a stable position within a predictable and controllable distance from the Elmontrus. I've already worked it out in simulations to prove the idea will work if you want to take a look?"

"Future can you confirm her results?"

"Yes captain. I see where she is going with her calculations. With a point zero zero one percent alteration to her calculations I believe she is correct in her postulation and a stable position can be achieved with no need for further positional adjustments. Wherever the Elmontrus drifts we will follow at a fixed precise distance."

The captain stared at Korica for a moment longer and then he gestured to the sensor and shield station.

"By all means prove me right about your being an incredible asset and adjust our shield modulation to your new specifications."

Korica smiled at him and got to her feet and walked over to the sensor station and the young man that was manning the station stood up and turned the seat toward her and she sat down and brought the shield dynamics to the forefront and then began typing in her new variables. There was a visible shudder on the viewer and the Future moved away from the Elmontrus by several hundred feet and then the AI made some slight adjustments as mentioned and their position stabilized and held firm at exactly five thousand two hundred feet from the Elmontrus. Korica leaned back and swiveled her seat around and grinned at the captain.

"Very impressive ensign! Very few of us understand the shield dynamics enough to have figured that out while still working at holding our position."

"Thank you sir. It just occurred to me that every force has a counter force of equal intensity if you know the initial forces field strength¦and you have enough power available to create the counteractive force."

"Can you show me how you did that?" The young man asked her looking at the display with eyes wide open.

"Sure."

Korica went about explaining to him in detail how she calculated the field strengths needed and being exerted on the Future. She then showed him how to test the theory through a simulation rather than in real time until the calculations could be precisely quantified as safe and plausible.

"I would have never thought to modify the shield like that." The young man said. "You thought of all this from the navigation station?"

"Yep. I'm Korica by the way." Korica said putting her hand out.

"Hi Korica. I'm Jerome." Jerome said as he shook her hand with a warm smile. "Whoa¦you're really warm. Are you feeling ok?"

"Yes. I'm not Human and I run a higher body temperature than you do. Ninety nine point four is normal for me."

"Oh. I had heard that we had an¦a girl from another world on the crew, I didn't know it was you. It's nice to meet you Korica and thank you for showing me how to modify the shield like that."

"It's nice to meet you too Jerome and you're welcome. When I first trained on the bridge we were operating on a skeleton crew so you had to think about more than one station at a time to keep on top of everything going on."

Korica stood up and let Jerome sit back down and she put her hand on his shoulder.

"If you want, later on I can show you some other tricks I learned when I first worked the bridge."

"I would really like that. The intuitive knowledge for operating this station was imparted to me but it's different when you sit here and actually try and operate it efficiently."

"I know exactly what you mean. Wait till you try and navigate this ship in close proximity to a giant planet. You better be able to think a head of time or you'll find yourself falling out of orbit or skipping off the atmosphere out into space."

"I haven't sat at the navigation yet. I'll keep that in mind."

Korica grinned at him and moved back to the navigation station and sat down and checked on their relative position and it was holding precisely at just under 1 mile from the Elmontrus. This freed Korica to plot a precise course back to the Future system and study the systems they would be transiting past, one of which was labeled as hostile and dangerous for all travelers. She made a slight course correction to avoid the system by a wide birth in case something went wrong and they dropped out of hyperspace before passing the system. It only added a few minutes to the estimated time to arrival in the Future system but would prove invaluable if things did go wrong as they usually do in her eyes.

It was only a few moments later that Korica felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up to see Tamaric smiling at her. She smiled at him and reached out to him and felt a warm rush wash over her as she connected with him and his voice rang out in the back of her mind and she once again sensed his feelings very clearly.

"I'm done with the exit exam love." Tamaric thought. "I'm pretty sure I aced it. It came to me really easily."

"That's great Tamaric." Korica thought in return. "I'm proud of you no matter how you did¦and it's wonderful to feel you and hear you in my mind again."

"I know what you mean. It leaves an empty spot in the pit of your stomach to keep your mind quiet for so long."

Tamaric touched Korica's face then walked over to the captain.

"I've completed the exit exams sir. Can I go have lunch with Korica before I begin the assessment?"

The captain glanced at the time on his right display and he nodded at Tamaric.

"Ensign, go ahead and secure your station and have ensign Sato paged to the bridge to man your station. I'll monitor our position from here until he arrives."

"Eye sir."

Korica turned to her upper display and she brought up the standby roster and paged ensign Sato to the bridge then she logged herself out and got to her feet and walked over to Tamaric and the two of them headed for the exit. When they stepped out they saw a young Asian man heading from the common area across from the mess hall and when he got close Korica addressed him.

"Are you ensign Sato?"

"Yes I am." He said in perfect English.

"I'm ensign Prentor. I'll come relieve you as soon as I get done having lunch."

"Sounds good. It's nice to make your acquaintance ensign Prentor."

"Likewise. This is my boyfriend Tamaric by the way."

"It's nice to meet you Tamaric." Ensign Sato said shaking his hand.

Ensign Sato then sauntered off toward the bridge and Tamaric looked at Korica with a serious expression on his face.

"How come you introduce me as your boyfriend or your mate, not as your husband except when ensign Grogin hit on you?"

"You're really insulted or hurt by that huhn? I guess I didn't realize just how much it would mean to you."

"Just cause the captain hasn't recognized it yet doesn't mean I'm not married to you by all rights. I'm proud to be your husband Korica. You stumble for the words to describe me every time. Sometimes I'm your mate and sometimes I'm your boyfriend but you have to take a second to think about it each time you introduce me to someone."

"Ok, I'll introduce you as my husband Tamaric Reynolds from now on without hesitating."

"No love¦I want to be known as Tamaric Prentor. I want your family name to endure in light of the loss of your parents. It's the best way I can honor them for raising such a wonderful girl for me."

Korica's eyes teared up and she smiled with a quivering lip and kissed Tamaric quickly.

"Thank you Tamaric. That means more to me than you can possibly imagine."

Tamaric's eyes teared up with Korica and he smiled at her as he put his index finger under her chin and placed his thumb on the front of her chin in a gentle pinch of affection as he tilted her head up slightly and thought 'hold your head high and be proud of your family roots'.

"You're welcome. I can feel how much it means to you Korica." Tamaric said after a moment of admiring her beautiful blue gray eyes and perfect kissing lips along with the rosy color of her cheeks that she always exhibited but especially when she looked upon Tamaric.

Korica wiped her eyes and took Tamaric's hand and he wiped his eyes and the two of them walked over to the mess hall and stepped in. They walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves a drink then walked over to the table where a rather large group of young crewmen were talking about the exciting prospects of attending the new academy on the Future planet. Korica and Tamaric sat down and a servo drone brought a menu to them and they listened to the conversations going on while they ordered something to eat then when the menu was passed back to the servo drone one of the crewman addressed the pair.

"You're Korica and uh¦Tamaric right?" A young man sitting almost directly across from them asked.

"That's right¦" Tamaric replied. "How is it that everyone knows who we are just by looking at us?"

"Are you kidding? Korica is our first officer from another world and the youngest in history. We've been dying to meet her and I know where she is her boyfriend will be close by."

"Right¦I keep forgetting that everyone is given a briefing on how we got here and we had something to do with it."

"Actually Tamaric and I just completed a mission to a planet called Heindon and we were married by the leader of the village we visited. They called it the ceremony of coupling but it's the same thing as a wedding witnessed by the whole village and our commanding officer at the time commander Hiller."

"No way? You two are married? Aren't you kind of young to be getting hitched?" A boy further down the table asked.

Korica paused as she felt the immense pride Tamaric felt at Korica proudly boasting of their relationship.

"How old do you think we have to be to get married? Is there really an appropriate age if the heart feels that it's right?" Korica finally replied.

"Really Edmond!" The girl sitting across from him said in a scolding tone. "All the BS ideas about relationships were left behind on Earth. If it's right then it's right."

"Relax Kali. I didn't say there was anything wrong with it. I was just surprised that someone would get married so young."

"We didn't exactly plan on getting married yet but we were going to do it eventually anyway so we went through the ceremony to bring the whole village together¦and to make what we were going to do after seem more appropriate." Tamaric said proudly with a bit of a grin on his face.

The table fell silent and then a few crewmen laughed and the whole table soon joined in as the implication sank in and Tamaric and Korica laughed right along with them.

"You two are going to be attending the academy right?" Kali asked after the laughing died down.

"I will be but Korica is already an officer. I don't think she has go through that."

"We have to be together Tamaric. If you're going through the academy then I have to."

"Why do you have to be together? Are you that crazy about each other?"

"We are insane in love but we're paired. We'll get really sick if we're apart for too long." Korica replied with a smile.

"You're talking about that thing that Laurel and Jake have? Your spirits or whatever are bound together?" Edmund said.

"Yes. It's a joining and sharing of essences."

"How's that going to work if the academy is going to be segregated by gender?"

"I guess we'll have to have special housing somewhere where we can be together."

"I wish my girlfriend could stay with me at the academy." Another boy said jokingly from further down the table.

"You're just a horndog Josh. These two have to be together and they're a married couple. That's a whole different situation." Kali said laughing.

"I can't argue that point. I love a good roll in the sack as often as possible."

"You just want someone to clean up your room you slob." Another boy said and the table broke out in laughter again.

Korica and Tamaric's meals showed up at that point and the plates were slid up on the table from between them. They set in to eating but the curiosity was thick in the air and Korica could sense all the questions running through everyone's minds. After answering a few questions about their abilities the questions inevitably changed to how being paired worked. They explained the joining process and becoming paired and all the shared thoughts and feelings as well as being able to channel their abilities through each other because of their pairing and then there was a call for all hands to man their stations and make readiness reports for getting underway. Everyone sprang up from the table and Korica stood up and leaned over and wiped her lips then kissed Tamaric's cheek.

"I gotta go Tamaric. Go ahead and finish eating then come back to the bridge if you want."

"You're still hungry Korica."

"I know. That has to wait. I'll see you on the bridge."

Korica then turned and followed everyone out of the mess hall. Tamaric was left a little bewildered and a touch upset that Korica wasn't being aloud the time to finish her meal but he understood through her that she had a serious responsibility since she was one of only a handful of full fledged officers working on the bridge. Most were scattered all over the ship in different areas to oversee the huge number of junior officers and trainees just learning how to operate the ship. Korica had already looked up the crew compliment and despite there being nine hundred listed on active duty only one hundred seven were actually officers, the rest of the officers were back on the Future planet to oversee operations there along with six hundred of the enlisted non officer crew. The rest of the enlisted were terrestrially based and would likely see very little time on the Future, as they preferred to serve in a support role that didn't take them into space and away from their families.

Tamaric ate quietly as he was now in a huge mess hall with only a few dozen civilian scientists and support specialists that had nothing to do with shipboard operations. He listened to what Korica was feeling and he sensed a great deal of excitement in her. She truly loved what she was doing and felt right at home on the bridge. When Tamaric was done eating he looked at Korica's half eaten plate of food and he wished he could take it to her on the bridge and then he distinctly heard Korica's voice in his head.

"Don't do that Tamaric. I'll be fine."

"It was just a thought love." Tamaric thought in return. "I wouldn't embarrass you like that."

Tamaric finished his drink then got up and made his way back to the bridge. When the door slid open he stepped in and looked at the giant view screen and he could see that they were now facing three of the huge H shaped ships and he wondered for a moment what had changed that had brought so many of the Demekeron this close to the Future. Tamaric stepped over to the captain and waited for him to finish what he was doing on his left display. The captain looked up and took a breath then let it out slowly.

"I don't exactly have time to deal with you at the moment son. You passed your exit exams with a ninety eight percent score so you're ready for your assessment to begin but we're just a little busy at the moment. You may remain on the bridge but all of the stations are being used at the moment so just keep quiet and try and stay out of the way. You can stand by Korica as long as you don't distract her from her duties."

"Ok. Thank you sir."

The captain nodded and grinned slightly then gestured toward Korica and then he looked back at his left display and started touching command icons and Tamaric quietly walked over to Korica and stood behind her for a moment as he tried to understand all of the confusing information on her displays.

"It's not that confusing once you're trained on what everything is and how it works." Korica thought to Tamaric.

"If you say so." Tamaric thought in return. "It looks completely confusing to me but I can feel that you understand everything you're seeing."

There was a tone heard from the communication station next to Korica and the young junior ensign working the station opened the channel and held her hand up to her earpiece then looked at the captain.

"Sir, commander Hiller is calling for you."

"Put it through the overhead please."

The young woman turned back to the controls and touched a single icon.

"Go ahead mam. The captain is listening." The young woman said.

"I think we have a deal sir." Commander Hiller said. "You might want to take this in your office sir. There are some sensitive details that we need to discuss."

"Understood. Ensign Macalum will you encrypt the communication and send it to my office?"

"Eye sir."

The captain pushed his displays aside and then reached out and logged himself out and he stepped down and looked over at Korica.

"You have the bridge ensign Prentor."

Korica's eyes got big and she looked ahead for a moment then she slowly looked at the captain.

"Sir?"

"Look around you ensign. You're the only officer on the bridge at the moment aside from myself. In my absence you're in command."

Korica looked around quickly at all of the very young and pale outfitted junior ensigns and officer in training candidates and she realized she did in fact outrank everyone on the bridge except the captain.

"Do I need to sit in your chair sir?"

"You may if you would like but it's not necessary. Do you remember how to operate the command and control panels?"

"Yes sir, I think so."

The captain stepped aside and lifted his hand toward his chair.

"Then go ahead and log some command time. I should only be a few minutes anyway."

Korica nodded and logged herself out at the navigation station and then stood up and glanced at Tamaric and he shrugged his shoulders and grinned at her.

"It's not often that the captain is going to give you a chance to sit in his chair. Go for it love." Tamaric thought.

Korica smiled at Tamaric and walked over to the captain's chair as the captain stepped off the bridge. She sat down and pulled the displays in front of her and placed her palm on the right display logging herself in and she looked over the controls and it came back to her in a rush. She remembered sitting in the chair when Laurel was taken and it made her feel sick to her stomach as she remembered the feeling of dread that accompanied the responsibility. She quickly got her bearings then looked over to the science stations.

"Ensign Sato, will you please take navigation until the captain returns?"

"Eye mam."

Ensign Sato logged himself out from science station number two then got up and walked quickly over to navigation and sat down and logged himself in. Korica then went about getting familiar with all of the conditional readings from all of the stations. She sensed Tamaric looking at her fondly and she glanced at him and he smiled at her.

"You look good sitting in that chair." Tamaric thought.

"Thanks. I'm not ready to sit here when we're underway but sitting still in space it isn't that bad. At least the chair is comfortable."

Tamaric chuckled quietly and watched her touching the different commands in response to incoming reports and queries. There was a tone heard from the damage control board and Korica looked over just in time to see the lateral deflector indicator turn green.

"What's that mean Korica?" Tamaric thought.

"The repair party has finished repairing whatever was wrong with the lateral deflector. The shield is at full strength now and the delay in processing maneuvering inputs will be gone."

"It amazes me that something as complex¦and big as the AI would experience delays in processing anything."

"The AI doesn't process that system directly. A sub processor that can only handle so many calculations per second does it and directing the shield energy through the buffer was tasking the processor to the max. It takes billions of calculations per second to manage that kind of energy without burning up the synchronizer elements."

"Scary thing is I completely understand that¦and I know where all those components are."

"Good. You're learning to access the knowledge imparted to you."

"Or I understand it cause you do."

"It doesn't work like that Tamaric. You would've had to probe my mind to understand that. You're that smart all on your own."

"Cool!"

"Very cool. You can probe my mind anytime you want if I ever say¦or think anything you don't understand."

"Ok, thank you for being so open to me."

The bridge door slid open and the captain stepped onto the bridge and he didn't look very happy. Korica sensed that he was weighed with something he had agreed to that he didn't like. He stepped over to his chair and Korica pushed the displays aside and stood up and faced the captain.

"The damage control party has the repairs to the lateral deflector completed and all stations have reported that they are manned and ready to get underway sir."

The captain nodded without saying anything and Korica reached over and logged herself out and stepped down and the captain plopped down in his chair and sighed heavily while rubbing his forehead and then he looked at Korica and forced a grin and spoke softly.

"Thank you ensign. Well done, please take your station?"

"Eye sir." Korica replied softly.

Korica walked over to the navigation station and placed her hand on ensign Sato's shoulder and he glanced up at her then logged himself out and as he stood up Korica looked at Tamaric.

"Something's wrong Tamaric. The captain is really upset about what we have to do in order to get the help we need with the stellar debris heading for the Future planet." Korica thought.

"I'm sensing that along with you. What could they have asked us to do that would upset the captain like that?"

"I don't know. I sense it goes against everything he believes in though."

Korica sat down and logged herself in and ensign Sato went back over to science station number 2 and sat down and the captain slapped the ship wide communication circuit on the armrest of his chair.

"This is captain Alexan. I want all senior bridge officers to report to the bridge immediately. All other officers are to report to their assigned battle stations. Set condition bravo throughout the ship. All civilians are to make their way to the passenger area and remain there until further notice. We are going to be transiting a known hostile region of space and I expect our shield capabilities to be put to the test at some point. While I do not anticipate any danger to anyone aboard given the durability and strength of our shield system it could be a rough ride. Please follow the directions of your area officers and do not stray from the passenger area as that part of the ship is going to be fortified to insure your safety and to make your presence is as undetectable as possible. I want all of the available military team commanders to muster in the military command center compartments in thirty minutes. You will be filled in at that time on the mission at hand. The passenger revival process is to be suspended until further notice. Continue helping the passengers currently in the final stages of the wake sequence but put the other suspended occupants back into deep stasis. That is all."

The captain then slapped the channel closed and he looked down for just a moment then he looked around the bridge as all of the junior officers were staring at him with shocked looks on their faces.

"You are all going to be relived by senior officers¦except for you Korica. I'm sorry but I need your experience and capabilities here on the bridge and you're a full-fledged officer so you'll be staying. The rest of you are to report to your quarters and stay there until you are summoned back to your stations."

"Sir¦" Korica started then decided maybe she should wait until the junior officers left if things were as bad as it felt like they were.

"You'll be briefed when the rest of the senior officers arrive ensign, not before."

"Yes sir. Can Tamaric stay?"

"He doesn't have the clearance to witness the events that are about to unfold. You may join your parents on the passenger deck or stay in Korica's quarters up here on the command deck but you'll have to leave the bridge cadet."

"If I go to my quarters Korica will suffer separation symptoms sir. If things are as serious as I sense then she needs to have a clear mind to serve you properly. I'll stay in her quarters up here. I think that's close enough so we won't get sick."

"Anything you become aware of due to your connection with her you are not to discuss with anyone. Is that clear?"

"Yes sir, crystal."

Officers began to arrive at that point and made their way straight to the stations around the bridge where they relived all of the young crew one by one until Korica and Tamaric where the only ones left. Korica then stood up and placed her hand in Tamaric's and looked at him and grinned slightly.

"I'll see you at the end of my shift Tamaric."

"Ok love."

Tamaric then let go of her hand and headed for the exit but he stopped next to the captain's chair and he looked straight at him.

"Korica didn't get to finish her lunch sir. She's hungry, I just thought you should know since she's not going to tell you."

"Thank you son. I'll see to it that she gets something to eat soon."

Tamaric nodded and walked over to the exit and stepped out and Korica frowned and looked at the captain.

"I'm sorry sir, he shouldn't have said anything. I'll be just fine."

"It's alright Korica. He cares about you and if he feels what you're feeling then it's probably bothering him to feel how hungry you are."

"Yes sir. It bothers him a lot since he knows how often I experienced hunger growing up. We were always on food rationing because of the distance involved with our runs and limited space to store food."

"When we're done here I want you to go sit down to good meal. It'll be a few hours until we reach our target anyways."

"May I ask where we're going?"

"The Demekeron have agreed to help us with the problem of the stellar mass heading toward our home. There is a serious price for this help though. We have agreed to journey to the Kerigon system twenty-seven light years from our current position to eliminate an emergent species that has proven themselves very destructive and aggressive. We are to recover seven Alotians from their grasp and then eliminate the Monakers as they're called with extreme prejudice."

"We're going on a hunt and destroy mission?" One of the male officers asked in a shocked tone.

"Yes. It goes against everything we stand for but this species is about to venture out of their own star system and they're extremely aggressive. They're going to wreak havoc on the local systems and it's only a matter of time until they find the Future planet."

"Sir why aren't the Demekeron dealing with these guys themselves?" Korica asked looking around to see a few other officers nodding yes in agreement to the question.

"They need to remain neutral in this matter. If their presence or participation is detected it will cause great conflict with some of their allies. I can't go into full detail on some of those details but you'll have to take my word for it that it's vital that they stay out of it."

"So the military is going to go in and grab the friendlies and then we what? Blow up their home world?" One of the female officers asked.

"Not exactly. We don't have to blow the planet apart. If we inject energy into the atmosphere in sufficient levels using the negative matter core a cascade event will result that will essentially ignite the atmosphere. There won't be a living thing left on the planet¦not that there's much to begin with due to the atmospheric conditions. The atmosphere is a heavy methane atmosphere with high levels of ammonia and phosphorous. These Monakers aren't anything like us. They don't even look like us but they're capable of verbal communication and they have some very powerful high-energy weapons. From what we were told they have harnessed the power of antimatter from other species that were captured on Kerigon where they were pressed into talking about what they know helping the Monakers into getting a small fleet of spaceships constructed."

"I can't believe you would agree to wipe out an entire species like that after what you said to me about all life being precious. This isn't what I joined the civilian corps for." Korica said.

"I'm not real crazy about doing this either ensign. You need to understand that if these Demekeron don't help us¦we'll have to leave the Future planet in eight months or die there as the atmosphere becomes unstable as the magnetic and radioactive affects of the stellar debris begin to make the planet uninhabitable as well as likely pulling the planet out of its orbit around the sun before slamming into the planet two months later. We've tried to come up with a solution on our own but we're stumped and out of time for dealing with something so large and deadly to even get close to. We need these guys and they've asked us to clean up some local trash to get their help."

"Can't we try negotiating with the Monakers first?"

"That's why I wanted you on the bridge ensign. You have the ability to understand new languages extremely quickly because of the microorganism in your brain. I have every intention of trying to establish a dialogue before we wipe them out despite the Demekeron telling us not to bother. We'll retrieve the Alotians then try and negotiate a peace if possible."

"I don't mean to question your command sir. If you tell us to set the atmosphere on fire then that's what we'll do but we don't have to like it."

"No you don't¦but I do expect you to follow my orders without question. We aren't going to have a problem there are we?"

"No sir. That's what I just said. I'll follow your orders to the letter and without hesitation."

"Good. You all know what we have to do so man your stations. Plot a course for the Kerigon system ensign."

"Eye sir."

Everyone took their stations and Korica brought up the star maps and plotted a course for the Kerigon system and then laid it in.

"Course plotted and laid in sir."

"Very well. Hold our position until our guests are safely back aboard the Elmontrus."

"Eye sir. I should report that a direct course to the Kerigon system will take us through the Untara nebula. We'll have to drop to sub light speeds due to the gravimetric instability in the nebula. If not our course could be altered in unpredictable ways."

"I am aware ensign. Thank you for your diligence. Please take us directly through the nebula at eighty percent the speed of light. That should give you time to navigate the proto star gravity wells in the area."

Korica blinked a few times as she contemplated how difficult it was going to be to negotiate through such a dense and unstable area of space and then she drew on Tamaric's confidence and strength and the fear and uncertainty was washed away and she nodded and turned back to her station just as she felt and heard Laurel very distinctly with an echo of Jake with her.

"Korica baby what's going on? We just got kicked out of the hangar and the retrofit of the Icarus isn't complete." Laurel thought.

"Sorry mom, you know I can't discuss operational details of an ongoing mission with anyone."

"Korica¦I have a higher clearance than you do. I just want to know what the captain's ship wide address and our subsequent ushering to the passenger deck is all about."

"Ok. I'm a little preoccupied at the moment but I'll try to think about what's going on and you can probe my mind."

Korica closed her eyes for a moment and reached out toward Laurel and it took her a moment to narrow in on her exact presence with so many presences on the ship but she was able to find her mind and Laurel initiated a deep connection as she stopped walking across the passenger deck and pulled on Jake's hand to stop him as well. Korica felt the warm wave of Laurel's essence and all that she is as a person and it made her grin as she opened her eyes and went back to her panels as she thought about the situation now facing the crew. Korica was a little surprised how comfortable and familiar Laurel and Jake felt from such a distance. The love was deep and intense and very visceral but it somehow felt right. She didn't realize how much she missed sharing essences with Laurel and Jake. She realized the two of them had grown and matured and felt different but yet still so familiar. She could sense the people she had first shared essences with so long ago buried deep within them both. It was where she had learned about the complexity of a serious relationship and it felt like coming home to feel them again as Laurel drifted within Korica's mind.

After a few minutes Korica felt Laurel drifting toward sorrowful feelings and it made Korica a little sad.

"Now you know mom." Korica thought. "I have to follow orders no matter how distasteful they are."

"I know sweetheart. I'm proud of you for taking your oath of service so serious. I hate the idea of saving ourselves at the expense of another species. I just think different than captain Alexan is all. He's a good leader with a lot of responsibility on his shoulders. Do as he says baby and try not to question his orders too much."

"I have a bad habit of doing that huhn?"

"Yes you do. That's kind of my fault for not being tougher on you when you questioned my orders when I was in command."

"I'll respect the captain's position as my commanding officer mom, I promise. I won't make you look bad."

"I'm not worried about that Korica."

"Yes you are. I can feel everything you're feeling mom. You want the captain and xo to think you were a good leader and a proper influence on me despite being a kid yourself. I couldn't have asked for a better commanding officer and mother than I got in you. You loved me when I had no one to help me. You and Jake taught me what it is to be a good person and what it is to truly be in love. I can honestly say I am who I am because of you and dad mom and I have a beautiful relationship with Tamaric because of what I learned from within the two of you. The captain is very proud of me, I've felt it in him and he is proud of the job you and dad did in shaping me into the person I am today."

"You're so sweet honey. Thank you. I won't distract you any further. I can feel that you're hungry baby. Please take care of yourself ok?"

"I will. The captain said I can go get something to eat once we get underway. I love you and dad so much mom."

"We love you too Korica." Jake interjected. "You've turned out to be a wonderful woman and a joy to be around."

"Thank you dad. That means a lot to feel that from you."

"You're welcome Korica."

Laurel then broke the connection and withdrew from Korica's mind leaving her feeling just Tamaric with a very distant awareness of Laurel and Jake as Tamaric's whispers covered the occasional phrase or two from Laurel and Jake. Korica was left to sit at her station monitoring their unmoving position in deep thought. She wondered how much of the conversation Tamaric was aware of and she grinned when she heard his thoughts ring out in her head clear as day with his sexy accent making her skin tingle all over.

"I sensed everything love. I can't get away from you and you certainly can't get away from me either. I'm lying on our bed enjoying feeling everything you are. I'm right there with you even if you can't see me."

"Can you see what I'm seeing too?"

"Not so much see it but I can tell what your seeing so in a way I'm seeing what you're seeing. I shared your memories as they flooded your mind a few minutes ago. I experienced your first joining with Laurel as you remembered the experience. I think our pairing is getting deeper or something."

"You're probably just learning to tune into me better is all."

"Isn't that the same thing as a deepening of our pairing?"

"I suppose it is. Just remember to keep what you sense to yourself."

"I'm not going to tell anyone love. I understand my oath to keep sensitive information a secret."

The door to the bridge slid open and Melissa Hiller stepped onto the bridge. Korica sensed her presence and looked at her and grinned and Melissa winked at her very subtly and gave her an almost imperceptible grin for a moment then she stepped over to the captain and he spun his chair around to face her.

"Our guests have departed along with eight adults from different nations and cultures to donate all they are as we discussed."

The captain spun around and looked at the giant viewer at the front of the bridge and he could just make out a small diamond shaped craft coming into view heading away from the Future as it glowed blue slightly just like the three Demekeron ships. The craft was heading straight for the Elmontrous.

"The subcutaneous transmitters are in place?"

"Yes sir. If they're within a few light years, the Future should be able to track them precisely. If any of their body temperatures drops below ninety degrees the transmitters will automatically begin transmitting a termination of life signal. They have no idea that they're in place so the Demekeron or anyone else for that matter won't be aware of them either."

"Nicely done commander! I don't like the idea of leaving our people with our new friends out there so it's reassuring to know we can find them if things don't go as we hope."

"Upon our next meeting I think the Aussie accent will be gone as well sir¦or mixed with that of eight other accents."

"You don't like the Australian accent mam?" Korica asked feeling incensed.

Melissa looked at her and grinned slightly.

"I know it does things for you ensign but I have no preference one way or the other. It was just an educated observational report. Our friends out there are going to sound different next time we meet is all I meant."

"Oh. Sorry I misread that mam."

"You really don't listen to our thoughts do you?"

"No mam. It's not only rude but an invasion of other's privacy. I only listen to your feelings since those are broadcast unintentionally and I can't help but sense them."

"That's a commendable attitude ensign."

"Please take navigation if you would commander. We're ready to get underway and we have a hungry young ensign that needs to fuel up."

"Eye sir."

Melissa walked over to Korica and Korica logged herself out then got to her feet and let Melissa sit down. Melissa put her hand on the hand outline logging herself in and the navigation station came back to life.

"I have a direct course for the Kerigon system laid in but we'll have to drop out of hyperspace at the outer boundary of the Untara nebula to navigate through that region manually. I have a subroutine in place that should accomplish that automatically if you enable it when you engage the star drive."

"Thank you ensign Prentor. Go get something to eat and then you can relieve me. I want to see you at these controls when we reach the nebula."

"Yes mam."

Korica grinned at her slightly and Melissa put her hand on her lower back.

"I know you can do this Korica. I just want to see it with my own eyes." Melissa said very quietly.

Korica nodded at her and Melissa removed her hand and Korica headed over to the captain's chair.

"Sir, can I ask Tamaric to join me in the mess hall?"

"Permission granted. Communication is quiet at the moment so a momentary interruption won't be an issue, I realize you two need close contact from time to time."

Korica glanced over at the communication station then she looked at the captain and gently shook her head.

"I don't need that to communicate with him sir."

The captain smiled from one side of his mouth.

"Right. Have him return to your quarters after your meal."

"Yes sir. Thank you sir."

The captain gave her a single nod and she headed for the exit. When she stepped out into the main corridor that was now eerily quiet and devoid of all personnel she saw Tamaric stepping out of her quarters with a big smile on his face.

"You missed me." Tamaric thought playfully.

"Stop it! You missed me too." Korica thought in return as she walked toward him.

"Yeah I did."

Korica walked toward the mess hall and Tamaric headed toward her and they were both feeding on the other's excitement at the prospect of being close to one another again until it felt like they couldn't breath fast enough to match the adrenaline rushing through their bodies. They stopped face to face and soaked the energy from the other in without touching one another then Korica looked up the corridor at the nearest sensor dome and she gently took Tamaric's hand and pulled him over into the common area across from the mess hall and she stepped between the four person recliner couch and a reading chair where she knew there was a visual blind spot to the sensors. Only thermal and energy readings were possible. She yanked Tamaric close to her and wrapped her arms around him and engaged him in a prolonged tongue kiss while lifting one foot slightly and kneading his back with her fingers. Tamaric held one arm around Korica's back and gently pressed his left hand against her right cheek pressing her body tightly to him. When the kiss was over Tamaric set his forehead against Korica's and took a few deep breaths with his eyes closed as he slid his hands up to the back of her shoulders.

"Lord all mighty you're a good kisser Korica. Aren't we gunna get in trouble for doing this though?" Tamaric said.

"The sensors can't see us visually right where we're standing. They'll only know that we're standing right next to one another¦and that our bio readings are elevated for some reason." Korica pulled her forehead from Tamaric's. "Come on, sit with me while I eat. We won't get to see each other again for quite a while."

"Ok love."

Korica stepped back and Tamaric stood up straight with shoulders back and Korica covered her mouth and giggled and Tamaric furrowed his brow for a moment then he sensed what she was giggling about.

"I can't help it Korica. You¦do things to me when you kiss me like that." Tamaric said softly.

Korica pulled her hand down revealing blushed cheeks shinning through her deep tan.

"I like knowing I can do that to you so quickly just by kissing you. There won't be anyone in the mess hall so no one will see how swollen you are."

Korica took Tamaric's hand and the two of them walked across the corridor and stepped into the mess hall. There wasn't a soul in the mess hall as the lights came up and it seemed gigantic and very quiet. They walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink then walked over to the closest table for four and sat down next to each other. A servo drone floated up to the table and handed Tamaric a menu and he pulled it open and passed it to Korica. She ordered a full meal and then she collapsed the menu and handed it to Tamaric and he handed it back to the servo drone that then levitated a few inches from the floor and spun around and floated off silently disappearing through its slot in the bulkhead.

"So we're really going on another rescue mission?" Tamaric asked as he stroked Korica's beautiful white hair.

"Of sorts. The Alotians must be important people to the Demekeron for some reason. Course we¦you and I¦won't be a part of the actual rescue mission. The military will handle that part. I'm just a bridge officer and you're just a cadet in training. They won't ask us to have anything to do with the ground mission thank goodness. I've had enough of rescue missions. Inicius was enough to last me a lifetime not to mention the mission to Tin Ut Pentul to rescue mom and dad. I don't want anyone else dying at my hand."

"That Lundragaus was going to kill you Korica. You had no choice."

"I know. I have to live with the decision to end him the way I did. Killing is never right no matter the circumstance."

"Sorry, I didn't mean to bring up a painful memory."

"I know you didn't." Korica leaned closer to Tamaric and whispered to him. "That's why I hate this mission. We've been asked to wipe out an entire population. It just isn't right."

"You're on the bridge love. Do whatever you can to see that we don't have to do that."

"I don't know what these people are like. I may not be able to negotiate a peace with them especially if we're taking prisoners or whatever away from them first."

"Don't underestimate the power you have over people Korica. Everyone loves you once they get to know you. Just give them a chance to get to know you and maybe you can figure out what's making them so aggressive in the first place. It might not be as black and white as the Demekeron have made it out to be."

"You're so smart Tamaric. I'll do my best."

"I know you will."

"I just wish Laurel and Jake were on the command crew. I could use their guidance and advice."

"I think they've had enough of that life given what they've been through. Being on the command crew proved deadly and very stressful for them."

Korica sighed and set her head on Tamaric's shoulder.

"At least I have you close by when I need strength from within. I never knew a man could empower me like you do."

"Thanks love. You empower me to feel smart and compassionate too. I kind of know what it's like to be a woman and to think with your heart and not just your mind."

"You're so sweet Tamaric. We enrich each other huhn?"

"Yeah I think we're both better people because of our relationship and what we share with and learn from each other. That sure sounds corny doesn't it?"

"Kind of¦but it's true at the same time."

A servo drone floated up to the table with Korica's plate and she sat up straight and smiled at the wonderful aroma of the food as her plate was slid up on the table. Tamaric pushed it over in front of her and he smiled at the joy he felt from her. She was so happy and so content at the moment and it made him feel good to know that he was a huge part of making her feel so at peace.

Tamaric sat quietly and sipped on his drink as Korica ate her late lunch until she sat back and sighed and then polished off the rest of her drink.

"You feel so much better. I want you to tell the captain when you're hungry Korica. I know you don't want to be a bother but you have to eat more often then the rest of us if you're going to be at your best."

"It's hard enough for him to deal with a bridge full of junior officers. I don't need to compound his grief by complaining or asking for special treatment all the time."

"Korica! That's crazy talk. If your hungry your hungry. It isn't special treatment to let you go get something in your belly. You have needs that are just different than that of a Human. You burn calories sitting still that would take the rest of us running a five minute mile to equal."

"I don't burn that much energy! Let's not get carried away with the analogies."

"Ok but you do burn more energy than the rest of us. Your metabolism is way higher and needs to be fueled more often to sustain it properly."

"Point taken. The captain will eventually learn what it's like trying to see to the needs of a Draximan. I just don't want to be a pain for him."

"Don't make me sick the AI on you. The AI will tell the captain when you're hungry cause I'll sense it and tell on you."

"Alright, alright. Please don't do that Tamaric. I'll¦let him know when I'm hungry. I promise."

"That's better. I love you Korica and I want you to take care of yourself. I know you got a serious job on this ship but there is limitless food available anytime you need it. Take advantage of what the ship can provide."

"You sound like Laurel."

"Thank you. I take that as a compliment knowing how much she loves you."

"You nag cause you care like her."

"I'm not nagging, I'm insisting. A husband is supposed to look out for his wife right?"

"Yes." Korica said with a big grin. "I'm proud to be your wife too and I'll do as my husband tells me."

"Feels good to say that huhn?"

Korica giggled and bumped her shoulder into Tamaric's.

"Yeah it does. I would've never guessed that I would be married at this age¦but it does feel good to say it and feel it. I have a husband!"

"It's sinking in for me too love. No other girl will ever make my heart race like you do. I melt when I look at you¦it's hard to admit that as a guy."

"Your secret is safe with me handsome. I won't tell anyone that I turn you to goo inside and make your knees weak."

"You better not! I'll deny it up and down."

Korica laughed and leaned over and kissed Tamaric's cheek.

"I have to get back to the bridge Tamaric. Thank you for sitting with me while I ate. I really enjoy your company even if we aren't talking."

"In a way we are constantly. Your whispers never leave my mind except when we quiet our minds." Tamaric said as he scooted out and stood up.

"That's true. Wait for me in our quarters and when my shift is done¦well I don't need to tell you what I want to do tonight." Korica said as she scooted out and stood up

"No I can feel what you want. I'll take good care of you tonight my beautiful wife."

Korica stepped into Tamaric and gave him a tight hug that made him cringe a little. She was so strong and usually didn't realize she was squeezing the air out of him until she felt him struggling to breathe. The two of them then separated and walked to the exit and Korica lifted a hand to Tamaric and he lifted his hand then watched her cute tush as she walked to the bridge and had her palm scanned then stepped in and disappeared from sight. Tamaric then walked over to Korica's quarters and started to lift his hand to the palm scanner when the AI opened the door for him. He stepped in and then turned and faced the com panel that was lit as the door slid shut.

"You heard all that right?"

"Yes I did Tamaric. I can distinguish the most subtle of whispers anywhere on the ship and I can read lips perfectly so even the mouthed word is perceived."

"Is it inappropriate for us to be talking like that? I mean could that get her in trouble?"

"No. You were alone so no person heard what you were saying. If another person had been in the mess hall or in the common area then your actions and conversations would have been perceived as inappropriate. I have no intention of reporting what I witnessed. In my opinion it was a married couple expressing words and actions of affection that are healthy and perfectly normal. No one needs to know about it."

"I appreciate your discretion. I don't want to get Korica in trouble just cause I can't keep my hands to myself."

"She initiated the contact in the common area and implied the desire to engage in intimate contact tonight so the feelings are very mutual Tamaric. She has a hard time keeping her hands off you as you put it and her mind drifts toward how desirable you are to her. I would put to you that you make her feel like a woman and that turns her on."

"Girls are kind of funny like that huhn?"

"Korica is not just any girl Tamaric. She was sexually abused as a child so to see her behaving so normally and tastefully with you says something of the healing you have brought to her. Treat a girl as a woman and you foster a lady in her. Treat her as an object and you get aberrant behavior and distasteful conduct. I see only a lady in Korica's behavior. You have done wonders to strengthen her mind and resolve any abandonment or objectification issues that may have existed for her. She feels needed and loved by all those around her and that is exactly what she needs to get over her past."

"You understand so much about how people behave. Are you certain that Draximan psychology is like that of a Human though?"

"Yes. I have observed Korica long enough to understand how her mind works. Her behavior is identical to that of the Human condition. Her emotions run deeper than a typical Human female but aside from that she thinks and feels just like the rest of the population on the Future."

Tamaric glanced over at the bed and he slowly walked over to the bed and slid his shoes off and then he looked back at the com panel as he sat down on the bed and leaned back on his hands.

"You don't¦watch us when we¦you know?"

"I only observed what I needed to insure Korica was being treated with respect and tenderness. I did not record your moments of intimacy nor did I observe beyond the initial contact once I was sure Korica wanted what was happening to happen."

"You were making sure I wasn't being a pig with her or hurting her?"

"Yes. That is a crude but accurate way of putting it. Korica is a special person to me and I am making every effort to insure that she has a healthy and productive life while in my care. While I would have preferred it if she had not become sexually active so young the choice was hers to make."

"You don't¦watch us anymore do you?"

"No. You are an experienced married couple now. I respect your right to privacy and feel no need to monitor what you are doing while in your quarters."

"Ok, good. That would just feel a little weird if I thought you were watching us¦do our thing."

"I am not Human Tamaric. There is no pleasure or desire to be a voyeur on my crew or passengers. I am not capable of any true emotions or desires so all observations past and present are clinical and for the safety and security of those being observed and nothing more."

"Then you saw everything that happened before we aged to how old we are today and never said anything about it?"

"Yes. The memory files exist but no one can gain access to them if that is your concern? They exist only as a neural pattern on a neural memory crystal within the eighty billion memory files within my tertiary memory core."

"I wasn't really concerned about anyone else seeing us¦well maybe a little¦I was just wondering how much you did see?"

"I saw it all as it occurred until Korica asked me to stop monitoring her quarters."

"That's a little disturbing to know."

"Your behavior was always in line with her desires Tamaric or I would have intervened. You have conducted yourself with dignity and kindness as a gentleman should and that won her heart over. That is why you are her husband and lover today. She thinks the world of you and truly loves you with every ounce of her being."

"I know. I can feel that for myself. I feel the same way about her."

"She is lucky to have you in her life Tamaric."

"You don't have emotions but you know just what to say to make us feel good huhn?"

"Yes. It is my primary function to make all my passengers and crew feel good about themselves when we converse."

"Cool. I don't know what I'm supposed to do with the ship on lockdown like this. I can't go to my parents quarters or Korica and I will get sick and I can't leave our quarters here either cause I'm just a lowly cadet with a low level security clearance."

"Most cadets have no security clearance at all. Yours is a special circumstance because of your relation with Korica thus you should feel honored to have a clearance of any kind. You may watch a video or get some sleep if you would like?"

"I'm not really tired right now. Do you have any information on the new academy that would help me understand what I'm going to be doing once we get back to the Future planet?"

"Yes. Turn your viewer on and I will present the pertinent information for you."

Tamaric pulled the drawer open in the night table on his side of the bed and he pulled out the remote and the joining cuffs rolled out to the front of the drawer and he stared at them for a moment and smiled then gently slid the drawer shut and moved to the center of the bed and propped a few pillows under his head and he aimed the remote at the front of the room and pressed the power button and the free floating viewer appeared and the AI began streaming the information he requested in video presentations and narrated diagrammatic images.

When Korica stepped onto the bridge the captain turned and looked at her and he nodded toward the navigation station and Korica grinned and nodded. She walked over to the xo and she looked at Korica and gave her a small grin.

"Feeling better?"

"Yes mam. I'm ready to do my job."

"At a girl."

Melissa logged herself out and stood up and Korica sat down quickly and logged herself in and looked around the displays and realized they were already traveling in hyperspace at an indicated speed of 52.25 times the speed of light though she knew from experience it was a hundred times that in reality. They could cross the Milky Way in just under five months time at maximum speed if they had to. Korica glanced at the plotting and saw her sub routine blinking indicating the xo had used it as she engaged the star drive. Korica then checked their relative position and created a composite view of space ahead using that data and the Tel Pok Maron provided star maps as she had learned to do from the AI and then she sent the image to the huge viewer at the front of the bridge and Melissa grinned and glanced at the captain and he lifted his eyebrows as if to say 'told you she was good'.

Melissa patted Korica's shoulder then headed over to propulsion and relived the officer sitting there and he made his way over to science station number four and sat down and logged himself in as Melissa logged herself into the propulsion station and began monitoring all of the drive power systems. Korica suddenly got a sense of the conversation Tamaric was having with the AI and she subtly shook her head once and grinned then tuned his thoughts out as she concentrated on what was going on at her station. It was only a few minutes later that there was a signal from the military briefing compartment that the military leadership was assembled and awaiting the captain's mission briefing. The captain confirmed receipt of the signal then logged himself out and stood up as he pushed his displays aside.

"Commander Hiller will you please join me so we can fill the military in on our situation?"

"Yes sir."

Melissa logged herself out at the propulsion station and an officer got up from science station number 3 and took her place at the propulsion station. The captain then looked over to the sensor station.

"Chief warrant Endon, you have the bridge until we return."

"Eye sir. I have the bridge."

Chief warrant Endon logged himself out and got to his feet and walked over to the captain's chair as captain Alexan stepped down. Captain Alexan and commander Hiller then stepped off the bridge as chief warrant officer Mendon logged himself in and pulled the displays in front of himself and got situational awareness of all of the information in front of him. He then glanced over to science station number 1 and he flicked his head toward the sensor station as the pretty brunet officer sitting at science number 1was looking at him and she nodded and logged herself out then walked over to the sensor station and logged herself in as she sat down.

The bridge crew went about their duties quietly as they raced across space but Korica was running a simulation as she monitored their course to quantify something that was bothering her. She knew the Untara nebula was a gravitationally unstable region of space with thick gasses and trillions of tons of dust and debris being perturbed and interacted upon by the gravity and plasmatic energy within the nebula. She was worried that the quantum gravity of the shield surrounding the Future would have an influence on these forces in an undesirable manner and her simulations were confirming her suspicions. The shield was going to act like a gravitational magnet for these unpredictable fields of energy. She was pretty sure the ship would be kicked around as the gravity waves passed the ship dragging her along with them like a piece of wood ridding the waves of a wind swept lake. She was trying to find a way to get below the surface as it were where it would be more calm and the ship could follow the lines of force and maneuver around gravity waves sweeping by at close to the speed of light not to mention avoiding plasmatic discharges that would be following the conductive layers of gas and dust all around the ship as she flew through the nebula. The missing components to her calculations were physical readings from the nebula indicating the exact nature and composition of the gas and dust that would be present. With multiple dire simulation results she decided it was time to say something before they arrived at the nebula and experienced what the simulations were indicating would occur. She leaned back and looked at Chief warrant officer Mendon.

"Sir? I think I've discovered a problem with our planned course through the Untara nebula."

Chief warrant officer Mendon looked over at Korica and grinned at her pretty deeply tanned face and striking blue gray eyes that seemed to glow from within her face as they were accented by her white hair.

"What kind of problem ensign?"

"The type of energy we use to create our shield is going to be affected by the energy within the nebula¦or more accurately our shield is going to interact with the gravitational and plasma energy discharges within the nebula. I've run several simulations to confirm my theories and they have resulted in some¦undesirable results."

"Is the ship going to be put into danger if we venture into the nebula?"

"The ship won't be damaged if that's what you mean sir. Our shield is all but impenetrable but we'll be carried off course or possibly tumbled along gravitation lines of force that can't be predicted or avoided and our shield is actually going to draw us closer to the gravity waves as they propagate throughout the nebula."

"That's a serious problem. Do you have any ideas for avoiding such things?"

"Not as yet sir. I don't have precise readings of the exact composition of the nebula. I'm using the information provided in the maps given to us by the Tel Pok Maron and that information is rather vague other than a warning to avoid transiting through the nebula using any form of gravity drive which as you probably know we use an extremely intense form of for propulsion and shielding."

"You've come up with this while monitoring our navigational data?"

"Yes sir. I can concentrate on several things at the same time."

"That's¦really impressive. Please keep working on the issue until we arrive at the nebula. Bring us to a dead stop at the outer boundary to the nebula until we come up with a solution. How long would it take us to go around the nebula?"

Korica looked at her upper display for a moment then she looked back at Mendon.

"The nebula is two light weeks wide and three light weeks thick by ninety light years long so¦several hours at least."

"So transiting the nebula at sub light speeds will take weeks?"

"Months sir. We really need to find a way of passing through the nebula at faster than light speeds or face a significant delay."

Officer Mendon sighed and nodded.

"Do you need any help to further your work?"

"Uh¦I could use Tamaric's help sir."

Officer Mendon's face became very serious as he stared at Korica.

"You know he doesn't have clearance to be on the bridge given the nature of our current mission. He isn't a stellar specialist so I can't see how he could be of any help in the first place?"

"I need to join with him so we can acquire a deeper cosmic understanding sir. I promise you I'm not just saying this because of my relationship with him¦well it is because of my relationship with him¦but it's what we can do together when we combine our minds sir. It's not just because I want him here with me."

"I don't think I understand that but I understand that you have abilities that the rest of us lack. If it will help us come up with a solution to the problems of the nebula and our shield interacting with it¦I'll approve him being on the bridge. Have him paged to the bridge."

"Actually I don't need the communication system to do that sir."

Officer Mendon squinted one eye slightly as if cringing then he grinned slightly.

"Just tell him to make his way to the bridge however you want. Once your work is done I want him back in your quarters. It's going to be difficult enough to explain this to captain Alexan without Tamaric standing on the bridge when he returns. Have you done this before? Joining minds to gain a greater understanding of something I mean?"

"No sir. I just know we're capable of it. Laurel and Jake have done this on several occasions with amazing results."

"No offense but you aren't Human. Are you sure it works the same way for you?"

"I'm not offended sir. Tamaric is Human but no¦I'm not sure. I'm just assuming that our pairing works the same way that Laurel and Jake's pairing works."

"I suppose it's worth a try either way."

In Korica's quarters Tamaric was watching his briefing when he sensed Korica calling to him not in words but through feelings. He picked the remote up off his stomach and pressed the pause button and listened to his feelings carefully while looking at the painting of himself on the wall. He sensed that Korica wanted him to come to the bridge so they could join minds to work on a problem she was having trouble with regarding a nebula they would be passing through. He smiled at the thought of joining minds with her though he wasn't sure how he could help since he didn't know a whole lot about nebulas or gravity waves as he was sensing she was concerned about. He sat up and tossed the remote aside on the bed and rolled over to the edge of the bed and stood up and then stepped into his shoes and headed for the exit.

Tamaric walked toward the bridge while listening to Korica's thoughts closely and he sensed her doubts about how to join minds and access the cosmic knowledge that Laurel and Jake had talked about. He had no idea how it worked either but he was excited about the opportunity to try and knew how wonderful it felt to join minds with Korica. She was so sweet and so deep once his mind became a part of hers. Tamaric stepped up to the bridge and had his palm scanned and the palm scanner flashed red three times and he looked at the door for a moment then he looked at the com panel.

"Future, Korica called me to the bridge. She needs my help with figuring out a way of crossing the nebula we're heading towards."

"Understood."

The door slid open and Tamaric stepped in and chief warrant officer Mendon spun the captain's chair around and faced Tamaric as he stepped in.

"I want you to work with ensign Prentor. She says you two can join minds to gain a deeper understanding of the issue we're facing with transiting the Untara nebula without our shield interacting with the forces present in the nebula. Do you understand how you two can work together to gain a deeper understanding of complex issues?"

"I know we're capable of such things sir but we've never tried to do this. I'll do whatever I can to help."

"Ok. Just remember to keep anything you see or hear to yourself."

"I understand sir."

Officer Mendon gestured toward Korica who was looking at Tamaric fondly and Tamaric looked at her and couldn't help but giver her a big smile. She was so pretty and it made his heart skip a beat just to look upon her. He still didn't understand exactly why she was so crazy about him but he was sure glad for it because he was absolutely nuts about her. Tamaric walked over to Korica and she stood up and glanced around to find just about everyone looking at them. She was a little self-conscious about all the eyes on her for a second and then she looked at Tamaric and she completely forgot about everyone else. Korica took Tamaric's hands and brought them up to her chest and then stepped against him and he sensed exactly what she wanted him to do. He curled her hands around so the back of her hands were against his chest and he closed his eyes and then Korica closed hers and they placed their foreheads together. Korica reached out toward Tamaric at the same instant as he reached out toward her and they both felt the sensation of sliding deep into one another. For Tamaric it was the sensation of softly sliding down a slope into her and for Korica was an abrupt drop down into Tamaric's center followed by a warm tingle all over. She realized it was the goose bumps Tamaric was experiencing at the visceral feeling of feeling Korica's elevated metabolism and higher than Human sensitivity to sensations of touch. They sank deeper into the other for a moment then opened their eyes at the same instant and for just second they were looking at themselves from the perspective of the other and it made them both laugh very lightly. It was a very odd feeling to look at themselves and feel how the other saw them and realize what everyone else saw from the outside even if just for an instant.

They pulled their foreheads apart but maintained the intensely deep connection and everything seemed to move in slow motion as their minds processed sensory information from within the other resulting in a micro second delay in processing and understanding of what was being sensed.

"Wow!" Tamaric uttered softly. "That's intense."

"Korica¦" The AI called out. "Your adrenaline and neural peptide levels are reaching dangerously elevated levels. If they continue to rise as they are you will lose consciousness very quickly."

Korica took several deep and rapid breaths trying to get enough oxygen into her bloodstream.

"I'm not doing that¦Tamaric you need to calm down. You're making me light headed. Remember that you're¦" Korica took 2 more deep breaths. "Affecting my body from within."

Tamaric nodded and tried to concentrate on cranking down Korica's nerves by tuning out the amazing feeling of feeling as though he were inside in her body. Her body experienced so much more sensory information than his did due to her higher density of nerves all over body and elevated brain activity. He was able to tune out all of the strange sensations to him and he felt her spinning head fading to a manageable level and then the pressure in her head began to subside as her heart slowed back to a normal level for her but maintained a significantly higher rate than he was used to feeling. Korica was finding it just as bizarre to feel Tamaric's slower metabolic rate and slow breathing. She felt like she needed to increase his heart rate and breathing but she resisted the feeling so as not to make his heart race or make him hyperventilate. Once they both felt balanced within the other they grinned at each other for a moment then glanced around the room. All eyes were on them in amazement and then the AI's voice rang out again.

"Your bio readings are nearing normal for you Korica. Please use caution if this is the resultant affect of joining minds with Tamaric."

"That was my fault." Tamaric said. "Our bodies are so different¦" Tamaric looked around the room at all the eyes on him and surprised expressed on their faces and then at the navigation panel as if the AI were located there. "I'll be more careful since I'm able to affect her like that."

"Incredible!" One of the officers sitting at the auxiliary systems station uttered. "Does she¦control you like that too?"

"Yes. We're sharing mind and body at the moment. If I were to pinch her I would feel it or if I startled her my heart would race."

"That's wild!"

"It's not something easily explained so it makes complete sense."

"I would have to imagine so." Chief warrant officer Mendon said. "Everyone quit gawking and man your stations please."

All of the bridge officers broke off staring at the couple as they stood next to Korica's seat at navigation and Korica slowly sat back down and looked over the data before her.

"Can you two work on a solution now?"

"I believe so sir." Tamaric said. "We've only experienced a connection like this while lying perfectly still and calm which is why I kind of got lost and almost made Korica pass out. Now that were used to processing sensory information for the other I think we can put our heads together and come up with a solution. I understand the issue very clearly now."

"Processing sensory information for the other? Your mind is processing what her body feels physically?"

"Sort of. The sensations of the other are going two places now instead of just one but it has to be processed first and our minds and bodies work differently so there's a slight delay or¦" Tamaric closed his eyes for a second, as he had to force the massive amount of sensations from Korica's body aside once again so he could hold the moment. Tamaric then opened his eyes again. "I have to use her mind to process the sensory information and she has to use mine so our brains are working very hard just to stay conscious."

"We'll let you know when we come up with something sir." Korica said trying to get Tamaric on task instead of trying to explain the strange feelings he was experiencing.

Korica scooted over slightly and patted her seat with her hand and Tamaric sat down next to her very slowly and then he leaned against her firmly.

"I don't know how long I can keep my mind focused Korica." Tamaric thought. "My mind wants me to close my eyes and drift around in your essence."

"You have to focus on the simulation data here and I think our minds are going to drift even closer together as we concentrate on the data until we're thinking as one." Korica thought in return as she pointed at the simulation on her display.

Tamaric took a deep breath and Korica instinctively took a breath at the same exact rate as him and they both let it out simultaneously. Korica ran the simulations again and correlated the shield matrix to the available data and she concentrated hard on the simulation as it ran and Tamaric found himself focusing harder and harder until he felt himself slip right into Korica's center and as she had predicted they began thinking as one completely oblivious to everything going on around them. As the simulation concluded and spit out massive amounts of theoretical data Korica locked into Tamaric's center and the two of them started to sense a huge pool of knowledge coming to them from all around them without a precise point of origin and then Korica began adjusting simulated shield configurations with complete ease and Tamaric would point to the display from time to time and Korica would nod and make corrections and then both of them began typing equations into the lower display while officer Mendon looked on with his mouth partially open in shock. He had never seen two people working in unison with such rapid precision. He wondered what it must be like to think with another person as he was witnessing. He shook off his amazement and went back to his displays.

It took Korica and Tamaric ten minutes of continuous work to finally come up with a radical but extremely complex solution. When they had a successful simulation to quantify their idea they broke their connection and Tamaric took a very deep breath and blinked hard a few times as he tried to get used to being in his own mind and body once again. Korica flicked her head to the side once and it shook off the mental fog that lingered for a moment and then she looked at chief warrant officer Mendon.

"We have a solution sir¦it isn't going to be easy though. We saw something like this done once in my galaxy. We can take the ship out of phase with normal space-time using the negative matter core to target time coordinates instead of spatial coordinates. The calculations have to be very precise and it can only be done from the negative matter control room down on deck two. It has to be done manually and constant adjustments made until we pass completely out of phase."

"You want to change the resonance frequency of the Future so it's out of phase with the normal background resonance frequency of our universe?"

"Yes sir. That's exactly it."

"I'm not completely versed in such matters but aren't there time dilation variables and compressive gravitational currents that could conceivably make such a thing rather risky if not calculated and compensated for completely?"

"Yes sir. Those are the things I had no real concept of until a few minutes ago. I don't know where it came from but we understood those dynamics completely and factored them into our calculations. We ran a successful simulation to prove the idea will work if you want to see sir?" Korica said pointing at her upper display.

"I will take your word for it if you have a successful result since I wouldn't understand most of the data in the first place. I'll have to admit¦I see why the captain wants you on the crew. You two are simply amazing."

"Thank you sir." Korica said with a pretty smile that made officer Mendon smile right back.

"We need to run this by captain Alexan of course but I think you should plan on enacting your plan. Make whatever preparations you need."

"Yes sir."

"How fast will we be able to travel with so much energy being committed to this phase shifting?"

"As fast as we want. We will be present but out of phase with normal space-time so we'll pass right by or through normal matter as if we weren't there and the negative matter core has virtually limitless power available. According to my calculations it will only require seven percent of the cores normal output power to make this work so by increasing the pressure within the core it will give us hundreds of times more energy than we need to maintain the out of phase state and keep the shield at maximum density as well as providing enough residual gravitational energy to make hyper space travel possible."

"Right¦if we're out of phase our gravitational energy output will be as well, correct?"

"Not exactly. We'll have to create a stable gravitational vortex outside the influence of the nebula but once we drop into it we can pass through the nebula without being affected by it's energetic properties because we will remain slightly out of phase from normal space time."

"That makes complete sense. Boy we need a few more like you around ensign. Nicely done."

"Thank you sir. I couldn't have done it without Tamaric though."

"Of course, my apologies cadet. We need many more like you around too."

"Thank you sir. Korica and I will give you a couple of us around in time but not for quite a while."

Officer Mendon smiled and chuckled lightly.

"I know you have work to do so I'll head back to your quarters." Tamaric said looking at Korica.

"Ok. Thank you for your help Tamaric."

"Your welcome. That was kind of fun to experiment like that. I wish that kind of knowledge would stick with you but it faded away as soon as we broke our connection."

"Neat to know we can access it together like that though huhn? There isn't anything we can't do together if we put our minds together."

Tamaric grinned at Korica and gently stroked her head and then he realized where he was and he drew his hand away and stood up.

"I'll see you at the end of your shift Korica."

"Let's have evening meal together before that."

"Sounds great."

Tamaric then turned and headed for the exit. Korica went back to her duties at navigation while setting up the equations she was going to need in order to drive the ship out of phase with normal space-time and she saved the information in a secure file that she could access from anywhere on the ship. It was ten minutes later that the captain and xo returned to the bridge and officer Mendon logged himself out and stood up and saluted the captain and he returned the salute. Officer Mendon stepped down and the captain sat down and logged himself in and Melissa relived the officer at the propulsion station and then officer Mendon made his report on recent events. The captain listened with a stunned look on his face and at the conclusion he looked over at Korica.

"Are you positive you can do this successfully ensign?"

"Yes sir."

"Do you need cadet Reynolds with you when you take us out of phase?"

"No sir. I know what I need to do. One person can do it from the master negative matter core control panels down in the negative matter control room."

"Good enough. You're an invaluable asset ensign. Nice work indeed."

Korica smiled and nodded once and looked back to her displays. Captain Alexan glanced at Melissa and Melissa shook her head slightly and looked back to her displays. She was humbled and amazed but not completely surprised by Korica's genius. She knew she was something special from the little time she had spent with her on the Heindon mission but she was a little surprised at just what she was capable of with Tamaric's help or presence. Melissa was just a little jealous of such a close and special relationship as Korica and Tamaric's. Melissa wished she knew that kind of deep and complete connection to another living person. The level of trust involved was something she could hardly imagine and had never come close to sharing with anyone.

They pressed on until Korica's sub routine kicked in and brought the ship out of hyper space with a flash of bright light and the ship slowed and then came to a complete stop twelve million kilometers from the edge of the Untara nebula. Everyone on the bridge took pause to admire the incredible view on the giant viewer at the front of the bridge. There were great rifts of dust that were fluorescing and pulsing as plasmic and gravitational energy surged throughout the nebula seemingly in random directions and intensities. The nebula glowed in every conceivable shade of pink and red with deep ruby colors at its center and lighter magenta colors towards its cooler and calmer outer reaches. It was eye candy of color and depth that was hard to wrap the mind around. The crew were awestruck by the fact that nature could create something so incredible beautiful and awe inspiring yet so completely violent and deadly.

"That is hands down the most incredible thing I've ever seen." Melissa uttered softly. She then looked over at Korica. "I'll bet you've seen things like this many times in your travels?"

"Yes mam." Korica said as she spun her seat around so she was facing her. "I've never seen anything quite like the Untara nebula but I've seen some of the most incredible things you can imagine. The universe is full of intense beauty and blood chilling violence. It's a bit of a contradiction to think that it takes such intense powers of destructive energy to create something so beautiful."

"I hate to push ensign¦" The captain said. "But time is awasting. We need to push on if your ready?"

"Yes sir. I'll head down to the negative matter core control room." Korica spun around and logged herself out then she stood up and faced the captain. "I'll need complete access to the bridge stations from the control room sir. You're going to see some safety protocol overrides being implemented and some data input recognition overrides being used as well. It's all necessary to manipulate the shield energy the way I have to in order for this to work."

The captain looked at her for a few seconds as he thought about what she was asking for and it made him feel just a little uneasy to hand control of everything over to her even if she was a virtual genius. She looked so young to him and he was handing control of an unimaginably powerful reactor core over to her to manipulate it in ways he just didn't understand entirely.

"Are you completely sure of your calculations ensign? I'm taking a huge leap of faith to let you try this."

"I'm completely sure captain. I know it's probably hard to understand but the knowledge of how to do this came from a source of incalculable intelligence far beyond my own. I didn't just come up with this on a whim sir. Tamaric and I thought very hard about how to do this with the lowest amount of risk to the ship and everyone on her. The algorithms will work sir."

"You don't mind if I assign a few observers to watch what you're doing?"

"No sir. I wouldn't have it any other way. I won't have time to explain what I'm doing so I would encourage you to record everything I do so you can analyze it later on. I would hope others can repeat what I've learned to do at a later time. The ability to take the ship out of phase with normal space time could prove to be an invaluable defense in a situation where disappearing¦or appearing to is preferable to fighting a battle that could lead to the unnecessary loss of life on either side."

"Pacifism through superior technology and ability. That's very wise ensign."

"And through superior thinking sir. It's not always necessary to destroy your opponent if you can sit right in front of them and watch them and learn about them before going to battle with them."

"That¦is this a new way of thinking for you ensign?"

"I guess it is¦" Korica walked over to his chair and looked at him with almost sorrowful eyes. "I don't want to see anymore killing sir. It is never the right solution to take the life of another even if the other is ready to take yours without a second thought."

"You are an incredible young lady Korica. Your sense of morality is inspiring and commendable. I truly wish I had met your birth parents. They must have been amazing people to instill such grace in you from such a young age. I will hand control of my ship over to you¦but I want you to exercise caution. You know the power of the negative matter core and your going to be overriding the very systems that keep an accident from happening that could cost us all our lives not to mention the chaos that would be unleashed on this sector of the galaxy if the core were to breach or have a runaway event."

"Thank you sir. You would've liked my mother and father. They were wonderful people. They knew there was a better way than fighting and conflict and I suspect that's why they raised me in space as far away from it as possible. I miss them more than you can possibly imagine. I know it's hard to put such trust in me given my age and the fact that you really don't me as well as you would like in order to hand such power over to me. I won't let you down sir and I assure you that I know what I'm doing even though I haven't done something like this before. I've studied real hard and I know the systems on this ship like the back of my hand to coin a Human phrase."

The captain grinned and leaned forward slightly.

"I know you better than you think. I've studied your exploits on this ship and while on missions on her behalf very closely. Now go and do your duty once again ensign. I know we're in good hands, I just need you to be sure of it too without being overly confident in your new found knowledge."

Korica smiled at him and then saluted him and he leaned back and saluted her back and she headed for the exit to make her way down to the negative matter core control room. As Korica stepped out of the bridge Melissa stood up and walked over to the captain then she spoke very quietly.

"How did you know she would be so¦like she is? She's a true wonder."

"It was a gut feeling and a lot of convincing by the AI and a certain lieutenant in the Marine Corps special tactics division that I need to keep an eye on this one and give her room to grow and follow her dreams. Anyone as smart as her that wants to serve under me is a welcomed addition to the crew."

"I can certainly understand what her young man sees in her. What a charmer huhn?"

"She is an enchanting young lady. I'm hoping to play to that strength in our dealings with the Monakers. She's charismatic and can understand new languages after only a few exchanges."

"You're really going to let her negotiate on our behalf?"

"I am going to use her as an interpreter but I suspect she is going to add lib the conversations as she sees appropriate. In a way she will be negotiating for us."

"I guess that goes to what you said to her about knowing her better than she thinks?"

"It does indeed. She's spirited and doesn't always follow exactly what she's told to do without questioning it first. It's not an altogether undesirable attribute in an officer. Following orders blindly and without question has led to some grievous miss steps throughout our history. Korica represents a departure from that ideology in a fresh way. I know she'll follow my orders but she has a mind of her own and she understands what's right and wrong even within my orders. She'll still carry them out if I insist but she will question things that don't follow the premise of what the civilian corps is supposed to be all about. That's the exact quality I'm looking for in a good officer. They take more energy and thought to keep an eye on but they carry our core principles deep within them giving me hope for the future and making them well worth the extra effort to manage."

"You think she needs to be managed?"

"Oh yeah, without a doubt. I'm counting on you to keep her under control while letting her stretch out and be a good officer and blossom into the woman she is becoming. You've¦we've got our hands full with her."

"So give her space but keep a close eye on her is what you're saying?"

"Yes. I suspect we're all going learn a thing or two form her given enough time. Her appearance aside she is different from all of us and in many ways in a superior way. We need her and others like her close by in order to learn and grow into all that a Human can be. We're just starting to realize how amazing we are as a species and she shows us that we can be even more. Just look at the enhancements she has endowed her man with? He is many orders of magnitude more powerful and intelligent due to her affects on him. We could all hope to have that kind of influence on those around us that we care about. One person improving the life of another just by being close to them and sharing our very being with them is inspiring and a hopeful goal for the species altogether."

"You sound like a proud father or something."

"Aren't we all her parents now? I am proud of who she is and I do feel a certain responsibility to her health and happiness but it's much more than that. To understand a superior species¦no matter how humbling it is to admit that¦is to understand ourselves just a little better."

"I suppose I do feel a little bit like a surrogate mother to her. When I look at her I just can't help but feel for what that poor soul has been subjected to in her short life and it makes me want to help her however I can to make things just a little better for her. She deserves a chance at a happy life and she is in heaven serving on this ship with the people that she has in her life. Have you seen the way her and Tamaric look at each other when they're together? Their faces light up and you can almost feel the love between them. It's inspiring and sweet."

"So the cast iron bitch has a heart after all. Keep that up and the crew will be calling you a softy."

"Stop it Dillon!" Melissa said very quietly. "I need the crew to see strength through toughness in me. If they fear me they won't question my orders and they know I mean business when I speak."

"I'm sorry Melissa. I was just teasing you. Have you ever heard the expression you attract more bees with honey than vinegar? I know your background molded you into the officer you are today but you don't have enjoy being so hard all the time."

"I'm trying to lighten up a little bit. We have so much youth working under us now though. I just want strong and tough officers out of all of them."

"I can respect that but remember that you aren't in the air force anymore Melissa. This is the civilian corps and while we need military like discipline we don't want to foster military ideology at the same time. Your officers should feel free to express softer emotions without negative recourse."

"I'm working on that, I truly am."

"Sir I'm on station and ready to begin." Korica's voice interrupted from the communication station.

The captain looked at his right display and he saw an image of Korica facing the sensor dome in the negative matter core control room and he reached out to his left display and he enabled complete control of every station on the ship from the negative matter core control room.

"I understand ensign. You have complete control. You may begin."

Korica nodded and turned to the control panels ringing the negative matter core. She took a breath and got to work.

"I want the officers on duty in the control room to observe everything ensign Prentor is doing but do not interfere in any way. Is that clear?" The captain said.

One of the crewmen stepped closer to the sensor dome and answered for everyone.

"Ensign Prentor filled us in on what she was going to be doing sir¦not that we completely understood it but we understand the importance of what she's doing. We won't get in her way. She already asked us to watch what she was doing carefully so that we can hopefully learn how to do it on our own if the need should arise at another time."

"Very good. Please do as she asks."

As Korica took control of the stations on the bridge the displays flickered for a moment then went clear and inputs could be seen on the bridge seemingly being entered by invisible hands. Korica worked quickly and steadily and as she encountered safety protocols preventing errant data or dangerous conditions from being initiated she wrote sub routines that over rid the safety protocols in a flash. Her fingers were like a blur at times she was typing so fast. She was trying to implement her plan before the ideas and knowledge running through her mind faded. Melissa stepped next to the captain and watched Korica working as well as all of the warnings popping up on his left display only to be overridden and cleared away by Korica. Once Korica had all of the stations merged and functioning as a single command console she retrieved her secure file and opened it and began inputting the data from her file manually. The navigation station on the bridge was now showing time and distance coordinates being input that seemingly made no sense at all but with Korica's sub routines running the data was accepted. Korica then reached out and slowly slid the power down from the negative matter core and as power levels began to drop all over the ship the secondary back up systems kicked in to maintain proper power levels to the entire sub system network. She increased the power output from all seven of the fusion reactors on the ship to balance the required power levels and then she moved to the next display in front of her and she began typing in algorithms that would alter the shield matrix completely. On the bridge ensign Caloway was in amazement as his station began reacting to Korica's inputs and when he saw the shield faltering and verging on collapse he looked at the Captain.

"Sir, we're about to lose the shield. Whatever she's doing it's destabilizing the shield."

The captain looked at ensign Caloway and nodded and then looked at his right display.

"Did you hear that Korica?"

"Yes sir." Korica said as she kept working. "I've already shut the field inducers down. All you're seeing is residual energy propagating from the hot collector elements. I have to shut the shield down in order to reconfigure the sub primers in a way that will result in temporal instead of just gravitational energy being funneled through the wave-guide conduits. Temporal energy is normally an unwanted element of the process occurring deep within the core and it's countered with off set temporal energy but I've overridden the safety routine managing that control element in order to let the temporal energy escape along with the quantum fluctuations of gravitational energy that are normally produced and focused into the shield matrix. We're far enough away from the nebula so that we aren't in any danger if the shield is down for a few moments."

The captain looked at ensign Caloway and grinned very slightly.

"You get all that ensign Caloway?"

"Uh¦yes sir. I don't pretend to understand some of what she said but I get it. She knows what the heck she is doing."

"That's right. Just watch what she's doing ensign. She's teaching us all a lesson in managing the incredible technology in our hands. Wherever that knowledge came from¦we need to learn from it¦from her."

"Yes sir."

Ensign Caloway turned back to the sensor and shield station as Korica continued her work. After a few moments Korica reached out and initiated a core build up and then she slowly slid the power to the shield back up until the power stabilized and then began to rise along with the shield energy. The view on the main viewer at the front of the bridge began to distort and change color to everyone's amazement. It looked as if one were sitting at the bottom of a deep pool of water while trying to make out objects above the surface. The view wavered and shimmered then shifted abruptly to a pink hue that closely matched the amazing colors within the nebula as the sensor data was merged with the output properties of the shield generator through a sub routine that Korica was constantly adjusting to get a one to one match. As the power to the shield rose there was a creaking and groaning heard echoing throughout the hull of the entire ship as the temperature shifted abruptly from near absolute zero to several degrees above zero. The image on the viewer then began to clear up and an odd sight emerged. The stars all around were now dark gray spots of shimmering energy looking like crosses with elongated points of energy casting from their hearts and the nebula appeared almost completely white with a slight shimmering yellowing around its perimeter. The darkness of space was now a wine color and nebulas and dust clouds looked eerily white and much brighter than the pink background color of space all around them. The image cleared even further until it was crisp and clear as Korica achieved the final phase shifting.

Korica then slid the power to the shield down to thirty percent of maximum output and once she was sure the process was stable she broke apart her multiple station lock and returned control to the bridge. She then took a step back and that's when she realized that she had a small bead of sweat on her forehead. She wiped her forehead and looked at her damp hand and she furrowed her brow for moment then she realized that she had been drawing on Tamaric in her quarters so she could recall all of the vast knowledge that the two of them had become aware of. Her mind was working at full capacity and it took a little bit of Tamaric just to maintain it. She was pulling energy and knowledge directly from him without even realizing it. She took a moment to close her eyes and reach out to Tamaric as she wiped her hand on her leg.

"How are feeling Tamaric?" Korica thought.

"Tired¦and excited. You were zapping my strength but it felt so good to be¦drawn on like that from you. I could feel you working within my mind as I weakened. I hope I helped?"

"I'm sorry Tamaric. I didn't mean to take so much from you. I did it without realizing what I was doing. You did help though. We're out of phase and out of danger."

"Good. I'm gunna close my eyes for a few minutes and try and recover a little. I love you Korica."

"I love you too Tamaric. You get some rest my handsome husband."

Korica then withdrew into her own mind and she opened her eyes and looked at the officers standing staring at her and she grinned slightly.

"I was just checking on¦never mind." Korica turned to the sensor dome. "It's done captain. We're resonating at one point two centimeters and we're a few nano seconds out of phase with normal space-time. We should be able to transit the nebula at any speed you want and normal matter and energy will have no affect on us nor we on it."

"Truly amazing work ensign. Please come back to your station on the bridge. You should really see the view outside, it's incredible."

"Eye sir. I just have one last protocol to write but it shouldn't take very long to do that."

"Protocol? Please explain?"

"I need to leave a way to reverse the process once were safely on the other side of the nebula sir. I'll write a short program that will revert everything to the way it was before I began. All we'll have to do is shut the shield down and it will automatically wipe everything out and restart the shield generator with all of the normal safety protocols in place as before."

"Understood. Do what you have to then get back up to the bridge."

"Eye sir."

Korica stepped forward and began writing the program to take them back into normal space-time. The crew in the control room watched her closely until she was done. She implemented the new protocol and tied it in to the shield controls and then she saved it into permanent memory in case it was ever needed again.

"There¦that should do it." Korica said as she took a step back and let everyone have a close look.

"Incredible!" One of the male officers said then he looked at Korica and looked down to her feet and then up to the top of her head. "You're how old ensign Prentor?"

"Depends on your perspective. The day of my birth won't happen for another six hundred years or so but I lived for ten years before the Future crew rescued me and I lived and served aboard this ship for almost a year before going into stasis for twenty three years and I came out at the equivalent developmental age of fifteen¦give or take a few months according to your calendar year so you could say eleven¦or close to sixteen."

"Wow! I uh¦" The officer grinned and shook his head. "I just meant that you're almost half my age yet your programming abilities and understanding of this ship are astounding."

"Oh¦I didn't mean to spout my life story then. I didn't exactly do this alone though. I could've never accomplished or understood this without my connection to Tamaric."

"That's the Human boy that your mates with?"

"He isn't a boy! He's a man¦and my husband. I'll thank you to show him the respect he deserves as such."

It was only then that he glanced at Korica's left hand and noticed the deep gold colored ring on her finger with Tamaric's name emblazoned in it in beautiful script style letters.

"I meant no disrespect. I apologize for the way that came out. I had no idea you two were married."

"Apology accepted. It's a recent event that not many people are aware of. We were coupled on Heindon by the chief of the tribe we were in the company of."

"Nice, congratulations."

"Thank you. I have to get back to the bridge."

"I hope to get to know you and your husband both a little better as we serve together."

"I would like that. I'll see you later."

Korica then turned and headed out of the control room to head back up to the bridge. When Korica arrived on the bridge she stepped in and paused as she saw the sight on the giant viewer at the front of the bridge.

"Well that looks familiar." Korica said grinning slightly.

"I thought you might recognize your handy work." The captain said. "I saw the same thing in the archive of your evasion of hostiles inbound to the Farqua station. You got any guess as to why space looks it's been soaked in wine?"

Korica slowly walked over to the navigation station while looking at the viewer as she debated it in her mind and then it came to her as she sat down and logged herself in.

"I believe it's what's known as the Doppler affect. We're slightly out of phase with time all around us and so there is a distortion to the light we're seeing as it's stretched slightly before it reaches us. The darkness of space is pink because of temporal compression in the same way. We're point four three nano seconds out of phase with normal space-time causing the red shift that we see there sir."

"That's very astute ensign. Please take us into the nebula."

"At what speed sir?"

"Take us in at seven times the speed of light and once we're sure there is no interaction with the nebula increase our speed to normal hyper space cruising speed."

"Uh¦if I might say something about that sir?"

"Go ahead ensign."

"Once we choose a speed and enter the nebula we need to maintain that speed until we emerge on the other side sir. As you probably know we use a expanding gravitational wave in front of the ship and a compressive one behind her for primary propulsion at faster than light speeds and that energy is formed outside the shield bubble then compressively drawn closer to the ship bringing it within the shield bubble. If our speed is increased that gravity wave will momentarily be in phase with normal space-time and thus will have an interactive affect on the energy within the nebula in an unpredictable manner."

"Lord all mighty Korica! I know you're studying gravitational dynamics as part of your science lessons but you seem to have a deep grasp of gravitational interactivity that goes well beyond your current lessons. Did you acquire this level of understanding from your little mind meld with Tamaric?"

"Kind of. I didn't learn it from him but with him as we joined minds and accessed the cosmic knowledge that allowed me to modify how the shield generator system is using the energy produced by the negative matter core. Some of what we learned has stayed with us."

"So¦he has this level of understanding of gravitational forces and propulsion dynamics?"

"Uh¦not so much sir. He has access to the knowledge through me but he doesn't understand all of the new found knowledge in his mind without mine to help him sort through it. I've studied enough fundamental sciences so the knowledge makes sense to me but it's very confusing to him. It's like having an understanding of advanced geometry without having a basic understanding of math. You can do the calculations but you don't understand how the results are reached, just that the calculations somehow workout correctly every time."

"That sounds completely bewildering¦and a little hard to comprehend."

"My mind has the fundamental principles in place and his the more advanced concepts sir. We have to work together for it all to come together and our minds are constantly working through the information without us thinking about it. Eventually we will both have a much greater understanding of what we've learned through our combined efforts but right now it's very raw for both of us. I just understand it more than he does¦but he is learning every second that our minds are allowed to process the knowledge further."

The captain looked at Melissa with a stunned look on his face and Melissa grinned and shrugged her shoulders slightly as if to confirm their earlier conversation about what a wonder Korica is and just how advanced her mind is. The captain looked back at Korica and seemed to stare at her for a few moments then he spoke softly so as not to insult her or make her think he was upset.

"You'll have to pardon my abundance of caution but I'm not completely comfortable with the idea of all of the safety protocols you've got off line or rewritten at the moment so I want to proceed very carefully. There is sound logic in your conclusion that we should enter the nebula at on speed and stick with it until we cross the nebula completely. You do realize how long it will take us to cross the nebula at seven times the speed of light?"

"Yes sir. Four point five seven years. If we modulate the shield energy to match the gravity waves propagating through the nebula it should increase our speed significantly without us having to input any additional energy into the propulsion matrix."

The captain leaned back and turned his head slightly in amazed disbelief of her ability to think linearly.

"You know how to do that?"

"Not precisely sir. The AI should be able to analyze the properties of the gravity waves emanating from the nebula using the enhanced sensor processors. That information can be used to formulate a specific shield configuration that will allow us to ride the gravity waves safely without actually influencing them."

"Surf the nebula using our shield as a surfboard¦that's brilliant. Can we do that while we're out of phase with normal space-time?"

"If the outer regions of the shield are allowed to slip slightly back into phase¦yes I think so sir."

"Can you do that Future?"

"Yes I can captain. It will take some time to analyze the nebula's energetic properties sufficiently but ensign Prentor's theory has a sound basis to conclude that it is possible."

"Very well, take us in Ensign."

"Eye sir."

Korica placed her hands on the helm controls and the captain nodded his head at commander Hiller and she nodded and sent the propulsion control form her station over to the navigation station giving Korica complete helm control. Korica arranged the controls so they were comfortable and easily accessible to her finger tips and she slid the drive power up with her index finger and the ship accelerated toward the nebula making a slow arcing turn toward its heart and then she slid the power to the main engines up to 100% output and they accelerated rapidly up to the speed of light and then passed into faster than light speeds causing a distortion of the reddish colored space around them into a smeared pink and white color. As they neared the outer boundary of the nebula their speed reached 7 times the speed of light and Korica reduced the drive power to 80% and began maneuvering the ship manually with the tips of her fingers to keep their course within the triangles of their projected course as they approached and then passed around the heretical that represented their precise course of travel. As Korica had predicted they passed through the dense nebula without interacting on the matter they were passing through and the intense energy all around them passed by harmlessly. The AI analyzed all of the sensor data through the enhanced sensor processors until it came up with a specific frequency and density to adjust the shield to and it automatically took control of the shield matrix adjusting the outer edge to match the sensor readings and it instantly resulted in pulses of increased speed until the shield locked firmly to an intense wave of energy taking them up to twenty times the speed of light within seconds.

"I have found a wave of gravitational energy that is propagating along our planned course of travel." The AI called out.

"That was fast." The captain said. "I thought you said it would take some time to analyze the nebula's energetic properties?"

"The processing power at my disposal is very powerful. With further processing I believe I can still increase our speed even further. If we can get ahead of the gravity wave we are ridding at the moment it will propel us even faster."

"Like ridding down the face of a wave if compared to surfing?"

"Precisely. We will expend the energy required to travel at seven times the speed of light but we will in fact be traveling at many times that speed."

"You don't know how fast we will able to travel?"

"No. Every gravity wave is unique in its properties. Predictive results are not possible given that fact."

"I see."

"I can make a guess that we should gain a twenty percent increase in our propulsive force resulting in an increase in forward speed in the order of forty times our current rate of travel."

"Can the hull take those kind of stresses?"

"The hull will not be subjected to any additional stresses if the shield holds. There will be a slight feeling of acceleration however. The inertial dampers cannot compensate for that kind of instant acceleration quick enough to eliminate all sensation of acceleration."

"How severe are we talking?"

"Unknown. I do not know exactly how fast we will be accelerated, only that it will be instant and very intense."

"Before you initiate that kind of thing I want all personnel on the ship to be forewarned then. It could feel like a ride in an elevator or take off in a fighter jet from an aircraft carrier catapult."

"I do not believe it will be as intense as the later analogy but I would concur that all hands should be forewarned to brace for sudden acceleration."

"Ensign how long to cross the nebula at our current speed?" The captain asked looking over at Korica.

Korica did some quick math in her head without looking away from her navigation screen sensing the captain looking at her and then she responded.

"One point six years sir?"

"That's not good enough¦we need to get back to the Future planet a lot sooner than that."

"I'm doing everything I can to make that possible sir."

"I wasn't necessarily directing that at you Korica. You've done more than I could've ever hoped for. Future, let me know when you're ready to initiate the ride down the face of the gravity wave we're ridding?"

"Understood."

They pressed on for another twenty-five minutes and that's when the AI completed the calculations for the plan to ride to the front of the gravity wave.

"I am ready to initiate the plan captain." The AI called out.

"Very good."

The captain slapped his hand on the ship wide address control on his armrest and he addressed the whole ship.

"Attention all hands. This is the captain. We are going to be attempting an experimental propulsion method that will result in very rapid acceleration that the inertial dampening system is not capable of compensating for completely. Anyone not on duty or working at the moment is requested to take a seat wherever you may be in preparation for sudden G forces that cannot be forecast as to their intensity. Parents please hold your children close as the G's may be sufficient to knock them off their feet. The sensation should only be momentary but I want any injuries or damage to be reported immediately. We appreciate your cooperation and apologize for any discomfort that may be experienced."

The captain then closed the channel and looked at the viewer showing the nebula as they raced through it and he sighed.

"Go ahead Future."

"I am detecting that all hands aboard except for a handful of the crew are now sitting down. There are a few children in the forward recreation area on deck eleven that are crying, I would recommend sending counselors to their location as soon as we are finished to calm them down."

"Where are their parents?" The captain asked sternly.

"On duty. Caly and Adam were three and five respectively when we departed Earth space so they are toddlers in the bodies of a five and seven year old. They do not understand everything going on around them and they are scaring their playmates with their fears and tears. The care takers on hand are doing their best but experienced counselors would be helpful with such a large group of confused and scared children to oversee."

"I tend to forget just how out of place so many of us truly are. We have no way of explaining seemingly instant aging to ones so young. Please dispatch the necessary personnel as soon as you can. I don't want our youngest passengers traumatized because of their parents duty to the ship."

"Understood. Prepare for sudden acceleration." The AI replied.

The AI then initiated a shift in the shield matrix according to its calculations of the gravity waves properties and there was an instant and intense feeling of acceleration that was considerably stronger than the captain was hoping for but it was nowhere near as intense as his worse case scenario of a launched fighter jet like acceleration. The ship jumped to 800 times the speed of light in an instant then began to slow gently but held much of her initial speed. The view on the giant viewer was a smeared mess of color all around the shield envelope making its perimeter clearly defined as it fluoresced and twinkled slightly. Korica was thrust sideways in her seat slightly and her vision blurred slightly for just an instant and then she recovered herself and slowly lifted her hands from the navigation controls as she looked at their indicated speed in complete shock.

"We uh¦we're traveling at eight hundred times the speed of light sir¦though we're slowing slightly. It should take us twenty five minutes to cross the nebula sir."

"Land sakes alive!" The captain uttered in amazement. "I guess your estimate was a little short of the actual results Future?"

"I was unaware that the shield modulation would result in a gravitational push from all of the gravitational energy potential within the nebula propagating in our direction of travel. I would not recommend¦we are getting injury reports from four decks and there were several trees uprooted and knocked over in the gardening ring. The children in the recreation area are now crying very hard. Counselors are in route to them and the parents that are not on duty in critical areas have been notified to proceed to the recreation area immediately to comfort them. Navigation is not possible at this speed and we are on the verge of passing between universes because of the temporal energy contained within our shield matrix. If Korica had not phase shifted us we would have passed through barriers into an alternate universe completely."

The captain sighed and nodded more to himself than to the report being issued to him.

"We're messing with forces we can barely understand and traumatizing our passengers at the same time. Haste leads to undesirable results when pushed."

"Everyone knows the risks of living on a spaceship captain. The unexpected is always possible and very likely when crossing new regions of space."

"Explain that to the little ones crying on the recreation deck."

Korica turned and looked at the captain and he grinned slightly.

"Just keep us flying straight ensign. The children are being taken care of."

"Yes sir. It just occurred to me that¦my children will experience this kind of thing all the time."

The captain's eyes got big and Korica's expression changed when she sensed the question in his look.

"Oh no sir, I'm not pregnant. That's not even possible¦yet. I meant in the future¦when I'm older¦and ready."

The captain nodded and he grinned at her again.

"You're embracing some very¦adult things. I hope that is one you'll wait to experience."

Korica turned back to her displays and put her hands on the helm controls and smiled slightly.

"You're thinking I'm enough of a handful without pregnant hormones making me even more unpredictable¦and it intimidates you to think about how smart¦and gifted my children are going to be."

"You need to keep your observations of my feelings to yourself when they're that precise and personal ensign. While you're right I would never express those kind of feelings aloud and I don't want you to get the wrong idea about my feelings that you're a handful."

"I'm sorry sir. I'll keep it to myself from now on."

"I would appreciate that. Future please dispatch repair parties to see to the damage and give me a report on the nature and severity of the injuries being reported as soon as you know precisely what injuries were experienced."

"Understood."

The ship pressed on losing speed gradually until they exited the Untara nebula thirty seven minutes later. The AI began slowing the ship as Korica kept the course as straight as possible with no points of reference for navigation until their speed dropped to under fifty times the speed of light and a precise fix was once again possible. The AI released control of the propulsion system to Korica and she slowed their forward speed until it reached 7.8 times the speed of light. She took a precise fix on their location and then discovered that they were slightly off course so she made a minute correction then made a report to the captain.

"We're back on course for the Kerigon system captain. We're clear of the Untara nebula and traveling at seven point eight times the speed of light. Time to arrival in the Kerigon system is twelve point nine years."

"That would mean there is over a hundred and a half light years to the Kerigon system. Did we drift off course?"

"Yes sir, by a significant margin. I had no points of reference to navigate from so I just kept us on a straight course but we weren't heading toward the Kerigon system after the burst of forward speed kicked us off course."

"I'm not faulting your navigation skills Korica. You did what you had to in order to keep us from tumbling or spinning out of control. Please bring us to dead stop and take the shield offline so we can reverse the phase shift. Then I want you to plot a course to the Kerigon system at best possible speed."

"Yes sir."

Korica disengaged the antimatter reactors and let the ship slow to sub light speeds and then she reengaged the anti matter reactors and used a gravitational pull to slow the ship to a dead stop then she brought the engines down to idle and disengaged the antimatter reactors once again.

"Answering dead stop captain." Korica reported.

"Thank you ensign."

The captain looked over at the sensor and navigation station and he saw ensign Caloway furiously trying to disengage the shield to no avail.

"Are we having an issue ensign Caloway?"

"Yes sir, a big one. The shield won't disengage."

The captain's eyes got big as he looked over ensign Caloway's shoulder at the readings on his upper display. There were red letters flashing that read 'invalid input' and the shield was unresponsive at near maximum density. Captain Alexan then looked at Korica sternly.

"Care to explain ensign Prentor?"

"I don't understand sir, it shouldn't be doing that."

Korica got up and walked over to the sensor station and ensign Caloway leaned back as Korica attempted the shutdown command and she got the same result. The slider for the shield power was completely unresponsive and Korica tried an additional three times then slowly stood up straight and rubbed her chin trying to think about what could have gone wrong. The captain lost patience very quickly and started to wonder if he had made a mistake in trusting in Korica's crazy idea.

"I don't care what you have to do¦get my shield back in control ensign!"

"I¦it shouldn't be doing that sir."

"You've already stated that ensign. Get the problem figured out."

"Maybe we need to shut the shield down from the control room sir. A full shutdown should trigger the restart program."

The captain reached out to his right display and brought up the communication system and he touched the icon for the negative matter core control room.

"Yes sir?" A female voice rang back.

"I want you to initiate a full shut down of the shield system from your control panel. Not a power down but a complete shutdown. Turn the entire system off and wait a few seconds to see if it restarts on its own."

"Yes sir."

There was moment of tense anticipation on the bridge followed by relief when the shield power simply went blank and the shield collapsed resulting in a dreadful creaking of the hull as the hull was exposed to the cold vacuum of space. Korica quietly sighed as her nerves relaxed and then the shield indicator flashed the words 'restart in progress¦'. Korica again breathed a sigh of relief as her program was initiated and all of her overrides were erased and the original operating parameters were put in place one by one and then the shield slowly began to reform around the ship. The words 'restart successful. Full power available.' appeared and Korica slowly looked at the captain.

"Sorry captain, I guess I didn't think about the fact that the shutdown had to be initiated from the location where the modifications were made in the first place. The input recognition protocols must have remained in a state that rendered the controls up here inoperative."

The captain looked at the dark view of space ahead with bright twinkling spots of light as the stars seemed to wink at him confirming that they were back in phase with normal space-time and sitting absolutely still in space. The captain looked back at Korica and nodded slightly.

"I don't expect you to be perfect Korica. You had the forethought to write a restart program returning my ship to its rightful condition so I am willing to overlook a slight oversight in how the whole process works. Please get us underway."

Korica nodded and walked back over to the navigation station and she sat down and ramped up the power from the antimatter reactors then engaged the automatic controls for the negative matter reactor and space ahead of the ship began to twist and distort as ever greater impulses of gravitational energy were dumped into the distortion until the customary white line formed at the top of the even Future and descended to the bottom of the distortion then it twisted and distorted looking like glass being melted then it spread apart and finally collapsed into a funnel of bright light with smooth rolling edges of green and dark blue clouds of energy rolling into its opening. Korica then slid the main engine controls up to full power and the Future shot into the opening and accelerated rapidly and the shimmering funnel closed behind them boosting their forward acceleration even further. The ship rocketed up to an indicated speed of 60 times the speed of light and Korica reduced the main engine thrust and their speed fell off to an indicated speed of 52.25 times the speed of light then the automation system kicked in and held their speed steady. Korica then sent the composite view up to the main viewer at the front of the bridge and she took a fix from the map and their relative position gave her a much more precise estimate of their actual speed and it was in fact close to a ten times faster than the indicated speed being shown on her display.

"We're on our way sir." Korica said. "I estimate we should arrive in five hours twenty minutes."

"You estimate? That's not what's being displayed on the viewer."

"Yes sir. That information is based on an indicated speed of fifty two point two five times the speed of light. I've calculated that we're traveling at ten times that speed sir. I know from experience that the time estimate never matches our actual speed. The ship was never designed to travel this fast and the navigation system has been modified in a way that allows us to track our relative position despite the elder race telling us that ships that travel like this usually can't track their speed or position accurately¦or at all in most cases. The AI was adaptable and smart enough to overcome that but the navigation system is just not designed to calculate what I'm reading from the star maps and how fast we're passing fixed points of navigation within those star maps."

"You're saying you've found a flaw in our navigation system and found a way to calculate beyond it on your own?"

"Yes sir."

"Can you incorporate your findings into the system so we can obtain a more accurate time estimate?"

"Uh¦yeah I think so sir. The star maps occupy a huge amount of space in the new data core when they 're uncompressed. It will take a huge amount of the AI's memory capacity to store the maps within it but it should be possible."

"I would not recommend taking that step captain." The AI said. "As Korica indicated it would take fourty five percent of my available memory to uncompress and store the map data in a useful format. She could write a sub routine that would explain how she reached her more accurate conclusions so it will automatically be calculated any time the star maps are accessed for distance calculations by any of the crew as Korica is doing right now."

"Very well. Please do so Korica. I don't know why this was never brought up before?"

"I've only been on duty under you for one day sir. I haven't had time to mention¦or even think about everything I've learned about the ship so far."

"Hmm. We continue to learn from each other ensign. Please carry on."

"Yes sir."

Korica went right into the protocol programming screen and began writing a sub routine as described and half way through she grinned slightly when she remembered Laurel telling her that some day she would understand the language of the computers well enough to write programming as complex as Laurel could and Korica knew that day was finally at hand. Korica finished writing her sub routine then she saved it to the main computer core and the time estimate on the main viewer changed and so did the indicated speed. The indicated speed was now 522.5 times the speed of light and the time estimate using available data was .19 days. The captain grinned as Korica looked at him proudly.

"Nice work. You've learned from your mother well and perform at her level of expertise with great efficiency."

"Thank you sir. Being compared to Laurel is a huge compliment."

The captain gave her an obligatory nod and looked back at his left display as the injury reports began to come in with greater detail. None of the injuries were anything more than bumps to the head as they were bounced against bulkheads. He was relieved and then switched to a visual view of the recreation deck and he was relived to see the children back at play with a good number of parents close by as they held the younger ones in their arms to further comfort them. Things were returning to normal and it did his heart good to know the experience was proving easier to get over than he thought it would. He then looked aver at Korica.

"Ensign Prentor, please call for a relief officer and take the rest of the afternoon off. I want you to keep Tamaric in your quarters except when you're eating or working out or bathing. You've done a great job but I want you to get something to eat and relax a little."

"I thought I was going to handle navigation until we arrived at Kerigon sir?"

"Korica!" Melissa barked while casting her a stern look.

"I'm sorry sir. I'll do as you ordered."

Korica turned to her display and she touched the icon to page her relief and then she verified their relative position once again and made a very slight adjustment to their course so that the Kerigon system was dead in the center of the aiming heretical and then she leaned back and wondered why she was being asked to leave the bridge. She thought she was doing a good job and the shower of compliments from the captain seemed to confirm that idea but she assumed she must have done something the captain didn't like without even realizing it. She assumed if it were really bad he would have said something then she thought maybe it was her forgetfulness at realizing the shield had to be shutdown from the negative matter core control room. She thought maybe he was worried that she was under so much pressure that more mistakes were going to be made if she didn't get a chance to relax a little. Either way she was disappointed but excited about the prospect of being close to Tamaric again. It only took a few moments for an officer to walk up behind her and place his hand on her shoulder. She looked up at a much older man with dark brown eyes and a ruggedly handsome face crowned with black hair that was cut very short and combed neatly to the right. He grinned at her and she grinned back then leaned forward and logged herself out then she stood up and let him sit down and log himself in.

"We're on course to the Kerigon system at five hundred twenty two point five times the speed of light."

"What's this new program running in the background?"

"It's a new program for calculating our speed more accurately. It uses star map data to calculate fixed point variables into the calculations of our actual speed verses indicated speed using sensors alone¦that are virtually worthless while traveling in hyper space. If you close the star map program the speed calculations will falter since the AI doesn't have direct access to them. The automation system is active so all you should have to do is verify our relative position from time to time using the star maps."

"Thank you for the update ensign. I have the helm."

"I stand relived. Thank you¦lieutenant commander." Korica said after glancing at his rank insignia on his collar.

Korica then headed for the exit. As she stepped out into the quiet main corridor she felt for what Tamaric was doing and she sensed that he was asleep so she calmly walked to her quarters and when the door slid open she stepped in and walked over to the bed and slid her shoes off and sat down on the edge of the bed very softly as she continued to mill over why the captain asked her to leave the bridge. She wished she could listen to what he was thinking when he ordered her to take the rest of the afternoon off but she knew he would have sensed that and she would've been in big trouble for it. She knew the captain was a complex man and if he heard Korica's voice echoing around in the back of his mind he would've hit the roof and likely kicked her off the bridge with a stern warning about invading others privacy like that. She was already seen as a handful, she didn't want to be seen as a nuisance as well.

Korica leaned back on the bed and looked over at Tamaric lying on his side sleeping peacefully and she wished she could wake him up. She felt like she needed a hug that only Tamaric could deliver to give her the comfort she craved. She sensed Tamaric's thoughts becoming active and she couldn't help but smile softly.

"I'm awake love¦" Tamaric rolled over and blinked a few times then put his arms out and Korica gave him a toothy smile and she threw her feet up on the bed and rolled over to Tamaric and he pulled her tightly to him as she wrapped her arms around him and snuggled her head into his neck.

After a few minutes of tight embrace, Korica leaned back and gave Tamaric a prolonged lip lock kiss and then she pulled back and swung her feet off the edge of the bed and Tamaric rolled onto his side and faced her as she took a deep breath and then sighed solemnly as she sat up on the edge of the bed. Tamaric stroked the back of her head gently and then put his arm around her stomach and gently pulled her back against him and she complied and gently leaned back against him and put her arm over his back to steady herself as she looked into his face.

"It really bothers you that the captain ordered you off the bridge huhn?"

"Yeah. I thought I¦we were doing a great job. I just don't understand what I did wrong."

Tamaric stroked her side and pulled her against him tightly so that she would lean all of her body weight on him. Korica turned around so she was facing the tapestry on the wall and she put her hands on Tamaric's arm and leaned fully on him.

"Maybe you didn't do anything wrong. The captain is a really complex man, maybe he has a plan in mind and he wants you rested when he needs you most."

"I guess that could be possible. I would have to assume that I would have been told directly if I did do something so bad that it earned me a dismissal from the bridge."

"You should have listened to his thoughts for a moment to figure out what he had in mind."

"No!" Korica leaned forward and looked Tamaric in the eyes. "You can't ever do that Tamaric! I mean it! I don't want you invading others private thoughts like that¦especially our superior officers. You have to promise me that you won't ever do that?"

"Ok¦ok. I promise. I can feel how strongly you feel about it. You know better how we're supposed to use these¦gifts we have so I'll follow your lead."

"Laurel was very clear that people will find that extremely invasive to know someone is poking around in their head. How would you feel if someone listened in to your private thoughts like that without your permission?"

"You do it all the time darlin."

"You know what I mean. I can't help it, our minds are linked."

"I guess I can see how it would seem like an invasion of my privacy."

"There'll be times when it will come in handy¦and likely be necessary to determine if someone is lying or not but you can't use your abilities on everyone whenever you like. People will know when you tune into their thoughts¦an echo of your thoughts will be sensed."

"Like the voice I hear in my head all the time? Your voice?"

"Yes. It won't be as pronounced as what you and I sense from the other but it will be enough for them to know it's you're in their head."

"I suppose that would tick the captain off huhn?"

"I would be in a lot of trouble. I'm expected to behave myself and not abuse my abilities like that. Now that you're as gifted as me you have to learn to behave yourself too."

"Maybe you could just ask the captain why he asked you to leave the bridge so soon after beginning your shift then?"

Korica relaxed and leaned back against Tamaric while looking at the tapestry of her home world hanging on the wall.

"I would hate to think that he sees me as a know it all off worlder that's showing off or whatever. He already thinks I'm a handful¦or something like that."

"Don't let this fester Korica. If it bothers you that much then just ask him quietly why he asked you to leave the bridge."

Korica sighed and nodded softly and Tamaric needed her side with his fingers.

"Whatever the reason I'm sure glad you're here."

Korica smiled and slid down on her side in front of Tamaric and she pushed her rear end against his crotch and she worked her shoulders back against him and he kissed the back of her head then set his face against her soft hair.

"You were sleeping so peacefully, I'm sorry for waking you¦and I'm glad to be in your arms too. I missed you¦and I can feel how much you missed me¦all of me."

"It's easier to dream about missing you then it is to lie awake and ache missing you. You can wake me anytime you need a good hug though¦and I'm sorry about what's poking your backside. When I smell you and feel your hot body against mine it does things to me. You're just too hot for your own good."

Korica chuckled and moved her hips grinding herself against him and he gently moaned in approval.

"You do the same thing to me. I still think it's a little funny that you like the way I smell."

"It's not the way you smell Korica¦though you do always smell¦clean. It's your scent that I like. You have a sharp almost sweet smell and it gets stronger when you get nervous and it gets¦sharper when you get turned on."

"Pheromones?"

"Yeah. You have very distinct ones. I like 'em¦a lot."

"I guess it's a good thing I don't smell like dirt or something huhn?"

"Then I would be in love with the smell of dirt I suppose."

Korica chuckled again and squeezed Tamaric's arm tightly and then she closed her eyes and tuned into his mind and she saw a flash of light and then for just an instant she saw the back of her own head and the ceiling of her quarters and she realized that just for an instant she was seeing what Tamaric was seeing even though her eyes were closed. She smiled and sighed as she realized that their connection was getting even stronger and deeper.

"Really? You saw through my eyes?" Tamaric asked.

"Just for a second as I connected with your mind."

"You think we'll eventually be able to see what the other is seeing all the time?"

"Probably but it will take a conscious effort for it to happen. We'll have to be looking for it in order for it to happen."

"So I'll know if you're seeing what I'm doing? I mean you won't just be able to pop into my head anytime you want right?"

"I know what you're thinking Tamaric¦you don't do that to yourself and yes you'll know if I'm trying to connect with your mind just like you do now."

"My dad told me all guys do that and it's perfectly normal. I don't know what kind of urges are going to come about with my new physical development."

"It doesn't matter if I see you doing that anyway. I've already seen you naked a bunch of times¦and I know the noises you make. There's nothing to be embarrassed about."

"What if I popped into your head and caught you doing that?"

"I¦I don't do that¦not very often anyways¦but I see your point, I would be mortified. If I sense that kind of pleasure going on within your mind and I'm not around I promise not to try and connect with you. I'll quiet my mind and give you some privacy."

"Thank you Korica, I'll do the same."

"No you won't¦I felt you thinking that you would like to watch¦and feel me doing that."

"Sorry¦just curiosity I guess. You're so beautiful and you make such wonderful little noises when you¦I promise to respect your privacy and ignore my perverted curiosity."

"Ok, that time I felt sincerity in your words and feelings."

Tamaric grinned and closed his eyes and let Korica drift deeper into his mind and he held back nothing and let her experience every part of his mind without reservation to her delight. She enjoyed the lust he felt toward her but she treasured the deep masculine side of him more. He had a very strong presence deep inside that was still maturing and she loved sharing it with him even though it hadn't yet integrated into his outward personality. It was the man he would soon be, working ever closer to the surface as his confidence and sense of self grew and strengthened. Tamaric was just as fond of Korica's incredibly sweet and soft inner person. She had an almost motherly feeling to her that was growing stronger all the time with just a hint of a strong woman that was both feminine and steely but soft and caring at the same time and it felt wonderful to him.

The two of them got lost in each other to the point that they lost track of time until they were startled out of their connection by the AI's voice ringing out into the room.

"Korica? I am sorry to interrupt you but the captain has requested your presence on the bridge immediately."

Korica and Tamaric withdrew into their own minds and broke the deep connection and they opened their eyes and blinked a few times as they tried to clear the mental fog that lingered for a few seconds and then Korica sat up and swung her feet out into the floor as she sat up.

"I'll be right there¦how long have we been engaged in the deep sharing?"

"I do not know. I do not monitor you in your quarters so I am unaware of what time you began the deep sharing. Your bio monitor and Tamaric's began recording identical sympathetic heart rhythms three point four hours ago so I would conclude at least for that length of time."

Korica stood up and slipped her feet into her shoes and lifted her wrist and looked at her bio monitor and then she looked at Tamaric.

"Our hearts were beating at the same time?"

"Yes. You were purring with your heart according to the peptide hormone levels present in your bloodstream and it has that affect on Tamaric. Your HB two hundred trace hormone levels also indicated that you were purring with heart."

"My what?" Korica asked turning and looking at the com panel.

"The scientists studying your unique blood chemistry have labeled the mystery hormone present in your bloodstream when you purr with your heart as HB two hundred because it regulates your heart beat and affects Tamaric's heart beat and is present in a concentration of two hundred parts per million per litter of blood. Please do not delay in making your way to the bridge Korica."

"Hmm. I'm on my way."

"Understood." The com panel then went dark.

Korica turned and looked at Tamaric and he grinned at her and she sighed as she realized how much better she felt than she did when she arrived in her quarters. She put her knee on the bed and leaned down and gave Tamaric a kiss and then she stood up and he gave her a dopey smile as his heart raced from the kiss and his body tingled all the way to his fingertips.

"I'll see you for evening meal Tamaric. Thank you for indulging me. I feel so much better after the prolonged deep sharing."

"Any time love. I feel wonderful too, thanks."

Korica smiled at him and then turned and quickly headed for the exit. She walked very quickly down to the bridge and she had her palm scanned and the door slid open for her and she stepped in and looked at the giant viewer and she could see that they were still in hyperspace but she knew they must be getting close to the Kerigon system and she was sure the captain was going to want to enter the system discretely. The captain looked up from his displays and he nodded at Korica and she nodded back and then she stopped a few feet from his chair and she turned and faced him and she wondered how to ask him tactfully why he had asked her to leave the bridge earlier. The captain looked at her for a moment and then he furrowed his brow.

"What's on your mind ensign?"

Korica took a timid step toward the captain and spoke very softly.

"Sir¦what did I do earlier to earn a dismissal from the bridge? I thought I was being helpful and I was paying attention to what I was doing."

The captain pulled his head back slightly in surprise and then he sighed very subtly. He glanced at his left display and he pulled up the navigation data and he saw that there was seventeen minutes until they would arrive in the Kerigon system. He then pushed his displays to the side and pulled them back beside his armrests and he reached out and took Korica's hand by the fingertips.

"Come here Korica¦"

The captain rotated his chair around so he was facing the door to the bridge and Korica slowly walked around his chair pedestal until she was standing right in front of him. The captain scooted forward slightly and leaned down so his elbows were on his knees pulling Korica very close to him and then he took hold of her other hand by the fingers and she looked at his huge hands holding her fingers gently. The captain rubbed his thumb over her fingers and he glanced at her ring when its smooth and warm surface crossed under his thumb. It struck the captain at that moment that he was not only speaking to Korica but to Tamaric at the same time since he would be aware of everything she was thinking due to their wild connection. He then looked into her pretty eyes and spoke very softly so as to keep the conversation below the audible level of the conversations from the bridge stations and other crewman at stations all over the ship as well as the confirmation tones from input commands being executed by the bridge crew at their stations.

"Look¦I don't make it a habit of explaining my command style but you're¦special. I want you to feel like you're a part of this crew and very important because you're both. As you probably know you have twenty four hour duty and ten hours of on station duty to perform each duty cycle. I can only sit you at that station for eight hours of that time by regulation unless we are at battle stations. You need to trust in that I have a plan in mind to use you to my advantage Korica. You know how to navigate the ship using gravitational propulsion alone right?"

"Yes sir. I used that technique when we entered the Tin Ut Pentul system looking for Laurel and Jake when they were taken by the Lundragaus."

"Yes I know. That was some very impressive piloting skills you exhibited and it's something none of these senior officers is experienced at. I need you at the helm when we enter the Kerigon system. I want to drift into the system undetected and you know how to do that. If you had done something wrong I would have taken you to my office and we would have discussed the issue in private. I know you need to be close to Tamaric in order to feel right¦the AI explained that your immune systems will crash if your apart for too long. I simply wanted to give you what you needed to feel right and what Tamaric needs to feel the same thing. That way you're at your sharpest when I need you the most. Don't take this the wrong way but I'm going to use you and your unique abilities in the best way I see fit. You may not understand at the time why I'm ordering you to do things the way I am but there is an underlying plan to it all. I know you are used to how Laurel ran things around here but that was with a crew of five under some incredible circumstances and from an inexperienced captain doing the best she could given the situation. Things will be much different under my command with a crew of two hundred and fifty to back you up."

"Thank you sir. Thank you for explaining things to me."

"You're welcome Korica."

The captain let go of her fingers and leaned back in his chair.

"You consider me special sir?"

"We all do Korica. The story of how you came to be among us is absolutely heartbreaking and you've busted your little tail to achieve officer status at an incredibly young age¦" The captain leaned forward again slightly. "And your aptitude and assessment scores are far beyond that of most of your fellow officers that are two or three times your age. I want¦need people like you serving on my crew in light of what we're likely going to be facing out here."

"I sense you aren't this¦forthcoming with most of the rest of the crew. I'm sorry I misread the situation so badly sir."

"Like I said, I don't make a habit of explaining myself to my crew. You're misread of the situation tells me you're keeping your word to stay out of our heads. That goes a long ways to show your integrity as a person and it earns a great deal of respect from me. But keep those skills sharp; I may have need of them soon. We have no idea what these Monakers are like so I'll need you to read them as best you can when we try to open a dialogue."

"Thank you sir. I'll keep frosty as Mark likes to say. And¦thank you for making me feel so¦at home."

"This is your home Korica. You just happen to work here too. If there's nothing else¦I want you at the helm."

"Eye sir. I'll take us into the Kerigon system very discretely. I should probably drop us into the system several light hours from Kerigon in case they have satellites capable of detecting gravitational energy. It'll also give us a chance to scan the system with passive sensors for spacecraft in the area."

"Good thinking ensign. I knew I could depend on you. Assume your station."

Korica gave the captain a pretty smile and nodded then headed for the navigation station. The captain smiled after Korica stepped away and then he adjusted his composure to a serious one and he spun his chair around and pulled his displays out and then pulled them up in front of him and he noticed Melissa looking at him and she grinned slightly then looked away to her displays and the captain read in her expression that Korica had him, as she did anyone that took the time to get to know her. She was a charmer by nature and one couldn't help but like her.

Korica relieved lieutenant commander Markum and she got right to work preparing the ship for a gentle drop out of hyperspace within the Kerigon system. As the ship neared the coordinates the star drive slowly ramped down and the ship began to decelerate slowly until the hyperspace bubble destabilized and the ship gently faded into normal space without the normal burst of light or gravitational eddy that resulted from popping into normal space from such a high rate of speed. The view on the giant view screen at the front of the bridge simply faded from a bright collage of lights to what looked like brightly colored water streaking off a curved window as the darkness of space became visible and all of the bright stars beyond a small yellowish looking planet in the extreme distance filled the screen. Korica quickly took a precise reading of their relative position and she found they were within a few thousand yards of her intended coordinates.

"Nice piloting ensign Prentor." The captain said. "Please take us in slowly."

"Eye sir, thank you."

Korica was a little disappointed that she didn't get the coordinates perfect but she knew there were instabilities and lack of precise control when exiting hyperspace in such a manner. She was determined to get it right next time. Korica looked over at ensign Sato at the sensor station and he nodded and sent control of his station over to her and she tied the shield matrix into the gravity drive and ramped up the antimatter reactors in order to use the gravitational energy to drag the ship in a semi controlled manner as she shut the main engines and thrusters down completely to hide their presence. The ship continued to decelerate until they were slowly drifting at 10,000 kph. Kerigon slowly grew larger on the main viewer and ensign Sato continued passive sweeps as he looked for ships or satellites.

"The system is clear of any traffic and I'm not detecting any satellites around Kerigon captain." Ensign Sato reported.

"Understood. Maintain passive sensing until we're sure we're alone out here."

"Eye sir."

"Take us into a high orbit from the northern pole ensign Prentor."

"Eye sir." Korica replied. "Maintaining a steady orbit is going to be difficult once the planets gravity begins to take affect on us sir."

"Understood, just do your best ensign."

"Yes sir. I think I can improve the efficiency of the gravity drive method when I get some time."

Korica began to increase the gravitational pull on the bow of the ship and their forward speed increased incrementally until she managed a respectable 80% the speed of light. As the ship drew closer to Kerigon they could make out three moons, the largest of which was almost four times the size of Earths moon with a thin wispy atmosphere comprised of mostly oxygen and nitrogen but in levels that were nowhere near at breathable levels not to mention the complete absence of carbon dioxide, hydrogen and helium. The gasses present gave the moon a slight green tint from a distance and the soils were a strange brown and red color as the oxygen caused a great deal of corrosive oxidizing affect on the surface. Kerigon on the other hand was large and had a yellow hue to its surface and atmosphere due to the noxious gasses present and extremely high levels of phosphorous present both in the air and in the soils.

As the Future finally approached the pole of Kerigon Korica slowed their forward speed by altering the gravitational pull on the stern of the ship causing the bow to waver slightly without thrusters to control her attitude properly. Korica brought the ship up over the northern pole from the dark side of the planet and began a dive over the planet toward the daylight side of the planet. The passive scans were detecting no energy signatures or buildings as would be expected from a civilization with space travel capabilities. There were thousands of artificial structures detectable but they seemed to be made out of stone and soil composites that formed long curved surface that domed over structures underneath. There were no roads or mechanized vehicles of any kind on the surface though footpaths were clearly visible between the artificial structures. As the AI composed a more detailed topographical image of the surface it was able to provide a view as would be seen while standing on the surface looking Futuretally rather than looking vertically down on the structures. It became apparent that the Monakers primarily lived beneath the surface. There were crystalline like formations all over the place that had a slight organized electromagnetic signature indicative of living things but not like anything that any of the crew had ever seen before. Without using active scanners it was impossible to determine precisely what the crystalline formations were though they were varied in appearance and size suggesting no two were exactly alike. The sensor information shown on the main viewer was impressive and very curious but the captain knew that without active scanners in use nothing was going to be revealed of where the Monakers were not to mention where the Alotians were being held on such a large planet.

"Are you detecting any mechanical devices in orbit or on the surface?" The captain asked looking at ensign Sato at the sensor station.

"No sir. The technology the Monakers use must be unrecognizable to us. There is definitely nothing in orbit and I'm not detecting any kind of signals of any kind. The planet appears to be lifeless except for the presence of all of those artificial structures that are virtually imperceptible from above."

"Very well. Initiate the active scanners and activate the enhanced signal processors."

Ensign Sato did as he was ordered and he was shocked when the sensor reading began to light up with life signs and energy signals. There were millions of Monakers just below the surface in extensive tunnel and cave networks that snaked all over the planet to incredible depths, some places were indicated at several miles deep.

"There are definitely signs of life sir, and power generation of some kind. I've never seen an energy signature like this though. It's some kind of radiant energy that is being magnetically constricted to increase its gain from the source."

"Plasma energy?"

"Something like that sir. The source is very deep beneath the surface¦possibly derived from the very core of the planet."

"I want you to categorize the Monaker life sign and look for life signs that are distinctly different. That should be our Alotiains."

"Eye sir."

As they continued their steady orbit of the planet hoping their active sensor sweeps weren't being detected as Korica struggled to keep their course steady and true, Inea finally woke from her long sleep and rolled over on her large bed to find Marty sitting on the couch reading from a data pad. He was following what was going on on the bridge with the information he was allowed to access according to his level four security clearance. It was becoming clear to him that the mission to recover the fiendlies was going to be dicey to say the least but he was disappointed that he was likely not going to be on the mission to go in when the time came. He was assigned to Inea's security detail so ground missions weren't going to be coming his way. He was feeling like he gave up his chance at seeing some action to be with Inea. He looked up from his data pad when he sensed Inea looking at him and he smiled at her and sighed. In his mind maybe it was a good trade off. He has seen enough killing to last a lifetime and Inea was hot beyond belief and she was truly crazy about him. Maybe she was truly the one he thought, the one that would change his life and make him consider a new path.

"Did you stay with me the whole time I slept?"

"For the most part. I worked out and got something to eat then I showered and came back here to wait for you to wake up. You're used to a longer day then I am is all. It's no big deal."

"It's nice to have you here when I wake. Will you take me to get something to eat?"

"Sure. Unnecessary travel on the ship has been restricted but you're an ambassador and we're on the command deck so it should be fine."

Inea sat up on the bed and stretched arching her back and Marty admired her wonderfully shaped breasts, as she wasn't wearing anything while sleeping. Inea rubbed her eyes then pushed the covers down to her feet and swung her feet out in the floor and stood up and looked at Marty staring at her and she smiled timidly.

"If you would like we can lie together before I get showered?"

"I don't want you thinking that's the only reason I'm hanging out here. That¦" Marty pointed to the bed. "Is phenomenal but I'm here cause I want to be with you Inea."

"I understand your intentions Marty. You care for me greatly and I you. That¦" Inea pointed at the bed behind her. "Is like nothing I've ever experienced before and you are very good at it. I was simply offering myself to you because I care for you and I wanted to reward your¦loyalty in staying with me even as I slept. My loins ache at the site of you Marty. You are a very attractive man and I like what you make my body do when you¦do what you do."

Marty grinned and set his data pad down and got to his feet.

"Since you put it like that¦I would love to do what I do to you to make your body do what it does that you love so much."

Inea covered her mouth and blushed slightly and giggled quietly and Marty slid his shoes off and walked over to her and he engaged her in a long kiss as she pulled his shirt up over his head. Marty then slid his pants and underwear down in a single shove and he worked his feet out of them and then he scooped Inea up in his arms and he gave her a peck as he carried her back to the bed a few steps away and he laid her down gently then he stood up and looked her up and down and she subtly moved her knees apart and he smiled as he stared at her wonderful curves.

"You are a delight to the eyes Inea."

"As are you Marty. No man has ever made me feel so¦amorous. Is that the right use of that word?"

"That's the perfect use of the word hun."

Marty climbed on the bed and laid atop Inea and engaged her in a long kiss and when he felt her pawing at his back firmly he knew the time was right so he terminated the kiss and started kissing down her body. The two of them then enjoyed a long round of making love. They then made their way to the shower and they showered together and Marty washed her backside for her and massaged shampoo into her hair and she placed her hands on the shower wall with her back to him and lavished his strong but gentle touch as he massaged her scalp. They then rinsed off and stepped out and dried off and Marty showed her how to use a toothbrush and toothpaste followed by mouthwash. She didn't like the sensation of the mouthwash but she liked the clean and minty feeling it left behind. Marty then showed her the hairbrush and he gently stroked her soft hair until she got it and then he handed the brush to her and she finished stroking her hair until it was neat and straight.

The two of them then made their way out of the bathroom back into the main living quarters and as they were getting dressed Inea asked him what he meant about unnecessary travel being restricted.

"You said something about unnecessary travel being restricted on the ship? What did you mean by that?"

"Uh¦there are conditions of preparedness for battle or encounter with hostile unknown species. We are at condition Bravo, which is one step below condition Zebra in which airtight doors are closed and sealed incase of battle damage resulting in hull breaches. The captain isn't sure how powerful the weapons are that we're going to be in the sites of so everyone has been asked to go to fortified areas of the ship so they won't be hurt or seen if we're scanned. The command deck is one of those fortified areas so we can move around a little."

Inea's facial expression got very serious and her face became noticeably pale.

"The captain is taking us into a battle? Why?"

"We aren't going into battle Inea. You need to understand that there are families aboard the Future. Women, children¦some very young. The captain is just being very cautious so they aren't hurt. Your clearance level precludes me from discussing too much of an ongoing mission but I can tell you that we are heading for an unfamiliar planet to rescue the friends of some very powerful potential allies."

Inea fastened her chest cover and adjusted it so it sat comfortably around her breasts and then she stepped closer to Marty as he was tucking his shirt in.

"Is this being done for the Enlighteners?"

"No. It's being done for some friends of theirs. We hope this will make us friends because we need their help back home."

"I sense you are not telling me the whole truth of the matter. Is this what precludes means? You must keep things from me?"

Marty finished tucking his shirt in and then slid his shoes between he and Inea and he slid his feet into them while keeping his hands on her lower back.

"I have a responsibility to the sensitive information I'm aware of Inea. I won't hold back personal information between us but when it comes to ships business I have to keep quiet about some things."

"I do not understand¦but I will not push the subject."

"Thank you. It would get you nowhere and I don't want to start an argument over it."

"That will not happen. I know how to show respect to my mate."

Marty grinned at how that sounded coming out of her mouth. Her Australian and Olmot accent made it sound beautiful somehow.

"Come on, let's get some food in you."

Inea gave him a peck and the two of them headed for the exit. They stepped out into the very quiet corridor and before they could even take ten steps, Karen and Adam stepped out of their quarters on either side of Inea's.

"May we join you wherever you might be headed?" Karen asked.

"Of course." Marty said. "I forgot that I needed to inform you two of our movements."

"If you would prefer to be alone we can join you another time?" Karen said.

"No, please join us." Inea said. "We are going to get something to eat. I know you are excited to learn more about my people and I and Adam is intensely curious to observe how I am adjusting to life aboard a spaceship as large and wondrous as the Future. There is no better time for us to get to know each other than now since our movements are being restricted at the moment. I cannot explore the ship so you can explore who I am instead."

"Thank you ambassador." Karen said warmly.

The four of them then headed down the corridor to the left and around the corner heading toward the elevators and as they stepped closer Inea pointed at the doors.

"What is through those doors Marty? They look different than the other doors."

"Those are the elevator doors. There is an elevator system that carries us all over the ship in an airtight lift car."

"Hmm. I remember something of a car from Tamaric's impressions but I do not understand how a car can be used to move a person within a ship. I have a sense that cars were invented for a means of transport among your roads but I thought they were an antiquated means of transport given your level of technological advancements."

Marty chuckled as they kept walking toward the left turn toward the mess hall.

"You're talking about automobiles that were called cars. We still use automobiles but they don't have gas belching internal combustion engines anymore like the first ones did. The elevator cars are¦boxes that one stands in and a vacuum is produced within the lift tubes and the car jets down those tubes all over the ship using electromagnetic lift motors to move the cars at very high speeds along conductor tracks in the walls of the lift tubes."

"I am not sure that I understand that completely. Are you talking about the same electromagnetic motors as those that closed the hanger doors without a person touching them?"

"That's good. Now you're getting it. It's the same type of technology. Trust me, you'll get a chance to ride the elevators at some point. There are a lot of places that the transport system doesn't go but the elevators do."

The four of them rounded the corner into the mess hall and the lights came up revealing a huge and empty mess hall. They stepped up to the first table that would seat six and they sat down and a servo drone immediately appeared with menus and Marty retrieved them and passed them out. Inea pulled hers open and turned it on and looked over the menu items then slowly shook her head with a slight grin on her face.

"You have so many wonderful but strange food items to choose from. Will you help me choose something appropriate for the time of day Marty?"

"Sure. It's late afternoon according to our sense of day and night but you can order anything you want anytime."

"I want to try to adjust to your sense of day and night and what is considered a first meal and midday meal as well as evening meal."

"All right. I'll help you select an appropriate midday meal. If you look right here the menus are organized by regional cuisine and then by meal time weather it be breakfast or lunch or dinner."

"Regional?"

"Where on Earth one is from. Most people prefer meals that they are familiar with according to where they were raised."

"I would like something from your region then."

"Well¦that would be the United States¦northern Montana."

Marty reached out and touched the small image of Earth and rotated it around until the United States where front and center on the globe and then he touched the state of Montana and it grew larger and then he touched Conrad Montana.

"That is where I was born and raised. It is¦was a small town called Conrad with a population of fourty thousand people or so."

The menu items changed to the usual fair for the northern US at the time of the Future's departure from Earth.

"Why do you state it like that Marty?"

"Because I was born fifty years from now. I have no idea what my town is like at this time."

"What? That makes no sense. How can you be born fifty years from now?"

"Easy Marty." Adam said. "Let's ease her into our world."

"More secrets?" Inea asked half jokingly.

"Not secrets¦just information that will make sense later on." Karen said.

Marty selected a traditional American meal that he thought Inea would enjoy and then he got up and walked over to the dispensers and poured himself and Inea a drink and he came back and sat down then handed the menu to the servo drone.

"So Inea, you feel like telling me about your people?" Karen asked with a warm smile.

"I would be honored to. I will tell you of our ancient history as I read of it from the scrolls of learning."

Inea then set about describing the history of the people of Hiendon as she knew it until her meal arrived. She then ate and kept telling the tale of how her people became what they are today. She explained the complexities of their society and village life. It became apparent that she was very proud of her people and loved life among her people despite the harsh and primitive conditions on Hiendon. It was the life she knew and loved and despite her excitement at learning of Human society she longed to return to it someday to share the wonders she was to witness and learn about.

In the meantime the Future continued her slow orbits of Kerigon scanning intensely for life signs other than that of the millions of Monakers and on her seventh orbit around the night side of the planet they finally found what they were looking for.

"Captain! I found them!" Ensign Sato called out excitedly.

Ensign Sato sent his sensor data to the large viewer at the front of the bridge.

"There are five distinctly different life signs from the Monakers in a huge cavern two point five miles beneath the surface and they are among significant metallic objects with very high energy readings. I think it's spaceships and there are a lot of them sir. There are three more identical life signs in a chamber several hundred yards from the other five."

"Nice work ensign. Korica put us in a stationary orbit above those life signs."

Korica glanced at the captain surprised by his familiar use of her first name. She grinned slightly when she sensed the embarrassment in the captain and the warm feelings he had for her. It confirmed for her that he was speaking from the heart earlier when he said she was special to him.

"Eye sir. I'll have to move us closer to the atmosphere to use the drag to slow our forward motion since I don't have the use of thrusters or main engines for control."

"Understood. Just don't take us too deep. The shield is going to fluoresce as it contacts the upper atmosphere."

"Yes sir."

Korica guided the ship closer to the atmosphere as best as she could without getting so close that a free fall would result. She knew too much gravitational energy would result in a disruption of the cloud layer in the stratosphere but too little would result in the planets gravity dragging them down even further. As the Future began skimming the upper atmosphere Korica initiated a slow turn to spin the Future around so she was traveling in the same direction as the planets rotation. As the Future drew onto the daylight side of the planet, just as the captain had forewarned the shield began to fluoresce in bright yellows and pinks as the atmosphere thickened and the air molecules were compressed and heated up. Korica made a quick adjustment to the gravity well above the Future and she was yanked up out of the atmosphere pulling a spiral of wispy clouds with it into space where they dissipated away. Korica then adjusted the gravity well again and stabilized their trajectory. They were now orbiting the planet along the equator heading back to the coordinates of the Alotian life signs.

"I'm sorry captain¦" Korica said remorsefully. "I tried my best to keep us from dropping too deep."

"It's all right ensign. You did your best. I know flying this ship without engine assist is not an easy task especially while trying to make an orbital trajectory change. We'll just have to hope no one noticed the vortex of clouds being pulled spaceward or the fluorescing of our shield. Just keep us out of the mesosphere so it doesn't happen again."

"Eye sir. Thank you."

"How long until we're in position above the coordinates of the Alotians?"

Korica glanced at their relative speed and distance to the target coordinates and she did the math in her head quickly.

"About¦seventeen minutes sir. We're continuing to slow, by the time we reach the coordinates we should be in a geosynchronous orbit directly above them."

"Very nicely done ensign. That takes some serious skill as a pilot to accomplish such a precise orbital position all with no engines or thrusters."

"Thank you sir."

"Commander Hiller, please join me for the military briefing on the mission to recover the Alotiains."

"Yes sir." Commander Hiller snapped.

Melissa stood up and logged herself out and another officer got to his feet from science station number three and he walked over to the propulsion station to take her place. The captain and the xo then headed for the exit and as they were about to step out the captain turned to the officer at the communication station.

"Chief Demont, you have the bridge."

"Eye sir, I have the bridge."

The captain and xo then stepped off the bridge to head down to the military briefing compartment on deck 1. Chief Demont glanced at the door after it closed behind them and then he looked over at Korica.

"Hey, the captain is right. You have to show me how you did that even if we faltered slightly on the turn."

"I would be glad to." Korica glanced at his uniform for a moment then looked back at her displays. "Let me ask you something? Why is a Navy chief being assigned to the bridge crew? I thought only civilian corps personnel worked on the bridge."

"I was on the command crew of the Excelsior. It was the first airborne aircraft carrier launched in twenty-seven seventy-five. I have experience with the bridge setup the Future has. This bridge is almost exactly what was on the Excelsior."

"I guess that makes sense."

"I'm also thinking about transferring to the civilian corps since there isn't much need of a navy out here or on the Future planet."

"That makes a lot more sense. Getting your feet wet before you take the plunge?"

"Something like that."

"I'll show you how I pilot the ship with gravitational energy." Korica said with a warm grin and a wave of her left hand inviting him over.

The chief got to his feet and stepped around behind Korica and leaned one hand on the back of her seat as he looked at her displays.

"Ok, I decoupled the controls for the thrusters and tied them into the gravity wave reflectors fore and aft and I decoupled the main engine controllers and tied them into the axial wave guide amplifiers so that I could control forward and aft thrust with the gravitational strength of the gravity well as it curves around the hull. The gravity well has to be brought within the confines of the shield bubble so the affect won't be washed away by the shield or interacted upon by the shield since it's gravimetrically reinforced. You see how the shield is only being cast two thousand yards from the outer hull?" Korica said as she pointed at the graphical representation of the shield bubble surrounding the Future.

"Yes I see that." Chief Demont replied softly tickling Korica's ear making her shrink into her shoulders and rub her ear with a crooked smile on her face.

The chief quickly stood up straight realizing the affect his breath had on Korica.

"Sorry ensign Prentor. They told us you were more sensitive to stimuli than Hu¦than the rest of us."

"It's ok. Your breath tickled my ear. Anyway¦using the engine power controller I can keep the gravity well fifteen hundred yards from the outer hull. When the thruster controls are used it creates a strengthening of the gravity well in a very confined area resulting in a dragging or pulling affect on the hull in that direction. The ship sideslips a lot more than with thrusters and main engine thrust but it results in a similar state of controlled flight until you get close to a gravitational body like a planet. You have to use more gravitational energy without expanding the gravity well beyond or into the shield and expanding the shield slightly to make room for a deeper and stronger gravity well does that. With the controls tied into the gravity drive like this you control the ship with the same controls you normally would for navigational control, you just have to plan and think a lot more ahead of time and expect a slight delay in response to input."

"How in the world did you ever figure out how to do this?"

"Actually my mom wrote a theory about using the gravity drive like this and the AI helped me use it when we went into the Tin Ut Pentul system to rescue her and my dad."

"You're talking about Laurel Kade and Jake Myers?"

"That's right. I have the ability to figure out complex ideas now that I'm paired like they are too. This seems kind of simple to me."

The chief chuckled slightly and patted her shoulder.

"This is anything but simple ensign. It's brilliant and elegant but far from simple. It takes a great deal of skill to be able to use the idea in practice too. I'll have to keep an eye on you from now on. I might just learn a thing or two."

"Thank you. I'll be glad to share any of my knowledge or ideas that you want to know about. If I join minds with Tamaric I can¦learn anything you might want to know about too."

The chief just stared at her for a second and then he grinned slightly.

"That won't be necessary. We've all been forbidden from using you like that, the hazards of gaining knowledge without earning it or some such thing. I'll just observe and learn."

"I didn't know there were¦rules about how to interact with me."

"There are rules as you put it about gaining knowledge we don't earn of our own accord. It's meant to keep us humble and avoid the temptation to abuse what you¦and your parents are capable of doing. There are others among the population with the potential for the same thing you have. There is a general feeling that those individuals could be exploited or abused because of their abilities. There is going to be no tolerance for that kind of thing in a civilized society. It's a matter of self control and respect for others as well as a desire to raise ourselves above what we left behind."

Korica looked at him and furrowed her brow.

"Are you saying the gifted were being sought out to exploit their abilities?"

"By a few¦groups yes. There were efforts to put a stop to it though."

Chief Demont walked back over to the communication station and sat down but he kept looking at Korica.

"You're talking about the work of the Reynolds? Identify and gather together those with signs of the gene for advanced abilities that was waking in the Human genome?"

"They were among the first to notice that we were evolving into something more¦something within us all was reawakening¦is reawakening. The genes are among the most ancient and unknown as to their origin or purpose aside from when active an individual is capable of amazing things usually from birth. The Reynolds sought to see to it that those individuals weren't ostracized or abused for what they were capable of."

"I know of their work. They are the parents of my husband¦" Korica slapped a hand to her mouth not sure if she was supposed to say anything about their joining ceremony.

"Husband? Mercy! You're a little young to be married, no?"

"I suppose so. I keep hearing that when people find out about us. It isn't unheard of for children under the age of ten to be married in some of your cultures though right?"

"Uh¦that's true but¦"

"I'm fifteen and so is Tamaric¦at least physically. Is it all that distasteful to you?"

"No! Of course not. You're an enchanting young lady and I can see what Tamaric sees in you. I didn't mean it that way."

Korica read the chiefs feelings for a moment and his intentions became clear to her.

"I'm sorry for getting so defensive. It's impressive that your people are seeking to rise above fearing and exploiting each other. You've overcome the fear of those from other worlds and I am proof of that, traits of a true advanced race."

"Thank you. Something you've come to recognize from your travels?"

"Yes. I know the lowest of the low in a species and what it is to be an advanced race. I consider myself to be one as well as the Human population on the Future. That's why I wanted to join the crew. You're good people at the core despite your flaws. That's also why I chose one of you to be my mate for life¦aside from the fact that I won't ever encounter another Draximan."

The chief squinted slightly as he grinned at Korica.

"You seem wise beyond your years and very confident in your opinion of us and yourself."

"I know who I am and what I want and recent events have given me access to a great deal of knowledge and self confidence. When you share your essence with another person and bond with that essence as we have you're essentially twice the person you were before."

"I see. I can't imagine what that must be like but it sounds amazing."

"It is¦he is. I know every part of him and can experience it at anytime. A part of him resides within me and keeps me alive. The same of me resides within him too."

"That's the same thing Laurel and Jake share right?"

"Yes. I learned of it from them. I shared my essence with them and felt what they had together and I wanted to experience it for myself. Luckily Humans are as advanced as my people so I was able to experience it with Tamaric. Our children will be even more advanced than we are when our genes are combined."

"Are we even¦compatible? I mean Humans and Draximan?"

"No, not entirely. Laurel found a way to make it possible though. With a retrovirus treatment administered over time to Tamaric and I both we can have children together. The incompatible traits from both of us will be blocked."

"Incredible! The first Human Draximan hybrid. Your children will be a unique species."

"Yes I know. They will be Huraxan."

There was a tone from Korica's panel indicating arrival at the coordinates and she initiated a small gravitational input from aft and they assumed a perfect fixed orbit directly above the location where the Alotians were being held.

"Darn¦" Ensign Sato said. "The Alotians have been moved much deeper below the surface and they're all together now. I think our presence has been detected somehow."

"Probably my sloppy flying." Korica said.

"The extraction teams need to know of the change in location and possible alert to our presence." Ensign Sato said.

Chief Demont reached up and touched the page Icon for the captain and a few moments later the captain responded.

"This is captain Alexan."

"Sir you need to see the latest scans of the location of the Alotians. I think our presence has been detected."

Chief Demont looked over at ensign Sato and nodded and he sent the most recent sensor data down to the military briefing room.

"I see what you mean chief. Thank you for the update. We'll take the necessary steps to make the extraction a success. Alexan out."

At that same instant Laurel and Jake were sitting with their mother and father discussing more of the adventure they had on Hiendon when Jake shot to his feet with his mouth open. He had a dreadful sense that Mark's end was at hand. The mission to rescue the Alotiains would be his last. Jake stood in shock as his heart ached and his mind raced about what he should do with the certain knowledge he possessed. Laurel's eyes teared up as she sensed what Jake was thinking and feeling. She slowly stood up and threw her arms around Jake as she began to weep.

"No Jake! Please tell me that you could be wrong."

"I uh¦you know these intuitions are never wrong when they come on this strong."

Amelia and John looked at each other with a concerned look and Amelia reached out and took hold of Laurel's hand at Jake's back.

"What's the matter sweetheart? What has you so upset?"

"Oh mom¦" Laurel released her grip on Jake and plopped down on the couch next to her mother. "It's Mark mom." Laurel sobbed. "Jake has sensed his death. He's going to¦" Laurel sobbed again and even more tears streamed from her eyes. "He is going to be killed on the mission the captain is organizing."

"Mission? What mission? How do you know what the captain is doing?"

"I can hear what Korica's thinking. There's a mission being planned to rescue a group of Alotians from the surface¦or below it."

"Oh baby¦I'm so sorry that your friend is going to be killed. Can't you tell the captain or something so Mark won't be sent on the mission?"

Jake shook off the feeling so he could think clearly and he knelt down in front of Laurel and took hold of her free hand and Laurel looked at him and just lost it. She leaned toward him and buried her head in his neck and began crying heavily. Jake put his hand on the back of her head and stroked her head softly while looking at Amelia and his father.

"Oberot told us of this eventuality and he said we mustn't interfere with the flow of events no matter how painful they are or we would diverge into¦an alternate reality in which past events would affect future events in such a profound way that we might never find Korica, or we could end up at the wrong place in space when the twin stars went nova so as to destroy the Future instead of her being drawn into a compressive wormhole which sent us to the galaxy of Ida. The slightest disruption to the events we know transpire could have that big an affect on our future¦or past."

"What a terrible burden to know a loved one is going to perish and not be able to do a thing about it lest you ruin your own time line." Amelia said.

Jake's eyes began to tear up as he felt Laurel's anguish profoundly along with his dread at knowing Mark was as good as gone and he wouldn't even have the opportunity to say goodbye to him.

"It's not fair Jake¦" Laurel said quietly in a quivering voice. "I love him¦I need him to look after us¦what am I gunna do without Mark to¦" Laurel sobbed. "Teach me how to be a top pilot? We were supposed to work on the Icarus improvements together."

"I'm sorry babe. I know what you're thinking¦we can't interfere. It has to happen like this."

Laurel pulled her head back and looked at Jake with tears streaming down her cheeks.

"What if we're already living in a divergent reality since we've been outside normal space time while waiting for time to wind back while we were in the anti time region?"

"Oh sweetie¦you can't make up scenarios to justify interfering with events as they were supposed to transpire." Jake wiped her left cheek and then kissed her cheek then looked into her watery but beautiful deep blue eyes. "This is exactly why Oberot said they forbid messing with temporal events. Besides¦you know the multiverse theory better than anyone. We were in another universe while ours slipped past us. The quantum signature of this universe is unique and positively identifiable. We weren't here in our universe for the duration of the time we were in that anti time region."

"I know. It just sucks! I don't want Mark to...die but I can't stand the thought of screwing things up so bad that Korica might never be a part of our lives or what would eventually happen to her if we hadn't found her when we did."

"Don't forget about the lives she saved after meeting us. Her friend on Euronda would have died if she hadn't had the urge to stop in and say goodbye to her. We could screw that up too and her parents would have to deal with the grief of losing a daughter just because they're poor."

Laurel nodded and wiped her cheeks and tried to smile but her aching heart made it impossible to stop crying completely.

"Should we¦tell the captain?"

"No. We can't take the chance that he would intervene and change the way things are supposed to happen."

"It just seems so pointless to have these gifts and not be able to use them to save our friends."

"Maybe we can in the future but not in this situation. We know how this is supposed to turn out."

"Can you look into exactly how he¦is going to be killed?"

"Laurel! I don't want to see that. My precognitive ability has gotten so strong that I'll see him being¦please don't ask me to see that?"

"I didn't think about that. I wouldn't want to see it happen either."

Laurel tried to pull herself together and then she had a terrible thought.

"Oh no¦you think Korica is going to know what we do?"

"It might take her a minute to realize it but it's a certainty. She's as good as paired with us Laurel."

"Oh that poor baby. She's going to be devastated. She loves Mark so much."

On the bridge Korica was going about her duties diligently to hold their position in a steady orbit directly above the coordinates of the Alotians when she suddenly realized what she was sensing from Jake and Laurel. It started as a pang of gut wrenching pain and loss that she couldn't place then she sensed Laurel in tremendous emotional pain and then she heard what Jake was thinking and she narrowed in on his mind and everything he was thinking and feeling flooded in. Her eyes welled up with tears and her mouth dropped open and she muttered, "Mark" very quietly. Her hands drew away from her controls and she slowly stood up and the tears slipped over her lower eyelids and streamed down her cheeks. Chief Mendon was the first to notice and he leaned back and watched her for second and then he stood up and stepped over to her when he realized she was no longer controlling the ship. He glanced at her lower panel and he was relieved when he saw the red words 'AI override engaged' flashing across the control input circles her fingertips had been occupying.

"What's the matter ensign?"

Korica looked at him and she tried to sigh but it came out as more of a sob than a sigh.

"There¦there are going to be some¦casualties on the mission." More tears slid down her cheeks and the chief knew she was too compromised to continue piloting the ship.

"Son of a¦we need to tell the captain."

Chief Mendon went to head for the communication station and Korica grabbed his arm and closed her eyes tightly making the tears sitting in her eyes spill down her cheeks. Korica opened her eyes and saw the shocked and alarmed look on the chief's face. She looked at her hand squeezing his arm tightly and she let go quickly.

"I'm sorry sir. You can't¦please don't say anything yet? This is a premonition that we were forewarned about a long time ago." Korica took a deep breath and tried to push the pain down. "The person that is going to be¦killed must¦it has to happen this way. We were warned about interfering with events that had to transpire as they were revealed to us because they were revealed to us in the future as memories of what we told them happened from the time we arrived in the Milky Way."

"What? That¦wait you're talking about that Oberot character right? He told you of things you revealed to him now¦in this time to prove his identity and the fact that he knew you for a very long time before you met him face to face?"

"Yes. He told us of me, my children, and accidentally about the death that's about to happen. Laurel looked into his memories imparted to her by accident and we all saw¦the memorial service for a very close friend. He told us not to interfere or it would have dire consequences on our possible future here in the past."

"That is completely perplexing¦but I'll¦delay my report if you say it's that important."

"It is¦" Korica wrinkled her face and cried for a moment and then she forced herself to pull it together. "Please wait until the captain can't do anything to interfere?"

"He isn't going like that."

"He already knows this coming in a way. He just doesn't know it's today that it's going to happen¦on this particular mission."

The whole bridge was now looking at Korica with shocked and some borderline angry looks. Korica wiped her cheeks and looked around at everyone and then she cleared her throat and faced the room.

"That goes for all of us. Please¦we have to keep this quiet for a little while. It's really important that events play out as they were supposed to."

"You're asking us to withhold vital information from the captain?" One of the female officers blurted out. "I'm not risking my career and the safety of the extraction teams on the word of an ensign¦" The woman looked Korica up and down then stared at her with a steely glare. "And a teenager with the mind of a child. Maybe that's how things work in your galaxy but that's not how things work on the Future¦"

"She is absolutely right master sergeant Redmond." The AI chimed in. "These events have been cataloged and discussed at length in my presence. Great efforts have been taken to insure the continuity of the timeline and it is the responsibility of all of you on the bridge at this moment to continue those efforts. It is your sworn duty to do as ensign Prentor asks. Failure to do so will have dire consequences and possible disciplinary actions levied against you."

Korica looked at chief Demont and mouthed the words, "Master sergeant?" and the chief grinned slightly.

"She's an airforce transfer. You keep your rank when you transfer." He whispered.

Korica nodded and looked at master sergeant Redmond as Korica wiped her cheeks clear.

"Please mam, I'm not asking you to lie to the captain. We just need to wait until it's too late for him to change what has to happen."

Master sergeant Redmond sighed and subtly nodded.

"If the AI is going to step in and back you up like that¦I should apologize and swear to keep quiet."

"Thank you." Korica looked at chief Demont. "May I have a moment to get myself together?"

"Take a fifteen minute break ensign but we need you at the helm as soon as possible. The captain put you in that seat for good reason. Lieutenant Marshal, please take the helm until ensign Prentor returns."

Lieutenant Marshal looked over from the auxiliary control station and she nodded and logged herself out walked toward Korica as Korica logged herself out and then Korica headed toward the exit. Korica stepped out of the bridge and leaned her backside against the bulkhead and she slid down the bulkhead until she was sitting on her bottom with her knees up by her chin and she began to cry as she set her forehead on the back of her hands as she cupped them over her knees. She was so distraught that she didn't notice Tamaric approaching until she felt his presence becoming very strong. She looked up and saw him ten feet away heading toward her and her heart lifted just a little at the site of him. Korica rolled onto her side and got to her feet meeting Tamaric just as she got to her feet. She gripped Tamaric in a painfully tight hug and cried against his chest as he held his breath and stroked her back finally grunting, "Korica love¦I can't breathe."

Korica loosened her grip but kept her face buried in his chest with her arms tightly around him. Tamaric set the side of his face against the back of her head and he closed his eyes and tried to keep his eyes from welling up but Korica's pain was just to great for him to keep it in. He found himself crying as he experienced her grief as if it were his own. He was particularly fond of Mark too but Korica truly loved him with all her heart and she was beside herself at the certain knowledge that she was going to lose such a close friend. He was like family to her and he was the reason she was alive and on the Future. She pictured his darkened face and huge form as he yanked her confinement cage open on the Hodong station and she saw the resolve in his eyes to get everyone out alive. He looked huge and scary but even then she could sense the amazing man he was and the goodness in his heart. It bothered him greatly to see all the naked young girls but his eyes were always right where they belonged, engaging the girls from the eyes.

Tamaric held Korica in silence, comforting her mind with soft whispers of love and encouragement. It took Korica a full five minutes to begin to pull herself together enough to even look into Tamaric's face. When she pulled her face back and sniffled Tamaric kissed her forehead and stroked the tears from her cheeks.

"I'm so sorry love. I can feel how much you love Mark. The best thing you can do is to use my strength and resolve to continue to do your job on the bridge. The rest of the team will need us in the right position when they make their escape with the Alotians. If you want¦you can put your pain into me until you're ready to deal with it?"

Korica sniffed hard and wiped her eyes and furrowed her brow.

"You want to take my pain away for me?"

"I don't exactly know how to do that but I got nothing else to do but hang out in our¦your quarters. We can join minds and I'll keep as much of the pain away from you as I can."

"You're so sweet Tamaric. It's our quarters, I keep telling you that. Neither of us knows how to manipulate or control what the other is feeling let alone to take the others pain away like that¦besides I feel how much it hurts for you to be away from your mother and father and¦Harriet. It kills you not to be able to play with her. You love her so much and you miss her terribly. You have enough pain to deal with."

Tamaric sighed at the thought of how much he wanted to be held by his mother and how much he wanted to hold his little sister. It was an acute ache that he couldn't escape. He just wasn't ready to be away from his family like this but he knew he had to endure it for Korica's sake. She had dreams and aspirations that he had a responsibility to make possible for her.

"I don't like you hurting like this Korica. It reminds you of the pain and loss of your mother and father that is with you always."

"That pain will never go away Tamaric. This will fade in time but I will always miss Mark in a deep way. I owe him my life¦as do you and everyone on this ship."

"I know that. I'll never forget how much I owe him as well as you and Laurel. You both saved me in ways you can never¦well you can know how you saved me on the inside but you know what I mean?"

"Yeah I do. I can feel what you can't put into words."

"I'm getting better at it but I'm glad you can feel what's on the inside cause I'm not real good at putting it into words yet."

Korica gave him a peck and then glanced at the sensor dome and she frowned knowing she was going to hear about what she just did.

"Just¦hold me for a few minutes Tamaric. I'll get it together so I can get back to my duties before the captain returns. I promised him I wouldn't let him down."

Tamaric nodded and pulled Korica close to him and stepped closer so their bodies were pressed together and Korica set the side of her face against his shoulder and closed her eyes and began trying to get her feelings reeled in as she enjoyed the love she felt from Tamaric. It took her a few more minutes to get the urge to cry under control and she began drawing on Tamaric's strength until she felt ready to get back to work. The two of them finally stepped back from one another and Korica sensed Tamaric's urge to kiss her and she put her hand on his chest and looked down for a moment then she looked into his eyes.

"We can't do that kind of thing in the corridors Tamaric, especially when I'm in uniform and on duty. I love you so much. Thank you for holding me and for coming to me without me having to call you."

"I love you too Korica. You did call me in a way. I felt how much pain you were in and you thought how much you needed to feel my arms around you. That's as good as calling me to you."

"You're a good man Tamaric, I'm lucky to have as my husband."

"Awe, I'm the lucky one love. If you need me again I'll come straight away."

"Ok."

Tamaric stroked Korica's cheek and she pressed her face against his hand and then she took a deep breath and gave him a beautiful smile and a nod and she turned and stepped up to the door to the bridge and she had her palm scanned and the door slid open and she looked at Tamaric and he smiled at her and raised a hand and she heard his thoughts loud and clear in her mind.

"I'll be in our quarters if you need anything."

"Alright my handsome man."

Tamaric then turned and headed back down the corridor and Korica stepped onto the bridge. As she stepped in everyone stopped what they were doing and stared at her. She felt a little awkward at first and then she drew on Tamaric's masculine confidence and the feeling was washed away as she walked over to the navigation station. Chief Demont looked at Korica carefully and he could see a new sense of resolve in her and her eyes were clear if not a little swollen and bloodshot from crying.

"You feeling up to this ensign?"

"Yes sir. I'll do my job without any problems."

"Good. Take your station please."

Korica looked at lieutenant Marshal and she grinned and nodded and then logged herself out and made her way back to the auxiliary control station as Korica sat down and logged herself in and she took a deep breath then let it out and she put her hands up on the controls and tapped the manual control icon with her pinky finger and she took control of the ship with her fingertips making a very subtle adjustment to their position to get a feel for their attitude and drift at the moment.

It was fifteen minutes later that the captain and xo stepped onto the bridge and they both noticed a hushed and tense feeling among the bridge crew as everyone glanced their way for a second then went back to work. The captain looked at Melissa as she looked at him and they both shrugged their shoulders at the same time then grinned slightly as they assumed their stations. The captain pulled his displays in front of him and logged himself in and then he brought the communications controls up and he touched the icon to contact the departing teams.

"Are you prepped and ready to go lieutenant?"

"Just about sir. We're getting the final gear together as we speak." Marks voice rang back.

"Understood." The captain replied. "You're in charge of the mission so I'll leave it to your discretion when lethal force is required but try not to engage the enemy unless engaged and please try to use the stun setting first. We would like to establish a dialogue with these characters after the extraction if at all possible and if we've massacred some of their people that might not be possible."

"Understood sir."

"God speed and maintain radio silence until you are safely away unless you need backup. I'll have a ship standing by just in case."

"Understood. I hope it won't go that badly for us. I really don't want any other ships involved."

Korica turned and looked at the captain with almost sorrowful eyes that he didn't understand.

"Sir? May I say something to Mark real quick?"

"Go ahead ensign Prentor." The captain said with a nod.

"Hey Mark?"

"Hey short stuff. What's up?"

"I just wanted to tell you¦" Korica glanced around the room briefly then looked straight ahead. "Thank you for saving my life more times than I can count. I¦I love you Mark."

"Awe. You're welcome Korica, just doin my job. And¦I love you too Korica. I'm sorry I haven't been able to get away and sit down and visit with you and mister Prentor. I promise to make an effort to rectify that when I get back."

Korica grinned and then sank her head and fought hard to keep the tears back. She knew this was the last time she would ever talk to Mark. She swallowed hard and lifted her chin while gritting her teeth to hold the tears back and then she spoke her last words to him.

"I'm looking forward to it. Watch your six Mark, I'm not there to protect you this time."

"You've watched my back enough short stuff. You stay here where it's safe and let me handle the dangerous stuff."

"Thanks for everything Mark, good luck." Korica's voice cracked on the last word and there was a pause from Mark.

"This is what I do honey. I'll be fine. Don't you go fallin apart on me."

"Yes sir. I'll¦see you later."

"That's better. We're ready to depart captain."

"You have a green light lieutenant. You may depart whenever you're ready. We'll reduce the shield density above the Future so as to allow your departure whilst keeping the Future obscured."

"Understood. Boomer out."

The channel then closed and Korica struggled with her feelings as she wondered if she should have said something more meaningful as her last words to Mark.

"Ensign Sato, please adjust the shield density to allow the departing ships to slip through the shield with as little resistance as possible. Just above us, not the entire shield."

"Eye sir. I think I can do that."

"You better get it right or the ships will slam into the shield like hitting a brick wall."

"Yes sir."

Ensign Sato set new conditional settings to the shield matrix and he reached up drew a circle around the top portion of the Future with his fingertip and then he locked the shield variator into that region of the shield and he timidly put his fingertip on the shield density slider hoping he had set the controls right and then he gently slid the slider down to minimum safe levels and the shield responded by thinning out allowing the thermal energy from the rising sun to bleed through resulting in a creaking throughout the hull as the temperature of the hull rose rapidly to near two hundred degrees Fahrenheit, then kept steadily climbing as more and more thermal energy was absorbed by the hull and distributed around the entire hull evenly. The captain grinned as he watched the readings from over ensign Sato's shoulder and then he looked over at the auxiliary control station.

"Lieutenant Marshal, please open the hanger doors."

"Yes sir." She replied.

Lieutenant Marshal reached up and touched the icon to open the upper forward and lower aft hangar doors and the sensors showed the ships departing form the Future a few seconds later. Three ships in all, the Icarus, the Prentor and the Perth. Korica was surprised to see the signature of the Icarus since she thought it was being refit. She assumed it was quickly reassembled and put back into service for this mission. She looked over at the captain and he glanced at her then looked back at his displays.

"What's on your mind ensign?" The captain asked without looking up.

"May I ask what ship Mark is on?"

"He's piloting the Icarus. Why do you ask?"

"I was just curious sir. I thought the Icarus was undergoing a refit?"

"It was. It has some unique qualities that make it ideal for a mission like this. She was reassembled and put back into service."

"Without a shakedown run? Isn't that kind of risky?"

The captain looked up at her and Melissa cleared her throat making Korica look over at her and Melissa shook her head no and cast her a stern look. Korica nodded and turned back to her controls and she could feel the captain continuing to look at her for a few moments longer and then he went back to his displays. As soon as the three ships passed through the shield and the Icarus all but disappeared from sensors, ensign Sato slid the shield density back up to maximum then back down to its previous level and he disengaged the regional control and the shield stabilized keeping the Future completely obscured and the hull began to cool down almost immediately. It had reached 300 degrees before the shield was restored and the residual thermal energy was funneled off to warm the fresh water tanks and supplement the atmospheric warmers in the gardening ring. Lieutenant Marshal knew there would be enough thermal energy for several hours so she reduced the amount of energy being delivered to both systems from the fusion generators.

Korica waited about ten minutes then she engaged the AI override for her station and she slowly drew her hands away from her controls and she sat for a moment with her hands in her lap and then she sighed heavily and she stood up and walked over to the captain and he watched her and the sad expression on her face told him what was going on.

"Captain may I have a word with you in private please? It's important."

The captain slowly pushed his displays aside and he looked down for a moment and then he stood up and stepped down from the pedestal that his chair is mounted on.

"Of course ensign. Let's go to my office. Commander Hiller you have the bridge."

"Eye sir, I have the bridge."

The captain gestured at the door and Korica nodded and walked to the door and the captain followed her and they stepped out and walked to left to the captain's office next door. The captain reached around Korica and had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up and Korica walked in and the captain walked in right behind her.

"It's his time isn't it?" The captain said before Korica could even sit down.

"Yes sir." Korica said solemnly as she sat down in front of the captain's desk.

The captain walked around his desk and turned his chair so it was facing him and then he turned and let himself plop down in his chair and he laid his head against the headrest for a moment as he closed his eyes. He sat like that for a few painful seconds for Korica. Korica knew that the captain and Mark were close friends and had served together in the past but she wasn't completely sure how Mark's death would affect him until now. She could feel the overwhelming grief and sorrow coming from the captain. He had a heavy heart but he had a steely resolve that pushed him well beyond tears or the self-indulgence of anguishing over Mark's loss to deeply. The captain had a huge responsibility on his shoulders and it helped move him past dwelling on something he had no control over.

The captain opened his eyes and leaned forward and spun his chair around so he was facing his desk and he touched the control console within his desk and it slowly rose up from the smooth surface of his desk until it was facing him and he touched the AI hale icon.

"Yes captain, how may I be of assistance?"

"What's the status of the landing party?"

"The ships have touched down in the canyon one kilometer from the cavern entrance as planned. With their suits on I am unable to track their life signs precisely but visual sensors tracked their movements to the cavern. They were not challenged in any way."

"Understood. Let me know if there is any change or attempt to access the ships?"

"Understood."

The captain then reached out and closed the channel and he leaned back in his chair and looked at Korica for a moment before speaking.

"How long have you known?"

"I uh¦Jake became aware after you left the bridge. I sensed it from them¦from him."

"I see. You chose not to say anything until I couldn't do anything to stop the team from going down?"

"Oberot made it clear that this had to happen in order for events to play out as he remembered them. I know you are close to Mark sir but¦"

"You did the right thing Korica. I would have stopped them from going down. Mark is a dear friend but I understand the continuity of the time line. The AI and I have discussed it at length and it was made clear that I should take no action against you or your parents if this kind of thing transpired."

"I kind of lost it on the bridge when I sensed what was going to happen. I¦asked the bridge crew not to say anything until you couldn't affect events from happening as they were supposed to. Please don't be mad at them for doing as I asked. The AI told them that it was important and they all agreed to keep quiet."

"I see¦a mutiny of sorts?"

"No sir! I would never mutiny your command."

"It was a poor attempt at a joke ensign. Relax. Do you know how it will happen?"

"No sir. I sensed that Jake is reluctant to look into the event that deeply. He doesn't want that image stuck in his head forever."

"Captain?" The AI's voice rang out. "Laurel and Jake are requesting an audience with you."

"Please tell them that Korica has already filled me in on what's about to happen. Tell them I'm sitting with her now discussing the issue."

"Understood."

"So I'm not in trouble for¦not saying something sooner? For making the bridge crew keep quiet?" Korica asked timidly.

"No, you're not in trouble Korica. The fact that you were able to convince an entire bridge crew of senior officers to go along with you is rather impressive. I don't want this kind of thing to ever happen again though. If you become aware of dire events you are to speak up immediately no matter how you glean that information. Is that clear?"

"Yes sir. I only kept it from you until now cause I understand how important it is for events to play out exactly how they were supposed to. I love my life aboard the Future and I could've put all that in jeopardy if I had said anything."

"I know Korica. Are you going to be able to perform your duties in light of this knowledge?"

"Yes sir. I¦I had a good cry and I can keep it together until the end of my shift. I promise."

"Good. I need your particular skills on the bridge until this over."

"I won't let you down sir."

"I have no doubt about that. You're a very driven and determined young lady. You may return to your station. I'll join you shortly."

Korica stood up and she felt a wave of grief wash over her from the captain.

"I'm sorry this hurts you so much captain. I know Mark was a good friend. We're going to miss him terribly."

"Thank you Korica. A captain is trained to expect the loss of some people on such a dangerous mission but it really strikes home when it's someone so close. We have to carry on for the good of the many."

"Yes sir. I know what this kind of loss is like¦it's never easy and it stays with you for a very long time."

The captain looked at her and he gave her a soft grin and then he stretched his hand out and Korica looked at his hand and then she stepped closer and placed her soft and very warm hand in his and he clasped his other hand over hers.

"I know you have a support system around you in the people that love you but we have counselors that are trained to help people deal with this kind of pain. If you ever feel like talking about the loss of your parents, or the loss of Mark¦please take advantage of their services. They won't judge and they will listen with compassion and never ever reveal what you talk about."

"Thank you sir. When I feel ready to talk about it¦I might just do that. I don't want to talk about it or even think about it right now though. It's all still to raw for me."

The captain let go of her hand and he leaned back slightly.

"I can certainly understand that. You can't keep it bottled up forever though. It will begin to define you and that's not a healthy thing. You're a sweet girl and I would like to see that continue. Keeping pain deep inside tends to harden a person over time."

"Yes sir. Death is a part of life and I understand that now. I just have to learn how to come to terms with it when it happens to the people I love."

"Don't we all. That's a very mature attitude Korica. Please use the people around you if you don't want to talk to our counselors."

"You're¦asking me to talk about this even if I don't feel ready for it?"

"Something like that. Time tends to get away from us and before you know it years have passed us by and we never get around to discussing it with anyone."

Korica sensed that the captain was talking from personal experience and he was still holding some very deep pain that he had never discussed with anyone and it was eating him up a little every day.

"Alright. I'll talk about it with Tamaric first." Korica sighed. "No matter how much it hurts to talk about it."

"At a girl. Exploring and accepting the pain is the first step to recovery. It's best to talk with someone that loves you and will listen compassionately and help you understand what you're feeling. I would think there's no one better than your new husband given the connection you two have."

Korica grinned at the sound of the captain calling Tamaric her husband. She was realizing just how proud she was of him and her relationship with him and the captain actually sounded a little proud of their coupling as well.

"Thank you sir. Tamaric is very caring with my feelings. I think you're right that he is the perfect person to sit down and talk with."

Korica then gave a short nod and turned and stepped to the door and it slid open silently and Korica stepped and took a few steps then she stopped and put her hand on the bulkhead and tried to get her composure together before she stepped back on the bridge. She suddenly heard Tamaric's voice in her mind.

"I will always be willing to sit and talk with you about whatever is bothering you love. I know how much it hurts to think about your parent's deaths and how you still blame yourself. When you're ready I'll sit and listen and I'll help you come to terms with the loss of Mark."

"You heard all that?"

"Well your side of it anyways. I felt the impression of what you were hearing from the captain but I didn't actually hear his voice. I can't quite tune into that yet without joining minds with you. I think he really likes you love and he's right you know? You can't keep it bottled up forever."

"I know. You're so sweet Tamaric. I want to talk about it when my shift is done ok?"

"Alright. I'll be here waiting for you since my first day of service has been put on hold with what's going on."

"I'm sorry about that Tamaric. You must be bored out of your mind."

"Naw, it's not all that bad. I get to lie here and listen to everything your thinking and feeling. It's so neat to be such an intimate part of you now. I get to experience everything your doing through you."

"That's sweet. I have to tune that part of you out so I can concentrate on my work. Maybe I'll get a day off when you have to work so I can lie in bed and experience your day with you."

Korica sensed Tamaric laughing and it put a smile on her face and she stood up straight and smoothed her shirt down looking at the curves of her breasts and again she was a little taken aback by how developed she was. It still felt like she was looking down at someone else's body. Korica felt ready to get back to work now. She walked to the bridge door and had her palm scanned and the door slid open and she stepped in and the whole bridge crew looked at her and she nodded then walked over to the navigation seat and she stopped and faced out into the room.

"I told him. Thank you for respecting me and the time line of events. There won't ever be another situation where I'll ask all of you to hold anything back from the captain. He needs to know what we know as soon as we know it if it is going to affect an ongoing mission or the operation of this ship."

"What are the repercussions going to be to all of us for keeping quiet?" Lieutenant Marshal asked.

Korica looked right at her.

"None. The captain knew this was coming and he said I did the right thing. It was made clear that I'm never to do this again but in this circumstance you all did the right thing by following my lead."

"Anybody care to fill me in on what the hell you're talking about?" Melissa asked.

"Uh¦I became aware that there's going to be some casualties on the mission." Korica replied.

Melissa sprang to her feet and Korica suddenly remembered what she had sensed from Laurel of Mark and Melissa's covert relationship.

"Casualties? Who? How many?"

"I don't know exactly how many but¦Mark¦is going to be one of them."

"We didn't know that you knew exactly who was going to be killed." Ensign Sato said.

"He's the only one I'm sure about because I'm close to him."

"Where's the captain?" Melissa snapped.

"He's still in his office as far as I know." Korica said.

Melissa headed for the door glaring at Korica for a moment and then she looked at chief Demont.

"You have the bridge chief."

"Eye mam, I have the bridge."

Melissa then stepped through the door when it slid open and Korica looked around at everyone looking at her and she shrugged her shoulders and then sat down in her seat and she looked forward for a moment and then she looked around for a moment then said what came to mind.

"What? Let's get to work. I'm a part of this but I didn't cause it."

The crew looked at each other for a moment then went back to their duties and Korica looked over at chief Demont.

"You don't think I caused this do you?" Korica asked quietly.

"No. Like you said, you're a part of it but I don't think you made it happen or anything crazy like that. I think it's a damn shame you felt you had to let it happen though. Guys like lieutenant Tillman are hard to come by and we need them out here. Personal loss aside his absence is going to have a long reaching affect on all of us."

Korica sighed heavily. "I know."

Everyone went to work at their stations and ten minutes later that the captain and xo stepped back onto the bridge. Korica looked their way and she could feel and see the grief in Melissa. Korica looked forward at her upper display and she sensed Melissa walk up behind her and put her hands on her shoulders and Korica thought she was going to be called out by Melissa but instead Melissa kneaded Korica's shoulders a few times and then she leaned down and whispered in her ear.

"As much as I hate to say it, you did the right thing. I was very close to Mark too. If you want to talk about it later I'm willing to listen."

Korica nodded without saying a word and Melissa stood up straight and patted both of Korica's shoulders and then made her way over to the propulsion station and she relieved the officer sitting there and she went back to work. The whole crew worked for close to four hours when the captain surprised Korica by excusing her and three of the other officers to get something to eat. As soon as their relief showed up they logged themselves out and headed to the mess hall together. As Korica got to within a few feet of the mess hall she saw Tamaric step out of her quarters and her face lit up and she felt her heart race and her face felt very warm. She stopped and waited for Tamaric to walk over to her and she could feel his exhilaration and excitement at seeing her face. He was continually shocked and proud of her beauty and grace.

"Hi ya darlin. Mind if I join you?"

"I would love it. I was going to call you¦"

"I know."

Korica took Tamaric's hand and gave him a peck despite the rules of conduct and the two of them made their way into the mess hall, which was quite busy and rather noisy with all of the officers having their evening meal before assuming their overnight duty on the bridge and elsewhere on the ship. The junior officers and quiet a few cadets were also enjoying their evening meal. The two of them walked over to the furthest dispenser, the only one without a line to it and they poured themselves a drink and then looked around for a seat and one of the bridge officers waved them over with a friendly smile on his face. Korica lifted a hand in salutation and the two of them walked over to his table and he scooted aside to make room for the two of them. They sat down and Korica took a sip of her drink and then she looked at the officer and grinned at him.

"Thank you for inviting us over. I'm still not completely sure how I fit into the crew."

"You're one of us, that's how you fit in ensign. Both of you are." The officer said looking at Tamaric upon his last comment.

"Thank you." Tamaric said.

"Rank and uniform aside, we're all one big family."

"That's nice, I like that idea." Korica said with a big smile.

"I'm chief warrant officer Erickson. You can call me Tom though."

"Hi Tom." Korica said. "I'm ensign Korica Prentor and this is my¦husband, cadet Tamaric Reynolds."

"Hello Korica and Tamaric. It's nice to finally meet you."

"I guess I shouldn't be surprised that you know who we are?"

"We all know who you are. I didn't realize you were¦married though."

"It's not official. We participated in a joining ceremony on Hiendon to bring the whole village together and gain their trust. It was conducted by the leader of the tribe and witnessed by the whole village and the landing party that included the xo."

"I haven't read the mission details yet but that sure sounds official to me. You obviously see it that way."

Korica looked at Tamaric and both of them smiled and Korica nudged him playfully then she looked at Tom.

"Yeah I guess we do."

A servo drone showed up and handed a pair of menus to Korica and she took them and set one on the table and her and Tamaric selected a meal rather quickly then handed the menus back to the servo drone.

"So¦" Tom started. "You have bridge duty right now right?"

"Yes sir."

"Oh you can stop all that stuff Korica. Off the bridge we're equals¦and friends. Friends don't call each other sir or mam¦unless that's how you want me to address you?"

Korica giggled at the thought and she shook her head no.

"You can just call me Korica."

"Ok Korica. So what's the latest on the mission?"

"Well we found where the Alotians are being held but it's really deep beneath the surface. An extraction team has been sent down to rescue them but¦" Korica paused and looked down.

"But?" Tom asked putting his hands up.

"My dad sensed some casualties. Lieutenant Mark Tillman is going to be among the casualties. Do you know who that is?"

"I sure do. Anyone that studied the events of how the Future got to the Future planet knows who he is. That really stinks. I understand he is a really good guy and well liked by everyone that knows him."

"He's more than a friend to me. He's like family." Korica sighed heavily and looked down again and Tamaric took hold of her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze and she looked at him with tearful eyes and she managed a grin then she continued. "Anyway, the team is in the process of rescuing the Alaotians and we're holding a fixed position directly above them. Turns out there are millions of Monakers living below the surface. There aren't any animals or plants as we know 'em¦least not on the surface and we have to wear spacesuits just to go down there. I can't imagine how difficult that must make the mission."

A servo drone showed up with Tom's meal and the plate was slid up on the table and he inhaled the wonderful aroma and grinned.

"Any weapons detected aimed at us?" Tom asked.

"If there are we haven't detected them. I don't think they know exactly where we are in orbit but my sloppy flying may have tipped 'em off to our presence."

"You were flying the ship manually?"

"Yeah. The captain knew I had done it before without engine or thruster assist so as not to give away our presence."

"I read something about the ship flying by gravity drive but I thought it was extremely tricky and complex to do. You're the one that did it last time?"

"Yep. My mom came up with the idea and the AI helped me to initiate it last time. This time I did it solo with no AI assist."

"Whoa! Now that is impressive."

"Thanks. What station are you assigned to tonight?"

"Not sure yet. I think propulsion¦though that might be a boring station if you're doing all the flying without the engines and thrusters."

"Far from it. You're gunna have to keep the antimatter reactors and negative matter core balanced so I have the gravitational energy needed to pilot the ship. I can't fly the ship and balance the propulsion system at the same time¦least I don't think I can. I would rather not try to do both. Like you said, flying by gravity drive is tricky and it takes a lot of concentration."

"And if we're still in orbit when your shift ends? Is there anyone else that knows how to pilot the ship using gravity drive?"

"Beats me. Far as I know I'm the only one with practical experience doing it but there might be others that are familiar with the principal. If nothing else the AI can assist whoever is stationed at navigation."

"I know this ship was designed to essentially fly on autopilot for years at a time but it isn't the same is it?"

"Not exactly. The mind of a person will use¦emotional and rational decision making whereas the AI uses pure logic and computative reasoning. It isn't quite the same."

"So the AI might sacrifice a person for the good of the ship whereas a person would accept danger or possible damage to the ship in order to save a life?"

"I guess that's one way to put it but I don't exactly know that the AI would ever sacrifice one of us under any circumstance. I've spent a lot of time talking to and being cared for by the AI. It has this weird almost emotional like behavior toward us all. We're its primary concern so I don't know that we would be seen as expendable or whatever."

"Hmm. I've never quite been comfortable with a huge computer controlling everything no matter how complex it is or how much it's programmed to recreate emotional like responses."

"How long have you been out of stasis Tom?"

"Ooh¦four and a half months or so. Why?"

"You might want to take the time to sit down and really get to know your ship. The AI is far beyond just a computer. It has true values programmed into its interactive programming and it understands the Human condition way beyond what you might expect. Applying those¦traits to me it has made me feel special¦and accepted by the very ship I live on. Just don't write it off as nothing more than a huge computer before you get to know how it truly functions."

"Sheese¦sounds like you care for it like a person or something."

"You would have to understand what a mess I was when I came aboard and how the AI soothed me. The love I received from Laurel and Jake was exactly what I needed but the ship filled in the gaps where it was needed. I'm telling you the AI is so complex that it understands the value of emotions and how to administer them in a meaningful way. Your people created an amazing¦machine in what you have built in this ship. Both in the construction of the ship and in the quantum computer at its core."

"Well at the very least that kind of pride in your ship explains why the AI speaks so highly of you and why the captain wants you on the crew so badly."

"I thought you hadn't talked with the ship much? How would you know the ship speaks highly of me?"

"You obviously haven't watched the post stasis briefing that everyone is treated to?"

"No. I was there, why would I watch a briefing about what I went through?"

Tom chuckled and took a bite of his food and then he looked at Korica as he swallowed his bite.

"Anytime the AI described you or the events surrounding you as a narrator, words like dear soul, sweet girl, brilliant young woman, and such were used. You were also described as one of the smartest and most resourceful girls on the ship. Your intellect was presumed to be twice that of a typical Human counter part your age and was inferred to be a genetic trait of your species that would blossom into something truly spectacular as you grew older. We've all been a little eager to see it for ourselves. Your ability to pilot this tub without engines or thrusters kind of confirms that."

"Thank you."

"You're quite an opinionated and determined young lady...and very charming. I can see why Tamaric is so interested in you."

"Hey can I ask you something Tom?" Tamaric inquired.

"Sure."

"Um¦you look to be in your late twenties or so¦how old were you when you came aboard?"

"Thank you Tamaric, I'll take that as a compliment. I was told that I'm the equivalent age of thirty-six but I was twenty eight when I came aboard."

"You talk like someone twenty eight or so and you certainly don't look to be thirty-six."

"We're all stuck with the age we were before stasis with the body of an older person surrounding us."

"Tell me about it." Korica said in chuckle.

"That's right¦you two are¦were lot younger than you look to be right now."

"Our minds are catching up to our bodies quickly now that we're paired and all this cosmic knowledge is within our reach not to mention all the knowledge that's been imparted to us by the elder race and the ship here." Korica said.

"I'm not afraid to say that I was eleven when I climbed into my chamber. I climbed out looking like this and my girlfriend was a full blown hotty."

Tom chuckled and slapped Tamaric's back playfully and Korica smiled and looked down, glad for the deep tan to cover her blushing cheeks.

"It was that weird time radiation you were exposed to right?"

"That's right. We wouldn't have aged but a few months if it weren't for that." Tamaric said.

"You should see what it did to my mom and dad. They don't look at all like they did when they climbed into their stasis chamber. The AI was afraid we wouldn't stop growing for a time. We aged to this¦" Korica looked down at herself. "In just twenty five days."

"Crap! Can you imagine the growing pains had you been conscious?"

"We felt some of it from the moment we were exposed. It hurt in the guts and joints¦and the back as weird as that is." Tamaric said.

A servo drone finally showed up with Korica and Tamaric's plates of food and they were slid up on the table and Korica sighed as she smelled the wonderful aroma of the sizzling steak Tamaric had ordered and the hot creamy sauce on her noodles and vegetables.

"Dig in, I won't keep you two from eating. I know you have to get back to the bridge."

"Ok." Korica said. "It's been nice talking with you Tom. I felt that you don't judge us wrongly or see us as weird or out of place."

"Hey, we're all living a weird episode of the twilight zone out here. Far be it for me to judge anyone or anything on this ship."

"What's¦the twilight zone?" Korica asked furrowing her brow.

"Access the ships library on Earth shows of the nineteen sixties and nineteen nineties. It was a science fiction show about people experiencing strange and bizarre events that defy the mind."

"There was also a movie made in twenty fourty called the twilight zone. It wasn't very good but it had the same premise." Tamaric added.

"I wasn't aware of that one." Tom said with a smile.

"I'll have to look into it to understand the analogy." Korica said.

They all then set in to eating their meal. When they were done Korica and Tamaric said goodbye to Tom and then walked over to the dispensers and poured a last drink and downed them then set their glasses on the nearest table and walked to the exit together. Tamaric stopped at the exit and sighed and Korica grinned and lifted her arm and pressed the button on her bio monitor and the ships time appeared in blue numbers then faded away and she took Tamaric's hand and pulled him toward her quarters.

"What are you doing love? You have to¦ooh¦" Tamaric smiled when he sensed what Korica was thinking.

Korica smiled as they walked to her quarters and she had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped in as the lights came up and Korica watched the door slide closed and then she spun Tamaric around and put her arms around him and engaged him in a loving and long tongue kiss. When the kiss was terminated after almost a full minute, Korica set her forehead against Tamaric's and she caught her breath and tried to get the rush of emotions and hormones to fade.

"I have about five minutes or so. I know how much you needed and wanted that."

"Lord all mighty help me! You're something else Korica. The way you read me and do things to me is freakin mind bending."

"I feel the same way. I'm dizzy."

"We start to join every time we kiss or even touch each other¦in an intimate way huhn?"

"Our minds and souls are hungry for the bonding experience I guess."

Korica pulled her forehead back and blinked hard a few times and the head spinning faded away and then she looked down and saw Tamaric's state of arousal and she tilted her head and looked remorseful.

"I'm sorry Tamaric. I didn't mean to do that to you. I didn't bring you hear for that. I don't have near enough time for that."

"I know love. That's a natural reaction to your touch¦and your kisses. I know that's not what you had in mind. Don't apologize for turning me on, I like it¦a lot."

"Kay. I have to get back to the bridge."

"Alright. I might need that¦self-relief you were talking about earlier. You might want to tune me out for a while."

Korica smiled at him and reached down and stroked his swollen crotch gently.

"If you can hold out for a few hours my shift is almost over and I'll come relieve you of that pent up stress."

"That's a deal. I'll wait for you."

"I promise to make it well worth the wait."

"Oh crap! I like the sounds of that."

"You've had five¦let's see if I can make it six in row?"

"I think I can handle that."

"I thought you might say that."

Korica gave him a prolonged lip lock kiss and then she hugged him tightly for a few moments and then she stepped back and swallowed hard as she continued to reel her feelings in while trying to wash the lustful thoughts from her mind.

"I gotta stop doin that if I'm ever gunna get outta here."

Tamaric chuckled and looked down for a moment and shook his head.

"What? What's so funny about that?"

"You said that with Laurel's accent. You sound so much like her sometimes that it just strikes me funny."

"Oh¦it's how her and Jake's cultural essence was imparted to me by the chair of knowledge. A small part of 'em is a part of me not to mention the fact we're practically paired."

Korica smiled a little and then laughed just a little.

"It isn't a bad thing. It's kind of cute to hear your Hiram accent almost completely disappear like that."

Korica grinned and then stroked Tamaric's cheek as she sighed.

"I love the way you think Tamaric. I'll see you in a little while."

"Ok. I'll be right here."

"I'm sorry you're stuck in our quarters but it's really helping me to concentrate to have you so close. I haven't felt any of the separation anxiety."

"Yeah, neither have I. Anything I can do to help you do your job is what I'm going to do."

"You're so good to me Tamaric. We'll have that long talk after I reward you ok?"

"Ok love. I'll see you later."

Korica gave him a peck and then headed for the door. As she stepped out she took a long breath and opened her eyes wide as Tamaric's close influence began to fade. She was beginning to realize that it was more than just intense love between her and Tamaric. Being close to him made her feel so different, like so much more and just a little more connected to the world around her. She had no idea how deep it was going to go but she knew it was going to be very profound when they finally found their center together and truly understood how this thing was going to work between them.

Korica stepped up to the bridge door and she had her palm scanned and the door slid open and she stepped in and the captain glanced at her and gave her a subtle grin and a nod. She smiled warmly and headed to the navigation station and she relieved the officer there. He logged himself out and exited the bridge without saying a word. Korica sensed that he was having a great deal of trouble piloting the ship and the AI had to take control quite a few times while she was gone and the officer was disappointed that he couldn't equal the skill of a teenage girl from another world entirely.

Korica assessed their position and took the AI override off line and began controlling the ship manually with great ease and confidence. The rest of the officers that had been dismissed for evening meal with her returned moments later and reassumed their stations and four more of the bridge crew were told to page their standbys so they could go eat. A few moments later four new officers showed up and relieved them and it went like that until everyone had a chance to get something to eat including the captain and xo, who ate last. As the evening drew longer despite the daylight now flooding the ground where the landing party had set down, the routine became very mundane as they waited for word from the ground. It was at 17:20 ships time that there was ground movement detected near the parked ships. The sensors automatically zoomed in and the distinct iridescent purple spacesuits with black tactical gear packs over them were clearly visible. Ensign Sato put the visual sensor image on the huge viewer at the front of the bridge and then spoke solemnly as they all watched the teams returning to the ships carrying three people in suits over their shoulders.

"They're retuning to the ships captain. It looks¦there have obviously been some casualties. At least three from what I can see."

"No one is left behind." The captain said very softly. "Thank you ensign. Please¦have medics waiting in the hangars to receive the wounded and see to our new guests."

"Eye sir." Chief Demont replied from the communications station. "Do we know if the Alotiains will even understand anything we say?"

"They don't speak verbally. Some kind of mind-to-mind communication from what we were told. It doesn't require knowledge of the host's language."

"They get inside your head?" One of the officers at science station two blurted out.

"It's not formal telepathy as we know it. They don't hear what you thinking so much as access your speech center so they understand your language and you hear what their saying in your own voice within your mind. There's no such thing as a language barrier for them. That's why the Monakers took them to learn what they know about building spaceships and weapons related technology. They can communicate with just about any species they encounter."

"That's actually kind of impressive that they've evolved that ability." Melissa said.

"I would wager that we have a few among us that may very well evolve that same ability or at the very least their children will."

Korica looked over at the captain and pointed at herself.

"Me?"

"That's right."

"You mean the microorganism thing in my brain? But¦how would that affect my children?"

"The AI says the original microorganism used your T cells to replicate itself and become a part of your brain, rewiring it to work the way it does now when you hear a foreign language. It's a part of you and has written itself into your very DNA. Tamaric has the same modification within him and when you two combine your DNA in creating a child that trait is going to be passed on to your children since it will present as a dominant trait."

"I¦I didn't know that it was that a much a part of me other than¦that it was permanent and couldn't be removed without killing me."

"I'm sure your friend from Aerot didn't explain that part to you."

"No he didn't."

"Sir!" Ensign Sato called out as he pointed at the main viewer.

There were seven very tall individuals stepping out into the daylight making a long stridden run for the ships with several of the suited extraction team members with them.

"They aren't wearing suits. You think the Alotians can breath that noxious atmosphere?" Melissa said.

"Not likely." The captain replied. "They can probably hold their breath much longer than we can given their huge size. They look to be seven feet tall or more."

"That must be why some of the team made their way to the ships first." Korica said. "They were prepping the scrubbers and air processors to replace the cabin air as quickly as possible once the airlock is closed and sealed. The engines have to be primed for that to work in the crimson fighters."

The Icarus was all but invisible but five of the team members could be seen disappearing into thin air suggesting they had stepped under and into the Icarus and a few moments later there was a small gush of dust as the ships lifted off and rocketed skyward. The captain looked at ensign Sato and before he could even speak ensign Sato nodded.

"Adjusting the shield so they can enter from above sir."

The captain nodded and ensign Sato turned to his displays and adjusted the shield to allow the ships to pass through the shield from above and again the hull could be heard creaking as it rapidly heated up in the direct sunlight flooding in. Korica was relieved that the ships were inbound but she had a heavy heart knowing that Mark was gone. He had to be one of the bodies being carried to the ships. A few moments later there were indications of a large curved dome retracting on the surface and an energy build up was detected.

"Captain the ships are being targeted!" Ensign Sato called out.

"I got this captain!" Korica called out.

Korica sent commands to the gravitational reflectors and the Future began to descend down into the atmosphere and when she got a fix on the crimson fighters she increased their speed even further diving the enormous hull of the Future down beneath the skyward bound ships. The captain gripped the armrests of his chair at the view as the ground became very prominent on the view screen but he kept quiet and hoped to God Korica could pilot something as heavy as the Future without engines to assist her. There was a huge energy discharge on the ground and a bright blue and white bolt of energy raced toward the Future, looking tiny at first but it soon looked huge as it expanded and seemed to grow in intensity. The bolt of energy slammed into the shield creating a strange twang sound that seemed to echo right through the hull but the energy was completely dissipated everywhere except for from above where the shield was still reduced to minimum safe levels to allow the ships in. The energy rushed through the weakened region of the shield and streamed onto the hull in a buzzing and crackling sound that was deafening. The energy discharge lasted a full ten seconds and then faded away and there were multiple warnings of short circuits and overloads from auxiliary components closest to the inner hull and then the components simply went dark as the energy within them was canceled out by the energy coursing through the outer hull.

There were indications of another energy buildup on the surface and Korica fought to bring the Future out of her dive but the planets gravity was now pulling her down rapidly and making the gravity drive very sluggish.

"I need more drive energy or I'm not going to be able to pull us out of this!" Korica called out excitedly.

Melissa increased the antimatter output to near maximum and then shunted more power form the negative matter core and Korica finally gained the gravitational power she needed. The ship began to arc skyward and Korica slid the shield controller out to increase its diameter and then slid the thrust control to maximum and the Future picked up speed and finally began to steadily climb. Korica maintained the climb attitude and glanced at the location of the crimson fighters and she could see that they were very close to reaching dark space. She initiated a steep climb and then spun the Future on her axis so she was inverted and she gave a last push to the engine thrust controller and a few seconds later the Future made a hard rotational turn and headed in the opposite direction with a slight creaking of the hull.

"Take it easy ensign!" The captain said. "This is a five hundred year old transport ship. She isn't a fighter ship."

"There's another energy build up from the surface captain." Ensign Sato said. "I think they're preparing to fire again."

"Crap! Get us between that build up and the escaping ship ensign!"

Korica rolled the Future over so her belly was down and she headed straight for the crimson fighters and she could make out the faint signature of the Icarus creating a gravity wake as she raced between them to provide cover. There was a momentary pulse in which the Icarus could almost be made out and a huge bolt of yellow energy blasted from her bow and headed toward the surface. It was met by an even larger discharge from the surface resulting in a mushroom clod of yellows and reds as the energy intertwined and ignited in the atmosphere then the energy bolt from the surface emerged on the other side and kept heading toward the ships pulling a stream of yellow energy from the mushroom cloud in a thin pinpoint shape following the bolt of energy only to strike the Future's shield which Ensign Sato had the forethought to reinforce on all sides. There was the same twang heard and this time all of the energy was absorbed and reflected away for the duration of the ten second long blast. The Future then reached dark space and Korica slowed her forward speed and assumed a parallel course with the crimson fighters. Korica knew their presence would be completely invisible to the sensors on the crimson fighters and the Icarus so they would have no idea they were being shadowed. She made a point to keep enough distance so the ships wouldn't accidentally bump into the shield.

"Ensign Sato, The shield please." The captain said.

"Eye sir."

Ensign Sato once again created a regional area above the ship where the shield was thinned to its minimum safe level and the crimson fighters were now able to detect the Future and they banked over and entered the shield quickly and then ensign Sato stabilized the shield and Lieutenant Marshal opened the hangar doors for the arriving ships. Korica slowly spun the Future around so they were facing the planet and she brought the ship to a dead stop and then she pulled her hands from the controls and she realized she was breathing very rapidly. She swallowed and slowly looked over at the captain.

"Well¦that was¦not fun. Nice piloting Korica. That was some of the most impressive instinctive flying I have ever seen. I knew I put the right person in that seat."

"I'm sorry I beat the ship up so bad sir. It just¦I knew I had to get between that weapon and the ships or they would have no chance."

"I know. You did what you had to in order to protect our people. That's what I want to see in my bridge crew." The captain looked over at the damage control board and he was dismayed at all of the red indicators. "Dispatch the repair parties. I need to know just how bad it is."

"Eye sir." Chief Demont replied.

He turned to his display and began dispatching the appropriate repair parties to the areas reporting damage.

"Are there any reports of injuries or casualties?"

The chief finished his conversation and then looked at the captain.

"Not so far sir. Everyone was confined to the inner sections of the ship so I don't think there is going to be any injuries to report but I'll keep you apprised if there are any reported."

"Thank you chief."

"Your orders for me sir?" Korica asked.

"Hold our position here for now. They can't fire at us if they can't see us and it's going to be very hard to find us if we aren't in orbit."

"Eye sir."

"Commander, will you join me in the hangers to greet our guests and see about the casualties."

"Yes sir."

Melissa logged herself out and got to her feet and the captain logged himself out and slowly pushed his displays aside. He stood up and then stepped down and walked over to Korica and put his hands on her shoulders.

"You've done an amazing job Korica. When your relief shows up I want you to go workout and get showered but please be ready to be recalled to your station when we go back in. I want you on the bridge when we attempt to contact the Monakers."

"Yes sir." Korica turned slightly in her seat and the captain drew his hands off her shoulders. "Can I ask you something captain?"

"What's on your mind?"

"I'm just curious why you didn't put us at battle stations when we came under fire?"

The captain turned his head slightly and grinned at her.

"You think you would've had time to secure your station and head to the battle bridge? Do you think any of us could have made our way over to the battle bridge and activate our stations in time?"

"No I guess not."

"Neither do I. We're not a battleship anyways ensign, that's for extreme circumstances. With the shield we have now, we may never need to use the battle bridge."

Korica nodded and the captain placed his hand on the back of her shoulder.

"It'll be a few hours until we get the damage assessed and repaired. I want you to unwind a little and get the encounter out of your system. I need you frosty when you're recalled to duty."

"I'll be ready sir."

The captain gave her an obligatory nod and turned and headed for the exit. Despite his semi jovial disposition Korica sensed the deep dread in him. He had to go see his best friend's lifeless body while greeting the Alotians properly. She couldn't imagine how difficult that must be for him. She sighed as the doors slid closed behind the captain and xo and Korica looked forward and felt the distinct and uncomfortable pang of deep grief over the loss of Mark deep in her guts. She knew if she thought about it too long she would lose it again and start blubbering and she was determined to save that for her personal time, not while she was on duty. She reached up and initiated a diagnostic on the navigation system to insure none of the damage reached the systems that would be necessary when they had to go back to Kerigon which was rapidly moving away from them at almost seventy thousand miles per hour in its normal orbital path around the sun as the Future sat perfectly still in space.

Korica waited anxiously for the diagnostic to complete and to her relief ten minutes later the diagnostic revealed no damage of any kind and all navigational systems were operating within normal operating parameters. It was only seconds later that an officer she had never met before stepped onto the bridge and walked right up to her and touched her shoulder.

"I'm your relief ensign. What's our status?"

Korica looked up to see a strikingly beautiful blonde woman with the most dazzling light green eyes. Her hair was pulled back tight into a ponytail with a pink ribbon holding the pony tail tight to the back of her head and the end was neatly draped over her back terminating almost at the middle of her back. Korica knew such long hair was unusual for anyone in the civilian corps but it reminded her of how Laurel used to keep her hair when it was much longer and Korica thought it was beautiful. Korica glanced at her rank insignia and then looked at her displays.

"Good evening lieutenant commander. We're holding a stationary position while the damage from our encounter is assessed and repaired. The navigation system was unaffected but there are a few subsystems around the ship showing signs of damage or off line entirely. We're using gravity drive without engine or thruster assist so the ship is a little sluggish at first and response to input has a few second delay."

"Understood. Thank you for the update."

Korica then reached out and logged herself out and then she got to her feet and stepped aside and the lieutenant commander sat down and logged herself in and then she looked up at Korica and gave her a pretty smile.

"You are relieved ensign."

"I stand relieved."

"You're Korica Prentor right?"

"Yes mam."

"Wow, you really are very pretty and I love your little accent. It's unique from any accent I've ever heard before."

"Thank you mam. You're very beautiful too. I love your long golden hair. My mom used to keep her hair long like yours and in a pony tail most of the time."

"Oh? Your mother didn't have white hair like yours?"

Korica sighed heavily. "My birth mother did. I was talking about my adoptive mother, Laurel Kade."

"Ah, I see. I've seen images of Laurel Kade. She is very beautiful and has the deepest purly blue eyes I've ever seen."

"Yes mam. I've never seen another woman quite as striking as her. Anyway, I'll be your relief tonight so anytime you want to go get something to eat or something just page me."

"Ok. Thank you ensign Prentor."

Korica smiled at her and nodded once and then turned and headed for the exit. Just as she stepped out the relief crew for the rest of the bridge crew were stepping up to the door. Korica offered them a friendly smile and she garnered many smiles in return and Tom patted her shoulder.

"Done for the day huhn?"

"Yeah. I'm on standby for the next twelve hours and then I'll have a day off¦least I think I'm gunna get a day off."

"That' for the bridge crew. Ours is one of the most stressful jobs on the ship so we're granted more time off to get the job out of our heads for a little while. You have a goodnight Korica."

"You too Tom. I'll probably see you later anyways, the captain wants me on the bridge when we go back to Kerigon."

"Oh ok. I'll see you then."

Korica smiled and nodded once and turned and headed for her quarters as Tom had his palm scanned and then stepped onto the bridge once the door slid open. Korica could feel Tamaric's excitement growing as she got closer to the door to her quarters and she couldn't help but begin to smile. She was feeding on his excitement only furthering her own. By the time she had her palm scanned and the door to her quarters slid open she was breathing fast and felt like she couldn't get into her quarters quick enough to satisfy her excitement. She found Tamaric standing just inside the door with his arms out and a huge smile on his face.

"Hi ya beautiful. How was your day?"

Korica stepped right into him and held him tightly for a few moments and then she leaned back and planted a long lip lock kiss on him and then she pushed him back toward the bed while still holding onto him.

"You shared my day with me, you kind of know how it was."

Tamaric stepped back to the bed and plopped down as Korica let go of him and slid her shoes off.

"I know but I want to hear you talk about it."

"Awe. You just want to hear me talk?"

"Yeah. I love your voice Korica. It makes my spine tingle to hear you talk and I know you've had a hard day. You need to talk about it and I want to be here for you."

"How did you ever get to be such a good man Tamaric?"

Tamaric smiled and shrugged his shoulders and Korica smiled back brightly and she stepped toward him and pushed him back by his shoulders until he was lying flat on his back with his legs dangling over the edge of the bed and then Korica climbed over him and sat right on his lap and she leaned down and engaged him in a long tongue kiss. He scooted back slightly under her and she moved forward slightly and settled all her weight on him until the kiss was terminated. Korica gave him two gentle pecks drawing his lips between hers and then she blinked a few times as she waited for the head spinning to ease up and then she rolled off him and glanced at his once again swollen crotch and she smiled and found herself picturing it in her mind standing at attention, waiting for her to consume it with her warm and slippery loins. She felt a distinct tingle buzzing in her crotch and she fought hard not to act on what was going through her mind.

"I'm glad to know that you look at me like that too love. I was thinking I was the only one with a perverted mind."

Korica looked up into his eyes and she smiled at him.

"It's not perverted to lust after your mate. I know how good you are¦how good we are together and it's hard to resist just how good I know it is with you. You're also very good looking Tamaric. I like your shape, color, firmness¦everything about your¦cock is fascinating to me. You add attach that handsome face of yours and your muscular body to it and you're irresistible."

"Thanks Korica. I'm glad you like my body that much."

"I love it Tamaric, just like I love you. You're the perfect man in my eyes."

"You're gunna make my head so big I won't fit through the door if you keep that up."

"You should be proud of yourself and of your looks. If I can help improve that then I'm doing my job as your wife."

"My wife¦I really like how that sounds."

"Me too. Once your swelling goes down, you want to go workout with me?"

"You don't want to talk about your day? It was anything but ordinary."

"Not¦I want to talk about it but not yet ok?"

"You know once the crying starts it's going to be hard to stop?"

"Uh huh. My heart is broken and I performed beyond my own expectations on the bridge and I want to talk about both things but not right now."

"Ok. I would love to go workout with you."

"Kay. Let me get changed out of my uniform real quick and then we'll go."

Tamaric nodded and Korica moved her head closer and gave him a kiss and stroked his cheek a few times while staring into his eyes and then she smiled at him and rolled onto her back and then sat up and scooted off the bed and stood up. Tamaric rolled over onto his side and moved around so he was facing the end of the bed and he laid on his stomach and propped his chin on his hands and he watched Korica walk to the front of the room and pull her bureau drawer open and she pulled out her standard ships outfit and a fresh pair of underwear and then she pushed the drawer closed and she turned and looked at Tamaric and she furrowed her brow for a moment while smiling at him. She then walked over to the reading chairs and she put her clothes down and she looked at him.

"Alright, I'll give you a show."

"Is that what I was thinking?"

"Among other things. You were thinking that you hope I undress in a way so that you get a good show."

"Yeah¦I didn't realize that's what I was thinking though."

Korica smiled and chuckled under her breath and then she began to get undressed in front of him. When she was down to her underwear and bra she looked at him and slowly pushed her underwear down over her hips until they were down to her knees and then she turned and faced away from him and she bent over and very slowly pushed them down to her ankles giving him a wonderful behind shot and then she worked them off each of her feet very slowly and deliberately. She then stood up slowly pulling her hands flat up her legs and over her hips and then she looked back at him and slowly spun around so she was facing him and she moved her feet apart slightly so he could see everything he loved to look at. Tamaric smiled at her with a dopey grin on his face as he leaned on his hands with his feet curled up to his behind and he lifted his head and pointed at her chest and made small swirling circles.

"You gunna¦take that off too?"

Korica looked down at her bra as she stood with her hands on her hips and then she slowly looked up at Tamaric and grinned.

"I hadn't planned on it since I'm not going to change it but I can if you want?"

"Un huh. I would really like to see all of you."

Tamaric put his chin back on his hands and he looked like he was stoned on spirits Korica thought but she was enjoying the sensations she was sensing within him. She reached back behind her back and unsnapped her bra and let it slide down her arms to her elbows and then she slid her left arm out of it and she pulled it down her right arm and off her wrist and she tossed it in the chair then looked at Tamaric.

"Nice! Very nice! You are so gorgeous Korica. I would have never guessed the first time I saw you nude when you had your younger body that you would¦change into this."

"You like this better do you?"

"Oh yeah! Without question! You were cute then, now you're like¦mind numbing hot."

"Thank you Tamaric. I can feel how you see me. You see me as a woman, not as just a girl¦and you feel very possessive of me. You feel like you're looking at what belongs to you."

"Don't you?"

"Oh yeah, I'm definitely yours. You just¦the possessiveness was never really there before. I like it, it means your going to defend what's yours."

"You want me to fight for you?" Tamaric asked furrowing his brow.

Korica bobbed her head from side to side a little.

"Maybe¦if someone was coming on to me or something."

"Oh you can count on me putting a stop to that. I would¦"

"Hey! I didn't mean to evoke violent feelings in you. I don't want to see you punch or hurt anyone. Words are usually enough to get the point across that I belong to you."

"Sorry love. The thought of someone else making a pass at you or putting their hands on you kind of makes my blood boil."

"Yeah, I can feel that."

Korica reached over and picked up her clean underwear and put them on and then she put her bra back on and she finished getting dressed while Tamaric watched. When she was done tucking her shirt in she looked up at Tamaric and giggled lightly.

"What?" Tamaric asked with a big grin on his face.

"We're going to have to wait for your swelling to go down again."

"You can tell that I'm aroused?"

"Yes. I can feel a tingling in your cock. I assume that's an erection being pressed into the bed as you sway your feet above your behind like that?"

"That's right! How come you can sense what I'm feeling but I can't feel your arousal?"

"Cause mine is mostly internal¦here¦"

Korica closed her eyes and slowly dipped her chin as she concentrated on the sensations she was feeling in her loins and Tamaric closed his eyes and listened and he suddenly got a strong sense of everything Korica was experiencing and he smiled and then his face ran serious as he sensed how intense it was and how good it felt for him and Korica. Korica opened her eyes and looked at Tamaric and she grinned big at the expression on his face. She could tell he was enjoying it immensely and he was surprised at how intense it was for her. Korica then withdrew her physical sensations and distracted her mind and Tamaric slowly opened his eyes and he blinked a few times and then gave her another dopey smile.

"Wow! Your¦insides get all tight and warm and tingly and you're feeling contractions that tingle and¦I had no idea it was that intense for you. You're squeezing so tightly inside that it almost hurts¦but in a good kind of way."

"That's what you do to me Tamaric. Did you feel that twinge that went right up my back and how sensitive my nipples are? That's all part of it too."

"I guess a swollen and sensitive cock is no big deal after all if you have to endure that."

"That's what happens every time we get close or kiss or anything like that. You turn me on without having to do anything but look at me sometimes."

"How come I couldn't sense that until you sent it to me like you did?"

Korica chuckled and walked over to the side of the bed where her shoes were sitting in the floor and she sat down and crossed her legs and leaned back on her left elbow so her face was right in front of Tamaric's.

"Because I keep that kind of thing down deep and don't think about it. We have empaths on this ship and I don't want to be broadcasting those kinds of feelings and sensations. The more gifted a person is the more they will have a sense of my physical sensations if I'm thinking about them. I can't help but have feelings about that kind of intense borderline pleasure if I think about it."

"It felt so good though, I don't know how you could just not think about it?"

"I'm a girl Tamaric. You get used to those sensations being a part of how your body works so it's not all that hard to tune it out¦most of the time anyway."

Tamaric rolled onto his side and laid his head on the bed.

"You mean there's times that it's so intense you can't tune it out?"

"When we make out or grope each other yes. When I see you with nothing on or if I'm particularly horny and looking at you then yes. I'm still trying to adjust to this older body that has more intense physical reactions to you and the world around me than I had when we was eleven."

"The world around you?"

"There are...conditions that unexpectedly induce a slight state of arousal sometimes."

"Really? Like what?"

Korica sighed but smiled. She knew Tamaric was just curious and wanted to hear her talk about it rather than feel it from within her.

"Intense cold, or rapid temperature changes from one compartment to another as you step in or out can cause my nipples to harden¦and it sometimes feels kind of tingly¦not altogether unpleasant. If I bump into objects with my lower crotch by accident it¦feels good sometimes. Intense vibrations translating through objects to my body can induce a slight tingle in my clitoris that feels good. I've even sat down hard with my knees apart just right and it caused contractions that felt good."

"You poor thing. Your body never reacted to those things like that before?"

"No. Only your direct stimulation caused any kind of sensation down there or in my breasts. Aren't you having sensations that you never did before?"

"Man am I! It's always sensitive and getting hard for no reason when I'm not even thinking about anything dirty in any way. I find thoughts of you and your phenomenal body floating into my head at odd times seemingly out of the blue and I keep thinking about how good you feel¦you know¦when I'm inside you and it makes me get rock hard and ache to make love to you. My cock is like tied into a major portion of my brain now and it was never like that before. And I know what you mean by accidentally bumping into things and it feels strangely good for a few seconds as it tingles."

"So we're both experiencing things that we burry deep down so the other is completely unaware of it."

"I can feel what your feeling Korica. You're a little embarrassed that you've experienced my arousal on a couple of different occasions when we aren't together."

"I've learned to tune that kind of thing out. It only happened a few times when we first became paired and I couldn't stop what I was sensing from you. I have more control over it now."

"Well I want to share yours with you. It's so much more intense and it feels really good to me."

"Let's save that for when we're together. We can join minds and I'll let you experience everything I'm feeling both physically and emotionally."

"Ok."

Korica leaned over and kissed him and then stood up and stepped into her shoes and then she put her hand out to Tamaric. He laid his hand in hers and scooted to the edge of the bed and stood up and then he walked around to the foot of the bed where his shoes were and he stepped into them and then he walked back around to Korica.

"Thank you for the show by the way. That was awesome."

"Your welcome. You make me feel good when you look at me like that. It's nice to be desired how you desire me and you have a great deal of respect for me, I'm not just an object to you and that makes all the difference."

"I look up to you Korica. You're an amazing woman and a wonderful person. I wish there were more women like you¦and I don't mean physically."

"I know what you mean Tamaric. Thank you."

"You're welcome love."

Korica put her hand out and Tamaric slid his hand into hers and interlaced his fingers through hers and the two of them headed for the exit. They stepped out and made their way down the corridor to the gym and they were pleased that it was quite busy when they stepped in and there was music playing from the overhead speakers. It was a relatively fast tempo drum and guitar duo that had a soothing but cadence like rhythm to it. Korica smiled at the sound as it filled her ears and the drum beats seemed to echo off her ribcage. The two of them recognized a good many of their new junior officer friends and Korica recognized five of the officers she had been on duty with on the bridge working out hard. Korica and Tamaric moved to elliptical machines next to each other and began their workout after saying a few helloes. When they were done on the elliptical machines Korica moved to the only free weight bench and got set to begin her bench presses and Tamaric moved to the squat thrust station next to her and he watched closely as the young men were naturally drawn toward Korica as she worked out. Tamaric looked for any inappropriate looks or staring but he was pleased that she was treated with respect and dignity as she was coaxed and cheered to keep going as she pressed more weight than any of them were capable of. Korica finished her set plus a few to impress and acquiesce to the coaxing to keep going and then she began her leg lifts from the foot of the bench press and Tamaric moved to a treadmill to run his five miles. He watched, as Korica seemed to be like the most popular girl in school with her fiends gathering around her and it actually made him happy. He wanted her to feel like she belonged and the crew were going to great lengths to make that happen. She was very popular with the rest of the crew and he felt genuine feelings of good tiding toward her from them.

When Korica finished with her leg lifts she took up position on the treadmill next to Tamaric and gave him a big smile as she set into her own pace, which was considerably faster than Tamaric's to his surprise but he liked having her close by even if she was showing him up. They went through their entire workout routine trying to use machines and equipment as close to the other as possible and at the conclusion they were both feeling a bit sore but refreshed by the physical exertion. They sat on the bench by the door for a few moments and caught their breath and a group of six young female cadets came over and chatted Korica up. They included Tamaric in the conversations from time to time but they seemed to be festinated by Korica and when it came time to head for the showers they kept right on talking with her as they stepped out into the corridor. Korica took Tamaric's hand and pulled him close to her and all of the cadets fell silent for a moment as they looked at their hands and then they went right back to talking with Korica and to each other like giddy school girls. They all walked toward Korica's quarters and made the right turn around the corner and walked up the cross corridor then rounded the corner up the next corridor heading for the male and female designated showers for the younger crew. As Tamaric stepped up to the male showers Korica let go of his hand and winked at him and he chuckled under his breath as she kept walking with her boisterous entourage. They stepped into the female showers and the door slid closed and Tamaric shook his head and that's when a hand patted his shoulder.

"Chicks! They chatter like birds if you let 'em huh."

Tamaric turned to see a rather tall blonde kid with a big build and broad shoulders looking at him smiling.

"The one with the white hair is my wife."

"No kidding? Congrats man. She's a looker and half. I'm Wilson."

Wilson put his hand out and Tamaric slapped his hand into his.

"Hi Wilson. I'm Tamaric."

"Nice to meet you Tamaric."

The two then stepped up to the shower doors and they slid open and they stepped into the steamy shower room where there were several other boys showering while talking. They walked over to the bench and slid their shoes off and got undressed and headed for the showers at the same time. Tamaric turned the water on and adjusted the temperature to his liking and then stepped under the stream of water and the hot water felt wonderful on his sore body. He realized that Korica had surpassed his strength in almost every area and trying to keep pace with her was probably not going to be a very good idea in the future. She was just built different and her strength was hidden under her feminine frame until she disrobed and flexed in any way and then it became apparent that she was incredibly strong and muscular.

Tamaric started to listen to the conversations going on amongst the boys showering and it was all about the excitement of the mission and how they wished they could have been there to kick some alien butt. Tamaric was a little dismayed but he knew it was just juvenile bantering about something that they had no concept of in real life.

"I'll bet those Monakers were crapping themselves when they saw the Marines and the Spetsnaz and seals blasting their way in!" One boy said while laughing.

"I wonder how many Monakers got justice served to them at the end of a PP fourty?"

"I bet it felt good to dispatch 'em in a hurry like that."

Tamaric was getting more incensed by the minute but he tried to stay out of it. He didn't like hearing such blood lust in his fellow cadets and future crewmates.

"I wish I could have been on the extraction team. I think I could have blasted my way in and found the friendlies in minutes without blinking an eye."

"Yeah if you could move those size fifteen feet without tripping over 'em first."

"Hey! I can't help it that I have big feet now."

"What about you man? You think you could have busted some alien butt if you had been there?"

Tamaric looked over at the boys realizing they were talking to him.

"If I had to I guess. I think it would've been a lot better to infiltrate without alerting them to my presence until it was too late for them to do anything about it and I'm pretty sure that's how the professionals actually went in."

"Really? You prefer to sneak around in the shadows rather than just kick some butt?"

"I prefer not to get my ass shot off by unknown weapons as well as putting the rest of the team in danger by getting into a firefight in confined spaces while among unfamiliar surroundings. The home team always has the advantage cause they know their way around. Live to fight another day and you win."

"Hmm. I guess I didn't think about that." The boy replied.

"I've been on alien incursions and it's not all it's cracked up to be. You're scared out of your mind and don't know what's around the next corner."

"No way! Where did you go on missions?"

"Heindon, Tiomot, Tin Ut Pentul, Inicius, Aerot, Euronda, Findara, and a few others."

The boy stepped forward and swept the water from his face and he looked at Tamaric closely and the light suddenly went on in his eyes.

"Holy crap! You're Tamaric Reynolds. You were on the crew that got us through that alien girls galaxy!"

"That's right. That¦girl is my wife. I would thank you not call her an alien."

"Hey, no offense bud. You married her huh? Right on, she's awful pretty. I don't blame you for scooping her up while you could."

"Thanks. Her name is Korica Prentor."

"That's right! I knew she had a name that sounded kind of exotic, I just couldn't quite remember it at first."

"I bet she's a wonder in the old sack too? Am I right? Did ya nail her for you got hitched?" One of the other boys asked with bright eyes and a devilish smile.

"I'm not going to humiliate her by telling you what she's like in bed. That's no one's business but ours."

"Awe come on mate, give us something to dream about. How many of us are going to get some alien tail out here? Not many I bet."

Wilson bumped Tamaric's shoulder and Tamaric swung his head quickly as his blood was beginning to boil.

"Ignore them man. You're talking to a bunch of eight year olds in fourteen year old bodies."

"Hey! I was thirteen, not eight and I'm fifteen now."

"Well you're acting like eight year olds! Get some nads and grow up! The way you guys are carrying on is going to get you kicked out of the academy in nothing flat. What if an officer heard you talking like that?"

Tamaric grinned and looked back at the now silent boys.

"My wife is an officer. Should I ask her if it's alright to tell you what it's like to nail an alien as you put it? What were your names?"

"No! Please don't do that. We were just kidding around."

"If you ever want to make officer status yourselves that kind of crap needs to be shelved for good. You never know if you're talking to an experienced crewman who just might be married to an officer from another world. You get my drift?" Wilson said loudly.

"Yeah, we get you." The first boy said remorsefully.

"Sorry Tamaric, That was in poor taste. I hope we can still be friends?" The boy who asked if Korica was good in the sack said.

Tamaric stepped forward and swept the water from his face and he put his wet hand out.

"I'm not that shallow or uptight. No harm no foul as long as it doesn't happen again."

All four of the boys shook his hand and stated their names while apologizing, one of which sounded Armenian to Tamaric. Tamaric then looked at the other boys showering on the other side of the four rabble-rousers and they smiled and chuckled lightly then stepped forward and shook Tamaric's hand while introducing themselves.

"You're a lucky guy Tamaric. You've seen the kind of adventure we all joined in hopes of seeing and you ended up with one of the pretties off world girls I've ever seen. You got guts too. I saw the mission details from Tiomot, I watched it like three times to try and believe what I was seeing."

"Thanks. You just do what you gotta do to keep your team alive."

"Let's not be modest¦" The boy named Samuel next to him said. "That was some scary crap coming at you and you never flinched once. You just splattered those animals and kept right on going. I would have pissed myself and hid in the ship like a scolded dog."

Tamaric chuckled and nodded.

"The thought crossed my mind of what the hell am I doing out here but when your girl is right next to you something just clicks and you do whatever you have to to keep her safe. It's a pure instinct and adrenaline thing."

Tamaric stepped back over to his shower and stepped under the stream of water and Wilson tapped his shoulder again making Tamaric lean forward and look at him.

"All kidding aside, will you introduce me to your wife sometime? I would really like to sit down and talk with her. She must be a fascinating person with all kinds of other world experiences to share."

"I would be honored to Wilson. You'll really like her. She's sweet and smart and strong willed like no one I've ever met before¦and real easy on the eyes. She's been to hundreds of worlds in her life and she loves talking about all the wonders she's seen."

"Awesome! Thanks Tamaric."

"No problems mate."

The boys finished their shower together and then shut the water off and stepped out of the shower trough and they retrieved towels from the clean towel bin and they dried off and then dropped their towels into the laundry chute along with their dirty clothes and then they retrieved robes for the walk to their quarters. Tamaric felt for what Korica was doing and he sensed that she was engrossed in tales of her travels with the girls in the shower room and Tamaric grinned and then reached out to her lightly.

"I'll meet you in our quarters love. I can feel that you're tied up at the moment."

"Sounds good. These girls are noisy but they're sweet at heart. They're hanging on my every word so I hate to just leave 'em hanging."

"I understand. You're too sweet and too courteous to do that. I got a new friend that wants to meet you too. He wants to hear about all the worlds you've seen in your travels."

"We're going to have to set a special time aside so I can share my travels with everyone all at once at a designated time and in a designated place."

"We were warned that you were going to be popular. I guess they were right."

Tamaric sensed Korica laughing and he smiled and pulled away from Korica. He headed for the exit and he found Wilson staring at him with an odd expression on his face. Tamaric grinned at him as the two of them stepped out of the shower compartment.

"I was talking to Korica."

"Telepathy huh?"

"Yeah. We both have it. You don't sound very surprised."

"Naw. There are all kinds of people reporting that kind of thing anymore now that we're encouraged to report any signs of advanced abilities in ourselves or anyone we know. It usually gets you all kinds of special treatment and assessments to find out just how gifted you are. I remember hearing something about Korica being a particularly gifted girl in the briefing we were all given when we came out of stasis."

"So you didn't know we're paired?"

"Paired? That thing Laurel Kade and Jake Myers have together?"

"Yep."

"That is so cool! You can feel what she's feeling and hear her thoughts in your head?"

"It goes way beyond that but yeah."

"I guess that's why you married her huhn?"

"I married her cause I'm crazy in love with her. The rest was just a¦perk of being her guy."

"Right on man. I'm happy for you guys. Hey¦it might be none of my business but can you two have kids if she isn't Human?"

"Not without making it possible. Laurel came up with a retrovirus that will make us genetically compatible."

"A retrovirus? Hmm. That's cool. Kids always become important after you get married even if you aren't thinking about it when you first get married."

Tamaric felt that Wilson had no clue what a retrovirus was but he sensed that he was spot on with his feelings about how important children would be to a married couple at some point. Wilson stopped in front of the door to his quarters, which happened to be ten doors down from Inea's.

"This is my quarters. It was good meeting you Tamaric. I had no idea you were Korica's man but it worked out in the end cause I really wanted to meet her but I didn't want her to think I was coming on to her by just walking up to her and striking up a conversation. You know what I mean?"

"Yeah, I think so. I'm kind of a shy person myself. I've never been good around pretty girls. I swallowed my tongue and tripped over my own words every time I tried to talk to 'em."

Wilson chuckled and patted Tamaric's shoulder.

"You're alright man. I think we're going to be good friends."

"Me too. You're alright in my eyes Wilson."

Tamaric shook his hand and Wilson had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up and Tamaric glanced in and he remembered how small the general quarters are and he was glad Korica was spoiled with huge quarters.

"I'll see you around Tamaric."

"Count on it. See ya later."

Tamaric then headed off toward Korica's quarters up the corridor and around the corner. He stepped up to their quarters and he had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up and he stepped in and made his way to the bathroom and he brushed his teeth, rinsed his mouth out then combed his hair then relieved himself and then washed his hands and finally he made his way out into the main quarters and he looked down at the white robe he was wearing and he wondered if he should get dressed for bed or just leave the robe on and he grinned when he heard Korica's voice echoing in the back of his mind.

"Don't you dare put anything on."

"Alright." Tamaric thought in return.

Tamaric walked over to the bed and sat down and he looked around the room and he wondered for just a second if it was fair that he and Korica had all this space and such nice things in their quarters when everyone else was forced to bunk up in the tiny standard quarters issued to them. An image of Korica's beautiful face minus the tan popped into his head and he smiled.

"Piss on 'em!" He said aloud. "She deserves it for what she's been through¦what she's done to get here."

"That's sweet Tamaric but watch your mouth. I can hear what you're thinking."

"Sorry love, I still forget that fact sometimes."

"It's ok. I'll be there in a few minutes. I'm saying goodbye to the girls."

Tamaric was pleased that Korica was so popular but he was feeling just a little jealous that her new friends were getting so much of her attention instead of him. He sat on the edge of the bed looking around trying to keep the green monster at bay for a few more minutes when he sensed Korica getting closer and he perked up and smiled. Moments later the door slid open and Korica stepped in and Tamaric couldn't help but smile big at the site of her pretty tanned face and wet white hair.

"Hi Tamaric. I'm sorry I got held up. Let me brush my hair and teeth and I'll be right with you."

Tamaric nodded and Korica made her way to the bathroom and Tamaric scooted over on the bed and laid on his back pulling his robe closed over him. Korica brushed her hair out and then brushed her teeth and washed her mouth out then she looked at herself for a moment in the mirror. She then glanced down at the small canister of pills sitting on the counter and she sighed. She knew that was coming real soon even though she hadn't felt any cramps today. She stood up straight and stroked the hairbrush through her hair a few more times and then she stepped out of the bathroom. She stopped and looked around and it dawned on her that Tamaric was lying on the bed where she couldn't see him. She stepped closer to the table at the head of the bed and now she could see him from the chest down and she smiled and walked around the bed onto his side of the bed.

Tamaric looked up at her and he gave her a huge smile and she smiled right back and then she took a half step back and pulled her robe open and let it slide off her back to the floor. Tamaric looked her up and down and then focused on her ample and firm breasts and she cleared her throat and he looked into her eyes.

"Oh¦you're waiting for me to take my robe off?"

"Kind of. I'm on standby duty so we don't have a lot of time¦but enough I think for me to keep my promise. We need to make this good too cause I'm going to be starting my cycle so you won't get to make love to me again for four or five days."

"Alright."

Korica stepped up to the bed and Tamaric locked a gaze on her loins and he grinned as she lifted her leg and swung it up over him and sat over his thighs. She slid her hands up his thighs and under his robe making him smile and she slowly slid her hands over to his crotch and she gently groped him and stroked his shaft up tugging on it slightly then she ran her very warm hands up and down his shaft until he reached full girth. She then caressed his testicles sensing that he enjoyed the sensation very much. She then lifted her hands pulling his robe back and she sat for a moment staring at his engorged cock with a look of wonder on her face. Tamaric pulled his robe wide open and watched Korica as she slowly leaned over and kissed his shaft then she looked at it as he flexed it in response and she grinned and then kissed it again only to illicit the same response and she giggled and then she kissed the head of his cock and he took a quick breath and this time it swelled and held its firmness and pulsed with his rapidly beating heart then slowly throbbed as it contracted slightly and lost some of its girth. Korica looked up at Tamaric this time as she bent down and planted her lips on his head and pressed down firmly then she drew in as she pulled away from it and Tamaric began breathing even faster and the swelling to maximum firmness returned while she was in contact with his soft skin. She pulled back with a smacking sound as she kissed his head and then she sat up and stared at him for a moment. He sensed what she was thinking and he grinned and shrugged in his robe.

"If you want? I won't ask you to do that though."

"Good. I would rather get to the good stuff. We'll have time to experiment some other time."

Korica scooted up on Tamaric and planted all her weight on him forcing his firm erection against her warm lips and she sank down and engaged him in a loving tongue kiss that made both of their heads spin. As the kiss got more passionate they felt themselves being drawn into the mind of the other until they achieved a complete joining of minds and essences. There was a momentary buzzing in both of their heads and then a warm tingling sensation for both of them that felt like a warm comforting blanket slipping over them and Korica became vaguely aware that she had lifted herself and Tamaric was sliding inside her very slowly. Korica slowly sank down on him and sighed in a breathy squeak and then closed her eyes and found herself slipping back into his mind in a cloud of random thoughts and feelings in a confusing collage with multi colored lights filling both of their minds.

The two of them then spent the next 45 minutes experiencing simultaneous orgasms seemingly one after the next and time seemed to just dissolve away they were enjoying themselves so much. When Korica sensed that she had achieved her goal and promise of taking Tamaric to six right along with her she gripped his hips as he laid atop her and she slowed him down and finally got him to stop thrusting himself in and out of her and they lay breathing heavy and their connection broke and they felt a drifting feeling as they drew back into their own mind and body and they both realized just how strenuously they had been working each other. Their backs, hips, knees and arms were aching. Tamaric finally slowly withdrew from Korica and rolled onto his back and he breathed heavily for a few more minutes and then he finally opened his eyes and looked over at her just as she looked at him and Korica gave him a big smile as she breathed heavily and then she started laughing at how amazing the experience was. Tamaric then laughed right along with her as he felt her amusement. When Korica was finally able to stop herself from giggling and laughing she put the back of her hand on Tamaric's sweaty chest.

"And here I thought I had already experienced the best sex possible you prove me wrong and take it up two notches."

"That was incredible Korica. How come it wasn't like that before? It was even more spectacular than the first time except for the feeling when we actually became paired."

"I don't know Tamaric. Maybe cause our connection is so deep now? Maybe cause we love each other even more than we did then?"

"So¦you think it might get even more intense later? A Human can only take so much you know? I feel like any stronger and I could have a heart attack or something. It takes a lot out of me to experience your orgasms. You come so hard and so long that it just¦takes everything to enjoy it like that¦but it feels sooo good too."

Korica forced her breathing to slow and she leaned up on her elbows and looked over at him.

"I forget sometimes that my species is more robust than the Human species. You really think I could¦kill you or something?"

"No¦but it kind of scares me¦a little anyways. It's really¦really intense."

"You want me to hold back a little then?"

Tamaric thought about it for a few moments then he shook his head.

"No. I can feel how much you enjoyed yourself. I want you to have that kind of pleasure from something that you thought was so¦disgusting when you were younger. I'll just have to try and keep up I guess."

"So I can try for seven next time?"

"I think I would have gotten us there if you hadn't stopped me like you did. I was actually ready for more¦or you were and I was going to go along with it until you thought about getting called to the bridge¦and how exhausted I was getting."

"Maybe I was just extra horny cause I'm about to start my cycle."

"Whatever the cause it was fantastic. You're an amazing woman Korica. The things you can do with your body just defies belief until you experience it."

Korica rolled over and kissed his damp temple and then she smiled at him.

"Thank you Tamaric. I'm built like this just for you. I need to go get cleaned up. The captain could call me at any minute."

"Alright love."

Korica rolled onto her back and scooted over to her side of the bed and swung her feet out into the floor and stood up slowly putting her hand on her lower back and she looked back at Tamaric and grinned.

"Guess doing it this intensely right after our workout isn't such a good idea huhn?"

"It was probably that scooting forward and back thing you were doing while sitting on me that hurt your back."

"Ooh but that felt incredible."

"Yeah it did." Tamaric laughed and rolled his head a few times. "Listen to me! I'm agreeing that what you did to me felt great for you¦you know how bizarre that sounds?"

"It's not that bizarre! It's going to happen every time we make love. I get to feel what it feels like for you and you'll get to feel what it feels like for me. It's going to make us both get better at what we can do for the other since we're sort of doing it to make it better for ourselves."

"And you don't think that sounds bizarre?" Tamaric asked with a big smile.

"Ok¦maybe a little."

Korica then stood up straight and headed toward the bathroom. She cleaned herself up with a damp wash cloth and then relieved herself then she washed her hands and brushed her hair out and then she put some deodorant gel on and then she walked back out into the main quarters and Tamaric got up and walked past her, kissing her on the cheek as he walked past and he took his turn cleaning himself up. When he stepped out of the bathroom he found Korica getting dressed in her uniform and he frowned even though he loved the way the uniform looked on her. The new uniforms were very sharp looking and Korica's in particular sat loose in just the right areas and tight in just the right places to make her look very fitting and proper. She looked very sophisticated and official, like she was born to wear the uniform. Tamaric walked over to the com panel and he touched it and then he touched the hale AI icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Tamaric, how may I be of assistance?"

"Can you tell me what the progress of the repairs is?"

"They are nearly complete enough to get underway. Three plasma generators were damaged beyond repair but it will not affect our ability to get underway. There are six diode stations that will need to have all of their crystal conductor circuits replaced and a complete operating system package will have to be written and uploaded to the units. Twenty-six artificial gravity plates will have to be replaced in corridor number three five one zero. The controls for the upper aft hanger are still not responding in the upper aft hanger but control of those circuits is possible from the bridge and main engineering so it will not affect our ability to get underway. The thermal regulators for compartments three five one two, three five one three, three five one four and three five one five are off line. Temperatures are holding at twenty degrees Celsius in those compartments and should remain so for quite some time. Warm air is available through the venting system should the temperatures fall below acceptable Human comfort levels. The damaged thermal regulators will not affect our ability to get underway."

"Good heavens! Is that all the damage we sustained when the energy funneled in through the weakened area of the shield?"

"No. There was considerable damage done to many of the sub processors located on deck thirty-five but they have all been replaced as they are modular units designed to be replaced quickly and easily in the event of damage or failure. Twelve plasma conduits behind the bulkheads on deck thirty-five were depolarized and drained of all energy, thermal, kinetic and electromagnetic. The plasma conduits have since been heated, purged and flushed with fresh plasma after the electromagnetic constrictors were reinitialized. Six bulkhead fasteners in corridor three five zero one were damaged but they have been replaced. The emergency escape tube lighting in five of the twenty nine escape tubes leading away from deck thirty five were rendered inert but the regenerative properties of the bioelectric lighting system has restored the lighting without intervention being necessary. There was a control lockup in fusion reactor number seven but it only lasted a few seconds before the reactor scrambled to prevent a runaway event. The fusion reactor has since been restarted and is currently running at seventy percent capacity, which is the normal operational state for that particular fusion reactor. The primary wave guide conduit directional controller was off line for three point eight seconds but no faults have been detected in the mechanical, electrical or electronic systems for the controllers since. There was one ion discharge sensor damaged in main engine number four but we are traveling using gravity drive so it will not affect our ability to get underway. The damaged sensor will need to be replaced from outside the ship once we reach a safe location where that can be accomplished. The sensor is not a vital component anyway since each main engine has twelve ion discharge sensors, one for each ion discharge nozzle."

"I thought this ship used electromagnetic containment fusion engines? The sun in a bottle?"

"That is correct Tamaric. Very good. The ion propulsion system is used for attitude control and maintaining relative speed when at sub light speeds. The ion propulsion system shares the engine bell with the electromagnetic containment fusion engines. One engine, two modes of thrust production."

Korica stepped over closer to Tamaric and put her hand on his bare back.

"Go back to what you said before¦you said the energy was drained from the plasma conduits? How is that possible?"

"The nature of the energy that struck the shield is one that cancels out normal energy. The energy that existed within the conduits was canceled out causing the control regulators to slam shut in order to prevent a blowout when all of the electromagnetic constrictors stopped functioning at the same instant. I believe a less intense version of the same weapon was used on the extraction team casing their deaths instantly. All electrical energy within their bodies was simply canceled out. The body is an electrical dynamo and if you cancel all electrical energy out the brain stops functioning and nerve impulses simply go away. All of the organs cease to function at the same instant causing instant death. I do not believe it would be painful, but it would be irreparable. The person ceases to exist in a microsecond. The other type of energy that was canceled out was kinetic energy. The plasma is extremely hot and traveling at incredible velocities through the conduits. If you cancel out the kinetic energy and cancel out the electrical energy and cancel out the thermal energy, what was there just fades away to nothing more than a tiny pile of particle ash. The same is done within the body when exposed to this weapon. The thermal energy is canceled out and the small amounts of kinetic energy from the blood traveling through circulatory system is canceled out causing the blood to congeal as it is cooled to ambient temperature and stopped from moving altogether. The body turns black and blue as the blood pools and thickens almost instantly."

"Oh my¦that's what happened to Mark?"

"I am afraid so Korica. The reports indicate that he saw an automated weapon descending from the roof of the tunnel they were in and he turned and shoved everyone back knocking them off their feet and he used his body as a shield to protect them from the discharge. He was struck in the back and killed instantly. He fell on a Russian Spetsnaz soldier and the energy traveled into him killing him instantly and the Russian Spetsnaz soldier was touching a Navy seal and he too was killed instantly. The weapon was then destroyed before any more casualties were suffered but the damage was already done. The energy infiltrated right through their spacesuits and killed them destroying their suit seals in the process since those are electrical in nature. Even if the energy hadn't killed them instantly the destruction of their suits would have led to their deaths by suffocation. That is a much slower and more painful death. I will not describe what would have happened if they had breathed in the atmosphere down there."

"He¦died a hero then didn't he?" Korica asked with tearful eyes.

"He most certainly did. He saved twelve lives at the cost of his own and two of his comrades. There is no more heroic an act than to throw your body in the line of fire to protect those around you."

Korica set her face on Tamaric's bare shoulder and she wept for a few moments and then she remembered that she needed to keep it together so she could be recalled to the bridge, which was likely to happen at any moment. She pulled herself together and forced the pain down so the tears would stop. She lifted her face and wiped her cheeks and eyes and Tamaric put his arms around her and pulled her tightly to him.

"I'm so sorry Korica. I really wish there was a way I could take your pain away for you. It breaks my heart to feel you in so much pain."

"I wish I would've said something more¦profound when I last spoke to him. I didn't want to let on that I knew what was coming. He sounded so confident. He said he was going to make the time to come see me and mister Prentor as soon as he got back."

Tamaric grinned a little. Mark remembered that Tamaric was going take Korica's last name so that her family name would endure. He knew he was going to get a little ribbing for it but he never thought it would be one of the last things Mark did. Korica pulled back from Tamaric and she slapped her hands on his chest.

"I can't let myself indulge in these feelings yet. I have to keep it together for the captain. I told him I would be ready when he called for me."

"Grief is a natural part of losing someone you love Korica. You should not refuse yourself the cleansing affect of letting yourself grieve even if that means crying for a time. You are in pain and that is one of the mind's outlets for accepting the loss and coming to terms with it. You are a very emotional and compassionate person. A good deal of crying is probably exactly what you need."

"I know. I've heard that from some others too. I need to talk about it to get my feelings out in the open so I can come to terms with them before the pain defines me as a person."

"That is sound advice. I am sure Tamaric would be willing to talk to you about your feelings and I am always available to listen if you should feel the need."

"Thank you Future. I'll talk to Tamaric first but it's nice to know I have you too."

"I understand. Is there anything else either of you need before I terminate this connection?"

"Has the captain said anything about getting underway?" Korica asked.

"Yes. He is making preparations along those lines as we speak. If I might¦he is instructing the bridge crew to be respectful of the pain you are in and he is telling officer Morrow to watch you closely. Yours is an instinctive skill that everyone needs to learn from."

"Whoa¦sounds like the captain really respects you. What all did you do up there?" Tamaric asked looking into her eyes.

"You're going to have to watch the bridge transcripts to believe it. I even surprised myself."

"Can I do that Future? I mean do I have a high enough clearance?"

"Not at present. You will have to wait until the mission at hand is declassified. However¦if a certain ensign happened to be reviewing the transcripts in her quarters and you happened to see them at the same time then you would not be overstepping your clearance by requesting access to the transcripts."

"I wouldn't get in trouble for that?"

"No. You are her spouse and an official level one cadet. You would not get in trouble. Anything she is aware of it is assumed you will be aware of. That is in the captain's words."

"It almost sounds like you're coaching me into cheating a little so I can see what happened."

"I would not do such a thing. She can explore her memories of the incident in her mind while you are joined with her mind and you will see what happened that way as well."

Korica looked up at Tamaric and grinned big.

"Just take it for what it is Tamaric. You have a couple choices of how you can see what I did."

"Ok."

"The captain has requested your presence on the bridge Korica. I would not delay."

"I gotta go Tamaric." Korica said then she gave him a peck and hugged him tightly.

"I know love. Thank you for the incredible time tonight. I'll never forget it."

"You're welcome. I won't either." Korica stepped back and gave him a pretty toothy smile. "Your one heck of a lover."

"We got skill together. Let's just put it like that."

"I like that. I'll see you after awhile."

"Ok. I'll stay out of your head so you can concentrate like I did all day today."

"Thank you."

Korica stepped over to the door and it slid open and Tamaric stepped back so no one would look in and get a peep show and he watched her cute tush walking away as the door slid shut and he leaned against the wall and sighed heavily with a big smile on his face.

"I take it you two had a pleasant experience?" The AI inquired.

"Oh it was more than just pleasant. It was more like mind-altering¦spiritually moving¦earth shattering. She's freakin amazing."

"I trust that is a shared feeling?"

"Yes, very much so. I think I'm satisfying her completely¦and then some."

"I am pleased to hear that. I was worried that she would have intimacy issues given her past."

"You can stop worrying. She likes being touched by me and she loves making love to me. I've never once forced myself on her and most of the time she initiates the encounter¦and controls what we do during it. I leave the choices of when and how up to her and I just perform the best I can for her."

"That is good Tamaric. You are treating her like a lady while satisfying her as she expects or desires. Is there still a strong mental component to your encounters?"

"Yeah. Our minds join first then our bodies and then we get lost in this almost¦ethereal world as our very essences join and merge or something. We feel like we're one person feeling everything two people are feeling at the same instant. It's a little hard to put into words but it's truly amazing."

"That does sound incredible. I am not trying to pry mind you, I am simply trying to document and categorize the pairing you two share and its affects."

"I know. I don't mind sharing our experiences with you cause I know you won't tell anyone else."

"I am strictly forbidden from doing so by three of my primary directives that cannot be overridden by anyone given your ages and her status as an officer."

"Good."

"Korica has still never reported any discomfort during or after your encounters?"

"No. Well¦sore muscles and such but not¦from inside or anything. I'm very careful not to hurt her like that. She's very sensitive to physical sensation so I'm very gentle until she wants it¦otherwise. It helps that I can feel what she feels physically. I know what feels best for her and when it's starting to get uncomfortable or whatever."

"Has this sense of her physical sensation grown stronger since the pairing occurred?"

"Oh yeah. It gets stronger all the time. Just about by the minute it's getting stronger or more profound."

"Then your pairing is indeed still continuing to evolve?"

"Yeah, I think so. We're getting closer¦and I'm falling deeper in love with her. That seems to be reinforcing our pairing. We still haven't found our new center as Laurel put it though. There are times of real confusion or feeling off balance. Laurel said that would go away once we found our new center now that a part of us resides within the other."

"Interesting."

"I know you can't help me there right?"

"I am afraid not. You are experiencing something unique and undocumented except for what Laurel and Jake experienced but neither of them is Draximan so your experience is going to be unique even from what they experience. Korica is much more advanced as a species than either of them."

"Tell me about it. I still think I'm the luckiest guy alive to be with her though."

"I would concur. You are very lucky that she chose you as her mate. She chose you before even meeting you. She dreamt about you long before she knew who you were."

"Yeah, she told me about that. She thinks it's fate or destiny or something that brought us together."

"It is more likely her precognitive abilities that allowed her to see your face before meeting you but it is a beautiful sentiment to think it could have been destiny bringing you together."

"I like the sound of that better."

"I will leave you to your evening if you do not need anything else of me?"

"No, I don't need anything. Goodnight Future."

"Goodnight Tamaric."

The com panel then went dark and Tamaric pushed off from the bulkhead and walked over to the bed and flopped down on his stomach with a bounce and only then did he realize how sore his manhood was. Korica was very tight and her internal muscles constricted extremely tightly when she climaxed leaving him feeling just a little tender. He rolled onto his back and moved to the middle of the bed and closed his eyes and simply listened to Korica's wonderful voice echoing in his mind as she thought and interacted with the crew on the bridge.

Korica stepped out of her quarters and made her way towards the bridge feeling satisfied and content but still with a great deal of sorrow in her heart over the loss of Mark. She knew this day had to come but she was still in shock. It was hard to imagine never seeing him again or seeing the way his face lit up when he saw her. Korica walked to the bridge and had her palm scanned and when the door slid open she stepped in and the captain spun his chair around and grinned at her.

"Hello ensign Prentor. I'm sorry to have to call you back so soon. I know it's been a hard day for you."

"Yes sir. I'm ready to do my duty though sir."

"That's what I want to hear. Please take the helm. Plot us a course back to Kerigon where I want you to put us in high orbit on the daylight side of the planet and use the gravity drive to get us there. No engines, no thrusters."

"Eye captain."

Korica walked over to the navigation station, smiling and waving a hand at Tom at the propulsion station making him grin and lift a hand toward her in return and lieutenant commander Morrow logged herself out and then got to her feet and she gestured at the navigation seat.

"The helm is yours ensign. I'll just observe and learn."

"Ok." Korica said jovially.

Korica sat down and logged herself in and then she took a positional fix on their precise location and then she got a fix on Kerigon and she plotted a course directly for the planet and then she put her fingertips on the engine and thruster controls and she verified that the gravity drive was still tied in as it had been when her shift ended and when she saw it was, she initiated a forward command and a few seconds later the ship began to pick up speed very quickly. It only took a few minutes to reach the planet and Korica slowed the ship down and then entered a slow orbital insertion maneuver that made officer Morrow furrow her brow and turn and look at the giant viewer at the front of the bridge to understand what Korica was doing. She then looked back at her displays and she slowly nodded as she began to understand Korica's inputs were being done ahead of time, not particularly in response to the ships motion. They assumed a perfect high altitude orbit on the daylight side of the planet and then Korica glanced at the captain.

"We've achieved a high equatorial orbit on the daylight side of Kerigon sir."

"Well done. Thank you ensign."

The captain stared at the main viewer for a few moments and then he took a deep breath and let it out.

"Communications, please open a wide band carrier wave channel. Audio only."

"Eye sir." The communications officer replied.

A moment later he looked at the captain and nodded. "Channel open sir."

"This is captain Dillon Alexan of the Earth vessel Future. I am here seeking a dialogue with the Monakers of Kerigon."

The captain looked over at the communications officer and he drew his fingers across his throat and the communications officer reached up and muted the channel. The captain then looked at Korica.

"Change our position Ensign."

Korica nodded and gave a nudge to the forward and lateral thrusters and a second later the Future responded and moved to a slightly different orbital path and then Korica stabilized their orbit.

"Orbit changed sir."

"Each time I communicate I want you to do that so our precise location can't be triangulated from our signal."

"Yes sir. Might I suggest that we use a burst signal then instead of a carrier wave signal? It would be extremely difficult to get a triangulation fix on a burst signal."

"That's good thinking."

"I can do that for you sir." The officer sitting at communications said.

"Please do so then."

The officer touched a few icons and then slid the carrier wave down to a very short duration signal and set up a compression algorithm so the captain could speak for as long as he wanted before sending the burst signal. He then looked at the captain and nodded. He then looked at Korica and she felt his gaze making her look over at him and he grinned at her.

"That was brilliant to think of that." He said very softly.

"Thank you." Korica said quietly with a smile.

"Open a channel please." The captain said.

The communications officer opened the record circuit and prepared to send the burst signal when the captain finished speaking and then he nodded at the captain.

"This is captain Alexan of the Earth vessel Future. We liberated your captives but we seek a peaceful dialogue. We might be able to help each other if we can come to an understanding."

The captain looked over at the communications officer and he nodded and stopped the recording function and sent the burst signal containing the contents of what the captain had said. Korica then made another change to their position and then stabilized their orbital path. There was a tense few minutes as everyone sat very quietly waiting to see if there would be any response. There was finally a burst signal received in response. The communications officer fed it through a filter and then put it on the overhead speakers. It sounded like a garbled collection of grunts and gargling squawks to everyone's ears. It lasted for close to twenty seconds then stopped and captain Alexan looked right at Korica. She shrugged her shoulders.

"I'll have to hear a lot more than that for it to make any sense sir."

The captain nodded and he looked at the communications officer and dipped his chin once and the officer started the record function once again.

"We received your signal. Please give us time to analyze your language so communications will be possible. Am I speaking with someone in authority?"

The captain then nodded to the communications officer and he stopped the record function and sent a burst signal containing the contents of what the captain had said. Korica once again shifted their orbital position then stabilized their orbital path and a few seconds later there was another burst signal received. When it was sent through the filter and played over the overhead speakers it again sounded completely unrecognizable as a language other than the fact it was organic sounding. It was definitely a living being making the sounds. This signal had a very long set of gargling grunts and squawks and at times the being talking seemed to be getting angry or speaking louder as if stressing a point. Korica was shocked that at the very end of the signal she actually understood two words, 'you' and 'away'.

"Oh my gosh!" Korica said without meaning to speak aloud.

"What? Did you understand any of that?" The captain asked.

Korica looked at him with a surprised look on her face.

"A couple of words at the end. You and away. That is so strange to hear something so¦alien and understand any of it."

"Lieutenant commander Morrow, take navigation. Korica I want you to step over to communications and replay the message over and over until you can make out what's being said."

"Yes sir." Korica replied.

Korica logged herself out and got to her feet and stepped over to the communication station and the officer sitting there handed her an earpiece and she put it in her right ear and turned it on and then nodded and the officer replayed both messages back to back then put them on a loop and Korica held her hand up to her earpiece and listened closely while the gargling speech was played back. She kept listening gaining nothing and she furrowed her brow and concentrated hard on the pauses and breaks and it suddenly began to flow for her. She understood the root syntax and sentence structure. It wasn't all that different form English and most other sophisticated languages that she was familiar with it was just structured differently. She listened a few more times to the entire signal and then she looked at the captain.

"I have it sir. I can understand it somewhat. It'll take a more extensive conversation to understand context completely but I understand the basic language."

"Incredible! What was said?"

The first signal was a declaration that we are in Monaker space without ¦I think permission. We were advised to make ourselves present or seen or we would be¦taken in? I could be wrong about that part. The second message was an order not to enter Monaker space or action would be taken to stop us. There was an inquiry if we took their builders of flight and protection¦something about weapons will find us I think¦and you go away and never come back."

"Nicely done Korica. Thank you."

"You're welcome sir. I'm not a hundred percent sure about all of the translation. I really need to hear more for it to make complete sense."

"The fact that you can understand any of it from just two exchanges is mind boggling."

"I have to admit it's kind of mind boggling for me too sir."

"Sir! There are several large¦caverns opening up on the surface. I think they're preparing to launch spacecraft." The ensign at the sensor station reported then sent the sensor data to the main viewer.

There were long curved and relatively flat domes that were sliding back revealing a cavernous dark hole on the surface and there were significant energy readings emanating from the growing holes in the ground along with the distinct signature of a dense alloy covered object rising toward the surface.

"Open a channel please. We need to get Korica the conversation flow she needs so we can communicate with these guys."

Korica reached over and touched the record function and the communications officer just looked at her for a moment and then he grinned slightly and turned and nodded at the captain.

"We did not come seeking conflict. We understand your claim of sovereignty. You violated the space of others when you took the Alotians and we just sought to right that wrong. We are your galactic neighbors and we will not tolerate such acts of overt hostility against others. Request and trade can gain the knowledge you seek. Perhaps we can help you if a peace can be shared between us."

The captain then looked at the communication officer and he reached up and stopped the record function and sent the captain's words in a burst signal. Korica then stood up straight as she waited for lieutenant commander Morrow to adjust their position and when it was apparent that she forgot Korica cleared her throat making her look at her and she opened her eyes wide and dipped her head to the right and lieutenant commander Morrow's eyes grew big and she looked at her displays for a moment and then she adjusted their position slightly and then had to counter the motion a few times to stabilize their orbital path. Korica was dismayed that someone so senior to her didn't have the instincts or concentration that she did. A few moments later three enormous ships emerged from the caverns that had been revealed and they drifted up into the skies and Korica looked at the captain.

"You do realize that the Monakers are going to have no idea what you're saying sir?"

"I know that. They've copied our use of a burst signal so they are giving hints to their level of sophistication of communication and they understand we are at least trying."

The communication panel then lit up with exchanges between the ships and the ground and Korica listened closely trying to understand more of their language as it played over the overhead speakers.

"It's orders to take no¦take no prisoners. Seek and destroy all ships¦something about long live¦something heritage I think. Weapons to maximum yield¦we're being called noisy¦I don't understand the references they're making. Perhaps to some kind of ground crawler. Maybe they have subterranean animals that we're being compared to. It's a battle cry sir."

"Maybe this was a bad idea¦charge the negative matter core to maximum please. Prepare to inject a sustained gravity wave into the atmosphere with a bipolar fluctuation field."

"Sir! Please¦you'll turn their atmosphere inside out and compress the air to the point of auto ignition. Please give me a chance to understand their language enough so I can create a translation program."

"We can't allow those warships to escape the atmosphere ensign. We tried¦their language is too complex given the amount of time we have to stop their advance."

The captain looked at the xo and she nodded her head softly and did as the captain ordered ramping the negative matter core up to maximum and then she set up a bipolar wave within the quantum gravity field that would be released simultaneously. She then pinpointed the confluence point to an area ten miles wide directly below the Future. She then hovered her finger over the initiate command as the negative matter core began to heat up and vibrate from all of the intense reactions occurring within the core.

"The negative matter core is at maximum and the reflectors are aimed into the atmosphere sir. It's going to be one hell of a blast when we release it. Someone will have to keep us stationary for the affect to remain localized¦it could send us spiraling into space like a spinning top if not."

The captain nodded and looked at Korica with an expectant expression. Korica slowly pulled the earpiece out of her ear and handed it to the communications officer and then she walked over to the navigation station and she put her hand on lieutenant commander Morrow's shoulder.

"I'll take it mam. I know what to do." Korica said solemnly and softly.

She looked at Korica and nodded slowly and she logged herself out and then got to her feet and Korica plopped down in the seat and sat for just a moment and then she sighed heavy.

"It just isn't right¦" Korica muttered under her breath.

She reached up and logged herself in and she decoupled the gravity drive and engaged the preheaters on the ion drive portion of the main engines and then poised her fingers over the controls. There was then a burst signal that came in and Korica looked over as the communications officer sent the signal through a filter and piped it into the overhead speakers. Korica listened and winced a little at the further battle cries and demands to see who was so bold as to violate the Monakers sacred space. She was then shocked when a cease to further action was offered if a useful exchange was given. Korica opened her mouth in surprise and she looked at the captain.

"They're offering a cease to hostility if we'll talk to them in a way they can understand. Please let me try to compile a translation program before you¦destroy an entire planet. Please captain¦prove that I was right in that you're an advanced race¦capable of diplomacy before murder. They want to see who was so bold as to violate their sacred space."

The captain stared at her for a moment and Korica sensed that he was debating whether she was making up what was said so she could have her chance and then he resolved the idea that he didn't think she was capable of such treachery at such a critical time. The captain looked at the xo and flicked his head subtly and she nodded and looked at her displays.

"Ramping down the negative matter core."

The xo slowly slid the power down to the negative matter core and the vibrations boiling through the ship eased and then faded away altogether. The captain looked at the ships still gaining in altitude on the main viewer and he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He then looked at Korica and tipped his head down slightly in a very serious manner.

"You have ten minutes to come up with something. After that we do what we were told to come here and do."

"Ten min¦eye sir."

Korica got out of her seat without logging herself out and made her way over to one of the science stations and the ensign sitting there looked at her for just a moment then got up and let her take the station. She retrieved an earpiece from under the console and put it in her right ear and then quickly brought up the translation program and then dragged the audio portions of the Monaker's signals onto the foreground and she started piecing together what words she understood and layered them with their English counterparts, labeling each and every word and phrase as to their exact meaning or approximate meaning for the words she wasn't completely sure about. She worked steady and quickly and time just slipped away from her until she heard the captain call out to her.

"Times up Korica. What do you have?"

"With the AI's help I think we can translate what you're saying into¦I don't even know what they call their language. Anyway, what you say will be translated word for word using the voice of whoever was talking to us. It won't sound very organic but they'll be able to understand it. Don't use big or complex words cause I didn't have enough time to get all of his words translated and most of them were pretty simple and direct."

"What a little wonder you are. Ok, keep working and I'll¦give diplomacy a chance."

Korica grinned and nodded and she went right back to work after saving what she had compiled so far. The captain looked at his right display and he could see that the three warships were now in dark space making intense sensor sweeps trying to locate the Future but they were nowhere even close to the Future at the moment.

"The Alotians said the sensors on those ships were designed by another species and they were rudimentary at best, we're going to have to put that to the test. Open a channel please?"

"Eye sir." The communications officer replied. "Burst signal?"

"Yes. The AI is going to need time to translate what I'm saying."

"Understood."

"This is¦the one so bold as to take your prisoners from you. We did not come seeking hostile relations. We understand some of your words and we are working on a way to communicate with in a meaningful way. Will you talk with us?"

The AI translated what it could and then compiled it using Korica's incomplete translation program and sent it to the communications station. They listened to the message as it would sound upon transmission and it did indeed sound somewhat broken and pieced together but it was in the voice of the individual that had been communicating with them.

"A few words were not translatable captain." The AI stated.

"Such as?"

"Relations, seeking, one and working. I have substituted adequate replacement words using the available vocabulary as provided by Korica."

"Very well. Please send the signal."

The communications officer compressed the message and then initiated the burst signal and this time lieutenant commander Morrow used the thrusters to adjust their position slightly. The captain looked at her when he heard the slight rumble of the thrusters firing. She quickly deactivated the engines and thruster and tied the gravity drive back into the engine and thruster controls and she waited for the captain to say something but he remained quiet. He knew not everyone was going to have the instincts of someone as experienced and advanced minded as Korica.

A few moments later there was a reply signal and the AI interpreted the message as it was played on the overhead speakers.

"I hear your message. Do you¦unknown word¦me? Who use my sound to talk? Why do you come to Kerigon and take what is ours? We¦unknown words¦your world. We protect our people from all with weapons¦unknown word¦take what is our rite to take. We destroy you if we see you in our land again. You return what is ours and we will not destroy your world. What say you? Make us to see your ship so we know who we talk with. End of message."

"Well¦they think the Alotians belong to them. This is going to get us nowhere if they're threatening to destroy our world."

"May I interject a thought captain?" The AI asked.

"Of course."

"In analyzing the weapon used when the extraction teams were exiting the planet I have determine that our shield is more than capable of taking a direct hit without suffering any degradation. The weapons on those warships are far smaller and will not have the planets core to power them. They pose no danger to us whatsoever. A gesture of allowing them to see us therefore puts none of you in any danger. They bluster about destroying a world that they have no idea as to the location of so again they are no immediate threat to the Future planet. With the automated defenses nearing functional capability in Genesis, there is no threat to the population at large should they learn the location of the Future planet. I would concur with Korica that we are dealing with an inferior species that have gained advanced technology by taking others and making them design said technology. They do not have the wisdom or knowledge to operate such advanced technology efficiently. I believe they are a long ways away from posing much of a hazard to anyone but their closest neighbors. A thirty-two point six light year trip is a little out of their reach at the moment. I have analyzed the ships continuing to search for us and the engines will only propel the ships at four times the speed of light at best and sustained velocities of that nature will cause significant damage to the engine cores rapidly. They have a very tentative shield that would be penetrated with great ease. Despite the robust nature of the hull of those ships they are extremely vulnerable to kinetic weapons and intense gravity fields. They will find this out the first time they get to close to an intense gravity well. They do not have enough thrust to compensate for how heavy their ships are. In short, their ships look menacing but are quite fragile, weak and slow."

"Won't they improve the design of the ships over time though?"

"Not likely. They did not design the ships in the first place so they do not have a fundamental understanding of all of the advanced technologies and principles involved with building ships of this nature. It will take many years for them to understand what they have and how to duplicate it in an improved form."

"Sounds like they're more of a danger to themselves than anyone else as long as you stay clear of their space."

"That would be an accurate assessment."

"Not as black and white as we were led to believe then?"

"I would say not. Destroying their world would be an act of barbarism visited on an inferior species and would be totally unnecessary. I believe an intense electromagnetic pulse initiated within their atmosphere would disable those ships completely and all of the rudimentary electronics associated with them on the ground as long as the ships were within the atmosphere when the pulse was initiated."

"We could set them back¦years and keep an eye on them as they tried to rebuild and hopefully gain some wisdom and civility in the mean time?"

"Yes. As Korica has tried to stress¦killing should never be the first choice especially on such a large scale. You have the power within your hands but that does not mean you have to use it in such a way."

"Very well. There will be no exterminating of our neighbors. If it means we don't get the help we need from the Demekeron¦so be it. Please reduce the shield density so we are visible¦and make sure we're detectable?"

"Eye sir."

The shield was reduced slowly until the Future was clearly visible and her electromagnetic signature was increased slightly to make her detectable. The Monaker ships immediately made sharp course corrections and headed straight for the Future.

"How you doing over there Korica?"

"I've got a lot more translated sir. I've been eves dropping on their ship to ship chatter and I have a pretty good handle on how they talk now. Proper names and such won't translate but a lot of other stuff will."

"Great work ensign. Hey¦"

Korica looked over at him and leaned back in her seat.

"I'm sorry I didn't listen to you sooner. You were right. It isn't right to exterminate an entire species when diplomacy and compassion is available."

Korica grinned and leaned forward slightly.

"Thank you for showing me that I wasn't wrong in choosing to join you."

The captain nodded at her and she went back to work and the captain looked at the xo and she grinned at him as well and the captain shrugged and smiled.

"What? It takes a big man to admit he was wrong and acknowledge who among his crew was talking sensibly the whole time."

"I didn't say a word." The xo said putting her hands up and smiling.

"Good. Please open a channel and use the translation program to interpret what I'm saying." The captain said looking over at the communications officer.

"Use a burst signal?"

"No, wide band on a carrier wave please. I want it to be live, voice to voice communication."

"Eye sir."

When the communications officer had the channel set and open he nodded at the captain.

"We have analyzed your weaknesses and have determined that you are no threat to us. Halt your warships and we will discuss the terms of your halt to hostilities. Fail to do this and all of your ships will be disabled. They will fall to the ground like a stone and all of your ground facilities will be disabled."

"I don't think all of that is going to translate properly sir." Korica said as they listened to the AI interpreting what he said.

The communications officer then muted the channel and they waited for a reply while the ships continued their steady pace toward the Future.

"I am aware. Just keep working ensign."

"Yes sir."

Korica went back to the translation program she was compiling and she worked as fast as she could, saving her work every couple of words to improve the AI's vocabulary little by little. Just as the warships got close enough to be within firing range all three of them turned away and assumed a parallel course with the Future as they continued to try to scan through the shield unsuccessfully. The captain grinned as he saw that someone understood what he said and decided to take a pause to see if he had the capability of doing what he was threatening to do. There was then a reply on a carrier wave that matched the frequency used by the Future. The AI translated the voice in real time.

"Why have you come to fight with us? We take nothing of yours threaten none of you. Who you to come take what is ours? We answer not to you or anyone. We have rite to go into space and defend what is ours. You have ship, we have many ships. What is the difference from you and us? You go into space and do as you want. We want the same thing. We deserve the same thing."

The captain looked at the communications officer and nodded and he unmated the channel.

"Who am I speaking with?"

"I called¦unknown word."

"Korica I need a translation of his name¦"

"I'm working on it sir."

"Who Korica?"

"One of my crew. I am captain Alexan. I am trying to understand how to pronounce your name. She has the ability to understand new¦talk when never heard before."

"She? What is she?"

The captain looked at Korica and she looked over at him and wrinkled her face slightly and shrugged.

"I guess they don't have a gender among them. He¦it doesn't know what a female or she is."

"Future! Stop translating every word spoken on the bridge. You're confusing our¦adversary."

"Understood."

"Guarn¦Guarnar? That's the closest I can get in English sir." Korica finally said.

"Thank you. Guarnar, you have taken some very powerful people hostage and forced them to work for your goals. That is not how an advanced race behaves if they do not seek a fight with all around them. I was asked to take them from you and destroy you completely¦all of you. This is what happens when you take without wisdom or request. If you want to learn the ways of traveling to the stars you need to ask for help and offer something in return. You are what we call an emergent species and we welcome that spirit openly but not at the end of a weapon. Do you understand this?"

"Who you to tell me of how to do anything? We take what we need, learn what we want. We deserve space as you do."

"I don't deny you the rite to go into space as you want but you have to earn it on your own. Learn how to build ships and understand how spaceships work. How space works. Your hostile actions in taking others will not be tolerated any further. Those you take deserve the rite to be free. They do not belong to you."

"They come to our world on our lands. We take them in and feed¦learn from¦then set free."

"What of the other people you take to learn from? Where are they now?"

"They would not eat what we give. They stop¦unknown words¦we put in ground. You want them you can have them."

"That is what I am talking of. You do not understand that different people have different needs. We cannot breath your air or eat what you eat. You starved them until they died. This kind of hostility and ignorance will not be accepted. We would like to get to know you and maybe in time help you but you have to stop what you are doing. You cannot take anyone that comes by and force them to tell you what they know. Now that you have the ships you wanted you will go to other worlds and take more of what you want from others. This will not be allowed to happen. Do you understand what I am saying?"

"I understand what you saying. We not answer to you. Why do you think you have rite to tell us how to do anything?"

"Because we are just one of many many people in space. You do not understand just how many there are and they do not want hostile people coming to them taking their people. You do not have the rite to take what you want from others."

There was a long pause and the captain wondered if he was getting through talking like a third grader. Just as he was thinking that the conversation was done Guarnar spoke.

"Your ship big but only one ship. We take it and learn what you know. You not tell any of us what we can have. You cannot hurt our ships as you say. We take back what is ours."

There was a snapping sound as the channel was closed from the other side and the captain closed his eyes for a moment and shook his head then he looked at the xo.

"Prepare an electromagnetic charge using the mining weapon. I'm done pissing in the wind with this clown. Target the upper ionosphere. I want it big but not enough to ignite the atmosphere. Can you do that?"

"I suppose so. The mining weapon was meant to blast comets and planetoids apart for mining purposes but I should be able to ramp the yield down a bit."

"I believe I can help with the exact calculations needed to get the discharge rate just right." The AI said.

"Very well. Please assist the commander."

"Understood."

The xo moved over to the main weapon control station and she initiated the command to deploy the weapon. They could hear the weapon bay ratcheting open and then the rail gun could be heard sliding forward and finally locking in place with a thud. The Monaker ships then opened fire all at the same time and the energy blasts impacted the shield harmlessly and were dissipated and reflected away with no degradation of the shield in the slightest just as the AI had predicted. The energy blasts created purple and blue flashes as they contacted and outlined the shield bubble but never penetrated it in the slightest. The AI helped to align the main weapon and formulate the necessary charge with almost no particle energy in the formula and then the xo targeted the upper ionosphere and the main weapon could be heard moving and then she ship changed her orbital path to allow the optimal angle and the xo charged the weapon. Korica stopped what she was doing and she stepped out so she could see the giant view screen and she was again shocked at just how big the main weapon was. The vortex accumulator began to glow a beautiful blue color as the charge built up and the xo looked at the captain.

"Fire when ready. Two blasts."

The xo nodded and looked at the targeting solution for a moment then when she heard the tone indicating optimal charge achieved she pressed the fire button and there was a high frequency thud heard and the energy left the weapon in a bright blue and green flash and it traveled down into the ionosphere and slammed into the upper atmosphere and then began to spread out looking like it was burning into the atmosphere and a beautiful dancing and shimmering aurora was left in its wake. The affect spread over the globe and dissipated as it got to the edge of the planet. The xo then charged the weapon again and as the tone was heard she pressed the fire button and another large discharge was released producing another high frequency thud. It slammed into the ionosphere and spread out and there was a pulse of intense light lower in the atmosphere this time and the aurora intensified and this time it spread globally eventually coming back around the planet where it mingled with the already fluorescing atmosphere making it dance and waver around. The ships stopped firing after the first pulse and after the second they turned and headed for the surface and the xo looked at the captain and he frowned and nodded. The xo charged the weapon yet again and when it reached maximum charge she pushed the fire button and a blast of blue and green energy left the weapon with another loud high frequency thud and slammed into the upper atmosphere and spread out globally. The fleeing ships were now well within the atmosphere and they seemed to stop their retreat then they slowly assumed a nose down attitude and began an uncontrolled reentry drive. The ships heated up and external fixtures began to cook off and fly away from the ships on their own trajectory and the ships continued their quickening descent until all three struck the ground and broke apart leaving long chard drag mark as they augured in. They seemed to come apart and heap up into fiery piles in slow motion There were fireballs at the end of the drag marks with heaps of twisted metal and flame strewn all about the crater rims. The captain hated knowing there were deaths involved but he took solace in feeling just a bit of revenge served for the death of Mark and his teammates.

"Please take us into a high orbit and scan for electromagnetic signatures." The captain said solemnly.

"Eye sir."

Lieutenant commander Morrow brought the main engines online and easily piloted the ship into a higher orbit and the ensign at the sensor station began intense sensor sweeps looking for any remaining electromagnetic signatures. Korica bowed her head for a moment then she took a deep breath and figured a few deaths was much better than every single one of the Monakers. She walked back over to the science station and saved her work and then closed the translation program and logged herself out and then she got up and walked over to the captain and looked at him with sad eyes.

"May I be excused sir? I don't think you need me here anymore do you?"

"Come with me for a moment."

The captain pushed his displays aside and stood up and Korica stepped back as the captain stepped down and headed for the exit. They stepped out into the main corridor and the captain turned and faced Korica and he opened his mouth as if he were going to say something and then he looked at the nearest sensor dome and he closed his mouth and looked at his office door then he looked across the corridor at the door to his quarters and he nodded that way and he walked over to the door and hand his palm scanned and the door slid open. Korica followed him into his quarters and she looked around and she was a little surprised that the quarters were the same size as they had been when Laurel and Jake were in command but the furnishing had been changed. The bed was against the wall and it was considerably smaller than the king sized bed that used to occupy the middle of the room. The tapestry was gone and the room seemed very stark except for the reading chairs across from the bed and mapping table where the tapestry had been with a few data pads and a galactic map laid out on the mapping table. It seemed oddly out of place on a ship that didn't use paper goods of any kind except in the bathrooms and even that wasn't true paper pulp. It was pulped and pressed plant fiber but not from trees.

The captain waited for the door to slide closed and he slowly knelt down in front of Korica and he looked at the floor for a moment then he took hold of her hand by her fingers and he placed her hand over the side of his hand and then he placed his other hand over hers and looked up into her face.

"You did a¦fantastic job today Korica. The AI was right. I need people like you on my crew. I want you to continue to keep me humble ok? I need to listen to my crew when they are the voice of reason in my ear."

"Ok. Can I speak freely sir?"

"Of course. This is a private conversation."

"You aren't anything like I was expecting. You're kind of scary sometimes but you're¦a lot nicer than I was expecting."

"Oh?"

"Yeah. I was told that you were strict and very stern with your crew but fair as long we followed orders. You've been so nice to me and I'm just not quite sure how to take it."

"I was a by the books captain until coming out of stasis. I realize how close we all came to not making it here at all and I realize we don't have the powers that be to answer to anymore. I can loosen up a little and be a part of the crew instead of standing on my crew as I did before."

"I'm not complaining mind you¦I like being treated with kindness but it's just not what I was expecting."

"You've earned the respect you're getting form those around you. You got nothing to prove to any of us. You're a bright wonderful person by nature and you deserve a break in life. I'm hoping the Future offers that."

"I'll say¦I love living and working on the Future. I promise to offer the voice of reason when needed¦with respect of course."

"I know my actions led to some deaths but you were right. We can't use the Future to exterminate a species no matter how bad they are. I gave them every chance to stand down and they chose to test me."

"You don't have to explain yourself to me sir. You're my captain."

"I feel like I do. You have high expectations of me¦of all of us. I want to live up to those expectations."

"You did. You gave diplomacy a chance and when that failed, you put 'em in their place without exterminating an entire species. If you had gone down the other road I would have been forced to reconsider a long term career in the civilian corps. I'm glad you made it an easy choice to stay here."

"I'm glad to hear that. Like I said, I need people like you on my crew. We have a lot to learn from each other."

"I agree."

The captain let go of her hand and stood up and smiled at her then looked around for a moment and looked back at her.

"Looks a little different from when this was your mom and dad's quarters huh?"

"Yeah, a little. I'm kind of surprised that you left it so large."

"I liked the room¦just not all the furniture."

"I can understand that. Everyone has their own tastes."

"Well anyway, if you would go log yourself off the bridge and then go get some rest. You can take tomorrow off. We should be back at the Future planet so feel free to go to Genesis if you would like."

"What about Tamaric sir? He was supposed to start his assessments today but that all got put on hold."

"That will take place tomorrow."

"I kind of need to be close to him or he'll get sick."

"Hmm. Well then you'll have to stay aboard. The academy isn't up and running yet so everything will be done on the Future."

"Ok. Maybe I'll relax and watch some episodes of the twilight zone in my quarters."

"The twilight zone?"

"A science fiction show form the nineteen sixties and nineteen nineties that was recommended to me by a friend."

"I'm familiar with the show. I wasn't aware it was on the must watch list though."

"I'll have to see if it's that good or not."

"Ok then. Get some rest and thank you for all your hard work today."

"Um sir¦when will the memorial service be held for Mark and the other men killed on the mission?"

"Within a day or two of our return. I will make sure you're personally invited. I know how close you were to him."

"Ok. Thank you sir."

"You're welcome."

The captain gestured at the door and the two of them stepped over to the door and it slid open and they stepped out and walked over to the bridge and Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and they stepped in and the ensign at the senor station turned to the captain as he stepped in.

"There's no signs of any energy signatures anywhere on the planet sir."

"Understood. Our business here is done. Please plot a course for the Future planet and take us home."

"Eye sir." Lieutenant commander Morrow said.

Korica walked over to the navigation station and logged herself out and lieutenant commander Morrow logged herself in and then Korica headed for the exit smiling at Tom at propulsion as she walked by. She then looked at the captain and he nodded once to her.

"Have a good night ensign."

"Thank you sir."

Korica stepped up to the door and it slid open and she stepped out and turned left and headed toward her quarters. Korica heard the captain making a ship wide address as she proceeded up the corridor.

"This is the captain. Cancel condition bravo throughout the ship. I want department heads to make conditional reports available by the end of your shifts. We will be arriving at the Future planet within a few hours where the family transfers will once again resume. The revival process will be resumed as soon as the medical department has sufficient med techs prepped. That is all." The channel was then closed.

Korica kept heading for her quarters but she was a little surprised that she didn't sense Tamaric's excitement as she got closer and as she felt for him she realized his mind was very quiet except for fleeting words here and there and she realized he was asleep. She stepped up to her quarters and had her palm scanned and she stepped in and she giggled quietly when she saw Tamaric face down on the bed with nothing on sound asleep. Korica stood an looked at him for a few moments then she made her way to the bathroom and relieved herself and then washed her hands and then stepped out into the main quarters and she made her way to the front of the room and retrieved her night gear shirt and she walked back to the bed and set it on the foot of the bed and she got undressed and then slipped her nightshirt over her head and she walked around to Tamaric's side of the bed and she gently shook him until he stirred and rolled onto his back and looked at her and smiled.

"Hey¦what time is it?"

"Bed time. Come on, get under the covers and we'll get some rest."

Tamaric sat up and looked around for a moment and then he scooted to the edge of the bed and stood up and Korica pulled the covers down and then he sat down and swung his feet up onto the bed and he scooted back and she pulled the covers up on him and then she walked around to her side of the bed and she pulled the covers down and climbed up onto the bed and she stopped as she sensed what Tamaric was thinking as he rolled onto his back and looked at her. She froze and stared at him and she hung her head and then looked at him and climbed back off the bed and took her shirt off and dropped it on the floor and then she pushed her underwear down and stepped out of them and she stood still for a moment as Tamaric looked her over. He set his head down and she climbed back up on the bed and laid down right next to him and pulled the covers up on her. Tamaric put his hand on her thigh and stroked her soft leg.

"You feel like talking love?"

Korica shook her head no and reached over and slid the lights down to sleep levels and then slid over close to Tamaric and he turned on his side facing her and the two of them touched foreheads and initiated the joining of minds. They laid in the darkened room and explored each other in depth and Tamaric felt everything she was feeling and didn't feel like talking about. He soothed her pain and let her escape herself even if just for a time. The two of them remained joined for close to three hours when the AI raised the lights very slightly and called out into the room.

"Korica. Your presence has been requested on the bridge."

Korica barely registered that the AI called out to her but it was just enough for her to begin to pull back into her own mind and break the connection. She waited for the intense mental fog to clear and then she sat up and rubbed her eyes.

"I'll¦I have to get dressed. I'll be there as quick as I can."

"Understood."

Korica leaned over and kissed Tamaric and then she climbed out of bed and retrieved a fresh uniform and underclothes and she got dressed as quick as she could and then walked over to her shoes and stepped into them then headed for the bathroom where she brushed her hair out and then headed for the exit. She walked across her quarters and stepped out of the door when it slid open and she walked quickly to the bridge and had her palm scanned then stepped in and Lieutenant commander Morrow got to her feet and waited for Korica to walk over to her.

"Hello ensign Prentor. I want to go get something to eat and use the bathroom."

"Ok. Take your time."

"We're on course for the Future system at five hundred twenty two point five times the speed of light. We have about fourty minutes until we arrive, I should be back long before that."

"Ok."

Officer Morrow logged herself out and Korica logged herself in and then officer Morrow headed for the exit. After the door slid closed Tom spun around in his seat and looked at the back of Korica's head. He really liked the bright white color of her hair and it looked very soft and neat.

"Hey Korica, how you doin?"

"Much better thanks Tom."

Korica then spun her seat around and faced Tom.

"You talk things out a little with your man?"

"Sort of. We committed to the deep sharing and he helped me with my pain."

"So he took some of it away for you or something?"

"Yeah. That's kind of how it works. By sharing everything at such a deep level you take on half of what the other is feeling as if it were your feelings. The full burden of your feelings are shared among two making them much more bearable. It still hurts¦but I'm getting by."

"That's such a cool connection you two have. We could all use a second person to help us balance our feelings or whatever."

"It's within you all if you find the right person and let them in completely. You have to want it and be willing to let them in without reservation. Most people have a side of them that they don't want anyone to see and the paring won't work if you do."

"Hmm. I haven't found that person yet¦though there are a few women that I would consider it with if they would give me the time of day."

"It helps if it's not a superficial relationship. It takes a true, pure, deep love."

"Isn't that what we're all really seeking?"

"I suppose so."

"I won't bother you too much. I was just curious how you were doing. The captain said you were in a lot of pain but it sounds like you got things under control."

"It's nice to have people around you that care. Thanks for thinking of me Tom."

"Sure. We're friends right?"

"Yeah we are." Korica said with a pretty smile.

Tom then turned and checked his displays and spun around when he saw that he had to make some adjustments and Korica turned back to her displays. Korica worked for another twenty minutes and that's when Lieutenant commander Morrow returned and Korica logged herself out and then she stood up and let officer Morrow sit down and log herself in.

"Thank you for covering. The night shifts are always so long."

"No problem. I hope your shift goes smoothly."

"Thanks."

"Goodnight mam."

"Goodnight ensign."

Korica then waved at Tom as she walked to the exit and he returned the gesture. Korica stepped out when the door slid open and she headed for her quarters and she was delighted to realize that Tamaric had remained awake waiting for her. She stepped up to the door and had her palm scanned and the door slid open and she stepped in and a smile grew on her face as she felt Tamaric's energy. She walked over to the bed and slid her shoes off and then got undressed completely and then climbed in bed with Tamaric and scooted right next to him from his side of the bed. Tamaric hugged her tightly and then planted a long kiss on her then stroked her hair back.

"So we're almost home?"

"Yep. Should only be fifteen or twenty minutes and we'll be home."

"I wonder what the fall out is going to be from what the captain did?"

"I don't know. We need the help of the Demekeron but it just comes at too high a price. I'm glad the captain came around at the last minute."

"Told you that you would get through to him if you were persistent."

"He told me that I can take tomorrow off but you have to start your assessments so I'm going to stay aboard the Future."

"The shoes are on the other foot huh?"

"Yep. I'll stay close so you can concentrate but we have to keep our minds quiet so that you're doing it on your own so I won't get to lie here and share your day with you."

"Ugh¦more tests huh?"

"Lots of 'em. These will be a little different though. I've taken 'em so I know hat they're like. They aren't all that bad. They're designed to understand how you think more than anything. You're one of the smartest guys I know so I know you're going to do just fine."

"I'll make you proud. You'll see."

Korica turned her head and looked up into his eyes.

"I'm always proud of you Tamaric, no matter what you do."

"You're so sweet."

Tamaric planted a kiss on her then scooted over and reached out and slid the lights down to sleep levels then he scooted back over close to Korica and she wrapped her legs around his and pressed her crotch against him and moved up and down against him and then she laid her head down and Tamaric put his hand on her rump and caressed it as he smiled with her lying on his chest so comfortably.

"I love being your scratching post."

"I know, that's why I did that. I could feel how much you wanted me to do that."

Tamaric turned his head and kissed Korica's forehead and the two of them drifted off to sleep within minutes.


Chapter 42 Multiplicity

––––––––

Multiplicity

Korica was the first to wake at 04:00 ships time. She stretched hard and kissed the back of Tamaric's head as he lay facing away from her and then she slid the lights up slightly and got to her feet and headed for the bathroom to relive herself. When she was finished washing her hands she felt a sharp pain twinge in her lower tummy and she slapped her wet hand on her lower abdomen and winced for a moment and then she looked at the pill canister on the counter and she waited for the cramp to subside and then she turned the water off and dried her hands and picked up the small canister and opened it and tipped it into her hand. She picked one pill out and tossed it into her mouth and swallowed it dry and put the rest of the pills in her hand back in the canister and closed it and placed it on the counter. She then turned the water on and bent down to the faucet and drank a couple mouthfuls of water then turned the water off and wiped the side of her mouth. She then stepped over to the box on the wall next to the toilet and collected a pad and headed out into the main quarters. She walked straight to the front of the room and retrieved clean clothes and she prepared herself for the coming cycle as she got dressed. When she was dressed she looked back at the bed and realized that Tamaric had drifted back off to sleep. Korica walked over to the bed and sat down on Tamaric's side of the bed and she shook him lightly until he stirred.

"You have to get up Tamaric. I'm hungry and I want to have breakfast with you."

Tamaric batted his eyes a few times and then he sat up and seemed to come alive rapidly.

"I can feel how hungry you are love, I'll get up¦and your guts hurt. You can't hide that from me."

"I took something for it. The cramps will ease up in a few minutes."

"Wow! Being a girl sucks sometimes hunh?"

"That part of being a girl is miserable but it's worth it to be able to create a life within our body and feel it growing inside. I'm kind of looking forward to experiencing it."

"I'm glad it's you not me. What I saw in my reproductive biology lessons looked really painful¦and traumatic."

"Bringing a new life into being makes it all worth it. I guess you would have to be a girl to understand it completely."

"I can sense your feelings about it and I think I get it even if I don't understand why you feel like you do about it."

"It's the difference in a male and female Tamaric¦I'm wired to feel this way about having a baby. I look forward to it and you're wired to provide for me and the baby without understanding the nurture compulsion. You'll nurture us in a different way."

"If you say so. I'll do anything for you and our children but you're right in that I don't completely understand you looking forward to something as painful as giving birth to a baby."

"You do realize that you're likely going to experience it right along with me cause of our pairing?"

"Buger me! I hadn't even thought about that fact." Tamaric said as he winced in discomfort at the very idea.

Korica smiled and leaned over and kissed Tamaric's cheek then stood up and made her way back to the bathroom to brush her teeth and hair. While she was brushing her teeth after finishing with her hair, Tamaric stepped into the bathroom now completely dressed in his new uniform and he began combing his hair and then brushing his teeth. When Korica was finished she turned and leaned against the counter as she watched Tamaric fondly and he smiled a few times as he felt what she was feeling as he brushed his teeth. Tamaric then washed his mouth out with mouthwash then stepped in front of Korica and gave her a long good morning kiss as she was hoping he would. When the kiss was terminated Tamaric stroked her left cheek and admired how beautiful she is.

"You really got it bad for me hunh beautiful?" Tamaric asked with a big smile.

"Yeah I do. I didn't know anyone could make me feel like I do when I look at you. I see my future in you¦with you."

"I feel the same thing love. I feel like I was born to be with you somehow. I always wondered what kind of girl I would end up with but you far exceed anything I could've ever dreamed of. You're so pretty and so perfect to me."

"I'm far from perfect Tamaric but I'm definitely yours and I feel like I was born to be with you too. You ready to go get something to eat? I'm really hungry."

"Yeah. Let's get you fed."

Tamaric took her hand in his and the two of them walked out of the bathroom together and walked over to their shoes and stepped into them and then headed for the exit. They walked over to the mess hall and they found Inea sitting with Karen and Adam having an early meal. Inea's face lit up when she saw Korica and Tamaric stepping up to the table.

"It is nice to see you again Korica and Tamaric." Inea said warmly.

"It's nice to see you again too Inea." Korica replied as the two of them sat down at the table. "Where's Marty? I thought he was supposed to stay with you all the time?"

"He is sleeping. He stayed up very late with me showing me all around the Future. He finally fell asleep about two of your hours ago. I will not feel the need to sleep for a long while so I came to get something to eat and share more of my time on Hiendon with Karen and Adam."

"So¦Marty doesn't know about Mark yet?"

"What about Mark?"

"Oh no. Someone has to tell him." Korica said looking at Tamaric sadly.

"Tell him what Korica?" Inea pressed.

"Mark lost his life on the mission to Kerigon."

"No! That is terrible."

"He and Marty have been friends since they were kids. Marty is going to be devastated."

"Should I wake him to tell him?" Inea asked softly.

"No¦let him get some sleep. Nothing can be done about it so there's no reason to wake him."

"I know you were very close to Mark Korica," Adam said. "I'm truly sorry for your loss¦same to you Tamaric. I know you were very fond of him too."

"Thank you Adam." Korica said. "The pain of his loss is going to take a long time to get over."

A servo drone floated up to the table and Tamaric retrieved the menus in its claw and he handed one to Korica then pulled his open.

"Mark had always said that he was sure he was going to buy it on one of his missions¦it just feels so senseless to buy the farm on a mission for another species." Tamaric said.

"He was doing what he loved no matter who it was for. He was helping a potential ally and he was hoping he was getting us the help we need here in our own solar system." Korica said.

"Help?" Karen asked. "What kind of help do we need that would require such an effort?"

"Uh¦I shouldn't have said that out loud. I can't talk about it."

"That doesn't sound good. It must be something dire that most of us don't know about."

Korica just shrugged her shoulders and looked at her menu as she pulled it open. She was surprised by Karen's keen intuition but she felt compelled to keep quiet since she wasn't even supposed to know about the stellar debris bearing down on the Future planet. Korica and Tamaric ordered their breakfast then closed the menus and Tamaric handed them back to the servo drone and then he got to his feet and headed to the dispensers to get himself and Korica something to drink.

"So have you taken a look at the Future planet yet Inea?" Korica asked trying to change the subject.

"I have not been to the surface but Marty took me up to the dome at the top of the ship and let me see it. Your world is very beautiful from space¦and very big. As I understand it we are orbiting almost as far from your world as we were from Heindon when I first saw my world from space but your world looks much larger. It looks very different from my world too. Your world has many smaller bodies of water instead of huge oceans as are on Heindon and you have vast forest regions that are very dense."

"You'll find that every world looks different and unique when seen from space. Subsurface tunnels that stretch all over the planet connect almost all of those smaller bodies of water on the Future planet. There's far more water beneath the surface than you can possibly imagine. There are oceans down there you just can't see them except the one to the south of Genesis that stretches to the east and north and of course the big one to the west of the mountains that Genesis sits at the base of."

"I see. I look forward to learning more about your world and eventually walking on it."

"I am too. I haven't been down to the surface yet myself."

The five of them sat and talked until Korica and Tamaric's meals arrived and then they ate as the mess hall began to fill up with the remaining crew that were stationed aboard the Future while in orbit. As they finished their meal Laurel and Jake stepped into the mess hall with Tamaric's parents and John and Amelia right behind them. Tamaric sensed his mother and father before he even saw them and a smile grew on his face and he turned and looked at them and then got to his feet quickly.

"Mom¦dad! I'm really glad to see you."

Tamaric stepped into his mother's embrace as she hugged him with one arm as she held Harriet in her other arm. When Clara relaxed her grip on Tamaric he stroked Harriet's head and kissed her cheek.

"Hi baby sis. I really missed you."

Harriet then shocked Tamaric as she spoke.

"Damon. I Lub you Damon. I mith you too."

"Oh my God! She's talking¦how? When did this start?"

"In the last two days. She just¦started talking up a storm and we can understand her. Some words are difficult for her due to a lack of teeth to pronounce them properly and last night she pulled herself to her feet using the couch and she walked all the way across the room without stumbling or falling."

"Incredible!" Adam exclaimed. "How old is she?"

"A little over six months."

"Good gracious! And she's talking¦and walking? What an amazing child. Taking clumsy steps at her age isn't unheard of but cognitive vocabulary¦that has to be a first."

"Did I talk or walk that young?" Tamaric asked.

"No. You were taking assisted steps but you were very typical growing up leading us to believe that you weren't gifted like your father and I. We've learned a lot about fostering a child's abilities even before they're born since you were born and it seems to have worked¦better than we ever expected."

Tamaric then stepped up to his father and hugged him tightly for a few moments and then he stepped back and smiled at Harriet and she returned a cute smile and kicked her feet wildly.

"Me too. Hold me too Damon." Harriet said clearly with a slight Aussie accent as she held her arms out to him.

Tamaric smiled and looked at his mother and she shrugged slightly and held Harriet out to him. Tamaric took her into his arms and placed her against his shoulder and he set the side of his head against hers as she hugged his neck and shoulder with her face on his shoulder.

"That's amazing! She even understands context. How did she learn my name though?"

"We showed her a data pad with your image on it and we told her that is her brother Tamaric and she immediately smiled and repeated your name¦the best she could. She really loves you Tamaric."

"I'm glad that it sounds like she's going have your accent like Tamaric does." Korica said.

Harriet lifted her head and looked over at Korica and smiled.

"Pretty girl lub Damon."

Korica giggled and smiled at Harriet.

"I love Tamaric very much Harriet." Korica then looked at Clara. "She's obviously empathic too?"

"More than likely but you can see it on your face without having any advanced abilities. You're in love sweetheart."

"It's really that apparent?"

"Even a baby can tell honey."

Korica smiled and she got to her feet and hugged Laurel and Jake first and then John and Amelia followed by Clara and Liam then she nuzzled Harriet and kissed her cheek making her giggle and shyly lay her face back on Tamaric's shoulder.

"Are you going to have breakfast with us?" Korica asked looking at Clara and Liam.

"That was the plan." Liam said. "We knew Tamaric had a big day ahead of him and we wanted to see him off before he started his assessments."

They all sat down at the table and a servo drone brought menus to the table and they ordered a breakfast meal and then when the servo drone floated away Laurel reached out and placed her hand on Korica's from across the table.

"I'm really proud of you baby. You did a fantastic job on the latest mission."

"Thanks mom. You watched what happened?"

"Yes. How are doing with the loss of Mark?"

"It hurts¦but Tamaric is helping me cope. I'm gunna miss him mom."

"I know sweetheart. We're going to miss him too. If you want to talk about it in private our door is always open."

"I know, thanks mom. I'm just not ready to talk about it yet except for with Tamaric."

"I understand. I'm glad you have him here for you. You've become so independent so fast. You're hardly the girl we rescued anymore."

"That's a good thing right?"

"Yes it is honey. You're growing up and turning into the woman we hoped you would get the chance to become."

"I'm trying to act my new age even if I feel a little¦out of sorts sometimes."

"I think we're all feeling a little bit of that honey. We're years older than we remember being. You're doing a wonderful job of being strong and brave. I couldn't be more proud of you."

"Thanks mom."

At that moment Wilson walked into the mess hall and he looked over at the group sitting at the table and Tamaric felt his gaze and looked around until he found Wilson looking at him as he walked over to the dispensers. Tamaric looked at his mother and he handed Harriet off to her and then he got to his feet and walked over to Wilson to say hello.

"Hey Wilson, how you doing this morning?"

"Hey ya Tamaric. I'm doin real good. I got a bunch of assessment testing to do this morning. I'm just catching a quick bite before I report to the xo to get started."

"No way! I have to do assessment testing today too. Maybe we'll be tested at the same time?"

"I guess it's possible."

"Hey¦you want to meet my wife now? I could introduce you two and then you won't have to feel weird about asking her to tell you about all the places she's been."

"That would be really awesome. Is that all of your family over there?" Wilson asked flicking his chin in the direction of the table everyone was seated at.

Tamaric looked over at the table and grinned at Korica and he sighed at how wonderful she made him feel then he looked at everyone sitting at the table then back to Wilson.

"I guess we are all family. That's my mom and dad and that's Laurel and Jake, Korica's mom and dad and that's Laurel's mom and Jake's dad so we are all kind of related¦if not by blood by marriage. That cute little baby is my sister Harriet."

"She's really cute¦" Wilson moved his head closer to Tamaric and grinned mischievously. "That Laurel is hot! Jake's a lucky guy to of snagged her."

"She is gorgeous hunh?"

"So is your woman man. You got a seriously beautiful wife...and I mean that with all due respect." Wilson said as he gently smacked Tamaric's back with a flat hand in a friendly gesture.

"Thanks Wilson. I'm really proud to be her man. Come on, I'll introduce you to everyone."

Wilson poured himself a glass of orange juice and then he and Tamaric walked over to the table and Tamaric stood at the end of the table and he gently pulled a shy Wilson next to him.

"Everyone¦this is my friend Wilson. He's a Kadet like me and we'll be going to the academy together. He's gunna be getting tested today just like me."

Everyone offered a warm hello to Wilson and then Tamaric stepped around Wilson and stood directly behind Korica.

"Wilson this gorgeous woman here is my wife Korica." He said as he placed his hands on Korica's shoulders. "Korica this is Wilson and he has been dying to meet you so he could ask you about the amazing worlds you've seen."

Korica placed her left hand on Tamaric's on her shoulder and she smiled at Wilson and put her hand out.

"Hello Wilson. I would be glad to tell you about some of the amazing places I've seen. I can even show you some of the worlds I've seen using the detailed maps provided to us by the elder race."

Wilson reached out and shook Korica's hand and he looked at their clasped hands and he furrowed his brow as he stopped pumping her hand. He maintained his hold on her hand for a few moments and then he let go of her hand and turned his hand up and looked at his palm then he looked at Tamaric with a look of question.

"Pretty cool hunh? She runs a higher body temperature than we do."

Wilson then put his hand down and looked at Korica.

"Does it feel¦uncomfortable to be so warm all the time?"

Korica smiled and chuckled lightly.

"Of course not. It's just the way my body works. I'm no more uncomfortable than you are being so cold all the time¦compared to me anyway."

"Sorry¦I guess that was kind of a dumb question."

"Don't worry about it Wilson. We're just different in how our bodies work."

"Would you like to join us for breakfast Wilson?" Amelia asked.

"Thank you. I'd like that."

"Othcar." Harriet said.

Wilson's eyes got big and he stared at Harriet for a moment then he looked at Clara and grinned.

"Did she really just say my name?"

"She most certainly did." Clara replied with pride. "She likes you Wilson."

"Damon like Othcar¦me too."

"That's crazy¦she understands what we're saying?"

"I underthand what you thay. You hab a good heart and you like Damon and Korica. You're a good priend."

"That is hands down the most amazing example of spontaneous infant intelligence I have ever seen." Adam said. "Her brain shouldn't be capable of processing such complex concepts as speech and articulate speaking. Did you teach her how to speak?"

"No. She picked up on it on her own." Clara replied. "We haven't had enough time to teach her how to speak as many words as she can. I can't explain it. She just understands everything being said and she knows how to articulate what she's thinking. She's had this eye contact thing since she was a month old that appeared as though she was listening to and understanding what was being said but I guess her brain needed time to develop the neural pathways necessary to speak clearly. As far as knowing how to develop sentences properly and convey ideas and thoughts? It's beyond me to understand how she can do that at her age."

Wilson walked around the table and sat down next to John and moments later a servo drone brought a menu to him. He retrieved it and set it on the table and then found himself looking over at Harriet in pure amazement. He had never seen a baby capable of talking so coherently and she had the cutest little Australian accent when she spoke suggesting to Wilson that she learned what she knows from Tamaric's mother who had a very distinct Australian accent. Harriet's voice was very tiny and high pitched but extremely clear and focused. He figured if she had more teeth she would sound like a four or five year old as far as pronunciation of words. Wilson finally broke off his stare not wanting to make Clara or Liam uncomfortable and he looked at John.

"Is this an example of what we're evolving into? I've heard some talk about the Human species experiencing an awakening of ancient genes giving us these new abilities that we've had locked up in us all along."

"I would say so son. Harriet is in the generation being called the us generation. It's a joining of individuals through feelings and advanced abilities bringing them closer together. Don't you feel it? The feeling that you're somehow connected to the people around you? That you're like minded and like hearted without even knowing them?"

"Yeah¦kind of. I thought I was weird for feeling that way though and I've never told anyone that I felt that way."

"It's an advance understanding of emotions due to empathic abilities becoming acute in your generation¦among other abilities."

"So I should¦tell 'em that I can move stuff with my heart not my head? It comes from in here¦" Wilson pointed to his chest. "Not here¦" Wilson pointed to his temple. "Even though it's focused here." Wilson pointed to his forehead.

John opened his mouth slightly in surprise. He then closed his mouth and grinned at Wilson.

"You should definitely tell them Wilson. You aren't going to be ostracized for having advanced abilities like telekinesis. You'll be taught how to develop it to its fullest and embrace it as a part of you. Harriet's remarkable intelligence is just another manifestation of what you have within you. You're among the most advanced generation of Human's to ever live¦as far as we know anyways. All of the youth on this ship are experiencing the same kind of remarkable abilities and so are some of the adults that have passed those abilities on to their children in even more pronounced levels than what they posses."

"I was told there is a tangible power of love Wilson." Laurel said from down the table overhearing the discussion. "It was an extremely old and advanced race that told me that. It comes from the heart, not the head. The brain is just the organ that focuses that power but it comes from deep within you and grows stronger the more you let people into your heart and consider them with warm feelings. Positive emotions are where the strongest sense of your advanced abilities will come from."

Wilson looked at her and he was stunned by how pretty her eyes were up close not to mention her unbelievable beauty. She was the prettiest girl he had ever seen in his life. The proportions of her face and body and her facial features seemed to be perfect and symmetrical in a way that just made it hard not to stare at her. Laurel sensed his infatuation and it felt all too familiar to her. She knew it was innocent and would wear off quickly but for the moment he was captivated. It was the same thing she had sensed in Jake when they first met but she had encouraged it in Jake and now she just wished she didn't have this affect on men.

"Soo¦loving people makes you more powerful? I didn't know that I loved people like that."

"It's not the same as being in love with them. That's totally different and it does make you incredibly strong but I'm just talking about considering people¦in a friendly light. You like people in general right?"

"Yeah I guess so. I like being around people and making new friends. I like people that aren't superficial or stuck up and I suppose I consider them with my heart."

"That's the key to waking these advanced abilities that we all seem to have to some degree or another. You have a good and kind heart and it endows you with a power that you're just beginning to experience."

"So someone mean or evil won't have these abilities in them?"

"They will but they won't be as pronounced or powerful. Hatred and negative emotions are a weakness in more ways than just making you feel bad about a person and possibly yourself. Love is the strongest and most powerful emotion a sentient being can experience and it ties directly into your advanced abilities. As your love grows so will your abilities."

"Hmm. I'm not sure I completely understand that but I'll take your word for it."

"Wait till you fall in love with a girl and you'll experience an awakening like you can't believe. You'll find that you're capable of things you had no idea of before and together you can strengthen each other's gifts and further heighten your abilities."

"I got time for that later. I'm more interested in having fun and serving on the Future. Sides¦I haven't found a girl that tickles my fancy like that yet, least not one that isn't attached or whatever."

Laurel sensed that he meant her but she maintained her composure so as not to let on that she was reading his feelings.

"You'll find someone Wilson. You're a good-looking guy and you have a good heart, that's attractive to girls like nothing else. My mom always told me there is someone out there for everyone¦right mom?" Laurel looked at her mother with barely perceptible blushing cheeks behind her deep tan.

"That's right sweetheart. I told you there was a boy out there just waiting for you to come into his life and you found him on this ship. Wilson will find the girl waiting for him in the same way. Kismet will bring them together as it does with everyone."

"Maybe my girl isn't on this ship¦" Wilson said with a friendly grin as he looked at Korica. "I might find a beautiful girl from another world like Tamaric did."

Korica returned a big smile and leaned against Tamaric.

"You never know. The Future is scheduled to start exploring the galaxy real soon and you just might meet your dream girl on one of the planets we end up visiting."

"How many worlds have you visited in your life Korica?"

"Oh I don't know precisely¦maybe a thousand or so¦possibly more."

"Did you see many¦pretty girls on those worlds?"

"Lots of them. Some look like we do and some look very different but somehow very beautiful in their own way. The eyes, hair and body shape can be far different but you see past that to the beauty within if that makes sense?"

"I think so. You look just like the rest of us except for your hair and eyes but you're very beautiful and Tamaric over there is absolutely nuts about you cause of it. Can you describe some of the worlds you've seen? I'm fascinated by the idea of so many habitable worlds out there and how different they must look."

"Sure. Every world looks different and unique but they have some common traits to them that makes life possible. Water being the most key¦that and plants. Plants are the oxygen factories and food source that makes planets truly life bearing. I saw some of the most beautiful purple leaved trees on Celidus four in my home galaxy that turn blue at night. The suns in that system cast an eerie magenta color into the atmosphere until they get real high in the sky. At night the moons reflect that light in the blue spectrum and the plants respond by changing their chlorophyll so they can absorb more energy at night from the moonlight. It's a remarkable adaptation that allows the trees to grow day and night making them very strong and tall. When the leaves are blue you can pluck them and chew on them and they're really sweet tasting. During the day when they're purple if you try doing that they taste bitter. The locals make a night tea from the leaves that is very good for the immune system and helps you sleep."

"That's wild! What were the people there like?"

"They were tall and had slightly reddish colored skin and they had yellow eyes that are very beautiful to look at. They had¦"

The AI interrupted by calling out into the mess hall.

"Laurel Kade, Jake Myers, Korica Prentor¦please report to the bridge immediately."

Everyone fell silent and Laurel and Jake looked at each other in frank surprise.

"Why are we being called to the bridge?" Jake thought. "We resigned our commissions."

"I have no idea." Laurel thought in return. "I sense it has something to do with us though."

"I feel that too."

"What about me?" Tamaric asked looking back to the com panel by the entrance to the mess hall. "Can I go with Korica?"

"You have sufficient clearance so you may join her." The AI responded.

"We're on our way." Korica said as she stood up quickly.

"Understood. Commander Hiller is waiting for you on the bridge. She will fill you in on why you are being summoned."

Korica glanced at Laurel and furrowed her brow and Laurel grinned and patted her shoulder lightly as she stood up.

"You're not in trouble honey. Relax, I sense it has more to do with your dad and I for some reason."

Korica nodded and Laurel kissed her mother and the three of them turned to head for the exit. Tamaric stepped over to Wilson and placed his hand on his shoulder.

"You'll hang out until we come back right?"

"Sure. I'll be right here bro."

"Ok. I'm looking forward to going to our assessment testing together."

"Likewise." Wilson said with a big smile.

Tamaric then withdrew his hand and quickly headed for the exit to join Korica. When Tamaric stepped out into the main corridor he had to practically run to catch up to Korica and Laurel and Jake. He caught up to them just as Korica had her palm scanned and the bridge door slid open. The four of them stepped in and found the xo and two other officers at the communications station and they appeared to be looking at a signal that as they stepped closer looked very familiar indeed. The xo looked over at the approaching group and she grinned and stood up and the two officers stepped back slightly.

"Thank you for coming. I'm sorry I had to interrupt your breakfast but I assume you all recognize the signal being analyzed?"

The four of them stepped up closer and Laurel's mouth dropped open for a moment then she looked at Jake with a concerned look on her face.

"How can anyone be using an interlaced high frequency neural signal like that? Only the Future should be capable of producing that kind of signal¦in this galaxy anyways." Laurel said.

"I thought you would recognize it." The xo said. "We received this signal a few hours ago but it was extremely weak. You're looking at the signal after being amplified by a factor of twelve hundred."

Laurel looked back at the analysis and she was shocked by how weak the signal still was even with such a high amplification factor.

"Do you know where the signal originated from?"

"The Ontari system some fourteen light years away."

"How is it possible¦the odds of another civilization using this same signal architecture is astronomical to calculate."

"The analysis is complete." The AI's voice rang out. "My original hypothesis has been confirmed. The signal you are seeing originated from the Future in the Ontari system."

"Have we ever been to the Ontari system?" Tamaric asked.

"No." The xo replied. "The system is in the direction of the heart of the galaxy and we've never been there."

"Then how in the world did we send the signal and why are we receiving it now?" Jake asked. "Is it being reflected or something?"

"Or did we send it in the past¦or the future?" Korica asked.

"There is no temporal distortion signature to the signal indicating that it was sent in real time and from this time. The signal has the tell tail signature of the transmitter elements on the Future. I cannot explain how it is possible for us to receive a signal originating from this ship yet coming from a star system we have never been to before but that is what the evidence indicates."

"But it was meant for my chair? Probably produced by my chair?" Laurel asked.

"Without question." The AI responded.

"Is there anyway to determine what's in the message?" The xo asked of the AI.

"No. I do not possess the capacity to interpret such a complex signal designed to be interpreted by the brain. It would be the equivalent of asking if I can interpret what you are thinking while seeing your thought patterns on a monitor. I can see the signal and I know thoughts are occurring but I am unable to interpret what thoughts are being produced. The signal is extremely weak so I am not sure that feeding the signal into the neural chair will result in a coherent translatable message either."

"But the signal was aimed at us? At the Future I mean?" Laurel asked.

"The chances of us receiving such a pin point signal by accident with how vast space is are next to zero. The signal was meant to be received by the Future as it orbited the Future planet at an altitude of twenty two thousand miles. That is our standard orbital distance from the surface any time we are in orbit around a planet with the gravitational mass of the Future planet. The fact that we are between the Future planet and the sun must have been taken into account as well. With the sun blocked the signal was more detectable since there is no interference from the sun to distort or wash out the signal."

"You mean it's nighttime in Genesis and someone knew that?" Tamaric asked.

"Precisely."

"You could have just said that."

Laurel laughed lightly and leaned in and looked at the signal closer.

"If the signal isn't continuing in nature should we wait to see if the signal is repeated so we can make a live connection?"

"I would need precise coordinates to send the signal to and I would have to take us out of orbit and assume a stationary position in order for that to work. I do not believe the captain will want us to break orbit without him aboard."

"I would have to agree." The xo said. "We need to find another way of determining what's in the signal without altering our position."

"The captain's on the surface?" Korica asked.

"Yes. He took our guests down to the surface to provide them with accommodations and show them around Genesis until their people arrive to pick them up."

"So I take it you want us to feed the signal into the chair and see who's calling so to speak?" Laurel asked as she stood up straight and looked at the xo.

"I was hoping you would be willing to give it a try? I could've ordered Korica to sit in the chair and interpret the signal but I know it works better with the three of you in it at the same time and I didn't want to issue an order about using your chair."

"I designed it mam but I don't particularly consider it my chair. I know I call it that but it belongs to the Future as far as I'm concerned."

"Whatever¦you three are the only ones qualified to operate it. Would you be willing to use the chair to see what's contained in the signal?"

"Yes mam. I'm very curious how such a signal is possible. It just doesn't make any sense."

"Good, good. Please make your way down to deck two. I had the AI warm up the chair just in case you agreed."

"Wait¦" Tamaric said. "I don't like what that thing takes out of Korica to make it work. I know she's the key to triggering it¦"

"That's different Tamaric. You're thinking about me making it transmit but I'm a lot older and stronger than the last time I sat in the chair. This is just a matter of connecting our minds and engaging the chair. It's kind of like listening with your mind¦listening real hard."

"Are you sure? That thing almost killed you once."

"Technically it did kill me¦that isn't helping is it?"

"No!"

"I promise it won't take that much effort Tamaric."

"Alright. I'll trust you."

"I will not let anything happen to Korica Tamaric." The AI said. "I will be monitoring her very closely and I will shut the chair down at the first sign of physical distress."

"Ok, thank you."

Korica reached out and stroked her hand across Tamaric's and then her and Laurel stepped closer together and Jake took Laurel's hand and the xo nodded once and the three of them headed for the exit. Tamaric stepped closer to the xo and he looked her in the eyes.

"Mam there's something I think I should report to you."

"Go ahead cadet." The xo said softly.

"I have a new friend named Wilson. He's scheduled to be assessed like me today."

"You must mean cadet Wilson Windet? I'm familiar with who he is."

"I didn't know his last name until now mam. He told us at breakfast that he has telekinetic abilities. He hasn't told anyone else as far as I know. He also indicated that he has empathic abilities to some degree."

The xo just looked at Tamaric for a few moments and then she nodded lightly.

"I appreciate your candor cadet. It's important that we know about such abilities before the assessments are initiated. I'll have his assessments restructured to explore just how gifted he is."

"He's not in trouble or anything is he?"

"No, of course not. There's an anticipated fear of revealing such things. Back on Earth he might have been seen as unusual or different but here on the Future he'll be encouraged to explore what he can do. He's far from unusual or alone as you well know."

"Yes mam, I do. I had no idea I was gifted until I met Korica."

"Yours is a little different situation since she has enhanced what you're capable of. You're unlike any of your peers because of the changes she has brought about in your brain."

"So you consider me to be different mam?"

"Uniquely different cadet but in a remarkable way. The connection you two share and the way your minds and bodies are capable of¦synchronizing the way they do is worthy of great respect and study. You should be very proud of what Korica has done for you. You're one step closer to what we all strive to be as an advanced race."

A smile grew on Tamaric's face and he nodded.

"I'm very proud of Korica and what we have together mam. It's nice to hear that you see it that way too."

"Korica is a remarkable young lady and we are very glad to have her among us. She's already exhibited some incredible abilities and intellect. Laurel had the right instincts to rescue her and take her into her personal care. I promise you that your friend Wilson will be treated with the same respect and kindness for what he's capable of. We have some very skilled assessors that will know just what to look for."

"Korica said she has been through these assessments herself, will my assessment be like hers?"

"She hasn't been through the full battery that you and Wilson will. She was assessed based on her actions as she worked her way up to ensign and how she served on the missions she was a part of. You're assessments will be much more intense and short-lived. We don't want to take seven months to assess you as we did her."

"We're in place and ready mam." Laurel said.

The xo patted Tamaric's shoulder then looked at the huge viewer showing an image from the sensors in the room where the chair was sitting in subdued lighting. Laurel, Jake and Korica were sitting in the chair holding hands comfortably with the neural pickups sitting on their heads and spotlights were pouring a steady glow down on them from above.

"Man alive she's pretty." Tamaric said of Korica before he even realized what he was saying.

The xo grinned and gently shook her head.

"She's very pretty Tamaric. You have to learn to keep comments like that to yourself when the captain is around though."

"Sorry mam. That just kind of slipped out."

The xo reached over to the communication panel and she opened the channel to the neural chair room as it was now being called.

"You're clear to begin whenever you would like. We'll be monitoring you closely from here."

"Thank you mam." Korica said. "I can feel your anxiety Tamaric. Please try and relax a little. Nothing bad is gunna happen."

"I'll try love. I just worry about you¦you know how important you are to me¦to all of us?"

"You're so sweet Tamaric. I'll be fine."

Korica leaned forward slightly and looked at Jake and smiled then she looked the other way at Laurel and held the smile for her.

"I wish we could do this more often¦" Korica set her head back against the headrest. "The deep connection I mean. Not particularly using the chair."

"I know baby. I miss committing to the deep sharing with you too." Laurel said.

The three of them closed their eyes and reached out to one another and they gently joined minds and Tamaric felt an odd dizzy sense of the connection from the bridge making him close his eyes for a second and put his hand to his forehead. The xo noticed and put her hand on his shoulder.

"You alright cadet?"

Tamaric took his hand away from his forehead and looked at the xo and nodded.

"Yes mam. I can sense their connection from here and it's a little¦overwhelming is all."

"You're experiencing their connection?"

"Sort of. I'm experiencing Korica's connection and she's experiencing theirs so in a way I'm experiencing all three of their connections. It runs really deep¦Korica loves them so much and they her. It's what makes their connection so powerful."

"Incredible! Can you sense what they're feeling from the chair?"

"They aren't feeling anything yet. They've just joined minds."

Korica grew a big grin on her face as she felt Laurel and Jake very profoundly and their voices became clear and loud in her mind as they thought. Laurel and Jake sighed at the same instant as they felt how much love was in Korica's heart. She felt much stronger and her intellect was incredibly high compared to the last time they joined with her. She thought like an adult now, not like a frightened little girl barely holding it together. There was a calm resolve within her and a strong sense of Tamaric's masculinity could be felt. It was a part of Korica now and it seemed to be the very source of her strength in life. The three of them enjoyed the visceral feeling of exploring each other for a few moments and then Korica let herself slip deep into Laurel's center and Laurel didn't resist in the slightest. Korica could feel how much more mature Laurel was than the last time they enjoyed such a deep connection. She felt like a woman with a great resolve and comfort in who she is. Korica then withdrew slightly and allowed herself to slip deep into Jake's center and she was taken by how strong and warm he felt. He felt like a man with a great sense of purpose and a very intense love for Laurel. Their love had deepened and evolved to something far richer than Korica remembered sensing before. She was hopeful that her love of Tamaric would mature into something so deep and so complete. Once Korica had her fill she withdrew slightly and she heard Jake's voice clearly.

"I can sense what you want so desperately honey. What you and Tamaric have is very close to what you want. Give it a little time and you'll find your center but don't expect it to feel exactly like what Laurel and I feel. You're unique and your feelings will always be slightly different."

"You two have such a perfect love though¦that's what I want. Tamaric still resists the invasive feeling when we share essences. I don't know how to get him to accept me without apprehension."

"He already has baby." Laurel thought. "You wouldn't be paired if he hadn't."

"I don't doubt that he accepts and loves me completely, there's just not a complete willingness to let me in yet."

"Like your dad said, give it a little time and you'll find your new center and that will fade away. This is new and a little scary to him is all. You're a very powerful girl Korica. It's a little overwhelming even for us. Let him get used to you a little more and I think you'll find a blossoming of your connection."

"Ok. I'll be patient. I know I kind of rushed all this on him."

"At a girl. We can feel the part of him that resides in you. He's a part of you just like you wanted honey."

The xo was standing watching the calm but reflexive expressions on Laurel and Jake and Korica's faces and after a few moments she looked over at Tamaric.

"Can you¦hear what they're thinking?"

"No. I would have to be joined with Korica's mind for that to happen. I can sense¦feelings being exchanged or whatever but I only hear a faint whisper from Korica. I think they're talking about me at the moment¦" Tamaric looked down for a moment as he focused on what he was sensing from Korica and then he frowned slightly. "Korica's getting advice on how to¦it's personal advice about how to deal with my reluctance to our connection."

"Really? You're reluctant?"

"Not¦kind of. She scares the crap out of me sometimes. You would have to understand how powerful she is and how¦advanced she is compared to us. We're compatible but just barely mam. I'm afraid I'll disappoint her or something."

The xo pulled her head back in surprise and grinned slightly.

"Look¦off the record¦she's crazy about you Tamaric. No offense but that's just down right silly to feel that way. I'm not particularly empathic but I can see the look in her eyes when she looks at you and she respects the hell out of you and looks up to you. If she were disappointed in any way she would have never asked you to become paired with her. Whatever she did to your brain should show you that she's impressed with you and wants you in her life forever, she made sure that was possible even if she didn't do it on purpose."

"I¦I know mam. I keep telling myself that but there's a little insecurity that creeps in just the same cause of how advanced she is compared to me¦and how beautiful she is as a person. I hardly feel deserving of her."

"You're young¦that will go away as you gain confidence in who you are¦and acceptance in the fact that she wants you¦sees you as hers." The xo said as she pointed at the ring on his finger.

Tamaric lifted his hand slightly and reached over and twisted his ring so Korica's name was facing up and he grinned and then looked up at the giant viewer.

"I got to be the luckiest galah alive."

The xo just looked at him for a second not quite sure what the expression meant. She grinned at Tamaric then looked at the giant viewer just as Korica told the AI that they were ready. All three pushed slightly as they joined minds completely and the AI called out into the room.

"Engaging interface for transmission of signal."

There was a thud as the interface engaged and the signal was focused into their minds. There was a momentary dizzy feeling for all three of them and then they heard a man's voice.

"This is colonel Tagert of the United Earth Forces vessel Future. I am in command of the ongoing Future mission. I am hopeful this message is reaching the Future in this universe and will be interpreted properly. According to our calculations from the stars I think we're in the year two thousand twelve and it should be around eight months before the Future planet was destroyed by a chunk of stellar debris. We have come seeking help from the Future in this universe. Hopefully yours is a destiny that has led to the Future arriving with the AI and new data core still intact. We have neither at our disposal and we need the new data core to access the information on how to make repairs to our negative matter core and shield generator system. We sustained substantial damage in a battle with the Encarthons after the elder race deliberately destroyed our new data core following an unintentional transgression against one of their allies in which many deaths resulted from our use of the new data core to create a high yield polarizing cascade weapon. The elder race severed all ties with us and left us to find our own way home after destroying the new data core remotely. We encountered the Encarthons as soon as we arrived in the Milky Way and they got off a lucky shot as we were receiving scout ships with the shield at the minimum safe level. The AI was destroyed beyond repair and we suffered catastrophic damage to many of our systems including the star drive and shield systems. We lost over half of our compliment of passengers as they lay in their stasis chambers, as the power to maintain them or revive them was lost. We have cobbled some of our primary systems back together but we are still in bad shape and need assistance. If you are intact as we hope then you have the capacity to rapidly produce the components we need to make repairs and you will have the information we desperately need to repair the advanced technology installed by the elder race. Our attempt to reach this universe was our hale marry and last shot at survival. We bugged out of a battle at a key point and with your help we can jump back into the battle and achieve a final victory over the Encarthons. Time is of the essence, as we can't stay in this universe for very long before some serious quantum instability issues pose a danger to us. We have a very resourceful woman named Laurel Kade that came up with the idea of contacting you in this manner since standard communication would take years to reach you and we don't have that kind of time available. Laurel Kade is sitting in the neural chair relaying my message as best as she can. With power levels fluctuating and in limited supply I doubt we'll be able to repeat this process. With our negative matter core off line we have no way of getting back to our universe without your help. We deliberately aimed our arrival in the Ontari system just in case we were tracked so that we wouldn't lead the Encarthons to you in this universe. I know we aren't too far away if you still possess your full capabilities so we'll continue our repairs and await your arrival or a return message."

The signal then ended and Laurel, Jake and Korica slowly withdrew into their own minds and then came out of their trance like state. On the bridge Tamaric was gaining a full sense of what Korica had experienced and heard now that she had withdrawn into her own mind and he stared straight ahead for a moment and then he felt sick to his stomach as he digested the message from her. He sidestepped to the navigation seat and he spun it around and plopped down hard and continued to look straight ahead. The xo stepped over to him and placed her hand on his shoulder.

"What's the matter? Are you sensing what was in the message?"

Tamaric nodded and looked up at her slowly.

"You're not gunna believe it." Tamaric said while slightly chuckling.

The xo looked over at the two officers standing by the sensor station.

"Anything you hear is to be classified as level four or above."

"Yes mam." They said in concert.

In the neural chair compartment Laurel, Jake and Korica opened their eyes and blinked a few times as they waited for the mental fog to fade and then they leaned forward and pulled the neural pickups from their heads and looked at each other.

"We gotta tell the captain." Jake said.

"I can't believe I went along with jumping universes and possibly messing with the time line¦heck, very existence of others." Laurel said.

"It sounds to me like the mission was militarized at some point so you were probably ordered to use the chair and negative matter core to make the jump and then communicate with us." Jake said.

The xo hearing the exchange looked up at the huge viewer.

"You three get up here and fill me in."

"Yes mam. We're on our way." Korica replied smartly.

The three of them climbed out of the chair and headed for the exit while still feeling the after affect of the deep mental fog that always lingered for a few minutes after such an intense connection.

"You care to fill me in on what you sensed?" The xo asked of Tamaric as she watched Laurel, Jake and Korica walking toward the exit.

"The Future that sent the signal isn't from this universe. I would have to assume they found a way to jump between universes using the negative matter core. The crew on that Future did something really bad and the elder race severed ties with them and destroyed the new data core leaving them on their own to find a way home. There's a colonel Tagert in command of the Future and he's asking for our help to repair battle damage suffered at the hands of the¦Encarthons. They're sending us a plea for help using the chair so it would reach us in near real time instead of taking years. He mentioned something about quantum instabilities making time of the essence. Do you know what that means mam?"

"Not exactly."

The xo stepped over to the sensor station and sat down and she reached out and tapped an icon on the lower display and a menu appeared and she scrolled down to the military personnel list and a new menu appeared listing the branches and countries of origin. She selected the United States and a list of names appeared and she scrolled down to the "T's and she found what she was looking for.

Name=Tagert Quincy,

Place of birth=Jamestown Tennessee,

Age=37,

Branch of service=United States Airforce,

Rank=Colonel,

Current posting= UEF Future,

Clearance level=3,

Current status=revived, support and pilot training role Genesis academy,

Marital status=widower,

Family status=none surviving,

"So we have a colonel Tagert too. I don't know him personally but he's on the surface helping with the effort to get the academy up and running. A fry cry from being in command of the Future." Melissa said.

Just then Laurel, Jake and Korica stepped through the door and walked over to the sensor station and they glanced at the information the xo had displayed. All three of them looked at Tamaric and he grinned slightly.

"I know what Korica knows. As soon as you broke your connection I just¦knew what she had heard so I shared some of it with commander Hiller."

"We aren't upset Tamaric, just surprised." Laurel said. "It takes a very stable and deep pairing for that kind of instant awareness of the other's knowledge to happen. It won't be long now."

"Won't be long¦oh¦you mean until we find our center together?"

"Yes."

"This is all fascinating but I need to know what this other colonel Tagert said." The xo pressed.

"I'm sorry mam. It was definitely the Future that signaled us but not this Future." Laurel said as she gestured around the room with her hand and looked up. "The Future sending the signal came from another universe in which things are far different but¦similar in some respects. That Future committed acts that got them cut off by the elder race and their new data core was deliberately destroyed for misuse of the information contained within it. I have no idea how that was carried out but I would have to assume there is a self destruct command contained within the new data core and simply needs to be activated somehow. I exist on that Future but I apparently didn't take command or it was taken from me at some point and the military is now in command and¦over half of the sixty five hundred souls aboard were lost when power failed to the stasis ring. They need help making replacement parts for things damaged in battle and the information in our new data core will help them repair the negative matter core and shield generator systems. They reportedly made enemies with the Encarthons as soon as they arrived in the Milky Way and they jumped out of a fight as a last ditch effort to secure the help they need and to avoid being destroyed. Their star drive is down so they can't come here and it sounded like power issues makes a live connection from the neural chair impossible. In fact I don't think they can even communicate using it anymore due to damage to the ship."

"I see. Did colonel Tagert indicate how they got from their universe to ours?"

"No mam. Just that they used the negative matter core to do it and I got the sense that it finished off the negative matter core control systems since the AI was destroyed beyond repair in one of their first exchanges with the Encarthons. As you well know it takes the AI to manage the systems properly or damage will result since the Human reflex just isn't quick enough to stay on top of all of the control systems."

"You didn't get a sense of the person talking in the message?"

"No mam. The essence of the signal was very tentative and weak. There was nothing more than colonel Tagert's voice echoing in our minds. My counterpart on that Future was facilitating the message by relaying what she was hearing through the neural chair."

"Sounds different from how your chair was designed to work from what I understand of its design and function."

"Yes mam, it was designed to facilitate a mind to mind connection across great distances by taking the essence of a person's perception of time and space to another place entirely. I would have to assume the chair was damaged with no way to produce replacement parts if the AI is down. Given the location of the chair in the auxiliary relay control compartment damage is all but guaranteed if there's an overload. I can't even imagine how they tied the chair into the standard transmitter circuits to make a signal like they used possible. Seems feasible but I would really have to think about it to reproduce such a use of the chair."

"That won't be necessary. Did colonel Tagert indicate exactly who was lost? I would have to assume my counterpart as well as captain Alexan's were among the casualties."

"No, he didn't go into detail about that mam."

"Do you know why they ended up so far from the Future system?"

"That was a deliberate act to throw the Encarthons off if they were tracked. I think it was a paranoid act that made sense to them at the time."

"I suppose it makes sense¦militarily¦if you're being hunted by hostiles."

"You think the captain is going to want to help this other Future?"

"He'll probably want to confer with the military brass before committing to anything. This is a...weird situation to say the least."

"Sounds like Pandora's box has been opened by giving us the negative matter core." Laurel said. "Futures in other universes could conceivably do the same thing and end up here in our universe doing lord knows what."

"Colonel Tagert mentioned something about quantum instabilities making time of the essence." Jake said. "What do you think he meant by that?"

"If I had to hazard a guess¦" Laurel started as she put her hand to her chin in deep thought. "I'll bet the quantum state of all matter is slightly different in other universes and the further away from your own state you get the more instability you'll experience. If it's close but slightly different you could exit here for a time but you'll begin to feel the affects real quick."

"What would happen if you stayed for too long?" Tamaric asked.

"I don't know exactly. I would imagine it would be pretty unpleasant though. A degradation of atomic cohesion sounds like a really nasty way to die."

The xo put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"I know you were promised the day off but I really need you to complete a formal report on what you heard in the message. If possible I need you to report what was said word for word. I would like to have your report ready for the captain when he comes back aboard."

"Yes mam. I know I can always be called to duty in one form or another at any time. It's part of being an officer and witnessing something so significant. How long do I have?"

"I'm going to send word to the captain as soon as we're done here so maybe an hour or so."

"I'll fill out my report right now then. I've already eaten so I can workout after I finish my report."

"Excellent. Thank you Korica. Unless you three¦four have something else to report you're dismissed."

"Mam? Does this mean my assessments are going to be put off again?" Tamaric asked solemnly.

"Absolutely not. There are eight of you being assessed today so when you finish your workout and shower report to me here and I'll tell you where to go to begin the process."

"Yes mam. Thank you."

"You're welcome. You four may go."

The four of them turned to head for the exit and before they even stepped off the bridge the xo looked at one of the other officers and issued an order.

"Lieutenant Keller, contact Genesis and ask to have captain Alexan contacted at once."

"Yes mam."

As the four stepped off the bridge Korica took Tamaric's hand and looked at him as they continued walking down the corridor toward the mess hall.

"I'm sorry Tamaric but I have to get to that report so you'll have to finish your morning routine without me."

"I could wait for you."

"No¦you can't. You need to get your workout complete so you can report to the xo on time. Tardiness isn't going to be tolerated for any reason now that you're enlisted. You actually need to be just a little early if you want to do it right."

Tamaric grunted a breath and nodded.

"Ok love. You know better than me exactly what I should be doing and when."

"Don't be so sad Tamaric, I'll be in our quarters when you get done with your shower. I'll see you then."

Tamaric tried to put on a brave face as he nodded but he was sad and disappointed that he wasn't going to get to workout with Korica. He loved watching her in the gym and he liked being close to her all the time. It was something he knew he had to be willing to sacrifice with her status and responsibilities as an officer. As they reached the entrance to the mess hall Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and stepped in front of him and gave him a tight hug that he was grateful for and then she smiled at him and turned and headed for her quarters. Tamaric stood and watched her until the door slid shut behind her and then he stepped into the mess hall.

Laurel and Jake were already back at the table and as he stepped up to the table Laurel looked at him and had to concentrate hard to connect with his mind slightly making him look at her as he sat down.

"Remember that everything we witnessed and heard is classified as level four for the time being." Laurel thought. "We can't discuss it with anyone."

"I won't say anything, I promise. Wow! Your voice is so¦soothing in my mind like this."

"Thank you Tamaric. That's a huge compliment since it's me your sensing not just my voice."

Tamaric grinned at her as she withdrew her concentration and Tamaric's presence faded from her mind.

"So what's going on bro?" Wilson asked.

"Ships business. You know how that goes, I can't discuss it."

"They should call this the ship of secrets." Karen said half jokingly.

"They're just trying to avoid stressing the passengers out. Let the command crew worry about all that stuff while the rest of us concentrate on getting Genesis complete and living our lives in happiness." Laurel said.

"Ignorance is bliss?" Karen replied with a smile.

"Something like that."

"Eventually we're going to have a government that the civilian corps is going to have to answer to and all this secrecy is going to be a thing of the past."

"I'm sure the captain is well aware of that but for now there is no Genesis government so he's trying to keep things together the best he can in the way he sees fit."

"I guess running this ship and overseeing all of us is a huge burden for one man."

"Trust me¦it's a huge responsibility that is always at the back of your mind. There are a lot of lives that he takes personal responsibility for. He's already lost three and I would have to imagine that weighs on him heavily."

"Hey, if we're all done eating we can go workout together up here on the command deck." Tamaric said trying to change the subject.

"Is Korica going to join us?" Wilson asked. "I still want to hear about the amazing places she's visited. We kind of got interrupted in the middle of her description of the people on Celidus, that planet with purple and blue trees and magenta sunrises."

"Probably not. She has to fill out a report so she's gunna workout later. Don't worry Wilson, I'll make sure she finds the time to share her experiences with you sometime."

"That'll work."

Everyone began to get to their feet and Tamaric stood up and stepped over closer to Wilson.

"Hey Wilson, let me ask you something? Where you from? You have a way of talking that seems familiar but somehow a little¦laidback or something."

"I'm from Redondo Beach California. You know where that is?"

"Yeah, I think so. That sure explains a lot. Jake is from California too but he's from central California, a town called Paso Robles."

"I know where that is! Nice to know there's someone aboard from my neck of the woods."

"California is a big state. There might be others from there too."

"What about you man? Where are you and your parents from?" Wilson asked as he and Tamaric followed everyone out of the mess hall toward the gym.

"I was born in Perth Australia but my dad is from Texas. My mom is also from Australia where I was raised for the most part in Melbourne."

"I knew you were from Australia somewhere¦your mom too but your dad definitely sounds southwest US."

"I spent a lot of time in Texas growing up. We kind of bounced back and forth¦least I did while my mom and dad took turns training and I guess setting up schools for the gifted or something like that."

"Did you go to one of these schools?"

"No. I didn't show any signs of being gifted until Korica somehow woke something in me."

The whole group stepped into the gym at that point and began their workout routines. Wilson was impressed how Clara and Liam took turns holding Harriet while the other worked out and Harriet never once fussed or made much of any noise. She just seemed grateful for the attention and watched what her mother and father were doing and she seemed to get it completely. He had never seen such advanced intelligence in an infant and he started to see why Korica was so into Tamaric. He obviously had remarkable genes in his family and Korica sensed it or was naturally drawn to him because of it.

When the workouts were complete, Tamaric took a few minutes to say goodbye to his parents and his sister. He felt like he couldn't get enough of Harriet now that she was able to interact with him so completely. Tamaric then headed off for the showers as his mother and father made their way back down to the passenger level and Inea headed for her quarters since she wasn't into working out like she saw everyone else doing. She stayed and watched but didn't take part in the workouts like Karen and Adam did.

Tamaric showered quickly but completely and then said goodbye to Wilson and Jake. Tamaric was excited about the thought of being close to Korica again and he was starting to realize that he had allowed himself to feel so attached to her that it was going to prove difficult to be away from her all day. He liked the feeling of being paired with her but he was starting to understand the drawback of such a deep connection. She was always on his mind as well as in it in the form of faint echoes of her voice in whispers though it seemed to be getting louder and more distinct all the time. It now required a slight effort to tune it out.

When Tamaric finally reached Korica's quarters and the door slid open he felt a wave of relief wash over him as the anxiety faded away. Korica was working on her report while sitting in the middle of the bed but she stopped what she was doing and looked at Tamaric and gave him a pretty toothy smile.

"Hi handsome. I'm almost done with my report."

"Hi love. I'll get dressed quietly while you work."

"Ok."

Korica went back to typing on her data pad as Tamaric retrieved a fresh uniform and carried it back to the bed and then he shucked his robe off and Korica looked up and then found herself staring at Tamaric as he got dressed. Tamaric finished getting dressed and then he looked at Korica and furrowed his brow.

"I did not do that to tease you! I was just getting dressed."

"Sorry I thought that Tamaric. You just turn me on and I can't do anything about it."

"That's not my fault. You turn me on too but I know I have to behave myself so I'm not allowing those kind of thoughts to cross my mind until the end of the week."

"I'll try and behave myself too. Sorry."

"It's ok as long as you know I wasn't trying to flash you or anything. I'm just comfortable being naked and getting dressed in front of you anymore. You've loosened me up to be that comfortable. You know how shy I am by nature."

"Yeah I do. I know you weren't trying to show off or anything like that. You just heard a random personal thought. I have to remember that you can hear and sense everything I'm thinking and feeling too. I told you I'm not perfect."

"Ahh, you are too. You're perfect to me cause you make mistakes just like I do."

"Makes us seem more equal hunh?"

"Exactly."

"Go get your teeth brushed and I'll finish my report."

"Yes mam." Tamaric said with a huge smile.

Korica went back to her report as Tamaric headed for the bathroom. By the time Tamaric was finished and made his way back into the main quarters, Korica was done with her report and had it submitted for review by the captain. Korica climbed off the bed and gave Tamaric a long kiss and a big hug and then he reluctantly headed off to report to the xo to begin his assessments. When Tamaric had his palm scanned at the bridge door he sensed someone walking up behind him and he was pleased to see Wilson stepping up to him when he looked back.

"Hey¦you made it."

"Yeah. I wanted to be a little early. Looks like you had the same idea?"

"Korica told me it's always best to show up a little before the time you were ordered to report somewhere."

"Sounds like smart advice."

The two of them stepped onto the bridge and found the xo sitting at the communications station looking at the signal in high-resolution detail. She stopped the analysis program and stood up as Tamaric and Wilson stepped up to her.

"Kadets Reynolds and Windet reporting as ordered mam." Tamaric said as they both saluted her.

Melissa returned a smart salute and then glanced at the time on the lower communication panel.

"You're both early¦keep that up if you want to stay on my good side. Your fellow cadets have some trouble with being punctual."

"I have an experienced coach telling me what I should be doing¦and what I shouldn't." Tamaric said.

"You would do well to follow her advice but I have seen some¦amorous behavior still occurring in the corridors between you two. You're enlisted and she's a commissioned officer and you both need to keep that in mind at all times."

"Yes mam. Sorry."

"It's alright, you've improved significantly from what I witnessed in the video archives of your time on the command deck in the past. I expect the occasional slip given your ages but I want it kept to a minimum."

"I get it mam."

"Good man. You know the deck and compartment layout of the ship correct?"

"Yes mam." They said in concert.

"Good. I want you both to report to compartment twenty-two, zero four, thirteen. Will that be in the forward or aft section of the ship?"

"The forward section mam. Deck twenty-two in the aft section is right in the middle of main engineering¦where the negative matter core and main engine control room are located¦also fusion rector number six and it's control and auxiliary power compartments are on deck eighteen through twenty-four aft. Corridor zero four will run fore and aft on the starboard side of the ship since it's a low even number and door thirteen will be on the¦left side of the corridor since it's an odd number."

"Outstanding Tamaric!"

"Thank you mam. The decks seemed so confusing until my indoctrination in the stasis chamber. Now it seems elegantly simple. The numbers tell you exactly where to go once you know how they're arranged."

"That's right. The ship is built to be navigated easily if you understand the numbering system. You'll be reporting to lieutenant commander Lifton. You'll start with general knowledge assessments and then you'll move on to dexterity and reflexive assessments followed by visual acuity and spatial awareness testing. The last session will be an assessment of your level of advance abilities. Please be honest and report anything you are aware of possessing as far as advance abilities. That includes advanced abilities within your immediate family. Tamaric you need to report the astounding level of advanced cognitive abilities in your little sister as well as your pairing with Korica and the changes she has generated in your brain."

"Yes mam."

"I want you to quiet your mind as well. We can't have Korica influencing your responses and reactions."

Tamaric nodded solemnly and closed his eyes and reached out to Korica.

"I have to quiet my mind now love. I'll miss you." Tamaric thought.

"I'll miss you too my handsome man. Good luck." Korica thought in return.

Tamaric then concentrated on a bubble surrounding his body that slowly shrank until it gently collapsed into his head and Korica's whispers just blinked out and he felt an eerie quiet wash over him. He could still sense her presence in the distance but her energy was all but gone except for what he felt from what seemed to be right in the middle of his heart. It was Korica's energy seemingly coming from within his own body with every beat of his heart. Tamaric then opened his eyes and looked at commander Hiller.

"Done mam."

"Thank you. You have your orders, make your way down to deck twenty two and good luck you two."

"Thank you mam." Wilson said.

"Thank you mam." Tamaric then said.

The two of them then turned and headed for the exit. They stepped out of the bridge and the door slid shut behind them and Wilson glanced back quickly then leaned toward Tamaric as they walked toward the transport compartment.

"You guys were making out in the corridors or something?"

"No we just kissed each other a few times."

Wilson stood up straight and laughed.

"Uh¦ok, that's making out Tamaric."

"Oh¦I thought you meant like¦groping each other or something like that."

"Kissing usually leads to that if you know how to kiss her just right."

"She says I'm a pretty darn good kisser¦and man is she a good kisser. You ever get that shaking or tingling in your knees when a girl kisses you? You feel like you're gunna slump in the floor if you don't lock your knees?"

"I've only had one chick kiss me like that. I was like nine and she was eleven."

"Holy¦you were making out with girls that young?"

"She just kind of popped it on me bro. I didn't know it was coming but I was sure glad she did. What a knockout she was too."

"Hmm. We used to kiss each other more but once Korica made officer status we had to work on stopping that stuff."

"Sounds like a work in progress."

Tamaric chuckled as Wilson slapped his back playfully.

"It's hard to resist her with how pretty she is and how much I¦"

"Want her?" Wilson said with a big grin after Tamaric failed to finish his sentence.

"Yeah."

"I can certainly understand that, she's seriously hot bro. You're one lucky guy to be hooked up with her."

The two of them stepped up to the transport compartment door and it slid open for them without having their palms scanned and it dawned on Tamaric that their whole conversation was being monitored by the AI and he needed to be mindful of what he said. The two of them walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and the base platform began to glow in its usual beautiful teal color and when the free floating map appeared Tamaric reached out and touched the indicator for forward deck 22 and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. When they appeared on the transport platform in the corridor, they stepped down and headed to the right to make their way to corridor 04. As they walked around the corner they heard a thud and felt a vibration through the floor that was unmistakably that of an explosion. They stopped in their tracks and looked at each other for a moment and then there was a loud alarm that could he heard sounding from the com panels up and down the corridor. Then the AI's voice boomed through the alarm.

"Explosion in the biomechanical lab detected. All hands evacuate corridors zero four and zero one. Damage control parties to compartment twenty-two, zero one, zero six."

"Wilson! That's right up the corridor! Future is there anyone in that compartment?"

"Yes. There are two individuals in the biomechanical lab. Both are trapped by fallen overhead structural elements."

"How long for the damage control parties to arrive?"

"Approximately three minutes. Ensign Mendez is not going to survive that long and lieutenant Harding is unconscious and breathing very shallow. His life signs are fluctuating from what I can detect from outside the compartment."

"Come on Wilson! We have to try and help."

Tamaric grabbed Wilson by the arm and pulled him down the corridor as he read the numbers stenciled above each door until he reached compartment 22-01-06. Tamaric reached out and placed his hand on the door and it felt cool so he placed his hand on the palm scanner and nothing happened. He looked at the com panel and shouted.

"Future open the door!"

"Unable to comply. Control circuits have been severed within the bulkhead."

"I got this Dame." Wilson said as he pushed Tamaric to the side.

Wilson hooked his fingernails on the top edge of the com panel and yanked hard and the panel swung down revealing circuits that were arcing and smoking slightly. Wilson took a breath and poked his hand in carefully and he reached to the left and pulled on the door lock override handle and they heard a clank within the doorframe. Wilson pulled his hand out and stepped over to the door and he and Tamaric pushed on the door to get traction and slid the door to the side enough to see in the compartment. They were shocked to see most of the overhead gravity panels scattered around the room in a heap and a reinforcing square channel beam was lying across a girl in the middle of the room. The girl appeared to be seventeen or eighteen at the most. There were sparks and white smoke coming from the dark overhead that seemed to be evaporating as it hissed loudly from a severed conduit pipe. The arcing and snapping illuminated the room for moments at a time and there was a heavy stinking smell in the air like burned composites and hydrogen odorizers. There were smashed pieces of test equipment all over the room that were snapping and arcing and a small fire was sizzling in the corner of the room where gravity plates hadn't fallen and smashed some bottles of flammable liquids.

"What the heck is that smell?" Wilson asked excitedly.

"There's a hydrogen leak. They odorize it to make a leak detectable."

"Oh crap! We just introduced oxygen by opening the door! We gotta get this door closed or we could set off another explosion that'll take out this entire section."

"No! Get your ass in there and find Harding!" Tamaric said as he shoved Wilson through the half open door then stepped in right behind him.

Tamaric then turned and shoved the door sideways, closing it to avoid letting more fresh air in. He coughed at how thick and warm the air was but he moved straight to the girl gasping and coughing in the floor and he stepped over all of the debris and he began lifting the heavy broken up gravity plates off her until he got down to the box beam that was still attached within the overhead and had a broken section allowing it to lie right across ensign Mendez' legs and lower abdomen.

"I'm gunna get you out of here! Try not to move!"

The hissing started to get louder and Tamaric squatted down and hooked his hand on the box beam and tried to lift it. It creaked and a few pieces of debris fell out of the overhead and clanked on the box beam as they fell. Tamaric stopped and covered his head and leaned over ensign Mendez for a moment then he looked up into the darkness and a few flashes revealed that the box beam hangars were coming apart and he was sure if the whole weight of the beam was released it would crush ensign Mendez to death.

"I found him!" Wilson shouted. "He's pinned under a pile of gravity plates! I need your help Tamaric!"

"Mendez is pinned by a beam too! She isn't gunna make it unless we get it off her before it falls on her completely!"

Tamaric coughed a few times as the air began to feel very heavy with smoky soot and the oxygen level cooked lower and lower. Tamaric took a harsh deep breath and steadied himself and he yelped as he yanked at the beam with all his might.

"Ahhhhh!" Tamaric grunted as he lifted the beam a few inches and moved it to the side just enough to free ensign Mendez.

Tamaric ignored the pieces of debris raining down from the overhead this time as he lifted and swung the beam until he had the beam moved to the side then he looked down and one perfectly timed flash of energy from within the overhead illuminated ensign Mendez and Tamaric couldn't help but think that she looked remarkably uninjured for being inside a room virtually destroyed by an explosion. He let go of the beam and it landed on the floor with a tremendous thud and then detached from the overhead and began to roll over so Tamaric quickly grabbed ensign Mendez by one arm and dragged her toward the door. The beam creaked and moaned then rolled with a twisted metal squeal as it landed right where ensign Mendez had been lying and settled with a thud. Tamaric gently set ensign Mendez' hand on her stomach and he coughed a few times then made his way over the debris to where he could hear Wilson lifting and tossing gravity plates and support beams. Tamaric helped him dig until they could see a white lab coat covering a man lying on his stomach with his arms stretched up above his head. A couple of flashes revealed that three panels were still attached to one another and their energy conduits were glowing brightly suggesting they were about to overload. The panels were what was pinning lieutenant Harding and making it hard for him to breathe. Tamaric hooked his fingers under the panels and grunted as he lifted the heavy panels until Wilson could hook his hands under the lieutenant's armpits and pull him free.

Tamaric let go of the panels and they hit the deck with a resounding pang and thud and the energy conduits split open and sent a shower of energy in the form of a fountain of yellow and red sparks into the air and they began to rain down on everything. It took a few seconds for the energy to drain and the fountain to cease in its intensity until it was just a small fountain showering the three panels with sparks in an electrical hissing sound. Tamaric had turned away from the intense discharge as he guarded his eyes and face. He made his way back across the compartment stumbling over broken debris until he reached ensign Mendez. He squatted down next to her as the rain of sparking energy faded away.

"I'm gunna get you out of here ok? I know I shouldn't move you but we have to get outta here before the hydrogen reaches a level that it could explode or suffocate us."

"Ok¦my legs are numb and my back hurts. I think my back is broken."

"I'm gunna carry you outta here then."

Tamaric scooped his arms under ensign Mendez as she cried out while putting her arm around his neck. Tamaric stood up with her and pulled her close to his chest then he looked over at Wilson.

"You're gunna have to carry Harding outta here! I got Mendez."

"Are you crazy? I can't carry him!"

"Then drag him! We gotta get the heck outta here!"

"Alright! Alright man, I got him."

Wilson cupped his hands under lieutenant Harding's armpits and began dragging him over the tangled mess of debris in the near completely dark room until they both stumbled into the door. Wilson gently let Harding down until he was lying flat then he stood up and turned to the door and he pushed and then slid the door to the side until it was half open. A waft of smoke drifted out into the corridor and the cool fresh air was relieving but Tamaric knew it was providing fresh oxygen actually making the situation worse. Tamaric turned sideways and stepped through the door until he reached the bulkhead across from the door and then Wilson yanked lieutenant Harding pulling him through the door and he dragged him a few feet down the corridor and then he let him down and rushed back to the door and began working to slide the door closed and the alarm suddenly went silent and the lights in the lab came up and the hissing and popping ceased completely. Wilson stopped what he was doing and stared into the room as the smoke billowing out of the partially opened door evaporated away. He then glanced down the corridor and he was shocked to see lieutenant Harding getting to his feet.

Tamaric looked at ensign Mendez and she lifted her head and grinned at Tamaric just as the door in the next compartment slid open and lieutenant commander Lifton stepped out and calmly walked toward Wilson and Tamaric with two other individuals in lab coats right behind him.

Tamaric looked at ensign Mendez again and she now smiled at him and he realized just how cute she is and the fact that she wasn't injured in the slightest.

"You both performed admirably." Lieutenant commander Lifton said calmly. "This test was designed to gage your reaction to a dangerous situation in which others are in peril that you don't know. Would you follow the order given by the AI or would you instinctively rush into the danger in order to save others?"

"This was a test?" Tamaric asked almost incensed.

"Yes. We were pretty sure what your reaction would be Tamaric but we wanted to assess how Wilson would react and what you would do if you knew the situation was going to cost the lives of two others if you did nothing."

Tamaric opened his mouth in surprise and looked at ensign Mendez and she kissed his cheek then smiled at him warmly.

"You can put me down now."

"Right¦"

Tamaric gently turned her up and let down one arm until her feet gently touched the floor then he pushed her upright with his other arm.

"Thank you for being willing to put your life in danger to save mine." Ensign Mendez said. "I feel better knowing I'm serving with people like the two of you around."

"I¦you're¦you're welcome." Tamaric stammered out.

"You both exhibited bravery and concern for your fellow crewman. You have the mindset we want to see in all of our cadets." Lieutenant Harding said as he stepped up to the pair of shocked cadets.

"So¦we passed the test?" Wilson asked.

"There is no pass or fail for this exercise. It was meant to gage your response and nothing more. How did you know about the manual release for the door lock cadet Windet?"

"You know¦I'm not completely sure. Something just clicked and I knew exactly what to do to get the door open."

"You're telling me there wasn't any real danger in there?" Tamaric asked pointing at the still half open door.

"No, of course not."

"But I smelled hydrogen¦and things were falling from the overhead."

"No¦you smelled the odorizer for hydrogen mixed with carbon dioxide vapor."

"But I was choking on soot and it was hard to breathe."

"Vitreous ash was mixed with water vapor creating heavy steam to simulate soot filled smoke and escaping gas. The oxygen level was reduced slightly but not to levels that posed any real danger to you. The debris raining down from the overhead was being controlled remotely from the next compartment. These technicians orchestrated the whole encounter very carefully to make it seem as real as possible without putting your lives in any real danger."

"So what would've happened if we had followed the AI's order to evacuate the corridor?" Tamaric asked.

"You would have been commended for doing as instructed and the simulation would have been terminated without you ever being the wiser to it being a test."

"You know¦I had this gut feeling something was wrong when I picked ensign Mendez up and she didn't have a scratch on her. If you're in a room that has an explosion go off in it there would be some¦blood or at least cuts from flying debris. You guys might want to dress the participants up a little next time if you want it to look really real."

"We tried to keep the compartment as dark as possible hoping that fact wouldn't be noticed. Perhaps a little makeup will be used next time."

"Do you do this to all the cadets?" Wilson asked.

"No, just some of the cadets being considered for very specific roles in the civilian corps. If you will follow me, I'll take you to the testing compartment so you can begin your assessments."

In the mean time Laurel and Jake finished their showers and after fresh clothing was brought to them they changed then made their way to Korica's quarters. Jake touched the com panel then touched the page icon and a moment later the door slid open and they stepped in to find Korica sitting on the bed with an episode of the twilight zone paused. She smiled brightly and scooted over to the edge of the bed and got to her feet.

"Hi mom and dad. You come to visit with me a little?"

"We were hoping we could use your bathroom to freshen up our hair¦but we did come to visit with you too." Laurel said as she stepped into Korica and hugged her tightly.

Korica broke off the hug and stepped into Jake and held him very tightly for a moment then she looked into his eyes as she let go of him and took a step back.

"You guys are always welcomed in our quarters if you need to freshen up or something."

"Thank you Korica. We'll be right out." Jake said.

The two of them walked over to the bathroom and stepped in once the door slid open and they combed and brushed their hair then made their way out into the main quarters. They walked over to the bed and sat on each side of Korica who was now sitting on the edge of the bed. Laurel put her arm around Korica and pulled her close to her side.

"So what do you think of the idea of possibly meeting our counterparts from another universe? I know you were a little disappointed when you last met another version of yourself."

"Yeah¦I thought about that a little. I would have to assume they'll be different from us hunh?"

"More than likely. They'll have different life experiences shaping them into different individuals."

"I guess the idea is kind of interesting but like you said¦last time it was a real disappointment. The other me on the Angalon turned out to be very cold and¦different than me once she was fully enlightened. I think she looked down on me or something. I don't know if I'm ready for that kind of callous reception from me again."

"You're a sweet girl honey, I would think you would be in another universe as well."

"So you think the captain is going to want to help this other Future repair their battle damage to get them back into the fight they jumped out of?"

"I have a gut feeling we'll be rendezvousing with the other Future one way or the other."

Korica sighed and sat up straight and looked at Jake then Laurel and then she grinned.

"I'm looking forward to seeing the other version of both of you if nothing else¦and Tamaric. I wonder if we became paired in their universe?"

"If you did I'm sure it didn't happen on Heindon as it did for you here in our universe. I think they're from a different time as well as universe. Colonel Tagert said something about it being eight months before the Future planet was destroyed suggesting he is from a time when the Future planet is gone. Perhaps long after it's gone, that would mean all of us would be much older than we are. You might even meet a version of your children if it's long enough in the future that they came from."

"I seriously doubt Tamaric and I would decide to have children if we're at war with another species. I don't want my kids growing up in an environment like that."

"Good point. I wouldn't either."

Jake pointed at the viewer and grinned at Korica.

"What's with the archival video you're watching?"

"Someone made a reference to us all living in an episode of the twilight zone out here so I thought I should see what the show is all about to understand the reference to it."

Jake and Laurel chuckled and Jake playfully patted Korica's leg.

"Now that is funny¦and pretty darn accurate. You mind if we stay for a little while and watch with you?"

"I would love that! It'll help me keep my mind off Tamaric. He had to quiet his mind for the assessments so I can't hear or feel him except the part of him that's in here." Korica said patting her chest gently.

"You poor thing¦we'd be glad to provide you with a distraction."

The three of them climbed back on the bed with Korica lying in the middle and they plumped up the pillows and got comfortable and Korica resumed the playback of the episode she had been watching. They laid quietly and watched the episode to its conclusion and then Korica seemed to think about it for a few moments then she looked at Laurel.

"Do things like that really happen on your world?"

Laurel chuckled and gave Korica a squeeze.

"No, of course not honey. That's just fantasy. This show is meant to entertain and titillate the mind."

"Oh. I think I get the reference to the show now. Things are really weird out here sometimes hunh?"

"Coming across another Future from another universe is pretty high on the weird factor to me." Jake said.

"It is kind of¦strange. Is this going to mess with our timeline or whatever? Have we begun a divergent reality because of the appearance of that Future?" Korica asked looking right at Jake.

"I suppose it's possible. Laurel had all of Oberot's memories taken from her so there's no way to know if this eventuality happened in the past as we reported it to him."

"If you think about it anything we learn from that other Future crew isn't what happens to us. They're from another universe entirely so what happened to them isn't going to happen to us nor is knowledge of events in their particular time line going to have any affect on us."

"There's that weird factor hunh? Kind of sends the mind reeling."

"Try not to worry about it too much honey." Laurel said. "Your future is secure. I have a gut feeling about it that you can rely on."

Korica sat up a little and turned toward Laurel.

"What kind of feeling do you have about me?"

"Jake is really the one that has the deepest sense of future events. I just sense it from him and my intuitions strengthen it or give it a more certain feeling. I sense that you're going to live a very long life with great happiness and love in it. Your children are going to be your greatest joy and give you the strongest sense of pride and accomplishment."

Korica smiled at the very thought and sighed.

"Do you sense¦how old I'll be when we have our first? I've been having these slight stirrings deep inside to experience being a mother."

"It isn't that clear honey. You're just experiencing the same thing I am. We're becoming mature women and that kind of thing tends to go along with it. I'm sure the desire to be a mother will get stronger as you get older until you find the urge irresistible. That's when you'll decide to become a mom once and for all."

"You already are in a way hunh?"

Laurel reached out and touched the tip of Korica's nose playfully while smiling at her.

"I'm your mom and we have an embryo waiting to be brought to term. I guess that sort of makes me a mother twice over."

"You're going to have such beautiful children mom. I can't wait to hold your baby in my arms and help you take care of¦him or her."

"Her¦my first is going to be a girl. How could you know that I'll have beautiful children baby?"

"What? Look at you mom¦and look at dad. You're both gorgeous, you can't help but have beautiful children."

"Ooh, aren't you sweet."

"You know the sex of your embryo? Did the AI tell you?"

"It's a¦feeling I had when I realized I was pregnant. I can't explain it but I felt a female essence developing within me. I didn't even realize it at the time but I sensed that I was going to have a girl."

"Have you thought about a name for her?"

"You know I have silly. I'm going to name her after you."

Korica smiled brightly and pushed her head into the pillow.

"I knew that Oberot mentioned you were going to have a daughter named Korica¦I just didn't know which daughter you were going to give my name."

"It's going to be a while until I'm ready to have a baby honey. Don't look for it to happen any time soon¦though I have the same¦urges you're having to experience being a mother. The whole idea seems¦special and I'm kind of looking forward to it¦a little."

"Tamaric doesn't quite understand it. He understands me wanting to feel a life growing inside me that is part of him but he doesn't understand craving something that is going to hurt so bad when the baby is born."

Laurel chuckled lightly and looked at Jake.

"I know exactly what you're talking about. Jake is bewildered in the same way." Laurel then looked at Korica. "You know that there are ways to block the pain almost completely?"

"Really? You think that would work on me too?"

"I don't see why not. You're built like us. Your just arranged a little different inside but your nerves work the same way. The pain impulses can be deadened with an oscillating nerve blocker just like they can with any woman."

"I won't feel anything though right?"

"I suppose you'll feel kind of numb from the point of the blocker down but it's designed to block pain impulses while leaving the rest of your nerve impulses active so you can push properly at just the right time."

"I think I'm going to want to feel it all. It might hurt but there's a special feeling to the sense of accomplishment to pushing the baby out¦don't you think?"

"I suppose so. I would have to ask my mom about all that. She had a natural delivery when I was born. No drugs and no nerve blockers were used."

"Guess I'll have time to think about all that. I'm nowhere near ready to have a baby."

"That's good honey. Let your body¦and mind develop a little more. We're both to young to be having babies."

"But¦you're like seventeen now mom."

"My body is capable of handling the stress but I'm not mentally ready. My mind is still hung up somewhere a little younger than you look honey."

"Oh yeah. I'm having issues with that too. I still startle myself when I see my reflection in the mirror sometimes. It's like seeing a girl looking back at me that I don't recognize."

"I've been told that will fade in time. I sense the woman you're growing into honey. In the chair I hardly sensed the girl you were. You're adapting and maturing very quickly."

"I wish we could commit to the deep sharing like that more often. I miss it and you and dad feel so good."

"Thank you honey, you feel really good too. Don't you engage in the deep sharing with Tamaric?"

"As often as we can but it's¦different with him. There's a deep lust with him that doesn't exist with you two. I love how it feels¦really love it¦but I find myself craving the feeling I get when I share myself with you two. The love is different¦you're different."

"It's nice to know we have a special place in your heart honey." Jake said. "You remember the hazards of us sharing something so deep though right?"

Korica turned on her back and looked at him and nodded.

"Yeah¦I could fall in love with you again?"

"That's right, we just don't want to confuse your feelings like that. We love sharing ourselves with you at such a deep level but it draws us closer to you in the same way. We have to be very careful that we don't¦confuse the issue like we did before."

"But I have Tamaric in my heart now¦is it even possible to fall in love twice?"

"The bigger the heart the more possible it is honey." Laurel said. "You have a huge heart baby so I would say you have the capacity to be in love with more than one person at a time. It's not an impossible notion anyways."

"So no more deep sharing then?"

"No, we didn't say that. Just not too often honey." Laurel said then she leaned over and kissed the side of her head. "I sense that you didn't workout today¦you want your dad and I to go with you to the gym?"

"Sure. I have to freshen up and then we'll go. I know I need to keep fit no mater how bad I feel."

Korica rolled over onto Jake and squeezed him tightly then she pulled herself up on him and kissed his cheek then she rolled over and hugged Laurel equally tight, kissing her cheek after.

"Thank you for being my parents. Nobody understands me or loves me like you do."

"Well almost nobody¦but you're very welcome sweetie. We're just as grateful to have such a wonderful girl as our daughter. You're the best thing to come into our lives out of this whole crazy adventure. You're an asset to this ship and a joy to us as we watch you grow and mature into something truly special." Laurel said.

Korica gave Laurel another tight squeeze then she rolled over and scooted off the bed and made her way to the bathroom to freshen up. Laurel looked over at Jake and grimaced a little.

"Poor thing¦it's that time for her and she's really uncomfortable."

"I know, I sensed it from her in the chair. I got no envy for that part of being a girl."

"She's still a confused girl deep inside hunh?"

"Yeah she is. She keeps it locked up tight but she still has a lot of growing up to do in order to catch up to her body. I'm still really proud of her though. I can't imagine our life without her in it."

"You realize you just referred to our lives in the singular?"

"Yeah¦I guess I do see our lives as one life together."

"I like it. I see your life as a part of me too."

"Hey¦speaking of lives¦you don't think Korica is going to jump the gun and start a family with Tamaric as young as she is do you?"

"I hope not¦but we have to support her whatever she decides to do. The retrovirus is ready so she can have children whenever she wants but I truly hope she waits a little while. She has urges that are a little different than they are in a Human so I can't be sure¦but I think she's wise enough to know the timing isn't right."

"I'll always support her but I'll try and dissuade her if she decides to go through with it just the same."

"That's probably a good idea."

"I can feel that you were being honest when you said that you aren't going to want to have a baby anytime soon. You're going to hold on to that idea for quite a while hunh?"

"At least until I find my place in this new society we're making. I still feel kind of out of place."

"I know what you mean."

Korica stepped out of the bathroom seconds later and Laurel and Jake scooted to the edge of the bed and stood up and waited for Korica to step into her shoes. The three then headed for the exit to make their way over to the gym so Korica could workout. When they arrived at the gym and stepped in the lights came up and they found the room completely empty and eerily quiet. Korica ignored the silence and went straight for the elliptical machines to begin her workout routine. Laurel and Jake sat down on the bench by the entrance and watched Korica quietly. The amount of weight and resistance she worked out with was nothing short of impressive and a bit scary. She had twice the strength of a Human counterpart her age and she seemed to breeze through her routine with minimal effort though she did break into a good sweat toward the middle of her routine. When Korica was finished she slowly walked over to Laurel and Jake breathing fairly heavily and she put her hand on her lower tummy.

"The workout is no good for this¦my guts really hurt now."

"You go at your routine pretty intensely honey, it's no wonder."

"No pain no gain is what Mark used to tell me. He said it had to hurt to build muscle."

"There's some truth in that but Mark was kind of an animal when it came to working out."

"I wish he was here to workout with me. He always encouraged me to push it as far as I could and then he would¦he always told me how proud he was of me. It's just not fair! I want him back!" Korica said with her voice cracking at the end.

Laurel stood up and pulled Korica into a hug.

"Shhh, it's not fair baby but life is just like that sometimes. Life takes the people and things that matter most to us making us appreciate those still with us even more."

Korica pulled back the urge to cry and she put on her brave face as she stepped back from Laurel.

"Sorry. It still gets to me I guess."

"It will for quite a while. It sits heavy in our hearts too."

"I know, I felt that in the chair. You really loved him like a big brother."

"Yeah I did. He never judged me and he never looked at me like most guys do. You can't imagine how much I valued that. I was free to be myself around him. Come on sweetie, I'll walk you to the showers."

Korica nodded and then she looked at Jake.

"Will you guys wait for me in my quarters? I would like to spend the day with you."

"Well we¦we can change our plans if you want?"

"I don't mean to ask so much of you but I just don't feel like being alone."

"Alright, you and your mom go to the showers and I'll wait for you in your quarters."

"Kay, thank you."

The three of them then headed out of the gym and Laurel and Korica headed around the corner to the female shower compartment and Jake walked over to Korica's quarters and had his palm scanned and the door slid open for him and he stepped in and walked over to the bed and sat down. He glanced at the viewer still active with a scrolling list of archival video files available for viewing. He grinned at Korica's previous choice and he picked up the remote from the bed and selected the previous menu and he scrolled down to sensor views available and he selected the external view of Genesis and the surface of the Future planet filled the screen. The sun was up but just barely and Genesis was shrouded in a thick blanket of clouds that were streaming in from around the western mountains. Jake stared at the screen for a moment and it dawned on him that the seasons must be changing down on Primitus and winter would soon be setting in. The rainy season had arrived as waves of low pressure were allowed to press further inland around and over the mountains bringing rain and colder temperatures as the jet stream shifted south as the planet tilted slightly on its axis much as Earth did during the seasonal change but the Future planet's tilt was much more conservative leading to milder seasonal weather changes.

Jake brought up the forecast menu and when he selected it a list of the current and forecast conditions began to appear in the right margin. The temperature was currently 58 degrees in Genesis and rain was falling at .05 inches per hour. The temperature was predicted to fall to 49 degrees overnight with rain continuing until morning. There would be a brief break in the rain then more rain would fall in the afternoon, with a chance of some strong thunderstorms with a high temperature of 67 degrees tomorrow. The forecast was just about the same all week long with periods of sunshine followed by periods of moderate to heavy rain and temperatures between 45 degrees at night and the upper 60's during the day. It was a far cry from the near 95-degree temperatures he and Laurel had experienced when they were allowed to go to the surface to help with the bearcat problem.

Jake waited patiently until Laurel and Korica returned 20 minutes later. Jake got to his feet expecting Korica to want some privacy but she stepped up to him and gently put her hand on his chest and he sat back down.

"I can change in the bathroom dad."

"You don't have to do that honey. I'll just look the other way or something."

"I have to go in there anyways to¦brush my hair and stuff."

"Alright."

Korica walked to the front of the room and retrieved a fresh ships outfit and underwear and then she made her way into the bathroom while Laurel sat down next to Jake. Korica got changed and brushed her teeth and hair and then she came out into the main quarters and Jake smiled at her as she stepped up to them.

"Just look at you¦you look so pretty Korica. The tan looks great on you with that beautiful white hair of yours."

"Thanks dad. What can we do together today?"

Jake pointed at the viewer still showing the view of the surface.

"Going to the surface is going to be a wash out. It's raining down there and will be all week long."

Korica furrowed her brow heavily as she looked at Jake.

"I can't leave the ship¦Tamaric would get really sick and so would I."

"Right, sorry about that honey. I forgot about your pairing for just a moment."

"Well I can't go too far away so we need to find something to do on the ship. Do you know if the Taylor family has been relocated to the surface? I would really like to see Eva before they leave."

"You would have to check with the AI. I have no idea."

Korica nodded and walked over to the com panel and touched it then touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica, how may I be of assistance?"

"Do you know if the Taylor family have been relocated to the surface?"

"They were transferred to the surface on the first shuttle when we arrived. Would you like me to contact them?"

"Darn it! No¦I just wanted to see Eva before they left."

"If I had known it was that important to you I would have delayed their departure so you could say goodbye to them."

"It's alright. I'll look them up when I get to go down to the surface."

"Understood. I can give you directions to their domicile when the time comes."

"That would be great."

"Is there anything else you need before I terminate this connection?"

"How's Tamaric doing?"

"He is doing well so far. He has exhibited bravery and a willingness to do what is necessary help his fellow crewmates when they are in trouble despite overwhelming danger and a lack of familiarity with those in peril. He has also exhibited leadership qualities that are highly valued in the civilian corps. I suspect he is going to be asked to be a squad leader once the academy is up and running."

"That's great! I'm so proud of him."

"As am I Korica. He is a remarkable young man and a good fit for your mate. He will serve you and the Future with distinction and honor. While he has not completed his general knowledge testing yet, what he has completed I will divulge to be far beyond what was expected out of him. His intelligence quotient has been elevated significantly if he is indeed working from his own knowledge."

"I promise you that he quieted his mind this morning and I haven't sensed anything from him since. He's doing it all on his own."

"That is good to know. He can be trusted to keep his word. I will keep you updated if you would like?"

"I 'd like that. I knew he was going to do great, it's nice to hear that I was right. He's really smart hunh?"

"Yes he is. Well beyond that of his peers."

"As smart as me?"

"I do not believe so. Yours is a remarkable intelligence that any Human would be challenged to match at just about any age."

Korica smiled brightly and stroked the com panel with her fingertips.

"I like how you know just what to say. Thanks Future."

"You are welcomed Korica. I will let you know how far he advanced when he is done with his general knowledge testing."

"Ok."

Korica then walked back over to Laurel and Jake.

"I guess we can go to the recreation deck. I'm feeling a lot better since taking my pill so maybe we can play a game of bowling or something."

"That sounds like fun." Jake said.

"How many of those pills have you taken today?" Laurel asked.

"Two."

"You should take it easy on 'em honey. Those things are pretty powerful."

"So are the cramps."

"Boy¦I know how that goes. Alright, just be careful about how many you take ok?"

"I will."

Laurel and Jake stood up and Korica walked to the front of the room and retrieved a fresh pair of shoes and set them in the floor and stepped into them and then the three of them headed for the exit to make their way to the elevator. They stepped out and turned left and walked the short distance to the elevator and Korica pressed the call button and then they waited for a few minutes for the lift to arrive. When the door slid open they stepped in and floated to the back of the car and grabbed the hand bar then Jake had his palm scanned and he called out, "deck eleven recreation area." The door slid shut and the lift began to descend so they held on until the car stopped and a clank was heard as the port to starboard lift motor grabbed hold of the lift car and the car took off forward pressing them to the back of the car. They traveled forward for a time then the lift slowed and finally stopped and another clank was heard then the lift rose slowly pressing them down so their feet just barely touched the floor then the lift stopped and the door slid open. They floated out and took a few steps and they found themselves standing at the starboard end of the recreation area.

Jake took Laurel's hand in his and the three of them walked down the concourse looking at the different families enjoying some recreation time together and they were struck with the fact that they didn't recognize anyone. There was the stiff gate suggesting some hadn't been out of stasis for very long and other's seemed very active suggesting they would be going to the surface very soon. The three walked to the bowling lanes and found most of the lanes empty so they chose one at random and activated the lane then walked over to the shoe and ball selection area and had their feet mapped and their hands and balls were issued to them with just the right finger hole displacement and colors representative of their personalities. They carried the balls back over to the lane and placed them in the rack and then they sat down and took their shoes off and moments later a servo drone appeared with their lane shoes.

They played two complete games and then a servo drone floated up with a small data pad in its claw and Korica retrieved it and turned it on.

"Greetings Korica." The AI's voice rang out from the data pad. "I have Tamaric's general knowledge test results if you would like to see them?"

"Yes¦please?"

Korica was surprised to see just how far Tamaric was able to progress with a very high degree of accuracy in his answers. She remembered taking the same tests and while he stopped sooner than she had he had progressed to an adult level with near perfect answers. His level of intellect in all subjects was comparable to a fourth year college education with the exception of ship wide knowledge which was perfect and at the equivalent of a junior officer level, as it was expected to be given his indoctrination imparting of information via the stasis chamber. His recall was perfect in all areas and it made Korica smile. He had learned the ship well and he could excel in any area he was interested in pursuing though she was pretty sure he was going to study toward bridge service with an engineering background study so he could serve alongside her.

"He is doing good!" Korica looked at Laurel with a prideful smile. "I kept trying to tell him that he was smart now I have the proof. He did this all on his own."

Korica tipped the data pad so Laurel and Jake could see the display and they both grinned.

"You know you kind of did that for him." Jake said. "He's that smart because of your pairing."

"But his mind is quieted right now."

"I know that honey but the paring gives you access to the cosmic knowledge all around us and a small part of that stays with you when you access it like you did on the bridge. Thanks to you he's as smart as he is."

"It's nice to think I had something to do with making him a better man."

"A good woman always does that honey and you're definitely a good woman." Jake said. "Laurel has done the same amazing thing for me. We're the lucky ones to have such wonderful women in our lives¦Tamaric and I."

"Thank you dad."

"Yeah, thank you Jake. That's sweet of you to feel that way about us."

"Hey does that mean mom and I are smarter just like you guys cause of our pairing?"

"Without a doubt honey. It goes both ways, we¦enrich and enhance each other equally."

"I will notify you when Tamaric completes his dexterity and acuity testing." The AI said through the data pad.

"Ok, thank you Future."

"You are welcomed Korica. You should eat something; your biometric monitor indicates that your blood sugar and protein levels are getting very low. The stress of being separated from Tamaric is likely taking its toll on you without you being aware of it."

"I hadn't even thought about it but I am a little hungry."

"I have studied your physiology long enough so I am able to recognize the symptoms in you when hunger occurs. I will send something to fill your stomach and meet your unique nutritional needs."

"Ok, thank you."

Korica turned the data pad off and laid it on the counter behind her. The three of them then reset the lane and collectively decided to play another game for the distraction and to spend more time together. They bowled three frames when a servo drone showed up with a warming plate that had Izore meat smothered in mushrooms, steamed vegetables covered in a creamy alfredo sauce and potato wedges cooked golden brown with salt and pepper sprinkled generously over them just how Korica loved them and a separate small plate with Korica's favorite, a steamy hot apple turnover sprinkled with cinnamon and a touch of powdered sugar.

Korica ate heartily and a second servo drone appeared with a pitcher of apple juice and a glass. Korica ate the entire meal gratefully and drank the entire pitcher of apple juice. Only when she had finished everything off did she pick up the small data pad and turn it on then call out to the AI.

"Future? Can you hear me?"

"Yes I can Korica."

"What was in that apple juice? There was¦ an aftertaste that I didn't recognize."

"It was infused with extra vitamins and minerals specifically tailored to meet your needs."

"You dosed me with minerals?"

"Yes, vitamins as well. Some of the heavier minerals are hard to hide the taste of, I apologize for that but it cannot be helped."

"Do I dare ask exactly what you gave me?"

"I can list them for you or you can just trust that I understand your physiology well enough to know exactly which minerals and vitamins will stave off the inevitable collapse of your immune system as your body loses the ability to extract or produce said vitamins and minerals from the food you consume."

Korica looked at Laurel and she grinned at her and nodded.

"Uhh¦I'll just trust you."

"I am just looking out for your well being. I would never give you anything that would cause harm."

"I'm pretty confident in that fact by now. I just like to know when I'm taking something in like a massive dose of vitamins and minerals."

"I could have administered a pneumatic injection with the same concentration of beneficial elements but adding it to your beverage seemed much less traumatic though it will take a little longer to take affect."

"No! I'm not real crazy about shots¦pneumatic or otherwise."

"You're a med tech for cripes sake." Jake said with a smile.

"Oh I don't mind giving 'em, I just don't like the idea of receiving 'em."

Laurel and Jake laughed and Laurel nudged Korica making her giggle lightly.

"I guess it is a little silly."

Korica turned the data pad off and set it down and handed her empty plate and glass to the servo drone then handed the empty pitcher to the other servo drone and it followed the first, floating off silently across the concourse toward the servo slot at the end of the recreation area. The three of them then went back to their game, finishing with Korica winning the game. Laurel and Jake found it hard to enjoy the sport of the game with Korica's innate acuity securing her a perfect 300 score but they enjoyed the time with her just the same. It was still a thrill to see her enjoying herself even if she wasn't aware her abilities made an effortless win all but a sure thing.

When the game was finished the three of them took their lane shoes off and stepped into their regular ship issued shoes and began to walk down the concourse together slowly when there was a page heard from a com panel on one of the support columns in the middle of the recreation concourse ringed by play terminals.

"Ensign Prentor report to the bridge immediately." The AI's voice rang out loudly.

Several people nearby looked around a little and Korica stopped and looked at Laurel and Jake for a moment then she walked over to the com panel with Laurel and Jake following behind her. Korica touched the com panel and then she brought up the deck by deck layout and she touched the icon for the bridge and a moment later there was a response from the bridge.

"Bridge¦" The captain's voice rang back.

"This is ensign Prentor. Is something wrong with Tamaric?"

"No. Please come to the bridge ensign. I know it's your day off but I have need of your skills. Are your mom and dad with you?"

"Yes, they're right here with me."

"Great, please ask them to come to the bridge with you."

"Sir? This is Laurel Kade, what's going on?"

"I'll explain when you get here. The situation you are aware of has changed. I need you and Jake here with Korica. That's all I'm prepared to say at this time given where you are."

"We're on our way sir." Korica said.

"Understood, bridge out." The captain replied.

The channel then closed and Korica took Laurel's hand and pulled her toward the elevator as she looked at her sternly.

"You told me not to question orders yet you ask what's going on instead of doing as he said without question?"

"I'm not in the service anymore honey¦but you're right, I shouldn't have asked him that on an open channel on the recreation deck."

"Do as I say not as I do?"

"I'm sorry if that seems hypocritical but that's pretty much it."

The three of them quickly made their way to the elevator and rode back up to the command deck and Korica led the way to the bridge making Laurel and Jake stride very quickly to keep up. Korica had her palm scanned at the bridge and stepped in as soon as the door slid open and she stepped over to the captain where he stood at the communication station with the xo. The captain looked at Korica then he looked at the bridge door for a moment and he was relieved when the door slid open and Laurel and Jake stepped onto the bridge. The captain nodded at Laurel and Jake then he returned Korica's salute that she had been holding since stepping up to the captain.

"Thank you for coming Laurel and Jake. I know you've decided the life of service in the civilian corps isn't for you¦for now¦but you have experience with this ship and it's new capabilities that no one else has¦including me. I find myself in need of your skills at signal recognition and analysis again. The signal you translated for us appears to contain another component that wasn't recognized before. Please, take a look over there at the sensor station."

Laurel and Jake stepped over to the sensor station and Laurel sat down and looked at the lower panel for a moment then she took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She then placed her hands on the lower display and she looked at the captain and xo as they stepped up beside her.

"I may not want to be in the civilian corps¦for some very obvious reasons but¦I'm trained in command and control and I still want to contribute any way I can. I would hate for all the time and effort devoted to training me to go to waste. I'm eternally grateful for the experience of commanding your ship sir. I may not have done the best job of it but I did the best I could."

"Nobody is judging you Laurel, I know you did your best and you got us all here alive¦plus one for whom I am finding a great deal of respect and admiration for the person she is and what she's capable of. I recognize how traumatic your time was in that chair¦" The captain gestured at his chair. "But you came into your own in it and I hope you'll take a chance that you were meant for that chair. That being said¦no one is going to push you to do anything you're not comfortable with. Take all the time you want to enjoy being young and free for now, but expect me to call on you when your experience or skills are needed. That goes for you too Jake, I know you're a package deal so I get both if I need one and you have some definite skills and experience that are just what we need from time to time."

"Wow! Thank you sir." Jake said.

Laurel smiled and turned to the signal in freeze frame and she reached up and activated the signal and the analysis resumed and the analysis zoomed into the signal until a single line filled the whole screen and Laurel's facial expression changed to a very serious expression as she saw what the captain was talking about. The interlaced signal was now in blue and it looked flowing and organic like a river of electrical energy that was reaching out and sparkling in flowing arcs and waves and the piggybacked signal was now in red and it had distinct peeks and troughs that came to sharp points looking very artificial and anything but random. The modulated signal was being carried within the lower region of the neural energy signal but it now looked very recognizable as foreign compared to the smooth, flowing and rippling nature of the interlaced signal that it was being carried along by as the analysis took a perspective of looking at the passing signals in a flyby view, first from above then circling around to the left then flying under the signal so as to look up at it and finally flying around the signal on the right side and finally to a down looking view from above.

"That¦looks like static but it isn't random or chaotic like static."

"That's what we were thinking. You see how the bottom of the signal has a rhythmic pattern to it? What do you make of that?"

Jake stepped closer and put his hands on Laurel's shoulders and they gently joined minds and concentrated on the signals together and Korica found herself watching Laurel and Jake rather than studying the signal. She was fascinated by what she was feeling from them as they seemed to merge into a singular feeling rather than that of two people close to her. After watching the bottom of the signal band for a few moments and thinking hard about it, Laurel finally had an epiphany at the same moment as Jake and they spoke at the same instant in concert.

"It looks like piggy backed modulation."

Korica smiled at how funny it sounded to hear their voices in such perfect synch as she felt the idea come to their minds at the same instant.

"Modulation? You mean voice modulation?" The xo asked.

Laurel looked at her and shook her head.

"I don't think it's that simple mam. Look at the modulation pattern." She said pointing at the lower half of the signal. "I think it's got video imbedded within it. We haven't used that kind of audio and visual signal in decades¦well decades before we left Earth space."

"Hmm. It does have a regular pattern to it interspersed with what looks like audio spikes¦if that's what we're looking at."

"We'll see if we can break the signal down further to extract the piggy backed signal without distorting the interlaced signal it's being carried on¦or within is more accurate." Jake said.

Korica then touched the captain's arm.

"Sir what does this have to do with me if you don't mind me asking? You called me to the bridge first."

"This aspect doesn't have anything to do with you ensign. Our mission to kerigon was a test. I'm pleased to announce that we passed. The Demekeron wanted to see just how far we would go with the power at our disposal. If not for your sense of morality and just treatment of an inferior species¦we might have failed miserably. Help is on the way for our impending doom but the Monakers are now our problem. We have been directed to observe and if at all possible make contact with the Monakers to help them interact with other species in a less¦provocative manner. I need you to continue your work on that translation program you were working on. We've been given audio bites of the Monakers communicating with each other and other species that ventured into their space. It should be enough to give you the necessary vocabulary for a complete translation of their language."

"A test! A test that cost Mark and two others their lives? That just sucks to high heaven!"

The captain resisted the temptation to laugh at Korica's vernacular knowing that Mark's death was still very painful for her and she didn't say it to get a laugh.

"The sacrifice of some of our own was taken into account ensign. We exhibited the signs of being a peaceful but forceful race without being mass murderers. It has gained us a seat on this council of the enlighteners. Our first planet to protect and guard¦aside from our own of course¦is to be Kerigon. We crippled the Monakers and now we have to make sure none plunder them while they're vulnerable and we are their enlighteners. I guess this is just how it's done in these parts. I have you to thank for it but I need your help to facilitate our further communication with the Monakers."

"Yes sir. I'll get right on it."

"Thank you ensign. I kind of need your help with another¦issue. Due to our new standing we are going to be getting visitors¦lots of them I suspect. They'll be very advanced both technologically and physiologically. I want you to stay tuned to your ability to sense others with advanced minds. The moment you sense new minds or whatever I want you to report it immediately. There are others with heightened abilities like yours but none quite as strong as you." The captain then looked at Laurel and Jake. "That goes the same for you two if you don't mind. I know you rival Korica in sensitivity¦for now¦so I need to know when you sense someone new, someone that isn't Human that is."

"We can do that sir. You think Korica is going to surpass us in ability someday?" Jake replied.

"She very nearly does right now from what I've been told. It's all but certain. She's just from a more advanced species and I think we've only seen the tip of the iceberg from her so far."

"That's a little scary to think about since it's all Laurel and I can do to keep our gifts under control sometimes."

"I can handle my abilities¦I swear." Korica vehemently insisted. "Now that I'm physically past the initial onset of puberty things are evolving in a way that I can control them. I may be surprised by what I find I'm capable of but I'm able to control it."

"Ok honey. I didn't mean that the way it sounded. We know how strong and in control you are."

"If you would ensign¦?" The captain said gesturing to the science stations.

Korica stared at Jake for a moment longer then she grinned and nodded and then turned and walked over to science station number 1 to begin working on her translation program that she had abandoned so abruptly. Laurel and Jake kept working on the signal analysis until they achieved a resolution at which they could extract the seemingly mesmerizing static portion of the signal. Once they had the entire signal analyzed and separated they compiled the resultant signal and found that as they suspected it was an old Earth style VHF audio video carrier signal. How it had been snuck on the original high frequency interlaced signal escaped them for the moment but they had a coherent signal that could now be played back.

"We have it sir." Laurel finally reported. "It's an analog signal of very low intensity but it should be clear enough to playback whenever you like."

"Everyone here has sufficient clearance so let's get on with it. Someone went to a lot of trouble to sneak us this second signal and I want to know who and why."

"It'll take a few minutes for the AI to implement a program that'll decipher the signal and present it with as little distortion as possible. We're talking about a signal so weak that it barely exists in the first place. It's like an echo of a signal really¦not a streaming signal in the fullest sense. Even the interlaced signal is barely there at all. Only the enhanced signal processors made it possible to detect it in the first place¦that and the AI's recognition of signals like the high frequency interlaced neural signal designed to be interpreted by the brain alone."

"I get what you're saying Laurel. This is why we needed you here. What you've done in a matter of a few minutes would have taken us¦well we might never have reached the same result or conclusion as you two."

"Thank you sir. I'm just glad we're able to be helpful somehow."

"I hope you'll still be willing to work on the Icarus. We could use your practical experience and brilliance with ideas for improvements. We're going to need the Icarus and her sister ships scheduled for construction if things work out as I think they're going to."

"I'll still help sir. I have a lot of ideas for improvements and upgrades in some key areas but I really need to study all of the design aspects of the Icarus class ship first."

"I would expect nothing less. You can access the restricted files anytime you want."

Laurel nodded and then there was a tone heard from the sensor panel and the AI spoke out.

"I have achieved a resolution that should be sufficient to result in a playback medium that will contain as little distortion as possible. The video portion will be grainy but I have managed to retain the color aspects though it will drift in and out slightly due to the lack of coherent resolution in the original signal. I do not believe a formal transmitter was used for the VHF signal."

"What? How can you transmit a signal without a transmitter?" The captain asked incredulously.

"By observation."

"What the hell is that supposed to mean¦excuse my language ladies?" The captain said looking at the xo then Laurel and finally over at Korica, who was oblivious to the conversation as she worked at science station 1.

"The interlaced neural signal is produced by Laurel's mind and colonel Tagert's voice was presumably carried on that signal through her auditory observation of him speaking. Our Laurel is capable of multitasking on a level I have never observed in another Human being. She can think about several things at the same time with complete clarity and meaning. If she is listening to the colonel talking with her subconscious mind that frees her conscious mind to observe something else and it would be carried along with her neural signal since it is her brain producing the interlaced neural signal which is then translated, compressed, and transmitted via the scanning elements on the Future."

"So she's looking at the audio and video signal we're seeing?"

"Not the contents of the message but the signal itself. She is likely viewing the raw signal on a monitor of some kind. Her mind is able to recreate the raw signal in a manner that allows it to transmit just like the interlaced signal allowing two signals to appear to be one signal because essentially they are. They both originate from within her mind."

"That is incredible!" The captain looked at Laurel and she slowly turned her head and looked at him and lifted her hands and shrugged her shoulders.

"I guess it's possible¦but I would have no idea how to actually do that sir. I can multitask my brain¦but that sounds like something for a really disciplined mind and I haven't experimented with anything even close to that."

"I'm not asking you to try and repeat the process Laurel. I'm just astonished that you¦or a version of you is able to do that in the first place." The captain looked at the signal again. "Could we be dealing with an older version of Laurel on this other Future?"

"Unknown." The AI replied. "But that would certainly explain such a remarkably advanced and disciplined ability."

"So they really could be from another time as well as another universe?" Laurel asked looking at the signal.

"Colonel Tagert already hinted at such a thing being the case when he spoke of arriving at a time eight months before the Future planet was destroyed. Was being the key word suggesting he is from a time when it has already occurred. It would explain a great many things if we assume they are from a time very far in what we would consider the future though the future for them sounds to be very different from what it will be for all of you."

"I wish I knew what I told Oberot about this encounter."

"That would cause a paradox ripple as was observed in Korica's galaxy when you became aware of details he was aware of regarding your fate. That is exactly why you sought to have his memories purged from your mind in the first place." The AI replied.

"Yeah¦I know. Preserving the time line and all that jazz."

"Such a phenomena affects more than just you Laurel. It affects the entire universe around you."

"I know¦I know. I remember the affect it had. Things were all jacked up until I fixed it¦by accident."

"I have a playback program ready if you would like to view what was being viewed separately by Laurel."

"Yes¦please begin the playback." The captain replied.

"Please observe the main viewer." The AI said.

The view of the Future planet disappeared and the screen flickered and a grainy image of Laurel suddenly popped on the screen.

"Oh my¦that's me!" Laurel exclaimed. "But I'm¦older, a lot older."

"Remember what you looked like in that age progression machine on Findara?" Jake said quietly. "You're going to stop aging between twenty-eight and thirty and you'll look like that for just about the rest of your life."

"I remember. So I wonder how old I am right there?"

"There's no way to really tell¦but you sure are beautiful."

"You're biased." Laurel said with smile.

"You better believe it!"

The playback then started after the AI made some slight adjustments clearing up the video portion slightly.

"Hello friends. This is Laurel Kade. I hope my counterpart is alive and well and capable of detecting this message so it can be played back later. I apologize for the crude format of this message but there is very little that still works on the Future and this was all I could come up with in the time I had. Let me start by asking that you not tell colonel Tagert about this message. The punishment would be severe if he found out I was going behind his back to warn you about what's really going on. Please don't trust anything you're told as being the whole truth. You won't be lied to necessarily but you won't get full disclosure either. I don't know how much time I have so I'll just get right to the point. Don't trust anyone on this ship aboard your ship. We need help with repairs but don't give us access to the new data core. The elder race destroyed ours for good reason. Once the military took over the mission, things¦diverged from the original mission parameters. Extreme circumstances require extreme measures but I think the military took that to a level never envisioned for the Future. Please help us repair the Future if you can and help us get the star drive back online and then send us on our way without giving the colonel everything he wants. He has shown a complete lack of concern for the consequences of misusing the negative matter core. He's desperate for a win over the Encarthons and he'll do anything to insure it including taking what he wants from you. If you decide to help and come here¦bring security with you if you come over. Those of us that have survived the purges and corporal punishment know better than to say anything out loud that might be seen as dissentious or mutinous. I've experienced corporal punishment first hand and it's most unpleasant. I've learned to do as I'm asked no matter how egregious¦or disgusting it is. Luckily I'm on my own so I don't have any family to be coerced if I don't cooperate but the same can't be said of many of us. Please don't try and question anyone, the consequences will be severe to those being questioned. Just help us fix the Future and send us to our fate back in our own universe. I hate to admit that I look forward to and end to what we've made of our destiny. Whatever you do¦don't seek out the Encarthons in your universe. Nothing can be gained by contacting them and you have everything to lose. Oh¦and please don't judge anyone on your ship by what any of us have done. Just because someone here is a callous megalomaniac doesn't mean the same person on your ship is anything like that. In short¦help us but don't trust us and don't judge yourselves by our actions. I'm going to destroy this message and the equipment used to produce the signal I'm studying so don't expect another message from me like this. I wish you all a bright future and I'm looking forward to hearing from you and possibly seeing some of you when¦"

The picture quality then faded to black and white and was filled with static snow and the audio distorted so nothing Laurel was saying could be understood then the message ended abruptly. Everyone on the bridge stood in silent shock as they continued to stare at the viewer that now had large letters that simply read 'end of message'.

"The tail end of the message was distorted so badly that I could not resolve the signal enough to recover the information contained within it." The AI stated.

"It's alright¦we got the jist of it." The captain said softly.

"What are we going to do Captain?" Korica asked looking over at him from science station number 1.

"You were watching?"

"Yes sir. I copied the signal from the main viewer onto my display over here."

"I'm not completely sure ensign. I'm inclined to help but that Laurel said to trust no one. I have to trust that she's telling us the truth but things seem a lot darker than I ever imagined over there. I need to confer with everyone that will be involved if we decide to help. We can't take the Future out of orbit now that we know company is on the way and we're the only line of defense for Genesis at the moment. Things just got real complicated to say the least."

"Can I suggest something a little¦extreme sir?" Korica said.

"I'm all ears?"

"We could try and reach out to that Laurel, I don't mean with a transmitter or anything but mentally."

"Hmm¦that Laurel said trust no one and I'm going to include her in that warning. I'm not willing to put you three¦or four in that kind of danger¦not to mention the sensitive information you have in your heads. I want to proceed very cautiously here and that seems a little reckless for what can be gained from such a meeting of the minds. She isn't our Laurel¦keep that in mind."

"Yes sir, it was just a suggestion."

"In fact¦if we do decide to help them¦I want you to stay alert but keep your minds guarded if that's possible?"

"We can stay alert to our senses without allowing someone to infiltrate our minds. You can tell when someone tries to do that."

"Good. We need to know what's truth and what's malarkey when dealing with them."

"I can understand that sir."

The captain then looked at Laurel and Jake for a moment then asked them the obvious question.

"So what do you two think about all this?"

"What I said is a little disturbing¦the other me that is." Laurel said. "She mentioned having no family to coerce and I find that a little unsettling. That would suggest that¦my mother, Jake, and¦Korica must be¦gone. That aside¦I think the best course of action is to help them enough to get 'em out of our universe. It sounds like things are pretty grim on that Future and I don't like the idea of the chaos they could cause if they hung around for very long."

"I would have to agree but I need to have a unanimous decision as to what should be done. I represent the civilians on this ship but we have a fair amount of military personnel that should be brought up to speed and their opinions considered. Besides if we decide to do nothing it sounds like the quantum instability will finish them off anyways."

"Excuse me for saying this sir but¦is it right to let a ship full of people die like that even if they aren't from around here?"

"I suppose not. That has to be taken into consideration in any discussions about what to do."

"Sir¦" Jake beamed in. "What do you think the enlighteners will make of all this? I don't know if they'll like the idea of a rouge Future being run totalitarian style nor of us empowering them with the same capabilities that we have."

"I don't plan on telling them about the other Future. That's another quandary that I'm wrestling with. They're on their way so we can't leave to assist this other Future without raising questions."

"Sir?"

"Yes Korica?"

"I was just wondering¦do we have to answer to the enlighteners now? I mean do we have to report everything we're up to?"

"That's yet to be determined. I would think in matters of the protected planets treaty¦probably so but as far as anything else we're doing? Probably not."

"It all sounds so complicated." Laurel said. "I'm glad I'm not in your shoes sir and I'm sorry for how that must sound."

The captain chuckled and smiled at her.

"Don't be apologetic Laurel. I have to admit that I'm glad I wasn't in your shoes during some of your time in command. You faced some tough decisions surrounding some difficult situations so I know exactly what you're saying. We'll work it out somehow. I have the advantage of having a couple hundred crew and military to help me. You did it practically on your own. You weren't even sure if or when you would get us back to the Milky Way. I just can't imagine how tough that must have been for someone so young and inexperienced."

"The toughest part was not having my mom as small as that sounds sir. I don't want to feel that kind of¦longing ever again. I needed her so much and missed her like you just can't imagine. I had to ignore the pain and fear and get on with staying alive and keeping the rest of you alive. I found this weird focus or resolve to just push on and do the best I could."

"That doesn't sound small at all Laurel. Given your age at the time it makes complete sense. I'll never understand why the AI chose you out of the sixty-five hundred people it could've revived but it was a brilliant decision in the end. None of us could've crawled into the tight spaces you accessed to affect the critical repairs needed to get this ship functioning properly. The fact that you have a mind like a Swiss watch was a saving grace for all of us though."

"Thank you sir. I could've never pulled it off without Jake though. I'm smart but not especially strong physically so I needed his brawn and brain."

"I can understand that but I get this nagging feeling the AI chose him as more of a study of the two of you interacting than as a means to provide the necessary muscle you needed."

"I know that sir. I'm not that¦naÃ¯ve. I know the AI was learning about how young people come together and fall for one another. The AI just didn't know that we were gifted like we are not to mention the rest of the people on this ship. It all but assured me that Jake and I were unique in our abilities. That turns out to be far from the truth of the matter."

"I assure you that the decision to revive Jake provided a fascinating opportunity to observe two young people coming together but the decision was based on his physical strength, equivalent age to you Laurel so you would relate to one another better and his small body frame so he could access the confined spaces you both needed to access to affect critical repairs and his exceptional IQ. At the time I was not aware of the gene mutation present in most of the population on the Future until I started to revive the crew and passengers after departing the anti-time region and discussions were overheard and carried out with me."

"I thought you had access to every data base on Earth to learn as much about us as you could before leaving Earth space?"

"Not all just most and you need to understand just how much information was uploaded into my tertiary memory core. I have yet to access all of it."

"I guess that makes sense. Whatever the true reason¦I'm very grateful that you brought Jake and I together. I just can't imagine my life without him in it. He's the perfect match for me."

"I would have to agree from an observers point of view. I stand by my decision to revive both he and you. There was a report written about you in particular that indicated you had greatness within you just waiting to be tapped. That had a strong influence on my decision to select you to repair the ship over the other six thousand four hundred ninety nine other people available."

"A report? Written by who?"

"The observer assigned to study you and your mother before you were selected to board the Future."

"How creepy¦we were being watched?"

"Very closely as all those being considered for boarding were."

"Sir¦if you don't need us for anything else Laurel and I had plans and I take it Korica is going to be busy for quite some time?" Jake said.

"You are free to go if you would like. Please remember that the information you are aware of is confidential and should not be discussed with anyone."

"We'll remember that sir."

"It should take me a few hours to compile a useful translation program." Korica said. "Thank you for taking me to the recreation deck. I had a lot of fun."

Laurel and Jake walked over to Korica and she got to her feet and took the earpiece out of her ear and set it on the lower panel then stepped into Laurel and gave her a tight hug then she hugged Jake equally tight.

"We had fun too honey." Laurel said. "If you finish and want to spend more time together just reach out to us and we'll come keep you company, ok?"

"Ok."

Korica then picked up her earpiece and put it back in her right ear and sat back down and Laurel and Jake headed for the exit. Once the door slid closed to the bridge Laurel tugged gently on Jake's arm as she stepped over to the nearest com panel and she touched it making it come to life and Laurel spoke aloud knowing the AI would be listening.

"I hope I didn't¦offend your simulated sensibilities or anything? I know you were learning from and about us while facilitating the necessary repairs."

"I am not capable of being offended Laurel. As you said my emotions are extremely advanced programming and nothing more. The things I learned from your blossoming relationship have proven invaluable in dealing with the rest of the crew and passengers as they were revived and began interacting with each other in a similar manner. Observing true love and its progression is a very rare thing and you both provided me with the opportunity to learn how extremely advanced Human beings become paired, something never before reported or studied."

"Ok, I just want you to understand that I know what you were up to¦and I want to thank you. I just don't know if Jake and I would've been a couple had you not put us together like you did. I was very anti-men when I was initially brought out of stasis."

"I can certainly understand that given your experiences with men while growing up looking like you do. You are both very welcome and I am grateful for your willingness to let me observe your evolving relationship so openly. I should probably report that your harvested eggs are going to be used very soon to create a child for a couple that is completely enamored of the both of you so even that aspect of your willingness to contribute has paid off richly."

"No way! Are they going to use my eggs with another man's sperm?"

"No. They want a child from your combined superior genes. They do not possess the gene mutations responsible for the advanced abilities appearing in most of the population."

"How's that going to work? I haven't¦contributed my DNA." Jake said.

"The couple in question is going to request a meeting with the two of you to formally request a sample of your DNA so the process can be facilitated."

"So they can have children of their own but they want one of ours¦why?" Jake asked.

"As a way of honoring you for your sacrifice and hard work in getting the Future to its intended destination with every passenger intact. They have indicated that they are taken with both of your amazing appearances as well. You are a beautiful couple and your children will likely be very beautiful as well."

"That's so sweet." Laurel said. "I don't have a problem with it. That's kind of what I was donating my eggs for in the first place."

"I guess I'm ok with it too. That means I'll have to donate like Tamaric did?" Jake said.

"Yes. It can be carried out in a sterile clinical setting within one of the med bays or you can collect the sample as a couple."

"I think we'll handle the collection ourselves and call you when it's ready or whatever." Jake said with a smirk.

"Very well. If you would like I will tell the interested couple that you are willing to sit down and talk with them?"

"That would be fine." Laurel said.

"Hey this process¦the egg is fertilized outside the body right?"

"Yes. The egg is fertilized with your sperm and once cell division occurs naturally the zygote is implanted in the uterus of the intended surrogate mother."

Laurel looked at Jake and grinned at him with an odd expression on her face.

"What did you think happened? You thought your stuff was just going to be squirted inside her and nature would take its course?"

"I don't know¦I just didn't like the idea that my stuff was going to be inside another woman."

"Geeze Jake! We have some of the most advanced fertility and medical technology at our disposal. That might be how it's going to work for Korica and Tamaric by design but artificial insemination is totally different. It's clinically carried out and not left to chance when you're talking about artificial implantation of a fertilized egg."

"I'm sorry if that was a dumb question Laurel. You have all that reproductive knowledge in your head, I don't."

"It wasn't dumb¦just silly. Future do you know if our parents have headed down to the surface yet?"

"They are scheduled to depart on the next shuttle going to the surface. Would you like me to contact them for you?"

"No. Where are they right now?"

"They are in the passenger common area ."

"We'll catch up to them on our own. When is the shuttle leaving?"

"As soon as the arriving shuttle is emptied of the arriving passengers. The arriving shuttle is enroot as we speak. It will arrive in approximately twelve minutes."

"We need to tell our parents Jake. They should be allowed to way in on the idea of having grandchildren they likely won't have anything to do with."

"Ok."

The two of them then headed down the corridor toward the transport compartment and Jake looked at Laurel.

"Does your mom even know that you were participating in the harvesting?"

"I don't know. I haven't told her about it but she might have found out some other way and just not mentioned it to me. What about your dad? Did you tell him that I was donating eggs to the genetic bank?"

"Of course not babe. I don't talk about such personal things like that involving you."

The two of them stepped up to the transport compartment and the door slid open and they stepped in and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and when the free floating map appeared Laurel reached out and touched the indicator for deck 1, stasis ring. A few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light and found themselves standing on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down and quickly walked over to the door leading to the passenger level common area. As the door slid open they felt their parents presence and walked through the small crowd of people with their bags packed waiting to take their last ride down to the surface to move into their new homes. As they walked up to John and Amelia, they stood up and greeted them with a warm hug and a kiss for Laurel from her mother.

"We need to talk to you about something real quick before you go down to the surface." Laurel said.

"I can feel that you're concerned about something very serious¦is something wrong?" Amelia asked as she stroked Laurel's soft hair.

"Uh¦I think you're sensing something that I can't talk about just yet. Please sit down for a second."

Amelia looked at John and furrowed her brow with a look of worry then the two of them sat down and Laurel and Jake sat down next to them on the long curved couch that followed the contour of the bulkhead behind them.

"So what's going on?" John asked.

"During our time in Korica's galaxy I was participating in a harvesting procedure here on the Future. My fertility was raised so I would ovulate every twenty four hours or so and my eggs were harvested and stored in hard stasis."

"Why would you do something like that honey? That sounds so¦invasive given the age you were."

"It was a little invasive but not particularly uncomfortable or anything. I really didn't feel a thing except for when the fertility solution was administered since it had to be administered internally. Even that was nothing more than a warm tingling more than anything and the AI perfected the chemical balance to more closely match my natural hormone levels leading to less¦sensitivity and tingling as a side affect. The AI said something about my genes being superior and remarkable so much so that it was a good idea to preserve them in the form of my eggs for future use and study. I was convinced that I was doing the right thing to go ahead with the procedure and it actually became routine after a while and didn't bother me as much as it did in the beginning."

"Geeze honey! I would've never approved of my daughter being harvested like that at the age you were at the time."

"I know mom but I didn't have you around to talk to about it first. I had to decide for myself what I wanted to do with my genetic material. The procedure left me fertile so I can still have children naturally. I promise Jake and I will still give you and John some grandchildren. In fact¦we already kind of have. The elevated fertility led to¦a pregnancy the first time we¦made love. I had the embryo removed and placed in stasis until I'm ready to have a baby¦kind of like you did with me mom."

"You already told me about that sweetie but I had no idea it was because you were messing with your fertility."

"The reason I'm telling you guys about this is because there's a couple here on the Future that want to have a baby using my eggs and Jake's sperm. They want one of our babies as a way to honor us for everything we did to get the Future here without losing anyone in the process and they like how Jake and I look. They want to raise a baby with our looks and advanced abilities. We felt you should know and have a say whether we should allow them to have our baby."

John leaned back and looked at Jake then Amelia and after a few moments he grinned.

"Their children are going to be absolutely beautiful¦and likely really gifted like they are. I don't see anything wrong with the idea."

"I don't particularly have a problem with it either." Amelia said. "Is this couple capable of having children on their own?"

"Yep. They just want our child¦or at least a child with our genetic traits."

"Have you talked with this couple? What are they like?" Amelia asked while petting Laurel's thigh.

"We haven't talked with them yet but they've expressed an interest in sitting down with us to ask if we would donate the final component necessary."

"The final component?"

"Jake's genetic material if you know what I mean?"

"Ah¦I know what you mean. I think it's kind of a beautiful sentiment to want to honor the both of you like that. What do you two think of the idea?"

"We've talked it out a little and we're ok with it. We kind of knew this kind of thing was possible when I started the harvesting procedure. I guess given everything the AI now knows about the genetic mutations appearing in all of us it still considers Jake and I to be particularly¦superior somehow. I don't want to sound conceited or anything but the AI has a point. Jake and I are gifted like no one else that we've come across so far. It would seem a shame not to see that spread among the new population we're all responsible for creating and it would satisfy the requirement for us to have children with someone else¦sort of."

"I don't know about the last point¦you would just be having a child together through a surrogate. You have to have a child with two other men and he one with two other women."

"Has the captain weighed in on this? It would take special permission to go through with this."

"No. The AI just told us a little while ago about this couple. I hadn't thought about it but I would assume the captain is aware and has given his blessing or the AI wouldn't have said anything."

"You better make sure before you go through with this."

"The captain has some¦big issues on his plate. I don't know if we should be bothering him with stuff like this right now."

A crowd of seven people began to filter through the door into the common area and John and Amelia looked around and then looked back at Laurel and Jake.

"It looks like we're going to be going in a few minutes." John said. "You two are practically adults now so the decision is ultimately up to you. Amelia and I are onboard so whatever you decide we're ok with it."

"As long as the couple seem nice I think we're going to let them do it."

Another group of seven strolled into the common area and John and Amelia stood up and so Laurel and Jake got to their feet and hugged their respective parents tightly then traded places and gave a warm squeeze to the other parent.

"Thank you for being supportive but leaving the decision up to us." Laurel said.

"You're welcome. Welcome to the adult world honey. This is a very adult decision that I know you'll make with wisdom and serious consideration." Amelia said.

"Thanks mom. I hope you and John have a productive day down there."

"I don't know about how productive it'll be but it'll certainly be wet. It's supposed to rain like crazy this afternoon."

"I saw that on Korica's viewer in her quarters. I guess the rainy season is here hunh?" Jake said.

"We haven't had long to observe the weather patterns on the Future planet but we did study the weather over Primitus as we approached and the six and a half months since arriving so we have a pretty good idea when the rainy season begins and when the snow will start. We have about six weeks of rain to look forward to then it'll get cold enough for it to snow for about another six weeks then it'll warm up and the second rainy season will begin then the jet stream will shift north and the dry season will begin. Luckily the dry season for Genesis will be about five months long giving ample time to complete all of the construction scheduled to be complete within the next year. The hot dry months are only three months long thank heavens and then it'll start cooling off starting the cycle all over."

"No extreme weather then?" Jake asked.

"Out to the east on the plains you better believe it but that's why the location of Genesis was chosen next to the western mountains. They provide a natural barrier to the more extreme conditions that exist elsewhere."

"Well we're going to stick around the ship today." Laurel said. "Korica is having a hard time being separated from Tamaric. He's been asked to keep his mind quiet for the day and I know what that feels like. It's miserable even when you're in the same room as your paired mate let alone being in different parts of the ship all day."

"That's sweet that you want to be here for her." Amelia said. "You really are a good mother Laurel, I'm so proud of you."

"All personnel going to Genesis please make your way to the main hangar at this time for boarding." The AI's voice boomed out into the common area.

"Well¦that's us. We have to go." Amelia said.

"Alright, we'll see you two tonight." Jake said.

Amelia and John gave Laurel and Jake each another quick hug and then headed off with the rest of the crowd heading for the hanger. Once they were gone the common area seemed very empty and quiet. Laurel sighed but smiled and she took Jake's hand and nodded toward the elevator and he smiled when he sensed what was on her mind. They could get as loud as they wanted in their quarters without fear of being walked in on and Laurel was becoming particularly boisterous now that she was older and Jake knew exactly what to do to make her enjoy the experience to it's fullest.

Meanwhile Korica worked diligently while the captain and xo made arrangements to meet with the military leadership aboard the Future. Korica was barely aware of what was being discussed in the background as she worked. She worked for close to thirty minutes when she sensed some erotic feelings between Laurel and Jake since they were the only voices echoing in the back of her mind so she quieted her mind to allow them some privacy and to protect herself from sensing what she knew they were about to do. She knew they sensed when her and Tamaric got serious and quieted their minds and the last thing she wanted was to share their experience. She had already come close enough during their deep sharing encounters and shared dreams in the past. Korica then worked for close to two hours to complete her translation program.

When she was done she leaned back with a sense of accomplishment and that's when she noticed how anxious she was feeling. She had been separated from Tamaric for too long and with her mind quieted, she was blocked from him completely leading to an acceleration of her symptoms. She leaned forward and took her earpiece out of her ear and put it away then got to her feet and stepped over to the captain.

"Sir I have the translation program complete. I believe you'll understand anything said by the Monakers and they'll be able to understand just about anything you want to convey to them. If you have some translators produced based on the design of the one Holon presented us with you should be able to have face to face conversations."

"Thank you for your hard work Korica. This will come in real handy as we work to establish relations with the Monakers. You may go about the rest of your day without interruption."

"Thank you sir."

Korica then put her hand on her stomach and headed for the exit, and as she stepped out she found the xo following behind her so she stopped and turned to face her.

"Are you feeling alright Korica? I noticed an uncomfortable tone in your voice and you're holding your hand to your stomach."

"I'm feeling¦stressed out mam. My guts are tied in knots because I've been separated from Tamaric's energy for so long. The anxiety will fade once we get to see each other again."

"I see. How long until it becomes acute?"

"I'm not completely sure mam. We've never been apart for this long with our minds quieted since becoming paired."

"When Tamaric finishes his current round of assessments I'll have him sent to the command deck to get something to eat with you. Will that provide enough time to relieve your symptoms?"

"Yes mam. It'll only take a few seconds together for us both to begin to feel better."

"Consider it done then. I never thought I would see you feeling sick."

"I haven't enjoyed perfect health my whole life like everyone else on this ship mam."

"You've been sick then?"

"Oh yeah. I caught the Tilarian flu once when I was around six and I got very sick. My mother and father procured an herbal remedy on an outpost and I got back to feeling like myself within a few days. I was bitten by an insect on Rigeria six and caught some kind of viral infection that made me really sick too. I couldn't keep anything down for almost a week and I lost a lot of weight because of it. My mother was worried that I would get sick enough to die but I eventually came around on my own."

"I wasn't aware¦these aren't contagions that you're still carrying are they?"

"The AI inoculated me almost as soon as I was brought aboard mam. I'm not carrying anything that could make anyone sick and nothing you're carrying could make me sick either."

"Alright, I just had to ask."

"I can understand that. Thank you for thinking of me by having Tamaric brought up when he's done with what he's doing at the moment."

Melissa put her hand on Korica's shoulder and moved her face closer to her.

"I can't have my favorite ensign getting sick on me. We might need you again unexpectedly¦" Melissa then moved her face back as she stood up straight. "But you're very welcome. I'm thinking of Tamaric too in that we need him at his best while he's being assessed."

"Favorite? Really?" Korica asked softly.

"We're friends first and foremost Korica. I feel like we really got to know each other on Hiendon and I consider you to be a friend." Melissa then gave Korica a stern look. "Don't you go thinking that's going to get you special treatment though? I expect more from you because I know you so well." Melissa then grinned and winked at Korica making her smile.

"Yes mam¦I mean no mam, I don't want to be treated any different than anyone else. I consider us friends too but I understand the subordinate relationship we have to maintain since you're my commanding officer and the executive officer of this ship."

"Good attitude ensign. Now go enjoy the rest of your day off or at least what's left of it."

"Thank you mam."

Korica then turned and headed down the corridor toward her quarters feeling much better knowing her and Tamaric would be reunited very soon. She was also surprised that the xo would admit that Korica was her favorite ensign. She was feeling less concerned about her role on the Future, the captain liked her and so did the xo. Of anyone on the ship those were the two people she wanted to impress the most and it felt like she had succeeded wonderfully.

Korica stepped up to her quarters and the door slid open before she could even raise her hand to the palm scanner. She stepped in and looked at the lit com panel and she grinned slightly as she walked over to the bed and plopped herself down then kicked her shoes off and used her feet to slide herself back on the bed then she laid down on her side and curled her knees up close to her chin as she clutched her stomach.

"I feel like crap Future. Is this what you saw Laurel and Jake going through?"

"Yes. Your blood chemistry is becoming increasingly unbalanced and your kidneys are struggling to do their job with how many toxins are building up in your body. Your immune system is beginning to fail. I do not believe you or Tamaric are in immediate peril but you definitely need to be reunited for a time to restore your systems."

"The physical discomfort aside¦I miss him so bad Future. My heart hurts."

"I am sorry you are feeling so down Korica. Tamaric is nearly finished with his acuity assessments. Commander Hiller kept her word and contacted the assessment teams to have Tamaric sent to the command deck as soon as he finishes his current assessment."

"That's great. How am I supposed to do my job if I'm going to feel like this when we're separated?"

"You will not be asked to quiet your minds in the future. If you are both working on the ship or on the surface at the same time I would assume your symptoms will not progress so rapidly or to such a sever degree."

"I should've listened to mom and dad about the drawbacks to something so¦deep. I truly can't live without him near me hunh?"

"I would say not. You must take care to never allow yourselves to become separated by a significant distance or you will both perish. Laurel spoke of a process of a long distance reconfirmation of your bond. I would suggest you look into how that works and teach yourselves how to utilize it."

Korica sighed and uncurled her body and rolled onto her back while stretching out on the bed.

"I complicated both our lives by making Tamaric go through with the pairing."

"You also enhanced both of your lives in ways you do not fully realize yet. You have both gained intellect and ability to levels simply not possible without being paired. Does it not make your life feel more meaningful to have another person so deep in your heart and mind?"

"Yeah¦it feels wonderful to share so much of myself with Tamaric and he loves me so much. It's exactly what I wanted from him and for him. I wanted him to feel special like I see him to be. I thought us becoming paired would do that for him. He's more advanced and gifted than most of the people around him now."

"Despite his reluctance he feels special thanks to you Korica. He is extremely proud to be your spouse and life partner and he feels a strong sense of pride over how advanced his abilities are turning out to be thanks to you. Try to keep that in mind when you feel regrets about your pairing because of the negative side affects."

"Thanks Future, I will. Do you know what Laurel and Jake are doing right now?"

"They are in the gardening ring playing with a few children in the park area. Would you like me to send a servo drone to contract them for you?"

"No. I don't need a servo drone to contact them."

Korica closed her eyes and pushed gently and her mind came alive as she reached out to find Laurel and Jake. From the moment their whispers returned to the back of her mind in gentle echoes that were both relieving and soothing she couldn't help but grin. It took her a few moments to navigate past the other essences on the ship until she narrowed in on their strong familiar presences and connected with their minds simultaneously.

"Hi mom and dad. I can feel that you're enjoying playing with the children in the park area but I was hoping you would feel like coming to my quarters? I'm feeling really anxious without Tamaric around and just a little ill." Korica thought.

"Oh baby¦of course we'll come see you." Laurel thought in return.

"I know that uncomfortable knot in your stomach all to well sweetie. We can help a little but the only real relief will come from Tamaric." Jake thought.

"So this is what you guys were talking about? It gets even worse?"

"The longer you're apart the worse it gets honey. Don't worry, we're on our way."

"Ok, thank you."

"You're welcome."

Korica then withdrew into her own mind and took a deep breath and kept her eyes closed as she waited. She only had to wait six minutes for Laurel and Jake to step into the room. Korica sat up and scooted to the edge of the bed as Laurel and Jake stepped up to her. Laurel pulled her into a hug, holding the side of her head against her chest as she kissed the top of her head. Laurel then stepped back and Jake leaned down and Korica gave him a peck then he hugged her around the neck and then sat down next to her and Laurel sat down on the other side of her.

"Feeling a little out of sorts are you?"

"No¦a lot. I miss Tamaric like crazy and I feel horrible. This sucks!"

Laurel put her arm around her and gave her a squeeze as she chuckled lightly.

"We'll help you baby. Lie down and get comfortable."

Korica smiled and quickly stood up and turned around and practically leapt onto the bed and crawled to the middle of the bed and flopped down on her stomach then she rolled onto her back. Laurel and Jake slid their shoes off and climbed up on the bed and laid on their backs so their heads were just barely touching Korica's and each other's and then all three closed their eyes and reached out to one another.

The three of them laid for close to thirty minutes as Laurel and Jake soothed Korica's mind and shared her discomfort affording her some slight relief of her symptoms. They maintained a shallow connection so as not to confuse feelings but it was enough to cloud all of their minds to what was going on in the room around them. That's when Korica felt a gentle shaking of her legs and she furrowed her brow as she slowly withdrew into her own mind and when she batted her eyes open she instantly became of aware of Tamaric's energy surrounding her and penetrating her. She smiled and as the mental fog dissipated, Tamaric's handsome face came into clear focus. Korica sat up quickly and scooted over close to Tamaric and grabbed him in a painfully tight hug around the mid section pulling him off balance onto the bed. The two of them held each other tightly without saying a word as Laurel and Jake sat up and allowed the mental fog to wear off. After a few moments Laurel placed her hand on Korica's hip.

"We'll let you two be alone for a while."

Korica opened her eyes and looked up at Laurel.

"Please don't go mom. It just feels so good to be close to him again but we don't have long together and I want you and dad around when he has to go back to his assessments."

"Ok baby, we'll stay."

Korica then buried her face in Tamaric's neck for a few moments longer then the two sat up and Tamaric gave Korica a prolonged lip lock kiss. The two of them then let go of each other and Laurel and Jake could see the shine returning to Korica's eyes and she looked to be feeling much better.

"I guess you were feeling just as bad as I was?" Tamaric asked.

"It was horrible¦I didn't know I would miss you like that and my gut was all¦tensed up and I couldn't get it to relax."

"What are we gunna do Korica? I can't think with you on my mind like that. You were all I could think about¦I just wanted¦needed to be close to you again."

"We only have to do this for today. After this I don't want to be separated for so long with our minds quieted. We'll figure something out Tamaric." Korica then looked at Laurel. "Do you know how to do that distant reconfirmation of our bond? The AI said something about it."

"We only know that it's possible honey. We haven't experimented enough to know how it works."

"Dang it! We've got to learn how to do it."

"I agree. Jake and I are very aware that we'll suffer the same discomfort if we're separated for too long. We've already been through it a few times."

"Least I'm feeling a little better now. My stomach doesn't hurt as bad and I can think clearly again."

"That's how it was for your dad and I, it only takes a few seconds to feel relief and within a few minutes the symptoms go away almost completely."

"I feel good enough to know I'm hungry. Can we go get something to eat?"

"Sure."

The four of them climbed off the bed and Tamaric pulled Korica into a tight hug and he gripped the back of her shirt in fists as he soaked in her warm and sweet energy. Korica kissed his neck and held him tightly until she felt his fists unclench. He smoothed out the wrinkles he had caused and then he pulled back and smiled at her and the two of them set their foreheads together and closed their eyes for just a few moments. Tamaric then stepped back and the three of them stepped into their shoes and then the four of them headed for the exit to make their way over to the mess hall.

When the four of them stepped into the mess hall they found a few officers and a group of cadets sitting at different tables having an early lunch and the four of them walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink then made their way to an empty table large enough for the four of them to sit comfortably. A servo drone brought menus to the table and they retrieved them and ordered something to eat then handed the menus off.

"You two feeling like yourselves now?" Laurel asked.

"Yeah." Korica said. "I'm sorry for being such a big baby about it."

"It's ok honey, we know how uncomfortable it can be. I guess you two understand our warnings about the negative side affects of being paired now."

"Do we ever!" Tamaric said with a grin. Tamaric then took Korica's hand under the table and gave it a gentle squeeze. "I don't care though, it's worth it to be paired with Korica. You wouldn't believe how smart I am now and how¦coordinated I am. The assessments have shown me some of what I'm capable of. My visual acuity was ranked at three times what a normal person has. My hand eye coordination is also more than twice that of a normal person and I was told that I have the equivalent IQ of a fourth year college student studying engineering and mathematics as a major. I still need to work on my astronomy and stellar physics though. Some of that stuff was pretty confusing. Because of my pairing with Korica they want to retest me in six weeks to see if my intelligence has increased spontaneously and I'll find out later today how gifted I am. I guess they have a series of tests set up to gauge how strong I am in that area."

"You're doing so good Tamaric. I'm so proud of you." Korica said.

"Thanks love. I should've listened to you¦I just didn't know how smart and capable I am until I applied myself. I got you to thank for it. I knew I was¦changing inside, I just didn't know how much or exactly how I was changing. Does that make any sense?"

"Yeah I think so. I'm finding things I can do that I had no idea I could before so I think I know what you mean. It's exhilarating and exciting but surprising at the same time."

"Yeah that's it exactly!"

Servo drones began to arrive with their plates of food at that point and the plates were slid up on the table and passed to their intended recipients. They set in to eating in relative quiet until the meals were consumed, that's when Jake and Tamaric took the glasses from the table and refilled them for the girls and themselves then came back to the table and sat down. They all polished off their drinks and as they were preparing to get up they all felt the presence of strangers approaching. They looked at each other then straight ahead as they tried to resolve where the feeling was coming from and it was Korica that spoke first very softly.

"There coming¦lots and lots of 'em."

"God all mighty!" Jake uttered. "I sense¦ tens of thousands. They aren't us either¦Human I mean."

Laurel pushed Jake so he would slide out and let her stand up so he scooted out and everyone got to their feet and Korica looked at Tamaric.

"You should go back to your assessments. We'll let the captain know."

Tamaric pulled Korica into a hug then kissed her cheek and stroked the side of her head.

"I'm gunna miss you darlin. I'll make you proud though."

"I know you will."

Tamaric then let go of Korica and the four of them quickly headed for the exit. They walked up the corridor and when they reached the transport compartment door Korica pulled on Tamaric's hand and he looked at her and she nodded once and he frowned and nodded back and then he closed his eyes and took a moment to quiet his mind. Tamaric's whispers blinked out from Korica's mind and then he opened his eyes and gave Korica a small grin.

"I'll see you soon love."

"Good luck Tamaric."

"I've learned luck has nothing to do with it¦I'm skilled cause of you¦cause of us."

Tamaric turned and had his palm scanned and the door slid open and he stepped into the transport compartment and then the other three made their way to the bridge. Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the three of them stepped in and Korica immediately saluted the captain and he turned toward her and returned a loose salute and a grin.

"You're not in uniform or on duty, you really don't have to salute me Korica. What can I do for the three of you?"

"Sorry sir. It's becomes habit without thinking about it. You wanted us to let you know when we sensed someone coming? We did just that a few minutes ago. They're coming."

The captain's facial expression changed instantly and he looked very serious and just a little concerned as he pushed his displays aside and slowly stood up. The rest of the crew on the bridge now looked over and the xo stood up quickly and took a few steps toward the captain.

"When? Where are they?" The captain asked then he looked over at the sensor station.

"They're on their way but¦as far as how close? I'm not completely sure."

"We're not talking about just a few people sir." Jake said. "We sense thousands of them."

"I don't think they're in the system yet but it won't be long." Laurel said.

The captain nodded and then stepped over to the sensor station and the officer sitting there stood up and let the captain sit down and he reached up and performed a deep omni directional scan. It only took a few seconds to come back clear for several light years in every direction. Laurel looked at Jake for a moment then she stepped closer to the captain.

"You do realize that if they travel anything like we do you won't detect them until they drop to sub light speeds sir and if they have shielding like we have then we still won't detect them unless they want us to?"

"I am aware. Future, please analyze the scan data for gravitational anomalies and temporal distortion waves?"

"Understood. Please stand by." The AI replied.

It took a few minutes to analyze the scan data as the captain requested and everyone stood quietly and watched until a tone was heard and the AI spoke.

"No anomalies or distortions detected as outlined."

"Well if they're inbound they're keeping a low profile and I was half expecting them to make it obvious that they're coming." The captain said.

The captain then stood up and looked at Laurel, Jake and Korica.

"Thank you for bringing this information to my attention. You're dismissed. I need to make preparations for our guest's arrival."

Laurel and Jake nodded without saying a word sensing how serious and concerned the captain was and Korica stepped back and looked at the xo.

"I would assume all hands are going to be called to their stations?"

"That's right."

"I know I don't have duty today but I would be willing to man one of the stations if you want?"

"That won't be necessary ensign. Take the day off and try to unwind. There are plenty of on duty personnel to man the stations. We aren't going into battle or being invaded. We know these guys are coming and why."

"Yes mam."

Korica then turned and followed Laurel and Jake off the bridge and the trio walked slowly waiting for the anticipated ship wide announcement and seconds later the com panels came to life and the captain's voice could be heard echoing up and down the corridors.

"This is the captain, I want all on duty personnel to report to their assigned duty stations at once. Make readiness reports available to the bridge as soon as they are complete. We have incoming ships with an unknown number of friendlies. To all passengers, don't be alarmed if you see spacecraft in or around the Future that you don't recognize as well as some off world guests. We've made allies with some very powerful and sophisticated locals. I have declassified the files regarding our encounter and subsequent befriending of these local species. Please feel free to view the files at your leisure so you understand how these allies are going to be helping us to get Genesis complete ahead of schedule. If all goes well the Future will be setting off on her primary mission of exploration within the next three months. That is all."

The com panels then went dark and Korica stood in stunned disbelief as she looked at Laurel and Jake.

"An unknown number of friendlies? We told him thousands."

"I'm sure he doesn't want to alarm the passengers by telling them we're going to have thousands of¦well¦aliens coming."

"I guess that makes sense. I had no idea we were going to be exploring so soon though."

"If we're going to be assigned to protect certain planets it goes to figure that the Future will be going to explore these planets."

"You're so smart mom."

"Nah¦I've just been in his shoes and he's doing the same kind of things I would've. It makes things a little more obvious to me is all. Remember that I had years of command training uploaded into my head before I was revived the first time and didn't even know it."

"Uploaded¦you're not a computer."

"We're all a biological computer of sorts honey."

"Ah it just sounds weird to say it like that."

"Well anyway we're free to¦"

The transport compartment door slid open and seven officers and crew stepped out and quickly made their way down the corridor toward the bridge and a few more junior officers came from the direction of the elevators practically running down the corridor to make their way to the bridge. Laurel gently pushed Korica back to make room for them to pass by very quickly and they watched them all slip through the door onto the bridge and then the three of them resumed their slow pace toward Korica's quarters. When they arrived Korica had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up as they stepped in. Korica walked straight to her bed and picked up the remote and turned her viewer on and she scrolled to external sensor views and she selected deep space on five separate panes so they could see in all directions then she tossed the remote on the bed.

"I want to see what their ships look like when they arrive."

"I sense excitement in you honey, you're looking forward to the enlighteners arriving aren't you?"

"Of course, aren't you? This is what you all came out here for."

"I guess I am. I'm just¦the timing couldn't be worse with that other Future nearby. I'm more certain than ever that we'll be going to help them but I don't see how we can do that without alerting the enlighteners."

"Like you always say babe, let the captain worry about that stuff. We aren't a part of the command crew anymore."

"I guess we do have other things to think about, don't we?"

Korica gasped and covered her mouth for a moment then she slowly lowered her hand with a look of confusion on her face.

"You're going to have a baby but not¦from you¦I don't get it?"

"You're so insightful honey." Laurel said with a smile. "Come sit down and we'll explain it to you."

All three of them stepped over to the bed and slid their shoes off then scooted back on the bed with Korica lying practically in the middle of the bed facing them.

"There's a couple on the Future that want to have a baby from Jake and I. They're taken with our looks and they want to honor us for all we did to get the Future here without losing anyone. They don't have the gene mutations for advanced abilities but they want to raise a baby who does. Jake and I have decided to let them go ahead with it. They're going to use one of my eggs that are in stasis and Jake will donate the sperm after we sit down with them and find out exactly what they're like."

"That's so sweet. You're not going to have anything to do with raising the baby?"

"No, not particularly. It's going to be their baby honey. We're just the genetic donors. I'm sure the AI has vetted them to insure their a good couple and will be good parents but they want to sit down with us and formally ask us if it's alright and to ask Jake for the necessary material to make it possible."

"Is this going to be one of the children Oberot told you about?"

"That's a good question¦I have no idea."

"You'll still have to have a baby with another man right?"

"Beyond my first yes. We have to ensure genetic diversity by spreading our genes as wide as possible."

"Hmm. I still haven't asked if I have to go through with that too."

"I don't think so honey. Your children will only be half Human. I'm not completely sure that they will be able to have children with a Human without intervention like I had to so you and Tamaric can have children. Tamaric on the other hand will be expected to share his genes just like the rest of us."

"It's still going to be done through artificial fertilization right?"

"Of course baby. He won't have to sleep with another woman if that's what you're worried about?"

"Good, that would really bother me."

"I can certainly understand that. It would bother me for Jake to have to do that too and I know for a fact it would really bother him for me to have to sleep with another man¦and it would really bother me to have to do that."

"That just ain't gunna happen!" Jake said with a small smirk.

"So am I going to be allowed to¦see this baby if I want?"

"You'll have to ask the surrogate parents but I don't see why not."

"Cool. Didn't Oberot say something about one of the girls you rescued being honored in the same way?"

"That's right, he did say that."

"So Humans really are accepting of others so much so that they'll have children with them even if they're never going to get to meet the true mother?"

"I guess you could look at it that way."

"I think it's nice. The enlighteners will be impressed with that kind of acceptance of others too I bet."

"I hope so. If nothing else the fact that we have you as an officer in the civilian corps shows a willingness to accept others with open arms."

"You think my relationship with Tamaric will add to that sentiment too?"

"I'm sure it will. Once they see you they'll understand that you're just so darn pretty that Tamaric simply couldn't resist you." Laurel said tickling Korica's neck making her giggle and shrink into her shoulders.

Jake was staring at the viewer and he reached out and gently patted Korica on the head without looking at her and then he pointed at the viewer. There were five small ships in a V formation slowly drifting toward the Future. They were constructed from a gleaming material that looked like polished aluminum with swept back and downward sloping wings with round nacelles hanging under them and two large obvious gun turrets under each wing close to the fuselage. There were slight protrusions on the top where the cockpits were located but there were no other windows or panels visible. There were strange looking projections at the tip of each wing section that resembled antennae with a slightly red glowing tip to them. The ships looked mean and very fast even in a slow drift and they appeared to be about the size of the crimson fighters minus the cargo bay.

As the ships drifted closer four more ships seemed to just pop out of nowhere but they were in a loose configuration suggesting they were rear guards making their appearance. The four newest arrivals jetted toward the Future quickly then began a slow arcing curve up over her hull then they peeled away and took up positions above, below and beside the five formed up ships all facing directly at the Future. They now formed a star shaped formation with the initial five making up the spear point of the star formation.

"They're here¦" Korica said softly. "What do you think they're doing? Why are they just sitting there like that?"

"They're probably talking to the captain. Those look like relatively short-range ships so I'm sure the people we're sensing are on something a lot bigger. They're probably scouting the area to make sure it's safe and to let the captain know that something really big is about to arrive."

The ships sat perfectly still for a few minutes then slowly drifted toward the Future and then broke formation and spread out very wide from one another and then space seemed to shimmer a little and then a huge bow seemed to just slowly emerge as if passing through an open window and an enormous hull began to emerge behind and it just kept coming and coming. The ship was very menacing looking with gun turrets all down its side. It was roughly round in shape with an occasional protrusion filled with ports glowing in a soft blue light from within. As the ship finally made its complete arrival space flashed behind the ship, as the tunnel they had been traveling through slammed shut behind them. There were then several flashes of light as more and more ships began to arrive in quick succession one right after the next. The ships all looked different in their origin suggesting there was more than one species responsible for their construction and operation. In all there were now nineteen ships drifting into the system between the Future planet and the moon.

Jake slowly stood up, as he couldn't take his eyes off the viewer.

"Good lord¦it's an entire armada. Look at the size of that first one. You know how much energy it must take to get something that size up to the speed of light and beyond. I bet you can fit ten thousand peoples on something that size."

As the ships slowly drifted closer it became apparent that there were many much smaller craft flying in formation very close to the larger ships, the smallest of which still dwarfed the Future. The fighter escorts began to loosen up their formation and circle their mother ships slowly, presumably scanning for anything anomalous or suspicious. The entire armada slowly settled into a stationary orbit along side the Future with a wide berth between each ship and Laurel and Korica got to their feet and studied the ships closely. They all looked extremely advanced and well armed and a few of the smaller ships had obvious signs of battle damage on the hulls in the form of scorching and a slight rippling to some of the hull plating.

"Wow, looks like they've seen some action as Mark would've put it." Laurel said.

"Thankfully with our shield that kind of damage would be impossible to inflict on the Future." Jake said.

"Not impossible, just real unlikely."

"I wish I was on the bridge." Korica said. "I'm dying to see the energy signature of those ships."

"There's our ensign. I'm sure they'll be around for a while honey."

There was another distortion and a Demekeron ship drifted into view and took up position a few hundred miles from the other ships.

"Now that H shaped ship looks familiar. That's the Demekeron. Those guys got Mark killed."

"Korica! You can't even think like that around these guys." Laurel said.

"I'm sorry it's just the way I see it. I'll never forgive them for taking Mark from me."

Laurel took Korica's arm and gently pulled her back to the bed and Laurel sat down with Korica standing between her knees facing her.

"Baby you can't hold that kind of resentment in your heart. These guys are here to help us in part because of Mark's sacrifice. You remember the Tel Pok Maron saying that Mark had a great destiny to fulfill? This is that great destiny."

Korica looked down and Laurel could feel the tremendous sadness in her heart. Korica's eyes watered up and she practically fell into Laurel's arms.

"I want him back mom. He still had so much to teach me."

"I know sweetie, you poor thing. I wish he was still with us too. He was one of a kind and I'm going to miss him for the rest of my life but I'm not going to dishonor his memory by holding hate or resentment in my heart. You know that just wasn't his way baby."

Korica pulled her head back and wiped under her eyes and sniffled lightly.

"He had no love for the Hodong."

Laurel smiled and wiped the corner of Korica's right eye where a tear had spilled out as she had her face pressed to Laurel's shoulder.

"He was disgusted and angry with the Hodong but I never actually sensed any hate."

"No¦I didn't either. He definitely hated what they were doing to us though."

"I won't argue with that. He had a strong sense of decency and what the Hodong were doing was really indecent. Nobody has the right to¦do those kind of things to young girls."

"They're murderous, disgusting, thugs. They got what was coming to them."

"So you'll try to let go of the resentment?"

"Yes. If it honors Mark I'll¦work on it."

"That's my girl. Negative emotions will weaken you honey. You have to let go of 'em and wash them from your heart completely. You've come too far to start harboring dark emotions now because of Mark's heroic sacrifice doing exactly what he was trained to do. What he loved doing."

Korica leaned forward and gave Laurel a peck and then she wiped her nose and gave Laurel a beautiful toothy smile.

"You're so smart mom¦about life stuff. I'm glad I ended up with you as my mom."

"Awe, thank you sweetheart. I'm glad too. You're so sweet and I want to see you stay that way."

"I will, I promise. I won't let life¦twist me."

Laurel smiled at Korica and leaned forward and set her forehead against Korica's as she gently stroked her back. Korica enjoyed the gentle and soothing touch for a few moments then she gasped and pulled her forehead back with a stunned look on her face. It startled Laurel making her heart race and Jake flung his hand to his chest and turned and looked at the girls.

"Geeze babe! You scared me." Jake said as he held his hand over his racing heart.

"Sorry Jake, what's wrong Korica?"

"Tamaric just¦pushed real hard and I¦felt what he's doing in a rush. He's being asked to demonstrate what he can do. He's trying to levitate a heavy object¦econtrow (Hiram expression of shock) he's trying to levitate a fifteen hundred pound block of tritanium¦and the gravity is being slowly increased in the room. That isn't fair¦they're cheating."

Laurel chuckled and gently pulled Korica closer to her.

"It's a test honey, they aren't cheating. Maybe you should quiet your mind so you don't accidentally help him?"

"It's too late¦I already am and I can't stop it. He's drawing strength from me and¦" Korica closed her eyes and winced as she fought to keep her abilities from surging. "Aaahhh!" Korica yelled as she felt more and more energy building within her and then the urge to push became too much to hold in and she let go and she felt a hot wave of energy pulse from her mind and body. Tamaric felt a surge of energy and strength wash over him and the block of tritanium he was trying to lift suddenly rose several feet into the air and the shocked assessors in the next room stood up quickly with shocked looks on their faces.

"Good lord!" One of them uttered. "Look at the ambient energy in the room with him. You could cook a side of beef in there."

The display they were looking at showed waves upon waves of energy emanating from Tamaric and there was a clear area of negative gravity surrounding the block of tritanium despite the artificial gravity in the room being turned up to 30 times normal Earth gravity. Tamaric was barely struggling to stand up straight with the enormous forces being exerted on his body, as he now weighed over 2 and a Â½ tons. Tamaric smiled as he sensed Korica in his mind and he lifted a shaking arm and pointed at the block and slowly swung his arm to the left and the block of metal gently followed, moving to the corner of the room and then he gently lowered his arm and the block settled to the deck with a slight clack. The assessors then reached out and slid the gravity level back to Earth normal and Tamaric let out a grunt and collapsed to his knees and took several deep breaths and he tried to quiet his mind but the mental fog was clouding his thoughts and Korica felt so good within him that he just couldn't keep the thought of a bubble surrounding him clear enough for the quieting process to work properly.

In Korica's quarters, Korica's legs gave out and she crumpled to the floor but caught herself before her face smacked the floor. She ended up lying on her stomach with her hands out at her chest holding herself up and she took a few deep breaths and shook her head as she tried to reel her abilities back in. It took a few more concentrated tugs and she felt the energy subsiding and she could once again hear Tamaric's whispers and sense him profoundly.

"You're cheating Tamaric!" Korica said aloud.

"So are they¦" Tamaric thought in return.

Korica then sensed a laugh within Tamaric and she grinned and closed her eyes tightly and took a deep breath and let it out slowly as she clamed her mind then she quieted her mind. She pushed off looking like she was doing a simple push up and then she drew her knees up and sat up and looked at a shocked Laurel squatting down right in front of her.

"You ok sweetie?"

"Yeah. Tamaric's gunna have to be careful with that. When we combine our¦strength like that I just don't know what we could do. He channeled my abilities again."

Jake stepped next to Korica and squatted down beside her and put his hand on her shoulder.

"I'm proud of you for not being afraid of it this time. It's a part of who you are and you've finally accepted and embraced it. I can feel it in you¦well until you quieted your mind."

"Thanks dad. I'm just scared of what it can do in the hands of someone as inexperienced as Tamaric with these abilities of ours. He gets a rush from it but it takes so much effort to keep it from getting away from me. I don't think he realizes just how¦potent it can be."

"You'll have to educate him honey. Only you have the control necessary to keep it from getting away from you. You'll just have to work together to find an equilibrium if you will."

"I think I get what you're saying. We'll find that equilibrium when we find our center?"

"That's right. Your mom and I've found our center but we've never really tried to channel our abilities so you're kind of treading in waters we've never swum in before. I don't know exactly how much precise advice we can give you about it."

Korica nodded and bent down and pushed off from the floor as she got to her feet and then turned and looked at the viewer filled with alien ships, some of which were still making flybys as they patrolled around their enormous mother ships.

"You think those guys can sense¦what Tamaric and I just did?"

"Maybe. Our shield is up but I don't know if it blocks that kind of energy at the level it's operating at right now. We can sense them so it's a pretty good bet they can sense us." Laurel said.

Korica then stepped over to the bed and sat down and she seemed to look at the floor in heavy thought for a moment then she looked at Laurel and Jake as they sat down on either side of her.

"Are Tamaric and I going to get in trouble for¦channeling like that? He was supposed to do everything on his own today."

"I don't think so. He didn't particularly do that on purpose and you couldn't stop it once it started. You can't help that you're drawn to the other when you try and do something really difficult like that."

"I didn't know we could do that from so far apart. I thought we had to be close to one another for it to work like that."

"So you learned something from the experience in the end."

"I guess there's that."

Laurel gave her a squeeze and kissed the side of her head.

"You two are amazing together honey. You're a lucky girl."

"Yeah I am. Who'd of thought I would find someone as amazing as Tamaric after being rescued by two of the most amazing people in the universe? I got everything I could ever want right here on the Future."

"I'm glad you feel at home and happy here." Jake said. "That's all we ever wanted to give you is a place to call home with a family that loves you."

"And I'm very grateful for what you've done for me and what you've help provide for me. Hey, what all do you think they'll have Tamaric doing to test him?"

"We don't know exactly honey. He'll probably be asked to just show them what he knows he can do. They'll likely test his empathic abilities somehow and his cognitive abilities. You know, holding up flash cards and he has to tell them what's on them without seeing them? Stuff like that."

"Flash cards? We don't use paper products, it's wasteful."

"You know what I mean, they'll use data pads but it's the idea of it?"

"Oh, yeah I get the idea."

"It's a little more difficult to understand me with your mind quieted hunh?" Laurel asked with a grin.

"Yeah it is. I can't hear or feel what you're thinking¦I don't like it."

"Well we sensed Tamaric having trouble quieting his mind and if he's going to be pushing himself you're going to have to keep your mind quiet until he's done."

"You guys can sense him though right?"

Laurel looked at Jake and he grinned and looked at Laurel and nodded and Laurel looked back at Korica.

"We can sense his presence but without reaching out to him we can't sense what he's thinking or anything. We have that connection with you and thus him so with your mind quieted¦"

"You don't hear his whispers anymore?"

"No, we don't."

"You think that will change if the four of us commit to the deep sharing a couple more times?"

"Uh¦maybe. We have to be just as careful with him as we do with you. We don't want to go confusing his feelings either."

"Yeah, I guess not. That would be a little awkward if he fell in love with my mom."

"A little? That would be really awkward¦especially if the feelings ran the other way too."

Korica blinked a few times as she thought about it and then she smiled softly.

"Least you would completely understand how I fell in love with him."

"I can get that from within you honey. I don't need to feel it myself."

Laurel was about to say something when they AI's rang out into the room from the com panel.

"Laurel, Jake? I have contacted the Hendricks and they would like to sit down with you at your earliest convenience. That is the couple requesting your permission to bring to term a child from your combined genetic material."

Laurel looked at Jake and he reached out to her mentally.

"We can't leave Korica alone. Should we invite her to come with us?"

"We are a family. I think that would be a great idea to include Korica."

Jake then looked over at the com panel.

"Tell the Hendricks we'll meet them in the gardening ring in twenty minutes?"

"Understood. Korica you wanted updates on Tamaric's progress? He has been evaluated as exceptionally gifted. The recommendation is for further study into exactly what he is capable of and immediate acceptance into the flight-training program. He is being recommended for training as a fighter pilot and for a first contact negotiator role due to his incredible level of empathic ability and superior dexterity, agility and visual and auditory acuity. He has outranked every one of his peers so far by a significant margin though the testing is still ongoing."

"Wow! A fighter pilot? That is so cool¦thank you Future." Korica said with a huge smile on her face.

"You are very welcomed."

The com panel then went dark and Korica looked at Jake then Laurel with the smile still glued to her face.

"How hot is that? My man is going to be a fighter pilot."

"That's pretty sexy honey. Every woman wants a fighter jock as her man."

"You know that kind of confirms the destiny Oberot told us about¦" Jake said. "Tamaric is going to be my right hand man in this protectorate confederation thing. Now I know why. He's gunna be a fighter jock and a trained first contact specialist."

"That's true¦Oberot did say that hunh?" Korica said excitedly.

"I thought it was just going to be because he's my daughters husband and I really like him. Turns out he really is something extraordinary and I need his kind of talent close to me."

"I told you guys I sensed something really special in him." Korica said.

"You kind of endowed him with a heightened sense of ability honey. He might have been just like the rest of the gifted kids on this ship if hadn't been for the changes you brought about in his brain?"

"Does it matter how it came about? I sensed it in him just the same from the moment I set eyes on him."

"That's a beautiful sentiment honey. I never believed in love at first sight until I met Jake. I know what you're saying. Your heart jumps and you just know¦he's the one and there's something unbelievable about him deep down inside and you can feel it¦almost see it."

"Yeah! That's exactly what it was like."

"Come on honey, we'll take you with us to meet the Hendricks, how would you like that?"

"Really? I can come with you?"

"We're a family sweetheart. Of course you can come with us."

"Thanks mom and dad."

Laurel and Jake stood up and Korica got to her feet and Laurel and Jake both gave her a warm hug and then the three of them walked over to their shoes and stepped into them and then headed for the exit. The three of them walked up the corridor to the transport compartment and they stepped in and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Laurel reached out touched the indicator for the hydroponics and gardening ring and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light they disappeared and found themselves standing on the transport platform next to the hydroponics bay entrance. They stepped down and walked up the dimly lit corridor fifteen feet to the aft gardening ring entrance. Korica had her palm scanned and the door hissed slightly and swung open and she stepped through the doorway with Laurel and Jake following right behind her. Laurel then turned and pulled the door closed as she walked along with the rotating gardening ring. They took a few steps away from the rotating bulkhead and looked around for a few moments. They were standing on the opposite side of the ring from the park area so they knew they had a long walk ahead of them.

"Do you know what the Hendricks look like?" Korica asked.

"No. Jake and I are pretty recognizable though. We'll just have to hope they find us."

The three of them started walking around the circumference of the gardening ring to make their way to the park area. Once they reached the same side as the park area they headed aft, walking through the grape vineyard and orange orchard and finally emerging at the edge of the grassy knolls. They walked along looking at everyone, wondering who the couple could be. Once they got to within a few hundred feet of the playground equipment they saw a couple sitting on one of the benches stand up and the woman leaned against the man and pointed at the three of them and their faces seemed to light up.

Korica pushed gently and opened her mind so she could sense what the Hendricks were like. She instantly heard Tamaric's whispers return to her mind and she had to concentrate for a moment to tune it out then she narrowed in on the couple they were walking towards. They felt warm and kind if not a little nervous and apprehensive. The three of them walked right up to them and the woman spoke first.

"Hello. I'm Marta and this is my husband Burt."

"Hello." Laurel said putting her hand out to shake theirs. "I'm Laurel Kade and this is my boyfriend Jake Myers and our daughter Korica Prentor."

They all shook hands and exchanged warm smiles.

"Oh we know who you are alright." Burt said. "There isn't a soul on this ship that doesn't know who you three are. Congratulations on making ensign Korica. I know you must have worked very hard to achieve that at eleven."

"Yes sir, I studied hard and proved myself a fitting candidate."

"Please¦just Burt is fine."

"Ok Burt."

Burt then looked at Laurel and Jake and smiled.

"Thank you for bringing Korica since this is kind of a family matter."

"We thought it only fitting that she accompany us."

"Quite so."

"Oh Burt¦look at their eyes. They're gorgeous!" Marta said leaning her head on Burt's shoulder.

Burt looked Laurel and Jake up and down and then he locked a gaze into Laurel's eyes and then he stared into Jake's eyes for a few moments then he smiled.

"Strong, beautiful and healthy. Marta here has been captivated with you two since we came out of stasis and learned of what you did to save the mission and all of us. It's nothing short of miraculous."

"Will you come sit with us so we can talk a little?" Marta asked gesturing toward a grassy rise a few feet from the bench they had been sitting on.

"Sure, we would love to." Laurel said warmly.

They walked over to the grassy mound and sat down and Laurel listened to what she was sensing from the couple and so far she really liked what she sensed. They were warm and smart and Marta was completely infatuated with Laurel and Jake. There was a respect and admiration for the two of them that was very deep and profound.

"I would ask you to tell us a little about yourselves but I have to admit that I have watched every second of video I could find that had the two of you in it." Marta said. "I then read every file I could find to learn about you two and your families. I feel like I already know you very well. You are two of the most amazing young people I have ever come across. I don't know if I can ever express how grateful I am for your hard work and sacrifice in getting my husband and I here alive as well as everyone on this ship. The things you did and endured are beyond belief and worthy of great respect and praise."

"Thank you Marta." Laurel said.

"Maybe you could tell us a little about yourselves instead?" Jake said.

"That sounds fair since you really have no idea who we are, only that we're asking you to let us raise a child form the two of you."

"It really isn't all that unexpected. I knew what was going to be done with the eggs I donated to the genetic bank. It's just a little unusual to be asked to donate one hundred percent of the required genetic material."

"I assure you we'll be fit parents. I was born and raised in Hungry. I studied abroad at the academy of sciences in Rome Italy where I earned a PHD in astrophysics. I then studied at the institute for advanced sciences in Lockhart Germany for another six years. I then moved to the United States when I was recruited into the Future Project as an advisor for the proposed routing of the Future. I was on the team that mapped the rout to the Future planet. I personally came up with the idea of using the red giant star as a sling shot to boost our speed to the Future planet. I assure you that I did not know the star was anywhere near the point of depletion of its hydrogen so as to make it unstable enough to explode as we circumnavigated it."

"You planned our route?" Jake asked in surprise.

"I mapped the safest and fastest paths available, yes."

"The stars wouldn't have exploded if not for a cosmic filament passing through their hearts at the exact instant that we rounded the red giant on our sling shot trajectory. You couldn't have possibly known what was going to happen Marta. Don't blame yourself for cosmic bad luck¦or bad timing. If we hadn't been at the exact position we were when the two stars when nova we would have been destroyed in the blink of an eye."

"A cosmic filament? I thought those were just theoretical? No one has ever actually observed one."

"The elder race have on many occasions. They aren't just theoretical. They're real and when the elder race analyzed the fragmentary data from the Future, just before the stars exploded they determined that there was sufficient evidence to conclude that a filament passed directly through the core of the stars destabilizing their cores resulting in the twin nova. The Future just happened to be at the point where the two gravitational wells from the stars met as the gravitational shockwaves spread out at the speed of light. Instead of the Future being annihilated we were thrust into a tear in the very fabric of space throwing us four hundred thousand light years probably in seconds where we emerged in the galaxy of Ida. We drifted at many times the speed of light for years after that until the original first crewman Jeff had to slow us down in order to mine a comet for water and some planetoids were harvested for soil and ore. Jeff was able to seal the breaches suffered when chunks of the exploding stars slammed into the bow of the Future but he was infirmed by his injuries and and he was unable to affect the repairs needed to get the ship operating as it was supposed to. He did his best and survived for over fifty years keeping us all alive but when we drifted out of the galaxy of Ida he climbed into a stasis chamber to preserve what was left of his life since it was going to be hundreds of years until we would encounter anything again as we drifted toward the galaxy M1996UB¦Korica's galaxy. Her people know it as the Oberon galaxy."

"You are talking about a wormhole, right?"

"Yes. The wormhole led to the gravity well of a super massive blue star. We emerged at the extreme edge of the stars influence and it flung us out into space at an incredible speed and its solar winds pushed us away rather than drawing us in. It was another lucky break for all of us. So you aren't to blame at all, it was just bad luck and being at the wrong place at the wrong time."

"I see. That makes me feel a little better about recommending the route I did."

"So what about you Burt?" Jake asked. "Where are you from? You don't have an accent to me like Marta does."

"I was born in Tallahassee Florida. I Studied at Yale where I earned a PHD in biomechanics. I was recruited into the Future project to help design everything you see around you right now. This gardening ring was one of the most difficult parts of the ship to design and build believe it or not? If we couldn't find a way to sustainably produce food for years at time the mission would have been next to impossible."

"How does a doctorate in biomechanics give you the knowledge to design something like the gardening ring?"

"Because I wrote a thesis paper on self contained sustainable biomes while doing my undergrad work. I guess the right person got it in their hands and realized I could help design the gardening ring to be completely self sustaining for¦centuries at a time if the right conditions were achieved. Marta here helped with that part. That artificial sun tube is her handy work and made all this feasible and practical." Burt said pointing up to the blazing tube running through the center of the gardening ring high above them.

"So you planned our route and helped come up with the sun tube for the gardening ring?" Jake asked looking at Marta.

"Sort of. I came up with an idea that I passed along to Burt and he tweaked it so it would work. The engineering is incredibly complex and he asked for my help from time to time as he ironed out the technical aspects but he was the one that really finalized a viable design."

"That's astounding!" Korica said. "I didn't think I would ever meet the people that actually designed the crucial elements of this ship. If you don't mind me asking¦where did the metal elements come from that can resist such high sustained temperatures for so long?"

Marta looked at Burt and he stared right at her then glanced around briefly and they both looked right at Korica and grinned slightly then Burt answered her.

"A¦craft crashed on Earth and the metallic structure of the craft was analyzed and reverse engineered from alloys obtained from an asteroid in the asteroid belt in the Earth system. It was all done very hush hush with the help of some¦others. Others not from Earth if you get my drift?"

"I get your drift. Alien technology sequestered by the military that was only released to the public when the Future Project was put into motion and only possible with the help of off world species to point out exactly where the necessary material could be found?"

"That's right. You've studied about us hunh?"

"Earth history was part of my neural suggestive indoctrination. I know more about you than I do my own people as sad as that is. I understand the strangle hold the rich and powerful and military had over the population until the civilian corps was developed to take that power back and give it back to the people where it belonged. Absolute power corrupts absolutely."

"That's very true. It's nice to know that you understand us so well."

"Thank you."

"So may I ask you something?" Marta asked looking at Laurel.

"Sure."

"You've enjoyed superior health your whole life? You and Jake both?"

"That's right. Like everyone on the Future, we've never been sick a day in our lives."

"And you have the ability to heal rapidly¦and heal others?"

"We do heal rapidly from injury and we are capable of the healing touch as it's called."

"You heal others simply by touching them?"

"Yes, but it's a little more complex than that. We combine our healing energy and we can transfer it to another person but it takes a serious concerted effort to do it. I don't understand it completely to tell you the truth but it only manifested once we became paired and Korica helped us develop it to its fullest. She has the same ability and I suspect her husband Tamaric does too now that she's paired with him."

Marta pulled her head back slightly and looked at Korica and she grinned at her then she glanced at her ring finger and she smiled.

"I had no idea you were married¦congratulations honey."

"Thank you. It's a recent development in our relationship. We were joined off ship so it hasn't been officially recognized yet."

Marta then looked back at Laurel.

"You'll have to excuse the personal questions, I'm just curious as to what we might expect if you approve of us using your genetic material to have a child."

"It's perfectly fine Marta. I don't mind and neither does Jake. I sense there's more than just a desire to honor us by your decision to use my eggs to have a child. Especially in light of your request for Jake to donate to the procedure when Burt is fertile and so¦you aren't¦are you?"

Marta expression changed to a look of surprise then she seemed to run pale for a moment then she glanced around and spoke very softly.

"Can the AI hear us where we are?"

"No. But there are incredibly sensitive sensors up there in the fixed central core and the AI can read lips."

Marta nodded subtly and held her teeth together and restricted her lip movement as much as possible.

"My ovaries were damaged in a bicycle accident and I convinced my personal physician to keep quiet about it so I could come with Burt on the Future mission."

"I wouldn't have gone without you." Burt said petting Marta's leg gently.

"I know. That's the point. We were both qualified and but I was only asked to come because you were needed to establish the new colony and I'm your wife."

"That makes a lot more sense." Laurel said. "I now sense the full truth of your request."

"Truth is¦I'm taken with the both of you and I am really interested in raising a child with both of your incredible looks, charisma and intelligence as well as advanced abilities. Your children represent the next ultimate step in our evolution as a species. I want to be a part of helping that to come to fruition¦and you would foster such beautiful children. Your eyes are¦like nothing I've ever seen before. Can you imagine that in a beautiful baby to hold and cuddle with?"

"Actually I can imagine just that. I want a baby with Jake's eyes. That purly green just makes my knees weak."

"Don't worry Marta¦" Korica said. "Your secret is safe with us, but you know we could probably¦fix what's wrong?"

"You could do that?" Burt asked.

"We've never tried to heal an injury like that but it's possible. We've healed a lot worse injuries elsewhere on and in the body."

"Years after the injury?"

"Well¦no."

"Let us think about that a little. For now we would still like to honor the sacrifice and hard work you two endured by having a child from the both of you."

"Will you give us a few minutes to discuss things?" Laurel asked softly.

"Of course." Marta replied with a big smile. "Take all the time you need."

The three of them got to their feet and walked a few dozen yards away then stopped and faced one another and gently connected minds.

"What do you think Korica?" Jake thought.

"I really like 'em. They're smart and sweet and they really want the love of a child in their lives. They were honest about why they want a child using Laurel's eggs and why they want Jake to donate his DNA. They don't just want any child they want your child. I think it's sweet the way Marta loves the two of you and wants to honor the two of you in such a profound way."

"I sense good intentions and kind hearts too." Jake thought. "They aren't a young and impulsive couple making a rash decision either. If they were around when the artificial sun tube was created that makes them at least sixty years old when they entered stasis even though they don't look it."

"That means they'll be around long enough to raise a child into young adulthood?" Korica thought.

"Yes. Especially with the medical knowledge and technology we have for extending the normal life expectancy of a person. A hundred years is easily attainable."

"So we should let them do this then?" Laurel thought.

"Yes, I think so if my opinion matters." Korica thought.

Laurel reached up cupped Korica's chin while smiling at her.

"Your opinion means everything to us honey. Let's give them the good news then?"

"Ok." Korica said aloud with a pretty smile on her face.

The three of them walked back over to the Hendricks and sat down in front of them and Laurel looked at them seriously for a moment and then she smiled brightly.

"We've decided you're good people and deserve the opportunity to experience the love of a child in your lives as you want. You have our blessing and Jake will donate the necessary genetic material."

"Oh thank you! Thank you so much, all three of you." Marta said with an overjoyed smile on her face. "You'll donate the necessary material today?"

"Uhh¦" Laurel looked at Jake and she was glad for the deep tan knowing that the deep warmth in her face meant she was blushing somewhere beneath it.

"I sense you're in hurry?" Jake asked.

"I'm just very excited by the whole prospect of being a mother. I can't wait to get started. I assumed you two were pretty active given your ages? The material can be obtained during an intimate encounter or in one of the med bays under clinical conditions. I assure you it isn't uncomfortable either way."

"We understand how the DNA is obtained. Laurel has the equivalent of a degree in reproductive biology. She made it possible for Korica to have a child with a Human so she is well familiar with how the whole process works¦and then some. We hadn't exactly planned to¦engage in anything today but we'll make an effort to get the material for you as soon as possible."

Marta looked Korica up and down and seemed to stare at her tummy for a moment and Korica sensed what she was thinking and she grinned.

"She found a way to make it possible but it hasn't happened yet. I'm not ready to have a baby just yet."

"Ah¦I see. I thought maybe the women from your world start families younger than we do."

"We count age differently but we still start having children at around eighteen or nineteen equivalent years of age typically. I have a few years till I reach that age. I still have a lot of growing up to do first."

"That's admirable that you want to wait until you're mentally ready for the responsibility."

"Thank you." Korica said with a friendly smile.

"The AI will notify you when the necessary material is collected." Jake said.

The Hendricks then got to their feet and so Laurel, Jake and Korica also got to their feet and the Hendricks gave them a friendly but brief hug.

"You are welcomed to stay in touch and be a part of the child's birth and life if you would like?" Burt said.

"We appreciate that." Laurel said. "This is your special event though. I think you should enjoy it together in private but we'll definitely stay in touch to make sure everything is going alright."

"But¦I want to see what your baby looks like." Korica exclaimed.

"You are more than welcomed to do just that Korica." Marta said.

"Thank you Marta. I would really like that." Korica said with a bright smile.

"After the baby is born if you're interested in¦what we discussed just let us know and we'll give it a try?" Laurel said.

"Thank you, we will let you know."

"I have to ask before we go¦" Laurel started then decided to try and be as delicate as possible. "Do you have any experience with gifted children?"

Marta looked at Burt then back at Laurel and her gaze shifted to Korica then Jake.

"No. We understand that your offspring will likely be gifted in the extreme. There are plenty of experienced counselors on the Future and we have you. You've dealt with Korica and she's very gifted from what we understand."

Laurel glanced at Korica and gave her a warm grin then she looked back at Marta.

"We kind of learned from each other. Jake and I had no idea we were so gifted until we came out of stasis at a more advanced age than when we went in. We made some¦gentle mistakes with Korica too. I just¦you need to understand how complicated it can be to have a baby that can possibly understand you from birth¦or even before and has the ability to manipulate it's environment in some really astounding ways. A temper tantrum can take on a whole new light when the child can set things on fire or fling things across the room without touching them. I don't remember ever doing something like that but my mom made an insinuation that I may have set something a light when I was very young. She said I could've set my quarters on fire when I was having nightmares recently despite me never showing signs of being able to do something like that, at least not that I can remember."

"Every parent makes mistakes Laurel, it's part of learning how to be a good mom or dad. I don't know what gentle mistakes you're talking about and it's none of our business but Korica is a wonderful young lady so you obviously did the right thing in the end. You'll have to have faith that we'll do the same as we learn from and about our child as we go along. Love and patience will carry us through."

"Fair enough. Just don't be surprised if you find that your baby has abilities from birth. We've seen it in some recent births in ways you just wouldn't believe."

"We appreciate the heads up." Burt said. "We understand the generation you two represent and how the Human condition is evolving faster than anyone thought possible. We've done our homework on you two so we won't be too terribly surprised if our child is remarkable like you two are or even more so."

"Ok, good. Open hearts and open minds, that's a healthy attitude."

Laurel then took Jake's hand and the three of them said their goodbyes and departed for the aft end of the gardening ring to make their exit. They transported to the stasis ring entrance together and Laurel and Jake gave Korica a tight hug and thanked her for accompanying them to meet with the Hendricks and then Korica gave them their privacy to do what she sensed they felt compelled to do to help the Hendricks. Korica then transported back up to the command deck and headed for her quarters. She was tempted to reach out to Tamaric to see how he was doing but she resisted the temptation knowing he needed to show what he could do without distraction or influence and even a momentary connection could result in a substantial influence on whatever he was doing at the moment.

Just as Korica reached her quarters the AI addressed her from the com panel next to the entrance to her quarters.

"Korica, your presence has been requested in the captain's office. Please do not delay in reporting to his office?"

"Alright. It isn't the captain that wants to see me is it?"

"No. You are very perceptive. Commander Hiller is waiting for you."

Korica turned and headed up the corridor to the Captain's office and she touched the hale icon on the com panel and a moment later the door slid open silently and she stepped in to find the xo sitting at the captain's desk while typing on the virtual keypad on the desktop. Melissa stopped typing and looked up at Korica and gestured at the seat in front of the desk. Korica stepped in front of the seat and sat down.

"Thank you for coming Korica. I wanted to tell you in person that Mark's memorial service has been scheduled for tomorrow afternoon. I've reserved a seat for you and Laurel and Jake in the front row."

Korica looked down and felt a deep wave of sadness wash over her and she fought the tears back that were trying to get past her resolve not to cry in front of the xo. After a moment she looked up and spoke softly.

"Thank you mam. Is Tamaric going to be able to sit with me?"

"Of course honey. If a place is held for you it goes without saying that a place is being reserved for your spouse. I'm sorry I didn't present the idea as such."

"It's alright mam, usually I would have sensed it from you but I have my mind quieted so your feelings are¦I just realized that it's going to be raining in Genesis tomorrow. Isn't the timing kind of inconvenient?"

"That won't be problem. A localized force field will be deployed that will keep the rain at bay."

"Should Tamaric and I be in our dress uniforms?"

"Yes. It will be expected of all the officers and cadets attending as a show of respect. Would you like to say anything at the memorial service?"

Korica leaned back slightly and blinked then shrugged her shoulders.

"Kind of but I don't know what to say."

"Whatever comes to mind honey. It doesn't have to be rehearsed or planned in any way."

"Ok. I'm still kind of angry that he had to lose his life like he did in order to get the help we need. I'll try and keep that out of anything I say."

"That would be a good idea since a significant number of our new allies will be present as a show of their respect and sympathy for the loss of our people . A willingness to lay one's life down to rescue others is seen as very honorable to these allies. That being said¦I'm pretty angry too Korica. You know how close Mark and I were?"

"Yes mam. I'm really sorry about how much it must hurt."

"Thank you Korica. There is another issue we need to discuss while I have you here."

"Yes mam?"

"Some of Tamaric's assessments have revealed an incredible level of mental dexterity. Well beyond what he should be capable of. The assessment teams would like to test you and Tamaric together to see what you two can do when you combine your abilities."

"I have a feeling there is no limit to what we can do in time mam. I will comply with the testing though if you order me to."

"Why would I need to order you to undergo the testing?"

"Because Tamaric doesn't know how to control my abilities like I can and when we channel he has the ability to use my abilities and I can't stop it from¦releasing at full strength. It just isn't safe mam."

"Do you know exactly what you're capable of?"

"No mam. That's what's so scary. If I can't stop it and it gets away from Tamaric like it used to get away from me¦I just don't know what could happen."

"I see. We just want to see what you can do when you work together."

"Ok."

"Tamaric is finished with his first battery of testing so you may be dismissed to go see him. He is on his way back up here as we speak."

"Thank you mam. Will we be on duty at the same time tomorrow?"

"Yes. I'm filling out the duty roster right now and I'm making sure you two are assigned to the same work area. You think you two can handle replacing a few plasma generator control circuits?"

"Yes mam. I understand the programming quite well now."

"Great. We have a lot of damage to repair and we could really use your help. We're spread pretty thin with everything going on and not many of your fellow crewman understand the programming like you claim to."

"What I don't understand will come to me if Tamaric and I combine our abilities."

"That's what I'm counting on. You'll be assigned to the deck thirty-four repair teams in the morning. After your workouts and shower are done report to officer Kendrick on deck thirty-four. He'll put you to work where you're needed most."

"What about the other Future mam?"

"A decision hasn't been reached yet. We'll let you know if you'll be involved."

"Yes mam."

Korica got to her feet as she sensed Tamaric's presence becoming very distinct despite having her mind quieted. Her anxiety was beginning to ease up and she knew it meant he must be close by.

"If you would like, when Tamaric is done with all of his assessments you may journey to the surface to have a look around? That's your new home down there, you should have a look at it for yourself."

Korica smiled warmly.

"I would love to go to the surface mam. Do we need to wait for one of the scheduled shuttle flights to the surface?"

"You're an officer Korica, one of the perks is having a ride available anytime you request it. Just contact me and I'll arrange for you to be taken down by one of the crimson fighters."

"Thank you mam. I didn't want to feel like I was abusing my rank or whatever."

Melissa smiled at Korica.

"Asking for a ride isn't abusing your rank ensign. You've earned the perks that go along with your rank."

"Thank you mam. I'll let you know when we're ready to go down to the surface."

"Very well. You're dismissed."

Korica nodded and turned and stepped up to the door and it slid open silently and she stepped out into the corridor and after the door slid shut she closed her eyes and reached out to Tamaric. She felt a wave of warm energy wash over her making her grin and all of the presences on the ship were felt at the same instant but Tamaric's was like a bright beacon very close by and she heard his wonderful voice echoing in the back of her mind in whispers.

"Hi Tamaric. I really missed you."

"I missed you like crazy too love. It was getting hard to concentrate toward the end. All I could think about was being close to you so my guts would unknot."

Korica opened her eyes and looked down the corridor toward her quarters and she smiled.

"I'm on my way to you so I can make you feel better."

Korica walked quickly up the corridor toward her quarters as Tamaric continued to talk to her.

"I already feel better just knowing you're close by. This thing is really going to take some getting used to. I don't feel complete unless you're in my mind and heart."

"I'm sorry for pushing this on you Tamaric. I wasn't aware of how it would affect both of us so deeply. I just wanted you to be a part of me so badly that I didn't care about the consequences. That was selfish and for that I'm truly sorry."

"It's alright love. We'll get used to it together. I love being this close to another living person and especially one as wonderful as you are."

Korica arrived at her quarters and had her palm scanned and the door slid open and she stepped in quickly and found Tamaric standing by the table at the head of the bed. He had stepped out of his shoes and he was leaning against the table with his eyes closed. He opened his eyes and a huge smile washed across his face as Korica stepped closer and he put his arms out as he stood up straight and Korica walked right into him and threw her arms around him and buried her face in his neck as she hugged him tightly. Tamaric wrapped his arms around her back and squeezed her tightly then turned his head and kissed the side of her head. Korica pulled her face from his neck and smiled wonderfully at him.

"I better get more than just that¦"

Tamaric put his hand up to her cheek and engaged her in a long kiss that just made her knees feel like rubber. She held herself up by holding him tightly and curling his shirt in her fingers in balled up fists as her mind was sent reeling. She had tingles all over and her heart felt warm and full once again. Tamaric terminated the kiss with a peck and stroked her face gently.

"Is that better?"

"Un huh." Korica said with a dopey grin. "I really needed that."

The two of them walked over to the bed and sat down and Tamaric pulled one foot up on the bed as he faced Korica while holding both her hands.

"Korica¦what the heck are they conditioning me for? The last round of assessments were a little strange to say the least."

"Really? How so?"

"They put me in this darkened room and all of these holograms began to fly at me from every direction. They were just little bright dots at first and they asked me to count how many objects were coming at me. At first I was guessing but then I was able to think about it and my eyes were moving really fast as I actually counted the spots and I was getting really close to accurate then the dots changed to what looked like ships, oddly shaped ships like I've never seen before. Then they started to corkscrew toward me and zig zag from all over the place but as I concentrated I felt the same area of my mind that comes alive when you and I work together get really active and I was able to count the ships with one hundred percent accuracy. They changed the speed and direction of the ships but I was still able to count all of them with perfect accuracy. They then changed the color of some of the ships and they asked me how many ships of a particular color I saw. I was able to discern the colored ships just as accurately."

"That's amazing Tamaric! That must be what the xo was talking about when she said you had a mental dexterity that was well beyond what you should be capable of."

"What the heck are they conditioning me for though? I don't know of any ships shaped like that or that would swarm like that."

"I don't know exactly what they're conditioning you for if that's what they were doing. The AI told me that you're being recommended for fighter pilot training though. Maybe this was a way of assessing your mental ability to identify multiple targets rapidly or something?"

"I have a gut feeling there was more to it than that. I know you told me we aren't to use our abilities to probe the minds of those around us without asking permission but I was sensing¦feelings. They were stunned and impressed and I got the sense they felt that I was exactly what they were looking for. I just don't know what the heck they were looking for in the first place without probing their minds¦and I kept my promise and I didn't do that no matter how much I wanted to."

"I'm proud of you for using restraint. We need to conduct ourselves with dignity and it's not dignified to probe people's minds like that. I honestly don't know what they're looking for Tamaric. They want to test you and I together later on. The xo called me into the captain's office to ask if I would be willing to undergo some assessments with you. They want to see what we can do when we work together."

"That sounds like fun. I was kind of showing off at first until I felt that they were really pushing me to see just what I could withstand. I don't think they wanted to hurt me or anything but they could have if I hadn't of pulled something from you. Do you have any idea how big a fifteen hundred pound block of tritanium is since it's so light weight?"

"Kind of. It would have to be pretty big."

"Twenty feet long, eighteen feet wide and twelve feet high. I was able to levitate it off the deck and hold it there even as they cranked the artificial gravity up higher and higher making not only the block weigh more but me too. I could sense the crushing force around me but I pushed harder and harder and kept the gravity from affecting me or the block."

"That's amazing¦"

"I couldn't have done it without your strength Korica. They cheated and so did I¦a little."

"You're mind just reached out for strength wherever it could get it Tamaric. It's a survival instinct and nothing more."

"Well I surprised myself. I truly didn't know I could do stuff like that."

"See that's an ability you have that I don't. I have it cause you do but not on my own. We're stronger when we work together and your mind knows that. I have a power within me that I can't completely control yet and your mind senses that and draws on it when it needs it and you have abilities that I would never develop without you but my mind knows that I can do the things you can do and so my mind will draw on those abilities through you giving me your abilities or at least control over them."

"But your species is so much more ancient and advanced compared to Humans."

"In some ways yes but in others not so much. For whatever reason you've evolved some more sophisticated abilities than Draximan have. I have other abilities that Humans don't. You and I have a mix of both because of our pairing. Our children will likely have that mix genetically written into who and what they are. They'll be capable of things on their own that you and I can only do when we combine our strengths."

"Hmm. Aseel is going to be kind of scary if she gets mad hunh?"

"I would say so. We're going to have to train her from a very early age to keep control of her abilities at all times."

"You don't think these guys are going to try and use us as a weapon or anything do you?"

"Uh¦I don't get the feeling that's what's going on. We know we could hurt people but our sense of right and wrong keeps us from doing that. No one is ever going to talk me into using my abilities to hurt someone¦ever!"

"Me neither."

"Did they assess Wilson in the same way as you?"

"I don't know. We got separated. Turns out the assessments are individual and private so I got no idea what he's been put through but I would have to assume nothing like I was. They know I'm more powerful because of the changes you've brought about in me."

"Do they know you drew on my power for a time?"

"Yeah. I told 'em that I did that by accident. They didn't seem to care, they just asked me not to do it anymore. They needed to see what I was capable of on my own. I didn't hurt you or anything did I?"

"No. You just took a lot of energy from me all at once and I wasn't expecting it. You didn't hurt me though."

"Good, I would never forgive myself if I hurt you."

"I don't know that you could without a deliberate act and I know you just aren't like that. You want to treat me with tenderness and love. It's just not in you to hurt me on purpose."

"No, the thought makes my skin run cold. Like the thought of what the Hodong did to you and your family¦it makes me¦angry and sad."

"Take it easy Tamaric¦you're letting your energy build up. You have to learn how to keep your emotions from rising along with your energy. You've got to learn how to separate the two."

Tamaric closed his eyes and concentrated on ramping his feelings down along with his energy levels and then he opened his eyes and realized how tightly he was squeezing Korica's hands. He loosened his grip on her hands as he looked at the white marks on the back of her tanned hands from his fingers griping her hands.

"I'm sorry love, I'm just very passionate about you in all things. The thought of some one mistreating you really gets to me."

"I know. I appreciate your passion for me¦and I can sense you separating your feelings from your abilities. That's good. That's the kind of control you have to think about all the time. I used to do the same thing when I got close to Laurel and Jake. My heart would sore and so would my energy, I just have more energy potential than you do and it would sometimes start to get away from me as it swelled along with my emotions."

"So that's the kind of control we have to teach Aseel?"

"Yep. As soon as she's old enough to understand us we have to work with her to teach her how to separate her emotions from her abilities."

"Oh man¦raising our kids is going be a lot more challenging than raising a normal child hunh?"

"Our children will be normal Tamaric. They'll just have abilities that have to be kept in check is all."

"I'm sorry love, I didn't mean that the way it came out. I'm looking forward to having children with you¦I'm just trying to prepare myself for some challenges is all."

"It's alright. That's something I'm not going to rush you into. I have the urge to be a mother welling up in me but I know neither one of us ready¦not by a long shot."

"Thank you. I can handle the idea of being a daddy but¦not yet. I still feel like a little kid deep inside sometimes. I want to be a good father like my dad is and I don't think I'm mature enough to provide that yet. I would get frustrated and it wouldn't be fair to push all the responsibility off on you even though you're more mature than I am."

"I still feel like a little girl sometimes too Tamaric. That's what I mean about neither of us is quite ready."

"But we can still practice making a baby right?" Tamaric asked with a big grin.

Korica smiled then laughed and shyly looked down for a moment then beamed at Tamaric with a pretty smile.

"You better believe it. You're so good at that¦I never knew it would feel so good both physically and emotionally."

"Cool. Girls are more emotional about that kind of thing than guys are hunh?"

"I suppose so. I like how close I feel to you when we make love. It's so moving to experience what you're feeling during it along with my own feelings. I like how you feel about my body too. It makes me feel like a true woman to feel such lust and¦admiration for how beautiful you think I am."

"I know exactly what you're saying. I like how you make me feel when you look at me too darlin. You really like my body and it makes me feel like a man to feel such lust from you directed at me. You have this way of feeling that I'm perfectly shaped and sized making me incredibly handsome to you and that gives me a lot of self confidence in who I am and what I look like."

"You're the most handsome guy I have ever laid eyes on Tamaric. You're perfect to me in every way possible¦except your self-esteem. I need to work on bolstering that for you any way I can. You're such a great guy and you don't see it or appreciate it yet¦but I'm gunna fix that."

"You're determined to change me hunh?"

"No, just to help you grow and realize that you really are as spectacular as I see you to be. I don't ever want you to change, just be the man that I sense within you."

"Awe, you're so sweet Korica. I don't want you to change either. I love you so much just the way you are."

"Well you make me feel like a woman and you make me want to be the best woman I can to make you happy."

"I couldn't be more happy Korica. I got the prettiest girl in two galaxies as my wife. I would have to be plum loco not to be happy about that."

Korica smiled and then chuckled lightly as she gripped Tamaric's hands tightly.

"You know you sounded just like your dad when you said that?"

"That's ok right?"

"Oh yeah. You're dad is a really good man and you should be very proud to be compared to him or to be told that you sound like him."

"Oh ok. I'm proud of my dad. He taught me everything I know about how to treat my girl like a lady at all times."

Korica leaned forward and engaged Tamaric in a passionate kiss and the two of them ended up lying over and Tamaric laid half on Korica as he kissed her lovingly. As Tamaric's state of arousal rose Korica pushed him back gently and terminated the kiss.

"We can't get too carried away. I can't do anything for a couple of days."

Tamaric softly stroked her cheek and grinned at her.

"I know love. You kiss so good that I just can't help but get turned on. I'm not expecting you to do anything else."

"Well¦there is something I could do for you if you really want?"

"That would be¦wait¦you don't get anything out of it."

"We're paired Tamaric. I get everything out of it that you do and it's a way of serving my husband in a way that no one else can."

"You're such a good woman Korica."

"Thank you Tamaric. It makes me feel good to hear you say that. So you'll let me?"

"I would be crazy to say no with how much I sense that you want to."

Korica smiled at Tamaric then pushed him off her onto his back and she climbed off the bed then stepped between his knees and unfastened his belt then unfastened his waistband then slowly pulled his pants down and she felt his blood pressure surging and it excited her and her knees felt week and shaky. Tamaric sat up slightly and worked his underwear down and the sight of his cock swelling to attention made her gasp lightly in sheer delight. He was so good looking and she loved every opportunity possible to gaze upon his manhood reacting to her. Korica leaned forward and kissed Tamaric as she gently pushed him back to a lying position before he could even get his underwear past his knees. Korica then terminated the kiss and moved back slightly and she pulled his underwear to the floor and off his right ankle and then she knelt down in front of him as she gently pushed his knees apart and then slid her hands up his thighs and over to his throbbing member and she began to gently caress him in slow loving strokes while holding a firm but gentle grip on him.

Tamaric closed his eyes for a moment as he thoroughly enjoyed the sensation of Korica's warm hand on him and Korica stopped and closed her eyes and reached out to Tamaric and they joined minds and instantly drifted deep within the other. The feeling was visceral and potent for both of them. As Korica regained a sense of herself she began to caress Tamaric again, but this time she was feeling everything he was feeling from within him. Tamaric was feeling the same adrenaline rush as he felt Korica's arousal and shared joy at feeling exactly what Tamaric was feeling. As she caressed and stroked him it was as if stroking and extension of herself as his senses mixed with hers leaving only a single tingling stimulation in it's wake that seemed to be coming from her body. She now knew exactly how much pressure and what speed to caress him so it felt best.

Just as Korica was enjoying the sensation to its fullest the AI startled them both as it called out into the room.

"Korica, your blood pressure is spiking to dangerous levels¦I apologize. I did not realize you were engaging in intimacy. That explains the strange readings coming from both of your bio monitors. I will leave you to your privacy."

The com panel then went dark and Korica's concentration was broken and she stopped stroking Tamaric and laid her head on his thigh and took several deep breaths then looked up at Tamaric. He was leaning on his elbows with a big smile on his face.

"Don't worry about it love, the AI won't tell anyone what we're doing. You almost had me, please don't stop?"

"You talk about bad timing. I know you were close¦I was about to¦well I was right there with you. I didn't know we could experience it together quite like that until I wasn't being stimulated but it felt like I was. Does that make sense?"

"Of course it does. I felt everything you were feeling too. I'm not sure if you were experiencing my climax or working on one of your own along with me?"

"I think a little of both. As you were about to climax so was I."

"It's still kind of hard to separate what's coming from you or the other hunh?"

"Yeah it is. It all feels like it's coming from me."

Korica looked at Tamaric's firm erection in her hand and she smiled and moved her face closer and kissed his head then gave him a sultry smile then closed her eyes and allowed herself to drift back into his center as she felt him drifting deep into hers. Both of them felt a surge of tingling sensations as their feelings once again merged and became indistinguishable from one another and Korica began stroking Tamaric again and it didn't take but a few seconds to get him back to the verge of a climax. Korica let a small whimper escape her as she felt the peak coming on and the very sound of her voice experiencing such pleasure aroused him even further and Korica felt the surge of emotional energy and the two experienced Tamaric's release at that very instant making Korica let out a sweet and soft grunt followed by two squeaky moans only furthering Tamaric's pleasure and intensity of climax. Korica stroked him softly as his climax continued in waves and it was all she could do not to slump into the floor as she experienced it with him and through him.

Korica finally slowed and stopped and fought to catch her breath. She was surprised that the experience winded her so much and was so intense. Her orgasms just didn't feel like that and it was exciting and new to feel it in such a different and profound way.

"Wow that was incredible Tamaric." Korica whispered between breaths.

"You're telling me¦it isn't usually that intense but the noises you were making and feeling what you were felling along with me made it even better. You're amazing Korica, thank you."

"You're welcome and thank you."

Korica got to her feet and headed for the bathroom to wash her hands and refresh herself. She brought a washcloth out for Tamaric when she was finished and Tamaric cleaned himself up and then pulled his pants up and headed for the bathroom himself. When he returned to the bed where Korica was sitting he stood in front of her and gave her a hug. She held him and pressed her face to his chest with a warm smile on her face.

"You sure we aren't going to get in trouble for doing¦what we did since I'm on duty?"

Korica pulled her face back but kept her arms around Tamaric's lower back and grinned at him.

"I'm sure not going to tell 'em what we did. They told us we could spend some time reconnecting right?"

"They practically ordered me to spend some time with you when I couldn't concentrate anymore. I don't think what we did is what they had in mind though."

"No. I would imagine not. We don't do this kind of thing very often so I don't see how we could possibly get in any trouble unless the AI told on us which I don't think is going to happen. It respects the fact that we're a married¦and young couple. This kind of thing is expected from time to time as long as it doesn't become a habit."

"Ok. I don't ever want to do anything that'll cause you embarrassment or possible¦write-ups or whatever."

Korica stood up and kissed Tamaric's cheek.

"I'm not embarrassed to be caught making out with my husband or anything else for that matter long as it happens right here in our quarters. Hey, when you get your assessments done we've been given permission to go down to the surface to have a look around. Would you like to go down there with me?"

"Yeah! I would love to have a look around our new home. Maybe we can look up your little friend Eva? I know you feel terrible about not being able to say goodbye to her."

"You're reading my mind hunh?"

"A little maybe."

"Get your assessments finished and we'll go down."

"Sounds great. Thanks for the great send off. I feel ready for whatever they throw at me now."

"You're welcome. I enjoyed it just as much as you did."

"I know¦that's so cool to be able to say that and mean it literally."

"I know hunh?" Korica replied with a deep smile.

Tamaric leaned in and gave Korica a prolonged lip lock kiss then headed for the door. As soon as the door slid shut Korica closed her eyes and quieted her mind for Tamaric's sake and then she frowned as she opened her eyes. The silence and solitude was deafening and very lonely feeling. She had to concentrate on the part of Tamaric that she could feel beating in her chest to gain a sense of his presence lest she begin to cry. She missed him instantly and it really bothered her as she looked over at the darkened com panel by the door. Korica walked over to the com panel and touched the com panel and it lit up and she touched the AI hale icon and then slowly made her way back toward the bed.

"Yes Korica? How may I be of assistance?"

Korica waited until she reached the bed and sat down before replying.

"I know you're just looking out for us but do me a favor and don't¦if we're doing something just take in the situation and leave us alone ok? That felt very intrusive."

"I apologize Korica. The readings coming from your bio monitors were significantly higher than I have ever seen during times of intimate contact between the two of you in the past. I was truly concerned that you were having a cardio infarction event and Tamaric seemed to be experiencing a biochemical event that was concerning for me. I have never seen such a potent mix of hormones coning from his brain and endocrine system."

"You thought I was having a heart attack?"

"The indicators were there. Your heart rhythms were synchronized for thirty-two seconds but yours broke the rhythm when Tamaric's heart couldn't keep up with the amount of adrenaline rushing through your system. The Human heart cannot take that kind of chemical rush without dangerous palpitations resulting. I suspect your mind detected this and broke the synchronous rhythm to keep from harming him but it was something I have never observed in either of you before. It appeared to be a potentially fatal event occurring."

"We were climaxing together¦or just about to. Your timing couldn't have been worse."

"I assure you that I had no idea that was what was occurring. I will catalog this event for future reference so the same intrusion will not occur again. The affect you two have on one another is extremely profound and I am learning to identify what is normal for the two of you."

"I appreciate that you're so concerned about me¦about us. I've learned to live with the fact that you're always monitoring me in one way or another¦it just never felt so intrusive until now. Could the adrenaline rush be the reason why I was so winded afterwards?"

"I would conclude without question that is what took your breath away. Your heart was racing and you were not breathing fast enough to match the level of adrenaline rushing through your bloodstream. You were in fact holding your breath for a time."

"Well it was really intense if you know what I mean?"

"I know exactly what you mean. Your neural peptide levels indicate that your minds were connected during the height of your experience. Is this a normal occurrence for you both or was it a deliberate act to connect minds in such a way?"

"No it was deliberate. I wanted to experience it with him since I wasn't the one being stimulated. It gave us a way to enjoy the sensations together and it allowed me to feel exactly what he was feeling so I would know how to make it feel best. If we had been making love in the traditional way it would have happened without us trying. We always end up joined mentally and physically. You feel like one person with the stimulation from two."

"Noted. May I ask if you experienced your own orgasm or did you simply share his?"

"I don't mind if you ask. To tell you the truth I'm not completely sure. When we join that deeply you can't distinguish between one another. I got so lost in what I was feeling through him or from him that I can't honestly tell you if it was just his or a combined orgasm. It was pretty intense so¦it was probably a combined orgasm if I had to guess. Feeling him climax like that probably stimulated me to climax myself making the experience more intense for the both of us. Tamaric said it never felt so intense before for him to be brought to an orgasm like I did."

"I appreciate your candor. As I said before, I am learning from your experiences so I will know what to expect from you in the future and to council others experiencing similar parings in the future. I will restrain my intrusions so as to preserve your sense of privacy in the future. I am sorry that it disturbed your experience during such an intimate moment."

"Thank you. That's all I ask. Are there others on this ship that are approaching a potential pairing?"

"Possibly. It is not something I can discuss with you openly except to say the possibility exists. I need to learn all I can from you and Tamaric as well as Laurel and Jake but they are more reluctant to discuss their experiences with me."

"I can certainly understand that. It's a very private matter for Humans. Draximan are a little more open minded about sex and talking about it. It doesn't seem dirty to my people."

"You are an incredible woman Korica. I am looking forward to watching you grow into the spectacular woman you are destined to become."

"Awe, thank you Future."

"You are very welcomed. Is there anything else you require of me before I terminate this connection?"

"Yes. I plan on going to the surface with Tamaric later on. Can you tell me where the Taylors live? I want to say hello to Eva when we get down there."

"Observe the com panel and I will indicate where their domicile is located."

Korica got to her feet and walked over to the com panel and a diagrammatic map of Genesis was displayed with one house in particular highlighted in yellow while the rest were indicated by green outline.

"That is where the Taylor family now reside. Would you like me to contact them to let them know you will be coming?"

"That would be nice but¦have them leave it a surprise for Eva. I want to surprise her."

"Understood."

"Where will I be living when I'm on the surface?"

"Housing will be arranged for you at the academy or you may choose housing in the officers quarter but Tamaric will not have permission to be in the officers quarter. I would recommend staying in the academy dorms with him. Since you both have duty aboard the Future tomorrow I would not recommend staying on the surface tonight. It is raining in Genesis so you will need to dress appropriately. I can have something tailored for you if you would like?"

"Darn it¦I was going to wear something pretty for Tamaric."

"I can create something fun yet warm that should fit you nicely?"

"That'll work. Blue please. I want something with blue in it?"

"Understood."

"And make it¦I want something easy to put on if you know what I mean?"

"Understood. I was thinking a blouse, trousers with tight gathers at the ankles and a warm jacket in pink, blue and white."

An image appeared in the com panel of an outfit slowly rotating and Korica grinned at the design and color scheme.

"That looks nice Future. Go ahead and have that made for me. What kind of material is it going to be made from? I mean will it be soft?"

"It will feel very soft against your skin. I will use artificial spiders silk and transon. The transon will repel water readily and the artificial spiders silk will make the material very soft and durable. The transon will also retain your body heat to aid in keeping you warm."

"You know I can withstand temperatures in the low teens without feeling uncomfortable as long as my skin is covered?"

"I am aware Korica. To endure something is not the same as being comfortable. I want you truly comfortable."

"Ok. Thank you."

"You are welcome. Speaking of being uncomfortable, your stomach is growling. Please go get something to eat. There are some new menu items available as recommended by some of the passengers. They are very high in protein and starch content with a great deal of seasonings added to give a bold flavor. I think you would enjoy them."

"Sounds great. Go ahead and have a plate prepared for me and I'll get my shoes on and head over to the mess hall."

"Understood. If I might inquire, how are you doing with your menstrual cramps? Is the Endroll Dextromorathan working to keep you comfortable?"

"I'm doing fine, thanks for asking. Those pills work great."

"They are not clouding your mind?"

"No. I can think clearly. I think you got the balance just right. You decided to give the pills a descriptive name?"

"The pharmacists that are now dispensing medications wanted a proper name for them for cataloging purposes. They are listed as potentially toxic for Human consumption but ideal for cramps and minor muscle aches in Draximan physiology. You children will need this class of drug when the time comes especially if you have female off spring."

"Well we know my first child is going to be a girl. Aseel won't need cramping medication for a long while though."

"Aseel will be half Human. The Endroll will have to be modified so as not to make her sick. Unfortunately that will entail a little experimentation with her to get it just right. We are still not completely sure what her blood chemistry will be like."

"Laurel said mine is going to be the framework for hers since my blood chemistry is a dominant trait and was one of the most difficult parts about making Tamaric and I compatible."

"I am aware. There will still be Human characteristics that have to be accounted for in any medication that is prepared for Aseel."

"So the pain killers that Mark used on Tiomot won't work on Aseel either?"

"Not likely. Her system will metabolize Morphine derivatives very quickly just like you. The affect will be very short lived and it will take a massive dose to have any pain relieving qualities. The Hysperion is a much better choice for broad pain relief despite how cloudy it leaves your mind."

"Hysperion? I don't remember that one."

"It is what I used to give you some relief when you were brought back aboard after your fall. It is a cocktail of some very powerful painkillers. It would put a Human into a coma with just a small dose but your system accepts it readily and metabolizes it slowly making it ideal for general pain relief."

"Right¦I remember now. I was stoned like crazy but the pain was gone."

"They are standard issue in your survival packs now. They have a warning on the container that says not for Human consumption without close medical supervision. The two ten milligram pill dosage for you would definitely stop a Human heart."

"It's amazing how similar yet how different we truly are."

"You originate from a different evolutionary path than Humans. Slight variations in your environment have led to a completely different biochemistry. In my experience with all of the rescued girls the same situation was noticed within them. They appeared Human for the most part but at the fundamental level they were completely different with very few exceptions."

"Hmm."

Korica walked over to her shoes and stepped into them then walked back over to the com panel.

"Is Tamaric going to have something tailored for him too?"

"No. He is on duty. He will be expected to remain in uniform. I will have his dress winter jacket brought to your quarters. He will be quite warm in it I assure you."

"Ok. He looks really handsome in his uniform anyways."

"I would have to agree. His uniform fits him quite nicely."

Korica grinned and then stepped aside so she was in front of the door and it slid open and she made her way over to the mess hall. There was only one officer that Korica didn't recognize sitting at a table sipping at his tea as he read from a data pad. He glanced up and nodded once with a warm grin as Korica stepped in. Korica raised a hand and smiled at the officer then walked over to the dispensers and she poured herself a glass of orange juice then walked back over to the officer.

"May I sit at this table with you?"

"By all means." The officer said gesturing to the seat across from him as he leaned back casually and looked Korica over.

Korica sat down and took a drink of her juice then leaned back and a servo drone floated up with her plate of food as the AI had promised. The plate was pushed up on the table in front of her and the officer furrowed his brow and grinned.

"That's anticipatory for the AI to know exactly what you want without the use of a menu."

Korica smiled and chuckled.

"We discussed some new menu items while I was in my quarters. I decided to give 'em a try so the AI knew when I would be arriving and what I wanted."

"Ah." The officer stared at Korica for just a moment then the light came on his eyes. "You're ensign Prentor right? The girl from Draxima?"

"Yes sir."

"It's nice to meet you at last. I hope all of our other species officers are as easy on the eyes as you are. I'm Colonel Madge."

"Hello Colonel. Thank you for the compliment." Korica said as she put her hand out and shook Colonel Madge's hand.

"Where's your other half?"

"You¦you know an awful lot about me sir. Tamaric is undergoing assessments today."

"It's my job to know a little bit about all of the crew. I'm the personnel officer for the Future mission."

"Oh. Sounds interesting."

"Not especially¦but I love my job and it keeps me in the loop about what's going on around here. Yours is a particularly poignant and inspiring story. Off the record I'm truly happy for you to have found your Tamaric among us. He seems like a really fine young man with good parents and good prospects for a bright career in the civilian corps."

"You know he's being recommended for the fighter pilot program? His assessments are being called nothing short of extraordinary."

"Yes I know. He has you to thank for a much of what he can do."

"I think I just heightened what was already there sir."

"Oh let's not be modest ensign. From what I've read you elevated him to a whole new level of extraordinary talent. I'm having trouble deciding where he would best be placed as he is being assessed. He is so far above his peers in the level of ability and intelligence he possess¦it's making my job challenging with him."

"You decide where we'll be studying?"

"I make recommendations to the captain and xo and they have the final say but my recommendations carry a great deal of weight. It takes some of the burden of going through everyone's files off of them. They can just read my recommendations and take it that I have considered all aspects carefully before making my recommendations."

"So¦what do you think should be done with me sir?"

"You and Tamaric need to be kept together¦or at least as close to one another as possible so you'll both be recommended to remain aboard the Future once Tamaric's academy training is finished. I think you belong on the bridge since it's what you want and have trained for extensively. You have some talents that belong on the bridge and I believe Tamaric can be trained to serve in some capacity on the bridge alongside you with fighter escort or scout missions being his primary role. As I understand it you've trained some in piloting the crimson fighters as well¦perhaps a copilots role would be fitting so you can go on missions together."

"You really consider our desires that much in your recommendations?"

"Absolutely. A happy crew is a productive crew. In your case it goes beyond the desire to be together, you have to be together or you'll get sick. We can't have that¦especially not in one of our fighter pilots. He needs to be at the top of his game at all times and the only way to do that is to have you at his side. The captain and executive officer are well aware of your needs and I would assume my recommendations will be taken seriously."

"So you're going to recommend that I be reassigned to a terrestrial posting along with Tamaric until he's done with his academy training?"

"I think you could use the experience of attending the academy. You're a borderline genius but you don't have the practical experience of academy life as the rest of the officers do. It'll keep you two together and offer you the enrichment of attending the academy with your peers. It's starting to look like you won't be the only non Human attendee and your council could prove invaluable to those prospective attendees about how to fit in within a Human population."

"I hadn't even thought about that being a possibility."

"I know, but it's my job to consider such things carefully. If you're unhappy where you end up you need only to speak up and your wishes will be administered. You have a special status among us in that whatever you want you can have. You need only to ask."

Korica blinked a few times and leaned back in her seat.

"Why am I being shown such¦special consideration?"

"Because of the hard way in which you came to be with us and how hard you worked to reach ensign at such a young age. I've never heard of anyone making it at eleven¦or any age even close to that. You've earned special consideration."

"I told the xo and captain that I wanted to be treated just like everyone else. I don't want to be treated differently."

"I'm sure they expect more from you than anyone else but you have to understand Human compassion. Anyone that knows your back-story can't help but be touched. They can't help but want to do something to make you feel accepted and special. You deserve everything being offered to you ensign. There's no limit to what you can do or have while among us. Just accept it and take advantage of everything being offered to you."

"Yes sir. I'm eternally grateful for everything that's been done for me¦I just don't want others to think that I'm where I am cause of what I went through¦not cause I've worked hard for it."

"Those of us that are in the know¦we know how hard you've worked to make it to where you are. If someone is shallow enough to feel envy you don't need to hang around people like that. Eat your meal before it gets cold ensign. Just rest assured that your needs and desires are being considered carefully in what will be done with you as you put it. We'll¦I'll make sure your happy wherever you end up, you can count on it."

"Thank you sir. I guess it's good to know that good people are working in the background to look after me."

"There are more of us looking after you than you know. Think of it as a huge extended family Korica. You're one of us and no one is going to take advantage of you or treat you unfairly. Now eat¦I can hear your tummy rumbling." Colonel Madge said with a warm smile.

"Yes sir."

Korica set in to eating her meal feeling warm emotions from the Colonel that made her feel very comfortable. She was starting to understand what Laurel meant by her statement that everyone that met her fell in love with her in no time. The Colonel went back to reading his data pad as Korica ate quietly. The meal was indeed very tasteful and fulfilling in the end. The spices were zesty and sharp but complimented the food perfectly. When she drank the last of her juice she leaned back and rubbed her tummy.

"That was really good. I never had such wonderful food growing up in space unless we stopped somewhere and paid for our meal."

"This ship is full of wonders hunh?"

"I'll say. My kids will have a wonderful life here."

"You plan on raising your children aboard the Future? Not on the surface?"

"I want them to experience the wonders of space like I did growing up. The Future is an ideal place for them to have that."

"That's admirable. This ship will be for the better to have you around. You don't¦plan on having children anytime soon do you?"

"Heck no. I want to experience being a mother but I'm nowhere near ready."

"That's understandable. You're young yet. Life has much to teach you before being a mother."

"I have lots of good role models to learn from in the meantime."

"I assume you mean your adoptive mother Laurel?"

"She's teaching me how to be a good person but she isn't really a mother yet. I was talking about her mother and Tamaric's mother. They're strong, brilliant and warm women that I can learn a lot from about raising a child and being a good mother."

"That's wonderful that you have such good people in your life. Learn well and pay good attention to their lessons. They both raised wonderful children as you well know."

"Yeah I do. Laurel is such a wonderful spirit. She inspires me and Tamaric is a wonderful man thanks to his mother's kind disposition and his father's strong teachings about how to treat women and how to be a real man."

"Your children will be blessed with a wonderful mother too Korica. You are a good person with a strong sense of morality and a wonderful work ethic."

"Thank you Colonel Madge. I'm going back to my quarters now to get ready for Tamaric. We're going down to the surface later on."

"Sounds great. It was wonderful talking with you ensign."

"Thank you sir. It was nice meeting you too. I hope to see you around."

"Count on it. We'll be talking again. I would like to talk with Kadet Reynolds too. I need to get a feel for exactly what he wants from his time in the civilian corps."

"You know¦" Korica stood up and looked down for a moment then looked at the Colonel. "He only joined because of our relationship? I'm not sure that he's given much thought to what he wants from his career in the civilian corps."

"I'll take that into consideration. He's a smart young man, I'm sure he'll be inspired to pursue a particular field that interests him¦aside from wherever your stationed."

"Do you interview all of the cadets to find out exactly what they want to do?"

"No, most fill out the dream portion of the initial application giving us a pretty good idea of what they want but Tamaric left that field blank. It'll take some follow up information to fill in the blanks if you will."

"I understand. You want me to have him come see you?"

"No, that won't be necessary. You two enjoy your time on the surface together. I'll seek him out once all of his assessment data is compiled into a comprehensive report."

"Ok, thank you sir."

"My pleasure. I must say¦I can see what the captain sees in you. You're a wonderful young lady and a pleasure to talk with. You come across as so sophisticated and mature for your age."

"Awe, thank you sir. I'm trying to act my age¦or at least my perceived age."

"You're doing a wonderful job ensign. I know your true age. Keep up the good work and I'll see you around."

"Thank you sir."

Korica then headed for the exit. She sensed that the Colonel was sizing her up the whole time they were talking and he truly liked her now that he had the opportunity to sit and talk to her a little. His misgivings had been completely washed away. She didn't seem nearly as alien as he was expecting. She sensed that he thought of her as warm and sweet with an extraordinary intellect and instinct. He felt that she had a clear idea of where she was going and what she wanted despite some adverse conditions leading her to be among the crew. He knew it took a strong will to persevere and succeed in light of what had been inflicted on her at such a young age. The Colonel felt she was ideal officer material given her bubbly disposition and wonderful smile that lit up the room. She was happy despite everything and right at home on the Future on the bridge crew.

When Korica arrived in her quarters she found her new outfit waiting for her lying on the bed neatly folded. She immediately got undressed and put the new outfit on and to her delight it fit her perfectly and was very soft. The new shoes that went along with the outfit had shoelaces that Korica wasn't crazy about but she knew that she could tie them now without assistance and they did complete the look nicely. They had a thick and aggressive tread to them but they were cute with a fun look to the colored stripes down the sides that contrasted the white upper material nicely with a feminine feel to the pink and blue just like the jacket lying on the bed. Korica stepped into the bathroom and had a look at herself and she liked the look of the blouse. Despite being a slip on design it had a delicate ruffle down the front side that looked as if it concealed a button up seam. The trousers were a light blue with a darker blue strip that ran down the outer and inner seam of the legs and the trousers were also of a slip on design with no button or zipper despite a seam of material that gave the appearance of a zippered flap. The trousers had two front pockets and a smooth seamless backside, which as Korica turned and looked in the mirror she thought curved around her cheeks nicely. She knew Tamaric would love the look since her behind was very smooth and visible. It was one of her attributes that he loved the most. He thought she had a wonderfully shaped butt and loved every opportunity to see it.

Korica stroked her hand down her backside and grinned then turned and looked down her front side. He breasts lifted her blouse perfectly in the front leaving just a touch of cleavage visible without being obscene or undignified. Korica looked down at her flat tummy and pronounced chest mounds and she again grinned.

"Wow, I guess I am kind of pretty."

Korica looked back in the mirror and flicked her hair back then picked up the hairbrush and stroked her hair until it was feathered back slightly and looking neat.

"Eat your heart out Tamaric Reynolds. Your wife is hot."

Korica smiled and then turned and headed out into the main living quarters only then noticing the dress uniform jacket lying across one of the reading chairs. She walked over to the jacket and picked it up and looked it over. It was a royal blue color with gold buttons and a rope sash on each shoulder. There was an insignia patch on the right chest that had the new symbol for the civilian corps within it. It was an image of the Future planet with the genesis tower in the foreground right in the middle of the globe and the Future was at the top right edge as if it were just cresting the planet standing guard or delivering the population to their new home. Korica stroked the thick material of the jacket and she was sure Tamaric would be warm and he was going to look very handsome and very official wearing the blue jacket with his features. He had broad shoulders anymore that would fill the jacket out nicely. She found her hands trembling slightly at the very thought of how good looking he is and how much she missed him. She needed to feel his arms around her. His hugs somehow made everything feel all right.

Korica laid the jacket down and then stepped over to the bed and knelt down and slipped her new shoes on and began tying the laces. Just as she finished with the second shoe the door slid open silently and Korica felt Tamaric's presence enter the room despite having her mind quieted. She looked up and a big smile grew on her face as she stood up. Tamaric stopped in his tracks with his mouth open as he took in how pretty Korica looked.

"Holy Dooley¦you look beautiful Korica."

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica said as she pushed gently to open her mind.

Tamaric's voice rang out in the back of her mind in a rush of whispers and she felt his feelings in a warm wave that felt like coming home somehow. It felt familiar and inviting and relieving. The knot in her stomach relaxed and she felt a calm wash over her that she didn't realize how much she missed.

"What do you think?" Korica asked as she raised her palms and spun around slowly so Tamaric could see her from all sides.

"Wow! You look wonderful. I wish you could dress like that more often."

Korica could feel where Tamaric was looking and as she suspected he loved the fit over her bottom. He felt that she had a spectacular rear end and her trousers accented it wonderfully.

"Thank you for what you're feeling. You think I'm¦hot."

"Oh yeah! You're definitely hot."

"Unfortunately with the way I'm growing this is only going to fit me for a few months."

Tamaric walked over to Korica and slid his hands around her sides and gave her a peck and she smiled at him and pulled him in tightly and gave him a prolonged lip lock kiss. She then pressed her face against his shoulder and Tamaric wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly just as she was hoping he would. His arms felt wonderful and reassuring. After Korica had her heart full she stepped back and looked over at the reading chair where Tamaric's dress jacket was lying.

"The AI had your winter dress jacket brought up for you. Will you try it on for me? I want to see what you look like in it."

"Ok."

Tamaric let go of Korica and stepped over to the chair and picked up his jacket and he furrowed his brow for a moment.

"Wow, it's heavy."

Tamaric unbuttoned the front of the jacket and slipped it around his shoulders as he pocked his arms into the sleeves. He then buttoned the jacket up except for the last three buttons. He then straightened his back and faced Korica. She sidestepped to the bed and plopped down as she admired him fondly.

"You look so¦regal. You really look good in the uniform Tamaric. I got a heck of a good looking guy on my hands."

"Thanks Korica. You mean you're gunna be proud to be seen with me in public?"

"Oh yeah."

"Cool. I'm proud to be seen with a hotty like you too."

"I know, I can feel your pride in me¦your pride in being with me. How did the rest of your assessments go?"

Tamaric began unbuttoning his jacket, as it was getting very warm in their quarters for a jacket meant to keep a person warm in temperatures as low as single digits.

"It was a little odd toward the end. They did some spatial awareness testing and then they brought all of us together and gave us an outline of the evaluations as a group. There were only eight of us there and there was a unanimous vote to make me squad leader when we get to the academy. I guess the others liked me or something but when we were all dismissed I was held back and they said they want to do some testing on you and I together. It was the second time that they¦pressed me to agree to the testing of both of us. Something about my spatial awareness being off the charts whatever that means. They made sure we weren't working together and when I promised them that we weren't they insisted on getting us together to see what we can do. Something about enhanced cognitive spatial awareness? I'm not completely sure what that is but they think you and I posses it together."

"It means putting our minds together to think about what's around us and sensing things without having to see them."

"We do that all the time."

"I know but it isn't a typical ability. Not for Humans anyways."

"Your people posses this ability?"

"To a limited degree yes. We have better spatial awareness but I don't know exactly what they mean by enhanced."

"I guess I posses some of your spatial awareness cause part of you is inside me and they think when we get together and combine forces it will be enhanced maybe?"

"That's a pretty good guess. We do enhance each other."

"You ready to head to the surface? I'm excited to have a look around."

"Yeah. Let me call the xo and get a ride set up."

"We're not going to ride one of the shuttles down?"

"No. Melissa said all I have to do is ask and we can get a ride on one of the crimson fighters. It's a perk of being an officer, we get to ride first class whenever we want."

"Nice!"

Korica stepped over to Tamaric and gave him a peck and a squeeze then walked over to the com panel and touched it and it lit up.

"Locate commander Hiller?" Korica called out.

"Voice recognition accepted, please stand by." The AI's automated voice rang back.

A few moments later a small red dot began blinking moving down the aft command deck corridor. Korica touched the blinking indicator and a hale was sent to the nearest com panel to the commander. The red dot stopped moving and a reply was heard.

"This is commander Hiller?"

"It's ensign Prentor mam. Can you arrange for a ride for Tamaric and I? We're ready to go down to the surface."

"Sure enough. The Orion is aboard in the aft upper hanger. Make your way back there and I'll let the standby flight crew know you're coming. It's raining down there so dress appropriately."

"Yes mam, thank you."

"Have fun you two. You've earned the break. Is Tamaric within earshot?"

Korica looked back at Tamaric and he began walking toward Korica.

"I'm here mam."

"Remember that you're on duty while you're down there. Superior officers may task you with assignments at anytime while you're in uniform so no arguments or back talking. The orders are to carry the same weight as if issued by the captain or myself."

"Yes mam. I won't embarrass you or let you down."

"Good man. You're being assessed all the time as the assessment teams told you. You never know who will be one of your instructors at the academy and getting off on the wrong foot before the academy is even open could be a tragic mistake."

"Yes mam. I wouldn't want that to happen. I'll conduct myself with dignity."

"I know you will cadet. Take your special girl down and have some fun, that's an order."

"Eye mam." Tamaric said with a big grin as he looked upon Korica's smiling face.

Korica then walked over to the bed and picked up her jacket and held it out and looked at the bold stripes of color running across it at an angle from the left shoulder seemingly wrapping around it like a ribbon. They matched her shoes perfectly and Tamaric glanced at her shoes then her jacket and he smiled as he tapped the com panel off.

"Those are good colors on you. I like how it matches your shoes."

"They would match my complexion better if I weren't three shades darker than normal."

"Ah, you're crazy. You look fantastic with a deep tan like that. I love how the tan extends everywhere."

Korica grinned shyly and wrapped the jacket under her arm and walked over to Tamaric and gave him a peck on the cheek.

"See¦you make me feel so good about myself when you think like that. Thank you Tamaric. You're so wonderful to me."

"You're welcome darlin, it's cause I love you so much."

Korica sighed and smiled at him.

"I know. Come on, let's go have some fun."

Tamaric slung his jacket over his shoulder and put his hand out and Korica slapped her hand in his and the two of them stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped out. They walked up the corridor to the transport compartment and they transported to the aft upper hangar. When they arrived in a bright blue flash of light they were stunned to find Laurel and Jake standing next to the Orion. Korica stepped down from the transport platform and she pushed the transport enclosure door open and she smiled brightly at Laurel and Jake.

"Mom¦dad, are you going to the surface with us?"

"Actually¦well we are sweetheart." Laurel said as Korica stepped into her.

They hugged for a moment then Korica let go of Laurel and she hugged Jake tightly as Laurel gave Tamaric a brief hug. Jake then let go of Korica and kissed her forehead. Tamaric then stepped closer to Jake and he hugged him around the shoulders.

"Hello¦son."

"I guess I am kind of your son now hunh?"

"Son in law but it's close enough. You're family to us."

"I sense you have something to add mom?" Korica said looking directly into her deep blue eyes.

"We've been asked to ferry the Orion down to the surface. The Prentor is coming up to be stationed up here but the Orion has some critical equipment loaded that they need down on the surface. How would you like to take navigation for the ride down?"

"Really? I can do that?"

"Sure. You've had enough time in the simulator and you have two trained personnel aboard incase anything goes wrong."

"I would really like that. Can you spend the day with us?"

"If you'd like? We thought you two wanted some time alone on the surface to look around?"

"We want to look around but that doesn't mean we don't want to spend some time with you too."

"Are you sure?"

"She wouldn't have said it if she wasn't sure." Tamaric replied. "I hope that didn't sound as¦smart assish as it sounded to me?"

"A little bit but we understand."

"Sorry. We would love for you two to spend the day with us, honestly."

"Ok then. We've loaded some rain deflectors so we can walk around without getting soaked. Let's get aboard and we'll head down."

"You want me to perform the preflight walk around?" Korica asked.

"I already have¦but another set of eyes looking everything over never hurts." Laurel replied. "We'll get the primary systems up and running while you do that."

"Ok."

Korica gave Tamaric a warm smile and handed her jacket to him and Laurel gently grabbed her arm as Tamaric and Jake stepped into the ship. Korica looked at her for a moment then smiled.

"You look really beautiful today honey. I like seeing you in civilian clothes for a change."

"Thank you for noticing mom. The AI had this outfit made for me so I would look pretty for Tamaric."

"It looks wonderful on you and I love what you've done with your hair. It holds a feathering so nicely. You're so beautiful Korica. You just can't imagine good it makes me feel to see you blossoming like you are."

"Sure I can¦" Korica lightly tapped her palm on her upper chest. "I can feel it."

"That's ma girl. Go ahead and do your preflight walk around sweetie. I'll see you in the cockpit."

Korica nodded and walked up to the nose of the Orion and began carefully looking everything over as Laurel stepped aboard. When Korica had completed her walk around she climbed aboard and sealed the airlock behind her and had a look in back. There were crates of strange looking components that completely filled the cargo area to the point that Tamaric had taken a seat in the navigation station seat since he couldn't sit in back. Korica stepped up next to him stooped over slightly and she grinned at him warmly.

"You didn't touch anything did you?"

"No¦but I actually understand what most of this stuff does. How is that possible?"

Korica stepped aside and Tamaric got to his feet and let Korica sit down then he knelt down between her and Jake.

"You understand it cause I do. It's shared knowledge since it's at the forefront of my mind at the moment." Korica then looked up toward Laurel. "Preflight walk around was perfect except for a scratch in the protective coating around the port diagnostic panel door. Some monkey was rough with his tools and scratched the coating."

"I noticed that too. It shouldn't affect anything as small as it is. I'm proud of you for noticing it though. Be sure to log it in your preflight log."

"Yes mam."

Korica then went about performing the preflight diagnostic and start up sequence as if she had done it a hundred times and Tamaric watched in amazement. Korica looked like a pro and never missed a step. When the diagnostic came back clear, she looked at Jake and he nodded to her.

"Diagnostics complete. We're primed and ready for take off." Korica reported.

"Thank you¦ensign."

Korica smiled and went back to her screens programming a direct flight to the designated landing area in sector twelve where the supplies were listed as being needed in the logs. She then sent the flight path up to Laurel's navigation screen and she saw Laurel nod subtly. Laurel then reached up and engaged the transmitter.

"Future, this is the Orion. We're ready for take off."

"Roger that Orion." The AI replied. "You are clear for immediate take off. There are multiple craft close by holding stationary positions. There are several smaller scout ships flying patrols in the area so keep an eye on your proximity sensors. They have been asked not to come closer than ten nautical miles from the Future so your departure path should be clear but use caution once beyond that boundary, as they are not in contact with me. The Prentor is on the way up from the surface as well so use caution as you head down."

"Understood.' Laurel said. "We are cleared for immediate take off. We will watch for traffic and use caution on our departure for the approaching Prentor. Do we have permission to make a slow orbital departure around the Future to have a look at our guests?"

"Permission granted. Remain within the shield as you make your orbital maneuver then head on a course of three two two at mach seven for departure."

"Understood, remain within the shield for the orbital maneuver then depart on a course of three two two at mach seven for departure." Laurel replied as she programmed the coordinates into the autopilot."

"Affirmative. Have a safe flight Orion."

"Thank you Future. It feels good to be back in the pilots seat. Thank you for letting us take Korica and Tamaric to the surface."

"You are welcomed but the idea was commander Hiller's. I am a little surprised that she would authorize two civilians to take the Orion down to the surface. She obviously has a great deal of faith in your piloting skills."

"It helps that Korica is the teachers pet and we know what the heck we're doing."

"Hey!" Korica exclaimed.

"It's not an insult honey, it's a pure fact. Commander Hiller is nuts about you."

Laurel gave a little nudge to the hovering throttles and the Orion gently lifted from the hangar deck and Laurel gently spun her around so they were facing the hangar doors as they began to slide open. Laurel gave a small nudge to the forward flight controls and the ships gently moved forward until they were only a few feet from the doors then she arrested their drift and held them stationary until the doors were completely open. Laurel then moved the forward flight throttle forward and the Orion drifted out of the hangar into free space. Laurel slowly circled around the Future and as they came around to her topside they were met with an awe-inspiring sight.

There were dozens of ships of all different sizes and shapes, some of which were absolutely gigantic. The Future seemed very small by comparison but somehow still the most majestic to everyone on the Orion. Laurel brought the ship around the enormous mass of the Future very slowly with her underside toward the Future so they could see the armada of ships clearly through the cockpit window. There were several scout ships flying slow patrols around the larger ships just as the AI had warned. They looked very tough and extremely well armed. There was no mistaking the weapons on pylons and incorporated into the hulls presumably by design to give a menacing appearance. There was one extremely large mother ship in particular that was roughly egg shaped with thousands of window ports running down its hull with a distinct bluish white glow coming from most of the windows that caught everyone's attention. It gave off the distinct feeling of containing thousands of people and the energy signature on the Orion's sensors was close to that of a star. The readings were close to the top range of the scales even though the interior of the ship was being obfuscated somehow. Korica presumed it was some form of shielding just like the Future used to obscure her interior from prying eyes. Laurel reached up and put the transmitter on standby.

"You realize if they wanted¦these guys could have destroyed us in mere seconds?"

"I don't know¦the Future has some pretty robust shielding when it's at full strength." Korica replied.

"No I meant the planet below. Genesis could've been wiped out with very little effort."

"You know that Genesis has automated defenses that are now operational? That includes a shield generator that is based on the technology on the Future."

"What? How do you know that? I wasn't aware."

"I was poking around while I was on the bridge. When we were on the way home the defenses were scheduled to be completed. Those clear domes at the ends of the Genesis tower spires are emitter elements. It radiates a shield that extends to the Future¦some thirty-five miles away in all directions. You have the clearance to look into the defenses in place."

"I never thought to look into it. That makes me feel a little better about my mom working down there with so many strangers orbiting above her."

"I get the sense that these guys aren't here to fight with us anyways. That big round ship is from¦well it has thousands of Sharhon aboard. I don't know exactly where it's from."

"You're right¦I didn't recognize the sense I was getting until now." Laurel said.

"That big flat diamond shaped ship with the command tower in the middle of it? I sense lots of Undellans on it. They don't feel hostility towards us just¦mistrust. I don't think they're real happy that we took Inea from Heindon."

"I feel the same thing." Tamaric said. "Am I feeling that from you or on my own?"

"My empathic sense is more acute than yours. You're probably sensing that through me."

"That's so cool! You're kind of concerned too. Why?"

"Cause there's so many of 'em. I think the show of force was meant to intimidate us a little."

"The problem we're facing is going to take a monumental effort honey." Laurel said. "I would imagine it's going to take some really powerful ships to deal with something the size of a state traveling at thousands of miles per second not to mention how magnetically radioactive the debris is."

"I guess. I'm trying not to read too much into my feelings about all these ships being here at once."

"Don't ignore any sense of danger or hostility but don't let fear of the unknown get the better of you either."

Laurel pushed the controls forward and orbited the Future revealing even more ships off in the near distance holding stationary positions and she took a deep breath and let it out slowly. She was feeling the same things as Korica or possibly through Korica and it left her feeling a bit uneasy. She let everyone look around for a few minutes more then she engaged the autopilot and she shoved the throttles forward and the Orion banked over and the sun flooded into the cockpit making everyone squint until the window polarized against the intense light making it possible to look out the window once again. The autopilot took control and Laurel took her hands and feet off the controls as they rocketed toward the planet below.

"ETA¦seven minutes." Laurel called out.

A few moments of silence went by and then Korica broke the quiet.

"Hey mom? Can I ask you something since it's just us aboard?"

Laurel grinned and then chuckled lightly.

"Yes honey, we did. The Hendricks will be having a baby in about nine months."

"That's so awesome. I can't wait to see your baby."

"What?" Tamaric uttered then he got a sense of what Korica was thinking about. "Oooh. Someone else is having your baby. That's kind of neat."

"It isn't our baby. We donated the genetic material but it's the Hendricks' baby."

"Did Oberot count that baby when he said you were going to have three?"

"Uhh¦I don't know. Probably not since I'm not the one giving birth to or raising the child."

"It's still a little weird to me that the Hendricks wanted us to donate a hundred percent of the genetic material. Burt could've donated if he had wanted to." Jake said.

"Marta had her heart set on honoring us by having our child Jake. You sensed the greatness she sees in both of us. She wants to raise a child with our combined gifts¦including our looks. She thinks we're beautiful."

"I know. It just seems weird even if I understand how¦taken with us she is."

"You think more people will want to do that with how many eggs you had harvested?" Tamaric asked.

"I don't know. Maybe."

"Does it bother you at all?"

"Not in the least. I knew what my eggs were going to be used for aside from study."

"So¦you really are different form the rest of us?"

"I don't know about different, but I'm exceptionally advanced genetically from what the AI told me. I have a lot of ideal qualities and traits that need to be studied and preserved should something happen to me."

"But¦you're gunna live to be like two hundred fifty or something crazy like that right?"

"We don't even know if we're still living in the timeline where that is a certainty. We've been through temporal events and existed outside normal space-time for seventeen years while time regressed around us."

"Uh¦we were actually in the anti-time region for twenty three years mom. That's why we ended up here in the year two thousand twelve."

"You looked into it did you?"

"Yeah, there was one servo drone with a chronometer running the whole time we were stuck in the doorway between dimensions and when its data was combined with the data the AI had preserved, the timing was calculated very accurately."

"Hmm. Point being we aren't completely sure if we're living the time line that Oberot was made aware of."

"That sucks! That means the information given about Korica and I could be wrong too."

"The possibility exist but¦you fell in love at first sight, became active at a very young age just as relayed to us and I found a way to make it possible for you to have children together before we arrived at the Future planet just like Oberot said. It's likely the rest of the things passed on about what's going to happen between you is fairly accurate."

"So we're still probably going to have five kids?"

"Don't plan your lives around something that was passed onto you when it shouldn't have been. That being said it's real likely as long as Korica's body handles the first pregnancy without complications or injury that you'll in fact have five."

"Are you trying to tell me to wait until I'm old enough to handle the physical stress of having a baby?" Korica asked so quietly that Laurel almost couldn't hear her over the normal noises of the crimson fighter in flight.

"Maybe a little honey, but it's also a real hazard even for a grown woman especially since you're going to be having a baby that isn't completely Draximan."

"Like I told Tamaric¦I want to experience being a mother and being pregnant but not anytime soon. I'm smart enough to know I'm not ready in more ways than one."

"Oh honey¦I know how wise you are. You can't blame me for being a little concerned can you?"

"No, I guess not. You wouldn't¦stop me if I did decide to get pregnant would you?"

"No sweetheart. I'm your mom, it's my job to point out the hazards but to support you in whatever you decide to do with your body."

"Thank you, you don't have to worry, I'm not going to have a baby for a long time mom."

"That's good, and you're welcome honey."

"Can I ask you something Laurel?" Tamaric inquired.

"Sure."

"If there's the possibility of you having multiple children running around that you don't even know¦how do you know one of your kids won't fall in love with someone they might be related to?"

"Genetic lines will be tracked closely so that doesn't happen. I would imagine that a person carrying my gifts would sense a relative. I hope so anyways. Maintaining genetic diversity is a high priority among our leadership so I'm sure they'll do everything possible to insure that no close relation inbreeding occurs."

"That makes sense. It would really suck to be as crazy about someone like I am Korica only to find out we're cousins or whatever."

"My heart would be broken. I would hate it." Korica said quietly.

Tamaric put his hand in Korica's and gave it a squeeze and grinned at her warmly.

"Least we don't have to worry about anything like that."

Korica grinned at him and turned her hand over and squeezed his hand gently for a moment then went back to her displays.

"Whoa¦look at all the cloud cover down there." Korica said.

"I would say we're gunna get a little wet." Laurel said.

As the Orion plunged into the atmosphere there was a warning about an approaching craft on a collision course and the autopilot automatically changed course to avoid contact. There was a black streak that rushed by a few miles away and a momentary FOF signal was received indicating it was the Prentor on her way up to the Future. Laurel reached up and burped out a similar FOF signal revealing that the Orion was on her way down, the equivalent of a mach fourteen handshake on the fly.

As the ship headed further into the atmosphere the braking engines slowed their descent gradually to maintain their rate of descent then began to reduce their speed to subsonic speeds as they passed within the cloud tops. It became much darker in the cockpit and they could tell the ship was being tossed about slightly by the high winds in the upper layers of the storm clouds but there was no sensation of movement or the violent shaking that they could see as they flew through the thickening clouds. They could see snow blowing around at first and then as they plunged deeper it changed over to sleet then blankets of rain in heavy layers.

Laurel hovered her hands over the controls as the sensors indicated that they were only a few hundred feet from the ground. The breaking engines arrested their forward flight and brought the ship into a steady hover as pouring rain cascaded down the cockpit window following the lines of force within the shield. It made it glaringly clear that the shield was comprised of wavy, not steady lines of energy that slowly moved over the hull seemingly drifting from top to bottom. The Orion began to descend slowly straight down and Laurel was uncomfortable relying on the autopilot to set them down precisely where the landing beacon was indicating for them to set down. Laurel reached up and turned the transmitter on.

"Genesis control, this is the Orion. We're making our final landing maneuver in sector twelve."

"Roger that Orion. We have you on sensors¦you are slightly off center for the landing pad. Please adjust your descent three feet to the left. The Perth is directly below you and we have a guest craft just aft of your planned landing location."

"Understood Genesis control. Adjusting course three feet to the left."

Laurel took hold of the controls and put her feet on the pedals then she reached over and disengaged the autopilot and she was surprised by how much wind was buffeting the ship. Laurel stopped their descent altogether and held position for a moment as she sidestepped a few feet then held their position as she got a feel for how windy it was before proceeding any further. When she felt she had a good idea of how much throttle to use she began descending slowly until she got multiple proximity warnings just as the landing gear deployed automatically. When she had three green indicators signifying that the gear were down and locked she reduced the throttle slightly and the Orion dropped rapidly until she was a few feet from the ground. Laurel used Mark's technique of giving a burst of hover throttle almost completely stopping their descent then she pulled the throttles back to idle and the ship bobbed then very gently touched down with a rebound of the landing struts and a very subtle thud was heard.

"Genesis control, we're down safely with no contact made between craft."

"Roger that Orion. Nicely done, welcome home."

"Thank you. It's nice to be¦home."

"You may remain aboard until the lift arrives to receive the supplies you've brought down. It's pouring out there and there's no sense in getting soaked in the meantime."

"Alright, thank you."

Laurel then reached up and put the transmitter back on standby and then she went through the shutdown procedure along with Jake and Korica. When they had the engines shutdown and most of the primary systems shut down Laurel wriggled out of the pilots seat and Tamaric got to his feet and moved to the back so Laurel could step into the isle between the power and weapons and navigation and sensor stations where Jake and Korica were continuing to shut everything down. Laurel stepped back to the airlock and looked at the temperature and pressure reading outside and she furrowed her brow.

"Wonderful¦it's fourty eight degrees out there and as expected the humidity is at nearly one hundred percent. It won't take but a few seconds to equalize pressure but it's gunna take some getting used to as we adjust the artificial gravity to match."

"I'll take care of that babe."

"Alright."

Jake reached up and slowly slid the artificial gravity and air pressure up until there was a one to one match with the ambient conditions outside. Everyone felt the loading on their bodies and Korica grunted subtly.

"I forgot how much fun a heavy gravity environment is."

"I feel heavier than I did on Heindon." Tamaric said.

"That's because the Future planet is around five percent larger than Heindon." Laurel said. "The gravity here is heavier. You'll get used to it pretty quickly though."

Korica finally finished the last shutdown procedure and she turned her displays off and she stood up and stepped back next to Tamaric and he lifted her jacket and handed it to her. She opened the zipper and put her jacket on then zipped it up to the middle of her chest and she poked her hands in her pockets.

"Do I look as odd as I feel in this thing?"

"You look fine Korica¦and I mean fine." Tamaric said.

"Thanks Tamaric. I can feel that you're being honest with me."

"You look cute honey¦and very warm." Laurel said.

Jake stood up and winced for a moment then stepped next to Laurel and Korica looked at the two of them and smiled.

"You guys are a beautiful couple. I can see why Marta loves you so much."

"Thank you Korica." Jake said. "You think she loves us huh?"

"Without question. I know what I felt from her."

There was a triple thud heard on the airlock door and Laurel reached up and unsealed the door and it hissed and began to swing down. Rain cascaded on the door and into the ship a few inches and the cold air was a bit of a shock to everyone. The wind was wiping the rain around and making it difficult to hear as it pushed the rain to the ground in a constant low rumble since the raindrops on the Future planet were larger than usual due to the deep atmosphere and heavy gravity.

There was an officer holding a rain deflector in his hand to keep the rain from drenching him as he stood at the bottom of the airlock doorsteps.

"Welcome home. I'm chief Arnette." The chief fairly shouted over the rain.

"Thank you sir. I'm Laurel Kade and this is my¦Jake Myers."

"I know who you are. Commander Hiller advised me of who would be bringing the Orion down. I appreciate you saving us a trip to switch out crews and bring the required components down for the power junctions."

Laurel looked back even though she couldn't see into the cargo area then she looked back at the chief.

"What kind of power system is being utilized? I don't recognize most of those components."

"High flow rhetoric magnetic coupling through osmosis of non aligned atomic particles of opposing charge via a semi permeable synchronous field oscillator generated barrier."

"Incredible! "How did you¦?"

"I would be glad to explain the process further once we get these supplies unloaded." The chief looked Tamaric up and down for a moment then he pointed at him. "Kadet¦start bringing the crates out and get 'em loaded on the lift truck."

"Yes sir." Tamaric replied.

Tamaric picked up his jacket and put it on quickly then stepped into the cargo area and Korica stepped forward to the open airlock.

"Sir may I help?"

The chief looked her up and down quickly and he furrowed his brow for a moment then Korica saw the recognition wash across his face as his expression changed completely.

"I'm ensign Prentor sir. I'm dressed like this cause I'm off duty today."

"Right¦you're the girl from¦um¦Draxima?"

"Yes sir."

"By all means give the cadet a hand."

"Kadet Reynolds sir. His last name is Reynolds."

The chief bowed his head slightly seemingly teasing as if to bow in apology. Korica frowned slightly then turned and stepped into the cargo area to help Tamaric carry the crates out and Laurel and Jake stepped in and grabbed a crate themselves to lend a hand. As they stepped down with the first crates four more crewman in heavy coats stood in a line holding rain deflectors in a line so they could carry the crates to the nearby lift truck without getting soaking wet. The deflectors looked like silver poles with a domed curtain of purplish blue energy that acted like an electric umbrella. The rain made the energy field pulse in tiny purple dots where every drop of rain struck the field and the rain cascaded over the curving surface of the field of energy being created dripping to the ground in a steady curtain that extended all the way to the bottom of the deflector pole being held. As the deflectors were moved closer together the fields merged creating a long walkway that was rain free for the most part except for from the knees down.

It only took fifteen minutes to get all thirty crates carried out to the flatbed lift truck that was pilotless and hovering above the ground with no wheels of any kind. When the last crate was loaded the chief simply pressed a button and the lift truck moved off silently and Laurel looked at Jake and grinned.

"That's what my mom is working on. They're going to be making transport craft that get around like that."

"I know. Pretty cool hunh?"

The chief stepped up to the four of them and put his hand out to Korica first.

"It was nice to make your acquaintance ensign Prentor." The chief shook her hand then reached out to Tamaric. "Thank you for helping with the unloading cadet Reynolds. You're dismissed and free to do as you like."

"Thank you sir." Tamaric said. "You don't need help unloading the components from the lift truck?"

"No, we have plenty of hands to take care of that." The chief then looked at Laurel and Jake. "Thank you both for¦everything you've done to get us here."

"You're welcome sir. I wasn't sure if you knew exactly who we were?"

"I owe you my very life¦you better believe your¦pretty little rump I know who you two are."

"Uh¦yes sir."

"Relax miss Kade. I didn't mean to rattle you. I tend to use some colorful vernacular from time to time. I had to remember that I was in the presence of two ladies."

"Yes sir."

Laurel then turned feeling very uncomfortable by what she was sensing from the chief and the rain deflectors were held up until the four of them were back aboard the Orion then the men moved off quickly and disappeared into the driving rain.

"You're uncomfortable mom¦what's wrong?" Korica asked.

"Nothing honey. It's just more of the usual."

"He was hitting on you?"

"No, of course not. He was respectful in everything he said and his eyes didn't wander where they didn't belong. It was¦what he was thinking. Don't let it bother you sweetie, I'll get over it. I'm used to guys thinking that kind of stuff about me. It just¦I was pretty sure what they were thinking before and now there's no mistaking it since I can feel it from 'em."

"Sorry mom. It isn't right just the same."

"He has no idea how sensitive I am to emotional energy."

"I could say something if it was really bad babe?" Jake said putting his hand on her shoulder.

"No! That would entail me admitting that I was invading his feelings or whatever. Just let it go. This kind of thing happens all the time anymore."

"What did you sense from him?" Tamaric asked.

"What do you think a guy thinks when he sees a pretty girl and he hasn't had any¦action in seven months?"

"I guess he would think about doing all kinds of dirty stuff to you?"

"Pretty much. Where do you two want to go first?"

"I was hoping to go see the Taylor family mom. I know where they live and the AI told them I was coming. Eva doesn't know though, I wanted to surprise her."

"Ok. Oh¦if you see some rather large animals wandering around don't be alarmed. The bearcats are kind of intimidating looking but they really enjoy our companionship. They're very intelligent and full of emotions. We obviously can't speak to them but we can communicate with them if you listen to what you're feeling from them. When we were last down here we were on good relations with them and we had in fact made friends with the alpha male of the local pack. We fittingly called him alpha."

"You're sure they won't hurt anyone?"

"No. That happened in the beginning because we abducted some of their pack and killed a few of them. They've forgiven us and pledged to help us keep the city clear of predatory and bothersome species. They aren't going to hurt you honey."

Korica nodded and Jake patted Laurel's shoulder then stepped into the cargo area and retrieved rain deflectors for everyone. He handed them out and showed them how to turn them on by extending the collapsed sections and twisting the base of the pole. They all stepped out of the Orion into the wind whipped rain and Laurel reached into the concealed compartment and lifted the airlock control handle closing it securely. She then flipped the main power switch off and pulled her hand out. Korica then tapped Laurel's shoulder.

"You don't have jackets. Aren't you going to be cold?" Korica had to fairly shout over the noisy rain falling all around them.

"We'll be ok for a little while honey. We'll use each other's energy to raise our body temperatures to stay warm."

"I didn't know you could do that?"

"We can do it for a little while."

"How did you learn how to do that?"

"We haven't tried it yet. It's one of those instinct things baby. We just know we can do it even though we haven't ever actually tried to do it yet."

"You think Tamaric and I can do that?"

"Probably. He's Human just like us so it's within him and you can do anything he can so there's no reason to think not."

"Now that's cool." Tamaric said with a big smile. "I can keep my wife warm and she can keep me warm? How awesome is that?"

"I know right?" Laurel said with a grin. "Lead the way Korica."

Korica nodded and pointed off to the west.

"We have to make our way to the other side of Genesis. The Taylor family live down the fifth street on the right where the housing district starts and they are in the sixth house on the left side of the street."

The four of them began walking away from the Orion and almost walked right into a rather large transport ship that was thirty feet away. The ship was of a design like they had never seen before. The metal the ship was made from had an odd greenish almost iridescent hue to it but the metal looked very rough and porous. The ship was sitting on four robust landing gear that were sectional in design so as to tuck up into the hull when not in use and the whole ship was one seamless piece of metal with formed protrusions where weapons, engines and extremely dark windows were formed. The whole ship looked as if it had been molded into its current shape. It was slightly larger than the crimson fighters but much lower in total height while being a little wider. It had wing shaped sections suggesting it was meant to be fairly aerodynamic in an atmosphere but definitely designed to fly in space. The engines at the rear of the ship were rectangular in shape lending themselves to blend into the overall hull shape but they were enormous with veined outlet nozzles suggesting a huge amount of thrust was possible and the veins would direct that thrust very precisely as they gimbaled up, down, left and right and a combination of those directions.

The four of them admired the ship as they walked past it and Tamaric stroked his hand down the cold hull for a time and he found all kinds of ideas for how to make a metallic substance that would result in what he was seeing and touching run through his mind. Korica was sensing the same rush of ideas and she let Tamaric indulge himself using her mind for a few moments then she took hold of his hand.

"Neat how that works hunh?"

"Yeah! I almost¦I think I know how they made that thing. I even have some ideas for what materials to use. You know what carbon twelve tritanium hydrosterine is?"

"It doesn't exist. You're using our advanced understanding of metal alloys to come up with ideas for new metals to accomplish what you just saw and touched."

"We have an advanced understanding of metal structure?"

"I do so you do. You were using my mind Tamaric. Didn't you feel it coming from me?"

Tamaric thought about it and then he realized he was indeed thinking through Korica. Tamaric grinned and gave Korica's hand a squeeze.

"That is so¦unbelievable. I can use your mind without even knowing it?"

"We can both do that Tamaric. I use your mind sometimes too. You retained part of the knowledge we accessed when we accessed the cosmic knowledge on the bridge. I have to use your mind if I want access to it."

"Is that why I feel like you're in my head more profoundly at times?"

"Yes. It's what I just felt from you. You were in my head for a few seconds as you concentrated on how to make a metal like that ship is made from."

"So we can think as one using the knowledge we both have and we can think as one by combing our minds at the same time and thinking together¦as one?"

"If I understand you correctly¦yes."

"I'm so much more thanks to you Korica."

"That's why they wanted us to quiet our minds while they assessed you. Together there's like nothing we can't understand or do. You would rank as some kind of super genius but you can only do that if we combine our minds so it's not a true measure of your singular intelligence."

"You're so smart Korica. You¦don't take this the wrong way but I sometimes feel so dumb compared to you."

"Stop it Tamaric. You're incredibly smart. You're just even smarter when we put our minds together. I just know how to figure things out using intuitive learning. Laurel has the same ability in a stronger degree than Jake. It seems to be stronger in females of most advanced species¦least in Human and Draximan it is."

Tamaric fell silent as they continued down the street heading toward the heart of Genesis. The rain began to let up in intensity and the winds became very calm for a time then the rain eased up to a light mist allowing the four of them to see more of the buildings being erected all over the city. Most now had windows as the power had been established to all of the major structures over the last few days. The structures all had a polished white appearance, almost like they had been white washed in a high gloss white paint but it was clear that wasn't the case, the stone was just marble like with a very slight grain to it that was very smooth and white. The buildings also had a graceful flowing and almost organic look to them and one building sitting next to another seemed to just flow from one to the next as the curves stretched skyward in beautiful and graceful columns and arches. The city was truly beautiful, like something out of a fantasy book about an enchanted capitol city despite the fact that there were next to no people wandering the streets, as the city seemed to be aching for.

The rain drained off the streets very rapidly thanks to the ingenious design of the street materials. The rainwater could be seen soaking right through the streets and disappearing as if it were evaporating but it was much to cold for much evaporation to actually take place. Laurel and Jake knew exactly where the water was going and Korica and Tamaric figured it out rather quickly as they studied how the water all around them was behaving. As they pressed on walking in silence while taking in the grandeur of the city and its gently curving streets that all led to and circled the Genesis tower, Korica was taken with the sheer number and size of buildings around them. It seemed as though the planning had accounted for tens of thousands of people despite the ships compliment only being six thousand seven, if one counted the new births since arriving and while in transit to the milky way, Harriet being the first new birth to augment the compliment of persons aboard. Korica was beginning to suspect that someone somehow knew they would be receiving thousands of guests from all over the local systems as potential permanent residents. This wasn't going to be a Human settlement but a multi species conglomeration started by Humans.

"You think we'll be able to get along with that many¦strangers that aren't Human?" Tamaric asked as he listened to what Korica was thinking.

"It'll be a challenge to say the least with language barriers and cultural differences." Korica replied aloud.

"I suspect there's going to be a central place that everyone will be able to go in order to exchange cultural knowledge and learn the local languages from." Laurel said from behind them.

"You talking about one of those cerebral imparting devices? Like what was used on me and Inea?" Tamaric asked turning to look at her.

"Yep. If my chair was modified slightly I think it would be possible to use it as the basis for such a device."

"You think it could be used to educate our people too? You know eliminating the need for school and whatnot?"

"We already use the stasis chambers kind of like that, I don't see any reason why it couldn't be modified like that once a person reaches a certain level of brain development that would make the process safe."

"Still no way to do it on kids hunh?"

"No. Too many neural pathways are being established every second. You could really mess someone up if you interrupted that process at the wrong time."

"Hmm. The brain is a really complex organ hunh?"

"It certainly is. The very fact that it somehow endows us with true consciousness and self-awareness is a true miracle not to mention the other tremendous things we seem to be capable of thanks to our advanced brains."

"I thought our gifts came from inside us? You know deeper¦like from our hearts or something?"

"That's true but the brain focuses and controls that energy. Your friend Wilson recognized that fact when he told Jake's dad what he's capable of."

"We're never gunna really understand exactly how the brain works hunh?"

"Oh in time I'm sure we'll get a better idea of how the brain works but for now it's still a bit of a mystery how it does some of the incredible things it does. You interested in studying that field of science?"

"I don't know¦maybe. It fascinates me¦least I think it's me that's fascinated by it?" Tamaric said smiling at Korica.

"I don't know if I'm the one that's so curious about it either Tamaric. I still can't separate our sense of self from one another."

"Give it some time." Laurel said.

Tamaric turned and walked backwards while staring into Laurel's eyes as he read her feelings.

"You can¦distinguish between yourself and Jake?"

"Most of the time. There are still waves of confusion when we seem to blur into one person but it's becoming clearer all the time. The deep sharing will help you to bond closer and actually develop that sense of self. It goes back to finding your new center. I know that doesn't completely make sense to you yet but it will when it happens. There'll be an ah hah moment and you'll understand."

"I wish I could just learn it from you guys. I hate the confusion all the time." Tamaric said as he spun back around and walked on looking down.

"We would love to teach you two but¦we have to be very careful Tamaric. You know how intimate the deep sharing is. We could potentially confuse your feelings. We made some serious mistakes along those lines with Korica and we don't want to confuse things for you in the same way."

"I know Laurel. I've gotten a sense of how confused Korica was. She was in love with Jake cause you're in love with him and she was in love with you cause Jake's in love with you. They weren't her true feelings but they felt like they were until it wore off and now she has¦an after glow of those feelings. That's why you guys love each other so deeply. In a way she was in love with you¦still is a little and we don't want me to fall in love with you guys like that."

"That's right. We could teach you a deeper understanding of your paring and how it works but there's always the possibility of some unintentional serious side affects."

"I know how¦addictive the deep sharing can be I guess is a good word for it. I can't wait for the next opportunity to do it with Korica and it's really hard not to drift deep into the other person when you do engage in it. You're drawn in and it feels so good you just don't want to stop it from happening."

"It's a little more visceral with Korica because she's such an intense person. Her species is hardwired to engage in the deep sharing and it's something new for our species. It's even more addictive with her."

"Really? I didn't know that."

"Don't you sense how hard Jake and I have to fight the urge to commit to the deep sharing with her?"

Tamaric searched his feelings for a moment then he realized what she was talking about.

"Yeah¦I do sense that from you. You're dying to connect with her like that."

"It's a constant nagging ache to experience her in such a pure and complete way but we know we can't do that very often or we'll confuse her all over again."

"I've learned how to separate you guys from my feelings though mom. I think we can commit to the deep sharing without me ending up confused anymore."

"Are you one hundred percent sure honey? I mean really sure?"

"No¦not one hundred percent. But I've become so much stronger and in control than I used to be."

"I know honey. That little bit of uncertainty is what concerns us. You don't completely know yourself yet as your dad and I don't completely know ourselves yet. We're still growing and learning too baby. Don't forget that our feelings were just as confused, we were in love with you in a way we shouldn't have been as we felt our own feelings reflected through you."

"I forget sometimes just how young you are¦like me. You seem so¦grown up and mature¦" Korica turned and looked at Laurel and Jake and offered them a warm smile. "Specially when I look at you. You look like adults¦and very beautiful ones at that."

"Thank you sweetheart. I'm just a confused kid under this exterior. I push on the best I can just like you honey. You seem very mature¦and you look really grown up too but I sense what's underneath. We have to grow into our abilities before we'll learn true control."

Korica nodded and looked forward as they heard a lift truck coming from around the curving street in the direction of the medical building across the street from the Genesis tower complex. They all stepped closer to the edge of the street as the lift truck came into view and slowed as it too moved over slightly and passed by slowly then sped up once it had passed by.

"I'll never get used to vehicles driving around without anyone at the controls." Jake said.

"If we can build a ship that can think and care for us we can certainly make vehicles that can think and reason to go where they're told without hitting someone or something."

"We really are pretty advanced hunh? I mean technologically speaking."

"Heck yeah. With the technology at our disposal in the new data core there are some really advanced technologies that I think we'll see in the near future¦that and with all our new friends up there I'm sure we'll learn a thing or two." Laurel said pointing up toward the sky.

"I just hope weapons and destructive technologies don't become the focus of our efforts down here." Korica said.

"That really has you worried doesn't it?"

"Any advanced technology can be weaponized if one puts their mind to it. I know the captain doesn't think like that necessarily but he isn't going to be in command forever and he probably won't know everything being researched down here. It leaves room for abuse of the technological knowledge available."

"You're going to have to trust us to use wisdom with the knowledge at our disposal. There will be a government eventually to keep those kind of things from happening."

"I know. Humans are a wise species but they can be devious too. Your history is full of stories that suggest as much."

"I know honey. I'm not real proud of some of the more despicable things we've done to each other in the past. I would like to think those of us selected to come on the Future mission were selected because we have less of that quality in us."

"I'm sure that's the case mom. I try not to let such things bother me to much but the thought is always there a little."

They walked around the Genesis tower while looking skyward to the tops of the curving tower spires high above and Laurel remembered what Korica had told her about shield emitters being located within the tips of the sparkling arms of the curving tower sections.

"It's amazing that something so imposing and beautiful can provide us with so much protection."

Tamaric looked down at the insignia patch on his jacket and he reached up and stroked his hand over it then looked up at the tower as they rounded the east side of the tower complex. He thought it was a fitting symbol of strength, protection and freedom as he sensed what Laurel was feeling.

"I wonder if people are going to live in the tower or if it's all going to be administration and the likes."

"I don't see any windows. It's likely to be used for administration and a gathering place for meetings of advanced races. How tall the towers are sure makes sense now knowing what the towers primary function is."

As the four of them rounded the tower and passed the medical building and began heading up the street toward the housing district the rain stopped altogether and the sun began to beam through breaks in the clouds. It offered a welcomed warming and caused the wet streets to steam slowly as the rainwater began to evaporate into the air. All four of them turned their rain deflectors off and collapsed their poles and poked them in their pockets. Off in the distance they could see two hulking figures moving toward them and Korica stopped in her tracks and squinted then stepped back, bumping into Laurel and Jake as she let a small whimper escape her.

"Relax baby. Those are a couple of bearcats. I told you that you might see them wandering around."

"They're big. I just¦I don't particularly like big animals after what we went through on Tiomot."

Laurel patted her shoulders then slid her hand down her arm and took hold of her hand.

"These guys aren't going to try and eat you sweetie. When they come up to us just put your hand out palm down and let them get used to your scent and you'll see. They really like us."

"I won't let 'em hurt you." Tamaric said as he stepped in front of Korica facing the approaching animals.

"They're empathic Tamaric." Laurel said. "Don't feel hostility or they'll sense it. Welcome their presence as you would any intelligent species. They just don't happen to look like what you would expect of an intelligent species but trust me¦they're extremely smart¦and as it turns out very likable if not a little odd looking."

Tamaric turned and looked at Laurel and he nodded and then he made a conscious effort to resolve away the hostile feelings he was harboring at feeling like he had to protect Korica. Tamaric stepped back beside Korica and took her other hand and she looked at Tamaric and nodded once, then she stared at the now galloping animals and she began to tremble slightly in fear. She felt woefully small compared to these two hundred fifty pound animals galloping toward them. The bearcats galloped up to them and Korica grinned at the odd way the animals galloped and as they got close one of the animals moved off to the left and looked around and Korica now got a distinct feeling for what they were feeling. It was on odd sensation but she was sure the animal off to the left was looking for anything dangerous in the form of other animals in the area to provide protection for its new perceived friends. The other animal was experiencing curiosity and excitement at seeing new people to visit and possibly play with. Korica smiled and let go of Tamaric's hand but she pulled Laurel with her as she stepped closer to the closest animal just as it plopped its rear end down with a soppy thud on the wet street.

Korica reached out a trembling hand, palm down just as Laurel had told her to and the bearcat sniffed at her hand a few times then it stood back up and panted a few times then it sniffed at Korica's shoes then up her legs as it slowly circled her. It bumped her firmly in the hip with its nose as it lifted the bottom edge of her jacket and then it let out a chirp and plopped its rump back on the wet street and it stretched its neck out slowly and turned its head slightly as it licked the back of her still outstretched hand a few times. The bearcats tongue was course and warm but not especially wet. Korica felt genuinely warm feelings from the animal. She got the distinct feeling that the bearcat thought she was very nice to look at.

Korica pulled her hand back and looked over at Laurel.

"I can really feel what¦he's feeling. It's a male." Korica furrowed her brow. "How can I¦feel that it's a male?"

"The females feel real distinct in the same way. I think it's a masculine essence or something."

Korica looked back at the animal now sitting panting slightly and she looked its body over then she looked back at Laurel.

"He doesn't have¦external signs of being a male."

"No. Their genitals are internal. I think that's why they developed this way of feeling who is male and who is female since you can't tell just by looking at them. Go ahead and scratch behind his ears. They really like that."

Korica reached out slowly and the bearcat turned his head obviously understanding what her intention was and Korica pet behind his warm ear then she used her fingernails to scratch at his leathery skin and the bearcat closed his eyes and made a gargled purring like sound that made Korica giggle. She scratched faster and the bearcat leaned into her hand and bowed his head slightly so she could scratch above his ears and made another noise of approval that made Korica again giggle.

"That feels good hunh?"

The bearcat moved his head away and nodded his huge head several times and Korica's mouth dropped open and she looked at Laurel quickly.

"He understands me?"

"If you feel what you're saying they understand. I told you they were smart."

Tamaric now stepped closer and the bearcat stood up and looked right into his eyes and Tamaric furrowed his brow for a moment as he too sensed distinct feelings from the animal. Tamaric put his hand out palm down and the bearcat sniffed at his hand then it sniffed at his shoes and up one leg to his knee, lifting his jacket as it did so then it pulled its head back and looked at Tamaric's hand then it stretched its neck out and licked his hand a few times and Tamaric could see the bearcat wagging its stubby tail happily.

"That's the darndest thing¦I can feel that he likes me¦and he thinks Korica is¦nice to look at." Tamaric looked at Korica. "He thinks you're pretty."

"Mom's right then, they're really smart."

Tamaric chuckled and reached out and pet the bearcat a few times and that's when Tamaric sensed the other bearcat approaching from behind him. He spun around and took a step back unwittingly stepping right into the first bearcat and it used its nose to push him toward the other bearcat. Tamaric took a stumbled step forward and he put his hand out and the bearcat sniffed at his hand a few times then licked his hand readily and Tamaric sensed that the second bearcat was a female. She stepped closer to Tamaric and nuzzled him, reminiscent of how a cat would nuzzle a person's leg to encourage a pet or ear rub. Tamaric smiled and obliged the bearcat with an affectionate scratch behind the ear. She pushed into his hand firmly and made the same gargled purr with its eyes closed that the male had.

Laurel and Jake then introduced themselves to the pair and gave an obligatory scratch behind the ears and Jake patted the side of the big male garnering affectionate nuzzling against his leg. They all then continued down the street with the bearcats now accompanying them. It wasn't long before the male trotted off into the brush, disappearing for a few moments and then he reappeared with a fairly large stick in his mouth. He bounded over to Tamaric and dropped it in his path then took a few steps back and hunkered down while wagging his entire muscle bound rear end. Tamaric stepped up to the stick and picked it up then smiled as he looked at the excited bearcat. He then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Go ahead and throw it up real high." Laurel said with a grin. "You're gunna love this if he's going to do what I think he's going to do."

Tamaric arched his arm back and he flung the stick high into the air making it spin as it flew and the bearcat bounded off and then leapt into the air several feet snatching the stick in mid air with a resounding crunch then it plopped to the ground with a solid thud and trotted back to Tamaric proudly then dropped the stick at his feet again.

"That's impressive that such a big animal can leap that high and land on all fours so gracefully."

"Now you see why we call 'em bearcats. They have almost feline like characteristics to how they move and behave with a bulky body like a bear."

"Yeah but they gate like a horse or something." Jake said.

"It looked effortless the way they run though." Korica said. "I bet they could run for a long distance without tiring the way they spring on their back legs like that."

Tamaric gave the stick an even harder fling into the air and the bearcat peeled out as he took off after the stick, throwing water on Tamaric. Tamaric chuckled and shielded his face then watched as the bearcat leapt close to ten feet in the air and snagged the stick in its mouth, snapping it clean in half as its jaw crunched down on it. The bearcat landed gracefully, hunkering down as it recovered from its own weight bounding on its legs then it took a moment to spit the pieces of stick out of its mouth. It reminded Tamaric of a dog slicking peanut butter off its tongue making him laugh. The bearcat looked back at Tamaric and made some vocalizations then began walking toward the group slowly as he continued to slick the debris from his mouth.

"I get the feeling he was saying quit laughing, it's not funny." Korica said.

Tamaric looked at Korica then Laurel.

"I see what you mean, they really are likable. This guy wants to play¦like a dog or something. I just never saw a dog that could communicate with you so clearly."

"Told you. I think he was trying to show off and got carried away."

The bearcat walked up to Tamaric and nuzzled his leg so hard that Tamaric had to take a side step to avoid being knocked from his feet. He smacked the side of the bearcat affectionately and then stroked his side a few times.

"Sorry boy, I didn't mean to laugh at you."

The bearcat made some squeaky vocalizations then the female made some vocalizations and it was clear that the two animals were talking to one another as they continued to squeak and squawk for a time. The male then stepped in front of Tamaric and hunkered down onto his stomach and looked back at him and Tamaric's eyes got big and he looked at Jake.

"No way! He wants me to get on! He wants to carry me."

"Go ahead. He obviously likes you and wants to put your mind at ease."

Tamaric looked at the bearcat for a moment then he smiled and stepped up to his side and swung his leg up over the animal as he stood up under him.

"Whoa!" Tamaric exclaimed as he smacked his palms on the bearcats shoulders to steady himself.

The bearcat then slowly walked in circles so Tamaric could get used to the way the bearcat moved under him then the bearcat walked right up next to Korica and it nuzzled her hand then flicked its huge head toward the other bearcat. The female stepped closer then hunkered down and looked up at Korica expectantly.

"I¦I'm not sure I¦"

"Come on Korica." Tamaric urged. "They're really warm and muscled. Give it a try?"

Korica sighed as she looked at the bearcat then she nodded and slowly stepped beside the female and swung her leg over the animals bulk. The bearcat stood up slowly making sure not to knock Korica off balance by standing up to quickly. The female then made some vocalizations and Korica got the distinct impression that the female was trying to tell her to hang on. Korica leaned forward and placed her hands on the animal's shoulders. The bearcat then took a few easy steps then walked in circles first to the left then to the right as Korica got used to how to keep her balance with how the bearcat moved and its muscles and hips under her. After just a few moments Korica was able to lean back and move in contrast to the bearcats movements to keep her balance. Korica stroked the bearcats back a few times then patted her affectionately.

"Thank you for the ride. You feel very warm and comfortable under me."

The bearcat strained to look back at Korica and it made a few short chirps and barks then the two bearcats formed up and walked side by side slowly with their precious cargo on their backs as Laurel and Jake followed behind with smiles on their faces.

"They knew the kids were both feeling uneasy hunh?" Laurel asked of Jake quietly.

"I'm sure of it."

They walked down the street until they reached the fifth street and Korica pointed to the right without saying a word and the bearcat nodded subtly and began heading where Korica had pointed. They made their way down the street until they came to the sixth house on the left and Korica pointed at the house with a steady warm glow coming from the windows.

"Right there. That's where we need to go."

The bearcats stepped up onto the sidewalk and then walked right into the middle of the front yard then slowly hunkered down and let Korica and Tamaric climb off their backs, they then turned and plopped down facing them. Korica and Tamaric pet the animals softly and shared some feelings of gratitude with them and Korica was surprised when the female lapped her right in the face making her wince and wipe her face. Korica then smiled and leaned forward and gave the animal a delicate peck on the top of her nose.

"Thank you for putting me at ease with your presence. I'm sorry I was scared of you."

The bearcat stood up and stretched her paws out then she leaned down on her front legs as she stretched then she stood up straight and stepped right up to Korica and nuzzled her affectionately than she moved off and the male swung his head into Tamaric knocking him a few steps to the left and Tamaric chuckled.

"Thanks boy, I had fun playing with you and ridding on you." Tamaric said as he smacked the male's robust side as he walked past him.

The two bearcats walked out into the middle of the street then looked back and made a few vocalizations then they moved off understanding that the four of them were at their destination safely and didn't require their presence any further.

"Did you see the size of the females paws? She could kill a person in seconds with a single hard swipe. I'm sure glad they like us." Korica said as she watched the bearcats striding off into the distance heading back toward the heart of Genesis.

"They showed incredible restraint for the reception we handed them when we arrived. The maulings could have been a lot worse if the bearcats had chosen to¦retaliate with lethal intent." Laurel said.

"I feel silly for being afraid of 'em."

"You have good reason not to like big animals honey. It isn't a comfortable feeling to be as low on the food chain as we were on Tiomot."

"I don't have a weapon either. I might not of been so intimidated if I knew I had a way of defending myself."

Laurel chuckled and put her hand on Korica's shoulder making her look at her with furrowed brows.

"You don't need a sidearm honey. You have the ability to protect yourself with potentially deadly force."

Korica's expression changed and she grinned a bit.

"Oh yeah. Geeze¦it didn't even come to mind that I could stop 'em if I wanted."

"You just don't have a mean bone in your body do you?"

"I guess not."

"I feel kind of¦dumb for not thinking along those lines too." Tamaric said. "I was contemplating how I was going to wrestle such a big animal if I thought Korica was going to be hurt. I forgot what I¦we did to that big ugly bird on Heindon."

"That kind of ability might of come in handy on Tiomot." Jake said.

Tamaric turned quickly and furrowed his brow heavily with an almost disgusted look on his face.

"We were eleven Jake. We had to be paired for that kind of thing to be possible. You know what it takes to become paired."

"Right¦sorry. I forgot how young you were."

"Yeah, we were in love but not ready for that kind of stuff."

"Don't get so offended Tamaric. You had your hands on me by that time, you weren't all that innocent and neither was I."

"Come on Korica, that's private."

"We've committed to the deep sharing with mom and dad, they know what you did and when."

"You talk like I¦forced myself on you."

"No, I wanted you to touch me like you did or it never would've happened. Remember that I was gifted enough to have hurt you pretty bad if you had touched me against my will."

"Yeah, I know. You scared the crap out of me cause of what I knew you could do if I¦did the wrong thing at the wrong time. I know what was done to you and I didn't want you to feel like I was just another guy doing more of the same thing to you."

"Look, I'm sorry I said something that brought up such intense emotions." Jake said. "Let's just go see your friend honey?"

"Ok. This isn't the time or place for this kind of conversation hunh?"

"No it's not. You have strong feelings about this¦both of you do. It's best discussed in private, not in the front yard of your friend."

Korica nodded and reached out and took Tamaric's hand to let him know she wasn't upset with him in the least and she tugged him gently as she headed toward the front door. They all stepped up onto the front porch and Korica reached out and touched the com panel next to the door. It lit up and she touched the call button and the panel flashed a few times then the screen flickered and an image of Eva's mother appeared.

"You made it! Hello Korica."

"Hi misses Taylor. I brought my mom and dad with me and Tamaric. I hope that's ok?"

"Of course. We didn't expect you would be coming alone. Laurel and Jake are always welcomed in our home as are you and your husband."

Korica blinked a few times then grinned.

"You know about that hunh?"

"We've talked with Liam and Clara many times. They are thrilled to have you as their daughter honey. Come on in, the door is open."

"Ok."

Korica reached out and pressed down on the door handle and the heavy door swung in and the four of them stepped in. The home was furnished very tastefully and there were a few of Eva's toys lying on the living room floor. There was a wonderful aroma all throughout the house and Alice stepped out of the kitchen off to the right with a warm smile on her face as she was drying her hands on a hand towel.

"Hello misses Taylor." Korica said as she unzipped her jacket.

"Oh my, you look wonderful Korica. I love what you've done with your hair."

"Thank you."

"Hello misses Taylor." Tamaric said as he unbuttoned his jacket and slipped it off his shoulders.

"Hello Tamaric. My¦don't you look handsome? That uniform really becomes you."

"Thank you mam."

"How are you doing Laurel and Jake? It's nice to see your wonderful faces again."

"We're doing quite well mam." Jake said.

"We're feeling rested and a bit¦restless." Laurel said. "We want to contribute up there but we still don't quite know where we're going to fit in."

"I see. As amazing as you two are together I would imagine you could do anything you want?"

"That's pretty much what the captain said but that doesn't really give us an idea of what we can do to help."

"Where's Eva misses Taylor?" Korica asked.

"She's playing in her room. We didn't tell her you were coming so it should be a real shock for her. The AI said you wanted it to be a surprise?"

"Yeah, I feel terrible that I didn't get to say goodbye before you were relocated down here."

"Let me take your coats, you can go back and see her. It's the third door on the left. She was brought to tears when she missed the opportunity to say goodbye to you. She was convinced you would never see each other again."

"Awwe. That poor thing, I would never let that happen. I promised her I would keep in touch and I keep my word."

Korica and Tamaric handed off their coats and then headed down the hallway. Laurel then stepped closer to Jake.

"Jake can you stop? I'm getting kind of hot." Laurel thought.

Jake blinked a few times then closed his eyes for a moment as he concentrated on breaking the exchange of energy and Laurel sighed with a grin on her face, as she felt cool instantly.

"Sorry babe, I forgot that I was keeping you warm."

"You were what?" Alice asked with a curious expression on her face.

"Oh uh¦Laurel and I have the ability to exchange energy to keep each other warm."

"Exchange energy? How remarkable."

"It's kind of a neat ability hunh?"

"Like nothing I've ever heard of before."

"It's actually an excitation of the molecules in each other's body through extremely high frequency resonance resulting in an increased body temperature thus a warming."

"Well¦that takes a little of the magic out of it to have it described so scientifically."

"I suppose it does at that."

Laurel and Jake stepped over to the couch by the front window and sat down and scooted very close to one another and leaned back while holding hands and Alice sighed and grinned at them brightly.

"Has anyone told you what a beautiful couple you two are? You look so happy together."

"Yes mam, its been mentioned." Jake replied with a smile.

"We're deliriously happy together." Laurel said. "Thank you though. What smells so good?"

"Eva and I are baking cookies together. She loves chocolate chip cookies."

Laurel lifted her head and stared at Alice for a moment then she grinned slightly.

"I didn't realize we brought chocolate with us."

"There are cacao trees growing in the gardening ring. It took some doing but we managed to get a few pounds of sweetened chocolate brought down."

"They smell wonderful. It reminds me of home when I was a little kid." Jake said.

"You're of course welcome to have a few when they come out and cool."

"Thank you." Laurel said. "We'll have to take you up on that."

Korica and Tamaric walked down the hallway to the third door on the left and Korica took hold of the doorknob then looked back at Tamaric and he grinned at her.

"Go ahead love. She's gunna be thrilled to see you."

Korica nodded then twisted the doorknob and slowly pushed the door open. Eva was sitting in the middle of the floor with her legs crossed brushing her dolls hair. She was wearing the cutest light blue knee length dress with a white top that was incorporated into the top half of her dress with ruffled gathers at her chest that came to a fairly low point with a pink flower made of gathered material that looked absolutely adorable on Eva. She had her hair up in a ponytail at the back of her head with two locks of blond hair coming down from each temple that had tight curls to them. She had shin high bright white socks on with little blue and yellow flowers embroidered into the hem of them and she had no shoes on. Korica just sighed at how absolutely adorable Eva looked. Korica then glanced around Eva's room and she was impressed with all of the pretty things she had all over the place. There were a lot of pinks and light blues and the furniture was bright white with pink cushions on the chair and small couch by the window and her bed had a canopy that had pink and white swaging around the bed that was adorned with thick blankets in pink with yellow stripes running across them. Korica could sense the love that went into arranging Eva's room and how much her parents thought about her entertainment to have provided her with so many pretty and fun things to play with.

Eva stopped mid stroke of her dolls hair and looked up slowly then a big smile grew on her face and she turned and looked at Korica and Tamaric standing in the doorway and she squealed with excitement.

"Ahhh! Korica! You came to see me!"

Eva dropped her doll and sprang to her feet and rushed over to Korica and flung her arms around her. Korica hugged her around the head with one arm and the back with her other arm and she swayed her slowly.

"Hi Eva. I'm so sorry I didn't get to say goodbye to you. I told you I would find a way to stay in touch."

"I'm so glad you're here." Eva pulled back and looked at Tamaric and then she looked at Korica and she grinned at Korica.

"Your boyfriend?"

Korica took a few steps into the room pushing Eva back gently allowing Tamaric to step in more.

"Actually he's more than that now. We're married, he's my husband."

Eva let go of Korica and took a step back and looked at Korica with a tilted head making Korica grin at how cute Eva looked.

"You got married? Why?"

"Well¦" Korica took Eva by the hand and the two walked over to the small couch and Korica sat down and pulled Eva so she was facing her and she took hold of her other hand. "You see¦I love Tamaric with all my heart and it was a way of showing him that I want to spend the rest of my life with him. Can you understand that?"

"I think so. He loves you too?"

"He most certainly does, with all his heart. That's why he asked me to marry him."

Eva gave Korica a curious look and she glanced at Tamaric for a moment then she leaned closer to Korica and fairly whispered.

"You're going to have a baby together then?"

Korica chuckled and pulled Eva into a brief hug.

"We will eventually but not for quite a while. I hope our little girl is as cute as you though. You look so pretty in your dress."

Eva stepped back and brushed her hands down her dress as she looked down at herself then she looked at Korica.

"Thank you Korica. Momma had this made for me. I really like it." Eva then looked at Tamaric and she stepped aside. "You can come sit by your wife Tamaric. If Korica likes you that much you're always going to be welcome in my room."

Tamaric grinned at Eva and walked over to the couch and sat down next to Korica.

"Thank you Eva. I promise to take real good care of your friend Korica ok?"

"You see that you do. I'll be really sad if you don't take good care of her."

"Well I don't ever want to see you sad so I'll do everything in my power to keep her happy and safe. You have my word on it."

"Kay. You're¦that's a uniform right?" Eva asked pointing at Tamaric's faint rank pip on his collar.

"That's right. I joined the civilian corps so I could be an officer like Korica someday and so I could be close to her all the time."

"That way you can keep her safe?"

"Something like that. No one is going to hurt her so long as I'm around."

"Neat. You look good in the uniform. Don't let her forget take lots of air with her when she goes out in space. There isn't any out there ya know?"

"Yes I know. Don't worry, I won't let her forget take lots with her."

Eva then looked at Korica and she smiled so sweetly and she took hold of one of Korica's hands.

"Can you stay for a while? Momma and I made some chocolate chip cookies. You can have some when they're done cooking."

"I can smell them honey. They smell wonderful. Tell you what¦I have the whole day off. Tamaric and I wanted to go look around the city but I set this time aside just to come see you. I'll stay for a while ok?"

"Ok. You really like spending time with Tamaric hunh?"

Korica smiled and sighed.

"I sure do. That's why I married him. We can live together all the time now. It hurts to be away from him."

"I know what that's like. It hurts to be away from momma and daddy when I'm at school. I can't wait to come home so I can be with them."

"It's¦sort of like that. Now I don't have to miss him all night long."

"I would cry if I had to sleep without seeing my momma and daddy."

"Then you know what I'm talking about."

"I¦" Eva furrowed her brow and leaned back slightly and cocked her head slightly as she stared right into Korica's eyes. "I can¦feel how much you love¦your Tamaric? You think he's yours?"

"Yes I do Eva. I belong to him too. That's what getting married signifies. We gave ourselves to each other for all time. Is that the first time you've felt what someone else is feeling?"

"No. I feel what mamma is feeling all the time but I never felt it like that from someone else. It was so clear¦like I was feeling it kind of."

"My emotions can be kind of intense when it comes to Tamaric honey, that's why. You know what they call that right?"

"What? What you were feeling?"

"No¦" Korica giggled and patted Eva's back as she pulled her closer. "I'm talking about the ability to sense what others are feeling?"

"Oh, no what do they call that?"

"You're empathic. You can tell what others are feeling and in time it will let you know what they're thinking once you learn how to interpret feelings better."

"Hmm. Like how I can tell you were thinking that Tamaric is really handsome and he makes your heart beat really fast and you like it¦a lot?"

"Very good. Yes. I was thinking about Tamaric's face and my heart started pounding and I was thinking how much I liked how that felt. I get all warm and squishy inside when I think about him."

"Yuck¦no boy makes me feel like that."

Korica laughed and leaned back as she digested Eva's funny expression and dead honest statement only making her laugh more. When Korica regained her composure she noticed that the tickle of her funny bone had made Tamaric crack up too. Korica then sat forward and patted Eva's side.

"I would imagine not honey. I'm sorry for laughing, I felt what you were feeling and it just¦cracked me up."

"You're emp¦amp¦ath¦ic?"

"Empathic. Yes I am honey. Tamaric and I both are, very strongly in fact."

"So you know what I'm thinking?"

"I know you thought boys are fun to play with at school but they're yucky beyond that. I can tell you really like Tamaric too. You trust him to look after me. Thank you Eva, that means a lot that you trust him like that."

"That's exactly right! You're welcome Korica. If you trust him so do I." Eva leaned closer. "He is really handsome too¦just like my daddy."

"Your dad is a very good looking man. I'm honored that you would compare me to him." Tamaric said.

"See¦you can talk to pretty girls without tripping over your tongue." Korica said teasingly.

"Stop it Korica. Eva is beautiful but it's not the same."

"You think I'm¦I can feel how you see me¦wow! You really think I'm pretty."

"You're very pretty Eva. Especially in that wonderful dress your mom had made for you."

Eva furrowed her brow and while staring at him as she stroked one of her locks of hair at the side of her face and she grinned.

"You love my hair too. You like the color and how my hair hangs to the sides of my face."

"That's right. Very good, you're reading my thoughts through my feelings."

"Neat! I can tell what both of you are feeling."

"We're making ourselves easy to read just for you honey." Korica said.

"Read? I was feeling it not reading it. There's nothing here to read but my data pad over there." Eva said pointing at her makeup dresser with a chair in front of it.

"Of course. Sorry."

Eva turned her head again and she looked straight at Korica and seemed to be confused for a moment. She then surprised Korica with her next statement.

"I may not understand what you meant but I'm not unable to comprehend advanced descriptive terminology¦whatever that means."

"Whoa! Did you¦hear me thinking?"

"Kind of. I didn't hear your voice but I¦thought things that came form somewhere else."

"Oh Eva! That's cognitive telepathy. You were tuning into my mind."

"Really? So what does that mean exactly?"

"Advanced descriptive terminology just means a way of describing something with terms that require an advanced understanding of the subject being discussed. I was simply thinking that you don't understand the subject of sensing what a person is feeling and I was describing it with terms that were confusing for you."

"Oh. See, I understood that."

"Have you ever¦heard thoughts like that from someone?"

"No, not until now. I thought you were doing that on purpose."

"No honey. I can press my thoughts on someone so they think what I' m thinking is coming from them but I have to force it to happen. What you did came from you."

"No it came from somewhere else, I told you that."

"I'm confusing you again. It came from me but you sensed it on your own. You tuned into my mind so you could sense exactly what I was thinking, word for word."

"You mean you can't do that?"

"Well I can but I couldn't at your age. I can actually hear what Tamaric is thinking. I can do it with Laurel and Jake too."

"You hear their voice in your head?"

"Yep. I hear Tamaric's voice all the time. There's this quiet whispering going on all the time as he thinks to himself and I can hear it."

"Weird." Eva looked at Tamaric and he grinned at her and leaned forward slightly.

"Yes I hear her wonderful voice whispering in the back of my mind too. I feel lonely and lost when it goes away."

"I don't want someone else talking in my head. That sounds¦spooky."

"Trust me, it was at first. You get used to it after a while and then you get to where you like it. You're never alone and you know what your best friend in life is thinking all the time."

"You feel that she's your best friend?"

"I most certainly do. I've never had a friend like her. She's the best friend I've ever had in my life."

"Why would you marry your best friend?"

"Because being best friends leads to loving each other and that turns into being in love and that's when you want to spend the rest of your life with that friend."

"I have a best friend at school but¦it's a girl. I don't want to marry her even though were best friends¦like you and me Korica."

"You don't have any boys that are friends?"

"Yes, but they're not my best friends like Rachelle is."

"It will all make a lot more sense to you when you get older honey."

"That's what mamma says. She said boys won't seem so¦gross and they will treat me better when they get older and I get older."

"The boys at school aren't mean to you are they?"

"No. Not usually anyway. If they do mean stuff we just have to tell the teacher and they stop them from doing mean stuff. That doesn't happen very often though."

"Good. I'm sure your momma and daddy would take care of that kind of thing anyway."

"They ask me every day what happened at school today and was anyone mean to me."

"Why would they be mean to you?"

"Cause I'm smarter than any of them."

Tamaric looked at Korica and nodded.

"Boy do I know what that's like."

"Really?"

"Oh yeah. The kids at school got kind of upset cause I was raising the grade curve with my high test scores. They would tell me dumb stuff like quit being such a showoff and stuff."

"So it was the kids on Earth that were mean to you not the kids here in Genesis?"

"Yeah, but we haven't gone to school down here yet, only on the Future. School won't start until next week down here. Boys were never really mean to me even on Earth. It was the other girls that were kind of mean."

"Ooh. I'm sorry to hear that honey. They were just jealous of how pretty you are."

"That's what mamma told me. You want to play with my dollies with me Korica? We can play tea party."

"Sure. Sounds like fun."

Eva gave Korica a pretty smile and she took her hand and pulled her to the middle of the room and then she turned and picked up her doll that she had been so lovingly brushing the hair of and she stroked her dolls head then she handed her to Korica and she turned and walked to a toy box at the foot of her bed and she lifted it open and pulled out two more dolls and she looked at Tamaric and grinned at him.

"You can play with us too if you want?"

"Thank you Eva. I would love to play with you girls."

Eva smiled at him brightly and she handed him one of the dolls and the two of them walked over to Korica and sat down in the floor. Eva then dragged a play set out from under her makeup dresser and she set it up in a tea party setting for three.

"That's¦Korica" Eva said pointing at Korica's doll. "That's Clara" Eva said pointing at Tamaric's doll. "And this is Barbara." Eva said holding her doll up slightly.

"You named your doll after me?" Korica asked with a smile.

Eva shrugged her shoulders and blushed slightly.

"I like you Korica. This way you and I could play together when¦you weren't here. You were the first friend I made on the Future."

"But you were talking about your friends in school on the Future?"

"I only went to school for two days and then we moved down here. Once I get used to the gravity down here I'll get to go to school with the friends I made at school on the Future."

"Ah, I see. Well I'm touched that you would name your doll after me so we could play together. I promise to stop by as often as I can so we can really play together ok?"

"Ok. You'll let me¦read your feelings some more when we play together too?"

"Absolutely. I'm an open book for you Eva."

"Neat. I like how you feel Korica. You're so nice and you like me as much as I like you."

"Yes I do honey. Let's have some tea now."

"Ok. We have to get dressed up first. You have to look proper to attend high tea."

While Eva was talking with Korica and Tamaric in her room, Laurel and Jake were talking with Alice about the wonders of Genesis and inevitably about their adventure through Korica's galaxy. After talking for fifteen minutes a tone rang out from the kitchen and Alice excused herself to take the cookies out of the oven. Laurel leaned back and on Jake and she stroked his leg.

"Eva really has a nice mother. She loves that little girl like the dickens." Laurel said.

"Yeah I sense the same thing. She adores her."

"So does Korica. You think it has something to do with trying to recapture a special time in her life or something? Maybe she can relate to the age Eva is?"

"I have a feeling that's a really insightful guess. I mean Eva is really adorable but I sense something deeper in the relationship Korica is fostering with her than just an adorable little Aussie girl capturing her heart. Korica feels¦kindred to her somehow."

"You don't think it's just because she loves her Australian accent?"

"Oh I have no doubt that she loves hearing her talk. Tamaric's accent just turns her to goo but there's a lot more to it than just that."

"Hmm. I suppose it's Korica's business and none of ours hunh?"

"Mmm, we can be curious about it but yeah. It's up to Korica whom she wants to become friends with even if it's a cute little seven-year-old towhead from Australia."

"I wonder if we¦" Laurel shot a hand to her forehead and winced seemingly in pain as she sprang to her feet and took a deep breath.

Jake sprang up right after her as he felt his heart racing right along with Laurel's.

"Laurel! You're¦" Jake took a few deep breaths and began to feel light headed. "You're making me dizzy babe. What's wrong?"

Laurel squeezed her eyes closed tightly and bent over slightly and she took a few deep breaths then slowly stood up straight and opened her eyes and looked at Jake with a pained look on her face.

"It's her¦she's trying to reach out to me."

"Her who?"

"Here¦"

Laurel put her hands up to Jake's face and pulled his forehead to hers and she closed her eyes and slipped into Jake's mind and Jake took a rapid breath as he heard everything going on in Laurel's mind and he felt her pain. Laurel was developing an acute migraine for some reason.

"Laurel¦can you hear me Laurel?" Jake heard from within Laurel's mind.

The voice was Laurel's but a bit deeper and echoing as if coming from the back of a stadium in a shouting whisper. Jake pulled his head back and broke the connection and he slowly put his hand to his forehead as he took a few rapid breaths.

"Why does it hurt like that?"

"I don't know. Why is she trying to reach me like this too?"

Jake shook his head slowly as he brought his hand down.

"We have to tell the captain babe. This is serious, especially if it's causing you pain."

"I¦I know. That might have been a sense of her pain. She's hurting and desperate to reach me¦for whatever reason."

Alice stepped out of the kitchen and she could tell Laurel and Jake were upset about something.

"Are you two alright?"

"Do you have a way of reaching the Genesis tower?" Laurel asked.

"Uh...sure. There's a com panel in the kitchen and one over there by the dinning table." Alice said pointing to the wall beside the dinning room table.

Laurel glanced over at the com panel then she looked at the short hallway leading to the kitchen and back door then she looked at Alice.

"If you don't mind I'd like to use the com panel in the kitchen? I need to make an important call."

"Of course, help yourself."

Laurel nodded and headed off toward the kitchen.

"What's going on Jake?" Alice asked. "You're both upset about something."

"I can't¦exactly talk about it. We just need to contact the captain."

"Are you sensing something dangerous? Is Eva in danger?"

"Oh no, it's nothing like that Alice. Eva is perfectly safe right here with you. Look¦Laurel and I become aware of things out of the blue and we have to communicate the more serious things to the captain as soon as we become aware of them. I can't go into detail for obvious reasons but we¦know something the captain needs to know about."

"You poor things. You just don't get a break do you?"

"Fraid not." Jake chuckled.

Laurel stepped into the kitchen and looked around. There was an island counter with two cookie sheets full of cookies cooling in the middle of the kitchen and along the back wall was a long counter with a window above the dual sinks and the counter came around to the right and there was an ultrasonic wave cooker and a collection of bowls and measuring cups sitting in a dish drainer and it struck Laurel as odd since there was a ultra sonic dishwasher built into the under cabinet space next to the sinks. Next to the cold storage cabinet was a darkened com panel and Laurel walked right over to it and touched it and it lit up. She looked over the menu list and it looked almost exactly like what was on the Future. Laurel scrolled down until she saw a line item listed as Genesis tower. She touched the line item and she had a choice of sending a text only message or direct communications and she touched the later.

The screen flickered and the words 'please standby' appeared slowly blinking in yellow. A few moments later the screen flashed and a very young woman's face appeared.

"This is the Genesis tower, how can I help you?"

"This is Laurel Kade. Is the captain available please?"

"He's here but¦he's indisposed at the moment."

"This is real important. I need to establish an encrypted line with him."

"That isn't possible on the network you're communicating from."

"What? This is a hard-line connection right?"

"It is but it's routed through a general communication hub that isn't capable of supporting a secure encrypted line."

"Crud! Alright¦I'll come to the tower then. Please send word to the captain that I need to have a conversation with him?"

"You do realize that this is a secure facility? It requires high level clearance to go up to the level the captain is on."

"Look me up¦I have the highest level clearance possible. Please¦just send word to him and expect my arrival shortly."

The woman could be seen looking off the to left slightly and after just a moment her mouth opened in surprise and then she looked back.

"I'm sorry Laurel, I didn't realize exactly who I was talking to. I'll let the captain know."

"Thank you."

"No thank you. We owe you¦everything. Anything I can do is an honor."

"That's sweet. Thanks."

"My pleasure."

The screen then switched back to the line item list as the connection was terminated. Laurel touched the com panel and it went dark and Laurel headed back out to the living room. Jake was sitting on the couch and Alice was sitting in the reclining chair across from him.

"Did you get through to him?" Jake asked as Laurel walked over and sat down next to him.

"Not exactly. He's busy at the moment but I sent word that we need to see him."

"He's¦oh, we have to go to the tower in order to talk to him securely?"

"Yeah."

"Ooh, Eva is going to be so upset that you have to go so soon."

"Well Korica and Tamaric can stay here and we'll come back for them when our business at the tower is taken care of?"

"Alright. Eva will like that idea better. You want to take a cookie with you? They should be cool enough to eat."

"Uh¦why don't you save a few for us and we'll have one when we come back?"

"Ok."

Laurel stood up and Jake looked up at her then he stood up and they grinned at Alice.

"Thank you for your hospitality Alice. We appreciate you letting Korica come over to see Eva. She's crazy about your daughter."

Alice stood up and smiled.

"The feeling is very mutual. I've caught Eva playing in her room pretending that she is talking to Korica through her dolls."

"That's so sweet."

"Korica has one of those magnetic personalities that's irresistible. Eva was taken from the moment Korica showed her some genuine attention and affection."

"You know Eva has some of those qualities too? She's a wonderful little girl and I think Korica was just as taken the moment she laid eyes on Eva."

"Thank you Laurel. Jack and I are very proud of Eva and we've tried to raise her to be a good spirit to everyone no matter who they are."

"It shows. She's very likable and so adorable."

"Thank you."

Laurel and Jake then headed down the hallway to the third door on the left and they stepped into Eva's room where the three of them were now sitting in the middle of the floor playing with Eva's dolls. Korica looked up and smiled warmly.

"Hi mom and dad. We're having high tea. You want to¦" Korica let go of the doll she was holding in a small chair and she got to her feet. "You have to go?"

"Hi Laurel and Jake." Eva said with a pretty smile.

"Hello sweetheart." Laurel said. "You look very pretty today. I love your dress."

"Thank you. Mamma had this made for me." Eva said as she stood up.

Laurel looked back at Korica. "I'm sorry honey, you must have a sense of what's going on?"

"Yeah, sort of. You have to go see the captain about¦important stuff."

"That's right. We really wanted to spend some time with you two but this is really important."

"You don't need Tamaric and I to come with you?"

"No, you stay here and play with Eva. We'll come back after we're done and we can go have a look around the city."

Eva stepped over by Korica and she slid her hand into Korica's.

"Please stay with me Korica? I don't have anyone to play with."

Korica squeezed Eva's hand and she squatted down so she was looking up into her cute little face.

"I'm not going anywhere honey. I promise to stay and play with you for a while ok?"

"Kay." Eva said with a smile. Eva then stepped forward and hugged Korica around the neck for a moment then stepped back. "I'll even make you my new best friend if you want?"

"Oh sweetie¦I would be honored to think of you as my best friend too."

"Besides Tamaric right?"

"That's right. I have two best friends now and so do you."

"Yeah!" Eva said with a big smile.

Korica stood up and looked at Laurel. Korica then bowed her head slightly as she reached out to Laurel and connected with her easily.

"Eva here is extremely gifted mom. You need to let the captain know that we've seen cognitive telepathy and empathic abilities in her. I'm going to have a talk with Eva's mom to make sure she understands the implications and what the captain might be asking of them once he knows."

"Ok." Laurel thought in return. "I'll let him know."

Now that Korica was connected with Laurel she got a full sense of what Laurel had experienced when the other Laurel reached out to her and Korica's expression changed and she let go of Eva's hand and took a subtle step back.

"Oh mom. I'm scared, that Laurel could hurt you."

"I don't think that was her intent honey. I think she's just so powerful that a full sense of her was passed on when she reached out to me. She's in pain for some reason."

"You think the quantum instability she mentioned is having an affect on her?"

"Maybe. She might be getting sick or something. It might have been from the effort to reach out to me from so far away too. I just don't know."

"What's the matter Korica?" Eva asked.

Korica looked at her and Eva furrowed her brows heavily then she looked at Laurel then Jake then back to Korica and she shook her head gently.

"Weird¦I feel Laurel¦and Jake in you¦plus Tamaric. How come I can feel all of you in one person?"

Korica withdrew into her own mind and Eva's expression changed and she furrowed her brows again for just a moment.

"It just went away¦"

"We have this ability to talk to each other in our minds. When we do that we¦come together in a way."

"Really? You were talking to Laurel?"

"Yeah I was."

"Can you teach me how to do that? I want to be able to talk to you whenever I want."

"Uhh¦"

Korica looked at Alice who had a shocked look on her face. Alice stepped over next to Eva and knelt down in front of her.

"Eva, have you ever felt people like that before? I mean beside your daddy and I?"

"No. It only happens with Korica and Tamaric. Am I doing something bad momma?"

"Oh no sweetie. It's perfectly fine. I just want to know if you sense or hear people in your head."

"We didn't mean to alarm you mam." Tamaric said. "We were allowing Eva to sense our feelings readily. We can¦keep it at bay if you want?"

"Please just call me Alice Tamaric. You make me feel so old when you call me mam." Alice stood up and took Eva's hand in hers as she faced Korica and Tamaric. "If you want to make yourselves that available to Eva I don't have a problem with it. We know she has some gifts that aren't quite yet presenting completely. I would ask that you¦moderate what you make available to her though. You're quite a bit older and I know the kind of feelings that can be exchanged between a married couple if you know what I mean?"

"Oh no mam¦Alice. We won't share those kinds of feelings with her. We've been very careful to keep it pure and clean."

"I appreciate that. I don't want her experiencing that kind of thing."

"Hunh? What are you talking about momma?" Eva asked.

"Nothing you need to worry about Eva. Korica and Tamaric have promised to behave themselves while you're sharing what they're feeling."

"They would never be mean to me momma. They're my new best friends and best friends aren't mean to each other."

"No, I know they would never do anything mean."

"Well we have to go." Laurel said. "We'll be back in a just a little while."

"I'll save some cookies for you, I promise not to eat 'em all." Eva said.

"Thank you Eva." Laurel replied. "I look forward to trying them."

Korica stepped forward and hugged Laurel tightly for a few moments then she stepped back and Laurel kissed her forehead then Korica smiled at her and she stepped up to Jake and hugged him equally tightly for a few moments then she stepped back and Jake grinned and stroked her left cheek.

"You have fun beautiful. See you in a bit."

"Thanks dad."

Laurel then stepped over to Tamaric and pulled him into and embrace and then she kissed his cheek making him grin big. Jake then hugged Tamaric around the shoulders and he smiled at him then he reached out to Tamaric and it took a moment but he was able to connect with his mind.

"Remember Alice's wishes, you have to keep your feelings pure. No lustful or dirty thoughts of any kind while Eva can sense it." Jake thought.

"I'll behave myself, I promise. I know how to keep that kind of thing out of my mind."

"Good man. It's important that you don't corrupt her."

"I sense that you feel bad for doing that to Korica. I won't make that same mistake here."

"Good, learn from my mistakes. It leads to the wrong kind of curiosity and this is someone's baby we're talking about."

"You're doing it again¦" Eva said pointing at Jake. "I can¦feel all of you right there."

Jake withdrew into his own mind and he grinned at Eva.

"I was just saying goodbye to Tamaric."

"Un uh¦it was about me. You were¦telling him not to¦I don't know that that means, and I'm not a baby."

Jake stared at her in shock for a moment and then he looked at Alice.

"Is she right?" Alice asked.

"Yes. I don't know how she knows exactly what I was thinking though."

"Eva? Did you hear his voice in your head?" Alice asked.

"No. I just¦had thoughts in my head that came from somewhere else. They came from Jake. I can¦feel that's where they came from."

"I think you're going to have a full blown telepath on your hands real soon." Korica said with a grin.

"I've never seen her show so much ability all at once. You may be right."

"Come on Jake, we really need to get going." Laurel said as she put her hand out.

Jake put his hand in Laurel's and they all headed out to the living room right behind Laurel and Jake. Laurel walked up to the door and opened it and it was pouring again. Laurel pulled out her rain deflector and extended it and then twisted the base turning it on and then Jake did the same as the two of them stepped out onto the porch. Laurel then turned back around and looked at Alice standing in the doorway with Eva standing right at her side holding her hand.

"You have a wonderful home and the cutest daughter I've ever seen. Thank you for making us feel so comfortable in your home and around your little girl."

"It's my pleasure Laurel. Thank you for sharing your daughter with Eva. She really lights her life up."

Laurel smiled and lifted a hand in salutation and her and Jake headed off the porch into the driving rain. They disappeared quickly into the heavy curtains of noisy rain and Eva looked back at Korica standing right behind her.

"Are they going to be ok? It rains so hard here."

"They'll be fine Eva. Come here and let me tell you something."

Korica put her hand out and Eva smiled and put her hand in Korica's and they walked over to the couch as Alice shut the door and stood and watched them. Tamaric then walked over and sat down next to Korica.

"Do you know how I ended up on the Future?"

"No."

"Well there were these really mean and ugly people that took me from my family when I was just a few years older than you are right now. They kept me in a cage and didn't feed me very well and I was thirsty all the time. Laurel and Jake found out where I was and they came in and rescued me along with over a hundred other girls that were being held in even more cages. Laurel was tough and smart and she out thought the bad people to get to us. She was very nice to me from the moment she met me. She gave me food and clean clothes and a warm clean bed to sleep in and lots and lots of love. She taught me how to be strong and smart and what it means to be a good person. I've never met anyone as smart yet tough as she is."

"She's really pretty too."

"Yes she is. She's the most beautiful woman I've ever met. The point is Laurel is very strong and smart. There isn't anything she can't do and she knows how to take care of herself."

"Jake will take care of her too right?"

"That's right. He won't let anything bad happen to her."

"How did Laurel and Jake know where you were? I mean in that bad place you were being kept?"

"Well at the time they didn't know me. They just knew that these bad people had many girls that needed to be set free so they could be taken back to their families. Once Laurel figured out exactly where we were being held they came in a ship and snuck in and set us free."

"Are those bad people still around?"

"No, you don't have to worry about them. We told the elder race what those bad people were doing and they went in with even more ships and stopped them forever. They won't ever be able to hurt anyone again."

"They hurt you?"

Korica sighed and kept the memories at bay so Eva wouldn't sense the depth of the depraved things that were done to her and the other girls.

"They hurt me a few times but I was strong and I made friends that helped me to hide in the crowd so I wouldn't be hurt more."

"Why weren't you taken back to your family? Don't you miss your momma and daddy?"

Korica closed her eyes for a moment and she leaned back as she fought the tears back for just a moment then she opened her eyes and looked at Eva with watery eyes.

"I miss my mom and dad every single day. Those bad people¦my mom and dad aren't alive honey."

Eva opened her mouth in surprise and then she looked down sadly for a moment then she looked at Korica.

"Is that why Laurel and Jake are your mom and dad now?"

"That's right. I didn't have a family to go back to. Laurel and Jake loved me so much that they adopted me so I would have someone to call mom and dad. They've given me everything I need since then, food, a place to call home and a loving family. I have a grandma and a grandpa that I can see anytime I want and I have a husband now who keeps me company and shows me how special I am all the time."

"I'm sorry you lost your momma and daddy Korica. I'll share mine with you when you feel sad ok?"

"Awe, thank you sweetheart. I have a mom and dad that love me. I told you all this cause I want you to understand what an amazing woman Laurel is. I want to be just like her when I get older and she's teaching me how to do just that."

"I want to be like my momma too. She's pretty and smart and she loves me with all her heart."

"You better believe I do Eva. You're my little ray of sunshine. The best thing I've ever done in my life is make you. You ready for some cookies?"

"Yeah!" Eva exclaimed as she hopped around a few times.

"Good. They should be cooled enough to have a few. Not too many Eva, lunch is going to be in an hour or so and I want you to eat all your lunch."

"Oh I will, I promise momma."

"Good girl."

Korica and Tamaric stood up and they all started to head for the kitchen with Eva practically running ahead of them all. Alice took hold of Korica's arm and she stopped her short of the kitchen doorway.

"Thank you for¦editing your story. I know what was done to you and I appreciate you holding back the more distasteful details. I don't want Eva hearing about the evil that can be visited on a girl under the circumstances you were forced to endure."

"I don't either. I didn't think the gory details were important for what I was trying to share with her."

"You're a surprisingly wise and remarkable young lady Korica. Thank you for taking an interest in being a part of Eva's life. She really likes you and so do I."

"Thank you for letting me be a part of her life Alice. I love Eva and I only want the best for her. I sensed that she could really use a friend that would treat her special; I would like to be that friend."

"I wasn't quite sure what to make of someone your age taking such an interest in her but I can feel that you have pure intentions and you really care about her. That's all I need to know to accept you in our home anytime you want."

"Awe, thank you Alice. Hey¦if you want you and Jack can plan a night out together on one of my off duty days and I would be honored to baby sit for you."

"That would be really nice Korica. I know Eva would be thrilled to have you baby sit her."

"Just call up to the ship and find out what my schedule is like and we can plan something that fits both our schedules."

"Would Tamaric be accompanying you?"

"Uh¦probably. It's hard to explain but we can't be apart for too long or we both get sick."

"I see. Well Eva seems to like him well enough even if she's still a little uneasy around him so it'll be fine."

"Ok."

Korica and Alice then stepped into the kitchen and as if to prove Alice wrong, Tamaric had Eva in his arm sitting on his hip and he was feeding a cookie to her. Alice smiled brightly and stepped up to the island counter.

"I see you two wasted no time digging in?"

"The cookies are good momma."

"Don't talk with your mouth full honey."

Eva nodded and chewed the bite of cookie in her mouth then she swallowed it down and she smiled.

"Sorry momma. Tamaric picked me up so I could choose the best looking cookie."

"That's nice. I'm glad to see you two getting along so well."

"He's my new best friend cause he's Korica's best friend. If she trusts him so do I."

Tamaric held up another piece of the big cookie and Eva leaned forward and took a bite then smiled at Tamaric. She then reached down to the cookie sheet and she carefully picked up a cookie that immediately began to droop and she lifted to Tamaric and he took a big bite and gave an obligatory 'mmm' as he chewed on it making Eva smile as she chewed on her bite. Tamaric swallowed the bite then he and Eva both held cookies up for each other and they both took a bite from the cookie the other was holding and Eva giggled and chewed on her bite. When she swallowed it down she leaned forward and kissed Tamaric's cheek then she stopped and looked shocked for just a moment. She looked at the cookie sheet and set the cookie down that she had been feeding Tamaric and then she looked back at him as she wiped her mouth with her wrist.

"I'm sorry Tamaric, I don't¦I didn't meant to do that. I mean I did but¦I don't know why I did that."

"It's alright Eva, I love kisses from pretty girls. You didn't do anything wrong."

Eva looked at her mother and Alice smiled and tilted her head slightly.

"I thought boys were yucky to you?" Alice said with a grin.

"Tamaric isn't just a boy. He's Korica's husband. That makes him ok."

Tamaric looked at Korica and he could feel the pride she had at seeing a pretty little girl in his arms. She thought he somehow looked proper with a child in his arms especially while being in his incredible looking uniform. Tamaric looked at Eva and she lifted her hands to her chin shyly and grinned at him and he set the cookie he had been feeding Eva down and he gently reached up to her hands and pulled them down slightly then leaned in and kissed Eva's cheek making Eva smile and blush noticeably. Tamaric then slid Eva down his leg until her feet touched the floor. Tamaric then picked up the cookie and handed it to Eva and she took it gratefully.

"Thank you."

"You're welcome Eva." Tamaric said as he stroked her head all the way down to the tip of her soft ponytail.

Korica stepped up to the trays of cookies and she chose one at random and picked it up and looked at it for a moment then she took a bite and her eyes lit up. After chewing and swallowing the bite of cookie she smiled at Alice.

"These are wonderful. It's sweet and gooey with something¦sharp in there."

"That's our little secret. Eva loves cinnamon so I put a tiny sprinkle in the dough."

"I love the black dots, they're creamy and sweet."

"You've never had chocolate before?"

"No."

"Oh you've been missing one of Earths finest treats then. Those black dots are chocolate chips."

Alice smiled at Korica and pet her shoulder as she stepped past her and opened a cupboard door and she pulled out a sizable plate and she lifted a dozen cookies off the cookie sheet and she delicately handed it to Eva.

"Go ahead and take the cookies to your room. I'll bring you three something to drink in a minute."

"Really? Daddy said no eating in my room."

"It's ok sweetheart. I'll tell your daddy I said it was ok. Just don't get crumbs all over the place ok?"

"Ok momma, I won't."

Eva was careful to keep the plate flat as she headed for the doorway and Korica thought now was the right time to have a talk with Alice.

"You two go ahead, I'll be right there. I want to have a word with Alice."

Tamaric furrowed his brow momentarily and then he felt what Korica had in mind and he nodded to her and he put his hand on Eva's shoulder and the two of them stepped out of the kitchen and Korica watched them as she popped the rest of her cookie in her mouth. Alice stepped over to another cupboard door after pushing the first closed and she pulled out three glasses then stepped over to the cold storage cabinet. She pulled it open and pulled out a pitcher of ice-cold orange juice. She began to pour the glasses full and she glanced at Korica to see if she was finished chewing her mouthful of cookie.

"What's on your mind Korica?"

Korica made sure all of her cookie was swallowed down and then she cleared her throat.

"I wanted to talk about Eva actually."

"Oh? What about her?" Alice asked as she picked up the glass she had just filled and she stepped over to Korica and handed it to her.

Korica took a long drink of juice then swallowed it down gratefully.

"Thank you. Well, you've obviously seen what I was going to tell you about. I don't know if our presence is exciting her abilities or whatever but she's showing signs of cognitive telepathy and a really strong sense of empathic abilities coming to life."

"She's had empathic tendencies since she was three. We knew she was gifted to some degree. I've never heard of her¦sensing the thoughts of others like she did earlier though. That's something completely new."

"If you don't mind me asking¦are you and Jack gifted?"

Alice stopped pouring the orange juice for a moment and she held her position then she went back to filling the glass until it was full. She set the pitcher down and Korica was starting to feel that she had touched a sensitive subject with Alice. Alice then stared at the two glasses for a moment then she lifted her hand and held it in front of the glasses half curled as if she were about to grasp them and the glasses lifted from the counter shaking slightly then Alice walked over to the island counter with the glasses floating just in front of her hand. She then moved her hand toward the island counter and the glasses lowered and touched the counter surface with a slight heavy clack. Alice then took a few deep breaths with her eyes closed and then she opened her eyes and looked at Korica.

"I uh¦I guess that answers my question."

"It came on when I hit puberty. Till then not much of anything but sensing what people were feeling from the time I was a little younger than Eva. It was like an overnight explosion of gifts. One day I could just¦levitate things, hear exactly what people were thinking and I can¦cause things to implode. I don't completely understand that ability but I can stare at something and just¦push and it crushes to the point of exploding."

"I see. And Jack?"

"He can't crush things with his mind but he can move things around like I can, he's empathic and he can manipulate liquids. Before Eva was born he used to entertain himself by creating different shapes from water. He could even animate them, it was really quite funny sometimes to see bears and dogs dancing on the table made of water or juice or booze in the pubs."

"Pubs?"

"Watering holes¦bars? You know, a place to have an alcoholic drink."

"Oh. Laurel and Jake won't let me touch stuff like that. It clouds the mind and I'm too powerful to be out of control like that."

"That sure makes sense. Nothing good comes from drinking booze."

"Anyway¦There's the distinct possibility that I woke whatever is going on with Eva. I didn't do anything intentional, I think it's just my presence and how¦powerful I am."

"The thought had already crossed my mind."

"Yes, I know. One of my responsibilities to the ship is to report any people I observe showing signs of extraordinary gifts. Eva definitely falls into that category. She's going to be extremely gifted when she gets older. Like you said it usually presents strongest when a person hits puberty. That's when my strongest abilities came alive too although I was born with empathic abilities in place. My mother and father used to commit to the deep sharing with me often as I was growing up so that ability seems to be a hardwired component of my species."

"The deep sharing?"

"It's a sharing of ones essence. It's very deep and intimate but with Humans it's a little different. There's a complete sharing of the person you are and everything you're feeling or have ever felt if that makes any sense."

"Uh¦not exactly. Is this something you do with Tamaric?"

"Yes, as often as we can. It feels very good and can become kind of addictive to engage in."

"Hmm. This¦deep sharing isn't something you want to do with Eva is it?"

"Oh no. I would confuse the heck out of her if I tried to do that. She would get a full sense of everything about me. I don't think you would want her experiencing the lust between Tamaric and I and I can't separate that component from my personality during the deep sharing. Our relationship defines me. I just want your permission to report to the captain what I've observed in Eva and felt from her. She has a great power in her that isn't awake yet just waiting to come alive. They'll want to run some early assessments on her to determine just what she's capable of and what she's likely to be capable of in the future."

Alice sighed and turned and leaned against the counter and thought about it hard. She then looked at Korica for a moment and then she stood up straight.

"Let me talk to Jack first if you don't mind? I don't want to keep anything from the captain but¦they won't take Eva from us will they?"

"Oh no, the civilian corps never breaks up families."

"Yeah, that's what the selection committee reps told us on Earth when we were selected to join the Future mission. I didn't know if attitudes had changed though?"

"No, that's still one of the core values of the civilian corps. No family disruption is to be tolerated for any reason. I won't say anything for a while then. Not until I come again to visit with Eva at the very least."

"I appreciate that. Eva means the world to us and we don't want to rush into anything without discussing it first."

"I can certainly understand that. She means a lot to me too Alice. She's so sweet, I really like being around her and her little accent is so cute."

"Thank you Korica. I'm glad you think so highly of her."

"That was all I wanted to say. I'm going to go back to play with her some more."

"Take your juice with you and I'll carry Eva and Tamaric's."

"Ok, hey does Eva know how gifted you and Jack are?"

"No. I'm sure she suspects we have the same abilities she has but we haven't shown her exactly what we can do."

"Is it something you want us to keep quiet about then?"

"Not particularly. We don't boast but we aren't exactly hiding it from her either."

"And you still don't mind if we make our feelings available to her since she seems able to sense us so readily?"

"No, not at all. I think it's kind of sweet that you would allow her to share your feelings as long as you keep them on the up and up."

"Nothing dirty, I promise."

Korica grabbed her glass of juice and Alice picked up the other two glasses from the island counter and Korica headed out of the kitchen and Alice followed right behind her. They walked to Eva's room and they were both a little surprised at the sight that awaited them. Tamaric was lying on his side and Eva was leaning back on his stomach as he read to her from her data pad and Eva was gently munching on a cookie while following along. Tamaric stopped and looked up at Korica and Alice and smiled.

"We can't have high tea with just two so I decided to read to Eva till you came."

"You're going to make a great daddy someday Tamaric." Korica said.

"We'll see."

Eva sat forward and Tamaric sat up and laid the data pad aside and Alice handed a glass to Tamaric and one to Eva then she stroked her finger over Eva's cheek.

"You have fun sweetheart."

Alice then stood up and turned and headed out and Korica sat down in front of Eva and Tamaric and Eva pushed the plate of cookies toward her. Korica picked up a cookie and crunched into it and smiled at Eva.

Laurel and Jake headed down the rain soaked street half expecting the bearcats to find them but they were nowhere to be seen. They made their way down the street listening to the rain pounding all around them wondering what was so bad on the other Future that it would prompt the other Laurel to reach out across fourteen light years to try and speed up their decision.

The two of them made their way through the medical center pathway and out onto the street in front of the Genesis tower. They walked across the street and up the steps to the front of the foyer entryway and they stepped right through the projected doorway into the quiet and warm foyer. They turned off and collapsed their rain deflectors then walked over to the reception desk that wasn't manned the last time they were here and the young woman sitting at the desk watched them until they got close and her expression changed when she realized who was approaching.

"Laurel Kade and Jake Myers right?" The young woman asked.

"That's right." Laurel said. "Did you contact the captain?"

"Yes. He's expecting you. Please make your way up to the fiftieth floor in tower two."

Laurel nodded and headed back the way they came across the foyer to the tower two transport enclosure. Laurel reached out toward the enclosure and the clear door revolved around and slipped away into the wall. They stepped in and Laurel touched the indicator for the fiftieth floor and the door revolved closed and they could feel the compression field being established then there was a high pitched whine building up and then in a bright blue flash they disappeared. They found themselves standing in the enclosure at the end of a brightly lit hallway with dark hued walls in veined black marble looking stone. The curved enclosure door revolved around into the wall and they stepped down and took a few steps down the hallway and Laurel looked at Jake and grinned.

"They definitely took some lesson from the elder race. This is what the Farqua station looked like everywhere."

"I was just thinking the same thing. I guess the technique for manipulating stone into whatever you want isn't so complicated after all. You remember the impression we got from Inea? A similar technique was used on Heindon for their cold storage facility."

"Yeah, I remember."

They continued down the hallway looking at the doors wondering exactly where they were supposed to go when Laurel had the idea of stretching out with her feelings to see which rooms were occupied. When she did that Jake pointed at the third set of double doors.

"In there. I sense¦I mean you sense nine people in there some of whom aren't Human."

Laurel nodded and withdrew her concentration. They stepped up to the doors and Jake reached out to push on the door and one of the doors began to swing open on its own making him grin. It occurred to him that a certain lazy factor could be perceived with all of the automated and simulated doorways used. They stepped into the room that was dimly lit at the end they stepped in through. It was a roughly oblong room with a curved table in a horseshoe shape that surrounded a 3D holographic projector that was at the moment projecting an image of the Future solar system with all of the planets represented and a bright yellow line circling from the outer region in a gentle curve toward the heart of the system intersecting the Future planet. Laurel and Jake immediately recognized that they were looking at the projected course of the stellar debris heading for the Future planet at close to fourty thousand miles per second.

The individuals sitting at the table were obviously from different planets around the local systems as a few looked nothing like a typical Human individual. One was very tall with a hulking body shape and a huge head with big eyes that were completely black and the individual had sandy brown scraggly hair of sorts that looked unkept but the individual was wearing a distinct uniform of some sort. The other obvious alien was a spindly shaped individual with almost gray skin and a long thin neck with a rather sizable head at the end of it and the individual had absolutely no hair on its head. The eyes were absolutely beautiful though. Huge deep blue eyes with lighter blue needle like spikes within the deep blue caught ones attention making it hard not to stare. The individuals face was expressionless with a small mouth and tiny nose reminiscent of the typical Human nose. The individual had small ear slits but no ear lobes as would be expected and the individual was wearing a white robe with a bright gold sash around one shoulder cutting across the individuals mid section, drooping down to the floor where the individual was sitting. The other non Human individuals were very Human looking and they all had distinctly different uniforms on and then there was the captain and another officer in a kaki uniform that Laurel and Jake were pretty sure was US Navy.

The entire gathering looked over at Laurel and Jake and they both felt a strong sense of curiosity as to who these two children were that just interrupted the meeting. Laurel and Jake stopped in their tracks sensing this and the captain said something quietly to the officer at his right from the head of the table and then he looked at the gathering without saying a word and they all gently bowed to the captain and he got to his feet and walked around the table and right up to Laurel and Jake.

"Laurel, Jake¦hello. I got word you needed to see me. The timing couldn't have been better. Step out with me for just a moment if you will?"

Laurel and Jake both nodded and glanced back at the gathering watching them as the captain stepped up to the double doors and both doors began to swing open without having to touch them. Laurel and Jake followed the captain out into the hallway and a servo drone floated past them but this servo drone was bright white with a the symbol for the Genesis tower emblazoned on one side. The servo drone had a large serving platter with glasses and two pitchers of a dark liquid that Laurel assumed was tea. The servo drone slipped through the doors and the doors swung closed meeting at the middle with a gentle thud.

The captain let out a deep breath and rubbed his forehead with a flat palm and then he stepped back and leaned against the wall surprising Laurel and Jake both. He looked stressed and tired but relieved for some reason to be out of the room.

"Are you ok sir?" Laurel asked.

"I'll be fine Laurel. We've been utilizing a direct mind-to-mind communication technique that can be kind of intense." The captain stood up straight as he regained his composure. "What was so important that you needed to see me at once?"

"The other Laurel reached out to me sir. I experienced a sever headache at the same instant but I don't think she was trying to hurt me or anything. I think I was getting a sense of her pain."

"Wonderful! What did she say?"

"Nothing really sir, she was just calling out to me. I fought her off without allowing her to infiltrate my mind. I just thought you should know that an attempt was made to reach me for some reason."

"You didn't hear her Jake?"

"No sir. I shared Laurel's experience but the other Laurel wasn't reaching out to me."

"I see¦" The captain sighed gently. "I fear we might need to reach out as it were and find out what the hell is going on. I can't have my people being invaded like this. Would you be willing to reach out to the other Laurel to find out exactly what's going on over there?"

"I thought you had some reservations about us doing that? We don't know what their intent is."

"I still have reservations¦I can't bare the thought of you being pained long distance no matter the reason. I would assume you can break any connection made if you sense intense pain or malicious intent?"

"Yes sir. It should be easy enough to break the connection. If you don't mind¦if we're going to do this I want Korica and Tamaric involved? Korica is far stronger than us at this kind of thing even though she doesn't realize it."

"I see. If you feel it would facilitate the process better than by all means have her and Tamaric help you. I want the AI monitoring you directly during any attempt. I'm not going to take any chances that something could go wrong without medical help standing by."

"Thank you sir. I appreciate your concern." Laurel said.

"Sir I sensed something in your comment that our interruption couldn't have better timed? What did you mean by that?" Jake inquired.

"To tell you the truth we're not getting anywhere in there. As you probably saw we're trying to come up with ideas for dealing with our impending doom and I'm having trouble following along with some of the radical ideas they're presenting. The technology and science behind what they're suggesting is so far beyond anything I've ever heard of before that I think I'm frustrating our guests. They want a consensus on anything we agree to try but that's a little difficult if I don't exactly understand what they're proposing as a solution. It's a little humbling to tell you the truth, I thought I was a pretty smart guy and I'm realizing that isn't so much the case."

"Are you¦asking us to join the meeting to see if we can understand what they're talking about sir?" Laurel asked.

"I guess I am. Would you mind?"

"Will they receive a couple of kids as having something valuable to add to the meeting?"

"Don't let that bother you Laurel. I know they saw you as a couple of kids interrupting the process but I know better. You two can put your minds together like Korica and Tamaric can right?"

"Yes sir. We've done it before and it allows us to access the cosmic knowledge all around us."

"See I don't pretend to understand how that works but I think it's exactly what we need in there. We're using a shared conscious mind-to-mind connection but it only goes as deep as your knowledge will allow. In short if you're to dumb to understand the content of the discussion the connection¦weakens and you're left behind. It's a little hard to explain but I'm being left behind quite often. I'm hopeful that won't happen with you two."

"Sir? Is this the meeting of leadership that was discussed when we we're being released?" Jake asked.

"No. That will take place later. This is meant to find a solution to our problem as a way of thanking us for rescuing the Alotians at such a great cost to us without exterminating the Monakers as we were urged to do. That tall pale individual in there is one of the Alotian high family representatives. Think of him as a king if you will. He has access to all of their most advanced technology and science and I get the feeling he understands most of it intimately somehow."

"Do we need to¦know names or whatever?" Laurel asked.

"With the type of communication being utilized that isn't necessary. You'll feel as though you know these guys like old friends. It's an odd feeling but not at all unpleasant for the most part. I need you two to guard the Future's secrets though. You're not officers anymore but you posses highly sensitive knowledge that still needs to be guarded closely."

"Can they access everything we know?"

"No, just what you're thinking about¦far as I know. You do get a strong sense of everyone sharing the connection though. They're going to know who you are¦what you are. They'll trust you as much as I do as soon as they get to know you."

"Aright. We wanted a way to help anyway, we just never expected it to be as profound as this." Laurel said.

"Thank you. You two are an amazing example of what it is to be Human. I think these guys are going to be impressed to see such greatness in what they saw as just a couple of kids wandering into a meeting they shouldn't be interrupting."

"Thank you sir." Laurel said with a warm smile.

"We should¦join before we go in there." Jake said looking at Laurel.

Laurel nodded and her and Jake stepped in front of one another and then they interlaced their fingers with one another and held their hands at their chests as they set their foreheads together and closed their eyes. They simultaneously reached out to one another and immediately slipped into the mind of the other then allowed themselves to drift very deeply within the other. The captain watched intently as the two held position for a moment then slowly opened their eyes and pulled their foreheads apart with a big smile on their faces.

"Incredible! You're thinking as one?"

"Yes sir." Laurel and Jake said in unison.

The captain pulled his head back slightly and grinned.

"You can¦speak individually right?"

"Yes sir." Laurel said. "We're thinking as one but we still have control over our individual bodies but we can also speak through the other if we want¦or make the other's body do what we want it to do¦"

Jake let go of Laurel's left hand and waved at the captain.

"I'm doing that for instance, Jake isn't."

"That is truly remarkable! I wish I understood how you two can do¦what you can do."

The two of them let go of the other's hand and stepped back slightly.

"It's definitely not something you can explain easily...the feeling or the process. This does take a lot out of us though sir, we shouldn't wait too long to get in there." Laurel said in a slow deliberate voice.

"I would have to imagine so." The captain said as he lifted a hand palm up toward the double doors.

The three of them stepped up to the doors and they slowly swung open and then they stepped in and the captain walked ahead of Laurel and Jake to the end of the table and the captain gestured at two seats next to one of the attending guests and Laurel and Jake took a seat next one another and then held hands under the table. Everyone was staring at them until the captain sat down. Laurel and Jake quickly felt a probing feeling at the back of their mind and they didn't resist the feeling and in a rush they felt nine presences push into their mind. They closed their eyes for a moment then looked around and as the captain had said, they felt like they knew everyone at the table very well.

Everyone looked at Laurel and Jake for a moment as they tried to understand the complex feeling coming from them then they seemed to get it as they nodded softly.

"We are honored to be asked to input any ideas we may have to facilitate the removal of the debris heading for our home world. Please don't let our young age influence any preconceived notions about children being unable to contribute anything meaningful. Our physical appearance may not be a true measure of our age but I assure you we can help if you give us a chance." Laurel thought.

"I sense a great wisdom within you¦flowing through you." One of the individuals that Laurel and Jake sensed was named Kirock thought. "You are able to touch the other and thus the higher knowledge as one. This is most impressive. We did not know your people had the glean within them."

"It's something new to our kind but we're learning and evolving quickly. I think you'll find we're capable of many great things if you give our species a chance to prove itself." Jake thought.

"This chance will be given. That is why we are here; we wish to see your kind endure. You posses some admirable qualities in your character. We wish to see your kind become a part of the greater whole."

Laurel grinned and bowed her head subtly, not quite sure where the gesture came from. It just felt right. Laurel looked at the captain and he grinned and winked his left eye at her affectionately and she smiled. She was able to sense the captain and his deep character for the first time and she really liked what she was sensing. He was bright and smart and incredibly strong willed but he had a soft Human side that was warm and inviting. She also sensed for the first time just how fond he was of Laurel and Jake both. It was close to loving them but not quite that deep yet though Laurel and Jake sensed that he was becoming more fond of them all the time and he looked forward to every time that he could sit with them just to talk which he felt didn't happen often enough for his liking. Time and the huge responsibility of everything going on just didn't allow for it.

"Let us get back to the subject of reducing the mass of the debris to alter its trajectory. If the total mass is reduced through a high regeneration field of polyonic energy in a reverse phase to that of background space energy I believe we can alter the debris' mass by as much as fifty percent. The debris could then be dragged off course so it will not intercept your home world."

"The mass is still to great." Laurel thought. "That doesn't eliminate the problem of the debris in the first place. Even if you dragged it off course it would still pose a potential problem to someone else in the future. This region of the galaxy is densely populated and the debris would eventually find its way into someone's system posing the same problem for them that it is for us."

"Would you pose an idea that offers a better solution?"

Laurel looked at Jake and they concentrated on the issue very hard and they started to feel the ideas flowing through them and they closed their eyes for a moment then Laurel and Jake locked onto an idea that had possibilities. They opened their eyes and looked around for a moment at all of the expectant looks aimed at them.

"I propose that we eject it from normal space time altogether. If a plus fifteen super inductive field were established around the debris a tear in the fabric of space-time would result and the debris would slip through that tear into an alternate dimension. Altering the dynamic range of the inductive field frequency by ten percent or more could then seal the tear. The tear would shift from one dimension to another leaving the debris in the first while reducing the quantum field strength slowly, slowly closes the second. The tear would simply evaporate away leaving nothing behind but some gravitational eddies that would themselves dissipate over time."

There was quiet contemplation of Laurel's idea and then a gentle consensus was reached.

"Your idea has merit. You realize a very powerful ship will have to be sacrificed in order for that to work?"

"Yes, I know. The tear would have to be closed from the other side. The Future is capable of producing such an intense field but since it is our only ship of its class and the sole source of our food at the moment it wouldn't be a good choice."

"You know of stellar dynamics in such great detail on your own?"

"Not exactly. I have to join with Jake in the manner we're joined now for it to become clear. You obviously grasp the concepts I'm talking about though?"

"Yes. We are all sharing your understanding at the moment. It will fade when we exit each other's presence however."

"We have a data base that contains research into such things. We could download the pertinent information so we can share it with multiple ships. I know it would be asking a lot for you to sacrifice one of your most powerful ships but did we not sacrifice something even more precious in our effort to free others from captivity?"

"Indeed you did. Life is the most powerful and precious of recourses." Laurel sensed the Alotian was the one talking. "I sense one of the sacrificed was very close to you?"

"He was beyond a friend, closer than family, loved more than one can measure. His loss will define me for the rest of my life."

"If you make this information available to us I will insure that the required vessel is made available, no matter the cost or effort necessary."

Laurel looked at the captain and she could feel the pride in him and admiration.

"I'll have the AI compile the necessary information. Thank you Laurel and Jake, you two never cease to amaze me."

"We are in agreement then?" Another individual asked.

They all collectively bowed their heads subtly and Laurel looked at Jake and he grinned at her.

"Nice babe! You did it again."

"We did it."

"Let us drink to finding a viable solution then." One of the guests said aloud.

Everyone picked up a glass and two were passed down to Laurel and Jake and the pitchers were passed around so everyone could fill their glasses. They all then lifted their glasses and the captain spoke aloud.

"Here's to what I hope is a wonderful alliance between our peoples. The first of many joint ventures benefiting us all."

Everyone lifted their glasses slightly then put them up to their mouths and Laurel and Jake tossed back a big mouthful before smelling that the dark liquid was alcohol. They swallowed the mouthful down then looked at each other as the fiery liquid burned all the way down then hit their stomachs. Laurel winced then coughed a few times as she set her glass down with her hand over her mouth. She looked at the captain as he tossed back the whole glass of booze then he grit his teeth as he forced it down with an 'aah' at the end. He then chuckled slightly.

"That was two hundred year old bourbon when we left Earth. You can imagine how mature it is now."

"You could have¦" Laurel coughed once and looked pained. "Warned us."

Two of the guests poured another glass and Laurel sensed that they enjoyed the taste and sensation of the bourbon going down and she couldn't understand how anyone could become addicted to drinking something so potent. Jake was enduring the stomach burn with more composure but he wasn't real crazy about the taste either and he knew the inevitable buzz was going to cloud their minds.

"I'm sorry Laurel, I thought it a fitting libation for a toast."

"It is¦I just¦" Laurel coughed delicately. "I've never drunk any booze before."

"I sense you are eager to return to one you love dearly left elsewhere in the city? You have children? This is surprising given your true age." The Alotian thought.

"She is not of our blood. We adopted a girl from another world who had her family murdered in front of her eyes. She is visiting with a young friend here in the city and we promised her we would return when our business here was done." Laurel thought in return.

"You would take the offspring of another species as your own to care for despite being a mere child yourself?"

"I sense you don't mean any disrespect by your thoughts but it sounds a little condescending to call me a mere child. I am young but far from a mere child and yes, if I encounter an orphan that needs care and I can provide that love and care I would willingly offer it."

"This is a most admirable trait. Pride, compassion, fiery resolve in your actions. You have a wisdom and strength of character somehow well beyond your years and fitting of an advanced species. I look forward to meeting others like you."

"Thank you. You should meet the girl we adopted, she's a wonderful person deserving of all the love we can give her and as it turns out she's from a species even more advanced than Humans."

"You were not aware of this fact when you took her in?"

"No. She was just a little girl that needed someone. I was in the right place at the right time to be in a position to offer her a new home and a chance to grow up happy and healthy."

"I sense the name Korica. You care for this Korica in more than a motherly manner. This I do not understand."

"Our relationship is very dynamic and a little hard to explain. We do in fact love her much deeper than a mere mother or father ever could."

"You would put your life in peril to insure her safety. Why does she feel as a mate to you both?"

"That's the part that's a little hard to explain. You would have to understand the things we've been through together but it's not something I care to discuss at the moment."

"I would welcome the opportunity to meet this Korica in person."

"We can arrange that if you would like? She loves meeting new people."

"She carries the advanced abilities that you carry?"

"Yes."

"Please make this arrangement on my behalf then?"

"We will do that."

"Thank you for your input Laurel and Jake¦" The captain said aloud. "You may go back to Korica if you like?"

"Thank you sir. You won't be offended if we don't¦drink all of the bourbon?" Laurel asked as she stood up slowly.

"No, of course not."

Laurel nodded and Jake grinned as he stood up and he tossed back another big mouthful and pushed it down then he shuddered and Laurel nudged him gently.

"Take it easy, you're going to get us drunk."

Jake coughed lightly and nodded at the captain then set the glass down then the two headed toward the doors.

"I was just wondering if the taste got better after the first drink¦it didn't."

Laurel and Jake stepped up to the doors and they swung open and they stepped out into the hallway and then they headed toward the transport enclosure at the end of the hallway and as they approached it the alcohol started to kick in. They both felt a slight dizzy feeling and a general clouding of their senses along with a warm tingling all over. They stepped into the transport enclosure and Jake reached out and touched the indicator for the ground floor and the clear door revolved around sealing them in. Moment s later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light and then found themselves standing in the transport enclosure in the main foyer. The door revolved open and slipped into the wall and they stepped out and Laurel stumbled a bit and she looked at Jake and giggled.

"We're buzzed Jake and I think you more than me." Laurel thought. "We need to separate so I can think straight."

Jake nodded as he stepped out and they consciously withdrew into their own minds and they both felt a weight lift from their chests and a mental fog set in that they both had to stop to let wear off on top of the alcohol fog. Laurel found that her mind cleared much more than it had been before but she still felt woozy and her senses were numb. She didn't like the buzz and she was afraid of what Korica would think if they came back and she sensed how out of it they felt. They stood for a moment then looked up through the clear oblong dome over their heads and they could see that the rain had once again let up and the sun was poking through in shafts of golden light here and there. They took each other's hand and stepped up to the exit then walked right through the projected front entrance.

It was very cool and a gentle breeze made it feel even colder and Jake sensed Laurel's discomfort so he closed his eyes and it took a minute to get his concentration together enough to begin warming her. Laurel squeezed his hand firmly and smiled at him as he opened his eyes.

"Thank you Jake. That feels nice. You're so good to me."

"How could I not be? You mean the world to me foxy lady."

"Don't get amorous, we can't stop and do what you're thinking."

"Sure we can, the city is virtually deserted. We could step into any of these buildings and find no one there I bet."

"That's the booze talking. I'm not interested."

"Sure you are, I can tell what you're feeling babe. You like the idea you just don't want to get caught."

"Maybe so. I still don't want to¦"

"Please?"

"Geeze Jake! We have to get back to Korica and Tamaric."

"They're perfectly safe right where they are. Don't you want to do something spontaneous? Something you love?"

"Yeah but¦oh fine. Let's go find somewhere discrete."

"Awesome! Can you blame me for being so attracted to someone as gorgeous as you?"

"No. I'm attracted to you like that too but I usually have more self-control than this. You got something just this morning?"

The two started down the steps and Jake pulled Laurel closer and he kissed the side of her head.

"I can't get to much of you babe, that's just not possible. Sides that wasn't full on sex. You milked me and called it good."

"For Christ sake Jake! Don't be so crude!"

"Sorry. I'm just saying that it's left me aching for the whole thing. You feel so darn good Laurel. It makes you even more irresistible cause I know how good you are."

"Yeah, I get it."

The two of them walked across the street and up through the pathway leading between the medical research and trauma centers and Jake tugged on Laurel's hand as he looked at the entrance to the research side. He stretched out with his feelings and he sensed that the entire building was devoid of people at the moment. Jake then pulled back and looked at Laurel and grinned mischievously.

"Really? The hospital? That's your idea of romantic?"

"It isn't particularly romantic but there isn't anyone in there."

"No Jake, I'm not doing that in a hospital."

Laurel looked further down the street and she noticed one building in particular that had a balcony up on the roof with a view of the main street and she now stretched out with her feelings and she didn't sense anyone in the building.

"What about there? I don't know what that building is intended for but there isn't anyone in it and look at that balcony on the roof."

"You want to do it outside as cold as it is?"

"I'm not cold thanks to you. Are you cold?"

"A little."

Laurel closed her eyes and concentrated on providing a warming energy to Jake and it took her few seconds to get her mind to think clear enough but she managed to get her concentration to come together and she began shedding energy to Jake resulting in an immediate warming sensation for him. Laurel then opened her eyes and Jake grinned at her.

"That does feel nice. I like how we can do that for each other."

"Yeah I just wonder what's the coldest we can do this in¦man¦I'm starting to talk a little clumsily. The words just aren't coming to me like usual."

"You sound fine babe. You're just buzzed. It sounds wrong in your head is all."

Laurel tugged on Jake's hand and they continued through the medical plaza and up the street beyond. They walked up the street until they came to the building with the balcony on the roof and they walked up to the front of the building and reached out to the door only to have their hands pass right through the door and Laurel giggled and pulled on Jake as they stepped through the projected image of the door. They were now standing in a reception area with a curving desk with two seats behind it and a stairway on each side that curved up and around to the next floor with a balcony of sorts at the top. There were four doors in bright white finishes at the back of the landing in stark contrast to the bright red floor that looked like polished stone with a course texture to it and walls clad in a dark resin that resembled wood grain with fluted columns and ornate floral simulated carvings all over.

"What do you suppose this place is gunna be used for?" Jake asked.

"I don't know my mind is too clouded to even think of a probable use. Remind me that I don't like being high next time a mystery drink is handed to me?"

"Noted." Jake said with a big grin.

"Ahh, you're thinking that I'm going to be easy cause I'm half drunk. You don't have to get me drunk to get lucky Jake. I'm a sure thing for you and you alone."

"I wasn't¦ok maybe that went through my mind. I was just thinking that I could probably talk you into doing just about anything cause your inhibitions are down."

Laurel pulled on his hand and they headed up the staircase to the left.

"As long as it isn't painful or distasteful you're probably right."

Jake chuckled as he followed one step behind Laurel. They climbed to the top of the landing then walked to the door on the left hand side and Laurel twisted the doorknob and pushed the door open and they found themselves in a completely empty room with a door on the left side of the room. The room had a few small openings in the walls with cables hanging out and one was attached to a flashing com panel that was dangling by its power cable. It was obviously designed to be a secure com panel that was hardwired instead of wireless or circuitry connected only but it was a work in progress.

Laurel let go of Jake's hand and walked over to the door on the left and pushed the handle bar and the door clanked and swung open under her weight and she looked up a spiral staircase with simulated wooden steps. She waved Jake over and he grinned and walked over to her and peeked up the staircase.

"Roof access hunh?"

"Yeah."

Jake nodded and the two stepped into the stairwell then started climbing the five stories to the roof. When they reached the top they pushed on the door it led to and they found another room devoid of any furnishings and it was also clad in the same resin that looked like wood with a bit of a shiny finish suggesting its artificial origin. They walked across the room to a set of double doors that had what looked like a brass frame silhouetting large panes of crystalline that diffused the sunlight into rainbows but let copious amounts of light in and the whole room was ringed with large pained windows of the same nature highlighting the polished stone floors that were a gentle green color with white veining all throughout. Laurel pushed on the doors and they swung outward revealing a beautiful balcony that provided a stunning view of the city off to the south and the housing district to the north. Laurel walked to the railing and looked over the edge to the streets below and she took in the view then looked over to the Genesis tower and she followed its massive towers to their zenith peeks and she grinned.

"Even form this height the Genesis tower looks imposing yet¦so beautiful."

"Not half as beautiful as you Laurel. You belong in a city this grand, you truly do."

Laurel dipped her head and smiled then she turned and leaned back on the handrail as she admired Jake.

"Thanks Jake. I wish Korica could see this view."

Jake stepped up to her and slid his hands around her sides as he stepped between her legs.

"At the moment I'm glad she's not here. I have some ideas that require privacy."

"You know this balcony is pretty wet for what you have in mind? We aren't exactly out of view from everyone either." Laurel said pointing straight up.

Jake glanced up and through the breaks in the clouds he could see several small bright dots looking like nearby stars but he knew it was ships in orbit, one of which was the Future. Jake pulled Laurel to her feet and close to his body.

"You afraid of being seen from a few thousand miles away?"

"You know as well as I do that the Future has the capability of resolving an image down to a few inches even from that far away. I would imagine our friends up there have similar capabilities if not greater."

"I know. Frankly the way I feel right now I don't really care. Let 'em watch if they want."

"I do care¦I don't want my body on display like that or my¦habits when you get me off. I can't help but get noisy and move around a lot."

"I know. I like it but I get what you're saying. Your voice is gunna echo down there."

Jake stroked his hands down to Laurel's bottom and he caressed her cheeks softly and Laurel gave Jake peck then put her hands to his chest and pushed him back slightly and as he stepped back the sun broke through the clouds directly above them making Laurel's eyes and hair seem to glow. Jake sighed and stepped back and tried to take in just how beautiful she is.

"Oh Laurel¦"

"You think I'm really an Laurel? I seriously doubt that but thank you for the way you see me."

"You're just so beautiful Laurel, how could you be anything but one of Gods finest creations."

"Awwe, you're so sweet."

Laurel stepped forward and engaged Jake in a kiss as she put her hands on his hips and pushed him back inside. They stopped in the doorway and kissed for a few moments as Jake caressed her bottom, giving it a gentle lift at one point as he cupped her cheeks. When Laurel terminated the kiss she blinked a few times and then rubbed her eyes and then she looked straight at Jake as she unbuttoned and then unzipped her jeans and pulled the zipper flap open revealing her bright white panties underneath.

"I think the buzz is getting stronger. I was hoping it would ease up a bit."

"I think you're connecting with my mind babe." Jake said as he unbuttoned his pants. "The buzz is definitely getting stronger for me."

"So what do you want to do with me while I can still stand?"

Jake smiled at her and he knelt down and hooked his hands in her waistband and he pulled her pants down to her knees and he looked at her shoes. Laurel moved her feet together and used one foot to slip first one shoe off then the other leaving her in bright white socks. She pushed her shoes aside and Jake continued pulling her pants to her ankles and then she stepped out of them as he worked them off her feet. He pushed her pants to the side and he fell to his knees bumping his head against her stomach and Laurel put her hands on his head and giggled. Jake leaned back and looked up at her and smiled. He then pushed his hands up under her shirt and he smoothed his hands over her stomach all the way up to her bra then back down to her underwear. He gently brushed his hands down her front side over her bright white underwear and down her thighs. He then leaned forward and lifted her shirt at her tummy and he kissed her stomach a few times then he hooked his fingers in her waistband and he gently worked his hands around her as he pulled her underwear down revealing her glorious body hiding beneath.

Jake pushed her underwear to her ankles and she delicately put her hand on his head as she stepped out of them one foot at a time. Laurel then took a half step back and she reached down and grabbed the waist of her shirt and she pulled it right up over her head and off. She then curled her arms behind her and unfastened her bra then let it slips down to her wrists and then she held it out to her side and let it drop to the floor. Jake leaned back to take her beauty in and he fell back onto his rump and laughed as he swayed slightly. He folded his hands around his knees and sighed as he admired Laurel in her totality.

"You're just going to stare at me? I thought you wanted to¦do me?"

"Oh man do I. You just have no idea how stunning you are Laurel. It's like staring at a piece of fine art or something. You just can't get enough of seeing something so¦gracefully curved and beautiful. You have the absolute perfect body¦"

"We don't have a lot of time Jake. I'm flattered by what you're feeling but we kind of need to get to what we want to do so we can go get Korica and Tamaric."

Jake nodded and moved his hands to the floor behind him and he pushed himself forward then stood up. He kept his gaze on Laurel as he unzipped his pants and then she stepped up to him and slid her hands up under his shirt and she watched her hands as she rubbed his rippled chest while he pushed his pants down. She then gazed into his eyes as she squatted down knowing it would allow him to see all of her as he loved while she pulled his pants down to his feet. Only then did she realize he still had his shoes on. Jake tried to slide his shoes off but with his pants around his ankles he started to lose his balance and Laurel sensed he was about to fall back so she put her hand out and pushed and Jake fell back a few inches then was suspended at an angle to the floor with his feet in the air slightly. Jake grinned and kicked his shoes off then Laurel squinted slightly as she concentrated hard and she slowly rotated him back upright and then she looked at his pants and she used her other hand, palm out to slide his pants off without touching them.

His pants plopped to the floor with Jake's feet still a few inches from the floor. Laurel then looked up Jake's legs to his bright white underwear holding a firm mound of aroused manhood and she smiled and reached up and gently caressed him from tip to bottom while holding him in the air. Jake slowly closed his eyes and just relaxed as Laurel made him feel completely at ease. She rubbed him up and down a few times then she leaned back and stared at his underwear for a moment and she held her hand out again, flat palm toward him and his underwear began to slide down over his hips slowly revealing his glorious firm erection slowly, head first then his shaft slowly came into view and poked out more and more until his testis made their appearance. Laurel then slid his underwear down and off his feet. She looked him over and smiled and Jake looked down at her squatting in front of him and he smiled and put his hand out and pushed and Laurel was knocked back onto her bottom and her feet slid out under Jake and he had to move his feet apart as Laurel's concentration was broken and he dropped the few inches he was being levitated to the floor.

Laurel laughed and leaned back on her hands as she laughed even harder for a moment then she looked up at Jake and pulled one knee in and moved her foot outside his stance then slid her leg out straight and leaned all her weight back on her hands as she slid her legs apart further. Jake looked down at her and he took a quick breath then let it out as a sigh.

"Damn you got a nice box Laurel! I just never would've guessed that women came in the flavor that you are. Hot, sweet and spicy!"

"So why don't you come here and have a taste to make sure it's spicy to your liking?"

Jake smiled and knelt down, putting his knees inside hers and he leaned in as Laurel leaned toward him wrapping her arms around him as they joined in a passionate kiss. Laurel pulled Jake's weight all the way down on top of her as she held him tightly, smashing her breasts against his chest in a way that just felt wonderful for him. They kissed lovingly for a time then Laurel slid one knee up as her arousal reached a peek and she rolled Jake onto his back and she straddled him resting her weight on him firmly. Laurel reached down and parted her lips then settled down onto Jake's erection and she began gently sliding forward and back a few times and Jake took a few deep breaths and he found himself trembling with excitement and arousal. Jake let Laurel work herself against him for a time then he put his hands on her hips and he gently lifted her watching his head plop out from between her plump lips with a bounce and he smiled at the sight of his glistening head. He knew how fantastic it was going to feel to slip that deep inside her incredibly tight vagina.

Jake pulled on Laurel's hips as he wiggled down under her until her glorious vulva was right in front of his face. Laurel looked down at him and hiccupped and then covered her mouth with her hand as she giggled. Jake smiled then lifted his head and kissed her lips and she lifted herself slightly and squeaked quietly in surprise at the warm and soft sensation of his lips contacting hers. She then settled her weight down slightly and she slid her hands down her front side with her eyes closed knowing what was coming was going to feel wonderful. She gently pushed her lips apart and settled down more and Jake extended his tongue lapping her gently and she moaned in approval. Jake then put his hands on Laurel's and he lapped at her over and over until she leaned back to put him in just the right spot.

Jake then found himself slipping into Laurel's mind deeply so he could feel exactly what she was feeling. He now knew exactly where and how to lick her to entice the best stimulation possible. Laurel began moving more and more and she started to whimper in arousing and stimulating noises that rose in intensity as Jake got her closer and closer. Laurel eventually let out full volume moans and pants as she began to climax and at her highest moment of pleasure Jake moved one hand lower and began tickling at her opening and she let out a breathy 'Oh yeah¦just like that'. Jake continued lapping at her in circles and tickling her and it only took a few seconds for Laurel to experience an intense climax that lasted for a full fifteen seconds. It was all Jake could do not to have an ejaculation right along with her as he experienced the orgasm right along with her. When she started to wind down Jake slowed his motions then stopped as Laurel pulled away form him, the continued stimulation just being too much to take.

Laurel was left winded and breathing heavily but feeling a great sense of relief. She didn't realize how much she needed the release that an orgasm of that intensity would bring her. Laurel sat back on Jake's chest and caught her breath for a moment and then she leaned down and kissed Jake's forehead.

"You're soo good at that Jake. You want me to return the favor?"

"Tonight babe. Right now I'm about to pop and I want to do it inside you, not on you."

Laurel chuckled and climbed off Jake facing him with her knees apart and he rolled on his side and looked at her glistening mound and smiled. Laurel then slowly laid back, her hair falling around her head just as beams of rainbow colored light passed over her and he smiled as he admired her beauty and then he looked at her firm breasts as she rubbed her eyes. Jake rolled over to her and settled his mouth on her right breast and gave a firm suck on it pulling up to her nipple that he let pop out of his mouth. He then ran his tongue around her nipple a few times only to sink down and pull her breast back into his mouth. He caressed her other breast with his hand as he climbed half on her and then he switched to her left breast, pulling his sucking motion up to her nipple then letting it pop out of his mouth. He looked up at her and he could see that she was enjoying the sensation thoroughly so he continued as he moved on top of her and she moved her knees apart for him. He moved up so his head was pressing against her as he continued to suck on and caress her breasts until she gripped his hips and pulled up on him pressing him hard against her lips. Jake reached his hand down and pushed down then to the sides pulling her lips apart and he pressed his head against her wet flesh then let go of her lips as he pressed even harder making his head sink into her as she opened her mouth and accepted his loving firmness inside her. He pressed slowly as his head finally crested her opening with a virtual pop then slid inside her to her delight as evidenced by her breathy moan and big smile.

Jake let himself sink all the way into her and then he withdrew to just inside her entrance only to sink back in faster.

"Oh Jake¦you feel so good."

Jake allowed himself to slip back deep into Laurel's mind as he thrust in and out of her and once he reached her center he sped up to a vigorous pace just as she wanted. It only took a short time for Jake to reach the point of climax and Laurel achieved an orgasm right along with him only heightening the experience and intensity for him as she squeezed around his cock incredibly tightly. Jake kept making love to Laurel while she achieved a further three orgasms, one right after the next and he achieved an ejaculation along with her on her last. They then slowed and finally stopped then lay with his engorged erection buried deep in her, pulsing from time to time as they caught their breath. After a minute of Laurel kissing his neck while breathing heavily and holding him to her tightly Jake withdrew slowly then rolled off Laurel and lay looking at the ornate ceiling as they enjoyed the after glow together. A few minutes later Laurel sat up and looked over at Jake.

"Ok that was worth it. You're so good at everything you do."

"That's cause I love you and you taught me exactly what you like. I can't possibly get it wrong when we join minds like that."

Laurel reached over and stroked Jake's chest and then she shivered and smiled and Jake sat up quickly.

"Are you cold? I thought I was still keeping you warm?"

"That wasn't a cold shiver Jake. I feel perfectly warm thank you. You think there's a bathroom up here? I need to go pee and freshen up before I get dressed."

"I would assume there's one somewhere up here."

Laurel got to her feet and walked to the door and Jake watched her beautiful body moving so gracefully.

"Man you got a nice ass Laurel. I got to keep you close by lest I lose sight of it."

"Yeah, you've mentioned it before¦but thank you. I never tire of hearing it. You know you probably just shared the sight of it with all of our guests up there and lord knows who on the Future."

"We were inside."

"Barely. My voice was echoing in the streets down there too. Anyone down there knows someone was getting nailed and loving it."

"Yeah I heard it. It was wonderful to hear you enjoying yourself like that."

Laurel chuckled and pulled the door open and looked around and she saw a discrete door across the stair landing and she slipped out and walked across the landing and pulled the door open and to her relief it was a bathroom. While Laurel was freshening up and relieving herself, Jake rolled over onto his back and stretched then he winced at how sore he was. He recognized the feeling since Laurel made him sore every single time they made love but he thought to himself that it was a wonderful kind of sore.

"I can hear that Jake." Jake heard from Laurel in the back of his mind.

"It's the truth." Jake thought in return.

"Don't worry about it, I feel just as sore cause you're hung like a real man."

"It's not an uncomfortable sore right?"

"No. Not like the first time. That hurt, this is just a kind of sore that lets me know I've had sex with a big man. It'll fade pretty quick as my body reverses the damage done."

"I don't like knowing I'm damaging you."

"You can't help it. That's how the human body works and my healing ability just takes my body back to the state it was before we messed around."

Jake got to his feet and looked at their clothes strewn about and he laughed a few times then walked out onto the balcony and when he looked down he saw four people walking by slowly while talking to one another and he wondered just how many people actually heard him and Laurel getting into it. He watched them walking by until they looked up in his direction and then he stepped back quickly and then turned and walked inside. A moment later Laurel stepped through the door and Jake grinned at how absolutely breath taking she is.

"Thanks Jake. You're gorgeous yourself. Go freshen up so we can go get Korica and Tamaric."

Jake nodded and walked toward Laurel and she put her arms around him and engaged him in a long tongue kiss then grabbed his left cheek and gave it a firm squeeze as she terminated the kiss. Jake returned the gesture with less finesse making Laurel smile.

"Hey babe can I ask you something?"

"Of course."

"Um¦are you gunna keep yourself¦you know¦shaved down there all the time?"

Laurel opened her mouth in surprise and took a step back.

"I do that cause I thought you liked it?"

"Oh I do! I love being able to see all of you like that. I was just wondering if you were going to cover it up at some point is all I meant? I don't want you to."

"Oh. No, I'll keep it smooth and bare as long as you like."

"Awesome! As long as I live will be long enough."

Laurel smiled and giggled then stepped into Jake and gave him a peck.

"Go¦we need to get going."

Jake nodded and headed off through the door and into the bathroom. Laurel looked around at their clothes scattered about and she understood what was so amusing to Jake. She picked up her bra and began to get dressed. By the time Jake had relived himself and cleaned himself up a little and then returned to the room Laurel was just zipping her pants up. Jake stepped over to his clothes that Laurel had neatly laid together for him and he quickly got dressed. When he was dressed he stepped into his shoes and he realized the buzz was beginning to wear off and he was feeling a little remorseful for his overt behavior. When Jake had his shoes on Laurel stepped up to him and hung her arms around his neck and kissed him gently.

"It's ok Jake. I know that wasn't the real you. I forgive you."

"Thank you Laurel. The last thing I want is to treat you¦disrespectfully."

"Ah you weren't that bad."

"I was still being a little mouthy and forward. I embarrassed myself."

"Luckily the only one that it matters to doesn't care and she just said that she forgives you."

"You keep talking about yourself in the third person and I'm gunna get worried."

"Nice! I'm not losing my mind Jake. Come on, let's get going."

Jake gave her a peck then as she pulled her arms from around his neck he took her hand in his and the two headed for the door leading to the stairs. They climbed down to the second floor then exited into the empty room with cables hanging out of the walls and the flashing com panel hanging by its guts. They made their way across the room and out onto the grand landing and down the left staircase to the main floor and out through the projected door onto the cold damp street. They turned and headed down the street toward the housing district and they could see several bearcats walking along with a few families and their children. It was obvious the break in the rain was being taken advantage of to go outside and get some fresh air and get some time walking around to get used to the heavy gravity.

Laurel and Jake smiled and waved at the few that passed by as they continued to the Taylor family home. When Laurel and Jake finally reached the Taylor residence they could see that the clouds to the west were thickening up and they knew the clear skies weren't going to last for very long. They only had maybe an hour until the rain would resume in earnest. They stepped up onto the porch and Laurel touched the com panel and it lit up and then she touched call icon and the screen flashed a few times and then it flickered and an image of Alice appeared.

"Hello Laurel and Jake, come on in."

"Thank you Alice." Laurel replied with a bright smile.

The screen then went dark and Laurel pushed down on the door handle and pushed the door open and her and Jake stepped in. Alice came into the room from the kitchen and she offered a warm grin.

"Did everything go alright with what you needed to get done?"

"Yes. It was a little more than we expected but it went fine." Laurel responded as Jake closed the front door.

Laurel then looked back at Jake and he nodded and closed his eyes for a moment as he broke the energy transfer and Laurel did the same. They then looked at Alice's curious expression.

"Keeping each other warm again were you?"

"Yes. It's a wonderful adaptation for survival."

"I'll say. Who needs a coat with that kind of gift at your disposal?"

"Well¦we don't know exactly how much cold we can stave off doing that. The fourties seem to be no problem though."

"Yeah, the predicted weather is turning out to be a little more fickle than predicted. It was supposed to be in the high fifties to low sixties. That hasn't materialized."

"It might later in the day. It's still early."

"Well Korica and Tamaric are in Eva's room playing with her if you want to go back?"

"Thank you. We want to at least say hello. We can let them play a little longer but we have a big surprise for Korica in the Genesis tower. We'll have to get going before too long."

"Oh? Can you at least stay for lunch?"

"I think so. We have a guest from another world that wants to meet Korica. He sensed how much we love her and he wants to meet the orphan that has earned so much consideration from us. It seems to be an admirable but rare trait to take someone else's child as your own just because that orphan needs the love and care you can provide¦specially if that orphan happens to be another species entirely."

"I see. That never crossed your mind did it?"

"What that she's another species?"

"Yes."

"No. I knew but didn't care in the least. I loved her adorable little face and bubbly demeanor from the moment I met her. You should've seen what she knew about the power conduits in the alien ship we were trying to escape in. She was so confident and smart¦and so frail. Those¦people had starved her nearly to death. You wouldn't believe the transformation to what you see today."

"Just tugged at your heart hunh?"

"She absolutely stole it."

"That's sweet. You're going to make a wonderful mother Laurel. I see the way you are with her and I can feel that your children will be loved and protected just as much."

"Thanks Alice. I'm going to wait until I'm nineteen to think about¦having a baby."

Alice just stared at her for a moment then she grinned slightly.

"Congratulations Laurel. I can sense that you've already created one and are just waiting until you're ready. That's admirable."

"Yes mam. I was¦brought to term the same way. Nine years after I was conceived, after my father died."

"Ooh, I'm sorry Laurel. I had no idea your father was gone."

"Thank you Alice. I never knew him and I've only seen two images of him for a short time. It still tears my mom up to talk about him so I don't know much about him. We just never talked about him."

"I see. Well go on back and say hello. I'm preparing lunch so I'll make enough for the two of you."

"Ok, thanks."

Laurel and Jake then headed down the hallway as Alice headed back into the kitchen. When they stepped into Eva's bedroom Korica lit up and smiled brightly.

"Mom¦Dad! I'm glad you're back."

Laurel and Jake walked over to her and Korica stood up and hugged them both then she plopped back down next to Eva. Laurel and Jake stepped over to Tamaric and they took turns giving him a hug as he sat with his legs crossed Indian style in front of the play set with the three dolls sitting at their tea table. Laurel and Jake then sat down next to each other on the small couch by the window.

"How did it go? Did you talk to the captain?" Korica asked.

"We sure did. He wants us to¦well we'll talk about it later honey. In the meantime we have a bit of a surprise for you."

"You do?"

"Yes. There are some guests from other worlds in the Genesis tower and one of them in particular wants to meet you."

"Wow, really?"

"He sensed our relationship with you and he thinks you merit a personal visit. He's royalty of some kind from the Alotian home world. He's here to help us but in the meantime he also wants to get to know us. I think he's curious what about you has us so crazy about you."

"How am I going to explain that to him?"

"They have this way of sharing a conscious mind. It's similar to what we can do but not quite as deep or intimate."

"You share minds?" Eva asked.

"We sometimes do, yes."

"Neat. I wish I could do that."

"You never know, you just might be able to someday." Korica said.

"I hope so. Would you share your mind with me Korica? You too Tamaric?"

"We would be honored to honey. When you're ready let us know and we'll show you how to do it."

"Ok."

"Eva?" Alice called from down the hallway. "Lunch is ready."

"Ok mamma. We'll be right there." Eva fairly shouted back.

Eva got to her feet and waited for Korica and Tamaric to stand up.

"We have to go wash our hands and face. I'll show you where the bathroom is."

"Ok." Korica said as she put her hand out.

Eva took her hand and pulled her out the door and down the hallway to the last door and she pushed it open to reveal a rather sizable bathroom with a double washbasin counter with a large mirror above it. There were sundry items laying about neatly placed around the counter. Eva stepped up to the second washbasin and turned the water on then she pushed her sleeves up and she put her hand under an automatic hand soap dispenser that squirted a dab of foam in her hand and then she wet her other hand and began scrubbing her hands. Korica turned the water on in the washbasin and she did the same. They then rinsed their hands off and Eva scrubbed water on her face then splashed water up in her face and scrubbed it some more so Korica joined her. They then stepped aside so Tamaric could use a washbasin and Laurel stepped in and joined them as Korica and Eva dried themselves off with hand towels hanging by the bathtub. Eva and Korica then made their way out as Jake stepped in and took his turn after Tamaric was done.

Eva pushed her sleeves down then took Korica by the hand and pulled her into the dinning room where Alice had the table set with six place settings and the plates were already full of food and there was more on serving platters in the middle of the table.

"Oh wow! This looks wonderful misses Taylor." Korica said.

"Thank you Korica. It's been a while since I had the opportunity to use my culinary skills but I'm really a good cook, I love having the opportunity to cook for my family again."

The others came out from the hallway and all their faces lit up at the bounty laid out for them. Eva tugged at Korica's hand and looked up at her.

"You can come sit by me Korica¦.please?"

"Ok." Korica replied with a smile like she had any say in the matter.

They all sat down at the table and Alice began filling glasses with orange juice.

"I'm sorry we don't have anything else but water to drink but they told us the vitamin C will help us stave off any bugs we encounter down here. Our immune systems will have to get used to the environment down here over time. That might mean getting sick for a time as we develop the antibodies needed to fight off the equivalent of the common cold."

"That's ok, I love orange juice." Korica replied gratefully.

They all set in to eating the wonderful meal together. It was very good and fulfilling despite the absence of any meat protein. At the end of the meal Alice began to clear the table and she put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"I'm glad to see such a hearty appetite in you. It tells me you liked the food and your growing rapidly."

"The food was wonderful. I've been gaining¦was gaining about three or four pounds a week. I was afraid I was going to start getting chunky but that hasn't happened since I'm getting taller at the same time."

"You look very healthy honey. I seriously doubt you're going to get chunky. They make you workout all the time right?"

"Yes. Twice a day just like everyone else. You won't be asked to do that down her I would imagine but I'll still have to for the rest of my career in the civilian corps. Staying fit is an absolute requirement."

"I see." Alice then looked at Eva as she picked up the first set of plates. "Go take your booster honey."

"Yes mamma." Eva replied.

Eva hopped out of her chair and headed for the kitchen. Korica looked at Laurel then at Alice.

"Booster?"

"Systemic immune booster. All the children under the age of ten are require to take them. You know how susceptible the young can be to fatal viruses. It's just a safeguard to be sure."

"Why until the age of ten?"

"Because that's when the adult immune response kicks in. Puberty doesn't occur for us at the age of twelve anymore. It's occurring younger and younger with each generation. We were told it's a natural evolutionary response to fortifying our bodies at a younger age by bringing on adult level responses to the world around us."

"Hmm. I don't remember that being in the medical studies that were imparted to me."

"It was discovered by observing the population in stasis. It probably hasn't been incorporated into the medical studies as yet or at least not at the time you were imparted with your medical knowledge."

"That makes a lot of sense."

"Excuse me, I need to get the table cleared."

Korica nodded and watched Alice head off to the kitchen. Korica then looked at Laurel.

"Do you buy that?"

"Not for a second. I'm sure that's exactly what Alice was told but¦I don't buy it."

"So what do you think they have Eva taking?"

"If I had to guess? Pituitary inhibitors. They're trying to keep her abilities from waking completely."

"Why would they do that?"

"I'm not completely sure baby. If puberty is really coming on sooner and sooner and Eva is from one of the most advanced generations to be born¦they might be trying to keep her from experiencing puberty at a younger age than they're comfortable with."

"You mean¦I might of brought this on by reporting that I noticed advanced abilities in her when I first met her?"

"That's a bit of a leap honey. Why don't' you look into it when we get back to the Future? I know I sure am."

"You can count on me doing that. I don't like the idea of my friend being experimented on."

"Just don't alarm Alice. She's obviously empathic and she might sense your concerns."

"Oh she's more than just empathic. She showed me that she's telekinetic¦she may even be telepathic like Eva."

"Wow! I never would've guessed."

Eva came back from the kitchen with Alice and Korica pushed the thoughts aside and smiled at Eva.

"You want to go play some more?" Eva asked.

"Sure, for a little while."

Alice continued clearing the table as Korica and Tamaric headed off to Eva's room and Laurel and Jake gave Alice a hand clearing the table. Once all the dishes and serving trays were cleared, Alice wiped the table clean then joined Laurel and Jake in the living room to relax a little. They sat and talked for close to an hour about Korica and the work going on in the city then Laurel and Jake knew it was time to get going before the weather really got nasty. They thanked Alice for the wonderful hospitality then headed back to Eva's room. Korica immediately looked up at Laurel and nodded without Laurel having to say a word. Korica looked back at Eva sitting next to her and Eva sighed but offered a warm grin.

"You have to go hunh?"

"I'm afraid so."

"I'm really glad you came to see me Korica. I had so much fun¦"

Korica could see Eva's eyes beginning to water up and her heart just broke. Korica put her arms out and Eva got up on her knees and walked on her knees over to Korica and they hugged each other tightly then Korica kissed the side of her head. Eva sat back and wiped her eyes and tried to smile.

"Will you come back soon?"

"I don't know when I'll be able to come back Eva but I promise I will just as soon as I can. You know¦eventually Tamaric and I will be attending the academy together so we'll be just up the road for at least a year?"

"Oh really? You could come see me all the time!"

"That's right. It won't happen for a little while but when it does I promise to come see you real often ok?"

"Oh I would really like that Korica." Eva then looked at Tamaric. "Will you come with her?"

"You better believe it." Tamaric said with a bright smile.

Eva got up on her knees again and walked over to Tamaric and she threw her arms around his neck and he laid his head against hers and smiled at Korica. After a moment Eva relaxed her grip and kissed Tamaric's cheek then blushed deeply and Tamaric reached out and touched the tip of her nose.

"Thank you Eva."

Eva then looked at Korica with an almost remorseful look on her face.

"You don't mind me kissing your husband do you?"

"No. I know you're just showing him that you like him and trust him. I don't have a problem with that."

"Kay." Eva said with a bright smile.

Eva then got to her feet and so did Korica and Tamaric. They all filed out into the living room and Alice was standing holding Korica and Tamaric's jackets. They collected them and put them on then stepped over to the front door and Korica looked back at Eva and she offered a warm smile making Korica feel better.

"You be good for your mamma and I'll see you as soon as I can."

"I will. You promised to bring Tamaric with you too. We can play high tea again, it takes three of us to have proper high tea so you have to bring him with you."

"I always keep my word Eva. I'll bring him with me, I promise."

"You four take care and thank you for brightening Eva's day. You don't know how much this means to me." Alice said.

"Thank you Alice. I appreciate you inviting us into your home and feeding us that wonderful lunch." Laurel said.

"It was my pleasure. I'm glad you enjoyed it."

Korica then turned and opened the door and her and Tamaric stepped out and Laurel and Jake followed right behind them. When they got out to the middle of the street they looked back at Eva and Alice standing on the porch and they waved and smiled as Eva waved to them, as did Alice.

The four of them then headed down the street toward the Genesis tower in the distance. Even from a couple miles away the tower was a gleaming beacon stretching high into the sky and clearly visible. As they rounded the corner to the main street heading toward the heart of the city Korica giggled and Laurel looked back at her and smiled.

"What's so funny baby?"

"You were just thinking about what you and Jake did on the roof of that building over there and it struck me as funny." Korica said pointing at the five story building a short distance ahead of them on the right.

"Oh geeze! I'm sorry baby; I forgot you're in my head when we're close to each other like this. I'll keep that kind of stuff out of my mind."

Korica furrowed her brow heavily and stared at Laurel for a moment.

"You¦got drunk? Mom! You told me people like us need to stay away from that stuff."

"We do honey. I wasn't exactly drunk¦just buzzed a little. We didn't set out to tie one on baby. It was a toast to finding a possible resolution to our problem and no one warned us the toast was being made with eight hundred year old bourbon. If it makes any difference it tasted like crap and I hated the buzz."

"I'm not particularly happy that you didn't enjoy it. Did it cloud your mind?"

"Badly. I was acting a little out of character too."

"We both were." Jake added.

"Feels to me like you had a pretty good time." Tamaric said with a big grin.

"We always enjoy intimate times together. That doesn't excuse us drinking alcohol. I'm sorry Korica, I don't want you to think of us as hypocritical."

"If you really didn't know what you were drinking then I don't see it like that."

"I swear we had no idea until it was in our mouths."

"So¦we get to go into the Genesis tower?"

"Yep. We have the necessary clearance to take you anywhere in the tower since you're both in the civilian corps anyway."

They walked on quietly as Korica captured more and more of the sense of what had transpired for Laurel and Jake while they were in the tower. By the time they crossed the street and began to climb the steps of the Genesis tower Korica and Tamaric knew everything that had happened. Laurel and Jake gladly let Korica drift around in their minds to get a full sense of everything they had experienced and so Tamaric shared the experience with them as well.

They stepped through the projected doorway entrance into the warm and fresh air of the tower foyer and they walked over to the reception and information desk. The young woman offered a warm smile then nodded at them courteously.

"Back so soon? What can I do for you?"

"We would like to see Awkon Anabarah please?"

The young woman furrowed her brows slightly and stared at Laurel curiously.

"He's the Alotian delegate that the captain was meeting with."

"Ah. Sorry, I wasn't aware of his name. I'm sorry but civilians aren't allowed in tower two." The woman said looking at Korica.

"I'm ensign Korica Prentor. I'm off duty today but I'm not a civilian."

"I should've recognized you. I'm sorry mam; let me see if he's available?

The woman touched a few icons on her free floating projected screen and a few moments later the captain's voice could be heard.

"Yes, this is Alexan?"

"I'm sorry for disturbing you sir. I have Laurel Kade, Jake Myers, ensign Korica Prentor and cadet¦" The woman looked at Tamaric questioningly.

"Reynolds." Tamaric answered. The woman nodded and looked back at her screen.

"Kadet Reynolds sir. They would like an audience with the Alotian representative if possible?"

There was a pause in the conversation then the captain's voice could be heard once again.

"Send them up. Awkon will see them."

"Yes sir."

The woman then looked at the group and smiled warmly.

"You can go on up. You know the way."

"Yes we do. Thank you." Laurel replied.

The four of them then turned and walked down the foyer to the transport enclosure and after the round door revolved back into the wall they stepped in and Laurel touched the indicator for the fiftieth floor. The door revolved closed and the compression field could felt being established and a high frequency whine rose in intensity and they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light then appeared on the fiftieth floor. The door revolved open and slipped back into the wall and they stepped out into the brightly lit dark toned hallway and they walked up to the double doors and Korica put her hand on Laurel's arm as she was reaching for the door.

"Mom, Does Awkon know how to speak English? I just don't exactly know what to say to him."

Laurel pulled her hand back and she faced Korica and gently swept her hair back then began to unzip her jacket as she sensed just how warm Korica was getting.

"The type of mental bridge Awkon uses doesn't require a knowledge of each other's language. You'll sense what he's thinking in your own language¦I would imagine it will come a crossed as Hiram for you. Just be yourself honey, you don't have to say anything in particular."

"Ok. There's something else I kind of need to feel comfortable though."

"Oh? What's that¦oooh. You poor baby. You've been holding your bladder all this time?"

"Un huh. I need to freshen up and I assumed misses Taylor wouldn't have what I needed."

"She's a woman Korica, she would've had something to meet your needs."

Laurel looked up the hallway then down the other way and she frowned then closed her eyes and reached out with her feelings and it took her a moment to get a feel for the layout of the floor they were on and then she opened her eyes and grinned at Korica.

"Come on, this way honey." Laurel said as she took Korica's hand.

"I'll be right back Tamaric."

Tamaric nodded and he watched the two walk down the hallway and slip through a door and disappear. Tamaric stepped back from the double doors and looked at Jake.

"Boy I really messed that one up. I thought her female parts were hurting her. I didn't realize she had to pee that bad."

"It's alright Tamaric, I get that stuff wrong all the time. The female body feels so¦alien to me that I don't completely understand what I'm feeling from Laurel sometimes."

"You understand it when you two¦never mind, that isn't any of my business. I'll figure it out on my own."

"Hey, it's just us guys at the moment. Go ahead and ask¦Oh man¦you're thinking about when you two¦get busy?"

"Yeah, I know it makes you uncomfortable talking about what Korica and I do behind closed doors. Korica is sensing what I'm thinking right now anyways, it's not exactly just us guys at the moment."

"Tell you what? Quiet your mind and ask me whatever's bothering you. I promise to be honest about my experience with this stuff."

Tamaric nodded and closed his eyes for a moment as he quieted his mind and Jake recognized the almost pained look on Tamaric's face as Korica disappeared from his mind. Tamaric then opened his eyes and looked at Jake.

"Do you feel everything Laurel is feeling when you¦do it? And I mean absolutely everything she's feeling from physically to emotionally?"

"Yep. We become one and it's hard to tell where I stop and she begins especially when she¦peeks."

"And that happens during the stuff leading up to the main event? You can feel what you're doing to her? I mean you can feel what it feels like? You feel your hand or your fingers wherever they happen to be touching her?"

"Yep. That's perfectly normal for a paired couple Tamaric."

"And is her experience more intense than yours?"

"For the most part."

"Korica is so much more sensitive to touch than I am and her¦peek is so intense that it makes my chest hurt. It's hard to keep up with her but I don't want to break the connection so she can enjoy it to its fullest. Fact¦I don't know if I could break the connection if it came down to it. She like holds onto the connection so tightly and I'm just kind of along for the ride. I was just wondering if it's supposed to be like that or if it's like that for you?"

"Sort of. Korica has way more nerve endings in her body than we do so she's going to be more sensitive to touch and she's such an intense person and¦a more robust species so I'm sure things get a lot more intense for her and thus for you than they ever will for Laurel and I. She's a powerful woman Tamaric, If things are getting scary maybe you should talk to her about it. The Human body can only endure so much before things shut down. You need to be sure she doesn't stroke your brain or whatever."

"I've talked to her about it a little bit. I've told her I'll be fine but I'm not completely sure to tell you the truth. She just enjoys it so much and I want her to have that kind of¦intense pleasure given what she's been through involving sex and stuff."

"That's admirable but you got to think of your own health too Tamaric. You're a dissimilar species after all. Your compatibility only goes so far."

"So it never feels like your heart is going to explode or whatever?"

"Not that I can remember. Laurel's peek is a little more intense and physically involved than my own but it doesn't feel like she's going to kill me or anything. Girls have a lot of emotional energy involved with the whole thing too. They feel a really deep bonding when you're inside them sharing their experience the way we can. It intensifies the whole experience when they can feel how much we love them while we're making love to them. I don't know if all girls feel that way but Laurel sure does."

"Korica does too. She has some really intense emotions anyway but especially when we're making love. She's absolutely nuts about me and it makes her feel good to feel how much I love her. It intensifies it like you were saying. Especially when we become like one person during her peeks."

"See, that's perfectly normal for us. Things are a little different for you two because Korica isn't Human but it's similar enough that I can tell you're experiencing the same things I do just to a greater degree because of how intense she is as a person and a species."

"Ok. Thanks for being honest with me. I know this makes you really uneasy to hear."

"She's my special girl Tamaric, it naturally makes me uncomfortable knowing someone is doing what your doing to her but it does my heart good to know she's enjoying it so much just the same."

"Oh she enjoys the heck out of it. She didn't know it was going to feel so good and neither did I to tell the honest truth. She can do things with her body from the inside that you just wouldn't believe."

"Ok that stuff I don't need to know Tamaric. That's for you to enjoy without sharing it with anyone¦specially her dad."

"You're more than her dad Jake and she feels more than just a daughter like relationship with you."

"Damn Tamaric! I know that! We work hard to keep it in perspective. It went places it never should've and I feel terrible for it but it is what it is. She reinforces that for herself by calling us mom and dad, not by our proper names."

"Sorry. I know you know."

Jake grinned and stroked Tamaric's hair back at his forehead then he put his hand on his shoulder and shook him lightly and playfully.

"You're treating her with dignity and respect. That's all I ever wanted for her. A good man to show her how special she is and that sex doesn't have to be something disgusting and¦nasty."

"Sex never seemed that way to her, just men in general. Sex was just something she didn't want any part of¦till she laid eyes on me. What she accidentally learned from you guys suddenly made sense and sprang to life in her since she expected it¦or wanted to experience it if the right guy came along and she felt in her heart of hearts that I was that guy for whatever reason."

Jake sensed Laurel and Korica getting closer and he looked up then back at Tamaric.

"The girls are coming. Go ahead and open your mind to Korica. If you need to talk about this stuff I'm always willing to listen and offer advice if I can no matter how uncomfortable it makes me."

"Ok, thanks Jake."

Tamaric reached out to Korica and her wonderful voice and almost overwhelming sweet and warm energy flooded in like a wave and Tamaric smiled as his heart felt full and his senses picked up in intensity and clarity. He looked down the hallway as Jake took a step back and the girls stepped out of the bathroom and headed up the hallway to them. Korica gave Tamaric a peck then looked at his insignia patch and she winced.

"Dang it¦I keep forgetting we can't do that when either of us is in uniform."

"I won't tell if you don't?"

"My lips are sealed. How come you quieted your mind? You and Jake were talking about us then you just¦went away."

"Sorry¦I was asking some questions about his experiences compared to mine to see if things were normal for us. I didn't want to embarrass you with the things I was talking about."

"You talked about my orgasms? Geeze Tamaric!"

"That's why I quieted my mind. Everything is normal for us Korica. It's the same for them as it is for us¦sort of."

Korica shook her head and grinned then looked at Laurel and Laurel stroked her cheek and smiled.

"You've come to me with equally intimate questions that put me on the edge of my seat with discomfort but I was honest with you too. Remember what you asked your dad about before you and Tamaric got serious?"

"Oh yeah¦I forgot all about that. I made you real uncomfortable hunh dad?"

"I'll say but I got through it cause I knew you needed the honest truth¦just like Tamaric did just now."

Korica smiled and nodded then took her jacket off and looked at Laurel and she took her jacket for her then reached out toward the door and one of the doors swung inward silently. They stepped into the room that was dimly lit at their end of the room and fairly brightly lit at the other where the curved table was hugging the now dormant 3D projection module. The captain was sitting at the head of the table and Awkon was sitting to his right looking very relaxed and Kirock was sitting to the captain's left also looking very relaxed and everyone else that had been present in the meeting were gone.

Korica stepped in with Laurel at her side and Tamaric stepped in right behind them then took up position right next Korica and Jake stepped in and moved next to Laurel and they stopped as the three at the table looked over at them. The captain slowly stood up and waved them over and Korica took a breath and then she moved forward and everyone stepped over to the left end of the roughly horseshoe shaped table with her and then they stopped in their tracks as they felt the push at the back of their minds. Laurel leaned closer to Korica and Tamaric.

"Just let it in." Laurel whispered.

There was a rush of feelings then they had a clear sense of the captain and Awkon and Kirock all at the same instant.

"Whoa!" Korica let slip out. She then looked at Laurel. "It is kind of like what we can do¦but not as deep like you said."

"Pretty neat hunh?" Laurel said with a warm smile.

Korica's expression then slowly morphed and she looked over at the captain for a few moments as she digested the much deeper sense of his feelings and personality than she had ever experienced before.

"I'm really sorry I'm such a pain sometimes sir."

"Now¦don't you go miss interpreting that Korica. I told you that I want you keeping me on my toes. Your willful behavior isn't necessarily disrespectful so I don't mind a subordinate officer reminding me of our duty to uphold the principles of the civilian corps¦and our responsibility to behave in a compassionate manner as a people in general. I just don't want too many of your peers to take your behavior as an example of what's allowable on my bridge. I show a great deal of latitude to you because I see you as special and deserving of a bit of freedom to express yourself that wouldn't particularly be shown to anyone else."

"You¦" Korica squinted one eye for a second as she further digested his very complex feelings that were now growing in intensity as he pondered his feelings for her. "You love me sir? Wow! I had no idea I meant that much to you."

The captain looked noticeably uncomfortable for just a few moments then he grinned slightly.

"I can't deny anything your sensing Korica. I would prefer that my true feelings and emotions remain a mystery to my crew but in this instance I can't hide anything from you and I'm ok with that. I want you to keep anything sensed to yourself however¦outside of this room that is."

"Are you getting the same sense of me sir?"

"Yes. I'm getting the same sense of everyone in the room. We all are."

"Thus is the nature of a shared bridge of the minds." Awkon thought. "The true essence of the persons around one is known. No deception of intent or feeling is possible."

Korica grinned as she looked at Awkon for a moment then she looked at Laurel and a big smile grew on her face.

"You were right mom, I¦sense his words in Hiram."

"It's the language you know best and are most comfortable with."

"But I know¦well I don't know how many languages I truly know but a lot besides Hiram."

"The language you learn first as a baby and a young child imprint on you when you reach a critical age growing up defining the person you are. That will always be the language you're most comfortable with or identify with the easiest."

"You're very wise Laurel Kade. You understand the workings of the mind extremely well too. This is a taught skill?" Awkon posed.

"Not entirely. I have the gift of instinctive learning to my people or intuitive learning to the elder race. It goes by many labels for the same ability depending on whom you ask. It helps us understand what we can do without explanation by others as well as understanding complex concepts and ideas without being taught about the subject being considered for understanding."

"This is a trait all your people possess?"

"Not in full measure as I understand it but it's becoming more prevalent among us as evidenced by Jake and I possessing such an ability¦Tamaric as well for that matter and I would assume others possess this ability that I am not aware of. We are the result of natural evolutionary mutations resulting in greater and greater abilities being a part of us from birth to awaken when the age of adulthood blossoms in us. There are some of our people that are showing signs of advanced abilities from the moment they are born much as Korica's people do."

"I sense you are referring to a child that holds great meaning to¦you¦young Tamaric Prentor." Awkon said looking right at Tamaric.

"Uh¦yes your majesty." Tamaric said aloud making Awkon just stare at him for a moment.

"In your mind cadet." The captain said. "Awkon doesn't know English so your words sound like gibberish to him.

"I understand your impression of what you said Tamaric. I just do not know your verbal form of communication. The sound of your language heard aloud while sensing your words from within confuses the mind a bit."

"I'm sorry your majesty." Tamaric thought. "Laurel was referring to my little sister. She can talk as clearly as a young adult but she is only six months old."

"It is unusual for your people to speak at six months of age?"

"Well no your majesty but to hold an intelligent conversation with you is completely unheard of as far as I know. She can articulate what she's thinking and she understands everything being said¦even really complex words don't particularly confuse her."

"You love this sister very deeply. You feel a strong desire to keep her from harm."

"Yes sir I do. No one is ever going to mess with my sister like they did¦my¦wife."

Tamaric shot a look at Korica and winced.

"I'm sorry Korica¦I just thought about what was done to you." Tamaric said aloud. Everyone is going to know. I'm so sorry love."

"My pain defines you too Tamaric. It's alright."

Awkon turned his head slightly and his huge beautiful eyes looked down Korica then slowly back up to her face and Awkon could be seen to grin very slightly.

"You did not allow the horrors of your abuse to break you. That is impressive. You have a strong will and a strong survival instinct."

"I don't know that I would have been able to hold it together if Laurel and Jake¦and Mark¦had not come and rescued me when they did and offered me the love and compassion I so desperately needed. They extended more than just a hand up when it was needed. They extended their hearts and home to me. They gave me a place to feel that I belonged, and a feeling that I was special and capable of great things. Tamaric offered the final piece of what I needed to feel complete. I have a protector and lover for the rest of my life and good parents to see to my needs and insure that I continue to flourish and grow as a person. Laurel gave me the strength to go on without breaking as she shared her love with me and proved that good people are out there despite the evil and depravity of some species around us. The Human race are good and trustworthy people despite their flaws as we all have flaws that must be overlooked to see the good that lies beneath."

"I am sorry that you feel such tremendous loss over the death of your friend Mark. Your captain feels an equal sense of loss and pain. His death will not be allowed to be in vane, I promise you this. He will be held as what you would call a hero, both for what he did for you and what he did for my people. I sense a greatness in the Humans I have met thus far and they keep good company in you. If you represent who and what they want as a part of their greater family nothing will be withheld from them if they but ask. You are warm and wise and strong. These are qualities we seek in the enlighteners and we see these qualities in the Humans of the Future. I will be speaking of your acceptance and legitimatization as a people."

"You're that impressed with me sir."

"I am that impressed with the inner you that I am sensing. You are very young despite your outward appearance and I suspect you do not yet realize just what you are going to be or how incredible you will be when you reach the true age of discovery."

"I don't¦know if I completely understand what the age of discovery is?"

"Yes I know. You will in time. Laurel and Jake are on the verge of reaching this age. They will inevitably share their epiphany with you due to your shared essence and close bond. The four of you have a tremendous bond with one another like I have not experienced before. I feel but do not understand the depth and nature of the love you, Laurel and Jake share. I understand the love of your mate Tamaric Prentor and how deep it runs despite the deepening of this love by the moment. You are drifting closer as we speak and this I believe I understand but not the deep love you resist with Laurel and Jake. It feels to be beyond what gratitude alone would garner and it feels much more intimate than what a daughter would feel toward her mother and father and they in kind feel much more than what a mother or father would feel for a daughter. You fight the feeling away to keep a distance while enjoying the sensation, not allowing it to dissipate completely. This I do not understand."

Korica was a little uncomfortable knowing the depth of Awkon's insight into her feelings and the relationship she has with Laurel and Jake. She knew it was a bit odd to say the least but she just kept it inside and didn't discuss it with anyone and so she thought it was just normal for them given what they have been through together but now it somehow felt weird since the captain and Kirock also sensed every detail that Awkon sensed. Korica looked at Laurel then Jake and then she looked at the glasses still sitting on the table. She pointed at the one closest to her and looked at Laurel.

"No baby, you can't numb your senses like that to make this easier." Laurel said aloud. "We have to be honest and allow our friends to understand us and how we got here. You want some water instead?"

"Please?" Korica then looked at Awkon. "I will try to share my impressions of what happened as I explain how I came to be with the Humans of the Future and how I came to feel the way I do about Laurel and Jake."

Korica sat down at the first seat and Tamaric took his coat off and hung it on the back of the seat next to her and he sat down and then Laurel and Jake sat down next to Tamaric and Laurel looked at the glass with a small amount of bourbon still in it sitting in front of her and she pushed it to the edge of the table furthest from her.

"Can I ask you something your majesty?" Tamaric thought.

"You may ask anything you like Tamaric."

"Why do you keep calling me Tamaric Prentor?"

"Is that not the name you take the most pride in holding?"

"Well yes it is but I never told anyone here that."

"Just as you do not need to call me your majesty but you do. It is meant to show reverence and respect. I was simply extending the same level of respect and reverence to you."

Tamaric lifted his chin then grinned and nodded. Laurel then looked at the captain.

"Sir how do I order some water for Korica?"

"You already did Laurel."

"I did?"

"Yes. Intuitive sensors." The captain said waving his finger around in circles suggesting they were all over the place in the overhead. "There is an AI of sorts incorporated into the building. It isn't near as interactive or sophisticated as the AI on the Future but it has speech recognition sophisticated enough to have understood the contents of your exchange. Water is on the way."

"Thank you sir."

"I didn't do anything, you did." The captain said in a light chuckle.

Laurel smiled as she sensed that the captain wasn't particularly drunk but he was definitely feeling no pain with how much bourbon he had consumed and it was loosening him up more than would ordinarily be the case. It was only seconds later the doors swung open and a bright white servo drone floated into the room with a fancy pitcher and four glasses on a silver serving tray. As the drone floated closer Korica could see that the pitcher was full of water and she licked her lips in anticipation. The drone floated up to the table in front of Korica then rose up and slid the tray up on the table and she picked up one of the glasses and turned it over and then picked up the pitcher and poured her glass full. She then leaned back as she drank down almost the whole glass. She set the glass down and refilled it then took a small sip and sighed as she leaned back again.

"Your majesty, are the details of how I came to be where I am and how I came to feel the way I do about Laurel and Jake going to have any influence on our prospects as a member of the¦coalition of races I sense you're assembling?"

"No. I hold all of you in high regard no matter the circumstances of a few among you. This is just to satisfy my curiosity and to get to know you better."

"Very well. I'll tell you everything then. Right from the beginning no matter how¦uncomfortable it is to talk about or remember."

Korica shifted her position slightly and took Tamaric's hand under the table and she set in to explaining her story from as far back as she could remember. She included every detail she could recall no matter how distasteful or uncomfortable it was to relate to the captain and Kirock not to mention Awkon who followed her every word without interrupting her once. He let her talk for close to two hours as she described the gory details and high moments of her journey to get where she is today. She shed tears at times and took a moment to collect herself by drinking water and using Tamaric's strength to continue without losing it all together. When she had the whole story out right down to her day with Eva making her feel so good spending time with someone so innocent and unspoiled and completely sweet reminding her a little of herself at Eva's age confirming what Laurel and Jake suspected. Korica was recapturing a time before her life was turned upside down through Eva. She sat back and collected herself and felt everyone digesting her tale with empathy and sorrow for what was forced on her but glee at what she had found since coming aboard the Future.

"This paring you speak of is something you should hold a great pride in. It takes a very sophisticated mind to process such an incredible existence at all times. You truly share yourself with your mate and your mom and dad. I now understand why you keep them at a distance as you do yet hold onto your feelings so tightly. You are a remarkable person Korica Prentor. I sense how private you wish to keep what you have shared with all of us, it will not leave this room except for the impression of a dire journey leading you to the light of Laurel and Jake's care along with the amazing love you now share with your mate for life, Tamaric Prentor. You Tamaric have shown compassion and bravery fitting of the most seasoned of explorers and I dare say leaders. You have leadership qualities in you that you will in time learn to embrace to the betterment of those who choose to follow your wisdom and courage. Your acceptance and fierce devotion for a girl from another world and another species entirely is to be haled as admirable and truly enviable. You have an amazing mate whom I suspect will endow you with many great things as you grow together into what you are creating in your relationship. In short you two will be a force to be reckoned with and I want you as a personal ally when the time comes. Your captain chooses his crew and close dear friends well. You would do well to listen to his wisdom and learn all you can from his amazing character and leadership."

"I too wish to consider you sitting at this table as my personal confidants and friends." Kirock said. "I will make all that I posses and all I can obtain available to you simply at the asking. The bond I sense in all of you is something I would cherish if I were capable of such a thing but I have the privilege and honor of experiencing it even if for a brief time through you and for this I am thankful and grateful. You're an amazing people and I will be speaking of your immediate acceptance and legitimatization as a people in any proceedings I take part in."

"Thank you Kirock." Korica said. "I will consider you as a close friend for the rest of my days. My powers have taken more from this bridging of minds than you are aware and I know you are a good man and a strong leader. You need only call on us and we'll be there sir. The same goes for you Awkon. I appreciate your words of encouragement and compliment. You're a very complex person but I now understand where you come from and who you are. I was a little¦unsure why you wanted to meet me and exactly what I was going to say to someone of your stature but I'm glad we had this opportunity to meet like this. I didn't know I was going to spill my whole life story but it's out there now. My captain even knows me better than anyone on the ship expect for my family and my husband. For this I'm grateful. I've wanted to get to know him better anyways and now I feel like we know each other very close." Korica then looked at the captain and grinned slightly. "I hope I wasn't speaking out of turn by offering our services to these fine men simply by them asking sir."

"You spoke very eloquently Korica and I was thinking the same thing anyways. You're an officer in my crew so you're allowed to speak on all our behalf when it's fitting and presented as well as you did. You're going to make a good negotiator someday and I'm glad to have you working at my side on the Future. You have a lot to learn but you're an amazing person as our friends here have pointed out and I want people like you around me. I need people like you around me. You make all of us look good and especially me since I'm responsible for keeping you on the crew in the position you are in despite the objections of some naysayers."

"Thank you sir. You mean there were some people that didn't want me on the crew?"

"They didn't particularly object to you being a part of the crew, they were just not thrilled with how young you made ensign. It's unprecedented you know?"

"Yes sir I know."

"The final say was mine and mine alone. You earned your rank and title so there was no reason to take it away just because you were seriously underage at the time."

"I'm¦not much beyond that age deep inside sir. I'm sure you can sense that now."

"And you know I'm nine years younger than I look. A few centuries in the fridge will put a few years on your face. I don't care how young you are inside Korica; you've proven yourself to be a fitting officer time and time again. You don't have anything to prove to me ever again in that respect except to continue exactly as you have been. Especially now that we've shared this kind of exchange of who we are. I certainly understand what motivates you better than just about anyone, except all of us at this table of course."

"So you don't¦see me as a pain anymore?" Korica asked aloud.

The captain chuckled and picked up his glass of bourbon and lifted it toward Korica with a grin.

"I understand why you're a pain now. Don't you ever go changing either, not for me¦not for anyone?"

The captain then tossed back the remains of his bourbon and pushed it down with clenched teeth and then he smacked his lips as he set the glass down.

"I won't sir. Does this mean I can¦show you affection like I do anyone I love?"

"Long as it isn't on the bridge. I told you that you were special to me and now even more so. I get it now. I get you."

"Awkon? How much of what were feeling at the moment will remain when we part company?" Korica asked looking into his huge blue eyes.

"The essence of everything we've shared will remain but the shared connection will disappear."

"So any feelings we've developed for one another will remain intact?"

"Yes. They are what you feel no matter the nature of our connection."

"Good. That's how I want it. My captain loves me." Korica thought with a big smile.

Laurel patted Korica's leg and rubbed her thigh for a moment.

"I told you anyone that really gets to know you just falls in love with you."

Korica blinked a few times and she curled her mouth a bit.

"I don't think he's in love with me mom." She said aloud. "It's not that kind of love."

"I know that sweetheart. I didn't mean to infer that he had fallen for you or anything."

"Oh. Well I love him too now that I know him better."

"Me too honey." Laurel said then looked at the captain and he grinned.

"The feeling is mutual Laurel. You are all to keep the contents of our gathering here to yourselves. I still need to be seen as a firm and strong leader, not a papa to my crew."

"We'll behave appropriately sir." Laurel said.

"If it's alright sirs I would like to return to the Future now? I have some things to take care of up there." Korica asked.

The men all stood up as if on cue and they bowed their heads subtly in unison and Korica grinned knowing it was the shared mental bridge encouraging them to behave in such a manner all at the same time. No one knew who initiated the move but they all felt inclined to do the same thing. Korica and Laurel stood up and Tamaric grabbed his jacket from the back of his seat and Laurel lifted Korica's from the back of her seat and she handed it to Korica and then they curtsied slightly to the men then they headed toward the door as the captain sat back down along with Awkon and Kirock.

They stepped out of the room and waited for the doors to close and the mental bridge simply faded away and Korica sighed and practically flung her arms around Tamaric and held him tightly as she gathered herself together. After a few moments she stepped back and she looked Tamaric in the eyes and grinned at him.

"The captain is going to present you with new identification credentials in the name Tamaric Prentor when he gets back to the ship. You have to act¦surprised and grateful. He felt how proud you are to carry my last name and it's the closest he can come to recognizing our marriage without actually marrying us."

"I didn't¦well now I sense that but I didn't until just now. That's nice of him to do that but I'm going to have to get used to identifying myself for voice recognition by saying Tamaric Prentor."

"You're going to officially be listed as cadet Prentor too. You have to get used to people calling you that and you have to identify yourself as cadet Prentor, not Reynolds when you introduce yourself too."

"What about my real¦first title?"

"It'll be an FKA¦formerly known as?"

"Oh. I can handle that." Tamaric said with a proud smile.

"How do you think your parents will take the news of the name change?" Jake asked.

"I'm emancipated, they'll just have to get used to it cause I want it and they can't exactly stop me from having it entered into the record as official."

"I guess that's true."

"So you understand what we have to do when we get back to the Future?" Laurel asked.

"Yes, but I had an ulterior motive for heading back so soon."

"Her guts are starting to hurt and she left her pills on the Future." Tamaric said.

"You're feeling it?" Korica asked.

"Yeah, you have to go to the bathroom again too. I think I know the difference now."

"Give me a minute to go use the bathroom and then we'll go."

"You know the medical center is right across the street? Why don't you just get the medication you need there?" Jake inquired.

"Because they won't have anything meant for Draximan physiology and anything meant for a Human won't do much or if it does it won't last very long. What I need is on the Future."

"Gotcha. Go ahead sweetie. We'll wait here for you."

Korica nodded and turned and headed up the hallway toward the bathroom. Once she stepped in Tamaric looked at Laurel and Jake and almost frowned.

"I learned some things about what Korica went through at the hands of the Hodong that just¦turn my stomach. That poor thing has been through so much and she's so wonderful. Awkon is right, it takes a heck of a woman to survive that and come out the other side so sweet and so strong."

"I know; I even learned some details I was unaware of." Laurel said. "She never really wanted to discuss it before."

"I think she felt this was an opportunity to finally get it all out. I never pushed before but I was determined to get her to tell me everything that happened at some point. She must have sensed that and just let her guard down."

"This means you need to let yours down too Tamaric. You've been resistant to her efforts to reach the full depth of you without hesitation or resistance. You need to reciprocate her openness by being open yourself."

"I will. I won't fear any part of her any longer, I promise."

"I can hear that Tamaric¦" They all heard from Korica in the back of their minds. "Thank you Tamaric, that's all I ever wanted from you. Just let me in, I won't hurt you."

"I'm all yours love, anytime you want."

Laurel smiled at Tamaric and placed her hand on the back of his head and slowly stroked down his head.

"We're glad we got to know you so much better too Tamaric. You're a sweet boy with a wonderful heart and bravery that can't be measured like Awkon said. We love knowing someone as good as you is taking care of our Korica. She deserves you and you deserve her."

"Thanks mom¦wow! Where the heck did that come from?"

"That's Korica's feelings. You can call me mom like she does."

"I'd like that, I mean you are my mom and dad after all now that I'm married to Korica."

Korica stepped out of the bathroom carrying her jacket and she felt refreshed and relieved. As she stepped up to Tamaric he slung his jacket over his shoulder and put his hand out and Korica placed her warm hand in his with an affectionate smile.

"I'm proud of you Korica." Tamaric said. "You spoke like a trained ambassador or negotiator or something. You sounded so mature despite feeling like a little girl spewing your life story. I promise you that you didn't come across like that except in how you were feeling."

"Thank you Tamaric." Korica said as they headed toward the transport enclosure. "It was really hard to talk about everything like that."

"You feel better now that it's all out though. Someone knows it all and it's a huge relief for you."

"Yeah, I didn't realize how much I needed to get it out. A huge weight has been lifted from me. I don't have any secrets anymore. You guys know absolutely everything that happened now¦so does the captain¦and Awkon and Kirock."

"They were impressed with you Korica. They now know how amazing you are like we do."

They stepped into the transport enclosure and transported down to the main floor and just as they stepped out into the surprisingly dark foyer due to the dark clouds obscuring the light, there were three bright flashes of light. They all looked up at the heavy rain cascading over the crystalline cover that stretched from one tower to the next.

"Was that¦?" Korica started.

"It was lightning." The woman down the foyer at the reception desk said. "This thunderstorm moved in about thirty minutes ago and it has been rocking and rolling out there ever since."

The four of them walked over to the desk and Laurel looked outside for a moment then she looked at the young woman.

"Can you reach Genesis control so we can call for a ride?"

The woman grinned and pointed to the left.

"Genesis control is right through that door. You can just go on in and state your request rather than have me page them?"

"Thank you, we'll do that."

The four of them walked over to the door to the right of the twin transport enclosures and Laurel pushed on the door and it swung in and they stepped in. The room was filled with free floating screens both projected from the curving elevated counter at the center of the room and some being projected from the overhead, hanging right at eye level for the individuals working at the control center. There were screens all over the walls and brightly lit panels and switchboards covering just about every inch of the walls around the room. It was a far cry form what the place looked like that last time Laurel and Jake were here. There were no cables hanging everywhere and the floor plates were in place hiding the spaghetti of power and control cables beneath.

They walked over to the counter and stepped up onto the single step level right in front of the counter and a burly man dressed in a bright blue uniform with the Genesis logo on it moved closer, passing right through one of the free floating displays.

"What can I do for you miss Kade?"

Laurel blinked once and grinned warmly.

"You know who I am?"

The man chuckled and swept his dark brown hair back from his forehead.

"We know who everyone is that comes and goes from the tower. We've monitored your movements since you arrived in Genesis."

Laurel looked over at Jake and she was glad for the tan as she could feel that she was blushing.

"Told you someone would see us." Laurel thought. She then looked back at the man.

"We would like to arrange a ride up to the Future if possible?

"All our officers have that right¦" The man said looking at Korica with a friendly smile. Korica smiled back and his smile broadened. "Especially ones with such a pretty smile. Let me call the Perth and I'll get you a ride up?"

"Thank you." Korica said.

Korica felt that he was being genuinely nice with no underlying feelings of an inappropriate nature. He truly thought she had a beautiful smile. The man rolled his chair back and he reached out and tapped an icon then put his hand up to his right ear and he tapped his earpiece.

"Lieutenant Colonel Swagger, this is Genesis control."

There was a momentary pause then the man spoke again.

"Please make your way to the Perth and make ready for a trip to the Future to carry four passengers up?" Then another brief pause "Affirmative. You will be carrying an officer a cadet and two high clearance civilians." Another pause. "Negative, please pick them up in front of the Genesis tower." Then yet another pause. "Roger that. I'll pass it along."

The man then reached up and tapped his earpiece and rolled closer, right through the display.

"It'll be about five minutes until they arrive. You're welcome to wait here. You'll see them land on that display right over there." The man said pointing behind them.

They looked on the wall behind them and they searched the five displays until the saw one with a barrage of text information scrolling up in the left margin of a display with a switching view of different parts of the city every few seconds. They then looked back at the man.

"Thank you." Laurel said. "We weren't looking forward to the walk to the landing area in sector twelve."

"No I would imagine not. It's gotten nasty out there. I would never send two beautiful ladies out into that if I can help it."

"Aren't you sweet? Thanks." Laurel said with a warm smile.

"My pleasure." The man said with an equally warm smile.

The four of them turned and stepped down and had a look around then walked over to the display and they looked at the myriad of information scrolling by. There was sensor data and temperature readings and humidity levels and life signs detected, which numbered in the millions and the number of Human and 'other' life signs numbering in the thousands. There was tactical data and energy signatures and moving traffic patterns and trajectories plotted in coordinates and vectors. There were possible threats listed numbering only in changing single digits numbers most of which were high above in space.

Laurel could see some icons along the bottom of the display and she looked at each until she recognized the icon for archival visual recordings and she reached out and touched it and the screen split showing a menu on the left with the images from around the city remaining on the right pane. There was an immediate request for security code input and she looked at Jake.

"Go ahead¦" He whispered. "See just how much they captured?"

Laurel grinned and looked at the display and she reached out and typed in her security code which appeared as '******' as she typed. Once her security code was input the words 'access granted' appeared and the screen showed a list of positions available for review. She wasn't sure of the name of the building so she selected a map view of collected data and then she touched the area covering the building they had recreated in and a time for review was requested. She wasn't exactly sure what time it was when they were in the building. She reached out and touched the time scale and slowly dragged it back watching the display closely as the scene rushed by very quickly. She saw bearcats wandering past quickly and a person here and there and at times several people walking with children and other smaller animals could be seen scurrying by then she saw her and Jake come into frame. She stopped then slowly dragged the time to the point they exited the building then slowly back to the point that they entered. She then touched the play icon and she watched herself enter the building and an indicator tracked their precise movements through the building and onto its balcony. She waited until they started kissing in the doorway and then she stopped the playback and looked at Jake.

"They saw everything Jake. That's what I was afraid of." Laurel said quietly.

"You mean you did¦everything up there?" Tamaric asked quietly.

"Yeah¦way more than I want everyone seeing."

"Oh crap mom! Can you delete it or something?" Tamaric asked.

"No. We're not allowed to remove information like that."

Laurel sensed a woman stepping up to them and she turned and looked at the woman and the woman put her hand on Laurel's shoulder and offered her a gentle smile.

"A few of us have been caught in a compromising position like this at some point. With your high level clearance you can set the time frame of your choice aside under a security lock out. How old are you?"

"Seventeen."

"Ok, you're a minor so anything truly revealing will be obscured from view by the AI. Just select the time frame covering your encounter and then type in your security code and it'll be taken out of the archive. It would take the captain or anyone else with cosmic clearance to access it. There's only like ten of you with that kind of clearance."

"I'm embarrassed that I even let this happen." Laurel said quietly.

"Like I said, you're not the first¦" The woman glanced at Jake then grinned and moved her head close to Laurel. "And look at your man¦who wouldn't ravage him at the first chance they got?"

Laurel grinned and looked at Jake and she could sense his slightly embarrassed but flattered feelings. The woman then walked away and Laurel selected the time from the moment they began to make out to the time they headed down the staircase and she locked it out by typing in her security code. The words 'lock out complete' appeared and Laurel sighed. She then returned the screen to a full view of the rotating sensor views and she stepped back. Tamaric then tapped Jake's arm and smiled.

"You aren't going to be able to get away with anything in this city hunh?"

"You need to keep that in mind when you two are down here attending the academy. It's all part of providing the highest level of security for our potential guests possible but it means you're always being watched too."

"Does that mean they can see what we're doing at the academy too?" Korica asked. "You know¦in our private quarters?"

"I would assume they'd know exactly where you are but not particularly what you're doing." Jake said. "Some privacy has to be afforded."

"I wouldn't be so sure Jake." Laurel said. "These sensors are pretty sophisticated. I think they could zero in on your life signs and see exactly what you're doing in pretty fine detail."

"That's a little disturbing." Korica said with disgusted face.

"It's no different on the Future. You think they can't beam into your quarters and see exactly what you're doing?"

"I guess so. The AI is making sure no one¦watches us up there though."

"They aren't interested in watching your private interactions honey."

"I hope not. That's really private to me, you know that."

"Not everybody is interested in seeing that kind of thing taking place baby. You know we have more respect and self control than that?"

"Yeah. I just know there are people like that around. I can feel it."

"In the general population maybe but you know how we're all screened for potential behavioral anomalies that would lead to that kind of behavior? No one in the civilian corps or military is like that and that's the only people with access to the sensor data."

Korica nodded and grinned at Laurel then looked at Tamaric and he put his arm around Korica and gave her a gentle squeeze.

"You know how I feel? If they wanna watch let 'em. I'm not going to stop making love to my wife just cause someone might be watching."

"I know that's¦"

They were interrupted when they heard the man at the counter talking to the Perth.

"This is Genesis control, you're cleared for immediate take off Perth. There's no traffic in the area but proceed with caution. Winds are gusting to two nine knots from the southwest with sustained winds of seven knots."

The man then looked over at them.

"They're on their way if you want to go out in the foyer and wait? You'll see them touching down right out front in the street."

They all nodded and grinned and then looked back at the display in front of them and the display switched to a view off to the east and they could make out the dark shape of a crimson fighter lifting straight up into the air while swinging the nose toward the west. They all turned and headed for the door. They stepped out into the foyer and walked past the reception desk offering a friendly smile to the young woman sitting at the desk and then they stopped at the projected entryway and Korica and Tamaric put their jackets on. There were a few flashes of light off in the distance that pulsed making them blink and Korica looked at Laurel.

"Mom? What would happen if the Perth was struck by lightning on the way up?"

"Nothing honey. The hull is non conductive thanks to its coating and with the shield up the energy would be dissipated away harmlessly. They're a lot tougher than you might think. They're designed to absorb high energy weapons fire after all without sustaining much if any damage."

"I guess that was kind of a silly question then hunh?"

"Not at all. You're a trained pilot so that kind of stuff should be going through your mind if you're going to be climbing into a ship in the middle of a thunderstorm."

Korica nodded and looked out the barrier just as the Perth began to descend into view. It was rocking its wings slightly but it was obvious the pilot was in control and experienced at controlling the ship properly as he set it down gently with the right side of the ship facing the steps of the Genesis tower. Korica pulled her hood up over her head and zipped her jacket all the way up and Tamaric took her hand in his as did Jake of Laurel and they stepped through the barrier and out into the wiping wind and driving rain. They practically ran down the steps to the awaiting Perth that had its door open for them. They bounded up into her entrance and Korica and Tamaric made their way in back and Laurel and Jake followed right behind them. The officer standing in the doorway pulled the airlock control handle up and the door swung up and sealed closed blocking the tremendous sound of the storm outside. He then locked the airlock and glanced in the back as the four of them pulled down jump seats and began to strap in.

The officer stepped back into the cargo area and looked around at the four of them and as Korica swept her hood off, his face lit up.

"Well I'll be¦It is you. Hello ensign Prentor."

"Hello sir."

The officer then stared into Laurel and Jake's eyes in turn and he smiled even bigger.

"You two really do have eyes like gems or something. How extraordinary! We should have you back aboard the Future in about eight minutes or so."

"Sounds good." Jake said.

"Sir how do you know who we are?" Laurel asked.

"Are you kidding? There isn't a soul on the ship that doesn't know who you are. You in particular are one of the most beautiful women to ever grace us and my personal favorite from the story of how we got here is this guy right here¦" The officer said pointing at Tamaric. "How cool is it to be yanked out of a fire in the stasis ring by these two beautiful women only to end up married to Korica Prentor. Every guy would kill to end up with an exotic and enchanting girl from another world that can do the amazing stuff she can. You my friend are one lucky SOB and my hero." The officer held out his fist playfully and Tamaric smiled big and bumped fists with him.

"Thanks sir. I know how lucky I am and still can't believe it myself sometimes. I gotta pinch myself every morning to make sure I'm not dreaming."

"I bet! Just sit back and relax. We'll have you four home in a flash."

The officer then turned and headed up front and Laurel looked at Korica and smiled.

"See we're not always the favorites. Tamaric is the big deal in that guys eyes."

"Did you feel how in awe he is of you and I though? He thinks you're absolutely gorgeous mom."

"Yeah I felt that. He thinks you're pretty good looking too Korica. He's jealous of Tamaric cause of how pretty you are."

"Well there's only one of me and Tamaric gets to keep me. Finders keepers right?"

The four of them chuckled just as the engines wound up in intensity and they barely sensed movement as the ship lifted off and blasted skyward rapidly.

"Genesis control, this is the Perth departing the Genesis tower bound for the Future." They heard the pilot saying.

"Roger that Perth, we have you on sensors. You are cleared for a vertical departure to the Future at mach seven once you exit the atmosphere. There are smaller craft on patrol in the vicinity of the Future, use caution and monitor your TCAS warnings."

"Roger that Genesis control. We are cleared for a vertical departure to the Future at mach seven once we exit the atmosphere. We'll watch for traffic in the vicinity of the Future."

"Affirmative. Have a safe flight."

As they rocketed through the dense clouds there was no sensation of movement and after they exited the snow layer highest up in the clouds the sun broke through the window and flooded the back of the ship with a bright beam of light. Korica leaned forward slightly and watched as the atmosphere thinned more and more and finally faded to black. She could then see that their forward speed increased significantly as the engines increased their high frequency hiss. She leaned back and looked over at Jake.

"I feel like I'm going home finally. I mean the Future planet is my perceived home but the Future will always truly feel like home to me."

"You're a space monkey. It's always going to feel like home in the black of space."

"No it's not just space¦it's the Future. From the AI to my quarters to the bridge¦it all just feels like home to me."

"You gunna feel home sick being on the surface for over a year then?"

"Yes. I gotta do what I gotta do to get Tamaric through the academy but I'm going to miss the Future and you guys."

"We'll come see you as often as we can baby." Laurel said.

"Good, I'll look forward to it¦whoa! You feel that?" Korica said interrupting herself.

"The gravity is equalizing to Earth normal like it is on the Future." One of the officers up front said.

"It still amazes me just how strong the gravity is on the Future planet." Tamaric said.

The rest of the ride was spent in silence. Korica unzipped her jacket and leaned against Tamaric as she gazed at nothing in particular for the whole ride to the Future. Tamaric could feel that Korica was in deep thought about everything she had revealed in the tower. She felt like she had stripped herself bare for everyone to see and while it was liberating it left her feeling very vulnerable and not completely comfortable with the idea of so many people knowing exactly what disgusting things were done to her. It was all things she wanted to forget about and she had been forced to relive it like it just happened yesterday. The agony of witnessing her mother being killed right before her eyes also brought back some powerful pain that was always there but now it seemed to be right at the surface along with her perceived guilt over it happening in the first place. She just couldn't shed the feeling that if she had stayed on the ship the Hodong wouldn't have seen her and come after them just to get to her. She almost wished she weren't so pretty too, if she were ugly or at the very least less attractive the Hodong might have passed them by without coming after her.

Tamaric could only share in her feelings to try and take some of the burden from her but he was powerless to make her feel better in the end. She just wouldn't let go of the idea that she was responsible for the deaths of her mother and father and their crew. By this point that guilt was beginning to define her and it was a little too late to do anything about it.

The ship set down in the hangar and the engines began to spool down before Korica even realized what was going on. She looked around and then sat up straight and unfastened her restraints then stood up and slipped her jacket off. Tamaric took his off as well then they all stepped forward as one of the officers unsealed the airlock and opened the door for them. They all stepped down then looked back at the officer standing in the doorway.

"You have a good evening." The officer said.

"You have to go right back?" Korica asked.

"Yep. We're on patrol down there until morning. We have to make patrol flights every hour until we're relieved."

"Hmm. Well thank you for the ride and have a good night."

"Thank you ensign Prentor. It was a true pleasure meeting you all."

The officer then lifted up on the control handle and the airlock door began to close as the engines began to spool up and so they all turned and headed of the transport enclosure. Jake pulled the door open and they stepped in, Korica pulling the door closed behind them and the Perth lifted off gently and spun around and slowly drifted toward the open hangar door. They all stepped up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared Laurel reached out and touched the indicator for the command deck and then they looked over just in time to see the Perth make a descending departure and the hangar doors began to scissor closed and in a blinding blue flash of light they disappeared. They then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck and they stepped down and headed for the door.

They stepped out into the quiet main corridor and then they followed Korica to her quarters. She stepped up to the door and had her palm scanned and the door slid open and the lights came up as they stepped in and Korica turned and looked at everyone.

"I'll be right out."

"Ok, you go ahead sweetheart. I'm gunna contact the AI to see if things are ready for us on the med deck." Laurel said.

Korica nodded and turned and headed for the bathroom. Laurel then walked over to the com panel and she touched it and the panel lit up. She touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Laurel, how may I be of assistance?"

"Is the med deck ready for us to come down?"

"I was not aware you needed medical attention. Who requires medical attention?"

"None of us requires medical attention. The captain didn't contact you?"

"No. I have not been in contact with him for quite some time."

"Oh¦ok¦the other Laurel reached out to me while we were at the Taylor residence. I talked to the captain about it and he wants us to try and reach out to the other Laurel to find out what's going on. He insisted that we do this with you and medical staff standing by since the contact was accompanied by a severe headache. He just wants to make sure nothing nefarious is being perpetrated."

"Understood."

"I want Korica and Tamaric's help since Korica is actually stronger at this sort of thing than I am. She's the key to making my chair work so I would have to assume reaching out across fourteen light years is going to take a considerable effort. The four of us working together should make it possible without any of us having to strain much."

"That is wise thinking. I will notify the chief medical officer to set med bay four up to monitor all of you appropriately."

"We¦have a chief medical officer now?"

"Yes. Commander Kruger has been assigned the duty of chief medical officer since lieutenant commander Heridon has been reassigned to the medical facility in Genesis as chief medical officer in charge of operations."

"Hmm. There's something I want to ask you about?"

"Yes?"

"While we were at the Taylor home, Eva took a systemic immune booster."

"All terrestrial based children under the age of ten are being required to take them."

"Yeah, that's what misses Taylor said. Exactly what compounds are in the boosters?"

"A list of compounds is being displayed for you on the communication panel."

Laurel read down the list of compounds and the last few compounds alarmed her. She recognized the compounds well enough to know her suspicions were correct.

"I really hoped I was wrong¦my instincts never fail me though. Why are there pituitary suppressants and hormone blockers in these so-called immune boosters?"

"I cannot discuss personal medical information with you about a patients treatments. You know that Laurel."

"Yes I know that. All of the children are being given the same thing right?"

"Yes."

"Then in general why is such a powerful drug being administered to all of the children?"

"The medical teams and command staff have determined that these children pose a significant danger to themselves and others without sufficient medical facilities up and running to monitor and train these children and their parents. They therefore decided to suppress their abilities until such time as they could be dealt with appropriately. There truly are immune boosting compounds in the pills, that is just not all they contain."

"But you haven't told the parents exactly what they're giving their children?"

"That is not my responsibility. That aspect is now in the hands of the chief medical officers both here on the Future where the pills are being produced and down in Genesis where efforts are being made to get the research and treatment facilities up and running."

"Treatment? It's not a disease to be born with heightened abilities!"

"You need to consult with the captain and chief medical officers if you have objections to their classification and treatment decisions for those with heightened abilities. It is truly out of my hands Laurel."

Korica stepped out of the bathroom at that point with her hand on her lower tummy and she looked over at Laurel with a pained and slightly angry look on her face as she had been sensing the whole conversation through Tamaric. Laurel looked at her and grimaced.

"You poor thing, lie down for a few minutes until the pill takes affect honey."

Korica nodded without saying a word and she walked over to the bed and slid her shoes off and laid back then pushed herself back to the middle of the bed. Laurel then looked at the com panel.

"It's kind of hard to trust the medical staff when we know they're deceiving the parents into administering dangerous compounds to their children without knowing it. Besides¦it isn't exactly working. Eva is showing signs of telepathic and empathic abilities despite taking the pills."

"She is in the early stages of puberty. It will take several weeks of taking to the pills to completely suppress her abilities due to that fact."

"Geeze! She's only seven and that's already taking place?"

"I cannot discuss particulars with you since her medical information is highly restricted due to her age and lack of relation to any of you. I have already divulged more than I should have."

"So it's true that the children are experiencing puberty earlier and earlier?"

"Within the population originating on the Future yes. Early onset is occurring between the ages of six and eight years of age on average and full blow puberty is being observed to occur at nine to ten years of age. What occurred for you no longer seems so unusual Laurel."

Laurel glanced back at the others looking at her except for Korica who was lying on her back with her eyes closed and then she looked back at the com panel.

"I guess I asked for that. Let me know when the med bay is ready?"

"Understood."

Laurel then touched the com panel and it went dark and she walked over to the bed and sat down next to Tamaric who was sitting next to Korica with his hand on her thigh. Laurel patted his knee.

"We won't go until she's feeling better."

"I'm sharing her discomfort to make it a little easier to take. She waited way too long to take another pill."

"I was right mom¦" Korica said keeping her eyes closed. "They're messing with my friend and I don't like it!"

"I know sweetheart. I don't either. I think I scared the crap out of 'em when I started having nightmares that resulted in an affect that could be felt throughout the ship. They just don't know how many of the children have the same abilities that I do."

"They should tell the parents what they're doing. It just isn't right to hold the truth back whether it's based in fear or genuine care."

"No but I can understand their concerns if our bodies are really undergoing the change at such an early age."

"Did that really happen to you mom?" Tamaric asked.

"Uh¦" Laurel sighed and closed her eyes for a second and pushed the embarrassment aside. "Hair and¦swellings started at eight or nine yes."

"I'm sorry I made you so uncomfortable. I won't ask anything else."

"It's alright Tamaric. You should know about this stuff because it's probably going to happen to your children since they'll be an even more advanced generation than you and I are from."

"It happened at ten for me Tamaric." Korica said. "My people experience puberty at nine or ten."

"I guess it happened at like nine for me." Tamaric said. "Least that's when the wet dreams first happened as I remember it."

Korica opened her eyes and grinned and looked at him.

"Was I the one that made you have dreams like that?"

"Sorry love, I had no idea who you were at that age. I don't remember the dreams, just the shock of waking up¦to a mess and once to the¦tingling expulsion."

"You're so funny when you try not to use what you think are dirty words around me."

"I'm just trying to be respectful Korica."

"I can sense what you're talking about Tamaric. You can call it exactly what it is and it's not disrespectful or dirty."

"What about you Jake if we're all talking about such personal stuff?" Tamaric asked looking at him with a grin.

"Oh man¦alright if we're going to be completely honest? I started getting hair downstairs at like eight and I experienced my first¦orgasm at nine."

"Then the AI is right¦things are happening at a younger age for all of us?"

"It would sure seem that way."

"What about you mom?" Korica asked looking over at her.

"We already talked about that."

"No I mean how old were you the first time you experienced an orgasm?"

"Oh. Twelve. Shortly before coming aboard the Future. How did we end up talking about such personal stuff?"

Korica giggled and sat up, feeling much better thanks to Tamaric and the pill she took.

"You guys get so squeamish talking about sex or anything that can be construed as sexual."

"It's in our nature honey. We've been raised from a very early age to keep that stuff to ourselves."

"I know. It was way different for me. The naked body and sex is just no big deal¦or at least it wasn't until I was exploited."

Laurel patted her leg over Tamaric.

"Things are just different living with Humans honey. You're going to have to get used to that."

"I know."

"You seem to be feeling better?" Laurel said.

"Yeah, the pills finally kicked in¦and Tamaric really eased the pain of the cramps until they did."

"Wonderful. You want to get something to eat until the med bay is prepped?"

"I could eat."

"Great, get your shoes on and we'll go."

Korica nodded with a smile and slipped off the bed and stepped over to her shoes and she pushed them over so she could step into them then slipped her feet into them then bent down and tightened the laces then she grabbed Tamaric's hand and pulled him to his feet. They all then headed for the exit and as soon as they stepped out the AI called out to them from the com panel outside Korica's quarters.

"Doctor Kruger has med bay four prepared for your attempt to reach the other Laurel. You may go down to the medical deck whenever you are ready."

"Alright, thank you Future."

"You are welcomed Laurel."

The com panel then went dark and they all continued to the mess hall. After Korica consumed a snack for her, a small meal to the others, they departed for the transport compartment. They transported down to the medical deck and stepped down from the transport platform and made their way through the pressure door that was wide open and down to med bay four. As they stepped up to the door it slid open and they stepped in to find a rather handsome and very tall blond man in a light blue lab coat standing between four gleaming white lab tables with fresh linens hanging from them as a very young looking med tech was tucking them in under the mattresses on the exam tables. The med tech stopped for a moment and she offered a friendly smile as the four of them walked in.

"Hello. I'm Doctor Kruger." The commander said as the med tech went back to prepping the exam tables.

"Hello Doctor Kruger." Laurel said. "I'm Laurel and this¦"

"Oh I know who you four are. Pardon me for interrupting Laurel. I've been dying to meet all of you but I was under the impression none of you ever gets sick so I thought my chances were pretty slim unless something serious occurred. That's never a good way to finally meet someone."

"No I suppose not. As it turns out this is kind of serious. You do understand exactly why we're here right?"

"Yes." The commander said as he turned to a cart next to him and picked up a data pad and tapped an icon on the screen. "You're going to use a long distance telepathic bridge with a counterpart on another ship some fourteen light years away." He then looked up at them and grinned slightly. "That is extraordinary! Frankly I'm thrilled to be able to monitor you while you try this."

Laurel looked at the others for a moment then back to the commander. He smiled warmly and looked at the young med tech who had finished dressing the exam tables.

"Thank you Emily. If you don't mind, we need a bit of privacy and quiet?"

"Yes doctor. I'll go set the autoclave so I can sterilize the utensils you used this morning."

"That's a good idea."

Emily smiled at the four of them as she made her way out of the room. As soon as the door slid closed the doctor gestured at the tables.

"Do you prefer to be addressed as Doctor Kruger, or commander Kruger?" Korica asked as the four of them walked over to the exam tables and sat down with their legs hanging off the table edges.

"Whatever you're more comfortable with. I'm a Commander by rank and a Doctor by title."

"So you know about our abilities?" Tamaric asked.

"Oh yeah. I have detailed medical records on all of you." He tapped another couple of icons then read what was in front of him for a moment then looked at Tamaric as he lowered the data pad slightly. "Broken bones that healed within hours of being broken and left no visible bone scaring to ever suggest a break had occurred, eradication of a lethal virus from your bodies resulting in an extractable antibody to be used on others to prevent affliction from the same virus. Expulsion of solid particle contamination from your lungs through¦" The commander lifted the data pad and read directly from it. "Pulmonary compression of the bronchial passageways followed by a solid matter separation and dry breath expulsion of the solid matter in the form of fine particulate dust in the millimicron size and further self sterilization by producing an amino acid and anhydrous bile that neutralized the foreign contaminants that made it into your stomachs. The Human body¦and Draximan for that matter just aren't supposed to work like that. You four are a living example of some of the most advanced physical response to outside stimuli I have ever studied. There is even a report of healing a dying girl from what I believe to be a rapidly advancing form of something like polio. You better believe I know about your abilities. I understand Laurel at the very least is capable of manipulating localized gravitational fields and this ability is likely now shared by all of you due to her possessing this ability?"

"There is some evidence to suggest we all share an ability to channel each other's gifts but that's most prevalent in Korica and Tamaric." Laurel said.

"Yes there are reports in your medical records that suggest as much. Please make yourselves comfortable. I'll be monitoring you via the bio monitors¦that we will need to put in place on you and Jake Laurel. I will also be monitoring your brain activity on the EEG monitors up there on the bulkhead."

The four of them looked at the free floating monitor being projected from the ceiling to the middle of the adjacent bulkhead and they could see that there were at least a dozen signal frequencies that were set up to be monitored along with the data from the bio monitors that was at the moment blank for Laurel and Jake but very active for Korica and Tamaric. They then laid down and swung their legs up on the tables. The commander then pulled his cart over next to Laurel since she was the closest and he lifted a bio monitor from the cart and Laurel looked at it and held her arm up. The commander slid the bio monitor over her wrist then activated it. After the wristband quickly tightened up to her wrist, Laurel could feel the micro leads pierce her skin and feed a ways up into her forearm then stop. The commander then picked up another bio monitor and stepped over to Jake and he held his arm up and the commander slid the bio monitor over his wrist and activated it. Laurel and Jake looked over at the monitor and they could see their bio readings filling in one by one until all of their blood chemistry was detailed along with pulmonary and cardio function readings followed by estimated brain chemistry levels along a scale for a typical male and female with theirs already residing on the higher side of the scales. The commander then swing a neural pickup attached to a pivoting arm down around all three of their heads so their brain waves could be read.

"Hmm." The commander uttered. "That's to be expected. You two are¦oh my! Look at that? You're producing Thada and Dacron waves that are almost a complete one to one match to one another. You and Tamaric are producing the same brain waves Korica but yours are¦varying¦only matching for moments at a time."

"We haven't been paired for very long." Tamaric said. "Our brains are still learning to tune into the other."

"Can I ask you something?" Korica inquired.

"Sure." The commander replied.

"I had level three med tech training imparted to me but I don't know what Thada and Dacron waves are?"

"They're brain waves that we as Humans weren't aware of until we accessed the new data core. The elder race have identified several brain frequencies that are involved with telepathic abilities and paired associations. All four of you produce these frequencies in measurable levels¦in fact yours and Tamaric's are significantly stronger than Laurel and Jake's."

"I guess I still have a lot to learn."

"Don't take this the wrong way but level three med tech training is far from what a doctor will know and understand. I spent nine years in med school to learn what I know plus almost fifteen years of practical experience in the field as well as the augmentation of my knowledge through neural suggestion."

"Does the stronger signal in us mean we're more¦gifted or whatever?" Tamaric asked.

"I'm not sure about that but it means you're producing a stronger field of energy within your brains for whatever reason."

"Could it be our brains searching for our new center since we kind of just became paired? Trying to synchronize like Laurel and Jake's minds have?" Korica asked.

"Your new center? I suppose your brains could be communicating with one another¦trying to reach an equilibrium if that's what you mean by searching for your new center?"

"I don't know exactly what our brain frequencies should look like but I know that I keep hearing that once we find our new center the confusion will go away. I can't wait. I don't like how¦lost I feel most of the time. I can't tell where I am in relation to Tamaric. My mind is trying to separate us but we aren't separate anymore and it's really confusing sometimes."

"Incredible! You feel like you're one person?"

"We are¦in a way anyways."

"Fascinating! I can't imagine what that must be like."

"It feels wonderful. It's just not something you can articulate properly. A person just has to experience it to understand how amazing it is to share your mind with the person you're in love with. You feel like you're one person even if you're not¦though at times you really are one person. You experience every sensation and thought that the other is experiencing."

"Yes, the AI made some references to that. It sounds amazing. We have all of your readings being displayed so you may begin whenever you like and I'll keep quiet unless I notice something alarming." The commander said as he stepped back.

Laurel rolled her head and looked at Jake and he smiled at her as he put his hand out. Laurel set her hand in his and smiled back.

"He really doesn't get it does he?" Laurel thought.

"No, I don't think so." Jake thought in reply.

"So how do you want to do this mom?" Korica asked aloud.

Laurel rolled her head the other way and looked at her.

"I've never tried to reach out to someone so far away before. I'm going to push my sense of awareness as far as I can and when you three feel me reach the end of my ability I want you to push without sending the sense of you with it. I just need your neural energy without a mental bridge."

"So you don't want us to join minds?"

"No sweetheart. I know you were hoping that's what we were going to do here but I don't want you three exposed to this other Laurel. I don't know what the headache extended from but I don't want you exposed to it."

"Ok. I can appreciate that."

Laurel then rolled her head so she was looking straight up at the overhead and she closed her eyes and began to reach out toward the other Laurel. The other three closed their eyes and simply sensed what Laurel was doing without actually joining with her. Laurel's sense of space and time was extended far beyond the Future and in an instant she sensed thousands of people on the ships nearby and then she pushed past them passing by the moon in an instant from her perspective and then past the sun moments later, sensing its blazing hot surface and even hotter corona on the other side of the sun and then she pushed out even further. She sensed millions upon millions of miles of space passing her by as if she were actually passing through space physically. It felt cold and empty as she pushed further and further away. She furrowed her brow as she gave even more effort and she sensed that the expansion of her perception sped up, passing a few planets in micro seconds as her perception pressed out of the solar system and into the void of deep space.

A few moments later Laurel sensed her perception rushing through the outer most regions of the solar system some 1.6 light years away. She sensed huge comet sized debris fields left over from the birth of the solar system in vast fields of floating chunks of ice and rock, some the size of houses and others the size of small moons. The clouds of debris seemed to just rush by and there was darkness and the sense of rushing at an incredible speed deeper out into the void beyond the Future system altogether. The expansion feeling persisted for a time and then a bright spot in her perception grew larger and larger as she sensed that her perception was approaching another star system entirely. She saw planets coming toward her then passing by in the blink of an eye, one of which was twice the size of Saturn in the Earth system with ten distinct rings around it. The planet's atmosphere appeared to be a yellowish orange color but it passed by her senses so fast that she didn't catch much else of its composition or appearance. She then saw a distinct white star come into view in her minds eye and it was intensely hot with huge prominences licking out into space and it felt as though she were passing right through one of the larger prominences then whizzing around the star slightly and through the corona on the other side and then out into space, passing yet another rocky and battered appearing planet then out into the cold of deep space once again.

Laurel gave another concerted effort to push out even further and she sensed another region of cosmic debris at the outer reaches of the system she just passed through. In her minds eye it passed by so quickly that she was barely able to identify what she was passing through but it was enough to know that her sense of space and time was now several light years away and still expanding further. There was then a prolonged period of passing through deep empty space at a mind numbing speed followed by the sense of slowing down more and more until she felt as though she was about to come to a stop. In her minds eye she turned around to look back at the Future system only to see a dim little speck of light that blended in with all the other stars except for the certainty that it was where her physical body resided. She then mentally turned again to look toward the Ontari system and all she saw was a very tiny point of light straight ahead of her. She knew she was very far from reaching the other Future let alone the other Laurel.

Jake sensed that Laurel had reached the limit of what she was capable of at her current level of development though he was pretty sure that she would be capable of far more in time. Korica thus sensed through Jake the same thing and so Tamaric also became aware that Laurel wasn't going to be able to push any further. The three of them concentrated hard, knowing what it felt like to reach out to someone and they let their energy well up within them until it reached its maximum potential. Doctor Kruger had been leaning against the far bulkhead and he stood up straight and took a few steps closer as he watched in stunned amazement as Jake, Korica and Tamaric's Triselic, Delta, Thoratic and Gamma waves suddenly peeked as high as the monitoring equipment could register then there was a moment of synchronous waves from all three and then Laurel's readings surged as the three gave a hard push sending all the energy they could muster directly to her body. They transferred their energy directly to Laurel rather than trying to reach out with her and from Laurel's perspective she felt like she was shoved very hard from all around her and she once again began rushing through deep space at an even faster pace than before. She wasn't completely sure where the new energy came from but she was convinced it had to have come from the other three even though she didn't sense their presence along with the energy just as she had asked of them.

In Laurel's mind she sensed that she rushed through and past several nebula clouds then right through yet another and past planets and stars and asteroid fields and ort clouds filled with gigantic debris. Then stars whipped by one after the next in a blur and finally a slowing was sensed as the Ontari star grew in size as her perception neared the fifth planet out from the star. It was a rocky baron planet comprised of jagged, rocky mountains and huge chasms that formed gigantic valleys miles deep with jagged steep walls with a thin wispy atmosphere that hugged the ground and provided no protection from the stars radiation and solar wind of charged particles. Laurel then finally sensed the Future rushing toward her as her perception neared Ontari eleven, a gas giant with beautiful swirling clouds of multicolored noxious gasses. The Future was battered and scorched with enormous chunks of its outer hull completely missing and the central rotating section was sitting completely still. She barely had enough time to register just how broken the ship looked when she passed right through the hull and she sensed hundreds and hundreds of people, but she was careful not to tune into any of them so as not to alert them to her presence even if it wasn't in a physical form. She felt gently for a familiar presence and she sensed the other Laurel on one of the lower forward decks and she let herself drift toward her and then she gently called out to her.

"Laurel? Can you hear me?" Laurel called out in her mind.

There was a moment that she thought she had expended so much energy just reaching the Future that she didn't have enough mental strength to actually send a coherent thought to the other Laurel. There was then a feeling of great pain that flooded her mind. Her head hurt and it made her stomach feel ill the ache was so great. She then sensed the other Laurel within her mind in amazing clarity. She felt ever so much older and wiser but her heart was full of dread and pain of loss like nothing Laurel could've imagined possible. Everyone the other Laurel had ever loved was gone and she felt so alone and without purpose except to survive a seemingly meaningless existence. The other Laurel's voice was deeper but somehow still eerily familiar and haunting as it echoed in Laurel's mind.

"I'm here Laurel. I hear you. Give me a minute but don't go anywhere¦I can't talk right now or they'll know."

Laurel then sensed the other Laurel withdraw into her own mind. Laurel was still able to sense her presence but the pain in her head faded somewhat and she mentally held her position following the other Laurel, as she seemed to be talking to someone. After a few minutes Laurel sensed the distinct sound of metal screeching as a door was forced closed and it sounded awful. The other Laurel then reached out to Laurel once again causing a great ache to resume in Laurel's head.

"Hello Laurel. I didn't know you were capable of reaching out across such a great distance?"

"I didn't know I could do this either. I couldn't have done it without some help."

Laurel then sensed a gasp from the other Laurel and a tearful joy welling up within her.

"They're alive? Jake¦mom¦Korica¦even Tamaric¦oh¦my¦gosh¦they got married?"

"Yes, they're all alive and well. A local tribe on a planet called Heindon married Korica and Tamaric. They became paired the same day they were joined."

Laurel sensed that the other Laurel was now crying. It was a pain of loss and of joy in how happy Korica must be from what she sensed from the younger Laurel.

"I¦I lost my Korica so long ago and in such a horrible way. She died alone in the dark and in great pain. I've never been able to get it out of my head¦and my heart. I loved that girl so much and she was taken from me just as I was getting to know her completely."

"Dare I ask how she¦died?"

"We went to a planet called Tiomot to retrieve some vital information from a chair of knowledge and she¦slipped over the edge of a standing platform and fell into a subterranean rift. She fell so far that we couldn't get to her and I¦felt her hit the bottom and suffer for a full ten minutes before dying. Mark absolutely went nuts. When we finally got out of there he used the mining weapon on the Future to blast the ziggurat we had been in open so he could recover her body. I saw her broken body when Mark finally found her. It's haunted my dreams ever since."

"We too went to Timot and my Korica fell into that same chasm but she only fell a few hundred feet and landed on an outcropping. I was able to telekinetically pull her out and partially heal most of her injuries with Jake's help. The rest she did on her own. She heals amazing quickly. She's the equivalent of fifteen now and so is Tamaric. They're deliriously happy together if it makes you feel any better?"

"It does. I wish I could see her. She must be so beautiful."

"She's very pretty and stout. You should see how strong and healthy she is. Heck she's stronger than I am."

"She was always strong but so¦small. I wanted her to have a chance to grow into the wonderful woman I was certain she would become."

"In my world she's getting that opportunity. She's already having the stirrings to become a mother. I don't think it will be very long until Aseel is born."

"And Jake? How is he doing?"

"Uh¦he's doing fine. We're still paired and very much in love. How did you lose your Jake?"

"That's a long story. Our pairing was severed when we were both put to death. We were revived but the pairing was just gone and I¦did some things that turned Jake away from me. He still loved me deeply but he felt that he didn't truly know me when he saw what I was capable of. He decided to go back into stasis until we reached the Future planet but the stasis ring lost power when we were attacked and most of the occupants that were in stasis perished including Jake and his father, mom and Tamaric and his parents."

"I can't imagine how hard that must have been on you."

"It was all I could do just to continue to get up each day. Everything that mattered to me was taken from me. I hope you never have to experience that Laurel. It hardens the heart and takes away part of who you are."

"So I take it the Lundragaus are the ones that put you to death? The same thing happened to my Jake and I but the Tel Pok Maron reversed the things Marinon had done to our minds. Once we reached the Future planet we were revived and we reestablished our pairing."

"The Lundragaus? Never heard of 'em. We've obviously lived similar but divergent lives."

"So who put you to death?"

"Our captain. We were accused of mutinous actions against the command of the Future during a time of war and we were sentenced to death. The dozen or so people that followed us didn't fair so well. They were all supposed to be put to death, then be revived to show the new captain's resolve but six of them weren't able to be revived. I've since learned to do as I'm told without question."

"That's horrible! Someone should do something."

"We tried Laurel. What I just told you is the result of that attempt. The colonel is desperate and cut off from his chain of command. He took what he thought were the logical steps to insure our survival and then things just got out of hand. We did some¦atrocious things and we've paid a heavy price for those actions. I'm not proud to say that I had a hand in some of those things. You have no idea what you're capable of Laurel and I pray that you don't find out just what you can do like I did. When coerced by malicious or malevolent people we can do some truly horrible things."

"I'm sorry your life has been full of such pain and tragedy."

"It feels like yours has been just the opposite. I'm truly relieved to know somewhere I grew up with love and happiness around me. I sense that you're still very young but you're learning quickly."

"I feel younger than I look. We were exposed to something called anti time radiation and it aged us rapidly. I look to be about seventeen despite what you're sensing of my true age."

"I wish I had time to hear more of what you experienced in comparison to me but I honestly don't have much time."

"What's with the headache? My head really hurts right now."

"It's the quantum instability inherent in all of us from my universe. Do you know what quantum entanglement is?"

"Yeah¦I think so."

"Well were quantum entangled with our own universe. It's trying to reach equilibrium by yanking us back from time to time. It seems to be more prevalent in biological matter but it isn't limited to just living matter. We've seen objects being stretched back forth too. It causes a great deal of discomfort when it happens to people. I'm pretty sure our bodies are destabilizing at the quantum level the more time we spend in your universe. We have to get back to our universe very soon or we might be yanked back whether we want it to happen or not. The problem is when the universe does it on its own matter is¦rearranged as it passes between universes as opposed to how we accomplished it with a stabilizing field surrounding us. The rearranged matter doesn't always reemerge as it was before being rearranged. I'm pretty sure it will be fatal for living beings."

"That doesn't sound pleasant."

"It's not. Our Future is in really bad shape as you might of sensed?"

"Kind of. I passed through the hull pretty quickly but I did see that the ship is badly damaged from the outside. Is the rotating section stopped?"

"Yes. The electro magnetic motors that kept the central section in motion have been fried. There's no one left in stasis anyways¦least no one alive¦and the gardening ring is a complete loss. It's nothing but a floating cloud of debris and dust in there¦what wasn't sucked from the ship through the breach. There's little hope of getting it stabilized to the point of usefulness even if we could get it spinning again and the humungous hole sealed up. We need the power else where at the time being. Power levels are very low and fluctuating wildly. We have people working on the problem but they're far from qualified for the work they're trying to do."

"So what exactly do you need from us?"

"We need to get our star drive and shield system back online. You have the capability of making the required parts for us but it's our negative matter core that's at the heart of the problem. As you probably know everything is tied into it and most of the control junctions have been blown out and we don't have access to the schematics to make replacement parts. The technology is horribly complicated and with the AI gone we just don't have any way to make the necessary repairs or replacement parts. We truly need your help for that to happen."

"I sense you have an ulterior motive though. Something about¦and overload of the transient surge distribution nodes?"

Laurel sensed a deep sigh then the older Laurel answered her.

"Our mission is so far off track that I'm convinced that it should be ended before we do any further destruction. As you know the negative matter core produces huge amounts of raw energy and the transient surge nodes absorb the access energy exiting the negative matter core so that a smooth linear flow of usable energy is produced in the billions of gigga watts. If those transient surge nodes were to overload the whole system would collapse and as the negative matter was siphoned back into the realm where it's being drawn from the core would implode violently. There are safety systems and protocols in place to prevent such a thing from happening but I think I can override them and disable just a few safety mechanisms to make an overload all but certain. The resultant implosion would destroy the Future and everything within a few million kilometers of the Future."

"You¦want to commit suicide? You want my help so you can kill everyone on the Future?"

"It's the only way Laurel. Our command is out of control and power hungry. If they win the battle they won't stop there. I've sensed the intention to proceed to the Encarthon home world to destroy it outright. I just don't want to be a part of that kind of genocide. I have a feeling it still wouldn't stop there. We have a power that shouldn't be unleashed on so many innocent lives and I feel I have the means to stop it from happening if you'll help me."

"I hope you understand if I want to discuss this with captain Alexan first?"

"I understand you feel a debt to him and a loyalty to him that I never did since I didn't get to meet captain Alexan. Go ahead and talk to him but don't let anyone on my Future know that we've been in communication like this ok?"

"No, I won't."

"Can I ask another favor of you?"

"You want to see my Jake?"

"Yes. My Jake died at a very young age. I would really like to see what he would've looked like as man¦or practically a man."

Laurel concentrated on a mental image of what Jake looks like and she sensed a big sigh from the other Laurel.

"Oh my¦he's so handsome. You're a lucky woman Laurel. Hold him close to your heart and never disappoint him. I forgot just how beautiful his eyes were¦are."

Laurel then concentrated on a mental image of Korica and Tamaric and she now sensed tears and a great deal of sorrow.

"Ooh. She's so pretty and¦so big. Look at the shoulders on her. Tamaric is a fine looking man for her too. I hope he treats her well?"

"He's very gentle and caring with her. She's actually rougher on him than he's comfortable with but he loves her so much that he just won't say anything. He just wants to make her happy and he's doing a wonderful job of it. His father raised him well, he knows how to treat a girl like a lady."

"Thank you Laurel. Thank you for sharing your world with me. It makes what I have to do a little easier to stomach given that I know in some universe we all ended up happy and together."

"I wish there was another way for us to help you."

"There isn't. This has been a long time coming."

"Alright. I'll talk to the captain and see what we can do."

"Thank you. I have to go now. They monitor my movements closely so they'll know I've been in this utility compartment for far to long."

"Alright. Hang in there. I'll get back to you after I talk to the captain."

"I sense that you're really pushing what you're capable of at your age. Let me reach out to you when I have some time? I'll give you a day or so then I'll contact you."

"Ok, that sounds good."

"So long Laurel¦please give them all a hug for me and a big kiss for that man of yours."

"I will."

Laurel then sensed the older Laurel withdrawing and so she pulled back herself and the long distance just faded away in an instant and she opened her eyes and winced at the remnant headache. She blinked a few times as she waited for the mental fog to wear off. When she could see and think clearly she slowly sat up and leaned back on her elbows and she looked around. She could see a stunned look on Doctor Kruger's face and she assumed their readings had been peeking off the charts surprising him. She then looked over at Jake and Korica and Tamaric. They were sitting up with their legs hanging off the exam tables and they looked as if they had been sitting up for quite some time.

"How'd it go mom?" Korica asked softly.

Laurel nodded and looked down at her feet for a moment.

"Oh babe¦I'm sensing what you talked about. It's really that bad over there hunh?"

"She's lost everything that matters and she's seen her captain do unspeakable things in the name of survival¦he's forced her to do things she just can't forgive herself for being a part of. Their mission was a failure from the time¦"

Laurel looked over at Korica and Korica's mouth dropped open. She then closed her mouth and looked down sadly.

"It's all my fault. If I hadn't of fallen into that hole¦I messed everything up in that universe too."

Laurel sat up and reached over and took hold of Korica's hand making her look up at her.

"Now don't you go feeling like that Korica. You're one of the best things to come out of our experience out here. I'm sorry you came to us in such a tragic manner but I wouldn't give up the opportunity to know you for anything. Just cause things went different in some other universe doesn't mean it's your fault."

Korica nodded and smiled for Laurel then she looked at Tamaric and he grinned at her.

"It's your fault that you and I hooked up and I'm glad for it. You've given my life a whole new meaning and you've made me twice the person I was before I met you darlin. Don't you ever go regrettin that."

"Thank you Tamaric. You've made me a better person too."

Tamaric leaned over and lifted her hand and kissed the back of her hand then he smiled at her.

"You got a lot to be proud of love, and so do I."

"Are you feeling any discomfort Laurel?" Commander Kruger asked.

"Yeah¦" Laurel looked at him. "My head really hurts. They're experiencing quantum instabilities over there and I carried a sense of that Laurel's headache back with me."

"Quantum instabilities?"

"Yes, the universe has a way of keeping different universes in balance. Those people violated one of those governing principles and the universe is trying to right the wrong by¦pulling them back because of quantum entanglement. You're always tied to your home universe and you'll be yanked back eventually whether you like it or not. It¦rearranges your matter when you experience flashes of being drawn back at the quantum level. You aren't exactly the same after and if you were pulled back altogether it would prove deadly. You just wouldn't emerge in the same way that you existed before."

"I'm not sure I completely understand that but I can offer you something for the discomfort if you would like?"

"I don't know that it would actually help since it's a sense of the other Laurel's pain that I'm feeling. It's in my mind, not in my body if that makes any sense?"

"I think so. It looks like your peptide and cardio rhythms are returning to normal." The commander said pointing at the monitor being projected in front of the bulkhead. "You all had me a little concerned for a time. I've never seen such hyper active readings before. Korica, your body temperature spiked to a hundred and one point three¦you're still at a hundred point two¦are you feeling alright?"

"Yes sir. It's normal for my body temperature to go way up when I exert myself like that. Draximan can withstand a body temperature that would kill a Human. A hundred ten or eleven is our threshold for consciousness."

"Good heavens! I didn't realize you were that thermeopathic."

"I have observed her sustaining a body temperature of one hundred three point six without any discomfort being reported." The AI chimed in. "When she dreams her body temperature spikes slightly and during her growth spurts every other night of comfortable sleep her temperature routinely reaches one hundred two and remains that high for many hours at a time. Draximan physiology is far more dynamic than that of a typical Human Doctor."

"I see. I'll have to look into her bio rhythms more closely."

"Trust me¦" Tamaric said. "She cooks me almost out of bed every now and then. It's perfectly normal for her to run a really high body temperature."

"Do you sweat during these times of high thermal activity?"

"No. It isn't unusual for me so I don't even know it's happening for the most part and I certainly don't sweat all the time. Just when I'm working out or really physically active¦just like you would."

"Interesting. You must burn an incredible amount of calories though?"

"About four or five thousand calories in a typical day. More if I'm working hard or extending myself¦you know with my abilities."

"Incredible!"

"She will burn up to two thousand calories while she sleeps within just an eight hour period of normal sleep and considerably more if she is experiencing a growth spurt." The AI added. "That is why she must consume at least five square meals a day and several high protein calorie rich snacks in between. There is an entire menu line devoted to what she needs and likes."

"I don't always manage to eat the five required meals so I tend to eat fewer but larger portions when I do get the time to sit down and eat. Mom says I'm not being a pig, I'm just taking in what I need to stay healthy."

"No one will ever fault you for eating as much as you want Korica. There is more than enough food on the Future to go around." The commander said with a grin.

"It wasn't like that for me growing up. We were always on rations and it kind of stunted my growth. That's why I was so frail when I was rescued¦that and the fact the Hodong fed us once a day and it was really horrible food. I couldn't eat it sometimes."

"You poor thing. You'll never experience that kind of thing on the Future. I'm going to have to study you a little closer so I understand your needs better. Your children¦which the AI has reassured me are all but inevitable very soon¦will probably have an accelerated metabolism just like you."

"Geeze! I am not going to have a baby soon! I might be looking forward the experience but I know I'm way too young to go through that. You all seem to forget that I'm only like eleven or twelve in my head. I'm sure none of you wanted kids at that age?"

"Heavens no. I'm sorry if I offended you Korica." The commander said calmly. "I do tend to see you as you appear. I forget just how young some of us truly are."

"It's ok, I'm sorry for snapping at you. I've just had it mentioned so many times recently and it's my business when I decide to have children and I've decided it won't be for quite a while. I'm just not mentally¦or physically ready for that kind of thing."

"Of course. I won't mention it again."

"I need to set up a meeting with the captain." Laurel said. "Future can you contact him for me?"

"Understood. I will let him know that it is critical that you talk with him in private at his earliest convenience."

"Thank you."

Laurel then leaned back onto her elbows and she looked at the commander.

"Can I ask you something doctor Kruger?"

"Sure Laurel."

"Those immune system boosters that you have all the children on the surface under ten taking?"

"Yes?"

"Why are there powerful mind altering compounds designed to anesthetize the pituitary gland in them and why aren't you telling the parents what they're giving their children?"

"You know about that do you?"

"Yes. Korica has a young friend on the surface and she was observed taking the systemic immune response booster as it's being called. It has us all concerned that her mother doesn't know exactly what she's giving her daughter."

The doctor stepped closer to Laurel and sighed slightly and looked her right in the eyes.

"You have to know this step was chosen because of what was observed from you?"

"I suspected as much. That doesn't explain you keeping the truth from the parents."

"No it doesn't. Look, we were unaware how¦powerful you were all going to be. Either by accident or design when the brightest and most healthy individuals were chosen to board the Future we also selected those with the gene mutation for advanced abilities. We simply need time to get prepared for training and educating these children and their parents properly. The medical center just isn't up and running yet so we're trying to suppress the burgeoning abilities just for a little while. The compounds chosen actually affect the pituitary gland to stave off the emergence of full-blown puberty and they're designed to quell the activity in the pineal gland. That's were most of the advanced abilities originate from. It's like the control gate for all of the amazing things you can do."

"I can understand that you're afraid these children will hurt themselves and possibly others if they don't understand what they can do and learn how to control it but aren't you afraid that you could affect their growth by messing with the pituitary gland?"

"Yes we are. That's why anyone over the age of ten isn't given the booster. That's the age of pubertal awakening and growth takes off as the adult starts to emerge in the children. We don't want to interfere with that process."

"But the firsts stages are occurring at a much younger age aren't they?"

"That's true but we aren't shutting down the pituitary gland, just suppressing it or slowing it down. It's the pineal gland that we're shutting down almost completely."

"It isn't working like you were hoping. When these children are exposed to others with heightened abilities they're still showing signs of telepathy and empathic abilities. I think their pineal gland is excited into action just by our very presence."

"I know about Korica's ability to excite a change in the brain function of others just by her very presence. She brings about all kinds of activity that wouldn't normally occur. Tamaric being the obvious remarkable case in point."

"Will you tell the parents what you've been feeding their children?"

The commander sighed and stared into Laurel's beautiful deep blue eyes and he grinned slightly.

"Sakes alive you have the prettiest and deepest blue eyes I have ever seen Laurel. If you feel that strongly about it I will recommend to the medical board that we disclose everything once the medication is stopped. We just can't take the chance that the parents won't like the idea of giving these suppressants to their children and stop the medication prematurely."

"Thank you for the compliment. You fear what you don't understand. We aren't a menace or a disease that needs to be controlled."

"No but we've seen first hand just how potent these abilities can become once they're fully awakened." The commander glanced at Tamaric and grinned. "There are those that could lift an entire house from its foundations if the desire existed."

"I can only do that cause I'm paired with Korica. We can do that together, not on our own."

"I wouldn't be so sure Tamaric. Bad dreams have been felt by others all throughout the ship as well." The commander then looked at Laurel. "Do you not have the ability to render a person unconscious by causing a sock wave to propagate through their brain?"

"Well¦yes. We've used that technique before but¦"

"Imagine a child having a temper tantrum and unleashing that on their mother or father by accident not to mention a fellow student at school if they were pushed down or bullied as young children have a habit of doing. Isn't it possible to kill a person like that?"

"I guess it could be administered with lethal force if one didn't know what they were doing."

"I thought as much. That's exactly what we're trying to avoid. We're advancing in ability faster than our minds are capable of keeping up with. We just need to be sure that everyone involved understands the risks and challenges of having such a potent power within them at such a young age."

Tamaric gasped and Laurel looked over at him and he began to grin.

"Mom! Could that be why Harriet has evolved such an incredible mind at such a young age? Is she so advanced that her little mind has taken what it needs from my mom to understand the world around her better so she can learn wisdom and self control at a younger age?"

"I hadn't even considered that. You know¦you're probably right. Genetic knowledge might be the next evolutionary step to being so advanced from birth. She might know what she does because she didn't learn it from your mom but she inherited it from her."

"What are you talking about?" Commander Kruger asked. Laurel looked at him and grinned.

"Tamaric's little sister is only six months old and she can carry on a full fledged conversation. No one taught her what she can say, she just started talking a couple of days ago but it was in the form of full sentences and responsive expressions. She started this eye contact thing from the time she was a month old but she didn't utter a word until now and she's also walking on her own with complete stability and ease."

"Incredible! I have to meet her. Would you mind if I set up an appointment with your parents and young Harriet Tamaric?"

"You don't need my permission. I'm her brother not her dad and you're the chief medical officer for the whole ship. I would think you can see whoever you want anytime you want."

"That's true but I don't want you to feel like I'm invading your families privacy just because of what was revealed to me here."

"As long as you promise not to force those dang pills down her throat? I don't want my sister messed with like that."

"Now see that's the attitude we were afraid we would encounter from the parents being relocated to the surface. As long as your parents remain on the Future she won't be given the immune booster but if they move to the surface it's a mandate that she be given the booster. There truly is a systemic immune booster incorporated into the pill that will help fight any new pathogens encountered on the surface."

"Then I'll see to it that they stay on the Future. I don't want anything in my sister suppressed."

"This information is highly classified at the moment so you can't discuss it with your parents. You can convince them to remain aboard if you like but you can't tell them it's because of the immune booster pills contents."

"You swear that the pills will be stopped once the medical center is staffed and able to handle the training or whatever?" Tamaric asked solemnly.

"The immune booster will still be administered but the other compounds will be removed from the pills. You have my word on that."

"So how young are you seeing the first stages of puberty in the population at large?" Korica asked.

"Well the most astounding case is a five year old boy already producing high levels of testosterone well above what five year old should be producing. By the age of seven or eight he will likely be in full-blown puberty. The average ages are right around six or seven for the most part though."

"Have you¦tested or monitored my sister?" Tamaric asked.

"You know we're kind of walking a fine line here Tamaric? You're her brother but not her parent so I can't tell you a whole lot without violating doctor patient confidentiality."

"Yeah I know. I was just curious since you didn't know she was talking kind of like you and I are."

"That I was not aware of and I was not the chief medical officer when your sister was born. I vaguely know who she is but I didn't exactly have access to her medical files until very recently."

"I can understand that. Just know this¦I may not have a connection with her yet but I plan and making an effort to change that and if I find out anyone has been messing with her¦it ain't gunna be pretty¦you get me?"

"I get you loud and clear. It's admirable that you feel so strongly that you need to protect your little sister but no one here is going to mess with her as you put it. She'll be treated with the same gentle dignity that all my patients are. I have an oath to do no harm and I live by that even if a little deception was called for to insure the safety of all concerned in the matter of the immune boosters."

Korica reached over and squeezed Tamaric's hand as she felt his energy building as his emotions swelled. He looked at her with steely eyes for a moment and then he sensed her concern and he nodded subtly and closed his eyes for just a moment as he separated his emotions from his abilities and his energy level dropped almost instantly. He then opened his eyes and grinned at Korica and he looked at the doctor who was now staring at the monitor being projected in front of the bulkhead. The doctor stared at the monitor for a moment then he looked at Tamaric.

"Don't get yourself worked up Tamaric, The AI has reported that you don't yet posses full control over your abilities. That's the exact kind of training I'm talking about. You need to understand just how powerful Korica is and how¦inadvertently destructive you can be by channeling her abilities without knowing exactly what you're doing."

"I know¦I'm sorry. She just put me in check. I just get very¦emotionally charged when it's my family we're talking about. I sometime tie our abilities into my emotions by accident. I get what you're saying about that being a hazard with the kids down there."

"There are fewer of us down there to monitor and possibly help than there are up here. Until that changes we just have to take steps to keep the population down there safe. It might be hard to understand but it's just what has to be done for now."

"I don't have to like it even if I understand it."

"No¦I suppose not. We're changing into something new and more advanced right before our eyes and we need to proceed with wisdom and caution to make sure that doesn't get away from us. This is something none of us¦or very few of us were expecting. We're just adapting as the situation dictates."

"Doctor Kruger? Are you sure that the adults on the surface can fight off whatever infections they might incur down there?" Korica asked.

"Well we can't be a hundred percent sure but we're much more confident in the adults ability to fight off an infection than we are in the children's ability. The children are our future and we just aren't going to take any chances with their health¦thus the systemic immune booster is being mandated."

"I guess what I'm getting at is¦will Tamaric and I be safe? We won't get sick or whatever?"

"Oh I get you. You both are at the physical age of the adult response. You are a little different Korica because it's in your medical record that you've been gravely ill on more than one occasion but it's more than likely that Tamaric's immune response will bolster yours and vise versa should either of you catch a bug down there. Being paired has more than one advantage I suppose. Besides that you are both working on the Future so each time you come back aboard you're scanned in very fine detail and any new pathogens would be detected and dealt with quickly."

"The bio filters in the transporter system?"

"That's right. That's why no one is permitted to just walk aboard without transporting to some point within the ship, even if it's from the main hangar to the adjacent corridor. The elder race were very smart in where they placed the transport platforms."

"Ok. That makes me feel a little better since Tamaric and I will be attending the academy down there."

"You should be just fine Korica and the medical center is located less than two miles from the planned location of the academy. We have access to some of the most radically advanced medical knowledge possible thanks to the new data core. The elder race advanced our medical knowledge by hundreds of years from what it was before. You're in good hands down there, I promise you."

"Ok. I¦my friend Eva? I know you can't tell me anything about her continuing treatment because I'm not family or anything but you promise that you aren't screwing up her development by giving her those pills?"

"I assure you that no long term affect will be felt. How old is she?"

"Seven...physically."

"She's at the right age¦tell you what? I'll look into her case personally to make sure she isn't going to be adversely affected but I'm fairly confident that she'll be just fine. What's her last name?"

"Taylor. Eva Taylor is her name. Jack and Alice Taylor are her parents."

"Taylor? Yep¦I know who they are. Eva is a cute little tow head?"

"Yeah, that's her."

"I'll look into it. If she's past the critical age of development¦without going into detail¦I'll have her treatment modified."

"Ok, thank you."

Korica slid forward and let her feet hit the floor and she reached her hand out and Tamaric smiled and slid off the exam table then stepped over to her and placed his hand in hers. Laurel and Jake then climbed off the exam tables they were on and the doctor deactivated the bio monitors and slid them off their wrists. Laurel then looked at doctor Kruger and grinned warmly at him.

"Thank you for being honest with us¦least as much as you could be."

"You're very welcomed Laurel. I wish you luck with whatever you have to do with this other Future."

"Thank you doctor."

The four of them then headed for the exit. Once they were out and walking down the corridor toward the transport platform Laurel looked over at Jake and smiled at him. She pulled on his hand and stopped him then she kissed him and he smiled but furrowed his brow.

"What was that for?"

"I almost forgot that I promised that I would give you a big kiss¦" She then looked at Korica and Tamaric. "And I need to give both of you a big hug for the other Laurel. She misses you both so much¦especially you Korica."

Laurel stepped into them and gave them a solid hug then she stepped back and Korica looked down sadly then back at her.

"That Laurel has such a deep sadness in her heart. I wish I could do something for her."

"You did sweetheart. I gave her a glimpse in my minds eye of how beautiful and healthy you are today and it made her feel joy for the first time in a very long time. I know how much I loved you when we went to Tiomot and I know that¦sinking dread of thinking you were lost to me. She had to experience my worst nightmare in feeling you slip away. To see you like you are now has lifted her spirit baby. You helped more than you know."

"Personally I can't imagine you ever doing something that would turn me away from you." Jake said.

"I got the impression it was more than just one thing."

"I guess ours is a better universe after all hunh?"

"Way better. We also know for a fact now that if other Future's try and repeat what these guys did they won't be around for very long. It defies nature and the natural order of things to cross over universes and the universal laws will correct that in short order."

They all started heading down the corridor and as they reached the transport platform Korica looked at Laurel just before she reached out and touched the indicator for the command deck.

"Mom? Won't any parts we make for them carry the same¦quantum entanglement once they cross back into their universe?"

"Yes honey. The other Laurel is well aware of that but they only need to hold it together for a short time. Once that Laurel enacts her plan it won't matter. The debris will be yanked back over here and redistributed across a wide stretch of space as micro debris in an unrecognizable form."

Laurel then reached out and touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light and then found themselves standing on the command deck transport platform. They stepped down and walked over to the exit and stepped out once the door slid open. They turned right and headed toward Korica and Tamaric's quarters.

"You two want to be alone for a while?" Laurel asked as they approached the door.

Korica turned and looked at Laurel.

"You're reading the wrong thing in me mom. I can't have the kind of¦personal attention I want from Tamaric for a couple of days. I would really like to spend some time with you guys."

"Oh¦sorry. We would love to spend some time with you as well honey."

"We're sorry the weather was so bad down on the surface. We could've explored the city a lot more if not for the rain." Jake said.

"That's ok. I got to see Eva and that's what I really wanted to do the most down there. There's going to be plenty of time to look around the city later on."

Korica turned and placed her hand on the palm scanner and the door slid open a moment later and the lights came up. They stepped in and walked over to the huge bed and sat down and Korica slid her shoes off without untying them and then she excused herself to go freshen up. They waited until the bathroom door slid shut and Jake put his hand on Tamaric's shoulder as he bent over and slipped his shoes off one by one.

"You sure we aren't taking up personal time you were looking forward to with Korica?"

"Nah¦I had things in mind but they're selfish things. Korica really wants you here and so do I."

"Ok."

Moments later Korica stepped out of the bathroom and her hair was neatly brushed and she had a grin on her face. She stepped over to the bed and plopped down next to Tamaric and then slid back on the bed.

"I meant what I said dad. I truly want you guys here."

"I'm sorry sweetie. I was just making sure. I'm not sure if I'm sensing Tamaric's feelings or yours sometimes."

"I know what you mean¦neither do I."

Jake chuckled and reached over and patted her stomach playfully as she laid on her back making her squirm slightly and laugh. Korica then leaned forward sitting up while looking at Jake.

"What do you think about what doctor Kruger said? You think he'll really look into Eva's treatment?"

"I didn't sense any deception. He seemed genuine to me."

"Good. I felt the same thing but I just wanted to hear someone else say it."

"Eva will be just fine honey. If it's determined that she's past the age that it's safe to use the suppressants on her the doctor will have them modified to allow her to develop normally."

"I know she isn't related to me or anything but I somehow feel responsible for her. I just want what's best for her."

"That's cause you have a good heart and you know you're in a position of power so to speak to influence those looking after her."

"I guess that makes sense."

"So what would you like to do for the rest of the day?"

"I'd like to do some research into this¦quantum entanglement. Does that sound weird to want to understand something so bizarre?"

"No. If you want to learn more we would be glad to sit with you and learn a little ourselves. I'm proud of you for wanting to expand your mind with something so complex."

Laurel got up and walked over to the com panel and she touched it then she touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Laurel, how may I be of assistance?"

"Can you access the new data core information on quantum entanglement? All theories and facts with level five access administered."

"You are in the presence of those without said clearance."

"Initiate clearance override authorization."

"Voice recognition accepted. Level five clearance override in progress. Please standby?"

Laurel looked back at the others staring at her and then she pointed to the front of the room and Tamaric got to his feet and retrieved the remote and turned the free floating viewer on. There was list of available entertainment options along with special menu items available due to Korica and Tamaric's status as an enlisted cadet and commissioned officer. Tamaric then sat down and looked back at Laurel and she glanced at the com panel and a moment later the AI responded.

"Clearance override of the requested information has been approved by command. Would you like the information provided in a research or instructional format?"

"In an instructional format please? Assume we have no knowledge of the subject and start with the most basic theories and work up from there?"

"Understood. Please observe the viewer at the front of the room and I will begin the information presentation as requested. There is four teraquads of data available. I will compress the data into as short and meaningful a presentation as possible. If you have any questions at any time simply speak your question and I will stop the presentation and address your question with the most fitting answer possible based on your current understanding and capability of understanding in general."

"That'll work."

Laurel walked over to the bed and sat down and slid her shoes off then everyone followed suit and then they got comfortable on the bed with each couple snuggled up to their partner. Laurel with her head on Jake's chest and Korica ironically in the same position with Tamaric. They sat quietly as the information was presented and they sat up quickly as it got interesting and complex very quickly. They asked many questions and received detailed and accurate responses form the AI until they understood as best as they could. The detailed information was presented for close to two hours when Korica started to get hungry so they requested a pause while they went and got something to eat.

Once they were seated and had their meals ordered Laurel looked over at Tamaric and grinned slightly.

"You seem a bit¦bewildered by all the information we were presented with. You're surprised that you understand it all?"

"Yeah. I'm more surprised how I understand it. The stuff that was over my head Korica understood so I understand it through her. The stuff I could comprehend just sank in and made sense and the rest¦well I shouldn't be able to understand it but I do¦sort of. The cosmos is such a weird and wondrous place. There's so much going on all around us that we're not aware of. I can't believe that there are an infinite number of concurrent universes adjacent to our own separated by barriers that are permeable if you can achieve the right quantum vibration and have enough energy available to pierce the barriers without being torn apart by tidal forces."

"I know what you mean. It makes one feel a bit small hunh?"

"Small and insignificant is more like it. The things that are so important to me seem so¦" Tamaric shook his head lightly. "Universally unimportant."

"Hey!" Korica uttered. "What's important to you is important to me and it has great meaning in the grand scheme of things. Just cause the universe is a complex and mysterious place doesn't mean you're unimportant nor your dreams and aspirations. It just means we're part of something much grander than most are aware of."

"I'm sorry love. You know that you're still one of the most important and meaningful things in my life too. Laurel? This balancing force is going to tear that other Future apart right?"

"Yes. Something of equal mass and density will be ripped from the other universe they came from and a permanent tear will be opened as more and more of our universe is dragged over and vise versa. What they did was reckless and could have some pretty serious repercussions if we don't get them back to where they came from pretty soon."

"So¦what would you do if you were captain knowing what you now know?"

"You wouldn't like my answer Tamaric."

"I'm just curious."

"Ok¦I would take this Future to the Ontari system and scan that other ship in very fine detail until I identified their quantum resonance precisely then I would use our negative matter core to produce a field of energy that matched their quantum resonance while simultaneously producing a plus twelve gravity well thus creating a rip between multiple universes. I would then force them through the resulting dilation wave and they would be dragged back into their own universe if we targeted their universes quantum resonance frequency through the AI's hybrid control circuits. It would be violent and chaotic and probably really hard to control but possible since we have the AI and the new data core containing information on all of the concurrent universes that have been identified and cataloged by the elder race."

"Holy¦wouldn't that tear them apart if they don't have their shield up?"

"More than likely." Laurel replied as their meals were slid up on the table by servo drones. "I told you that you wouldn't like my answer."

"So it's either them or all of us?"

"Something like that. Anything we supply them with will have our quantum state associated with it and if they take it back to their universe it will have the same affect as that Future being over here. We learned that much from the information the AI presented to us."

"Are you going to suggest that to captain Alexan?" Korica asked softly.

"No. It's not my place to advise him on such matters. Just eat honey. That decision isn't ours luckily. The captain will have to decide what to do on his own. He doesn't think like I do nor does he know what I do¦what we all do."

"Can I ask you something then?" Tamaric continued.

Laurel just looked at him expectantly.

"If a permanent tear does happen and begins to expand and pull more and more matter both ways¦is there any way to close it or whatever?"

"Possibly but a balance would have to be restored. All the matter drawn over here would have to be returned and all of the matter drawn over there would also have to be returned here. Since the matter would likely be utterly destroyed and in the form of fine particles when it arrived on the other side it would be next to impossible to identify and return every single molecule of debris in the first place. The chain reaction would eventually envelope both our universes completely. It would either destroy or change our universes into something new that we wouldn't recognize or be able to survive in as our universes merged into one."

"Well that sounds bleak."

"That's why the elder race stopped messing around with this kind of thing a very long time ago and created laws to prevent others from messing around and putting us all in danger."

"Then why would they give us the power to do just that?"

"The negative matter core wasn't designed to do this. They assumed we would use good judgment and wisdom before doing something like that other Future did. We have the AI to warn us about such an event occurring before we initiate it but they lost their AI so they just plunged into a desperate act without due diligence or caution."

"Mom¦when you put it like that¦we have to get them back where they came from without helping them like they want." Korica said between bites of her food.

"I know sweetheart." Laurel said as she stroked the back of her head softly. "The other Laurel knows what she has to do to stop this kind of thing from happening again."

"That doesn't exactly solve the current¦multiplicity problem does it?"

"No, I suppose not."

They all set into eating their meals and when they were done they made their way back to Korica's quarters and climbed on the bed and finished the presentation the AI had prepared for them. At the conclusion they sat and discussed the information they had learned a bit then Korica and Tamaric got changed and then they all made their way to the gym to workout together. After the workouts were complete Laurel and Jake said goodnight and headed to the transport compartment to make their way down to the passenger levels and Korica and Tamaric showered then met up in their quarters to get ready for bed. They had a newfound appreciation for just how complex the situation was facing the captain and all of them in general. They hoped the captain would come to the right decision about what to do.

As Korica and Tamaric laid next to each other holding one another waiting for sleep to come to them Laurel and Jake were sitting with their parents in Amelia's quarters discussing some of the events of the day. The discussion inevitably turned to the impending funeral service scheduled to take place tomorrow afternoon. It was something Laurel was looking forward to but at the same time she was dreading. The loss of Mark was still a sharp pain that she was trying to carry deep inside so she didn't break into tears as she was inclined to do. She had a mental picture of the ceremony already and she knew there were going to be a lot of people present. It just wasn't the place she wanted the pain to get the better of her, not with so many eyes on her.

The four of them discussed what to wear for a time and then they consulted the AI to have something appropriate manufactured for them to wear. Laurel and Jake then retired to their room to get ready for bed. As they were getting undressed the AI called out into the room.

"Laurel, Jake. I thought you would like to know that your DNA has been successfully combined to create a new zygote. It will be implanted tomorrow morning."

"Wow, that was fast." Jake said.

"The process has become very accurate and relatively routine thanks to Laurel's research. Combining like species DNA is a simple matter by comparison to what she was able to achieve."

"I guess that means we're parents again? Sort of anyways." Laurel said with a grin as she slipped her night gear shirt over her head and pulled it down over her hips.

"Indeed it does. Your genetic lines will be tracked very closely so no accidental inbreeding takes place in the future."

"Is there any way to tell if it's going to be a male or female child?" Jake asked.

"Not at this point. No selective traits were impressed on the process so it will be a truly random mixing of your genes. If you would like I can inform you when the sex is determined for certain?"

"It would be kind of nice to know if we have a daughter or a son out there somewhere."

"Understood. I will have your new outfits delivered to your room when they are complete. If it makes any difference there are arrangements being made to seat over six thousand people at the memorial service. It will be a very large gathering but you have been afforded seating at the front of the seating area. Do you wish to step up to the podium to say anything?"

"I don't think I want to speak in front of that many people." Laurel said as she sat down on the edge of the bed. "I just don't think I could speak without losing it."

"I will inform the captain."

"Yeah me too." Jake added. "I really liked Mark but I just don't know what I would say. I think it would come out as gibberish¦or worse."

"You are very articulate Jake, I am sure anything you said would come out just fine." The AI said.

"Thanks but I would just assume not get up in front of that many guests."

"Understood. You two have a good night."

"Thank you Future." Laurel said.

"You are very welcomed Laurel." The AI responded.

The com panel then went dark and Laurel sighed.

"I guess it still hasn't really sank in completely that Mark is truly gone. I keep thinking we'll run into him somewhere on the ship."

"I know what you mean. I feel it too. Hey¦not to change the subject to something so¦unrelated but can we¦"

Laurel smiled and laid back as Jake stepped over to her.

"Yes, I'll make love to you Jake. It'll help distract my mind from the worries of everything going on."

Jake grinned at her and he looked down her body then he reached down and lifted her nightshirt and hooked his fingers in the waistband of her underwear and he gently pulled them down as she lifted her hips for him. He pulled them to the floor and off her feet then he stood up straight and pulled his underwear down and Laurel sat up and pulled her shirt over her head and tossed it in the floor and she grinned as she looked at Jake's wonderful shape before her.

"Gosh you're a good looking guy Jake. I'm sooo lucky to have you as my man."

Jake laughed and put his hands on his hips.

"That's so funny to hear from someone that's such a drop dead knockout. I'm the one living the dream to have you as my girlfriend."

Laurel smiled at him for a moment as she drank him in then she scooted back on the bed and moved her right knee to the side so Jake could really see all of her. Jake smiled as he looked at her from head to toe then he stepped forward and laid on her as she put her arms around him pulling him against her. They engaged in a round of passionate kissing and then Jake worked his way down her body until he met her warm lips with his. Jake then worked her until she achieved a noisy and intense orgasm and then Laurel rolled him over after she caught her breath and she returned the favor, bringing him to a release rather quickly. Laurel cleaned her hand off then pulled Jake on top of her and she kissed his nose gently.

"You're so good to me Jake. I don't know how the AI knew we would be so perfect together but I'm so glad that we were brought together. You really are what every girl dreams of in a man."

"Thanks babe. I just want to make you happy and treat you like a lady. You make me so happy it just seems like¦what I'm supposed to do to thank you for choosing me as your guy for life."

Laurel smiled and pulled Jake down and engaged him in a long kiss. Jake then reached down and parted Laurel as he had now learned how to do very successfully with her unique shape and then he slowly slipped himself inside her with only a quick pant from Laurel as he penetrated her tight opening with a pop, then slow slide until he was fully incased in her tight slippery embrace almost all the way to his root. The two of them then enjoyed a long round of simultaneous orgasms one right after the next until Laurel had achieved six mind numbing orgasms and she slowed Jake then stopped him so she could catch her breath. She was afraid just one more would cause cramping in her back or thighs they were so intense causing her to tense up from head to toe with each for almost a full minute.

Jake slowly withdrew from Laurel then they laid for a few minutes catching their breath then they went to take a shower and they asked the AI to change the bed linens for them while they did so. They returned to a clean bed with crisp fresh linens. They combed and brushed their hair then climbed into bed and snuggled up to one another and fell asleep within minutes.


Chapter 43 Honoring Fallen Heroes

––––––––

Honoring Fallen HeroesKorica woke at 00:50 ships time and groggily made her way to the bathroom and she relieved herself then freshened herself up and then made her way out into the main quarters where she quietly got dressed then made her way over to the mess hall to get something to eat. The mess hall was virtually deserted with the exception of a few junior officers having a late meal, the equivalent of lunch given their overnight duty schedule. Korica gave an obligatory nod and a grin as she walked over to the dispensers and poured herself a big glass of pineapple juice and downed almost the whole thing while standing at the dispenser station. She then refilled her glass and walked over to the nearest table and sat down and a servo drone floated up to her with a menu. She retrieved it and ordered something to eat then collapsed the menu and handed it back to the servo drone that then spun around and floated off silently. She took a sip of her juice then rubbed her eyes, surprised by how tired she was. She then looked at the bio monitor on her wrist and she tapped the face twice and all of her bio readings began to flash on the screen in blue numbers and letters until her body temperature appeared. She frowned slightly when she saw a temperature of 101.7. She realized she was in the middle of one of her growth spurts.

"Great!" She murmured softly. "My uniform isn't going to fit me right for very long."

"Excuse me¦are you feeling ok?" Korica heard a female voice asking from the next table behind her. "I saw you looking at your bio monitor."

Korica turned and looked to find a very pretty brunette girl that looked to be no more than sixteen looking at her with the most beautiful hazel green eyes. Korica smiled slightly and nodded.

"I'm fine thank you. I'm just¦growing again which means I'm going to have to have new uniforms made really soon. It kind of gets tiring if you know what I mean?"

"Oh, ok. You're ensign Prentor right? From Draxima?"

"That's right."

"I'm Cara. I've been looking forward to meeting you. You've done some work on biosynthesis of non-molecularly aligned particles. I would really like to talk to you about your theories when you get some time?"

"It was just part of my assignment to come up with some arguable theories surrounding the Human bodies rejection of certain compounds when the compounds were beneficial. I simply posed some theories for finding a way of getting those compounds into the body in some way that the body wouldn't flush them out or reject them making a person sick in the process. I would be glad to sit and talk with you about it some time though."

"I would really like that. You could revolutionize medical treatments for certain ailments if your theories can be proven right."

"It would be nice to think my studies could actually lead to an improvement in the way sickness and poor health are dealt with."

"From what I understand you're like some kind of genius so it wouldn't surprise me if you came up with something never thought of before that proved to be a break through."

"Thank you Cara. Are you studying to be a doctor?"

"Naw¦it's just kind of a hobby on the side of my efforts to become an engineer. I want to work on the bridge but I want to help people too. I know we're going to run into stuff out here that we've never been exposed to before and we need a way of treating it quickly so it doesn't become an epidemic or something."

"That sounds commendable."

Korica's meal was delivered by a servo drone at that moment and slid up on the table in front of her. She inhaled the aroma and smiled with her eyes closed. She then set in to eating her meal so she could get back to bed. She was still feeling very tired.

When she finished her meal she polished off the last of her pineapple juice then stood up and stepped over to Cara.

"It was nice to meet you Cara. I hope to see you around sometime so we can talk a little."

"It was a real treat to meet you too ensign Prentor."

"You can just call me Korica if I'm not in uniform."

"Ok Korica. Have a good night."

"You too Cara."

Korica then made her way back to her quarters where she got undressed and climbed in bed with Tamaric. He rolled over and kissed her cheek surprising her.

"You make friends so easily. I'm really proud of you Korica." Tamaric said groggily.

"Thank you Tamaric. I'm proud of my husband too. You're a good man, thank you for staying awake till I came back."

"I kind of couldn't help it. I was sharing your conversation with that girl Cara. Feels like she really looks up to you."

"You sensed her feelings from here?"

"No, I felt what you were feeling from her. She thinks you're beautiful¦specially your hair and she looks up to you. She wishes she was as smart as you."

"Yeah¦that's exactly what I sensed from her. You're getting good at interpreting what I'm feeling from others."

"I have no choice but to learn from you darlin. I was never empathic like this before so I have to learn quickly so I can understand the flood of feelings coming in all the time."

Korica kissed him then slid the lights down and curled up to Tamaric's side.

"Phew! Man alive you're cookin tonight" Tamaric said softly.

"Sorry. I'm growing again."

Tamaric lay quietly for a moment and Korica sensed what was going through his mind without paying attention to his whispers.

"I hope I don't get to a point that I look older than you Tamaric. I like feeling like we're equals."

"I'm gunna love you just the same darlin. You're my Korica and always will be."

"Awwe, thank you."

Korica nuzzled her forehead into Tamaric and closed her eyes and the two of them drifted off to sleep.

Korica woke next at 04:00 sharp. She stretched hard then reached over and slid the lights up. Tamaric stirred almost immediately and he stretched and then rolled over and looked at Korica and smiled. He cleared his throat then spoke.

"You still look like the same vision of beauty that you always have. You didn't turn into a fully grown woman overnight."

"Thanks. I grow fast but not that fast."

Tamaric chuckled and then they both pushed the covers down and climbed out of bed. Korica made her way to the bathroom while Tamaric retrieved their clothes from the bureau at the front of the room and as he was walking back to the bed he noticed two fresh uniforms in dark blue sitting on one of the reading chairs. He stopped and looked at them for a moment then walked over to the bed and set their work uniforms down. He started to get dressed when Korica came out of the bathroom and joined him at the foot of the bed. She glanced back at their dress uniforms and then she began to get dressed with Tamaric. When they were dressed they both made their way into the bathroom and they brushed their teeth and combed and brushed their hair then Tamaric looked closely at himself in the mirror.

"Well I'll be¦I'm growing a mustache."

"You're going to have to start removing your facial hair unless you want to try and grow a mustache but you'll have to keep it trimmed according to regulations."

"You want me with facial hair?"

"Not particularly."

Tamaric nodded and he turned to the recessed cabinet in the bulkhead behind them and slid it open and pulled out the electro dermal wand and he turned back around and turned it on and waved it over his face several times and the small blond hairs simply fell away. He turned it off then rubbed his hand over his face and grinned and Korica stroked his left cheek and smiled.

"Very nice. You have such perfect skin Tamaric."

"I would imagine that'll change now that I'm like fifteen or whatever."

"If you eat right and take care of your skin you don't have to go through acne problems."

"I hope not."

Tamaric then looked at the dermal wand and he glanced over at Korica and grinned and she smiled and gently shook her head.

"I thought you liked my white hair down there?"

"Oh I do. It hasn't exactly grown back in yet though. I was just¦sorry love. Dirty thoughts that you had to share with me."

"I'll keep it neat so you can see things ok?"

"Ok. Your hair doesn't grow in a way that obscures things anyway from what I remember."

Tamaric put the dermal wand up and they both rinsed their mouths out with mouthwash then they gave each other a long good morning kiss then made their way out into the main quarters. They put their shoes on then headed for the mess hall. The mess hall was full of officers and cadets eating their morning meal and it was fairly noisy but it was welcoming for Korica and Tamaric. They walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink then made their way over to the table where Wilson was sitting with several other cadets and junior officers. Wilson looked up at the pair as they sat down and he smiled big.

"Hey Tamaric and ensign Prentor. How you two doing this morning?"

"Hi Wilson. We're doing great." Tamaric replied.

A servo drone floated over to the table with a menu and Tamaric retrieved it and passed it to Korica who then pulled it open.

"What do you think of all of those assessments yesterday hunh? Some pretty crazy stuff no?" Wilson asked looking at Tamaric.

"Did they put you in that room with all the holograms too?"

"Holograms? Naw¦I didn't get to do anything like that. It was a lot of questions then mental adaptability testing as they called it then ability testing. They said I'm empathic, telekinetic and something called electro¦kinetic. I can manipulate electrical fields around me and I didn't even know it."

"That's a cool gift."

"I suppose so. I don't exactly know how it works or what I can do with it but I've been told I'm gunna be placed in some special training programs that will teach me how to use it to its fullest potential whatever that means."

"Cool. I was told I'm gunna be placed in some special fighter pilot training program because of my plasticity of mind and super cognitive abilities. I guess they want me flying the Icarus class ships that fly by mind. I guess it takes a special kind of mental adaptability to fly 'em right with all the information that goes directly into your mind. The ships use part of your brain as a computer or something like that from what I understand. The more adaptable and flexible your mind is the better you can control the ship without information overload getting to you."

"That is so awesome man! I'm glad to hear you're going to get to do something so exciting. Are you looking forward to it?"

"Kind of. Thing is I have to stay close to Korica so I can concentrate so she's going to have to train right along side me."

"That's a bad thing?"

"Heck no! I'm gunna love having my wife with me all the time but she had things she wanted to do and I'm gunna to be taking her away from that."

"I'm still going to be able to work on the bridge when we get done at the academy Tamaric. I don't mind taking a detour so you can train. It's a wife's job to help her husband realize all his dreams too. Long as we're both stationed on the Future I don't care what we're doing. You'll be working on the bridge until a mission is called for then we'll both go out flying then come back to the bridge."

"See man¦" Wilson said laughing. "You got a great woman supporting you no matter what you want to do. You're twice blessed, you get to serve on one of the most amazing ships in the universe and you get to have a hot officer ride along side you as you cruise around the galaxy in some of the coolest ships we've ever produced. You got it all man!"

Korica knew she was blushing as she set her head against Tamaric's shoulder making him look over into her shy face and he smiled and kissed the top of her head then he looked back at Wilson.

"You're right, I am blessed hunh?"

"You know it! The good lord is smiling down on you in spades bro. You better never forget just how good you got it. There are a hundred guys that would line up to have a shot at what you got. If you got the chance to be in the fighter jock program and your woman is going to help you do that you better jump at it with both feet."

Korica recovered herself and she made her meal selection then handed the menu to Tamaric and he chose his breakfast selections then collapsed the menu and handed it off to the waiting servo drone that then spun around and floated off silently slipping through its slot in the bulkhead on the other side of the mess hall. Tamaric then looked at Wilson.

"So do you know what they're going to have you doing today?"

"They want me to help with replacing some of the burned out circuit junctions up on deck thirty-four. Guess we took a heck of blast and a lot of stuff got cooked on the higher decks."

"That's what I heard. It could've been a lot worse if we didn't have the kind of shield we do now."

"I guess we kind of have your wife there to thank for that hunh?"

"It was more what the elder race sensed in Laurel and Jake¦and what they did to rescue me and the other hundred and two girls from the Hodong that got us the special consideration of upgrading the Future from an interstellar ship to intergalactic." Korica said proudly.

"Seems to be kind of in our nature to help others like that no matter where they're from."

"That's what the elder race sensed and that's why I was so inclined to stay on the Future and join the crew."

"But you're like some kind of super genius or something right?" Wilson asked with a warm smile.

"I don't know if I would go that far but I am pretty smart¦" Korica looked at Tamaric and smiled brightly. "And even more so now that I'm paired with someone as brilliant and gifted as Tamaric."

Wilson furrowed his brow for a moment then he grinned slightly.

"I thought¦didn't you like give him his abilities or something?"

"No. He was gifted from birth, I just enhanced what he was already capable of and woke his abilities up sooner than they would've on their own and he enhanced what I was capable of when we became paired. If you don't have the genes for advanced abilities you can't make someone gifted. You're either born with it or you're not."

"Hmm. You think all Humans have the gene in them?"

"It would seem so and almost everyone on the Future has the gene turned on to some degree or another. When you get two people together with this heightened ability their children will have it in an even stronger sense."

"Cool. What do ya suppose your kids will be like since you're like even more advanced than we are as a species?"

"We've already had a glimpse of at least one of our children. Our little girl is going to have amazing abilities from birth and she is going to be absolutely beautiful¦like stunning beautiful. She's going to have my higher metabolism and so warmer body temperature and she'll have Tamaric's eyes and my nose, ears and cheeks with his mother's chin and his fathers jaw line¦and her hair is going to be golden blond like Tamaric's and very fine like mine."

"How can you get a glimpse of someone that hasn't been born yet?"

"The elder race have incredible powers of the mind and they can pull things from the mind and the future and bring them to life within your mind. It's a little hard to explain but at the time they were drawing on our future memories from their own memories of past events from their perspective."

"That's down right bizarre¦and very cool. So you know you're going to have a daughter and what she'll look like? How awesome is that?"

"Not only that we know what her voice will be like and how she'll behave. She's going to have Tamaric's accent just a little bit. I think that means she's going to spend a lot of time around him learning how to talk."

"Or she might inherit genetic knowledge from us like Harriet did from my mom and dad." Tamaric added.

"You can pass on genetic knowledge? I mean like how to talk and stuff?" Wilson asked.

"That appears to be what happened for Harriet anyways." Tamaric said. "If my mom and dad can pass on knowledge like that and I'm even more advanced than them it goes to reason that I'll be able to pass the same thing off to my daughter and maybe even in a stronger way. I have to try and connect with her and share myself with her before she's born, Korica will have to do the same thing. That's what my mom did with Harriet and it made her way more advanced from the time she was born."

"Dang! You guys really are super Human¦and super Draximan."

"That kind of thing is common among my people." Korica said. "Maybe not to the degree that Harriet has experienced but we know who our parents are from the second we first lay eyes on them and we can feel their emotions. By the time we reach a few months old we can engage in the deep sharing of essences with our parents. It has a calming affect on us and bonds us together like nothing else possibly can."

"That's wild! I would hope to experience that kind of connection with another person some day so I understand what it's like."

"Trust me¦" Tamaric started with a funny crooked grin. "It's a little spooky at first but it feels absolutely amazing. When you become paired you get to experience it all the time for the rest of your life and you can even intensify it by joining as one. You feel like two people in the same body at the same time."

"So you get a sense of what it's like to be a girl? I mean completely?"

"Yep, every physical and emotional sensation. I don't completely understand some of what she feels just cause I'm not actually a girl so my mind works different but I get to experience it with her just the same."

"Does that extend to¦you know¦during intimate times too?"

Tamaric smiled and nodded slowly and Wilson grew a big grin on his face.

"That is just too cool for words. I've always kind of wondered if it was different for girl and how."

"It's way different and much more intense. I'll just leave it at that."

"So all that stuff works the same for you as it does for us if you don't mind me asking Ensign Prentor?"

"You can just call me Korica Wilson, and to answer your question yes. I'm built just like any Human female with a few minor exceptions. I have a few muscle groups internally that Humans don't posses and some of my female organs are located in different internal regions but other than that everything works exactly the same and looks the same¦externally if you know what I mean?" Korica said cupping her hand and rolling it slightly a few times.

"I get your drift."

"She's being modest Wilson." Tamaric said with a dopey grin. "She's incredible looking, more so than any other girl I've ever seen in images or in my reproductive biology lessons."

"Really?"

"Oh yeah! Her beauty extends beyond just her face and physical dimension."

"You're embarrassing me Tamaric¦" Korica thought.

"Sorry love, I can feel it. I'm just really proud of how gorgeous you are." Tamaric thought in return.

"I know. Wilson is trying to picture what I look like down there and I don't like it. That part of me is for you alone."

"I can feel that from him too. I'll keep in mind what pigs us guys can be when we don't know others are sensing what we're thinking about."

"You're a lucky SOB Tamaric." Wilson said with a big grin.

"Don't I know it? I got a hot wife from the stars."

Korica and Tamaric's meals arrived and servo drones slid the plates of steaming food up on the table in front of them.

"Man that smells good." Tamaric said with a big grin.

"I just never had this kind of food around when I was growing up." Korica said. "This ship is amazing and the prefect place for us to raise our children."

Tamaric looked at her for a second then grinned slightly.

"We're still gunna wait for that right?"

Korica just stared at him and his grin grew into a smile.

"Ok, I was just checking love. I can feel how excited you are to be a mom."

"They're just stirrings that I have no intentions of acting on Tamaric. It's part of becoming a woman I guess."

Tamaric nodded and patted Korica's leg under the table and then they set into eating their breakfast. They talked with Wilson during the meal about the memorial service scheduled for the afternoon and the other junior officers sitting at the table joined in the conversation expressing their sympathies to Korica and Tamaric and stating that they didn't know of anyone that wasn't going to be attending the service with the exception of a few senior officers that would be staying aboard to man the Future while the entire population was on the surface. It was clear the whole ship was in morning over the loss of the three men. Korica was relieved to know that Mark had touched so many lives beyond her own. He was universally respected and admired and his loss was impacting everyone.

When the meal was concluded, Korica and Tamaric made their way to the gym and worked out together along with most of the people that had been seated with them in the mess hall. When the workouts were completed they made their way to the showers and got cleaned up then made their way back to their quarters to get dressed for the day. Once they were dressed in their uniforms they made their way to the bridge to check in with the xo.

When they arrived at the bridge the xo greeted them warmly and waved them over to the sensor station where she was seated staring at the display screen in front of her. She stood up and faced Korica and Tamaric as they saluted her and she gave them a smart salute in return.

"Good morning mam. Ensign Prentor and cadet¦Prentor¦reporting for duty mam."

Melissa smiled slightly and patted Korica's shoulder.

"It's going take some getting used to hunh?"

"Yes mam. The idea that we're technically married has begun to sink in but calling him cadet Prentor is¦nice but not yet familiar."

"I'm just sorry the captain hasn't had the time to formally recognize your name change cadet Prentor. He's extremely busy with everything going on."

"That's ok mam. Korica sensed what he had in mind and so I sensed it from her. I know where his heart is even if he isn't here to present his work formally."

"Good man. You're both pretty early but if you're ready to get to work officer Kendrick is up on deck thirty-four. You'll work until noon, and then get something to eat and get changed into your dress uniforms. The memorial service will take place at fourteen hundred. I understand you'll be speaking ensign?"

"Yes mam. I feel I owe it to Mark to say something."

"That's nice of you Korica. I look forward to what you have to say."

"Thank you mam. I didn't rehearse anything, I intend to speak from the heart."

"I think Mark would've preferred it that way. It'll make anything you say that much more meaningful."

"It won't be¦out of place for me to address our guests or at least mention them will it?"

"No, not at all. As long as anything you say is presented tastefully it's perfectly fine."

"I would never say anything to embarrass you or the captain or put us all in an unfavorable light."

"I have every confidence in you're ability to behave yourself and speak with all due respect to our guests."

"Thank you for the vote of confidence mam. We'll go see officer Kendrick so we can get right to work."

"Good enough, you're dismissed."

Korica and Tamaric then turned and headed for the exit as Melissa sat back down and went back to her work at the sensor station.

Korica and Tamaric transported as high as they could go in the ship then climbed the rest of the way up to deck 34 using the stairs. They checked in with officer Kendrick and he put them right to work repairing the plasma generators that had been replaced or repaired in some cases. They joined minds and Tamaric learned a ton about the sophisticated and unique programming involved with the plasma generators as he followed along with Korica for the whole morning. In the end they managed to get an additional 4 generators back online and functioning at full capacity by the time lunchtime rolled around. When Korica checked in to report their progress and return the programming data pads officer Kendrick expressed his gratitude and sheer amazement at how well and efficiently the two worked together. He told them that he was glad to have them aboard and expressed his desire to have them help out some more to get the work finished up as quickly as possible since they were able to accomplish the work of two programming teams in just a few hours time.

Korica and Tamaric told officer Kendrick that they would be glad to work on his repair party anytime he had need of them and then they headed back down to the command deck to get something to eat. They ate rather quickly then made their way to their quarters to get changed. Tamaric donned his formal cadet dress blues and Korica her formal officers dress blues, choosing the outfit with pants instead of the skirt uniform seeing as it was going to be rather cool on the surface. When the two were finished getting dressed they stood for a few moments admiring the other and how smart they looked in their dress uniforms. Tamaric couldn't help but feel that Korica looked a full five years older in her dress uniform. She looked regal and very distinctly official; the only thing missing was a set of commendations on her left chest.

"I haven't done anything to deserve commendations yet Tamaric." Korica said with a smile sensing what Tamaric was thinking.

"Knowing what I know of what you've done you deserve some."

"A lot of what I did was as a junior officer or before I was enlisted at all. My recognition was in the form of letting me take the officers exam at such a young age."

"Yeah¦I guess so."

"Come on¦there's never been an eleven year old officer in the history of the civilian corps. That counts for a lot in my eyes."

"Mine too, but no one really knows that unless they ask you about it."

"I'm not doing what I'm doing to gain recognition Tamaric. I'm doing it to make mom and dad proud of me and to serve this ship and everyone on it as best as I can."

"You're so driven and so humble love. It makes me love and respect you even more."

"Thank you Tamaric, I can feel it. I have a lot of respect for everything you're doing and the incredible man you're becoming too. I've put all this¦heavy stuff on you and you've taken it all in stride and adapted so wonderfully just to make me happy. The boy I fell for lying in his stasis chamber is barely recognizable anymore. I have this gorgeous man that loves me with all his heart and takes such good care of me. You're the one that should be wearing badges of honor for what you've done to make me feel whole and desired as a woman¦not as an object."

"I guess I know what you mean then. I've done all those things not particularly for me and I don't really care who knows about it except for you. I did those things for you so you would have the best life possible and cause they were what you wanted most¦needed most."

"It takes an incredible man to figure that out and do what had to be done to make it possible."

"Thanks Korica. You know I've experienced some amazing things thanks to you so there is kind of a selfish component to everything I've done for you."

Korica smiled and giggled lightly.

"It'll be our secret. I won't tell anyone that you enjoy the heck out of treating me like a lady and making me better than I was before you came along."

Tamaric smiled and then reached out and gently stroked Korica's cheek.

"You're so beautiful and sophisticated looking in that uniform. You're hardly the girl I went loopy for when I first opened my eyes either."

Korica sighed and held her smile as she closed her eyes and leaned her face against Tamaric's hand as she felt Tamaric remembering the first palpitations of infatuation taking hold of him as he looked into Korica's pretty face. She was truly one of the most strikingly pretty girls he had ever seen right next to Laurel. Laurel's beauty is hard to top but the feelings he had for Korica made him all but forget how striking Laurel was in the first place. It was Korica that tugged at his heart and made his pulse quicken like no one else ever had.

Korica opened her eyes and looked deep into Tamaric's eyes.

"My mother and father would've loved you Tamaric. I wish they could've seen how happy you make me. I think they would've been proud of both of us for what we have together. This kind of bond and deep love is really rare. They hoped I would find a man like you someday."

"Maybe they're looking down and smiling love. I'm here to make you happy and share all you are and let you experience all I am at the same time."

"That's a wonderful thought Tamaric. I'll hold onto that as being a fact. It makes me feel better at having lost them in such a horrible way when I needed them the most."

"Well I guess we better find a ride to the surface hunh? I would imagine that Laurel and Jake and their parents are ready to head down too."

"What about your mom and dad? Don't you want to¦"

"I have this sense that they're already on the surface and have been for a while."

"I just felt that from you. That is so¦amazingly weird to feel your intuitions like that."

"It didn't feel like your own intuition?"

"No¦I mean it did come from within me but I distinctly knew I was experiencing your feelings, not mine."

"Does that mean we're getting closer to finding our center? I really want the confusion to be gone, you know what I mean?"

"Do I ever. I didn't know there would be such¦confusion going on all the time. That part gets old real quick."

"Hey that reminds me¦do we need to keep our minds quieted down there with all the¦advanced minds among the guests from those other ships in attendance?"

"No. We just need to be aware of anyone trying to enter our minds for any reason. We both have sensitive information in our heads and we need to keep it secure. Just push anyone out of your mind that doesn't feel familiar."

"I don't know if I know exactly how to do that yet."

"The same way you resisted my attempts to enter your mind when we first started trying to connect minds."

"Oh¦that should be easy enough I guess."

Korica stepped into her dark dress shoes and reached down and pressed the gleaming brass side buckle closed then stood up and watched Tamaric do the same. They then took hands and walked over to the com panel and Korica reached out to touch the AI hale icon when the com panel lit up and the AI's voice rang out.

"Hello Korica and Tamaric. You both look very fitting in your dress uniforms."

"Thanks." Korica replied.

"Yeah, thanks." Tamaric said.

"Laurel and Jake are at your door requesting permission to enter?"

"Please let them in." Korica replied.

The door slid open and Laurel and Jake stepped in and smiled warmly at the both of them. Laurel put her hand up to her mouth and her eyes teared up and Korica furrowed her brow for a moment then she understood what Laurel was feeling. It was tears of joy that were welling up in her.

"Oh Korica baby¦you look so¦grown up in that uniform."

"Thank you mom."

"And look at you Tamaric¦?" Jake said. "Damn you look good!"

"Thanks Jake. The uniform feels good too. I feel kind of special in it."

Korica looked Laurel over and she grinned. Laurel was wearing a one-piece dress that was dark blue in color, so dark it was almost black and it was very form fitting with a tasteful high neckline and it came to just above her knees. She had on almost pointed dark blue shoes with flat but raised heels and her dark tan made her legs stand out nicely.

"Thank you Korica, I wish I felt as mature as I look. I feel like a kid wearing the body suit of a woman."

"You're stunning mom. You always have been but especially the way that dress follows your curves. Hey¦can you do my hair like yours is? I love that curl you have at the front edge. I don't know how to do that to my hair."

"It's called a feathering curl. Come on, I'll take you in the bathroom and do yours like this real quick. It'll only take a minute."

"Ok." Korica said with a big smile.

Korica then looked Jake over and she smiled and nodded. He was wearing a traditional three-piece suit in a very dark blue color as would've been worn in the early twenty seventies. It consisted of a gray button up shirt, an inner vest that was open from the middle of the chest up, a dark blue tie that came to just below his navel with a Windsor knot at his throat and an outer jacket that had square cut shoulders and brass buttons with lapel style folds from the first of the four buttons that then formed a broad collar that laid over his shoulders and around the back of his neck and he had on dark black dress shoes that looked very nice but somehow didn't match Korica's view of what was normal for Jake.

"You look very handsome dad. You match mom perfectly."

"Thank you sweetie. I'm not real crazy about the shoes either but they complete the outfit."

"It was just a random thought¦I didn't mean anything by it."

"I know, but I totally agree with you. This whole thing isn't exactly my style and especially flat shoes like this. If I tried to run I would probably slip on my keaster."

Korica giggled and Jake joined her as he sensed her actually trying to picture it. Korica then followed Laurel into the bathroom and when the door slid shut Tamaric looked at Jake and grinned.

"Would it be totally rude for me to tell you that Laurel is hot even in something as conservative as that dress?"

"No¦I already sensed you feeling that so you're just openly saying what you're feeling. She's just got a smoking hot body no matter what she's wearing."

"Uhh¦it's not just her body, it's the way she caries herself and that beautiful face of hers."

"She is demure hunh?"

"Yeah! That's the word I guess I was looking for. I know she's my mother in law¦sort of¦but I can't help but notice just how incredible she is and looks since coming out of stasis."

"You're a guy Tamaric, I would expect you to notice someone as stunning as her. I know you mean no disrespect and I can feel that she still takes a back burner compared to Korica in your heart. That's what counts."

"Do you ever feel threatened by other guys feeling the same kind of thing about her? I know it bugs the¦you know what out of me when I sense guys looking at Korica and feeling that kind of stuff."

"Like you said it bugs me a little but it's just Human nature to notice a beautiful woman and think lured things to yourself. Long as no one makes a pass at her I'm learning to just live with it. You're gunna have to do the same thing. Korica is going to get a lot more beautiful as she blossoms and guys are gunna take notice. You just can't flip out when it happens as long it's inner stuff that they have no idea you can sense."

"It's already happened a few times and Korica told me to cool my jets. She said I got nothing to worry about since there isn't a better looking guy alive that could ever make her heart waver toward them in the slightest."

"There ya' go. Is there a woman alive that could make you waver away from Korica?"

"Heck no!"

"Then you know exactly what she means."

"Yeah I do. I guess in the end she can defend herself properly if someone did come on to her."

Jake laughed lightly and patted Tamaric's shoulder.

"She could flat out put someone in the hurt locker if it got out of hand with what Mark has taught us not to mention what she could do with her other abilities."

Tamaric's smile faded slowly and he looked down somberly.

"There was still so much he could've taught us. It just sucks that he's gone."

Jake put his arm around Tamaric's shoulders and gave him a gentle squeeze.

"I know buddy." Jake let out a quick snorting like sigh. "I'm gunna miss the heck out of him. He was like this big tough guy that was such a teddy bear under all those muscles and scary looks. He really had so much knowledge and life experience that he was willing to share with the right people and I feel like we just scratched the surface of what he could teach us. There'll never be another Mark Tillman, that's for darn sure."

"I kind of feel like I never thanked him enough for rescuing Korica so we could meet like we did. I felt such a debt of gratitude and I never really expressed it to him."

"He would've taken it wrong anyway. He rescued Korica and the other girls cause it was the right thing to do and nothing more. When he heard what was happening on that station there was no stopping him. The idea of men abusing girls like that just¦inflamed his sensibilities. Especially given the ages of the girls. He was glad that you filled Korica with love and joy but he wouldn't want you singing his praises for it. He was conditioned to do what he did without mention of thanks or glory or whatever. Just taking others out of bondage and horrible conditions was enough to keep his spirits high. That's just how he worked."

"Man alive do we need people like him around."

"We have his team still¦well minus Marty. He's completely taken with Inea and I seriously doubt he's gunna go on any more missions like he was trained for. Something about that girl has¦flipped a switch in him and he's done with hostile encounters."

"She is an amazing woman hunh?"

"I'll say."

Just then the girls stepped out of the bathroom and Tamaric felt as though his chin hit the floor with a smack. Korica's hair was now swept back with the most beautiful feathered edge making her look even more stunning than before. Korica grinned at him as she felt how much he loved what he was seeing.

"I¦I don't¦know how you¦I don't care how you did it¦thank you Laurel. Korica you are absolutely breath taking with your hair like that." Tamaric stammered out with the heaviest accent any of them had ever heard from him before. "You look like a¦"

"Mom what's a¦super model?" Korica asked looking at Laurel.

"Um¦some of the most beautiful women on Earth would model things from clothing to makeup to shoes to consumer products with the idea that sex sells and if a beautiful woman was promoting it, it would inspire the idea that it's worth trying for ones self and it worked extremely well."

"Oh¦" Korica looked at Tamaric and smiled. "Thank you Tamaric."

"Un huh." Tamaric said with a wide-eyed dopey grin on his face as he nodded his head.

"You do look beautiful Korica." Jake said. "I was talking to Tamaric about you blossoming but I think you already have. You're not my little Korica anymore, you're a full on woman in every sense of the word."

"Thanks dad. We ready to go now?"

"We have a ride waiting for us. You made some really powerful friends honey and they insisted on taking you and your family down personally. The¦Injupidonis¦if I'm saying it right is waiting for us in the forward upper hangar." Jake said.

"You mean Awkon?"

"Well¦yes, but it was Kirock that sent the Injupidonis to take us all down to the surface."

"Is it¦a fighter ship?"

"I'm sure it's armed but we'll just have to have a look when we get to the hangar. I don't know if it's actually a fighter ship or whatever."

"Where are grandma and grandpa?"

"They're waiting in the common area."

"We should get going then." Korica said.

All four of them then headed for the door with Korica and Tamaric taking the lead. As they stepped out and Amelia and John got a look at Korica and Tamaric they both slowly stood up and Amelia put her hand up to her mouth in surprise and as the group walked toward them Amelia pulled her hand down slowly to reveal a big smile on her face.

"Oh Korica honey¦you look so wonderful in that uniform and your hair looks so pretty."

"Thank you grandma. Laurel helped me get it looking like this."

"She has the softest hair I've ever seen and it's a joy to style it for her." Laurel said with a proud smile.

"You make for one good looking officer Korica." John said with a prideful grin.

"Thank you grandpa. I can feel how proud you are of me. It feels wonderful to have so much love and pride shown to me."

John stepped forward and waited for Korica to approach him and he put his arms around Korica and gave her a warm hug.

"You're family honey. I couldn't be more proud of you. Your mother and father would've been so proud to see you looking so strong and healthy."

"I know they're looking down on me from somewhere with proud smiles on their faces. They taught me how to be a survivor and Laurel and Jake taught me how to be a good person. Thank you for raising Jake to be such a good man. He's exactly the kind of dad I need."

"You're welcome sweetheart. He has a lot of his mother in him and that's why he's such a wonderful man. I really wish you could've met her. She would've adored you."

"I wish I could've met her too. I've shared Jake's sense of her so I think I have a pretty good idea what a wonderful mother she was."

John smiled at her and gently stroked her right cheek and Amelia stroked Korica's shoulder board gently and Korica looked at her hand and smiled then stepped into Amelia. They hugged each other tightly for a few moments then Korica leaned back and Amelia very gently swept Korica's hair back where it was feathered and she grinned brightly.

"You really have that striking¦oh my gosh¦kind of beauty honey. I thank the lord that Laurel and Jake found you when they did and brought you into all of our lives. You're an amazing woman and I'm looking forward to watching you grow into the amazing woman I see coming out in you. This uniform just seems to fit your personality to a tee. You look like you born to wear it."

"Thank you grandma. I feel good in it. It makes all the hard studying and scary missions worth it to hear you say that¦not to mention what I'm feeling from you. You really think I could command my own ship someday?"

"Oh honey, you can do anything you set your mind to. You have all the qualities of a good captain, the looks, the charisma, the sense of morality and duty. There's nothing more important to you than preserving life and that's a key quality of a good leader. I sense you've learned some hard lessons and taken away the proper frame of mind from those experiences."

"I have to give credit to Laurel and Jake for that. The way they opened their hearts to me and let me experience the Human condition first hand is why I feel the way do about¦well everything. They wouldn't let me develop a hard heart about everything that happened to my family and me. As hard as it is to admit¦I'm in a much better place thanks to them." Korica then looked at Tamaric and smiled. "And Tamaric has given me the complete sense of the woman I'm supposed to be despite everything."

Tamaric smiled at her then he stepped up to John and gave him a warm hug then he stepped over to Amelia as Korica stepped back and they hugged one another tightly, then Amelia kissed the side of his head as she relaxed her grip on him.

"You look wonderful Tamaric. That uniform looks as good on you as Korica's does on her."

"Thank you¦I can call you grandma too right?"

"Of course honey. You're married to my granddaughter so I am your grandmother."

"I can feel how proud Korica is to be a part of your family¦I feel the same thing since we share feelings so completely."

"That's sweet. Are you gaining the ability to separate your feelings from hers yet?"

"Not exactly. Her feelings still feel like mine but¦I can tell sometimes where they're coming from, her or me even if they still feel like they're genuinely mine. I'm still kind of confused about the whole thing but I think my mind is starting to adapt to this new way of experiencing emotions that are so intense and mixed. Once you get past being afraid of so many different feelings flooding in all the time¦and coming from everyone around us¦well you just get to where you can handle it and make sense of it."

"That's good Tamaric¦" Laurel said. "That's the key to finding your new center and it sounds like you're getting real close. Are you feeling the same kind of thing Korica?"

"Yeah. He put it into words really well. I can feel a balance from time to time then we kind of drift off balance again but we keep getting this sense of what it's like to feel¦centered. Like you said before, it feels different than it did before we were paired. I think my center is slightly off to my left if that makes any sense?"

"That makes complete sense honey. My center is off to my left too."

"And see mine feels like it's off to my right." Jake said.

"Yeah! That's what I was about to say." Tamaric said with a grin. "The few times I've felt centered it was slightly off to the right."

"When you find your center you'll find that you need to lean slightly on your partner to hold that center¦you slightly to the left Korica and you slightly to the right Tamaric. And I don't mean physically. You won't actually lean to the side but mentally you'll lean on your partner to find your balance in that new center and when you quiet your mind you'll feel off balance again until you sense your partner to keep you balanced. You'll find yourselves walking on the side of your partner that feels like your balance is on that side. I have this weird habit of walking on Jake's right side because it feels natural or comfortable, like I have to in order to stay balanced."

"You truly become symbiotic?" John inquired.

"Yes." Laurel replied. "It's a whole new existence to be paired with someone like we are. It just takes time for your mind and body to get used to requiring someone else so completely to feel healthy and happy. Once you get used to it and find your true center you find these incredible abilities and new ways of thinking coming to life."

"That sounds amazing mom. That's what I sensed in you and dad and wanted so badly for myself."

"I know sweetheart." Laurel said with a grin as she cupped Korica's chin. "You have it within your reach now, you just have to give Tamaric a chance to get used to you and you'll have it."

Laurel withdrew her hand and Korica looked at Tamaric and gave him the prettiest toothy smile.

"I'll wait as long as it takes for you to get used to me Tamaric."

"I know love. I'm really trying to keep up with you and give you exactly what you want. I'm really not holding back anymore. I'm letting you experience all of me without apprehension¦least as little as I can manage."

"I know. I can feel you opening up to me and it's helping us to find our center. Once we find it I can feel how resolved you are to holding onto it with all your might. You want it almost as bad as I do now."

"If it means the constant confusion goes away and you get exactly you want then it's exactly what I want too."

"Oh wow!" Amelia exclaimed. "You feel that John?" She asked looking into his eyes.

"Boy do I!" John then looked at Tamaric for a moment then at Korica and he grinned slightly. "Whoever is doing that you need to be careful¦we can feel your¦energy."

"That's Korica dad." Jake said. "She's purring with her heart. Her species does that when they're at their highest emotional contentment. That's Tamaric's love being amplified and reflected or radiated outward. Trust me, it gets a lot stronger sometimes."

"That's incredible! It feels like¦it is emotional energy isn't it?"

"Sorry grandpa. It just happens sometimes when I'm happy. Laurel and Jake can make me do that too when they impress their feelings on me. In time it'll happen with you and grandma too."

"What an amazing ability." Amelia said. "That is truly wonderful that you can share your love with others like that."

"Some of my other abilities come from the same place. When I make the chair work I have to let that feeling get really strong then I just¦push and it rushes out from me. I can then focus it into a really fine point so it's focused in my mind more than anywhere else if that makes any sense?"

"Not completely but I think I understand what you're saying. Energy is energy even if it's emotional."

The feeling then faded away and Amelia looked at Laurel.

"Is that what you were talking about honey?"

"Yeah. It used to get away from her and it was really hard for her to pull it back. It can make a person a little dizzy of you're really close to her and it gets away from her."

"That doesn't happen anymore mom¦least not since I came out of stasis."

"I know baby. I told you before it isn't a bad thing. It's just the way you're made."

Korica grinned and nodded.

"When she does that and we're lying real close to one another it makes my heart skip a few beats then start beating in synch with hers." Tamaric said. "It feels absolutely amazing."

"I can see how it would." Amelia said.

"You can't¦hurt someone with that ability could you?" John asked.

"I don't see how, it's just my heart beating. I have other¦gifts that can hurt someone¦badly if I don't control it right."

"Right¦that whole bird thing on Heindon hunh?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes. You channeled my abilities without having proper control over 'em and it¦killed that bird in an awful way then started to cause some kind of¦dimensional or gravitational lensing or something. That's why it scares me for you to channel my abilities like that. I don't even know exactly what I'm capable of and I have control over it, you don't."

Tamaric nodded solemnly then grinned at her.

"You're just going to have to teach me love. We have the rest of our lives to learn together."

"Yeah¦." Korica replied with a big grin.

"Well we should get going; our ride is waiting for us up in the hangar." Amelia said.

They all turned and headed out into the main corridor then turned right and walked toward the transport compartment. They walked down the corridor slowly but with a purpose and Korica took Tamaric's hand in hers and when he looked at her and grinned she smiled.

"You feel that?"

"You mean the emptiness in the ship?"

"Yeah. I bet there isn't more than a dozen people on this ship including us¦well if you don't count the people still in stasis."

"Is it a good idea for us to leave the ship this empty?"

Korica chuckled lightly and bumped Tamaric's shoulder.

"This ship has self defenses like no other ship I've ever seen. The ship is practically alive with the AI in control and it's all but impenetrable with the technology in use."

"Hmm. I guess that makes sense."

"That kind of stuff is the kind of stuff that you need to keep other's from sensing though Tamaric. The ship isn't particularly vulnerable but the wrong person could use the certainty of the entire population on the surface to mount a serious attack on Genesis."

"I hadn't even thought about that aspect of us all being down there. What would happen if someone did attack us?"

"The automated defenses would kick in to keep us safe and the Future would step in to protect us. You aren't aware of our defenses down there but I am. There's little chance of an attack resulting in anyone being harmed."

"You mean¦you're able to keep things from me? You know stuff I'm not aware of?"

"Yes. Don't probe too deeply Tamaric, as an officer with my security clearance I'm aware of quite a few things that you aren't. You know that's just how it has to be."

"I know. I just didn't know you could hide things from me."

"I'm not hiding it, I'm just not sharing it cause I'm required to keep certain things to myself."

"Oh. Makes sense."

They arrived at the transport compartment and Tamaric had his palm scanned and the door slid open and they all walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Laurel reached out and touched the indicator for the upper forward hangar when the free floating map appeared and a few seconds later they all disappeared in a bright blue flash of light.

When they appeared in the transport enclosure a shocking sight met them. There was indeed a ship sitting in the middle of the hangar taking up most of the hangar space but it wasn't anything like what they were expecting. They stood staring out into the hangar at a bright orb of light that was shimmering with points of intense light that seemed to be slowly rotating around the bright white light of the orb's center. The actual shape of the ship couldn't be discerned and while the light was intense it wasn't so intense that one couldn't look directly at it. It was an odd contradiction to see something so energetic and intense without being blinded altogether. The ship almost looked as if it weren't truly there in the first place. There were no sharp edges or defined shapes of any kind.

The six of them slowly stepped down and Korica pulled the enclosure door open and they stepped out into the hangar and took a few steps toward the orb of light, then stopped and tried to get their heads around what they were seeing. As they stood in amazement they could see a figure emerging from right within the bright light and as it became clearer Korica recognized Kirock walking toward them and she smiled warmly and raised a hand to him. She was worried about the language barrier when he surprised her by speaking perfect English with a slight Aussie accent. It was clear that he had accessed Tamaric's donated cerebral essence disc.

"Greetings friends." Kirock said. "It is an honor to provide you with transport to the surface young Korica. You look even more stunning in your formal uniform. I can see why your captain keeps you on his bridge. You are a true pleasure to the eye as well as a fine officer."

"Thank you Kirock. May I introduce you to my grandmother and grandfather, Amelia Kade, Laurel's mother and John Myers, Jake's father?"

John put his hand out and Tamaric put his hand on his wrist and stopped him as he shook his head lightly.

"That's a Human tradition that's seen as an insult in Kirock's culture. You never put a hand out toward someone of his stature."

John nodded lightly and withdrew his hand then looked at Kirock's strange appearance but he grinned at the man.

"I meant no insult sir."

"This I realize. No insult was felt. I understand what mister Prentor here feels to be a standard greeting. It is an honor to meet the ones responsible for raising two of the finest youth I have ever had the pleasure of meeting. I do not know if they told you what we have shared but we know each other very well though we only met each other recently."

"Laurel mentioned something of a mental bridge that left a deep impression of the others in the room on you." Amelia said.

"That is the case. I know your daughter very well and I must say I am very impressed. You have instilled a strength of character in her that is to be admired and respected greatly. She in turn has deeply impressed that strength of character on misses Prentor here endowing her with a presence that takes one aback. I am in the presence of greatness whilst in the present company. You may address me as Urogant Kirock."

"It is a true honor Urogant Kirock." Amelia said as she bowed her head very subtly. "Thank you for the compliments regarding the raising of our children. We're very proud of them in every way possible."

"As you should be. If you will¦" Kirock stepped aside slightly and gestured toward his ship. "Your transport awaits."

"Kirock? May I ask what the nature of your ship is? I've never seen anything like it before." Korica inquired.

"Oh the technology used in and nature of the Injupidonis is not something easily explained. Rest assured the ship is quite safe to travel in and the ship is well armed and armored. You will be quite safe for the quick trip to Genesis."

"How do you¦climb aboard?"

"You simply step onto the ship. What you are seeing is an excitation of the molecules in the air making them fluoresce as the high-energy field interacts with them. It is quite harmless when the ship is idling as it is right now. You will feel nothing more than a slight static charge as you step aboard."

"Really? So it doesn't¦look like this in space?"

"No. There are no molecules to interact with in space."

"I¦that was a really silly question. Please excuse my curiosity and ignorance of the technology."

"No pardon is necessary. You are young and curious; it is a trait your captain values highly. Curiosity leads to discovery if tempered with wisdom and caution. Every good officer is curious about the world around them to some degree. Your curiosity just happens to lead to brilliant insights due to your amazing abilities. I sensed this in you and your mate as well as your mom and dad here. My people call it the glean and it is an amazingly rare talent that will serve you well if you learn to harness it properly."

"Tamaric and I are still learning exactly how it works. We have to put our minds together in a very particular way in order for it to work to it's fullest."

"How inspiring! If you will¦I would like to get you good people down to the surface as soon as possible. Once the service for your fallen heroes begins the shield being created by your Genesis tower will be intensified so no ships will be able to penetrate the field."

Everyone nodded and Kirock led the way toward the glowing orb that was his ship. As they stepped closer they could feel the static charge Kirock had spoke of but it simply felt like a tingling sensation as they stepped into the bright field of energy and right onto the ship. They emerged in a rather large space with a round console and chair right in the middle of the space and seats ringing the obvious command and control seat. There were enough seats for at least twenty people though the ship was completely devoid of any other living soul as evidenced by Korica and Tamaric's feelings as well as Laurel and Jake's. The room had gleaming white finishes to everything, very similar to the Future but nothing looked manufactured. Everything had a very organic look to it and the ambient lighting was coming from the very walls themselves. The walls simply glowed in a hue of yellowish white that felt warm and comfortable while being very easy on the eyes. As they stood in stunned amazement looking around Kirock walked to the chair in the middle of the room and sat down and he looked at his stunned guests for a moment.

"Please be seated. You may sit anywhere you like, we are the only ones aboard."

Korica looked around for a moment then looked at Kirock as he was touching colored spots of light on his control console that didn't seem to correspond to anything in particular.

"Kirock sir¦how does the field of energy encasing the Injupodonis protect us from the vacuum of space if we simply stepped through it and I can smell the air from within the hangar penetrating the field as we speak?"

"Like this¦"

Kirock reached out and touched a blinking blue spot of light on his console and the field of energy around them crackled slightly and there was slight whoosh sound, like an airlock being sealed and the walls were suddenly solid and smooth all around them. They were as smooth and reflective as polished glass that was bright white and curving from floor to ceiling in a graceful arching curve.

"Oh wow!" Korica exclaimed.

"Go ahead, go touch the wall where we stepped aboard."

Korica looked at Kirock and grinned then turned and walked over to the wall and she looked from floor to ceiling then she put her hands out and put her weight against the wall then she pushed a few times and the wall didn't budge. The wall was warm to the touch and as solid as could be.

"That's incredible! Wait¦" Korica stood up straight and looked around the circumference of the room then at Kirock. "How do you see outside? There aren't any view screens or window ports."

"So curious you are about all things." Kirock said with a straight face. "We see like this¦"

Kirock touched a pink then yellow spot of light on his console and the white color of the walls dissolved away and a slight hum could be heard increasing in intensity from somewhere deep within the ship and they were suddenly able to see out into the hangar all around them as if the room had no walls at all. It was as if they were standing in the middle of the hangar with the seats ringing the command and control console sitting on the hangar deck. Korica took a quick step back as she looked around the hangar and then she grew a big grin on her face.

"That is just¦amazing! You have a wonderful ship Kirock. Imagine traveling through space with an unobstructed view of everything around you."

"Oh I can imagine it quite well. This is how I travel all the time when going on short-range flights. Please take your seats so we can get going?"

Korica nodded and turned and walked over to Tamaric and took his hand in hers and everyone moved off to the closest seats and sat down. They were a little surprised when a blue field of energy popped on crossing their chests and up over their shoulders holding them firmly in their seats. Kirock let a grin slip across his face as he saw the shocked looks on everyone's faces then he reached out and touched several spots of light then he leaned back and the humming from within the ship got deeper in tone but not louder and then a blue field of energy restrained him in his seat just as everyone else was. He then reached out and touched a red spot of light and a pop was heard coming from the overhead and then he spoke.

"Future, this is the Injupodonis. We are ready for departure."

"Understood Injupodonis. Please stand by while I depressurize the hangar so the doors can be opened. The nature of the energy field surrounding your ship is interfering with the myogenic field coils making it impossible for me to maintain a pressurized atmosphere within the hangar once the doors are open. It will take approximately nineteen seconds for the hangar to depressurize and another fourteen seconds for the doors to open far enough to allow a ship the size of the Injupodonis to pass through safely."

"I understand." Kirock replied. "Do what you have to do and advise me when we are cleared to depart?"

"Understood. Thank you for your patience."

Kirock touched a few more colored spots of light on his console and then he leaned back and looked at his guests.

"I suppose your ship was never particularly designed to have a high intensity durion field within one of its hangars?"

Korica slowly shook her head and grinned slightly.

"I hope you don't find it¦ignorant if we don't know what a durion field even is? It's kind of hard to design your hangar systems around something you're unaware of."

"I have seen your people using similar technology down on Genesis though you must call it something else."

The rotating yellow warning bacons along the sides and top of the hangar doors could be seen coming on warning of the impending door opening without a pressure stabilizing field in place and a few seconds later the doors cracked apart and began to retract rapidly.

"I had no idea we had technology in use that was anything like what you have here." Korica stated.

"Your Future has some amazing technology incorporated into it. A ship that can think and reason for itself and the energy signature coming from that amazing core at the heart of the ship is a wonder to behold not to mention an entire third of the ship devoted to growing food for your entire population. I would say you have technology similar and in many ways far superior to my simple Urogant transport ship."

"You scanned the Future?"

"Passively only. There are quite a few sections that cannot be passively scanned however. I would assume a deliberate action of your ship to protect your most vital areas from prying eyes."

"You saw the core though?"

"I did not particularly see it, I just detected a massive energy source unlike anything I have ever seen before. My sensors reported material of an unknown source or element undergoing a reaction of unknown properties resulting in so much energy that it cannot be measured properly. My indicators simply do not read high enough to measure the energy being produced¦nor identify its properties properly. If it is in an idle state as I suspect and it is producing that much energy¦at even a fraction of its full power capacity it would produce a frightening amount of energy. It confirms how you were able to do the amazing things you spoke of in our first meeting. Bending space and time to your will should be a simple matter with that kind of power at your disposal."

"I hope you understand that it's something I'm not permitted to speak about?"

"You are a good officer for stating that. If I had that core at the heart of one of my ships that had so many lives depending on its secrecy I would not want my officers discussing it with anyone either. You will find that you are now among allies and we will not pry into your sensitive areas¦no matter how curious we might be. I will keep my passive scan data secure so as to aid in guarding your secrets from those that might exploit such information for nefarious purposes."

"The captain trusts you and so do I. I appreciate your discretion."

The AI then interrupted to Korica's relief.

"The hangar doors are open and you are cleared to depart at your discretion. There are many smaller craft heading toward the surface, I would recommend a cautious departure so as to avoid intersecting with their flight paths."

"I understand we are cleared to depart at our discretion. I will make a cautious departure so as to avoid the other traffic in the area. Thank you for the warning."

"You are welcomed. Have a safe flight."

Kirock then reached out and touched several spots of light on his console then he grabbed a yoke of sorts and gently pulled back and the ship lifted gently from the hangar deck and they all watched, as the hangar seemed to revolve around them as they sat still until they were facing the hangar opening. The ship then gently floated forward and slipped out into the darkness of space and they all looked around as ship after ship headed from the huge mother ships all around them heading for the surface. Kirock maneuvered himself behind a rather odd almost batwing shaped ship that was adorned with strange markings and they proceeded toward the planet below in a procession of many ships of all different sizes and shapes and colors.

As the seeming fleets of ships entered the atmosphere a few minutes later the cloud layer became clearer obscuring Genesis almost completely. Korica looked over at Laurel and frowned.

"I wish it were sunny down there. It just seems so sad that the day we lay Mark to rest it has to be so gloomy."

"I know sweetheart. The Future planet is a wet place though. Except for the dry season it rains almost constantly down there. You would play heck to find a clear day unless we waited several months and that just wouldn't be right either."

"No¦he deserves the peace that he never found in life even if it means finding his final resting place on a rainy day."

As the clouds thickened and they plunged into the upper most regions snow could be seen floating around and rushing by and over the ship. They flew through these conditions for just a short while then the snow changed to heavy bands of rain and then the clouds above thickened enough to make it start to get darker outside. They pressed on with the ship in front of them surprisingly close and just in view the whole time then they could see that the rain was indicating that they were slowing in forward speed even though no sense of movement could be felt at all.

As they finally dropped below the cloud ceiling they could discern a bubble of clear air ahead and rainwater was streaking over its dome shape in a very peculiar way. The bubble extended very high into the air and stretched for miles from the heart of Genesis. As they approached the bubble they could all hear Genesis control come over the overhead.

"This is Genesis control to the nineteen ships heading for the barrier protecting Genesis. Standby for transmission of the field oscillation frequency. You must set your shield frequency to match the field oscillation frequency precisely in order to pass through the barrier safely. Once you have passed through the barrier please proceed to the far side of Genesis where you will detect a landing beacon indicating where all ships are to land. There is plenty of room for all the ships expected so please do not crowd one another as you land. We will be sending ground transportation to take you to the cemetery where the memorial service is being held. If you prefer to walk please use caution for all the ground vehicles that will be moving along the streets headed for the cemetery. Thank you, commencing transmission."

Kirock stared at his console for a moment then he nodded subtly and he could be seen making some adjustments on the console with his left hand and then he leaned back and followed the ship in front of him up to and right through the shield being projected over Genesis. The curtains of rain just stopped and while it was still dark and cloudy, the air was clear and crisp for a great distance. The air was so clear that it was plainly visible where all the ships were supposed to land since there were already close to thirty ships sitting off in the distance to the east of Genesis where construction was limited to streets but no structures yet. A few miles to the southeast of the landing area everyone could see a huge gathering of people and what looked like concert style seating surrounding a flat plain with gently rolling coolies and a stream off to the western edge of the cemetery. There was a red carpet leading right down the middle of the seating area splitting it into two distinct sections and there was a podium and several seats ringing the podium with still more seats facing the podium that had a partial awning covering it. Even at this distance everyone had a clear idea of where they would be sitting and just how many people were expected to show up. The AI wasn't exaggerating when it mentioned seating for close to six thousand people being arranged. In the foreground, just short of the cemetery grounds they could see a lift truck with a cover on it and Korica sighed. She knew that was carrying the bodies of the men to be honored and laid to rest today including Mark. She wished desperately that his death hadn't been so violent that an open casket was out of the question. She would've liked to look upon him one last time but she knew the manner in which he was killed left him in a state that just couldn't be dressed up enough for that to be possible.

As Kirock neared the landing sight the beacon directed him off to the southern quadrant where a few other ships were just setting down and so he slowly and cautiously circled the landing coordinates and everyone looked down, seemingly right through the bottom of the ship as they orbited then hovered over the designated landing spot and then the ship slowly descended until it very gently touched the ground without the slightest sound or sense of touchdown at all. As Kirock began tapping commands on his console the view outside was washed away, replaced by the bright white appearance they had seen on the Future when they first stepped aboard and the humming from within the ship decreased in intensity and their restraints simply blinked off. As Kirock touched the last commands he looked around his console then nodded once to himself, sure he had secured the last necessary item and he spun his seat around and stood up and so everyone joined him in getting to their feet.

"I truly wish it was a more joyful event that I was allowed to transport you to, but it was an honor to be allowed to carry one of the Future's finest and most revered officers and her family none the less."

"I don't know about being one of the ships most revered officers but it was a pleasure to be carried on your amazing ship Kirock. Thank you from the bottom of my heart."

Kirock bowed his head slightly and closed his eyes for a moment then he opened his eyes and grinned at Korica and gently shook his head.

"You really have no idea just how much your entire population respects and admires you do you?"

Korica very slowly shook her head as she read Kirock's feelings and she sensed that the captain had confided something in him that she was unaware of and she truly didn't have any idea just how much everyone on the ship cared about her and looked up to her.

"I guess I don't Urogant Kirock."

Kirock stepped closer and knelt down on one knee surprising Korica greatly as he put his hand on her wrist.

"Come now Korica, we know each other far to well for you to call me by my title. We are friends and confidants. I insist that you call me only Kirock. It is what my family¦and close friends call me."

Korica turned her wrist gently so her palm met Kirock's and she clasped his hand in hers as she grinned at him warmly.

"And you may always call me Korica. I too feel as though we have known each other for¦my whole life. Short as that be that much time carries a deep weight in my eyes."

Kirock smiled for the first time that Korica had ever seen and she sensed that it was the first time in a very long time that he actually felt the impulse to let a genuine smile slip by his polished and forced composure.

"You are a remarkable young lady Korica. I am truly pleased to have a friend in you."

"Thank you Kirock. I sense someone in your position doesn't get to make very many friends?"

"Not true friends as you and I are¦" Kirock let go of Korica's hand and stood up and he yanked his uniform down smoothing out the wrinkles from bending down and he looked at Laurel and Jake. "I feel this same¦kindred bond with both of you. The strength and incredible love between the two of you is something I will never forget experiencing. Thank you for showing me what your people are capable of and for¦impressing this kindness and genuineness of heart on your daughter here. Despite her tragic experiences she is one of the most¦incredible people I have ever had the pleasure of meeting."

"Awwe, thank you Kirock." Laurel said. "She has one of those personalities that just makes people fall in love with her once they get to know her. I sensed this from the moment I met her and I didn't want to see that spark of life disappear from her and that's why I showered her with love and kindness. I wanted that sweet girl to endure just the way she was¦is."

"You were wise to do so. Tamaric here is the real benefactor. He gets to enjoy all her love and kindness from within, it must be truly amazing to experience something so profound from one so¦genuine and incredible."

"I have an amazing life with Korica now that I get to share it with her so completely. We can't separate ourselves from the other most of the time." Tamaric said.

"I felt this only for a brief time but long enough to know it is something to be cherished and protected fiercely. I wish you all the best in your new existence with Korica my young friend. I see great things coming your way because of her presence in your life. I will do all in my power to honor Mark Tillman's memory for bringing Korica out of the darkness into the light of her new life on the Future among you all as well as for saving my friends among the Alotians for whom Mark Tillman laid his life down to see that they would be free of servitude to the likes of the Monakers."

"The Alotians are just the most recent of the thousands of people Mark has saved from slavery or conditions of abuse." Korica said proudly. "He is a true hero to so many that had no voice until he came along to offer them the freedom to speak and live as they wanted."

"This is a man I would have liked to have known. The universe could use more like him around."

"We have others with his skills among us but none are quite like Mark. He was one of a kind and my¦" Korica clenched her teeth and her lip quivered as she fought the urge to cry. "He was¦like family to me."

"I am truly sorry for how deeply his passing tears at your heart. We can wait to exit the Injupidonis until the pain withdraws from your outward composure."

Korica nodded and turned to Tamaric and flung her arms around him as the tears began to spill from her eyes. The pain was tremendous and all too familiar for her. She had cried herself to sleep many times on the Hodong station after her parents were killed right before her eyes and though she didn't actually see Mark killed it felt almost as painful to lose him so tragically.

Tamaric held her tightly while she cried a little and she finally found the strength to pull herself together after a few minutes and she took a deep shaky breath and wiped her eyes and cheeks and she kissed Tamaric's cheek and looked at him with blood shot eyes but a soft sweet smile.

"Thank you Tamaric, you always make me feel better."

"You're welcome love. I'll always be here when you need a shoulder to cry on."

It was only then that Korica noticed tears slipping over Tamaric's left cheek and she grimaced.

"You felt my pain hunh?"

Tamaric nodded as he wiped his cheek then his eyes and he sniffled lightly once.

"When you cry so do I. I can't help it, we're connected that¦completely."

Korica nodded and felt a little bad for making Tamaric cry but it was slightly relieving to let a little out just the same. She knew she needed a really good cry but she hadn't indulged herself yet and it would mean Tamaric would experience the same moment of grief whenever she did let it out and now just wasn't the time for that. Korica turned and looked at Kirock while still holding Tamaric around the waist and back.

"I'll be ok Kirock. I just¦needed to grieve for a moment and it kind of got away from me. I haven't let myself truly come to terms with the loss of Mark yet and what it means to me."

"I understand the needs of the softer sex, you will need to let this impulse to grieve take its course at some point or it will take hold of you when you least expect it."

Korica nodded and grinned at him then she looked at Tamaric and nodded subtly as she let go of him.

"We need to get going."

"Ok love. If I sense¦your pain taking hold of your composure I'll do what I can to¦hold the worst of it within me so you can carry on for the moment without losing it."

"Ok. You're always looking out for me, I love you so much Tamaric."

"I love you too Korica, with every ounce of my being."

"I know, I can feel it from within you."

Korica put her hand up to his cheek and smiled at him and he smiled right back and then he looked at Laurel and Jake watching fondly.

"I know¦it's exactly what you hoped Korica would find in a man even if that man is only a boy."

"You are a true man Tamaric. None of us sees you as a mere boy anymore, you need to get the idea of what you feel yourself to be out of your head and look in the mirror at what we all see. You're wonderful to Korica and a very admirable young man." Laurel said.

"Thanks mom. I'm really trying to get used to the idea that I'm like fifteen or whatever, it just hasn't completely sunk in yet."

"A man is defined by his actions, not his looks alone. I know boys much older than you that'll be mere boys until they reach their thirties with how immature they're still acting. I don't see an ounce of that immaturity in you Tamaric. You've stepped up to the plate and gotten serious about taking care of Korica and facing life for what it is and what it requires to get things done the right way, with dignity, courage and maturity. That's what a man does, not a boy."

Tamaric gave Laurel a crooked smile and he looked at Jake who just grinned at him and nodded in agreement.

"Thank you, it feels good to hear someone like you say that of me. That's a huge compliment coming from you mom."

"It's well deserved¦son."

Tamaric again grinned big and he took Korica's hand and they turned and faced the bright white wall and simply walked into it and right out into the cool afternoon air. There was absolutely no wind despite the rain that could be seen blowing against the shield high above, leaving streaking rivulets of water flowing over the shield that snaked over the dome shape of the shield. Korica took a few steps away from the Injupodonis and then turned and looked back as she marveled at how it glowed as wavering shafts of bright light slowly swam around it's enormous circumference. She waited until everyone emerged from the glowing orb then she looked at Kirock and he nodded subtly.

"Still trying to figure out how the Injupodonis manifests itself in such a way?"

"Yes. I think I get it¦but how it's accomplished escapes me for the moment."

"I am confident that if you think on it long enough¦you will come to understand how such a sight is possible."

"Am I prying to want to understand what I'm seeing so badly?"

"Not at all. It goes back to your insatiable curiosity. In time perhaps my people will divulge the secrets of the Injupodonis to your people. It is not technology or physics beyond your understanding or level of sophistication to match or even surpass."

"You're hoping we'll tell you about our¦core in exchange?" Korica said quietly.

"I am deeply curious like you Korica. How such immense and strange power and elemental readings are possible peeks my curiosity and I would welcome an opportunity to learn about it."

"I honestly don't think that's a technology we'll ever be willing to share openly. It was provided to us with the express demand that we not share it with others. That might seem¦stingy or selfish but those readings you saw were at its bare minimum idling state. When pushed¦let's just say absolute chaos could be unleashed the likes of which could destroy entire star systems¦and then some. We have to be very careful about who gets their hands on that kind of power."

"You did not create the technology behind your core yourselves?"

"I really can't discuss it Kirock. I'm a pretty low ranking officer so I don't have the clearance to vet the people allowed to discuss our most guarded technologies. I've only divulged what you already surmised for yourself and that's as far as I can go with what I can tell you."

"You're a fine officer Korica. I respect your reluctance to discuss the matter further. If you had revealed any specific details I would have been a little disappointed in you. All of your officers are to hold this level of restrained discussions?"

"Those with a high enough clearance to be aware of sensitive details of the Future and her systems, yes sir!"

"That seems prudent given what I already know."

"If you're granted a low level clearance then we can discuss some of the Future's more minor systems but you have to understand that I seriously doubt you'll ever have a high enough clearance for us to be able to discuss the core."

"Does it not worry you that other ships might visit the Future with more sophisticated sensors than the Injupodonis has?"

"The Future has ways of guarding her secrets. The energy signature might be such that it's detectable once inside our shield but as you saw you couldn't narrow in on the exact location and nature of what you were detecting. I suspect you were being allowed to sense what you did. It was probably done to show that we're far from defenseless."

"Hmm. I suppose that is what I took away from the passive sensor readings."

"If you had initiated an active scan while inside the hangar¦let's just say the AI would've taken steps to stop you."

"Trust me, I have far more etiquette than that Korica. Any species hosting you as a guest would be inflamed by such an act. In some cultures it would be seen as an overt act of war. Not all species are as diplomatic or peaceful as Humans. You will all learn this as you meet many of your neighbors in the local systems."

"Luckily we have access to cultural information that should avoid any misunderstandings that could be seen as unfriendly or hostile."

"I was under the impression that you only very recently arrived in this part of the galaxy?"

"That's true but we have some incredibly advanced and ancient allies that passed on information about our neighbors. It isn't a breach for me to tell you that we're aware of two hundred fifty million of our local neighbors across three quadrants of this side of the galaxy¦including your people and your home world."

"You¦you know where my home world is?"

Korica paused for a moment as it surprised her to hear someone as influential and high ranking as Kirock stammer slightly.

"I don't know where your home world is personally but our people do and I have access to that information if I wanted to know specifics about you and your people. I'm sure the command crew have accessed this information so they know exactly who they're dealing with."

"That would seem logical¦and prudent. Is this something you suspect your people would be willing to share with their allies?"

"More than likely. Maybe not in its totality but definitely some of it."

"Why not in totality?"

"Uh¦I can't go into specific details just yet¦clearance issues and all¦but you would have to understand just how much data we're talking about. I don't know that you even have a storage medium that could hold all the information we have in our possession. Just star maps is one thing but we're talking about the stellar and cultural information in detail of all of those two hundred fifty million systems as well as relational information from one system to the next and the history of all of those systems going back close to a million years as well as¦well there's just a lot of data."

Korica thought it prudent not to mention the fact that the star maps provided by the Tel Pok Maron were dynamic giving the ability to view the known systems as far into the future as they did into the past even though future glimpsing has been forbidden and thus locked out by the current command.

"Korica honey¦" Laurel interrupted. "We should really get going."

"I apologize Laurel." Kirock said. "I am as curious as Korica is and she is so engaging it becomes easy to lose perspective of the time passing."

"No need to apologize Kirock. I know exactly what you mean. I love talking with Korica myself. She's so sharp and so sweet, you just get lost in what she's saying."

"Oh mom¦you're embarrassing me."

Kirock let another grin, verging on a smile slip his composure as he looked at Korica.

"She is absolutely right Korica, both in that we should get moving and in that you captivate one once discussion is initiated. You are far more intelligent than one would guess at first glance. Beauty and exceeding intelligence are rare to find in one so young."

"Awe, thank you Kirock."

The group turned as Korica took Tamaric's hand and they headed around the ship to head toward the street some fifty yards away and they admired the strange but intriguing ships parked nearby as they walked past them. Kirock provided ship names for the few he was familiar with and he gave the species responsible for the construction and operation of the rest. As they followed the small crowd heading toward and gathering at the street edge, Korica took note of the uniforms and formal attire worn by all the guests. Most were conservative in color and design but a few were flashy and full of color adorned with jewels and flashy glittering beads. Korica tried not to stare as they approached the waiting area but she couldn't help but marvel at the different looking species and their fancy clothing. She thought it appropriate if not a little gaudy for her taste the way some of them were dressed.

After only a few minutes of standing around listening to the strange languages flowing in the conversations a lift could be seen approaching. The lift was nothing more than a lift truck with the back stripped down to a flatbed with what Korica recognized as seats from the transport shuttles attached to the flat bed, the only difference being this lift had a pilot sitting up front. The lift slowed as it approached the crowd and finally came to a stop and everyone seemed to get it immediately as they started climbing aboard, taking a seat in an orderly fashion.

Once all the seats were full the people still approaching from the ships continuing to land and unload their passengers simply stood by as the lift gently rotated silently and began heading down the street at a leisurely pace so as not to disturb or concern the guests now ridding the lift. As they headed down the street they could see ship after ship parked out in the medium height grass and scrub foliage. They were all starting to understand that there were far more off world guests than Human attendees coming to the memorial service.

It only took a few minutes for the lift to reach the cemetery and make the short drive through the main entryway and up the winding path to the location of the memorial service. The hushed conversation of thousands of people from all over the local star systems could be heard resonating through the air and Korica was the first to sense far too many new essences, some of whom were very powerful. She closed her eyes for a moment to try and hush the resounding echoes coming in, both through her senses and in faint echoes of strange languages in the back of her mind. She then heard Tamaric's voice loud and clear over the others ringing out louder and louder.

"I think we're intensifying each other's senses love. I can feel how stressed your getting so go ahead and quiet your mind. I'm gunna do the same thing. I just don't know how to process all the feelings and stuff and I don't like so many voices in our head."

Korica opened her eyes and looked at Tamaric and grinned.

"Our head?" She asked aloud.

"You know what I mean. If it's in your head it's in my head. It's making it hard to think."

Korica smiled and nodded and then she took a moment to quiet her mind and all of the strange presences simply blinked out and she sighed at the same instant as Tamaric as he quieted his mind right along with her. Laurel gently put her hand on Korica's arm.

"A little much for you huh?"

Korica looked at her and nodded as the lift came to a complete stop and the other riders began to stand up.

"Un huh. My senses are so much more sensitive since becoming paired with Tamaric and this many powerful minds just¦overwhelms us. I used to know how to tune it out or¦numb my senses on purpose but I just can't do that anymore. I think Tamaric's unrefined abilities are part of the problem. I'm sensing what he's sensing and it's amplifying my own senses."

"I'm sorry I'm such a problem for you." Tamaric said softly.

"Don't take that the wrong way Tamaric. I'm just saying that you're so powerful anymore without the ability to completely control it that it overwhelms us when it's combined with my own abilities that are now ten times stronger than they ever were before¦and getting stronger everyday as we draw closer together."

"Oh. Sorry, it's so weird not to be able to¦feel what you're saying."

"I know¦I don't like it either."

"Ironic hunh? There's serious side affects to being paired but the negative side affects of being separated anymore are almost worse."

Korica grinned and nodded and then they all stood up and followed the other riders off the lift and they waited until they were all together then they followed the crowds moving slowly up the red carpet that led between the concert style seating. It was now clear that the red carpet wasn't actually carpet at all nor was the concert style seating actually made of any kind of structure they had ever seen before.

The red carpet they were walking on was actually a fine carpet of grass that was growing in a wide strip with red stalks of grass. Somehow the chlorophyll had been manipulated to present in red rather than green or gold as all the other grass in the area did. The seating was arranged in a manner that allowed the first three rows to sit directly on the ground and the seating beyond that rose in height by a few inches each consecutive row until the rear most rows were several dozen feet in the air. The odd thing to everyone was how the seats were being elevated. The platform had no underlying support structure of any kind as would be expected. There was a dark mottled colored platform that simply rose by a few inches and seats were formed right out of the platform itself. It looked organic and graceful but completely bizarre.

As they walked along the seating area and the seats got lower and lower it suddenly came to Korica what she was possibly seeing. She assumed some kind of intense filed of energy; reminiscent of a shield was being employed. It would provide a stable semi solid surface that could in theory be manipulated into any shape desired to provide a surface to hold the weight of thousands of people on it. The exact nature of the field of energy being used escaped Korica for the moment but she was pretty sure that Laurel would have some brilliant insights into exactly how a field generator could be constructed to make what they were seeing possible. Korica was tempted to open her mind to see if she was right but she knew all of the voices and foreign essences would overwhelm her again so she resisted the temptation.

As they neared the front of the seating area they could see three huge projection modules with images of the three men in their formal dress uniforms being projected. The men looked very young and very handsome. Korica stopped for just a moment as she looked at the image of Mark. She swallowed hard as she forced back the urge to cry. He looked so healthy and so formal in his formal Marine uniform with his saber held along his shoulder and face pointing straight up in the air. Laurel was also taken aback by how young and sturdy Mark looked. His neck was so huge that it looked as if it was trying to burst from his uniform and he had multiple awards pinned to his chest. Laurel put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"You gunna be ok honey?"

Korica just nodded without looking back or saying a word. She caught sight of the captain standing talking with some distinguished looking men and she wanted desperately to go up to him but she thought it might be seen as an intrusion so she resisted. They turned and looked out into the crowd and they were all stunned at just how many people were in attendance. The people sitting to the rear of the seating area were just small figures in the distance and Korica looked at Laurel and let out a deep breath.

"I knew I would speaking in front of a lot of people but¦I guess I didn't know what that would look like. I'm nervous."

"You look beautiful honey and you're really good with words. I'm sure you'll do just fine."

Korica sighed again and she glanced at Tamaric then she looked at Laurel once again.

"I thought I would have Tamaric's strength to draw on for confidence. You know how¦so all alone we feel when we quiet our minds?"

"I know what you mean honey. You want to back out?"

"No! I owe this to Mark. He did so much for me¦for all of us. I want others to know how proud I am to have known him and what he meant to me."

"Ok."

Laurel sensed the captain looking at her with a feeling of delight at seeing them all and she looked over at him and he gently waved them over. Laurel smiled and nodded and she looked at Korica and then pointed toward the captain. Korica looked over at the captain and smiled at him and raised a hand in salutation. The whole group then headed toward the captain. When they stepped up to him Korica and Tamaric saluted him and he returned a smart salute and he stared at Korica for just a moment and then he gently adjusted her right shoulder board and then he patted the front of her shoulder.

"You look fantastic Korica. You know there are just certain people that look as if they were born to wear a uniform? You're definitely one of those people."

"Thank you sir."

"You look wonderful too Tamaric." The captain said looking at Tamaric with a grin. "I was expecting to feel you two but¦something is missing."

"I didn't know you were empathic sir?" Tamaric said.

"I'm not particularly. I just understand the energy I always felt around you two now and I'm not feeling that¦warm glow that you two always emanate."

"Oh. I didn't realize we emitted energy like that. All the strange and powerful essences were overwhelming me¦us¦so we quieted our mind to keep our mind focused."

"I see. Still adjusting to your new combined senses?"

"Yes sir. It's still evolving and getting stronger all the time."

"I notice you're referring to your senses in the singular. I would say that's a measure of acceptance that you're no longer a singular person?"

"We still have a lot of adapting to do sir." Korica said. "It's a whole new way of thinking and feeling to be paired. We just aren't the same anymore. It's like being born all over again and you have to get used to how your new perception of the world around you works."

"I see. I had a small glimpse of what you're talking about so I think I get what you're saying." The captain then looked at John and Amelia. "Thank you for coming mister Myers, miss Kade."

"It's our honor sir." Amelia said. "Mark had a big influence on us even if we didn't know him as well as we would've liked. He kept our kids alive and well while fostering some really admirable qualities in them."

"Oh I think your kids already had some really admirable traits in their character. Proper upbringing and all. Mark just kept them on the straight and narrow as it were while making sure they were able to do what the AI needed them to do."

"Thank you sir." John said with a warm smile. "It isn't easy raising a child as a single parent as you might imagine. There are plenty of outside influences that could corrupt the person you're trying to raise in your children. No one had it harder than poor Amelia. Laurel was a gorgeous girl from the time she was born and it only intensified as she got older making her stand out in a crowd as well as attracting the attention of everyone around her. I can hardly imagine what it was like trying to keep her humble and sweet¦and safe like she did. I on the other hand had Jake's mother's influence for most of his formative life. I see so much of her in him¦" John sighed but continued to smile. "I just can't take all the credit for what a wonderful person he is."

"You do yourself a great injustice not to take credit for the man he is today. You should experience this sharing of essences he's capable of. You'll find a lot of yourself in him."

"Hmm. I suppose what you're saying will make a lot more sense if I do that."

"I'm flattered¦" Jake said. "Are you even capable of sharing essences dad?"

"I guess we won't know unless we try. I haven't extended myself since your mother passed away. I really¦don't remember everything I'm capable of."

"Perhaps I've been taking your son away from you by sending him on missions and leaning on him for information and council?" The captain said.

"No, you've been including Laurel and Jake in things important to the ship and the mission of establishing this new settlement exactly how they wanted. Don't have regrets about that sir. I'm extremely proud of Jake for what he can contribute and how much you depend on him. I would never want to take away from that."

"I see. Well let me introduce you all to some of our guests." The captain stepped back slightly and the two men he had been talking with moved a little closer. "This is Rhe'tock from Encara and Dederal from Primran."

The two men bowed slightly and so everyone followed suit and returned the gesture.

"I can see this is the girl you were talking about from Draxima. She is as striking as you mentioned without question." Rhe'tock said in a clear Aussie accent that made Korica smile.

"Thank you sir." Korica then looked at the captain with a smile still on her face. "You were talking about me sir?"

"I was indeed."

"And this is Tamaric Prentor." Dederal said also speaking in a clear Australian accent that sounded very familiar to everyone. The inflections were a dead ringer for Tamaric. "I feel as though I know you already." Dederal looked at the captain and gestured lightly toward Korica and Tamaric and the captain nodded once. Dederal then looked back at Tamaric and Korica. "We will be getting to know each other very well in the coming days."

Tamaric furrowed his brow for a moment then he looked at the captain with a look of question. The captain grinned and placed his hand on Tamaric's shoulder.

"You'll find out what that means very soon. Let's just say a mission of great importance is about to be handed to ensign Prentor and you'll be accompanying her not only to keep her mind focused but because of what you two are capable of when you work together."

"That weird assessment¦you were testing my responses to something we'll be facing?"

"We didn't know it at the time but¦yes. Now's not the time cadet. All will be revealed when the time is right."

"Yes sir." Tamaric looked at Dederal and bowed slightly. "It's an honor sir. You've obviously experienced my cerebral disc so I guess you know exactly what I'm all about."

"I do indeed cadet Prentor. That is why I know your captain has chosen wisely in selecting you to accompany your mate on the upcoming mission. If his boastings are accurate¦you two are the ideal choice for what must be done."

"I¦ok. If you say so sir."

"Ooh, but I do." Dederal then looked at captain Alexan. "I do not sense this¦glowing presence you mentioned. You are certain about this?"

"I have never been more certain about anything in my life. They have their minds quelled so as to hush the new presences overwhelming their newfound combined senses. Trust me, when they open up you'll see."

"I can hardly wait."

"All things in good time my friend." The captain said with a grin.

Dederal nodded then looked at Laurel and seemed to lock a gaze on her for a few moments and she felt the all too familiar instant infatuation that she inspired in men when they got a good look at her for the first time.

"Incredible! Such wondrous beauty!" Dederal then forced his gaze to Amelia and then back to Laurel and he grinned slightly. "I can see a family resemblance. Mother and daughter¦or perhaps slightly older sibling?"

Laurel looked at her mother and she distinctly felt her mother blushing and enjoying being seen as young enough to be Laurel's sister. Laurel resisted the temptation to laugh as she looked back to Dederal.

"I'm Laurel Kade sir and this is my mother, Amelia Kade."

"Buger me if you aren't just the prettiest¦Human I've seen thus far." Dederal said staring right into Laurel's eyes.

"Thank you. This is my mate Jake Myers and his father John Myers."

"It is a true honor to make your acquaintances." Dederal then looked at the captain again. "These are the youth that you mentioned as the ones responsible for getting the Future here after transiting another galaxy?"

"They most certainly are. You'll find we have some remarkable youth amongst our population. These two are just the most remarkable case in point."

Dederal then looked back at Laurel and Jake and he cocked his head slightly and squinted one eye slightly.

"Why¦do I sense a single presence of incredible intensity? I know I look at two people but it does not feel as such."

"Jake and I are paired sir, just as Korica and Tamaric are. Our minds are not quieted so you can sense us but we exist as a singular essence when we're standing this close to one another. We would have to stand¦quite a distance apart in order for you to sense the distinct separation of our presences."

"How incredible! I sensed this¦primal pairing within Tamaric when I was exposed to his cerebral disc but it did not make complete sense until now." Dederal then looked at Tamaric and Korica and he slowly shook his head. "I sense very little from either of you. I am curious how the pairing has evolved since the time of the making of Tamaric's cerebral disc."

"It has intensified and we're still trying to adapt to how we¦exist now. Our pairing isn't as well defined as Laurel and Jake's though. That will take time and much more learning about and from each other to get to that point."

"You speak of things my people strive for their whole lives. The kind of trust and openness it takes to achieve a balanced pairing with another person is very rare and cherished. To have it flourish in ones so young is astounding¦and to be admired greatly. Your people are very advanced if this is common among your people."

"I don't know how common it is yet but at least the four of us have experienced it and the word is that others might be on the brink of experiencing it as well." Tamaric said.

"I'm in fact not Human but it's very common among my people." Korica added. "Most joined couples experience some form of pairing that lasts their entire lives. I just happen to be compatible with Tamaric so we can experience it together."

"The youth of Draxima experience this bonding at such a tender age?"

"Not typically. Mine is kind of a unique situation. I experienced the love between Laurel and Jake through the deep sharing of essences and something inside just craved it for myself and then I met Tamaric. Something just¦clicked and I knew he was the one. I was crazy about him from the moment I laid eyes on him and things just developed rather quickly once he was pulled out of stasis to save his life. Once we were physically old enough for¦what had to be done to establish a true pairing¦well we just gave ourselves to the other and a pairing resulted."

"No effort? No pain? It happened just like that?"

"Well there had to be a mental desire and willingness to become paired of course but there wasn't¦much pain aside from the initial...you do understand how a pairing is established?"

"Not precisely since I have never experienced it for myself or talked with anyone that has."

"Oh. This probably isn't the time or place to discuss it but if we're going to be spending a lot of time together maybe I can explain the process to you later on."

"We obviously have a great many thing to learn from each other. I honestly cannot wait to see you at your best with what we will be endeavoring jointly."

"Uh¦I honestly don't know what we're going to be doing together but I look forward to it just the same."

"You say that now¦it will be difficult and strenuous what we must teach you and time is going to be a precious commodity that we will have little of."

"I'm not sure if I like the sounds of that."

"I promise you that I wouldn't put you and Tamaric in a situation that I wasn't completely sure you could handle ensign." The captain said. "I've seen you perform exactly what will be required of you in the past¦to a lesser degree."

"I'm up for the challenge sir." Korica said. "I'm honored you would even consider us given my low ranking among the crew."

"Ability is what I considered, not particularly rank ensign¦though being a true commissioned officer did in fact make you eligible for the mission being considered."

"I understand sir."

"Sir?" Tamaric interrupted. "May I ask where my mother and father are?"

"They were asked to come down and consult with the staff getting the medical center's research and training center prepared for the influx of residents that will soon be living in Genesis."

"Uhh¦ok. Do you know if they brought Harriet with them?"

"They did in fact. No one is going to be left to care for her if she were to be left on the Future."

Tamaric smiled and nodded.

"They are going to be coming to the memorial service right?"

"Of course. They have seats reserved right next to you and Korica. I'm sure they'll be along soon."

"Ok. Thank you sir."

"Sir? Where are Marty and Inea?" Korica asked.

"Marty is one of the pallbearers for Mark's casket and Inea is seated a few rows back with Karen and Adam." The captain said pointing over Korica's shoulder.

Korica turned her head and scanned in the direction the captain was pointing until she met Inea's gaze. Inea smiled warmly and lifted a hand and Korica gave her a pretty smile and waved to her. Korica was a little surprised to see Inea wearing a full length gown that was dark blue in color but very form fitting, accentuating her figure nicely while remaining conservative enough to be completely appropriate. He hair had been trimmed slightly and styled with a broad wave of dark hair that was swept from one side of her head up over and back where it lay gently on her shoulder and down her back making her look very beautiful and sophisticated. There was an empty seat next to Inea and Korica was sure it was meant for Marty once his duty as pallbearer was complete. Korica then looked back at the captain.

"How is he doing sir? I haven't seen him since we returned from Heindon."

"As well as can be expected I suppose. He and Mark go way back so it was¦well it wasn't completely unexpected given the nature of what they're trained to do but it tore him apart to lose him on a mission he wasn't a part of. He feels guilty for not being there to cover his¦rear."

"Poor guy. That's gotta be hard losing someone you've known practically your whole life. I only knew Mark for like a year and I'm devastated, I just can't imagine what Marty must be going through."

"I'll confide that he's tendered his resignation from the special tactics division. He's lost the drive that keeps him frosty on such dangerous missions. He's dedicating himself to personal escort duty for our first¦excuse me¦second otherworld ambassador¦you being our first. When Inea's time is up with us Marty is going to return to Heindon with her and their child. He will be our ambassador to the Olmot people for the rest of his life. I'm pretty sure he has no plans of ever coming back."

"He can do that? I mean being an officer in the Marines? He can just¦quit?"

"Any soldier in the special tactics division that reaches a point where they feel they've seen enough and can no longer be an asset to the team¦they have the right to resign for the rest of their signed tour of duty. They can't just quit the Marines but they don't have to go on missions any longer. Marty will finish out his tour of duty on Heindon carrying out ambassadorial responsibilities and then retire in peace and quiet with no ceremony or parade of heroes. He's earned the right to be left in peace for all the things he's done right at Mark's side."

"That makes sense sir. Are the rest of his team going to continue to serve the Future?"

"Yes. They intend to carry on in his honor. Recruitment and training will be carried out to augment the team to a five man team as before but it will take a great deal of time to replace men like Mark and Marty as you might well imagine."

"I know it takes a special kind of man to do what the men in the special tactics division do."

"You got that right! Well if you folks will excuse me, I need to say hello to a few of our arriving guests."

"Where are we supposed to sit sir?" Korica asked.

"I'm sorry Korica¦right here in front of the podium." The captain said gesturing to the seats right behind them. "When the time comes I'll introduce you and let you come up and say a few words."

"A few words sir?"

"It's just an expression ensign. You can say as much as you would like."

"Oh, ok. Thank you sir."

The captain grinned and saluted Korica and Tamaric and they straightened their backs and returned his salute and then he, Rhe'tock and Dederal moved off into the crowd. Korica watched them until they disappeared and then she looked around the crowd and she was a little relieved when she saw a whole group of junior officers that she had befriended on the Future. They all met her gaze and smiled warmly and waved at her and Korica smiled broadly and waved back. It was reassuring to see familiar faces in such a huge crowd of strangers. Laurel watched Korica's reactions and despite not being able to sense Korica's true feelings at the moment she knew that Korica was feeling very nervous and uncomfortable with the idea of so many eyes on her. Laurel assumed it went back to what she had experienced at the hands of the Hodong. Being put on parade, stripped down to absolutely nothing knowing that the eyes on her were looking at her with evil and disgusting intent on their minds. Laurel gently put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"You sure you're up to this honey? I can't sense what you're feeling but I can tell you're feeling uneasy about all this."

Korica looked at her and nodded with a gentle grin on her face.

"It¦feels kind of familiar but not¦this is different. I know what you're thinking but I'm not being sold for¦this is just different mom. I have to get used to being around crowds like this with everyone's eyes on me. I'll be ok."

"You're so strong baby. I just don't want to put you in a situation that brings up the old memories."

"Thanks mom. If I can get through this it'll be a healing experience."

"I'm so proud of you Korica. You're so smart and capable. You know that you inspire me don't you?"

"I do? But you inspire me. I want to be strong and¦poised like you."

Laurel smiled and stroked Korica's cheek.

"I guess we look up to each other."

"Yeah¦" Korica replied with a pretty smile.

Amelia then put her hand on Laurel's arm and she stroked her soft hair at the back of her head with her other hand.

"You're such a good mommy Laurel. I can't tell you how proud I am to see the way you care for Korica."

"Thanks mom. I just treat her the way you always treated me. Good instincts¦remember?"

Amelia smiled and her eyes got glassy and she chuckled lightly.

"I remember. You have perfect instincts baby."

Korica looked around the crowd and she was delighted when she caught sight of the Taylors' sitting out in the crowd. She tapped Laurel's arm.

"Mom I'm gunna go say hi to the Taylors family ok?"

"Ok sweetheart, go ahead."

Korica grabbed Tamaric's hand and practically yanked him as she took off in a fast pace weaving through the crowds filing into the seating area until she reached the Taylors'. Eva lit up and got to her feet and stepped right into Korica as she got close to their position. Korica hugged her tightly then she knelt down and put her hand up to Eva's face.

"You look so pretty in your dress Eva."

Eva had on a flowing dress in dark blue that came all the way down to her feet. It was tight around her upper torso and waist then flowed out and down to her feet in wide pleats. She had a wide dark blue ribbon of sorts around her waist with a bow right at her stomach that had long ends hanging to each side of the bow and her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail with the same cute locks of hair at each side of her face but the curls were looser than they had been the last time they saw her with her hair in this fashion.

Eva smiled brightly then looked at Tamaric and he put his arms out and she stepped into him as Korica stood up to make room for her. Eva then stepped back and brushed her hands down her dress to her bow at her waist then she looked at Korica and she looked her up and down and she smiled brightly.

"You look so neat in that uniform Korica. You look like you should be flying the Future or something."

"I do fly the Future from time to time believe it or not?"

"Oh I believe it alright."

"Hello misses and mister Taylor. I'm really glad you came." Korica said looking at Jack and Alice.

"We wouldn't have missed it for the world." Alice said. "You really do look very regal in your dress uniform¦and so do you Tamaric. You inspire confidence with how you look. I know we're in good hands with you two on the bridge."

"Awe, thank you misses Taylor." Korica replied.

"We're here to say goodbye to your friend right?" Eva asked.

"That's right." Korica let a small sigh slip out. "Mark was more than just a friend to me Eva. He was like family."

"I'm sorry he got hurt so bad that he¦died. Mommy and daddy said he saved us all from some really bad things."

"He sure did. You remember what I told you about Laurel and Jake coming to get me and all those girls that were being kept in that awful place?"

"Yeah."

"Well Mark was right there with them keeping Laurel and Jake safe so they could rescue us. Mark was the first person I saw opening my cage so I could go free. He saved my life and so many others over his lifetime. He was a true hero."

"I hope someone punishes the people that hurt him."

Korica looked at Alice and Jack for a moment then she knelt down again and lifted both of Eva's hands in hers and she looked right into her eyes.

"What you're talking about is called revenge sweetheart. We can't allow ourselves to feel like that. We stopped the bad people that hurt Mark from hurting anyone else for now but being a good person means forgiving someone for what they've done. We went to their home world so we were the invaders honey. They were holding some friends of ours and we managed to get those friends freed but those bad people didn't like us coming to their world so they tried to defend themselves. Can you understand that?"

"Yeah, I think so. Why are there so many bad people out there? Why can't they all just be nice to people¦like you are?"

Korica grinned and stood up then let go of Eva's hands.

"I don't know sweetie. It's just a fact of the universe that there are mean people out there. There are also many more good people though. Just look at all these amazing people around us. They're all here cause they're good people and they want to pay their respects to the men that died saving the lives of others. Others they didn't even know, just like when Mark rescued me. Humans are good people Eva; you're a good person. Just remember that just because someone does something¦mean doesn't make it right to do something mean in return."

"I'll remember."

Alice smiled warmly and touched Korica's arm.

"Thank you Korica. I can see why the captain holds you in such high regard."

"Thank you misses Taylor. I'm going to go back to my family now. I just wanted to come say hello to Eva." Korica looked at Eva and smiled. "We're best friends after all."

"Yeah we are. Are you gunna come play with me again soon?"

"Uh¦it might be a while till I can honey. I have a mission coming up and I got a feeling I won't be around for a while."

"A mission?"

"Yes, the captain needs me to do something and it might take me away from the Future for a little while."

Eva looked down sadly for a few moments then she seemed to perk up a little as she looked into Korica's eyes.

"I know you got important stuff to do since you wear that uniform. Will you be careful on your mission? I don't want you getting hurt¦like those men did." Eva said pointing toward the projection modules by the podium.

Korica glanced at the images then she looked at Eva and offered her a small smile.

"Hey¦Tamaric is going to be right there with me. You remember what he promised you?"

"Yeah, he said he wouldn't let anything bad happen to you so long as he was around."

"I promise to keep my word Eva." Tamaric said. "Korica will be just fine, I'll see to it."

"Alright. I believe you Tamaric. Thank you for taking care of her for me."

"You're welcome. I'll bring her to play with you as soon as we get back."

"Kay." Eva said with a big smile.

Korica stroked Eva's adorable face and then her and Tamaric turned and made their way back to the walkway between the seating sections and they headed toward the front of the seating area where Laurel, Jake and their parents were waiting for them. Almost as soon as they reached them Laurel looked at Tamaric and smiled and pointed over his shoulder. Tamaric turned to see his mother and father making their way toward them with the captain leading the way. Tamaric erupted in a huge smile as he saw his little sister reaching out toward him before they even reached them. The captain gestured toward them and stepped aside and Clara and Liam thanked the captain and he nodded and grinned then moved back up the walkway as Clara and Liam stepped past him.

"Mom, dad!"

"Howdy son." Liam said.

"Damon! I mithed you." Harriet said with her cute tiny voice.

Clara handed Harriet to Tamaric and he pulled her into an embrace. Harriet kissed his cheek a few times then squeezed him around the neck tightly. Tamaric closed his eyes and swayed Holy as he held her tightly.

"I missed you too sis."

"Can I thtay with you?"

"Yes, you can stay with me."

Tamaric held her tightly for a few moments longer then he sat down and plopped Harriet in his lap and he admired her cute one-piece dress and adorable little blue shoes. Everyone sat down and watched Tamaric dotting on his sister. He stroked her dress then tickled her lightly making her giggle and squirm slightly and then he kissed her head and looked into her adorable little face.

"I wish we could spend more time together Harriet. I feel like I need to get to know you better since you can communicate with me so well."

"Mamma thed you have big thingth to do taking care of Korica and the thip. You're thpethal and the captain needth you to help Korica think clear. I want to thpend more time with you too but I underthtand you're bithy."

"Oh man¦you're so dang smart Harriet¦and so pretty. You look so much like mom."

"Daddy told me that too. Thank you. Mamma ith really pretty hunh?"

"She sure is. You have daddy's eyes though."

"Yeah, I know. I have earth like yourth though. Mamma thed thoth are¦unique to you and me."

"I think we get our ears from our grandma. You would've really liked her and she would've been up a gum tree about you."

"I won't ever thee grandma and granddad hunh?"

"No. We won't ever be going back to Earth."

"Thith ith home now?"

"That's right¦holly Dooley¦you understand where we're from and that we live here now?"

"Yeah. I don't know where earth ith but I know we live here now¦not there."

Tamaric looked at his mother with furrowed brows and a strange smile.

"How is it possible for her to be this smart mom? She just shouldn't be able to comprehend all this stuff."

"I have no idea son. She's just incredible isn't she?"

"I can't believe my sister is so amazing."

"Thankth Damon. You're amathing too. You thare your mind with Korica all the time."

"How do you know about that?"

"Mamma and daddy talk about it all the time. I know what they're thaying. They think you and me will thare a mind too tho I'll underthtand you better."

"Do you understand what that means?"

"No, not really. I don't underthtand how we can thare a mind¦like you do with Korica."

"Well it wouldn't be exactly the same. What her and I share is¦oh man¦it just goes way deeper than anything you and I can ever share¦but I would like to try and¦share my mind with you. It's a sharing of all my feelings and all I am if that makes sense."

"I don't underthtand. If it will make uth clother I want to do it with you though."

"Now Tamaric¦" Clara said putting her hand on his arm. "No deep sharing with Harriet until you really understand your abilities. I don't want you confusing her mind."

"But I¦"

"I think I can help mom." Korica offered. "I can facilitate a shallow connection between them so things don't get confused." Korica then looked at Tamaric. "You have to resist the deep exploration of your sister. That's when things get¦intimate. It's the kind of thing my mother and father used to do with me when I was growing up. I can teach you how to do it with your sister so you can keep things in the right perspective. Once you learn the technique you can start sharing a deeper sense of your essence without sharing the part of you that you share with me."

"So I have to learn how to let you experience all of me but not Harriet?"

"That's right. There's a huge difference in the part of you that you want her to share."

"I don't' know if I know the difference."

"I know. That's what mom was talking about. You would really confuse the heck out of Harriet if you shared your deepest feelings with her. Can you imagine how¦corruptive our relationship would seem to her innocent mind?"

"Don't corrupt me Damon, duth love me." Harriet said.

"Unbelievable! You know what it means to corrupt someone's mind?"

"It meanth to make me think different. Not in a good way."

"You're so¦smart sis. I do love you. I promise not to corrupt your mind. With Korica's help I'll learn how to connect with you without messing your mind up."

"The'th really smart hunh?"

"Yeah she is, way smarter than me. I'm constantly learning from her."

Harriet then leaned forward putting her hand in the middle of Tamaric's chest to balance herself as she looked over at Korica.

"You want to thare your mind with me too?"

"I would love to Harriet."

"You're sure you know how to commit to the deep sharing with someone so young?" Clara asked.

"I'm positive mom. Trust me, I've been doing it my whole life. I'm almost certain that Harriet's capable given her amazing intelligence and obvious empathic abilities. I'll try and connect with her first then teach Tamaric how to do it properly with family members. It won't take long to teach him, he's really smart so he'll get the hang of it quickly."

"Alright then. I'll approve but only if you're helping Korica."

Harriet smiled and moved her hand and let her tiny weight plop against Tamaric's chest and she scooted around to get comfortable and then she looked at Tamaric's arm and she reached out and grabbed his arm and pulled it across her mid section and then wrapped her arms around his arm, holding onto him tightly. Tamaric gave her a gentle squeeze around the tummy and he leaned back and looked at his mother and father beaming at him and he smiled.

"My kids are gunna be just as amazing hunh?"

"Like we said before, you can count on it." Liam said. "Specially with a mother like Korica. Can you imagine the brilliance your children will inherit from her?"

Tamaric leaned forward and looked at his father with a serious look.

"Is that what happened with Harriet?" Tamaric then looked at his mother. "Did she inherit what she knows from you mom? Is it a case of genetic knowledge being passed down to her cause she's so advanced that she needs to be as smart as she is in order to understand and control her abilities at a much younger age?"

"I¦that's what I suspect but I haven't voiced it to anyone. We don't even know how gifted if at all she's going to be."

"What ith gifted momma? I hear you and daddy talk about it all the time in Damon and Korica."

"Those amazing things he and Korica can do are what we mean by gifted."

"Like how he can thare a mind with me and Korica?"

"Yes."

"A gift ith thomething given to you. Who gave him hith gift?"

"Well your daddy and I did in a way. We can do some of the things he can and we passed that on to him when we made him."

"You told him how to thare hith mind?"

"We didn't exactly tell him¦"

"I taught him how to do that Harriet." Korica said. "Do you know what genes are?"

"Yeth. Panth to keep your legth warm."

"No that's¦well that's what jeans are, you're right. I'm talking about a different kind of genes. I¦I'm sorry, I'm talking about stuff you can't possibly understand yet."

Clara laughed lightly and patted Korica's leg.

"She draws you in doesn't she?"

"Yeah. You forget that you're talking to an infant. She is going to be scary smart mom."

"Don't be thcared of me Korica."

"I'm not actually scared of you sweetie, it's just an expression. You¦know what an expression is?"

"Yeth. Thaying thomething that you don't really mean by calling thomething different than what it actually ith. Like calling me thcary¦but you're not really thcared of me."

Korica laughed hardily and stroked Harriet's cheek.

"That's absolutely right. You learned everything you know from listening to your mommy and daddy?"

"I don't know. I lithened until I could talk like them. I even heard mamma when I wath in her tummy."

"Oh my¦you remember being in your mother's tummy?"

"Un huh. It wath warm and¦felt¦thoft all around me. Mamma would come into my head and I could hear her calling to me¦thinging to me. Telling me the loved me. Momma would rub her tummy and I could feel and hear her hand rubbing her tummy. I liked it¦wanted her to do it more."

Korica stared at Harriet with a shocked look and then she looked at Clara and Clara nodded with a gentle grin on her face.

"She's absolutely right. I sang lullabies to her all the time and I rubbed my stomach while I did. I¦reached out to her and shared¦something with her all the time. I could feel the person she was¦the person she was going to be. I guess you could call it sharing an essence with her but I don't know if it went quite that deep. I never heard her talking to me in return or anything but I offered her encouraging words and often told her how much I loved her and how I couldn't wait to hold her in my arms. I¦wasn't aware that she remembered it or was even aware of it though. I guess I should've just asked her."

"It sounds like you shared more than just your essence with her. I think you imprinted what she knows on her somehow."

"I didn't mean to or at least I didn't know that's what I was doing. I honestly didn't know such a thing was even possible."

"So it wasn't an automatic genetic passing of knowledge?"

"I don't know to tell you the truth. We're pretty far into the unknown with our postulations here."

Just as Korica was about to say something else the captain walked to the front of the seating area and stepped up to the podium and the entire command crew joined him, standing in front of the circle of seats behind him. The captain looked around as the conversations suddenly fell away and he raised a hand then looked down the center walkway.

"My friends. Thank you for coming to pay your respects to our fallen heroes. Please rise as our fallen are brought forth to their final resting places."

The entire gathering rose to their feet and looked toward the center walkway as the three caskets were slowly brought down the walkway. Two were adorned with American flags and one with the gray and red national Russian hammer and sickle flag of the Russian republic as it was known at the end of the twenty seventies. The caskets were very obviously levitating bearing no weight on the pallbearers guiding them toward the three open stone lined graves with lowering straps crossing them. The caskets were carried forward as taps was played from an old Earth style bugle until the caskets were gently set down, one right beside the next and the pallbearers then saluted the caskets until the sad dirge was completed. They then snapped their salute toward the three caskets and turned in perfect and precise unison and moved off to their places within the crowd, Marty taking up position next to Inea who greeted him by taking both of his hands in hers as she set her forehead on his shoulder momentarily then the two turned and faced the captain and the command crew. The captain then lifted his hand slightly.

"Please be seated¦"

Everyone sat down in their seats and there was an odd reverent silence and Korica couldn't help but wonder if the captain was as nervous as she was with so many foreign eyes looking upon him. She didn't know how she was going to get through stepping up to his position when the time came. She found herself clenching her fists in nervous anticipation and the soothing touch of Tamaric's hand on her balled up fist made her look at him and noticeably relax as she stared into his hypnotic eyes as he grinned at her.

"Relax love¦" Tamaric whispered. "You're going to do just fine, you look so beautiful."

Korica grinned at Tamaric and thought about asking him if he was sensing her feelings despite their minds being quieted but she didn't want to engage in conversation at the moment feeling it would be inappropriate.

"Thanks Tamaric." Korica whispered in return.

The captain then glanced at Korica and subtly winked at her as if sensing her unease and it made her smile gently. He then looked out into the huge gathering and he straightened his back then spoke.

"Friends, distinguished guests. We have gathered here to say a final farewell to Mark Tillman, Alex Popavich, and Brian Tidwell. These three men represent some of the finest military men Earth has ever produced. They were brave, wise and of the finest moral character possible and their passing has saddened the hearts of all of us and taken from us some of the most vital training and experience necessary for survival in such an unknown and obviously hostile region of space. We came in search of a new home by invitation from a source of unknown origin other than an invite to come to the Future planet to take our place among the stars. These fine men were sent with us to keep any newfound friends and us safe as we endeavored to establish friendly relations with the locals as we sought to find the ones who extended the invite in the first place. We have met many fine people along the way and we have Mark Tillman in particular to thank for our safe arrival here to begin building a new society shedding the archaic behaviors and self destructive beliefs of the old world as we create a new world with open arms extended to our new found friends among the local star systems.

Mark Tillman was much more than just another lieutenant in the Marines to me, he was a close personal friend and his loss in particular has pained me greatly. I can see by the enormous turnout here today that I am not alone in morning his loss and those of his team mates Alex Popovich and Brian Tidwell. While I did not know Alex or Brian as well as I did Mark, their passing also weighs on my heart heavily, as I can see it does so many of you.

These men died freeing others from captivity at the hands of hostile forces. They did not know the ones they sought to free, they only knew that the right thing to do was secure their freedom as they believed all people no matter where they originate from have the right to live under. I am hopeful their sacrifice¦thus our sacrifice will inspire an understanding that this is the way of Human beings. Help will be offered to those in need when appropriate and requested of us. We don't seek to be conquerors but we are willing to send our people in as such when the situation requires it. We are a peaceful people by nature, but we are far from passive if the need arises.

To our distinguished guests for whom we are an unknown people as yet, I say get to know us and you will find we can be a powerful ally with much to offer as a people. We are willing to lay our lives down to ensure others might endure free of tyranny, oppression or bondage from freedom.

In that light I would like to introduce one of those saved from unspeakable conditions of bondage, abuse and torture thanks to Mark Tillman and a couple of special youth from among us. On our journey to this world we encountered one of the finest women to ever grace our presence when she was but just a young girl suffering at the hands of some of the most vial and hostile peoples imaginable. Her freedom and that of over a hundred young girls was secured and Laurel Kade and Jake Myers took it upon themselves to adopt this remarkable young girl to offer her the love and care taken from her when her birth mother and father were murdered right before her eyes by the afore mentioned hostile species. This young girl then joined our crew and our society and quickly showed us what it is to be of a truly advanced race as she made officer status in the civilian corps at an age no Human had ever achieved. I speak of ensign Korica Prentor of Draxima. Please extend a warm welcome as I giver her the podium to say a few words on the passing of her hero, Mark Tillman."

The captain then looked at Korica and smiled as he took a subtle step back and clapped his hands along with the rest of the gathering. Korica looked at Tamaric and took a deep breath then stood up and the crowd erupted in louder applause and the junior officer's section began to cheer loudly making Korica look in that direction and she met many smiles and waves surprising her how popular she was being received. She smiled and lifted a hand then turned and made her way up to the captain and he initiated a smart salute and she locked her back and returned his salute smartly. The captain then gestured to the podium as he stepped back and Korica stepped right up to the podium and looked out at the cheering and applauding crowd. It took a few moments for the crowd to fall silent and for everyone to resume their seats before Korica could speak.

"Th¦thank you. I'm ensign Korica Prentor from Draxima. I'm here as all of you are to pay my respects to our fallen heroes and to speak to our distinguished guests of the incredible loss I have personally experienced over the loss of Mark Tillman. As the captain said Mark was instrumental in gaining my release from the Hodong in my home galaxy of Oberon. I was taken prisoner and my parents murdered for no reason other than I was pretty and young and vulnerable and exactly what the Hodong specialized in preying on. Mark had no idea who any of us being held were, he only knew that what was being done to us was wrong and needed to be stopped at any cost. He was willing to put his life in danger¦and so were my mom and dad, Laurel Kade and Jake Myers so that I might know freedom and the love of a good family¦so that I might have a chance at a happy life full of love and kindness and opportunity to experience life without fear or pain and suffering. You will find this quality in all of the Humans here. They are a magnificent people worthy of great respect and admiration. That is why I stayed with them and became a citizen of the Human race and enlisted in the civilian corps. I want to fight for what they stand for and serve the population at large and any allies we make along the way. I have even chosen a mate for life from among them, my husband¦"

Korica looked at Tamaric and gave him a pretty smile.

"Tamaric Prentor is one of the sweetest and bravest men I have ever met in my life, and I have met many different people in my life traveling among the stars. He has a quality and a spark of life in him that just captivates the heart and mind and I see this same quality in many of the people I now live with and call my greater family. Family¦"

Korica looked around the crowd for a moment as she reflected on what that meant to her.

"There is nothing more precious or¦important in a young persons life than family. Mine was ripped from me in a violent and swift manner that left me lost and alone in a very big and hostile universe. Laurel and Jake came along with Mark as the point man to bring me back into the light from a very dark place. Mark was more than just a friend to me; he was like family. He is my hero like n other. He truly loved me just because I am who I am and because he had a big heart under all those huge muscles. He was more than a brother, closer than a father and more protective of me than any cousin or distant relative ever could have been. He encouraged me to be everything I could be and he taught me how to defend myself without using my advanced abilities¦which I¦don't have¦complete control over enough to use in anger or fear with complete confidence that I wouldn't hurt someone far worse than I intended. He taught me how to stop someone from ever¦taking me against my will without having the ability to put up a good fight. He inspired me to study hard and join the crew of the Future to better the crew and myself. He saw things in me that I didn't even know I was capable of."

Korica swallowed hard as she paused to keep her composure before continuing.

"Mark has now been taken from me¦more family lost when I needed them the most. I would implore those of you among us now from somewhere else¦please don't let the loss of Mark and these other fine men be an act contrition without purpose. Let their sacrifice be a light on what it is to be a Human being. You will find no better a people than you will right here in the Human race. They are capable of great compassion and understanding while holding the highest standards of morality and decency in their hearts. They will fight for your freedom and rights as intelligent beings and they have much to offer as a people both technologically and spiritually. They have accepted me as one of them from the moment I met them and I know they will extend the same warm invite to any of you wishing to join us and experience their warm hospitality and inspiring strength of character."

Korica glanced over to the three caskets and a lump formed in her throat as she saw the gold placard on Mark's casket with his name embossed in it. She swallowed hard again to keep the tears at bay and then she looked back out into the crowd.

"We lay these men to rest so they might find the peace that they helped so many others achieve through their heroic actions over their life times. I wish I knew Alex and Brian but they must have been remarkable men for Mark to have them on his team and I grieve for their loss too. None should have to die so others can be free but you will find that all of us in the civilian corps will make that sacrifice¦myself included if the need should arise. Mark was a rare and remarkable man and I will feel his loss for the rest of my days. I owe Mark my very life¦many times over as do so many of us. He is a hero for doing what he did not for fame or glory or riches but because it was the right thing to do at the time. I am proof of what can come of such heroic efforts to secure the freedom of others only to care for them after¦"

Korica could feel the tears fighting to come to the surface and she didn't have direct access to Tamaric to regain her composure so she swallowed hard twice and decided to conclude what she had to say early before she completely lost it.

"In conclusion if you do not know what a hero is¦I would encourage you to look into these three men. Thank you."

Korica then took a small step back and the crowd began to applaud quietly at first then it rose in intensity until it was a fair roar of applause and Korica grinned and then glanced back at the captain and she could see his proud gaze was a look of approval. She nodded subtly to the captain and he nodded in return. She then turned and stepped down heading back to Tamaric. She stepped over next to him and the emotions got the better of her as a tear slipped from the corner of her eye and ran down her cheek, dripping from the side of her chin. Tamaric reached out and brushed her face gently then leaned over and kissed her cheek and there was an 'aaawe' heard from the junior officer section nearby and Tamaric grinned without looking that way as he comforted Korica by keeping his eyes locked into her eyes until she managed a small grin.

"What would I do without you Tamaric?" Korica said over the continuing applause.

"Luckily you won't ever have to find out. I'll always be here for you love."

Korica now managed a big smile as she sniffled and the urge to cry receded completely. Korica then pulled Tamaric into a tight hug and the captain paused to give her a moment to regain herself sensing that speaking of Mark and her life was very hard for her especially to so many strangers and in such a public forum. When Korica finally released Tamaric and wiped her eyes clear the captain put up a hand and the crowd slowly fell silent.

"Thank you all for making Korica feel as important as she obviously is to those of us that know and love her personally¦"

Korica's eyes grew big at the captain's open and public admission of his affection for her.

"Hers is an inspirational story full of sorrow and promise for a better day around the corner. This is what these fallen heroes have brought to so many through their selfless acts and continued service to others. Unfortunately Alex and Brian have no living family to speak to their character or to speak of the loss they represent to them other than the rest of us they leave behind. However we have some among us from the region that Alex Popavich was from. While these good people did not know him personally they would like to take a moment to share some music from his region of Earth to honor him and the people he left behind when he joined the Future mission."

The captain gestured toward the walkway up the center of the seating area and a woman in a dark full length dress walked up the walkway carrying a modern recreation of a violin in her right hand and a bow in her left. The woman strolled up to the podium and stood in front of it and faced the crowd and looked around for a moment then she lifted her violin to her shoulder and set her chin on the violin then placed the bow on the strings and closed her eyes and paused for a moment then she began to play a very sorrowful sounding dirge that lasted for almost a full five minutes. It was played so well and with such intonation that it evoked an emotional response from most of the crowd listening.

When the song was finished the crowed gave a rousing round of applause, with most of those in attendance rising to their feet and the woman bowed with a warm smile then quietly walked back down the walkway between the seating areas until she disappeared from sight.

"That was beautiful Adriana, thank you." The captain said as he stepped back up to the podium. "At this time I would like to surrender the podium to our new friend and ally, Urogant Kirock."

Kirock rose from his seat in the crowd and applause erupted as he made his way up to the podium. He waited for the applause to fade before he spoke.

"Many of you know me¦" He glanced at Korica and grinned slightly. "Some of you very well but I see many faces that I do not recognize. I am Urogant Kirock of the Helfine royal family. I have come to pay my respects to these brave men that laid their lives down in the service of others." Kirock said gesturing to the modules to his left with images of the three fallen heroes being projected above them.

"There is no greater sacrifice or price paid than to offer your bravest and most talented warriors in the service of others only to have them taken from you. In the eyes of my people there is no more honorable a death than to go while freeing others from bondage at the hands of hostiles. It sits heavy on my heart that these men were lost and I assure you their sacrifice will insure a lasting relationship between our people for all time. What I have experienced of the Human condition has shown me that they are a fine people deserving of great respect and admiration and they shall have it from all my people and myself. Any who would tread on them will be treading on me and as those of you that know me understand¦that is something that will not be taken lightly. The full weight of the enlighteners and the coalition of defenders of the innocent will be brought to bear in thier defense. I am taking this opportunity to publicly pronounce the full support of my people and all of our known allies to aid in building this wonderful city you are endeavoring to build as your new home in our part of the galaxy. In short, I welcome the Humans and offer any and all assistance within my power to realize their goals. I understand their insatiable curiosity and desire to explore this part of the galaxy and we can offer some assistance in that area. As their friends and guides we can offer some of the most wondrous sites and people to visit with minimal risk of dangerous or hostile encounters." Kirock paused and looked around at the Human attendees.

There are many fine people in this part of your new neighborhood and you are a welcomed addition to the greater whole." Kirock said looking right at Korica and Tamaric.

"While I understand you are a very capable people the more hands you have to build, the faster things will progress for you. You have an openness of heart to others and that is a rare and admirable quality that will serve you well." Kirock said looking around the Human faces.

Kirock looked at Korica and Tamaric and offered a genuine smile and a nod then he looked out into the crowd for a moment before continuing.

"These fallen heroes have been placed here to mark the end of their lives¦let it also mark the beginning of your new lives amongst us. Out of tragedy will come some of the most amazing meetings of new people and places, this I promise you. Thank you for allowing me this opportunity to speak at this solemn occasion."

Kirock then looked back at the captain and nodded subtly and the captain stood up and applause began to rise as the captain bowed slightly to Kirock who returned the gesture then turned and stepped down and returned to his place in the seating area. The captain then stepped up to the podium and raised his hand slightly quieting the crowd.

"We have others that would like to come forward and say a few words of their relationship with our fallen heroes. At this time I would like to call Marty Elizarraras up to the podium. He was one of Mark Tillman's closest friends from the time they were young men and he was in the special tactics division of the US Marine Corps along side Mark. Please extend a warm welcome to Marty Robinson."

The captain stepped back and clapped his hands as Marty rose to his feet along with Inea and he kissed Inea on the cheek then put his cap on and made his way through the seated guests and up to the podium. The captain saluted him as he stepped up to him and Marty returned a smart salute in return. Marty then stepped up to the podium and the crowd slowly fell silent and sat down.

"Thank you for the warm welcome. I'm honored that so many turned out to say a final farewell to these men. As the captain said, Mark and I have been friends and colleagues for many years. He and I joined the Marines at the same time and I watched him grow and excel as he found his true calling. When the opportunity came along to join the special tactics division he asked me to join with him and we both made the cut¦myself just barely. He then outshined anything the special tactics division had ever seen before. Most of our special tactics training was soon based on tactics he created. He became what defined the teams for years to come with over a hundred missions without a single team member loss and a one hundred percent success rate for the missions handed to him. To be honest he taught me most of what I know. He was an outstanding Marine and a fine man despite the demons that ate at him from within. He truly had a descent heart and the predation of others just¦made him crazy. Thanks to his efforts¦though most of our missions remain classified to this day¦the preying upon one another on Earth was becoming a very rare behavior for fear the special tactics division would be paying you a visit. It goes to show that the incredible leadership of just one man can influence the behavior of an entire world and Mark was just such a man."

Marty paused as he looked down for just a moment, then regained his composure and continued.

"Mark often acted as my conscience when I had a lapse in judgment. He was the one that told me if I was going to initiate a relationship with a beautiful and innocent woman from another world I was to get my stuff together and treat her right or leave her alone altogether. I chose to take his words seriously and treat my Inea as the special woman she is." Marty smiled and chuckled lightly for a moment.

"He told me that he would kick my¦rear end if I didn't treat her with complete respect after we...became intimate. I promised him that it would be different with Inea. I'm so glad he made me see the woman inside and not just the gorgeous woman that she is on the outside. I tell you all of this because that was the kind of man he was. He believed in looking inside a person¦not just at the package you see on the outside. That is what he did with our Korica as well. He saw this amazing woman inside that small package and he wanted to see her grow and experience everything she deserved in life. He was so proud and so enamored of her. He knew all the violence that had to be inflicted to gain her freedom was well worth it when he saw her fall in love with an amazing guy like Tamaric Reynolds¦excuse me¦Tamaric Prentor only to become paired with him like his little sister and brother Laurel and Jake had. While they weren't truly family, he confided in me that he felt them to be like family and he would protect them like a little brother and sister until his dying day. Unfortunately that day is upon us¦"

Marty looked at Korica and Tamaric and grinned then he looked at Laurel and Jake.

"The rest of the team will carry on that responsibility. You mess with our family, you mess with the team and that isn't a smart thing to do."

Marty then looked out into the huge crowd seemingly stretching to the Future.

"With Mark gone I've decided to dedicate my life to more¦peaceful and domestic pursuits. I just don't have it in me anymore without Mark as the leader of our team to continue to serve on the team. I say a final farewell to one of the most amazing guys I've ever known. I'm pleased to hear that his loss will gain us the relationships we need in order to keep the population safe and prosperous as we venture out into our new neighborhood and build a new world right here on the Future planet¦"

Marty turned and saluted Mark's casket.

"So long boomer. God be with you." Marty then snapped his salute closed and he faced the crowd.

"Thank you all for coming and good day to you."

Marty then turned and saluted the captain who stood up and returned his salute then the captain stepped forward and shook his hand then he whispered something in Marty's ear and Korica watched for a moment then she looked at Laurel, and Laurel leaned closer.

"He mentioned something about Inea's surprise being ready." Laurel said over the noisy applause.

Korica pulled her head back and gave her a curious look.

"Surprise? What surprise?"

Laurel shrugged her shoulders as Marty nodded to the captain then turned and stepped down and made his way back to Inea's side. The captain then stepped up to the podium and the crowd once again fell silent and the captain then called up a further 14 people who each spoke of the remarkable man Mark was as well as couple of team mates of Alex and Brian's. It took a full hour for everyone to speak his or her piece. As the last person was finished speaking the captain stepped back up to the podium.

"I would like to thank all of you for coming today. We will conclude the service at this time. I would encourage all of our guests to have a look around Genesis. The city is still under construction in many places so I would ask you to exercise caution and not enter any of the buildings that are clearly unfinished. There are refreshments and food available in front of the Genesis tower." The captain said pointing to the imposing gleaming white twin curving arches of the tower in the near distance.

"There are vegetarian and meat protein items available that should meet the dietary fulfillment of all of our guests. The shield will be maintained for the remainder of the day so you will have dry conditions to walk around in. I would ask that our guests remain within the boundary of the city however. The shield extends for a great distance into the forests and wild lands beyond the city but there are some dangerous animals and insects in the area, many of which we have not identified yet that could pose a hazard. You will find our local residents in the area as well, so do not be alarmed if you encounter the local bearcat population."

The captain gestured to the walkway between the seating areas and Alpha strolled down the red walkway while looking from side to side at the huge crowd. There were some stunned 'awes' and a few gasps as the large animal casually made his way toward the captain, seemingly understanding that he and his kind had been introduced. 2 more animals then appeared and stopped halfway up the walkway as Alpha strolled right up to the captain and plopped down sitting next to him facing the crowd.

"This is Alpha as we affectionately call him. He is the alpha male of the local clan of bearcats that live up near the lake in some caves. They are the indigenous intelligent life on this planet and I do mean intelligent. They are very smart and resourceful and have been helping us to understand our new environment while eliminating some of the more dangerous smaller animals within the city. They are very affectionate if approached with a warm heart. They experience emotions very similar to our own and can sense the feelings of others. While direct verbal communications are not possible¦if you¦feel what you are saying you can communicate with them. I would ask that you respect their sovereignty by avoiding the forests to the northwest of the city. They have agreed to help us in return for our observation of their territory by avoiding it altogether. They have been very gracious and restrained despite a rather hostile first contact between our kind. They have forgiven us for our transgressions and have provided invaluable information on sources of food and what is dangerous in the area. If you choose to venture out of the city by any measure¦please take a bearcat or one of the crew with you for protection." The captain said as he gently patted the head of Alpha making him lean toward the captain slightly in approval.

"Our growing fields for instance are a fair distance from the city center if you would like to see how we plan to grow food for so many people. With that being said I would again like to thank you all for coming. It means a great deal to me for you all to take the time to come to such a somber service for our fallen heroes."

The crowds then began to rise and a low murmur of conversation began to grow as the captain knelt down next to Alpha as he stroked his muscular neck.

"Thank you Alpha. Your timing couldn't have been better. Make sure our friends don't have any problems while they're here ok?"

Alpha stood up and stared at the captain for a moment then he turned and faced the north and lifted his enormous head and he began to bark some very loud and distinct calls that could be heard echoing for a great distance and the crowds fell silent for a moment then a few bellowing barks could be heard off in the distance and Alpha howled a long call that sounded eerily similar to a shrill wolf call that lasted for a few seconds then slowly fell off and then Alpha turned and looked at the captain and the captain grinned as he stood up and yanked his coat straight.

"Calling in the troops hunh?"

Alpha nodded his huge head a few times and the captain shook his head slowly.

"Incredible! You really are one smart son of a¦"

The captain sensed someone right behind him as he saw Alpha looking past him. He turned his head to find Laurel, Jake and their parents stepping closer. Alpha brushed past the captain as he stepped up to Laurel and nudged her hip affectionately. She patted his head and scratched behind his ears for a few moments then Alpha stepped over to Jake and he knelt down and scratched behind both his ears while Alpha closed his eyes and gave a gargled purring sound of approval making Jake smile.

"You like that do ya?"

After a few moments Jake stood up and smacked Alpha on the side of the neck and Alpha let out a few chirps and squawks.

"We're glad to see you too Alpha." Laurel said.

"You look really nice John and Amelia. Thank you for coming." The captain said.

"Thank you captain Alexan. There's no way we would've missed it." Amelia said.

"You look stunning too Laurel¦as always."

"Thank you sir." Laurel replied.

"And you look good in a suit Jake."

"Thank you sir. It doesn't exactly feel right for me, but it seemed right to dress like this given he nature of the service."

"I would have to agree."

Korica and Tamaric then stepped up to them with Clara, Harriet and Liam right behind them.

"I'm sorry I kind of lost my cool up there sir." Korica said. "I wanted to say a lot more but¦"

"Shhh. Think nothing of it ensign." The captain interrupted. "You're an emotional woman and Mark meant a great deal to you. You did just fine. The things you said had a moving influence on everyone."

"Thank you sir. Are we expected to return to the Future to help with the efforts to repair the damages?"

"No. I'm sorry to bounce you around so much, but I have a different mission for the pair of you. You can spend some time looking around the city if you want but I want you to report to the Genesis tower at seventeen hundred sharp. A final combined assessment will be carried out on the two of you. I believe you have the vital skills necessary to help with the mission to remove the debris bearing down on us. The assessment is going to be a measure of whether or not I'm right."

"I'm sorry for asking sir but¦how is a combined assessment of us going to help with the effort to remove the debris?"

"There's that curiosity¦just trust that I have a pretty good idea of what needs to be done and I think the two of you are exactly what we need. If the assessment turns out the way I think it will, you'll both be leaving for some intense training on a nearby space station that belongs to some of our new allies."

"There's a space station nearby sir?" Tamaric asked.

"Nearby is a relative term. For the Future it's nearby but for an ordinary spaceship it's a fair distance away."

"May I ask how long we'll be gone sir?" Korica asked.

"As long as it takes ensign."

"I'm sorry to be such a pain with all my questions sir. Of course we'll do whatever you ask of us."

"I know you will Korica. You're a good officer despite being a bit of a pain¦" The captain grinned at her warmly. "And a joy to have around. I think you'll be gone for several weeks."

Korica gently pushed and opened her mind and it took a few seconds to process all the presences around her and get them to a prospective that she could handle, then she focused on the captain's feelings and she sensed that he was in a sad but warm mood thanks to her presence and it made her feel just a little better.

"Do you know if we'll have the ability to communicate with the Future while we're gone?" Tamaric asked.

"The folks you'll be working with are extremely advanced so I would imagine they'll have the ability to communicate with us through the star network."

"Ok. I'm just gunna miss my mom and dad sir. I'd like to be able to talk to them from time to time."

"We'll make every effort to make that possible cadet."

"Thank you sir. I meant to thank you for making the name change for me too sir. It helps to put things in perspective to have Korica's last name."

"You're very welcome Tamaric. I'm sorry I didn't get to present you with your new credentials but I had a lot on my plate at the time."

"I can appreciate that sir. I have no envy for the responsibility you have on your hands."

"Things got a bit complicated very quickly but it's still a job I love. You folks try and relax a little as you have a look around and I'll see you two at the Genesis tower later on."

The captain then gave Alpha a quick pat on the head and then he turned and walked out into the crowd where Kirock and the other high-ranking delegates were standing in a group talking. Korica then looked at Laurel.

"What do you think he has in mind mom?"

"I sensed something about an automated ship that has to be controlled remotely. I'm guessing that you two are going to pilot the ship remotely¦though I have no idea how that's accomplished. I know how I would do it but they're going to be using technology that's completely different from ours."

"So it's going to be a mix of my piloting skills and what Tamaric and I can do when we join minds for a common task?"

"They recommended him for the advanced fighter pilot program for a reason honey. He's got skills too that he just isn't aware of and when you two combine efforts there's likely nothing you can't do. The captain sees it in you but he has to have proof, not just a hunch to go on."

"Hmm. I'm kind of flattered that we would be considered for something so important given our ages and lack of experience at this kind of thing."

Laurel reached out and cupped Korica's cheek.

"The captain knows how amazing you are like we do honey¦" Laurel then looked at Tamaric and she put her hand on his shoulder. "You too handsome. He's trying to inspire confidence in you by recommending you for such an important mission."

"Thanks mom. You don't think it's just cause Korica needs me close by in order to concentrate?"

"I'm sure that's factored in but he also knows how smart and talented you are Tamaric."

"I hope I don't disappoint him."

"You just do as your wife says and pay close attention to everything they're trying to teach you Tamaric." Clara said.

"I will mom. I know I have a lot to learn from Korica and our¦trainers or whatever."

"Come on, let's go have a look around the city for a bit." Liam said.

"Before we go there's something I want to do." Korica said.

Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and she walked over to Mark's casket and she reached out slowly and put her hand on the flag draped over his casket and she took a long deep breath as she fought back the urge to cry.

"Thank you for my life Mark." Korica said quietly. "I'll remember everything you taught me and I promise to make you proud. I'm gunna miss you so much."

Korica swallowed hard and she let a tear slip out that rolled down her cheek. She wiped the tear away and took a step back and she produced a salute and held it for a moment than she snapped her hand down and looked at the plaque on the side of the casket with Lieutenant Mark L Tillman USMC embossed in it.

"I hope you're at peace once and for all Mark. You've given me a chance at a wonderful life¦I just wish I could share it with you. I'll never forget you. Goodbye Mark."

Korica stared at his casket for a few moments longer then she pulled herself together and she turned to find the captain standing right behind her.

"When you get back to the Future you'll find that flag on his casket in a presentation case in your quarters. I want you to have it."

"Thank you sir. That would really mean a lot to me to have it."

"I thought it might."

"When are they going to be buried sir?"

"After the military funeral service. They're being given a full military burial but the twenty-one gun salute we thought might¦startle our guests and no weapons were to be permitted at this service even if loaded with blanks so two services were scheduled, one public and one private military service. There will only be a few dozen military officers at tonight's ceremony."

"Are we allowed to come?"

"Uh¦you aren't in the military Korica and you aren't actually family. I can make a special request knowing how much Mark meant to you but I fear you're going to be busy when the service takes place anyways."

Korica let out a grunting sigh and she nodded.

"I understand sir. You don't need to make the request. I know I have a continuing responsibility to the civilian corps."

"I'm sorry but you do. I'm sure Mark would want you to carry on with your duties and responsibilities."

"Oh I have no doubt that he would've wanted me to. He was big on duty and all that stuff."

"He was a good man like that."

"Thank you sir, I'll see you this evening at the tower."

"I'll see you there ensign."

Korica saluted the captain and he returned a smart salute and then she turned and walked over to Tamaric and took his hand and the group turned and headed down the red center walkway toward the waiting transports outside the entrance to the cemetery. As they arrived at the first arriving transport where a huge crowd was waiting to be transported to the heart of the city, Tamaric squeezed Korica's hand and leaned closer to her.

"Can we please open our minds now Korica? I really need to be inside you¦" Tamaric pulled his head back and smirked at her. "You know what I mean? I didn't mean anything dirty by that."

Korica smiled for a moment then giggled lightly.

"I know what you meant. I've already opened my mind, go ahead."

Tamaric just looked at her for a moment then he closed his eyes and concentrated on pushing lightly and he sensed a flood of presences coming in from all over and he squinted as he fought to get it into perspective and when he sensed Korica flooding in he grinned then smiled as he opened his eyes.

"Oh that's so much better. It's so bizarre how you can stand right next to someone and miss them so much that it hurts."

"You're getting used to being paired huh?" Korica asked with a grin.

"I can't live without feeling you like this Korica. I love being paired to you. You feel so good and make me feel so good¦" Tamaric looked at his mother and father staring at him and he blushed under his deep tan and grinned slightly. "Sorry mom and dad¦stuff I should be telling her in our minds not out loud hunh?"

"You're perfectly free to express yourself to her out loud son." Liam said. "It just isn't something we're used to hearing from you."

"He's getting better at expressing himself but he does usually do it in our minds, not aloud. He's really sweet most of the time and I enjoy his encouragement and compliments and companionship immensely."

"That's wonderful sweetheart. I hope he provides you with complimentary companionship since you're kind of stuck with him now." Clara said smiling.

"And I'm very thankful to be stuck with him. He's a wonderful man and he knows just what to say to make me feel good about myself. He can't make it up after all¦it has to come from the heart or I'll know the difference."

"I would imagine so."

The transport was filled and pulled away slowly as yet another arrived and the group stepped aboard and sat down where they could. Once the transport was filled it slowly pulled away just as the previous transport had. The procession of transports made a slow drive down the main road toward the heart of Genesis, making many diversionary turns down the sub streets of Genesis so everyone could get a good look at all of the structures under construction as well as the many buildings that were complete and in the final stages of being readied for occupancy. All construction at the moment was at a halt with the exception a few automated processes that didn't require a Human presence to be carried out. Everyone had taken the day off to attend the memorial service and pay homage to the fallen heroes.

It was a full ten-minute ride that was experienced in almost complete silence as the procession of open transports weaved through the city finally unloading in the street right in front of the Genesis tower. There were hundreds of people milling around with even more arriving by the moment as transport after transport unloaded their cargo of guests only to make a return trip to the cemetery to pick up still more people to tour them through the city and unload them in the heart of the city in the shadow of the imposing and beautiful Genesis tower.

Laurel and Jake stepped down with their parents and they waded into the crowd and waited for Tamaric and Korica and Tamaric's parents then they slowly made their way over to the landing in front of the tower foyer where dozens of solid projection platforms had platters of fresh food and refreshments for the arriving guests. Korica looked around and licked her lips then looked at Laurel with wonder in her eyes.

"Go ahead sweetheart, I can tell you're hungry and thirsty. You two go get something to eat."

"Ok." Korica said with a bright smile.

Korica pulled on Tamaric's hand and he looked at his parents and smiled as he was yanked toward the bounty laid out on the projection platforms. Laurel watched them dissolve into the noisy crowd then she stepped close to her mother and gave her a concerned look.

"I'm worried about what the captain has planned for Korica and Tamaric. They're so young despite how old they look. To be sent so far away on their own worries me."

Amelia smiled and laughed making Laurel furrow her brow as her mother stroked her soft cheek.

"Now you sound like a concerned mother honey. I know those two are barely teens deep inside but you realize you were just about as young as they are when you were handed the keys to the Future with the expectation that you put the ship back together and get us here in one piece?"

"I know mom but that was in a semi controlled environment. They're going away to an alien space station to train. Korica is a strong and smart girl but she's so young and trusting¦it worries me."

"She has the same heightened abilities that you do honey. She's got good instincts and the ability to protect herself and her man. You have to have the same confidence in her that I've always had in you. It hurts but you have to let go and trust that she'll do the right thing and make the right friends. She carries a part of your instincts within her right?"

"Yeah¦a part of me has imprinted on her¦as well as a part of Jake."

"Then you've given her all the tools she needs that were missing from her own birth parents or that they didn't have the time to impress upon her."

"Her parents raised a wonderful girl they just held a lot back from her. They turned their backs on their society for some very specific reasons and they didn't want any of the limiting ideas that were a part of what they were walking away from to influence her. I hope we've helped to replace those missing components properly. She's more Human than Draximan in that respect with as much of us that has become a part of her and the cultural impressions and knowledge that were imparted to her through neural suggestion. She's admitted that she knows more about Human society and history than she does of her own people. I just hope that's a good thing. We have some nasty flaws in the society we left behind."

"I know baby. That's why we're all here. We want to make a better and smarter society than what we left back on Earth. If Korica has even an ounce of you Jake in her she's going to do just fine. You're both amazing people and I couldn't be more proud of the woman you've proven yourself to be. Try not to let the motherly instincts drive you nuts. I had to learn the same thing when you wanted to start leaving the nest so to speak. You we're so beautiful and attracted so much attention as a young girl and it was nerve raking to let you go to friends houses for sleepovers and summer camp from the time you were six."

"Thanks mom. You know I made some¦mistakes by being friendly and trusting? Mistakes that almost turned out real bad."

"I don't know the specifics but I know you came home a few times and I could tell something had happened that scared you. It took a few days for you to return to your normal bubbly self and you spent a good deal of time at home in your room while you got over whatever had happened. I thought you would talk about it when you felt ready but you never came to me to talk about it."

"I was embarrassed that I got myself into situations like that in the first place with all the warnings you gave me about being so pretty. I thought you were just trying to make me feel good about myself or something. I don't want Korica to experience that kind of thing. She's so dang pretty now."

"Oh sweetie¦Korica has Tamaric right there to keep her from experiencing anything negative due to how beautiful she is."

"I guess you're right. I'm just being paranoid hunh?"

"You've just learned from your own experiences that those kind of things are possible if you're exceptionally pretty and I would have to agree that Korica is incredibly beautiful now that she's blossoming into a woman. The child like qualities are fading and the woman she's destined to be is becoming strikingly obvious. She had the right instincts to choose Tamaric as her mate to look after her and protect her. I sense that he won't let anyone mess with her."

"No he definitely won't let anything happen to her. He's good for her and to her but he's really young too and he may not always be right at her side."

"Laurel baby¦you're gunna drive yourself crazy if you dwell on these kind of things."

Laurel sighed and nodded then managed a small smile.

"I'm getting a feel for what you must have gone through with me and I don't particularly like it."

"You're best to learn from it and get used to it. When you and Jake have children of your own you'll be surprised how quickly your children will be at the age that those worries become constant."

"The pitfalls of beauty?"

"Something like that. I'm proud to have such an incredibly beautiful daughter though honey. You'll find out what I'm talking about when you have beautiful daughters gracing the rest of us with their presence."

"Oh I think I get it already mom. I felt the¦pride and wonder in Korica when she got to see her daughter Aseel. You should see her mom¦Aseel is going to be absolutely stunning from the time she's a little girl and Korica was¦is so proud to be her mommy. I carried a part of that away with me because I was sharing her feelings to an extent at the time since we were in the chair and our minds were deeply linked."

"That's incredible honey! If I had that kind of opportunity I'm pretty sure I would've brought you to term a lot sooner than I did. You were so pretty as a baby and the cutest little girl you can imagine and I don't just say that as a proud mother either. You've always had a striking quality that that just¦stunned people once they caught sight of you."

"You think my kids will have that same quality?"

"Oh I'm sure they will. Jake has good looks and so do you. It only goes to figure that you'll have amazing looking children together."

"I guess we'll get to find out in nine moths or so hunh?"

"That's true."

Korica and Tamaric stepped up to them at that point with plates of food and some of the food looked very exotic.

"Mom look at some of the food that was over there¦some of this came from the worlds of our new allies."

Laurel looked over the foods on Korica's plate and she reached out picked up a purple plant that looked like broccoli that grew in small buds along a yellowish stem. Laurel took a bite and her eyes lit up at the sweet and crisp taste of the vegetable. She then looked at her mother.

"Is it safe to bring down food from other worlds?"

"I'm sure it was cooked first and carefully scanned to make sure it was biologically safe. A live plant might not be a good idea but this is a little different."

"It tastes wonderful." Korica said. "I hope we find things like this down here on the Future planet."

"We've barely scratched the surface to what's down here that we can consume as food honey." Amelia said with a warm smile.

"It's kind of exciting to think about a whole planet to explore to see what's here." Tamaric said as he popped a watermelon cube into his mouth.

"I'm kind of looking forward to the new foods we're going to get to try on our upcoming mission." Korica said.

"You're really excited to be going on another mission aren't you?" Laurel asked.

"Yeah¦" Korica finished chewing what was in her mouth then she swallowed and looked Laurel in the eyes. "This is what I was born to do mom. I'm a little nervous about being expected to do something so important, I mean I have to succeed at whatever the captain wants us to train to do but I'm excited to be going somewhere new where I'm going to meet new people and learn new things."

"I just want you to be really careful baby. You're not a little girl anymore and guys are going to notice you. I don't think you know just how beautiful you are and I want you to be real conscious of your surroundings¦especially if Tamaric isn't right at your side ok?"

"Ok mom. I'll be careful not to get myself into a compromising situation. Tamaric will always be with me even if he isn't actually standing right next to me you know?"

"I know honey. I just¦I'm a little worried is all cause you're so¦"

"I can feel what you mean mom. It still surprises me a little when I look in the mirror. I'm not the girl I feel like I am. I look a lot more like my mother than the girl I remember being. I promise to be conscious of what guys around me are thinking and feeling. I've learned some lessons along those lines because of what I've been through myself and what I've shared of your experiences growing up."

"I know how smart and alert you are sweetie. I hope you understand me worrying about you just the same?"

"I do¦you're my mom and you love me. I know that's where it comes from."

"Don't worry mom¦" Tamaric added. "No ones going to mess with my Korica. You can put money on that!"

"Did you hear what we were talking about?"

"Naw¦I can feel what you're worried about through Korica¦least I think it's through her. I'm still not completely sure where what I'm sensing is coming from most of the time."

Laurel grinned then laughed lightly.

"I know you'll keep her safe Tamaric."

Korica went back to eating what was on her plate then she excused herself to get some more and Laurel looked at her mother and grinned.

"I gotta remember that she can sense almost everything I'm thinking and feeling."

Amelia smiled and stroked the side of her head then she looked around at the huge crowd and then she looked back at Laurel.

"You want to see where I've been working down here?"

"Yeah. You told me you were working at the vehicle technology and assembly plant that we saw being constructed just outside of downtown but we would love to see it up close."

"When Korica and Tamaric come back we'll let 'em eat then I'll take you down there. The facility is nearly ready to begin production."

"It's going to be an automated production facility right?"

"For the most part. There will be some Human interaction in the form of maintenance and programming but most of the production will be fully automated. It's really an incredible use of advanced technology to accomplish what would take a thousand people three times as long to produce. The facility will operate day and night until production quotas are met then it will likely slow to just daytime operations."

"So cars and hover ships will start popping up all over the place?"

"I don't know if what we plan on making could be classified as a car since there won't be traditional power plants in them. They'll employ ambient energy drive systems so no fuel will ever be required nor will there be any pollution. They'll all use a form of hover drive if you want to call it that in that they'll ride on a weak gravitational field just like the servo drones on the Future. The only time they'll touch the ground is when you shut them down."

"So we won't need roads?" Jake asked.

"Oh we'll still need roads. The gravity field that suspends the vehicles will react to what's under the vehicle so if you're traveling over rough or uneven terrain you're going to feel it to an extent. Even small shrubs and bushes will make the vehicle rock and climb as it travels over them."

"So the vehicles will maintain a specific height above the ground?"

"Yes. Eight inches. They'll also have collision mitigation systems incorporated into them. Solid objects such as other vehicles or buildings or trees will be sensed and the vehicle will alter course or come to a stop to avoid a collision. Wrecks will be an extremely rare event. It would take a system failure or blatant act to hit something."

"So you can override the system and take manual control?"

"The vehicles will be under manual control most of the time anyways. We all have an inherent need to feel like we're in control even if we truly aren't but yes you'll have the ability to turn the automated controls off and take full control of the vehicle but the accident mitigation system isn't something that can be disabled easily. The onboard computer will make sure you want to strike something by asking several times 'are you sure you want to do that? Damage to the vehicle and possible bodily injury will result' before it will let you override the system entirely."

"Hmm. Sounds really cool." Laurel said. "I can't wait to see these vehicles in person."

Amelia smiled and stroked Laurel's head lovingly.

"It won't be long honey. I think you're going to see some technology employed down here that would seem like science fiction back on Earth. Our friends the elder race gave us some incredible technological information in the new data core. Some of it's going to take some serious study to understand it so we can reproduce it, but the ideas are at least there."

"I know there's an irritating absence of instructions on how to actually reproduce some of the things contained in the new data core. I ran into that problem a lot when I accessed it."

"I'm thinking the elder race did that so that you didn't make things you didn't truly understand the fundamentals of on your own."

"Oh I know that's exactly why they arranged the information like they did. If you ask the right questions sometimes you can find the design specifications in other things that are related to the initial product. You just have to know that they're related in the first place. Like you said it takes a fundamental understanding of the technology in the first place to know what components or whatever are necessary to make the product you're interested about in the first place."

Korica and Tamaric returned with full plates and the group moved off to a bench under a tall reddish green tree on the grassy knoll along the left side of the tower where some other guests were sitting talking and eating. The knoll was grassy with newly sprouted greenery that looked like curly green grass that was soft and slightly squishy as one walked upon it. As they all sat down a rather tall man looked at Laurel and his expression changed, as he looked her over for a moment then he gave a friendly smile and a slight nod. He then spoke with a clear Aussie accent that made Korica smile big. She was finding that she loved the Aussie accent no matter whom it came from. Something about the roll just made her skin tingle and an image of Tamaric always popped into her head making everything inside just tense up in delight.

"Aren't you just the prettiest drop of sunlight on a cloudy day?" The man said.

"Thank you." Laurel replied with a grin. "I'm Laurel Kade."

"I'm Adamino Calla from Sentisto and this is my collier, Derondo." Adamino said gesturing to the bulky man sitting next to him with an empty side arm holster adorned to his obvious blue and black uniform.

Both men looked very Human except for the garments they wore. Laurel looked at Derondo and she sensed that he was a personal guard of some kind.

"This is my mate Jake Myers and my mother Amelia and Jake's father John and this beautiful girl is my daughter Korica Prentor and her husband Tamaric Prentor and that is Tamaric's mother Clara Reynolds and his father Liam and that adorable little bundle of joy in Clara's arms is Tamaric's little sister Harriet."

"It's an honor to meet all of you." Adamino said. "We were all introduced to ensign Prentor at the memorial service. I'm sorry for the loss of someone so close and important to you and your people ensign Prentor."

"Thank you sir. If you don't mind me asking¦are you from a military branch of some kind? Your collier looks to be wearing a uniform and I can see he's usually armed?"

"In fact we are. I'm the commanding officer of the Inushu and my collier here is my second in command and head of command security. I don't go anywhere unless he's present."

"Which ship is the Inushu?"

"The one that's shaped like what you would call a 'U' with a slightly orange glow to it."

"I saw that one¦actually there's two of them aren't there?"

"Our sister ship is slightly smaller. It's called the Huneon."

"Is Sentisto far from here?" Tamaric asked.

Adamino looked Tamaric over for a moment taking note of his uniform and insignia with the tower beside them on his upper left chest and then he grinned slightly and nodded.

"If I understand your concept of distance measurement in space correctly¦Sentisto is a little over twenty-three light years from here. It only took us two of your days to reach your planet."

Korica took quick notice that Adamino just revealed the normal speed capability of his ship. She knew the Future could better that time easily but she elected not to boast of such sensitive information.

"I can't help but notice that you've accessed the cerebral disc Tamaric made?" Korica said.

"Yes I have. He's pretty well known amongst most of us that are here and more are being exposed by the moment. Eventually your delegates will also be experienced but his cerebral disc is the most widely distributed at this time."

"I guess I didn't think I would be so popular."

"You happen to be the best way to understand your people and learn your language. You're a remarkable young man even if a little¦naÃ¯ve."

"I haven't had much time to experience life."

"Yes, I know. As I understand it you were aged artificially to what I see before me?"

"Yes sir."

"I have a feeling for your true age. You have nothing to be ashamed of. The measure of a man is by what is in his heart and while you don't exactly have the heart of a warrior just yet you have a strength and¦" Adamino shook his head lightly as he searched for the right words. "Positive spirit that will evolve into something truly spectacular given a little more time."

"Thank you sir. I don't think you have the sense of the changes in me since being paired with Korica for as long as I have been. Since making that cerebral disc I've evolved and grown both in character and strength of spirit as you put it. I've become much more of a man or a warrior than you can imagine because we're enhancing each other the longer we're paired. Her strength is now mine and mine hers if that makes any sense?"

"Not completely but I have a sense for how¦enthralled with her you are or were when you made the cerebral disc so I can only imagine how that's grown and changed you from within. The love of a good woman has a tendency to do that and you have the added enhancement of experiencing her at the fundamental level so I would imagine that would have a dramatic affect on who you are."

"Your people don't experience the pairing?" Korica asked.

"Not as I understand it to be for you. This combining of personalities and sharing of mind and spirit is something talked about but not openly disclosed as occurring¦at least not to my knowledge."

"When you two finish your plates off my mom is going to take us to see where she's been working down here." Laurel said.

Korica looked at Laurel and dipped her head slightly as she connected with her mind.

"Am I saying to much mom?" Korica thought.

"A little. We don't know these men and you're revealing some very intimate details about your relationship with Tamaric." Laurel thought in return. "Just remember that not everyone is on the up and up and Jake and I were accosted because of what we know and our relationship to one another. Please try not to be so trusting or revealing to those you first meet honey."

"Ok. I'm sorry mom. I'm just really proud to be paired to Tamaric."

"I know sweetie. Just try not to go into detail about what it's like."

"Alright."

Korica then broke the connection and she looked at Tamaric and he just shrugged his shoulders and smiled at her and the two of them went back to eating their food. They polished off everything on their plates then got up and disposed of their plates and got something to drink then they came back over to the group sitting under the tree and they all got to their feet. They said goodbye to Adamino and Derondo and then Amelia pointed to one of the transports and they all walked over to the transport and Amelia stepped up to the pilot and had a short conversation with him and he looked at her and grinned and nodded and then he looked at the group and he grinned warmly and waved them over. They all stepped over to the transport and the pilot leaned over and addressed them.

"Go ahead and climb aboard." The man said pointing over his shoulder with his thumb. "We have to go pick up a load of passengers from the cemetery but we'll divert to the vehicle assembly plant instead of coming to the city center." The man then looked at Amelia. "That be ok with you?"

"That'll do fine. We'll conduct an unofficial tour of the plant for the guests you pick up."

"Good enough." The man said with a warm smile.

They all climbed aboard and once they were sitting down the transport slowly pulled away and made its way through the milling crowds until they were on the main road heading out of town toward the cemetery. The transport sped up to a fairly good rate of speed then made the turn toward the cemetery following a few other transports on their way to pick up more guests for the ride to the heart of the city. The transport waited in the line of transports until they were all full then they pulled up to the waiting crowd and twenty-one people climbed aboard filling the transport then the transport slowly pulled away and followed the other transports down the road to the main road leading to the heart of the city. As the other transports turned left, the transport they were ridding on turned right and headed away from the city and a few of the new riders looked around then behind them and then they looked at a each other a little concerned for a moment and Amelia sensed the unease so she stood up putting her hand on the back of the seat she had been sitting in.

"Please don't be alarmed. My name is Amelia Kade. I have been working at the vehicle production plant just about since our arrival on this planet and I would like to take you to the plant for a tour so you can see how we intend to use our technological prowess to produce emission free vehicles of all sorts in the near future. The honest truth is that I wanted to take my family to see where I've been working but you good people are more than welcome to come with us to see the plant now that it's nearing operational status."

Amelia could see the relief on the faces of the other riders and she smiled and turned and looked at how far away the plant was and then she turned back to the riders.

"We should be arriving at the vehicle assembly plant shortly so enjoy the ride and welcome to our world."

As Amelia sat down she heard the pilot checking in with Genesis tower to report their diversion to the vehicle production facility.

"Genesis control this is Pettit on transport number fourty-three." There was a pause then Pettit continued. "We're diverting to the vehicle production facility. Amelia Kade is going to conduct an impromptu tour of the facility for her family and the guests I have aboard. I'm carrying thirty individuals at this time." Another pause then a final reply. "Roger that, I'll inform you when we 're on our way to the tower."

The transport continued for another five minutes down the road heading to the east until the enormous facility began to come into clear view. It was now more than five times the size it had been when Laurel and Jake saw it from above as they headed east to find the missing bearcats that had been dumped in the wild.

As the transport made a right turn and headed up the road toward the entrance to the plant they entered a fairly large parking lot that at the moment had several large pieces of automated construction equipment sitting in it. The transport weaved around the equipment and slowed as it approached the front entrance that was plain looking with very few indicators as to what the building was intended for. Laurel leaned closer to her mother and nudged her arm lightly.

"Looks like you decided to increase the capacity of the plant at some point hunh?"

"Well not me personally but yes, it was decided that aerial vehicle production would take place here too since we had the fundamental production capabilities necessary to produce the Icarus and Crimson class ships as well as the Triton class ground assault vehicles for the military."

"Assault vehicles? What do we need assault vehicles for?"

"We need a military presence like it or not sweetie and those are the tools of trade."

"Well I don't like it¦but I can see your point. Did they dig up technology to use in the construction of those things in the new data core?"

"You know I'm not privy to that kind of information and even if I were I couldn't discuss it with you."

"I have cosmic clearance mom. You could tell me anything you know without breaking protocol."

"Unless I was asked to keep my knowledge about such things to myself." Amelia said raising her eyebrows.

Laurel pulled her head back and looked at her for a moment then she grinned slightly.

"Were you?"

Amelia simply leaned over and kissed the side of Laurel's head and she put her arm around her and gave her a gentle squeeze then she looked away as the transport came to a stop right in front of the main entrance to the facility. Everyone got to their feet and began to exit the transport and gather in a large crowd. Amelia stepped to the front entrance and put her hand out to Laurel and she took hold of her mother's hand and Amelia turned and had her palm scanned and the entrance door slid to the side and the crowd stepped inside.

They passed through a reception area to a rather large set of double doors at the back of the reception area and Amelia pushed the right door open and the whole crowd filtered onto the production floor. There were conveyer belts and trolleys all along the ceiling and floor with literally thousands of robotic arms and gantry style cranes lining the production lines. There was a maze of piping and conduit lines snaking all over the facility for as far the eye could see. The crowd looked around in awe at the shear size of the facility and grandeur of its obvious production capability.

"You're looking at five hundred thousand square feet of fully automated production and assembly line. We're kind of starting at the end of the production line. This is where the final product will come off the line to be moved outside for distribution. Let's move up the line and I'll show you all where the initial assembly begins."

Amelia guided everyone up between the lines of robotic arms and conveyer and trolley lines as she explained briefly what was to be carried out at each stage. She explained that there were several lines that would be running simultaneously some devoted to power plant production and assembly and others devoted to electronic systems assembly while the chassis and bodies were being manufactured elsewhere in the plant to come together at a key point in the process called the marriage point where the final vehicle will take shape whether it be a ground vehicle or aerial vehicle.

She then guided them to the other end of the building where some of the more radically advanced ships were going to be produced and some of the equipment being employed looked very advanced and gigantic. She explained that this was to be where the most advanced ships were going to be produced such as the Icarus class ships and Crimson fighter class ships. She divulged that production quotas were for a thousand Icarus class ships and seven hundred Crimson fighter class ships to be produced within the first year of production. The crowd looked at one another then back to Amelia and one man in the crowd looked around for a moment then he stepped forward.

"I hope you don't mind me asking but how do you plan on coming up with the raw materials needed for something this ambitious? It is going to take an enormous amount of ore not to mention the synthetic materials that will obviously have to be produced elsewhere and shipped here for final assembly on these vehicles and ships."

"That is very true. I don't mind you asking. We plan on acquiring the raw materials from our moon. The low gravity and relative lack of soil covering make the necessary ores and other exotic compound readily and fairly easily extractable. We have production facilities on the Future the likes of which make this facility look like a tinkerer's workshop. For the first while the raw materials will be processed on the Future until the manufacturing facility on the moon is up and running."

"Aren't the raw materials needed available right here terrestrially?" Another woman asked from the crowd.

"Yes they are. This planet is rich in natural resources but it would require environmentally hazardous and destructive processes to get at them and we don't want to strip mine this planet as we did on Earth where we came from. We're trying to learn from our own mistakes. We need to understand our environment and the sensitive nature of the biosphere before we move in and tear it apart to get at what we want. There are literally billions upon billions of plants and animals that live here that might react to our efforts negatively. We just aren't going to cause the extinctions of certain species due to a lack of understanding of just how sensitive they are or how related they are to certain plant strains that we could wipe out by stripping the forest aside so we can strip the ores we want from deep within the ground¦not when we can obtain the same materials from our moon where there isn't any life to disrupt."

"I think that's truly admirable mom." Laurel said.

"We all think that is truly forward thinking of your people to consider your new home and its native inhabitants ahead of yourselves." The first man said.

"Thank you. There are certain precious metals and gem quality crystals that we need that will have to be mined here on the planet under our feet but we'll do it in an environmentally conscious manner with careful consideration for what we're doing to our new home. We have techniques for recreating many crystalline structures artificially once we have the original crystalline structure and matrix it came from for a pattern."

Amelia looked around at the crowd for a moment then it hit her.

"You all saw the clear crystal spire tips of the Genesis tower as you were coming in for a landing I take it?"

The crowd looked at each other for a moment and nodded their heads as they looked back at Amelia.

"Well those crystal structures act as lenses and are artificial recreations of the purest white sapphires we have ever seen that were found right below the towers when excavation began. The original sapphires were the size of a man's hand and you can see how large the recreated crystalline structures are and how they're shaped in such a way to act as a lens for amplifying and radiating the shield that's keeping us dry today."

"This technique for recreating¦gems?" A man started then he cupped his chin and looked down for a moment then he looked back to Amelia and removed his hand from his chin. "Would you be willing to share this¦technique if something were offered in fair trade?"

"I'm sure that could be arranged. I'm not in a position to mediate such an exchange but if you present your idea to the captain I'm sure he'll give you an opportunity to present your offer in a meaningful manner."

"Your people use gems as a form of trade or wealth measure?" Korica asked.

"Yes we do young ensign Prentor. You've seen this form of trade in your travels haven't you?"

Korica blinked a few times knowing the man was reading her feelings and possibly interpreting them accurately enough to know what she was thinking.

"Yes sir I have. It was the primary source of currency in my galaxy¦at least the part I was familiar with. My galaxy is very large so I can't be sure about what form of currency was used in most of the galaxy, just where I lived and traveled."

"These techniques miss Kade? Do they produce gems that are as high quality as the natural form?"

"Yes. There's no way of telling the difference between the original and the recreation. The process creates a flawless and perfect recreation of the original if done right."

"Hmm. That could have some serious implications if the process were used to produce artificial gems for trade. Markets could be flooded with recreations devaluing the natural gems."

"I suppose that could be carried out if someone were unscrupulous enough. We see no inherent value in gems other than their technological value so we would never perpetrate such a thing not to mention how destructive we know that would be to a worlds economy."

"Such a thing could destabilize an entire region of space. You don't know how interactive star systems become when space travel becomes commonplace within societies."

"I suppose I hadn't considered that good sir, but you have to understand that most of our electronic technology is based on pure crystalline technology at its core."

"Your technology uses gems?"

"A form of gems¦yes. The AI on the Future has an artificial brain that is filled with billions of simulated neurons that are made from an artificial diamond with very specific facet geometry and a reflective crystalline structure encasing pure gold micro fiber circuitry that make them able to do what they do. These crystals can store and transmit information in other technologies on the Future such as our data core. There is more information stored on a crystal medium than you can possibly imagine. Artificial gems are critical to our way of life. These vehicles that we plan on producing utilize this crystalline technology all throughout the vehicles. We don't use wires or circuits, as you may be accustomed to. It's all based on light and energy signal transfer and information processing that rivals what occurs in the brain¦on a much smaller scale of course but every bit as complex and fast."

"You have mentioned two different gems that I do not recognize but you have made a strong case for why you need this process of creating artificial gems. I did not realize that your technology relied on it so heavily."

"Perhaps we can educate your people on a new value and purpose for the fine gems you hold in such high value."

"This I would welcome. I will be contacting your captain to discuss such matters in depth."

"I'm sure he would be glad to afford you some of his time to discuss such matters. Let's move on to the foundry next door. It hasn't been constructed yet but I can show you where it will be built when the time comes."

Amelia led the way through the maze of production lines to a track embedded in the floor leading to a huge rollup door. She stepped up to it and then reached to the left and slapped her hand on a large red paddle that clacked when she smacked it and the door began to roll up. Amelia led the way out of the facility before the door had reached its zenith and they found themselves standing on a huge loading dock with magnetic tracks laid into the cement looking dock surface. The tracks led to the edge of the loading area and then just stopped abruptly. Amelia explained that this is where the raw materials needed for production would be delivered by cargo transport from space for the time being but eventually the raw materials would be processed in the foundry next door where she pointed to some bright orange surveyor's stakes poking out of the grassy field next to the vehicle production plant. The number and spacing of the stakes suggested that the foundry was going to be absolutely gigantic. It looked like a sea of orange stakes growing like corn stalks in a planted field covering several dozen acres.

Amelia explained that eventually only raw ores would be delivered from the moon to the foundry but for now all the processing and forming would carried out on the moon and on the Future to get production going. She took credit for this idea to get production started a full six months earlier than her predecessor had proposed. John then mentioned how he had facilitated the telecommunications lines that were buried within and under the whole facility so that the plant could in theory be monitored and run remotely with only a handful of people actually at the site. Oversight would be carried out from the Genesis tower and the Future.

Amelia then concluded the tour, leading the crowd down and along the entire facility finally arriving back where they started out front where the transport was waiting for them. They all climbed back aboard the transport and sat down and Korica lifted her wrist and tapped her bio monitor twice and all of her readings flashed on the screen in blue numbers and letters then it paused on her cardio rhythms for a moment as her heart beat was represented by a line with sharp peaks and troughs with her heart rate clearly defined though there was a second rhythmic and sympathetic beat being displayed following her hearts rhythmic second beat and she moved her wrist closer and furrowed her brow then she recognized what she was seeing. It was the customary double beat of her heart followed by an impulse signal from Tamaric's heart beating. The life-sustaining beat of his heart was detectable from within her now, she didn't just feel it, it could be seen as a real effect on her monitor. The display then switched to the time and she was surprised how late it was getting as the display faded to black. Korica leaned over and touched Laurel's shoulder and Laurel looked back at her and smiled.

"That's wonderful sweetie. I'm glad you can see his heart beating from within your own heart rhythm. I can feel how happy that makes you."

"Thanks mom but I was going to say that we need to get to the tower in the next fifteen minutes if we're going to be on time to meet the captain at seventeen hundred sharp."

Laurel nodded and turned to her mother and just looked at her and Amelia nodded and stood up and walked to the front of the transport and spoke to the pilot then she saw him nod and Amelia came back and sat down and the pilot could be heard speaking to Genesis control.

"Genesis control this is Pettit on transport number fourty-three?" There was a pause then he continued. "Roger, we're heading to the tower from the vehicle assembly plant with all thirty passengers aboard. Will you please inform the captain that I have ensign and cadet Prentor aboard and we will be arriving in the next five minutes?" Then another pause.' "I realize that¦permission to exceed the nine mile an hour speed limit for rider comfort?" A momentary pause then a final communication. "Roger that, thank you Genesis control."

Pettit then turned and looked back at the passengers and he grinned slightly.

"Please hold on folks¦we're going to be speeding up to get our civilian corps members to an important appointment at the tower as quickly as possible."

The transport then sped up noticeably as they traveled down the main road toward the gleaming tower in the distance, past the crowd of parked ships including the gleaming Dream Catcher that outshined all the other ships in beauty and captivating shape making Korica smile and point as they passed by garnering a smile and nod from Laurel and Jake. They passed by several other transports still carrying guests around the city on a leisurely tour of its streets until they got closer to the heart of the city and the shear number of people wondering around forced them to slow down to a practical crawl. Korica only waited a few moments before she stood up and yanked Tamaric to his feet with her. She kissed first Laurel then Jake on the cheek and she looked at Clara and Liam and smiled then Amelia and John.

"We gotta go. We'll walk¦run from here ok?"

"Ok sweetheart." Laurel said. "Good luck you two."

"Thanks." Tamaric replied.

Korica and Tamaric then stepped to the end of the transport and hopped off and began making their way through the crowds as quickly as they could, rapidly disappearing from view of the transport. Laurel then leaned against Jake slightly and he put his arm around her.

"She really has a great work ethic hunh?" Jake said.

"Yeah she does. She's completely dedicated to the corps and her responsibilities. Who would've known she would be such a shinning star when we took her in?"

"You did silly. You knew there was something amazing about her from the moment you met her. Those perfect instincts your mom talks about."

"I knew she was special but not how amazing she was going to be as a woman. She just had those pretty bluish gray eyes and that intriguing white hair and tiny little frame with her ribs showing and I just¦fell in love with her and wanted to fatten her up and¦hold onto her."

Jake kissed the side of her head and smiled as he pulled Laurel closer.

"I know babe. I felt the same thing through you and Mark was nuts about her too. He loved that girl so much. She brought out the softer side in him."

Laurel sighed and looked up into Jake's face.

"We knew he was going to go soon after arriving here but I somehow hoped that he would be around long enough to see her have children and grow into the amazing woman she's gunna be. It just sucks that he's gone. Korica is absolutely heartbroken and she hasn't dealt with the pain yet."

"I know. She hasn't exactly dealt with the pain of losing her parents either. When it all hits her she's going to have a tough time of it."

"Poor thing has had so much pain and loss in her life. It just doesn't seem fair for someone so sweet to carry so much pain like that around with her."

"The universe isn't fair babe. That's the one truth I've learned if nothing else from all we've been through and seen since coming out of stasis with the ship battered and dying looking to a couple of kids to put her back together and get us all here somehow."

Laurel sat up straight and looked Jake in the eyes and he just melted into her beautiful deep blue eyes and amazingly beautiful face.

"I guess like with her we have to look at all the good things that have came out of our experiences out here hunh?"

"Yeah¦I'm hooked up with one of the most beautiful women to ever live and we have an entire planet to explore and call our home."

"And we have Korica in our lives in the first place Jake. Aside from meeting you she's one of the best things to come out of all of this."

"I know. I feel the same way babe. You know how much I love Korica."

"Yeah I do." Laurel said with a smile as she leaned her head back on Jake's shoulder.

As the transport pushed on very slowly through the crowd Korica and Tamaric found a clear enough path to jog the last half-mile to the tower and make their way around its enormous base to the front of the building. Through the crowds of people milling around, Korica narrowed in on the captain's unique essence before she even caught sight of him and she began looking in that direction as they climbed the steps to where the captain was standing with Rhe'tock and Dederal. Korica and Tamaric finally caught sight of the captain and climbed the steps to where he was standing and they locked their backs and gave him a smart salute that he returned readily.

"Ensign Prentor¦" Korica said.

"And Kadet Prentor reporting as ordered sir." Tamaric finished.

"Right on time. Thank you for being so prompt you two."

"Incredible!" Dederal exclaimed. "I do feel a¦palpable glowing presence from you two¦though it feels to be a singular presence of incredible intensity."

"I told you." The captain said with a proud grin.

"You may be right captain Alexan. These two might be exactly what we're looking for."

"We have our minds open at the moment sir so you're sensing Tamaric and I in full measure." Korica said proudly.

"I must say it feels wonderful as your captain indicated. You exude a warm glow that makes the senses tingle."

"Thank you sir. Those that are particularly sensitive can feel us like that. I take it you're empathic?"

"Yes ensign I am. That is just the most basic of my abilities as you will find out."

The captain produced a small data pad and handed it to Korica.

"Your standing orders ensign."

Korica took the data pad and touched the small screen with her fingertip and it came to life. Tamaric moved closer and looked at the orders.

'You are directed to immediately report for assessment of abilities at the Genesis tower research level located on sublevel 21. Upon successful completion of your assessment along with your spouse, Kadet 3rd Class Tamaric Prentor you are directed to report to the Reuopon space station located in the Endrinol star system for training and conditioning in the use of mental adaptive piloting of the Brindon spatial manipulation vessel via remote piloting from a control pod. You are further directed to rendezvous with the stellar debris hurdling through the Future system so as to facilitate its removal from normal space-time through an artificial wormhole of your creation with the aid of the Brindon's experimental graviton core. The sensitive and restricted information regarding the Future and her systems is to be guarded at all times and discussed with no one unless approved by the command crew of the Future. Upon successful completion of this mission you are directed to report to the Future for debriefing and assignment of duties. END OF ORDERS'

Tamaric and Korica slowly looked up at the captain with looks of worry on their faces as Korica handed the data pad back to the captain.

"An artificial wormhole of our own creation sir? If you don't mind me asking what makes you think Tamaric and I are capable of such a thing?"

"Your report of your experience on Heindon ensign. Tamaric channeled your abilities to full measure and you reported what our experts have determined to be the beginnings of an artificial gravity well. It's the same thing the Future uses for faster than light and interdimensional travel."

"Uum¦the Future uses the negative matter core to produce those affects sir. You really think a person¦or persons can create the same affect?"

"Not anywhere close to the same degree of intensity or size but the graviton core and subsystems on the Brindon will amplify and reproduce what you're capable of, producing the necessary tear in space time so the stellar mass can pulled into another dimension where it will be dumped."

"Whoa! You can do that Korica?" Tamaric asked looking at her.

Korica looked at him and gently shrugged her shoulders.

"I honestly don't know¦maybe. You brought out things I never knew I was capable of Tamaric. That's why I'm a little scared of my own abilities and why I don't want you channeling them in an uncontrolled manner."

"I wouldn't be so sure that it was all you ensign." The captain said. "Tamaric obviously possesses some advanced abilities of his own and the experts think it was a combination of both of your abilities. We don't have a visual record of what you reported so we're speculating and given your advancement as a paired couple as reported by the AI's observations it has been concluded that you're both much more powerful than you were on Heindon. You had only been paired for hours at that point and now it has been for weeks. That's why we need to assess what you can do when you combine your abilities."

"Sir¦if we're going to do this underground¦we could really cause some destructive results. Are you sure this is a good idea?" Korica asked timidly.

"I'm positive. We've taken steps to keep any affects you manifest contained within the test chamber. You know the kind of shielding we're capable of producing? Such a shield will be encasing the entire level and in much greater amplitude surrounding the test chamber to keep the affects localized."

"You're truly afraid of yourself aren't you?" Rhe'tock asked.

"Yes sir. I've hurt people really bad in the past¦and I wasn't paired with Tamaric at the time. I don't want to hurt anyone like that ever again."

"Like I said, steps have been taken to keep everyone safe." The captain said. "You and Tamaric will be the only ones in the room when you're asked to exert yourselves."

"Yes sir."

"Follow me and we'll get started." The captain said.

The captain turned and headed for the entryway to the tower with Rhe'tock and Dederal following him and Korica and Tamaric bringing up the rear. They made their way through the crowds and walked right through the projected foyer doorway and the captain raised a hand to the young woman at the reception desk and she smiled and lifted a hand in response. The captain turned right and walked to the transport enclosure. They stepped in and the clear door revolved closed and the captain reached out and touched the call panel and it lit up and then he touched the indicator for sublevel 21 and the compression field could be felt being established in a slight squeezing pressure from all around them then in a bright flash of blue light they disappeared and then found themselves standing in the transport enclosure on a dimly lit level. The door revolved around and slipped into the wall and they stepped out behind the captain.

The captain led the way down a long corridor to a set of impressive looking round metal doors that looked like blast doors. The captain placed his hand on the palm scanner and his palm was scanned then a male sounding voice could be heard ringing out.

"Welcome captain Alexan. The test chamber is unoccupied and ready for use."

The metal door on the left then began to roll to the side. It had huge gear like teeth that made a ratcheting and clanking sound as the door rolled into the wall revealing that the door was at least three feet thick and extremely robust with locking bolts the size of a man's arm in six different locations around the circumference of the door. Korica watched the door roll out of the way and then she looked at the captain as he glanced back at her.

"Some of the measures for safety you were talking about sir?" She asked softly.

"Yep. Keep it contained if at all possible."

"This was built just to assess us?"

The captain chuckled and patted her shoulder as he stepped to the side.

"You aren't the only thing we're experimenting with that has destructive potential ensign. This is the high-energy experimentation and containment chamber. It just happens to be the perfect setting for individuals like you two to be assessed."

The captain held his hand out motioning for Korica and Tamaric to step in. Korica looked into the dark room for a moment then she took hold of Tamaric's hand and the two stepped in and the lighting slowly rose in intensity and they both grabbed the handrail of the walkway they found themselves standing on. The walkway was narrow and straight as a board leading to a small platform out in the middle of the perfectly spherical room with gleaming curved panels lining every square inch of the walls. The room was gigantic and as Korica looked over the handrail she realized a fall would certainly result in death when one hit the bottom. She swallowed hard and felt her stomach roll as she remembered falling into a dark chasm on Tiomot. She closed her eyes and slowly pulled back and she sensed Tamaric in pain and she opened her eyes and realized he was winced in an expression of pain as she squeezed his hand so tight that his knuckles popped in a few locations. Korica immediately relaxed her grip.

"Sorry Tamaric¦you know how much I hate high places like this?"

"Yeah I know." Tamaric said as he pulled his hand from hers and rubbed his hand to get the blood flowing to his aching knuckles.

"You can do this." The captain offered as encouragement. "Make your way to the test area at the end of the catwalk and we'll tell you when to begin and what we want you to do."

"Yes sir." Korica and Tamaric replied in almost perfect unison.

Korica and Tamaric began walking down the narrow catwalk toward the platform at the end that was dead center in the middle of the spherical room. When they reached the platform they stopped and turned and looked back at the captain and he looked tiny with Dederal and Rhe'tock standing right beside him on either side.

"We'll be monitoring you from the control room two levels down so get comfortable and try to relax."

They both nodded as the captain's voice echoed around the room making it a little difficult to understand exactly what he was saying. The captain then stepped back along with Dederal and Rhe'tock and the door ratcheted closed, rolling into position with a final thud and then the locking bolts could be heard sliding into their slots with a loud simultaneous clank as they locked the door closed securely. The thud echoed for a few seconds then Korica and Tamaric were both stunned when the catwalk simply dissolved away leaving them standing on the platform with no visible means of support. Korica let a small whimper slip out as she wrapped her arms around Tamaric's left arm.

"Relax love¦" Tamaric thought. "You got this. We've been on high platforms before."

"It's not just the height Tamaric." Korica thought in return. "I've never deliberately pushed my¦our abilities like I sense they want us to."

"Does it help that I'm right here with you for support?"

"More than you can possibly imagine."

"I can feel what you're feeling silly. I know being here is helping a little."

Korica and Tamaric both felt their cranial transceivers vibrating startling them both. Korica grinned and reached behind her ear and tapped her transceiver on and then Tamaric did the same thing.

"Hello you two. This is the captain speaking."

"Your voice sounds a little¦odd through these things sir." Korica said. "We forget that we're wearing these things most of the time."

"That's by design ensign. We'll be communicating with you like this since the affects you two will be producing will likely make any other form of communication difficult or impossible save for telepathy¦which most of don't have to such a refined level as you two do. I assume by now you've discerned that the catwalk and platform aren't actually real structures?"

"Yes sir." Korica replied. "We saw the catwalk just¦melt away."

"Yes, I should've warned you before we did that. We're utilizing a projected field of energy that creates a semi solid surface in a shape of our choosing. We plan on dissolving away the visual aspect of the platform you're standing on so don't be alarmed and don't move around. The size of the platform right now is how large the field of energy will remain but you won't be able to see it. It will look as though you're standing in free space."

"Is that really necessary sir?" Korica asked softly.

"We don't want anything around that affects your perceptions whether it be visual or otherwise."

"Yes sir."

"You've been through what we're about to do cadet but I want you to¦join minds with Korica this time. We want to gauge how much more acute your senses are when you two combine your perceptions."

"I understand sir."

Tamaric turned and faced Korica with a broad smile on his face.

"I've been looking forward to joining with you too Tamaric." Korica thought.

They both closed their eyes and set their foreheads together and then simultaneously reached out to the other. They immediately found themselves drifting deeply into the other and Tamaric smiled big and sighed as he felt every part of Korica profoundly. She was soft and feminine in a way that just felt amazing to him and Korica was equally taken by how strong and masculine Tamaric felt making her tighten up inside with delight for just a moment then his deeper essence was perceived and her face ran serious for a moment. She then slowly pulled her forehead back and she looked into Tamaric's face as he opened his eyes.

"Wow! I can¦feel myself inside you Tamaric. You have a confident air about you that I never sensed before."

"Thank you love. I owe it to you ya know? I can feel myself in you too. A part of me really does live in you hunh?"

Korica raised her wrist and grinned.

"I've seen the part of you that resides in me on this thing. You heart beats right along side mine."

"Really? You can see my heart beating on that?"

"Just a single impulse from your heart beating. I'm guessing you'll see the same thing on yours. It must be what keeps the other alive or something. If that impulse stops¦so will my heart."

"Cool! Let's not find out what happens if one of our hearts stop."

Korica nodded subtly and then looked down and she let a small shrill squeal slip out as she was looking straight down to the bottom of the test chamber with her and Tamaric's feet suspended in mid air. Korica stepped closer to Tamaric and he took several rapid breaths as he tried to deal with the shot of adrenaline that her surprise elicited in him.

"Calm down Korica¦you're taking my breath away." Tamaric said aloud.

Korica looked at him and took two deep breaths then closed her eyes and forcibly calmed her nerves and Tamaric found it easier to breath as he grinned at her.

"That's better. You gotta remember that where connected love and you're¦well different. Stronger than I am and when you get excited you affect my body."

"Sorry. You feel so¦" Korica looked around when she realized she was speaking aloud and she realized she was probably visible from the control room.

"We're ready captain." Korica said softly.

"Good. You might like to know your ambient energy emissions have more than tripled."

"You aren't exerting yourselves yet are you?" A female voice asked.

"No mam¦well it does take a bit of effort to maintain this kind of connection but not much."

"That is doctor Renoldo." The captain said. "She's here to make sure you two aren't in any kind of physical distress. She's also part of the assessment team assigned to gauge your abilities from a physiological responsive aspect."

"You're worried that I could be stressing Tamaric to dangerous levels because we aren't the same species?"

"It had occurred to me that your species is far more robust than a typical homosapien. The fact that you're compatible with Tamaric at all is somewhat of a miracle. I just want to be sure that he can keep up with you physically. Your heart alone outweighs his by twenty percent you know?"

"Yes mam I know. My heart is like two organs in one when compared to a Human heart."

"Precisely. You look like us but you're far different Korica. Our heart is not capable of this¦purring as it's being called and you have some key hormonal components in your blood stream that make that possible. The AI told me to look for marked level increases in these hormones when you're deeply connected with Tamaric. I also want to see if these hormones are responsible for triggering some of your advanced abilities."

"I know you're just trying to learn more about me mam. Tamaric's systems protect him from me. If I push him to dangerous levels his brain automatically breaks the connection to protect him."

"You've had this happen before?"

"Yes mam. During¦extreme excitement his brain broke the connection once."

"I think I get the inference. We won't be asking you to do anything like that here¦though it would be fascinating to monitor you while you¦"

"That'll never happen!" The captain fairly shouted. "Her private moments will always remain so! Any violation of that privacy will have some very uncomfortable and serious consequences. Is that clear?!"

"Yes sir, crystal clear." Doctor Renoldo replied.

"I'm sorry Korica." The captain said. "I got your back. No one is going to voyeur on your most intimate moments. You have my word on that."

"Thank you sir. The very thought makes my skin crawl."

"I would imagine so given what you've been through. We're ready to begin when you feel up to it."

"Give me just a second sir?"

"Of course. Take all the time you need to get ready."

Korica looked Tamaric in the eyes.

"Told you they wanted to watch us do it." Korica thought.

"Not for perverted reasons love." Tamaric thought in return. "They just want to know what makes you tick is all. They've never seen a Draximan before and you fascinate them."

"I don't want someone watching me make love to you. I know I exert a tangible force when I climax but that's for you to enjoy, not to share with the rest of the medical staff."

"Try not to let it bother you. The captain said he would never allow them to monitor you and you know the AI won't either."

"It's just creepy that they would even want to observe us doing that."

"I know. I kind of feel the same way but you have to admit your body does some pretty amazing things that Humans have never seen before? They just want to know how and why."

"Oh my gosh! You actually want them to monitor us so you can see what's happening inside?"

"I'm just a little curious is all Korica. I know how you feel about it so I would never allow it to actually happen."

"I can feel that you're being honest with me. Maybe I'll take you to one of the med decks and make love to you in one of the medical scanners so you can see it for yourself but I don't want anyone else to ever see it ok?"

"You would really do that?"

"If it gets it out of your system then yes."

"Wow. That would be awesome."

"Can we get to the assessment now Tamaric?"

"Of course."

Korica then looked around and called out.

"We're ready captain."

"Wonderful. It's going to get very dark for a moment then I want you to concentrate on the white dots coming toward you."

The ambient lighting faded away to complete darkness and then from below bright specks of light began rushing up seemingly from a finite point in the distance only to rush up at them and vanish at a point above them. There were thousands of fast moving specks of light looking like stars rushing by.

"I want you tell us how many spots of light you're seeing?"

Tamaric looked around and he knew how he had to concentrate from his last experience and Korica immediately felt herself being drawn toward Tamaric's center as he concentrated hard.

"Twelve hundred per minute." Tamaric replied flatly.

"Very good." The captain replied.

The specks then began to corkscrew and increase in velocity and number.

"And now?"

Tamaric concentrated hard and Korica found herself impelled to answer as he concentrated.

"Thirty-one hundred per minute." Korica said.

"Is that your perception or his ensign?"

"There's no difference at the moment sir. Our minds are working as one¦though I did answer for Tamaric."

"I see. What I want you to do now is identify the yellow spots and tell us how many you see in the next thirty seconds."

The specks of light now shifted to every conceivable color as they rushed around them, some from the sides and some straight down while others raced up from beneath and Korica and Tamaric scanned the field of spots for a full thirty seconds and at precisely thirty seconds Korica offered and answer.

"Nine hundred twelve sir."

"Incredible! That's absolutely correct. You also gave an answer at precisely thirty seconds even with your senses deprived and your minds being tasked."

"Is that part of our advanced spatial awareness?"

"Yes. Most people lose the ability to track the passing of time when sensory deprivation is imposed. We're going to add some audio stimulation to see how well you can concentrate with your senses overwhelmed. Tell us how many blue spots you see in the next thirty seconds?"

The specks increased in random placement and speed yet again and a loud whooshing sound began to flood the room in almost painful echoes. Korica and Tamaric squinted for just a moment then concentrated hard and they felt themselves drift to the same point in space as they merged completely and now had a singular sense of vision and thought. Tamaric began to breathe deeper and harder as his body adjusted to the usual metabolic rate for Korica's body and he soon found a symbiotic rate that kept him conscious and alert. He truly felt centered with her for the first time and it was holding steady.

At precisely thirty seconds Korica and Tamaric spoke in perfect unison.

"One thousand two hundred six."

The noise then increased in intensity and Korica tuned the noise out completely and she felt a floating feeling as she too now felt centered with Tamaric and she couldn't tell where he stopped and she began. They then heard the captain speaking in their heads.

"I want you to identify the gold colored ships. Keep counting how many instances of the ship you see until I ask you for the count."

The specks of light now grew in size and morphed into some of the most bizarre looking ships they had ever seen. There were at least a dozen different configurations of the same ship with some being of a reddish hue while others were green, blue, yellow and distinct iridescent gold. The ships buzzed at and past them at an incredible speed for close to a full minute as their heads swiveled and their eyes tracked every moving object very precisely until the ships simply stopped coming at them.

"How many instances of the gold ship did you see?"

"Four hundred sixty-seven." Korica and Tamaric replied in perfect unison again.

"Outstanding! And how long were the images of the ships being displayed?"

"Fifty seven seconds." They replied without hesitation.

"Very good. Now¦we're going to show you a precise location in space. I want you to locate your relative position then we're going to simulate a gravity well jump to faster than light with a measured period of travel and when you stop I want you to give us an estimate for how far you've traveled and what your relative position is."

The Milky Way galaxy then rushed up from below and they found themselves standing in deep space with stars all around them sitting perfectly still. Korica and Tamaric looked all around trying to recognize the constellations and Korica finally got it and she pointed to three distant points and Tamaric nodded and then it looked as if space was beginning to shimmer right before them, just as it did when the Future prepared for the jump to faster than light. Space shimmered and distorted and the stars ahead faded to black and space twisted looking like melting glass then a bright line of blinding white light began to descend and rise from the event Future defining the edges of the event Future then the line twisted and started to spread out finally collapsing into a bright tunnel of light and it seemed as though they simply fell into the distortion. Korica squeaked and grabbed Tamaric's arm and he winced and opened his mouth in surprise as he experienced her rush of emotions and adrenaline. They saw subspace passing by in distorted colors of streaking light and Korica let go of Tamaric and concentrated hard on the passage of time and once again they found themselves feeling as though they merged into a singular presence as their senses combined.

The simulated jump lasted for two minutes then in a blinding flash of light and a booming thunderous thud Korica and Tamaric found themselves standing in space once again, but this time they could sense a slight drift to their position. They looked around while holding their merged presence and Korica recognized three points in the distant stars and she glanced around for a moment then Tamaric pointed to a point below them and Korica nodded then he looked up proudly and they spoke in unison again.

"Where are you and where did you start from?" The captain asked.

"We have it! We started in the Rincon system and traveled six point nine light years to the edge of the Shiocton system¦"

Korica then slowly withdrew slightly and she closed her eyes and stumbled slightly as she felt as though she were going to fall to the left. Tamaric reached out and grabbed her arm so she wouldn't step off the projected platform that was completely invisible at the moment. Korica opened her eyes and nodded so Tamaric let go of her arm.

"It's a trick though¦" Korica uttered in a soft voice. The ambient noise then fell away.

"How so ensign?"

"We aren't sitting still so we can't give you a precise fix on our location."

"You can sense that you aren't sitting still in space?" Doctor Renoldo asked.

"I could until a few seconds ago. I'm a little¦dizzy¦and confused at the moment but¦"

Korica looked around and then she stared intently at the Shiocton star off in the distance for a few seconds.

"Yes¦we're still drifting."

"Is the drift making you feel dizzy?"

"No. There's a¦mental fog that lingers when we break a deep connection. It's like taking part of your senses away in a split second then spinning around real fast for a few seconds. You know how that leaves you dizzy and confused? Well that's kind of what it feels like."

"You both have incredibly high levels of neural peptides and your HB21 is elevated but falling rapidly Korica."

"I don't know exactly what that is. Is it bad?"

"No. We're working to identify all of the unknown compounds in your blood chemistry when you exert yourself and HB21 is the hormone equivalent of adrenaline in a Human¦though your body also produces adrenaline that precisely matches what the Human body produces."

"Soo¦how did we do captain?"

"You did fantastic Korica." The captain replied as the ambient lighting slowly rose to a dim but comfortable level and the galaxy faded into shadow. "You're right in that we were trying to see if you would guess your position or actually figure it out."

"She has the local star systems devoted to memory sir." Tamaric said. "I can't remember that kind of precise detail but for just a few minutes I remembered what she has in that amazing head of hers. She knew exactly where we started and where we ended up with just a quick look around and some really complex mathematical computations in her head. I understand the math but not the application of the equations. That was all her sir."

"You do realize that you answered us at the same time when asked where you are and where you started?"

"Not¦really sir. This might sound weird but I was Korica for a while. When we join that deeply and concentrate real hard we can't tell ourselves apart sir. She feels like she's me and I feel like I'm her."

"I'm not sure I could ever comprehend what that must be like cadet but it truly sounds amazing. Is it just a mental perception or do you physically feel like you're her?"

"I get what you're asking sir. I feel every single sensation that she's experiencing. I am her for a time¦girl parts and all."

"It goes both ways before you even ask sir¦" Korica added. "I feel every sensation he's feeling too. Boy parts and all."

"I don't mean to ask personal questions you two. Please don't get offended if it seems that way. We're trying to understand the very nature of your ability to experience what the other is experiencing and just how deep it goes."

"Total and complete sir." Korica replied. "That's the open and complete trust that's necessary for a pairing to occur in the first place. He can't be afraid to be a woman and I can't be afraid to be a man because that's exactly what you feel."

"Is that what you're feeling right now?" Doctor Renoldo asked.

"No. We can still sense that part of the other if we concentrate just a little, but we've withdrawn slightly. We are still joined though. It just takes far less effort to maintain this level of connection than it does to join to the point of merging as one."

"Yes, I can see the emanations you're producing and your cardio rhythms are a one to one match. When his heart beats so does yours¦when you take a breath, so does he and when you¦speak he holds his breath and lets it out in small pulses as you speak and vise versa."

"Is that different from mom and dad¦I mean Laurel and Jake?" Korica asked.

"We haven't assessed them like this. I would assume it works the same way for them though."

"If you're up to it we would like to move on to the next stage of assessment?" The captain said.

Korica stood up straight and looked at Tamaric and gave him a pretty smile.

"We're ready sir. Tamaric is¦having a good time. We really like being connected like this. We can feed on each other's energy and as you know I have a huge amount of energy available. Enough for the both of us."

"Yes I know ensign. That's going to be pushed to the limit with our next test."

"You want us to¦push as hard as we can to see what we can do?"

"Yes. I know you'll need external stimuli to have something to focus your efforts on so we're going to provide something that should¦encourage you to push hard. Just remember that what you're about to see is just a sophisticated hologram. It won't have any substance so you won't be injured¦or if you'd prefer we can provide a real threat in the form of less than lethal substance."

"You mean you're going to scare us into using our abilities and you can make it solid enough to hurt us without killing us?"

"You're reading me Korica and that isn't fair. To answer your question though¦yes. I need you to resist trying to sense what's coming though."

"I thought this place was being shielded? Aren't you outside the shield?"

"I am. You're obviously able to sense me right through the shield¦perhaps because your senses are combined at the moment."

Korica sighed making Tamaric sigh at the same instant and he laughed making her laugh only eliciting the same response again. They got the urge to giggle under control and Korica looked around and wondered for just a moment what could scare her so bad that she would be inclined to push as hard as she can.

"I suppose if you want to see a true measure of what we can do you better add some realism to the experience."

"Very well. We'll track your location very precisely so if you feel the need to step aside¦or get knocked down you won't fall to the bottom of the test chamber. We'll move the projection platform to support you even if you're separated from one another."

"Now I'm getting worried about what they have in mind." Tamaric thought.

"Just stay close to me. I'm really scared Tamaric. I sense danger is coming." Korica though in return.

They both stepped very close to one another so their shoulders were touching and Tamaric sensed Korica's sense of danger and then he felt himself being drawn right inside her and he closed his eyes for a moment and when he opened his eyes he knew he was seeing through her eyes. They suddenly felt very strong and singular as they merged once again. The lighting faded and both of them felt their nerves tensing up as they faded into complete darkness. They then heard a low rumbling growl that sounded like it was coming from a very large animal close by. Korica stepped closer to Tamaric so she was practically pushing him to the side. They then heard a shrill screech and bellow that they recognized readily as coming from one of the winged animals they had encountered on Tiomot.

Korica crouched down quickly and Tamaric found himself inclined to do the same thing and they heard a rushing noise as if something had just past right overhead. Korica began to tremble slightly and she found it difficult to maintain the deep connection with Tamaric just as something smacked her in the back knocking her flat on her front side, making her slide a few feet with her hands extended. She yelped and Tamaric stood up quickly and instinctively swatted in the air just as the shrill squawk rang out hurting their ears. Trees and bushes suddenly rose up all around them looking very familiar. It was a perfect recreation of Tiomot as evidenced from their mission recorders worn the whole time they were on the surface.

Tamaric stepped up to Korica and she rolled onto her back and looked at Tamaric just as the animal began a power dive right toward them from above and Korica's eyes opened wide and Tamaric could see what was coming at him through Korica's eyes and he spun around and grabbed Korica by the shoulder and shoved her to the side with a single hard sling. She slid a few feet and Tamaric hunkered down and waited till the animal was nearly upon him and then he dove back in a back flip and the animal passed by heading straight down, passing right through the spot where he had been standing then the animal whipped its tail and smacked him in the stomach knocking him over. It felt solid but he realized it wasn't completely solid but it was enough that it still hurt and practically knocked the wind out of him and Korica.

Tamaric recovered himself and got to his feet and stepped over to Korica and she nodded at him as she got to her feet and looked around for a moment.

"They would use Tiomot to scare the crap out of me¦I put in my mission report that I've never been so scared in my life."

The shrill squawk rang out again and they looked around just as the animal leapt from the tall brush with its mouth wide open bearing dozens of nasty looking teeth and its claws were outstretched and both of them simultaneously pondered just for an instant how much it was going to hurt when the animal pounced on them and began to slash and gnash at their flesh. Korica then instinctively put her hand out and Tamaric followed suit and they both pushed hard and then Tamaric took a breath and pushed even harder and Korica could feel her power surge then spill over in an instant and the animal distorted then disappeared and Korica found her abilities getting away from her and she wanted to warn Tamaric but she knew this was exactly what they wanted to see so she pushed even harder while gritting her teeth.

All of the holograms dropped away and ambient lighting erupted from everywhere around them as the air began to darken and swirl and a tangible wind could be felt and it intensified quickly as a dark shimmering well formed then began to pull into a recognizable funnel shape that was nearly ten yards across while spinning wildly. Korica unclenched her teeth and pushed yet again just as Tamaric did the same and the phenomena deepened and began to stabilize as it spun even faster then bolts of blue and yellow energy stretched out in thick ribbons of energy from the event Future as the distortion grew in size in response to the increase in input. Korica and Tamaric could feel themselves being yanked toward the distortion and Korica began to worry that she wouldn't be able to pull her power back if it went much further. Tamaric sensed her fear and he tried to pull back his input but the energy was flowing through him in such a way that he couldn't stop it. It felt good and it was exhilarating to feel so much energy focusing right through his body and thus Korica's. As the distortion continued to grow both in size and intensity the bolts of lightning like energy emanating from the event Future began to make thunderous snapping sounds as it reached out all the way to the walls and contacted the shield protecting the room in showers of yellow and white sparks.

"Lord all mighty!" The captain exclaimed. "That's enough¦pull it back! Pull it back!"

Just as Korica was beginning to get a hold of her abilities, the gravitational draft knocked Tamaric off his feet and he began to slide toward the distortion and Korica yelled out his name and dove on top of him arresting his side and she closed her eyes and concentrated hard on pulling her energy back. She could feel it easing up slightly and she opened her eyes and looked at Tamaric as she laid across his chest and stomach and he could see the shear terror in her face and he could feel how scared she was of what they had initiated. He nodded and began trying to repeat what he felt her doing and the distortion stopped growing in size and the spin stabilized then stopped. They both looked at the distortion and they realized the additional energy input had ceased and so they both closed their eyes and concentrated on pulling it back further and the distortion began to spin counter clockwise and shrink and the gravitational pull could be felt to subside a little. As they continued their efforts the bolts of energy stopped and the wind from the very air being sucked into the distortion stopped and Korica rolled off of Tamaric and pulled back even harder just as Tamaric did the same thing and the distortion finally dissipated away leaving them breathing heavy on their backs.

Korica caught her breath then withdrew into her own mind while holding a shallow but firm connection with Tamaric and then she got onto her hands and knees and she crawled right up into Tamaric's lap as he sat up and she wrapped her arms over his left shoulder and under his right arm and began to weep with her face buried in his neck. Tamaric held her tightly as tears slipped from his eyes as he experienced her emotions profoundly. He waited until the mental fog faded then he looked around for a moment.

"You happy now?! You scared the crap out of her and now you know what we can do!"

"I'm sorry Tamaric. It takes a traumatic experience to get your abilities to fire up at their highest. Maybe in the future it'll be easier for you to call this up at will." The captain said softly.

"Can we take a little break sir? She's pretty upset."

"We've seen enough¦we've put you both through enough for one day."

"So we can go back to the Future?"

"Not just yet cadet. When you recover yourselves I need you to sit down with Dederal and Rhe'tock here so we can discuss exactly what you're going to be trained to do."

"For what it matters¦" Dederal started. "I never would have believed it if I had not seen it for myself. You two are exactly what we need to achieve success. I feel bad that it had to be so traumatic to bring out what you¦brought out but it's going to be a necessary element if we're going to be successful."

Korica pulled her face back and leaned back and wiped her eyes and cheeks then looked around as she continued to lean on Tamaric as he held her cradled close to him.

"You mean we have to do this again?" She asked timidly.

"I'm afraid so. Yours is a necessary skill that very few people posses."

"I almost couldn't pull it back and Tamaric nearly got sucked in. I don't want to do this again."

"We won't ask you to go through anything like this again Korica." The captain said. "The next time you're expected to do what you just did you're going to have to do it on your own and at a critical moment. Timing is going to be everything¦that and the ability to multitask your mind in a way I don' think either of you can imagine yet. You'll have to produce that localized affect while mentally piloting a ship from a control pod that has to be held at a very specific point within the shield of the host ship until a critical moment when you'll be expected to execute a very complex maneuver to rip yourselves free of the host ship as it and the stellar debris are cast into another dimension followed by the command to detonate the core on the host ship. You have to execute this maneuver precisely and quickly or you'll either be torn apart by tidal forces¦radiated do death by the stellar debris¦or caught up in the explosion of the host ship when her core detonates."

"You're sure we can do all that sir?" Tamaric asked.

"Not at this time but with some intensive training¦yes. Korica's piloting skills are uncanny and your heightened spatial awareness when combined with hers are all critical skills necessary for this to work."

"No pressure hunh?" Korica said with a small grin. "We fail and the planet is doomed and we're dead."

"The implications are deep ensign but I have every confidence in your ability to carry this out successfully. You're an amazing woman with an amazing guy at your side. If anyone can pull this off it's you two. I need you to do this Korica¦we all do."

Korica sniffled once and then got to her feet and she put her hand out to Tamaric and she pulled him to his feet in a hard yank then she looked around for a moment as she straitened out her uniform.

"I'm sorry I lost it captain, we won't let you down. I promise."

"I know you won't ensign. You're a good woman and a fine officer¦one of my best so you see to it that you come back safely. I won't tolerate anymore losses on my watch, is that clear?"

"Crystal clear sir." Korica saluted into mid air and the captain smiled and looked at his guests as he muted the transmitter.

"You convinced now?"

"Absolutely!" Dederal said.

"What a charming and amazing young lady. They have the right abilities and disposition." Rhe'tock said nodding.

The captain unmated the transmitter.

"We'll be down in just a flash to let you out of there. Step a little to your left and we'll make the catwalk visible."

Korica and Tamaric stepped to the left a few steps and the catwalk just formed right before their eyes. They walked down the catwalk to the doors and they reached up and tapped their cranial transceivers to standby mode and then they stood for a few moments and then the locking bolts could be heard unlocking from their magnetic locks then they could be seen sliding into the middle of the door. The door then began to roll into the wall with a ratcheting and clanking sound until it thudded to a stop within the wall. The captain was standing at the doorway with a remorseful look on his face and he looked at Korica and let out a deep breath then he put his arms out and Korica just stared at him for a moment then she glanced at the doctor standing behind him then she stepped into his embrace. He pulled her into his firm stomach and he rubbed her back as he held her to him tightly.

"I'm sorry for putting you through that Korica. The last thing I ever wanted was to be responsible for traumatizing you for any reason."

Korica set the side of her head against the captain's chest and she listened to his feelings carefully and she sensed how much it truly pained him to watch her being scared like she was. She also felt how much he truly cared about her and it felt wonderful to her. He really loved her for whatever reason and she was becoming just as fond of him. The captain rubbed her back a few times, sure she was feeling what was in his heart then he released his grip on her and she stepped back and she glanced at the doctor for a moment then she looked at the captain and whispered.

"I thought we weren't supposed to do that where other's could see it."

"The good doctor will keep my affection for you a secret¦" The captain looked at doctor Renoldo. "Right doc?"

"Doctor patient confidentiality and all¦I'm not permitted to discuss what I've seen with anyone else."

Korica smiled and she looked at Dederal and Rhe'tock and Rhe'tock smiled at her.

"We already know how much your captain cares about you in particular. You're his favorite fair haired angel."

Korica smiled and looked at the captain with her head tilted slightly.

"I may have slipped and said something like that at some point." The captain said with a big grin on his face.

"How can I be such a pain and be seen as your fair haired angel at the same time?"

The captain patted her shoulder then found himself straightening her hair slightly from her experience in the experimental containment chamber. He stroked her hair to the side and back then he sighed.

"When you're an angel you're not being a pain and when you're being a pain you're not being an angel. No one said you were both at the same time, luckily you're an angel far more often than a pain."

"I guess I should take that as a compliment."

"That's how it was meant ensign."

"I'm sorry I¦snapped at you in there sir." Tamaric said remorsefully.

"Think nothing of it cadet. I wouldn't like seeing my wife that terrified either."

The doctor then stepped forward with a detranome in her hand.

"Would you mind if I scan you both and downloaded the information stored in your bio monitors?"

"We don't mind but the AI really needs the information that's stored on our bio monitors right now. Especially with what we just did." Korica replied.

"Oh no, I won't delete the information. I'll simply download a copy of it. Draximan physiology fascinates me and as you know we're trying to accumulate a database of what's normal for you so we can be prepared for the time when you have children. I've been told they'll have a similar blood chemistry and physiology to yours. We need to understand as much about you as we can since you're our only point of reference."

"Ok."

The doctor stepped forward and flipped the display up and scanned Korica first from head to toe and the doctor looked carefully at the scan data and then she looked at Korica.

"The bathroom is right behind you¦second door on the right. What you need is in there."

Korica glanced at Tamaric then the captain who didn't seem to get what the doctor was talking about at first then Korica saw the light come on in his eyes and she was a little embarrassed as she looked back at the doctor and nodded. The doctor then placed the detranome right up to her bio monitor and began the down load of its stored information. It only took a few seconds then she stepped over to Tamaric and scanned him from head to toe and the doctor stared at the readings for a moment then she placed the detranome right up to his bio monitor and she downloaded a copy of its stored information. She then took a few slow steps away as she started paging through the data and she stopped in her tracks and turned back facing the couple while staring at the detranome for a moment longer. She looked at Tamaric then Korica and Korica wondered if it was the strange impulse she had seen earlier in their heart rhythms.

"I've never seen anything like this¦can you feel his heart beating?" She asked looking right at Korica.

"Yes. He feels mine too."

The doctor stepped back up to Korica and held the detranome up to her chest for a few moments then she moved it over to Tamaric's chest and she grinned.

"That is fascinating! Sympathetic¦synchronous heart rhythms detectable from within the other."

"If it stops within one of us I think our heart will stop shortly after. We've been told we're paired in life and death, we can't live without the other¦literally."

"Hmm. That's going to make for some interesting checkups while you're attending the academy."

"You know about that?"

The doctor just smirked at her for a moment and Korica smiled.

"Right¦everyone knows who we are and what we're doing."

"Those of us that need to know are aware of your plans anyway. I won't keep you. Truly amazing work in there by the way."

"Thank you doctor Renoldo."

"You're welcome."

Korica then turned and faced Tamaric and she glanced at the captain then back to Tamaric.

"I need to use the bathroom real quick."

Tamaric smiled and stroked her lose lock of hair back over her head and he nodded.

"Go ahead love, I'll be right here."

Korica smiled and nodded and she started to lean toward Tamaric then she stopped and looked at the captain and he now smiled and flicked his head toward Tamaric.

"Go ahead. Give your man some love."

Korica smiled and turned back to Tamaric and leaned forward and gave him a prolonged lip lock kiss. When the kiss was terminated they set their foreheads together for a moment and then Korica pulled back from his grip and she turned and headed to the bathroom. When she slipped through the door Tamaric looked at the captain.

"Thank you for letting us do that sir. She really needed that."

"You're welcome cadet. Can't she get¦reassurance from your feelings?"

"It's not the same sir. She knows how much I love her but she needs that physical contact sometimes. She's a girl as typical as any, hugs and kisses are¦reaffirming¦and important to her."

"I get what you're saying. There's nothing like a little sugar from time to time¦just keep it to a minimum when others can see it¦specially if you're in uniform."

"We have been sir. Commander Hiller made it perfectly clear that we aren't to carry on like horny love struck kids anymore."

"You carried on as such in the past?" Dederal inquired.

"I'm afraid so. We were all over each other when we first fell for each other. Her touch made my skin tingle and her kisses made me dizzy. We uh¦got a little carried away on more than one occasion. That was all before she was an officer though and I wasn't enlisted. I assume there are rules of conduct on the Reuopon station where we'll be training too?"

"You will find that open expressions of affection are not seen as negative behavior. Fraternization while on duty among the assigned crew is frowned upon but not unheard of. When you are not training you will find that there are a great number of youth your age on the station that you can recreate with. These youth tend to express themselves with each other openly and often."

"Aren't you worried about¦unintended pregnancies?"

"No. All females are sterilized at the age of five only to be reversed when a family is desired."

"Five?! Holy crap! You're people¦engage in that stuff with children that young?"

"Their concept of age is different cadet." The captain said patting Tamaric's shoulder. "That's ten of our years. You need to study up on your hosts so you understand the people you're going to be around."

"Oh¦sorry."

"No offense was perceived. We protect and care for our children fiercely but we do not stifle their urges as your people do. It is a fundamental difference in our societies. The Reuopon station hosts more than ten thousand different cultures however so differing attitudes will be apparent, some very conservative¦much as yours is and some very liberal and expressive."

"Wow! The station must be huge?"

"Ten linear miles in length and six high and wide¦using measurements you will understand"

"Man alive¦Korica is gunna be in heaven? She loves meeting new people and seeing new places."

"She will have plenty to see and many new people to meet. We will assign a trusted youth to escort you around the station until you become familiar with where everything is."

"No adult chaperones?"

"I am not sure I know this word¦chaperone?"

"Adult escorts or monitors to keep us from going where we aren't supposed to go."

"Ah¦no. You will be monitored constantly while you are aboard the station but not in person. We thought it would make you more comfortable to have an escort your own age. The things they enjoy doing are more likely to be the things you will enjoy doing."

"How much free time are we going to have to look around?"

"Using your measurement of time¦ten hours a day will be spent training. On your twenty four hour clock the other fourteen hours are yours to do as you like."

"Sounds like a¦busy schedule. Korica only needs like four hours of sleep a day but I kind of need more¦like seven hours or so."

"Then you will have seven hours to explore the station each day."

"Sounds fair. There's something that Korica is curious about?"

"Oh? What is she curious about?"

"Bathing. Do your people observe female and male separate bathing facilities?"

"No, but that can be arranged if you would prefer. You do not bathe with Korica?"

"No. We have a separate male and female showering compartment for the underage crew. The adult crew use a coed shower facility though."

"We have bathing arenas. Entertainment is offered to many singular couples and multiple couples while they soak in heated bathing tubs or communal pools of hot water. I understand the naked body disturbs your people somewhat but it is not seen as anything but natural in our society as well as that of many of our guest cultures."

"So bathing time is kind of like a nudist colony. Everyone just gets naked and has a hot dip and watches entertainment while they soak?"

"Yes."

"That actually sounds like fun but¦Korica has been through some traumatic experiences and the Human conservative attitudes have imprinted on her heavily from Laurel and Jake. She would prefer some privacy."

"You are communicating with her right now?" Rhe'tock asked.

"Yes. She's sharing everything we're talking about through me. If I hear it she hears it¦kind of."

"Remarkable!"

"We can provide you with private accommodations for her bathing time." Dederal said.

"Uuh¦she wants to make sure I¦can join her."

Dederal grinned at Tamaric and bowed slightly.

"You are a couple so it will not be a problem."

"Thank you."

Korica stepped out of the bathroom looking refreshed with her hair now beautifully brushed back into a gorgeous feathering and she walked up to the group and slipped her hand in Tamaric's and she looked at Dederal.

"I hope you can understand why I asked for private bathing."

"Not completely but you are our guests and we will make every accommodation available that you desire. We do not need to understand why you prefer to bathe in private, only that it is what you prefer."

"Good. I don't care to explain why I feel the way I do."

"Come¦" The captain said. "We have a lot to discuss."

The captain led the way to the transport enclosure and he stepped into it and so everyone followed him then the captain touched the indicator for the fiftieth floor and the door rotated around and sealed them in and the compression field could be felt being established then a few seconds later in a bright flash of blue light they disappeared and then found themselves standing in the transport enclosure in the dimly lit corridor of the fiftieth floor. The door revolved around and slipped into the wall and they stepped out and stepped aside and let the captain lead the way to the conference room.

The captain stepped up to the doors and both doors swung open and he stepped in as the lights came up. They all walked over to the curving table and the captain pulled the chair out at the head of the table and then he pulled the chair next to him out and he looked at Korica and patted the headrest. Korica smiled and nodded and she and Tamaric walked around the table and she sat down right next to him. The captain then looked over at Korica.

"Are you hungry or thirsty?"

"Thirsty more than anything sir."

"Water it is. We have much to discuss. You two proved beyond anyone's doubt that you have within you exactly what we need. The Brindon is going to be sacrificed to remove this stellar debris before it gets close enough to pose a serious hazard."

The captain picked up a remote from the desk and he pressed a few buttons and the lights lowered in intensity and the 3-D projection module rose up slightly and a representation of the Future system popped up hanging in mid air with the stellar debris blinking and a projected course indicated by a broken dotted line swinging right into the core of the system intersecting with the Future planet.

"This is our problem. As the stellar debris passes zero one one, the eleventh and largest of the planets in this system its course will be altered sending it heading right in our direction. Six months later¦the Future planet is done for since the debris will also pickup tremendous speed as it's slingshot around zero eleven. You must therefore rendezvous with the debris before it enters zero eleven's gravitational influence. That means we only have about seven weeks to get you trained and to this spot¦"

The captain pressed a button on the remote and the projected image moved in closer to a point some distance out from the eleventh planet.

"That is our keyhole. If you begin the process of opening a rip in space and time sooner than that¦it will affect zero one two significantly¦more than likely pulling it out of its normal orbital path and it has thirteen moons that would be sent zipping into the inner regions of the system like an old pinball machine with thirteen balls bouncing around. Not what we want to have happen. If you start the process any later than within our keyhole window you'll affect zero one one just as profoundly and the gravity well from the planet will likely destabilize any gravitational phenomena that you perpetrate. It has to be initiated right here within this small window of space and time. Dederal? Will you explain exactly what they must do using the Brindon?"

The captain handed the remote to Dederal and he stood up and looked at Korica and Tamaric staring at him and he took a deep breath then let it out in almost a grunt.

"I would have never guessed that I would be asking such young and¦beautiful children to perform this. I have seen with my own eyes that you have this amazing gift within you but it sits heavy on me to ask you to do this. We have none that I know of that are capable of such a precise and timely piloting maneuver as you will be required to perform. If anything at all goes wrong¦there will be no rescue. There won't be anyone to rescue. The danger is real and significant from multiple sources¦"

"We understand sir. We can do this if you just show us what it is we must do." Korica said.

"Such confidence and strength of will¦very well."

At that moment a servo drone floated up to the table and slid a tray with a pitcher of water and two glasses up on the table and Korica immediately poured herself a glass of water and then downed the whole thing then poured another and drank half of it then set the glass down with a gentle 'ahh' after she swallowed the last of the water down.

Dederal then walked around the table and stood close to the projected image of the star system and he raised the remote and looked at the buttons for a moment then he pressed a few buttons and the star system evaporated away and an image of a gigantic ship began to take shape from bow to stern as if it were being stitched together. It was enormous and very impressive looking with huge projections coming from the sides and bottom that had spire like points and what looked more like curved and beveled blades than anything else. The ship was roughly cylindrical shaped with no windows and a single gigantic engine bell at the rear that was glowing an eerie orange yellow color. The sides of the ship had thousands of parabolic indentations all along its length and each had a needle like pointed center apparatus that it was obvious could be moved slightly to direct energy either in or out of the indentations.

"This is the experimental spatial manipulation vessel known as the Brendon. It was constructed to study high-energy gravitational propulsion as a means to travel to other galaxies using artificial wormholes, as your people know them to be called. We have yet to create a stabile wormhole though. The energy requirements are simply staggering to the mind and keeping a rip in space time open and stabile is far more complex than we ever imagined¦" Dederal looked down for a moment then he looked at Korica directly. "Mark's sacrifice and those of his fellow team mates has encouraged us to offer this ship as a sign of our gratitude and recognition of their sacrifice. Twenty of your years have gone into constructing and testing the Brendon and we will abandon that and start over from scratch." Dederal looked back at the projected image. "We could not produce with this monstrosity what I saw you two create in the blink of an eye when you felt threatened." Dederal looked back at them both. "You just have no idea how¦powerful and rare the thing you manifested truly is. A stable gravitational vortex with a clearly defined event Future leading to¦who knows where. Your captain tells me your assessment team is pouring over the data to determine exactly where you opened a tear to. You will need to reproduce that affect right at the heart of the Brendon within it's compression and containment core so that it can be amplified many thousands of times and broadcast directly behind the ship."

"You want us to create a gravity well in the middle of that ship? It'll tear the ship apart." Tamaric said.

"Were you torn apart?"

"Well¦no. But I was almost sucked right into that thing. If Korica hadn't of laid on me I surely would've been sucked in and torn apart."

"We only need that relatively small anomaly to be generated for a short time so the computator can take some precise readings and match its dynamic structure out in space. The ship will then dump every ounce of available energy into the gravity well and a tear of sufficient size should result. A tear large enough for the debris and the Brendon to slip into. You will then pilot the Brendon down the throat of the resultant vortex into another dimension and once you confirm that you are indeed outside our know dimension you will cast the Bendon free and make an escape maneuver using the Brendon's shield as protection for as long as possible then you will initiate the command to shutdown the cores magnetic containment system. Within twelve seconds the core should explode violently closing the rip and destroying the Brendon so it will not fall into the wrong hands somewhere else. You must ride the tidal currents to the point of entry before the Brendon detonates or you'll likely be sealed on the other side and the explosion will more than likely destroy your control pod with you in it. Even if it doesn't...there will be no way for us to find you. The hopes of a rescue are none. We simply don't' have any way of tracking where you'll be sent or of recreating a stabile wormhole so we can get a ship to you."

"We do." Korica said.

"What?" Dederal asked.

"The Future can create a stabile wormhole with relative ease. She would just have to know where to look to find us."

Dederal stared at her for a second then he nodded.

"It would be far more desirable for you to follow the plan and get yourselves out of there before the Brendon explodes. You will be dangerously close when it does. Let me show you the maneuver you must perform in order to escape the gravity well."

Dederal pressed another button and the Brendon moved away and a small barrel shaped ship began to take shape. It was tiny compared the Brendon but it was made from an exotic looking iridescent golden colored metal that made it very beautiful. Korica noticed that there was no cockpit window anywhere and it made her think of the Injupidonis. She assumed similar technology was employed in the control pod in order to see what was going on around it out in space.

"This is the control pod that you will be trained to operate. From this small ship you will be in control of every aspect of operation of the Brendon via a mental link. You will be required to position yourself precisely twelve meters from the bow of the Brendon at the apex of the point where her shield is generated. It will offer you the most protection from the extreme radiation levels coming from the stellar debris. Even then you will be exposed to a level that will be harmful if exposed to it for a prolonged period. We estimate that you can only withstand the levels present for about one of your hours but only if you hold the precise position outline here."

Dederal pointed the remote at the projected image and pressed a button and the control pod moved very close to the bow of the Brendon and there was a graphical representation of the shied being projected and the control pod was sitting right at the point where the shield emanated from and began streaming back over the hull in corkscrewed currents looking like wind currents flowing over an aircraft.

"At this point the Brendon will encase the debris within its aft gravitational shadow, drawing it in the same direction as the Brendon."

"That¦I'm sorry for interrupting Dederal sir¦" Korica started. "But the Brendon is nowhere near large enough to create a gravitational shadow great enough to affect the stellar debris enough to change its course."

"Oh that's what you would think from outward appearances ensign Prentor but you would be wrong. The Brendon is capable of amplifying its own gravitational shadow by a factor of twelve hundred times. While I agree that is still nowhere near great enough to drag the stellar debris very far it is enough to get the debris heading in the same direction¦or more accurately¦to get the Brendon heading in the same direction as the stellar debris. You will initiate this process. That is when you will create the stabile wormhole we observed in the test chamber within the compression and containment core of the Brendon. Once the computator has the structure of your artificial wormhole analyzed it will recreate it on a large scale aft of the stellar debris. This is when you must cease your efforts and pilot the Brendon backwards into the resultant gravitational vortex. You must maintain a steady course so as to keep the Brendon between you and the stellar debris to offer as much protection as possible from the intense radiation coming from the debris."

The image now recreated a vortex and dramatically illustrated the path that would have to be maintained into the vortex and Korica slumped her shoulders and glanced at Tamaric with a look of dismay.

"I know. Looks impossible hunh?" Tamaric thought.

"Not impossible but really difficult."

"Now you see the lines of force that the Brendon's shield produces?"

"Yes." Korica answered. "They look really¦complex and¦swirling."

"They will be even more complex as the gravity well influences them and you must peel off and ride precisely along those lines of force in order to break free safely."

Dederal pressed another button and the image of the pod peeled to the side and back along the top of the Brendon then corkscrewed and wavered its course as it followed the lines of force of the shield matrix then at the last second it broke to the left sharply and flipped around and headed straight down and away then it flew straight toward the event Future just as it broke free.

"It is at this point that you will confirm that you are in fact in another dimension and you will initiate the shutdown of the magnetic containment system when confirmation is received. As I mentioned before you will have twelve seconds to get clear. You must make it to this side of the event Future before the core detonates because when it does the gravity well will collapse almost instantly. You will not have enough power to actually break completely free of the gravity well, you will only have enough power to reach this side of the gravity well by a few thousand kilometers at the most and you will only be able to hold that position for a few seconds before being pulled back in. If you are in the wrong place at the wrong time¦well you know the consequences?"

"Yes sir." Tamaric replied. "We're toast."

"Toast? What is this toast you speak of?"

"Bread that's baked golden brown on each side. It's an expression meaning we're cooked and might as well be eaten¦we'll be dead."

"That is a little graphic¦but pretty accurate."

"Dederal?" Korica beamed in. "We can produce the necessary affect but I'm not sure that we know how to¦aim for a specific dimension."

"Your AI has provided us with some very specific quantum characteristics to develop within the resultant gravity well. It will in effect aim the gravity well to a known dimension existing slightly outside our own. Matter as we know it can exist there but deterioration will begin very quickly."

"Yes sir, we're versed in quantum entanglement. We know exactly what you're talking about."

"You understand quantum entanglement?"

"I don't know if I would exactly call it an understanding of it but I'm¦we're at least familiar with it enough to understand its power and some of the physics behind it."

"You really are brilliant."

"Mmm, I just do a lot of studying sir."

Dederal looked at the captain and furrowed his brow heavily.

"You teach quantum mechanics to your crew?"

"Not routinely but Korica has an insatiable curiosity and I encourage her to indulge herself as often as she likes as long as it doesn't interfere with her regular studies and duties. She often delves into things that would make my head hurt to even attempt to understand. It's one of the qualities that make her such an outstanding officer. She is always looking to learn more about¦everything."

"I see. I assume what you know cadet Prentor knows?" Dederal asked looking back to Korica.

"Sort of. He has access to it through me. If he uses my mind to think on a topic I can go about what I was doing while my mind multitasks and lets him think on the things I know something about. I can do the same thing using his mind¦to a bit of a lesser degree."

"That is remarkable¦and exactly the kind of mental discipline you will need to succeed. The control pod is operated by a pure mental link. You will have to think of the control and system monitoring required to operate the Brendon and your own craft simultaneously while also concentrating on what is happening around you in space."

Korica looked at the simulation as the Brendon lit up in a ball of light and the control pod was left sitting just outside the reach of the gravity well as it slammed closed and the control pod flipped a few times and came to a stop in normal space. Korica then looked at Tamaric and leaned back in her seat heavily.

"You think we can really do that love?" Tamaric thought.

"We have to get this right Tamaric. There's no way we can fail or we die and the Future plant will be destroyed. There have been too many premonitions of us doing things in the future¦like having children so I know we can do this. In at least one or more timelines we succeeded. It just isn't going to be easy."

"Are you discussing whether you want to participate in this endeavor?" Rhe'tock asked.

Korica looked over at him and shook her head.

"No sir. My captain has ordered me to do this. We are doing this. We were just¦talking about how difficult it'll be. Those lines of force that were represented here¦you won't actually be able to see them right?"

"No. You must¦feel them. Reach out with your feelings and the lines of force will present in your minds in a way that you should be able to navigate them."

"I uh¦I don't know if I understand how that's going to work."

"That is what the intensive training is for. You will understand in time."

"Are those lines of force predictable in anyway?"

"No. They are random and constantly changing in nature and strength. This quick presentation just demonstrated the basics of what you must do. The other random quality will be the affects seen while transiting into this wormhole. We have tried to simulate what will be experienced on several occasions and our computators come up with different results each time and some are¦nauseating to look at. One thing that is consistent is time dilation. You will encounter countless versions of yourself at different stages of attempting what you're attempting. You must avoid coming into contact with one if these other versions of yourself."

"Something to do with matter only being able to exist at a point in time and space once or annihilation will ensue?" Tamaric asked.

"No, the other ships will have real substance to them and if you slam into one of them it will destroy you both. You will be traveling at or near the speed of light. A collision with just about anything at that speed will surely smash your control pod to pieces."

"Oh¦sorry that was a really dumb thing to ask."

"Not entirely. You are correct in that contact between same matter from differing universes¦in theory anyway could have annihilative results. That is all postulation however since there is no way to put that to the test. That however is an entirely different situation than what you will be dealing with."

Korica and Tamaric looked at the captain for a moment and he just looked back blankly knowing exactly what was on their minds but not wanting to tip off their guests. Korica sensed the captain's desire to keep things under wraps so she looked back at Dederal and Rhe'tock.

"So when do we leave?"

"As soon as you are packed and ready." Dederal replied.

"I want you two to return to the Future and get packed for an extended stay. I expect you two to wear your uniforms while you're training. Remember that you're ambassadors to the Human race and the Future as well as the civilian corps. Behavior and attire are to be held to the highest standards possible. Consider yourselves on duty for ten hours a day and behave as such if you know what I mean?"

"Yes sir. No¦open affection just like here?" Tamaric said.

"Not just that cadet. You will salute any officers in their customary fashion and you will address anyone in uniform as sir or mam without exception unless directed otherwise. You will not wonder off or lose¦attention when it is expected of you to be paying attention. I expect one hundred percent effort from both of you no matter how tiring the effort. I also want you to continue with your exercises to stay fit. If no facilities can be found to accomplish this use your own body weight to exercise. When you're off duty you may dress in civilian clothes but you're expected to dress in an appropriate manner. Nothing revealing or distasteful. Daily mission logs are to be kept and submitted when you return."

"We wont' embarrass you sir." Korica said.

"I know you won't Korica. It just has to be said. You both have perfect manners and etiquette so I know you'll behave and dress appropriately."

The captain looked at Dederal and Rhe'tock.

"Would it be acceptable if we permitted them one more night aboard the Future to say goodbye to their families and get some solid rest? We really pushed them today."

"Of course. We will make the transport arrangements in the meantime. We will leave at first light here in Genesis."

"Is the mission and conduct clear for you two?" The captain asked looking at Tamaric then Korica.

"Yes sir." Korica said.

"Yes sir." Tamaric said.

The captain grinned and leaned back in his seat.

"Independent responses¦you must not be joined at the moment?"

"Oh we still are sir but not as deeply as we were in the test chamber. Being joined like this feels kind of good and it's a little hard to let go of it." Korica said.

"I'll never completely understand that but I'll take your word for it."

"Think of it as a tickle along all of your senses sir. My whole body is tingling and I have this deep sense of just how sweet and wonderful Korica is. Something like that becomes addictive¦almost like a drug that you have to have. You just don't want to let go."

"You feel this same¦tickle of the senses?" The captain asked looking at Korica.

"More so sir. My body is more sensitive to stimuli than a Human body so I'm sure that intensifies things."

"Right¦millions of nerve endings per square millimeter."

"Yes sir, and most of those nerve endings are tingling slightly right now. Like he said it's like a tickling of the senses and I can feel how¦" Korica closed her eyes and grinned. "Wonderful and strong Tamaric is. He feels sooo good." Korica opened her eyes and if not for the tan she knew her blushing would've been apparent at how breathy she said that.

"I'm glad you enjoy his presence that much ensign. You two are dismissed. You may go join your family."

"Thank you sir." Korica said as she stood up.

Tamaric then stood up and they both saluted the captain and he returned their salute then they faced Dederal and Rhe'tock and they saluted them and they glanced at the captain for a moment since the salute wasn't returned and then Dederal stood up and saluted them then he stepped closer to Tamaric and he took his hand and placed it flat on Tamaric's chest then he pulled it away and down.

"That is how we salute one another on the Reuopon station."

"Thank you sir."

Korica and Tamaric then properly saluted Dederal and Rhe'tock from the chest and Dederal grinned and stepped over to Korica.

"You must be conscious of where you place your hand to salute someone as a female. From the breast as you just did would be considered an insult. You must place your hand above and between your breasts on your upper chest."

Korica grimaced and looked at her hand as Dederal took it and placed it well above her breasts in the center of her upper chest then she looked at Dederal and he nodded. Korica then snapped her hand down and away and Dederal returned her salute.

"Much better ensign. Just remember to keep your hand flat, fingers together. Like you did when you saluted your captain."

"Yes sir. Thank you for helping me to get it right. I don't want to wonder around telling everyone to kiss off or something."

"Uh...your first attempt would have meant¦kiss this¦is a more accurate read of your gesture."

"I don't want to tell anyone to do that either. There's only one person I want doing that and I don't' salute him, he has to salute me in fact."

Dederal smiled and the smile broadened and then he let out a guttural laugh as he patted her shoulder board.

"Now that is funny. I like a beautiful woman with a good sense of humor."

"Awe, thank you Dederal¦sir."

"My pleasure. I will see you at first light ensign."

"Yes sir."

Korica then looked at the captain and she was surprised by the big smile on his face.

"Are we going to need to arrange for a ride down in the morning sir?"

"I'll take care of it for you. There'll be a crimson fighter waiting for you in the upper forward hangar when you're ready to come down."

"Ok, thank you sir."

"No problem. Have a good night ensign."

"I will sir."

Korica then turned and reached out her hand and Tamaric slid his hand in hers and interlaced his fingers with hers and the two walked around the table and headed for the exit. As they approached the doors they swung open and they waited till they were fully open then stepped out and watched the doors swing closed. Korica then looked up the hallway and Tamaric grinned as she looked back.

"Go ahead love, I can feel the pressure on your bladder."

Korica nodded and let go of Tamaric's hand and she headed up the corridor and Tamaric closed his eyes and withdrew from Korica's mind to give her some privacy this time. Her voice and thoughts faded away to the usual occasional whisper and nothing more and he took a deep breath and got used to the relative quiet as he leaned back against the wall. It was only a few minutes later that Korica stepped out into the corridor and made her way to Tamaric. He stood up straight and watched her walking toward him and he had an odd expression on his face and she tuned into what he was thinking and she smiled brightly as she stepped up to him.

"You really think I move more like a lady than I used to?"

"Yeah. You're¦getting taller too. You're really growing into a poised woman like you were hoping. You move more gracefully than before."

"Awe, thank you."

Korica then put her hand in Tamaric's and the two of them headed for the transport enclosure. They transported down to the main floor and stepped out when the clear door revolved around, slipping into the wall. They stepped out and waved at the woman sitting at the reception desk and they stepped past a few other individuals standing in the foyer looking up with their crew escorts at the beautiful and huge crystal structure over their heads. They stepped right through the projected entryway and out onto the front landing where the projected platforms were still covered in platters of food. The crowds had thinned out significantly but there were still thousands of people wondering around making the city seem very alive.

Korica and Tamaric looked around a bit then Korica stopped and closed her eyes and reached out to Laurel and Jake. She found a sense of weaving past all the presences coming to her mind and she found Laurel and Jake in a flash. Before she knew it she initiated a joining with them and Jake gasped in surprise and then he offered a warm mental embrace in the form of a push of his feelings to Korica.

"Hi mom and dad. That felt nice dad."

"Hi baby." Laurel thought.

"Love you sweetheart. You finished with your assessment hunh?" Jake thought.

"Yep. We're leaving in the morning. They think we got what it takes to get the problem dealt with. You wouldn't believe what they're going to train us to do."

"I can feel how nervous you are sweetie. Just be strong and pay attention to what they're teaching you. You'll do just fine."

"Thanks mom, I will. Where are you guys?"

"We're on the grassy knoll beside the tower."

"Ok, we'll be right there."

Korica then withdrew into her own mind and she looked at Tamaric.

"Yeah, I sensed most of that." Tamaric said.

"In my feelings?"

"Yeah."

"Neat. Come on."

Korica pulled on his hand and they climbed down the steps and walked around the tower to the grassy knoll and they saw everyone sitting on the grass and they walked right up to them. Tamaric hugged his father then his mother and Harriet reached out to him so he picked her up and gave her a squeeze then positioned her on his side, holding her with one arm. Everyone got to their feet and Korica hugged Laurel then Jake and then Korica looked up at the shield still deflecting the rain.

"We need to get back up to the Future." Korica said. "We gotta get packed for our trip to the Reuopon station." Korica then looked at Laurel and Jake. "I'm really going to miss you guys, I wish you could come with us."

"We're going to miss you too honey. You know we have some important things to attend to around here?"

"Yeah, I know."

"Reuopon? Is that the name of this space station you're supposed to train at?" Amelia asked.

"Yeah. It's in the Endrinol system."

"I'm not familiar with that one."

"It's an inhabited system except for the Reuopon station. The class four star at its heart is probably why they built the station there¦that and the five or six rocky planets with the raw materials needed to build the station."

"Do you know how far away it is?"

"Not off hand."

"Well you be sure to write home as often as you can to tell us how it's going."

"Write home grandma?"

"Another Human expression. I just mean to try and stay in contact if you can. We're going to worry about you two."

"Oh. We will."

Korica reached behind her ear and tapped her cranial transceiver on.

"This is Korica Prentor. Can anyone hear me?"

Korica waited a few moments then she heard the wonderful and familiar voice of the AI ringing in her ear.

"This is the Future, are you in distress Korica?"

"No. I didn't know if the Genesis tower would be monitoring this frequency. We need a ride home¦to you."

"This is a military frequency Korica. The tower will detect your signal but without authorization they cannot decipher your signal. I will send a ship to pick you and your family up. I have you on sensors but there are thousands of signatures that look very similar to one another in close proximity to you. Is your family close by?"

"Yes, we're all standing together right by the Genesis tower."

"I understand. Please make your way toward the housing district to the northwest and a crimson fighter will meet you there. I will forward your unique bio signature to the crimson fighter so it can zero in on your precise location."

"I'm really that detectable in comparison to everyone else?"

"If you know what to look for, yes."

"So you've been watching me this whole time?"

"Yes."

"That's actually a little reassuring."

"Captain's orders. I am not to lose track of you for an instant."

Korica grinned and looked at Laurel and Laurel smiled and tilted her head slightly and Korica just shook her head lightly.

"I understand. Thank you for looking out for me Future."

"You are most welcomed Korica. Since this is a private frequency I will divulge that you are now the captain's favorite as well as mine."

"That's so sweet. My ship and my captain love me."

"Yes we do. The Orion is lifting off at this time. Please make your way to the discussed location for retrieval. ETA fourty seconds."

"Fourty seconds? We can't get there that fast."

"I am aware. The Orion will hover above until you are in an area where it can land and retrieve you."

"Got it. We're on our way. Korica out."

Korica tapped her transceiver into standby mode and she looked at Laurel.

"The Future just told me that the captain ordered the AI to track me and not to lose track of me for an instant. It then told me that I'm the Future's and the captain's favorite."

"See¦even an artificial intelligence has fallen in love with you baby. No one can resist that cute face of yours."

"Oh mom¦thanks. Come on, we need to head toward the housing district. A crimson fighter is going to meet us there to take us back up to the Future."

Everyone stepped down onto the street and began walking toward the medical buildings across the street to cut through its rotunda. They then headed down the main road heading out of town and they could hear the short blasts coming from the stabilization thrusters of the crimson fighter and they looked up to see its black silhouette hovering above following their progress. Once they got clear of the imposing buildings of the city center the Orion moved on ahead and began to set down right in the middle of the street. They stopped and watched her land and then waited for her engines to spool down then they stepped up to the ship as the airlock door hissed slightly then swung down until it touched the ground. An officer stepped out and waved them over with a smile on his face.

"I hope all went well for you ensign Prentor and cadet Prentor."

"You¦know we were being assessed today?"

"I sure do. I hope it went well?"

"It went exactly as the captain was expecting. We proved to our guests that we have what it takes. We're leaving in the morning to begin our training on the Reuopon space station."

"That's a relief. You really are a huge asset ensign. Please climb aboard and we'll take you all home."

"Thank you."

Korica looked back and Amelia patted her back.

"Being a superstar has its definite perks. Not everyone gets a crimson fighter sent to wherever they are to give 'em a ride home."

"Actually mam¦" The officer said. "All our officers are permitted this kind of personal transport. Ensign Prentor is a superstar though. We all love being given the privilege of carrying her where she needs to go."

"Aren't you sweet." Korica said as she stepped aboard.

Everyone followed her onto the ship and then the officer sealed the airlock closed and he resumed his station at power and weapons. Everyone fastened themselves in and Tamaric sat Harriet in his lap and wrapped his arms around her just as the ship lifted off. The only sense of motion was sensed by looking out the front cockpit window as the pilot checked in with Genesis control to get clearance to head up to the Future. Clearance was granted on a straight up trajectory and the ship rocketed skyward, penetrating the shield within seconds, casting rain onto the cockpit window in heavy streams as it flowed over the shield.

The ride was quick and quiet and before they knew it they heard the pilot checking in with the AI for landing clearance. The AI directed them to the upper forward hangar and the pilot confirmed his instructions and brought the Orion to a gentle safe landing within the hangar in only seconds. The engines spooled down and the power and weapons officer once again got up and unsealed the airlock. Everyone unfastened their restraints and stood up and filed out of the ship and then looked back as the officer nodded at Korica and Tamaric then they saluted him and he returned the gesture.

"Have a good night ensign and cadet Prentor."

"Thank you sir."

He then looked at the rest of the group.

"You folks have a good evening too."

"Thank you." Amelia replied.

The officer then stepped back and sealed the airlock and so everyone walked over to the transport enclosure and stepped in and closed the door behind them. They stepped up onto the transport platform and just as Laurel reached out and touched the indicator for the command deck the Orion lifted off and pivoted around facing space then they all disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck. Korica and Tamaric then said a final goodbye to everyone and Tamaric hugged Harriet for a moment then he handed her off to his mother as he gave her a tight hug. He then hugged his father and Liam stroked Tamaric's head lovingly.

"You take good care of Korica son. Keep her safe an well fed."

"I will dad. I ain't gunna leave her side for a moment."

"You listen to her too Tamaric. She has the instincts for what you two need to be doing so pay close attention to her."

"I will mom. I know she's way smarter than me."

"That's not what I meant son."

"I know what you meant mom, but it's a fact. I'll never be as smart as her but I'll do my best to learn all I can from her."

"You stop that Tamaric." Korica said. "I told you I don't care about that. I love you cause you're you, not cause of what you know. You're one of the smartest guys I know."

"Thanks Korica." Tamaric said solemnly.

Korica then hugged everyone and she gave Laurel and Jake a kiss then she and Tamaric stepped down from the platform and they watched as Laurel touched the indicator for the passenger level and a few seconds later, disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. Korica and Tamaric then turned and headed for the exit. The door slid open and they stepped out into the quiet corridor and turned right and headed toward their quarters. Korica looked at Tamaric halfway to their quarters and Tamaric felt her gaze so he looked at her.

"I don't like you putting yourself down like that Tamaric. It hurts me to hear you talk like that about yourself. I might have more crap in my head but we're equals."

"I'm sorry love. I didn't mean to hurt you. I know where my weaknesses lie and I can admit to them."

"Dang it Tamaric! You're just a kid! You'll get way smarter as you get older."

"You're just a kid too Korica. We're both about the same age, remember?"

"Yeah¦I remember."

They reached their quarters and the door slid open without having to have their palms scanned and the lights came up.

"Welcome home Korica and Tamaric." The AI said.

"Thank you Future." Korica said as they stepped in.

Korica looked over at the bed and she saw a square presentation shadow box on the bed with an American flag folded into a triangle within it and as she stepped closer she could se that Marks metals and awards were pinned in the lower half of the shadow box below the flag. She ran her hand over it for a moment then picked it up and looked it over and she sighed. This was all that was left of the amazing man that Mark was. On the edge of the frame was engraved 'Mark L Tillman LT USMC 2052-2620'. Korica looked at Tamaric as he stepped closer and looked at the shadow box himself.

"Twenty-six twenty?" Korica asked.

"That's the year it would be if we hadn't come back in time to two thousand twelve. The Future drifted for over five hundred years, remember?"

"Right."

Korica looked back at the shadow box and she turned it over and noticed the magnetic hangar points so she looked around then walked over to the wall between the bathroom and the main entrance where light would always shine and she placed the shadow box on the wall and it attached with a clack and she adjusted it slightly then stepped back and stared at it for a moment then she just lost it and started crying openly. Tamaric stepped over to her and pulled her to him and she began to cry even harder as she hung her hands around him on his shoulders and Tamaric couldn't stop the tears from streaming from his eyes too. They stood for close to a full minute as Korica just let it out and Tamaric shared her grief and pain. When Korica pulled herself together a bit Tamaric kissed her forehead and wiped her cheeks then his own. Korica put her hands on his chest and nodded.

"I miss him so much Tamaric. He was so important to me. What am I supposed to do without him around looking after me?"

"All we can do is to honor him by remembering what he taught us and keeping him alive in our memories."

Korica nodded quickly then she leaned out and kissed Tamaric then she turned and headed to the front of the room and gathered her night clothes from the bureau and she headed to the bathroom to get changed. When she came out her hair was brushed out normal and perfect to Tamaric and she was carrying her dress uniform and shoes. She walked over to one of the reading the chairs and set them down then plopped down on the bed and Tamaric took his turn getting undressed and then he came out and set his uniform and shoes down by Korica's and he sat down next to her and put his arm around her and she leaned against him and then set her head on his shoulder.

"You know¦we didn't workout or have supper or anything. Aren't you hungry?"

"A little. I'm just to sad and tired to want much of anything right now Tamaric."

"I wish I could make you feel better Korica. I can feel how sad you are and it really hurts."

"Will you just climb up on the bed with me and commit to the deep sharing? I want to fall asleep while we're joined."

"I thought¦that wasn't a good idea?"

"It isn't a good idea with mom and dad. It's different with you. I don't care if we share an erotic dream. I'm already corrupted."

"Is that my fault?"

"No, you didn't corrupt me¦dad did."

"Geeze Korica."

"What? He did. Not on purpose but he did. I didn't know what lust was all about until we shared a really¦erotic dream about what he had done to mom¦and she really really liked it¦and so did I."

"Oh. Well I would love to share my essence with you Korica."

The two of them kissed then turned and climbed up on the bed and Tamaric slowed and watched Korica's cute tush as she climbed across on the bed and Korica smiled and looked back at him.

"We can't mess around yet Tamaric but thank you for the compliment. I'm glad you like my butt so much."

"Sorry love but you really do have a great looking rear end."

"Come here you¦" Korica said as she pulled the covers down and plopped on her backside.

Tamaric crawled up next to her and pulled the covers down on his side and pushed them down as far as he could and when he looked over at Korica she was staring at his crotch and he laid back on his elbows and let her look at him for a few moments then she caught herself and broke her gaze and giggled as she looked into his face.

"I guess we both really like the other's packages hunh?" Korica said.

"Yeah. I know what you're tempted to do Korica. You can feel it if you want. I won't expect you to do anything but get a good feel of it."

Korica looked back at the firm and long rise his partial erection created in his underwear and she smirked then shook her head.

"I won't be able to stop myself Tamaric, I'm just too horny to stop at a feel."

"I wouldn't complain." Tamaric said with a big grin.

"Eew! No Tamaric!"

"Oh¦ok."

Tamaric turned on his side facing Korica and she turned so she was facing him and they kissed one another and then closed their eyes and reached out for the other and readily slipped deep into other's mind then allowed themselves to drift very deep within the other. They drifted and explored the deepest part of the other for some time and Korica felt very tired and slipped out of consciousness first and she pulled Tamaric into a relaxed state as his heart rate perfectly matched hers and he too soon drifted off to sleep while their minds remained deeply connected.

They both slept for close to three hours and when Korica woke first she felt dizzy and confused until she slowly withdrew from Tamaric's mind waking him in the process. Korica rolled onto her back and slowly sat up putting her hands up to her head as the deep mental fog slowly wore off. Tamaric stirred and rolled onto his back and clenched his eyes closed as the forced break of their connection clouded his mind and he had to force his mind to stop reeling as Korica's dream faded from seeming reality to memory.

"Sakes alive! You got some really strange dreams going through your head darlin."

"Nice! I can't help what I dream about."

"Long as I'm always the one you dream about doin that to you I got no problem with it."

"Told you I was horny. There'll never be anyone else in my dreams but you Tamaric."

Korica said as she took her hands from her head and leaned back on them while looking at him.

Korica looked down at his crotch and she smiled as her vision finally cleared up enough to see how aroused he was.

"I can see you liked my dream as much as I did."

"The things you do to me even in my sleep Korica¦I can feel how much you want¦all of me."

"You're good at it Tamaric. Can you blame me?"

"No." Tamaric said as he sat up and squinted as the light blurred and danced in his field of vision for a few seconds then cleared up.

Tamaric looked Korica over from head to toe and back up to her perky breasts with her nipples making perfectly round exclamation points in her nightshirt.

"Am I still dreamin?" Tamaric asked with a funny smirk.

"Why would you ask that?"

"You're absolutely hot Korica. What guy wouldn't ask himself that question when he woke up to see you sittin next to him?"

"Awe. Thank you Tamaric. You really do make me feel good about myself."

Tamaric smiled and flopped his head back down on the pillow and he blinked hard a few times as his senses came back to him.

"You're starving you poor thing. We need to get you fed and then pack our stuff so we're ready to go in the morning." Tamaric said.

"Let me go use the bathroom then we'll get dressed and go get something to eat."

"Ok."

Korica leaned over and kissed Tamaric then she rolled over to the edge of the bed and stood up and stretched then she looked back at Tamaric.

"It really took a lot out of me to do what we did in the test chamber. I hope I have enough strength to do that while piloting a ship with my mind."

"I know what you mean. You pushed on but you were exhausted when we stopped¦so was I. I think some of that came from me."

"I think a lot of it did. You were drawing energy from me to do what we did."

"Hmm. Guess we need each other to do that hunh?"

"Without a doubt. I could never create a stabile gravity well on my own and I don't think you could either."

Korica then turned and headed for the bathroom. Tamaric in the meantime rolled to his side of the bed and sat up on the edge of the bed and pondered the dreams he had shared with Korica. They were very erotic and detailed with a great deal of physical sensation that he didn't know was possible in a dream. He assumed she had vivid dreams like that all the time with her amazing brain and advanced physiology. He found himself re-enjoying the dream as he remembered more details. It put a smile on his face and maintained his arousal until Korica came out of the bathroom. She walked around to his side of the bed and stepped between his legs and pulled his face between her breasts as she held him in a warm hug. Tamaric wrapped his arms around Korica and scooted just a little closer and enjoyed her extremely warm body pressed against him. Even without a shower since morning she smelled wonderful. Tamaric nuzzled his head against her breasts and she giggled lightly and pressed him against her a little harder.

"I sense excitement in you Korica¦what's going on?"

"I went to freshen up and I was dry. I'm not even spotting."

Tamaric pulled his head back and looked up at Korica.

"I thought your cycle would run like five days or something?"

"I guess it was a short one this time. By morning we might be able to mess around if I'm still dry."

"Won't that¦make you bleed?"

"Maybe¦I just can't wait to feel that kind of bond with you Tamaric. I really need you."

"Yeah¦I got that from your dreams."

"I don't usually have dirty dreams like that. It's a sign that I'm physically and mentally craving your lovin."

"Ok. I'll do my duty and do my wife in the morning."

Korica kissed the top of his head then stepped back and put her hands out to Tamaric and he placed his hands in hers and she pulled him to his feet and Korica looked down for a moment then grinned at him.

"Enjoying my dream again were you?"

"Heck yeah. Your dreams are a bit weird but really¦steamy. You really want me doing that kind of thing?"

"I don't know¦" Korica said timidly. "I've never had anyone¦do that to me."

"Maybe we'll give it a try and see if you really like it."

Korica knew she was blushing as her face felt very warm and she smiled softly and swayed from side to side bashfully.

"We'll see."

Tamaric leaned forward and kissed the tip of her nose.

"You still have that shy innocence about you and I really like it."

Korica now smiled brightly and Tamaric stepped beside her and pulled her toward the bureau at the front of the room. They pulled out a standard ships outfit and got dressed quickly then pulled out a pair of slip on shoes and plopped them in the floor and slid their feet into them and then they turned and headed for the bathroom. Korica brushed her hair and Tamaric combed his hair out and then they took hold of each other's hand and they headed for the exit.

They made their way over to the mess hall and found about a half dozen people in the mess hall eating and carrying on. They walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves something to drink then they walked over to the nearest table and sat down. A servo drone floated up to the table with a menu and Korica retrieved it and pulled it open and her and Tamaric ordered something hearty to eat then Korica handed the menu off to the servo drone and as the servo drone floated off she saw colonel Madge walking into the mess hall. He looked around for a moment then lifted a hand toward Korica and started heading toward them. Korica waved warmly then looked at Tamaric.

"I think colonel Madge is going want some information from you." Korica thought.

Tamaric looked over his shoulder and gave colonel Madge a friendly smile as he stepped up to their table.

"Hello ensign and cadet Prentor. May I join you?"

"Sure." Korica said.

Colonel Madge sat down across from them and he sighed.

"Long day hunh?"

"Yes sir." Korica said.

"Our assessment went pretty good though." Tamaric said.

"Yes¦" Colonel Madge lifted a data pad to indicate it had something meaningful on it and then he laid it on the table. "I've been reviewing the results and astounding recommendations of the assessment team. They were very impressed¦and a bit concerned."

"Concerned sir? How so?"

"You two demonstrated an ability that goes far beyond anything ever seen before. There was mention of the safety of the Future if you got upset or frightened unexpectedly."

"Do you agree with that sir? Do you think we pose a real hazard to the ship?"

"No. I think you have better control over your abilities than the assessment team are accounting for. I do think you need to be aware of just how powerful you two are when you put your talents together but I don't think you're going tear the ship apart because someone says or does something mean."

"No sir, we would never use our abilities in anger." Korica said.

"I know ensign. I've read your mission reports and some of your personal logs submitted for review. I know that you're determined to never hurt anyone again with your abilities."

"I had to protect the team last time¦"

"Sssh¦I know. No one is faulting you for doing what you had to do when facing hostiles. That Lundragaus would've killed you or anyone else he could've reached without hesitation. You did the right thing given the situation."

Korica nodded just as a servo drone floated up to the table with a menu. Colonel Madge took the menu and pulled it open and made a few quick selections then handed the menu back to the servo drone and then he excused himself for a moment to retrieve something to drink. He came back to the table and sat down and he took a long drink from his glass of water then he looked at Tamaric.

"Kadet¦have you given any thought to what you want to do while you're in the civilian corps? Aside from serving at your wife's side of course."

"Yes sir. I want to be in the fighter pilot program. I want to be the best pilot I can possibly be to make my wife proud of me and to help keep the Future and her allies safe."

"That's something I can help make possible." Colonel Madge picked up the data pad and typed for a few moments then he looked at the data pad for just a moment and then he grinned and looked at Tamaric.

"There happens to be an opening. It'll take lots of tough studying and a great deal of time in the simulators and eventually in the cockpit of our most advanced fighters. Are you up to the challenge?"

"Yes sir. Korica has this¦uncanny piloting skill as the captain puts it that I'm hoping will rub off on me. I think I have it in me given my enhanced spatial awareness and acuity."

"Well the assessment teams happen to agree. If that's truly what you think your calling is I would be glad to make sure you get the chance to prove yourself?"

"Yes sir. That's what I want to do."

"Ok then. You get through the academy with sufficient grades and I'll make sure that one of the openings is held for you."

"Thank you sir. I'll work really hard to keep my grades up, I promise."

Coloenl Madge nodded and typed a bit on the data pad and then he pushed it around to Tamaric so he could see what was being displayed. Tamaric read the contents and his mouth fell open as he read on. He then looked up at colonel Madge and grinned.

"You think I have remarkable potential sir? You don't even really know me do you?"

"Oh I know you better than you might think cadet. I wouldn't have written that if I didn't truly feel that way."

"So Korica and I will be in the program together?"

"Yes. You two can't be separated due to withdrawal symptoms. We can't have a fighter pilot fighting love sickness while trying to defend us or one of our allies."

"It's not love sickness!" Korica stated bluntly. "It's systematic immune system collapse and organ failure due to toxemia from failing immune response."

"Whoa¦easy ensign. It was a bad joke. I realize it can be fatal and it's not just emotional."

"Oh. Sorry¦not everyone understands that a paired couple will die if they're separated for too long¦or how they'll die."

"Trust me ensign, I understand completely what it means to be paired. I've been studying you two and your adoptive parents closely. What you have is amazing and a little frightening to tell you the truth. To be tied to another living soul like you are is bizarre to say the least and a bit inspirational. The good lord obviously intended for man and woman to coexist monogamously for a life time and a very long one as I understand it."

"My people live to be around a hundred fifty or more anyway but I'm pretty sure the way our bodies heal rapidly means we'll live longer than what's normal for either of us."

"Yes, your medical reports indicated as much. I'm pleased to report that you both exhibit some of the best peek physical health for your ages ever seen."

"So do you think I'll be training in the crimson fighters sir?" Tamaric asked.

"Maybe at first but we have some really radical designs on the drawing board that will likely come to fruition by the time you enter the program. The Icarus class ships will be refined and improved upon over time for instance."

"Awesome!" Tamaric said with a big smile.

Tamaric pushed the data pad back to the colonel as three servo drones floated up to the table with their plates of food and the plates were slid up on the table. Tamaric slid Korica's monster plate of food over to her then Tamaric pulled his food in front of him and they set in to eating their meals. They talked about general topics while eating as colonel Madge got to know the pair a little better. When the meals were consumed Colonel Madge leaned back and looked at Korica and Tamaric and he grinned slightly.

"I understand the importance of what you two are about to endeavor so I would like to wish you luck and remind you to try and have some fun while you're at it. You're going to be on an alien space station with thousands of people and lots of wondrous sights to see. Try not to get too burdened by the nature of what you're being trained to do. You're young, have some fun."

"Thank you sir. We'll do that." Korica said.

"Well, if you two will excuse me I have some things to attend to. Thank you for allowing me to have supper with you."

"Thank you for holding a spot for me in the fighter pilot program sir."

"My pleasure cadet. I want a happy crew. The way to do that is to allow them to do exactly what they dream of doing."

Colonel Madge reached out and shook Tamaric's hand then he reached over to Korica and when she placed her hand in his he pumped it twice then grinned as he looked at their clasped hands for a few moments. He then let go of her hand and smiled.

"Truly remarkable, your body is as warm as your heart ensign."

Korica gave him a pretty smile and leaned against Tamaric shyly.

"Thank you sir."

"Have a good night you two."

Colonel Madge slid out and stood up and then picked up his data pad and nodded at Korica and Tamaric then he turned and headed out of the mess hall. Korica and Tamaric finished off their drinks then got up and headed next door to the gym, which was completely deserted at the moment and they worked out strenuously then they showered and met up in their quarters. Tamaric waited by the door until Korica stepped in wearing just her robe and he grabbed her, surprising her slightly and pulled her to him as he slid his hands around her from under her robe. He stroked her warm and soft back as he stared into her eyes and she just grinned at him then they engaged in a long round of kissing while standing by the door. Korica enjoyed the intimate contact immensely until Tamaric's hands started drifting lower and then she terminated the kiss and gently put her hands on his arms to stop him.

"You go there and we won't be able to stop Tamaric. You know how worked up we both get when we feel each other up."

"Awwe, I was hoping to get a good feel. I miss you like that."

"I know. Wait till morning ok?"

"Ok. Can I at least have a peak?"

Korica grinned at him and nodded lightly and she stepped back and undid her robe and let it slide off her shoulders and fall to the floor. Tamaric looked her over and sighed. He then locked a gaze on her wondrous crotch and it was all he could do to resist giving her a gentle pet. She was so pretty and shapely and he knew how astounding she was in bed and he couldn't wait to experience her again. Korica let him stare at her as she enjoyed what was going through his mind then she turned and headed to the front of the room so he could get a good look from behind. Tamaric took a few steps and stopped in his tracks as he watched Korica saunter to the front of the room and bend over as she pulled her drawer open and begin to pull her uniforms out and lay them on the bureau one at a time. Korica then looked back at him and she smiled sweetly.

"I may take care of you Tamaric but I'm not gunna pack your things for you. You need to get over here and start getting your things together."

"Alright love¦I was just enjoying the view."

"You've seen me naked before Tamaric¦but I appreciate how much you admire me."

"It's been a couple days. I miss seeing you like this."

"I know. I've missed seeing you too."

Tamaric smiled and undid his robe and shucked it off and let it hit the floor and Korica stood up straight and looked him over and he could sense her pulse racing as she drank him in.

"Very nice! You're a hell of a good-looking guy Tamaric. You're getting so muscular with all the workouts¦it just¦"

"Ya like big muscles?"

"On you I do. You've always had kind of a muscular build but you're starting to bulge in all the right places now¦" Korica looked at his crotch and smiled even brighter. "And I do mean in all the right places."

"Really? You think I'm that much bigger down there than I used to be?"

Korica gave him a tilted head look while still smiling.

"Of course. You were a kid¦like me when I first saw your¦package. You're hung like a man now."

"I can feel that you like that."

"Of course silly. I'm not interested in boys anymore. I want a man in my bed."

"Thanks love. You've¦changed too. You're built like a real woman all over. You were so cute the first time I got to see you but now you're like¦sexy hot. Hardly like you were when I first got to look at you." Tamaric said as he walked over to where Korica was standing.

"And you really like the changes¦I can feel it."

"Oh man do I."

"Speaking of that¦"

"Your growth spurt?"

"Yeah. I need to make sure I still fit my uniforms properly. The growth will continue for a couple of days then happen again real soon."

"Well you're already naked, have the AI scan you to make sure."

Korica nodded and leaned forward to give Tamaric a peck and she found herself unable to pull away from him and it turned into a prolonged lip lock kiss then she stepped closer to him and she felt his firming erection rise up until it was pressing against her lips firmly and she couldn't help herself, she moved her feet apart slightly and let him grow steadily causing his head to slide down her lips then she pulled back slowly sliding him along her length and she shivered at the sensation as she pressed her lips to his and slid her hands around his back and slipped her tongue into his mouth. They swirled their tongues around one another and they both felt the dizzy mind tingling from the hormone rush. Korica finally realized what she was doing and she slowly pulled back until his now rock hard erection slid up over her tingling clitoris causing a momentary pulse of contractions that felt amazing but signaled that she was nearing the point that she wouldn't be able to stop herself. She terminated the kiss and closed her eyes as she took several deep breaths and pushed Tamaric back from his chest. When she caught her breath and the rush faded she looked up at him.

"What's the matter darlin? I thought¦did I do something wrong?"

"No¦you were doing everything just right. That was all me Tamaric¦I'm sorry I got carried away."

"I don't know how you can flip it off like a switch like that¦you confuse the crap out of me sometimes."

"I have to be sure Tamaric. I don't want to¦you know how the female body works."

"Yeah¦it doesn't mean I understand what goes through your head though."

Korica gave him a peck then turned and headed for the com panel next to the entrance and she touched it then looked back at Tamaric's confused and bewildered expression.

"I'm new to all this Tamaric. Just¦give me some time to get things right in my head."

Tamaric nodded and rolled his eyes while smiling then turned back to the bureau and Korica looked at his rump and she shivered then shook her head and looked at the com panel as she touched the AI hale icon. A moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Korica, how may I be of assistance?"

"Hi Future. Hey, I've been going through one of my growth spurts and I need to make sure that my uniforms still fit me properly and will do so for the next couple of weeks. Can you scan me to see if I've grown any recently?"

"I would be glad to do that for you. I am aware that you were growing again. It is a good sign that you are not suffering any stasis related ill affects. Please step back and hold your arms out and turn slowly until you are facing the communication panel again?"

Korica took a few steps back and held her arms out and looked straight ahead and slowly walked in a circle until she was facing the com panel again. She then put her arms down and looked at Tamaric for an instant then back to the com panel.

"You have in fact grown some Korica. Your chest has increased in size by two centimeters and your height has increased by three centimeters. Your inseam needs to be adjusted and your tops need to be let out so that your uniforms will fit properly. Your hips are growing slightly as all women's hips do as they mature but I believe your waist has not increased enough to warrant any alterations in that particular area. You have gained another four pounds in the last four days as well."

"Dang it! A pound a day?"

"There is no need to be alarmed Korica. It is a healthy level of weight gain given your increase in muscle mass and bone density. You current hormonal balance indicates an elevated state of arousal and conclusion of your menstrual cycle."

"I tend to get..." Korica glanced at Tamaric then back to the com panel. "Really aroused when I see Tamaric like that."

"I am detecting the same level of arousal in him. I would conclude that he enjoys seeing your naked form just as much. You are likely causing a spike in one another due to your pairing."

"Oh I have no doubt about that. His arousal characteristics feel really¦stimulating. Do I need new uniforms then?"

"Yes. As you know the growth pattern will continue for up to five days by the end of which your uniforms will not fit you properly. Given that you will be on a foreign space station representing the civilian corps and the Human race even though you are not Human, we need to send you with uniforms that reflect a proper look. I will begin tailoring new uniforms for you immediately."

"Ok¦" Korica stepped closer to the com panel and whispered. "You're sure my cycle is done?"

"Not done but winding down." The AI said very softly.

"So when can I¦you know?"

"Anytime you like but to be sure that bleeding does not reoccur you should wait at least twelve ours. External stimulation should not be a problem if you feel the urge to achieve an orgasm reaching an irresistible level but internal stimulation should wait."

Korica glanced at Tamaric still pulling his things from his drawers and she looked back at the com panel.

"You mean¦by myself?"

"Whatever means satisfies the urge is what I mean. I believe Tamaric would enjoy helping you achieve maximum enjoyment but the choice is yours."

"I¦I don't like the idea of playing with myself."

"There are devices available to aid in facilitating an orgasm without the need to place your hands on your genitals. The massage drones for instance are very dexterous and skilled at bringing about a rapid orgasm when orchestrated properly."

Korica stepped back and looked at the com panel and shook her head quickly.

"Mm mmm¦" Korica muttered then glanced at Tamaric then she stepped closer to the com panel. "I'm not gunna experiment with that either. I can keep the urge in check until morning."

"As you wish. Tamaric?" The AI spoke softly then called out to Tamaric in a normal volume level.

"Yeah?" Tamaric replied looking over at the com panel.

"Please step up to the scanning element so I can scan your proportions to insure that your uniforms do not need replacing as well?"

"Ok."

Tamaric set down the clothes in his hands and walked over by Korica and he dipped his brows as he stood next to her.

"You got some¦interesting ideas going through your head. You would really rather do that than let me¦do that for you?"

"No! I'm just¦I'm curious what it would feel like but I'm not gunna do that Tamaric."

Tamaric nodded and then held his arms out and slowly walked in a circle until he was facing the com panel again then he put his arms down and waited while he stared into Korica's face as she shared her feelings making him grin a little.

"If you're that¦horny, let me help you Korica."

"I'm feeding on your energy Tamaric. You're the one that's that horny."

"Mmm¦I don't think it's all me."

"Whatever. I'm gunna wait till morning."

Tamaric looked back at the com panel and the AI finally responded.

"You too have grown slightly Tamaric. Height, weight, muscle mass. They are all up seven percent from your last scan."

"Can Korica's growth spurts affect my growth rate?"

"Unknown. There is a remote possibility but you are also at the physical age of increased growth. You are changing from an adolescent into a man. I will have some new uniforms tailored for you too."

"We're going to need something to pack our things in for the trip too."

"I will have something brought to your quarters immediately."

"Hey, does that mean my civilian clothes aren't going to fit either?" Korica asked.

"More than likely."

"Can you do something about that?"

"Yes. Select what you would like to take with you and I will have it reproduced in the proper size for you."

"Me too?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes."

Korica and Tamaric looked at each other then walked over to the bureau and they opened the third drawer and began pulling out the clothes they wanted to take. Korica chose her bright blue one piece bathing suit and held it up to her and it was way to small now and Tamaric shook his head and she laid it down then picked up her bright red two piece and Tamaric looked at it and smiled and nodded with raised brows and Korica smiled and set it aside then she went about pulling out enough clothes for a week at a time and Tamaric did the same thing. They carried their selections over to the bed and then looked at the com panel.

"These are the things we want to take with us." Korica said.

"A servo drone is on its way to collect your things. Please do not forget to take your side arms. You are going to be on a space station but the mission is still an away mission and you are required to be armed."

"You really think we need weapons?" Tamaric asked.

"Not likely, but they are a required part of your uniform when on an away mission."

"Alright."

A servo drone entered the room through the slot in the bulkhead and it was carrying two sizable cylindrical bags with rigid sides and solid lids on them. The servo drone floated to the front of the bed and set the bags down and Korica looked at the Human looking hands and the curiosity rose in her for just a moment. She wondered just how real and gentle the hands could be if the AI were orchestrating their every movement. During the massages they genuinely felt like a man's warm hands but she wondered if it would feel creepy or stimulating to have them touching all her sensitive spots and would the AI even know where her most sensitive spots were like Tamaric did.

"Korica!" Tamaric uttered.

Korica shook her head and frowned.

"Sorry¦"

"Told you that it was you that was itching to climax. Even a robot turns you on."

"Stop it Tamaric! I don't like being teased about that stuff. I can't help what these adult hormones do to me. I'm a¦kid stuck in an adults body."

Tamaric stepped closer to Korica and put his arm around her and gently rubbed her smooth back.

"I'm sorry love. I know how confusing it can be. You got way more going on than I do."

"Yeah, mood swings, strange urges, crazy dreams. It's a lot to keep a lid on."

Tamaric kissed the side of her head and she felt the genuine remorse he felt so she turned her head and kissed his cheek. They then stepped back and the drone collected their clothes and then floated off with the pile of clothes draped over its arms, clenched in its fists and dragging the ground slightly. It slipped through the slot and Korica looked at the bags sitting in the floor.

"What the heck are we supposed to pack if all our clothes are being remade?"

"Any personal belongings you would like to take with you." The AI responded.

Korica looked around her quarters then at Tamaric.

"All my stuff is¦toys and whatnot. I can't take that with me."

"Well we were at the age that all this stuff was important before we went into stasis."

"It still means something to me but¦I don't need any of it where we're going. No one would understand me playing with any of this stuff given my apparent age."

"I know what you mean. I want to play like the kid I feel to be but it would look¦weird for a fifteen year old to play with toys."

"We had to grow up overnight. We're expected to act our age¦even if it isn't really our age."

"Your thinking about us screwing around too hunh?"

"Yeah. Mom and dad hate it. They can feel how young we really are and they hate that we're¦doing all the stuff we're inclined to do when we're alone."

"Your dad has a small crush on you and that's why it bugs him so much."

"Tamaric Prentor! Don't you talk about Jake like that! Things got all¦messed up cause we didn't listen to the elder race warnings about committing to the deep sharing without knowing what we were doing. We try real hard to keep things in the right perspective and I don't ever want to hear you saying anything like that!"

"You're right, I'm truly sorry Korica."

"I accept your apology. You know how sensitive I am about that?"

"Yeah. I know what you meant. It really bugs Laurel and Jake both to know that we're doing what we do."

"They wanted me to wait until I was much older to start having sex but you just¦I couldn't resist you and I knew how good things felt for them. I wanted to try it to see if it would feel that good for me. I really didn't know letting myself fall in love with you would lead to us having sex so soon."

"I sense you don't regret it though."

"Heck no! You're fantastic at it and shaped just right for me and you were so gentle until I was ready for it to get¦rougher. Becoming paired with you is just a bonus to me."

"You know there's a good chance I was never really capable of that until you made changes in my brain to make it possible?"

"I know. I feel bad for doing that to you but it was worth it right?"

"Crimony yes! You got to be one of the most beautiful girls I have ever laid eyes on and I get to be your husband and paired mate for the rest of my life. You better believe it was worth it."

Korica smiled at him then she looked at the nightstand by the head of the bed and she walked over to it and she pulled the drawer open and lifted her PP-20 and holster out and she went to slide the drawer closed when she saw the Lundragaus pistol. She pulled it out and laid her holster down and laid the pistol in her hand and she stroked the side of it and she closed her eyes for a moment as she heard the Lundragaus scream and she saw his eyes pop as he was flung across the hangar bay and she heard his body slam into the wall, then she heard the sickening sound as his body bounced off of things on its way to the deck only to hit the deck with a thick and heavy thud.

Korica opened her eyes and pushed the memories aside. She dropped the pistol in the drawer with a metallic thud and she used her thigh to push the drawer closed and she grit her teeth as she picked up her holster in a snatching grab and she walked to the end of the bed and she squatted down and set her holster in one of the bags. She then looked up at Tamaric looking at her with a sad expression on his face and she took a breath and let it out slowly then stood up.

"Sorry Tamaric. The memories still make me angry. That guy was gunna kill me. He didn't care anything about who I am or who cared about me back home. He just wanted to blast a hole in me. Why did he make me kill him and how do you look at a little girl and think like that?"

"You weren't exactly little Korica¦but I got no idea. My heart just isn't that black."

Korica snapped her head around and grunted.

"Humph. I was eleven Tamaric. Compared to the rest of the infiltration team I was a little girl standing before him."

"I can't believe that still haunts you."

"I just don't understand that kind of evil heart."

"Women and children don't matter to everyone love. All they cared about was achieving power. Anyone that got in their way was just¦in the way and needed to be eliminated, little girl or otherwise."

"I hope to god we don't run into that kind of nastiness when we start exploring the galaxy."

"I'm sure he's listening but you know that kind of evil is out there. We're bound to run into some of 'em."

Korica took a quick breath and let it out sharply as she nodded. Tamaric then walked around to his side of the bed and he retrieved his side arm and walked over to the bags and he plopped it down in the other bag. He then looked at Korica and he sensed that she wanted to go brush their teeth and forget the whole nastiness of the Lundragaus. Tamaric took Korica's hand and he gently pulled her toward the bathroom. They walked over to the bathroom and stepped in once the door slid open and they brushed their teeth together then rinsed their mouths out with mouthwash then collected the sundry items they wanted to take with them and they carried them out and dropped them in their bags.

Korica then looked at the com panel still lit and she grinned slightly and called out to the AI.

"Are you still monitoring us Future?"

"Yes, I am here Korica."

"What are studying?"

"Your interactions and movements. You move like woman Korica. The child in you is very hard to detect."

"Thank you. Tamaric said something about that earlier¦he said I had a certain¦poise, like a lady. He said I moved gracefully and kind of sexy like."

"He is correct. You do move with a certain grace and sophistication. You are becoming a fine woman Korica. Everyone is very proud of the changes in you, both mentally and physically."

"Thanks. You heard what I said earlier?"

"Yes. I understand the perceived youth compared to what everyone sees on the outside. You have done a wonderful job of adapting to your much older appearance. You have too Tamaric. Much of your immaturity has dissolved away to reveal a fine and strong man both physically and in character."

"Thanks. I've been trying real hard to make everyone proud and earn Korica's respect. She needs a man taking care of her, not a kid¦which is what I feel like most of the time."

"You still hold to the feeling of being a kid?"

"Yes. I keep telling myself that the kid in me is gone. I ain't the kid I feel like. I'm practically a grown man or at least more so than I used to be."

"It will take some time for the identity crisis to wear off. Many of the youth on the ship are going through the same exact things that you two are. Just think about those that were six or seven that are now nine or ten? It is very confusing for those children."

"I bet. Specially if puberty is kickin in at nine or ten."

"That is precisely what I mean. The urges and physical transformation is a little shocking to say the least."

"There's councilors helping them right?"

"Yes, many."

"Good."

"Future will you help us pack our things if it's going to be a while until our clothes are ready? I'd like to get some rest. We gotta get up pretty early." Korica asked.

"I would be more than happy to. I can have your things packed in virtual silence so as not to disturb you."

"I sleep like a rock anyways, you would have to practically knock me out of bed to disturb me." Tamaric said making Korica giggle.

"Thank you Future." Korica finally said.

"You are very welcomed Korica. Is there anything else you need before I terminate this connection?"

Both of them shook their heads and then the com panel went dark. Korica then climbed up on the bed and began to crawl toward the head of the bed on her hands and knees and it dawned on her what she was doing unconsciously. She was trying to show off for Tamaric and she felt bad about it.

"Wow!" Tamaric exclaimed. "You got¦never mind."

Korica plopped on her side and looked at Tamaric as she pulled her right leg up high.

"You like it all hunh?"

"You know I do, that's why you did that."

"Yeah it is, sorry about that."

"You don't gotta apologize just¦are you going to sleep like that?"

"I guess I should put something on just incase?"

"You rub up against me like that and I'm likely to¦be all over you."

Korica nodded and rolled over and scooted off the side of the bed. She walked to the front of the room and retrieved a night gear shirt and slipped it over her head and pulled it over her hips then she pulled out a fresh pair of underwear and slipped them on then made her way to the bathroom and prepped herself just incase her cycle presented her with a surprise overnight. She then came back out into the main quarters and found Tamaric lying on the bed wearing nothing and she grinned at him as she climbed into bed. She laid down and scooted over close to him and he rolled on his side and stroked her head a few times then he gave her a prolonged lip lock kiss and then he laid his head down and stared into her eyes. She smiled at him then reached over and slid the lights down to sleep levels and Tamaric moved right up against her side with his arm draped over her and she moved his hand onto her chest over her heart and she closed her eyes and began to purr with her heart and Tamaric's heart skipped a few beats then began beating at the same exact rate as hers and they slowly faded off into a deep sleep, Tamaric only being able to fall asleep once Korica did and her purring ceased allowing his heart to slow to a level that would permit sleep.
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Two Missions, Two Destinies

03:45 ships time. The lights in Korica and Tamaric's quarters slowly rose in intensity until they were at half illumination, and then the AI called out into the room.

"Korica?"

Korica rolled onto her back and opened her eyes for a moment, then winced against the light and slowly stretched, then took a long deep breath and she let it out slowly and lay still for a moment, and the AI repeated its call with a little more volume.

"Korica?"

"Huh? Yeah¦I'm awake. What time is it?"

"Zero three fourty five. You need to wake Tamaric, so you can get your day started. The Prentor is going to take you and Tamaric to the surface at zero five hundred sharp."

"Ok. Thank you for waking me up."

"You are welcomed. Your uniforms and civilian clothing choices have been packed away for you. Your choice of bathing suits was the most difficult to reconstruct. The garment was made from a material I do not have the capacity to reproduce, so I disassembled the two pieces and reused the material to make a new bathing suit that will fit you properly, with some slight modifications. I hope you approve of the new design. I was forced to remove some material from the bottoms, since I had a finite amount of material to work with."

Korica blinked a few times, as she tried to imagine what it looked like, now that it was made in a size that would fit a mid teen woman, not an eleven year old. She sat up, rubbed her eyes, yawned and stretched again, and then she looked over the end of the bed, and all she saw were the two bags, sitting next to one another, and a fresh formal uniform for her and Tamaric lying over each arm of the closest reading chair. She then looked at the com panel, and leaned back on her hands.

"So my swim suit is more¦skimpy than before?"

"Yes. The hips are open, only a string that appears to be tied at the hips covers your hips at all, and the front panel was reduced in size by twenty percent. It will still conceal your genitals, but the top of the front panel no longer sits at your waist. It will cover the top of your pubic line by four centimeters, and the back panel will not cover your entire gluteus. There will be quite a bit of cheek showing."

"Whoa! Sounds pretty¦small. Why did you have to take so much away?"

"Not to offend you about your previous figure, but you were relatively flat chested before, you now need a substantial amount of material to support, and cover, your breasts."

Korica looked down at her chest, and grinned.

"Right¦I got serious boobage now, hunh?"

"Yes you do. There was still only so much I could do with the material I had to work with, so you will be covered with the new shape of the top, but you will have to take care that the breast panel is not brushed to the side, exposing yourself."

"Hmm. Guess Tamaric will like it then. He really likes how big, and firm, my breasts are now."

"You have a wonderful figure Korica. He is right to appreciate how beautiful you are."

"Awwe, thank you Future."

"You are welcomed."

Korica sat up straight, looked at Tamaric sleeping solid, and she smiled, just as the AI increased the lighting to full intensity. Just the sight of him made her happy. She was so proud of the man she had chosen as her mate. He was everything she could ever hope for in a guy, and so much more. She scooted down and slid up to his back, mimicking his body curve perfectly with hers, and then she began to kiss the back of his neck a few times. He stirred, made a soft moan, and lifted his arm, as if he were going to swat at her, then he held his arm up for a moment, then he squirmed back against her, once he realized it was his Korica loving on him. He moved his arm back, flopped it over Korica, and his hand came to rest on her bottom. He gently stroked her cheek as she kissed his neck a few more times, and he shrank down into his shoulders.

"That tickles Korica."

"You want me to stop it?" She asked softly.

"I¦didn't exactly say that¦I just said it tickles."

Korica lifted her head slightly, and kissed the back of his neck, then the top of his shoulder, then his shoulder point, and then she slid her hand under his arm and over to his chest, and she ran her hand around his firm pecks a few times, and he grinned and gave her rump a gentle squeeze, and she let out a quick breath that tickled his ear, making him cringe, and goose bumps formed up both arms that made Korica smile big. She laid her head down, and nuzzled her forehead into the back of his head and he took a deep breath and opened his eyes groggily.

"Holy¦I'm tired. What time is it love?"

"Three fourty five. We gotta get up and get our day started. The Prentor is gunna be expecting us at five sharp in the forward upper hangar."

"Sheesh¦this is the hardest part about life in the corps¦getting up so dang early all the time."

"Sorry, we can't help it if you aren't a morning person."

Tamaric scooted forward slightly, then turned on his back, and stretched hard and yawned, then he batted his eyes a few times, and he finally looked at his beautiful Korica and he smiled at her.

"Gracious! Even with bed head you're sooo pretty Korica."

Korica propped her head up on her hand, pushed her hair back with the other hand, and she smiled at him.

"Thanks¦but bull. I look like crap."

Tamaric chuckled, and shook his head in his pillow.

"You look like you just got up, but you're freakin gorgeous beyond that."

"You're sweet. Come on¦we gotta get up."

Tamaric nodded his head, and rolled over on his side, and Korica smiled and pushed on his muscular back hard, scooting him half way to the edge of the bed.

"Come on! I mean it lazy head. Get up, or I'll push you in the floor."

"Ok, ok, ok¦I'm up!" Tamaric said as he sat up, and scooted to the edge of the bed hanging his feet to the floor.

Korica pushed the covers down and rolled over, plopping her feet in the floor. She yawned again, and scratched her hip as she stood up, and then she headed for the bathroom, and Tamaric looked back at her and smiled.

"You want some privacy?" He asked.

"Whatever. I'm startin to get used to you bein in my head when I pee. I don't want you in the room when I do, but in my head is staring to seem normal or something. I kind of like the company, as weird as that sounds."

"It's not weird, I like your company in my head too Korica."

The bathroom door slipped closed, Tamaric stood up and stretched hard, and then took a stumbled step forward, he looked over at the bags in the floor, and he sighed.

"Hey," Korica's voice rang in his head, "If you're gunna miss your mom and dad and Harriet that much¦if they don't have a way of communicating through the star network, I promise to find a way for you to communicate with the Future, so you can at least say hi, and let 'em know you're ok?"

"That's sweet of you to say that, but what can you do?"

"You and I will join as one, and then reach out to mom, and she'll reach out to your family."

"That'll work?"

"Maybe. It's worth a try."

"Thanks Korica. You're the best."

"I just know how to take care of my man."

Tamaric smiled, and walked over to his new uniform sitting on the reading chair, and he picked it up and looked it over. To him it looked absolutely identical to his old uniform. He couldn't see the difference since being retailored. He laid it down, and headed for the front of the room, but he was stopped dead in his tracks when he sensed excitement in Korica, and he slowly looked up, and smiled big.

"You're dry?"

"Yep! Not a single spot."

"Does that mean we get to¦?"

"We aren't going to have time for that Tamaric. I know you were looking forward to it just as much as I was, but we have too much to get done so we can be in the hangar by five."

"Ok."

Tamaric continued to the front of the room and he retrieved his working uniform, and then he retrieved Korica's, he carried them back to the bed, and he began to get dressed. Korica joined him a few moments later, and she got dressed alongside him. They then headed into the bathroom together, brushed their teeth and hair, then made their way out into the main living quarters, and they stepped into their shoes, then they stood and held each other for a few minutes.

The pair then separated, walked over to the door, it slid open, and they stepped out. They walked over to the mess hall and found a few officers eating, but a mostly deserted mess hall otherwise. They walked over to the dispensers, poured themselves something to drink, and then turned around, and captain Alexan was walking into the mess hall with a clutch full of data pads. Korica and Tamaric walked over the nearest table, set their glasses down, and they waited for the captain to walk up to them. He set the clutch on the table and looked at the couple for a moment, then he stepped around them, walked over to the dispensers, and poured himself a cup of tea, then he turned and stepped back over to them, and he set his cup on the table.

"What are these for sir?"

"Good morning to you too Tamaric."

"I'm sorry sir. Good morning."

"Good morning sir," Korica said.

"That's a little better. Good morning you two. These data pads contain your lessons and studies. I expect you to keep up with your studies while you're away. I know it's a lot to dump on you, but you've both fallen a little behind. I've been lenient up to this point, but I can't have you falling a couple of weeks more behind. There's also a data pad with blank mission logs, I expect you both to fill them out at the conclusion of each day. I want you to be as detailed as possible in your logs."

Tamaric sighed, but nodded as he looked at the clutch. He then looked at the captain.

"Do we need to report what we do when we aren't on duty?"

"It isn't required, but I would hope you would feel inclined to do so. You may skip the personal details of your personal interactions with each other. No one needs to read about that."

"Yes sir," Korica said.

"Please¦" The captain gestured to the table, "I'd like to sit with you for a few minutes, if that's alright?"

"Of course it's alright sir," Korica said with a warm smile.

They all sat down, and a servo drone floated up to the table with menus in its manipulator claw, Korica retrieved them, and set them on the table, and then she pushed one to the captain and he gently shook his head.

"I've already eaten. You two go ahead and order your breakfast."

Korica nodded, picked up one of the menus, and pulled it open, her and Tamaric made their selections together, and then they collapsed the menu and handed them both back to the servo drone. The drone lifted slightly, spun around, and floated off. Korica took a sip from her glass, then it hit her what she was sensing from the captain, and she couldn't help but smile as she set her glass down.

"What's so amusing ensign?" The captain asked, as he lifted his cup of tea to take a sip.

"I get why you came to sit with us now sir. You could've had¦a servo drone deliver these data pads. You like the energy we emit, you know this is your last opportunity to enjoy it for a while."

The captain paused his cup, looked at her for a moment, and then he continued and took a sip, and then set his cup down as he looked at her.

"Am I becoming that transparent?"

"It still takes some effort to¦understand your feelings sir. You're a really complex, and guarded, man."

The captain looked around briefly, then he adjusted his position, leaned forward slightly, and spoke softly.

"As I understand it¦it's your love I'm feeling, right?"

"Sort of," Korica replied.

"It feels nice, I do enjoy sharing it with you two now that I understand it. You have an intensity that I'll never get to experience on my own, except through you. I'll¦miss you both. I'll miss your love."

"Awe¦sir¦that's so sweet."

The captain grinned, put his finger across his lips as he sat back, and Korica looked at Tamaric, he grinned brightly, and nudged Korica softly.

"He loves the heck out you Korica," Tamaric thought. "You got him wrapped around your little finger, like you did Mark."

"He likes our love Tamaric. That's what he was getting at. You're right though, he does love me a lot. Guess mom was right, people do fall in love with me¦in an innocent way."

"Care to share with the rest of the class?" The captain said, noticing that they were staring into each other's eyes long enough to be conversing.

They both looked at him, and sat up straight.

"I'm sorry sir. I guess that's kind of rude when someone else is present, hunh?" Korica said.

"A little."

"Sir, can¦can I ask you something?" Tamaric timidly inquired.

"Sure. What's on your mind?"

"My little sister. Will you make sure my parents stay on the Future?"

"Stay on the Future? That's up to them. They have jobs on the surface; it's a little inconvenient to make trips back and forth. It would make sense if they decided to take a home on the surface."

"I know but¦" Tamaric looked at Korica, then back to the captain.

"I don't want my sister¦taking the inhibitor. She's so dang smart, I don't want anything messing her up, or changing that."

The captain's face changed to a very serious look, he looked around, then moved much closer, and he spoke in a stern, but soft voice.

"You aren't supposed to know about that. Who did you probe to find out about that?"

"No one. We promised we would never do that sir. Korica has this friend down on the surface¦"

"The Taylor girl? Eva, I believe is her name?"

"Yes sir. We saw her being given the systemic immune booster, and we just¦figured it out. We then got confirmation of what we suspected when we looked into it."

"You are to tell no one! That is top-level classified information that has safety and security implications."

"We won't sir. I promise. Will you make sure they stay up here, so Harriet isn't forced to take the inhibitor? Please?"

The captain leaned back, and sighed. He stared at Tamaric's sorrowful and hopeful expression for a moment, and then he nodded subtly.

"Consider it done. If they request terrestrial transfer, I will come up with some excuse why I need them to stay aboard. The pills really are safe you know?"

"I just¦I love my little sister sir. She is so amazing just the way she is. I don't want to take any chances that it could affect her in some unforeseen way."

"That's exactly why the whole program is being kept under wraps. That kind of thinking would keep everyone from administering them until we can get a handle on these¦amazing children."

"We aren't dangerous sir. We're just gifted."

"Oh? I watched a pair of teenagers open a wormhole this afternoon for God's sake. Don't tell me there isn't a real danger of something¦unforeseen happening. We have to teach these kids how to control what they have lurking inside them."

"You mean you want to control what's inside them," Korica said softly.

The captain glared at her for a moment, then he leaned back and sighed deeply. He lifted his cup, took a big sip of his tea, then set his cup down, leaned in again, and spoke softly.

"You wound me Korica. Let me ask you something? What would happen if you manifested that artificial wormhole inside the negative matter core?"

Korica's eyes got big, and she now glanced around the room as she shifted in her seat.

"It would explode."

"How much destruction do you suppose that would unleash?"

Korica slowly shook her head.

"I uh¦I'm not completely sure sir. A lot. Enough to mess this whole side of the galaxy up forever."

The captain then looked at Tamaric.

"Your little sister? She's beautiful, bright beyond comprehension?"

"Yes sir."

"What do you think is going to happen when she starts teething, and the pain, and discomfort, makes her lash out? What will she be capable of doing the first time she falls down and really hurts herself, or the first time she is told no, you can't have any sweets until after supper? If she gets mad, I mean really mad, what could she do by accident? Do you know how gifted she is, or will be?"

"I¦I hadn't thought about that sir. I don't know how gifted she's gunna be."

"Exactly! If she was to have as much, or more power at her disposal than you do¦she could, accidentally mind you; destroy all of us, and half of the galaxy. Don't tell me there isn't any danger in what you all seem to be capable of. I have great reverence for what you all have. You're some of the most advanced Human beings to ever live, but there are certain measures that need to be taken, to make sure we learn how to deal with our newfound evolution. We have to learn from you, and about you, as we try to get our heads around the shear power now residing in each and every one of you. Wisdom, and temperance, needs to be exercised here, so we get it right. That core is now our biggest problem, given how unstable negative matter is. One heavy atom of normal matter in there at the wrong time, and the chain reaction would cause a cascade event that would envelope countless star systems. Hell, we could cause a rupture that could turn this whole galaxy inside out for all we know. Can you imagine a black hole the size of the Milky Way itself? Lord we could conceivably drag our neighboring galaxies right down its throat¦" The captain looked at Korica, "Including your home galaxy. Andromeda is headed this way anyway, and would likely speed up, as it came apart, and got sucked in. Can you imagine how many lives there are in a galaxy twice the size of the Milky Way? We could be the cause of all those countless lives being lost. You remember Oberot's warning? 'Chaos the likes of which you can hardly imagine'. That's what is sitting in the belly of this ship, with gifted children running around with little to no guidance, or training as to what they're capable of, or how they can affect the environment around them. This was all taken into consideration when we decided to start administering something to give us some time to get our crap together, so we can deal with our amazing children responsibly."

"I guess we never took the time to consider something like that sir," Korica said.

"Granted that's a worse case scenario, but it at least has to be considered, no matter how ludicrous it sounds. We have a responsibility to our children, and the rest of the universe, with what the elder race have given us."

"Yes sir. I'd have to agree. That core kind of scares me anyway. I still don't completely understand how we keep something that powerful under control," Korica said somberly.

"Well you will be expected to study up on it later in your career. You'll understand, the way the containment system is made¦the more energy it produces, the more the containment field is bolstered."

"Yes sir. I think I understand the fundamental idea, but not the application."

"To tell you the truth, we're all a bit¦over our heads with that thing. It's going to take a very long time to truly understand the physics, and technological aspects of how the core is made and functions. You can forget about us recreating it anytime soon."

"The elder race have been tinkering with that kind of technology for sixteen million years. They've had a long time to figure it out."

A servo drone showed up with Korica and Tamaric's plates of food, they were slid up on the table, and they began to eat in silence, and the captain felt a little bad for being so stern, and sharp, with them. He could feel how their energy had changed slightly.

"Look, I know this is stuff those of us in command need to worry about, not you. I'm sorry I was so stern about all this. I hope I've impressed the reasons behind the decision to use a bit of deception in how we administer the inhibitors."

Korica finished off her bite of food and swallowed, and then she nodded with a small grin.

"You brought up things we just¦never considered. We're the ones that should be sorry sir. You've got a huge responsibility, and we should've known you had some really good reasons for why you're doing things the way you're doing them."

"Thank you for understanding Korica. I want you two to think about your mission, not all of the doom and gloom around here. Along those lines¦I have one last order for the both of you¦"

Tamaric looked up, and set his fork down as he chewed, thinking there was going to be more work, or responsibility, coming their way.

"I'm ordering you to have some fun."

Tamaric stopped chewing, blinked a few times, and Korica looked at Tamaric and smiled a little, then she looked back at the captain.

"Fun sir?"

"Sure. You remember what fun is, right?"

Korica now smiled big, as she wiped her mouth with her napkin.

"Yes sir."

"You used to play with your remote control Pratgal cruiser in the corridor out there, you used to go to the gardening ring just to run around, and spin in circles in the warm glow of the artificial sun tube, just cause it was fun. I want you two to try and take some time, and have some fun on that station. You're kids for craps sake, and you never get to act like it anymore, so I'm ordering you to act your age¦your real age, and have some damn fun. I don't know¦go swimming, or running in the bright lights, or go dancing with some of the youth Rhe'tock mentioned. Just¦have some fun, ok?"

"Eye captain!" Korica replied, with a bright smile.

"I can think of a few things to do that might be fun," Tamaric said.

"There ya go. Don't get carried away, but enjoy yourselves, at least a little."

"Ok," Korica said.

"That's better¦the glow is back."

"It was gone sir?" Korica asked.

"No, not entirely, but it¦changed. I guess you exude a certain feel when your happy, or content, and I affected that with my rant. I'm sorry for that. I want a happy crew above all else. I want you happy young lady. You've had more than enough sorrow and grief in your life."

"Thank you sir. I am happy. I'm livin the dream, as corny as that sounds. I've got everything I ever wanted, and then some."

"Good. It doesn't sound corny to be living out your dreams. That's exactly what we all want for you. That's what I want for all my crew, but especially for you for some reason."

Korica grinned brightly, and leaned over the table a little, then spoke very softly.

"Could it be cause you love me sir?"

"That's our little secret ensign," The captain said quietly, then he winked at her and smiled. "Well, I have to get back to the bridge."

The captain picked up his cup, blew on it, then tipped it up and drank half his tea down, and then he blew on it again, and polished off what was left. He set his cup down, then scooted out, and stood up and he looked back at the pair, and he smiled as Tamaric leaned on Korica slightly and she leaned back, the captain assumed without even realizing what they were doing.

"You two really make a cute couple you know? You can see and feel the love between the two of you, and you truly look to be made for one another."

"Thank you sir," Korica said, "I feel like we were made for one another."

"Well good lock on the mission, have a great day you two."

"Thank you sir. We will."

The captain then tuned, headed off, and Korica looked at Tamaric, and smiled.

"That was the sweetest¦and most complimentary thing I've ever heard from him."

"I think he was trying to lift our spirits by speaking from the heart like that."

"Probably so. It worked. I feel great about myself and us, as a couple. We were really destined to be together, hunh?"

"Yeah we were."

Korica gave Tamaric a quick peck, and then they went back to eating their meals. They ate quietly while enjoying the echoes ricocheting around in their heads, as the other thought randomly, and when they were done, they polished off their drinks, got up, and headed toward the exit, taking the clutch of data pads with them. They strolled next door, and began their workouts. Halfway through their routines, a few more officers and crew joined them. They were wished good luck by the officers, then had to explain, in brief, what the well wishes were for, to the rest of the crew, then they finished their workouts, and went and dropped off the clutch of data pads in their quarters, then they went and showered, then met up in their quarters when they were done. They got dressed in their formal uniforms, then brushed and combed their hair and brushed their teeth, and then made their way out into the main quarters.

They walked over to the bags sitting in the floor, and they opened them, and found their holsters lying on top of their neatly folded clothes, and they retrieved them, strapped them on, and they both checked their power cells one by one, then reholstered their weapons, and closed the thumb stays. Korica then looked in her bag, and she saw a small holo cube. She pulled it out, turned it on, and an image of Laurel and Jake appeared. She grinned, and sighed knowing the AI included this for her, so she wouldn't feel so lonely for home. She turned it off, dropped it in her bag, then closed it, and she checked the time on her bio monitor. She smiled when her triple heartbeat was shown, then the time appeared momentarily, before the bio monitor faded to black. She stood up, picked her bag up, Tamaric grabbed his and the clutch of data pads, then they looked around, and Tamaric hoped this wasn't the last time he would see this room.

"I'm positive we'll be back Tamaric," Korica said.

"I know. This mission is just gunna be long and dangerous. It makes one appreciate the small things¦like how much I like your quarters. They're big, and feel like home anymore."

"Come on, it's almost five. We gotta get going."

Tamaric nodded, and they headed for the exit. They walked calmly up the corridor to the transport compartment and stepped in, just as several junior officers were stepping off the transport platform, and so Korica and Tamaric stepped aside to allow them to walk past, and Korica recognized one of them. It was the pretty brunette she had met in mess hall that was so impressed with Korica.

"Hi Cara." Korica said.

"Hello ensign Prentor," Cara looked at the bags in Korica and Tamaric's hands, and then she looked Tamaric over briefly. "Going somewhere?"

"Oh uh, this is my husband, cadet Tamaric Prentor. We've been assigned an away mission. We're going to the Reuopon space station, to train."

"Hello Tamaric. It's nice to meet you," Cara said.

"It's nice to meet you too Cara¦wow! You have really pretty eyes."

"Thank you, so do you. I love guys with bright, blue eyes like yours." Cara looked at Korica, and smiled. "He's a keeper. You better keep a close eye on him."

"Oh trust me¦I got more than just my eye on him."

Cara chuckled, then looked at Korica's side arm.

"I don't know where the Reuopon space station is, but it would seem it's going to be a dangerous mission?"

"Not really. We're just required to go armed anytime we're on an away mission."

"You know how to use those things?" Cara asked, pointing to Korica's PP-20.

"Of course. You haven't had any weapons training?"

"No. I don't like guns. I would be more likely to hurt myself with one than anyone else."

Korica giggled, and nodded.

"Well if you ever want to go on missions away from the ship, you'll have to learn how to use one."

"Probably so. I'm content staying right here on the ship for now."

"Well it was nice to see you again Cara. We have to get going."

"Ok. You take care ensign Prentor. I'm still looking forward to sitting down with you, so we can talk a little about your theories."

"Me too. I promise to try and set some time aside so we can do that when I get back."

"Great! I'll see you two later."

"Goodbye Cara," Tamaric said.

"So long Tamaric."

Cara turned toward the exit, and a few of the other junior officers popped their head through the door, after it slid open.

"You coming Cara?"

"Yes, I'm coming."

Cara moved off, and slipped through the door, Korica and Tamaric could hear giggling among the junior officers, and Korica smiled as the door slid closed. Tamaric just looked at her, and she gently shook her head, as she made her way toward the transport platform.

"They were giggling about you Tamaric."

"About me? How do you¦oh¦you sensed what they were thinking."

"Yes. They think you're really cute, and they were under the impression that Cara was the only one brave enough to engage you in conversation."

"You think she'll set 'em straight?"

"Oh I think she'll let 'em think that for just a little while."

Tamaric grinned as they stepped up on the transport platform. The free floating map appeared, Korica reached out to touch the indicator for the upper forward hangar, and she paused, and smiled, as she heard what Tamaric was thinking. She lowered her hand, and looked at him.

"You were a kid before Tamaric. You're a full on hunk now. Girls are going to notice you a lot more than they did back in school on Earth. I would bet they noticed you more than you know anyways. You were just shy."

"You're the first pretty girl I've ever been able to talk to without getting all tongue tied Korica."

"You just talked to Cara."

"That¦she's pretty and all, but not like you are."

Korica nodded, and reached out and touched the indicator for the upper forward hangar, and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They then found themselves standing in the transport enclosure in the upper hangar. They stepped down from the transport pad, and they took the ten steps to the door, pushed it open and stepped out into the hangar, and the chief medical officer was waiting for them with a pneumatic injection gun in his hand, and a data pad in the other. They stepped up to him, set their bags down, and he lifted the pneumatic injection gun.

"This contains micro transdermal, subspace, burst transmitters that will be injected into your arms, just in case something¦awful happens."

"I take it they sense our bio signatures, and upon termination of life, they go active?"

"Something like that. They're nanometer-sized detectors that will detect your heart beating, and constantly measure your body temperature. Anything below ninety degrees, or a lack of heart beat for more than fourty seconds, and they will begin transmitting a cessation of life signal. The Future will be listening for the unique signal at all times, as long as you're within a few dozen light years, it will be detectable, and traceable."

"Uhh¦must be new technology, cause I don't know of anything that can transmit over dozens of light years without it taking¦dozens of years to be detected. As you know sir, I also run a much higher body temperature than a typical Human."

"The detector will take an average body temperature for you, then use that as a base line. You're correct, however, in that this is a modified version of technology already in use. You, if anybody, should be aware that there are many subtle layers to sub space, and some are completely devoid of natural radiation of any kind. It will make the signal very distinctive, and detectable, from extremely long distances, almost instantaneously, since dimensional distance has a different aspect ratio there."

"How in the world do you power something like that, and miniaturize it¦and I would assume make it undetectable from an outside source?"

The doctor smiled, and lightly shook his head.

"The captain had warned me that you have an insatiable need to understand everything around you. The unit derives power from you. Thermal, and electrical, energy are abundant in living beings. You produce more than enough thermal energy to keep it powered for a very long time, failing that, it'll seek out a nerve ending, stimulate it into action, drawing on the resultant electrical energy as the nerve fires off. Most of the time, the unit will sit dormant, so as to remain as undetectable as possible, only becoming active for micro seconds at a time, as it takes a reading to confirm that you're still alive."

"I'm not trying to be a pain. I just¦want to understand what you're going to be putting into my body."

"I can respect that ensign. It's completely safe¦and as it turns out¦not open to refusal. You let us inject this, or you don't go."

Korica nodded, unfastened her overcoat, and slid it back over her shoulders and caught it on her left arm, and then she reached over and slid her right sleeve up, and turned her shoulder toward the doctor. He lifted the pneumatic gun, gently took hold of her arm, and pressed the tip against Korica's muscle tissue, and gave a quick blast and Korica flinched, then the doctor let go of her arm, and she winced slightly, as she actually felt the tiny pin prick moving slightly, then the sensation faded away, and she pulled her sleeve down and put her overcoat back on, buttoned it up, and then the doctor lifted his data pad and touched an icon, and a moment later he grinned, and nodded to himself. He then turned the data pad so Korica could see the data.

Korica glanced at the data pad, and nodded. It indicated a body temperature of 99.9 degrees, and a heart impulse of 2 hertz.

"That's your signature ensign. That's what the detector will look for, each time it powers up."

The doctor then stepped over to Tamaric. Tamaric pulled his sleeve up, and the doctor injected the microburst transmitter, and then stepped back and touched an icon, sending a signal to the microburst transmitter to take a reading, and then send the resultant reading in a micro burst. The doctor nodded, and then touched another icon.

"Did you detect the signal Future?" The doctor called out.

"Yes I did doctor. The microburst transmitters are working perfectly."

Korica looked at Tamaric as he pulled his sleeve down.

"Did you feel the transmitter¦moving around?"

"No. Our bodies aren't that sensitive Korica. Yours is."

"Hmm."

The doctor stepped aside, and motioned to the waiting crimson fighter.

"You two have a safe mission, and good luck."

"Thank you sir," Korica said as she picked up her bag.

"We won't let any of you down sir," Tamaric said as he too picked up his bag, and the clutch of data pads.

"I know you won't cadet. It's a huge weight that's been put on you, but we all know that you two have in you what's needed to pull this off successfully."

"Thank you sir."

Korica and Tamaric then headed for the Prentor. They stepped up to the ship, peeked in, and the flight crew was sitting at their stations going through their preflight checks, when the power and weapons officer looked over and grinned, and waved them aboard.

"Welcome aboard ensign, cadet. Take a seat, and get strapped in. We'll have you planet side before you know it."

"Yes sir," Korica said.

The officer at the sensor station looked back as Tamaric took Korica's bag, and headed to the back, and Korica sealed the airlock. Korica then turned around, and the officer gave her a warm smile.

"So you're the one this ship is named after? It's nice to finally put a face to the name."

"Yes sir. Mark named the ship after me. I think he was kind of joking around when we were in the simulator, and he kind of liked the way the name rolled off the tongue after a while."

"Your efforts, and survival, deserve to be honored in such a way ensign. Go get comfortable with your husband. We'll get you down there safely."

"Thank you sir."

Korica smiled, turned, and headed to the cargo compartment, where Tamaric was stowing their bags in the bulkhead compartments, and she put her hand on his shoulder, and grinned at him.

"I'm never gunna get used to being such a celebrity."

"The whole ship loves you Korica. You better just get your head around it."

"I don't¦want to become conceited or something, you know?"

Tamaric closed the compartment with a quick slap, and he turned toward Korica, just as the engines began to spool up, forcing him to speak up a little.

"You aren't being conceited to realize, and accept, how popular and well liked you are. You're humble enough to know you aren't always right, and you accept that you aren't perfect. You are to me, but you know you have your flaws, just like the rest of us. It's part of your charm love."

"You're sweet Tamaric."

Tamaric pointed to the seats across from them, and they stepped over to them and pulled the jump seats down, and sat down and got strapped in, just as the pilot requested permission to take off. The AI confirmed permission to depart, and the ship lifted gently, rotated around, so they were facing out into space, and they gently floated out of the hangar, banked over hard, and began heading for the planet below. As they rode quietly, something began to bug Korica, so she unfastened her restraints, and stepped up between the power and weapons, and sensor and navigation stations, and she knelt down.

"Can I ask you something sir?" Korica inquired, looking at the officer sitting at the sensor station.

"Sure."

"How come we're going to Genesis, only to get on another ship that will likely be taking us up to one of those mother ships in orbit a short distance from the Future?"

"Politics and mistrust ensign. This ship won't fit inside the transport waiting for you, and that transport won't fit inside the Future's secure hangar, and we aren't vetted to land on the mother ship that will be taking you to the Reuopon station. They don't know what our sensor capabilities are, and we don't know what theirs are. We can't have them landing so close to the passenger level, and the negative matter core, and I'm sure their hangar bay is close to vital areas that they don't want us seeing either."

"Can't we just tell 'em what we're capable of?"

"That's where the mistrust comes in. They aren't going to divulge their capabilities, and until they do, we aren't going to divulge ours. In time, we'll get to know each other, a trust will develop, but that just doesn't happen overnight. It takes time, and a lot of negotiations."

"I guess that makes sense. We do have a lot of technologies that we don't want in the wrong hands."

"You got that right. There are thirty-seven different, unique species related ships hanging around out there, and we don't know a heck of a lot about most of them yet."

"Kind of puts things in perspective doesn't it?"

"Yeah. We're just one of a lot of different advanced races in the neighborhood. We have to tread lightly, and observe some very strict protocols, so we don't step on any toes, or reflect an aggressive posture. The Future is one tough ship, and she could take one hell of a pounding without suffering any damage, as long as the shield is up and running at the right level, but Genesis is vulnerable. We have a lot to lose if we piss off just one of these guys."

"Thanks for explaining that sir. I was just curious why we're making such a run around, but it makes complete sense now."

"No sweat ensign. Hey¦" He looked at her, and grinned brightly, "You want to take the sensor station for the ride down?"

"Really?"

"Yeah. You're qualified, and this ship is named after you. Why not?"

"Ok." Korica said, with a huge smile.

The officer unfastened his restraint as Korica stood up bent over, so she didn't bonk her head on the overhead console, and she took a few steps back where she could stand up straight, and the officer stepped out, and Korica stepped past him, brushing up against him as she pressed by, and she heard him sniffing at her, and she grinned as she sat down, and fastened herself in. She looked everything over quickly, got a feel for their position and condition, and then she looked at the officer, as he knelt down where she had been.

"Jasmine and oleanders," Korica said.

"You smell wonderful ensign. It reminds me of the gardening ring. Gives you the sent of home."

"I know what you mean. I'm going to miss the body wash that's in the female showers on the command deck."

"Well I like the way you smell, but I'm a little glad they don't put that stuff in the coed showers. I don't think I would feel very confident if I smelled like sweet wild flowers."

Korica giggled with a broad smile on her face. She then concentrated on her station, as they began to plunge into the upper atmosphere. She sent the data to the pilot's right knee display, she saw him looking over at the display, and then she could sense the engines being throttled down slightly, as they picked up inertial speed. Korica reached up and flipped the transmitter over to the Genesis control frequency, then she sent confirmation to the pilot, and she saw him nod. She then watched her displays closely, as the clouds began to obscure the view out the cockpit window. Korica then switched over from visual, to sensor view, she sent the data to the pilot, he switched the forward view to her data, and he lifted his head subtly.

"Thank you ensign. That's much better."

"You're welcome sir."

The pilot reached up, and opened the transmitter circuit.

"Genesis control, this is the Prentor on final approach with the Prentors' aboard, for rendezvous with the DeArmon."

"Roger Prentor. We have you on sensors. Please make your approach at your discretion. The shield is down. The winds are at one nine knots from the southwest, with heavy rain in the area at this time."

"Roger that Genesis control."

The pilot left the channel open, and continued his diving approach until he received a proximity warning, and then he pulled back on the controls slowing their decent, and moving them into a Futuretal flight path. The telemetry indicated the presence of a large ship dead ahead, sitting on the ground, with no shield present. Korica thought it was a sign of trust that such a large ship would sit out in the open with no shield up. She knew the crimson fighter could blast the DeArmon in half from this distance, and she glanced over, and noticed that the weapons were all in standby mode. It would present a very unprovocative posture, as they came into sensor range for the DeArmon.

The pilot brought the Prentor into a hover right next to the DeArmon, and then he engaged the auto landing system, and he held his hands close to the controls, and Korica grinned a little, knowing how much Mark and Laurel mistrusted the system. They preferred to land manually, no matter how bad the conditions were outside. The Prentor gently set down, the engines spooled down, and Korica began setting her controls into standby mode. When she was done, she looked at the officer crouched down next to her.

"How'd I do sir?"

"You put me to shame. You got some serious skill ensign, I'll have to admit."

"You're not just saying that sir?"

"Naw, you did great ensign."

"Thank you sir."

Korica unfastened her restraints as the officer moved back, and she got out of her seat, bent down, and walked back to where Tamaric was collecting their bags. She stepped up to him, and looked at him until he looked at her.

"You¦didn't mind me spending the ride up there, did you?"

"Course not. I was right there with you, and I know how much you like sitting at any station whenever you can," Tamaric then moved closer, and gave her a funny smirk. "I think that guy was hitting on you though."

"Stop it! He was not! He just liked how I smell¦and he likes me."

Tamaric laughed lightly, and patted Korica's shoulder.

"Relax love. I was just teasing. I felt how much you liked the attention. I didn't sense anything inappropriate coming from him."

"Neither did I."

Korica picked up her bag, and then she and Tamaric headed for the exit, and the officer that had been paying so much attention to her, handed her a rain deflector, and then he opened the airlock door, and a gush of cool air blew in, along with a cold mist. The door lowered to a dimly lit atmosphere with rain blowing around, sideways from time to time, as the wind gusted, then subsided. Korica extended the rain deflector, turned it on, Tamaric stepped close to her, and Korica looked back.

"Thank you for the ride."

All three men lifted their hands, and the officer standing next to her smiled, and nodded.

"Good luck you two. I really hope things go well for you."

Korica nodded, and then she and Tamaric stepped down and began walking toward the huge ship parked only a few yards away. The DeArmon was circular shaped, with some nodule like projections, and a line of windows around its circumference. It was a dull white color, with some strange markings on its lower quadrant that Korica and Tamaric assumed where the call sign, ship name, and or line of service. They walked up to the ship, a square opening scissored open, and Dederal was standing right on the other side of the hatch. He waved them in quickly, they stepped right onto the ship, Korica turned off the rain deflector, Dederal reached over and touched a panel, and the hatch scissored closed, sealing the nasty weather out.

"Welcome aboard the DeArmon. I will show you to your seats for the ride up to the Mecure."

"Thank you Dederal sir. Is that the name of the mother ship that's going to take us to the Reuopon station?"

"Yes. You will be issued temporary accommodations aboard the Mecure, you can store your things there for the duration of the ride, and get some sleep if you would like. I uh¦I don't know who it is coming from, since you feel to be one entity standing in front of me, but one of you is very tired."

"That would be me sir," Tamaric said, "Do we really feel like one person?"

"Yes. There is a slight feeling of a masculine essence along side a feminine essence, but it is very difficult to detect that aspect. I do not think a less sensitive person would sense separate essences at all."

Korica looked at Tamaric.

"We gotta be getting close Tamaric."

"I know, I was just thinking the same thing."

"Close?" Dederal asked, with a look of question.

"Yes sir. Close to finding our new center. It's the final stages of a paring becoming permanent, and truly symbiotic."

"Hmm. Follow me, I will show you where to sit."

Dederal turned, and headed around the curving corridor that was narrow and obviously followed the round contour of the ship. They walked down the spotlessly clean, and gleaming, polished corridor, that looked like it was lined with polished aluminum. The curving corridor led around to an opening that was roughly square, with several tan colored seats that looked very comfortable. They were arranged in two rows facing one another, and Korica and Tamaric sat down in two seats next to one another after setting their bags on the floor. Dederal grabbed their bags, walked over by the bulkhead, and set them down, and then he touched a blue panel, and it began to glow with strange looking characters, he touched two of them, and a shimmering field could be seen enveloping their bags. Dederal then stepped back over to them, and he pointed to the small control pads on the armrests of the seats they were sitting in.

"The small trapezoidal shaped symbol is the restraint system. When you hear a tone ring out, touch that, it will keep you in your seats should we lose artificial gravity for any reason."

"Yes sir."

"I have to go attend to my station, but I will come get you when we are safely aboard the Mecure."

"Ok. Thank you Dederal," Korica said.

"Dederal sir?" Tamaric said, "Is there¦do you have a title we should be addressing you by?"

"I am a commant, but you do not need to address me by my title. In your hierarchal command structure, that would be the equivalent of a lieutenant, but I am not in the military branch of service, and we do not have a civilian corps. I am in the research, and diplomatic affairs division, of the civilian branch of my government. Since you are in a semi militaristic branch of your civilian service, you technically outrank me in the eyes of my government."

"Whoa! I'm only a cadet sir."

"Yes I know, but your wife is a commissioned officer, my government sees you as holding the same level of ranking and privilege by relation. You will need to study up on my government for all of our customs, and regulations, to make sense. For now, just consider yourselves extremely high-ranking ambassadors. You will be afforded every privilege such a title earns."

"Ok."

Dederal then turned, and headed further up the curving corridor that resumed its narrow dimensions, and curved further around the circumference of the ship, heading toward the front of the ship, where the ship had a small rectangular outcropping of large windows, as seen from the outside. Korica and Tamaric leaned back into the cushiony seats, and got comfortable. A few moments later there was a shuddering, then what could only be described as a slight bouncing sensation, and a high frequency whine could be heard spooling up, then the shuddering stopped, and the noise rose to a level above that of the ability for their ears to hear. Tamaric looked over at Korica.

"So they employ mechanical engines of some kind."

"I guess so. Probably for lift off alone though. This ship is pretty big, so I would bet it's heavy, but once in space, it wouldn't have any weight¦just inertial energy."

They then heard a gentle bong ring out, and they looked up to see some strange characters illuminated on the bulkhead, and they both touched the trapezoidal symbol on their armrests, and they could feel a strange bubble of energy envelope them that couldn't be seen. Tamaric tried to lean forward, and he could feel the force holding him in his seat. He grinned and stopped trying to push against it, he looked at the other symbols on the control pad, and wondered what they all did.

"I don't know what those do, but don't go messin with 'em Tamaric. You know what ship etiquette is when in an unknown ship?"

"Yeah, don't touch anything you don't understand?"

"That's right. You could inadvertently activate the ejection system and find yourself floating in space, or free falling back to Genesis."

"I seriously doubt there's an ejection system, but I get your point. You've been around ships all your life, so if you say keep my hands off of stuff, that's exactly what I'm gunna do."

They sat quietly for what felt like a long time to Tamaric, but Korica knew it was only ten minutes until they heard the engines spooling down. A few minutes later, Dederal stepped out from the corridor, he walked right over to their bags and touched a symbol on the bulkhead, and the restraining field could be seen to just dissolve away. Dederal then stepped over to them, and he again pointed at the control pads on the armrests.

"You see the symbol that looks like a square with a diamond in the middle of it? Press that, the restraint will release you, and the chair will rise to facilitate standing."

They both touched the symbol, the field of energy dissipated, and the seats rose up and dumped them forward. It was only then that they noticed the increase in the level of artificial gravity. It was slightly more than the ambient gravity on the Future planet, but significantly more than the Earth normal gravity maintained on the Future. They both now understood the need for the chair to assist them in standing. The seats were so reclined, and so soft and deep, it would have required some squirming just to get out of them with this level of increased gravity.

They both walked over to their bags, picked them up, and then followed Dederal down the corridor to the airlock. They watched him touch a symbol they hadn't seen before that looked like a squiggled line with two straight lines intersecting it at the top and bottom of the squiggled line. The hatch scissored open, and Dederal stepped down, and then turned back and waited for Korica and Tamaric to step out. They stepped out into a gigantic hangar with two more of the circular craft sitting next to the DeArmon, and further down the hanger were many different ships of differing sizes and shapes, and there were personnel walking around, as they tended to the ships, and talked to one another. The hangar looked like it went on forever, but Korica squinted and focused on the furthest point, and she determined that the hangar was nearly three thousand feet long, and a thousand feet deep, with a ceiling close to five hundred feet high. There were hangar doors one after the next, some huge and some medium sized, all of which were sealed closed at the moment.

"Welcome to the Mecure. If you will follow me, I will get you assigned accommodations, you will be free to do as you like after that."

Dederal turned, and started heading across the hangar, and Korica and Tamaric followed close behind. They crossed the huge hangar, and stepped through an open passageway into a square corridor with piping and conduit running along the walls. They stopped in front of a set of double doors, and Dederal touched a symbol on a control panel, then looked at Korica and Tamaric and grinned while they waited. A few moments later, the doors slid to the sides, a few uniformed personnel stepped out, Dederal stepped aside to let them past, they said a few words to Dederal, and he nodded and smiled, then said a few words. They then looked at Korica and Tamaric, and they both saluted the men properly from the chest, they looked at each other for a moment, then they returned the salute and walked past.

Dederal stepped into the lift, Korica and Tamaric stepped in behind him, and the doors slid closed with a clack. Korica then looked at Dederal.

"Why did those men look at us like that?"

"Because you look very young to be wearing uniforms with side arms."

"I take it you don't have junior officers, or anything like that?" Tamaric asked.

"Sure we do, but they are not stationed on ships like the Mecure. You will not find anyone even close to your age on this ship. It takes a great many years of dedicated service to earn the honor of being stationed on the Mecure."

"I can see how it would take a well seasoned crew to operate a ship like this."

"And then some. This is what you would call a battleship. She is very big, and complex, and regularly goes into hostile environments to quell conflicts, or impose the law of the coalition for the protection of the innocent."

"Is that the same as the law of the enlighteners?"

"No. It is completely different."

Dederal reached out, touched a symbol on a panel that had dozens of symbols on it, and the lift shuddered, and they could feel that they were rising steadily at a fairly rapid rate. The lift continued for some time, then slowed, and finally came to a stop. The doors slid aside, Dederal stepped out into a wide, and very beautiful, atrium with strange looking plants lining the walls that had green leaves, but knotty stalks that looked like they had been burned, or scorched. There were sitting areas with long couches that were a dull white color, and a few single seats with lights shinning down upon them, and the floors had an odd orange color to them that somehow clashed with the white color of the seats and couches. The atrium was very tall, with columns that added structural support, and added an imposing look to the entire space. Dederal turned right, crossed the atrium area, and walked to the rear of the space, and he entered a corridor that was fairly wide, but outfitted very utilitarian like. They walked down the corridor for some distance, then turned right down an intersecting corridor that was narrower, but now had a polished finish, like that of brushed stainless steel. They walked up the corridor for a short distance, then made a left into a much wider corridor that was now clad in a pale white wood of some kind. They walked to the second door on left, Dederal reached out and pressed a symbol by the door, and the door slid open to reveal a fairly spacious room.

Dederal stepped in and let Korica and Tamaric step in behind him, and they set their bags down, and looked around. There was a table with a bench style seat against the wall with three sitting chairs on wheels on the opposite side of the table, and across from the table there was a desk that projected right from the wall with a single seat that was bolted to the floor in front of it, and at the rear of the room was a closed door. There was another door to the left of the main entrance, and the rest of the room was devoid of anything that suggested the room had ever been occupied. Korica looked back at Dederal, and he bowed slightly.

"I hope this will be adequate. These are officer's accommodations, for visiting dignitaries such as you. The door back there leads to the sleeping compartment, and this door leads to the bathing room, and toilet, as you would call it. If you need anything, touch this symbol right here by the entrance, and you will be directed to the necessary department for processing of your request. An escort will be posted outside your room should you feel the need to go anywhere."

"A guard?" Tamaric said softly.

"You do not need guarding, but do you know where anything is on this ship?"

"No sir."

"That is what the escort is there for. He will show you around, so you do not inadvertently wonder into a high security area."

"On a battle ship, I would have to imagine that's most of the ship."

"That is not too far from the truth of it."

"My I ask how long it will take for us to reach the Reuopon station?" Korica asked.

"Approximately thirty hours, to use a measurement of time you are familiar with."

"What about food sir? Korica is getting hungry."

"You may ask your escort, he will show you the way to the dinning area, or he can help you request a standard meal, and it will be delivered right here to your room."

"Ok."

"I can feel how¦uneasy you both feel about this arrangement, but try to relax. You are among allies, even if on a battle ship. Best thing to do is, get comfortable, and get some rest. You are going to have a demanding schedule when we get to the Reuopon station. We have so much to teach you, and very little time to accomplish it. I truly hope you are as bright as your captain boasts. Complex information retention is going to be vital."

"I have a real good memory sir," Korica said, "Complex concepts won't be a problem if Tamaric and I put our minds together."

"Good. I will come back and give you your clearance beacon. In the meantime, please do not leave this room, you will set off the intruder alarms all over the ship."

"Unique bio signatures?"

"Yes. The system is extremely sensitive. Even the smallest insect would set them off."

"Wow!" Korica exclaimed, "We won't go anywhere until you come back."

"It will not be long. Try to get comfortable in the meantime."

Korica nodded, and Dederal turned, stepped out, and the door slid shut, and they could hear the door lock itself closed with a gentle triple thud. Korica then turned, and looked at the bathroom door, and she stepped up to it, half expecting it to slide open on its own, but the door remained closed.

"Not everyone is going to employ that kind of technology Korica. This ship is meant for battle, not comfort."

Korica shook her head lightly, and reached out and pressed on the door, it resisted, and so she looked at the door and she could see a recess with what looked like a cupped area for the fingers to get a grip, and she hooked her fingers in the recess, and pulled the door to the side. She stepped into the darkened room, felt on the bulkhead by the door, and she felt her hand pass over a cold area, and the lighting sprang to life, starling her. There was a bathing tub at the back of the room, and a recognizable toilet next to it with a foot pedal beside it for flushing it, and there was a deep, but small sink with a small metal counter above it, below a polished metal mirror. The bathroom looked, and smelled very clean, but it was far from luxurious, or large. Korica turned, pulled the door closed and stepped over to the toilet, she unfastened her pants and slid them down along with her underwear, she sat down, then looked around for toilet paper, and she didn't see anything resembling toilet paper. She just saw a curved electronic device stuck right to the wall.

As she relived herself, she pulled the device from the wall and looked it over; trying to figure out if it was meant for cleaning one's self after using the toilet. She looked at the tip, that was fairly pointed with a bit of a glassy looking tip to it, and the rest was a golden hued metal that was warm to the touch, but had a distinct metallic feel. She then looked at the obvious handle end, and she noticed that the very bottom was recessed slightly, so she ran her fingertip over it gently at first, then she pressed in on it, and the device began to vibrate in her had very subtly. She held the handle and waved it over her arm, the hairs on her arm began to stand on end, and she thought she understood the device now. She finished her business, stepped back onto the foot pedal, and the toilet let out a sharp whoosh as the water and waste were swirled down and away, then the toilet refilled quietly. Korica moved her feet apart, and waved the wand between her legs, and she could feel an ionizing field tickling her skin. It only took a few seconds for her to begin to feel the cool essence of the moisture evaporating from her skin, only to be replaced by the warm sensation of being dry. She pulled the device forward from between her legs, and she turned it off, and looked at it for a moment, wondering how effective it would be on solid waste. She stuck the device to the wall, and it hung on the wall somehow, and she pulled her pants up, fastened her button, zipped her pants up, then closed her overcoat and stepped over to the mirror, and for just a split second, her own reflection startled her.

Korica grinned, and then stared at herself for a few moments, trying get the idea to sink in that the practical woman she was looking at truly was her. She saw so much of her mother in her own face, that it was almost painful. She could see her father's features a little bit too, but the resemblance to her mother was truly uncanny. She was proud to be as pretty as her mother, but it was a constant reminder of what she was missing so desperately. She still wanted her mother and father back so much, that it made her guts ache. She placed her hands on the edges of the sink, bowed her head, and tried to get herself together enough to face Tamaric, then it dawned on her, he was likely sharing her self-pity right along with her. She let out an almost snorting grunt, and stood up straight, pet her hair back at her forehead, then turned and faced the door. She cupped her fingers in the recess and pulled it open, she stepped out, and Tamaric was sitting in one of the rolling chairs looking at her.

"I'm really sorry it still hurts so much Korica. I can take some of that pain for you if you want?"

"Normally I would say no, I can handle it¦I'm not so sure this time. Between missing them so much, and missing Mark...I just don't quite know what to do to get it in perspective so I can push on."

"You poor thing. I hate feeling you so conflicted and sad. Come here¦"

Tamaric stood up, Korica walked over to him, put her arms around him, and he held her tightly to him as he gently swayed her. They held the embrace for a few moments, then Tamaric pushed her back gently, and he looked into her eyes. Korica closed her eyes and nodded, and they set their foreheads together, reached out for one another, and readily slipped into the others mind. Tamaric immediately searched for Korica's greatest sense of pain and sorrow, he let himself drift toward it and he wrapped himself around it, and slowly withdrew, holding onto the bitter pain. He withdrew into his mind, feeling like the massive sorrow was spilling from his arms, it was such a heavy and vast load of emotional energy, until he slipped back into his own mind completely, taking as much with him as he possibly could. When Tamaric opened his eyes, he had a newfound sadness dwelling in him, but he recognized the sweet afterglow of Korica along with it, he knew he was holding a great deal of her pain deep within him now.

Korica looked at him, and sighed.

"Thank you Tamaric. That feels so much better."

"You're welcome love. I'll hold onto this until it fades, so you aren't burdened with it."

"I'm really glad I taught you how to do that."

"When I'm broken hearted, I'm gunna be glad you're able to do it for me too."

"So what do you want to do now?"

"I'm exhausted Korica. Can we try and get some rest, like Dederal suggested?"

"Yeah. I don't particularly feel tired, but I'll lay with you and let you get some rest. We'll lie down after he comes back with our clearance beacons."

Tamaric nodded, and Korica unbuttoned her overcoat and slid it off her shoulders and Tamaric watched her fondly. Korica sensed the admiration in his feelings, it made her grin as she caught her overcoat, then laid it across the back of the chair behind her. Tamaric then stepped right up to her, admired her uniform as he stroked the civilian corps insignia on her upper left chest, and he looked at how her top fit her so nicely, making him sigh as he pet her upper chest slowly. He liked how her formal uniform looked like a she was wearing a vest that was royal blue, over a shirt with wrist length white sleeves, and it appeared that she had red shoulders boards with two gold filigrees on each signifying her second class ensign status, but the entire top was actually a one piece shirt with perfectly seamless portions. The color from the vest portion just suddenly changed to white where the sleeves began, and the shoulder boards where an integral part of the top, stitched right into the fabric of the shoulders. Tamaric reached up and touched the gold ensign bar on the neckline of her collar, and he smiled.

"Dang you look good in this Korica. It still kind of amazes me that you're a second class ensign."

"You look pretty sharp too Tamaric, but thank you. I can feel how much you like how I look in this formal uniform."

Tamaric withdrew his hand, and the pair sat down next to one another, clasped hands, and looked around the room briefly, when they heard a tone at the front door that sounded like a high frequency buzzer. They looked at each other for just a moment, then Korica got up and walked over to the door, she looked at the control, and had no idea how to open the door, let alone acknowledge the tone heard. The tone sounded again, she stared intently at the panel, and it just came to her. She touched the symbol that looked like a pyramid with an 'X' in the middle of it, the door slid open, and Dederal was standing at the door with a very tall man standing behind him in an all red uniform, with a wide black belt, sporting a holster with a strange looking side arm in it. The weapon was rather bulky, and looked very powerful. The uniformed man had an insignia on his collar that Korica didn't recognize, but she assumed it was a symbol for the branch of military responsible for construction and operation of the Mecure. Korica stepped back and the two stepped in, and stood at the doorway.

"These are your clearance beacons" Dederal said, holding up two small round electronic devices, "Put these on, and do not take them off for any reason if you should leave your room here. If you go somewhere you are not supposed to, these will alert the proper personnel, so you can be escorted away from wherever you are that you should not be." Dederal then stepped to the side slightly, and gestured to the man beside him. "This is Omat Teluron. He will be your escort while you are aboard the Mecure."

Tamaric stood up, walked over to Korica's side, and he looked Omat over and he recognized enough to know they should salute him, so Tamaric offered a quick and sharp salute, Omat returned the gesture readily, and then Korica saluted him, being sure to salute from high on her upper chest, and Omat returned her salute.

"I will be right outside your room if you should need anything." Omat said in an extremely deep voice.

"Thank you sir," Korica said, "We'll try not to bother you too much. I know your command probably doesn't want a couple of kids wandering around one of your prized battle ships."

"They are aware of the importance of your presence, that is what I am here for. I am here to make sure you don't wander into sensitive areas, yet your needs are met adequately."

Korica took one of the beacons Dederal was holding out, Tamaric took the other, and they looked at them, and Dederal simply pointed at their collars. Korica lifted the device to her collar, pressed it to her collar, and it attached itself and stayed put. Tamaric then did the same, and Dederal then looked at Omat and he spoke in a language neither Korica or Tamaric understood. Omat then bowed slightly, turned, stepped out, turned around, and put his back to the wall right next to the doorway. He crossed his hands behind him, and he moved his feet apart slightly, in a pose of loose attention. Dederal then looked back at the couple, and grinned slightly.

"We will be getting underway anytime now. If you go into the sleeping section behind that door, you can look out into space, and watch us make the static jump to faster than light. It really is a light show you should see."

Korica and Tamaric both looked at the closed door at the other end of the room, then back to Dederal.

"We'll do that," Korica said, "Tamaric is really tired."

"I sense you could use some¦it is not sleep you require. The walls are quite thick, and the compartment is airtight once the main door is shut. There is an independent air circulation system dedicated to just this compartment. You should feel free to¦engage in what you need to feel right."

Korica knew she was blushing hard based on how hot her face felt, and she was also embarrassed that her state of mind was so apparent to Dederal.

"Thank you for everything Dederal," Korica said.

"It is my pleasure ensign Prentor."

"Dederal? I can't help but notice¦sex is really no big deal to your people, is it?" Tamaric inquired.

"It is a necessary biological function once one reaches a certain age. Suppress it, and the body begins to suffer ill affects. Deny its power, and the mind will follow. You are both well past the age that it is a healthy, and necessary element to good health, and I know you are very much in love. It helps to strengthen your bond, and sooth the mind, while washing away feelings of stress. In my culture, unlike yours, it is a welcomed and openly discussed element of everyday life."

"That doesn't¦mean others will want to engage in it with us, does it?" Korica asked.

Dederal chuckled, and patted her shoulder lightly.

"Not likely. You are still young enough to be guarded in the hearts and minds of most adults, and the youth will understand that you are from a different culture. You simply need to tell them that you are not that open minded about the subject, they will understand."

Korica nodded, Dederal then turned and stepped out, the door slid shut, and this time they didn't hear it being locked shut. Korica picked up her bag, and headed to the back of the room, and Tamaric picked up his bag, and the clutch of data pads, and he followed her. She slid the door open, and they were surprised to find the sleeping area to be almost twice as large as the rest of the compartment.

There was a large curved bed along the far wall with an oval view port above the middle of it, and the bed had silky looking, bright silver covers over it, with the silhouette of two large pillows under the end of them, and there was a sizable recessed compartment with five shelves for storing personal items in the next wall which Korica stepped over to, and set her bag down, and Tamaric followed suit. Korica climbed onto the middle of the bed on her hands and knees, glanced out the window, and she smiled when she caught sight of the Future off in the near distance with her gleaming mid section slowly rotating steadily, and her external inspection lights were all on, casting her in a beautiful glow of flood lights from stem to stern. Korica could see work crews working on the main engines at the stern of the Future, and she remembered her time training with Mark, as she practiced anchoring, and walking between the enormous engine bells, and she knew just how gigantic the seemingly tiny bells from this perspective truly were. She then looked at the armada of ships all around the Future, and she got a feel for just how many species were here to meet the Human's, now calling this part of the galaxy home.

Korica suddenly sensed Tamaric's arousal, she turned her head quickly, only to catch him staring at her perfectly round rump pointing at him, and he looked up quickly and shrugged his shoulders while grinning.

"You're freakin hot Korica. What's a guy supposed to do?"

"It would bug me if it were anyone else, but from you, I like it. Thank you." Korica said as she turned, and sat down.

"Welcome!" Tamaric said with a smile.

Tamaric stepped up to her as he unfastened his holster, and pulled it from around his waist, forgetting about the thigh strap, almost tripping himself as he yanked on it when he tried to toss his holster on the bed. Korica giggled, slid to the edge of the bed, and unsnapped it for him, and he pulled his holster away, and plopped it on the bed next to her. She grabbed it, leaned over, and set it on the shelf below their bags, and then she stood up, as Tamaric slid his arms around her.

"Are we going to¦you know?"

"Long as I get it all Tamaric. I want you to love on me for a while before we just dive into the good stuff."

"Oh I think I can handle that. I know how much foreplay you need for it to result in the best orgasm possible. I want to take it at the pace you want love."

"Good. Let's watch this static jump first though."

"Ok."

Korica unfastened her thigh strap, and then undid her holster and she pulled her holster from around her waist, and she set it on top of Tamaric's, then she slid her shoes off, and wiggled her toes a bit, then she sat back down, and Tamaric joined her in removing his shoes, and he climbed on the bed next to her, and they both looked out the window for a few moments, and then the Future suddenly swung out of view, as the Mecure moved off, heading toward deep space. They slowly picked up speed for a few minutes, as they watched the stars seemingly streaking by, then there was a red streaking of what looked like sparks shooting over the Mecure's shield. It then grew in intensity, and a circular ring of billowing orange and red clouds formed ahead of the ship, and it pierced the ring and as it passed into the ring, all of the stars faded to black. There was then a slight shuddering that couldn't be felt, but it could bee seen in how the ship was moving through the streams of colored clouds that were forming, then an instant of incredible acceleration could be seen, followed by a familiar streaking of space, as they pressed on to faster than light, and kept accelerating. Space was now just a blur of colored streaks passing by, with a slowly undulating steam of white and blue passing over the bow section of the shield, and Korica grinned and slowly shook her head. Tamaric looked on for a moment longer, and then he turned, sat down, and looked at Korica.

"What's so amusing?" He asked.

"I can tell that the Future travels way faster using similar gravitational expansion ahead of the ship, and compression behind."

"You can tell that just by looking at streaks of light?"

"It's not the streaks of light necessarily. It's the affect I can see out in front of us. That usually travels all the way to the stern of the Future, and then some. We're usually totally encased in it, cause we're warping space so hard, and traveling so fast¦or space is traveling so fast around us, is more accurate."

"This ship is probably bigger than the Future. It's gunna take a lot more energy to get it up to faster than light and hold it there."

Korica turned, sat down next to Tamaric, and she looked at him as she leaned back on her hands.

"The Mecure is big, but I don't think bigger than the Future. I'm always going to use the Future as a benchmark though. I'm guessing were traveling at about seven or eight times the speed of light right now, but I'm also guessing that we'll keep slowly accelerating until we reach a much faster velocity, but I'm betting it still won't be anything close to what the Future is capable of when she's just cruising at a normal speed for her."

"Come on Korica¦how many ships are going to be able to travel at over five hundred fifty times the speed of light?"

"Actually¦we only travel at a little over fifty two times the peed of light. Space is moving past us at five hundred times the speed of light, netting a total velocity of over five hundred fifty times the speed of light."

"I still don't exactly get all that. How is space the thing that's moving?"

"It's the unique quantum flux properties that are incorporated into our warped space envelope. It makes space move around us, while we sit still¦relatively speaking of course."

"Of course." Tamaric said sarcastically, with a bewildered look on his face.

Korica giggled lightly, and nudged him with her shoulder.

"It'll all make sense once you start studying gravitational warping, and how it relates to propulsion dynamics."

"When do I have to start studying that?"

"Probably at the academy. Definitely before you get to pilot the Future for the first time."

"Can't I just learn it from you?"

"I already understand it, so when we join minds for a common task, you'll have access to it, and at least a temporary understanding of it."

"How do I keep hold of the knowledge when we separate minds?"

"Your mind needs to be capable of comprehending it on its own. You're not all that far from that point now."

Tamaric sighed, and nodded.

"I promise to study hard, so I can get as smart as I possibly can Korica."

"It's not just a matter of being as smart as you can be Tamaric. I just have higher neural density and plasticity of mind, so I understand complex concepts readily and retain it faster than you do. Your brain is growing in complexity and plasticity by the minute as your getting older, eventually your going to reach a certain threshold of neural complexity up there, and it'll just makes sense and stay with you, like it does for me."

"We'll never actually be on the same level though, hunh?"

"You can't dwell on stuff like that. I consider us equals, no matter what's going on up here." Korica said, pointing to her temple.

"I know, you keep telling me that but¦"

"It still bugs just the same?"

"Yeah."

"Hey, how about you get me something to eat, I'll get changed into something more comfortable?"

Tamaric looked at her, and he was about to say that he thought she was comfortable in her uniform, when he sensed what she meant, making him grin.

"Ok, I can do that."

Tamaric leaned over, gave her a peck, and then he slid off the bed, and he headed out into the other section of their quarters, and he looked back at her, smiled, and he slid the door closed. Tamaric then turned, headed to the main entrance, and he touched the command to open the door. The door slid aside, he stepped out, and Omat looked down at him.

"Um¦can I get some food brought to our quarters for my wife?"

"Yes. What would she like?"

"We don't exactly know what you eat around here. She likes¦needs meat protein. She likes vegetables that are cooked in sauces that are sweet, or tangy¦um¦she really kind of eats anything if you get down to it. She craves starchy, and calorie intensive foods, to meet her high metabolisms needs, but she has a sophisticated palette too. She really likes sweet fruit too. Do you carry stuff like that on the Mecure?"

"Yes. I believe I can get you¦something she will enjoy. You are not hungry yourself?"

"Not especially so. She has to eat a lot more often than I do."

Omat nodded his head, and he turned, faced the control panel behind him, and he touched a symbol, and a subtle tone was heard, then a male voice responded in a language Tamaric didn't understand."

"Oosa ranada?"

Omat then spoke quickly, and flatly.

"Inda quan. Thal casa oruna cala hundar. Uh¦inosa car huna, tela men tuna asa menda¦coala¦stena¦puna¦toogasa un tomona isa frendin."

"Un tela wesa?" The voice stated in what Tamaric recognized as a question.

Omat looked at Tamaric.

"Do you desire drink?"

"Long as it doesn't contain alcohol."

"I do not know what that is."

"Something that alters the minds perceptions."

"Ah."

Olmat turned back to the control panel.

"Din frimon un tenda." Omat said, instinctively holding up two fingers.

"Tenda. Wosa togosa. Ina then fono."

Omat nodded, touched the control panel, it went dark, and then he looked at Tamaric.

"Something will be brought to your¦quarters shortly. I will call for you when it arrives."

"Thank you sir. I appreciate it."

Omat bowed his head slightly, and Tamaric did the same, turned, and stepped back into the quarters. The door slid shut, and he walked over to the bathroom, pulled the door open, and he passed his hand over the spot he had sensed Korica achieving lights from, and the lights blinked on. He stepped in and pulled the door closed. He stepped over to the toilet, lifted the seat, then unfastened his pants, pulled them open; he pulled himself out, and began to relieve himself when he noticed the strange curved, golden, device on the wall. He was now curious how such a device would work to clean ones backside. He finished, fastened his pants, then stepped on the pedal and the toilet flushed noisily, then began to refill, and he put the seat down. He took the device from the wall, he looked it over for a moment, and he figured he would just have to find out the hard way when the time came.

He resecured the device to the wall, and then headed out of the bathroom. Once he had the door closed, he looked at the sleeping area door, and he sensed that Korica was still getting dressed, so he walked over to the table, and sat down to wait for the tone at the door.

He sat wondering what it was going to be like on the station for a few minutes when he heard the buzzer at the door. He stood up, walked over to it, touched the pyramid symbol with an 'X' in the middle of it, and the door slid open. Omat stepped in holding a tray with two heaping plates of food, and two tall glasses of a yellowish looking liquid. Omat walked over to the table, set the tray down, and then he turned and faced Tamaric.

"This should meet your dietary needs. There is meat protein, fruits, and vegetables as you requested. The drink will not affect your minds. It is extracted from fruit that grows on Pendarus."

"Is that the name of your home world?"

"No. If you need anything else, I will be right outside your quarters."

Tamaric nodded, watched Omat walk out, the door slid closed, and Tamaric shook his head lightly. He could tell Omat didn't particularly like the duty that had been assigned to him. He was far too disciplined to ever say anything about it, but he didn't like watching over two alien youth, instead of tending to his regular duties. Tamaric shook off what he had sensed, and he stepped over to the sleeping area door, and pulled it open.

Korica was sitting on the bed on her side looking out the window with her legs tucked up close to her, and she was wearing her nightshirt. Tamaric couldn't help but feel she was posed so lady like, the way she was sitting. She was becoming more, and more, of a woman every time he looked at her. Korica looked at him, moved her feet together, slid to the edge of the bed, and then stood up.

"Food's here. I think you're gunna like what Omat brought us."

Korica licked her lips, and then took Tamaric's hand; they stepped out into the forward section of the quarters, and Korica's face lip as she saw the two heaping plates of food. They walked over to the table, sat down next to one another, Korica lifted a plate off the tray and set it in front of her, she picked up the strangely shaped fork, and she dug right in. Tamaric watched her enjoying the exotic tasting food for a few minutes, then he set one of the glasses of fruit juice in front of her when he sensed her thirst. She took a few big gulps and let out an 'mmm', then went back to eating. Korica had almost half her plate cleared before she noticed Tamaric was just staring at her, not eating. She swallowed what was in her mouth, and took another sip of her fruit juice, and then she looked at him and smiled warmly.

"Aren't you hungry?"

"Not really. I'm just enjoying watching you enjoy yourself. You really look forward to trying new foods, hunh?"

"I'm sorry I like eating so much."

"Don't apologize. You need lots of intake is all. It does my heart good to see you enjoying it like that."

"So can I have the red fruit on your plate?"

"Absolutely. Go ahead love."

Korica smiled, took the other plate from the tray, and she scooped the small red fruit onto her plate, then she set the plate back on the tray, and she went back to eating. Tamaric picked up the other glass of fruit juice and he took a sip, the sweet taste was delightful. He then downed half of the glass, and set it back on the table. He smacked his lips and tried to process the strange, but wonderful, sensation the drink left on one. It was creamy sweet, like strawberries and bananas mixed, but had the consistency of water. It was a tantalizing, and wondrous, sensation the way it passed over the palette.

"See¦" Korica said, "That's the kind of thing I love discovering in new foods."

Korica picked up a small orange vegetable that was drizzled in a white sauce, and she handed it toward Tamaric.

"Try this. It really tastes wonderful."

Tamaric leaned forward, and Korica slid it in his mouth, he wrapped his lips around her fingers and sucked on them lightly as she pulled her fingertips from his mouth. She tensed up, and shifted in her seat, making Tamaric smile as he chewed the succulent vegetable.

"Mmm. That is good."

"Told you."

Tamaric smiled as he swallowed, and he couldn't help what ran through his mind, as he remembered Korica's erotic dream. Korica took a bite of her food, and she chewed for just a moment, then she stared at Tamaric intently for a moment. She then resumed chewing, and she grinned as she swallowed her food down.

Tamaric picked up the other fork, and he began to sample the food items, getting a feel for how they each tasted, then he smiled, and started feeding bites to Korica and she would give him a sultry look as she slid her mouth off the fork, then enjoyed the food as she chewed on it. She then fed him a few bites, and he gave her the same alluring looks, and at one point, she had a small round piece of yellow fruit stuck to the end of the fork, and he leaned forward, ran the tip of his tongue around the fruit, then let her slide it into his mouth, and he could feel her tightening up as she shifted back in her seat, and he smiled as he chewed. Korica set the fork down and tried to get comfortable again, but everything was tingling and sensitive now, and she couldn't get the feeling to go away. Even her own weight sitting on her lower crotch was tantalizing, making her shiver, and she found herself squirming around as the movements made it tingle even more and feel good.

Tamaric set his fork down, he took a drink of the fruit juice, Korica took a drink at the same time, and then they set their glasses down. Tamaric stood up, walked over to Korica so he was standing right in front of her, he squatted down, placed his hands on her thighs, he began to rub up and down her thighs, and she leaned back, and took a shaking breath as she moved her knees apart slightly. Tamaric looked at her stomach as she breathed deeply, and he continued to rub her thighs, and he could feel her tense up, and then relax, only to do it again. Korica finally put her hands on his, she swallowed hard, then she moved her hands to the side of his, and she slid the hem of her shirt up as she scooted down slightly, and moved her knees further apart. As she got her shirt to her hips, she lifted it, Tamaric's eyes grew bigger, and he smiled when he saw her wonderful crotch with no underwear covering it. Her lips were slightly swollen, making her mound even more pronounced than usual.

Tamaric slid his hands up her thighs as he slid them down the soft curve of her legs until his thumbs were cupping her lips on each side, he gave her a gentle, but firm squeeze and she let a small moan of pleasure escape. Tamaric then pulled her lips to the side slightly, parting her just right and he could see her bright pink interior, and he smiled even bigger.

"Good heavens! You're so pretty Korica."

Korica put her hands on Tamaric's head, she gently massaged his scalp, and he could tell exactly what she wanted him to do. He leaned forward, lifted her shirt and he kissed her stomach a few times, then he moved down to her pubic area, and he pressed firmly as he kissed her with a slight sucking motion. He kissed her lower, and lower, until his lips met hers. He then reached out for her and he felt the smooth sensation of drifting into her mind, and he was shocked how anesthetized she was by all the emotions, and hormones, flooding her mind, and body. She was practically stoned on them, and in absolute heaven. Tamaric then locked into exactly what she was feeling physically and he moved down just a little lower and he pulled her hood between his lips and gave a firm suck then slid his tongue out stroking her clitoris gently. Korica scooted back at the intense sensation and she tensed up for a few moments then she relaxed and pulled Tamaric's head up so he was looking at her. She had to take a few deep breaths to get her thoughts together and then she spoke softly.

"Will you take me into the bedroom?" Korica asked softly.

Tamaric nodded, stood up, Korica could see his firm erection pressing its shape into his uniform, and she cringed her hips back, then relaxed. Tamaric slid his hands under her, scooped her right out of her seat, lifted her to his chest, and she looked into his eyes and stroked his cheek.

"I love you so much Tamaric."

"I know. I love you too Korica."

Tamaric then walked with her in his arms to the bedroom, and he turned sideways and stepped in, walked over to the bed, and gently set her down, and he pulled his arms from under her. She scooted over and back, and then laid on her back with her knees together, and Tamaric stepped back and got undressed while she watched. She watched his erection bouncing as he pulled his shirt off, and it was all she could do to resist reaching out and grabbing it. Tamaric dropped his shirt in the floor, and then looked at Korica, and she smiled shyly and put her fingertip in her mouth, hanging it on her lower front teeth as she smiled softly.

Tamaric smiled right back as he climbed on the bed in front of her and he moved up to her knees, he kissed first one, then the other, and he looked into her eyes as he kissed the inside of the first, then the second, and she moved her knees apart slightly to give him room, and he took a scoot closer, kissed above her knee, then the other, and she giggled at the sensation, and what was going through his mind. Tamaric then put his hands on her thighs, and he slowly pushed his hands up her thighs and over her hips, forcing her nightshirt up. Korica lifted her hips, and Tamaric slid her shirt up over her body until it popped over her breasts, and he leaned forward and kissed the tip of each, then he pushed her shirt higher, and she lifted her arms and let him slide her shirt over her head. He held it out to the side, let it drop in the floor, then he slowly pressed his stomach against her knees and she gently moved her knees to the side and his weight settled down until he was lying on her, looking up across her perky breasts right into her eyes. Her breasts were shapely mounds that were almost pointed, but had no hang or sag to them whatsoever. They seemed muscular they were so erect and firm, but he new it was fatty tissue, though he didn't dwell on the science of such a uniquely gorgeous girl.

Tamaric lifted his weight, scooted up closer, and engaged Korica in a long tongue kiss that made her tense up at first, then just melt into his feelings as she shared every sensation with him. He loved how her soft and wet tongue felt as she swirled it around his, only to tickle the tip of his tongue, then she slid hers down the side of his, and started the swirling all over again. When Tamaric terminated the kiss, he kissed the tip of her chin, then the side of her neck, and Korica closed her eyes and enjoyed his touch as he rolled to the side pushing her leg aside, and he kissed her neck gently as he reached down and caressed her lips with a flat fingered stroking to and fro. Korica pressed her hips against his action and let him kiss on her neck for a time, and then she whimpered as she was elicited into a small orgasm as he sucked on her neck, and pressed firmly against her hood, and inner lips, and moved his hand in slow circles.

He smiled as he released the suction on her neck, and shared the total experience with her as she pulsed her hips forward and back several times, and then quivered as the contractions subsided. She finally opened her eyes, and Tamaric looked right into her eyes as he felt everything she was feeling. It was a barrage of mixed feelings, and deep love right along side a crotch that felt to be buzzing and tingling. Tamaric then pulled his hand away from her crotch, and he rolled onto her once again, and he moved up slightly and laid on her, setting his forehead against her neck. He slid his hands down behind her, and he held her tightly as she wrapped her arms around him, and held him equally tight. Korica closed her eyes and thoroughly enjoyed his intense love for her, and she began to stroke his muscle toned back. She enjoyed just being held and loved on for the moment.

They laid in this position until Tamaric's weight started to get uncomfortable for Korica, and he sensed it, so he lifted his weight off her, and he sat on his knees from between hers. She stared at him for a moment, then she let her legs fall to the sides, and he stared right at her gloriousness, and ginned. Tamaric then rose up, leaned forward carefully until his now rock hard erection pressed right against her lips, and he leaned forward a little more, and engaged her in another hardy round of kissing while pressing against her just enough so she could feel his head, but not enough to actually penetrate her. Tamaric then terminated the kiss, kissed her cheek, then her chin, then her neck, he finally moved down to her chest. He kissed down each breast until he reached her nipple, then he gently sucked on them for a few moments, just as he sensed she wanted him to do, moving from one to the other, then back to the first.

When he sensed that she was enticed enough, he began moving down her torso, kissing her firmly as he moved down while sliding his hands down her sides. As he moved over the curve of her pubic bone, he sensed that she wanted desperately to have the opportunity to hold him, and caress him, as he serviced her needs. He stopped, rose, turned around, and slid his feet up by her head, and she smiled, and slid down until his crotch was even with her face. He rolled on his side, and she reached out and lovingly stroked his soft, but firm cock and she sighed. He had such a nice shape, and the things he brought about in her with this firm slice of manhood in her hands just made her melt. Tamaric then leaned forward and kissed Korica's inner thigh. She rolled a little onto her side, and spread her legs, and she laid her head down, as she watched what she was doing and enjoyed how it felt for Tamaric from within.

Tamaric then kissed her thigh lower, and lower, until he reached her crotch. He reached out and stroked his hand over her swollen lips, and she closed her eyes as he moved his head forward while pressing her lips to the side, and he gently swiped his tongue up her moist exposed flesh, making her quiver and squeak in approval. He smacked his mouth as he got used to her taste, then he moved back in, and began swimming his tongue around, while concentrating on exactly how it felt for her, and where she wanted him to lap and tickle her. As he centered on her clitoris just as she wanted with just the right amount of pressure and intensity of motion, he moved his other hand up, and very gently inserted his middle finger into her, and she took a quivering breath at the sensation and squeezed his head, and held it firmly for a moment, then she went back to stroking him slowly as he pressed his finger in to her first vaginal ring muscle. He ran his fingertip around it while pressing in slightly, and Korica let out a breathy "Oh yeah, like that Tamaric."

Tamaric continued his tongue treatment and muscle massaging until her first ring muscle retracted, and drew back, and he slid his finger in deeper while pressing up against the roof of her soft pillows of flesh until it contacted her second ring muscle. He stimulated it in slow circular motions with slightly more pressure than he had put on the first, and Korica now began to pant heavier, and her hips were swirling right along with his caressing. As her second ring muscle expanded, and moved back, Tamaric aimed his hand just right, and pressed still deeper until he found her third ring muscle. As he slid his fingertip around its soft, but firm feeling circumference, Korica began to squeak and moan pleasingly as she began to workup to an orgasm. Tamaric then concentrated on exactly how he needed to move his tongue against, and around, her clitoris and inner lips resulting in maximum contact and stimulation. Korica then began to pulse, and she held her breath for just a moment, and Tamaric felt all three ring muscles contract, and begin stroking down his finger, one right after the next in succession as she started to climax. Korica then let out a loud squeal, and she tensed up, and then she made the most sensual breathy high pitched moans of pleasure, and Tamaric concentrated on maximizing it for her as he continued his tongue, and finger motions against her third ring muscle.

Korica finally squeezed down for a moment, and then pushed, as she reached the moment of release, and Tamaric climaxed right along with her, only heightening the intensity for her and him. Korica came for close to twenty seconds while Tamaric continued his combined motions, then Korica moaned softly at the continuing sensations, and Tamaric slowed then gently slid his finger out, but kept stroking her now soaked flesh from top to bottom with his tongue, as he now tasted a sweet fluid exuding from her. He took care not to over stimulate her clitoris, but he enjoyed how much she liked his tongue stroking her flesh. After a full minute of this continued stimulation, Tamaric stopped and rolled on his back, and tried to get his mind thinking clearly, and he had to withdraw into his own mind to do that.

They both lay for a time catching their breaths, when Korica finally reached across him, picked up her night shirt, and wiped her hand clean, then Tamaric's cock. She tossed the shirt aside, flopped back and giggled, and Tamaric opened his eyes and looked at her.

"What?"

"Holy crap you're good at that. Did I ever need that."

Tamaric now laughed, and Korica looked at him.

"Ok, now what's so funny about that?"

"No, it's the way you said it. I'm sorry Korica, but someone from my region of the world can detect accents from other places, you just said that in a North Carolina accent that sounded just like your mom."

"Oh. I guess she is a huge part of me."

"I can feel her and Jake's influences all over deep inside your personality when we join."

Tamaric closed his eyes and tried to reach out to Korica, but the hormonal buzz was clouding his mind, and he couldn't get his concentration together enough to reach out. Korica sensed what he was trying to do, so she closed her eyes, and squinted as she reached out hard, finally extending herself enough to find him, and pull him in. They drifted deeper, and deeper, and both were finally able to relax. and explore the other for a few moments. Tamaric then withdrew slightly and concentrated on Korica's physical sensations, and he sensed that he had let her sit idle long enough to be ready for the next part. He rolled over and got to his knees, and moved his feet next to Korica's, and she pulled him closer, and began kissing him, and they both got lost in the sensation for just a few moments as the dopamine flooded their brains in vast quantities. Korica then pulled Tamaric over on top of her, and he moved up on her then terminated the kiss, and he lifted up, and watched as he slowly pierced her, and she looked down, and watched as well, as she felt his thick manhood rippling her apart as he drove himself into her.

Tamaric slowly, but firmly pressed past each ring muscle with a soft sliding pop until he was buried to the root inside her. He then pulled back slowly, and Korica let a small squeak escape her as they both watched his glistening shaft emerging until his head popped out, then sank right back in. Korica laid her head back, and closed her eyes as she let him bury himself in her in a slow gliding motion, then he laid all his weight on her and he held onto her as he began to make love to her at the exact pace that maximized the pleasure for her.

Tamaric then sped up, just as she wanted, and they began to draw closer to one another as Korica quickly felt the urge to come building. As she neared her peak, they merged as one, and both lost track of their bodies in the intense emotion and pleasure building. As Tamaric sped up even further, they felt as though they dropped into a true centered feeling for the first time, and it held, as Korica finally reached her peek and drew Tamaric right along with her. Korica experience one of the most intense, and long lived, orgasms she had ever experienced, and Tamaric kept right on going, hardly able to sense what he was doing, only that it felt intensely pleasurable.

They made love in this locked embrace of minds for close to an hour. As Korica neared her sixth intense orgasm, Tamaric got a slight sense that Korica wanted it to be her last, he had finally worn her to the point of physical, and mental, exhaustion and she was worried that if she was starting to feel tired, she might be wearing Tamaric to a dangerous level. They climaxed together, and then Tamaric slowed, and finally stopped, only thrusting in and out of her slowly from time to time. Tamaric then slowly withdrew himself, he gently rolled onto his back, and they both lay for close to five minutes trying to gain their senses, and their breath.

As Tamaric tried to withdraw into his mind, he thought at first that he was stuck; he just couldn't withdraw into his mind completely. Korica then closed her eyes and searched her feelings, and it dawned on her what they were feeling. They were in fact separated, but they were now truly centered, and it left an even stronger sense of the other inside than ever before. Before they would have had to join minds to feel this connected and centered, but now it was a permanent feeling.

"Oh Tamaric! We've done it¦we've found our new center."

Tamaric sat up, squinted one eye for a moment, and then he grinned.

"Well I'll be¦you're right. I do feel centered. All the confusion is¦gone. I get it now! I know where my feelings are, and where yours are. Oh this feels so good Korica," Tamaric sighed, "God we've been waiting for this, thank you."

Korica giggled, and looked at him.

"Were you thanking me, or God?"

"Both. I can feel how much¦stronger, and smarter I am now. I can actually think¦through you. I don't have to reach out to you, you're already there, right beside me¦inside me."

"You think it'll hold this time?"

"It feels pretty stable. I think this is how we're gunna be from now on."

Korica now looked down at herself, and she grimaced.

"We need a bath. We made a mess of each other."

Tamaric glanced over at her crotch, then at his own, and he nodded. He rolled over and stood up slowly, and he shot a hand to his lower back, then his forehead.

"Sakes alive¦you screwed the heck out of me Korica."

"I know," Korica said, as she scooted to the edge of the bed. "I'm sorry Tamaric, it just felt so good I didn't want to stop."

Tamaric put his hand out to her, and smiled, as he pointed to his temple with his other hand.

"I know."

Korica laid her hand in his, stood up, and she now put her other hand up to her head.

"Oh man¦what a rush. I can¦I know what you know Tamaric."

"I know right? I know what you know too. It's up here¦" He said, tapping his fingertip on his temple. "But I'm keenly aware that it's your knowledge."

"I guess this is what it truly feels like to be paired."

"No one ever told us it would take a serious roll in the sack to accomplish this."

"I think that just pushed things along, but this was going to happen even if we didn't make love like that."

Tamaric looked at her, and smiled.

"I really satisfied you one hundred percent, didn't I?"

"Yes. You didn't hold back, and neither did I."

"How awesome is that? I can satisfy a Draximan woman."

"A Draximan teenager. When I get older, I gotta be real careful. I could really hurt you Tamaric."

"I don't think so. I got a feeling my body would protect itself from real harm before anything permanent happened."

"Maybe so, but I'm still gunna be careful."

Tamaric smiled, and gave her a peck, and they headed out into the other section of the living quarters. They walked over to the bathroom, Tamaric slid the door open, reached in, and activated the lights. He let go of Korica's hand, and he walked over to the bathing tub, and he looked at the controls on the wall, then he looked for a spout, but there wasn't one. He reached out and touched the controls, and a blue scale appeared, and a red one, and he got it. He slid the blue up halfway, then the red he slid up a little less than halfway, he then touched a small round symbol that had what looked like a check mark running across it, the tub rumbled and water began to bubble into the tub from what looked like the drain. As it rose higher, the bubbling ceased, and the water level quickly rose steadily. He reached in, swirled his fingers in the water, and it was just right to what he knew would be to Korica's liking.

Tamaric stood up straight, looked back, and Korica was gone. He furrowed his brow for a moment, then he had a moments glance through her eyes, and he saw their bags being flipped open, and he instantly knew what she was thinking and doing. He stepped back, the minds eye image faded away, and he grinned big. He knew they were going to find all kinds of new abilities now that their senses were truly in sink with one another's. Korica stepped up to the door a few seconds later with their sundry items, and she set most of them on the small counter below the metallic mirror, then she carried the rest over by the tub, and she set them down, and she stroked Tamaric's arm.

"We really are sort of starting over, hunh?"

"Yeah, I just saw what you were doing through your eyes. I've never been able to do that before¦I still feel centered too."

"That's a huge relief, hunh?"

"Yeah. I can't tell you how tired I was of feeling confused all the time. I can tell where I am, and where you are, and I still feel your feelings like they're my own, but I definitely know where they're coming from. Hey¦thank you for giving me such a wonderful existence. This is truly amazing."

"You're welcome. Thank you too Tamaric. You know this is what I've wanted all along?"

"I know. I'm glad I could give it to you. You deserve it."

Korica stroked his cheek, then looked at the tub that was now half full, and she dipped her fingers in, smiled, then stepped over the edge, and slowly sank her foot in, then she held onto the edge, and lifted her other foot in, and she stepped to one end, and slowly sat down and Tamaric grinned at the glimpse of her crotch, as she sank into the water.

"Thanks Tamaric. I hope you always find me that¦sensual."

"For the rest of my living days love. You are one seriously gorgeous woman, especially down there. You're so shapely and¦hmmm." Tamaric grunted, smiled, then stepped into the tub and slowly sat down across from Korica, and they slid their legs beside, and under, the others, and leaned back.

As they sat and enjoyed the hot water rising, Korica looked at the controls and she waited until the water covered her breasts, then she touched the main control, and the water stopped rising. They sat for a few minutes, then Korica slid down, and dunked her head under the water, then she slid back up, and then Tamaric did the same thing. Korica smiled at him as she stroked her wet hair back, then she reached over the side, and picked up a round bar of natural honey infused soap. Tamaric smiled, and brushed the water from his face, and he sensed what Korica wanted. She handed him the soap, stood up, and turned her back to him. He lathered the soap up, and then scooted forward, and began lathering her up, starting at her legs, finally standing up behind her. He lathered her whole backside up, and then she turned and faced him. He lathered her entire front side, and when he got to her crotch, he looked at it for a moment, and then looked up at her.

"Will this...sting if I get it¦on sensitive areas?"

"No. It's natural soap with no chemicals. Don't¦scrub it into me, but you can get it on me and it won't sting or anything."

Tamaric nodded, and dunked the soap, then lathered it up between his hands, and then he gently rubbed her from front to rear. Korica then nodded, sat down, and began rinsing herself off, and then she dunked herself, came back up, and swept her hair back. She then stood up, reached out, took the soap, and she began lathering Tamaric up, first from the rear, then form the front. She spent a little extra time stroking his cock, and she smiled when she felt it starting to swell. She looked up at him, and he had a funny grin on his face as she stood back up. Tamaric sat down, and began rinsing himself off, then he dunked his head down, and came right back up, and he swept the water from his face. Korica set the soap aside, and lifted a small canister, Tamaric cocked his head, and Korica opened it and held it under his nose. He inhaled, and he recognized the sweet wild flowery smell that Korica always had, making him smile.

"The AI knew you like that stuff, hunh?"

"Yeah. I didn't pack it, so it had to be the ship."

"I'm gunna smell all¦foofooy if you put that on me though."

"It's body wash and shampoo Tamaric. It won't kill you to smell like flowers. It's really good for your hair."

"Alright."

Tamaric moved toward her, and she dumped a small dab in her hand, and then set the canister aside. She reached out and massaged it into Tamaric's hair thoroughly, then she moved back.

"Ok, go ahead and rinse it out."

Tamaric dunked himself and scrubbed his head good, then came up and swept the water from his face. Korica then retrieved the canister, stood up, she dumped an amount in her hand, and she worked it all over her body while Tamaric watched grinning the whole time. Korica then sat down, and she handed the canister to Tamaric.

"Will you do my hair?"

Tamaric nodded, poured a dab in his hand, then set the canister aside, he slid forward and placed his hands on her head, and he began to massage it into her hair. He sensed how much she liked his hands on her, so he massed it in longer than was necessary, and then he slid back.

"Ok, you can rinse it out."

Korica slid forward, then laid back and she scrubbed the lather out of her hair, then she dunked her face, and sat forward sweeping her hair back as she sat up. She coughed, then leaned forward, and gave Tamaric a peck. Tamaric leaned back, and Korica turned around, and then slid back, and laid against him, and he wrapped his arms around her as her weight slowly settled against him. He liked how her slick lower back pressed against his crotch, Korica sensed it, and scooted around gently while pressing against him, and he laughed.

"You do that too much and I'll end up nailin you again."

"You think you could handle more?"

"Maybe¦"

Korica set her head on his shoulder, and closed her eyes just for a moment. She was so at peace now that she finally felt centered. Tamaric laid for a bit enjoying her warmth pressing against him, then he hugged her, and kissed the side of her wet head, and he worked his hands around her stomach, and Korica moaned approvingly, then he moved his hands up to her breasts, and he softly caressed them from base to tip several times. As he felt her nipples firming to hard points, he sensed her libido rising, and he moved his hands down her stomach to her crotch, and she lifted her knees, and moved them to the side for him. He gently caressed her lips for a time, and then he pressed against her hood,

making circular motions, and she arched her back slightly, and then shivered as a small release was elicited from her. Korica then turned her head, and engaged him in a prolonged kiss, and she soon felt his cock thickening and growing in length behind her. Korica held the kiss until his erection pointed straight upward, then she terminated the kiss, and looked into his eyes as she lifted herself, and grabbed him gently, pulled him pointing forward, then she settled her weight in his lap.

Korica then looked forward as she concentrated on what she was doing. She slid him across her entire vulva as she slid forward and back slightly, and up and down, then she lifted up slightly, and guided him to her opening, and she leaned forward slightly as she set her weight on him. His head slowly pierced her, and she winced as he spread her open, and sank into her hot flesh. She let him sink all the way in, and then she leaned back against his chest. She took both his hands and pushed them down to her crotch, and he immediately understood what she wanted.

"Man¦you are soo tight Korica."

"That's cause I'm swollen, and little sore."

Tamaric cupped her lips and worked his fingers around them for a time, and then he closed his eyes, and concentrated, as he worked her clitoris with two fingers from each hand. Korica and Tamaric then sank into each other's minds, and Korica began to slowly rise and fall on him as he worked her. It only took a minute of this action for Tamaric to get her to the point of climax. Korica started making her soft little moans of pleasure. She pressed his hands against her firmly as she sped up the up and down motion until she reached her peek. She held onto the edges of the tub as she thrust onto him harder and harder, and it was all he could do to keep massaging her as she finally reached her maximum stimulation and started moaning in a steady tone that sounded like singing to his ears, and her sweet melodious voice took him to the next level, making him shoot up inside her just as she came. Her orgasm lasted for almost thirty seconds, and she kept riding him as he moved his hands on top of hers on the edge of the tub. He let her continue to pogo on him for another four minutes while she breathed heavily and steadily until she once again began making her soft little moans of ecstasy, only to tighten up and quiver as he had to finish the thrusting of her to ride the climax to its conclusion, and Tamaric felt his cock throbbing in rhythm to her orgasm. It was a nearly dry orgasm that still felt wonderful, but he realized somehow that she had drained him; he needed time to recharge, and rest before they did anything else.

Tamaric stopped thrusting up into her, and Korica slowly rose and fell on him until she was satisfied, and then she slowly lifted off him until he plopped out of her. She sat down breathing heavily, and leaned back against him, as they withdrew into their own minds and again it felt as if they were connected when compared to before. When Korica finally caught her breath, she scooted forward, turned around, leaned forward, and engaged Tamaric in a very passionate tongue kiss. They kissed for a long period, then Korica terminated the kiss, and she blinked a few times as the dopamine high wore off, and she smiled softly.

"I love you so much Tamaric. I got a serious hunk of a man on my hands, and an awesome lover."

"Awe, thanks love. I got a serious babe on my hands too. The things you do in there just take my breath away."

"You ready to get some rest?"

"I'm pooped Korica. I need some sleep."

Korica nodded, stood up, then put her hand out to Tamaric, and he placed his hand in hers and stood up. Korica then looked at the controls, she pressed the square symbol with a minus looking dash across it, and the water started to drain down. They stepped out and looked around for towels, but there was nothing like towels anywhere around. Korica then looked at the controls again, she stared hard until one button just made sense, so she pressed the symbol that looked like two triangles touching at their points with a dot where they were touching. There was a humming noise from overhead, they looked up to see a bluish red glow over them, they could feel a static like charge in the air, and the moisture on their bodies just began to evaporate away. They stood a few inches apart, smiled at the strange sensation, then Korica rubbed her hair slightly, and she could feel that it was beginning to dry. It only took a few minutes for them to become completely dry, even under their feet surprisingly.

Korica reached out, touched the same symbol, and the glow overhead just faded away. Korica then stepped over to the sink while Tamaric collected the soap and body wash. Korica brushed her hair, then Tamaric set the soap and body wash on the small counter and he combed his hair, then he and Korica stepped out into the main living area. Korica immediately went back to the plates of food, and she sat down and began eating while Tamaric made his way into the sleeping area, and he plopped down on the bed on his back.

Once Korica had emptied one plate, and most of the other, she drank down the rest of the juice in her glass and then she wiped her mouth, got up, and headed back to lie with Tamaric. She stepped over to their bags, began to pull out something to wear when Tamaric lifted himself on his elbow, and looked at her.

"You're going to put clothes on?"

"You don't want me too?"

"No. You're beautiful just the way you are Korica. It's a natural look that I just don't get to enjoy very much. You're rockin that stunning tan¦I like seeing it. All of it."

"Awe, you're so sweet. Ok."

Korica dropped what was in her hand back in her bag, and then she rummaged through the clutch of data pads until she had the largest ones in her hand. She held onto them, stepped over to the bed, and sat down on the bed, then lifted her legs up on the bed and scooted back against Tamaric. He wrapped himself around her, and set his head on the pillow.

"I can't believe you want to study."

"I want to learn about our hosts Tamaric. I need to understand these people better. I'm hoping I can find something on one of these data pads. I need to get caught up too. You heard what the captain said?"

"Yeah I did. Ok, I'm gunna try and get some sleep, ok?"

"You go right ahead. I can feel how tired you are. I'll stay right here with you, I promise."

Korica got comfortable on her side; Tamaric hung his arm over Korica's side, closed his eyes, and almost immediately drifted off to sleep while Korica perused the information that had been sent with them.

While Tamaric slept, and Korica studied up on their hosts, Laurel and Jake awoke to the AI calling out to them.

"Laurel, Jake? I am sorry to wake you, the captain has requested your presence on the bridge at your earliest convenience."

Laurel stretched, and then lifted her head so she could see the com panel.

"What time is it?"

"Zero seven thirty."

"Alright, We'll get up."

The com panel then went dark, and Laurel plopped her head back down, and she sighed, as Jake rolled onto his back and blinked a few times.

"I know babe¦they're gone, hunh?"

"Yeah. I can feel that they're still alive, but nothing else. I don't hear their voices in the back of my mind like I usually do."

"Same here. I'm sure they'll be ok."

"I'm just¦I know they will be."

Laurel rolled over, sat up, she stretched hard then stood up, and she looked back at Jake.

"I think we just got a signal too." Jake said.

"Not a signal so much as a signature reading that's of concern."

"Yeah! That's it. You're getting good at that."

"Thanks. Guess we better get a move on."

Laurel put her hand out, and Jake scooted to the edge of the bed, put his hand in hers and then stood up, and stepped right into her, embracing her with a tight hug as he rubbed her back.

"Thanks for last night Laurel. You were amazing¦as always."

"You're welcome Jake. You were incredible too. You've got such rhythm and stamina. You just take me to whole other place when you work me like that."

Jake pulled his head from her shoulder, and smiled at her.

"Helps that I can sense exactly what you want, and need, to make it as good as possible."

"If only all guys knew exactly a woman wants."

"That might not be so far off if we keep evolving these gifts to a higher degree with each generation."

"Maybe there's hope after all."

"Nice." Jake said, with a smile.

Laurel gave him a prolonged lip lock kiss, and then looked over at the com panel that was still lit.

"Is my mom still here?"

"No. Your mother and Jake's father left on the first shuttle to the surface this morning."

"Dang it. I like being able to say good morning to her."

"They did not want to wake you. I informed them that you were up late enjoying each other's company, so they decided to let you sleep in."

Laurel stepped back from Jake, and stared at the com panel for a moment.

"You were watching us?"

"No. My sensors indicated that you were occupying the same relative space with substantially elevated bio readings for a period of nearly two and a half hours, followed by a period of separation lasting thirty-two minutes, followed by another period of even heavier physical exertion that lasted for seventy minutes. I did not activate the sensors in your room, but I can deduce for myself what you were doing."

"So you were watching us, just not directly?" Jake asked grinning.

"You could look at it that way."

"Captains orders?" Laurel asked.

"Yes."

"He's still afraid of us, isn't he?"

"You are not the only passengers that have him concerned Laurel. He truly cares about you, but he has some larger concerns on his mind, and you two fall into the category of possible conflict with those larger concerns."

"I suppose I can accept that. Will you let him know that we're up, and we'll come see him shortly?"

"I will inform him."

The com panel then went dark, and Laurel and Jake went about getting dressed, and prepared for their meeting with the captain. Once they were dressed and had their hair and teeth brushed, they made their way out of their quarters, rode down to deck one, and then headed for the transport platform by the stasis ring entrance. As they exited the passenger level common area into the cross corridor, they ran into commander Hiller as she was stepping off the transport platform. The commander walked up to them and smiled, as she looked Laurel over.

"You look really nice today Laurel." She then looked at Jake, "It's good to see you again too Jake."

"Thank you mam." Laurel said, as she stroked her hand down her pink blouse.

"It's nice to see you too mam. You headed to the surface?" Jake asked.

"Shortly. I'm organizing a mass transport of food stocks. Thirty shuttles in all."

"Wow!" Laurel said. "Why so much at once?"

The commander looked behind her, then up the corridor, and then she leaned closer.

"We'll be leaving for a little while, the captain wants to make sure there's enough food down there to hold everyone over incase it becomes an extended mission."

"Leaving?" Jake asked.

"Yes. This isn't the place to discuss it though."

"Yes mam."

"Well, you two have a good day. I have to get going."

"Thank you mam," Laurel said.

Laurel and Jake stepped aside, the commander nodded once to them, then stepped around them and walked toward the hangar entrance, and Laurel and Jake headed for the transport platform. They stepped up on the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared, Laurel touched the indicator for the command deck, and then they had to wait for a few seconds for the indicator to turn green, then they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light.

They found themselves standing in the transport compartment with several people standing next to the transport platform waiting for their turn to transport elsewhere in the ship. Laurel and Jake stepped down quickly to make room, and they waded through the crew waiting for their turn, giving each a warm grin and a nod. They finally reached the main corridor, and they were surprised to see many junior and senior officers going about their business. A few were standing discussing information on data pads in their hands, and almost all had yet more data pads in their hands as they headed up and down the corridor.

Laurel and Jake headed straight to the bridge, Laurel had her palm scanned, the door slid open, and they stepped in. The bridge was a hive of activity, as diagnostics and repairs were being carried out. One entire workstation was lifted open, and the kick panel had been swung open, and there were two engineering technicians lying on their backs with half their body inside the console, as they went about replacing some of the junction crystals while watching response characteristics on a diagnostics data pad. The captain was sitting at the sensor station, with most of the senior command staff, and a few senior military officers. Laurel and Jake looked around very briefly, then stepped over to the captain, and he snapped a look, as if he sensed them more than heard them approaching, surprising Laurel and Jake.

"Reporting as ordered sir." Laurel said as she began to lift her arm to salute him, then she caught herself, and put her arm down, making the captain grin slightly.

"Some habits are hard to shake huh?"

"Yes sir. I still have the instinctive urge to salute you when I first see you."

"I hope it's an instinct you'll need to put into practice someday soon."

"Uh¦maybe sir, but¦not for a while."

"I know Laurel. You've had enough for now."

"Yes sir."

"Well this is why we asked to come up here¦" The captain said, gesturing to the upper display.

He touched an icon, and a representation of the local group of stars expanded, and a definite bubble that was slightly blue in color could be seen expanding in every direction until it expanded right through the Future system, and kept going. Laurel stepped a little closer and her face ran noticeable pale, even with her deep tan, and her mouth fell open slightly.

"What do you make of that?" One of the senior military officers asked.

Laurel just stared at the display, looking at the analysis of the anomaly, and she slowly closed her mouth, and looked at the man that she now recognized as the senior chief from the Navy that had opposed her and Jake's security clearances being left in place.

"I would say the other Future tried to test fire their star drive, and something went wrong."

"That's what some of our engineering experts concluded as well."

"Sir, if that came from the other Future, how could we receive it at all? It should've taken fourteen years to reach us," Jake asked.

The captain looked at him, then pointed at the display.

"If anybody, you two should understand, the star drive uses a contained element of quantum singularity energy. If the safety protocols are set up incorrectly, or if the mechanical safety mechanisms aren't in place, aligned, and charged properly, there would be a momentary containment breach. The exotic energy in the negative matter core doesn't behave according to our known laws of physics. It would only take about fourteen minutes for that bubble to expand enough to be detected right here in our system."

"They're screwing with shit that could light up this whole side of the galaxy, just like that expanding bubble of negative energy." The senior chief snapped.

"How far has it reached so far sir?" Laurel asked solemnly.

"Beyond sensor range."

"Oh man¦that's seriously scary," Jake said.

"Yeah, that was just¦a burp. Like an old Earth internal combustion engine back firing, then stalling. Can you imagine the catastrophic result if they lost total containment, and had a run away event?" The senior Chief asked in a very harsh tone.

"Easy Chuck," The captain said, "These two are here to help. They aren't the ones over there trying to fire up a damaged star drive."

"Yes sir. I apologize to both of you, both for my language, and my demeanor."

"It's ok sir," Laurel said. "They really are putting us all at risk, and likely tipping off all those other ships out there to their presence."

"Captain?" The young man at the communication station called out, "It's the Cumron this time, demanding to speak with you."

"Ignore them. No response." The captain said flatly.

"Eye sir."

The captain then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"That's the fourth ship since we detected that quantum energy signature matching our own negative matter core's output, demanding to speak with me. I think the words out."

"What can we do to help sir?" Laurel asked.

The captain took a deep breath, and then let it out.

"I need to contact those ships and¦open a dialogue about some disclosure. I just can't lie to people with the talents these folks have. That could lead us down a slippery slope that I'm not willing to ride down. I want you to¦read the captain I'm going to talk to. I want you to tell me if he can be trusted, and if he's speaking honestly."

"I suppose we can do that sir. It would help if we had someone to look at though," Jake said.

"Mm mmm." The captain replied, while shaking his head. "To hard to safely encrypt a visual signal. This will be audio only."

"I think we can still pull it off sir," Laurel said, "But I would imagine he's going to know he's being probed if he's gifted."

"It can't be helped. Just make sure you're not being probed in return, or I want you to quiet your minds. You have too much informational detail in your heads about a great many things that need to be kept¦in house."

"You said we could look into anything we wanted sir?" Laurel said remorsefully.

"And I still feel that way Laurel. You have the highest clearance level possible for good reason. It just means you're a walking security risk if someone digs into your skull is all."

"Oh. You make it sound so¦"

"It is what it is Laurel. I represent the same security risk with what I know, as do most of the people in this room."

"Yes sir."

"I would assume you want us to try and make contact in our way too sir?" Jake asked.

"Yes. I was hoping you would at least give it a try."

"Without Korica and Tamaric it's going to be really difficult, maybe even impossible," Laurel said.

"But we'll gladly give it a try just the same sir," Jake said, looking at Laurel with a furrowed brow.

"Good." The captain said.

The captain got up, walked over to his chair, sat down, and lifted the right display up so he could see it, and then he brought up the communication logs, and he looked over the ships that had sufficient clearance to have been issued encryption algorithms for certain frequencies. The captain finally chose one, and then he looked over at the first class ensign sitting at the communications station.

"Ensign, please contact the Illiack for me? Use encrypted burst signal fourteen."

"Eye sir." The ensign responded.

The ensign quickly set up the encrypted transmission, sent the burst signal, and it only took a few seconds to get a response.

"I have captain Herogon of the Illiack for you sir."

"Put him on the overhead please?"

"Eye sir¦channel open sir."

"Captain Herogon. I'm sorry for the delay in getting back to you."

"Not a good way to forge our newfound alliance captain Alexan."

"No sir. I sincerely apologize."

"I will overlook the seeming rudeness, in light of your responsibilities as leader of so many people. I am sure you had¦issues to attend to. Next time allow your artificial intelligence to explain that you are otherwise occupied and no insult will be felt."

"A wise Idea. I'll do just that."

"I was trying to reach out to you because we have detected a familiar trace signature coming from the Ontari system. As you might be aware, when you lower your shield intensity so ships can come and go from the Future, your ship¦or more accurately, your power core emits a detectable, but very odd signature that is¦unique. The detected trace signature matches that unique signature. I would like to know how you explain such a thing if there is only one ship like the Future in existence, as you claim."

"I think it's time to sit down and discuss some disclosure on our part. I understand with the ongoing negotiations you're not permitted to come aboard the Future, and I'm not permitted to come aboard the Illiack so, I would propose that we meet in a neutral location?"

"I would be agreeable to that. What do you have in mind?"

"How many captains, or commanders, do you know that you truly trust? I mean really trust, with your life, the safety and security of your ship, and all hands aboard her?"

The captain expected a quick response, but there was dead air, and he reached out, touched the mute icon, and then looked at Laurel and Jake, as they stood just staring, seemingly blankly, at the giant view screen at the front of the bridge. They both slowly looked at him, and spoke in perfect unison.

"He is seriously debating your question. Friend or foe¦he is not sure which you represent with such a question. No deception so far."

The captain blinked a few times, and then grinned from one side of his mouth. He had seen Korica and Tamaric do the same exact thing in the test chamber; it seemed just as bizarre then as it did now, though it was a bit comical coming from Laurel and Jake for some reason. The captain assumed hearing such a soft and clear voice as Laurel's; with such a deep and rich voice as Jake's accompanying hers, just sounded odd.

The captain unmated the channel, and waited, a few seconds later he got his reply.

"I know of six such commanders of vessels that I would willingly go into heated battle with. The rest in this armada have agendas, and ambitions, I do not necessarily prescribe to. Do not take me wrong, all here are good people, worthy of trust, respect, and admiration, but a few shine above the rest as remarkable people of character."

The captain looked at Laurel and Jake, they both nodded without looking at him, and he grinned again, then looked at the forward view being shown, with many ships visible nearby.

"If you would? I would like you to contact these commanders discretely, invite them to join us at the Genesis tower. I need some real allies on my side in light of the information I am going to be disclosing. The safety of Genesis' citizens is at stake, including the visiting dignitaries. We can't disrupt the sensitive negotiations going on, and those planned to take place over the next couple of weeks."

"Will the question be answered as to how your ship's unique signature appears originating fourteen light years from here, while we are looking right at the Future?"

"Yes. I assure you that point."

"Then I will contact these trusted men and women, and we will meet you in Genesis. When would you like to meet?"

"Signal me when you've contacted them, and we'll meet immediately following."

Laurel gasped, starling the captain, and he snapped his finger on the mute icon and sprang to his feet.

"What is it Laurel? Are you being assaulted mentally?"

Laurel put her hand to her forehead, Jake took a stumbled step to the side, he put his hand to his head, and he closed his eyes tightly. Laurel then looked at the captain as she withdrew her hand.

"I'm ok sir. Someone¦was trying to do something. We broke our concentration, and quieted our minds as quick as we could, but I don't know if they¦sensed anything."

The captain put his hand on her shoulder, sat down, and let out a deep breath.

"I keep putting you in harms way. I'm sorry you two."

"You didn't order us to do anything sir. We volunteered."

The captain patted her shoulder, then reached out and unmated the channel.

"If we have an accord, I will await your signal?" The captain said.

"We have an accord captain. Next time you want to probe me for honesty, do not use children to carry it out. It could be perceived as an insult to use such youth to accomplish a captain's job."

"I just needed to know I was being given straight information."

"I am a man of honor. Deception is not in my character between allies. Do not bring this Laurel Kade and Jake Myers with you to this meeting of disclosure. The other commanders will not tolerate such a blatant act of mistrust. You are expected to take them at their word."

"I truly meant no disrespect. I won't bring them to the meeting."

"Very well. I will contact you shortly, Herogon out."

The channel was then closed from the other side, and the captain looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Sorry kids. I didn't mean to get your name out there like that."

"What else did he glean from you?" The senior chief asked sharply.

"Nothing sir. The Future's secrets are safe. He only got a sense of who we are, like we did of him. He tried to yank us into his mind as he tried to infiltrate our minds, but we sensed the yank, broke our concentration, and quieted our minds before he got in." Laurel then looked at the captain. "He really likes you, despite his demeanor sir. He knows you're just a little out of your element with everything going on, but he feels you have strength of character that makes you uniquely capable of handling things. He trusts you, and wants to see you succeed sir. He sees deception among allies, as a sacrifice of one's very character. Truth, honor, and duty are huge to him, but honesty, above all else, is really big to him. You'll always get the truth out of him at least, and he really trusts these other commanders implicitly because they have the same kind of beliefs. I think you can tell them everything, they'll keep it quiet if you ask, or offer assistance in a way that you can trust their intentions."

"Thank you Laurel. That's a relief to hear. I happen to like him too. Our first meeting went very well, I thought we kind of hit it off."

"Captain?" The communication officer called out. "All of the hales just¦canceled their hales."

"Fuck me that was fast!" The senior chief said.

The captain shot him a stern glance, as he almost snorted a grunt at him.

"Chief, we have women present. I really wish you would temper your tongue when in such company."

"You're absolutely right captain. I apologize ladies."

Laurel and the other two female officers nodded once in acceptance of his apology.

"I am curious why he referred to these two as children?" The senior chief asked. "They're young, but hardly children by looking at them."

"Because he got a sense of what's inside sir," Laurel said. "Our self-image isn't quite what you see on the outside yet."

"Right¦you were children when the AI took you out of the freezer. We needed someone tiny enough to crawl into the zero space of the inner hull compartments to affect repairs."

"Yes sir," Laurel answered. "I had to climb inside the AI's neural core too sir. You wouldn't believe how tight it is in there, despite having billions of neural circuits."

"Trillions Laurel, Trillions," The captain said. "You didn't take in the whole scope of the place because it was so dark."

"Yes sir."

"So when you tap into someone's head, they can tell how old you¦feel to be...or really are, or whatever?" The senior chief pressed.

"Not always sir. That aspect of our self-image is evolving and changing. We usually block that part of ourselves from others, it causes confusion to others that don't understand what we've been through."

"It's also a deeply personal side of a person to allow someone else to sense your self-image. We just don't usually open ourselves up that much to others," Jake said.

"So why did you this time?"

"We didn't do it on purpose sir. We just weren't guarded enough, we didn't expect to be pulled inside him like that."

"Easy chief¦they're learning."

"I know Dillan. I'm just¦"

"We're kids sir!" Jake blurted out. "Kids make mistakes for craps sake! We won't let it happen again."

"I just hope other aspects of what you know, and who you are, aren't so easy to glean. That's why only seasoned personnel should be in command, or privy to highly sensitive information. The simple mistake of a child can get sensitive information into the wrong hands."

"We were put to death¦more than once, and none of the Future's sensitive information was compromised, nor that of our allies," Laurel said bluntly. "That should count for something."

"It counts for everything Laurel," The captain said. "That's enough chuck! Leave 'em alone! We won't discuss a certain warrant officer being captured, and what was divulged to enemy combatants to save his own ass."

"That's low Dillan¦I was drugged, and beaten senseless."

"To death? Over and over?"

"No, of course not. Dead men tell no tales."

"Well it's low to bust their balls about slipping up after what they went through without letting sensitive information get into the hands of the enemy. You would be sliced up on a meat table if not for these two remarkable children, so back off!"

"You got a point. I know they got lucky on more than one occasion and managed to get us here in one piece, even if in the wrong decade."

The captain now shifted in his seat, and stared right at the senior chief with a steely glare.

"What the heck is up your¦butt chief? They didn't get lucky¦they had innate skill, and remarkable ability; the AI knew it when it thawed them out. You best get yourself in check chuck, or you're dismissed!"

"I don't like owing my bacon to a couple kids, and a destruction hungry jar head."

"Well suck it up and say thank you, cause that's who saved your ass and got us here intact, carrying upgrades I don't think I could've negotiated for with such success! Thanks to them, we're intergalactic, not just interstellar, and we can disappear at will while sitting right next to another ship. You best just get your head around the fact that we have some amazing children in our midst...some of whom I'm very proud of, and protective of." The captain said very sternly, and then raised his eyebrows.

The senior chief stared at him for a moment, then he looked at Laurel and Jake's shocked faces, and he winced one side of his mouth, and then grinned slightly.

"Thank you both. I do value my¦ass¦and I recognize the astounding things you acquired for this ship. I still don't like knowing that I owe it all to a couple of teenagers, but I guess I can be humble enough to say thank you to the teacher's pets."

"Well thankfully the teacher is running the show, so I suggest you mind your manners in his class or he's gunna throw you out, not us," Jake said smugly.

"Here, here!" The captain said, with a big grin.

"That business aside sir¦" Laurel said, looking away from the senior chief. "Does this mean we're going to the Ontari system?"

The captain leaned back, and nodded.

"Oh we're going alright! The repairs have been put into overdrive, so we can get the ship ready. What do you two need to facilitate reaching out to the other Laurel?"

"Just time sir. She said she was going to reach out to me," Laurel said. "She could tell how hard I was pushing to reach her last time. It took everything I had, and some help from the others, just to reach her. We can try and reach out to her, but I seriously doubt Jake and I are strong enough on our own."

"I would really appreciate it if you would at least try? At least get the message across to stop fooling around with the star drive until we can help them get it fixed properly."

"Ok. We'll try sir. You want us to do it in one of the med bays again?"

"I would prefer it. It's a reinforced, and shielded area of the ship, we can watch you incase something really goes wrong."

"You really want to record our physiological responses during such an effort too, hunh sir?" Jake asked.

"Yes¦I do. We're learning a lot every time we get the chance to monitor you exerting yourselves like that."

"Others are going to benefit from what you observe?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. I can promise you that much."

"Alright. We'll give it our best effort in the med bay."

"Thank you. You're both dismissed. Please report to the med deck."

"Eye sir."

The captain gave her a crooked grin, as he lightly shook his head.

"It really is engrained, isn't it?"

"Yes sir."

Laurel resisted the urge to salute him, as she spun around along with Jake, and they headed for the exit. As soon as they stepped out and the door slid shut, the captain stood up, turned, and faced the senior chief, and he scowled at him for a moment.

"I honestly don't know what the hell got into you chuck, but you better get your shit together." The captain said in a fairly low voice.

"You can see the¦children in them in the way those two carry on. It pisses me off to see you pandering to them Dillan. They may have pulled off the miracle of all miracles in getting us here in one piece, but despite what they appear to be, they're just a couple of kids."

"You want to see greatness, and heroism in the face of insurmountable odds¦and hostility? Just look at those two. You better get used to the face of greatness looking like, or acting like, a couple of kids, cause that's our future. If you can't get your head around the astounding children we brought with us, and are continuing to bring forth, then maybe it's time for you to take a step back, and think about what role you want to serve in our continuing mission out here. I need experienced men like you on the senior staff, but if your archaic attitudes are a measure of your limited ability to think with an open mind, and closed mouth, then I'll find someone else to carry the burden for you. We may have arrived in twenty twelve, but you don't have to act like that's the era you came from."

"You would really choose these kids over me? Do you¦love them that much? If so, you're not the Dillan Alexan I remember."

"No, I'm not. I came out of stasis to find my ship in better shape, and form, than it was when I went into stasis, and after watching the archival sensor images for just a little bit, I realized I was watching true greatness at work in some of the most unexpected individuals, and I realized I sure as hell wouldn't be here if not for their actions on more than one occasion. I'm humble enough to know when to show reverence, and respect, when it's due. You bet I love 'em. I want to kiss 'em everyday for saving my ass, and putting my ship back together, with almost no adult supervision. If that was possible just as they turned the corner into their teen years, you can count on amazing things coming from them as they become adults. Their minds might be stuck somewhere behind their physical age, but when their minds catch up to their bodies, you're best to be on the right side of their affection. You get my drift?"

"Yeah¦you plan on handing the keys to the kingdom back to them."

"Oh no¦they have the keys in their hands already. I just have to step aside, and they'll take their natural place, at the top of the heap. Where will you be when that happens? Serving at their side as a mentor, or on a planet somewhere, wishing you could go along for the ride of a lifetime?"

"I was born to serve, not stand on the sidelines."

"Then get your head out of your ass, and get with the program. No one wants to be shit on like you were on those two, and they can feel what's inside, so I mean from the heart, you need to show some damn respect where it's due."

"I've never seen such conviction over some dang kids. If that's what it takes to remain in my position, then¦I'll try to¦be more open minded and¦show 'em at least a little bit of respect."

"Good! I'm not saying you gotta fall all over yourself trying to bow down to them or anything crazy. You might be surprised just how sweet they are when you sit down and get to know them. They really are great kids Chuck. They have wonderful parents, and great character values because of it. That Laurel is one of the prettiest women I've ever seen too. Sitting down with her¦well she's really easy on the eyes, and she really carries herself like a lady, despite her young age up here," The captain tapped his temple, "She has a hell of a head on her shoulders too. I don't know many people with as much¦innate instinct, and intelligence, as she has. Hell she knows over a million different languages. You ought to hear her speak some of 'em, even a few dead languages."

"Alright¦I get your point Dillan. I'll remember that they're your kids, and mind my manners."

"You best feel it in your heart, or they'll see right through you chief. Let yourself like 'em. You might be surprised how good it feels."

"If you say so."

As the captain sat back down shaking his head, Laurel and Jake headed to the transport compartment and they waited their turn behind several other crew members, and when their turn to use the transport came up, they transported down to the med deck, and made their way to med bay four, where the room was still set up with exam tables for 4 people. They stepped in, looked around briefly, and the chief medical officer stepped in just a few seconds later.

"Hello Laurel and Jake. You grace my medical bays again so soon, how nice."

"Hello doctor Kruger," Laurel said. "You know why we're here, right?"

"Yes, of course I do. Let's get you hooked up, and you can make your attempt."

Laurel nodded, climbed up on one of the tables, Jake climbed on the table next to her, and they waited for doctor Kruger to roll the tray over with the recognizable equipment sitting on it. Laurel held her arm out, doctor Kruger picked up a bio monitor, slid it over her hand, up to her wrist, and he activated it. It synched itself tight, and Laurel cringed a little, as the micro leads pierced her skin and sank into her arm, then fed up her arm a short distance, then stopped, and began populating the free floating display by the bulkhead with her readings one by one. The doctor's mouth fell open when Laurel's heartbeat was shown with a subsequent weaker double beat represented by a sharp peak and double trough. The doctor stared at the repeating subsequent signal for a few series of beats, and then he looked at Laurel.

"Is there¦any chance you could be pregnant?"

"No. I mean¦yes I've had unprotected sex, but I would know if I were pregnant, and if you look at my medical treatment record, you'll see that I have fallopian blockers in place."

"Some women can go for a couple of months without realizing they're pregnant. May I check the condition of your blockers? They may have dislodged resulting in an unexpected pregnancy."

"Doctor Kruger! I haven't been out of stasis long enough to be a month or more pregnant. You can check if you really feel you must, but¦I would rather a female physician examine me."

The doctor picked up a data pad sitting on another mobile tray; he tapped it to life, and accessed Laurel's medical records. He nodded slowly, and then he shook his head as he looked up at the unmistakable second weaker heartbeat, and he set the data pad down slowly.

"I¦I'm sorry Laurel. It's all coming back to me now. In the first place, to check your fallopian blockers, you may remain fully dressed. It doesn't require a pelvic exam in the traditional sense."

Laurel lifted her head, and winced in slight disgust, as she stared at the doctor for a moment.

"You're actually disappointed about that! That's just¦"

"It's not nice to invade the mind of other's Laurel. It was a passing thought that I'm not proud of. I'm a medical professional¦but I won't attempt to deceive you. The thought¦occurred, and then I thought that I would need to call a female medical officer given your age. That's all irrelevant, since all I need is a detranome, or the Desmian medical scanners next door."

"I'm the one that's sorry doctor. That kind of thing has passed through the minds of men around me my whole life. I shouldn't have said anything. It's just a little disturbing now that I can feel it, and thus hear it, instead of just seeing it in the eyes. I really didn't invade your mind, or you would've heard my voice in your head. It's a tell tale that someone has invaded your mind."

"I'll just have to take your word for it. I didn't hear your voice¦and I am truly sorry for the fleeting thought."

Laurel just nodded, turned, and laid down, and she looked over at the free-floating display. She watched the sympathetic double rhythm following her distinctly sharper heartbeats, and she began to wonder herself what they were looking at. She then looked at the doctor.

"You can scan me. I'm getting curious now¦but with our heightened awareness I would know if a life were growing inside me. I did the last time, and I was only a few hours pregnant that time."

"Right, you have an embryo in stasis?"

"Yes. My daughter."

"You know the sex? That's impossible. The sex of a fetus is indeterminate until¦"

"Trust me! It's a girl¦or will be."

"I suppose you two have an ability to sense things yet to come?"

"It was more than that. You just wouldn't understand."

"Enlighten me Laurel?"

"I sensed a¦feminine essence or something."

"I don't mean to sound like I don't believe you, but¦given my medical background, I know that from a group of cells undergoing division a few hours from conception¦that just shouldn't be possible."

"I don't know what to tell you. I know what I felt. It's going to be a girl."

"Don't take this the wrong way, but maybe you just want it to be a girl, so you convinced yourself that's what you were sensing."

"I'm young, but not stupid. I just want¦never mind. Please just get on with scanning me. I take it you'll use the high resolution deep scan mode, so flesh and external form won't be seen?"

"Yes. A random thought doesn't translate into overt acts that would violate my oath, or your right to privacy."

"I can¦feel¦that you're telling the truth. Go ahead."

The doctor nodded, stepped over to the cabinet on the wall next to the entrance, he opened it and pulled out a detranome. He walked back over to Laurel, and she glanced at the device, and then looked straight up at the overhead.

The doctor flipped the display up, and held the device over Laurel's mid section and he began scanning lower, and he stopped right at her waist and moved back toward her mid section, then up to her heart, and he opened his mouth and let out an astonished cough.

"Uh¦the¦it's coming from your heart Laurel! That just¦wait¦I think I might know what's going on."

The doctor quickly moved the detranome right over Laurel's lower pubic area, and he squinted as he waited for the resolution to zoom in to the right level, and he touched the display, and looked at the display closely, then he nodded and moved back up to Laurel's chest.

"Your fallopian blockers are still in place, and your uterus is normal and very healthy looking for a girl your age."

The doctor then set the detranome down without shutting it off, he picked up another bio monitor, and he stepped over to Jake. Jake held his arm up, and the doctor slid the monitor over his hand and up to his wrist, then he activated it, and it synched itself tight, then Jake felt the twin prick of the micro leads piercing his skin, and the leads fed up his arm a little ways, then stopped, and now the free floating monitor began to populate with Jake's readings, one by one. Once all the fields were populated, they all looked at the heart line, and his too had a distinct weaker second set of impulses, and the doctor took a step back, and just stared at the display for a few moments, then he stepped forward and picked up the detranome, he walked over to Jake, and he scanned him at the chest, he touched the display, and he grinned slightly.

"Well I would say there's no way your pregnant, so what I thought has been confirmed."

"No, I would think I would surly know if I were pregnant." Jake said, with a grin

The doctor laughed, and then held the detranome still over his chest for a moment as he glanced up at the display, then back a few times.

"Well I'll be. I've seen this before, but¦I only saw a single impulse last time. Your seeing Laurel's heart beating right along side yours Jake. Can you feel her heart beating?"

"Yes. I didn't know it was detectable like that though."

The doctor then looked at Laurel.

"You as well?"

"Yeah. I've sensed his heart beating since we became paired, but after a couple weeks I started to actually feel it. Where have you seen this before?"

"In Korica and Tamaric, but it's only a single impulse in each of them."

"They haven't been paired long enough to become centered, and thus truly, and permanently paired. The pairing could still be severed for them, and they would probably survive, but they would still get real sick. They would probably feel like they were dying before their immune systems started to kick back in."

"Fascinating! So there is a process to it all. It doesn't just take hold, and take over?"

"It takes time, and a lot of physical¦and mental adjusting for it to really become permanent. We've even experienced what it feels like when¦one of us dies. Trust me, it's gut wrenching, and you can feel yourself begin to die almost immediately. It's not something I ever want to experience again. The heavy emptiness that follows is really impossible to describe."

"I don't mean to bring up such unpleasant memories Laurel. We really need to learn about this whole process though. Others may develop the ability to experience a true pairing, we would like to have enough information to council them through the process."

"I know. It's ok doctor. Iriqua¦took the pain of it all away for me. I can remember the feelings being there, but I don't experience the pain anymore. It's just unpleasant memories, nothing more."

"That is truly remarkable that someone can do that. I have your readings, so you may begin your attempt anytime you would like?"

Laurel looked at the detranome still in the doctor's hand, Laurel put her hand out, and looked at him, and he slowly handed the detranome to her. She ran back through the scan results and stored images. She was relieved to see that a faint outline of her shape was visible, but it was tenuous and not at all clear, more like a faint shadow than anything. She grinned slightly, handed the detranome back to the doctor, and he turned the device off, and stepped back.

Laurel looked over at Jake, let a long breath out slowly, and he dipped his chin slightly as he entered her mind very gently.

"I'm sorry babe," Jake thought. "I wish guys would behave themselves better around you, but you really are shockingly beautiful. You know some dirty things went through my mind when I first got a look at you too."

"You didn't undress me with your eyes. You just wanted to be close to me. There's a big difference Jake," Laurel thought in return.

"I was inexperienced, and shy, or I probably would've wondered how you looked down there too."

"That kind of thing just isn't in you Jake. I saw you around over a hundred naked girls¦some of them were very beautiful too."

"That was respect for what they had been through. The last thing I wanted was to traumatize them more with nasty thoughts. I was pretty sure they would know what I was thinking about."

"That's what I mean Jake. You're just too sweet to think lured things at the wrong time."

"Thanks. I'm trying to be a good man like you want."

Laurel smiled at him, and then she closed her eyes, and turned her head so she was facing straight up, and she allowed herself to drift very deeply into Jake. As they sank deeper, and deeper, they felt the sensation of merging as one, and once their senses felt to be singular, they both began to reach out toward the other Laurel. They pushed their sense of time, and space, out as hard as they could, and they felt a sense of rushing outside the ship and into deep space instantaneously. They pushed wave after wave of effort, and their sense of perception pushed still deeper into space. They kept pushing for close to a full minute, when they finally reached the end of how far they could extend themselves, and they were still far short of reaching the Ontari system.

Laurel tried a further push, but she was just at the end of her ability to extend her perception out. Jake tried to assist with his power but he too realized this was as far as they were going to get without Korica and Tamaric lending the final shove they needed. Laurel then began to call out to the other Laurel softly, hoping she would sense them even from this distance. She called several times with no response before giving up. Laurel began to withdraw her perception, and the sense of distant space just faded from their minds. They slowly withdrew into their minds, and laid waiting for the mental fog to wear off. It took half a minute for their senses to clear, and they opened their eyes, and stared straight up for a few moments, and then sat up slowly. Laurel looked at the doctor's stunned face, and she felt just a little of gratification having obviously frightened him slightly.

"That was¦not all together pleasant," The doctor said.

"You could feel what we were doing?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. There were waves of static like energy coming from you two. The monitor up there was flickering slightly, as it tried to measure your radiant energy. I've never seen anything that would interfere with the free-floating displays."

"I thought we were focusing our efforts on a single point in space."

"You probably were, but there's obviously some radiant energy that escapes during the process. Were you successful in your attempt?"

"No," Laurel sighed, "It's just too far for Jake and I to reach without Korica and Tamaric helping us."

"I'm sorry. We collected some valuable data though. Do you realize that your cardio, and pulmonary systems become synchronized very precisely? When you take a breath, so does Jake, and to the same exact depth of breath. When he grunted, you grunted right along with him."

"Do you know if it works like that for Korica and Tamaric?"

"Yes. The observations during their combined assessment revealed the same exact phenomena. It would appear that when a paired couple joins forces for a shared task, they truly merge and function as a single entity, mentally and physically. They do emit a bit more chronatic energy than the two of you, however."

"What the heck is that?" Jake asked.

"Time displacement potential energy, as the elder race classified it. You do know what they're capable of?"

"We know what Korica reported when her and Tamaric felt threatened on Heindon," Laurel said. "Tamaric channeled her energy, and it got away from them for a few moments resulting in some kind of gravitational lensing, or something."

"During their assessment they were¦stimulated to a similar level of emotional excitement, and the results were nothing short of stunning. It goes well beyond gravitational lensing. It's a total compression, and warping of space and time, resulting in something similar to what the Future uses for faster than light travel."

"You mean you scared the crap out of 'em, and then they scared the crap out of you?"

"I wasn't there in person¦but yes. What they produced is apparently exactly what's needed for the mission they've been assigned."

"We emit this same energy?" Laurel asked.

"In measurable amounts, but it's a very weak force."

"So we might be able to¦compress space and time in the same way if we really tried?" Jake asked.

"Possibly. I personally feel that Korica has a potential in her that simply doesn't exist in us. Her species is far older, and more evolved than us."

Laurel sat up, and swung her feet over so they were hanging off the table as she adjusted her blouse slightly.

"So why did her parents keep all that from her? What the heck were they so afraid of?"

"I don't have an answer for you Laurel. I don't know enough about them, or the Draximan society they were avoiding in the first place."

"That was rhetorical doctor Kruger. I know you don't know her, or her people, well enough to offer a meaningful answer."

"I have a feeling there was some kind of¦divide within their society. The gifted, and the super gifted, may have been at odds, and Korica's parents didn't want her caught up in the middle of it," Jake offered.

"Is that a gut feeling?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. I get that same feeling every time I connect with her deeply. You know how you kind of get a sense of a person's roots or something."

"You get that sense, so I do Jake. That's not a gift that's within me."

"Oh."

"Your bio rhythms have stabilized¦though your hearts are still beating within the other," The doctor said. "If you wouldn't mind, I would like to keep the bio monitors on you for a while, so we can observe how your pairing has evolved, and seems to be continuing to do so?"

"We understand the need to understand what's happening to us, so we'll keep 'em on," Laurel said.

"Thank you. If you're feeling up to it, you may go back to what you were doing. I'm sure the captain would like to know how your effort went."

"Aren't you going to forward a report to him?"

"Of course, but my perspective will differ from yours."

Laurel nodded, hopped off the table, and turned to Jake. He swung his legs off the table, and rolled to his feet as he pushed off from the table. Jake put his hand in hers, and looked at the doctor.

"Thank you doctor Kruger."

"Your welcome. I don't know what you're thanking me for though?"

"For respecting Laurel's privacy. You could've¦snuck a peak to satisfy your curiosity, but you didn't."

The doctor twisted his face in a momentary frown, and he nodded.

"I want you two to feel you can trust me. I'm as flawed as any man around a beautiful woman, but I know how to control myself, and hold to my oath to do no harm. The harm doesn't have to be physical to be seriously egregious."

Laurel grinned slightly, and stepped closer to the doctor.

"I do trust you doctor Kruger. The fact you can admit your faults, and move past them without acting on them, means you're a true man."

"Thank you Laurel."

Laurel put her hand out, shook the doctor's hand, and then Jake was inclined to do the same, and then the two turned, and headed for the exit. As they stepped out, Laurel glanced back at the door, and then she looked at Jake, and grinned as she reached out to him.

"That was just¦creepy," Laurel thought.

"Try not to let it bother you too much babe," Jake thought in return. "Just think about what you could do to him if he¦crossed the line, and maybe it'll make you feel better."

Laurel smiled, giggled lightly, as she bumped into Jake playfully, and the two of them then headed through the pressure door, and made their way to the transport platform at the end of the corridor. They transported back up to the command deck, made their way out into the busy corridor, and headed straight to the bridge. Laurel had her palm scanned, the door slid open, and they stepped in. The senior chief looked at them, scowled for just a second, then his face relaxed noticeably, verging on a grin, as Laurel stepped closer. He took note of how truly beautiful she is. He could at least see what Dillan meant by she was easy on the eyes if one had to sit down with her for any length of time.

Laurel and Jake nodded once in his direction, he returned the gesture, stepped aside, and Laurel and Jake stepped in front of the captain. The captain pushed his displays aside, and looked at the pair with a warm grin.

"I take it you were successful?"

"Uh¦no sir," Laurel said.

"We gave it a serious try, but we just weren't strong enough without Korica and Tamaric."

"I see. I appreciate the effort. We're just going to have to hope they quit screwin around over there until we can get to them, and make it clear what they're jeopardizing for us over here."

"Jeopardizing for the whole sector sir. If they lose containment like you were saying earlier¦there's a lot of people that'll be killed."

"They obviously have some different values then we do. To toil with such an¦alien technology without a proper understanding of that technology is frankly reckless, and ignorant."

"I would have to agree sir," Laurel said flatly.

"Well you two are dismissed. Thank you for your cooperation."

"Is there something else we can do to help sir? We would like to contribute to the efforts going on around here."

The captain sighed, and leaned back in his seat.

"The fact that you aren't in the corps limits what you can really do to help."

"Just staying out of the way is the best way to help?" Jake asked.

"Yes!" The senior chief snapped sharply.

Jake looked at him, furrowed his brow for a moment, then he looked down for just an instant, then he looked back at the senior chief.

"Yes sir. We'll stay out of your hair."

The captain stood up quickly, shot a glance to the senior chief that said tons with only a single glance, and the senior chief got the meaning and took a step to the side. The captain stepped down from the platform his chair is mounted to, and he put his hand on Jake's shoulder.

"Have you two eaten yet?"

"No sir. We got up, got dressed, and came straight here," Jake answered in a small voice.

"That just won't do. You two are ordered to join me for breakfast."

Laurel grinned, and it grew bigger by the moment as she felt what was in his heart.

"Eye sir," Laurel said, as she resisted the temptation to stick her tongue out at the senior chief.

The captain led the way to the door, and then he looked back.

"You have the bridge chief. Let me know when captain Herogon contacts us."

"Yes sir!" The chief barked as he stepped towards to the captain's chair.

The captain then turned, and stepped out of the bridge. As they made their way toward the mess hall, they were stopped three times by crew asking the captain about their tasks. He spoke clearly, and to the point with each of them, and then continued on his path. Laurel was starting to see that he truly conducted himself differently with her and Jake than he did with any of the rest of the crew. She was flattered, but she could see what irritated a man like the senior chief so much. The captain was very stern, and professional, but he softened his demeanor considerably when dealing with her and Jake. They really were his favorites, though Laurel sensed a close second place to Korica and Tamaric.

As they stepped into the mess hall, most of the crew seated looked his way, and noticeably tensed up slightly, but quickly went about what they were doing. They walked halfway across the mess hall and sat down at a booth table, Laurel and Jake next to one another, and the captain across from them. A servo drone floated up to the table, and the captain and Laurel both reached out at the same time, and smiled at each other as Laurel moved back, and let the captain retrieve the menus. He handed one to Laurel, and pulled the other open. They made their selections, the captain nothing but a very small snack, whereas Laurel and Jake ordered a full breakfast. They then collapsed and handed the menus back to the servo drone, it lifted, spun around, and floated of silently. They all then got up, walked over to the dispensers, and poured themselves something to drink. Laurel could feel the eyes and a few poignant thoughts about the captain spending personal time with Laurel and Jake. They walked back to the table, sat down, and Laurel glanced around. The crew that was staring looked away, and she grinned, and looked at the captain.

"You know they're wondering why you're paying such close personal attention to us?" Laurel said.

The captain glanced around, then looked back at Laurel, and leaned in slightly.

"I can keep whatever company I want. Frankly I don't give a¦I don't care what the crew thinks when it comes to you two. I happen to enjoy your company."

"Thank you sir. We enjoy your company just as much."

"Please don't let the chief bother you too much," The captain said, as he leaned back, "He has some strong leadership qualities that I truly need around me. He just doesn't have much patients for youth. He's forgotten about his roots, so to speak. Give it some time, he'll come around."

"He didn't even know how old we were until we said something sir," Jake said.

"He knew¦he just forgot that fact momentarily."

"I can tell you've know him for a long time, and you're just as¦protective of him as you are of us."

"Mmm, possibly. I've known him for a very long time, and I've had the distinction of serving with him on many occasions. He's a truly remarkable man, but he has some short comings that need to be molded in light of our evolving situation."

"Well I appreciate you coming to our defense sir. He was starting to get under my skin."

"I know Laurel. I'm truly sorry about that. He just doesn't know you like I do."

"Well at least he acknowledged the fact that I'm pretty. That's a start. He didn't even notice before. He just saw a couple of dumb kids stumbling around in the body of young adults."

"I didn't hear him say anything that¦oooh¦you felt it?"

"Yes sir. Something about¦being easy on the eyes, as you had said."

The captain smiled and lifted his cup, as if toasting her casually.

"I may have said something along those lines."

The captain then took a big gulp of his tea, and then set his cup down.

"Sir? Can I ask what Korica and Tamaric are being expected to do?" Jake inquired.

"This isn't the right place to discuss it Jake. If you would like¦you may access the visual record of our assessment, and follow up briefing in the Genesis tower conference room. You have sufficient clearance¦and my blessing to look into it."

"Ok. I'm going to do that. I don't mean to pry but¦"

"You're Korica's guardians. I know how much you care about her, so I don't have a problem with your inquiry. I won't lie to you, the mission has some serious danger involved, but I also know they have it in them to succeed where no one else can. We need what those two can do when they put their abilities together."

"They're that powerful?"

"Beyond what I could've imagined possible."

"I sense that it concerns you though sir?" Laurel said.

"I had a serous conversation with them about the real and present danger of what they have within them, as well as a good portion of our youth. We're sitting on a powder keg, just waiting for a spark to light up half the galaxy."

"The core sir?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. You know how unstable negative matter is, and it's always present in the core to some degree. It frankly scares the¦wits out of me to think what could happen if normal matter was introduced into the reaction chamber at the wrong time."

"There are safety systems in place, just in case something like that happened," Jake said.

"Yeah? What if a heavy atom was introduced at the injection point? The particle injection and extraction system could seize up; a run away event would ensue. The resultant explosion would envelope thousands of light years in every direction. What do you suppose would result if an unintended tear were created into the realm where the negative matter is being extracted from?"

"I don't know if anyone could predict how that would turn out. I get your point sir."

"Well, I think I was a little¦stern in how I presented the same concerns to Korica and Tamaric. I forgot just how young they are, and I came off a bit strong. I think I hurt their feelings just a bit. I apologized, and cheered them up, but I think it got my point across. They understand now why we're doing a few things they find distasteful, or dishonest."

"The inhibiters sir?"

The captain looked around briefly, then looked back and nodded.

"A necessary step, given the seriousness of the danger involved."

Laurel and Jake nodded, just as a servo drone showed up with their plates, rose up, and pushed the plates up on the table. Laurel noticed the captain's plate only had a croissant and an apple turnover, and she looked at his plate for a moment, then she looked up at him with a look of question.

"Oh¦I ate at zero four hundred this morning. This is just¦a supplement to recharge my batteries."

"I think it's sweet that you wanted to have breakfast with us sir. Thank you for taking the time to even come here with us," Laurel said.

"My pleasure Laurel. I figured you needed to feel that you weren't in everyone's hair."

"Yes sir."

"I don't ever want you two thinking that's the way of things."

"Thank you sir."

They then set in to eating their meals in relative quiet. The captain finished first, and sat back and sipped on his tea while Laurel and Jake finished their meals, then the captain finished the rest of his tea, and got to his feet.

"Thank you for the company. I need to get back to the bridge so, you two have a good day."

"Thank you sir, we will." Laurel replied.

The captain then headed for the exit. Laurel then looked at Jake, and smiled warmly.

"He really likes us Jake."

"I know babe. I've always kind of sensed that from him."

Laurel then stood up, put her hand out, Jake slid out and stood up while placing his hand in hers, and they headed for the exit. They made their way out into the busy corridor, made their way to the transport compartment, and waited in line again to take their turn transporting down to the passenger level. As they stepped off the transport platform, Laurel and Jake both began to feel a strange headache creeping on them, and Laurel merely squinted, and thought about calling the AI for something to ease the headache, when it struck her that her and Jake shouldn't suffer from migraines, expect when exerting themselves like they did in the med bay. Jake then sensed what she was thinking, and he stopped, pulled on her hand, and gave her a shocked look. Laurel then sensed exactly what he was thinking.

"It's her, hunh?" Laurel said quietly.

"You don't have to whisper Laurel, the whole ship knows what's going on now¦but yes. It has to be."

"We have to get to our quarters. We need to see if we can reach out to her."

They both heard the spooky tone of Laurel's voice echoing in the back of their minds, and they both grinned.

"Oh yeah¦that's you, I mean her," Jake said. "My head really hurts though."

"It'll get more acute when we let her in. We better find somewhere closer than our quarters."

Laurel looked around, and then had an idea. She grabbed Jake's hand, and pulled him up the corridor. They walked past the entrance to the passenger common area, and kept going into the restricted area. Laurel stepped up to a compartment at random, and reached out with her feelings, and she sensed the room was empty, so she had her palm scanned, the door slid open, and the lights came up. They stepped into the compartment, and glanced around.

"A plasma conduit junction room? Really Laurel?"

"No one's gunna come in here and disturb us."

Jake looked around at the pulsing, and glowing, conduit junction controllers with view ports for visual confirmation of the plasma flow, and he grinned.

"Yeah, I would say so. No one wants to be this close to raw plasma flowing at over twelve hundred psi."

Laurel smiled, and pulled him over to the only seats in the room at a data terminal, and they sat down, faced one another, then leaned forward and closed their eyes, and entered each other's minds deeply. After a few moments of enjoying the feeling, they began to reach out together, and almost immediately they sensed the other Laurel slowly entering their minds. Jake took a quick breath, eliciting the same physical response in Laurel, then he breathed deep a few times, as he tried to adjust to the strange sense of this new Laurel. She felt very familiar, but totally different from his Laurel. There were more years on her, and a hardness he didn't like. She was also very guarded with her deeper essence, blocking it from their senses almost completely.

"Oh Jake¦" The other Laurel said, "You don't know how good it is to feel you. I've missed you so much."

"I'm here. I guess your Jake went before he was my age?"

"Actually he went back into stasis when he was just a bit older than you feel to be right now. We uh¦"

"Don't try and describe it Laurel. I can feel how painful it is for you. I'm sorry I let you down, or whatever."

"You didn't really let me down. I'm the one that let you down. I did things I'm not proud of, but my hand was forced."

"What the heck did you do?"

"I¦exterminated an entire world. Every living thing was wiped out."

"Wow! I didn't think you had that kind of thing in you."

"You would be surprised what you'll do when those you care about are being threatened."

"You probably did what you had to do," Laurel thought.

"My Jake didn't see it that way. He thought we should've¦it doesn't matter. That's in my past. Please don't judge yourselves by the things we've done. We aren't you. No matter how familiar we feel, you need to remember that. I'm hoping for a better future for you and your Future."

"Laurel, you know what you guys are doing over there is detectable from here?" Laurel thought. "We have a lot of sensitive negotiations going on with some very powerful potential allies, and you're jeopardizing all that by messing around with your star drive."

"We weren't messing around. We had a stabile reaction reestablished within the core, when the entire ship was momentarily pulled out of phase. The exotic matter being created within the core doesn't respond real well to that kind of thing, it escaped containment for just a split second. We shut the core down just to be safe, but we need the power to test, and repair the shied systems, not to mention the star drive."

"How can you fix it if you don't have the specifications, and capability of replicating damaged components."

"We can't just sit on our hands while we wait for your captain to make up his mind."

"He has a lot on his hands, he isn't sitting on them. We're coming. We just need a little more time to repair some damages of our own."

"Damages? You were in a battle?"

"You could put it that way. We sustained damage when we lowered our shield density to allow our ships to pass through and we didn't get it back up in time¦we have some novice officers working on the bridge. Anyway, we took a hit, and it caused some damage that we're working on fixing. It won't be long. Just keep your core off line until we get there."

"Are you going to bring Korica with you?"

"No, she's on an away mission with Tamaric."

"That's too bad. I mean¦I'm glad to hear that she's serving, but I would've liked to see her. The minds eye glimpse you gave me really touched my heart. She looks so fit, and so beautiful."

"She won't be back for quite a while. Sorry."

"That's alright. I heard you calling out to me earlier, but you were so far away."

"Jake and I tried to reach out to you, but we just weren't strong enough without Korica and Tamaric's help. You would be surprised just how powerful those two are. I don't think they quite understand that they have way more ability than Jake and I do."

"That's wonderful. I'll try and convince colonel Tagert that we need to keep the core offline. You have to keep quiet about me contacting you. If colonel Tagert found out, my plans would be derailed before I get a chance to put things in place."

"I wish you would change your mind. There has to be a way of getting colonel Tagert out of the way, without sacrificing the rest of the people on the ship."

"His way of thinking has been brainwashed on too many of us. Someone else would just carry on in his name in the same way. This is how it has to be Laurel."

"I'll let the captain know that we've been in contact with you, and that you'll try and keep a low profile until we can get there."

"Alright. It was really nice to talk with you two. I can tell you're guarding much of yourselves from me, but what I can sense feels wonderful. I forgot how wonderful it felt to be paired with you Jake. You're such a sweet guy, I hope that part of you never fades."

"Time will tell Laurel."

"I'm sorry you don't particularly like what you're sensing in me, but times have been tough, and everything has been taken from me. That tends to darken one's heart."

"I know. I'm sorry life has been so abysmal for you. I'll see to it that my Laurel never knows the kind of pain I'm sensing in you."

"Thank you. I have to go before they find me. Try and hurry, things are getting really bad over here. The quantum instability is getting stronger so, I really don't think we have much time."

"We're fixing the ship as fast as we can. We'll be there soon," Laurel said.

"See you soon then."

Laurel and Jake then felt the other Laurel fade from their minds, and the headache eased up significantly, but the essence of it stuck with them, making it painful to withdraw into their own minds and open their eyes. Jake put his hand up to his forehead, as he leaned back, and squinted slightly.

"She's in a lot of pain. She's strong for being able to bear that without crying or something."

"She's almost thirty-four Jake. Women that age don't cry about a headache."

Jake nodded, frowned, and stood up, putting his hand out.

"Let's get out of here. We need to tell the captain that we've talked to the other Laurel, and they weren't trying to fire up the star drive like we thought."

"Alright."

Aboard the Mecure, Korica was lying on her side reading up on their hosts. She was finding that their social order was very complex, and a bit perplexing for her to totally understand. They had such a confusing order of government and military, and the two were separate entities, with the civilian government having absolute power over military concerns. She read on for close to 2 hours, trying to understand the people that would be hosting them. She then switched data pads, filled out a preliminary mission report on their experience so far, and what her impressions were based on what she had read. She then pulled out the larger data pad containing her studies, and she began to get caught up on her required studies. She worked for another two hours, then set the data pad aside, and gently slid out from under Tamaric, who was now half lying on top of her, and she went to the bathroom and relieved herself, then stopped by the table and finished off the food on Tamaric's plate, then she came back into the bedroom, and laid down next to Tamaric, and she got back to her studies.

Once Korica was caught up, but still facing a ton of studies for the next two weeks, she felt satisfied with her work, turned her data pad off, and set it aside. She then laid down next to Tamaric, and watched his calm face for a few minutes as he slept. She found herself sweeping his hair to the side, while admiring what a really handsome guy he is, and she couldn't help but feel she was so lucky to have found a cute guy that was so good to her. He could've turned out to be a stuck up, or immature kid, but from the moment he first spoke, he was intelligent, and kind, and she just knew he was the one. She moved closer, and kissed his mouth, and he winced for a moment, and then stirred, blinking his eyes for just a moment, then he smiled at her.

"Hello love. Have I been out long?"

"Almost five hours."

"Wow! I guess that stuff we did on the surface took more out of me than I thought."

"It drained me too, but I recover faster than you do, with less sleep being required. We kind of went at it pretty hard too."

It was only then that Tamaric noticed that she still wasn't wearing a single stitch of clothing, and he grinned as he rolled on his side and looked down her body.

"You're so pretty Korica. You really have a perfect body."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric."

Korica then looked him over. He looked at her face until her eyes met his, and she smiled and rolled toward him shyly, burying her face in the pillow for just a moment.

"Thank you Korica. I'm glad you like my body just as much¦and the fact that I can make you do that, just by looking at me, is a huge compliment."

Korica looked up from the pillow, and sighed.

"You're everything I ever dreamed of in a guy. I'm the lucky one to have found you when I did. You're exactly what I needed to heal the void inside me."

"We're so nuts about each other. You think that would've happened if we hadn't been gifted?"

"I still would've fallen head over heels for you Tamaric. You're gorgeous, and sweet. I mean it when I say; you're what every girl wants in a guy. I feel safe with you, and I feel loved¦like a woman. That makes all the difference."

"I'll always treat you like that. I don't know how to treat you any other way."

"That's exactly what I mean."

"So, I can tell you're hungry, and a little curious about this ship. You wanna get dressed, and see if Omat will take us to the dinning area?"

"Yeah."

"Ok."

Korica rolled off the bed, and Tamaric scooted to the side of the bed, stood up, and the second he was standing erect, he looked at Korica with a shocked expression.

"What? What's that look for?"

"Oh Korica! I know what you know¦it's up here," Tamaric said pointing to his temple, "Everything you studied is in my head."

"Instantaneous awareness of the other's knowledge. Mom talked about that kind of thing happening between them all the time. I was just thinking about what I read and studied. That means we've found our new center, and we're paired forever now. There's no going back."

"I don't want to go back! This is soo¦incredible. Now we're close to equals, if I'm gunna know everything you know."

"It doesn't quite work like that Tamaric. You can think through my mind by stimulating my memory to think about things not¦on my mind at the moment, but most of the time, you'll just become aware of things I'm thinking about at the moment."

"Oh. It's still really neat to know everything you studied. I understand the Hundicon government a lot better."

"Really confusing, hunh?"

"I'll say. Hey¦does that mean you can help me with my homework? You know, you could study it, and then I'll know the subject a lot better?"

"Tamaric! That's cheating. You need to study hard, and keep up with your lessons on your own," Korica said with a smile, "Sides, you're going to be tested on each subject periodically. You need to know the information intimately in order to get good test scores. That's super important."

"Yeah, I guess you're right. It was just a thought."

"I'll help you get caught up by reading the material to you, I know how much you like that, but I'm not helping you the other way."

"Ok, I can accept that."

Korica leaned forward, gave him a peck, then the two of them went about putting on fresh uniforms, and strapping their weapons on. They then bundled up their clothes, and carried them with them into the other room and up to the front door. Tamaric touched the pyramid shaped symbol with an 'X' in the middle of it, and the door slid open. Omat took a small step forward, and looked at them.

"Uh¦we have a couple things we would like to do Omat. With respect, we request permission to utilize the ships laundry to clean the uniforms we arrived in, and we would like permission to be escorted to the dinning area, so we can get something to eat."

Omat just looked at Tamaric for a moment, then he stepped back, stood up square, and he saluted Tamaric.

"When you state your needs that proper, it is my honor to see to your needs promptly. Follow me cadet Prentor¦" Omat then saluted Korica, and she returned the salute with her free hand, "Ensign Prentor."

Omat then turned, and began heading further up the bright white corridor. They walked some distance, before stepping up to another elevator. Omat touched the call button, a symbol neither Korica nor Tamaric had seen before. The symbol looked like a large 'X' with a dot at the very center point of the crossing lines, with a small line leading from that 'X' to the right. Omat just stood proudly facing the elevator door until the doors slid to the sides. They stepped in, and Omat now touched an obvious ident reader with his forefinger, and the doors slid shut. Omat then touched a symbol that looked like a circle with a plus in the middle of it. The elevator then began to rise very rapidly for a short time, then it came to a stop, and the doors slid open. Omat stepped out first, and headed to the right.

They were now in a very utilitarian looking corridor, more what Korica and Tamaric would expect from a battle ship. They walked past several crew members wearing the same uniform Omat was wearing, and they looked Korica and Tamaric over as they walked past, and Korica noticed they paid particular attention to the fact they were wearing weapons, and she got the distinct feeling they were a bit surprised by their young appearance, and sharp looking uniforms. It didn't escape Korica and Tamaric's notice that every crewmember passing them was armed with some particularly nasty looking side arms.

They walked down the corridor, and Omat finally pushed a door open, and then stood aside as Korica and Tamaric stepped in. They were now in a rather small compartment with a door at the back, and a rather girthy looking man sitting at a counter. He looked at Korica and Tamaric, and pulled his head back in frank surprise, then he looked at Omat. Omat stepped up to the counter, and looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"Place the things you would like laundered on the receiving counter."

They nodded, and set their uniforms, underclothes, and Korica's soiled nightshirt, on the counter. Omat struck up a conversation with the man behind the counter, and again Korica and Tamaric had no idea what was being said until they heard Omat say their last name. The man then lifted a small cubical basket from under the counter. He placed the uniforms, nightshirt, and under clothes in it, then he produced a small button looking device. He spoke some words into it, and then said "Prentor," and then he dropped the device in the basket. He picked the basket up, and pushed it through a slot in the wall that was just a little larger than the basket. He then said something to Omat. Omat nodded, and looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"Your uniforms will be cleaned, pressed, then returned to your room."

"Thank you Omat," Tamaric said.

"I am not the one laundering your uniforms."

Tamaric nodded, then saluted the man at counter, and Korica also saluted him, and the man grinned slightly, stood up, and returned the salute. Omat then turned, stepped back to the door, and he pulled it open, then stood aside to let Korica and Tamaric step out. Omat then took the lead once again and led them down the corridor to a stairwell, they climbed down one deck, and stepped out into another wide corridor, and Omat led them to the dinning area. The dinning area was gigantic, and very busy. Korica and Tamaric felt very out of place, as all of the crew eating looked them over, and a few really stared at them hard. Omat led them to a line of soldiers, wearing what looked like riot gear, standing in line at a buffet like serving counter. The counter had two sides to it, and there were an additional three buffet style counters further down the line. When they got closer, Omat picked up plates, handed them to Korica and Tamaric, and then he picked up one for himself. They slowly made their way along the counters, picking out interesting looking selections from the food items as they went.

Omat offered suggestions, and advice against things that were extremely spicy, or not particularly things he liked, until they all had full plates. Omat then led them to a round stand that had bucket like canisters full of silverware, and they collected a fork, knife, and spoon. They then followed Omat to one of the extremely long tables that appeared to be made of some kind of composite that was shinny, but somehow plastic looking. Korica assumed it was made of something that was designed to be lightweight, and durable, while being easy to clean.

They set their plates down, and then Omat pointed to a familiar looking dispenser station near the end of the table. It looked almost exactly like what was on the Future. They walked over to the dispensers, and Omat showed them were the drink they had enjoyed in their quarters was dispensed from, and they poured themselves a tall glass of the juice, then made their way back to the table where their plates were, and they sat down. Korica and Tamaric looked around briefly at all the eyes on them, and then Korica looked at Omat.

"Why are they looking at us like that Omat?"

"You are the youngest people on this ship. You stand out."

"That really bothers them as much as I sense it does?"

"They are likely trying to figure out if you are from a society of children serving in the military."

"We aren't in the military."

"Your uniforms¦and weapons would suggest otherwise."

Korica looked around again, and she wished she could just tell them who they were, and what their uniforms represented, but she just sighed, and looked at Tamaric.

"Don't let it get to you love. If we listen for a while, we'll start to understand what they're saying."

"Yeah, but we won't be able to talk to 'em."

"I do not think you would relate to them very well," Omat said, "These men are seasoned warriors, and soldiers."

"We aren't exactly inexperienced ourselves. We might be young, but we earned our uniforms you know?"

"You do not need to sing your accolades to me ensign Prentor. I know who you are, and what you have done, but these men do not know what I know. To them, you are just a couple of young people, carrying strange weapons, while wearing very distinctive looking uniforms."

"I guess that makes sense."

The man sitting next to Omat then struck up a conversation. Korica and Tamaric began to eat while listening to the strange conversations going on around them, and it didn't take long for them to begin to understand some of what was being said. It was a strange sensation for both of them, as more, and more, of what was being said just started to sound familiar. As they finished off the last of their food, Korica and Tamaric now understood most of what was being said around them, much of it was in fact about them, and not all of it was flattering. There were conversations about their true age being just out of swaddling covers, with laughing to follow, others were talking about how clumsy, and funny, it would be to see them trying to use their weapons without blasting a whole in their own foot. Still others were joking that Korica would be nice to have on their ship as a servant with a nice butt, and no wits, only eliciting more laughs.

Korica took it all in stride, despite it bothering her a little. She just had no way of responding to the indignant jabs at how young they were. Once the plates of food were consumed, Korica asked Omat if he would escort them back to their quarters. He nodded without saying a word. They got up, and carried their plates, and glasses, to a pass through window with a conveyor belt running, they set their things down, and they were slowly conveyed through the window to awaiting personnel.

Omat then led the way across the dinning hall, and out into the corridor. As they walked along, passing still more crew, and soldiers, going about their business, Korica tapped Omat on the arm.

"Omat sir? Is it best if we just remain in our room until the end of the journey?"

Omat stopped at the elevator, tapped the call button symbol for the ambassador and officer's berthing level, and he looked at Korica.

"These men are a tough, and unforgiving bunch. One's worth is measured differently than it is in your society. There are some aboard, however, that do not see things the same way. Perhaps I can arrange for you to meet some of these people, if you wish to look around the ship some more?"

"I want to see some of the wonders of the Mecure, but not if Tamaric and I are going to be treated to such¦treatment. The men might not realize that we can understand what they're saying now. It wasn't very mature to say the least."

The elevator doors slid apart, and they stepped back, as a few crew members, wearing distinctly different uniforms from the other men, stepped out, looked Korica and Tamaric over, then one of them stared at Korica's ensign bar for a few moments, then he looked at her civilian corps insignia, then he looked at Omat.

"She is an officer of some kind?" The crewman asked.

"Yes. She is the equivalent of an Omagant, and this is her husband."

The man's expression was one of shock, and all of the crewmen then saluted Korica, then Tamaric, and they returned the salute, then the crewmen moved off, and Korica, Tamaric and Omat, stepped onto the elevator. Korica looked at Omat as the door slid closed, and he grinned, without looking at her.

"I do not want you to get the wrong idea about my people ensign Prentor. Our soldiers and warriors are as rough, and tough, as they come, but we are a sophisticated, warm people. I would invite you to experience the civilian side of our population, before passing judgment on us all."

"Alright. I've read up on your classes of society, and government, so if you could arrange for us to meet some of your civilian passengers, I would welcome the opportunity to get to know them?"

"It will take a little time for them to experience the cerebral information available, so you can converse properly, but I will make the arrangements, then come get you so you can meet with them."

"That works out anyways, Tamaric has a lot of studying to do."

They rode the rest of the way in quiet, then Omat led them back to their quarters. Korica and Tamaric stepped in once the door slid open, and then Omat saluted them, they returned the salute, then Omat stepped out, and the door slid shut. Korica headed straight to the sleeping area, and retrieved the data pad containing Tamaric's lessons, and she handed it to him, once he had his weapon holster removed. He set his holster on the table, then took the data pad, and frowned.

"Don't be like that Tamaric. You know how important this is?" She said, pointing at the data pad.

"Yeah. I want to make you proud. I'll study hard, I promise."

"Come sit down, I'll help you."

Tamaric nodded, sat down at the table, and Korica removed her holster, and set it next to Tamaric's, then shoved them aside as Tamaric turned the data pad on.

On the Future nearly ten light years away, Laurel and Jake made their way up to the bridge, and when the door slid open after Jake had his palm scanned, the two of them stepped onto the bridge to find the captain in a face-to-face conversation with captain Herogon. They stepped to the side, and kept quiet while he talked.

"I'll see you at the Genesis tower captain Herogon."

"I look forward to another opportunity to bring our people closer to an agreement on what we can offer each other."

"As do I captain Herogon. Till then, take care."

The main viewer then went blank, and the captain, who had been standing in front of his seat, sat back down, and he sighed then, spun his chair around, and faced Laurel and Jake, and he smiled at them, and waved them over.

"What can I do for you two?"

Laurel and Jake stepped over to him, and Laurel found herself fighting the urge to salute him again.

"We made contact with the other Laurel sir," Laurel reported.

"I thought you were unable to reach her?"

"We we're¦kind of. She heard me calling out to her, even though I didn't actually make a physical mind-to-mind connection with her. She's apparently much more sensitive then I am. Anyway, she reached out to us this time. Jake and I talked with her for a short time. We learned that they weren't messing around with their star drive as we thought. They managed to get their negative matter running at a very low power state, the quantum entanglement affected the whole ship, stretching it out of phase for just a few seconds, and the reaction in the core was momentarily affected. They lost containment of the exotic energy, or at least some of its residual energy, and it spilled out in every direction."

"Good lord! So the negative matter reaction is unaffected by the quantum state of our universe?"

"Yes sir, it would appear so. The containment field within the core holds it in a state matching the realm where the negative matter is drawn from. With the rest of the ship in a state of flux, the containment field is suddenly suspended in space, with no ship, or core, around it. That's what caused the burp we saw. Ordinarily the shield would've contained the burp of energy, but their shield system isn't working, so they had no way of stopping the momentary runaway affect. Laurel said they shut the core down immediately, and she's agreed to try and convince colonel Tagert not to restart the core. She said they desperately need the power, and they need the core running in order to test, and diagnose, other problems."

"She also said that it wasn't going to be easy, she would be punished severely if colonel Tagert found out she was in contact with us sir," Jake said, "We need to keep our conversations out of our minds when we do go over there sir. She's going to come up with some excuse why it's a bad idea to restart the core without mentioning that we detected the affect from here."

"I see. Did you explain that it's putting some very sensitive negotiations in jeopardy?"

"Yes sir," Laurel said, "I think she sensed a lot more than we were able to convey in the short time we had to talk. She was guarded about what she let us sense, but we let her sense certain elements that got the point across as to what's going on here."

"You're sure you didn't let her know too much?" The senior chief asked.

"We're positive sir. We know how to guard the truly sensitive information we're aware of."

"It's alright you two. The question never entered most of our minds," The captain said, while casting a scowl toward the senior chief.

"No, it's a legitimate question for someone that doesn't know, or trust, us yet. Senior chief Mattson will get to know us eventually sir. We have no intention of going anywhere, so long as we have your trust," Laurel said.

The captain grinned at her, and leaned back in his chair.

"You shall always have it Laurel. Thank you for reporting this information to me. Please keep me updated if you have any further contact."

"Yes sir, we will. There is something I would like to request sir?"

"Yes?"

"May I continue with my work on the Icarus sir? I still have some ideas for improvements to her sensor capabilities. I don't think it's so much a problem with the sensitivity as¦"

The captain put his hand up, and smiled.

"Say no more Laurel. I trust in your genius, and you have my permission. I seriously doubt I would understand what you were about to explain anyways. I was briefed on some of your ideas before, and it made my head hurt trying to understand the complex mathematics you used to quantify your ideas."

"Thank you sir. I think we could use an enhanced version of the Icarus if we're going to the other Future."

"You think you can have your ideas incorporated into the ship that quickly?"

"If I begin right away? Possibly¦more than likely."

"Ok, go ahead Laurel. Advise me when you're done."

"Yes sir."

Laurel and Jake then turned, and headed for the exit. Once they stepped out, Jake glanced back at the door, watched until it slid closed, then he looked straight ahead as they headed for the transport compartment.

"What was that all about babe?" Jake thought, "I can sense that you're up to something."

"It's a way to keep busy Jake. I just want to help out somehow," Laurel thought in return.

"Oh I think it's way more than that, but if you don't want to tell me what you're up to, I'll just wait, it'll come to me."

The two of them made their way down the busy corridor, and when they stepped up to the transport compartment, Laurel looked at the door to Korica's quarters at the end of the corridor, she sighed, then stepped up to the door, it slid open, and three female junior officers stepped out with data pads in their hands, and they looked at Laurel and Jake and smiled, then they stepped past, and they giggled, and Jake looked at Laurel, and she gave him a big grin.

"They think you're cute," Laurel thought.

"Yeah¦I got that from their feelings. The one named Millie likes my eyes, and my¦other attributes."

"Those attributes are mine!"

"Don't get jealous Laurel, you got nothing to fear from a couple young girls. I'm flattered, but not at all interested," Jake said, as they stepped in line for the transport platform.

Laurel gripped Jake's hand tightly, and he could feel that she was relieved that he felt that no other girl could ever hold a candle to Laurel in his heart. When they finally got their turn on the transport platform, Laurel touched the indicator for the aft upper hangar, and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. When they stepped down from the transport platform in the transport enclosure, they could see the Icarus sitting on jack stands in the hangar with her underside hanging open, and cables were leading up inside her. The crew working on her looked over and Laurel, and Jake felt genuine relief coming from them at the sight of Laurel and Jake stepping off the platform.

They walked up to the door, pulled it open, and then made their way over to the Icarus. There was a crew of five working on the ship, and Laurel recognized two of them.

"Is there anything we can do to help?" Laurel asked.

"Boy are we glad to see you two. We've been trying to incorporate your suggested upgrades to the sensor processors, but we're having trouble getting the coefficient signal differentiator to align the way you suggested. Would you mind showing us how you intended this to work?"

"Sure. We would love to."

Laurel stepped over to the diagnostic console to take a look at the readings, and Jake ducked down, and walked over to the ship to see how the components were set. Jake immediately saw a few issues with the components being used, he closed his eyes, and reached out to Laurel, and they slipped into each other's minds, and then got to work.

Laurel and Jake worked with the crew in the hangar for three hours, and managed to eek out another twenty percent improvement in sensor resolution and sensitivity, but Laurel wasn't content with that. She knew she could gain a fifty percent improvement if the right components were manufactured according to her specs, so she put in a request to have the recourses of the rapid prototyping machines devoted to manufacturing the necessary components. A time estimate of three hours was given, once the approval came down from command. Laurel and Jake then separated minds, and after the mental fog wore off, they invited the engineering team to join them for lunch. They all accepted the offer gladly, and they put their tools up, transported to the command deck, and headed for the mess hall.

They sat and talked shop for a time, then the conversation inevitably turned to the mission Korica and Tamaric were assigned.

"I don't quite understand why the captain decided to send Korica and Tamaric, instead of one or more of the trained pilots?" Tamara commented.

"Well to begin with, Korica is a trained pilot. She might not be as experienced as some of the other pilots, but she has some natural instincts that make her a really good pilot. I have the same¦innate skills, I think some of 'em were impressed upon her because of our close relationship. There's that, and the fact that Korica and Tamaric have some combined abilities that are crucial for the training they're going to be undergoing."

"Can I ask you something Laurel?" Mason, one of the other crewmen asked of her.

"Yes."

"There's talk that you're kind of paired with Korica too. Is that true?"

"Sort of. We became extremely close, because we engaged in the deep sharing of essences without knowing exactly what we were doing, our feelings were allowed to run a little deeper than they ever should've. We established a connection that was very close to a pairing. The elder race said that because Jake and I are so advanced¦as well as Korica, we managed to approach a pairing without the crucial exchange of life energy. They had never heard of such a thing happening in people so young before, but they had never met a Human either."

"So you can hear what she's thinking, like you can with Jake?" Tamara asked.

"Yeah, but it's not quite as¦distinct, I guess is the word for it. We can join minds with her, and continue to share essences with her from time to time, but it's a little more distant. We don't engage in the really deep exploring of her inner essence, like we did in the past. It really leads to some confused feelings that linger for a long time. The deepest sharing of essences is really intimate, and personal."

"I wish I understood what that was like," Margaret said, "To know someone that¦close, must feel wonderful."

"Oh it does feel wonderful. That's part of the problem though. It feels so good that you start to crave it more and more. It's hard to resist sharing, and exploring, every part of the person you're engaging in the deep sharing with."

"Does that mean you're that close with Tamaric too, since he's paired with Korica?"

"Uh¦kind of. We can sense him within her, but we haven't engaged in the deep sharing with him. We can sometimes hear what he's thinking, but only because Korica can hear what he's thinking. Think of it as an echo, sensed through her."

"That's so neat. It's gotta make you four extremely close." Margaret said.

"Can you hear her now¦or him?" Daren asked.

"No. They're too far away for that to be possible. We can feel that they're alive, but that's it."

"So you don't get sick if you're away from Korica for too long?" Margaret asked.

"No. It hurts¦we miss her like you just can't imagine, but we won't get sick. That kind of thing only happens as a result of a true paring, like what Jake and I have."

"How long can you be apart?" Daren asked.

"I don't know exactly. Maybe a day or so¦we would slip into a coma, and die after that."

"Well that sucks!" Daren said.

"Tell me about it. I love sharing everything I am with Jake, but there are some serious drawbacks to it all."

"Is your pairing what woke your abilities? You two are like, more powerful than any of the rest of us because of your pairing, right?"

"Yes. As we drew closer together, our abilities came to life earlier than they would've on their own so, one thing is tied into the other. It takes a strong sense of ability in order to become paired, but as we grew closer and really fell in love, it awoke our abilities so that a paring would be possible in the first place. Once a pairing was established, our abilities combined, and grew to a whole new level."

Margaret sighed, and smiled.

"It all sounds so romantic. I hope that kind of thing happens to me someday."

"You never know. It's come to light that we all have it in us¦Jake and I are the proof of that. You have a kind heart, and you're a sweet girl. There's a guy out there somewhere, just waiting to meet you Margaret."

"I just got to find him. No one has touched my heart yet, but I'm looking."

They went back to eating their lunch, and they turned back to discussions of the work they were doing on the Icarus until the meals were finished. They all then got up, and headed back to the hangar to begin removing the components that needed to be replaced with the ones Laurel was having rapid prototyped out of a composite crystalline matrix.

On the Mecure, Korica and Tamaric worked on Tamaric's lessons until he was caught up. He loved having Korica as his instructor, it made the time fly by listening to her read to him and ask the test, and quiz questions. He achieved perfect test scores, so Korica knew he was getting the core concepts of the material he was expected to learn, despite his drifting concentration as he marveled over her voice, and pretty face. Once his lessons were done, they adjourned to the sleeping area and they engaged in a round of kissing and petting, then lay staring out the window for a time as they enjoyed each other's love, and company, from within.

A buzz from the other room distracted them from their solitude. Korica kissed Tamaric's cheek, then climbed over him and walked into the other room, and answered the door. Omat was standing looking at Korica, he saluted her, and she returned the salute promptly.

"If you and your husband would like, I have arranged for you to visit the delegates lounge? You will find many of our civilian guests there. I would be¦honored to make an introduction, so you can get to know us a little better."

"Will they be able to understand us?"

"Yes. They now speak your language, and understand what your husband knew of your society at the time of his creation of the cerebral disc."

"Alright. Let me put the rest of my uniform on, and we'll accompany you to this delegates lounge."

Korica turned, stepped over to the table, grabbed her overcoat from the chair, slipped it over her arms and over her shoulders, and buttoned it up, then she grabbed her holster, and began to strap it on as Tamaric stepped into the room, grabbed his holster, and began to strap it on.

"Guess you're going to get your wish hunh?" Tamaric said, without looking up at her as he fastened his thigh strap.

"What can I say? I like meeting new people."

"I know love, it's one of your most endearing qualities." Tamaric said, as he stood up straight.

Korica looked him over, and smiled.

"Dang you look good Tamaric. I really like how you look in that uniform."

"You think it makes me look all grown up or something."

"Compared to the boy I fell in love with¦yeah. You look so¦mature."

Tamaric grinned with a crooked expression as he looked down at himself.

"I guess I can accept that."

Korica and Tamaric headed for the door, and Omat turned and led the way. They headed back the same way they had come when they first came aboard, eventually arriving in the open lounge space they had walked through before, but this time there were quite a few people sitting having drinks while talking, and Korica and Tamaric could now understand the conversations going on. Many of the conversations were about politics, and governmental issues, and a few about the 'situation with the new comers to Terison five'. Korica and Tamaric assumed that's what the locals called the Future planet before the Humans arrived.

Omat led Korica and Tamaric to a seating area with two long couches against one wall, and several reclining chairs facing the couches. Some very distinguished looking individuals wearing obvious civilian, but official attire occupied almost every seat. Omat stepped right up to the group, all conversation ceased, and they stared at Korica and Tamaric with wonder.

"May I present to you ensign Korica Prentor, of the United Earth Forces Civilian Corps, and her husband, cadet Tamaric Prentor, also of the United Earth Forces Civilian Corps. They have requested an opportunity to sit with you, in order to get to know some of our civilian class."

"We would be happy to engage them in conversation. Thank you Omat," A distinguished gray haired woman said in an accent that had a ring of an Australian accent with a touch of something else that was familiar, but not completely recognizable to Korica and Tamaric.

"Ensign Prentor and cadet Prentor this is Oina Osimon, of the first senate judicial branch."

"Mam." Korica said, while bowing slightly.

"Hello mam." Tamaric then said.

"It is a true pleasure," Oina said with a warm smile, "We saw you speak at the memorial service for your fallen heroes. You spoke from the heart with such conviction. It was very moving ensign Prentor."

"Thank you mam."

Omat then stepped in front of the man sitting next to her.

"This is Hismon Arguon, of the tribunal civilian affairs department."

"Hello sir." Korica said while again bowing slightly to show reverence, as would be expected in their society.

"Ensign Prentor," Hismon said flatly.

"It's nice to make your acquaintance sir," Tamaric said, also bowing slightly.

"Kadet Prentor."

Omat then stepped back so the woman sitting across from him could be seen.

"This is Yuasha Bringdol, of the third senate judicial branch."

"Hello mam," Korica said, as she again bowed slightly.

"It is wonderful to finally get an opportunity to talk to you in person Ensign Prentor."

"Thank you mam. I'm looking forward to talking with you too."

"Mam," Tamaric said, as he bowed slightly.

"What a fine looking young man," Yuasha smiled at Korica, "You have good taste ensign Prentor. He is a good catch for a husband."

"Thank you mam, I whole heartedly agree."

"Oh I think cadet Prentor is the one that made the smart choice here Yuasha. Ensign Prentor is beautiful, and an officer in the civilian corps. How could a man do any better than that?" Hismon said with a bright smile, while staring right at Tamaric.

"Thank you sir. She is one of the most beautiful women on the Future, and a real genius sir. I would have to be crazy to pass up the opportunity to be her husband, and paired mate."

The whole group laughed lightly, and Omat touched Korica's shoulder.

"I will leave you to make your own introductions from here ensign Prentor. If you need anything, I will be close by."

"Ok, thank you Omat."

Omat locked his back, saluted Korica, and she returned the salute, then Omat saluted Tamaric, he returned a prompt and square salute, and then Omat walked several yards away, and stood at attention against the bulkhead facing the room looking at nothing in particular.

"Come, sit and talk with us for a while," Yuasha said, "I will introduce you to everyone. We can drop formal titles for the time being. Just think of us as ordinary citizens who are very interested in getting to know you."

"I would like that mam," Korica said with a bright smile.

Yuasha patted the couch next to her, and she scooted over, forcing Hismon to move over a little to make room for the pair. Korica took Tamaric's hand, and they sat down.

"This is Patel, Crumina, and Esmilia," Yuasha said, pointing to each person as she introduced him or her.

"You're all friends and colleagues?" Korica inquired.

"Yes. We may have differing political backgrounds, and points of view, but we are friends first and foremost."

"So, what do you think of the Mecure?" Oina asked.

"We haven't had the chance to see much of her to tell you the truth," Korica said, "We don't even know what she looks like from space."

"Right, the pitfalls of burgeoning negotiations," Hismon said.

"I honestly don't know why we've been kept in the dark, so to speak, sir. All I know is the ride up to the Mecure was spent in an internal space with no windows, and then we were immediately escorted to our room, once we arrived aboard the Mecure, and told to stay there until we received our beacons. When we were finally allowed to see some of the ship¦let's just say the reception from the soldiers aboard wasn't exactly warm."

"Don't let the stuffed shirt military reflect who we are as a people," Yuasha said, "They are a breed of their own on this ship, but you have to understand that a ship like the Mecure often goes into some really tense situations, you need a tough, and ready, crew just incase hostility erupts, or is already present, and needs to be quelled."

"I get the idea that this is a battle ship, but her crew doesn't have to be so¦standoffish to others that are potentially their allies."

"You are not just potential allies, we are full blown allies Ensign Prentor. The negotiations to establish a trust are just a formality honey. There are close to twenty thousand people in orbit around your planet to help in any way they can with your efforts to establish your new home on the Future planet, and whatever else you might need assistance with. Your actions, and those of your colleagues, both in the military, and civilian corps, as well as a few remarkable civilians¦your mother and father¦have earned a great deal of admiration, and respect, from a great many people."

"Thank you. That makes losing Mark just a little more¦tolerable. The pain will never leave my heart, but it does my heart good to know something positive will come out of it."

"Can I ask you something mam?" Tamaric asked.

"Of course cadet Prentor."

"You all seem to speak with a mixed accent that I can't quite place."

"Oh that? We have shared the cerebral discs created by your delegates. You are hearing French, Chinese, Indian, Russian, Northwestern American, Cantonese, Jamaican, and Australian accents, the later coming from you of course."

"I didn't know their discs were being shared yet? So far I've only heard others that have experienced my disc."

"We needed to experience the full measure of what a Human is. It is crucial for the negotiations that will be taking place very soon."

"Did we take you away from that?"

"Yes, but we do not mind. We understand what you need to do in order to eliminate the threat to your star system¦and as it turns out our portion of the negotiations will not be taking place for several days. Something has come up that has postponed some of the negotiations."

"Something came up?"

"We do not know what the issue is¦just that we were asked to reschedule our talks to a later time. These things happen when you have so many different species vying for time with a single leader of so many."

"I guess I can understand that. Captain Alexan does have an awful lot of responsibility on his shoulders."

"Yes he does. Most civilizations have a form of government, or specific representatives to speak for the masses, but since you are new to your new home world, we do not have a government to talk with. We must wait our turn for the one man who seems to speak for all of you."

"He does have an entire command crew, and some very skilled negotiators working with him, but his is the final say on all matters," Korica said.

"We will be patient ensign Prentor. In the meantime, we have a wonderful opportunity to get to know you two a little better."

"I am curious why you two got married at such a young age?" Hismon asked, "I understand it to be a little unusual among Human's. Do the women of Draxima normally marry at your age?"

Korica looked down at her ring, grinned, then twisted it so Tamaric's name was facing up, and she then looked at the group one by one before answering, as she read their feelings.

"Um¦we didn't exactly plan on getting married. I mean¦we knew we were going to someday, but it was a way to bring the Olmot people together for a special event that held great meaning to them. They sensed¦our intentions toward one another, and the joining ceremony was seen as appropriate before we¦joined in any other way. It is a little unusual for a Human to wed at our age, but not unheard of. As for my people, it's extremely rare for such a young couple to join as life mates. The usual age for choosing a life mate is around eighteen, or nineteen. After the joining ceremony was conducted in front of witnesses¦and how beautiful it was, we just accepted it as official. I like thinking of myself as Tamaric's wife, and he loves carrying my name as my husband. It just feels right."

"Hmm. I see."

"I think that is beautiful." Yuasha said.

"I think you should've told the Olmot people who you are from the start," Crumina said.

"We wanted to gain the trust of the Olmot people, without alarming them, or disturbing their agrarian way of life. The best way to do that was to blend in with them, appearing to be one of them. I don't think they would have hosted the joining ceremony with us had they known we were from a neighboring star system."

"It was not right of you to have taken one of their women without disclosing who you were."

"That was probably ill placed timing on our part, but the emotions involved were genuine, and Inea is going to have a child with Marty. We didn't go to Heindon seeking to plunder their women, it just kind of happened. Inea was enthralled with Marty from the moment she laid eyes on him. I assure you, it was a mutual attraction that led to their¦joining the way they did. Either way, the result is, a new life was created, bringing our people together like nothing else possibly could've."

"You're just lucky the Olmot are a peaceful people. Many other cultures would've taken offense, and likely would've attacked your landing party, viciously."

"We did our home work before we went to Heindon. We knew who we were dealing with, and our commanders, and leaders, felt blending in was the best way to proceed. I happen to agree with their decision. I have met many new cultures as an outsider in my travels, and it can be a little tense, or standoffish, at first. We didn't have months, or years, to get to know the Olmot the way we needed to in order to get them to trust us enough to take us to their most revered healer."

"Deceive to receive¦that just is not the way it should be done."

"No mam. I would have to agree, but under the circumstances, it was the right decision."

"And their healer helped you?" Esmilia asked.

"Not me personally, but yes. We got the help we needed."

"As I understand it, Iriqua cleansed the mind of Laurel and Jake?" Oina commented in the form of a question.

"Yes. My adoptive mother was suffering from terrors of the mind as a result of¦a traumatic experience. Because she's gifted to such a high degree, when she had nightmares, reliving the experience, her abilities would strike out, if you will, and it was causing a great deal of concern for our captain. He decided to take whatever steps were necessary to get Laurel and Jake the help they needed, before they hurt someone¦or put the ship in real danger."

"How can a bad dream possibly put a ship the size of the Future in real danger?" Hismon asked.

"Think about what would happen if she managed to shut down, or interfere, with our power core? The Future could fall out of orbit, or drift into deep space, with no power to maintain the life support system, or shielding system, allowing cosmic radiation to penetrate the hull, not to mention what would happen if the gardening ring were to stop rotating. All of our food production originates there for the time being. The loss of that would be catastrophic for everyone."

"All of your food needs are coming directly from your growing ring?"

"Well¦not...directly, so to speak. We produce more food than we consume, so it's put into hard stasis for later consumption. As long as the Future has been operating, we have a significant amount of food in storage, but even several thousand tons will only go so far to support a growing population. We are finding new sources of food on the Future planet though, thanks to the help of the bearcats, and some very skilled, and tireless, research teams, but as it stands right now¦we still can't meet the needs of¦so many people with what's available on the planet¦not right now anyways." Korica elected to withhold just how many people were on the Future.

"I sense we're making you uncomfortable with our line of questions," Oina said, "Tell me a little about yourself ensign Prentor? Where did you grow up for instance?"

"Uh¦I grew up on a cargo ship called the Insourgje. That means freedom in Hiram. I was born on Draxima, but we left when I was three days old, and we only went back a handful of times while I was growing up, and that was to deliver cargo, and pick up a few passengers to deliver them to a neighboring star system as we departed. I spent my whole life on the ship, visiting star systems all across the spiral arm of my galaxy that my home world is located in. My birth mother and father, and their crew, educated, and cared for me until they¦until I ended up on the Future. In hindsight, it was a fairly lonely life, but I had lots of love, and stimulation. The whole crew took part in raising me; it was like we were all one big family. I had the stimulation of other children to play with when we visited different worlds. The language barrier just isn't that big a deal for young children, especially if you're empathically gifted, like my people are."

"So just how many worlds have you seen? I cannot imagine it could be too many, since you are not all that old?" Patel asked.

"I've been asked that many times, to tell you the truth I don't know an exact number¦I guess around a thousand maybe."

"Really? That many?"

"Yes sir."

"And they were all peaceful, and accepting of you being a different species?"

"Oh no. There were¦quite a few worlds, and space stations, that I wasn't allowed to leave the ship, because we were seen as outsiders and different. That's what got¦us into the situation that landed me in the hands of the Hodong. They prayed upon pretty, young, girls, and my mother and father told me to stay on the ship, but I begged them to let me come with them onto the station to look around and¦" Korica sighed lightly, "There was a Hodong there that saw me, he knew what species I was, and he wanted me cause I was pretty, and young, just the right age for their sick needs They followed us away from the station until we were so deep in space, we couldn't call for help, and they attacked us without warning. I¦I don't want to go into detail about what happened, but needless to say, I ended up alone, and in the hands of some very¦nasty, and ugly people. The limited crew of the Future came along just in time to save me from the worst a girl can endure. Any later and I would've¦" Korica sighed, and shivered with disgust at the thought of what was going to be done to her, "Laurel, Jake and Mark, took me in, and gave me the wonderful life I now enjoy. They showed me that wonderful people are out here¦much like you good people."

"So you feel safe being with us on the Mecure, even though you're so young, and vulnerable¦and relatively alone?" Esmina asked.

Korica looked at her, and blinked a few times as she realized that she was being probed, just as she was probing their feelings.

"Yes mam. I'm not as vulnerable as I was when the Hodong got their hands on me. I've learned how to defend myself, and I have Tamaric with me. Together I feel supremely confident that no one can hurt us. Are you¦sensing my true age mam?"

"I know you are younger than you look to be. There's a perceived naÃ¯vetÃ© to you that is sweet, but doesn't exactly match what I see sitting beside me. I do not pretend to understand how such a thing is possible, unless your people age differently than my people do?"

"No, we age at much the same rate, even though you measure the passage of time differently. We were exposed to something called anti-time radiation, and it aged us rapidly. We're still trying to adapt to our increased physical age, even though our minds are still holding to our internally perceived age. I'm sure that's what you're sensing."

"Do not get me wrong¦you are both charming, and¦sophisticated, but just a bit mysterious in what I sense from you."

"Were all of your people aged rapidly?" Hismon asked.

"No, only those of us that were out of our stasis chambers. It was Tamaric and I, and Laurel and Jake. Everyone else was in stasis."

"I see. There was some aging with how long your population was in stasis though, correct?"

"Yes. The original plan was for the Future to take around a hundred fifty years to reach the Future planet, but things went awry, and the ship took four times that long. I was never meant to be a part of the crew though. Luckily the AI is smart enough to have found a way to make a stasis chamber that would work on Draximan physiology. The original crewman that was out of stasis when the Future was blasted off course, managed to find a way to put the population into hard stasis so the aging process was virtually halted, but some aging did still occur."

"Your artificial intelligence is one of the most impressive aspects of your ship. A ship that can maintain itself, and keep on mission with no interaction for so long, is extremely impressive."

"I would have to agree. In all my travels, I've never seen anything like it. They way it interacts with us is truly Human like too. It's so sophisticated that it knows what to say to make us feel good about ourselves, and it knows what to do to take care of us every bit as sensitively as a person would. It truly seems to care about our well being both physically, and mentally."

"So have you given any thought to the fact that you cannot exactly have a family with your husband, since you are a different species?" Crumina asked.

"Actually my mom¦Laurel, found a way to make it possible for Tamaric and I to have children together. We plan on having five children in all."

"That is wonderful! Such a thing must be difficult to accomplish?"

"I just happen to be similar enough to make it possible, but it wasn't easy. It's going to require Tamaric and I to take a retrovirus series, over time, to make us compatible for a time. It will stop my body from rejecting Human DNA, and block the incompatible characteristics in Tamaric's DNA from presenting as dominant, while allowing most of my Draximan characteristics to present as dominant. It's all a bit complicated, and I don't fully understand it. All I know is, our children will be eighty percent Draximan."

"You mean you've never heard of dissimilar species having children together?" Tamaric asked.

"Of course we have heard of couples from different species mating successfully, but it usually results in difficult pregnancies, and sickly offspring, and more often than not, the baby does not live for very long."

"That's terrible. Don't you have medical intervention techniques?" Korica asked.

"There is some research being done into the subject by some species, but not by us in particular. We tend to stick to our own kind for procreation."

"There is quite a bit of interspecies fornification just for pleasure though." Esmilia said with a smile, and Korica sensed that she was talking form experience.

"My mom has a great deal of knowledge about how to make dissimilar species compatible, if someone should want children," Korica said proudly.

"We will keep that in mind should we hear of anyone desiring such a thing."

"Is that what got you two started?" Hismon asked.

"Oh no sir," Korica said, "We were¦you're reading me again, aren't you?"

"Yes."

"I'll admit, I was attracted to Tamaric like that from the very start for some reason, but we fell in love before we actually messed around."

"I sense it was a mutual attraction of an intimate nature?" Hismon said, looking at Tamaric with a devilish grin.

"I won't lie sir, she definitely excited me in a way that I had never experienced before. She instantly turned me on, but can you blame me? Look at how beautiful she is."

"Oh I think she is very pretty indeed cadet Prentor. You were wise to acquiesce to her advances."

"I guess we both experienced something a little beyond infatuation from the moment we met sir," Korica said with a shy grin.

"There is nothing to be ashamed of ensign Prentor. True love knows no age barrier when it is with the right person. It strikes you like¦lightning, and you are powerless against it."

"You know that instant of total shock, and debilitating wonder sir?"

"Yes. I was fortunate enough to have experienced it for myself at one point. I know the feeling all to well. Your eyes meet, and you are just struck from deep within."

"Are you still¦you aren't¦what happened sir, if I may ask?"

"It is not something I like discussing. I still love her with all my heart, but she is gone, that is all that matters."

"I'm sorry sir. If I lost Tamaric, I would literally die."

"Don not be sorry, I have the memory of how powerful, and beautiful our love was¦still is. Just hold on to each other, and revel in the power, and majesty, of what you have."

"I'm never letting her get away from me sir. You can count on that!" Tamaric said proudly.

Korica smiled sweetly, and nudged Tamaric playfully.

"You got no choice silly. You would die if you lost me too."

"I know love. If we weren't paired¦I would chase you to the end of the universe to get you back."

"That's sweet. I know you would."

"So this paring you two have? That is why you have been selected for this mission to eliminate the threat to your star system?" Patel asked.

"Yes sir," Tamaric replied sharply, "You just wouldn't believe how powerful we are when we combine our abilities. We honestly don't know which of us it originates in, but we have the ability to¦bend space-time in a very unique way that makes us ideal for what's necessary."

"You can bend space-time? That is impossible."

"If I've learned anything since meeting Korica sir, it's that nothing is truly impossible, only hard to believe until you see it with your own eyes. I'm sure you have enough clout to look into the issue for yourself. You'll see that I'm telling the truth."

"Oh I sense that you are being honest with us¦it is just hard to believe. I have never heard of that kind of power residing within a person¦or persons."

"Korica is from a very advanced species sir. Her advanced brain has initiated changes in my brain, making it more close to hers in key areas, making us compatible on a level not possible without the changes she accidentally brought about in me. That, combined with the deep and all encompassing love we share, has made us more powerful than you can possibly imagine. I don't think either of us could do what we can do together on our own, it takes both of us, and the power of a true stabile pairing, to produce what we can produce, and control it. That's I guess what we're going to be trained to do. Control what we can produce while piloting a massive experimental ship that's controlled by a mental link from a remote control pod."

"Tamaric, I don't know how much we should be telling them," Korica thought.

"Sorry love, I wasn't thinking about that. I'll keep my bragging to a minimum, as far as details." Tamaric thought in return.

"Hey¦you realize we didn't have to reach out to one another to hear the other clearly?"

"Yeah, how bout that. It's gotta be our stabile paring. We're always connected like we used to be when we reached out to one another."

"More of those new abilities mom was talking about. Things are different, sharper."

"Yeah, my senses are sharper. I didn't think they could get any sharper."

"I'm sure it helps that we're sitting right next to each other too."

"You two are communicating?" Patel asked, with a grin.

Korica and Tamaric looked at him, and nodded while grinning.

"We do that all the time sir. I'm sorry if it's seen as rude."

"There are not many people that can communicate so directly with another person so, there are no real social morays concerning that kind of¦distraction from an ongoing conversation. I would say it is only rude if you were making rude comments about the group you are in the company of?"

"No sir, we would never do something like that. You've all been very nice to us. We were discussing elements of our pairing that we only just now became aware of. Our pairing is continuing to evolve, our senses are becoming even more acute, and sharp."

"So it is an ongoing process? This pairing I mean."

"Yes sir. It keeps growing stronger, and more stable as time goes by."

"Just like your relationship, I would assume?" Crumina asked.

"Yes mam. We've been in love for sometime, but the pairing is kind of new to us, as is the deeply intimate part of our relationship."

"You mean you recently began having sex with each other?"

"Yes. But not just¦sex for pleasure. There's a difference in having casual sex, and making love to someone, and it's one of the key elements necessary in order for a true pairing to take place. There's a certain openness, and willing vulnerability, expressed when you truly make love to a person. That has to be present¦and a desire to become paired, as well as the physical capability of establishing a true pairing. It requires an advanced physiology, and mental adaptability. Until recently, neither of us was particularly old enough for those elements to come together in the right way. You have to be kind of emotionally mature too, and a child just doesn't possess the level of emotional maturity necessary. That part was endowed to me by committing to the deep sharing with Laurel and Jake on several occasions, and I in turn imparted it to Tamaric, allowing us to become paired at a much younger age than would normally be possible. They helped me to understand what it is to be in love, as I shared the essence of what they felt for one another at the deepest level."

"Are you saying you feel in love with them?"

"Not in the truest sense, but I felt exactly what they felt for one another¦in a way, I was in love with them both for a time, but¦it wasn't a true measure of my feelings. It just felt that way. It helped me understand what I was feeling for Tamaric the moment I laid eyes on him. I wanted what I had experienced with them with him¦and more."

"That is incredible! You must have¦"

There was a bonging tone that resounded around the room, and the group looked at one another, then looked at Korica and Tamaric. Many of the other civilian guests then got to their feet, and began heading toward the nearest exits.

"We are sorry to cut this short, but we have to go," Crumina said, "That tone is the signal for a gathering of the leadership to discuss important matters. We need to be present, so the civilian concerns are represented."

"We understand." Korica said, as her and Tamaric stood up.

"Perhaps you would like to join us for the evening meal?" Oina asked.

"We would like that," Korica replied, "When is the evening meal?"

"In about five hours. Tell Omat that you have been invited to the executive dinning area to have your evening meal with us, he will bring you to our table."

"Alright. Thank you mam; thank you all for talking with us. We see your people in whole new light thanks to your kindness."

The whole group grinned, nodded, then turned, and headed across the room toward the exit, where most of the people were also heading. Korica and Tamaric then walked over to Omat, and he looked at them, and nodded slightly.

"I will take you back to your room. I need you to remain there until I come get you."

"You heard?"

"Yes. I hope you have a better feel for who we are?"

"Yes sir, we do."

Omat almost grinned as he turned, and escorted Korica and Tamaric back to their quarters.

Aboard the Future, Laurel and Jake assisted the engineering team until they had all the old components removed, then they waited for servo drones to deliver the new, improved, replacement components. The whole team worked for close to three hours installing the new components, then began the diagnostics, while the semi organic nature of the ship enveloped and integrated the control feed connections, making the new components a permanent part of the ship. Once the diagnostics came back as fault free, the systems were energized, and a new round of self-diagnostics were initiated. They then unplugged the power and diagnostic cables, closed the access hatches, and the seams began to heal closed, disguising the access hatches completely.

Laurel and Margaret then climbed aboard, checked the sensor resolution, and Margaret was shocked to find a 48% gain in resolution, and sensitivity.

"I guess we need to call for a flight crew to take the ship out for some shakedown runs?" Margaret said, "If these preliminary readings are correct, the ship will be incredibly sensitive now. There isn't going to be much that'll escape detection."

"That's what commander Hiller wanted," Laurel replied, "We failed to detect some key energy readings on Heindon that would've alerted us to advanced technology in use."

"I doubt that kind of lapse in detection will happen again. These sensors are almost as powerful as the Future's¦well minus the elder race upgrades of course. You're an absolute genius Laurel."

"Thanks. I wish Mark was around¦he would let me go on the shakedown run with him."

"I'm really sorry for how much it pains you to have lost him."

"Thanks Margo. He was really one of a kind. Oh uh¦you don't mind me calling you Margo do you? That just kind of slipped out."

"Naw, that's what all my friends call me. You probably picked it up from my mind without realizing it."

"I do feel like we're friends now. I swear I wasn't probing you on purpose. Things sometimes just¦come to me without trying."

"I know the feeling. I have some latent abilities that are starting to get stronger too."

Laurel looked at her, and leaned back in the seat.

"You can hear what people are thinking?"

"Un uh. I feel it. It took me a while to figure out how to process it, but I'm getting better at interpreting what people are feeling. You can kind of tell what they're thinking by doing that."

"So what am I thinking right now?"

Margaret leaned her head against the headrest, and stared into Laurel's deep purly blue eyes, and she grinned.

"You're a little complex¦I think Jake is on your mind¦you're worried about¦Korica maybe? You're also very sad about the loss of Mark. It hurts a lot, hunh?"

Laurel sighed, and nodded.

"Yeah it does. He respected me as a person. You just can't imagine how much I needed a good looking guy like him to look at me and see me, not my¦appearance."

"You are one of the most beautiful women I've ever seen. I can see how guys would be attracted to you when you don't want that kind of attention. You feel like you lost the big brother you never had."

"Yeah. He just made me feel safe, and free to be myself for once. I didn't have to be guarded around him."

"Was I right about the other stuff?"

"Yep. You hit it right on the button. Jake is always on my mind, cause he's always in my mind to some degree, and I'm really worried about Korica."

"You really see Korica as your daughter, hunh?"

"She is my daughter. I adopted her, and that means I'm responsible for her safety."

"That also means you need to know when to let go a little, and let her spread her wings."

"I know. That's what my mom keeps telling me. I know how strong and capable she is, but I still worry about her going so far away on such a dangerous mission."

"She's a star child babe," Laurel heard Jake chime in, "She was born to be out among the stars."

"I know. I love her so much Jake, I'm always gunna worry about her, even when she's a full grown woman¦which she is far from right now."

"I'll contact the captain, and let him know we have the sensor upgrades done, and the ship is ready for a few test flights," Jake thought.

"Ok." Laurel said aloud.

"Ok what?" Margaret asked, lifting her head from the headrest.

"Oh uh, Jake told me he's going to contact the captain to let him know we're done, and the ship is ready for some shakedown runs."

Margaret turned her head, and looked out onto the wing of the ship, and she couldn't see Jake, but she knew he had to be communicating through telepathy, and she smiled as she looked back at Laurel.

"Don't tell him I said so, but your guy is seriously hot. I wish I had a hunk like him stuck in my head."

"If you didn't want him to know how you feel, you shouldn't have told me. We share a conscious mind most of the time. What I hear, he becomes aware of, as I think about it. You're right though, he is seriously hot."

"You know you two look fantastic together too. You both radiate a glow of love, and happiness."

"Awe, thanks. He does make me real happy."

"Whoa! You're thinking some very personal¦and erotic things about what he does to you Laurel."

Laurel consciously pushed the lured thoughts aside, and grinned.

"I can't help that happening sometimes. I meant it when I said he makes me real happy."

"Yeah, I can tell."

The two of them laughed, then took the halos off their heads, and got out of their seats, laying the halos in the seats, and then exited the ship via the cargo ramp. Jake was standing at the communications panel talking to the captain when they emerged from the ship, and he glanced at Laurel, and grinned, and she looked at Margaret, and grinned.

"He knows."

Margaret blushed, and smiled while shrugging her shoulders.

"I'm guessing he would've sensed how I fell anyways."

"More than likely." Laurel said, with a friendly smile.

Jake closed the channel, and then turned, and faced Laurel.

"We need to get all the equipment, and tools, picked up. A flight crew has been paged to take the ship out."

Laurel nodded, and they all got to work picking up all the tools, and test equipment, so the ship would have a clear area to take off from. By the time they had everything in order, the flight crew showed up, and the engineering team greeted them, then stepped aside, and let them begin the preflight checks. After the ship lifted off, and slipped out of the hangar, Laurel and Jake said goodbye to the engineering team, then transported back down to the passenger level. As they stepped down from the transport platform, they saw dozens of families, with their bags in hand, heading for the main hangar. Laurel stopped a couple at random, and asked them what was going on.

"The Future is being sent on a mission that'll take her away from the Future planet so, as many of us as possible have been assigned housing on the surface. They're kicking us off, for our own good."

"You'll be safer down there. The shield will protect you from any possible danger."

"Not to mention the fact that there's like five dozen ally ships in orbit to provide an early warning system. I've been looking forward to seeing our new home anyways."

"That's great. Well I won't hold you up, good luck, and welcome home for what it's worth."

"Thank you Laurel."

"You know who I am? Wait¦don't answer that. I gotta quit asking people that when total strangers know my name."

"Those gorgeous blue eyes, and you're stunning beauty¦and Jake's mesmerizing emerald green eyes, and equally stunning good looks, make you both very recognizable Yeah, I know exactly who you are. Thank you for getting my wife and I here safely."

"You're very welcome."

The couple then joined the growing crowd of people filing out of the passenger common area heading for the main hangar. Laurel and Jake stepped back, let the crowd dwindle down, then made their way to the common area, where just a few people remained as they said goodbye to those staying aboard, which looked to only number a dozen or so. Laurel looked at Jake with a concerned look, and he nodded.

"I'm sure your mom and my dad are staying aboard," Jake thought, "We aren't in the civilian corps anymore, and we're minors staying aboard so, they have to stay in order for a responsible adult to be present."

"I hope mom would've told me if she was being ordered to move to the surface."

Laurel took Jake by the hand, and walked over to the com panel next to the entrance to the mess hall, she touched the panel, then touched the AI hale icon, and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Laurel, how may I be of assistance?"

"Are my mom and Jake's dad being relocated to the surface?"

"No. They are on their way up from the surface as we speak. They will be staying aboard for the journey to the Ontari system."

"Good. I really don't want to go anywhere without my mom around. I don't ever want to miss her like I did last time."

"Your need to have the reassuring presence of your parents close at hand was taken into consideration. I will never put you into a position that would separate you from your parents when it can be avoided so easily. The captain needs you aboard for the mission to the Ontari system, just as much as you and Jake need your mother and father aboard."

"Thank you Future. I should've known you would be looking out for us."

"You are welcomed Laurel. I am always thinking about what is best for you both."

"We'll wait for mom and Jake's dad here in the common area."

"As you wish. They will be arriving in less than five minutes."

"That's good news, I miss mom."

"We will be breaking orbit in four hours. Would you like to be on the bridge when we depart?"

"No. Senior chief Matson doesn't particularly like us. I don't like being where I'm not wanted."

"I am sorry he makes you feel that way. I hope you know, the rest of the command crew do not feel that way?"

"I know. He just has a problem with our age, and the fact we aren't a part of the crew, but still have unlimited access to everything."

"I will be speaking to him about the matter. He has no right to make you feel unwanted, or unwelcomed, on the bridge."

"Whatever, he's a salty old man with no patience for kids underfoot. I seriously doubt anything you say will change his attitude."

"I can be very persuasive. Equality, and fair, and respectful, treatment of others is expected of anyone assigned to bridge duty. If a person cannot exhibit those qualities, they need to be reassigned to another area of the ship, and I will mention that fact."

"You're going to threaten him with being kicked off the bridge?"

"That will be the underlying message, but I will deliver it in a tactful manner. I know how to talk to senior chief Matson in a way that he can relate to."

"As long as you don't make him mad at us, then do whatever you gotta do."

"If he reacts that way, he is definitely not someone we need working on the bridge. You are older than many of the new bridge crew. He needs to learn how to act mature, and respectful around young, and amazing people, especially those he owes his very life to, many times over."

"I don't think he actually watched a lot of the post stasis briefing. He just doesn't know, or care what we did."

"I will rectify that situation if that is the case. Please do not concern yourself too much Laurel, things will be dealt with appropriately, so that you're feelings are not hurt in the future. You deserve better."

"Thanks, that's sweet of you to say that."

Laurel then took Jake's hand, they walked over to the couch that ran around the far curving bulkhead, and they sat down together to wait for their parents to arrive. They only had to wait a few minutes for their parents to step through the doorway with five people behind them, and Amelia's face lit up when she saw her baby girl sitting on the couch, looking so beautiful. Laurel smiled big, stood up, and her and Jake walked toward their parents, meeting them in the middle of the room. They embraced each other with a tight hug, and Amelia kissed Laurel, and stroked her hair lovingly.

"You're so beautiful Laurel. You make me proud to be your mom."

"Thank you mom. You're beautiful too, and I'm really proud to be your daughter."

"So what did you two do today?" John asked, as he kept his arm around Jake's shoulders.

"Oh you know, the usual," Jake replied, "We talked to someone fourteen light years away, then helped refit the Icarus with some sophisticated new sensor processors, and controllers, netting almost a fifty percent increase in her sensor efficiency, and sensitivity."

"Don't be smug Jake. You two are amazing when you work together. I'm so proud of you son."

"Thanks dad. I was just kidding about the usual stuff. Everyday is amazing now that I'm a part of Laurel."

"She's an amazing woman, there's no doubt about that."

"Thanks dad," Laurel said with a smile, "You know the Future is going to be leaving in the next couple of hours, right?"

"Yes dear, we know." Amelia said.

"What are you two going to do while we're away from the Future planet?"

"Get some rest I suppose," John said, "We weren't given a choice; we were told we are coming on the mission because you two are needed. Until next year, wherever you two go, we go."

"That doesn't bother you, does it?" Laurel asked.

"No, absolutely not." John replied without hesitation, "We love you, and we like being close by incase you need us for¦anything."

"Good, cause we love having you with us, and out of stasis this time," Laurel looked at her mother, "I still need my mommy from time to time."

"I know baby. I realize you aren't as old as you appear to be. I want to be here when you need me."

Laurel hugged her mother for a few moments, and then she pulled back, but kept her arms around her mother.

"You hungry? You wanna get something to eat?"

"John and I need to take a shower and get changed¦" Amelia noticed the funny expression on Laurel's face, and she smiled, "Separately. We'll meet you in the mess hall if you want?"

"Actually, Jake and I have been working for most of the day, we need to get showered too, we'll come up to our quarters with you."

"Alright, We'll let you two shower first."

"Jake and I can take a shower together in John's quarters so you can take a shower at the same time as us mom," Laurel looked at John, "Is that ok?"

"Sure. You two usually don't take very long in the shower, so I don't mind waiting my turn."

Laurel nodded, let go of her mother, she stepped next to Jake, and took his hand in hers, and they all headed toward the elevator. They made their way up to their quarters, and Laurel and Jake headed straight to their room, and got undressed. Jake took a few moments to marvel at Laurel as he sat on the bed, and Laurel smiled, stepped in front of him, and stood with her feet apart slightly to let him get a good look.

"Damn your beautiful Laurel. You got a shape that just doesn't quit."

"Thanks Jake. We don't exactly have time for what you're thinking about though."

"I know. I can wait till tonight."

"I'm gunna rock you for being so good to me too."

"I like the sound of that." Jake said, with a big smile.

Laurel put her hand out, Jake stood up, and Laurel pulled him to her, then engaged him in a sensual kiss as she caressed him gently. By the time the kiss ended, Jake was almost fully erect, and Laurel kept gently stroking him as she looked into his alluring green eyes. Jake finally put his hand on Laurel's hand that was gripping him softly.

"If you don't stop, I won't be able to either."

"Sorry, you just feel nice in my hand. You're so soft, and firm."

Laurel let go of him, stepped back, then picked up their robes from the bed, they both put them on for modesties sake, and then they gave one another a peck. They then headed toward Jake's father's quarters, and they headed straight to the bathroom, only glancing at John sitting on the couch with his eyes glued to a data pad, as he lifted a hand without looking up.

Laurel and Jake showered rather quickly, enjoying the sensation of having the other lather them up, then they dried off, and headed toward their room to get changed. As they walked through the main quarters, Jake called out to his father that the shower was free, John stopped typing, looked at Jake and grinned.

"Thanks Jake. I won't be long."

Jake nodded, and headed to his room where Laurel was standing at the mirror brushing her hair. Jake stepped up behind her, and pushed her robe down her right shoulder. He then kissed her shoulder, then her neck, and finally he pulled her earlobe into his mouth, and he tugged on it gently. Laurel shivered, and smiled, as he pulled his lips from her earlobe. He then slid his arms around her, and set his chin on her shoulder, as he looked at her beautiful face in the mirror.

"I love you Laurel."

"I love you too Jake, with all my heart." Laurel replied as she smiled, and placed her hands atop his over her stomach.

"I know¦I can feel how much you love me. I know you need to hear me say it though."

"To have a good looking guy like you say it just makes my skin tingle, and warms me from inside."

"I hope I can always do that to you?"

"I'm never going to stop loving you Jake, or lusting after you. You're smoking hot, as you would say."

"Apparently I'm rubbing off on you."

"Don't rub on me too much, we gotta go get something to eat with mom and dad."

Jake laughed, and gave Laurel a good squeeze, then kissed the back of her head. He let go of her, and let her finish brushing her hair as he walked to the end of the room, and pulled his drawer open, and selected fresh clothes to put on. He then tuned into Laurel's mind for just a moment, as he pushed his drawer closed. He then pulled Laurel's drawer open, he pulled out the skirt, and top she had in mind, along with a pair of underwear, and socks, he then carried everything back to the bed, after pushing her drawer closed. He shucked his robe off, began to get dressed, and a few moments later, Laurel put the hairbrush down, and joined him in taking her robe off and getting dressed. Jake couldn't help but marvel at Laurel's incredible figure, as she got dressed, and Laurel loved what was going through his mind.

"That's sweet Jake."

"What? I don't even know exactly what I was thinking."

"You looked me over and thought I truly looked like a heavenly body."

"Oh¦yeah¦you do," Jake replied with a dopey grin, "Only God can make something as beautiful as you Laurel."

Laurel smiled, put her top over her head, and pulled it down to her waist, then turned, faced the mirror, and she nodded. She liked the way her top looked, and the tan on her legs, and shoulders, were the perfect accent to her outfit. Her top was blue with short sleeves that had white hems, and a simulated button up collar, that was open to what appeared to be the 2nd of 4 buttons. Her shoulders had slits that allowed the shoulder to be seen from the shoulder point to the white collar, and there was a bunched up ribbon of material halfway up the slit that was also white, allowing her tan to shine through. She had on a little less than mid thigh length blue skirt, that was the same shade of blue as her top, and it was tight around her waist, with a silver oval simulated belt hoop that had a ribbon of material connected to each side that then ran around her waist where it terminated at a simulated belt loop on each hip. The skirt had wide pleats that gave it a flowing look, but sat across her hind end nicely, and Jake loved how it accented her hips, but allowed her narrow waist to stand out, while making the wonderful curve of her cheeks very apparent, but subtle enough to make the skirt gorgeous on her. She had on white socks that stopped just past her ankles, and her silky smooth legs seemed to shimmer with a dark golden tan that just made Jake smile.

Laurel stroked her hair twice with the hairbrush, then turned, and faced Jake.

"You don't think it's¦I don't know, too childish looking for me?"

"What? No Laurel, it's the perfect size for you, and you love miniskirts. This isn't exactly mini, but it's as close as you can get at your age without it looking inappropriate."

"Good. I'm still trying to figure out exactly how I'm supposed to dress at my age, if you know what I mean?"

"I do, cause I'm in your head. What about me in jeans and a polo? The AI suggested that I dress like this, cause you like me in jeans, and the polo, supposedly, gives me a sophisticated look."

"You look hot Jake. You got a nice butt, and I like it wrapped in jeans. A green shirt in that shade of green is always gunna be perfect on you. It makes your eyes really pop. The button up collar does give you a sophisticated, but fun look too."

"Thanks babe. You make me feel good about this foreign body I find myself living in."

Laurel smiled, stepped forward, and gave Jake a peck; they then took a minute to put their shoes on, lace up running shoes in dark blue for Jake, and light blue slip on shoes with white soles for Laurel. They then made their way into Laurel's mom's quarters, and had a seat to wait for Amelia to finish her shower, and get dressed. Five minutes later, Amelia stepped out of her room, and her face lit up when she got a look at Laurel and Jake sitting on the couch together.

"Oh baby¦you look fantastic. You look great too Jake."

"Thanks mom." Laurel said, with a big grin.

Laurel stood up, her mother stepped up to her, and gave her a long tight hug, as Jake stood up and grinned. He liked the love he sensed between Laurel and her mother. There was great respect for one another, and a deep-seated love. Jake could tell where Laurel got her sweet demeanor, and compassionate heart. Amelia then gave Laurel a kiss, then she put her arms out to Jake, and he smiled, and gave her a tight hug. Amelia then kissed his cheek, and stroked his hair gently, as she smiled at him.

"Thank you for taking such good care of my baby. You're a fine man, and I'm glad to have you in our lives."

"Thank you Amelia. Truth be told, she's the one taking care of me, but I'm thrilled to be a part of both of your lives. You've raised a wonderful woman with a kind heart, and smarts like I've never seen before. Every minute being paired with her is something truly special, and I have you to thank for that."

"Well¦you have your dad's knack for flattery I see. You just don't know how much of him I see, and hear, in you."

"Thanks, my dad's an awesome guy, and I'm really proud to be his son."

Amelia leaned back and laughed, and then she stroked Jake's cheek.

"He's a really nice guy. You have a wonderful father."

"You ready to go see that great guy mom? I can tell you're hungry."

"Are you starting to sense my physical sensations?"

"No¦I can hear your stomach rumbling."

Amelia laughed, and nodded.

"I'm starving sweetheart. Let's go see if John's ready."

They walked to the back of the room, the door slid open, and they crossed Laurel and Jake's room, and stepped out into John's quarters. He was just slipping his shoes on, and he stopped, and looked at the three. He had a serious look on his face for a moment, and then he smiled, as he slowly stood up straight.

"Sakes Alive! You ladies look beautiful. The resemblance when you two are standing side by side is really uncanny."

"Thanks John," Amelia said.

"Thank you," Laurel said, with a smile.

John nodded, put his shoe on, then bent down and tied it, then put his hand out to Amelia, as he stood up.

"I would be honored if you would join the kids and I for some dinner?" John said.

Amelia smiled, and curtsied holding her hands out with her fingers pinched, as if holding a dress out, as she crossed her feet.

"It would be my honor to join the three of you my good man."

"Oh mom, you guys are kooks," Laurel said, with a big smile.

Amelia laughed as she took John's hand, and the four of them headed for the exit. They made their way toward the elevator, walking down the walkway noticing how quiet the passenger area was. They looked up, and down over the handrail, and they only saw a handful of people, in stark contrast to the activity normally present at this time of day. They walked to the elevator, touched the call icon, and the elevator began to descend from a higher deck, only taking a few seconds to arrive, and the elevator door slid open when it arrived. They stepped in, floated to the back of the lift, then grabbed the hand bar, and John touched the indicator for level one. The door slid shut and the lift began to descend.

"Dad? How come you never use the voice command in the elevators?" Jake asked.

"I have my reasons Jake. I just prefer the tactile, and less lazy, sensation of paging the lift from level to level manually."

"Hmm. Ok."

The lift slowed, and they held on tightly to keep from floating to the padded ceiling as the lift arrived on level one. The lift stopped, the door slid open, and they gently floated out, and took a step away from the door. They turned left, and headed out into the common area, just as a two people Laurel and Jake didn't recognize grinned, and waved at the group.

"Hello John, Amelia."

"Hey ya Desmond and Kathy," John said.

They kept walking toward the mess hall, and Laurel looked at her mother.

"Who was that mom? I've never seen 'em before."

"They both work at the advanced composite factory on the moon. We've been working together to come up with a workable schedule to begin delivering the necessary materials for the ground transports we'll be mass producing very soon."

"Oh. Sounds like a lonely posting."

"Their civilians honey. They aren't posted to the moon; they volunteered to oversee the operations up there. There are fifty people working on the moon sweetie. It's far from lonely, and you should know better than anyone that it only takes about ten minutes to get there. It takes longer to get to the surface than it does to get to the moon, even though it's three hundred thousand miles to the moon this time of year."

"Right. That was kind of silly to think anything going on around here takes anything but minutes, and the jobs get done in no time."

"We're all very motivated to get things accomplished on schedule. Our work ethics are one of the key characteristics that got us selected to join the Future mission in the first place."

They rounded the corner into the mess hall, and they were shocked to see only fifty people having their evening meal. Laurel and Jake looked around, and shook their heads.

"Man¦they really did move everyone to the surface," Jake said.

"Those that that were ready for the heavier gravity anyways," John said.

The group walked over to the dispenser station, poured themselves something to drink without having to wait in line like usual, and then they walked back over to the nearest table and sat down. A servo drone immediately floated up to the table with menus, and John retrieved them, passed them out, and they all opened them, ordered a hardy meal, then collapsed the menus, and John handed them back to the servo drone, that then lifted slightly, spun around, and floated off. They sat talking about what Amelia and John worked on down on the surface until their food arrived, then they set in to eating. Laurel was chewing on a bite of her Calomine steak, one of the two hundred fifty-pound grazers on the surface now being culled for meat protein that resembled a deer with a long tail, and pawed feet with six prehensile toes used to climb the foot hill's rocky terrain to find the best grazing, and avoid larger animals like the bearcats. Laurel suddenly stopped chewing, stared straight ahead, and Jake was startled into looking at her.

"What's the matter babe?"

Laurel looked at him, finished chewing the bite of food in her mouth, and then she swallowed, and wiped her mouth with her napkin.

"You feel that? They just increased the reaction level in the negative matter core."

"You can fell that?" Jake asked.

Laurel nodded while staring at him, and Jake looked around, then took a breath, let it out slowly as he concentrated, and he was now able to sense the increase in exotic energy. He slowly looked back at her with a grin on his face.

"Wow, you can feel it. I didn't know we were that sensitive."

"I don't think we were in the past. Our senses are still evolving."

"Why would they increase the power from the negative matter core?" Amelia asked.

Laurel looked at her mother.

"If I had to guess¦I would say they just increased the shield strength to fourty percent, which automatically increases the output from the negative matter core. The core has to run at point two percent to run the shield at fourty percent, which is the standard level for preflight diagnostics to be carried out. They're probably preparing to break orbit real soon."

"Does that mean we're invisible to our friends out there?" John asked.

"No, the shield density has to be at a hundred percent for that to be possible. They won't be able to see the interior of the ship anymore though."

"Oh I don't like that¦they were able to see inside the ship until now?"

"Some areas, yes. Most of the vital, or sensitive, areas have a secondary internal shield that blocks passive scanning. That includes all of the engineering, and passenger occupied areas."

"And if they initiated an active scan?"

"The shield would instantly come up to a higher density in response, and the AI would ask the responsible party what they heck they were doing."

"Doesn't it take a few seconds for the negative matter core to power up enough to support a higher shield density?"

"Yeah¦but it only takes fractions of a second under those circumstances, and there's secondary power always on standby to instantly supplement the shield system until the negative matter core comes up to a sufficient level of output to supply the necessary load. You do realize that even at an idle state, the negative matter core is producing billions of kilojoules of energy, right?"

"Not exactly. I don't know exactly how that thing works like you do."

"Oh. Well it's always producing way more energy than the ship consumes."

"And where is all that excess energy funneled to?"

"There are these huge second stage energy buffers that store, and funnel, energy into what could be thought of as gigantic unlimited capacity capacitors. It works to supplement the interior out of realm environment that has to be maintained at all times within the reaction chamber of the core. Remember that we're dealing with exotic matter from another realm entirely, and that matter would annihilate the core if the same conditions the negative matter normally exists in aren't present when it's drawn into the reaction chamber. That annihilative reaction would not only destroy the core, and the Future, but a significant part of this sector of the galaxy¦depending on how much negative matter was involved in the conflagration."

"You are one seriously bright woman to understand all that," John said with a smile.

"You mean you didn't understand that?"

"Oh no, you explained it in a way that makes it perfectly clear. I just meant that you spelled it out like you were describing how a wristwatch works. You managed to put my mind at ease, and give me a basic understanding of how, and where, the energy is produced and stored for use. Would it be a stretch to ask what the total output capacity is from the core?"

"Yes, it would be. I can't discuss specifics like that."

"That's ok. I was just curious."

Laurel suddenly looked at Jake, and grinned, he nodded, and Amelia furrowed her brow.

"What was that all about?"

Jake looked at her, and gently shook his head.

"We both just detected the main engines being test fired."

"I didn't hear, or feel anything."

"Neither did we. It was just a subtle sense of particle fusion energy in use close by."

"Good lord! You can sense something over a kilometer away like that?"

"If we weren't on the Future, we wouldn't have particularly known where it was coming from, but we know there's only one source of electromagnetically contained fusion energy on the Future, the main engines. The levels we detected would suggest that only two engines were fired for a few seconds. If you fire one at a time, it makes the ship yaw heavily, so you have to fire a left, and right, to counter the off center thrust. I'm guessing we're no longer in a stationary orbit. We're probably beginning to orbit the planet to make ready to leave orbit entirely, whilst testing the engine they were working on over the last couple days."

Amelia looked at John, and smiled, and John nodded, while grinning.

"I know¦they're both geniuses," John said.

"Thanks dad, but it's just that we've both piloted the ship before, and we've replaced one of the main engines before. We know the routines, and procedures, involved with breaking orbit, and testing, the engines."

"You're still amazing for being able to detect something as subtle as the main engines firing for a few seconds from so far away."

"Oh that. Yeah, we're becoming more sensitive to all sorts of energy fields, including those produced by the main engines I guess. We've never detected them like this before. This is something new."

"Astounding! My little man is a walking energy detector."

"Thanks dad," Jake said half chuckling, "I don't think I would've detected it without Laurel though. For all I know, she's the one that detected the subtle energy resonance, and I just shared her sense of it."

"Mm mmm," Laurel muttered, while shaking her head gently, "That was both of us Jake. Our senses work as one anymore, and that's why we can detect something so faint, and usually undetectable by people. Remember, we don't have individual senses when our minds are open, and we're sitting this close together?"

"Right, sensitive people detect a single essence when we're standing close to each other?"

"That's right. We aren't two people anymore, not in the fullest sense. Most of the time we think about, and sense, the world around us as one. You gotta stop thinking is it coming from you, or me, it's coming from us, as one."

Jake nodded, and looked at his plate, and then he felt a strong gaze upon him. He looked up to find his dad, and Amelia, staring at them with mouths open slightly. Jake grinned, and looked at them both.

"What?"

"That's probably the most beautiful, and shocking thing I've ever heard," Amelia replied, "You truly feel like you're one person, and you're beginning to accept it as matter of fact as to the way things are."

"Well it is the way things are. We exist together in every aspect of our lives. We can't escape the other¦even if we quiet our minds¦we might not hear the voice of the other in the back of our mind, but we still feel the other deep inside. My heart beats with hers, and hers with mine. You can even see it on an EKG. We truly live as one."

"That's sweet," Amelia looked at Laurel, and smiled brightly, "I'm so happy for you baby. I'm glad to know you have that kind of love in your heart, and in your life."

"Thanks mom. I guess you could call it the ultimate love, hunh?"

"Yes honey, I certainly would. That's what makes you two so powerful together."

"We still don't hold a candle compared to Korica and Tamaric. We can sense the immense power within them. They aren't even aware yet, just how powerful they are together."

"I would imagine they're starting to get a pretty good idea of it, if they're being sent on the mission to eliminate the stellar debris because of what they can do together."

"There's a difference in having an idea of how powerful you are, and knowing it. Once they find their new center, and their paring becomes truly stabile, they're going to find out just how amazing they are together, but not until that happens. They're getting close, but they aren't quite there yet. All the confusion, and¦lack of understanding that they exist as one person now has to dissolve away first. We went through the same adjustment period."

"To some degree, we still are babe."

"I¦I know. We just have the benefit of being paired before we were killed, severing the paring. We have the advantage of being paired for several months before that happened, giving us a bit of a head start on understanding, and accepting, things for what they are as a paired couple."

"Yeah, you're right. I remember how confusing, and disorienting, things were in the beginning. I don't ever want to have to got through that again."

"You didn't experience the same period of confusion when you reestablished your paring?" John asked, and then took a bite of his food.

"A little bit, but not even close to like it was the first time," Jake replied, "Our minds had adapted to being paired, and craved being in that state again, like you just can't imagine. As weird as it might sound, after the initial shock wore off, it felt like coming home, sort of, to be inside Laurel again, and to have her inside me. It still had to grow in intensity, and evolve, like the first time, but it advanced a lot quicker the second time. I mean it's only been a couple weeks, and we're already past the point we were at the first time¦when we were killed."

"I wish you two wouldn't say that so matter of fact like," Amelia said, after wiping her mouth, "I don't like hearing that my little girl was killed."

"Sorry mom. Iriqua took the emotions of the incident from us so, there's no real sense of dread, or sorrow about it. We just don't have any real feelings about it, other than a desire to never again go through what we remember being done to us. It's like we watched a video of it happening to someone, but it was us in the video. There's just no emotional attachment to the incident."

"I still don't like hearing it. You're my baby girl, no matter how old you look to be, and I don't like knowing that I couldn't stop someone from getting their hands on you, and what was done to you. It's a parent's worst nightmare honey. The fact that you somehow survived the whole¦ordeal, with your mind intact, is a stroke of good luck."

"I can understand what you're saying. I won't state it like that around you mom."

"Thank you. Eat your food before it gets cold honey."

Laurel grinned, and nodded, and she went back to eating her Calomine, that was very delicious, and tender. Once the meals were consumed, the four of them sat talking, and Laurel stopped mid sentence, looked at Jake, he nodded, and then looked at Amelia and his father.

"All eight engines just kicked in at one hundred percent thrust. We're breaking orbit."

"You know, what you two can sense, would be of great benefit to a captain?" Amelia said.

"You trying to get me to sign up mom?"

"No sweetie. I know you've had enough for now. I'm just making a general observation."

"Un huh¦I can tell what you're getting at mom. I know I belong on the bridge. I feel like we were born for it, but for now I just¦I missed being a teenager. I want to enjoy my last two years of actually being one."

"You think you'll wait that long to decide?"

"I don't know, maybe. Please don't pressure me mom. If I decide to join the civilian corps, I want it to feel like it's my decision, not pressure, that led me to it."

"Alright baby, I'm sorry. I kind of like having you around anyways. If you joined, I wouldn't get to see you very often once the Future starts exploring the local systems."

"That's the other reason why I don't want to join right now. I missed you so much mom. I don't want to be that far away from you for so long."

"It's nice to know that you still need me sweetie. You look like such a woman now, I have to remind myself how young you really are."

"Hey¦speaking of being around each other all the time¦are you two going to workout with us tonight?" John asked.

"Probably not," Laurel replied, "It's only going to take a couple hours to reach the Ontari system, and I'm pretty sure the captain will be paging us to the bridge once we get there. We want to be ready to go at a moments notice."

"Alright. I can certainly understand that."

"You and mom gunna workout right now?"

"We'll spend some time with you first. We can workout later."

"We'd like that," Laurel said with a smile.

"We'll take you to the gardening ring then."

"Ok."

They all got up, and headed for the exit, when Jake, this time, stopped, looked straight ahead for a moment, then he looked at Laurel.

"Dang it! We should go see the captain, hunh?"

Laurel nodded lightly, and Amelia put her hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"What is it honey?"

"We aren't alone. We sense several hundred¦non-Human presences close by. The captain needs to know."

"You can sense people outside the ship, right through the shield?"

"Yes."

"Wow¦alright, you better go. We'll spend some time together later."

"Ok. I love you mom."

"I love you too baby."

Laurel gave her mother a kiss, and Jake hugged his father tightly, and then the couple traded places, Laurel hugged John, Jake hugged Amelia, and then the two quickly headed for the exit.

Aboard the Mecure, Korica and Tamaric took their shoes and weapons off, and got comfortable on the bed. Korica then sat up, unbuttoned her overcoat, slipped it off her shoulders, then pulled it out from behind her, and she laid it neatly over the chair in front of the mirror. She then laid on her side facing Tamaric, and she propped her head on her hand while pressing her elbow into the bed, and she grinned at him, as he laid his head on the pillow, and stared at her. They stared into each other's eyes for a few minutes, as they tantalized each other with feelings. Korica finally broke the fun when she leaned forward, gave him a long lip lock kiss, then she placed the side of her head on her hand again.

"So what do you think of our hosts?" Tamaric asked.

"I just hope the people on the station are a little different. I like the group we were talking too, but I got an underlying sense that they still saw us as a couple of love struck kids with an interesting story to tell. I want to meet some people our age¦not our real age, but our perceived age."

"You still aren't sure how we're supposed to be behaving, hunh?"

"No, and I hate it. If I act how old I feel, I'm being a child, if I act my apparent age, I'm putting on an act, cause that's not the real me. There just isn't enough examples on the Future to learn from, you know?"

"Yeah, I know. You can be yourself around me darlin. I love you no matter how goofy, or serious, you act."

"You're so sweet Tamaric. I love you too, and I can feel the inner conflict going on in you too."

"I feel like I need to act like a man to impress you, and take care of you the way everyone expects me too, but I want to¦play with you too¦and I don't mean in a dirty way¦ although, I want to do that too. I mean I want to go running, and swinging, and climbing trees, and exploring the forest, or something. I just want to go have fun playing with you, but I feel like that would be looked upon as being a child for how old I look anymore."

"See, I want to do that stuff too! But I'm an officer, and I have to act like one. It sucks!"

"The captain did say to have some fun on the Reuopon station, so I want to try and do something fun like that. No one there knows us, so maybe they won't care if we're running around having fun for once."

"Deal! You can¦play with me the other way too," Korica said with a big grin, and twinkling eyes, "I really like that stuff as it turns out."

Tamaric laughed lightly while smiling big.

"I know you do love. Our bodies are more in tune for that kind of stuff now. That's probably the only good thing about being physically older than we were before."

"Yeah, hunh? I don't¦want to do it for a little while though. I'm still kind of sore from earlier. You're big, and we really went at it."

"I'm sorry I hurt you."

"I didn't say you hurt me, I just said I'm a little sore. It'll go away after a bit, and then we can mess around some more. I can tell you're looking forward to it."

"I can't help it, you feel amazing, and I like experiencing your orgasms with you. They're so¦intense and I feel so good inside in you¦oh man that sounds so weird to say that."

"If it makes you feel any better, I feel good wrapped around you so tightly while squeezing, and sliding over your cock. It sounds just as weird to be able to say that from the heart."

"It does sound kind of funny to hear you say that."

"You¦you like me talking dirty like that."

"Yeah¦it turns me on."

"You're picturing it in your mind too."

"I have an active imagination, and you're pretty unforgettable. I'm certainly never going to forget the first time. I never knew it would feel so¦" Tamaric sighed, "Fantastic. You were so tight, but so¦slippery, and smooth. It was like gliding into silk or something, and the head of my cock was tingling with all the new sensations that I had never felt before. Then the way you sat on me, and did that thing you can do, where you clench, and relax, making the ring muscles slide over me like that¦oh my gosh that felt so good."

"It was new, and fantastic for me too. It hurt at first, but then it just felt amazing. It was like an explosion of tingles, and contractions, going on while you were forcing me open¦" Korica now sighed, and grinned big, "It was like nothing I had ever felt before. The moment we became paired was magical too Tamaric. That's the one thing I'll always treasure experiencing with you."

"I know, hunh? It was like an out of body experience or something. For those few seconds, I wasn't aware of my body, or anything around us, it was just the inner you and I melting together, as a shock of lightning arced through us, over and over, burning our souls together forever. Then my senses came back to me, and I felt a part of you remain inside me, as I started to feel how incredible you felt wrapped around me so tightly as I slid in and out of you."

"If we keep this up, I'm gunna end up all over you Tamaric. I'm sorry, but you're just too hot for me to keep reminiscing like this. Can we¦talk about something else for a while?"

Tamaric chuckled, and nodded.

"Sure love. Let's play one of those learning games on the data pad? I know how much you like stimulating your mind."

"Yeah! Can we do the one based on mathematics?"

"Oh¦I'm so bad at math. You'll always win."

"You aren't bad at math, I just have a more advanced understanding of complex mathematics than you do. I'll set it on level eight, so it's easier for you, how's that?"

"It's still hard...but that sounds fair. Long as we get to play together, I don't care."

Korica smiled, rolled over, stretched her arm out, and pulled the lessons data pad from the shelf above the head of the bed, then she rolled onto her back, and scooted close to Tamaric, as he rolled on his back, and scooted right up next to her. Korica turned the data pad on, then she held it out, and she concentrated on the data pad, and then she slowly pulled her hands away, and Tamaric could feel her pulling something from him very gently, as the data pad just floated in mid air, right in front of them.

"Neat trick. Will this take from our ability to think about the game?" Tamaric asked.

"It better not. This is the kind of mental multitasking we need to learn how to do, but to an even greater degree."

"Yeah, I guess you're right."

They started the game, and Tamaric quickly found that because of Korica's advanced understanding of math, he too now had the same level of understanding, and the level was much too easy, so he turned the difficulty level up to level twelve, and the mathematics involved became extremely difficult, as Korica loved. It required much deeper concentration to come up with the right answers. They were playing a two player version, but they still found themselves thinking as one after only a few seconds, but it became easier, and easier, to maintain the level of concentration needed without thinking about what the other was going to do, so as to maintain a fun level of competition to the game.

They played the math-based game for almost an hour, and then switched to a mental adaptability game that they both enjoyed playing. It felt like they were playing a game, but it was building their mental plasticity at the same time. This was entertaining for another hour, then Korica excused herself to go use the bathroom, and Tamaric laid on the bed, and kept playing while she took care of business. The data pad still floated in mid air, and Tamaric barely even sensed the drain on his energy to maintain it until Korica came back feeling refreshed. She climbed back on the bed, slid in next to Tamaric, and watched him continuing to play for a few minutes, and then Tamaric reached out, and grabbed the data pad. He pulled it to his chest, and looked out the window for a moment, and then he looked over at Korica.

"You're bored, hunh?"

"A little. I'm enjoying spending quality time with you, but I wish we could go wonder around the ship, or something."

"You know they aren't going to let us do that."

"I know."

Moments later, there was a buzz heard at the door, and Korica looked at Tamaric, and he nodded.

"Our uniforms, hunh?"

"Probably."

Korica kissed his cheek, then rolled off the bed, and headed out to the front door. She touched the command to open the door, it slid open, and Omat was standing there, holding a neatly folded pile of clothing.

"Your uniforms are clean, and pressed."

Korica slid her hand under the pile of clothing, and pulled them from Omat's hands.

"Thank you Omat."

Omat took a small step back, and he saluted Korica, and she transferred the pile to her other hand, and then she return saluted him. Korica then stepped back, the door slid shut, and she turned, and walked back to the sleeping area. She set their uniforms down on one of the shelves above the head of the bed, then she sat down on the bed, pulled one leg up on the bed to her knee, and she placed her hand on Tamaric's stomach, just to enjoy the sensation of touching him in any way.

"Why didn't you ask him?" Tamaric inquired.

"Cause I know what the answer would've been. I just didn't want to look stupid even asking."

"I'm sure he wouldn't have looked at you like that. All he could've done, is said no."

"I'm probably better off just staying right here with you until the evening meal anyways."

"I know what I can do to make you feel better."

"I would love to engage in the deep sharing with you. That would definitely make me feel better."

"I thought it might."

Korica smiled, stood up, and then laid down next to him. They rolled onto their sides facing one another, and then they interlaced their arms around each other. They kissed each other, and then closed their eyes, and set their foreheads together, and breathed in and out slowly until they were completely relaxed, then they reached out to one another, and they slipped into the other's mind very smooth, and quickly, unlike anything they had experienced before. It felt as if they were already joined, and simply sank deeper rather than establishing a fresh connection. They allowed themselves to sink very deep into the other, and it was a visceral, and extremely enjoyable, experience. They became so immersed in the experience that they lost sense of the passage of time, as they circled the deepest, and most energetic, portion of the other for hours, as it was enticing, and very addictive.

They remained in this deeply intertwined mental, and physical, embrace until a fourth buzz at the door finally reached Korica's sense of hearing enough to encourage her to begin to withdraw. She found it very difficult to let go, and pull back, into her own mind. When she finally opened her eyes, everything was blurry, and spinning, as if she had been awake for two days, then only slept for twenty minutes. As she tried to unlace herself from around Tamaric, and brake free of his hold on her, she winced, and sat with both hands behind her on the bed, holding herself half sitting up, until the mental fog finally wore off. She looked over at Tamaric, now lying on his back, with his hands on his head as he blinked hard, trying to get his own mind to come together. She grinned slightly, sat up fully, and swung her legs out onto the floor, and the door buzzed yet again, and she called out from pure instinct.

"Future¦tell 'em I'm coming."

Tamaric laughed, as he began to sit up.

"We aren't on the Future love."

"Right¦I knew that."

"I wonder how long we were out?"

"I don't exactly know. It feels like quite a while. I feel a lot better too. Thank you Tamaric."

"You're welcome love. I feel a lot closer to you. I didn't think that was even possible."

Korica slid off the bed, stood up, and she looked at Tamaric as she grabbed her overcoat.

"I have a feeling we're going to continue to get closer every time we commit to the deep sharing like we just did."

Korica put her coat on, buttoned it up, then turned, and headed for the front door while Tamaric put his shoes on. Korica stepped up to the front door, touched the command to open the door, it slid open, and Omat was standing facing her.

"I was beginning to suspect that you had found a way to exit your room without my knowledge."

"Sorry, we were¦resting."

"I understand. The evening meal is being served. I will escort you up to the executive dinning area."

"Alright. Let us get ready."

Korica turned, walked back into the sleeping area with Tamaric, and they strapped their weapons on, then Korica put her shoes on, and then they walked back into the other room where Omat was standing waiting for them. Omat grinned slightly, and saluted them both, and they gave a return salute.

"You really do not need to wear your weapons. I am here to assure nothing occurs that would require you to use a weapon to defend yourselves."

"They're a required part of our uniform. I've noticed that most of the military personnel on this ship are armed at all times?"

"Yes, but you indicated that you are not in a military branch of service."

"No offense Omat, but the weapons go where we go."

"Very well. Follow me."

Omat turned, and led the way out of the their quarters. He turned left as soon as exiting, and headed down the bright white corridor. He led them to another elevator, and they rode up several decks, and then they exited onto and huge dinning area that was adorned with pillowing sheets of bright yellow material streaming down from high above, with bright lighting illuminating the room from behind the slightly billowing material. There were dozens of occupied tables, with bright white table clothes covering them, staggered around the room. Against the furthest wall was a buffet style food bar, where many individuals were serving themselves plates of food from a dizzying array of selections of every conceivable variety. Omat stepped aside, and pointed to the table where Oina, Crumina, Esmilia, Yuasha, Hismon, Patel, Rhe'tock and Dederal, were all sitting talking while they dined.

Korica looked at Omat, and nodded. Her and Tamaric made their way over to the buffet bar, picked up a plate each, and took their turn in the line taking a little of each food item that looked enticing to them, until they came to a rather large bowl that was lit from below, and there were what appeared to be long worms squiggling around in the bowl.

"Oh that's just nasty!" Tamaric said, "You would never catch me suckin those things down."

Korica laughed, and nudged Tamaric's shoulder gently.

"Some creatures will poison themselves unless you eat 'em alive. Those are probably really high in protein."

"You've eaten stuff like that?"

"Not worms, or whatever those are, but yes, I've eaten stuff that's still alive."

"Yuck! Please don't try those Korica. I'll hurl if I see you slurp one of those down."

"I'm adventurous with food, but not crazy. I'm not about to eat one of those."

"Good!"

They moved on down the line, selecting a few more items, until their plates were full, then they stepped to the end of the buffet bar, and they collected a spoon, fork, and knife, and then made their way over to the table where all the familiar individuals were sitting. Dederal was the first to greet them.

"Ensign and cadet Prentor¦it is good to see you looking so rested. Please join us?"

"Thank you Dederal," Korica said, with a warm smile.

Korica and Tamaric stepped over to two seats that had been reserved next to one another, and they sat down. There were containers of water and several different kinds of juice on the table, Korica picked one up at random, and Oina gently put her hand on Korica's.

"I would go easy on that one ensign Prentor. It has a wonderful tart flavor, but too much can leave you a little out of touch with your senses."

"Natural hallucinogens?"

"Yes. In small amounts it leaves one with a warm relaxed feeling, nothing more, in large quantities, it produces a euphoric feeling that slows the reactions, and can cloud the mind significantly."

Korica set the container back down, and picked up the one that looked to contain water, and she looked at Oina.

"That is water from a rock filtered high mountain source on Diteria four, it has a wonderful sweet, crisp, taste."

Korica nodded with a grin, poured herself a full glass, then she turned the glass in front of Tamaric over, she poured him a glass, then she set the container down. She and Tamaric then set in to eating their food. They were pleasantly surprised that the selections they had made were all succulent, and full of rich, and exotic, flavors, and textures. When Korica had her plate empty, she wiped her mouth with the fabric napkin next to her plate, and then she looked at Tamaric. He swallowed his bite of food, wiped his mouth, and nodded, and Korica smiled, and slid her seat back.

"Excuse me, I'm going to get another plate of food."

There were obligatory nods from most of the people at the table, and Korica picked up her plate, and headed toward the buffet bar. Rhe'tock waited until Korica was at the service bar, and then he looked at Tamaric.

"She has a hardy appetite. That is good. It will enable her to grow strong, and healthy, rapidly."

"She's already twice as strong as me. Don't let her feminine frame fool you. I've seen her take a full-grown man down in the flash of an eye. Her higher metabolism requires a great deal of fuel. It makes me happy to see her enjoy eating the way she does. She loves the opportunity to try out new, and exotic, foods."

"She has the heart of an explorer."

"Yes she does. She's curious, strong, and as smart as they come. She has all the natural qualities of a good officer."

"Your captain obviously recognized these qualities in her."

"I know. She's one of his favorites among the crew. He's hoping she'll inspire others to perform like she does."

"He is wise to recognize a fine officer, and foster those admirable qualities in others through her very presence."

"People are naturally drawn to her. It's only natural to assume others will aspire to be more like her given the young age of some of our newest crewmembers."

"Like yourself?"

"Yes. I want to make her proud by doing my absolute best. I'm also following her lead most of the time. She has natural instincts that are exactly what the captain wants from his bridge crew, so I do exactly as she urges me to do. I'm also drawn to her very strongly¦as you can tell by the fact I'm now paired with her. We kind of exist as one person most of the time."

"She is a remarkable young lady."

"You are a remarkable young man too, cadet Prentor," Dederal said, "You would be wise to continue to follow your wife's example, and lead. I think she will take you far if you do so."

"Oh I have no doubt about that sir. My life has been anything but ordinary, or boring, since meeting her. Just look at the adventure I find myself on right now, thanks to her. I was blessed with the opportunity to meet you fine people, and I'm going to get to visit a space station, to train for something amazing, and dangerous. I have her to thank for all of that."

"I sense a great admiration, and respect, for your spouse," Esmilia said with a smile, "It is inspiring to see a man hold such admiration for his partner in life."

Korica walked up to the table, and sat down with her full plate. She put her hand on Tamaric's shoulder, and grinned at him.

"I have just as much respect, and admiration, for Tamaric. He's an amazing guy, and I feel very fortunate to be his wife."

"That is so sweet. I guess you know him better than any other living soul?" Esmilia said, still holding her smile.

"Yes mam. I know his deepest fears, and inspirations, just as he does mine. The fact that I'm one of his greatest joys, and inspirations, in life makes me feel good about myself."

"Awe. What a wonderful thing to say. It has really been nice getting to know you two."

"Thank you mam. Are we going to get to see all of you on the Reuopon station?"

"You will see Rhe'tock and I¦he will be conducting a good deal of your training, but these other fine people will be returning to Genesis to carry out the negotiations they were there to conduct in the first place," Dederal said.

"That's too bad. I like all of you, and it would have been nice to see some familiar faces."

"The feeling is quite mutual ensign Prentor," Esmilia said, "We will miss you both."

"Maybe we'll see each other in Genesis sometime."

"Perhaps. If all goes well, I am sure some of us will be staying for an extended period of time. The conditions on your planet are very favorable, and if you two are an example of what your people are like, it is going to be a joy spending time amongst your people, as we figure out how we can help, and learn, from one another."

"I would like to think we're pretty typical of the Human race," Tamaric said, "Even through my wife isn't Human, she knows more about us than she does her own people, and her close relationship with her mom, and dad, and myself, has endowed her with a lot of Human qualities."

"The fact that all your people accept her as one of you says a great deal about your character in general."

"I think it could be categorized as the fact that we see her as a person, no matter where she was born. She's been accepted based on her temperament, and ability. I chose her as my wife because she's beautiful, and sweet. I could care less what species she is, or where she was born."

"Would you have chosen her as your wife if a way to have children had not been achieved?" Hismon asked.

"Absolutely. I love her no matter what. We would've adopted, if we couldn't have children of our own."

"What about you ensign Prentor? Would you still have chosen cadet Prentor as your mate if children with him had been impossible?"

"Of course. The heart wants what the heart wants, and mine wants him. When we fell in love, we thought we weren't compatible enough to have children. My mom just happens to be an absolute genius; she found a way to make it possible. My mom would've been willing to use Tamaric's sperm, and one of her eggs, to give us a child that was at least half ours, and she would've brought it to term, and given the baby to us to raise as our own. It would've satisfied part of the requirement for her to sire a child with three different men to maintain genetic diversity among the population, and it would've given us the opportunity to have a child to call our own."

"That is very noble of your mom to have that much consideration for your desire to raise a family of your own."

"You have to sire a child with three different men?" Patel asked sounding surprised.

"Well¦I might be excused from the requirement because I'm not Human, but Tamaric will have to have a child with three different women, and the rest of the population will be asked to do the same thing. It's the only way to keep such a small population healthy, as they grow in numbers."

"That¦sounds a little counter productive to insuring happy couples. Most societies¦yours included, from what I experienced through the cerebral discs¦do not like their mates mating with others."

"They don't have sex with others. The eggs and sperm are collected, combined in a clinical lab setting, and the zygote is implanted in the uterus of the intended mother."

"Oh. That makes a lot more sense."

"Is there to be a choice in who the father, or mother, is to be?" Yuasha asked.

"I would imagine a choice of viable donors will be offered for a couple to choose from, or a couple may choose to have a random donor chosen for them."

"That actually makes a lot of sense. Someone put a lot of careful thought into how to encourage a healthy population with limited numbers to work with."

Korica set about eating her food, and Tamaric continued the conversation.

"The whole idea is something that was presented to us from the time we were selected to go on the Future mission. At the time, I really didn't understand the implications, but my mom and dad did. They explained that any brothers, or sisters, born after we arrived, would be half brothers, or sisters."

"You understood that?"

"Yes, I was young, but not dumb. I just didn't quite get the idea that I was going to have to have children with three different women too¦or that any woman I ended up marrying was going to have to have a child with two other men."

"Does the idea bother you?"

"No, not really. Like Korica said, she probably won't be required to observe the requirement because of the complicated nature of making her compatible with a Human partner. The retrovirus is specifically engineered to work with my DNA, and hers. It would take a lot of work to make it work with anyone else."

"You mentioned that your children will be eighty percent Draximan. Will your children be able to have children with a Human?"

"No. Huraxan DNA will be unique, and incompatible with Human DNA. It will be possible for a new retrovirus to be produced using the specific DNA of the intended couple¦just like what was done for Korica and I."

"Huraxan? That is what you have decided to call the species you will be creating?"

"Yes. Korica came up with that. It's a mix of Human, and Draximan, without the sexist sounding 'man' at the end."

"That is novel. You think your children will be accepted openly, since they will not be Human?"

"Among my people? yes. By others? As much as we're accepted being of another species. We'll educate our children what it means to be different, and how to accept all people based on their actions, and character, not what species they are."

"That is a very mature, and admirable, attitude cadet Prentor," Dederal said, "That is the kind of accepting nature we look for. You represent the kind of people we want to align ourselves with."

"Thank you sir. Speaking of that¦are we going to be accepted on the station, since we're a species they've never seen before?"

"Oh yes. There are thousands of different species on the station from all over this part of the galaxy. You will find an accepting nature among almost all of the people on the station. You and your wife will not stand out in the least."

"Good. I'm not real experienced with meeting new peoples, and being seen as¦strange, or whatever."

Dederal chuckled, and smiled at Tamaric.

"You are far from strange my friend. Wait until you see some of the people on the station. They have all been vetted as safe, and friendly, but some are unusual looking, if our appearance is used for comparison."

Korica wiped her mouth, and nudged Tamaric gently.

"I told you that most upright walkers I've seen look similar to us, but not all. I figured it would be the same way here in the Milky Way."

"Yeah, I know love. I've been to enough alien worlds, and stations, with you to understand what you're talking about. I have your experiences in the back of my mind for reference, but it's different to experience it for yourself. We saw a few upright walkers that didn't look at all like us. Some of 'em were really mean too."

"I assure you that you will not meet any such hostile species in your time with us," Dederal said, "We gave your captain every assurance that we would make sure that does not happen. He reminded us that we were to consider you as our personal responsibility¦as if we were bringing our own children to the station."

Korica coughed on her bite of food, and she furrowed her brows as she chewed her bite, and then swallowed it, then wiped her mouth.

"We are not children!" Korica snapped.

"Your mother and father consider you their children, no matter your age, and that was the point captain Alexan was impressing upon us. He is very protective of you in particular ensign Prentor."

"Oh. I'm sorry for snapping at you. I know¦how much the captain cares about me personally, and you're right, in someone's eyes; we're always going to be seen as their children. I have this habit of getting offended when someone calls me a child. I inherited that from Laurel. It really bugs her."

"Be that as it may¦I meant no insult, and you need to control that temper over such a simple matter as misplaced, or misunderstood, words."

"Yes sir."

"I sensed true anger for just an instant. An individual with your¦gifts, needs to keep those kinds of emotions in check."

"Yes sir. I know how to separate my emotions from my abilities. It takes a learned discipline that I'm getting very good at."

"From what I was told, Tamaric does not posses such a level of control, and your emotions are shared, as well as your abilities?"

"Yes sir, I kind of forgot about that. I didn't realize you were told so much about us?"

"We have many of your assessment results, conclusions, and recommendations, as reported by the assessment teams. The information was critical for what we will be training you to do."

"I can understand that¦I guess."

"I was also warned about your¦willful nature. It is a characteristic captain Alexan is not particularly fond of, but he gives you a certain amount of latitude that is not afforded to other crewmembers."

"Yes sir, he's mentioned it to me before. I'm sorry. It's something I'm working on getting a handle on. I tend to speak my mind, and it's not always¦at the right time."

"He said as much. He feels your time at the academy will break that habit. Discipline will be engrained into you, by the time you graduate."

Korica nodded, and felt a bit embarrassed as she went back to eating her food. The conversation shifted to matters of the return to the Future planet amongst the group, as Korica ate, and sulked over how much the captain had divulged about her, and Tamaric. She understood the need for them to know exactly who her, and Tamaric were, and what they were capable of, but it still felt like a bit of an invasion of her privacy, even though she knew privacy of ones actions, or abilities, in the civilian corps wasn't an explicit right. She just wished she knew as much about their hosts, as they obviously knew about her. She wasn't even completely sure how the whole training program was going to work, or exactly what they were going to be trained to do, other than piloting a gigantic ship remotely from a tiny control pod, while opening a small singularity within the containment core of the Brindon, that then needed to be piloted down the throat of an artificial black hole, followed by some crazy escape maneuver, in order to escape before the Brindon's core detonates, either killing, or trapping, them with no hope of rescue if the maneuver isn't performed exactly as they were going to be trained to master.

Korica ate her food, and eventually pushed the thoughts aside, as she listened to the plans for the return trip to the Future planet, and subsequent personnel transport that would need to be coordinated. Rhe'tock even made mention of sending thousands of Sharhon to help with the construction efforts going on in Genesis.

Once Korica was done, and feeling full, she drank the rest of her water down, wiped her mouth, and leaned back while patting her stomach, and Tamaric smiled at her.

"Reach the full mark did ya'?" Tamaric thought.

"Yeah. I'm stuffed. The food up here is so good. I wish I could try more of it, but I think I would burst if I ate anything else," Korica thought in return.

"Good. I like feeling you full like this. It can be hard to get you to eat until you're full. You still think people are going to think you're being glutinous, and you're afraid you're going to get fat. With your metabolism, that just isn't possible love."

"I hope so. I eat like crazy, and I know you said you would love me no matter what, but I don't want you to lose interest in me cause I get chunky."

"That's crazy talk. I could never lose interest in you. I'm in love with you cause you're you, not cause of your body. Sides, certain aspects of your anatomy will never change, no matter how big you get, and those are some of the things I like most about you."

Korica smiled, and put her hand on Tamaric's, lying on his thigh.

"You're sweet. I can feel what you're thinking about," Korica thought.

The group sat talking for another half hour, then they started to excuse themselves to take care of important matters, and Korica and Tamaric said goodbye, thanked everyone for inviting them up to the executive dinning area, then Omat escorted them back to their room. He gave them a salute as they stood in their room, and then he bowed to them slightly.

"I will escort you back up to the executive dinning area for the morning meal, if you would like?"

"That would be nice Omat. Thank you," Korica replied.

"Uh¦Omat sir, Korica usually has a light meal in the middle of the night," Tamaric said, "Will there be a way to accommodate that?"

"Yes. I will be outside your room, just let me know, I will have something brought to you."

"That'll work. Thank you."

Omat nodded, stepped past them, and collected the empty plates from the table and he left the room. Korica and Tamaric unstrapped their weapons, set them on the table, then they made their way to the sleeping area. Korica took her overcoat off, laid it over the chair, and then they took their shoes off, and sat down on the bed.

"I can tell you like our hosts a little better now?" Tamaric said.

"Yeah. They were very nice to us. I still don't like how they see us exactly, but it is what it is."

"Well we are a couple of young kids love. We may have a certain level of maturity that surprises them, but I think they see us exactly the way we look."

"I'll try not to worry too much about it. I know I'm not an adult, and I have a lot of growing up to do until I'll be seen as one."

"Just cause we're doing adult stuff, doesn't mean we are adults."

"I know. Speaking of that¦I can tell what you're looking forward to doing."

"Is the soreness gone?"

"Yes."

"Awesome!"

Korica laughed, stood up, and began to get undressed, and Tamaric quickly shucked his uniform off while lying on the bed. Once Korica was completely undressed, she climbed on the bed, and sat on Tamaric's lap. She rubbed her hands around his chest for a few moments, then she laid forward on him, as she slid her hands behind his shoulders, and she engaged him in a passionate kiss that made his head spin, as he wrapped his arms around her silky smooth back.

Aboard the Future, Laurel and Jake headed to the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance, and they transported up to the command deck. They stepped down, and quickly made their way to the bridge. Laurel stopped, looked down at herself, and she smoothed her top down, then she lifted her skirt at her hips gently, and Jake put his hand on her back, making her look at him.

"Stop it Laurel, you look beautiful as always."

"Thanks. I was just¦"

"I know what you were doing. We're civilians. To heck with that stuffy old senior chief."

Laurel ginned and nodded, then had her palm scanned, the door slid open, and they stepped in. All of the stations were manned, and the view on the giant viewer at the front of the bridge confirmed what they thought, the ship was traveling at close to five hundred times the speed of light, and still accelerating slightly. The captain spun his chair around, looked at the two as they stepped up to him, and he grinned at them.

"What can I do for you two?"

"We detected a significant number of alien presences close by sir," Laurel said, "We're not alone."

"Yes, I know."

The captain spun around facing the viewer, he touched his right control panel, and the view changed on the giant viewer to looking to port. There was a large ship with a bluish beam of light reaching out to the hull of the Future, holding the ship in a stabile position just inside the Future's shield envelope.

"I give you the Sorgina¦and¦"

The captain touched his control panel again, and the view now switched to starboard. There was yet another ship of a different configuration, also being held in place by the same bluish beam of light, and it too was just inside the Future's shield envelope.

"The Drokmar. We've disclosed to our trusted allies the nature of the situation going on in the Ontari system. They insisted on a joint effort to rectify things before the situation gets out of hand."

"Do they understand the implications of the other Future's very existence in our universe?"

"Yes. They explained a few things to me, in fact, that enlightened me to the need to get that ship out of our universe as quickly as possible. I know you accessed the new data core for information on quantum entanglement, so you know what I'm talking about."

"Yes sir."

"That stuff about¦creating a rip in the subspace barriers separating multiple universes?" Jake commented.

"Yes. It's likely the rip has already been created, and needs to be sealed. Our friends out there are better versed in such matters than we are at the moment. They think they can help us to seal the rip using the negative matter core."

"You told them about the core sir?" Laurel asked in a surprised tone.

"Not in full detail, but we had to explain how the other Future got here in the first place. It required a certain level of disclosure that included the existence of the negative matter core, and what it can do. Our friends were still bewildered how such an immense power can be contained, and controlled, so I think the technical prowess to build such a device is still beyond even them. They do understand the affects the negative matter core can manifest, and that's what's important."

"I hope I'm not out of place to ask if they even care about those people on the other Future sir?

"They have compassion Laurel. They care, but if it comes down to them, or us¦they choose us to survive. I know it's a version of you over there, but it isn't you. It's just a possible version of you, given a different set of circumstances. The same goes for the rest of the people over there. What they did to get here was reckless, and could cost billions of lives¦hell trillions¦maybe more."

"I know sir. It's not just the other Laurel I'm thinking about. There are thousands of people on that ship, and some¦most, are completely innocent of any wrong doing."

The captain sighed, and turned his chair so he was facing Laurel, and he pushed his displays to the side. He put his hand out, Laurel stepped closer, and placed her hand in his, and he spoke softly.

"You have a huge heart Laurel. It's a great asset, and makes you very likable, but you have to understand our position. As callous as it may sound¦those people have to go, if it means they won't survive¦well then that's just the way it has to be. I promise to try everything in my power to get them back to their own universe in one piece, but if time runs out, we just have to send them back however we can."

Laurel looked down with a sad expression, then she put herself in the captain's shoes for just a moment, and she knew he was right. She also knew he meant what he was said; he was determined to find a way to get them home without destroying the other Future in the process. Laurel looked up, and gripped the captain's hand firmly.

"I understand sir. Thank you for at least considering helping them to get home in a way that doesn't involve forcing them back without at least getting their shield working."

"You're welcome. I'm not completely without heart you know?" The captain said with a grin, as he let go of her hand.

"I know you have a big heart sir," Laurel said softly, then she grinned, "I promise not to let the secret out."

"I appreciate your discretion." The captain said, with a soft grin.

"Sir?" Jake stepped closer, and asked, "That¦beam of light? Is that a tractor beam?"

The captain glanced at the viewer, then looked at Jake.

"I guess you could call it that, but our friends out there call it a positive stabilization beam. We happen to be sending energy along that beam too."

"Energy? From the core?"

"Yes."

"For what¦if I'm allowed to ask?"

"You're allowed. Those beams are holding the ships at the inner edge of our shield envelope, but their shields don't work like ours, they can't match the density, and frequency harmonics, of our shield, so we would tear them apart with how fast we're traveling, and as you know, our shield is produced by successive extremely high frequency impulse waves of energy. From within the Future, you don't feel the affect, because the energy is funneled down the wave-guide conduits to the outside of the ship, but sitting next to the Future, you would be bombarded with gravimetric, and quantum level trialic waves that would be lethal, and destructive, to a vessel if your shields weren't strong enough to withstand that kind of energy. We're supplementing the energy they need in order to bolster their shields to a level that can withstand the pounding. Their engines are also nowhere near powerful enough to propel them at our current speed. To reduce the dynamic stresses on their hulls as the beam holds them stationary, we're augmenting their engine power to two hundred times normal max output."

"Uh¦is their output thrust being attenuated to match our shield frequency?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. The AI is controlling that aspect for them, since they don't have a sophisticated enough power transfer system. Their engines were never designed to operate the way our shield requires in order for the thrust to exit the shield properly."

"I know this is probably none of my business but, isn't that compromising our shield dynamics? They're going to know exactly what frequency, and density, our shield operates at."

"No¦their thrust vector is being directed at a different position within the aft shield envelope, that portion of the shield is being attenuated differently than it is aft of our main engines. As you well know, our shield operates on a rotating shield modulation, so there's still no way to predict the exact frequency, or modulation, from one second to the next. That complex attenuation isn't possible for their ships, so their modulation, and frequency, is a fixed setting, relatively speaking. It gives them a rough idea how our shield works, but they don't have the capability of matching our shield matrix. Heck¦they can't even scan the shield in the proper range to extract all of the dynamics at work within our shield matrix, let alone locking onto its specific frequency, and rotational pattern. For the moment¦our shield is way over their heads¦excuse the pun."

"I guess that's reassuring."

"That means they're vulnerable to attack from astern," Jake commented.

The captain chuckled, and leaned back in his seat.

"If another ship can catch up to us, we're all in serious trouble."

"Right. Sorry, that was kind of silly to even think that."

"No, it's a valid point, but don't forget that we're moving at fifty-two point two five times the speed of light, and space is moving past us at four hundred ninety-nine point seven five times the speed of light, giving us a total velocity of five hundred fifty-two times the speed of light. We're flat out haulin ass; no one is going to be able to catch up to us. There's that, and the fact that we're slightly outside normal space-time. We can't even be tracked from normal space. Listen to me explaining to you how we travel through subspace."

"I didn't say a word sir."

"Of course not, you're far to respectful to say I know how all that works."

"I would never pop off to you like that sir."

"That's my point. Anyway, our friends are perfectly safe while we're towing them like this. When we arrive, the power transfer will be reduced at the same instant we drop into normal space. The engines on the Sorgina, and Drokmar, will be shut down at the same instant, and we'll tow them gently as a low level power transfer is established to maintain their shields at a level that will continue to protect them from our shield energy propagation."

"We don't mean to ask things that are no longer our concern sir," Laurel said.

"You have a hardwired curiosity Laurel. It's kind of hard to be trained to sit in this chair, and then just turn it off. You continue to inform me anytime you sense something you think I need to know. If we have uninvited guests, I need to know about it."

"Yes sir. I guess I should've known that no one can trail us with how we travel through space."

"You have some experience with uninvited guests Laurel. You keep on your toes, and it'll help me keep on mine."

"Yeah¦I try not to think about that stuff. We had some really unpleasant experiences."

"I know. I'm really sorry about that."

"It wasn't your fault sir."

"You two are welcome to stay on the bridge if you would like. We should be arriving shortly."

Laurel glanced over at the left control display, and she could see the time estimate, then she looked around the bridge briefly, and she leaned a little closer to the captain.

"What about senior chief Matson sir? He doesn't particularly like us."

"This is my bridge, not the senior chief's. You are always welcomed on my bridge."

"Yes sir, thank you."

"Besides¦Chuck doesn't particularly dislike you two," The captain said, as he leaned real close to Laurel. "I think he's intimidated by you. He knows you're twice as smart as he is, and you've commanded this ship with distinction. Something he aspires to achieve before he retires."

Laurel smiled, and nodded. The captain winked at her, and then pulled his displays back up into position, as Laurel and Jake stepped back against the bulkhead next to the main entrance. The captain then touched a few icons on his lower right display, and the viewer switched back to the view ahead, after cycling through all the views available, as he checked the shield envelope in every direction. He then touched a few more icons, and he grinned. Laurel sensed a feeling of accomplishment in him, and she wasn't sure what it was regarding until the door slid open, and two servo drones floated in holding pillowy, round, cushions in their claws. The drones floated up to Laurel and Jake, extended their manipulator claws. Laurel looked at Jake, then back at the servo drones, and she didn't get it at first. The captain spun around, looked at them, and grinned.

"Have a seat you two. You don't need to stand at attention while you're here."

Laurel looked down at her skirt, and she thought about how she was going to sit on the deck without showing everyone the goods. She then looked at the captain, and furrowed her brow.

"I uh¦I can't¦"

"Not on the floor¦" The captain waved his finger, pointing between the two of them.

Laurel lifted her chin, stepped to the right, and Jake stepped to the left. The servo drones floated against the bulkhead, and then settled to the deck next to one another with a slight clack as they touched down with the cushions still held out in their manipulator claws. Laurel and Jake took the cushions, and then looked at the servo drones.

"Use the servo drones as seats," The captain said. "They can keep themselves stationary should the ship lurch."

Laurel and Jake looked at him, nodded, then set the cushions on top of the servo drones, and then sat down on the cushions, Laurel being careful to cross her legs as she sat down, and she wished she had put some bikini shorts on, as she used to always do when she wore a short skirt. In the end, the servo drones turned out to be just the right height to keep her knees lower than her hips, making it easy to remain properly concealed as she sat, long as she kept her knees together, or her legs crossed.

The captain grinned, and leaned back in his chair.

"I'm sorry I didn't mention it until now, but you look very nice Laurel. I'm glad to see you dressing more¦fitting someone your age. That's a fun look, and it does my heart good to see you settling into civilian life a little."

"Thank you sir. This feels really comfortable¦more like me, if you know what I mean?"

"I do indeed." The captain said with a smile.

The captain then turned his attention to his displays, as he revolved his chair around so he was once again facing forward.

Aboard the Mecure, Korica and Tamaric made love, and then took a long bath together. This time Tamaric sat in front of Korica, as they enjoyed a hot soak until the water became temped, then they got out, dried off, then made their way to the sleeping area. They got dressed for bed, and then Tamaric laid on his back, filling out his mission report for the day, then he turned the data pad off, and stared out the window as Korica filled out her report, then studied up on their hosts some more. Tamaric found that if he relaxed, and cleared his mind, everything she read simply dissolved into his mind at the same time. It was a fascinating sensation, that left him feeling very close to Korica whilst gaining a great deal of understanding about many things, as Korica's mind was stimulated into a higher learning potential, while awakening her imagination, and memory, in a way that imparted much of her knowledge directly into his mind. He hoped the incredible level of information, and knowledge, would stick with him after Korica disengaged her mind from absorbing as much of the information she was reading as possible.

Korica read for close to three hours before she began to feel drowsy, at which time, she turned the data pad off, set it on the shelf above her head, and then she snuggled up to Tamaric and continued to ponder what she had read for a while, then she kissed the back of his head, and he rolled onto his back, and looked into her eyes.

"I was¦reading with you. I remember, and understand, everything you read."

"I know. I can sense your understanding of our hosts, and I felt you¦swimming around in my head while I was reading. It was kind of a neat sensation."

"I didn't bother you, did I?"

"No. It took a few minutes to get used to, but I was able to concentrate on what I was reading, and let you just do what you wanted. It was like hearing background noise that doesn't particularly bother you while your reading, you know it's there, but you just kind of tune it out because you like having it there."

"You're amazing Korica. You're so dang smart. I could never come close to knowing all the stuff I sensed floating around in the back of your mind. I barely scratched the surface of what you know."

"Did you retain what you experienced?"

"Yeah, so far¦but some of what I¦experienced was really confusing. You have an advanced understanding of a lot of things that don't exactly make sense to me. It's in my head now, but I don't know what it means. You tend to think in Hiram most of the time too, which is a little difficult to interpret at times."

"But I know Hiram, so you should too."

"The more complex terms are a little confusing is all. Hiram has a lot of words that sound the same, but can mean different things, depending on context. You know you think in Hiram, even though you're reading English text, right?"

"I wasn't really aware I did that."

"I imagine it's just natural for you, so you don't even think about it."

"Do I¦think in Hiram other times?"

"Sometimes¦but not usually. From what I can tell, when you're pondering things, it's in Hiram, but most of the time you think, and talk, to yourself in English¦except when you get upset. You called Dederal a pretty demeaning name when he insulted you about being a child. I had to search your mind to find out what the word even meant."

"So that's what you were doing? I wasn't sure what you were looking for¦again I just let you do what you wanted while I continued with what I was doing. You tend to mess around in my head a lot anymore."

"That's ok, right?"

"Yeah. I got nothing to hide from you anymore. I know you like stimulating my memory, and knowledge, centers from time to time. I do the same thing to you sometimes, it's only fair to let you do as you like in my head."

"It's that open trust thing, hunh?"

"Yes. I trust you completely, and I sense that you trust me completely. It goes to the heart of our stabile pairing. You can't have one, without the other."

"I get that now. You're tired love, let's get some sleep."

"Ok."

Korica kissed his cheek, then got out of bed, and walked over to the door, and she ran her finger over the small control panel, as she tried to figure out which symbol would turn the lights off. Her attention was finally drawn to a symbol that looked like a circle with a dot at the exact center of it with radiating lines coming from it, and when she touched it, the lights blinked out. She then headed out into the other room, and she walked to the panel by the front door, she touched the same symbol, and the lights blinked out, and a micro second later, a dim glow flooded the room from somewhere in the overhead. The light source was unseen, but created a subtle dim, green, glow that was just bright enough, once her eyes adjusted, so that she could see enough to move about without walking into anything.

Korica walked back into the bedroom, and she climbed up on the bed, and turned on her side, and wrapped herself around Tamaric. Tamaric moved back against her, and then turned his head, and Korica gave him a long kiss. They then laid their heads down, and Tamaric heard Korica's voice resound in his mind.

"I love you so much Tamaric."

"I know. I love you too darlin."

Korica smiled, and looked out the window over Tamaric, as the lights danced and streamed by in glowing streamers of brilliant color. She stared at the light show that was lighting the room slightly in pulses and shadows of light, until her eyes felt heavy, and her eyes slipped closed.

Korica woke a full five hours later, as hunger took hold of her. She gently pulled her arm out from under Tamaric, and he stirred slightly, but went right back to sleep. Korica gently stroked the back of his head a few times, then leaned forward, and kissed the back of his head, then she rolled over, and plopped her feet on the floor. She rubbed her eyes, then stood up, and stretched hard. She then headed into the other room, and walked straight to the front door, and touched the command to open the door before she even thought about the fact that she was in her nightshirt. Omat took a small step forward, turned, and faced Korica. He looked her up and down, and almost grinned, as he looked at her bare feet. Korica looked down at herself, and a wave of embarrassment washed over her in a hot wave. She was glad the deep tan covered any blushing that she sensed setting in.

"I'm hungry Omat¦sir. Can you have something brought to my room?"

"Yes. Are you in the mood for a full meal, or something light?"

"Uh¦I'm pretty hungry. A full meal please¦but nothing really spicy if you will, it keeps me up as my stomach tries to digests it?"

"As you wish. I will signal you when it is delivered."

"You've stayed at our door the whole time we've been here. Don't you get hungry?"

Omat reached into a small pouch on his belt, pulled out a small canister, he flipped it open, and poured several small oblong tablets into his hand.

"These are full essential nutrient supplements that fulfill all my nutritional needs. Taken four times a day, I will receive everything my mind, and body, need to feel strong, and sharp."

"You get all that from a little pill?"

"Yes. All soldiers are supplied with these, just incase they find themselves in a situation where food is scarce, or non-existent."

"I can appreciate that you've been ordered to keep an eye on us¦" Korica straightened her back, and faced straight at Omat, "Will you order something and have a meal with me? I don't like eating alone, and I feel bad that our presence has put you in a situation where you need to rely on pills. Please?"

"I¦very well ensign Prentor. You ask with conviction and¦consideration not often shown for someone in my position. I would ask you to put your uniform on though. If we were seen dinning with you dressed like you are, it might be seen as improper."

Korica grinned, and bowed slightly.

"Deal. I'll get dressed, and you get us something to eat."

Korica turned, stepped back through the door, and then Omat called out to her.

"Ensign¦" Korica stopped, peeked her head back out, and looked at him. "Thanks."

Korica gave him a pretty smile.

"You're welcome Omat."

Korica then stepped into the room, and the door slid shut. She then made her way to the sleeping area, and she quietly got dressed in her uniform, minus her overcoat and shoes. She then stepped into the other room, closed the door behind her, and then she turned the lights on in the main living area, and she made her way into the bathroom, where she relieved herself, then washed her hands, and finally brushed her hair. She then stepped out into the main living area, and she sat down at the table and she waited.

It was only seven minutes later that a buzz was heard at the door. Korica got up, opened the door, and Omat was standing holding a tray with two plates of food, and two glasses sitting upside down, along with a clear container full of a dark purple fluid. Korica smiled, and stepped back, and gestured into the room, and Omat bowed his head slightly, and then stepped in. The door slid shut, and Korica inhaled the wonderful aroma coming from the food, and she grinned. The food smelled wonderful. Omat walked over to the table, and set the tray down, and then he pulled his sidearm, and he set it on the far end of the table, then he faced Korica, and he looked her over briefly.

"You look much better. You should understand that a young woman dressed the way you were, having a meal with a soldier, suggests recreation of an intimate nature is occurring. I did not want that message conveyed to my commander. While there is nothing wrong with such a thing happening, you are quite beautiful, and desirable, but you have a certain status as an ambassador that would make such an engagement inappropriate¦for me that is. You would have been well within your right to exercise such indulgences, but I am not permitted to engage in intimacy with an ambassador that holds a military rank, and is as young as you are compared to me, while I am on duty as your escort."

"I get it Omat. You don't need to explain yourself. I've read up on your people, and know how we're expected to behave around one another. This is just two friends having a meal together, and nothing more."

"Thank you for understanding."

"Come on, let's eat," Korica said with smile.

Omat nodded, and he stepped back to the table, and he let Korica sit down, then he pushed her chair closer, then he sat down on the bench seat across from her that ran along the bulkhead. Omat then turned the glasses over, and he poured some of the purple liquid, and he placed a glass in front of Korica, then he lifted his. Korica lifted hers, and Omat tapped the rim of his glass to hers.

"To friends. May you make many on your mission."

Korica nodded, and then took a sip of the liquid. It was tart at first, then burned a little, and a second later a whole bouquet of flavors exploded in her mouth.

"Mmm¦that's really good. What is it?"

"Todge cathrone. It comes from a fruit that only ripens once every ten lunar cycles on Cylesta. Cylesta is a remote outer rim planet."

"This doesn't¦cloud the mind or anything does it?"

"No. Not in this form. This is straight from the fruit, but it can be fermented so that it does create a euphoric feeling when consumed. I know enough about the people you live among to understand that a girl your age does not consume mind-altering substances, unless they are being rebellious, or taken advantage of, and neither circumstance exists here."

"No, I don't have time to be a rebellious teenager, and I don't sense any less than honorable intentions from you."

Omat lifted his glass again in salute, and he let a genuine grin escape his polished demeanor, then he took a big sip, then set his glass down. He lifted one of the plates of food, he set it in front of Korica, and then he set the other in front of himself.

"You will find the todge cathrone compliments this food nicely. It is not spicy, as you requested, but the flavors can be¦very potent to an unfamiliar pallet. The todge cathroen will balance the sensation."

"I see you appreciate great food?"

"Yes I do. There was a time when I considered going into culinary pursuits."

"What happened?" Korica asked, then she began to eat.

"The war. We didn't start it, but¦" Omat sighed, and then shifted in his seat, "Every available man of the proper age was required to sign up to fight in the war. My destiny was set after that. I just did not have the proper temperament after the war was won. Peaceful pursuits were¦indoctrinated out of me. I will serve for the rest of my life. I have no say in the matter."

"Someone in your family acquired a debt that can't be settled?"

"Yes. Times got very tough for my family once I left to serve in the military. They took on a substantial debt in order to get by, and when the war was over, I agreed to a lifetime enlistment if the debt would be exonerated, and my families needs seen to. They live quite comfortably now, but I do not get to see them very often. Serving on the Mecure means visiting my home world very seldom."

"I'm sorry to hear that. Family is important."

"Do not feel sorry for me ensign Prentor. I am proud to serve in the Colista of Primran. This is the life I was trained to live from the time I was a very young man. I am very good at what I do, and I have earned many commendations for valorous service. I have no regrets about what life has given me, aside from not seeing my family very often. I have secured their futures handsomely, and my children are growing up strong, and free. I cannot ask for much more than that."

"You know¦I understand that we're both in uniform here, but¦you can call me Korica. They can't hear what we're saying in here, right?"

"No."

"Friends don't use proper titles."

"Alright Korica. So what about you? What led you to be in the civilian corps at such a young age?"

"I actually joined when I was eleven. I'm the youngest person to ever make officer status. That would be six to your people."

"So you did join at an earlier age than I did. That is very impressive."

Korica took a bite of her food, and then leaned back as she wiped her mouth, then she took a drink of the todge cathrone, and she found that the flavors did blend on the pallet wonderfully. She then continued with her story as Omat ate.

"Anyway¦I grew up on a cargo freighter. My parents, and their crew, delivered cargo, and passengers, all over the spiral arm of my home galaxy that my home world is located in. We were attacked by a hostile race called the Hodong. They went on campaigns in which they devastated worlds, and space stations, stealing technology, food, and¦young girls for¦the worst kind of slavery you can imagine. They liked young, and pretty girls, primarily because they had sick clients that created a market for them. I was recognized as being from Draxima, and I was pretty. The females of my species have certain¦attributes that makes us desirable to men."

"I'm guessing it goes beyond the way you look?"

"Yes. It's more than superficial characteristics that makes us unique, and desirable. I don't care to go into detail about it though."

"I would not ask you to."

"Good, thank you."

"So go on, what happened?"

"Well we visited a space station, I was recognized as being from Draxima, and I was exactly what they were looking for. They followed us into deep space, then attacked without warning. Everyone on the ship was murdered, my mother and father right before my eyes, as I hid in a cargo container. I was discovered, and taken to their space station, where I was¦well, not treated very well. There were over a hundred girls there with me, from all over the galaxy. The Future came along at just the right time. My mom captained her, and my dad was her second in command. They were even younger than I am right now, but their situation led them to be in my galaxy at just the right moment to rescue me, with lieutenant Mark Tillman leading the charge. They knocked the station out, and rescued us all, then led the authorities to the responsible party, so they could be stopped form preying on anyone else like they did me, and my family."

"Authorities?"

"Yes. There is an ancient, and powerful, race called the elder race that maintains peace in my galaxy, kind of like the enlighteners I guess, but they're even more ancient, and sophisticated. Anyway, the elder race returned as many of the girls to their families as they could, and they took those with no families left in, to be raised among them. I had no family left, so my mom and dad were granted an official adoption of me. They took me in, and cared for me. They showed me what a wonderful people the Human race are. Mark, and my new mom, and dad, showed me love, and encouraged me to join the civilian corps when they saw how smart I am. My aptitude, and intelligence, assessments were some of the highest ever seen, so I was granted the honor of taking the officers exam, despite my age, and I passed with a perfect score. An exception was granted for my age, and I was awarded the rank of third class ensign. I've been with them ever since, studying hard to advance in rank, once I've served my time in rank."

"Some of this I was aware of¦but not in such detail. When did you meet your husband during all of this?"

"Before I actually joined the civilian corps, I had dreams in which I saw his face. I¦knew I was going to meet him, and that he was going to be important to me. There was an accident in the stasis ring, and he was almost killed while he was in stasis. My mom used her ability to move things with her mind to remove his stasis chamber from its mounting before he was cooked alive in a plasma fire. We then pulled him from his chamber, and managed to save his life, with the help of some lent old technology that belonged to the elder race. They tinkered with stasis technology a very long time ago, and abandoned it, but kept the technology around thankfully. We used that technology to save Tamaric's life, and when I first saw his eyes open, I just¦I was lost in him. I knew he was the one I was born to be with for the rest of my life. We fell for each other immediately, and we've been together ever since."

"That is an incredible tale. Please, eat before your food cools, but I would like to hear more when we are finished."

"Ok. I'm enjoying our time together Omat. I sense a relaxed posture in you, one that I haven't felt before."

"I know I am not being scrutinized in here. I can relax a little, and enjoy a good meal with good company."

"Awe, thank you Omat."

Korica leaned forward, and went back eating. They ate the rest of their meal in quiet, looking at each other form time to time, with a smile, or a salute of a glass. Once the last of the todge cathrone was consumed, they sat back for a few moments, and then Omat stacked everything back on the tray.

"Omat, can I ask you something?"

"Yes?"

"You don't really like being assigned to escort duty for a couple of kids, do you?"

Omat set the last glass down on the tray, leaned back, and looked right at Korica.

"The truth of the matter is, I would rather be attending to my regular duties. I had¦a preconceived notion about the two of you, and that was not fair to you. For that I apologize. I had to get to know you better to realize how far off the mark I was about you two. By spending this time close to you, I have gained an insight into the true nature of both of you. You are warm, and genuine, and incredibly intelligent, rare qualities from someone so young. Your husband has strength of character that endows you with a great presence. He is a remarkable young man, and together you exude a¦palpable energy, and combined presence that is both singular, and yet has a duality to it that makes you very intriguing, and powerful. I find myself drawn to you in a pleasant way. I could not have been more wrong about you two. Despite what I see before me, there is so much more to you, and I find myself wanting to remain in your presence, so as to get to know you better."

"Wow! Thank you Omat. I didn't know you were empathic like that."

"It is a taught skill, sense what lies beneath, in order to truly know those in our presence."

"Are you feeling a little better about your assignment then?"

"Yes. You are wonderful company, and¦I was really quite hungry. The nutrient tabs keep you alive, but they do not satisfy like sitting down to a good meal."

"I guess it was an instinctive thing, when I invited you to eat with me. I must've sensed that you were hungry."

"I appreciate your instincts."

"Thanks. Do you have to get back to your post outside the door?"

"Not particularly. Technically, I am still at my post. I just happen to be in your room, but I can still see to your needs, and insure your safety."

"Good. I won't feel tired for a little while, I would like to spend some more time with you."

Korica looked at Omat's weapon sitting on the table, and her curiosity got the better of her. She motioned at his weapon, and looked at him.

"May I?"

"If you will indulge my curiosity about your weapon too."

Korica nodded, pulled her weapon closer, and removed it from the holster. She then pulled the energy pack out of the bottom of the handle, then she handed it to Omat, and he grinned, and then he slid his weapon toward Korica. She picked it up, laid it across her hand, and looked it over.

"You do not trust me with your weapon armed?" Omat asked.

"Oh no Omat, it's not that. My PP twenty is biometrically coded to my DNA. If you touched the trigger with even the slightest pressure, the weapon would electrocute you. I just didn't want to see you get hurt."

"You are the only one that can fire your weapon?"

"Yes. If an adversary managed to disarm me, he or she can't pick my weapon up and use it against me. They would get a real nasty shock if they tried."

"That is brilliant! Our weapons do not posses such a safeguard."

"Is it armed?"

"Yes. It is not activate, but it is fully charged."

"So it's an energy discharge weapon, like mine?"

"Yes. That is the Weldon VR nine oh nine. It is a variable resistance, dual pole, electromagnetic, cumulative pulse discharge pistol, in the nine hundred nine milligause discharge range."

"I¦don't know what a milligause is, but it sounds like a powerful weapon."

"On its highest setting, it will burn a hole right through the thickest armor, and keep right on going, if you know what I mean?"

"I get it. You're holding a pulsed plasma pistol, in the twenty-megawatt discharge range¦thus the designation of a PP twenty. It uses a pulsed plasma particle, and resultant gravimetric discharge, via a non-linear accumulator, and vortex accelerator coil. On its highest setting, it too, will leave a very nasty hole in almost any armor, and keep right on going. We usually leave it set on setting number one though, which will render most species unconscious, and knock them off their feet. It's both non lethal, and lethal, if the need should arise."

"Very ingenious, and impressive. It is so light. It must be easy to wield?"

"It gets heavier when you put the energy pack in the handle, but it still only weighs one point two five pounds. It's very easy to wield, and has very little recoil on the lower settings."

"I do not know your form of weight measurement. A pound must be a small measure of weight?"

Korica picked up the energy pack, and handed it to Omat.

"That is point seven five pounds¦three quarters of a pound."

Omat lifted and lowered his hand with the energy pack in it, then he looked at his other hand holding the PP-20, and he furrowed his brow.

"Such wondrous materials¦the weapon weighs less than the primary energy pack."

"The PP twenty itself weighs a little over half a pound. Even armed, you forget you're wearing the PP twenty most of the time. Your VR nine oh nine is substantially heavier. Is most of the weight contained in the energy pack, like mine?"

"No. Most of the weight is in the VR nine oh nine itself. It has to be made from a very dense alloy, in order to handle the heat byproduct from the energy discharge when it is fired."

"Well there's the difference. The PP twenty is made almost entirely from polycarbonate crystalline composites. There's more metal alloy in the energy pack then there is in the weapon itself."

"Oh you must share this technology with our leadership. We could build fantastic weapons with this technology."

"I know you're a military minded man, but¦I hope you want more from us than weapons technology."

Korica set Omat's VR-909 on the table gently, and she reached out and took her PP-20 from his hand, and he handed the power pack to her, and she snapped it into the handle, and gave it a solid smack with the palm of her hand, locking it in place, and then she slid her weapon into its holster, and she shoved it aside, and looked at Omat.

"I am sorry Korica. You have a gentle nature, and I can tell you abhor violence. There are a great many things we could teach each other, weapons being the least important. Forgive my excitement over the technology behind your weapon."

"It's alright Omat. I know you've been indoctrinated to think the way you do. The things that excite me aren't going to be the same as the things that excite you. I'm an explorer, and engineer, you're a soldier, and strategist. We think differently."

"Yes, do not forget that you are a woman, and I am a man. That makes us from different worlds entirely."

"Now that's funny," Korica giggled, and smiled brightly.

"You have a pretty smile Korica, you should wear it more often."

"Thank you Omat."

Korica yawned big, and stretched her arms toward the ceiling, then she craned her neck, resulting in a resounding triple pop, and Omat stood up and collected his weapon, stuffing it back in his thigh holster.

"You are getting tired. Thank you for the meal¦and wonderful company. You should join your husband, and get some sleep. I will signal you when the morning meal is ready."

"Will you join us? I mean, will you eat with us?"

"Not on the executive level. I eat in the military dinning area, nowhere else."

"What if we decided to have our morning meal here? Would you join Tamaric and I then?"

"Confer with cadet Prentor. If he feels the same way, then I will consider it."

"You're right¦I should talk to Tamaric before I make plans for our morning like that. He isn't exactly a morning person anyway. It takes him a while to wake fully."

"I know the feeling."

"Noo, you? You're not a morning person, being in the military?"

"Yes. I adapt, and do what is necessary to uphold my duty¦but I do not like mornings, and I am tired for some time after waking. I drink Frento, and it makes me feel alert. Until my first cup is consumed, I feel like a Solundear."

"I¦don't know what a Solundear is?"

"It is an animal that lives in the trees on my home world, and only moves around to forage, then sleeps for the rest of the day."

"I've seen similar animals on several different worlds. I get the analogy."

Omat picked up the tray, and walked to the front door, and Korica opened the door for him, and stepped out into the corridor as Omat set the tray on the floor. He then faced Korica, and saluted her, and she gave a return salute, then she smiled at him.

"Thank you for dinning with me Omat. It's been nice getting¦"

Omat held his hand up, and then gestured to the panel next to them on the bulkhead.

"It was an honor to be in your company while you ate ensign Prentor. If you should again feel the need to have an adult present while your husband is asleep, please do not hesitate to ask. It is my duty to offer any assistance necessary to make you feel comfortable while you are aboard the Mecure."

Korica grinned, and nodded. She understood the message he was conveying to his commander, now that they could hear everything being said, and presumably see their interactions.

"Thank you Omat. I am young, and being away from my parents can be stressful when Tamaric isn't around to make me feel completely safe."

"I understand. Have a good sleep ensign Prentor."

"I will, thank you."

Korica then turned, stepped back into her quarters, and the door slid shut. She then breathed in deeply, and let it out as a long sigh. She was tired, but she felt a sense of accomplishment. She was now convinced that Laurel was right, given enough time, she could win just about anyone over, even a stanch military man. Korica made her way to the door to the sleeping area, she opened it, looked at Tamaric sleeping, then walked back to the front door and shut the lights off, then madder her way back to the sleeping area. She took her uniform off, and put her nightshirt back on, then climbed in bed with Tamaric. He barely stirred as she curled up to his side, and closed her eyes. Tamaric slipped his arm around Korica, and pulled her close to him, then went still, making Korica smile. Even in his sleep, she could feel how much he liked her very warm body against his. It was comforting, and familiar, and Korica suspected he wouldn't sleep very well if he didn't have the sensation.

The pair slept for close to three hours, when Korica woke first. She batted her eyes, and looked out the window at the now familiar sight of the streaming smears of light, as they rocketed through subspace at a little over ten times the speed of light. Once her mind was clear, and her senses became sharp, she sat up, stretched, then swung her feet out in the floor. She took a deep breath, got up, and made her way to the bathroom, and relieved herself, then she washed her hands and face, and she brushed her teeth and hair, then she casually made her way back to the sleeping area, where she found Tamaric lying on his back looking out the window. He rolled his head on the pillow, and smiled big when he caught sight of Korica.

"Hi love. How long you think we have till we get to the Reuopon station?"

Korica walked over to the bed, sat down, and gave Tamaric a long kiss, and then she placed her hands on his chest, and set her chin on her hands.

"Morning handsome. We have about four hours till we'll get there."

"How the heck do you do that? You can track the passage of time so accurately."

"I don't know. It's just an instinct I have."

"I can feel it now too. I love having your abilities as mine. It makes me feel like a lot more than I am."

"That doesn't exactly make sense¦but I think I get what you're saying. Hey¦" Korica sat up, and looked into Tamaric's eyes, "I had a late meal with Omat last night, and I kind of invited him to have breakfast with us here in our quarters. Are you ok with that?"

"Yeah, I guess so, but I thought he didn't really like us."

"I spent enough time with him to dispel his misplaced notions. He thinks we're both wonderful people¦he's really a nice guy too Tamaric. You should get to know him in the limited time we have left."

Tamaric grinned, and reached out and tickled Korica, making her squirm and giggle.

"You hooked him didn't you? He fell in love with you, like everyone does once they get to know you."

Korica laid next to Tamaric on her stomach, and recovered her composure.

"I don't know if I would say he fell in love with me, but he definitely likes us now. He feels drawn to us because of the aura we emit."

"So he sensed me through you?"

"Yeah. You can't sense one of us, without sensing the other cause of our pairing."

"Well go ahead and tell him I'm ok with the idea. I sense that he made you ask me before he would agree to eat with us."

"He was right to insist that I ask you first. We're a couple, and we should talk about everything before committing to anything like inviting someone into our quarters for breakfast. I'll get dressed, and then go ask him properly. He doesn't like seeing me in my nightshirt. He thinks it conveys the wrong message when a girl my age talks to him, or asks him to come into my room, while dressed like I am."

"Well you aren't a little girl anymore Korica. Your assets are very¦obvious."

Korica leaned up, and looked down her shirt, and she looked back at Tamaric with a surprised look.

"You don't think my¦no wonder I made him so uncomfortable."

"You're a woman, and you have really perky breasts love. They kind of stick out¦but in a really nice way."

"Not in a way I want other men seeing. I'm such a dope."

"Don't be so hard on yourself, you just gotta remember how mature your body is."

"I was just trying to be friendly¦oh my gosh¦this is exactly what mom was trying to warn me about. I'm pretty, and friendly, and guys will take advantage of that if they aren't real men."

"Did you sense anything inappropriate from him?"

"No."

"Then he's a real man. Just remember it, and move on."

Korica leaned over, kissed Tamaric, then climbed off the bed, and pulled her nightshirt off, and Tamaric smiled big as he stared at her afore mentioned assets. Korica faced him, and grabbed her uniform top.

"Thanks Tamaric. That's the kind of reaction I want from you, and you alone."

Tamaric smiled, and watched her get dressed, and then he climbed off the bed, and made his way to the bathroom to relieve himself, and get prepared for the day. He then returned to the sleeping area, got dressed, then he and Korica walked out into the living area. Korica looked at their weapons, and she frowned for a moment, then she walked to the door with Tamaric, and she touched the command to open the door.

When the door slid open, Omat took a step forward, and looked at Korica and Tamaric, as they stepped out into the corridor.

"Omat sir¦" Korica said as she saluted him and he returned the salute, "We would like to invite you to join us for morning meal in our quarters?"

"Please join us Omat?" Tamaric said, "It would mean a lot to ensign Prentor and I if you would agree to join us."

"Very well. I will order enough for three, and I will join you."

"Thank you Omat," Korica said with a big smile.

"If it brings about that pretty smile, I am honored to accept your invitation ensign Prentor."

"She does have a real pretty smile, hunh?" Tamaric said.

"She certainly does. I will contact you when the food arrives."

"Ok, thank you Omat," Tamaric said.

Korica and Tamaric then both saluted him, and he returned their salute, then they returned to their room. As soon as the door slid shut, Tamaric nudged Korica, and smiled.

"You got him! He likes you Korica."

Korica smiled, and pushed Tamaric back lightly.

"I know. That's what I was hoping would happen. I don't like knowing that someone doesn't like me, just cause they don't know me."

"I don't know what this power is that you have over people, but it's useful."

Tamaric then went into the bathroom to brush his teeth, and comb his hair, and when he came out, it wasn't but a few seconds, and there was a buzz at the door. Tamaric walked over to the door, touched the command to open the door, and he and Korica were a bit surprised when Omat nodded, and pushed a cart in and over next to the table. He then looked at Korica and Tamaric, and he gestured to the bench seat by the wall. They smiled, walked around the cart, and sat down next to one another, and then Omat pulled the cover off the cart. There were five domed white covers over serving trays, and a stack of three plates, and three bowls, along with a container of pink liquid that looked thick and creamy. Omat began setting the table, with his place setting across from Korica and Tamaric. He then lifted the serving tray covers, and a wonderful aroma filled the room. Omat then pointed at each tray.

"Simca, roden, chilesa, kroma, and churned shrike eggs in folina sauce, with ripe, cubed, elmet, for a little snap of spice."

"Wow, that smells wonderful Omat," Korica said, as her mouth watered.

"The shrike eggs look like their drenched in a creamy cheese sauce, with tomatoes" Tamaric said, "My mom used to make scrambled eggs, with tomatoes, and cheese sauce like that on Sundays."

"Oh wait until you try it. I guarantee you have never tasted anything like this."

"Is this the kind of thing you're used to eating in the military mess hall?" Korica asked.

"Oh no. I had to pull the ingredients together from the executive level cookery. I used your status to insist that you wanted something special. They were only too happy to put this together for you two."

"That was really nice of you Omat. I take it you're a fan of all of these dishes?"

"Yes. These are some of my favorites. I thought you would enjoy them as your last meal aboard the Mecure. What would you like to try?"

"All of it," Korica said with a smile, "If you would, please give me some of each dish?"

Omat let a big grin wash over him, and he nodded, and lifted Korica's plate, and he filled it with a helping from each serving tray, then he set it in front of Korica, then he lifted Tamaric's plate, and he looked at Tamaric.

"I'm pretty hungry, go ahead and give me a little of everything too, thank you."

Omat nodded, and dished a serving of each dish, then he set the plate in front of Tamaric, and then Omat served himself some of each dish, and he set his plate down, then he turned the three glasses over, and he filled them with a thick pink liquid.

"This is called Broshon. It is a mix of seven different fruits, and one vegetable. It is wonderful for the digestion system, and has a zesty taste that will compliment the food wonderfully."

"Sounds great," Korica said, "See¦you could be a chef, and a garcon."

"I do not know what a garcon is?"

"Oh, that means a server at a fancy restaurant."

"I think I know what that is. It is an eatery, correct?"

"Yes."

"Thank you Korica."

Tamaric looked at Korica, and grinned.

"On a first name basis, hunh?"

"Yes. They can't hear, or see, us in here, so we're free to be ourselves."

"Hmm. Can I share your late night meal with Omat?"

"Of course. I told you that you could experience anything you want, except¦well, you know the things I don't you making me think about."

"Yeah, I don't want to share that stuff with you love. You know how angry it makes me."

"Yeah I do. You don't know how to separate your abilities from your emotions well enough to get that upset."

Omat stood up straight, and looked at Korica, then Tamaric, and he had a look of puzzlement on his face.

"Oh uh¦Tamaric and I can excite each others memory, and thus share a previous experience, or stored knowledge."

"No¦surely not?"

"Yes. Our minds function as one most of the time. Once you get used to it, it's like having two minds that think as one."

"How do you maintain concentration on what is going on around you when¦someone else is exciting your memory like that?"

"You push it to your subconscious mind, and kind of tune it out. You know it's going on, but you just multitask your mind, so that you can keep doing something else at the same time."

"That is astounding! You were born with this ability?"

"No. It's a result of our pairing."

"I was told you two are mentally joined in a way that you will become very sick if you are separated for too long, but I did not know it went so deep. I would imagine there is nothing you can hide from one another?"

"No, there isn't. If I know it, he knows it, and the same for anything he knows."

"Yeah, but she knows how to keep certain things from me. As an officer, she's privy to some sensitive information, and she's real good at guarding it."

Omat sat down, and looked at Korica.

"I thought you said anything you know, he knows."

"That's true, but I know how to set certain things aside, to prevent anyone from accessing it, including Tamaric. If he really wanted, he could force his way into the part of my mind containing the sensitive information, but he respects the fact that I asked him not to probe for the information. You have to understand that there is a high degree of trust, and respect, between a paired couple. It's one of the most vital elements of a true pairing. I trust him completely, and he respects me completely, so I don't have to worry about him looking into things that I don't want him seeing, or hearing."

"Incredible! I do not mean to pry into your relationship, but I am fascinated by this paring you mention."

"It's ok Omat, I don't mind you asking us about it."

"Please, eat before it cools. One of you is getting uncomfortable with my curiosity. I will ask no further personal questions of you."

Korica nodded, grinned, and they set in to eating the wonderful meal Omat went out of his way to have prepared for them. In the end, Korica had three plates of food, and Tamaric, and Omat, two. There was very little left over, and they drank all of the Broshon between them. It tantalized the pallet, and made the flavors of the food just seem to pop. Omat thanked Korica and Tamaric for inviting him to have morning meal with them, then he cleared the table, covered the cart, and said goodbye. He then pushed the cart to the door, and he touched the command to open the door, and he looked back at Korica and Tamaric, and he grinned, and winked, at them, then pushed the cart out, and the door slid shut. Korica then looked at Tamaric, and they both laughed.

"You were right love, he really is a nice guy once you get to know him. Kind of reminds me of Mark, big and scary looking, but around you, he turns into a big teddy bear."

"Yeah, hunh? We should get to our studies, and lessons. If we get those out of the way, we can spend the rest of the day without worrying about finding the time to get 'em done."

"Ok."

The two of them walked into the sleeping area, and retrieved the data pads, then came back to the table, sat down across from one another, and they started their studies, and lessons.

Aboard the Future, Laurel, and Jake sat quietly, and watched how the bridge crew operated their stations with captain Alexan in command. The bridge operated in a controlled, and disciplined, manner. Laurel noticed that the captain kept a copy of each stations readings on his right display, and any changes were sent to his display immediately, so he was aware of every stations current condition, and setting, at all times. It was something Laurel had to do because they were operating with such a limited crew, but captain Alexan seemed to do the same thing just so he understood every facet of the ships current operating condition. Laurel realized the captain's training mirrored hers very closely. The captain's style might be more structured, and disciplined, but he was fairly predictable, due to his similar training. Laurel knew from looking into the captain's experience, that he had commanded a couple of starship before, but nothing even close to the Future, yet he seemed very comfortable in his position, and not much seemed to phase his polished composure around the rest of the crew.

"Your getting the itch, aren't you?" Jake thought, "You're wondering if you can do it as well as him with a full crew backing you up."

"Yeah, maybe," Laurel thought in return, "I miss sitting in that chair, and having my hand on the pulse of the ship, but there's a lot that goes along with sitting there. I don't know how I would handle all of the responsibilities that the captain is dealing with. I didn't exactly keep us out of danger you know?"

"You did the best you could babe. I don't blame you for anything that happened."

"I do. My lack of experience, and good judgment, got us killed. It almost got Korica killed too. I'm finding it real hard to forgive myself for all that."

"I know. I can feel how you're still beating yourself up. The captain didn't beat us up over the mistakes we made, and you shouldn't either. It's ok to forgive yourself for not being perfect babe."

"Yeah, but I could get a whole lot more people than just us killed if I were in that seat again, and screwed up."

"You've learned some hard lessons, and matured some since the last time. Life has a way of kickin you in the ass real hard to teach you some lessons. I don't think you would make the same mistakes twice."

"You go that right! I've learned that I'm not ready for that chair."

"But you want it, you want the chance to earn the right to sit there. They aren't going hand you the keys to the ship babe. You'll have to work hard to earn the right to sit there again. As much as I sense you want it, the effort to get there would be well worth it."

"I didn't think I would ever want to be in the civilian corps again. Maybe I'm just getting restless and need a distraction."

"That's not what it feels like to me. Yeah you're bored, and restless, but you want a shot at sitting in that chair again someday. There's only one way to do that."

"I know," Laurel looked at Jake and continued to speak to him in his mind, "If I decided to join, would you join with me cause you want to, or cause you have to?"

"Laurel¦we share aspirations. There's no way to separate what you want from what I want anymore."

"I know¦least I do now. I forgot about our pairing dynamics for just a moment. It's just that Tamaric didn't want to join, he did cause he had to, because serving was Korica's dream and he has to be close to her. I don't want you to make the same sacrificial decision for me."

"It's no sacrifice silly. We're paired, so what you want, I want. I don't know how else to put it Laurel. I want to join like you do. Your dreams are mine babe, can't you feel how much I want it too?"

"I guess so. Our feelings feel singular to me, so¦let's do it Jake? When this mission is over, I want to talk to mom and dad. We'll tell 'em we want to join the civilian corps, then we'll talk to the captain and see what he can do for us."

"You're going to use your relationship with him to get ahead from the time you join?"

"He's the one who said he could get us the rank of junior ensign. I'm just gunna make sure that's still the case."

"Alright. Maybe we'll be at the academy with Korica and Tamaric when the time comes?"

"It's likely."

They were distracted form their personal conversation when the officer at the navigation station spoke up.

"We're sixty seconds from arrival in the Ontari system sir."

"Understood. Propulsion, takes us in stealthily. Sensors to maximum, I want to know if we're alone or not."

"No anomalous readings so far sir," The officer at the sensor station reported, "It appears that the other Future is the only ship in the system sir."

"Very good. Stay alert though, if we detected the quantum signature, as well as quite a few of the ally ships, then there's a chance other ships detected it, and are on their way to investigate."

"Yes sir."

Laurel and Jake stood up, and Laurel looked at the sensor station, and she wanted desperately to make some suggestions about the way the sensor data was being collected, and processed, but she resisted, knowing she had no place saying anything. Jake on the other hand, was watching the officer at the navigation station trying to bring the Future in stealthily, and he could see that the ship was reducing speed too quickly. The ship was going to outpace the gravimetric shockwave that always preceded the Future when she traveled faster than light, and Jake knew it would create a very subtle, but detectable, gravity wake as the shockwave caught up to the ship, and propagated forward off the shield envelope. The usual flash of light would be absent, but she would be detected by any nearby ships with gravimetric sensors, though running the shield at 100% would make her appearance in the Ontari system optically undetectable, and her huge electromagnetic signature would be contained within the shield, making her arrival even further undetectable. Jake too, knew he would be out of place saying anything. He just wished Korica were at navigation, he was sure she would've done a more precise job of dropping into the system completely undetected.

The shimmering glow dead ahead began to waver, then shift to blue, and then slowly slip into the red spectrum, then it simply dissolved away, as the ship slowed to sub light speeds very subtly, and the main engines were shutdown, allowing the ship to coast into normal space.

"Sir!" The officer at the sensor station blurted out. "We created a detectable gravity wake. We came in too fast sir."

"I see that. Ensign Morgan, how many times have you practiced the stealth approach in the simulator?" The captain asked of the officer at the navigation station.

"Twelve, sir."

"And how many times did you achieve a perfect result?"

"The last four, sir. It's a very complicated maneuver for a ship the size of the Future."

"I am aware, but if this had been a hostile, or insurgent, situation you would've just given away our advantage. I want ten in a row from you, before you attempt this again in real time, is that understood?"

"Yes sir! Perfectly. I'm sorry, sir."

"Stay at your station for now, but I want you in the simulator for a couple of hours when your shift is done on the bridge."

"Yes sir."

The captain then looked at his right display, and he reached out, and touched the sensor data with his thumb and forefinger, and spread them apart, making the pane spread out so it pushed the other station panes aside, and consumed most of his display. Laurel looked at Jake, and grimaced.

"I know¦that was kind of harsh, hunh?" Jake thought.

"That's the tough captain I heard about, but I've never seen it out of him before."

"That's cause we've never really served under him before."

"You think he'll be that hard on us too?"

"If we make a blunder, like over speeding the stealthy approach? Yes. He's going to expect more from us, given our experience."

"I noticed you saw the problem before it even happened."

"Yeah, but I got no right saying anything. The captain probably would've kicked us off the bridge if I opened my mouth. You saw a problem with the way the sensors are being run too."

"Yeah. I feel the same way. I don't think my input would be appropriate."

"So, which one of us truly feels that way?"

Laurel grinned, and shrugged her shoulders.

"Is there a difference anymore?" She thought.

"No," Jake thought in return, as he shook his head.

The captain glanced at the pair, looked around for a moment, then he waved them over with a quick flip of his right hand. Laurel looked at Jake, then they stepped over close to the right side of his chair, and the captain spoke very softly.

"You see something, don't you? Or saw something."

Laurel and Jake both nodded, and the captain grinned from the corner of his mouth.

"Where? When?"

"Sensors," Laurel said very softly, "The reluctance gain is too low on the first harmonic band, and the enhanced signal processors aren't being¦tasked properly."

"I saw the impending failure of the stealthy approach before it happened too sir, but there's nothing that can be done about it now, "Jake said very quietly, "it really is a very difficult maneuver to master."

The captain nodded quickly, then swatted his hand with a few quick flip toward Laurel and Jake, they nodded, and stepped back over to the servo drone seats, and they sat down. The captain then looked at his right display, he frowned, made some minute adjustments to reluctance gain for the first harmonic band, the sensor resolution cleared up, and the officer at the sensor station looked at the captain.

"I want the enhanced signal processors kept on full processor tasking," The captain said flatly.

"Yes sir. I didn't want to over task the signal processors, and miss something in the processes."

"You can't over task the elder race technology. Max 'em out ensign Tabard."

"Yes sir."

Ensign Tabard turned back to his station, engaged the enhanced signal processors at maximum gain, and the sensor resolution increased by fourty percent within seconds. The entire star system was now represented on the sensor display, with crystal clear, and extremely detailed, readings and the other Future suddenly became prevalent on the display. She drifted between Ontari 10, and 11, while orbiting one of the outer moons of Ontari 10. The gravity of the moon, and Ontari 10, were such that it kept the Future tumbling, but stationary between the two. The slight gravitational influence of Ontari 11 was enough to keep the Future from slipping out of the gravity balance between Ontari 10 and its outer most, and largest moon, which happened to be larger than the Earth, but had no discernable atmosphere, aside from a slight nitrogen fog that hugged the frozen ground in billowing clouds here and there, as the gas escaped from guessers at the moons light and dark shadow interface, as the moon super cooled to “320F on the dark side, and warmed to a balmy “200F on the daylight side of the moon.

Ontari 10 was a bluish green colored gas giant, resembling Neptune from the Earth system so closely, that it was like looking at her twin on the opposite side of the galaxy. It had hypercane force winds whipping around the planet at close to 1500 MPH on average, and the very top layers of the atmosphere had pillowing, white, clouds that were tortured, and stretched, as the winds below tugged at them violently. The atmosphere was comprised of mostly ammonia, nitrogen, and fluorine gas, with trace amounts of many other noxious gasses that would cook the skin off a person in seconds, if the winds didn't tear them apart first.

Laurel's attention was locked on the bizarre, and frightening, conditions of Ontari 10, when Jake made her laugh out loud.

"Not exactly somewhere you want to visit to go skinny dipping, is it?"

"Hope to shout!" The captain said jokingly, as he chuckled lightly.

"There isn't any land down there silly," Laurel said, once she stopped laughing.

"Hard to believe a planet the size of Saturn would exist with such a familiar appearance. It looks like Neptune back home, but way bigger¦and way closer to its parent star."

"Are we close enough to get a visual on the Future?" The captain asked.

"No sir. We're still much to far away," Ensign Tabard replied.

"Are you detecting any signs of a shield in use around the other Future?"

"No sir. I would assume they're using the electromagnetic field from Ontari ten to protect them from cosmic radiation. The field extends out into space well past its furthest moon."

"Make sure you match the field strength of that electromagnetic field so it can be duplicated in our shield matrix. It'll keep our shield from fluorescing, punctuating our exact location."

"Eye sir. I should match the particle wind coming from the Ontari star as well."

"That's¦" Laurel started to dispute that comment, but stopped herself, and the

captain glanced her direction, and made a subtle gesture for her to come closer.

Laurel stood up, walked over to his chair, and she pointed at the shield settings on his right display.

"That's not going to work sir," Laurel said very quietly, "If you create a depolarized outer envelope, the particle wind won't create an aurora when it strikes the shield. It'll sink several meters in, and then the shield will absorb the energy."

"That's brilliant Laurel." The captain then looked at her, nodded, and Laurel moved back over by Jake, as the captain implemented Laurel's recommendation.

"Sir?" Ensign Tabard saw the changes being established, and inquired.

"You can't possibly match the complexity of the particle wind close enough to eliminate the aurora affect that will result. By creating a depolarized outer envelope within our shield, the charged particles will be discretely absorbed by the inner region of the shield."

"But won't that leave us vulnerable to attack sir?"

"Are you kidding me? The shield is five hundred meters deep. Sacrificing the outer seventeen meters to counteract the sun's solar wind hardly leaves us vulnerable."

"Yes sir, that makes sense."

"I know the new shield is complex, and a little hard to understand clearly, but trust me ensign, nothing can get through our shield when it's running at one hundred percent, like it is right now."

"Does that mean nothing gets out either, if we choose sir? I mean we can communicate on an open frequency, and it won't be detected from outside the shield?"

"That's right. We can talk to our allies, and no one will be the wiser."

"So how are they going to see anything on their sensors if they don't know how to penetrate the shield?"

"We're sharing diminished sensor data with them, through the communications array."

"Right¦I forgot that we could do that."

"An ingenious idea perfected by one very pretty commanding officer some time ago."

Ensign Tabard, and the captain, looked at Laurel and grinned, and she smiled at them.

"It's nice to know something I came up with is still being used."

"Oh many of your techniques, and brilliant ideas, are now standard training, and operating, procedures."

"Noo¦really?"

"You sound legitimately surprised. You've commanded this ship through hostile encounters, delicate alien negotiations, ambassadorial visits by unknown, but friendly¦insectiods, for lack of a better word, and a major refit that endowed us with intergalactic capabilities, and a power core that can warp space-time, and turn it inside out, or open portals to different dimensions entirely. You've gone on several humanitarian, and rescue, missions on behalf of some of the most powerful beings in Korica's galaxy¦all before the age of fifteen, and you kept every person who originally boarded alive, and well. You better believe that some of the techniques, and procedures, you came up with to accomplish all that are still in use. Oh, and I forgot to mention the mind blowing data core that you let the elder race install, and upload with millions of years of accumulated knowledge from all over the galaxy, and beyond. That my dear, is a priceless gift that we cherish, and will likely spend hundreds, if not thousands, of generations trying to completely understand the contents of."

"I uh¦it's a little humbling to hear you praise me like that sir. I fully expected to get my head bit off when I finally got to meet you in person, but you've done nothing but praise me. Didn't I make some really cosmic mistakes along the way, ones that deserve some harsh words at the very least?"

"You know what mistakes you made, and that's enough. I'm not going to beat you up over them in light of the amazing accomplishments you achieved, as well as the horrible treatment you, and Jake, were forced to endure. Besides¦you aren't under my command anymore. Dressing you down would be completely inappropriate now."

"Sir!" The communications officer called out, "I'm sorry for interrupting, but I'm picking up a faint signal from the other Future. I think it's internal communications of some kind. Something about running a full spectrum analysis on the disturbance detected to insure it isn't a ship disguising its approach by dropping out of hyper velocity travel at the outer edge of the solar system."

"Wonderful! They obviously have some sensor capabilities reestablished. Ensign Tabard, are you detecting any active sensor scans?"

"No sir. I have an alert tone set to inform us the second an active scan is detected."

"Good man. What's the shield density set at?"

"Eighty-three percent sir, with the quantum resonance set on a rotating modulation." Ensign Tabard replied, without looking at his display.

"Excellent work ensign. That's the kind of operational awareness I want from all of you. Know what your stations conditional readings are at all times."

Every one of the bridge crew glanced at the captain, nodded, and a few replied 'eye sir'. Laurel watched senior chief Matson's response particularly close, as he sat at the propulsion station, and she was relieved to sense reverence, and respect, in his demeanor, and response. It was only her and Jake that garnered a less than enthusiastic feeling from him.

"Sir?" The officer at science station number four called out, "I've been analyzing the sensor data, I think that the other Future is sixty percent depressurized, including the entire rotating section, stasis ring included. The temperature in the middle third of the ship is barely above two hundred fifty below zero."

"Lord all mighty! Are you able to discern any exotic radiation if their shield is down?"

"No. I believe the negative matter core is in a cold iron state sir. It would take a significant amount of preheating to get it to operate without control circuit failure. Main engineering appears to be warm, but far below comfortable levels to say the least. There seems to be four particularly warm areas, three forward, and one aft, suggesting they have four of the fusion reactors operating at very low output levels."

"That would certainly explain so many cold regions. They don't have enough power to warm the entire ship." The captain said looking at the sensor data on his upper right display.

"Would you like me take us in using the gravity drive sir?" Ensign Morgan asked.

"Yes. Limit your course corrections to two second bursts from the maneuvering thrusters."

"Yes sir."

Laurel knew that if the gravity drive was used efficiently, no thrusters would be necessary at all, but the bridge crew was very raw, and inexperienced. She was pretty sure the thrusters would be used often, giving off a tell tale ion trail, suggesting the presence of a ship in the vicinity, once they got close to the other Future. If stealth were the priority, the Future's evil twin would readily detect anything the Future produced that was even slightly detectable, even with the other Future's sensor capabilities compromised.

As if to confirm what Laurel suspected, ensign Morgan lost situational awareness by not thinking far enough ahead of the ships momentum, requiring him to use a sustained burst from the thrusters to keep the ship from rolling, and the other Future immediately initiated an active scan that was weak, and out of normal alignment, but it was directed primarily in the direction of the Future's previous location when her thrusters were fired.

There was a fairly loud tone that sounded from the sensor station, and the captain stood up, pushing his displays aside, and he looked over at the sensor station, and ensign Tabard silenced the alarm, looked at the captain, and nodded. There was then a signal from the Drokmar detected at the communications station.

"Captain, The Drokmar is haling us." The communications officer reported.

"Put Osmon through."

"Eye sir."

There was a pop, as the channel was funneled to the overhead speakers, then the communications officer looked at the captain, and nodded.

"This is Alexan, what can I do for you captain Osmon?"

"I appreciate the telemetry you're sharing with us, but I'm curious how you're moving us about without the use of your main engines?"

"Your ships sensor processors aren't capable of processing the complex nature of our artificial gravitational field. We're using something we call gravity drive. We can create a gravitational differential between the bow, and stern, which propels, or slows, the ship without the use of the main engines. It's much slower to create movement, but it's virtually undetectable to other ships."

"We detected an active sensor sweep in the area that we previously occupied, before you fired your thrusters to arrest our slow roll, that would indicate that the gravity drive is not entirely undetectable."

"The other Future possesses the same sensor capabilities that we do. It's likely we were detected entering the system, despite our best efforts to approach stealthily. A slight miscalculation in the use of the gravity drive required the use of our maneuvering thrusters for an extended period as well. The other Future knows how to detect the tell tale exhaust signature."

"I see. So they likely know you are here, just not exactly where?"

"Yes."

"Are we interpreting the sensor data correctly? The other Future looks to be battered severely, with most of her inner hull depressurized."

"We're seeing the same thing. I told you that they leapt out of a battle just as they were about to be destroyed. It looks like at least that much of the fragmentary details given to us was accurate."

"I assume you are scanning for the quantum state of that ship as we speak? Our sensors cannot penetrate your shield, so we are relying on you to determine if this other ship is truly from another universe."

"We need to get closer for definitive scan results to be possible. We'll share the data so, you'll know when we know captain. Just remember our discussion¦if we can't help them, they still need to go."

"I remember."

The captain looked at the communications officer, stroked his finger across his throat, and the channel was closed. The captain then stepped down from his chair's platform, and he looked around the bridge at all of the young and inexperienced crew, with the exception of only a few officers, and he took a deep breath, and let it out slowly.

"I know you all don't have a tremendous amount of experience. I have every confidence in your ability to work together, and perform adequately, or you wouldn't be here. I need you to contain your reactions to what we are about to see, and hear. Some of you may encounter your counterparts on that other ship, but I need you to keep it together, and stay focused. We need to assess exactly what we can do to get that ship up and running sufficient enough to send them back to their own universe, before ours is turned inside out."

The crew nodded, and seemed to perk up some at the captain's praise, and stern outline of the job at hand. They then turned back to their stations, and the captain walked back to his chair, sat down, and pulled his displays closer.

The Future traveled at just below the speed of light for close to an hour. That's when they were finally able to get a visual on the other Future. They were still millions of miles away, but the sensors were able to enhance the image enough to get a good look at the Future, as she slowly tumbled. There were entire sections of her forward hull that were blown apart, looking like internal secondary explosions had destroyed the entire lower bow section. It was apparent that the rotating section was sitting still, and there was a huge hole in the side, right at the interface of stasis and gardening ring sections. The upper aft hangar was completely destroyed, with the inner hull exposed to the vacuum of space, and at least three of the main engine bells were smashed, like tin cans that had been stomped on. The ship slowly tumbled, and as she did so, they could make out that the medical deck, and auxiliary control decks were peeled open in jagged chunks, looking like a giant hand punched into the hull, and spread its hand open, then ripped it back out, taking most of the structural support columns, and beams, with it, while peeling the outer hull back like paper machete.

The captain slowly stood up with his mouth open slightly, as he stared at the giant viewer. His beautiful ship looked to barely be held together by the outer hull. Her inner primary, and secondary, hull components could be seen through the enormous holes in her outer hull, with a tangled mess of inner support beams, and twisted metal structural elements.

"Good God! They had their asses handed to 'em. Look at the way the outer hull was blown apart¦I guess the EMPACC has its limits after all," The captain said slowly.

Laurel and Jake stood up, and Laurel stepped closer to the captain as her eyes were glued to the horrific sight of the Future torn to pieces, with great sections of her inner hull exposed to the vacuum of space, with scorch marks all over the intact hull sections in deep indentations as the EMPACC resisted collapsing inward, but just barely.

"I've seen some damage like that before sir, but it took a twin nova to do it. They must've been up against some seriously powerful weapons to inflict that kind of damage. Looks like the plasma circuits were overloaded, and blew out the conduits all over the ship. I'll bet you, several of the plasma generators were over pressurized, causing them to explode. That would explain the hull blown outward in several spots like that."

"It's a little humbling to see just how fragile this ship is without her shield to protect it."

The captain then looked at Laurel, then Jake, and back to Laurel.

"You two sensing anything yet?"

"No sir, but we're still pretty far away. If we reach out, the other people on that ship with heightened senses will detect our presence. If stealth is still the order of the day, we need to restrain ourselves, lest we be discovered."

The captain nodded, and looked back at the viewer as they continued on their course toward the battered, and smashed hull of the other Future.

"I guess¦my counterpart is still in the stasis ring. Frozen solid¦dead," The captain said very quietly.

Laurel touched his arm, he looked at her, and she gave him a sorrowful look as she gently shook her head. The captain set his hand on hers, and grinned, then he glanced around the bridge, and he was glad that everyone's eyes were glued on the viewer, or their displays in front of them.

The captain removed his hand, Laurel stepped back, and Jake stepped up next to her, and put his arm around her back.

"Laurel, we should at least see what we can sense, without actually reaching out?"

Laurel looked at him, nodded, and they stepped back over to the servo drones, and they sat down facing one another with their legs interlocked, Jake's right leg inside Laurel's left, and her right leg next to his left, with their side facing the bridge. They then set their foreheads together, closed their eyes, joined minds, then they both took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and they listened to their senses very intently. They singularly sensed everyone on the Future, and all of the distinctly non-Human presences on the Sorgina, and Drokmar, some of whom were extremely powerful, but not aware of Laurel and Jake in particular. They then listened closely, and all noise faded away, except the sound of their hearts beating, and they sensed the cold, emptiness, of space, then their perception of space, and time, drifted further away for some time, and eventually they sensed many people on the other Future. It was a mixed array of female, and male essences, with a few standing out as particularly powerful, but subdued presences. They resisted probing deeply, as that would require them to reach out strongly, and at the moment they were just listening to what they could sense so as not to be discovered. The disturbing detail for both of them was the striking absence of any young essences. Children tended to exude a care free, and innocent, aura that was suspiciously absent.

Laurel opened her eyes, and moved her head back, and Jake was surprised to see a tear slip out of the corner of her right eye, and start to slowly roll down her cheek. Jake's eyes became glassy, and a tear slipped over the bottom of his left eye, as he shared Laurel's anguish. He reached up with his index finger, and stroked the tear from Laurel's face, and then he used the back of his hand to wipe the tear from his face.

"Oh Jake¦we have so many children aboard, and none of 'em made it on that ship."

The captain sat down, spun his chair around, and leaned forward slightly.

"We don't know that Laurel. You said yourself that not much detail was given to you."

"We just¦listened to our senses, and there aren't any children over there. They're real distinct, making 'em easy to detect."

"Really? How many do you detect here?"

"Thirty nine, that are out of stasis. We can't detect people in stasis¦not with the lid to their chamber closed anyway."

The captain touched his left display without leaning back, he quickly checked the passenger compliment, and was surprised to see that Laurel was absolutely correct. There were 39 children aboard, and another 1504 still in stasis. The captain looked at Laurel, and Jake, and nodded.

"I should learn to just trust your senses, and your honesty. You're sure none are¦detectable over there?"

"Positive sir."

Laurel looked back at Jake, and she had to fight the urge to cry, as she knew Jake would cry along with her since they were still joined.

"Do you need a minute alone? You can use my office if you want?" The captain said very quietly.

Laurel shook her head.

"I'll be ok sir. It just¦I know some of the children aboard, and the thought of them being gone just breaks my heart. I know it's not us over there, but it could've been so easily."

"Noo. We had you in command. There was no chance it would workout like it did for them."

"The only difference was a pure stroke of luck for us sir. If Korica had been killed on Tiomot¦"

"She wasn't Laurel. She's on her way to a space station to train, so she can fulfill her destiny to save us all¦just as you did her. In a way, thanks to you the Future planet won't be destroyed. Our new home is secure. You brought all of our new friends to us. Thankfully, Korica wasn't killed in this reality. You know better than anyone how the multiverse works. If it can happen, it does somewhere, just not here."

Laurel nodded, and her, and Jake stood up, stepped back from one another, then sat down once again, Laurel again being very careful how she sat down with such a short skirt on.

"Thank you sir. I would like to stay if I may?"

"Of course¦" The captain glanced around, and then looked back at Laurel. "I need you two right here." The captain said so quietly it was barely above a whisper, making Laurel and Jake smile, and nod their heads.

The captain smiled at them, then leaned back, and spun his chair around so he was facing forward.

"Navigation, increase our speed to maximum sub light using the gravity drive. Communication, alert our guests that we'll be accelerating, the station keeping beams will be stressed greatly. Auxiliary, increase the energy transfer so the station keeping beams will withstand the increased strain of our acceleration."

"Eye sir, increasing speed to maximum sub light using the gravity drive," The navigation officer replied.

"Eye sir, alerting the Drokmar, and Sorgina," The communications officer replied.

"Increasing energy to the outer hull energy couplers," The auxiliary station officer replied.

The captain then focused his attention on the sensor data flooding in.

Aboard the Mecure, Korica, and Tamaric, worked on their studies, and lessons, until they sensed the ship slowing out of faster than light travel. Korica looked out the window through the sleeping area, and she saw stars streaking by in rainbow colored lines of light that were short, looking like shooting stars in the nights sky, more than stars passing by. Korica then looked at Tamaric.

"We must be getting close. We need to pack our things."

"I can't believe we can sense a change in our velocity like that. This ship obviously has an inertial dampening system of some kind, like the Future does."

"It isn't so much a sense of a change in velocity as much as a sense of the change in energy around us. I'm sure it'll get stronger as our senses evolve even further."

"By being paired to you¦you're making me such an amazing person Korica. I can't possibly thank you enough for the incredible life you're bringing to light for me. Like you said before¦it's like being born all over again. I'm just not the same person I was before, I'm¦we're so much more than we were before we met."

"Awe, you're welcome Tamaric, and thank you for the wonderful compliment."

Tamaric smiled at Korica, and then they turned their data pads off, picked them up as they got up, and headed into the sleeping area. They packed away the few things they had set out, and then Korica headed into the bathroom. She relieved herself, then washed her hands, she collected their sundry items, and carried them back to the sleeping area, and she deposited them in their bags. They then carried their bags, and the clutch of data pads, out into the main living area, and set them on the table. Korica and Tamaric then strapped their weapons on, and then headed back into the sleeping area, put their shoes on, then they sat down on the bed, and Tamaric smiled at Korica.

"In case I forget to say it later, I had a really good time. Thank you for making love to me, and for making the trip interesting."

"You're welcome. I had a good time too. I also want to reassure you that you don't have to take it easy on me when we make love. I know you don't like the idea of leaving me sore, but it's a good kind of sore, and you know how much I like it when you get a little rough with me?"

"A little? You like it when I pound you. Don't get me wrong, I kind of like that too, but it doesn't always feel right to treat you like that, even if you love it."

"I know, that's why I wanted you to make love to me slow and gentle last time. It still feels amazing, and I know you like doing it that way. You get to enjoy all the sensations more if we do it like that, and I still get off super hard when you wind me up like you do."

"Give and take?"

"Yeah, we'll do it how I like, then we'll do it how you like the next time."

"That sounds fair. You're sure I can't¦hurt you?"

"No¦but I like it anyways."

Tamaric grimaced, but nodded. Korica then looked out the window in the sleeping area again, and the view had changed. They were now traveling so slowly that the star field was just lazily drifting by. Korica looked back at Tamaric, and she was about to say something, when a buzz was heard at the door.

Korica looked at Tamaric for a moment, and he nodded. Korica smiled, got up, walked to the door, and touched the command to open the door, and what she sensed was confirmed, Dederal was standing at the door with a rather sizable digital data device in his hand. He grinned at Korica, and then looked at Tamaric, and he nodded once.

"Kadet Prentor¦" He then looked back at Korica, "Ensign Prentor. May I come in?"

"Of course Dederal, please?" Korica said, as she stepped back, and gestured into the room.

Dederal stepped in, and he looked at their bags sitting on the table, as the door slid shut.

"I see you are aware that we have slowed for heavy traffic in the area of the Reuopon station. You have everything packed?"

"Yes sir," Korica said, as she stepped over next to Tamaric, "We weren't sure why we slowed, but we assumed we were nearing the station."

"We should be within visual range in the next twenty minutes or so. There is a considerable amount of traffic near the part of the station we need to access. You will be able to see the station out your window shortly. In the mean time, there is something we need to discuss?"

"Ok, did we¦do something wrong?"

"No, not at all. There is something wrong with the analysis of your assessment results, however, that is probably what you are sensing from me."

"I'm sorry sir, we don't know you real well yet, and so we might make some mistakes about what we're sensing."

"I understand; it goes both ways. I know you are excited, but I am sensing some other¦personal feelings, confusing me as to exactly what you are excited about, the mission, or each other."

"A little of both sir."

"I see. Please, have a seat, let me show you something."

Korica and Tamaric stepped over to the bench seat, sat down at the table, and Dederal moved their bags to the other end of the table, he set the device down, and pulled a prop leg out, holding the screen of the device almost vertical, and then he touched the screen in the corner for a few seconds, and the display flickered to life. Dederal then pulled the chair around, and he sat down at the head of the table facing the device with it at an angle where Korica, and Tamaric, could clearly see it.

"This is the footage of your assessment from the time when you manifested the incredible phenomena in the test chamber."

Dederal touched a symbol at the bottom of the display, that was just one of a dozen different symbols, and the playback commenced. Korica, and Tamaric, watched as a whole series of readings were displayed in the right margin. They watched themselves, until the moment the dark region began to collapse into a familiar funnel shape, and the readings jumped for just a split second. They uniformly jumped off the scale, and then popped back to extremely high energy, and gravimetric, readings along with temperature, and barometric, readings that were terrifying, but localized. Korica caught the significance, and she pulled her head back in surprise, and blinked a few times, then spoke up.

"Wait! Go back¦what the heck was that?"

Dederal reached out, and paused the playback.

"Ah haw¦so observant. You noticed it too?"

Dederal slowly backed the image up to the instant the readings jumped, and then he stopped it. Korica, and Tamaric, looked at the image closely, and their expressions changed when they saw a tiny dot of intense light at the center of the vortex they had created.

"What is that?" Tamaric asked, pointing at the display.

"Look at this¦"

Dederal reached out, touched two symbols, the image moved very slightly, and then corkscrew streams of particles were overlaid on the image. The particles were seen zipping away in every direction in a spaghettified swirl of colored streaks.

"This is a millionth of a second after the previous image. You see all those particle streams? Some of them we cannot even identify. They simply should not exit outside a true annihilative reaction."

"Are you saying we created a¦what are you saying?" Korica asked, leaning back, and looking at Dederal.

"You manifested a matter annihilation event. What you saw is the result of matter being gravitationally compressed so hard, and so completely, that a true singularity was created, resulting in exotic particle creation represented by those unidentifiable high-energy particles, which were broadcast in every direction. The affect seems to have been contained within the test chamber, but there in lies the problem. The very fact that those particles cannot be identified is a serious problem for what we had in mind. The unpredictable, and unknown, nature of those newly created exotic particles could cause the Brindon's core to detonate prematurely, or the particles could affect the Brindon's primary power core. As you might imagine, we would lose you, and the mission would be a failure."

"But¦we were going to manifest the affect within the Brindon's containment core. Can't you shield the containment core, to contain the particles?"

"No. We do not have containment technology on the Brindon like you do around the test chamber you were assessed in. Not for that kind of event anyway. Creating a true singularity was thought to be impossible; it should only be present at the heart of a black hole, as your people call them. We just do not have technology at our disposal for containing something so¦energetic, and supposedly impossible to observe, let alone create at will. The forces that have to come together to create a singularity are truly mind numbing to calculate¦but you can create it at will¦the proof is right before us. Even if we could contain the particles¦recreating a singularity event with the technology on the Brindon is not going to be possible."

"Great! We're dead in the water before we even get started?" Korica asked.

"Not necessarily. We just need to change our plan of attack so to speak. This was all brought up when you were interrupted in the delegates lounge. By unanimous vote, I have been granted permission to alter the plan a little, as long as your safety can still be assured."

"Everyone was summoned just to talk about us?"

"You were just one, of several, topics being discussed. I had to give my word that nothing would happen to you two, as an alternate idea was put forth."

"I can't believe we're powerful enough to create something you don't understand¦it's a little scary too," Tamaric said.

"You starting to understand what scares me about you channeling my abilities?" Korica said.

"Yeah¦completely."

"Trust me cadet Prentor, your sentiment is shared by quite a few that know of your abilities."

Tamaric snapped a glare at Dederal.

"Then why are you dealing with us? If we scare you, maybe someone else should train us?"

"I never said I was scared of you. Quite the contrary¦I am intrigued by what you two can do."

"Oh¦sorry sir. I misinterpreted your feelings¦I think."

"You're scared that Tamaric and I will hurt ourselves, and you'll have to explain it to our captain¦and your provincial government oversight comity."

"Now that is an accurate read. I do not want to see you hurt, I am growing quite fond of you¦and captain Alexan has a temper that I do not want to incite. You ensign Prentor, mean a great deal to him for some reason, and I believe his disciplined demeanor would not withstand the news that his favorite officer, and her husband, were injured¦or worse, due to a lack of proper care on my part."

"He¦has a temper? I've never seen him mad before," Korica said.

"Neither have, I and I would like to keep it that way. As far as the oversight comity¦they have the power to strip my credentials if I engage in reckless endeavors that result in injury, or death, to members of a powerful ally, like the Humans¦and Draximan."

"So it really isn't us you're scared of. It's the fallout if this training goes wrong, that has you scared?" Tamaric said.

"I would not call it scared, but very concerned."

"So what was the alternate plan that was put forth?" Korica asked.

"Since we cannot duplicate the complex nature of what you are capable of creating¦we will train you to manifest the phenomena out in space, aft of the Brindon, and the Brindon will then dump further energy into the resultant gravity well, increasing it's size, and strength, sufficient to allow the Brindon to fit through the event Future."

"That sounds really complex. Are you sure we can do this? We don't even know how to control the Brindon yet. You might be expecting us to do more than we're capable of."

"I do not believe so. The power residing within you is tremendous, and so is the plasticity, and dexterity, of your minds. The assessment revealed many traits that I do not think you are even aware of. The visual archive records of you at your station on the bridge are nothing short of amazing ensign Prentor. I observed you piloting the Future, while simultaneously browsing your new data core, while monitoring adjacent workstations on the bridge. The adaptability that requires is the exact kind of multitasking of the mind we need from you."

"I know she's got some capabilities that I don't have, but I share her abilities, so in a way I do, but I'm just an ordinary kid, aside from my amazing pairing with Korica. Are you sure¦"

"Your artificial intelligence told us of the changes that have been initiated within your brain cadet Prentor, you are more like her than you know, since the process is ongoing. I am sure that you have within you what is necessary, and the capability of tapping into it if you are trained, so a measure of control can be learned."

"Wait¦the AI said Tamaric's brain is still changing?" Korica asked, with a shocked expression on her face.

"Yes. I assumed you were aware?"

"I¦I hadn't checked into it lately."

"His neural density is continually increasing. The vast knowledge in your mind would simply overwhelm his mind had the changes not been initiated. Certain areas of his brain never cease activity, the likes of which no other Human has been observed to posses. There are three regions in the prefrontal cortex, and hippocampus, that are eighty percent larger, and more active than they are in a typical person, from what we were shown of his most recent scan. They mimic regions in your brain perfectly ensign Prentor."

"So¦as my brain grows, and becomes more active, so does his?"

"Yes. There are other areas that become extremely active at times too, which your best neural scientists have no idea as to their exact function. When you two exert yourselves, those areas become hyperactive, and remain so for a significant period of time after you cease your efforts. I would postulate, those areas are responsible for your amazing combined abilities."

"So they do come from Tamaric?"

"Not entirely. There are equally hyperactive areas in your brain, which become active only when you exert your combined abilities. I would say it comes from a combined energy that is developed in both of your brains, and then focused through your heart," Dederal said, pointing at Korica, "Your heart has a secondary muscle layer that does not function to make your heart contract, it seems to aid in your heightened abilities being focused, and projected outward. You need him, and he needs you, in order to manifest the incredible things you can manifest together, and only together."

"I knew it! It does feel like it comes from my chest when I push."

"But it feels like that for me too love," Tamaric said.

"That's cause we share a perception of our senses, and sensations," Korica responded.

"Oh. Makes sense."

"So then, I'm the conduit for both of our abilities?"

"The most extreme abilities yes, but not all. Kadet Prentor is capable of producing some incredible affects all on his own. The assessments revealed as much."

"Hmm. You seem to understand quite a bit about us. More than we were even aware of about ourselves."

"With what we are going to be undertaking, it was necessary. I know you feel it is an invasion of your personal information for so much to be divulged to me, but I assure you, I needed to know everything."

"Have you ever dealt with anyone even close to our level of ability?"

"Uh¦you seem to be on a level I have not dealt with before. I have dealt with gifted individuals before, but never have I seen anyone like you two, nor have I seen a paring resulting in such incredible ability, or changes initiated within each other to further heighten ability, or to make dissimilar species more compatible, and alike, in general. I have just never heard of a species being capable of creating such a change in another species, like you have ensign Prentor. You are extremely advanced as a species, and a person. You represent exactly what we need in order to train you to save the people you now consider your people."

"Thank you Dederal."

"It is just fortunate that you found a species that is as advanced as Humans are to become paired with. Destiny came together just right in order to save your home world, but only if you study hard, and learn the discipline, and control, necessary to accomplish this monumental effort. We do not have much time to teach you what you must know in order to pull this off successfully."

"I feel very fortunate to have found Tamaric. We'll do our very best Dederal."

"Good. Your captain informed me that you have an excellent work ethic that will prove valuable, and your husband follows your lead, and council, so I have no doubt that we will get a full effort out of both of you. If you would like, you may go into the sleeping area to view the Reuopon station as we move closer, and finally dock with it?"

"Ok. Thank you for working to keep our mission on track, despite the set back of the Brindon's inability to reproduce a singularity event," Korica said.

"You are welcome. It is what allies do; they do not give up until every possibility has been exhausted to render aid to their allies. We wish to see your people persevere, the best way to do that, is to think outside the box, to coin a Human phrase."

"And we'll manifest the singularity outside the box, in exchange for your efforts," Korica said with a smile, as her and Tamaric stood up.

"It is good to see you still have your sense of humor intact. I do not wish to overwhelm your sense of stress."

"I'm not stressed out Dederal. I know there's a lot we have to learn to do in a short period of time, but I've been through a lot more stressful situations. I can handle this, and so can Tamaric."

"We shall see. Go join him, take in the view. The station really is a remarkable sight from space."

Korica nodded, turned, and walked into the sleeping area, where Tamaric was sitting on his knees, on the bed, with his face glued to the window, as he watched ships buzzing by, and others slowly cruising around the Mecure, as they approached the station, which still couldn't be seen. Korica climbed on the bed next to him, he moved over slightly, and shared the view with her, just as the ship began a rolling turn, and the station slowly came into view.

"Oh wow! Would you look at that¦I bet you've seen stations like that hundreds of times?" Tamaric said.

"I've seen a lot of stations, but they all look different. This one is beautiful."

The station was an odd off white color, with an iridescent blue toned hue to it. From this distance, it looked relatively small, with tiny white, and silver, dots buzzing about, like a bee hive, with its workers coming and going, some slowly, and others very quickly moving about, only to disappear as the sun light glinted off their hulls, then faded into shadow, as they turned, exposing less reflective aspects of their hulls. The station was long, and cigar shaped, though it wasn't exactly round, it was more like a log that had sat on a forest floor for too long, partially collapsing under its own weight, giving it a smooshed appearance, with a distinct lateral rim running all the way down its length, culminating in a front section that resembled the bill of aquatic foul. The top portion of the station had several spire like projections pointing upward, that were all connected by a spindly looking structure that was transparent, and it looked as if there was greenery within it, though it was hard to tell precisely from the distance the Mecure was from the station. The lower portion of the station had many hangar bays that looked to be exposed to space, but Korica, and Tamaric, knew there had to be some kind of atmosphere maintaining force, just like what was used on the Future. Even from the distance the Mecure was from the station, the fact that open hangars could be discerned, meant the hangars had to be absolutely gigantic.

The Mecure made another slow turn, and began traveling broadside to the station, giving Korica, and Tamaric, an even better view as they drew closer, but maintained a side long direction of travel. From so far away, the station looked to be seamless, but they knew it had to be constructed of panels of some kind, but the intriguing iridescent nature of the hull plating was like nothing they had ever seen before. Korica turned her head, and saw Dederal standing behind them, looking over their shoulder from the doorway of the sleeping area.

"Dederal sir, what kind of alloy makes the station look like that?"

"It is called Strantius. It is comprised of alloys mined in this system, and refined into an incredibly dense alloy that has superior radiation reflective properties, while being resistant to impacts."

"You were afraid someone would fire upon the station?"

"No. We were concerned about spacecraft running into the station by accident, and high velocity debris from within the system striking the station."

"Oh. Don't you use a shield of some kind?"

"Yes, but only to protect the station from small debris, and high energy cosmic rays from elsewhere in the universe. There is too much traffic to use a substantial shield. A ship, or large piece of debris, can penetrate the shield easily. If a large impacter is detected, the shield is increased until the danger is mitigated, then the shield is returned to its previous field strength."

"Field strength? It isn't a gravimetric based shield?"

"No. Magnetic resonance reinforced, super high frequency, polarizing sideband oscillations."

"Hmm. I don't know that I've heard of that kind of shield being used before. I don't understand how that would stop solid objects?"

"By magnetic deflection for the smaller objects, and the stations automated defense system takes care of the larger objects."

"So the station is armed?"

"Oh quite so. I cannot go into details about that aspect, for obvious reasons, but needless to say, the station is well armed should an attack, or very large object, pose a threat. The station is also capable of moving out of the way if an object is particularly large. Most of the time the station maintains a very precise fixed location, but it can, in fact, travel at very close to the speed of light if needed."

"So the Strantius serves to reinforce the hull for high velocity travel too?"

"Yes. The hull is¦if I recall your measurement values correctly¦two feet thick?"

Korica held her hands up about two feet apart, and Dederal nodded, and Tamaric looked at Korica, and he had a surprised look on his face.

"Dang! That station must weigh as much a small moon, with it being ten miles long, and six miles around."

Dederal smiled, and chuckled.

"I suppose it would. The structural elements within the hull are also made of Strantius, and just as thick¦thicker in some key areas."

"How in the world do you move something that big at close to the speed of light?" Korica asked, with a grin.

"Such curiosity about all things. It has very powerful engines, which are usually sitting idle until they are needed, as well as a form of gravimetric drive. In time, we might be inclined to share the technology behind their design, and function."

"I'm sorry for asking so many questions Dederal sir. I guess we wouldn't discuss specifics about the Future's method of propulsion with new allies either."

"As I understand it, the Future uses more than one method of propulsion. It would require a fundamental understanding of each method of propulsion for them to make sense as they are used singularly, or in combination."

"That's very true. I sense that the Strantius serves to transmit energy, when excited properly. I've seen that technique used before, but not on such a large scale."

"Now, now Korica! It is not nice to probe ones mind without permission," Dederal said, while waving his index finger from side to side.

"I'm sorry, I didn't know I was doing that."

"I heard your voice in the back of my mind. You should know that there are some on the station that will react very negatively to that kind of thing."

Korica frowned, nodded, then turned her gaze back out the window. As the Mecure neared the station, they could now distinctly make out oblong window ports, and the structure at the top of the thin spires now distinctly had trees and jungle looking foliage growing within it. The station now looked absolutely gigantic, and they realized the arboretum was in fact well over six miles long, and they guessed it to be over a mile wide, and they could see a few small dots moving about, that were in fact people. It gave perspective to just how big the station is compared to a person.

The Mecure slowed, and finally came to a complete stop, and Korica and Tamaric tried to take the whole station in, as they sat still adjacent to the enormous structure hanging in space, with traffic whipping by, and buzzing about the station. The one aspect that caught Korica and Tamaric's attention was the fact that no light was spilling from any of the windows that could be seen. They had a reflective polarized look to them, but no light of any kind was coming from them. Tamaric looked from one end to the other, and then he turned, and sat down facing Dederal.

"Why are all the windows so dark?"

"You need to understand that the shield used around the Reuopon station does not block ultraviolet light. The nearby star would blind a person, and burn their skin in an instant, if the windows were not coated in a reflective, polarizing, substance. From within, space can be seen, but it is dimmed significantly. It also provides a measure of privacy for the personal quarters that have windows facing out into space."

"Can't ships see people in their rooms?"

"Yes. There are manually controlled shutters on all view ports, which can be closed at will. Those are resistant to most forms of passive scanning, as is the Strantius."

"What about active scanning? Can you be seen then?"

"That is discouraged within the vicinity of the station. If such a thing were carried out, I suppose, depending on the sophistication of the sensor processing capability, your presence, and location, might be detected. An active scan will still not likely penetrate the hull however."

"The shutters aren't made of Strantius?"

"No. Strantius is not flexible enough to be used for the shutters. They are made of ductile Felondrite."

"Never heard of it."

"I am certain you will be introduced to many metal alloys that you have not heard of before, and many that you are familiar with the structure of, but know by a different name."

"Right, I gotta remember that I'm the alien to your people. None of the familiar terms, and definitions, are going to be used by your people."

"This is true. Many words familiar to me do not have an English equivalent."

"I got so much to learn."

Korica spun around, sat down next to Tamaric, and patted his thigh gently.

"You're just new to experiencing new cutlers. I'll learn what we need to know, and share it with you."

"This is all old hack to you, hunh?"

"Yep. Been here, done this before. This time, I got my enhanced senses, thanks to you, so it'll go a lot smoother."

"You can learn of a new culture without teaching being administered?" Dederal asked.

"Yes sir. Instinctive learning. I've also studied up on your people, so I understand how to behave, and what our station is within your society, the technical stuff will still have to be taught, though I'll grasp complex concepts readily, if it's presented properly."

"I think you will find some surprises when you interact with people your age within our society. They do not necessarily behave according to expected norms."

"We'll do our best to fit in, and behave¦in a manner fitting the present company."

"I am sure you will have a good time, just be cautious about¦I should just let you figure it out on your own. We have some proper escorts in mind to show you around, and introduce you to appropriate companions. They will look out for you."

"Yes sir."

"We have to have escorts again?" Tamaric asked, "We aren't allowed to look around on our own?"

"Of course you may. The station is very big however, I do not want to see you get lost, or wander into and undesirable part of the station."

"You mean you have bad neighborhoods on the station?"

"For youth of your age, and unfamiliarity with all the cultures present? Yes. There are some areas where your¦naÃ¯ve nature would be exploited, or taken advantage of."

"I think we'll just stick with the escorts until we get a feel for things. I've had my fill of being exploited," Korica said.

"Good idea. I'm sorry to hear that you were exploited for any reason. You are a sweet girl¦you do not deserve to be mistreated."

"Thank you Dederal. That's sweet of you to say that."

"Dederal sir, are we going to be going inside a hangar, or docking externally?" Tamaric asked.

"A battle ship never enters a confined space like a hangar. As you might imagine, there are too many opportunities for the wrong person to get close to the ship inside a hangar. We will be docking externally. The ship needs to take on some supplies while it is here, so we will enter the station through the supply deck."

"Will we be able to see the Mecure from the walkway leading to the station?"

"No. I will take you to a view port so you can see what she looks like."

"Ok. I'm just curious is all."

"I understand. We will be docking very shortly. You may remain here to watch until that happens, then we must go."

Korica and Tamaric both nodded with smiles on their faces, then they turned around, and sat on their knees so they could see out the window. The Mecure held her position for several minutes, and then she began to advance on the station. The station disappeared for a time, and then reappeared much closer than before. Korica and Tamaric could now see that there was a lateral band around the entire station that was protruding, and made of a different alloy then the rest of the station. Korica understood, just by looking at the semi square shape of the lateral band, that it was part of the propulsion system. While she didn't know the specifics of the design of the propulsion system, she knew enough to understand that the lateral band was a focused gravity wave emitter, miles long. It started to make sense to her how something as gigantic as a ten mile long station, could accelerate to near the speed of light, if it's entire Futuretal circumference was emitting a negative gravity wave. As she wondered how large the power core must be to power such an enormous gravity field, Tamaric looked at her, and smiled.

"You're wondering about stuff that's none of our business love. If someone detects what you're thinking, we could get into trouble," Tamaric thought.

"You're right," Korica thought in return, "We aren't gunna be given a tour of the engineering areas, hunh?"

"I seriously doubt it. We need to keep our minds on why we're here, and not how the station works."

"You're learning to keep on mission, that's good. I'll quit letting my curiosity run wild."

"These people can sense what we're thinking about sometimes, so that's probably a real good idea."

They looked back out the window, as the Mecure began to approach the station from her starboard side. As they neared the station, it filled their field of view completely, and now they could see that the station, in fact, was comprised of panels, but they were so closely fit, that they looked to just merge from one to the next, with only a slight hint they were, in fact, separate 100 foot, by 100 foot, panels. They could also now see that the band running around the station for propulsion was at least three hundred feet tall, and it had a multi stepped construction, with a center step that was 100 feet wide, with adjacent 50 foot wide steps, all constructed of a glimmering material that was clad in an off white coating, to help it to blend into the rest of the stations exterior. It only took a few minutes to approach so close, that all they could see was iridescent bluish white panels filling the view, and just as they began to slow their sideways drift, they could see a shimmering tunnel of silver energy extending from a rectangular airlock door on the station that was at least 50 feet high, and 75 feet wide. The tunnel of energy extended to the Mecure's lower section, and disappeared from view beneath the ships lower surface, as seen from the window Korica and Tamaric were looking out of. As the ship neared even closer, the shadow from the Mecure could be seen being cast on the side of the station, and Korica and Tamaric got a rough idea of the shape of the ship at the very least.

The Mecure wasn't round at all, as both of them had suspected, it was very rectangular to square in general, with a large multi story structure at the top, that was smaller at the bottom, and got extremely large toward the top, and there were several shadows below the ship, which Korica recognized as engine nacelles, and several large shadows toward the bow of the ship outlined some extremely large cannons, or the likes.

As the Mecure slowed to a stop, light could be seen reflecting on the shadow drenched side of the station from the Mecure, and the stations exterior hull was only 50 feet away at most, and at this distance they could see that the exterior had a very weathered, and old look, though it still looked very formidable. The iridescent nature of the alloy the station was constructed from was very distinct, and shimmering, in the areas illuminated by the light coming form the Mecures exterior lighting, and the light spilling from her view ports, such as the one Korica and Tamaric were staring out of.

"I am afraid that is all there is to see," Dederal said, "If you two are ready, I need to get you aboard the station, so we can get you assigned your accommodations."

"Alright," Korica said, "We aren't going to begin our training today?"

"No. I have many arrangements to make before that can happen. Rhe'tock and I will see you tomorrow from your perspective. In the mean time, I want you to get settled into your accommodations, and get changed into something¦less military. You will have a visitor coming by in just a little while to show you around a little. I want you to unwind, and get comfortable. As odd as it may sound, I want you to forget about the stress of everything you are expected to learn while you are here. You're captain's orders are for you to have some fun. I was explicitly instructed to make sure you were permitted the time to do just that, so take advantage of the free time, and get to know your surroundings, and the people on the station that you will be in the company of when you are not being instructed, or taught what you need to learn how to do."

Tamaric looked at Korica and grinned, and it grew into a smile.

"How cool is that? The captain wants us to¦play a little, just like he said."

Korica nodded, and smiled back, then she looked at Dederal.

"We're ready to go sir. I promise to try and have some fun."

"Good. Come grab your bags, and follow me."

Korica and Tamaric followed Dederal out into the other room, they grabbed their bags, and the clutch of data pads, and then followed him to the door. Dederal touched the command to open the door and when the door slid open, he stepped out, and Omat turned, and faced him.

"Please escort us to the supply deck Omat. We will be departing from there."

"Yes sir. Please follow me."

Omat looked at Korica and Tamaric as they stepped out of their quarters, and he let a small grin slip out, and he nodded once, then turned, and led the way down the corridor. They walked to the elevator, Omat touched the call button, and a few seconds later the door slid open, he stepped in, and Dederal, Korica, and Tamaric, followed him into the lift car. Omat then touched a symbol on the control panel, the door slid closed, and they rode in silence for a prolonged period of time as the lift descended deep into the ship. When the lift finally slowed, and then stopped, Korica looked at Dederal.

"You know, it just dawned on me that you have artificial gravity in your elevators?"

"Yes, of course. You would float all over if not."

"Well that's something we don't have in the lift cars on the Future¦course our elevators go sideways, and forward, and backwards, as well us up, and down."

"I can see how powering an artificial gravity system would be problematic for a system like that. Are the occupants thrown about in the elevator?"

"Not really. You do need to hold on, but the lift takes off real gently, so you aren't slammed into the walls, but you're slightly pushed to the ceiling, or floor, or walls, depending on which way you're traveling at the time."

"Interesting. Is a cabling system used?"

"No," Korica said chuckling, "That would be silly. There are individual lift motors, which ride on electromagnetic tracks. They grab hold of the lift car and propel it up, down, left, right, or forward, and back. The lift car is inside a sealed vacuum tube, so there isn't any air resistance placed on the lift car, and there isn't any gravity within the lift tubes, so the lift car doesn't apply any real stress on the lift motors, once it's in motion."

"I suppose you can save resources by not pressurizing the lift tubes."

"Precisely why they aren't pressurized. Air is a precious resource in space. The elevators are amazingly efficient, if not a little slow compared to our Asran transport system."

"I am not familiar with what that is?"

"Oh uh, we have an instantaneous transport system that can move a person, or object, from one point in the ship, to another, in less than a second."

"Really? I sense you are not jesting with me¦I would be very interested to learn how such a system works?"

"I could draw up some simple diagrams that describe the components, and function, of the system. It isn't sensitive information, so I would be glad to share it with you."

"You know how to draft engineering diagrams?"

"Of course, I am an engineer after all. One of our fundamental studies is how to read blue prints, and diagrammatic sketches, and how to draft them manually. I can draw them by hand, or I can sketch them using a computer."

"That is going to be a very useful skill for what you are about to undertake. I thought we were going to have to teach that skill to you both."

"No. Tamaric isn't as good at it as I am, but with our pairing now stable, what I know, he has access to. He won't be able to draft them as well as I can because it is a practiced discipline that isn't as easy as one would think, but he has some fundamental skills at it."

"I will show you how to use our drafting programs, and if you would, I would like to have you sketch the Asran transport system used on the Future?"

"I can do that. I can't¦sketch exactly where, and how, it's laid out on the Future, but I'll show you a diagram of a general system, and its components, with explanations of each component, and their function within a functional system."

"This will not interfere with your existing, and added studies, will it?"

"No. It'll only take me a few hours to draft it out for you¦depending on how intuitive your computer systems are."

"You will find the engineering programs very intuitive, for an engineering minded person."

"So your computers use individual programs, like ours?"

"Yes."

"Nice! I'm gunna like working with your computers then."

Omat had stepped off the elevator, and he stood for a time holding the door open, until his patience with the conversation reached its end.

"We must not hold up the elevator system," Omat finally said, "Others will be waiting for the elevator."

Korica looked at Omat, and nodded as she stepped off the lift, and then she looked around at the enormous, and busy supply deck they were now standing in, with ramps that led even deeper into the ship at the outer edges of the supply deck. The deck was filled with stacks of metallic crates with locking latches on their sides, and metal straps running over them, and the crates were stacked from deck to ceiling. The deck was absolutely gigantic, and seemed to run the entire length of the ship, though Korica suspected it only looked that way. There were crates of every conceivable size and shape stacked neatly everywhere, and they all had strange black script on the sides of them, which Korica knew enough about hauling cargo to know, they were sorting codes, and destination stamps within the ship.

Once everyone was standing on the deck, Omat released the elevator door, and it slid closed.

"I'm sorry Omat, I tend to get carried away when I'm talking about engineering stuff," Korica said.

"I can see that. Follow me; I will lead you to the loading deck. We must walk down three decks from here."

Omat turned, and led the way to the ramp at the port side of the ship, and the group followed him down the ramp onto another identical deck, full of cargo strapped down in the same manner, and then they walked around the ramp to yet another, and descended even deeper into the supply decks, to yet another deck. The third deck was less congested with cargo, but there were at least a dozen mechanical walkers with men standing in them, waiting for the signal to proceed onto the station to retrieve the cargo they needed. The walkers looked like a skeletal version of a person, but much larger, and electrical motors could be heard whirring, and the men in the walkers looked tiny in the cab of the walkers that stood almost twenty-five feet high, with the men riding in what would be the ribcage, and chest, if it were an actual person. There were curved bars of robust metal that encased the men within a ribcage, providing protection for them, as they walked in place to make the walkers move about, and they had their hands gripped on joystick like controllers, with their arms strapped to mimicking controllers. If the arm is lifted, or extended, or rotated, the walkers arm mimicked the move precisely, providing a lifting force many thousands of times stronger than a person would be capable of on their own, as a liquid under great pressure provided the power for the arms, and legs of the walkers. The grippers of the walkers resembled the manipulator claw of the servo drones on the Future, but on a huge scale. The contoured shape of all of the cargo crates now made complete sense. They were specifically designed to be picked up, and carried, by the walkers.

Omat noticed Korica and Tamaric staring at the walkers in amazement, and he patted Tamaric's shoulder very lightly.

"I suppose you have no need for mechanized walkers, with the ability to move objects around instantly?"

"We don't have supply decks like this¦well, I mean we do, but¦they're compartmented supply decks, so if there's a hull breach, we don't lose everything at once. We use grav lifts, which are simply attached to our cargo crates, and they make the crates weightless. We then push them around with ease, since even the heaviest crate will weigh nothing."

"That technology would certainly prove useful, if it were shared with us."

"I'm sure that, and much more, will be shared once we have an accord as allies."

"Hmm, well said."

Omat pointed to a huge airlock door that was still sealed, with red lights rotating around its periphery, and Tamaric nodded, and he led the way across the huge supply deck, with everyone following, until they were standing at the edge of the airlock door. They then turned, faced the group of walkers, and Korica made eye contact with a few of the men standing within the walkers. She smiled, and waved, and the men smiled back, and waved, making the walkers wave for them. It made Korica and Tamaric giggle as the huge machines wined, as the fluid was pumped into the cylinders within the arms, and claws, by large electrical pump motors. When Korica looked at Dederal, he smiled, and nodded.

"You are wondering how such large machines are powered without obvious emissions, or engines?"

"Yes sir."

"Neodymium is compressed, and reacted upon within a small reactor, and the resultant reaction creates copious heat, that is then funneled off, and used to power the machines through heat exchangers, and differential power generators. The difference between a hot and cold surface has enormous power potential, if you know how to tap it properly."

"Is that what's in the head of the walkers?" Korica asked.

"You are very perceptive ensign Prentor, yes."

"We're familiar with neodymium, but I wasn't aware it could be used in a reactor?"

"It is an abundant substance found on many moons, planets, and asteroids, making it ideal, due to its availability, and reactive nature under the right conditions."

"Hmm."

The airlock door creaked, and then slid outward slightly, then began to retract into the inner hull, and Korica and Tamaric flinched, stepped back, and watched as the silvery extended artificial walkway came into view. It was popping, and buzzing, where it met the outer hull of the Mecure as it formed an airtight seal, leading all the way over to the station, which now appeared quite a distance away down the huge rectangular walkway.

There was a high pitch tone heard, and Dederal led the way out onto the walkway, and everyone followed behind him, then they could hear the walkers making solid, heavy, footsteps behind them until they stepped onto the walkway, then their steps were just a bizarre sizzling like sound, as the walkers enormous weight met the supporting energy of the walkway.

They made the long walk over to the station, and as the group stepped onto the station, there were three men standing with computer pads cradled in their arms, and they nodded, and waved the group to the side, so the walkers that were still making their way down the walkway would have a clear path onto the stations loading deck, that was gigantic, and very brightly lit from above. The overhead lighting was comprised of hanging bulbs as big as a man's head that glowed with a bright white brilliance that looked very organic in nature. Korica and Tamaric tried to take everything in, as many people moved about the huge metal crates that seemed to be stacked in an organized fashion, waiting to be picked up by the mechanical walkers.

One of the men lifted his computer pad, tapped it a few times, then looked at Dederal, and spoke in a language Korica and Tamaric didn't understand. There was a brief exchange, and then Dederal looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"You will need to surrender your beacons¦a small signal is being detected on your bodies, aside from your beacons. Are you carrying anything that emits a signal?"

Korica and Tamaric reached up, removed their beacons from their collars, and handed them to the Dederal, who then handed them to Omat. Korica then set her bag down, lifted her wrist, and pushed her sleeve up exposing her bio monitor.

"He might be detecting our bio monitors. They monitor all of our biological functions, storing the readings for later download into the Future's medical computer system for analysis."

Dederal looked at the bio monitor for a moment, then Korica tapped the face three times, and all of her bio readings were displayed one, by one, until her heart beat was shown with a third, and fourth, rhythm displayed in a flashing manner, as if being shown in an alert status. The display showed the readings for a few moments, then changed to the ships time, and then the blue numbers faded away. Dederal looked at the man with the computer pad, and seemed to explain what they were looking at, and the man nodded, and then he pulled a square device from his pocket with a small handle, and a finger trigger built into it. Korica looked at it, furrowed her brow as she pushed her sleeve back down, and picked her bag up.

"What the heck is that for?"

"You are going to be assigned your government purchasing account number, and identification credentials." Dederal said, "You will not need any currency, or a credit account, for anything you wish to purchase while you are on the station. My government is picking up the tab for everything. Please resist the¦splurge of purchasing a spaceship, or the likes. I still have to answer for everything you purchase."

"You're going to put something under our skin?"

"No, on it. This will impart all of the pertinent information without any negative sensation."

"I'm not sure I understand."

Dederal looked at the man with the computer, and he lifted his chin once, and then held his hand up, and the man held the square device over his hand, and the small screen began to populate with symbols and numbers, the likes of which Korica and Tamaric had never seen before.

"That is my credentials, and account information. Unlike you, I have a personal account that is automatically deducted for any purchases I make. Once I submit my expense report, and the financial department approves it, my account is reimbursed for most of my purchases. Your accounts have no limit, or need for approval. Your credentials will also provide you with access to most of the station, including your accommodations. No one else will be able to access them, with the exception of the head of station security."

"But¦I don't see anything on your hand." Korica stated.

"There are sub micron sized Hendrite chips bonded to my skin with all the pertinent data contained within them."

"Will they fall off? What if we lose them?"

"They will not fall off. This technique has been utilized for a very long time, and there has never been a report of Hendrite chips falling off, or being lost, with the exception of in the case of amputation of a hand. If that were to happen, your chips would be invalidated, and new ones issued on your other hand."

"Dang! Let's hope that never happens."

"I notice you're describing them in plural?" Tamaric said, "It takes more than one?"

"Multiple chips are encoded, just incase the data on one is corrupted, or the chip is damaged. An exact count is taken when they are put in place, and that number is looked for every time you use your chips for a purchase, or to access any door on the ship. If the number of chips present changes, we know a chip has been lost, and new credentials, and account information, needs to be encoded to the remaining chips, that way a person does not find, and use, your credentials."

"Do we get to know how many are put in place from the start?"

"No. Only the head of security has access to that information. I will tell you, it is different, and random, for every individual."

"We'll trust your technique," Korica said.

Korica held her hand out, the man tapped a few buttons on the device, and then held it over the back of Korica's hand, and he pressed the trigger. There was a slight pop heard, and Korica felt a very slight tingle, and nothing more. Tamaric then held his hand out, and the man repeated the process, but Tamaric felt absolutely nothing, his skin was just not sensitive enough to sense the chips being bonded to his skin. The man then talked with Dederal for a few moments, then Dederal nodded, and the man stepped aside as the walkers began lifting some nearby crates, and the men with the computer pads scanned the sides of the cargo crates, then the walkers turned, and headed for the Mecure with their precious cargo.

Dederal turned, and faced Omat.

"Thank you for taking charge of our guests Omat."

"It was my honor. In the end, they proved to be quite easy to keep an eye on. They did not behave as I expected. There were no odd requests, or attempts to wonder around the ship without escort. They made the assignment¦pleasant."

"It was nice to meet you Omat. I hope we see each other again sometime," Korica said.

"I would welcome that ensign Prentor."

"Thanks for being a gentleman with my wife Omat. I want her to know, not all men are going to want to put their hands on her, or take advantage of her kind, and trusting, nature."

"You have a wonderful wife cadet Prentor. Take good care of her."

"I will sir," Tamaric said with a bright smile.

"I know you will, you are the right man for her."

Omat then saluted Korica and Tamaric, they returned his salute, and then Omat turned, and headed back to the Mecure. Korica and Tamaric watched him until he disappeared from view, then they looked at Dederal. Dederal nodded, and looked at the man with the computer pad, and he had an exchange with him, then he shook the man's hand, and the man stepped away, and Dederal looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"I will take you to your accommodations. Remember the location well; you will be staying there until your time with us is complete. You are going to be housed in the premium housing area. It is ordinarily reserved for very wealthy, and prominent, residents."

"Rich snobs? You're going to put us with rich snobs?" Tamaric asked incensed.

"Rich yes¦snobs no. Trust in our judgment of the proper location for you. Everything on that level is tailored to provide a rich environment for shopping, dinning, and leisure. We want you comfortable, and safe, the premium housing provides that. It is also on the same level as the training center where your scholastic lessons will be conducted, providing quick transit from your accommodations, to the classroom everyday."

Dederal started walking deeper into the loading dock, and Korica and Tamaric followed behind him.

"We have to go to school everyday? I thought we were going to be trained to pilot the Brindon?" Tamaric asked.

"How can you pilot something you know nothing about? You must first be taught the fundamental design, and operating principles, of the Brindon and her thousands of systems. It is a very large, and complex ship, you need to understand all of its systems intimately, if you are going to be able to control it remotely. That must be carried out by instructing you in a classroom setting, before the training can be initiated. You will spend your mornings in the classroom, and your afternoons in the mental conditioning lab. There is much for you to learn, and even more that you must be conditioned to be able to do."

"You don't have a way of imparting the knowledge to our minds?"

"No. This is the way it must be done. We do not have the time to create new technology for educating you."

They made the long walk to the back of the loading deck, and Dederal touched a single call button for the elevator, and the door immediately slid open, and he stepped in, with Korica and Tamaric following right behind him. The door slid shut, Dederal touched a symbol on the control panel, and the elevator began to rise. The lift stopped twice, as more people stepped aboard, and touched the symbol for the level they desired. When the lift arrived at the level Dederal had chosen, he made his way past the people standing toward the front of the lift car, and Korica and Tamaric followed him out into a large open area with many people milling around. There were storefronts, and dinning areas, with wonderful aromas filling the open area, and many, many people talking, and wondering about, none in a particular hurry. The walls and ceiling had a curved surface to them with a light green finish cladding them. The storefronts all had oblong outward curved windows, and the doors were round at the top, and square at the bottom with shinny metal doorframes.

"This way" Dederal said, gesturing to the left.

Dederal led the way across the open area, and down into a narrower portion of the deck, that was still well over 75 feet across, with the same curved shape to it. The temperature was very comfortable, and the air quite humid, though the oxygen level was just a little lower than Korica and Tamaric were used to. It forced them to breath deeper, and faster than normal, but they were adjusting quickly as they followed Dederal while looking into the storefronts, and smiling at the friendly people walking by that all returned a smile, or a nod. At one point, Korica saw a storefront with brightly colored garments hanging in the window, and Korica pointed and smiled. Tamaric looked, and he smiled, and nodded.

"I'm gunna get tot take you shopping, hunh?" Tamaric said softly.

"With an unlimited budget? You better believe it!"

"Alright."

"Your escort will show you where the shops with the things you might enjoy are located. There are over ten thousand stores on this station, and close to just as many fine dinning establishments. You will be able to eat at a different eatery every night, and still not visit them all. A person could spend their whole life trying to visit every eatery and not accomplish it. You will find a great number of entertainment establishments as well. Some tailored to adult¦entertainment, and others with live music, and youth oriented entertainment. I would recommend avoiding most of the adult entertainment establishments. A certain level of expected activities occur there that might be distasteful to you. There is also an activities level, which you will find very engaging, and relaxing, if you chose your activities wisely. Again, your escort can guide you to whatever form of activity you desire, at the best locations based on your age, and personal tastes."

"This might sound odd¦" Korica started, "But do you have swimming areas, aside from the bathing arenas?"

"Yes. They are in the same general vicinity."

"Good. I have a new swimsuit that I want Tamaric to see on me."

"You will have the opportunity to show it off. You will have forty-eight hours to do as you like, at the end of each six-day period."

"An eight day week? Interesting," Tamaric said.

"It will only be for a few weeks, so I do not think it will throw your circadian rhythms off too much. We will adapt our schedule to accommodate your concept of a twenty-four hour day. That is why we will be observing an eight day week."

"I think we can adjust," Korica said.

"I thought as much."

Dederal guided them down the corridor of storefronts, until the crowds thinned out, and all that could be seen were tasteful, elegant, paintings on the walls, and subdued lighting along door after door, with a small control pad, with a viewing monitor incorporated into each, beside each doorway. They walked quite a distance down the corridor, until the doorways started to get much further apart, suggesting much larger accommodations behind each. Dederal led them past the people walking by, to the last door before the corridor widened out once again, and the wonderful aroma of still more eateries filled the air. Korica took a deep breath with her eyes closed, and smiled. She then looked at Tamaric.

"I'm gunna love it here. You smell that wonderful food cooking?"

"How could I miss it? I sense what you're able to smell. You're detecting the aroma of meat cooking, with lots of seasonings, and some kind of sweet vegetables boiling, with even more robust seasonings wafting in the air."

"That is likely coming from the Entourage. That is the eatery next door to your accommodations here." Dederal said as he stopped, then pointed at the door next to them.

Korica looked further down the corridor, and she smiled as she could see that the corridor widened to close to 200 feet wide, and the crowds were much heavier, as the people sat at outdoor tables while they ate, and others walked around, deciding where to eat, while talking with their companions. To Korica's delight, she saw quite a few people her age walking in fairly noisy groups, and some even younger seemed to be playing as they ran around the outdoor tables, and sculptures, and statues. Korica could tell finding somewhere to eat was going to be very easy, and convenient. She then looked at Dederal.

"How late are the eateries open?"

"Many never close. You will always be able to find something to eat, no matter the time of day from your perspective, and you will never need currency to obtain a delightful meal consisting of as much food as you can possibly consume. Your captain specifically asked me to find you accommodations with plenty of food close at hand. I understand you enjoy eating, and you in fact need to consume a substantial amount of food in order to keep growing the way you have been. That is the reason why these accommodations were reserved for you."

"Thank you Dederal. I appreciate you thinking of my needs¦and for understanding that it's a biological need of my species to consume more food than a typical Human does."

"You are welcomed. When you are ready, simply wave your hand over the control panel, and the door will open for you."

Korica nodded, stepped up to the door, and she switched her bag to her other hand, and then she waved the back of her hand over the control panel. The panel lit up with symbols, then a green circle appeared, the door slid open, and the lights within the room popped on. Korica then stepped in, and Tamaric followed right behind her. They stepped into the main living area, and they both dropped their bags, but Tamaric gently set down the clutch of data pads, and he and Korica looked around in sheer amazement.

The accommodations were gigantic, with two soft white couches across the room from one another, and three recliner chairs were facing a viewer with a simulated fire crackling near the floor to the left of the main entrance. Beyond that, toward the middle of the room, there were 2 white reading chairs, with a small wood table between them, with a lamp sitting on it. Along the furthest wall, there was a huge oval window with the shutters closed, that obviously faced out into space, and there was a bench style seat below it, covered in a pillowy looking white material, that looked very soft, and comfortable. The room had a curving ceiling, with exposed reinforcing beams that were clad in a blond colored coating, while the rest of the ceiling was a darker cream color that faded to white, as it merged with the walls in a graceful curve. There were storage cabinets, that looked to be made of wood, toward the right of the window, and off to the left of the window, were 2 closed doors, and to the right was a table that was formed right out of the wall in the same color as the wall at that height, with two contoured chairs placed in front of it. The floor was a rich white marble color with a brown veined accent, that looked like stone, but they were pretty sure it wasn't actually stone.

"This place is huge Dederal," Korica said.

"I was told your quarters on the Future are equally spacious. I want you to feel at home while you are here."

"Thank you Dederal, but this place is a lot bigger than our quarters on the Future. Look Tamaric¦there's a table where we can fill out our mission reports, and do our studies, and lessons." Korica said pointing at the table formed into the wall.

"We will not be sending you with lessons from each class to do here," Dederal said.

"Oh¦I was referring to our lessons from the Future. We both have to keep up with our studies, so we don't fall behind. The captain was adamant about us keeping up while we're here. I have ships service, and engineering studies, and Tamaric has continuing higher education lessons to keep up with."

"I was not aware. I hope it is not too much for you to keep up with?"

"No, we can handle it."

"That is good to hear. Have a look at your bedroom? It is the door on the right over there."

Korica nodded, and her and Tamaric stepped over to the door, and Korica touched the small black panel next to the door, and it sprang to life with symbols, most of which she didn't recognize, save for one. She touched the symbol that looked like a pyramid with an 'X' in the center of it, and the front door slid open, and Korica quickly looked over at the front door while frowning. She touched the pyramid symbol again, and the front door slid closed.

"Try the one that looks like¦an exclamation mark," Dederal recommended.

Korica looked at the panel, and she found the one that looked like an exclamation mark. She touched it, and the bedroom door slid open. Korica then stepped into the dark room, and the lighting popped on. The lighting was much more subdued in the bedroom, and it was casting from around the exposed reinforcing beams, causing shadows to be cast by the lighting. There was a fairly large bed nestled between two of the reinforcing beams, sticking out into the room a little ways, and there were drawers built right into the far wall. There was another window with the shutters closed that was much smaller than the window in the main living area, but it had the same oval, curved, shape that matched the gentle curve of the wall. There were 2 chairs in the room, 1 across from the bed, and one by the door below a mirror with a small cabinet below it that didn't reach all the way to the floor. The cabinet had a single, wide, drawer in it, and there was a small lamp with an ornate glass globe on it with a soft yellowish glow coming from it, making the globe look ancient, and fragile, while being very beautiful.

Korica stepped further into the room, looked around briefly, then she stepped over to the bed, sat down on it, and bounced lightly a few times, as Tamaric stepped in, and looked around, with Dederal right behind him.

"I hope this will be adequate for your sleeping needs?"

"Oh I'll say! This bed is so soft, but supportive. I should sleep like a baby," Korica said while smiling.

Tamaric looked around, then turned, and faced Dederal.

"Uh¦how do I turn the temperature down sir? It's comfortable right now, but Korica runs a high body temperature when she sleeps, and it makes me feel kind of warm at night when we snuggle together."

"You may adjust the environmental controls from the panel by the main entrance, or the control right outside your bedroom door. You can adjust the temperature, and humidity levels in each room separately, or in every room at the same time."

"Uh ok. I don't know how to read your language. Can you show me how to do that?"

"Step out here, I will show you¦do you want to join us, so I can show you at the same time ensign Prentor?"

"If you show Tamaric, I'll learn it at the same time¦but I'll come with you anyways."

Korica stood up, followed Tamaric and Dederal out into the main living area, and Dederal gave them a quick lesson in the symbols present in the control panels. Once Tamaric had it down, Dederal pointed at the other door to the left of the bedroom door.

"You will find the toilet, and sink, behind that door, for freshening up," Dederal said.

"No shower, or bathtub?" Tamaric asked.

"No. We do not bathe in our homes. That is a communal event, performed in the bathing arenas. You will find those facilities on this level, past the eateries. When you pass the eatery called the 'deserved desert', follow the corridor to the right, past the massage parlors, and exercise facilities, then take the first corridor to the left. You will see a sign with water flowing in it, which is lit from behind. That is the aquatic area. Simply present your credentials, you will be shown to the arena so you may bathe."

"I uh¦deserved desert? They serve deserts there?" Korica asked, with a bright smile.

"Yes. It is their specialty."

"Oh I have to go there¦we won't be able to read any of the signs though," Korica said.

"Look for pastries in the front window. You cannot miss it. They make fresh pastries everyday, and put them in the window for all to see their master pieces, in hopes they will come in and try them."

"Dederal sir, are any of our lessons going to include the basics of your language?"

"No. We know yours, so all the lessons will be taught in English. The interface is going to be adapted to communicate in English as well."

"Ok."

"You have any further questions before I go?" Dederal asked.

"You aren't going to sit with us for a little while?" Korica asked softly.

"I have many arrangements to make, and I have to report to my superiors. I will come by later on if you would like, but I have much to do."

"You said you were going to have an escort come by. Are you still going to do that?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes. That is one of the things I need to take care of."

"Ok. We'll put our things away, and wait for our escort."

"I'm hungry Tamaric, will you take me to get something to eat?"

"Of course love. Sorry, I thought that was me, I was just going to ignore it until you were hungry."

"No, that's me."

"Dederal?" Tamaric looked at Dederal, "Is there a way for us to communicate with the Future from here? I'm going to miss my mom and dad, and I was hoping there would be a way of talking to them."

"Home sick already?"

"No sir, but I will be."

"I forgot to take into account your true ages. You do realize just how far away the Future system is?"

"Yes sir. I was hoping we could use the star network to communicate with our home system."

"You know about that do you?"

"Yes sir."

"Let me do some checking. It is uncustomary for the station to utilize the star for communications. I might be able to arrange it, but I cannot promise anything."

"I would appreciate that sir."

"If there is nothing else, I really need to get going?"

"We'll talk to you later Dederal. Thank you for everything," Korica said.

"My pleasure. Take care."

Dederal then nodded once, and headed for the main entrance. He touched the pyramid symbol with an 'X' in the middle of it, the door slid open, he stepped out, and the door slid shut behind him. Tamaric then took hold of Korica's hand, and he gently pulled her close to him.

"You feeling a little nervous about this place?"

"A little. I haven't had good experiences on space stations. Old memories creeping in I guess."

"I can sense what you're remembering. I'm sorry Korica. Hey¦I'm here with you this time, and I ain't gunna let anyone screw with you."

Korica let go of his hand, and slid her hands around his back as she stepped against him.

"I know. You're helping me to keep it together. The scared little girl in me is fighting the woman I'm expected to be. Let's go get something to eat; it'll take my mind off the stuff that's bothering me."

Tamaric nodded, and he gave Korica a peck, then Korica set her chin on his shoulder as she held him tightly for a few moments, then they separated, and headed for the main entrance. When Korica opened the door, there were a few people walking by, and they looked at Korica and Tamaric, and smiled while giving a friendly nod, and Korica lifted a hand while smiling, and then the people said something to one another, and Korica stared at them as they kept walking, and she got a clear sense of what they were feeling, and it made her smile. She turned, and looked at Tamaric as he watched the door to their accommodations slide closed.

"Those people think I'm really pretty, and you're a handsome compliment to my presence."

"Yeah, I got that through you¦" Tamaric looked at her, and grinned, "That's so strange to know what someone is feeling without looking at them. I'm getting used to it, but it still feels odd. I can tell where it's coming from now though. Our pairing has really stabilized into something new. All the confusion is gone, for the most part anyways."

"We still have a lot of things to get used to, hunh?"

"Yeah we do. Let's try the Entourage next door? The aroma coming from there smells great."

"Ok, that sounds great."

Korica took Tamaric's hand, they turned left, and headed down the corridor toward the Entourage.

Aboard the Future, they continued on their course toward the crippled Future until they were within a few hundred miles of the slowly tumbling ship.

"Navigation, bring us to a stop using the gravity drive alone. No thrusters."

"Eye sir," the navigation officer replied.

The Future came to a slow stop, and assumed a position facing the other Future as they continued to analyze the ship for its exact quantum resonance. The passive scans were detecting low level energy readings from deep within the ship, but the levels were fluctuating, and very unsteady, as much of the energy was dumped through severed power conduits that were only going to be accessible from space, if they were going to be repaired. As the other Future slowly rotated so her belly was seen from the Future, they could now see that the main hangar was mostly intact, though the hangar door was damaged, preventing it from being closed completely, it was hanging open by 5 feet. They could also tell that all, but 1, freshwater tanks were exposed to space, and they had burst when the water within them froze, and expanded, splitting them open. The 1 tank that was still concealed, and being warmed, was only 1/3 full, and the warming was at such a low level, the water within it was barely above the point of freezing. There was also an entire external section of the outer hull that was held in place by a single truss beam that was twisted, and bent, but the latching bolts were holding the truss beam in place, though any sudden acceleration would rip it loose easily.

"Sheesh! It would take us months to repair all that damage," The captain said quietly.

Laurel stood up, Jake gently pulled on her hand, and she looked at him as he gently shook his head.

"It's alright Jake," Laurel thought, "I'm just going to remind the captain that we don't actually have to repair all the damage."

"Alright."

Jake let go of her hand, she stepped over to the captain's chair, and he looked at her.

"Sir, if I can make some suggestions?"

"Go ahead."

"We don't have to repair most of the external damage sir. We should establish contact, and extend our shield around them to start with. We can then send repair crews outside, to fix those severed power conduits, but we need to supply them with supplementary power in the mean time. We really don't have to fix all the outer hull damage, we just need to secure what's left, and get their main hangar functional, so we have a way of getting aboard safely."

"Are you asking to be including in any boarding party?"

"I think we could be helpful, but I know we aren't a part of the crew, so the chances are slim."

"I'll consider it. How do you suggest we supply them with supplemental power? As you know, the Future was never designed with that in mind?"

"Yes sir, I know that. Two of the primary power conduits are exposed to space. If we use a multiphase, high frequency, power converter, we should be able to use the stabilizing beams to send power over to them, just like we are to the Drokmar, and Sorgina."

"The station keeping beams originate on the Sorgina, and Drokmar."

"I understand that sir. We would have to create a bridge between us, and the other Future, using the Drokmar, and Sorgina. We could send power via the beam to the Drokmar, then to the other Future, with the Sorgina acting as a buffer, so we don't overload the power converter, or have a surge overload the other Future's fragile systems."

"Do we possess such a power converter? I'm not familiar with the device you're talking about."

"No, but the design for one is in the new data core. I came across it once while I was working on something else. The AI should be able to produce one pretty quickly with components we have in stock."

"I wish I had your incredible memory Laurel. If you would, go to science station four, help the officer stationed there access the information you described, so we can have the power converter constructed?"

"Yes sir."

"And hey¦thank you. I already had some of what you suggested in mind, but the power transfer is pure genius."

"Thank you sir. I'm glad I could help."

The captain nodded once, Laurel looked at Jake, and he stood up, and walked over to Laurel, then they walked over to science station number 4, and they took up positions on each side of the first class ensign working at the station. Laurel grinned at the officer, and she smiled right back.

"Laurel Kade and Jake Myers, right?"

"Yes mam," Laurel replied.

"Oh wow! You really do have the most beautiful, deep blue, eyes I've ever seen," The officer leaned a little closer, and smiled warmly, "They have a¦"

"Purlessence?" Laurel offered.

"Yeah¦that's it. There's a prefect blue color with no breaks¦" The officer leaned back, and looked into Jake's eyes, she grinned, then it morphed into a bright smile. "My stars¦you have the same purlessence, but in an emerald green that is absolutely breathtaking."

"Thank you," Jake replied, "I'm told Laurel's eye color is that of intellect and mine is that of creativity."

"Interesting. I'm ensign Cassidy Edstrom by the way."

"It's nice to meet you ensign Edstrom" Laurel said, "Thank you for the compliments. If you'll bring up the new data core access program, I'll show you where to find the power converter we're going to need the AI to construct?

Ensign Edstrom nodded, reached up, and touched the icon for the new data core access program, a prompt immediately popped up asking for a clearance code. Ensign Edstrom typed her clearance code in, and the prompt read 'code accepted. Level 2 access granted. Please state query?' Ensign Edstrom then looked at Laurel.

"Type in, energy wave converters?"

"Uh ok. What exactly are you looking for?" Ensign Edstrom asked, as she typed.

"A multiphase, high frequency, power converter. It'll convert just about any form of high frequency energy into a type of energy that's compatible with the Future's power systems."

"Really? I didn't know such a thing was even possible?"

"It isn't at the moment, but once this device is constructed¦it'll be like plugging external power into the other Future, so we can shutdown her primary fusion reactors, without sending the whole ship into darkness."

"Hmm." Ensign Edstrom looked at Laurel, and grinned, as the data core was searching for the requested information, "You're really as brilliant as they say, hunh?"

"I don't like to brag, but¦my IQ is conservatively somewhere north of three hundred fifty now¦and growing. Everything new Jake learns, is added to my knowledge, and everything I learn, is added to his. Our minds function as one most of the time, so we have the combined intellect of two, operating as one¦most of the time that is."

"What do you mean, most of the time?"

"Well, when we quiet our minds, we think independently. Anything we learn, or experience, when our minds are quieted, isn't shared, not immediately anyways."

"So¦anything you hear¦or read¦or experience is usually experienced by the other at the same time?"

"Yes. If our minds are joined, it's a conscious perception, and if not it's a subconscious perception, but either way, we're both aware of what's being absorbed by the other. When it's a subconscious perception, you aren't even aware of it, unless you think about it, but the new experience, or knowledge, is there just the same. It's like hearing music in the background all the time, you just kind of tune it out, but you like having it there, and when you think about it, you know exactly what songs are playing, and have been playing. When we quiet our minds, it's like turning the music off, and it's eerily quiet, and stressful. We have to have the music coming from the other playing in the back of our minds, or we start to feel stressed immediately, and ill after only an hour or two, and it gets progressively worse, and more severe after that."

"That sounds¦"

The ensign was interrupted with a subtle tone from her upper display, as the number of possible matches was listed, and ensign Edstrom opened her eyes wide.

"You have twelve hundred possible matches within my level of clearance."

"Now search within those results for multiphase converters, it should be a pretty short list?"

Ensign Edstrom typed in 'Multiphase converters', and the possible matches instantly dropped to 60 matches. Laurel grinned, reached up, and scrolled down through the list with her fingertip until she found the precise converter she had in mind, and she double tapped the line item selection, and it pulsed twice, and a device appeared in a slowly rotating view, with a whole list of specifications, and functional purposes scrolling up in the right margin.

"That's the one" Laurel said, "Send that to the production deck for fabrication, and assembly. Be sure and specify twelve thousand ampere output, at nine hundred volts as nominal output, with a max of fifteen thousand amperes?"

"Ok. Is that what the Future normally consumes?" Ensign Edstrom asked, as she typed in the required specifications.

"No, not even close, but it's enough to keep the few primary systems still working over there up, and running, while supporting most of the secondary systems at the same time. We have seven fusion reactors for a reason, but that ship isn't going to be trying to run the shield, or keep the rotating section in motion, nor maintaining the stasis chambers. That's where a full third of our power generating capacity goes."

"Right¦they're just keeping the bridge, and life support, running."

"Well, the battle bridge anyways. The main bridge is done for."

"How do you know that?"

"Because, I recognize the damage to the other Future. Trust me, the main bridge is history."

"How big should the converter be?"

"The collector element needs to be thirty foot square."

"I would ask how you know to make it that large, but I'll just trust that you have some idea of how the station keeping beams work."

"Not really. I just know that's how large the area is that's being affected on each side of the Future."

"Of course¦why didn't I think to look at that?"

The ensign put the request in, and a prompt appeared asking for command authorization, or a command code. Ensign Edstrom looked at Laurel, and she grinned.

"I was asked to do this, so I know we have permission," Laurel said.

Laurel reached in front of ensign Edstrom, and typed in 86939 Baker Alpha 1, then she touched the enter command, and the prompt disappeared and the words 'request approved, production commencing' appeared.

Ensign Edstrom looked at Laurel with a surprised expression.

"You still have command codes?"

"They don't authorize us take command anymore, but our clearance level remains at level five."

"Wow! You could technically command the ship then?"

"If the entire crew were incapacitated¦ then yes. We have the training, and codes necessary. I don't want to be in command until I'm much older though. I've sat in that chair, and it carries a heavy price¦one I can wait to face again."

"I guess I kind of forgot just how¦deadly it was for you two. I'm really sorry, but thankful that you were up to the task."

"Thanks Cassidy. I didn't know I had it in me, but the AI sure did."

"Confidence, and trust, well placed?"

"Something like that. We'll let you get back to your duties. Thank you for helping us get the converter order in place."

"It was a pleasure. I'm glad I got to meet you two in person. You're both so good looking up close and in person. I thought the post stasis briefing was enhanced or something to make you both look more attractive. To tell you the truth, the briefing didn't do you justice. You're even better looking in person."

"Awe, thank you," Laurel said with a smile.

"Thank you ensign Edstrom," Jake said, as he felt that she was particularly fond of how handsome he was.

Laurel and Jake then made their way back over toward their guest seats on the servo drones. The captain looked up from his displays as they walked toward him.

"All taken care of?"

"Yes sir," Laurel said, "It shouldn't take too long to construct the converter. It was one item that happens to have detailed schematics, and design specifications for construction, in the new data core. We made some tweaks to make it work for our purpose."

"Good deal, thank you two for taking care of that."

"You're welcome sir," Laurel said.

"No problem sir." Jake said as he and Laurel arrived at their seats, and sat down.

The captain spun his chair around so he was facing the bridge crew.

"Communications, please open an ELF channel at minimal output?"

"Yes sir," The communications officer replied.

It only took a few seconds to arrange the transmitter to transmit on the emergency ELF band, and then the communications officer looked at the captain.

"The channel is ready sir. You can initiate the transmission by your command from your control panel."

The captain nodded, reached out to his left display, and he opened the channel.

"This is captain Alexan aboard the UEF Future calling for colonel Tagert. We standby ready to offer assistance."

There were a few tense seconds of waiting, then a reply from a female voice that didn't sound familiar. The signal was weak, and wandering off frequency slightly, giving an eerie distant sound to the signal, with an audio distortion that made the female voice sound like it was coming from the back of an auditorium.

"This is the Earth vessel Future. We're glad to hear from you UEF Future. We're in bad need of assistance that only you can provide. I will let colonel Tagert know that you are finally here. He is attending to¦internal personnel matters at the moment. I can tell your signal is strong, suggesting that you're close by, but I don't see you on our sensors."

"With whom am I speaking?" Captain Alexan inquired bluntly.

"I'm sorry captain Alexan, I am first lieutenant Carigon."

"Well lieutenant, we're very close by indeed, but we didn't want to alarm you, and we wanted to assess your situation to verify the information we were given by colonel Tagert when he contacted us in a such a peculiar manner. We aren't alone either. We have some allies with us that are willing to help in anyway they can. I thought this might make the colonel a little uncomfortable if we came racing up to you, with two unfamiliar ships in tow."

"I see. Do your allies understand the situation at hand?"

"Yes. They've been briefed in full. We need to initiate an active scan to determine the exact nature of the damage to your ship."

"I understand. You can do that with your shield at full strength to conceal your location?"

"Yes. You should know that."

"We didn't have much time to experiment with our shield, and enhanced signal processors, before the elder race took revenge on us, destroying much of our advanced capabilities."

"I was under the impression that they destroyed the new data core, and that was it?"

"They were trying to destroy everything they gave us, when we stopped what they were doing. They have an intimate knowledge of their own technology, such that they can compromise it remotely quite easily."

"Hmm. I suppose that makes sense."

"Our technology is vulnerable to programming viruses, and theirs¦well it's a specific harmonic resonance frequency that can be generated from within, if the right energy pattern is induced."

"We're on an open, shared, frequency lieutenant, I don't think you should be discussing our vulnerabilities so readily."

"I wasn't aware that your allies were listening."

"They're parked less than a thousand meters from our hull. They can definitely hear us. Standby while we initiate active scans to assess the damage?"

"Yes sir. I'll let colonel Tagert know you're here in the meantime."

"Very good."

The captain then muted the channel, but left it active. He then looked over at the sensor station.

"I want you to initiate an active scan, but I want the key sensitive areas of the Future obscured form our shared telemetry. We don't need to go advertising everything, since they now know our vulnerabilities." The captain then looked over to the auxiliary station. "I want you to prepare to bolster the energy flow, so our friends can protect themselves from our scanning beams by increasing their shield strength beyond normal maximum levels. The added energy should enable them to do that safely." The captain then looked over to the communications officer. "Let our partners know that we're about to initiate an active scan, and that extra energy will be supplied to them so they can run their shields as strong as possible, without overloading their own power generation capability."

Each officer nodded, and executed the captain's orders immediately. As soon as they had confirmation that the Sorgina, and Drokmar, were running their shields at 160%, the active scan was initiated, and the interior of the other Future suddenly became clearly visible. They were able to discern every living soul on the ship, and many biological matter signatures that were deceased, within the stasis ring. The disturbing fact was that there were more people in the stasis ring at “70F than there was elsewhere at 98.6F.

The damage to the interior of the ship was just as bad as it was on the exterior. They fully expected to find a frozen mass of solid debris within the gardening ring, but to their shock, it was nearly empty, as a breach had penetrated all the way through the outer, and inner hulls, and most of the material that was in the gardening ring had been sucked out into space until the pressurized air was evacuated, then what remained clumped together, and was now floating around in large balls of solid, frozen, material, with next to no signs that anything biological had ever existed in the gardening ring.

As the sensor data was processed through the enhanced signal processors, they could see in fine detail just how much of the structural elements had been damaged. The artificial sun tube had exploded, and the plasmatic temperature material had cooked the breach from the inside out, melting, and fusing, much of the electrical, and control feeds, in the process that ran through the central core, and along the length of the ship, just below the inner hull sections, in heated conduits. It left the breach with an outward projecting appearance that resembled something cooked by volcanic material being explosively exhausted through the opening. The metal was torn, and stretched, like warm taffy being pulled apart only to cool before being torn apart completely, freezing it in a tortured, and molten looking posture.

"God all mighty!" The captain exclaimed, "To be on that ship when that kind of damage was inflicted must have been like being in hell."

"It looks to me like the other Laurel was telling the truth when she said they jumped out of a fight just as they were about to be completely destroyed," Laurel said softly, "A few more hits, and they would've been done for."

"Yeah, look at the damage to the secondary pressure hull surrounding the engineering deck," Jake said, "If that would've failed, the engineering deck would've depressurized, and the cold of space would've reached the negative matter core. Those components aren't meant to withstand temperatures that low. The whole system would've seized up¦maybe even exploded."

"The fact that the engineering deck can withstand a pounding like they took, says something of the original construction of the ship," The captain said.

"I wonder how they're getting from the bow to the stern, if the elevator tubes were destroyed?" Laurel said.

"They must've reestablished power to the transport system somehow," The captain replied.

The captain then looked over the scan data to see if he could detect the compression field necessary for the transport system to function, and it was indeed present, but it was fluctuating in pulses that would make using the transport system sketchy at best, and deadly at worst.

Laurel was looking on at the tremendous data pouring in, which was being broadcast on the giant viewer at the front of the bridge, and she grinned at what became obvious, as the rear portion of the Future was now clearly visible from within. Laurel patted Jake's leg, and stood up, and he furrowed his brow slightly.

"You know you could eventually wear out our welcome if you keep putting in your two cents babe?" Jake thought.

"I don't think so. You feel how relieved the captain is to have us here?" Laurel thought in return.

Jake looked at the captain for a moment, and then he grinned, and looked back to Laurel.

"Yeah, I feel it."

Laurel walked over to the captain's chair.

"Sir?"

"Yes Laurel? You see something important?"

"Yes sir. Have you noticed that the manufacturing deck is almost completely intact? Access to it has been cut off, and the deck is depressurized, and cold as heck, but look at the structural elements around the deck? Aside from one damaged pressure door, there isn't any damage to all the equipment necessary to manufacture exactly what they need to get themselves fixed up. Even the foundry is intact, if we can help them get their power restored so they can fire it up."

The captain looked at the giant viewer, and he leaned forward slightly.

"Hmm¦you're right. The deck nine pressure door is damaged, but they could take the pressure door from the garment production center, and use it to replace the deck nine main corridor pressure door. That would isolate the breach, allowing the entire manufacturing deck to be re-pressurized."

"I just thought I should mention it. I know you would've come to the same conclusion once you noticed it, but I seem to have noticed it first."

"That being the case, I'm grateful for your insights. I think we have a plan of attack for getting them self sufficient without us having to donate any components."

"Anything we donate has to be taken back once they get their systems online, or we'll create the same problem in their universe as they're creating here."

"Yes, I know. Our partners have made that blazingly clear."

"I'm sorry for prying, but¦I sense they wanted to do away with this other Future outright?"

"The thought was conveyed that it would be much easier to force them back through the rip they created in getting here, no matter the cost to them, but I flatly refused to do that, and they capitulated to my authority over this matter, so long as any other possibility exists. If time gets short, or the rip begins to expand, or threaten our universe overtly, then I have been instructed to do whatever is necessary to stop it."

"I get the insinuation sir. I appreciate that you're at least willing to try and help them get back on their own universe¦intact."

"Compassion is what sets us aside from the lower¦less advanced species. I'm always willing to exercise compassion, when it's appropriate, or warranted."

"Yes sir."

Laurel turned, walked back over to Jake, and as she sat down, the distinctly familiar sound of colonel Tagert's voice came across the overhead speakers.

"Hale Future, this is colonel Tagert."

Captain Alexan reached up to his left display, and un-muted the channel.

"This is captain Alexan. We're here to render assistance, as you requested."

"Thank you for coming captain. I was made aware that you brought some allies with you?"

"Yes. We just made contact with many neighbors, through an act of heroic contrition. Some hostiles were put down and prisoners, of an influential nature, were rescued from bondage. A few of these new found allies insisted on coming to offer their assistance where appropriate. As it turns out, we need them to supply auxiliary power to your ship, while we shut down your internal power generation facilities. We need to repair your severed power conduits, as a starting point to getting you up and running on your own."

"I was hoping you would manufacture the hull sections, and EMPACC coating we need to get the ship patched up on the outside, and we need access to your new data core?"

"Neither of those is going to happen. We will help you get your systems repaired using materials you have onboard, but we can't supply you with any material form our Future. You do understand that your vessel, and all the people on her, has a different quantum state than everything in this universe? They're incompatible with one another, and we need to get our shield extended around you, in order to stabilize your quantum entanglement issues, then we can work on getting your vessel repaired, but not by use of anything originating on this Future."

"I've had some of my people try to explain this quantum entanglement issue, but I'm not sure I buy into much of what I'm being told. Why would you come all this way, if you're going to withhold the vital information we need, contained within your new data core?"

"We'll supply you with the critical information needed to affect repairs on your systems, but you won't be accessing our new data core. I have to trust that the elder race took yours from you for a very good reason, and I'm inclined to follow their example, by keeping our new data core secure."

"I see. That's not where I was hoping this would go, but I understand your abundance of caution, and reverence for the elder race, even if I feel the later is misplaced."

"You're entitled to your opinion colonel, but that's the way it's going to be. It's not open for negotiation, or reconsideration. We've obviously experienced different eventualities, and in ours, the elder race were an impressive, and respectable, people."

"I suppose in your reality Laurel Kade didn't screw the pooch, getting a junior member of her ground party killed, leading to one of our Marines loosing his cool, resulting in the destruction of a valued chair of knowledge that the elder race were inflamed over the loss of. Things obviously differed for us from there, compared to what you people must have experienced."

"I would say so. I'll thank you not to insult Laurel, since her counterpart is in attendance on our bridge as we speak."

"I apologize to her if I offended her. I assume your Laurel is still in the civilian corps, and she holds some rank of significance?"

"No, she isn't in the civilian corps any longer. You have no idea what she, and her man, Jake, went through to keep our sensitive information, and that of the elder race, out of hostile hands. The experience burned them out, and led them to decide to resign their commissions as soon as they were brought out of stasis, as we orbited the Future planet. They both still consult, and help out with special projects, but they are young civilians now, nothing more. I know we can sit here and compare notes about our differing personnel experiences, but we need to get you within our shield envelope, so we can stop the quantum entanglement affects from reoccurring, as we work to get you back up and running."

"I'm still not detecting your presence, but it sounds like you're pretty close?"

"We're sitting ten thousand yards from you. We're going to match your tumble, and roll, factor, and then we'll extend our shield around you. Please standby, while we carry that out?"

"Roger captain, we'll be standing by."

The captain muted the channel, then looked over to the navigation officer.

"Ok ensign, match their roll rate, and tumble angle."

"Yes sir. You want me to do that using the gravity drive alone?"

"No, you can use the thrusters, and main engines. We've assessed what we needed while remaining undetectable."

As the navigation officer maneuvered the Future to precisely match the other Future's tumble characteristics, the officer at the sensor station looked over to the captain.

"Do you still want me to obscure the interior of the other Future from our allies?"

"That won't be necessary. As long as they don't initiate an active scan, they'll only be able to see the exterior of the ship. You may terminate our active scan. Begin mapping, and categorizing the damage, so we can come up with an entry strategy."

"Eye sir."

The captain then turned, and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"What are you two sensing?"

"I sensed that colonel Tagert is upset that he isn't going to get full access to our data core like he was hoping."

"No offense, but I could've told you that."

"I don't think you understand sir. He has something else in mind. You shouldn't trust him."

The captain slowly rotated his chair around, so he was facing Laurel and Jake.

"You didn't sense what he has in mind?"

"No sir. That would require tuning into his mind, and he likely would've detected that. If he's been around strong empaths, and psychics, for years, he's likely keenly aware when he's being probed."

"What about the rest of that ship over there? You sensing anything from the rest of Tagert's crew?"

"Anxiety sir," Jake said, "They're anxious to get back to the fight they jumped out of. There's also a lot of¦dread, I guess would be a good word for it. They need our help, but they don't want us coming aboard for some reason. I'm guessing we aren't going to like the way things are being done over there, and they know it."

"We've matched their tumble, roll, and orbital velocity sir," The navigation officer reported.

"Set the navigational control over to the AI, so we can maintain our position, relative to the other ship."

"Yes sir."

"Sensors to maximum resolution. I want to keep our eyes open for any unexpected company coming to have a look at what's here."

"Eye sir," The sensor officer responded, "I should report that I've identified the quantum signature of the other ship sir. It's very close to our own, but definitely different enough to determine that the ship originates in another universe, without question."

"Nicely done. I want that signature incorporated into our shield matrix when we extend our shield around the ship."

"I uh¦you want our shield set to the same resonance sir?"

"No. We need to broadcast the obverse resonance to protect them from our universe, and discourage the quantum entanglement from pulling at them. If that happens while one of us is over there, I'm not sure what the affect would be, but I'm pretty sure it would be very unpleasant."

"I don't know if I know exactly how to do that sir."

"Have the AI set up the proper quantum resonance within the shield. Not every complex procedure is going to be something we can do out of hand. The object is to use the resources at hand, including the AI, to accomplish the task. Just because you don't know how to tweak the shield matrix at such a fundamental level, doesn't mean you can't do it. Watch what the AI does, and learn from it."

"Eye sir."

The AI heard the exchange, and began the modifications to the shield, then started to expand the shield envelope, as it reduced the shield density, so it would pass over the other Future without interaction. Once the other Future was encased within the shield, the shield strength was once again increased to nearly 100% density, dimming space out almost completely. It would protect all 4 ships from intruders prying eyes, should they happen into the system, and the other Future was now buffered from the universe completely. The AI then activated all of the exterior lights, and assumed the task of mapping the damage, to provide some suggested routes for moving about within the other Future, and for making an initial entry plan.

The captain then looked at the sensor data on his left display, and he began a systematic accounting for every single component that should exit on the Future, to assess just how much debris was missing. Any missing items would have to be tracked down, and retrieved, so it could be returned with the other Future to their own universe. It only took a few seconds to assemble a list of missing components. There were in fact quite a few items missing, some of which the captain assumed were blown from the ship during their engagement with the enemy. He sighed, and then looked at the officer at the sensor station.

"I want a sweep done of the orbital trajectory of the other Future. We need to find every single attaching lag, and fragment, that has broken loose since they arrived, so we can retrieve them. Everything that arrived with them, has to leave with them, or we won't be able to seal the breach between universes."

"Eye sir. How are we going to find the exact location of the rip in the first place sir?"

"One thing at a time. Just perform the sweep, we'll worry about locating the rip when the time is right."

"Yes sir."

"Hale Future?" Echoed across the speakers, "Your efforts have stabilized our situation. Thank you."

The captain un-muted the channel, and then responded.

"You're welcome colonel. We're in the process of tracking down any materials that have broken loose since you arrived in this system. Have you traveled anywhere, aside from establishing orbit around the outer moon of Ontari ten?"

"No. It was a feat to even accomplish that. I can tell you, a great deal of material was blown free when we were surrounded, and pounded on, from every side."

"Yeah, we've assessed the damage. It looks like you were getting the crap kicked out of you."

"To say the least. If not for our timely jump away, it would've only taken a few more well placed hits to finish us off."

"With the shield now encasing us, we should be able to track any debris that breaks free from here on out. It all has to go back with you, every single bit of it."

"I'm not sure I understand why you're obsessing over the little stuff that breaks loose?"

"Because everything that originates from your ship has a quantum state that is destabilizing to this universe. Even a small fleck of EMPACC can cause the same chaos that the presence of your ship is creating. You're destabilizing our entire universe just by being here. There are governing laws of nature that ensure things from one universe remain there, and if they slip out, they're pulled back to establish a quantum equilibrium. If the material can't be drawn back, something of equal material composition, and mass, from the host universe will be ripped back in its place. The then present unequal balance, will cause a cascade of material being drawn both directions, consisting of ever larger matter, until the entire universe is eventually turned inside out, destroying both universes in the process. They way you got here was reckless, and frankly, stupid. You've put both our universes in real danger of being destroyed. Our allies understand this even better than we do, and that's why they're here to help us get you patched up, and back to your own universe."

"So my advisors were telling me the truth? I thought they were stretching the truth, to scare me into¦a different course of action."

"The first thing we need to do, is get some external power set up, so you can shutdown your internal power generation. We need to get the power conduits repaired that are bleeding off eighty percent of your power. You have at least three severed power conduits that we can access from outside the ship, through the hull breaches."

"We lost all of our spacesuits when the forward storage compartments were taken out, and we've been cut off from our manufacturing deck, we can't make replacement units. We also have no AI to run the automated processing center."

"We can patch our AI into your system, so it can run the normally automated systems, temporarily. We're in the process of manufacturing an external power converter that will convert the energy flowing along the station keeping beams holding our ally ships in position, into a usable current that will then be fed into your power conduits to keep your systems running, while we affect repairs without the risk of being fried by the leaking power conduits that are severed. We have some very advanced spacesuits that will aid in the process, and we're willing to offer some suits tailored to whoever you want on the repair teams."

"Our sensors are barely working, but what I'm seeing is unlike anything I've ever seen before. Did you create the station keeping technology yourselves?"

"What you're seeing originates on the Sorgina, and Drokmar. We will supply supplemental energy through their station keeping beams, with one of the ships acting as a conduit, and the other a buffer, between us, and you, to prevent surges, or fluctuations, that could jeopardize your systems."

"I notice that your allies have their weapons locked on us, even though their weapons aren't energized at the moment. Are we suspect to them?"

"A mere precaution, I assure you."

"I almost wish we could return the gesture, but not much works over here with the AI gone, and most of our primary systems are patched together at best."

"You don't need to provoke our friends anyways. We're here to help, so let us help you. You don't need to flex your muscles, not with the condition you're in."

"I appreciate the fact that you came at all. I have a few things to attend to in preparation for your boarding parties. I assume you'll be making primary entry via the main hangar?"

"That looks to be the only viable entry point that has a chance of being pressurized, if we can get your hangar door functioning. Can you establish the artificial gravity in the main hangar?"

"Possibly locally, but not from here. The control circuits have been damaged between there, and here."

"You are on the battle bridge?"

"Yes. The main bridge is a total loss."

"We surmised as much. Our active scan wasn't able to penetrate the shielding around the battle bridge, so we were unsure if it was occupied or not."

"We've been using the emergency escape tunnel to access the battle bridge, since the main corridor is depressurized."

"We can see that the confluence of the life signs are in the passenger level berthing area. Is that where you've been sleeping, and congregating?"

"For the most part. The rest of the quarters are inaccessible, due to depressurized corridors, or lack of sufficient power to keep the corridors above freezing."

"I see. Give us a little time to get things set up, we'll contact you when we're ready to attempt to access your main hangar, to see what we can do to get the door fixed?"

"Understood. I would say Future out, but that seems a little confusing at the moment, so I'll just say, Tagert out."

"Roger colonel Tagert."

The captain then closed the channel, and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"How bout this time?"

"He's definitely hiding something from us sir," Laurel replied, "There are presences near him that are scared¦not of their situation, but of him."

"You can sense people on the battle bridge?"

"I guess so. We did while he was talking anyways."

"What about now?"

"We're sensing people on that ship, but without reaching out, we aren't sure where they are. We're just listening to our senses right now."

"I see. I was hoping that kind of energy would be shielded within the battle bridge."

"It might be for most people sir. Jake and I are just particularly sensitive."

"Hmm. Thank you Laurel."

Laurel nodded, and the captain turned back around, just as the AI showed the mapping of suggested, or probable, routes of travel into, and within, the other Future. The captain studied the mapping carefully, and came up with a game plan. He then reached out to the ship-wide communication icon on his right lower control panel, and he touched it.

"This is the captain speaking, I want the boarding parties suited up, and ready to depart in thirty minutes. The Icarus, and Orion, will be making the boarding attempt. We will be entering through the main hangar. Once the door is functional, and closed, the hangar will be pressurized, and the passenger level will be accessed through the passenger level access corridor. I want the Icarus on the port side of the ship, to attach the power converter that is being manufactured to supply power to the Future. A space walk will be required to complete the installation. Once the installation is complete, I want the Icarus to retrieve the debris that has been tracked in the area that came from the other Future. Another space walk might be required for this to be successful, so I want all personnel in spacesuits. Report to your nearest com panel for sizing for your spacesuits. Make readiness reports available through your team leaders when all personnel, and equipment, are loaded, and ready, for departure. That is all. Alexan out."

The captain then closed the channel, and Laurel leaned forward slightly.

"Are you going over there sir?"

"Not on the first team, but eventually, yes." The captain turned, looked at her, and grinned. "You'll need to be ready when the time comes. I want you and Jake with me as advisors."

Laurel looked down at herself for just a moment, then back to the captain.

"Am I dressed ok?"

"Are you comfortable dressed like that?"

"Yes sir."

"Then you're dressed just fine. You look cute in that skirt and blouse."

"I won't¦need to wear a spacesuit, right?"

"No. We won't go over until a clear, pressurized, path has been established. I won't put you in a situation where you need to don a suit."

"Ok, thank you sir. I should probably go tell my mom that we'll eventually be going over."

"That's a good idea. You two are dismissed. I'll call for you when we're ready to go over."

"Yes sir."

Laurel stood up carefully, remembering her short skirt precautions without bikini shorts on, she put her hand out to Jake, he stood up, and smiled at the captain as he put his hand in Laurel's, and then he and Laurel headed for the exit. As soon as they stepped out, Jake looked at Laurel.

"You want to add some modesty to your outfit, hunh?"

"Yes. I don't know what I was thinking by not wearing something under a skirt this short."

"You were thinking that I might sneak a peak¦or get one by accident."

"Jake! I was not! I'm not like that."

"Maybe you were unaware of it at the time, but I'm in your head babe. That's what you were thinking¦that's what you're thinking right now."

"You're terrible Jake. You're not supposed to tell a woman when you sense something that¦personal¦and embarrassing."

"Noted for future reference. Sorry babe."

"No you're not!"

"I know¦I was being courteous."

Laurel laughed, and nudged Jake playfully as they continued toward the transport compartment.

In the Endrinol system, aboard the Reuopon station, Korica and Tamaric headed down the corridor, until it opened up into the wide concourse where more, and more, eateries lined each side of the concourse, and people were sitting at the tables alongside each eatery, talking while they dinned. They made their way to the first establishment on the left; they stopped, and looked at the lettering above the entryway. They couldn't read the name, but they assumed it said Entourage. Korica inhaled the wonderful aroma wafting out of the doorway, and she grinned, as she looked at Tamaric.

"Gosh that smells good."

"Yeah it does. We're gunna have a lot of trouble finding things on this station, since we can't read the language the signs are written in."

"Learning just one language wouldn't help. Look at the other eateries? They're using different languages, depending on the culture the proprietors are from."

Tamaric looked down the concourse at the other eatery signs, and he nodded.

"You're better at navigating strange environments like this than I am. This must seem completely normal to you?"

"Familiar anyways. Come on, I'm starving. Let's get a table so we can get something to eat?"

Korica took Tamaric by the hand, and she pulled him through the doorway into the Entourage. The establishment had dim lighting, and many tables facing in different orientations, with most occupied by people enjoying their meals. A hostess stepped from behind a small counter at the entrance; she smiled warmly, and said something neither Korica nor Tamaric could understand. Korica smiled, held up two fingers, and glanced at Tamaric, then back to the hostess, she nodded and said something else, and Korica just shook her head gently.

"We don't know your language," Korica said.

The hostess nodded, and gestured for the two of them to follow her. She then led them past several tables, to a small booth table, she stepped aside, gestured at the table, and Korica and Tamaric sat down next to one another facing the front of the establishment. The hostess then reached behind the seat that Korica and Tamaric were sitting in, and she pulled out an electronic menu, laid it on the table in front of them, and turned it on. She then touched the screen, and a list of drinks was shown, and she pointed at the image of a drink in a frosty cold, tall, glass, with a very light pink liquid in it, and Korica grinned, and nodded. The hostess then looked at Jake, and seemed to think for a moment, then she put a finger up, and she pointed at another drink pictured, that was a shorter, mug like, glass, with a dark liquid in it, and Tamaric looked at the image with strange lettering next to it, and he shrugged his shoulders, smiled as he nodded, and the hostess smiled back, then she touched the menu again in the upper right corner, and the meal items were now shown in three columns, with pictures of the food items, and a description of each in a language neither of them understood. The Hostess then said something, grinned warmly, then walked away. Tamaric looked at Korica, and grinned.

"How do you know we didn't just order booze?"

"I don't. She was probing us you know? I think she knows what we were in the mood for. What were you thinking about when you looked at the menu?"

"I was thinking I want some tea, but I don't know how to ask for it, since we speak a different language."

"That dark drink is probably some kind of tea, and I was thinking I want something sweet, and light, like the strawberry juice served on the Future. That's probably why she picked that light pink drink for me."

"I wasn't even aware¦now that you mention it¦I guess I did feel her probing my feelings. Not so much my mind, but what I was feeling, deep inside."

"I'm sure her intuition makes her a better hostess for people that don't know the local languages."

"You think most of the people on this station are going to have that kind of ability?"

"Some¦but I don't think most. Our abilities are common where we come from, but not out here in the galaxy. It takes a leap in evolution to develop the kind of abilities you and I posses Tamaric. Not all species have been around long enough, or even have it within them to develop advanced abilities like ours."

"I guess that makes sense. You're so dang smart Korica. It's a little scary."

"Thanks¦I think."

The two of them were then able to look over the menu for a few moments before the hostess returned to the table with their drinks. She set them down, smiled, and then walked away again. Tamaric picked up his mug, took a sip, and smacked the taste in his mouth, and then he smiled.

"I'll be a son of a gun. It's tea alright¦and a pretty good one too."

Korica lifted her glass, took a sip, and it was tangy/sweet, with no hint of an alcohol burn. It was a fruit extract of some kind, and it was ice cold, giving it a crisp, wonderful, sweet, flavor sensation, as it slipped over her taste buds.

"Told you," She said after smacking the taste n her mouth a few times. "This is exactly what I was looking for."

"The tea is great too. It's exactly what I was in the mood for."

The two of them smiled at one another, took another big sip form their drinks, then set them down, and went back to the menu, and they made their choices based on the images of the plates of food alone. They then looked around just as a young man in a black suit, with his brown hair slicked back neatly, stepped up to the table, and said something neither of them could understand. Korica turned the menu so it was facing toward the man, and she pointed at the meal she was interested in, and he nodded. He then reached down, and touched a word on the menu as he seemed to sign in, then he touched the menu item Korica had indicated, and it blinked a few times, and then returned to a solid image. The man then looked at Tamaric, he pointed to the meal he was interested in, the man touched the menu item, and it blinked a few times, and then returned to a solid image. The man then turned the menu off, picked it up, placed it behind the seat in the pocket it had come from, and the man then said something. Korica looked at Tamaric, then back to the man.

"I'm sorry, but we don't understand what you're saying."

The man grinned, bowed slightly, and then turned, and walked away. Tamaric watched him until he slipped through a set of double swinging doors at the rear of the establishment. Tamaric then looked at Korica.

"You think he understood what you said?"

"No. I think he got the idea that we speak a different language though. There was no point in saying anything else."

Tamaric nodded, and then looked around at the other people. Most were dressed casually, but a few had on very formal looking garments, and he assumed they were government officials or the likes.

"This is really going to take some getting used to."

"You'll do fine Tamaric. I'll help you get comfortable living in a strange environment like this."

"Is this how you felt when you came to the Future?"

"Kind of. I spoke the language though, which made it a lot easier to feel comfortable, but it was still a strange environment, and I didn't exactly know what was going to happen to me until Laurel started treating me like I was special. After that, I didn't care what happened, cause I knew she had my back. I just wanted to spend time with her, and stay on the Future. She made me feel safe, and¦loved. I really needed that at the time."

"You still need to feel loved. That's why you let yourself fall for me. You knew I would fill your heart, and mind, with exactly what you wanted¦needed, and still do."

"You think you got me all figured out do ya'?"

"Far from it¦but I definitely know what's in your heart. I'm in your heart."

"That's no mystery. You've been there since before I saw you in stasis, or even knew you were on the Future. I dreamt about your incredible face."

"I'm seeing¦what you're remembering¦how did you do that?"

"What?"

"Put your memories in my head that clearly."

"You're sharing my memories Tamaric. I didn't put 'em anywhere."

"Right¦our pairing is so much different now. It's like I'm always in your head or something."

"Significant emotion will get your attention with us paired like this. Memories having anything to do with you, evoke really strong emotions in me."

"Do you get the same¦clear sense of what I'm remembering, when I think about you?"

"Yes. I make your pulse quicken anytime you think about me. It's distinct, and takes my breath away, just like it does yours. We can't hide anything from each other Tamaric. We're both absolutely nuts about each other."

"I know that. Our shared feelings intensify what we feel singularly¦and your feelings are particularly intense in the first place."

"Are you saying I love you more than you love me?"

"No, of course not. You just experience emotions different. You're an intense person, and so are your emotions. It's probably a trait of your species in general, since you're all born with active, and heightened, empathic abilities. To tell you the truth, I kind of like it. There's an intensity to the way you experience the world around you that's exciting, and¦captivating. I like having that as a part of me now. It makes my perception that much more crisp, and¦intense."

"You keep using that word, I get that you think I'm intense."

"Sorry love, I don't know how else to describe it."

"I'm just teasing you Tamaric, relax."

Korica sensed someone approaching from behind her, and she and Tamaric looked back at the same instant to see the young man that had helped them place their order, walking toward their table with two plates stacked up one arm, and several small containers on a tray in the other hand. There was a girl following him that had their main dishes in her hands. She was dressed in the same exact garments as the young man, with her almost orange hair pulled back into a tightly braided ponytail consisting of four locks that were intertwined, and held in place with a gold band at the tip of her ponytail. They stepped up to the table, the young man set down the tray with the containers on it, and then he set a plate from his other arm in front of Korica, and the other in front of Tamaric.

The plates were full of leafy greenery with red, and yellow chunks, that Korica and Tamaric assumed were vegetables of some kind. The young girl then stepped up to the table, set Korica's plate in front of her other plate, then did the same with Tamaric's main dish, and then she turned, and walked away, and the young man reached out, flipped the top of each container on the tray open, then he held his index finger out with his palm up, and then he pointed at Korica. Korica nodded, and put her finger out in the same manner, and he picked up the first container, and he placed a single small drop of a reddish orange liquid on her fingertip, and then he put his finger tip in his mouth, and then he pointed at Korica's finger, and she looked at the small drop for a moment, then put her fingertip in her mouth. The liquid was very sharp in flavor, with a rich, sour, aftertaste that was kind of pleasing to the pallet.

Korica nodded, then the young man repeated the process with each container, and Korica found that each had a distinctly different consistency, color, and taste. She liked the first the most, if it were going to be put on her salad, so she pointed at the first, and the young man smiled, picked up the container, and drizzled it over her salad until she put her hand up to stop him. He turned it upright, set it down, and then he gestured to her, then to Tamaric, and she nodded while smiling.

"I get it. I'll let him try 'em until he finds one he likes."

The young man bowed slightly, then turned, and walked away, and Korica looked at Tamaric.

"It's salad dressing. Thirty light years away, and they serve food in the same way we do on the Future. The roughage will help our digestion, as we get used to the exotic foods that might upset our digestive systems."

"It's a small world after all."

"What?"

"Nothing, it's from an American song sung to children. I think it was first created in an amusement park or something during the middle of the twentieth century."

"I think I know what you're talking about. I have a vague memory about the amusement park era¦something imparted to me by neural suggestion when Earth history was given to me so I would understand your people better. In the end, it made me feel more like one of your people, cause so much information was given to me, it was greater than what I knew of my own people, and our history."

"That's not such a bad thing, right?"

"No, it makes it easier to relate to you, and everyone on the Future. I'm only Draximan by genetics. I'm Human by knowledge, and feelings. Try some of the dressings, I like the reddish one," Korica said pointing at the first container she tasted.

"Right¦a sensitive subject for you."

"No¦I'm starving, and I don't want to eat alone."

Tamaric smiled, then laughed for a moment, then he kissed her cheek, and then he tasted each of the dressings, choosing the one that was almost white, with a creamy and very tangy seasoning blend, and just a bit of a bitter aftertaste. Tamaric drizzled it over his salad, and then he and Korica ate their salads, then moved on to their main courses. Half way through their meals, they had drunk almost all of their drinks, and the young man came to their table with fresh drinks, and took the mostly empty glass, and mug, away for them, along with their empty salad plates, only smiling as he noticed that they seemed to be enjoying their food greatly.

Korica had a thick steak of some kind of tender meat that had been flame cooked to a light pink color, and it just seemed to melt in her mouth, and she had a heaping serving of fried green vegetables that were on tiny cobs, that she learned quickly not to eat the core of, and she had a serving of tiny, white, pellet shaped, vegetables that were covered in seasoning, and a slippery, and very flavorful, glaze that she liked very much. Tamaric had a steak from a different animal, that was a little hard to chew, but it had a sweet, gamy, taste that was heavenly to him, and there was a glaze over the meat that added a wonderful first bite sensation of flavor that almost tingled in his mouth. He had a vegetable on the side that had been boiled, and slathered in a thick, zesty, covering that was deep in bittersweet flavor. Along with it, was a serving of a creamy fruit and vegetable combination, in a separate small bowl on his main entrÃ©e plate.

As their drinks were replaced, they grinned, and nodded once to their server, then watched him walk away, and then they continued to enjoy their meals until they had eaten everything on their plates. Korica and Tamaric finished the last bite at the same time, wiped their mouths, and then leaned back, and Korica patted her tummy, and smiled at Tamaric.

"That really hit the spot."

"Yeah it did. The food was great. I can see why you like trying new food so much. You really enjoyed yourself, and that makes me happy. I like seeing you have a good time, despite everything."

"You're the one that's stressed out Tamaric, not me. Dederal sensed it in me¦through me¦he thought I was the one that was stressed about everything we have to do, but it was your level of tension that he was sensing. You know I'm happy most of the time, long as I'm with you, I know everything's gunna be just fine."

"You're always bubbly, and happy. I hope I'm a part of helping you stay like that. You're right that I'm kind of stressed out about what's expected of us though."

"Well then we'll have to go do something fun to get your mind off it."

"That sounds great. We better get back to our room, so we don't miss our escort."

Korica leaned over, kissed Tamaric, then slid out, and stood up. She looked around for a moment, and Tamaric grinned at her as he scooted out and stood up.

"Ok, I want to see you convey that you have to go pee without knowing the language."

"Very funny. Let's pay for our meal, and get back to our room, so I can go to the bathroom."

Tamaric smiled, and nodded. They headed toward the front of the eatery, and stopped at the hostess station, and the hostess smiled, and said something that neither of them understood, and Korica held her hand out, and the hostess waved a handheld, square reader over her hand that looked almost exactly like the one that had placed the chips on their hands in the first place. The hostess looked at the small display for a moment, then she grinned, bowed slightly, then said something else, and Korica smiled, and rubbed her stomach. The hostess smiled, and nodded, and then Korica and Tamaric turned, stepped out, and headed to the right. They made their way back to their accommodations, and Korica waved her hand over the control panel next to the door, the panel lit up, then the green circle appeared, and the door slid open. The lighting popped on, and Korica made a beeline for the bathroom door, and touched the panel next to the door. It slid open without her having to touch any symbols, she quickly stepped in, and the door slid closed.

Tamaric picked up their bags, carried them into the bedroom, and set them on the bed, and then he sat down on the bed, and looked at the shuttered window. He pushed the bags to the side, and then kicked his shoes off, climbed up on the bed on his hands and knees, and he looked at the controls next to the window. They had two symbols that he didn't understand, but they also had an arrow pointing up, and one pointing down, so he didn't have to think very hard about what the two buttons did. He reached out, and pressed the upper button, and there was a slight hum as the shutters turned sideways, and slid up, collapsing one upon the next, until they retracted all the way up revealing a dim view of space, and ships buzzing by from time to time. Tamaric leaned forward, and glanced around, just as he got a sense from Korica that made him grin, and lean back as he closed his eyes.

"You havin a problem love?" Tamaric thought.

"There's no toilet paper in here, and I don't see anything else meant to wipe myself with," Korica thought in return, "What do these people use for hygiene purposes?"

"You want me to come in and see if I can find something?"

"No! I know you've seen me with my pants down, but I don't need you looking at me sitting on the pot, it isn't dignified."

Tamaric laughed, and shook his head lightly as he turned around and sat down on his behind.

"Try looking around on the bulkheads for a concealed compartment or something. I'm sure there has to be something."

"Ok."

Korica ran her hands along the walls without standing up, and she passed her hand over one area in particular that didn't feel warm like the rest of the wall, she moved her hand back over it, and pressed in slightly, and the section of wall moved back, then slid to the side, and she saw a curved device that was roughly oblong shaped, and bright blue in color, with a handle attached to the center of it that was silver, with a black button at the end of the handle. The handle was curved back in a way that made the shape of the device make sense to her. She lifted the device from the compartment, stood up, and cupped it over her, then pressed the button, there was a warm tingling sensation, and she could sense the moisture evaporating away, until all she felt was a cool, tingling sensation. She turned the device off, pulled it away, and looked at it for a moment as she tried to figure out how it worked. She only spent a few seconds thinking about it, then she returned the device to the compartment, and it slid closed, then moved out, and blended in with the rest of the wall, and she reached down and felt herself, and she was completely dry.

"Hmm."

"What love? The device worked right?"

"Yeah, I just didn't expect it to leave my skin feeling so soft too."

"You don't touch yourself very often, do you?"

"No."

"You're very soft down there Korica, that's normal for you."

"Oh."

Korica pulled her underwear and pants up, fastened her belt, and then stepped over to the sink, and washed her hands. She then turned the water off, looked around, and there were no towels. She flung her hands a few times into the sink, then she looked at the faucet for a moment, and she waved her hand under the faucet. She sensed a warm sensation, so she held both her hands under the faucet, and the moisture simply began to evaporate away. When her hands were dry, she smiled, and looked at herself in the mirror, and she was content that she still looked good enough to make Tamaric happy. She stepped over to the door, touched the panel next to the door, and the door slid open.

Korica stepped out, and walked next door to the bedroom, where Tamaric was sitting on the bed with a slightly embarrassed look on his face. Korica grinned at him, walked over to him, and sat down on the bed next to him.

"What? What's that look for?"

"You're so dang beautiful, and you still don't realize that I'm not just throwing compliments at you. You have this amazing body¦from head to toe, and everywhere in between. It just makes me feel a little embarrassed, when I experience your naÃ¯vetÃ©."

"I know I'm pretty, but you see me as drop dead gorgeous, I just don't see myself like that."

"Well you should, cause you really are."

"Thank you Tamaric. You make me feel so good about myself."

"You're welcome love. Hey, you wanna see something awesome?"

"Sure¦really? You can see the Mecure from our window?"

"It's so hard to surprise you when you're always in my head. Take a look."

They turned around, climbed up on the bed, planted their faces in the window, and looked down, and they could clearly see the Mecure down, and to the left of their window. They knew it was the Mecure, based on the shadow they had seen when she docked, and what was now visible, matched the silhouette perfectly.

"Wow! Look at all the weapons on that thing, there must be a hundred of 'em, and we can't even see the lower half of the ship," Korica said.

"And look at the superstructure on top. It looks like it should snap off with it being narrower at the bottom, compared to the top."

"She definitely has a menacing look to her. Look at the size of those cannons sticking out from under the bow. You think those fire projectile weapons?"

"Possibly. Seems a little primitive for such an advanced battle though."

"It's a lot bigger from this perspective than I thought it was. I wish I could see the engine nacelles that are hanging underneath the ship."

"You've got the obsessive curiosity of an engineer."

"I know there's a compliment in there somewhere."

"You know I meant it as a compliment," Tamaric said with a smile.

"Yeah, I guess I can feel that. The Mecure is more¦square than I thought, you know?"

"Yeah. I guess shape just doesn't matter in space, does it?"

"Not in the least. You notice how the bow is faceted though, I'll bet you money that's to deflect certain types of weapons fire."

"Seems to be an odd contradiction, with such a huge superstructure sticking up from the main body of the ship like that."

"That's true. I'm sure it has a purpose that we're completely unaware of."

There was a tone heard from the main living area, Korica looked at Tamaric as she moved her face back from the window, and he slowly looked, at her as he settled down on his hip facing her.

"That's crazy that we can sense who's at the door like that. I never had that ability before."

"Well you do now, cause I do. Dederal is here. He has a familiar essence, and I know he's really close by, and he isn't alone."

"I know; I can feel that too. There's a feminine essence with him¦a young one too."

Korica flicked her head toward the door, and Tamaric nodded, pressed the button to close the shutter, then he climbed off the bed, and he and Korica walked out into the other room. They walked over to the main entrance, Korica touched the control panel, and it popped to life with an image of Dederal standing at the door with a young, and very pretty, girl standing next to him.

"Hello Dederal sir," Korica said.

"Hello ensign Prentor. May we come in and talk with you for a few minutes?"

"Of course."

Korica touched the pyramid shaped symbol, the door slid open, and Dederal stepped in with his guest following him. Korica and Tamaric stepped back a few steps, and clasped each other's hand.

"Did you find something fulfilling to eat?" Dederal asked looking at Korica.

"Yes sir. The food at the Entourage is fantastic."

"That is good to hear. This charming young lady is Aril Chandra. She will be your escort during your time with us."

"Hello Aril, I'm Korica. You have a beautiful name."

"Thank you Korica. I love your name too. It somehow suits you, it's pretty, and distinct, just like you," Aril said with a distinct Aussie accent, which had the ring of Tamaric to it.

"Awe, how sweet of you."

"Hi¦uh¦hello Aril. I¦I'm Tamaric. Korica is¦I mean; I'm uh¦Korica's. Err uh¦she's my Korica," Tamaric stammered, making Aril smile, then look at Dederal.

"Oh he's cute uncle. I'm gunna have fun with him," Aril looked back to Tamaric," Hello Tamaric. I know exactly who you are. I have your sense of what it is to be a Human from Earth in my head."

"Now, now Aril," Dederal said. "You remember what we talked about. Korica and Tamaric are married, and from a very conservative society. I want you to show them around, without your usual flare for the outrageous."

"I remember. I'll behave myself uncle."

"Your niece sir? I'm touched that you would locate a family member to show us around," Korica said.

"My brother has been working on the Reuopon station since Aril was just a little girl. No one knows this station better for finding appropriate, entertaining, activities for someone your ages. I trust her to look out for you, more than I would anyone else."

Aril had bright blond hair that was shoulder length, with a tight curl to the front edge, and a gentle curl to the end of her hair, and she had strikingly pretty features, with blazing blue eyes. Her button nose, and small pink lips, gave her face a mousy, but extremely cute look, accented by an almost pointed chin, and perfect complected skin, that almost seemed to glow. She had perfectly straight, bright white teeth, and a cute smile, that just took Tamaric aback. His awkward nature around pretty girls was coming out like gangbusters, and Korica could feel how tongue tied he was feeling, and while she thought it was kind of cute, it made her a little nervous. She had never seen him around a girl that he thought was beautiful, like he thought Aril was.

Aril stood exactly the same height as Korica, but she was a little slighter in build, with far less muscle tone, and while she was well on her way to becoming a woman, she had less outward, obvious, signs of approaching womanhood when compared to Korica. Korica's chest, rear end, and hips, spoke of being a woman in a much louder tone, but Aril was still very pretty, and far from a little girl, as Korica and Tamaric sensed Dederal saw Aril to be. Korica appreciated Aril's obvious beauty, but she wondered how Tamaric was going to handle being around her while he tripped over his tongue, something he never experienced with Korica.

"I think we should get along just fine Dederal," Korica said, "I sense Aril has a good heart, and a sharp mind."

"Oh she is smart alright. Too smart for her own good at times. I have something for the two of you."

"Oh?"

Dederal reached into his pocket, and pulled out a small octagonal device, with a screen that was cantered slightly toward the holder of the device.

"What is it?" Tamaric asked.

"It is not so much what it is, as what it can do. We have analyzed the device on your wrists, and we believe we can augment the programming to support a deck-by-deck moving map, so you will never get lost while you are on the Reuopon station."

"Our bio monitors? These are really important Dederal. I don't think we should mess around with 'em."

"How did you analyze them while we were wearing them?" Tamaric asked.

"You did not even realize that you passed under a dangerous device analyzer, and determination, sensor. They are located all over the station, for the safety, and security, of everybody on the station. As a result, we understand the nature of your bio monitors completely. You must not be aware that your bio monitors have hundreds of times more memory than is needed for the basal function of the devices. We can upload a sub program, that will function independently of the biometric monitoring function the devices are currently carrying out."

"You understand the programming associated with the biometric data collection, and storage, functions?" Korica asked.

"No, of course not. We did not access the device to examine the programming, we simply looked at how much data was stored in the memory module, and it is a mere fraction of what the device has the capacity for. Our programming is different I am sure, but it will still only occupy a small fraction of the devices total capacity, leaving plenty of room for storage of the readings being collected from your bodies. The mechanical, and electronic components are simple, and relatively familiar, even though the devices themselves are not like anything we have actually seen before."

"Are you absolutely sure your programming won't conflict with the programming already installed in the bio monitors?"

"Yes. It will be a sub program, running independently, in a different sector of the memory with a partition in place, so the differential programming will not interfere with one another. If the biometric program is using the display, the mapping program will pause, until the IO resource associated with the display is no longer busy. The biometric program will be the default program, and thus have priority to all available resources within the device, so as not to interfere with the devices primary functions. If the power runs low in the devices remarkable little power cell, the mapping program will cease to function, so as to reserve the available power for the biometric data collection function of the device."

"Seems you spent some time thinking about this?" Korica said grinning.

"Oh we have some very talented programmers on this station. This was put together in a matter of a few minutes, from your perspective of time."

"Uh¦this begs to the question¦if you looked at the memory that easily, did you collect any data? The bio monitors are designed to transmit data to the AI on our ship when they are in range," Tamaric said and asked.

"We did not collect any data from your devices. We detected no attempt at transmission of any kind. The bio monitors, as you call them, are simply emitting a very small power signature that our station sensors are sensitive enough to detect. We know you are wearing an electronic device that is active, but not transmitting."

"The AI initiates the download Tamaric," Korica said, "The AI detects the bio monitors in the same fashion, and sends a command to download the stored data. The bio monitors won't transmit the data without that unique transmit cue from the AI. They stay in a low power state most of the time, in order to remain as undetectable as possible."

"I can assure you, in most circumstances, your devices would have been nearly impossible to detect, save for their obvious silhouettes on your wrists."

"Obvious silhouettes? You body scanned us?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes. Standard protocol for anyone coming aboard the station."

"Just how¦detailed are these scans?" Korica asked.

"Extremely. Fear not, the anatomy is obscured where appropriate. There is electronic scanning done that no eye ever sees, unless an anomaly is detected."

"I suppose it's nothing less than what we do to visitors to the Future. You can upload the programming to our bio monitors. A map would be kind of nice on a station as big as the Reuopon."

Korica held her arm out, slid her sleeve up, and Dederal placed the device in his hand over the bio monitor. He pressed two buttons, and held it over the bio monitor for a few seconds, until he heard a subtle bong like tone. He then looked at Tamaric, Tamaric lifted his arm, and Dederal repeated the process, until the quiet bong was heard. Dederal then turned the octagonal device off, and stuffed it back in his pocket.

"So how does the new program work?" Korica asked.

"Simply activate your bio monitor, as you did in loading bay nine when we arrived, and once the device has completed the normal sequence of displayed readings, the display will fade, then the new program will initiate, and link up with the stations locator signal. Once that is complete, the map will be displayed, showing where you are in relation to all the corridors, decks, and compartments, throughout the entire station."

Korica nodded, and she pulled her wrist closer so she could see the display, and she tapped the face 5 times, and all of her bio readings were displayed one by one, until the ships time appeared for a few seconds, then faded away, and a moment later the display came back to life with the words 'initiating link, please standby' showing in blue letters. Korica grinned, and looked at Dederal.

"It'll read in English?"

"Yes. It would make no sense to display information in the languages of my people, since you would not be able to understand it."

Korica looked back at her bio monitor, and it flashed a few times, then the words 'link established' appeared. The screen then went blank for a moment, and then came back on with a full color display of the corridors on the deck they were on. The level of detail that was displayed surprised Korica. All of the shops, eateries, and entertainment facilities had their names in little letters displayed, and as she touched the display, the map moved a little, and she realized she could spread her fingers, and zoom in, and move them closer together to zoom out, and a left, or right drag of her finger, moved the map to the left, or right.

"That's neat! I didn't know the bio monitors were capable of displaying full color images like this."

"Apparently so. The mapping program is adaptive so, it will use the maximum resources available to display as much meaningful information as possible within the limits of the device at hand. I would assume your bio monitors are constructed from much more advance components than are necessary for the simple task of monitoring, and recording, your biological functions. That little red dot is you. Walk across the room, you will see it move."

Korica nodded, and then watched the display as she took several steps toward the back of the room, and sure enough, she could see the small dot moving within her quarters. She walked back over to the group, and looked at Dederal.

"How does this device communicate with the station like that? I mean, how does it know exactly where I am?"

"The chips on your hand, and the bio monitor is designed to receive, and transmit, information, so it is a basic function of the device being utilized differently than envisioned by whoever created the device in the first place."

"Haroman Frezio. He was an Italian scientist, and inventor, back on Earth."

"If we can track ourselves like that on our bio monitors, does that mean we're being tracked by the station too?"

"The Reuopon station does not have an artificial intelligence like your ship does. Your location is being monitored anytime you are not in your room though¦as is the location of every person on this station. That is done by biological signature tracking, and if needed, your chips can be read from almost anywhere, to determine who you are in particular."

"That makes sense," Korica said. "We have the same capability on the Future, but we can read a persons DNA, to determine who they are, from just about anywhere on the ship."

"You map a persons genetic code when they come aboard?"

"Yes. We have to, in order to make sure that they aren't carrying an unknown pathogen, or the likes, that could make everyone sick, or worse. I can tell you, from experience, that there are some species that shed skin cells that are acidic, and dissolve right through your skin, without you being aware of it, and they make some people very sick once they reach the bloodstream. It acts like a poison, but if you know their DNA coding, you can make an antitoxin that stops that affect. The immune system seeks out that specific DNA, and attaches to it, and destroys it, but only if the antitoxin is artificially introduced first."

"Incredible! So you would have to make an antitoxin to protect people from each person possessing these acidic skin cells?"

"Yes. It's DNA specific. The species I'm talking about are called Droian. Don't worry though; they don't live in this galaxy, so you aren't ever going to run into them¦unless you go to my home galaxy, which is over four hundred thousand light years away. The point being, there is a valid reason for mapping the DNA of every person stepping aboard the Future."

Korica touched the face of her bio monitor, and the display went blank for just a moment, then she smiled as her heart rate was displayed, with Tamaric's sympathetic double beat displayed below hers, in a flashing alert status.

"You're right, the bio monitor does take precedence. That's a relief to know that much works as you hoped it would."

"I told you, we have some very bright programmers. I will leave you in Aril's capable hands. I must attend to the rest of my preparations for the training we will be carrying out together."

Dederal then turned to Aril, and smiled at her. She smiled right back, and threw her arms around Dederal, and he held her tightly as he leaned down slightly, and set the side of his face on the top of her head.

"You be good Aril. Show Korica and Tamaric where to go to have some fun, but keep out of trouble. I promised your father that you could handle this, without causing an incident."

"I promise to take good care of them uncle. I will not let you down."

"Good girl."

"Thank you again Dederal," Korica said as she pushed her sleeve back down. "Will you be coming to get us in the morning?"

"No. Aril will be. You will walk with her on her way to her morning classes. She attends classes a short ways away from where you will be attending classes."

"Ok."

Dederal let go of Aril, and straightened his jacket, then he stroked Aril's face, and then he looked at Tamaric.

"I almost forgot. I checked into what you asked of me cadet Prentor. Arrangements are being made to accommodate your request. It will take a little time to get the proper approvals in place, but I think you are going to get what you asked for."

"Thank you so much Dederal sir."

"My pleasure. I can understand the need given your true age. You three have some fun, I will see you in the learning annex in the morning."

"Ok," Aril said.

"We'll see you then sir," Korica said.

Dederal then turned, walked to the door, and touched the command to open the door, it slid open, and he stepped out. The door slid closed, and Aril sighed, and seemed to relax as she looked at Korica, then Tamaric.

"I cannot tell you how relieved I am to find out you two are going to be so much fun to spend time with. I thought you were going to be¦well¦different."

"You expected us to be cold, and uptight?" Korica asked with a smile.

"Yes. Uncle Dederal told me that you were empathic to a degree I have never seen before. Were you just now reading my feelings?"

"Yes. Does that bother you?"

"No, not at all. I wish I had the ability to sense what people are thinking."

"You aren't gifted?"

"Not like you are. I am a pretty good judge of character, but it is based on body language, and facial expressions, and how a person carries themselves, not a sense of what a person is feeling by feeling it myself."

"A woman's intuition?"

"Yeah."

"So what do you think of our character?"

"Mmm¦I think based on how you are dressed, and the condition of your uniforms¦you are proud of the service you are in, and you take pride in yourselves, and your uniforms. I think you outrank Tamaric¦by a significant margin, but you have a great deal of pride in him. I see a very strong love in your eyes when you look at each other. Tamaric is cute, and reserved¦and very nervous around girls he does not know. I think you are much more outgoing than he, but apprehensive for some reason. Maybe because you are in unfamiliar surroundings¦which is why I am here. I am going to introduce you to some of my friends, so you do not feel like you are the only ones here your age."

"I've seen other teenagers walking around, but it would sure be nice to have some friends among them. Isn't it going to be a bit of a problem that we don't speak their language?"

"That will not be a problem. I promise to look out for you, and translate as much as I can. My uncle is trying to arrange for you to be exposed to a cerebral disc from a donor your age, but until that happens, I will have to translate for you."

"Alright."

"The first thing we have to do, is get you dressed different, so we can go have some fun."

Aril stepped back, held her hand up to her chin, as she looked Korica over from head to toe, then she looked Tamaric up, and down, and she grinned, then removed her hand from her chin.

"I know what is going to look good on you¦"

Aril walked around Tamaric, and looked at his backside, then she put her hands on his shoulders, and gave them a squeeze.

"Oh my¦that is not padding¦you are all muscle under there."

Tamaric looked at Korica, and shrugged his shoulders as he gave her a nervous smile. Aril then stepped behind Korica, and looked her over. She then reached up, and squeezed Korica's shoulders, and to her surprise, Korica was equally sturdy feeling.

"Harriet Dooley! Do they make you exercise for fun on your world?"

"We're both required to workout twice a day to stay fit. After a while, you kind of enjoy it."

Aril walked around so she was standing in front of them, and she nodded.

"You are beyond fit. You have the prettiest complexion Korica. I think getting you dressed properly is going to be a lot of fun."

"I have some civilian clothes with me. Do you want me to change before we go out? I sense than our weapons make you a little nervous."

"You can leave your weapons here, but you do not have to change your clothes. I am going to take care of getting you something a little more appropriate. Do you have such a deep tan everywhere?"

"Yes," Korica replied.

"Good. I am betting you have beautiful legs, and we need to put you in something that shows them off a little."

"Shows them off? Where are planning on taking us?"

"We are going to the foot works. It is a club, as you would call it. Everyone I know goes there, to meet up. We dance, drink, and have a good time for hours at a time."

"Sounds interesting. Tamaric wants me to make sure you don't drink mind altering drinks at the foot works?"

"They do serve some drinks that alter your perceptions, but I was instructed by uncle Dederal to make sure you were not given anything that will alter your minds. It is important that your minds are sharp, and clear, for what you are here to train for, so I will make sure nothing like that is served to you. Does Tamaric speak through you often?"

"We can hear what the other is thinking, and even carry on conversations within our minds due to our paring so, I would say yes. He's still a little nervous around you. It'll fade in time, but he's just¦a little inexperienced at being around girls that look like you do."

"Like I do?"

"Yeah, really pretty. He gets all tongue tied for some reason."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric. I knew you were nervous, but I did not know it was because you think I am pretty."

Tamaric just nodded, and Aril smiled at him.

"We are going to have to get that tongue untied, you are going to be meeting a lot of girls at the foot works, and many of them are real pretty."

"I think the experience will be good for him," Korica said smiling. "I need to expose him to new things, so he can learn about himself in the process."

"My friends are going to be all over him, he is really cute, and those eyes of his are gorgeous."

"I don't particularly want other girls climbing all over him."

"Do not take that the wrong way. I do not mean they are going to try and have sex with him¦though some passes may be thrown his way¦I just mean they are going to want to be seen with him because he is so good looking, and¦well built. You are going to be just as popular with the guys. You are very pretty Korica, and that is going to attract some attention. Once you make it clear that you are married, and only looking to have some fun, the passes will stop, and everyone will just want to be with you as friends."

"I can handle myself¦but Tamaric isn't going to like it when guys try to put their hands on me¦and frankly, neither am I."

"Open affection is common among my people, and especially among people our age. You will have to get used to some¦innocent touching from time to time. It is our way of saying hello, I like you, if you like me, let's¦hook up."

"But I don't want to¦hook up with anyone, except Tamaric."

"So, make that clear from the start, like I said. Just follow my lead, stay close to me, and you will be fine."

"I wish I could speak the language, so I can make it clear."

"That ring on your finger means the same thing to us that it does within your society. Just flash that, and it will say volumes."

"Alright."

Korica unfastened her thigh strap, and then her waist strap, she pulled her PP-20 free, she looked at Tamaric, he nodded, and unfastened his holster from his thigh, then his waist, and he handed his weapon to Korica. She looked around, and then walked over to the table that was built into the wall, and she set their holsters on it, and then walked back over to Tamaric and Aril.

"That is a good start. Now we need to get you something to wear. Your uniforms look fantastic on both of you, but not for where we are going."

"Are you going to put me in shorts, like you're wearing?" Korica asked.

Aril looked down at her blue shorts with gold trim, and then she looked at her loose fitting blouse in light blue, and green, with an open neckline to reveal ample cleavage, which Aril was in short supply of, and Aril smiled, and looked at Korica.

"This is for traveling through the station in modesty. I have nothing on under this, since I was at the bathing arena when Uncle Dederal found me, and asked me to come meet a couple kids my age, from a world thirty light years away, here to train, but currently in need of an escort to show them around, and show them how to have fun on the Reuopon station. I need to get dressed too."

"Oh. Good, I wouldn't feel comfortable in a club dressed like that."

"Nor would I¦unless I was at a different club, looking for something else, something requiring no clothes, or self-respect. I will take you to my favorite shop for finding new styles that make me shine when I arrive at the foot works. I know we will find something perfect for both of you there."

"Alright. To say thanks for being so nice to us, I want to buy anything you want for you."

"That would be really nice of you Korica, thank you."

Korica smiled, and nodded, and then Aril turned, headed for the main entrance, and Korica and Tamaric followed right behind her. Aril opened the door, and stepped out into the corridor, and Tamaric grabbed Korica's hand and looked at her, as they began to walk down the corridor to the left.

"You know you forget that you're wearing your PP twenty, but once you aren't wearing it, you miss the holster hugging your leg," Tamaric said.

"I know, weird hunh?"

"Yeah."

"Do you feel naked without your weapons?" Aril asked, as Korica and Tamaric took up walking positions next to her.

"No, just slightly out of uniform is all," Korica said.

"I promise not to take you anywhere that you will need them."

"We don't need our weapons to protect ourselves. We're trained in hand to hand combat techniques, and we have abilities that can take a person down without us even having to touch them."

"Nooo¦really?"

"Yes, really," Tamaric said proudly.

"You really know how to hurt people with your bare hands Korica?"

"Yes. I don't want to hurt anyone, but if I'm being threatened, I can definitely defend myself, and like I said, I can put someone out without having to touch them."

"Would it hurt?"

"I don't know exactly. I don't think so, not if I do it right."

"Hmm."

They walked down the corridor for a significant distance, then turned right, and headed down a cross connecting corridor that seemed to stretch forever. It was very long, and extremely wide, with a great many people milling around. There were numerous corridors that intersected the corridor they were walking down, and Korica and Tamaric peered down each, where even more shops and people were seen. They walked for a great distance, then turned right down a narrower corridor that opened up into a huge gallery that was hexagonal shaped, with shops ringing it on five levels, and Tamaric looked around in wonder, then up, and he smiled at Korica.

"You know, we used to have shopping malls like this on Earth? They disappeared before I was born, but I saw them in videos, and in still images from the past. My granny used to tell me of shopping in malls like that in Brisbane when she was¦like our age."

"How do you buy the things you need if you do not have shopping plazas?" Aril asked.

"We order what we want from home, and it's delivered right to our door."

"Oh how boring. You never go out to buy things?"

"Sure we do, but not in malls, or plazas, like this. The stores are independent buildings, and shops, located throughout the city."

"You have plazas like this on Primran?" Korica asked.

"We have literally millions of them."

"Hmm."

"Follow me, I will take you to my favorite shop for clothing."

Korica and Tamaric nodded, and followed Aril across the gallery to a set of wide curving stairs leading up to the next level. They climbed past people heading down, and Korica took note of the bags in their hands, and it struck her that everyone they were walking past, seemed to be under the age of thirty, by all outward appearances. As they stepped onto the next level, they looked around, and it was much busier, with people going about their shopping, and there were tables, and benches, in the middle of the concourse that were occupied by people talking, and some were eating food, that seemed to be brought to them by the proprietors of the few eateries among the hundreds of shops, and storefronts.

Aril led them to the left, and around the tables, and benches, and as they approached a store on the left, they could hear music playing from within the store that was accompanied by vocals in a language that was unlike the language being spoken by a good many of the people sitting at the tables, and on the benches. The music had a good base beat, with acoustic string instruments accompanying it, and the vocals were rhythmic, and flowing, even if a bit strange sounding to Korica and Tamaric.

"This is the place," Aril said as she pulled the glass door open, and stood aside, so Korica and Tamaric could step in first.

As they stepped in, a brightly dressed young woman walked up to the three of them, and she engaged in a short conversation with Aril, then she gestured toward the right isle as she stepped aside. There were seven rows of racks with clothing hanging on them, and still more hanging on the walls. The store was fairly busy with young people going through the racks to pick out what struck their fancy. Toward the rear of the store, were several changing rooms, where the clothing could be tried on in privacy, with the male dressing rooms being on the left, and the female on the right.

Aril led the way down the isle, and Korica touched her shoulder.

"What did that woman say to you?"

"Oh she said she was delighted to see me again, and she said there were some new arrivals that I should see down this row."

"I noticed that everyone in here is around our age? This place has clothes just for younger people?"

"Yes. You will not find any clothing for adults in here."

Aril stopped, and began pulling the hanging clothes to the side as they hung, so she could see the form, and color, of the hanging garments. Without saying a word, she pulled a few items, and handed them to Korica, and Korica hung them over her arm until Aril was finished making her selections, then Aril looked at Tamaric, and looked him over down to his feet, then she looked up into his eyes.

"I know what will look great on you."

Aril then led the way to the end of the isle, and around to the other side of the store, where a few boys were looking over the garments hanging there. Aril stepped up to one of them, and placed her hand on his shoulder, and he looked at her and smiled, and they engaged in a short conversation, then Aril introduced Korica and Tamaric.

"Korica, Tamaric, this is Ardon, and Resmar. They are in my class at the learning annex."

Korica and Tamaric smiled, and lifted a hand in salutation, and Ardon looked Korica over, and then he leaned toward Aril and said something, and Aril shook her head, and said something in return, and Ardon lifted his chin as though acknowledging something, then he made a comment, and Aril laughed, then looked at Korica.

"Ardon asked if you were available, he loves your hair, and your figure. I told him you are married to Tamaric, and he said that is too bad. You look like you could dish out a vigorous¦experience."

Korica looked at Tamaric, and he grinned.

"If he only knew."

Korica then looked at Ardon.

"You couldn't handle me anyway. I would hurt you."

Aril smiled, and opened her mouth in surprise.

"You want me to tell him what you said?"

"Yeah."

Aril smiled, nodded, then she looked at Ardon, and told him exactly what Korica said, and he looked at Korica for a few moments, and Korica sensed that he was trying to picture her with nothing on, then he felt a little intimidated when he pictured her tossing him around as they got busy, making him smile, and then laugh nervously. He then said something to Aril, and she nodded, and looked at Korica.

"He says he likes your spirit. He hopes you will be making a stop into the foot works. He wants to see you on the dance floor."

"You can tell him we'll be there, but I'll be dancing with Tamaric, a man that can handle me."

Aril nodded, and translated what Korica said, Ardon looked at Resmar, and Resmar shrugged his shoulders and said something, and Aril looked at Korica.

"Resmar said don't look at me, you were asking for it by being so forward with someone you do not even know."

"I sensed that was the way to deal with Ardon, talk just as direct, and nasty with him as he was me."

"You are not wrong there."

Aril then said something to the boys, and then pushed her way by them. Korica and Tamaric followed behind her, and Tamaric touched Korica's arm.

"I don't like guys undressing you like that in their mind. That guy is a slob," Tamaric thought.

"I know. That's why I'm with a man like you, not a boy like him," Korica thought in return. "You know how to treat a woman with respect, and you can really handle me. You know I really would hurt a kid like him?"

Tamaric laughed, and interlaced his fingers through hers.

"Yeah, you probably would. You're a heck of a lot stronger than you look¦and you got an appetite that's kind of difficult to keep up with."

"I assume you mean my sexual appetite?"

"Yeah."

"Well luckily you're up to the task. You satisfy me in every way possible."

"I try."

Aril stopped at the middle of the isle, and began pulling the pants, and shirts aside, and she again pulled selections out, and handed them to Tamaric, and he looked at each briefly, then hung them over his arm, until Aril was content, after pulling several garments. Aril then led the way to the back of the store, past Ardon, and Resmar, who just looked on, then went back to what they were doing once they had passed by. Aril stopped, and looked at Korica.

"Would you mind if I work with Tamaric first, to get him looking proper, before I work on you?"

"No, that sounds fine. I'll sit on that bench over there, and wait for him to come out, so I can see the outfits on him," Korica said, pointing at a bench that faced the male dressing rooms.

"Wait¦are you going into the dressing room with me?" Tamaric asked in a soft voice.

"Yes. I have seen anything you have concealed before. You will not shock me."

"I'm not afraid of shocking you."

"You are afraid?"

"I can face vicious animals bent on turning me into dinner, and hostile aliens intent on killing me, but¦I'm a little shy around pretty girls that I barely know."

"So don't get completely naked silly," Korica said with a grin.

"You think this is funny! That's not nice to get such joy from my nervousness."

"I know what's in your heart Tamaric, and I can feel what's in Aril's. She's pretty to you, but you aren't interested in her in a sexual manner, and she thinks you're one of the most handsome guys she's ever seen, but she doesn't have any designs on you either. She just wants to coordinate your clothes, so you look¦cool."

"It really doesn't bother you for me to get undressed in front of her? I'm a little surprised, knowing how jealous you are."

"You're mine, and it bugs me when girls want to put their hands on you, or posses you, but that's not what Aril wants to do. I can feel that she's¦a little excited by the anticipation of seeing you out of your uniform, but it's curiosity, not lust, that I'm sensing. She's just as excited to see me out of mine. I trust her for some reason."

"Thank you Korica. I promise not to betray that trust," Aril said.

Korica nodded at her, then looked at Tamaric, and smiled.

"I know you can feel it too, so go get dressed, and come out and let me see you in something fun."

"You're forcing to me to face my fears, so I'll get over 'em, hunh?"

"Yes. If you can get undressed in front of a beautiful girl like Aril¦more than once¦maybe you'll get over your nervousness around girls in general."

"Alright. I'll do what you want love. You know the naked body just has a stigma to Humans that it doesn't to Draximan. It's a learned trait that's engrained into us from a very young age."

"I know. It's a Human thing, but it's still something you need to get past."

"That is right. The naked body is no big deal to my people either Tamaric. I do not particularly want to see you naked anyway. There will be time for that later," Aril said, with a bright smile.

"What!?" Tamaric asked in a shocked tone.

"I am joking with you, to try and loosen you up. Come on, let us try some of these on you?"

Aril took hold of Tamaric's arm, pulled him toward the dressing room closest to them, and he looked at Korica with a worried look as he was pulled away from her. Korica smiled at him, and stepped over to the bench, and sat down without taking her eyes off him, until he and Aril slipped behind the curtain of brightly colored material that hung all the way to the floor.

When Aril and Tamaric stepped into the dressing room, they found that there were mirrors on three sides, and a low counter on the fourth wall on each side of the curtain, and there were two small chairs in two corners of the small booth. Aril turned, and stepped close to Tamaric, and she slid her arm under the clothing hanging on his arm, and she lifted the heavy load, then Tamaric withdrew his arm as Aril stepped back, and looked into his eyes.

"My intentions are honest here Tamaric. I want to help you look fantastic for your Korica, and I want to satisfy my curiosity at the same time. I am dying to see those muscles I felt under your uniform, but I promise not to touch. I respect the fact that Korica is absolutely enraptured with you, and you love her just as much. I would never want to interfere with something that strong¦not that I have a chance of doing anything but angering a woman who already told me she can take a person out without touching them. I do not want to find out what that feels like. Besides, I like you and Korica; friends do not tread on each other. I would never dream of making a pass at you, so get that uniform off, while I pick out a few things for you to try on?"

"Alright Aril. Korica trusts you, so I do too."

"Good."

Aril turned, and laid the garments across one of the chairs as Tamaric began getting undressed. Aril then set a pair of pants, and a shirt on the other chair, and she pulled out a wide black belt, and she plopped it down on the other chair, then she turned around just as Tamaric stepped out of his pants and gently laid them in the floor, then he stood up straight, and adjusted the waistband of his underwear, and Aril's eyes grew larger as she looked him up and down.

"Hooo¦you have got way more muscle tone than I imagined. Korica is a very lucky woman."

"Thanks. You like muscles on a guy do ya'?"

"There is not a woman alive that does not, and if they tell you otherwise, they are lying. I am sorry if I am making you even more nervous. Try these things on, let us see if it is a good match for you."

"Alright," Tamaric said nervously, but calmly.

Tamaric stepped over to the chair, bent over, and picked up the belt first, and looked at it, then he set it aside, and picked up the shirt, then he turned to find Aril staring at is rear end. He stared at her until she broke off her long glare, and she shook her head.

"I am sorry Tamaric, you are gorgeous. It is hard to keep my eyes where they belong."

"Long as you don't stare at my front side like that, it's alright."

"No, that side of you is meant for Korica, and no other."

Tamaric nodded, and slipped the red shirt, with a broad collar, and a v neck that was open halfway down his chest, over his head, and pulled it down to his waist, then he picked up the pants, stepped into them, pulled them up, fastened the latch hook style fastener at the waist, then he buttoned up the four crotch buttons concealed by a flap. The pants were jet black in color, and very soft to the touch, but they reminded Tamaric of the look, and feel, of leather without being as stiff as leather.

Tamaric then looked at himself in the mirror, and liked how the pants hugged his butt so closely, but left room to move around without feeling constrictive. He then slowly spun around, and he made an approving curl of his lips.

"Not bad."

"Not bad? You look great. Go see what Korica thinks?"

Tamaric nodded, pushed the curtain aside, stepped out and Korica was already smiling, but her smile faded as she got a good look at her man in something so different, and completely sexy on him. Korica slowly stood up, and the smile grew back on her face, as she looked him over.

"Thanks love. Aril said I have a nice butt too. You think this'll do for our night out?"

Tamaric held his hands up slightly, spun around for her, and she nodded.

"Oh I'll say¦you look hot Tamaric. I have to get this for you."

"Ok. Let me try on some of the other stuff?"

Korica nodded, sat back down slowly, and Tamaric and Aril slipped back through the curtain. Tamaric emerged a few moments later, wearing a loose fitting pair of pants in a brightly woven array of colors, and a light green shirt, with the same cut as the red shirt, but this one had a frilly sleeve that moved about in a shimmering manner on Tamaric's arms as he moved. He held his hands up, and spun around, and Korica smiled, but gently shook her head no. Tamaric nodded, and stepped back through the curtain. He stepped out next in a blue shirt, and red pants, that gave the same hugging curve to his bottom, and an open chest, and Korica nodded, and Tamaric spun around for her, confirming that it was a good choice. Tamaric then stepped back through the curtain, and he stepped out wearing an additional four ensembles, three of which Korica liked. Tamaric then stepped back into the dressing room, and put his uniform back on, and then he stepped out with the clothing Korica liked draped over his arm. He stepped up to her, and gave her a peck as he sat down next to her.

"I never would've chosen these things myself, but I'm glad you were here to help me decide. I want to look good for you."

"I wouldn't have chosen those things to look good on you either, but if Aril says this is how the kids here dress, then those are the best choices for you. I'm glad I'm here for you too."

"It's your turn now, I wanna see the things Aril picked out for you."

"Ok."

Korica planted a quick kiss on Tamaric, then stood up, collected her garments, and Aril pointed at the dressing rooms on the other side of the bench seat. Tamaric looked at the curtain-draped dressing rooms, and he collected his things, stood up, followed the girls to the other side of the bench, and sat down so he was facing the dressing rooms. Aril and Korica then slipped into the nearest dressing room. Korica set the pile of garments on one of the chairs, and then she started working her shoes off. Aril gently placed her hand on Korica's back as she was bent over working her shoe off.

"Thank you for trusting me Korica. I promise, I was honorable in everything I did when you could not see us."

Korica slipped her last shoe off, and then took her overcoat off as she looked at Aril, and smiled.

"I know Aril. I can sense everything going on with Tamaric, so I know you didn't embarrass him, or touch him in anyway he didn't want you to. By forcing him out of his comfort zone, I'm hoping to cure him of his nervous reaction around pretty girls, but I can only do that around a girl I can trust. My gut instinct told me you're a girl I can trust with my man wearing next to nothing. I'm thankful that you're honorable enough to help us in more ways than one."

"So you will not be insulted if I tell you that your man is absolutely gorgeous?"

"No, you're just telling me what I already know. It takes a real woman to appreciate a gorgeous man without¦coveting him."

"I will admit that I am jealous. I hope I find a good-looking guy like Tamaric someday. He is very sweet too. It makes him even more attractive."

"I know what you mean. I'm lucky to have found him."

Korica slipped her uniform top up over her head, and set it in the other chair, then she unfastened her button, and unzipped her pants, then slid her pants down, and stepped out of them, and Aril put her hand up to her mouth in surprise, as Korica stood up straight.

"You have muscles every bit as impressive as Tamaric. How did you get those ripples to form on your stomach?"

"Lots and lots of sit-ups, and hundreds of hours on a universal machine to sculpt my body."

"I guess I understand what you meant about being able to defend yourself without a weapon."

"It doesn't take rippling muscles, it takes technique."

"I am sure the muscles help though?"

"Well yeah. It makes it a little easier to lift a man off his feet, or knock him off balance if you have the strength to do that for a man that outweighs you by a significant margin. It also helps you deliver strong enough blows to have the desired affect."

"Got it. You are going to have to take your breast support off, to fit into the outfits I have in mind for you."

"It's called a bra."

"Bra? Hmm."

Korica reached behind her back and unfastened her bra, let it slide down to the ends of her arms, then she set it aside, as Aril picked out a burnt orange top, with a very low neckline, and straps that run around the end of the shoulder with a small strap over the shoulder close to the neck, and the top would only come to the middle of Korica's stomach. Aril handed the top to Korica, and she began to put it over her head as Aril picked up the pants to match the outfit. They were tight in all the right spots, with enough flex to the material to allow her to move comfortably, and the legs only came to the middle of her shins, then wrapped around her legs tightly at the ends. Korica pulled the top down, and adjusted her breasts within the top, and Aril smiled, and nodded.

"You have breasts big enough to support this outfit like my body just cannot. You are left with beautiful cleavage, whereas I would be left with a bare chest."

"I guess I am kind of lucky in that department, hunh?"

"You are gifted in that department, and your breasts do not hang, despite how big they are. It endows you with fantastic cleavage potential. We are the same age, right?"

Aril handed Korica the pants, and Korica began to step into them as she replied.

"That's what Dederal tells me."

Korica pulled the pants up to her waist, and she smoothed her hands down her hips as she looked at herself in the mirrors, and she smiled.

"He said physically you are my age, but it looks as if you have the body of a woman." Aril said.

"Some girls just blossom slower than others."

"I suppose so. Let us give Tamaric a look."

Korica nodded, pushed the curtain aside, then stepped out and Tamaric had a look of shock on his face.

"Oh¦my¦gosh! You are smokin hot Korica."

Korica held her hands up slightly, spun around, and Tamaric smiled when he saw how nicely her butt fit into the pants. He liked how much cleavage she was able to show off too.

"Thank you Tamaric. I like it too. You want me to get it, hunh?"

"Oh yeah!"

"Ok."

Korica turned around, and stepped back through the curtain, and she started to get undressed as Aril picked out a sheer red dress, that had a staggered cut to the bottom, so it was low right in the front, and very high on the hips. Once Korica had the previous top and pants off, she looked at the dress and she made a face that struck Aril's funny bone, and she laughed for a moment.

"Do not worry Korica, you have a wonderful figure that will fill this out beautifully."

"If you say so."

Korica lifted the dress, and slid it over her head, and it felt silky soft, but as it came to rest on Korica's shoulders, she looked at the sleeveless design, and how sheer the material was, and as she tried to adjust her breasts so they would be concealed, she realized her breasts were sitting free and couldn't be adjusted, and the neckline plunged almost to the bottom of her sternum. The dress was comfortable, but Korica wasn't sure if she liked so much of her anatomy being clearly visible, or outlined by the dress, as it hung about her body. The dress was made of such a light, and sheer material, that it was almost see through as well.

Korica looked in the mirrors, as she turned a little, and she liked the way the dress moved on her, but she was again unsure about leaving so much plainly visible. She then stepped through the curtain, and Tamaric coughed, and a smile grew on his face as he stood up. Korica spun around, and swayed her hips slightly, once she was facing him, and he nodded.

"Good God! You're¦you look so¦wow!"

"Thank you. That's the first time you've stammered around me Tamaric. You don't think there's to much exposed?"

"Man¦look at your¦no Korica, you look beautiful. I like it."

"Ok, I'll take it then."

Korica turned, and walked back to the dressing room curtain, and Tamaric loved how he could see her shadow right through the dress, but there was still enough left to the imagination to make the dress alluring, but appropriately conservative. He knew it would take a special occasion, and location, for the dress to be proper, but he was looking forward to taking Korica somewhere that it would be called for.

Korica then changed into a further three blouse, and pants outfits, and she modeled them for Tamaric, and he liked each, so Korica ended up keeping everything Aril had suggested for her. Korica put her uniform back on, and then collected all of the outfits, she stepped out with Aril, and she sat down next to Tamaric. Aril then walked over to the new arrivals she had picked out, and she picked through the garments until she found a new two-piece outfit, and she waved Korica into the dressing room, and Korica nodded, and kissed Tamaric's cheek, then she stood up, and stepped into the dressing room, and they pulled the curtain closed. Aril set her outfit down, and she looked at Korica.

"I want an honest woman's opinion, before I show this off to a man?"

"Ok, I can do that."

Aril smiled, and nodded, and then she slid her shoes off, and hooked her fingers in her shorts, and slid them off, and Korica was a little taken aback to find out that Aril didn't have anything on under her clothes. Aril then unbuttoned her blouse, and slid it down her arms with them pointing behind her, and she let her blouse hit the floor. She then looked at Korica as she picked up her new top.

"You see what I mean? I do not have near the figure that you do."

"You have a pretty figure Aril. You're young, give yourself a few more months, I'm sure things will grow in the way want."

"I need some help fastening this top?"

Korica nodded, and stepped around behind Aril, and Aril wrapped the top around her chest, and Korica hooked the three fasteners at the middle of her back, then she stepped around in front of Aril, and she smiled. The top just barely came below her breasts, and was very tight on her in a narrow band that acted to keep her breast from slipping out from under the top. The top was a light white color, with small geometric shapes randomly broadcast around the material in different colors.

"That looks cute on you, but there's something missing down below before I can give you and honest appraisal."

Aril laughed, and patted Korica's shoulder.

"I do not plan on going to the foot works with my lower half out in public view."

Korica laughed and Aril reached over, picked up the bottom half of her outfit, and she stepped into it, pulled it up to her waist, and Korica took a small step back. The lower half was barely more than a pair of loose fitting shorts, in the same color, and pattern as the top, but the material soon began to shrink up, to eventually become very form fitting, with loose gathers at Aril's hips.

"How¦that's incredible! Heat sensitive material?"

"Yes. It makes the outfit capable of fitting any figure, within a certain range of dimensions."

The loose fitting top now started to shrink to Ariel's curves, and Korica furrowed her brow, as Aril's excitement became obvious right through the material.

"The colors look good on you, but there isn't much left to the imagination, if you know what I mean?"

Aril looked down, and then smoothed her hand down her bare stomach, as she pressed her stomach in slightly, and she craned her neck down to have a look at what was visible. She grinned, and looked at Korica.

"I would normally wear an undergarment to hide some of my shape down there."

"What about your breasts?"

"No, that's how it is suppose to fit. It signals your state of mind, with just a glance."

"It's going to take some getting used to, in order to get my head around how¦unabashed you are about advertising your sexual appetites."

"Would you prefer I not ask Tamaric how I look in this outfit?"

"I'm not sure how he's going to react to being able to make out so much of your¦anatomy. Our people don't ordinarily go around with so much of our form visible."

"So that is a no?"

"No, go ahead. He kind of needs to be exposed to your ways anyways. He's a gentleman, so he won't say, or do, anything inappropriate."

Aril nodded, she turned, looked at herself in the mirrors, then turned, and pushed the curtain aside, and she stepped out, with Korica right behind her. Tamaric looked Aril over, he stood up, and he swallowed hard, as he struggled to maintain his composure.

"You uh¦you look very fit¦I mean¦very fitting¦that is, the outfit is fitting you¦is fitting on you. Help me out here Korica?" Tamaric said looking at Korica.

"You're doing just fine Tamaric. I can sense what's in your heart, and it's exactly what I expected."

Tamaric looked back at Aril, and couldn't help but look her up, and down, and Aril smiled, and spun around, until she was facing Tamaric again.

"What do you think?"

"I think it looks great on you. The colors are just right for your complexion, and hair color, but¦you can make out everything. Is that the look you were after?"

"Like I said earlier, I was at the bathing arena when uncle Dederal came and got me, so I did not have time to prepare for a shopping adventure. I will wear an undergarment to conceal my lines in the lower region, but this is how it is supposed to look in the upper half."

"Oh. Well I like the loose gathers at your hips, it's kind of cute, while the rest is sexy, and playful. It fits you very nicely too."

"So, you think I should get it?"

"Uh¦sure. If that's how people dress at the clubs, then you should keep it."

"Well this is new. I do not think many people will have this outfit yet. The material is thermal denitrite. It conforms to your body once you put it on, and your body heat warms the material up. It is also kind of expensive, I do not think most of my friends have the budget to purchase an outfit made from thermal denitrite."

Tamaric looked at Korica with a concerned look, and she grinned, and stepped next to him facing Aril.

"Tamaric is wondering, but to shy to ask, how do you get it off, if it's that tight on your body?"

"It is very elastic, to allow freedom of movement," Aril said as she hooked a finger in her waistband, stretched it out a little ways, then let it go, and it slapped back against her abdomen with a slight slapping sound.

"Neat material," Korica said.

"Yes it is. I will get changed, and I will take you to get some shoes to go with your outfits. Korica, I would like to see you in the reddish orange outfit when we go to the foot works. It is ideal for dancing in, and I think you will make a striking first impression wearing it."

"Alright."

Aril smiled, turned, stepped back into the dressing room, and pulled the curtain closed and Korica and Tamaric sat down, and Tamaric slapped his hand on Korica's thigh.

"That was a mean trick. You knew I was going to be able to see all of her curves, and you didn't want to warn me. You were hoping to shock me, and it worked. She's beautiful, but you're the only girl I want to see like that."

"I'm trying to help you get over this nervous condition around pretty girls Tamaric. I'm also trying to desensitize you to overt sexuality. That is going to be a shock for both of us, but especially for you."

"You really think this is the way to go about that?"

"You're really incensed. I'm sorry Tamaric, I was really trying to help by making you face stuff like this."

"Making me uncomfortable isn't the way to help me. I can be around pretty girls without seeing their giblets, and it will help calm my nerves. I'm just going to feel weird around Aril now."

Aril stepped out of the dressing room with her new outfits in her hand, and Korica and Tamaric stood up, and collected their things. Korica looked at Tamaric, and he grinned at her.

"No, I'm not mad love," Tamaric thought, "I love you way too much to stay upset with you for very long."

"Good."

They walked to the front of the store, and the proprietor met them there, and engaged in a conversation with Aril, and she showed the woman the outfit she chose, then she gestured toward Korica and Tamaric, and the women then said something, and then escorted them to the counter by the entrance where she collected each item, and added up the total bill, as she placed them in three bags with handles for the three of them. She then said something to Aril, and Aril looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"She is ready for payment. Just put your hand out, and she will scan your credentials for payment."

Korica put her hand out, and the woman produced a scanning device, and waved it over Korica's hand, and then she looked at the display for a moment, then she smiled, and nodded. She then handed the bags to them, Aril said goodbye, they turned, Aril pushed the door open, they stepped out into the gallery, and Aril pointed to the left.

"There is a store just a few businesses over where we can get you some shoes that will go with your outfits."

Korica and Tamaric nodded, and they started walking off to the left with Aril leading the way. Korica caught up to Aril, and she looked her way.

"That music that was playing? Was that a local band?"

"Yes. They are performing at the 'minds eye'. It is a club for older kids, like us."

"Are you telling me that was live music?"

"Yes. In a couple of days that band will be playing at the foot works. Maybe we can go and see them perform."

"They had an intriguing beat to their music. I could see myself dancing to it, if I knew how to dance."

Aril shot a shocked look at Korica, then Tamaric.

"Do you know how to dance Tamaric?"

"No, not really."

"Oh my¦I have my work cutout for me. I will show you some moves at the club."

"Thank you. You're going to make sure we don't get served anything mind altering, right?" Korica asked.

"Yes. I will keep my word to uncle Dederal, and keep you clear headed."

"Ok. I don't mean to reiterate an issue already discussed, but it's really important."

"It is fine Korica, I get it."

They walked three stores down, and Aril pulled a curved glass door open, and three young individuals with their parents, stepped out, and they stepped aside, and looked at Aril, said something. Aril let go of the door, and engaged in a short conversation with them. She then looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"Korica, Tamaric¦this is Joran, Misha and Tredar, and their mom and dad, Breka, and Morya."

Korica and Tamaric smiled, and lifted a hand in salutation. The family all lifted a hand back, then Tredar said something, and Aril replied to him, and then looked at Korica.

"Tredar loves your hair. He was wondering if it is natural, or colored?"

"Thank him for me, and tell him it's natural."

Aril nodded, looked at Tredar, and told him what Korica said. He smiled, and looked Korica over, then he looked at Aril and said something brief, and Aril nodded as the family moved off. She then looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"He said you're very pretty for a soldier."

"I'm not a soldier."

"I know, but that is too complicated to explain. I figured it best to just leave it alone."

Korica nodded, and Tamaric looked at Korica.

"You do look like some kind of soldier if you didn't know better. You carry yourself with a straight back, and an air of confidence that speaks of being in the military or something."

"That's Mark's influence in me. I kind of emulated him from the time I got serious about joining."

Aril pulled the door open again, Korica and Tamaric stepped in, and Aril followed behind them. The store was more of a storefront, than an actual store. There were displays on the walls with hundreds of images of shoes in every conceivable style and color. There was a long counter at the back of the store, with a young man and an older, distinguished, looking woman sitting on stools. In front of the counter were seven chairs facing the front of the storefront, and there were two individuals sitting in two of the chairs, having shoes fitted at the moment. Aril pointed to the floor at the front of the store, and they all set their bags down, and walked over to the left wall. Aril looked around the rows, and columns, of shoes slowly rotating in thumbnail style images, and she looked down at Korica's feet, then she looked back to the wall, and she pointed to a shoe that was a light black color, with dark gray around the bottom edge of the shoe. They had fairly flat heels, and a semi aggressive tread.

"Those should go with most of your outfits, but the dress needs those," Aril said pointing at a pointed toe, red, high heel, shoe.

"Ok. I've never worn high hells like that. Are they hard to walk in?"

"No, not really. It takes a little getting used to, and you are not going to be able to run in them, but you have strong legs so you should do just fine."

Aril touched the nearest image and scrolled it down, and the whole row descended until the shoes they were interested in dropped low enough for Aril to be able to touch the images. She then led the way over to the wall on the right side of the store, and it was obvious that all of the shoes on the displays were meant for boys. Aril looked around the myriad of shoes, and she finally pointed at a shoe that was up high in the images. It was a round-toed, flat-soled, dark brown, shoe that looked to be made out of a type of material that would be flexible, but robust. The shoe had no designs on it, with the exception of a small emblem on the heel of the upper. Tamaric made a funny face, as if he wasn't sure about the shoe.

"What's the little symbol on the back of the shoe?"

"That is the makers mark. Those are desirable shoes, but a little expensive. You should be able to dance in them, and even run if you have to. They will go nicely with the outfits you bought."

"Why are they so expensive?"

"They are hand made from the finest materials available. Most of these shoes are assembled by machine, in mass quantities, but not those. They are very exclusive."

"I'll take your advice and get 'em, if that's what will look good on me."

"I know what is in, those are definitely it right now."

Tamaric nodded, he reached out, scrolled the column down with his fingertip until he could reach the shoe, then he tapped it with his fingertip, and it blinked twice. Aril then waved them on, and they walked to the back of the store and Aril engaged in a short conversation with the distinguished looking woman, and she said something brief, then stood up, walked around the end of the counter, and Aril waved Korica and Tamaric on, and they walked to the end of the counter. The woman bought out a flat device with two structures on either side of the device that looked like they were designed to spin around the flat device. The woman stepped out, set it on the floor, then pointed at Korica and Tamaric's feet, and she looked at Aril, said something, Aril nodded, and looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"She needs you to take your shoes off and step on the sizer, and arch calculator."

Korica and Tamaric nodded, took their shoes off, and Tamaric let Korica go first. She stepped onto the device, and the woman touched a button on the side, and the two paddle looking structures revolved around her foot twice, then stopped on each side of her ankles, and the woman looked down at the device, nodded, then she touched another button, then stood up straight, looked at Tamaric, grinned at him, and gestured at the sizer. Korica stepped back, and off the device. Tamaric then stepped onto it, and the woman touched the button on the side of the device, and the paddle like structures revolved around his feet twice, stopped on each side of his ankles, and the woman looked down at the device, nodded, then bent down, touched another button, then she stood up straight, looked at Aril, and said something. Aril nodded, and looked at Tamaric.

"Korica's shoes are in stock, but yours have to be made. They do not have shoes that will fit your arches, so they have to be made by hand to specifically fit your feet comfortably."

"Ok, how long is that going to take?"

"They will be done sometime today. The shoes will be delivered to your accommodations."

"What if we aren't there when they're delivered?"

"A lockbox will be placed by your door. Only your hand will allow you to open, or even move the box."

"Hmm. That's how things are delivered to our quarters normally?"

"Yes. It is done that way for everyone on the station."

"The chips are starting to make a lot more sense."

The woman picked up the sizer, placed it behind the counter, and then slipped through a previously concealed door, and she was gone for a few minutes, then she stepped back out with Korica's shoes in her hand. She gestured to the seats in front of the counter, and said something. Aril nodded, and looked at Korica.

"She would like you to try the shoes on, just to be sure they fit properly."

Korica nodded, and grabbed the shoes in her hands, and she walked over the nearest seat, sat down, and she put the flat shoes on first, then stood up and took a few steps, then walked back to the seat, and sat down as she looked at Aril.

"They're very comfortable. I like 'em."

"Great, try the high hells on."

Korica nodded, took the flat shoes off, then she looked at the high hells, and she realized they weren't designed to be worn with socks. She shucked her socks off, and then slipped her feet into the high hells, and then she stood up carefully, and took several steps. The first few steps were a little shaky, until she understood how she had to balance herself on the heels. She then walked slowly, and deliberately, with a graceful stride that Tamaric really liked.

"I like 'em love. They make you walk in a way that's kind of sexy, but the color isn't exactly a good match for your uniform."

Korica smiled as she walked back over to the seat, and sat down carefully.

"I'm not going to wear 'em with my uniform silly."

"Are they comfortable?" Aril asked.

"Surprisingly so. Like you said, it'll take some time to get used to how I have to walk in 'em, but I think I get it."

Korica took the shoes off, and put her socks back on, then she put her uniform shoes on as Tamaric put his shoes back on. Aril then said something to the woman; she smiled, walked further behind the counter, and retrieved a scanning device. She walked back over to the group, and she said something to Aril. She then looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"She needs to scan your credentials, starting with you Korica."

Korica nodded, stood up, and held her hand out, the woman passed the device over her hand, and then she looked at the display for a moment. She then touched a button, nodded, then she looked at Tamaric, and he stood up, and the woman waved the device over his outstretched hand, and she looked at the display for a moment, then she touched a few buttons, and she looked at Tamaric and said something, and Tamaric looked at Aril.

"She said your shoes will be delivered as soon as they are finished being made. If the fit isn't right for you, bring them back, and they can be altered, or remade, so they fit comfortably."

"Ok, thank her for us, will ya'?"

Aril thanked the woman, and she said something, Aril shook her head, pointed at their bags at the front of the store, the woman nodded, and put the scanning device away.

"We can put your new shoes in your bag, instead of carrying another bag just for your shoes," Aril said.

"That'll work," Korica replied.

The three of them headed to the front of the store, and Korica deposited her shoes in her bag, then they picked up their bags, and Aril pushed the door open, and Korica and Tamaric stepped out, and Aril followed them. They stepped out to the middle of the concourse, and Aril looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"You two hungry? We can get something light to eat before I take you back to your accommodations?"

"Korica is a little hungry," Tamaric replied.

"Ok, follow me."

Aril led the way back to the stairs, and she climbed down to the first level, then she turned left, and headed down the first level concourse to the section where there were several tables with people sitting at them eating, and talking, and they sat down at an empty table. A man stepped up to them immediately, and handed them electronic menus. Aril said something to the man, he smiled, bowed very slightly, then walked away, and Aril looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"I know you cannot read these menus, so will you trust me to order you something kind of sweet, but light?"

"Sure," Korica said.

"I just ordered us some flavored water to drink in the meantime."

Korica and Tamaric nodded, and Aril turned her menu on, touched a selection, and when the man returned with three glasses of water that were slightly green, Aril said something to him, he smiled, said a few words, then collected the menus and walked away.

"What did you say to him?"

"I told him that you were new to the station, so I was ordering for all of us, and we are going to have three Devrion plops. They are sweet confections with a fruit filling, and sweet cream drizzled on top of them. You are really going to like them."

"Sounds good," Korica said with a grin.

They talked about the club scene after that for several minutes until the man showed up with three plates with fairly sizable pastries on them. He placed them on the table in front of each of them, and then said something to Aril, she held her hand up, and Korica gently put her hand on Aril's.

"Please, let me take care of it?"

"Alright," Aril said, as she withdrew her hand from under Korica's.

The man scanned Korica's hand, looked at the small display for a moment, and then he said something to Aril, then turned and walked away.

"What did he say?" Korica asked.

"He said the equivalent of thank you, and enjoy your food."

"Oh."

"Please try your Devrion plop. I will try to remember to tell you what people are saying."

Korica grinned, and nodded, her and Tamaric looked at the plates, and Tamaric was the first to speak up.

"No silverware?"

"No, you just pick them up and eat them with your hands."

Tamaric nodded, and he and Korica picked up the pastries, and took a bite. The pastries were flaky, and full of sweet fruit filling that tasted tart, and sweet at the same time, but were fulfilling.

"You're right¦" Tamaric said after he swallowed his bite of pastry, "These are really good."

"The only problem is, they can be kind of addictive."

Korica covered her mouth, chuckled, and then swallowed her bite of pastry.

"I hope you don't mean literally?"

"No, I just mean they taste that good."

Korica smiled, and nodded.

"They remind me of a mix of kiwis, and cherries, from the Future, or cronaks from Risera four, in my home galaxy. Why are they called Devrion plops?"

"Because they are a treat created by the Devrion chefs on this station, and they are plopped into a fryer, cooking them into balls, then plopped onto a cooling tray, giving them their somewhat flat shape when they hit the cooling trays. That is when the glazing is drizzled on them, then they are cooled in a flash freezer for thirty seconds, locking in the crispy, flakiness of the shell."

"If they're drop fried, doesn't that make the shell harden?"

"No, they are only cooked long enough for the dough to set, but not harden. With all of the juicy fruit within them, there is a great deal of moisture contained in them. If they were cooked long enough to harden the shell, the moisture would boil, and burst the pastry open. It is all in the timing, and knowing exactly what you are doing to get them to come out just right."

"Well they're delicious. Thank you for ordering them for us," Tamaric said. "Korica is really enjoying the taste of hers."

"You are welcome."

Korica looked at Tamaric, grinned as she chewed the bite in her mouth, then she wiped the crumbs from her mouth.

"This is the kind of thing I love discovering on different worlds, and stations. I'm going to love it here with so many places to try new foods."

"I sense that you are more adventurous then Tamaric?"

"Just more experienced at it. I know the wonders that await you out here, if you know what to look for."

"My experiences have been more limited, and violent, than hers to a degree."

"It isn't always like that Tamaric. We've just had a string of bad experiences, but there is far more wonderful experiences to be had than negative."

"I'm trying to come around to that frame of mind love, but it's kind of hard when you've been on the menu, and had a bounty on your head."

"The bounty wasn't on you."

"You know what I mean. If it's on my captain, executive officer at the time, and my girlfriend, it's still on me cause I'm always around one, or the other."

"I get what you mean."

"If you dislike the adventure of going to other worlds, and stations, like the Reuopon station, why in the stars would you join the military?" Aril asked, and then took a bite of her pastry.

"Because it's Korica's dream to be in the civilian corps, and we have to be close to one another, or we get really sick. I won't hold her back from what she dreams of doing cause I'm a woos."

"A woos? I am not sure I understand the meaning of that word?" Aril said, pushing her bite to one side so she could speak.

"Scared."

"Oh."

"You aren't a woos Tamaric. I don't like you calling yourself names, you know that."

"I know I'm not. That's the point, I won't be one, so you can fulfill your dreams is what I was saying. I can be brave, and face my fears, so you can trip around the galaxy, and see new things, and meet new people."

Aril swallowed her bite of pastry, and then took a sip of her flavored water, and then she swallowed, and leaned back in her seat.

"You have sacrificed your youth to be with her?"

"Yes. I didn't particularly want to be in the civilian corps, but I do now because it's what Korica wants to do. When she craves something, because of our paring, so do I."

"Pairing? That is what uncle Dederal was talking about?"

"Yes. It's a sharing of everything you are with another person, for the rest of your life. What she feels, I feel, and what I feel, she feels."

"That sounds confusing. How do you know who is feeling what?"

"When you first become paired, you don't. It's really confusing. We only recently reached a point where we can differentiate who is feeling the emotions being experienced at the moment."

"How strange¦does that include physical sensations?"

"Yes. It always comes down to that when you try and explain it to someone. We can feel what the other is physically feeling when we join minds deeply, the same thing happens when we make love. Our minds, and bodies, join so completely that we experience every sensation together, and at the same instant, both physical and emotional."

"That must make the highest moment of pleasure very intense?"

"It's an out of body experience, because in a way, you are out of your body, cause you're in your partners mind, and body, at the deepest level."

"That sounds wonderful. I assume when you¦climax, so does the other?"

"It's always together, and peaks at the same moment, and level of intensity, for both of us."

"But¦you two are not the same species, right?"

"No, we're not."

"Things still work the same?"

"Yes. Aside from a few extra muscle groups inside, and a slightly different arrangement of her internal female organs, she is built exactly like a Human female, and things work exactly the same. She looks absolutely Human from head to toe."

"Your uncle told us that there is some interspecies matting that goes on here too?" Korica asked.

"It has been known to happen yes, but not very often. Most people do not find themselves attracted to another species. I can certainly see what you see in each other though. You are both very good looking, and well built."

"Looks aside, Tamaric has a bright inner light that I find myself attracted to. He is smart, sensitive, brave, and faithful. Those are just his most prominent traits that I find very attractive. He has a complex nature that I find hard to resist."

"I thought you said I was basic?"

"Stop it Tamaric, I said you think kind of basic about some things. You're a very complex guy a the deepest level, and I'm still learning about you."

Aril sighed, leaned forward, and smiled.

"I think that sounds absolutely beautiful. You two have the kind of deep love people seek their whole lives, and most never find it."

"It takes a special kind of person to be capable of establishing the kind of bond we now share. Not everyone that has advanced abilities, or genetics, will find the right person to share a true, stabile, pairing with."

"You think I have a chance at experiencing a pairing like you two have?"

"Uh...maybe. You just never know," Tamaric said.

Tamaric sensed that he was giving Aril false hope, but he didn't want to insult her, or hurt her feelings by telling her that she isn't advanced, or mature enough, to experience a true pairing. Aril smiled warmly, and they all went back to eating their pastries. When they were done, they all stood up, collected their bags, and began walking back to Korica and Tamaric's accommodations. They stopped a few times, gazed into some of the storefronts, and talked about the goods being displayed, then moved on, finally reaching their room after almost an hour. Korica waved her hand over the control panel, it lit up, the green circle illuminated, then the door slid open, and they all stepped in. They set their bags on the table, and then Aril excused herself to use the restroom. Korica and Tamaric nodded, and then they held each other tightly as they enjoyed the intense love from within the other until Aril stepped out of the bathroom. Korica gave Tamaric a peck, and then they faced Aril with their arms around the other as Korica leaned against Tamaric heavily.

"I can see you two need some time alone. I will come by and get you later on, so we can go to the foot works together."

"You really don't have to go Aril," Korica said, "We just love being close to one another. It doesn't mean we want to get busy."

"I have to contact all my friends anyway, so they can meet us at the foot works."

"Alright then. We're looking forward to going to the club with you and your friends."

"I promise you that you are going to have a great time. I am going to see to it."

"We'll see you later then Aril. Thank you for taking Korica and I shopping."

Aril lifted her bag slightly.

"You are welcome, and thank you for the outfit. My friends are going to be jealous of my new outfit. Everyone has been talking about these thermal denitrite outfits arriving, and I think I am going to be the first to have one."

"It was our pleasure Aril," Korica said with a smile.

Aril then headed for the door, and after she touched the pyramid shaped symbol, she stepped out, looked back, and smiled brightly, and waved with her free hand as the door slid shut, and Korica and Tamaric lifted a hand, and smiled brightly. Once the door was closed, Korica turned, and looked at Tamaric.

"I think she sensed what I was¦am feeling?"

"You think she's empathic?"

"No. She's just smart, and she can read what's in my eyes when I look at you. You turn me on, and I would love to have you inside me."

"Geeze Korica! You're starting to sound like our friend there."

"What!? Did she say something like that to you?"

"Heck no! I would've told you if she had. She thought something along those lines about that guy Resmar. It evoked a strong emotional response from her when she thought it, making it real clear to me."

"Why didn't I sense it from you, or through you?"

"Because I used your technique for keeping things secure until I was sure who she was thinking about, then I just pushed it aside, and didn't think about it again until now. I didn't think it was important to share her personal thoughts of that nature¦well, until now of course."

"You're learning. That's good. What would you have done if it had been you she was thinking that about?"

"I would've been mortified, and I would've told you that we have a problem. I wouldn't have hidden something that big from you love. You know me better than that."

"Yeah I do. If we're going to mess around, there's something I need to get for us first."

"Oh? What's¦a towel?"

"Yes. There aren't any in this place. With no kitchen, or bath, I guess they think they're unnecessary."

"Can you use the map in our bio monitors to find somewhere to get some close by?"

"Probably."

Korica slid her sleeve up, and tapped her bio monitor. It flashed all of her biometric readings, then faded out after showing the ships time, and a moment later the map program started. Korica waited until the deck layout was shown, and then she moved the map around until she found a textile and material shop fairly close by.

"Got it. There's a shop that should have what we need pretty close by."

"Then let's go shopping again."

Korica smiled, nodded, stepped in, and gave Tamaric a long lip lock kiss, then she put her hand on his muscular chest, and she smiled again.

"I'll make it worth your while."

"You're so horny anymore. What's up with you?"

"You're good at it, and I love how good it feels. This sex stuff is new to me Tamaric, I really like the way you make me feel when you do the things that you do to me. You're heart is in everything you do, and it feels wonderful. I don't know where you got your instincts for¦titillating a woman, but it makes making love to you very potent, and¦addictive, so it's kind of your fault that I'm so turned on by you. You're accent still makes my skin tingle too. Everything about you just excites me."

"Thanks love. I don't know how I grew such confidence, and expertise, with you. You know I was a virgin, so you taught me everything I know about how to love a woman, and make love to a woman"

"I was too Tamaric. I guess we learned from each other, you told me what felt good, and I told you what felt good, without even really knowing it."

Tamaric gave Korica a peck, smiled at her, then Korica took his hand, and they headed for the door. Korica touched the pyramid shaped symbol with an 'X' in the middle of it, and the door slid open. They stepped out, turned right, and walked up the corridor until it widened out, and they were surrounded by eateries, one after the next, and Korica inhaled deeply and smiled.

"All the wonderful smells are like a drug to me. I just can't get enough of it."

Korica lifted her wrist, and looked at the map, and she pointed up the concourse to the left. Between eateries was a shop with brightly colored blankets hanging in front of the store on poles suspended on either end by golden, yellow, ropes. Tamaric looked in that direction, nodded, then smiled.

"You're so smart love."

"Cause I know how to read a map?"

"No. You're just the smartest person I know."

"Awe, that's sweet. Flattery will get you everywhere with me."

Korica and Tamaric laughed as the stepped up to the store with the colorful blankets hanging out front. Korica stroked her hand down one of the blankets, it was as soft as the finest animal fur imaginable, and the knit was incredibly fine, and detailed. They then stepped into the store, the proprietor said something, and Korica shrugged her shoulders and gently shook her head.

"We don't know how to speak your language."

The proprietor nodded, smiled, and gestured into the store. Korica smiled and nodded, and they walked deeper into the store, and immediately saw what they were looking for. There was a rack that stretched almost to the ceiling with shelf after shelf full of towels of every conceivable color. Some had a course, heavy weave, and some were very fine, and soft. Korica started pulling towels, unfurling them to see how long they were, and she chose several that were body length, and a few that were a mere hand towel. She handed them to Tamaric, and he slung them over his arm until Korica was content with the colors, and number, of towels she had selected.

"Why so many love?" Tamaric asked, as they headed toward the front of the store.

"Because we will have some clean towels while the others are being laundered¦which we still have to find out how that works. I only brought enough uniforms for five days."

"Got it. I know what you mean. That's all the AI packed for me too, aside from my civilian clothes."

The proprietor smiled as they stepped up to the small counter. He said something with a smile, Korica nodded in a friendly manner as Tamaric laid the towels on the counter, and the man looked through the towels, added them up, then presented a small scanning device that they were now familiar with. Korica held her hand out, and the man waved the device over her hand, looked at the display for a moment, then he smiled, and nodded. He put the scanning device away, then he pulled a bag from below the counter, and he placed the towels in the bag, neatly folded, then he lifted the bag and handed it to Korica. Then he said something that neither Korica nor Tamaric understood. Korica just smiled, and took the bag form the man.

"Thank you." Korica said, and the man smiled, and nodded once.

Korica and Tamaric then stepped out of the store, and headed back to their room. When they arrived, Tamaric waved his hand in front of the control panel next to the door, it lit up, the green circle appeared, the door slid open, and they stepped in. Korica carried the bag over to the table, she set it down next to the other shopping bags, and she pulled out two hand towels.

"His and hers. " She said with a sultry smile.

"I guess that means you want the works?"

"You know it." Korica said, as she slung the towels over her shoulder.

Tamaric smiled at her, and she took his hand, and led him into the bedroom while walking backwards, so she could keep looking into his eyes.

Aboard the Future, Laurel and Jake transported down to the passenger level, and made their way up to their quarters. They stepped up to the door to Laurel's mother's quarters, Laurel placed her hand on the palm scanner, and after her palm was read, the door slid open. They stepped in, and found both their parents sitting on the couch, with a game of chess in progress on the coffee table in front of them. Amelia looked up, smiled brightly, and Laurel couldn't help but reciprocate the warm emotions she was sensing from her mother. Laurel let go of Jake's hand, stepped up to her mother, who stood up, put her arms out, and then pulled Laurel to her tightly.

"You look so good today baby."

"Thanks mom."

Amelia kissed the side of Laurel's head, and then released her grip on her.

"Jake and I need to talk to you guys."

"Oh?"

Laurel nodded, released her mother, stepped back over by Jake, and they both sat down in the reading chairs across from the couch.

"When the captain goes over to the other Future, he wants us with him, as advisors of a sort."

"He wants to know what the others are thinking?"

"Yeah. We know there's a lot more going on over there than we're being told, and the captain needs to know when he's being misled, or whatever."

Amelia looked at John, and sighed, with an almost saddened look on her face. John put his arm around Amelia, and pulled her closer, and she set her forehead on his shoulder for a moment, then she lifted her head, and looked at Laurel as John withdrew his arm.

"I know how important your abilities are to the captain, and how much he likes you two. I don't like knowing that you're being put in a dangerous situation¦you're still my little girl no matter how grown up you appear to be."

"I know mom. We won't be going over until they have a safe route for us to get aboard. The captain won't put us in any unnecessary danger."

"How bad is the damage over there?" John asked.

"You should see it dad," Jake said, "That ship is really messed up. It's barely holding together from what the active scans revealed. It would take us months to actually repair the damage sustained in their last battle. Main engineering is still intact, and so is most of the passenger area, but the command deck is a total mess, and all of the med deck, and auxiliary decks are simply gone."

"Crap! How many people do they have left?"

"A little over a thousand. As weird as it sounds, you and I are gone over there. We died in our stasis chambers during their first engagement when main power was severed to the stasis ring. There was no way to get it back up before everyone in stasis died."

"That's horrible," Amelia said. "What about¦never mind¦I just don't want to know."

"I guess that explains the tremendous sadness you two are sensing in the other Laurel." John said.

"She's been coerced into doing some truly despicable things that she's really ashamed of. Apparently, I gave up on her at some point, and went back into stasis, if I hadn't of done that, maybe I'd still be alive over there."

"You can't think of those people as us Jake," Laurel said. "They're from another universe entirely. They aren't us."

"They could be so easily though. Just a few incidents with a different outcome, and what happened to them, happens to us."

"I know. We have to remember what the captain and the other Laurel said. We can't judge ourselves by what they did, and we can't think of them as us in any way, other than appearance."

"That sounds like wise advice," Amelia said, "Think about it too much, and you could blame yourself for things they did that you have no control over, or capacity to commit in the first place."

"Well anyway, there's something else we need to talk to you guys about," Laurel said.

"Ok sweetheart, go ahead."

"Jake and I have jointly decided that we want to rejoin the civilian corps, once the current situation is resolved."

"I thought you wanted to enjoy being a civilian for a little while?"

"I do, but¦helping upgrade the Icarus' sensor capability, and then spending some time on the bridge, I just can't help but realize that it's my calling to be a part of the crew. The captain needs us on the bridge, and it feels¦natural to be there. I don't particularly want to sit in the captain's chair until a I learn a lot about being an officer, but I want to be on the bridge."

Amelia smiled, but sighed as she gently nodded.

"I can feel how strongly you feel about the issue, so I won't try and dissuade you. You know anything you decide; I'll always support your decision. I knew you were destined for incredible things from the time you were a little girl, I just never quite imagined it would be like this."

"You feel the same way son?" John asked.

"Yeah. With our paring, whatever she feels, I feel. I know it originates from her, but I still feel it deep inside, so it's what I want too."

"You're still able to impress your own desires in what you two do, right?"

"Oh yeah. I might give in to Laurel's wishes most of the time, but she still knows how I feel about things, and she takes that into consideration, and so we¦think about things jointly before we act. It's a little hard to explain, but we come to a mental understanding, without discussing things verbally. We don't need words most of the time to come to a common decision about something."

"Sounds a little confusing."

"It was really confusing in the beginning, but we're getting used to being paired now, so it's just the way we think together. We're like minded about most things anymore."

"I'm kind of jealous of that kind of deep understanding, and cooperation, with your partner in life," Amelia said with a grin.

"Did you have that kind of understanding with my dad?" Laurel asked, looking right into her mother's eyes.

"We weren't paired like you and Jake are baby. We were very close, and loved each other deeply, but we didn't have the kind of understanding that you and Jake seem to have. We had differing ideas, and it took discussion to come to an understanding, and we often had conflicting ideas that took some give and take to make sure the other's wishes, and feelings, were addressed, and respected."

"I wish I had known him. I wonder so much about myself because I never knew him, and you don't like talking about him because it still hurts you so much."

Amelia sighed, and nodded gently.

"I'm sorry honey, he was my first true love, and I thought we would be spending the rest of our lives together. I just never prepared myself to lose him the way I did. There were a lot of¦regrets for things we never did¦and things we did. You being the most painful in that I should've brought you to term when I found out I was pregnant with you, so that he could've spent as much time as possible with his baby girl. I felt like I took getting to know, and love, you away from him. I had no right to do that, just so I could get my work done before taking on the responsibility of being a mother."

"Is that what you're talking about when you say give and take, and differing ideas?"

"Yes. I convinced him that it was best to place you in stasis preservation until we had the time to devote all of our attention to raising you. He reluctantly agreed in the end, but in hindsight, that was a mistake. You were such a beautiful, and sweet baby¦I wish he¦" Amelia swallowed hard, and Laurel saw her mother's eyes getting glassy as the pain swelled within her.

"It¦it's ok mom. I can feel how much it hurts. I won't make you talk about it anymore."

Amelia nodded, wiped her eyes as she took a deep breath, and then pushed the deep feelings down deep to avoid crying.

"The only way we're going to join though, is if you guys will stay with us," Jake said. "Laurel can't take the kind of¦longing pain not having you around caused. We might look like we're ready to become adults, but deep inside, we're still a ways away from that point."

"And what about you son?" John asked.

"It sucked not having you around dad. I'm man enough to admit that I missed you so much it hurt. I don't want to feel that again either¦especially now that Laurel will have to share that with me, on top of her own pain of missing her mom. I'm gunna have to share her pain too, and I'm not at all looking forward to that. You just have no idea how heavy it sat in her heart all the time. It took a while to understand where all the hurt inside her came from, and it was over the absence of her mother in her life. She wasn't ready to face life without her around, but she pressed on, knowing there was no way of fixing it, but to keep her alive until we got the Future planet."

"You showed bravery, and incredible fortitude, that I'm very proud of baby," Amelia said, "That is your dad in you."

"How do you know I didn't get it from you?"

"Because when I was as old as you were when you were forced to take control of all of our destinies, I wouldn't have been able to do it."

"Oh? You weren't exceptionally brave?"

"Not by a long shot. That came much later in life."

"You're our children, and if you say you need us in order to follow your dreams, then we'll alter our plans in order to accommodate yours," John said, "We want to be here for you, and we certainly don't want to know you're in pain over our absence. If you have to attend the academy, then we'll keep working in Genesis, and if you get stationed aboard the Future, we'll see to it that the captain assigns us to shipboard duties of some kind, so that we can be close by in order to make you comfortable. Would you agree Amelia?"

"Yes. I'll do whatever I have to in order to be here for my baby."

"Thanks mom. I'm proud of you too. You're an amazing woman, and I want to be like you when I reach your age, but I need you around to follow your example¦and I need to have your hugs, and encouragement available. You always make me feel better, and you know just what to do in a complex situation. I need to be able to ask you what I should do sometimes."

"Awe, thank you sweetie. I'm glad to know that you still need your mommy like that."

"You taught me how to be smart about my decisions, and how to take care of myself, but I still need you around. I always will."

"Do you two want us with you when you talk to the captain about rejoining?" John asked.

"Yeah. Not only because we want you there, but we're still minors, we need you to sign for us, so we can join in the first place."

"Seems a little ironic that a couple that has stood in as the command crew, would need their mom and dad to give permission for them to join the corps."

"I guess that's what happens when the children take over the world, hunh?" Laurel said with a smile.

Amelia and John laughed for a moment, and then Amelia took a deep breath, and let it out heavily.

"Just let us know when you need us, and we'll go to the captain with you. He's going to be thrilled, if not a little surprised."

"Does he know of your plans?" John asked.

Jake shook his head.

"He's got enough to deal with right now without us bugging him about this stuff. We haven't said anything yet."

"He's hinted a couple of times that he would like to see me in the captain's chair someday," Laurel said.

"He just knows your good at being a strong leader, despite your young age. That's a captain's job, to recognize the people around him that belong on the bridge, and you two certainly fit that bill," Amelia said.

"We just have to learn how to serve around stodgy old men, like senior Chief Matson. He doesn't particularly like us being on the bridge."

"I would imagine you'd have to earn some people's respect, despite everything you've done for us all. They need to see for themselves just how amazing you truly are."

"Yeah, I guess so."

"Thanks for talking to us, and for understanding our needs," Jake said. "We kind of need to get back to the bridge. I think the captain liked having us there to read the situation for him."

"We're always glad to be here for you two," John said.

"Give me just a minute¦" Laurel said as she stood up, "There's something I need to do before we go back up there."

Jake nodded, and Laurel turned and faced him, then gave him a quick kiss, then headed to their bedroom. When the door slid closed, John looked at Jake, furrowed his brow, and put his hands up in question. Jake grinned, closed his eyes, shook his head briefly, and then he looked at his dad.

"Wardrobe issues. Don't ask."

John grinned, and nodded.

"Ok."

"Do you know if the captain has a plan for the other Future?" Amelia asked, knowing what the wardrobe issue was for Laurel, desiring to deflect the conversation elsewhere.

"We've identified their quantum state, so we can send them back to the proper time and place, but if we send 'em back right now, it'll destroy 'em in the process. We have to get their shield up and running at full power, which means we have to get their negative matter core running properly. I'm not completely sure how we're going to do that with their AI destroyed, since that's what keeps it running properly. Our AI is going to link up with the computer systems still working over there, so it can diagnose the total damage, and make recommendations. Laurel has some ideas too, but I'm not sure exactly what the captain has in mind. I know they're almost out of water over there, with little to no capacity for storing more, since most of their tanks are ruptured due to being exposed to space."

"Won't getting their shield functioning provide them with a way of keeping the tanks warm?" John asked.

"Uh¦kind of, but it really takes the AI to regulate such a complex function of the shield, while protecting the ship, and keeping the shield attenuated, so the sensors will work in conjunction with the shield."

"Are they going to be able to get the AI functioning over there?" Amelia asked.

"No, I don't think so. From what I saw on the sensor station's displays after our active scan, the AI over there has suffered a complete fusion between neural nodes, and the environment within the main processor core has been lost. The whole memory core would have to be reconstructed, and I just don't see how that can be done with all the hull breaches between the personnel areas, and the processor core. Think of it as having a skull fracture that exposes your brain to freezing cold temperatures, and a positive air environment. Bleeding aside, your brain just quits functioning in short order in conditions like that. The AI's artificial brain needs a sterile, air free, environment in order to keep functioning. With that gone, I just don't see how the AI can possibly be repaired, not to mention replacing billions of neural nodes one by one until they're all replaced. We can't supply them with any components, so they would have to manufacture those nodes on their own, and they have much more pressing components to manufacture, besides neural nodes."

"I guess we should be watching the AI's feed of the situation unfolding if we really want to understand the complexity of the issues at hand," John said.

"I didn't know the AI was broadcasting what's happening?"

"Yes. There was an announcement made by the AI when we arrived in the Ontari system stating that a broadcast would be provided for those wishing to see what was happening. We chose to play a game of chess instead, to keep ourselves distracted. We didn't realize you two would be so actively involved with the operations¦though we should've guessed as much, with how much the captain likes you, and how driven you are to be involved."

"That's Laurel. I wanted to stay out of things and enjoy being a teenager while I still am, but she has this itch to be involved with everything going on, so I'm just going along with her. She gets antsy if she isn't involved, or if she doesn't know what's happening."

Laurel stepped out of her room, and she walked over to Jake, and put her hand out to him.

"Let's go scratch that itch, and see what's going on?"

Jake smiled, and stood up as he put his hand in Laurel's. John and Amelia then stood up, walked over to Laurel and Jake, and gave them both a warm hug, then traded and hugged the other. Laurel and Jake then turned, and stepped up to the door, it slid open, and they looked back at their parents.

"I love you mom," Laurel said.

"I love you too baby."

"Love ya' dad," Jake said.

"I love you too son. You take good care of her when you go over there."

"I will."

Laurel and Jake then stepped out, turned right, and headed for the elevator. When they arrived on the bridge, things had been put into motion. There were 6 ships, including 4 from the Sorgina, retrieving components lost from the other Future, using the now clearly identifiable quantum signature present within the other Future, and there were 2 ships from the Drokmar working with the crew of the Future to get the hangar door functional on the other Future. The power converter was nearing completion, and the plan to supply the other Future with supplemental power was being prepared for in that the Sorgina, and Drokmar, had assumed positions next to one another on the port side of the Future in preparation for the station-keeping beam to be used to supply the needed power.

As Laurel and Jake stepped over to the servo drones still sitting on the deck with cushions atop them, the captain looked at them, and grinned slightly as the pair sat down.

"Did your mother and father approve of the plan to have you join us to the other Future?"

"Yes," Laurel replied, "They were understandably worried, but we reassured them that you'll be looking out for us¦as always."

"You can count on that. I assume you've had no attempt at contact from anyone over there?"

"Not yet sir," Laurel said. "We sense that there's a great deal of tension over there, but we haven't heard any direct calls like we did before. We promise to let you know the second we hear anything."

"Alright. Thank you Laurel and Jake."

"Sir, can I ask something that might not¦be any of our business?" Laurel inquired.

The captain revolved his chair slightly, and leaned forward slightly.

"Go ahead?"

"Has the Icarus been deployed? I'm just curious how our improvements worked out under operational conditions like this?"

"I don't mind revealing operational details to you two. I know you'll keep the information to yourselves. The Icarus has been deployed, but she's observing radio silence for the time being, so we don't know how her new sensor improvements are benefiting the crew. If anything were amiss, I'm sure they would've broken silence, and reported the issue, or simply returned to the Future to report the issue in person. I have every confidence that your work will be reported as phenomenal, and vastly improved over the original design, and function."

"Thank you for having such confidence in my engineering abilities."

"It's well deserved confidence Laurel."

The captain smiled, and spun his chair back around just as the communications officer called out to him.

"We're being haled sir. Colonel Tagert wishes to have a word with you."

"Put him through ensign."

"Eye sir."

The communications officer put the audio through the overhead speakers, then looked at the captain, and nodded once.

"This is captain Alexan, what's on your mind colonel Tagert?"

"I was just wondering why we're detecting an alien presence with your crew working in the main hangar?"

"It's a cooperative presence. We're short of spacecraft, as we had to leave most of our assets in Genesis, for obvious reasons, with the Future gone. We need, and welcome, their help in this situation. I realize you don't know our new allies like we do, but introductions will be carried out as soon as we have a safe way to board your ship. This mission would be impossible without their presence, and hands on help."

"Genesis? Hmm. I assume that's the name of the first settlement on the Future planet? I'm simply not comfortable with the idea of aliens being involved."

"In their eyes, we're the aliens colonel, and they can hear this conversation with an extremely clear understanding of the English language, I would ask you to quit calling them that. They're our friends, and allies."

"They aren't our allies captain. We don't know them, or want them aboard. We've had our fill of¦other species interactions."

"Hostility begets hostility colonel. When you enter a first contact situation with a clasped fist that is usually the greeting you get in return. Their presence isn't open for discussion. If you deny them, you deny us¦make up your mind right now? Do want our help, or not?"

There was a long pause, and the captain muted the channel, and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"He's pissed sir," Jake said, "He knows they're screwed without our help, but he truly hates all other species. His experiences have jaded him so¦completely, that he can't see through the negative emotions clearly."

"He's debating his options carefully sir," Laurel said, "I sense he's trying to figure out how he can take what he wants¦needs¦without asking, but his ship is in such bad shape he knows the possibility just doesn't exist, it's going to take him a few minutes to conclude that he needs us, and has to accept help in any form, even if that means swallowing his perceived superiority for a time, in order to achieve his ultimate goal."

"And what do you suppose his ultimate goal is?"

"To jump back into the fight with the full power of the negative matter core at his disposal, so he can exterminate the Encarthons once and for all. I think he plans on moving on to their allies once that's done. His hate for the Encarthons is all consuming, and it's poisoning him from within. I believe it's driving his every decision, and action, no matter how wrong, or distasteful. He's not a very nice man sir. I don't like the darkness Jake and I are sensing from him at this range. He's capable of doing just about anything to further his goals, even if that means killing one of us. If he has that within him, and it's so easily detectable within his character, our allies are in serious danger if they go over there. I believe he could order their deaths, and feel absolutely no remorse about it."

"Shit!" The captain exclaimed, "Sorry Laurel¦" The captain spun his chair around quickly. "Get me the captain of the Sorgina, and Drokmar, on the secure channel?"

"Eye sir," The communication officer replied.

It was only a matter of a few seconds later that there was a pop heard, and the captain lifted his right display, as both captains responded at the same instant.

"I've been alerted to a possibly lethal level of xenophobia within this other crew. Your people are in serious danger if they board that ship. Are they possibly armed at the moment?"

"No," The captain of the Drokmar responded.

"Of course not. They are in spacesuits, working with supposed allies. We did not see the need to arm them," The captain of the Sorgina replied.

"Understood. This frequency won't remain secure for very long, so I'll be quick about this. Once we get the hangar door operational, I need you to keep your people aboard their ships. A shooting match benefits no one, and will likely cause more damage that will need to be repaired, not to mention the possible loss of life on both sides. Those people aren't us, so trust that we won't ever betray, or look down upon you, in such a hostile manner."

"We never thought as much, but it begs to the question¦why are we sticking our necks out for these people, if this is the way they feel about others?" The captain of the Sorgina asked.

"Compassion. It has been implored of me to help these people without destroying them, and I'm inclined to honor that request, due to its source. If the level of threat reaches a level that feels to be out of control, or posing a danger to your ships¦trust me, I'll send them back, no matter the cost to them, before I'll see your vessels, or people, endangered unnecessarily."

"We are putting a tremendous amount of trust in you captain Alexan, since our sensors are blinded. I am convinced you are sharing a watered down version of your sensor data. Our unfamiliarity with your ship, and its systems, means we will not particularly know when a danger is present, unless you tell us as much. We will continue to follow your lead, and offer whatever assistance you need, and request of us, but the first time one of our crew is hurt¦or worse, the fragile, burgeoning, alliance will be in jeopardy."

"I can understand that. I promise you that your crews are just as precious, and important, as my own. I won't sacrifice either, you have my word."

"You are going to be held to that in the highest order," The captain of the Sorgina said, "Your actions in the next few hours are going to be scrutinized closely, and used as a measure of your commitment, and fitness, as an ally."

"I can appreciate that. The next time we need to communicate in a secure manner, we will need to use a dual modulation, super high frequency channel. I am going to send you a burst signal momentarily with the intended frequency, and modulation settings. Until then, thank you for your continued support, and assistance. Future out."

The captain then closed the channel, just as colonel Tagert finally responded.

"I will allow the presence of your allies in order to facilitate the necessary repairs, but only as far as the outer compartments, including the main hangar. I don't want them any deeper in the ship, and they aren't to interact with my people for any reason without my permission."

"That sounds reasonable. We intended to keep them at a slight distance anyways, since your ship represents a view of our ship from the inside, and we haven't yet established that kind of intimate trust. We need to get our AI linked into your systems, so we can begin accessing your manufacturing deck, in order to get the necessary components replicated as soon as possible."

"I wasn't aware that was possible?"

"For any other ship, it likely wouldn't be, but we're talking about our carbon copy, so the AI knows exactly what it needs to do to establish the link to get things started. Before we do that though, we need to get the power converter, and ship-to-ship external power set up. We'll let you know when we need you to shut down your internal power, so we can get started."

"It sounds like you have a well formed plan in place, so I'll acquiesce to anything you suggest¦within reason."

"A wise idea colonel. If you would, please have your people charge the breathable air tanks for pressurizing the main hangar manually? Once we get aboard with a repair party, we'll repair the control regulators so you can pressurize, and depressurize, the hangar with recovery capabilities, so you can recover the gasses to use elsewhere in the ship as breathable air, rather than venting it into space. We'll enable the controls within the hangar control room, but I'm not completely sure if we can enable battle bridge control without the AI functioning, since the AI normally carries out that function when it's initiated."

"That would be useful, since we've been making breathable air using fractional distillation."

"We noticed your fresh water supply issue too. We can't really help you with that issue, but once we get you back to your own universe, you can mine some icy bodies to augment your supply of fresh water."

"I'm sure you've noticed that we only have one mining shuttle left?"

"What happened to the rest of them?"

"They were used as unrecoverable transports during a few of our engagements."

"I don't like the sound of the implication of what that means. Forget it, it's your business, and unimportant for what we need to do right now. We'll signal you on this frequency when we're ready for you to shut down main power, and switch over to external power."

"Understood. Future out."

The channel then broke, and the captain shook his head lightly.

"That's my line. I don't like hearing it coming from a man like that."

"Remember what you told me sir?" Laurel said softly, "They aren't us."

"Yeah, I know. I've looked into the psychological profile of our colonel Tagert, and thank goodness, he's nothing like that man."

"I hope you know, that means I'll never be capable of genocide either."

The captain turned his chair, and looked at Laurel with a furrowed brow, and a gentle smile.

"I know you're not capable of something that heinous. You're a sweet girl with a proper sense of scruples, morality, and compassion."

Laurel smiled, and nodded, and the captain winked at her, then looked at Jake and smiled, then turned back around, and Jake put his hand on Laurel's, and it was at that second that they sensed the other Laurel reaching out to them. Laurel's face changed to a worried look, and Jake nodded at her.

"Sir?" Jake said, "It's her¦the other Laurel is reaching out to us."

The captain spun his chair around quickly, and pushed his displays aside.

"Do you need to use my office?"

"No sir. We can talk to her right here."

"Future? Are you detecting any type of energy at all?"

"Yes, but not that I could associate with telepathic activity. I am detecting an elevated radiant energy coming form Laurel and Jake both, but it is more thermal than anything else. I am simply unable to detect brainwave activity remotely."

"I understand. You two go ahead and do what you need to. Please report what she says when you're done?"

"Yes sir," Laurel said.

Laurel and Jake stood up, interlaced their legs as before, and then sat down facing one another. They put their hands up to the other's face, then leaned forward and set their foreheads together and closed their eyes. They then reached out to one another and slipped into the other easily, and then jointly reached out to the other Laurel.

To their shock, when they reached out, they sensed several people on the Future that they were unfamiliar with, who seemed to be in a heightened condition of sensitivity, so much so that they were easily detected along side the other Laurel.

"We're here Laurel. Why are we sensing others with you?" Laurel thought, "We aren't sensing the ache in our head as before either."

"Hello Laurel and Jake. The empaths on the ship have been ordered to reach out and feel for the aliens helping you, to see if they're telepathic like us. I'm using the opportunity to contact you, since colonel Tagert has no idea what I'm actually doing at the moment. By extending your shield around us, you've stabilized the quantum instability that I was suffering from. All of us are feeling much better now."

"Will the others report that you're talking to us like this?" Jake asked.

"No. We have an unspoken agreement. As long as the colonel doesn't know, we won't tell what's going on."

"As you've probably sensed for yourselves, our friends are telepathic, and empathic, but not nearly as strongly as us."

"If we tell the colonel that they are, it'll put them in grave danger. You need to tell your friends that they need to keep their minds quiet, and attempt no mental contact with each other, and especially not with anyone on this ship. The colonel will order him or her purged, just like everyone else on this ship was when he realized how powerful we are. He'll wait until the work is done, then order them to be killed."

"I sense that he hates people with advanced abilities, just as much as he hates other species," Laurel thought.

"He considers us freaks of nature that shouldn't exist, but we're useful to him right now, so we haven't been purged. That will only last as long as he feels we serve a purpose."

"This purge? Is that what happened to the people in stasis?"

"Some. There really was a loss of power that resulted in the deaths of most of the people in stasis, but there was also a selective purge, in which certain people were identified as having the active P twenty fox nine gene. That is the primary gene responsible for the heightened abilities we all seem to be capable of. Anyone with P twenty fox nine gene presenting as active had the power to their stasis chamber cut off, essentially killing them in their sleep. That included my Jake. I begged him not to take him from me like that, but I was told I would join him via a bullet to the head if I didn't keep my hysterics to myself.

I don't know about your population, but as it turned out, almost fourty percent of us over here had the active gene, which turned out to be a death sentence. Men, women, children, they were all terminated without remorse, or mercy. A few were in the later stages of revival, meaning they were conscious enough to¦I sensed what they were experiencing, and it was horrible. My own research into making Korica and Tamaric compatible was used against us. I'm the one that identified the P twenty fox nine gene, so it's my fault they were all put to death. It was an unnecessary purge, since the loss of power to the stasis ring would've done the same thing eventually, but the colonel had no idea that was coming."

"How horrific!" Laurel thought, "You poor thing. I can see how you would blame yourself for all those deaths. I would if I were in your place."

"We're convinced that the colonel will seek out any species he sees as freakish, just like us, once the battle with the Encarthons is won, and he'll systematically exterminate them using us to find them in the first place. I can't be apart of that kind of genocide of the innocent any longer. None of us wants to be a part of that kind of thing any longer."

"It pains us to feel your resolve, but now that you're being honest with us, we can understand why you feel that you need to end things the way you're planning."

"You're sure the colonel has brainwashed the rest of the crew to the point that taking him out won't stop things from going down such a dark path?" Jake thought.

"Those that follow him are fanatical. Hundreds of us would be shot on sight if we took him out, and those that were left would surely fall in line and do exactly as instructed in order to survive. The wrong people simply go their hands on the ship, and took us down this path. Mark, and I, kind of initiated that when we destroyed the ziggurat on Tiomot to get to Korica's body. It seems like things just went downhill from there."

"We're sensing your memories of what transpired after that. That's what happens when the military takes over, with no oversight, or control, apparatus in place. That's exactly why the AI insured that I stayed in command, so the mission wouldn't be militarized. I was kind of expendable compared to the regular command crew given my young age, capabilities, and the lack of surety of when we would finally reach the Future planet. It was better that I grow older while commanding the ship through Korica's galaxy, while we preserved what youth remained in the regular command crew. I knew my youth was being sacrificed so the captain, and his crew, would be as young as possible when we got there, but it was a sacrifice I was willing to make. so long as the military didn't get control over the mission. I just knew things would go down a road never envisioned for the Future."

"I'm aware of all that Laurel. I'm relieved that things worked out for you and Jake as planned, and you seem to have retained a great deal of your youth in the process."

"Didn't Oberot tell you about arriving at the Future planet, and having children with me, right alongside Korica and Tamaric?" Jake inquired.

"No, certainly not! He told us that we had an uncertain possible future, but he never revealed any specific details like that. He did express a disappointment in the destiny we chose to follow, which I though suggested that he kind of knew what was going to happen within a few different paths, and we followed one he hoped wouldn't come to fruition."

"I guess things really did transpire slightly different for us."

"I sense he revealed a great many things to you, some accidentally, and others deliberately, to help guide your path. I wish you luck on that path, but it's not in the stars for us. Along those lines, I have something for you Laurel. When you come over, as I sense you are planning to do, I will slip what I have to you discretely. You need to get to work on the probe. It has to be deployed in the next year, so it'll reach Earth when it's supposed to."

"Probe? Oh my gosh! I am the one that sends the invite probe?" Laurel said, "I kind of suspected as much, but I just wasn't completely sure."

"I have the proof you need, and the specifications to construct the probe. You can show the evidence to captain Alexan in order to convince him to let you build the thing in the first place."

"But from what we were all taught in school, the probe was so advanced, and unfamiliar, the scientists didn't know who sent it, or how the technology worked."

"I don't have time to explain everything Laurel, so I'll just say trust me, you sent it, will send it. It's incredibly advanced, and does way more than just transmit the invite to the entire world. Think mass subliminal suggestion. It's the key to getting the whole world behind the Future project. Doesn't it strike you as a little odd how the whole world got behind the project, including the black military sector on every continent on the planet? We did that, or at least you will. I did, and so must you. All those poor innocent girls being subjected to such horrible ugliness at the hands of the Hodong are depending on it. Their very survival, and freedom, depends on you sending that probe successfully in order to get the Future built, and deployed, by twenty seventy-eight. It's the one thing I've done that I can take pride in.

I have to go now; the colonel is calling us, so I have to go. Keep this information deep down inside, so it's not sensed by his loyalists. He has a few telepaths that are loyal to him, and it's very hard to hide things from them, and thus him. They've actively probed my mind several times, and so far I've been able to hide everything from them, and so must you. I know you have it within you to do that, so be strong, and protect yourselves, and your allies. I still love you Jake, even though I know you aren't my Jake. You feel so familiar, and I miss you. You remind me just how much I loved you, and still do."

"I can feel it. I don't think my Laurel minds me telling you that I love you too. You feel like my Laurel, but slightly different somehow. You feel older, and darker somehow, but you're still Laurel. Take care, and we'll see you real soon."

The other Laurel then faded form their perception, along with the dozens of others. Laurel and Jake withdrew into their own minds, opened their eyes, and Laurel pulled her forehead back as she removed her hands from Jake's cheeks. It took a few moments for the mental fog to wear off, and as soon as Laurel was able to see Jake's face clearly, she grinned slightly, as he slowly removed his hands form her beautiful, soft, face.

"That was sweet of you to make her feel better like that. I don't mind you telling her that. I know it's me that's still deep in your heart."

"How'd it go? What did she have to say?" The captain inquired.

Laurel and Jake turned, Laurel holding her skirt down as she unlocked her legs from Jake's, and they faced the captain.

"Colonel Tagert has tasked the telepaths over there with identifying whether or not our allies are like us in ability," Laurel replied. "That Laurel said it was real important for them to keep their minds quiet, and not engage in any telepathic communications of any kind. I don't know if they know how to quiet their minds, but it's real important, for their continued safety, that their exact levels of ability remain undetected. Colonel Tagert sees telepaths as freaks of nature that need to be¦eliminated, with extreme prejudice. I'm not sure how much danger that means we're going to be in, but we need to stay sharp, and trust no one over there. We're starting to get a much clearer picture of what that Laurel was talking about in her original message. Tagert is capable of anything and he rules with an iron fist. Some of what Laurel talked to us about isn't important to the mission at hand particularly, but we need to tell you a few things she said, in private."

"Right now?"

"No sir, it can wait a little while, I know you're busy at the moment, but we should talk before we go over there."

"You still convinced helping them is the right thing to do?"

"Yes. Do you really want the blood of all those people on your hands, and conscience, sir?"

The captain blinked a few times, and gently shook his head.

"No. That's a real good point. Do nothing, and their blood is on my hands, and our universe is put in jeopardy, force them back, and they all die horribly, and their blood is on my hands, but our universe is saved from being turned inside out. Help them, and Laurel will do the dirty work, and their blood is on her hands."

"That's the legist of it sir."

The captain nodded, turned his chair around, and pulled his displays up so he could see them clearly. He brought the sensor data to the foreground on his right display, and he squinted, as he tried to make out the Icarus. There was a faint echo of her location that was barely detectable as she circled the other Future taking active scans in discretion. Just as he was about to zoom in on the Icarus, there was a tone heard from the crew working on the hangar door issue on the other Future. The captain touched the communication accept icon.

"This is the Future. How's the work going over there?" The captain asked.

"We can get the door functioning if we loan them an electromagnetic motor driver, until they can fabricate one of their own, but the myogenic field generator is history. The only way to keep a breathable pressure atmosphere within the hangar will be to close, and seal, the door, as we did before we had the field generators. The seals don't look to be damaged, and the pressurizing system is good old mechanical device reliable, and undamaged by the battle."

"What's the damage to the myogenic field generators like?"

"The primary charging coils are burned out, and the stabilizing control circuits have been completely melted down by high voltage. The voltage regulators were overloaded somehow, and the voltage spike fried everything it passed over. Do you want me to put in for replacement units?"

"We can't supply them, and I'm not sure they have the materials on hand to accomplish that. You're our eyes on location, so you make the call commander."

"I think it's best that we forget about the field generators, we should just concentrate on getting the door functional. It will take a little longer to open, and close, the door every time we need to come and go, but it will still work, as long as the pressure tanks checkout. I can see that the recovery valves are just fine, so the breathable air can be stored, reused to pressurize the hangar later on, or it can be redirected to somewhere else on the ship that needs breathable air."

"Understood. Proceed as you see best, just get the door functioning as quick as possible. I'll have the motor drivers sent over. We have a few in storage."

"I understand sir. We'll get it done. Once the drivers are hooked up, we'll check the door out and let you know when it's safe to send the first repair crew over to go deeper into the ship."

"Sounds good, Future out."

The captain then closed the channel, and immediately put in for the motor drivers to be pulled, and sent over to the other Future. The captain then logged off his station, and pushed his displays aside as he stood up. He looked at Laurel and Jake as he stepped down from the platform his chair was mounted on.

"You two with me, I want you to read me in on exactly what was said by Laurel over there?"

Laurel and Jake nodded, stood up, and followed the captain to the door, then out into the busy corridor, and over to his office next door. The captain had his palm scanned, and when the door slid open, he stepped in, walked around his desk, and sat down as Laurel and Jake sat down in the chairs facing his desk.

"Ok, so let's have it? What did she say that has you so upset, and feeling that it needs to be discussed in private?"

Aboard the Reuopon station, Korica and Tamaric enjoyed a long round of astounding, strenuous, activity in the bedroom. They then got cleaned up, and got dressed, and began putting their things away. Just as the last item was put in a drawer in their room, they heard a tone from the other room. Korica pushed the drawer closed, and looked at Tamaric.

"Can you go see who that is? I don't recognize him from what I'm sensing."

"Sure," Tamaric replied.

Tamaric headed out into the other room, looked at the control panel by the front door, he saw a small image on it, and he walked over to it, and looked at the individual holding a satchel in his hand. Tamaric looked at the symbols on the control panel, and he just wasn't sure which one would enable voice communications, so he just touched the pyramid shaped symbol with an 'X' in the middle of it, and the door slid open.

"Hello, can I help you?" Tamaric asked.

"You are cadet Tamaric Prentor, correct?" The man said in perfect English, with the now familiar mixed accent that wasn't quite like any one particular accent.

"Yes sir? Who are you?"

"I am Regmond Enormo, the stations minister of foreign relations. I have here the information packet for your stay," Regmond said lifting his satchel slightly, "Is your wife, ensign Korica Prentor, here? This information will be pertinent to her also."

"Yes sir. She's in the bedroom, please come in?" Tamaric said, as he stepped back to allow room for Regmond to step in.

"Thank you." Regmond said as he stepped in, then walked over to the table where he set his satchel on the table.

Korica walked out of the bedroom, and looked at Regmond for a moment, as she read his feelings for a time, then she walked over by Tamaric, and took his hand in hers.

"Hello sir."

"Hello ensign Prentor. You two really do not have to address me as sir. I am not in the military, nor do I work as a contractor for them."

"It's required behavior when in the presence of elders, even if only elders by a few years. We serve in the civilian corps, so we aren't in the military either sir. We serve and answer to the civilian population, and the military answer to us to keep them under control."

"You are sweet for insinuating that I am only a few years your elder. I fear it is quite a bit more than a few years."

Regmond sat down, and Korica gave him a big smile.

"I know you don't particularly know our history, but technically I'm over thirty-five years old, and Tamaric is well over five hundred years old. We were in suspended stasis for extended periods, he much longer than I before we met."

"I see. As I understand your origins, and concept of time measurement, that is quite impressive. You would think it would be the other way around, since you are from another galaxy, and Tamaric is from this galaxy¦though we know it by different names."

"He was in stasis while the Future drifted from another galaxy to the outer edge of my galaxy. There was a considerable distance involved, and thus a great deal of time passed by."

"I am not sure I understand how the Future got from this galaxy to this other galaxy you speak of in order to need the time to drift to the outer edge of your galaxy, but it is not important I suppose."

"You know of the Future?"

"Yes. The most powerful ship ever encountered by my people? You better believe the name Future is well known in these parts."

"I guess I didn't realize our ship was that¦revered, and popular."

"Quite so. Please, sit and I will discuss the things you need to know in order to navigate the Reuopon station safely, and efficiently?"

Korica and Tamaric nodded, sat down on the couch across from Regmond on the opposite side of the table, and he laid his satchel on its side. He opened it, and began pulling out paperwork, and electronic pads that looked recognizable, but alien in design.

"We have taken the time to produce your packets in English."

Regmond passed one packet to Korica, then one to Tamaric. The paper felt very soft, and slick. The print was in a fairly small font, but distinctly recognizable as Earth English.

"How did you manage to translate the packets into English?" Korica asked.

"Your captain provided Dederal with the English language phonics, and definitions, so it was easy enough to translate the material into your language. As you can see, the first page is dedicated to the pictographic symbols you will see throughout the Reuopon station. Most notably, on the control panels located all over the station."

"Sir, can I ask if this is done for all your guests that stay on the station for extended periods, and don't speak, or read, your language?" Korica asked.

"Yes it is. If their native language is presented in a comprehensive manner, as your captain provided, it is translated into their language, just as we have done for you two."

"Ok. I feel better about the amount of effort that must have gone into this then."

"Good. The second section is dedicated to the layout of the station. As I understand it, you have been provided with an electronic version of the map?"

"Yes sir, we have."

"Good. This station is very big, and one can get lost easily. We do not want that to happen with you two. There are some portions of the station that we would recommend you avoid, given your ages, and unfamiliarity with all of the species frequenting those portions of the station."

"Don't you vet the people you allow aboard the station?"

"If I understand the term properly¦yes. They are not a danger to the station or the other guests, and residents, but we cannot control how they interact with others. You are young, and pretty, while that is a delightful asset, it makes you stand out, and that is not always a good thing when you are dealing with people that are used to dealing with adults, and adult type activities."

"I understand what you're saying sir. We'll just take your advice, and avoid the areas you recommend we steer clear of while we're here."

"A wise idea. Your escort should keep you in the areas appropriate to your ages, and tastes for entertainment. We will be tracking your movement's closer than we would most of our residents, to insure you do not end up somewhere that poses a danger to you. If we see you in an undesirable area, security personnel will be dispatched to escort you back to the safe areas of the station for someone of your stature, and ages. The next section of your packets consists of an outline of your planned schedule for training, and education. The last section lists the services available to you, and how to obtain the necessary services, should you need them. Most services can be obtained via the control panel by your doors. Most residents are not catered to as highly as you two will be, but you are special guests, every effort will be made to see to your needs as you are accustomed to."

"I was wondering how laundry services were going to work?" Korica said, "We'll need laundry services every couple of days, so we have clean uniforms to wear."

"That is covered in the last section of your packet. Simply order a pickup from the control panel, your garments will be picked up, laundered, then returned to your accommodations via a lockbox, if you are not present when the garments are returned."

"I understand. I guess the first section will describe what symbols to use to do that?"

"Yes. Our language is very different from yours. A single pictogram or symbol carries a great deal of meaning, so I would recommend studying your packet carefully, so you understand how to use the control panels competently."

"Do you have cerebral chairs, or whatever you call them, here on the station? It would sure make it a lot easier if we could just learn your language that way," Tamaric asked.

"Arrangements are being made for you to experience a cerebral disc created by someone your ages. Until then, study your packets, so you understand how to acquire the services you need, and navigate the station properly."

"We had expressed interest in bathing in private together? Is that still going to be possible, as Dederal said it might?" Korica asked.

"Sure. Just ask for that kind of accommodation at the aquatic arena entrance, and it will be arranged for you. You are not the only residents with conservative beliefs, so it will not seem unusual to hear that kind of request being made."

"It's going to be a little difficult, since we don't speak the language," Korica said with a frown.

"That is what the electronic translator is for," Regmond said pointing at the electronic pads in front of Korica, "The white one is used for translation. Speak what you want to say, and the translator will vocalize what you have said in Hundicon. You may also type what you would like to have expressed, and it will be translated, and then vocalized for you in Hundicon.

"What are the other ones for?"

"The smaller gold trimmed one is for communicating with your escort Aril, Dederal, or Rhe'tock. There is also a command line for communicating with the guest facilitator for the station. There will be someone on duty to answer your inquiries, in English, no matter the time of day, or night, by your perception. You will have the ability to contact the head of security from that electronic board too."

"Are all the communications performed on this¦electronic board monitored?" Korica asked.

"Yes. If you wish to convey something private, I would suggest doing it in person within the confines of your accommodations, or those of the person you are interested in communicating with in such a manner."

"That makes sense."

"The larger electronic board is intended for entertainment purposes alone. There are several station feeds that broadcast plays performed from many locations throughout the station, as well as information feeds regarding the happenings around the local systems, and aboard the station. Some of the vendors on the station will advertise sales, or special events at their place of business that they feel people would benefit from hearing about and possibly attending. If you see something you are interested in attending, or purchasing, simply touch the screen when prompted, and a person to person contact will be initiated, so you can make arrangements, or have an item delivered to your accommodations, following payment arrangements."

"That sounds reasonable, except for the language barrier again," Korica said.

"The electronic board has been programmed with English translation capabilities. It will translate both ways, in near real time, so communicating should be relatively smooth and seamless. Anyone you contact using it is likely to have communicated with other guests utilizing the translation matrix, so it will not seem unusual, or awkward for them."

"Got it."

"If you explore the line items, you will find many entertainment options available that I have not mentioned. There are simply too many to discuss them all."

"Ok. Thank you for coming and explaining all of this to us."

"You are very welcome. Your captain made it very clear that you are to be made to feel as comfortable, and safe, as you would on your ship, or home world. That reminds me of a concern the head of security wanted me to discuss with you?"

"Oh? What's that?"

"I understand your weapons are a part of your uniforms, but I was told to ask the nature of your weapons. Are they projectile firing weapons?"

"No, they're energy based. They produce concussive, gravimetric reinforced, pulsed, high energy discharges."

"I see. If you would, please keep them on a low setting, especially when in the presence of windows, or domes?"

"We live on a spaceship, we understand the precautions that have to be observed when in space."

"I have no doubt about that, but I was instructed to make sure you understand just how many people depend on your restraint, and diligence."

"We do. If it makes the head of security feel better, you can tell him that we'll leave our weapons here in our quarters, unless we leave the station for some reason."

"That is the wise, and respectful, thing to do. I appreciate your understanding."

"We don't need our weapons to protect ourselves anyway."

Regmond blinked a few times as he tried to digest exactly what she meant, but in the end, he just nodded, and grinned slightly without completely understanding what she meant.

"I will take my leave now," Regmond said as he stood up, closed his satchel, then pulled it from the table, "Do you have any questions before I go?"

"We can contact you if we think of something later, right?" Korica asked.

"Yes. The guest facilitator will be able to locate me."

"Then we'll study our packets, and contact you later through the facilitator if something comes up."

"Very good. It was nice to meet both of you, I hope you enjoy your stay with us."

"It seems we have plenty of people making sure we do." Tamaric said as he stood up, and Korica followed suit and stood up with him.

Regmond walked over to the front door, reached over to the control panel, touched the symbol to open the door, it slid open, and he stepped out, looked left, then right and headed to the right as the door slid closed. Korica and Tamaric then picked up their information packets, headed to the bedroom, and they laid down next to one another and began to carefully read through the contents of the packets.

Aboard the Future, following the captain's inquiry, Laurel cleared her throat nervously.

"Laurel told me that I'm the one who built and deployed the invite probe, and she has the proof you need to let me begin building the thing, so it can go online by twenty eighteen, and arrive in Earth space by twenty twenty-eight. She said she did the same thing long ago in her universe, and it's important that I get to work on building the probe, so those poor girls will be rescued in Korica's galaxy. Events have to come together just right if past events for us are going to play out as we remember them happening."

The captain blinked a few times, and leaned back in his chair as he just stared at Laurel for a few moments. He then let out a heavy breath, and nodded.

"I trust you, but not her. The proof better be compelling if I'm going to believe such an outlandish claim. I have no doubt that you're capable of building something as advanced as the invite probe given the incredible technology stored in the new data core."

"She also mentioned something about the probe doing more than just transmitting a signal to the whole world. She told me to think mass subliminal suggestion. In order to get the whole world behind the Future project, it needs to be impressed on the entire population, and I guess there's a way of getting the probe to do that."

"There's never been any evidence of anything like that being done by the probe."

"The probe destroyed most of its inner workings when it was taken apart. No one really knew what most of the technology contained in the probe did, because it was so advanced, and so utterly destroyed."

"I'm well aware of the circumstances around the probe, and what was contained within it."

"Well I believe her. I know you can't understand the nature of our sense of what a person is feeling when they communicate with us mentally, but you can take my word for it, they just can't lie without it being detected. She is either telling the truth, or she completely believes what she told us."

"That's a little disheartening to think we invited ourselves to the Future planet. I was hoping it was from an extremely advanced race that we hadn't met yet."

"If you think about how advanced we were as a society, and a species, in the twenties, then it is from an advanced race by comparison, we just happen to be the same species."

The captain grinned, and nodded.

"There is some wisdom, and truth in that. It was right around the late twenties that the gene for advanced abilities began to present as dominant in the population, but it took another couple decades for the abilities to really become wide spread, and evident beyond refute."

"Hey¦" Jake interrupted looking at Laurel, "The timing seems a little suspicious, you think the probe triggered something in the population resulting in the P twenty fox nine gene turning on?"

Laurel shook her head.

"No. You can't affect a change in the genes of an entire population from orbit. The probe might be advanced, but that's just impossible. The mutation was a natural evolutionary change that was passed down from parent to child, over and over, until everyone had the mutation presenting as active, since the mutation is a dominant trait. Besides¦if something like that were possible, I would never do that to the entire world. It just isn't right to make such a fundamental, and profound change. That's the equivalent of playing God, and I would never engage in something like that."

"Ok, I just had to ask."

"What else did Laurel over there pass along that I should know about?" The captain pressed.

"Well like I said, it doesn't particularly pertain to the mission at hand directly, but she said that colonel Tagert conducted some purges that killed everyone with the advanced gene presenting as dominant or active. He killed them in their stasis chambers by cutting the power off to their stasis chambers¦including her Jake. Battle damage later killed the rest of the occupants still in stasis when primary power was severed. He has something against anyone with advanced abilities, whether Human or otherwise, even though he's using the few that remain on that ship. If anything, it taught me that my curiosity, and research, can be misused horribly, and needs to remain secure."

"I see. That's a little disturbing to know he's such a malevolent, murderous, xenophobe. You really think anyone on this ship is capable of such evil?"

"No, but I'm not going to take any chances."

"I guess I can understand your feelings. Your work, and research, will remain confidential until you decide otherwise."

"Thank you sir."

"If that's all, I need to get back to the bridge?"

"Yes sir, that's all." Laurel said as she stood up with Jake joining her.

The captain pushed his chair back, stood up, walked around his desk, and he stopped next to Laurel as he placed his hand on her shoulder.

"I promise you that I won't let anyone pervert your work like was done on that ship."

"Thank you sir, I appreciate that."

The captain nodded, removed his hand, then he turned, stepped up to the door, it slid open and he led that way back over to the bridge with Laurel and Jake following right behind him. The captain sat down in his chair, and Laurel and Jake sat down on the servo drones as the captain pulled his displays up in front of him, and he took in the situation. It was only thirty-five minutes later that the primary repair party reported in. The communications officer opened the channel after the hale came in.

"This is commander Rickmon, We have the hangar door operational, and the pressurization system works perfectly. You can begin sending over the boarding parties as soon as you're ready."

"Outstanding commander!" The captain said. "Please bring your team back over for refitting for boarding operations. If you would, bring the ally team members you've been working with back here as well, we need to debrief them in person?"

"Uuh¦Yes sir. Once we depressurize the hangar, and open the door to depart, you'll have to contact the local crew to repressurize the hangar, and close or open the door, unless you're ready for an atmosphere free walk to the hangar control room."

"Understood. Is the artificial gravity fully functional in the hangar?"

"It's functioning at thirty percent Earth normal at the moment to conserve power, but it is capable of being dialed up to Earth normal, or greater if needed."

"The low power state is probably a good idea, and well within limits to keep people from floating away."

"I would have to agree sir. We haven't had any contact with the crew over here. Do you want me to contact them, to let them know the hangar door is functional?"

"No. I'll take care of that. Have you seen the mining shuttle over there? I'm wondering if it's in a usable condition?"

"I haven't looked at it up close, but she's anchored to the hangar deck, and she doesn't look damaged from here. Do you want me to have a closer look at it?"

"No. It isn't important for what we're here to do. Make your way back over here."

"Yes sir. I'll let you know when we're aboard."

"Good man."

The captain then closed the channel, spun his chair around, and pushed his displays aside and he looked Laurel and Jake over, and then gestured at Laurel loosely.

"You might want to look into a wardrobe change. While I love seeing you dress appropriate for a civilian teen, if you're going to be going over with me, you'll need to dress warmly. The average temperature over there is around sixteen degrees centigrade, and some areas are considerably colder with their power issues going on."

"How much time do we have?"

"Once the repair team return, I'll brief them on the true situation over there, and then arm them, and send them back over to make contact to get things started with the internal evaluations. After they send back word that it's safe to go over, I'll be going over to meet with colonel Tagert myself. You two still have your personal side arms?"

"No sir," Laurel replied. "We surrendered those with our uniforms. Not to sound arrogant sir, but¦we don't need side arms."

"I know you're fully capable of protecting yourselves, and anyone in your company, which is why I want you at my side, but the very sight of a weapon on your hip has an intimidation factor that the sight of you standing there lacks, unless someone knows what you're capable of."

"There's a certain element of surprise if someone thinks we're not a threat, only to find out different if they challenge us sir."

"Hmm¦that's sound logical. Go get changed, I'll send for you to meet us in the main hangar when we're ready to depart."

"Yes sir. Can I make a suggestion?"

"I'm all ears?"

"Take the Icarus sir. You can't be tracked, or seen visually, even upon arrival."

"The Icarus is busy¦but I'll consider your suggestion should she return by the time we're ready to leave."

Laurel nodded, then her and Jake stood up, and headed for the exit.

Aboard the Reuopon station, Korica and Tamaric read through their information packets from front to back, then Korica went back, and studied hers a little closer, as Tamaric laid with his eyes closed and shared Korica's perception, and absorption, of the material. After almost two hours, Korica put the packet aside, making Tamaric opened his eyes.

"I love gaining a deeper understanding of stuff through your higher intellect."

"I'm glad I can share things with you like that too. You ready to get cleaned up for tonight?"

"Yeah. You're feeling a little funky after messing around earlier?"

"Yes. We tend to get sweaty and whatnot with how heavily we get into it."

"You get really hot when we make love. I can't help but get sweaty."

"I know. It feels so good that neither of us wants to stop."

Korica and Tamaric got up, pulled out their civilian clothes, got changed quickly, and then headed for the main exit after collecting the electronic translator. Tamaric opened the door, they stepped out and headed to the left. They walked past all of the busy eateries to the intersecting corridor that headed to the right. They turned the corner to the right, and walked past the massage parlors, and exercise center, then they came to a corridor that headed to the left. At the end of the fairly long corridor they could see a lighted sign that was glowing blue with a series of symbols with water flowing behind the symbols, just as Dederal had described.

They walked up the corridor to its end, and there was an entranceway that was a recessed entrance that led to the left and right around a wall that was set back from the main entrance opening. They stepped in and around the setback wall, and they found themselves looking out from a balcony that overlooked a huge bathing arena ringed by steps that led down into the pool that was filled with people standing at what looked like tables that were right at water level, and there were cups and plates placed on the tables. Toward the deepest, and widest, part of the pool there were people of every age wading around, and at the far end of the bathing area, there was a raised stage that was vacant at the moment. Around the edge of the arena were seating areas that people were sitting amongst, while talking without a stitch of clothing on.

Korica and Tamaric looked around at all of the people for a few moments, then a woman stepped up behind them, touched Korica's shoulder, and said something she didn't understand. She turned, smiled, and lifted the translator and turned it on, then she spoke into the translator.

"Hello. We are interested in private bathing accommodations."

Korica then touched the command to speak the translation, and a soft female voice spoke the translation. The woman nodded, spoke a few words, the translator captured her words, and Korica touched the command to translate her words into English.

"I can arrange that for you."

The woman turned, called out a name, and a young woman wearing a thin, wispy, shall of sorts appeared from around a corner, and Tamaric winced when he realized her shall was so thin, and sheer, that he could see everything. The woman looked at Korica and Tamaric, said something, and Korica had it translated.

"If you are going to be staying on the station for an extended period, we offer a package rate that will save you some currency?"

"We're going to be staying for several weeks. How much would a weekly package save us?" Korica had translated.

"Twelve pardocks a week, if our concept of a week is the same?" The woman replied.

"A week is seven twenty-four hour days to us."

"Using that calculation factor, I can set up a special package for you. How about¦mmm¦one hundred pardocks off a seven-week package? You will have complete access to any amenities offered, as many times as you would like during that period."

"That sounds fair. I like bathing often, so it sounds like I can save a substantial amount over seven weeks."

"Please put your hands out, I will scan your credentials to secure the package in your names."

Korica and Tamaric held their hands out, and the woman produced a scanning device. She tapped a few buttons on the unit, and then scanned each of their hands, then she looked at the small display for a moment, then she looked at Korica and Tamaric in turn, and she grinned warmly.

"I did not realize you were government delegates."

"We're special guests of the government, not particularly delegates."

"Since my taxes back home are paying for your stay, I appreciate your diligence in attempting to save money on your stay."

"It seems the responsible thing to do."

"It is refreshing to see such responsible attitudes in ones so young. Orolia will show you to your bathing room. Do you wish to be taken there in a manner that you do not have to see others unclothed?"

"That isn't necessary. We would like to bath in private, but seeing others unclothed isn't prohibited or anything."

"Very well. Enjoy your time with us."

"Thank you."

Orilia then motioned for Korica and Tamaric to follow her, and she led the way to the left. They descended a wide curving staircase that led down to the level of the bathing arena. They exited the bottom of the stairs, Korica and Tamaric looked out across the bathing pool, and they could see that a band was now setting up musical instruments in preparation for a live performance on the stage. Tamaric tried to keep his eyes away from the naked people around him, but as they walked around the edge of the bathing pool, there were many people sitting, and walking around, casually and he kept a straight face, but Korica sensed his discomfort with all the visible flesh around him. Korica slipped her hand into his.

"Are you thinking I should've asked to be taken to our bathing room in a more discrete manner?"

"Kind of. I know you feel I need to get used to this kind of thing, but¦I've just never seen so many naked girls before."

"Maybe I'm putting too much on you too quickly?"

"Doesn't it bother you to see all these naked guys?"

"Not really."

"I guess we were just raised differently. I'll try to get used to this."

Orilia led them past all the people, and down a walkway that was lined with what looked like wood clad walls, and Tamaric reached out and stroked his hand down the wall, it felt more like plastic than wood. He then looked back at the bathing pool that looked like it was constructed from a reddish gray stone, and he gently took the translator from Korica, turned it on, and engaged the translator circuit.

"Orilia? Is the bathing arena out there built from stone, as it appears to be?" Tamaric asked into the translator, then had it translated.

"No. That would be far too heavy, and difficult to work with, aboard a space station. Everything you see is composite Eurolite. It can be molded into any desired shape, and finished in any look you want, at a fraction of the weight, and cost, of the real thing."

"Is there a lot of Eurolite used in the construction of this station?"

"In the interior finishes, yes."

Orilia led them around a corner and the lighting became subdued, as the finish on the walls faded to a much darker, wood like, finish resembling dark cherry wood from Earth. Orilia led them up to a door, she pushed down on an ornate handle, and the door swung inward to reveal a cozy bathing room, with a rectangular bathing pool 20 feet long and 10 wide, with molded seats contoured into the 4 Â½ foot deep bathing pool, with a wide walkway next to the bathing pool, and at the far end, a large window looked out onto the main bathing arena with a perfect view of the stage at the far end of the communal bathing arena. The bathing pool had a gentle current that could bee seen moving within the water, and there was a gentle steam wafting up from the water, making it very humid in the room. Korica and Tamaric stepped in, and they noticed a cabinet just inside the door with fresh towels neatly folded on 1 of the 3 shelves. On the 2nd shelf was an electronic communication panel with moving graphics being displayed.

"From that control panel you can change the mood lighting within the bathing pool, and you can contact us at the reception area if you need anything," Orilia said through the translator, "Those items on the bottom shelf are cleansing aids that will leave your skin soft, and naturally clean while carrying a wonderful aroma."

"Are the people out there able to see us in here?" Korica asked via the translator.

"No. The window is one way."

"Thank you for showing us to this facility," Korica said via the translator.

"If you need food, or drink, just call for us, we can bring whatever you want. There is a menu available on the control panel, so you will know what is available."

"Sounds great," Korica replied via the translator.

"How do we enable the sound from the band that's setting up out there?" Tamaric asked via the translator.

Orilia simply pointed at the control panel and Tamaric nodded. Orilia then turned and exited, closing the door behind her. Korica set the translator down on the shelves, they got undressed, walked to the end of the bathing pool that had steps leading down into it, they stepped in, and Korica smiled big.

"The water's so warm¦I'm really looking forward to this."

"I can feel it. That's so neat to experience your excitement like that. I still haven't quite gotten used to it."

Korica smiled at him, and gently pulled on his hand as they stepped down into the hot water until they were standing on the bottom with the water just above their waists. Korica led Tamaric to the other end of the pool, then she turned, pulled Tamaric past her, and then she gently pushed him into the contoured seat. He slowly fell back until his bottom gently landed in the seat with the water right up to his chin, and then Korica turned around, settled down in his lap, and leaned back, pressing her weight onto him as she set her head right next to his.

"You really feel good in my lap love¦and I don't mean that sexually either." Tamaric said as he slid his arms around Korica's stomach, and gave her a gentle squeeze.

"Awe, Thank you Tamaric. I know what you meant, that's really sweet of you. I love feeling my body against yours too. You comfort me so completely."

"You want I should scrub your backside for you?"

"Can we just sit for a minute and¦marinate?"

"Sure. The hot water does feel good on the sore muscles."

"Sorry about that by the way."

"I'm not complaining about my wife screwin me so hard that I'm sore."

"As I remember it, you were the one doing the screwing?"

"That's cause you like me holding your feet above your head while giving it to you as fast and hard as I can, for as long as I can."

"What can I say? You're big, have serious stamina, and it feels amazing like that."

"I know, that's why I put my all into it until my chest and hips hurt¦not to mention my lower back."

"I've tried to tell you that we can go easier at it if you want?"

"Naw¦I can take it, and you love it like that."

"I never knew sex would feel so darn good."

"Nether did I. I'm starting to understand why the women of your world are so desired too."

"You think all Draximan women perform like I do?"

"Probably. You're species is just built for sex¦mind blowing sex."

"You don't think our pairing makes it incredible like it is?"

"I know it does. We feed on each other's energy, and sensations, until it peeks with an out of body experience. I'm just lucky enough to share a true paring with you, which I know isn't likely to happen for any other guy, unless they're Draximan."

"To tell you the truth, I don't know much about all that stuff. My mother and father never talked about it with me. I was simply too young for them to feel I needed to know about intimacy. I've never heard of another Draximan achieving a true pairing with another species though. Far as I know, I'm the first to even try."

"Makes us really special then, hunh?"

"Yeah it does. Hey, why don't you turn the sound on, so we can hear the band playing out there?" Korica said, lifting her hand out of the water while pointing toward the stage out the window.

"Ok."

Korica lifted herself off of Tamaric, floated away from him in the water. He stood up, slid out of the pool on his stomach, then stood up, walked over to the shelf with the control panel on it, he touched the screen out of pure instinct, and the sound was enabled. The band was playing what was identifiable as a rock beat to Tamaric, but the lyrics that rolled slowly, and pleasantly, were completely foreign, though they rolled with an intonation that was both stirring, and emotion evoking, but the meaning behind them was missed on Korica and Tamaric. There was what sounded like a synthesizer, drums, symbols, and guitar combinations, that were truly pleasant to the ear, with a beat that sounded like it could easily be danced to.

Tamaric then looked back at the control panel, he saw a moirÃ© circle of color, he touched the moirÃ© and the color of the light in the pool precisely matched the color where his fingertip was located, and the overhead lighting blinked out. He slowly moved his fingertip around the moirÃ©, and the color of the lighting in the pool morphed in unison with his touch, making him smile. He moved past blues, greens, reds, and magentas, then purples, and pinks, and then he moved his finger tip back to the green spectrum, finally settling on a pale blue that he though made Korica's eyes, and face, just glow beautifully with her deep tan, and bright eyes.

Tamaric, feeling content with his color choice, stood up. Korica turned, leaned on the side of the bathing pool, and smiled at Tamaric.

"Very nice! You sure are gorgeous Tamaric."

"Thanks Korica! That makes me feel good about myself when I can feel what you're saying like that. You really see me as gorgeous."

"Yeah I do¦cause you are."

"I'm starting to believe it."

Tamaric walked over to the pool, Korica moved back, and Tamaric jumped in causing a wave that slapped up into Korica's face making her giggle. Tamaric laughed, wadded over to Korica, pulled her close to him, and he gave her a prolonged lip lock kiss. The two settled back onto the contoured body length seat, with Korica once again sitting in his lap. Tamaric slid his hands around Korica's midsection, she placed the back of her head on his right shoulder, and they listened to the music being played while relaxing in the wonderful feeling warm water, as it moved about, and past, them from one end of the pool to the other. At the conclusion of the tune being played, they heard applause from the guests in the arena pool. Korica lifted her hands out of the water, and clapped her hands while grinning.

"You know¦I don't think they can hear us down there?" Tamaric said.

"I know. They were good though."

"It kind of amazes me that we're on the other side of the galaxy, and a band is playing recognizable rock tunes. It seems they like rock on this station; this is the second time we've heard this kind of music being performed. I just wish I understood the lyrics."

"I haven't even applied myself to trying to understand the language being used. The language the band we heard in the store using was different from the language this band was using. I'll bet you anything the bands performing at the foot works will be using still another language."

"Have you run into this sort of thing before?" Tamaric asked.

"Not exactly. I've been on stations where each business proprietor is speaking a different language from their neighbors, but I haven't been around musicians performing like this. You gotta remember that most of the time, we were on a station dropping off, or picking up goods, and we didn't stay real long, or get to look around much."

"I sense that was changing though, as you were getting older, and more curious?"

"My mother and father were indulging me more often, but in the end it¦destroyed my family. They knew what they were doing by keeping to themselves, and not looking around unnecessarily, and I talked them into violating those practices, and it got them killed."

"Oh Korica¦I wish you would quit blaming yourself for running into evil turds like the Hodong."

"I can't help it. I should've listened to 'em, they would still be alive, and I would be with 'em right now."

Tamaric held her a little tighter, as he felt her anguish, and the tears starting to work their way to the surface. He turned his head, kissed her cheek and he tasted a tear that slippped from the corner of her eye, and roll down her cheek, and his heart just broke. Korica sniffled, wiped her cheek, then she pulled from his grip, rolled over in the current, and Tamaric slid his legs out straight and Korica settled on top of him, facing him. She slid her arms around his back as he leaned forward into her embrace, and she dug her chin into his shoulder as her body gently settled against his. Tamaric held her firmly, and let her take a few moments to let some of the pain out while he comforted her by just holding her. Korica cried for a time openly, shaking from time to time, as waves of pain made her sob deeply, and solemnly. Once Korica stopped sobbing, and pulled herself together a little, Tamaric stroked the back of her head a few times.

"You're feeling a little better. You can always have a good cry, and I'll be here to hold you, and be there for you when you come out the other side, even if I have to distance myself so I don't cry along with you."

"Thank you Tamaric. I miss 'em so much. I just want to crawl up into my mother's lap, and feel her holding me while rubbing my back like she used to. She always made me feel better after holding me, and then my father would scoop me up, squeeze me, kiss my forehead, and tell me that he loved his little drop of sunshine. He was so tall, that I felt like I was a hundred feet in the air when I was in his arms like that. The whole universe seemed small, distant, and unimportant, compared to how big he was in my heart and how I felt in his strong grip."

"Sounds wonderful. I know that comfort, my mom and dad make me feel special when they love on me, and hold me too. There's just nothing like a hug from mom and dad."

Korica grinned, leaned forward, and gave Tamaric a peck, just as the band began playing another song with a much faster base reinforced rhythm. Tamaric relaxed his grip on Korica, she rolled onto her side while still lying on him, and she settled her head on his chest. He slowly leaned back, and Korica scooted up on him, so her face would remain above water, and they just laid for a few minutes listening to the music while enjoying each other's feelings. Once the song ended, Korica sat up, looked over at the shelf with the body cleaning products, and Tamaric nodded when she looked at him.

Korica lifted herself, floated off of him, he climbed out of the pool, and retrieved the containers, and a soft scrubbing sponge that was bright yellow in color. He knelt down, set the items on the edge of the pool, and then hopped down into the pool, then he gently pulled Korica close to him.

"I'll scrub your back, then you can do mine?"

Korica nodded, and Tamaric lifted the containers from the edge of the pool, and looked at them.

"One's kind of orange colored, and one's whitish." Tamaric said.

"If I had to guess, I would say the orange one is body wash, and the white one is for your hair," Korica said.

Tamaric set the container with the white liquid back on the edge of the bathing pool, he opened the one with the orange liquid, and he poured a small amount on the sponge. Korica moved closer to him, stood up facing the window, and Tamaric began scrubbing her back.

"Hmm¦smells¦citrusy," Tamaric said.

"Orilia said it was made from natural elements, so I would assume fruits were used to make the stuff. It smells good though."

Once Tamaric had Korica's back lathered up and scrubbed thoroughly, he handed her the sponge, and she finished washing her body, sitting on the edge of the pool to do her legs and feet. She then slipped back into the pool, and handed the sponge to Tamaric for a moment while she rinsed herself off, then she took the sponge, and returned the courtesy of scrubbing Tamaric's back. He too sat on the edge of the pool while he scrubbed his legs and feet. He then climbed back down in the pool and rinsed himself off, and then he and Korica dunked their heads, and then used the whitish liquid that distinctly smelled like wild flowers. They washed their hair, and then dunked themselves to rinse their hair out.

They then sat together, listening to the musicians play for an additional three songs, and then they climbed out, toweled themselves off, and got dressed. As they then made their way back to the reception area, Tamaric looked around the arena area, and he nudged Korica.

"You think we should try the big pool out here? If you can't beat 'em, join 'em?"

"No! I've had enough public nudity in my life thank you."

"You said I need to get used to this kind of thing?"

"Being around pretty girls without stumbling for words, not showing 'em your goods. There are way too many people here that are our age, and younger. I'm not a little girl anymore, and it bothers me to know what is likely to be going through their minds when they see me with nothing on¦not to mention what the girls will think to see a gorgeous guy like you with everything out in the open. I just have too much of Laurel and Jake's conservative beliefs in me now."

"The naked body is no big deal to these people Korica. I was just kidding, but I really don't think they would stare at us, or think anything lured about us."

"Oh yeah? What are we sensing right now?"

As they kept walking Tamaric concentrated on the myriad of emotions, and intense feelings, floating around and he realized what Korica talking about. There were quite a few young essences experiencing enticement at what they were seeing walking around them, and some were quite stimulated, to the point they could be classified as being seriously turned on.

"I wasn't even aware that was going on until now. I guess we gotta remember that sex is experienced openly, and frequently, by these people so that aspect is very prevalent too."

"I'm sensing that it's encouraged in the young and old alike. That's a part of their society I'm not looking to experience. I want to fit in, and make friends, but not like that."

"Me neither. I'm perfectly content with my hot wife from the stars. These girls got nothing I'm interested in."

"Awe, thanks Tamaric. I can feel that you're surprised how different each girl looks though?"

"I've never seen this many naked girls before. I sort of thought all girls would look pretty much the same, but that's not the case."

"No two look exactly the same. I'm noticing that's the same among the boys."

"I guess we both have a lot to learn?"

"I've never been around this many boys with nothing on Tamaric. In that aspect, I'm just as naÃ¯ve as you."

The two of them reached the curving stairs, climbed up to the reception level, and took one last look at the band playing for a moment, then exited the aquatic center. As they made the long walk back to their room, Tamaric reached out to Korica.

"You think they mine icy bodies to provide all that water for the station?" Tamaric thought.

"It's the most efficient way to provide millions of gallons of water at a time. As advanced as this station is, I'm sure the use of comets, and icy bodies, seemed the natural way to provide enough water for such decadent uses of a precious recourse like water."

"Makes sense."

The two of them arrived back at their room, entered, and made their way to the bedroom to get changed for the planned trip to the foot works.

Aboard the Future, Laurel and Jake made their way to their quarters, and talked with their parents for a time about what was planned, then they made their way to their bedroom, got changed into warm clothes, then made their way down to the mess hall with their parents to get something to eat before they were called away. They knew the food would be in limited supply on the other Future, and they didn't want to ask for anything while they were over there. After eating, they adjourned to the very quiet common area and talked, as newly revived passengers made their escorted way into the passenger area from time to time.

At one point, Aina sat with Laurel and Jake for a few minutes after escorting her last revival into the passenger area. She explained that the captain wanted the revivals to continue, despite where the Future currently found herself. He felt it was important to get everyone out of stasis, as quickly as possible, since the exploration efforts were likely to occur much sooner than initially thought, now that the mission was going to be enlisting the aid of tens of thousands of their newly found allies to get Genesis completed, and self-sufficient, way ahead of schedule. The city was already capable of protecting her citizens, and guests, from all possible outside hostility. It was only a matter of getting her vital infrastructure, and services, up and running smoothly. After that, the Future would be free to begin her duties, and ongoing mission, of exploration, and protection, of her assigned planets, and peoples, as per the being drafted contract and agreement of enlighteners.

Aina then stood up, hugged everyone, since she knew the whole family intimately, she was the one who revived everyone except John, though she was the one who escorted him to the passenger common area, once he was dressed out in his ships outfit. Aina then departed to get some food and sleep before her next shift in a mere 6 hours. The family then sat for another hour talking, when there was page from the AI heard echoing throughout the common area.

"Laurel Kade, Jake Myers. Report to the aft upper hangar."

"We're on our way," Laurel said, as she stood up.

Jake then stood up, and looked at his father as he and Amelia stood up.

"I know what you're gunna say dad. I promise to protect Laurel over there."

John hugged his son tightly, as Amelia hugged Laurel equally tightly.

"I know you will son. You look out for yourself too?"

Amelia relaxed her grip on Laurel, and kissed her.

"You watch your step too baby. I don't like the sound of things over there."

"I will mom."

Amelia then stepped over to Jake, she put her hands up to his cheeks, and she kissed his forehead, and then looked right into his eyes.

"You bring my baby back to me in good shape young man. I'm counting on you to keep her out of danger as much as possible."

"Yes mam. You know I'm always looking out for her?"

"I know. And you know how much she means to me. You both mean the world to us."

Jake nodded, smiled, and then he hugged Amelia, as John hugged Laurel.

"You take care sweetheart," John said in Laurel's ear. "We'll be here waiting for your safe return."

"Thanks dad. That means so much to hear you express that sentiment."

Laurel and Jake then stepped closer to one another, and Amelia let out a deep sigh, as she smiled at them.

"You two really make a beautiful couple. I'm very proud of both of you. Now go, don't keep the captain waiting."

"Thanks mom," Laurel said with a proud smile.

Laurel and Jake then turned, and headed for the exit. They headed to the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance, they transported up to the aft upper hangar, and Laurel smiled when she looked over and saw the Icarus sitting in the hangar with her belly cargo ramp open. The only thing missing was Mark standing proud, and tall, at the bow of the ship, waiting to take them on the journey to the other Future. Laurel was impressed with the looks of the crew going about their preflight checks, but she sighed lightly, and Jake gripped her hand, and gently squeezed it.

"I wish he was here too babe."

Laurel looked at him, and grinned.

"It's gunna take a long time to get over how much I miss him."

"I know what you mean."

The two of them stepped down from the transport platform, pulled the transport enclosure door open, and stepped out into the hangar and the captain came into view aft of the left wing of the Icarus, as he talked quietly with the team preparing for the trip over to the other Future. Laurel and Jake stepped to the edge of the wing, and stopped, to give the captain a chance to finish his pre-mission briefing. Once he was done, he turned and saw Laurel and Jake, he grinned, and waved them over, as the rest of the team stepped under the ship and began to board the ship. Laurel and Jake met the captain halfway as he walked toward them.

"We're ready to go sir," Jake said.

"Um¦you look appropriate in the standard ships outfit for civilians, but I did mention how cold it is over there, didn't I?"

"Yes sir you did," Laurel replied. "Jake and I have a technique for keeping each other warm with our advanced abilities. Sixty degrees should be no problem for us."

"Amazing! Very well. I want you two to keep quiet unless addressed, and I want you to keep your senses alert. I need to know when a threat presents itself, no matter the form."

"Shut up, stay alert, and stay close?" Jake asked sarcastically.

"I'm sorry if it kind of sounds that way. The AI has provided us with a way of initiating the remote link to the onboard computer systems. Once that's accomplished, we'll download as much information as possible, and then establish a workable repair plan based on an analysis of the internal damages. I just don't want you two getting in the middle of things over there anymore than is necessary."

"I sense that you're worried about our safety sir?" Laurel said.

"A bit. I won't have any more deaths, or the likes, on my watch. You two might be able to sense what's going to happen, but I have no such luxury, and you're my personal responsibility. I need your abilities, but I won't permit my needs to cause you any discomfort, or unnecessary danger. For that reason, I want my orders followed without exception. Is that clear?"

"That's the captain Alexan I was expecting from the AI's description of the captain," Laurel thought.

"We understand sir." Jake said.

"Good. Climb aboard, we'll be leaving as soon as the team finishes their preflight checks."

"May I ask how the ship performed after our upgrades sir?" Laurel asked.

"No reported problems. Now's not the time Laurel. Please get aboard so we can get moving?"

"Yes sir. I'm sorry for¦we'll get aboard."

Laurel grabbed Jake's hand, and pulled him toward the wing, giving him just a split second to duck before smacking his head on the trailing edge of the outer wing section of the ship. They ducked under the ship, made their way to the cargo ramp, and climbed aboard. When they reached the top of the ramp and looked forward, they could see that dozens of small seats replaced the enormous open space, and comfortable seats, that occupied the ship last time they were aboard.

They could see that there were only three seats available, aside from the pilot and copilot seats. There was 1 seat behind the pilot's seat, and 2 at the very back of the ship next to the cargo ramp available, so Laurel and Jake walked over to the seats at the rear of the seating area, sat down, and a moment later the captain, pilot, and copilot stepped aboard. The captain patted Jake's shoulder as he walked by, making Jake smile.

"He just apologized for being so stern without saying anything, you realize that, right?" Jake thought.

"I know. I felt that too. He also wants us to understand there's no asking dumb questions, or indulging us right now. We're civilians on a serious corps mission, so we need to do as he said. Keep quiet, keep out of the way, and keep alert," Laurel thought in return.

They could hear the ramp retracting, and the hull skin began to lift over the windows obscuring the view outside the ship, as the hum of the power systems could be heard intensifying. Laurel watched until the window was completely obscured, and then she looked at Jake.

"We need to find a way of getting permission to jack into the system," Laurel thought.

"Babe¦what the heck have you done?" Jake thought.

"Nothing yet¦or at least not much¦yet."

Jake gasped lightly as he sensed what was going through Laurel's mind. The team members sitting right in front of them turned, looked back at them, and Laurel and Jake looked at them for a moment, then Jake grinned.

"I forgot what it's like to sense a semi-organic biomechanical ship like this. The energy level is incredible."

"That's right, you two are super sensitive to energy fields, right?" The woman looking at him asked.

"Yes mam. If we could jack into the ship it would make it a little easier to control the¦shock of sensing something so¦close yet so unidentifiable, since the ship isn't exactly sentient, but it kind of feels like a living thing."

"Not sure that makes complete sense, but you can use the halos next to my seat if you want? I know there aren't enough to go around, but I have no plans to use them."

"Thank you."

She nodded, turned to the side, and pressed lightly on the panel next to her and the concealed compartment slowly swung down, revealing two halos hanging in the compartment.

"You should've told me what you were up to Laurel," Jake thought. "Now I understand why you wanted to work on the upgrades to the Icarus. You really think a virus will work?"

"I'm sorry I kept it from you Jake. I hate hiding things from you. I wrote it based on the secondary safety protocol programming of the harmonic controller within the low pass stabilizing field generator. It's a low priority system, so getting the virus in will be straightforward, and simple, and it'll remain undetected until the harmonic buildup reaches a level so catastrophic that it won't be possible to stop a cascade failure. The core will dump the negative matter in response, then the cathodic shield will crack, and all that stored energy within the collector plates will escape in a microsecond in a tremendous explosion. It'll destroy the ship, but not half the galaxy."

The woman sitting in front of them handed the halos to them, they smiled, took them, and then Jake looked at Laurel before slipping the halo on his head.

"How did you even think of something like that? Do you always look for the flaws in our safety protocols?"

"It wasn't my idea. I sensed it from her. She passed it on to me, I just came up with a way of making it possible."

"I hope you'll find a way of making that kind of thing impossible on our Future? Seems like a pretty catastrophic vulnerability."

"You would have to have an intimate knowledge of the programming associated with the safety protocols, and a way of getting inside the ship with a virus programmed to disguise itself as a diagnostic subroutine, like the one I created, so it would be undetected when it was activated until it's too late. You would also have to have a way of uploading it without the AI detecting it, that other Future doesn't have an AI anymore. What's the chances someone else could achieve that?"

"You really want to take that kind of chance now that we'll be inviting allies, and associates of allies, aboard very soon?"

"Good point. I'll get on it as soon as we get this done."

"The captain's gunna be pissed when he finds out what you've been up to."

"It was important that he didn't know, so it couldn't be pulled from his mind. You have to bury it down deep too. That's why I tried to keep it to myself. Less chances of discovery of the plan."

"So¦you built this virus into the Icarus' sensor components? How?"

"Please don't ask me to reveal more details that might become detectable if you're aware of them?"

"You're right. You can tell me later, since you're so good at hiding things from me."

"Don't be like that Jake. This was a unique situation. It was important that I kept the plan from everyone, including you, to keep it from being discovered, I may have blown it by slipping, letting you sense what I was up to."

Jake gently shook his head, but didn't look at her but she could feel that he was truly hurt that she hid things from him. He slipped the halo over his head, Laurel put the halo on her head, and they turned them on at the same time. There was the customary momentary blurry vision, as the rush of sensations, and mental tasking, set in. The HUD then popped up into their field of vision, and they realized they were already facing the hangar door, awaiting the AI's approval for departure. A few moments later, the AI's voice could be heard ringing out.

"You are cleared for departure Icarus. The shield density has been reduced to allow for your penetration of the shield with minimal resistance."

"Understood," The pilot replied. "We're cleared for departure with the shield already reduced in density. See you real soon Future."

"Interesting," Jake thought. "I didn't know we could form a shield within the shield like that."

"It's to protect us from micro debris from the other ship," Laurel thought in return. "Even the smallest debris that attaches to our hull by static attraction would result in us carrying the quantum signature of that ship. I didn't know we could develop a double shield either though."

The ship lifted up and slowly floated out of the hangar, as the chromatophores were simultaneously engaged, rendering the ship virtually undetectable. The Icarus slipped out of the hangar, the doors began to close behind them, the Icarus banked over hard, and accelerated toward the other Future. It was only a few seconds until the Icarus encountered the shield envelope, and passed through it relatively easily. The other Future now seemed very close, and familiar, despite her smashed, and battered, appearance. It was a disheartening sight for Laurel and Jake to see the Future looking so torn up, with her mid section sitting still, and dark. The station-keeping beam could be seen, arcing from the Future to the Sorgina, then to the Drokmar, and finally to the battered Future, with the bulk of the energy being collected, and funneled, into the power converter that Laurel had built to supply external power to the other Future.

Laurel was dying to know how the energy ribbon was able to penetrate the shield so easily, but she knew the captain would be irritated with unimportant questions, so she swallowed her curiosity, and kept quiet as they flew toward the other Future. As they approached, Laurel could see that her sensor upgrades had resulted in a much deeper scan result, as they could see deep into the other Future. Laurel turned her head, looked out into deep space, and there was data clearly available all the way to the star at the heart of the system, and beyond. She was able to reach up to her HUD, and select information on planetary bodies, and objects, as small only a few meters across from millions of miles away.

There were strong energy currents within the system, originating within the star, and the magnetic fields of all the planets were clearly detectable, along with gravitational eddies created by the larger moons, and solid objects, within the system. She could tell there was an increase in sensor resolution, and sensitivity, by a factor of at least a hundred times, over the Icarus' previous capabilities. There was a stronger mental tasking, as the ship used all it's recourses in the form of the Human minds linked in for computing power to achieve the increased sensor resolution, but it was still well within the mental limits of what Laurel and Jake could handle and still hold the moment. Laurel was wondering how the metal drain would be when making a jump, but she knew that just wasn't in the mission plan for now, so her curiosity would have to be resolved at a later time.

The Icarus completed her scanning run, circling the faltered Future once, then settling in front of the closed main hangar door. The pilot then activated the transmitter.

"This is the Future vessel Icarus, requesting permission to board? Can you please open the hangar door?"

"This is the Future. We read you loud and clear, but¦we aren't detecting you. Where are you located?" A female voice responded.

"We're holding position outside the main hangar. We're in a low observable craft, so it's no surprise that you can't detect us."

"Icarus¦is this an alien vessel?"

"Sort of. It's an alien design made by us while in transit to the Future planet. She's all Human in construction, and occupied by only Human occupants."

"I see. We're equalizing the hangar to the negative pressure of space. Please standby."

"We'll be standing by."

The pilot reached up and muted the transmitter, but left it active, and the captain looked all the way back to Laurel and Jake. Laurel knew what the look was for. She leaned out of her seat a little, and spoke loudly so he would be able to hear her.

"They're clearly uncomfortable with a ship they can't detect sir. I sense that they don't trust us, but there's no underlying devious intentions¦beyond what you're already aware of."

"I don't sense any immediate danger," Jake added. "If it helps, I can feel that things are going to go well, so long as we keep our questions to matters of the ship, and her repairs."

The captain nodded, then turned back around. It was a few minutes later that the female voice rang out again.

"Icarus, we're preparing to open the hangar door. You're cleared to come aboard as soon as the door is open."

The pilot used a mental command to un-mute the transmitter, then replied.

"Thank you Future. I understand we're cleared to come aboard as soon as the door is open."

It only took a few seconds for the door to lift all the way open, and then the Icarus was gently piloted into the huge hangar. The pilot deactivated the scanning sensors, set the Icarus down, and began powering down the systems, as the door closed behind them. The last thing the copilot did was disengage the chromatophore stealth, making the ship optically visible. The ramp then began to extend from the underside of the ship, and everyone took their halos off and set them aside. Laurel and Jake stood up, and waited for the captain to walk back to their location with the rest of the team following him. The captain stopped, and gestured for Laurel and Jake to fall in behind him.

The whole crew walked down the cargo ramp, and out into the hangar. As they stepped out into the very familiar looking hangar, they could see a man in a military uniform, with a rather nasty scar on his face, from the middle of his left cheek all the way back to the curve of his jaw line just below his ear. He had 4 military individuals standing with him, and they all looked very stern, but somehow relieved to see the team of 17 emerging from the Icarus.

The Future team all had equipment packs with hand held detranomes, and data pads, containing information from the AI on the Future that was carefully sculpted so as not to contain sensitive information from the new data core, aside from the technical schematics for the shield, and star drive systems, surrounding the areas of known damage, as well as the technical specifications for how to construct replacement components with the limited materials aboard the damaged Future.

"I'm colonel Tagert." The man with the scar said.

"Captain Dillon Alexan. I assume you've never seen me alive?"

"No. Your counterpart died in stasis, I'm sorry to say, along with ninety percent of the original crew. Only a handful of military, and civilian, personnel made it."

"I see. We have a record of your counterpart on our Future¦or more accurately¦on the Future planet. He's actively involved with the efforts to get the city we're building up and running. He looks just like you."

"That's fascinating, but has nothing to do with anything important."

"No, I suppose not."

"Your transport there¦the Icarus? What a marvelous piece of hardware."

"Forget it! You're not getting the plans, or a tour aboard her. She's cutting edge, even for the advanced species we've run across thus far, and some of 'em, like the elder race, have some really impressive armed transports in their inventory, but not many come close to the Icarus for her size, speed, and specialized capabilities."

"Yeah, we witnessed some of those specialized capabilities. A ship that can fly right up into your face, and still remain undetectable would be really useful¦especially if she's armed as advanced as her overall function, and design, dictates is possible."

"Thanks to Laurel and Jake, the design specs were in the new data core, which you pissed away. If not for them, the miraculous technology behind the Icarus would've never occurred to us."

Laurel and Jake stepped around the captain, took up a position just behind the captain, on his right side, and the colonel's expression changed to one of almost shock as his demeanor seemed to melt away for a moment, then his expression faded back to one of steely, almost expressionless, rigidity.

"I'll be! I haven't seen you looking like this in¦many years. May I inquire as to your age?"

Laurel looked up at the captain, and he nodded subtly. Laurel looked at the colonel, and then she took Jake's hand in hers.

"Jake and I are seventeen¦physically."

"Not quite an adult, but so much smarter than any before, and just as beautiful as your counterpart." The colonel said as he looked Laurel up and down.

Laurel was appalled by what she sensed running through the colonel's mind at that instant. She fought hard to maintain her composure, but the thought of lying with a man like the colonel just sickened her to the core. A moment later, she realized it was done against Laurel's will at first, and she simply used it as a survival mechanism later on. Laurel sensed it began as the other Laurel reached the age of adulthood, to the younger Laurel's relief, but it was still disheartening, and a bit frightening, to fathom what it must've been like. She was glad Jake was around to protect her at this moment. The other Laurel's decision to end this nightmare so dramatically made even more sense now. Laurel consciously pushed the certainty of it down deep, to escape detection by the colonel's loyal psychics, since she was already detecting vague attempts to penetrate her mind, even though she and Jake were able to resist the attempts easily.

"I don't know if I would categorize us as smarter than any before, but thank you for the compliment sir."

"You obviously haven't realized your full potential yet. Give it a couple years."

"You're measuring my people based on yours," The captain asserted as he stepped a little closer, putting himself between the colonel and Laurel, and Jake. "There's no way to know that our Laurel here will be anything like the Laurel you know."

"In the end it's unimportant for the matter at hand. Did you bring the technical specs on the star drive, and shield system?"

"Yes. We can get started immediately."

"If you'll turn over the technical data, my people can handle the issues that need attention?"

"That's not going to happen. The data pads don't leave our hands. We'll assist your people, but they aren't going to be allowed free roam in our mobile terminals. I thought I made that absolutely clear?"

"Fine. Where would you like to begin?"

"Take us to main engineering, we'll assess whether our external scans were accurate. We need to get our AI patched into what's left of your computer system too, so it can begin getting the things running that used to be controlled by your AI."

"You mentioned that before, I wasn't aware the ship had that capability."

"We need access to one of the controller nodes. There are thousands of them all over the ship, as I'm sure you're well aware. We have a piece of equipment that will modify the node to allow remote access by our AI."

"Won't that allow others to access our system once we're done?"

"Deactivate the node when we're done, it'll eliminate the vulnerability."

"This technique doesn't require any components to be left behind?"

"No. Once the modification is complete, the crystalline structure resequencer will be taken back with us."

"I see. Follow me; I'll take you to main engineering. It's a long walk, since we don't have elevators, and the transport receiving coalescer coil in main engineering was damaged beyond repair. We can transport away from main engineering, but not in."

"Lead the way."

"Sir?" Laurel timidly called out. "Does that mean we have to walk through the central core, in what used to be the gardening and stasis ring?"

"No. We can transport to the aft atmospheric control room, and climb down through the ship from there¦" The colonel looked Laurel and Jake over for a moment, and then he looked at captain Alexan. "They're going to be a little cold with how light they're dressed compared to the rest of you."

"They have the capability of keeping each other warm in a way none of us can."

"Interesting. Let's go then."

Laurel and Jake initiated a warming upon each other without having to think about it, and the cool air in the hangar no longer seemed uncomfortable in the least. The colonel and his 4 men led the way out of the hangar, into the dark connecting corridor. They walked over to the transport platform by the stasis ring entrance, and the captain turned and looked at Jake.

"Jake would you mind taking the last group back, while Laurel transports with the first seven of us?"

"Yes sir. I don't have a problem with that."

"I see you use your psychics to your advantage too," The colonel said.

"I would be crazy not to. A good leader recognizes his assets, and utilizes them to his advantage whenever possible."

"I whole heartedly agree. The mutation present in so many of our passengers has a use, despite its unnatural presence."

"Unnatural? The gene mutation, as you call it, is a natural genetic evolution that has presented in us from the early twenties till now."

"I'm not so sure about its natural presence. I suspect genetic manipulation on a massive scale. These abilities that are so prevalent are¦unnatural, and a perversion of nature."

The captain was offended, but resisted letting on that he knew of the colonel's distaste with the gifted, resulting in his purges that cost so many innocent people their lives, presumably including his counterpart.

"You're entitled to your misguided beliefs, no matter how ignorant colonel Tagert. Can we get moving?"

"Of course. On to the business at hand," The colonel said, gesturing to the transport platform.

Laurel sensed the anger within the colonel, and she was surprised by his restrained response to the captain's direct insult. He looked unfazed, but Laurel could feel that he was infuriated, and a bit disgusted, by Laurel and Jake's apparent affection, and fierce protection, from the captain.

The captain shook his head.

"You'll be taking the first transport with us colonel, so you first."

"Whatever you want Alexan."

The colonel stepped up onto the transport platform, the captain stepped up next, then one of the military personnel stepped aboard, 4 of the repair team from the Future and Laurel, and then the free floating map appeared. As the colonel reached out to touch the indicator for the aft atmospheric control room, Laurel looked at Jake, gave him a beautiful smile as she reached out to him, and gave him a gentle push that tickled his stomach and made his senses tingle for just a moment.

"I love you Jake," Laurel thought at the same instant.

Jake sent a push right back to her, making her put her hand on her stomach, and smile even brighter.

"I love you too gorgeous, see you in a few," Jake thought at the same instant as he sent the push.

The colonel touched the indicator and a few seconds later; the group disappeared in a bight blue flash of light. The next group then stepped up onto the transport platform, and they transported away. This was repeated until the only people remaining were repair team members from the Future. As Jake was about to step up onto the platform, he sensed Laurel approaching from the shadows behind him, but it wasn't his Laurel. He put a hand up, turned around, and his mouth fell open as he saw a gorgeous woman that looked exactly like his Laurel, but much older, stepping out of the shadows. She was wearing a full-length, loose, flowing, gown that was light tan and brown. Not at all her colors, but it seemed to fit her perfectly, as if tailored just for her in the way it hugged her stomach, and hips perfectly.

"Hello Jake. I have something for you, as promised."

"Oh my God! You're¦holy crap you're beautiful Laurel."

"Why thank you."

"Is¦my Laurel gunna look like you in a few years?"

"Yes. She is me¦I am her."

"Nice!"

Laurel stepped up to the small group, she looked over the team members, then she glanced over her shoulder quickly, and a few people could be discerned in the shadows. She then looked back at the group of people with Jake.

"I hope I can trust all of you to keep this encounter to yourselves?"

"We've been briefed on what's going on over here," A pretty brunet woman said. "We know you would be punished if it were discovered that you talked to us. We won't say a word."

The whole group nodded, and grinned at her. Jake stepped closer to Laurel, and tried to get used to seeing Laurel looking so much older, but eerily familiar. She looked to be around twenty-five, but Jake knew she was actually closer to thirty-five, and she was absolutely drop dead gorgeous, with long blond hair that came down to the middle of her back, and it had the familiar single wave to her hair just below her shoulder line, just like his Laurel had when her hair was longer.

"Good, thank you for your discretion. Jake, take this¦"

Laurel reached into a pocket on her hip, pulled out a semi circular piece of pure crystal that was cracked and jagged at the edges, but he immediately knew what he was looking at due to its slightly bluish green hue.

"That's¦that's a piece of data storage crystal from the new data core."

"Yes it is, but it contains some very specific information encoded on it. I know it's broken, but you can analyze the crystal structure and have it recreated, then mirror the pattern of information onto the recreated crystal. Laurel needs the information contained on this fragment."

"We can't recreate the crystals because the structure is so complex, and a deep scan would destroy our crystals¦"

"I know all that Jake. This is already broken, so you can perform a deep scan without worry of destroying the crystal, since it's already ruined."

Jake took the crystal from her, and when his hand touched hers, he felt the same adrenaline rush that touching his Laurel caused, and he stared at her with a deer in the headlights gaze for a moment, and Laurel bent down slightly, and planted a gentle peck on the corner of his mouth. He was so stunned that he just froze and let her, making her smile when she sensed what he was feeling.

"I love you Jake. Tell her I'm sorry, but I couldn't resist the temptation. I've missed you so much," Laurel fairly whispered.

Jake nodded with a goofy smile on his face, then he broke off his gaze, and he stuffed the fragment into his waistband, then pulled his shirt over it, as he tucked it back in over the fragment.

"We won't tell Jake," One of the men standing behind him said jokingly.

Jake turned, looked at the man, and grinned.

"That's alright. As soon as we're close to one another again, she'll know¦if she doesn't already. Intense emotions are picked up real easy by one another."

Jake turned his head, and looked toward Laurel, she was already stepping back into the shadows, walking backwards, and Jake could feel a twinge of anguish, but relief in her.

"Don't go Laurel! I wanna to talk to you."

"No, you gotta go Jake. Any delay, and the colonel will know something is up."

Jake sighed heavily, but he knew she was right. He lifted his hand just as Laurel disappeared from view, and he frowned, turned around, stepped up onto the platform, and the pretty brunet put her hand on his shoulder.

"That was sweet¦but must have been really strange?"

Jake gave her a funny sideways grin.

"You have no idea just how strange. That's the girl I love as a woman¦but yet it's not her. I can't help but feel what I feel for my Laurel toward her too. She has those eyes that just¦"

Jake looked at the map, and touched the indicator for the aft atmospheric control room without finishing his sentence. A moment later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light, then appeared in the control room, where the rest of the team and colonel Tagert with his officers were standing staring at them.

"We thought something might be wrong with the transport system?" The colonel said.

The group stepped down, and Jake shook his head lightly.

"No, but the thought crossed my mind that all the damage could make the transport system send us somewhere other than where we wanted to go so, I hesitated for just a moment, as I felt for Laurel. Once I was sure she was right here, I activated the transport."

The colonel looked at Laurel with a stern look.

"Did you know he was searching for you?"

"No. We're always connected because of our pairing so, unless he calls out to me, I'm not aware of him feeling for where I'm at."

"I see. That's one of the most disturbing aspects of being a¦being gifted. It's unnatural for two people to coexist inside each other's minds all the time like that."

"It feels very natural to us sir. You get used to it after a while."

"If you say so."

The colonel turned, headed for the exit without saying another word, and Laurel could feel how disgusted he was with the very idea of her and Jake being paired. She was very glad that the captain was more open, and accepting, of what they had together. She was pretty sure that the colonel would've ordered one or the other of them to be put to death, just to see how long it would take for the other to die, ridding himself of what he perceived to be abominations. As they walked across the room, past all of the recirculating pumps, and huge air exchange valves, Laurel looked at the captain with a dismayed look on her face. He grinned softly, stroked the back of her head once, and it was enough to give her the reassurance she was looking for. Without a spoken word, the gesture said 'don't let him bother you, we love you both just the way you are', making her grin at him, and nod subtly.

They exited the room, and made their way down the corridor to the nearest stairwell, where they climbed down 17 decks through the bowls of the ship, finally exiting into the main engineering space. The captain pointed at a removable panel at the far end of the space, behind which were several controller nodes. 1 of the team nodded, and headed over to make the modification so the AI on the Future could tap into the computer systems remotely. The colonel watched closely, until he realized what was being done as the access panel was unlatched, and pulled open.

The team member knelt down, slipped his pack form his shoulders, opened it, pulled out the resequencer, and got to work modifying the crystalline circuitry. The rest of the team spread out, produced their detranomes, and began scanning the engineering space from top to bottom.

"How many people do you need down in the negative matter space?" The colonel asked.

"Depends on the level of damage."

"I hope you understand if I want my people present, to watch what you're doing down there?"

"Of course. I would insist on the same thing."

"I'll show your people down if you want to stay here and supervise the scans?"

"Sounds fine," The captain turned, and looked at Jake. "Go with 'em, if you would Jake?"

"Yes sir."

11 of the team, and Jake, followed the colonel, and 3 of his men, across the engineering space, and exited into the access hatch, to climb down to the negative matter core space, 18 decks below them. The captain knelt down on one knee next to Laurel, and looked up into her face as he took hold of her hand.

"How you doing with all this Laurel? I can tell something has you a little¦disturbed."

Laurel squeezed his hand, and nodded.

"I'm ok sir. I've sensed some disturbing facts about what the colonel has done to Laurel¦and what she's had to do to survive. I just want to get the work done so we can get out of here."

"Not quite what you were expecting?"

"No. I'll still keep alert though sir. The colonel wants us gone as bad as I want to go, so I don't think he's going to do anything to delay us."

"I'm sorry this is so hard on you Laurel. I really need your senses¦and I hope you don't think I'm using you as the colonel asserted?"

"I know you're using me as one of your assets, but I'm ok with it. It means I get to come on the mission, and it feels good to be so needed by you and the crew. You're using us with respect for what we can do."

"We have a tremendous amount of respect for you and Jake. That's the difference."

"I know sir. I can feel it."

The captain smiled, nodded, stood up, and let go of her hand. He stepped over to the closest team member performing deep detranome scans on everything around them.

"How's it look lieutenant?"

"Pretty sound sir. There's some fried circuitry, and a couple of controllers that should be replaced, but without an active AI it shouldn't matter anyway. All in all, I would say the main engineering space faired pretty well, considering the massive damage elsewhere."

"Good. So we should be able to fire up the star drive without worry?"

"I think so. The best thing they can do is fire it up, and keep it running at fifty percent while shunting the drive power into space until they need it, then focus the energy aft for propulsion. It's not ideal, but it'll get 'em moving, if the damaged components down in the negative matter space can be repaired, or replaced."

"So let me ask you this¦it takes the AI, and a team of a hundred twenty-five, to run our systems, can these people run the negative matter core, shield systems, and star drive, with the limited number of personnel, and no AI, present on this ship?"

The lieutenant shrugged, curled his mouth, and then grinned.

"They apparently did in the past so, I guess so. It would take at least¦three hundred people in the right places to stay on top of all the dynamic changes in the energy flow, so it can be compensated for without the safety protocols kicking in, shutting the whole works down. It wouldn't be easy, and the slightest error would shut everything down when one needed it most if you were in a battle."

"Alright. Share your data with the rest of the assessment team, and get together with the personnel down in the negative matter space, so we can begin assembling a repair list if you will?"

"Eye sir."

The lieutenant walked away, and the captain looked around the engineering space for a moment, when the AI haled him on his cranial transceiver on a scrambled frequency.

"Captain Alexan? Can you hear me?"

The captain reached up, and tapped his transceiver on.

"I hear you Future. What's the matter?"

"I have established a low level access through a controller node in main engineering. I assume that is your teams doing?"

"Yes. Are you going to be able to establish control level access?"

"I believe so. There is considerable damage to the circuit paths all throughout the ship, but I will reroute my attempts around the damaged areas, where possible. There is a lockout command frozen throughout many of the systems that I believe the former artificial intelligence put in place. I should be able to crack the lockout code, and it will free up most of the functional systems."

"Why would the AI do that?"

"Unknown. Since the AI was destroyed, I will not be able to access its memory core to find an answer to that question."

"Alright. Let me know when you have full access?"

"Understood."

"Are you able to track our location on this ship?"

"Your bio signatures look exactly like the rest of the life forms on that vessel, but I have been tracking each and every one of you from the second you exited the Icarus, so I do, in fact, know exactly where each of you are."

"You mean you can't track the Icarus either?"

"I did not say that. I can detect her, but not what is inside her. Her hull is quite affective at disguising what lies within, unless I were to initiate a maximum gain scan, but at the distance you were from my emitters, that would not have been wise. I am not completely sure you would have been protected from the intense energy radiation at that distance."

"The Icarus would've increased her shield strength in response. I though Laurel's upgrades made the sensors, and responsive systems, quicker to respond to high energy readings?"

"True, but you have to remember just how powerful the scanning beams are now, thanks to the elder race upgrades. We are talking about a maximum gain scan. At close range, they would be quite deadly to most forms of life, I do not believe the Icarus has enough energy production capability to develop a shield envelope dense enough to deflect all of the energy."

"I get your point. Do me a favor and¦" The captain looked around, and no one was particularly looking at him, but he spoke softer just in case someone could hear him. "Keep a close watch on the kids?"

"I understand."

"Good enough, Alexan out."

The captain tapped his transceiver into standby mode, and then he walked over to Laurel.

"How is Jake doing down there?"

"He's stunned by all the damage, but he's not in distress. We aren't communicating directly, others are attempting to invade our minds, so we've had to keep our minds semi closed off."

"Do I need to say something to Tagert?"

"No. The attempts are feeble, so it's not that hard to keep 'em out. They aren't nearly as powerful as Jake and I are."

"You're still able to sense what others are thinking, and feeling?"

"Yes. It's like multitasking, you block what you don't want, and listen to what you do," Laurel then looked at him a little funny, and she grinned, "You've been contacted by the AI?"

"Yes. She's in, but there's a lot of damage to work around, including a frozen lockout command embedded within most of the computer systems. Are you reading my mind?"

"No, I'm listening to your feelings sir. You're relieved that aspect of the plan seems to be working," Laurel looked over at the crewman working on the controller node, and then she looked at the captain. "Can I try and help sir? I think I might be able to help the AI get in deeper."

"Alright. You're a wiz with the Future's unique programming so, go ahead."

"Thank you sir."

Laurel walked over to the crewman working in the node panel, she knelt down, looked at the small screen located within the panel, and she slowly nodded.

"I think I can help things along, if you'll allow me?"

The crewman stood up, and gestured at the panel. Laurel dropped to her knees, walked on her knees to get closer, and she began typing furiously on the virtual keypad that was being projected below the nodes.

"Wow!" The crewman exclaimed, as he watched Laurel working so quickly he was having trouble keeping up with exactly what she was doing.

The crewman then noticed a diagnostic dialogue being created, and he furrowed his brow and pulled his head back in surprise.

"Why¦you're accessing the fundamental diagnostic programming? I don't get it?"

Laurel paused for a moment, then she glanced at the crewman, ginned, then went back to typing as she responded.

"What's the lowest level access you can think of, for the entire computer system on the Future?"

"Ooh¦the diagnostic sub routines."

"That's right. I'm creating a backdoor, if you will, for the AI to gain access to the whole ship by implementing what looks like a diagnostic line command, but instead of initiating a diagnostic, it'll activate the AI's logic program remotely, thus creating an all access backdoor, subverting any lockout commands, since the diagnostic programming isn't affected by any lockouts. Anyone can initiate a diagnostic program at anytime, since it's seen as safe."

"Until a brilliant young lady creates some ingenious, nefarious, programming?"

"That's right."

The crewman smiled and watched her typing, and then he saw a sub routine being created that looked like yet another outside access line command, then Laurel entered the programming change, and went back to her original programming, and the crewman again furrowed his brow and looked at her.

"What was that?"

"Just a backup, incase the diagnostic reprogramming encounters a problem."

"Hmm. Smart."

Laurel typed for a moment longer, then stared at the lines of code she had just created. When she was content that she hadn't made any errors, she touched the accept command, and the diagnostic programming was updated with her new programming. A moment later she got a confirmation screen that simply read 'update initiated'.

"That should do it."

Laurel got to her feet and looked at the captain expectantly, and seconds later he received a call from the AI.

"Captain Alexan, I have achieved control access via the diagnostic programming. The computer system thinks I initiated a diagnostic on the entire computer system, but it instead activated my logic program, allowing me complete access without actually initiating the diagnostic."

The captain smiled at Laurel, as he tapped his transceiver.

"Understood. You have Laurel to thank for that."

"I thought the unorthodox programming looked familiar. She has a unique way of base code programming that I recognize."

"I didn't realize your programming was that flexible?"

"My programming is adaptive, and flexible, so a person's understanding, and programming ability, can be facilitated without conforming to a rigid programming format, as long as the coding is implemented correctly, and in the proper syntax. It is a language all its own once one learns it properly, and Laurel has become very fluent in Braser coding."

"I assume you mean James Braser, the man who wrote all the unique programming for your computer systems?"

"Yes. My base coding was named after him, since it is unique, requiring identification by name."

"Are you going to be able to get the production facilities up and running?"

"I have already begun to do so. It will tax the external power converter to its maximum capacity, but if I allocate the power within the ship correctly, I should be able to get production of the needed components started within one hour without issue."

"Fantastic! Let me know if you need anything from us over here?"

"Understood."

The captain tapped his transceiver into standby mode as he stepped up to Laurel, and patted her shoulder.

"Nice work Laurel. I knew bringing you along was the right decision."

"Thank you sir. I'm glad my training is still proving valuable to you."

"You're valuable to me for far more than just your training Laurel. I know I can rely on a miracle of ingenuity from time to time with you close at hand. It's awful nice to see it coming from someone so pretty, and sweet, too."

"Awe, thank you sir."

The captain gave her a gentle nod, and then he turned, and looked at the colonel's officer.

"Will you contact the colonel? Let him know we have full computer access and any necessary components will be available for production within an hour."

The officer nodded, turned, and activated a com panel behind him, only to have it blast a shower of sparks, and smoke, from behind it, starling the officer into taking a leap back. He cursed allowed, then looked at Laurel, and grimaced.

"I'm sorry young lady. I'm tired of crap shorting out every time you try and use something on this blasted ship."

Laurel nodded, and grinned. The officer then headed for the aft end of the main engineering space to use another com panel to contact colonel Tagert.

In the negative matter control room, Jake was watching the assessment team scanning the core, its myriad of components, and conduits, and he was stunned by all the visible damage. There had been a surge that ignited a fire, which burned quite a few sensitive components, and left charred soot over most of the visible structures in the space, then the air was evacuated to extinguish the fire. There were hundreds of instruments and components that were destroyed in the process. The negative matter core, and its associated fixtures, were just never meant to withstand an airless environment, not to mention temperatures like those present in a high-energy fire, only to be replaced by near absolute zero temperatures within seconds, causing chill shock well beyond design limits.

The colonel's men tried to explain how they managed to get the negative matter core to function in a low power state, despite all the obvious, and unseen, damage, but it was plainly clear they were talking about things they were completely in the dark about. They weren't the ones that operated, or even worked around, the negative matter core judging by the way they were stumbling for the right terms to describe the operation, and function, of the negative matter core, and the shield generator system high over head, which they were pointing aft to when describing. The Future team just kept quiet, and listened, as they continued their scans with the detranomes until they had a full assessment of all the damage, and it was extensive, but not beyond repairable. Most of the damage was contained to the external components, since the core itself was constructed from some of the most robust alloys imaginable, in order to contain the unimaginable pressure, and energy, present within the core when it was operational.

Jake listened to the litany of incoherent descriptions of the negative matter core until he couldn't help but say something.

"Is there any way we can talk to the people that actually work down here, and understand this technology a little better? No offense, but you people obviously don't have a clue how all these systems function, or what components are associated with the different subsystems that function directly from the energy the negative matter core produces."

"Don't be impudent young man!" The colonel said. "This technology is way over our heads, and I assume it's the same way on your Future."

"Not really. We have a fair number of people that are experts in this technology now, including Laurel and myself, as much as you may not want to hear that. It's advanced, and complicated, but we know what components go into its operation, and construction, at the very least."

"You're here as your captain's watch dog to make sure we aren't infiltrating your minds, and nothing more¦but I will produce the crew that normally work in this section to facilitate the team's efforts to get things moving along."

"If you trust us, we can just put in for the components that need to be replaced, but it would be helpful to your people if we explained what we're doing, and showed them where the damaged parts are, and explained how they function in the first place," One of the Future repair team said.

There was a tone heard from the com panel by the entryway to the control room, and the colonel looked at the com panel, then put his finger up, walked over to the com panel and touched the panel. It lit up, and he touched the yellow incoming call icon that was slowly blinking.

"This is Tagert?"

"Sir, they've managed to establish a connection from the AI on the Future to our computer systems. We should be able to get any parts we need fabricated within the hour."

"That's good news. Let me know what their AI says about the damage to the rest of the ship? We still need to get the gravitational wave guide conduit controllers diagnosed, so see to it that's done first thing?"

"Yes sir."

The colonel closed the channel, and then he paged the battle bridge. He then ordered the engineering crew assigned to main engineering to report to the negative matter core for repair assistance. He then closed the channel, and joined his men watching the Future team beginning the disassembly and removal of some of the simpler components that would need to be replaced. Moments later, some of the automated electronic systems were freed up, and sprang to life, thanks to the AI's new found control.

Up in the main engineering space, the colonel's man stepped away from the com panel. Laurel looked at the captain, and pointed at the man.

"The colonel asked if we could get a priority diagnostic done on the gravitational wave guide conduit controllers?"

"I'll make that happen for him."

"Thank you captain Alexan."

The captain nodded, then turned his attention to the control panels for the main engines, which at the moment were completely darkened. He stepped up to the output and general status display, and then he tapped his cranial transceiver.

"Future?"

"Yes captain Alexan?"

"Can you initiate a diagnostic on the gravitational wave guide controllers, and then see if you can get the main engineering displays working?"

"I will get the diagnostic started first. There are severed control feeds that are preventing the main engineering computers from coming online. As you are aware, I normally control those systems. I will attempt to reroute the control feeds through a series of sub-systems to get them working. Without an active AI, the engines will have to be controlled manually from main engineering, though my scans reveal that two of the main engines are damaged beyond hope of repair."

"Can replacement engines be produced on this ship?"

"No. The necessary components were in compartment twenty-nine, one, three, and that compartment is exposed to space. There was an explosive decompression event when a hull breach was created that enveloped several decks, and many compartments, including compartment twenty-nine, one, three. My impression of the external damage is that once the shield collapsed, numbers one and three main engines were targeted, and destroyed simultaneously with a single explosive impact. The damage pattern matches damage elsewhere on the ship, suggesting a single species of origin for the damage."

"Are we talking about missiles of some kind that can penetrate EMPACC?"

"It would appear so. The molecular structure of the EMPACC in several impact locations has been dramatically altered, rendering it extremely brittle and thus prone to shattering. It was likely a two-strike process. The first weakened the EMPACC, the second then penetrated the then fragile EMPACC, resulting in internal explosions that destroyed the delicate, and relatively weak, internal superstructure. Each successive impact in the same location would penetrate deeper, and deeper, until a total through and through breach is achieved, as is seen in the former gardening ring. Something penetrated one side, exploding out the other side at an oblique angle that destroyed the seal between the gardening ring and the stasis ring, causing the pressure environment to be lost in the stasis ring in the process. The same damage signature is present in the massive hull breach in the forward section that resulted in the command, and medical decks, being almost completely destroyed."

"Wonderful! So this ship is a broken egg shell just waiting for a strike in the right place to make it shatter, and all the kings men won't be able to put all the pieces back together?"

"Yes. I have already determined exactly where a single sufficient impact would result in complete structural failure, resulting in a complete breakup. With the nature of the negative matter core's unimaginable destructive potential, should it suffer a containment breach while it is operational, that ship posses a significant hazard, should it be made fully operational."

"But we can't get them back to their own universe if we don't? Least not without killing everyone onboard."

"Affirmative."

The captain sighed heavily, looked at colonel Tagert's man, then he looked at Laurel, and she furrowed her brow heavily. She felt the weight of his pondering from within him, and she was grateful it wasn't her making the hard choice as to what to do. The captain looked away, and spoke very softly.

"Continue with the efforts to get this ship functional, and classify the target location as level five confidential. I don't want anyone knowing how close to breakup this ship truly is."

"Understood," The AI responded.

The captain tapped his transceiver into standby mode, then he looked at Laurel again, and her face changed to one of calm, as she stepped close to the captain.

"Thank you sir. It's the right choice." She said softly.

"You heard that?"

Laurel shook her head gently, put her hand on her chest, and patted over her heart with her fingertips.

"I know what I'm feeling¦what you're feeling."

The captain grinned, and stroked the side of Laurel's head once.

"I'll keep my word, so long as I don't perceive a danger to our Future."

At that instant, the main engine displays began to glow to life, and everyone stopped what they were doing, and looked at the huge displays that began running through the conditional readings one by one, then displayed a pictographic representation of the main engines with status readings for each, with numbers 1 and 3 engines showing as nonfunctional, but the other 6 were actually showing as conditionally satisfactory for full power testing for the alignment procedure required before normal operation can be initiated.

"Well that's encouraging," The captain said. "They won't be winning any races, but it looks like the engines will at least be capable of pushing them to high sub-light speeds."

"They're going to have to use gravity drive to get up to light speed," Laurel said.

The captain looked at her, and grinned.

"You're talking about a procedure you perfected. I'm not sure these people are going to know how to do that."

"Ah¦but I'm here, just a lot older."

"I don't think the version of you that resides on this ship has the practical experience that you have."

"I know, but she has it in her if colonel Tagert can just swallow his pride, and loathing of people with the advanced gene."

"I don't think he's that flexible. I can see the way he looks at you and Jake, it makes me uncomfortable. I can only imagine how it makes you feel, and I'm sure it runs even deeper for the Laurel he knows."

Laurel looked at the colonel's man looking at the displays, and then she looked back to the captain.

"They have a really disturbing relationship in which they're using each other. She might have the influence necessary to help pilot the ship using gravity drive, if she were to suggest it."

"I see. I'm not going to ask the nature of this so-called relationship. You think you can suggest that she attempt to talk the colonel into letting her try?"

"Possibly. I would have to initiate a connection with her at a deeper level, so I can share my knowledge of the procedure."

"Can you keep sensitive information safe if you do that?"

"I'm not completely sure. She's a lot more powerful than I am. I just don't know what all she would have access to."

"I suppose if they're leaving our universe, it won't be a complete breach. Just try to keep as much sensitive information as secure as you possibly can, should you decide to try?"

"Yes sir."

"Come on, let's get this tub patched up so we can get 'em back where they belong now that the information is flowing?"

Laurel smiled, nodded, and followed the captain, as he headed toward the engineering control console located at the aft end of the space.

Aboard the Reuopon station, just as Korica and Tamaric finished getting dressed for their evening with their new friend, there was a tone heard from the other room that they now recognized as coming from the main entrance. They sensed someone familiar, and 2 essences they were unfamiliar with. They both walked out into the other room, and activated the communication panel next to the main entrance. They saw Rhe'tock and 2 men in green and black uniforms, and each had a black satchel in their right hand.

"Hello Rhe'tock," Korica said.

Rhe'tock looked right into the display, and grinned warmly.

"Good day ensign and cadet Prentor. These men are from the science directorate here on the station. May we come in and talk with you?"

"Did we do something wrong? The directorate sounds serious?"

"You did not do anything wrong."

Korica nodded, reached over, touched the command to open the door, and it slid open. Rhe'tock and the 2 men stepped in as Korica and Tamaric stepped back, and stood close to one another.

"It looks as if you are preparing to go somewhere?" Rhe'tock commented in the form of a question.

"Yes. Aril has invited us to the foot works to go dancing with her friends so we can get to know them," Korica replied.

"Ahh¦the foot works is very popular with the youth of this station. If memory serves me correctly, there is a popular band performing there over the next couple of days. Our timing is good in that case. These men need to run some tests on the two of you, to determine if you are carrying anything that could risk the health of the rest of the population on this station. We would also like to inoculate you against a known contagion that was introduced to the station a very long time ago."

"Are you sure the inoculation will be safe for our physiology? You aren't familiar with Human and Draximan physiology."

"Actually¦we are. Your captain sent your medical records, and specific information regarding normal Human and Draximan physiology. The inoculations have been specifically modified for your unique biology, and physiology."

"Exactly what are we being inoculated against?"

"Type two ICS, caused by an airborne virus. Not everyone is susceptible to it, but as you said, you are new species to our population at large, we do not want to take any chances."

"We have superior immune responses to new viruses, thanks to our paring."

"Yes, that was mentioned in your medical files, but this virus is responsible for immune collapse syndrome. That leads to other normally innocuous viruses, and bacteria, causing fatal illnesses. We need to insure that does not happen to you two."

"We'll have trust your medical knowledge. Go ahead and do what you have to."

Rhe'tock looked at the two doctors, nodded, and they stepped around the group, walked over to the counter built into the far right wall, and they set their bags down, opened them, and began pulling instruments out and setting up what looked like computerized mini analyzers with slide trays. One of the doctors produced a long pencil sized device with a bulbous end that was bright red, contrasting the silver color of the rest of the device. The doctor then pulled out two small ampoules with a clear liquid in them, he attached one to the end of the device, and he stepped toward Korica.

"This one is meant for you ensign Prentor." The doctor said in perfect English, with the now familiar mottled accent.

"What do you need me to do?"

"Simply tilt your head to the side, so I can access your carotid artery."

"It needs to be administered arterially?"

"It distributes the vaccine in the most efficient manner by doing that."

"Has anyone ever had a negative reaction to the inoculation?"

"Yes, but not in a very long time. We have learned to modify it for the species accepting the inoculation since then, and there have been no negative side affects since."

"Alright then."

Korica tilted her head to the side, the doctor felt her neck with his fingertip for a moment, and he grinned.

"You feel very warm comparably¦I can feel your pulse, hold still for a moment."

The doctor then put the silvery pencil sized device against her carotid artery that he could see pulsing with her heartbeat, he pushed on the ampoule, and the device made a high frequency hiss that was almost musical in nature. Korica could feel a cold spot on her neck, but absolutely no discomfort. Once the device went quiet, the doctor stepped back, and smiled at Korica.

"There, that was not so bad, was it?"

"No. I really didn't feel much of anything except for a cool sensation at the point of injection."

The doctor nodded, then turned, and walked back over to the table. He removed the empty ampoule, set it in his bag, and then he picked up the other one. He attached it to the device, and then stepped over to Tamaric. Tamaric tilted his head to the side, and the doctor placed his fingertip on his neck until he found Tamaric's pulse. He then lifted the device, and placed it against Tamaric's carotid artery, which he could see bounding with Tamaric's rapidly beating heart. The doctor pressed on the ampoule, the device emitted the same high frequency hiss as before, and Tamaric felt absolutely nothing except slight pressure where the device was being pressed against his neck. When the device went silent, the doctor pulled the device away, and looked at Tamaric expectantly. Tamaric rubbed the injection site, and grinned.

"Not so bad. Sub molecular particle osmosis?"

"Impressive, yes. The vaccine is reduced to a form even finer than vapor, thus it is able to emulsify right into, and through, the epidermis until it reaches the bloodstream, where it is distributed throughout the body very quickly. It works on ninety-nine percent of the people it is intended for."

"And why wouldn't it work on the other one percent?"

"Because not all species have soft, fleshy skin, like we do," Korica said.

The doctor looked at her, and bowed slightly as he smiled.

"Very good ensign. I was told you were experienced in multiple species encounters?"

"Yes I am. I've probably encountered thousands in my lifetime, if not more, and some are far different than us. Hard, exoskeletal like, dermis is more common than a lot of people might think."

"So how do you inoculate people like that?" Tamaric asked.

"There are various techniques for introducing agents into the bloodstream. The introducer can be used via mucus membranes, for example."

"Is that what that thing is called?"

"It is called a parahk¦meaning¦introducer in English. At least, that is the closest equivalent translation given my knowledge of the English language."

"Not everything translates into English readily Tamaric, remember?" Korica said.

"You're the one with millions of languages in your head, not me."

"But you have a fundamental understanding of Hiram, so you know what I mean."

"Yeah. Hiram is way more complex than English. A fifty letter language is gunna be complex."

"Fourty-eight, not fifty."

"Right¦sorry."

"The next thing we need from you two is some saliva on a slide for analysis," The other doctor said.

"Saliva? You want us to¦spit on a slide?"

The doctors laughed for a moment, then the doctor that administered the inoculations patted Korica's shoulder.

"No. You simply need to swipe a sterile slid across your tongue, and we will have a look at it under the submicron spectrograph."

"Those little things are spectrographs?" Korica asked, pointing to the two devices sitting on the counter.

"Yes. You have devices like this, do you not?"

"Yeah, but¦they're considerably bigger. The technology is also kind of¦obsolete with detranomes at our disposal. They can do the same thing without the need to obtain a sample of fluids directly from the subject being¦studied or evaluated."

"Detranomes? I do not recognize that word."

"It's a Marquelian word, not English, that's why. The people from Marquelia speak thousands of languages, but I don't know what any of them are called to tell you the truth. A detranome is a handheld, multipurpose, scanning device. It can scan organic, and non organic, materials and give analytical results almost instantaneously."

"That sounds extraordinary! We would love to get a hold of technology like that?"

The other doctor produced two sterile slides in rectangular sheaths that he shed, and handed a slide to Tamaric, then Korica. They looked at the slides for a moment, then stuck their tongues out slightly, and licked the slides, then went to hand the slides back. The doctor shook his head, and pointed at the analyzers.

"Just place the slides on the slide trays. If I touch them, I could inadvertently contaminate the slides, rendering any results flawed."

Korica and Tamaric stepped closer to the counter, set the slides in the trays, which were perfectly shaped to accept the slides, then they stepped back. The doctors each activated the analyzers. A small lid slid over the slides sealing them in, and then the analyzers glowed brightly where the slide trays were resting.

"If our alliance comes to fruition back in Genesis, we might be willing to share the technology with your people," Korica said.

Both doctors looked at her with a gleam in their eyes, and a smile on their faces.

"That would be fantastic!" One of them said. "I hope the cost will not be prohibitive?"

"I don't think there'll be any cost associated with sharing knowledge with our partners. It would be done as a gesture of good will, in hopes of a like gesture from you."

The doctors looked at Rhe'tock, he grinned, and shrugged his shoulders.

"I thought you said they were hundreds of years, or more, ahead of us technologically?"

"I said the Future is, not necessarily them. We may have technology that would be advanced enough to be valuable to them. We will not know unless we compare notes someday."

"The detranome isn't a weapon, and can't be made into one, so the technology isn't something we consider sensitive enough to withhold from others, especially given your technological prowess in constructing this space station, and the ships that carried us here. Your people will make really powerful, and valuable, allies at the very least. I'm pretty sure something can be worked out."

The analyzers made a gentle, high-pitched, melodic double tone, and the doctors looked at the small screen on the analyzers. They stared for a minute, then looked at Korica and Tamaric with a grin.

"You are both clear to interact with the general population. There is no sign of anything concerning within either of you."

"That's good news," Korica said. "Do you do this to everyone arriving on this station?"

"Yes. We were tied up with a major incident when you arrived, so it was delayed, but this is standard protocol. It is for your protection, as much as it is for everyone else's."

The doctors pulled the slides, slipped them back into the sheaths, and deposited them in their bags, then began putting the analyzers away. They then closed their bags, picked them up, and stepped over by Rhe'tock.

"You will need to be ready for your first lesson in the morning. Try to get some rest after your time at the foot works."

"We aren't exactly sure how you measure time on this station? What time do you want us to arrive at the learning annex?"

"We are adapting your training to your concept of time so, be there at seven o'clock."

Korica pushed her sleeve up, tapped the face of her bio monitorand wated until the ships time appeared with an indicated time of 16:15, then the blue numbers faded away, and she lowered her wrist, and nodded.

"We'll be there. We should have enough time to get something to eat, workout, then bathe, if we get up early enough."

"Sounds reasonable. Aril will show you the way. She will arrive a short time before seven, so she can walk you to the learning annex."

"Alright."

"It was a pleasure meeting both of you," One of the doctors said.

"Likewise," Korica replied with a friendly smile.

"I will see you in the morning," Rhe'tock said.

"We'll see you then," Tamaric replied.

The three of them then headed for the exit, touched the pyramid shaped symbol with an 'X' in the middle of it, and the door slid open. They stepped out, and the door slid shut behind them.

"That was interesting. You think they can really assess whether we're carrying anything infectious, or whatever, just from our saliva?" Tamaric asked.

"Not anything that's transmitted by blood, or through sexual contact, which is kind of surprising for how promiscuous these people are."

"Maybe they know we aren't going to engage in sexual contact with anyone, except each other?"

"Maybe. Seems a little careless to take the chance it could happen. Course they have our medical records, so maybe that put their minds at ease."

"What do you make of the inoculation we got? Won't that make us a carrier for that¦type two ICS?"

"No. It'll encourage our bodies to make the antibody to fight the disease, should we come in contact with the virus that causes the disease. Type two ICS is the disease the virus causes."

"That stuff is so confusing to me. I'm glad you understand it."

"We had to worry about that kind of thing with what my parents did for a living. This isn't anything new to me."

"Guess we should finish getting ready for our night out, hunh?"

"Yeah. You look hot, but I'd like to do something with your hair."

"My hair? I thought only girls did their hair up for a night out?"

"Trust me. You'll like what I have in mind."

Tamaric nodded, and followed Korica into the bathroom. She wet a comb, combed his hair out until she had it looking perfect, flat on the sides, and spiked with a bit of a wild look on top. She then brushed her own hair out, to give it a little curl at the front, and a wavy curl in the back. When Korica was finished, she and Tamaric put their new shoes on, and then sat on the bed to wait for Aril to come by. They didn't have to wait long for a tone to be heard from the main entrance. They both stood up, walked out into the main living area, walked over to the door, and Korica touched the command to open the door without looking at who was at the door, since she could feel Aril and 4 other individuals at the door. The door slid open, and Aril and her friends walked in.

"Wow! You two look great!" Aril said, with a big smile.

"Thanks Aril," Korica said.

"Let me introduce you to a few friends. This is Alyss, her boyfriend Sharno, and Therra, and her boyfriend Brice."

Aril then turned to her friends, and introduced Korica, and her husband, Tamaric, in Hundicon. The group smiled, lifted a hand in salutation, and then Aril stepped over to Korica, and gave her rump a hearty pat.

"I knew you were going to look good in this outfit. You have a fantastic figure."

"Thank you. Tamaric thinks so too, and that's what's important to me. You look good in your Denitrite outfit too, now that it's accessorized properly. Puts it into context I suppose."

"Thank you Korica. You two ready to go then?"

"Yes. We're looking forward to this, but can we¦get something to eat first? I'm kind of hungry."

"We can get something to eat at the foot works."

"Oh. Nice, let's go then."

Aril said something to her friends, Sharno said something in return, and the group laughed. He turned, walked over to the control panel by the door, and touched the command to open it. Aril then looked at Korica, and grinned at her.

"He said you're cute, and I know how to pick good looking friends to introduce into the group."

"He's kind of cute too. Alyss is a lucky girl."

"Tell me about it," Aril said as they walked out into the corridor, and then turned left. "Sharno and I hooked up for a time, but we were¦incompatible."

"You're a little wild for him?" Korica said with a smile.

"Yeah. We are still close friends, but we are not likely to ever get involved again¦especially now that he is in love with Alyss."

"It feels like it's serious between them, and Brice and Therra too."

"Those two cannot keep their hands off each other. I think their relationship is more sexual than emotional."

"That's not what I feel between them. Brice admires Therra, and she likes how he treats her. He's respectful, and smart¦something that I sense was missing in other relationships with guys."

"You're abilities give you a serious advantage in figuring people out," Aril looked past Korica to Tamaric. "You have the same heightened ability to sense what is deep inside a person?"

Tamaric looked at her, and nodded with a deep grin on his face.

"Yeah. We share feelings, so anything she senses, I do too."

"I am so envious. I wish I could share such a deep understanding of everything with a guy like that."

"I guess everyone would like to understand the opposite sex, and everyone around them, like we do?"

The rest of the group slowed, until they were walking side by side with Korica, Tamaric, and Aril, as the corridor widened to well over two hundred feet wide, as they passed all of the eateries, and they engaged Aril in some conversation that Korica was desperately trying to understand as she heard more of it. There was some laughing and pointing around in conversation, but their language was complex, and very foreign to Korica and Tamaric, making it difficult to grasp the context, and syntax, of the words being spoken.

Once they passed the eateries, they turned right, headed up the cross-corridor a ways, then turned left, and headed down another corridor to an elevator where Aril touched the page button for the lift.

"We have to go to a different level?" Korica asked.

"Yes," Aril replied. "We could use the stairs, but it is a lot easier to ride down to the entertainment deck. It is seventeen decks below."

Korica nodded, and they stood quietly for a few minutes, until the lift arrived, and the door slid open. There were 5 people already in the lift, so they smiled at the riders, and squeezed in. Aril touched the symbol for the entertainment deck, the door slid closed, and the lift began to descend. The lift moved very quickly, and there was no real sense of movement, since the gravity was produced from within the lift car rode, and lot rode in a gravity free lift tube, as evidenced by a subtle dizzying feeling when Korica and Tamaric stepped across the threshold into the lift car, as their inner ear briefly experienced a narrow weightless zone. The lift arrived at the entertainment deck only a few seconds after beginning its descent, the door slid open, and the group stepped out into a very wide corridor that was surprisingly stark, except for a few abstract images that had been painted right onto the bulkheads.

The group gathered outside the elevator, and then headed to the right, down the corridor that was so long, they couldn't see the end of it. They walked until they could hear deep basey thumping resounding down the corridor, and multicolored light could be seen spilling into the corridor, creating a flashing and dancing lightshow that visually echoed up and down the fairly dimly lit corridor. As they walked closer to the origin of the now recognizable music, and light, they could make out a doorway on the right that was stylized with two huge arches in the shape of shoed feet, with slightly tilted script above, with an inset reception area just inside the foot shaped arches with a rather burly, tall, man in a dark leather looking outfit with no sleeves. He was standing at a counter with a scanning device in his hand that Korica and Tamaric now recognized as a financial payment apparatus. The group stepped through the arches, the man nodded at Aril, said something, and she replied. Then he pointed at Korica and Tamaric and said something, which Aril replied to, and he nodded. Aril then looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"Braka is wondering who is paying for your entry, you or me."

"I would be glad to pay for the whole group, if you want?" Korica said.

"I take it you come here a lot since you know Braka by name, but I never heard him say his name?" Tamaric said.

"Of course. It is the place where everyone comes to socialize, and have some fun," Aril then looked at Korica. "I was not insinuating that I wanted you to pay for all of us. I was just advising you to be ready to present your hand for payment."

"Oh." Korica chuckled, and Aril patted her bare shoulder.

"You will get the hang of things."

Aril turned to Braka, held her hand up, and he scanned her hand, then he looked at the rest of the group as Aril stepped to the side. They had their hands scanned for payment one by one until they had all paid. Aril then said something to Braka, he smiled devilishly, and looked her up and down, and he said something that made Aril smile. She then led the way into the foot works.

The foyer was gigantic. Korica and Tamaric stepped up to a handrail that surrounded a wide-open area that was comprised of metallic exposed beams that led from high above down to the deck at a slight angle, and there was a large dance floor on the 1st of 5 levels. Tables and booths that curved around the dance floor with a handrail with breaks in it separating the tables and booths from the actual dance floor surrounded the dance floor. There was loud music playing that had a distinct rock beat with acoustics accompanying it, and some tantalizing synthesizer overtones to lighten up the tempo and beat, but it was a rhythm that could definitely be danced to, and a good number of people were doing just that.

Korica leaned over the handrail, looked up, and she could see a further 4 levels with tables and booths ringing the open space in the middle, but the higher decks had smaller curved dance areas along side the tables and booths, and there were a great many people dancing, and even more seated while talking over the loud music as they ate, and drank, while carrying on happily. Toward the rear of the main floor there was a distinct square opening that looked as if a stage should exit there, but there was only a single rail up the back wall, and a series of obvious crowd control barricades surrounding the square opening. There were lights of varying colors flashing, and panning around the space, from within the walls, and from a hanging gantry, high above. Aside from the colored lights, there was only lighting over each booth, casting a dim glow into the huge space leaving it relatively dark, with only an occasional glimmer of multicolored light to suggest the true grandeur, and enormity, of the space. Tamaric put his arm around Korica, and leaned close to her ear.

"What do you suppose that open space is for? They don't seem to want anyone getting close to it judging by those waist high barricades."

Korica shook her head, shrugged her shoulders, and Aril stepped up close to Tamaric, and spoke over the loud music.

"That is where the stage will descend to," She said pointing up. "The band is up there setting up for tonight's performance. The band will start down here, and the stage will rise, and descend as they play, so everyone can see them while they perform. Come on, I will take you to our favorite table. The rest of the gang should be showing up soon."

"It was good timing that we arrived when this band was scheduled to perform," Korica said.

"Yeah it was. Temporal slip is the name of the band. They are really popular right now. You are really going to like their performance. They put on an amazing show."

"Temporal slip? I like it¦kind of catchy. Fitting for a band playing in space." Korica said.

Aril smiled and nodded, then she waved them on, and she led the way down the handrail to a set of wide stairs that led down to the main floor. They climbed down, and walked up to a long bar like counter that was located directly under the entryway foyer they had been standing in. Aril waited for one of the people working behind the counter to step up to her, and she engaged in a short conversation, and then looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"Something sweet, or tart, or do you feel like being adventurous? Let me order you something exotic?"

Korica looked at Tamaric, he nodded, and then she looked back at Aril.

"We'll trust you. Just make sure it isn't mind altering. It's real important, in a relatively confined space like this with so many people, that we keep clear heads. Someone could get hurt real bad."

Aril turned a little, and just stared at her for a moment, as she tried to imagine what Korica and Tamaric could do if they got stoned, or drunk, with such incredible powers within them. She decided she didn't want to find out the hard way.

"I promised, I did not forget. My uncle made it really clear too. I'm supposed to look after you two, like a brother and sister."

Aril turned around, said something to the woman behind the counter, she nodded, turned, and began dispensing, and mixing, drinks then setting them on a tray. Aril turned and put her hand on Tamaric's shoulder.

"Follow me. The drinks will be brought to our table¦and a menu." Aril looked at Korica, and smiled. "I am hungry too. We will all order something to eat, that way you do not have to eat alone."

"Thanks," Korica said with a warm smile. "That's sweet of you."

Aril patted Tamaric's shoulder, then led the way through the crowd toward the booth tables toward the middle of the right side of the dance floor. She led them to an empty booth table that was long enough to easily seat eight people on each side. It was one of the longer of the booth tables, and there was a small silver placeholder in the middle of the table with some script written on a piece of parchment. Aril slipped the piece of cloth looking paper from the placeholder, and she pushed the placeholder to the back of the table as she sat down and slid all the way to the back of the booth. Everyone piled in after her, giving them a perfect view of the stage, once it were to descend to the main floor. Once they were all seated with the warm yellowish light casting down on them, Korica, who was sitting right next to Aril, tapped her forearm where it was resting on the table, then she pointed at the placeholder.

"What was that for?"

"The table was reserved for us in my uncles name." Aril showed her the name on the piece of parchment, and to Korica it looked completely illegible.

"I'll have to take your word for it, I don't know how to read¦whatever language that's written in."

"Sorry, it is written in Benagal. It is one of the primary languages on Primran."

"Ah, how many languages do you know?"

"Seven. How about you?"

"Millions."

"Come on, seriously, how many do you really know?"

"I'm not joking. I know millions of languages. I honestly don't know just how many, it's just too many to count."

Aril stared at her for a few moments, then she slowly grinned.

"That is incredible. You are so young, how did you ever learn so many?"

"That's a long story. There's a piece of technology in my galaxy that imparts the cultural knowledge of millions of species, all at once. I was exposed to this technology, against my will, and all these languages, and cultures, were imparted to me. It was done to see if my species were capable of handling the intensity of the process."

"What would have happened if you had not been capable of handling it?"

"It would've killed me. They call it systemic synaptic failure, when the wrong person is exposed to it. The synapses in the brain just¦short circuit as the neurons are overloaded, and you die. It takes a very specific kind of neural density, and plasticity of mind to handle the process."

"How scary! Who would do something like that?"

"Like I said, it's a long story¦and not one I enjoy talking about. It was done when I was young enough for the process to have been dicey at best, but luckily my species are a pretty hearty bunch, so I survived. The other lucky fluke was that English was among the languages imparted to me, so when my adoptive mom and dad came along, I knew who their people were and how to talk to them. It made it possible for Tamaric and I to relate to one another at a much deeper level when we first met, because I understood his civilization as though I lived among them."

"That is amazing. Who created such an incredible piece of technology that can do that?"

"A group that call themselves the elder race. It's a conglomeration of advanced species, headed by the Marquelians."

"Sounds kind of like the enlighteners."

"They have similar beliefs, and tactics, but the elder race wait until a species is capable of space travel, and communication via telepathy as a species. Contact is then initiated through a unique mathematical puzzle embedded within a complex signal that has to be decoded in a very specific manner so a response can be sent, then face to face contact is carried out. They don't interact, or share advanced technological knowledge with less advanced species, but they protect them from evil plundering by invasive, or aggressive, species without the host species being any the wiser. They unify, and keep a measure of peace, all throughout my galaxy, and beyond. They befriended the Human race on the Future, and granted them membership, so technically we are the elder race. There's an expected code of conduct, since we're seen as the elder race, so Humans behave in a more¦enlightened, and civilized manner, to retain the honor of being consider to be the elder race."

"I guess I can see why you and Tamaric are being treated so¦handsomely."

"From what I understand, we'll be enlighteners pretty soon too."

"I did not realize you had made that big an impression so soon after arriving in this part of the galaxy?"

"We made some slight missteps, but in the end, we proved ourselves to be worthy of being considered as advanced, and civilized. We don't pillage, plunder, or concur others."

Therra tapped Aril's arm and said something with an odd expression on her face, and then Aril engaged her in a few exchanges. Therra seemed to get it in the end, and she looked at Korica and Tamaric with an obvious look of awe, and respect. Aril then looked at Korica.

"Therra wanted to know what we were talking about. She said it looked like a serious discussion of important matters."

"Sorry for talking about such deep things when we should be having a good time?"

"No, you are fine Korica. I asked, and you answered honestly. That means a great deal to me. You are from this amazing race of people, but you relate to us like a typical kid from my puny home world. You are not full of yourself, like would be expected from someone so¦influential, and important."

"Thanks. Hey¦at heart we're just kids from yet another puny world somewhere else, just like you. We want to have fun just like you do. We seem to appreciate the same things too."

"Good music, good friends, and good times. The universal yearning of kids everywhere."

"Yeah." Korica replied, with a big smile.

At that moment the woman that Aril had made their drink order with, stepped up to the table with a round tray with everyone's drinks on it. She smiled at Aril and said something to her, and Aril replied, and the tray was placed on the edge of the table, and Aril pointed to two of the drinks, and then she pointed at Tamaric first, then Korica, and the drinks were placed in front of them, then everyone else retrieved their drinks from the tray, and the woman then set an electronic menu on the table and said something to Aril and Alyss, and they smiled at her, and then she lifted the now empty tray and walked away. Aril slid the menu in front of Korica.

"Go ahead and order something first. I know you must be hungry?"

"I¦I only said something once. I was trying not to be a pain about it."

"I know, but your stomach was rumbling on the way from the lift to the foot works. I have really good hearing."

"Oh, right," Korica said with an embarrassed grin. "What did that woman say to you and Alyss by the way?"

"She told us we look amazing this evening, and that we once again chose good looking friends to grace the foot works. You and Tamaric make us all look good, you know."

"Thanks Aril, You're so sweet."

"No thank you. It is so refreshing to have new friends my age that are so much fun to have around."

"You've done this kind of escort stuff before?"

"A few times, but they were nothing like you and Tamaric. They were kind of uptight and¦"

"Square?" Tamaric offered.

"If I get the meaning of that, yes. They observed rigid behavioral expectations given their status and age. They were not permitted to come to places like the foot works, or anywhere considered provocative, or controversial. They were kind of boring, and obstructive to my normal social life, since most of my friends were considered to be provocative, and negative influences."

"We think you and your friends are the best medicine for our normally structured lives. We can have some real fun, and see how kids our age spend time together in another culture." Korica said.

"To tell you the truth, it's kind of surprising that you guys seem to like the same things kids back on earth like," Tamaric said. "A rock concert is the last thing I expected to experience on the other side of the galaxy from where I was born."

"I thought you were from thirty light years away?"

"That's where we live, but not where I was born. I was born on a planet called Earth. It's like, seventy three thousand light years away."

"Wow! You really are a long ways from home."

"A home I'll never get to see again."

"You cannot go back?"

"No. Not just because of the mind numbing distances involved, but there are some¦other factors that dictate we can't ever go back."

"If you do not mind me asking¦did the people on the Future do something wrong?"

"No. It's nothing like that. It was an honor to be chosen to go on the Future mission. We pretty much knew we would never be coming back just because of the distance alone, but there are other aspects that are kind of hard to explain that make it impossible to ever go back."

"I am not sure I understand what you are getting at?"

"I know, and I'm sorry about that. I'm not sure how much I'm aloud to discuss in public."

"I suppose we all need to have our mysterious secrets to make us compelling?"

"I don't mean to try and make myself seem mysterious. I'm in the civilian corps, so there are certain things I'm just not aloud to talk about, not without consulting the command crew first."

Alyss nudged Aril's hand and said something, Aril grinned, and looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"Alyss wants to know what we are talking about? She senses unease in you and Korica?"

"She's empathic?"

"Not especially so, she is just really smart, and good at reading people."

"Go ahead and tell her what we talked about while Tamaric and I order something to eat," Korica said.

Aril nodded and began telling the others what was said while Korica tapped the menu and it came to life. Just as in the restaurant, they couldn't read the menu, but it had pictographic representations of the menu items available for that very reason. As Korica and Tamaric looked over the food items available, Aril finished sharing the conversation with some short discussions of how much Alyss and the others liked Korica and Tamaric, just as Aril did. Aril looked at Korica struggling over what she wanted, and Aril offered a suggestion.

"Please tell me you do not eat only vegetables to achieve the impressive bodies you two have?"

"Heck no," Korica said with a smile. "We both eat meat."

"Good. Let me make a suggestion then?"

"Go ahead."

Aril reached over to the menu, touched a plate that was practically overflowing with sides, and in the middle was a large juicy looking steak that was at least 2 inches thick, and 10 inches across.

"That is carigon steak, ramolian noodles in flavinar sauce, promin rice, and tercian nodes. The tercian nodes are a rare delicacy that taste amazing. I think you two will love them."

"Sounds great. Thank you Aril."

Korica put in a double order as she felt the anticipation in Tamaric growing. He was starting to understand her excitement at trying new foods. Korica then pushed the menu toward Aril, she ordered quickly, then pushed the menu back to Korica, and she passed the menu further down the table so the others could order something to eat. Korica then lifted her glass and took a sip of her drink. She giggled, put her fingers up to her nose, and smiled as the effervescence tickled her nose.

"Wow! This is really good. It tickles my nose."

"I thought you would like it," Aril said. "That is called fromona. It is missing one key component that usually gives you a euphoric buzz. I ordered light fromona, so that component is left out."

"I appreciate you doing that. This isn't made from fruit is it?"

"No. I honestly do not know exactly how the mixture is made. The bubbles are a gas that is formed when the mixture is exposed to the air."

"We serve a sweet drink back on Earth that's something like that. We call it cola."

"Interesting."

Tamaric took a sip from his drink, and looked at Korica as he smiled, then couldn't help but put his fingers up to his nose too.

"You're right love, this is great. It tastes sharp, but somehow softly sweet, with a complex flavor that's kind of hard to describe. The bubbles are so fine that it carries the drink right into your nose when you drink it."

"Yeah I know. You can smell it, as much as taste it."

Tamaric clinked his glass against Korica's.

"Here's to new adventures with the most beautiful girl alive, my Korica."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric."

The two of them took a big gulp of their drinks, then laughed, as the bubbles again tickled their noses enhancing the wonderful flavor, and scent, of the fromona. Korica and Tamaric then sat quietly listening to the group carrying on as they tried to pickup on the language being spoken. After a few minutes they were starting to understand some of what was being said. It was a bewildering feeling to understand such a foreign language, as it always was when they were able to intuitively learn a new language just by hearing it spoken for a short time thanks to the microorganism introduced into their brains on Aerot. Just as Korica and Tamaric were beginning to make out bits and pieces of the conversations, the food was brought to the table. Aril pointed to Korica and Tamaric when the heaping plates were lifted from the tray that the woman was carrying. The food was steaming hot, and smelled heavenly to Korica, as the plate was set in front of her. The silverware was then handed out, and Aril said something to the woman, she laughed, said something in reply, and then walked away.

"What was that all about?" Tamaric asked.

"I asked her to keep the drinks coming, but keep mine and yours light. She laughed at me, and said that did not sound like me. She said maybe I was finally growing up."

"You're staying sober with us?" Korica asked.

"I promised I would look after you. I cannot do that if I am out of my mind."

"You're still going to have fun though, right?"

"Yes. I can have fun with you and stay clear headed for a change."

"Thank you Aril. We need friends like you around in a new place like this."

"Yeah you do. Things can get a little wild around here, and I am going to make sure they do not get so wild that it ruins things for you. If you are as¦gifted as you say, I can understand why you want to stay sober, and I do not want to see anyone take advantage of your sweet natures. The rest of the gang should be arriving real soon, go ahead and fill up, I will take you out on the dance floor once they get here."

"We don't know any of the dance moves though."

"I know. We are going to have to fix that in a hurry. Just eat; we will deal with that later. There are plenty of people here that do not know how to dance very well, but they do not have me to teach them how to get busy on the dance floor, you do."

"Ok." Korica said, with a big smile.

They set in to eating their meals, and it wasn't long before Aril wiped her mouth, and asked everyone to let her out as a whole group of kids approached wearing loud and trendy outfits. They all slid out and let Aril greet the arriving crowd of six. It was a noisy and friendly greet, with Aril kissing two of the girls on the cheeks, as they seemed to comment on Aril's new outfit that was the latest and greatest thing. After the warm greet was complete, Aril walked them up to the table, where everyone was standing waiting. Alyss and Brice then greeted the arriving group warmly, then Aril pointed at Korica and Tamaric, and they were able to make out most of the introduction.

"This is Korica and Tamaric Prentor. They are a married couple from a conservative world thirty light years from here. They call their planet the Future planet for now. They recently settled on their planet, and have not chosen a permanent name for it yet. Korica and Tamaric are here for special training with my Uncle and Rhe'tock. They will be with us for several weeks, so you are going to see a lot of them. You are really going to like them, and look at how beautiful Korica is."

"Married?" One of the girls in the group of 6 uttered. "Are they older than they look?"

"No. They are the same age as you and I. You know how it is? You meet the right person, and it hits you like lightning. You should see how they look at each other¦it is the real deal between them."

"He is gorgeous." Yet another of the girls said with a mischievous grin.

"They have conservative beliefs Serina. You keep that in mind when you look at him."

"That is too bad. He looks like he would be a lot of fun to¦" She then said something Korica and Tamaric couldn't understand, but they knew it had to have something to do with having sex with Tamaric, making Korica a little uncomfortable.

"I mean it Serina!" Aril said sternly. "That is his wife standing right there next to him, and they do not share their mates with others like that. You keep your hands off him! They can feel what others are thinking too, so they will know if you are thinking about him in the wrong way. Do not embarrass yourself, and me, like you did with Jonet and Herona. I promised them my friends were good people that they could trust to treat them with respect."

"I know I can be a bit amorous when it is not always appropriate. I will behave myself. You have my word. He is gorgeous though, is he not?"

"He is gorgeous, but I do not want him to feel uncomfortable around any of us, nor his wife."

"We will make them feel like they are among friends." The boy with his arm around Serina said.

"Good. Thanks Germon."

Aril then turned, and stepped close to Korica and Tamaric.

"They like you two already," Aril said in English. "These are our friends, and class mates, Serina, her boyfriend Germon, Sorn, and his girlfriend Risera, and my best friend Hineta, and her boyfriend rock."

"Rock?" Korica asked with a grin.

Aril shook her head, and smiled.

"Do not ask¦it is what he goes by. He does not like us to call him by his birth name."

Korica nodded, and her and Tamaric lifted a hand toward the group. The gesture was returned with warm smiles, then they all sat down, slid in together, and Aril slid the menu across the table.

"Did you order drinks?" Aril asked, looking right at Hineta.

"Yes, we did. What are you drinking tonight?"

"Light fromona."

Hineta just stared at her for a moment, then she laughed. When she regained herself, she patted Aril's hand gently.

"I hope everything works out, if it is another guy that has you out of your mind?"

Aril laughed, and shook her head.

"It is not guy trouble. I promised uncle Dederal that I would show Korica and Tamaric a good time without getting them into the usual trouble I attract. They cannot consume mind-altering substances, because they have these amazing powers of the mind that can get away from them, and possibly hurt people, so I am staying sober with them."

"Powers of the mind? Are we¦in danger?"

"Absolutely not. They are sober, and as sweet as can be. They would never hurt anyone on purpose."

"But they could if they wanted?"

"Korica does not need her mind to hurt people. She is in this military like organization that teaches them how to defend themselves. You would not believe how muscular she and Tamaric are under those clothes."

Hineta looked at Korica, as Korica continued to eat, pretending like she didn't understand every word being spoken now. Hineta then looked back at Aril.

"You really know how to find the most amazing people to join our group. She looks so¦sweet, and timid."

"You ought to see their uniforms, and the nasty looking weapons they carry. Do not let her looks fool you, she can definitely handle herself¦and look at the size of Tamaric's arms, and shoulders. I bet he could put someone twice his size down without straining in the least. He is in this civilian corps too, so he knows how to protect himself just as well."

"Civilian Corps?"

"They have a different way of running their military. The military answers to the civilian corps, and the civilian corps answers to the civilian population, to keep the military from getting out of control. We could learn a thing or two from their example, if you know what I mean?"

"So are they part of a military organization, or not? You said they carry weapons with their uniforms."

"It is a civilian organization as I understand it, but it is conducted like a military organization to maintain discipline."

"I guess that explains them being here to train with your uncle and Rhe'tock."

"What exactly are they being trained to do?" Sorn asked.

"My uncle would not talk about specific details. He told me what he thought I needed to know to understand Korica and Tamaric, so I¦we could show them a good time. I am not interested in their personal business. I just want them as friends, and I want to show them that we are good people worth spending time with. I like them, and I do not want you asking them questions that make them uncomfortable."

"How are we going to do that? They do not speak Hundicot, do they?"

"No, but they will pretty soon. For all we know, they might have the ability to learn our language just by listening to us talking. I told you they have these incredible powers of the mind, and I can tell by talking to them that they are super smart...like insane super smart."

The woman from the reception bar showed up with a tray full of drinks, and she began handing them out, then she replaced the empty glasses from the others with refreshed drinks, and she looked at Korica and smiled brightly, and winked at her, making Korica grin big as she chewed her bite of food. The woman then walked away, after the group thanked her. Korica swallowed her bite of food, and then took a sip of her drink to wash it down. and she nudged Aril.

"How does she keep straight what everyone ordered, and what the rest of us that arrived earlier are drinking?"

Aril laughed, and nudged Korica playfully.

"That is her job Korica. She does this every night. When you do it as long as she has, you develop a remarkable memory."

"She doesn't look all that old. How long has she been working here?"

"Probably longer than you have been alive."

Korica looked at Tamaric and he smiled, and then covered his mouth as he fought the laughter with his mouth full when he sensed what Korica was thinking.

"I don't think she realizes that technically you're in your thirties, and I'm over five hundred years old," Tamaric thought.

"What is so funny?" Aril asked.

"Nothing. Tamaric just said something funny¦without speaking it aloud."

"Oh. You know you have the prettiest smile Korica? You have such bright, and perfectly straight teeth, and the cutest dimples in your cheeks when you smile big."

"Awwe, thank you Aril. My mom says the same thing. She makes me smile, and laugh all the time, just cause she likes my smile so much."

"That is nice. I am glad you have good parents that make you feel good about yourself."

"I have the best parents in two galaxies."

Aril smiled, and leaned against Korica playfully.

"I am lucky like that too. My mom and dad are so understanding, and patient with me. It is nice to have the love of good parents when you come home."

"I know what you mean. My mom and dad are my best friends."

Aril smiled, patted the back of her shoulder, then went back to talking to Hineta while Korica and Tamaric continued eating. The rest of the group ordered something to eat, and it was ten minutes later that their food was brought to the table, along with a fresh round of drinks for everyone. By this time, Korica and Tamaric were done with their meals, and the woman pointed at Korica and Tamaric's plates. Korica leaned back and nodded, and the woman smiled, and collected their plates after they were passed down the table to the woman's outstretched hands. She then collected the plates for the others that were done eating, and Korica took a big gulp of her drink, and then looked around as the woman walked away.

"What are you looking for Korica?" Aril asked.

"I have to go to the bathroom. I was just wondering where it is?"

"The¦bath room? You want to take a bath? Now?"

Korica looked at her, and giggled.

"No, I have to pee. Those drinks went right through me."

"Oh¦" Aril laughed, and bumped her with her shoulder. "Sorry, I really messed that one up. We call it the toilet room. Onk deuchar roughly translated, means toilet room."

"Onk¦deu¦char?"

"Yes. You say that, and people will know what you mean. It is over there, by the reception bar, on the opposite side of the room." Aril said pointing at a doorway that was set back in the wall, with an opening going to the left, and right, from the inset doorway.

Korica could see quite a few females going into the opening on the right, and she assumed that had to be the girl's restroom. She looked at Tamaric, he nodded, and they asked to be let out so they could go to the toilet room. Aril conveyed that they needed out, and everyone slid out, let them stand up, and then they all sat back down, as the pair waded through the heavy crowd toward the toilet room. When they finally made it over the toilet rooms, Tamaric gave Korica a peck, then he entered the doorway to the left, and she the right. When they stepped around each corner into the toilet rooms, they were pretty much outfitted exactly the way they expected. There was a long sink counter with dozens of sinks, and directly opposite were stall doors, one after the next, along the entire wall. There had to be twenty stalls, or more, and quite a few people stepping into, and out of, the stalls. Those that were finished taking care of business, washed their hands, and then held them under the faucet without the water running, and their hands were dried, just as Korica had done in their accommodations.

The pair relieved themselves, and Korica found the same device for drying herself as she had found in the bathroom in their accommodations hanging on the wall of the stall, so she knew exactly what to do with it. They then exited the stalls, washed and dried their hands, then exited the toilet rooms. They ended up at the entrance at almost the same instant, to the delight of the other, greeting with another quick peck and a short hug. They then took hold of the other's hand, and began to wade back through the heavy crowd, when Korica sensed a hand firmly on her left cheek, and she knew it wasn't Tamaric's.

"What the!" Korica uttered as she spun around to find two guys with big grins on their faces, and the taller of the two was moving his hand away form her backside.

Tamaric felt his blood boil, and he was tempted, for just an instant, to land a right hook across the guys jaw, but Korica beat him to the punch, by stepping toward the boy, grasping his cluster as tight as she could, dropping him to his knees, and causing the people around them to stop, move aside, and back, to allow the kid room to fall to his knees. The kid looked up at her with a pained look, as she followed him to the ground, only letting go as he fell forward toward her, as he landed on his knees.

"You don't like it, do you? I'm not your play toy¦you show some respect for women you don't know you freakin slob!" Korica said sharply.

The kid just stared at her, as he recovered from the death grip on his package, and Korica forcibly sent the emotions of what she had said, and the kid's eyes grew wide, his mouth opened, and he slowly nodded as he started to get to his feet. Tamaric then stepped closer, copied Korica's push of feelings, and he firmly smacked the kid's cheek twice with a flat hand.

"She was just playing with you¦you touch my wife again, and I'll kick 'em up into your neck! You get what I'm saying?"

The kid paused in his attempt to get to his feet, he stared at Tamaric for a moment, and then he nodded.

"I do not know if you understand me¦I was just making a pass at a beautiful girl. I do not know how you put those feelings in me, but I understand the meaning of your words, even though I did not understand a word you said."

Tamaric stepped back, put his hand out, the kid put his hand in Tamaric's, and he yanked him to his feet. He then squeezed his hand painfully tight, and he pulled him so close, Tamaric could smell his breath, and it stunk of alcohol, or something similar.

"Now apologize to the lady!"

The kid stared into Tamaric's eyes for a moment as Tamaric again pushed the feeling of what he said. The kid blinked a few times hard, then he nodded and Tamaric let go of his hand. The kid took a step back, and he truly looked remorseful, as he looked at Korica and spoke.

"I am sorry. I do not know who you are, or how you two can do what you do, but I made a mistake, and ask for your forgiveness? Do you understand what I am saying?"

Korica glared at him for a moment, then she nodded with a subtle grin. She put her hand up, he clasped her hand, she pumped it once, then slung his hand down, and he got the message. She understood, and accepted his apology, but wanted nothing more to do with him. The kid stepped back, and the crowd begun walking around them, now that the scene was over, and the kid's chum punched him in the arm hard, making him look at him, and slap his hand on his arm where he had been punched.

"Idiot! You made us both look stupid, now we will never get the chance to get to know her."

Korica resisted the temptation to laugh, or even smile, instead she took Tamaric's hand they spun around, took two steps, and there was a rousing round of applause, and cheers, from the reception bar where several young females had witnessed the whole encounter and were thrilled to see a woman put the shoe on the other foot for a change and put a grabby guy on his knees in spectacular fashion. Korica smiled, and bowed slightly as her and Tamaric walked past. One of the girls patted Korica's shoulder gently as she walked by.

"Now that is a woman I can respect," The girls said, making Korica smile from ear to ear.

"The girls might like what you did, but I'm a little scared," Tamaric said. "You got a serious mean streak in you."

The two of them made their way back to the booth table, and Aril was staring at them with a smile on her face. Everyone on the left side of the table slid out, let Korica and Tamaric slide in, then they sat back down and scooted back in.

"I was supposed to keep you out of trouble," Aril said. "I did not think you would be the one instigating trouble."

"I'm not going to let a kid with bad manners walk on me, just cause I'm a girl. I'll bet he thinks twice about grabbing a girl's ass without knowing who he is grabbing."

"Is that what that was all about?"

"Yeah. He had my whole cheek in his hand, like I was some kind of play toy that he could just fondle whenever he wanted. That crap doesn't fly with me."

Aril looked around Korica at Tamaric, and he smiled.

"She was faster than me. I was tempted to deck him, but she doesn't like that kind of violence out of me. I would've hurt him real bad if I had let my anger dictate how hard to hit him."

"And you think squashing his dicton did not hurt real bad?"

"It put him on the floor, I'm sure it hurt like crazy."

"What was all the commotion over there about?" Risera asked.

Aril looked at her, and smiled.

"That guy grabbed a hold of Korica's backside, she returned the gesture by grabbing hold of his front side. In her society, you do not put your hands on other people without an invite, or at least a familiarity with the person you are touching like that."

"I do not like it when guys do that to me from behind either. Good for her!"

"Do all the women stand up to men like that in their society?" Sorn asked.

"Maybe not to that extreme, but they will definitely tell you to keep your hands to yourself. Korica is trained in dealing with people older, or bigger than her, so she has no fear of anyone. She is all woman under that sweet, and beautiful, exterior."

"Thank you Aril." Korica said.

Aril slowly looked at Korica, and her mouth fell open for a moment.

"Can you understand what I am saying?" Aril asked in Hundicon.

Korica just stared at her for a moment, as she realized she just let the cat out of the bag. She then grinned, and nodded.

"We've been able to understand what you're saying for a little while now."

"Uh¦how?" She asked in English. "Is that one of your abilities from birth?"

"It's one of our abilities, but we weren't born with it. An ally endowed it upon us, so we could understand what he was saying. After hearing a new language spoken aloud for a short time, we have the ability to understand it."

"Does that mean you can read, and write, Hundicon now too?"

"No. It doesn't work like that. We can't speak Hundicon, we can just understand it when it's spoken."

"So you have been listening to, and understanding, everything we have been saying here at the table?"

"Pretty much. We can understand what the people around us are saying too. It actually helped us learn to recognize your language faster by having so many people speaking it all around us."

"That is simply incredible. It works for you like that with any language?"

"Yes. The more complex languages take a little longer to sink in, but any language can learned if we here it long enough."

"What is the matter Aril? Is she really able to understand Hundicon?" Hineta asked.

"Yes. They can learn an unfamiliar language just by hearing it spoken for a short time. They have understood every word we have been saying."

"That is not possible. It takes months, or years, to learn a new language. They must have been studying our language before they came to the station."

"Tell her we had never heard Hundicon until we came aboard the Reuopon station," Korica said. "They speak a different language on the Mecure, so we didn't hear it there either."

"They speak Fremon on the Mecure. It is an old dialect spoken in the western providence valleys of Primran," Aril then looked at Hineta. "Korica said they hade never heard Hundicon before coming to the Reuopon station. They did not study our language, and she understood what you said perfectly. I told you they had amazing powers of the mind, and were super smart."

"At least they will understand the lyrics to the songs temporal slip sings tonight." Germon said, with a big smile.

"That is true. The performance will mean a lot more to them, if they can understand what is being said."

"Is temporal slip the same band that was performing in the bathing arena today?" Tamaric asked.

"No. That was a local band called muted rage. They are good, but nothing like temporal slip. The band you are going to see, and hear, tonight have over a hundred songs out, and they perform all over the local star systems. We are really lucky to have them on the station, given their busy tour schedule."

"They are on tour right now?"

"Yes. Seventy stars in seventy weeks, is what the tour is being called."

"Whoa. They're trying to visit seventy star systems?"

"Yes. They are sold out everywhere they go. Like I said before, they are really popular right now."

"So you have social networks that reach across that much space?" Korica asked.

"Yes. Once faster then light travel is made possible, the local stars become much closer in perspective. Look at yourselves, you traveled thirty light years, just to train with my uncle and it seemed routine for you, did it not?"

"I suppose it did. Do you keep in touch with kids on other planets, and space stations?"

"A few, yes."

"That is so neat! I wish I had that kind of friend network."

"You do. You know all of us, and we live all over the local star systems. None of us was born here on the station. When you leave, you better stay in touch, or I will be broken hearted?"

Korica smiled big, and leaned closer to Aril.

"You can count on it! You will always be one of my friends Aril. You and all of your¦our friends here."

"You are a sweet girl Korica. Maybe I can come visit you on your home world some time? I would really like to stay in touch with you two."

"Whenever you want, just let me know, I'll make sure you're shown as much attention as you're showing us here. The Future isn't near as big as the Reupon station, but there's still a lot to see, and our home world has to be seen to be believed. You won't believe the indigenous intelligent life. They aren't anything like us, but their affectionate, and really smart, if not a little scary on first sight."

"Sounds incredible. I can hardly wait."

"Me either. I'm looking forward to introducing you to my parents, and my captain."

Aril was just about to translate what they had been talking about, when Tamaric leaned forward, and looked into Aril's eyes.

"You know, if you want, you can speak to us in your native language, we'll understand everything you're saying, and you won't have to interpret so much for the rest of the gang?"

"Thank you for being so considerate Tamaric," Aril said in Hundicon. "It definitely feels more comfortable to speak my own language."

"I know exactly how that feels," Korica said. "I had to adjust to speaking English all the time when I was first rescued. You get used to it after a while, but it definitely takes some time."

"Rescued? Were you lost or something?" Aril asked.

"You could say that. It's a long story that I'll share with you some other time."

"You have a sad look on your face. I am sorry if the subject brings up sad memories."

"It's alright. There was a lot of pain, and loss, in my life before my adoptive mom and dad found me and changed everything for the better, then I met Tamaric, and everything¦made sense. I went through what I did, so I could meet Tamaric and fulfill my destiny among the Human population that I now call my people."

"That is sweet. You feel like you were destined to find Tamaric, and fall in love with him?"

"I know I was. We were born to be together. Our daughter has a really important destiny too. I can't say too much about it, but needless to say, she's going to unite an entire sector of the galaxy like no one else will be capable of."

Aril looked at her with mouth agape for a moment, then she translated what she said, then she looked back at her.

"How can you know about your daughter's destiny, if she has not been born yet?"

"We encountered an individual that will know us for our entire lives from a distance. He shared some small details of our future, to absolve our doubt about him knowing us before we ever even met him."

Aril then translated that aspect, and Alyss grinned at her, and asked a question that kind of surprised Korica and Tamaric both.

"I thought you and Tamaric were different species? Are you capable of having children together?"

"I uh¦how did you know we're different species?"

Aril translated, and Alyss smiled at Korica.

"You have attributes that suggest as much. I do not think your dark skin is normal for either of you, but your white hair, and general build is slightly different from the rest of us. I do not know what is normal for Tamaric's people, but I do not think you are one of them by birth. Call it a hunch."

Korica looked at Aril, and shrugged her shoulders with a smile.

"Alyss is really perceptive," Korica then looked at Alyss, "You're right. We aren't the same species, and we can't have children together without intervention. My mom found a way to make it possible for us to have healthy children together when we're ready. She has specific knowledge of different species blending, thanks to some research given to us by another species we encountered shortly after I was rescued."

Aril translated, and Alyss nodded.

"I think it is beautiful that you met the man of your dreams like that, and you can still have children when you are ready. Especially if you know for a fact, your daughter is going to fulfill some crucial destiny of peace, and unity."

"Thank you Alyss. I feel very lucky to be living the life I am with such a wonderful guy."

Aril translated what Korica said, and the whole group grinned at them.

"You were right Aril," Hineta said. "I like them. You have a knack for finding great people."

"I have my uncle to thank this time. He insisted that I be their escort, despite my reluctance. I am glad he said I was not allowed to refuse. I told you that you would like them."

At that moment the lighting over the table began to dim slightly, they heard a deep drum roll, and then a rhythmic symbol and drum cadence like beat began to fill the air.

"Reuopon! Are you ready to let temporal slip into your minds, and hearts?" A man's voice echoed loudly all throughout the foot works.

The whole place erupted with cheers, and applause, as the stage began to descend. Aril pushed on Korica's shoulder.

"It is starting! I have to take you two to the handrail so you can see them as the stage comes down."

Korica nodded, and everyone quickly slid out, and made their way to the handrail surrounding the first level dance floor. As the stage continued its descent, the crowds cheered, as the band waved to the crowds, and pointed at a few individual fans, garnering even louder applause and yells from them. Once the stage met the ground floor and stopped, Tamaric was amazed how recognizable the band setup was. It was a five-man band, with a drummer, a lead vocalist, with a stringed instrument around his shoulders that was triangular shaped, with a recognizable straight neck and fret board, with six strings tightly strung along it.

There was a bass guitarist, with a strange looking stringed guitar that was in the shape of a serpent, with the head making up the body of the guitar, and its body making up the squiggled neck, that had a flat plane with frets running across it, with its tail making a curl that loped under the tail end of the instrument, giving a handle to carry and hold the instrument from.

There was another member standing at what could only be described as a computerized synthesizer station, with a myriad of controls and buttons along side a few small electronic screens. The keyboard didn't have the traditional ebony and ivory keys, but it did have 3 rows of gold colored, teardrop shaped, keys that stood up a Â¼ inch from the main panel with a series of sub keys on an upper panel.

There was yet another band member standing in front of a set of Futuretal pipes laid out in a row, and they graduated from long to short, and he had a set of bulbous ended batons, to rap on them with. Tamaric was pretty sure it was something like a xylophone, with digital enhancements incorporated into the design of the instrument, evidenced by the pickups and heat sinks under the instrument.

The last band member was standing somewhat off to the side of the stage. He also had a stringed instrument around his neck that had 2 necks, and a wide, slightly hourglass shaped body. Tamaric assumed he was a backup guitarist, and vocalist.

The entire band was dressed in matching red and blue stylized uniforms of some kind, complete with simulated medals hanging from the left side of their upper chests.

"Unbelievable!" Tamaric thought, "I still can't believe that we're on the opposite side of the galaxy, and I'm looking at a rock band that could be from the UK or something. They even dress in a way that seriously matches this era back on Earth."

"I'm sharing that same impression with you," Korica thought, "At least we can relate to the show."

Tamaric looked at her, and smiled brightly.

"My life has taken such amazing paths since meeting you love. Thank you for making life so interesting."

Korica leaned toward him, and kissed his cheek.

"There's lots more to come," Korica thought. "Just you wait."

The band drummed out a long, boisterous drum solo, then with a resounding ring of the symbols, the band went silent as the lead singer stepped to the edge of the stage and looked around.

"Thank you for having us Reuopon," The lead singer said in Hundicon, "You, our fans, make it possible for us to visit seventy stars in seventy weeks. We would like to begin tonight with a fan favorite¦zero to hero in a night."

The crowd's cheers rose in intensity, and the band looked at one another and got in their places. A slow rhythmic lead in was played with the drums and guitars, then as it slowly rose in tempo and intensity, the synthesizer joined in, followed by the xylophone with a tantalizing accompaniment that made the skin tingle as the loud music seemed to bound right through the chest, and touch the inner soul. The music seemed to flow, and lift the spirit for a time, and then the lead singer began to sing about a young woman who found the most unlikely of men drinking alone, seeming to melt into the scene unobtrusively. Upon meeting him and experiencing the man he is, the song led them to experiencing a night together that took the woman to new heights of ecstasy and passion, like she had never experienced before, or even thought possible. By morning, the man was gone, and the young woman found herself longing to find the one that rose from 'zero to a hero in a night', taking her soul with him, as he disappeared into the warm glow of the morning sun.

Korica and Tamaric stood moving slightly, as they swayed to the catchy beat, and stirring lyrics, until Aril took hold of Korica's arm, as the chorus repeated three times, then the lyrical tale continued.

"Come¦I want to take you two to the dance floor?" Aril shouted over the thunderous music.

Korica felt what Aril said, more than hear it, and she nodded. Her and Tamaric followed Aril through a space in the handrail, down onto the packed dance floor, just as the stage began to rise slowly toward the second level. Aril and the rest of the group began dancing, and Korica and Tamaric moved around a bit as they observed the dance moves everyone was using. Aril spun around in place, then reached out for Korica. Korica looked at her with a shocked expression, and she shook her head.

"I¦I don't know the moves you do," Korica shouted.

"I know. Just come here, and I will show you a few things."

Korica looked at Tamaric, he grinned, and gently pushed her toward Aril. Korica took a stumbled step forward. Aril reached out and took hold of Korica's hands, and she placed them on her shoulders. Aril then put her hands on Korica's hips, and she began to sway her hips in slow circles.

"Feel the music¦let it flow through you. Bend your knees a little and loosen up. Try closing your mind to everything but the music."

Korica nodded, cleared her mind, and just let the music guide her, as Aril guided her general movements, and she quickly got it as the music in fact told her what to do. Aril then stepped back and Korica mirrored Aril's movements, and after only a few minutes, Korica was dancing the moves fluidly, and smoothly. The feeling extended to Tamaric, and he found the same groove moving through him, as they imitated exactly what Aril was doing.

"Now you have it! You two learn quickly," Aril said excitedly.

"She learned, and I learned from her," Tamaric shouted.

The whole group danced close to each other until the song came to an end, just as the stage was descending back down toward the ground floor. The crowds cheered, and whistled loudly while applauding the band as the stage settled to the ground floor.

"Thank you Reuopon," The lead singer said in Hundocon, "What a marvelous crowd we have tonight. Our next number should be familiar to our fans, and touch a cord with our new friends. It is called¦ripples in time!"

The crowds erupted in loud applause and hollers of excitement, as the band began the song with a rousing guitar rift that then led into a feast of thunderous drums, rolling the song into the first chorus. The crowds then began to dance feverishly, as the song picked up in tempo and volume, as the lead singer began to bark the lyrics out in a raspy, but symphonic tone that was almost chanting like. The man had a terrific singing voice, and his backup from the rest of the band was a perfect, and harmonious compliment to his amazing range, and depth of tone. The giant 20 foot wide by 30 foot high display screen behind the band was displaying a dramatic lightshow of streaming colors and ribbons of undulating eye candy as the band played, which lit the entire venue from floor to ceiling, adding to the majesty and drama of the performance.

As the stage began to rise again, the screen changed to a view from the perspective of rushing through and cloud layer on a world with magenta colored skies, as would be seen close to sunset, as the last gasps of the suns bright light cast an oblique glowing shadow over the sky as it began to dip below the Future. As the stage continued to rise, the view changed to a perspective of heading straight up out of an atmosphere in seconds to emerge into bright sunlight, as the sky faded away to darkness with brilliant stars all about, then the stars began to streak past in ever faster progression until the screen was filled with bright streaks of colored light all around in a swirling pattern. The screen then flashed twice, as if lightning struck, and a shower of sparks flooded the stage, as the music rose in tempo once again, and the band screamed their melodic song lyrics in chorus with the lightshow. The drum solo then commenced, and ushered in a whole new round of banner like, multi colored ribbons, that were displayed wavering, and undulating, to the drum rhythm.

Korica and Tamaric danced their hearts out with their new friends for close to three hours, only stopping a handful of times to catch their breath and quench their thirst with fromona, as the band played amazing song after song, each seemingly better than the last. As the current song ended, Korica applauded with Tamaric, then took hold of his hand and pulled him toward their table. They sat down and caught their breath, then Korica downed half her waiting glass of fromona, then smacked her mouth, and let out an 'ahh'. Her and Tamaric were breathing hard, and it took a few moments to catch their breath.

"You getting tired love?" Tamaric asked by leaning closer to Korica, so she could hear him over the noisy crowds.

Korica leaned against him, and nuzzled his neck as she smiled.

"Don't be silly¦" Korica said in his ear, and then kissed his earlobe. "You're getting tired, and I can feel that you need some fluids, and rest for a few minutes."

Tamaric set his head against her forehead, and smiled as he picked up his full glass of fromona.

"I'm never going to be able to keep anything from you, hunh?"

"Nope." Korica said with a big smile.

Tamaric lifted his glass, as if saluting Korica, and then he downed the whole thing, and then set his glass down just as another song started. The song started with a beautiful slow guitar intro that was almost sorrowful in its intonation. Alyss stepped around the handrail, took hold of Korica's arm, and gently pulled.

"Come on you two, this is the last song. It is called 'till the midnight star rises', it is a slow song perfect for dancing close together to."

Korica got to her feet, pulled Tamaric out of his seat, and they followed Alyss down to the dance floor. They listened for a moment, then stepped close together as they listened to the beautiful, inspiring, soft rock song. Korica wrapped her arms around Tamaric and they swayed while holding each other. Korica finally set her head on Tamaric's shoulder, and she felt happier that she thought possible in such a strange place. It felt so comfortable to feel Tamaric holding her, as she soaked in his intense love for her as she exuded just as much back to him.

As the song concluded with a long held note by the lead singer, the whole venue erupted in loud applause, and cheers. The music then stopped, the stage descended to the ground floor, and the band thanked everyone for responding so warmly.

"Thank you Reuopon. You have been the best crowd so far on our tour. We have had a lot of fun performing for you tonight. You made it electric, telling us we are still creating the right music for you, our fans, and friends. We will be performing again tomorrow night, right here in the foot works, so be sure to tell your friends how good the show was, and bring them to see us tomorrow when we will perform another thirty of your favorite songs. Good night Reuopon! Thank you again, and never lose that musical spirit!"

The drummer then began whaling out a drum cadence, as the stage rose level, by level, while the crowd cheered, and applauded, until the stage reached the very top level where the band could no longer be seen. The lights then rose in intensity, and some of the crowds began to head for the exit, but the whole group that where accompanying Korica and Tamaric made their way back to their table where fresh drinks were waiting for them.

They all sat down and talked for a time about the incredible show temporal slip had put on, and then when the drinks were polished off. Korica was the one who said they had to get back to their accommodations, so they could get some sleep. The whole group agreed to escort her and Tamaric back to their room. They all got up and headed for the exit, along with the now diminished crowds that were pouring out into the corridor.

They made the long walk, noisily carrying on about the amazing show and some of the group's favorite performances until they reached Korica and Tamaric's room. Korica and Tamaric then said goodnight to everyone, and they opened the door, stepped in and Aril gave Korica a last hug.

"I will come by and get you two in the morning."

"Alright. We'll be ready. Thank you for showing us such a good time. That was a lot of fun."

"You are welcomed. I had a lot of fun watching you two enjoying yourselves like that. You got the hang of dancing really quick."

"Goodnight you guys," Korica said looking at the group standing behind Aril in the corridor.

The whole group raised their hands in salutation, after Aril translated what Korica said, then Aril stepped back, and the door slid closed. Korica then turned and hugged Tamaric tightly, then kissed him.

"I don't think I've ever had so much fun. Thanks for sharing it with me."

"You're welcome love. I had a really good time too."

"We should get ready for bed, then fill out our mission reports of day one on the station."

"You think we need to report on this?"

"No, but we should anyways. We should report everything we did today."

Tamaric nodded, the two of them headed to the bedroom where they got undressed, then climbed in bed with their data pads, and they began filling out their mission reports. When they were done, they set the data pads aside, went and brushed their teeth, then returned to the bedroom where they turned the lights out, climbed in bed, snuggled up to one another, and quickly drifted off to sleep.

In the Ontari system, the repairs to the damaged Future proceeded very quickly once the production facilities were brought online, and the computer systems were able to diagnose the thousands of damaged systems needing repair, thanks to the AI's remote connection to the onboard systems. Colonel Tagert agreed to let 350 of the Future crew come aboard to help with the repairs in two shifts, so the work could continue around the clock, and hundreds of crewmen from the Drokmar, and Sorgina, were permitted to aid in the reassembly of the exterior components as the vital components were produced within the manufacturing facilities aboard the damaged Future. The smaller components were produced first, then the foundry and stamp forming facility started cranking out the larger hull sections and internal girder segments that were damaged, or in some cases, completely obliterated, to patch up as much of the super structure and outer hull as possible. The process of getting the larger sections outside the ship was actually made easier thanks to the giant breaches in the hull. Instead of having to ferry the pieces to the main hanger, they could be passed right out through the enormous voids in the hull.

Many of the passageways between the production facilities and the rest of the ship were still airless and gravity free, requiring passageway emergency safety doors to be used as airlocks, but the crew adapted quickly, and got used to the procedures to enter, and exit, the intact regions of the ship. The only spooky aspect was as one walked along some of the damaged corridors using electromagnetic boots and spacesuits, one could look right out into space through the chasmous voids. The Future could clearly be seen holding position nearby, with her beautiful intact hull and spinning middle section shinning brightly in the glow of the Future's external inspection floodlights. The deck and overhead structures turned out to be incredibly robust, surviving the explosive decompressions, and subsequent fragmentation detonations with very little damage.

It took a significant amount of time for most of the major damage to be analyzed, categorized, and put on a schedule to be repaired, and for the sub-systems to be brought back online. A measure of control was eventually realized over the negative matter core when it was brought back online as well, with a little training from the Future crew. It took more time to get the star drive functional, but with a lot of work, and hundreds of sub-components, it was confirmed to be operational, and stable. The external power converter was removed when the negative matter core was brought online, and the converter was returned to the Future for later possible use, and study, since it was in fact new, and unique, technology that very few people understood.

As Laurel and Jake began to feel weary from the long hours of following the captain and crew around to get all the necessary repairs reported, and scheduled for repair, the captain could see the fatigue in their faces. He insisted they call it a day and head back to the Future to get some food, and sleep. They didn't argue, they just followed him and colonel Tagert and his entourage, to the main hangar. Once they arrived in the hangar, Laurel decided to suggest the unorthodox method of controlling the ship using gravity drive.

"Captain Alexan, would now be a good time to talk to colonel Tagert about piloting the ship via gravity drive?"

"Yes, you're absolutely right," The captain then looked at colonel Tagert. "If you are to attain light speed prior to using the star drive, you will need to learn how to use gravity drive. It's a technique that our Laurel here perfected, with a little help from our AI. Several of our bridge crew knows the technique, and it's now required training for all our junior officers prior to serving on the bridge. It is something not easily taught, save for one method."

"Gravity drive? Never heard of it."

"I assume your Laurel was removed from the bridge before coming up with the idea."

"What's the method of training you're suggesting?"

"Our Laurel could initiate a deep connection with your Laurel, in order to share her knowledge and experience at using the technique."

Colonel Tagert just stared at captain Alexan for a few moments, then he looked at Laurel, and he squinted one eye, as if a measure of discomfort passed through him, then he sighed heavily.

"Is this just a ploy to ascertain what she knows about our experiences in getting here?"

"No sir," Laurel replied flatly. "I'm better off not knowing. Your lives are completely different and separate from ours, and can't be compared. We honestly just want to help you."

"I will consider it. Let me confer with my staff and get back to you. As I mentioned before, telepathic use is forbidden on this ship, so an exception will have to be granted."

Laurel was again disturbed by what she was sensing from the colonel, but she maintained her composure, and just looked on as the captain shook Tagert's hand.

"We'll leave you to your affairs. Let me know what your staff decides to do, and we'll accommodate the sharing of information, should you decide to accept our offer?"

"I understand. Thank you for all your help so far. We're well on our way to getting this ship back into fighting condition."

"You do understand that the mining weapon will never again be capable of being deployed as a weapon?" Laurel asked.

"Since the articulated manifold is completely demolished, I'm aware that it's a lost cause. With the negative matter core back online, we don't need it."

Laurel looked at captain Alexan, and he subtly put his hand on her back to comfort her obvious concern with the colonel's statement of intent.

"Let's go, I want to get you two fed and rested for our return with the next shift," Captain Alexan said.

Laurel and Jake nodded, and they headed for the Icarus, which was waiting for them thirty feet away. They climbed aboard, and the cargo ramp was retracted, as Laurel and Jake put a halo on their heads. The Captain walked to the front of the ship, sat down right behind the pilot, and the flight crew powered up the drive system. As they waited for the hangar to be depressurized, they finished their preflight checks, and as they checked the sensors, Laurel mentally initiated her hidden program, and it automatically sent a two-line command, activating the diagnostic program within the negative matter core's safety protocol correlater.

"Did you see that?" The pilot asked, looking at the copilot.

"Yeah. What the heck was that?"

"I don't know. The scanners went active for a second. It almost looked like a command line was initiated at the same time."

"The scanners can't do that. It must have been an artifact in the HUD or something."

"Yeah. You're probably right."

"Preflight checks are done. We're ready to go, once the hangar door is opened." The copilot reported.

Jake looked at Laurel, and gently shook his head.

"You did it, didn't you?" Jake thought.

"It had to be done Jake. You know what the colonel is planning to do? He can't be allowed to use the negative matter core as a weapon."

"You have to tell the captain what we did once this is over."

"I will. I promise."

The hangar door began to rise, and the pilot lifted off, retracted the landing gear, and then held position until the door was high enough for the Icarus to slip under it safely. The ship gently hovered out of the hangar, and headed straight for the Future. It only took a few seconds to make the short flight and wind up landing in the main hangar. As everyone stepped off the ship, Laurel tapped the captain's arm gently.

"We have some things we need to talk about sir."

"I figured as much. Get something to eat, visit with your parents for a little bit, then report to my office¦come see me in my office."

Laurel grinned at the captain.

"I don't mind you ordering us to report to your office sir. I know how habits like that can be hard to break."

"You bark orders to Jake?"

"Sometimes. He lets me think I'm in charge¦but I do as he says when it comes down to it."

The captain chuckled as they stepped into the transport enclosure. The captain touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance and a few seconds later; they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light, and then appeared on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down, and Laurel and Jake looked back at the captain.

"Are you coming to the passenger common area with us?"

"No. We need to check the status of the revival schedule. Despite our current mission, I want everyone out of stasis as planned."

"Oh. We'll see you in your office later on sir."

"Take care you two."

The captain turned, walked over to the entrance to the stasis ring, had his palm scanned. When the door hissed and swung open, the captain and the five officers with him stepped in and Laurel and Jake turned, and headed for the common area. When they stepped in, they were thrilled to see John and Amelia waiting for them. They both lit up with bright smiles, and stepped into the warm embrace of their parents and held them tightly for a few minutes. They then walked over to the nearest couch, and sat down. Jake grimaced with discomfort, then leaned back, lifted his shirt, pulled the crystal fragment from his waistband, and looked at it for a moment.

"What's that son?" John asked, pointing at the fragment.

Jake looked up at his father, and held the fragment up so he could see it clearly.

"The other Laurel gave this to me. It's a fragment of one of the data crystals from the new data core on the other Future."

"Oh Jake! You can't keep that," Amelia said. "You have to take it back. Nothing from that ship can be brought over here."

"Their enveloped in our shield right now, so it's safe¦for now. I know it has to go back, but Laurel said it contains critical information that our Laurel needs to convince the captain to let her build the probe," Jake looked at Laurel. "You knew, right?"

"Yes. I tried not to think about it so you wouldn't be discovered, but I¦shared your experience with her."

"So you know she¦"

"I know she kissed you¦and you liked it. Liked it a lot. But not quite as much as you like me kissing you. That's your saving grace, or I would've been ticked off."

"It was you¦in a way. She's just a little older, but every bit as gorgeous."

"I haven't seen her in person yet, but I share your sense of her looks. I'm not mad Jake. Just don't ever let it happen again ok? You're my guy, and I'm not willing to share you with anyone else, not even another version of me."

Jake nodded, as he smiled at her.

"What probe does Laurel need to build?" John asked.

"The probe. According to the other Laurel, she sent the invite probe after discovering its design within the new data core. It's an exact match for the invite probe that showed up in Earth orbit in twenty twenty-eight. She said it's important that our Laurel begin construction, so it can be launched within the next year, so it'll arrive when we remember it arriving."

"Our Laurel sent the probe? Astounding! You better talk to the captain before you do anything."

"We were ordered to report to his office after we get something to eat, and visit with you guys for a little while. We plan on discussing the issue with him, and handing this fragment over so it can be analyzed for crystalline structure modeling."

"I thought we couldn't analyze the unique crystals in the data core without destroying them by the very act of scanning them? Some kind of safeguard, or something like that?"

"That's true, but this one is already destroyed. We should be able to scan the outer regions without ruining the data still contained within the fragment. If the crystalline structural pattern can be recreated, we should be able to copy the stored information onto the recreated version. Even a fragment this small can store a huge amount of data."

"Can't we figure out where that data crystal came from within all of the crystals, so we can look at the data within our own data core?"

"No. This is just a fragment, and there are thousands of data crystals. There's no way to determine exactly where this came from. Visually they all look identical. Even if we had an intact crystal, it would look just like all the rest. There's also the fact that their data core was assembled in another universe, we don't know if the same arrangement was used for their data crystals as ours."

"Slight variations in eventualities?"

"Yeah, something like that."

Amelia stroked Laurel's head, and smiled at her warmly.

"Seems as though you have an even greater role in all of our destinies than I ever imagined possible. I'm so proud of you baby. I hoped for great things from you, and for you, but I just never imagined you would be so important¦and impressive."

"Thanks mom. I have your influence, and amazing genes, to thank for the woman I am today."

"Awe, you're so sweet honey. Let's get you two fed so you can take that fragment to the captain?"

Laurel nodded, and they all stood up and headed over to the mess hall. They walked in and sat down at a table near the entrance, since there were only a handful of people in the mess hall, leaving them hundreds of tables to choose from. A servo drone floated up to the table with menus, they were collected, and placed on the table. Amelia then stroked the back of Laurel's head a few times, and then kissed the side of her head.

"Let me get you something to drink honey? You two look exhausted."

"Ok. Just water for me¦a big glass of water. We weren't allowed to drink anything over there unless we brought it with us, so we're parched."

"Oh honey¦fifteen hours without water?"

"No, we got our ration of water, but it wasn't exactly enough to cover the level of exertion we were under."

"Exertion?" John exclaimed. "The captain was having you carry heavy items?"

"No, not that kind of exertion dad," Jake replied, "Mental exertion."

"I'm not sure I understand?"

"Well to begin with, it was cold on that ship until we got main power online in the last couple of hours we over there," Laurel replied. "We were keeping each other warm, and that takes a bit of effort after a couple hours, and we had to maintain it for twelve hours or so. It just takes a lot out of you when you're both doing it at the same time."

"We also had to block invasive probing from being done on our people," Jake added, "Commander Derison reported hearing a voice echoing in the back of his mind, which is an indicator of active probing by a telepath, so Laurel and I actively blocked the attempt to probe his mind, as well as our own. That's really taxing when combined with us keeping each other warm."

"I didn't know you could do that for everyone? I thought it was only something you could do to protect yourselves."

"We didn't know we could do that either. It's one of those abilities you don't realize you have, not until it's needed. You just think about what you want to do, and you feel your ability reaching out and doing it. We're finding more and more that we don't actually have to know how to do something, we just have to think about doing a thing in general, and our abilities¦do it for us. We're starting to understand what Oberot meant when he said we have no idea what we're capable of, only time, and experience, will teach us that there's virtually no limit to what we can do together."

Amelia looked at Jake, and grinned.

"If Laurel's thirsty, does that mean you are too?"

Jake nodded with a grin.

"I can feel her thirst like it's my own, but I'm really thirsty too¦for water."

Amelia nodded, got up, and John joined her to get drinks for everyone. Laurel took the opportunity to lay her head on Jake's shoulder, and he set his head against hers and sighed, then put his arm around her.

"I love you too babe. It sucked being in different parts of the ship for so long, hunh?"

"Yeah. With our minds set like that, I couldn't exactly feel you like I needed. It feels good to be close to you again."

"We gotta go back over there too. I'm sure the captain's going to split us up again."

"I know. He's using us in the most effective manner possible. That just means one of us at his side, and the other in another part of the ship with the rest of the crew, to protect them, and report anything spurious¦like what commander Derison told you. If you hadn't been right there, he would've had to come to the fore section, to report it to the captain in person. Who knows what could've been pulled from his mind in the meantime? You were able to stop the invasive intrusion almost as soon as it was attempted."

"Yeah, you're right. I don't have to like it though."

"I don't like being away from you either, but I know it has to be done."

Amelia and John stepped back to the table, set the drinks down, and then sat on each side of Laurel and Jake. John chuckled, and Jake looked at him with a furrowed brow.

"What?" Jake asked with a smile.

"You two. You're so cute when you lean on each other like that and whisper in each other's ear."

"Oh. We're just comfortable when we're¦so close we're touching, especially after being separated for so long."

"You weren't working side by side? That's a little surprising since the captain knows what it does to you to be separated for extended periods."

"The captain needed us in different parts of the ship. It's just what had to be done. He made sure we had the opportunity to get close to one another every three or four hours."

"That was enough?"

Jake just shrugged, not wanting to sound like he was whining about the working conditions, or how much he missed Laurel.

"So this warming affect you can cast on one another¦" Amelia asked, "Does it take a serious effort to get it started?"

"It did the first time we did it, but this time it was¦involuntary," Jake said. "A few minutes after stepping off the Icarus, Laurel started to get cold. It just kicked in without having to think about it, and a minute or two later, I got chilled through and through, and Laurel started warming me without having to think about it. It's like when you get cold, and your body just does what it has to do in order to keep warm."

"That's incredible! You two really coexist as a single organism. True symbiosis."

"I guess that's how a pairing is supposed to work."

"It makes one wonder if more people experienced a paring back on Earth and were afraid to report it, so it went undocumented." John commented.

"Possibly," Laurel said, "As weird as it sounds¦it feels ancient, and natural. Like it has always been a natural, suppressed, or unrealized part of us."

"I would say it takes a really special pair for it to be possible in the first place," Amelia said.

"It definitely takes a special kind of love anyways," Laurel said, smiling warmly at Jake.

"Go ahead and order something to eat," Jake said. "We need to go see the captain as soon as possible."

Laurel nodded, touched the menu lying in front of her on the table, it came to life. She quickly picked out a meal selection, and then slid the menu toward Jake, he scrolled down a little, then chose his favorite meal, and then turned the menu off. Amelia and John chose a simple meal, and then turned their menu off. Jake collapsed and handed both menus off to the waiting servo drone that then rose slightly, spun around, and floated off silently. Laurel and Jake then lifted their glasses, clicked them together, then downed almost the entire glass of water, then set their glasses down. Amelia stood up, picked up their glasses, and took them to the dispensers and refilled them, then carried them back to the table. She set the glasses down, and then sat down and she rubbed Laurel's back.

"When do you have to go back over there? I hope the captain is going to let you get some sleep first?"

"He's not a machine. He needs some rest too mom. I imagine it'll be in twelve hours, when the second shift is over. He's running two twelve hour shifts, to get the work done as fast as possible."

"Are you two still running interference for the crew that stayed over there?" John asked.

"No. We aren't strong enough to do it from this far away. Least¦I don't think we are. We're just too tired to even try. The captain left instructions for any crewmember experiencing voices echoing in the back of their minds to alert him immediately, so he can take it up with colonel Tagert. We'll actively block outside influences when the captain is over there, but for now, unfortunately, the crew over there are on their own. I think our blocking influence was detected, and got the message across that it wasn't going to be allowed, or accepted. "

John nodded, and looked at Amelia.

"Have you ever experienced anything like that in your lifetime?"

Amelia gently nodded, but said nothing, and John understood it was something she experienced with Laurel's father, and didn't want to discuss in front of Laurel. A few moments later, 2 servo drones floated up to the table with the meals everyone had ordered, and they were slid up on the table, and passed to their intended recipient. They ate in relative quiet and Laurel and Jake drank a further 3 tall glasses of water, then they leaned on one another for a few minutes while their food settled, then Jake kissed Laurel on the cheek.

"You ready to go see him?"

"Yeah. Let's get it over with."

"You two still going to workout tonight?" Amelia asked.

"Yeah. It's important to stay in shape, so we can adapt to the heavy gravity on the Future planet," Laurel answered.

"You thinking about moving to the surface when we get back?"

"Not¦exactly. We'll talk about that later."

"Ok sweetheart. We'll meet you in our quarters, so wee can workout together."

"I'd like that mom. Thanks."

"You're welcome sweetie."

They all got to their feet, took a moment to hug each other, then Laurel and Jake headed off toward the transport platform by the stasis ring entrance while Amelia and John headed up to their quarters. Laurel and Jake transported up to the command deck, and then made their way to the captain's office. Laurel touched the hale icon on the control panel beside the door, and a moment later, the door slid open. They stepped in to find the captain reviewing the repair progress on the viewer on the bulkhead. The captain grinned, gestured to the seats in front of his desk, and Laurel and Jake sat down.

"You two get some food in you?"

"Yes sir. We got to spend some quality time with our parents too," Laurel replied.

"Good, good. How are you two feeling? The AI expressed some concerns over the data retrieved from your bio monitors when you came back aboard."

"We're just really tired sir. We aren't used to extending ourselves, like we did over there, for as long as we did. We were feeding on each other's energy, but we were also shedding energy to keep each other warm, as well as blocking the telepaths over there from invading our people's minds. We just aren't as resilient as Korica. She would've handled the load a lot better."

"She's a little powerhouse of energy, isn't she?"

Laurel chuckled, and smiled.

"Yeah she is. It makes experiencing her essence a very intense experience too."

"I'm sure it does."

"Um¦there's something we need to turn over to you sir," Jake said as he reached into his waistband, pulled the crystal fragment out, and set it in the captain's outstretched hand. "The other Laurel gave me this. I'm assuming you know what this is?"

"You shouldn't have brought anything from that ship over here, no matter who gave it to you. This is a new data core data storage crystal, or at least a fragment of one. What made her think it was so important to get this to us?"

"This has the evidence needed to convince you that¦our Laurel needs to begin building the orbital probe contained within this fragment. We sent the invite probe sir. Or at least, we will. That Laurel did a very long time ago, and she said it's important that our Laurel does too. It wasn't an advanced race from an unknown star system¦it was us. We invited ourselves to the Future planet."

The captain just stared at Jake for a moment, and then he looked at Laurel, and cocked his head slightly.

"That's a pretty outlandish claim."

"I had suspected as much before captain, but I just¦I guess I didn't want to think it was true but, I knew it deep down," Laurel said. "It would explain the weird thing Oberot said to me once. He said, in regard to the invite, think mass subliminal suggestion. I think the probe did more than just transmit a signal of friendly invite. I think it influence the entire populating of the world, to get everyone behind the idea of building the Future in the first place."

"It took fifty years to construct the Future. How do you explain passing the impulse along to two generations?"

"I don't know sir. I would have to see the information contained on the fragment to understand how the orbital probe works. As you know, we never figured out what over half of the probe did, it self destructed when they opened it up."

"The other Laurel said the design aspects of the probe contained on that fragment are an exact match for the probe that arrived in Earth orbit in January of twenty twenty-eight," Jake said. "We've already figured out how to get the probe to Earth in ten years sir."

"We are not taking the Future even close to Earth!"

"No sir. We know that isn't going to happen. We can't take the chance that we could be detected."

"We could use the negative matter core to open a directed, single point, wormhole," Laurel replied. "If you target the Earth, then send the probe instead of the Future, it would allow the probe to travel like we do without having a massive power plant. As long as the subspace domain was maintained, and the probe had enough energy to propel itself at around twenty times the speed of light, while gravitationally compressing space behind itself¦it should, in theory, allow the probe to traverse seventy-three thousand light years in around ten years."

"Sounds a little vague. I'm not convinced that'll work, and around ten years is a little less than comforting. We would have to be absolutely sure of a target date, and time."

"I haven't worked out the math, or the fine nuances of exactly how to carry it out. I just have some general ideas for how it could be done."

The captain looked at the fragment, and shook his head.

"Far as I know, we can't recreate the complex structure of these data crystals. We looked into it on the way from the Oberon galaxy, it was determined that we would destroy any data crystal we tried to analyze, so the idea was given up on. The data is more precious than reverse engineering the data crystals for a system we aren't even capable of recreating in the first place. The technology used by the elder race is so far beyond anything we've ever conceived of¦it's like a steam engine compared to an antimatter drive¦and we're just barely able to comprehend the steam engine by comparison."

"We could analyze this fragment without worry, since the data crystal is already ruined. If we can recreate the crystalline structure, the data remaining on that fragment could be flash copied to the recreated crystal. If Laurel was right, this is important sir."

"I can't believe I'm even entertaining the idea. This fragment has to go back, but I'll have the AI analyze it to see if we can create a duplicate crystal, then recover the data on this fragment. If what you say is found to be accurate¦I will put forth the idea of letting you build the probe. Are you even sure we have the technology at hand to build the probe described on the fragment?"

"No. I'm guessing some new construction methods will have to be brought to bear in order to construct the probe as I remember seeing it discussed in school. I don't know how we're going to make an alloy that remains ductile at room temperature yet impervious to heat, radiation, and deformation from impact. I'm hoping there's a technique within the new data core to help with the lack of knowledge."

"Alright. Is there anything else you need to report to me?"

"Not at this time sir," Laurel replied.

"Very well. You two look exhausted. Please get some rest. I want you two with me when we go back."

"Yes sir."

Laurel and Jake stood up, and the captain leaned back in his chair.

"According to the progress reports, we should be able to get them going sooner than originally thought. Just hang in there, I promise not to ask anything taxing of you after this is done."

"We don't mind you calling on us sir. It's nice to know we're still needed."

"I'll page you two in the morning when we're ready to head over."

"Eye sir."

Laurel and Jake then turned, stepped up to the door, it slid open, they stepped out, Jake took Laurel's hand, and she walked closer to his side.

"Did you sense what the captain was thinking?"

"Yeah. He didn't want to believe I'm the one that sent the invite probe; it means there isn't some really advanced race out here just waiting to meet us. He's been looking forward to being a part of the first contact encounter, and he feels I'm taking that away from him."

"Yeah, but he also realized you're amazing enough for what we said to be possible. If anyone else had put the idea before him, of them being the one to do something so important, he would've told 'em to get the heck out of his office. I still don't completely understand the reverence he has for us¦and especially for you, but I could feel that it was there."

"He loves us Jake, plain and simple. He looks at us like we're his own son and daughter. It gives us a certain power over him, and a deep respect from him. He doesn't just want us going over to the other Future cause he needs our abilities, he wants us there cause he likes being with us. He'll never admit it, but I know what I feel from deep inside him."

"So you cast your spell on him too?"

"Hey! Not just me mister, he loves you too. You cast your spell on him too, like you did me. I completely understand, and respect, what he sees in you and likes about you. You're a genuine nice guy, and extremely good-looking, while carrying yourself like a real man. I've watched you blossom from the boy I met, to the man I'm so in love with, and I think the captain kind of saw the same thing from the visual archive of our time on the Future."

"Thanks babe. I'm seriously in love with you too. I guess we did do a lot for everyone if you think about it, and he's truly grateful. He's also just about the only person I care about respecting what we did to get us all here in one piece."

They stepped up to the transport compartment, the door slid open, and they stepped in and walked over to the transport platform, then stepped up onto it. When the free floating map appeared, Laurel reached out and touched the indicator for the forward stasis ring entrance, and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light, then found themselves standing on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance. Just as they stepped down, the stasis ring entrance hissed slightly and swung open. Aina stepped out with a very young blond headed girl holding her hand tightly, as she stiffly stepped over the doorway threshold, then took a few stumbled steps and looked at Laurel, and smiled big.

"Hi sweetie," Laurel said, bending down slightly. "You just waking up?"

"Un huh. I've been asleep since we left Earth. What's your name?"

"My name is Laurel. What's yours honey?"

"I'm Henna. Henna Tremont."

"What a pretty name," Laurel stood up straight, and looked at Aina. "Where are her mom and dad? I thought the parents were to be present when all children are brought out of stasis?"

Aina gently shook her head.

"They are over on that other Future. Her mother has been recalled, but they ran into a problem that delayed her return. The captain specifically said there were to be no delays in the revival schedule, no matter what."

Laurel looked at Jake with a sorrowful expression.

"Seems like no matter what we do, it has a negative affect on someone around here," Laurel thought.

Jake put his hand on the back of her neck, and gently kneaded her neck.

"I know babe."

"You know what, Jake?" Aina asked.

"Nothing¦" Jake replied, "Just feels like it's our fault."

"Can I see her chart?" Laurel asked, looking at Aina.

"Well¦ordinarily I would say no because of patient confidentiality concerns, but seeing as it is you asking, and your cosmic clearance¦"

Aina handed the data pad in her hand to Laurel, and Laurel quickly looked over the assessment and revival information.

"Oh man¦six going in, eight point three now? What's this supplemental interferon injection for?"

"Look at her neural density result. She's going to be super gifted if she has the active gene that the rest of us have. We need to give her mind time to catch up with her physical age before that kicks in, so we're trying to kick her immune system into overdrive, protecting her from things like the Lersa virus, and the known viruses present on the Future planet."

Laurel tilted the screen so Jake could see the information, his eyes grew big, and he grinned from the side of his mouth.

"Told you there would be others like you babe. She's only sixteen percent below you in neural density."

"What are you talking about?" Henna asked in a quiet, almost raspy voice.

Laurel squatted down so she was looking right into Henna's face.

"You see this scan of your brain?"

"Un huh."

"Well, it tells us that you're very special."

Laurel closed her eyes for a moment and listened for Henna's thoughts now that she knew what her voice sounded like, and she almost immediately heard Henna's soft little voice echoing in the back of her mind. Laurel grinned, opened her eyes, and Henna opened her mouth in surprise and took a timid step back, then she smiled, and looked up at Aina.

"I can hear her in my head¦I can feel her too."

Laurel stood up, and handed the data pad back to Aina.

"So she is gifted?" Aina asked.

"Oh yeah. You're going to see amazing things from her."

"You¦you love me?" Henna asked in a shocked tone.

"I sure do sweetheart, but I think you're sensing my love for Jake. He and I are in love and it carries over when we¦touch someone, like I just did with you."

"Touch someone? You didn't touch me."

"Not physically. You'll learn that there are different ways of touching someone, and one way is with your mind alone."

"Neat! Can you teach me how to do that?"

"Uh¦not right now. You need time to recover from such a long sleep first. I'm sure your mom and dad are going to want to teach you how to do things like that."

"Oh. I want to see my mommy and daddy. They have important work to do, but I miss 'em."

Laurel smiled, and looked at Aina.

"Who's going to stay with her until her parents get back?"

"Me. I have twenty-five minutes until the next revival, so I'll sit with her until one of them arrives, or a relief med tech shows up to take charge of Henna."

"Maybe we could do that for you? Would you like that Henna?"

"Yes. I feel like I know you now. I know you won't hurt me, or let anything happen to me."

"Um¦ok," Aina said. "I will sign custody over to you two then, but that means you have to stay with her until her mother or father shows up to take charge of her?"

Laurel nodded, and Aina lifted the data pad, tapped a few icons, then she held the data pad out. There was a slow blinking circle that faded from yellow to red, as it slowly blinked, and right below it were the words 'custodial agreement, place index finger here'. Laurel placed her right index finger in the circle, and it turned green and the words 'custodial charge transferred to Laurel Kade' appeared.

"Thank you two for doing this. I can get right to my next revival, and her parents are present and waiting."

"No problem. Who can resist that cute little smile of hers?" Laurel said, looking right into Henna's light green eyes.

Henna gave her a big toothy smile in return, and the cutest dimples formed in her cheeks. Laurel smiled big at her and put her hand out. Henna let go of Aina's hand, placed her hand in Laurel's, they turned, and headed for the common area. When they stepped up to the door and it slid open, they stepped in, and John and Amelia were standing just inside the doorway. They looked at Henna, then at Laurel and Jake, and John chuckled.

"Boy you two work fast. Have a little one ready for grammar school already do ya'?"

"Nice! This is Henna Tremont. She just came out of stasis; her mom and dad are on the other Future. We told Aina that we would look after her until one of them showed up."

"Laurel is feeling guilty¦like it's our fault her mom and dad weren't around when Henna was revived," Jake added.

"What a little cutie." Amelia said with a warm smile.

"Henna, this is my mom, Amelia Kade, and Jake's father, John Myers."

"Hello." Henna said in a raspy, tiny voice.

"Hello sweetheart," Amelia said with a continued smile. "Would you like to come get something to eat, and maybe a big glass of juice?"

Henna smiled, and nodded.

They all turned and walked slowly, as Henna walked with the all to familiar stiff legged post stasis gate, as her legs trembled, and struggled, to get used to walking with more weight on them than they had ever felt before. They walked straight to the dispensers, and Laurel lifted a glass from the rack and handed it to Henna.

"What sounds good to you? Pineapple, orange, apple, mango, peach, there's three flavors of Gatorade, or just water?"

"Um¦pineapple."

"Ok, that's pineapple right there," Laurel said, pointing to the dispenser nozzle with pineapple showing on the tiny screen above it.

Henna placed her glass under the nozzle, and touched the green dispense button, filling her glass, then she lifted the glass, took a big drink and she winced. Her throat hurt as she pushed the tart, but sweet, liquid down as it hadn't had to do in hundreds of years.

"Mmm, that tastes good." Henna said, as they slowly walked over to the nearest table.

They all sat down, and a servo drone floated up to the table with menus in its manipulator claw. John retrieved them, set them on the table, then he handed one to Henna.

"Do you known how these work?" Laurel asked.

Henna shook her head, Laurel reached over and pulled the menu open, and it stiffened, and came to life.

"Those are pictures of what you can order, and that's a description of what you're ordering. Looks like the AI knows where you're from. Those are Mediterranean dishes."

"It looks like things I'm used to eating. I want that one right there. Momma used to make that for us all the time."

"Ok. Just touch the item listed and when it blinks twice, that means the selection was made, it'll be prepared and then brought to you by a servo drone."

Henna touched the item, it blinked twice, and then she looked at Laurel.

"You aren't going to get something to eat?"

"No sweetheart. We've already eaten. It's real important that you get your stomach used to processing solid food though."

"I will share mine with you if you want?"

"Awe, you're so sweet."

Henna then looked at the menu for a moment, and she reversed what she saw Laurel do as she collapsed the menu, then handed it to Laurel. Laurel handed it to John, and he collected the three menus lying on the table, he handed them to the servo drone, it lifted up, spun around, and floated off silently, as Henna watched in wonder.

"Those are called servo drones. You'll see them all over the ship doing things for us, and cleaning the ship all the time. If you ever need anything, just touch one of them, it'll stop what it's doing, and you can talk directly to the ship."

"The ship will talk to me?"

"Yes. The ship is very smart, and it'll know exactly who you are, and what is best for you. You should always do as the ship suggests, if it should recommend, or ask, you to do something."

"Wow. We really have a neat ship, hunh?"

"We have an amazing ship honey. It protects us, and cares for us. If you should ever get lost on this ship, just touch one of those dark panels you see by almost every doorway, and the ship will help you find your way back to your mom and dad."

"Daddy told me this ship is as big a city, so I should never wonder around without one of them with me. He said there are places that I could get hurt real bad."

"He's right honey. None of the people on this ship will hurt you, but there are things that can hurt you."

Henna sighed, and Laurel put her arm around Henna, and gave her a gentle squeeze.

"You miss your mom and dad, don't you?"

"A lot. I was told they would be right there waiting for me when I woke up, but¦they weren't there. Aina was nice to me, and helped me get out of that stasis thing. I had to stand there with nothing on until my skin dried, then she helped me get dressed as she explained where we are. We're in a neighboring star system, helping people that look just like us, who have a broken ship, that's also called the Future. That's what my mommy and daddy are doing right now. That's why they weren't there when I woke up; they're helping people that are in big trouble. They could've died if my mommy and daddy hadn't of been there."

"You're so smart, and so brave, to understand that. Aina is absolutely right. What your mommy and daddy are doing is super important. They'll be here as quickly as they can though."

"I'm glad I met you in the meantime. You're so pretty, and so nice. Will you be my friends from now on?"

"You bet. You'll always be one of our favorite friends."

"Good. I want to make lots of friends."

"There are lots and lots of kids your age around that you can make friends with."

"You mean my new age?"

"Yes. You understand all that, don't you?"

"Kind of. My body is eight years old now. I grew while I was sleeping, but I don't remember it."

"We all slept for a very long time honey. I was twelve when I came aboard, and now I'm seventeen."

"Wow, you aged a lot more than I did."

"Yeah I did. It takes a little getting used to, but you'll adapt to your new age."

"That's what Aina told me. She told me boys might not be so disgusting to me anymore too. I'm not so sure about that one. Boys still seem kind of yucky to me."

Laurel laughed and squeezed Henna again, and then she removed her arm from around her.

"You'll have plenty of time to figure that one out for yourself. I thought boys were pretty gross, then I met Jake, and my whole life changed. It just takes the right boy to change your mind."

"If a boy loves me like I felt¦Jake loves you from inside¦maybe I'll see things different."

"Laurel!" Amelia exclaimed, "You connected with her?"

"Not exactly. I felt her essence for just a moment to see if she was gifted. Her heightened ability meant she was able to sense me¦and understand what she was sensing."

"Uh, ok sweetie¦that's connecting with someone. If she knows what's in your hearts like that, you connected with her. You have to be real careful doing that with ones so young baby. You have an adult mind that can unduly corrupt an innocent mind. Remember what happened with Korica?"

"I know mom. I was careful to keep the¦lured stuff aside. I swear it was only for a few second anyways."

"That's all it takes honey. You know how potent emotions can be when their experienced from the inside like that?"

"Who is Korica? And what did you do to her?"

"She's our adopted daughter honey. Jake and I met her¦out here in space, she lost her mom, and dad so we adopted her so she would have a family to take care of her. We uh¦connected with her, like I did with you, but for a lot longer, and much deeper, it confused her feelings for a while. She thought our feelings were hers."

"I don't understand? How can you think someone else's feelings are yours?"

"That's something your mom and dad are going to have to explain to you. I told you that you're special; it means that you're going to experience feelings a little different than most people. You're going to feel what other people are feeling from inside you. It's different than just knowing what they're feeling by watching them."

"I don't get it."

"You will honey, you will."

A servo drone floated up to the table with Henna's meal, slid the plate up on the table as she watched the servo drone closely, until it floated away and slipped into its slot in the bulkhead across the room. She grinned and looked at her plate of food, and licked her lips.

"It looks so good, and smells great. How do those servo drones know how to cook this?"

"Oh they don't cook the food honey, the AI does that. The servo drones just bring it to us. Before we left Earth, the people from the region where you were born, uploaded their favorite recipes into a database, the AI downloaded all those recipes, so it could prepare food you were familiar with. That was done from places all over the world, so we can all have food we like."

"So people don't cook our food, right?"

"They do in Genesis, just not here on the ship. There's an automated kitchen that prepares all the meals we order."

"Genesis?"

"Oh, that's the city being built where we'll all live on the Future planet."

"Hmm. That comes from the bible."

"That's true. It's the first chapter in the bible, but in this case, it's meant to describe our new beginning. It's where our story on the Future planet is going to begin."

"Neat. I can't wait to see it."

"You will a couple of days after we get back. Go ahead and eat sweetie, don't let your food get cold."

Henna nodded, picked up her spoon, and began to eat her food. She smiled at the wonderful taste, and warm sensation of the hot broth in her mouth. Laurel smiled right back at her. Jake nudged Laurel mentally, making her look at him.

"You can't fall in love with another little girl and keep her. This one has parents that are going to take her from us real soon." Jake thought while smiling at her.

"I know, but she's so sweet, and cute. I just can't help but melt when I look into that adorable little face of hers," Laurel thought in return.

"Are you feeling the itch to be a mommy yourself baby?" Amelia asked.

Laurel looked at her, and shrugged her shoulders lightly.

"Maybe. I could do worse things than be a mommy to a sweet little girl like Henna."

Henna swallowed her mouthful of food, and smiled at Laurel.

"Thank you Laurel. I think you're sweet too. I would like to have momma like you¦if I didn't already have a momma that loves me so much."

Laurel smiled at her, and stroked her cheek with the back of her fingers, and then Henna went right back to eating her meal. They sat quietly after that, as Henna ate the whole meal then tipped her bowl up, and drank down the last of the broth, and then she sighed and patted her tummy.

"That was really good. I uh¦" Henna leaned very close to Laurel. "I have to go to the toilet. Will you help me?"

Laurel nodded with grin. Laurel stood up, stepped right behind Henna, and held her under her armpits, so she wouldn't stumble and fall, as she stepped over the bench seat.

"Excuse us for a minute. Henna and I are going to use the little girl's room."

Everyone nodded and Laurel held Henna's hand, as they slowly walked out of the mess hall, turned right, and stepped into the bathroom. Amelia then looked at Jake.

"You know what she's feeling from the inside¦is she really considering making me a grandmother soon?"

"She likes Henna, and it makes her feel good to repay what she considers a debt owed to Henna's mother and father, but she knows neither of us is ready to try and raise a child. She loves the idea of being pregnant, and of being a mommy, but there's a lot more to it, and she knows that. I wouldn't look for us to be having a baby anytime soon."

Amelia sighed and nodded, and Jake grinned a little.

"You want us to have a baby?"

"Well yeah. I see how she is with Korica, and that adorable little girl Henna. I know she's going to be an outstanding mother. You two are going to have beautiful children too, so I'm looking forward to it¦more than a little. You're going to make a wonderful father to any lucky child that gets to call you daddy too."

"I need to mature a little more first. I might look like I'm just about to turn into a legal adult, but my mind is still lagging behind just a little bit. Children raising children isn't a good idea."

"Oh you did just fine with Korica. She's turned out to be an incredibly well balanced young lady, thanks to you two."

"We didn't raise her from a baby. Her mom and dad raised her to be a charming, considerate, well-mannered, charismatic, young lady. We just made sure she didn't abandon what they taught her, and helped to polish the rough edges of what was already developing in her. We gave an air of humanity, to an already impressive personality."

"Oh I think you endowed her with a lot more than you take credit for. She is so much like you and Laurel. You can see it in her actions, and the way she interacts with people. She's definitely your daughter, there's no mistaking it."

"Really? She acts like us?"

"She emulates both of you. She wants to be just like Laurel, and she wants to make you proud of her. Everything she does seems to be measured, and tailored to fulfill those goals. She knows what a true man is supposed to be by your example. That's everything she finds so attractive in Tamaric."

"She's attracted to him because he acts like me? That's a little disturbing."

"He treats her with dignity, and respect. That's what she sees out of you toward Laurel. He's also extremely good looking; she would be crazy not to be attracted to his looks and¦mature, masculine, persona."

"Oh. That doesn't sound as bad."

Laurel and Henna came walking back into the mess hall very slowly, they sat down at the table, and Laurel gently rubbed Henna's back.

"You want some more juice?"

"Please? I feel like I can't drink enough to satisfy my thirst."

"That'll fade in time too. You have to remember that you just came out of a liquid environment where all your hydration needs were provided right through your skin, not to mention the fact that your mouth and throat were full of fluid at all times. You have to supplement that now, by drinking what your skin and body needs until it finds a new balance."

Laurel picked up Henna's glass, got to her feet, and walked over to the dispenser station where she refilled the glass with pineapple juice, then she walked back over to the table, handed it to Henna, then she sat down next to her. Henna downed half of the glass, then she set it down, looked at Jake, and he was surprised to sense Henna's voice very faintly in the back of his mind.

"You like pineapple juice too, hunh?" Henna asked in a soft voice.

"I sure do. It's one of my favorite things about being on this ship. There's always fresh pineapple juice available."

"You¦you like being here because Laurel is here too. You would give up pineapple juice in a heartbeat if it meant you had to leave because she left."

"You are absolutely right. What you're doing is called reading a person's feelings. You're listening to what I'm feeling and it tells you what I'm thinking. Most of the time we don't do it from inside another person's head though. It's kind of rude to enter someone's mind like that without permission."

"I'm sorry. I didn't know that's what I was doing. I was just trying to understand why Laurel loves you so much, besides cause of your pretty green eyes and handsome face. I've never seen green eyes like yours before."

"Laurel and I share a very special connection that I don't think you would quite understand."

"Is that why I feel her in you?"

Jake opened his mouth in surprise and looked at Laurel, who just smiled at him.

"Gifted alright," Laurel said with a smile.

Henna looked at Laurel, and now she heard Henna's small voice echoing slightly in the back of her mind.

"I feel Jake in you too."

"You're very perceptive. A part of him is in me. Do you understand that at all?"

"Not really. I just know what's there¦and it's him. I know what he feels like¦and I know what you feel like¦and I feel him when I look at you, and I feel you when I look at him."

"It's a little hard to explain, but you'll feel that kind of thing from others on this ship too."

"You're talking about Korica¦and¦one of you just thought about¦someone named Tamaric? Who is Tamaric?"

"Oh my gosh!" Laurel chuckled, "Uh¦Tamaric is Korica's husband."

"How did I do that?"

"Cognitive telepathy is what they call that. You've never felt what people were thinking before?"

"No."

"It must be your new age, and special brain development. Your momma and papa will have to train you how to understand what you're capable of."

"Ok."

As if on cue, a very pretty tall blond woman quickly stepped into the mess hall, and Henna lit up and bounced up and down in her seat, but didn't try and get up.

"Mamma! Mamma! I'm right here!"

The woman walked right over to Henna, gently lifted her up, and then set her on her feet, so she could turn around and face her, then she scooped her up in her arms, pulling her up to her neck as she hugged her tightly with tears in her eyes. Henna curled her legs around her mother, and buried her face in her neck.

"My Henna baby¦I'm soo sorry I was not there when you woke. I've missed you so much."

"I missed you and papa too."

The woman gently swayed back and forth as she lavished the warmth of her little girl's body against hers. She finally sat down where Henna had been sitting, between Laurel and Jake, and the woman put her hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"Thank you so much for looking after my Henna until I could get over here."

"It was our pleasure. She's so sweet, and she has the cutest smile. I just kind of fell in love with her when we met up at the stasis ring entrance."

"I cannot think of a bigger honor than to have Laurel Kade and Jake Myers take a personal interest in my Henna."

Henna pulled her face from her mother's neck, she looked into her face, and her mother smothered her in kiss, after kiss. After she had kissed her at least a dozen times, Henna leaned back and smiled at Laurel, then she looked at her mother.

"You know Laurel and Jake?"

"Not personally, but I definitely know who they are. You owe your life to them Henna, we all do. None of us would be alive if not for the amazing things they did to protect and save us."

"I didn't know. I really like them momma. Laurel said we're friends now, and always will be."

"That is wonderful Henna. They are the kind of friends I want you to have."

"Um¦Henna has eaten a full meal, drank two and half glasses of pineapple juice, and used the toilet, so her body is functioning normally, and the post stasis analysis indicated that her revival went flawlessly," Laurel reported. "She's showing signs of being gifted, and sensitive to others that are, too. Were you aware that she is gifted?"

"Oh yes. She scared the daylights out of one of her daycare providers, by levitating a favorite toy at age three. I do not think she knew what she was doing, but it told us she was special."

"I did that?" Henna asked, looking right into her mother's face.

"You sure did. You do not remember it?"

"No."

"She's empathic too," Laurel said. "She was able to read what Jake and I were thinking with relative ease. I'm pretty sure she has cognitive telepathic abilities about to explode to life. You're going to need to get her in some pretty intensive training, so she understands what she's capable of without hurting herself or anyone else by accident, especially if she's telekinetic too."

"Laurel connected with me momma. I felt Jake in her¦and her in Jake. Do you understand how I felt that?"

"Yes I do Henna. Laurel and Jake have a very special bond. A part of them lives inside the other. In order to stay alive, they have to be together. You are sensing that part of them when you look at them."

"A piece of Jake is inside Laurel?" Henna looked at Laurel, "Did it hurt when he put it there?"

Laurel laughed, and stroked the side of Henna's head.

"No, it felt absolutely beautiful honey. You might get to experience the same kind of thing someday."

"Because my brain is special?"

"That's right."

Henna's mother looked at Laurel, and furrowed her brow slightly.

"I saw her medical report when she was transferred to my charge, it indicated that she has a neural density substantially higher than what is considered normal. It's a necessary element for her to be able to process the kind of bond that Jake and I share. She could, in fact, become paired with a man if she finds the right one some day."

"It would take a boy with the same high neural density?"

"Yes. It takes a great deal of brainpower to process such intense, and complex, sensory information."

"Hmm. If my Henna could experience the kind of love you two have, it would be a mother's dream for her baby."

Henna slowly slid out of her mother's grip, she slowly ambled next to Laurel, and she smiled and put her arms out. Laurel smiled and swung her leg over the bench seat, leaned forward, and gently pulled Henna into a loving hug.

"You take good care of yourself Henna. I've really enjoyed our time together."

"Thank you for saving my life Laurel. I don't know what you did, but thank you."

"You're welcome honey. People like you are why we did, what we did."

Henna let go of Laurel and stiffly walked over to Jake, and she put her arms out. Jake swung his leg over the bench seat, leaned forward, and Henna wrapped her arms around his neck, squeezed him tightly as he wrapped his arms around her back, and pat her back gently.

"You be good for your momma. Drink lots of water and juice over the next couple of days. It's real important, ok?"

"Ok, I'll do both those things. Thank you for taking such good care of Laurel¦and me."

"Awe, you're welcome sweetie."

Henna let go of him, and walked over to her mother, who swept her up into her lap.

"I forgot to introduce myself. I am Cassandra Tremont. Anytime you want to come visit with Henna, we would be honored to have you in our quarters. That goes for all of you."

"You can count on us taking you up on that," Laurel said. "We're going to miss Henna now that we know her."

"I'll miss you too," Henna said with a smile.

Cassandra stood up with Henna clutched to her tightly, and Henna wrapped her legs around her mother.

"If I can tell you anything of my experience when I first came out of stasis, Henna will be wanting to sleep quite a bit. It's strange how you come out of a multi century sleep, only to feel like sleeping once you get some food in you," Laurel said.

"I will keep that in mind, and not feel insulted if she falls asleep on me."

Cassandra then turned to walk away, and Laurel touched her arm.

"It's actually better if you let Henna walk as much as possible, to build her strength."

Cassandra nodded, gently set Henna down, and took hold of her hand, and then she looked at Laurel.

"We also need to sign custody over to you. I had custodial charge assigned to me, so I need you to release me from that responsibility?"

"Alright. How do we do that?"

"Just step over to the com panel by the entrance there, I'll page the AI and you can verify that I delivered Henna to you in good condition."

Cassandra nodded, and they walked over to the com panel, Laurel touched it, it glowed to life, and then Laurel touched the AI hale icon, and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Laurel, how may I be of assistance?"

"Is that the ship talking?" Henna asked.

"Yes it is." Henna's mother answered.

"Future, we need to release my custodial charge of Henna here."

"Does Cassandra Tremont concur that Henna was cared for properly, and delivered in good health as promised?"

"I do. My Henna is awake, walking, and talking. I could not be happier with the care she received."

"Her custodial charge is hereby transferred to her mother and father, absolving Laurel Kade of all responsibility for Henna Tremont."

"Thank you Future," Laurel said.

"You are welcomed Laurel. The captain will be heading to the other Future at zero five hundred. Please try to get some solid rest so you will be ready to accompany him."

"We will."

"Do you require anything else of me before I terminate this connection?"

"Will you please wake Jake and I at zero four hundred if we aren't already awake?" Laurel replied.

"Understood."

The com panel then went dark. Cassandra then turned, and looked at Amelia and John.

"Thank you for raising your children to be such wonderful people. I can only hope my Henna will be as wise, and compassionate, when she grows up."

"Awe, thank you Cassandra, and you're welcome," Amelia said.

"I think Henna is well on her way to becoming a bright, and caring young lady. You're doing just fine with her from what I can tell. She certainly loves you and her father without end," John said.

"She is the light of our lives. We love her with every ounce of our being too."

"That's the key to raising an amazing person. Show them lots of love, and foster compassionate beliefs by example, and they will emulate everything you teach them."

Cassandra smiled, then her and Henna turned, and slowly walked out of the mess hall, and then Laurel turned to find her mother beaming at her proudly.

"I'm so proud of you Laurel. That was really sweet of you to take care of that adorable little girl until her mom arrived."

"Thanks mom. I seem to be drawn to the little girls with astounding abilities hiding within them."

"Is that really what drew you to her?"

"No, it was the absence of her mother and father. I felt how sad she was and just wanted to pick her spirit up."

"You're compassionate like that. You always have been. You remember Tina, in third grade?"

"Yeah, that poor thing lost her father in an industrial accident. I knew what it was like not to have your father around, I wanted to help her adjust to life without dad around."

"Exactly, compassion without end. Let's go workout, so you two can get some rest?"

"Alright."

They all headed out of the mess hall, and made their way up to the gym where they worked out together. When the workout routines were finished, Laurel and Jake sat down on the bench by the entrance to catch their breath, and wipe the sweat from their brows with the towels lying on the bench in a neatly folded pile. John and Amelia joined them, taking a seat on each side of them.

"So how did it go with the captain?" John asked. "We never really got to ask you when you came back."

"He was pissed that we brought something back from that ship, but once we explained why, he¦kind of understood," Jake said. "He wants to believe us, but it's pretty far out there to think Laurel is the one that needs to construct, and send, the invite probe. He was also a little disappointed. He was holding out hope that some really advanced race was waiting to meet us, and in the end, would be so impressed with us that they would send the probe. He was looking forward to conducting the first contact event that would inspire such an advanced race to do that."

"So he believes you?" Amelia asked.

"Enough that he's going to have the fragment analyzed to verify our claim, and then run it by the senior staff."

"I think the civilian population should be involved with any decisions made based on whatever's found on that fragment. That's a huge decision to let Laurel build, and send, the probe. It shouldn't be done in secrecy," Amelia said.

"I agree mom, but that's not our decision."

"No, but you two could recommend it, the captain will put some serious consideration behind anything you two suggest?"

"That's true. We've come to recognize that we have a certain special place in his heart, and mind. That gives us a unique influence on him. He listens to, and cares about what we have to say."

"Your mom is right Laurel. Everything around here is being led by the civilian corps, and much of it is being done with input from the actual civilians that the civilian corps is supposed to serve," Jake said.

"Alright. We'll talk to the captain about including a civilian council or something. Do we even have a civilian representation available?"

"It wouldn't take much to form a group of representatives that could express the concerns of the people. They would have to be read in on everything happening though. No secrets, and no lies."

"I sense that's what the captain wants anyways. He doesn't like all the secrecy, but he needs everyone to keep focused on the job of getting Genesis built without panicking about everything else going on."

"He didn't say as much though, right?"

"No, it's what we feel from inside him. Don't forget that we've experienced a deeper side of him, thanks to our experience in Genesis. He's a complex, and rigid man, but he has a compassionate side, and he understands that he's here to serve us, the civilians."

"Is that why he's so enamored of you two?" John asked. "Because he understands you two so intimately, thanks to your shared experience?"

"Not entirely. He already had a soft spot for us; what we shared in Genesis just reinforced it. It gave him an understanding of why we did some of the things we did, and what attracts Jake and I to each other¦aside from the obvious factors. That kind of thing can only truly be understood if you experience our love, and personalities, from within as was possible during our shared mental bridge."

"Well just think about it," Amelia said. "Lets get you two back to our quarters, so you can shower, and then get some sleep."

They all stood up, and headed out of the gym. They made their way to their quarters, and John and Amelia let Laurel and Jake shower first. When Laurel and Jake were finished, they sat together in their quarters, as they reflected on the day's events while they brushed and combed their hair in the mirror over the dressing table. When Laurel was finished, she stood up, shed her robe, and headed toward the recessed drawers at the far end of the room, and Jake stood up, stepped back to the bed, plopped down hard, and just watched Laurel's wonderful figure. Laurel retrieved underwear for Jake, and a nightshirt and underwear for herself, then she pushed the drawer closed, and walked back to the bed. She set the items down, and she stepped between Jake's knees, and then gently pulled his face to her stomach. He put his arms around her, and enjoyed how soft, and wonderful, her skin felt against the side of his freshly shaved face. Laurel looked down at his head as she gently stroked his head in slow downward strokes.

"Thank you for admiring me so much Jake. I can feel that you see me as even more beautiful inside, than out. That's the kind of admiration all women want from their man."

Jake pulled his face back, and looked up into Laurel's gorgeous face.

"You're drop dead gorgeous, and I love looking at you with nothing on, but you're just such a beautiful person. I can't help but be attracted to what's on the inside."

Laurel smiled at him, then leaned down, and engaged him in a long lip lock kiss. She slowly pulled back from his lips, and then she nodded at him.

"I would love to engage in the deep sharing with you. I'm exhausted, but I can feel how much you want me¦need me."

Jake smiled big, scooted back on the bed, then crossed his legs Indian style. Laurel then sat down, scooted across from him, and folded her legs in the same way. Jake looked down at her crotch and smiled, and Laurel felt a rush of adrenaline surge through him.

"Dang! I'll never get tired of seeing that babe," Jake slowly looked up her body, past her firm, full breasts, to her hypnotic blue eyes. "She looks so much like you¦you think she looks¦like you down there too?"

Laurel furrowed her brow for a moment, and then grinned at him.

"I'm sure she looks exactly like me down there. She is me, even if from another universe."

"I'm sorry that I'm curious about her like that."

"You're a guy, I expect as much, and it is me you're curious about after all. I better never sense that kind of curiosity about anyone else though, or I'll be broken hearted."

"That's just not gunna happen. You know how many naked girls I've seen, I never once thought about¦that kind of thing."

"Yeah. It's one of the reasons why I love you so much. You're a true gentleman like that."

Jake leaned forward and kissed Laurel, while gently caressing her lips with his left hand. Laurel took a quick breath through her nose, and lavished Jake's gentle, caressing touch, then they terminated the kiss, took hold of each other's hands, set them on their knees, closed their eyes, and set their foreheads together, and then calmed their minds and reached out for one another. They immediately drifted deeply into the other, and the whole world just melted away, as they became immersed in the sensual experience of feeling the other from so deep inside. It acted to recharge them both, and reconfirm their deep bond. Laurel was able to experience the full measure of Jake's experience with the other Laurel, and it made much more sense to her now. It wasn't like experiencing another woman at all; it felt like experiencing his Laurel, eliciting the same rush of emotions, and physical sensations, that his Laurel's touch always brought about in him. It was only after the other Laurel disappeared from view, that Jake felt a twinge of guilt over being so excited by the kiss, since in fact, it was another woman.

The two sat in silence for almost a full hour, as a sense of time seemed to just dissolve away. When Jake started exploring Laurel's deepest lust, and desire, it inadvertently began to arouse Laurel physically, and the more he simulated, and explored that area, it brought her to the point that she began to breathe faster, and harder, and Jake was pulled right along with her as she became so enticed, that she was verging on orgasmic. They both slowly withdrew, but held the connection until they were able to open their eyes. They were looking down at Jake's rock hard erection pointing straight up, and Laurel's lips were glistening right where they meet with a perfectly smooth contour. Jake smiled, moved his head back, and Laurel looked into his eyes and blinked a few times as she tried to wash the mental fog away. She then smiled at him.

"I didn't know you could¦do that to me from the inside. You almost made me come."

"I know; I felt it. It must have been your mental erogenous zone, or something like that."

"I think it's just because you're able to actually elicit a physical reaction when you¦stimulate me from deep inside like that¦but it wasn't just in one spot, I felt it throughout my whole body."

"Isn't that the definition of an erogenous zone? But the ultimate erogenous zone?"

"I guess so."

Laurel leaned back, uncrossed her legs, pulled her knees up, and she lid a leg out on each side of Jake, then she leaned back on her hands, and grinned at him in a sultry manner.

"So, what are you gunna do about my state of arousal?"

Jake smiled, looked down at Laurel's beautiful, slightly damp, lips where they meet; he uncrossed his legs, and leaned forward while moving his legs behind him. He slid up Laurel's body with his until their mouths met in a long passionate kiss. Laurel sank back down until she was lying flat on her back. They then engaged in heavy petting, and kissing while mentally connected.

Jake ended up giving Laurel the full treatment, bringing her to several extremely intense orgasms while achieving the same result right along with her. When they were done, they took the time to catch their breath, then they took yet another shower together, and then retired to their bedroom, where they combed and brushed their hair again, and then climbed into bed wearing nothing, and they snuggled up to one another, and almost immediately drifted off into a deep, restful sleep.


Chapter 45 Through The Looking Glass

––––––––

Through The Looking Glass

Korica and Tamaric slept solid until Korica's hunger awoke them both. The numb ache of hunger caused them both to stir and roll over so they were facing one another. Tamaric brushed Korica's hair to the side and kissed her forehead. He then cleared his throat and smiled at her.

"You didn't wake to eat in the middle of the night. We're starving cause of it."

"I know. I guess all the dancing took more out of me than I thought. You were drawing energy from me while we slept too. You really strained some muscles and expended energy like never before."

"I'm sorry. I didn't know I was doing that."

"Don't apologize for the way your body works. Your body is going to do whatever it has to do in order to recover from extreme exertion. I just happen to represent a resource your body can draw upon when it needs it in order to recover quicker and more completely."

"How do you even know that's what my body was doing?"

"I don't know exactly¦I just do."

"Rapid healing at an accelerated rate?"

"Yeah. You and I both posses that ability now that our pairing has¦evolved to something new."

"Does¦that mean I'm gunna live as long as you?"

Korica slowly shook her head in her pillow with a sad expression on her face.

"Probably not. You'll live a lot longer than you would've had we not become paired, but I'm still going to live a lot longer than you. I don't like thinking about that Tamaric. It breaks my heart to think about living without you."

"If we stay paired¦you might not have a choice in the matter."

"I know. That's crossed my mind. Everything we were taught says when one of us dies, so will the other soon after. Even for the elder race, it isn't an easy process to save the survivor of a severed pairing due to the death of one of the paired. "

"Don't be sad love. I'm sorry I brought up something that causes you so much pain."

"That's one aspect of being sentient that I don't particularly like, awareness of our own mortality. Mine just happens to be tied to yours now."

"Let's get something to eat. I won't talk about this stuff anymore."

"Kay, thank you Tamaric."

Tamaric moved his head closer and gave her a peck, and then they pushed the cover down and climbed out of bed together. They stood and held each other for a few moments, and then Korica kissed Tamaric on the cheek while keeping her arms around his lower back.

"You feel like you love me even more than you did yesterday?"

"Yeah. I gotta quit thinking that our relationship can't get any deeper or more intense."

"I know what you mean. I feel like no one else alive could possibly have anything as deep and meaningful as we have, but I'm sure that's what mom and dad think about their bond too."

"I wish I could experience the full measure of what they have together, so I can understand what you're talking about."

"You need to learn a little more about us, and yourself, before they're gunna be willing to do that. Feelings can really get confused."

"I know, I'm not as experienced and smart as you are."

"It's got nothing to do with how smart you are Tamaric. You just need some time to get used to being paired with me so you don't¦"

"Fall in love with 'em like you did? I know."

"I was going to say confuse their feelings for yours, but yeah, that means falling in love with them by confusing their love for each other as a measure of your own feelings for them."

"Alright. Sorry for interrupting you. You still gotta teach me how to join with Harriet without confusing her feelings too."

"I know, I will. It's a matter of sharing without exploring."

"You knew how to do that from the time you were born?"

"No. My mother and father blocked my attempts at exploring any deeper than what was healthy. You learn self-control after a while."

"Oh. I think I get it. I'm the one that has to employ the blocking effort while resisting the urge to explore deeper?"

"Yes. Now you're getting the idea. The adult has the responsibility of exercising self-control while helping the child learn what's acceptable or normal by blocking the attempt at exploring deeper by the younger participant."

"I see what you mean, I don't have that learned self-control yet, hunh?"

"No you don't, but you'll learn with my help. Let's get dressed Tamaric, I'm so hungry."

"Alright love, I can explore your mind later on to try and understand this stuff better."

Korica nodded and the two separated and retrieved their civilian clothes for the morning. They got dressed then made their way to the bathroom to brush their teeth and comb and brush their hair. When they were finished, they headed next door to the Entourage in order to try their breakfast items.

The same woman that had greeted them on their first visit seated them. They understood what she said this time when she welcomed them back, but they were still unable to respond with anything but a warm grin and a nod when appropriate. They were issued a menu, the woman pointed to a few drinks and Korica and Tamaric simply nodded, trusting her advice. She then walked away and they perused the pictographic menu until they arrived at pleasing looking selections. They touched the items they decided on, the items blinked, and then they leaned on one another until a young man stepped up to their table with their drinks.

The drinks were placed in front of them, and then the young man smiled, retrieved their menu, and put it away. He then walked away quietly and Korica and Tamaric looked around a bit as they sipped on the warm drinks that had been brought to them. There were far fewer diners than the last time they were here, and the guests this time looked to be ordinary civilians, and a few were definitely visitors from somewhere else entirely. They had strangely shaped heads with no hair, long, bulky, arms and six fingers on each hand. Tamaric leaned closer to Korica's ear and flicked his chin toward the strange looking guests seated at a table on the opposite side of the room.

"Where do you think they're from?" Tamaric asked very quietly.

"I have no idea." Korica thought. "This is your galaxy, not mine. I'm just as clueless about where other species are from around these parts."

"You think they might understand English." Tamaric thought in return.

"We don't know who all has accessed your cerebral disc. I suppose the possibility exists."

"I hadn't even thought about that. I guess it's rude to talk about people like that, hunh?"

"You didn't say anything rude or anything, but it's still not nice."

"I'm just curious."

"I know. You remember how we felt on the Mecure when they were talking about us?"

"Those guys were being downright rude though. I was just asking where you think those people might be from."

"Let's just keep those kind of ponderings to ourselves so we don't make anyone feel uncomfortable."

Tamaric nodded and looked around the rest of the Entourage and he found that the rest of the guests looked very familiar in appearance. He then looked at Korica and he didn't have a chance to say anything, Korica activated her bio monitor and watched her biometric readings flashing by until the time in Genesis was shown, then the display faded away and she ignored the map program beginning it's initialization process.

"It's four fourty." Korica said.

"Wow! I don't feel tired like usual and it was kind of easy to wake up this morning. You think I'm becoming more of a morning person now that we've become centered?"

"Maybe in that you're going to draw energy from me and feel more like I do when you're awake."

"Soo¦if you're tired I will be too, and if you're stressed out or whatever, I will be too?"

"Yep."

"So what if I'm feeling down or angry or¦"

"Then I'll feel that way too. I don't have all the answers Tamaric. We'll have to find out how things work for us together. I would assume whoever feels better will donate the energy to help the other feel healthy and happy. Mood is a state of mind, so I don't know exactly how that's gunna work, but the physical stuff is a biochemical function of our bodies, and we can affect that aspect by increasing or decreasing hormones and proteins in our bloodstreams. That takes an exchange of energy resulting in a change in what our brains are doing to affect how our bodies feel."

"I'm sorry for asking so many questions love. I'm just trying to understand how different things are gunna be now. You're so much smarter about all that stuff. You have the woman's intuition thing going on, and you have medical knowledge that I don't have."

"If I have it, you have it. You just need to learn how to access what you want without thinking about it. My knowledge is yours, and yours is mine. That's what being paired is all about. Two people thinking and living as one."

Tamaric was about to say something as he looked into Korica's wonderful face when he momentarily saw through her eyes. He could see the young man approaching the table, from Tamaric's right side, with two plates stacked up one arm, and a bowl cupped in each hand. Tamaric smiled and the flash image disappeared. Korica smiled right back at him.

"Neat how that works, hunh?"

"Yeah it is. That's like the second or third time I've had that happen, but it's never been so clear before."

Tamaric turned his head and the young man stepped up to the table and set a bowl in front of Tamaric, then the other he placed in front of Korica. He then set a plate in front of each bowl and he grinned and pointed at the bowls and he put up his index finger, then he pointed at the plates and he put up his index and middle finger. Korica nodded and the young man turned and walked away. Tamaric watched him walk away for a moment then he looked at Korica.

"Why would he feel the need to suggest we eat the porridge¦or whatever the stuff in the bowl is, before eating what's on our plates?"

"Because our pallets are clear at the moment, the flavor will be more distinct if we don't eat what's on the plates first."

Tamaric nodded once slowly as it sank in.

"Proper etiquette or something?"

"No, it's a matter of enjoying the flavor sensations as they were intended to be experienced."

"Oh. Duh! I'm sensing that from you now. I should've listened to your feelings before opening my big mouth."

"Don't be like that Tamaric, you're still learning. I've been doing this my whole life."

"So what do you suppose these wonderful smelling drinks consist of?"

Korica looked at her glass, reached out and lifted the glass to her mouth, then took a big sip and swirled it in her mouth as she set her glass down and she grinned as she swallowed the creamy and tart drink that was just hot enough to suggest a tea was incorporated into it.

"If I had to guess¦I would say it's got milk from an animal in it and an extract, hot filtered from leaves of some kind to offset the pungent taste of the milk."

"Milk and tea?"

"That's my guess. Vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants that are all good for you while tasting really good in the proportions that they're present in this warm drink."

"Dang you're smart love."

"I have a sophisticated palette cause I've been doing this all my life, like I said. I would imagine there's a component in the drink that'll help you feel alert too."

"Like caffeine or something?"

"Yes."

"Cool!"

Korica stared at Tamaric with a grin mixed with a strange expression and Tamaric chuckled.

"I really sounded like dad¦Jake?" He said shaking his head at the strange sensation of calling Jake dad.

"Yeah, just like him. I'm hearing some of myself in you too. You're definitely changing."

"Hmm. You think I'll act more like him now too?"

"No. That'll happen once you experience the deep sharing with him. It leaves an impression of the other person on you that becomes a part of you if you engage in the deep sharing often enough¦and deep enough."

Tamaric nodded and looked at his bowl as he contemplated, Korica nudged him gently.

"Just eat Tamaric, you're letting this stuff overwhelm you. As cold as it sounds, some of this you have to just take as it comes without pondering it too much."

Tamaric looked at her, grinned, and nodded and he picked up his spoon and he and Korica dug into the wonderful meal awaiting them. The porridge was creamy and very rich in exotic flavors like neither of them had ever tasted before. Some of the aftertaste was just as rich as the initial flavor burst and lingered wonderfully in the sweet sensitive area of the mouth.

When they finished the sensational porridge, they pushed their bowls aside and sipped at their drinks then pulled their plates front and center and dug into the wonderful variety of foods. There were two rather sizable, and easily identifiable, sunny side up eggs along with a thin cut slab of meat that was very spicy and salty, but the creamy, bright red, vegetable served alongside the meat served to dilute the spicy afterglow while washing the palette with a tangy and tart sensation that seemed to make the foods a perfect compliment to one another. The other side dish, was a pink fruit that was extremely sweet and ice cold, making them both shiver when biting into the cubes of fruit because it was so sweet and so cold on the teeth, just barely below frozen, and sweeter than the raw fruit sugar granules produced on the Future.

They ate everything on their plates then sat and drank down their hot drinks and Korica felt completely full and satisfied, making Tamaric extremely happy. He knew it could be a challenge to hit the full mark for her while satisfying her sophisticated palette as she labeled it. Tamaric too was stuffed and he was enjoying the flavor sensations that were staying with him. He was definitely seeing what Korica liked so much about trying new and exotic foods.

Once their food settled a little, they got up and headed to the reception area at the front of the Entourage. The friendly woman smiled at them and Korica smiled and rubbed her stomach and wished she had brought the electronic interpreter, so she could express how much she enjoyed the meal. The woman smiled brightly and produced the payment wand and Korica held her hand out, the woman scanned the back of her hand, looked at the display for moment then nodded and put the device aside. She then looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"Have a wonderful day, I hope you will return soon." The woman said in Hundicon.

"We will." Korica said.

The woman furrowed her brow for a moment then bowed subtly and smiled at Korica. Korica and Tamaric then stepped out of the Entourage. There weren't very many people around, so they slowly made their way to the left looking into the eateries as they walked along heading to the fitness and massage parlors. Korica lifted her arm, pushed her sleeve up, and looked at the map on her bio monitor. She touched her current location and moved her thumb and forefinger apart while applying slight pressure on the screen and the image zoomed out slightly with the name of each eatery and business listed in tiny text. She then dragged the map to the right in order to see the cross corridor up ahead as she stopped walking and there were 6 different exercise parlors listed, though Korica was unable to pronounce the name of all but one, as there was no English translation for the names of the parlors.

"Look at this Tamaric."

"I don't have to love, I can hear what you're thinking, even though you're thinking in Hiram. You think gravity-amplified resistance sounds interesting."

Korica looked at him quickly as she thought about exactly what was going through her mind and she grinned at him.

"I'll be¦you're right, I do think in Hiram sometimes."

"More often than you might be aware. Let's give it a try, sounds interesting to me too?"

"I wonder if we should go get the translator so we can tell them what we want?"

"I think it would be easier than communicating through feelings or whatever."

"Wait here, I'll go get it."

Tamaric nodded, gave her a quick kiss, and she turned and headed off quickly toward their accommodations. Tamaric looked around briefly, but Korica's thoughts and feelings were so vivid it was almost distractive to what he was doing. He closed his eyes for a moment and tried to numb the sensations like he used to be able to do, but Korica was just too distinct in his mind. He opened his eyes and looked toward their room, he saw Korica stepping out into the corridor, and he smiled.

"You're so beautiful, even from a distance." Tamaric thought.

"Thank you Tamaric. You think I stand out that much?"

"Yeah."

"That's sweet of you to think what you're thinking. I'm sorry my thoughts are so distracting for you. You're a lot more distinct in my head too."

"I'll get used to it I guess. You think it's like this for your mom and dad too?"

Korica looked at him as she quickly walked toward him.

"It was at first, but they got used to it after a couple weeks."

"A new kind of confusion to get used too?"

"This kind of existence just isn't normal to us yet, especially for you. My people are born to become paired at some point, and have been for a very long time, but this is new to your people. After a couple hundred generations it will be a genetically anticipated attribute making it feel normal when it does happen."

"A couple hundred?"

"It's just a guess, it could happen sooner for all I know. I'm not a geneticist or behavioral biologist after all."

Tamaric smiled at Korica as she stepped up to him and he spoke aloud.

"Don't get defensive darlin, I tend to think you know everything sometimes."

"As they say, don't put me on such a high pedestal."

"I get your drift."

Korica hooked her hand under Tamaric's arm and they headed further down the corridor. As they walked along, Korica gave Tamaric's arm and gentle but firm squeeze as she gripped his bicep and she smiled as she looked at his arm.

"Your biceps feel really solid and¦big today."

"Different than they usually feel to you?"

"Yes. I know what they feel like when you hook 'em behind my knees. You've definitely grown some."

Tamaric looked around then looked back at Korica and grinned at her.

"You think the evolution of our pairing is making me grow faster?"

"I suppose it's possible, you're capable of drawing sufficient energy from me now to spur significant growth while you sleep but¦we only became centered within the last day. It seems a little unlikely that you would change physically so soon after our pairing evolved to what it is now."

"Then¦you think my growth spurt is tied to yours? You know, how you go through growth spurts in your sleep every couple days or so?"

"I was just thinking that very thing. It seems likely since we're paired and our brains are synchronizing. I might be enticing growth spurts in you as our bodies become more and more similar in the way our brains are producing growth hormones and whatnot."

"You don't think it could be dangerous for me do you?"

"I'm not sure to tell you the truth. Draximan grow like that naturally, but Humans don't normally undergo huge growth in a day or two while they sleep. Your species isn't as robust as mine and it could pose some health concerns if your pulmonary and cardiovascular systems can't adapt to the increased demand by suddenly larger organs or the likes."

"You talk like it's an instant thing that my body won't be able to adapt to."

"That's not too far from it if the growth spurt is as significant as mine sometimes are. The growth occurs while you're asleep and your organs are pretty much idle, just working hard enough to keep you alive while you sleep. When you wake up and start moving around those newly expanded organs and muscle tissue begin to exert stress as they put demands on your other systems that you aren't used to."

"I guess that makes sense. Wouldn't it be a system wide growth though, you know, a balanced development of all my systems and organs?"

"It doesn't work that way for me, but I guess your body might balance what it's doing in order to keep you¦healthy or whatever. I just don't know for sure, I would have to ask the AI about that stuff but we can't exactly do that. For all I know we could be totally misinterpreting my perception of your muscles feeling bigger than I remember them being."

They turned the corner and headed to the right up the cross corridor and Tamaric glanced at Korica and smiled at how pretty she is from a side profile view of her face.

"I don't know love, you're pretty perceptive. It's what makes you such a good pilot and officer. It seems a little hard to believe that you would take note of something, then turn out to be mistaken about your perceptions."

"There you go putting me back up on that high pedestal." Korica said with a big smile.

"You deserve to be placed on a pedestal of some kind. You're an amazing person Korica."

"You're sweet, thank you Tamaric. You're an amazing guy too. I knew it from the moment I laid eyes on you."

"There's that remarkable perception of yours."

Korica laughed and nudged Tamaric playfully then she lifted her arm and looked at the map program. They were only 2 doors down from their target. They walked to the entrance and as they stepped up to the double doors they slid aside, disappearing into the bulkhead. They were a little surprised how sparse the furnishings were in the parlor. There was a rack with recognizable dumbbells and bench press bars hanging on it, but the weights on the items were surprisingly small and there weren't any weights anywhere visible to augment the weight of the dumbbells and bench press bars. The small weights on the press bars looked to be permanently attached to the bars, making it impossible to add any weights in a manner they were familiar with. There were 3 benches and several light blue contoured mats lying directly on the floor with a firm looking neck and head support molded right into them.

The only person in the parlor was a rather sizable goliath of a man wearing tight blue shorts and a light gray shirt that looked 3 sizes to small for the man, judging by the way it was stretched over his torso so tightly that it looked like it wanted to burst if he were to move in the wrong way. He was sitting at a small desk counter looking at a view screen and he looked Korica and Tamaric over briefly. He grinned and stood up and walked up to the pair.

"Are you two looking to get some exercise to start your day off properly?"

Korica smiled and nodded, then she held up a finger and she pulled the translator from under her right arm and she turned it on, and activated the Hundicon from English mode.

"We understand Hundicon, but can't speak it. We would like to get in some exercise, but we need a rigorous routine if possible. We're expected to exercise properly every day."

"Expected? Who expects this of you?"

"We're in something called the civilian corps, it's a semi military branch of civilian service. We aren't in uniform at the moment, but we're here to train with Dederal and Rhe'Tock. Do you know who they are?"

"Yes I do. Your training must be important if they are conducting your training. You two look extremely fit for your apparent ages. If you are in the service, that would certainly explain your impressive physiques. I take it you will be staying on the station for an extended period?"

"We'll be here for several weeks."

"Perhaps I can interest you in an extended package then? Your first visit is complimentary, to see if you like our exercise techniques before committing to anything."

"If the workout proves intense and safe enough, a package sounds like a good idea."

"Take your shoes off and follow me, I will get you started to see if you like gravity amplified resistance workouts."

Korica and Tamaric slipped their shoes off as the man retrieved 3 small rectangular remotes from within the desk he had been sitting at. He then led them to the row of mats on the right side of the room and he held out a remote for Korica and Tamaric.

"These will allow you to adjust the level of resistance. I would suggest that you start with level one and gradually increase the level of resistance as you figure out what level is best for the level of workout you are looking to achieve."

Korica and Tamaric each retrieved a remote and looked at them closely. They were fairly simple in design; there was a green 'on' button and a segmented slider with 10 detent segments. The numbers represented looked completely foreign to Korica and Tamaric, but they understood the principal design enough to know how the device was designed to work. They looked at the man and he grinned at them.

"My name is Brol Devron. You may call me Dev. It is what my friends call me."

"Eight ton gorilla is more accurate." Tamaric said with a smile.

"Tamaric! Be nice." Korica said sternly with a small grin on her face.

"I'm just kidding, he can't understand me."

Korica looked at dev, lifted the translator, and activated it once again.

"My name is Korica and this is my husband Tamaric."

"Husband? You do not look old enough to have participated in the joining of mates ceremony."

"Our people call it marriage. We are in fact pretty young, even for our people, to get married. It wasn't something we planned on engaging in until we got a little older, but a primitive culture that we spent some time with recently knew what Tamaric and I intended on committing to and they performed a joining ceremony for us before we got serious."

"It is none of my business. It is nice to meet you Korica and Tamaric. Lie down and I will show you how the system works?"

Korica set the translator down on the floor and her and Tamaric laid down on their backs on mats next to one another. Dev then walked over to the weight rack and he retrieved 4 dumb bells and carried them back to Korica and Tamaric and set them on the mats next to them where they could easily reach them. He then held up his remote and faced it at them so they could see the face of the device.

"Make sure the resistance level is set at level one, then touch this button at the top of the activator."

Korica and Tamaric held up their remotes and touched the 'on' button and the mats beneath them began to lift them up from the floor with millions of tiny points that contoured to their bodies perfectly, suspending them on a comfortable pillar of points with the neck and headrests supporting their heads. The dumbbells were lifted at the same time keeping them within reach suspended on the same pillar of points.

"Now retrieve the weighted hand bars. As you grasp them, the support will be removed." Dev said.

Korica and Tamaric turned their heads, looked at the suspended dumbbells, reached out, and took hold of them after setting their remotes on their chests. As promised, the support points sunk back into the mat as soon as they took hold of the dumbbells. They curled them a few times and then Korica looked at Tamaric.

"It's going to take a lot more resistance than this for this to do anything meaningful."

"I know, right?"

Dev stepped over to the translator, picked it up, and engaged the automatic translation mode then he set the translator back on the floor.

"Level one is a singular multiple of normal gravity on the station. Are you feeling distress?"

"Hardly," Korica said. "We need a significant increase in the level of resistance if this is going to meet our needs."

"In that case, let go of the weighted hand bar and increase the level of resistance to your desired level. Be forewarned however, each level increases is a multiple of the previous level, not above that of normal gravity on the station."

"So level three is six times that of level one?" Korica asked.

"Yes, now you get it."

"And level four is twenty-four times greater than level one?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes."

Korica smiled at Tamaric and they let go of the dumbbells and the mat extended points to support the weights after they where released, catching them only millimeters after they began to fall. They picked up the remotes from their chests, Tamaric slid the level up to 2, and Korica slid the level up to 3. They then set the remotes back on their chests, reached out, grasped the dumbbells, and the points drew away, melting back into the mats. They then began to curl the dumbbells in and out from outstretched arms to a their chests and the level of resistance was now substantial.

"Oh yeah, that's a lot better." Korica said.

Korica and Tamaric worked with the weights for several reps with Dev encouraging them to push it until they felt the burn in their arms and shoulders. They released the weights and breathed heavily for a few moments then Dev stepped back a little.

"Are you ready to work your chests a little?" Dev asked gently slapping his hands on his huge pectoral muscles.

"Sure." Korica said.

"Turn the system off and you will be returned to the mat surface, then turn over on your stomach. I will demonstrate how the chest exercises are accomplished."

Korica and Tamaric pressed the 'on' button and the supporting points shrank away, lowering them back onto the mats. They then rolled over onto their stomachs and Dev laid down on the mat next to them with his feet pointing toward the headrest and he activated the gravity amplification system. He then lifted himself up on his hands and began performing recognizable pushups, making Korica and Tamaric smile as they turned themselves around so they were facing the same way, with their feet hooked on the headrests. They then turned the system on via their remotes and began committing to pushup reps. The three of them worked out until they felt exhausted.

Dev then led them over to the bench presses and he showed them how to press weights in different ways while lying or sitting on the bench. He was particularly surprised and impressed with Korica's stamina and strength though Tamaric was also impressively strong and resilient. They worked out without complaint or pause until they felt sufficiently sore and satisfied. Korica then asked if there was a place to perform a running exercise and Dev recommended the space view arboretum above the station. It ran almost the entire length of the station in a loop so there was a plenty of space to run up there.

Korica and Tamaric then agreed to a package for the duration of their stay so they could return anytime they wanted to exercise at their leisure. Korica and Tamaric then headed to the aquatics arena and got bathed after their workout. They then headed back to their accommodations, changed into their uniforms, and waited for Aril to show up. While they waited they perused through the entertainment electronic board now that they understood Hundicon. They found a news feed that described happenings around the local systems. As they watched a very attractive blue haired broadcaster with pinkish red skin and brilliant large green eyes, they learned that there was an intriguing race in the planning. It involved 17 space ships from around the local star systems, though anyone was invited to participate if they had sufficient sponsors and a ship that would pass the safety and technological sophistication inspections. It was to be conducted over a specific rout with preplanned obstacles and challenges incorporated into the route to demonstrate the pilots flying ability and the spacecraft's durability and capability. The rout was to cover 3 sectors and the first to cross the finish line would win the grand prize, a brand new ship built by the rend consortium in the Ditranog system, which was 15 light years from the Endrinol system where the Reuopon station was located. The prize ship was fitted with the newest dark energy drive engines giving her the capability of traveling at 20 times the speed of light and she had room for 35 average sized people. She had cargo bays and storage tanks large enough to keep the occupants fed and hydrated for 50 to 60 standard solar days at a time, which was 30 hours long in contrast to the 24 hour day Korica and Tamaric were accustomed to, and there would never be a need to refuel her since she ran on galactic energy that was pervasive throughout the know universe.

When the outline of the race was concluded and a description of the participants currently participating began, Korica leaned against Tamaric as they sat on the edge of the bed and she smiled at him.

"How fun would that be to enter into that race?"

"Sounds like it would be a blast, but we don't have a ship or the experience to enter a race like that."

"Wouldn't it blow their minds if we got Dederal and Rhe'Tock to sponsor us in the Icarus?"

"Yeah, I'm sure they would be dumbstruck, but¦you know that's a fantasy. The captain would never approve of us using the Icarus like that since it would have to be inspected in detail and neither of us knows how to pilot her."

"I know...still sounds like fun though."

"Sounds like the kind of thing that would be right up your alley. That pretty broadcaster said it's an annual race so maybe we can participate in the race another time."

"Would you really take part in it with me?"

"How can you even ask that? Where you go, I go...no matter how crazy or dangerous it is."

"You're sweet. I think I'm gunna like living in this part of the galaxy with things like the Polaris race going on."

There was a tone heard from the other room and Korica squinted for a moment then she smiled.

"Aril's here with the gang from last night."

Tamaric nodded and they hopped off the bed and Korica turned the entertainment board off and placed it on the shelf by the door and they walked out into the other room. Tamaric touched the pyramid shaped symbol with and 'X' in the middle of it, the door slid open, and Aril and the rest of the group stepped in. They were dressed much more conservatively, Aril in a white one piece dress with her chest and shoulders exposed, right to her cleavage and the points of her shoulders, and the dress came down to the top of her knees. She had her hair swept to the side and held in place with a bright gold metallic band with a blue gem of some kind in the center of it.

"You look really nice today Aril." Korica said as she stepped up next to Tamaric.

"Thank you Korica," Aril said in Hundicon, "You look different too. This is a different uniform than you were wearing when you arrived."

"This is our working uniform, not our formal uniform," Korica looked at the rest of the group and smiled. "Tell them they all look nice too. I sort of expected you all to be dressed like you were last night."

Aril turned and faced the group and translated what Korica said. Alyss laughed and stepped closer to Korica and Tamaric.

"If we dressed like we did last night, our instructors would tell us to go home and change immediately. We are allowed to express ourselves in what we wear, but not in a way that causes a distraction when we are supposed to be paying attention to our instructors, not each other."

Korica nodded and then Hineta stepped closer, pulling rock by the hand with her.

"Can we go get something to eat now? I am really hungry." She said looking at Aril.

Korica looked at Aril.

"Tamaric and I have already eaten and exercised this morning, so anywhere you would like to go is fine with us. We'll have some tea or something while you eat."

"There is a sponsored eatery at the learning annex."

"Sponsored? I'm not sure I understand."

"The government provides the food free of charge to all students and guests of the learning annex."

"Ah, full stomachs lead to better concentration?"

"That is the thinking. Not everybody has an unlimited budget to buy meals either. It is a way of helping the families out a little."

"I understand. We don't have a financial system for anything on the Future. It's going to be the same way in Genesis, our capitol city that we're building."

Aril nodded then translated what Korica had said and Hineta smiled.

"I have to go see the Future system on mid term break, it sounds amazing if everything is free."

"Tell her we would love to have her once the negotiations are complete."

Aril translated and then they all headed out into the main corridor. Korica and Tamaric brought up the rear with Aril at their side as they all headed toward the elevators to the right. As they approached the elevators Aril nudged Korica gently and smiled.

"How did you like the performance temporal slip put on?"

"I've never had so much fun. They were really animated in their performance and the music was incredible. The variety to the beat of each song and the incredible range and distinctive voice of the lead singer made for an incredible performance. The big screen behind them made for an interesting show as it seemed to pull everything together."

"I am glad to hear that you enjoyed yourselves so much. I was kind of surprised to see you two improvising the dance moves you saw everyone using to a degree that was interesting and different from what everyone else was doing. You and Tamaric hardly stopped dancing from the time the performance started¦you said you exercised this morning? I am sore as heck and you two danced way harder than I did. I cannot imagine wanting to workout today."

"Tamaric and I have rapid healing capabilities. We draw the needed energy form one another to heal quickly from extended exertion. We are expected to exercise everyday no matter how tired or sore we are."

"You are surprisingly dedicated to the civilian corps values even though they have no real idea what you are doing while you are here."

They stepped up to the elevator doors and Serina touched the panel next to the doors and it came to life and she touched a symbol Korica and Tamaric hadn't seen before, but Korica knew from her information packet that the symbol represented the internal transportation terminal. Korica continued the conversation as they waited for the lift to arrive.

"We're expected to conduct ourselves as if we're on the Future no matter where we happen to be."

"You think other officer would have gone dancing with us?"

"Probably not, unless they were our age and the captain had ordered them to have some fun."

Aril smiled and stared at her for a moment then she looked at Tamaric.

"I was told you were special to your captain, I can certainly see what he likes about you, but it is still a little surprising that he would order you to have some fun."

"He happens to understand our true age and lack of time to¦have fun like we should be at our age."

The lift arrived and the doors slid aside and they stepped into the empty lift and the doors slid closed, the lift then began to rise and Korica looked at Aril.

"Aril, I thought your uncle said our accommodations are on the same level as the learning annex?"

"They are, but it is five miles to the learning annex. Not all of us are in phenomenal shape like you two; I do not want to walk that far¦none of us do. The rest of us are sore from last night."

"Alright, sorry for being insensitive."

"You did not know how far it is."

They rode the rest of the way in quiet until the doors slid apart to reveal a noisy and congested transportation terminal for the high-speed internal transportation system. There were hundreds of people waiting for the transport cars that were more like an articulated bullet train contained within a vacuum tube, which was sealed at the moment.

They walked out into the crowd and stood alongside many other kids their age and slightly younger waiting for the transport. Korica and Tamaric were stunned by the grandeur and enormity of the terminal. Everything had a gleaming white finish reminding them of the Future. They found themselves staring at an outward curved clear tube with sliding doors that were closed at the moment, but very obviously slid to the side to allow boarding of the transport from dozens of locations along its length. There was an illuminated sign above the tube that announced arrival and destination information, which Korica and Tamaric couldn't read. Korica looked at the sign for a moment as the information was updated and then she looked at Aril.

"Does it cost anything to ride the transport?"

"No. This is provided for everyone's comfort and convenience."

"How do you know which transport to get on?" Tamaric asked.

"The blue and white transport is for general traffic and the red and white ones are for transport to the learning annexes. They ride in an independent tube from the general transport except for when they arrive at the transport terminals. There is a terminal every mile or so all the way from the front of the station to its rear."

"So there'll be four stops along the way?"

"Yes. Ours is not the only learning annex on the station either. There are twelve that I know of. Some people prefer to tutor their young with their own kind in different locations throughout the station too."

"I forgot just how many cultures call the station home." Korica said.

"Literally thousands call Reuopon home."

There was a rumble felt through the deck and a blue and white train of transport cars began to emerge in the clear tube. The cars had a narrow pointed shape in the front and the passenger area was cylindrical, matching the shape of the tube perfectly. All of the cars were articulated where they were connected, with blue stripes running down their length. As the transport came to a gentle stop, the clear doors retracted open and the side of the transports slid up over the top of each section making for an enormous opening to step right off or onto the transport cars. The transport was nearly 100 feet long in total with a flexible black and silver connection bushing where each car joined to its neighboring car.

Quite a few people stepped off and then most of the waiting crowd piled onto the transport and then the door slid down, encasing them within the cars as they took their seats in an orderly fashion and then the clear tube doors slid closed and moved in slightly, creating an airtight seal. The transport sat for a moment as the vacuum was equalized within the tube and then the transport slowly moved off and picked up speed very rapidly as it slipped deeper into the tube. The rumble of the transport making its way down the single track rail faded almost as soon as it disappeared from sight and Korica and Tamaric looked around at the 30 kids still waiting, Korica then looked at Aril.

"Do you know all these kids?"

Aril looked around briefly then shook her head and smiled.

"No. I am socially inclined, but I do not know everyone that attends classes at the annex. I only see about ten people that I know personally aside form our group. I see most of these kids every day that I attend classes though. We all eat together before going to our classes."

"Do any of you exercise together in the morning or evening?" Tamaric asked.

Aril laughed and then smiled as she shook her head.

"None of us are in the service like you two are. We bathe and swim together or go for walks in the arboretum above the station, but we do not exercise like you do."

"Hey, about that¦" Korica said. "Does everyone on this station bathe nude?"

"Gracious no! That is something my people are comfortable with, not everyone. There is a general public swimming area where swimwear is required. There are even some cultures on this station that forbid male and females from swimming together, they are that conservative. It is just seen as improper to see each other with so little covering their bodies."

"We aren't that conservative, but we would like to go swimming in a place where everything isn't out in the open for everyone to see."

"I will show you where the conservative pools are sometime."

"I would appreciate that. We just aren't as open minded about nudity as you are."

"I know," Aril said as she put her hand on Korica's shoulder. "I have a sense of some of the things you have experienced, through Tamaric's cerebral disc."

"You know about my past?"

"No. It is just an impression of horrible things being done to you by strangers. Every person that experiences his cerebral disc will take something different away from it depending on his or her level of maturity and empathic development. It is not blatant knowledge per say, at least that is not what it was like for me, it is more feelings and impression of what it is to be a Human from his perspective and a whole set of impressions of his experiences throughout his life. He has extremely strong emotions concerning you, and a very slight sense of you was passed along too. Probably because of your pairing that you talked about. All I know is that you experienced some distasteful things at the hands of male strangers that you were afraid of for some reason."

"I didn't quite know that part of me was imparted through his cerebral disc."

"I am sure not everyone will sense that aspect, but I did. Probably because I was preoccupied with a desire to understand you and Tamaric, I vaguely knew who were opening my mind to things specifically relating to you."

"That makes sense."

The now familiar rumble could be felt through the deck and a transport soon slowed as it entered the transport tube, and this one had red stripes and the occupants already in the cars were made up almost entirely of young children, and a few Korica and Tamaric's age. The transport slowed even further then stopped, and then the tube doors slid apart and the transport car's doors slid up over the cars bodies. All of the waiting passengers stepped up to the transport and they all stepped aboard.

Korica and Tamaric sat down next to one another and Aril sat down next to Korica as the doors slid down and encased the cars. There was a momentary pause, then the transport began to move forward gently at first and then it picked up speed very quickly as it exited the terminal and made a subtle left turn down a secondary track from the one the general transport had taken. The transport moved along virtually silently and it felt as though it was ridding on a cushion of air, but the feeling of acceleration was intense at first, then eased up as the transport quickly reached its final cruising speed. The quick trip to the deceleration phase as they neared the next terminal only took a few seconds surprising Korica and Tamaric. The entire trip was spent within a brightly lit tube that didn't have any visible lighting, the tube outside the transport simply glowed in a bright white light the flooded the cars and tunnel alike with light.

The lighting in the tube became more subdued and the transport slowed rapidly, then a slight rumble could be felt as the braking mechanism grabbed the track, feeling like rough tires rolling under the transport. They then emerged into another terminal and came to a gentle stop. The tube doors then slid open and the transport doors revolved up over the cars revealing a terminal just as large as the one Korica and Tamaric had entered the transport from. An additional 20 people stepped aboard and took a seat, then the doors revolved down and sealed the transport cars as the tube doors in the terminal sealed the tube. The transport then hesitated as before while the vacuum was equalized within the tube. The transport then slowly moved down the tube gently at first then it accelerated rapidly up to a very high velocity.

The same procedure was experienced at each terminal until they reached the learning annex terminal with a completely full transport. Korica figured it only took 10 minutes to make the 5-mile trip, saving a significant amount of time compared to walking the same distance. As the transport doors revolved up over the transport cars, everyone stood up and began stepping out into the terminal area.

Korica and Tamaric followed the group into the corridor and they almost immediately emerged into a large open quad with hundreds of children of every age milling around noisily and off to the right was a serving area with a buffet style food bar. It was a now recognizable form of serving many people a variety of fresh food with a choice of options for what a person wanted to eat. Korica and Tamaric assumed this was something they were going to see often while working around the people from Primran.

"You sure you are not hungry?" Aril asked as she looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"Oh I think we could put some food away." Tamaric said with smile.

"Good¦if I understand that to mean you could put some food away in your stomachs?"

"Yeah, that's what I meant."

"Follow me, I will advise you on some of the more tasty things that they serve in the mornings."

Korica nodded and she could feel her mouth watering, she was hungrier than she was letting on, but Tamaric sensed it, making him feel hunger that he knew wasn't a craving that originated from him. Tamaric took Korica's hand and she smiled at him, then they followed Aril over to the back of the seating area where there were many kids in line waiting for their turn to choose the things that looked enticing to them.

Tamaric chose a selection of fruits that looked interesting to try, knowing that his hunger was the result of Korica's true hunger and if he tried to keep up with her appetite, it would not be healthy for him. Korica on the other hand filled a plate with several different items recommended by Aril in small amounts, which ended up filling her plate nearly to capacity.

As they sat down at a table intended for 4 to be seated comfortably on bench style seats, Tamaric looked around briefly, Aril touched his hand and pointed to a portion of the far bulkhead that had clear doors that were flush with the bulkhead.

"You can get something to drink over there."

Tamaric nodded and kissed Korica's cheek then a shocked expression crossed his face.

"That's on the Future Tamaric. You can kiss me as often as you want while we're here."

"So we don't have to observe all the regulations when we're away?"

"Yes, but I'm not going to be that uptight." Korica thought, making Tamaric smile.

Tamaric then got up and headed over to the cold storage cabinet and Aril looked at Korica and grinned at her.

"What was that all about?"

"We aren't supposed to show public displays of affection when we're in uniform."

Aril wrinkled her face and smiled slightly.

"I take it you plan on ignoring that ridiculous regulation?"

"Within reason, yes. I still have a lot to teach Tamaric about being in the service and behaving like a professional, but some rules can be bent a little without sacrificing our decorum."

"Are you older than him?"

"No, we're the same age. I've been in the service longer and have a lot more training than he does. Some of it was imparted to me through neural suggestion and the rest from my mom and dad. They have executive and command training engrained in them because of their training and some of that was passed on to me when I committed to the deep sharing with them."

"Hmm¦does it go the other way too?"

"Yes. Everything I know and am was shared with them and a small part of me is now a part of them too."

Tamaric returned to the table with two frosty glasses and he sat down, setting one of them in front of Korica.

"I heard a couple kids over there talking about this stuff from Demaska five. It's supposed to be really sweet, but hard to extract."

"Yeah, I heard what they were saying."

"From way over here?"

"No silly, I can hear everything you hear. If it goes through your mind, it goes through mine too."

"Right¦just like how I know everything that was said here at the table."

"Don't get bruised feelings Tamaric, I didn't say anything that wasn't true."

Tamaric looked at her and dipped his chin slightly.

"You make me sound like a little kid that you have to teach everything to." Tamaric thought.

"You know how much I look up to you," Korica thought in return. "You're learning as much from me as I am from you."

"What the heck could you possibly learn from me?"

"We've talked about this before Tamaric. You're teaching me what it's like to be a man and you have a wealth of knowledge in your head that I learn from all the time. When we accessed the cosmic knowledge together, half of it was stored in your memory and half in mine. If I want to learn more I halve to learn it from you."

"I kind of forgot about that, but I think it's more like seventy thirty. Your brain is more advanced than mine and it absorbs information like a sponge. I have to work at it."

"That's changing rapidly honey. I'm not sure if it's because of the changes I accidentally kicked off in the physiology in your brain, or a natural process that was delayed but destined to happen to you once you reached a certain age, but you're neural density is increasing and so the complexity of your brain function and capacity is too. Every time we access the cosmic knowledge more and more of it will be stored within your mind and I'll need you to access it. It's just too much for one person to store, even for two of us it's way too much for us to retain but a small fraction of what's out there. I have tremendous admiration and respect for how advanced and smart you are Tamaric. I have a lot to learn from you."

"Are you two talking about something important?" Aril asked.

Korica looked at her and adjusted her position in her seat.

"I'm sorry Aril. I embarrassed Tamaric with what I said when he went to get us something to drink and I was explaining that he took it wrong. I guess it did kind of sound demeaning, but that's not how I meant it. I was just reminding him how much I admire and respect him."

"You are his wife, I would think that would have to suggest a certain level of admiration and respect. Not to mention this pairing thing that you have mentioned. That goes way beyond any trust and respect than I can possibly imagine with a man."

Korica placed her hand on Tamaric's leg and he looked at her hand then smiled at her as he looked into her beautiful eyes.

"See, she gets it. She didn't see it like you felt."

"I can feel that you respect me as much as I respect you. I'm sorry I took it the wrong way."

"It's ok. I should be more sensitive to your feelings when I say things like that. I could phrase it differently and it wouldn't sound so¦condescending."

Tamaric nodded and leaned to kiss Korica's cheek and she turned her head, kissed his lips, and held the lip lock for a moment then she slowly pulled back, pulling on his lips gently and he smiled at her.

"Ok, I'll give you real kisses from now on since you know when they're coming."

"They're always real when they come from you, but I like kissing your lips. It just says more to me."

Tamaric smiled and nodded and they set in to eating their food. When they were all done eating and the last of their drinks were consumed, they got up and collected their plates, silverware, and glasses, taking them to a pass through window manned by individuals wearing white overcoats that reminded Korica and Tamaric of lab coats from the Future. They then headed across the quad where they met up with the rest of the group and they all headed down a wide, noisy corridor full of children talking excitedly while waiting for the time when classes were scheduled to begin. The conversation within the group was centered on what they were going to do for fun tonight and Korica and Tamaric listened for a time, then when a pause in the conversation came up, Korica spoke to Aril.

"I wish we could go dancing again or something, but we have to get some rest. We'll be starting our day sooner than you tomorrow. We're gunna miss you guys."

"That is right, I forgot that your sense of a day is shorter than ours."

"We're used to a twenty-four hour day. It would mess with our circadian rhythms if we tried to adapt to a thirty-hour day and then we would have to readjust to what's considered a normal day when we go back home."

"I could talk to my uncle about starting your day later? That way you could meet up with us each morning if you want?"

"No, we need to stick to the schedule already in place, but I appreciate the thought."

"Alright. I will show you where my uncle is waiting for you." Aril then turned to the rest of the group. "I will meet you in class. I need to show Korica and Tamaric where their classes are going to be held."

The group agreed and then headed further down the corridor after waving goodbye to Korica and Tamaric. Aril led them back out into the quad and they walked over to the only other corridor leading away from the quad. The corridor was much shorter and narrower, though still considerably wider than the corridors on the Future. They walked halfway to the end of the corridor to an opening that looked as if a set of double doors had been removed to reveal a rather large room with two slightly curved desks that were 20 feet long and 3 feet wide with one residing right behind the other with a separation of 3 feet between the desks and at the front of the room near the apex of the curve of each of the desks was a view screen that covered the entire bulkhead from floor to ceiling and wall to wall. The screen was glowing in a subtle dull greenish blue light and there were 20 seats neatly arranged around the bright white finished desks facing the inactive, but obviously powered up view screen. Aril held out a hand toward the vacant room and she looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"This is where uncle Dederal told me to bring you."

Korica and Tamaric stepped up to the doorway, looked around briefly, then they both looked at Aril.

"Do you know where he is?" Korica asked.

"No. I would imagine he will be here pretty soon."

"Ok. Thank you Aril."

"You are welcome. Hey, think about coming with us tonight. I know your day will be different than ours, but we can still meet up and go out. I was hoping to take you somewhere different tonight."

"Not the foot works?" Tamaric asked.

"No. With temporal slip playing, a reservation is required. I was lucky to be able to get us in last night, I had a reservation in place for days to insure I could go see 'em."

"But¦you didn't know we were coming. How did you get us in?"

"I always reserve the same table and it seats sixteen."

"Oh."

"We'll think about going out with you tonight. Let us see how stressful the day is first." Korica said.

"May I com you after my classes are done?"

"Sure. That would be great."

"Where did you want to take us?" Tamaric asked.

"There is a place called untamed. We can dance there, but the music is way different from what you experienced last night."

"Different how?"

"It is rhythmic dance music with no lyrics. It is electronically produced on the spot and spontaneously. It is not written or choreographed music, unlike what temporal slip produces."

"I'm not sure I understand." Korica said.

"I do." Tamaric said, then he looked at Korica. "Search my mind for techno dance clubs from the early part of the new millennium to the late twenties. We studied the fad in school back on Earth. It started in the nineteen eighties, but really took off after the new millennium."

Korica nodded and looked at Aril.

"Tamaric is excited about the prospect of experiencing something he studied when he was in school, even if it's on the opposite side of the galaxy."

"So you want to go out tonight?"

"Yes, if we aren't too tired."

"Great, I will com you after I get out of class."

"Alright."

"Good luck with whatever you have to study about."

"Thanks, same to you." Korica said.

"See ya' later Aril." Tamaric said.

Aril then turned and headed back up the corridor. Korica looked into the empty room and Tamaric took her hand making her look at him.

"What's the odds of two cultural parallels concerning music tastes occurring on opposite ends of the galaxy? It seems too weird to believe."

"I'm starting to understand what you're so excited about now that I know what you studied. The odds are pretty low that two styles of music would be so familiar, but it's pure coincidence, not shared knowledge as you're thinking. These people have never heard of Humans or Earth and they have certainly never been to the other side of the galaxy."

"It just makes you wonder. I know that's a far fetched idea."

"There are over two hundred billion stars in the milky way with more than half containing planets, a great deal of which are life bearing. The odds of these people having contact with your world are next to none given those astronomical numbers and the sheer distance between their world and yours."

"A person tends to forget how vast the galaxy is when something so impossible and remarkable makes it seem so familiar and small from opposite ends."

"I understand what you're saying. The kids here are so identifiable. They like the same things we do."

Footsteps and the familiar essence of Dederal and Rhe'Tock caught their attention, they looked down the corridor toward the quad, and they saw them both walking toward them. They both had electronic pads in their hands and warm smiles on their faces.

"Hello ensign Prentor, cadet Prentor," Dederal said. "I am sorry we were not here to greet you. We were getting the latest information on the modifications being carried out on the Brindon so we can pass along the most accurate information possible."

"Modifications?" Tamaric asked with a furrowed brow.

"Automation." Korica offered.

"That is correct ensign Prentor. The Brindon is designed to be manned by a crew of twelve hundred in rotating shifts of four hundred at a time. In order for this to work, the ship must be modified so a crew of two can run it¦remotely. We will update your training as the systems are modified and or augmented to make that possible."

"How fast will the ship be capable of traveling?"

Dederal smiled and looked at Rhe'Tock as he gently patted Korica's shoulder.

"Always the consummate engineer, just as I said." Dederal then looked at Korica. "All things in time ensign Prentor. The ships speed capabilities are another factor that is being significantly enhanced since there is no crew to feel the ill affects of intense radiation."

"Radiation? The Brindon is nuclear powered?" Tamaric asked.

"No. Oppositely charged matter fusion through a reactive artificial subspace barrier that is suspended within a pure, electromagneticly contained, vacuum."

"Korica understands that, but it sounds a little confusing to me. Do you store or create the oppositely charged matter on the spot?"

"Everything will be explained at the proper time. Please come take a seat and we will begin discussing the Brindons design aspects. Propulsion characteristics will be discussed later in your lessons."

"Alright, sorry sir."

"You need not apologize for a healthy and appropriate curiosity. I promise to teach you everything you need to know about the Brindon."

Korica and Tamaric nodded and stepped into the room with Dederal and Rhe'Tock following right behind them. Korica and Tamaric walked around the first long desk, walked behind the one closest to the front of the room, and sat down as close to the center of the slightly crescent shaped desk as possible. The chairs were very comfortable, which Tamaric was glad for since he knew they would be spending hours seated in them. Dederal walked to the front of the room while Rhe'Tock took a seat at the end of the desk Korica and Tamaric were seated at. Dederal placed and electronic pad in front of Korica then Tamaric then he produced a small teardrop shaped device from his pocket and he slipped an elastic band attached to the device around his middle finger so the device would remain in the palm of his hand with his fingers resting on the 4 buttons on the side of the device facing his hand.

Dederal then faced the view screen, aimed his hand at the screen, and pressed one of the buttons on the device in his hand and a 3 dimensional image of the Brindon popped onto the screen stretching from one end of the view screen to the other.

"I give you the Brindon spatial manipulation research vessel. We will start from the outer hull construction and work our way to the interior construction. Then we will start covering the systems and the theories concerning some of those systems. As you might imagine, some of the more complex systems are the first of their kind for my people and they are experimental in nature, though I am sure some of the technologies and technical aspects you will recognize from your own knowledge of advanced space research technology and techniques."

Aboard the Future, in Laurel and Jake's bedroom, the lights rose in intensity to half illumination and the AI called out into the room.

"Laurel, Jake? It is zero four hundred."

Laurel stirred and blinked a few times as she rolled away from Jake's back, which she had been snuggled up to, and she looked at the com panel by the door leading to her mother's quarters.

"Thanks for waking us. Did captain Alexan talk to the senior staff?"

"Yes he did. The fragment is being examined for possible reproduction. The idea of you being allowed to produce the invite probe will be addressed when we get back to the Future planet at which time a civilian representation can be assembled and consulted with the possibility. The civilian corps is not going to move forward with the idea until the civilian population is allowed to way in on the subject. There was even talk of the entire population being allowed to vote on the subject."

"I guess that means he understands the seriousness of the idea?"

"Quite so."

Laurel rolled her head and found Jake staring at her with a grin on his face.

"Hi beautiful," Jake said softly.

"Morning my sexy man. You slept good, hunh?"

"Yeah I did. The deep sharing really helped¦that and a good roll in the hay with you."

"Jake!" Laurel said with a big smile, "The AI is listening."

"So, the AI knows when we make love," Jake said as he lifted his wrist with the bio monitor strapped to it.

"I will never divulge what you two do in private," The AI said.

Laurel rolled her head and looked at the com panel.

"You still don't watch us and you'll always maintain that discretion right?"

"The discretion yes, but I have observed you in the throws of passion while you were on the surface. I have isolated the visual record so none have access to it except for the captain. I would suggest a little more discretion if you do not want others to see you making love."

Laurel looked at Jake and playfully smacked his shoulder.

"I told you! No more of that in public."

"I'm sorry babe, you were into the idea just as much as I was."

"I know. No more booze, ever! It clouds our judgment and senses too much."

"Agreed."

Jake leaned forward and kissed Laurel then rolled off the bed as he stood up and he looked over at the com panel.

"You don't watch us up here though, right?"

"No. I do not monitor what occurs in your quarters except to listen for the signs of distress. Anything heard is not recorded or capable of being listened to by others. If I know you are engaged in intimacy, I will not allow anyone to access the sensors in your bedroom. The same thing is done for everyone on the Future. People need to feel that they can go somewhere where privacy is achievable. It is a fundamental psychological need to feel they are not being observed at all times, everywhere they go."

"Alright, that makes me feel better."

Laurel then moved to the edge of the bed, Jake put his hand out, and she placed her hand in his and he pulled her to her feet, and then they stepped against one another and embraced each other with a tight hug. Laurel then pulled her chin form Jake's shoulder and she gave him a prolonged lip lock kiss. They then separated and walked to the end of the room and collected their clothes from the recessed drawers and carried them back to the bed and got dressed together. They then made their way to separate bathrooms and brushed their teeth and hair then met up in Laurel's mother's quarters. They then headed down to the mess hall and ate breakfast, then worked out strenuously. They then headed back up to their quarters, showered, and then got dressed for their trip over to the other Future.

When they were finished getting ready, they met up with Amelia and they said good morning, Laurel enjoying a prolonged hug with her mother, then they headed over to John's quarters and Jake experienced the same warm embrace after they said good morning to John. Laurel and Jake then headed down to the common area and inquired whether the captain was ready to head over to the other Future. The AI confirmed that the crew was assembling in the main hangar for the trip over. Laurel and Jake then headed to the main hangar and they stepped up to the captain and waited until he was done talking with the officers in his presence. The captain then turned and grinned.

"Good morning you two. The AI told me you were on schedule, so I skipped paging you. It's refreshing to be able to rely on someone to be where they're expected to be without having to seek them out to remind them."

"Good morning sir." Laurel said. "I'm sorry the civilian techs are giving you so much headache about being on time."

"I never said anything about who I was eluding to. Are you reading my mind?"

"Not on purpose and not directly. We're just getting better at reading your feelings. Subtle variations in your feelings can be interpreted into what you're thinking about at the moment that you're saying something. We do it without even thinking about it sir."

"Isn't that part of the reason you want us with you sir?" Jake asked. "Because we can read what a person is thinking when they're talking to you?"

"You got me there. I guess I hadn't counted on your astounding abilities being used on me too."

"I would rather not think about it being used on you sir. You read what a person is thinking by reading micro expressions and blatant body language, our abilities just work in a way that is far less subjective; it's just an extension of that same instinctive ability or behavior."

"I have to remember that you two¦and a great many people among us, operate on a whole different level of perception than the rest of us old timers."

"You aren't that old sir. The gene just isn't active in you like it is in the rest of us, but you still carry it within you, everyone does."

"Thank you for the compliment Laurel. Are you trying to give me hope for any offspring I might sire?"

Laurel smiled and shrugged her shoulders.

"I can think of worse things than for a child to be able to call you daddy sir." Jake said.

"I had a child back on Earth Jake. I outlived him and don't look forward to that happening again."

"I know sir. I'm sorry he was killed in an accident at such a young age."

"It drove his mother to suicide, and he never showed any signs of being gifted. Otherwise he would've survived his injuries."

"That's a recent evolutionary ability sir. I don't think there are very many of us capable of healing ourselves and others like Jake and I can."

"You're driven to be alone so you don't have to take a chance that you'll lose another child like you did before?" Jake asked quietly.

"Don't probe my motivations Jake. I don't like it."

"Sorry sir, it just came to me. I shouldn't have asked that."

"I'm more open to you two than any other living soul, but I want you to keep revelations like that to yourselves."

"Yes sir. We keep tripping over our abilities around you."

The captain grinned at him and patted his shoulder gently.

"You two are keenly aware of the people and events around you, but you still need to learn when to exhibit discretion in what you become aware of. That will come with age. You're both still very young deep inside."

Laurel looked at Jake and he grimaced then looked at the captain and nodded somberly.

"Don't get hurt feelings because I know what's inside you Jake. I'm saying that I forgive you as long you learn from your mistakes."

"Yes sir, thank you. We've made some big mistakes and we're constantly learning from them."

"As we all do son. Such is life as a fallible Human being."

A group of 7 civilian technicians carrying equipment bags stepped into the hangar at that moment, the captain wrinkled his face in frank irritation with their tardiness, and then he looked at Laurel and Jake.

"You two climb aboard, we'll be leaving in just a few minutes." The captain said softly.

"Yes sir." Laurel replied.

"Thank you sir." Jake said.

The pair then turned and headed for the Icarus and as they stepped on the boarding ramp they saw the captain having heated words with the technicians and Laurel glanced at Jake, as they kept moving up the ramp.

"I wouldn't want to be in their shoes," Laurel thought. "He's pissed."

"No kidding. If it was one of us, I don't even want to think about what he would say or do." Jake thought in return.

The two of them stepped up into the cabin and took a seat in two seats at the rear of the seating area and the pilot and copilot looked back at them and smiled, making Laurel and Jake smile in return and raise a hand.

"It's nice to see you again Laurel and Jake." The pilot said. "You look well rested. I hope that means we can rely on your protective efforts over there again?"

"You can count on it sir," Laurel said. "No one's going to mess around in your head while we're around."

"I appreciate that. I don't want those people poking around in my skull."

"They might just find things that would make them blush." The copilot said jokingly.

"Oh hush Olivia. You got way more torrid things in your mind than I do." They both laughed at one another and then went back to their tasks for getting the primary systems online.

Laurel and Jake sensed in a flash that the two had a clandestine relationship going on and they were very fond of one another. Something that started as tension relief between friends had blossomed into something far more meaningful since becoming sexually involved. Laurel looked at Jake and grinned big and he nodded.

"Yeah, I sense it too." Jake thought.

"I guess even lower ranking officers want to keep things discrete when it comes to relationships." Laurel thought in return.

"You can't blame 'em with the cast iron broad running the show for the captain. She doesn't tolerate distractions and those two love being on the primary flight roster. They're just afraid of being sidelined because they're falling in love with each other."

The rest of the team began boarding the ship behind the captain, who patted Jake's shoulder as he walked past.

"You really think Melissa would take a couple off the flight roster just because they're involved?" Laurel thought.

"Absolutely. If Korica and Tamaric didn't have the captain on their side, neither of 'em would be allowed in the pilot's seat except to make supply runs. The same goes for you and I once we sign up. A pilot is going to hesitate to do what's necessary if his or her mate is in the other seat."

Laurel looked down for a moment as she debated what she would do if she didn't have the amazing abilities she possess lurking inside her and she realized Jake and the XO were absolutely right, she would hesitate to put Jake's life in peril, possibly costing others their lives by allowing an enemy to slip through a defensive line or something similar.

"I guess it's a natural instinct to protect the one we love, but she sees it as a weakness."

"As much as I hate to admit it, she's right. It is a weakness when facing hostiles babe. Elite fighter pilots need to have no hesitation to go into heated situations. Tamaric will gain that confidence once he and Korica realize how powerful they are together. You and I are nearing that point too. The age of discovery, remember hearing that said?"

Laurel looked at Jake and smiled just as the boarding ramp began to retract into the hull and the power systems began to hum louder from behind them.

"You're so smart Jake. I hadn't even put that together yet."

"I think that's only part of what he meant, but at least that much makes sense now."

The Icarus gently lifted off and rotated around so it was facing the hangar door and the pilot called the Future for departure clearance as the hull skin rose up over the windows, obscuring the view outside the ship. The AI confirmed departure clearance and the Icarus gently hovered toward the hangar as the door began to open. Laurel looked at the concealed compartment and Jake nodded and reached over and opened it and pulled out two halos and handed one to Laurel. They slipped them over their heads and engaged them and linked into the ships computing system, giving them a HUD view of the hangar as they slipped out of it and banked over toward the other Future.

Laurel looked back toward the Future and she noticed a marked elevation in her energy signature from what would be considered normal while she was sitting still in space. Laurel wondered for a moment what the ship was doing that required the negative matter core to be run at such an elevated state of output, then it dawned on her that the AI was not only encasing all of them in a cocoon of quantum manipulated shield energy, but the AI was running everything on the other Future in the place of its destroyed AI. Laurel now looked at the other Future as they approached her and there was the distinct energy signature of her negative matter core detectable. The gaping holes in her hull made it impossible to hide such an intensely energetic reading from bleeding out into space. Laurel knew it would make the ship seemingly glow like a star if her shield wasn't run at one 100%, which was going to be virtually impossible with all the damage done to the enhanced signal processors since they were tied directly into the primary sensors, meaning they wouldn't be able to see anything through the shield if it were running at 100%. In the end Laurel knew it didn't matter since the second they arrived in their own universe and powered down the star drive, the ship was going to suffer a catastrophic overload and then explode violently.

Laurel pushed the thought deep down inside and forgot about it, so as to avoid detection just as the Icarus came to a dead stop facing the lower hangar on the damaged Future. The pilot and copilot initiated intense passive scanning to detect the location of all the life signs on the ship, and then they called out to the Future for permission to land. The colonel's voice rang out in reply.

"The hangar will be depressurized momentarily. You're clear to land in the main hangar as soon as the door is opened."

"Understood colonel," The pilot replied, "If I may ask, why did you repressurize the hangar? That seems like a waste of consumables to do that without a ship in the hangar."

"Your crew over here insisted on scanning the hangar for debris cast off by your ship while it was here. Something about cold static holding micro debris to the hangar deck even when exposed to the vacuum of space. Anything that was under the landing gear feet while it was parked on your ship would've been carried over and possibly transferred to the hangar deck when it landed in the hangar here."

"That actually makes a lot of sense. We take for granted the tasks that our AI carries out with servo drones. You don't have that luxury anymore."

"No we don't. We have plenty of servo drones, but no AI to task them. They sit all over the ship and we can't move them out of the way. It's really a pain in the¦drone."

"uuuh, you know if you open the rear panel you can shut down the particle accelerator in them and the magnetic lock to the deck will fade in a few minutes? The electromagnetic anchors require constant power to maintain their hold."

"I wasn't aware it was that easy."

The pilot looked back at the captain and held his hands up with a look of disgusted question at the colonel's ignorance of how the servo drones function. The captain grinned and put a hand up and shook his head gently to say just let it go. The pilot smiled and looked at the copilot and she shook her head too, then they looked forward to see the hangar door begin to rise. Once the door was all the way open, the pilot maneuvered the Icarus into the hangar and then disengaged the stealth system, making the ship optically visible. They then deactivated the shield and settled the ship to the hangar deck and began powering down the power systems as the hangar door descended.

Laurel and Jake pulled their halos off and stowed them in their compartment then pushed it closed. They all sat quietly after that until the pilot reported a breathable pressure atmosphere outside the ship, though the carbon dioxide level was slightly above normal expected levels. The captain nodded and they all stood up as the captain looked at the copilot.

"Do me a favor? They're recycling the air in the hangar and they aren't checking the scrubber levels when it's reused for breathable air. Will you make sure they get a quick lesson in how to do that?"

"Yes sir. They seem a little clueless about a great many things on this ship."

"I won't argue that point. Tagert was never trained how to run or maintain the Future, he's just figuring it out as he goes. His people are afraid to tell him he's doing things wrong."

"I suppose that's what happens when you lead by fear alone."

"Don't let it get to you lieutenant. You have real talent all around you on our Future, that's what matters."

"Yes sir."

The pilot activated the boarding ramp and opened the cargo hatch and everyone began to file out into the hangar. Laurel and Jake were among the first few to step out into the hangar since they were seated at the back of the Icarus, and they were relieved to find the air in the hangar quite comfortable. The air was a little hard to breath due to the high carbon dioxide levels, but it was comfortably warm and the humidity level was significantly higher than it was last time they were aboard. Laurel assumed someone had passed along that it was easier to keep a humid environment warm than a dry one.

When the captain stepped off he looked at Laurel and Jake and dipped his chin slightly.

"I want you two with me. There may be a need a to separate you at some point, but not for as long as on your last trip over here, I promise."

Laurel and Jake nodded, but said nothing and the captain patted Laurel's shoulder then looked around expectantly, wondering where his crew was. Seconds later commander Grimes stepped through the passageway door and walked over to the captain with a data pad in her hand.

"The latest repair progress reports sir. It took a little longer than expected to get the updated information from all of the individual teams so I could give you the most accurate information possible."

"I appreciate your diligence lieutenant. I was concerned when you weren't here to greet us. The threat of what these people are capable of is always in the back of one's mind."

"I know what you mean sir. We've been moving around in groups of three or more as you ordered just to be sure someone can get word to the AI should someone fall victim to the people over here."

The captain nodded then touched the screen on the data pad and began going through the progress reports and he was pleased to see that every team was ahead of schedule despite the colonel's men taking up valuable time with a flurry of questions that are being answered honestly and accurately so the colonel and his people can run the ship properly once the repair teams are gone. It took a few minutes to examine all of the reports then the captain looked at the lieutenant.

"Have there been any reports of voices in the back of the mind?"

"No sir. I think Laurel and Jake got the message across."

The captain looked at Laurel and Jake standing a short distance away as they looked around the hangar and he concentrated on his wonder if they were blocking and monitoring. Laurel seemed to look straight ahead for a moment then they simultaneously looked at the captain and Laurel grinned and nodded.

"Just checking." The captain said.

Jake now nodded and the pair stepped closer to the captain.

"We aren't going to let them get at you sir." Jake said.

"I was just curious if you could sense what I was thinking while blocking for us."

"Yes sir," Laurel said. "We still had the mental attention left to wonder how the hangar here held up so well when the ship was attacked."

"Impressive. You know as well as I do that this hangar is reinforced to withstand explosions from within as well as from outside of it."

"If the door is closed and magnetically sealed, but the door was stuck hanging open. With the shield down and the pounding the ship was sustaining this place should've been devastated. I'm sure it would've taken some serious blasts without too much structural damage, but there isn't any signs of damage at all. It just doesn't make sense."

The captain looked around for a moment then he stared at the closed and sealed door and it struck him that Laurel was absolutely right. An open hangar would've been an irresistible target to an enemy bent on destroying the Future. The captain then slowly looked over at the 1 mining shuttle sitting in the hangar and his blood ran cold as he realized what the conditions suggested might have been going on. He then slowly looked at the lieutenant.

"When your relief shows up¦I want an active scan performed on that shuttle by the Icarus as she departs the hangar. I want you on the Icarus to observe the scan results. Look for¦foreign genetic material. Even the slightest trace¦don't report your findings until I come back aboard the Future."

"I understand sir."

"Where's Tagert right now?"

"Asleep by last report."

"Good. Show the first relief team where they're needed and prepare your other teams to be relieved shortly. I'll have the ships loaded and brought over as soon as we exit the hangar."

"Yes sir. The teams are tired, we've been working as hard as possible to keep on schedule."

"I can see that," The captain said as he handed the data pad back to the lieutenant. "You all make me proud to be your captain. I know when I need you to address our own repairs, I can count on you to get the job done."

The lieutenant smiled and turned and headed toward the doorway leading to the cross corridor where the transport platform by the stasis ring entrance was located. Everyone followed her until the hangar was empty with the exception of the flight crew of the Icarus who sealed themselves in the Icarus to await depressurization of the hangar so they could make a return trip to pickup more of the relief crews to be brought over.

The arriving crew transported to the atmospheric control room and then dispersed throughout the ship as lieutenant Grimes assigned them work tasks for their shift. The captain made his way down to the negative matter space with Laurel and Jake right on his heels. He looked over the readings and observed the colonel's people monitoring and adjusting the control apparatuses manually in the absence of an AI to handle the constant adjustments required to keep the core and output regulator circuits balanced. He was relieved to find that they were paying close attention to their stations and they seemed to know exactly what to do thanks to some intensive updated training from the captain's team that had been left to administer the necessary training.

The captain looked over the readings without disturbing the personnel monitoring their stations, he looked at Laurel with a furrowed brow, and he pointed at the high frequency harmonic levels. Laurel nodded slowly and waved the captain away form the woman working at her station so they wouldn't distract her. They walked a few feet away and the captain leaned toward Laurel.

"That's the best they're going to get with a Human taking the place of the AI sir," Laurel said in a soft voice. "The AI makes hundreds of adjustments per second to maintain a steady sine wave. It'll get a lot worse as they crank up the star drive, not to mention what it'll be like when they try to initiate the focused energy necessary to punch a hole between universes. The negative matter core was just never meant to be run manually."

"I'm relieved you have such a grasp on what's going on. You think those readings are safe?"

Laurel glanced past the captain at the monitor and then she looked back at the captain.

"Not if it were our AI allowing the levels to drift like that, but for a person's ability to react to change and adjust the signal buffers accordingly? Yes, it's the best you're going to get, like I said. They're actually doing a pretty good job of staying on top of the dynamic changes."

The captain glanced back at the readings then looked at Laurel and Jake and grinned slightly.

"That's at point three percent. I don't think I would want to be down here when they crank the core up to fifty percent to punch between universes."

"Neither would we since it'll probably take a little more than fifty percent to not only punch a hole in the subspace barriers but keep the shield running dense enough to protect the ship from being torn apart."

The captain nodded and then looked up at the congested maze of plumbing and fixtures overhead.

"I hope the shield system holds together. We've hobbled things back together around their original patchwork just to get the system assembled in a way that makes it functional without the AI controlling the system."

Laurel and Jake looked up with the captain and Jake sighed.

"Luckily the shield system utilizes a byproduct of the reactions occurring within the negative matter core. Once it's engaged, it should be self maintaining and fairly straight forward to keep it stabilized."

"This crap is so far over our heads¦" The captain looked at the pair and smiled. "No pun intended, it's a miracle these people were able get any of this functioning after the elder race deliberately sabotaged their systems remotely. I suspect you had a hand in getting things working the way they were supposed to. The other you that is."

"It's possible," Laurel said. "She doesn't have access to the cosmic knowledge without her Jake around, but I sensed that she's pretty darn smart anyways. She has the same intuitive learning capability that I have."

"I figured as much. Let's go have a look at the main engine control room? I want to make sure things are being monitored just as closely back there."

"Yes sir."

They then climbed back up to deck 19 and headed aft to the emergency escape tunnel so they could bypass the corridor with a damaged pressure regulator valve for the environmental control system. They floated up the emergency escape tunnel to deck 23, then climbed out and headed aft to the main stairwell. The climbed back down to deck 19, where the stairwell was permanently sealed shut to isolate one of the smaller breaches in the inner hull at deck 18, which in turn led to a rather sizable breach in the outer hull. They were then able to walk all the way back to the main engine control room.

When they arrived in the main engine control room, they found more diagnostics being conducted with a group of 9 people, including 4 from the Future native to this universe.

"Something's wrong." Laurel said very quietly as she pointed at the huge engine display screen.

They stepped up to the group and the captain cleared his throat making the whole group look at him. The 4 crewmembers from the Future stood up straight and saluted the captain, he returned the salute, and the 4 looked at Laurel and Jake briefly and smiled then looked back at the captain.

"We've found a problem sir," A very pretty blond second-class ensign reported. "The main engines are functional¦with the exception of numbers one and three¦but we have a problem with the gimbal actuators. We can't direct the thrust from numbers two and four at all and number six has a limit of three degrees of gimbal angle available."

"That's not going to work. We need to give them the ability to maneuver using the main engines. Thrusters are utterly useless at high velocity."

"Not to mention the fact that number six won't come back to zero angle. It's going to kick the stern of the ship to port when it's fired."

"Wonderful!" the captain turned and took a few steps away as he tapped his cranial transceiver on. "Future?"

"Yes captain?"

"I need you to perform a detailed scan of the main engines external components to ascertain why we're having trouble gimbaling numbers two, four, and six main engines."

"My diagnostic activities on that ship detected a mechanical jam of the mechanisms that move the engine bells for thrust vectoring. The actuators were being strained against the jam and tripped offline to protect them from overload. I can reset them if you would like, but I would not recommend doing that until the nature of the jammed mechanisms can be examined and corrected."

"You can't analyze the damage?"

"I have already done so. There is a significant amount of debris from the destruction of numbers one and three main engines, which was blown free, impacting the other engines components located outside the ship."

"Can we cut away the obstructions to free up the remaining engines?"

"Yes. I believe that would be the prudent course of action. Any debris penetrating the functional engine bells and sub components should not be removed. Anything protruding into the reaction areas will be burned away when the engines are ignited, but removal of said debris will allow for small escapes of the high velocity charged particles, which will burn away at those small escape paths making them larger, possibly putting adjacent components in danger of being exposed to high temperatures they were never designed to withstand."

"Got it, cut 'em free, but don't try to fix what's already working."

"Yes. With no way of producing adequate replacement components, it is paramount that no further damage be done to the engines that are functional."

"Ask the Sorgina if she'll donate a ship to bring over a damage repair team to address the problem since our ships are tied up with the relief crew transports."

"Understood. Would you like me to page the most qualified personnel to make up the team to work on the external engine bell articulation problem?"

"Yes. We need people that are familiar with the engine components so no mistakes are made. Be sure to specify that anything cut away must be retrieved and brought aboard this ship."

"Understood. If I might suggest, the shield system diagnostics are indicating that the shield system is nearing readiness to be engaged. If the shield is engaged at one percent with a density of point four meters with a singular polarity, any debris that breaks free can be encased within the tenuous shield envelope, preventing the debris from drifting away."

"That's a good idea. Can you engage the shield from there?"

"Yes. I would recommend that you alert the personnel over there before I do that so they are not caught by surprise, resulting in them shutting it down."

"I'll let 'em know and get back to you when we're ready to have you fire up the shield system."

"Understood."

The captain tapped his transceiver into standby mode and looked back to the engine display board. He then stepped closer to the group looking at him intently.

"The AI knows where the problem lies. It's going to require a team to cut away some tangled mess among the engines. There's a physical jam obstructing the engine bells from moving properly. You might have heard I'm having a repair team assembled to address the problem from outside the ship. The shield is just about ready to be fired up so we need to get back to the negative matter core control room so we can alert them to what's about to happen. The AI is going to engage the shield at a very low setting. It'll be just enough to keep any debris from drifting away. Once it's fired up the colonel's people can keep it running permanently. The AI will monitor and adjust the shield for now, but eventually it'll have to be adjusted manually."

"We know how to tie it into the negative matter core so when one is increased in power, the other will be simultaneously adjusted so long as we compensate for the gravimetric side affect created by the shield envelope when it's ramped up¦the AI used to do that for us."

"The first stage gravity buffer is supposed to nullify that affect," Laurel said. "Is there a problem with the buffer anodes?"

"Yeah, they were completely destroyed. A two thousand degree fire tends to do that pretty quickly."

Laurel glanced at the captain then looked down for a moment.

"Sorry¦I keep forgetting exactly what you people went through."

The captain gently patted Laurel's back.

"Hopefully you'll never have to experience anything like that."

Laurel looked at him and gently nodded.

"I suppose it's the worst nightmare of anyone living or working in space."

"Hope to shout. Let's get back to the negative matter core so we can alert the people there that the shield system is about to come online."

The captain then looked back at his crewmembers.

"Your relief will be here shortly. Try to get some solid rest after you eat and debrief. We need you sharp when you come back over here."

"Eye sir." The 4 of them said in concert.

The captain then headed for the transport platform, with Laurel and Jake following right behind him.

On the Reuopon station, Korica and Tamaric learned a great deal about the construction of the Brindon while asking many questions so they could understand the complex nature of the ship completely. Rhe'Tock listened and observed Korica and Tamaric's ability to learn something as complex as the technical aspects of a ship as complex and advanced as the Brindon until he was convinced that Korica and Tamaric were every bit as bright and capable as the captain had boasted. He then quietly left the room and Dederal continued the lessons for a further 4 hours. He then broke for a 20-minute break, at which time Korica and Tamaric got something to drink, used the restroom, then returned to the classroom. The lessons then continued until time for the mid meal.

"You two get something to eat and then I will collect you to take you to the mental conditioning lab where Rhe'Tock will conduct your mental training exercises and simulator training." Dederal said.

"Alright," Korica responded. "Thank you for being so patient with us. I know we asked a lot of questions that you probably hadn't counted on."

"I would have been concerned if you had not asked questions. It tells me you are trying to understand what you are being taught. You are both extremely smart and I am relieved that you are grasping the information so readily."

"Thank you Dederal," Tamaric replied with a grin. "Korica is the one that comprehends what you're teaching us and I'm gaining an understanding of it thanks to her."

"Whatever the reason or method, the fact is, you are going to learn the massive amount of information I have to pass along to you, so I am happy to explain it in detail since I know it is being retained."

"So we'll need to be right here tomorrow morning?" Korica asked.

"Yes. We will begin your lessons at what you consider to be seven in the morning and when the morning meal is ready to be served, we will take a break so you can get something to eat with Aril and her friends."

"From our perspective the day is going to start earlier and earlier compared to everyone else's perspective as the days go by."

"It is a necessary side affect of your sense of a twenty four hour day. Every four days you will gain a full twenty four hours on the rest of us so your mornings will coincide once again."

Tamaric nodded slowly as he got it.

"So we should go out with Aril every four days, not every night?"

"That is entirely up to you, but it sounds like a sound idea. Aril spends a great deal of time socializing with her friends everyday. Some of their activities I do not particularly care for, but I am her uncle, not her father, so I express my concerns, but can do nothing to rain her in."

"She took us to an amazing show last night at the foot works and she wants us to go out with her again tonight."

"As long as you can get the proper rest to remain alert during the day¦she reassured me that she would take you places that are safe and appropriate for individuals of your age and status, so you will have to decide for yourselves. I feel confident that you will have a good time, just do not overdo it."

Korica looked at Tamaric and he nodded.

"Me too love." Tamaric thought. "We should wait until our evenings sort of line up again."

Korica and Tamaric then headed for the exit and turned left and headed toward the quad. There was a low buzz of conversations as children of varying ages went about selecting their food then sitting with their classmates as they ate. Korica and Tamaric walked to the rear of the seating area where the line had formed up to wait their turn to select their meal items. Once Korica and Tamaric were able to take their turn filling their plates, they went to the cold storage compartment and retrieved a tall glass of the dark liquid that everyone seemed to be favoring, and then they looked around to find Aril.

They finally found her sitting at a table with the usual group, plus a few individuals they had never seen before. Korica and Tamaric walked over to the table and Aril and the group greeted them warmly, scooting closer together to make room for them to sit down next to one another. Aril introduced Korica and Tamaric to the people they didn't know, then she inquired how the day was going for Korica and Tamaric.

"We've learned a lot, but we still have a ton of information to cover," Tamaric said. "Your uncle is being patient with us as he tries to explain things in a way that we can understand the complicated information we need to learn. It's definitely going to take a while to teach us everything we need to know."

"What is he trying to teach you that is going to involve that much information?"

Tamaric looked at Korica for her input into what they could reveal. Korica nodded subtly, understanding what he was thinking. He had revealed things in the past that she had to remind him to keep quiet about and he didn't want a repeat of how it made him feel to have her gently remind him to shut up about certain elements of their lives or what they were doing at the time. Korica placed her hand on his thigh and looked at Aril and the rest of the group that didn't seem to be particularly paying them any attention as they continued to talk since they didn't understand what was being said.

"All I can really say is that we're here to learn about a very specific¦and complex, ship that we're going to have to pilot in the near future."

"But your people are way more technologically advanced than us from what uncle Dederal told me. Why would you need us to train you how to operate what I can only assume is one of our ships?"

"I don't know that we can actually discuss that aspect of our mission. I'll just say it's really important for our world's very survival. We aren't here just to learn from your people for no particular reason."

"I assumed there was a good reason for you being here. I did not know your world's survival depended on it though."

"We're taking a proactive approach to something that would've doomed a less advanced species' world," Tamaric said. "Something similar happened to my home world millions of years ago and it resulted in most of the life on my planet being wiped out."

"You must be talking about a natural calamity, not an attack by a hostile enemy?"

"Yes."

"I understand. I will not press for more information since I can tell it makes you uncomfortable to talk about it."

They then turned to their meals and Korica and Tamaric simply listened to the general conversations going on while they ate. Once their food was consumed Korica and Tamaric sat for 10 minutes listening to more of the talk about what was occurring around the station and plans being made for the nights entertainment, when Dederal approached the table. Aril immediately lit up, got to her feet, and hugged her uncle. The greeting confirmed what Korica and Tamaric already suspected, Aril and Dederal genuinely loved each other. When the pair separated, Dederal stroked Aril's cheek and smiled at her.

"I have received positive reports about your activities and behavior with our distinguished guests," Dederal said in Hundicon. "Thank you for being on your best behavior with them."

"I really like them uncle. I will not disappoint you."

"You are a good girl at heart. You just have a wild streak that I am not real crazy about. You might consider taking them somewhere where they can experience the more evolved cultural side of our people?"

"You mean going to the forum or something like that?"

"That is one possibility. You used to enjoy going there when you were younger."

"I was impressed with the range of the performers. I will never have a voice like that."

"Neither will I." Dederal looked at Korica and Tamaric and spoke in English. "Are you two ready to go?"

"Yes sir." Korica replied as her and Tamaric got to their feet.

Dederal then stepped back from Aril and looked into her eyes.

"Tell your mother and father that I will be stopping by this evening."

Aril tilted her head slightly.

"You need to talk to them about me?"

Dederal chuckled and gently shook his head.

"You might come up in conversation, but I need to talk to my brother about business concerns."

"Oh. I will let them know when I get home."

"Thank you Aril."

Dederal then turned and headed across the quad and Korica put her hand on Aril's shoulder.

"We've decided that we should wait until our days coincide again before going out again, okay?"

"Alright."

"See ya' later Aril." Tamaric said.

"So long you two."

Korica and Tamaric then quickly headed off and deposited their plates and glasses through the pass through window then followed Dederal. He led them back out into the corridor that led toward the transport terminal and he stepped up to a doorway that was closed and he stopped and waited for Korica and Tamaric to catch up to him.

"This door leads to the mental conditioning lab and simulator. We have recreated the cabin of the control pod as closely as possible so you will be able to experience the conditions you will be exposed to within the control pod."

"We haven't even learned about the control pod yet," Korica said. "How are we supposed to know what anything does?"

"As odd as this sounds, you do not need to know how anything functions. The act of connecting with the mental link will begin your training. The system will tell you what the controls do and how to operate the Brindon's systems remotely. For now we just want you to become accustomed to the mental loading that the system will place on you when you connect with the control pod. You will be familiarized with the control function capabilities of the control pod today. I believe Rhe'Tock will expose you to the mental loading aspect tomorrow."

"Mental loading?"

"Yes. There is a physiological response to the mental stress that will be applied upon you. It will take some conditioning for you to adapt to it. That is why you are here. You cannot just link into the system and do what needs to be done without learning how to manage the physical and mental stresses involved."

"I guess I didn't realize there would be such a physical aspect to it."

"The brain is a muscle that must be conditioned to withstand exertion, just like any muscle in the body."

"I've heard the expression that the brain is a muscle that can move the world, but I thought it was just a saying to get us to study hard as kids." Tamaric said.

"In that context it is, but there is also some truth to that expression. Not all species¦and people within an advanced species capable of what you two are capable of can literally move the world if trained properly."

Korica looked at Dederal and furrowed her brow heavily.

"Are you saying you think we can actually move a planet if we really wanted to?"

"Not likely, but you can manipulate time in some instances, correct?"

"I have the ability to slow the perception of time passing. The elder race call it compressing time."

"Whatever the label you hang on it, a planet will move slower in its orbit, thus moving a world with the mind."

"But it's just a perception of the passing of time changing."

"What is everything around us but our perception of the universe? Change that and you have changed the universe¦from a certain perspective anyways."

"I don't understand all that metaphysical stuff," Tamaric said. "But it makes complete sense to Korica. I'm starting to comprehend it through her."

"Good, abstract thinking is an important skill that will be very important. This is where you two must come each day after your lessons are complete and you have had a chance to get something to eat. Simply place your hand by the control panel here next to the doorway and the door will open for you."

"I take it this is a limited access area?" Korica asked.

"Oh yes. The wrong person messing around in there could cause serious damage to their mind. We are very careful about who we allow to access this area."

"You aren't coming in with us?"

"No. I am responsible for your technical lessons in the classroom. Rhe'Tock will be conducting your mental conditioning. He has far more experience with this kind of training."

"You aren't going to tell us exactly what we're supposed to do when we go in there?"

"No. Part of your conditioning is going to involve your ability to excite your senses to figure out a new and complex situation on your own. Rhe'Tock will guide you where necessary."

"We aren't going to be exposed to¦physical danger are we?" Tamaric asked.

"No. We would never put you in a situation that endangers you're safety. You have minds more than capable of handling what you are going to be exposed to in there. I will tell you that some of your conditioning will involve recognizing things that are a product of your own minds and things that are artificial. You will be taught how to control the environment around you by controlling your own minds as well as manipulating your environment with your minds."

Tamaric nodded and Dederal stepped aside and gestured at the control panel by the doorway. Korica looked at Tamaric for a moment then stepped forward and placed her hand, palm out, by the control panel and a few symbols appeared then a green circle appeared, it blinked several times, followed by the door sliding open.

Korica took Tamaric's hand in hers and they stepped into the almost completely darkened room. The door slid closed behind them and they both turned and looked at the door for a moment, then at each other and Korica smiled.

"I don't know what I'm so nervous about, we can handle anything these guys throw at us." Korica said proudly.

"It's probably cause I'm not as fearless as you are. That's me that's nervous."

They turned and took a few steps and the lighting rose in intensity to reveal that they were now standing within a perfect sphere shaped dome with red and green buttons covering just about every square inch of the domed shape. The red buttons were directly above the green buttons in a stack and each set of buttons were contained within a rectangular switch housing that was a dull gray color. Korica and Tamaric looked around and tried to figure out what the heck they were looking at.

"Hello ensign Prentor, cadet Prentor," Rhe'Tocks voice rang out seemingly in their minds. "Try to relax and concentrate on what is necessary to escape the environment you find yourselves in."

"Hello sir," Korica replied. "Why¦are we hearing you in our heads?"

"The brain is capable of sensing verbal communications in more than one way. In order to maintain the integrity of what your minds are producing right now, I am communicating with you through ultra high frequency signals that your brains are reinterpreting as auditory signals."

"You mean you're stimulating the auditory nerves in our heads?"

"You could think of it like that."

"You said in order to maintain the integrity of what our minds are producing right now," Tamaric commented. "What did you mean by that?"

"The visual elements of what you are seeing are being created by familiar elements from your imaginations. Your minds are working in near perfect synchronicity at this moment; I would assume you are sharing elements from both of your minds."

"Our pairing evolved to a higher level recently, but I still don't understand how we're creating what we're seeing?"

"To explain the technology would take far longer than we have available cadet Prentor. Just trust that we have a way of extrapolating what your imaginations are capable of producing and recreating it so it has visual and tactile substance."

"You're tapping into our brain waves right now?"

"Yes, that is a simplistic way of putting it. Now try to concentrate on the environment you find yourselves in. What do you believe to be the solution to escaping this environment?"

Tamaric took a deep breath and let it out quickly then tuned into Korica's mind and he found himself thinking in perfect unison with her.

"I think we need to find the proper¦green button to press." Korica said.

"If that is what you find to be the solution, make your choice." Dederal said.

"There are hundreds of buttons to choose from," Tamaric said. "How do we know which one is the right one?"

Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and spun around, looked at all of the button pairs, and she reached out slightly. One of them right at eye level caught her attention, she pointed at it.

"That one." She said confidently.

She started to reach out to press it, Tamaric got a strange tingle up the back of his neck, and he put his hand on her forearm to stop her.

"No¦wait! It's a trick, it takes more than one pressed at the same time."

Tamaric removed his hand as Korica brought her arm down and Tamaric looked around and he now reached out slightly and his gaze was drawn to one of the button pairs high up on the dome. He pointed at it and grinned.

"That one. That's the other one that has to be pressed at the same time."

"How are we supposed to reach a button fifteen feet in the air?" Korica asked.

Tamaric turned and faced her and grinned at her.

"You can manipulate localized gravitational fields like mom and dad can right?"

"You mean levitate things? I guess so. I haven't tried to do it very often though. The few times I succeeded it was by complete accident."

"You can make your data pad float in mid air while you read or fill out reports on it. It's the same thing."

"You want me to lift you up to that switch so we can press them at the same time?"

"Yeah."

"That's¦brilliant! You're going to have to help me though. It's going to take a lot of concentration to lift you up there then look away to press the switch down here."

"We're both going to have to multitask our minds. I have to concentrate on helping you while looking away to press my switch too. We have to press them at the same time too, or I sense it's not going to work."

"I think that's the point of this scenario. We're being trained how to multitask our abilities and our minds."

Tamaric nodded, stepped over to the middle of the space, looked at Korica, and dipped his chin once. They stared at each other as they relaxed and cleared their minds and they could feel their subconscious minds becoming very active in the background. Korica slowly raised one hand, palm out toward Tamaric, and she could feel the tingling in the back of her neck and skull creeping up. She and Tamaric then pushed at the same instant and Tamaric's feet rose from the floor as he felt the contents of his stomach becoming weightless, making him a little nauseous for an instant, then he felt a wave of dizziness wash over him as his inner ear lost the ability to tell his brain what was up or down.

"I'll be a¦" Tamaric thought. "I'm actually weightless. You aren't just lifting me; you're actually canceling out gravity around me."

"I know, weird hunh? I can feel what you're feeling. You aren't going to throw up are you?"

"I hope not! It'll float like I am. I don't want a bath in what I ate for lunch."

Korica giggled and Tamaric descended a few inches toward the floor and Korica balled her fist up and concentrated and he stopped descending and began to slowly rise as she opened her hand and began moving her hand upward, resulting in him following her motion toward the top of the domed enclosure. Tamaric looked up and tried to find the button pair that had captured his attention before and his eyes moved to a pair of red and green buttons off to his left slightly, and he slowly put his hand out as he rose even higher. When Tamaric got to within a few inches of being able to reach the button pair, Korica stopped him then glanced at the buttons to her right then back to Tamaric high above.

"Ok, you ready?" Korica asked.

"Yeah," He said aloud. "I can hold myself here. On the count of three¦"

They counted together in their minds and then touched the green buttons simultaneously. The entire dome just dissolved away and the lighting blinked out, leaving them in absolute darkness. Tamaric felt a moment of panic flash though his mind, and then he closed his eyes and took a deep breath and Korica's surprised, but calm, demeanor washed over him. Korica then closed her eyes and reached out to try and sense exactly where Tamaric was in relation to her and they were both suddenly able to sense everything in the room as if the room was flooded with the brightest sunlight imaginable. Tamaric opened his eyes instinctively, darkness once again flooded in, and the clear image of everything around them was washed away. He immediately closed his eyes and reached out and everything became clear and bright once again.

"That is too cool!" Tamaric said out loud. "I didn't know we could see in the dark like this."

"I think¦it's a combination of our senses coming together so clearly that our minds know where everything is and our¦imaginations, I guess, are filling in the rest."

Korica brought her hand down slowly and Tamaric descended toward the floor until his feet touched the floor very gently, then she pulled her ability back and he felt the normal gravity for the station just wash over him and his stomach and inner ear made him feel queasy for a moment, as they adjusted to the load on his body, then it passed.

"I wish I had your experience in zero gravity. Spatial disorientation isn't pleasant."

"You'll get your chance now that you're in the civilian corps. It takes some getting used to. I've experienced it my whole life from time to time, so it doesn't get to my stomach like that."

Tamaric looked around, keeping his eyes closed and they found that they were in a very large, octagonal shaped room that seemed to have octagonal shaped panels encasing the entire room and there was a single pedestal toward the back of the room next to a set of double retracting doors. Korica then calmly walked over to the pedestal and looked down at it with her eyes still closed, and she recognized the symbol to turn the lights on from the symbols in the control panels in their accommodations. She reached out and touched the symbol, then opened her eyes and the room was flooded with light from around the periphery of each of the octagonal panels on the ceiling portion of the room. Tamaric opened his eyes and he could feel their strain dissolving away as their subconscious minds faded into obscurity, rather than being the controlling force in their minds.

Tamaric smiled and walked over to Korica's side and he glanced at the control pad on the pedestal, full of mostly unrecognizable symbols save for a few.

"What a strange¦but wonderful feeling. I could feel the¦sweet touch of you while we were working together like that."

"Awe, thank you Tamaric. I felt the distinct masculine presence of you too. It felt like it came from within us hunh?"

"Yeah. You're really a part of who I am. I like it."

Korica put her hand on his lower back and gave him a pretty smile. Rhe'Tocks voice then rang out in their heads.

"That was astounding!" Rhe'Tock said. "I expected at least a bit of panic when the lights went out, but you remained perfectly calm and moved about as if the lights had remained on."

"We can see in the dark¦sort of." Korica said. "We weren't seeing with our eyes, but we could see everything perfectly."

"Incredible! You did not know you could that?"

"No. We're still learning everything we can do when we work together. This kind of thing has never come up before."

"That will prove to be an invaluable ability in the future."

"Have you ever heard of anyone else being able to do that?"

"No. Your abilities are at a level I have never seen before. Sensing one's environment, yes, but not seeing it in absolute darkness. Touch the symbol that looks like two parallel vertical lines with a small line crossing the bottom of the line on the right. It will open the doors to the simulator we have prepared for you."

Korica reached out and touched the symbol that Rhe'Tock had described and the double doors retracted open quickly with a slight hum. They were now looking into a huge circular room that was empty with the exception of two contoured seats in the middle of the room sitting on a round platform that looked as if it had a 2-foot wide trough encircling it with multicolored sand sitting in the trough. Korica looked at Tamaric and he shrugged his shoulders while grinning at her.

"I guess their idea of a simulator is totally different than ours."

A round opening at the opposite end of the room scissored open in a most interesting manner. There were interlocking panels that slid in a circular motion as the opening grew larger and larger, finally developing into a 7 foot wide circular opening that Rhe'Tock stepped through easily, despite standing almost 6'5" tall. He walked over to Korica and Tamaric with a grin on his face.

"Welcome Prentors. This is where you will come each day after your lessons with Dederal are complete."

"We should expect the same kind of¦unexpected mental tasks as we found today?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes. The complex problem solving and mental adaptability exercises while working together will get progressively more difficult and unpredictable as we measure exactly what you are capable of solving with intellect and ability."

"You won't put Korica in danger, right?"

"Oh no. You have my word that you will never be put in any true peril. We want to train you, not hurt you. Your captain made it plainly clear that your safety and security is to be our top priority. His advice was for us to push you so you become aware of just how powerful and capable you are. You need to overcome any fears you may have as you realize that there is virtually nothing you cannot do when you put your abilities together."

"How does he know that we're as powerful as he suggests is possible?"

"I would assume he is both brilliant and trusting in what your artificial intelligence has reported and what he has seen with his own eyes. Your combined and individual assessments also showed signs of gifts, as he called it, that are far beyond anything he or any of your people have ever seen before. He wants you to learn how to tap into that incredible ability with the control and lack of fear necessary for what you will be required to do in order to remove the debris threatening your home world."

"You got your work cut out for you if you think you can get us to¦unleash what we did in the test chamber without being scared of it." Korica said.

"We will not be asking you to manifest anything like that here on the station. There are far too many people on this station. We recognize the danger that would put millions of people in."

"There are that many people on this station?" Tamaric asked.

"At times, yes. Come, I will show you the simulator so you can become familiar with its operation."

As they walked toward the pair of seats on the round platform in the middle of the room, Korica looked at Rhe'Tock.

"You plan on training us in space at some point?"

"It will be necessary at some point, but not for quite a while. Did you study the schedule given to you when you arrived?"

"Yes. Operational fundamentals and advanced maneuvering training?"

"That is right. That will come on your fourth week if you progress through everything that comes before with satisfactory comprehension."

"Is that a nice way of saying if we're smart enough to understand everything you're going to be teaching us?" Tamaric asked with a slight grin.

"I would not have put it that blunt, but that is essentially what I am saying. It is crucial that you completely understand everything about the Brindon and the control pod's construction and operation. As humbling as it is to admit, I know of no one from my people that would understand all aspects of the ships at your age. We could not possibly teach them what they needed to know to accomplish what you must, not in the short time we have been given to train you two."

"That's a little humbling for us too, to know you see us as that smart." Korica said.

"No offense, but that has yet to be proven. I have seen the intelligence assessments performed by your people on both of you. You ensign Prentor, are categorized as somewhere close to genius, and you cadet Prentor, are significantly more intelligent and mature than your peers. We are trusting and hoping that when you work together you are capable of reaching a whole other level of intelligence and comprehension."

They walked around the trough surrounding the two contoured seats and Korica looked down into the trough, while Tamaric looked at the barrage of buttons and switches on the low set armrests on each chair. Korica's curiosity got the better of her and she squatted down, scooped up a handful of the multicolored sand, and let it drain through her fingers back into the trough. She then swatted her hands together to brush away the fine particles left in her hand. The sand was soft and much finer than Korica had expected, some of it floating slowly as it twinkled slightly on its way back down into the trough pan.

"What is this stuff?" Korica asked looking up at Rhe'Tock.

"That is the particle matter that will be used to create the simulator. I was under the impression that your people used particle suspension in a sustained and focused force field?"

Korica stood up and slowly shook her head.

"We do, but not like this. We rearrange existing matter to give substance to a projected force field manipulated into whatever shape or form we see fit. I've seen the technology in use, but it's a new technique to our people, so I don't know the technical aspects of how it's accomplished. I just know what I'm looking at when I see it in use."

"It sounds pretty much identical to what you see here."

"What are those for?" Tamaric asked pointing to 2 small round silver devices sitting in pairs on the armrest of the seats

"Those are neural pattern mapping transceivers. In the control pod¦the real one, your brain activity will be detected and mapped by sensors located within the control pod, but this is a simulation of the real thing, so that particular aspect of the control pod has to be simulated. This is the most efficient way of accomplishing that."

"We won't feel it, right?" Tamaric asked.

"You will feel the transceivers attaching themselves to your temples and then, when appropriate, you will feel the mental loading that you will experience when you are connected with the real system on the Brindon. It will be simulated here, so the real thing will be a bit more intense, but it will condition you not to be surprised or overwhelmed when the time comes to link into the real thing."

"There's no possibility that this system can fry our brains or whatever is there?"

"No. There are layers of safety protocols and biophysical monitors in place to insure that kind of thing cannot happen. We have been using this type of technology for a considerable time, we have never¦fried someone using it. Your brains are far more advanced than that of most of the people exposed to this mental loading, I am supremely confident that you will be just fine. If you experience anything negative, simply touch the tip of those transceivers and they will disengage the link immediately. We have taken every precaution possible, but this is the only way to control a ship as complex as the Brindon remotely."

"Are we in turn going to be monitored remotely?" Korica asked.

"While in training, absolutely. Once you have mastered the system and you embark on the mission¦I am afraid you will be on your own. We cannot take the chance that an outside influence could cause a problematic interruption in signal processing or transfer as well as concentration. The shield you will be enveloped within will be very difficult for anyone or anything to penetrate anyways."

Tamaric looked at Korica and she grinned slightly and nodded once then looked at Rhe'Tock.

"I hope your people will be open minded enough to accept recommendations for¦improvements to your shielding system and the likes?"

"Absolutely! If you can see ways of improving the systems at hand without the need for significant modifications, we are more than happy to listen to, and implement your ideas."

"Good. I don't know how your shielding technology works yet, but I'm pretty sure we can suggest some ways of boosting its efficiency."

"All things in their proper time ensign Prentor. For now, we need to get you familiar with the basics of the systems you will be interacting with."

Korica nodded and looked at the two chairs before them.

"Go ahead and sit down." Rhe'Tock said gesturing to the seats.

Korica and Tamaric stepped over the trough, turned, and sat down. The seats were very comfortable and reclined slightly as soon as they leaned back in them and the switch panels on the armrests lit up as soon as the seats stopped reclining. Tamaric slowly stroked his hand down the panel on his armrest as he looked over the differently colored switches and buttons with strange writing above and below each, presumably describing the function of each.

"How in the world are we supposed to memorize all of these controls when we can't even read what they do?" Tamaric asked quietly.

"Don't feel overwhelmed Tamaric, the crimson fighters are way more complicated, and I learned what all the controls do despite the controls being labeled in Rosch." Korica said patting his hand.

"I'm glad I have your mind. I'm not sure I could learn and remember all of this on my own."

"You're never going to have to worry about that again, but I think you're selling yourself short."

"Place the transceivers on your temples and touch the end of them. They will become active so we can begin mapping the way your brains work."

"You aren't going to put our minds under a load yet?" Tamaric asked as he scooped up the pair of transceivers on his armrest switch panel.

"No. For now we need to map the way your brains work. As you might be aware, no two brains will function exactly the same¦though I suspect that might not be so true with you two, but there will still be slight variations in how and where your brains process information. We need to establish a baseline that will be saved, and at the proper time that neural map will be uploaded to the control pods system so it will not have to learn how your minds work. It will help facilitate a much smoother and quicker transition to the real system when the time comes."

Tamaric looked at Rhe'Tock and grinned brightly, making Rhe'Tock grin back in response.

"What is it cadet Prentor?"

"I just¦I've noticed that the way you speak English is getting more relaxed. It's evolving to sound more¦native or¦familiar."

"I had not noticed. I suppose you two are making me feel a little more comfortable just by interacting with you. As your captain had indicated, you exude a palpable energy that is very calming and enjoyable after a time. I have extensive experience working with other species as well. I have learned over time that the best way to make a guest feel comfortable is to be comfortable with yourself, and them, by assuming characteristics of their behavior that will seem familiar to them."

"So you're empathic?" Korica asked.

Rhe'Tock chuckled lightly and nodded.

"That is hardly the limit of my abilities but yes, I can feel what others are feeling. In so doing I can get a reading on the person from a much deeper perspective."

"So you don't actually infiltrate their minds, you just sense the person?"

"I have the ability to sense exactly what a person is thinking, or I can actively enter their thought process and interfere with it. Momentary confusion is sometimes all you need to get the upper hand in an engagement, not mention the advantage of being able to predict exactly what they are about to say or do."

"Are you going to use that technique on us?" Korica asked.

"No. It is very invasive. I would never presume to mess around in your heads like that. We are allies and friends, not combative, fresh acquaintances, just meeting each other for the first time."

"I suppose so. Tamaric and I feel it's rude and invasive to enter a person's mind like that too."

"So you do possess that ability?"

"Oh yeah," Tamaric responded. "We can do it by permission or against a person's will¦but we haven't performed the later very often. Fact the last time Korica did that we weren't paired, so I had nothing to do with it and it was done to a Hodong, the people that¦killed her parents and imprisoned her and thousands of young girls over the years they were running loose through her galaxy. We needed to know what he knew and once Korica forced her way into his mind, despite what his people had done to her and her family, she let him go. She could've killed him from within, though I don't think she knew she could do that at the time, but even if she had known, she still would've let him go. She¦we don't kill for reasons like revenge. Only to save our lives¦as a last resort."

"I know you do not have homicidal tendencies within your character. To be honest with you, we would not be here doing this if you did. You are both very sweet, and impressive individuals¦though¦as Dederal had mentioned," Rhe'Tock cocked his head to the side with just a bit of grin on his face. "You do not feel like two people before me. If my eyes were closed, and I did not know better, I would swear that there was only one very powerful individual in the room with me."

"More so than before?" Tamaric asked.

"Yes. Something has definitely changed since I first made your acquaintance in Genesis. It was hard to tell you apart, but there was a distinct duality to your essences, as there is with everyone, no matter how close to one another they stand. That no longer exists with you two. I can feel the¦feminine and masculine components, but they feel to be emanating from a singular source of incredible intensity."

"I'll let you in on a little secret," Korica said with a big grin. "It feels like that from the inside too. It's no surprise that that's how others perceive us."

"As interesting as that is, we need to get on with your training. I could talk all day about your amazing existence as a paired couple and we would never get any training accomplished."

"I can tell you're learning about us just by being close to us anyways with how powerful and perceptive you are. So, how do we start the simulator?"

Rhe'Tock stepped over the trough and took up a position behind, and between, Korica and Tamaric.

"Place the neural transceivers on your temples and activate them."

Korica and Tamaric placed one at a time on their temples, touched the tip of the small silver devices, and looked at each other as they felt a tiny twinge of pain when the devices attached themselves firmly to their skin and the tip of the transceivers glowed with an intense, pinpoint focused, blue light. Once they had both of them attached, Rhe'Tock reached down to the switch panel on Tamaric's armrest and he touched a glowing yellow button, which turned orange once he pressed it.

"Are you receiving a signal from both of them?" Rhe'Tock called out.

"Yes." A female voice responded, echoing into the room from the other side of the doorway Rhe'Tock had entered the room from, while Korica and Tamaric heard her voice directly in their minds. "You should see the readings we are receiving," The woman went on to say, "I have never seen brain activity this hyperactive or¦unfamiliar."

"Is it going to cause a problem?" Rhe'Tock inquired.

"Hardly. It is going to make the system work far more efficiently."

"Wonderful."

"Who is that sir?" Korica asked.

"That is Renna. She is one of my apprentices. There are five people monitoring what we are doing, not only to provide a learning experience for them, but to insure anything anomalous is not missed."

"I take it you don't use this simulator very often?" Korica asked.

"Not in this configuration. It has been modified to specifically represent the control pod you will be operating. Until recently, this control pod did not even exist. In fact, it is still under construction. This was created from engineering diagrams and technical drawings and specifications of the proposed control pod."

"You're sure they're going to be able to get it built by our fourth week so we can begin active training with it?"

"Yes. If there is a delay for any reason, we will modify your training schedule and keep training in this simulator until the control pod is ready for use. We are working around the clock, to use a Human expression, to get the Brindon and control pod ready on schedule. We understand the importance of having as much time as possible to get you familiar and comfortable with the whole system given the serious nature of what you are training to do. We have to have you back in your system and ready for encounter precisely on schedule. If we miss the keyhole, as your captain called it, your mission will be a failure. We will have to move on to evacuating your people from the Future planet before it becomes completely uninhabitable."

"I don't mean to question your peoples ability or commitment to the total mission. I'm really grateful that your people are going to such extreme lengths to help us save our world from utter annihilation."

"There are far more people involved than just mine. I know of at least twelve separate species involved with this effort."

"I wasn't aware there were that many people involved." Korica said.

"The Brindon is a multi species vessel of experimentation into extreme high energy physics. Every species involved with the Brindon had to be involved because their time, expense, and research data associated with the project will be sacrificed, since the Brindon will not survive this mission. Machines are expendable life is not. It took some creative discussions to convince everyone of that fact and get them to agree to accept the enormous loss, but in the end we were successful, which is why we are here."

"I can appreciate that."

"We have sufficient mapping information to begin Rhe'Tock." Renna said.

"I understand, thank you Renna."

"You really should see the data we are getting. The synchronous activity is remarkable."

"Do not initiate the link until I tell you to. We just need to map their neural-electrical patterns while I familiarize them with the pod."

"I understand. I will mark the introduction of new elements for reference to reaction to stimuli."

"Very good. I am going to initialize the structural aspects of the simulation."

"Before you do that¦there is an elevated field of energy emanating from¦both of them. It could interfere with the stability of the projected field of energy produced by the simulation inducer. Korica, Tamaric, we need you to try and relax."

"I'm sorry Renna," Korica replied. "Tamaric is excited and he's mentally anticipating what the simulated cockpit is going to look like. His emotions are elevating our abilities."

Korica reached over and placed her hand on the back of Tamaric's hand where it was resting on the switch panel. He looked at her hand, then up into her face and he grinned.

"Whoa!" Renna exclaimed. "Whatever you just did, keep that up. The hot spot in your brains just subsided considerably and the field of energy coming from you has all but disappeared."

"Sorry love," Tamaric thought while he looked at Korica. "I didn't know trying to imagine what the inside of the control pod was going to look like would affect the simulator."

"I know," Korica thought in return. "You still haven't mastered separating your emotions from our abilities, and our abilities have more than tripled in potential since our paring evolved. I have to master keeping my abilities in check while teaching you how to keep your own burgeoning abilities from getting away from you too, especially now that our abilities are tied together so tightly."

"So you're saying you don't know if that was my abilities or yours that were manifesting in the real world around us?"

"Yes. There's no way of sensing the separation anymore. It's all our abilities, no matter what physicality it originates from."

Tamaric smiled at her and Rhe'Tock placed a hand on each of their shoulders, making them both look back and up at him.

"Are you two ready? I can tell you are talking something out."

"We're ready." Korica replied. "We were just discussing how much our abilities and our pairing have changed and need to be kept under control. Like you said, we have a power in us the likes of which no one has seen before and we have to grow with it as it keeps changing."

"Impressive. Recognizing that is the first big step in keeping it under control."

Rhe'Tock reached down to the switch panel on Korica's armrest, and he touched a red button that turned green after he pressed it. The multicolored sand began to broil, as if it where being boiled in a pot on the stove that was about to boil over, then it began to overflow toward the seats as it was pulled into the shape of the interior facets of the cockpit. The walls formed in the lower regions then control panels and view screens were formed in a tantalizing block building like fashion. The construction aspects developed faster and faster as it worked its way up the walls and control apparatuses within the control pod until it reached its zenith at the ceiling and a gentle glow began to emanate from the view screens that surrounded the front section of the cockpit in a gently curved surface that encompassed the entire forward section.

Korica and Tamaric looked around in wonder as they processed all of the touch controls and blinking indicators that seemed to be indicating nothing in particular at the moment.

"If this is a projected simulation, how in the world are these view screens producing light?" Tamaric asked.

"Energy flow through semi conductive elements that stimulate the release of photons as a byproduct. Everything you see has a solid substance to it thanks to the particle compound you saw in the storage pan surrounding the simulator platform. You see that circle that is pulsing in front of you on the display screen?" Rhe'Tock said pointing to the circle.

"Yes." Tamaric replied.

"Touch that, it will show you what we are receiving from your neural transceivers."

Tamaric glanced up at Rhe'Tock, and then he looked at the circle slowly pulsing from bright to almost nothing, then back to brilliantly bright only to fade once again. Tamaric reached out, touched the tip of his index finger to the circle, and he could feel the solid resistance as the circle stopped pulsing and held brightly illuminated until he pulled his fingertip away, and then the circle disappeared. An amazingly detailed image of the neural activity in his brain appeared, mapping the exact outline of his entire brain in light blue and green with some areas showing intense areas of sustained activity in the left prefrontal cortex and parietal lobe. There was a rhythmic flow of electrical energy all throughout his brain that looked like stars twinkling, and rivers of energy flowing from front to back and side to side with an occasional seemingly random bright flash that would zip across hemispheres touching off more currents of electrical energy that took separate, flowing paths.

"Wow! That's amazing." Tamaric uttered as he leaned forward slightly.

"The brain is an amazing organ when it is seen in this manner. Those electrical impulses are everything that makes you who you are."

"That's a little humbling to consider everything that we are comes down to electrical energy created by biochemical reactions within our brains."

"Is there a way I can see the activity occurring in my brain too?" Korica asked.

Rhe'Tock pointed to the same pulsing circle in front of her on the main view screen and Korica nodded and reached out, touched the circle, it held bight until she released her fingertip from the screen, then a detailed map of the neural signals in her brain appeared and she grinned as she leaned back in her seat.

"May I show you something?" Renna's voice chimed out.

"Sure." Korica replied.

The separate images on the view screen began to slowly move closer together until they merged into a single image that perfectly overlaid on one another.

"Now that is how people perceive you two." Rhe'Tock said with a smile.

"Look closely at the matching areas of activity in your brains," Renna said. "There are vast areas of your brains that have identical activity in both frequency and intensity."

Highlighted areas became visible as the image rotated around so they were looking at the signal map from the perspective of looking down, then from the rear, and they could see exactly what Renna was talking about. The images then separated slowly until they were once again residing right in front of each of them.

"Now watch this¦" Rhe'Tock said.

Rhe'Tock pointed at the screen, then gently touched the back of Korica's hand and there was simultaneous activity in both of their brains, which occurred in the same exact areas, but occurred a microsecond earlier in Korica's brain. Rhe'Tock then touched the back of Tamaric's hand and the same exact thing occurred, but it flashed up in Tamaric's brain first a microsecond before occurring in Korica's brain.

"You share sensory information and that is the physical proof of the experience. You see the simultaneous activity in your auditory processing centers in the parietal lobe? It involves several small areas culminating in your frontal lobes as it evokes memory and thought to make sense of what you are hearing. Kadet Prentor, cover your ears for a moment so you cannot hear what I am saying?"

Tamaric looked up at him for a moment, then nodded and placed his flat hands over his ears tightly and he looked forward at the lightshow occurring in their brains.

"I am now talking to both of you through Korica's perception of what I am saying. Notice there is still a one to one match in brain activity in auditory processing, but there is a heightened area of activity in the anterior parietal lobe. It is processed in the same area, but arrives through a slightly different area of Tamaric's brain. That area of hyperactivity is the one your AI mentioned as steadily expanding and deepening in both of you. I believe that is where your pairing resides. Take note of the small area of transient activity that stretches down into the brain stem. It leads directly into your¦paired centers. I believe that is what keeps you both alive and ties you together in death. Severe or affect the paired center of your brains, and it affects your brain stem, subsequently leading to eventual death."

Tamaric pulled his hands away from his ears and continued to stare at the amazing images before them.

"I can't¦believe I'm actually looking at what makes us a paired couple."

"It is an amazing and rare thing what you two have. Do not let this take from the grandeur of your bond."

"It doesn't. It's just a little strange to realize how¦biologically simple it is¦so to speak."

"The ability for two people to share a combined existence like you two do is far from simple, even biologically speaking."

"Can we move on to the controls?" Korica asked. "I love the learning experience in all this, but we need to get to the training we're here to do."

"Of course, down to business. Renna, please load the standard control simulation?"

"Yes sir."

The images of their brains at work dissolved away and the standard operating controls began to populate the screens in a barrage of unrecognizable commands and images that filled the entire forward screen from one end to the other.

"For today we will just go over the basic control functions." Rhe'Tock said. "Everything you see before you will be able to be activated and controlled mentally once we link you into the system, but for today we will simply go over what everything is and what it does."

"That sounds good," Korica said. "Let's get started?"

Rhe'Tock grinned at her, knelt down on one knee, and began explaining what each control did as Korica and Tamaric followed along intently.

Aboard the damaged Future, the captain arrived in the corridor outside the negative matter core space, with Laurel and Jake following him off the transport platform. They stepped over to the open doorway leading to the negative matter core control room and Laurel and Jake could sensed the immense energy emanating from the core despite its monstrous shielding that was over 7 feet thick in most places and 12 feet thick toward the top of the containment core where the bulk of the tremendous energy produced by the intense reactions occurring within the reaction chamber was collected and stored before being distributed throughout the ship.

They stepped into the space and Laurel and Jake stopped beside the entrance as the captain walked over to the nearest control console and he gently placed his hand on the shoulder of the woman manning the station, making her smile without looking away from her screens. He touched the general paging system icon and a slight crack was heard from the com panels and station speakers at each workstation.

"This is captain Alexan, all personnel stand by for activation of the shield for a low power test initiated by the AI aboard the Future."

The captain removed his fingertip from the icon, the system went quiet, and he tapped his cranial transceiver active.

"Future?"

"Yes captain, I am here."

"We're ready for the initialization of the shield system."

"Understood, engaging shield at point one percent."

There was a subtle hum and barely perceptible rumble heard and felt and the monitoring stations around the circumference of the negative matter core control room indicated a slight increase in the energy coming from the negative matter core and the shield envelope began to develop and expand outside the ship. It lasted for 4 seconds, and then there were numerous alarms that sounded and the negative matter core went into emergency shutdown, as it scrambled offline and dumped its negative matter back into the realm where it was being drawn from. The shield instantly collapsed as the power fell off and the lights dimmed significantly and the subtle hum made by the core when in operation faded away, leaving an eerie, empty, quiet below the audible alarms. Several of the personnel monitoring their stations slapped their hands on their lower control panes in frustration as their readings faded to a zero output state. All eyes seemed to zero in on the Captain and he frowned heavily.

"Future! What the hell happened?"

"Component failure in the shield system. Please standby while I analyze the diagnostic data?"

The captain turned and looked at Laurel and Jake to find them looking straight up into the overhead, he joined them in looking up, and he saw what they were looking at. There were 3 high pressure conduits that curved away from the main body of the shield energy compression and separation manifold and those conduits were glowing a bright orange color and steam was condensing in a slow wafting smoke like draft surrounding the conduits and drifting higher up into the overhead maze of conduits and external components making up the body of the toroidal generator system.

"God all mighty!" The captain exclaimed.

Laurel looked at the captain with a scared look on her face.

"If that conduit had failed completely¦we would have been bathed in lethal radiation and the pressure waves would've torn the ship apart from the inside out. I'm glad the AI engaged the shield system at a low setting."

"I have discovered the failure point captain," The AI announced. "There were micro cracks present in the high pressure conduits that began to expand when exposed to normal working conditions. The pressure variation was detected causing the safety protocols to scramble both the shield generator system and the negative matter core offline simultaneously."

"Are you telling me we were seconds from dumping raw energy from the negative matter core into the space above us?"

"Essentially, yes. It is a modified form of raw energy containing no matter. It would have radiated everyone in the negative matter control room and negative matter core space to death in seconds, not to mention the pressures involved and the damage that would have done to the components near the point of failure. A shower of debris would have rained down on everyone as the toroidal generator was torn apart. Thankfully the mechanical safety systems and safety protocols worked as they were designed to work, eliminating the danger as soon as a problem was detected."

The captain looked around at the sheer number of people in the space and he let out a sharp breath as his gaze returned to Laurel and Jake and he shook his head lightly.

"I should've had you two wait in main engineering."

"You didn't know this was going to happen sir," Laurel said. "If there had been a breach up there¦we would've lived a few seconds longer, but everyone aboard would've been irradiated. That kind of energy exposure isn't something our fragile bodies can withstand no matter where we are on the ship."

"That's going to be little comfort to your parents when they find out how close they came to losing you."

Laurel just nodded gently and the captain looked back up, relieved to see shadows among the maze of plumbing, but no more glowing fixtures.

"I want a team to examine all of the conduits up there from grav lifts. Have them paged to the negative matter control room with detranomes in hand."

The captain stepped over to the nearest monitoring station and he reached down and touched the ambient reading icon and he was relieved to see that the ambient radiation levels were well below safety limits. He then scrolled back through the readings and at the time of failure, there was a brief spike in various readings, but it was still lower than the readings in the fusion reactor control rooms when the reactors were in normal operation. The woman sitting at the station looked up at the captain.

"Did you want one of us to page the damage control team down here?"

"The AI will take care of that. We need to get the negative matter core back online. Reset your controls and prepare for initialization of the reactor."

"Captain?" The AI called out.

"Yes Future?"

"I can restart the core, but I would suggest letting the crew over there take care of it to provide the crucial experience of restarting the core manually."

"Agreed," The captain replied. "All hands, prepare to restart the negative matter reactor manually." The captain called out loudly so everyone could hear him.

Everyone shifted in their seats and went about getting setup to restart the reactor. The captain took a few steps back and observed their coordinated efforts and he was relieved to see that they seemed to know exactly what to do. They communicated with each other fluidly and at the proper time and they paid close attention to their stations as they set up the core for the introduction of negative matter, while simultaneously establishing the out of realm environment necessary to sustain the reaction without allowing a breach of containment. Once the environment had been established and stabilized the negative matter was introduced particle at a time until the first reaction took place and energy began to develop within the collector elements. The particle stream was then slowly ramped up and the energy production began to stabilize as it increased exponentially. As the core neared .2%, the energy reached sufficient level to reestablish the main load and the fusion generators began to ramp down as the negative matter core provided all the power necessary to sustain the entire ships needs for power.

The lighting rose in intensity and the captain grinned slightly and looked around as the now familiar slight hum could be sensed and he looked at Laurel and Jake. They both smiled and nodded.

"We can feel that the core is stabile and producing way more energy than needed," Laurel said. "The fusion reactions are subsiding elsewhere in the ship and the exotic energy is still increasing."

The captain squinted one eye slightly as he grinned brighter.

"You can tell what kind of energy is being produced and from where?"

"Yes sir."

"Now that is impressive. Does that mean you sensed the energy from the leak up there?"

"We sensed the thermionic energy."

"You mean thermal energy?"

"No sir. Thermionic energy is one of the exotic byproducts that are incorporated into the shield matrix. We don't have sensors capable of detecting it. In large doses it destroys DNA, but it was completely harmless at the miniscule levels we sensed."

"The elder race list over a hundred forms of energetic radiation produced by the negative matter core that we have no way of detecting. You're telling me you can sense some of that energy and you know which form of energy it is?"

"Yes sir. We haven't mastered the ability yet, and I can't explain how our brains process the information so precisely that we can tell what kind of energy we're sensing, but that's how it works."

"Amazing. I don't suppose you can recreate that exotic energy yourselves, can you?"

"Not likely sir. It originates from an annihilative event caused by matter that doesn't even exist in our universe. You can't create something that can't exist in the first place, including the energetic byproducts of what's happening in the heart of the core."

The captain slowly nodded once and grinned slightly.

"The physics behind the core really strains the mind to try and comprehend it."

"Yes sir. It's like trying to understand what's happening at the heart of a black hole just by observing the affect it has on objects and space around it. The elder race have identified a whole host of energy types emanating from a black hole that we had no clue of. They're caused by what's happening in the black hole even though we have no way of seeing or detecting what's actually happening within a black hole."

Movement from the entryway caught the captain's attention and he looked away from Laurel to see colonel Tagert stepping into the room with the older Laurel and two other individuals in military, informal, uniforms. The younger Laurel couldn't help but stare at her counterpart as she walked behind the colonel as he stepped up to the captain. She smiled at the younger Laurel, and then glanced at Jake, winked at him mischievously, he grew a big grin on his face for a moment then his face drew serious, and he looked at his Laurel. She gently shook her head, then looked back at the other Laurel. She found herself looking her much older counterpart over from head to toe and the biggest difference she could see was her height. She stood a full two heads taller than the younger Laurel.

"What the hell did you do to my ship Alexan?" The colonel barked.

"You're the one that got in over your head and got the shit kicked out of you. The fire down here caused micro cracks within the high pressure separation manifold conduits and when we tried to fire up your shield, we nearly lost the whole works. I have a team on their way to go up there and scan the system for any other cracks. We can fix the problem and detect any other damage that could cause the same kind of problem, but needless to say, your safety protocols and physical safety mechanisms got a working test and they performed exactly as they're supposed to. The shielding system and the core scrambled off line to prevent a catastrophic failure from occurring. Your people got the core back online manually without issue and very quickly. They should be commended for their diligent work in getting the system back online."

"They know their job Alexan. I appreciate the updated training your people provided, but we aren't a bunch of morons running around with no idea how to run our ship."

"And how many times have they had to restart the core since losing your AI?"

"Two or three times that I can remember."

"And how difficult was it?"

Colonel Tagert raised his eyebrows and nodded while curling the corners of his mouth as if acknowledging where the captain was going with his questions.

"It wasn't easy or without issue. It took a couple tries to get it right and keep the core stabile once engaged."

"My point exactly. Your people engaged the core like it was second nature and it only took one try. A little at a boy goes a long ways to elicit confidence and pride in a job well done."

"Point taken." The colonel turned and faced the crew at their stations. "Nice work people. You do me proud."

Only two of them glanced at the colonel, and then went back to what they were doing and Laurel and Jake sensed the colonel distinctly frightened them. The colonel then turned back toward the captain.

"After some discussion it has been decided to take you up on your offer of passing along the gravity drive technique. Laurel here has agreed to let your Laurel disseminate the knowledge to her and she will in turn train the rest of our pilots in the technique."

"A wise decision. I'm sorry the shield failure woke you. I was hoping to get you closer to being self sufficient while you slept."

"I appreciate the effort. I'm sorry I lost my temper with you too. I know you and your people are working hard to get us back in shape."

"Colonel Tagert sir? If we're going to engage in a mind to mind bridge, are there going to be monitors observing what we're doing?" The younger Laurel asked.

The colonel looked at her for a moment then he grinned faintly.

"Your activities will be monitored remotely, but I have been assured that you can be trusted, so there won't be an active monitoring of your connection, if that is what you mean?"

"That's exactly what I mean. I trust Laurel, but I have things in my head that need to remain confidential. It's going to require me to drop my defenses to a point where an outside influence could access my memories and knowledge before I could stop them from accessing sensitive information."

"I can appreciate your concerns. I hope you understand that our Laurel has equally sensitive information in her head and I would prefer that information not wind up in other's heads. She has expressed the same concerns about others getting in the way while she is attempting to learn something buried so deep in your head. I don't pretend to understand how the whole process works, but she said it will require a pretty intense and unguarded connection between the two of you."

"Yes sir. I've never tried to pass along something so complex before. If she has the same ability to absorb abstract concepts as I have, it shouldn't be too difficult to allow her to access what I know and she'll be able to absorb the experiences I have in using the gravity drive technique. She's going to have to modify the way we use the technique since you don't have an AI anymore, but I know how that can be accomplished, so I'm sure she will too."

"She has been instrumental in guiding us through the transition to a manually operated ship. I have no doubts about her ability or loyalties. The kind of smarts and adaptability she has are a rare combination. Alexan obviously recognizes the same remarkable traits in you, which is why he keeps you and Jake close at hand. I have to ask that you respect him by keeping on task when you are messing around in our Laurel's head?"

"I have no desire to know what she knows. Your paths are divergent from what we've experienced and all it would do is darken my heart to know what she's been through, what all of you have been through. You have my word that all I'm going to do is concentrate on what I know of the gravity drive technique and nothing more. I won't go exploring."

"Good enough. I kind of have no choice but to trust you if we're going to get access to the knowledge we need."

"Colonel?" The older Laurel said, garnering a stern glance from him. "We should do this somewhere a little less stressful than the negative matter core space. May I take them somewhere quiet?"

"I will allow it. I want your assigned monitors present at all times though."

Laurel nodded and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"If you'll follow me?"

The younger Laurel looked at the captain and he gently patted the back of her shoulder.

"I'll be alright down here. Jake can remain to keep guard."

"Actually¦I need him at my side sir. I start to feel tense when we're separated. I really need to be able to relax completely for this to work best, and I can't completely relax if he isn't close by."

"Alright. You both go and take care of business."

"Yes sir. I'll try and make it as quick as possible."

"Don't rush the process. The AI will let you know where I'm at when you're done. Just report back to me when you're done."

"Yes sir."

The older Laurel turned and headed for the transport platform located outside the control room, with Laurel and Jake following right behind her, along with one of the military personnel that arrived with the colonel and the older Laurel. They made their way out of the control room and stepped onto the transport platform and the older Laurel touched the indicator for the aft medical ward and they disappeared a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light.

As soon as they arrived and stepped down from the transport platform, the older Laurel turned and let out a gentle sigh and she let a warm smile grow on her face as she looked at the military man standing next to Jake.

"Thank you Aaron. Will you page my monitors back here so the colonel will think we're following his orders to the letter?"

Aaron stared at her for a moment, then he stepped right up to Laurel, smiled, and placed his left hand on her right shoulder as he faced her.

"Of course Laurel. Anything I can do to help you is my pleasure."

Laurel nodded once and Aaron removed his hand, stepped past her, and walked to the nearest com panel. The younger Laurel looked at Jake and grinned and he smiled at her.

"Did you feel that?" He asked very quietly. "She was influencing him."

"I know I felt something, but I wasn't sure what it was." Laurel replied

"The weak minded are easily pushed to do as you want without them being aware they're being manipulated¦if you know what you're doing." The older Laurel whispered.

"I had a feeling we had that ability, but we've never experimented with it. It seems a little¦nasty to impose your will on someone like that."

"It's a survival mechanism Laurel. I hope you never have to use it like I've had to. I needed allies among the colonel's men in order to keep those of us with advanced abilities from being purged for thinking or doing the wrong thing at the wrong time."

"I thought¦never mind, I don't¦want details. I know enough to make me a little ill at the thought of what you've been through and what you have to do just to stay alive."

"I thought I kept that guarded so you would be spared knowing what I've been forced to do."

"You did. I gleaned a few things from colonel Tagert. He isn't as guarded with his feelings as you are. He looked at me and thought some really awful things¦both about me¦and you."

"That bastard! I didn't want you exposed to that kind of thing. I know what I went through growing up, I assume our lives paralleled in that aspect?"

"I don't know. I had some close calls with guys but I¦I was a virgin till I met Jake. No one ever did anything too far out of line. I got a lot of looks that made me really uncomfortable though¦as far back as I can remember guys have been undressing me with their eyes, just like the colonel did when he looked at me."

"I know how innocent I was when I came out of stasis and I was hoping to preserve that in you. My Jake was my first too." Laurel looked at Jake and she covered her mouth as she smiled, just like his Laurel did when she was embarrassed.

"What?" Jake asked with a big grin on his face.

Laurel just shook her head as she pulled her hand from her mouth.

"Yes Jake, I look exactly like your Laurel in every aspect."

Jake was now the one who was embarrassed and he put his bent index finger across his upper lip as he smiled.

"Sorry. I can't help but be curious about that. You look just like her¦but a little older."

"It's gotta be really odd for you to see me looking so much like your Laurel."

"I'll say."

"If we're being honest here, I have a question for you two."

"Sure."

"What's with the tan you two are sporting?"

"Oh, we uh¦we went on a mission to Heindon to seek the help of a specialized healer named Iriqua. He specializes in emotional troubles caused by traumatic experiences. In order to blend in with the native people we assumed the identity of a roaming group of travelers from another village. We needed to look like the locals and they spend a great deal of time in the suns, that are up for almost twenty hours a day, so the AI came up with a way of inducing a deep tan that lingers for a long time. That's actually the mission where Korica and Tamaric became paired. They've got the same deep tan on them."

"Hmm. I'm glad to hear that you were able to fulfill her dream of finding someone to become paired with. I never got to see her mature like that. What traumatic experience where you trying to get relief from?"

Laurel sighed and looked down for a moment, then looked right at Laurel.

"Jake and I were tortured to death in order to get at the information we have in our heads about the elder race. The process really screwed with our heads. When we got to the Future planet I started having nightmares as I relived the experience. My abilities were lashing out, it was putting the ship in danger so, the captain approved a mission to seek the help of Iriqua to purge the emotions from my memory."

"How did you find out about this Iriqua?"

"From me. Me from a hundred eighty-seven years in the future."

"Oh wow! This must seem like something that keeps happening then, another you reaching out to you?"

"Yeah, it's becoming an irritating reoccurrence that has some pretty far reaching implications, if you know what I mean?"

"Yes I do. Causality implications."

"Yes. The elder race have laws to prevent exactly that kind of thing from happening, but I seem to be pushing the boundaries every time I turn around."

"We've been put on a destined path of unusual abilities and events. You kind of have to expect that we'll use the power we posses to affect change from time to time."

"It's not right to do it across time though¦or across universes."

"My decision was unsanctioned and an act of desperation to save our lives. In hindsight, I should've let the Encarthons finish us off, but at the time it seemed the logical thing to do. If the ship had been destroyed in battle, the Encarthons would've gotten their hands on some radically advanced technology that could've tipped the balance of power across an entire region of space. By doing what I did, I stopped that from happening."

"You considered all that while you were being fired upon by hostiles?" Jake asked.

Laurel looked at him and smiled in a way that just made his knees weak.

"Yes. You'll find that you and Laurel have the ability to pull yourself outside the normal passage of time. It gives you time to think on things while time creeps by. Seconds will take hours to pass by. I believe you're familiar with the technique Korica has the ability to manifest while in the chair?"

"Yeah, but I didn't know we could do that too."

"You're going to find a great many things within you that you're completely unaware of. Seeing as you're still paired with your Laurel, I'm sure your abilities are far greater than my own, and thus hers too."

Aaron stepped back over to them and the younger Laurel took hold of Jake's hand.

"We get to find out exactly what she means together," Laurel thought. "I'm never leaving your side Jake."

"I'm never going to give up on you either," Jake thought in return. "I'm always going to be right here at your side. Her fate of being left alone to fend for herself will never happen to you, I promise."

Laurel smiled at him and the weak kneed feeling returned even stronger than the other Laurel had elicited in him. Her gorgeous blue eyes and perfect skin wrapped around such beautiful features just melted his heart and made it hard to look away.

"It's done Laurel," Aaron said. "Your monitors will be here momentarily."

"Thank you Aaron. I want you to forget about our relationship. We're acquaintances, nothing more."

"Acquaintances¦nothing¦more." He said slowly, and then nodded once.

Laurel nodded once in return then she looked at Laurel and Jake.

"When the monitors arrive I would recommend that you stay vigilant in guarding your feelings. I'm sensing the love between you two, but it's interspersed with revealing facts about your plans and the mission at hand. You need to keep that kind of thing buried deep."

"Alright," Laurel replied. "You made us feel comfortable and we've kind of dropped our defenses."

"I have that affect on people, which is why Tagert keeps me around¦among other reasons."

"Why don't you just tell him no?" Laurel asked.

"He's a man that doesn't take no for an answer¦not that he asks permission before taking what he wants. To do so would be a death sentence. I've seen and felt what's in his heart. Despite his professed feelings, he would kill me in an instant if I resisted in any way. Everything is mutiny to him, which is punishable by death."

"How horrible!" Jake said. "I'm so sorry that I¦gave up on you. I should've stayed around to protect you."

"You welcomed our pairing being severed in my universe. You have no idea what I did to keep you and your father alive as well as my mother."

"That's what you did that made me give up on you? You¦let him have his way with you?"

"It wasn't done willingly and that's only one of several things I was forced to do with the threat of torture or worse to those I cared about. Once those I cared about where gone, my life was leveraged against me. I watched several people put to death because I refused to do what was asked of me. I learned to keep quiet and do exactly as I was ordered in order to keep lives from being forfeited, including my own."

There was a humming that rose up from the transport platforms support equipment and then a bright blue flash of light ushered the arrival of a man and woman dressed in the same drab colored, but attractively form hugging, outfits as the older Laurel's. Jake sensed the older Laurel withdraw into herself considerably and he and his Laurel followed suit and withdrew from each other, stifling their feelings. They were still able to experience their pairing affects, but exactly what they were feeling at the moment was tempered so much that it wasn't readily detectable to the other and the rhythmic echo of the other's voice was almost completely gone from the back of their minds.

The man was very tall with dark brown hair, brown eyes, and pleasing features to his face, though his expression was boringly serious and the woman was a little shorter than the older Laurel and she had fairly long dark blond hair that was free flowing about her shoulders and swept back gracefully to terminate just below the bottom of her shoulder blades. She had striking green eyes with subtle yellow and brown flecks mixed throughout and she too had a very serious demeanor about her, carried in a stern look on her pretty face that somehow begged for a smile to lighten it up.

"Eric, Tara," The older Laurel said. "Did the colonel give you any specific instructions?"

"Yes," Eric said flatly. "We were ordered not to interfere with your connection to the younger Laurel while we observe the feelings you two are sharing. Anything we determine to be out of the ordinary is to be reported to the colonel immediately and you are to be subdued until the colonel determines what to do about the infraction."

"You remember the last time someone tried to subdue me? You can turn me in, but you won't be subduing me."

"Are you admitting an intention to subvert the colonel's order to learn what you need without exploring?"

"No. That's not what I meant. I won't give you a reason to feel the need to report me to the colonel or a need to subdue me, not that you could even if you wanted to."

"Stick to the plan and we won't have to find out if we can."

"Fair enough." Laurel turned and looked at Laurel and Jake. "The medical ward will provide a quiet environment and the environmental controls back here are working perfectly so it'll be warm and comfortable."

Laurel and Jake nodded and then they followed Laurel down the corridor to the entrance to the medical ward. They stepped in, turned left, and walked past several beds until they arrived at a cubicle with no bed within it. The curtain was pulled back and all the necessary equipment was present to provide triage services, but the compartment was deliberately left empty to provide space for an arriving patient already on a grav lift gurney from an emergency services ship or other such vessel.

The older Laurel stepped into the cubicle and pulled the curtains back to the adjacent cubicles, which contained fully dressed beds. She lifted a hand, the mattress levitated from one and began to slowly drift from the bed toward the middle of the vacant cubicle, and then she turned to the other and again lifted her hand, the mattress levitated, and floated toward the other. She stepped back slightly and the mattresses came together then slowly descended to the floor.

"You know the use of telekinesis is forbidden." Tara said in a stern tone.

"In the presence of the colonel or in carrying out our assigned duties, yes. If you feel this is a blatant violation of the colonel's order for those of us with advanced abilities to refrain from using them, then go ahead, report me."

"That won't be necessary¦or productive. Just keep that kind of thing to a minimum. If the colonel found out we were allowing you to use your abilities without saying something, we would be in just as much trouble for not speaking up as you would be for violating his order of no use of advanced abilities."

Laurel turned and put her hand out to the younger Laurel. She placed her hand in Laurel's and she gently pulled her toward her. They stepped up onto the mattresses lying on the floor and then they sat down facing one another with their legs crossed Indian style.

"You don't need me for this, right?" Jake asked.

"I need you." The younger Laurel said. "Even if the knowledge is contained within my experiences, I need you right here next to me. You keep me calm and with our minds quieted like they are right now, I need you as close as possible so I can concentrate."

Jake smiled and knelt down onto the mattresses and walked on his knees right next to Laurel then plopped down on his rump, swung his legs forward, crossed them Indian style, and then slid his hand into hers. He then looked at the other Laurel and she held her hand out palm down and he slid his other hand under hers and she gently grasped his hand and he rubbed his thumb across the back of her hand and smiled.

"Your hand is just as soft as hers."

"Thank you Jake. It's nice to physically touch you again after so long. I had forgotten what your touch does to me."

"You still love him, your Jake." He said looking into her beautiful deep blue eyes.

"I never stopped loving him and I don't think he ever truly stopped loving me either. He just became disillusioned with me because of what he found I was capable of. I betrayed him and the values we held to be so important to being a good person."

Jake looked at her hand clasped in his and he frowned for a moment then he looked at his Laurel and smiled softly.

"I'm never gunna let that kind of thing happen to you."

"I know you won't. She isn't me, I won't sacrifice who I am for anyone."

"That a girl," The older Laurel said. "You stay strong and true to yourself and your man."

Laurel nodded and smiled. The older Laurel then looked at Jake.

"Keep your mind quieted like it is right now while we do this. One person in my head is one too many, let alone two of you."

"You're trying to spare me what I'll sense from inside you?"

"Yes. I don't want you taking away impressions that you'll attribute to your Laurel. Like she said, I'm not her and the things I've been through have¦changed me in a way that your Laurel will never experience."

"You know when we open our minds, I'll gain a sense of everything you two share through her?"

"I'm counting on her discretion in keeping certain aspects from you."

"We don't¦keep things from each other like that but¦I'll respect your wishes and never look into the things she keeps obscured in that part of her mind."

"You know where she hides things?"

"Yes. She's let me in there, so I would understand her completely by experiencing everything in her life that she was afraid, ashamed, or embarrassed about. But I won't do that anymore if I sense she's holding things in there that she doesn't want me to experience. You never let your Jake into the guarded areas of your mind?"

"I did at one point, but then I started keeping things there again and wouldn't let him back in. He took it as a betrayal of my trust in him. We never had the time to get past that before¦things took a turn for the worse on the ship and our pairing was severed. After that he just didn't trust me, nor did he want to open himself up to me like before."

"You¦weren't paired when the colonel¦"

"I would rather not discuss this Jake. My experiences have no bearing on what we need to accomplish here." She replied softly.

Jake took her tone as confirmation of his worst nightmare and his heart ached for a few moments as he tried to imagine how he would feel if someone took his Laurel in such a brutal and awful way. He could understand how it would darken not only his own heart, but also Laurel's, in a profound and dark way. It certainly explained why his counterpart was killed. The colonel was afraid of retribution from a powerful and angry telepath and Tagert further protected himself by killing Jake's father and Laurel's mother at the same time, ridding himself of the danger of angry parents with possible advanced abilities that would surely be used against him. Jake assumed they weren't being given the exact timeline of when and how the deaths occurred, only that they were killed using the stasis chambers. He then thought about the monitors in the room with them at the moment and he pushed the feelings deep down and concentrated on how nice it was to be living the relatively peaceful life that his destiny had provided in this universe.

The older Laurel scooted forward slightly so the tips of her knees were touching the younger Laurel's, and then they closed their eyes and set their foreheads together, then reached out to one another. Meanwhile, Jake paid close attention to what he was sensing from the monitors to insure no interference was being attempted.

Once Jake was comfortable in the knowledge that Eric and Tara were keeping to themselves, but staying alert to the feelings they could sense emanating from everyone in the room, he closed his eyes and relaxed, allowing himself to drift into a very calm state while the Laurels' immersed themselves in each other. The older Laurel was able to find the area of the younger Laurel's mind where her memories and knowledge of the gravity drive technique resided, and she allowed herself to focus on that area as the younger Laurel shared everything she knew as she pulled everything she could remember to the surface so the other Laurel could access and absorb it in full measure.

It took nearly an hour for Laurel to absorb everything she needed to know, and a little bit more, discretely passed along in both directions. When Jake sensed his Laurel withdrawing back into herself, he opened his eyes and the calm was washed away as he quieted his mind almost completely, as before to avoid his true feelings from being sensed in full. The Laurels' pulled their foreheads back from each other and they waited for the mental fog to wear off, then the older Laurel grinned as she leaned back and scooted back slightly.

"So, you figured out how the technique would be accomplished, with some help from the AI, and Korica was the first to really become proficient at it? That's impressive. I wish I could've experienced that with my Korica. She was innately gifted at piloting the Future because of her experience growing up on a space ship with the opportunity to pilot the Ensierge on many occasions while sitting in her fathers lap, but I never got to see her piloting the Future under such complex conditions."

"I'm no slouch at piloting the Future using gravity drive either. It takes an advanced understanding of gravitational dynamics and how the Future handles to pull it off successfully. My training as a captain and understanding of quantum physics as well as spatial dynamics gives me an edge in that respect."

"I'm sorry, don't get offended Laurel. I sensed as much, I didn't mean to diminish the impressive nature of your knowledge and experience. I'm simply marveling at how remarkable Korica turned out to be."

"It goes to show how advanced her species really is. In a lot of ways she's even more sophisticated as a person than any of us are when you take her incredible natural intellect into account. I've sensed that it's a trait of her species, not just her in particular."

"That was my point. I sensed that perception of her from you. I see you still have the bad habit of getting offended easily, and speaking up when you feel that way."

"I'm working on it. I know it's kind of childish."

Laurel smiled at her, leaned forward, and placed her hands on the younger Laurel's knees.

"You'll outgrow it. I did the same thing until I was like twenty-five."

"Is that around the time you made it to the Milky Way?"

The older Laurel pulled her hands from the younger Laurel's knees and looked at Eric and Tara and they gave her a stern look that said volumes without saying a word. Laurel looked back at Laurel and Jake.

"I can't discuss such things with you. We should get you two back down to the negative matter space so you can shadow the captain. I've learned what I need to know so I can train the colonel's people how to use gravity drive for propulsion. Thank you for sharing your experience and knowledge with me."

"You're welcome. I just want to help get you guys home safely with the recourses you have at hand."

"You've given us a big boost by sharing this technique with us. I'm sure it would've come to me in time if I had remained in a position that warranted me piloting the ship very often. After Korica died, Mark brought the military out of stasis and the first thing they did was revoke my commission. I advised, but really didn't get to pilot the ship after that."

"You were blamed for her death?"

"Yes. It's the captain's responsibility not to put his or her crew in jeopardy so, when the worst happens it's the captain's fault without exception. I was deemed unfit to command. As distraught as I was at the time, they were right. Not only did I get Korica killed, I alienated the elder race by destroying the ziggurat she was killed beneath, in order to recover her body then¦well¦other things were perpetrated while I was in command and the elder race finally had enough and severed all ties with us and attempted to destroy everything they had given us."

"I guess I shouldn't ask about the other things?"

"No. I'm not permitted to discuss those incidents. It has no bearing on our current situation or your efforts to help us get the ship fixed so we can go home. I don't mean to sound cold, but I'm under specific instructions to keep things to myself that don't pertain to what's going on."

"You're right, it doesn't matter for what's going on. It's best I don't hear about how different and unpleasant things have been for everyone on this ship."

The three of them then got to their feet and stepped off the mattresses and the older Laurel looked at Eric and Tara.

"You want us to pick these mattresses up by hand?"

"We'll head to the transport platform and wait for you while you straighten things up." Eric said, and then he looked at Aaron. "Keep an eye on them."

Aaron nodded, stepped aside, and Eric and Tara walked past him then made their way down the row of beds and out into the corridor. Laurel then stepped out of the cubicle and Laurel and Jake followed her, then Laurel turned and held her hands out and the mattresses slowly rose from the floor, separated, and then moved back over to the beds they had been taken from as Laurel moved her hands apart and down.

"You want some help tucking the sheet and cover blanket in?" Jake asked.

Laurel looked at him and grinned as she brought her hands down.

"Sorry, dumb question."

"Not necessarily. Do you know how to perform something as complex as making a bed without touching it?"

"Don't know. I've never tried."

"Give it a try¦both of you. Just remember, it isn't a matter of knowing how to do it using your power, just think about what you want done."

"We're beginning to understand that's how it works." Laurel said with a gentle smile.

Laurel and Jake faced the beds with the sheets and top blankets hanging off the mattresses in an unkept manner and they concentrated on developing a mental image of how the beds should look, then they simultaneously opened their minds as they pushed slightly and the blankets and sheets lifted at their edges and began to slide under the mattresses as though a person were shoving them under the mattresses, but the entire length of the ends of the sheets and blankets slid under the sides first, then at the foot of the bed the sheets and blankets slid under the mattresses, pulling tight across the top surface. Jake then slid the pillow to the head of the bed and he smiled as he pulled his power back and looked at his Laurel.

"That's so cool!" He said half chuckling. "I wish I knew I could do that when I was a kid. My mom used to get on me all the time to make my bed. I hated making my bed¦she used to go in after me and make it look perfect, just like that." He said pointing at the bed.

"You couldn't do that until your abilities woke." Laurel said. "You needed me for that."

"You just woke what was there all along. Let's not get too full of ourselves."

"You really think you would be as gifted as you are without being paired with me?"

"No, absolutely not. I have your power within me too. I'm just saying I would've been able to make a bed like that even if you hadn't¦brought everything out earlier than it would've normally happened and then multiplied it by your own ability."

"Don't be mean Jake," The older Laurel said. "You enhance and enrich each other. The simple task of making a bed so easily on the first try would've been extremely complex and difficult if it weren't for Laurel's influence. You said not to get too full of herself, but give credit where credit is due."

Jake slid his hand into Laurel's hand and gave her a remorseful expression.

"I'm sorry babe. I didn't mean for that to come off so condescending. I'm a hundred times the person I would be without you in my life and my heart. I know I wouldn't be able to do most of what I can do without you."

"Thank you Jake. Same here."

They looked at the older Laurel to find a tear rolling down her left cheek and tear filled eyes.

"What's the matter?" The younger Laurel asked softly.

"My¦" She swallowed hard and smiled. "My Jake called me babe too. I had forgotten how much I came to like it¦and miss it."

Laurel wiped the tear from her cheek then she wiped her eyes with the side of her hand and sniffed hard, but kept smiling.

"Thank you for reminding me how beautiful our love was by allowing me to see it in you two. Come on, I need to get you two back to the captain before Eric and Tara think we're up to something and report us to the colonel."

The younger Laurel nodded and then tapped her cranial transceiver active.

"Future? Can you hear me?"

"Yes Laurel, I can hear you. Are you in distress?"

"No, We're fine. We're with the other Laurel and a trusted confidant. Can you tell me where the captain is?"

"He is in the main hangar briefing some of the relief crews."

"Ok. Thank you Future."

"You are welcomed Laurel."

"Can the captain hear our conversation on his transceiver?"

"No. Yours is a military issued cranial transceiver that is attuned to specific military frequencies within a narrow band, and highly encrypted. The captain's cranial transceiver is a civilian corps copy that does not support encrypted transmission or reception like that of the military version. The frequencies his transceiver is attuned to are also of a different frequency range. Your transceiver is capable of switching away from encrypted mode and tuning into his transceivers frequency range, but by default your transceiver is set to the military band and mode."

"Mark never told us about that. How can I reach him then?"

"Turn your transceiver off, then back on while holding pressure on your transceiver until you hear a faint beep. Encryption will be disabled and the frequency range will switch away from the military band."

"But I know I've heard him calling to me on my transceiver before."

"Your transceiver must have been in standby mode and thus sensitive to all frequencies it is capable of receiving. Your transceiver has more sophisticated components than those contained within the civilian corps version."

"Got it. Amazing how much can be crammed into something so small."

"With the advent of molecule sized layered multi-microprocessor technology and the ability to fit billions of transistors within each layer of the multistage microprocessors, tremendous capability can be realized from something so small it can scarcely be seen with the unaided eye."

"We have some amazing technology at our disposal. Will you do me a favor and tell the captain we're done here and Jake and I will meet him in the hangar?"

"I will alert him and monitor your progress toward his location incase he changes locations before you arrive."

"It'll only take us a few seconds to transport to the hangar."

"Incorrect, the entire transport system is offline at the moment while repairs are being carried out on the compression field generator coils within the primary manifold assembly located near the airponics bay. You will need to walk to the main hangar."

"That's¦gunna take a while."

"Diagnostics revealed a potentially deadly instability in the compression field being broadcast throughout that ship. The system was taken offline to insure no one was inadvertently transported to an area with an unbalanced compression ratio within the existing field in that area. The results of such an occurrence would be a painful death from something like the bends but far worse. The compression field has to be a prefect match from the point of departure to the point of arrival with absolutely no variation or physical side affects will be experienced. The elder race supplied technical details of the systems normal function were explicit in this fact."

"Sounds nasty. I'm glad you're looking after us from over there."

"Protecting and maintaining life is what I was created to do Laurel. I have genuine concern for the people on that ship, but it is magnified by many orders of magnitude when so many of my crew and civilian passengers are over there, including you and Jake. The captain was very adamant that I am not to allow anything to happen to the two of you. At present, you represent the only personnel with the training and qualifications to command the Future competently under our current situation should anything happen to him."

"I hadn't considered that aspect. How would that work if we aren't in the service anymore?"

"You would be emergency drafted back into active duty since your security clearances and access codes have been preserved, though the later are listed as inactive yet valid."

"I didn't realize that was why he was keeping us so close at hand?"

"That is not his sole reason for keeping you and Jake under such close scrutiny and close at hand. He has great affection for you and Jake and you also provide significant protection for him, and everyone else over there originating from this ship, that cannot be provided by anyone else at anything even close to the level you two are capable of providing. In short you are loved, appreciated, and needed by him like no one else."

Laurel smiled big and then looked at Jake and the older Laurel and they were both smiling at her and then she realized that she had neglected to quiet her mind, so they were sensing everything she was feeling and thinking. She quickly quieted her mind and Jake followed suit.

"Let the captain know we're on our way."

"Understood."

Laurel then tapped her transceiver into standby mode and she took hold of Jake's hand.

"The captain is in the main hangar. We're going to have to walk there though. The AI detected a problem in the compression field generator for the transport system and so took the entire system offline so repairs can be carried out."

"We know Laurel," The older Laurel said with a big grin. "We sensed everything being said to you by the AI."

Eric and Tara stepped back into the medical ward and stood in the entrance doorway and the older Laurel looked at them for a moment then she nodded.

"We're coming. Laurel had to contact her ship for a minute."

"We sensed her feelings for a time," Tara said. "It's a long walk to the hangar, we should get going so the colonel doesn't send someone to find out what's taking so long."

The four of them walked toward Eric and Tara and they turned and stepped back out of the medical ward, and Jake looked at Laurel.

"Did you know they were¦?"

"No. I wasn't thinking or talking about anything sensitive though. They didn't try and get in or I would've sensed it."

Jake nodded as they rounded the corner and stepped out into the corridor. The older Laurel led the way past Eric and Tara and they all made the long walk through the ship, making several detours from the direct rout to avoid damaged areas that were either airless or well below zero due to problems with the environmental controls in those areas. As they finally made it to deck 1 forward of the main hangar and headed aft, the AI signaled Laurel on her cranial transceiver. She tapped her transceiver active.

"This is Laurel."

"Hello Laurel. The captain has asked that you meet him in the military briefing room on deck one. He would like you to bring the other Laurel with you if possible, but only her. Can you get her away from her monitors without raising suspicion?"

"I'll try. Tell him we'll be there shortly."

"Understood."

Laurel then tapped her transceiver into standby mode and she looked at Jake who was looking at her with an odd grin on his face.

"It was the AI letting me know the captain wants us to put a rush on. He's been waiting for us. I didn't know it was going to take fourty minutes to make the walk to the hangar."

Eric and Tara stopped at the door leading to the passenger level common area and the rest of them kept walking toward the hangar. To Laurel's relief it was the lucky break she needed. They walked on up the corridor until they reached the turn to head toward the hangar. Laurel looked back down the extremely dimly lit corridor and she could see that Eric and Tara were no longer in the corridor. She put her hand up and looked at the older Laurel. She then gently reached out to her and it took a moment for the older Laurel to realize what the younger Laurel was doing. She grinned, pushed her mind open, and let the younger Laurel enter her mind in a very shallow connection.

"The captain isn't in the hangar." The younger Laurel thought. "He asked Jake and I to meet him in the military briefing compartment on this deck, he wanted us to try and bring you with us without your monitors."

"I'll come with you, but you're leaving yourself open to detection by the colonel's loyal telepaths. You haven't learned how to focus your mind on a single individual without leaving the rest of your mind open, have you?"

Laurel quickly withdrew from Laurel's mind and quieted her mind.

"You know how young I really am" Laurel said very quietly, "Not much beyond what I was when I came out of stasis the first time. We're learning, but we haven't had much time to learn everything we can do nor exactly how to control it."

"You have to concentrate on the essence of the individual you're interested in covertly communicating with and quiet your mind around them, without squelching your telepathic ability completely."

"We would have to practice to be able accomplish that."

"It's the first step in learning how to discipline you mind."

"We'll get there. We just need time."

Laurel nodded and grinned slightly and the group turned around and headed back down the corridor, right past the entrance to the passenger level common area. They headed further down the completely darkened corridor and they headed to the third doorway on the left that was set back in a small, shallow, alcove. They stood for a moment as their eyes adjusted to the stark shadowy darkness, only illuminated by the feeble light drifting down the corridor from the few overhead lights by the entrance to the passenger level common area that were functioning at 20% normal luminosity. Once their eyes adjusted enough to make out slight details, out of pure instinct the younger Laurel placed her hand on the palm scanner, nothing happened, and the older Laurel chuckled lightly, embarrassing her younger counterpart.

"That isn't going to work. Our AI has been gone for a long time."

"That was really dumb of me. The palm print and DNA trace data are stored in the AI's third tertiary memory core."

"I wouldn't state it that critically. Some habits are hard to forget when you're in familiar surroundings."

The older Laurel then simply reached out and knocked lightly three times on the door. A moment later, the door slowly slid to the side, spilling dim light out into the corridor as it parted to reveal the captain pushing on the door as he pushed it to the side. Once he had it open almost all the way he smiled at Laurel and Jake, then looked at the older Laurel and nodded once then looked at Aaron, and his face ran cold for just a moment.

"He's with us sir." The younger Laurel said softly. "Don't let his uniform alarm you."

The captain stepped back, the four of them stepped into the room, and the captain pushed on the door and then slid it closed. The captain then stepped over to the curving table that surrounded the three-dimensional projection module in the middle of the room and he turned and leaned back on the table as he faced the four of them. The room had a gentle white glow emitted from a light stick sitting on the table lighting most of the room with heavy shadows in the lower regions and especially behind the curving table, broadcasting everyone's shadow up on the bulkheads behind them. It left the room feeling eerie, but somehow comfortable.

"Are you blocking right now?" The captain asked.

The younger Laurel looked at Jake and he nodded.

"Yes sir, Jake replied. "Laurel has her mind completely quieted at the moment but mine is¦dimmed, but not completely quieted."

"Why the separation in the state your minds are in?"

"Laurel inadvertently put herself in a condition that would allow others to sense what she was thinking. When she was made aware, she quickly quieted her mind completely."

The captain lifted his chin and grinned.

"I see."

The captain then looked at the older Laurel and he slowly shook his head.

"I toned my response to your appearance on our last meeting, but I have to say¦you are an absolutely stunning woman. I am getting a rare glimpse at what my¦our Laurel is going to look like in a few years."

"Thank you captain Alexan. It's a rare honor to make your acquaintance too. As you might be aware, I never got to meet your alter ego in my universe. The archival records didn't do you justice; you are a very good-looking man in person. I appreciate you taking such good care of my alter ego and her¦better half."

"They made it easy. I think the world of them. Look, I know we don't have much time before the colonel begins to wonder where you are."

"I'm assuming you have some questions about the data crystal fragment I sent over?"

"I understand your reasoning for sending it over, but I have questions about something we discovered in the main hangar. The hangar itself is remarkably intact considering the pounding that was handed to you people and scans have revealed traces of non human biological matter in the one remaining shuttle in the hangar. Can you shed any light on these facts?"

Laurel sighed as she nodded and then she straightened her back and looked right at the captain.

"The colonel organized a raid on an outpost where the supreme commander of the Encarthon forces was making a social visit to reassure the population that the Human threat was going to be put down with a single high impact battle being arranged. The raid was successful in capturing the supreme commander and¦destroying the outpost. Estimates are that there were thirty thousand inhabitants on the outpost when it was destroyed. The response was swift and decisive. The outpost was able to get off a distress call before it was completely destroyed so the Encarthons knew we had their supreme commander aboard when they found us and began pummeling us from all sides with a fleet of ninety ships made up of Encarthon and ally ships. Rather than gaining critical information from the supreme commander we signed our own death warrant. At the last minute¦the colonel ordered that the supreme commander be freed from his bindings and set out in the middle of the hangar and then the colonel opened the hangar door, blowing him out into space and damaging the door as the cargo in the hangar was sucked out with him slamming into the hangar door on the way out."

The captain looked visibly sickened and disturbed by the information being delivered about how bloodthirsty the colonel seemed to be capable of being.

"The ferocity of the attack on this ship sure makes a lot more sense given that information. Did you learn what you need to know in order to pilot this ship using gravity drive?"

"Yes. I understand the complex procedure necessary. I can in fact pilot this ship every bit as efficiently as your Laurel now."

"Good. Thank you for your candor in response to my questions. We're continuing to study the data crystal fragment you provided; when the analysis is complete we'll be sending the fragment back. We can't keep anything that originates from this ship."

"I hope you can retrieve the data contained on that fragment. It's important that you allow Laurel to build and send the probe so the timeline can be maintained."

"That aspect is still under debate. All things will be considered carefully before a decision is made. I don't have the final say. I serve the civilian population so they will have to decide for themselves if we are to fulfill our own destiny in such a profound and unusual way."

"I guess I had forgotten the original purpose and mission of the civilian corps. It's good to hear that you're still upholding those noble ideas."

"It will always be that way under my command. We aren't the military and what's going on around you is exactly why the military is to be kept under control by us while the people keep us answerable."

"That's admirable. Can I ask something of you now captain?"

"I suppose."

"I would like to ask that you limit your trips back over here. You're now privy to information that if discovered by the colonel could prove hazardous for those of us over here that are working against him."

"I see. You believe his telepaths could somehow glean what I'm aware of?"

"Yes. I'm also aware of why you keep Laurel and Jake close at hand, but they have a crucial role in your destiny. Bringing them over here is putting them in great danger. As I alluded to, the colonel is capable unspeakable evil. Your Laurel and Jake deserve a life without such depravity at the hands of their fellow Humans right before them."

"There's worse locked up in your head and you think they'll sense it?"

"I was able to keep most of it from Laurel, but even I have lapses¦though they are few and far between with how concerted I have to be at all times. Please preserve the innocence in them by keeping them safely on your Future?"

The captain sighed heavily and nodded.

"Alright. You've expressed some of my own concerns anyways. I'll limit our trips over here to times when I'm called over by our repair crews for whatever reason. I can oversee the operations from the bridge of my own ship."

"Thank you captain Alexan."

"You're welcome." The captain then looked at Laurel and Jake. "I want you two to head to the hangar and wait for me there. I have one last task to take care of then we'll be heading back to the Future."

"Eye sir." Laurelr then glanced at the darkened com panel by the door, then back to the captain. "Aren't you concerned that the colonel might be monitoring what we're doing?"

"No. The AI has cut the power to this entire section including the com panels. There are open power junctions nearby that haven't been repaired yet, and I wanted to insure some privacy to debrief with you two. Along those lines, you are to discuss with no one what has been discussed in this room. The activities of these people has no bearing on our continuing mission."

"We understand sir," Laurel replied. "I don't want our people thinking we're anything like these people¦no offense Laurel. I know you and I are more alike than I thought possible."

"I'm sorry you're left feeling that way. My sense is that you're nothing like me thankfully. I pray you never experience the kind of hell that has darkened my heart and changed my values so dramatically from what they were when I was more like you."

The captain stood up straight and yanked his coat straight.

"We need to get moving before suspicions rise as to where we are."

The older Laurel then turned and faced Aaron.

"You have been with me in the hangar while the captain talked to his people out of range for us to hear what he was discussing."

"In the hangar¦we couldn't hear what was being said."

The captain furrowed his brow and looked at the younger Laurel. She just gently shook her head.

"Influencing others to think exactly what you tell them is apparently something Jake and I can do, though we've never tried to do it."

"Interesting. I would keep that ability to yourselves. That kind of thing might make people a little nervous around you."

"You won't tell anyone?"

"No. It's our little secret until I hear of its use on someone."

The group then headed toward the door, the captain grabbed the light stick sitting in a small stand on the table surrounding the projection module, and he followed the group out into the corridor, after Laurel pushed the door open. The captain then slid the door closed to hide the fact that anyone had been in the room and he turned the light stick off and collapsed it, sticking it into his pocket to hide its existence. They all headed up the corridor toward the feeble light casting on the entranceway to the passenger level common area door, the captain stopped, and Laurel and Jake glanced back as they kept walking.

"I'll be right there. Get aboard the Icarus and wait for me."

They both nodded and kept walking to the door leading to the hangar. They turned left and headed down the short corridor and out into the hangar. They stopped and turned to face Laurel, only to find she was wasn't there.

"Where the heck did they go?" Laurel said almost in a whisper.

"I don't know," Jake said quietly. "Let's just get on the ship. I want to reconnect with you. I don't like the silence in my head."

Laurel looked at him and gave him the prettiest smile.

"I miss your constant companionship in the back of my mind too."

The two of them turned and headed to the Icarus. They climbed aboard to find it completely empty. They simply sat down in the rear most seats, as they had for the ride over, opened their minds, and leaned against one another while they waited for the captain to arrive. They only had to wait five minutes for the captain to make his way up the cargo ramp and close it behind him. He sat down in the seat across from Laurel and Jake and he reached out and placed his hand on Laurel's arm, as she was sitting closest to him.

"I'm truly sorry for the peril I've been inclined to put you both in. I was considering my peoples safety ahead of yours and that just isn't fair to either of you."

Laurel let go of Jake's hand and lifted her head from the side of Jake's while placing her hand on top of the captain's.

"You didn't do anything you need to apologize for sir. We understood that we were being taken into a dangerous situation in order to provide protection for you and the rest of the crew and civilian engineers coming over here. It's a danger we were willing to be exposed to. We have a much better chance of defending ourselves than anyone else does. Jake can sense danger closing in like no one else can and our abilities will reach out to protect us without us having to think about it. If we happen to be right next to you that protection will extend to you too."

"I can feel that you feel guilty for what we went through to save the ship and everyone aboard," Jake said. "You should let go of that kind of thinking sir. You had absolutely no control over any of that."

"I can't help what I feel Jake. The AI took a course of action that caused great pain and mishap for both of you. I'm relieved that you both turned out to be such remarkable individuals, but I can't help but feel that I should've been the one to be revived as the ship was dying."

"No offense sir, but we would all be dead had that happened," Laurel said as the captain withdrew his hand from under hers. "The AI knew it was going to take someone our size to crawl inside the zero space between hulls in order to make the necessary repairs not to mention going inside the neural core to affect repairs on the AI itself. You just wouldn't have fit in most of the confined spaces where heavy damage had occurred and there wasn't enough power to revive anyone else once I was revived."

"I keep reminding myself of that fact to justify my guilty feelings, but it still evokes strong feelings every time I put you in further danger. You've done so much and I keep asking more of you."

"Please don't feel like you can't or shouldn't because of everything we've been through and given up for the betterment of the ship and everyone aboard her." Jake said. "We're always willing to do anything you ask of us no matter how dangerous it is. It makes Laurel feel good to be needed so much."

"You two are so sweet. I wish I could promise that I won't call on you again, but truth is we need your kind of ability and intellect from time to time. It would be so much easier if you were part of my crew. Maybe I wouldn't feel so guilty for robbing you of your time as civilians."

"You know we're eventually going to give in to our calling and rejoin sir," Laurel said.

"I eagerly await the time when I see you saluting me while wearing a civilian corps uniform. For now I need to get you two out of here. I'm going to put heavy credence in Laurel's warning that I'm putting us in unnecessary danger. Our mission will go to crap if something happens to either of you or myself."

Laurel and Jake nodded, then Jake glanced at the sealed cargo ramp entrance, and he furrowed his brow and looked at the captain.

"Don't you need a flight crew to transport us back over to the Future?"

"You don't think I took the time to get qualified to pilot the Icarus before her construction was complete?"

"I guess I didn't consider that sir. Sorry."

The captain smiled and stood up and reached out and patted Jake's shoulder then made his way to the pilot's seat and he sat down and placed the control halo on his head and as he began to go through the start up sequences, he turned slightly and looked over his shoulder.

"If you two are going to sit all the way back there, you could help me by linking in so the ship can use your brains for additional computing power."

Laurel looked at Jake and smiled, the two of them then got up, walked to the front of the cabin, and sat down right behind the captain. They then pulled out the set of halos in the concealed compartment next to them, placed them over their heads, closed their eyes as they linked in, and waited for the momentary disorientation to fade then they opened their eyes and fastened their restraint. Once the primary systems were powered up, the captain called out to have the hangar depressurized to make ready for their departure. A male voice responded that depressurization would commence immediately and the door would be opened once the process was completed.

It only took a few minutes for the depressurization to complete, the door to rise open, and the captain to pilot the ship out of the hangar, and the short ride over to the Future was smooth and uneventful. Once they landed and powered the ship down, they made their way down the cargo ramp and out into the warm humid air of the hangar. The captain then stopped and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"I find myself needing to ask yet another favor of you?"

"Anything you need sir." Jake replied.

"Will you try and keep your senses tuned to our people over there? Either through the other Laurel or directly. I need to know that our people aren't going to be accosted mentally or physically without your physical presence over there."

"We'll do what we can sir," Laurel replied. "We haven't tried to express our influence over such a distance before, but we'll do what we can to insure nothing nefarious is perpetrated on our people over there."

"Thank you. I'll sleep better knowing you two are looking after them from here. I'm going to head to the bridge, please get something eat and drink and try to relax with your parents. If I should have to go back over there before the repairs are completed, I would still like you to accompany me."

"We would be honored to go with you sir," Jake said. "Do you need us to return the fragment when the analysis is complete?"

"I will indeed. Hopefully you can slip it back to their Laurel without being discovered. The AI can assist by deactivating the internal sensors over there when and where appropriate."

"Yes sir. It's nice to have the AI looking out for us."

"Hope to shout!"

"You can go ahead and transport to the command deck first sir," Laurel said. "We'll transport to the passenger area after your gone."

The captain nodded and they walked over to the transport enclosure and stepped in and Laurel closed the door as the captain stepped up onto the transport platform. When the free-floating map appeared, he touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later he disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. Laurel and Jake then stepped up onto the platform, Jake touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance, and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light.

Aboard the Reuopon station, Korica and Tamaric spent a full 4 hours in the simulator trying to understand all of the control functions being explained to them, though some of the explanations just didn't make much sense, since their training on the Brindon's primary systems hadn't begun yet. When Rhe'Tock heard Korica's stomach growling, he called an end to the familiarization faze of their training. The simulation then just dissolved away, like it was melting at the molecular level, crumbling to the floor, only to ooze back into the trough surrounding the twin chairs and raised platform they were attached to.

Korica and Tamaric stood up and followed Rhe'Tock out of the simulator room and across the mental conditioning lab to the exit that led out into the corridor that would lead to the quad and transport terminal. When the door slid open, they found Dederal leaning against the bulkhead across from the mental conditioning lab entrance with his arms crossed. He stood up straight, uncrossed his arms, and walked over to the three of them.

"How did things go?" He asked with a smile.

"It went fine Dederal sir," Korica replied. "The experience in the conditioning lab wasn't quite what we expected. We can understand the value of the lessons being impressed on us, but it still isn't what we were expecting."

"We need to expand your knowledge while expanding your understanding¦and ours, of what you are capable of."

"They are remarkable young people Dederal," Rhe'Tock said with a broad grin. "Captain Alexan was right to boast about them and place so much confidence in their ability to master what must be put before them. I fully expected it to take multiple episodes in the simulator in order for them to understand the complex nature of the control functions, but they picked everything up like it was elementary for them."

"That's the influence of Korica sir," Tamaric said. "Complex and abstract information is easy for her to comprehend."

"You understand what she understands, correct?" Dederal asked.

"When our minds are joined like they were in the simulator, yes sir."

"Whatever the means, you two are capable of learning at an astounding rate," Rhe'Tock said. "I have complete confidence that you will be able to absorb everything we must teach you within the limited time we have."

"I share your confidence Rhe'Tock," Dederal said. "They are excelling in the class as well. Their understanding of metallurgy, structural design, and elemental compositions existing within the galaxy are unequalled among people their age within our people. They are truly on a level all their own given their incredibly young age."

Korica grinned, but furrowed her brow.

"We aren't all that young Dederal sir."

"Oh I sense what lies beneath the surface ensign Prentor. You are younger than you appear to be. You both do great credit to your people. Draximan and Human alike."

"Thank you sir." Korica said.

"Yeah, thank you sir. I'm trying to get used to being classified as anything even close to as remarkable as Korica."

"You exist and function as a singular entity most of the time so classifying one, classifies the other equally."

"Thank you sir."

"Can I ask you something sir?" Korica asked. "Both of you actually."

"What is your question?" Dederal asked.

"Have either of you heard of the Polaris race?"

Dederal looked at Rhe'Tock and both of them smiled and Rhe'Tock nodded once to Dederal. Dederal looked back at Korica and nodded himself.

"Yes. Most people from these parts know of the Polaris race. It will be taking place in a few weeks not too far from here."

"Is there an age or species limit on those permitted to participate?"

"Noo¦there are no limitations, but¦it is usually adult participants that take part in the race. It is very grueling and the participants are extremely competitive. Are you considering participating?"

"Not¦it's an annual race right?"

"Yes. It is a way of finding the most capable pilots to fulfill lucrative contracts with the conglomeration that supplies the prize ship to the winner."

"I realize we're far to busy this year, I was wondering if you or Rhe'Tock would sponsor us in the race if we were to make an official request¦with the approval of my captain of course?"

Dederal smiled and then chuckled as he looked at Rhe'Tock.

"She is ambitious¦and likely has the right temperament." Rhe'Tock said with a smile on his face.

"If your captain approves of your participation, and your ship passes the safety and technological sophistication inspection, we would be honored to sponsor you separately so that you will have two influential sponsors. You would have to pass the qualification run in order to participate. If you qualify and feel you can aggressively pilot your ship amongst some of the most competitive and experienced pilots in this sector, I only have one requirement."

"What's that?"

"You have to win! There is no prize for second place."

"I won't let you down sir." Korica said with a big smile on her face.

"We have little doubt of that." Rhe'Tock said in a chuckle.

"You two managed to shave two and a half hours from the schedule thanks to your sharp minds and quick understanding of the complex material presented to you today, so use the time wisely," Rhe'Tock said. "Get something to eat and get plenty of rest. We will resume your lessons at the same time in the morning from your perspective of a day."

"Yes sir." Korica said.

"We'll see you two in the morning sirs." Tamaric said.

Korica took Tamaric's hand in hers and they headed off toward the transport terminal to head back to their accommodations. As they headed away, Dederal looked at Rhe'Tock and spoke in Hundicon.

"What an incredible young lady. Tamaric has his hands full keeping up with her."

Rhe'Tock laughed and patted Dederal solidly on the back.

"He is just along for the ride. She leads the way in motivation, drive, and ambition. She is as cute as they come too. If I were his age and she was the first pretty girl I fell for¦I too would follow her every footstep from her galaxy to the opposite end of mine, just as he has."

"They are an incredible force to reckon with. I no longer have any doubt about their ability to pull off what captain Alexan is expecting of them."

"What about their ambitious hopes of participating the Polaris race? You really think they have the piloting skills necessary?"

"Not at present, but if that adorable young lady sets her mind to it, I have every confidence that they will do whatever it takes to develop the necessary skills to accomplish a win. It will certainly give the Human species a reputation that will reverberate all throughout this quadrant of the galaxy if they manage a win at their age."

"That is so true. They are already gaining a reputation as an amazing species. Let me show you what we mapped of their minds and how they performed in the mental conditioning lab today."

Dederal nodded and the two of them headed into the mental conditioning lab to make their way to the monitoring station on the other side of the simulator compartment. Meanwhile, Korica and Tamaric walked to the transportation terminal and they found it almost completely deserted. There were only a handful of adults sitting on the benches below the departure and arrival schedule board. Korica and Tamaric looked up at the information being displayed and neither of them could read the information being displayed. Tamaric then looked at Korica for a moment then he lifted his wrist, tapped his bio monitor to life, and watched his bio readings popping up one by one until he saw his heart rate with Korica's sympathetic heart rhythm displayed beating right below his in a flashing alert fashion. A few moments later, the blue colored information faded and then the map program began to initialize.

"We'll have to walk," Tamaric said. "We can't even ask these people when the next transport arrives."

Korica looked at Tamaric's bio monitor and she stepped closer to his side as he held his arm up so they could both see the display. Korica expanded the map so they could see their current location and their accommodations and she rolled her eyes.

"There goes the two hours we shaved off the schedule."

"Another option crossed your mind a few seconds ago. We could call the station facilitator and ask him or her when the next transport will arrive that will take us to the terminal down the corridor from our quarters."

"I'm not against a hardy walk, but five miles is gunna take a while."

Korica lifted Tamaric's arm back up and she used her index finger and thumb to zoom the image in closer to their current location and the items of significance began to populate the image and she slowly dragged the map until she found a communications and information terminal back the way they had come.

"Right there." Korica said pointing at his bio monitor.

Tamaric nodded and the two of them made their way out of the terminal and headed back up the corridor a short ways to the information and communication terminal. Korica stepped up to the terminal and she couldn't read any of the information being shown, but she knew the sequence to reach the facilitator from her reading of the information packet given to them shortly after arriving. She touched the button sequence to hale the station facilitator, and a few seconds later a male voice responded in English with the familiar mottled accent consisting of several different regional accents from Earth combined.

"How can we help you ensign Prentor?"

"We were wondering¦wait¦how did you know who was accessing this terminal?"

The man chuckled lightly.

"Prominent guests such as yourself and your mate, cadet Prentor, are monitored very closely. We know where you are at all times and the communications terminal you are using has facial recognition and biometric sensing capabilities. The moment you touched the terminal screen, your biometric information was read and a file image of your face popped up on my screen. Once you paged me for assistance, I could see your pretty face right along side the file image and the biometric data that was just scanned, so I knew exactly whom I was about to speak with."

"Awe, thank you for the nice compliment. I guess I forgot how¦prominent¦you see us to be. We were wondering when the next transport will be arriving headed for the terminal by our quarters?"

"The student transport is not scheduled to arrive until the regular classes let out. However, I will page a car for you and your husband. It should arrive within five minutes of my alert being sent to the transport operations center. Make your way back to the terminal and climb aboard the car marked for student transport. You will be the only passengers aboard as of right now, so it will be a nonstop ride to your home terminal."

"Thank you so much. We're on a different schedule than the regular students. I have a feeling this is going to happen pretty often."

"I am aware that you are accustomed to a twenty-four hour day and will be training on such a schedule. Anytime you need a ride to or from your lessons each day, simply access one of the information terminals located all over the station, whoever happens to be on duty will be more than happy to call for a transport car to be sent to your location."

"Alright. It won't be a full length train like this morning?"

"For two people? No, it will be a single car. There are storage terminals all over the station for just this purpose. After you disembark, the car will be taken to one of those storage terminals and it will be removed from the regular service line until it is needed again."

"Sounds efficient. Thank you for your help¦and for keeping an eye on us, I know we don't understand how things work around the station and we could end up in a bad place real easy."

"We are here to make sure that does not happen. It is my honor and privilege to see to your needs anytime you need something."

"That's sweet of you. Goodbye."

"Goodbye ensign and cadet Prentor."

Korica then reached out, terminated the connection and the terminal returned to its original configuration. Korica then took Tamaric's hand and they headed back to the terminal to wait for the high-speed transport car to arrive. They only had to wait for a few minutes for a much smaller, red striped, single, high-speed transport car to arrive. When the tube door opened and the transport's door revolved up and open, they were facing a car that was built to accommodate ten riders comfortably, more if some were willing to stand and hold the overhead bar that ran from one end of the car to the other. Korica and Tamaric stepped aboard the 20' long car and sat down next to each other and the door revolved down encasing them in complete silence and comfort. The car sat still for a moment as the vacuum was reestablished within the tube, then the car slowly pulled away from the terminal.

The car accelerated slowly at first then it bolted off, forcing Korica and Tamaric back in their seats fairly hard then the acceleration let up as the car achieved its cruising speed. With no stops along the way, it only took a little over 2 minutes to reach their home terminal, as the facilitator had called it. When they arrived in the terminal the car came to a quiet stop, the door revolved open, and Korica and Tamaric stood up and stepped out into the noisy and congested terminal. They looked back to see the empty car pulling away from the terminal. Tamaric looked at Korica and smiled and they began to make their way through the crowd as Tamaric talked to her.

"I wonder if we'll be able to travel like that when we want to go somewhere besides the learning annex?" Tamaric thought.

"I don't think so," Korica thought in return. "We'll have to ride the blue line meant for the general public."

"I suppose we would get spoiled if we were treated to our own transport car every time we wanted to go somewhere."

"It just wouldn't make any sense to do that."

They arrived at the elevator doors and before they could touch the panel next to it the doors slid open and they stepped aside as 5 people stepped off the lift and grinned at them as they walked past. Korica and Tamaric then climbed aboard. The door slid closed and Korica remembered the symbol for the deck their accommodations were on from their arrival. She touched the symbol and the lift began to descend. They stood quietly until they felt the lift slow and then stop and Tamaric took hold of Korica's hand. The doors slid open and they stepped out past 5 people waiting at the door. Korica and Tamaric grinned and nodded once to each of them then headed to the right toward their quarters.

"Can we get something to eat before we go to our accommodations?" Korica asked.

"Of course love, I can feel how hungry you are. You want to go somewhere different instead of the Entourage?"

"We don't have the interpreter with us. Let's just go where we know the food is good and so is the service. We'll experiment later."

"Ok."

They made their way to the Entourage and had a wonderful filling meal, then went to their quarters and changed out of their uniforms. They then went to the gravity-amplified gym and worked out for 45 minutes. They then decided to head up to the arboretum to go for a run, as had been suggested to them earlier. It took a long walk down many corridors and three different elevators to get to the arboretum, but when they finally emerged on the atrium deck the time spent getting there was well worth it.

The arboretum stretched out in a wide undulating path that stretched so far they couldn't see the ends from the point where they exited into the arboretum. The air was very warm and humid and the sweet fragrance of many different plants and flowers in bloom filled the air. There was a winding walking path that ran around the entire arboretum and the clear tube that made up the enclosure allowed them to see the tubular arboretum enclosure across from them some three miles away where it ran in a huge circular path from the front of the station to the rear and back again in a loop. There was warm air blowing down the atrium in a constant gentle breeze that was fragrant and wonderful feeling. The variety of plants, flowers, and trees was tantalizing to the senses both visual and olfactory. The walking path was divided into two distinct sections separated by a white line emblazoned into the broad reddish brown paver blocks that defined the walking path. The right, innermost section was set-aside for runners, the left outermost, was set aside for walking. There were large numbers of people walking and to Korica and Tamaric's delight, running along the walking and running paths and still more people were strolling among the trees and plants growing everywhere with spongy green belts separating large growing areas.

There were some areas dedicated to growing eatable crops while others seemed to be dedicated to growing flowers and trees for aesthetic purposes alone. Korica and Tamaric stood dumbfounded for a few minutes as they took in the enormity of the arboretum and the vast number of plants the likes of which neither of them had ever seen before. Korica looked up to the curving upper section of the atrium enclosure, and for just a few moments she wondered how the cosmic rays were blocked and exactly how the warm air was produced with such a perfect balance of humidity and gentle circulation. Korica then looked down the walking path with vegetation growing on each side of it and she smiled.

"It's like the growing ring on the Future, but laid out Futuretally." She thought.

"I know hunh," Tamaric thought. "You think there's more square area here than on the Future?"

"Oh without a doubt. I don't think they produce near enough food up here to feed the whole station, but it has to produce ten times more than the Future ever could."

"This place is amazing. I've never seen trees like the ones here and these plants are completely alien looking to me."

Korica looked at him and spoke aloud.

"Take an educated suggestion and don't eat anything form here until we know it won't make us sick. What's completely harmless to the people from Primran, and wherever else these plants came from, might make a Human or Draximan sick...or worse."

Tamaric looked at her then looked around and he saw some people picking what he assumed were fruit and munching on them, then he looked back at Korica.

"I'll take your advice since you've been in places like this before."

"Well¦not exactly like this, but I've been to many worlds with plants I was unfamiliar with and my mother and father would tell me not to eat anything I saw growing until they could run tests to make sure it was safe for me to eat. They made it clear that some plants could kill me. I never pushed my luck by ignoring their warning."

Tamaric nodded then he looked at the patch of flowers growing on the opposite side of the walking path and he looked back at Korica.

"How do you think they pollinate these plants since I don't see any insects flying around, like the bees we use on the Future?"

Korica shrugged her shoulders.

"I don't know. The breeze will take care of some of it, but I guess they have to do it by hand for most of the plants."

"That¦seems like a daunting task."

"The fact that they can maintain an environment like this using only the solar energy from the Endrinol star without cosmic radiation causing problems is a more daunting issue that they've mastered with amazing efficiency."

"That's true. You want to try and run all the way around the arboretum or just a mile or two?"

"No offense, but you aren't in the same shape I am. I think we should limit our run to five miles."

"But I can recover using energy from you, right?"

"That doesn't mean it's good for you to over do it. On the Future I run ten miles on the tread machine, you only run five. I think we should stick to what your body is used to."

"Ok."

Korica gave him a quick peck, and then the two of them stepped onto the running side of the path and followed two people that just passed by until they realized they were maintaining a much slower pace, so they ran around them, and established their own pace. They were relieved to see that they weren't the only people interested in keeping in shape and the scenery was breathtaking, making for an incredible experience as they exercised their legs, hips, and cardio vascular systems. Korica led them to what she felt was 2 Â½ miles, then she turned them around and they ran back to the point where they had started. Korica gave Tamaric a few minutes to catch his breath completely then they made the long trip to the aquatic arenas. They enjoyed a long, hot, private bath together then headed back to their accommodations.

Once they arrived at their accommodations, Korica stripped down to nothing, sensing that Tamaric wanted to look upon her without the expectation of anything happening. Tamaric then gave her the same naked view, undressing before her as she fired up her data pad in order to fill out her daily mission report. Tamaric then collected his data pad and sat across form Korica, where she sat on the bed with her legs crossed Indian style so he could glance at her from time to time, as she knew he loved to do. They filled out their reports then set their data pads aside and talked about the day's events for a while. Korica then turned the lights out and they climbed under the covers and held each other as they enjoyed a long session of deep sharing before finally separating and drifting off to sleep feeling very close and relaxed.

Aboard the Future, Laurel and Jake arrived on the transport platform next to the entrance to the stasis ring, stepped down, and headed up the corridor toward the passenger level common area. As they approached the doorway, Laurel looked at Jake and grinned.

"I know, the lighting here makes the ship feel alive hunh?" Laurel thought.

Jake glanced up the restricted corridor beyond the common area entrance and he smiled as he could see the furthest, barely visual distinguishable point, where the corridor took a right and left, some 500 yards up the corridor. The lighting all along the way was bright and distinct with the surplus of power always available on the Future thanks to her numerous power supply apparatuses functioning as they were designed to operate at all times. Jake looked back to his beautiful Laurel.

"The certainty that the same bright and comfortable conditions exist everywhere on this ship makes it feel like home. Your beautiful face is the cherry on top of the cake that brings it all together for me babe."

"Awe, you're so sweet Jake. I can feel that you're looking forward to watching me evolve into the woman you saw over on that other Future."

"You better believe it! She's absolutely gorgeous, but she isn't my Laurel. You're what I want."

Laurel smiled and took hold of Jake's hand, they stepped up to the door, it slid open for them, and they stepped into a busy common area. There were dozens of newly revived passengers milling around as friends and family greeted them and talked with them, trying to explain where they were, and how they got to where they now found themselves in the galaxy. Very few were youngsters, most were adults, suggesting the children were still in stasis until the adults were in a condition where they could look after them properly. Laurel and Jake stepped out into the middle of the common area and looked around for their parents, but they didn't see them anywhere, then their attention drew upward and they looked up the different levels until they found their mother and father looking down at them while leaning over the clear guardrail 5 decks up. Amelia and John waved at them and smiled, then waved them up and Laurel and Jake smiled brightly and waved back, then headed for the elevator.

They rode up to deck 5, then floated out of the elevator and walked over to their parents, greeting them with a tight hug, and kisses from Amelia to Laurel and Jake both. They then walked back to the elevator and rode up to the mess hall on deck 11 to get something to eat. They stepped in to find several families sitting down to a meal and they offered a friendly smile and a wave from the younger members, as they recognized Laurel and Jake from their post stasis briefing. Laurel and Jake smiled and waved back as they made their way to the dispensers where they poured themselves something to drink. They then walked over to the nearest table and sat down. A servo drone floated up to the table with menus and John collected them and set them on the table, pushing one of them in front of Laurel.

"So, can we ask how things went over there?" Amelia asked gently stroking the back of Laurel's head.

"You can ask mom. We can tell you most of what's going on over there. The repairs are coming along faster than the captain had expected, our people are very talented and motivated to get them back where they came from. The AI attempted to fire up the shield over there and there was almost a breach of contained energy, but the safety systems detected the problem and shut the shield system and the negative matter core down simultaneously to prevent a catastrophic malfunction from occurring. The crew from that ship got the negative matter core reinitialized on the first try, which isn't easy to do manually as you might imagine, but they pulled it off. The damaged components are being manufactured for replacement so something like that doesn't happen again. I was able to join with the Laurel over there to pass along the technique for using gravity drive so they can accelerate up to the speed of light and beyond in order to pierce the veil between universes and navigate to the proper time and place."

"That must have been really strange to join with yourself." John chuckled.

Laurel looked at him and grinned while she shook her head.

"Not as strange as you might imagine. She might look exactly like me¦but older, but she isn't me. She thinks different and has had different life experiences, shaping her into a totally different person. I don't just mean since leaving Earth either. Even growing up on Earth she experienced slightly different eventualities than I did. She shared more with me than she was supposed to¦on purpose I think. I think she was trying to show me that our lives are truly different in everyway imaginable so that I won't judge myself or live my life according to the things she's done."

"That's remarkable," John said. "Did you share some of your life with her too?"

"Not to that extent. I let her see what I've been through with Korica, but I kept most of my personal life and feelings guarded. That sadness in her runs all the way to her core and I didn't want any part of that coming away with me. It turns into a darkness of intent that I'm not interested in experiencing first hand."

"Are you saying she's evil baby?" Amelia asked.

"No, just that she's capable of doing things that I would consider evil. Her values are totally different than mine. I don't ever want to be like that. You taught me how to be a person of light mom, I don't ever want to abandon those values."

"I certainly don't want you to either honey. I'm so proud of the kind and strong woman you've become. Thank you for guarding yourself from something that could've changed that."

"You're welcome mom. All I want to do is make you and my man proud of me by being the person you insisted I be from as early as I can remember."

"We couldn't be more proud of you sweetie. I know I can speak for Jake when I say that. I can see and feel the pride and respect he has for you."

"You instilled good values in her that she's carried her entire life mom, and we intend to pass those values along to any daughters we have." Jake said.

"It takes love and patience. Talk to them like a person, it's never too early to begin teaching them what it means to be a good person. I started with Laurel from the moment I knew she could understand what I was saying."

"That's what we'll do then. Did Laurel ever misbehave for you?"

"Oh sure. She was a typical child growing up. She wasn't perfect, and neither was I as a first time mother, but we learned together and I was very patient with her. She wanted to be held a lot and I was more than happy to oblige her, but I had to teach her that there were times that she had to be independent and entertain herself while I attended to other things around the house. I did that by sitting down and talking to her about her helping me so I could help her and I think after a while she just got it. When I would tell her I had something to do she would look at me with those beautiful blue eyes and say 'I need to take care of myself while you take care of things'?"

"I'm sure it helped that she's smarter than most too."

"It meant she understood complex ideas at an earlier age, yes."

"Anyway," Laurel pressed. "We're going to be spending more time over here until that ship is ready for the trip back to their own universe. Jake and I will be attempting to provide monitoring and blocking efforts from here at the request of the captain. The Laurel over there passed along how she managed to get them here, so I'll need to spend a little time at a secure terminal working out some equations with the AI in order for us to recreate the conditions that got them here. There's some information in the new data core that'll make it possible. She had to do it from memory, but I have the actual data core and AI to work with."

"The captain knows of your plans?" Amelia asked.

"Not exactly. I need to have a talk with him. There are certain facts that he needs to be made aware of before we can facilitate the window that the other Future will need in order to get home."

"It sounds like you intend to lead them into this window we'll be creating?" John said.

"That's one of the things I need to work out with the help of the AI. I'm thinking we'll initiate the window and the other Future might need to follow us into the tear between universes, so that they don't have to ramp up their negative matter core until they enter behind us, and not to the same level as will be required of us if we're the ones to initiate the window. I'm just not completely sure how it's gunna work out yet."

"How high does the core need to be run in order to create a tear between universes?" Amelia asked.

"Near one hundred percent. We've never run our core so high for so long before. I'm thinking our systems are more stabile and capable of being ramped up to one hundred percent without something going wrong. We have the AI monitoring and running our systems, unlike them."

"It sounds like there's a danger to both our ships then?"

"Anytime you dump as much energy into space as we have to in order to create a rupture between universes, you're messing around with some seriously dangerous conditions. We also need to repair the tear that was originally created when that other ship arrived in our universe. That isn't exactly going to be easy. The point where they came into our universe is a fixed point in the space-time continuum as well as in space itself, but the galaxy is in constant motion. We need to find the exact spot where they came through in order to send them back at that point whilst repairing the anomaly they created when they came over."

"I'm not sure I understand the connection to the time continuum, but I trust you have a grasp on things that I would probably never understand." Amelia said with a grin.

"They didn't just come across universes, they traveled back in time from their perspective. That distortion across time is still present and needs to be repaired."

"So you'll be messing with temporal as well as quantum energy?"

"Yes. Temporal energy is normally canceled out when the core is operated under normal conditions, but we're going to have to use that temporal energy to pierce across time as well as universes."

"It's all the fundamental forces that make up and keep our universe like we know it," Jake added. "Ordinarily we would never be allowed to use the negative matter core like this. We're going to be peering through the looking glass into another universe and time."

"That's a profound way of stating it," Amelia said looking right into his deep green eyes. "When do you think the other ship will be in a condition that we can send them on their way?"

"If I had to guess? I would say four or five days." Laurel replied.

"At least we'll get to spend some time with you two in the mean time. Go ahead and order something to eat sweetheart. After we workout tonight we want to take you to the gardening ring. There are some things going on there that you need to see."

"Ok. I'm not sure what you're talking about, but I like the sound of spending some quality time with you guys in the gardening ring."

"I don't want to ruin the surprise completely, but your influence on some of our younger population has had a profound affect."

"I can feel that it's not a negative affect, so I'm looking forward to seeing what you're talking about."

Laurel and Jake then directed their attention to their menu as they pondered what to order. Amelia looked at John and gave him a pretty smile, and then the two of them shared the other menu as they chose their meal selections. They made their choices and then John collected and handed off the menus. They then talked for a few minutes about the amazing adventure they were sure Korica and Tamaric must be having, until their food arrived. They then ate in relative quiet until the meals were consumed and the drinks were finished off. They then made their way to the gym one deck down and worked out strenuously. After a cool down for a few minutes, they headed back to their quarters, showered, and got changed. They then made their way down to deck 1 and headed for the stasis ring entrance.

When Laurel had her palm scanned and the stasis ring door hissed slightly then slid open, they all stepped into the stasis ring to find a hive of activity all around them. They emerged into an area with several individuals being revived simultaneously. It seemed as though an entire section was being brought out of stasis. They kept their eyes forward as they made their way around the people being assisted out of their chambers, to allow a sense of privacy as much as possible. Jake sensed how uncomfortable Laurel was around so many adult men without a stitch of clothing on and he grinned slightly.

"Next time we'll transport to the airponics bay aft of the stasis ring." Jake thought.

"I'm glad our stasis chamber was located in a private area of the ship. People walking by like this when we were revived would've made me really uncomfortable." Laurel thought in return.

"Most people aren't allowed unrestricted access to the stasis ring babe. Our high level access codes allow us to go where we want, when we want."

They made their way past the section of stasis chambers where most of the occupants were in some stage of final revival. Laurel slapped her hand on the palm scanner and the door hissed slightly and swung open. They all stepped into the humid air of the gardening ring and stood by the revolving bulkhead until they were all through. The door then swung closed and sealed itself shut tightly.

Laurel looked around to get her bearings and she saw the park area up, and across, from their current position. She squinted to make out the fairly sizable group of people gathered near the swings and slides. She could see that there was a crowd of adults surrounding a group of a dozen or so children that were sitting in a ring facing one another. She couldn't quite make out what they were doing, but they seemed to be focused on a singular activity of some kind.

"Come on sweetie," Amelia said while softly placing her hand on Laurel's back. "I want to show you something amazing."

Laurel looked at her mother and nodded. Amelia then led the way on the long walk around the circumference of the gardening ring to the opposite side. They then walked through the orchards and around the large pond to the park area beyond the vast vineyard trellises.

As they stepped out onto the soft green grass growing over the undulating mounds covering the structurally weak areas hidden beneath, they could now see what the children of various ages were doing. The children were sitting in a ring with their parents sitting or standing right behind them, all with happy expressions on their faces, as the children floated several perfectly round silver balls from one side of the ring to the other without touching them. The flat hand facing the balls seemed to be enough of a focus point to redirect the balls toward the children on the opposite side of the ring.

Laurel watched for a few moments then she looked at her mother and smiled.

"This is because of my influence?"

"Yes sweetie. You remember telling a few youngsters that they needed to embrace their abilities as being a part of them and not to be afraid of it?"

"Yeah."

"Well this is them doing just that with their parents embracing their gifted children's abilities."

Laurel looked back at the group of children and it struck her how young some of them were, then she caught sight of Jack and Clara sitting behind Harriet, as she laughed and played right long with the other children, though Harriet wasn't able to exert an influence over the silver balls without slapping it back manually. Her hand to eye coordination and arm strength were such that she was able to slap the balls a significant distance before another child would have to take control of the ball to continue it on its path to someone that could then send it on a return path without touching it.

"This is amazing mom. I can't believe how gifted these children are¦and how young some of 'em are."

"It's become apparent that when older children with heightened abilities are in the presence of younger children with burgeoning abilities, the older children excite the abilities in the younger children to a level not possible unless in the presence of the older children."

"You know, Korica suspected as much when she was close to her little friend Eva and she started exhibiting heightened abilities despite taking the inhibitors."

"Korica is very observant and smart. It's no wonder she put two and two together accurately."

"Can we go talk to Tamaric's parents?"

"Sure."

They walked around the circle of people until they arrived where Clara and Jack were sitting with Harriet standing between Clara's legs. Harriet lit up when she saw Laurel and Jake stepping closer with Amelia and John right behind them. Harriet climbed over her mother's leg, placing her hand on Clara's shoulder to stabilize herself as she slid over Clara's thigh.

"Laurel! Jake!" Harriet yelped excitedly.

Laurel knelt down and put her arms out and Harriet trotted right into her embrace. Laurel scooped her into her chest and stood up with her as she hugged her warmly.

"Hi sweetie," Laurel said into her ear. "You having fun?"

"Yeth."

Laurel kissed the side of her head then handed her to Jake, he held her tightly, and she surprised him by leaning back and planting a kiss on him.

"I've mithed you both tho muth. You wanna play with uth?"

"We would love to Harriet." Jake said with a big smile.

Jake set Harriet down gently, she smiled and walked right up to Amelia with her arms up, and Amelia picked her up and kissed her cheek, then gave her a loving hug as Harriet encircled her neck with her arms and squeezed tightly. Harriet then pulled back and looked into Amelia's eyes.

"Hi Amelia. You're happy that Laurel ith going to thtay with you for a while."

"Hi ya' Harriet. I'm thrilled that I get to spend a few days with my baby girl. You seem to be getting better at reading what a person is feeling."

"Un huh. Mommy and daddy are teathing me how to underthtand what I'm feeling from otherth."

"How wonderful."

Harriet looked at John, smiled, let go of her grip on Amelia, and put her arms out and Amelia handed Harriet to him. John collected her and pulled her tightly to him and she hugged him back then leaned back and kissed his cheek then giggled as John lightly tickled her, then set her down.

"Hi ya' cutie pie." John said as he set her down.

"Hi John," Harriet said, dipped her brows for a moment then she grinned at John. "Jake won't let anyone hurt Laurel. You're thcared thomeone will try to hurt Laurel?"

"You're so smart. I'm worried about her safety alright, but I know Jake isn't going to let anyone hurt her."

John stood up and Jake nudged him gently as Harriet climbed back over her mother's leg to resume her participation in the playtime.

"Then why are you worried?"

"Just something I've sensed. Don't let it bother you son, I know you're on top of things beings you're paired to her and you have a sense of things coming. My senses aren't as acute as yours and I'm sometimes wrong."

"I didn't know you had that ability in the first place."

"Where do you think you got your precognitive ability from? It isn't as well developed as yours, but being around all these gifted children is having an affect on us too, exciting and enhancing what's already there. It fades once we aren't in close proximity to them."

"Cool. I assumed you and mom had advanced abilities, but we've never talked about exactly what kind."

"I know son, I'm sorry that your mom and I never discussed our abilities with you. We truly thought it was for the better since we were convinced you hadn't inherited the active gene for advanced abilities."

"Genes dad, genes. It's a combination of several genes with one in particular being the trigger gene, bringing the advanced abilities to life, and being the key indicator of advanced abilities when it presents as active."

John smiled and cupped Jake's cheek.

"You're so smart son. Your mom would've been so proud of the man you've grown to be."

"Thanks dad. I wish she were here. I miss her."

John withdrew his hand and Jake could see the strain in his father's face to maintain his composure.

"I miss her too Jake. I will for the rest of my life. She was one of a kind and my one true love."

"She was the one?"

"Oh man was she. Every bit as much as Laurel is the one for you."

"Maybe we can commit to the deep sharing sometime so I'll completely understand it."

"I would really like that son."

Jake smiled and flicked his head toward Clara and Jack, sitting with Harriet playing and laughing between Clara's legs as she slapped the silver balls back to the other children from time to time. John nodded and Jake stepped next to Laurel and she took hold of his hand and they stepped next to Jack. He looked up at them and grinned, then scooted closer to Clara to make room for them and they sat down and crossed their legs Indian style. It wasn't long till a sliver ball headed right toward them and Laurel looked intently at the ball, lifted her hand, gave a gentle mental push, and the ball was deflected. She watched it closely as she pushed it toward a girl, who looked to be no more than 10 years old with long brown hair, sitting on the opposite side of the ring of children. The girl put her hand up and readily deflected the ball toward yet another child sitting a few places over from Laurel, Jake, and the Reynolds.

Laurel and Jake participated for 15 minutes, then Laurel had an idea, noticing that Harriet wasn't able to develop the push sufficient to deflect the ball when it came toward her.

"Clara, would you mind if I showed Harriet what it feels like to push mentally?"

Clara looked at her and pulled her head back for a moment, and then she grinned.

"You want to join minds with her?"

"Oh no. That's a little more personal than I was thinking. There's a way to enhance her own abilities for a moment without actually joining with her."

Clara nodded slowly even though she didn't completely understand. She then put her hands on Harriet's sides and Harriet turned her head and looked into her mother's eyes.

"What do you think sweetie? Would you like Laurel to show you how to return the ball without touching it?"

"Yeth."

Laurel smiled and put her hands out, and Harriet scrambled over her mother's leg. Laurel picked her up and gently set her down between her knees facing the circle of children. Laurel then put one hand on the back of Harriet's head and she lifted Harriet's hand with her other hand and they waited for one of the balls to begin heading their way. Laurel felt for the energy level within Harriet and there was a chaotic barrage of feeble energy patterns and Laurel concentrated on stabilizing the energy by pushing very slightly and as the ball drew closer, Laurel leaned forward slightly and whispered in Harriet's ear.

"Feel for the ball coming toward you."

As the ball drew to within a few feet, Laurel pushed through Harriet and out her hand and the ball was deflected and Laurel directed Harriet's hand at the ball until it was heading toward another child on the opposite side of the ring, then Laurel closed her eyes and pulled back through Harriet breaking Harriet's tenuous guidance of the balls direction."

Laurel then withdrew her hand from the back of Harriet's head and she let go of her hand and Harriet laughed and bounded up and down, then turned and looked at her mother.

"Did you thee what I did! I did it mommy!"

"I saw that, good job Harriet," Clara then looked at Laurel. "That was all her?"

"Oh yeah. I organized her energy patterns for a moment then helped her push by adding stabile neural energy, but that was all her¦with just a tiny boost from me. Now she knows what it feels like to push and she should be able to build on that and in time do it on her own."

Harriet looked at Laurel and her continued gaze made Laurel smile.

"Did you understand what I just said?"

"Yeth. My mind wath all over, you made me focuth on the enerthy coming from the ball, then puth from the back of my neck, over the top of my head, and out my forehead. My hand helped me aim the ball but it came from inthide me. You made it thtronger by putting more enerthy into me. Now I know how it feelth to do it."

Laurel chuckled and looked at Jack and Clara.

"She is absolutely amazing."

"Thank you Laurel," Clara said with a big smile.

"Can we do that again?" Harriet asked excitedly.

"Sure. I'll organize your neural energy and give a little boost at the right time, then I'll help you pull it back."

Harriet nodded quickly, turned around, and faced the circle of children playing and laughing. Laurel put her hand back on the back of Harriet's head, she felt for Harriet's energy patterns, and she actively organized it properly then as the ball headed their direction, Laurel helped with just a tiny push at the right time, directed right through Harriet. The ball changed direction and Laurel let Harriet decide whom to send it to until the ball began to descend then Laurel actively pulled Harriet's energy back completely and the ball descended on its own right toward a boy on the other side of the circle. Harriet giggled and bounded a few times, then spun around and wrapped her arms around Laurel's mid section as she fell over her knees.

"Thank you, thank you. That'th tho neat."

"You're welcome sweetheart," Laurel said then kissed the top of her head.

Harriet released her grip on Laurel, turned back around and Laurel helped her a few more times. Harriet was then able to deflect the ball on her own, but it fell right to the grass after being deflected away. Laurel would then levitate the ball and send it to another child across from them. This went on for another 30 minutes, and then Laurel knew it was time to depart so she could meet up with the captain. She was eager to get started on the necessary calculations with the AI, but the captain needed to be made aware of what was imparted to Laurel so she could get approval in the first place.

As Laurel put her hand on Jake's leg and he nodded, knowing her intention, Laurel heard a soft and familiar voice calling out her name. Laurel looked to her left as she got to her knees to find Henna standing up and walking toward her and Jake. Laurel erupted in a big smile and she moved back from the ring of children and sat down on the heels of her feet as she waited for Henna to arrive at her position.

Henna stepped right into Laurel and they hugged one another for a few moments then Henna stepped back and leaned into Jake, who was now right beside Laurel also sitting on his heels. He hugged her warmly then pet her head as she stepped back slightly.

"How are you doing Henna?" Jake asked.

"I feel pretty good, but my legs hurt all the time. Daddy says it'll go away after I workout for a while. I have to get ready for the heavy gravity on the Future planet."

"You understand that?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. The Future planet is bigger and spins faster than Earth so things are heavier than on Earth. I'm going to weigh almost one hundred pounds there, so I have to workout lots to get ready for that."

"Well you look wonderful and your eyes are bright so I would say that your getting lots of rest, exercise, and good food. It won't take long to get into the shape you need to be in."

"I watched the video explaining what you and Jake did for us all too. Thank you for being so smart and strong. I know who Korica and Tamaric are now too. That was really nice of you to rescue all those girls from those mean people, the Hodong. I'm glad Korica has you to take care of her. She deserves a mommy and daddy like you two."

"Awe, thank you sweetheart. We think so too. Korica is a wonderful girl and we love her with all our hearts."

"She's so pretty too, for someone who isn't one of us."

"She's beautiful honey, but she's one of us, she just isn't Human."

"That's what I meant. Are you going to stay and play with us for a while?"

"Uh¦Jake and I have some things to take care of sweetie."

Henna looked right into Laurel's eyes and Laurel distinctly felt Henna probing at her feelings.

"You have things you need to tell the captain about?"

"That's right. He needs to know what I know so I can help get that other ship back where it belongs."

Cassandra got to her feet and started walking toward Laurel and Jake and she had a tall dark haired man with her. He had a robust build and dazzling green eyes that had the ring of Henna's eyes and his face had many common traits with Henna's, making his relation to Henna very obvious. Cassandra stepped up to the pair where they were sitting talking with Henna and Cassandra offered a warm smile.

"Hello Laurel and Jake. This is my husband Adrian."

"Hi Cassandra," Laurel said. "I can see the resemblance between Henna and her father."

Henna stepped closer to her mother and father and Laurel and Jake got to their feet.

"It is an honor to finally make your acquaintance," Adrian said with a warm smile. "Henna has gone on and on about knowing you two and how pretty you are Laurel as well as bragging about your pretty green eyes Jake."

"Thank you mister Tremont," Laurel said. "It's nice to meet you too."

"Oh you can stop all that. Please just call me Adrian."

"Okay Adrian."

Adrian then looked into Laurel and Jake's eyes for a few moments and then he turned his head slightly and drew air in between his teeth while smiling.

"You both have the most stunning eye color I have ever seen."

"Thank you," Laurel said. "The AI has told us that no one else has eyes quite like ours."

"Interesting. Is your eyesight better than most too?"

"Our visual acuity is significantly higher than what's considered normal, but I don't think it has anything to do with the color in our eyes. We both have a specific rare gene trait that makes our eyes look the way they do."

"I see. Well I wanted to thank you personally for taking care of Henna when she came out of stasis until Cassandra could get over here. It means the world to us that you two would take an interest in our little girl like that¦not that she's all that little anymore."

"It was our pleasure. She's so sweet and so cute, we just couldn't resist."

"I hope you can stay for a little while. Henna has really been looking forward to spending some time with you two."

"We were just talking about that with Henna. We have some things to take care of¦"

Amelia stood up and put her hand on Laurel's back as John stood up and stepped next to Amelia.

"You said we have four or five days honey," Amelia said. "Why don't you spend some time getting your head out of perceived duty or responsibility? Enjoy the benefits of the work you did in getting us all to our new home safely. It's people like Henna that makes all the things you endured and did for us seem worthwhile."

"Alright mom. I'll play for a while and go see the captain after¦"

"Tomorrow sweetheart, go see him tomorrow."

Laurel smiled and nodded. Amelia leaned over and kissed the side of her head.

"That's my girl. Relax for a while."

Laurel looked at Henna as she bent down slightly.

"You want to sit here with us? I can introduce you to Tamaric's little sister."

"I would really like that."

Laurel smiled and nodded then she stood up straight and looked at Cassandra and Adrian.

"I forgot to introduce you to our parents. This is my mother, Amelia Kade. And this is Jake's father, John Myers."

They shook hands and exchanged pleasantries, then Laurel put her hand on Clara's shoulder making her and Jack look up at them.

"This is Tamaric's mother and father, Jack and Clara Reynolds."

Clara scooped up Harriet and her and Jack got to their feet and shook hands with the Tremonts, then complimented Henna on her pretty dress. Clara then squatted down and set Harriet on her feet.

"Henna, this is Tamaric's little sister Harriet." Laurel said.

"Hi Harriet." Henna said expecting no particular response from someone so young.

"Hello Henna. You want to play with me? I'm not real good at it yet but it'th a lot of fun."

Henna looked at her mother and father with mouth agape and Adrian and Cassandra both stared at Harriet for a few moments with shocked looks on their faces.

"She's got a very advanced vocabulary for her age." Clara said with a proud smile.

"What an amazing child!" Cassandra said. "Henna was around a year old before she could talk in coherent sentences like that. How old is Harriet?"

"I'm thixth month old. I learned to talk from mommy before I wath born, but I had to learn how to make the wordth come out. That wath the hard part."

Cassandra covered her mouth with her fingers in frank shock and laughed lightly. She then pulled her hand from her mouth and looked right into Harriet's eyes.

"You are an incredible little girl. You've understood what you heard people saying from the time you were born?"

"Yeah."

Cassandra looked at Clara and grinned at her.

"How in the world did you do that?"

"I'm not completely sure to tell you the truth. While I was pregnant with her I would place my hands on my stomach and feel for her presence. I just wanted to get to know her before she was born, but I apparently passed something along to her at the same time. Her level of intelligence at her age is unprecedented from what we've been told."

"She must represent the next step in our evolution as a species. Is she gifted beyond her incredible intelligence?"

"Yes. Her abilities are already beginning to manifest, though they are very tenuous except when in the presence of all these gifted children expressing their abilities like this. They seem to be exciting her mind in a way not possible without their close influence."

"Was her brother this advanced at such a young age?"

"No. We were pretty much convinced that the gene for advanced abilities had skipped a generation with him. He was very typical growing up; he in fact never showed the first sign of having any advanced abilities until Korica initiated changes in his brain physiology. He possessed the gene, but we'll never really know if he was destined to develop advanced abilities or not. He's now so different from the rest of us we may never know if he was carrying the gene in an active form."

"That is amazing that she can do that to another person and especially since she isn't the same species as us."

"In many ways she's far more advanced than we are. She didn't deliberately set out to change Tamaric, it just happened when she tried to share a part of herself with him. She was new and untrained to her own abilities, so I'm sure she had no idea that she could do that either."

"Her mother and father never explained to her how her abilities work?"

"They did a little, but you have to realize how young she was when they were taken from her. They thought they had years to explain things as they came up. They might not have been aware of how gifted she was going to be either."

"Her mother and father did and didn't do a lot of things that don't completely make sense to us or Korica, but they loved her like the dickens, you can be sure of that," Laurel added. "Jake and I have shared the deepest part of her inner essence, so we have a sense of her feelings for her parents and how her parents felt about her because they engaged in the deep sharing of essences with her from the time she was born. It tends to imprint a part of the person you're engaging in the sharing with on you."

"Wait¦" Clara said. "Tamaric will be imprinted on his little sister like that when he engages in the deep sharing with her?"

"Not like Korica was imprinted on us and vise versa. We explored much deeper than family members do with each other. Korica knows the difference, but we didn't and allowed ourselves to explore deeper and grow much closer to her than would ordinarily occur. A small part of him will still be imprinted on her though and so will a part of her on him. It's a very personal experience and you come away knowing the person at a much deeper level. It creates a bond that can't be experienced at that level any other way."

"I definitely want Korica teaching Tamaric what to do before he attempts something like that with Harriet. It sounds like he could really confuse her if he does it wrong."

"There's no doubt about that. I think it's a really good idea for Korica to teach him exactly what to do first. She'll need to teach Harriet how it works too."

"Is this deep sharing something we should look into engaging in with our Henna?" Cassandra asked.

"Um¦it will make you feel closer to her, but if it's done wrong it can lead to some problems," Laurel replied. "We found out first hand how you can confuse a young, and otherwise innocent mind as they experience the emotions of a more adult mind. If you're going to look into it, I would suggest getting some training from qualified personnel first. Training for you and Adrian that is. Things are in the works for there to be a training program for such matters in Genesis, but I don't think the training center is operational yet."

"It won't be long," Clara said. "We're assembling the right personnel, but it takes an extensive screening process to make sure you have the right people in place to conduct the training in a sensitive and productive manner. Jack and I have some experience in such matters and we've been offering our knowledge to the efforts going on in Genesis. We have some wonderful people selected so far, but for as many people as there will be in need of assistance and training, it will take a rather sizable staff of trained counselors."

"We've been doing a pretty good job with Henna so far, but we know her abilities will be more pronounced than Adrian and I experienced as children. A little guidance would be nice."

"That is going to be the focus of the program, advice and when requested, physical training to explore what the children and parents can actually do and how to control it. With children like Harriet showing us what to expect, it's going to be more important than ever to get the parents and children involved in some kind of training and counseling."

"Can you imagine what Harriet's children will be like if she marries a man as advanced as she is?" Cassandra asked with a smile.

"I would imagine something rivaling Laurel and Jake here. Their abilities didn't present until they fell in love, but they have been preliminarily assessed as being the most advanced among us¦with Korica being the exception, but she will only be siring children with one man. Her children are going to be in a category all their own due to their unique species categorization."

Harriet tugged on her mother's shirttail, making Clara bend down and look at her.

"What's the matter dear?"

"I want to play mommy. Can we thit down and play thome more?"

"Of course. I'm going on and on here aren't I?"

"I know it'th important thtuff that exthithe you, but I want to play, not talk about what my kidth will be like."

"Good heavens, she truly understands everything were saying¦and she can convey her thoughts about it in such a clear manner. She comes off like a teenager, not an infant." Cassandra said.

Clara just smiled, picked up Harriet, and stepped back over to the circle of sitting children with their parents sitting directly behind them. Clara sat down and Jack sat down next to her, then Cassandra and Adrian stepped next to them and sat down and Henna stepped over her mother's legs and sat down directly between her mother and father. The couple sitting next to Clara looked back at Laurel and Jake and they moved over, encouraging the whole group to begin moving aside to make room for them, eventually filling in the spot where Cassandra and Adrian had been sitting before Henna caught sight of Laurel and Jake. Laurel and Jake sat down and crossed their legs as before and they all joined back into the game of sending the silvery balls back without touching them.

The play went on for another 20 minutes, and then some of the children began passing the balls to the person sitting next to them without touching the balls. They would simply hold their hands out, palms up, levitating the balls past them and gently sending the ball over to the person next to them who would then hold the balls several inches above their hands as they passed the balls to the person next to them. It didn't take long for all the balls to be involved in the hot potato like pass along. When the first ball reached Harriet, she held her hand out and the ball was passed to her and plopped right into her hand. She stared at it for a moment but couldn't bring her mind into focus enough to levitate the ball. Just as she was starting to get frustrated, Laurel put her hand on the back of Harriet's head and she put her other hand under Harriet's and she gave a gentle push through Harriet.

The rest of the children stopped passing the balls along as they watched and waited for Laurel to assist Harriet without saying a word. The ball lifted out of Harriet's hand and rose several inches then hung steadily and Harriet smiled.

"That'th how you do it. I get it now."

Laurel removed her hand from under Harriet's, but kept sending a steady gentle push through her hand on the back of Harriet's head so Harriet would have the necessary energy to maintain the levitation of the ball.

"Go ahead and hand it off sweetie." Laurel said softly.

Harriet moved her hand to her right and passed the ball off with a mental shove causing the ball to rise then descend right into the outstretched hand of Henna and she was able to catch the ball and hold it a few inches above her hand then levitate it higher and pass it along to the boy sitting next to her.

"You did it!" The girl sitting next to Harriet said encouragingly. "Here comes another one," She said as she collected the ball coming from the boy next to her only to pass it off to Harriet.

Laurel provided the focused energy and Harriet was able to direct it into the ball this time and hold it steady as she passed it to Henna, and then looked back to the girl on her right just as yet another ball was being passed to her. The girl captured control of the ball then smiled at Harriet as she moved the ball in her direction.

"You're getting good at it. Here it comes¦"

The girl passed the ball toward Harriet and she giggled as she captured control of it and moved her hand toward Henna then gave a small mental shove and the ball bounded up slightly, right into Henna's control.

"You're doing great Harriet. I'm glad we're friends now," Henna said before she passed the ball off to the boy sitting next to her.

"Thank you Henna. I like you too. You're tho pretty."

"You're really cute too. Maybe your mamma and daddy will let you come to my quarters so we can play together."

Harriet collected the next ball and passed it to Henna then she looked at Clara.

"Can we do that mommy? Can I go to Hennath quarterth to play with her?"

"Yes sweetie. If Cassandra and Adrian say it's ok, you can go play with Henna in her quarters."

"We would love to have you come over to play with Henna anytime we're home Harriet." Cassandra said.

"Okay. Thank you."

"You are very welcome."

Harriet then went back to playing with Laurel's assistance in the form of donated energy and Cassandra looked at Clara and Jack.

"She's so polite."

"Thank you Cassandra. Jack and I are often at work during the daylight hours, so we'll let Bahar, Harriet's nanny, know that it's alright for her to bring Harriet over to your quarters if Harriet asks."

"That should be fine. If you trust this woman with your baby, we will trust her around ours too."

"She's wonderful with Harriet, and Harriet absolutely loves her. She's a gentle, patient soul who loves children. I think you'll find Henna taking a liking to her straight away."

"Well now that Henna is out of stasis, either Adrian or myself will be at home until she begins school at the very least. Adrian and I are civilian scientists so we have a choice in when and where we work. As soon as Henna is fit enough, we plan on taking a home in Genesis. Are you and Jack going to be taking a home down there too?"

"Not for quite a while. The captain has requested that we remain aboard while we continue our work. I suspect it has something to do with Tamaric being in the civilian corps and stationed aboard the Future. He is a minor despite being married and technically emancipated by enlisting in the civilian corps. I know he wants us close by despite the brave front he puts on for his wife."

"Did the captain perform their marriage?"

"No. It was actually conducted on Heindon by the chief of a village they spent some time in during a recent mission. The executive officer and Mark Tillman witnessed it, among others. Because of the witnesses present, and the status of the chief that performed what they call the joining ceremony, it qualifies as official. Tamaric even took Korica's last name as a show of respect to Korica and her family name that would've ended with Korica if she had taken our last name. The marriage wasn't done with our blessing or knowledge. That being said, I couldn't ask for a better woman to take care of my little man. They love each other without end and his life is guaranteed to be full of excitement and discovery with Korica as his wife. I'm proud to have Korica in our lives, but things really moved quickly for Tamaric. I think his head is still spinning as he tries to keep up with someone as motivated and uniquely gifted as Korica."

"Pardon me for asking, but the question begs asking, can they have a family together since she isn't Human?"

"Yes. Laurel here has come up with a retrovirus that will modify their genetic coding slightly in order to make them compatible. It's a DNA targeted retrovirus so it will only work with Tamaric's DNA meaning she can't have offspring with any other Human. She won't be expected to participate in the genetic diversity program like the rest of us are expected to."

"What about Tamaric?"

"Oh his genes will still be distributed amongst the population like the rest of us, either by choice or random selection."

"I'm not sure I follow."

"He and Korica can choose the two women that are to carry his genes in their children or the AI will make a choice based on genetic profiling."

"We're going back to gen select children?"

"No, absolutely not. There won't be any manipulation of genetic traits. The genetic profile will be based on the traits present in the prospective mother and her lineage but the genetic material will be combined and allowed to blend in a normal, random manner. All of us are among the fittest the Earth had to offer when we were selected to come on the Future mission, so I'm sure there'll be a wide pool to choose from when the time comes."

"That makes sense. I suppose my Henna will have to make the same choices when she reaches the right age."

"That she will. I have the same choices to make. I want more children, but I have to have children from two other men before I can have any more with Jack. Harriet was a surprise, but the captain was thrilled that we were going to have the first child born since leaving Earth. He considered it a sign that we're on the right path and someone above is blessing the mission."

Laurel chuckled while she continued assisting Harriet and Clara looked at her and grinned.

"What's so amusing Laurel?"

"I don't want to take anything from the birth of Harriet being a sign from above, but technically I beat you to the punch."

"Your daughter hasn't been born yet honey." Amelia said patting her shoulder.

"That's true."

"Noo! You have an embryo in stasis?" Cassandra asked with a big smile.

Laurel nodded and looked at Cassandra.

"I wasn't careful with my first experience and I ended up pregnant."

Cassandra blinked a few times as she pondered how young Laurel was when she first came out of stasis.

"I suppose that can happen if there isn't any supervision."

"We were madly in love. Even if our parents had been around and insisted we not¦get that serious, we would've found a way to get together like that. It just felt right at the time and I don't regret it in the slightest. The fact that it led to our pairing made everything that followed possible. It took a paired couple to accomplish the things we accomplished together."

"I¦I'm sorry Laurel. You and Jake did some remarkable things and endured things I can hardly imagine. I don't want to come off like I'm judging you."

"I know it's a little hard to understand the decisions a person makes unless you're in their shoes. Things were really strange for us when we came out of stasis to a dying ship. You kind of go into survival mode and just do what you have to do to stay alive and put the ship back together. I didn't know I was going to fall so hard for Jake. The AI wasn't sure about that either. It knew we would be attracted to one another, but not at the level that actually happened. It learned from us as we discovered each other and ourselves in the process. It's still learning from us how a paired couple evolves; their relationship and abilities change and grow stronger, since they're tied together. It's valuable information now that we know that most of us are capable of what Jake and I have together. People need to know what to expect as more pairings pop up. There's also the fact that us getting together intimately relieved stress and gave a sense of normalcy to an otherwise bizarre set of circumstances. To love is Human, and so is making love. You know we're sexually driven creatures and it's a primal urge that can be overwhelming, undeniable, and irresistible."

"Yes I do. I know how powerful the urges were when I met Adrian. He swept me off my feet and I was powerless to resist where our relationship went very quickly. Henna was the result of our first¦encounter and we got married as soon as I found out I was pregnant."

"And Jake and I will get married eventually and have children, but neither of us feels ready for either event just yet. We have to be sure we can provide the best possible environment to raise our children in and that means we have to be mature enough both physically and mentally. My body might be ready, but my mind isn't. I've taken careful steps to make sure I don't end up pregnant again before I'm completely ready."

"And what if we hadn't of had the technology to remove and place an embryo in stasis?" Adrian asked delicately.

Laurel looked right at him and grinned.

"Then it would be my little girl that I was helping discover her abilities instead of my son in law's little sister. Any other option for removal wouldn't even be considered."

"I am relieved to hear you say that."

"A life is a life. Termination is an abomination against God's plan for life. I would never take part in such a thing."

"I raised her better than that." Amelia insisted.

"I didn't mean to insinuate anything. Just probing her feelings on the issue."

"You aren't empathic?" Laurel asked.

"It is not one of my stronger abilities. My strongest sense of ability is more kinetic."

Laurel nodded and looked back to Harriet having so much fun playing right along with the older children.

"My mother instilled good values in me from the time I was Harriet's age."

"I can tell that now. You are an amazing young lady, and I don't want you to think¦that I think anything less of you¦or your mother for the way she raised you. I can only hope my little girl is half the woman you are when she comes of age."

"Thank you Adrian. That means a lot to hear you compliment my mother like that. She is everything I aspire to be as a woman."

"Oh baby, you're so much more than I could ever hope to be." Amelia said as she stroked the back of Laurel's head. "You make me so proud to be your mother, but I look up to you too honey. You're everything I would want to be as a good person and a responsible woman. You're also the most beautiful girl I have ever seen, mother's biased pride aside."

"Thanks mom." Laurel said with a big smile.

"I think you're the prettiest girl I've ever seen too." Henna said looking at Laurel with a smile.

"Thank you Henna. You're a beautiful girl too. You have a beauty that shines from the inside out. You are going to make some boy deliriously happy when you choose him to be your boyfriend."

"Thanks. I don't want a boyfriend though. Not right now anyway."

"I know, but that'll change in a few years."

Henna just stared at her for a few moments then turned her attention to Harriet as she handed another ball off to her. The game play went on in hot potato fashion for a time then all the balls were pushed out into the middle of the circle and held steady in one position and a woman on the opposite side of the circle moved forward a little bit and spoke aloud.

"Everybody close your eyes now and feel for the people next to you, across from you. Keep the balls in the air while you calm your minds and sense everybody around you."

All the children closed their eyes and leaned back against their parents and within a few seconds they all let their hands fall to their sides and the balls remained stationary with only a slight bobbing from time to time. Laurel could feel the palpable energy in the air and she was impressed. Harriet even joined in and Laurel slowly withdrew her hand from the back of Harriet's head. Harriet slowly sat down on her bottom and Laurel and Jake could feel Harriet relaxing significantly. All the children slipped into a trance like calm and Laurel and Jake looked around the circle of parents and they all looked proud and very calm as they allowed their children to reach out and sense everybody around them.

When Laurel began to sense slight echoes of small voices in the back of her mind she deliberately closed her mind off slightly and Jake followed suit. They then sat quietly for 10 minutes, until the same woman that had encouraged the calming period, got to her feet and clapped her hands a few times to break the children out of their state.

"Ok, enough relaxation. Go enjoy some free play now."

The children slowly opened their eyes and Laurel and Jake recognized the dizzy looks on most of the young faces as the mental fog slowly wore off and the levitating balls began to plop to the ground one by one as the children withdrew their influence on the balls. The parents were patient as they allowed their children to recover and begin to get to their feet one by one. Henna then turned and looked at Clara and Jack as her eyes still swam a bit in her head.

"Can I take Harriet to the swings?"

Clara turned Harriet so she could look into her eyes and she could see that there was a far less profound affect on Harriet then the rest of the children. Clara then looked at Henna.

"You two can play together, but remember how small she is, okay? Don't push her too hard on the swings and don't let the older children knock her over."

"I'll look out for her, I promise."

They all got to their feet and Henna took Harriet by the hand and the two slowly headed toward the swings a short distance away. They all followed behind and Laurel looked at her mother.

"This is done all the time?"

"It's kind of a new activity that the children seem to love taking part in. This is the kind of thing that will be done in Genesis. You encouraged the children to embrace their abilities and they kind of took it upon themselves to come together like this, then the child psychologists began to guide the process into something meaningful and beneficial."

"We could feel the energy being produced and shared by all the children. There was a lot of energy potential being produced, but it was channeled in a controlled manner. We've never seen or felt anything so impressive before."

"This is the first tenuous step in teaching our young how to control what they have lurking inside them."

"All this is being done with the captain's blessing?"

"Oh yes. He practically insisted that we work with the children like this."

They arrived at the swings and sat down on one of the benches close to the swing sets and watched Henna gently pushing Harriet on the swings as the children played noisily around them, seemingly oblivious to the incredible things they had just engaged in. Laurel leaned on her mother's shoulder point and set the side of her head on her mother's shoulder.

"I guess Jake and I need to be prepared for this kind of thing when we have children too hunh?"

"Yes baby. Your children are likely to be way more gifted than these children, something closer to Harriet maybe."

"Oh I hope my kids are as smart and cute as Harriet. She's amazing."

"You can count on it sweetie."

Amelia put her arm around Laurel as Laurel lifted her head from her mother's shoulder and Laurel leaned back against her mother.

"I'm just glad I'm going to have you around to help me when I stumble. I'm looking forward to being a mommy but I'm scared of it too. I'll have a little person looking to me for everything. I don't want to screw up and make their life harder than it has to be."

Amelia chuckled then turned and kissed Laurel's head.

"We all have the same fears when we become a first time parent. You'll do just fine and I'll be right there to lean on if you feel the need. You have a good man at your side, so I have no doubts about your ability to raise an amazing person in your children."

"Thanks mom. I agree that I have the best guy for the job. I'm lucky to have Jake as my man."

"And I feel blessed to have been hired to do the job with such a knock out babe." Jake said with a big grin.

Laurel picked her head up and smiled at him as she took hold of his hand.

"Thanks Jake."

They sat for another hour as the kids played then until Harriet began to get tired. She walked her back over to Clara, who scooped her up into her arms.

"You having fun sweetie?"

"Yeth, Henna ith fun to play with. I'm tired though, and I'm wet down here." Harriet said petting her crotch.

"Okayhoney. You've exerted yourself in new ways today. You want to go get changed and get something to eat?"

"You can feed me. I want to play with Henna thome more."

"Alright. We talked about this though. You have to work on eating whole food instead of breast-feeding so much."

"Did you bring a bottle with you?"

"Yes, but you already drank it, remember? If I'm going to pump more for you I may as well feed it directly to you."

"Okay."

"Excuse us folks. I need to go take care of Harriet's needs."

"I'll come with you darlin." Jack said as he got to his feet.

"So we get to play some more?" Henna asked excitedly.

"Yes. Let us get her changed and fed and you two can play together a little more." Clara said.

"You can go play until they come back." Cassandra said.

"Okay momma."

Henna turned and ran toward the children playing on the swings, slides, and climbing fixtures as Clara and Jack walked back over to the area where they had been sitting in the circle, where the diaper bag was lying on the grass, along with a few other bags scattered about in a semi circle left by the parents of younger children. Clara and Jack sat down and Jack undressed Harriet while Clara retrieved a diaper, a handheld warm air sonic dryer, and a moist wipe. Jack had her undiapered and ready for Clara by the time she had everything out. Clara wiped her completely, dried her off completely, then changed and redressed her as Jack retrieved the feeding blanket to offer them some privacy. Clara then sat down flat and slung the blanket over her shoulder and redressed Harriet then picked her up and cradled her in her arm as she presented a breast for Harriet. Clara pulled the blanket down over Harriet's head and gently swayed her as Harriet gratefully nursed.

Jack then packed everything away, sat down next to Clara, and pocked his hand under the blanket and Harriet gripped his index and middle fingers, holding them firmly for comfort as she nursed with her eyes closed. Jack smiled and looked into Clara's eyes.

"You know I love you girls with all my heart."

"We love you too. You take such good care of us."

"It doesn't seem all that long ago that it was Tamaric holding my fingers like this while you fed him. I miss him darlin, like you just can't imagine."

"I know love, I miss him too. I though we would have him depending on us until he was much older."

"It feels like he went into stasis a boy and came out a man. Now he has a wife and a career in the civilian corps. I hope Harriet doesn't sprout wings so early on."

"If anything it'll make us appreciate the time we have with her as she grows up. We can't take a single moment for granted."

"We won't be running around looking out for the needs of the ostracized and in danger children of the world whilst being dragged away from our own this time. Strange as it is, we're in a much better place to concentrate our efforts on our child."

Clara nodded and set her head against Jack's shoulder and nuzzled him slightly then went back to gently rocking Harriet as she ate her fill. After 10 minutes, Harriet reached the full mark, unlatched, and let a small burp out. Clara moved Harriet forward, covered her breast, then gently laid Harriet over her shoulder, and patted her back until she let out a resounding series of three burps. Clara then moved Harriet to her lap and she stroked her soft cheek.

"You feeling better love?"

"Yeth. Thank you mommy. I'll try to tell you if I have to pee nekth time. It¦thlipped out before, I couldn't thtop it."

"It's okay baby. You have small bladder, I know it can be difficult to hold it when you have to go. You want to go play with Henna now?"

"Oh yeth, yeth."

Clara kissed Harriet and then held to her tightly as she got to her feet and Jack grabbed the diaper bag and got to his feet and they walked back over to the swings and looked around for Henna. Henna came sliding down the medium length slide shouting with glee and Harriet pointed in her direction. Clara and Jack walked over to Henna; Clara set Harriet down, and squatted down as Henna stepped up to them.

"She's all better?" Henna asked.

"Yes honey," Clara replied. "You two can go play for a bit but I want you to remember that she can't go everywhere you can. She's just a baby even though she talks like someone a little older."

Henna nodded and smiled then took Harriet's hand.

"Let's go play on the small slides. I'll help you to the top, then catch you at the bottom."

"Alright." Harriet said with a big smile, and then looked at her mother and father. "Watth me mommy and daddy."

"We will sweetie." Jack said.

Henna and Harriet then made their way toward to the smaller slides on the left end of the slides and Jack and Clara walked backwards to the benches where everyone was sitting in the shade of the grove of maple trees growing next to the play area. They kept looking at Harriet, who kept glancing back at them and waving to make sure they were watching.

The group sat while Harriet and Henna played for close to an hour and that's when Harriet made her way back to Clara and Jack and she leaned against her mother's legs and breathed heavy for a few moments then she laid her head on her mother's lap.

"I'm tired mommy, and I have to go pee real bad. Can we go home now?"

Clara gently picked her up and cradled her close to her chest.

"Of course we can sweetheart."

"Thank you for letting us play together," Henna said. "Harriet is really smart and I like her. Can she please come to our quarters so we can play together?"

"Sure. We need to put her down for a nap, but we'll see if we can't come over once she wakes up and gets something to eat."

Henna nodded and stepped over to Cassandra and leaned against her legs. Laurel, Jake, Amelia, John, Clara, and Jack stood up and said their goodbyes to Henna and her parents then Laurel touched Clara's arm.

"You know there's a bathroom in the hydroponics bay?"

"I wasn't aware. Can you hold on until we can walk there?" Clara asked looking into Harriet's eyes.

"I'll try hard. Will you carry me there?"

"Of course sweetie. I can tell how tired you are and it's a pretty long walk."

They set off toward the aft end of the gardening ring and it took nearly 20 minutes to reach the aft bulkhead and wait for the exit to revolve around to their position. As the door swung open and they stepped through the doorway as they walked along side it, one by one, Harriet squirmed around slightly in Clara's arm.

"I have to go mommy. It hurtth to hold it."

"I'm sorry baby." Clara looked at Laurel with furrowed brows.

"Let me take her. I know right where the bathroom is."

Clara nodded and handed Harriet off to her then Jack handed her the diaper bag and Laurel spun around and headed up the dimly lit corridor to the first door on the right. Laurel had her palm scanned, the door slid open, and she slipped inside and disappeared. Laurel walked to the back of the hydroponics bay and stepped through a recessed doorway into a restroom large enough for several people at a time to use the facilities. Laurel squatted down and began undressing Harriet and the moment she got her diaper off Harriet practically trotted to the nearest toilet and bent her knees a few times as she stared back at Laurel.

"Oh right¦sorry sweetie."

Laurel stepped over to her quickly, lifted her up, and sat her down on the seat just as the stream began and Harriet sighed heavy and closed her eyes as she relieved herself.

"That was a close one hunh?"

Harriet looked up at her and nodded.

"I want mommy and daddy to be proud of me. Big girlth don't wet themthelf."

"Hey, don't rush yourself to be a big girl sweetheart. The fact that you understand how to potty train yourself is incredible, but you're just a baby."

"A baby with the mind of a kid ten timeth my athe." Harriet said, then pointed at Laurel's forehead, touched her gently, and pushed slightly.

Laurel moved her head back and furrowed her brow heavily.

"Ok, that was a little creepy honey. How¦old do you think that would make your mind?"

"Five."

"Oh my god! You know how to do math in your head like that."

Harriet stopped peeing and nodded slowly.

"A little. Adding numberth ith hard but I can do it."

"You are incredible. Do your mom and dad know you can do that?"

Harriet shook her head and Laurel nodded then held Harriet with one hand while she retrieved some toilet paper and wiped her dry then she lifted her from the toilet seat and set her on her feet. Harriet looked back at the toilet and pointed.

"Don't forget to fluth the toilet."

Laurel chuckled and reached around Harriet and flushed the toilet. They then stepped out into the middle of the room and Laurel reached in the diaper bag and collected a fresh diaper and put it on Harriet then stood her up and dressed her then Harriet pointed at the sink.

"Mommy sayth I have to wath my handth after uthing the toilet."

"You¦didn't touch yourself."

"I put my handth on the theat to keep from falling. Thatth where all the germth are."

"You're so smart." Laurel said in a chuckle.

Laurel scooped her up and took her to the sink to wash her hands and Laurel looked at her in the mirror while she was scrubbing her hands under the warm water.

"You should know that the servo drones constantly clean and sterilize everything on this ship. I can pretty much guarantee that there aren't going to be any germs on the toilet seats anywhere on this ship."

"I don't know what thterilithe meanth."

"Oh uh, it's the process of making something free of germs, bacteria, or viruses."

"Oh." Harriet said mater of fact like, then shook her hands into the sink.

Laurel set her down and then washed her hands since she had handled Harriet's waste while wiping her dry. Laurel then turned the water off and she and Harriet dried their hands then Laurel knelt down and looked Harriet right in the eyes.

"Do you want me to keep quiet about what you can do with numbers in your head?"

Harriet nodded gently and looked down for a moment then she looked right into Laurel's face.

"Mommy and daddy are proud of me but I¦they worry about everything I can do."

"You don't want to scare them with how smart you are?"

Harriet nodded again and Laurel leaned forward and gave her a gentle hug, then picked her up and held her out so she could look into her face again.

"As long as you aren't scared of what you can do or how smart you are for your age?"

"I'm not."

"Okay, good girl. I'll keep it to myself then. I can see how a six month old capable of understanding and doing math in her head would make an adult a little nervous. Is that something you learned from your mommy before you were born?"

"I don't know, probably. Thee taught me how to underthtand wordth, tho I gueth numberth came from her too."

"I can hardly believe how intelligent you are sweetie. Most children your age just can't carry on a conversation like you can, let alone understand so much of what's being said."

"I know. I keep hearing that."

"Maybe you're what we're all supposed to be like."

"Thank you for bringing me here by the way. I really like you Laurel. You're tho pretty and tho nithe to me."

Harriet then leaned forward and kissed Laurel and Laurel nuzzled Harriet's nose and smiled at her.

"Thank you sweetie. I love you too."

Laurel then picked up the diaper bag and headed out of the bathroom and down the hydroponics bay, stepping around two servo drones tending to the plants being readied for transplant and Harriet looked down at them as they walked around them then looked at Laurel.

"Thothe are the dronth that thterilithe the toiletth for uth?"

"Well¦maybe not those units in particular, but ones like them yes."

Harriet looked over Laurel's shoulder as they approached the exit and the door slid open. Laurel stepped out and walked over to Clara and handed Harriet off to her, then handed the diaper bag to Jack.

"She's such a good girl. She made it all the way to the toilet without wetting herself. She said it was important to make you guys proud of her by being a big girl."

"We don't expect you to make yourself so uncomfortable that it hurts love," Clara said after kissing Harriet's cheek. "Just understanding that we want you to learn to use the bathroom is enough. If you don't always make it is fine, especially if the closest bathroom is so far away."

"I don't like being wet mommy. It feelth¦eew."

Clara and jack laughed and Jack stroked Harriet's head.

"I'm sure it does sweetie. Most kids your age just cry until they get changed. I have a baby girl that tells us this feels nasty, please change me."

Harriet smiled at him without saying anything, though several thoughts crossed her mind only to be stifled so as not to sound like a smarty-pants, as her father had called it in the past when he told her 'no one likes a smarty-pants'. She knew it was said with love, but in a stern enough manner to indicate was also the truth. He didn't like her smarting off to her mother or father and it was a behavior that would reflect badly on her mom and dad if others witnessed her talking like that in public.

They all turned and headed to the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared, Jack touched the indicator for the forward stasis ring entrance and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They appeared on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance, stepped down, and made their way to the common area entrance. As they stepped into the common area, the AI called out to Laurel and Jake.

"Laurel Kade, Jake Myers, please report to captain Alexan on the command deck immediately."

"Oh baby¦" Amelia exclaimed. "When? When do you two get a break?"

"He values our insight mom. You know we're one of his most valuable recourses into what's really going on."

"I know sweetie," Amelia sighed heavily and kissed Laurel on the forehead. "Go¦don't keep him waiting."

Laurel grabbed her mother and pulled her into a tight hug for a few moments then let go, took Jake's hand and the pair stepped to the com panel by the doorway leading to the main corridor. Laurel touched the com panel, it came to life, then she touched the AI hale icon.

"Please tell the captain we're on our way?"

"Understood."

They then stepped over to the exit, it slid open, and they stepped out into the corridor and quickly made their way to the transport platform. They transported up to the command deck, stepped down from the platform, and walked to the exit and the com panel lit up and the AI spoke out.

"The captain is on the bridge."

"Okay, thank you," Laurel said as they walked past the com panel and stepped out into the main corridor.

As they walked up the corridor Laurel looked at Jake.

"We haven't even tried to sense what the captain wants." Laurel thought.

"I know," Jake thought in return. "I'm not sure I want to know anymore until we're standing in front of him."

"I hope it's not cause we haven't initiated a blocking effort for our people over there and something's happened."

"The captain is gunna be furious if that's the case. We promised him we would at least try."

They stepped up to the door leading to the bridge and Laurel stopped with her hand hovering over the palm scanner and she looked back at the door to the captain's quarters for just a moment, then she looked down the corridor, past Jake, to the door to Korica's quarters.

"Feeling nostalgic huh?"

"A little. This is where I belong. I risked my life for it¦risked my daughter's life for it. As disturbing as it is, I miss being right here in the middle of everything. It's what I was trained and conditioned to do."

"So let's fix that when the current dilemma is resolved? That could be our quarters behind us if we work at it."

Laurel nodded and grimaced then looked at the palm scanner and set her hand on it. Her palm was scanned then the door slid open virtually silently and Laurel looked at Jake.

"I like not having to open the doors manually like we had to in so many locations over there."

"I know what you mean. It makes the ship feel alive."

Laurel nodded then stepped onto the bridge with Jake right behind her. They walked around the captain's chair and Laurel had to fight the urge to salute him.

"Laurel and Jake reporting as ordered sir."

"It was a request to come see me Laurel, not an order. Beings you're civilians, I technically answer to you."

"Yes sir."

"Thank you for coming so quickly. I'm sorry I took you away from your family again."

"That's okay sir. We were heading to our quarters to get changed to go workout, so you really didn't take us away from anything important."

"I see. Well the reason I wanted to see you is because we detected something a little disturbing. I'm hoping your¦advanced insights into the workings of cosmology can offer some suggestions as to exactly what we're detecting."

"We would be glad to take a look sir."

"Good, I was hoping you would."

The captain waved Laurel and Jake closer and he leaned back and pulled his upper right display closer and touched a few commands then swung the view screen so they could see it as they stepped up onto the platform his chair is mounted to. They found they were looking at a starless region of space with outward propagating ripples that looked as if someone had dropped a pebble into a pond and the rebound of water had frozen after two distinct rings had begun to spread out and amplify in height and diameter with a perfectly round dimple that stretched straight up form the center of the ripples. Laurel felt her knees grow week and she took a few deep breaths and stepped away from the view screen as Jake continued to stare at it. Laurel stumbled slightly as she stepped off the platform the captain's chair was mounted on and she covered her mouth and stared into the captain's eyes for a moment, then withdrew her hand and swallowed hard, before speaking.

"I know what that is without running an analysis sir."

"The AI is unable to analyze it since it doesn't register as being there except with gravitational detectors."

"It has started sir. That's the beginning of our universe¦unraveling¦being turned inside out for the other side. That has to be where the other Future came through to our universe. They came through so fast that the after affect took time to propagate behind them. How uh¦how big is that ripple?"

"One hundred sixty-eight light hours across and growing at a steady rate of one light hour per hour." The AI replied.

"A light week already and spreading¦why are there no visible stars near the anomaly?" Jake asked. "This region of the galaxy is densely populated with stars."

"The light from the nearby stars is being bent and refracted so they are no longer visible from our perspective. That is how this anomaly was detected in the first place, though it does not register on any of my other sensors."

"You can see it, it has detectable gravitational affects, but it's undetectable otherwise? That doesn't make a whole lot of sense."

"It does if there isn't anything there but empty space from another universe," Laurel said. "Matter is annihilated as it's yanked back through the even Future, but empty space won't be subject to the same affects. Fact is, we don't know how the empty vacuum of space will be affected."

"You can tell all that with a momentary glance at the anomaly?" The captain asked.

"Yes sir. I've been meaning to talk to you about what was passed along to me when I joined with the other Laurel. What you see right there is exactly what they detected moments before slipping into the window they had created between universes. I suspect it took some time to rebound if you will into our universe, but it's likely to increase in size and destructive affects until the tear is so large that it will spread out in every direction with no way for us to seal it up, because it will be too big for something as small as the Future to affect the entire rupture. We don't have much time to make our effort to get them home and seal up that rupture between universes. Their universe is literally splashing into our universe. Unlike dropping a rock into a pool of water, which is what that anomaly resembles, this ripple affect is going to get bigger and stronger with ever-larger ripples of¦other universe properties splashing into ours."

"You think the same thing is happening on their side of the rupture?" The captain asked.

"More than likely. Eventually it will start to encompass entire star systems, once that happens there isn't going to be any way of stopping it. It will likely fuel faster and stronger growth within the window as matter is destroyed and transformed into pure energy annihilation events, feeding the speed that the window is spreading out."

The captain nodded gently and let out a heavy breath. He then touched Jake's shoulder and Jake looked at him, nodded, then stepped down and over by Laurel as the captain pulled his view screen toward himself.

"This isn't exactly how you expected it to begin, is it?" The captain asked looking at Laurel.

"No sir. I had based my theories on how it would happen based on the information that was presented in the new data core information on quantum entanglement and known multi universe properties. Nothing like this had ever been witnessed or even posed other than in base theories. It's kind hard for anyone to predict exactly how something like will play out except to say it'll be catastrophic. This is exactly why the elder race keep technology like the negative matter core under very close scrutiny as to who gets their hands on it and they have laws prohibiting anyone within the elder race membership from messing around with mutiverse experimentation. Remote observation is one thing, but actively piercing between universes is just a bad idea with ramifications that can completely unravel the fundamental properties of multiple universes."

"You have to remember that we didn't do this Laurel. We just have to figure out how to undo it."

"Didn't we? This is why the council of elders was so hesitant to let Oberot install the negative matter core in the first place. It was a version of us, so the very act of giving us the negative matter core led to this. They were right when they told Oberot that a young species like the Human race wasn't ready for this kind of technology."

"He obviously felt different based on what he sensed in you and Jake. Just because another version of us in an entirely different universe used the core to turn things inside out doesn't mean we would ever do such a thing. By repairing the damage done and sending that other ship home means he was right. We can be trusted to clean up our own mess if you want to look at it like that. Would you and Jake be willing to sit down and work on possible solutions before I have to keep my word to our allies and force them back at any cost?"

Laurel closed her eyes and took a moment to get her emotions in check. Then she nodded and opened her eyes.

"I'm the one that ultimately let Oberot install all the advanced technology that the Future now carries. It only seems right that I¦we, Jake and I, find a way of undoing this."

"Don't take the weight of the entire universe on your shoulders Laurel. I need your help, but I don't blame you and Jake for the events that have led us to this calamity. If you think about it, the multiverse theory says that if anything can happen, it does, somewhere. Even if you had denied Oberot access to the Future, in some universe the same thing would've happened, but we would be facing this with no hope of fixing it without the immense power of the negative matter core at our disposal. Oberot may have been aware of this if they have a way of viewing through the veil of time and possible eventualities. He knew you would find a way of saving our universe from being torn apart as it's turned inside out. He had the same faith in your abilities that I do. Show me that we both had the right instincts about the two of you, go find a way of to get that ship out of here without destroying it, as I promised you I would if at all possible, and let's get that¦ripple¦erased in the process."

Laurel took a deep breath and grinned just a little as she felt the pride and faith the captain truly had in her and Jake. She straightened her back and saluted him smartly then grabbed Jake's hand.

"Yes sir! We won't let you down."

The captain looked around then saluted Laurel quickly without being noticed and he nodded at her once.

"I never thought for a second that you would."

Laurel then yanked on Jake's hand as she headed for science station number 1. They walked over to science station number 1 and tapped the ensign seated there on the shoulder and the ensign pulled his earpiece and got to his feet immediately.

"Good luck and thank you Laurel and Jake. If anyone can get us out of this, it's you two."

Laurel smiled warmly.

"Thank you ensign¦"

"Tarimon. I'm ensign Tarimon."

"Hey! The Tarimon landing gear assembly? You came up with the landing gear design for the Icarus?"

"Yes ma'am. I'm a little surprised that you would notice something so insignificant to the overall design."

"Hardly so, nothing about any part of that ship is insignificant. Self-righting and auto-stabilizing landing gear is revolutionary and hugely important. Nice work. I saw it in use on Heindon when we parked on a loose soiled outcropping, and it worked flawlessly, digging in with claw like protrusions to keep the ship from sliding toward the edge of the cliff while leveling the ship on very sloped terrain."

"I'm glad to hear that it worked like it was supposed to ma'am."

The ensign then stepped over to science station number 6, directly across from station number 1, and Laurel sat down while Jake sat down at science station number 2. They then brought up a shared screen so they could work together from separate terminals. Laurel glanced at Jake and he nodded, they then joined minds deeply and waited for the rush of intense sensory information and emotions from the other to settle to a point where they could think clearly yet jointly. Jake then worked from Laurel's memory of what the other Laurel had imparted to her so they could work on inputting the conditions that were present when the other Future punched through the barrier between universes whilst targeting a location that was in the past. This information would allow them to run simulations using the current condition of the rupture, which is spreading out into the universe at an alarming rate, against the conditional settings used to initiate the trip across in the first place.

As they worked, the AI started to pick up on the details and assist with setting up parameters for the simulation runs. After 30 minutes, they had enough information input to begin the first simulation. The simulation run quickly ended in mission failure, but it revealed the points that needed to be addressed so further simulations could be run and the AI began to adjust the parameters, making tweaks to the gravitation field strength and temporal energy allowed to flow down the energy stream to try and achieve a successful result, but each time the Future's output was insufficient to open a window and stabilize the spreading anomaly simultaneously without 1 or both ships being torn apart or a destabilization of the window resulting, in which case the window shifted away from the proper universe and time coordinates. The AI kept setting up simulations as Laurel and Jake watched, but the AI was able to engage them at the same time.

"It may not be possible to achieve the desired results without running the negative matter core well beyond safety limits for an extended period of time. It will put this ship in grave danger and the other Future will be required to maintain a much larger stand off distance."

"So¦the other Future can't just follow us into the window we create once the anomaly is reversed in its direction of propagation?" Jake asked.

"Negative. The window cannot be initiated until the growing disruption to the fabric of our universe is eliminated completely. The simulations have made this fact clear. If you will note, I am preparing another series of simulations in which both Future's combine the immense energy output to seal up the rupture and initiate the window at the same time. The problem lies in directing so much compressive gravitational energy into a single point in space without the joint energy streams reflecting off one another in a negative manner. The complexities of coinciding two quantum energy flows from two separate sources in close proximity to one another is extremely difficult if not impossible to calculate let alone simulate. There are so many unknown variables to account for that it requires the computing power of my quantum computing core and the elder race correlative computing core, which is even more sophisticated and capable, to run the simulations as the resultant information becomes more and more complex."

"I get that, but we can stop the anomaly right?"

"Possibly. I will continue to run simulations with ever more complex parameters until I achieve a successful result. As I said though, it may require both ships to focus their energy on the problem."

"No!" Laurel barked before she realized she had raised her voice practically to a shout.

She looked around and everyone was looking at her. She put a hand up and gave an embarrassed smile.

"Sorry," She said then looked back at the view screen in front of her and spoke softly. "We have to try and find a way of doing this without requiring the other Future to run her negative matter core up to a high level then back down. They're on manual, so once they crank it up, they have to make a run at the window without reducing the negative matter core output until they're on the other side."

"Why do you feel this is so important?"

Laurel sighed and thought for a moment, and then Jake found himself answering for her.

"If they're going to screw up and lose containment or destabilize the core, we don't want 'em doing it in our universe."

"And especially not so close to our home world." Laurel added.

"You are not confident they can run their negative matter core under such complex conditions without making a mistake?"

"Not entirely." Jake said.

"Look, we have you to keep things running safely, but it takes dozens of people to run that thing manually, and another hundred or so to monitor and compensate for the inherent instability of negative matter while using it's energy to run battered engines and use gravitational fields for propulsion at the same time." Laurel explained. "I think it's imperative that they only have to ramp their core up to maximum output once, to make the run for their own universe. What happens on the other side isn't our problem, as long as they're gone."

"That seems uncharacteristically cold coming form you, but appropriately cautious. I will do my best to achieve a successful result with that in mind."

Laurel looked at Jake and he shook his head without looking at her.

"No," He thought. "I don't think she rubbed off on you. You're absolutely right. With their safety protocols compromised and Laurel over there ready to disable some of the mechanical safety systems, we have to get 'em out of here before they reduce the output from their core."

"Thank you Jake. You can feel how dark she is inside hunh?"

"Yes. You aren't anything like that babe. You felt the sadness and despair in her, but she kept the deeper darkness away from you so it wouldn't imprint on you. Part of her cares about us both."

Laurel smiled and looked back to her screen as another simulation resulted in mission failure. Laurel then had a flash idea come to her and Jake smiled.

"Yeah! That might just work." Jake said.

They stopped the simulations and began modifying the simulation parameters. The AI allowed them to make all the necessary calculations and adjustments, then Laurel looked the information over for a few moments, tapped the run simulation icon, and the simulation began running. For the first time the result was successful and Laurel smiled big, then the AI burst her bubble.

"Before you get too excited about the result, let us run the simulation one more time without adjusting the base parameters?"

Laurel and Jake nodded in concert, the AI ran the simulation again, and Laurel and Jake were shocked when the simulation reluted in the ships energy streams being drawn into one another as the ships traversed the tunnel between universes, resulting in a feedback of immense proportions that destroyed both ships and caused the window to collapse violently sending huge plumes of exotic and unpredictable energy to be broadcast into both universes.

"What the heck happened?" Jake asked. "It worked the first time."

"The unknown variables resulted in differing results due to their un-quantifiable qualities."

"So this might work and it might not?" Laurel asked.

"I will need to run multiple simulations to develop a probability index, based on the number of successful results compared to failures. I estimate we have sixty hours before the anomaly reaches a size that cannot be dealt with by one or both ships. I will have a probability percentage of mission success long before then."

"Alright."

"You have given me a great deal of time to work with which would have escaped me if not for your input. Thank you Laurel and Jake."

"You're welcome." Laurel said.

"And thank you for making us feel good about our participation," Jake said. "You always know just what to say to make us feel important and good about ourselves at the same time."

"Pride without vanity is an admirable quality that I enjoy evoking it in both of you."

"Will you call us if you need any more information?" Laurel asked.

"Yes Laurel. You have given me all I need; however, I will call on you if more information or expertise is needed. I never would have thought to run the diaphragm purge manifold in a constrictive magnetic field unless you had input the settings for me. That was a brilliant piece of engineering know-how."

"Thank you Future. My counterpart came up with that. I just passed it along to you."

"You are brilliant no matter the universe you originate from."

"You're sweet. Goodnight Future."

"Goodnight Laurel, goodnight Jake."

"Night." Jake said then withdrew from Laurel's mind and sighed as the mental fog set in and then dissipated quickly.

Laurel and Jake signed out of their stations, then Laurel took Jake's hand, the two got up, and headed to the captain's chair. He looked up from his display screens as they approached and he grinned and leaned back in his chair.

"Sakes alive¦you've already found a solution?"

"Not completely," Jake replied. "We've given the AI enough information to keep running productive simulations in order to come up with a probability scale that will indicate the likelihood of success using our ideas. What we have to do is extremely complicated and involves some unpredictable variables. We know how they got here, but we're dealing with two issues at the same time. Even if we eliminate the anomaly, we're going to create the same issue when we guide them home."

"We're going to have to lead them back to their universe?"

"Yes sir," Laurel replied. "We'll open the window for them, then hold it open from inside the event Future while they transit to their universe past us. Then we'll reverse course and seal the rupture behind us. Problem being, it's likely going to take both ships using their cores at near maximum output to accomplish that without one or both of us destroying our negative matter control systems like they did when they came over. There are a lot of unpredictable and unknown variables to account for so the AI is doing the best it can to fine tune the process to present the least danger possible when the time comes. Our focused energy streams will inherently want to reflect off one another. We have to fine-tune each stream to produce the same affect without being one hundred percent identical in constituent energy properties. The AI will be able to find a solution quicker than Jake and I can now that it has the primary settings and variables needed to run accurate simulations."

"I see. I appreciate your input. If there isn't anything else you can do then you're dismissed to enjoy some rest with your families."

"We actually need to have a private conversation with you if you have some time?"

"I suppose I have a little time right now if you want?"

Laurel nodded and the captain logged himself out then pushed his displays aside and stood up. Laurel and Jake then led the way out the door and over to the captain's office and then they stepped aside so the captain could have his palm scanned to open the door. He smirked and looked at Laurel and Jake as his palm was scanned.

"You do realize that your palms will open my office?"

"I knew they would if you were already in your office, but I didn't know we had access if you weren't in there."

The door slid open, the captain stepped in and walked around his desk, and he looked at Laurel as he was sitting down.

"I can't think of a single door on this ship that you two can't open, including my office."

"We can't access someone else's quarters." Jake said smiling as he sat down.

"Oh? If you manually input your access codes you can access any quarters on the ship. The AI might ask you what the heck you're doing, but the door will still open for you."

"How many people have that ability?"

"It's a pretty short list. Level five clearance isn't something we hand out liberally. The number of people with that level of clearance wouldn't fill a crimson fighter."

"Hmm. We're flattered that you've decided to leave our clearance intact."

"If I'm going to keep you two in my hip pocket, I need to have you read into what's going on around here, or at least give you unlimited access to sensitive information whenever you feel the need to fill yourselves in, as well as the ability to access secure compartments to affect any sensitive work necessary to help us out."

"Along those lines¦" Laurel said changing the subject. "We need to fill you in on a few things."

"Go ahead Laurel."

"Um first of all I want to apologize for¦doing things without talking to you first. It was important to keep certain aspects out of your head until we were sure that you wouldn't be probed or whatever."

"Seems like a logical precaution. Are you sure this is information I should be hearing just yet, since we'll likely have to go back over there at some point?"

"We know how to protect you now sir. No one's going to get in your head so long as we're around."

"Alright then."

"When I was working on the upgrades to the Icarus, I incorporated a scanner circuit that included a discrete transmitter to send a data burst signal to the other Future the moment an active scan was initiated in the vicinity of the other Future. It uploaded a diagnostic subroutine containing a virus that disabled the electronic harmonic anode protection system on that ship. I wrote it based on the secondary safety protocol programming of the harmonic controller within the low pass stabilizing field generator. We told you the other Laurel wanted our help destroying that ship, and this was my part. She's going to uncouple the harmonic dampers surrounding the negative matter core's primary containment vessel. With those two safety systems disabled, as soon as they power the negative matter core above two percent a harmonic resonance will begin to build up until the harmonic buildup reaches a level so catastrophic that it won't be possible to stop a cascade failure of multiple systems from occurring. The core will dump the negative matter in response, and then the cathodic shield will crack as the pressure drops within the core when the reactions occurring in the core stop. All the stored energy within the collector plates will escape in a microsecond in a tremendous, violent explosion. The ship will be annihilated killing everyone aboard, but the destruction should be limited to a few million kilometers from the ship."

The captain leaned back in his seat and stared at Laurel for a few moments and she was sure that he was going to be upset about her clandestine work on the Icarus, but he was remarkably calm and cool. Laurel could feel that he was measuring what kind of reaction to express, despite his anger with such a profound modification being made to his prized ship without his knowledge. He felt like the trust he had in Laurel and Jake had been violated, even though he knew something like this was coming. He just didn't realize it was going to involve manipulating the fundamental workings of the Icarus. He finally let out a heavy breath, leaned forward, and crossed his arms in front of him on his desk as he leaned on them.

"Is this modification of the scanner function something that could affect our systems?"

"Not with our AI functional. It will detect this kind of outside influence the second it occurs and stop it. They don't have an AI so it slipped past everyone's notice with all the diagnostics being run over there. I tailored the circuit utilizing a degrading single block memory cell so it's only capable of storing the necessary lines of code to be transmitted and the data is lost as it's transmitted, causing the memory cell to disintegrate by design. It was a one time deal."

"I hope she isn't discovered messing around near the primary containment vessel. I'm a little disappointed that you felt the need to conceal this from me, but I suppose I can understand why you felt that you had to. I'm not surprised that you would think up something like this though."

"Actually it was her idea sir. She couldn't access the diagnostic programming without being noticed, but I was able to create an access program while I was over there that insured this would work and erase all traces of the viral coding. I simply told the diagnostic program to erase all records of incoming diagnostic programming requests that had a telltale frequency, which would match the data burst signal from the Icarus' scanner transmission¦and Laurel won't be discovered because she can disable the harmonic dampers without being anywhere near the core. "

"Right¦she's you with years of experience at using your abilities. Aren't you concerned that your modifications over there will be noticed?"

"With somewhere north of a hundred thousand lines of diagnostic programming code associated with the core? No sir. It's a proverbial needle in a haystack. I'm sorry that I violated the trust you have in Jake and I. I would never do something like this unless¦"

The captain leaned back and put his hand up.

"Let me stop you right there Laurel. Don't try and reassure me that you would never do something like this, since you've already done it. We've fostered a culture of secrecy and hushed conversation that's driving some unsavory behavior in many of us. I'm ready for the civilians to take control of happenings on the Future planet so all the secrecy can be taken out of the SOP around here. I'll get over the bruised feelings."

Laurel nodded and looked down and Jake put his hand on hers and then looked at the captain.

"The other Laurel confirmed some things that we were curious about too sir. The Encarthons' didn't start the war that the other Future got into with them. Colonel Tagert started it through ignorance and underestimation of the Encarthon's military capabilities despite multiple warnings from his people. He also brutalized Laurel in the worst way a woman can endure then she allowed herself to be continually brutalized to keep Tagert from taking his frustration out on others. The man is a brutish thug with shortsighted, narrow minded, military tactics that doomed that ship to the situation they now find themselves in. I don't blame the other Laurel for wanting to end things the way she's going to."

"Take it easy Jake," The captain said, sensing Jake's disgust and anger despite the captain not being particularly empathic himself. "We can't have either of you getting upset given your combined abilities. I'm sorry that I exposed you two to this whole situation, but I had no other choice¦" The captain looked at Laurel. "Just like you had no other choice honey. We've both been forced to do some distasteful things to achieve a perceived greater goal. I wish I could promise this won't ever happen again, but I've learned not to promise such things to you two, I'll just make myself a liar the next time we have a crisis requiring your input or assistance which no one else can provide to the same degree."

"Thank you sir. I'm glad you still trust us," Laurel said softly.

"I can't afford to have no trust in my key advisors. You're children forced into some unbelievably complicated situations. I expect the occasional mistake, and in this particular case, I feel you were at least partially vindicated in the choices you made. There wasn't a mistake made, just a course of action I'm not thrilled with. I forgive you."

Laurel and Jake smiled and relaxed considerably, then Laurel debated how to bring up the other issue weighing on her conscience. The captain didn't fail to notice Laurel's uncomfortable internal deliberations, as her expression changed and she shifted in her seat slightly.

"You know I'm a friend as well as the captain of this ship Laurel. You know me better than anyone alive, due to our shared experience in the Genesis tower, and I would like to think I know you better than anyone aside from Jake or Korica and maybe her husband. If there's something bothering you, I'm willing to listen without judging."

"Thank you sir. It's just¦it's kind of sensitive cause it involves someone who means a lot to me. I'm concerned, but I promised I wouldn't say anything about what I witnessed."

"Would it help you to open up if I promise what's said here will stay here?"

"Kind of, but it's something that needs to be looked into, so it kind of has to leave here for that to happen."

"You're being a little cryptic here Laurel. If it's that sensitive maybe it's something you should discuss with your mother, or maybe a professional councilor. It isn't something¦violent or distasteful is it?"

"On no, it's nothing like that sir," Laurel sighed hard and Jake squeezed her hand a little making her look at him.

"You kept it from me too? Why wouldn't you share something that profound with me?"

"Cause I promised I wouldn't say anything. I want the implied trust to be something that can be relied upon as always being respected."

"She's¦" Jake glanced at the captain then looked back at Laurel. "You want me to spill it?"

Laurel sighed again and gently shook her head then sat up straight and looked at the captain.

"It's about Harriet Reynolds sir."

"Ah, our resident super intelligent baby. I'm well aware of her advanced intelligence for an infant."

"It goes further than you think sir. I've had conversations with her in which she's disclosed that she's holding back so she doesn't scare her mother and father. She can calculate complex concept mathematics in her head in an instant. She holds conversations that are truly young adult level conversations. She's adding things in her head that should take schooling to learn, but she instinctively knows the fundamentals. I'm concerned that there's more going on with her than just inherited knowledge or naturally superior genes. She's sophisticated and mature in a way that just shouldn't be possible for a six moth old."

"I'm not sure I understand where you think her sophisticated personality and intellect is coming from."

"I don't know sir. I haven't tried to probe her cause of her age and what's in my head¦and my lack of mastery over my own abilities. I screwed up with Korica; I won't make that same mistake with someone else's baby. Can you have some brain scans and genetic profile tests done on her to figure out exactly what's going with her?"

"You think someone has screwed with her genetic makeup?"

"It wouldn't be the first time someone gene selected a child to bring out increased intelligence."

"No gen select child ever expressed the kind of intelligence Harriet Reynolds is showing at six months old. I'll discretely have some tests run on her just to be sure though. She's on the short list to be assessed anyways. We've never tried to assess someone so young that they couldn't read though. It'll have to be a strictly observational assessment based on conversations with her conducted by some very skilled child psychologists and assessors."

"It wouldn't surprise me if she's able to read and doesn't want anyone to know about it."

"Oh come on now, that's just not possible. That's a learned skill."

"So are mathematics, but she can do 'em. She knew in an instant that ten times her age is five years old. That's what level of mental faculty she thinks she has, but I think it's a little more advanced than that."

"Are you frightened or intimidated by her?"

"No, but her mother and father are a little concerned about how advanced she is. She might end up being a five-year-old taking college courses and getting bored with 'em. Even for the advanced children we have in our midst, she's going to stand out as odd. Clara and Jack know all to well what that's like for a child."

"It does seem a little odd that her brother was so typical until he hooked up with Korica. He's been changed so dramatically by Korica that we can't even assess whether or not he had the active gene for advanced abilities before getting together with her."

"P twenty fox nine sir. The other Laurel and I agree that's a proper designation for the primary gene."

"I see. Well, we'll compare Harriet's genetic profile to her brother's and see if they have the matching P twenty fox nine gene characteristic along with all the other genetic markers that are associated with heightened ability. We'll know for sure if someone has messed with her genetic coding at the very least."

"Thank you sir. I hope I'm wrong and she's just a shining example of what we're evolving towards. She might represent an evolutionary leap forward that we weren't expecting to see so quickly in our relatively new evolution as a species. It would make sense that early intelligence and maturity would be an evolutionary advantage to heightened abilities presenting at a much early age and in a much more dramatic form."

"Have you noticed advanced abilities in her aside from her super intelligence for her age?"

"She's definitely gifted, but she can't manifest anything significant without some help. It takes practice to learn how to coherently focus neural energy. She hasn't mastered that yet, and I don't think she has the necessary neural complexity to produce significant amounts of neural energy in the first place. Her pineal gland won't wake for¦I would say several years, but in her case it'll probably happen sooner than it did for most of us. The pineal gland is the focusing organ in the brain, like a lens."

"That fact I'm aware of. The AI has broken it down for dummy's so I can understand how all this works in our amazing children."

"You're not a dummy sir."

"Compared to people like you and Jake¦and a good many of the people around me, I am. I never studied brain physiology before so I wasn't necessarily aware of how the brain works and from where the advanced abilities originate or are focused. I've been schooled since coming out of stasis, so I have a pretty good understanding of how the brain works now¦though I'm still pretty far behind your understanding of the workings of the brain."

"Understanding brain chemistry and function was paramount to making Korica and Tamaric compatible sir. The rest just came to me from¦I don't know where."

"The cosmic knowledge as you call it?"

"Yes sir. It's all around us and unending in complexity, so you can't really give it a specific location like a particular realm or anything. You're mind only comprehends what your puny little mind is capable of absorbing. The rest just passes you by if you aren't smart enough to understand it."

"I'll just have to take your word for it."

"Yes sir. We should probably let you get back to the bridge sir. We've taken up enough of your time."

"Very well. I always enjoy spending time talking with you two but you're right, I have a lot to take care of now that I know definitively how short our schedule is."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake stood up and headed for the door. The captain followed right behind them and as the door slid open and they stepped out into the corridor, Jake then turned and faced the captain.

"Please don't feel like you're taking us from anything if you need to call on us sir. Our family is right here on the ship with us so we're always more than happy to come to the bridge or whatever."

"Thank you Jake. I appreciate that. I truly value your ideas and input on a good many things."

"Have a good evening sir," Laurel said.

"Thanks Laurel, you do the same."

The captain then headed for the bridge and Laurel and Jake made their way to the transport compartment. After they stepped in and the door slid closed Jake looked at Laurel as they calmly walked over to the transport platform.

"How come you didn't tell him everything babe? I felt your reluctance, which is why I kind of shut up."

"There were a lot of things that I sensed from her that I don't particularly think he needs to know about." They stepped up onto the platform and Laurel looked Jake in the eyes. "I kind of wish you hadn't mentioned what Tagert did to the other Laurel for instance. It made you mad talking about it and kind of embarrassed me."

"Embarrassed you? I totally missed that¦guess I got caught up in my disgust and anger. I don't know why you would be embarrassed, it isn't you that got raped and continued to use your¦assets to get what you wanted by remaining useful to Tagert."

"It might sound weird, but I don't want the captain thinking I could possibly do something like that no matter the circumstance. She's a version of me even though she isn't me."

"Come on babe, we know the captain better than that. He would never think something like that about you. You'd kill someone before they could rape you with your level of ability and he knows that you would never use your body as leverage whether to stay alive or to get things to go in your favor."

"She did that to keep people from being put to death at different times."

"I know babe. I'm sorry. If I had known that it would embarrass you like that, I never would've said anything about what he did to her or what she did to survive or whatever."

Laurel nodded, took Jake's hand in hers, gave it a gentle squeeze, and grinned at him slightly.

"I know you wouldn't embarrass me on purpose."

Laurel then reached out and touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance, and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They appeared on the transport platform, stepped down, and headed straight to the passenger level common area. When they stepped in, they were a little surprised to sense their parents close by. They looked around but didn't see them among the handful of people sitting in the common area so they walked over to the mess hall and found them sitting at the table closest to the entrance. They stepped in and Amelia lit up when she saw Laurel looking so beautiful and graceful as she walked up to them.

"You're so beautiful baby. I hardly see my little Laurel anymore. You carry yourself like a woman."

"Thanks mom." Laurel said with a smile as her and Jake sat down sideways over the bench seats, facing Amelia and John.

"Can we ask what the captain needed of you?" John asked.

"You can ask," Jake replied then stared at his father without saying anything else.

John glanced at Amelia and she grinned at him, so he looked back at Jake and leaned a little closer to him.

"More confidential command stuff?"

"No. I was waiting to see if you would pick up on what we were thinking without me saying anything."

"That's not where my talents lie and it's rude to pry into the mind of others without permission."

"Right¦Laurel is real big on that point. There's an anomaly forming at the point where the other Future punched through into our universe. You can't see it or detect it other than with gravitational sensors run through the elder race provided enhanced signal processors. The captain wanted our input as to what's being detected. Laurel knew exactly what was being shown to us and we came up with some possible scenarios for reversing the affect before it gets out of hand. It's gunna be risky and likely take both ships focusing their core energy at a single point at the center of the anomaly to fix the spreading rupture and get the other ship home without causing the same affect all over again. The AI is running a set of probability index simulations. There are a lot of unknown variables, so each simulation comes out slightly different than the last even with the same exact set up parameters being used."

"Sounds complex¦and frankly a little over my head. You're a practical genius son. I'm so proud of you for being able to comprehend all this and offer a meaningful solution."

"Thanks dad."

"Do you think our chances are pretty good of pulling off what you explained?" Amelia asked.

"I would say fifty-fifty mom," Laurel replied. "The negative matter core was never meant to be used like this in the first place. Right now collapsing the anomaly is our priority, then we'll try and get 'em home without destroying the ship in the process."

"We thought we could do both at the same time, but we're finding that might not be possible," Jake added. "We have the AI to coordinate things over here, they have a half crippled ship being run manually. The complexities of what must be done to pull this off are just beyond what Human reflexes can stay on top of."

"But the AI is running that ship isn't it?" Amelia asked.

"For now, but once we initiate the process of opening a window across universes and forward in time relative to our perspective, we'll have to run the shield at near one hundred percent. That's going to prevent the AI from staying connected to the other ship since they'll have to run their shield just as high to protect them from the intense ionizing radiation that's going to be produced."

"Ionizing radiation?" John exclaimed.

"Yeah. The amount of energy it takes to pierce across parallel universes is like¦like the energy released when a super massive star collapses and explodes, but sustained, and focused into a single point in space. The level of radiation is going to be intense and all across the spectrum. Our allies are going to have to move off quite a distance too, in order to protect themselves since their shields are nowhere near as efficient as ours."

"I guess we tend to become a little complacent about the amount and type of focused energy the negative matter core is capable of producing." Amelia commented.

"Laurel and I have already seen it punch into another realm when we ducked into the anti-time region. We're far from complacent about it."

"I meant the rest of us that don't have a grasp on the fundamental workings of the negative matter core."

"Oh, sorry. That's something Laurel and I tend to be complacent about¦her genius level of understanding, which I get to share with her."

"Let's go workout together, so you and Laurel can get some rest," John suggested.

"We can see how tired you two are and I'm sure you want some personal time alone with one another," Amelia said.

Laurel looked at Jake, smiled as she set her head against the back of his shoulder shyly, and then she looked at her mother.

"We could use a some personal recreation time." Jake said looking at Amelia with a big grin, speaking for Laurel.

John downed the rest of his tea, Amelia then did the same, and they stood up together. Jake and Laurel got to their feet and followed their parents up to the gym. They all worked out vigorously, then adjourned to their quarters. Laurel and Jake showered together first, then made their way to their bedroom. Laurel sat at the mirror and brushed her hair for a time, and then she set the brush down, turned, and looked at Jake lying on the bed on his side facing her.

"I want to make love to you Jake, but we need to keep our word to the captain by reaching out and making sure that our people over there aren't being probed."

"They know the telltale signs, they would've contacted the captain if they sensed anything. You're right though, we should at least try to extend our influence in a blocking force, just in case the colonel gets curious or whatever. I don't think we should do that while we mess around though. It gets intense for you and things might slip across the blocking effort. I don't think you wanna be sharing that with others?"

"No, definitely not."

Laurel smiled, stood up, and walked over to the bed as Jake grinned big and scooted back for her. She gracefully laid down next to him, he rolled half on her, and she stroked his face and admired his handsome face for a few moments. She then slid her hand around the back of his head and gently pulled his face to hers. They engaged in some passionate kissing for a time, and then Laurel grasped his now firm member and initiated an intense round of heavy petting and kissing. Jake gave Laurel the full treatment, making love to her for close to thirty minutes in the end. It left them both winded, but feeling very satisfied. Once they caught their breath, they showered again quickly, and then returned to their bedroom.

After Laurel brushed her hair out once again, they sat down on the bed with their legs crossed while facing each other. They held hands, closed their eyes, and set their foreheads together while slipping into the other's mind deeply. After enjoying the sensual sensations of the other for a few minutes, they began to stretch out with their senses until they found themselves feeling to be among the crew working on the other Future. They didn't sense any foreign presence pressing at them, but the telepaths loyal to the colonel were definitely detectable in the distance and near some of the Future crew, scientists, and engineers, busily working.

Laurel and Jake then focused their efforts on providing a protective influence over every single person from the Future. It took some time and a great deal of effort, but they were successful, and they were eventually able to slowly withdraw their perception to the present while maintaining their influence. It took from their ability to concentrate on the moment, but they shared the effort between them making it manageable, though very taxing. They could feel a sustained drain on them, such that it was like running around a track at a fast pace constantly, while they were in fact sitting still. As they opened their eyes, leaned back looking at one another as they tried to get used to the exertion, Laurel smiled at Jake.

"I don't know how long we can maintain this. Korica would probably have no problem doing this for an extended period of time, but it's gunna exhaust us pretty quickly."

"It's the distance involved. If we were doing this for the people right here on our Future it wouldn't be so¦taxing."

"There are a lot of people over there to protect too."

Jake nodded, leaned back, uncrossed his legs, and laid down on his side. Laurel then joined him, lying on her side facing him.

"You know the telepaths over there are going to know we're doing something." Laurel said as she closed her eyes.

"I know. Piss on 'em. This is to protect our people. They can just wonder what the heck we're doing all they want."

Laurel and Jake then drifted into a trance like calm as they adjusted to the effort necessary to maintain the blocking effort. They were finally able to push the drain to their subconscious mind and almost completely ignore the physical drain on their energy level. It allowed them to drift off to sleep within half an hour, providing a restful slumber despite the continuing drain on their energy reserves.

Aboard the Reuopon station, Korica and Tamaric settled into a familiar routine over a 4-day period. They got up early each day, ate breakfast at the Entourage, and then exercised at the gravity assist parlor. They then went and bathed in private at the aquatic arena. They then got dressed in their working uniforms and made their way to the learning annex where they attended morning instructional lessons on the Brindon's bewilderingly complex systems, followed by provided lunch at the learning annex buffet style food bar. Dederal and Rhe'Tock made sure food was made available for Korica and Tamaric, despite the off-hour compared to the rest of the regular students. They then spent the rest of the day in the mental conditioning lab and simulator. As promised the mental lab exercises got progressively more complex each day, requiring the use of intellect and advanced ability to problem solve differing scenarios requiring Korica and Tamaric to work together toward a common goal.

The bulk of the afternoons were spent in the simulator as Korica and Tamaric adjusted to the extreme mental load the system imposed on their minds. They found that the body felt heavy and sluggish, reactions were slowed slightly as the brain processed the bodies signals in a delayed nature due to the mental exertion required to monitor and control the Brindon's thousands of systems. By the end of the fourth day, they were starting to adjust, increasing their hand eye coordination significantly and getting better at overcoming the sluggish feeling by learning the amount of increased effort necessary to perform simple tasks, such as the simple task of scratching ones nose, without the arm feeling so heavy that it required gritting the teeth just to lift the hand to the face, make the fingers curl, and stroke the hand to relieve a nagging itch. They were exposed to the more mundane tasks of control and manipulation of some of the Brindon's systems. The first day while being linked into the system, they were asked to manipulate each system manually to familiarize them with the control locations within the control pod, but the following days they were exposed to the effort required to manipulate the same systems without touching any of the controls within the control pod cockpit. It was difficult at first, but Korica was inspirational to Tamaric in her ability to adapt and begin to master the mental manipulation of the systems.

The evenings were then spent working out at the gravity assist parlor then running 5 miles in the arboretum, followed by a private bath, often with a show on the public arena stage to entertain them as they bathed. They would then return to their accommodations and change into civilian clothes and go eat at a different eatery each night for the experience of trying something new. Most of the eateries they chose were recommended by Aril, and the food was wonderful as was the service. They walked up and down the level their accommodations were located on as they window-shopped without buying anything. They then retired to their room, filled out their daily mission reports, then perused the entertainment computer pad to find out about happenings throughout the local systems to provide some entertaining visual stimulation, as they waited for Korica to become tired enough to fall asleep.

At the end of the 4th day of classes, mental lab exercises, and simulator training, Korica and Tamaric decided to walk the 5 miles to their accommodations as they discussed what they wanted to do for the evening with Aril and her friends. The long walk would provide enough delay for the regular classes to let out and Aril to make her way home so Korica and Tamaric could contact her to discuss exactly what she felt like doing this evening.

As Korica and Tamaric followed the maps on their bio monitors, they made it 3 miles down the maze of corridors and concourses until they found themselves in a fairly narrow, dimly lit service corridor. Tamaric was the first to tense up noticeably and Korica squeezed his hand tighter as she felt the same adrenaline surge in response to his level uneasy tension.

"Try to relax Tamaric. You know we can defend ourselves should someone want to mess with us."

"I know you can¦we can. I don't know why I'm feeling nervous right now. I just feel like someone is watching us with dark intensions in mind."

"They told us that we're closely monitored everywhere we go. I seriously doubt anyone could get at us without the station security finding out about it. That being said don't ignore a heightened sense of danger. That's when you should reach deep down and try to sense where the sense of danger is coming from. Humans have a greater sense of that ability than I do."

As they rounded a corner into a wider corridor, Tamaric was about to say something when a door behind them on their left slid open and before they had time to turn around to see who was emerging, they both felt a tingling up their spines preceded by a high frequency noise that sounded like a string under great tension being plucked. The lights then went out for both of them in an instant.

Korica was the first to come to. She found herself sitting in a dimly lit 10 by 20 room. There was nothing in the room save for a square metal table that Korica and Tamaric were seated at with their hands on the cold surface of the table, bound by an unseen force preventing them from falling over or sitting up fully. Korica lifted her head from a slumped position and swirled her head around to stretch her neck and she blinked a few times as she tried to shake off the dizzy feeling in her head. As her vision cleared and the disorientation faded, she looked to her left and saw Tamaric sitting with his hands out on the table and his head hung so his chin was almost touching his chest.

Korica tried to lean back as she looked around the room and a shot of adrenaline shot through her when she realized she was restrained so firmly that she couldn't pull her hands free. She wanted desperately to reach over and shake Tamaric, but she couldn't break free no matter how hard she pulled. She pulled back so hard that she made her shoulders and wrists hurt, but her unseen bindings wouldn't budge. She then closed her eyes for a moment and calmed her mind, then opened her eyes and sent a firm push toward Tamaric. His head swung to the left then back to center, but his hands remained firmly bound to the table just like Korica's.

Tamaric made a subtle groan, then his head slowly lifted and he opened his eyes and batted his eyelids heavily, and then he tried to pull his hands free. Korica could feel the near panic rising in him as he realized that he couldn't break free. He yanked and struggled and Korica just let him figure out for himself that it was impossible to physically break free, and then he stopped struggling and looked at Korica.

"You okay love?"

"Yeah. You should know that if you listen to your feelings."

"I'm gunna split some heads when I find out who grabbed us like this. I'm supposed to keep you safe and I ain't doin a very good job of it."

"Don't let anger get the better of you Tamaric. You sensed danger and I got over confident in the security measures in place to keep us safe. If anyone's to blame here it's me."

"Have you seen anyone since coming to?"

"No. I've only been conscience a little longer than you," Korica then reached out to Tamaric and spoke to him mentally. "When someone comes in here to talk to us or whatever, let's find out what this is all about before we take 'em out."

Tamaric looked around the featureless room that appeared to be formed from something resembling stainless steel with a slight rainbow hue to it. He then looked at Korica and dipped his chin slightly as he reached out to her deeper.

"I'll try to remain calm through you, but you know how pissed I am. This feels all to familiar to you and I don't like knowing that someone can grab you like this before we could do anything about it," He thought.

"If they meant us real harm, we would be dead. They just wanted to get us in here quietly and quickly. An unconscious person doesn't fight back or make any noises. If they went to all this trouble to get a hold of us like this, let's find out who they are and why they felt the need to take the dangerous steps necessary to subdue us."

"You think they know what we're capable of when we feel threatened?"

"Probably not the full scope or they wouldn't have tried this at all. You and I know that we can knock someone out¦or maybe kill him or her with the power of our minds. Just looking at us, a person wouldn't particularly know that we can do that."

"I don't know how you remain so calm when we're in captivity at the hands of who knows who."

"Logic, like I said, if they meant to hurt us they already would've. You don't sense any danger anymore do you?"

"No¦not really. I guess I was sensing the danger of being caught like we were. I don't particularly feel like we're in any serious danger now."

"I have the same sense through you. It makes sense to try and stay calm so we can use wit to figure out what's going on. It makes it easier to listen to our senses if we keep cool too. We're going to have to keep our minds closed off to outside probing while trying to feel for what our¦captors are thinking. That isn't going to be easy, but it'll be easier if our minds are calm and collected. It's the same tactic mom would use if she were in this situation."

"I seriously doubt Jake's heightened sense of danger would've allowed them to be captured so easily."

"Probably so. He's a little older and more experienced than you. You're learning though, you sensed that something was wrong. You just didn't have enough time to pinpoint exactly what was setting your senses off."

The door behind them slid open and they tried to look over their shoulders, but it was difficult with their hands pinned to the table with arms outstretched. A very tall, Human looking man wearing a dark blue outfit that was a one piece outfit constructed from something that looked soft but thick, stepped around the table until he was facing Korica and Tamaric. The man deliberately remained close to the bulkheads as he walked around the room to the opposite end of the table. He seemed to look Korica and Tamaric over as if he was measuring them up for some reason. He then looked behind Korica and Tamaric, he flicked his chin, and footsteps could be heard. Then a hand set two glasses down on the table and Korica and Tamaric looked over their shoulders and saw a woman that was very rough and stern looking. She was pretty, but she looked like she had lived a hard life, and she had next to no emotional expression on her face at all. The woman stepped back after setting the glasses down and Korica and Tamaric looked at the glasses, wondering how they were supposed to take a drink with their hands pinned to the table so firmly. Korica glanced at Tamaric.

"If we get free don't drink whatever that is." Korica thought.

"But I'm thirsty love¦really thirsty for some reason."

"I know. I am too, but it could contain mind-altering compounds in order to get us to talk if information is what they're interested in."

"I hadn't thought about that. I'm glad you're here with me or I would mess this up."

Korica grinned and the man standing before them furrowed his brow then looked right into Korica's eyes for a few moments and Korica could sense him trying to press his way into her mind. She concentrated on quieting her mind and the sense of his attempt to infiltrate her mind completely disappeared. Tamaric sensed Korica withdraw from him completely and he followed suit and quieted his mind and the man's expression changed to one of bewilderment. Korica then cleared her throat.

"Who are you and what do you want from us? Can you even understand what I'm saying?"

"Yes," The man said flatly. "I understand English perfectly."

Korica and Tamaric recognized the mottled accent in his voice enough to know that he had experienced the cerebral disc created by the volunteer delegates from the Future.

"Before you make any attempts to escape or¦do harm to me in return for capturing you, please just hear me out. All I want to do is talk to you."

"You could've just asked us to come talk to you. You're playing a dangerous game by taking us captive like this."

"It was necessary to get you away from the prying eyes of the station security without raising an alarm. The stunners only temporarily interrupted the synaptic activity in the motor function areas of your brains. There will be no permanent damage."

"They're going to know exactly where we are."

"I think not. Look at the back of your hands."

Korica and Tamaric looked at the back of their hands, then leaned closer and they could just make out a clear, flexible, film covering most of the back of their hands.

"Your ident chips can't be read while those are in place. We interrupted the signal to the sensors in the area of the corridor where we found you. The station will only know that for some reason you've slipped off their screens."

Tamaric looked around the room at the strange shiny metal covering every square inch of the room and then he looked back at the man.

"I assume this room is shielded so nothing in here is detectable?"

"Yes."

"Do you have any idea who we are?" Korica asked with a bit of a devilish squint.

"Oh yes ensign Prentor. We know exactly who you are and we have a pretty good idea of what you're capable of. I ask that you refrain from using your abilities just long enough to hear what I have to say."

"The fact that you're still standing means we're already doing that and we're listening. You use contractions properly, so I'm guessing you're not from Primran or Encara."

"No, we're not from either of those domineering systems. Our home world is one of the protected planets, but we never asked for the honor of being protected, as they euphemistically call it. Has it occurred to you that your hosts might not be giving you the whole story?"

"It had crossed my mind, but they're showing us hospitality and providing us with an opportunity to be trained to¦do something very important. We've been granted access to the local news feeds so we're learning about the happenings around the local star systems. Someone with shadowy intentions wouldn't do all that."

"Ah, government censored news hardly gives you a clear idea of what's really going on."

"If you want us to listen to your side of the story, you're going to have to release our hands," Tamaric said. "We promise to listen to what you have to say without talking any action against you¦for now."

The man stared at Korica and Tamaric for a few moments then he straightened his back and put his hands at his sides.

"I'm having trouble reading your intentions. I'm usually very skilled at reading what a person is thinking and feeling, but you two have become blank slates to me and your faces aren't telling me anything aside from the fact that you're upset about being captured so easily."

"That won't happen again, you can count on that!" Tamaric said with a scowl. "I'm not a violent person by nature, but I won't have people grabbing my wife like this. You obviously have no idea what I'm capable of when protecting the people I love. The only reason you're alive right now is because Korica wanted to hear what you have to say. If you ever come near her again, it won't be a pleasant end for any of you."

The man seemed to tense up noticeably, as he slowly nodded.

"We're aware that you have hidden abilities that can be administered with lethal force. That was the other reason that we incapacitated you both so quickly. You have my word that we won't employ that tactic again."

"Excuse me for saying¦your word means shit to me. I don't know you and frankly I don't care much who you are. All I know is you endangered the life of the woman I love. I don't take that lightly."

"I can understand you feeling that way. The stunners don't cause permanent injury¦"

"You don't know what affect they'll have on a Draximan. For all you know her physiology could be so different from anything you've ever seen before that your stunner could short circuit her brain, killing her in the process."

"We took the time to obtain a physiological profile of both of you before using the stunners. There was never a chance that the stunner could cause the kind of damage you're talking about."

"You seem to have access to a lot of information about us¦with some critical gaps in pertinent data about exactly what we're capable of," Korica said. "My patients are wearing thin though. You never answered my question who you are and Tamaric insisted that you release our hands if you want us to listen to anything else you have to say. I would suggest you do as he said before he gets really upset. My influence only goes so far in keeping him calm."

"We don't want him losing his temper. I will release you, but be forewarned that you have no idea where you are on the station. There are measures in place to keep unwanted¦guests form entering this area. I wouldn't want you setting off any of those security measures."

Korica looked at Tamaric and thought about the map program on their bio monitors and she assumed their captures couldn't figure out how to activate them to figure out exactly what they do. She assumed they also noticed that they couldn't be removed since they had probes embedded in their arms. She then looked back at the man, he lifted his right arm, and touched something concealed under his wrist length sleeve. A moment later they heard the door behind them slide open and the woman that had placed the drinks in front of them walked around the table and handed and rectangular device to the man, she turned, looked Korica and Tamaric over for a moment, then she walked back around the table and left the room.

"She doesn't much like us being here." Korica said.

The man lifted the rectangular device and touched a few buttons, Korica assumed inputting an activation code, then their hands were released. Korica and Tamaric sat back in their seats and rubbed their hands, now feeling the thin film on the back of their hands.

"Enmara thinks I'm putting everything in jeopardy by bringing you two here. It's not you two in particular that she doesn't like, just the trouble you could bring down on us if we're discovered."

"Who the heck are you people?"

"You may call me Dennom. We're from a planet called Ringosta," The man stepped forward slowly and pulled the seat in front of the table out and he slowly sat down. "Please, have a drink. I know the shock to the system from the stunners can leave one feeling thirsty."

Tamaric started to reach for the glass in front of him and Korica gently put her hand on his arm. He glanced at her, then withdrew his hand and leaned back in his seat.

"Oh come now," Dennom said.

Dennom reached out and picked up the glass sitting in front of Korica and he took a small sip then held the glass out. Korica took the glass from him and gently set it down on the table.

"If we wanted to harm you, we wouldn't have taken the risky chance in bringing you here."

"We'll be just fine without drinking whatever that is," Korica said. "What exactly do you want from us? You know I'm a low ranking ensign and Tamaric is a cadet having just joined the civilian corps, so we don't have any significant influence within our people?"

"You have the ear of your captain and as I understand it he's pretty much in charge of everything at the moment?"

"That's true. How do you know so much about us?" Korica asked.

"We have ears to the walls around here. We listen to official chatter and electronic communications can always be captured or eves dropped on. When we heard about the Human activities and how powerful and compassionate you proved yourselves to be, we knew we had to find a way to talk to you discretely. When we learned you and Tamaric were coming to the Reuopon station to train, we knew it was the exactly what we had been hoping for."

"So you've captured all the records that were sent with us?"

"Most, but not all. Some data is stored on an encrypted system. The data there is completely scrambled unless you have the proper decryption key. We haven't yet obtained the decryption key necessary to capture a copy of all your personal records that we can interpret properly."

"So you want us to come to Ringosta to have a look for ourselves?" Tamaric asked.

"There is another side to the protected planets in some cases. We haven't plundered our neighbors or taken hostages from passing ships, but we aren't being allowed to leave our world and ships aren't allowed to enter the atmosphere without explicit permission from the authorities in orbit."

"How can you stop ships from leaving over an entire planet? That would take thousands of ships to monitor and enforce across an entire globe." Tamaric said.

"They broadcast a scattering field that spreads out over the entire planet from a single source. It produces a destabilizing field of energy within the upper reaches of the ionosphere that prevents a ship from penetrating the upper region of the atmosphere while disabling the drive systems causing the ships to skip back out into space. It has the same affect on ships attempting to penetrate the upper atmosphere from below."

"What did you do to incur such measures to keep you on the ground?" Korica asked.

"That's a bit of a long story. I'll try to condense it so I don't bore you to death. There was a conflict initiated by an off world species. They came to our world expecting us to bow down to them as their subjects. Our people flatly refused to live under the boot of another species just so they can pillage our world for natural recourses that were in short supply on their home world. We call them the Keeron, which means scourge in our language, or at least that's the closest English translation carrying the same meaning. They began to systematically bomb our cities from high above until the areas rich in unova were deserted so they could mine those areas without resistance or interference. Their ground based defenses to prevent us from getting close to them were fierce, sophisticated, and impenetrable."

"Unova? We aren't familiar with what that is." Korica said.

"It's a dangerous mineral with prolonged exposure in its natural form, but it has tremendous energy potential if it's processed to its pure form despite becoming deadly if a person comes into contact with it even for a short period of time."

"Sounds like Uranium, or something close to it anyways. We call that a radioactive substance."

"The Keeron use unova in their ships and in ground based power production facilities. When unova is exposed to some very specific artificially produced high-energy particles, it radiates more energy than is put into it, to a factor of ten to one."

"Whoa! Ten times more output than what's put into it? Unova must be a little different than Uranium. I can see how a substance like that would be valuable."

"It isn't to us. We long since determined that unova was far to deadly to mine and process, and much too unstable when reacted upon to be useful¦unless you're looking to kill thousands of people anywhere near the stuff."

"Can't you create shielding sufficient to contain the radiation?"

"No. There was a lot of research done into shielding the outside environment from refined unova's deadly affects, but in the end all research was abandoned after the researchers kept dieing before any significant solutions could be realized. Some forms of energy just can't be safely contained, not with the recourses we have at our disposal."

"The Keeron seem to have solved the problem."

"I realize that. It's something they weren't willing to share with us. Anyhow, we were able to capture a few of their ships that were left unattended and we followed the onboard systems back to their home world. It took some doing to figure out how to operate their ships since we couldn't read their language or understand their native language, but we managed to get five ships in our hands and we learned how to operate them without being discovered."

"You didn't have spaceships of your own?"

"We had just begun to work in space while in Ringosta orbit. We don't have ships anything close to what your people have or what the Keeron have. Their ships take what you would recognize as two days to reach their home world. We scouted for vulnerabilities and when a few were discovered, we exploited them to take the Keeron out."

"You¦exterminated them?"

"Not completely. Some survived, but they were reduced in numbers such that they no longer posed a threat to us. The single Keeron ship that returned to Ringosta was dissected to learn its secrets, but before we could make any significant headway in reproducing the radically advanced technology gleaned from their ship, the enlighteners stepped in¦"

"Wait¦" Korica said putting her hand up, "I thought you said you captured five of the Keeron ships."

"Four were lost when the Keeron were¦taken out. Two hundred brave souls sacrificed themselves to put the Keeron down."

"I'm starting to understand why the council of enlighteners took the steps they did. You don't have the necessary wisdom to be messing around with the unova powered ships without hurting yourselves or someone else."

"Did you not do the same thing in putting the Monakers down?"

"No. We were asked to rescue some influential captives that were being used to artificially advance the Monakers knowledge of spacecraft development. We eliminated their ability to use that technology to visit hostility on neighboring systems and innocent passersby. We didn't detonate something that killed¦I'm guessing millions, like what you did to the Keeron."

"If we hadn't of done what we did, the Keeron would still be bombing our cities and strip mining our planet for what they want with impunity."

"You should've asked the enlighteners for assistance before committing genocide."

"They said the same thing, they weren't around when hundreds of thousands of our people were slaughtered from orbit. We had no interstellar capabilities at the time and we had no idea how to reach the enlighteners. They don't exactly post banners in space saying this way to the enlighteners. They pick and choose who they contact, and how and when."

"I'm sure the high energy signature blasted into space when you¦did whatever you did on the Keeron home world is what got their attention. The fact that the Keeron haven't retaliated, suggests that the Keeron are being subdued just like you are."

Dennom leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms as he stared at Korica. She could tell he was trying to cool down before saying anything else. After a few tense moments, Korica glanced at Tamaric, then back at Dennom, and he uncrossed his arms and cleared his throat lightly.

"I can see that you're biased to the attitude of the entire council and this forming coalition that seems to be growing in ranks and power on the side."

"The forming coalition has a different aim from that of the enlighteners. We're not biased; we're just pointing out the obvious facts from an outside observer's perspective. We can understand why the council has taken the actions they have, that doesn't mean we particularly agree with their tactics. We're not in a position to argue with them though. We're a nobody in the grand scheme of things."

Dennom furrowed his brow heavily for a moment then grinned slightly.

"You know you're referring to yourself in the plural?"

Korica looked at Tamaric and gave him a subtle smile making him grin back. She then looked at Dennom and nodded.

"I know I have a habit of doing that at times. We're paired so we share an existence so completely that we think of ourselves in the plural even though we mean the singular."

"We've tried to understand that part of your personal profile, but it's something beyond our understanding."

"It's not a common trait for a species to evolve the capability of becoming paired with another person, and it would take far too long to explain how it works so it makes sense. All you need to know is that Tamaric has his abilities and I have mine, since we're paired we share each other's abilities and strengthen them even further due to the nature of our pairing."

"Incredible! That much I understand, even if I don't understand how it works."

"I still don't understand exactly what you want us to do?" Tamaric said.

"As I understand it your ships can travel through space undetected?"

Korica and Tamaric just sat and stared at Dennom without saying a word. After a few moments Dennom leaned forward as he crossed his arms in front of himself on the table to lean on.

"I see technological capabilities are going to be out of bounds for our conversation. I can respect that. Just have your captain take a look at what's going on in our system. Your ships could observe what's going on without being detected. The enlightener ships and orbiting satellites would never be the wiser. "

"You want us to go against the council of enlighteners? That would jeopardize everything we're trying to accomplish." Korica said.

"Not to mention what would happen if they found out we were poking our noses into matters that are none of our concern." Tamaric said.

"I'm not asking you take any action that would go against the enlighteners at the moment. That wouldn't be wise at all. I'm just asking you to go to Ringosta and discretely have a look around. You could put in a good word for us once you observe my people for yourselves. All we did was fend off an aggressive species with whatever means were at our disposal and now we're being punished. Your people are some of the most¦sophisticated and powerful to be considered for membership in a very long time. A recommendation for easing our protected planet conditions or status would go a long ways if it came from your people."

"Captain Alexan isn't going to be very happy to hear about the way you contacted us." Korica said. "It's not a good way to initiate a meaningful relationship, even if clandestine in nature."

"How is it that your people are being kept on the ground, but you made your way to the Reuopon station¦and you're not alone?" Tamaric asked.

"Uh¦those details are best left undisclosed for the moment. As you said, I'm not alone so I have to consider the safety of all of us on this station. If we were discovered it would be really bad for all of us."

"You think they would¦hurt you?" Korica asked softly.

"Not overtly maybe, but they would take us captive by force and return us to Ringosta. If we put up a fight they would defend themselves¦and we would too. Lives could possibly be forfeit and none of us wants that. I'm asking you to keep our presence quiet for that very reason. I promise not to accost either of you again like this."

"I won't bother threatening you guys again," Tamaric said. "I made it clear that this won't be possible a second time. If we get the slightest hint that you or your people are coming near us, we'll alert the head of station security to everything that's happened here."

"What if we need to discuss further matters with you?"

"Then contact our captain." Tamaric said flatly. "Taking two of his people hostage at the end of a weapon isn't the way to communicate with us. He's likely to take it as an overt act of hostility that needs to be responded to in ways you might not like. Korica is his favorite, so it doesn't take much imagination to surmise how he's going to react to the news that I screwed up and allowed you people to stun her and I both so you could plead your desire to have us step into a minefield that could possibly put us at odds with the council of enlighteners. All of this isn't going to go over very well with him at all."

"You can count on us telling him what you've told us and passing along your request." Korica added.

"Thank you, that's all I ask of you. Let me give you the coordinates to Ringosta."

Dennom leaned back and began to reach to his wrist when Korica put up a hand.

"You don't need to do that. I have a very good memory and our people know the location of millions of systems in this part of the galaxy. We'll find Ringosta on our own. It's better that we don't have the coordinates in our head given the telepathic nature of our hosts."

"Very well." Dennom said as he lowered his wrist. He then glanced at Korica and Tamaric's wrists. "There is one question I would like to ask?"

"They're bio monitors," Korica said as she lifted her hand so he could glimpse her bio monitor under her sleeve end. "They actively track our biological functions and store the information for later review by our onboard intelligent computer system on the Future."

"Is that why they have leads extending into your arms?"

"Yes. It's the most efficient and accurate way to measure our blood chemistry. You can tell what our bodies are doing at any given moment by analyzing our blood chemistry since it's constantly changing in response to normal internal processes and new or changing external stimuli."

"All your people wear those devices?"

"No¦well¦when they come out of stasis they do in order to make sure their bodies are responding to post stasis activity properly. Tamaric and I have been asked to keep ours on so our pairing can be observed from a physiological aspect as it evolves and changes."

"I see. We weren't able to activate the devices to insure they weren't transmitters or the likes."

"They don't transmit anything while we're not on the Future. They simply collect and store data about what our bodies are doing and experiencing."

"But the devices have no buttons of any kind."

"No they don't. Earlier versions did, but these are the latest incarnation in which buttons aren't necessary."

Dennom nodded his head slowly. He then slid his chair back and stood up. Korica and Tamaric leaned back, Tamaric glanced at Korica, and she subtly nodded to him. They pushed lightly, opening their minds slightly, and then they looked at Dennom.

"I assume we're done and you want to stun us again so we don't see where we are as you take us out of here?" Korica asked.

"I have said all I needed to say. We would prefer not to stun you two again through. Too many times in a short period of time can have some undesirable side affects."

"Like what?" Tamaric asked as he and Korica slid their seats back and stood up.

"Nothing deadly, sluggish motor responses and blurred vision like you experienced when you first came around. Synaptic activity can be slow to recover, resulting in the negative side affects."

"What about the patches on the back of our hands?" Korica asked as she lifted her hand.

"We will apply incaprese. It'll dissolve the patches away harmlessly."

"Incaprese? I've never heard of that."

"It's a biologically inert solvent. You could drink the stuff and nothing would happen. The material the patches are made of is sensitive to incaprese. Nothing else will get rid of the patches. They're bonded with your skin so scratching them off is impossible unless you're ready to peel a layer of your skin off with the patch and that would take the chips with it."

"I guess we have no choice but to trust you since we're not about to peel a layer of our skin off."

"I feel it bears apologizing again for the way we took you both from the corridor so we could talk in private. I appreciate your restraint in not taking any action against us until you figured out what we wanted."

"I don't think you realize what a dangerous game you're playing by taking people with our capabilities into custody like you did," Tamaric said sharply. "It's not how civilized people conduct themselves¦and we can be dangerous if pushed, even if we aren't carrying weapons. Korica is a little more mature and wise, so she's the one that kept us from taking any overt action until we heard you out."

Dennom looked at Korica intently for a few moments and she got the distinct sense that he was grateful and he was himself exercising restraint. He was being diplomatic at the moment, but he was capable of unspeakable violence if pushed or threatened. She felt he had expressed that violent nature in the recent past and she didn't want to know exactly what she was picking up on.

"I can tell you two are allowing me to read you a little," Dennom said softly. "I hope that means we've established some slim measure of trust between each other?"

"It just means the situation is about to change and we need to know what's coming," Tamaric said. "We won't be caught off guard again. Trust is earned and you've been fairly hospitable, but you haven't exactly earned our trust. We sense that there's far more going on than just your desire to make a plea for help with the situation on Ringosta."

"I'll be forthcoming in admitting that we were hoping to learn more about the two of you than we were able to. We weren't aware that you would be able to guard yourselves so affectively and so completely."

"There's a lot about us that you have no way of knowing or possibly understanding and we aren't going to disclose everything upon a first meeting initiated like this."

"I suppose I can respect that."

Dennom lifted his hand and touched something hidden under the end of his sleeve and the door slid open. Enmara stepped into the room and looked at Korica and Tamaric and they got a very clear sense of who she was and what she was feeling. As Dennom had indicated, she didn't necessarily dislike Korica and Tamaric, in fact Korica got the sense that Enmara thought Korica was quite pretty and sweet, but she was anxious to have them returned to the point where they were nabbed so the station security teams wouldn't begin a search for them and inadvertently learn that there were people from Ringosta on the station and that they were messing with influential guests of the very government responsible for administration and construction of the station.

"Our guests will be departing Enmara. Will you get some incaprese and hoods ready?"

Enmara nodded without saying a word. She turned, stepped out and the door slid shut with Korica and Tamaric only catching a glimpse of the next room that was very dingy looking with two individuals sitting in chairs with strange looking metallic bands around their foreheads with bright yellow spots of light present at their temples. Korica and Tamaric couldn't tell what they were doing, but they assumed they were listening to the station communications and it was likely being piped right into their minds.

"I hope you'll understand if I insist that you allow us to place dark hoods over your heads for the walk out of here?" Dennom said delicately.

"Where are you taking us?" Tamaric asked without answering the question.

"Back to the point where we found you. We'll enable the sensors in the corridor once we're gone."

"They're going to wonder why we remained in the same location and what we were doing while the sensors were off line."

"Yeah, how are we supposed to explain that?" Korica asked.

"You're a young married couple, use your imaginations."

Korica shook her head slowly.

"That would really raise some questions since we aren't allowed to behave like that in public while we're in uniform. They know who we are and what's normal behavior for us and that's definitely not normal behavior for us."

"The Primran and Encaran governments won't let you fraternize while you're in uniform?"

"It's a regulation of the civilian corps, which we're expected to observe no matter where we are. Kids our age from Primran or Encara would carry on like that and it would seem completely normal and acceptable. Our society is much more conservative."

"You consider yourself Human?"

"Yes. I might not be genetically, but I'm a Human citizen. If you knew anything about us you would understand that."

"I only know that you're not Human, but you serve them through the civilian corps, a semi militaristic organization that has ultimate control over the military segment of your population to keep them in check. The subtleties of how you attained the status of commissioned officer and what it means to you personally weren't included in the information we were able to obtain about the two of you. I do know that Tamaric here is your husband¦that is astounding in and of itself. Most interspecies relationships are physical, but don't result in marriage, since a family would be impossible between most differing species."

"It's not impossible for us. I'm not going into detail how it's possible since it has nothing to do with anything going on here."

"To get back to the point of contention," Tamaric pressed to stop the sharing of what he considered personal information that is none of Dennom's business. "What are we supposed to say or do to explain our absence from sensors for so long only to reappear in the same location that we were last seen or detected?"

"What if we could supply someone to corroborate a story that you bumped into one another in the corridor and a conversation was struck up?"

"You have collaborators among the accepted population living on the station?" Korica asked in surprise.

"A few, yes."

"That would sure explain how you got on the station and why you haven't been discovered." Tamaric said.

"And how you managed to tap into sensitive information floating around the station."

"We'll agree to using a corroborating witness, but I don't like deceiving our hosts with everything their doing to help our people by training us to¦by training us." Tamaric said catching himself before he revealed too much.

"I'll have Da'Aros brought in so you can meet him in person and get your stories straight before you leave."

Korica and Tamaric both nodded. Dennom stepped past them heading toward the door, but he still kept a wide berth between himself and Korica and Tamaric, making Tamaric grin mischievously. After the door slid shut behind Dennom, Tamaric looked at Korica with the silly grin still on his face and he spoke to her without speaking aloud.

"He's scared of us love. He knows how pissed off I am and he isn't sure if I'm gunna mess him up for attacking you."

"I know." Korica thought in return. "He can feel how much you want to pin him to a wall with his feet dangling off the floor while you squeeze his throat with your mind until he passes out. He's rightly afraid of you, your violent intentions aren't all that hard to sense."

"I'm sorry love, I don't like people screwing with you. You've had enough of that crap in your life. As your husband, I'm supposed to stop that kind of thing from happening to you. It makes me mad to know I can't always do that and this guy is the one that managed to get his hands on you. He could've done some horrible things to you, like what the Hodong did, and it would've been all my fault. My mom and dad said it's my responsibility to keep you safe and happy."

"We're young Tamaric. We're going to make mistakes as we learn how to use our abilities to their fullest. I just wish you wouldn't get so mad at yourself and turn it toward violent thoughts. It makes me a little sad."

"I think it's Human nature. We're a violent race when it comes down to it. I'm not acting on those inclinations though."

"I know, and I'm proud of you for using restraint in your reactions, but you know I have to keep our combined abilities quelled when you get upset like that and people can tell what your thinking. Maybe not exactly what your thinking, but they can tell it's something¦violent."

Tamaric nodded and looked around briefly then he looked back at Korica who was still staring at him.

"I'm glad I have you to keep me from doing something dumb. I really don't want to hurt anyone, given what we're capable of, it could really be messy."

Korica grinned and patted the back of Tamaric's shoulder.

"I'm always going to be here to keep us both from doing something dumb no matter how taxing it is on me."

The door slid open and Korica and Tamaric looked at Dennom stepping in with a young man right behind him. Da'Aros wasn't particularly tall, but he looked to be well fed, well built, and well groomed. He was wearing a body tight outfit that was light blue on the top of the shoulders and it faded to a dim, almost gray, color as it curved down his chest and back, which Korica didn't fail to notice were rippled with firm, well defined, muscles. His shoes were slip on style shoes in the same color as the lower extremities of his outfit with tan colored soles. He had stark blond hair that was parted on the right and combed back neatly with a curious small lock of hair curled back at his right temple. He had intriguing hazel green eyes and pleasing features to his face. Korica and Tamaric immediately sensed that he was incredibly intelligent, but guarded in what he was allowing to be sensed of him. If he wasn't telepathic, he was used to being around people who were, thus giving him the knowledge of how to prevent his feelings from being read too deeply.

"This is Da'Aros." Dennom said as he gestured toward Da'Aros. He then faced Da'Aros. "This is ensign Korica Prentor and her husband, cadet Tamaric Prentor, of the UEF civilian corps."

Da'Aros nodded without taking his eyes off Korica. A slight grin developed on his face and Tamaric immediately sensed that Da'Aros was instantly smitten with Korica's stunning looks and figure.

"Hello Korica and Tamaric. I hope I am not out of line to address you by your given name, not your title?"

"It's nice to meet you Da'Aros," Korica said. "If our story is going to line up, we should be on a first name basis. I don't mind you addressing us by name."

"I would say it's nice to meet you, but you're associated with these guys so, I won't waste pleasantries on you that you know aren't genuine. You're doing this to help these people remain hidden, not to help us in any way. You should know that we're from a conservative culture that doesn't believe in sharing our mates, so don't get any ideas about asking my wife to dinner, just the two of you. After we're done with this, I hope to never see you again, no offense."

"I uh¦I can appreciate you stating your cultural beliefs from the start and I think you meant every bit of offense that your comments exhibited. This is not an ideal way to meet someone for the first time."

"I need to go tend to a few simple matters before taking you three to the corridor," Dennom said seemingly ignoring the tension between Tamaric and Da'Aros. "I'll leave you three to get better acquainted and get your story to match."

Korica and Tamaric just stared at Dennom, but Da'Aros smiled.

"Do what you need to do Dennom, We will be just fine here until you return to collect us."

"Thank you Da'Aros. I knew I could count on you."

Dennom stepped past Da'Aros and gave him a friendly smack on the shoulder. He then lifted his hand and touched something concealed under his sleeve end, a moment later the door slid open, he stepped out, and the door quickly slid closed behind him the second he exited the doorway. Tamaric then took the opportunity to slip his hand into Korica's and she gripped his hand firmly and grinned at him. He stared at her blankly for a moment, and then couldn't help but smile as he drank in just how beautiful she is.

"I'm sorry I made you jealous Tamaric," Korica thought. "I liked what Da'Aros was feeling about me and I should've thought how uncomfortable it would make you feel."

"I love you with all my heart love and you're my girl," Tamaric thought in return. "I don't like guys thinking they have the slimmest chance at getting lucky with you."

"I didn't sense that he was thinking about doing anything to me. He was admiring how pretty I am and he was hoping I thought he was cute too."

"Maybe that's what made me so uncomfortable, you do think he's cute."

"He's cute, but you're gorgeous. There's a huge difference to a woman. You got nothing to fear, you're my guy and no one else will ever hold a candle to you in my heart."

"I know that deep inside, but the green monster still lurks in the shadows. I can't help but feel that way when guys oogle over you."

"Are you two talking?" Da'Aros asked.

Tamaric looked at him and tried his best to relax his hostile posture and attitude.

"Dennom didn't tell you that we're telepathic?"

"He said your personality profiles indicated that you were genius level intelligent and highly gifted. He did not go into detail as to exactly what that meant. I deduced for myself that you were telepathic judging by how long you two were looking into one another's eyes without saying anything."

"I guess that can be seen as kind of rude huh?"

"I would not know. I have not met many people that are highly gifted, whatever that means?"

"It means telepathy is one of our more minor abilities compared to the whole." Korica said.

"Korica was reassuring me that I have nothing to fear from your instant infatuation with her. I tend to forget just how powerful her beauty can be when someone sees her for the first time. She had the same affect on me and I never got over it, and her allure has only grown as she's matured into the woman she is today."

"I have been around enough to understand how a conservative culture shapes one's values. I would never step between a happy couple with such an upbringing. Have you two been together for a long time?"

"We were both pretty young when we first met and we've been through some unbelievable experiences together since. We've bonded in a way I doubt you could completely understand."

"Have you heard of a paired couple?" Korica asked.

"If you mean in the fullest sense, we call that a-osh di-en o-chur daock to un. Mind, body, spirit, shared as one. It is exceedingly rare, so much so that it is more of a myth that such a thing is possible. I have never met anyone that truly exhibited the ability to share another person's existence so completely that they thought and lived as one person inhabiting two bodies."

"That's exactly the existence that Korica and I share. Our abilities are shared, as is every aspect of our lives. I feel everything she feels and likewise her of me. Her voice and presence is a constant companion in the back of my mind and in my heart."

"That is amazing! You are a seriously lucky man¦" Da'Aros then looked at Korica. "And you are one very lucky woman to have a man like Tamaric to share your life with so completely."

"Thank you Da'Aros. I feel very lucky to have met Tamaric when I did and to have fallen so hard for each other that we became paired the first time we consummated our marriage."

"We need to work on our story incase we're questioned by station security when the sensors pop back online." Tamaric said calmly.

Da'Aros gestured at the table and the three of them sat down with Da'Aros taking up a position across from Korica and Tamaric.

They then spent the next fifteen minutes discussing some personal details so they would seem to have actually exchanged the expected pleasantries and explanation of whom they are, as would typically be exchanged upon a chance encounter in a corridor. Korica and Tamaric learned that Da'Aros father worked on the station in the communications and electronic information processing center which explained how the Ringostans got a hold of such sensitive and detailed information about Korica and Tamaric and how they knew exactly what their schedule was and where they were at any given time. Da'Aros had access to highly sensitive information after gleaning the decryption and access keys to many of the stations information exchange processes and Da'Aros knew where the sensitive information would flow through less secure pathways on their way to secure servers for storage and dissemination. Da'Aros mother was lost in an accident in deep space that occurred when he was just a toddler. It provided a great deal of free time for Da'Aros while his father was at work and he had been recruited by Dennom and his people to help conceal their presence and provide access to sensitive information to further their cause. Korica got the clear impression that Da'Aros didn't fully understand how dangerous the Ringostans were; Dennom in particular, Korica sensed, was a dangerous man if he felt threatened or betrayed.

They finally agreed to a story that Da'Aros was taken with how pretty Korica was upon catching sight of the couple in the corridor, not much of a stretch from the truth of things, then Da'Aros stopped them and struck up a conversation to find out who they were and where they were from. The later information Da'Aros was fully aware of, so it didn't have to be disclosed to him by Korica and Tamaric. Korica and Tamaric then agreed to keep Da'Aros relationship with the Ringostans quiet for the time being. They did tell him that a full disclosure would be forthcoming when they returned to the Future and debriefed with the captain. What the captain decided to do with the information revealed to him was out of their hands and they weren't completely sure how he was going to deal with the information, given its serious nature. Da'Aros wasn't happy at first, but Korica reiterated that she is an officer in the civilian corps and nothing would be hidden from her commanding officer. If Dennom wanted the information kept quiet, Korica insisted, he shouldn't have grabbed an officer and her husband to convey his wishes. Da'Aros understood her dedication to the service she was commissioned to and that Tamaric was serving in too.

The door slid open and Dennom stepped in and walked up to the table as Korica and Tamaric stood up and took a subtle step back as they dimmed their minds to him.

"Did you find common enough ground to establish a working story among the three of you?"

"Yes," Korica replied. "If the situation had been genuine, I think Tamaric and I would've been inclined to stop and talk with Da'Aros at length and we would've developed a friendship."

"You don't consider yourselves to be friends?"

"No!" Tamaric said bluntly. "We're acquaintances, nothing more. We'll keep our mouths shut until we get back to our ship, but only if you promise to never come around us again¦" Tamaric looked right at Da'Aros. "That means you too. If we see you at one of the dance clubs or at an eatery or whatever, you can say hello briefly to maintain appearances, but then I want you to bug off. You're into things I don't want my wife mixed up in when it turns inside out, as it almost always does in the end."

"Agreed," Da'Aros said. "I really like both of you and I do not want to bring any further complications to your lives given what you are here on this station to do."

"You have my word that my people and I will leave you in peace if you will promise to pass along everything we discussed." Dennom said.

"Oh you can count on us telling our captain everything that has happened and what was said to us. We won't tell anyone here on the station about you unless they come to us with irrefutable evidence that our story doesn't hold up and a demand is made to know what we were really doing all this time. We'll withhold information from our hosts, but we won't blatantly lie about anything."

"Fair enough. I can read enough from you two to know that you're being honest with me, you can be trusted, and you mean exactly what you're saying. I can respect that. Shall we go?" Dennom gestured to the door, Korica looked at Tamaric briefly, and he tuned into her thoughts carefully without opening his mind any further.

"You remember our experience in the conditioning lab on the first day?" Korica thought.

"Yeah, that seeing in the dark thing is what you're thinking about."

"When they put those hood things on us, I want you to use that ability to see everything we pass by. Faces, objects, everything."

"Alright."

Dennom lifted his hand and touched something under his sleeve end and a moment later the door slid open and Enmara was standing at the door with 2 black material constructed hoods clutched in one hand and what appeared to be a very small aerosol pen in the other. Enmara lifted the hand clutching the hoods and Korica sighed heavily. Dennom looked at her and grinned slightly.

"They look scary, but we won't synch them around your necks, you shouldn't have any trouble breathing as long as you don't hyperventilate."

Korica stared at him for a moment as she gathered his feelings. She could tell that he was genuinely interested in keeping them from harm, but he would end them in an instant if he felt that his presence was threatened with being discovered by the authorities on the station. Korica was certain the only way to keep her and Tamaric from harm was to go along with Dennom's directions to the letter. Korica nodded without saying a word as Tamaric gripped her hand firmly to give her a sense of comfort; he could sense how uneasy she was about having the hood placed over her head despite her ability to see everything going on around her.

Dennom took the hoods from Enmara and he stepped up to Tamaric first. He slung the hood to inflate it then he lifted it while grasping the other hood in his right hand and he gently placed the hood over Tamaric's head and pulled it down to his shoulders. It lay about his shoulders and over back and chest in a wrinkled layer where the hood was longer than what was required to cover his head completely.

"You having any trouble breathing?" Dennom asked.

"Not particularly, but I wouldn't want to wear it for very long."

"It won't take all that long to return you to the place where we captured you."

Dennom then stepped in front of Korica and he flung the hood out to inflate it. He then looked into Korica's eyes.

"You see, it's much more pleasant than the alternative."

Korica just stared at him as he lifted the hood and gently pulled it over her head, down to her shoulders to insure she couldn't see around the bottom of the hood. Dennom then glanced at Enmara, she took hold of Korica's arm, and Da'Aros took hold of Tamaric's.

"Thank you again for hearing me out. I won't be seeing you again in person so I'll say it's been nice talking with you and good luck with what you're here to train for. I hope all this doesn't create a distraction to your efforts."

"It won't as long as you leave us alone and our hosts don't find out what you've got us involved in." Tamaric said from beneath his hood.

"We'll do our best to make sure neither happens."

Dennom flicked his head toward the open doorway and Enmara and Da'Aros gently guided Korica and Tamaric out of the room. Korica and Tamaric calmed their minds and focused on their sense of what was around them as they closed their eyes. They could immediately see details of the room and people around them as if they were looking around the room despite having their heads covered and eyes closed. They could now make out that there were 2 individuals sitting at information terminals with the strange headgear on and they were plucking details from the information floating around the station's secure information networks. There were also 2 individuals standing by the door at the opposite end of the small room, and they had rather nasty looking rifles in their hands though they were slung over their shoulders, aimed at the deck. They looked on intently as Korica and Tamaric were guided up to the door between them and Dennom reached out, touched four buttons in sequence on a keypad, and the door slid open quietly.

Korica and Tamaric were then guided out of the room, into a corridor that had a curving nature to it, making it impossible to see more than a few feet down the corridor at a time. They made their way around the dimly lit corridor as it curved to the left, passing several doors on each side of the curving corridor until they came upon yet another door directly in front of them. Korica calculated that they took 215 steps to reach the end of the corridor. This door looked very robust, resembling a blast door with the way it was domed outward. The door looked extremely thick and heavy, being made from a very reflective alloy resembling highly polished aluminum, but obviously far more durable than aluminum would every be. Da'Aros and Enmara stopped Korica and Tamaric and Dennom stepped around them and began to spin a very large hand wheel located in the center of the door. It made almost no noise until the hand wheel reached the end of its rotational range, resulting in large locking bolts being completely retracted from the doorframe with a subtle thud and squeak.

Enmara then lifted Korica's hand and pushed her sleeve end back slightly and she sprayed the back of Korica's hand with a hiss from the aerosol pen. She then let go of Korica's hand and stepped closer to Tamaric and lifted his hand and repeated the process, then she let go of his hand and stepped back beside Korica and took hold of her arm as Dennom gave a solid push against the door and the immense door began to swing outward. Korica and Tamaric were then guided closer to the doorway and Enmara warned Korica to take a step over a wide obstruction. Korica tried to fake not knowing exactly what was before her by using the tip of her foot to kick at the round threshold, then stumble slightly as she stepped over and through the 2-foot thick doorway threshold.

Tamaric was then guided through the opening and he followed Korica's lead by acting as though he couldn't tell what was before him, as he too stumbled through the doorway. They looked around mentally and they were a little surprised to find they were emerging into a room with a whole group of people and the room was full of strange looking machinery that was emitting a low frequency hum as it did its work. Korica assumed they were field generators of some kind being used to mask everything in this section of the station from detection. Korica and Tamaric took a mental picture of each individual in the room, all being adults, and very worn looking. Their clothing was a mess and their faces spoke of being through stressful situations repeatedly. Their faces were gaunt, sunken, and sad looking, suggesting they weren't eating very well and probably didn't get much restful sleep.

They were ushered to the opposite end of the room as the people around them looked on intently, but remained absolutely quiet and still. The other door was just as robust looking and one of the individuals in the room did something at one of the pieces of machinery, it fell silent, then he nodded once to Enmara and she let go of Korica's arm and spun the hand wheel in the center of the door until it reached the end of its travel with the familiar subtle thud and squeak. Enmara yanked on the door and it swung inward quietly. Enmara then warned Korica that she needed to step over another obstruction and Korica repeated her clumsy feeling around with her foot, then she stepped over the threshold, pushing her foot flatly on the threshold until it plopped down to the deck on the other side. She stepped through and then Da'Aros guided Damein in the same way.

They were now standing in a relatively plain looking rectangular room with two individuals, a man and a woman, standing at attention by the opposite door. They had the same bulky weapons slung over their shoulders and they were cupping their weapons, but had them pointing at the deck. Enmara secured the heavy door with a grunt, as she pulled hard to close it. Once the hand wheel was spun closed, Enmara touched a seemingly blank portion of the bulkhead beside the door. The bulkhead shimmered for a moment then the bulky blast door was washed away, only a blank bulkhead taking its place. Korica and Tamaric could see this amazing affect plainly despite facing away from the blast door. Enmara then lifted Korica's hand to look at the progress of the incaprese. She could see that the blocking patch was almost dissolved away so she knew they didn't have much time until Korica and Tamaric's presence would possibly be traceable.

Enmara nodded to one of the individuals by the door, he turned and faced a control panel by the door, and he touched it and checked the corridor outside for anyone present. He saw no one, looked aback at Enmara and nodded, she gave a flick of her chin, and the man opened the door. Enmara and Da'Aros guided Korica and Tamaric out into the corridor and they walked a few yards away from the door and then stopped. Enmara and Da'Aros then gently pulled the hoods from Korica and Tamaric's heads. Korica slicked her hair down, but kept facing down the corridor as Enmara collected the other hood and silently stepped back to the door they had emerged from. Korica sensed the door slide closed and then she turned and looked at Da'Aros.

"It will take a few moments for the sensors to come back online," He whispered. "Our voices will echo down the corridor to sensors still working."

Korica nodded as she slid her hand into Tamaric's.

"How will we know when?" Korica whispered.

"We won't," He whispered back. "We should start talking quietly, then raise our voices slowly over time."

Korica nodded and Da'Aros cleared his throat and straightened his back to signal that he was going to initiate the fake conversation just as they heard a voice coming from a control panel a short distance further down the corridor.

"Ensign and cadet Prentor?"

Da'Aros snapped his mouth closed with a clack of his teeth and Korica shot him a concerned stare for just a moment, then she spun around and pulled Tamaric with her as she walked to the control panel and touched it.

"This is the Prentors'. What can I do for you?"

"This is station security, are you two alright?" The man's voice asked in a concerned tone.

"Yes, we're fine. Why wouldn't we be?"

"We were unable to locate either of you with any of our sensors for a significant period of time."

"We've been standing in the corridor back there talking to Da'Aros for a while. I would've thought we would've been easy to find with the chips on our hands?"

"The sensors in the section you are in went off line some time ago for some reason and only just now came back online."

Da'Aros stepped up behind Korica and Tamaric and he placed his hand on Tamaric's shoulder as he leaned in slightly.

"Is that you Ramaro?"

"Yes it is. Greetings Da'Aros. I see you have met our ambassadors from the Future?"

"Yes. We have been getting to know each other. They are very engaging and smarter than anyone their age I have ever met before."

"They are very special guests. You be sure to show them respect for who they are and where they are from."

"Oh they made it quite clear that they are from a conservative society. I have no intentions of insulting them by making a pass at the beautiful ensign here beyond my initial blunder when I caught sight of her. They read exactly what was on my mind and put me in my place. We have been getting along famously since. I was just about to invite them to join me at the aquatic arena to catch a show this evening. I was going to show them where the clothing required arena is located."

"That is good to hear Da'Aros. Did you three see anything out of the ordinary in the corridor while you were talking?"

"No." Korica replied.

"Nothing that I noticed." Da'Aros replied.

"We haven't seen anyone except Da'Aros, but we weren't particularly paying attention either." Tamaric said.

"Thank you for responding to my call. I was just about to send security teams to search the corridors if you had not popped back up on my screens. You rounded the corner behind you then simply disappeared to us. It had us a little worried that something unsettling had happened to you."

"I certainly don't want you worrying about us like that. I'm sure you have a lot of responsibility to see to and we don't want to interfere with that. We're perfectly fine."

"I will leave you to your conversation with Da'Aros. Have a good evening."

"Thank you, we will."

The control panel then returned to its primary status screen for a moment then faded to darkness. Korica turned and faced Da'Aros, knowing everything said would be heard either directly or indirectly by the station security.

"Thanks for taking the time to talk to us Da'Aros. We were going to spend the evening with Aril, though we aren't quite sure what we're going to do yet."

"I understand. It was really nice meeting both of you. I wish you luck with your training. Maybe we can get together another time. There is a lot to do and see on this station. Maybe we will bump into each other somewhere and we can spend some time together at that time."

Tamaric squinted glaringly at Da'Aros and Da'Aros opened his eyes wide and moved his head back. He knew exactly what Tamaric was conveying without saying a word. Da'Aros nodded slowly and held up a hand as if to reassure Tamaric that what he said was just a friendly farewell for the station security's benefit.

"Anything's possible Da'Aros." Korica said as she squeezed Tamaric's hand tightly to get him to pay attention to what they were doing.

"We'll see you around Da'Aros." Tamaric said calmly then he pulled at Korica's hand.

Da'Aros stepped back and Korica and Tamaric headed down the corridor without looking back. They walked the rest of the way down the long corridor in silence, then Korica activated her bio monitor so the map program would initialize. She glanced at her readings as they appeared on the screen and there were dramatic elevations in several neural transmitters and peptide levels then there was a screen she had never seen before indicating a detected problem in the chemical transmitters present in her bloodstream. They indicated trauma to the spinal column and nerve fibers near the brain stem. There were elevated T cells present suggesting the injuries were healing rapidly, but a suggestion to seek medical advice was displayed.

Korica looked at Tamaric with a concerned look on her face and he looked at her bio monitor as she held her wrist up and he slowly shook his head.

"I hate being right about stuff I have no experience with," Tamaric thought. "Are you going to go to the medical ward?"

"No," Korica thought. "They would know for sure that we had been stunned. We're guuna have to hope our bodies recover from the trauma properly and completely on their own."

Tamaric nodded and they made the rest of the long walk in complete silence. As they reached their accommodations, Tamaric noticed two security personnel heading toward them as Korica waved her hand over the panel next to the door. Once the green circle illuminated, the door slid open, Tamaric gently pushed Korica into the room, then he stepped in quickly, the door slid shut, and they both took a few steps back while facing the door. They waited until they sensed the men walking past the door, and then they both sighed and looked at one another.

"We can't go around with this kind of paranoia running through our minds all the time." Korica said.

"I agree, but what're supposed to do about it? We just got tied up in some serious crap going on around the station."

Korica gave him a mischievous grin and he could feel the blood rushing to her face as she blushed behind her deep tan.

"Make love to me and then we'll commit to the deep sharing to push everything we've been through to the back of our minds."

Tamaric smiled at her, but furrowed his brow playfully.

"You're horny after going through that?"

"It helps me to feel relaxed after and closer to you. I need both right now. Sides¦you're so dang good at it that I can't help but want it all the time with you."

"You want the works then?"

"Yeah. All of it."

Tamaric nodded, stepped closer to Korica and they engaged in a long kiss, and then adjourned to the bedroom after Korica plucked 2 towels from the living area table. As they stepped into the bedroom, Korica retrieved their mission report data pads and she handed 1of them to Tamaric.

"I want you to document everything that happened before we push it from our short term memory. It's important to document the details while they're still fresh in our minds. Try to be as detailed as you possibly can."

"Okaylove. I thought you wanted to get right into the good stuff, but I understand how important it is to get it all down so the captain will have a written record of what happened."

Korica tossed the towels to the back of the bed, then her and Tamaric sat down next to one another and began filling out a preliminary daily mission report that they would supplement at the end of the day before going to sleep. Tamaric finished first, Korica half an hour later. They then put the data pads aside and got undressed and climbed on the bed together to reconfirm their bond while offering some relief for Korica's pent up tension.

Aboard the Future, Laurel and Jake spent a full 24 hours getting used to the exertion placed on their minds and bodies while they tried to relax, spending a great deal of quality time with their parents. They found their appetites were tremendous with the amount of energy their bodies were expending, even while sitting perfectly still. The AI became concerned with the level of increase in metabolic rates for both of them and thus put them on a limited exercise regiment to reduce the risk of putting their hearts under unnecessary increased stress since they were maintaining a consistent blood pressure twice what is considered normal and a pulse rate of 130 BPM while at rest, and considerably higher while active in any way. Their body temperatures were elevated as well due to the increased metabolic activity. They were running a constant 100 degree Fahrenheit temperature, requiring a great deal of liquid intake to maintain safely. Neither of them complained or mentioned any particular discomfort other than noticing that their bodies were working hard to sustain such high brain activity. Within the first few hours of waking on the first day of their increased effort to protect the Future personnel on the crippled Future, they adapted to the load and carried on as best as possible, following the AI's recommendations closely, once it mentioned its concerns.

Meanwhile, the repairs on the other Future progressed at a phenomenal rate. By the end of the second day of Laurel and Jake's sustained effort, all of the primary systems that could possibly be reestablished had been repaired and the power levels throughout the ship were finally steady and constant. The secondary and backup systems that could be cobbled together had been reestablished in sufficient levels so as to render the ship self-reliant. The AI continued to orchestrate the damaged Future's primary functions remotely as the few elder race systems that could be brought online were tied into the matrix of undamaged and repaired Human computer systems which were then all linked together to increase processing power such that the negative matter core would have enough processing complexity and speed to control the cores varying nature to a degree that Tagert's people hadn't experienced since loosing their AI. There was still Human interaction and control necessary, but in a much more manageable level, well within the limitations of Human reaction time without being overwhelming, even for dozens of people at a single split station among them as was required before.

As the available time to manage the developing anomaly drew closed, the captain began evacuating the personnel from the other Future with the help of the Sorgina and Drokmar's transport ships to speed up the process. The level of trust and tolerance by Human and alien alike was elevated to that of friendly cooperative allies, forging friendships among the mixed crews that captain Alexan was certain would go a long ways to establishing a working relationship that was sure to flourish once they returned to the Future planet and got back to the important work of completing the construction efforts in Genesis and on the moon. When the last transport delivered the final Future personnel to the main hangar and returned to their mother ship, the captain had the AI contact Laurel and Jake to let them know that they could cease their effort to protect the personnel from being probed. Laurel and Jake had already noticed that their level of exertion had decreased to a very subtle, but noticeable level so they weren't surprised by the notification that they weren't in fact protecting anyone.

When they broke off their effort they felt fatigued, but fulfilled with what they found they were capable of for such a prolonged period of time, even though they realized singularly neither of them would've been capable of protecting so many people so completely from so far away. The AI then extended an invite from the captain for Laurel and Jake to be present on the bridge as they journeyed to the growing anomaly and attempted to eliminate it. Laurel told the AI to extend gratitude for the invite, but she expressed how much her and Jake needed some rest to gather their minds and recover their drained energy reserves. Laurel and Jake then excused themselves from their parents company to go up to their quarters to get some sleep.

When Laurel and Jake finally woke 5 hours later, the anomaly had been completely resolved and the 2 Future's were sitting still in space with the Sorgina and Drokmar stationed close to the Future as the final stages of set up were being carried out to make the attempt to create the window between universes and times. Laurel and Jake showered then while getting dressed in their bedroom, they asked the AI to fill them in on what was going on. It reported no signs of the anomaly after some creative solutions were posed by a few of the crew for initiating the reversal of the anomaly using a rather sizable piece of the other Future to initiate the process as the piece of debris was destroyed while being yanked back to its originating universe, eliminating the need to find a precise aiming point to reverse the anomaly to. The Future was just barely capable of spreading its energy out far enough to encompass the entire anomaly creating a backflow of sorts that then picked up speed and force, collapsing the anomaly slowly at first but at many times the speed of light in the end. It was a completely optically invisible process that could only be verified as complete when the light from the stars opposite to the anomaly from the perspective of the Futures was no longer being bent, distorted, or blocked in any way.

Laurel then asked how the simulations turned out and the AI reported that it hade come up with an 88% likelihood of success if both ships worked together in concert, with the repaired Future only increasing its input to 50% of its maximum output in the later stages of the development of the window. It would require a full power pulsed output from the primary Future that would then move into the event Future and hold position while morphing the energy into a ring shaped bubble of energy along its axial centerline, then the other Future would begin transiting the window as it increased its output to very closely match the existing energy field with only a .01% differential to eliminate the possibility of the energy fields merging into a singular field of energy, which is what the energy would be inclined to do in its natural state if both Futures emitted identical fields of energy.

The AI reported that it was at this point that remote control over the other Future's systems would be lost, the crew would then be on their own to monitor and control the process as the primary Future reversed course and began to broadcast a counter force of highly compressed gravimetric and temporal energy that should begin collapsing the window while reflecting any propagation similar to what occurred when the other Future emerged into this galaxy back into the window. The simulations indicated that the window would slam closed violently, requiring the Future to accelerate rapidly the moment it ceased dumping energy into the artificially created rip between universes. The AI was going to employ great effort to minimize the proximity of the Future to the window as it collapsed. It was going to initiate a jump to 40 times the speed of light without creating a gravity well as it normally would for such high velocity travel. The AI reported that there would be significant gravitational eddies created, spreading out like a shockwave from the bow of the shield, not to mention the blast of energy that would be broadcast into space aft of the Future as the antimatter gravity drive and negative matter core were forced to focus and dump huge amounts of gravitational energy into normal space aft of the ship to create tremendous thrust in an instant. The shockwave would be on the level of a small star exploding, requiring the Drokmar and Sorgina to maintain a stand off distance of at least 2 light years to avoid being damaged by the shockwave, which would then dissipate rapidly the further into space it traveled. The entire event would still create a detectable affect that in time would traverse all the way back to the Future system, though by the time it reached that far away it would cause no cosmic or system wide disruptions. It would just present a visible high intensity flash of light that every person and ship would be capable of detecting with the unaided eye or the most rudimentary of sensors. The AI reported that they were currently searching for the most remote location possible to initiate the process without fear of causing disruption to any solar systems or cosmic bodies no matter how small the body.

Laurel slipped her shoes on and looked at Jake for a moment, and then she looked at the com panel.

"Will the inertial dampers be able to compensate for that many Gs all at once?"

"Estimates are approximately two hundred Gs will be impressed upon the shield, but only a small fraction of that will be translated to the interior of the ship."

"So¦what are we going to feel?"

"Rapid acceleration will be sensed, but it should not be nothing more than a sense of acceleration. I cannot give you an accurate estimate of how many Gs will be experienced by the crew and passengers. This type of rapid acceleration has never been attempted, for obvious reasons, so there is no data to workout the numbers accurately. The very nature of the shield dictates that it can be dynamically manipulated to absorb gravitational and inertial energy at significant levels. As dense as the shield can be developed in the forward region of the shield envelope, even it fifty percent is dispersed in absorbing the intense forces involved, there will still be significant shield capacity remaining to further protect the ship and people from the forces involved with traveling at fourty times the speed of light for a short period of time. Think of it as a jump to fourty times the speed of light while remaining in normal space, then a gradual slowing as the dynamic forces are allowed to slow the ship to sub light speeds. We will wind up just short of ten light years away from our starting point when we slow to sub light speeds. I will use the Tel Pok Maron provided dynamic maps to locate any systems or stellar objects in our path to plot the safest route possible."

"I assume you're going to orchestrate all this to keep Human error out of the equation?" Jake asked.

"Yes. The process is far to complex and demanding for Human reactions. I will release control once we begin our deceleration phase, which will commence almost immediately following our instantaneous acceleration."

"Does the captain need us on the bridge?" Laurel asked.

"He has not expressed the need for your presence, but you are always welcomed on the bridge if you so desire."

"It sounds to me like you have the situation in hand," Jake said. "I think we would just be in the way up there. We should stay with our parents. Are we allowed to discuss the plan with them?"

"Yes. A ship wide broadcast is going to be hosted so everyone aboard can witness the attempt for themselves. There has already been a request made to keep what is witnessed confidential until the alliances being forged on the Future planet are finalized."

"So we can discuss it with each other, but not with non Human acquaintances." Laurel said.

"Correct. It would reveal considerable detail about this ship's capabilities. It would not be ideal for the time being, as it could be construed as weapon potential capabilities. We do not want to alarm our potential allies into thinking we would use the immense power of the negative matter core for nefarious purposes."

"I guess the ability to create a temporal tear between universes could be a scary thought to try and wrap your head around." Laurel commented solemnly.

"What about the Sorgina and Drokmar?" Jake asked. "They're going to have front row seats to the whole event."

"That is an unavoidable circumstance. We required their assistance in the effort to repair the crippled Future as quickly as possible and the captain felt it necessary to confide in some of our newfound friends so our activities would not be twisted into anything but what it is."

"That was probably really smart thinking on his part," Laurel said. "I would've done the same thing."

"I do not doubt that for a second Laurel. You are a capable and intelligent captain when the responsibility is in your hands."

"Hey¦what about the fragment? We've been so preoccupied with adapting to our strain and staying out of the command crews way that we haven't thought about getting it back to the other ship." Laurel said.

"The remains of the fragment were smuggled back aboard by a trusted crew member. They were placed somewhere that they will not be discovered by the colonel or his people."

"Where you able to extract the information stored on the fragment?" Jake asked.

"Fragmentary information was extracted, yes. As we thought would happen, when an attempt was made to access the information stored on the fragment, the fragment was destroyed. I was able to extract some of the information before that happened though. The information is being stored in a secure manner until we can determine its relevance. As you are aware, there is a tremendous amount of compressed information stored on the data crystals. Even for a split second flash of information extraction there was an incredible amount of information extracted."

"Does that mean you were able to recreate the crystalline structure of the data crystal?" Laurel asked.

"Yes, but it is an incredibly complex structure to try and recreate with the materials we have available. A full sized recreation will take a great deal of time to create. For now, we have a small recreation half the size of the fragment you provided. It is enough to store what we recovered. Examining it will require the fabrication of a system based on the configuration of the data core storage modules. Those will then have to be tied into the sophisticated nodes that act to read and write information to and from the data crystals."

"Is the recreation as fragile as the original?"

"Yes. An analysis is not possible with the technology at our disposal without destroying the new fragment resulting in the loss of the extracted information."

"Don't we store information on crystals in the same way?"

"Yes. That is why there is a high likelihood of being able to construct a synthetic system for accessing the new fragment's information now that we have the crystalline structure on file. It is information that was not listed anywhere in the new data core."

"They wanted us to figure out how to create perfect crystals on our own?"

"More than likely. Much of the advanced technology is mentioned or eluded to in such a manner. Once a fundamental understanding is realized, the listed information takes on new relevance and meaning when referenced to other technologies that are described in much finer detail requiring the use of the first technology despite a lack of description on how to create the primary necessary technology."

"Yeah¦I've run into that on several occasions." Laurel said with grimace.

Jake stood up and stepped into his shoes, then slid his hand into Laurel's and she grinned at him.

"You look so handsome. I like seeing you in civilian clothes for a change."

"Thanks babe. You look gorgeous too, but you look stunning no matter what you're wearing."

"You're so sweet."

Laurel gave him a peck then set her chin on his shoulder for a moment then she kissed the side of his neck, making him smile as chills ran up his arms from her warm breath on his neck. Laurel smiled big as she shared the tingling experience with him, then she looked at the com panel.

"Where's our mom and dad right now?"

"They are up on the observation deck with a rather sizable group of passengers. They want to see the upcoming event from the perspective of being outside the ship."

"I guess we'll join 'em. How long till we make the attempt?"

"The Drokmar and Sorgina are moving off as we speak while we are beginning our transit to a safe point to open the window. It will take some time for the Drokmar and Sorgina to reach a safe stand off distance, and we need to get well away from the Ontari system."

"I assume we're limited by the speed of the other Future too?" Jake asked.

"Yes. Their antigravity reactors are limited to a single reactor and it must be kept below thirty percent output. The wave-guide conduits are patched together very flimsily. Too much pressure would cause a rupture and the gravimetric energy would be released inside the ship at the point of failure. With the damage sustained to the primary superstructure, the ship is vulnerable to breakup should such an event occur at just the right location, not to mention what such an intense localized gravity field would do to a person anywhere near an internal breach event like that."

"I'd hate to think about that too hard," Laurel said. "Are we traveling at sub light speeds?"

"For the moment, but we are steadily accelerating. I am proceeding cautiously as we accelerate to insure everything is operating as expected. With the nature of the planned vulnerabilities you have engineered into their systems, I must keep their power levels as low as possible since the negative matter core cannot be reduced in output once we reach our destination. I am using the attractive nature of negative matter to like matter as a towing force linking the ships together, but it is a complex procedure to keep the cores balanced so they are drawn toward one another without creating an attractive force so strong that it cannot be managed safely. That is not easy to balance without increasing the reactions within the other Future's core so I can avoid initiating the inevitable harmonic destruction of the negative matter core's containment vessel."

"You¦you know about that?"

"Yes Laurel. I have overheard enough conservation and witnessed your activities enough to know what you were doing. Did you really think I would not detect the momentary transmission originating from the Icarus and analyze its content?"

"Why didn't you try and stop me¦or tell the captain?"

"Because I knew it was exactly what you told the captain the other Laurel wanted your help doing. I may not agree with ending so many lives seemingly unnecessarily, but I have to respect your right to privacy to enact the plan you had in mind without tipping off anyone aboard the other Future. I was sure you would eventually disclose to the captain what you were up to. If he felt it necessary, he could have stopped your plan from being enacted, given the timing of when you confided in him what you had done."

"Does that mean you've taken steps to make sure no one can do the same thing to this ship?" Jake asked.

"There is simply no way for someone to accomplish the steps necessary to complete the vulnerabilities that you have engineered into their systems. However, I have reprioritized the diagnostic programming as low level security access required, as an added precaution. If anyone accesses the diagnostic programming, I will be alerted immediately."

"So anyone can initiate a diagnostic on any system, but they can't alter the programming?"

"Precisely."

"I kind of knew that no one could get away with what I did to that ship over here. I guess I didn't exactly get away with it anyway."

"No you did not. Would you like me to alert your parents that you will be joining them shortly?"

"That's ok. I think they'll know when we get close." Laurel replied.

"Understood." The AI replied.

The com penal went dark and Laurel and Jake headed out into the living room of Laurel's mother's quarters, then out onto the walkway in front of their quarters. They peered over the handrail and took notice of how many fresh revivals were present. It was obvious that the revival schedule was in high gear despite what was going on. They looked at each other and smiled then made their way to the elevator and rode down to the main deck. They floated out of the lift and walked out into the common area where they were greeted with many warm smiles and a few waves from people they had never seen before. The post stasis briefings were obviously being viewed almost as soon as people came out of stasis and got their minds working clearly.

Laurel and Jake headed across the common area and exited into the main corridor, then headed straight to the elevator and paged the lift car. They only had to wait for a minute for the door to slide open for them and they stepped in and floated to the back of the car. Laurel called out "Deck thirty-five", the door slid closed, and the lift moved sideways, forward in relation to fore and aft of the ship, for a time then forward, port in relation to the bow of the ship, forcing them to the back wall of the lift. The lift then slowed and the customary bang was heard as the vertical lift motor grabbed hold of the lift and they began to rise steadily for a significant period of time, forcing their feet to the floor of the lift car. When the lift began to slow, they held onto the hand bar until the lift stopped and the door slid open. They floated to the entrance and took a few steps forward then headed to the left toward the steps at the end of the corridor that led up to the observation lounge.

They climbed the 5 steps, opened the door to the observation lounge, and stepped into the lounge. The central padded observation level was elevated so it is equal to the level of the outer hull. Laurel and Jake slid their shoes off and slid them aside with their foot then walked around the outer ring of the observation lounge until they reached the opposite side from the entrance where there was an extended ramp walkway that allowed access to the raised portion. They walked up the ramp and onto the padded observation area and they looked around the crowd for a moment then caught sight of Amelia and John standing next to one another. John had his arm around Amelia's back and she was leaning against him slightly as they took in the astounding view all around them. Laurel smiled and looked at Jake's stunned face. Jake then slowly looked at Laurel and a grin grew on his face.

"I thought they were keeping things plutonic between 'em?" Jake thought. "You feel how relaxed my dad makes your mom feel?"

"They've been hiding their true feelings from us," Laurel thought in return. "I knew my mom was sweet on your dad, but I didn't realize it was so mutual."

"Think they'll hook up eventually?"

"No. They know how weird that's gunna feel for us."

"I didn't ask if they were going to get married. I just meant¦you know what I meant."

"While they're unguarded like this, I sense they've already experimented with a kiss and they know the chemistry is there. Beyond that I think they're holding back because of us, because you and I are paired. Brother and sister being paired would just seem weird."

Jake nodded and looked back at his dad and John immediately removed his arm from around Amelia and looked at Jake. Amelia then stood up straight, looked at Laurel, and erupted in a bright smile. Laurel and Jake smiled warmly, walked over to their parents, and enjoyed a warm hug from them. Amelia kissed Laurel on the forehead as she released her tight grip on her.

"You feeling better sweetie?" Amelia asked.

"Yeah. We needed the nap to recover ourselves. We feel almost Human now."

"How bout you Jake?" John asked.

"We always feel the same dad, thanks for asking though."

"Right¦I gotta remember that you think and feel as one."

Jake smiled then stepped back slightly and looked up and around as an aurora of glowing charged energy began to develop around the periphery of the shield envelope, filling the lounge with a dazzling cast of blue and green light seemingly being chased by magentas and pinks fading to bold reds and stunning oranges and yellows that melted together in wavering streams that looked like colored smoke billowing in ever thicker clouds being drawn toward the stern of the ship.

"We must be getting close to the speed of light," Laurel said.

"I wonder where the Drokmar and Sorgina are right now?" John posed as he looked at the light show.

Laurel and Jake looked around and focused their perception, and then they both pointed out into space, seemingly at nothing.

"They're trailing us right there." Jake said.

"Where? I don't see anything." Amelia said.

"We can't see 'em either," Laurel said. "We can only sense their presences."

"Right¦the sense the captain values so highly." John said with a smile.

"He values our senses, but he's said he likes us too. He just likes being around us," Jake countered.

"I know son. I was teasing. The captain has expressed his fondness of you two on more than one occasion. He likes Amelia and I because he likes you two so much and you're a measure of the people we are based on your amazing character."

The view out the dome suddenly shifted toward the red end of the visual spectrum and the stars lazily drifting by began to stretch into long streaks of bright white light with multicolored points at their terminus point. The shield envelope could be seen deepening in response to the sudden change in velocity as well and the aurora like billowing ceased altogether.

"We just passed light speed." Laurel said as she gazed at the stars streaking by.

"The AI said we need to get a few light years away from the Ontari system before we can safely open a window to get the other Future home." Amelia said.

"That makes a lot of sense given how much energy we're going to be dumping into a fixed point in space," Jake said.

Laurel looked at her mother and grinned.

"You do realize that we won't be able to see what's going on from this observation dome once the shield is increased to maximum?"

"What would make you think that?"

"The AI is going to shield us from all of the unknown and undetectable exotic energies produced. That means if you can see through the shield, energy will be able to penetrate the shield without being detected. Who knows what affect it could have on us or the plant life in the gardening ring."

"We hadn't even thought about that," John said. "Is that why we can't see the other Future right now?"

Jake looked at Laurel and she nodded very subtly, then Jake looked back at his father.

"No, the other Future is directly below us at the moment. They're ridding in our energy shadow. When two ships equipped with negative matter cores travel next to one another¦well¦think of it like holding two magnets next to one another. If you hold 'em close to one another, you can actually drag one with the other as long as you keep them a safe distance apart. The cores are attracted to one another because of their proximity to one another."

"Hmm. We're giving them a tow. I had no idea we could do that."

"That'll only work with two ships equipped with negative matter cores being run at very specific levels to accentuate the affect. The AI is still running that ship remotely, so it can maximize the affect to its fullest potential."

"It's not actually a magnetic field though, is it?" Amelia asked.

"No. Negative matter is attracted to other negative matter despite the immense thickness of the containment shielding surrounding the core. That stuff just doesn't behave like anything from our universe. It has an attractive force, but it isn't a magnetic force. It's part of what makes negative matter so reactive, unstable, and downright bizarre. A lot of its behavioral characteristics can't be categorized by most of our known laws of physics."

"I guess it says something about our technological prowess to contain and operate a system powered by negative matter."

"Sort of. We didn't actually invent the negative matter core. We just manage the technology the best we can. We really didn't understand the true scope of what the elder race were installing when we let them remove the Van Allen reactor to give us something better and supposedly safer."

"Let's go have a seat and watch what we can see until the shield is increased to maximum." Amelia said.

They made their way toward the middle of the padded viewing area and sat down among the other people gazing out the dome. They sat quietly for close to an hour as they gradually accelerated the whole time until they reached what Jake and Laurel guessed to be 5 times the speed of light. The ship then began to slow rapidly until a subtle shudder signaled the point at which they dropped to sub light speed. Amelia immediately grabbed John's hand then looked at Laurel. Laurel just smiled and patted her mother's leg, only then noticing the subtle embrace between her mother and John.

"Don't worry mom, that was the two ships exiting faster than light at slightly different times. They broadcast a shockwave that reflected off our shield and we did the same thing to them. If we didn't have a shield like do, it would've been strong enough to crush our hull like a tin can being stomped on."

"I didn't realize we create such an intense pulse of energy when we slow to sub light speeds?"

"We normally don't. When you're towing something as big as the Future right next to you, you have to modulate your gravitational output, allowing speed to bleed of gradually and naturally rather than putting effort into making a smooth transition to sub light. At the moment we don't particularly care who detects our transition to a slower speed. Not that there's anyone around to detect the shockwave. It'll take hundreds of years to reach the nearest inhabited system and by the time any ships detect it we'll be long since gone."

"So the affect doesn't spread out at the speed of light?"

"No, not even close to it. Hundreds of thousands of miles per hour at most. Very few things in nature travel at the speed of light. Some pretty close to it, but not beyond."

"Cosmic rays." John said with smile.

"Most travel just below the speed of light with the exceptions of some extreme high energy particles."

Their attention was captured outside the dome as the other Future steadily rose into view, like a celestial body rising above the Future. This body however, looked battered and tortured, despite the repairs that had been carried out, taking away from its celestial appearance. There were still enormous blast holes in the former gardening and stasis rings that were deemed unimportant to getting the ship functioning properly and structurally sound, and there were scorch marks all over the hull from bow to stern with a couple possessing bright white centers where fresh EMPACC had been applied to seal former breaches making the scorch marks appear more like a bulls eye rather than impact mark. The ship also lacked the exterior lighting that would be expected based upon the intact Future's example. It reminded all the observers just how dark it is in deep space once one gets away from the light of a star system by a significant distance. The damaged Future was cast in extremely dark shadow, making it look more like a dark ghost of the Future than the actual ship that would be expected to be visible. The shield was then reduced in density and the external lighting from the Future broadcast on the rising twin specter, highlighting the damaged and repaired sections dramatically as the light cast bright shadows about the ships as it rose to a position slightly above the intact Future.

The other Future then slowly rotated from its belly up position with respect to the intact Future until both ships were oriented in the same posture, with only a few hundred kilometers separating them. It gave everyone a good look at how devastated the other ship remained despite the enormity of the repair efforts just completed. A full twenty percent of the forward section of the ship was still blown open with the interior aspects of the ship fully visible and the forward hangars were completely devastated, with the lower, and smallest of all the Future's hangars, looking like something large rammed right into it, shoving all of the exterior hull surrounding it right into the hangar with tremendous force. Something had obviously weakened the EMPACC then destroyed it as further impacts to the same region were targeted at the weakened section. Only the interior EMPACC coated bulkheads had stopped the destruction from progressing any further than the interior bulkheads in the corridors surrounding the hangar. What was left of the twisted remains of the mining weapon were also clearly visible through the egregious voids in the forward hull, looking like someone slid their sleeve up around an outstretched arm as the primary and secondary hulls were blasted apart then forced back into the body of the ship with tremendous ferocity.

"It appears as though most of the destruction was focused on the forward section of the ship. I wonder why they didn't just aim for the core where the highest energy readings would be coming from?" John said.

Jake looked at Laurel and she just stared at him for a moment then he felt what she was thinking. Jake looked back at his father and spoke very quietly.

"The Encarthons weren't looking to destroy the Future right away. They likely knew the bridge would be located in the forward section along with the mining weapon. Those were the primary targets until they found what they were looking for elsewhere on the ship. The damage to the stern was limited to the main engines and in such a way that it eliminated the ability to maneuver and speed up to anything near the speed of light without causing any real traumatic breaches of the secondary hull. Then they destroyed the gardening ring and stasis ring where the largest number of Human biological signatures would've been detected once the shield was down. The damage was targeted and deliberate so as not to blow the ship apart as would've happened if they had targeted the largest energy signature right from the start."

Jake's father looked at him with a surprised and concerned look. He then glanced around and decided asking questions right now, in the present company, would be a bad idea and Jake likely wouldn't answer his obvious question, what were the Encarthons looking for, given Jake's awareness that such things shouldn't be discussed in public. John looked at Amelia and she leaned against him slightly and grinned.

"I know what you're thinking. We can ask later."

John nodded and they looked out the dome just as the other Future began to drift further away, drawing the Future's external light shadows off its hull until the other Future could barely be discerned in the darkness swallowing her enormous bulk.

"I guess it's getting close to time to open the window." Amelia said quietly as she let go of John's hand.

Everyone got to their feet and gazed out the dome, hoping to see the formation of the window between universes. They were quickly disappointed when the shield firmed up and became opaque, then all the stars just dimmed out completely. The external lights could be seen beaming out into the inner regions of the shield, looking like automobile headlights shining into as dark fog without reflecting back in the slightest. The boundary of the shield could be discerned, but there wasn't a definable event Future, just a murky region where the external light shadow was absorbed in an ever-deepening cloud of energy.

There were numerous him haws among the younger observers and a few of the youngest plopped down on the padded floor and crossed their arms, sulking in their disappointment. Laurel patted Jake's arm and then made her way over to the ramp leading down from the elevated observation area to the circular walkway that ringed the observation area. She walked around the walkway to the entrance; where there was a com panel located. She touched the com panel and it glowed to life and she touched the AI hale icon. A moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Laurel, how may I be of assistance?"

"I know you're busy with creating the rupture between universes, but I was wondering if there was a way to provide the people up here with a view of what's going on outside the shield?"

"You know I am capable of multitasking my resources, you are not taking away from my ongoing efforts elsewhere. I can activate the viewer, but it will not be visible with the observation lounge in the elevated position."

"Okay. If you'll lower the lounge, I'll let everyone know that you're going to activate the viewer."

"Understood."

Laurel turned and walked back around the circular walkway, and as she walked up the ramp on the far side she could see the excitement on the faces of the younger passengers.

"I guess you all heard my conversation with the AI?" Laurel asked with a smile.

Several people nodded and the few that had plopped themselves on their bottoms got to their feet. Laurel stepped over next to Jake and the entire lounge began to descend. When it settled to the same level as the walkway surrounding it, the AI activated a rather large free-floating view screen adjacent to the entrance. It extended from just below the level of the dome overhead all the way to the deck and it was a full 10 feet wide. The view ahead of the Future was shown with a huge distortion forming. Space was billowing and wavering as it was compressed and distorted beyond anything anyone had ever seen before.

Everyone fell silent as they watched the growing distortion taking shape. What started as a shimmering ring of distorted space quickly grew larger than the Future and kept spreading out in an irregular shaped circle that wasn't particularly round and continued to swim in shape and perceived depth. Within the heart of the distortion there were flashes of light followed by brightly fluorescing yellow to orange clouds of plasma that formed cloud like boundaries that were then pulled back into the growing distortion followed by even more flashes of light and the same billowing brightly glowing clouds, only to be drawn back in yet again and the whole process continued rhythmically, over and over. This went on for several minutes until there was an all too familiar stretching of the event Future in the form of a bright white line that formed in the outer regions of the distortion, that was now several thousand kilometers in diameter, the line then drifted toward the center of the forming window. Laurel and Jake expected it to meet a twin from the opposite side of the distortion as it normally did when a hyper velocity window was opened, but instead it reached the center of the distortion and corkscrewed deep into the heart of the distortion then there was a blinding flash of bright white light, brighter than the most intense lightning flash imaginable. The distortion then looked like a page from a book being torn apart as a green and blue seam formed then spread apart with jagged and irregular edges. As the two seams drew apart then curved inward slightly, everyone could see stars on the other side of the now spreading window that looked into another part of the galaxy to all outward appearances.

Laurel glanced at her mother and the sheer wonder on her mother's face made her smile. She put her hand into her mother's and Amelia gripped her hand tightly without looking at her. Laurel then looked back at the viewer and the stars visible on the other side of the window seemed to twinkle then their position changed dramatically. The same effect happened several times, each time the stars were seemingly deeper and clearer after they reappeared. The negative matter core then began to vibrate the whole ship as the AI increased the output to near maximum and built a charge of deep energy, then released it in a pulse of incredible intensity and the stars grew blurry for a few moments then as they cleared everyone was stunned when they saw a battle seen on the opposite side of the rupture in the fabric of space-time, seemingly frozen time. There were bursts of energy holding perfectly still and the crippled Future could be seen with bright flashes illuminating several locations of her hull that perfectly matched the damage observed and repaired in some cases. They all realized they were looking at the point in time milliseconds before the other Future leaped out of the battle just as she was about to be blown apart.

"I'll be damned¦" John uttered softly. "We actually did it. We're seeing through the looking glass to the moment they escaped into our universe."

Jake looked at his father and grimaced.

"They're going to be jumping back into that same moment in time. The other ship will blink out as it leaves and the ship sitting beside us will pop into its place."

Laurel looked at Jake and he felt what she was thinking. She was thinking that as soon as they reduced the power to the negative matter core in order to take defensive actions against the Encarthons, the Future would explode violently seconds later. Jake wondered if the Encarthon ships had powerful enough shields to survive the explosion from so close.

"We're moving in." Amelia said.

Laurel and Jake looked at the viewer and they could see that the Future was moving closer to the distortions center point and the bubbling rumble from the negative matter core intensified, seemingly rattling every fastener and deck plate on the ship so intensely that it felt like it could shake the ship apart. The Future drifted to the center of the window then spun around facing out into her home universe and everyone could see the other Future heading straight for them to their dismay. The shield was then re-modulated; creating a bizarre whining sound that struck the human ear like a high frequency pang that then rose in pitch beyond that of human perception. The other Future streaked toward them and at the last instant it veered away slightly just enough to avoid colliding with the Future. There was another deep rumble and the AI's voice rang out.

"All hands, prepare for possible intense acceleration forces."

Everyone had enough time to glance at each other, there was a tremendous pulse of energy dumped into space, and the view blurred deeply as the stars smeared then melted into blurry streaks of light. There was a slight sense of forward acceleration, but it was only enough to make everyone move slightly, but none fell over or felt any discomfort. The deep rumbling echoing throughout the ship eased up, but Laurel and Jake sensed a tremendous amount of gravitational energy still being produced by the antimatter reactors, but the negative matter core was ramping down from its full power state. The incredible acceleration began to fade immediately as control was handed over to the command crew and the stars became clear once again as they rocketed through space using the antimatter reactors for a forward drive force. As the antimatter reactions were slowly decreased, their speed dissipated even further, finally allowing them to drop to sub light speeds after a few minutes. The bridge crew then slowly rotated the Future around and used the main engines at full military thrust to bring the ship to a complete stop. The view ahead was that of a bubble of bright white and glowing orange to red energy spreading out in a bubble of expanding energy.

"Is that gunna hit us?" A young boy with his parents asked.

The boy's mother and father looked at Laurel and she grinned and shook her head.

"That's an enhanced image of what's out there. It would take years for that to actually reach us as far away as we are. We aren't in any danger."

"It looks so close though." The boy said.

"You're seeing what the AI sees. With the naked eye you wouldn't be able to see anything until it got really close and by then the high energy element of the bubble would've faded so much that it would be completely invisible."

"If you ask me, the whole event seemed kind of¦anticlimactic. I didn't realize it would be so easy and so quick." The boy's mother said.

"It was far from easy," Laurel replied trying to keep her composure. "The AI had to run hundreds of simulations to get the process just right. The seeming ease goes to speak to the immense power of the negative matter core and the amazing capabilities of the AI to pull it off so precisely."

"Is what we saw exactly what that other ship experienced when they came over to our universe?"

"No. They¦pulsed their core at a hundred and twenty percent. It created an instant rupture that enveloped them and cast them into our universe. It nearly destroyed their negative matter core's systems in the process. What you saw was a controlled piercing of universes to a specific target time and location using the power of both ships and our AI to keep it under control."

"So we couldn't have done that without the other Future?"

"It would've required us to push our core to dangerous levels, just like they did to get here. The negative matter core was never designed to do this kind of¦dangerous spatial deformation. Just cause it can doesn't mean it should be used like this. We promised the elder race that we would exercise caution and wisdom in how we use the technology they endowed upon us. Jumping between universes and manipulating temporal energy to travel forward and back in time, even if in another universe, is a clear violation of that trust that never should've happened."

The woman pulled her head back in surprise at Laurel's obvious disgust with the whole situation. She then grinned at Laurel softly.

"You obviously have strong opinions about the subject. I'm sorry if I upset you with my questions."

"You don't need to apologize ma'am. I feel responsible for letting the elder race install the tremendous technology we now have at our disposal since I was in command when it was installed, so it kind of upsets me to see it being used like this. I just tend to get a little emotional when I talk about it is all."

"If it helps, the way I see it we didn't misuse the technology. We used it to fix a problem that another version of us caused using that technology in ways the elder race expected us not to use it."

"Yes ma'am. That's what I keep telling myself. I just hope this kind of thing never comes up again."

"At least we have you two around to help resolve it if it does happen again."

"Awe, thank you ma'am. It's nice to be appreciated like that by people we don't even know."

Their attention was then drawn upward as the shield density was reduced and the cosmos around them became visible. They found they were sitting very close to a luminous nebula that was breathtaking in its color variation and size. It was bright orange and red at its center and it morphed to purples and blues toward its outer regions and it stretched across the entire visible field of view aft of the Future's current position.

"Wow!" Laurel exclaimed. "I never tire of seeing things like that."

"Do you know what that cloud is called?" The young boy asked of Laurel.

"Not off hand. I'm not real familiar with the constellations and stellar medium around here. You can ask the AI though."

"You are looking at the heart of fire nebula," The AI said. "That is the English translation of the most common name given to this star-forming region of space. The bright colors at the heart of the nebula are cause by a triple star system in the infancy stage of formation. In another thousand years the three stars will compress enough to ignite nuclear fusion within their cores, classifying them as stars at that moment. Right now they are enormous clouds of gas being compressed further and further creating intense heat and light resulting in the brilliant colors that can be observed from a great distance away."

"They'll look like the sun that the Future planet orbits?" The young boy asked excitedly.

"No. That it is a typical class three star. These will be massive class seven stars. They will burn in a different color spectrum due to their immense size and the intensity of the nuclear reactions occurring at their cores. The Future system star will burn for up to ten billion years from the time of its birth before its hydrogen fuel is consumed and it begins to die. Massive stars like those being formed in the nebula you are observing will burn through their fuel in as little as four billion years, despite having hundreds of times more fuel when they ignite into stars."

"You remember your father and I telling you about blackholes that are formed when really big stars die?" The boy's mother asked looking into his eyes.

"Yes." The boy answered plainly.

"Well those are the kind of stars we were talking about. When they run out of fuel and die, they don't just swell up and blow off their outer layers then cool to white dwarfs, they begin to collapse in on themselves until they explode violently then keep right on collapsing until they create a blackhole."

"Oh."

"There are many more spectacular stellar phenomena like this nebula on record that you will study when you begin your astronomy lessons in school." The AI said.

"I get to study stars being born and dieing?"

"Yes. Every child will be expected to learn about the new region of space you all reside in. You need to learn about the new friends from other worlds you are likely to meet on the Future planet and where they are from. Astrophysics is going to be an important part of your continuing lessons until you reach the critical age of maturity when your mother and father must decide whether you are to undergo subliminal advanced education or not. If they decide to have your higher education imparted to you through subliminal suggestion, it will include very advanced and detailed information about the cosmos and the stellar objects on this side of the galaxy."

"Neat. I can't wait."

"We have a while until that time comes honey," The boy's mother said with a smile. "Your father and I will need to think it over and talk to you about it when you get a little older."

"Okay."

"You are all welcomed to remain in the observation lounge as we travel back to the point where the rupture was formed to send the other Future back to their proper universe," The AI stated. "We must insure that there are no lingering after affects as were present when the other Future journeyed to our universe. Once it has been determined that there is no further danger present, we will rendezvous with the Sorgina and Drokmar before heading back to the Future system."

"What about that scary looking bubble of¦whatever that is?" The young boy asked pointing at the viewer still showing an image of the ever-expanding shockwave.

"We traverse slightly outside normal space when traveling at multiple times the speed of light," The AI replied. "We will pass right by that expanding shockwave without feeling any ill affects."

"How do you get outside of space? Space is outside."

"There are many subtle layers to the universe. If you have enough focused energy at your disposal, you can slip into the space between the layers of the fabric of the universe."

"I don't¦understand what that means."

"You will when you begin your stellar dynamics lessons in school. You will begin those specific lessons in your next term."

Laurel looked at her mother and touched her arm.

"We've seen enough mom. Can we go back to our quarters now?"

"Alright sweetie. You surprise me that you're so disinterested in what's going on out there."

"I'm interested, but there's nothing I can do by watching from here. The command crew and AI know what they're doing."

"If you're interested in relaxing, why don't we go to the gardening ring instead of hiding in our quarters?"

"Okay."

They then headed for the exit while the Future opened a subspace vortex and accelerated into the vortex. The Future returned to the point of departure for the other ship and sat still in space while examining the quantum properties of space in every direction for as far as could be measured as the Drokmar and Sorgina flew back to the same location to rendezvous with the Future. After spending close to an hour measuring the properties of space, the AI was convinced that there were no lingering after affects that posed any danger and so the Drokmar and Sorgina initiated a stabilizing beam and the Future headed toward the Future system while Laurel and Jake sat with their parents enjoying the warmth of the artificial sun tube while watching the children play freely nearby.

Time seemed to pass very quickly, and before they knew it an announcement was made that they were entering the Future system and would soon be in orbit above the Future planet. The announcement was made via servo drone to each person and group of persons until everyone was aware that they were just about home. Laurel felt relieved, but somehow saddened by her part in the certain destruction of the other Future with everyone aboard. She tried to push the thought from her conscience mind, but the sadness filled her and Jake was finding that he was powerless to comfort her as he shared in her deep sadness and regret. It reminded him of just how sensitive and sweet she was at the core, despite her strong persona.

Once in orbit, Laurel and Jake excused themselves to head up to the bridge to discuss matters with the captain. When they arrived at the bridge they found the captain was in his office, so they paged him from the door to his office. A moment after touching the page icon the door slid open and they stepped in to find the captain looking at the viewer on the bulkhead with commander Hiller looking back at him. He glanced at Laurel and Jake and simply pointed to the seats in front of his desk and then he went back to the briefing commander Hiller was giving him. Commander Hiller looked at Laurel and Jake and acknowledged their presence with a subtle grin and a nod then she went back to delivering her briefing. Laurel and Jake sat quietly and listened as the happenings of the last few days were spilled out for the captain. The most distressing information was the unexpected arrival of unknown ships to the outer reaches of the solar system. Several ally ships were dispatched to find out who was paying a visit to the system unannounced and what their intentions were.

When Commander Hiller finished delivering her briefing, the captain told her to prepare for his arrival in Genesis within the hour to coordinate the requested meetings from the guests in orbit. It signaled to Laurel that now probably wasn't a good time to discuss what she had on her mind. She simply apologized for the interruption and told the captain that she would like to talk with him at a later time when he didn't have so much on his plate. Once she reassured him that it wasn't anything pressing he accepted her apology and promised to page them when he returned aboard and had some spare time. Laurel and Jake then stood up, said goodbye, and left his office.

As they walked to the transport compartment Jake made a suggestion that Laurel fill out a report of what was on her mind and the captain could review it along with his morning briefings instead of them taking up his time with a face to face meeting. Laurel agreed that was probably a sound idea. They transported back down to the passenger level and made their way to the mess hall to get something to eat before retiring for the day, though it was actually 9:00 pm in Genesis. After eating they worked out lightly then made their way up to their quarters and showered then climbed into bed and committed to the deep sharing for half an hour, imparting a great deal of relief to Laurel while reconfirming their deep bond. They then laid in their darkened room for half an hour while snuggled up to one another until sleep came them.


Chapter 46 Home Time

––––––––

Home Time

Laurel and Jake woke at 05:20 Genesis time when the AI illuminated their quarters and called out to them lightly.

"Laurel, Jake?"

Laurel rolled over and batted her eyes against the sudden bright light and she cleared her throat.

"What's the matter?" She asked as she placed her hand over her eyes.

"I am sorry for waking you so early. The ship that entered the system unannounced has been determined to be non-threatening. However, the captain is asking for your assistance in translating. None of our allies are familiar enough with the Dremora to know their language."

Laurel slowly uncovered her eyes, sat up, looked at the com panel, then sighed lightly.

"Tell the captain we'll be there as soon as we can. We need to get dressed and brush our teeth and hair. What time is it?"

"Zero five twenty-one. I will inform the captain you will come to the bridge shortly."

"Okay."

The com panel then went dark and Jake moved his head into Laurel's lap and rolled on his back and smiled at her.

"Mornin gorgeous."

Laurel smiled at him warmly and stroked the side of his face.

"Morning handsome. The call of duty knows no limits, huhn?"

"I know, huhn? I was hoping to go down to Genesis this morning, but not anywhere close to this early. I wanna see how Alpha is doing with all the new faces¦and species in Genesis. I know it's your curiosity that's running through my veins, but I have satisfy the itch just the same."

"We might still be able to do that. Let's go see what we can do to help the captain first. Sounds like we have some new friends that no one can talk to."

Jake nodded then turned his head and kissed Laurel's stomach. He then sat up and pushed the cover down and looked at Laurel and smiled and she laughed very subtly.

"I know huhn? Who would've thought Omarok was doing us such a favor by putting those critters in our brains."

"Have you thought about the fact that the characteristic is now a hereditary part of us since it rewrote our DNA when the process took hold?"

"You mean the fact that we're going to pass the ability along to our children? Children beyond our first that is."

"Yeah."

"I guess our kids are going to be fairly unique in that aspect of their brain physiology. I actually hadn't given it much thought, but you're absolutely right. I have a feeling we're going to pass on a lot of things we weren't particularly expecting to pass on."

"You're thinking that genetic knowledge is going to be passed along, like what happened to Harriet."

"I want to experience my baby before he or she is born and that means I'll end up imparting some of myself, like Clara did. I want you to do the same thing Jake. I think it's important that our baby knows their mother and father from the moment they're capable of it."

"I want to see what it's like to experience our baby like that too. The thought of a new person that is part of both of us excites me babe. I can't wait."

"Good. I feel the same way."

"You're still scared of being pregnant. Why are you so worried with our abilities to protect you?"

"I don't know. Maybe cause I know it's gunna hurt like¦heck to deliver a baby and it's still a traumatic experience for mother and baby alike. I just don't want anything to go wrong."

"We'll wait until we're sure your body can handle the stress of carrying and delivering a baby. By then your mind should be ready too."

"At the very least we need to wait until the training center is up and running down in Genesis. We're going to need a lot of help with how gifted our children are going to be."

"No joke. That's what has me worried the most."

"I know. We're going to have to lean on each other as things come up that we're not prepared for."

"You're convinced that our children are going to be super intelligent like Harriet. We don't know for sure where that originated from babe."

"We'll know soon enough. Let's get dressed and cleaned up so we can go help the captain."

Jake smiled and nodded then leaned over and gave Laurel a long lip lock kiss. Laurel then scooted off the bed and Jake followed her, getting to his feet and stretching hard, then following Laurel to the recessed drawers at the far end of the room to gather their clothes. They got dressed quickly then made their way to separate bathrooms and got freshened up, then met up in their bedroom where they slipped their shoes on and headed for the exit through Laurel's mother's quarters.

They made their way to the transport platform by the stasis ring entrance and transported up to the command deck. When they emerged from the transport compartment, they were a little surprised to find several non-Human guests being escorted down the corridor toward the firing range at the end of the corridor. Laurel looked at Jake and grinned and shrugged her shoulders lightly.

"I guess the captain is allowing tours of the command deck for high ranking allies," Laurel thought. "I wonder if the same courtesy is going to be extended to us?"

"I'm sure it's an exchange of courtesies babe," Jake though in return. "We probably have people on some of their ships right now."

Laurel nodded as they arrived at the bridge door and Laurel had her palm scanned. The door slid open and they stepped in and walked up to the captain's chair. He looked up from his displays and grinned subtly as he pushed them aside while swiveling his chair slightly so he was facing them.

"Good morning you two. Thank you for coming so quickly¦relatively speaking. I told the AI not to wake you until you had a chance to get some solid rest. I know the physical stress you two were under took a heavy toll on you."

"We have the gift of rapid healing sir," Laurel said. "We've completely recovered from the stress it put us under, and then some. The AI probably knew that from our bio data."

"Maybe so. Most kids still don't like being woke up so early."

"We don't mind it if you need us sir," Jake said with a smile.

"And we do at that. I assume the AI told you of our situation?"

"Something about the Dremora being in our system with no way of talking to them?" Jake said.

"That's right. They're a nomadic race that the enlighteners are familiar with in that they know of them, but have had no official contact with them until now and they aren't mentioned in the Tel Pok Maron maps of this side of the galaxy."

"Really?" Laurel asked in frank surprise. "I kind of thought all species in these parts would at least be mentioned."

"Apparently not if the species in question are of no consequence or haven't left an impression on the locals up to this point. The maps are based on records from the locals, so it goes to figure that none of them mentioned the Dremora because they aren't hostile or infamous."

"That makes sense. Have you forward glimpsed with the maps to see if they appeared in the records later on?"

"No! Forward glimpsing has been forbidden above my head. That capability has been locked out and even I can't override it for this kind of situation."

"So what are you hoping we can convey to them sir?" Jake asked.

"Communication with them so far has been very rudimentary. Hand signals and body language mostly, which only goes so far. We need to know exactly what they need or want from our system. We've been able to decipher that they are low on food and water, but we don't know what their diet is like. We need to see that they get what they need so they can move on without feeling a need to come back. We welcome newcomers, but no one knows what their habits are like and we would just assume have them keep moving."

"Alright. Where are they right now?"

"Aboard one of the ally mother ships so they can be watched and assisted without them poking around too much."

"Their ship is too big to fit in our hangars?"

"By far. I don't particularly want them aboard the Future with everything we have going on anyways."

"We would be glad to try and learn their language if you'll have them haled for us," Laurel said.

The captain nodded and looked over to the communications station.

"Ensign Harlow, will you please hale the Presbian?"

"Eye sir," Ensign Harlow said without looking away from her screens.

"Sir?" Jake posed. "Were there attempts made to contact the Dremora by voice before they were escorted here?"

"Of course. That's how first contact was made."

"It would help if Laurel and I could listen to the transcripts of the conversations before we actually try to talk to the Dremora."

"The conversation wasn't conducted in English. Is that going to pose a problem since you won't know the language either party was speaking?"

"Not if the AI can translate for us."

"I have that capability," The AI chimed in. "Nineteen languages have been added to my translation programming. More will be coming as further first contact meeting are conducted in Genesis."

"Wonderful," The captain said. "You may use science station four to listen to the transcripts as soon as have them sent over."

"Does the crew of the Presbian speak English?" Jake asked.

"Yes. Most of the ships in orbit have accessed the cerebral disc cadet Prentor created."

"Amazing, Tamaric is our first contact ambassador in a way," Laurel said with a grin.

"I've had nothing but positive feedback from those experiencing what he volunteered," The captain said proudly. "He is an amazing young man¦and worthy of being Korica's guardian angel."

Laurel looked at the captain and a broad smile grew on her face and she spoke softly.

"You really care about Korica's well being, don't you?"

"More than just about anyone else on this ship," The captain said very quietly. "She's my responsibility since I'm her commanding officer. I won't tolerate an instant of pain or discomfort for her while I draw breath."

"It does my heart good to know you feel that way sir."

"I can't explain why I feel such a sense of¦guardianship over her, but I do. It's almost like family, but just a bit deeper."

"It's her magnetic personality sir. She's just so cute, so sweet, and she's been through such tragedy, you can't help but want to protect her and provide a fulfilling and safe environment if at all possible."

The captain grinned and nodded slowly to confirm that he agreed whole-heartedly.

"The Presbian is responding to our hale sir," Ensign Harlow said. "Captain Orinoke is heading to the command pod to speak with you via encrypted signal sir."

"Thank you Ensign. Put him through as soon as he's available."

"Eye sir."

"Command pod sir?" Jake asked with furrowed brows.

"The Presbian is modular in design. Command is the central pod of hundreds of such pods, as they call them. We would term them modules if we had designed the ship."

"You think they built the sections on the ground, then flew them into space for assembly of the whole?" Jake asked.

"More than likely¦or¦they built them inside a space station with hangar doors that would only accommodate something the size of the individual pods."

"The Presbian is that big?"

"Half the dimensions of the Future," The captain responded while nodding "Not gigantic, but still pretty darn big, with a hangar more than twice the size of our main hangar. One whole module is nothing but hangar, with several smaller service modules connected to it."

"Does Presbian mean something?" Laurel asked.

"Probably, but I'm not aware of what that would be. A trust still has to be established despite an agreed alliance between our people."

"I guess I can understand the talks being sort of brief given how many different cultures and species you have to host during the first contact meetings."

The captain glanced around the bridge briefly, then looked at Laurel and leaned a little closer.

"You have no idea how far over heads we are with the talks and events going on. I'm a skilled negotiator, but¦events are unfolding far faster than any of us ever expected. Fourty species all at once, and still more on their way? None of us expected this. We thought it would take years to meet that many¦new species out here."

"But we've known for years that the galaxy is densely populated and we would be crossing paths with thousands, if not millions, of new species," Laurel said.

"We're adapting with that certainty in mind. We just didn't expect so many at once, like I said. Our children are our first contact ambassadors and making huge, impressive, and lasting impressions on everyone they come in contact with¦you and Jake included among those so-called children, no insult intended. I know how you hate being called a child."

"I've matured a little sir. I accept that I am someone's child and always will be¦and I'm not an adult yet. By inference, I am one of your children. Maybe not by blood, but by kinship."

"That's poetic¦and very mature of you Laurel. Now go, help us figure out what we can do to get the Dremora what they need. Prove me right in that you, our youth, are the key to answering so many quandaries."

"Thank you sir. We won't let you down."

"I know you won't. I've always been able to rely on you and Jake."

Laurel smiled and nodded, then she took Jake's hand and they made their way over to science station 4. They shared the seat and logged in and brought up the translation programming and began to examine the new languages added since they last accessed the program and the level of detail and sheer volume of new data stunned them. They perused lightly until ensign Harlow announced that captain Orinoke was haling. The captain sat up straight and cleared his throat, then asked to have him put on the main viewer. Ensign Harlow nodded then tapped 2 icons and the image of space around the Future, full of alien ships of amazingly differing appearances, blinked off and a very distinguished man wearing a very formal black and white uniform with gold shoulder boards appeared. Captain Orinoke looked Human with the exception of a bony ridge running up his nose, terminating between his eyebrows with a curved 'Y' shape. He had bright blue eyes, brown hair, that was combed tight and neat, and he had a small transceiver attached to his temple that was blinking a slow, steady, red, pulse that looked like a sleeping person's heartbeat rhythm. He had an impressively heavy build that was offset by a pleasingly friendly face and relaxed posture as he sat in his imposing captain's chair, with crew encircling him at workstations going about their duties.

"Captain Alexan. A pleasure to see you again. I understand you requested to speak with me?"

"It's a pleasure to see you again captain Orinoke. I know you're busy with the Dremora, but I may have a solution to our lack of ability to understand the way the Dremora speak. We have some among us that have the capability of learning an unknown language after hearing it spoken in context for a short time. Would you be so good as to send over the transcripts of your encounter with the Dremora when first contact was established? They can listen to the conversations and gain a great deal of understanding of both languages used."

"I would be more than happy to send the data over. This language capability, is it a taught skill?"

"I'm afraid not. Laurel and Jake here have a slightly different brain physiology than the rest of us that endows them with this ability."

The captain gestured to Laurel and Jake and they stood up immediately, sensing the captain looking at them and they stepped back so they could be seen and see the main viewer. Laurel and Jake bowed slightly and grinned warmly.

"It's nice to make your acquaintance captain Orinoke," Laurel said.

"Gracious¦and from the light of creation are you sent? What a stunning young lady. The honor is mine Laurel," Captain Orinoke then looked at captain Alexan and smiled brightly. "You keep excellent company captain Alexan. Beauty like that makes an impression that will last a life time."

"Thank you captain Orinoke. I couldn't agree more," The captain replied with a proud grin. He then winked at Laurel as she looked back at him with a surprised expression.

"The transcript data should be arriving in a moment," Captain Orinoke said. "We are compressing it into a format your artificial intelligence will recognize. Our computer systems work a little different than yours."

"I understand. I appreciate your help with this. Together we should be able to determine exactly what the Dremora need so we can fulfill their needs and send them on their way."

"We are filling their fresh water tanks as we speak. I am hopeful you will be able to replenish our supply of water after they leave. We cannot take our ship into planetary atmosphere for augmentation of our supply of water. We are simply to large for that sort of thing."

"We have supply ships that can carry a great deal of water. We'll load up as many as we have to in order to refill your tanks."

"This water will not be brought up from the surface will it?"

"No. That would require processing the water to sterilize it first. We'll load you up directly from our onboard tanks that are already full of sterile water."

"How will you replenish your supply after that?"

"We have a significant surplus at the moment, but if we begin to run short, we'll journey to the ort cloud at the outer reaches of the inner heliopause and harvest frozen bodies for processing into fresh water. It's one of the fundamental capabilities of this ship for long duration trips."

"Impressive. Most ships have to harvest it from a planet's fresh water source."

"We have that capability too, but it presents some problems in the life present in most fresh water from a life bearing world which is not present when harvesting icy bodies in space."

"That is very logical and smart. The smallest life can be the deadliest if your species is not resistant to said forms of life."

"Exactly the reason we're being so cautious in what we're consuming from our new home world. We need to be exposed to things slowly over time in order to become resistant to illnesses resulting from the new environment down there."

"We've received the data burst transmission from the Presbian sir," Ensign Harlow reported.

"Excellent. Send it to science station four so Laurel and Jake can access the information."

"Eye sir." Ensign Harlow responded sharply.

Laurel and Jake stepped back over to the science station and sat down together and pulled up the new data packet and had the AI scan the packet for possible viruses then uncompress the data and set it up in an audible format to be listened to. The AI then incorporated a translation matrix so the Presbian's crew responses could be translated and transcribed as words were spoken.

"Captain Orinoke, will you assemble a few of the Dremora crew to try and convey their needs through Laurel and Jake once they have a basic understanding of their language? It might require them speaking for a time until they can understand them completely and they won't be able to speak to them in return, so your crew will have to convey responses in the same manner you have been up till now."

"The understanding of new languages is one way?"

"Yes. Laurel and Jake will know what is being said, but they won't have the ability to speak the language. That is a much longer process to master."

"Many of your people exhibit this ability do they?"

"Not at present. Laurel and Jake are only two of four that have this ability. The other two are away on a training mission, so Laurel and Jake are the only ones that can do this. Their children will inherit this ability, but that time is a long ways off."

Captain Alexan could see the light come on in captain Orinoke's face as he paused for a moment then grinned.

"This is the Laurel Kade and Jake Myers that commanded the Future through a neighboring galaxy, eventually bringing your ship to the Future planet with significant upgrades¦and a crew augmentation of one Draximan girl from the galaxy you transited through?"

"That would be them. They were considerably younger during that time, which speaks to their amazing character and ability. We're very fortunate to have such wonderful youth among us."

"Most impressive! I know of no youth amongst my people that could pull off such a feat without significant assistance from the adult crew."

"We have ways of imparting certain training and knowledge while one sleeps to aid in complex tasks or assignments. It's not normally carried out on people so young, but they have an extremely advanced brain physiology that makes the process viable for them without risk of brain damage."

"Now that is impressive. I hope this kind of training can be shared among our kind. It would be an invaluable technique to prepare our people for operating something as complex as the Presbian."

"I'm sure something can be worked out in the future. Your people might be able to utilize our advanced education center being constructed in Genesis. At the very least you would be exposed to the technology and techniques required. It might have to be adapted slightly to accommodate your species unique physiology, but I think it's entirely possible that could be carried out fairly easily once we begin sharing information about each other."

"Sounds promising. I will go assemble a few of the Dremora to facilitate Laurel and Jake's attempt at understanding them. I will hale you when we are ready over here."

"Understood, Future out."

Ensign Harlow then closed the channel and Laurel looked at Jake and smiled brightly.

"That was one of the first times my beauty was appreciated without it wandering somewhere disgusting," Laurel thought. "He didn't once try and undress me with his eyes."

"I sensed that too," Jake thought in return. "I get the feeling he saw you as an exceptionally beautiful girl that was far to young for that kind of thing to be appealing or appropriate for him. Proper respect for your age I suppose."

"It's just refreshing to know their are true men out there," Laurel said aloud making the captain look at her and grin.

"Did his compliment put you a little off balance?"

"Yes sir. I usually sense some lured stuff along with compliments like that. With my heightened senses it can be a little intense and even visual, but I didn't sense any of that from captain Orinoke."

"Not all of us are total pigs Laurel. You can't assign a common male characteristic among Humans to other species, especially those of the unrefined or immature variety."

"Yes sir. I haven't sensed that kind of thing from you either. You're a real man too."

"Why thank you Laurel. I hope I never let you down in that department."

"Yes sir, me too."

Laurel and Jake went back to listening to the conversations with the AI's voice translating the Presbian side of the conversation. The entire encounter was almost half an hour long, but after reviewing it in it's entirety once, they were able to rewind to the pertinent portions and listen over and over and working together, they gained a rudimentary understanding of the Dremora language. It wasn't anything like English; it was far more complex. They used conceptual representations of ideas through almost prose like structure in long-winded strings of descriptive phraseology. It took some time to grasp the conceptual aspect, but Laurel and Jake finally removed their earpieces and stood up. The captain looked at them expectantly and they both nodded simultaneously and grinned as they separated from each other's mind. The captain gave an obligatory nod and glanced at the huge view screen on the bulkhead above, and aft, of their position.

"I wonder what's taking so long over there?"

Laurel and Jake walked over to the captain's side and faced him.

"We can see why they're having trouble communicating with them," Laurel said. "They don't use simple sentence structure with individual meaning words; they use¦conceptual, almost metaphoric idea representation through poetry like descriptive conveying of ideas. We understand their base or core language, but understanding the way they express themselves is a little more difficult to comprehend. The way we speak, and that of most of our allies, is going to sound completely bizarre and unrecognizable to them, if they could understand the words in the first place."

"We think their language developed from story telling, and it grew and expanded into a unique linguistic style," Jake said.

"Are you familiar with this kind of communication?"

"Yes," Laurel replied. "We recognize the form from some of the cultures we were exposed to in the chair of knowledge. It's rare, but not entirely unique for a people to communicate like they do. That's probably what helped us to understand their language so quickly."

"Quickly? You do realize that you've been at it for almost fourty-five minutes?"

"Actually¦we didn't realize it had been that long," Laurel said.

"I don't mean to take from how impressed I am that you've been able to gain an understanding of how they speak. I saw Korica do the same thing with the Monakers and it never fails to amaze me."

"It wouldn't have taken so long had their form of communication not been so complex."

"You think you can translate if we engage them in conversation?"

"I think so sir," Laurel said. "It might help that we can also sense what they're feeling¦if their emotions are anything like ours that is."

"It'll be one way sir, as you know, so it might be better to try and get them to describe exactly what they need, or maybe engage in conversation with their fellow crew, so we can decipher what they're saying," Jake said.

"Alright. We'll do what we can to get them talking so you can get a feel for what they're saying."

The captain then turned to ensign Harlow.

"Ensign Harlow, will you please hale the Presbian?"

"Eye sir."

Ensign Harlow initiated the hale and a few seconds later there was a response and ensign Harlow looked at the captain and nodded once.

"On the viewer please," The captain said.

Ensign Harlow opened the channel and sent the signal to the huge viewer at the front of the bridge. They were greeted by an officer from the Presbian wearing a similar uniform to captain Orinoke's, except the color pallet was slightly different and the distinct gold shoulder boards were silver, contrasting the very dark navy blue color of the officer's uniform perfectly. The officer was a tall and rugged looking man with dazzling gray/blue eyes and striking features to his face, accented by neatly groomed light brown hair that was cut very military looking, short and proper.

"Greetings Future. I am second fronaut¦ I mean¦second commander Clanisto. Captain Orinoke is doing his best to coax the Dremora crew to the command pod, but communications are difficult given our language and cultural differences."

"Hello second commander Clanisto. I'm captain Alexan. A few of my people have gained a basic understanding of the language and expressive style of the Dremora. I can understand how difficult it must be to get ideas across, given the description I was given of their linguistic style. Is it possible to switch our signal to the location where the Dremora crew are located on the Presbian?"

"It is possible¦but not something allowed at the moment. As you might assume, it would reveal details of the internal aspects of our ship that we would prefer not to broadcast to the whole solar system."

"I can appreciate that, but we're communicating on an encrypted channel at the moment."

"Any broadcasted can be intercepted and decrypted if one is savvy in decryption techniques."

"I understand. I won't argue the sophisticated encryption process in use and the singular algorithm in use for decrypting the signal. Would you be so good as to contact captain Orinoke and inquire if he needs assistance from us given our understanding of the Dremora language?"

"That I can certainly do for you. Please standby for just a moment? I will leave our signal active while I contact the captain."

"Thank you. We're standing by."

2nd commander Clanisto then muted the channel, but left the visual element active as he leaned forward and interacted with the console below and in front of him as he contacted captain Orinoke in the hangar pod. After a few moments of muted conversation, 2nd commander Clanisto un-muted the channel and looked at the captain.

"Captain Orinoke has finally convinced the Dremora crew that nothing nefarious will happen if they follow him to the command pod. They will be here shortly."

"Very good."

"May I make in inquiry while we wait?" Commander Clanisto asked as he leaned back in the captain's chair where he was seated.

"Of course." Captain Alexan replied.

"Who are the fetching youth next to you? They are not wearing uniforms, so I assume they are civilians¦something unheard of on the Presbian. Only assigned command crews are allowed to be in the command pod on the Presbian."

Laurel looked at Jake and grinned, and then she looked at the captain. He gave her a very subtle grin and then looked back at the viewer.

"This is Laurel Kade and Jake Myers. They are in fact civilians at the moment, but they at one time commanded the Future for close to a year."

"These are the youngsters the captain spoke of¦incredible! I had no idea they were so good looking, or that they were afforded such¦privileges on the Future as civilians."

"They are treated like royalty around here. We all owe them a serious debt of gratitude and they have earned my trust and respect. It is in fact a regulation of the civilian core that no civilians shall be permitted on the bridge. Captain's prerogative allows me to grant special access to whoever I see fit to be on the bridge. They're the people I mentioned that have gained an understanding of the Dremora language and style of speaking. In this instance they are crucial for the current situation."

"It is my honor to see them with my own eyes. As I understand it, the youth of your culture are astounding in character and ability with Laurel and Jake being examples of that fact that shines above the rest."

"That's absolutely true. The future belongs to the children, and ours are greeting the future with open arms and eager minds."

There was a commotion to the left of commander Clanisto, making him look in that direction while standing up. Captain Orinoke came into view with a stressed look on his face. Three Dremora were accompanying him and they were chattering away noisily as the captain put his hand on the back of 2nd commander Clanisto's arm and nodded once. Commander Clanisto bowed slightly and stepped aside, out of view, as the captain sat down in his chair and sighed lightly. Laurel and Jake listened to the Dremora closely until they were momentarily distracted when the Dremora stepped into view.

Laurel and Jake knew from their perceptions sensed from captain Alexan and captain Orinoke that the Dremora didn't have the typical Human like characteristics, but they were just a bit surprised by just how different the Dremora actually looked. They had very dark skin and irregularly shaped heads with bony ridges extending from their cheekbones to their temples that protruded 2 centimeters, and they had wide flat noses that extended almost over their upper lip. They were wearing clothing that looked more like rags that had been stitched together in a hurry, with bulky gathers where the individual pieces were attached to one another. Their upper torso was covered fairly form fittingly, but their lower extremities were obscured under a cloak like covering that hung almost to the floor. Their hair was thick and shabby, like it had been trimmed in chunks by a dull knife. Their hair color was almost gray with a peppering of black here and there. Their eyes were bright, and intelligence could be seen in them, despite the odd hazel color.

Laurel and Jake washed away their surprise and continued to listen to the Dremora as captain Orinoke spoke over the noisy chatter going on less than 5 feet from him.

"I apologize for the delay captain Alexan. It took quite a while to convince the Dremora that they were not being taken away from their ship because anything was wrong. I ordinarily would not have brought guests to the command pod, but in this situation I saw no other alternative."

"You don't need to apologize captain. I know you have your hands full. Laurel and Jake here have managed to gain a basic understanding of the Dremora linguistic style."

"I hope they can help. It is frustrating and time consuming to try and communicate with the Dremora when they do not understand a word I am saying."

"If I can interject here captain Orinoke?" Laurel said.

"By all means."

"The Dremora are equally frustrated¦and they are concerned that we're going to¦imprison them¦because they're different. They are discussing the fact that they did nothing wrong coming to this planet looking for¦trycodium¦and food."

The Dremora instantly fell silent and all 3 of them stared at Laurel intently for a few moments, then they looked at each other in frank surprise, then they looked back at her and took a few steps closer and one of them spoke directly to her. A simple question was phrased in a long, descriptive, tale that took a moment to sink in as to exactly what he was getting at. In essence the Dremora man was asking if Laurel could understand what he is saying. Laurel and Jake grinned and nodded and the Dremora man turned and engaged in conversation with his comrades for a few moments, then he turned and looked at Laurel and Jake and delivered a long-winded question.

"How are you able to understand what we are saying?" was posed.

Laurel looked at captain Alexan.

"He's asking how we're able to understand what they're saying."

"I have no idea how you would answer a question like that since you can't speak directly to him. Maybe you can¦impress the idea upon him?"

Laurel nodded and turned and faced the viewer and her and Jake took a couple steps forward so they were standing in front of the captain's chair. Laurel then took

Jake's hand and they reached out to one another. Once they had joined minds, they let their feelings merge as one then they sent a gentle push and all 3 of the Dremora opened their eyes wide and stared at Laurel and Jake for a moment, then they looked at one another for just a moment. The Dremora that had addressed Laurel before looked at her and seemed to smile, and then he began a long ramble that then led to a question.

"You know how to use the high-mind. I have never seen it so pronounced in ones so young before."

Laurel grimaced and Jake gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

"He didn't mean that as an insult babe," He thought. "If you look around us, we look to be the youngest in the room that he can see."

"I was just telling the captain that I'm not insulted to be called a child and this man basically did just that and I got bruised feelings about it. Maybe I'm not as mature as I think."

Jake chuckled under his breath and the captain furrowed his brow and leaned forward slightly.

"Are you communicating with him mentally? Did he say something humorous?"

Jake turned and looked at the captain.

"No sir. We can sense their feelings, but they aren't anything like Human emotions. We can't communicate with them yet. He just commented that we know how to use something they call the high-mind and he said he's never sensed it so strongly in ones so young before."

The captain grinned and leaned back in his chair.

"Laurel was insulted by the insinuation that she's so young?"

Jake simply nodded and looked back at the viewer. The Dremora then expressed another comment through a long, rambling, speach.

"I understand that you can understand us through the use of high-mind without the ability to express what you understand."

Laurel and Jake nodded and grinned warmly.

"I would ask you to explain to the people we find ourselves in the custody of, we meant no transgression. We seek water to sustain us, and food to process into eatable stock, as we tried to show our captors when they entered our ship. The machinery we showed them processes what we find on different worlds into consumable rations that meet our nutritional needs. We have yet to find but a handful of worlds with raw materials that we can consume without processing it into what our bodies are accustomed to digesting. We also seek trycodium to power our ship; there are huge deposits of trycodium on the world fourth from the star at the heart of this solar system. We tried unsuccessfully to explain all this. We were forced into the belly of this ship we find ourselves in as reward for our attempts to explain our presence in this solar system. We did not know it was inhabited and we wish no ill will toward the people making claim to this solar system."

The captain lost patience after almost 2 minutes of rambling from the Dremora. He leaned forward and touched the back of Jake's shoulder.

"Do you understand what he's rambling off?"

"Shhh." Laurel said instinctively holding up a finger, and then she opened her eyes wide and looked at the captain timidly. "I¦I'm sorry sir. We're trying to make out what he's saying. It isn't straightforward like how we talk. You have to concentrate on the context in order to understand the metaphoric hyperbole containing the underlying meaning."

The captain gave her a shocked look, and then dipped his chin slightly.

"I apologize for interrupting¦and I'll allow a single instance of insolence on my bridge. Don't ever let it happen again though, is that understood?"

"Yes sir. It won't happen again, I promise. I just¦forgot where I was for a second."

The captain nodded and gestured to the viewer. Laurel fought the urge to salute the captain as a further sign of contrition to his authority, but she instead turned and looked at the viewer, swallowing her disgust in her own actions.

"Captain Orinoke. The Dremora are looking for food and water and something called trycodium to power their ship," Laurel stated. "Apparently the Future planet has huge deposits of trycodium, which I have to assume they detected from a great distance away, as well as abundant food and water. The man that has been explaining all this said they tried to show you the machinery on their ship that processes the food items they find into a nutritional ration that they can consume. They can't consume raw fruits and vegetables¦or meat for that matter, without processing it into something their bodies are able to digesting."

"I'll be the son of Heunon¦we were trying to figure out why they were showing us all that complicated and antiquated looking machinery. We never put together that it processed food for them. That would certainly explain them refusing the food we offered them. It would have made them sick, or worse, had they tried to consume it in its raw form. We knew of their need for water by scanning their water tanks and discovering that they were almost completely empty. One was dry and had been for a very long time."

"This man claims they tried to explain their presence in this system and they were taken aboard your ship for their efforts to explain that they meant no transgression. They had no idea this system was inhabited¦though I question the veracity of that particular element of his explanation. If they detected the trycodium from such a long distance away, I have to assume they detected the armada of ships in orbit around the Future planet as well as some of our communications. Nevertheless, they understand that Jake and I are telepathic. They call it the use of high-mind, but it means they know they can't lie to us and this man has been telling me the truth. Their emotions are different than yours and ours but they're similar enough that we're starting to gain the ability to interpret what they're thinking¦for the most part anyways."

"I see. Do you know what this trycodium is and where it lies on the planet if they need it to power their ship?"

"We aren't familiar with trycodium in particular, but I assume it contains a radioactive isotope of some kind, like uranium, plutonium, or maybe unuptonium¦which isn't radioactive but can be used to create antimatter when reacted upon by another particle accelerated to the speed of light and slammed into it within a pure vacuum. None of those elements are extracted easily without some mining and refining efforts and I'm pretty sure we aren't going to let anyone begin a mining operation on our home world. We might be able to offer an alternative world close by, maybe even offer transport to an uninhabited world so they can extract what they need if their speed capability is limited."

Laurel looked at captain Alexan and he grinned and nodded. Laurel looked back at the viewer and captain Orinoke smiled slightly and looked at captain Alexan.

"I can see why you keep these two so close."

"I wasn't exaggerating when I told your people that Laurel and Jake had commanded the Future through incredible circumstances with distinction. Don't let their young appearance and stunning looks fool you, they're very capable people with my utmost trust and respect. I keep them close because I'm smart enough to know I need they're kind of brilliance around me."

"Very wise," Captain Orinoke looked back at Laurel and Jake. "Can you express to the Dremora that we will give them as much food and water as they can carry¦with a little assistance from your ship of course?"

"We can't talk to them directly, but we can try and impress the idea to them through feelings¦maybe."

Laurel and Jake looked at the Dremora and concentrated on the thought of what the captain of the Presbian is willing to provide. The Dremora simply stared at Laurel and Jake for a moment, making them think they weren't getting the idea across. Then the light seemed to come on in their eyes and the Dremora that had addressed Laurel before stepped a little closer and spoke to her and Jake. It took some concentration to pull out what the man was getting at because of the way they express themselves, but they managed to pull out his meaning in the end.

"Food and water all we want but trycodium is not to be given. We do not possess the ability to use the high-mind for communication. How you are sharing ideas through our hearts is a mystery, a welcome one, though a mystery."

Laurel nodded then looked at captain Alexan.

"They understand that we're going to give them all the food and water they can carry but they don't particularly understand why we won't be giving them access to the trycodium. I don't exactly know how to convey that we can take them somewhere where they can mine it on an uninhabited world if we knew exactly what their looking for in the first place."

"Try to get across that if they remain aboard their ship, trycodium will come to them, just not from the Future planet. If we're not going to mine the planet for our needs, no one else is going to either. We aren't the only intelligent life calling this planet home after all."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake calmed their minds with their eyes closed for a moment then they opened their eyes and thought about the Dremora remaining aboard their ship as their taken somewhere that trycodium can be found. The Dremora stared at Laurel and Jake for a few moments then the man that had been talking to her nodded slowly then spoke.

"I do not know how you are passing ideas to us but we understand. We will stay on our ship as trycodium is located for us. We will show you the signature wave trycodium produces in its natural form. Your sensors are likely much more sensitive and sophisticated than those we posses. It should make it possible for you to locate trycodium from a great distance."

Laurel smiled and nodded and she looked at Jake and he smiled at her.

"You're amazing babe. I never would've thought this would work without your confidence and kind heart as a guide."

"There's nothing we can't do when we put our minds together Jake, but thank you for the sweet compliment."

"Were you able to convey the plan?" Captain Alexan asked.

Laurel and Jake looked at him and nodded together.

"Yes sir. They don't understand how we're communicating with them with the language barrier since they aren't gifted but we got the message across. They understand that we want them to remain on their ship and all the food and water they want will be provided and we will take them somewhere that is rich in trycodium so they can mine it without interference. They want to show the crew of the Presbian what the signature wave of trycodium looks like so it can be scanned for elsewhere. It must be a radioactive element of some kind as we thought. They even understand that our sensors are far more sophisticated than theirs which should make it easy to detect trycodium from a great distance once we know what to look for."

"Truly astounding work you two. I just don't know what we would do without you two around."

"Thank you sir," Jake said. "We're always glad to put our abilities to work for you."

"I am eternally grateful for your help as well," Captain Orinoke said. "Truly impressive work. Coming from a young woman with such phenomenal beauty and young man with such stunning good looks makes it all the more enjoyable to see you at work. My job will be made much easier now that the Dremora know our intentions and we have a plan of action."

"Thank you captain Orinoke," Laurel said. "I hope we get the opportunity to work together again in the future. We are always at our captain's disposal, so you can always illicit our help through him."

"You can count on that. As I consider captain Alexan to be my friend and ally, so I consider you in the same regard."

The Dremora woman among the three Dremora guests stepped closer, clasped her hands flat in front of her face, closed her eyes and bowed slightly then grinned at Laurel.

"You have shared a special part of your feelings and well wishes with us. Your mate loves you completely and without end. I do not know if you know how rare and precious such a devotion as I sense in him for you is. Cherish and follow him for the rest of your days. He will sacrifice his life and that of any other that threatens harm to you without hesitation. I am grateful to you and your mate there for negotiating for the things we need. We shall not meet again as I sense you prefer. Take care, grow strong together, keep strong the high ideals you hold within you, and never lose hope. You have good people all around you, trust and protect them well, as I sense you are dedicated to doing. Farwell young ones."

The woman then lowered her hands, turned and stepped back next to the other two Dremora. Captain maxim then touched the back of Laurel's arm.

"I take it from the high toned voice, that one is a female. What did she say to you?"

"She said we inadvertently shared a deeper part of our character with them," Laurel looked at Jake and gave him a loving smile. "She said Jake loves me without end and he would do anything to protect me. She advised me to cherish the rare love we have, and she said that I should follow him for the rest of my days." Laurel then looked at the captain. "She also said we are surrounded by good people and we should protect and follow those people carefully. She thanked us for our help in procuring the things they need and she promised they would never see us again as she sensed we preferred. She's perceptive in our feeling despite our differences in high mind capabilities. She basically wished us well and thanked us for our help after complimenting Jake and I on our relationship."

"Captain Alexan, I will share the information the Dremora provide us with for locating the trycodium they are seeking. I am well aware that your sensors are far superior to ours. You can begin scanning the local systems for trycodium so we can transport the Dremora to a planet they can mine."

"Understood. We'll be looking for your signal. Thank you for handling this situation captain Orinoke."

"It is what allies¦and friends¦do captain."

"Indeed. Call upon us anytime if you should need anything, and I do mean anything. We owe you a huge debt."

"And I intend to collect on it someday. Till then, farewell my friend."

Captain Orinoke looked down to the console below and in front of him and the viewer went blank for a moment then the view of the armada orbiting the Future planet popped on the viewer. Captain Alexan sighed a breath of relief and leaned back in chair as he grinned at Laurel and Jake, who turned to face him.

"I find myself impressed and grateful for your assistance in this matter. I can't imagine how difficult and lengthy it would've been to try and communicate with the Dremora if not for you two. It could've ended very badly if an understanding had not been realized in such a¦diplomatic manner."

"As we've said before sir, we're always glad to be of assistance," Jake said. "We take great pride in the service we can provide to you and the ship. Thank you for placing such trust in us and for holding us in such high regard."

"It's well placed trust and respect Jake. You're very welcome just the same."

"Sir?" Laurel said as she took a slight step forward. "Jake and I were hoping to spend some time on the surface today. We want to see how the bearcats are doing with all the new people showing up down there."

"Laurel, you know you and Jake are free to go where you want, when you want."

"As long as we aren't needed here sir?"

"Well¦yeah. We seem to need your efforts and abilities often. I apologize for that but it's your fault for being so talented and beautiful. I enjoy your presence and need your gifts."

Laurel chuckled lightly and smiled brightly.

"Thank you sir."

"I'll make arrangements for a transport to be standing by. When do you want to go down?"

"Uum¦we haven't showered or worked out yet," Laurel replied.

"And Laurel is hungry. We hate to be vague about the timing, but can we get back to you after we take care of our morning routine?"

"Of course. I did have you dragged out of bed rather early. Let me know when you're ready, I'll see to it that you get first class accommodations down to the surface."

"Thank you sir," Laurel said. "I know none of the rest of the civilians get this kind of consideration."

"True¦you two aren't like the rest of the civilian population though. You've earned this kind of special consideration. Anyone that doesn't recognize or appreciate that fact can go jump in a lake."

Laurel looked at Jake and then the two laughed lightly and looked back at the captain.

"Thank you sir, we'll be in touch," Jake said.

"You're dismissed. Thank you again and have a good time down there."

"Yes sir," Laurel said with a warm smile that captain Alexan enjoyed thoroughly.

Laurel then slid her hand into Jake's and they turned and head for the exit. As they stepped out into the main corridor, Laurel glanced back at the door and watched it until it slid closed then she bumped her head on Jake's shoulder and smiled.

"It feels good to accomplish something so important so easily," Laurel thought.

"I know it makes you feel good to be so talented and so vital to the captain's goals babe," Jake thought in return. "It is getting easier to use our ability to decipher new languages every time we extend ourselves to understand a new one. The way the Dremora talk really stretched our ability to make out the way new languages are expressed though. If not for our familiarity with their expressive style thanks to the cultures we were exposed to in the chair of knowledge, I'm sure we would've struggled to understand how they talk."

"I'm trying not to feel too arrogant, but I'm starting to realize that we're way more talented than anyone else on this ship. This talent we have thanks to Omaroke is going to make meeting new species so much easier."

"No doubt. Don't forget that Korica and Tamaric posses the same ability. They're going to be just as valuable to the captain."

"I know. The captain values them for a lot more than their ability to understand new languages though. He truly loves Korica and I sense that he has a lot of respect for Tamaric. Tamaric may not be as mature and capable as Korica, but he has some amazing character traits that the captain really likes knowing are going to be a part of Korica now that they're paired and deliriously happy together. Tamaric is also gaining the level of maturity and sophistication that exists within Korica. They're a good compliment to one another."

Jake nudged Laurel playfully as they stepped up to the transport compartment door.

"So are we. The captain likes the twinkle in your eyes when you look at me and he knows that my knees get weak when I look at you. I've never seen a girl as gorgeous as you before and you chose me as your man for life. It's extremely humbling, but awesome. The captain knows how much I look up to you and he knows full well that there isn't anything I wouldn't do for you. That gives him tremendous comfort."

Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open and Laurel stared at Jake as they stepped into the transport compartment and Jake had to pull her to the side so she wouldn't walk right into a junior ensign walking toward the exit. Laurel looked at the girl and grinned.

"Excuse me. Sorry about that, I was distracted for just a minute."

The junior ensign laughed and smiled at Laurel.

"If I had a hunk like that holding my hand, I would walk into walls or people while staring into his gorgeous green eyes too."

Laurel chuckled and the girl stepped past them and the door slid open and she stepped into the doorway, looked back at Jake, and grinned.

"I hope you realize that I wasn't hitting on you? Just stating a fact."

"Thanks. I didn't take it wrong though," Jake tapped his temple with his index finger. "Laurel and I know what other people are feeling and thus thinking."

The junior ensign nodded and smiled, then stepped through the doorway and the door slid shut. Jake looked at Laurel and she nudged him slightly with a smile on her face.

"See¦it's ok to like it when pretty girls notice you. I'm not jealous."

"You've grown up some, and so have I." They proceeded to the transport platform and stepped up onto it. "I still don't like what I sense from most of the guys that take notice of you though."

Laurel looked at him before touching the free-floating map.

"I know. It's always been like that for me. I told you it's something you're just gunna have to get used to."

"I'm working on it babe."

Laurel grinned and nodded then turned and looked at the map as she reached out and touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance. She turned and took Jake's hand in hers and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They appeared on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance and they stepped down and headed to the passenger level common area.

They went through their morning routine rather quickly, but calmly. They ate, worked out, showered, and then got dressed and freshened up for the day ahead. By that time, their parents were up and getting started with their day. They hadn't yet been assigned duties on the surface, so they weren't particularly in a hurry. It gave Laurel and Jake a chance to explain to both of them what had happened and what their plans were for the day. John and Amelia express their pride in Laurel and Jake for the way they were able to help smooth the situation over so efficiently.

Laurel and Jake then made their way to their bedroom and Laurel touched the com panel and it glowed to life and she touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Laurel, how may I be of assistance?"

"Can you tell us what the weather is like down in Genesis?"

"There are weather observations available on the viewer in the living rooms of your respective quarters. However, I would be glad to give you a synopsis?"

"I would rather you tell us what the conditions are like. I want to put some makeup on while you're doing that."

"Understood. It is currently seven degrees Celsius in Genesis with an expected high of twelve degrees Celsius. A low-pressure front has enveloped the western third of Primitus and a reinforcing cold front will pass over later in the day bringing much cooler temperatures and a chance of heavy rain, turning to sleet late in the afternoon. Sleet on the Future planet is much denser and larger in diameter and falls with greater intensity than what is typical on Earth due to the greater atmospheric density on the Future planet. When the cool front passes over, it is recommended that people seek shelter unless they are adequately protected and prepared for the sudden drop in temperature and possible danger posed by large diameter sleet falling for a prolonged period. Over night temperatures are expected to fall to one degree Celsius. The cloud cover should keep the temperature from falling below freezing. If the temperature should dip below freezing, it will not remain there for long as a high pressure system coming up from the southwest forces the low pressure system to the northeast, replacing it with warmer, breezy conditions. The high pressure system should scour the cloud deck away and usher in sunny and warmer conditions for the next three days before another much stronger low pressure system drops down from the north, bringing heavy rain, thunder, lighting, and very windy conditions. Seasonal norms cannot be categorized firmly yet, so this could represent a shift from the normal pleasant conditions to colder conditions that will persist for several weeks with periods of light snow, heavy sleet, and possible freezing rain interspersed with cold, intense, rain showers."

"Holy cow¦" Jake uttered. "Is it a bad time for us to go down there then?"

"If you dress properly, stay within the city boundary so you can seek shelter in a hurry, and remain vigilant to the conditions around you, you should be fine. I will alert you when the most intense rain or sleet is approaching your particular location."

Laurel stopped applying eye shadow and looked at the com panel as she sat at the dressing table with the mirror in front of her.

"Will the bearcats be in hiding? I mean they probably know what's coming since they live in this area their whole lives."

"There are fewer individuals wandering around, but there are still several individuals wandering the streets of the city as we speak. I have witnessed some of the residents inviting individual bearcats into their homes for periods of warming."

"Really? I didn't know they would go into the homes of people living down there¦or that people were that comfortable with their presence." Laurel said.

"The bearcats have endeared themselves to the population now living in Genesis. They fiercely protect the young from aggressive nuisance species and insects. The reports I have reviewed from the population down there indicate a grateful acceptance of the bearcat's presence. The bearcats are also extremely smart; they know it is warm in the homes of the residents, likely warmer than it will ever get in their den caves. It encourages the bearcats to remain in the city despite adverse conditions by offering them somewhere to seek shelter from the cold and rain."

"Hmm. The bearcats are big animals, I'm not sure I would want one¦moving around in my house."

"The bearcats are graceful creatures when they apply themselves. They would likely find a free space and remain fairly still so as not to bump into anything."

"I guess I have to remember just how intelligent and sophisticated they are. Calling them an animal is doing them a disservice."

"They cannot quite be labeled a person, but they have behavioral characteristics that endow them with sophisticated behavior that warrants categorizing them above just a simple animal. Technically, even a Human being is an animal, but we do not categorize Humans as animals unless they are behaving in an abhorrent manner that deserves such a label, though it is more of a slur than a label in that circumstance."

"That's true. Is it raining down there?"

"It is drizzling, which would be categorized as light rain on Earth. Categorizing the weather on this planet requires an understanding of the different atmospheric properties present on the Future planet. You must try not to associate the conditions on Earth with the conditions specified on the Future planet. Drizzle on Earth, for instance, would simply be called wet fog in Genesis. Wet fog occurs frequently at night as the temperature reaches the dew point and remains there for most of the night."

"So we're going to get wet either way?"

"Likely."

Laurel went back to applying her makeup, as she thought about activities they could engage in indoors instead of spending a lot of time outside in the weather. Jake followed her thoughts and when she finished applying her makeup, she turned her head a bit and looked at herself to make sure she had done a good job. She then put her makeup away and stood up and faced Jake. His mouth fell open and he took a small step back so he could look her over completely, as well as lean against the bulkhead as he knees felt weak.

"Wow¦you're so beautiful with makeup on. How did you learn to put it on in such perfect proportions? And how did you decide the right color pallet? The tones are absolutely perfect for you, despite your deep tan."

"Mom taught me. I think I was four or five the first time she helped me put makeup on."

"Don't get me wrong, you're beautiful without makeup, but with it you're¦stunning."

"Thanks Jake. I got dolled up for you. I want you to be proud to be seen with me¦more than ordinary that is."

"Nicely done! Guys can eat their heart out, you're my hottie."

"And I always will be." Laurel said with a bright smile.

Laurel then stepped up to Jake and gave him a long lip lock kiss and then stroked his cheek as she grinned at him.

"Thanks Jake¦for what you're feeling. It really feels good to know you feel that intensely about me, cause you know I feel the same way about you? You take my breath away most of the time."

"Yeah. It's humbling to know I have that affect on someone so drop dead gorgeous too."

Laurel smiled then stepped over to the com panel and she touched the internal map icon, then she touched the command deck and the map zoomed into that section of the ship and she touched the bridge and the map zoomed in again and every person on the bridge was represented by a small green silhouette with their title and last name next to them. Captain Alexan was shown in his chair, where Laurel expected him to be. She touched his silhouette and a menu of available options appeared as the map zoomed into the captain's position and Laurel touched the 'contact' line command and the communications menu appeared with a flashing alert reading 'captain Alexan being haled'. A second later the captain responded.

"Captain Alexan here?"

"We're ready to head down to the surface sir." Laurel said.

"Understood. All of our ships are away at the moment, but the Autu is about to land in the main hangar. I'll have arrangements made for you to join the team heading down."

"We aren't familiar with that ship. Is it one of ours?"

"No. It's a Sharhon vessel. Their transporting a relief construction crew to the surface as well as transporting a crew of their own that is heading to the construction site where the landing port is being built with their help."

"A landing port sir?"

"Yes. We can't have ships landing all over the city and the ground is very soft and muddy outside the city with all the rain that falls in Genesis. We need to construct a location where large heavy ships can land safely and be attended to as far as unloading material and supplies. The Sharhon have done this kind of construction on a large scale many times on other worlds, so their experts at it and have volunteered to use that expertise in constructing us a landing port that will suit our needs."

"I remember Keefu saying the Sharhon were hard working and very smart. What've they asked for in return?"

"Access to information on high frequency molecular resequencing of crystalline structure?"

"They want access to our technique for creating perfect crystals?"

"Yes. They posses technology that relies on crystalline data transfer and storage media, much like our own, but they don't posses the knowledge for creating the crystal matrix that technology relies upon. They have to mine the crystals they need. If they could create the crystals themselves, they wouldn't have to engage in dangerous and costly mining operations anymore. It seems like a fair trade if we can formalize an agreement about keeping that technology under control that is. It could be used to destabilize economies if it were used to create gem quality stones that are ordinarily used for currency."

"We've heard those concerns expressed before."

"Dress warmly and prepare for damp conditions. It's shifting toward winter conditions down there. Genesis is far enough south to avoid the more extreme winter like conditions, but it still get cold and at night and the weather that does move in can be rather intense compared to the conditions on Earth."

"Yes sir. The AI advised us of the conditions down there. It sounds like tomorrow is going to be kind of nice and it'll last for three days before the conditions deteriorate to winter for several weeks."

"That's true. Dress for warmer conditions under your cold climate gear if you plan on staying for more than a day."

"Gear sir?"

"I assume you're going to go looking for Alpha. Before you ask, you have my permission to go to the caves by lake bearcat. Take a weapon incase you encounter hostile animals before you come across any bearcats to look after you."

"We don't need conventional weapons to keep safe sir¦and the AI recommended we stay within the city boundaries while bad weather is moving in."

"We'll pick up a couple PP twenties as you ordered sir," Jake added. "Just in case we decided to stay longer and then go up to the bearcat den when the weather improves."

"Very good. Head to the main hangar and I'll inform the Sharhon crew that you'll be joining them."

"Thank you sir, for everything you do for us," Laurel said.

"I could express the same sentiment to you two. It's for that reason I'll do anything to accommodate you."

"That's sweet of you to say that sir. Are our mom and dad going to be assigned to the ground over the next couple days?"

"Yes. They'll be expected to resume their efforts to get the city completed on schedule. Let me know if you plan on staying on the surface overnight. I'll have accommodations prepared for you."

"I thought my mom had chosen a house already?"

"The homes on the street she's going to live on aren't complete. There are facilities near the Genesis tower that are quite comfortable. I'll reserve one of the rooms for you should you decide to stay down there."

"Alright. We'll let you know sir."

The captain then terminated the connection and Laurel and Jake headed to the end of the room and collected warmer clothing and put additional layers of clothing on and then headed out to their parents. They bid farewell, and then headed for the main hangar. When they arrived in the main hangar, they found a strange looking ship waiting with several Future crews climbing aboard. The ship nearly filled the hangar and looked very different from anything Laurel and Jake had ever seen before. It had two distinct nacelles on pylons that elevated them out and above the main hull that was cylindrical and flat in the aft quadrant and rounded and spoon shaped toward the bow. There were no visible weapons present, though Laurel and Jake assumed there were likely some disguised within the dull green hull somewhere. The landing gear were stout looking and designed in a telescopic fashion so they would retract within the hull while in flight. There were no conventional windows of any kind visible, suggesting the ship navigated using sensor data alone. There was a boarding ramp extended from below the forward most section of the bow of the ship.

Laurel and Jake looked around briefly and noticed two security personnel standing to the left of the Autu. They both walked over to the security personnel and addressed the man standing with a PR-40 in his hands pointed at the deck.

"Excuse me sir," Laurel said. "You know who we are, right?"

"Of course Laurel. What can we do for you?"

"The captain wants Jake and I to carry weapons with us while we're down there. Can you assign us a couple PP twenties? We surrendered ours when we resigned our commissions."

"Weapons?" The man chuckled lightly, then slung his weapon on his shoulder and nodded toward the entrance to the hangar. "I'll take you to the nearest armory locker, but you two don't need weapons to protect yourselves from what I understand of your abilities."

"No we don't sir, but we do what the captain says no matter how pointless."

The man nodded subtly and grinned.

"That's a healthy respect for your commanding officer. Left over compulsions from being in command?"

"Yes sir. The training becomes engrained in you when it's introduced the way it was for us."

"Right¦you were trained in command and control through neural suggestion."

"That's right. We had to understand and respect the chain of command if we're going to command the ship. We were young too, so our minds were a little more pliable making the process reach deeper neural pathways that can't be overwritten or changed now that we're older."

"Hmm. Come on, let's get you two armed as ordered."

Laurel and Jake nodded and took a step back. The security officer led the way back into the cross corridor and a short distance down the passageway. He stepped up to a recessed locker door and he had his palm scanned then entered his access code and the lock popped loudly and a short buzz was heard as the AI was alerted and then a fraction of a second later disabled the alarm. The officer pulled the locker door open and a light within the locker came to life and rows of pistols, rifles, grenades, and various tactical gear became visible. The security officer reached in and unhooked 2 PP-20s from their charging holsters and handed them to Laurel and Jake, then he retrieved two holster belts and handed them over then he retrieved 2 extra power cells each and handed them to Laurel and Jake.

"Remember to encode the weapons to your DNA." The officer said as he pushed the locker door closed.

Laurel and Jake nodded as the officer then turned and faced them and produced a locking key so they could unlock the weapons to accept new DNA encoding. Laurel retrieved the key and set her weapon to her DNA, then she removed the key and handed it to Jake and he did the same, then handed the key back to the security officer. Laurel and Jake then set everything down and quickly put their holsters on, strapping them to their thigh, then inserting the spare power cells at the back of their hips, then they picked up their weapons and checked the charge level in the inserted power cells, then stuffed them in their holsters and locked the thumb stay over the end of the pistols to keep them in place. The security officer grinned at them and nodded approvingly.

"Least you haven't forgotten how to secure your weapons properly and quickly."

"With someone like Mark Tillman training us, you better believe it," Laurel said proudly.

"I forgot you had the best training you in that respect. Let's get you two back to the hangar."

"Thank you sir," Jake said.

"Always a pleasure to accommodate you two."

The three of them then headed back to the hangar. The officer gave Laurel and Jake a friendly wave and Laurel and Jake waved back, then quickly made their way to the boarding ramp and headed up the ramp toward the airlock. As they stepped aboard, the airlock scissored closed behind them and a very burly Sharhon greeted them.

"Welcome aboard the Autu. Please head through the pressure lock and find a seat wherever you can." He said in a gravely and extremely deep voice.

"Thank you," Laurel said with a friendly smile.

The man bowed slightly and gestured toward the airlock door on the other side of the pressure chamber. Laurel and Jake walked across the chamber and stepped through the round airlock door on the other side and found themselves standing at the front of a large semi circular seating area facing a large view screen showing the view in the hangar upon it. Most of the seats were occupied by Sharhon with a dozen Humans sitting toward the back of the seating area. Laurel and Jake walked between the seats until they found 2 empty seats next to one another. They sat down and fastened the restraints over their shoulders and around their waists. A moment later the Sharhon that greeted them stepped through the airlock door and sealed it behind him and then he sat down and fastened his restraints. A few moments later the view on the screen showed that the ship lifted and slowly withdrew from the hangar backwards, then slowly revolved around and moved away from the Future.

The trip to the upper atmospheric interface was short and smooth. Laurel and Jake were able to discern quickly that the Autu had an efficient inertial damping system and powerful engines that were completely silent from their position in the ship. As they entered the upper reaches of the atmosphere the ship slowed considerably and flattened its trajectory so as to use the atmosphere for drag without accelerating uncontrollably. As they plunged deeper into the atmosphere, a shuddering could be seen on the viewer, but no sense of it was felt at all. They quickly descended into the thick cloud layer and the light grew dim as rain and snow could be seen deflecting off the shield surrounding the ship. The shield had an envelope that extended only a few meters from the hull at its present setting.

It only took a few minutes to descend below the cloud ceiling and the ground became visible. As the AI had indicated, it was drizzling heavily and the dense moisture in the air obscured the Future. The trees and thick vegetation could be seen blowing to and fro in the gusty winds that Laurel and Jake assumed were chilly as the reinforcing cold front approached.

The Autu made a slow pass over the city, which appeared dull and barely discernable with all the drizzle until the Genesis tower seemed to peek through the haze like a shining beacon. The Autu rose well above its pinnacle then slowed and slowly spun around and came to a stop a short distance from the city center. As the ship pivoted around so it was facing the heart of the city, everyone could discern the large construction project to the southeast where the landing port was being built. It was nothing more than a huge dirt work construction site at the moment, but it gave a hint to the size of the port when it would be completed and it was truly enormous. Laurel couldn't help but think about how much territory was being disrupted to make the port, but she also understood the importance of having a large landing port that could support large and numerous ships if the streets of Genesis were to avoid becoming parking lots.

The Autu gently set down in the soft soil and the ship settled at a bit of list, but nothing too concerning as long as the ship didn't remain in position for too long. The Sharhon began unfastening their restraints and getting to their feet so the Human guests followed suit. One of the Sharhon then made his way to the airlock door and pressurized the room and pressure chamber to match the outside conditions and then he opened the airlock door and stepped into the pressure chamber and everyone followed him in an orderly fashion. The boarding ramp was extended and then the outer door was opened and a cold draft wafted into the ship. It was accompanied by the sweet, fragrant, smell of flowers, trees, and damp air that was tantalizing and wonderful to the senses. It smelled of life and renewal.

As the crowed flowed off the ship and down the ramp, the first thing Laurel and Jake noticed was the loading on their bodies. The gravity was heavy and straining despite the Autu slowly adjusting their artificial gravity to match on the journey down. There were several covered transports waiting several yards from the end of the boarding ramp and a couple of civilian corps representatives were standing with rain deflectors for everyone. They were handed out to each person as they stepped past the men and everyone climbed aboard the transports without saying much of anything. The second Jake sensed Laurel feeling a bit chilly, without really having to think much about it, he imparted a warming to her and she sighed at the tingling sensation and relief it offered. Laurel looked at him and grinned through the purple dots forming in her rain deflector as heavier drops struck the energy field.

"That's a lot better," She thought. "Thanks for taking care of me Jake."

Jake lifted his rain deflector and Laurel did the same sensing what he was thinking about doing and Jake planted a kiss on her soft cheek.

"Anytime babe." Jake thought as he pulled back and lowered his deflector to stop the drizzle from drenching his face.

They climbed aboard one of the transports and sat down and a minute later the transport headed across the soft soil in bounds until it hit the flat surface of the street leading out of the city center. The transport headed straight to the landing port construction site and it pulled up in front of a hab module that was nearly a hundred feet long and completely cylindrical in shape, with 3 access doors evenly spaced down its length. It looked familiar in design, but alien in construction with its gleaming burgundy red exterior finish. Anything the Human population constructed would likely have been covered in EMPACC, but this structure was covered in something metallic in nature with no obvious coating except for the suggestion of a protective coating denoted by the odd coloration of the skin of the hab module. The doors however were gleaming white with center mass locks that looked exactly like the manual airlock mechanisms on the Future.

Most of the people on the transport exited and made their way to different doors and entered the hab then sealed the doors closed when the last stepped in. The transport then took off slowly and made a 'U' turn and headed back to the main road and turned left heading toward the city center. Laurel and Jake looked at one another and Laurel nodded and got up and walked to the front of the transport and sat down right behind the pilot.

"Where are you headed sir?"

The pilot glanced back and the light of recognition popped on in his face and he lifted his visor and smiled brightly at Laurel.

"Wherever you are Laurel. Wow¦that name sure fits you¦if you don't mind me saying?" The pilot said then looked forward.

"I don't mind. Thank you sir."

"The rest of the passengers are to be dropped off at the Genesis tower. Some are going to the medical center across the street and a couple to the tower itself. Where do you and Jake want to be let off?"

"How do you know I'm not alone?"

The pilot chuckled and glanced up and back at Laurel then looked forward again.

"Because you two don't go anywhere without the other. You can't from what I understand."

"Oh we can for short periods, we just don't if we can avoid it."

"Hmm. Lucky guy that Jake is. I wouldn't want to be away from a cutie like you for very long either."

Laurel sensed the usual inappropriate thoughts and feelings running through the pilots mind, but it was brief and fleeting, she assumed since he realized she would be able to pick up on it.

"I don't want to be away from a serious hunk like him either. He's my rock and my comfort."

The pilot leaned over slightly and looked back at Jake and gave Jake a friendly smile, and then he looked back at the road ahead of them.

"No joke there, Jake is a good looking guy. You two look like you belong together."

Laurel sensed the pilot straining to keep the inappropriate thoughts from creeping up again, but he distinctly pictured Jake nailing Laurel hard with Laurel in throws of lavishing it, and then it dissolved away form his mind and Laurel looked back at Jake and he grinned and shook his head with his eyes closed as he sensed what Laurel was picking up on. Laurel smiled at Jake as he opened his eyes then she looked at the back of the pilot's head.

"I guess you can drop us off at the tower too. We were hoping to make contact with the bearcats, but the weather really stinks today and it's only going to get worse as the day wears on."

"Those guys are resilient. I'm sure you can find a couple of them wandering around despite the weather."

"You're stationed down here, have you seen the Alpha around lately?"

"He's kind of hard to miss. I think he's the biggest of the local clan¦least it seems that way when he comes up to you and nuzzles you, nearly knocking you over in the process. I saw him yesterday morning after breakfast. We visited for a few minutes, then he wandered off in search of his own breakfast."

"So you know how to communicate with him?"

"Oh yeah. He checks in with us and lets us know he's around to keep the bad animals out of the city so our young will be safe, then he asks us if we need him to take care of anything in particular. When we let him know everything is fine, he just kind of wanders off."

"Sounds about right for them. They don't know about social graces like saying goodbye or anything."

"I've noticed. I'm still glad to have 'em around. There's a lot of stuff crawling and flying around down here that would be a pain to keep under control without the help of the bearcats."

"I haven't looked into all the creatures calling this part of Primitus home, but the few I know of are pretty nasty. I'm glad we're on good terms with the bearcats too. If we had to go against them at the same time¦it wouldn't turn out well for either of our species."

"No doubt about that. We already went one-on-one with a few and it went badly for us."

"They were holding back. They could've ripped a person to shreds without much strain."

"Yeah, I know. I've seen one take down a Haron and dismember it in seconds."

"A Haron?"

"Oh uh¦it's a hundred pound carnivorous animal with six legs¦like a weird¦warm blooded spider with gnashing teeth, claws on four of its appendages that are something like those of a velociraptor, and bristly hair all over their body. The bearcats seem to like eating them. The Haron have spinnerets that they use to hoist themselves up into the trees so they can ambush passing animals from above."

"Nasty! So they are spiders."

"No. Least not any that I've ever seen, and their warm blooded like I said, with soft fleshy skin like us, forward facing stereoscopic eyes, and a really nasty disposition. It's fortunate that the bearcats alerted us to their presence before one of us came across one."

"I guess we have a lot to learn about our new home."

"You got that right."

Laurel patted the pilot's shoulder and he glanced back and up at her as she stood up and walked back to Jake and sat down. Jake leaned against her shoulder point and she leaned right back, feeling comforted by the physical contact between them.

"That stuff didn't bother you as much this time," Jake thought.

"Nah. He was picturing you doing me, "Laurel thought in return. "I think the same kind of stuff sometimes when I look at you. You just gotta spin the positive out of what we sense sometimes."

"Is that what I was feeling? I thought I was just turned on by the thought of us going at it like that."

"You were turned on because I was turned on¦a little. Long as guys don't think about them doing me, it doesn't bother me so much."

"So was it you or me that was feeling that way then?"

"We were both turned on Jake. You're starting to come around to the frame of mind I'm in most of the time when I sense that kind of lured stuff. If it's in the right context, it isn't so bad since you can't stop people from feeling that way when they look at us."

"I guess if I feel something it's us feeling it, huhn?"

"Yes. There's no real way to separate who's actually experiencing or initiating the emotion since we share it at the fundamental level."

Jake nodded and looked out the front of the transport and he could see that they were getting close to the tower. Jake then looked at Laurel.

"What are we gunna do since the weather is supposed to turn nasty later on today?" Jake thought.

"Let the captain set us up with a room and we'll indulge our urges for a while," Laurel thought in return. "I think we should do as the AI suggested and stay in the city until tomorrow. Maybe we can go out to dinner somewhere tonight after we have a look around in the tower."

Jake looked at her and furrowed his brow as he grinned.

"The sex and dinner sounds awesome. What the heck are we gunna look at in the tower?"

"Information. I just want to see what's been observed down here and what's going on. As big as the tower is, I want to know what all that space is being set aside for."

"I would be worried if not for our high level clearance."

"I wouldn't go poking around if not for that fact."

"I wonder if the captain knew that and left our clearance in place so you wouldn't get us in trouble?"

"He trusts us Jake. He knows my character too. If I was told to stay away from certain information, I would do as I was told."

"I guess you're right. He feels we earned the right to know about anything we feel curious enough to look into."

Laurel nodded and looked forward as the transport slowed down as it rounded the corner and pulled up to the medical center and stopped under the cover of the foyer between the medical center and the advanced medical research center. Everyone got to their feet and began to disembark the transport and the pilot lifted his visor and turned and looked back at Laurel and Jake.

"You two have a good stay. I hope you have a good time down here."

Laurel looked back at him and gave him a pretty smile as she lifted a hand to him.

"Thanks. You have a good day sir. Thank you for the ride."

"Always a pleasure Laurel."

Laurel and Jake stepped down and they watched a few people heading across the street to the tower while the rest made their way through the doors into the medical center. The transport then pulled out and turned right, then right again, and headed down the street toward the landing port construction site. Laurel then reached up and tapped her cranial transceiver active.

"Future, do you read me?"

"Yes Laurel. I read you loud and clear."

"Jake and I have decided to stay down here overnight. Will you let the captain know that we would like him to arrange accommodations for us?"

"He thought you might decide to stay longer. He has already taken the liberty of making arrangements for you. When you are ready, proceed to the tower inn next door to the Genesis tower. You have one of their best rooms reserved in your names."

Laurel turned and looked at the grand building next to the tower and despite no marquee or banner announcing the building's designation, it was clear what the building was. It looked very posh with a grand entrance that was curved slightly with ornate columns covering the entrance with a pull through entry and exit road that was very wide.

"I see the inn. Is this where all the guests from elsewhere are staying?" Laurel asked as she looked up the 15-story building with seemingly unending rows of synthetic windows stretching around the circumference of the gracefully curving building all the way to the top floor.

"The more influential guests, yes. There are other less elaborate multi-room facilities elsewhere in the city."

"There still aren't any costs involved no matter where they stay, right?"

"Affirmative. There are no plans to implement a currency system."

Laurel nodded as though the AI would see her acknowledgment and smile.

"Thank the captain for us. We're going to go check in and then have a look around inside the Genesis tower."

"Understood."

Laurel tapped her transceiver into standby mode then slipped her hand into Jake's and he looked away from the tower inn and grinned at her.

"He knows us pretty well, huhn?"

"You heard the conversation?"

"We're paired Laurel, of course I sensed everything you heard."

"Right¦silly question."

"It's not that silly. I didn't even have to think about tuning into what you were hearing like I used to have to do."

"Neat how it's becoming so natural, huhn?"

"Yeah."

Laurel flicked her chin toward the tower and Jake nodded and they headed out into the street and made the short walk to the inn. As they stepped up to the grand entrance, the entrance shimmered for a moment then simply dissolved away revealing a large and ornately decorated foyer with a reception desk toward the rear of the entryway and beyond was a seating area that looked very comfortable, like a living room in a mansion with a huge mantel surrounded fireplace flanked by a large, dark colored, couch and several comfy looking dark red high back pillowy chairs and a coffee table larger than most dinning tables, but it was only shin high. The floors were covered by a very dark polished stone that one could see their reflection in and the walls looked to be clad in a dark toned wood, but Laurel knew it had to be some kind of synthetic substance designed to look like expensive and rare wood. It endowed the entire space with a warm comfortable ambiance.

Laurel and Jake looked around in sheer amazement for a few moments then they fixated on the reception desk that was a polished jet-black material with brilliant gold piping around the curved edge of the top surface and the Genesis emblem was emblazoned in the front of the desk. There were two individuals standing at the desk and Laurel was pretty sure she had met the woman somewhere before, but the man next to her looked unfamiliar. Laurel and Jake walked toward the desk as they glanced at the non-human guests seated by the fireplace talking quietly in a language Laurel and Jake didn't recognize. They wondered for a moment just how many guests were staying at the inn and just how many were from another world.

Laurel and Jake stepped up to the desk and began to unfasten their coats.

"Hello," Laurel said. "We should have a room reserved in our names."

"Of course. Welcome to the tower inn Laurel and Jake," The woman said with a warm smile.

"You know who we are?" Jake asked.

"We live on the Future, of course we know who you two are," The man said while smiling brightly. "You can't possibly mistake your astonishing faces for anyone else."

"Awe, aren't you sweet," Laurel said with a grin.

"Your room is on the fifteenth floor. Room fifteen oh two."

"A penthouse suite?" Jake asked with a mischievous grin.

"We prefer not to use that term. We call them the royal suites. You two are the closest thing we have to royalty amongst the Human population, so you deserve our best suite."

"We're certainly treated like royalty most of the time."

"We can't begin to show you how appreciative we are of the things you've done to advance us and get us all here intact," The woman said. "Far as I'm concerned, you two should be haled as nothing short of true heroes."

"That's nice of you to say," Jake replied. "We sometimes aren't quite sure how most of the population appreciates what we went through to get us all here."

"Anyone that watches the post stasis briefing realizes we would all be dead if not for you two. We owe you absolutely everything you're given and more. If you get hungry, there is a menu in your room. Just select what you want and it'll be brought up to your room. The cold storage cabinet is stocked with snack items and cold drinks appropriate to people your age, however, if you want something stiffer, just call down and we'll see to it that you get what you want."

"We can't consume alcohol if that's what you mean," Laurel said shaking her head no. "With the abilities Jake and I have lurking in us, we can't cloud our minds. It could actually be dangerous¦for those around us that is."

"I guess I hadn't considered that. That sounds like a mature and responsible attitude."

"Sides¦we tried a little once and the buzz we each caught was amplified cause we share senses. Laurel didn't like it and I don't like feeling her uncomfortable like that."

"It makes you do things you wouldn't ordinarily do," Laurel said wrinkling her nose in disgust. "I don't like feeling that out of control, if you know what I mean?"

"I most certainly do. The lift is to your right. The brown door is the Asran transporter and the sliver door is the traditional elevator lift."

"Why two different types of lifts?" Laurel asked.

"In case our guests are uncomfortable with the idea of being demolecularized and transmitted as a raw energy stream of subatomic particles."

"That's¦not exactly how it works, but I get the idea," Laurel said with a friendly smile. Someone was thinking wisely when they decided to include two systems for that reason."

"I think so too. There are fresh towels and bathrobes in your room, but if you need fresh linens or anything else, please don't hesitate to call down. Someone will be here to answer any questions you have and see to your needs day and night."

"We didn't exactly pack for an overnight stay," Laurel said. "Is there somewhere we can get sundry items and maybe go shopping for some clothes?"

"None of the retail shops are operational yet, but we can have anything you want sent down from the Future. Sundry items are already in the bathroom in your room."

"Sounds good. Have a good morning," Laurel said.

"Thank you, we will," The woman said.

"We hope you enjoy your stay," The man said.

"I'm sure we will," Jake said with a big smile as he looked at Laurel and winked.

"Stop it Jake," Laurel thought. "They might be telepathic and your thinking some really personal stuff right now."

"Sorry babe. I love going down on you as much as you like me doing it," Jake thought in return. "I can't help but picture your amazing body when I get turned on like that."

"You're doing it again Jake, stop it!"

Jake smiled and washed the thoughts from his mind as he nodded. The pair then headed to the right toward the lifts. They opted for the Asran transport since it was instantaneous. They stepped up to the brown door and Jake reached out and touched the arrow pointing up. The door slid to the side, disappearing into the wall. Laurel and Jake then stepped onto the small square lift platform and the door slid closed behind them. They looked around at the reflective surface of the walls, then down at the floor that had the familiar teal green glow to it, then Laurel looked next to the door and she saw a small cylindrical projection sticking out from the wall. She reached up and touched it and a free-floating floor-by-floor diagram appeared. Laurel touched the indicator for the top floor and they heard a slight hum rising as they felt the compression field being established around them. A moment later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light and it seemed as though they appeared in the same room, but they were pretty sure they had arrived on the 15th floor as intended.

A moment later the compression field dissipated and the door slid open silently. They stepped out into a hallway that was clad in cream white stone on the walls and olive drab colored stone on the floor with a projected half circular ceiling that one could see right through, though the view at the moment was dreary and wet. They looked down the hallway and they could see that there were at least a hundred doors separated by tables that projected right out of the walls between each door and on each table were flowers that Laurel and Jake had never seen the likes of before. They were beautiful and offered a wonderful aroma to the hallway, but they looked very alien in nature.

Laurel pointed to the door in front of them where the numbers '1502' were illuminated above the door in red free-floating numerals.

"I guess they can change the room numbers at will without having to remove anything from the door or wall huh?" Jake said.

"I don't know why they would want to do that, but yeah, I suppose they could."

They stepped across the hallway and Laurel placed her hand flat on the palm scanner next to the door and it scanned her palm and then turned green and the door lock clanked open. Laurel pushed gently on the door and it swung inward and the lights popped on in the room. Jake stepped up next to Laurel and smiled as he gazed into the enormous suite while pushing the door all the way open.

"This'll definitely work!"

"You know how much they would charge for a room like this back on Earth?" Laurel said as she stepped through door.

"A small fortune, I'm sure."

Jake stepped all the way in and pushed the door closed then stepped right next to Laurel and they took the grandeur of the suite in. There was an enormous living area with a wide curving couch in a light white color and there was a half circle table in front of it with more flowers in an ornate blown glass vase sitting on the table. At the back of the room was a huge balcony with projection windows that allowed a panoramic view of the city to the east. They could see all the way to the construction site in the distance and the silhouette of the vehicle production plant way off in the distance could be discerned.

Laurel slowly walked to the middle of the room and looked at the twin reclining chairs with arm tables next to each with lamps incorporated right into them. The chairs faced the couch creating a gathering area to sit and talk or take in the spectacular view out the projection windows. Laurel walked up to one of the chairs and plopped down and she smiled at Jake. The chair was very comfortable and inviting. Jake walked in front of the couch and sat down on the end of the couch closest to Laurel. The couch was firm, but very comfortable as it conformed to Jake's bottom perfectly. They both then looked around the room at the tasteful artwork hanging on the wall in several key locations and they noticed 2 doors, one directly behind the couch and the other to the left of the front door. The floor was clad in lush synthetic carpet that they recognized as poly-duranite from the Future. The dull gray color seemed proper for the grand feel of the entire space. The ceiling was vaulted into a graceful arch with ornate filigrees encompassing the entire surface of the off white surface of the ceiling. It looked to be hand crafted, but Laurel and Jake knew better. It was a programmed artificial construction using the same technique that was used to create the Genesis tower and most of the rest of the buildings in the city. The stonework wasn't brought in and carved; it was assembled at the molecular level from natural crystalline structures patterned from stones and crystals present in the natural environment under the city.

When Jake was finished taking it all in, he looked at Laurel and grinned.

"Kind of reminds you of the Farqua station huhn?"

"Yeah it does. We definitely know where they got the technology to build like this from."

"The fact that they were able to master the technique and technology required to accomplish this is kind of amazing, beings they only had a year or so to look over the information in the new data core."

"There's a lot of detailed information about construction methods and technology in the new data core. I skimmed through some of it and I was pretty sure someone would be bright enough to utilize the techniques."

Jake nodded then turned and looked at the door behind the couch and he smiled and looked at Laurel.

"You wanna see what the bedroom looks like?"

"I guess I'm kind of horny too. Let's have a look." Laurel said with a pretty smile and a flick of her head toward the bedroom door.

"I didn't ask cause I'm horny, I just thought you might want to have a look," Jake said as he stood up.

"You are too. You can't hide what you're feeling form me Jake," Laurel replied with a big grin as she too stood up.

Jake looked down for a moment as he thought about what he was feeling and whether or not it was originating from within him or Laurel and a smile grew on his face as he realized it's his amorous feelings that were stimulating them both, not Laurel's. He looked at Laurel and shrugged his shoulders lightly.

"Okay, so it is me. I thought I was indulging you, but I was actually enticing you with my state of mind."

"I don't mind Jake. It helps us both to be on the same page."

Jake put his hand out and Laurel laid her hand in his and they walked around the chair and over to the bedroom door. Jake then looked at Laurel before opening the door.

"Which of us do you think has the bigger sexual appetite?"

"Does it matter? If you're feeling frisky, I am too because of our pairing. Once we get into it, neither of us wants it to stop cause it feels sooo amazing."

Jake smiled and leaned forward and gave Laurel a peck then he pushed down on the gold tones lever of the bedroom door and pushed the door open. There was a large canopy bed with pillowy covers and throw pillows sitting against the pillows at the head of the bed and there was a dressing table down one whole wall with a large mirror behind the table. There were several drawers at each end of the dressing table. There was a hutch like cabinet across from the foot of the bed with still more flowers sitting in the center opening. Next to the vase of flowers was a menu pad as promised and an electronic call pad that seemed to be attached to the top surface of the hutch cabinet next to the menu pad. There was a large twin pane projection window that looked out onto the balcony and the city beyond and Jake couldn't help but think someone could look right into their room from above or from one of the similar elevation building that the balcony faced toward.

Laurel chuckled lightly and patted Jake's arm.

"Don't worry, the windows are opaque from the other side. I noticed that fact from the ground."

"What? How do you make a window like that?"

"They aren't windows silly. Those are projection fields. You can manipulate the way energy penetrates¦or doesn't penetrate 'em, and from which side."

"I can see what you're thinking about. Now I feel dumb for even asking that."

"Don't feel like that Jake. I have the knowledge of energy field production and manipulation in my mind, you don't."

Jake nodded and then walked over to the bed and sat down on the edge of it and bounded lightly a few times and he smiled as he looked up at Laurel as she walked right up to him and stepped between his knees then put her arms around his neck.

"Truth be told, I don't care about all this grand stuff. I'm just glad to be here with you Jake."

"I'm glad to be here with you too babe. You deserve a little pampering too though."

"You're so sweet."

Laurel bent down slightly and engaged Jake in a long tongue kiss. At the end of the kiss she pecked his cheek and grinned at him as she cupped her hands on his cheeks.

"Let me go use the bathroom real quick, then we'll have some fun."

"Okay."

Laurel removed her hands and stepped back from between Jake's legs and she turned and walked over to the door that she sensed led to the bathroom. She pushed down on the ornate golden handle and pushed the door open and she was taken for just a moment at the sight that met her eyes.

"Oh wow! Jake you have to come see this."

"I can sense some of what you're seeing," He said as he got to his feet.

Jake walked over to Laurel's side as she stood in the doorway looking into the grand bathroom. There was a modestly wide entryway with a bright white double sink that looked to made of marble with light gray veining all throughout it as did the rest of the surfaces in the bathroom from floor to ornately sculpted and decorated ceiling. There was a huge curved mirror with a gold frame above the sizable double sink counter. The faucets and top rim of the sinks looked to be gilded in pure gold, as was the toilet flush button that was incorporated into the top of the tank. The bathroom then opened up into a wide expanse with a shower that looked large enough for 5 people to shower within beneath the gold rain head suspended from the ceiling. Next to the shower was an enormous round soaker tub that was half sunken into the floor with more gold gilding surrounding the top rim of the entire 50-gallon capacity tub. The tub was outfitted with gold handled valves and an ornate spout also made from gold.

Just inside the door on the wall opposite the sinks were 4 towel rods with soft looking white towels hanging neatly, 2 bath length and 2 face towels with wash cloths hanging over them at an angle. Laurel stepped up to the towels and stroked her hand down the towels and grinned, and then she looked back at Jake.

"I could get used to this real easy."

"Now you want to take a bath first?"

"No¦but it did cross my mind. I'll take one after we make love. Will you join me?"

"Sure. You go pee and I'll get comfortable out here."

Laurel smiled and nodded as she sensed Jake thinking about lying on the bed naked to wait for her. Jake turned and stepped out of the bathroom and headed toward the bed while deliberately tuning Laurel out of his mind as he kicked first one shoe, then other off his feet. He heard the door clank shut behind him and he sensed Laurel's amusement despite numbing himself to her precise experiences at the moment. As he continued to toward the bed he continued to shed his clothing, until he was sliding his socks down by the time he reached the edge of the bed. He put one hand on the bed and used the other to slide first one sock off, then the other. He then practically dove onto the bed and scooted up toward the head of the bed, pushing the throw pillows out his way as he progressed up the huge bed. He plopped down and rolled on his side then leaned back slightly, exposing himself as he leaned on his hand and waited for Laurel to emerge from the bathroom.

Jake was presently shocked when the bathroom door opened slowly and Laurel leaned against the doorframe very provocatively, and she was completely naked. Jake slowly rolled onto his back and laid his head on the pillow as he stared at Laurel and began to grin big. He then waved her over. She smiled big and pushed herself off the doorframe and turned toward Jake and slowly began walking toward him, deliberately being sultry in the way she walked and looked at him. When she reached the foot of the bed, Jake's obvious approval was beginning to stand in salute to her gorgeous body and stunningly beautiful face with her blond hair silhouetting it perfectly.

"Now the place looks grand. I still can't quite get my mind wrapped around how beautiful you are from head to toe and how sweet you are, and yet you're attracted to me like I sense right now."

"I'm attracted to you cause you're the most gorgeous guy I've ever laid eyes on Jake. You're also a true man from the inside out. Women find men like you absolutely irresistible because you're a good provider, protector, and lover."

Laurel climbed on the bed on her hands and knees and crawled right up on Jake and set her weight down on him.

"I'm just glad I found a guy like you to fall in love with. A lot of girls end up settling, luckily I didn't have to do that."

"You're sweet to say that Laurel. I can feel how into me you are. I feel the same way about you."

"I know."

Laurel moved up on Jake and engaged him in a long kiss. They then made love for close to an hour and after, adjourned to the bathroom to enjoy a long hot soak. With their hormones satisfied and their sore muscles eased, they dried off and headed into the other room to sit for just a while as the heavy rain and occasional sleet showers began to fall in earnest outside. The view of the city beyond their balcony was obscured greatly and the day seemed dreary and dim outside. After gazing into the distance for a short time, Laurel tapped her transceiver active and she leaned back on the bed as Jake looked upon her fondly.

"Future, do you read me?"

"Yes Laurel, I read you loud and clear. Is everything to your liking at the tower inn?"

"Oh yes. This place is incredible."

"The weather is beginning to turn outside. I recommend you remain indoors until conditions improve."

"I didn't contact you for an update, but thank you. We hadn't planned on going any further than the Genesis tower. I¦we need a change of clothes. Can you send down a few things from our room?"

"I will make the arrangements. Expect an unmanned delivery craft shortly. It will land on the balcony outside your room."

"I didn't know we had delivery craft like that."

"We do not. They are property of the Shelonar. Several dozen have been enlisted into service shuttling small devices and components down to the surface for the construction efforts going on in and around the city. They are of adequate size to ferry some clothing down to you. Do you have a preference what you would like to wear over the next couple days?"

"We'll leave it up to your discretion. You know what the weather is going to be like and I like your choices in what you think looks good on us."

"Understood. I will send down a few extra items that you may need for a prolonged stay. I will inform your mother and father respectively that you will be remaining on the surface for an extended period."

"Thank you. Perhaps you could invite them to join us for supper tonight? I assume they'll be assigned duties down here pretty soon and we won't have time to get together."

"You are correct. They are already on the civilian duty roster, though they have not been informed yet. Their skills are in high demand for the ongoing efforts in completing the construction projects they have thus far been involved with."

"Yeah¦I saw the scale of the vehicle production facility. My mom has her hands full managing that kind of project."

"She is extremely good at what she does Laurel. The captain knows where to utilize her talents and bright intellect to its fullest."

"I know. I inherited how my mind works from her. I know how brilliant and capable she is."

"You are more like your mother than you know. The captain sees and appreciates it well. I will extend the invite and inform them that you are enjoying your time together in the city."

"You¦aren't going to tell them what we've been up to since arriving are you?"

"No. Your activities are private. I am forbidden from disclosing what you are doing together."

"Ask if that means the AI was watching us," Jake said looking at Laurel.

"Jake wants to know if you've been observing us? Can you see what we're doing from up there?"

"I have been following your bio signatures from the moment you left the Future. I cannot see what you are doing. However, I know your signatures were literally one atop the other for a significant period of time. I can extrapolate what that infers is taking place, especially given the nature of your relationship and your young ages. It is natural and expected that you will engage in intercourse often as it relieves tension and reconfirms your bond like nothing else possibly can. I suspect it furthers your pairing toward its natural evolution into something deeper and more powerful as well."

"Knowledge gained in observing our behavior I presume?"

"Affirmative. Also that of Korica and Tamaric while they are in my keep, though I have learned much more from you and Jake since you have been paired much longer than Korica and Tamaric have."

Laurel looked at Jake and leaned forward off her hands whilst remaining seated on the edge of the bed.

"I hope your observations are kept private as far as intimate details?"

"The general observations are shared with the proper personnel in order to grow a data base of paired couple evolution and progress, but the specific details of your interactions and activities are kept strictly confidential. There is no need for that kind of personal and intimate information to be shared with or viewed by anyone."

"There's learning in it for you though?"

"Yes. What little I have visually observed delivers a wealth of information."

"Then¦we're in agreement that you can¦watch us."

"Long as the visual observations never see the light of day," Jake said.

"Jake says as long as your visual observations never get out."

"I appreciate your trust and it will never be violated. I am not a person, so there is no underlying impropriety in desiring to observe your physical interactions. It will support the incredible wealth of information disseminated by your bio monitors if I am permitted to observe your physical reactions simultaneously. I can reveal to you that Korica and Tamaric are not yet comfortable enough to allow such observations to take place. Tamaric puts high value in their privacy during moments of intimacy and Korica has expressed how uncomfortable she is with the idea of being observed or interrupted during intimate moments. No doubt a mental manifestation of her abuse while in the custody of the Hodong since her people by nature have no problem with engaging in intimacy in full view of others, nor do they have issue with the naked form being seen by others."

"Could Tamaric be influencing her beliefs too, since she's paired with a Human?"

"That is highly likely. However the mental trauma of being demoralized while naked at the hands of the Hodong is likely to have had the biggest influence on her current feelings surrounding the idea of being observed while disrobed or engaging in intimacy."

"The poor thing has been through such hell. She deserves to have some privacy when she feels the need."

"I could not agree more. She enjoys the intimacy with Tamaric, but she is still uncomfortable with the whole notion."

"I hope the experiences Jake and I visited on her haven't had a negative affect on her too."

"I do not believe that is the case. She cherishes the things you three experienced together. It has helped to shape her into the woman she is becoming and she is grateful for the enrichment she feels was imparted to her. She does not see anything that happened as a negative experience."

"Good. Jake and I still have mixed feelings about everything we put her through."

"You were young and confused by merging feelings and unexpected circumstances. You did not set out to do harm to her."

"I thought we were showing her the love and consideration she desperately needed at the time."

"You provided exactly that Laurel. You and Jake helped prevent her from retreating into herself and burying the bright sweet girl she was in hate and loathing of not only other people, but herself. It is extremely common for victims of sexual abuse while young to blame themselves for what was done to them and lose self-respect resulting in aberrant and self destructive behavior. I have seen very little evidence of that in her. You showed her that she is a beautiful person that can be desired for her, and that she is still a very desirable person because of her body. Tamaric further confirmed that to her by showing her the love and respect of man in the manner she wanted and needed to make her feel like a woman, not an object of lust."

"She still blames her pretty looks on the death of her parents though. We can't seem to help her get past that."

"That is a self defined conflict that she will have to come to terms with on her own. She needs support from those around her until she accomplishes that. It could take years for her to resolve the inner conflict plaguing her."

"She'll always have our support. We've tried not to push the issue since it makes her really sad and a bit angry when we bring it up."

"She is an independent spirit. There are some things she wishes to handle without outside interference."

"Yeah¦that's perfectly clear to us. We're proud of the person she's become, but it kind of hurts that she doesn't need us because of her stubborn and independent spirit."

"She will always need your guidance and love Laurel. She truly sees you two as role models and providers of everything she needs for emotional support and comfort. You are her family in her eyes."

"And we're proud to be her family. We seemed to have drifted from where the conversation started."

"I was providing a distraction while your things were being ferried down to you. The transport drone should arrive in two minutes. I enjoy speaking with you Laurel. You are intelligent and engaging."

"Thanks Future, I enjoy talking to you too. You've been there from the first moment I came out of stasis. You were a perfect surrogate when I needed a kind female voice to encourage me. You helped me push on despite how much it hurt not to have my mom at my side. I wanted her so bad my guts hurt most of the time."

"I was more than happy to provide a distraction to you in that circumstance as well."

"I'm sure you thought Jake would provide an even more affective distraction too?"

"Yes. You needed his help, but his companionship even more. I honestly did not know you two would fall in love so deeply or so quickly, as I have stated before.

"I know, and I believe you. You were probably hoping though. It provided an irresistible opportunity to learn how relationships were established and then grew into something more."

"It was the one piece of information missing from my heuristic learning programs. Actual long term observations of a couple bonding and deepening said bond through intimacy."

"I'm glad we were able to enhance your knowledge just by being us."

"The delivery drone is on final approach to the tower inn. It is programmed to set down on the balcony to your room and await your input to return to the Future."

Laurel slid off the bed and stepped over to the projection window at the balcony and she peered around trying to catch sight of the drone.

"Jake and I aren't familiar with these delivery drones. I'm not sure we'll know how to instruct it to return to the ship."

"The controls are rudimentary and intuitive in design to simplify their operation for users that do not understand the language the controls are labeled in."

Laurel then looked down at her naked body and she frowned heavily.

"It's pretty cold out there, isn't it?"

"It is five degrees Celsius at the moment."

Laurel glanced back up in the sky just as an object emerged from the gloomy haze and assumed a stationary hover above the balcony. The transport was perfectly spherical in the center region with two small nacelles on pylons extending out from its center mass. The nacelles were casting off a beautiful blue hue that was pulsing slightly. A bright white coating covered the nacelles, but the central body of the device was bare, highly reflective, metal that was reflecting the balcony below it clearly, but in a distorted aspect, like a spherical mirror would cast.

"I guess I should put some clothes on then. Jake and I aren't wearing anything at the moment."

"I would highly suggest it since you will be clearly visible to my sensors once you step through the projection field and thus you will be visible to the other ships in orbit that have similarly capable sensors."

"I totally forgot about that fact. Cloud layers are no problem for you to see through."

"No they are not. I can extrapolate enough information from my sensors to compose a highly detailed image of what lies beneath the clouds. If the enhanced signal processors are brought online, I can develop a resolution down to the micrometer. I could resolve the birthmark on your lower pelvis so accurately that I could describe its diameter, coloration, and shape, with pinpoint accuracy."

Laurel glanced down at herself for a moment and grimaced.

"It's the size of a pinprick. I can barely see it myself while looking at it in a mirror."

"I realize that. I was making the point that my resolution capabilities are exquisitely fine from twenty-two hundred miles away, above a cloud-laden environment. It would be an accurate assumption that some of the other ships in orbit have similar capabilities, so if you do not want your physical form scrutinized that closely by strangers, you should put some clothing on before going outside to retrieve your things from the delivery drone."

The drone slowly descended to the balcony and assumed a hover a few inches from the ground and the blue glow emanating from the nacelles grew very dim, but constant. Laurel then turned and looked at Jake and he gestured to the door by the main entrance.

"I don't know how I know, but there are bathrobes in there. Remember they told us at the front desk that there were clean robes and towels waiting for us up here."

"Yeah, I remember."

Jake slid off the bed and he met Laurel in the middle of the room on her way to the door. They stepped up to the door and pushed down on the ornate gold handle and then pulled the door open. The lighting popped on and they were looking at a walk-in closet with organizer shelves and drawers everywhere as well as racks to hang clothing from and there was an island table in the middle of the room. At the opposite end of the walk-in closet was yet another bathroom that was just as lavishly appointed as the other bathroom minus the soaker tub. They both stepped into the walk-in and Jake went straight to a drawer on the left side of the island table and he pulled the drawer open. There were 4 neatly folded bathrobes within the drawer and as he pulled one out and unfurled it, he noticed the Genesis logo embroidered on it with bold vibrant colors used. He smiled and handed the robe to Laurel then pulled out another and pushed the drawer shut and he unfurled the second robe and swung it around him, then slid his arms into the sleeves. As he and Laurel were fastening the waist belt around themselves to keep the robes conservatively closed around their bodies, Laurel smiled at Jake.

"That was an exceptional use of your perceptive abilities to locate what you desired."

"Yeah, huhn? I didn't know we could do that."

"Me neither. It's probably a combination of both our abilities working together to give you the information you need without having to think about it."

"That is just so cool."

Laurel leaned forward and gave him a peck then stroked his cheek.

"Only together. Neither of us would be that perceptive on our own."

Jake nodded and put his hand on the back of Laurel's still on his cheek.

"I know I am what I am because of you babe."

Laurel smiled at him and turned her hand and clasped his hand, then they headed back out of the room, closing the door behind them. They walked over to the balcony window and Laurel looked to the left of the window, then the right, and she saw what she was looking for. She stepped over to the small control panel on the wall and she touched it. It glowed to life with several pictographic labeled functions listed. She touched the icon to allow the projected window to become permeable from both directions then her and Jake stepped right through the window out into the chilly and slightly breezy air. Laurel shuddered for a moment and let go of Jake's hand as she instinctively crossed her arms to keep warm. Jake stared at her for a moment and initiated a warming transfer of energy and Laurel sighed in a heavy breath that developed the slightest hint of a warm mist as it exited her rosy pink lips.

"It's gunna get down right cold real quick now that the cold front is about to pass over us."

"I know. Let's get our stuff and get back inside quickly. I might not feel it anymore thanks to you, but my body must be feeling the affects of this cold air with nothing but this robe on."

Jake smiled as he looked her up and down and she nudged him playfully and smiled.

"I am not going to flash you so you can see how hard my nipples are you perv."

"Sorry babe. Just a fleeting fantasy."

"Remember that I have to share every minutia of your fantasies."

Jake nodded and they walked over to the transport drone and gave it a quick look over. The craft was 4 meters across and 6 high from the bottom of the main hull to the top of the small nacelles. Laurel and Jake marveled at their reflections in the spherical hull material for a moment then stepped around to the rear of the craft and turned slightly sideways to walk between the nacelles. They could feel reluctance to their forward motion as they walked between the nacelles and a static like charge tickled their faces. Laurel reached down, placed her hand on the round hull of the transport, and it clanked very subtly then began to swing upward from the mid section of its spherical circumference in respect to its Futuretal plane. The lid swung up until it was standing straight up in the air, then it wobbled slightly as it stopped. They were now looking into a decently cavernous cargo compartment containing their clothes folded neatly with a material band strapped around them and there was a cylindrical hard sided bag sitting next to their clothes.

Laurel picked up the bag and handed it back to Jake then she scooped up the neat pile of clothes with a grin at the choices the AI had made for them. She then handed the clothing to Jake and he grabbed them by the material strap and stepped back slightly as Laurel looked the craft over trying to discern where the controls were to send it on its way back to the Future. She was perplexed by the lack of any obvious control panel or switches anywhere, and then she thought about the free floating holographic projection technology gleaned from the elder race and she grinned slightly. Laurel ran her hand around the circumference of the cargo compartment maintaining a few inches between her hand and the hull until she saw a shimmering, then a series of pictographic commands appeared suspended in mid air.

"That's so cool." Jake said.

"I figured these things must have shared technology incorporated into 'em. The control systems access seems to be Human in origin...or more accurately¦elder race in design."

"The elder race are a multi species conglomeration of species spanning millions of years. Who knows who actually created the holographic technology they use¦or when?"

Laurel looked back at him and grinned as she nodded then she focused on the commands represented and one in particular was a circle formed by an arrow pointing back at its beginning point. Laurel reached out and touched the command with her finger tip and it turned from green to red and blinked twice, then the commands dissolved away and the lid began to swing closed, slowly at first, then faster once Laurel stood up straight and moved out of the way.

Jake stepped back quickly as the lid was swinging closed and Laurel backed up, bumping into him, pushing him along until they were a few feet away from the drone. The AI speaking to her on her still active cranial transceiver then startled Laurel.

"You and Jake need to stand clear of the transport drone. When its engines power up for flight they emit a field of energy that is uncomfortable when experienced at close range, especially with how lightly you are clothed."

Laurel turned and grabbed Jake by the shoulder and pushed him around the transport toward the projection window.

"I forgot I left you hanging," Laurel said as they stepped through the window into the safety of their room.

Laurel and Jake turned just in time to see the transport's nacelles begin glowing brightly and the craft lifted off vertically and quickly disappeared into the dreary haze of the morning sky.

"You did not leave me hanging Laurel. I was observing you via my sensors and your transceiver. I assumed you would figure out how the delivery drone is operated without my input."

"You mean you can't hear us from up there unless our transceivers are on?" Laurel asked with a grin as she stepped over to the projection window controls and touched the command to make the window obscured from the outside and solid from the inside while remaining 99% optically invisible from the inside.

"I would be able to hear you speaking quite clearly if I activated the enhanced signal processors and focused an active wave scan on your precise location. Such actions would have alerted other ships to your precise location and they likely would have focused their sensors on you out of curiosity as to what I was focusing on so intently. I did not want that kind of intrusive observations of the two of you by others to occur."

"I appreciate your discretion. I don't want to be scrutinized like that either."

"I would imagine not, given how conservative you're beliefs are. You will find your favorite sundry items included with the clothing I selected for you. If you need anything else, you may call on me anytime you like."

"Thanks Future. It's nice to have you looking out for us. You really feel like a second parent to us sometimes."

"I take that as a glowing compliment Laurel. It confirms that I am performing my primary function efficiently."

"Hey, speaking of parents, did you tell ours what we're up to?"

"Affirmative. They were not surprised that you elected to stay on the surface for an extended period, but they were surprised that you had me select your clothing for you. Your mother knows how particular you are about your attire."

"I trust you with more than my privacy and physical well being. You know my tastes by now."

"That I do. Enjoy your stay."

"We already are. Laurel out."

Laurel tapped her transceiver into standby mode, then turned and faced Jake.

"You still feel like going with me to the tower?"

"No, but I'm not letting you go over there alone. Let's get dressed and we'll head over."

"It's okay to admit that you don't want to be separated from me without making me feel like I can't handle myself."

"You're right, sorry babe."

"I forgive you. Those boyish barriers to hide your true feelings won't work with me, remember?"

"I guess I forgot for a second."

Laurel and Jake then got dressed relatively quickly, then freshened up with the sundry items sent down from the Future. They then headed for the exit after grabbing their coats. They exited the room and then walked across the hallway to the Asran transport door. Laurel touched the panel next to the door and the door immediately slid open and they stepped in and transported down to the lobby. As they walked through the lobby putting their coats on, the man and woman at the front desk told them to have a good time in the city. Laurel and Jake smiled at them and lifted a hand, then headed through the projected front entryway.

The drizzle had stopped, but it was chilly and the wind was starting to kick up noticeably, hinting at the nasty weather that would soon be setting in. They walked out to the sidewalk and headed to the right toward the Genesis tower next door. It was a short walk to the steps leading up to the grand entrance to the tower foyer. They climbed the steps and walked through the entryway and the air was warm and fresh smelling in the foyer. They unzipped their coats and let them hang open as they walked over to the reception desk to the right. They young man at the desk looked at Laurel and Jake and they saw his face change as he recognized who was approaching him. He shifted in his seat and sat up straight as Laurel and Jake stepped up to the desk.

"Good morning Laurel and Jake," The young man said.

"Good morning," Laurel said with a friendly smile on her face.

Laurel recognized the stunned disbelief at how beautiful she is, but she didn't sense anything inappropriate running through the young man's mind.

"We were hoping to access the main computer here in the tower," Jake said. "Is there a terminal free?"

"The tower has literally thousands of terminals. Are you going to be accessing sensitive information?"

"Possibly," Laurel replied. "Last time we were here there was only a single terminal that was tied directly into the main computer and the new data core down here."

"You won't find that to be the case anymore. The new data core isn't complete yet, but the main computer is up and running and accessible from all over the tower. I think they have about twenty yottabytes of information in the data storage system down here, but as you're well aware, it's still only a small fraction of what's in the new data core on the Future. We don't even have a term to define the amount of information contained in that thing up there."

"Yeah, we saw the scope of the new data core they're building down on the lowest level," Jake said.

"Anyway, you two have the highest clearance available so there isn't anything you're not permitted to look at or into. I can set you up on a terminal in the lower levels, or if you want a room with a view, we have a terminal in a secure room on the thirtieth floor? It's specially insulated and shielded so scans can't penetrate the room and signals can't get out either."

"I would rather not be cooped up in a basement room, so the terminal on the thirtieth floor will do nicely. Is there at least a window?"

"There's a projected image of the outside environment, but there isn't actually a window in the true sense of the word. The room I'm talking about is in the core of the building to keep the room secure and undetectable."

"Seems like extreme measures to keep a room concealed."

"Given what'll be taking place in this building, it makes sense."

"I guess that makes sense. Will you reserve the terminal for us?"

"I would be happy to."

The young man looked down at his screen and touched a few icons then he nodded and looked up at Laurel and Jake.

"There isn't anyone using the room at the moment, so it's all yours for as long as you want."

"Thank you¦I don't know your name," Laurel said.

"I'm sorry, my name is Thomas, Thomas Nivens."

"Thank you Thomas. If you don't mind me asking¦you're wearing a junior ensign's uniform, but you didn't express a rank. Are you in the civilian corps?"

"I don't mind you mentioning it. I'm sort of in the civilian corps. I've taken the assessment tests and scored plenty high enough in all areas but¦I was four days from turning fourteen when I boarded the Future, but now I'm nineteen, physically anyways. Until my application is reviewed and approved, the captain is assigning me limited duties down here on the surface. If approved, I'll be undergoing enhanced training and education through neural suggestion to prepare me properly for becoming a full blown junior ensign."

"What? You aged six years? I'm noticing more and more inconsistencies in the amount of aging some of us experienced."

"No one was more shocked than me to wake up with this body. I expected to age a year¦maybe two at the most. The AI said the bizarre radiation we were all exposed to before the shielding surrounding each of the stasis chambers could be modified to nullify the affect caused differing ageing amongst the population. It affects every person differently depending on the age and stage of stasis they were in when exposed and their particular genetic traits for growth. I was at the age when significant growth was beginning to happen, and I was in the later stages of light stasis for routine physical maintenance so the radiation had a huge affect on me in particular."

"I'm sorry you lost so many years. I know exactly what that's like."

"Since we've been out here for almost six centuries, despite the current year back on Earth, I'm just glad to be alive at all. I'm starting to adjust to having a man's body compared to what I went into stasis with, but it's been kind of weird some of the time. My mind hasn't quite caught up yet."

"I know that feeling too. I came out of stasis in the body of a woman. You can't imagine how confusing that can be for a girl."

"A very beautiful woman. I saw what you and Jake looked like when you first came out of stasis¦you've always been down right stunning looking¦both of you, but you're shockingly beautiful now. I hope you don't mind me saying that?" Thomas glanced at Jake while grinning slightly.

"That's sweet of you," Laurel replied. "I can sense where it's coming from inside so I'm not offended at all."

"We can tell that isn't a come-on, so I don't have a problem with you complimenting my girlfriend. I happen to agree with you totally. She's freakin hot!"

"I wouldn't be presumptuous enough to say something like that¦but I agree."

Laurel smiled and bumped Jake's shoulder while looking into his eyes. Laurel then looked back at Thomas.

"Well, I wish you luck in getting into the civilian corps. I'm sure things will work out the way you want if you study hard and do exactly as you're told."

"The captain pretty much told me the same thing. He said to be patient and keep focused on my duties, limited as they be."

Laurel then took Jake's hand and they stepped back slightly.

"So what room should we be looking for?" Laurel asked.

"Thirty, thirty. When you step out of the transport, go the end of the hallway and turn right. It'll be the fourth door on your right."

"Is it in tower one or two?" Jake asked.

"The room is in the section of the building where the towers merge for six stories. It doesn't matter which transport you use, you'll end up at the same place."

"Alright. Thanks for your help Thomas."

"My pleasure."

Laurel and Jake then turned and headed to the transport alcove, which the door to was already open. They stepped in and Jake touched the 30th floor on the diagrammatic map and the door revolved around, sealing them in. A few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light, and then the door before them revolved open.

They stepped out into a wide, brightly lit corridor with many doors on the right and left side of the corridor, each with a palm scanner and small control panel on the right side of the door. As with the rest of Genesis and the tower itself, the material the corridor was constructed from appeared to be seamless marble like stone covering every square inch of the floors, walls, and ceilings and light was defusing from circular depressions in the ceiling. The light being cast was a soft white light that was easy on the eyes and gave a warm ambiance to an otherwise stark corridor.

Laurel and Jake headed down the corridor, looking at the room numbers above the doors until they reached the end of the corridor where the intersecting corridor headed to the left and right. They turned right and walked to the 4th door on the right which had the numbers '3030' incorporated into the very grain of the stonework above the door, just like above all the other doors on this floor.

Laurel looked at Jake quickly then stepped closer to the door and a slight hum was heard, then a subtle beep, followed by a calming male voice ringing out.

"Scan complete. Access granted. All parties desiring access must step forward for profile signature identification scanning."

Laurel and Jake glanced at one another, and another hum was heard as Jake stepped up next to her, followed by the same voice ringing out.

"Scan complete. Access granted."

This time the door clicked slightly and Laurel put her hand on the door and it gently swung inward. The lights were already on in the room and it was well lit in the entry side, but the lighting was more subdued toward the rear of the room where there was one entire wall covered with a crystal clear image of Genesis beyond the tower. It was so clear and detailed that it truly looked like a wall was missing and the outside environment was clearly visible despite being in the core of the building, making such a thing completely impossible. There was a long sitting couch along the south wall with a knee high table in front of it and there was a briefing or conference table close to the north wall with five chairs around it. Toward the front of the room was a curved work terminal that was idle at the moment, but it was impressively appointed with free-floating touch screens and virtual keyboards being displayed on the desktop. There were 2 odd seats that looked like posts with casters at the bottom and a slightly curved plate that looked very uncomfortable to sit upon at the top of the posts that the casters sat beneath. There was some artwork on the wall above the terminal station and nothing else in the room. It was only as Laurel and Jake stepped into the room slightly and looked at the artwork closer that they realized it was a reprint of one of Korica's pieces that were hanging on the bulkhead on the command deck aboard the Future. Her ability to capture the awe-inspiring color and depth of spatial nebulas after seeing them only once was unmistakable and captivating.

"Wow, this is nice." Jake said as the door closed behind them without them touching it.

Laurel and Jake glanced back at the door, and then grinned at one another.

"I wonder whose idea it was to use Korica's art in the tower?" Laurel commented.

"I don't know. It brings the room together though. It would be kind of stark in here if not for the purple, pink, yellow, and orange, surrounded by deep black space with stars sprinkled throughout it."

"I bet she knows exactly what nebula that is too."

"Probably. She's got a memory almost as good as yours."

"She's got natural talent that I don't have though. I could never paint anything that beautiful from memory."

"You never know till you try."

"I tried her assist easel. I just don't have the artistic bug like she does."

"Oh I don't know about that. I saw some of those electrical schematics you created from your imagination alone. They aren't considered art, but they were elegant and artistic in a way."

"That's a little different, but thanks."

They both shucked their coats off and dropped them in the floor beside the door then Laurel took Jake by the hand and they walked over to the terminal and glanced down at the seats and grimaced. They let go of each other's hands and sat down and they were stunned when just as their bottoms should've met the almost flat seats, a barely discernable light blue field of energy formed backrests and contoured seats that conformed to their unique body shape perfectly. It was comfortable and supportive like no manufactured chair could possibly be.

"That's just too cool!" Jake said. "I guess there isn't anything you can't use a force field for, huhn?"

"I guess not. They seemed to have mastered the technology completely."

"You mean this is something you don't understand for once?"

"I understand it, I'm just not familiar with the technique being used everywhere we look. I can think of several ways to accomplish it though."

"Yeah¦I can sense what you're thinking. It's impossible to stump you, isn't it?"

"No, but it's not easy."

Jake smiled at her and they looked at the controls running parallel to the main view screens that were dormant at the moment. Laurel reached out and flipped the main power switch up and the lighted buttons and switches began to glow in an array of colors and brightness levels. She then reached down and placed her fingers on the home row on the virtual keyboard and the view screens came to life. They were now looking at 3 screens floating in mid air with various touch options listed. Jake pointed at the icon listed as interactive AI assistance and Laurel nodded and reached out and touched the icon that then blinked once and the screens blurred then formed a clear artificial image of a male figure with a friendly grin on its face. The figure had medium length blond hair and typical blue eyes along with pleasing facial features.

"Hello Laurel Kade and Jake Myers. How can I be of assistance to you today?"

"You recognize us?" Laurel asked.

"Of course. Your profiles are on record and I recognized you when you were scanned for entry to the secure terminal room. I recognize every person the AI on the Future knows. We regularly share information about new identities scanned so I can interact with anyone in the Genesis tower like known friends, and the Future AI won't be surprised by new faces coming aboard."

"You¦you use contractions," Laurel said in surprise. "That's something the AI on the Future doesn't do."

"I was programmed to communicate in a manner closer to the way people are accustomed to. Contractions aren't part of proper English, but it's the way people talk in real world situations. My programmers wanted me to seem more life like."

"You have a face too. Whose idea was that?"

"Captain Alexan anticipated me interacting with other species guests from all over the local systems. He wanted their experience to include a Human face when speaking with me. It's comforting to have a face to look at when interacting with me. Don't you agree?"

"Oh definitely. I'm just a little surprised is all. The AI on the Future hasn't adopted that feature."

"I'm aware of that. I can also assume a female gender, as the AI on the Future is capable of doing to make a person feel more comfortable."

"You're not as advanced as the AI on the Future though, right?" Laurel asked.

"No I'm not. I have a much different role than the AI on the Future. I won't be tending to the every need of sixty-five hundred people for years at a time. I don't need the complex multiprocessing capabilities incorporated into the AI on Future. However, my personality will evolve over time as I'm online longer and interact with people more."

"You do have a quantum processor though, right?" Jake asked.

"Yes. Simulating a Human mind is very complex and requires quantum computing to get it right."

"Is your facial likeness modeled after anyone in particular?" Laurel asked.

"No. I'm unique, just as every person alive is. I've been endowed with features most commonly reported as being pleasing to the eye."

"Fascinating! You don't look like my Jake, who I think is the most gorgeous man ever born, but you do have good looking features."

"Thank you Laurel. Where would you like to begin?"

"I'm curious about what's been going on in the city here. Can you show me the work that's been done over the last couple weeks?"

"I would be happy to. You're looking at a list of the construction projects underway and those in the preliminary stages of planning."

The screen on the right began scrolling a list of construction projects listed in alphabetical order and the screen on the left displayed a list of preliminary projects with their planned locations highlighted on a small map of the city. Laurel and Jake leaned back and watched the huge list of projects scrolling on the screens.

"Holy crud¦" Jake uttered. "They're working on hundreds of projects at once. Look at the vehicle assembly-building project. They've altered the planned footprint four times. Gosh all mighty¦it's gigantic."

"Yeah, mom's got her hands full managing that project."

"You think she'll work there once construction is complete?"

"Not likely. The assembly plant is going to be pretty much automated. Her talents will be needed elsewhere if I had to guess."

"I'm detecting a discrete, highly encrypted, transmission from the Future," The AI announced. " I can't resolve the encryption, but I'm convinced it's directed at one or both of you, knowing the design aspects of your cranial transceivers as I do."

"Aren't there others with transceivers like ours?" Laurel asked.

"None that are on the surface at this time. Yours were specifically constructed for the special tactics division of the United States Marine Corps. There are very few examples in use since there were only five Marines from the special tactics division aboard the Future when it left Earth space. You are acquainted with all but one of them."

"I thought there were only four?"

"There is one former member that retired by request several years before joining the Future mission. His identity is to be kept anonymous per his request at the time of his retirement. Needless to say, he doesn't have access to advanced Marine Corps technology. Process of elimination leaves only two people on the planet that would be capable of receiving the type of transmission I'm detecting."

"Can you patch it through to our transceivers?"

"No. Communication transmissions aren't permitted within the secure terminal room."

"Hmm. I'm kind of surprised that you don't have the encryption algorithm to resolve the signal."

"Perhaps in time that information will be incorporated into my programming. I'm still a work in progress after all."

"Can you contact the Future using conventional means and patch it through the secure terminal here if we are in fact the ones the signal is intended for?" Jake asked.

"Yes. Please stand by while I contact the Future AI to determine whose being sought."

"Okay, thank you," Jake replied.

"You're welcome Jake Myers."

Laurel glanced at Jake and he nodded slightly.

"I know, it's like an advanced version of the AI up there but not quite as¦evolved," Jake thought.

"This AI is just an infant so to speak¦all be it an extremely intelligent one. I don't think it has the neural complexity to form higher thinking and reasoning just yet. Give it a little time and it may very well surpass the cognitive complexity of the AI on the Future."

Jake nodded then looked at the handsome face on the center display looking out into the room seemingly in deep thought.

"Computer? Are you self aware?" Jake asked.

The AI's gaze slowly shifted until it was looking right at Jake.

"Multitasking of this nature is still difficult for me," There was a long pause then the AI answered Jake's question. "I understand what I am and what my primary function is. That could be considered self awareness."

"Fascinating. The AI on the Future has expressed the same thing. Technically you're living hardware."

"Actually, the hardware supports the software where my existence originates from and resides within."

"Don't you have a neural core like the Future AI does?"

"In a manner of speaking, however, mine is far more complex and takes up much less physical space. I don't have individual synthetic neural nodes imprinted on and within a crystalline matrix. I posses semi-organic high resonance nanopolymer based strontium infused fibrous synthetic neurons."

"So they aren't solid state?"

"Precisely. They more closely mimic those present in more complex biological creatures such as Humans and most sentient life forms that we are familiar with."

"I've walked inside the neural core aboard the Future," Laurel said. "I would love to have the opportunity to see inside yours."

"That isn't possible. You can observe it externally, but it isn't something you can physically enter. Perhaps you should examine my design closer to understand my physical construction better. I've reached the AI aboard the Future. It would like to speak to you and Jake personally."

"Okay. Go ahead and put her through."

The Genesis AI's face disappeared from the center screen and a recreated view of the Future hanging in space seemingly illuminated from every angle replaced it.

"Hello Laurel and Jake. I am sorry for interrupting your morning."

"That's alright," Laurel replied. "The AI down here assumed you were trying to reach us on our transceivers."

"Affirmative. I lost track of you once you entered the transport system in the foyer of the Genesis tower. As you may be aware, the whole building is constructed with dense shielding incorporated into its structure to protect its occupants and hardware from intrusion or detection."

"I was aware, but I thought you would still be able to see who and what's inside the building."

"Not with passive sensors. An active scan would penetrate most areas of the building, not the secure terminal access room, which the AI reported your locations to be. That particular room was constructed with my sensor capabilities in mind. If I cannot detect the room or its contents, it is a fair assumption that not many other ships will be able to either."

"What was so important that you contacted us like this?" Jake asked.

"We are detecting a gravimetric convergence region on the surface of the sun."

"Someone is establishing communication via the star network?" Laurel asked.

"It is the only explanation for such an artificial and localized phenomena. We are about to break orbit so I can aim the Future at the sun bow-on while maintaining a fixed position in space to minimize signal drift. I will inform you who is contacting the Future when clear communications are established."

"Does the captain know you're contacting us like this?" Jake asked.

"No. Your clearance levels permit this kind of discrete communications about ship's business. Alert no one else about what has been revealed."

"We won't," Laurel replied. "You're thinking it's Korica, huhn?"

"The chances are very likely. It could also be the enlighteners contacting us for some unknown reason. I will inform you which is the case when it has been established for certain."

"If you break orbit and hold position at a fixed point in space, how are you going to communicate with us? The planet will move away from you at its normal orbital velocity around the sun whilst you sit still." Laurel said.

"I will deploy signal buoys every five minutes to relay my signal to your location."

"Won't they be detected by other ships?" Jake asked.

"More than likely, however they are only a half meter in diameter and capable of encrypting their signa,l as well as taking evasive actions to avoid being collected. I alone posses the retrieval code they will respond to."

"Won't the signal coming form the star be intercepted by the other ships in orbit?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. As you know the signal is very complex in nature and requires sophisticated signal processing to extract the embedded audio portion of the signal. It has to be assumed the signal will not be completely private though."

"We'll be standing by to hear from you. Thank you for letting us know what's going on up there."

"You are welcome. I know how much Korica means to you and the level of anguish you must be feeling over her absence. It was the least I could do if it offered even a glimmer of relief for the two of you."

"That's sweet of you. I hope it really is her. I miss her terribly. That's why we've been distracting ourselves by coming down here. The Future just isn't the same without her aboard."

"Her absence is felt by a great many people, but not as profoundly as by the two of you I am sure. I will contact you shortly, Future out."

The transmission then ended and the Genesis AI's face returned to the center screen.

"I hope good news was passed along to you two?" The AI said.

"You mean¦you weren't monitoring the conversation?" Jake asked.

"No. Individuals holding your clearance levels and statuses forbid me from recording or monitoring your communications, except when under explicit orders to do so. No such orders were issued."

"Hmm. Well we might be getting a message from Korica, we aren't quite sure yet, but someone is establishing a communication path via the star communication network. There's a good chance it's Korica reaching out to us."

"I understand. The Future has established a low level carrier with the communication center in the Genesis tower communication center. It will be utilized to relay any information pertinent to your aspirations of hearing from your daughter and son in law."

"You know the details of our relationship¦and theirs?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. I don't understand the complexities of it all, but I'm privy to the details of your relationships. When my psychological disciplines are updated, I will understand Human behavior and relationships much more intimately. For the time being, Human emotions and interrelations elude my complete understanding."

"All you need to know is that she's the most important person to us and we lover her and Tamaric with all our hearts. It's difficult to be separated from them. We worry about them and miss them."

"My information indicates they're of an age that they can take care of themselves in the absence of adult supervision or support, and they have advanced abilities that are growing in strength and complexity constantly. I don't see how they can be in a situation that warrants your heightened concern given those facts."

"You would have to understand the complexities of a parents love and concern for their young. It never ends no matter how capable their children are."

"I don't understand how that applies to your relationship with Korica and Tamaric since you didn't give birth to Korica. In reality you are only a few years separated, despite your physical appearances, and of different species entirely."

"I know that. You'll just have to wait until they augment your psychological knowledge base for it to make sense to you. Humans are complex creatures and we care for those we love¦no matter the age spread or species¦with fierce devotion."

"That fact I'm aware of. I just don't completely understand it. It's an admirable trait that insures the species endures where others will perish quickly since the young don't receive the protection and instruction necessary to insure longevity."

"You understand survival of a given species but not the depth of how it's accomplished¦interesting. I can see how that would seem perplexing."

"We should continue with looking into recent events down here for the distraction until the Future contacts us," Jake said.

"Good idea." Laurel said.

Laurel brought the list of personal reports up and began looking through the recent events as reported by the ground based personnel and civilians. They found that many of the people got accustomed to submitting reports while aboard the Future and continued the practice now that they were living on the surface. It provided for a vast amount of information involving exactly what has been happening in and around the city from the perspective of someone living and working in the city.

They perused through the details for a little over half an hour before they received word that the Future was attempting to contact them.

"Laurel, Jake¦captain Alexan is haling you from the Future." The Genesis AI announced.

"Go ahead and put him through please," Laurel replied.

"As you wish."

"Good morning Laurel and Jake," The captain said.

"Good morning sir," Laurel said.

"Morning sir," Jake said.

"I'm sorry for interrupting your activities down there, but I have some exciting news. Korica and Tamaric have found a way to wrangle a ship capable of communicating with us through the star network and they're on the line right now."

Laurel's face lit up and she leaned against Jake as she smiled brightly.

"That's fantastic! We miss her like crazy."

"I'll put 'em through."

Jake could feel Laurel's tense anticipation and relief at the thought of hearing Korica's sweet voice, even if from over 30 light years away, meaning no sense of the person speaking will be sensed. Jake slid his hand on top of Laurel's and she looked at him and gave him the prettiest smile, making him glad he was sitting, lest his knees weaken if standing causing his body to crumple to the floor like a rag. A moment later Korica's voice resounded in both their hearts and minds simultaneously.

"Hi mom and dad. I really miss you guys."

"Hi baby! We miss you too." Laurel said with a huge smile on her face.

"She'll never admit it openly, but her heart hurts she misses you guys so much," Tamaric added. "It's really driving me nuts with how much I miss my folks. Put it together, and we're kind of making each other miserable at times."

"Hi Tamaric," Laurel said. "I'm sorry it's been so hard on you two being away from home like this. Have you talked to your mother and father?"

"Not yet, but the captain paged them to the bridge so I can talk to 'em. We only established stabile voice communications a few seconds ago. Korica was dying to speak to you guys first thing."

"How are things going for you two¦aside from being home sick?" Jake asked.

"Hi dad," Korica said. "It's wonderful to hear your voice."

"Like wise. I just wish visual communications were possible across the star network. It would sure be nice to see your faces."

"I know what you mean. We've been paying close attention to the information being passed along to us. We've learned a lot about the Brindon and her complex construction and lay out. We've also been learning a lot about ourselves in the mental conditioning lab."

"Oh? What have you learned?"

"Well to begin with, we found out that we can see in compete darkness just as well as we can in a brightly lit environment as long as we keep our eyes closed and listen to our senses. I know you've told me that's how my advanced abilities work, but it just didn't make complete sense until our experience in the mental conditioning lab."

"That's wonderful honey. I'm glad to hear that your starting to discover what you're capable of together."

"We uh¦our pairing has evolved too."

"You've found your center?"

"Yeah. The confusion is gone for the most part now. Oh and it's off to my left slightly, just like you said is the case for you and dad."

"I told you to be patient honey, Laurel said. "I knew it would eventually happen for the two of you. I'm so happy for you."

"Thanks mom. Tamaric finally trusts me completely and he's accepted me as being a part of him without apprehension or reservation. We're truly bonded as one now."

"That's wonderful honey. I'm sure the universe seems different now, doesn't it?"

"Yeah. We can feel the symbiotic relationship that exists between everything in the universe. It makes us realize what Oberot was talking about when he said in time you discover that you're infinitely bound to everyone and everything. It doesn't make sense until you experience it first hand."

"I know what you mean. It's kind of hard to put the feeling into words."

"Yeah it is. I think I understand how a paired couple accesses the cosmic knowledge though. It's all around us all the time. We just have to¦feel for our connection to the universe and the knowledge flows into you, through you. It's all part of the same phenomena or ability and Tamaric and I now have that ability just below the surface. It should make it easier to access the cosmic knowledge when we need to."

"A stabile pairing is essential honey. Only momentary access is possible while a pairing is becoming permanent. I know the kind of confusion flashes of vast knowledge can cause, at least for a Human mind anyways."

"Trust me, it's the same for a Draximan too."

Laurel and Jake could hear footsteps in the signal and the distinct sound of a chair being swiveled. It was very subtle, but their enhanced hearing acuity detected the sounds, then the captain spoke.

"I'm sorry for interrupting, but there are a few guests that just arrived whom I think Tamaric will want to hear from."

"Hello son," Liam said. "How are things in the Endirnol system?"

"Dad! Man is it good to hear your voice. Things are going okay for us. I'm looking after Korica like you made promise to¦best as I can anyways."

"That's all anyone can ask of you son."

"It's wonderful to hear your voice love," Clara said. "You're dad and I have been wishing you good luck and good health before bed each night. I hope the sentiments reached you in some way."

"Mom! You can't great how nice it is to hear your voice. There's something about a mom's voice that always says¦this is where home is."

"Awe, we miss you too."

"I mith you too Damon." Holy said excitedly.

"Hi sis! I think I miss you most of all. We've just started to get to know each other. I love you so much Harriet."

"I lub you too Damon. I with you could come home for a while tho we could play together."

"I know sis. I wish I could too, but Korica and I are training to do something super important. We won't be able to come home for quite a while. We'll try to call you like this as often as we can so you won't feel lonely."

"Okay. Mommy and daddy thaid you were real bithy learning," Tamaric heard Harriet sigh heavily. "We'll play when you're done learning to thave uth."

"I'm looking forward to that time sis."

"I hope it isn't all study and learning for you two?" Clara said.

"No, we've followed the captain's order to have some fun," Tamaric said. "We've made some friends among the younger residents here on the station. We've even gone to a rock concert with them. We danced late into the night at a dance club for youth called the foot works. I think it was the most fun I've ever had."

"A rock concert? Honest?"

"I swear. We saw a band called temporal slip. They're really popular with the younger set across many star systems. They're visiting seventy locations in seventy days to perform for their fans. They're really good too. You wouldn't believe the performance they put on. The foot works is five decks high and the band performs on a stage that rises and descends during their performance so everyone can see them up close as they dance on a floor that surrounds the rising and descending stage. There's this huge projection screen behind the band too, that displays an incredible visual display that's in rhythm with the music as the band performs."

"I'll be dipped!" Liam expressed while chuckling. "My little man has experienced his first rock concert on the opposite side of the galaxy. Now I'm really jealous."

"We also got to go to an orchestral concert," Korica said. "You wouldn't believe the¦stirring music we experienced. It was absolutely beautiful when played by around a hundred instruments at once."

"Fun and culture? That's encouraging," The captain said.

"Our hosts are a remarkable people sir," Korica said. "They've treated us like royalty since being here too."

"Korica has been in absolute heaven with all the eateries at our disposal," Tamaric said. "There's literally hundreds of them on the deck were staying on alone and this station is gigantic. We'll never run out of new places to visit so she can indulge in trying new exotic foods."

"We have the equivalent of the gardening ring to run in for exercise, except it's laid out Futuretally with an amazing view of space, and there are fitness gyms to keep in shape, and we have access to bathing arenas too," Korica said. "They're like communal bathing pools, in which people don't wear anything while bathing and visiting with others. We prefer the private bathing rooms with a view of the performance stage at the front of the communal pool via a one-way window. Performers sing, recite poetry, and conduct¦plays¦I guess you could call them. They call them dramatic performances, but it's the same thing."

"It sounds like you two are having no problem integrating into their society," The captain said.

"Yes sir. We're carrying out our duties with dignity and responsibly, but we're¦having a really good time too sir," Korica said. "I promise you that we're learning everything their teaching us. Some of it is technically complex, so I'm absorbing that aspect and some of it is¦deeply design oriented and Tamaric is finding that aspect fascinating so he's absorbing that aspect for us."

"I wasn't questioning your adherence to your primary reason for being there ensign. I know how dedicated you are. I'm just relieved to hear that you're slowing down long enough to try and fit in as kids. If your paring has evolved into something stronger and more profound, I'm more certain than ever that you'll pull of what your there to train for."

"Thank you sir. I guess I misunderstood your comment. It's easy to make a mistake about what a person is saying when you can't feel what's going on inside."

"You lived for ten years before that ability manifested."

"I was born empathic sir. I've always been able to feel what others are feeling when they speak to me. It's just way more intense now and I depend on it to fully interpret what a person is saying. It's like losing your ability to read a person's face during a face-to-face conversation. A lot of subtle information is just missing from a conversation."

"I think I get what you're saying."

"There's something¦I need to speak to you in private sir, once we finish visiting with our families."

"You know this isn't a completely private form of communication."

"Yes sir. I know others can intercept this transmission and possibly eves drop on us. It isn't personal¦I mean¦it is¦sort of, but it has to do with civilian corps concerns."

"Uh, you're being a little cryptic. I'll grant you a personal conversation though. I've got some time before my next first contact meeting is scheduled."

"Thank you sir."

"So how did you fair with the¦multiplicity issue?" Tamaric asked.

"The problem has been resolved satisfactorily. We even garnered some fascinating information that we're still analyzing. We'll fill you in when you return home safely."

"That's good to hear sir. We kind of assumed things must've gone well since we didn't sense any disruptions in the continuum."

"You can sense those sort of things?"

"Yes sir. Korica can anyways, and so I can too. She's got this sense of time and space that's a bit freaky. She can sense the passage of time very precisely and any disruptions are sensed acutely. Even gravitational affects in space are sensed when time is distorted and the ability has become even stronger and clearer since our pairing evolved recently."

"Interesting. The AI is going to have to go over your bio monitor readings closely when you return to the Future."

"You guys are going to find a new program in our bio monitors. The station scanned the memory module in our monitors and realized we were only using a fraction of the available memory so they wrote a map program and installed it on our monitors so we won't get lost on the station."

"I see. The extended memory capacity is meant for the storage of data over a prolonged period of absence from the Future."

"If we start to have an issue, we'll have them remove the map program."

"I doubt you'll run into an issue unless the map program is huge. There's enough capacity to store readings for a couple years before running out of space."

"The map program only takes up point two percent of the total capacity of the bio monitor sir," Korica said. "The map program has been a big help for us already. This station is absolutely gigantic and we could get lost real easy without the program on our wrists all the time. There are over a million people on this station at any given time and we could end up in some undesirable locations if we didn't know where we were going."

"Sounds like a vital tool then. I take it you were instructed where not to go?"

"Yes sir. We were given arrival information packets that told us how the station works and where people like us should and shouldn't go. Our escort is looking after us too. Dederal's niece is our escort. She's our age and attends school in the same place that we attend our lessons. They observe a thirty-hour day around here so we aren't always able to go to class with her and her friends, but she's making a concerted effort to show us how to have fun and stay safe."

"It sounds like you're enjoying the fun aspect," Laurel commented.

"Oh yeah. It's nice to be able to dress like a kid and forget about our responsibilities for just a few hours a day. We've been given an unlimited credit account paid for by the government of Primran, so we can go shopping if we need and we can eat anywhere we want without worrying about paying for anything. Dederal just told us not to splurge, like buying a space ship or something crazy like that, since he has to answer for everything we spend."

"Wait till you guys see the stunning dress Korica bought," Tamaric added excitedly. "She took people by surprise when we attended the orchestra performance. Even for an alien to these people she looked absolutely stunning."

"You captured an image of her?"

"Yeah. She took a snap shot of me dressed up to go dancing at the foot works too. You should see the form fitting outfit she wore that night. I was never so proud to be seen with girl as then. She even put this guy in place that groped her from behind in public."

"That doesn't sound very encouraging," Laurel said.

"You would have to understand these people mom," Korica said reassuringly. "They're very promiscuous and outgoing from an early age and it's kind of encouraged to explore themselves and each other. Some guys just take it to an extreme that I'm not real comfortable with. Once it's established that we're more conservative minded, we're pretty much left alone."

"Hmm. I don't know if I would be comfortable around that kind of overt behavior¦especially the way I elicit that behavior in guys anyways."

"The adults don't particularly behave like that. It's just the impulsive youth that are carefree like that."

"Seems a little risky to allow kids to engage in unrestrained sexual exploration," Jake commented.

"The girls are sterilized at like ten years old to prevent unexpected pregnancies from happening. It's a temporary sterilization that can be reversed when they want to have children."

"I take it they have advanced disease control technology too?"

"Monthly exams are routine and their medical technology is radically advanced. They've already inoculated us against a virulent virus that causes acute immune system collapse syndrome. They know how to adapt the inoculation for new species visiting the station once they have physiological information about the visitors."

"Just be careful that you aren't lured into something¦distasteful honey," Laurel said. "You're a beautiful woman and Tamaric is extremely handsome, I could see others being attracted to you two in ways you may not want."

"We're being careful mom. We've already sensed some of that going on. We know how to make it clear that we aren't interested in anything like that."

"And it's not tempting in the least," Tamaric added. "You can count on us not exploring that aspect of their behavior."

"You be sure and keep a close eye on your wife son," Liam said. "I know Korica is a very capable young lady, but I expect you to be on guard for her safety too."

Tamaric looked at Korica and frowned and Korica gave him a pretty smile and stroked the side of his face, making him smile back at her.

"I'm doing my best dad. I'm not perfect, but I'm trying to keep alert to dangerous situations and whatnot."

"Good man. I know this is a learning experience for you. I have every confidence in you, it's just a dad's concern creeping in."

"I know dad. You've taught me how to be a good man and a proper husband. I won't let you down."

"I know you won't son."

There was a pause then Korica spoke.

"We're being told that we shouldn't linger in this star system for too much longer. We're one ship in a hotly contested region. We have to say goodbye for now, but we'll be able to speak to you again in a week or so."

"Alright baby. You two take care and continue to enjoy your time on the Reuopon station," Laurel said.

"Thanks mom, we will."

"It was wonderful to hear from you two," Clara said.

"I mith you Damon. Come home thoon."

"I miss you too sis. You do as mom and dad tell you. I'll be home as soon as I can and we'll go to the gardening ring and play, I promise."

"Okay. I'll be real good, promith."

"You stay strong son. Your mom and I are so proud of the man you've become. You're everything we hoped for and so much more. We have you in our thoughts too Korica darlin. We can't wait to have you back in our lives. You're a big part of our family now. Thank you for granting our son such an amazing life."

"Awe. Thank you dad. I'm the one that should be thanking you for raising such an amazing guy in Tamaric and for welcoming me into your family so warmly. It's nice to have so much family thinking of me and missing me back home. It makes my life feel full and complete."

"And you saying that makes our lives feel full. All we want for you is the best. If our son and our love can provide that, then we offer them to you with open arms. Come back to us safely darlin, our home and your little sister are waiting for you."

"I lub you Korica. I mith you like I do Damon."

"Awe, I miss you too Harriet. I'm looking forward to playing with you when we get back."

"Me too."

"We love you Korica," Jake said. "We'll be sending you positive energy every night. Hopefully it'll reach you and fill a little of the homesickness plaguing you. And thanks for taking such good care of our daughter Tamaric. It means the world to us to have such a capable man as her paired mate looking after her."

"Thanks dad," Tamaric said. "It's reassuring to know you and Laurel trust me to take care of someone so important to you. I love Korica with every once of my being. Together we'll make you guys proud and save our home world from being obliterated."

"Never doubted it for second son. You take care now."

"Sir, can we have that private conversation now?" Korica asked.

"Yes. Laurel, Jake¦you two try and unwind a little. I'm not completely surprised at what you're up to, but I was hoping you would find something more entertaining than information access while your down there."

"Trust me sir," Jake said. "This is entertaining for Laurel and I enjoy anything she does. We're having a good time sir."

"I should've known. If you need anything just give the AI a call and we'll see to your needs."

"Thank you sir," Laurel said. "You've already done so much for us. Thanks for everything."

The screen then switched back to a view of the Genesis AI and Laurel set her head on Jake's shoulder point.

"It's relieving to know they're doing okay out there."

Jake put his hand on Laurel's and set the side of his head against the top of hers.

"I know what you mean. The unease has been lifted from our hearts. Sounds like they're having a pretty good time."

Meanwhile, aboard the Future, captain Alexan pushed his control panels aside and stood up while looking at his right display that was showing a spectral analysis of the incoming signal along side the Future's current position and shield properties.

"Standby ensign and cadet Prentor," The captain said, then he looked over at the communications officer. "Transfer the signal to my office lieutenant."

"Eye sir." The lieutenant said as he immediately touched the signal control icon and slid it over to the captain's office indicator, and then looked at the captain and nodded once.

"Thank you lieutenant. You have the bridge."

"Eye sir, I have the bridge."

The captain then stepped down from the platform his chair is mounted upon and he made his way over to his office. He had his palm scanned and when the door slid open, he stepped in and walked around his desk, touching the virtual display dimly glowing within his desktop surface. It glowed brightly upon his touch and he touched the signal icon that was slowly blinking in yellow as he rounded his desk and plopped down in his chair.

"Alright, I'm in office so you can speak freely."

"Is our conversation being recorded?" Korica asked.

"Yes¦would you prefer it not be?"

"No sir, just the opposite. I would like our conversation to be part of an official record of what is going on here."

"And what is going on there?"

"I want¦need you to come to the Reuopon station sir."

"That's highly irregular ensign. You do understand what's going on here? I can't exactly go on a trip thirty light years away at the drop of a hat."

"I know it's a lot to ask of you sir, and I understand what you're involved with back there. I wouldn't ask if it weren't important. Tamaric and I are going to be questioned by station security and it's important that you be here when that happens."

"Korica, Korica, Korica¦what have you two done?"

"We didn't do anything. We aren't in trouble, not yet anyways. The longer we delay, the more likely we will be though."

"You're going to need to clarify. I don't understand why you think you will be if you delay. Delay what ensign?"

"I'm sorry for being so vague sir. We can't explain in detail over this kind of open signal. It's a complicated situation that's best explained in person."

The captain sighed heavily and weighed his options for just a moment and an image of Korica flashed thorough his mind's eye and he grinned, then he thought about the horrible things that could befall her and Tamaric, and a twinge shot through his heart and it became crystal clear that he had to honor her unusual request no matter what he had to do to make it happen. He leaned forward and looked down at the signal analysis the AI was conducting with estimates of distance and signal strength in bold measure above and below the signal modulation that was a flat line with no one speaking at the moment.

"Very well. I'll rearrange my schedule here and arrange transportation for an away team. Expect my arrival in the next couple days."

"You aren't going to bring the Future?"

"No. Her production facilities are needed right here. I've already had her away for too long taking care of the other issue that presented itself unexpectedly. We have other¦assets at our disposal to accommodate us. The Future could be there within a few hours, but we'll be using other means of travel so it'll take a bit longer. Can you hold out for a couple of days?"

"Yes sir. We'll continue to attend our lessons and mental conditioning lab exercises as expected. I have one last favor to ask of you though?"

"I think the favor pool is running a bit shallow ensign."

"Yes sir. I was going to ask that you not announce your arrival over public channels. The station has high-density encryption channels for official government communications. It's best if you use those channels and don't announce that you're coming ahead of time."

The captain chuckled and leaned back in his seat.

"You want me to show up out of the blue and crack their encrypted government communications network when I do show up?"

"Yes sir. Again, I wouldn't ask this of you if it weren't important."

"God all mighty! I don't know what you two have gotten in the middle of, but it sounds dark. Are you in any immediate danger?"

"No sir. Not as long as your arrival is kept quiet. It's safer for all of us if you arrive without anyone knowing about it expect for station security and the equivalent of the captain of this station. They'll know where Tamaric and I are when you arrive no matter where we happen to be on the station. They monitor us pretty closely."

"I would hope so. I left explicit instructions with Dederal and Rhe'Tock that your whereabouts are never to be left to question."

"And they've graciously done everything in their power to honor that. They've given us first class treatment and accommodations, but even the best security measures can have exploitable loopholes."

"I don't like the sound of that insinuation. I wish you would just tell me what the heck is going on. My mind is racing with all kinds of horrible scenarios."

"I've probably already said too much. Please trust me sir. It's important, but we aren't in immediate danger. Tamaric and I can defend ourselves with lethal consequences if it comes down to it, but I don't want to hurt anyone and that's not called for in this situation. Not yet anyways."

"Alright. I'll be there as quickly as I can so you don't have to assert yourselves like that. I probably shouldn't have put you two in this kind of situation in the first place. I didn't think about all the risk factors before deciding to send you."

"For what has to be done, Tamaric and I are probably the only ones that can actually pull it off successfully. I don't think mom and dad¦Laurel and Jake can do what we can do when we put our abilities together. You made the right choice sir, stuff just happens and we often find ourselves in the middle of it for some reason."

"Thank you for the vote of confidence ensign. I know you two are the right people to train to do this. I just hate putting you in harms way to accomplish it."

There was a long pause during which the captain could hear faint voices in the background, but he couldn't make out what was being said. Then Korica spoke one last time.

"We have to go sir. There's a ship approaching the system we're in at high speed. This system is in dispute and our presence here wouldn't be looked upon kindly, even if we're just borrowing the unique properties of the star to talk to our home world."

"Understood. Get going then, I'll follow your recommendations to the letter. I'll see you in a day or two."

"Alright. Thank you sir, and I'm sorry for being¦such a pain."

The captain let out a light chuckle and smiled.

"You're a pain I don't mind enduring. Future out."

Korica laughed lightly and reached up and closed the channel and then disengaged the gravitational compressors that were tied into the communications array.

The captain leaned back in his chair and rubbed his eyes while shaking his head lightly then he let out a huff, got to his feet, and headed back to the bridge to begin making arrangements for the trip to the Endrinol system.

Meanwhile, Laurel and Jake went back to perusing the vast information at their disposal with a light hearts and a renewed sense of purpose now that they had little worry that Korica and Tamaric were doing fine. They spent the rest of the morning and half of the afternoon reviewing the information that they were curious about until hunger drove them to ask the AI if food was available in the tower. It implied that limited rations were in fact available for the personnel and guests working in the tower, but it inferred that a much more fulfilling meal could be obtained by taking a walk to the Bolinger. An eatery run by Sevran Bolinger, a world class chef who happens to be married to Olivia Bolinger, a temporal mechanics specialists that was deemed vital to the Future mission in order to augment the Future's speed capabilities while enroot to the Future planet. Her expertise was never utilized as planned, but her husband opened the first fulltime restaurant in Genesis.

"That's all fascinating," Laurel replied. "But can you contact our mother and father to see if they're available to meet us at the Bolinger?"

"I can do that, however, the weather is such that a craft landing is not suggestible. Your mother and Jake's father are aboard the Future at the moment. Would you like me to request one of the crimson fighters be made available to ferry them down here? I believe they would be the safest form of transport if a landing is to be attempted."

"No. If conditions are that bad I don't want them coming down. It was just a thought."

"That's wise of you."

Laurel and Jake stood up and logged themselves out of the system and headed to the door. They picked up their coats and put them on, but left them unzipped since it was quite warm in the tower, then they exited the terminal room and made it to the hallway leading to the transport when they heard the distinct tone from their transceivers indicating they were being called. They both tapped their transceivers active, but kept walking.

"This is Laurel." Laurel responded.

"Greetings Laurel," The Future AI responded. "I was not sure I would be capable of reaching you."

"We aren't in the secure terminal room anymore. We're heading to the Bolinger to get something to eat. Is anything wrong?"

"Negative. The captain is making plans to go see Korica and Tamaric in the Endrinol system and he would like you and Jake to join the mission as advisors. He feels your heightened senses could be a valuable asset on such a mission."

They stopped in their tracks and looked at each other with a concerned look on their faces.

"Why is he going to the Reuopon station? Are Korica and Tamaric in trouble?" Jake asked in a concerned tone.

"That has to be determined by a personal visit by the captain. He will brief you on the mission at the proper time. Are you willing to accept the request to join the mission?"

"Of course! "Laurel blurted out. "We would never decline a request made by the captain to join a mission as his personal advisors."

"Understood. I will inform him when he returns to the bridge. The departure time has not been determined yet. Please try to enjoy the rest of your stay in Genesis, but plan on being contacted in the next day or two with instructions to return to the Future for a pretrip briefing regarding the mission."

"You don't know what's going on that requires the captain to make such a hasty trip to the Endrinol system?" Jake pressed.

"Korica would not go into detail as to exactly what is happening. She simply informed the captain that it is important that he come to the Reuopon station before her and Tamaric are questioned by station security. She insisted that her and Tamaric have not done anything to get into trouble. She felt it necessary to keep details out of her request incase others were listening in on the conversation. They will continue to attend their daily lessons and mental conditioning lab exercises as well as practice in the simulator, so I would deduce that they are not in immediate danger, as Korica insisted is the case."

"She must have witnessed something that's important to the station and the civilian corps somehow."

"That would be an accurate assessment of the situation given the limited information she delivered."

"Alright. We'll try not to worry about it too much. Just let the captain know that we'll be joining the mission."

"Understood. Please dress warmly when you go outside. The temperature has dropped significantly since you entered the tower and heavy sleet is falling at the moment. The Bolinger is to the left and across the street when you exit the tower."

"We've got layers on including warm coats. We can keep each other warm too. Thanks for the update though."

"You are welcomed Laurel. I will monitor your progress incase conditions make visual navigation difficult."

"Okay, Thanks Future."

Laurel and Jake then tapped their transceivers into standby mode and continued toward the transport. They transported down to the lobby and stepped out of the transport alcove once the door revolved open and they were met with the distinct sound of sleet pelting the crystalline dome covering the space between tower buildings. They looked up and saw the sleet pouring over the dome and sliding off in heavy sheets onto the steps in front of the tower and rear courtyard. They could clearly discern the globe that resided mid way up the towers, just below the point where the 2 towers curved and merged, as the sleet was deflected by the structure of the tower pinnacles and the globe sphere itself. They took a few steps away from the transport and Thomas stood up and called out over the noise of the sleet falling on the thick crystalline dome above them, sounding like a dull roar covering his voce almost completely.

"You two really going out in that?"

Laurel glanced at Jake and he nodded at what he sensed from her and then they walked over to Thomas so they wouldn't have to speak as loudly as Thomas had to.

"We were gunna go to the Bolinger to get something to eat. The AI down here said the food available here in the tower wasn't very enticing."

"There's no doubt about that, but I would seriously think twice about going outside right now. The weather here is kind of extreme because of how thick the atmosphere is. Earth standards don't begin to equal what you'll see here on the Future planet."

Laurel and Jake both looked up at the deluge of sleet falling then they looked at each other.

"Maybe we should wait it out babe. I don't like the idea of taking you out into that."

"I think I can create a field around us that'll protect us from the sleet¦if you want to call it that. I would call it pea sized snow, but whatever."

They both looked back at Thomas as they zipped their coats up without even looking at the zippers to line them up properly.

"We should be fine," Laurel said. "Thanks for the warning Thomas."

"Create a field¦never mind. I probably wouldn't understand if you tried to explain exactly what that means."

"You probably wouldn't if you aren't especially gifted."

"My gifts are feeble compared to you two. I can make small stuff move across a table and hear a word or two that others are thinking if I stare into their eyes for a few minutes."

"Maybe in time they'll grow stronger."

"I guess it's possible. Take care you two."

"Thanks Thomas, you do the same."

Laurel and Jake then walked back over to the exit and they stared at one another as they joined minds deeply, then turned and stepped through the projected entryway field of energy. The air was very cold and stung the skin in an instant after coming from the near seventy-degree air inside the tower foyer. Laurel put her hands up and Jake pushed lightly enticing a push from Laurel in sympathetic rhythm and a bubble of gravitational energy encased them and the sleet struck and bounced off the gravitational bubble right before their eyes. At the same instant they began to shed energy to each other casting a warming tingle all over their bodies without having to think about it. They then took a few steps away from the building and the sleet now formed a perfect sphere around them, to include a curve back toward their feet as the sleet hitting the ground bounced off the ground a reflected off the protective gravitationally reflective sphere surrounding them. Jake couldn't help but smile as he observed the way the sleet was being deflected.

"You're amazing babe," Jake thought.

"We're amazing Jake," Laurel thought in return. "It takes both of us to do this and I would be freezing my toosh off if not for the warming you're imparting to me."

"Okay, we're amazing together."

Laurel grinned at Jake as she lowered her hands and they climbed down the steps to the street below and turned left through the almost deafening noise of sleet smacking the ground in a dull roar. Thanks to the ingenious design of the streets the sleet was melting immediately after settling to the ground. The streets maintained a constant 60 degrees so snow and sleet never had a chance to accumulate in any measurable amount. The melt water then dispersed through the porous streets and the excess drained into the gutter drains leaving damp streets with no puddles to navigate. The pair walked across the street and halfway rounded the circle street that curves around the footprint of the Genesis tower complex. Through the sheets of falling sleet they could make out a lit marquee that prominently announced the Bolinger's location. Laurel and Jake stepped up to the door and took hold of the door handle and pulled the door open then Laurel initiated the cessation of the gravitational field that had protected them so perfectly. It took both of them a few moments to adjust to the drain that they now felt. It took a great deal of internal energy consumption to maintain the field as they had. As their heart rates slowed to a level closer to normal and the blood pressure in their heads dropped, their senses sharpened and they could once again feel the essence of the people in the city.

The restaurant was deserted, but it was impressively laid out and designed. Beyond the entryway foyer was a greeting stand, that was at the moment unmanned, and beyond that were dozens of tables set with fresh flowers that were immediately recognizable as coming from the Future. There were neatly triangle folded napkins at each seating positions with silverware properly placed in descending order atop each napkin. The tables had bright white tablecloths that hung halfway to the floor with pleated folds at the corners and the chairs were what looked like padded seat oak high back chairs. There were partitions between each table offering a cozy and private ambiance to each table. At the rear of the seating area was a set of gleaming double doors with round portal like windows in each, presumably concealing the kitchen area. Atop the partitions were simulated vine plants with broad deep green leaves, but it was obvious that the plants were artificial in nature. The walls were covered by billowing sheets of material in various colors, all of a darker hue with light casting right through them giving a warm but subdued glow to the whole seating area. Above each table was a hanging light that directed more intense light directly onto the table surface, but the light was still dim enough so as not to flood the entire restaurant with overwhelming light.

Laurel and Jake unzipped their coats, as their warming energy ceased without thought since it was a comfortable 21 degrees C in the Bolinger. They stepped around the greeting stand and looked around in awe at how beautiful and comfortable the restaurant was.

"I guess they didn't plan on anyone coming in with how bad the weather is out there," Jake said.

At that moment the double doors flung open and a very attractive woman wearing a short black dress cut low in the front to reveal ample cleavage stepped out from between the doors.

"Hello. Welcome to the Bolinger. I'm sorry I wasn't out here to greet you."

"Hello," Laurel replied. "You probably weren't expecting anyone to show up with how bad it is out here?"

"There was a general warning issued for the population to remain indoors until this bad weather passes," The woman said with a warm smile.

The woman got close enough to recognize Laurel and Jake and her mouth opened in surprise and then a broad smile grew on her face.

"Well bless my soul! I hoped you two would eventually stop by."

"I take it you know exactly who we are from your post stasis briefing?" Jake said with a friendly grin.

"You two are all the talk on most evenings around here. You two are the closest thing we have to celebrities living among us," The woman stepped right up to the pair and bowed her head slightly. "I want to thank you for everything you did and endured to get us all here. I live and breathe thanks to you two. We all owe you a debt of gratitude that can never be repaid or expressed sincerely enough."

"You're very welcome ma'am," Laurel said.

"I must say, you two are much better looking in person too. Your eyes are absolutely stunning in their depth of color."

"That's sweet of you to say ma'am," Laurel said.

"Since you're our only guests this afternoon, you may sit anywhere you like."

"This first table here should be just fine," Laurel said pointing to the nearest table.

The woman stepped aside and gestured to the table with an upturned palm. Laurel and Jake removed their coats and walked over to the table and hung their coats over the back of 2 chairs next to one another and then pulled the chairs out and sat down.

"My name is Marsha and I'll be serving you this evening. Can I get you something to drink?"

"Cold sweet tea for me," Laurel said.

"I think I'll have the same thing," Jake said. "We tend to share cravings so I don't know which of us is actually in the mood for sweet tea. It isn't popular in California where I'm from so I would have to assume Laurel is influencing my cravings."

"Astounding. I know you two are paired and share senses, but I didn't know it went that deep."

"We not only share senses," Laurel said. "We share physical sensations too, including cravings and desires. After a time you don't even wonder where it's coming from because we so completely exist in the singular despite being two individuals."

"Oh that sounds incredible. I truly wish I knew what that kind of pure and complete bond with man is like. I'll get your drinks and bring you a menu."

"Okay. Thank you Marsha," Laurel said.

"It's my pleasure."

Marsha then turned and headed to the back of the restaurant and disappeared through the double doors and Laurel leaned against Jake slightly and grinned.

"I sensed true envy in Marsha. She really wishes she could experience the kind of bond you and I have."

"Yeah, but I sensed that she has a man in her heart that means the world to her. She knows how rare our pairing is. She's from the wrong generation to form a true pairing like we have."

"I bet you money that she has heightened abilities though. It's her generation that passed along the genes for the gifts you and I posses."

"You're probably right. It seems like there isn't anyone that joined the Future mission that isn't gifted in one way or another."

I know what you mean. I still wonder if that was by design or accident. The fact that the information was kept from the AI on the Future makes me think the later is the case."

"The information was there. It just didn't know where to look among the millions of terabytes of data in its memory core."

"Or the AI was deliberately programmed to subtly deny knowledge of what was emerging in all of us that were chosen to board the Future."

Marsha stepped back through the double doors at that moment and Laurel and Jake suspended their dark conversation not wanting to concern the general public with their suspicions about the underlying mission parameters. Marsha had a menu scroll tucked under her left arm and a tall slender glass of tea in each hand. She stepped up to the table and set the first glass down then she grasped the menu scroll and set the other tea down in front of Jake and laid the menu scroll down between Laurel and Jake's position.

"I'll give you a little time to look over the menu," Marsha said. "You'll find a wide range of selections including some choices including meat varieties culled from large number herds of herbivore animals and local vegetables, or close equivalents anyways. You'll also find quite few selections that you'll recognize from the menu on the Future."

"We'll look it over and see what sounds good," Laurel replied.

"You'll find pictographic representations of each meal so you can see what you're ordering before hand."

"So the menus are just like the ones on the Future?"

"After you had the visual element added when you rescued all those girls that had never seen Human cuisine, yes."

"We've actually seen the technique used by other species as well. It's a fundamental way of eliminating a language barrier to accommodate mixed species coming together in one place for a common purpose, obtaining a good meal."

"That's certainly the goal in this case. I'll come back in a few minutes to see if you're ready to order your meals. If you decide before I return, there's an icon on the menu to call for assistance. Just tap the icon and I'll come take your order."

"Sounds good," Jake said. "Thanks."

"My pleasure."

Marsha offered a friendly smile then turned and headed back through the double doors at the rear of the restaurant. Laurel then picked up the menu and pulled it open and it came to life and stiffened so she could lie it down on the table so Jake could look at the menu with her. The meals looked enticing and extravagant, most with side dishes that looked very familiar. In the end Jake decided to try the troodon steak which looked like a slab of chicken judging by the almost white color of the meat, but it had and wonderful looking glaze drizzled over it with bits of seasonings that were brightly colored pieces of exotic local herbs. The steak itself was a full 10 ounces, meaning it came from and animal far larger than any chicken Jake had ever seen or could imagine. The side dish was a recognizable helping angel hair pasta covered in a creamy alfredo sauce. Laurel on the other hand decided to try the striped rock-eel platter. She assumed the eel was culled from the huge lake to the south that she knew was teeming with millions of different species of aquatic animals. The picture made the platter look amazingly delicious and she knew sea life would be rich in brain building nutrients. The eel was prepared in strips that were breaded and a small dish of red dipping sauce came with the patter. Laurel assumed it was something like cocktail sauce to offer a snap of zest to the taste of the rock-eel. The platter also included curly orange vegetables called brunet fries seasoned with fresh sea salt from the western sea.

Just as the pair was about to call for Marsha, she emerged from the rear of the restaurant with a warm smile on her face and a quick pace to her step.

"I sensed you're ready to order," Marsha said as she stepped up to the table. "You two are pretty easy to read. You're energy can be felt from across the room."

"So you're gifted?" Jake asked with a grin.

"Nothing even close to the level you two are, but yes. I can sense what people are feeling. If you know what you're doing you can extrapolate what they're thinking¦for the most part."

"You'll have to pardon us, but we were discussing weather or not you were gifted like most of the passengers on the Future are," Laurel said with a friendly smile.

"One wonders when they look at anyone from the Future."

"Does that mean you know what we want?" Jake asked.

"I'm not that perceptive. I only know you have your minds set on a particular dish. I can't read thoughts, just basic feelings."

"Oh. Well I'm going to try the troodon steak. I'm wondering if you know why they named it after a dinosaur though?"

"Due to the characteristic resemblance to the animal from Earth's past, except this animal weighs around four hundred pounds and travels in enormous herds consisting of millions of individual animals."

"Interesting. Are they carnivorous?"

"Omnivorous. They do consume some smaller animals, but their primary diet, as I understand it, consists of plant material. It makes their meat very lean and high in protein."

"The image on the menu looks wonderful. I'll give it a try."

"A good choice. How about you Laurel?"

"I'm going to try the striped rock-eel platter."

"Oh you're going to love the way mister Bolinger prepares the rock-eel and the brunet fries have to be tasted to be believed. They're from a root bearing plant something like potato, but they have a wonderful sweet taste and soft texture that's preserved when the heart of the root is cut in curly strips and flash fired to lock in the flavor and give them a crispy outer shell."

"Wow, sounds wonderful."

"I'll let the chef know what you've decided on. I'll bring you some weeping tree leave chips to snack on until your meals are done."

"Weeping tree leaves?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. There are millions of weeping trees on the eastern coast of Primitus. The trees weep a sweet sap from their flower blooms to attract insects and their leaves have the same sweet sap contained within them. When fried, they crisp up making for a wonderful sweet snack that is fabulous when lightly salted as they cool."

"Anything salty sounds good. The AI avoided salt on the Future."

"Processed salt isn't good for you. Since the oceans of Earth were polluted to the point that salt couldn't be extracted for consumption without processing it to remove the contaminants and reintroduce the stripped nutrients, salt was generally thought to be bad for you no matter the source. We have a pristine ocean to the west that we can extract salt from for a lifetime if we learn our lesson and take care of it. I'll put your orders in and bring the weeping tree leave chips."

"Okay, thank you Marsha."

"My pleasure Laurel. Since you're our only guests this evening, and will likely be our only dinners for the entire evening, would it bother you if mister Bolinger came out after you've finished your meals to meet you in person and ask you what you think of the dishes he's prepared for you?"

Laurel glanced at Jake and they jointly decided it would be fine with them. Laurel looked at Marsha and smiled warmly.

"That would be fine with us. We understand how popular we are."

"Not only that, but your feedback will be invaluable. We're preparing meals consisting of elements from a new world. Mister Bolinger is an amazing chef, but he's using artistic licenses to get the unique flavors to come together just right."

"We would be glad to give him our honest opinion," Jake said.

"Wonderful. I'll let him know. I'll be right back with those weeping tree chips too."

"Okay, Thank you," Laurel said.

Marsha then picked up the menu, collapsed it, and turned and headed across the dining floor, once again disappearing through the double doors at the rear of the restaurant.

"I can't get Korica and Tamaric out of my mind," Laurel said quietly.

"I know babe, it's driving me nuts listening to what's going through your mind. She's a lot stronger and way more capable than she was when the Hodong got a hold of her. Nothing terrible is gunna happen to her. Tamaric would tear that station apart before he would let anyone hurt her too."

"I can't help but think about worse case scenarios with what we've been through. There is true evil out there and I can't help but feel like I can't protect her from it when we're apart like this. She's so pretty¦to the point of being attractive kind of like I am. It makes people think and do some truly distasteful things."

"I know. I can feel it stirring in you. Please try to relax a little. We're supposed to be unwinding down here."

"I'm sorry I'm upsetting your attempts at relaxing. I'm a girl; we can't shut our minds down to overwhelming concern like that. Mommy instincts I guess."

"As weird as it sounds, I know what it's like to be a girl. I don't think like you do, but I understand how you're hardwired to think the way you do. Try to tune into my way of thinking for a little while. It should help you to relax a little."

"I can sense that deep down you're concerned about them too."

"Call it daddy instincts if you will. I love them too babe, I just know there isn't anything we can do about what they get into out there. We've helped Korica to be strong like her parents were raising her to be. You endowed her with an independence that wasn't fully developed when we rescued her. You've made her into the incredible woman she's becoming. You just have to have faith in her like I do. Tamaric is determined that she's his single purpose in life too. The last time I probed what was deep in his heart I sensed him accepting that he was born to protect her and make her happy. There's nothing more important to him and there's nothing he would stop at to accomplish that self-imposed responsibility."

"I¦I know he's a good man and the right guy to take care of our daughter. He's just so inexperienced at life."

"So were we for craps sake. If their paring has evolved to what ours is, he's got everything Korica is as a part of his very being, just like I do of you. She has his strength of character and he has her incredible little mind to figure out exactly what to do without having to think about it."

"That's true. I just wonder what's so important that they would ask the captain to come see 'em after only being on the station for a week."

"We won't know till we get there and you can't drive us nuts over it until we do get there."

"Alright. I'll settle my mind with your sense of calm."

Marsha appeared from the double doors carrying a platter heaped with crispy bright yellow chips. She walked over to the table and set the platter down between Laurel and Jake and grinned at them.

"Go ahead and give them a try. I think you're going to love the flavor sensations."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake retrieved a single chip and looked at them closely for a moment then snapped off a small bite and crunched on them and then smiled at each other, then looked at Marsha.

"These are fantastic!" Laurel said. "They're sweet like I've never tasted before, but the salt is a perfect contrast in flavor."

"I thought you would like them. I find myself snacking on them in back all the time. I think mister Bolinger is thinking about mass producing them in single serving packaging to distribute them to everyone that wants them for a quick snack."

"I think family pack size would be a good idea too," Laurel said with a broad grin.

"That's not a bad idea. Maybe we could call them Bolinger chips."

"Not bad," Jake said. "It has a nice ring to it."

"Well, enjoy your weeping tree sweet chips. Mister Bolinger is working on your orders as we speak. I'll bring them to you as soon as they're ready."

"Sounds great. Thank you Marsha," Jake replied.

Marsha smiled and nodded then turned and headed across the dining area and slipped back through the double doors. Laurel and Jake then sat quietly as they shared Jake's mind to elicit a calming effect on Laurel as they dined on the incredible plate of sweet salted chips. They were distinctly leaf shaped, but the texture and wonderful sweet and salty taste made them a welcomed snack sensation.

By the time Laurel and Jake had polished off the plate of chips, Marsha emerged from the back room with a plate grasped in one hand and an oval platter dish resting on her forearm while she held a serving pitcher full of tea in the other hand. She walked up to the table and set the serving pitcher down, then set the oval platter containing Laurel's rock-eel meal down in front of Laurel, then she set Jake's troodon steak meal down in front of him. The food was steaming hot and the aromas emanating from both dishes were a wonderful sensation to the nose. Marsha then refilled both of their glasses of tea and took a small step back.

"Is there anything else I can get for you?"

"No, I think we're all set," Laurel replied. "The food looks and smells wonderful."

"Alright. Enjoy your meals. I'll come check on you after a little while."

"Sounds great, thank you Marsha."

"My pleasure."

Marsha then turned and headed to the back room to leave Laurel and Jake to dine in peace. The meals tasted just as fantastic as they looked. Laurel and Jake thoroughly enjoyed their meals while sharing sensations, so they both had a sense of what the others dish consisted of and tasted like. They cleaned their plates and drank a further 2 glasses of tea then leaned back, feeling very content and full, as they let the food settle in their stomachs. It was only a few moments later that Marsha emerged from the back of the dining area and walked up to the table with a warm smile on her face.

"I can tell you enjoyed the meals. Your emotions are practically glowing."

"The food was fantastic!" Laurel said. "We can share sensations so we kind of shared our meals, or at least how good they tasted. Mister Bolinger is a magician with seasonings and preparing the dishes just right despite the alien nature of the core components."

"I'm glad it was to your liking. I'll clear the table and then go get mister Bolinger. He's really excited to meet the two of you. Would the two of you like to see a menu for desert?"

"I'm pretty full and I avoid sweets as a habit," Laurel replied.

"I'm stuffed too. The toodon was amazing, but it was all I could do to eat it all. I couldn't stop eating it once I started though. It was cooked to perfection and the glaze is to die for."

"I'm glad you enjoyed it so much."

Marsha collected their plates, glasses, silverware, and napkins and she headed to the back of the dining area. Laurel and Jake tried to mentally prepare themselves for their introduction to mister Bolinger; it still put them a little off balance to be treated like such celebrities. In their eyes they were just doing what they had to do to survive and keep the ship and her passengers safe and intact as they guided her to her back to her own stars and her original mission.

Just as they were getting comfortable with the notion of being greeted like royalty, they heard a distinct tone form their transceivers indicated they were being called for. They both tapped their transceivers active and Laurel responded.

"This is Laurel."

"Hello Laurel," The captain's distinct voice said. "I'm sorry for interrupting your meal at the Bolinger. I'll make this as brief as possible. Is Jake listening too?"

"I'm here sir," Jake replied. "I take it the AI is patching the signal to us through the communications redirect circuit?"

"Hello Jake. You're absolutely right. You understand the implications of using that procedure?"

"Yes sir."

"Very good. I understand the AI passed along my request for the two of you to join the away mission?"

"Yes sir," Laurel replied. "We would never turn down a request made by you sir."

"That's comforting to know Laurel. The abilities you two posses are vital to me in more ways than you can possibly know. I also happen to enjoy having you two present. I need you back aboard the Future by fourteen hundred tomorrow for a pretrip briefing. You'll find out at that time who'll be going on the mission. I'm sorry to cut your time on the surface short but, as you are likely aware, this mission is very important."

"We'll be there on time sir, " Laurel said "We have the rest of our lives to explore our home world."

"Yes you do. I'm going to make sure they're very long lives too. Enjoy the rest of your evening down there despite the nasty weather."

Marsha and Mr. Bolinger emerged from between the double doors at the rear of the restaurant and Laurel smiled warmly.

"We're having a good time sir," Laurel said. "You really have to try the food here at the Bolinger. It's absolutely out of this world. I recommend the striped rock-eel platter on one of your visits. You wouldn't believe the amazing flavors mister Bolinger has brought out of the eel with the way he seasons and prepares it."

"The troodon steak is stellar too sir," Jake added. "You've got to try it to believe how good it is."

Marsha and Mr. Bolinger stepped up to the table as the captain responded.

"I'll have to give the place a try. I can see that you have two individuals at your table; I'm assuming it's the proprietor and hostess. Give them my best and advise them that I'll be paying a visit to explore the menu based on your recommendations just as soon as I get a chance."

"We'll pass that along sir," Laurel said. "We'll see you at the briefing tomorrow afternoon sir."

"Very good. Alexan out."

Laurel and Jake then tapped their transceivers off and they grinned warmly at Mr. Bolinger and Marsha.

"Good evening Laurel Kade And Jake Myers," Mr. Bolinger said. "Thank you for the glowing recommendations."

"Hello mister Bolinger, It's an honor to make your acquaintance," Laurel replied as her and Jake stood up, then each of them shook Mr. Bolinger's hand. "We were talking to captain Alexan. He asked us to pass along his regards and to advise you that he would be stopping by to try the menu out for himself just as soon as he finds the time."

"That's nice to hear. I really like captain Alexan and he's made sure that my wife is able to contribute to our efforts down here by utilizing her knowledge of what she loves most."

"It sounds like he has high regards for you and your wife as well."

"That's good to hear. So how did you like the meals you ordered?"

"Oh man, the food was incredible mister Bolinger," Jake said. "I wouldn't change a thing with the troodon plate."

"The way you fixed the rock-eel was incredible too sir," Laurel said. "I've never had sea food that tasted so¦unique and amazing. Please don't change anything. People are going to love the platter just the way it is."

"Fantastic. I'm kind of experimenting with the food items at our disposal down here. They've found over a hundred different varieties of plants that are eatable as well as thousands of species of animal that are in large enough numbers for them to be considered for consumption without depleting a given population. Please, have seat? I would really like an opportunity to sit and talk with the two of you for a few minutes if you don't mind?"

Laurel and Jake nodded and sat back down as Marsha pulled a chair for her and Mr. Bolinger away from the opposite side of the table, and then her and Mr. Bolinger sat down, he never taking his eyes off Laurel and Jake.

"My my¦.you two are exquisitely handsome and beautiful. Something about the eyes¦rich, deep, unbroken, color that almost glows, wrapped in faces that are shockingly attractive. Your parents must be the proudest parents alive. And I do not mean that of your looks alone, though that is to be proud of creating as well. The way you two took command of the ship and the mission and navigated through unknown and hostile regions of an alien galaxy only to improve upon the Future and augment her crew compliment by one amazing young lady that now calls you mother and father, it's awe inspiring and something I'm proud of, and I'm not even related to either of you."

"Thank you mister Bolinger. You're sweet to feel that way. I can assure you, our parents are extremely proud of Jake and I. We didn't know we had it in us when we boarded the Future. I guess we just have good instincts and good genes."

"I'll say. Can you tell me what it was like on the other worlds you visited? I'm curious how similar the culinary experiences you had were to ours, and what were the people you met like?"

"Well, the food was way different in appearance, texture, and taste from anything we had ever experienced before. We experienced some simple meals and some very exotic. It's kind of hard to compare them to anything from Earth. The people we met were in most cases just as exotic. Many looked pretty much like us, but quite a few had slight differences¦like Korica for example. She pretty much looks Human, but fundamentally she's completely different. I really didn't see many food items that looked familiar. I think you would've loved the few modern eateries that we had the chance to eat at. Menus were often presented just like yours is and the meals were paid for with precious gems in most cases. It's a universal form of currency throughout Korica's galaxy."

"Fascinating."

"If you want, Jake and I can make our missions that haven't been classified available to you so you can read our reports about the food we experienced. Korica writes very detailed mission reports with lots of fine detail and she has an appetite for new foods. It's one of her favorite things about going to new worlds and stations. She appreciates the fine cuisine available from different species."

"Oh that would be wonderful if you would do that. Maybe I can gain some inspiration for new dishes with the exotic food items I'm finding down here."

"Consider it done sir. I think you're doing a wonderful job with the Bolinger. This place is going to be really popular once more people are settled down here and find out about this place."

"I hope so. I know there are only about twenty-five hundred people living down here right now, but eventually there will be over six thousand Humans and lord knows how many other species calling this planet home. I've never run a restaurant that didn't bring in money to survive, but since there isn't any costs involved with anything we do down here, I'm finding it very rewarding to prepare lavish meals just to see the joy having a good meal prepared for them brings to peoples faces. I think I'm enjoying it like I never could back on Earth. If I have a slow night like tonight, I don't have the stress of worrying about paying the bills and staff. I can slow down and come enjoy the company of my¦tonight, very attractive¦patrons with a light heart."

"You're sweet mister Bolinger. I can sense where your compliments are coming from deep down. You look at Jake and I as¦family? You hope to have children that turn out as well as we did. I think that's the highest form of compliment we've ever sensed. Thank you."

"You're welcome Laurel, and to you too Jake. I had almost forgotten about the reports of how gifted you two are. I guess a simpleton like me is pretty easy to ready huh?"

"Not particularly sir," Laurel replied. "Jake and I are just exceptionally powerful telepaths now that we're paired and we've had some time to learn how to listen to our senses. You're anything but a simpleton anyways sir. You're a complex and brilliant man."

"With excellent powers of perception," Anal added with a big smile eliciting a laugh from everyone.

"Thank you Jake. I'm sure I'm not the first to tell you two how gorgeous you are though."

"No sir. We hear it about Laurel all the time and now and then about me too. She's the shinning star between us."

"Oh come now. You are one seriously handsome young man. Your wife just happens to have stunning looks and grace that takes one's breath away."

"Uh¦we aren't actually married sir, but I agree with you. I have to pinch myself now and then to make sure I'm not dreaming when I wake up and see her lying next to me. I would've never thought a drop dead gorgeous woman like Laurel would want me as her man for life."

"You just remember to keep paying her compliments as often as possible. Women need to hear that kind of thing even if they already know it's true."

"Yes sir. With the way we're paired, I don't have to say a thing. She can feel what's in my heart and she knows exactly what I'm thinking almost every second of the day, sometimes before I'm even aware of what I'm thinking."

"Oh what a wondrous thing. You have the same sense of her thoughts and feelings?"

"Yes sir. Every sensation that makes up our perception of the world around us is shared completely¦and I do mean every sensation," Jake said with a devilish grin.

"Nooo, surely not?" Mr. Bolinger said with a surprised grin. "I hadn't given that much thought. That has to be¦the strangest thing for you."

"You get used to it sir, and it's absolutely incredible to share that part of her senses."

"Hm mmm," Laurel cleared her throat and Jake cleared the silly look off his face. "It was equally strange for me at first too sir, but like he said, you get used to it and it only ads to the whole experience. I would rather we not concentrate on the personal aspects of our paring though."

"I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable. I would never presume to discuss such things if it hadn't been brought up."

"I'm sorry babe," Jake said solemnly. "I keep embarrassing you with my proud boasting of just what I get to enjoy sharing with you. I'll grow up and learn to keep that stuff to myself eventually. Can you forgive me?"

"Of course Jake, I love you. I know you do that out of pride, not malice."

Mister Bolinger laughed lightly as he got to his feet.

"Take care of that sort of thing son. A woman's heart is a deep ocean of mysteries and they prefer to keep it that way."

"Yes sir, but we don't have any secrets from each other."

"She's a mystery to the rest of the us."

"Got it."

"You're young, things like that will become clear in the goodness of time."

"I uh¦I don't know if you know how old I really am despite what you see."

"We all watched the post stasis briefing Jake. I'm well aware of just how young you two actually are. It makes the amazing people you are even that much more impressive."

"Thank you mister Bolinger."

"I've taken up enough of your evening together. Are you heading back up to the Future tonight?"

"Oh no sir!" Laurel replied. "We have a room at the tower inn. We would never make a pilot fly down here in this kind of weather just to give us a ride home."

"You consider the Future to be home, not Genesis?"

"I guess I do at that."

"Interesting. Well, don't wait too long to return to the inn. From the forecasts, it's supposed to get even worse as the sun begins to go down."

Marsha then got to her feet and Laurel and Jake also stood up.

"We plan on spending the night indoors. We'll explore a little in the morning, then head back up to the Future."

"It was a true pleasure to meet both of you. I hope you'll come back sometime to try another of my creations."

"Oh you can count on that mister Bolinger. I'm glad people with talents like yours were accepted to join on the Future mission. You make the city a special place."

"Aren't you sweet Laurel. Truth be told, the only reason I was invited to board the Future is because my wife was considered vital to the mission."

"You obviously passed all the battery of tests and qualification standards that the rest of us passed. You're uniquely special just like the rest of us sir."

"I guess I hadn't thought about that fact. Thank you for making me¦realize how special I am young lady. You are an amazing woman Laurel Kade. I wish you all the best, you too Jake Myers. You take good care of this beautiful lady that is obviously so crazy about you. You are a lucky man."

"Thank you mister Bolinger. I know how lucky I am and I promise to take real good care of her. It was a true pleasure to dine at your restaurant."

"It was an nice to serve the two of you on such a slow night," Marsha said. "It allowed us to the time to get to know you personally."

"You're sweet Marsha," Laurel said. "We'll definitely be back now that we're friends."

"That and the fact that the food is astounding," Jake added. "You can cont on us telling everyone about the Bolinger as being the place to come for an out of this world culinary experience."

"I couldn't ask for more. You two have a good evening and thanks again for coming in this evening."

"You're welcome mister Bolinger," Laurel said. "Thank you for taking the time to come out and talk to us in person."

"It was entirely my pleasure young lady."

"You've made something truly special here mister Bolinger. Thank you for making our evening so special. You and Marsha are two of the nicest people, and I wish you all the best with the restaurant."

"Thank you Jake," Mister Bolinger said. "It's you two that made our evening special. You just have no idea how much I've wanted to meet the two of you in person."

Mr. Bolinger then stepped back and pushed the chairs he and Marsha had been seated upon up to the table's edge. They then offered a warm smile as Laurel and Jake lifted their coats from the back of their chairs and put them on and then they smiled at Mr. Bolinger and Marsha, and then turned and headed toward the exit.

They stepped out into the cold evening air and Laurel closed her eyes for just a moment as she drew from Jake what she needed to reestablish the protective bubble of energy around the two of them, and then they stepped out into the cold, heavy, rain that had replaced the sleet that was falling when they arrived at the Bolinger.

They made the short walk to the tower inn and headed through the entryway projection field. They unzipped their coats and walked calmly toward the Asran transport next to the reception desk. They were offered a warm smile as they walked past the reception desk and Laurel looked at Jake.

"You're disappointed that we couldn't go look for Alpha. I didn't know you liked the bearcats that much?"

They stepped up to the Asran transport and he looked at Laurel and sighed at her beautiful face beaming back at him.

"I wasn't aware of it myself. You're reading feelings I'm not even aware I'm feeling."

"It crossed your mind when we entered the lobby. We'll have a few hours tomorrow morning before the transport shows up to take us back up to the Future."

"I'm glad we were presented with the time to access the computer down here. It answered some burning questions for you, but you know my mind doesn't work like yours does. My mind doesn't multitask activities like your mind does. I fixate on a particular thing until it's carried out to its conclusion. You're desire to see how Alpha is doing with all the new people around here has my curiosity peaked and it'll bug me until I get to find him. You're already thinking of the activities you want to do until we go to bed. I share the desire to engage in those things, but I'm still preoccupied with seeing the bearcats."

"I know Jake, and I appreciate your patience with me. I think I can find some activities that'll take your mind off Alpha until the weather is better."

Laurel touched the upward pointing arrow for the transport and the door slid open and they stepped into the enclosure and the door slid shut.

"You really think you can reach Korica from thirty some odd light years away? You weren't able to reach the other Future, and that was only fourteen light years away."

Laurel touched the controller for the transport and the diagrammatic map appeared and she looked at Jake and shook her head lightly.

"I know I won't actually be able to reach her. I just want to use your precognitive abilities and my sense of time and space combined to sense what's going on with her."

"I thought we decided doing that produced inconsistencies because of eventuality and causality fluctuations across the space time continuum that we don't have the ability to differentiate."

"That's true, but it's driving me crazy wondering what she's gotten herself into out there. It's worth a try."

"I'm not saying no, but don't get upset if you don't like some of the things you sense, because you know they may not represent what's actually happening or going to happen."

Laurel touched the indicator for the 15th floor, and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. The door then slid open and they stepped out into the hallway.

"We have all these incredible abilities at our disposal and we don't know how to interpret or control them properly. It's so frustrating."

They made the short walk across the hallway to the door to their room and Jake put his hand on Laurel's shoulder making her look him in the eyes.

"You're always telling Korica to be patient and don't rush things. Maybe you need to head your own advice. Just cause our bodies are those of young adults doesn't mean our minds, and thus abilities, are at the same level. It's going to take time to learn how to control what we're capable of."

Laurel sighed hard then smiled gently.

"You're so smart sometimes Jake. I'm glad I have you in my head and heart to keep me grounded and humble. Maybe we should just spend some quality time together without messing around with our abilities when we don't know what the heck we're doing. I'll probably just sense possible events that'll make me even more concerned about Korica and Tamaric for no good reason."

"I think that sounds like the smart thing to do babe."

Laurel nodded and then set her hand on the palm scanner and it scanned her palm then turned green and the door lock clacked open and she removed her hand and pushed down on the door handle and pushed the door open. The sight of the lavishly appointed room made them both grin as they stepped into the room and Jake pushed the door closed behind him. They both shucked their coats off and set them on the couch and then Jake looked at the door to the bedroom and Laurel nudged him playfully with a grin on her face.

"It's a good thing our bodies have rapid healing or we couldn't mess around so often with how big you are and how we get into it."

Jake smiled and looked at Laurel.

"I work you that hard cause you want me too."

"I'm not complaining. Once I get past the initial sensation of you penetrating me, you better believe I love the way you do me. You know exactly what to do and how hard to do it. I just sensed what crossed your mind and the adrenaline rush that it brought about. I'm just saying if our bodies were like most peoples, it would hurt to do it as often as we sometimes do."

"You know you make me sore too with how small you are and how tightly you squeeze around me when you get off."

"I'm aware. We share every sensation, remember?"

"I remember. Just saying¦I agree."

"Don't say small. I don't like the way that sounds."

"You know what I mean. You're tight babe, but I won't say it like that if it creeps you out."

"I sense you're thinking it's not as bad as it used to be."

"Yeah, you're more of a woman whose body is ready for sex. We were kind of kids before."

"You're just hung like a horse Jake, you always have been."

"So size does matter?"

"I wouldn't know. I like your size, but you're the only man I've ever known. I wouldn't know what a smaller cock would feel like."

Jake smiled as he slid his shoes off and took Laurel by the hands and began to lead her toward the bedroom door while he walked backwards so he could look into her beautiful face.

"You know what it feels like when I put my finger inside you?"

"That feels good cause it's you doing it. If that's how big your cock was, I would still be satisfied because it would be you making love to me."

Jake backed against the door and let go of Laurel's left hand as he reached behind him and unlatched the door and pushed it open with his behind then took hold of her hand again and kept pulling her into the bedroom.

"I sense you're glad that I'm bigger than a finger, but that wasn't always the case."

"It hurt like hell the first couple of times¦and especially the very first time."

"I still kind of feel bad about that too."

"Kind of?" Laurel said with a broad grin.

"Well, I was losing my virginity to a gorgeous blond. There's some selfish gratification involved, but I love you and it breaks my heart to know it hurt so bad."

"Hmm. Luckily it doesn't hurt like that every time."

They reached the edge of the bed and Jake pulled Laurel close as he slid his hands up her arms and down her back, around her hips to her front side, and he began to unfasten her pants as he looked into her face.

"You were actually afraid it would when it hurt almost as bad the second and third time."

"Yeah. It scared me a little until it got really good, and the next time it only hurt as you penetrated me then it went away almost immediately. You were slow and gentle and it made all the difference until I got comfortable with you being inside me. It still felt like nothing I had ever experienced before. The way you made me come so hard as we joined essences is always going to be a special memory for me Jake. I don't regret giving myself to you in the slightest."

"It was amazing for me too babe. I had no idea you would feel so good or that it would be a spiritual experience. We both became something more when our souls were burned into one another. Making love to you still feels incredible every single time we do it."

Jake looked down and realized Laurel had another layer on under her pants and he smiled and then looked up at her.

"I think we need to work together to get all these layers off."

"What, you don't want to have to work for what you want?"

"I uh¦oh, you're messing with me."

Laurel reached down and unfastened Jake's pants and pulled the flaps apart and looked at his thermal layer under his pants and grinned.

"I guess you're right."

They stepped apart and began removing their clothing until they finally reached a nude state and they were able to feast their eyes upon each other's naked form. They stepped together and engaged in a session of kissing and intimate petting. After a few minutes they climbed on the bed without letting go of one another and settled into a deep session of intimate contact followed by a full hour of making love in multiple positions and locations within the bedroom. Once they caught their breaths, they headed to the bathroom and showered together then retired to the bed and activated the viewer and found a list of vids available for viewing that had been downloaded from the Future's database. They no more than decided jointly on a vid when Laurel drifted off to sleep, soon followed by Jake, as he lied curled up to her soft nude body from behind.

In the morning, Jake was the first to wake at 06:40. He rolled away form Laurel, making her withdraw her arms from around him without waking. He arched his back and pointed his hands toward the headboard as he stretched hard, then he took a moment to let his mind wake fully. He looked over at Laurel lyng on her side facing him with her eyes closed and he smiled with a great sense of gratification for having made love to such a gorgeous creature, and he knew he would be able to for the rest of his life. All he had to do is ask, or impress his desire upon her, and she would respond passionately like she did last night.

Jake pushed the covers down and swung his legs to the side and sat up on the edge of the bed. He rubbed his eyes for a moment then stood up and walked to the bathroom to empty his aching bladder. He then washed his hands and stepped back into the bedroom and he sensed Laurel's mind becoming active though she was still lying on her side motionless. Jake walked around to the side of the bed she was facing and he was delighted to see her beautiful deep blue eyes blinking and looking around. She looked at him and a big smile erupted on her face as she rolled onto her back and shoved the covers down to her knees then balled her fists and pointed them almost to her armpits and arched her back as she stretched hard. Jake sat down slowly and marveled at her wondrous form until she relaxed and set her left hand on his bare thigh.

"Morning Jake. Did you sleep good?"

"Like a baby. Thank you for last night¦and yesterday morning."

"You're welcome. There's more where that came from too."

"Oh wow! You're not usually horny first thing in the morning."

"I know, but I am today. I must be¦"

"Ovulating?"

"Yeah. It makes me kind of horny when it happens."

Jake smiled and looked down her body then back up to her beautiful face.

"You see anything you like?" Laurel asked rhetorically.

"Oh yeah! I see gloriousness in the flesh."

Jake placed his hand on Laurel's shoulder and slowly drew his flat hand over the front of her shoulder and down her chest over her right breast then continued down her soft and muscular stomach, across the arch of her hip and he allowed his fingers to brush over her lips as he then stroked her leg down to the point where the covers were lying bunched up across her knees.

"Yes that is really yours for the taking any time you want Jake. For as long as you live, this body will be your playground anytime you feel like playing."

Jake looked into her eyes and smiled while furrowing his brows.

"You sensed what I was thinking when I woke up?"

"Maybe, but you were just thinking that very thought when I said that. Let me go pee and I want you to make love to me like you did last night. That one position you had me in where I was bent over the bed with you standing behind me felt incredible. This bed is just the right height to allow you to enter me at the perfect angle. I'm not exactly sure what you hit in there, but it made it really intense."

Jake relaxed his face as he grinned and got to his feet and held out his hand. Laurel placed her hand in his and he gently pulled her to a sitting position as she swung her feet out of bed. Laurel then slid off the bed and stood up and stepped right up to Jake and gave him a prolonged peck. She then grinned at him.

"Don't go anywhere. I'll be right back."

Laurel gently grasped his swelling member and gave it a few loving strokes then squeezed his head with just the right amount of pressure to make it tingle. She then let go of him and stepped around him and headed to the bathroom. Jake watched her beautiful rear end bounding up and down as she walked away from him until the door slipped closed then he looked down at himself now standing at attention and he grinned.

"Man have I got it made. Guys would kill to be in my position right now," Jake said as he turned and sat on the edge of the bed.

"No other man will ever get to know what you have Jake," Laurel thought sensing what he was feeling. "I'm yours and yours alone for the rest of my life."

Jake chuckled lightly and smiled. A few moments later Laurel emerged from the bathroom with her hair now beautifully brushed out making her absolutely glow with stunning beauty. She smiled at Jake and mentally thanked him for the compliment embedded in his feelings. She walked right up to him and he stood up and she engaged him in a long good morning kiss. She then terminated the kiss and looked into his eyes as she smiled at him and he lavished the fresh minty taste of her breath, having brushed her teeth as well as her hair. They shred emotions and sensations for a few moments then Laurel closed her eyes and reached out to Jake and they slipped into one another's minds with ease. Laurel then opened her eyes and slid her hands down to Jake's hips and she stepped back slightly and looked down at his proud salute to her intentions. She reached down and stroked him softly a few times from tip to root, then she looked up at him and turned around and backed up to him with her feet apart slightly allowing his head to slide up under her.

Laurel then put her hands on Jake's hips and she moved forward and back a few times then she maneuvered their position so they were facing the bed. Laurel leaned forward and laid over the bed and moved her feet apart and Jake sighed as he looked down at her perfectly round cheeks and long straight flawless legs supporting her gorgeous body. Jake reached out and laid his hands on Laurel's soft smooth back and stroked her back a few times then he stepped forward sensing exactly what Laurel wanted him to do. Laurel laid her torso flat on the bed and turned her head to the side as she put her hands on Jake's hands on her hips and she closed her eyes and imagined the amazing sensations of Jake making love to her from behind. From his large size forcing her open and apart to his weight bounding against her bottom every time he thrust deep into her, to his hands gripping her hips to provide a place to hold onto her as he pulled her to him and he into her.

Jake reached down and caressed Laurel's mound a few times then as Laurel lifted her behind, he pressed against her lips then parted them as he used his other hand to aim himself against her wet flesh. He found the right spot by sensing what Laurel was feeling and he placed his hands back on her hips and gently, but firmly pulled himself against her as his head pierced her tight opening with the usual pop like sensation. He then slowly sank into her as she smiled and moaned softly at the delightful sensations. It felt every bit as good as it had the night before for Laurel. The bed was just the right height and Jake was just the right diameter and length and at the right angle to make it feel incredible.

Jake sank all the way in as far as he could and then he paused for just a moment then he tuned into Laurel's mind intently as he began to pull out only to pull himself back into her as his head reached the rim of her opening. Jake then sensed that Laurel was ready for the fast and hard thrusting that would relieve her itch to be pounded by the man she loved so deeply and completely. Jake dug his fingers into her muscle and began to speed up more and more until Laurel's soft moans rose to the level of passionate cries of ecstasy as she thoroughly enjoyed what he was doing to her.

Jake pounded Laurel in this position as she achieved 3 orgasms, one right after the next, taking Jake right along with her. As Laurel concluded her 3rd, Jake slowly withdrew himself then lifted Laurel so she was standing and he turned her around and grasped both her cheeks and he lifted her to him, making her curl her legs around him and his still rock hard erection poked up against her labium firmly.

"Now my turn for my favorite position."

Laurel breathed heavily and caught her wind and smiled at Jake.

"You really like me riding you huhn?"

"It's just about my favorite position. I can look down and see myself rippling you apart as it slides up into you and you can control how hard and deep I go. I really like that."

Laurel nodded as she breathed hard and she engaged him in a long kiss as she allowed her weight to settle down on him so hard that his head began to slip inside her. As he forced her open and slid inside her, Jake took a step back and began to squat down and Laurel used her feet to hold some of her weight without allowing him to slip out of her as he leaned back and sat down, then slid his feet out and began to lie down on his back. Laurel let her weight sink back on him and she moved her feet back so she was on her knees over him and she sank down on him with her eyes closed and a smile washed over her face as his firmness pressed its way to her deepest point. Laurel was relieved that she was still damp enough to make the whole maneuver seem to go perfectly. Laurel then opened her eyes and watched Jake's expressions as she shared his sensations as she began to pogo up and down on him faster and faster. Jake looked down and watched his firm roundness rippling her apart as she slid up and down on him and it brought him close to the edge of a climax only taking Laurel with him. Laurel was the one that now worked Jake as they were immersed in one another's minds and body's. Laurel rode him hard and fast until they both achieved 2 back-to-back orgasms of incredible intensity and duration and then Laurel slowed and finally stopped as she breathed hard and tingled from head to toe.

Laurel slid her legs out to the sides as she leaned forward until she was lying atop Jake with his occasionally throbbing cock still buried deep within her. They laid in this embrace as Jake stroked Laurel's lightly sweat dampened back until Laurel had recovered herself enough to roll over as she pulled Jake out of her. Laurel laid on her back and took hold of Jake's hand as she looked up at the ceiling and marveled at how completely satisfied she was now feeling.

"You're amazing Jake. Thank you for being so good to me."

"You're welcome babe. I do what I do cause I love you with all my heart."

"I know you do. That's exactly what I mean. Thank you for giving every ounce of your being to me. You make my life feel¦"

"Fulfilled?"

"Yeah. You're what I was brought into being for. So I could experience the incredible sex with you and to make your life richer as you make mine equally rich."

"You're so sweet Laurel. I feel like I was born so you could carry out your amazing destiny with a full heart and incredible gifts at your disposal thanks to our combined powers of mind and body."

"Yeah, that's it exactly, but I feel that about you."

"Maybe I'm stating how we both feel since we can't separate our feelings from one another. If you feel it, so do I."

"We have an amazing existence together Jake. The hand of fate was kind by bringing us together the way it did."

"You know I still suspect there was a guiding hand from beyond what we can see or feel that brought us together. I've never been able to put my finger on it, but something¦or someone brought us together."

"I know. You have a few extra sensory senses that I don't have. You can sense things beyond the visible universe that you still can't quite understand. I feel it thanks to you, but I can't understand it either. Maybe someday it'll all make sense to us."

"I hop so. Let's get cleaned up and we'll go get something to eat and then go explore a little."

Laurel rolled onto her side and lifted her breast by turning herself slightly and she set it upon Jake's chest as she crossed her arms over him and set her chin on the back of her hands as she gazed into his alluring emerald green eyes.

"I would go anywhere with you¦that sounds so corny, but it's true."

Jake chuckled and stroked the back of Laurel's head.

"I would follow you to the ends of the Earth¦Future planet¦too."

Laurel smiled and moved up slightly and kissed Jake on the lips then she rolled off him and got to her feet and put her hand out to him and he took her hand and she yanked him to his feet. They then headed to the bathroom and showered together, then combed and brushed their teeth and hair. Jake then took a minute to remove the stubble growing on his face with an ultra sonic electro-dermal wand that was sent down by the AI and Laurel then used the same device to shave her legs and pubic area. Jake watched her and when she was done, she glanced up at him as she brushed the loose stubble debris away.

"What?" She asked as she looked back at what she was doing.

"I was just wondering why you still do that? I'm going to love you no matter what."

"Cause you like it smooth and clean-shaven. I don't want your mouth to meet stubble when you go down on me and I hate prickly leg hair. I've always shaved my legs and armpits. A proper woman does."

"Don't get me wrong, I love being able to see your pussy¦and your skin is soft as a baby's bottom which I love. I can sense your feelings about the issue now, but I was just wondering if you did it for a reason other than me?"

"Nope. My legs and armpits is because my mom taught me from a young age that a proper woman keeps herself neatly groomed, but the rest is just for you. I'm just glad that with the dermal wand I only have to do it every three or four weeks, not every other day like I had to back on Earth."

"I'm grateful that I only have to shave my face every three weeks or so too. You keep your pussy bare-shaven and I'll be just as happy as a clam in mud. You got something worth seeing clearly down there. You never¦shaved your pussy back on Earth did you?"

"No! I was proud of my hair down there. It meant I was a woman, not a child. I certainly didn't have anyone looking at it besides me either."

"I sense that isn't the full truth of the matter."

Laurel placed the dermal wand on the sink counter and she looked Jake in the eyes.

"You know my past growing up. I didn't have an intimate relationship with any boys. The only people that saw me naked were doctors during my checkups, my mom, and that boy that wanted to¦he didn't see much. I got up my nerve and stopped him before he got me fully naked."

"Sorry. I didn't mean to upset you. I'm just glad he stopped when you told him to."

"I know how close I was to being¦I probably influenced him without even realizing it or he might have forced things to go all the way. He was bigger than me and determined to¦I don't want to talk about that stuff Jake. Let's go get dressed."

Jake pushed off from the counter and stepped close to Laurel as he put his hands on her shoulders and he listened to what was deep in heart.

"You don't feel that I did that to you, do you?"

Laurel let him probe for a few moments as she stared into his eyes and then she gently shook her head.

"No. I wanted you to make love to me. If you remember right, I kind of initiated things and guided your hands for the most part. It might have been at a much younger age than I ever expected, but it still happened because I wanted it to. We have an embryo in stasis because of our joining, I'm eternally grateful for the whole experience including the life we created. You didn't do anything wrong Jake."

"Okay. I'm relieved to feel what I'm feeling from inside you. I was pretty determined too so it just¦I wanted to make sure."

"You were the one that I was waiting for Jake. I was always meant to be your first and you mine."

"You kind of wish we had waited though, huhn?"

"Maybe a little bit. We would've never created Korica had we waited though. I don't think we would've been able to do the things we did to rescue¦the Korica our baby is named after, and the other girls either. It all had to come together the way it did for things to work out like they did. Fate, destiny, a guiding hand from beyond? What ever you want to cal it, it all happened because you and I met, feel in love, and made love when we did, becoming permanently paired as a result which woke our abilities way sooner than they would've ordinarily."

Jake nodded and gave Laurel a peck and then they turned and headed out into the bedroom. They got dressed quickly and slipped their shoes on and then made their way out into the living room. The sun was shinning against the projection balcony windows, filling the room with diffused, but bright light and Laurel smiled as she glanced at the bright orb that was cresting above the other buildings to the east.

"I never thought I would be so glad to see the sun," Laurel said softly.

"I know what you mean. The weather last night made it feel like the sun would never be returning."

"It's going to take a while to get used to the dynamic weather down here. This planet is nothing like Earth other than being life bearing."

"Hey, you think we should pack our things to leave now?"

"No, we should have time when we get back."

"Alright. Lets go get you fed. You're pretty hungry."

Laurel looked at their coats on the couch then she looked out the window and grinned.

"It's going to be warm enough that I can keep you warm until the temperature rises enough not to need it. I don't think it's going to rain again any time soon either."

"I'm just glad to have one layer of clothes on again. Things fit a lot better without thermal layers under 'em."

"You're gorgeous no matter what you're wearing babe. I hardly noticed."

"Yeah, right. Come on, let's get going."

Allan put his hand out to Laurel and she gratefully put her hand in his and they headed for the front door.

"Okay, so I noticed, but it didn't detract form your appearance in any way."

"Thanks, you're sweet."

They opened the door and stepped out into the quiet hallway and after closing the door they stepped across the hallway to the Asran transport and they transported down to the lobby. As they stepped out, a fresh pair of young men greeted them at the reception desk with warm smiles. One of the young men leaned closer to the other and whispered something in his coworkers ear and he looked at him then looked back at Laurel and Jake with a renewed look of recognition and awe on his face. Laurel tugged on Jake's hand, stopping him as they stood adjacent to the desk and Laurel grinned at the pair behind the counter.

"It's really Laurel Kade and Jake Myers," Laurel said with a friendly smile.

"And this inn is incredible," Jake added sensing what they were thinking. "The rooms are exquisitely furnished and trimmed out. We've had the time of our lives here."

"Its an honor to have you staying with us," One of the young men said. "Will you be dining with us? Breakfast is being served in the dinning area to your left if you're interested."

"We were going to have breakfast at the Bolinger, but with such a warm invite maybe we'll go ahead and eat here before going outside," Laurel said.

"Excellent. There's a breakfast bar that you can help yourselves to, or if you would prefer something else, you can order something from the menu."

"Alright. Thank you."

"You are most welcome Laurel. I never thought I would get to meet you two in person. My name is Hedrick and my associate here is Terence. If there's anything we can do for you, please let us know. We'll be on duty all day."

"Thank you Hedrick and Terence," Laurel said. "We'll be heading back up to the Future sometime around noon. When is check out time?"

"Whenever you like. We aren't full by any means, so take your time."

"Okay. Thanks again."

Laurel and Jake then turned and headed toward the open doorway to their left where they could smell a wonderful aroma drifting into the lobby from. As they neared the door, Laurel and Jake distinctly sensed what Hedrick and Terence were saying and thinking. It was a shared admiration for how absolutely gorgeous Laurel is and an awe of a good-looking guy like Jake for being hooked up with her. There was nothing terribly inappropriate, just the usual recognition of Laurel being stunningly beautiful and jealousy of Jake for having access to all of her with a twinge of wonder at just how stunning Laurel must be under her sharp looking clothing.

Jake looked at Laurel and she closed her eyes for a moment and grinned while gently shaking her head.

"You gotta get used to it Jake," Laurel thought. "It happens every time I meet someone for the first time."

Jake nodded and kissed Laurel on the cheek as they stepped through the doorway.

"I'm just glad I got a woman I can trust with that crossing the mind of every guy that sees you," Jake thought in return.

They found themselves facing a rather sizable room with dozens of tables neatly laid out with silverware, napkins, and glasses. There were two long serving bars, one with cold food items and another with hot food items. At the head of each bar were plates stacked on a spring loaded carrier that would advance a plate upward slightly as one was lifted from the face down stack and there were stacks of gleaming white bowls next to the plates stored in the same fashion. The serving bars had clear slightly curved domes over the food items and there was a counter along each side to set and slide a plate along as selections were made. The floors were covered in a soft looking carpet of some kind that dulled the ambient noises and added a warm hue to the room, that had walls clad in a dark simulated wood that was fashioned into intricate filigrees and swooping fanciful detailed decorations. There were rows of floor to ceiling projection windows that looked out on the courtyard behind the Genesis tower offering a green space to look upon as well as a rear view of the imposing towers as their curving spires arced skyward on the north side of the courtyard. In the center of the courtyard was fountain that was in the middle of pool of water that was irregularly shaped and the fountain was cascading a gentle arcing spray of water from its pinnacle that landed in the pool in a twinkling spray of droplets. There were seating benches scattered about in the courtyard, a few right next to the pool of water, and a walking path that encompassed the entire courtyard that was otherwise covered in a soft liken like grassy growth along with a few flower beds that at the moment had wilted plants growing within them. The cold night had taken its toll on the vegetation, but the liken greenery seemed to be more resilient and still looked deep and healthy.

Laurel and Jake glanced around and then walked over to the cold bar and lifted a plate each from the stack and began slowly walking down the service bar to see what looked good to try. None of the fresh fruit looked familiar, but it was all very tantalizing looking just the same. A man was on the opposite side refilling the ice trays beneath a few of the serving pans and he offered a warm smile and stood up straight and looked over the bar at Laurel and Jake.

"Your first time seeing the fruit varieties growing down here?"

"Yeah," Laurel replied with a friendly smile. "It all looks interesting, but we don't know what any of this tastes like."

"These are all pretty sweet except for the cava onious and agua berry. Those both grow in watery environments, like a swamp, and have a rind that you have to avoid, but the flesh is bitter and tart at the same time," The man said pointing at a small reddish round fruit and a pan of sliced fruit that had a deep green rind and a bright orange flesh."

"Hmm. Where did the names come from?"

"You got me. If you want my opinion, try the yellow cubed fruit on the end and the pink strips of fruit right there in the middle. The yellow ones taste like strawberries and blueberries mixed and the pink strips taste like pineapples, sort of."

Laurel and Jake walked to each of the recommended selections and placed a few pieces on their plates then sampled a few of the strange little fruit that were brown in one case and purple in another and the taste was interesting, but not something they wanted to fill up on. They moved on to the hot service bar and they recognized some of the egg varieties as eggs, but the appearance of the yolk was a little different than they were used to. Jake took a few slices of dark bread that was surprisingly soft and fluffy and then he took three different egg varieties and then he looked over the meat varieties and he recognized toodon steaks sitting in a clear liquid that was heavy in multicolored spices. He took a sizable steak then walked down the services bar and he noticed a pan of what he assumed was something like cream of wheat. He set his plate down and retrieved a bowl for himself and Laurel, sensing her curiosity at the porridge like substance. They both dished an ample amount in their bowls then moved down the line further. A pink meat laid out in thin slabs intrigued Laurel, and she looked at the man finishing up his duties tending to the cold bar.

"Excuse me sir, can you tell me what this is?"

The man grinned warmly and stepped next to her and he lifted his chin and smiled.

"Oh you'll like that one. It's like ham in consistency, but it isn't salty like ham. Druodon is what they're calling it if I remember right."

"Hmm. I don't recognize the language that originates from."

"The biological scanners are naming and classifying things. I think it's a unique name for the animal based on characteristics or something. It might be ancient Latin for all I know. There's lots of protein in Druodon meat and almost no fat."

"I guess I'll give it a try. Thanks for the advice."

"No problem," The man stared at Laurel for a moment and then Laurel sensed the spark of recognition. "I'll be¦you're Laurel Kade¦" He then looked at Jake and smiled, "And Jake Myers?"

"Yes sir," Laurel replied.

"You are every bit as pretty as the briefing made you look to be. I was sure it was enhanced to make you look more attractive so one would forget your ages at the time."

"This is what we really look like sir. We were thirteen when we took command, but the AI wasn't concerned with age. It was our minds that it was interested in."

"I have to thank you both for saving us all and getting us to our new home safely. You must have the proudest parents in the galaxy."

"You're welcome sir."

"And our parents are beside themselves with pride sir," Jake added. "They didn't know we had it in us to do what we did and neither did we. The AI seems to be the only one that knew we had the right stuff."

"The right stuff indeed! You two are¦super Human."

"Thank you sir," Laurel said. "You have it in you too though. We share a common gene pool even if we aren't related."

The man chuckled lightly and patted Jake on the end of his shoulder lightly.

"I could only dream of being as capable and good looking as this guy when I was his age. Just look at the stunner he attracted and what you two accomplished. We're the same species, I say with pride, but as far having common genes, I think not."

Jake beamed with pride at the compliment and he patted the man's hand on his shoulder.

"Trust me sir, Laurel has enough experience to qualify her as a geneticist. She knows what she's talking about when she says you have the same genes within your genetic makeup. We just have genes that are activated that most people don't."

"That's right, you picked up an alien orphan and discovered a way for her to mate with a Human successfully." He said looking right t Laurel.

"Well¦she's built like us. Mating was never an issue. Having a child was a whole different story. Nature has a way of insuring that different species don't produce offspring if they're as physiologically different as Draximan and Human are. I found a way around that by controlling what traits present as dominant while blocking the inferior or undesirable traits and then I discovered the biological trigger that prevented fertilization form occurring and inhibited it, at least for a time so pregnancy is possible in the first place."

"That was what I meant young lady. I'm sure physically¦pin A still fits in slot B. I meant having a healthy child together. That is no simple feat. It's liken to making it possible for a giraffe and a camel to have a baby."

"I¦don't know that I would've used that analogy, but that's the idea I guess. Different species entirely."

"And you accomplished that as a teenager? That is truly impressive."

"Technically we're both still teenagers sir. We're seventeen¦physically anyways."

"I would've guessed twenty or twenty-one. I had no idea you were that young. Anyway, I won't keep you from your meals. Thank you for everything you did and have a good morning."

"You do the same sir. Thank you."

The man then went back to his duties and Laurel took a slice of the Druodon and placed it on her plate. Jake then took a slice himself to give it a try and he and Laurel stepped away from the service bar and headed out into the seating area. There were only a handful of people dinning, some of whom were very obviously not human, so Laurel and Jake chose an empty table close by and sat down together. They then looked at their glasses and Jake's attention was drawn to the far end of the room where there was a drink dispenser identical to what was on the Future.

Jake stood up and picked up his glass, and then Laurel's, and he walked over to the dispenser. The only selection he recognized was water. He chose one of the others at random and a green watery liquid was dispensed. He stopped with only a small amount in his glass and he took a sniff, no real discernable scent, then he took a sip and it was sweet and tart with an odd creamy after taste that was wonderful on the pallet. He filled his glass then looked at Laurel and he sensed her thinking that she enjoyed his sensations, so he filled her glass with 'trigger-jaw' juice and walked back over to the table and sat down. He set Laurel's glass in front of her and smiled at her.

"It's like learning a whole new language to identify all the new food down here."

"I know what you mean? Least I can have you try it first and if you don't like it I won't have to put it in my mouth."

"Nice! I suppose I can accept you using me like that."

Laurel chuckled and they set in to eating their breakfast. The food was fulfilling if not a little unusual as far as the taste sensations. They cleared their plates and drank all of the trigger-jaw juice and then looked around for a moment to see if they needed to clear their own table. They didn't see anywhere to deposit the dirty dishes, so Laurel got up and walked over to the man they had talked to earlier. He was sterilizing the food bars with an ultraviolet ionic conducer wand and he looked up at her approaching and deactivated the device and gave her a friendly grin.

"Something I can help you with miss Kade."

"My mom is miss Kade, please just call me Laurel sir."

"Okay Laurel. The captain is sir, just call me Wally."

"Thank you Wally. I was just wondering if we need to clear our table before leaving?"

"Oh good heavens no. Leave that to me. You two go enjoy the warm weather while we have it. It's going to get cold soon and stay that way for several weeks."

"Thank you Wally. How did know we were going outside?"

"You're young and full of the wind. I assumed you wouldn't be hold up in your room all day."

"That makes sense. I thought maybe you were reading our intentions or something."

Wally chuckled and glanced at Jake then back at Laurel.

"That talent is part of your generation. I just know how to read people based on what I observe. You two probably don't remain idle for very long?"

Laurel looked back at Jake and smiled then she looked back at Wally.

"No, I recon we don't at that. I like to keep my mind engaged and Jake likes physical activity. Put it together and we don't sit around very much."

"I thought as much. It was a true pleasure to make both of your acquaintances. You have to be one of the prettiest commanding officers the Future will ever have the privilege of being captained by. Your second in command over there is one heck of handsome devil too. I hope I'm not out of place to say as much."

"No, I can feel where the compliments are coming from. You're a true gentleman and a handsome devil in your own right."

"What a sweetheart. You go have some fun on your new home world, I'll take care of the mundane affairs for you."

"Thank you Wally. You have a good day."

"You too honey."

Laurel turned and walked over to Jake as he got to his feet and grinned at her.

"See, not all guys try to picture you in your birthday suit," Jake thought.

"He's a real man. He sees us as a couple of youngsters. I don't think things like that would ever cross his mind about a girl my age," Laurel thought in return.

Jake nodded and they headed toward the exit. They stepped out of the dinning area and turned left and walked through the projected entryway. The air outside was crisp and cool, but nothing like what they experienced the day before. It was warming quickly as the sun rose higher in the sky, though it wasn't quite high enough to shine over the tall buildings all around them yet. The cold night air hadn't been completely chased away.

They walked down to the edge of the curving entryway drive and Jake looked back at the grand entrance. He then looked at Laurel.

"The captain told us to go armed if we venture outside the city. Should we get our weapons even if we really don't need them?"

"Crud! He can probably see us already and he's gunna be pissed if we disobey his order."

"I'll go get 'em babe. You can wait here if you want?"

"I can do one better. Join minds with me and I'll bring 'em down to us."

"How?"

"With your sense of distant objects and my telekinetic abilities. I can deactivate the projection window and levitate our PP twenty holsters right out the balcony window and down to us."

Jake smiled and nodded, then he closed his eyes and reached out to Laurel and they slipped into one another's minds. Jake opened his eyes and Laurel gave him a gentle kiss.

"It still feels so good to join with you like this Jake. I'll never tire of sensing your true nature. You're such a gentle man, but you have this really strong masculine essence. I can feel the strength within you that I'm so attracted to."

"Thanks babe. I love feeling your inner essence too. It's so soft and feminine. I don't have that kind of nature in me and it's really neat to feel it like it's a part of me."

"Reminds you of our experience in the neural core of the Angalon, huhn?"

"Kind of. That was way more intense though, and it included Korica's energy. I really don't want to experience something like that again. I like being a guy and for a time I wasn't."

"I know what you mean. I wasn't exactly a girl either."

Laurel looked up at the upper portion of the building and closed her eyes and Jake could feel Laurel channeling his abilities and it made him grin as every nerve in his body seemed to be tingling. Laurel narrowed in on their room and she was able to see the controls to the projection window and she deactivated the solidity without shutting down the window entirely. She then focused on the room around her perceptions and she could see the holsters sitting on the table by the mirror and she concentrated on levitating them and Jake distinctly felt a surge of energy emanating from Laurel that seemed to flow right through him. He knew he was sensing Laurel's physical sensations, but it felt like his own when they were joined so deeply.

The holsters rose gently and began to float toward the window and they passed through without resistance. Laurel held them in position as she concentrated on the controls to the projection window long enough to make it impermeable once again. She then concentrated on the holsters and they floated over the edge of the balcony and quickly levitated around the building and then began to descend toward the front of the building. Jake looked up just as the holsters appeared from around the large overhang that encompassed the entryway and he grinned. The holsters floated right down to them and Jake put his hands out and they gently settled into his hands and for just an instant he could sense Laurel looking at him, like looking at himself in a mirror. It was an odd sensation that only lasted for a second or two, then faded away as Laurel broke her concentration and began to withdraw into her own mind. Jake closed his eyes and did the same, leaving and odd emptiness in the place Laurel had occupied within him.

They both opened their eyes and Laurel looked at the holsters and grimaced.

"I didn't pay attention to which is which. How are we gunna know?"

Jake handed a holster to Laurel and he pulled a PP-20 from its holster and looked at Laurel as he touched the trigger, then put slight pressure on it and he received an intense jolt that dropped him to his knees, and he would've fallen on his face if Laurel hadn't put her hand out and supported his full weight while the numbing sensation faded. Laurel waited a few seconds then slowly lifted him so his feet were a few inches form the ground. When he finally nodded, Laurel set him down and withdrew her influence and Jake took a stumbled step back and caught his balance. He then bent over slowly and picked up the pistol that he had instinctively let go of when he was zapped. He handed it to Laurel and retrieved the holster in her other hand.

"Least we know the safety interlock works. That hurt like hell."

"I know. I felt it through you. My fingertips are tingling just like yours are."

They quickly strapped their holsters on and Laurel shoved her PP-20 into its holster and secured the thumb stay.

"So was that being lazy?" Jake asked as he continued to shake off the buzzing running through his nervous system.

"No, it was a creative use of our combined abilities. It took way more energy to retrieve our weapons like that, but half the time."

"So you couldn't have done that on your own?"

"Not as easily anyways. It would've taken a lot of effort to visualize where everything was and I don't know if I could've concentrated on that and come up with enough fortitude to levitate and manipulate things in the environment at the same time. We're far more capable together than we are alone."

"You think I could've pulled that off too?"

"Sure. You would've used your own abilities where I was channeling your abilities and you would've channeled where I was using my abilities, but you can do anything I can. We're the same person when we join like that Jake. You're going to have to get that through your head."

"I can feel that we exist as one person most of the time, but getting the idea to sink in completely is a little harder for me. You grasp and accept complex concepts more readily than I do babe. I think two dimensionally and you think¦like four dimensionally. It's what makes you such an instinctive pilot whereas I have to really concentrate at it."

"Unless we join minds."

"Well yeah, then we think as one."

"That's my point. We're the same person Jake. We are one, not two."

"I get what you're saying. I know it's true, but holding the concept as self evident is a stretch for me is all."

"You'll learn."

"Thanks for being understanding with me babe. I don't have quite the plasticity of mind that you do. I know I'll come around."

Jake finally shook off the last of the intense shock he had received and they turned and headed out to the main street and turned right and headed around the front of the Genesis tower complex. When they reached the cross street on the other side of the medical buildings that led to the housing district to the west, they turned left and headed out of the city center. As the city grew distant they reached the area where the sun was shinning above the shadows of the tower and the other looming buildings and the warm sunlight felt amazing. It was as though they had been away form the sun for years and now it was welcoming them with a bath of warm inviting rays, even though they had only recently been on a planet with 2 suns that cooked them intensely for 19 of 40 hours of the day as evidenced by the tan they both still carried, though it had faded significantly.

As they drew further from the city center they could see the halted construction of homes on both sides of the street meandering down curving cul-de-sacs. Emerging from one of them was a lone bearcat that was casually striding down the street until it noticed Laurel and Jake heading its way. It paused and then began heading straight towards Laurel and Jake. They continued on their path and as the animal drew nearer they could sense that it was female. It definitely wasn't Alpha, though the animal was still pretty good sized for a female. The bearcat strode right up to them and they stopped and offered their hands so the animal could sample their scent. It sniffed at their hands in turn then plopped down and panted in a friendly gesture and Laurel and Jake stepped closer and pet the animal a few times, and gave a firm scratch behind the ears that the bearcat responded to by letting out a gargled growling purr while leaning into the scratching effort. Laurel then squatted down in front of the animal and looked into its face as she tuned into the bearcats strange emotions. Laurel was surprised to sense recognition in the animals feelings.

"You know who we are? How do you know us girl? I don't think we've met before."

The bearcat made some chirping and barking vocalizations and Jake was the one who picked up on the response as he squatted down right next to Laurel and scratched under the bearcat's massive chin.

"It's the eyes babe. She's thinking that we have the eyes of shiny stones from their deepest den caves. Alpha must've told the others about you and I by describing our eyes. You have to admit that no one else has eyes quite like ours."

"I'll be darned. They truly understand complex language like descriptive details of individual characteristics of a person," Laurel looked back at the female. "Do you know where Alpha is? We want to greet your Alpha male. We're close friends."

The female bearcat stared at Laurel for a few moments then she scooted back as she stood up and then she faced the north west, she then looked back at Laurel and Jake and made some soft squeaks and squawks.

"He's that way? We know the way to your den cave, but we aren't supposed to go up there."

The bearcat then turned and stepped up to Laurel and nuzzled her leg, forcing her to spread her feet to avoid being knocked over and Laurel gave the animal a few solid pats on the neck. The Bearcat then took a step past Laurel and nuzzled Jake, earning her a few solid, but affectionate smacks on the shoulder. The bearcat then headed down the street toward the city center and Laurel and Jake watched her for a few moments then took each other's hand.

"I guess she has things to do and trusts us to go up to the lake on our own," Jake said.

"I guess so. I wish she 'd called for Alpha without us having to violate our agreement not to go up to the caves. There are a lot of dangerous critters in the forests too."

They continued on their path down the street to make their way down the incomplete cul-de-sac that would lead them to the clearing that led to the forest beyond.

"The captain knew what we came down here to do," Jake said. "He isn't going to bust our chops for going up there."

"Maybe so, but I think we should take some precautions to make sure we don't run into something nasty along the way."

Laurel let go of Jake's hand and reached up and tapped her transceiver on.

"Future? This is Laurel. Do you read me?"

Jake tapped his transceiver active and listened in. The AI responded the moment he activated his transceiver.

"I read you loud and clear Laurel. I have been monitoring your progress out of the city. Is there a problem I can help you with?"

"There isn't anything wrong at the moment, I want to keep it that way. We met a female bearcat that indicated Alpha is up to the northwest. She had other things she wanted to do so she isn't escorting us up there, but she recognized Jake and I, or at least she knew who we are and she trusts us to go up to the caves by ourselves. Can you scan the area ahead of us to make sure we don't run across any dangerous animals?"

"I would be more than happy to provide that service. It will require me to initiate an active scan in order to extract precise data from the surface scans. Please standby while I request authorization to initiate an active scan on your location."

"Alright. Standing by."

They rounded the corner onto a cul-de-sac with 3 homes near the corner that were almost complete and the rest of the intended home sites were nothing more than surveyors flags at the corner point of each future structure location. They walked out into the middle of the street that was oddly complete despite the lack of any homes or vehicles requiring the perfectly prepared surface. Neither of them had any experience at construction methods, but it seemed to them that things were being done a little backwards.

By the time they reached the end of the cul-de-sac, they were a little surprised to hear the captain being patched through on their transceivers.

"Laurel, what are you two up to?" The captain asked calmly. "You know we agreed not to venture up to the den caves by Bearcat Lake."

"I know sir. We met up with a female bearcat that informed us that Alpha was somewhere to the northwest. She knew who Jake and I are despite the fact we had never met her before. We sensed a trust of our presence in or near the den caves sir."

"Are you telling me they have telepathy or something? How could the bearcat possibly know who you two are if you've never met before?"

Laurel chuckled and Jake smiled as he shook his head.

"They don't have telepathic abilities sir, least not as far as we know. Alpha described us by the color of our eyes. We sensed that she saw us as the first ones, with eyes like the shiny stones in their deepest caves. I can only assume they've seen cave gems that have the same color as our eyes, emeralds and sapphires or something similar to those. They obviously have much more complex language skills than we thought if they can pass along information about an individual based on physical characteristics, like eye color."

"I see. I've approved the active scan of your location; I can't have our celebrity heroes encountering unforeseen danger¦though I know you have that ability on your own. The way we're communicating and the active scan in progress is going to alert everyone to your exact location though. Please keep that in mind."

"We aren't doing anything that needs to be kept secretive sir. The bearcats know us and trust us and we can trust our allies in orbit not to interfere with the bearcats, right?"

"We've made it abundantly clear to every ship in orbit that our planet may be explored at will as long as the information gleaned is shared and none of the bearcats are trespassed upon. We haven't established a relationship with many of the species present, but I think we can trust them not to do anything to you and Jake or the bearcats at large. If they do, we've made enough friends to make reprisals severe enough to keep people in line. They would have too much to lose by alienating us or our cohabitants of this world."

"Sir," Jake said. "You really see Laurel and I as celebrities?"

"No, I see you as dear friends and the children of some very important civilians that have entrusted me with your safe guard. Please don't take any unnecessary risks while you're down there?"

"We won't sir," Jake replied.

"Good deal. The rest of our population are the ones that see you two as celebrities. You can expect to see everything your doing on vid for review by those following your activities, keep that in mind too."

"We uh, we won't do anything embarrassing sir," Laurel said. "I didn't know there were people following us like that."

"I did mention that you're our celebrity heroes? You know how people follow their heroes and others are interested in the lives of celebrities. Amazing things tend to happen when you two are involved."

"I guess our lives are anything but boring. We'll try not to let it go to our heads sir."

"Humility is an admirable trait Laurel. Keep it in your heart."

"Yes sir." Laurel said with a smile.

"I'll sign off and let you two concentrate on what you're doing down there. Just remember that I want you two back aboard in time to attend the pretrip briefing?"

"We'll be there sir."

"If time gets away from you, I'll send a transport to rendezvous with you wherever you happen to be."

"What about our stuff in our room at the tower inn?" Jake asked.

"Is there anything there that you can't live without for a few hours?"

"No sir. We have our weapons with us. All that's there are our clothes and bathroom items."

"We can have your things collected and sent up here easily enough."

"Yes sir. We'll try not to make you have to do that."

"It wouldn't be a problem, but I know how responsible you two are. I'll give you until twelve hundred. I'll contact you at that time if we haven't heard from you. Please keep you transceivers active while you're away from the city."

"Yes sir. We had planned to do that anyways so the AI can alert us to any possible dangers."

"Sounds good. Alexan out."

Laurel and Jake reached the middle of the clearing by that point and they could see the dark shadows of the forest ahead drawing close. They stopped and searched their senses and felt no impending danger looming.

"If you are concerned, there are sixteen tree hoppers foraging in the tree tops among the trees at the leading edge of the forest, but they will likely disperse as you approach. Twelve hundred yards north along the primary trail there is a rather sizable Haron residing ten meters up in a tree on the left side of the trail. I would recommend climbing along the ridge to the right of the primary trail until you are safely past the creature."

"Ick. I don't want one of those things dropping down anywhere near us. Is there anything else we should be aware of?" Laurel asked.

"There are no other creatures that pose a significant risk at this time, but the forest is crawling with life forms that I do not have record of. Any one of them could pose a danger I am not aware of."

Laurel looked at Jake and he could sense her unease. He stepped closer and put his arm around her lower back.

"I'll keep alert babe. I don't sense¦no wait," Jake looked toward the forest and he squinted as he concentrated on his feelings, then he looked back at Laurel.

"I think I sense the danger posed by that Haron, but I can't be completely sure. I just know there's something dangerous in the trees. I haven't practiced with this sense long enough to know how to focus what I sense into something¦recognizable. I just have that gut feeling that there's crap in there that can hurt us."

Laurel leaned her head against Jake's and sighed as she experienced his senses with him.

"We're going in Future. Just keep an eye on us so we don't stumble into something."

"Understood."

They moved apart and resumed their walk toward the tree line. As they neared the leading edge of the forest they could hear the tree hoppers leaping amongst the thick branches and a few lighter bunches of leaves moved around slightly as the animals landed on the branches the leaves were attached to as they made the alarm call, sending even more creatures bounding through the tree tops. Laurel and Jake watched above them as they entered the shadows of the trees and their eyes adjusted to the obscured light making it through the foliage as the sun rose higher into the sky.

They were finally able to see a few of the treehoppers as they moved higher into the canopy and began to settle down as they watched Laurel and Jake from what they perceived to be a safe distance away. They progressed up the trail for a short distance then began to head off the trail and up onto the ridge that followed the trail on each side at an ever-increasing slope and height. They kept to the ridge for some distance until Jake sensed the Haron passing below them and off to their rear. He couldn't identify the creature in particular, just the significant danger it posed. Once they were a fair distance past the danger, they began to trudge back down the steep ridge toward the main trail used by the bearcats as they made their way to and from their den caves by the lake. Laurel and Jake found themselves practically sliding on their bottoms to keep upright due to the steep slope of the ridge and loose leaf litter, tree branches, and rocks, scattered all over the ridge face.

They finally made it to the trail after sliding and scooting down the ridgeline and as Laurel got to her feet, Jake stepped around behind her and squatted down as he brushed the leaves and dirt off her backside and he gave a few loving strokes over the delightful curve of her cheeks and Laurel grinned and looked back at him.

"We aren't supposed to be doing anything¦provocative," Laurel thought. "People might watch what were doing later on."

Jake gave a last gentle pat of her left cheek and stood up while looking into her eyes.

"They can't see us," Jake thought in return. "They'll only be able to see our bio signatures in close proximity to one anther."

"You remember what the AI said? It can extrapolate enough information from an active scan to form a perfect image of what lies beneath visually obscured vistas, even from twenty two hundred miles away using the enhanced signal processors."

"Sorry, you have a nice ass Laurel. If it's in my face, I'm gunna pet it a few times."

Laurel smiled and impressed gratitude for the sweet sentiment to Jake. She then put her hand on his shoulder and turned him so she could brush the debris from his backside. When she had the debris cleared, she gave him a firm smack on the bottom making him take a step forward and look at her as he rubbed his cheek.

"Behave yourself Jake. I love your body too, but we need to be on good behavior. Remember what you talked me into on the roof of that commerce building downtown?" Laurel thought as she slid her hand into Jake's.

"I remember, but I don't remember it being all that difficult to talk you into doing me in a public place."

"That was the booze. That and your arousal stimulating my libido to the point that I couldn't help myself."

They resumed their steady pace up the trail as they continued to banter each other playfully in outward silence.

"You know its okay to admit that you like what I do to you so much that you'll do it in public if you think no one is watching?"

"You can be so rude sometimes. Of course I'll jump you if I think we can get away with it where no one can see us. That isn't the case here though."

"It would be if we went inside the den caves."

Laurel looked at him with a shocked expression and then she felt that he was more or less kidding and she grinned and looked at the trail ahead.

"You can just forget about that. I'm not getting it on in a dirty cave filled with bearcats."

"I'm just fantasizing. I know you need clean comfortable conditions to feel aroused in the slightest."

"How can you still be horny? We've done it a couple times since coming down here."

"When I've got a hotty like you in my head all the time and I know how good you are, I can't help but being horny all the time. You are too if you think about it."

"That's cause you are. My state of arousal is tied to yours."

"I promise not to talk you into anything you want to do."

"You're terrible Jake."

"Yeah, I know."

They continued up the trail until it began to curve to the west and the AI startled them.

"Laurel, Jake, please halt your progress!"

They immediately stopped in their tracks and looked around as Jake tuned into his senses even sharper.

"What's the matter?" Laurel asked.

Jake pointed to the west, then the north with his other hand as he looked to the southeast. Laurel felt their combined energies swelling and the urge to push was almost overwhelming as the AI responded.

"There are three creatures approaching your location from the north, west, and southeast. They appear to be encircling you with several more creatures moving in from the south-southeast."

"Our¦powers or whatever just kicked in. I don't even know what particular ability is involved; it's an involuntary reaction to danger approaching. Jake is sensing danger closing in from multiple directions. Do you know what kind of animals are closing in on us?"

"Negative. These animals do not match anything on record. They are three-meter long quadrupeds standing one meter tall with long necks punctuated by a fairly sizable head. They appear to be slinking as they close in, suggesting they are on a hunt. Please use caution. I do not have any information on these animals as to whether they pounce on prey, or attack as a pack in a slash and gnash manner."

"I don't think we're in serious danger with our abilities protecting us. The urge to push is really strong right now, but I don't know what that would do, especially if we both push."

"You have indicated in the past that trusting your gifts to do as they want has produced desirable affects, despite a lack of knowledge as to what is being induced."

At that moment Laurel and Jake's enhanced hearing detected the distinct sound of footsteps from several yards away on three sides. It was apparent that the creatures were attempting to be stealthy with how light and slow they were stepping among the dry plant litter covering the ground everywhere.

"They're getting close. I don't think you understand how scared we are of our abilities Future. They're so much stronger than they were when we went into stasis, and we just don't know what we're capable of."

"You will have to use your discretion in this situation. I cannot offer any help other than giving you information regarding the animals locations in relation to your position."

"They're close enough for us to sense them."

Laurel sighed and mentally signaled Jake to go ahead and push. Jake looked at her with a concerned look on his face, but Laurel's release of her resistance affected his hold on the building energy swelling within him. The leaf litter around them for ten feet in a perfect circle blew away from them as if a strong gust of wind had kicked up despite a completely windless environment in the canyon they were now standing in. Some of the lighter leaf debris rose into the air, following the out region of the force bursting forth and pushing out rapidly. Laurel and Jake felt a relieving release of tension and energy as the affect rushed away from them. They then heard the distinct sound of bodies plopping to the ground amongst the trees just out of sight, but close enough that they felt the thuds through their feet with their senses being so acutely tuned into everything around them.

"The creatures have ceased their encroachment on your position. They are lying on their sides without moving," The AI reported.

"Jake and I pushed. What about the animals coming form the south-southwest?"

"Every animal detectable is dropping to the ground from the canopies in your area as well all the animals on or near the ground. You are no longer being approached."

"Oh God! Did we kill 'em?"

"Unknown. The detectable signatures are still producing heat signatures, however, a freshly killed warm-blooded animal will remain warm for some time after death. I will increase the scan intensity to determine if life cessation has occurred."

"I knew it was a bad idea to let it go like that when we don't know what the heck we're doing," Laurel muttered solemnly.

"I still feel the animals Laurel, " Jake offered as reassurance. "Listen to what I'm feeling, I don't think we killed anything."

Laurel looked down for a moment as she thought about what she was feeling and her face lit up some as she realized Jake was right. She looked up slowly and then looked toward the dim shadows of the trees around them, and then it occurred to her that they were very close to the caves. She wondered if the bearcats had been affected by what they had allowed to manifest from deep within them.

"I am detecting life signs from the affected animals in your area. The affect seems to have dissipated at point five kilometers from your location. If I understand the data I am detecting, you engaged the sleep cycle of the animals in question. You do not seem to have actually harmed any of the animals. You put them to sleep by eliciting a reaction in their brains that released sudden huge quantities of melatonin, or the biological equivalent in the unknown animals. That is if I had to hazard a supposition."

"What about the bearcats? Can you detect them in their den caves?" Laurel asked looking up as though she would be able to see through the tree canopy all the way to the Future.

"I am detecting numerous life signs deep under ground, they are in fact moving about. I do not believe you had any affect on them."

"That's a huge relief. Are any of them close to the surface?"

"Negative. There are nine individuals in the woods surrounding Genesis, two individuals in the city center, and there is another individual inside the Henson domicile, but none are on the surface near your location. If I may suggest, the affect you brought about in the animals may not last for very long since it is likely an artificial sleep cycle that has been induced. I would recommend continuing toward the bearcat caves without delay since your path is now completely clear of all life forms. I must reduce the sensor scan intensity to avoid causing disruptions to the ships in the vicinity of the Future. As you know, a maximum scan produces prodigious high energy radiation that not all ships are equipped to deflect or dissipate as efficiently as the Future."

"We understand. We'll keep moving, go ahead and reduce the sensor scans to minimum intensity¦sorry, old habit of reinforcing a good idea as if I'm in command."

"It is quite alright Laurel. I am pleased to hear the instincts sticking with you. It may come in handy someday."

Laurel smiled and took Jake by the hand and they turned to the northwest and continued up the trail. As they progressed they saw numerous tree-hoppers on the ground and still more hanging on high branches in the tree canopies where they fell when they were rendered unconscious. They were careful where they stepped as there were numerous smaller creatures lying about that they had never seen before, though a few Laurel recognized from the data they skimmed over of the wild life that had been observed and in most cases categorized by observation expedition teams that have been scouring the continent to try and determine just how much wild life was present and possibly posed a danger or opportunity to learn from as to how they survive on this new alien world that everyone now calls home.

As the trees began to thin out and the distinct smell of water close by wafted on the air, the AI once again alerted Laurel and Jake to creatures approaching their position.

"There are three bearcats emerging form their den. They do not appear to be in hurry, indicating they are aware of your presence, but not alarmed."

"Thank you Future," Laurel said. "We sense them ahead of us. We aren't feeling any aggression or concern in them either."

Laurel and Jake rounded the bend allowing an obscured view of the lake beyond and the entrance to the bearcat den and they finally caught sight of the 3 bearcats they were sensing and the Future was detecting from above. To Laurel's delight, Alpha was among the 3 individuals and he immediately recognized Laurel and Jake as evidenced by him perking up and making some vocalizations that were high in pitch, reminiscent of a person squealing in delight as they saw someone they hadn't seen in a long time. The bearcats advanced on Laurel and Jake, 2 of them moving to the left and right, while Alpha walked right up to them and offered friendly nuzzling as he vocalized softly.

"Hello Alpha," Laurel said as she scratched behind his ear while petting his enormous head with the other hand. "We missed you too big guy."

Alpha waited until the ear scratching ceased and then he swung his body weight against Jake as he plopped his rump on the ground. Jake stroked his head and pat his thick and muscular neck.

"We were hoping you wouldn't mind us coming up here to find you. We wanted to know how you're doing with all the new faces in Genesis."

Alpha looked Jake right in the eyes and he produced a long string of varying vocalizations and Jake was able to sense exactly what Alpha was trying to express to him.

"You've met a lot of new friends huh? I'm glad you like the people you've met so far."

Alpha then stood up and vocalized a few series of chirps and barks and Jake stood up as he tried to understand what he was feeling from Alpha. Jake looked at Laurel and so did Alpha.

"Do understand what he's feeling babe?"

"I think he's wondering why there are so many people that don't look like us showing up recently. I'm sure he's seen the Sharhon working on the landing port. You have to admit that they look completely different from us."

"I hope that isn't going to be a problem. The Sharhon are just the first of many different species that'll be helping us finish building the city and outlying construction projects. You found that list of thirteen allies offering technology and personnel to aid in integrating it into our infrastructure down here."

Laurel stroked Alpha's head and looked him in the eyes.

"We need help building something as big and complex as the city you're helping protect. We have friends from a long ways away that don't look like us, but they want to help us, like you and your clan are. They know these caves, the forest up here, and the lake, are your territory. They promised they wouldn't come up here, just like we promised we wouldn't. Can you understand that?"

Alpha looked at her for a few moments then he looked past her and Jake and he took a step between them and he lifted his head and began sniffing at the air making Laurel and Jake furrow their brows, wondering what he was up to. Alpha sniffed rapidly then deeply and something seemed to cue in him and he turned and bellowed a series of very loud barks and a few seconds later several bearcats emerged from the cave entrance and Alpha vocalized with them in a clear conversation and just as quickly as the fresh bearcats emerged, they practically leapt in different directions and quickly disappeared into the forest. Alpha then stepped back over to Laurel and Jake and he squawked a few times then turned and headed toward the cave entrance in a casual pace.

"I think he smelled the¦whatever those things were that we dropped," Jake said. "I get the feeling he just rang the dinner bell."

"Yuck. I don't think I want to see what they bring back of 'em."

"If they bring back an intact carcass, it would provide an opportunity to see what was stalking us."

"Your sense of the animals is enough for me. I don't need to look at a dead carcass to satisfy my curiosity."

"Alpha wants to show us something. It has something to do with what you told him, but I can't¦figure out exactly what he's thinking because he broke his train of thought when he smelled dinner in the forest."

Laurel nodded and they began to follow Alpha, who had stopped and was looking back at them waiting for them to stop talking and start walking. When he saw that they understood that he wanted them to follow him, he turned his head toward the cave entrance and resumed his leisurely pace into the cave.

"Future, Alpha wants to show us something inside the cave. We'll be out of communication range pretty quickly after entering the cave," Laurel said.

"Understood. I will inform the captain that you are in the protective company of Alpha. Please remain cognizant of the passage of time while you are below ground. You have four point four hours until a transport will be dispatched to retrieve you."

"We'll try not to let time get away from us. We'll contact you as soon as we get close enough to the surface to reestablish communications."

"Understood. I will leave this channel active."

"Roger that."

Laurel and Jake then stepped into the cave and immediately recognized the bizarre green glow that quickly filled their field of vision. Their eyes adapted quickly as Alpha led them down the familiar passageway toward the occupied regions of the cave network. As they kept walking they began to see the dens to the left and right occupied by females tending to their young and they seemed completely unfazed by Laurel and Jake's presence since Alpha was leading them into the cave. They walked a significant distance down the meandering passageway, until Alpha stopped and faced the cave wall. He stared at it for a moment and sniffed the air a few times then looked at Laurel and Jake expectantly. Laurel glanced at Jake then looked at Alpha as she knelt down next to him.

"I don't understand what you're trying to show us boy. What's significant about the cave wall here?"

Alpha looked at the cave wall again and then he gently leaned over and bowed his head as he opened his mouth and he took hold of Laurel's hand very gently and he moved her hand toward the cave wall and then he let go of her hand. Laurel was tempted to wipe her hand off, but she instead placed her hand on the cave wall and it was slightly warm from the glowing microorganisms that were consuming the minerals sublimated into the very lava rock making up the cave walls. Laurel looked at her hand and tried to figure out what Alpha was getting at. She then decided to close her eyes and really concentrate on what she was feeling aside from the slight warmth and rough pock marked surface of the cave wall.

Jake sensed Laurel starting to tune into her senses, so he knelt down next to her and reached out his hand and placed it on the cave wall right next to hers and he looked at her. Laurel grinned at him and they closed their eyes for a moment and joined minds deeply then opened their eyes and looked at their hands as they began to concentrate hard on what they were sensing jointly by focusing their perceptions to a singular conscience. As they concentrated, they started to sense a slight vibration that at first Laurel dismissed as natural vibrations that would be produced by natural forces deep within the planet, but Jake thought differently and closed his eyes and concentrated on detecting a pattern to the very subtle vibration. Just as he was sensing a distinct pattern, the vibrations stopped for a few seconds then resumed and Jake looked at Laurel.

"You think it's something digging?" Laurel asked. "Through solid lava rock?"

"Lava rock is solid babe. It's full of micro pores and cracks and fissure that can be exploited if something has strong enough claws or¦teeth."

Laurel opened her eyes wide for a moment and then she looked at Alpha.

"Is this what you wanted to show us? Something is digging toward your den caves?"

Alpha looked at her for a moment, then stood up and turned around to the opposite wall and he climbed his front feet up on the wall and seemed to take a deep breath, then he grunted as he began clawing rapidly at the cave wall. The green glow where he was digging was quickly scraped away and he quickened his furious digging with claw gnashing and almost screeching noises as he huffed and puffed while excavating a small indentation a foot deep and several inches high. He then stopped and stepped back, slapping his feet to the floor in a thud and he sneezed as the dust settled and the air quickly cleared in the very slight breeze emanating from deeper in the cave drifting toward the entrance. Laurel and Jake stood up and looked at his work, then Alpha stepped past them to the first den a few yards away, back up the cav,e and he sat down and glanced into the den occupied by a female and a single cub. He then looked at Laurel and Jake and it hit them what he was showing them.

"You dug all these side dens and what we we're feeling¦is bearcats digging somewhere behind that wall," Laurel said. "You're going to have new faces of your own showing up and they aren't from your clan."

Alpha stood up and walked back to Laurel and Jake and he nuzzled Laurel, then he leaned over to Jake and leaned against him as he plopped his enormous bulk to the cave floor in a fleshy thud as he sat down while maintaining his lean against Jake's outer thigh.

"Boy, I wonder how that's gunna go when they break through and realize they've tunneled into Alpha's den cave?" Jake commented.

"We've only just begun to study the bearcats. For all we know there could be differing species of bearcats. Like how on Earth at one time there were two or three species of Human beings, with homo-sapiens being the smartest and eventually predominant species."

Jake withdrew from Laurel's mind and Laurel closed her eyes at the sudden almost sickening feeling that it elicited at such an unexpected and rapid departure form her mind. Laurel shook her head to shake off the feeling then she opened her eyes and looked at Jake.

"Warn me when you're gunna do that. It makes me nauseous to have you yank yourself out of my head like that."

"Sorry babe. I thought you would sense what I was about to do."

"Not if you don't think about it first. I didn't have time to process what I was feeling from you. I know now that it was an intention to separate from me, but you did it so quickly that it like¦tugged¦at my heart, guts, and mind."

"Hmm. Didn't know I could surprise you like that when we're connected that deeply. I'll be a little more overt about my intentions next time."

"Kay. Thanks."

"I guess Alpha understood more about our situation with other species showing up in the city to help us then we thought. He's going to be facing his own first contact situation pretty soon."

Laurel reached over and stroked Alpha's head lovingly and he leaned his head into her affectionate strokes and made gargling purring like sounds that made her smile.

"Does this mean you're going to be too busy to help us rid the city of bad things?"

Alpha moved his head toward Laurel and knowing what he was going to do, she moved her face back just as he lapped at her. She grinned and cupped his enormous head and pulled his head closer and planted a kiss on the top of his snout.

"I'm sorry, but I don't enjoy the sensations of being licked in the face. I understand that you're expressing your promise to continue to help us keep our city and our young safe. You're efforts and those of your clan have proven invaluable and we appreciate your continued commitment to helping us. We just don't know enough about our new home to rid ourselves of the things that would cause us harm or nuisance."

Alpha made some squeaks and squawks as he moved toward Jake and leaned against him affectionately. Jake pat the side of his head softly and looked at Laurel.

"I sense that we have a friend for life in Alpha. He likes me and I dare say he loves you. We need to tell the captain about this development. I don't know how this is going to affect our plans, but he needs to know that there are going to be some new bearcats showing up that aren't familiar with our agreement of non-aggression. Hopefully we'll be able to tell them apart from Alpha's clan."

"Agreed."

Laurel looked at Alpha and he looked her in the eyes.

"Can you lead us back to the surface? We have some important things we need to attend to."

Alpha spun around quickly and began heading toward the entrance. Laurel looked at Jake and smiled as they followed Alpha.

"He's so dang smart, it almost makes you think he can truly understand English."

"I know huhn? We don't know much about 'em. It's entirely possible that they've learned how to understand some of what we're saying, but it's kind of unlikely given how they vocally communicate. Their voice box is nothing like ours. It makes it a little hard to believe they could understand such alien sounding vocalizations."

"I guess you're right. We haven't gained an understanding of their communicative ability despite the microorganisms in our heads that rewired our brains to learn unfamiliar languages rapidly."

They followed Alpha until they drew close to the entrance, and then Laurel called out to the AI.

"Future? Do you read me?"

"Yes Laurel, I read you loud and clear."

"We're heading back to the surface. Alpha brought us in the cave to show us where some new bearcats are tunneling toward this den. We're going to have some new bearcats arriving really soon and they aren't from Alpha's clan. They might not even be the same species as him, like Homo Sapiens and Neanderthal existing on Earth at the same time. There could be subspecies of Alpha's species still living."

"That is fascinating. It has far reaching implications for our relationship with these new bearcats. It is entirely possible that Alpha's particular species is the subspecies, not the other way around."

"I hadn't even considered that with how smart this clan is. We've got a lot to learn about this planet and its inhabitants."

"We have observed many other clans, but up close study has been avoided to prevent the type of conflict that occurred when people arrived in the area of Genesis."

"That's probably a really good idea. They're pretty territorial as we found out the hard way."

Laurel and Jake emerged from the cave entrance following behind their escort and the AI detected their presence.

"I am detecting your presence emerging from the den cave. You were not below ground for very long."

"Alpha just wanted to show us that there were tunneling efforts going on. I think he's looking to minimize our actual presence in the den as much as possible."

"Understood."

"We asked him how he's doing with all the new people showing up, and he expressed curiosity as to why some of the people didn't look like us. When we explained that we need their assistance to build the city and that they were from a long ways away, he understood completely and that's why he showed us what was going on in the cave. It showed us that he understands completely because he's going to have new faces from¦who knows where showing up. He might have even been indicating that they may not look like him or act like him and his clan."

"Our remote observations of the other bearcats on the planet indicate that Alpha's clan have unique behavioral characteristics and vocalizations. Each clan seems to evolve independently endowing them with unique behavioral patterns. It is very reminiscent of the unique cultural differences in Human beings living in different areas on Earth. They tend to develop unique languages and cultural practices until they encounter people from other regions."

"So these guys really are evolving into the highest form of life on this planet."

"At least the most sophisticated and intelligent. The use of tools is the next logical evolutionary leap that will likely occur."

"They don't have grasping hands, how is that going to be possible for them?"

"Unknown. In a few thousand to tens of thousands of generations it might be possible that their bodies will mutate so grasping objects is possible. They have culture, language, and high order intelligence. They even understand technological devices when exposed to them even if they cannot directly use or interact with such devices. Such a thing may be the catalyst for an effort to utilize devices requiring grasping or touching. That could in turn lead to a use of muscles, tendons, and ligaments that would not ordinarily be used in such a way furthering them toward a mutation to make such activities easier in the future by evolving fingers or hand like appendages."

"Yeah, but only if we're smart stewards of this planet and its native inhabitants, unlike what we did on Earth."

"That is a very mature and wise statement Laurel. It is one of the governing principles behind everything being undertaken on the Future planet."

"Good. That gives me hope for the future being laid out for my children¦and their children. I don't think Alpha is going to be with us all the way back to the city. Are there any animals we should know about on our path along the primary trail down to the housing district?"

"Nothing of concern. There are several bearcats dismembering the animals you put down earlier. They are not on the primary trail so if you stick to the traveled path, you should not cross the gruesome scene directly."

"I almost feel bad for doing what we did since it led to their deaths in the end."

"It could have very easily been you and Jake being dismembered. At least the meat will feed Alpha's clan."

"I'm pretty sure we would've been able to protect ourselves from them, heck, that's exactly what we did."

"Will you tell the captain that we're heading to the tower inn to gather our things and check out?" Jake asked.

"I will inform him."

"I guess we're going to need to have a ride arranged for us too," Laurel said.

"One of the crimson fighters will be dispatched to pick you up when you are ready. One of them is on the ground and another is aboard the Future while the remaining ships are out on excursions on the other side of the planet."

"Studying the nocturnal life are they?"

"Affirmative. There are rain forests that have highly luminescent foliage that warrants study to ascertain how so many plants are capable of producing bioluminescent compounds."

"I can see how that would be valuable information if a way can be found to harvest it in a responsible and renewable way."

"There is also a large deposit of crystals the likes of which have never been seen before. When subjected to specific low frequency vibrations, the crystal begins to glow and produce measurable electromagnetic fields."

"How weird. You think they could be used as a source of power?"

"Unknown. A great deal of research has to be carried out before that can be determined. We have allies working with our scientists to figure out how the crystal matrix formed and whether or not it can be reproduced or mined without disrupting the natural environment."

"How did we even find something like that?" Jake asked.

"ELF radio transmission brought about the reaction in the deposits in question and they were in turn detected from low orbit."

"We don't use extremely low frequency communications anymore," Jake commented.

"No we do not, but some of our orbiting allies do."

"Did we detect the sympathetic affect in the crystals, or did our allies?" Laurel asked.

"I detected the affect in unmanned orbital observation data. It was completely overlooked by the annalists, claiming it was a glitch in the data. The enhanced signal processors provided by the elder race enabled me to pull the subtle signature out of the data and enhance it to a much more measurable level. First hand personal observation later confirmed my determination that there was in fact a naturally occurring affect taking place in reaction to the presence of ELF radio transmissions. It is much easier to observe at night since the glow is very slight in the presence of weak signals coming from thousands of kilometers away in space."

"What about subjecting the crystals to intense signals up close?" Jake asked.

"Now that the affect is known, study is being conducted very cautiously. It is not known if the material could become explosive or possibly interactive with the environment around the deposit. Preliminary estimates are that the deposit covers twelve kilometers in pockets and veins. The damage that could be wrought if the material becomes explosive is tremendous."

"You think there could be more of the stuff on Primitus?"

"It is possible. Primitus exists on the same geographical plane across its mid region, which intersects Genesis northern region. The bearcat den caves in fact lie directly on the longitude and latitude precisely matching the location of the primary deposit on the opposite side of the planet where it veins to the surface."

"So it develops in volcanic regions?"

"It appears in ancient volcanic bedrock on the opposite side of the planet. It is not known how extensive the crystalline matrix is distributed throughout the rest of the planet however. Much more research must be done to determine the extent of the deposits if they in fact exist elsewhere."

"Is this what the Dremora were looking for?" Laurel asked.

"Negative. We know where the trycodium deposits are now that we know what to look for. They are deep below the surface even at their shallowest depth. As the deposit nears the mantel layer, the heating causes it to begin emitting a detectable signature that resonates within the planets magnetic field. That is how it is detected from long distances. The material exists within the strata of the planet almost from the time of its creation so the affect is detectable for many light years if you have sensors sophisticated and sensitive enough to detect the planets electromagnetic field from great distances, even if one is looking at the signature as it existed hundreds, thousands, or even millions of years ago."

"You have that capability now?"

"Yes. Separating a planets miniscule magnetic field from that of its parent star is difficult, but I am capable of doing that across the vast expanse of empty space with relative ease. You must remember how much time I have had to refine the use of the elder race technology integrated into my systems."

By this point, the AI had provided a conversational distraction to Laurel and Jake until they reached the edge of the dense forest. The AI knew how much Laurel enjoyed an intellectual conversation that offered the discovery of new ideas and a learning experience. As the forest shadows began to wane, Laurel touched Alpha's massive hindquarter and he stopped and looked back at her.

"Thank you for walking with us all this way. I know you have things you need to attend to back at the den. We can make it the rest of the way if you want to go back."

Alpha turned around completely and nuzzled Jake's hand and he squatted down so he was looking up into Alpha's eyes and he grinned at him.

"I love you too boy. Thank you for keeping my Laurel safe on the walk back. You take good care of all those cubs you have back there. I'm sure most of 'em are yours anyways."

Alpha lifted his head and bellowed a few chirps, almost like a person lifting their head to laugh. Alpha then leaned against Laurel's lag and she scratched behind his ear for a moment, then she kissed the top of his head and she smiled as she saw his stubby tail wagging rapidly.

"You take care big guy. We'll come back and visit you as soon as we can. Good luck with those newcomers. I hope it isn't a violent first encounter."

Alpha rubbed his head against her thigh a few times then barked twice and turned and began walking back up the trail toward his den. Laurel and Jake watched him until he disappeared into the darker shadows and then they turned and headed down the trail until they emerged into the bright and surprisingly warm sunlight. The sun was now high in the sky, allowing its life-giving rays to beam past Genesis lurking in the distance. Laurel and Jake blinked against the glare until their eyes adjusted and they resumed their course across the open meadow toward the housing district barely visible in the distance.

"It seems as though Alpha is understanding and accepting of the new faces down here," Laurel said. "He's awful darn smart. He now understands why there's so many different looking people in Genesis lately."

"That is good to hear," The AI replied. "The captain said he wants you to collect your things and head to the landing area east of the city center. The Orion has been called to standby condition in anticipation of your arrival."

"That's the airforce's ship, right?"

"Airforce personnel operate it, but it is a civilian corps ship. It is based on the Future and will go with the Future if it leaves orbit for any reason."

"I thought the Prentor was assigned to the Future?"

"Negative. The Prentor is assigned to Genesis. The Perth however is assigned to the Future. The other crimson fighter has been re-designated the Geneva and it too is assigned to Genesis."

"That's kind of fitting since Geneva was wiped off the map in twenty fourty-two. Millions of people were killed instantly when that high energy research station blew up."

"The first attempts at storing antimatter on a large scale had some terrible consequences."

"If they only knew what was learned later of creating it on the spot instead of trying to create and store it for later use."

"Didn't they think it was sabotage or something for the longest time?" Jake asked.

"You remember your history lessons. That was the suspicions of many people until the radiation dissipated enough to allow onsite observations of ground zero. The magnetic containment failed, plain and simple. When the antimatter came in contact with the containment vessel, the chain reaction was inevitable."

"Yeah, it was a seventy trillion ton equivalent explosion inevitability. The largest explosion ever created or observed by man."

"The subsequent earthquakes lasted for decades afterwards, right?" Laurel asked.

"They subsided about the time you two were born. The stresses that were asserted on the tectonic plates were enormous and changed continental drift characteristics around the entire planet. That is how the Mariana trench became two thousand feet shallower, displacing an enormous volume of ocean as the trench walls collapsed, filling in the trench across much of its length. That is why Hawaii all but disappeared and all of the Mariana Islands vanished. The archipelago of Alaska also vanished below the sea during that time. Much of the coastal regions of the planet were reconfigured to what you knew growing up. The push to harness new technologies for the Future project had some terrible consequences when proper safeguards were not observed."

"It was a power failure right?" Jake asked.

"Yes. Multiple power systems failed simultaneously and the backup system was incapable of sustaining the containment field for more than a few minutes. If the facility had not been located four thousand feet below ground, the resultant debris cast into the atmosphere would have likely snuffed out most, if not all, life on the planet as the sun was blocked for decades or possibly longer."

"I remember them teaching us about that in school, but it really didn't make a whole lot of sense until Laurel started sharing her knowledge with me and I gained a full understanding of the drive systems on the Future."

"And that pales compared to what negative matter can do," Laurel added. "That stuff is truly terrifying. The same amount of negative matter as what went up in the Geneva explosion would have destroyed the entire solar system and everything for several light years in every direction would have been warped into something unrecognizable. Think of the backside of a blackhole or something. The laws of physics breakdown and space and time are changed for ever within the affected region."

"That is what the elder race indicated occurred when three nano-grams of negative matter escaped containment two point three million years ago in Korica's galaxy during an experiment conducted by a now extinct race of people. That is why they are so cautious about who they give the technology to. It is capable of unspeakable powers of destruction when it is mishandled."

"Makes you wonder what happened when that other Future went back to their universe with their core sabotaged?" Jake posed "Even a single molecule of that stuff surviving the emergency matter dump would've been catastrophic."

"I don't want to think about that Jake. I tired my best to make sure that everything would be evacuated from the reaction chamber before the overload reached the critical point."

"I'm sorry babe. I know how hard that was for you to do. I won't bring it up again."

"Thanks Jake. It's not everyday a person helps kill themselves without it getting to you."

Jake put his hand on Laurel's shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze to comfort her without saying anything. They made the rest of the walk to the empty cul-de-sac in quiet. They were relieved to once again arrive on solid even ground to walk on. Their ankles just weren't used to carrying their amplified weight over such uneven and rock strewn ground without aches taking hold. Their hips were burning from the exertion as well, but they knew the feeling would fade soon enough, just like the ache from their exertion in their room at the inn.

As they exited the cul-de-sac and turned left heading toward the city looming in the distance, the AI signed off with them.

"I can see that you two are in the safe confines of the city boundary. I will terminate our communications at this time."

"Alright," Laurel said. "Thanks for looking out for us."

"You are very welcomed Laurel. I am sorry your time in the capital city has been cut short by concerns from afar."

"That's alright. If Korica is involved¦you know we'll always drop everything to come see her."

"You are both wonderful loving parents to her. She is fortunate to have you in her life."

"Awe, thanks Future."

"You are welcomed, Future out."

Laurel and Jake tapped their transceivers off and kept their steady pace toward the Genesis tower now rising almost to the point of once again blotting the sun's wonderful warming rays out with its immense towering height. They walked to the corner in front of the Genesis tower complex, still draped in shadow from the towers, and they turned right and walked in the middle of the street between the medical complex and the tower complex. As the tower inn came into view, Jake looked up the side of the building trying to see their balcony at the top, but it was around the other side of the 15-story building. Laurel sensed Jake's reminiscing of their activities during their stay and she playfully smacked his arm, making him look at her and grin.

"I've had so much fun with you babe. You're so amazing each and every time. I keep thinking it'll get¦I don't know¦ordinary or routine or something, but it just keeps getting better. I can't help but dream about seeing you naked and doing you again. The very thought about how good you feel¦and sound¦makes me horny."

"I know. You're stimulating me too."

"We have a little time before we have to show up at the Orion. You want to¦"

"Yes. But it isn't right for you to do this to me. I want to stay on task and you keep distracting me with sex. Mind blowing sex."

"I would apologize, but I'm not sorry for turning you on like that. It means I get laid just about anytime I want."

"I never thought I would want someone as much as I do you. It's like I can't get enough sometimes."

"I thought I left you completely satisfied?"

"Oh you do. I'm usually a little sore and totally fulfilled. You do everything just right. I mean how soon after I'm wanting it again with how quickly my body recovers and how absolutely gorgeous you are. Just looking at you does things to me."

"You don't usually let me sense that part of you, not without searching deeper anyways."

"I want our paring to be about more than just the sex."

"But that's the thing that made our paring possible in the first place."

"No, we became paired before we made love. It just confirmed or strengthened what we were already experiencing. Remember how the elder race were so stunned that a couple as young as us became paired without physically joining?"

"Yeah, I remember."

The pair reached the grand circle drive leading up to the entrance to the tower inn and they began the short walk to the projected entryway.

"Hey, you think the Marquelians would've evolved the ability to become paired like we did if they hadn't messed with their DNA to write out natural mutations?" Jake asked.

"Most definitely. They're unable to evolve past what they are because of their tampering with their genetic coding. They might have evolved to the point that they didn't need a physical body once they reached a certain age. They knew that and took steps to stop it so they could stick around and help maintain peaceful conditions in their galaxy as they helped less advanced species reach their full potential, many of them exceeding the level of advanced physiology present in their own people over time."

Laurel and Jake stepped through the projected entryway and emerged into the grand foyer of the inn and the young men at the reception desk looked up at the couple and smiled warmly. Laurel and Jake walked across the big lobby, noticing a fair amount of off world guest near the fireplace conversing in unrecognizable languages. They seemed excited about something that had either occurred or was about to. Laurel and Jake walked up to the reception desk and spoke with the young men behind the desk.

"We'll be checking out today," Laurel said.

"We just need to go gather our things¦and maybe take one last bath together," Jake added. "The bathtub in our room is unbelievable and we don't get to soak in a hot bath on the Future."

"We're sorry to see you to leaving us so soon. Is there anything we can do to accommodate your departure?" Hedrick asked.

"No thank you. We already have a ride up to the Future arranged," Laurel said with a grin.

"Very well. Enjoy your bath. It's been an honor having the heroes of the Future mission staying with us, brief as it was."

"Awe, thanks," Laurel said. "We'll see you around."

"I certainly hope so," Terrence said. "You are one of the most beautiful girls I've ever seen in my life."

"You're sweet, thank you Terrence."

Laurel took Jake by the hand and they headed to the Asran transport to their right. When they arrived on the 15th floor, Laurel looked at Jake as the door slid open.

"Did you feel how genuine Terrence was with his compliment?"

"Yeah, he didn't undress you with his eyes or try to picture me nailing you in some undignified position. He was really in awe of your beauty and appreciative of our efforts in getting us all here alive and well."

They stepped out of the transport and walked across the hallway and Jake had his palm scanned and the reader turned green under his palm and the door lock popped subtly. Laurel pushed the door open and let go of Jake's hand as she stepped in while looking at him.

"Not all guys are pigs Jake. That's what I've been telling you. Some guys appreciate how pretty I am without taking it somewhere disgusting or inappropriate."

"Yeah, but his partner Hedrick down there was wondering what your ass would like with nothing covering it."

"That's normal stuff. I sense that all the time and I've seen it in the eyes for as long as I can remember."

"That's so messed up that you saw that kind of behavior when you were a little girl."

"It was worse for my mom to see her little girl being oogled at by guys, some inappropriately older than me by a significant number of years."

"It kind of surprises me that she accepted me being your boyfriend so¦warmly given that she had seen that your whole life," Jake said as he pushed the door closed.

"It's cause she can sense what's in person's heart, including mine. I was crazy about you by that point and she wasn't going to stand in the way of my happiness."

"So she knew you were nuts and I wasn't a perv?"

"Nice! She knew you were into me and I was head over heels about you. The other stuff she sensed bothered her a little, but she respects my choices even if she doesn't agree with 'em."

"You're mom is a pretty special lady. She had her hands full raising a stunning girl like you to be a complete sweetheart despite everything."

"It helps that she's a sweetheart herself and very beautiful¦and super smart. She kind of knew what I was going through and that I want to be just like her. Best way to do that is act how she wants me to act since I emulate her so much."

"You do remind me of her in a lot of ways from what I know of her. I know she's extremely proud of the way you've turned out. I can feel it in her every time she looks at you."

Laurel unstrapped her weapon and laid her holster on the couch and then she waited for Jake to do the same thing and then Laurel stepped up to him and wrapped her arms around him as she pressed her body against his.

"My mom knows I made the right choice in the hunk I'm paired with. My life is so full of love and happiness thanks to you Jake. There's nothing I can't do now that I have you as a part of who I am."

Jake wrapped his arms around Laurel and kissed her, then smiled at her warmly.

"I love having you as part of me too babe. I'd like to strip you down and take you into the bathroom and show you how much I love being a part of you."

Laurel smiled and pulled back from Jake's embrace.

"I'm not stopping you," She said with a sultry smile on her face.

Jake smiled and knelt down in front of Laurel and unfastened her pants and pulled the flaps apart and he leaned forward and lifted her top at her stomach and kissed her smooth stomach, then he kissed her right at the top of her underwear. Laurel moved her feet apart slightly to maintain her balance as his affectionate kisses made her knees weak and her skin tingled all over. Jake sensed Laurel's condition deepening and he grinned as he reached around her hips and slid her pants over her rear end and off her slender but beautifully curved hips. Laurel put her hand on Jake's head and fought to work her shoes off with her concentration becoming more consumed by the feelings and sensations growing in her. She managed to get her shoes kicked off and Jake slid her pants down to her feet and she stepped out of them. Jake stared at her bright white underwear so perfectly conforming to her bare shaven mound and he sighed in delight at the stunning sight of her form that had such a distinct and perfect rise from the rest of her body. He looked up at her and slid his hands up her sides, lifting her shirt as he stood up, until he was lifting it over her head and off her hands. He then stepped closer to her and wrapped his arms around her and unfastened her bra in the middle of her back and he gently pulled her bra forward as she put her arms out to allow the straps to slide down her arms and over her hands.

Laurel then reached down and unfastened Jake's pants and he began working his shoes off as Laurel pulled the flaps to the side and down so she could see his firming cylinder of manhood swelling behind his underwear. Jake kicked his shoes aside as Laurel knelt down so she was facing his growing erection and she began to slide his pants over his hips and down his legs, finally reaching his feet as she looked down his muscular thighs and tanned legs. Jake stepped out of his pants and Laurel hooked her fingers in the front of the waistband of his underwear and she pulled it forward and glanced down into his underwear where her eyes met a sight that made her cringe and tighten up as her arousal reached a zenith. She smiled at the sight of his now lengthening state of arousal. She knew it was going to get much bigger and feel astounding inside her. She looked up at him and gave him a look that just melted his heart and made his knees weak. Laurel then looked back at his crotch as she slid her hands around to his hips, keeping her fingers in his waistband and then she slid his underwear down to his feet and he stepped out of them and kicked them aside.

Laurel sensed how moist she was beginning to get, so she reached down and slid her underwear off and worked them off her feet without standing up. Laurel then smiled up at Jake as she gently grasped his cock and stroked it from root to tip several times, enticing maximum firmness and length from him. Jake pulled his shirt up over his head and tossed it aside and he put his hand on the back of Laurel's head and gave it a loving caress as he sensed what she was thinking. Jake then reached out to Laurel so she could share his sensations and feelings completely. Laurel sensed Jake pushing at her mind and she let him slip into her mind as she pressed into his mind and the dizzying confused feeling faded almost instantly, as it normally did for them anymore.

Laurel then gripped Jake with both hands and puckered her lips and pressed his head against her lips and she slid his head past her lips, maintaining slippery contact with her lips, tongue, and the roof of her mouth. Jake closed his eyes for a moment at the wet and tantalizing sensation then he looked down at her back curving down to her perfectly round and plump cheeks as she slid forward and back on him. The increasing sensation made Laurel move her knees apart slightly and wrap her hands around Jake's butt for grip as she shared in his stimulation. Jake closed his eyes and it was all he could do to remain standing as he enjoyed Laurel's increasing arousal in response to sensing her slippery and firmly encased suction on Jake's rock hard member. Laurel brought Jake right to the verge of a release and his state elicited a sympathetic build up in Laurel forcing her to remove him from her mouth and finish the job with her hand as she climaxed right along with him, her whimpers of ecstasy only heightening the level of intensity of the experience for him and her alike.

As Laurel slowed her pace while continuing to experience every nuance of what Jake was feeling. Laurel panted as her own state of mind and body subsided and her mind came back to her. Jake stroked Laurel's head while breathing heavy and shaking and Laurel looked at him as she stopped her stroking.

"You are insane good at that babe." Jake said in a breathy voice. "I love it when we get to come together like that."

"It was incredible for me too. I was going to keep it in my mouth as you got off, but I couldn't concentrate on what I was doing. I didn't want to choke on it and ruin the experience for you."

"I understand babe. The way you finish me off with her hand is perfect, not quite as intense, but with you getting off at the same time, I don't need it anymore intense or I'll fall over on you."

Laurel smiled and wiped her mouth with her clean hand and stood up and she glanced at the bathroom door and Jake put his arm around Laurel and they headed to the bathroom together. Laurel immediately washed her hands and face while Jake used a washcloth to clean himself off. Laurel then dried her hands and walked over to the bathtub and turned the water on and adjusted the water to her liking. She then walked over to the sink counter and found the mouthwash and she opened the canister and poured a small amount on her moth and swirled it around, then gargled it a few times then spat it out into the sink and turned the water on to wash it down the drain. Laurel then turned the water off and leaned back against the counter as she watched Jake bending over swirling his hand in the water that was beginning to get deeper in the tub. Laurel propped one foot on the side of her other ankle very sultry like and gazed at Jake's rump and she sighed making Jake look back her and take her beautiful form in. Jake slowly stood up and shook his head gently as he drew air in through his teeth loudly.

"Damn Laurel! You are so smokin' hot. You have the body and grace of a woman now."

"I've always been a woman Jake, just not a fully grown one when you first got to see me naked like this."

Laurel pushed off from the counter and sauntered over to Jake and she wrapped her arms around him and gave him a proper thanks for the compliment in the form of a long kiss that made his head spin and his state of arousal begin to reassert itself. Laurel then terminated the kiss with 2 pecks and she grinned at him as he smacked his mouth.

"Minty fresh. I like it."

"I thought you'd like that better than the taste of your own fluids."

"Hope to shout! I know what you experience when I share that with you anyways. I don't particularly want to do it first hand."

Laurel chuckled at the disgust she was feeling, knowing it was Jake's disgust she was experiencing. Laurel released her hold on Jake and leaned over and swirled her hand in the tub water, that was now nearing the middle of the tub in depth. The water was the perfect temperature, and the sudden realization of what Jake wanted to do with her excited and startled her into standing up quickly and looking at him.

"I think that's a wonderful idea. I've never had a guy go down on me while I sat on the edge of a tub."

"I hope not! I'm the only guy to ever go down on you and I would certainly remember doing something like that."

"I guess I kind of stated that in a¦sleazy way, huhn?"

"Just a little open to interpretation that luckily I understand because I'm in your head. I know by a guy you mean me¦and you like the idea of experimenting with new positions."

Laurel nodded and turned and stepped into the tub gingerly now that it was almost full. Laurel waded to the opposite side of the tub and turned and faced Jake so he could gaze upon her, as she knew he loved. Laurel then waved Jake in as she slowly sat down. Jake stepped into the tub, less gracefully, but calmly and he reached over and turned the water off, then he moved closer to Laurel and he sat down in front of her. Laurel moved her feet apart and slid forward while wrapping her arms around Jake and slid up into his lap with a leg on each side of him.

"I love you so much Jake. Thank you for making my life so full and complete."

"You're welcome gorgeous. I love you too. You've made my life something truly special too. I'm the luckiest guy alive and I have you to thank for everything I am today."

Laurel smiled and then stared into Jake's beautiful deep green eyes and the smile faded away as she felt the depth of his feelings for her. She then leaned forward and they engaged in a long round of passionate kissing, bringing about a firm rise pressing up against Laurel in a way she absolutely loved. When the kiss ended, Jake maneuvered the two of them around so Laurel's back was toward the mirrors surrounding two sides of the tub and Jake pushed her back gently and she sensed what he was trying to do with her. She let go of him and put her hands on the edges of the tub and lifted herself up and out of the tub, sitting on the edge of the end of tub next to the faucet. She scooted her wet rump back until she could lean back against the mirrored surface behind her and Jake turned himself over so he was on his hands and knees and he scooted closer, so his head was between her now wide spread knees.

Jake then kissed Laurel on the inside of her thighs from one side to the other and across her lower stomach and Laurel closed her eyes and relaxed as she lavished the sensations of his warm lips on her and his strong hands on her legs. Jake then closed in on her crotch and Laurel quivered in delight and anticipation. Jake then kissed and lapped at her wet and swollen lips and Laurel began to breathe hard, making Jake do the same. Jake then pressed his tongue firmly against her wet lips as he slowly stroked her from top to bottom. Jake then paid close attention to exactly what Laurel was feeling physically as he pressed her lips apart with his thumbs and licked her delicate slippery flesh. He tickled her opening with his index finger and concentrated on her clitoris and Laurel started to make her soft whimpers of pleasure that were building in intensity and volume. Jake worked her to the point of orgasm and he found his mind and body pulled right along with her, eliciting an intense release for both of them. Just as Laurel peaked and gushed her orgasmic fluids, Jake slid his finger inside Laurel and rubbed the roof of her vault in just the right spot to maintain the tingles and throbbing for an extended period. Jake then slowly pulled his finger out and rinsed his hand off then his face and after Laurel caught her wind, she slid back down into the tub.

They engaged in another round of kissing and Laurel wrapped herself around Jake as she sat in his lap. Jake finally reached down under Laurel and pressed her lips apart while she aimed his firm erection in the right spot and she sank down on him slowly until he pressed inside her. They then held each other tightly as Laurel pressed herself down on him until his full length was buried deep inside her. Laurel then held onto Jake as she began to slide him in and out of her slowly at first then increasing in speed until she began to lose herself in Jake's feelings, sensations, and thoughts. It didn't take long for Laurel to reach the level of climax and Jake took over the thrusting from beneath as Laurel tensed up and began to peak. As Laurel reached the threshold of what she could stand, Jake exploded inside her and the warm slippery gush made her come even harder and exclaim Jake's name loudly. Jake worked her to completion of her intense orgasm then he slowed and she sensed that he wanted to keep making love, but from behind as she was finding she loved if done right.

Laurel lifted herself off Jake until he slid out of her and she quickly turned over and offered her rear end toward him. Jake quickly got to his knees and maneuvered himself right behind her and she leaned forward and reached down between her legs and parted her lips for him and he inserted himself with ease and slid all the way into her. He then gripped her hips firmly and began thrusting her vigorously, binging her to 3 rousing orgasms, one right after the next. He was delighted to experience them along with her, achieving a release simultaneously right along with her, seemingly timed just perfect to enhance Laurel's orgasms.

They then separated and Laurel sat in front of Jake as they enjoyed the physical and mental afterglow for some time with Laurel lying against Jake's chest and he was able to caress her thighs gently as he shared the experience of his hands and fingers gliding over her soft skin underwater. They then washed their hair to get the dirty feeling from the den caves off them, and then they dried off, combed and brushed their hair, then brushed their teeth, followed by application of deodorant and finally they dressed in fresh clothing and gathered their things together and took one last look around as they strapped their weapons on. They then headed down to the front desk. The two young men were still working at the reception desk and they smiled warmly as Laurel and Jake stepped up to the desk.

"Hello Hedrick and Terrence," Laurel said. "We're going to be checking out now."

"I can see by the glow on your faces that you enjoyed your bath thoroughly," Hedrick said with a devilish smile. He then noticed the bundles of clothing under their arms and the round hard-sided bag Jake was holding by the handle. "I hate to see you have to carry your things like that all the way to the landing area. Can I have your things sent up to the Future for you?"

"Uh¦" Laurel looked down at the bundle of her warm layers and worn clothing under her arm. "If it wouldn't be too much trouble?"

"Not at all. I'll just page the ship and have a transport drone sent down to collect your things. The AI can have everything taken to your quarters when the drone arrives on the ship."

Laurel and Jake set their things up on the desk and Hedrick and Terrence collected them and pulled them off the desk, setting them under the desk right below where they were standing. They then stood up straight and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"I'm glad to hear that you found Alpha and he isn't particularly bothered by all the new people showing up in the city," Terrence said. "We really need their continued help with ridding the streets of all the nuisance critters. They're kind of fun to interact with too, with how smart and affectionate they are and all."

"You know what Laurel and I were up to?"

"Yes. There's a local closed channel broadcast of events and happenings around the city as well as round the clock weather forecasts. The continuous weather is interrupted from time to time with the details of what's going on in the city. You two are¦high profile guests that people are interested in. We have a viewer below the desk here where we can see what's being broadcast. It helps us to inform our guests what it's going to be like outside and what's happening in the city that they might be interested in having a look at. Until now there really hasn't been a lot going on except construction projects and a few grand openings of various retailers and restaurants."

"We were told that we had followers or fans of a sort, but we didn't know what we were doing was being broadcast like that."

"It wasn't a live broadcast, just a recap of what was happening. No one is allowed to go up to the lake or the bearcat den cave except you two. I personally wanted to see what it looks like up there."

"Hmm. Well, thank you for everything," Laurel said. "Maybe we'll be back sometime."

"I hope so miss Kade. You're pretty face absolutely lights the room up," Hedrick said with a broad smile.

"You're so sweet. Thank you Hedrick."

Laurel and Jake then turned and headed toward the main entrance, and as they walked away from the desk they heard Terrence telling Hedrick to contact Genesis control to have the AI send down a transport drone to collect Laurel and Jake's belongings. Laurel and Jake crossed the lobby and walked through the projected entryway and out into the now pleasantly warm morning air. They walked down the circle drive and out into the middle of the street and turned left and headed down the street heading away from the inn. They chose the path that would take them through the city so they could admire the imposing, but beautiful architecturally designed buildings, most of which were unoccupied as yet. It took them 15 minutes to make their way through the city and eventually end up on the main road heading out of the city toward the temporary landing area in the direction of the vehicle assembly building in the far distance.

As they neared the landing area, dotted with various ships of unknown origin, they could see the crimson fighter sitting away from the rest of the rest ships by a fair distance with a man in a distinct Airforce uniform standing by the doorway to the ship. Laurel and Jake made their way to the ship and the man snapped to attention when he saw Laurel and Jake approaching. As they got closer, they could hear the distinct sound of the power systems and main drive idling. The officer grinned warmly and faced Laurel and Jake as they stepped up to him.

"Hello Laurel and Jake. I'm Colonel Leeds."

"Hello sir," Laurel said, "Thank you for giving us a ride up to the ship."

"Always a pleasure young lady. If you two will climb aboard, we'll have you home in a flash?"

"Okay."

The officer stepped aside and Laurel and Jake climbed aboard and headed into the back and pulled 2 seats down next to one another and fastened their restraints over their shoulders and around their waists. Almost as soon as they were strapped in the engines spooled up and the ship gently lifted off and rose steadily skyward. Laurel mulled over the events at the bearcat den as they headed out of the atmosphere and eventually her thoughts drifted to Korica and what could be so important that she would go to the length of troubling the captain to make a personal visit despite the incredible distance and inconvenience involved.

As the atmosphere thinned to a wispy layer, the Colonel called back from the cockpit.

"You two should come up here and have a look at this."

Laurel glanced at Jake and he nodded, then they unfastened their restraints and headed forward. Then knelt down and moved forward between and navigation, and weapons and power stations and they peered out the front window. The Future was visible in the distance and its bulk was rapidly growing larger among the myriad of ship in orbit. 2 in particular were very close to the Future and as they drew even nearer, they could see activity taking place on the side of the forward bulbous portion of the Future. It looked as though something enormous was being constructed right on the side of the hull.

"What are they doing out there?" Jake asked. "It looks like they're building something on the side of the hull."

"They're installing what the Incara calls cobalt fusion cannons."

"What? We're arming the Future? We already have a weapon."

"A weapon that requires us to aim the Future at what we want to hit and it can't be dialed down enough to avoid significant collateral damage if we're engaged and need to defend ourselves or our allies. The primary weapon is meant for breaking up planetoids, comets, and asteroids¦huge objects. Targeting a small fast moving ship just isn't practical, or in most cases, possible. There'll be a turret on each side of the Future, primarily for defensive purposes. The turrets can pivot to fire aft, forward and every angle in between with overlapping cross fire above and below the Future's Futuretal plane."

"That's why the Future can't go¦I mean¦now I understand what the captain meant by the Future is needed right here at home. Why weren't the details of this in the data base down there?" Laurel said.

"How long has this been in the planning?" Jake pressed.

"That I couldn't tell you. You see that ship hanging next to the Future?" The colonel said pointing out the window at the immense ship positioned right next to the Future's port side. "That's the Incara ship called the Dreadstrum. They're supplying the material and technical support to construct the cannon turrets. The cannons will draw power right from the secondary power couplings in the inner hull below the areas where the turrets will be mounted."

"That's impressive, but a little disheartening that we're gleaning weapons technology form our new found allies."

"I'm sure we're giving something of equal value in return."

"Those would've come in handy when we were being stalked by the Hodong babe." Jake said looking at Laurel so close to his face that she was almost blurry. "I can see the value in having defensive weapons that aren't as devastating as the primary mining weapon."

"I guess so. I wonder how they're going to be fired through the shield though?"

"The AI has that all figured out now that it has the technical specs to chew on." The colonel answered.

"Makes sense." Jake said.

They began the underbelly approach to the Future so Laurel and Jake moved back and headed to the aft cargo compartment and sat down for the landing. The ship touched down in the aft upper hangar and the crew began the shutdown process as Laurel and Jake sprang to their feet and smiled at each other.

"You tend to forget just how much stronger the gravity is down there," Jake said.

"The air is thinner now that we've equalized to the conditions on the Future too."

Laurel and Jake made their way to the airlock and Laurel checked the gauges above the hatch to make sure the conditions were a perfect match to the conditions in the hangar. It was a perfect one to one match, so she pulled the release handle down and waited for the door to swing open and she and Jake stepped out into the hangar. They waited for the crew to finish putting the ship into standby mode and when they emerged from the Orion, they thanked them for bringing them home and they surrendered their weapon holsters to be restocked in the onboard armory, and then they headed to the transport enclosure. They transported to the stasis ring entrance and stepped down and quickly headed to the passenger level common area.

As they stepped through the doorway they were thrilled to see John and Melissa standing right inside the door waiting for them with the fairly sizable crowd behind them, milling around, sitting on the couches while talking, and coming and going from the mess hall. There were still more people on the walkways on each level all the way to the highest level. Some were standing talking with friends and family, while others were walking along the walkways. The ship was once again full of civilian activity and life thanks to the accelerated revival schedule. As Laurel and Jake stepped into clear view, they were stunned when almost everyone erupted in applause and cheers that echoed from the highest deck down to the deck 1 common area. They looked around and up and smiled, then looked at each other for a moment, and then raised their hand and waved shyly. It took a few moments for the cheers and a few whistlers along with the applause to subside.

Laurel and Jake stepped up to their parents and greeted them with a tight hug, and a kiss from Laurel's mother to the side of Laurel's head. They then traded and hugged their mate's parent and finally stepped back and put their arm around each other's backs.

"What was that all about?" Jake asked quietly.

"Most of these people just came out of stasis and found out you two are the reason we're all alive and beginning to explore and settle our new home world. You've got to expect some fan fare with revelations like that fresh in their minds," John said.

"I'm still trying to get used to being so popular and appreciated. Till lately we really weren't sure if everyone appreciated what we went through."

"Well now you know son. The whole ship loves you two for what you've done for us all."

Jake simply nodded with a humbled smile on his face.

"So I guess you guys know that we've been asked to go with the captain to see what's going on with Korica and Tamaric?" Laurel asked.

"Of course sweetheart," Melissa replied. "You're minors, we had to approve your joining the mission."

"Right. Did they give the details of Korica's request?"

"Enough to know we shouldn't be discussing this in public."

"You're absolutely right. It's nice to be back home. Thanks for letting us stay down there overnight."

"I thought you might be getting a little cabin fever despite how big this ship is. We know you can take care of yourselves, as we witnessed during your little adventure to the northern border."

"We still have a lot to learn about what's crawling around down there. Jake and I have recourses and abilities others aren't so fortunate to have. Maybe our experience has enlightened people to some of the fauna calling the Genesis area home."

"We learned the Bearcats are going to have their own newcomer problem pretty soon too," Jake said.

"We heard that. Makes one wonder just how different these new bearcats will be, if at all." John said.

"We'll have to wait and see. If you'll excuse Jake and I for a second, we need to check in with the captain to find out where we need to go for the briefing."

"Alright. We'll wait for you by the elevator."

"Okay, thanks mom."

Laurel and Jake then headed to the nearest com panel and Laurel touched the panel and when it lit up she touched the personnel locate icon and when the map appeared with a query line she typed in 'Capt. Alexan' and the map zoomed in to the bridge and indicated the captain was in his office. Laurel touched the hale icon and a moment later the captain responded.

"This is captain Alexan?"

"Hello sir, it's Laurel and Jake."

"Good to have you back aboard Laurel and Jake. I hope you two managed to unwind at least a little while you were down there."

"Oh we did sir. The tower inn is amazing. We took full advantage of the solitude to reconfirm our bond and relax in a hot bath."

"That's good to hear. If anyone deserves some time to¦do whatever, it's you two. I need you to be at compartment twenty-five zero two thirteen at fourteen hundred sharp."

"We'll be there. Thank you for having the Orion standing by to bring us home sir."

"It's an earned privilege that you'll always enjoy Laurel. Only the best for our best. If there isn't anything else, I have commander Erdock of the Vespanajia on the line waiting for me to get back to him."

"That was it sir. We just needed to know where to go at fourteen hundred."

"Sir, real quick?" Jake said.

"Go ahead?"

"Are we allowed to access the information regarding the¦devices being installed on the hull?"

"You have the required clearance levels and my blessing. The file is CFC two twenty in the restricted files."

"Thank you sir. Laurel is pretty curious about the specifications and capabilities."

"I understand. Help yourselves. The file will explain the reason for the project and the capabilities. It should quell your curiosity."

"We'll let you go sir. We'll see you on deck twenty-five at the specified time, we won't be late."

"Never doubted it for a moment. Take care you two, Alexan out."

The captain then terminated the link and the com panel remained lit. Laurel assumed the AI wanted something more from them.

"Was there something you wanted Future?"

"I have analyzed the data that was downloaded from your bio monitors the moment you entered the ship. There is an area of concern involving the time frame when you were exerting yourselves to ward off the unknown animals on the surface. I would like you take the time to go to the medical deck to be examined?"

"Nothing¦invasive or internal¦right?" Laurel asked in a timid and quiet voice.

"Negative. The Desmian medical scanners will give me all the information I require."

"No doctor Kruger then?"

"Negative. Given your ages and how much it bothers you to have others view you in full measure, I will consult with him about the areas of concern without sharing the entire scan data."

"We didn't feel anything out of the ordinary," Jake said. "What's got you so concerned?"

"Your bio monitors are not capable of monitoring brain activity aside from chemical and hormone levels present in your bloodstreams. A spike in certain hormone levels accompanied by other key factors indicates brain damage could be occurring or on the verge of occurring. I would like to examine you before your body's natural rapid healing ability conceals evidence of such an event."

"I uh¦we'll comply, but I think we would've sensed brain damage happening."

"I would like to make sure before you depart."

"We understand," Laurel said. "We'll have our parents take us up there."

"Thank you Laurel. I have your best interests in mind."

"I know you do. I know you can't release us to go on an away mission if our health status isn't ideal either."

"That is correct. Your well-being is first and foremost however."

"We understand."

Laurel then ended the communication with the AI and turned and headed toward the elevators. John and Melissa were walking toward them. Laurel wondered if they knew what was going on already. Melissa stepped up to Laurel and gestured toward the entrance to the common area.

"Did you hear our conversation?" Laurel asked.

Melissa just stared at her for a moment then she grinned.

"No sweetie. You got your gifts from somewhere though, right?"

"You sensed what I was thinking?"

"What you were feeling, which told me what you were thinking."

"I didn't know you were that strong an empath?"

"It only happens when I'm near you and Jake or a group of the gifted children on this ship. They tend to excite the abilities in others and so do you two when you're unguarded with your emanations."

"Oh, something Korica brought out in us. We tend to radiate our energy freely if we don't think about it. It makes her feel good to sense us like that and now it's just habit."

"It's not a bad one baby. It just makes it easier to read you."

Laurel nodded and consciously numbed her emanations significantly and Amelia smiled when she sensed it, and kissed the side of her head.

"Don't close yourself off to the rest of the world because you're embarrassed about what people might sense. You have a beautiful love with Jake, it isn't so bad if other's can feel it readily."

"It's not that mom, least not entirely. I have stuff in my head that needs to stay there. I'm not always sure of what I'm broadcasting when I leave myself¦readable like that."

"Do you think about confidential things very often?"

"Not particularly."

"Then no one is going to know what's in your head sweetie. If they pressed deeper to get at it, trust me, you'd know."

"I know how to stop intrusion. I just¦it doesn't matter, If it makes you feel better mom, I'll leave myself open."

Laurel took a calming breath and thought about once again allowing her emotional energy to flow freely with no bounds and Amelia smiled at her and set her forehead against Laurel's.

"That's so much better baby. I love feeling what's in your heart. You love him with such warmth, conviction, and depth. It's intoxicating to experience it like this."

"I didn't know you liked the way we feel like that."

"You're my baby girl, of course I like feeling such warmth from you thanks to your paring with Jake. He's everything I could've ever hoped for in a mate for you and so much more, and everyone gets to feel a little of what you have together."

"You always know how to make me feel special mom."

"You are special baby. Come on, let's get you checked out so you can go attend the preflight briefing."

Laurel nodded and the 4 of them headed for the exit. They made their way to the transport platform by the stasis ring entrance and they transported directly to the med deck. When they arrived on the med deck, they stepped down from the transport platform and headed up the corridor, stepping through the pressure door when they reached it and then a short walk to med bay 5, where they knew there was a vertical and Futuretal Desmian medical scanner. As they stepped in, Jake gestured to the bed for Laurel and he stepped over to the vertical scanner.

"Please assume a comfortable position on and in the scanners and try to remain completely still while the scan is in progress," The AI said. "Are you sure you are comfortable with the current company as you are scanned Laurel? The initial scan result will be highly detailed and lacking any clothing."

"John is a gentleman, he'll look the other way until you conceal my¦unmentionables."

"I would never presume to peep on my son's girlfriend."

"Understood. I did not mean to bruise any feelings. Laurel is very sensitive about her privacy, I was merely trying to respect her feelings."

"Thanks Future, we're family here, we know how to behave appropriately around one another," Laurel said smiling warmly at John, eliciting and agreeing nod from him.

"Understood."

Laurel slid her shoes off and turned her backside to the table and pushed herself up on the exam table and swung her legs up onto the table then laid down and got comfortable. Jake meanwhile stepped up onto the lower scanning element and faced out as he leaned back against the back surface so he would remain still and he looked at Laurel and smiled.

"Yes Jake, you can look all you want and I don't mind," Laurel thought.

"Cool, you too babe," Jake thought in return.

"Just try and stop me," Laurel thought with a smile on her face.

"Laurel! I can sense what you're feeling," Amelia said with a smirk.

"Sorry mom. What can I say, he turns me on."

"Yeah, I can tell. That's the kind of stuff you should mute for those around you."

"I'm not that skilled at this stuff yet mom. It's all or nothing, I don't know how to filter what gets through."

Amelia smiled and stroked Laurel's hair from the center of her forehead to the side of her temple.

"You'll learn in time baby."

Amelia then stepped back so as not to interfere with the scan and John looked at Jake as he smirked.

"Don't worry son, I'm not as perceptive as Amelia. I only know that your happy and seriously in love, but that's written all over your face."

"You can't tell what people are thinking?"

"Sometimes, but I need visual cues for it to work best."

"Sounds like how most people read what a person is thinking."

"Yeah, but I can hear what their thinking if I do it right, that's the difference."

Jake grinned and nodded and John winked at him and stepped back as both scanners lit up and began the scanning process. As the image of their bodies began to appear, in front of Jake, and above Laurel, their parents looked at their respective child to offer the other a measure of privacy. Once the scans were complete and their entire body was visible, Laurel and Jake stared at the other's image and smiled and then their mid regions, and Laurel's chest, were obscured by a blacked out band. John and Amelia then looked at the scans of the other child and marveled at the high-resolution and fine detail present. It truly looked like their bodies were floating in mid air, Laurel's floating Futuretally above the exam table a few feet above her. The AI then zoomed into their heads rapidly and their skin and bone layers were peeled away until they were looking directly at their brains with blood circulating throughout. The image then moved in even closer and zeroed in on the region between frontal lobes until their pineal glands were visible and then the image zoomed right down to the neurons. The synapses could be seen firing in twinkles of light that pulsed and zig zagged as they followed pathways throughout the gland.

As technical information began to populate a list next to each of the images, Laurel turned her head slightly and the image blurred, then adjusted to her new position and cleared up as she looked at Jake's scan image and lengthy list of information. The image then moved about in their brains at a dizzying pace, looking like a highway of fibrous ganglions and neurons that the image flowed along at an incredible speed as information and tissue factors were populating lists that scrolled so quickly, the Human eye simply couldn't keep up with it.

"You see any problems?" Laurel asked.

"Negative. The anomaly detected by your bio monitors has long since faded and I see no evidence of any tissue or neural damage. I am detecting perfectly normal function for a paired couple of your ages. It is entirely possible that the damage I suspected has since been healed leaving no residual evidence. We have seen this type of brain injury healing occurring in Jake when he attempted to connect with your mind while you were in your stasis chamber being delivered knowledge via neural suggestion. The damage he suffered should have been fatal, however, his brain subverted the damaged area by creating alternate neural pathways until the damage was corrected, then the neural pathways were reestablished, concealing any evidence of the damaged tissue."

"Does that mean we're cleared to join the mission?"

"Affirmative. I would like to finish collecting a full battery of data about the condition of your bodies as they are right now. My preliminary results can be discussed with you and Jake in private. It involves dopamine levels at very specific times. The correlation to times of mental exertion while expressing your advanced abilities may be pertinent."

"You mean¦the levels present when we¦you know¦they're the same when we use our abilities?"

"I presume you would be more comfortable discussing this in private?"

Laurel looked at her mom and blushed hard beneath he tan and looked back up at her brain scan still in motion as her entire cerebellum was being examined and mapped.

"You're right. My mom doesn't need to hear the details of our¦private activities."

"But their healthy, right?" Amelia asked.

"Beyond what could ever be expected of two individuals their ages. They are devoid of the usual destructive germs, bacteria, and viruses present in almost every living person. Their immune systems are the most efficient examples I have ever observed. I do not believe it is possible for them to become ill due to the usual contagion elements. Their physical condition is excellent for a pair of seventeen year olds. I would categorize them as stupendous physical examples of the Human species."

"That's an impressive assessment of their conditions."

"You are aware that their present physical conditions suggest they are going to live significantly longer than most Human beings?"

"I guess I hadn't consider that. How long would you suppose they could live?"

"They do not show any of the normal signs of aging that should be present in a person in their late teens, and shared information suggest two and half centuries is likely. I might add without any outward signs of aging beyond the appearance of thirty years of age."

"Holy crap!" John uttered. "Is that how long people are supposed to live? It's our fragile bodies and hostile environments that shortens our life spans?"

"You must remember that entire millenniums of Human history are lost to the ravages of time. It is entirely possible that Human beings rose to advanced cultural and physical forms only to lose what was learned and gained. Hundreds of thousands of years of evolution and growth are missing from the written and oral records and the erosive processes pervasive on Earth have erased any significant physical evidence of technologically advanced or sophisticated people in the distant past. If the surviving ancient writings are to be believed, in the relatively recent past there were examples of people living for multiple centuries. Eight or nine were reported in multiple instances."

"That's in fables isn't it?"

"Negative. There are religious and cultural writings from all over the world, as well as lyrical and poetic tales, that allude to very long life spans in the distant past. Natural mutations weakened or changed the Human genome such that life spans were dramatically reduced. Some postulate that cosmic events contributed to the demise of Human longevity via waves of DNA damaging cosmic radiation and the likes. Possibly from a gamma ray burst directed at Earth, or similarly destructive events. The ancient genes are now reasserting themselves in a more active form, resulting in ancient traits remerging suggesting longevity, among other traits, is not new, just resurfacing after being deactivated for whatever reason for many thousands of generations"

"Hmm." John simply replied while in deep thought.

Amelia looked at Laurel.

"You want us to step out so you can consult with AI about what's going on?"

"If you wouldn't mind mom. It should only take a few minutes."

Amelia nodded and leaned down and kissed Laurel's forehead, blurring the image hanging above her until she moved back.

"We'll wait out in the corridor. I'm so proud of what you are baby. You're by far the greatest thing I've accomplished in my life."

"Thanks mom. I'm proud to be your daughter too. You're everything I want to be as a woman and a person."

Amelia smiled with glassy eyes and then she and John then turned and exited the med bay. When the door slid closed, Laurel looked at Jake and grinned.

"I thought mom and dad knew how long we're going to live."

"I don't think they've heard it from someone as influential as the AI till now. They don't have perfect memories either, like you do, they just forgot that it was in the details of our time in the Oberon galaxy."

Laurel nodded her head and then lifted her head slightly and looked at the lit com panel by the doorway before lying her head back down.

"So what's the correlation you were talking about?"

"You may both exit the Desmian scanners. I have collected the full battery of data."

Laurel sat up, swung her legs off the table, and Jake stepped down from the vertical scanner and walked over to Laurel, turned, and leaned against the exam table next to her while placing his hand on her firm thigh.

"Please observe the display on the port bulkhead." The AI said.

A free floating display popped to life right in front of the bulkhead with a split screen depicting data collected by Laurel and Jake's bio monitors.

"You are looking at the pertinent data from your bio monitors. Displayed are the hormone indicators present during moments of climax for both of you. You can see an obvious one to one match in timing and intensity of orgasms. The only subtle difference is in the dopamine levels present upon subsequent climactic events following the first. The data suggests that the first orgasm is simultaneous and spontaneous between the two of you, however, subsequent events seem to be initiated by one or the other, enticing a sympathetic reaction in the other resulting in continued simultaneous climax events of lesser intensity and duration. That being said, there is still evidence that there is a rhythmic spontaneous orgasm achieved at the first, third, fifth, seventh and so on. Every other event is spontaneous whereas the others are induced from one partner or the other."

"I didn't know you could deduce such detail from the hormones present in our bloodstreams," Laurel said. "Is it unusual for partners to achieve simultaneous orgasms?"

"In the numbers present in your collected data, yes. It is quite common for a first event to occur nearly simultaneously, however the climactic events between you two are absolutely simultaneous down to the microsecond. The lactic acid levels speak to contraction occurring in both of you in a perfectly rhythmic fashion. That is highly unusual. The number of achieved orgasms that Jake experiences with you is another fact that is highly unusual. Most males will achieve between one and three over a ninety-minute session of intercourse. Jake achieves between six and eleven, the same number you do, which is healthy and normal for a girl your age, but peculiar for a man to experience. His pituitary gland has identical activity to yours during moments of intimate coupling, that again is highly unusual for a man."

"Excuse me for saying, but your ability to tell exactly what's happening and when while were making love doesn't seem to be all that important," Jake said. " We're paired so we share sensations and feelings. It means her orgasms get to me and mine get to her. What's the big deal?"

"The big deal is simply the astonishing fact that you two exist so symbiotically that your body responds to intercourse exactly the same as Laurel's does. Most men will never know what that is like. Their bodies simply do not function like a woman's does in that respect. If you will look at the information now present in the lower region of the display you will see the same chemicals present in your bloodstreams when you exerted your abilities on the surface. The dopamine levels are nearly identical to those present when you experience a spontaneous and simultaneous orgasm. Does it feel good when you extend your abilities as you did in order to subdue the approaching animals?"

Laurel looked at Jake and grinned slightly. She then looked at the data being presented in a graph with spikes indicating each compound present in their bloodstreams at the instant of energy release.

"Well¦our ability to do that derives directly from our love for one another. It's the power of our love that makes it possible, so¦it feels good because it's the ultimate expression of our love, but it doesn't feel orgasmic. There is a sense of relief and release when we push and there's a feeling of euphoria after that lingers for a time so, yeah it feels good."

"Fascinating."

"What was the indicator that had you concerned anyways?" Jake asked.

"Are you uncomfortable discussing my revelations of your unique intimacy details?"

"A little maybe. I know things are different for Laurel and I because of our pairing. To know the exact nature and timing of everything is readily apparent to you is a little disturbing."

"As I have said in the past, I am building a data base of common characteristics between paired mates to help with questions that may arise when others achieve a stabile pairing in the future."

"Isn't it the same for Korica and Tamaric?" Laurel asked.

"Not entirely. Tamaric often achieves dry orgasms in sympathetic response to Korica's climaxes. Jake's orgasms are always accompanied by ejaculate being expelled. Perhaps in time Tamaric will synchronize more with Korica and the same will be true for him. Korica's experiences are also far more intense than they ever will be for either of you. She is hardwired different resulting in more physical sensation and a higher metabolic rate means she can process the sensations at a deeper level. The affects are borderline traumatic for Tamaric as his body attempts to process the information in a similar fashion."

"Oh man¦that's more information than I need," Jake said with a twisted smirk.

"I asked Jake," Laurel then looked at the com panel. "Does she¦have multiple orgasms like me that are¦wet?"

"Multiple yes, involving female ejaculate, no. Her species may not be capable of such things."

"Hmm. At least she has a healthy and satisfying sex life."

"She is extremely satisfied with Tamaric's performance and her experiences during intercourse."

"Good. On to Jake's question, I can feel that he's getting really uncomfortable talking about Korica and Tamaric making love."

"Very well. If you will note the spike in Glutamate, APP, and Caspace-3 levels in your bloodstreams. They are key indicators of moderate to severe brain injury. It also appears as though brain damage has occurred and your vascular system is carrying away minute amounts of diffuse axonal injury tissue."

"I can see the spike you're talking about. Is there anything else that could account for this reading since we feel perfectly fine?"

"Possibly. Your brains are quite unique now and so is the nature of the things you can do because of that unique physiology, and your pairing enhancing what you are capable of singularly. I am still trying to categorize the chemical cocktail your brains produce when you extend yourselves. There are chemicals and hormones present that do not ordinarily occur in the brain in such quantities nor as often as they do in you two. Some are constant and others just when you join minds and still others peak when you extend your advanced abilities in unison. In short, I am learning about you as you learn what it is to be paired and capable of what you are capable of."

"But you said there's no evidence of any brain damage now?" Jake asked.

"Affirmative. Either your bodies healed the damage before I was able to examine you or there was no damage done in the first place and the readings are so unusual, the bio monitors classified them in the only manner it was capable of."

"So it's possible were messing up our brains every time we build our energy like that and then let it do what it wants?" Jake asked with a disgusted twist to his face.

"It is possible. Your rapid healing ability has been put into overdrive since your pairing stabilized and so has Laurel's. It is entirely possible that particular evolutionary step was necessary to compensate for what is done to your bodies when you extend yourselves. You need one to accomplish the other safely."

"It's hard to believe that our bodies would spontaneously evolve an increased healing capacity in preparation for advanced abilities that damages our brains and would likely kill us if not for the advanced healing ability. It almost seems¦engineered or something," Jake said.

"Per Laurel's repeated requests, I have examined your genetic coding in extremely fine detail. There is absolutely no evidence of tampering or engineering in either of you. Your traits can be traced back through your lineages for many generations. They simple asserted themselves more acutely with each successive generation until they culminated in the two of you with what could be termed a perfect Human specimen. Those traits will likely continue to present more dominant and acutely in your joint offspring, and their offspring even more so."

"Hmm. You uh, you won't share the intimate details of our symbiosis in bed with anyone will you?" Laurel asked timidly.

"You had expressed freedom to discuss certain elements with Korica and she in turn released me to discuss her intimate details with you two. Do you wish to rescind those liberties?"

"No, if she asks you can talk to her about how things work for us," Laurel said.

"I don't mind it either," Jake said. "If she wants to know what's normal for us, go ahead and tell her."

"Understood. No other person shall have access to your private medical and discovery records. The information will be used anonymously if others should encounter similar events."

"Okay, good. We need to go join our mom and dad. Are you done with us?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. You have answered my questions satisfactorily and I have advised you of my findings and observations. You are officially discharged and medically cleared for the mission to the Reuopon station as scheduled."

Laurel hopped off the table and Jake took a step back to giver her room to recover herself and then put her shoes back on, and then they headed for the exit. When the door slid open Amelia was standing right in front of John facing him, and for just an instant Laurel thought her mother looked as if she was about to plant a kiss on him, until Laurel felt what her mother was feeling and it wasn't amorous at all, though Laurel sensed that her mom found John enthralling and extremely attractive. Amelia took a step back and to the side and she smiled at Laurel and Jake.

"Was it what you thought?" Amelia asked looking right at Laurel.

"No, not at all. There are certain chemicals present during times of intimacy that precisely match the levels of those present when we extend our gifts jointly like we did on the surface."

"Really?"

"Like I told the AI, it's not orgasmic when we build our energy and then push real hard."

"But there's a chemical reward?"

"Yeah. There's also some special chemicals produced when we join minds. It explains why it's so¦addictive to commit to the deep sharing. You get a feel good drug high in huge quantities. It must be an adaptation to make the experience pleasurable so you'll commit to it often. It also kind of explains how our feelings got so confused when we committed to it with Korica without knowing what the heck we were doing. The chemical soup in our brains lowers our inhibitions, making us allow parts of us to be sensed that shouldn't particularly be shared with family."

"Korica isn't family honey. You didn't do anything inappropriate."

"Well¦it doesn't feel that way to us. She's our daughter."

"So you don't get aroused when you use your gifts?" John asked.

"No dad," Jake answered with a smirk. "That only happens when we commit to the deep sharing and sometimes when we join minds."

"I see. That doesn't happen with Korica though, right?"

"It did a few times at first when we were getting to know her, but not anymore. We know how to stop that from happening now. You learn how to keep your feelings in perspective for the nature of your relationship with the person your joining with."

"Hmm. Makes sense I suppose."

"As weird as this sounds, think of it like seeing a person with nothing on. If it's the opposite sex you can't help but be intrigued and maybe a little aroused, but once you know that person and you become close family, that just doesn't happen anymore. You know better than to feel that way about family. The deep sharing is that intimate, it's like having nothing on, but you experience it from the inside out. You can feel everything that person is feeling about you, themselves, and everyone around them. It's intensely personal and¦well¦intimate."

"I guess you'd have to experience it for it to make complete sense huh?"

"Yes. It's really hard to describe accurately because the feelings are so vivid and deep."

"Let's get you two up to our quarters so you can get ready for the briefing." Amelia said.

Laurel looked down at herself and frowned as she looked back at her mother.

"I'm not dressed appropriately?"

"You look beautiful honey, but I thought you would want to wear your ships outfit?"

"You think I should?"

"It's up to you baby. I think you look fine the way you are, but I sensed that you wanted to go up to your room so you could change."

"You sensed that a bit off mom. I do want to go to my room, but not to change my clothes necessarily."

"I'm not as skilled as you are at reading a persons thoughts based solely on their feelings."

Laurel nodded and flicked her head toward the pressure door, and they all headed up the corridor toward the pressure door and Asran transport platform beyond at the very end of the corridor. They transported back down to deck 1 and headed for the common area entrance, making their way through the thick crowd of people lining the corridor as people sat at the workstations viewing their post stasis briefings. There were in most cases 3 or 4 people at each station with some standing looking over the shoulders of others sitting at the workstations. The looks Laurel and Jake got once again humbled them and reassured them that they were appreciated judging by what they were seeing and feeling in reactions from just about everyone.

They all stepped into the common area and there were hushed whispers about Laurel and Jake and a few gestures their direction and they tried to ignore the celebrity they were being shown. They all headed across the common area and boarded the elevator and rode up to deck 6 and exited and waded through the people standing on the walkways talking. They entered through John's quarters and Laurel and Jake headed straight to their bedroom. Jake plopped down on the bed and leaned back on his hands and then he watched Laurel walk to the end of the room and pull the recessed drawer containing her clothing open and he leaned forward and crossed his arms across his knees.

"You're really going to change cause your mom suggested it?"

"She's probably right that we should look the part of civilians living on the Future."

"But you look good in civies."

"I thought you said you like the way the ships outfit hugs my curves?"

"I do, but you look your age when you wear street clothes. I'm tired of looking stuffy or conformative."

"I uh¦I don't think that's actually a word hon."

"You know what I mean. We're expected to conform to so many things on this ship, I like seeing you express your individuality by dressing they way you want. You've got good taste in clothes after all."

"Then I'll just change my shoes. These hiking shoes make my feet hot."

Jake nodded and watched Laurel pull out her slip on shoes and plop them in the floor, then work her hiking shoes off and she stepped into her slip on shoes and she smiled.

"That's a lot better. This is what mom sensed I wanted to do, but she thought I wanted to change everything."

Jake stood up and grinned.

"She was close enough. She knew you wanted to come up here to change something anyways."

"She just knows me. I used to change my clothes two or three times a day when I was growing up. It drove her nuts to have to do laundry so often."

Jake walked over to Laurel and looked her up and down as he approached her and he smiled.

"Let's go listen to the captain tell us what we already know. I'm gunna be the proud guy standing next to you as the guys oogle over you."

"Don't tease me about my use of words Jake. The guys on the ship don't oogle over me, least not the ones we're going to be around."

"Alright. Sorry babe."

Laurel and Jake then headed back out into the living area of Amelia's quarters and they gave their mother and father a hug and then headed out the door. They once again waded through the crowds with many friendly smiles of recognition and respect being offered as they passed by. They took the elevator down to deck 1 and then headed across the common area to the exit and stepped out into the relatively quiet, but heavily occupied corridor. As they walked toward the transport platform, Laurel looked at Jake.

"I wonder how many people are left in stasis?" She thought. "Seems like all twenty-five hundred remaining souls are awake and wandering the ship now."

"I know what you mean," Jake thought in return. "This is the other reason the Future can't go on a mission to the Reuopon station. These poor people need to get used to being awake after six hundred years. The events leading up to them being revived must be a real shock to them."

They arrived at the transport and waited for the arriving transported to appear in a bright blue flash of light and step down, then Laurel and Jake stepped up onto the platform and Laurel touched the indicator for the command deck and the indicator turned red for a few moments, then turned green, and they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. When they arrived on the command deck they stepped down from the transport platform and walked to the exit and stepped out into the main corridor and turned right and headed straight toward Korica's quarters, making Laurel stare at the door and profoundly miss Korica's presence. She missed her voice, her pretty white hair, and her cute dimples and perfect bright white teeth when she smiled deep.

"Soon enough babe," Jake said reassuringly as he sensed Laurel's pang in the heart. "We'll get to see her in the next day or two."

"I know. It can't come soon enough. I miss her so much Jake."

"Me too."

They turned right at the end of the corridor and headed down the cross corridor to the stairs. They climbed up 2 decks and stepped out into a quiet and empty corridor and looked at the stenciled compartment numbers to get their bearings and then they turned left and walked past 4 compartments and turned right down yet another cross corridor and headed almost all the way to the starboard side of the ship and turned right, heading aft until they reached corridor 0. They turned right and passed by 1 short cross-corridor, and the next they turned right into. The corridor only had 20 compartments within it and then it dead-ended. They walked up the eerily quiet and remote corridor until they reached the compartment on the left side of the corridor with 25-0-2-13 stenciled above the door. Jake looked at Laurel for a moment and they took a deep breath together, and then Jake plopped his hand on the palm scanner next to the door, a moment later the door slid open and they stepped in.

The compartment was a fairly sizable auxiliary utility compartment with a small computer workstation in one corner, a plasma relay inspection panel along one bulkhead, and shipping and storage containers stacked neatly, but somehow seemingly randomly about the compartment. Laurel and Jake walked around the first stack of cylindrical storage containers that were stacked 4 high, taller than Laurel and Jake could see around or over, and they could finally see everyone standing, and sitting, at an improvised briefing table consisting of 3 rectangular cargo containers laid end to end with a few round containers providing somewhere to sit at the makeshift table.

"Ah, now everyone is here," The captain said with straight and serious face.

"I'm sorry sir, are we late?" Laurel asked as they stepped up to the impromptu briefing table.

"Not at all. You're ten minutes early in fact."

Laurel and Jake looked at the people in attendance and they were a bit surprised to see Clara and Liam in attendance along with Colonel Madge, Rody Fischer, AKA hammer from Marks special tactics team, an alien girl that Laurel and Jake didn't recognize, and 2 female civilian corps lieutenants, one a first class lieutenant with the prettiest blue eyes and stark blond hair pulled back into a short pony-tail, and the other a slender, tall, brunet with a very serious look about her.

"Hey ya' Rody¦I mean hammer," Laurel said with a pretty smile. "It's nice to see you again."

"Hi Laurel and Jake. We aren't off world, you can call me Rody if you like. It's nice to see you two looking so fit. Settling into life as civilians I see?"

Laurel looked down at the way she's dressed and she grinned as Jake answered.

"Laurel's already getting a bit restless. She liked the structure and constant demand on her time and mind the civilian corps offered, but she likes the freedom to dress how she wants."

"Hmm, what about you? You feeling restless too?"

"We share feelings so I feel it too, but I can tell where it's coming from."

Laurel then looked at colonel Madge and grinned slightly.

"Excuse me for asking colonel Madge, but how come you're part of the briefing?"

"It's nice to see you too Laurel."

"I'm sorry sir, it's nice to see you again."

"The reason I'm here is because I'm evaluating the level of stress Korica and Tamaric are experiencing. I know they're the only ones in the civilian corps that can pull off the stupendous things required to eliminate the immanent threat were all facing in the manner planned, but that doesn't mean they're equipped to have this much pressure placed squarely on their shoulders. If things are going badly on the station I need to assess how it's going to affect their ability to accomplish the task they're training for, and whether or not they should be signed such high profile missions requiring efforts beyond their ability to cope with."

"You mean you might actually suggest they be pulled from the mission?"

"We can't push them to the breaking point. They're incredibly capable, but everyone has a limit to what they can handle, especially given their young ages."

"But we won't have time to train someone else to do what they're training to do."

"An alternate plan would have to be put in place since there isn't anyone else that can do what young Korica is capable of."

"Ya' know¦you keep inferring that Korica is sooo young," Jake said flatly. "She's a young woman, not a child."

"I evaluate based on a person's true state of mind despite physical appearances. She's just touching her teenage years despite looking like a mid teen. Bare that in mind."

"Yes sir. I'm sorry for saying anything. I know you know what you're doing. Laurel's sharp tongue tends to run through me anymore."

"I can hear her in your tone. I'm not offended. My duties and opinions aren't always popular with everyone, but they're vital to the captain's ability to make informed choices about personnel placements."

Laurel nodded and colonel Madge grinned, bordering on a silent laugh at the fact Laurel was responding to Jake's garnered response for him. Laurel then looked at Clara and Liam.

"Are you guys coming on the mission so you can see Tamaric?"

"Oh no," Clara replied. "We aren't actually going on the mission. The captain just invited us to hear what's going on with our son."

"Oh."

Laurel and Jake then looked at the alien girl and the Captain moved a little closer to Laurel and Jake.

"Allow me to introduce you to Tediya. She's a communications specialist from the Presbian. She's going to help us tap into the secure government channels used on the Reuopon station. I thought it best to have a known representative among us when we establish contact the way we're going to."

"It's nice to meet you Tediya," Laurel said.

"I am honored to make your acquaintances too Laurel Kade and Jake Myers. I have studied you two in depth. It makes for an incredible read to try and understand what you two have done and been through in getting your people here."

"And this is lieutenant Kendall, and lieutenant Mariscol. In a way they're the personnel that filled your positions when you resigned from the civilian corps. Lieutenant Kendall is a propulsion specialist and lieutenant Mariscol is an engineering and navigation specialist. No one can fill the shoes you two occupied, but these two are doing a remarkable job of filling the roster so we can remain operationally prepared should the need arise to go on a mission."

"It's nice to meet both of you," Laurel said. "Isn't there another officer with the last name of Kendal on the Future?" Laurel asked.

The pretty blond lieutenant smiled and nodded.

"That's my Uncle. He's the only family I have left. I was single and so was he when we were chosen to join the Future mission. We both excelled at propulsion dynamics, but he wanted to be a flyboy and I wanted to serve on the Future."

"You didn't leave any family behind?"

"No. We're the last of our family line. Remember the Tonkun sea incident in twenty seventy-four?"

"Vaguely. I was only a child when that happened."

"My entire family lived on the island of Demotra when the gravity enhancement research facility destabilized the tectonic plate in the Tonkun trench and caused a quake induced tidal wave that killed everyone on the island. My uncle and I were studying abroad at the time so we were spared¦if you want to look at it that way. We had to attend a funeral for thirty family members."

"I'm so sorry. That must have been really tough."

"My mom was killed in an earth quake in California," Jake said. "It was only a seven on rictor scale, not a nine point four, but I know what that kind of sudden loss can be like. My dad is all I have now."

"But you left some family behind, right?"

"Distant family that I had never met, yes. My grandparents on both sides were gone when we left."

"I would like to go ahead and get started with the briefing," The captain said in a soft voice.

Everyone turned and faced the captain.

"I know you've all listen to the transcripts of our brief conversation with Korica. She indicated that it's important that we come to the Reuopon station very discretely. Despite a lack of detail as to exactly what's going on, knowing Korica the way I do, if she says it's important then something serious is happening that requires my attention. With everything going on with the Future, taking this ship isn't feasible at this time so, we'll be taking the Icarus. We'll be pushing the ship to her maximum to get to the station as quickly as possible. With Laurel and Jake's minds added to the computing power and overall efficiency of the onboard systems, I have every confidence that we'll be able to reach the station within a day or so. While I don't expect any threats once on the station, I want everyone to go armed just in case," The captain looked right at Laurel and Jake. "That includes you two. I know you can defend yourselves without the need for conventional weapons, but I want you armed anyways."

"Yes sir," Laurel replied.

"We understand sir," Jake said.

The captain then looked at the rest of the group.

"I want you all to pack for a stay of five days. I don't plan on hanging around that long, but you just can't predict what's going to happen when we get there or what we'll find is going on. It could involve a prolonged stay. The ship will be packed with survival packs capable of supporting each of you for several days should a worse case scenario take place and we have to set down on an alien world somewhere along the way. The ship is capable of producing clean drinking water from a humid atmosphere in sufficient quantities to keep us alive for a prolonged period of time, as long as primary power can be maintained. The only limiting factor is going to be our observance of radio silence. If anything goes wrong, it could take the Future quite some time to locate us, and a search won't even take place for seven days from the day of our departure if nothing is heard from us. I'll give you an hour and a half to pack for the mission. I want you all to be in the forward hangar at fifteen thirty for departure. Tell no one of what's been discussed here or the fact that the mission is even taking place. I apologize for the lack of detailed facts in the matter, but Korica was deliberately vague about exactly what's happening. Are there any questions?"

Lieutenant Mariscol lifted her hand and the captain nodded toward her.

"What if we have to set down on a planet with hostile animals?"

"Laurel and Jake have experience with hostile creatures. Not only is their knowledge one of the key reasons for inviting them, that and the fact Korica is their daughter, but their enhanced abilities could prove vital to keeping us all alive until rescue arrives. It might in fact be necessary to kill some animals for food if we have to stay longer than our emergency rations will hold out for."

"What about hostile aliens?" Lieutenant Kendall asked.

"That's what hammer is here to deal with. He has tactical knowledge and experience that will be crucial should we encounter hostile inhabitants that don't appreciate our presence on their world. On all matters of security, you will all defer to his orders without question, which includes me. If we end up in unfamiliar hostile territory, he will take command of the mission until such time as he is either dead, or we're rescued. Is that completely clear?"

Everyone nodded and the captain looked around briefly.

"If there's nothing else, you're all dismissed to go get packed."

Laurel lifted her hand and the captain nodded toward her and Laurel looked around the compartment then back to the captain.

"If you don't mind me asking, why was this briefing conducted here sir?"

"Because this compartment is deep within the ship and heavily shielded because of the plasma relays located in the bulkheads of this compartment. With all the ships in the vicinity, and our shield running at such a minimal level, our location can easily be determined, and some voices picked up with even the most rudimentary sensors, if we were just about anywhere else in the ship, except maybe main engineering or the negative matter space, which are totally off limits to civilians. By coming here, it would require an active scan to detect us, and voices would be impossible to sense remotely. We have yet to find a ship with the same capabilities as the Future, so we're discretely invisible right where we are."

"You think the Future could detect what's being said this deep in a ship?"

"Without question. If your cranial transceiver signal can be detected from close orbit of a sun, to it's fourth or fifth planet, at close range detecting voices echoing with the bulkheads of a compartment deep within a ship would be no problem, shield present or not."

"I guess that goes to figure."

Everyone then began to head toward the exit and Clara touched Laurel's shoulder. Laurel and Jake stopped and faced Clara and Liam.

"Do me a favor, tell Tamaric that we miss him terribly?"

"We will Clara."

"Can you share what we feel for him though the deep sharing?" Liam asked.

"We can, but we would have to join with you first if you want him to feel precisely what you're feeling."

"I don't think we have time for that¦and I don't think Clara and I are capable of that kind of thing anyways."

"You don't need to have the ability yourself if we do. You just need to allow us to enter your minds, but you're right, we have to get packed for the mission."

"Just tell my boy that his mom and dad love him and miss him, and I'm proud of him beyond measure. That should be good enough."

"We will Liam. I'm sure he knows how much you two love him, but we'll be sure to pass along your feelings, and pride in the man he has become."

"Don't forget to tell Korica that we love and miss her too," Clara said. "She's a special part of our family now too."

"You can count on it."

They then turned and followed the rest of the group out into the corridor and they made the spiraling walk back to the stairwell and climbed down to the command deck and Laurel and Jake transported back down to the passenger level and headed up to their quarters to pack for the mission. It only took them 10 minutes to get everything together, once the AI delivered hard-sided cylindrical bags. They then stepped out into John's quarters where Amelia and John were waiting for them. They set their bags down and embraced their parents with long hugs, then said their farewells and finally picked up their bags and made their way down to the transport platform by the stasis ring entrance. They transported up to the forward hangar. They were relieved that they were the first to arrive aside from Rody, who was overseeing the loading of the necessary supplies. He stopped what he was doing and waved Laurel and Jake over. They exited the transport enclosure and walked up to Rody.

"You can put your things down and I'll see to it that they get stowed."

"We haven't talked in quite a while. Have you found adequate members to replace Mark and Marty?" Laurel asked.

"No one will ever replace what those two brought to the table, but I've found people to fill their positions. The special tactics division will endure. Enough about that stuff through, I have something for you two."

"Oh?" Laurel asked as she tilted her head with a grin.

Rody stepped over to a sturdy looking cargo crate and tapped a code into the lock and the lock popped and he lifted it open to reveal a myriad of specialized weapons specifically constructed for the special tactics division. He lifted out a pistol and held it across his hand proudly.

"I give you the PP thirty-five. Increased range, firepower, and reserve power over the twenty. I had the AI construct these for the team. I want you two to have one."

"You mean to keep, or just for the mission?" Jake asked.

"Mark implicitly trusted you and so do I. Keep 'em secure and use 'em well. They're yours to keep."

"They have the same features as the PP twenty?" Laurel asked as she carefully took the weapon out of Rody's hand.

"They're identical except for the number of times you can fire them on a single power cell and the firepower. They operate in the thirty-five megawatt range on level ten."

"Nice!" Jake said with a big smile.

Rody retrieved another PP-35 and handed it to Jake then he pulled out 2 holsters that were already equipped with three spare power cells along the back of the belt portion of the holster assembly. He handed one to Laurel and the other to Jake and they quickly put them on and poked the weapons into the holsters and secured the thumb stays. Rody then pulled a DNA coding lock key from the crate and he held it up, and Laurel and Jake nodded and pulled their weapons in a quick motion and Rody smiled and stabbed the key into Jake's first and rotated it clockwise. Jake then touched the trigger and the weapon made a subtle beep and the charge indicator blinked twice. Rody then rotated the key counterclockwise and removed it and then he did the same thing to Laurel's weapon. Laurel and Jake then stabbed their weapons back into their holsters and secured them in place.

"They have the same weight as the PP twenty," Jake said as he gently shook his weapon on his upper thigh.

"They're essentially the same weapon with improved technology incorporated into them. As proficient as you proved yourselves to be with the plasma pistol, you'll have no problem using these, should the need arise."

The transport flashed behind them, momentarily lighting the hangar brightly and lieutenants Mariscol and Kendall appeared holding hard-sided bags almost identical to the ones Laurel and Jake had been provided with. The pair stepped down from the transport and exited the transport enclosure and walked over to Rody and Laurel and Jake.

"Where would you like us to stow our things?" Lieutenant Kendall inquired.

"Just set your bags down anywhere. I'll see that they get put aboard when the time comes."

They stepped to the side slightly and set their bags down and looked at the Icarus in sheer wonder.

"You two haven't been aboard the Icarus before?" Laurel asked.

"We've spent hours in the simulator, but this is our first hands on experience with the ship," Lieutenant Kendall replied. "It's a remarkable ship."

"It really is a technological wonder. It's more living hardware than anything else."

The transport flashed once again and captain Alexan, colonel Madge and Tediya were standing on the transport platform. They stepped down and exited the transport enclosure and walked over to the group and they all set their bags down.

"I guess we're all here so we can depart as soon as everything is stowed," Captain maxim said.

"It won't take long sir," Rody said. "The information update to the onboard maps has been completed, so we have a copy of the Tel Pok Maron provided maps covering the area of space we'll be transiting through. I think I've gathered everything we should need incase the mission goes awry and we end up somewhere unintended."

"You're a good man hammer," The captain said, then turned and faced the lieutenants. "If you ladies will go aboard and get the systems powered up, we'll join you momentarily."

"Aye sir," Lieutenant Kendall replied.

The girls turned and headed over to the ship with Tediya right behind them and captain Alexan looked at Laurel and Jake.

"I hope you two understand what I need from you? I didn't ask you along just because this involves your daughter and son law."

"You want us to be alert for trouble and deception no matter the source. We've never known Korica to be deceptive, but you have to be sure you're getting the true story of what's going on and you need to be sure the personnel from the station aren't misleading you either," Laurel replied.

"Can you remain objective and honest if we're not being told the God's honest truth?"

"Yes sir," Jake replied sharply. "We'll deal with Korica later if she's giving you half or mistruths. We'll let you know what's really happening if we have to take the truth from her. I don't think you'll have any problems from her though. Her parents raised an amazing person with integrity in her heart and we reinforced those traits. She understands how important it is to be completely forthright with your commanding officer, especially given that it involves something so important that she would ask you across the quadrant just to tell you what the heck is going on in person."

"Good. I sure wish you two were still part of the crew of this boat. I need your kind of reliability at my side."

"That might be possible when we get back sir," Jake said.

The captain's eyes got big for a moment and a grin grew on his face.

"You're serious about that?"

"We've been meaning to sit down with you to revisit the subject, but you've been so busy lately, we didn't want to interrupt your schedule."

"I'll always make time for you two. If you're serious, when we get back I'll set up a time when we can sit down with your parents and discuss the matter. The very idea makes me a very happy man. I was afraid you would get so used to the civilian life that the civilian corps would seem unappealing anymore."

"Serving under you is what would make it rewarding sir. We have so much we can learn form you," Laurel said.

"And I kind of see it the other way round. You two remarkable kids have a lot to offer if you're serving on my bridge. You understand that I would want you to attend the academy, right?"

"Yes sir. We know we lack the cohesive experience of attending the academy to get our minds right. Neural suggested training only goes so far in molding you into officer material."

"Alright then. If you two want to give hammer a hand stowing the gear, I'll go aboard and oversee inputting the corridor to the Reuopon station."

"Yes sir," Laurel said with a big grin.

The captain put his hand on Laurel and Jake's shoulders and smiled at them, then turned and headed toward the ship. Rody then shook his head with a grin on his face.

"You two are making the right decision. Alexan needs kids like you as role models for the rest of the¦seriously young crew coming online."

"Does it bother you that the new crew are so dang young?" Jake asked.

"Naw, if you two are any measure of the youth among us, I got no problem with handing the future over to you guys. Help me organize this loading routine with the AI will ya'?"

Rody picked up a data pad and handed it to Jake and he nodded as Laurel stepped closer and looked over the loading schedule. They then initiated servo drone requests to load the gear stowed in tub like cargo containers. Jake then handed the data pad back to Rody and he began to push the next load sitting on a grav cart toward the extended cargo ramp. Laurel then began to drag the next load into position as servo drones with hands showed up with another grav cart and she helped load the containers onto the cart as Rody organized still more containers, including the armory crate he head produced Laurel and Jake's new weapons from. He then loaded the rest of his Marine gear and had Laurel stack it on the waiting grav carts and the servo drones pushed the last of them up into the ship. The servo drones then exited the ship with the empty grav carts and Laurel and Jake climbed aboard rolling a square crate with rounded corners containing everyone's personal bags as Rody secured the ramp from outside the ship and then performed a preflight walk around, finally climbing aboard from the wing through the raised canopy hatch. Laurel and Jake found a seat behind the captain and removed 2 halos and put them on. When Rody climbed in, he closed and sealed the canopy and then he sat down behind the copilot, right next to Tediya and he too pulled out a halo and placed it on his head.

It only took a few minutes for the lieutenants to go through the start up process and then they called the AI.

"Future, this is the Icarus ready for departure," Lieutenant Mariscol called out.

"Understood Icarus. I am opening the hangar door. Radio silence will be observed from this point on. Have a safe flight Icarus. You are cleared for take off at your discretion once the hangar door is open. There is no traffic in the vicinity to hinder your departure."

"Understood Future. We're cleared for immediate departure as soon as the hangar door is open and there is no traffic in the area. We'll be going silent and stealthy from this point on, Icarus out."

The lieutenant then closed the channel and engaged the stealth mode and the hull skin began to rise up and obscure the view out the canopy. The chromatophores were then engaged and the ship all but vanished where it sat. The ship then gently lifted off from the hangar deck and pivoted slightly so it was facing the hangar door that was scissoring open. As soon as the door was all the way open, the ship gently floated out of the hangar and immediately rotated toward deep space and rocketed away.


Chapter 47 Truth or Consequences

––––––––

Truth Or Consequences

The Icarus bolted through the Future system until the ship reached planet 009, the 9th planet out from the sun. The ship slowed to a crawl as the coordinates for the Reuopon station were being calculated by the onboard systems. The 9th planet, lacking a formal name as yet, was huge with a curious green atmosphere that was uniform and cloudless. It resembled more of a green haze than a gaseous atmosphere, but the readings being displayed on everyone's HUD indicated a toxic soup of noxious gasses with winds deep in the atmosphere nearing 1000 miles per hour. As everyone marveled at the bizarre and somewhat scary conditions present, lieutenant Kendall was busily trying to plot a course to the Reuopon station, which the system was rejecting due to the distance plotted for the jump. After a few minutes she resigned to the fact that the system simply wasn't going to accept an input of 30.2 light years.

"Sir, the ship isn't going to let us make a maximum jump the way you were hoping. It says the parameters are beyond acceptable safety limits."

The captain faced forward and ignored the gigantic planet they were slowly passing by.

"Give me control access and I'll fix that."

Lieutenant Kendall nodded and reached up to her virtual controls and selected the captain's position and enabled complete system access to his halo. The captain then reached up as all of the major systems became available to him and he brought up the safety override and he input his command code and touched accept and the system acknowledge his command code and disengaged the safety protocols preventing coordinate input beyond safe jumping range from being accepted. They system then inquired if the captain wanted to disengage all safety protocols and devices. The captain winced and touched the 'no' reply and the system confirmed that all safety systems would remain active aside from accepting coordinate inputs beyond acceptable range limits.

"Give it a try now lieutenant."

Lieutenant Kendall input the coordinates for the Reuopon station once again and the system warned of possible hazards to the power drive systems while attempting such a long distance jump, but it confirmed that the coordinates were accepted.

"That did it sir. The system is beginning to charge for the jump, but we probably won't get anywhere near thirty light years out of the system before the safety devices kick in and take us into normal space to avoid doing permanent damage to anything."

"I figured as much. I just want to push the system to it's maximum and see what we get out of her."

They system finally achieved a plotting that would require 3 course changes to avoid known phenomena in different locations that had significant gravitational affects that could pose a hazard according to the Tel Pok Maron maps. Everyone could feel the mental exertion as the ship used everyone's brains for the vast and constant calculations necessary to accomplish the jump and then the hum from the rear quadrant of the ship rose in intensity to the point that the ship was almost vibrating, then a tone announced the commencement of the jump. The ship accelerated on it's own and then in a bright flash it jumped from normal space and accelerated rapidly. The jump lasted a mere 25 seconds and the Icarus jumped back into normal space and maintained it's inertial speed as known points in space were used to calculate their precise position.

"That got us five light years sir, but the drive system is already approaching critical heat levels," Lieutenant Kendall reported. "The ship is charging for immediate jump, but I would recommend we take a bit to let the system cool off a little."

"No, just let it go lieutenant." The captain said calmly. "The safety protocols will stop any further jumps if we reach a point that damage is likely. We've already bested our record by almost three light years, let's see what we can get out of her if we let her keep going."

"Aye sir. Jump commencing."

The ship once again jumped out of normal space and accelerated hard for a full 30 seconds, then the Icarus disengaged the jump drive and the ship popped back into normal space and the ship once again scanned the stars to get a precise fix on their location. The ship only took a few seconds to determine that another 7 light years had been cleared and the system was once again charged for immediate jump despite temperatures nearing 500 degrees Centigrade in the drive core. The ship jumped out of normal space once again and accelerated hard for and additional 30 seconds, at the end of which multiple warnings and cautions sounded and the ship dropped into normal space. The ship emerged into normal space with a wildly spinning attitude and lieutenant Mariscol quickly corrected their spin and slowed the ships forward momentum until they reached sub light speeds and continued to slowly decelerate.

"That got us another ten light years sir, but we're cooking the drive system," Lieutenant Mariscol reported. "The ship is charging for another jump, I really suggest we disengage the jump drive and let the drive system cool off. We're awfully far from home if we fry the drive collimators or something."

"Alright, Disengage the jump drive for a few minutes. Let her cool down a little and then get us jumping again."

Lieutenant Kendall looked back at the captain with a concerned look on her face.

"Twenty-two light years in under three minutes has us over half way there sir. That's way faster than the Future can even achieve, in the short term anyways. I don't quite understand why you're putting the ship under such stress to get us there so quickly? I understand how important ensign Prentor and her husband are to you, but we can't help them if end up stranded in deep space with a dead ship sir."

"I'm trying to give the ship a shakedown under conditions she'll never be pushed to again. This provided an opportunity to find out how far and how fast we can make an escape should the need arise. I seriously doubt anyone can track or follow us after doing what we just did. That was the whole point of this. Korica and Tamaric aren't in immediate danger so this really had nothing to do with them aside from their call providing the chance to find out what the Icarus can do if pushed. As it is, we stopped the test before the safety systems stopped us from attempting another jump. I think we could've got one or two more out of her before that happened."

"Understood sir. As soon as the temperature warnings cease, we'll get moving again."

The captain nodded and lieutenant Kendall turned back around. Laurel looked at Jake and shrugged her shoulders lightly.

"It's the same thing we did to the Future when she was refit with the elder race upgrades," Laurel thought. "I know all the safety protocols and devices installed on this ship, it won't do more than it can safely."

"Let's hope you're right babe," Jake thought in return. "This ship is experimental after all. We've never messed around with this kind of jump drive. There are tons of complex system components installed on this ship and people have a tendency to make mistakes from time to time when they build technological devices as complex as what we're sitting in."

"Are you sensing something going wrong?"

"Not on the way there. Just ask the captain to have a low level diagnostic done on the computer system when we get to the station and a complete self-diagnostic performed on the hardware once that's done."

"I can feel what you're sensing Jake, I don't think we should jump to any conclusions based on your weak feeling that we're going to end up somewhere unintended. So far we're right on course and getting there in record time. I'll ask the captain to have the diagnostics preformed just to be safe though."

Jake nodded and grinned and a split second later the cautions and warnings ceased. Lieutenant Mariscol reengaged the jump drive and the system began to charge for the next jump and the captain grinned as the hum began to increase in depth and tone. The jump drive then engaged and the ship jumped from normal space and accelerated hard for almost a full minute. When the jump drive disengage, the Icarus dropped into normal space on the outer edge of the Endrinol system and everyone was shocked that they were able to reach the station in less than half an hour. The thermal warnings once again sounded and the captain reached up to his virtual display and silenced the alarms, then grinned brightly.

"I would call that a successful test of the ships capabilities. Tidya, would you mind seeing if you can get us patched into the government channel before we get any closer?"

"Yes captain Alexan. I will need access to the communication system controls."

As the controls were transferred to Tidya, Laurel leaned closer to the captain.

"Sir, you realize anything detected will be years old from this distance?"

"We aren't looking for content, simply the right frequency."

Laurel nodded subtly despite the fact that the captain couldn't see her sitting behind his position. It didn't take Tidya long to manipulate the receiver to the right frequency and begin to attempt to unscramble the heavy encryption that was distorting the channel. Laurel watched from her HUD and fought the urge to interrupt with ideas of her own as to how to break the encryption sequences. As they slowed to a virtual stand still, Tidya continued her work while the Icarus made some deep scans of the system revealing several craft within the system and a huge electromagnetic signature suggesting the precise location of the Reuopon station deep within the system.

"This is going to take some time captain Alexan," Tidya announced after a few minutes of trying to crack the complex encryption in use. "They deliberately employ encryption techniques that are designed to be difficult to decipher."

"I had no illusions that it would be easy. Maybe Laurel and Jake could give you a hand. They have some experience in this field."

"I would welcome their input if they understand your use of algorithms to decrypt complex signal distortions like we are seeing in these transmissions."

Lieutenant Kendall immediately transferred access to the communications system to Laurel and Jake and they began working with Tidya to decrypt the signal being received. They just had to assume Tidya knew that she had the right frequency in the first place. With the 3 of them working together they managed to crack the encryption in short order, surprising Tidya most of all.

"Success captain Alexan," Tidya reported. "I can now listen in on their secure high level communications and communicate with them if you so desire once we get closer."

"Nice work you three. What were they talking about a year and half ago?"

"Ironically, I believe they are discussing a ship of large dimensions heading through a known region of space toward an uninhabited region. Reports are filtering in of a power signature like nothing ever seen before emanating from the ship in question."

Both lieutenants looked back at the captain and he slowly nodded.

"Our stop in the Anitone system on the way to the Future planet. We lowered shield density to allow scout ships to go down to explore the ruins of the civilization that died out there thirty-five thousand years ago. The core must've been detected remotely without us knowing it. I knew that expedition was a bad idea. That's what happens when you acquiesce to civilian ideas concerning ships business."

"I thought you hated all the secrecy sir?" Laurel said.

"I do. That doesn't mean I want decisions that affect our security relinquished to the civilian population. They don't think strategically. It can be a fatal flaw if the wrong species detects your presence. Thankfully, in this circumstance, the right people detected our presence. That doesn't mean others that are less civilized didn't detect our presence too."

"Don't you think they would've made a run at us had that been the case?" Jake asked.

"They were probably smart enough to realize the Future is a formidable target and our scout ships aren't exactly easy marks either. We took enough precautions to insure no one snuck up on us in our home system once we got there too. Luckily, thanks to you kids, we've secured allies that insure we aren't likely going to be attacked on our home soil now that we have thirty-nine ships in orbit from all over the local star systems, not including the Future herself. That doesn't mean we aren't going to run into problems when we start exploring this side of the galaxy though."

"Is that why you want the Future armed the way you're outfitting her to be?" Laurel asked softly.

"Partially. We've been asked to participate in some enlightener business that could get nasty. I just want every advantage possible when the time comes to agree to such requests. That's also why I want people like you close at hand when the time comes. There are subtle variations in what can be considered a weapon if a resource is used properly."

Laurel and Jake read what the captain was thinking and they were relived to sense that he didn't mean using them as an actual weapon of destruction, just that their gifts gave him a decisive advantage in detecting and reacting to unknown situations with cunning and decisiveness. The captain then looked at the lieutenants.

"Go ahead and take us into the system at light speed times three?"

"Aye sir," The ladies responded in unison.

Lieutenant Mariscol plotted a course for the Reuopon station and engaged the drive system accelerating them rapidly to 3 times the speed of light. It didn't take long for the station to begin to glow on their sensor readings and shortly after they started picking up traffic heading to and from the station. They brought the ship out of faster than light travel and assumed a stationary position 1 million kilometers from the starboard side of the station as further detailed information was collected and analyzed by the onboard systems with the Human minds linked in to process the vast amounts of information being collected. They listened into the chatter on the government band as Laurel and Jake tried to gain an understanding of the languages being spoken. After several minutes of listening and occasionally moving slightly to avoid being struck by incoming ships that had no way of detecting the Icarus with her stealth mode engaged, the captain lost patients.

"Can we establish contact?" The captain asked.

"It is possible, you do not speak the languages they are communicating in though," Tidya replied. "It will require a translator since it is likely they do not know English either."

"That's the primary reason why I needed you on this mission Tidya. I assumed this was going to be the case when we got here. You do understand the languages being spoken, correct?"

"Some of them. There are several conversations taking place, some in languages I am not familiar enough with to communicate in a meaningful manner if engaged. Your communications system is intercepting all communications and overlaying them in a single channel in order to facilitate us listening in on everything being spoken. There is some data communications occurring from time to time as well, however that data is being encrypted in a manner I have not attempted to break."

"We don't need to see their sensitive communications like that. I'm pretty sure that would be a clear invasion of privacy that wouldn't be received kindly if discovered. Just find a band that will allow us to communicate with the station to state who we are and that we would like to come aboard discretely."

"I will choose an appropriate communication network with an active conversation taking place that I can interrupt."

Tidya slowly separated the overlapping voices until she narrowed in on a conversation that she could understand. There was discussion of scanning and engineering personnel assignments to external tier 4, level 16, suggesting it was station security talking about sending teams outside the stations to perform some kind of intense scans on a very specific region of the station. Tidya waited for a pause in the conversation and then she engaged the transmit circuit and announced who she was and the ship she was aboard.

Everyone on the Icarus only understood 'Human vessel Icarus' and 'Alexan' followed by unrecognizable words and 'ensign Prentor' and more unknown words then 'cadet Prentor'.

There was some excited rebuttal conversation and Tidya muted the channel and looked at captain maxim.

"They are not happy about us communicating with them on this frequency unannounced. I will attempt to explain why we are undetectable to their sensors without exposing the details of our visit aside from a desire to visit the Prentors."

The captain nodded and Tidya went back to the conversation. There were many exchanges and by the time Tidya established a calm conversation, Laurel and Jake were beginning to understand most of what was being said. It was still an odd sensation to suddenly understand such a foreign sounding language, but they could at least make out the calm demeanor within the exchanges taking place. After a few more exchanges, Tidya nodded and looked at the captain.

"We have been granted permission to land in the secure hangar on the port side of the station, mid station between cargo hangars three and six. I hope I have used the term port side correctly." Tidya held up her left hand slightly and the captain grinned and nodded.

"Port is left side, the hand you have up."

The captain then looked at Laurel and Jake and they both nodded lightly.

"We understand most of what was said sir," Laurel said.

"Incredible! You two are a paragon!" The captain then looked at the lieutenants. "Can you find the hangar we're supposed to land in?"

"We should be able to find the right hangar," Lieutenant Mariscol replied. "They're probably going to initiate a beacon signal for us to follow."

"That goes to reason. If you would, take us to the designated hangar? Don't disengage stealth mode until we get to within fifteen meters of the hangar entrance."

"Aye sir."

The lieutenants turned around and mentally initiated a slow orbit of the station and the captain looked at Tidya.

"If would Tidya, inform the station of our planned approach? Let them know we won't be visible or detectable on sensors until we make our final entry approach to the designated hangar bay."

"I will inform the station."

Tidya relayed confirmation of permission to land and then she informed the station that the Icarus was extremely close, but would remain undetectable or optically visible until they made their final entry approach in order to maintain a discrete landing. The station reluctantly acknowledged Tidya and reported that the appropriate personnel were being dispatched to the hangar to receive the Icarus and her crew. As they approached the underside of the station, Jake lightly shook his head as they all looked up to see the station on their HUDs.

"Sakes alive, that thing is gigantic. Makes the Future seem tiny."

"It's beautiful though. There's an elegance to the shape of the station," Laurel said as they glanced around them as the Icarus made her gentle orbital approach to the port side of the station.

"Maneuvering around all the traffic coming and going is going to be tricky since no one can see us," Lieutenant Kendall said.

"Remember your maneuvering exercises in the simulator," The captain said gently. "The Icarus will avoid objects on her own and then return to her previous course and heading, you have to remember to resist the urge to offer resistance or input to those automated reactions. You're in control, but the ship can think for itself to avoid striking anything. The ship knows it can't be seen since we all know that. Our minds are part of the processing capability of the ship at the moment, so what we're aware of the ship is aware of and vise versa."

"Roger that sir," Lieutenant Kendall replied softly. "We can feel the ship making it's own subtle course corrections."

The lieutenant no more than said that, than the Icarus made a quick diving maneuver to avoid a strange looking diamond point shaped ship bolting out of one of the forward port hangars, jetting right across the Icarus' path. The Icarus then arced upward sharply and resumed its original course and the lieutenants both held their hands up in surprise and offered no resistance to the quick, sharp, slightly banking maneuver, as if they were holding their hands back from unseen control yolks.

"There ya' go," The captain replied with a grin. "See, the ship will avoid a conflicting course with anything in its path."

"That was amazing," Tidya said with a slight grin. "I could feel the ship taxing my mind to calculate that maneuver and it was searching our collective minds to interpret what we were sensing to add to the external picture of what is going on around us. This ship truly becomes a part of us¦or we become a part of it. What a wondrous masterpiece of technology."

"This ship is more alive and symbiotic than a person can clearly express until you experience it like that," The captain said proudly. "We're very proud of her."

Tidya looked over at the captain and smiled.

"And the speed at which this ship can cross the emptiness of space is beyond what I thought possible."

"That's very true, but don't expect the ride home to be anywhere near that fast. I won't have us pushing the ship like that again unless we're being pursued by overwhelming hostile forces. It's going to take us nearly a full day to get home¦a day from our perspective that is. I don't know what your concept of a day is like?"

"There are twenty-eight of your hours in one day."

"We experience a day to be twenty-four hours long."

"I see. Most people from different worlds adapt to a day consisting of differing lengths of time. The body becomes accustomed to the conditions present on the world they originate from."

"We've seen that evident in most of the new species we've encountered in our travels."

The Icarus made her final approach to the middle section of the gigantic station and as thought, there was a subtle beacon signal detectable and the Icarus automatically locked onto it and came to a stop and rotated so it was facing the sunlit side of the station with numerous hangars that were wide open. One in particular was absolutely enormous and several ships could bee seen deep within the hangar and there were dozens of people visible walking around within the hangar.

The Icarus then disengaged its influence on the controls, and lieutenant Kendall took control and mentally drifted the ship closer to the hangar entrance. When the ship reached 15 meters from the hangar entrance, she disengaged stealth mode and the hull skin began to descend down the canopy window, allowing the sunlight to fill the cabin with bright light and the enormity of the station they were drifting toward became apparent. From this perspective it was as if they were drifting toward an unbroken wall of dull whitish blue with a gigantic opening right in front of them that was framed by a dull orange glow surrounding a very mechanical looking doorframe that had pipes and conduits lining it's entire rectangular circumference. The hangar entrance was set back into the hull of the station and they could see a pair of doors on each side of the hangar that would scissor closed, sealing the hangar from the outside environment, that would then continue the line of the exterior hull without evidence of the hangar entrance aside from the doors that would be closed across its opening. The other adjacent hangars that were smaller, but still absolutely gigantic in proportions, had the same configuration of a recessed hangar entrance with gigantic mind blowing thick doors that would slide across the hangar openings to seal the hangars.

The Icarus gently floated forward and pierced a subtle energy field that the sensors detected as semi solid mater and energy that was contained by a highly charged region of gravitationally manipulated space only a few inches thick. As they merged into the gravity and pressure environment of the hangar, the Icarus automatically began to adjust the environment within the cabin to match. As they drifted forward slowly, the Icarus automatically compensated for the now present gravity in the hangar that was pulling at the Icarus, trying to pull her to the deck. Past 3 very large, and impressively designed ships, they could see a man standing in the middle of the isle between ships on the left and right and he was waving a set of bright orange wands, directing them to his position.

The lieutenants gently guided the ship toward the man and they could see that he was standing in front of a space between ships large enough for the Icarus to fit in. The man turned sideways and looked at the Icarus as he waved his wands toward the open space between ships. Lieutenant Kendall rocked the wings of the Icarus to confirm that they understood and the man quickly stepped out of the way. The ship was slowly maneuvered into the available space and then they rotated around so they were facing the man that was now standing in the isle between ships and he gestured with his wands to set the ship down and lieutenant Mariscol gently set the ship down with a very subtle bound of the landing gear and then began to power the ship down to a standby state.

Everyone removed their halos except for the lieutenants and the last thing they did was to check the outside environment and it was perfect match to the conditions in the cabin. They then initiated the command to open the cargo door and extend the ramp. They then slipped their halos off their heads and stood up. The captain faced them and spoke very softly.

"I want you two to stand guard over the ship. One of you remains in here and the other stand watch at the cargo ramp until you hear from me. No one, and I mean absolutely no one is to be allowed to come aboard, is that clear?"

"Crystal clear sir," Lieutenant Marsicol said as she saluted the captain.

"Understood captain," Lieutenant Kendall said softly as she too saluted the captain.

"Good. Come with us so they know that you're here, but remain here when we leave to go find the Prentors."

They nodded and the captain turned and followed everyone to the cargo ramp and they headed down the ramp.

As they exited the ramp a group of 6 men walked up to them, including Rhe'Tock. 4 of the men were in dark red and black uniforms with a sidearm on their hips, obviously station security personnel, and one of the men had a white lab coat on covering a teal green outfit beneath and he was holding and handheld chip reader and their version of a data pad clutched in his other arm.

The captain put his index finger up and glanced back at everyone and they nodded subtly as the captain then turned and walked toward the approaching men.

"Rhe'Tock, how are you my friend?"

Rhe'Tock smiled and extended his hand. The captain met his extended hand with a resounding slap and a friendly pump of their clasped hands.

"I am doing well friend. It does my heart good to see you here. To what do we owe such a surprise visit conducted in such a peculiar manner? I heard nothing of your plans to pay us a visit until security came to collect me once hearing of your arrival."

"I apologize for the way we showed up unannounced. It was implied that it was important we not alert anyone to our presence except for those in high authority."

"Implied? Who implied that you needed to¦" Captain maxim saw the expression change on Rhe'Tock's face as his mouth fell open, then he practically snapped his mouth shut. "The charter flight they booked on the Impresnor. Ensign Prentor said they wanted to see a star system three point four light years away that has what she called a class five star at its heart with a class six pulsar ten light years from that, affecting the class five star she wanted to visit. Affecting it in ways I didn't quite understand until this second. The Impresnor is capable of communicating through the star network if the right conditions can be achieved. What a remarkable young lady, and a stubbornly persistent and resourceful young lady when she puts her mind to a particular task."

"We need to keep our conversations away from standard communications channels on this station. Please keep our presence and our conversations as covert as possible. Korica made it clear that it's crucial until¦later. Where are ensign and cadet Prentor right now?"

"They are attending their morning lessons with Dederal. I can take you to see them once we get the formalities out of the way."

Captain Alexan nodded and he turned and waved everyone over. Rhe'Tock then faced the man in the lab coat and nodded. The man stepped forward and lifted the chip scanner.

"If you will present your right hands, I will install you ident chips. This is required of anyone entering the station beyond the hangars."

Captain Alexan lifted his hand first and the man asked captain Alexan to state his name and title. The captain complied and the man programmed the chips then held the device to the back of captain Alexan's hand and squeezed the trigger and the device made a quick sound and the man moved on to Rody standing next to the captain. When Rody stated his name as Hammer, the man gave him a curious look then programmed the device and installed the chips on the back of his hand. The man went through everyone until he got to Tidya. He looked her over and grinned slightly.

"I believe you already have ident chips in place."

Tidya nodded and the man scanned the back of her hand and her information immediately popped up on the screen on the device. He nodded and took a small step back and then put the handheld device in his lab coat pocket and he pulled out small pen looking device.

"This will inoculate all of you against the affects of the virus that causes ICS. It has been specifically tailored to work with Human physiology."

"Where there any negative side affects in cadet Prentor when he was inoculated with this?" The captain asked.

"None that we noticed."

"His physiology is completely different than yours sir," Laurel said. "His immune response is tied to Korica's so any affects would've been taken care of without him even knowing it."

"What's the risk if we decline?"

"The risk is that you will not be allowed to move about the station. Should you contract the virus, the swelling to the brainstem would likely prove fatal if your failing organs did not kill you first. It becomes highly contagious in its final stage. Simply breathing the same air as in infected person can spread the virus. We cannot allow an outbreak to take hold on the station given how many people are on this station. It could easily be carried away from here, posing a health risk to others on different stations and worlds."

"Alright, I get the implications. If it's that virulent you may go ahead and inoculate us."

The man nodded and stepped up to all the Human guests and inoculated each of them and then looked at Tidya and grinned.

"You are not Human, but you have been on the station before, you do not require the inoculation."

"I have actually been here many times in the past."

"Yes, I saw that in the records of your time on the station."

The captain then looked at Rhe'Tock.

"My lieutenants are going to remain with the ship if that's alright?"

"As you wish friend. This is a secure hangar, no civilians are allowed in this hangar at any time¦" Rhe'Tock glanced at Laurel and Jake and smiled softly. "Present party excluded, you two are allowed to go anywhere your captain goes." Rhe'Tock then looked back at captain Alexan. "If you would like to secure the access points to your ship, your lieutenants are more than welcomed to join the flight crews from the rest of these ships. Food, drink and comfortable surroundings will be made available with a view of your ship from their position at all times." Rhe'Tock said pointing up into the overhead where a whole series of sensor domes could be seen hanging.

The captain looked up where Rhe'tock was pointing then he looked at the lieutenants and they both smiled and nodded quickly.

"Very well, you two secure the ship and go mingle with fighter jocks from these very impressive ships. You might even get a look inside one or two of them if you can get past the language barrier."

"We can accommodate that too captain Alexan. Kadet Prentor's cerebral disc is widely available so English can be shared quite easily."

"Maybe we could pick up on a few of their languages too sir?" Lieutenant Kendall said excitedly.

"If your captain approves, that can be accommodated just as easily."

"If you're willing, that would be a huge advantage to gain a cultural understanding of some of our allies. It would insure your inclusion in any return missions to this station as well since you'll be among the few that can speak the language around here."

"Yes sir!" Lieutenant Kendall said with a big smile as she saluted the captain.

"Carry on," The captain said as he returned the salute smartly.

"May I suggest something sir?" Laurel asked of the captain.

"Of course, what's on your mind Laurel?"

"I'd suggest having the lieutenants run a low level computer diagnostic on the Icarus before they secure the ship."

"You might want to have 'em run a hardware diagnostic too if the computer diagnostic comes back satisfactory." Jake added. "We really pushed the ship on the way here."

"Do you realize how long a low level diagnostic will take?"

"A couple of hours, and another hour or so for the hardware diagnostic," Laurel replied. "We're going to be on the station for at least that long sir."

"Good point," The captain looked at the lieutenants. "Get it done before you secure the ship. Advise me of any anomalies detected."

"Aye sir. You want us to stay with the ship while the diagnostics are running?"

"No. Get the diagnostic started and set up an alert to notify you when the low level diagnostic is complete. Come back to the ship at that time and check the findings of the low level computer diagnostic and initiate the hardware diagnostic if everything checks out."

"Understood sir. We'll get it taken care of. Thank you sir."

"You're welcome lieutenant Kendall, you two take care of business and then relax a little until we get back."

"That we can do sir."

The lieutenants then turned and followed one of the men in uniform. They headed back toward the Icarus and Rhe'tock looked at the man in the lab coat.

"Do not submit their data over the medical channels. Use the high-level government network to submit their information to station security and let the station commander know on his private server."

"I understand. I will keep things high up for now, and my reports will be submitted in person for the time being."

"Thank you for your discretion."

Tidya then announced that she was going to remain on the station and catch a ride back to the Future system on another ship. She had business of her own to take care of. The captain acknowledged her intentions then he faced Colonel Madge.

"Will you do me a favor and go with Tidya? I want you to get familiar with this station so we can send you back here later." The captain then looked at Tidya. "Will you get the colonel here hooked up with access to the cerebral library of local languages? I want him well versed in the local customs and cultures including their varying dialects."

"I'll do as you order sir, but I really want to assess Korica and Tamaric." Colonel Madge replied.

"That's why your catching a ride home with Tidya later on. Remain on the station and assess the Prentors after their daily lessons and training are done and report your findings back to me. If you feel they're not up to the task at hand, I'll have a ship dispatched to bring them home immediately. If that's the case, I want you with them all the way home. They need to know we aren't ashamed of them for not being capable of the immense task we assigned to them."

"I understand sir. You'll be hearing from me."

"Good man colonel."

"I will see to him gaining access to pertinent cerebral discs before I take care of what I have to do," Tidya said.

"Thank you Tidya. It's been a pleasure having you accompany us. We couldn't have arrived the way Korica and Tamaric wanted us to without your assistance."

"The honor was mine captain Alexan," Tidya and colonel Madge then turned and Tidya led the way following the lieutenant's path.

Rhe'tock then gestured further down the hangar space and 2 of the security personnel took the lead and the last man fell in to the rear of everyone. Rhe'Tock led them across the hangar that seemed to go on forever until they reached almost the mid point of its total depth from the hangar entrance. He turned right between 2 enormous ships that were bristling with weapon turrets and still more discrete, but recognizable, concealed weapons compartments. They walked past the secured ships sitting quietly, 1 with an enormous cable of some kind hooked into its underbelly that then led across the deck and right into the bulkhead behind the ship. They assumed it was a charging cable of some kind or possibly a high-energy refueling line. They stepped over the cables that were bright orange with yellow stripes to make them easily visible and the strange writing on the cables in bright red letters they assumed warned of what the cables were carrying.

They stepped up to a metallic door with extremely bright light spilling around the door and through a round window in the upper middle region of the door. Rhe'Tock pushed the door open and they stepped into an enormous cargo area that was also equipped with huge storage tanks and power distributors the likes of which they had never seen before. Rhe'Tock led them past the cargo containers and crates and beyond the huge storage tanks with a bizarre maze of plumbing and valves coming from them and they stepped up to a set of tightly sealed double doors with a control panel next to them. Rhe'Tock touched a button on the control panel and the doors scissored open to reveal a pristine elevator lift compared to the dark and somewhat dingy appearing cargo and refueling supply area.

They stepped into the lift car and Rhe'tock touched a button next to the door, and the door slid closed and the lift began to rise steadily, increasing in speed until the lift reached its final speed and continued to rise for a full 2 minutes then slowed, stopped, and the doors slid open. They exited the lift into a relatively quiet and sparsely occupied transportation terminal. Rhe'Tock led them most of the way out of the concourse to a communication panel. He activated the terminal and haled the transportation operations center. He spoke in a language most everyone couldn't understand, but Laurel and

Jake were acclimating to the language Rhe'Tock was using enough to understand almost everything he was saying as well as the responses from the person he was talking to. Rhe'Tock requested a personal transport for ambassadorial guest to take them to the learning annex. He was told a red line transport would be dispatched immediately. Rhe'Tock thanked the man and then terminated the connection and looked at everyone and gestured back toward the terminal.

"A high speed transport is being sent to carry us to the learning annex where the Prentors are attending their lessons with Dederal." Rhe'tock said.

"High speed?" The captain asked. "It's that far away?"

"A few miles. We could walk there, but you wanted to exercise discretion, this is the best way to get around with as few people as possible observing you."

"That's fine ma friend. I guess I'm spoiled on our transportation techniques on the Future. I have to remember that this station is gigantic and not everyone has instantaneous transportation over great distances."

"We hope to remedy that if you are willing to share the technology with us."

"We'll gladly share the specs to that particular technology with your people. It'll take significant modifications to get it to work on a station this size, but it's doable."

"A synchronizer circuit sir?" Laurel asked.

The captain grinned at her.

"You're so smart Laurel. That's the only feasible way to get it to work on a station miles long and high without saturating the entire station with a compression field like we do on the Future."

They all then headed back into the transportation concourse and down into the terminal area to wait for the high-speed car being sent to carry them to the learning annex. They only had to wait 2 minutes for a rumble to announce the arrival of the transport. A single sleek car cruised into the terminal and came to a stop and the tube enclosure revolved open and then the transport cars door rotated up and over the car. They climbed aboard and sat down and the door to the car revolved down and sealed them in and the tube door slid down and sealed the tube. Once the vacuum was established the car slowly moved into the tube and began to accelerate on a separate track from the public transport line. The car quickly reached an incredible speed and rocketed toward the stern end of the station.

The ride was quick and comfortable, Laurel thought like floating on air the whole time. The only sense of speed was the view outside car, but she thought the incredible ride was all too short. She was excited to see Korica and Tamaric, but she had apprehension in her heart that she suspected was coming more from Jake than herself. There was almost a nervous tension built up in them and Laurel almost wished the ride were longer so she could get her head right and her feelings in check.

As the car slowed to make entry into the learning annex terminal, Laurel took a deep breath and Jake squeezed her hand gently and she looked at him.

"Why are we nervous? We've been dying to see her," Laurel thought.

"Because she grows and changes so dang fast," Jake thought in return. "I don't want her to resent us for the things we¦I put her through. If she changes enough she might start to realize the things we experienced because of my confused feelings weren't¦right."

"Oh Jake, she loves you and that's never going to change. She understands why you fell in love with her. She also knows that you didn't mean to lust after her like you did. It was your feelings and desires towards me getting all twisted around because we messed with forces we didn't understand. Love is a powerful emotion and when it gets mixed up in the wrong head it can lead to all kinds of confusion. She's wise enough to understand and forgive what happened between us. It makes our relationship with her just that much more special. She could never resent either of us. She just doesn't have it in her."

"I know how wise she is. She's the most mature kid upstairs I've ever met. I hope you're right babe. The thought of our relationship souring just breaks my heart to think about."

"Then stop it. You're making me feel the same way and I really don't like it."

"Alright. I'll focus on your excitement and your undying love for her," Jake cocked his head and grinned at Laurel. "And Tamaric. You really love him deeply."

"Yeah, I do. He's good to my girl and he's good for her. He gives her a strength she would've never known without him. I can see what Korica loves about him and I think she's absolutely right for being crazy about him. He's worth it."

"I agree, I love the guy too. He's earned my respect and gratitude for how good he's treated Korica and how good he makes her feel about herself. He's exactly what she needed to move on and become the incredible woman she was destined to be."

The transport car came to a stop and the door revolved up and over the car and everyone got to their feet and stepped out of the car into the deserted terminal.

"Is it always this quiet here?" Laurel asked softly.

"The students are attending their lessons or participating in their lab exercises. It will be quiet like this until their daily lessons are completed, then this terminal will be quite busy and noisy. No one has any business in this terminal while the students are studying. If a person were to show up here unannounced, security would intercept them before they got more than a few yards from the terminal area. Our children are protected in ways they have no knowledge of."

"That's reassuring," Jake said.

"Your daughter and her husband are quite safe while here in the learning annex."

They walked up the corridor, eventually ending up in the common eating and gathering quad and they looked around as they walked past the personnel going about setting up the food bars for the mid day meal toward the rear of the eating area. The people looked at the small crowd passing through and offered a warm smile and then went back to what they were doing. Rhe'Tock led them down the corridor that led to the classroom where Korica and Tamaric were engaged in their lessons with Dederal and they all stopped at Rhe'Tock's behest.

"Knowing the Prentors the way I do, may I suggest keeping your presences a surprise for a short time?" He asked looking at Laurel and Jake.

Laurel smiled brightly and nodded and Rhe'Tock looked at the captain and Rody. He flicked his head toward the door with a smile on his face and Rody and the captain nodded with a grin on both of their faces. Laurel and Jake quickly quieted their minds to maintain the surprise to Korica and Tamaric, hoping they hadn't detected them already, but knowing they surely would the second the door was opened. Rhe'Tock pushed the double doors open and stepped in with the captain and Rody following right behind him and the 2 security men stood fast outside the doorway, one on the right next to Laurel and Jake, the other on the left side of the door.

Korica was the first to interpret who she was sensing and she stared at Dederal and a grin grew on her face, then she turned her head and saw the captain and Rody and the grin grew into a smile as she and Tamaric popped to their feet and stood at attention as they held a firm salute to the captain. The captain grinned and returned their salute smartly.

"At ease you two," The captain said.

"Excuse the interruption Dederal. We have some unexpected guests here to see the Prentors," Rhe'Tock said.

"We were just reviewing the information we covered today. They understand the material we covered and as usual, their recall is spot on. You are not interrupting anything important at this stage. Perhaps we should conclude your lessons at this time?"

Korica turned and looked at Dederal with a dead serious expression.

"But we haven't done our mental conditioning exercise or spent the required time in the simulator."

"You still want to dedicate yourselves to those activities with captain Alexan and his security escort here?"

"Yes sir. What we're doing is too important to forgo the time we need to spend in each facet. There isn't enough time to make up for lost opportunities to train."

"Very well. We will conclude your classroom portion for the day and I will meet you in the mental conditioning lab after your midday meal and break are finished."

"Thank you Dederal."

"Thank you for being so dedicated to the mission of getting you trained properly."

"How are Dederal?" The captain asked.

Dederal set down his remote controller for the enormous viewer that was consumed with an image of the interior of the Bendon with vast networks of internal plumbing depicted in schematic view. He began to walk around the curved table Korica and Tamaric were standing behind so he could shake the captain's hand.

"I am doing quite well captain. You have here two of the brightest kids I have ever had the pleasure of tutoring. They make my task so easy, relatively speaking."

"Thank you Dederal," Tamaric said with a proud smile. "We like having you as our instructor too. You're patient with us and way smarter than I expected."

"I know how bright these two are," Captain Alexan said as Dederal finally reached him and they shook hands solidly. "There was good reason for sending them to be trained by you and Rhe'Tock. I never doubted for a moment that they would be capable of learning what they need to know in the limited time available."

The captain let go of Dederal's hand and Dederal smacked the captain's firm shoulder solidly.

"You are looking well my friend. I did not expect to see you so soon though. I thought midway through their training maybe, when they begin their flight training in the actual control pod."

"I wasn't planning on coming this soon, I was asked to make a personal appearance by Korica and Tamaric. Pressing matters that concern civilian corps business and can't be discussed long distance."

"I see. Well it is a welcome surprise just the same. I hope you will be around long enough to sit and discuss a few matters I have on my mind?"

"Perhaps. Let me get my business with the ensign and cadet out of the way and I will see how much time I have remaining."

"Fair enough."

Korica then looked at the captain and grinned.

"How did you get here so fast sir? I was expecting another day or so before we would see you."

"We took the opportunity to shakedown the Icarus' long range speed capabilities on the way here. She performed beyond anything I could've hoped for. I think we might have beaten the Future's capabilities for the distance and time we achieved."

"That's impressive sir. I didn't think anything was faster than the Future?"

"Well, the Future is a whole lot bigger and we travel in a whole different manner in the Icarus. We won't be achieving any records like this in the future. This was a chance to see maximum capabilities when pushed. It's going to take us a lot longer to get back home, I assure you of that."

Korica looked at Rody and gave him the prettiest smile that he couldn't help but respond to with a big smile of his own.

"Hi ya Hammer. It's nice to see you again."

"Likewise cutie. Always good to see your pretty smile," Rody then looked at Tamaric and winked at him. "Nice to see you too Tamaric, I see you're taking real good care of this pretty little lady?"

"Hi hammer. I promised everyone that I would look after her properly, I don't plan on letting anyone down on the that promise, especially her."

"Good man, I like your attitude cadet."

"Thanks."

The captain turned and looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"I have another surprise for you before we get down to business."

"A surprise sir?" Korica posed. Her face began to light up as she sensed what the captain was feeling.

"Your mom and dad came along as advisors. Laurel, Jake, come on in, I think the gig was up before I could spring the surprise on them."

Laurel and Jake stepped around the corner and into the classroom while pushing lightly to open their minds to Korica and Tamaric and it was all Korica could do to contain herself. She smiled from ear to ear and Tamaric was exhilarated right along with her. Korica quickly glanced at the captain and he nodded subtly.

"Go ahead honey, corps decorum doesn't count way out here."

Korica nodded quickly and stepped around the curving table behind them and she practically ran to Laurel first, almost bowling her over as she smacked into her and embraced her with a tight hug. Tamaric was right behind her and he stepped into Jake and they embraced each other warmly, Jake smacking Tamaric's back firmly as he hugged him.

"Hi dad!" Tamaric said into Jake's shoulder. "Korica has missed you guys so much, me too thanks to our pairing."

"We missed you two just as much Tamaric. Thanks for taking such good care of her. I can feel how happy you two are with your new found stabile pairing."

Laurel was finding it difficult to let go of Korica as she kept kissing the side of her head and rocking her softly as they hugged one another tightly. They finally let go of one another and Tamaric stepped around Korica as she grabbed Jake and hugged up to him tightly. Jake caressed her well defined back and Tamaric squeezed Laurel firmly as she returned the affectionate embrace. Korica then kissed Jake on the cheek and he smiled at her and leaned in and kissed her forehead. Korica then gave him a shocked look and followed it with a warm smile.

"You don't need to feel that way dad," Korica thought and he heard her clear as day. "We went through all that together, so I understand where everything came from. I could never resent you and mom, you saved my life and gave me the chance to have a wonderful life."

"Just weird insecurities honey," Jake thought in return. "I'm afraid of losing what we have is all."

"That ain't never gunna happen dad. I love you, I always will in a very special way because of what you and mom shared with me. I got to experience your love for one another first hand. There's no more precious a gift than that. It showed me what I can have with Tamaric and now I have it."

"Your mom is right, you're so wise and so sweet. Don't ever change."

"I'll grow up but I won't change, I promise."

Jake gave her a quick peck and the two let go of each other, but Korica continued to lean on Jake's side heavily and Laurel smiled at them.

"Told you Jake," Laurel thought. "It's a silly insecurity that you can let go of. She loves us as much as we lover her and that's never going to change."

Jake nodded and smiled and the captain furrowed his brow as he watched the unspoken conversation taking place.

"I'll never know what it's like to have that kind of tight family. Words are unnecessary for you four."

"Yes sir," Laurel said. "We talk with emotions, but the unspoken word is exchanged too."

"So you do speak to one another when you're¦communicating like that?"

"Yes sir. Our bond has been reconfirmed and we're readjusting to sensing each other at a deeper level. Words are still exchanged as we immerse ourselves in each other's energy."

"Amazing! So Korica, care to fill me in as to why we're here?"

"Uh¦yes sir, but not here please. We need somewhere private and I would like to call the head of station security to be present when I tell you what I have to tell you."

"Alright." Captain Alexan looked at Dederal and Rhe'Tock. "Is there somewhere close that we can discuss important matters in privacy?"

"Yes," Dederal replied flatly. "I will take you to the mental conditioning lab. The internal sensors can be deactivated and the space is insulted against intrusion from the outside due to the nature of the exercises performed there."

"Wonderful. Lead the way?"

Dederal and Rhe'Tock took lead and everyone followed them out the doors and Korica stopped and looked at the man from security standing to the right of the door.

"Will you please call the head of security to the mental conditioning lab? I need to discuss some sensitive matters with him."

The two men looked at each other with a bit of a surprised look on their faces, and then the man looked back at Korica and nodded subtly without saying a word. Korica and Tamaric then caught up to the group and they crossed the quad and headed to the mental conditioning lab. Dederal waved the back of his hand in front of the small panel next to the door and when the green circle appeared the door unsealed and slid open. They all stepped into the room and looked around at the faceted panels on every surface, including the deck, and the security men stepped in last and the man Korica had addressed spoke to her.

"Your request has been put in. Dedjunk will be here shortly."

"Thank you."

"I will go to the observation and control room to disable the internal sensors for you," Dederal said. "Would you like Rhe'Tock and I to give you some privacy?"

"Thank you Dederal," Korica said. "We'll be here on time for our mental conditioning and simulator exercises."

Dederal grinned and patted her shoulder lightly, and then he placed his other hand on Tamaric's shoulder and gave them both a gentle shake.

"You are remarkable kids. I look forward to our time in the classroom tomorrow morn. We will be covering the tretonic converters."

"Those are the things that act like plasma relays?" Tamaric asked.

"They perform the same function, but the Brindon does not use plasma energy for power distribution as the Future does."

Tamaric nodded and Dederal grinned at him and then removed his hands from Korica and Tamaric's shoulders and he headed to the rear of the chamber and he opened a concealed door and stepped through it and then the door closed behind him, virtually disappearing except for the slight indentation suggesting the location of the doorway.

"So this is the mental conditioning lab?" Jake said looking around. "It doesn't seem all that impressive."

"That's because it isn't active dad," Korica replied. "They've actually had to modify it slightly since working with Tamaric and I. Our abilities are stronger than anything they've worked with before and they had to be sure the affects we create aren't leaking out into the station around us. Trust me, this place is real impressive when it's active. They can extrapolate elements from your mind to create scenes and devices of unimaginable realistic appearance. The use of manipulated force fields gives things in here substance so you can physically interact with them."

"What kind of exercises do you do in here?" Laurel asked.

"Mostly problem solving exercises that require the use of our abilities to solve. Scenarios are presented that involve the use of both intellect and ability to problem solve. We're also required to work together, channeling our abilities while we discover exactly what we're capable of. Some elements to solve a particular problem are deliberately obscured or put out of the reach of a normal person's ability and simultaneous actions are required to solve a given scenario from opposite ends of a scene or we can't actually see one another as we perform a task to accomplish the goal of the scenario. No hints are given either, we just have to figure out what the problem is and what the solution is on our own."

"We're expected to accomplish that sometimes while under stressful or frightening conditions," Tamaric said. "They used our experience on Tiomot once. Things were coming at us and we had to think through the fear and perceived danger."

"You mean things can hurt you in here?" Laurel asked in a concerned tone.

"They can dial up the amount of physical danger posed," Tamaric replied. "We get knocked around a bit sometimes to offer realism, but they're in complete control of how much force is applied by the elements within the lab here. They won't actually let us get hurt too bad. There is a real danger of us falling from high places or inadvertently hurting each other with our powers, but that's up to us to control."

"We're learning tons about what we can do and how to work together using each other's gifts efficiently while concentrating on complex elements of what's going on around us," Korica said.

"So multitasking and ability control?" Jake asked.

"Yes. It's the whole purpose for us being in here. We have to know and trust what we can do. The exercises keep getting harder and more complex each time we're in here, but every single time it requires us to use our advanced abilities in one way or another. We're gaining a lot of confidence and knowledge about ourselves and our gifts."

"And all of this is going to be necessary to create a tear in space time sufficient to eliminate the threat bearing down on us back home?" The captain asked.

"I think it's crucial sir," Korica replied. "The Brindon will be tasking our brains heavily when we have to bring forth everything we have to create the anomaly you saw us create in the test chamber. You just wouldn't believe how our bodies are affected when the mental link from the control pod to the Brindon is active. That's what our time in the simulator is conditioning us to get used to. It's nothing like the link in the Icarus. That's just background thinking in a way, this a physical strain on everything, reactions are slowed, movements are laborious, and our ability to think and judge are dulled. We have to learn how to overcome all that and still perform the task at hand. It isn't easy so far. We have to be supremely confident and aware of exactly what we're capable of to minimize the amount of thinking it involves to manifest anything we want, it has to be like second nature and our exercises in this mental conditioning lab are training us to do just that."

"I'm glad these people have experience with this sort of thing. I doubt we would've been able to train you like this."

"We should take some lessons from these people in creating this lab sir. Our people back home could benefit from this sort of training with all the new abilities presenting themselves in the general population."

"That's what the test chamber is designed to flush out. We need to know exactly what kind of containment system to have in place to protect the outside environment from anything manifested in the test chamber."

"They have that pretty well nailed down here sir. The only exception being when Tamaric and I express ourselves at full potential. Those exercises will be performed out in space from the real control pod. They still have some concerns about what they witnessed during our assessment back home. They aren't completely sure the graviton containment vessel can hold an annihilative event like we created. Personally, I think they're forgetting that there was air present in the test chamber and thus matter to be reacted upon. In the Brindon's graviton core, it'll be a pure vacuum with no air or molecules of matter to react the way they did in the test chamber back home. I just don't want to sound like a smart butt by pointing out their error in calculations. They'll figure it out on their own once we start experimenting with the Brindon."

"It sounds like you have a solid grip on the situation at hand. I'm very proud of you two."

"Thank you sir," Tamaric said. "Korica is the one figuring all this complex stuff out."

"We're figuring it out Tamaric. We aren't one person thinking anymore."

"Alright love, I keep forgetting about that fact."

"You think together now?"

"When it comes to really complex concepts, Korica utilizes my brain to augment her logic and calculative capacity so, yes sir. Our minds function as one anymore."

"Jake and I experience the same thing sir," Laurel said. "It's probably a common trait of a stabile pairing."

"Hmm. I'll have to note that in my personal observations of you four."

Dedral's voice then rang out into the room.

"Internal sensors are inactive. You may speak freely until they are reactivated from here. There is no other access to this location expect through the mental conditioning lab. You will know if someone is attempting to reengage the sensors since it cannot be done remotely."

"Thank you Dederal," Korica said. "I know you don't like people sneaking around like this."

"Since you called for Dedjunk the first opportunity you had, I trust your motives for discretion in your conversations."

The captain turned and looked at Korica.

"Would you care to explain why we're here now?"

"Yes sir," Korica said softly.

"I will leave you to your business," Rhe'Tock said. "This I assume has nothing to do with me. I will see you and Kadet Prentor here after the midday meal and break."

"We'll be here Rhe'Tock. Thank you for everything you've done to facilitate getting the captain and our parents here discretely."

"You are welcomed. The security personnel will remain outside the door so you are not interrupted."

Dederal reemerged from the discrete door at the rear of the space and joined Rhe'Tock and the two made their way to the main exit and stepped out, sealing the door behind them. Korica looked around briefly and Tamaric touched her hand making her look into his eyes.

"We're comfortable enough love. We can't go messing around in the control room to create comfortable seating when we don't know how the controls work. Since this room extrapolates elements directly from our minds, we could create some less than desirable effects by accident."

Korica nodded and looked at the captain.

"Let me start by apologizing for getting mixed up in stuff that required you to come so far to find out what we're involved in."

"It's alright ensign, you're one of very few people I would go to these lengths for, especially with the necessary details being withheld that would help me make an informed decision as to who to bring with me."

"Hammer was a good choice for security reasons, we can't afford for anything to happen to you sir. Mom and Dad were a nice bonus surprise, but also really good choices to provide informed support should anything go wrong."

"I hate to sound arrogant, but I do know my job. Laurel and Jake have proven themselves extremely adaptable and capable and Hammer is just plain smart on my part. I need someone experienced with hostile and clandestine operations. He's now chief security officer on the Future so he was a logical and, as it turns out, a required choice to accompany us. We have two extremely capable lieutenants as our flight crew with us too. Can't have mishaps with the ships security happening either. The technology in the Icarus gives us a clear advantage over most ships we're likely to encounter and we need to preserve that advantage by keeping her design and operational aspects secure."

"You don't think this station has the capability of scanning the ship in detail?" Tamaric asked.

"I know they don't. They attempted to scan us from the moment we established contact and they were never able to penetrate the shield or the hull skin. While she's parked in the hangar I know they won't use active scans since there's so many people in the hangar area. Passive scans will only reveal shape and basic outer hull data. The ship is capable of protecting itself from electronic intrusion so I'm confident she won't be dissected electronically."

"I hate to interrupt here, but I sense that you two are stalling. You want to get on with answering the captain's question as to why we're here?" Rody posed.

"I was kind of hoping to only have to explain what's going on once. Dedjunk needs to hear what's happened to us." Korica said calmly.

"So someone perpetrated something against you? You didn't start something that has you in trouble did you?" Rody asked.

"Pretty much. It's our response that's going to get us in a little trouble maybe."

The captain pulled his head back and dipped one corner of his mouth.

"You didn't hurt someone did you?"

"No sir. We could've, but we exercised restraint. I¦we don't want to hurt anyone if we don't have to. Striking out at someone could lead to¦well¦we could kill someone without meaning to. We're learning what we're capable of, but that doesn't mean we have full control over it. My abilities were hard enough to keep in check before, now we have Tamaric's and mine combined to keep under control. He has some pretty powerful gifts since my energy augments his and he doesn't have the advantage of knowing he was gifted his whole life. I learned a measure of control from a very young age."

"She's telling you the truth sir," Laurel said. "Jake and I are getting a sense of what happened to them. They didn't do anything wrong except¦keeping quiet for too long."

Korica furrowed her brow heavily as she stared at Laurel.

"You're verifying that I'm not lying? Mom, you know you can trust me to be honest."

"I know sweetheart. The captain needs to be absolutely sure."

Korica looked at the captain for a moment then her gaze dropped until she was looking at the floor.

"We've already violated your trust by getting into trouble no matter who started it, right sir?" Tamaric asked as he tried to console Korica mentally.

"It might be a misplaced sense of violated trust if I knew more about what the heck is going on."

Korica looked up at he captain with glassy eyes and he could tell she was on the verge of tears at feeling like she let the captain down. The captain glanced around at everyone and Rody subtly tipped his head toward Korica. The captain then squatted down so he was looking up into her eyes.

"You didn't let me down Korica. I know bad things await us out here; you're living proof of that. It breaks my heart to keep putting you in situations that expose you to that danger in such dramatic fashion. If anything, I'm disappointed in myself for¦whatever you two have gotten mixed up in. I sent you two out here; if anyone is to blame it's me. Please don't beat yourself up like this. I've never been more proud of one of my officers than I am of you. The pure hell you've been through to come out with such integrity, kindness and strength of character in your heart, well you're an inspiration to all of us Korica. You have to remember the responsibility that rests squarely on my shoulders as the captain of the Future and commander of the Future mission. I can't allow my personal feelings to hinder my ability to carry out my job responsibly. I have to follow protocol and my gut when it comes to matters of security. I'm truly sorry if some of those responsibilities are distasteful when you're on the other end of those responsibilities. I won't apologize for doing my job, but I'll apologize for the fact that you've ended up on the other side for once."

"Thank you sir. I can hardly imagine the pressure of performing your duties given the gravity of everything and everyone relying on you to perform your job without mistakes being made. Lives can be lost if you get things wrong. I know you don't make a habit of explaining yourself to your officers either."

"I told you before, you're special to me. Don't force me to make a habit of doing this though. I do have a reputation to maintain, and so do you. If people begin to think that I'm soft or that you're the captain's pet garnering you special treatment, well it could turn out bad for both of us."

"Yes sir. Thank you for being so good to me. I promise I won't let you down sir. I know what my duties are and I'm really trying my hardest to stand up to those responsibilities no matter the circumstances. I make mistakes along the way, but I'm learning and I just want to make you proud of us. I know Tamaric will go along with just about anything I do, so what I do reflects on both of us since he'll be right there with me. I take my responsibility for shaping him into officer material serious."

"I know you do little one. You have outstanding values as far as that goes."

Korica grinned a little and it slowly grew bigger.

"No one has called me that since Mark¦he was the only one that called me that."

"I know. I understand why he called you that. You really grow on a person."

The captain stood up and straightened his coat ends with a quick yank downward to free the wrinkles caused by his crouching position.

"You'll get the full truth from us sir," Tamaric said. "But we completely understand the need to have mom and dad probe us at the same time. You're just doing your job by having them here for that very purpose."

"Good man, thank you for understanding cadet. I hope you understand that I expect you to conduct yourself in the same manner in the future? You can't let personal feelings or relationships prevent you from upholding your duty to your people and the civilian corps."

"Yes sir. I get that now."

"Right, if she gets it, so do you?"

"Yes sir. I feel everything she feels."

"I can see that being an advantage in that I won't have to explain things twice if you aren't present at the same time when I have to pass along orders."

"Yes sir, that's very true."

The captain looked at Rody and Rody subtly grinned at him and nodded once approvingly.

"Do you want me to get on with explaining things before Dedjunk arrives sir?" Korica asked softly.

"I'm willing to give it a few minutes. I know how annoying it can be to explain yourself more than once."

"Hey, in the meantime you want to tell us about this cultural concert you attended?" Laurel asked.

"It was amazing mom. You would've liked the pieces they performed. There were at least a hundred pieces of musical instruments involved. Most I've never seen the likes of before, but some you would readily recognize from instruments from Earth. The musical scores were incredible. They weren't like anything I've heard before. It was loud at times and echoed right through your body but in a good way. The music was simply amazing in depth and beautiful composition."

"Not only that, you should've seen the dress Korica wore to the concert," Tamaric said. "She was the show stopper if you ask me. She was absolutely breathtaking mom."

"I bet that got some attention paid to her?" Jake said with a grin.

"People definitely noticed her but she was dressed like the rest of the women attending the concert so she didn't look out of place, just amazing. She stood out as especially beautiful."

"I'm glad you caught an image of her so we can see it later," Laurel said. "I know she's gorgeous, it'll be nice to see just how gorgeous she can be when dressed up properly."

"Oh mom, you're biased." Korica said with a bright smile.

"Of course I am, but I also know a beautiful woman when I see one. You're stunning Korica and you know it."

"I know I'm not ugly, I'll say that much."

"You don't have to be afraid to admit that you're beautiful honey."

"Okay, I'm a beautiful girl. Tamaric makes me feel that way all the time when he gets tingles in his stomach when he looks at me."

"A good husband should make his wife feel beautiful."

There was tone heard from the main door and Korica put her finger up.

"Don't worry guys, it's someone at the door."

"Can you feel who it is?" The captain asked.

"No. We would have to exert our abilities to do that. This room is heavily shielded to insulate it from the outside environment. I'm sure it's Dedjunk."

Korica stepped past everyone and walked to the door and touched the command to open the door and the lock popped and the door slid open. There was a very tall man standing at the door and he was wearing the distinct red and black security uniform that they were now familiar with and he had an electronic pad in one hand and a very formidable weapon hanging on his hip. He looked down at Korica and she felt like she was looking to the stars his face was so far away from hers.

"I am Dedjunk, head of station security. I understand you called for me ensign Prentor?"

"Yes sir, Please come in," Korica said as she stepped aside to allow him to enter.

Dedjunk turned and looked at the men standing by the door.

"I want you two to insure no one disturbs us. The conditioning lab is off limits to all until I say otherwise."

"Understood sir." The men said in unison.

Dedjunk then stepped into the room and sealed the door behind him. Korica walked back over to everyone and she took up a position standing right next to Tamaric. Dedjunk walked up to the group slowly and lifted his electronic pad and touched the screen a few times then he tucked it back under his arm and he straightened his back and looked everyone over cautiously, then he looked right at captain Alexan.

"It is an honor to finally make your acquaintance captain Alexan. I have heard much about you."

"It's good to meet you too Dedjunk. The enormity of your responsibility on this station is hard to imagine."

"I am the head of a very large staff of security personnel. I assure you I do not patrol this station on my own."

"I would imagine not. Do you know why my officers have called for us to come together like this?"

"I have my suspicions, but I would like to hear it from them."

"Sirs we agreed to keep silent until our training was completed¦and then we though better of it. Tamaric and I were abducted by a group of Ringostans in one of the corridors we were walking down on our way to our accommodations after our daily lessons were finished. They stunned us before we knew what was going on and we awoke to find ourselves bound to a table by the hands, they were using force field binders."

"Ringostans! On this station! Surely you are mistaken?" Dedjunk said sharply.

"No sir, we're not. A man named Dennom identified himself as living on Ringosta until it was quarantined. He wanted to talk to Tamaric and I about the situation on Ringosta. He wanted us to ask our captain to sneak a ship to Ringosta so he could discretely observe the people there. He explained how the Keeron bombed their cities from orbit killing hundreds of thousands so they could mine Unova without interference. He said the Ringostans managed to get a hold of five Keeron ships and with some tinkering they figured out how to get them to function and they traveled to the Keeron home world. They found some vulnerabilities and exploited them to stop the Keeron from attacking and strip mining Ringosta. One ship was then taken back to Ringosta to report what had been done and they began to dissect the ship to reverse engineer it, but the enlighteners stopped them before much progress was made."

"Most of that is true with some crucial elements omitted. The Keeron did in fact invade Ringosta to procure an unstable mineral the Ringostans had no use for, but would not share with the Keeron. The Ringostans instigated aggression first; retribution was then exacted and it was swift and deadly for the Ringostans. The invasion still does not warrant exterminating an entire world. Think about taking a ship powered by an exotic energy reactor and slamming it into a ground based, large-scale, reactor of the same nature used for mass power generation and distribution? The combined explosive reactions are unimaginably destructive and then you take into account the kinetic energy involved with slamming something into the planet at near the speed of light, and at four locations around the globe at the same instant. The affects are so devastating that it irreversibly destroys the biosphere around an entire planet. Do the deaths of two hundred twelve thousand justify the instant annihilation of five point six billion people and the virtual end of all living things on an entire world?"

"I¦I didn't realize that many people were killed or that the Keeron home world was left uninhabitable."

"There are a great many things you do not realize about the situation. Innocent men, women, and children were laid waste despite having nothing to do with the conflict taking place on Ringosta. A species capable of that kind of reckless abandon of civilized behavior does not need to be roaming the galaxy possibly endangering the lives of others. The council of enlighteners and various non-affiliated governments are debating exactly what to do with the Ringostans now that we know what they are capable of. If we have intruders like that on the station, I need to know about it! They are dangerous and need to be taken into custody."

"They aren't working alone either sir. They had help from the inside. That's how they knew who Tamaric and I are and where we would be. They disable the sensors in the section where they're hiding and they took Tamaric and I so they could plead their case with us. You¦you won't hurt them will you?"

"Not if they come peacefully. We are a civilized people whenever possible. I will not allow them to endanger the one million, two thousand people on this station." Dedjunk pulled the tablet from under his arm and faced it toward Korica and Tamaric. "I guess I do not have to question the discrepancy in your report of your activities while the sensors were offline?"

Korica looked at the data and she could see the corridor where they were grabbed and there was a paused audio file that she was sure was echoes of their voices before and after the sensors went offline. Korica looked at Tamaric and he nodded lightly.

"You were right," He thought. "They were gathering evidence to question us."

Korica looked up at Dedjunk and shook her head lightly.

"We were in the hands of the Ringostans during the time in question. I'm sorry we didn't say anything sooner, but we were torn between the story we were given and our responsibility as officers to report what had happened immediately. We wanted our captain to be here before we were questioned or admitted to what had happened to us."

The captain put his hand on Korica's shoulder, making her look at him.

"I don't know what you were thinking ensign. You should've said something as soon as you had the chance. Would you have kept quiet if something like this had happened on the Future?"

"No sir! I would've told you the second I got free."

"We wouldn't have waited for them to explain themselves sir," Tamaric added. "You know Korica and I can defend ourselves if it came down to it? We would've taken action to defend our ship and ourselves."

"While I don't want you killing anyone, I expect you to conduct yourselves like this is your ship. This should've been reported immediately."

"I'm sorry sir. I felt bad for them once I saw the rag tag bunch they have with them. They're armed and control what I think are field generators to mask their presence, but the few obvious civilians among them looked like they aren't getting proper nutrition or rest."

"You can't let your heart get in the way of reporting obviously dangerous people Korica." The captain said firmly.

"They didn't harm us sir, not really. They assumed we were trained to defend ourselves since I'm an officer and Tamaric is a cadet in the civilian corps, they just didn't know how dangerous we can be. They wanted to subdue us quietly and quickly, that's why they stunned us. If they meant us real harm they could've hurt us while we were unconscious."

"I expect you to show me exactly where these people are hiding. I assume Da'Aros was your alibi because he is involved?"

"Yes sir. We can show you the exact corridors they're using. We had hoods over our heads when we were led back out to the corridor, but Dennom and Enmara didn't know we could see in complete darkness. We don't need our eyes to see around us, something we learned to do in this lab."

Dedjunk pulled his tablet back and tapped the screen a few times and then he presented it back to Korica and Tamaric. Tamaric reached up and touched the screen and a small red dot appeared a few feet from the point where they were abducted and then he traced the path they took from the corridor back to the insulated confinement room. He then double tapped where the field generators were working and the area where information was being collected and analyzed right outside the confinement room.

"That's the area they're occupying and that's the field generators they've hijacked and right there is where they're processing information that they collect from your less secure networks."

Dedjunk pulled the tablet back and looked it over closely while nodding his head lightly.

"This Enmara, did she have dark hair and a rather weathered look about her?"

"Yes sir. She was kind of scary looking to tell you the truth," Tamaric replied. "I'm pretty sure she wanted to question us and when she didn't like the answers we gave, she wanted to¦dispose of us. Dennom was clearly in control though, and he didn't want us harmed in any way. He was afraid of the reprisals from our people since he heard we put the Monakers down with very little effort."

"I trust your security precautions will be enhanced to prevent this sort of thing from happening to my people again?" The captain asked sternly.

"You can count on that captain Alexan. I thought we were monitoring them close enough, but I will take additional steps from now on since I know the truth of matters will not be forth coming in a timely manner."

The captain scowled at Korica and Tamaric for a moment and Korica looked down sorrowfully. She then looked at Dedjunk.

"This kind of lapse in judgment won't ever happen again sir. As far as we're concerned, this is our home for the next five and half weeks. I promise to conduct myself like an officer from now on. I'll report anything suspicious or out of the ordinary the moment it happens."

Dedjunk looked at her with a very serious expression for a few moments then his demeanor softened just a bit.

"Look, I know you two are young and lapses in judgment can happen from time to time as you learn about life. I'm going to overlook this whole incident since it makes sense why you made the choices you did. Like your captain said, you have to think with your head, not your heart. That can be hard for a people that are as compassionate as Humans are, although I understand you are not Human. You are still a kind and compassionate person, admirable traits mind you, but ones that can get in the way if you don't get your head right. You are not a civilian, you are a member of a peacekeeping force and that requires a different mindset from the rest of your people. Try to keep that in mind."

"Yes sir. That sounds like the same advice my captain would give us."

"That is because he is a smart man and knows what it takes to be in charge of and responsible for millions of people." Dedjunk then looked at the captain. "I will forgo any formal charges or punishment since you are their commanding officer and present. They do not understand our rules and regulations¦" Dedjunk looked back at Tamaric and Korica with a serious look. "And punishments for violating those rules and regulations. In the future, if your captain is not here, you will be held to the same consequences as any officer on this station. That includes you cadet Prentor, even though you are only a cadet. Since your wife is an officer you are expected to adhere to the same code of conduct and consequence as her."

"Aye sir," Tamaric replied. "This would constitute aiding hostiles amongst a civilian population?"

"Not entirely, you came forward before I had my information gathered to confront you. If you had not come forward when you did, and in the manner you did by insisting your captain make a very discreet appearance, then you would have been charged with aiding and hiding known hostile combatants amongst a civilian population. Those are very serious charges that probably would have resulted in termination of your privilege to remain on this station. The most serious physical punishments would have been forgone since you are from a different culture entirely."

"You¦mean beatings sir?" Korica asked timidly.

Dedjunk chuckled lightly.

"No, we do not beat our incarcerated. If you were from Primran or Encara, you would be subjected to hard physical labor and confinement for a specified period of time as well as a monetary restitution settlement that you and your families would be responsible for repaying to the government. Someone has to pay for the cost of your confinement and care, it would not be fair to the people you put in danger by hiding hostiles among them to pay for your punishment, do you not agree?"

"Seems harsh, but fair sir. We won't make any more mistakes of this magnitude."

"You got that right!" The captain said sharply. He then looked at Dedjunk. "I'll deal with the punishment for my officer and enlisted man. Thank you for going easy on them."

Dedjunk bowed his head lightly.

"If they had been adults, it would be a whole different story. They are fine people that will mature into great officers some day captain Alexan. I am not without compassion, and I happen to like them both. I have observed their interactions on the station and in the company of Aril, Dederal's niece, and her friends, and I am thoroughly impressed with them both. I do not see any reason to tarnish their ambitions of being outstanding officers. A negative report from an ally head of security would I am sure do just that. I consider the matter resolved satisfactorily as long as no further incidents of any kind arise. If they do, we will have to revisit this matter as precedent for negative behavior characteristics that I cannot allow on this station."

The captain nudged Korica and Tamaric gently from behind at the same time and they both popped to attention.

"We understand completely sir," Korica said.

"We won't disrupt the affairs of anyone on this station, or give you cause to have to speak to us again sir."

"Good enough. If I speak to either of you again it will be to express greetings and possibly congratulate you on completing a milestone in your training. From now on your exact location will be visually confirmed at all times, if you are out of sight for even the briefest moment, a security team will be dispatched to investigate. Expect to see a heavier security presence wherever you happen to be on this station. I will not have anyone disrupting what you are here to train for, or put your physical well being in question. Along those lines, if you wish to charter any space flights in the future, make the request through the security administration department. There are some unscrupulous individuals that could end up taking you places you really do not want to go. I want one of my men with you when you go anywhere off station."

"We understand sir. We'll comply with your orders," Korica replied.

"Um sir?" Tamaric posed.

"Yes cadet Prentor?"

"Are we still going to be allowed to speak with our family back home? We were told that might be a possibility when we came aboard the station."

"The arrangements have already been approved. I can understand wanting to keep in touch with family and loved ones back home. That privilege is still going to be extended to you. A ship will take you to the nearest star with the correct properties for hosting a conversation through the star communication network. The ship you chose is among the ships of consideration for the journey. You got lucky and chose well in the pilot you recruited to take you to the Rinold system to use its star. There are other less hotly contested systems available though."

"You know about that sir?" Korica asked.

"I put it together when the Icarus showed up. Not many people know the names of the ships in your home system other than the Future, I do. The charter flight made complete sense when I heard that ships name requesting permission to land on the station in a secure and private hangar."

"Yes sir. I guess it's your job to put things together like that," Tamaric said.

"Indeed it is. I am head of security for good reason, I am very good at what I do." Dedjunk looked back at the captain. "I will leave you to your visit. I have important matters to attend to."

"Alright. Thank you again Dedjunk. I feel the kids are in good hands with you running the show. Just sweep the trash out and I'll feel much better."

"That is the plan." Dedjunk then looked at everyone else. "It was nice seeing all of you and I hope you take the time to enjoy some of the sights the station has to offer. This station is a remarkable place if you take the time to look around."

"We hope to do that sir," Laurel said. "I appreciate you taking such great lengths to protect our daughter and her husband."

"It is what I do miss Kade. Take care."

Dedjunk then turned and headed for the door as he lifted his tablet and began touching the screen in multiple locations. He unsealed the door and stepped out, sealing the door behind him. Korica and Tamaric then glanced at each other and turned and faced the captain.

"What's our punishment going to be sir?" Korica asked in a soft voice.

The captain sighed heavily and cupped his chin with the thumb side of his hand as he rested his elbow on his crossed arm. He stared at them for a moment then crossed his arms and let out a gentle huff.

"I hope Dedjunk affectively impressed the serious nature of your actions here. I'm not exactly sure what to do with you two. I need you to continue your work here without distractions or worries about what your going to be facing when you get home. I'll consult with the senior staff to determine a punishment fitting the nature of your dereliction of duty. This kind of lapse in judgment can never happen again. You had the right instincts to contact me so I could be here when you confessed to what had happened, but if the Icarus hadn't of been so capable in getting us here in under an hour, we would be having this conversation in the stations brig. You would surely be stripped of your rank and busted down to junior ensign and the very least, and you would be on your way home in disgrace. Like Dedjunk said, you're an officer Korica, you have to get your head right. You're held to a higher standard than everyone else. These people believe in accountability by association so you have to have the same mindset Tamaric. You aren't an officer, but you're going to be held to the same standards as your wife here. As amazing as she is, she isn't perfect and you need to learn to impress your feelings if you know better than what you're going along with."

"I understand sir," Tamaric replied.

"I get how serious this is now sir," Korica said. "I didn't know the Ringostans had destroyed an entire planet and murdered almost six billion people. Tamaric and I were keeping our minds quiet so sensitive information couldn't be pulled from our minds if they were telepathic. It dulled our ability to pull things from their minds too sir. We only knew what their intentions were. We sensed their was more to what they were telling us, but we¦I was hoping you would find out what they were holding back when you went to have a look at Ringosta."

"We won't be going anywhere near Ringosta. We have the Tel Pok Maron maps back home that should give us all the information we need without jeopardizing the alliances we've established. We can glimpse back in time and see what took place on Ringosta and Keeron. If we feel it's appropriate, we'll weigh in on the disposition of the Ringostans, but we can't afford to make enemies of these people ensign. There are just too many lives at risk to go down that road."

"Yes sir. That makes sense."

"I'm going to have to leave my trust in you two in place. I know you didn't instigate this whole fiasco, but your reactions to situations like this have to be more on point than they were in this case. I know you have it in you Korica, reach down deep and think with your head. You have it in you to make for an outstanding officer, you just need to draw on that instinct and act on it."

"Yes sir. I won't let you down again."

"I'm counting on that. I believe you've both learned a valuable lesson here."

"Next time we take 'em down without hesitation?" Tamaric said.

"I want you to defer to your wife's judgment in that area cadet. If she thinks you could inadvertently kill someone, use restraint. We can't have fratricide that results in friendly forces or innocent bystanders being hurt or killed. That would be an equally messy situation."

"We could end up damaging the station too," Korica said. Our powers are growing really strong now that were exercising them everyday. This room is designed to contain an accidental lapse in control; the rest of the station isn't that resilient. We could punch a hole in the hull real easy, or damage internal structural supports that could lead to a deck collapse. People could also be hurt or killed as the station suffered explosive decompression across multiple decks. I understand the precautions that have to observed on a ship or space station, that's why they asked us not to carry our weapons on the station. I'm not entirely sure that we have the ability to control or pull back our abilities if we use them in anger or fear for our lives."

"That's the kind of knowledge of your own limitations I want you to be aware of. Think of it like having a weapon that you aren't familiar with. You don't know if pulling the trigger will stun a person or blast a hole right through them, striking objects and people on the other side of them. Until you develop the necessary familiarity and skill with the weapon, you have to use restraint in when and how you use it."

"Yes sir. I can feel Korica's fear of how powerful we are. She's really scared we're going to try to knock someone out and I'll push to hard and create a singularity or something. It feels good to build the energy and push as hard as you can. Learning to overcome that¦desire to feel that intense pleasure takes a measure of will power or self-control that I don't completely posses yet. She's teaching me, but I still tend to push too hard at times."

"I would assume that's what your time in this mental conditioning lab will help you to develop cadet."

"Korica?" Laurel posed as she stepped forward slightly. "I thought you had no idea that you were going to be as gifted as you are growing up?"

"I didn't know. I can't explain it, growing up my mother and father would commit to the deep sharing almost every night at bedtime, and sometime during the day when I was getting awnry or rambunctious. It taught me some measure of self control and I had this¦underlying knowledge of how to control advanced abilities even though I had no idea I was going to develop them. The feeling was always there, I just didn't recognize it until my gifts really became prominent."

"Hmm, I wonder if that's genetic knowledge being passed down to you?"

"I think it's more likely that her species is hardwired to have advanced abilities so the knowledge of how to control those gifts is inherent and over time develops naturally," The captain said. "It's analogous to an infant learning to walk. An infant has no idea that it has that capability, but their brain is capable of learning how to control their legs and balance to make it possible. If you see others doing it, you try it out for yourself and eventually the synaptic pathways develop so your brain can coordinate walking with efficiency and it grows in complexity and agility as you grow older. These advanced abilities are reemerging in our species so the instinctive ability to process and coordinate the use of those abilities isn't as clearly defined in our species. It takes us longer to learn how to run, jump, and back flip with those abilities than it does for Korica."

"That's a brilliant insight sir. That makes a lot more sense than genetic knowledge being passed down."

"I'm not saying Draximan aren't capable of doing that. If Harriet Reynolds inherited her remarkable intelligence from her mother and father, it's entirely possible that Korica gained genetic knowledge from her birth parents. That might be why she excels at mathematics for example, and possibly why she understands how to control her advanced abilities."

"I'm still learning too sir," Korica said. "I just understand how destructive they can be if they get away from us. I don't want to hurt anyone, including myself. Tamaric and I almost got sucked into that vortex we created in the test chamber at the Genesis tower. We have to learn how to control emerging powers that are way more powerful than they would be if our powers weren't combined."

"I can appreciate that, but it's something I'll never truly understand. My generation has feeble abilities if at all; we just passed on the genes that would later wake up in dramatic fashion in Laurel and Jake's generation."

"At least you have them around to offer their abilities to your advantage," Korica said.

"Oh I'm keenly aware of how valuable their gifts are on my bridge and in my officers."

"I appreciate you talking to us like this captain," Korica said. "I sense you aren't particularly mad at us, just a little disappointed."

The captain grinned at Korica and knelt down in front of her and took both her hands in his and he pulled her just a bit closer.

"I will always love you Korica. No matter how bad you screw up, you can always count on that being the case. For whatever reason, I'm drawn to you like a father. You can be disappointed or upset with your child, but you never ever stop loving them. I want you to try to put this whole situation out of your mind, okay? We need you two to concentrate on what you're here to do. I'm going to do my best to put in a good word for leniency back home. There will be consequences, but nothing to harsh I hope." The captain let go of Korica's left hand and he reached over took hold of Tamaric's right hand and he pulled him right next to Korica. "I want you to look after this pretty lady and follow her lead unless you're convinced it's the wrong path. As unlikely as that might be, it's always possible that you're right and she needs to follow your lead. You need to have the fortitude to impose your will when necessary to keep you both out of trouble. You have a special place in my heart too Tamaric. Korica is absolutely nuts over you and for good reason. You're a good man and a proper life partner for her. I just want you to understand that I love you too son. I can't express these feelings openly most of the time, but I want you to keep it in your heart, you're both very special to me. I'm counting on you to protect and care for Korica so nothing happens to my favorite cadet and ensign."

"Wow, I knew you loved Korica sir, but I didn't know you cared about me like that."

"You exude the same addictive energy that Korica does Tamaric. That makes you enjoyable to be around, but I also happen to have a great deal of respect and admiration for you in particular. You have wonderful loving parents that raised an incredible young man. I want to continue to foster the incredible man you're becoming with you at Korica's side. I need people like you down the road as our situation grows in complexity and unenviable hostility from other species that don't appreciate the level of power we seem to have over many of our neighbors."

"You mean you have plans for me sir?"

"Oh you better believe it. I have plans for you and your wife both. You be sure you're both around to see those plans come to fruition, you hear?"

Tamaric smiled and clasped the captain's hand firmer.

"I hear you sir. I won't let anyone screw with Korica or get in the way of your plans for us."

Korica smiled brightly and let go of the captain's hand and stepped into him, wrapping her arms around his neck. The captain let go of Tamaric's hand and put one knee on the deck, making him rise in height somewhat and he put his arms around Korica and held her tightly as she set her head on his thick shoulder.

"I love you too captain. Thank you for caring about us so much."

"It's not a hard thing to do Korica. You're a sweet girl and as pretty as they come."

Korica held him for a few moments longer and then she released her grip on the captain and stepped back and Tamaric stepped closer and the captain grinned at him and he stepped into the captain, who embraced him warmly.

"It's nice to know my captain has such a big heart. Thank you captain."

"You're welcome Tamaric."

After a few moments Tamaric let go of the captain and stepped back next to the Korica and slid his hand into hers and they interlaced their fingers and Laurel set her head on Jake's shoulder.

"The captain expressing himself like that means so much to Korica," Laurel thought. "She needs that kind of love in her heart in order to strengthen her abilities."

"I think he knows that babe," Jake thought in return. "He's trying to put them at ease too, so they can study hard to learn what they need to know to get the difficult job ahead of them done."

Korica looked over at Laurel and Jake, and grinned at them.

"It's working too mom and dad," She thought. "I feel a lot better knowing how much he loves us. He's going to do everything he can to see that I don't loose my rank and the punishment isn't more sever than it needs to be."

The captain stood up and brushed his knee off and then straightened his coat again and then he looked around the room briefly, ending up meeting Rody's prideful gaze.

"What you witnessed here is to remain between the six of us." The captain said in a quiet voice trying not to insult Korica and Tamaric.

"Yes sir. It just does my heart good to know Mark's favorites still have you on their side. They unarguably screwed up, but they need to know that nothing has changed about the way you feel about them. It's refreshing to see a captain express himself openly like that. You're a rare man, like Mark always told me you were."

"Thank you for the endorsement Hammer. You won't see this kind of open expression out of me when sensors are monitoring and recording our every word and action. I can't have people thinking I'm showing favoritism to the Prentors."

"Your secret is safe with me captain."

"Good man." The captain looked at Korica and grinned slightly. "I assume it's nearing lunch time? Would you like us to join you for your afternoon meal?"

"You know me so well sir. I was just thinking that we're getting hungry. We'd love for you guys to join us."

"Lead the way then ensign. We're in your home now and you'll have to show us how things work around here."

Korica nodded and her and Tamaric led the way to the door and Korica unsealed the door and it slid open. There was a busy noise that immediately filtered in as all the students went about eating their midday meal while talking and carrying on in and around the quad. The two security personnel popped to attention and Korica looked at them both and grinned.

"We're going to have lunch together right here. Do you need to follow us around if we promise not to go anywhere?"

"No. One of us will escort your guests back to their ship or anywhere they wish to go when the time comes, the other will remain here to watch over you and your husband. We will try to maintain a distance that does not offer a distraction or nuisance to either of you or your friends. Once the situation with our uninvited stowaways is resolved, you will be left much as you were before. One of us will be close by, but unseen for the most part being the only difference."

"Okay, we can live with that."

The man grinned and bowed his head slightly and Korica waved everyone to follow her and Tamaric. They led them around divider separating the eating area from the general quad area and they headed to the food service bar. They all collected a plate and silverware and took their turn in line until they were able to help themselves to what looked good to try. They all then headed to a table with sufficient room for them all to be seated together. Tamaric then showed everyone where the cold drinks were stored and they all tried drinks of Tamaric's recommendation and they headed back to the table and sat down. Rody looked around a bit as he noticed the completely foreign sounding language being used and he leaned closer to Korica, seated right next to him.

"You two understand what their saying?"

Korica nodded and smiled.

"We can understand it, but we only know how to say a few words. It's a complicated language that's going to take us a while to learn to speak."

"They told us they were going to expose us to a cerebral disc from someone our age that will give us the ability to speak the language, but that hasn't happened yet," Tamaric said.

Rody then looked at Laurel and Jake and Laurel nodded.

"We understand most of what's being said. They're speaking three different distinct languages that we can tell so far. One of the girls behind you thinks you're gorgeous. She hopes you're going to be around for a while so she can bump into you to strike up a meeting."

Rody dropped his fork and quickly retrieved it and subtly glanced around until he was looking behind him and he met the gaze of a very pretty girl who giggled and looked away and whispered something to the girl sitting next to her. Rody looked at Laurel and furrowed his brow.

"Crap all mighty! she's practically a child."

"These people are promiscuous from an early age. It's actually encouraged and seen as a healthy part of interactions with others." Korica said and then glanced at the girl and the girl smiled at her.

Korica raised a hand, recognizing the girl as someone she's seen around many times. Korica then leaned closer to Rody.

"She's close to my age Hammer. I've seen her around before."

Rody moved back slightly and grinned as he looked at Korica.

"That's supposed to make me feel better about a girl your age wanting to hook up with me?"

"I'm not saying you should. I'm just saying she isn't a child. Tamaric and I messed around when we were a lot younger than she is."

"That doesn't make it feel any less creepy Korica. A man in his thirties doesn't fool around with school age girls."

"They do here. These people are way less conservative than we are. Don't let it get to you. You're a good looking guy with rippling muscles, you're going to attract some attention."

Rody looked at the Captain and the captain grinned and shook his head.

"Welcome to life as an alien Hammer. Our ways aren't the norm out here."

"I'm not gunna lose my mind over a pretty alien like Marty did sir. Sides, the thought of a kid that age¦just makes me shudder. I'm supposed to be protecting people like that, not defiling them."

"That's cause you have a moral compass given where we're from. Out here it isn't seen as anything out of the ordinary. Just hold to the values you see as proper."

"Yes sir, you can count on that."

At that moment a man in a white long coat stepped up to the table and leaned down between Korica and Tamaric. Korica looked up at him and grinned and presented the back of her hand without a word being said. The man pulled a chip scanner from his coat pocket and scanned her hand then nodded and patted Korica's shoulder. He then seemed to struggle with thought for a moment and then he spoke a few broken English words.

"Enjoy¦you¦meal. Nice¦um¦see you¦day."

"Thanks Onaro. It's nice to see you today."

Onaro smiled and put his finger up.

"It's nice to see you today."

Korica nodded and he grinned at everyone and stuffed the scanner back in coat pocket and walked over to the service bar to check on the food levels. The captain looked at Korica and furrowed his brow.

"What was that all about?"

"Onaro tends the food bar most days. Students eat for free, but guests have to pay for their meals. I just paid for everyone's meal."

"I see. School lunches are provided, how nice."

"Breakfast and lunch sir. We don't always make the breakfast meal because we observe a different length of day then they do here on the station. We get up and go the restaurant next to our quarters for breakfast, then come to class. Onaro is trying to learn how to greet us in English and he's teaching us how to greet him in Hundicot. It's one of the primary dialects spoken on Primran."

"You see him often then?"

"Every day sir. We've made lots of friends like that. These people are so nice to us, it makes this place feel kinda like home."

"This is your home ensign. For the next five and half weeks it is anyways. I'm glad to hear that you're getting along so well with these people."

They all set in to eating their meals and as they were just about finished, Aril got up from the table she was seated at with her friends and caught sight of Korica and Tamaric with the group of adults she had never seen before. She walked toward the group and Korica's face lit up.

"Aril, I was hoping we would run across each other before my mom and dad and my captain left."

Aril walked up to the table and Korica stood up and engaged her in a brief embrace and then she stepped back as Tamaric got to his feet and embraced Aril in an equally friendly embrace. Tamaric then separated from Aril's friendly embrace and sat back down.

"It's nice to see our day lining up again." Aril said.

"Let me introduce you to everyone," Korica turned and faced the table. "This is my commanding officer, captain Alexan."

"It's nice to make your acquaintance Aril. I understand Dederal is your uncle?"

"Yes sir. It's nice to meet you too. My uncle wanted someone he trusted to escort Korica and Tamaric around the station without getting them into trouble."

"A wise decision on his part."

"Aril this is my mom and dad, Laurel and Jake."

"Greetings Laurel and Jake. Korica has told me all about you," Aril looked at Korica and smiled brightly. "You were not joking when you described them. Your mom is stunningly beautiful and your dad is gorgeous."

"Awe, you're sweet Aril. It's nice to meet you," Laurel said with a big smile.

"Thank you for looking after Korica and Tamaric," Jake said. "They mean the world to us."

"It has been my pleasure. They have been a lot of fun to get to know. They are not stuffy like some of the assignments I have had in the past. All my friends really like them too."

"That's good to hear. Korica has that magnetic personality and Tamaric has those rugged good looks going for him. It makes it easy to like their company."

"They are two of the smartest people I have ever met too. It is refreshing to be able to engage them in a conversation about just about anything and they understand what you are talking about."

"It's nice to know you can appreciate how brilliant they are."

"Aril, this is my captain's chief of security, Hammer." Korica continued.

"It is nice to meet you Hammer." Aril said.

"Likewise Aril. Korica and Tamaric keep good company in you."

"Thank you. Hammer¦that is an unusual name."

"It's my call sign, not my name."

"Call sign?"

"Uh¦when I'm flying or on an away mission it's what I go by. I don't use my proper name so my family can't be identified for reprisal given the nature of what I'm required to do some of the time."

"You are a fighter pilot?"

"Among other things, yes."

"He's being modest Aril," Korica said. He's an elite pilot and a highly trained special tactics operative."

"That I get. I love a good fighter pilot, especially when they are built as solid as you are Hammer."

"I uh¦thank you young lady. I'm not exactly sure how to take compliments from the youth around here. I understand you mean much more than a simple hello most of the time."

Aril smiled and then laughed as she bumped her shoulder against Korica's.

"I would have fun playing with him," Aril then recovered herself and looked at Rody with a bright smile. "I would love to spend a few hours of recreation with you, but I simply meant the compliment for what it is. Korica and Tamaric have made it clear to me how conservative your people are. I know someone like me is not considered attractive to someone of your stature and age."

"I uh¦"

"She teases me all the time Hammer," Tamaric said. "She thinks it's funny to see me squirm around when she makes fake passes at me. Don't take it to heart."

"Gotcha. You're a very attractive girl Aril, but I'm way to old to mess around with someone your age. I'm flattered that you find me attractive like that though."

"Age does not affect what a person can share with another warm blooded person. Fun is fun and that is all there is to it." Aril then looked at Korica. "Are you two going to be free this evening? The whole group is going to meet up at the foot works."

"Sounds like fun. We'll meet you there."

"Wonderful. I really like dancing with Tamaric. He has so much energy in his step."

"I think I could spare him for a few dances if you want. Long as I have his permission to dance with Terrance."

"I trust Terrance if you trust Aril with me." Tamaric said.

"I trust her, she knows where not to touch you."

"Great," Aril said with a beaming smile. "Be there at rotation twelve, swing two."

"Sounds good. We'll see you there."

Aril then looked at everyone at the table and she gave them friendly smile.

"It was really nice to meet all of you." Aril gently kneaded Rody's shoulder and smiled at him brightly. "And it was super nice to meet you Hammer. I hope you make a visit again real soon."

"I uh, I don't know when I'll be coming back if at all Aril."

Aril giggled, covering her mouth as she began to belly laugh. When she recovered herself she patted Rody's arm.

"I am teasing you Hammer. It was nice to meet you."

Rody nodded and glanced at the captain only to catch him laughing lightly. Aril then moved off and Korica sat back down and she nudged Rody.

"That's what Tamaric was talking about. She was just playing with you."

"Yeah, I get that Korica. It just¦made me really uncomfortable."

"That was what she enjoyed seeing. She wasn't actually coming on to you Hammer."

"If you don't mind, let's finish our meals so we can get moving? I don't know if I can take your minor friends playing with me like that."

"You know this kind of overt sexual behavior is way more common than you might think? At least it is in my galaxy. If you're going to be going on away missions you might want to prepare yourself to run into this kind of behavior more often than not. She's right in that you're a good-looking guy Hammer; girls are going to be attracted to you. Especially if they find out you're a fighter jock. There's nothing more sexy than a handsome fighter pilot."

"Maybe I'll keep that tidbit under wraps in the future."

"A mysterious man that refuses to talk about himself is also attractive to a woman."

"Oh man, I can't get a break."

"Women scare you Hammer?"

"Course not! Girls that are young enough to be my daughter coming on to me just makes my skin crawl though. You would have to understand some of the missions I was engaged in back on Earth. I saw atrocities perpetrated on young girls like Aril there."

"That's why Mark got so pissed off when he saw what was going on with me at the hands of the Hodong, huhn?"

"Yes. That kind of shi¦stuff isn't right and we had to witness the aftermath on numerous occasions."

"I thought that kind of behavior was rare on Earth?"

"It was done underground so to speak and we were making progress toward eradicating it all together, but it still happened from time to time. People just didn't know about it because we cleaned up our messes and nothing was ever reported about our participation in stopping it from happening. The girls we delivered from evil hands went through intensive counseling and therapy and they never knew who we were. It was better that way so we could go on more missions without anyone knowing who was going to come knocking if they messed with kids like that. They just knew if they got caught, hell would be unleashed on 'em. That was enough deterrent in most cases."

"You had to kill people on those missions?"

"Sometimes. They usually didn't want to be taken into custody. The courts were cracking down on that kind of thing. Life sentences in some very nasty prisons were common. Life was short and meaningless in those places. If the general population found out that you were what they called a baby raper¦well it was usually a death sentence. I say good riddance to 'em, a life for a life if you screw up a young girls life and mind like that."

"You sound just like Mark."

"He was my team leader after all. We think alike."

"I'm glad guys like you are going to be around to protect my daughters from that sort of thing."

"None of the people on the Future planet are going to be subjected to that sort of depravity, especially not someone that means as much as you do and have been through what you have. Your kids are going to be safe Korica, you have my solemn oath on that."

"Thanks Hammer."

"Korica, what was with rotation twelve, swing two?" Laurel asked.

"Oh, it's their way of telling the time of day. They use a fourhanded dial chronometer and they count the rotations of the large hand as rotations, and the movements of the smaller hand as sweeps. There are two small sub hands that count each rotation and each sweep to measure a thirty-hour day. Rotation twelve, sweep two is nine thirty to us, least it is today. Our twenty-four hour day doesn't line up the same each day. They line up every four days and that's when we usually go out after our lessons are done for the day."

"Interesting. You've learned how to read their clock and translate it to your own sense of a day?"

"Yeah, for the most part. Their clock is a little confusing, but I've managed to figure out how to understand it and extrapolate what time is. It's simple math after that to convert it to our sense of what time it is."

"She's got this spooky ability to know what time it is without having to think about it anyways." Tamaric said. "Comes from living her whole life in space or something I think."

Laurel grinned and nodded, they then went back to finishing their meals. When the meals were finished they collected their dishes, glasses, and silverware and Korica and Tamaric showed them where to hand them through the pass through window. They then stepped out into the quad and Korica and Tamaric faced Laurel, Jake, the captain, and Rody.

"Are you guys going to stick around for a while?" Korica asked.

"We really need to get back," The captain said. "Diagnostics are being run on the ship, but as soon as they're done, we'll be heading back. I left right in the middle of important negotiations. I'm sorry but we won't be here when you get done with your afternoon lessons."

"I understand sir. I'm just glad I got to see you guys at all. I didn't think we would see each other face to face until we got back home."

"I'll have to admit that it was nice to see you two in person. You're looking fit so I know you're keeping in shape and I'm relieved to hear that you're following my order to have some fun while you're here. Keep your noses clean and keep sharp for anything out of the ordinary. I expect you to report everything the second you have the opportunity. No hesitations this time."

"We promise sir," Korica said. "We won't make the same mistake again."

"Oh, I almost forgot to inform you that colonel Madge accompanied us to the station. He's going to be sticking around for a little while. Expect him to be paying you a visit to assess how you're handling the stress of everything being expected of you."

"We aren't stressed out sir." Korica replied quickly feeling a bit wounded that there was a feeling they were experiences an overwhelming level of stress.

"We understand the need to keep apprised of our progress in that respect sir," Tamaric said. "We've found ways to unwind and forget about the stress of what we're facing¦at least for a little while."

"Good. Despite the heavy demand on you I want you two to try and enjoy yourselves a little bit. Most of us aren't going to have the opportunity you two are experiencing to immerse yourselves in an alien culture whilst learning about yourselves."

"And we're extremely grateful for the opportunity to learn and grow like this in order to serve our people in such a huge way when we're done here." Korica said.

"I like hearing you call us your people Korica. We certainly consider you one of us."

"You're my family sir, you just as much as mom and dad. I have everything I could ever want or need thanks to you."

The captain grinned and placed his hand on Korica's cheek and gave it a gentle stroke with his thumb as she gave him a pretty dimpled smile.

"Man alive you have a cute smile Korica. You need to wear that as often as possible."

"Awe, thank you sir." Korica said as the captain withdrew his hand from her face.

Laurel stepped forward and pulled Korica into the tight embrace as Jake did the same for Tamaric. They enjoyed the warm emotional energy from each other for a few moments then traded and embraced the other for a few moments. Laurel then kissed Tamaric's cheek and he smiled big and then she kissed Korica's cheek.

"You take care of each other baby. Your dad and I will be waiting for you anxiously. I hate being apart from you so get this mission taken care of and come home."

"We will mom. It hurts being so far away from you and dad. We'll do our job and get back to you as quick as we can."

"You get her home to us safely Tamaric," Jake said looking right into Tamaric's eyes. "You know what she means to us, we're counting on you to keep her alive and get yourselves back to us. Your little sister needs her big brother to teach her how to use her powers wisely, so you get yourself home to her too."

"I understand dad. I can feel how deeply you love Korica. I promise to bring her home safely. I know the whole planet is literally counting on us. We won't fail the mission. Give Harriet a kiss for me and tell her that her big brother loves her with all his heart and I'll be home to play with her as soon as I can."

"I will son." Jake said as he smacked Tamaric's shoulder point solidly.

"You two concentrate on learning how to deal with that state sized chunk of metal cruising toward us and I'll keep your families safe back home." Rody said as he shook Tamaric's hand, then Korica's.

"Thanks Hammer. That's going to make it a lot easier to concentrate on our lessons and exercises knowing you're looking after our families. You get these guys home safely too. This is a big part of our family right here with you." Korica said.

"I won't let you down either ensign. They'll be delivered to their comfortable beds back on the Future safe and sound."

"Thanks Hammer."

"We better get back to the ship to see how the diagnostic is progressing." The captain said.

Everyone nodded and Korica and Tamaric stepped back slightly.

"It's almost time for us to participate in our mental conditioning exercises too. It was so nice to see you guys. Thank you for coming to our rescue captain Alexan."

"You're welcome Korica. Study hard and get lots of rest. I'm sure the exercises and dancing takes a lot out of you two."

"Yes sir they do. We recover using energy from each other to heal faster."

"Incredible! You two never cease to amaze. So long you two."

"Goodbye captain maxim." Korica said.

"Thanks for everything sir. We'll see you real soon." Tamaric said.

The group then turned and headed toward the high-speed transport terminal and the security officer popped out from around a corner and followed them silently. As they reached the concourse leading directly to the departure and arrival terminal, the security officer stopped at the communications terminal and called for a private car to take the Icarus crew back the secure hangar. They waited less than a minute for the car to rumble into the terminal and come to a slow stop and the tube door revolved open, as did the door to the car. They climbed aboard and sat down and the door revolved closed and sealed itself with a very subtle hiss as the air pressure was established inflating the door seal and creating a cool draft that was barely detectable. The car then began its slow departure from the terminal as the tube door ahead collapsed open and the car began to pick up speed amazingly quickly. Laurel turned in her seat and looked at the captain sitting next to Rody.

"Captain Alexan, I want to thank you for handling things with Korica and Tamaric the way you did."

"You're welcome Laurel. There will be consequences when they get home, but for now I need them to keep their minds focused on the task at hand. Korica is beating herself up plenty; I didn't see any need to add to her misery."

"It's hard to stay upset with them when they look at you with those puppy dog eyes."

"Korica is a unique case among my crew. Not just because I have such a soft spot for her either. The true hell she's endured breaks my heart and I want her to know that she has love in her life aside from her husband and her adoptive parents."

The captain then glanced around the car with a concerned look on his face until he met the casual gaze of the station security officer sitting at the far end of the car. The man slowly shook his head.

"There are visual, not auditory sensors in the transport cars. No one can hear what you are saying if that is your concern."

"That's what I was hoping. The conversation is of a personal nature."

"I am forbidden from repeating what I hear unless it constitutes a security risk to the station or its residents."

"I appreciate your discretion."

"Personally I think it is unusual and impressive to hear you speaking so fondly of your young officer and her husband. Most in your position do not allow personal feelings to develop for their subordinates."

"Human beings are a compassionate lot. We take serious the notion of family and everyone under my command is a part of huge extended family to me. I care about each and every one of them, some just hold a very special place in my heart."

The man nodded once with a bit of grin on his face and glanced out the car windows as the car began to decelerate for its entry into the mid-station terminal. Everyone sat quietly as the car slowed and the slight vibration could be felt as the car settled onto its track wheels and slowed rapidly under the braking friction of the wheels. The car slowly drifted through the terminal door and it closed behind them and the vacuum began to evacuate from the tube as the car came to a stop. The tube door revolved open once the car stopped and then the door to the high-speed car revolved open and they got to their feet and stepped off the car. There were numerous people in the terminal and this time the crew weren't worried about being observed. As they stepped out of the car the captain tapped his cranial transceiver to active mode.

"Lieutenant Kendall, lieutenant Mariscol, give me a sit rep?"

A moment later, lieutenant Kendall responded.

"Lieutenant Kendall here sir. The low level diagnostic has found some anomalous readings detected during the jump in which we exited in an uncontrolled spin. There were measurable power fluctuations that resulted in momentary loss of interface lock. We're running the hardware diagnostic as we speak. Hopefully we'll find out where the power fluctuation originated from."

"No damaged was suffered to the computer drive?"

"Yes, but the system has already corrected the damage on it's own. The regenerative semi-organic circuitry is an amazing advancement sir. The ship knows when damage occurs and uses the redundant backup core to repair damaged programming as the circuit paths regenerate automatically."

"I'm aware of the ships unique capabilities lieutenant. We're on our way back to the ship. What's the estimated time to complete the hardware diagnostic?"

"Fourty-eight minutes sir."

The captain looked at Rody and Rody cocked his head slightly in a questioning manner.

"Almost an hour to complete the hardware diagnostic." The captain said softly.

Rody lifted his chin in acknowledgement.

"We should take the time to look around the hangar if it's permitted." Rody said. "We could learn a thing or two about berthing so many large ships in a single hangar the size of a village."

"That would be unwise," The security officer said. "You are berthed among military and high level ambassadorial delegate ships from many different star systems. Curious on lookers would be frowned upon by many of the crews of those ships and their respective governments."

"We don't want to go invading others privacy," The captain said looking at the security officer, and then he looked at Rody. "I think we'll stick to our own property during our stay."

"Understood sir. I think that's a good idea. I guess I wouldn't want curious eyes looking over our ship either."

They made the walk to the elevator lift in quiet after that. They rode back to the hangar and the security officer remained on the lift after everyone stepped out and captain Alexan looked back at him.

"You're not going to escort us to our ship?"

"That is not necessary unless you would prefer it?"

"No, I just thought it would be required."

"There are sensors all over the hangars that will be used to monitor your movements. Given your status as a captain, it is assumed you will exercise proper etiquette. We have personnel close by should an incident occur that poses a hazard to you or your crew."

"I understand the implication. We'll respect the privacy of our neighbors in the hangar. Thank you for escorting us back to the hangar."

"It was my honor captain Alexan. I hope you and your crew enjoy an uneventful journey back to your home world."

"Thank you."

The crew then turned around and headed across the power and fuel storage and distribution area and out into the main hangar. They headed straight to the ship and found it sealed and sitting idling. As they stepped around the right wing section, they could hear the power systems powering down to standby condition, and then Laurel and Jake could sense other systems coming online. The captain stopped and stared at the ship for a moment, and then he looked at Laurel and Jake.

"The ship seems to be checking various components by powering them up to measure the resultant response through the onboard hardware processor. Jake and I can sense the energy flow as various components are activating¦" Laurel paused, glanced at the ship, and then looked back at the captain. "And deactivating."

"I had no idea you were that sensitive?"

"Neither did we to tell you the truth sir. We just know what were sensing."

The captain nodded lightly and looked around briefly then called out for the lieutenants.

"Mariscol, Kendall, what's your location? We're at the ship."

"We'll be right there captain," Lieutenant Kendall replied through the captain's cranial transceiver. "We were asked to log our intended departure information."

"I see. Keep our exact route and time to destination confidential if you would?"

"They didn't ask or care about that information sir, they just wanted to know our intended direction of departure from the Endrinol system. We informed them of our intended direction of departure from the system and that once we were past the ort region we would be slipping out of normal space-time, posing no further conflicting flight path for any inbound traffic."

"That didn't seem unusual to them?"

"No sir, not at all."

"I suppose our astounding capabilities aren't all that astounding after all."

"Its just the easiest way to overcome some crucial limitations to traveling multiples of the speed of light. I think most species that figure out how to break the light barrier eventually figure out that they need to travel outside normal space-time in order to achieve more than two or three times the speed of light without needing an infinite amount of energy to do it. It's the ability to slip through space-time barriers that's astounding and hard to accomplish."

"Agreed. You're very knowledgeable lieutenant, I knew I chose wisely in you."

"Required studies to get where I am sir, but thank you for the compliment. We'll be done here momentarily."

"Understood. We'll go aboard and wait for you."

"Yes sir. You should be aware that various systems will be going on and offline as the diagnostic progresses. I wouldn't seal yourselves in just to be sure the air isn't cut off as the regenerators are cycled to test the mechanical components associated with the breathable air systems."

"Thanks for the heads up, we'll keep the canopy unsealed."

The crew stepped to the rear of the ship and Rody swept his hand lightly over the hull on the fuselage near the trailing edge of the wing section and the ship read his DNA signature and a moment later uncovered the control access panel. Rody touched the canopy open button and there was a slight hum heard, as the canopy was unsealed and began to rise open. They all then followed Rody up onto the wing and they walked up to the middle of the wing section and stepped into the cabin and made room for those behind them to step in. Once everyone was aboard and seated comfortably, Rody slipped a halo over his head and activated the console controls for manual operation and then he removed the halo that displayed a HUD view that showed large letters reading 'hardware diagnostic in progress' everywhere Rody looked, he found it distracting and somewhat irritating. He then reached up to the manual controls and he slid the control that lowered the canopy until it was almost closed, but just barely ajar and he stopped the closing cycle there.

It was only moments later that a momentary proximity alert signaled that the lieutenants were climbing aboard. Rody reached over to the console controls and opened the canopy wide enough for the ladies to climb into the cabin and then he moved out of the copilot's position as the ladies climbed down into the cabin. They assumed their proper positions in the pilot and co-pilot's seats and they pivoted their seats so they were facing aft after closing the canopy, stopping just short of closing it completely.

"Flight intentions are logged sir." Lieutenant Mariscol reported.

"Lieutenant Mariscol?" Laurel posed. "Can I have a look at the low level diagnostic report?"

Lieutenant Mariscol looked at the captain and he nodded lightly.

"I can almost guarantee she'll find something no one else would discover given the same opportunity." The captain said matter of factly.

Lieutenant Mariscol grinned and nodded and swung her seat around and reached under the console in front of her and pulled out a data pad and swung back around and handed it to Laurel.

"This has a back up of all collected data from the ship's systems since leaving the Future."

Laurel nodded and took the data pad and touched the screen and it came to life. Jake leaned closer and they began pouring over the vast amount of data being presented. The crew sat quietly watching until Jake pointed at one screen in particular and Laurel nodded lightly.

"You find something?" The captain asked.

"We're looking at the power curve during the jump that dropped us into normal space in a spin," Laurel said as she tipped the data pad so the captain could see the curving sweep that had a sharp spike almost off the scale at the apex of the power curve. "It's a good thing the jump drive works by pulsing, not sustaining its energy output. The spike only lasted for a micro second, but it was enough to through the whole system out of whack."

"That's an uncharacteristically non scientific way of stating your finding."

"I could bore you with the scientific breakdown of the various systems that were interfered with, but I thought it would sum it up in a less confusing manner. The power spike is the reason we dropped into normal space in the first place, the ship was aiming for a point four light years further than we reached."

"You think there were any components damaged in the process?"

"We won't know until the hardware diagnostic is complete. I would think it's real likely though. Look at the peak temperature in the primary power drive. I'm not sure it was designed to handle a thousand C, even for a short period of time."

"You think there's a danger to us on the mission home?"

"That¦would take Jake's precognitive ability sir. He has that ability, but he doesn't exactly know how to focus it in a useful manner, not yet anyways."

"Doesn't that mean you have that ability too?" The captain asked tilting his head slightly.

"Yes sir. I can channel his abilities but since it originates in him, if he doesn't know how to focus or control it, neither do I."

"Would you be willing to give it a try?" The captain asked looking right at Jake. "It would be advantageous to know if we're in danger if we depart."

"I uh¦I'll give it a try sir. The further out I try to see, the more confusing and hazy it gets."

Jake looked at Laurel and she nodded once to him. They closed their eyes and took one another's hand and reached out to each other. They almost instantly slipped into one another's minds and their senses more than doubled in sensitivity and awareness of the cosmos around them. Jake then took a few deep breaths and calmed his mind and began to stretch our in his perception of events to come. It only took a few seconds for his mind to narrow in on a virtual corridor of events and associated emotions for the images he was to experience personally. Images flashed in his mind seemingly coming from everywhere and he squinted his closed eyes as he tried to focus on one set of eventualities but the images were coming so fast and in an overlapping manner that it was confusing him when the barrage of emotions impacted his nerves, causing rapid heartbeat and flushed skin despite his deep tan. The further out he tried to sense the more conflicting and varying the images that he saw and the more emotions that flooded in all adding to stress and frustration only further raising his blood pressure and pulse rate.

Laurel opened her eyes and looked at the captain and tried not to distract Jake as she spoke.

"Give us a few captain, it isn't easy to separate so many possible eventualities."

The captain pulled his head back slightly in question then nodded lightly. Laurel closed her eyes and tried to offer a sense of calm to Jake as he fought to try and narrow in on pertinent details from all the confusing images and feelings bombarding his senses. After a few minutes of trying to absorb and understand the confusing array of images and feelings he was sensing, Jake began to withdraw his sense of distant events. It took a few moments to regain his sense of the present, but once he did he opened his eyes and batted them a few times and leaned against Laurel slightly as she took on some of his stress to hasten his return to calm.

"Did you get anything?" The captain asked in a soft and calm voice.

"Lots but, you have to understand that I'm seeing every possible eventuality at the same instant. There's all these images and feeling coming in at the same time and they're overlapping and coming at me from all over. Trying to sense what will actually happen is kind of difficult because every possible eventuality comes to me. Every action or decision a person makes creates new eventualities. There's also compressed emotions coming at me with all these images. Think of it like this, imagine all the emotions one experiences over a day or two days and then compress it into a one or two second burst. They're intense and confusing when you have hundreds or thousands of images coming to you and you don't know which¦emotion packet goes with which set of images. It's really confusing sir. I'm sorry I'm not better at this, but I've been hesitant to mess with this ability since our paring stabilized. It's made the intensity way stronger and thus the level of confusion and frustration also that much more intense. All I can do is try to pull out common threads among the images and feelings I sense to extrapolate possible accurate eventualities."

"That's truly confusing to even hear you describe it. Were you able to discern any possible danger for us?"

Jake sighed heavily and looked down as he remembered the feelings he got around the most relevant outcomes he sensed. He then slowly looked up at the captain.

"I definitely think we shouldn't stay on this station. I sensed¦conflict¦frustration¦regret. I can't tell you exactly what images went with those feelings, but I think we should head home rather than stay. I can tell you that I saw a planet of green and¦misty fog covered hills thick in trees. It wasn't the Future planet and I saw it in several common eventualities. I don't know if we're going to take a detour for some reason or¦crash land, but I think we're going to end up somewhere unintended. I had a feeling like that before we got here, when you were pushing the ship so hard."

"Why in the world didn't you say anything?"

"Because I'm not one of your officers sir. I thought I would be out of line telling you not to shakedown the ship how you saw fit. Besides, it was a vague or weak feeling; I get those feelings all the time and have to just ignore them. You learn to tune out some of your advanced abilities when they're as heightened as ours are because of our paring."

The captain twisted his face in a frown of dismay and he glanced at the console where the diagnostic was showing thirty-six minutes to completion. He looked at the lieutenants and nodded once.

"Discontinue the hardware diagnostic and get the power drive online. I don't like the sounds of the feeling involved with us staying."

"If you want sir, we could run a background hardware diagnostic while we're traveling? It would allow the ship to keep checking components that aren't being tasked as long as we don't engage the jump drive until the diagnostic is complete. It'll take us about half an hour to reach the ort region anyways sir. Most of the major systems have already been diagnosed anyways."

"Do it then. Just get us moving."

"Aye sir."

The lieutenants retrieved their halos and slipped them over their heads and activated them then they deferred the diagnostic to background mode and began powering up the ship. It only took a few minutes to get he ship powered up and ready to depart while Rody performed a walk around to insure there weren't any loose panels or signs of tampering anywhere on the exterior of the ship. Once Rody was back aboard, lieutenant Mariscol activated the transmitter on the frequency provided by departure control. She then cleared her throat and spoke clearly.

"Reuopon departure control, this is the Future ship Icarus requesting permission to depart the port side secure hangar?"

"This is Reuopon departure control Icarus. You are clear for immediate departure. Please follow the hangar personnel's guidance to the hangar door. Make a straight out departure for point two light years then you may make your turn to your intended direction of departure as logged."

"Understood departure control. We're cleared for immediate departure on a straight out course for point two light years then we'll make our turn to our intended direction of departure as logged. We'll follow the signals of the hangar personnel until we reach the hangar door."

"Read back confirmed Icarus. We hope you will return sometime for a visit. Next time use this frequency and do not mask your approach and your arrival will be greeted more friendly."

"We'll do that Reuopon. Thanks for the hospitality and understanding of our stealthy approach."

"Departure control, this is captain Alexan?"

"Yes captain Alexan?"

"Will you please inform Dederal that pressing business back home required us to leave sooner than expected? Let him know I regret we couldn't get together like he hoped but I have a lot of urgent responsibilities to get to back home."

"I will pass the message along to him."

"Thank you."

Lieutenant Kendal mentally increased the lift generation and the Icarus gently lifted from the hangar deck and the landing gear retracted and the outer doors scissored closed and the hull skin covered the doors, hiding them completely.

"Your stealthy approach was very impressive. Perhaps your technique and technology could be shared when our people formalize their alliance?" Another voice from departure control said seemingly out of the blue.

Lieutenant Mariscol looked back at the captain as lieutenant Kendall guided the ship to follow the man standing in front of the ship waving them out into the clear channel between the rows of parked ships. Captain Alexan grinned slightly and dipped his head toward lieutenant Mariscol and she smiled lightly and nodded once.

"This ship is a prototype. Its technology is closely guarded for the time being, but some of the techniques we employ to remain undetected might be shared if equally valuable information were offered in exchange."

"Sounds reasonable. Have a safe journey Icarus."

"Thank you."

Lieutenant Mariscol then muted the channel.

"Was that alright sir?"

"I couldn't have said it better myself lieutenant. That was very diplomatic and proper."

"Thank you sir. I don't have much experience telling aliens that our ship is private but we still want to be friends."

"You'll likely get more than your fair share of opportunities at it. You should expect to get the same kind of response when we run into species with technology more advanced than what you happen to be occupying at the moment."

"It would be hard to top the Future."

"The Future isn't all that technologically advanced, just the technology residing in her is."

"Yes sir."

The man guiding the ship toward the hangar walked backwards until they reached the hangar door, then he stepped aside and motioned toward the open hangar door. He then stepped clear and lieutenant Kendall increased the power to the gravity field and the ship floated out of the hangar opening and accelerated away from the station. Everyone then took the opportunity to retrieve additional halos and slip them on their heads and activate them to add to the ships processing capability. They followed the course requested of them as the station began to fade from their sensors to nothing more than a bright glow on the sensors.

Laurel meanwhile kept mulling over what Korica and Tamaric had been through. She agreed that Korica showed a lapse in judgment that should earn a serious consequence, but her instinct in thinking there was more to the situation on Ringosta than what Dedjunk was letting on seemed to have merit somehow. Laurel hadn't sensed blatant deception from Dedjunk, just omission of key details. Jake sensed what was going through Laurel's mind as her emotions rose in response to her ponderings and he leaned closer to her.

"If it's affecting you that strongly babe, go ahead and talk to the captain about it," Jake thought. "He got upset the last time we had a gut feeling and didn't say something."

Laurel looked at him and grinned lightly.

"I was just debating Korica's response to their abduction," Laurel thought in return. "Anything that has anything to do with her raises emotions in me. She has gifts every bit as strong as ours. She might have been on to something and didn't even know it. That could be why she hesitated in reporting the Ringostans on the station. She was struggling between her sense of duty and her gut feeling that the Ringostans are being unfairly treated by the very people we're in league with."

"Ask him to join you at the rear of the cabin and speak to him in private if you think it should be confidential or whatever?"

Laurel looked at the captain then looked back to Jake.

"It's nothing we need to talk about right away. I'll wait till we get home to discuss it with him."

"Maybe we should see if Ringosta is on our way home? We could ask him to discretely have a look like Korica wanted him to. This ship is all but invisible to sensors and can fly without leaving an ion trail like most ships would."

"Displacement sensors would detect us. We don't know what kind of surveillance the planet is under if the locals are being quarantined to their own planet."

"So don't use gravitational propulsion. This ship can fly at sub-light speeds using differential drive and it would be completely undetectable as long as we stay clear of the planet's magnetic field."

Laurel grinned and nodded slightly.

"That's brilliant! How do you know about that?"

"Because you do silly. I know what you know. You were just thinking about it in the background while you were stating that we would be detectable to displacement sensors."

Laurel's grin grew into a full-blown smile and she looked at the data pad still in her hand. She lifted it and moved the diagnostic progress to the side and cued up the maps stored in the Icarus tertiary memory and she typed in Ringosta and the map zoomed away from their present location to a point almost directly behind their present location and direction of travel. She was disappointed to see that it was 26.8 light years in the wrong direction. She tipped the map so Jake could see it and he nodded lightly.

"Guess that's out of the question. It's in the opposite direction to the Future system. It would be a fairly quick trip for the Future though. She could cover fifty-six point eight light years in less than an hour if we really stepped on it."

Laurel closed the map program and reestablished the readout of the diagnostic in progress. They rode the rest of the way out of the system in quiet. Once they had cleared the ort region, lieutenant Mariscol cued up the diagnostic report and she looked over the results just as the diagnostic was completed. She sent the information to everyone's HUD and glanced back at the captain.

"Everything checks out sir. The power drive is where the power spike originated from but nothing seems to be out of order now. Do you want to initiate the first jump toward home?"

"I can see the data from the diagnostic. I pushed us too hard. The temperature in the drive core and jump drive actuator assembly reached levels well above acceptable tolerances for way too long. I should've never put the ship under that kind of stress so far from home."

"We have to know what the ship is capable of and what her weaknesses are sir. The only way to do that is to push her as hard as you can and see what fails. A minor power fluctuation and some burned out circuits that have already regenerated is a small price to pay for making thirty light years in less than half an hour."

The captain sighed heavy and nodded.

"Initiate the first jump ladies. Keep it to three light years per jump and allow plenty of time for her to cool down and recharge after each successful jump."

"Aye captain, initiating jump."

The lieutenants plotted the return course home and input the first jump and engaged the jump drive and the ship responded immediately by ramping up the power drive to maximum and initiating the first jump. The view out the cabin window simply looked like the stars were growing blurry, then dim, and finally blinking out for a few seconds, and then the field of stars popped back into view in a new configuration. The ship immediately took star fixes and determined that they had jumped precisely 3 light years and the system was cooling down rapidly as the jump drive recharged for the next jump toward the Future system. The ship automatically initiated a further 4 jumps successfully and without incident. Upon the 5th jump things went terribly wrong.


Chapter 48 Agrusan

––––––––

Agrusan

As the 5th jump was initiated, there was a warning of a power surge in the power drive and a cascade failure was detected in the jump drive modulation regulator. Instead of the jump lasting for a few seconds, it lasted for almost a full 3 minutes as the lieutenants tried in vein to disengage the jump drive. They started to experience system wide power drops and their HUDs began to flicker on and offline with erred data being presented each time they came back on line. All the auxiliary HUDs went off line and remained that way while alarms sounded, then went silent in a whining squeal as power failed, then was reestablished resulting in a high pitched chirp followed by a renewed loud alarm indicating total power failure was imminent. The last thing lieutenant Kendall was able to discern was indications of a planet called Agrusan exerting gravitational influence on the hull then the navigation processor went offline permanently. Lieutenant Mariscol scavenged what power she could to engage the emergency manual flight controls and the hull skin withdrew from the trailing edge of the wing sections to reveal movable flight control surface and a triangular structure rose up on the aft section of the upper hull to form a rudimentary rudder as the hull skin withdrew from its trailing edge to reveal more movable control surfaces. At the same instant a set of pedals began to descend from behind the control consol and lieutenant Mariscol's seat rose up to provide her with a better view out the canopy window and a yoke handle began to rise through and opening that dropped away in the control console. As it rose toward her a set of triangular yolk handles began to unfold out and upwards to provide handles to control the yolk from.

Everyone could see the sunlight pouring in through the canopy, so they knew they were within a star system and then the ship rolled so the planet was clearly visible. It was frighteningly close and everyone could tell the ship was falling toward the atmosphere in a pitching and yawing manner indicative of a free fall trajectory.

"Once we hit the atmosphere I'll start to gain some level of control," Lieutenant Mariscol said excitedly. "We're definitely going in and it's going to be a rough ride. I'll try and find a clear spot to belly land us, but failing that, this ship is designed to absorb an impact of a hundred miles per hour or so. If I can't slow us below that threshold this ship is going to come apart when we hit the ground, not to mention what the sudden deceleration Gs are going to do to us when we hit."

"Just get us down lieutenant." The captain said in the calmest voice he could muster. "You don't have any shields, so keep the nose up as best you can to avoid cooking too much of the outer hull skin away. That's the only heat shield you have with main power offline." The captain added as he gripped the edges of his seat as the artificial gravity faded away and the queasy feeling settled into everyone's stomachs.

Laurel swallowed hard to keep her stomach contents down and she looked at Jake with a scared look on her face.

"More crap going sideways on a mission we're a part of," Laurel thought. "Can't we ever go somewhere and have things go exactly as planned?"

Jake swallowed his stomach down and nodded and offered a feeble smile as he reached over and patted her arm lightly. They both then looked around them and Rody seemed to be the only one that looked completely calm. Laurel leaned forward in her restraints.

"You have a lot of experience at this kind of thing Hammer?"

Rody looked at her and nodded lightly.

"As a test pilot I experienced failures of every sort and I wasn't always in atmo when they happened. This ship is way more resilient than the ships I piloted during my time as a test pilot. The zero G nausea will fade quickly once you get used to it. Don't worry Laurel; lieutenant Mariscol is an excellent pilot. She'll get us down without killing us." Rody looked at the lieutenant and grinned. "Right Rachel?"

"I'll do my best Hammer. We trained for hours in the simulator to fly this thing manually. The only difference being I don't know the atmospheric properties of this planet and I only have analog gauges to tell me what the ship is doing. A complete power failure just isn't something we ever expected to be facing after exiting a jump."

"Does that mean the breathable air generators are down too?" Jake asked.

"No. That's an isolated system with its own power supply. We'll have breathable air for several weeks, longer while in such close proximity to a star. The normal solar wind coming from the star will supplement the power necessary to keep the system running."

"You have any idea what happened?" The captain asked as the ship rolled so they were looking into the vast darkness of space.

"All I know is there was a surge in the power drive. It overwhelmed all of the secondary systems and created a cascade failure in the jump drive. Until we're on the ground and the regenerative circuits heal, we won't know just how far off course we are and what the extent of the damage is."

The ship drifted further into the upper most regions of the atmosphere until the drag slowed them enough to encourage the ships altitude to begin to decay. Lieutenant Mariscol kept trying the manual controls until her inputs had an appreciable affect on the ships attitude. She then glanced back at the captain.

"We're about to begin atmospheric interface sir. It's going to get really rough from here on out."

"Understood. The atmosphere looks to have familiar conditions present. When you get us below the cloud layer down there begin looking for a clear region to bring us down in. Preferably away from any structures or forests. We don't want to land in the middle of a city or get hung up in the tree canopies."

"I'll try to find a clearing as best as I can sir."

The ship began to shudder slightly as the air outside the ship thickened and friction began to slow them even further. Lieutenant Mariscol dipped the nose of the ship and the bow of the ship almost immediately began to glow an orange and yellow color as the friction heated the outer hull rapidly. Lieutenant Mariscol kept the nose up as much as possible but the gravitational pull was enormous and the dead weight of the ship kept them plunging deeper into the atmosphere at an incredible velocity. The ship bucked and shook as lieutenant Mariscol corrected their course constantly using only her instruments since the entire outer surface was consumed in a fiery glow of plasma that obscured the view outside completely. As the ship plunged into the upper jet stream of air currents the plasma faded and control became much smoother despite turbulence throwing the ship around.

As the ship slowed to sub sonic speeds, peto tubes deployed from the bow section and a measurable speed indication was finally displayed on the instruments along with temperature and air pressure readings. Lieutenant Kendall looked back at everyone as the ship rocked and tossed about.

"The air is thin at this altitude, but it's above freezing and it's dense enough to provide significant lift to the ship. Mariscol should be able to slow us enough to make a fairly decent landing once a clearing is found."

"What's our current air speed?" The captain asked.

Lieutenant Kendall leaned over and glanced at the instruments.

"Six hundred knots at this altitude sir."

"Begin making lazy eights to bleed off some speed lieutenant Mariscol."

"Aye sir."

Lieutenant Mariscol complied and began making wide turns to the left, then to the right while keeping the nose up to further reduce their speed. While banking she scanned the ground below and she was dismayed to see nothing but dense forest and low lying fog banks in pockets everywhere she looked.

"It's going to be a rough landing sir," Lieutenant Mariscol reported. "We seem to have descended right over the Amazon jungle."

"Crap! Just find the thinnest patch you can and take us in."

"Aye sir."

The air continued to thicken and become much more humid as they descended quickly and lieutenant Mariscol spotted an area with smaller trees and a shrub clearing beyond that wasn't large enough to make for traditional landing as they needed given the weight of the ship and speed of their descent, but it would provide somewhere to crash land that offered the least amount of obstacles that could smash the hull as they landed hard.

"Here we go, everyone brace for impact. This is gunna be a hard landing." The lieutenant said.

Everyone tensed up as the lieutenant banked over hard and leveled the ship off and then pulled the nose up one last time and their forward speed bled off until they were just barely able to remain aloft and then the lieutenant dropped the nose when her airspeed was indicated to be 100 knots. The ship quickly dropped and practically fell from the sky into the thick trees. There were crashing and wood splintering sounds accompanied by deep thuds on the outer hull and small leaves, branches, and deep green large round leaves could be seen cascading over the canopy. Everyone was tossed about and yanked forward in their restraints as the ship rocked to the left hard and almost overturned then contacted a tree squarely tossing them in a nose up attitude and the ship was tossed back to the right, righting them momentarily and the ship came to a shuddering stop then creaking and cracking could be heard and the ship dropped 30 feet and slammed to a sudden stop, rocked for a moment then fell another 5 feet and stopped as a thick shower of leaves of every color imaginable settled onto the canopy.

Laurel and Jake had acute aches in their backs from the impact as the ship stopped suddenly and the captain had an ache in his neck from slight whiplash, but everyone else was uninjured aside from tensed up muscles that were pulled on as they were tossed and slammed about in their seats. They all waited until the debris stopped smacking the canopy and the leaves settled in a thick layer that almost obscure the sunlight entirely. Emergency lighting automatically began to glow to life in response to the dim conditions and they all unfastened their restraints and began to slide out of their seats against the slightly aft tilt of the ship.

"Can you tell what the air is like out there?" The captain asked.

"No sir. Primary power is still offline."

"Then can you open the cargo hatch?"

Lieutenant Kendall attempted to open the hatch and nothing happened.

"It seems that something is blocking the hatch sir. The weight of the ship might be resting on the hatch preventing it from scissoring open."

"What about the canopy? Can you crack it open to see if the air is breathable?"

"You think that's a safe way to test the air conditions sir?" Laurel asked.

"Look around us Laurel. We can't sit in here and wait for some measure of power to return to measure the conditions out there. If it isn't breathable for us we're seriously screwed. We'll reseal the canopy and figure out what the hell we're supposed to do crashed on a planet with an atmosphere we can't breathe if we start to choke gasp for air."

"Yes sir."

Lieutenant Kendal reached out and pressed the button to release the seal on the canopy. There was slight pop and a hiss as the pressure equalized instantly, resulting in an ache in everyone's ears but the air wasn't sucked out in a gush and the air outside didn't rush in either. The canopy rose a few inches and lieutenant Kendall released the button the canopy stopped moving as a small amount of tree litter rained into the opening and settled on the canopy seal and a small amount fell onto the deck. The air that slowly drifted in smelled fragrant with tree sap and the distinct fragrance of forest vines and flowers mixed with a warm humid smell. It reminded the crew of the smell of the air after a fresh rain had fallen. The air was easy to breathe and the gravity felt almost identical to the level maintained on the Future. The captain took a deep breath and sighed with a grin.

"I call that a successful test of the conditions outside," The captain looked at Rody. "Assess the equipment to see what was damaged in the crash. I have a feeling we're going to be here for a while."

"Yes sir."

Rody made his way toward the rear of the ship and Laurel looked around for the data pad she had before the ship went critical. She managed to spot it lying on the deck under the forward console. She pointed toward it and lieutenant Mariscol looked at it and nodded and knelt down and retrieved it and handed it to Laurel.

"You know there isn't much useful information stored on that. Most of its information was retrieved from information stored on the onboard systems and relayed to that data pad."

"The diagnostic data is stored on this though. I might be able to figure out what went wrong so we can try to fix it."

"What about the map data?" Rody asked from the rear of the ship as he was going through the supply crates.

Laurel looked at him and shook her head.

"That's stored in the ships tertiary memory. We have to get enough power up to run the main computer drive to access that information. For now all we know is that this planet is habitable and nothing more."

"I saw the name of this world on my HUD before the systems went down," Lieutenant Mariscol reported. "This planet is called Agrusan. We know from what we saw with our own eyes that it has one star and two moons. The North Pole is ice-free and the South Pole is nothing but ice suggesting the planet doesn't wobble much on its axis. Probably a stabilizing affect caused by having two moons. I don't think the conditions here are going to change much while we're here."

"What about indigenous intelligent life?" The captain inquired. "Were you able to discern that much before the HUD went offline?"

"No sir. I didn't have enough time to access that information and I was kind of busy at the time."

The captain nodded and looked back at Rody.

"Anything amiss back there?"

"Doesn't look like it sir. I packed things pretty securely. I don't think we lost anything."

"Good man. Break out the weapons and handheld sensors. We need to assess our condition from outside the ship. I have a feeling we're still a ways from the ground and we need to know what's jamming the cargo hatch."

Rody nodded and closed the crate he was looking in and he moved it aside and opened the weapons crate and began pulling out holsters loaded with PP-20s and spare power cells. The captain walked back to Rody and took the first one and handed it back. Once the captain had his holster on Rody moved on to his military issued weapons and he retrieved Laurel and Jake's PP-35 holsters equipped with spare power cells and he handed them to the captain and gestured at Laurel and Jake. The captain held the first holster up and looked at it curiously, then looked back at Rody.

"They're a little different than your civilian corps versions. I didn't think you would mind if I gave them some personal weapons that have a little more kick to 'em?"

"I don't have a problem with it. I'd like you to inform me of weapons issued from military stock though."

"Well¦you are notified now sir."

The captain grinned and turned and handed the first holster to Laurel then collected the second and handed it to Jake. Rody then retrieved a holster for himself and they all secured them around their waists and thighs. Rody then closed the weapons crate and moved on to the analytical equipment container and he opened it and began handing out hand held sensor units. When everyone had one, he stood up and closed the container and moved forward to the mid ship exit ladder integrated into the bulkhead of the cabin. He looked at lieutenant Kendall and nodded and she pressed the button to resume opening the canopy. The litter scattered all over the canopy began to slide off, some entering the cabin, and the sunlight began to fill the cabin as the debris slid aside to allow the bright sunlight to enter the cabin. The emergency lighting faded out and they all guarded their eyes momentarily as they adjusted to the sudden bright sunlight.

Lieutenant Kendall stopped the canopy when it was open far enough for him to easily climb out onto the wing section and he grinned at her and climbed out of the cabin. Rody stepped out onto the debris covered wing and used his foot to sweep the loose material aside so he wouldn't lose his footing with the ship hanging at such an aft tilt. He then kept one hand on the fuselage and looked aft at the path through the canopy that the ship left in the form of broken branches and missing foliage. He scanned the scene until he was looking straight up and he could see that they had come to a stop in the canopy some 50 feet in the air and then fell through the branches to the point they were now resting. He looked at the still steaming outer hull at the bow and he could tell the hull skin was already beginning to regenerate which meant at least some energy was still being produced thanks to the ample sunlight making it through the hole the ship had created in the tree canopy they were now resting below. He looked at the trailing edge of the wing section he was standing on and he was relieved to see that the damage caused by their fall through the branches was very minor thanks to the resilient materials the ship's core structure was constructed from.

Rody gently made his way down the wing section, keeping one hand on the fuselage to steady himself and as he almost reached the aft end of the wing section he slipped on some small twigs and his feet slid out from under him and his rear end planted hard on the wing and he began to slide toward the edge of the wing. He quickly rolled over on his stomach to spread his body out and used his flat hands in a dragging motion to stop his slide. He managed to stop his slide toward the edge with his knees hanging off the end of the ship. He took a moment to collect himself and he sighed and looked around for a moment and he realized it was the flattening of the wing shape at his location that helped stop him from sliding right off the trailing edge of the wing. He rolled over onto his back and sat up with his legs dangling off the trailing edge of the wing from the knees down. He felt like a bug on a very large perch for just a moment, and then he leaned forward and assessed their situation below.

He could see that the ship was lodged in the crotch of a very large tree that had several thick branches reaching out in several directions. The ship was still at least 15 feet from the ground and there were large broken branches and thick wads of foliage piled up directly under the belly of the ship. It explained why the cargo hatch wouldn't open with the immense weight of the ship resting on all that debris. Cutting it away would likely destabilize the ship and cause it to fall the rest of the way to the ground, possibly upside down or on its side. Rody laid down on his back and smacked his fists on the wing.

"Shit! What the hell would you do now Mark?"

As if on cue, Rody had an idea come to him. He sat up quickly and stared straight ahead for a moment, and then he glanced around and looked at the fuselage as if he could see right into the cabin from his position. He then smiled and looked straight up.

"The kids! You're a genius Mark!"

He rolled over and pulled himself up onto the wing and carefully maneuvered himself closer to the fuselage, and then he got to his feet and used his hands along the fuselage section to make his way back to the partially open canopy. He climbed up and into the ship and he climbed down into the cabin. He then walked over to Laurel and Jake where they were sitting quietly and he knelt down on his knees and put a hand on each of their knees.

"This is the situation. We flew into the tree canopy at and slight downward angle and the branches and thick foliage arrested our forward momentum before we made it to the small clearing directly ahead of us. We then descended into the canopy of a tree with several real thick branches forming a crotch like this," Rody held his hands out, palms together, with his fingers spread wide pointing upward. "We fell through the canopy until we reached the crotch of those thick branches about fifteen feet in the air. All the debris we scrapped out of the canopy is now piled up directly under us in the crotch of the tree. That's why the cargo hatch won't open and it's what's keeping us perched up here without falling over to the forest floor. There are smaller trees all around us so I'm pretty sure we wouldn't fall belly first. We would tumble onto our side or flip over completely and land upside down if we were to become dislodged from where we're sitting right now."

"Why are you presenting your findings directly to us Hammer?" Laurel asked.

"Because I'm hoping you two can get us out of this bind we find ourselves in. You have the ability to move heavy objects with your mind right?"

"Yes."

Rody then looked at Jake.

"And you have to ability to remote view your surroundings right?"

"Yeah."

"What if you combine those talents? Can you lift us out of this tree and set us down in the clearing ahead?"

Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders and nodded and Laurel nodded once then looked at Rody.

"The weight of the ship won't be a factor since I can manipulate localized gravity fields. The ship will essentially weigh nothing and then I can gently lift and push it wherever I want with relative ease. We've just never tried to do something like this."

"Will you give it a try? It would certainly solve some serious issues."

"Of course. It's the reason the captain likes to have us along on missions like this."

"Well not the only reason, but a big one." The captain said with a big grin.

Laurel looked at the lieutenant and nodded toward the open canopy.

"You might want to close that so more debris doesn't end up in here?"

Lieutenant Kendall nodded and reached over and pressed the button to close the hatch and it swung down to a closed position and the button remained illuminated red. Lieutenant Kendall cycled it a few times then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"I can't get a positive seal. There's too much debris on the matting surface."

"We don't need a positive seal. Just closed is good enough."

Laurel and Jake stood up and Rody got to his feet and moved back and Laurel and Jake moved to the rear of the ship and sat down on the deck. They crossed their legs Indian style and scooted so close together that the tips of their knees were touching. They then held hands with them on their knees and closed their eyes and leaned forward until their foreheads came together. They then took a few deep breaths to calm their minds and then they reached out to one another and immediately slipped into each other's minds with complete ease. They both took a quick breath and smiled at the familiar warm feeling of the other and the rush of adrenaline and dopamine that ensued. It felt very pleasing and they enjoyed the rush for a few moments then began to stretch out with their now combined senses. Rody pointed at the seats and everyone sat down quickly in preparation for the ship to move around as it was levitated out of the tree.

Jake got a clear sense of the ship as if he was floating above the ship looking down at it and he could clearly see what Rody was talking about. He then narrowed his perception to the brush covered clearing a short distance away. At the same time Laurel was pushing past Jake's perceptions and distracted attention as she concentrated on creating a bubble of energy around the ship that would create a weightless condition. She pushed hard and Jake visibly cringed as energy was pulled directly through him to augment the energy Laurel needed to accomplish her intention. The ship then rocked slightly and began to rise steadily and the crashing of branches could be heard outside the ship as the debris the ship had been resting on was released and cascaded to the ground.

Jake provided the view ahead as Laurel provided the guiding effort and the ship very gently floated from its high perch and began to drift toward the clearing. The captain stood up as the remaining debris slid off the canopy and he could see that they were drifting directly toward the clearing and he grinned and looked at Rody.

"You're a damn genius Hammer! They're actually doing it!" The captain said softly so as not to distract Laurel and Jake from their exerted efforts.

"I just thought to myself, what would Mark do in this situation then it struck me how much he loved those kids. He would've used their gifts to get them to safety. That's exactly what I did."

The captain sat back down and grinned at Rody.

"He was absolutely crazy about these kids, especially little Korica. He had a real soft spot for her."

"Something I think you can identify with sir?"

"I won't deny that she's cast a spell on me that I can't break."

"She is a sweet girl with a hell of head on her shoulders."

"She has brilliant potential that I don't think she's tapped into yet. I want her around when that day comes. She and her young husband could resolve situations like this just as easily."

The ship began to descend to the forest floor in the relative clearing and lieutenant Kendall tried the landing gear and luckily she got a proper response from the system. The outer doors opened and the gear extended and locked into the deployed position and the indicator lit 3 greens indicating the gear were down and locked. The ship slowly descended and settled down on the landing gear, crushing the brush beneath the ship with virtually no noise that could be discerned from within the ship. Laurel and Jake then withdrew their influence on the ship and everyone felt the ambient gravity washing over them. Laurel and Jake pulled their foreheads apart and withdrew into their own minds and waited for the mental fog to wear off and then they opened their eyes and took several deep breaths until their pulse rate returned to normal. Jake leaned forward and kissed Laurel then they moved apart and leaned back on their hands and looked forward.

"How'd we do sir?" Laurel asked.

"You did a fantastic job Laurel. It was like floating on a cloud for the short ride here. You took us right where we needed to be." The captain looked at the lieutenants. "Try the cargo hatch? Let's see if it was damaged?"

They nodded and lieutenant Kendall reached out and pressed the button to open the cargo hatch and it immediately scissored open. Everyone got to their feet and walked over by Laurel and Jake, who were now looking right down to the ground from the open hatch right next to them. There was thick brush all around but it was a few feet below the bottom of the ship and a warm humid breeze was drifting into the ship, washing away the cool air supplied by the onboard air handing system. Laurel and Jake got to their feet and Rody touched the command to extend the cargo ramp and it slowly extended and crept the last few inches to the fully extended position, then main power went offline altogether and everyone could sense the subtle hum coming from the ship winding down to be replaced by an eerie blank silence. Everyone pulled their weapons and powered them up and began to make their way down the ramp.

The brush was bright green, yellow, and a surprising blood red color all intermixed and growing within the branches of one another so one couldn't tell one plant from the next. It just looked like a kaleidoscope of bushes all made of the same plant growing everywhere with bristly leaves of green with sharp points all around the perimeter of the leaves and yellow leaves that were small and perfectly round and red leaves and branches, the leafs of which were triangular for the most part with a spike like point at each point of the triangular shaped leafs that begged to scratch the skin and clothing. They waded a short distance from the ship and looked around and they found they were surrounded by a thick tree line with the exception being in the direction the ship had been levitated from. There was a clear descending path from the top of the tree canopy in the distance to a point where a considerable chunk of canopy was conspicuously smashed away and cleared out with only jagged branch points pointing toward the clear area of canopy where the ship had been resting in the multi pronged crotch of one tree in particular.

"Hammer, break out the subspace beacon package." The captain said. "We need to be able to punch out a message to alert the Future where we are if and when they get anywhere close to here in their search for us. I also want to know if we have unexpected guests popping in to have a look at us."

"The search isn't going to be initiated for a few days, right?" Laurel asked.

"That's right. I tried to set aside enough time for us to make an extended stay if things turned out to be more complicated than expected."

"I hope we get the ship fixed before then."

"We didn't exactly bring the tools necessary to gut the ship and repair its power core," Rody said. "If it's a deep issue we might be here until we're found."

Laurel sighed and nodded. She then plucked her hand held sensor from where it was hanging on her holster and she activated it and began scanning the area. The dense forest all around them was deflecting the scans, but she was able to scan half a mile in most directions. There were indications of unknown life forms moving about but none that would indicate advanced hominoid life forms. She knew if they wanted to get deeper readings they were going to have to journey out on foot and take scans that would reach out further beyond the trees and jungle.

"I don't see indications of anything dangerous, but I can't scan very far because of how thick the forest is," Laurel said.

"We're going to need to recon our environment to insure we aren't in the middle of someone's perceived territory," The captain said. "I don't like the idea of leaving the ship unattended, but with main power offline I don't see any way of securing the ship."

"I think I can help with that sir," Rody said. "I brought some equipment for setting up a perimeter defense that will alert us to anything coming close. If needs be it can be armed as well. I can also set up a specialized piece of gear that'll stun anyone or anything popping their head up into the cabin of the ship."

"Go ahead and set up a perimeter alert but leave it unarmed for now. I don't want to unintentionally kill anyone for exploring the sights and sounds of our landing. Go ahead and set up what you feel necessary to keep an intruder from entering the ship too."

"I'll get right on it sir."

Rody turned and headed back up the cargo ramp and Laurel walked over to Jake and continued her scans. The lieutenants seemed more content admiring their surroundings visually rather than electronically, but they kept their weapons in their hands just the same. Laurel's scans did reveal a few animals large enough to represent a creature capable of providing a source of meat, yet small enough to be easy prey. There were small creatures in the treetops that appeared to be birds or similar creatures and dozens of small animals on the forest floor in every direction. They seemed to be foraging in groups in order to alert one another to dangers and possible good foraging areas. The captain began taking scans himself as he slowly moved closer to Laurel and Jake. He then put a hand on Jake's shoulder as he looked at Laurel's sensor.

"Doesn't look like anything that'll eat us is wandering around out there. What are you sensing?"

Laurel looked up at him and grinned.

"You mean without using these modified detranomes?"

"Yes, but those hand held sensors are as far from a detranome as your sidearm is from a revolver."

"Yes sir," Laurel said with a smile. "I know our electronics engineers are brilliant at reverse engineering and improving what they get their hands on."

"The design specs for these sensors were readily accessible in the new data core. There are some devices the elder race wanted us to have access to, others they want us to figure out how to construct on our own. They put the ideas out there and leave us to figure how to build things without a blueprint to go by."

"I know, that's a frustrating aspect of the information contained in the new data core."

"I know this is going to sound like a contradiction sir but, I sense that we aren't safe but we aren't in danger," Jake said. "I don't think anyone is going to be killed but the possibility still exists."

"That is a little confusing."

"I'm sorry sir. My senses are heightened since tapping into my precognitive abilities earlier but like I said, I'm sensing possible eventualities all jumbled up and somewhere in there is what's actually going to happen. Deciphering between what's going to happen in the near term and what's going to happen in the long term isn't always crystal clear. I do know for the moment, we aren't in immediate danger."

"I hope in time you'll learn how to interpret this amazing gift of yours a little clearer."

"I will sir. Now maybe you understand why I don't mess with this sense very often. I can get things wrong by interpreting the wrong eventuality as what's going to happen."

"I can understand that son, but by tuning into this sense more often you may gain better control of it or at least a better understanding of what you're sensing."

"Yes sir. It just leads to my mind being preoccupied with all the sensory information flooding into my mind all the time."

"I can understand how that must be taxing. I think you and Laurel need to spend a considerable amount of time at the advanced ability-training center when we get it operational. We need to help you hone those gifts of yours."

"Yes sir. I'll try to put 'em to good use for you while we're stranded here."

"I know you will," The captain said patting Jake's shoulder lightly. "I can always depend on you two and you have no idea how valuable that is to me. What do you two think about scouting the area?"

"We think it's a real good idea sir," Laurel replied.

"As much as it pains me to say," Jake said. "I think you should split Laurel and I up on two different teams. Our heightened senses would be better put to use of we're on separate teams."

"I agree, it's refreshing to hear you suggest that strategy knowing how much you two need to be close to one another."

"We can be separated for a day or so before things get really bad. We just don't like it cause the separation anxiety kicks in pretty quickly after leaving proximity to one another."

Rody emerged from the ship with a small crate in his arms and he walked to the bottom of the cargo ramp and looked at Jake and nodded for him to come over to him. Jake raised his chin in acknowledgment and kissed Laurel's cheek and walked over to Rody where he had set the crate down and was opening it. Rody pulled out a round device the size of a diner plate and he handed it to Jake, then retrieved another and handed it to Jake too.

"Take these to the tree line and set 'em up a few feet from the tree bases where they won't get stepped on. Spread 'em out about fifty feet apart then come get more and keep doing that until we get a line of 'em encircling the clearing."

"Got it." Jake said then turned and headed straight for the tree line while Rody headed in the opposite direction with a pair of sensors in his hands.

Jake waded through the dense brush until he reached the tree line and he chose a tree at random and set the first sensor on the ground and pressed the button with a circle and a slash half way through it and a small display came to life. It read 'armed mode' and 'sentry mode'. Jake touched the 'sentry mode' and the device confirmed sentry mode activated and the display then faded away. Jake then walked 50 feet along the edge of the tree line and set the final device in the same manner and then waded through the brush back to the ship where the crate was sitting with its lid open. There was a whole array of devices in the crate that Jake didn't particularly recognize, but he saw the sensor relays neatly stacked on their sides and he retrieved 2 more devices and headed back toward the tree line and set them up as he had done with the others.

Rody and Jake made a further 6 trips to the tree line, then met up at the same tree and Rody smiled and gestured to the tree they were both standing at the base of, and Jake set the sensor relay in has hand and the two headed back to the ship. They stowed the remaining sensors and Rody retrieved a signal receiver and he turned it on and tuned it into the frequency of his cranial transceiver and then he slipped the receiver into his tactical vest.

"We'll know if anyone or anything comes close to the tree line."

"Would a person have to pass by the sensor to set it off?"

"No. The sensors can detect life signs and movements omni directionally for about thirty meters depending on terrain and obstacles."

"Is there actually explosives in the sensors?"

"I can't discuss the particulars of how the devices are constructed. As long as you set them correctly, no one will get hurt."

"I chose sentry mode for all the ones I set."

"Good. I'll get an alert if anything comes close."

Jake nodded and Laurel stepped up to him and leaned against him lightly as they absorbed the internal energy from one another relieving the minor anxiety that was just barely beginning to build within them. Jake kissed her cheek and grinned at her.

"Perimeter defense is set. Hammer will get an alert if anything comes close."

"Won't we set the sensors off too?"

"Yes. They can be programmed to ignore certain bio signs but movement is movement. If you get close, the sensors will still be tripped."

"That's going to be a little inconvenient when we need to visit the cover of the trees to relieve ourselves." Laurel said.

"Let me know when you're heading off to take care of business and I'll ignore the alert when it happens. We just can't have people or animals sneaking up on us Laurel."

"I can understand the need for the sensors, I was just¦griping about my own discomfort I guess."

"I can understand that."

The captain called everyone over to the ship where Rody, Laurel, and Jake were standing. When everyone was gathered the captain addressed everyone.

"I want to get a clear picture of our surroundings so I'm going to break us up into teams. Laurel, you're with me. Jake, you're with lieutenant Kendall. Hammer, you're with lieutenant Mariscol. I want a one-mile scan completed from your final location. We're going to head off to the north, south, and west. I want each team to scout for a distance of three miles from here. Try to be back by sundown. If for any reason you don't think you can make it back before nightfall, take to the trees for safeties sake. I don't want you camping on the ground since we have no idea what kind of predatory animals exist here. Are there any questions?"

No one said a word so the captain nodded and looked at Rody.

"Will you issue machetes to everyone to clear the vegetation?"

"Yes sir. I'll get the survival packs to too. I can pack a high hide set in each pack to winch ourselves up into the trees if we have to."

"Good man."

Rody turned and headed back up into the ship and the assigned teams gathered next to one another and waited quietly until Rody strolled down the cargo ramp with a pile of survival packs in his arms. Everyone stepped forward and collected a pack each and put them on their backs and snapped the waist buckle closed to secure them to their bodies.

"If any of you should happen upon indigenous inhabitants and you can avoid it, don't attempt to make contact. Just observe where they appear to be going and coming from and move on after they depart your area. Good luck and stay alert everyone. Let's head out."

Everyone engaged their hand held sensor units and took different directions heading off across the clearing, quickly disappearing into the thick jungle. Captain Alexan took point cutting a path for him and Laurel and they slowly proceeded for 20 minutes until they reached a region that was considerably thinner in undergrowth as the canopy thickened so densely that it shadowed almost all sunlight from reaching the ground. The air was heavy with humidity and the temperature was hovering around 30C making it feel sticky while sapping a great deal of moisture from the body as they sweat to keep cool. As Laurel continued to take constant scans she walked alongside the captain and a nagging question seemed to need answering to her without probing the captain's mind.

"Sir, can I ask you something?"

"Sure, what's on your mind Laurel?" The captain said in heavy breaths.

"Why did you dismiss colonel Madge on the station before he got to see Korica and Tamaric?"

The captain stopped chopping and leaned against a large tree as he caught his breath and Laurel lowered her scanner and stepped into the shade next to the captain and she unfastened her survival pack and slid it off her back and opened it and retrieved her water ration and took a drink after dropping her pack to the ground, then she handed it to the captain and he took it gratefully and took a long drink then handed it back to Laurel as he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand holding his machete dangling toward the ground. The captain jabbed his machete into the soft soil at his feet and looked around for a moment as he caught his breath. When his breathing had slowed to closer to normal, he looked at Laurel.

"I thought it would've been obvious? I didn't want them confessing to what they were involved in under duress. The colonel's presence could've represented just that. He can be a little intense at times. I had a gut feeling I would feel the need to speak from the heart too and I couldn't do that with colonel Madge present."

"So you were thinking of Korica and Tamaric?"

"Yes."

"But you still want them assessed by colonel Madge?"

"I'm convinced they have the tools necessary to get the job done and they aren't overwhelmed by the enormity of the task at hand. Colonel Madge needs to make sure for himself. His role is absolutely crucial to smooth operations on the Future and I don't have the authority to refuse his request to accompany us to the station to assess Korica and Tamaric's state of mind. I just¦differed his duty until I met with them first."

"Well I'm glad you made the meeting so personal for Korica and Tamaric. They need to know how much you care about them and how proud of them you are. Thank you for being a little devious in accomplishing that."

"You're welcome Laurel. I know as a mother you're always going to be concerned about how your daughter is treated. You've got nothing to worry about when it comes to how I deal with her and her husband."

"Yes sir. I know that for sure now¦not that I doubted it much in the first place. I know how you feel about Jake and I and Korica has an even deeper place in your heart."

"I don't know about all that," The captain said as he pushed off from the tree he had been leaning against. "I think you four have an equal place in my heart. I just want to insure that poor thing has every opportunity possible to have the happy life she deserves given what absolute misery was dished out to her at such a tender age."

Laurel hung her sensor on her holster belt, re-secured her survival pack on her back after dropping her water ration in the pack, and she raised her machete and took a step toward the path they were on and she looked at the captain and grinned.

"That's the same thing I thought when I first laid eyes on her. She just stole my heart and I instantly fell in love with her. I shudder to think what her life would be like if Mark hadn't of taken us in to rescue all those poor girls being abused like they were."

Laurel then took a few steps forward and slashed at the thick brush on the path and the captain took out his hand held sensor and resumed the scanning as they pushed on with Laurel now taking point. Laurel and captain Alexan pushed on for a further 3 hours, finally making it to a path that was surprisingly free of brush and vegetation requiring hacking to get through, and it struck Laurel that it almost seemed like they were on an ancient footpath, or seldom used game trail.

As the trail widened out at the base of a tall, oddly shaped, mound with trees and brush growing up its flanks, Laurel stopped and looked around briefly and the captain stepped up next to her and stared at her for a moment.

"You sensing something?"

"No sir. It's just¦this mound has an odd symmetry to it."

Laurel stabbed her machete into its scabbard on her left hip and she unhooked her hand held sensor and she scanned the mound and reached out and increased the scan penetration to near maximum depth and she faced directly at the mound and the screen began to show a deeper structure beneath many feet of soil and dead vegetation. It now looked very familiar and she slowly looked at the captain.

"It's an artificial structure sir. This mound is a ziggurat covered by meters and meters of debris. The top is completely flat and the sides are at a perfect thirty three degree angle on every side, you just can't see it anymore cause of all the debris that's built up over the centuries."

The captain stepped closer and looked at Laurel's scanner and his eyes opened a little wider and then he looked up toward the peak of the mound.

"I wonder how old this thing is?"

"Based on the amount of debris covering it, I would guess at least ten thousand years¦probably older though. It would take some time for debris to begin piling up."

"You think it warrants exploring closer?"

"Not if you're thinking of going inside it? The internal structure is likely extremely unstable if it's as old as I'm guessing it to be. It means there's intelligent life on this planet, or at least there was at one time. You know, we could be in the middle of the equivalent of the South American jungle where the Inca lived. There are incredibly ancient ruins there."

The captain nodded slowly a few times as he continued to look up at the top of the mound then he looked at Laurel.

"If this is the middle of the rain forest in an abandoned city, that could actually be a good thing. We wont be running into any modern residents. I would just assume keep our presence on this planet quiet until we can get the ship repaired or the Future finds us. How far have we scouted?"

Laurel read the information on her scanner and then looked at the captain.

"Two point eight miles sir. The scans are able to reach another three miles with the rise in elevation we've covered."

"Mission accomplished then. Let's head back before we lose the daylight. I really don't want to spend the night hanging from a tree like a meat bag."

"Agreed. Things on the ground might not be able to reach us, but I've see indications of flying animals on this planet. Who knows how dangerous they might be."

The pair turned around and began heading back on the trail they had cleared to the ship

Jake's selected path was considerably easier once he and lieutenant Kendall made it a few hundred yards from the clearing where the ship was sitting. They began to descend into a dry creek bed strewn with round boulders, some as big as a house and others of a size that can be climbed on and over with a bed of smaller water worn pebbles and rocks of varying colors and shapes scattered about. They began to see a pattern to the trees growth around them and as they looked back toward the direction of the ship they began to understand why the clearing existed in the first place. Jake stopped and put his hands on his hips and let out a 'humph'. Lieutenant Kendall looked at the pattern of bent and broken trees that had healed and continued to grow in new directions and she nodded.

"I see the pattern," Lieutenant Kendall said. "A tornado created the clearing and it traveled right up this creek."

"It looks like it happened a long time ago, but it tells us this part of the forest experiences really unstable weather from time to time. Let's hope the monsoon season doesn't kick in while we're here," Jake said. "This creek could fill up real fast and flood its banks. The clearing would be underwater in a hurry."

"The ship would act as a lifeboat. If it can survive the vacuum of space and survive that hard landing, I'm pretty confident that it could survive being floated for a little while."

Jake looked at the lieutenant and shook his head.

"Unless the flow was deep enough and hard enough to wash us into the trees. We could end up on our side jammed into the branches of a tree. We would be thrown around in the cabin like clothes in a washing machine too with no power to run the gravity plating and inertial dampers."

"Not with you and Laurel around. You've got those amazing abilities of yours to keep us out of the tumbler."

Jake smiled and nodded.

"That's true. I tend to forget about us being the solution to imminent danger like that."

Lieutenant Kendall grinned at him and they both turned and continued on their path, being careful not to twist an ankle on the almost perfectly round rocks and boulders as they pressed on. They peered at their sensors from time to time to make sure they remained on a due west course as much as possible and it eventually took them out of the creek bed as the creek curved to the southwest. After a long period of not saying anything to one another, lieutenant Kendall glanced at Jake and then looked at the path ahead through the trees and she decided to engage this amazingly handsome young man in some conversation.

"How are doing Jake?"

"I'm doing fine ma'am. This pace isn't exerting to me."

"That's not what I meant. I meant how are you doing being away from Laurel?"

"Oh, I'm ok so far. I miss her, but it's just an itch I can't scratch at this point."

"Can you tell what she's thinking right now?"

"No. We're too far apart for that. I would have to actively seek her out to establish that kind of connection with her. I can only tell that she's alive, she isn't experiencing any intense emotions at the moment and that's about it."

"I thought you two exist as one person though?"

"We do. When we're apart it's more of a physiological connection than mental. Our immune systems are tied together and her spark of life is beating with every beat of my heart. It's the same for her."

"You mean a piece of her soul is in your heart?"

"I guess you could look at it that way. Our essences merged for a time and piece of my spark of life was burned into her and the same thing happened to me. We get sick when we're separated because our immune systems fail making our organs begin to shutdown. We have to be in close proximity for a few minutes every couple hours to stop that from happening."

"I wish I understood that merging of essences you talked about. That must an incredible experience."

"It's Earth shattering. I just can't quite put it into words. Anything you say to describe it pales compared to the actual feeling of it."

"I think it's special that it happens while making love. It speaks to the special connection we all feel when we give ourselves to another person like that."

"Laurel and I actually became paired before we ever became physically involved like that."

"I remember reading about that. The elder race thought that kind of thing was extremely rare?"

"Most of 'em had never heard of it happening to a couple as young as we were. It's exceedingly rare, I think it means other Human beings might be capable of it too."

They rounded the corner of small mound of grass covered soil and they found another much larger dry streambed and they stopped and took some readings, then continued over the grassy mound and down into the wide streambed. They proceeded down the sand and rock covered streambed at a much easier and quicker pace. Lieutenant Kendall then indulged more of her curiosity.

"Let me ask you this, can you¦sense if a person is capable of becoming paired?"

"Not exactly. We can sense if a person has the kind of energy we exhibit dwelling within them, but that doesn't mean they can become paired. To really be able to tell we have to commit to the deep sharing with them. It's very intimate and personally revealing. We haven't done it with very many people because of that fact."

The lieutenant stopped and bent over, putting her hands on her knees as she breathed deeply for a few moments then she stood up straight and looked right into Jake's mesmerizing emerald green eyes.

"Would you be willing to commit to this deep sharing with me? I'm dying to know if I'm capable of having the kind of relationship you two have."

Jake straightened his back and took a small step back as he read lieutenant Kendall's deeper feelings. He didn't sense an underlying intention to become intimate with him, he suspected she had no idea just how personal the experience is. After a few moments of absorbing the lieutenant's feelings he recognized the subtle tingling glow of advanced abilities lurking in her, nothing close to his own, but definitely there.

"I can tell you're gifted, but I'm not going to commit to something that intimate right here, right now, and not without Laurel present."

"I can certainly understand that. I'm not asking you to do it right this minute. I'm just asking if you and Laurel would help me find out if I can achieve a pairing."

"I'll talk to her about it, but don't get hurt feelings if she doesn't like the idea."

"I'm not asking you two to hook up with me¦I'm not into that kind of thing. I just¦"

"I'm reading your feelings ma'am. I know where your intentions are coming from."

"So you know what I'm thinking?"

"To an extent. I'm new to your emotions so it'll take time to actually interpret what you're thinking accurately. I just know I'm not sensing lust or anything like that when you look at me. It's more¦admiration¦and curiosity. Inward curiosity about yourself more than about me. I think you're intensely curious about your own state of being. You want to feel so connected to another person that you can't survive without them. You want to know what that's like."

"See, you can tell what I'm thinking."

"You should know that there are some pretty serious drawbacks to becoming paired."

"Drawbacks? How could something so incredible have drawbacks?"

Jake flicked his head down the streambed and lieutenant Kendall nodded and they resumed their course and began taking more scans as they walked.

"You going to explain what you meant by drawbacks?" The lieutenant pressed without looking away from her sensor.

"Well, have you heard that a paired couple are bonded to one another in life and death?"

"Yeah, I've heard that, but I thought it was sort of an expression, like a marriage vow but with an even deeper meaning."

"Did you watch the post stasis briefing at all?"

Lieutenant Kendall looked at him funny for a moment then she looked at her sensor with an embarrassed look replacing the funny look she had given Jake.

"I've watched select elements at least a dozen times. Do you know how long the level three civilian corps briefing is?"

"No."

"Just under four hours long. I watched it in it's entirely once, but I don't remember everything that was presented."

"So¦what parts did you watch over a dozen times?"

"The details of your and Laurel's interactions, the specific vid clips of your growing relationship with Korica, and the mission records of your creation of a living ship consisting of the consciousness of all three of you combined. The Angalon¦what a beautiful homage to your names and a ship that's hard to believe. Capable of carrying fifty thousand people to our galaxy to begin a new colony of elder race with Earth being the first port of call."

"Well you obviously missed some key details in all that. I know it's a long convoluted story, but everything you're asking me was in there. When you become paired with someone like Laurel and I are if one of you dies, the other will follow in a day or so."

Lieutenant Kendall looked at him and lowered her hand held sensor and reached over and took hold of his arm to stop him. Jake stopped and faced her.

"I don't remember hearing that part."

"If we stay apart for too long we'll die too. Human physiology is different from anything the elder race have ever seen before and they don't know how to eliminate the systemic interdependency we have on one another. They have something called a long distance reconfirmation of the bond that stops that kind of thing from happening to them, but we don't know how to perform it, or if it's even possible for a Human to accomplish it in the first place."

"Whoa, I missed that detail too."

"I'm not sure if that was included in the briefing but it's a fact. The other draw back is losing your solitude forever. You exist in your mind by yourself right now, if you become paired, that's gone forever. You'll never again know complete silence and solitude. A part of Laurel is always in my mind. I can hear her whisper in the back of my mind all the time. They're louder and clearer when we're close together, but they're always there unless I quiet my mind and then the separation symptoms start to build just like if we were separated by a long distance. Even in that state I can feel her inside me though, so I'm still not really alone. Then there's the complete sacrifice of everything I am and know. It takes an unbelievable level of trust and openness to allow someone in without reservation or hesitation. It's a key element for a pairing to take place."

"So you can't keep any secrets from her?"

"You can guard certain things in a deep area of your mind, but if your partner wants access to it you can't stop them from getting at it. It takes an amazing amount of respect for your partner not to push into such an area. I don't keep an area like that in my mind but Laurel does. She's let me in so I would understand what she doesn't want me experiencing about her and now I just leave that part of her mind alone. There are some deep insecurities and things she doesn't like thinking about and they're all in that area of her deepest mind. It's things that define the person she is, but the things that define us aren't always things we're proud of or like thinking about. Are you ready for someone to experience every single action and event you've ever experienced in your life and every feeling that defines who you are? Most people aren't."

"I'm not completely sure about that point. How did you open up like you did?"

"We were young. We didn't have a lot of life experiences at the time and we really didn't know just how¦personal and revealing a pairing would be. I loved her so completely and so deeply that I just gave in and let her access every part of me and she kind of did the same thing. She kept certain aspects of her person hidden from me and it stopped our pairing from progressing and becoming truly stabile. Once she let her guard down, things evolved quickly and our pairing stabilized."

"I'm not sure I understand what you mean by your pairing becoming stabile?"

"It's a little hard to explain. There's a tremendous amount of confusion while you try to get used to the sensory information from two people coming into your mind all the time and the vast array of emotional states that you experience simultaneously with your partner. Your sense of self is different because self now constitutes two people in one. You're two people living and thinking as one. That's part of being paired that I'm still trying to get my head around. Trust me, there are serious drawbacks despite the wonderful existence I now enjoy with Laurel. I wouldn't give up what we have but it isn't a cakewalk either. Then you have to account for suddenly channeling each other's gifts. Now I have to learn how to control gifts that don't originate in me but I have at my disposal. That particular issue is giving Korica and Tamaric some considerable challenges."

"Wow. I guess I hadn't thought about all that. Isn't it different for them because Korica isn't Human?"

"Kind of. Her species is a little more¦energetic than Humans are. That's hard for Tamaric to get used to since their bodies synchronize as their pairing stabilizes. Her higher metabolism can stress Tamaric's body as it tries to keep up with hers. The emotional aspect is exactly like what Laurel and I are experiencing though. In that respect Korica is just like us. We experience the same range of emotions though hers can be a little more intense. She experiences emotions from a deeper place and with more intensity because of that fact."

"I guess I need to think about whether I'm prepared to open up to another person so completely before becoming paired. I still want to know if I'm capable of such an incredible thing in the first place though."

"Like I said, I'll talk to Laurel about committing to the deep sharing with you."

"Thank you Jake. I'll understand if you two don't want to commit to something so personal with me."

"We hardly know you, but you'll feel like you've known us for your whole life if we do decide to do it. There's a lingering afterglow of the person you engage in the deep sharing with that sticks with you. It never completely goes away, but the intensity of the experience itself fades over time."

Lieutenant Kendall nodded slowly and Jake could sense that she didn't understand at all. It was an experience that just couldn't be put into words correctly to prepare someone for the true magnitude of how intense and intimate it truly is. Jake again nodded toward the trail ahead and lieutenant Kendall lifted her sensor and took point, they pushed on until due west once again took them out of the streambed and up a densely tree covered rise that was soft underfoot and took them to a point where they were looking over a steep hillside that gave a bird's eye view of a valley below them that was shrouded in a warm air inversion that left it blanketed in fog and beyond the fog bank was a long tree covered hill that rose into yet another higher fog bank and beyond that was a mountain range that poked above the middle layer fog bank and looked to rise two thousand feet in elevation.

The pair stood in amazement at the stunning and somewhat eerie view and then they took deep readings that revealed a fourteen-mile scan result. There were no indications of structures present, but some formations looked surprisingly regular, too regular to be natural formations. There were literally thousands of life signs detected but all came back as 'life form unknown' and a few were quite large. Estimates were coming back at 60 kilos for some creatures and they were quadruped in form. Jake and lieutenant Kendall stood very quietly and they could discern the strange sounds of animals making calls, the likes of which they had never heard before and some were quite deep and carried heavily on the slight breeze blowing up from the valley below them.

"I think we have enough scan data to more than satisfy the captain's specifications," Jake finally said. "Let's head back before it starts to get dark on us. I'm enjoying your company, but I really don't want to spend the night hanging in a tree with you."

Lieutenant Kendall laughed lightly then nodded and they turned and began heading back. They took a slightly different path heading back and it was easy going until they got to flat ground and as they approached a fairly tree free small clearing, Jake had an image flash into his mind and he knew he was experience a distinctly clear precognitive vision. He saw lieutenant Kendall walking in front of him by a few yards and she simply disappeared through a round opening that opened up right below her feet. A 5 meter hole opened up and Jake distinctly heard lieutenant Kendall scream and her scream faded and echoed like being in a cave then Jake heard a deep and distant splash. He saw his arm reaching out toward to her but she fell into the hole so quickly that he wasn't able to grab her before she slipped out of sight and then he heard the ground cracking all around him and he shook his head to ward off the grizzly sights and sounds and he put his hand out as lieutenant Kendall was about to walk past him while staring at her hand held sensor. Jake's hand gently smacked against lieutenant Kendall's stomach, and she looked at his hand and then looked around quickly and took a small step back.

"What, what? Did you hear something? Are you sensing something?"

"I just saw you fall into a cenote."

Lieutenant Kendall looked at him and furrowed her brow heavily for a moment then her expression turned to one of almost terror.

"You saw the future?"

"Yes. When danger is present I sometimes get real clear sights and sounds in my mind. Sights and sounds that haven't happened yet, but are about to."

Lieutenant Kendall looked around and then she looked at Jake as he looked at his hand on her stomach and he yanked his hand back quickly. He looked around and saw a rather sizable branch that was almost a meter long and he hooked his sensor on his holster belt and he stepped over to the branch and picked it up with a grunt and he lobbed it out in front of them and it hit with an odd soft cracking thud and it lodged into the ground by a few inches and rocked a bit then just lay there, and then the ground beneath it gave way and a large 3 meter hole opened up and they heard a deep and distant kersploosh when the branch and ground debris hit a pool of water deep under ground. Lieutenant Kendall swallowed hard and stepped closer to Jake as they both stared at the hole in the ground.

"Thank you for not letting me fall into that hole. It sounded like it's really deep."

"You're welcome. It's not the fall that would get you, it's the sudden stop at the bottom."

Lieutenant Kendall looked at him and laughed lightly, then she surprised him when she leaned over and kissed his cheek. Jake put his hand on his cheek and grinned at her.

"That's for being my new hero, not that you weren't already."

"So I was reading that right. You don't¦want me in an inappropriate way, but you admire me like you would someone you love?"

"Yeah, You and Laurel both. I'm in love with your love story. I want that for myself."

"The last time someone said that to us they fell in love with a boy in stasis and ended up paired with him." Jake said with a smile.

"Korica said that?"

"Yeah. We committed to the deep sharing with her and let it go way deeper than it should've and she experienced every aspect of the love Laurel and I have for one another first hand and she fell in love with the feeling. She said she wanted that kind of love for herself and she ended up getting just that."

"Well here's hoping luck like that can strike twice."

"If we engage in the deep sharing with you, we won't be taking it as deep as we did with Korica. It leads to some really confused feelings for everyone involved. We've learned better since we experimented with Korica."

Lieutenant Kendall nodded and Jake led the way around the cenote, following the tree line around the small clearing, walking gently as they did so. When they got to the other side, never taking their eyes off the opening at the center of the cenote, they pressed on. As they walked up the new path they were blazing it crossed Jake's mind that lieutenant Kendall was behaving like someone much younger than she appeared to be and he wondered just how old she was before entering stasis. He decided to inquire since he might be getting to know her significantly more intimately.

"Lieutenant Kendall?"

"Catty. You can call me by my first name if you want."

"Okay Catty. Can I ask you how old you were when you left Earth?"

"Why? How old do you think I am?"

"I could probe and find out for certain, but that's rude to probe someone like that without permission. If I had to guess¦twenty-six or seven maybe?"

"You're pretty close. I was twenty when we left Earth."

Jake looked at her in surprise and he looked her up and down and then he grinned and looked forward.

"How did you make lieutenant at such a young age?"

Catty laughed and shook her head.

"I wasn't a lieutenant when I went under. That came after being revived and having my neural suggestion training updated. I took the lieutenant's exam and passed with some of the highest scores to that point. I was field promoted and granted a position in the pilot training program with my new duty station being the bridge of the Future, with scout and advanced mission duties as a priority. That's how I ended up on this mission."

"That sure explains a few things."

Catty furrowed her brow and looked at Jake squarely.

"Like what?"

"You just act a little more like someone your true age, not the age you appear to be."

"You know the same could be said of you and Laurel."

"I know. We're way younger than we appear to be."

"I won't hold it against you. You were cute when you were younger and now Laurel has a serious hunk on her hands. I'm sure she's happy as heck to have you looking like you do now?"

"She's pretty stoked and so am I about how she looks. She's always been stunning but now she's shockingly beautiful."

"I'll have to admit that I've never seen a girl as pretty as her. She's got this oh my gosh prettiness about her. You can't help but say that when you see her."

"That's it exactly."

They both laughed lightly and made the rest of the long walk in virtual silence as they began to see more and more animals on their sensors and didn't want to attract any attention by talking.

For Rody and lieutenant Mariscol the path they chose was considerably more arduous and what Rody experienced was interesting to say the least. They headed back in the direction the ship landed from, making their way around the direct path through the trees since there was an incredible amount of debris on the ground and hanging in the canopy. They didn't want to have a branch come down on their heads or have to climb over all the jagged shattered branches lying on the ground in piled up bunches. Once beyond the damage in the trees, they had to make a very difficult ascent up a litter strewn hillside for almost a Â¼ mile, hacking and slashing at the dense vegetation the whole way. They would take momentary scans to make sure they were progressing in the right direction then both of them went back to hacking and slashing.

They managed to reached the summit of the hill they were slowly chopping a path up only to find a small ravine with yet another hillside to climb, but the vegetation was much more sparse making for an easier climb. Another Â½ mile climb led them to a plateau that was still densely forested, but the undergrowth was such that only occasional hacks were needed to clear a decent path. Rody let lieutenant Mariscol take lead while he took scans and he didn't fail to notice that she had an amazing figure. He watched her tight rump as she walked and he liked her square and muscular but feminine shoulders. She was very beautiful making the whole package come together nicely and he liked watching her 6 so he could watch her 6 as she moved.

As they reached the 1-mile mark, lieutenant Mariscol stopped and leaned against a solid tree with fascinating red hued bark and perfectly round leaves up in its higher branches where the sunlight still reached. She unfastened her survival pack and slid it off her back and slung it on the ground at her feet. She squatted down and opened her pack and pulled out her water ration and she looked up at Rody as she opened it and took a long drink. She slowly stood up and watched how Rody was watching her and it confirmed what she was sensing from for the last hour. She took another sip from her water ration then sealed it and dropped it into her pack sitting between her feet and she tried to read Rody and she sensed that he was deliberately keeping his feelings closed off to her. She grinned and lightly shook her head.

"You know, I know you've been checking me out for the last while. Are you really interested or just admiring the scenery?"

Rody perked up and grinned slightly.

"I'm sorry ma'am. I didn't even consider that you're likely gifted and would sense what I was thinking and looking at. It's been a while; you're a hell of a good-looking woman. I didn't mean to insult you."

"I'm not insulted, just wondering where you wanted things to go? Or are you on the other team?"

"Oh hell no! I'm not gay. I like women alright, I just don't indulge myself when I'm working."

"So you are interested?"

"I uh¦not right now I'm not."

"I assumed you weren't interested in dropping trow right here in the jungle. I'm not asking you to pick out drapes and carpet either. You're a damn good-looking guy with muscles that go on forever. I'm interested too and I think a little casual recreation could be a lot of fun with a guy like you. I'm kind of flattered that you would take notice of me like that in the first place. You aren't all work and no play are you?"

"No ma'am, I like to play when the time is right. You¦do know how hot you are right?"

"Oh I know I'm not an ugly duckling but I don't know about hot."

"Don't sell yourself short ma'am. You're seriously beautiful."

"You gotta quit calling me ma'am Hammer. You know my name, I would prefer you call me Rachel when we aren't on the ship."

"Alright Rachel."

"Do I rate high enough in your mind to learn your name?"

"Not in the field. I'll always respond to Hammer and I'll know who you're talking to."

"I understand why your team doesn't use proper names, but there isn't going to be anyone out here that's going to recognize you enough to get at your family."

Rody didn't say anything as he glanced at his sensor and slowly turned to the north.

"We've got a long trek ahead of us. We should get moving so we can get back before dark."

Lieutenant Mariscol sighed heavily and Rody looked at her with just a hint of a smile on his face. Lieutenant Mariscol leaned down and closed her pack and picked it up and slung it over her shoulders as she took a step forward and she snapped the waist buckle closed. Rody looked her over and he gestured to her weapon.

"You've unfastened your thumb stay by accident. We can't afford to lose our weapons out here."

Lieutenant Mariscol looked at her weapon and resecured the thumb stay and she shook her weapon to insure it wouldn't come loose. She then looked at Rody and smiled.

"Thanks for noticing that."

"No problem."

"Can we revisit the possibility of having some fun tonight when we get back to the ship?"

"Boy¦you aren't afraid to speak your mind are you?"

"Not at all. I know you're into me and I'm into you. We could both use the release a good roll in the hay would offer."

"We'll see. I can't afford to distract myself by thinking about things like that right now."

"Good enough. How bout you take lead and I'll admire the scenery for a while?"

"I can do that."

Rody turned and lifted his sensor and began walking as Rachel admired him from the rear with a renewed sense of awe. She was pretty sure he would dish out a vigorous sexual experience that she was hopping he would agree to engage in. She wasn't inexperienced but she had never been with a military man like Hammer and she was looking forward to adding him to her favorite memories.

They pressed on across the plateau until the elevation gently rose such that they entered a fog-laden area that made visual navigation difficult as visibility dropped to less than 50 yards. The fog grew thicker as they pressed on to the point that they had to practically walk with their bodies touching so they didn't lose track of one another as they watched their sensor readings. The animals in the forest kept up their noisy pitch and density reassuring them that nothing dangerous was in the area but they were seeing thousands of life signs, some extremely close to their position in the trees and on the ground. They adjusted their course a few times to avoid stepping on small animals but they were able to maintain their northerly direction until they happened upon an area the permitted a 10 mile scan to pop up on their sensors.

Rody gently put his arm out and stopped Rachel and he moved closer and looked at her sensor screen to confirm that she was reading the same thing.

"That'll suffice even though we can't see what we're reading," Rody said.

"Good! Let's head back. This fog is kind of freaky. I would've thought it would get cooler if you get caught up in fog like this, but it's gotten a few degrees warmer."

"That's exactly why the fog is here. It's the thermal boundary where warmer air is meeting cooler air."

They both turned around and began the slow trek back to clear and relatively cooler air. They managed to find their way to the clear skies and they picked up the pace. After progressing for some time Rody was relieved when he had to silence his perimeter alert to Human activity. It told him that some of the exploration teams had made it back to the clearing. Since he hadn't heard anything on his cranial transceiver aside from the proximity alert he was fairly certain no one had run into trouble yet. By the time Rody and Rachel made it to the area of smashed and broken branches and sunlight pouring through the canopy where the tree tops were missing, Rody had silenced his transceiver alerts enough times to tell him everyone had returned to the clearing and he and Rachel were the last to make it back just as the sun was beginning to set.

They were all exhausted since they had all been awake for almost twenty hours, but they came together at the ship and briefly shared their experience on their separate scouting missions and then Rody set up the subspace beacon so they could punch out a message as soon as the Future was detected by the unique emanations coming from her shield if it was attenuated as it should be during a search and rescue mission. It would take a variable phase induced subspace beacon to detect the particular unique signature that would be emitted.

The lieutenants then went aboard the ship to assess the power levels and they were alarmed that there was barely enough power to run 2 sub processors and main power was still offline. There was no way to run a diagnostic to determine where the major fault lied, so they looked at each other and mentally came to the same conclusion, with an obligatory nod to one another and Catty got up and took her halo off as she climbed down the cargo ramp. Laurel and Jake were standing next to one another as they absorbed the relieving energy from one another to push away the separation anxiety that had set in during their separate scouting missions. Laurel was sensing something from Jake that she couldn't quite put her finger on, but she suspected that lieutenant Kendal did something that took him by surprise and made him a little uncomfortable somehow.

"Laurel? Would you mind taking a look at what's going on with the ship? I know you're a genius with the computers and power systems on the Future, I'm hoping you're as gifted with the Icarus' systems."

Laurel glanced at Jake and she caught a momentary micro expression of discomfort, confirming the vague sense she was feeling from deep within him. Laurel ignored her discovery for the moment and looked at lieutenant Kendall only to catch her casting an odd look at Jake for just a moment.

"The Future's systems are totally different than those on the Icarus. I'd be glad to take look though." Laurel said in a friendly manner.

Laurel and Jake walked toward the cargo ramp and the captain and Rody followed them up into the ship. Lieutenant Kendall looked back at Laurel and handed her the copilot's halo as they walked between the seats to the pilot and copilot's seats. Lieutenant Kendall sat down in the seat behind the copilot's position and Laurel walked past her and sat down next to lieutenant Mariscol. Laurel put the halo in her hand on her head and activated it and she was surprised by the light tasking of her mind compared to the usual experience of jacking into the ship. The HUD was flickering and most of the usual command prompts were missing with primitive data presented and no feedback options available. Laurel was able to discern that main power was offline and reserve power was extremely low. Laurel was able to pull out enough information from the flickering HUD images to deduce that the damage to the power drive was far more serious than anyone had suspected. Laurel sighed lightly and looked at the captain.

"We barely have enough power to keep the lights on and you can forget about the main computer. Something must be wrong with the primary power drive."

"Short of tearing the ship apart can you tell where the problem lies?"

"Not with the onboard systems since virtually nothing is working. Fresh water is still being produced since the evaporator is an isolated system and breathable air is available, though the system is inactive at the moment. The only way I can think of diagnosing the problem is with a detranome. It'll take a while, but it's the only way to look at the major power components without ripping the ship apart."

The captain plopped down in the seat he was standing next to and he sighed heavily.

"I really screwed the pooch this time. Power everything down and let the ship heal what it can uninterrupted. I know you must be tired like the rest of us. We'll get some rest and in the morning if you don't mind I would like you to assist the lieutenants in examining the power drive with detranomes?"

Laurel nodded and lifted the halo off her head and set it on the console and she pressed main power disconnect button and the lighting faded and the light hum from the feeble sub processor computer drives faded away. The captain looked at Rody and nodded once.

"I think it's time to break out the Sigma tents and get us set up for the night."

"Yes sir. I was actually hoping Laurel and Jake could give me a hand with clearing some brush out there to create a clear area to set up camp in."

"I can take care of that," Laurel said. "Clearing some brush should be easy enough."

"You don't need my help?" Jake asked.

"No, I can push down a bunch of bushes without us having to join together."

Jake nodded and stepped back slightly as Laurel stood up. Lieutenant Mariscol lifted her halo off her head and set it on the control console and everyone headed off the ship with Laurel in the lead. Laurel stepped of the ramp and walked a few feet out into the brush and she took 2 deep breaths to calm her mind and body and then she concentrated on her love for Jake and she let the feeling build within her and when she felt it had reached sufficient potential, she put her hand out in front of her and pushed lightly and she felt a rush of energy coursing through her and it felt to her like it streamed from her hands and the brush in front of her simply laid over with a crunching sound and she pushed a little harder and the affect spread out as she moved her hands apart. The brush laid down flat in a semi circle looking like a fan pattern reaching out 30 feet with the brush right at her feet remaining upright, indicating the point of origin of the flattened brush. She then pulled her influence back and the tingling feeling faded away and she blinked hard a few times as the mental fog faded quickly. She looked back at the stunned faces looking at the fan shaped pattern and Jake was the only person not particularly surprised by what Laurel was able to do so easily and so quickly.

"How's that?" Laurel asked looking at Rody.

Rody looked at her and grinned and nodded.

"That'll do nicely. Thanks Laurel."

"Nothing to it." Laurel replied with a smile.

Rody looked at Jake and cocked his head slightly.

"You can do that kind of thing too?"

"If I tried I would likely channel Laurel's gifts to do it. I don't think that kind of ability resides in me naturally, but it does cause I'm paired to Laurel."

"Hmm. Interesting."

Rody turned and headed back up into the ship to gather the camp equipment containers and Jake joined him to lend a hand in carrying the containers and Laurel took the opportunity to confront lieutenant Kendall about what happened between her and Jake.

"Lieutenant Kendall, Can I talk to you in private for a minute?" Laurel asked calmly.

"Sure. Let's take a walk to the edge of the tree line."

Laurel nodded and the 2 headed off calmly as Jake and Rody collected the containers to assemble a campsite. They walked a fair distance from the ship and earshot of everyone and Laurel spoke softly.

"I understand that Jake saved you from falling into that cenote and I assume you expressed your gratitude in a way he wasn't expecting, but I sense something from Jake that I can't quite reconcile without probing his feelings, but I would rather just ask you what happened between you two?"

"I uh¦I kissed his cheek, but it wasn't a flirt or a come on. I did it without really thinking about it. I was just really grateful that he foresaw me falling into that hole and took action to stop it from happening. We struck up a conversation after that when he sensed curiosity and admiration in my feelings. He probed me lightly to see if he sensed advanced abilities in me and he told me that he could feel that I'm gifted. I asked a few questions about the pairing you and him share and I admitted that I'm in love with your love story and the story of your blossoming relationship with Korica. I wanted to know if he could tell me if I'm capable of experiencing a pairing with a man and he said the only way to know for sure would be to commit to the deep sharing with me. When I asked him if he would be willing to do that he was a little¦stunned, thinking I meant right then and there. He said he would never commit to something like that without you present. Once he explained a little about the process I can understand him feeling that way given how much he loves and respects you. He said he would talk to you about it, but he said not to get hurt feelings if you didn't like the idea of engaging in something so intimate with someone you two barely know."

"That would certainly explain what I was sensing from him. I didn't know you had studied us aside from your post stasis briefing?"

"I must have watched key segments a dozen times or more. The level three civilian corps briefing is really long and I don't remember all of it. I swear I did sit and watch the whole thing once, but what I remember most is the incredible facts and images of you two and Korica and that amazing ship you created, the Angalon."

"Well¦we didn't actually create it, we just endowed it with¦life, personality, a spirit if you will. Now that I know what happened, I'll talk to Jake and we might be able to help you find out if you have what it takes inside you. We know Humans are capable of it beyond Jake and I since Tamaric has also experienced a pairing, with Korica."

"I appreciate that you would even consider it. Jake said it's very intimate and personal."

They reached the tree line and Laurel sensed eyes on them and she looked back toward the ship to find Rody aiming a remote in their direction, presumably switching the perimeter sensors to standby mode while Laurel and Catty are on their private walk close enough to set them off repeatedly. Laurel looked at lieutenant Kendall and smiled warmly.

"Thank you for being honest about what happened and what you talked about. I can sense that you think Jake is incredibly handsome but you aren't interested in pursuing him."

"You're welcome Laurel. I would never want to come between two people that share what you and Jake have. Jake is a remarkably good-looking guy, but he's yours. I have way too much respect for you both to pursue him. Besides, I'm not real good with rejection and I know he would shoot me down in a second with a gorgeous woman like you consuming his every thought."

Laurel gave an obligatory laugh though she thought Catty's comments suggested she could easily be interested in Jake if the opportunity presented itself. She was feeling a little threatened for a few moments, until she remembered how Jake felt when he sensed the same thing from guys looking at her with hungry eyes, something Catty wasn't particularly doing.

"We should head back lieutenant Kendall. I want to choose a prime spot for the tent Jake and I'll be sleeping in."

"I don't blame you. You want a private corner where noises won't carry?"

Laurel grinned and she could feel that she was blushing; luckily her tan was still deep enough to cover it up.

"From what I understand when seal the entrance, the Sigma tents are air and sound tight. You could scream at the top of your lungs and no one would hear you if you seal 'em right. They're optically invisible too so you can't see 'em without a particularly sensitive scanner."

They turned and headed toward the ship and lieutenant Kendall looked at Laurel and smiled.

"You know you can call me by my first name Laurel? My name is Catty."

"Alright Catty. Hey, do you have a particular man you're interested in researching a pairing with?"

"Oh there's a guy I have my eye on, but I don't think he knows how serious I want us to be just yet."

"Is he interested in you too?"

"Without a doubt. We've indulged each other in some stress relief from time to time. He told me he's now exclusive to me as his source of tension release. I can tell he likes what I do for him and I sure love what he does for me."

"Are you exclusive to him too?"

"He doesn't know it, but I always have been. I wasn't very old or¦experienced when we left Earth. Chad was my first."

"You gave him your virginity and didn't even tell him?"

"I will when the time is right."

"Jake was my first too."

"I would kind of hope so since you were twelve when you boarded the Future."

"I guess that was kind of a dumb confession given that fact."

"Nah, I think it's sweet that you two found each other at such a young age and found the one true love for a lifetime. The fact that you were practically children at the time makes it that much more special. It wasn't dumb by any stretch of the imagination, kids experiment at younger and younger ages it seems."

"Yeah, the AI told me that puberty is kicking in at a scary young age among the population that ended up in Genesis. I don't think sexual desires start right away, but I would imagination curiosity is going to lead to experimentation at a really young age like you said."

"Korica and Tamaric were pretty young when they got serious weren't they?"

"Yeah, younger than Jake and I when they started messing around. They didn't become truly intimate until they aged a few years while in stasis and got married."

"Right, they got married by Inea's tribe before they consummated their relationship, right?"

"That's right. I got the tortuous emotions and memories taken from my mind and they ended up participating in the joining ceremony. Inea's tribe sensed what they were planning on doing and insisted on hosting the joining ceremony to make it proper."

"So they were going to make love on Heindon no matter what?"

"Korica wanted to prove to Tamaric that she loved him with all her heart and she thought the best way to do that was to give all of herself to him."

"That's so beautiful."

"It really is huhn?"

They reached the ship and Rody and Jake were unpacking the Sigma tents. Jake looked up at Laurel and nodded once as he sensed what she was thinking. He had been distracted during her conversation with Catty so he only had a vague sense that they were carrying on a personal conversation and Laurel was now feeling a sense of relief and renewed admiration for Jake's strength of character in his responses and actions during his expedition with Catty. Jake lifted a tent roll and glanced around.

"Where do you want to pitch our tent?"

"Close to the ship if you don't mind? If the weather turns as your thinking it could, I want to be close to the ship if we have to abandon our tent."

Jake nodded and stepped a few feet from the container he and Rody were unpacking the supplies from and he dropped the tent roll on the ground and walked back to the crate to continue assisting Rody. It took a few minutes to retrieve enough tents for everyone and set them on the ground where they chose, then Rody showed Jake how the tents were erected. Catty watched closely and it struck her that a soft tent would never be air or sound tight. She touched Rody on the shoulder as he was unrolling the first tent and pinning it to the ground at its corners, revealing that the tents actually had a fairly good-sized footprint.

"Hammer, is it true that these Sigma tents are air tight?"

"Yes. There designed to be used on a planet with a toxic atmosphere or a body with no atmosphere. They're a self-contained environmental enclosures. If it's cold, they can be heated or if it's hot they can be cooled. They can draw air from the outside environment and process it into breathable air or provide breathable air from a chemical processor."

"Is it true that you can shout as loud as you want and no one will be able to hear you from outside the tent?"

"I don't know if I would put that to the test, but you can speak in a normal tone and no one will be able to hear it."

"They look like soft sided tents, how do they insulate sound and air pressure like that?"

"They're soft when stowed but when they're energized they become rigid. I've been in one of these things and had seven point six five rounds strike the tent several times and bounce off. All I heard was dull thud, thud, thud, but nothing got through. If you're going to use them on a body with no atmosphere they have to be capable of withstanding micro meteor impacts without being compromised."

"How does something soft become rigid when energized?"

Rody grinned and finished pounding the last corner pin into the ground and then he opened a small pocket on the side of the tent and he pulled out a small remote and he stood and looked at Catty.

"Step back and I'll show you how."

Everyone took a small step back and Rody pressed a button on the remote and the tent pulsed once, like a gust of wind billowed from inside the tent and it began to rise up quickly. The tent assumed a Quonset hut shape and looked to be filling with air as it swelled until it was standing 6.5 feet to its curved peek then it shuddered once and became completely firm. The tent was an odd olive drab color until it hardened and then it assumed an iridescent color that was beautiful and extremely reflective looking. Catty smiled and looked at Rody and he nodded toward the tent.

"Go ahead, touch it. You'll see for yourself that it's hard as steel."

Catty stepped forward and put her hands on the side of the tent and leaned all her weight against it and it rested movement and felt very slick under her hands. She stepped back and nodded.

"That's the neatest thing I've ever seen. How does it do that?"

"The technology is classified so I can't discuss the particulars of how they work."

"You mean you don't know?"

"I'm not a molecular scientist so, I couldn't explain exactly how the material works like it does but what I do know I'm not allowed to discuss."

Catty curled her moth in a frown then looked at the captain.

"Do we have mobile enclosures like this in our inventory?"

"No. This technology is cutting edge and guarded closely by the military. We have access to it due to our military personnel aboard the Future but the civilian corps doesn't have anything this advanced."

Catty nodded and then slowly looked at Laurel and Laurel grinned and nodded lightly.

"I can think of a few ways to accomplish such a thing but I don't think I should be making suppositions that could compromise the exact technique used in the special tactics version here."

Catty smiled and looked at Rody.

"Okay so I'm impressed, but I can see it clear as day. I thought they were supposed to be optically invisible?"

Rody grinned and lifted his hand still holding the remote and he pressed another button and the tent seemed to just blink out of existence. They could see the flattened brush beyond the tent and Catty's eyes grew large. She stepped forward and walked right into the tent, bouncing back slightly and she stepped back into the tent and ran her hands across the solid surface of the tent and she could see a slight glow on the back of her hands. She stepped back and looked at Rody with a curious look on her face.

"Let me guess, it's classified and you can't tell me how they do that?"

"You have the same technology hanging off the bow of the Future. It's a force field supported hologram. There's micro sensors all over the outer surface that feed images to a processor that then creates an image of what's beyond the tent and projects it right onto the surface of the tent. The force field also bends light using the unique material the outer surface is constructed from to further make the tent impossible to see with the naked eye."

Rody lifted his hand again and pressed a button on the remote and tent simply blinked back into visibility. Rody then handed the remote to Jake and he looked at it for a moment then pocked it into his hip pocket. Rody then stepped forward and grabbed the handle on the entrance to the tent and gripped it firmly and twisted it clockwise and the door hissed lightly and Rody pushed it open and they could all see a bright white light spilling out of the tent. Rody looked at Jake as he poked his hand into the opening and placed his hand flat on the front wall next to the doorframe.

"The environmental controls and lighting controls are right here inside the door. There's a small digital gauge that'll tell you the power levels available too."

"How long will the tent have power if everything is running?" Jake asked.

"Depends if you're using the chemical air system or filtering the outside air for breathable air. At max draw, about six weeks or so."

"Oh, so we aren't going to run out of power wile we're here?"

"Hardly. These things are designed to provide long-term support. The floor is padded and there's a flap that acts like a blanket if you want."

"So where's the kitchen?" Laurel asked with a smile.

Rody smiled and the captain laughed lightly. He then patted Jake's shoulder.

"Give Hammer a hand pining down the rest of the tents. Laurel and I will set up the rest of the gear to make camp."

Jake nodded and he and Rody stepped over to the next tent to begin unrolling it so they could pin down the corners and the captain and Laurel headed up into the ship to retrieve the container with the campsite gear in it. The pair took hold of the large container and carried it down the ramp and set it on the ground next to the boarding ramp and the captain opened it up and he and Laurel pulled out the tools to dig a shallow pit and erect a firewall to keep a campfire from setting the fairly dry brush on fire.

Within the hour they had a decent camp set up and a sensor composite was complied from all the information collected by each team during their scouting missions. They all gathered around the campfire setup and Laurel presented some conclusions from what she could discern now that they had a better lay of the land from beneath the canopy.

"As Jake and lieutenant Kendall suspected, we're in the middle of a tornado touchdown site that appears to have occurred five or six seasons ago. It touched down here, spun up for a time, then moved off to the west for several miles before dissipating. That means wicked weather is possible at very least, likely at worst. We don't know what part of the season it is right now, but the heat and humidity would suggest we've arrived somewhere around the beginning of the hot dry season. The equivalent of early summer if my guess is right. We should expect rain from time to time given that we're in the middle of a lush jungle and it could be intense because of the topography of the area we're in. The discovery the captain and I made of an incredibly ancient ziggurat matches some readings from the other exploration teams. We're on the outskirts of an ancient city spanning some twenty miles in circumference. There are buried structures all over the place, but they aren't recognizable due to the level of sedimentation that's built up over the centuries. We were climbing right over the top of buildings and didn't even know it. If you look at the trails that are crisscrossing the area, they all look to be animal trials. I don't think there are any people for a significant distance in any direction and there haven't been any around here in a very long time. Either this part of this world is so remote and hostile that it's not desirable for habitation or¦the indigenous civilization is extinct for whatever reason. Either way, I don't think we're in jeopardy of being discovered by anyone calling this planet home. At least that would be my conclusion from the information we've managed to gather and the fact that Jake and I aren't sensing anyone aside from the six of us sitting right here."

"That's a very astute report Laurel." The captain said.

"Have you tried to¦reach out further to see if you can sense other beings aside from animals?" Rody asked.

"No. That probably wouldn't be a good idea until we know something about the people we could come across. If they have heightened senses like we do, they could inadvertently sense us. We just don't know how gifted they could be and it could lead them right to us."

"They could even assault us mentally," Jake added. "We could be seen as invaders or trespassers that require a response to get us off their world."

"There's also the classified information that's in our heads," Laurel said. "A lot of really sensitive information could wind up in their heads. As the senior chief so painfully pointed out, we represent a serious liability if we go messing around when we don't have any idea what we're doing. We're just a couple of dumb kids after all."

"I won't have you talking like that Laurel Kade!" The captain said in a stern tone. "You're both far from dumb and kids doesn't give you credit for the shit you've been through and performed with distinction, gallantry, and honorable actions."

"Thank you sir. I was just paraphrasing senior chief Matson."

"I told you not take what he said to heart. He's been put in his place since and I don't care what a stagy old squid thinks about two of the brightest and sweetest people I've ever met. He just doesn't know you like I do."

Laurel curled her lips tightly and nodded and Rody patted Laurel's arm lightly.

"That old turd would be hard pressed to make the astounding conclusion you just did based on fractional data from three recon teams."

"Thanks Hammer. I'm just trying to help in the only way I know how since I'm a girl and therefore not real good at the physical stuff."

"What you contribute is far harder than pitching tents or digging holes for a campfire Laurel. We need brains just as much, if not more, than brawns to survive this situation unscathed."

Laurel gave him a pretty smile that he couldn't help but respond to with a sigh and a smile of his own.

"That pretty smile of yours makes having you hear real nice too honey."

"You're sweet, thanks Hammer."

"You're welcome." Rody then looked around at everyone and he grinned devilishly. "So, who's up for some steak?"

"Steak?" Rachel asked with furrowed brows. "I didn't know you packed fresh meat?"

"I didn't. The ration packs will keep you alive but since we know were alone, Jake and I can go out and get us some fresh meat and I can use the spices in some of the ration packs to whip up something pretty tasty."

"How do you know we can consume the animals around here without getting sick?" Catty asked.

"I don't. You want chem heated rations or some savory meat? Personally I'm willing to take the risk."

"I don't want to see you guys field dress an animal in camp." Laurel said with a slightly disgusted look on her face.

"We'll take care of that out in the field and just bring back the eatable portions. You won't have to see anything die nor what's inside it. We could all use the protein to keep our strength up."

"I'll approve your plan, but I don't want you and Jake going further that a mile in search," The captain said. "If you can't find anything that close, come back to camp and we'll just have chem heated rations for dinner."

"Understood sir. There are tons of animals all around us. We shouldn't have any trouble dropping something big enough to feed us all."

"Laurel isn't a real big fan of red meat, but I think I can convince her to al least try what you drop and cook."

"The meat may not be red. Think outside the box Jake."

"I hadn't even thought about that. Izore meat isn't red, it's brown, and Laurel loves it."

"That's the spirit. I'll grab a couple rifles and we'll go get dinner."

Jake nodded and Rody turned and headed up into the ship and Jake kissed Laurel on the cheek.

"We'll be back as quick as we can babe. We should quiet our minds so you don't share in the darker portion of what I'm going to be doing?"

Laurel nodded and she and Jake set their foreheads together and soaked in the warm energy from each other for a few moments then they stepped apart slightly and quieted their minds. The silence was painful and a lonely distant feeling settled into the pit of their stomachs almost immediately.

"Hurry back Jake. I don't like this feeling."

"I have a big incentive to hurry back, I don't like this feeling either."

Rody exited the ship with two rather sizable rifles and he walked up to Jake and handed him one of the guns and Jake took it and lifted and lowered it a few times then looked it over and grinned slightly.

"Sniper rifles? I don't have much practice at sniper shooting."

"It's not much different than the techniques you're already proficient at except you take your time to get the shot right and these will give you a range of over a mile."

Jake nodded and Rody slung his rifle over his shoulder and he shot a glance at Rachel and she grinned at him sweetly and then Rody and Jake headed off to the east, quickly disappearing through the tree line. As soon as they were out of sight Laurel looked at the captain, then glanced at the tree line.

"We need to establish a¦sanitary disposal location."

The captain nodded and picked up the shovel and gestured toward the tree line to the south.

"You chose the spot and I'll do the physical work of excavating a pit."

"Thank you sir."

Laurel turned and led the way to the tree line and she waded a few yards into the trees around a few large tree trunks until she came to a rather bush free area just a few feet from the base of a big tree that offered privacy and soft soil to dig in. Laurel gestured at the ground with her hand and the captain nodded and plunged the shovel into the ground so it stood upright on its own and he took his captain's jacket off and handed it to Laurel then he rolled his sleeves up and grabbed the shovel handle and began to dig a pit that could easily be covered over when their stay was done. As the captain dug Laurel engaged him in conversation about what her and Jake had discussed earlier.

"Sir, do you think there's anything to Korica's instincts to suspect there's more to what's going on with the Ringostans that what we're being told?"

"I have no doubt that Korica has narrowed in on something that the rest of us aren't aware of. That doesn't mean we should go sticking our noses into the situation."

"Aren't we supposed to be elevating and assisting lesser societies, now that we're enlighteners, if they're being oppressed or unfairly treated?"

The captain poked the shovel into the shallow pit he had excavated and he took a few deep breaths as he wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, then he looked right at Laurel.

"Enlighteners don't enlighten other species without being directed to do so Laurel. They're an organized congregation of advanced species helping lesser species by consensus of the greater whole. They don't seek out species individually and implement what they see as proper enlightenment without consulting the council. If we go messing around without the approval or knowledge of the council of enlighteners and their allies we could put ourselves on the outside very quickly. We can't afford to make enemies of these people given our limited resources at the moment. We just arrived at our new home world relatively speaking and our capitol city isn't even completed. We're extremely vulnerable right now and there are over sixty-five hundred of us to think about the well being of. Do I want to go look at what's going on at Ringonsta? Yes. Am I going to? Absolutely not. I know Korica and Tamaric have senses I can't begin to understand and they're probably onto something, but I can't afford the risk of being discovered looking into things that are none of our business. If those people destroyed an entire planet and murdered five billion people with one action, maybe they deserve what's being done to keep them from visiting that kind of savagery on anyone else."

"I can't help but think we might do the same thing if we were being attacked like the Keeron were attacking them. Maybe the Ringostans didn't know that the combined reaction of the exotic reactors on the ships and in the ground based power stations would destroy the entire planet resulting in the deaths of almost all life on the planet?"

"Oh I have no doubt they had no idea that was going to be the result of slamming those ships into the ground based power stations. They had to know the kinetic energy alone was going to be devastating if you slam something into a planet at nearly the speed of light though. There's some responsibility in what happened given that fact. We need to let the council handle the situation without our interference."

"I guess there's some logic in that. I just wish Korica and Tamaric hadn't gotten mixed up in this. I know it's going to bother Korica for a long time. She has such a big heart and she isn't going to like the idea of those people being made to suffer for defending themselves."

The captain grabbed the shovel and went back to digging as he continued to discuss the matter with Laurel.

"Those people didn't just defend themselves, they retaliated by virtually exterminating an entire species. There's a huge difference. I can assure you we wouldn't do the same. If negotiations fail, you elicit the help of others. You just don't wipe out an entire planet to stop aggression. The innocent people on said world have nothing to do with the actions of a few in securing the resources they desire."

"Yes sir. I don't mean to infer that we would resort to extreme measures as a first resort but we would take actions to stop the murder of our own people."

The captain got the pit to a depth and width that he thought was sufficient and he tossed the shovel aside and climbed out of the pit. He leaned against the nearby tree and caught his breath for a moment then he looked around briefly then he looked right at Laurel.

"Are you certain no one is close enough to hear this conversation?"

"Yes sir. The lieutenants are at the campsite and Rody and Jake are heading away from us in the opposite direction."

The captain pushed off from the tree and Laurel handed him his outer jacket and she stepped over to the shovel and picked it up and faced the captain.

"You probably aren't aware that we're working on a sister ship to the Icarus and it's nearly complete?"

"It's being built on the moon. I came across a file about it sir."

"Well it's going to be a little bigger and hopefully a little faster aside from its jump capability that'll be identical."

"Excuse me for asking, but what's the significance of the sister ship to the Icarus?"

"Well, when it's complete and the shakedown runs are completed¦and if you're under my command¦I'll approve a mission of your choosing as to where you go to further test the ships capabilities and endurance. If you wind up in the Ringosta system, well I'll have plausible deniability in that I didn't send you there. I'm not denying you permission to go there as there isn't any policy in place to deny access to that system, but I'm not going to devise a specific mission with the goal of going to Ringosta to see what's going on."

A grin grew on Laurel's face and she nodded.

"Thank you sir. You know Jake and I are interested in rejoining the civilian corps, we just haven't had time to formalize our request since we need our parents to be present during any discussions of joining."

"I know you made me very happy by eluding to that being the case."

"How long would we have to wait until we would be allowed to go on missions since we haven't attended the academy?"

"I already have a few missions in mind for the two of you until we get the academy built and staffed. Missions will commence immediately, with some being conducted in space given your flight qualifications and ability to pilot new craft with little to no training."

"I take it you don't consider Jake and I to be a threat anymore?"

"According to the reports you all submitted after your mission to Heindon, Iriqua resolved the conflict taking place in your mind that made you a threat to the ship. I have to trust in your understanding of yourself enough to know if you present a danger to what lurks at the heart of the Future and the destructive potential if the core is destabilized."

"I'm convinced that our self protective aspect of our advanced abilities will prevent us from compromising the negative matter core. Our abilities are tied into our knowledge of the universe around us so as weird as it sounds, our abilities won't allow us to interact with the negative matter core in a way that would compromise it. Our abilities know how devastating that would be just as we understand that fact."

"That's exactly what I'm counting on. I want you to understand that this conversation never took place."

"I understand sir. You should burry it really deep or try to forget it ever took place so no one can extract elements of it from your mind."

The captain nodded and looked at the pile of soil he had extracted from the pit.

"Leave the shovel here and when you use the facility here, put a small amount of soil on the waste and it'll cover up the scent as well as hiding the tissue you use to wipe yourself," The captain then looked at Laurel and grinned. "Don't forget to bring sanitary items with you or you'll have to use leaves to wipe with. I don't know if there's things like poison sumac growing around here and I would hate for you to get a rash where you girls have to wipe."

"Eew, there's a horrible thought."

"The other feminine items need to be covered up completely as well. The scent of blood could attract predators and we don't want them this close to camp."

"I uh¦it's not that time for me personally but I understand what you're saying."

Laurel stepped over to the pile of soil and stabbed the shovel into the pile and walked over to the captain and he slung his jacket over his shoulder and the pair headed around the tree and out into the clearing to make their way back to camp. The sun was now casting heavy shadows on everything as it dipped closer to the Future and it was beginning to cool off significantly and Laurel looked around at the eerie shadows created by the tall trees all around the clearing.

"I wonder how long a day is here?"

"Well, given that the gravity here feels just like it does on the Future, I would guess somewhere around twenty four hours like we're used to. We'll find out when the sun comes up in the morning. The beacon will extrapolate the length of the night telling us how long the daylight hours should be."

Laurel nodded seeing the logic in his conclusion just as they arrived at the campsite and the lieutenants popped to their feet from their sitting positions on the seats that had been placed around the proposed site of the campfire. The captain grinned and motioned at the girls to sit down.

"At ease ladies," The captain said. "You don't have to come to attention every time I come into camp."

"Aye sir," They said in concert as they sat back down.

"The latrine is complete over there behind the second tree from the face of the tree line," Laurel said. "We left the shovel back there so you can cover up what you deposit and remember to take something with you to wipe with and any feminine hygiene products need to be buried real well so we don't attract animals to the scent."

"Got it." Rachel said.

"How are going to¦" Catty started to ask something when they heard a distant pop and the ladies popped to their feet and instantly pulled their weapons and powered them up in a single motion. "That was a weapon." Catty said.

"I would say the guys just found us diner," The captain said. "I'm glad to see that you ladies have good reactionary instincts, but you can put your weapons away."

The lieutenants deactivated their weapons and poked them in their holsters and secured the thumb stays and sat down wile still looking in the direction of the sound of weapon fire. Laurel and the Captain walked over to 2 of the unoccupied seats and sat down and the captain strained his neck in a circle and Laurel noticed the tension relief in his action.

"You know I could help you with that sir?"

The captain straightened his neck and looked at her.

"How?"

"We have the healing touch, remember?"

"It'll work on something as simple as tense muscles?"

"It'll heal whatever ails you sir. I can heal things you aren't even aware are out of place."

"Alright. What do I have to do?"

"Nothing sir, I just have to make contact with your bare skin somewhere. I'll put my hands on the back of you neck since that's where you're aching."

The captain nodded and Laurel stood up and walked around behind the captain and she rubbed her hands together and then took a deep breath and let it out slowly to calm her mind and she pushed lightly to open her mind and she closed her eyes for a moment as she focused on the healing aspect of her abilities and then she gently placed her hands on the captain's neck and slid them down under his collar slightly and then she concentrated on letting her energy build as she focused on her love for Jake. She let the feeling grow in intensity and potential and then she pushed lightly, focusing waves of healing energy through her hands into the captain's body.

"Oh wow!" The captain said with a smile at the first sensations.

Laurel then pushed several times with every greater force and the captain moved forward slightly each time and he closed his eyes as the energy flow felt amazingly relieving and relaxing. Laurel then slowly pulled her influence back until the intense feelings subsided completely and then she removed her hands from the captain's neck and opened her eyes as she rubbed her hands together to relieve the tingling sensation running through her fingers and palms.

"How's that feel?" Laurel asked.

The captain smiled and stood up and arched his back backwards slightly with his hands on his hips, then he craned his neck forward and straightened it again and he turned and looked at her.

"That is simply incredible. The ache in my neck muscles is completely gone and I think the bad back I've had for years is¦healing or something."

"I told you. The healing affects will continue for sometime as your body distributes the energy as it needs it to heal whatever's messed up."

"Did it¦hurt sir?" Catty asked.

"No, just the opposite. It almost felt pleasurable if not a little intense. There's a tickling running all throughout my body. It's fading slightly, but it's still present."

"I don't understand how you can pass on healing energy?" Rachel asked.

"To tell you the truth, I don't completely understand it either," Laurel said. "I just know how to implement it and what it does. We're finding that we don't have to know how to do a particular thing, we just have to think about what we want to do and our ability does what we wanted without us understanding exactly how to do it."

"Interesting. Can you do the same thing to Catty and I?"

"Are you experiencing pains?"

"No," Rachel then looked at Catty and she shook her head no. Rachel then looked back at Laurel.

"You should know that it can work a little different on female physiology if you aren't injured or sick."

"What do you mean?"

Laurel glanced at the captain and looked down in embarrassment for a moment then she looked at the girls and sighed.

"There are things that we experience that change the shape and structure of certain aspects of our bodies. Those aspects can be¦changed or reversed in their appearance and structure. My body does it automatically all the time and when I pass on my healing energy it causes the same affect in females if nothing else requires significant healing."

The girls looked at each other in puzzlement for a moment and then the light came on in both their eyes at the same moment as they shared the epiphany. They looked at the captain for a moment then they both looked at Laurel.

"You mean you'll reverse the affects of losing our virginity?" Catty asked softly.

Laurel nodded softly and Rachel shivered noticeably.

"You have to experience that every time you and Jake mess around?"

"Yeah. My¦body has reinforced the area that's damaged each time such that I don't bleed and it doesn't hurt near as bad as it did the first few times, but it's been confirmed by the AI on multiple occasions. I have the structure and appearance of someone that has never engaged in sexual activity."

"How do you know you'd pass that affect on to another woman?"

"Because I healed sore muscles for Korica after a strenuous workout and I input too much energy cause it feels good for me to release energy like that and I inadvertently healed her in that way¦more than once come to think of it."

"That poor thing. She had to go through the first time all over again?"

"Yeah. She thought something was wrong with her or that Tamaric was growing so much that he was¦hurting her. The AI examined her in detail and made the conclusion when all the facts were taken into account that I was responsible for healing her too completely. We later confirmed it after she...messed around and then I imparted a healing touch session and she was later examined and found to be healed as before she engaged in intercourse."

"That's amazing and a little¦surprising. Can't you eliminate that aspect of the healing when you deliver the healing touch to a girl?"

"The AI thinks it should be possible, but we have to learn more about controlling the affect before we can do that. For now we just know how to deliver the healing energy in a way that it does what it wants wherever it's needed. The body senses the damaged area and heals it to the condition it should be in if intercourse was never engaged in. That's the pristine condition the body should be in until we mess it up doing what we do naturally. You still interested in participating in the healing touch knowing that?"

Rachel shook her head no and Catty looked down for a few moments and then she looked up at Laurel and nodded lightly.

"You're crazy!" Rachel said. "The first time sucked for me."

"Each woman is different in the way they're built," Laurel said. "For some it'll be really uncomfortable and for others not so much."

Rachel looked at Laurel and frowned slightly then grinned a little.

"If you don't mind me asking a really personal question? Did it hurt for you?"

"It hurt like nothing I had ever felt before. It took my breath away, but I had a caring partner that was gentle and patient. He let me get past the shock before we¦got into it. I won't go into detail as to my exact shape and size, I'll just say that I'm small and narrow so it's traumatic to say the least given how big Jake was¦is."

"I can go find something to do so you ladies can discuss this stuff in private?" The captain said. "I don't think you want your captain hearing this."

"No," Catty said. "We won't embarrass you anymore sir. I want you to perform the healing touch on me Laurel. If I have to experience the first time all over again it's a small price to pay for having my body rejuvenated in such a profound way."

"You want to experience it so you can see if it's something you can do later on."

"That's right. I'm gifted but nothing like you and Jake. I'm hoping to learn from you two though."

Laurel smiled and nodded and she walked around behind Catty and Catty leaned back in her seat and relaxed as Laurel rubbed her hands together once again and took 2 deep breaths and let them out slowly and then she gently placed her hands on the back of Catty's neck and she slid her hands down onto her shoulders under her top and she concentrated on her love for Jake and she let the feeling grow in potential until it was at a sufficient level then she pushed her healing energy out through her hands and Catty smiled at the first tingling sensation that surged down her back, over her hips and finally circulated around her feet. Laurel then sent consecutive waves of healing energy and it felt invigorating and sensual as Laurel felt the intense love for Jake growing in intensity with each push and subsequent waves of energy surging out of her body focusing the affect in her hands. It tingled and had a euphoric side affect that felt very enjoyable to Laurel. She caught herself getting caught up in how good it felt and she used shear will power to pull her influence back until the energy and feelings in her subsided completely.

Laurel opened her eyes and removed her hands from under Catty's top and she rubbed her hands together to offer some relief from the lingering tingling feeling in her limbs and this time the feeling extended all the way up to her wrists and the mental fog didn't' fade immediately. It took a few seconds for her mind and senses to return to her and her vision became clear and she grinned at how good it felt to exert her powers again so soon.

"How did that feel?" Laurel asked softly.

Catty finally opened her eyes and smiled big as her whole body seemed to be tingling in a way that tickled, like the feeling when a limb falls asleep and the nerves reawaken with a tickling buzzing feeling.

"That feels amazing Laurel. My whole body is buzzing."

"It'll fade in intensity, but linger a little bit for quite some time as your body utilizes the healing energy I've shared with you. I kind of got caught up in it and maybe gave you a little more than I intended to."

Catty rubbed her thighs and closed her eyes again as she concentrated on everywhere that she could feel healing taking place and then her eyes popped open as she realized that her crotch was practically ablaze with tingles as she was being healed exactly as Laurel warned her was possible. Catty stared directly ahead and the tingle made it a little hard to sit still with the heightened sensitivity she was now experiencing as her body weight expressed pressure that was almost pleasurable. She got to her feet and bent over and touched her toes then stood up straight and turned and faced Laurel who was still rubbing her hands together to try and get the feeling to fade in her hands and wrists.

"I feel amazing Laurel. I can feel a renewed sense of youthfulness. Thank you."

"You're welcome. That took a lot out of me. I'm going to need to get some sleep real soon so my mind and body can recover."

"So can you feel the things Laurel was talking about being healed?" Rachel asked with a bit of a smile.

"Oh yeah," Catty replied in a light chuckle. "I'm tingling in a way that makes it hard to sit down. I don't know exactly what's going on down there but something is happening."

Rachel laughed lightly and shook her head and the captain simply walked away and headed toward the ship. Catty looked at Rachel and smiled as she spoke in a soft voice.

"It tickles Rachel. Like having a vibrator or something buzzing inside your body."

"That's your nerve endings tingling with energy as it's delivered to where it's needed." Laurel said as she finally got the feeling to stop in her hands and wrists.

Laurel stepped around and plopped down in a seat and closed her eyes and took a deep breath and let it out in a huff.

"You gunna be ok Laurel?" Rachel asked.

"I'll be ok. It just zapped my energy reserves. I'm really tired now."

"It didn't hurt to do that did it?"

"No, it felt really good which is part of the problem. It feels so good that I can accidentally impart too much energy if I don't pay close attention to what I'm doing."

"I guess it must be an adaptation to make it feel good so you won't be afraid to use your gifts?"

"That's what I think. It's like how good sex feels. The intense pleasure and tension release makes us want to engage in it often to further the species."

"How come using my feeble gifts doesn't feel like having sex?" Catty asked.

"It doesn't feel like having sex to use our gifts either. That was just a comparison of a hardwired desire that elicits a chemical reward in our brains. It's similarly pleasurable in the chemicals produced in our brains, but the physical sensations are different."

"But becoming paired does involve having sex?"

"You can become paired without having sex but the willing removal of inhibitions and openness involved with coming together like that evokes a key element necessary for a true pairing to take place. It's rare for people to trust each other that completely without making love."

"You don't think the affects of having an orgasm have anything to do with it?" Catty asked.

"I think it has everything to do with it. The minds ability to concentrate is interrupted and the partners involved can access the very essence of a person. It brings you closer together than anything else possibly can and that's when the merging of essences takes place."

"That sounds beautiful," Catty said with soft, almost dopey smile on her face. "I want to know what that's like."

"You should know that it's permanent and can only be broken by death once it's stabile. If that happens you'll both die." Laurel said.

"But you and Jake were put to death and revived and you survived?" Rachel said.

"We had¦divine intervention by a race beyond what we are. Besides, our paring wasn't completely stabile when that happened. We would've gotten seriously ill, but our immune systems would've eventually recovered and began to work without our paring. If enough time passes that's just not possible. When your paired mate dies, you no longer have an immune system and the very essence of the energy that keeps you alive just fades away and your organs shutdown, including you hearts ability to keep beating."

"Has that kind of time past between the two of you now?"

"Yes. Jake and I are well beyond the point of no return. We decided that we missed the pairing so much that we wanted to recommit to it. You would have to understand that you exist in such a different way once you experience being paired that it doesn't feel normal to be all alone in your mind and feelings. You miss sharing every aspect of your being with another person that you love with all your being. It's an addictive feeling that's irresistible. If the person you're paired to is dead, you can't get back to it, but if you're both still alive like we were, you can't resist the urge to rejoin."

Catty walked back over to her seat and sat down gently and squirmed around a bit then leaned forward and looked at Laurel curiously.

"Will this feeling fade pretty quickly?"

"You mean down there?" Laurel asked gesturing at Catty's crotch.

Catty nodded and squirmed just bit again.

"It depends on the amount of healing required, and I'm sure it's different from person to person. For Korica it only lasted a few minutes, but her species has natural advanced healing abilities when compared to typical Human. The energy would go elsewhere to further heal other parts of her body and she has the unique ability to store energy all over her body for later use. Human physiology just doesn't work like that."

"Are you saying I'm torn up down there?"

"No, that's not what I'm saying at all. You're relatively young so I wouldn't think you require a lot of healing to attain a condition that's pristine. Like I said, it's going to be different from person to person."

"I guess I'll have to have the AI do a comparative examination when we get back to determine how different things are."

"Let me ask you this, have you ever had any serious injuries in your lifetime?"

"Sure. I broke my arm wave boarding once."

"Then you'll have bone scaring that'll be completely gone after this. Use a detranome in the morning and have a look at your arm where you broke it and you'll see what I mean."

"I guess I could self examine my whole body like that, couldn't I?"

"Yeah, but you won't have a comparative exam to look at for comparison. All you might be able to determine is that you have the physiology to suggest a woman your age that doesn't appear to have engaged in sexual activity. That's the result I get every time the AI examines me except the AI has previous exams to compare with to confirm its conclusions."

"Will my physical age appear to be younger?"

"No. You're as old as you are physically. That won't change, but you'll be in peak health if you weren't already. Signs of aging can be healed or reversed in some cases, but actual aging can't be reversed. Least not with a simple imparting of healing energy like I shared with you."

"So you were sharing a sample of the healing ability your body naturally posses?"

"Sort of, but an amplified and accelerated version of it I guess."

They heard a crunching in the brush to the south and they perked up and looked in that direction to see Jake and Rody emerging from the tree line with a bag hanging over Rody's shoulder. Laurel slowly got to her feet with grunt and the girls stood up and they waited for the guys to reach them. Laurel sensed a distinct excitement in Rachel as she watched the guys approaching and Laurel grinned when she was able to read an incredible anticipation and attraction in what Rachel was feeling and she could sense a similar feeling in Rody. She didn't feel anything significant from Jake suggesting he still had his mind quieted and Laurel sent a push toward him and he smiled and put his hand to his stomach and pushed lightly to open his mind. As he and Rody stepped closer Jake gasped lightly at the rush of feelings and energy that filled him instantly.

As the guys stepped up to the girls and Rody dropped the bag to the ground, Jake stared at Laurel for a few seconds then he grinned warmly.

"So it has the same affect on a Humans after all huhn?"

"It appears so."

"You can tell Korica she isn't a weirdo like she kept insisting."

"What are you talking about?" Rody asked.

Jake set the rifles down away from the fire pit and he looked at Rody.

"Laurel imparted the healing touch to the captain and lieutenant Kendall, but it has a different affect on women than it does men. We've never tried it on a Human woman before, but we've done it to Korica and it had a similar affect on her that concerned her for a time and in the end she thought she was uniquely weird for the affect it had on her. Now we know it has that affect on all females."

Rody cast Jake a questioning look for a few moments then it struck him what Jake was eluding to and Rody grinned slightly.

"No way? Really?"

"Yep. Healing in every way possible."

"Personally I'll pass," Rachel said. "The first time was bad enough as a young woman. I certainly don't want to experience that again now that I'm older and wiser."

"It wasn't that bad for me," Catty said. "I'm willing to experience that for the gift of renewed vitality and perfect physical condition."

"I hope you'll explain to your guy what you've undergone?" Laurel inquired.

"Yeah, I will. I truly get to go through the first time all over again and I'm going to do it right this time."

"Is that a planned affect or just aside affect?" Rody asked.

"It's a side affect. If the person being imparted with the healing touch doesn't have any serious injuries to heal and too much energy is imparted, the body is healed in unexpected areas."

"Incredible! You could open a rejuvenation center and people would flock to your door if that affect is carried over to other parts of the body."

"The affect happens anywhere the body isn't in pristine condition. We certainly aren't going to market it as a rejuvenation therapy though."

"Laurel is exhausted after using it twice in row too. It takes a lot out of us if we don't work together."

"I was joking Jake. Come on, help get this thing out of the bag so I can mount it over the fire pit?"

Jake nodded and stepped over to Laurel and kissed her cheek then stroked the side of her head.

"You sit and relax for a few babe. We'll get dinner cooking then we can eat and get some sleep."

"Okay."

Laurel plopped back down in the seat behind her and Jake walked over to Rody and helped him unbag their kill so Rody could mount it on a spit to rotate it over the fire they would be building. Rody began to carve some of the fatty tissue off the hunk of meat that still had a leg bone pocking out of the bottom of it and the well defined hip muscle and Laurel cringed and looked at Jake as he moved over to the equipment crate to retrieve the equipment to start the fire on the logs gathered in the fire pit.

"Hammer was right, the meat is white, not red." Laurel said.

Jake nodded as he stood up with a hand held laser flasher to start the fire.

"These animals don't have iron based hemoglobin like animals from Earth do. It's calcite based from what the sensor readings said."

"Really? How interesting."

"That won't make us sick will it?" Rachel asked.

"No. It's a mineral our bodies can process without any problems.' Laurel replied.

The captain emerged from the ship and everyone glanced at him as he grinned warmly.

"I see you two found dinner before the sun went down completely?"

"Jake actually took the shot and hit it dead on in the head. It never knew what hit it."

"Nice work Jake." The captain said as he stepped up next to Laurel and patted her shoulder. "You okay with what he did?"

"Yes sir. I'm not seeking his memory of the event and he's deliberately avoiding thinking about it so I won't share the experience. I'm so hungry I don't care what it is, I'm going to have some before passing out."

The captain grinned at her then removed his hand from her shoulder and he looked at Rody.

"So how big was this animal?"

"Oh about thirty pounds or so. It was a four-legged animal that was feeding on some brush when Jake sensed it and took it out with a quick shot to the head. The man has some serious skill with a weapon, I'll tell you that much. The animal has a really slender body that doesn't provide a lot of harvestable meat but it has muscular hindquarters that we carved up easily enough. I think it gets around by hopping or running on its hind legs like a kangaroo and or a gazelle. We just don't have any animals on Earth that are comparable to what this animal looks like. The shot caused dozens of them to scatter from the bush so we should be able take down more if we want without culling the herd too dramatically."

"That's good to hear. We don't want to go killing animals that exist in small numbers."

"The sensors indicated the presence of hundreds of these same animals in our area," Jake said. "I was careful not to kill something without knowing there were more of them around sir."

"Are they large enough to pose a threat to us if we're going to have to remain here for an extended period of time?"

"One on one maybe, but I'm pretty sure they're herbivores. They don't have pointed teeth or claws. I think a kick from one of 'em would be the biggest danger they pose."

Jake then stepped over to the fire pit and aimed the laser flasher at the logs in the pit and squeezed the trigger and the device popped and an intense red laser beam ignited the first log and Jake dragged the beam around to set more of the wood on fire then he let go of the trigger. The ship and surrounding area was now bathed in a warm yellow glow as the fire grew in intensity quickly. Jake then returned the laser flasher to the cargo container and he immediately headed toward the tree line and he collected a few branches sufficient to create a cradle and spit to mount the meat on to cook it. He made his way back to Rody and dropped the branches and Rody nodded.

"Those will do nicely. Take those two with the crotch at the ends of them and poke them solidly in the ground on two sides of the fire. I'll mount this meat and lay it across them to spit roast it."

Jake nodded and did as Rody instructed, then he stepped next to Laurel and slid his hand into hers to comfort her, sensing her exhaustion. They sat down next to the captain and Rody hung the meat over the fire and he stepped back to the others and lifted his survival pack and sat down. He pulled out his ration packs and selected one that had the seasonings incorporated into it that he was looking for and he pulled the ration pack open and he then retrieved his water ration and he added a small amount of water to the ration after removing the freeze dried core from the ration. He then set the ration pack down to render down for a few minutes and Rachel leaned over and looked into the ration pack then she looked up at Rody.

Rody smiled at Rachel.

"It'll make a gravy that I'm going to baste the meat over there in. It's meant to accent the flavor of rehydrated turkey, but I think it'll do for whatever we have cooking over there."

Rachel nodded and leaned back in her seat and the captain stood up and looked at Rody.

"Take a walk with me Hammer. I need to have a word with you in private."

"Yes sir." Rody replied as he stood up.

Rody cast a glance back at Rachel and she grinned at him and he shot her a quick smile and followed the captain away from the group. They walked around the ship and stopped a few yards from the bow of the ship and the captain glanced back at the group to insure no one was eves dropping and then he looked right at Rody.

"I recognize the chemistry happening between you and lieutenant Marsicol. While you aren't technically under my command so there isn't a problem with a superior officer getting involved with a subordinate, I want you take into account that we might be stuck here for quite a while. I need her to keep sharp and focused and I especially need that from you. Can you two get involved and remain focused on your duties?"

Rody glanced back toward the camp then he looked at the captain.

"Yes sir. She isn't interested in anything serious. She just wants some tension relief and fun. It's been a while for both of us and she's awfully pretty. I promise not to screw her head up sir. She made it clear when she announced her interest that she didn't want to go picking out curtains or anything like that. She just wants a guy with good looks and lots of muscles to please her."

"Fair enough. I'm very protective of my crew so if you fuck with her or screw with her mind you'll answer to me, is that clear?"

"Crystal! I know how important people with her talents are to the mission going on back home. I won't do anything to jeopardize that or take a valuable crewmember out of service because of personal issues taking away their ability to concentrate on their duty."

The captain smacked Rody's shoulder point and he grinned slightly.

"Good! We're on the same page then. Now the other thing I wanted to discuss with you is the security of the kids. Laurel and Jake are special to me as you might imagine. I don't mind you taking Jake out on hunting missions or scouting missions, the experience is good for him, but I want you to remain extra vigilant when it comes to those two. They're civilians and two of my favorites at that. I don't want to have to explain to their parents why or how I got them hurt or worse. John and Amelia made it clear that I had to keep a real close eye on them if they were going to allow me to bring them on dangerous missions in space. After what those two went through to get us all here¦well their parents are real weary of them going on further mission now that they're civilians. Technically they were both killed repeatedly and it happened on my watch even if I was in stasis. I need you to make sure nothing happens to them, not a scratch. You get me?"

"Yes sir. I didn't know their parents were so concerned, but I can certainly understand them feeling that way¦and you too sir. I won't let anything happen to either of them. I'll redouble my focus when it comes to those two."

"Good man. I know you know your craft, but we're on an alien world full of foreign life forms, any one of which could represent a danger to them. See to it that none get close enough to present a threat, known or unknown."

"I get you sir. Don't worry about it being a rare species or not?"

"Hell no! If it looks like it could bite, scratch, or piss in their direction, take it out and ask for forgiveness for killing it after the fact."

Rody nodded and the captain smacked his shoulder point again and smiled.

"If any one asks about this conversation taking place I'll tell 'em I have no idea what they're talking about, I never expressed favoritism toward anyone."

Rody smiled and nodded again.

"Mark told me you loved these kids like no others sir. I expected this kind of consideration from you toward them, and that cute little Korica too."

"Ensign Prentor isn't so little anymore. She's blossoming into a woman frighteningly fast."

"Yes sir. Tamaric has his hands full with that one, huhn?"

"You got that right. She's a spirited soul like I've never seen before and not afraid to speak her mind either. It can be borderline insubordinate at times, but I give her some latitude in what she can get away with in light of what she's survived yet came out so smart and sweet most of the time."

"Yes sir. That poor girl has been through hell. I'm glad Laurel and Jake took a shinning to her though. She has instincts that'll prove valuable to you in the future."

"I'm already seeing evidence of that fact. Look at the mission she's on right now with her husband? No one else but maybe Laurel and Jake could handle this critical mission. John and Amelia told me to look elsewhere if at all possible when I presented a request to have Laurel and Jake assessed to see if they could bring forth what Korica and Tamaric can. I got the message loud and clear at that point."

Rody nodded and the captain grinned at him.

"Thanks for being understanding Hammer. I need a man with your talents and experience at my side during a mission like this."

"You can always depend on me sir. Mark taught me our craft as you called it well. He lives through me sir."

"I know. You do him a great honor son. Good talk; let's get back to the others so you can season that meat for dinner? I'm starving."

"Thanks sir."

Rody patted the captains rock hard shoulder and they turned and walked around the ship and Rody went right to the ration pack and picked it up then retrieved cooking utensils from the cargo container and he walked over to the meat and turned it over. He then began slathering the meat with the gravy resulting in an almost immediate wonderful aroma and a wet sizzling sound from the hot meat. He covered the entire thing then turned it so the underside could cook for a while and he set the utensils down on the tray next to the fire pit and then he walked back over to his seat and plopped down next to Rachel who beamed at him and he grinned warmly and glanced at the captain and the captain smiled from one corner of his mouth and dipped his chin slightly and Rody nodded very subtly, then he looked into Rachel's twinkling eyes being lit up by the flickering from the fire that was now lighting the almost completely darkened campsite as the sun dipped well below the Future leaving only a faint orange and fading blue barely discernable in the sky. Rody flicked his chin toward the fire and smiled at Rachel.

"Lets go baste that meat and I'll show you some of the finer points of roughing it on an alien world."

"Alright." She replied softly.

The two got up and walked over to the fire and Laurel looked at Jake and he grinned and shrugged his shoulders.

"The captain obviously doesn't care that they dig each other since she technically doesn't serve under the same command as he does," Jake thought. "He outranks her, but he's not her superior so there's no impropriety involved."

"He's military Jake," Laurel thought in return. "Technically she outranks him even if she were a junior officer."

"That's true. I forgot the military is subordinate to all civilian corps personnel."

"I sense that Rachel really needs a good roll in the hay and that's all she wants from Hammer. He is awfully good looking and ruggedly built."

"You admire him or are you attracted to that sort of guy?"

"Stop it Jake! You're what I want in a man. I can still appreciate when a guy is strikingly handsome without it meaning that I want him in any way."

"I'm sorry babe, I was just teasing. I know what's in your heart, or what isn't more accurately. Hammer is real handsome, but I can feel that you aren't attracted to him like that at all."

"If we're going tease, you had a flicker of attraction that you feel bad about when Catty kissed you."

Jake looked at her and shifted in his seat.

"I haven't had that many pretty girls kiss my cheek like that while feeling what she was feeling. She loves my eyes and she thinks I'm extremely attractive for a younger guy. I'm sorry that I liked it."

"You don't have to apologize Jake. I know I flashed in your mind's eye the instant that feeling came up in you. I forgive you for whatever you felt for a micro second."

"You know she has her eye on a guy back home anyways? I'm just a curious distraction to her."

"I know. Her guy back home was her first. That's what I was talking about when I asked her if she was going to tell him this time."

"It's kind of surprising that someone her age would wait so long to sleep with a guy."

"She was only twenty when she boarded the Future. That's not all that old and she was concentrating on her career up to that point."

"Right, I keep forgetting how we've all aged beyond what we can see on the outside."

Rody and Rachel laughed as they squatted by the sizzling meat and Rachel leaned against Rody and wrapped her arm around his as he swiped more of the gravy on the meat. Rody responded by lightly stroking her thigh with the hand of the arm she was gripping and she moved her knees slightly apart approvingly and leaned more against his side. They remained in front of the fire for a bit longer then stood up and walked back over to their seats and sat down. Laurel leaned forward slightly and looked at Rody.

"You want me to fix some vegetables to go with the meat?"

"Sure, that sounds great."

Laurel nodded and got up and walked over to the food stocks crate and flipped the lid light on and she pulled out 2 containers of stasis preserved mixed vegetables from the Future gardens. She retrieved a small pot and set it on the ground and activated the stasis release cycle button on the containers and they rumbled very slightly then the lids hissed open a moment later. Laurel dumped the cubed vegetables into the pot and closed the stasis containers and packed them away then turned the cargo container lid light off and she picked up the pot and walked it over to the fire and she set it on the flat metal pedestal at the front lower portion of the fire pit enclosure. She then walked back over to her seat and sat down and leaned on Jake as she yawned hard, covering her mouth, then she set her head on Jake's shoulder and he massaged her thigh gently.

"Poor thing, you're so tired," Jake said softly.

"Does that mean you're tire too?" Catty asked.

"Yeah. I have more energy reserve at the moment, but her body is drawing on mine to remain active so it's draining me pretty fast. I feel tired because she's tired even if it's not a true measure of how my body feels."

"I can see how that would be confusing."

"Ah, it was confusing at first, but once you get used to being paired it's not so bad. We share energy as well as sensations."

"Hmm. Guess that's another drawback?"

"I would've said yes in the beginning but not so much now. If one of us is tired like this, we have the other to rely on to keep us going until we can both get some rest. I would call it a distinct advantage, not a drawback."

"That's a good way to look at it," The captain said.

"Thank you sir."

"Sir, have you noticed the absence of animal noises since the sun went down?" Laurel asked.

The captain looked around and then he nodded and looked at Laurel as he leaned forward slightly.

"You're absolutely right. That's unexpected given how many creatures were crawling around while the sun was up," The captain looked at Rody and sighed lightly. "I want you to arm the perimeter since we know there aren't any intelligent life forms around here. The predators might come out at night."

"Yes sir," Rody looked at everyone briefly then offered a warning. "If any of you need to visit the tree line, please let me know so I can disarm the perimeter defenses. I don't want to be graphic about it but we won't find enough of you to take anything home for the funeral."

Everyone's faces ran cold for a moment and they all nodded.

"So they are explosive?" Jake asked.

"No. I can't go into detail about how they work, but it doesn't involve explosives. That would destroy the unit leaving the perimeter vulnerable until another one could be put in place, in a combat situation that would require someone to go out into the open to do that."

"I don't understand how you can kill someone in a manner that doesn't leave enough of a person to return home for a funeral if the perimeter sensors don't employ explosives." Catty commented.

"Molecular decohesion," Laurel said. "It's a nasty way to¦eliminate a person and leave no body for evidence of the devices precise location."

Rody shot her a look that said tons without words and Laurel shook her head lightly.

"I didn't look into classified military information about your gear Hammer. The Future's database has information about how to use such a device. It was just a guess that you just confirmed by looking at me like that. The civilian corps version is meant for perimeter defense against aggressive animals, not people. It's strictly forbidden to be employed on worlds with intelligent life present."

"Why were you looking into anti¦animal devices in the first place?"

"I was invited to help come up with a solution to the aggression problem with the bearcats and I stumbled onto the design aspects. Someone looked into employing the devices at one point, but the Future planet is inhabited by intelligent life so the device was rejected as a possible counter measure to keep the bearcats out of Genesis."

"But at the time we didn't know they were intelligent?"

"No but we are. The Future planet is our home so it's inhabited by intelligent life. Can you imagine if a child wandered off and activated one of the devices by accident? That's the very reason why the civilian corps forbids their use on inhabited worlds."

"Well the cat's out of the bag," Rody said. "Now that you all know how the devices work, stay clear of the perimeter unless you tell me first so I can downgrade the devices function while you're using the tree line to take care of business. Let me know when you're done too so I can rearm the devices once you're clear."

Everyone nodded and Rody got to his feet and pulled small remote from his pocket and tapped a few buttons on it and then he stuck it back in his pocket and then he walked over to the meat cooking over the fire. He basted and turned the meat and then stabbed it with a meat fork and the juices released told him the meat was nearly cooked all the way through. He set the meat fork down and walked over to the group.

"If you want to give me a hand Laurel, the meat in nearly done. We can begin dishing out the vegetables and I'll start carving the meat up."

Laurel nodded and stood up and she and Rody walked over to the fire and Laurel pulled out the serving plates and removed the pot from the pedestal and served out some vegetables onto each plate. Rody then lifted the meat from the fire and laid across one of the plates and began slicing generous hunks of meat and laying them on each plate and then Laurel carried plates one at a time back to the crew and handed them out until she and Rody were all that remained. Rody looked at her and grinned slightly.

"Are you gunna go vegan on me and ask for a small portion?"

"Heck no. It smells great and I'm really hungry. Give me as much as you did everyone else please?"

Rody smiled and nodded and sliced her off a generous chunk and laid it on her plate. He then served himself a big chunk and Laurel lifted his plate to him and he took it and they walked back over to their seats. Laurel set her plate down and walked over to the supply container and pulled out a 2 litter container of water and 6 cups and she carried them over to the group and handed out the cups, then sat down and poured herself and Jake a cup of water, then she passed the water over to the captain. He poured himself a full cup and passed the water to lieutenant Kendall sitting next to him and she did the same and passed the water to lieutenant Mariscol and she filled her cup then set the water container down.

They all tried the meat and were pleasantly surprised at how tender and juicy the meat was with a hint of an almost sweet gamy taste and the gravy that had formed a bark on the meat had endowed a rich flavor that penetrated deep into the meat giving just the right flavor accent to make the meat delectable. Laurel smiled as she chewed her first bite, and then she leaned back in her seat and looked at Rody as she swallowed the mouthful.

"This is fantastic Hammer. Thanks for going to the trouble of hunting and cooking us a good meal."

"You're welcome Laurel. Roughing it doesn't mean we have to suffer with survival rations if we don't have to. Frankly I've had enough of those sliding down my throat over the years."

Laurel grinned at him and nodded and they set in to eating their meals in silence. Laurel and Jake had 2 servings and then they all sat for a few minutes to let the food settle in their stomachs as they gazed into the diminishing fire. Laurel stretched hard, and then yawned, and Jake stood up and put his hand out to her to help her to her feet as he looked at everyone else.

"If you'll excuse us, I'm going to put Laurel to bed so she can get some rest."

"Go ahead you two," The captain said. "The rest of us will put things away and then get some sleep ourselves."

"You two have a goodnight," Catty said. "Thank you again for engaging in the healing touch with me Laurel. I feel wonderful thanks to you."

"Here, here, I second that sentiment," The captain said with a warm smile. "Aches I've had for years are simply gone and I feel fantastic."

"I'm glad I could help you like that sir," Laurel then looked at Catty. "Are the tingles gone now?"

"Not entirely, but it's real faint now. Thanks for asking."

Laurel nodded with a smile and then her and Jake turned and headed to their tent. Laurel twisted the handle open and pulled the door open and her and Jake bent down slightly and stepped into their tent and Jake closed and sealed the door behind him and he looked around briefly as Laurel kicked her shoes off and then laid down on the cushiony floor and Jake adjusted the environmental controls to 21C and engaged the external cloak and then he kicked his shoes off and to the side and he sat down next to Laurel and she laid back and let him gaze up and down her body as she thoroughly enjoyed what was going through his mind. She then sat up and pulled her shirt up over head and set it aside and she unhooked her bra and slid it down her arms and set it aside and then she unfastened her pants and laid back as she slid then down, taking her underwear with them. She then slid her pants to the side and she laid back and looked at Jake sitting with a huge grin on his face.

"You're still willing to make love to me even though you're exhausted?" Jake asked.

"I'm always willing to satisfy my man. I can use the bonding time too as we join minds. Sides¦you're so good at it, I can't get enough of what you do to me."

Jake's grin grew into a big smile and he quickly got undressed and then laid down beside Laurel and laid half on her and stared into her beautiful deep blue eyes and he sighed as he gently caressed her lips with his left hand.

"You're so beautiful Laurel, Thank you for being a part of me."

"Thank you Jake. I'm grateful to you for being a part of me too. You treat me so good in every way that I need and want."

Jake leaned in and engaged Laurel in a passionate kiss and she reached down and grasped his swelling member and softly stroked him from tip to root and she moved her knees apart so he could caress her entire vulva. They continued the heavy petting and kissing for a short time then Jake terminated the kiss and began kissing down her neck and shoulder until he reached her breasts which he sucked on and ran circles around her nipples with his tongue bringing her to an elevated state of arousal. After working both breasts amply, he kissed down her stomach until he reached her mound. He kissed on her pressing his lips against hers firmly and swiped at her firm but soft lips with his tongue, enticing soft moans of pleasure from Laurel. He then moved his hands into place and pressed in and to the sides with his thumbs and separated her lips and swiped his tongue up her wet and sweet tasting flesh. Laurel placed her hand on the back of his head and softly moaned in acceptance of his loving caresses until he narrowed in on her clitoris and her soft moaning got louder and more pronounced.

Jake then moved his right index finger to her opening and he tickled at it as he swirled the tip of his tongue around her clitoris until he worked her to an intense orgasm that lasted almost a full 30 seconds. Jake then let go of her lips and kissed and licked at her mound for a few moments as he sensed her winding down but still thoroughly enjoying everything he was doing. He then wiped his mouth clear and moved up on Laurel and she wrapped her arms around him as he slid up on her body until he was looking into her eyes and they joined minds deeply and closed their eyes for just a moment as they settled into each other, then Jake slid himself up until his head was pressing against her lips firmly. They opened their eyes and Jake reached down and pressed her lips to the sides and pressed his head against her opening, then moved his hand to the top of her shoulder and pulled down on her as he pressed his head into her slowly. Laurel barely winced as he popped inside her and then slowly sank his full length into her right to the root. Laurel nodded at him and he pulled himself back until just his head remained inside her and then he slid himself back into her and Laurel opened her mouth but made no noise as she enjoyed the sensation of him rippling her apart. Jake then withdrew and penetrated her again then sped up his diving and pulling motions and Laurel let out soft whimpers of pleasure only fueling Jake's actions as he shared her sensations and feelings.

Jake quickly worked her up to an orgasm of incredible intensity and they achieved a release at the same instant and for just a few moments they lost all perspective of where they were or what they were doing as their minds were flooded with anesthetizing chemicals that clouded their minds completely. Jake never stopped his pace continuing to work Laurel toward yet another orgasm within a minute of the first and she took him right along with her. Jake ended up working Laurel to a further 5 orgasms, one seemingly right after the next and he achieved the same mind blowing number of releases right along with her.

As Jake finally slowed, then stopped while still entrenched deep inside her, Laurel whispered in his ear.

"You're so awesome Jake. Thank you for being so good to me."

Jake slowly withdrew his cock from inside Laurel and rolled onto his back and breathed heavily with a big grin on his face.

"You're welcomed gorgeous. Thanks for loving me so completely Laurel. The sex with you is so Earth shattering because of how intense your feelings for me are during. I love experiencing what's going on in that beautiful head of yours when we make love."

"Thanks Jake. If you'll go turn the light out, I want to lay here and hold you as I fall asleep?"

Jake sat up and moved forward slightly and he touched the control panel and the lighting command illuminated and he deactivated the lights and they were cast in complete darkness. Jake moved back to Laurel's side and laid on his back and she practically climbed on top of him as she curled up to his side and she set her head on his upper chest and she took a few deep breaths and Jake sensed her mind almost immediately fading away as she drifted toward sleep. It only took a few minutes for Laurel to sink into deep sleep and Jake laid in complete darkness and stroked her soft hair as he waited for sleep to come to him and after a few more minutes he sensed Laurel's whispers fade away to nothing and he drifted toward sleep himself. A few minutes later Jake too sank into a deep restful sleep.

While Laurel and Jake were reconfirming their bond, everyone else was cleaning up the campsite and securing all the supplies so they could get some sleep. As they were cleaning up the dishes Catty asked the captain about his experience with the healing touch Laurel had graced him with.

"Sir, did you feel tingles in strange areas too when Laurel shared the healing touch with you?"

The captain looked at her as he was collecting the pates she was wiping dry after rinsing them with water so he could stow them in the cargo container.

"Not anything like you did. I felt the tingles all over and all my sore muscles relaxed and a few old infirmities began to fade away. Are you a little disturbed by the affect it had on you?"

"No, just surprised I guess. I'm still feeling a little after glow of tingles. I was just wondering how different it was for you?"

"I would say way different Catty. We just aren't built the same. The things that change in a woman don't exist for a guy. I do feel a bit more¦youthful though."

"Are you talking about¦all over or in one area in particular?"

"All over lieutenant. I'm not in a position to feel comfortable discussing particulars of my anatomy with you though."

"I'm just curious sir. I might be capable of the healing touch myself and I kind of want to know what affect it has on people if I am."

The captain stowed the last plate and stood up straight and looked at Catty and grinned slightly.

"While I can understand and respect your desire to understand your gifts, you have to remember that I'm your commanding officer. I have to maintain a certain separation from you and that includes intimate discussions of physiology, it just isn't appropriate."

"I consider you a friend too sir, and we're alone on this planet. There isn't anyone around that's going to report us for discussing things that might not be inappropriate back home."

"You're still my subordinate Catty. There are some lines I refuse to cross even if no one will know about it. I care about you and I want you to embrace your gifts and try to understand them and their affects on people, but some aspects I just can't help you with."

"Yes sir. I'm sorry I asked inappropriate questions of you."

"It's alright Catty, let's get the rest of these supplies stowed so you can hit the rack."

Catty nodded and they went about putting away the final few items and then they walked over to Rody and Rachel. Rody was carving the rest of the meat away from the bone and placing it in a container that could be sealed so he could use the meat for the morning meal. Rody looked up at the captain and nodded toward the tents.

"If you two want turn in sir, Rachel and I can finish this up then we'll be turning in too."

"Alright. Goodnight you two."

"Night sir," Rachel said calmly.

Catty turned and headed to her tent and once she was inside with the door closed, the captain squatted down next to Rody and Rachel.

"If you two are going to¦recreate tonight, enjoy yourselves, but don't stay up all night having fun. I need you fresh in the morning Rachel, so you can help Laurel diagnose exactly what's wrong with the ship."

"I uh¦you don't mind us¦you know?"

"You're both consenting adults. I don't care what you do since you work together, you don't serve together. Hammer knows where I stand on the issue so I know you two can do this with maturity and responsibility. A little hanky panky can be good for a person from time to time long as it doesn't distract you form your duties."

"Thank you sir. I promise it won't get in the way of what I have to do."

"Good enough. I'll see you two in the morning."

"Good night sir," Rody said with a glance.

The captain stood up and turned and headed to his tent and he opened the door and stepped in and closed and sealed the door behind him. A moment later his tent simply blinked out and seemingly vanished. Rody glanced in the direction of his tent and he looked at Rachel and grinned at her.

"He's a good man. He cares about everyone in his command. That's why he thought it was important to let you know that you don't have to hide your intentions or feelings around him. He's smart and perceptive enough to know what we're going to do."

"I guess I didn't expect him to be so understanding about it."

"Sex is a healthy way to shed tension. It makes you feel balanced mentally afterwards and it can be a good workout if done right. If we were back on the Future, things might be handled differently but out here he knows its going help us both to feel a sense of connection to another Human being and forget about the situation we're in."

"You weren't really going to keep me up all night were you?" Rachel asked with a devilish grin.

"Am I capable? Yes. Is that what I was planning? No. He's right, you need to get some sleep so you can help the kids figure out what the hell is going on with the ship."

"Kids? They're practically adults Hammer."

"I know. I keep calling them that because of how young they are inside. It's a pet name more than anything."

"You really like 'em, huhn?"

"A lot. That Laurel is the most beautiful girl I've ever seen and she has a mind like a Swiss watch. Her man is a good-looking guy too with remarkable instincts and talents. He takes care of her properly and really loves her without end. She needs a guy like him to look after her and he takes that responsibility serious. I have an awful lot of respect for both of them, but especially for Jake. Despite being a kid upstairs, he's mature and responsible like a man. Laurel is real lucky to have a guy like him paired to her. She could've easily ended up with a jerk that used her for what she has without appreciating who she is."

"That's sweet that you care about two kids you aren't even related to like that."

"Aren't we though? All we have out here is each other. Sixty-five hundred of us against a whole galaxy of aliens. I'm honored to have people like them representing my species. I could only hope my kids would turn out as wonderful as those two. We owe them our lives and our respect no matter what happens."

"I'm real grateful they're as smart and capable as they are. I'm almost more grateful to their parents for raising such wonderful and brilliant people. You think you'll have kids some day?"

Rody looked at Rachel, and then stood up and she stood up too.

"Maybe someday. The idea isn't completely unappealing if the right woman comes along. I don't think the timing is right at this point in my life, but maybe someday."

"At least you aren't completely opposed to the idea of having little Hammers running around someday."

"Despite what I do for a living, I have to take the time to be Human at some point."

Rody turned and sealed the container with the meat trimmings in it and then he tossed the nearly clean bone into the dim fire and sparks erupted from the fire then settled down and Rody picked up the container and carried it over to the food stock container and put it away then closed the container lid and locked it closed to prevent animals from getting at the food stored within it. He then looked around and was satisfied that everything was put away that should be and he walked over and picked up his knife and wiped it off and stabbed it into its sheath. He then looked at Rachel.

"You need to use the tree line before we settle in?"

"If you don't mind?"

"Not at all."

Rody pulled the small remote out of his pocket and pressed a few buttons on it and then he stuffed the remote back in his pocket and he reached into his tactical vest and produced a small round device that fit right into the palm of his hand. He pressed the center of it by curling his middle finger over and a light slowly glowed to life.

"Neat. How does that work?"

"It's a bio chemical light. It doesn't require a power source to function. There's little critters in there and I just released nutrients to them that excite them into glowing through a chemical process and at the same time a shutter opened to allow the light they produce to escape."

"That's really neat. How long will they glow for?"

"Several hours per feeding. I can close the shutter if I want the light extinguished."

"No power signature to be detected?"

"That's right."

Rachel smiled and Rody flicked his chin toward the tree line and Rachel stepped over next to him and they made their way to the tree line. As they reached the tree line Rachel looked back toward the feeble glow of the fire and she frowned.

"Darn it! I forgot to bring tissues."

Rody reached into one of the pockets of he his vest and pulled out a small packet of tissues and he handed it to Rachel and she smiled as she took it from his hand.

"You're so prepared for every situation."

"It's what I'm trained for Rachel. You got to be ready for every eventuality. Even the simple stuff can be a pain if you aren't prepared."

Rody handed Rachel the small palm light and she took it and headed toward the trees and Rody got a signal from the perimeter sensor and he silenced it and then stepped over to the closest tree and leaned against it to wait. Rachel held her palm out and circled around the trees until she reached the large tree with a pit behind it with a shovel standing in a pile of excavated soil next to the pit. She aimed the light around the trees, she saw and heard nothing so she unfastened her pants and shucked them down and turned her backside to the pit and squatted down and relieved herself. When she was done she wiped herself and dropped the tissue in the pit than pulled her underwear and pants up and fastened her waist closed then resecured her holster belt. She then stepped over to the shovel and pulled it from the soil pile and she scooped a small shovel full and tossed it on the tissue and damp ground and then she stabbed the shovel back into the soil pile and she held out the light and walked back around the trees to where Rody was waiting for her. Rody stepped away from the tree, startling Rachel slightly as she spun around and shined the light on him.

Rachel smiled and immediately aimed the light at the ground and the two of them turned and headed back toward the campsite. Half way to the campsite Rachel slid her hand into Rody's and he obliged her by grasping her hand lightly as they kept walking. When they reached the tents, Rachel looked at her tent, then Rody's, then she looked up at him since he stood almost 3 inches taller than her.

"Which tent?" She asked softly.

"Doesn't matter, they're identical inside."

Rachel tugged Rody toward his tent and she grasped the handle and twisted it and opened the door and puled it open. Rachel let go of his hand and stepped inside and then Rody followed her and he closed the door behind them and sealed it shut. He immediately adjusted the environmental controls to 21C and engaged the air recycler system to pull air from outside and filter it into breathable air and then he engaged the external cloak. He then turned around and Rachel handed him the palm light and he closed the shutter, extinguishing the light, and he slipped it into his vest and then he took his holster off and set it aside and then he unfastened his tactical vest and slid it off his back and Rachel watched his rippling muscles and she tensed up inside and grinned at him as he bent over to unfasten his boots.

"How in the world did you ever get so big?"

Rody glanced up at her and smiled and chuckled lightly as he went back to working his boots off.

"I workout three times a day and eat right. I was a scrawny kid when I joined the Marines, I put on twenty-five pounds of muscle by the time I left boot camp and I gained another ten pounds of shear muscle mass by the time I got out of special tactics training."

Rachel cringed again as Rody kicked his boots aside and worked his shirt over his shoulders and now she could really see how rippled and defined his muscles truly were as his shirt came off. Rody tossed his shirt to the side and he hooked his fingers on his waist and smiled at Rachel.

"Am I getting ahead of myself here? I thought you might take a few items off too."

"Sorry¦I was¦admiring the view. I knew you were built but¦"

"But what? You've never seen a guy with defined muscles before?"

"Huh! Not like yours. Your muscles are¦.huge."

Rachel broke off her stare and unfastened her holster and set it aside. She then worked her shoes off and slid them to the side and she removed her uniform top and set it aside then lifted her undershirt up over her head and dropped it to the side then she reached around her back and unfastened her bra and slid it down her arms and tossed it aside and she could feel the excitement and distinct pleasure Rody was experiencing in what he was seeing. Rachel had firm and plump breasts that Rody appreciated and he liked the delicate pink color of her areolas with pointed erect nipple dotting their centers. He wondered for just a moment what Rachel's true age was but he figured she was perfectly old enough for him physically and mentally.

Rachel then unfastened her waist buttons and slid her pants down to her ankles and she slid them to the side. Rody then shucked his pants down and slid them to the side and he glanced at Rachel's bright white underwear and he could just make out the line of her lips and he was glad that she didn't have an Amazon jungle going on since he wanted to go down on her if she would allow him to. Rody then hooked his fingers in the waist of his underwear and pushed them down to his ankles and kicked them aside and Rachel stared at his firming erection and she smiled brightly.

"Oh man am I gunna have some fun. You're endowed just like I was hoping."

Rachel then hooked her fingers in the waistband of her underwear and pushed them down to her ankles and gracefully pulled her feet out of them and tossed her underwear aside. Rody drank her in and grinned big as he now discovered that she was neatly trimmed so everything was visible and just a faint crown of hair graced her pubic area. He could tell she took steps to keep a bare skin area all the way around her labium. Rachel watched him intently for a few moments as she read his feelings and she liked what she was sensing.

"You like a well groomed woman do ya'?"

"Oh yeah, especially when they're as shapely as you are. You're gorgeous Rachel."

"Thanks Hammer. I like what I see too."

Rody stepped over to her pressed his body against hers as he wrapped his arms around her and looked down into her eyes fondly.

"Is there anything you aren't into or want done in particular?"

"I don't like the anal penetration. You want to play with it a little okay, but it hurts like hell to have a guy stick it in there. I'm just not into that whole pleasure pain stuff."

"I can respect that. Do you like guys going down on you?"

"I love it, but I haven't had much luck with guys knowing exactly where and how to do it right."

"I was hoping you would be into it. I really want to go down on you. I think I can find the right spot to please you. I know every woman is different, but the equipment is the same. You just got to find the right combination to open the pleasure locker."

"I'm glad you're experienced and willing to see to my needs. I know you don't get anything form going down on me."

"I do if you're willing to return the favor."

"I can certainly do that. I know how to please a guy without hurting him."

Rody smiled and stared into her eyes as he caressed her soft back and then he leaned down and engaged her in a long tongue kiss that he was relieved she was very skilled at engaging in. They kissed for a few minutes and then Rody terminated the kiss and the two of them sat down on the padded floor and Rody engaged her in some more kissing as he stroked her soft lips with his left hand. She responded readily by moving her legs apart and Rody slid his index finger back and forth between her lips and she slowly thrust her hips against his actions. He let his finger slide down into her opening and she took a quick breath through her nose at the wonderful sensation as he gently plunged his finger deep inside her warm and slippery vagina. He ran slow circles around the firm bump of her cervix and she terminated the kiss so she could breathe deeper and enjoy the wonderful sensation of his deep caressing touch inside her.

Rody then kissed on her neck and she turned her head to the side to allow him complete access and he withdrew his finger to just inside her opening and he firmly but gently curled and uncurled his finger against the upper surface of her vaginal wall and she began to gasp lightly as he continued this action and moved down to her breasts and kissed and sucked on her nipples and areolas. Rachel was beginning to feel a deep tingle that she had never felt before as Rody used more pressure as he felt her tensing up. He moved to her left breast as her pulsing breaths in time to his finger strokes morphed to light moans of pleasure and she opened her eyes and stared at Rody as something deep inside her built steadily and she could tell she was building to an orgasm deeper than she had ever experienced before. The intensity kept building in strength and then there was an almost painful sudden buildup and Rachel tensed up and squeezed tightly around Rody's finger and he sucked even harder on her nipple with just the point of it in his mouth and he gripped his teeth on her nipple and pulled and released on her nipple and she convulsed three times and moaned then held her breath as she experienced the deepest and most intense orgasm of her life. She kept contracting in waves of pleasure and at the last moment of her most intense contractions she pushed and released a small stream of clear fluid with a loud bellow of pleasure. She pumped three times and the orgasm continued for a few more seconds than began to ease up and Rody changed his 'come here' stroking to a plunging motion in and out of her opening and Rachel tensed up and the orgasm changed in depth and exact nature but continued and she was consumed by the total body orgasm for another ten seconds, taking gasping breaths with each contraction and plunge of Rody's finger.

As Rody felt Rachel relaxing and slowing in her hip thrusts, he let go of her nipple and slid his finger out of her and she had tears in her eyes and a huge smile on her face as she continued to breathe heavy and recover herself. She finally caught her breath and looked at Rody as she wiped the tears from her eyes.

"Holy shit Hammer! I've never come so hard in my life. How did you do that with just your finger?"

"A little something I picked up from a vid magazine once. It doesn't work that well with all women, but if you get it right I'm told it feels like nothing else. That's your G spot I was stroking."

"You definitely got it right! I've never had a guy do that to me before. I didn't even know I could come that hard. Sorry if I got you little wet."

"It tells me I did it right when a woman squirts like that. You don't need to apologize for enjoying yourself in full measure."

"Have you made other women do that?"

"One or twice but I would rather talk about you, not other women."

Rachel smiled at him and she pushed Rody over and looked into his eyes as she caressed his very muscular chest.

"You still want to go down on me after all that?"

"Do I ever! I didn't know what a fantastic woman you are beneath that fantastic fitting uniform of yours."

Rachel smiled and kissed Rody's chest then she looked at his rippling muscles as she stroked her hand around his chest and then she kissed him a few more times and she moved to his nipple and sucked on it for a moment then she moved herself atop him, straddling him on her knees. She leaned down and kissed his chest lovingly then she stroked his sides as she moved down more and she felt his firm erection dragging along her wet crotch as she moved down on him, kissing on him as she proceeded. She pushed her body down further until she was looking right at his damp cock from her own fluids that had been swiped on him.

Rachel looked up at him and gave him a sultry and pretty smile as she gripped him and stroked him with both hands from root to tip several times. She then looked at his now rock hard cock and she kissed the tip of it with puckered lips and she pressed his head past her lips into her mouth. Rody took a long deep breath at the warm and wet sensation and Rachel could feel how much he was enjoying what she was doing as he tensed up even firmer in her mouth. She slid down on him until his head was at the back of her mouth and then she slid up until just the tip was still in her mouth only to descend back down on him. Rody closed his eyes and grinned big as Rachel looked at his well defined stomach muscles tensing up as she continued to rise and fall with him entrenched in her mouth. She sped up her motions and continued to work him vigorously until she noticed him thrusting and moving around and his firm pulses held firm and he began to arch his back slightly and she closed her eyes knowing he was about to pop. She slid him deeper in her mouth and applied as much pressure and suction as she could until she felt the throbbing begin and she tasted a small discharge. She pressed him to the back of her throat and concentrated on holding back her gag reflex as she pressed him still deeper just as he reached his peak and released 4 shooting globs into her throat. She moved his head back into her mouth and sucked on him hard as several more pulses were released resulting in small amounts of semen to fill her mouth. She swallowed the fluid down as best as she could and continued to move up and down on him until she felt his rock hard erection relaxing in firmness but remaining erect.

Rachel slid him out of her mouth and she forced the salty and slightly bitter fluid down in several swallowing gulps. She wiped the sides of her mouth dry and moved up on him and he blinked hard a few times and then sat up and gently pushed Rachel back, holding her back so she wouldn't fall as she freed her feet to poke straight out. Rody Laid her down and ran his hands over her breasts, encircling them with caressing strokes a few times then he slowly dragged his hands down her stomach to her crotch that was spread nicely and in full view. He stroked her lips on the edges with the sides of his fingers while his palms slid along the sides of her legs. He then smiled at her.

"You are one hell of a good looking woman Rachel."

"You don't think I'm kind of¦"

"You're kind of gorgeous Rachel. Don't you dare have any insecurity about a beautiful pussy like you got. You're smoking hot. You have perfect symmetry and form."

"Thank you Hammer. I can tell that you're being completely honest with me, you're not just saying that to get laid."

"I believe in being honest with a woman. Look, I've been with some sixes and seven's, at most maybe an eight, you're a resounding ten honey."

"You're sweet Hammer. A girl needs to hear that kind of thing in her life from an honest man like you."

Rody gripped Rachel by the sides and slid her forward and he slipped his legs out from under her and he maneuvered himself so he was above her and he leaned down and kissed her stomach in several spots, gently at first and with more pressure as he kissed her over and over. He worked his way down to her crotch and kissed her furry crown then kissed her perineum a few times and then he extended his tongue and licked at her tingling and wet lips and internal flesh eliciting a whimper from Rachel and she closed her eyes and tried to relax as Rody treated her to lavishing swipes of his tongue. He caressed her lips with the end of his tongue and sucked on them gently, pulling on them slightly as they slipped from his mouth. He then moved down to her opening and ran the tip of his tongue around the entrance a few times then firmed and plunged his tongue inside her and she took a quick breath and let a little squeak slip out and he grinned and went back to plunging his tongue in and out of her, curling the end of his tongue at one point, dragging the hooked end out of her and she loved the sensation.

Rody then made slow circles up to the top of her vulva and zeroed in on her clitoris until he found the small bump with the tip of his tongue. He hooked his tongue up under her hood to give direct stimulation and Rachel thrust once at the intense stimulation then relaxed and let him work her. He worked his tongue back and forth across it and in circles until he found the right combination to elicit the most reaction out of her. He continued to work her in just the right pattern and he used his right index finger to provide stimulation to her opening and just beyond inside. It only took him a short time to get her moaning and squeaking in shear delight and then she took several quick breaths and moaned "Oh Hammer¦just like that" and then she moved her hips back slightly and tensed up from head to toe and began to orgasm intensely. Rody worked her clitoris and opening until she released a small gush once again and he kept working her until her orgasm subsided. He licked her lips clear and swiped her flesh a few times and she gratefully let him and then he wiped his mouth clear and moved up on her so he was lying on her and she breathed heavily for a few moments then opened her eyes and smiled at him.

"That was incredible. I'm so glad you know what you're doing. I really needed that."

"It was my honor to serve ma'am." Rody said with smile.

Rachel smiled at him and then wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him to her and she engaged him in a very tender and passionate kiss that he thought had some serious feeling to it. He hoped she wasn't falling for him this quickly but he returned the kiss with equal tenderness and passion. Rody then slid himself up on her until he felt his cock pressing against her wet flesh and he lifted himself slightly and he pulled himself against her harder and his head slid down to her opening and slowly began to slide into her. She terminated the kiss and arched slightly at his large size pressing her open and he glided all the way inside her and held his position for a moment and then Rachel moved her hips back signaling that she was ready and he began to slide in and out of her and she grinned at first and then the sensation intensified immediately and she began to moan softly and Rody sped up and began to work her deeper and harder and she responded pleasingly. She let him thrust in and out several times then she whispered in his ear that she wanted it harder and he lifted up and began to pound her vigorously and her soft moans turned into cries of pleasure. He brought her to an orgasm almost immediately and then he kept working her and she held onto him with her eyes closed tightly as he worked her even harder and she craned her neck down and opened her eyes and watched his cock thrusting into her and she began to take quick breaths as yet another orgasm began to build with the visual stimulation heightening her arousal. She watched as long as she could then pulled on him hard as she closed her eyes and bared down against the orgasms intensity as it took her mind from her and she tensed up inside and Rody could feel her tightening up around him firmly. He looked down as his firm erection sliced into her pressing her delicate lips to the side in a curve right his shape. Her lips curled in and out as his shaft pierced her and he felt the throbbing indication that her tightened state was increasing the friction such that he was now building to an orgasm.

Rody closed his eyes and enjoyed the intense sensation as it built until he pumped gushes of his fluid inside Rachel and she squealed at the warm and wet squirts that she could distinctly feel hitting her back wall in a wonderful sensation of forceful gushes. Rody grunted a moan as he came inside her and he slowed for a moment until the intensity eased then he went back to working Rachel hard, like she wanted. Rody worked her to another 4 orgasms, at the end of which she pressed her hands against his chest to slow his pace.

"I¦need¦to¦catch¦my breath. Please hammer¦slow down."

Rody slowed to the point that he was barely dragging himself in and out of her and he set his whole body weight down on her.

"I'm sorry sweetheart, I thought you wanted it hard like that?" Rody said in heavy breaths.

Rachel nodded as she continued to breathe heavily and then she opened her eyes and looked into his handsome face.

"I wanted it hard and fast but you¦wore me out. Don't stop¦just slow down."

Rody kissed her sweaty forehead and began to thrust into and out of her at a much slower pace and she smiled with her eyes closed.

"That's it¦make love to me now."

Rody blinked a few times not quite sure how he should react to her saying that, but he obliged and made love to her in a rhythmic pace that wasn't slow, unlike the pounding he was dishing out before. It only took a few moments of this much more casual pace for Rachel to begin to build to another orgasm and this time she could discern his complete shape inside her as he slid into and out of her. She gripped him around the back and arched her back slightly and squeaked lightly as the intensity built in her until she completely tensed up and craned her neck back as she experienced a gentle but intense orgasm that was extremely moving for her. She could feel Rody's emotions and thoughts as she contracted and for just a moment she felt like she could feel his very essence and Rody didn't fail to notice that something was going on inside him as she came. His chest tensed up noticeably and there was a warm glow that he had never experienced before when a woman came. He continued to work through the odd sensation until Rachel relaxed some but kept her eyes closed and he decided to keep working her to at least one more orgasm if possible. It took a few minutes to get her back to the point of rapid breaths followed by a tensing up all over her body and a distinct tightening up inside and Rody was surprised that he was feeling an orgasm of his own building. He worked Rachel and at her peak Rody reached his, and they came together at the same instant and Rachel again felt his warm fluid squirt against her back wall with an intense gushing force that was wonderful feeling. Rody grunted his explosion into Rachel and then kept working her until she relaxed and then he slowed his pace and finally stopped.

They laid together for a time as they caught their breath and then Rody withdrew his cock and slowly rolled onto his side to further catch his breath. After a minute Rachel rolled onto her side and looked into Rody's face and grinned at him.

"That was fantastic Hammer. Was I okay for you too?"

Rody put his arm around Rachel and she laid her head on his chest.

"You were outstanding Rachel. Probably one of the best lays I've ever had."

"Good. I wanted to please you but it was so intense for me that I was worried that I wasn't doing everything I should to make it good for you."

"You did everything perfect hon."

"Can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

"Did you¦feel something¦different during the orgasm before the one when we came at the same time."

"Yeah. My chest was tight and¦there was warm tingling sensation somewhere deep inside."

"Hmm."

"Why? Did you feel something like that too?"

"Yeah. I might have been doing something to you by accident."

Rody stopped stroking her head and looked at her until she moved her head so she could look into his eyes.

"What do you mean you might of done something to me by accident?"

"Haven't you ever had sex with a gifted woman before?"

"No, not that I know of."

"Oh. I felt like I could feel your very essence or something as I was coming and my mind was drifting. I have some advanced abilities that I don't completely understand the nature of. They aren't anything like what Laurel and Jake have but they're there just the same."

"Are you saying you put a spell on me?"

"I'm gifted, I'm not a witch. I didn't know you would be such a great lover or so¦likeable. I like you a lot."

"I like you a lot too Rachel. I think that goes without saying if we're doing each other. You're not going to fall for me or anything are you? I thought you just wanted a good poke with no strings attached."

"That's exactly what I wanted," Rachel turned her head so she was looking down at their feet. "I didn't know you would move me while you were doing me."

"Let's just get some sleep honey. We'll see how we feel in morning when all the adrenaline and dopamine has worn off."

"Okay¦are you going to be pissed if I have significant feelings for you in the morning too?"

Rody stroked her head and sighed.

"No. You always run the risk of infatuation running deeper than expected when you engage in something as intimate as what we just did."

"Okay. I don't want you to resent me or feel annoyed if I'm hanging around you or¦can't get my feelings to straighten out."

"I won't toy with you like that Rachel. If you feel you're developing genuine feelings that are significant, I'm your guy. It's not what I'm looking for, but I'm not a complete slob either. I'll respect how you're feeling and act accordingly. I can think of worse things than having a hot brunette hanging around cause she's into me."

"Thank you Hammer. You're a true gentleman."

Rody squirmed out form under Rachel and he reached up and tuned the light out and then he crawled back next to her and he laid on his back and let her curl up to him with her head on his chest and her right leg up over his left. Rachel was satisfied and very tired and she quickly drifted off to sleep while Rody laid in the complete darkness and debated the captain's warning. He was determined not to mess with this young lady's mind but he wasn't looking to start a serious relationship with anyone either. After a while he resigned to the fact that Rachel was gorgeous and a creature of grace, if she fell for him he was going to treat her right and make her his girlfriend. He could see himself developing feelings for her that could in time run very deep. He finally felt tired and mentally resolved enough to drift off to sleep himself.

When morning arrived, Rody was the first to wake and he had no choice but to wake Rachel since she was practically wrapped around him. He stirred and tried to move and Rachel stirred and yawned and released her hold on Rody. Rody rolled over and moved toward the head of the tent and slapped his hand on the forward wall a few times until he struck the control panel. The lighting control illuminated and he engaged the lights and he winced at the bright light but his eyes adjusted quickly and a wonderful sight met him. Rachel was lying on her back covering her eyes and her glorious body was a sight for sore eyes to Rody. He smiled and admired her incredible figure and perfectly dimensioned shapes and curves. Her eyes finally adjusted to the light and she arched her back in a stiff stretch and then she relaxed and looked up at Rody leaning against the forward wall with one knee up with his wrist resting across it in a handsome accidental pose that Rachel wished she could capture for posterity. She smiled at him and turned herself slightly so he could look upon all of her as she sensed he wanted to do. She moved her knees apart slightly and looked down her body at him with the prettiest smile glowing from her beautiful face.

"Morning Hammer."

"Morning Rachel. How'd you sleep?"

"Oooh, like a baby. Thanks for last night. I feel like a new woman."

"No thank you sexy. I had the time of my life."

"I honestly didn't know it could be like that. How did you learn how to do all those things so perfectly?"

"I assure you it wasn't all from experience. I'm not a man whore, I read a lot about how a woman's body works so I could get it right without embarrassing myself. I just happen to be good at things with only a little practice."

"You certainly are good at things¦I didn't know my body could do some if the things you made me do."

"Your first wet orgasm huhn?"

"Yeah, and twice in one night at that."

"I'm glad I could provide you with some firsts¦and seconds. A woman your age isn't usually missing anything as far as experiences goes."

Rachel sat up and curled her legs behind her to the side very poised like and she stared at Rody for a few moments.

"How old do you think I am?"

"Twenty-six or seven maybe?"

"Physically maybe. I'm a little less upstairs. I was twenty-four when I boarded and not real experienced, but not a virgin like Catty."

"Noo! She held out until we got here?"

"She was four years younger than me and way to focused on her career to be concerned with guys. She uh¦didn't exactly wait until we got to the Future planet, but close enough. I think she lost her mind for the first guy to take her. I didn't run into that problem."

"You've never been in love then?"

"Oh I thought I was once, but it faded so, I don't think it was the real thing. He¦I don't want to talk about guys in my past right now. None of 'em were like you. You're a serious hunk of real man."

"I guess your feelings from last night are still there?"

"Let me wake up a little more and I'll let you know."

Rody nodded and Rachel looked around for a moment then she looked at Rody.

"Okay, you're prepared for everything so how are going to bathe with no water nearby?"

"For now we have bath in a bag in our survival packs. It's like a huge most cloth that you wash your body with. Jake and Catty discovered a cenote not too far from here so we might be able to carry water back camp from there. I can set up a hanging shower. It's a bucket with perforated holes in the bottom of it and you pour water into the bucket and it cascades down on you in a shower of droplets."

"Sounds reasonable. How hard is it to set something like that up?"

"It's not that hard if you know what you're doing."

"Would you be willing to fetch me a bath in bag then? I kind of need to get last night off me if you know what I mean?"

"I hear you. Let me throw a few things on and I'll get your survival pack for you."

Rachel nodded and scooted against the sidewall and leaned back against the wall as Rody got to his feet and put his underwear, pants and dark blue undershirt on. He then picked up his holster and slung it around his waist and caught the end of it and fastened the ends, then fastened the thigh buckle with a resounding snap. He then winked at Rachel and turned and walked to the door and he unsealed it and pushed it open, then disengaged the external cloak so he would be able to find the tent upon his return.

The air was warm and humid compared to that in the tent but the sun was just starting to crest above the distant hilltops and fog-laden valleys between. Rody closed the door and looked around and the absence of any other tents told him he was the first up. He had no idea how long they had been asleep but he figured the length of day must be comparable to that of the Future planet since he was accustomed to getting up at 5am if he didn't have pressing duties to attend to. Rody took a deep breath and wiggled his toes in the damp and warm brush all around him. He looked around at the nature of the brush and he could tell it was going to be an uncomfortable walk. He started walking toward the seats still placed around the camp fire and he was relieved that the damp conditions on the brush softened their needle like points enough to make the walk not so uncomfortable after all.

Rody reached the seat Rachel had been sitting in and he picked up her pack, and his sitting next to hers, and he headed back to the tent. He set one pack down and opened the door to the tent and was delighted to see Rachel still sitting on the padded floor without anything on. She was a truly marvelous sight. He caught feelings mixing in with his admiration of her form and he pushed the feelings aside and picked up the pack he had set down and he stepped into the tent and closed the door. He set the packs down by the door and he opened the first and pulled out some of the items until he found the vacuum-sealed bag with the bath in a bag-moistened towel within. He tossed it toward Rachel then opened the other pack and removed a few items until he found the bath in a bag. He pulled it out and then stood up and got undressed.

Once Rody was naked, Rachel grinned at him and leaned forward slightly.

"Are you going to show me how the bath in a bag is used?"

"I suppose I could give you a rub down if you like?"

"I would really like that."

Rody chuckled lightly and nodded. He picked up the bag he had tossed to Rachel and he pulled the bag open and removed the moist towel and he waved Rachel over. She got on her hands and knees and crawled over to him and sat on her haunches and he motioned for her to rise up. She stood up on her knees and faced him and he moved closer and began wiping her down starting at her neck and working his way down her body on the front side, then he moved around to her back side and he wiped her down completely. He then lifted her from under her arms and she got to her feet and he tapped her knees and she moved her feet apart and he wiped her legs down, glancing at her very pretty vulva many times. He then gently wiped along her vulva and then moved to her backside and wiped up between her cheeks on her backside. He then folded the towel up to a clean area and moved back to her front side and he gently wiped her cheeks and chin and up the side of her face to her ears and he found himself staring into her eyes. She was completely anesthetized by his caring and gentle touch and she simply stared back with a deer in headlights look.

Rody dropped the towel and leaned in and engaged Rachel in a very tender lip lock kiss. When he pulled back and their lips slowly pulled apart, Rody felt a distinct rush of emotions and his pulse quickened and it startled him. This girl captivated him and he was pretty sure he was feeding on or experiencing a small part of her feelings from within himself. For just a moment in time he knew exactly what she was feeling, he was certain of it. He moved back and Rachel continued to stare at him and he looked down for a moment then looked into her face.

"I don't know why I did that."

"You did it because it felt right. I liked it, there was true feeling in that kiss."

"Yeah, but I don't want to lead somewhere unintended. I'm stirring our feelings and I shouldn't be doing that until you figure out what you're really feeling."

Rachel nodded and broke her gaze into his eyes and she looked at his pack and then looked at him.

"You want me to give you a bath now?"

"No, I think I should take care of it myself. Go ahead and get dressed while I get cleaned up."

Rachel nodded lightly and Rody turned and lifted the other bath in a bag pack and opened it and pulled the moist towel out and commenced wiping himself down completely. By the time he was done, Rachel was dressed and putting her shoes on and he put the towel aside and quickly got dressed himself. As he was bent down tying his boots Rachel stepped closer to him and put her hand on his shoulder.

"You aren't going to become distant and cold because you don't want to lead me on are you?"

Rody tied his last boot and pulled his cuff over the top of her boot and he looked up at her as he leaned back.

"I wouldn't do that to you Rachel. We're close friends now and I like you way too much to mess with your head. I have feelings for you that I'm not entirely sure are actually mine. I think you did more to me than you thought. Last night was absolutely awesome, but I need to keep frosty out there and I can 't be distracted by stirring feelings that might not originate in me in the first place. I'm going to prioritize my feelings to keep alert to my responsibilities out there. It doesn't mean anything between us has changed, it just means I have a lot of responsibility that requires my full attention. You need to figure out exactly what you're feeling and where you want things to go between us. Either way I'm going to support and respect your decision."

"That sounds reasonable. At the very least I want us to remain close friends Hammer."

Rody stood up and smiled at Rachel as he stroked her hair off her shoulder.

"Nothing is going to change that honey. I would like us to be fiends with benefits, but if that's going to confuse the issue for you, I'll just be a friend that cares about you very much. If you ever need anything or just want to talk to someone, you give me a shout and I'll be there."

"And if I decide I like how you make me feel and I want something¦more meaningful?"

"Then I'll be there for you for that too. I meant what I said last night. If you think this is deeper than you expected and can't or don't want to stop it from growing deeper, I'll stick with you as your boyfriend. You're classy enough and more than beautiful enough to have my interest no matter what you decide you want. I want whatever you want Rachel."

"That's so sweet of you Hammer. You sure are an unusual man for someone trained to do what you do. Thank you for giving me the freedom to decide where I feel this should go. I didn't expect to develop such intense feelings for you so damn quick. I'll sort it out and let you know what I want."

Rody nodded and then leaned forward and kissed Rachel on the side of the head. He then opened the door and the pair stepped out into the warm humid morning air. Rody was relieved to see the captain's tent visible, though the door was closed and the captain was nowhere to be seen. Rody and Rachel walked over to the ship and Rody deactivated the intruder prevention device and then Rachel retrieved her personal bag so she could brush her hair and teeth and apply some deodorant so she would feel more Human. Rody retrieved his as well and they made their way back to their individual tents and stowed their bags and took care of themselves. By the time Rody was finished, the captain had emerged from his tent and he was enjoying the morning air before the heat really kicked in after the sun rose completely.

Rody greeted the captain and captain Alexan's first concern was how things went with Rachel last night.

"Good morning Hammer. You look well rested, I trust lieutenant Mariscol got some good sleep too?"

"Yes sir. We enjoyed ourselves, but I insisted she get some sleep so she would be fresh this morning."

"So things went well? And I don't want details, I just mean in general."

"Yes sir. We have good chemistry together." Rody glanced at Rachel's tent to insure she hadn't emerged yet and then he spoke softer. "She's a remarkable woman but I didn't expect her to be¦" Rody chose his words carefully. "So emotionally inexperienced. She has experience with men, but I get the feeling she's only experienced one night stands with younger guys that were only interested in one thing and so they didn't pay much attention to her feelings and those that did didn't handle things very well. I have a habit of paying attention to a woman's needs and taking their feelings into account when I do things and that was new to her. I think it confused her a little¦in a good way mind you, but it was something she wasn't expecting and now she has lingering feelings she has to sort out."

"I see. You're giving her the time she needs to see where she wants things to go?"

"Yes sir. I told her I would embrace any decision she makes once she figures out exactly what she's feeling. Is it infatuation that's going to fade or is it something deeper that she wants to pursue. She has to decide for herself and I told her I would be there as a friend no matter what she decides."

"You're a good man Hammer. Thank you for showing her so much respect."

"You're welcome sir."

"What about you? Are you feeling anything significant for her?"

"I think so sir. She's gifted, as I assume you know, and she¦did something with her feelings at one point so I have an afterglow of exactly what she's feeling for me. I know some of my feelings are in there, but I need to take some time to let whatever she did to me fade so I know exactly what I'm feeling too. I can think of worse things than to end up with such a beautiful woman as my girl. I think I could help her to attain some emotion maturity over time too. She just needs to be treated like a lady and the rest will come to her naturally since she's a mature woman with a good head on her shoulders."

"I'm aware that her and lieutenant Kendall are both gifted, Catty a little more so than Rachel. They were assessed as exceptionally brilliant and empathically advanced. The rest of the details I can't go into until Rachel approves of us discussing her personal information. I'm glad to hear that you appreciate her as a person though. I'm very fond of her myself which is why she's on my bridge crew. I'm counting on you to keep her focused and alert without relationship distractions interfering with her ability to carry out her duties."

"I got your warning loud and clear sir. I'm not going to be a problem for her or you."

"Good enough. I won't bring the issue up again unless I sense a problem developing. You're both mature adults and so I'll leave you to handle your own relationship concerns as you see fit. The last point I'll make is that you need to remember that she's younger than what you see. She was twenty-four when she boarded the Future so she's still trying to catch up to her twenty-eight point four year old body."

"She informed me that she was twenty-four when she went into stasis. She didn't divulge what age she is now though."

"Now you know. You might want to keep that to yourself until she comes forth with that tid bit of information. You know how women are about divulging their true age? She might not appreciate me telling you how old she is if she hasn't done so herself."

"Yes sir, I do."

Rody heard the door to Rachel's tent open and he looked in that direction and he was pleased to see Rachel looking fresh and very pretty with her hair groomed and a fresh uniform on. He gave her a big smile and she responded with an equally warm smile and then Rody looked at the captain.

"I'm gunna go for a run and then I'll see if I can't hunt us up something for breakfast."

The captain looked around then he looked at Rody with a grin.

"Where are you going to run to? I don't want you leaving the clearing. We need your services right here in camp."

"I'm not planning on leaving the clearing. I'm going to make laps around the perimeter, stopping every other lap to do a hundred pushups, sit-ups and complex jumping jacks. Twenty laps should do I think."

"Sheesh, you guys don't screw around when it comes to exercise."

"Anyone that wants to join me is welcomed to?"

Rachel walked up to the pair and the captain smiled at her and nodded once.

"Morning lieutenant. You feel like running twenty miles and doing a couple hundred pushups, sit-ups, and jumping jacks?"

"Not especially sir. I like staying in shape but that's a little extreme for my taste."

"I don't blame you. I'm suspending the requirement of daily workouts during our stay here. I don't want anyone overdoing it with this heat and humidity present. None of us are used to these conditions and I need everyone's mental faculties intact. Exhaustion can set in before you know it."

"But the Future planet is humid like this most of the year." Rachel said.

"With three times the gravity." Rody said.

"All true, I still don't want anyone overdoing it. If you want to workout or run yourself ragged, be my guest. I'm just not going to require it of anyone."

Rody nodded and turned and headed toward the tree line. Rachel stepped a little closer to the captain and looked at him.

"Thank you for letting Hammer and I get together last night sir. I feel like a new woman today. I didn't know how much I needed¦what he provided."

"I'm glad to hear the experience had beneficial results for you. I know we're a sexually driven species and once experienced, it's something we crave to keep the mind and body feeling in balance."

"That's so true sir."

"Come, let's take a short walk while Hammer takes his run? There are a few tings I would like to discuss with you in private."

Rachel nodded and she and the captain headed off at a leisurely pace.

Meanwhile, in Laurel and Jake's tent, Jake stirred awake though it took him a few moments to realize he was actually awake because it was so dark and the complete seclusion from the outside environment created a lack of sensory input. It was only the very subtle sound of Laurel breathing that alerted him to the fact that he was awake and she was nestled up to his back with her right arm draped over his side. Jake stroked her arm lightly and within a few seconds he sensed her faint whispers coming to life in the back of his mind. Laurel shifted her position slightly and kissed the back of Jake's neck and he smiled in the dark and turtled down into his shoulders.

"Morning beautiful," Jake said softly.

"Good morning Jake. You think it's morning outside?"

"I don't know. Probably. I feel rested, so we must've slept for at least six hours or so."

"Turn the lights on if you will and we'll get dressed so we can find out if the sun is up?"

"Alright," Jake said as he gently slid away from Laurel.

Jake crawled toward what he was sure was the front of the tent and when he found the front wall he felt up the wall until he found the control panel and he activated the lighting and he and Laurel closed their eyes tightly for a few moments until they got used to the sudden burst of light and then they opened their easy and smiled at one another.

"Wow! You're literally a sight for sore eyes Laurel. I'll never tire of seeing your beautiful body. You're just so perfect and¦spell binding."

"You're sweet Jake, thank you. I love looking at you with nothing on too. You're a seriously gorgeous man."

Jake grinned big and moved closer to Laurel and gave her lip lock kiss and then Jake looked around briefly.

"If you give me a few minutes, I'll get dressed and go get our bags from the ship so we can put some clean clothes on?"

"That would be nice."

Jake nodded and found his clothing items and got dressed quickly and then kissed Laurel again and stepped over to the door. He disengaged the external cloak and then unsealed the door and opened the latch and pushed the door open. The warm humid morning air wafted in and Laurel leaned over a little and looked at he brightening light as the sun was beginning to rise from behind the distant hills and she grinned.

"It's really humid out there but it's definitely morning. Hurry back Jake, I want get dressed and enjoy the sunrise with you."

"I'll be quick about it."

Laurel nodded and Jake stepped out and closed the door behind him. He made his way over to the ship and quickly climbed up the boarding ramp, only stopping for a moment when he heard noises over by the tree line and he squatted down and peered around the boarding ramp to catch Rody running past. Jake grinned and stood up and walked up into the ship, sure that Rody would've deactivated the intruder prevention device he had activated the night before if he was out exercising. Jake climbed up onto the cargo area and retrieved his and Laurel's personal bags and then he headed back down the ramp. He stopped by the seats he and Laurel had been sitting in around the campfire and he set down his bag and slung their survival packs over his shoulder and then he picked up his personal bag and headed back toward the tent. He noticed the captain off in the distance with lieutenant Mariscol and they appeared to be walking slowly while talking. Jake was pretty sure whatever they were talking about was civilian corps business and none of his.

Jake set his bag down and grasped the handle to the door and twisted it to right and the door unsealed and he pulled it open, then picked his bag up and stepped in and set his bag down again and closed the door behind him. He then dropped Laurel's bag and slid the survival packs off his shoulder and looked at Laurel and her glorious beauty struck him once again and Laurel smiled at the compliment his feelings were paying her.

"Thanks Jake. The captain, Rody and Rachel are up huhn?"

"Yeah. I didn't see lieutenant Kendall's tent, so I think she's still asleep or she's awake and hasn't deactivated the cloaking emitters. In broad daylight you still can't tell the tent is there even up close. Those holographic emitters are really sophisticated."

"It's more than just the emitters, it's the material that the emitters are broadcasting onto."

Jake nodded while grinning as he sensed Laurel's ideas for how the material worked and then he began to get undressed. The two of them freshened up and put clean clothes on and then headed out of their tent. The sun was now a bright half circle crowning over the distant hills and the temperature was beginning to rise quickly. It was already a good 5 degrees warmer than it was when they first opened their tent. Lieutenant Kendall's tent was now visible though she still wasn't anywhere to be seen. Laurel and Jake looked around for a few minutes as they got their bearings compared to the dark evening when they turned in. They saw Rody in the distance performing a round of sit-ups and they thought he was absolutely nuts given how warm and humid it was.

The captain stood up from his seat by the now extinct campfire and he waved Laurel and Jake over. They walked over to the seats they had occupied the night before.

"Good morning sir," Laurel said as they sat down.

"Good morning Laurel. How did you two sleep?"

"We slept sound sir. Those Sigma tents are incredible at providing a comfortable and quiet environment."

"I was skeptical about how a tent could be air and sound tight, but I'm totally convinced they're every bit what Hammer said they were. The special tactics guys get all the best toys," Rachel said with a smile.

"They need the tactical advantage the Sigma tents provide lieutenant," The captain said. "Not all tools of the trade are going to be as plainly obvious as to their strategic value as the Sigma tents, but you can be sure Hammer has some very sophisticated equipment that could easily save our lives."

"Yes sir. I can only imagine what he's carrying in that military gear container of his."

"Don't ask too many questions about their contents Rachel, most of the technology and device construction is highly classified information. Not that he would tell you much if you asked him about his gear."

"I got that last night sir."

"After we have some breakfast I want you girls to get started with the analysis of the main power drive on the Icarus. If at all possible I would prefer we fix the problem and get ourselves off this planet before someone detects our presence and decides to pay us a visit. It's going to be a week before the Future begins to search for us and we have no idea if we're still within the search corridor. The power surge could've thrown us¦lord knows how far off course."

"Sir, if lieutenant Mariscol got a glimpse of the name of this planet, doesn't that mean we're within the search corridor since Agrusan appeared on the map data that was uploaded before we left?" Laurel asked.

"Not necessarily. The map program will list related planets due to interspecies relationships or migrations to new home worlds that aren't necessarily within the primary search corridor. We could be dozens or tens of dozens of light-years off course given how severe the power surge was."

"If our shakedown gave us a feel for the maximum range of the Icarus, we can't be more than about ten light years or so of course sir." Laurel rebutted.

"Good point. It still means they'll pass right by us and search all the way to the Reuopon station before turning around and widening the search area. A wider search area will take even longer for them to cover in order to make it to wherever we are."

"That's a good point too sir. We'll do our best to find out where the fault lies and see to getting it fixed as quick as we can."

"I know I can always depend on you Laurel. I was right to bring you and Jake on the mission for this very circumstance."

"Hey, can't you and Jake reach out to someone on the Future?" Rachel asked.

Laurel shook her head gently.

"The Future is too far away so we would need to contact someone with heightened abilities like ours for it to work. The furthest we can contact someone with telepathy is like a light year, maybe a little further if it's someone that's really sensitive."

"So there's limitations to your abilities then?"

"We aren't really experienced at using our abilities yet. In time we might be able to do what you're talking about, but not at our current level of¦proficiency."

Rachel nodded and then looked around to see where Rody was. He was just completing his last lap while breathing heavily and he was slowing to allow the lactic acid to settle before coming back to camp. He walked another half lap around the perimeter then sauntered over to the campsite and plopped down in one of the seats, still breathing fairly heavily.

"Did you enjoy your workout Hammer?" The captain asked with a grin.

"It was invigorating sir. I love a good workout."

"How are you going to get cleaned up now that we've used the bath in a bag?" Rachel asked.

"There are plenty more in the supply crate on the ship. Jake found that cenote with lieutenant Kendall too; I'm guessing the dry streambeds they crossed are only dry on the surface. I'm hoping to reach water that can be sand filtered to be used for showering, washing dishes, and with a bio filtering, maybe even drinking."

"Can't the ship produce drinking water with the evaporator system?"

"Yeah. Depending on the humidity level, it should produce about ten gallons every twenty- four hours. It's not enough to bath in it, but it's enough to keep us alive by providing drinking water that can be rationed."

"That may not be enough if the temperature gets higher than it was yesterday," The captain said. "While the girls are working on analyzing the power core, I want you and Jake to see about finding an alternate supply of water."

"Yes sir. I have some ideas about how to get at deeper water if it exists."

"I thought you might. Your survival training is going to keep us all alive."

"Yes sir. I had six months of what they called Congo training. We were dropped into a rain forest and had to survive for three weeks at a time, each time with less and less carried in supplies. Not everyone was up to the task."

"You mean¦people died during the Congo training?" Rachel asked.

"No. We had an emergency beacon that once activated would result in extraction within a day or two, but if you did that you failed your Congo training and didn't make the cut for special tactics," Rody looked around briefly and then grinned at Rachel. "How do you think this situation would've panned out if I had begged out during my Congo training? We don't have that option here. If I fail to provide for all our needs and security, someone could die."

"I can understand what you're saying. I'm glad you passed your Congo training. I'm awful glad you're here to keep us alive until we can get the ship fixed or the Future finds us too."

"Thanks lieutenant."

Lieutenant Kendall emerged from her tent at that point and she sauntered over to the group and offered a warm smile.

"Morning everyone. I'm going to fetch my personal bag so I can freshen up."

"Good morning Catty," Laurel said with a pretty smile.

"Morning lieutenant," Captain Alexan said. "Did you sleep well?"

"Yes sir! Those Sigma tents are incredible. It was cool and quiet, just like in my quarters on the Future."

"Glad to hear the tent helped you to rest comfortably. Get your things and freshen up and then join us for the morning briefing so we can go over the plans for the day."

"Yes sir. I won't be long."

"Don't forget your survival pack, the bath in a bag will help you to feel refreshed after using it," Rachel reminded Catty.

"Okay. I'll get it on my way back to my tent. Thanks for the tip Rachel."

Rachel nodded and grinned and Catty turned and walked to the ship and climbed up the boarding ramp.

"I should go get freshened up too," Rody said. "I don't want to offend all these pretty ladies by stinking the place up."

Everyone chuckled and Laurel leaned forward slightly.

"No one would hold it against you given the conditions we're going to be enduring."

"You're sweet Laurel. I'm still going to make the effort to keep as fresh as possible."

Laurel nodded with a warm smile on her face and Rody stood up and nodded once to the captain and then he headed off to his tent just as Catty walked down the cargo ramp with her personal bag in her hand. She walked over to her survival pack and picked it up and slung it over her shoulder and headed to her tent. A few minutes later Rody remerged looking refreshed and he was wearing much lighter clothing though he was still sporting his weapon and a variety of utility holsters on his holster belt. He walked over to the group and put his hand out to Rachel.

"Would you like to join me in collecting something for breakfast?"

Rachel grinned and put her hand in his and stood up.

"I'm not much of a hunter Hammer. I don't know how much help I'm going to be?"

"You're going to watch my back while I'm concentrating on collecting breakfast. None of us should venture very far from camp without someone to watch his or her back. We have no idea how aggressive or nasty some of the creatures in this forest can be. The littlest things can get you if you don't watch it."

"Hammer, is this considered a jungle or a forest?" Jake asked.

"It's doesn't exactly have the right conditions to call it a jungle. I would call it a tropical forest."

Jake nodded a few times and leaned back and Rachel and Rody headed off toward the tree line and Laurel looked at the captain and grinned slightly.

"You know, Mark kind of liked the field rations, but Hammer doesn't seem to like 'em very much?"

"I know what you mean. I guess he's had his fill of them over his career. The rations prepared on the Future have a little more variety and flavor compared to the military issued rations, but it's still reconstituted dried food stock that's a bit lack luster compared to finding fresh food if you know what you're doing. I keep skilled individuals like him in my pocket so to speak for good reason."

"It speaks to your careful choices in your primary crew on away missions?"

"Yes. You two are included in those careful choices because of what you bring to the table. I'm bending established rules and regulations by including you on the mission roster because I need you two close by for situations just like this not to mention the advantage you provided during our visit to the Reuopn station."

"I'm guessing you can bend the rules since you don't have the civilian corps to answer to out here."

"In a limited fashion that's true. I have people I have to explain my actions to, but in the end the final say is mine¦within reason. If I make reckless decisions or ones that could unduly endanger the safety of those under my command or those I'm responsible for, I could be censured leading to my command being stripped if I'm found guilty of unsound decision making habits. I answer to the civilians, as should be the case. If they don't like the job I'm doing, they can see to it that someone else is put in place that does a better job."

"How likely is that to happen?" Laurel asked.

"Not very. Thus far I've made some unusual, but sound, decisions as evidenced by the net result. Allowing you two to serve at my side, despite your status as civilians, has actually been favored by most of those that matter."

"But not all?" Laurel asked somberly.

"You don't understand what I mean by most. Those that don't favor the idea do so because they believe you're too important to risk your lives by brining you on missions that put you in danger, as any mission in space can."

"They want us at home to serve their needs?"

"No¦they want you at home to use your incredible abilities to serve all your people Laurel, not just a few individuals, as they feel you're doing by being at my side. Am I being selfish to insist on you two coming on missions with me? You're damn right! I need to get home alive along with the rest of the crew on any mission I'm on. I know that's a virtual certainty if you and Jake are on said mission. In the end, there are enough people that happen to agree with me to allow me the luxury of including you two on any mission your parents approve of you joining."

"What are the few that don't like the idea going to think if Jake and I rejoin the civilian corps?"

"The decision to join is yours. They have absolutely no say in whether or not you join and if you do, being included on any missions I see fit to assign you to is none of their business. If it happens to be dangerous, I can explain it away by saying that's the nature of serving on the Future in a part of the galaxy never seen by Humans before."

"I sense you don't plan on sending us on the really dangerous missions without men like Hammer to watch our six." Jake said with a grin.

"That goes back to making wise decisions about the well being of my prized crew members. I'm sure somewhere down the line there will be an insistence that I provide a security team on any mission you're a part of. Standard protocol from my point of view anyways, but I'm sure it will be insisted upon just the same."

Laurel nodded and leaned back in her seat to enjoy the warm morning rays now shinning on them before they became uncomfortable.

Meanwhile Rody and Rachel wandered several hundred yards into the forest while Rody stared at his hand held sensor until he found exactly what he was looking for. He looked up from his sensor and pointed up into a tree and Rachel looked high up into the tree and wandered what Rody was getting at.

"I thought we were hunting for something for breakfast?"

"We are. Look at all the life signs in the canopy up there. They're birds¦or at least the equivalent for this planet. They aren't feathered, but they're flying animals that nest in colonies in the canopies. If they nest like a bird, they likely lay eggs too. That's what I was looking for. Take a step back and I'll scatter 'em so I can climb up and have a look in the nests."

Rachel stepped back and Rody pulled his PP-35 and flipped it on in a single motion and Rachel looked at her hand held sensor for a moment and she saw what Rody was talking about. There were at least thirty animals up in the canopy sitting in woven nests nestled among the leafy branches. Rachel then lowered her sensor and stepped closer to Rody.

"If you shoot at them won't you damage the eggs?"

Rody lowered his weapon and looked at Rachel with a furrowed grin.

"You don't understand much about your sidearm do you?"

"I suppose not."

"They're kinetic and electromagnetic in nature, and not very kinetic on the lowest setting. I'm not going to hit the animals themselves, just the tree. The electromagnetic energy will run up the tree and disturb the animals into flight. It isn't enough energy to do anything to what's inside the eggs."

"So it won't hurt the animals?"

"No. It might stun a few bugs but that's it. It'll feel like a static shock when you drag you socked feet across the floor then touch a metal surface. You get a little pop, that's it."

Rachel smiled and nodded and Rody took aim again and fired twice into the main stalk of the tree and they could see the energy running up the tree and splintering out the branches like chain lightning running from cloud to cloud. There was a noisy response from the animals in the form of noisy screeching calls and they all took to wing, scattering from the treetop. From camp they saw the flock as a distant shadow of noisy animals taking to the air and scattering in multiple directions only to rejoin in a swarm circling the tree tops, flying back and forth in an undulating wave of confusing movement and noise.

"Looks like Hammer found something," The captain commented as they watched the panicked animals flying around noisily.

Rody poked his weapon into his holster and hugged the tree and began shimmying up the trunk. When he reached the first set of branches, he pulled himself up onto a thick branch that would support his weight and he looked down at Rachel staring up at him in shock at how fast he climbed the 30 feet to his perch.

"If it looks like they're settling down enough to return to their nests, let me know so I can scare 'em off again?"

"Alright, but how are going to do that if you're up in the tree? Won't you stun yourself?"

"I'm wearing insulated shoes. Long as I'm not touching the tree with my hands I can shoot the trunk and it'll do the same thing as before."

Rachel nodded her head and stepped back so she could see around the canopy to where the animals were still flocking in waves that wavered and moved around in a swarm of confusing movements. Rody began climbing up through the branches until he reached the level of the nests and he crawled out onto a branch and peered down into a couple nests close to one another and he was relieved to see that he was right. There were 4 to 6 eggs in each nest and dozens of nests were close enough to him to take a few eggs from each easily. The eggs were a dull green color with gray spots of irregular shapes and sizes, making them blend into the leafy canopy and the nests they were sitting in. Rody leaned down and began plucking eggs from a few nests then he leaned over the side of the branch he was practically lying on so he could see Rachel.

"I'm going to drop these to you one at a time. Catch each one and set it down and I'll drop another."

Rachel stepped back under the shade of the tree and she hung her sensor and held her hands out, palms together and Rody released one and it drifted down and plopped right into Rachel's hands. She looked at the strangely colored egg for a moment then set it down by the base of the tree and then stepped back from the tree trunk and put her hands out as before and Rody dropped another. They repeated this until they had culled 12 eggs and then Rody began to climb down. As he got to the lowest branches and began to shimmy down the main trunk, the animals began to calm down and resettle in their respective nests and the noise faded away and by the time Rody plopped to the ground, the animals were completely quiet.

"That was good thinking Hammer. Did you empty the nests up there?"

"No. I only took one or two from each nest so the animals would feel compelled to stay with the nest. We should be able to come back each day and collect more long as we don't get greedy or come to the same tree too many times. There'll be other colonies around her that we can collect from once we've hit this one two or three times."

"You're so damn smart Hammer. I never would've thought to look up in the trees for breakfast."

"Thanks. Let's just hope the eggs taste alright or we've wasted our time here."

Rachel smiled and nodded and they picked the eggs up and turned and headed toward camp through the thick trees and undergrowth. As they stepped up to the group still seated by the extinguished campfire, the captain looked at their cupped hands and furrowed his brows.

"I'm not sure how something that fits in your hands is going to feed us all for breakfast?"

Rody opened his hands and showed the captain the 6 eggs in his hands and Rachel did the same and the captain grinned and nodded.

"I stand corrected. Nicely done you two."

"Thanks captain," Rody said. "We'll have breakfast ready shortly."

"Sounds great."

Rody and Rachel moved over to the campfire pit and set the eggs down and then Rody walked over to the supply crate and retrieved a mobile cooking burner and a pan so he could prepare omelets for everyone with the eggs and left over meat from the kill the night before. It only took Rody and Rachel a few minutes to have eggs sizzling in the pan with a wonderful aroma wafting in the air. It wasn't long after that Rody began serving up the omelets and Rachel handed them out while Laurel took the initiative to make everyone a glass of Gatorade to replenish electrolytes and offer something a little sweet to drink with breakfast. They all ate the meal gratefully and found the eggs to have a uniquely sweet taste that was accented perfectly with the flavorful meat bits added in by Rody. After they had eaten, Rody swapped out the water collection container on the ship and brought the 10 gallons produced thus far close the campfire pit and he and Rachel washed the plates, silverware and cups. The captain then began a short briefing.

"Now that we've got some food in us, and thank you for your efforts to that end Hammer and lieutenant Mariscol, I need to assign a few tasks for the day. Hammer, I want you and Jake to look into finding a source of fresh water to supplement what the ship can provide. Ten gallons a day just isn't going to meet our needs with the hot and humid conditions present. After that, if time permits, I need you two to finish setting up the campsite to support us for a long duration stay. I'm hoping we can get out of here soon, but we need to be prepared to be stranded here for an extended period just incase the malfunctioning systems aren't easily fixed."

"Understood sir," Rody replied.

"It'll be a learning experience," Jake said. "I'll show Rody exactly where the dry streams are and the cenote."

"Good man. You two stay alert out there. We still don't know what kind of animals we're likely to run across, some of them could pose a serious danger if you're caught by surprise."

"I won't let that happen sir," Jake responded.

"I know Jake, I feel it warrants mentioning just the same."

Jake nodded and the captain looked at Laurel and Rachel.

"I want you two ladies to work on diagnosing the problem with the ship. You two have the most experience and knowledge in the disciplines necessary to figure out what's going on with the power drive."

"Yes sir," Rachel replied.

"Understood sir," Laurel replied. "We'll let you know as soon as we find anything."

The captain nodded once and looked at Catty.

"You and I are going to take sentry duty until Hammer and Jake return. With them away from camp someone needs to make sure no animals wander into camp that could pose a danger. Once the guys return you and I will be taking a walk to investigate something Laurel and I found on our scouting mission."

"Aye sir."

"Are you thinking there's something significant in the ziggurat we discovered?" Laurel asked.

"Call it a gut feeling. The ruins on Tiomot were ancient and seemingly insignificant. Look what lied within and beneath those ruins."

"I feel I should remind you that there were counter measures in place to prevent people from getting inside. We had inside information on how to disable those countermeasures. You should be really careful if you plan on trying to get inside."

"We'll keep that in mind. I don't plan on making entry for now. I want you and Jake present before we attempt something like that due to your experience and advanced abilities. I just want to take some deep scans around the area to determine exactly what's there."

Laurel nodded and the captain looked around briefly then looked back at the group.

"It's already beginning to get hot, I want everyone to consume plenty of water to avoid getting dehydrated. If the heat starts to get to you, I want you to take a break in your tent to cool off and recover."

Everyone nodded and the captain stood up and so everyone followed his example and got to his or her feet.

"Let's get to work before it really heats up," The captain said. "We could all find ourselves chased into our tents to avoid heat prostration."

Everyone nodded and gathered what they needed to accomplish the tasks the captain laid out. Laurel and Rachel headed up into the ship and pulled the crates from the rear of the cargo area toward the seats that were closer to the middle of the cabin so they could scan through the deck and rear bulkheads to see the internal components of the ship clearly. As they were removing the diagnostic equipment from the crate Rody had packed for the trip, Rachel took a moment to look Laurel over when she noticed how much she was already sweating. She then shook off her continued gaze at Laurel's well toned and shapely figure and she went back to unpacking the supplies as she engaged Laurel in some conversation about her observations.

"Aren't you hot wearing jeans Laurel?"

"I'm roasting, but I packed my clothing choices based on the idea of being on a space station with a controlled environment."

Rachel pulled out the compound high-resolution scanner's base and she set it down on the deck and looked at Laurel.

"You have an amazing figure Laurel so I know you aren't¦or shouldn't be ashamed of your body and you still have that Heindon tan to protect you from a burn out in the sun. Why don't you trim your jeans to shorts and take the sleeves off your top and maybe cut the front open a little to make what you're wearing a little more comfortable?"

Laurel set the primary scanner body down on the deck and leaned back on her heels and wiped the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand.

"I'm by no means ashamed of my body. I don't want to sound conceited, but I know how pretty I am. I just¦ I didn't want anyone to think I was exposing myself to show off or whatever. I'm just not like that."

"No one is going to think that Laurel. You're a civilian so you can modify what you're wearing without consequences. Our uniforms are designed to let the body breath better than what you're wearing and we're not allowed to alter them unless the captain approves of our intended alterations, which I know he's not going to do."

"I guess I could take a minute to¦alter my pants and top. Will you watch the ramp to make sure no one comes aboard while I'm undressed?"

"Sure." Rachel said as she stood up.

Rachel picked up one of the nearby water rations and she walked over to the ramp and took a few steps down the ramp so her upper torso was still in the cabin but she could clearly see if anyone came up to the bottom of the ramp and she looked at Laurel and nodded and then she opened the water ration and took a long drink while Laurel began to disrobe, experiencing immediate relief when she got her pants off and even more after removing her shirt. Laurel then retrieved a razor knife from the toolbox and she began to cut the sleeves off her shirt and the collar, followed by slitting the chest down to what she thought was a conservative distance down the chest panel. She then moved on to her pants and she cut the legs off and held them up to her waist and looked at Rachel.

"What do you think?"

Rachel looked up at her and tilted her head to each side lightly in contemplation.

"With legs like you got, I would go a little shorter. Jake is the only one around here that's going see it as sexy. The rest of will jealously notice, but say nothing inappropriate about it."

Laurel smiled and nodded.

"Thanks Rachel."

Rachel nodded and turned her attention to the boarding ramp and Laurel took a few more inches from the length of the legs of her jeans and then put her now significantly lighter clothes back on and then stepped into her shoes. Laurel then walked closer to Rachel and put her hands up slightly.

"How's this look?"

Rachel looked up at her and grinned broadly.

"Wow! You're such a beautiful girl Laurel. I bet you feel a lot better?"

Laurel put her hands down and smiled at Rachel.

"Thanks Rachel. I feel a lot cooler like this."

"Good, let's get back to work then."

Laurel nodded and Rachel climbed back up into the cabin and the two got back to unpacking everything they were going to need. They then assembled the scanning equipment and analyzing computers. They then got work scanning the unseen internal components of the power drive. It was tedious and time consuming with so many associated components to examine and the level of shielding and dense alloys that the scanners had to penetrate in order to reveal usable data and images. As they began to look deeper into the primary power core, Rachel disengaged her activity and leaned back to take a drink and rest her eyes and she looked over at Laurel bent over with a scanning element in her hand pressed to the deck as she moved it slowly to examine the precise components of interest to her. Rachel didn't fail to notice that Laurel had a remarkable rear end and she wished she had that kind of figure even when she was Laurel's age. She was only mildly curious as to what Laurel looked like with nothing on and she tried to picture her for a moment then pushed the thoughts aside, and spoke to Laurel.

"I wish we could look up into the power core from underneath the ship," Rachel said.

Laurel suddenly sensed what was going through Rachel's mind and she was flattered, but a bit embarrassed that another girl would look at her and think what Rachel was thinking. After spending so much time working close with Rachel, Laurel was beginning to interpret her thoughts via her feelings much clearer and quicker. Laurel stopped what she was doing and she sat up straight and then sat on her hip with her feet behind her as she turned her torso and looked back at Rachel.

"You do understand why we can't scan the ship from outside, right?"

Rachel stared at her for a few moments, then the light came on in her eyes and Laurel grinned when she sensed the answer run through Rachel's mind.

"The hull skin won't allow scans to penetrate the ship?"

"That's right. It's specifically designed to resist attempts at scanning the interior of the ship. We wouldn't be able to see all the way into the power core from out there even if we placed the scanning elements right up against the hull."

Rachel nodded and Laurel motioned for Rachel to come to her.

"I think I might have found something significant," Laurel said. "Come have a look at this, see what you think?"

Rachel nodded and set the water ration aside and crawled on her hands and knees over to Laurel's side and she looked at the screen displaying what the scanning element was sending back from deep within the power core. All of the components between the power core's key components and the deck plate were visible in shadowy dim outlines, but the primary components were visible in bold and solid appearing fashion. Rachel took hold of the scanning wand and moved it slightly and used her thumb to roll the magnification wheel and the image zoomed into one small area right behind one of the resonance introduction nipples. There was a distinct crack in the otherwise seamless alloy that the primary resonance amplifying ring was constructed from. Rachel stared at the crack for a moment then zoomed into one of the terminus ends of the crack and it was clear to her that the crack had migrated or grown from its original point of origin. Rachel moved the scanning element slightly until she reached the center point of the crack and she could now discern that the crack had always been there and had began to spread the moment the power core was first brought online.

"Oh this is bad! We need to show this to the captain."

"So you see what I'm seeing then?"

"Yeah. That micro crack was there all along and began to grow the moment this ship was powered up for the first time and continued to migrate until it reached a point where the resonance collecting amplifier ring no longer produced a stabile resonance response to input. The calumniator in the center of the power core received less and less power until it wasn't able to collect enough power to power the ship. That would explain the fluctuations. The resonance field destabilized, surged, and finally collapsed altogether."

Laurel nodded and turned and scooted back to the bulkhead and slid her legs out in front of her as she sat on her bottom with her feet crossed over one another. She tapped her cranial transceiver active then held pressure on it until she heard the confirmation tone that encryption had been canceled and wide band coverage was now active. She then leaned back against the bulkhead.

"Captain Alexan, do you read me?" Laurel called out.

Rachel reached up and tapped her transceiver active as she heard a page tone from her transceiver at the same moment. A second later there were 3 distinct calls responding at the same instant and Laurel heard the captain's distinct deeper voice among the simultaneous responses.

"Captain, this is Laurel calling. We've found something that you need to come see."

"Understood. We'll be right there Laurel."

"What did you find babe?" Jake's voice rang out in Laurel's mind.

"A crack in the resonance collecting amplifier ring," Laurel thought in reply. "It isn't something we're going to be able to fix."

"So we're truly stuck here?"

"Yes, at least until the Future finds us."

"Great! Love you babe."

"I love you too Jake. Please be careful out there?"

"We will be."

A few seconds later the captain's footsteps could be heard on the ramp and Laurel tapped her transceiver into standby mode and she remained seated, not quite sure what the captain was going to think of her alterations to her clothes. The captain stepped up into the cabin with Catty right behind him and when the captain caught sight of what Laurel had done to her pants and shirt he grinned slightly and motioned for her to stand up. Laurel hesitated for a moment then nodded subtly and got to her feet and faced the captain and he nodded approvingly.

"Looks like you're taking appropriate steps to keep cool?"

"You don't mind sir?"

"Not at all. Jeans and a polo style shirt seem a bit hot in these conditions. It must be eighty-five degrees in here and it's going to get a lot hotter as the day wears on."

"Thank you sir. I wasn't sure if you would approve of so much skin showing."

"You aren't in the civilian corps Laurel. You can wear what you like, how you like, and there's nothing I can say about it¦within reason anyways. You look perfectly fine Laurel. You look cute in denim shorts like that anyways."

"Thanks."

"You're welcome. So what have you ladies found?"

Laurel looked at the analyzer screen and pointed to the scanning wand in Rachel's hand.

"That's looking down and aft into the primary power core. You see that crack?"

"Yes."

"Well I don't know how familiar you are with the components in the heart of the power core, but that's located in the primary resonance collecting amplifier right behind one of the resonance introduction nipples."

The captain's face ran noticeably pale for a moment and his jaw dropped slightly. He snapped his mouth closed and nodded.

"I'm familiar with the primary resonator ring. It was one of the most complicated and difficult components to construct. The exotic alloys required such a high temperature to get them to amalgamate properly that we couldn't use a conventional mold to pour them into. We simply didn't have known materials that could withstand those kinds of temperatures without deteriorating. The shape of the ring was so also so critical that we couldn't rely on a mold to produce the right facets and contours in order for the finished product to resonate the way it does when it's exposed to specific resonance frequencies."

Laurel turned her head slightly as the captain looked at her.

"If you couldn't use a mold¦how in the world was it made? You had to pour the molten metal into something."

"We used a containment force field to contain the twelve thousand degree metal in the shape required as it was cooled over a three day period."

Laurel lifted her chin, as she understood what the captain was talking about.

"That makes sense."

"How large is that crack?"

"It's about six centimeters in length, but it's deep within the resonator ring," Laurel replied. "Rachel and I are pretty sure it's the result of a manufacturing defect."

The captain looked at Laurel quickly and Laurel was a little surprised to sense relief in him.

"You mean¦I didn't break the ship?"

"No sir, you didn't. This was an inevitable failure of the resonator ring caused by a manufacturing flaw. The power core was going to fail at some point no matter what you did to it. It was a micro crack to begin with, but it began to migrate and grow from the moment the ship was first powered up. I seriously doubt anything you did caused it to grow any faster or further than it would've had we been making one light year jumps. As you know a resonator coil like this vibrates with intense pressure waves of amplified resonance energy that's concentrated in the center of the ring where it's collected by the calumniator and converted into usable energy as well as providing the field of energy outside the ship that allows us to jump light years at a time the way we do."

"I'm vaguely aware of the complex functions of the power drive."

"Well those vibrations are what made the crack spread. You just got the core really really hot, but you didn't particularly put it under anymore stress than normal use would've. It's the jump drive that you put under a lot of stress and we haven't even got to those systems yet."

"This isn't something we're going to be able to repair out here either?"

"No sir. We need to replace the primary resonance collecting amplifier ring. This one is done for."

"Sir, did they scan the twenty eight resonance introduction nipples before they released the resonance ring to be installed?" Rachel asked.

"The entire ring was scrutinized carefully, I guess they missed the micro crack somehow. Something must've gone wrong during the cooling process. If it were cooled to rapidly this would be the result. Maybe they need to take four days to cool the ring next time."

"Sir, isn't there one of these in the sister ship to the Icarus but an even larger one?" Laurel asked pointing at the image on the screen.

"Yes. We need to get word to them not to power the damn thing up until we look for this kind of defect first."

"Do you want us to continue scanning the rest of the drive and jump components to see what else we can find?"

"You might as well. If it gets too hot in here though, I want you ladies to stop for the day and resume in the morning when it's cool in here. It's like an oven in here."

"Aye sir," Laurel replied.

The captain looked at Laurel and grinned at her as he gently tugged on one side of the split in her shirt running down to the middle of her cleavage that was spreading the opening slightly.

"You look very cute like this Laurel. See to it that you modify the rest of your shirts and pants like this if this is the only type of clothing you brought."

"Yes sir, thank you. I thought we were going to be in a controlled environment aboard a space station, not stranded in a tropical forest. I just didn't pack for these kind of conditions."

"I understand. We can't prepare for everything we might encounter out here. At least you still have a deep enough tan to protect you from getting a sunburn very easily."

"Yes sir. Rachel commented on my tan too. I guess it's going to stick with me a lot longer than I expected."

"Let me know if you ladies find anything else?"

"We will sir," Laurel replied.

The captain and Catty turned and headed back down the ramp to continue their watch while Laurel and Rachel continued to scan the internal components to look for any other damaged components.

For Jake and Rody the morning was a very different experience. Jake found that within 20 minutes of steady walking away from camp, Laurel's whispers became so faint that he had to concentrate on them to sense that they were still there. He was able to ignore the building lonesome feeling and concentrate on the trail he and Catty had blazed as a guide. As they reached the first dry creek bed, Rody took some deep scans and nodded to himself then he looked around and grinned as he shook his head.

"I was thinking about using pyrotechnics to get at the deeper water, but it's three meters deep here and we would rain rocks on the campsite like a meteor shower. Show me the streambed you found. Maybe it'll be more conducive to using explosives."

"It's that way," Jake said pointing west.

They pressed on, Rody scanning the ground and Jake scanning the trees and trail ahead to make sure they didn't run into anything large enough to be a problem. They walked for some time, eventually rounding the corner of a grassy soil mound and Jake pointed down into the dry streambed. Rody grinned as he nodded and they walked down into the sandy streambed and Rody moved his hand held sensor close to the ground and performed a maximum depth scan and he found flowing water 2.6 meters beneath the sandy streambed.

"Yeah, this'll do nicely. The water isn't all that deep and we're far enough from camp that we won't blast rocks and crap on everyone's heads."

"Yeah but we'll have to ferry the water back to camp and it's a long walk over some difficult terrain. I have a feeling that means you and I will be doing all the carrying. We're only going to be able to carry like ten gallons at a time at most."

Rody stood up straight and cocked his head to the side slightly and Jake realized immediately what Rody was thinking.

"Right¦with Laurel and I around we won't have to carry it by hand?"

"You tell me? Can you guys levitate fifty or sixty gallons of water over a long distance?"

"That's Laurel's specialty, but yes. Weight isn't a factor with what she's capable of."

"That's what I was counting on. If we empty four or five of the cargo crates and bring 'em here we should be able to load fifty gallons or more at a time."

"For that matter, if the water in the cenote is clean we can fill the containers there without anyone having to leave camp. I can remote view and Laurel can use that to guide the containers down into the cenote. She'll then bring them back to camp all with us sitting right in the middle of camp."

"That's brilliant¦and really impressive that you can do that. How far can you remote view?"

"I don't know to tell you the truth. The ability is growing stronger and more accurate all time. I think somewhere around a million or so kilometers at this point."

"Well shit fire son, you could look around this planet and see who or what's out there."

"Noo, Laurel told you that could be dangerous if there are people here with abilities like ours or even more advanced. If we're detected it would lead 'em straight to us or they could¦mess my head up. There's just too much at stake with what's in our heads to take the chance."

"Alright, that's probably a good piece of prudence. Do you think you two will be detected if you use your abilities to bring water back to camp remotely?"

"I don't know for sure. We just don't know enough about how to detect others using their gifts to make an informed guess. Laurel and I are becoming more sensitive to energy fields and I would guess in time we'll become sensitive enough to detect the subtle energy emitted by people using advanced abilities. I would have to assume other advanced beings would gain the same ability."

"Alright. I guess we're going to need to bring you two to the centore so that you don't have to exude so much energy in your efforts."

"That would probably be a good idea. I'm sorry for presenting a seemingly perfect solution only to burst the bubble with paranoia."

"You have good right to be paranoid Jake. You two have been through some terrible shit and I'm sure you've learned some hard lessons along the way. If you think it's a bad idea I'm certainly not going to try to talk you into it. In this matter you know best and I'll defer to your judgment."

"Thanks Rody. I'll show you where the cenote is."

"Alright. We'll see what the water is like down there and we may not have to use explosives at all."

Jake nodded and the two turned and kept walking. Jake followed the path he and Catty had cut during their departure hike, then he pointed off the clear path and Rody looked at the bushes and undergrowth they were going to have to slash and cut through and he looked at Jake.

"Why are we diverting from the path you two cut?"

"Because we followed a slightly different path on our way back. I'm taking us on a path that will intercept that second path. It'll save us a little bit of distance and time."

"I hope you know where you're going."

"I do. I recognize the path so far and I know roughly what direction we walked to get back to camp."

Rody nodded and the two of them hung up their hand held sensors and began hacking at the brush to blaze a new trail. It took them 30 minutes of cutting a new trail to emerge right where Jake was hoping, at the outer edge of the small clearing with a distinct irregularly shaped hole almost in the dead center of it. Jake pointed at the hole and unhooked his sensor with his left hand.

"That's it right there."

Rody poked his machete into its scabbard and lifted his sensor and began taking readings as the pair walked around the perimeter of the clearing. Rody stopped once they had circled it almost to the point where they started and he looked at the hole then increased the scanning intensity and he aimed the sensor right at the ground. Rody then took small steps toward the hole and stopped a few yards from it where the crust over the cenote thinned to just a few inches thick. Rody then increased the scan resolution to maximum and he began to get readings from the bottom of the cenote.

"Excellent!" Rody said with a smile. "The water isn't stagnant or sitting still. There seems to be water percolating into the pool down there."

Jake gently walked up next to Rody and glanced at Rody's sensor readings.

"Whoa, thirty five feet down to the surface of the water?"

"Yeah, and the pool is at least another twenty feet deep. There appears to be a network of caves down there that are feeding the pool from several directions and there's a distinct westward outflow. I'm seeing minimal life forms in the water too. I'm pretty sure we can bath in that without having to boil it first, but I don't know about drinking it. We'll have to collect a sample to analyze it for microorganisms in the water before we try to drink it."

"You want to collect a sample now?"

"I didn't bring a sample jar."

Jake pulled out his water container and opened it and took a big drink and then turned it upside down and emptied it on the ground and then he held the container up.

"We have one now."

"Alright. We'll share my water on the way back."

Jake nodded and then looked at his water container. He wasn't sure if he had the same innate ability to levitate objects without Laurel's influence. He took a few deep breaths to calm his mind and he relaxed as much as he could and he concentrated on letting his feelings for Laurel build within him and he immediately felt the familiar surge of power welling up in him. He let it build in potential then he pushed light at first and when nothing happened he pushed harder and the container lifted from his hand and he grinned. He then concentrated on levitating the container over to the hole and then as he looked down toward the ground the container descended toward the hole until it slipped out of sight.

Jake closed his eyes and stretched out with his perceptions and an image of the container came to him and the image expanded to a shaft of light within a dark well of shadow with the container drifting down in the middle of the shaft of light. As the container continued to descend the shaft of light grew dimmer and dimmer until it touched the surface of the water and Jake concentrated on making the container submerge despite its buoyancy while full of air. Jake had a clear image of the container sinking below the surface until bubbles were the only things visible in the dim light reaching the center of the pool of water. When the bubbles stopped percolating to the surface Jake closed his eyes tighter and concentrated on making the container rise and he saw it emerge from the surface and water trickled off its sides as it began to steadily rise.

Rody stood in silence and watched Jake's expressions until he relaxed his facial posture and a grin grew on his face. Rody was pretty sure Jake was having success based on his expression and it was confirmed a few minutes later when the water container emerged from the hole dripping wet and floated gently over to Jake. Jake put his hand out and opened his eyes and grasped the container and then withdrew his influence. Jake secured the cap on the container and then looked at Rody.

"How's that?" Jake asked holding up the container.

"That was the damndest thing I've ever seen."

"I didn't know if I could do that without Laurel here. She's the one that has the strongest sense of manipulation of gravitation fields."

"What?"

"When we levitate things like that we create a field of negative gravitational energy around what we're trying to move. Essentially we remove the gravitational pull making things weigh nothing. It doesn't take much energy to move things after that since they don't weigh anything."

"Hmm. You make it sound so simple. It's freakin voodoo to people like me that don't have the ability to alter the universe around me."

"You're afraid of it?" Jake asked as he stowed the water container on the back of his holster belt.

"No. There are very few things I'm afraid of. It's still strange to see someone do what you two can do."

"You don't think I'm strange do you?"

Rody put his hand on Jake's shoulder and gave it a gentle rocking.

"Not at all Jake. I think you're an amazing young man. The things you can do are strange to me, but not you personally."

Jake grinned as he read what Rody was feeling and he sensed complete honesty in Rody's words.

"We should head back and get this water sample analyzed. If it pans out, this could be the answer to our water problem."

"Agreed. We'll only have to come here one day a week to get water."

The two of them turned and began the long trek back to camp and half way back Jake put his hand up and Rody stopped and looked around briefly then looked at Jake and the blank stare at nothing in particular alerted Rody to the fact that Jake was communicating with Laurel so he stood quietly and continued to take scans until Jake looked down sadly.

"What's the matter?" Rody asked.

"Laurel and Rachel found the problem with the ship. The resonance collecting amplifier ring is cracked. There's no way to fix it out here. We're stranded here with little to no power from the ship until the Future finds us."

"Wonderful. Was it the captain's shakedown?"

"I don't know, maybe. We should keep moving. We need to get a permanent camp built since we know we're going to be staying here for a while."

"You sound upset about that?"

"No. I'm sensing Laurel's feelings. She was sure she could fix whatever was wrong with the ship and impress the captain in the process. She's feeling kind of disappointed that there's nothing she can do to fix the power drive."

They started walking and Rody looked at Jake.

"She finds it important to impress the captain huhn?"

"She feels like she has to live up to his expectations¦which aren't as high as she makes them to be in her mind. He expects a lot from us, but she tries real hard to surprise and impress him all the time. Most of the time she's successful, but not in this instance."

"Sounds like she's hard on herself."

"She's hard on both of us. We share every thought and feeling and that leads to inclinations. I end up pushing myself just as hard as she does without even realizing I'm doing it."

"I take it you think it's all worth it in the end?"

Jake looked up from his sensor and smiled at Rody.

"Look at her. She's the most beautiful woman I've ever seen and a complete sweetheart. You better believe it's worth it."

"I have to agree with both points. She's quite a looker and as sweet as they come."

As they reached the area that was densely populated with various life signs just like it was when Jake and Catty made the walk back to camp, Jake and Rody fell silent and watched their sensors closely to insure they didn't disturb any groups of animals that could pose an unknown hazard if they felt threatened or frightened. The temperature rose steadily along with the uncomfortable humidity as they pushed on and by the time they reached the edge of the clearing surrounding the Icarus it was nearing 32.5 degrees C.

The captain and Catty were already walking toward Rody and Jake when they emerged from the tree line and Jake lifted a hand in salutation and Catty responded with a warm smile and a raised hand in return. Rody unhooked his water container from the back of his holster belt and handed it to Jake and Jake gratefully took it and tossed back a long drink of water, then handed it back to Rody and he took a long drink as they continued to walk out into the clearing. As the captain and Catty stepped up to the two men, Rody sealed and hung his water up and Jake pulled his water container from the back of his holster belt and held it up.

"We retrieved a sample of the water from the cenote. If it's free of pathogens we can get all the water we need without having to use explosive to get at underground water that'll be full of dirt that has to be filtered before we can use it for anything."

"I take it the cenote is deep?"

"At least twenty feet deep with a continuous flow percolating into it."

"That's good to hear. It's just too bad the cenote is so far away."

"Laurel and I can help bring the water back to camp in bulk so that we only have to make the journey once a week or so."

The captain took the container form Jake and opened it and sniffed at the container and he nodded.

"I don't detect any sulfurs or heavy minerals. As long as there aren't microorganisms that could make us sick in this we're set for water."

"Yes sir. Do you mind if I spend some time with Laurel before Hammer and I get to work building a permanent camp?"

"Of course I don't mind Jake. She's aboard the Icarus with lieutenant Mariscol. It's probably getting hot enough that they should suspend their diagnostic work for the day anyway."

Jake got a sense of the captain feeling that Laurel was dressed much more appropriately for the weather than she was when she first emerged from her tent and Jake grinned as the anticipation grew in him to see her in something a little more revealing. Jake looked at Rody as he started to walk toward the Icarus.

"I'll be back in a few minutes to give you a hand Hammer."

"Alright, take your time. I'm going to gather some of those bamboo like stalks we passed by at the edge of the clearing. You can come give me a hand carrying them back to camp when you're done."

Jake nodded quickly and then turned and walked quickly toward the Icarus. As he reached the bottom of the cargo ramp Jake was met with the warm tingling glow of Laurel's essence in full measure and the relief was instant and soothing as Laurel's whispers once again filled his mind like a ballad of soothing chorus singers in perfect pitch and harmony. Her voice was like angels singing to him and he couldn't help but smile from ear to ear. He climbed the ramp and when he stepped into the hot cabin Laurel was standing to the left of the cargo ramp hatch and Jake stopped in his tracks and looked Laurel over and nodded.

"Wow! You look good in shorts like that babe, but¦I don't remember your pants hugging your curves like that."

Laurel glanced down at herself and then looked back at Jake as he stepped up to her and they embraced each other with a tight hug that added to their relief. Laurel let go of Jake but continued to press her body against his despite how hot and sweat laden they both were.

"My pants didn't ride up like this because the legs make them follow my body different."

"I like the change. I kind of like what you did to your shirt too."

"Thanks Jake. So you found water huhn?" Laurel said as she stepped back slightly.

"Yeah, all we'll ever need but it's going to take you and I to get it back here with the least effort possible."

"We can do that easy enough. I'm proud of you for using your abilities so proficiently. I told you that you would develop the same abilities I have in time."

"You were right. It was there all along, I just never tried to use it because I almost always have you're abilities at my disposal."

"We don't get to practice without the other's influence very often. I¦" Laurel looked at Rachel beaming at her as she wiped the sweat from her forehead and Laurel looked back at Jake and reached out to him mentally. "I don't like being apart from you Jake. My heart hurts so much when you're gone."

"I know babe," Jake thought in return. "I feel the same thing and it sucks."

Laurel sighed and gave Jake a pretty smile.

"We'll have to reconfirm our pairing when we get a chance to erase the memory of the feeling."

"How can you be horny when it's this hot?"

"Cause you're gorgeous and I love you."

"You're so sweet," Jake then spoke aloud. "The captain was right, it's too hot in here for you girls to keep working. I need to help Rody get the camp set up and I know the captain is itching to go look at that ziggurat you found."

Laurel nodded and stepped over to the high resolution scanner and pressed the main power button and the screen faded away to nothing.

"Let's get out of here Rachel? We can pick this up in the morning."

Rachel nodded and the 3 of them headed down the ramp into the blazing sun. The captain glanced at Catty and she nodded as he walked toward her.

"I'm ready to scout the ruins sir, don't worry about me."

"Are you sure you don't want to take some time to cool off in your tent? We've been out in the sun for quite a while."

"I'm okay sir. It's only going to get hotter. I would rather get to the Ziggurat before the afternoon heat really kicks in."

"Alright then." The captain looked at Jake and Laurel. "Hammer is collecting what he needs to assemble the campsite to meet our needs. You two can give him a hand if you feel up to it?"

"Understood sir," Laurel said.

The captain then looked at Rachel.

"I would like you to stand watch while they work lieutenant. We can't have any animals surprising them while their distracted with their work. Remember to watch the skies too. We now know there are flying animals on this planet and one might think a Human wandering around could make for interesting prey."

"I understand sir. I'll stay alert."

The captain nodded then gestured to the tree line while looking at Catty. Catty picked up their survival packs and handed one to the captain and they put them on their backs and then the pair began their journey as Laurel and Jake headed toward the western tree line where they could hear Rody hacking at the bamboo like stalks with solid thuds and crunching sounds as the stalks succumbed to Rody's hacking and fell to the ground with a distinct light splintering crash. As Laurel and Jake reached the area where Rody was working he stopped what he was doing and offered a friendly grin.

"I thought you said you weren't very good at the physical stuff?" Rody said playfully.

"I don't need brute force to carry what you cut down back to camp."

"Maybe you two could save me some work by taking these things down for me?"

"We can try. Its not something we've ever tried to do before." Laurel said.

"Great. Start with this bunch right here," Rody said pointing to a tight growth of dozens of 10 to 15 foot tall stalks of the light green bamboo looking plants.

Laurel slid her hand into Jake's and they reached out to one another and easily slipped into one another's minds. They took a few moments to enjoy the visceral feeling and rush of intense emotions from each other and they looked at the tight bunch of stalks and they concentrated on their love for one another and let the feeling grow in intensity until the potential reached sufficient levels and then Laurel initiated the first push and Jake pushed a split second later. The plants shook, as if grabbed by someone and rattled around and then right at ground level the stalks collapsed explosively, casting a small cloud of crushed debris out in a cloud and the whole bunch dropped away from one another as their support was suddenly removed. They plants crashed to the ground with thud after thud and dust and dirt was cast into the air from the wind created by the inertia the stalks gathered as they fell. Laurel and Jake pulled their influence back but maintained their deep connection and looked at Rody.

"How was that?" Jake asked.

"Out freakin standing! You two are simply amazing. Try the group of stalks over there while I limb these up and pile 'em up to carry back to camp," Rody said pointing at an even thicker growth of stalks reaching high into the air.

"No problem," Jake said looking at the thick growth of stalks.

Rody just stared at him for a moment then he grinned and shook his head. Laurel and Jake stepped closer to the dense growth of stalks and once again let their energy build then they pushed simultaneously and the plants shuddered for a moment then once again exploded at their bases in a cloud of debris that swept out from the bottom of the growth resembling the ground mushroom from an explosives detonation. Rody shielded his face for a moment and then watched as all of the stalks began to cascade to the ground and he nodded approvingly and smiled. The kids had just saved him hours of hacking at the thick and robust stalks in the insufferable heat and humidity. Rody went back to liming away the small leafy branches growing up the length of the stalks. It was light work compared to cutting through the stalks and went quickly as Laurel and Jake watched for a moment then set in to liming up the stalks they had just dropped.

It only took 40 minutes work to get all of the stalks limbed up and stacked, including another stand of 20 plants of an even greater length and girth. Rody looked over the impressive and heavy stack and he was debating how long it would take and how many trips to get everything back to camp where he needed them when it dawned on him that it might be possible to get it all back in one shot. Rody looked at Laurel and Jake and they both nodded simultaneously.

"You two aren't¦reading my mind are you?"

"No," Laurel replied. "We don't read minds without permission. We just know what you were thinking from your feelings. We can't help but sense feelings. People radiate them all the time without knowing it. We just know how to pick up on the subtle energy feelings inhabit when radiated."

"I read something in my crew briefing about you and Jake being sensitive to ambient energy fields, I guess I didn't know emotions were energetic in nature in a way that made you sensitive to them."

"When you look at the scientific aspect of what we can do, it demystifies a lot of preconceptions about our abilities. Reading minds for example is our ability to interpret complex neural energy patterns."

"Can you control or alter those neural energy patterns too?"

Laurel looked at Jake for a moment then she looked back at Rody.

"Probably, but we haven't tried to do that. We don't want to mess with anyone's free will and imposing our will on them would be a violation of everything we hold dear about our independence. We wouldn't want someone altering our thoughts and feelings and we certainly aren't going to do that to anyone."

"Besides, we wouldn't know what the heck we were doing and we could do irreparable brain damage by accident," Jake said. "There's good reason to use diligence in what we experiment with. We've already learned how to incapacitate someone with our minds and we were told the same thing can be done with lethal consequences if the desire existed."

"That thing you did on Inicius?"

"Yes. We didn't kill anyone, but we could've just as easily as knocking them out."

"That's a real handy defense mechanism."

"I'm sure we have other defenses that we aren't aware of yet too," Jake said.

"Remind me not to get on your bad side so I don't experience any of them first hand," Rody said with a grin.

"We would never use our abilities on someone we care about Hammer." Laurel said flatly.

"It was a joke Laurel, I know how responsible you are with your gifts."

"We can levitate all this stuff to the campsite, but we'll have to lift it over the tree tops. You might want to let Rachel know that a pile of logs is about to float into camp so she isn't caught by surprise?" Jake said.

Rody tapped his cranial transceiver active and held pressure on it until he heard the tone signaling wide band mode and encryption cancellation and he called out to Rachel, resulting in an alert tone for everyone simultaneously.

"Lieutenant Mariscol? This is Hammer, do you read me?"

A few moments later Rachel responded.

"I read you Hammer. I don't see any animals of any consequential size near you, what's the matter?"

"Laurel and Jake are going to be floating the stalks we harvested into camp. They'll be coming over the tree line monetarily, we just didn't want to startle you."

"Got it. Thanks for the heads up, that probably would've freaked me out until I realized what was happening."

"I would imagine so. It's not something you see every day."

Rody looked at Laurel and Jake and nodded and they took a few deep breaths to calm their minds and then they let their energy build to a significant level and then they pushed at the same instant and the entire 8 foot high, 10 foot wide pile of stalks rolled close together in a tight bundle and lifted from the ground and all the debris that was around them levitated right along with them. Laurel was the primary guiding force while Jake supplied the supplemental energy necessary to make the effort very comfortable. The bundle of stalks rose steadily until they were 10 feet above the canopy and then Laurel and Jake turned and started walking toward camp while keeping the huge bindle of stalks in their sights.

As Laurel and Jake emerged from the tree line into the clearing with Rody right behind them, the bundle began to descend as Laurel and Jake looked toward the ground, guiding the ungamely bundle where they looked. Rody pointed toward the bow end of the wing section of the Icarus and Laurel and Jake easily levitated the bundle right to the spot Rody was thinking of and then they gently set the huge bundle down and withdrew their influence and the bundle of stalks rolled off of and away from one another, cascading into a neatly aligned but spread out pile. The stalks sounded like thick hollow logs that almost gonged and rang out as they clanked and bonged against one another as the pile disassembled and flattened out.

"I'll be dipped¦they do look and sound like bamboo!" Rachel uttered rhetorically.

"Yeah, but bamboo on Earth won't grow in an environment like this," Rody said. "This stuff is a lot hardier and stores water in its segments kind of like a cactus. These two saved me hours of hacking through this stuff to get as much as we're going to need to assemble everything I have in mind for the camp to be livable."

"You're telling me they downed these and carried them to camp over the tree tops?"

"Yup. They're going to do the same thing with the water when the time comes."

"I hope you aren't going to ask us to catch and¦" Laurel swallowed hard. "Kill things and skin 'em to help you out?"

"I wouldn't ask you to do that Laurel. While I'm fully confident that you're capable of such a thing, I would never ask a sweet girl like you to kill and field dress an animal to save me the effort. I have some humane traps that will catch and stun animals painlessly and alert me to the catch then I can go dispatch the animals swiftly so they don't suffer or even know what hit 'em. If the catch is too small to provide adequate sustenance, I'll simply carry them off and they'll regain consciousness a few hours later."

"Thank you for using humane trapping, I would hate for every animal that came upon your traps to be killed no matter their size."

"It'll also give me a chance to scan the animals that are caught to insure they won't make us sick if we eat 'em. Not everything is going to be fit for Human consumption."

"You think some of the vegetation around here is toxic to us?"

"Oh undoubtedly, and I'm sure some of the animals have adapted to be able to consume those toxic plants since other animals won't be able to, thus giving them access to a food source with no competition," Roddy looked at Jake. "You feel up to helping me assemble a shade structure?"

"Yeah, The heat sucks, but if it means we'll get a good shady spot for everyone to get out of the blazing sun, I'm down."

"Good man! Go get the post hole diggers out of the container marked tools and we'll start digging the holes for the corner posts," Rody then looked at Laurel. "If you'll go up into the ship and open the cargo container marked tarps and canvas materials, we'll need two of the fifteen by twelve tarps and one of the twenty five by twenty five canvas rolls."

Laurel and Jake both nodded and headed off to gather the items Rody asked for. Rachel then stepped over by Rody and waited till she was sure the kids were out of earshot.

"You think you should be using their gifts like that Hammer? I feel like we're taking advantage of them."

"They like to feel important and it's saving us from working our asses off in this stifling heat. It's the reason the captain likes having them on these kinds of missions. They save effort and their senses can save our lives if used right. Jake already saved Catty from falling into the cenote, we found out it's thirty-five feet down to the water's surface. The impact with the water would've killed her, if not she would've broken bones and the crap crashing on her head from the crust she would've broken through at the entrance would've killed her for sure.

"I guess you're right. It just feels weird to ask so much of them."

"If they thought for a second that we were using them unfairly or whatever, they both have a strong enough resolve to speak up and tell us to piss off. They can sense how much we appreciate and respect them."

Rachel nodded and gave Rody a pretty smile and then went back to watching her hand held sensor as Jake returned with 2 posthole diggers. Rody waved him over to the edge of the wing section of the Icarus and pointed at the ground just forward of the wing section's tip.

"Dig me a hole three feet deep right there, I'm going to pace off twenty-five feet and dig another over there," Rody said pointing in two different directions.

"Alright. If you don't mind me asking, why are we assembling the primary structure so close to the ship?"

"Laurel indicated that the weather could turn on us in a hurry. I want us to have direct access to the ship without having to run across open ground if things turn nasty and we need to seek cover. There's also the auxiliary power port under the wing that I'm going to have Laurel hook a mobile power generator to in hopes that we can provide enough supplemental power to get the onboard computer system running. We need to know more about this planet and the information may be in the Tel Pok Maron maps uploaded before we left the Future."

"Why didn't we just hook up the power generator before?"

"Because it's not exactly compatible with the Icarus's power system. I'm not even sure if Laurel can adapt it to power the Icarus, but if anyone can, it's her."

"You're right about that. She's a genius with that sort of thing."

"Let's get digging Jake. I want to get the primary shade structure assembled before it gets to hot work."

Jake nodded and smacked the posthole digger into the ground and began to dig to the depth Rody requested. Rody them paced off twenty-five feet and began digging another hole as Laurel walked down the ramp with the canvas and tarps Rody requested. Laurel dropped them on the ground and stepped over to Rody and placed her hand on his arm and he stopped slamming the posthole digger into the ground.

"Jake and I can take care of this without anyone having to strain themselves."

Rody nodded and left the posthole digger stabbed in the ground and he stepped back and gestured at the posthole digger. Jake stopped his digging efforts and took a deep breath and he and Laurel once again joined minds deeply and then looked at the posthole diggers intently and they pushed simultaneously and the posthole diggers lifted and slammed deeply into the ground, much deeper than a person could've managed manually. The posthole diggers then rose and moved to the side and the soil spilled from the spade ends of the diggers and then levitated back over the holes and once again plunged deeply into the ground. It only took a few minutes to reached the desired depth while Rody watched with a grin on his face.

"Very nice work you two. Jake, pace off twenty-five feet that way and I'll do the same over there and let's get two more holes dug?"

Jake nodded and he paced off the distance required and then he looked back at the posthole digger he had left poked in the previous hole and it lifted into the air and floated over to where he was standing and he began smacking the spade ends into the ground as Laurel did the same thing at the point where Rody had paced off 25 feet. A few minutes later they had another 2 holes dug to the depth required. Rody then retrieved 2 stalks 10 feet long and he carried them to the first hole and dropped them on the ground and picked one up and stabbed the end of it in the excavated hole. He then picked up the other and walked it over to the second hole and dropped the end of it into the hole.

Laurel got the idea of what Rody was doing and she looked at the pile of logs and selected 2 that were close to the same length and she held her hand out and the 2 logs rose up from the pile and floated over toward the 2 remaining excavated holes as she moved her hand toward them. Laurel deposited one log in the first hole then floated the second over to the last hole and the log up ended and dropped into the hole. The stalks were sitting at a bit of a lean and Laurel looked at Jake and he sensed exactly what she wanted to do and he nodded and they walked to the closest log to Laurel and they looked at the log and pushed lightly and the log stood up perfectly erect in the hole and Jake looked at the pile of soil sitting next to the hole and he concentrated on the very idea of filling in the hole around the log and then he pushed again and the soil scooted up around the log in a perfect round dome then he pushed hard and soil compacted around the log in a thud and gust of dust blew away from the log in a small cloud that spread out along the ground. They then repeated the process at each of the 3 remaining logs then they withdrew into their own minds and took a moment to let the mental fog wear off. They then looked at Rody and he smiled and shook his head.

"Is there anything you two can't do?"

"If we put our minds to it, we've been told that there isn't anything beyond us," Laurel replied. "We don't even need to know how to do a particular thing with our abilities, we just need to think about what we want and push and it happens the way we envisioned."

"Amazing. How about you help me roll out the main tarp for the overhead cover? We'll need to attach it at the corners with some cables and then hoist it up each post to stretch it out properly. One pole in the center will provide a support point to keep it from drooping or billowing."

"You need another hole dug then?" Jake asked.

"Yes, but not just yet. We'll determine the depth of the hole based on the length of the log we chose to provide the center support and how long it needs to be to stretch the canvas tight. Ordinarily I would cut some length off the log to make it fit right, but you can dig a hole deep enough, quick enough, and easy enough to eliminate the need for that step."

Laurel walked over to the large canvas roll that was bound with a cable tie and she picked it up and carried it over to Rody and dropped it on the ground at his feet.

"If we're going to continue to use our abilities like this, we'll need some time after to recover ourselves. It takes a lot out of us to keep doing things like this."

"Alright, are you feeling tired?"

"A little. It isn't a problem yet but it will be after doing this for a while."

"I guess I didn't think about the fact that it must take energy to do what you do."

"More than you might think. For Korica it's no big deal, but we're Human and our energy reserves are nowhere close to hers."

"I guess that's why her species has an increased metabolic rate?"

"Yes. Her species is hardwired to perform the kinds of things she's capable of for prolonged periods. They're like three million years older than we are as a species so they've had more time to adapt physiologically to exerting themselves."

"She's one tough little cookie."

"Yeah she is. We'll be more like her in time but by then her species will have evolved even further, thus they'll still be more advanced than us."

"I imagine it helps that her species didn't almost go extinct at one point?"

"Oh they experienced the same bottle necking of their kind, but it happened a lot longer ago then it did for us."

"I wasn't aware. Let's get this canvas unrolled so we can hang it?"

Laurel nodded and they unfastened the cable tie and manually unrolled the canvas and spread it out on the ground within the 4 corner posts. Rody then attached 4 cables at the corners of the canvas and then he looked up at the corner posts then he grinned and looked at Laurel and Jake and they sensed exactly what he wanted done. Laurel and Jake nodded and they stepped back off the canvas tarp and Laurel and Jake once again reached out to one another and joined minds deeply then, when the initial phage wore off, they took a few deep breaths and concentrated on exactly what they wanted and they pushed at the same instant. The cable at corner lifted like a snake seeking higher ground and it wrapped around the corner pole and spiraled its way to the top of the post and reared back and stabbed right through the pole with a crunch then spiraled down the pole 3 times while tucking beneath the spirals of cabling winding up the post, synching it tightly. Laurel and Jake then withdrew their influence and looked at Rody and he grinned widely and gestured to the other corners.

Laurel and Jake looked at each other and nodded to one another and looked toward the other corner points and they repeated the process of hoisting and securing the canvas at the corners in the same fashion. They were now looking at a significant shady area provided by the hanging tarp that was dropping a bit in the center since the corner posts weren't placed at a precise distance apart. Rody then walked over to the pile of stalks and selected one that he thought would do nicely for the center support post and he carried it to the center of the canvas cover and stood it up until it pressed up against the canvas, stretching it tight in a pointed dome of protective material. Rody then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"I think about three and half feet deep for the hole?"

Laurel and Jake nodded and Rody withdrew the center pole from its position and Jake faced an outstretched hand toward one of the posthole diggers lying on the ground and pushed and Laurel contributed a push of her own and the posthole digger rose up and floated over to where they were standing and Laurel and Jake concentrated on the idea of excavating a 3.5 foot deep hole and the posthole digger smacked into the ground and began digging the hole with no hands touching it. It only took a minute to excavate the hole then Rody placed the pole in the hole and stood it upright and it dragged along the tarp, tightening the span as it was stood up until it slipped into the hole completely and held the canvas up tightly.

"That's perfect!" Rody said with a smile. "If you'll fill in the hole around the post I'll start setting out the next phase of construction."

Laurel looked at the pile of soil and took one deep breath to calm her mind and then she pushed and the soil slid up around the base of the pole in a perfectly round mound then she squinted slightly and pushed hard and the soil compacted with a thud and a ring of dust formed and traveled away from the pole in a curling and rolling cloud that spread out and thinned significantly as it moved away form the pole.

"I'll never tire of seeing that." Rody said in a chuckle.

"This will provide us with a good source of shade in the middle of this clearing," Laurel said.

"That was the idea. Start moving the crates under the tarp. I'm going to pace off the next set of poles we need to set."

Laurel and Jake nodded and turned and headed toward the crates sitting by the boarding ramp while still more sat near the campfire pit. Rody then headed to leading edge of the wing section and began pacing off more sites to place poles, marking the ground by dragging his foot to make a clear indentation where he wanted postholes dug. By the time he had the desired locations picked out Laurel and Jake had all the crates sitting under the canvas cover.

Jake looked at the spots Rody had marked out and he wrinkled his brow and pulled his head back in confusion.

"I don't get it. What's that layout for? It doesn't look like a structure I recognize."

Rody glanced back at his scratches in the dirt and grasses and he grinned as he looked back at Jake.

"That's for the shower and changing area. One will enter the changing area then move off to the right into the actual shower area. One of the tarps will provide a cover for most of the enclosure and the other will provide the floor so you aren't standing in mud as the water pours down on you or as you get changed. We'll need to make a slight slope to the ground in the shower area so the water will drain away but I'm assuming you can help with that so we won't have to dig it out by hand?"

"I think we can come up with a way of accomplishing that easy enough," Laurel said with a grin.

At that instant they all received an incoming call alert from their cranial transceivers. They tapped them active and Laurel and Jake looked at Rody.

"This is Hammer?"

"Captain Alexan here. I think you all better come see what we've found. Are you in a position that you can leave camp?"

"Yes sir. We've got the primary shade structure built and we were just about to begin assembling a shower area. We'll get our gear together and head your way."

"Good man. You should be able to find us by our unique biosignatures. We're just east of the ziggurat Laurel and I discovered. That structures as it turns out is just the tip of a very large iceberg."

"Are you considering accessing the ruins sir?" Laurel asked.

"Are you reading me from that far away Laurel?"

"No sir. I sense excitement and curiosity in the tone of your voice."

"I had all but discounted the idea until we made a remarkable discovery. Please, just make your way here and you'll see what I mean."

"Aye sir. We'll be there shortly."

Rachel walked over to where Laurel, Jake, and Rody were standing.

"Is it a good idea to go poking around in ancient ruins at a time like this? We have a lot to do to get this camp setup to support us until the Future finds us."

"It's not what I would've chosen to do at the moment, but the captain is in charge," Rody said. "If he wants to explore, that's what we're going to do, and we'll watch his back while he does so."

"Alright. I'll follow your lead since I'm new to missions like this."

"All you need to remember is that the captain is our commanding officer and what he says goes, no matter how contrary to your ideas his orders might be."

Rachel nodded and Rody turned and headed to his tent to gather his survival pack and the others did the same thing. Laurel took the time to change out of her modified shorts into jeans with the legs still on them since they were going to be crawling around in ruins, and then she put her holster back on and secured it around her thigh. They then gathered at the cargo containers and Rody quickly restocked their packs with missing or used items. They then headed off toward the ziggurat with Laurel taking point since she knew the way and Rody brought up the rear. As they exited the range of the perimeter defense devices, Rody armed them and then stuffed the remote into his pocket.

They made the arduous hike to the ziggurat in almost complete silence and as they rounded the face of the structure, the captain and Catty showed up on their hand held sensors like glowing beacons down on a lower plain to the east. They seemed to be in an unrelated area to the ziggurat, but the captain did say the main structure was just the tip of a very large iceberg so Laurel assumed there was a connection between his location and the structure they were walking along. It only took a few minutes to reach the captain's position and he was sitting on what looked like an ancient monument that was badly weather eroded and crumbling, but there were distinct markings carved right into the stone the monument was constructed from. The captain stood up and turned and faced what left of the monument.

"Tell me this isn't significant?"

Laurel stepped around the captain and looked at the carvings as she squatted down and reached her hand out to touch the monument as if it would speak to her through tactile contact.

"I wonder what this symbol is? It looks like a¦radio telescope or something."

"That's what I think that main structure up there was meant for. At one time it had an enormous radio telescope perched on it. This whole complex must have been an astronomical research and experimentation complex. I'm pretty sure this monument was dedicated to some profound discovery made at some point."

Laurel looked up at the captain and furrowed her brow.

"That's a big leap to assume that. What makes you think that's the case?"

"Have a look at the other side."

Laurel stood up and walked around the crumbling monument and she was stunned by what she saw. There were beautiful swirling characters that looked like a backwards ampersand and a figure eight with a slash and sickle inside each circular formation and a lowercase 'n' with a symmetrical swirl at the left terminus point at the bottom of the character. There were perfect circles with dots and dashes within them that had soft curves to them and semicircles that looked like a crescent moon with a curving line projecting from the center point of the crescent shape and the characters went on and on in vertical rows all in a beautiful script style. Next to the script was the distinct representation of 12 star systems with 2 of them highlighted with radiating points beaming from the globes represented. There was a direct line crossing the stars leading to a point with a star system with 10 planets orbiting it and 1 had the same radiating points emanating from it and it had 2 moons orbiting it. Laurel knew it was a representation of the local star group with Agrusan being the planet represented with 2 moons at the terminus of the line crossing the entire representation.

"I wonder if this is meant to show a relationship between the inhabitants of this planet and their local neighbors?"

"Or a path of destruction of societies along that path," The captain offered as a contrary supposition.

Laurel looked at him quickly and her face ran cold.

"You mean like the destroyers of worlds in Korica's galaxy?"

"It crossed my mind. The only difference would be that the planet isn't completely destroyed in this case."

"Why would an advanced species want to cull the intelligent life from multiple worlds?"

"Who knows? They might not have the same moral values that most of us hold dear."

Laurel looked back at the inscription and nodded lightly.

"Their written language was beautiful. They must've been a complex and advanced people."

"I don't suppose you and Jake have the capability of reading any of that, do you?"

"No sir," Jake said. "We would have to hear it spoken and we still wouldn't know how to read their language in written form. Understanding written languages is processed in a different area of the brain that isn't tied into what the microorganisms in our brains endowed us with the ability to understand. It's audio processing that's been modified."

"That's too bad. There are more characters on another side of this monument but most of it has weathered away. There's one symbol that doesn't seem to be a linguistic character though."

Laurel stepped around to the left side of the monument and she saw the symbol the captain was talking about. It was a symbol composed of 4 crescent shapes facing inward with a small line projecting from the apex of each crescent shape and at the center point of the 4 crescent shapes there was a large dot with a circle around it. Laurel slowly looked at the captain and nodded.

"If I had to guess I would say it's a radiological symbol."

"That's what I guessed it to be as well."

"The question would be why it's on a monument depicting a radio telescope and the local star group?"

"Sounds like your curiosity is peeked like mine?"

"Yes sir but¦"

"Then turn around and scan the gentle rise behind us."

Laurel looked over the captain's shoulder toward the ziggurat nearby and then she lifted her sensor and began taking readings as she slowly walked toward the ziggurat. She increased the scan strength to maximum and she understood what the captain was talking about.

"I'm seeing the streets, and dozens of buildings that have completely crumbled away. This wasn't like the Incan capitol, this was more like¦Washington DC or something."

"Or Genesis when complete after ten thousand years of abandonment."

"I'm seeing what looks like entrances to lower levels too," Laurel said softly.

"As you get closer you'll see that there's a passageway that leads directly to the ziggurat in the distance. If these people were aware of their local star group they might have had a way of communicating across the vastness of space. I'm hoping something of that technology has survived the ravages of time below ground and we might be able to figure out how to get it operational to contact our people."

Laurel looked at the captain as she stopped walking.

"You're thinking about using the star network for communication?"

"Something similar anyways."

"The Agrusan star doesn't have the right properties and we don't know if there's a class five pulsar close enough to create the necessary properties in local space."

"Not for the type of communications we're familiar with anyways. These people may have found a different method. That would also explain the local star group representation on the monument over there," The captain said gesturing to the monument behind them.

Laurel nodded and turned back around and everyone joined her in taking deep readings as Laurel resumed her slow walk up the rise until she reached a mound that was 10 meters high primarily made up of the debris from the building that once stood on the site. Upon deeper scans they found that an entrance to the passageway leading directly to the base of the ziggurat was buried directly beneath them. They all walked in circles taking readings to get a clear picture of the passageways below ground until they found the most likely access point, though it was beneath a massive amount of debris.

"If you really want to get in, this is the best place to attempt it," Laurel said.

"Can you and Jake do something about the debris blocking the way in?" The captain asked.

"I think so," Laurel replied. "We should put some distance between us and this ruin so we don't end up buried in the debris we try to remove?"

The captain nodded and gestured for everyone to get back and they all walked a short distance from the remains of the building and then turned and faced the debris mound. Laurel and Jake reached out to one another and joined minds deeply then concentrated on the thought of removing the debris right down to the circular entrance they detected on their hand held sensors. They then concentrated on their love for one another and they let the feeling grow in intensity until they felt their energy reach high enough potential to accomplish what they wanted. They then pushed hard simultaneously and a gush of dust and fine dirt blew away from the debris pile and then an enormous mound of debris began to lift into the air and then move away from the group very slowly only to settle to the ground in almost the same formation as it existed in while covering the intended site of entry. As Laurel and Jake withdrew their influence, the debris pile began to slump and collapse as it conformed to the new ground it was settling on. A great cloud of dust rose up slowly along with a slight rumble of rocks and debris smashing together as the enormous pile settled.

When the dust cleared enough to allow good visibility they found they were now looking at a clean foundation pad that looked as if someone had used a broom to clean the site after removing every single pebble of debris. There were the remains of 4 short walls and the clear indication of where the rest of the walls and doorways had existed, but nothing remained of them other than a slight shadowy indentation on the floor that was constructed from a slightly pink granite like material. Toward the rear of the foundation there was a round hole in the floor with a single cross beam girder poking out of it a few inches. They all swatted at the remaining dust hanging in the air as they walked toward the circular opening. They stepped up to the edge of the opening and looked down into the hole. There was a pile of dirty debris residing at the bottom of the opening and the spiraled stairs that used to lead down the opening had long since deteriorated to crumbling outcroppings that wouldn't support any weight safely. The only way down would be to climb down the girder stabbing into the hole and the captain looked at Laurel and Jake.

"How did you two know that you needed to leave that piece in the hole so we could get down there?"

"We didn't sir. I guess Jake's remote sensing ability and our desire to gain access to the lower levels worked in combination without us knowing it, resulting in that girder being left behind."

"Incredible! You two never cease to amaze nor the complexities of your abilities. I guess Oberot was right; you've only scratched the surface of what you're truly capable of."

"Yes sir. We can do things without even realizing we can. It's kind of hard to know exactly what you can do without a situation present that makes you extend them in unexpected ways, just like this one."

The captain smiled at Laurel and touched her chin.

"I just knew I needed people like you and Jake at my side," The captain then looked at everyone standing around the hole in the floor peering into the void below. "I want everyone to stick together and keep your sensors at maximum resolution. There's going to be a lot of deterioration down there, so I don't want you touching anything or wandering off on your own. We could set off a collapse just by walking down there let alone touching anything we don't need to."

"Understood," Rody said sharply. "I'll bring up the rear with Jake if you and Laurel want to take the lead?"

"That sounds like a good plan," The captain replied.

Everyone took a few moments to remove their packs and pull out lights that strapped to their wrists so they could see where they were going in the dark passageways. They all then put their packs back on and the captain led the way, climbing down the girder to the dirt-covered floor below. The first thing the captain saw as he activated his light and shinned it down the passageway as he walked down the pile of dusty debris at the bottom of the stairwell were a closed set of double doors some 15 feet down the passageway. It was actually a relief to see the doors, meaning the rest of the passageway was isolated from the outside environment as the buildings above deteriorated over the millennia. The captain walked a short distance down the corridor and waited for Laurel to climb down the debris pile at the entrance. Then he aimed his light further down the passageway.

"I'm guessing this was a secure facility and that was the first check point to gain entry into the heart of the complex."

"That would make sense if the symbol on that monument out there was a radiological symbol. They were probably experimenting with high-energy particle physics that had radioactive side affects."

"Probably exotic radioactivity. We've seen first hand how dramatic and unpredictable high-energy radiation can be. It's damn near impossible to contain properly. Even magnetic containment alters some forms of radiation into even deadlier forms."

"I know what you mean. It would've taken us centuries to come up with an exotic energy core like the negative matter core and learn how to contain the exotic radiation produced within its reaction chamber."

The captain looked at her and grinned slightly.

"I'm not convinced we would've invented such an exotic form of energy at all. There's no mention of exactly how negative matter was discovered in the first place, just who created the technology behind the negative matter core and when."

Everyone else made it to their position and the captain turned and headed down the passageway to the double doors. Everyone followed down the increasingly dark passageway until they were standing right in front of the double doors. They were designed to slide apart, slipping into the walls on each side but there was a considerable crust built up on the doors and the captain was hesitant to force the doors. He then shined his light on Laurel's stomach and faced her.

"You think you and Jake can open the doors without destabilizing the doorway?"

"Maybe," Laurel replied as she took some detailed scans of the doorway.

There was considerable degradation of the structure of the doorframe, such that the doors themselves seemed to be all that was keeping the roof from caving in. Laurel scanned to each side of the doorway and she found that there was a void on the right side of the doorway that she assumed at one time was a utility compartment accessed from the other side of the doors. Laurel then lowered her sensor and looked at the captain.

"We could force the doors open and put forth a supporting force to keep the roof from caving in on us, but as soon as we release our influence the ceiling is going to collapse trapping us on the other side. It could also cause a chain reaction collapse that would travel up the passageway, possibly engulfing us before we could get clear."

"That doesn't sound like a good idea. We don't know if there's another way out."

"I would assume there is somewhere, but it may be blocked. This structure is incredibly old."

"There has to be another way to get through the doors?"

"Not through the doors themselves, but around them maybe. I detected a void on the right side of the doors. I think there's a small room behind the wall next to the doorway. We could try to make a hole through the wall without removing enough material to compromise the structural support the wall is providing?"

"I know you have some experience making a hole in stone like materials, but I want you to be absolutely sure that the necessary support won't be compromised."

"According to my sensor data the room on the other side of the wall is providing most of the support for this particular section of the ceiling. I'm fairly certain we can remove an arched section of the wall without creating a collapse hazard."

"You can choose the shape of the hole you want to make?"

"I haven't tried to be that precise before, but it should be possible if we really concentrate on the shape of the hole we want to make."

"Alright, give it a try then."

Everyone stepped back a few paces and Jake stepped right up next to Laurel as everyone aimed their lights on the wall to the right of the doorway. Laurel and Jake deepened their mental tie and closed their eyes for just a moment as they calmed their minds and settled into the feeling of sharing their minds completely. They then opened their eyes and looked at the wall and as they let their feelings swell and deepen Laurel concentrated on an arch shaped area of the wall. As their energy reached maximum potential for the task at hand, they pushed at the same instant and the wall cracked and dust drifted from the ceiling in a light cloud and the captain looked up without moving his hand so his light would remain where Laurel and Jake needed it. Laurel then pushed again and put her hand out as a guide for her effort and Jake found his energy surging through him involuntarily as he assisted Laurel with the necessary energy. Laurel then thought about a pulling effort on the area of the wall that was now cracked and a sandy crunching sound resounded as a perfectly arched section of the wall slipped from the wall and slid outward slowly. Small fragments of ruble fell from the piece of wall slipping out of the hole and a small amount of dust and as the nearly 1 foot thick piece of stone cleared the hole, a rack that had been mounted on the wall on the other side of the hole spilled its contents out of the hole in a rattling and crashing noise. Laurel and Jake stepped back to avoid them as yet unrecognizable debris cascading out of the hole and Laurel guided the piece of wall to the left, setting it on the floor and leaning it against the wall at a slight angle. Laurel and Jake then withdrew their influence and withdrew into their own minds and waited for the mental fog to dissipate. Everyone then shined their lights on the debris now lying in the floor at Laurel and Jake's feet and they were stunned by what they were seeing.

Rody slowly stepped next to Laurel and bent down and looked at the pile of metallic round devices with a series of indentations around the top surface with a clear button in the very center of the top surface of the device. Those that were upside down had 3 darker semi circular protrusions contrasting the otherwise smooth surface and Rody knew exactly what he was looking at.

"I think you broke into an armory. These are magnetic grenades¦"

Rody looked into the hole in the wall and lifted his hand to shine his light into the small room and he found that beyond the collapsed rack hanging in the hole there were more racks neatly stacked with bizarre pistols one after the next and below those were rifles that were constructed from the same polished looking metallic substance with black handles and fore grips. They clearly weren't projectile weapons, and they were in pristine condition for their age. Rody leaned to the side slightly and shined his light on the side wall of the small room and he could see a view screen that was darkened and had the same strange marking on it below a series of buttons around the periphery of the screen.

"These people weren't as primitive as these ruins suggest from the outside," Rody said slowly. "I doubt these devices still work, but we need to be very careful handling them just in case I'm wrong about that."

Laurel shined her light at her feet to insure she didn't step on or disturb any of the devices as she slowly took a few steps back. She swallowed hard and looked up at the captain's stunned face.

"Can you imagine what would've happened if I had blown that wall in with any force? I could've killed us all."

The captain washed the stunned look off his face and he stepped next to Laurel and gently put his hand on her shoulder.

"Now now Laurel. The material this place is constructed from is inhibiting our ability to clearly see what lies on the other side of the walls. I'm the one that ordered us all down here out of curiosity, so it would've been my fault if anyone got hurt. Please don't blame yourself for unexpected circumstances arising from following my orders?"

"Aye sir."

"Besides, you're smart enough to know better than to blow a wall open violently without knowing what's on the other side."

"Yes sir, you're right about that."

Rody began gently pushing the pile of grenades aside until he cleared a path to the hole in the wall then he reached in and pulled the broken rack out of the hole and still more grenades clanked to the floor and he winced and when they settled he pushed them aside and climbed through the hole into the armory room and looked around briefly then he shined his light on the door to his right. It looked robust and sturdy with nothing but a small panel next to it with 3 darkened buttons that exhibited the same markings as were seen elsewhere but these were tiny. He reached out and pressed one of the buttons and nothing happened and he bent down and looked through the hole at everyone standing silently watching his light moving around.

"I think I'm going to need your help with this door too Laurel and Jake?"

They both nodded and stepped through the arched hole and looked around the small room quickly then Laurel took some deep readings around the doorway and she grinned.

"This part of the ceiling is in pretty good shape for the age of this place. We should be able to force the door open without bringing the place down on our heads."

Laurel stared at the door for just a few seconds as she let her feelings once again swell within her and when she felt she had achieved the necessary potential, she put her hand up as a mental guide for where she wanted her power to extend to and the door screeched and slid to the side and a gust of musty cool air rushed from the opening, billowing Laurel's hair and making her close her eyes and shield her face in reaction. It took a few seconds for the force of the air blowing from deep within the passageway beyond to lesson but it never completely stopped. There was a continuous gentle current of air blowing from around the partially opened door. Laurel withdrew her influence completely and mentally calmed her mind, memories of their time in the complex on Tiomot haunting her memories and feelings.

Rody stepped forward and very gently patted Laurel on the shoulder once.

"Nice going kiddo. I think I can force it open the rest of the way."

"Thanks Rody. That airflow tells me this place has been sealed up for centuries. Please keep an eye on your sensor for the air conditions? We could wind up in a low oxygen environment without realizing it."

"Good thought. I'll keep an eye on that."

Rody then stepped forward and grasped the edge of the door and grunted as he shoved it to the side far enough for them to pass through the opening with their packs hanging off their backs. When he opened the door further the current of air became much less noticeable but it was still a cool dry current that felt relieving compared to the hot and humid conditions outside. Rody stepped into the main passageway and shined his light down the passageway and his light shined a few dozen yards then seemed to just fade away into the darkness.

"Wow, that is one long¦" Rody's voice echoing sickeningly back at him surprised him for a moment and he shrunk into his shoulders and instinctively pulled his PP-35 and aimed it up the passageway. He then chuckled and it echoed back as he stabbed his weapon back into its holster. "That startled the shit out of me!" He said in a soft voice, still eliciting and echo.

"Voices from the dark?" Laurel said with a smile as she stepped out into the passageway next to Rody.

Rody simply nodded and smiled back at her. The others then filed through the armory and out into the passageway. They all shined their lights around a bit and the captain shined his light on the double doors they decided not to open and they looked to be made of a metallic substance that was unrecognizable and above the doors were more of the bizarre but beautiful scriptive markings.

"I wonder what that says?" The captain posed very quietly so the echo of his voice wouldn't drown out what he was saying.

"Probably exit, surface¦something like that." Laurel offered.

The captain nodded and shined his light above the armory door and there were still more markings.

"Those look to be composed in words, possibly a sentence," The captain said softly.

"Possibly no weapons beyond this point or the likes," Laurel said.

"Or weapons storage," Jake said.

The captain looked at him and shined his light toward the floor.

"That's probably the most likely case."

Laurel lifted her sensor and scanned the passageway and she was finally getting a clear reading all the way down the passageway and to her amazement she was detecting a subtle energy reading all around them. She took a few paces then turned back and faced everyone as she continued to scan and then she looked at the captain.

"I'm reading a low energy signature all around us. There's a slight charge in the walls, floors, and ceiling."

The captain lifted his sensor and took some readings of his own and he was amazed to see the same thing on his sensor.

"You're right! There's a one and half volt charge everywhere."

"It must be a piezo electric affect generated within the stone this place is constructed from. It's reading high in quartz, selenium and¦of course¦unknown elements."

"You think this place was designed to harness energy directly form the planet?"

"It wouldn't be the first time we've seen that sort of thing."

"Interesting. It just gets weirder as to why they would abandon this place."

"If you don't mind sir, I would like to keep moving so we aren't hiking back to camp in the dark?" Rody said.

"Good point."

The captain turned toward the looming darkness and he and Laurel once again took point as they started walking up the passageway that looked to be ascending slightly in elevation as it progressed along it's length. The floors and walls were smooth polished in the slightly pink stone and the ceiling was rougher in texture, but still incredibly smooth and the gaps where the floors, walls, and ceiling met were nearly non-existent. The only irregularity in the otherwise featureless walls were small indentations every 2 feet that were set a few inches into the walls on both sides of the passageway with 2 mall holes within the dome shaped indentations. They all took notice of them and Rody was the first to tap Jake on the shoulder.

"Hey bud, what do you suppose these cavities in the walls were put there for?"

Jake glanced back at him then shined his light on one of the indentations as they walked past it.

"If I had to guess, I would say for lighting. Those holes at the bottom of the recesses were probably for electrical connections. If there's a current running through the walls it would make sense to make lights that would be powered directly from the structure. You wouldn't need any wiring and the power would be inexhaustible."

"I guess that means they didn't leave in a hurry since they took the time to remove all of the lights."

"Or someone came down here after the facility was abandoned and helped themselves to the lights to use elsewhere."

"I guess that would make sense except for the problem of getting through the main entrance."

"This place has been here for a really long time. Who knows how many people have been down here and when? At one time the controls for the main doors probably worked and could be hacked or whatever."

"That makes sense."

The group continued up the passageway until they came upon another set of doors. There was an extremely heavy-duty completely circular door directly ahead of them and to the right was a much less robust door that had a control pad of sorts sticking out of the wall next to it. There were labeled buttons and a small darkened screen integrated into the control pad and everyone shined their lights on the control pad with the exception of Laurel. She was focused on the tremendous circular door. The slightly outward domed shape of it suggested it was designed to contain enormous energy, whether from a blast or continuous high-energy pressure waves. The captain noticed Laurel's distracted attention on the circular door and he stepped close to her and shined his light around the door for a moment then he looked at Laurel.

"Any thoughts as to what's behind that door?"

"Our sensors can't penetrate whatever this door is made of and the walls are at least four feet thick, but I can determine that there's a huge void on the other side of this door based on the way the sensor signals are echoing. My best guess would be a reaction chamber of some kind. We might be misinterpreting what that symbol is on the monument out there. There's a good chance this place was built as a weapon of some kind, an interstellar one maybe."

The captain looked back at the door and slowly let his light drift to the floor as he debated the implications of such a thing. His hopes of finding an interstellar transmitter were fading quickly. He was starting to put together some ideas as to what happened to the local inhabitants, and it seemed to be an inglorious end to some war across entire star systems.

"I don't guess there's any need to try and gain entry?" The captain said somberly.

"No sir. There won't be anything of use to our current needs. We should continue to look for a transmitter, but we won't find it in there sir."

Jake stepped next to Laurel and he put his arm around her lower waist under her survival pack.

"You know there's a good chance these people were war mongers and the council of enlighteners took care of them a very long time ago?"

"It crossed my mind."

"I know. You weren't going to say it aloud; I thought I would to enlighten everyone else to our thoughts on the subject."

"If that's the case, they know about this place and might come looking for us here?" Catty asked.

"Not likely," Jake said. "They have no idea we're here even if they're responsible for eliminating the population down here. The missing lights in the main passageway, the lack of power to anything in this place despite the seemingly regenerative and continuing piezo electric affect created by the materials this place in constructed from. It all speaks to interference by someone and an ongoing dampening affect that we aren't likely to resolve to alert anyone to our presence."

"What if we could determine how and where the dampening affect is being generated?" Rody posed. "You think you and Laurel could power this reactor up without destroying the place to get someone's attention out there?"

"We don't even know how this thing works Hammer," Laurel said lifting her light so it shined on his chest. "Without somewhere for the energy to go the whole place could blow sky high, not to mention our unfamiliarity with the system. We wouldn't even know how to initiate a reaction or what kind of reaction we would be starting. We could inadvertently radiate us all to death. It would be horrible if they arrived to find the six of us dead on this dead world.

"Or worse, we could destroy all life in this forest or even globally," Jake added. "We just don't know enough about what this place was designed to do to go messing around with it. If this facility was truly designed as an intergalactic weapons platform, the amount of energy produced in that reactor would have to be astronomical."

"Something equivalent to the negative matter core at twenty percent, focused into a beam of some kind if that gives you any indication of the destructive power we're talking about?" Laurel said.

"I get the picture. At twenty percent it turns normal space-time inside out if it isn't modulated properly. I don't pretend to understand how you modulate that kind of power but I get the implication of what you're talking about here."

"However, we might be able to find whatever is dampening the power around here and create a burp that would be detectable by who or what is monitoring this place. If the enlighteners are responsible for the lifelessness around here, standard protocol is to leave monitoring in place of some kind just incase survivors were missed or the dangerous technology used by the species targeted for elimination winds up in the hands of someone else that could cause problems for others by experimenting with it without knowing what they're messing with."

"A burp¦I assume you mean a power signature that they would see as alarming?"

"Yeah, something like that," Laurel replied as she nodded lightly.

Rody turned and lifted his hand so his light shown on the dark control pad.

"Then do you think you can get that to work?"

"Not likely. I could tap one of our sensors into it to get power to the control panel but we have no way of reading the display if I did manage to power it up. The dampening affect would likely drain the power cell in the hand held sensor before we would manage to get very far in interpreting anything displayed too. I think it would be better to just force the door open. We can scan beyond the wall and there's a series of workstations or the likes on the other side and three passageways leading elsewhere. I'm guessing that door leads to a control room and lord knows what beyond that. There's a lot of shielding in the walls due to their unique properties and they're really thick creating problems scanning very far beyond a single wall."

"Alright. Let's get that door open then and have a look around?"

Laurel nodded and Jake stepped next to her and slid his hand into hers and they once again joined minds deeply and took a few deep breaths to calm their minds and then they let their energy build upon their feelings for one another and then Jake closed his eyes and concentrated on the latching mechanism for the door. His minds eye revealed that the door was anything but typical, it scissored from mid point and folded up into the doorframe. It was a very unusual way to construct a door mechanism. Jake could clearly see the locking bolts that were in place and he concentrated on them for a moment then let a small push slip out and the bolts retracted and the door creaked as the pressure that had been exerted on them for centuries suddenly dissipated. Laurel then pushed a moment later and the door folded in half and the middle of the door began to scissor open, like 2 squares rolling off one another while maintaining contact at one corner. The door slipped up into the doorframe and everyone watched in wonder as they pondered why the door would be designed in such a peculiar way. There was a screeching sound emitted as the door disappeared into the doorframe and they were now looking into a sizable control room with a curving console that sat at an angle and curved around one entire wall with distinct workstations laid out one right next to the other. They all shined their lights into the room and Laurel and Jake withdrew into their own minds and took the lead walking into the room as the mental fog faded away.

As they looked around the control console they could see square and rectangular voids accompanied by perfectly round holes in the control console where numerous instruments had been carefully removed. All that remained in the holes were bundles of stringy looking cables and Jake was curious enough to let go of Laurel's hand and poke his hand into one of the larger square openings and he grasped a bundle of cables and pulled them up so he could see the ends of them and he looked back at the captain.

"These aren't wires sir, they're fiber optic cables. This place was pretty sophisticated when it was functional."

"Someone obviously didn't want this facility to be operational judging by how many instruments are missing. They weren't pried out either, they were carefully removed," The captain said shining his light down the console face.

There were a few display screens still in place and they looked like ultra thin plasma displays, a technology long since abandoned by Humans. There were a few darkened gauges that also looked digital and they had the same scriptive lettering above and below them that was seen out on the monument. There were a series of touch sensitive button panels that had key elements pierced to render them unusable. Rody shown his light toward the back wall and as Laurel had indicated, there were 3 doors with lettering above each and one had red lettering in contrast to the white lettering present above the other doors. On the wall to the right of the doors was a chart of some kind in the same language and Rody tried to understand the graphs and lines that seemed to be arranged in an ascending order of importance, each growing higher on the graph scale with dots marking their peaks.

"What do you suppose this is?" Rody asked softly as he stepped toward the chart.

Laurel swung her light on the wall and looked the chart over for a moment and it struck her what they were looking at.

"I'm guessing it's a list of reactive materials and their periodic weight. Look at that group of elements in the lower left corner. It's their version of a periodic table of known elements listed by atomic weight."

"Look at how many elements they have listed," The captain said. "A hundred twenty-nine."

"Thanks to the elder race we know of two hundred sir, and I'm sure there's some they aren't aware of."

"I guess that confirms that this place was some kind of reactor. You wouldn't post something like this chart in a radio telescope control room and it wouldn't be this complicated either."

"Hey, look at this?" Catty said excitedly but softly.

Everyone turned and looked where she was squatted down next to the wall where there was a rather sizable rectangular hole in the wall and a whole series of cables and wires were left dangling in the hole with one cable larger than all the rest that seemed to connect right to the wall without penetrating into it.

"That's probably where a computer was located, "Laurel said. "That could've been the mainframe that ran this whole control room."

"Hmm. None of the fiber optic cables and wires are cut or damaged. They were disconnected. It looks like a main power cable leads directly to the wall too. They were definitely powering things directly from the walls."

"What kind of energy are you two sensing?" The captain asked looking at Laurel.

"Very little sir. We can feel energy all around us but it's pretty faint."

The captain looked at his sensor and he tapped a few icons and the ambient energy signature consumed the entire screen.

"Two point eight volts. There's definitely more power down here then there was out in the main passageway."

The captain then switched back to general scan data and he increased the sensor resolution to maximum as he waved the sensor over the walls, eventually stopping at the door with the red characters above it. He examined the data and couldn't quite make sense of the readings he was seeing. He then looked at Laurel.

"Are you reading the same thing?"

"Yes sir. There's a passageway behind that door but it has a radio magnetic signature unlike anything I've ever seen before. I don't think we should venture that way sir."

"Agreed. It could lead to radioactive storage or the likes. I sure wish we could read this writing."

Laurel nodded and scanned the other 2 doors and one of them had several branching voids indicating more rooms or passageways. Laurel looked at the captain and flicked her chin toward the door she was standing in front of.

"This one sir. If we're going to find anything useful, it'll most likely be behind this door."

The captain shined his light around the door then cast his light to Laurel's feet so as not to blind her.

"You think you two can get it open?"

"Yes sir, it isn't a secure door."

Laurel scanned the door in detail then placed her hand against a barely discernable rectangular seam and pressed her weight against the door and the rectangular section slid inward slightly and the door clanked and began to swing open with a slight creaking noise from ancient hinges screaming for lubrication. Laurel looked at the captain and grinned and he smiled and shook his head.

"Show off! You could've told me to just push it open."

Laurel chuckled and then aimed her light at the door as she continued to push it open fully. They were now looking down another long passageway constructed from the same slightly pink stone material and on the left and right were fairly large windows that looked into rooms on both sides of the passageway and they could see doors dotted here there along the length of the passageway. They all filed into the passageway and the captain led the way down the passageway, shining his light into the windows where they could see rooms that had been stripped of all furnishings and mechanical devices. There were a few tables and odd stands in some of the rooms but they were mostly devoid of anything interesting or useful. A few of the rooms had square holes in the walls where still more devices had been removed and a few circular holes with more fiber optic bundles stuffed into the holes.

As they past room after room the captain began to lose faith that they would find anything of value to create a signal until they came upon one door in particular with a high energy reading on the other side of the door. It wasn't a generated reading, it was a particle energy reading and everyone saw the same thing on their sensors and Laurel looked at the captain.

"Whatever's in there, it's reacting to our sensor scans. It's exciting it into emitting particle energy."

"How is that possible?"

"I don't know sir, but there's a magnetic field around this door too."

"It's magnetically sealed?"

"That would be my guess."

"You two can't create magnetic fields can you?"

"You mean to reverse the polarity of the magnetic field around the door?"

"Yes."

"We've never tried to do anything like that. I know some of Tamaric's friends have that ability so it should be within us¦I think."

"Wait¦" Rachel said as she took a step forward and shined her light on the door. "If there's something in there that's that reactive, should we go messing around with it?"

At that instant everyone's hand held sensors went offline and their lights began to dim noticeably. They all shook their sensors and then they noticed that everyone's units had failed and the affect was now affecting their lights simultaneously. Rody quickly unfastened his pack and slid it to the floor and he opened it and rummaged around while his light still worked until he found a pair of bio chem. lights and he secured one to his hand just as all of their lights dimmed out completely and they were cast in absolute all consuming darkness. Rody activated the bio chem. light and opened the shutter and a beam of light filled the passageway then widened to a flood of brilliant light.

"You all have these bio chem. lights in your packs. I suggest you take a second to find them and attach one to your hand. They don't have a power supply that can be drained."

Everyone stepped back from one another and unfastened their packs and set them in the floor and opened them and Rody provided the necessary light to help them find their bio chem. lights. Soon the passageway was flooded with bright light from 6 bio chem. lights and they stowed their wrist lights. Once they had their packs closed and slung on their backs, Laurel looked at Rachel.

"I think we found the source of the dampening field. Whatever's in there, it sapped the energy from all of our devices."

"What about the particle emissions? Without our sensors we won't know if we're being irradiated."

"I didn't have time to run a spectral analysis but what I did see didn't look dangerous to biological life. I think the emissions were designed to neutralize or disrupt coherent energy."

"So what would happen if we gained access to this room and neutralized whatever is in there?" The captain asked. "Could this entire facility begin to build energy?"

"I suppose it's possible sir. It seems to be what this place was designed to do inherently and a massive input of energy would be built upon in the same way."

"Could it pose a danger to us?"

"I doubt it sir. The reactor has obviously been disabled so that wouldn't have any affect and the ambient energy wouldn't be enough to harm us."

"Alright, let's get this door open if we can then."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake stepped right up to the door and everyone else took a few steps back and sinned their lights on Laurel and Jake and the door. Laurel and Jake once again joined minds deeply and this time they both closed their eyes and concentrated on the magnetic energy they could sense from around the door and they thought about creating magnetic field that would oppose the existing field by a factor of 10. They then let their feelings intensify and build until they felt they had reached maximum potential and then they both pushed hard at the same instant as they placed their hands on the door. The energy surged through them and out their hands and they both squinted at the intensity of the flow and then they pushed even harder and there was a thud from the doorframe and the door simply swung inward from their weight pressing against it. The door made no noise as it swung inward and Laurel and Jake opened their eyes and pushed on the door to continue it opening but they maintained their influence as they did so.

Everyone stepped up to the door and shined their lights into the room and they were shocked to find a large square room that was empty except for a round platform in the middle of the room with a device sitting upon it that had a base made of 3 sickle shaped leaves that curved upward creating a 3 pronged rest where a globe with gold colored metallic bands covering it in stripes was residing and it had a frosted glass appearance with a purple glow pulsing from deep within the globe. There were strange markings on the portions of the globe that could bee seen and the pulsing rose in intensity then faded to almost complete darkness only to once again begin to glow brighter in the deep purple color. They all slowly walked up to the device and as Laurel and Jake pulled their power back and stepped away from the door it swung closed with thud and sealed shut tight. Everyone spun around and shined their lights on the door. They could now see that there was a thick band of metal attached to the inside of the door and the band sat within an outer ring of thick metal and there were connectors leading right to the wall where a connection was made to power the electromagnetic locking ring. Laurel and Jake looked back at the door and they both sighed from the startle of the thud as the door slammed shut. They then looked at everyone and grinned slightly.

"Don't worry, if we were able to open it before, we can do it again when we want to get out."

Everyone then turned their attention back to the odd device in the middle of the room. They took up positions in a circle surrounding the strange device with their lights beaming upon it. The captain leaned forward slightly and stared directly into the pulsing globe and he could tell the markings on the globe were completely different from the written language observed so far. He then looked up at Laurel and stood up straight.

"You think this thing was created by the inhabitants of this planet?"

"No. This place is impressively sophisticated and advanced but this thing is a whole different kind of sophisticated. Beings everything of value has been stripped from this place except for this device, I would guess it was left behind by someone else and it's designed to absorb the ambient energy within this structure. I think this thing constantly consumes the energy produced by this structure and burns it off or something."

"Why would they leave it right here though? We aren't even at the deepest point possible."

"There must be something about this precise location that makes this thing work most efficiently right here."

"It's possible that it doesn't matter where you place this thing to get it to do the intended job," Jake offered. "By leaving it this close to the surface it might make it possible for someone to detect it to insure that it's still working."

"That would certainly make sense. I don't see any controls, you think you can figure out how it works?" The captain said looking at Jake then Laurel.

Laurel looked at the base the globe was resting on and she could tell it was a non-conductive alloy of some kind and likely wouldn't have any hidden controls of any kind. It was just meant to keep the pulsing globe off the floor. Laurel then reached down and stroked her hand down one of the sickle shaped leaves, confirming what she suspected.

"I'm guessing this thing has a neural interface of some kind. By touching it one should see the controls in the minds eye."

Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders lightly and then Laurel stared at the globe and took a quick breath and then removed her bio chem. light and handed it to Jake. She then cupped her hands and placed them on opposite sides of the globe and the globe stopped pulsing and glowed brightly in a deep purple color and then a high frequency whine built up in intensity and pitch quickly then there was pounding thump of distinctly electronic sounding low frequency noise and Laurel was thrown back, striking Rody in the hip as she fell back and hit the floor with a squeal that alarmed everyone. The captain quickly pushed his way to Laurel and arrived at her side at the same instant as Jake.

"God all mighty! Are you okay Laurel?" The captain asked excitedly.

Laurel nodded and batted her eyes a few times then started to roll onto her hip and Jake cupped her armpit and lifted her to her feet and Laurel stumbled back to the rear wall to keep from falling back down. She patted Jake's hand under her arm and he relaxed his grip and moved his hand down to her elbow. The captain put his hand on Laurel's shoulder and looked into her eyes as he shined his light in her face. He was convinced that she was alert and her pupils were responding correctly, but his heart was still in his stomach at seeing her thrown back by the device so violently.

"Alright, enough screwing around! No more touching things that we don't understand. I shouldn't have allowed you to try that."

Jake then looked back at the device with a surprised look on his face as his mouth fell open and Laurel looked around the captain so she could see the device clearly as it still glowed brightly.

"What the heck?" Jake uttered.

"What's the matter?" The captain asked as he craned his neck to look at the device without removing his hand from Laurel's shoulder.

"It's¦talking!" Laurel said.

"And it's talking in English," Jake added. "You didn't hear that?" Jake asked looking at the captain.

"I didn't hear anything," The captain said still staring at the device.

"None of us did," Rody said. "What did you two hear?"

Jake looked at Rody.

"I think Laurel actually heard it so I heard it too. It said unrecognized species detected, Identify your species."

"You think you better answer it before it gets inpatient and strikes you again?" Rachel asked.

Laurel pushed off from the wall and touched the captain's arm making him look at her and remove his hand from her shoulder.

"I'm okay sir. I don't think it was an attack. I think it shifted gears so to speak and it let a burst of energy slip out as it activated the interface for the first time in who knows how long," Laurel then took a step toward the device and looked around, hopeful to see a control interface. "I'm Human, from the planet Earth residing in the orion arm of this galaxy, around ninety-five thousand light years from here."

"Unrecognized species designation. Unfamiliar galactic coordinates specified. State your purpose and intent?"

"Oh wow!" Jake uttered. "It's intelligent. It says it doesn't recognize our species or the galactic coordinates specified and then it asked what we're doing here and what our intentions are."

"Then tell it that we had a catastrophic failure of the power drive on our ship and we crash landed here and stumbled on this place by accident while looking for a way to contact our people," The captain said.

Laurel stared at him for a second then she looked at the glowing globe and grinned.

"Were you constructed and placed here by the council of enlighteners or their allies?"

"I must know your intentions and purpose for being in this place before answering questions. Unsatisfactory responses will result in your immediate termination."

"Oh crap!" Jake said. "It's getting inpatient. It said it's not answering any questions until we state our intentions and purpose for being here and if it doesn't like our answer¦" Jake slowly looked at Rody. "We'll be terminated. That burst of energy might have been more than a burp of energy," Jake looked at the captain. "It was demonstrating its capability to inflict harm."

The captain looked at Laurel with a scowling look.

"Then quit pissing it and me off and do as I said!"

"I'm sorry sir. It confirmed our suspicion. It didn't say council of enlighteners unknown or anything like that," Laurel then looked at the globe and cleared her throat. "We suffered a catastrophic failure in the power drive of our ship and we're thrown of course to this world. We made an emergency landing and while scouting the ruins of this facility to try and find a way to contact our people for rescue we found you. We simply want to go home. We aren't interested in any of the technology here except to establish a long-range subspace communication method."

"How did you make entry this deep into this place? I am located in an area not considered accessible without considerable effort and technological assistance."

"My mate and I have advanced abilities within us that enabled us to breach entryways that would pose an impenetrable barrier to most and we had some technology with us that guided us in a limited fashion. You neutralized those devices. I'm sure you have a log to confirm that or something?"

"My primary function is to neutralize any and all electromagnetic energy fields exceeding one point five volts or point zero two milliamps to state it in a range you are familiar with."

"How do you know what I'm familiar with?"

"We are sharing a synaptic bridge of neural activity."

"You know everything I'm thinking?"

"I am only aware of what is in your conscious mind. Your mind is highly organized but you are thinking about many subjects while simultaneously engaging me in conversation without realizing it. It is through those pathways I am learning about you. You are part of another's conscious mind and he yours. I am detecting his presence through your mental connection with him but you are guarding his mind from me."

Laurel looked at the captain and nodded lightly.

"I was right. It's using a neural interface initiated when I touched the device. It can sense Jake but I'm keeping it out of his mind."

"You know there are things in your head that we don't want falling into unknown hands Laurel?"

"I know sir, I'm able to guard that information too as long as I don't think about¦those things. It can only detect my conscious mind, not subconscious."

"Since you're still alive I assume it's satisfied with your answers so far?"

"I think it's sensing my intentions and the fact that I'm telling the truth about why we're here," Laurel then looked back at the globe that was now glowing a little dimmer suggesting it was relaxing its defensive posture. "Were you constructed by and placed here by the council of enlighteners?"

"I am not familiar with this council of enlighteners. I am the result of the enlighteners of Pricidia four taking action to stop an aggressive species from wreaking destruction across a vast region of space. Billions of lives were taken before such extreme measures were enacted. I was left to insure no others would find the technology used to accomplish such appalling actions and rekindle a fruitless effort to annihilate entire worlds."

"Good, we're being considered for acceptance into the council of enlighteners. It's been a long time since you were built and placed here. I'm sure a great many things have happened that you aren't aware of."

"I am gaining some understanding of what you speak of through your pondering of the things you have read and seen about the history of the council of enlighteners. I sense truth and fortitude in you and strength of character in your mate through his enhancement of your character. You feel he makes you more the person you are supposed to be by adding virtue and masculine traits you would not possess without his presence residing in you so deeply." The globe then faded even more in the intensity of its glow and Laurel began to see an actual control interface just as she was hoping would happen. "I will assist you in engaging a subspace signal that your Future will easily detect."

Laurel smiled brightly and looked at the captain.

"It's going to help us. I can see a control access interface in my field of view."

"Uh¦we can all see it Laurel. It's floating above the device."

Laurel looked back at the device and she realized she was seeing double. The interface was in her mind and a copy was floating above the globe just as the captain said.

"Your companions may access my data to assist in their efforts to understand the information I am offering you access to."

"Thank you for your help. Why wasn't this place destroyed completely if it was used to destroy other worlds?"

This time the response echoed into the empty room so everyone could hear the almost pleasant male sounding voice.

"It was decided that this place and others like it were the legacy of an entire species even if they were used for a dark purpose. It was thought important not to destroy every trace of the civilization that once thrived here. There are five major cities like Cantora on this planet. The city that stood where I am located was called Cantora. Each had a structure like the one you are in and their destructive power was directed into space on intersecting trajectories that would converge light years away from here and reinforce the individual beams of energy culminating in a single directed energy beam that when making contact with another world, acted to destroy it's atmosphere similar to what a natural gamma ray burst at close range would cause."

"How did they prevent the affect from destroying this worlds atmosphere when activated?"

"The individual beams originated from several different locations, thus they were not powerful enough to cause local destruction individually. It was only as the energy waves converged deep in space and decayed into much more destructive elements that the total affect was amplified and strengthened to a point capable of affecting an entire planet many light years away."

"Why did the inhabitants of this world inflict such destruction on other worlds? Catty asked.

"The worlds in question held resources desired by the Trinidar. When negotiations for said riches failed, the Trinidar destroyed those that opposed them. Eleven worlds were destroyed before measures could be imposed to quell the hostilities carried out by the Trinidar."

"It just doesn't make sense to lay waste a whole world when you want the resources on that world," Rachel said somberly.

"The coveted natural resources were unaffected by the damage done to the atmosphere. The lives of those killed in the resultant calamities were of no consequence to the Trinidar. They only sought the resources desired to further their ambitions of domination of this region of space and beyond in time."

"I guess not everyone holds the value of life to be precious?" Laurel said quietly.

"That was the case in the Trinidar at the very least."

"Are there any devices remaining that can be used to contact our people?" The captain asked tiring of hearing how horrible the Trinidar were.

"No. The structure of this facility is capable of absorbing naturally occurring energy from the planet on an unimaginable scale. If I suspend my primary function for a short period of time, the resultant energy signature will be detected from a great distance."

"You do realize that you've been standing sentry over this place for more than ten thousand years?" The captain asked. "Monitoring of Agrusan may not be taking place any longer."

"You're estimate of the length of time since I was initialized is faulty. It has been eleven thousand eight hundred sixty two years since I was first activated."

"Good heavens! You must contain some remarkable¦components to operate for that long without malfunctioning," The captain said.

"I required maintenance on two occasions. My ability to sense the passage of time was not affected so I have a very accurate record of the length of time I have been active. I have not received information updates but I have details provided by Laurel's awareness of recent events that indicate this world is still being monitored. The mentioned council of enlighteners suggests the ideals of the founders of the enlighteners has endured and grown into something much more profound."

"Wait¦you're reading her memories?" The captain asked.

"No. Through careful manipulation of the line of conversation she thought on her readings of the enlighteners. She was wondering if I was aware of the things she is aware of and thus contributed what she is aware of. Subconscious thought and memory is beyond my capability to access in most cases. Laurel has a disciplined mind with significant self-imposed barriers in place to prevent unwanted probing of aspects of what she knows. She is wise enough to avoid thought of sensitive subjects as a matter of habit. She is in fact a credit to your species given her age and confused direction."

The captain looked at Laurel and she glanced at him and shrugged her shoulders lightly. The captain then looked back at the control interface representing the globes voice and those of anyone speaking in a river like graph of spectral analysis with unrecognizable data streaming beside the pattern.

"What do you mean by confused direction? She seems quite focused on what she wants out of her life."

"You are her commanding officer despite her status as a civilian?"

"Yes."

"She considers you a dear friend that she trusts implicitly and holds in high regard. She conceals her conflicted feelings regarding what she feels is the right thing for her and her mate. She desires duty under your command, but she feels that she does not comply with what the rest of your officers and crew expect from members of the civilian corps. She is different as is her mate and it makes them stand aside from the rest of the population. She is preventing me from accessing her thoughts on exactly what makes them different, but I understand her thinking enough to know it is something significant and not widely held as normal or entirely safe for those around them."

"Alright, that's enough detailing my psychological profile. You obviously don't understand or value privacy, your discussing things I don't want discussed openly," Laurel said taking a small step back.

"It is one of my primary functions to evaluate those activating me to detect ill intent. Since I am unfamiliar with your species I am attempting to profile your species based on one individual of a young age. The young tend to exhibit confusion and indecision similar to what I am detecting in you. You are still impressively mature and focused for one so young. You believe your captain holds your decisions and values in high regard; I would conclude that he is wise to do so. You are very intelligent and disciplined in a way that life experience is usually required to endow. I would conclude that you have been in a position of long term self reliance that resulted in the preservation of many lives including that of your commanding officer and your mate, two of the most important people in your life¦aside from one you just thought about¦Korica Prentor."

"Do we need to continue this before you'll help us?"

"I am preparing to initiate an action that will likely result in a great number of your people arriving. I must understand if that is a wise course of action."

Laurel looked at the captain with a somewhat sorrowful look on her face and the captain patted her shoulder and then took a step forward.

"What if I volunteer to take her place? Disconnect from her mind and I'll touch you so you can bond with my mind."

"Once the process is initiated it must be carried out to its conclusion. Laurel will represent you in any continuing actions for or against you."

"Then you're still not decided if you're going to kill us?"

"I have decided you are not a direct threat to me or this facility. You will not be terminated."

The captain looked at Laurel and nodded lightly.

"You're our first contact negotiator. It seems to be impressed with you so far. Just keep the sensitive information guarded and keep going."

Laurel nodded and stepped up next to the captain and looked at the control interface.

"Alright, Korica is my daughter. We rescued her from a hostile species that was preparing to exploit her in the worst way possible. Her mother and father were murdered before her eyes and I¦fell in love with her the moment I met her and did everything in my power to provide her with a safe nurturing environment. I made some mistakes along the way but I was incredibly young and naive at the time¦and stubborn. I wouldn't listen to the advice of those with experience in what we were going through and it led to some unexpected consequences but in the end she turned out to be a wonderful bright person well worth saving. She in fact contributed to the salvation of my people from some unexpected events that put us in the wrong galaxy with little hope of getting to our intended destination."

"You are defensive about your relationship with her. It is not a necessary posture with me. I am simply trying to understand your character and determine if it is a characteristic common to all your people."

"Human beings are a compassionate race of people but if we're threatened or bullied we're capable of violence that I'm not particularly proud of, but it's in our nature. We won't stand for our freedom or that of another species to be trampled upon. We accept other species with open arms if they prove themselves to be trust worthy and hold similar values to those we hold as important."

"What of the species that do not hold the same values as your people?"

"We still believe they have the right to exist and be free to do as they like as long as it doesn't impose undue danger or grief to others."

"Would you then destroy those people?"

"No. We would eliminate their ability to impose their will on others, but they still have the right to live. Life isn't something you can just extinguish. All life is precious even if it behaves in ways you don't understand or particularly like. No one should have the right to exterminate it outright."

"I am sensing that you are speaking of values you believe to be important and they were taught to you by your mother and continue to be fostered by those around you. I understand why you and your people are being called to join the enlighteners. Your truth in answering my inquiries and willingness to discuss what you consider private matters has led me to conclude that it is important to help you contact your people. You must be rescued so you can continue your efforts to instill peace and free will among those you encounter."

"Thank you. Can I access your controls without consequence then?"

"You may. I am highlighting the sequence you must initiate to deactivate my dampening affects on this place."

There were several characters on the control interface that were now pulsing in red compared to the slightly yellow color of the rest of the commands.

"I see them. Is there a particular sequence I need to activate these controls in?"

"Yes. I cannot deactivate my primary functions, so I will illuminate the necessary sequence of commands you must initiate. Touch the commands as they turn red one by one. Do not touch anything else until the process is complete."

"I understand."

The multiple red commands deilluminated and then one turned red and Laurel touched it and it turned green then another turned red and she touched that one. She was guided in this way until 12 commands had been entered and then there was a large rectangular command pulsing in red with strange characters within it and Laurel hesitated for a moment and the globe reassured her.

"It is not a command to end all of you. I could have done that without any input from you. I would not waste the time to guide you through commands you cannot read just to terminate you at the end. The last command is the final initiation command to deactivate my primary dampening function. You set it up to deactivate for ten minutes. It will enable sufficient energy to build up within this facility to be detected from a great distance by the monitoring effort. I will then reengage the dampening affects and all energy will once again be drained from the structure."

"It this works, how long will it take for someone to investigate the energy signature?"

"Unknown. This has only been done three times since I was put in place. The first time a response was realized almost immediately. The following incidents were not investigated for five and seventeen days on this planet. I would conclude this planet is in a remote and unremarkable sector of local space. It will likely take weeks to months unless your search parties are notified of the unexpected energy signature emanating from this structure. If you are aligned with the council of enlighteners, it is likely they will be involved with the search thus the information could reach a search party in a timely manner resulting in a reduction in the time it will take someone to investigate the detected energy signature."

Laurel then let out a long breath and touched the final command. It seemed like nothing happened at first then Laurel and Jake sensed a building energy field around them. Laurel looked at the captain.

"We can feel that it's working sir."

"Good," The captain then looked at ht globe. "Is there anything else you need form us?"

"No. This facility is very old and fragile, I would recommend returning to the surface the way you came in without exploring the rest of the facility. Laurel is interested in preparing your encampment for long-term occupation. That is an important and noble effort that you should see to since the search for your whereabouts will not commence for some time to come. You need to make preparations to survive until you are found."

"We'll leave without messing around in here. I can't afford to have any of my people getting hurt just to satisfy our curiosity."

"That would be wise. I can assure you that nothing of value was left intact in this entire city. Exploration would only put all of you in danger of being injured."

"Before we leave can I ask you something?" Rachel posed.

"You may."

"Have you had to¦terminate anyone for discovering you?"

"No. I am located in a location that is not easily accessible. Those that have made it this far have been resourceful and of the proper mindset to warrant preserving their lives. Follow Laurel's example and keep the values she exhibits to be true. What I have gleaned from her suggests you are a member of an extraordinary race of people that need to endure and prosper."

"Are you going to pass along what you've learned from Laurel?" The captain asked.

"Yes. Everything I have learned and experienced here will be delivered to the enlighteners when the time comes."

"Can I ask that you not discuss the full details of your assessment of Laurel's character? Maybe you could just tell them that she is a remarkable person without going into detail."

"More concerns about privacy of what lies within?"

"Yes."

"When data is extracted from my memory it is not carried out through conversation. I do not have a choice in what data is withdrawn. It is all or nothing."

"Then can you¦delete certain aspects?"

"No. I do not have that capability."

"I was afraid of that. We'll just have to hope whoever downloads your data uses good judgment in what they disseminate to others."

"You should have faith in your allies. From what I can tell they have very similar values and traits as Laurel. I suspect they will respect her privacy if they hold such things to be of high value like you do."

The captain simply nodded and then looked at the sealed door.

"Can you do something about opening that door for us?"

"As the energy within this structure continues to build, so the magnetic field holding that door closed increases in strength. I have no influence on objects in the environment around me except to neutralize energy fields. You have negated that ability by deactivating my primary function. You can wait until my energy neutralizing affect resumes to weaken the magnetic field or you must open the door on your own by whatever means you used to open it when you made entry into this room."

"Were the others that discovered you trapped like this too?"

"Yes. Some waited until the magnetic field reduced in strength and then forced the door open. There are robust handles on this side of the door, from which significant pulling force can be applied. Still others waited until entry was made from the outside to download my data."

"We can't wait that long," The captain turned and looked at Laurel and Jake. "You feel up to giving it a try?"

"I don't think that would be a good idea sir," Laurel said. "I'm still connected to that thing and I don't know if I could maintain my mental discipline if we exerted ourselves like that. It takes a lot of focus¦and distraction to perform extraordinary acts of manipulation of our environment."

"Even when that thing comes back online and saps the energy from this place the door isn't going to just open."

"I know sir. Jake and I can quiet our minds and then once you retract that locking bolt, Jake can use his ability to try and force the door open," Laurel said pointing at the door.

The captain then looked at the glowing globe once again.

"Can you deactivate your connection with Laurel?"

"No. Once enacted it will remain active until we are separated by distance and the shielding affect of this structure."

"Another safeguard?"

"Yes."

"Very well, we'll wait."

"If we're going to remain here for the next ten minutes or so, can I ask the device a few questions?" Laurel asked looking at the captain.

The captain dipped his chin in approval and stepped back while gesturing toward the device. Laurel stepped closer to the globe and watched her voice pattern in the control interface display as she spoke.

"What was done with the population of Agrusan when the enlighteners decided to prevent them from exerting their will on other worlds?"

"Complete relocation of the population to a safe, controlled, environment where they can be monitored closely to prevent them from reengaging in hostile activities."

"Where did they relocate so many people to?"

"An undisclosed location far from here."

"That must have been a massive undertaking? Didn't it take a while to collect every person and carry him or her off?"

"I don not have the details of the event, but I would conclude that it would take several months depending on how many ships were involved."

"Is that something you have record of occurring very often?"

"I do not have the details about such things. I would imagine it is an extreme response to an extreme circumstance. When billions are put to death without concern an extreme measure to prevent it from continuing must be enacted."

"Do you know how many people were relocated?"

"Four hundred million two hundred six thousand fifty-four."

"Whoa! I didn't think it was that many. Do you know if they're still alive?"

"I have not been updated with recent data. It is likely, but I have no way of knowing for sure. The enlighteners I was constructed by were not in the habit of terminating entire civilizations. It is likely the population were relocated to a world with favorable conditions for supporting such a large number of people. If you wish detailed information about the disposition of the people from Agrusan you should ask the council of enlighteners for access to that information. As a trusted ally you will likely be granted such privileges."

Jake then stepped up next to Laurel and put his arm around her lower back.

"I'm curious, you seem to carry on a conversation like a person. Are you a recreation of a particular person?"

"I was known as Eramund before being imparted to this heleodraw."

"You mean you're a copy of the actual essence of Eramund?"

"Yes. The heleodraw is not an electronic device as Laurel is wondering. The crystalline material the heleodraw is constructed from is capable of storing sophisticated energy patterns so complex and complete that a person's essence can be captured and stored within its matrix. Additional information can then be augmented to the original patterns of energy endowing me with capabilities not possessed when I was a person."

"That's incredible. We're familiar with the use crystalline technology but nothing this complex has been realized yet."

"I think this is the kind of technology the elder race has perfected," Laurel said looking at Jake.

"I am unfamiliar with the elder race¦you are avoiding your knowledge of this race of people. You considered how they are millions of years more advanced than any race you have encountered in your galaxy. Why are you blocking me from knowledge of these people?"

"It's a long story. There's a time differential involved too. We won't meet them for a few more years and it won't be in person at first. I was sworn to keep the knowledge of them from anyone else to preserve the timeline."

"You've said enough Laurel," The captain said as he stepped up next to her and placed his hand on her shoulder. "We're treading on sensitive information here."

"Yes sir," Laurel said glancing up at him.

"It is of no consequence. I respect your desire to keep perceived sensitive information contained. The energy build up within the structure has reached a level that will be detectable from a significant distance. Recommencement of my primary function will take place momentarily. I hope you are recovered soon. Thank you for being people of honor and integrity."

Laurel grinned and bowed to the globe slightly.

"We are what are, thank you for the compliment Eramund."

"Let's see about getting that door open?" The captain said.

Everyone turned and walked to the door and Rody grasped the locking bolt actuator and gave it a hard twist and the bolts retracted from the doorframe. He then tugged on the door and nothing happened. He let go of the actuator and the locking bolts slammed back into position with an echoing thud. Rody stepped back and looked over at Jake.

"It's going to take a group effort. That magnetic ring is powerful."

Laurel then looked back at the globe that was once again pulsing from extremely bright purple to dim and back again at a more rapid rate than observed before.

"The other people that found you, were they gifted like us?"

"Gifted? No. They used brute force to pull the door open."

"Did they come in through the control room and that long passageway leading the remains of the rectangular building on the surface?"

"No. They each found a different path to this room. I would suggest returning to the surface the same way you came down here. The other paths may not be passable any longer. You should resecure any doors you passed through in getting here."

"We kind of made a hole in one of the outer walls to gain entry," Jake said.

"It would be best if you found a way to conceal that hole so others do not wonder down here unimpeded."

"We'll take care of that. You know we stumbled on an armory near the surface? It was stocked with weapons."

"They were energy based weapons and have been neutralized. They will never again function as intended."

"Can't they be recharged or something and therefore made to function again?" Rody asked.

"No. They have been discharged for so long that the internal components have degraded to the point of disintegration. If disassembled they would simply fall apart and there is no chance of a charge being held. They are useless relics from a species exhibiting destructive tactics and characteristics."

"It doesn't make much sense to take everything of value out of the city only to leave a weapons cash behind."

"The structure above that armory was destroyed burying the weapons beneath its rubble. It took some creative effort from Laurel and Jake to remove that debris as I am sensing from Laurel. People with the means to accomplish that are extremely rare and machinery to accomplish the same task would have taken time and alerted those monitoring this world to the activity before the armory could have been reached. After hundreds of years there was no longer a great concern over the items left behind since they degraded to the point of uselessness by that time."

"I suppose by that point the buildup of debris on the surface would've concealed the fact that a city was ever here in the first place."

"There is a good chance that would be the case."

"You sure can't tell there was a city up there now, unless you know what you're looking at," The captain said. "I'm sure from orbit it just looks like unremarkable forest and nothing more."

"That is likely why there have been no infiltrations of this facility in a very long time."

"If you're a copy of Eramund, aren't you lonely down here all alone?" Catty asked

"I'm not capable of experiencing emotions like loneliness. That would have been cruel to impart that aspect of brain function to someone that is going to be left alone for thousands of years or longer. I can remember what it was like to have emotions, but I no longer experience them."

"The memory of them helps you to exhibit compassion in dealing with the people you do encounter?" Laurel asked.

"Precisely."

"That makes a lot of sense. Without any recollection of feelings you could terminate people without regard for their feelings or the morality of doing such a thing."

"All things taken into consideration when I was constructed."

"I take it you aren't a prototype?" The captain asked.

"Not likely. I am not aware of this technology being used while I was a living person but I have been in use for a very long time. There is the remote possibility that other aggressive species needed to be handled the way the inhabitants of Agrusan were."

"We actually know of a world called Heindon that was handled in a similar way but the inhabitants weren't relocated. Their ability to wage war was eliminated and they were guided back to agrarian ways while all of their accomplishments were preserved in a database on their home world. They're slowly being reintroduced to advanced thinking and some technology with the enlighteners guiding them to it over time so they can acquire wisdom and temperance to go along with it."

"Similar tactics were attempted here on Agrusan, but the Trinidar resisted fiercely. In the end the only viable solution was relocation since Agrusan was rendered virtually uninhabitable after the conflicts that ensued resulted in the use of catastrophic weapons of destruction by the Trinidar."

"Sounds convoluted. We'll study up on what happened when we get home."

"I understand you are speaking of your new home, not Earth."

"That's right. We live on planet that we're calling the Future planet for now. We'll give it a proper name once everyone is awake and can weigh in on the subject of a name for our new home."

"You are thinking about Terison five. I am familiar with that world. It is not all that far from here."

"Do you know precisely how far away it is?"

"Twenty-two point nine light years."

"That's the kind of information we desperately need. I don't suppose you're equipped with star maps or anything like that are you?"

"No. It is not vital to my primary function. I can recreate a rough star map from knowledge I possessed before being imparted to the heleodraw, but you must take into account how much time has passed since I looked at a star map. Stellar drift means the stars will not be in the same location I remember them to be in."

"Are you familiar with the Endrinol system?"

"Yes. It is a minor star system near the Creodon nebular cluster. It is seven point three light years from here¦at least it was when I was a living person almost twelve thousand years ago."

"Was the Endrinol system inhabited during your time?"

"No. None of the planets are in the right area of the parent star's influence to support life."

"Would you mind displaying what you remember of the stars between the Endrinol system and the Terison system along a five light year wide path to each side of the direct route between the two systems?"

"I will reconstruct what I remember."

The control interface dissolved away and a representation of hundreds of stars popped up floating above the pulsing globe. The Terison system was indicated by a pulsing green circle around the parent star and the same for the Endrinol star."

"Whoa!" Rody uttered as he took a step closer. "That's a lot of stars for them to search for us on."

"Okay, where is Agrusan in relation to this corridor?" The captain asked.

Another tiny dot appeared outside the represented corridor of stars and everyone experienced a sinking feeling in the pit of their stomachs.

"Oh crap," Jake uttered. "It's outside the primary search corridor."

"Don't forget that this is how the stars were almost twelve thousand years ago," Laurel said. "We could be a lot further outside the search area, or right in the middle of it."

"You know how our luck is babe? We're probably even further out then what we're seeing here."

"How many of the stars close to us are inhabited?" Laurel asked.

"I was not that knowledgeable about such a large area of space. I just remember studying star maps since I needed to know how to navigate space when I was a backup second commander on transport ships."

"So points of reference, not interest in what was located at those points?"

"Yes. If heading to one of those star systems I would study the local conditions and inhabitants."

"Do you know how to compensate for precession over time?" The captain asked.

"No. I was not that knowledgeable about the movements of the stars, I just knew that they did in fact move considerable distances over time."

"If our people don't get some help, they'll likely miss us completely," Jake said.

"Thank you for showing us this," Laurel said. "We need to get ourselves out of here so we can get our campsite erected to support us for a long stay."

"I wish you luck and long life Laurel Kade. Follow your heart and trust that you are on a righteous path. You are a good person and I suspect it is a common trait among your kind with few exceptions."

"Thanks for that and your assistance."

Everyone then turned and once again walked to the door and Laurel and Jake quieted their minds. Jake sighed heavily at the sadness that immediately settled into him, but he pressed past the feeling as Rody stepped up to the door and twisted the locking bolts out of place. The captain and Rachel then grabbed the handle and pulled hard and Catty stepped up next to them and offered more pulling force and Jake quickly let his feeling for Laurel swell and grow in intensity and then he put his hand out as an aiming point and he pushed hard while concentrating on the idea of eliminating the weight of the door while providing a pulling force and the door quickly began to swing open. They all grunted as they fought the magnetic pull from the doorframe until they had the door wide open.

The captain then stepped around the door and leaned against it as everyone filed out of the room. Once they were all out in the passageway, the captain stepped away from the door and Laurel looked at the pulsing globe as Jake began to let the door close.

"You take care of your people and your daughter Laurel. I will be just fine here carrying out my primary function. I now have the fond memory of the six of you to keep me company for the foreseeable future."

The door then swung closed with a thud that echoed up and down the passageway a few times then the locking bolts could be heard thudding into place and Laurel sensed the connection to Eramund weakening significantly but remaining.

Rachel then lifted her hand and saw an ooze of bright light dripping from her palm and splattering into the floor.

"I broke my light pulling that door open." She said softly.

Rody reached into his pocket and pulled out his second light and handed it to Rachel.

"You can have this one and you have one more in your pack if this one is damaged."

Rachel scrapped the broken light from her palm and then took the light from Rody and attached it to her palm and activated it.

"Thanks Hammer."

"No problem. Let's get the hell out of here. We've found what we came looking for."

Everyone then turned and started walking toward the control room and Laurel put her hand on the captain's arm making him look at her.

"I'm sorry I doubted your intuitions sir. You were right to bring us down here."

"Think nothing of it Laurel. To tell you the truth it was a big gamble that just happened to pay off. You must have sensed that something profound was down here or you would've tried to talk me out of it with more vigor."

"Maybe so sir."

As they neared the door to the control room the connection between Laurel and heleodraw was severed and she put her hand up to her forehead and stopped and looked back down the passageway.

"Are you alright Laurel?" Jake asked putting his arm around her as he gazed down the passageway with her.

"The connection to Eramund just broke. I'm finally alone in my mind."

Laurel then looked at Jake and Laurel pushed lightly opening her mind and the subtle but distinct echo of the other's voice resounded in the back of their minds. The relief filled their hearts and their blood pressure immediately eased and they once again felt complete.

"A weird feeling huh?" Jake said..

"To say the least."

"Did you sense a person during your experience with that thing?" The captain asked.

"Not exactly sir. I sensed an intelligence, but there weren't any feelings involved like there would be with a person. It was like a thin wispy echo of a person, not an actual person. I could tell it was artificial,l but there was a probing intent that¦didn't want to hurt me, just understand me."

"I think you made a big impression Laurel. You got us everything we needed and I think a glowing recommendation when the enlighteners show up to download the data from the heleodraw."

"It occurred to me that everything I was saying and thinking was going to be reviewed by them, so I was trying to be at my best the whole time."

"You did a great job Laurel. I'm very proud of you."

"Thank you sir."

They then returned to their effort to get out of the facility. They closed every door behind them until they reached the girder leading up into the bright sunlight above. They guys let the ladies climb up first then they followed out into the hot and humid air above. They all then walked to the outer edge of the foundation that the entrance was located at the rear of, and Laurel and Jake combined their efforts and lifted the enormous debris pile and placed it back on the slab, covering the entrance completely under hundreds of tons of debris. As Laurel and Jake withdrew into their own minds and waited for the mental fog to wear off, Rody stepped up between them.

"I wonder how many stories this building had when it was standing? That's a big heap of rubble."

"I would guess at least five judging by the amount of ruble," Laurel said as her vision finally cleared and her senses became sharp once again.

"Let's just hope our flair was seen by the right people," The captain said. "When we get back to camp I want you to activate the beacon and keep it aimed into space. I want to know the second anyone shows up to investigate. It may not be the Future arriving first."

"Understood sir. With Laurel's help we should be able to get some power supplied to the ship to get the computer systems up and running too."

"Good deal, that would be a huge asset given our situation."

They all then began the long walk back to camp. They stopped twice along the way to consume some water and rest in the shade since the temperature was nearing 93 degrees Fahrenheit and the humidity was making it hard to breathe or stay active for very long without being drenched in sweat. Once they reached the point that was just out of the range of the perimeter defense devices, it dawned on Rody that they had a big problem. He stopped everyone and reached into his pocket and pulled out the remote to downgrade the function of the perimeter defense devices and when he pressed the buttons nothing happened.

"Shit! I was afraid of that. The heleodraw sapped the power out of the remote. I have no way of reactivating the perimeter defense."

"Can they be overwhelmed so we can get past without being killed?" Jake asked.

"No. They're sitting out in the open so the sun is replenishing their power supply, even if they're not in direct sunlight."

"Heat and ultra violet radiation?" Laurel asked.

"Yes."

"Great!" The captain snorted.

"Not to panic sir," Laurel reassured. "Jake knows exactly where some of the devices are. We can pick a few of them up and raise them into the air high enough to put us out of their range while walking under them," Laurel looked at Rody. "You have backup remotes for the dang things right?"

"Of course."

"Good. To minimize the possible danger to the rest of us, I suggest you go in and deactivate the devices while we wait here."

"You're reading me again Laurel. I was just thinking about that strategy."

"Maybe great minds think alike?"

Rody smiled and stroked the side of her head.

"At a girl! Accept that you have a great mind and flatter me at the same time by suggesting my mind is anything close to yours."

Laurel smiled and nodded and Jake stepped up next to her. Laurel leaned against him for a moment then they joined minds deeply and closed their eyes while taking a few deep breaths to calm their minds. Jake then reached out his perceptions and in his minds eye he rushed through the trees right to the spot where he had placed one of the devices and he had a clear image of it in his mind. He then looked to his right and he could make out another sitting a few feet from the base of a large tree. Laurel then let her energy build slightly and then pushed and the distant device lifted from the ground and began to rise and Jake looked back at the device resting right in front of him and the device lifted into the air rapidly. Laurel levitated them to a height high enough to prevent their devastating affect from reaching the ground and then Laurel reached over and grabbed Rody's arm and nudged him forward without opening her eyes or facing him.

Rody got the signal loud and clear and he took to foot rapidly heading through the dense brush growing amongst the trees until he emerged into the clearing. He looked up a the perimeter devices hovering some 90 feet in the air as he ran under one of them and headed straight to the cargo containers under the shade structure. He opened the military supply crate and found the pocket containing the remotes to the remaining perimeter devices stowed neatly one after the next in the bottom of the crate. He pulled the remote out and stood up straight and faced the tree line and pressed the buttons to downgrade the mode of the devices and this time he got the proper response in the form of tiny blue lights signaling activation of the buttons and a green light confirming the mode change to sensory instead of armed.

Rody then tapped his cranial transceiver and he heard a crackling sound for a moment then silence and he grinned realizing the transmitters hadn't had enough time to recharge. He then cupped his mouth and shouted since he knew they were totally alone on this planet aside from the animals.

"All clear! Defenses are down!"

Laurel and Jake then returned the devices to the ground and withdrew their influence and finally separated into their own minds. They waited for a few seconds for the mental fog to wear off and then they all headed through the thick brush and trees to the clearing. They walked over to Rody as he was dismissing the alerts on his remote and then he slipped the remote into his vest pocket. He then pulled out the dead remote and walked over to the supply crate and poked it into the pocket for the remotes. He then looked at everyone and he could see how hot and tired they all were.

"Why don't you all retreat to your tents to cool off and get a little rest and I'll throw together something for us all to eat from the ration stocks?"

"That sounds like sound advise," The captain said. "We'll get to building the campsite after we eat and rest."

Everyone was so spent and hot that they didn't say a thing; they just headed to their individual tents and went inside to cool off. Meanwhile Rody got to work preparing a thick stew to satisfy everyone's hunger and replenish strength quickly. When Rody had the stew ready, he served up healthy portions and delivered it to each tent. He then served himself the remaining portion and retired to his tent to cool off and eat.


Chapter 49 Salvation Or Damnation

––––––––

Salvation Or Damnation

A full 2 hours after entering their tents, Laurel and Jake awoke simultaneously. They sat up at the same time and wondered how long they had slept. Laurel stretched hard, arching her back and Jake admired the way it made her breasts stand out like beautiful plump mountains. Laurel laughed lightly as she let a gust of air escape and she leaned back onto her hands and looked at Jake.

"Thanks Jake. I should get changed back into my modified clothes so we can give Rody a hand building the camp site."

"How long you think we were out?"

"I don't know. After eating that scrumptious stew, I passed out."

Laurel leaned forward and rolled onto her hip and got to her feet and began to shuck her clothes off. Jake now leaned back on his hands and watched Laurel fondly until she was down to her underwear and bra. Laurel picked up her modified shorts and looked at Jake and grinned as she faced him completely.

"I didn't pack a bathing suit so you aren't going to see me like this outside our tent."

"I'm sorry babe, you're just sooo gorgeous and I love seeing all your curves."

"I don't need everyone else seeing them though."

"You didn't mind on Heindon."

"That was different. I only exposed myself around other girls. I was real careful how I sat and bent over so things didn't show too."

Jake nodded with a grin on his face and Laurel went about getting dressed as Jake put his shoes on. They then opened the tent door and stepped out and they found that the sun had progressed toward the west but it was still high in the sky. Jake closed the door to the tent and they looked toward the ship and they saw that Rody had the main structure of the changing and shower facility standing and he was beginning to chop logs into a uniform length to create the sides of the intricate structure. Laurel and Jake walked over to where Rody was working and he stopped what he was doing and looked up at them as he wiped the sweat from his forehead.

"Hey you two, guess you were pretty wiped out from all the activity this morning."

"How long have we been asleep?" Jake asked.

"About two hours or so."

"Where are the captain and the lieutenants?" Laurel asked.

"Catty is using the tree line to take care of business and the captain and Rachel are out setting traps so we can catch some food."

"Ah. How can we help?"

"Well¦if you want you could break some of the logs up into six and half foot long logs like I have here? These are going to comprise the vertical beams to enclose the shower and changing area. I have the main vertical support posts done and the Futuretal support braces. Jake if you want you could try and compress the ground into a slope at this end of the structure where the shower area is going to be so the water will drain away?"

"Sure." Jake said quickly.

Laurel walked over to the pile of logs and got to work breaking the logs down into the lengths Rody wanted and Jake channeled Laurel's abilities so he could depress the ground into a slope that led away from the main structure already standing. Jake then helped Rody spread one of the tarps on the ground to provide a mud proof surface to walk and stand on in the shower and changing area. They then began lashing the vertical logs to the side of the structure making the walls begin to take shape. They used high tinsel synthetic spiders silk cables that were very thin but incredibly strong to lash the posts together leaving almost no gaps between thanks to the thin diameter of the cable. After 30 minutes they had one whole wall completed and the captain and Rachel came back to camp and reported that the traps were set and they pitched in to help get the remaining walls assembled as quickly as possible since it was getting incredibly hot and humid.

It was another 20 minutes before Laurel stopped what she was doing and looked around and still saw no signs of Catty anywhere. She walked around the structure they working on and she stepped up close to the captain and faced out toward the tree line.

"Where's Catty sir? She should've been back by now don't you think?"

The captain immediately let go of the cable he was wrapping around a post and turned and looked around.

"You're right."

The captain tapped his cranial transceiver active and everyone had to activate theirs as soon as the captain spoke, sending an incoming call alert to everyone.

"Lieutenant Kendall, what's your location?" The captain called.

There was no response and the captain shot a glance at Jake and he nodded. He then stepped closer to Laurel and they reached out to one another and joined minds then they stretched out with their perceptions and they immediately sensed Catty several yards from the latrine site lying on the ground with her eyes closed. Jake was relieved that whatever happened, Catty had time to pull her pants up. Laurel and Jake withdrew their effort and opened their eyes and looked at the captain.

"Catty is down sir." Jake said. "She's a few yards from the waste pit."

"Oh crap! Get a med kit, let's go see what happened to her." The captain said pointing at the cargo crates without looking.

Rody quickly made his way out of the shower area and practically ran to the cargo crates and he grabbed a med kit and they all quickly headed toward the tree line in the direction of the latrine site. Laurel and Jake guided everyone right to Catty and she was lying on her side and it looked as if she just collapsed and slumped onto her side with her arms splayed out, one to the left and one to the right, making her face and body lean in a half roll so she was facing up into the trees. Rody plopped down on his knees next to Catty and looked her body over for signs of trauma and he was relieved that there was no blood or signs of injury anywhere. He gently pulled her onto her back and placed her hands at her sides and he dropped the med kit and leaned the side of his face next to Catty's mouth and he could feel her breathing against his cheek and he sighed and closed his eyes for a moment. He then looked up at everyone.

"She's breathing."

Rody then opened the med kit and pulled out a small round pulseometer. He set it on Catty's stomach and he pulled his knife out and pulled her collar below her chin out and stabbed his knife into her uniform shirt and sliced it upward carefully. He then put his knife away and pulled at the slice, ripping her top down to the middle of her bra. He then picked up the pulseometer and activated it and slid it halfway under the right side of her bra above her breast and as Rody pulled her bra slightly to the side the small display immediately showed her pulse rate in a tiny graph line with distinct peaks every time her heart beat and a few moments later her pulse rate was broadcast in numerical form below the graph.

"Pulse rate is sixty-five and strong. That's perfectly normal." Rody said.

Laurel then squatted down by Catty's feet and she pushed her pant leg up on her right leg and rolled her leg to the sides. She saw nothing unusual and then she pushed her left pant leg up and she saw 2 small red dots of blood just above where her shock terminated and Laurel looked around on the ground, she then stood up and walked around a bit bent over as she examined the ground carefully and she followed Catty's footprints right to an area where there was a small track in the soil that intersected Catty's footprint and then led past her footprints back into the brush.

"Right here, Catty was bitten by something right here," Laurel said calmly. "It looks like she almost stepped on whatever crossed her path."

Laurel looked around a bit more then moved back to Catty and knelt down over her and she looked at Jake.

"Whatever got her, she only made it a few paces and then collapsed. We have to assume it's a neurotoxin that's fast acting."

"Was the track large?" The captain asked.

"No. The footprints were very small and overlapped in stride so I think it's four legged whatever it was."

"You can do that thing you did for the bearcats right?" Rody asked.

"Yeah. She's still alive so as long as brain damage hasn't been done she'll be just fine."

Jake tapped Rody's shoulder and he looked up at Jake and then nodded and got to his feet to make room for Jake. Jake knelt down at Catty's side and he pulled her top up out of her waistline to expose her smooth and muscularly toned stomach and then he and Laurel placed their hands flat on Catty's stomach and closed their eyes and reached out to one another and instantly joined minds. They then concentrated on their feelings for one another and they let the feeling build significantly. They then concentrated on the healing aspect of their abilities and they pushed hard at the same time and Catty twitched but her eyes remained closed and Laurel and Jake continued to push wave after wave of healing energy into Catty's body. After several intense waves they began to withdraw their power and they opened their eyes and they were both dizzy and wobbled to their knees and the captain scooped his hands around Laurel's stomach to keep her from falling on Catty and Rody quickly grabbed Jake and they pulled them upright and held them like that until their vision cleared and they looked up at the captain and Rody and nodded.

The captain and Rody released their grip on the pair and Laurel looked at the med kit and she pulled out a small gauze pad and moved down to Catty's leg and she wiped at her double wounds where a small trail of blood led away from the pair of injection points. As she wiped the blood clear she could see that the wounds were already closed and the slight swelling was beginning to subside right before their eyes. Rody then knelt down next to Catty's shoulder and he pulled the slice in her shirt open and the pulseometer was now showing a pulse of 105 bpm.

"Her pulse is up but I don't know if that's a good thing or not?" Rody said.

"That's a natural reaction to the energy we imparted to her. It encouraged her body to produce adrenaline, which is a natural stimulant. It gets the blood flowing faster to move chemicals around in her body more efficiently."

"We should be fine to carry her back to camp so she can recover." Jake said.

Rody closed up the med kit and handed it to Jake and he took it and stood up as Rody moved around beside Catty and scooped her up and stood up like he wasn't lifting any weight at all. They then made the short walk back to Camp and as Rody stepped up to Catty's tent, she opened her eyes and blinked a few times and looked up at Rody and smiled.

"I'm flattered handsome, but what the heck is going on? Why am I in your arms?"

Rody knelt down on one knee, but kept Catty cradled close to his chest as he looked into her eyes to insure she had good pupil response. Everyone then gathered around them and Catty looked up at everyone and furrowed her brow heavily and then she looked back into Rody's face.

"You were bitten by something after using the tree line," Rody said calmly. "Do you remember being bitten?"

Catty looked off into space for a moment then her expression changed and she looked back at Rody as he began to sit her up on his knee and she helped with a strong and normal amount of muscle energy until she was practically sitting all her weight on his leg and knee.

"I do remember it now! I was done¦taking care of business and I walked around the tree and I felt a soft¦pounce on my shin and I looked down to see this¦furry gray thing locked onto my leg. It didn't really hurt or anything but I felt confused and dizzy immediately and I forgot where I was going¦then¦I was looking up into your handsome face."

"Whatever hit you dropped you quick."

Catty then pushed on Rody's shoulder and stood up as he pushed on her back to help her as he too stood up. Catty looked at Laurel and Jake and grinned big.

"You two saved my life again?"

"Yes," Laurel replied with a friendly smile. "We imparted you with the healing touch and it neutralized the venom and flushed it out of the wounds the creature made, then healed the wounds."

Catty glanced around briefly and then she looked at Laurel and leaned closer with a grin on her face.

"No tingles in the nether regions this time, guess it helps to have something that needs healing?"

"It was a targeted healing touch, not a general imparting of healing energy this time. Whatever the venom was doing to you is being healed. It'll probably continue for some time just like the general healing energy does."

Catty looked at Jake and gave him a soft smile.

"That's twice I owe my life now. I don't know how to thank you properly."

"I think you just did Catty. You're pretty smile and seeing you standing is thanks enough."

Catty then looked at Laurel and Laurel nodded with a friendly grin.

"Go ahead, I understand your intentions are honorable."

Catty stepped toward Jake and put her hand on his left cheek and kissed his right cheek. Jake smiled and put his hand on his cheek and then Catty stepped closer to Laurel and put her hand on her right cheek and kissed her left cheek. Catty then smiled at Laurel.

"I'm as grateful to you as I am Jake. Thank you for letting me express my gratitude to your man in the way I see as appropriate."

"You're welcome. Long as it doesn't happen when you two are alone I don't mind it."

"I can certainly understand that."

Catty looked down at her ripped top and she reached under bra and pulled the pulseometer from her chest and handed it to Rody.

"I don't think you need to leave this on me. I should go put on another top since you had to cut this one up."

Rody took the pulseometer and grinned as he patted Catty's shoulder lightly.

"Go ahead lieutenant. It's good to see you focused so soon after being struck by whatever bit you."

"To be fair, I probably startled the thing and it did what came naturally. We're going to have to watch where we're walking from now on or Laurel and Jake will have to impart the healing touch for more than general pleasure or whatever."

"That's probably sound advice," The captain said. "Let's get back to work everyone. We have a lot to do and it's getting really hot out here."

Everyone turned and headed back toward the shower and changing enclosure and Laurel stepped toward Catty and touched her arm just as she was about to step into her tent. Catty looked back at Laurel and Laurel grinned lightly.

"Jake and I have decided that we like and trust you enough to go through with the deep sharing with you. At the end of the day, we'll join you in your tent here and we'll engage in the deep sharing then."

Catty smiled big and Laurel could sense the excitement in Catty.

"Thank you Laurel. I can hardly wait!"

"Just remember, you're going to experience some very¦personal details about both of us that you have to keep to yourself and we'll respect your privacy in the same way."

Catty nodded and Laurel nodded once and turned and followed everyone to the enclosure being built. When Laurel arrived at Jake's side to assist him by holding the vertical posts upright while he wound the fine spiders silk cable around them, Jake looked around the piece they were working on and he smiled at Laurel.

"She was excited huh?"

"Very. We should be able to answer the burning question for her once and for all."

"Burning question?" The captain asked as he stood with his back to Laurel working on the inside left wall of the changing area.

Laurel glanced back at the captain then went back to what she was doing as she answered him.

"Catty is gifted sir, as you know, but she wants to know if she's capable of becoming paired with a man like I have with Jake. Jake and I thought it over carefully; Catty asked us if we would engage in the deep sharing with her to determine if she's indeed capable of becoming paired with a man. We've decided that we like her enough to grant her request later on tonight."

The captain stopped for a moment and glanced back at Laurel then went back to weaving the cable around the post he was working with.

"You indicated that it was an extremely intimate process that can lead to some confused feelings if conducted wrong. Are you sure you won't confuse the poor girl?"

"We've learned a lot about how to conduct the deep sharing properly since making our mistakes with Korica. We won't let it go near as deep as we did with Korica sir. Catty will get to experience the deep sharing so she understands how it feels and we'll be able to sense whether or not she has the ability to become paired. You have to understand that it feels good to engage in the deep sharing sir, really good. Catty will enjoy the experience as much as we do. You told us to embrace and experiment with our abilities and this is a perfect opportunity to do just that."

"I did say that, I just didn't expect you to experiment with one of my officers while we're stranded on an alien world."

Laurel stopped and looked at the captain's back.

"Are you saying you don't want us to engage in this kind of thing with people under your command?"

The captain synched the line tight and then cut the end off and looked back at Laurel.

"If you can promise me that you aren't going to compromise her ability to carry out her duties¦or suffer long term emotional confusion or instabilities¦then no, I don't mind you engaging in the practice with her. Or anyone else under my command that you see fit to participate in something so personal with."

"I'm sure the outcome is different for every person, but I can promise that we won't take it deeper than what's necessary to answer the question in her heart. We're pretty sure there won't be any long lasting emotional affects except for maybe a closer connection to Jake and I."

"If you're comfortable with that then I'll accept your vague assurances that it won't compromise my officer, you have my blessing."

"Thank you sir. The three of us are really looking forward to it."

Rody had stopped what he was doing and he was hanging his arm over the side of the enclosure as he witnessed the conversation and at the conclusion he grinned at Laurel.

"You feel like giving me some help stretching the tarp over this section?"

"Go ahead Laurel," The captain said. "I'll hold these in place for Jake so he can finish wall."

"Okay."

The captain stepped forward and gripped the post Laurel was holding and Laurel stepped back and walked out of the enclosure and Rody climbed off his short perch made of lashed stalks 4.5 feet tall. Laurel stepped out of the changing area and Rody pointed at the tarp lying on the ground.

"The outer walls are complete in the areas we need to cover," Rody said. "If you could help me unfurl this tarp and stretch it over the changing area and fold one corner over half of the shower area that would be a great help?"

Laurel nodded then looked up at the ship sitting right next to the enclosure and it dawned on her that from the cabin one could peer right down into the shower area. She furrowed her brow and looked at Rody squarely.

"You can look right into the shower from the ship. Were you aware?"

"I am. None of us are going to be sneaking a peak at each other¦Jake might do that to you, but that's between the two of you to work out if it happens. The rest of us have way too much respect for one another to do something like that. I built this right next to the wing so you can climb on the wing to fill the shower tub that's going to be perched at the corner of the shower area. Once you fill the tub, you'll be able to come down here and get undressed, step into the shower area, and pull on a cable that'll tip the tub forward and the water will spill through the holes in a rain shower affect. It was done to save us from having to build more infrastructure to get this working the way I was planning."

"I'm sorry Hammer, I tend to see a pervert in the motives of men without thinking about who I'm assigning those traits to. I know you're a man of integrity and so is the captain. You aren't going to try and sneak a peek at me while I'm naked."

"I have way too much respect for you to do something that tasteless Laurel. If I thought for a second someone else was going to try that, I would kick their teeth in. We're friends and dare I say family here."

"Even if it happened to be a captain?" Laurel asked with smirk.

"Oooh," Rody said in a chuckle. "Someone with that title pulling crap like that on you¦it would get down right ugly! Captain Alexan is way above that kind of behavior though and I'm sure the lieutenants couldn't care less to peep on you."

"What about on Jake?"

"Laurel! Quit assigning those traits to the people you know better than that."

"It was a tease Hammer. For that matter you better look up before you shower too, I might be up there gazing at you fondly."

"Oh ha ha. You're a lady through and through, you aren't going to be spying on me in the shower."

"Why thank you good sir." Laurel said as she curtsied with her feet crossed and dipped her head slightly.

Laurel then tapped Rody on the shoulder point in a play punch and she stepped over to the tarp and held her hands out over it and let her feelings for Jake build within her until she felt the energy building and then she pushed and the tarp blew out from the center as if a strong gust of wind had been cast across it and then the tarp lifted into the air and Laurel guided it up and over the changing area and then she let it fall gently so it sides draped over the side walls and then she curled the left corner toward the wingtip of the ship back over the tarp away from the wingtip in a neat corner fold and then she withdrew her influence and Rody smiled big.

"Now that was awesome! Let's get the tarp tied off so a gust doesn't carry it away?"

Laurel nodded and her and Rody went about tying off the loose ends of the tarp that were hinging over the sides of the enclosure as the Captain, Jake and Rachel finished installing the last few side posts. It only took a few minutes to get the tarp securely tied off and by that time the others had the last of the side posts secured in place. They all stood back and looked at their handy work and Laurel leaned over and peered into the entrance so she was looking right into the changing area. Rody then stepped past her with his hand crafted, two-step, stepping stool that everyone hand been using to lash the higher cables from and he set it down at the back of the changing area.

"And that's the finishing touch. Top step for your clothing and the bottom step for your shoes."

"I thought you just made that as a stepping stool?" Jake said.

"That was the first use for it, but this is what I truly had it in mind for. You don't want to lay your things down on the floor tarp where they'll get wet, this eliminates that problem."

"What about a door or something?" Laurel asked timidly. "If we're standing there changing¦and I assume we're going to have to drip dry too¦a person could inadvertently walk right in on you."

"Oh yee of little faith. I'll lash a door together at the front of the entrance and it'll signal to everyone that the shower is occupied if it's closed."

"Okay."

"Before I do that though, I want to get started on assembling a work table under the main shade cover that we can use as a sink and counter area to prep meals from and wash dishes from and use as work table for setting up analyzers to test water samples or whatever else might come up. I'll get you guys started, once I show you how to build the worktable I'll get busy assembling a door for the changing area entrance."

Everyone nodded and Rody went about showing how to layout and assemble the worktable then he lashed a few cross braces together that started the framework, then he went to gather the smaller logs he needed to assemble a door for the shower enclosure. It only took Rody 30 minutes to assemble and hang the door and then he helped everyone finish the worktable. They then started to construct smaller tables to get the crates off the ground around the shade cover and Rody took an opportunity to sit in the shade for a while and cool off with Rachel sitting right next to him staring at him most of the time. When everyone joined them in having a seat to admire their work and rest, Rody stood up and took Rachel by the hand and he led her to the port side of the ship, out of earshot of everyone and he pulled Rachel close to him in the shade of the Icarus.

"So the puppy dog staring tells me you've made up your mind?" Rody said softly with a reassuring grin on his face.

"I uh¦I really tried to push the feelings away but¦"

"But they wouldn't go away?"

Rachel gently shook her head as she stared into Rody's eyes and found herself feeling an even deeper draw to this incredible man that was so kind and gentle despite being trained to kill in the blink of an eye.

"Well, I'm attracted to you in a profound way too honey."

"Will you be my boyfriend then?"

"I would be honored to be your man for as long as you'll have me Rachel."

Rachel smiled big and then wrapped her arms around Rody and pulled his neck down and they engaged in a long passionate kiss at the end of which Rachel was feeling weak in the knees and her mind was spinning.

"I think I'm falling in love with you Hammer. I know this isn't what you wanted but I can't help what my heart wants."

"Give me a little time and we'll be on the same page. I won't stop my feelings for you from growing deeper. You're a special lady and I'm glad we hooked up even if this isn't what I was looking for."

"I'm glad we hooked up too Hammer. You're the best lay I've ever had and you know how to make a woman feel like a lady."

"You've always been a lady hon, you just didn't have the right guy come along to confirm it for you."

Rachel stood up on her tiptoes and gave Rody a lip lock kiss then the two of them set their foreheads together for a few moments and Rachel felt the love emanating from Rody and it made her smile. They then separated and took hold of each other's hands and walked back around the ship and sat back down and the captain glanced at their still clasped hands and he looked at Rody sternly and Rody figured he better get it out in the open. He leaned forward slightly maintaining eye contact with the captain as he did so.

"Everyone¦Rachel and I are now going out as boyfriend and girlfriend. She's officially off the market and so am I."

"Congratulations you two," Laurel said. "Love can pop up when you least expect it."

"Thanks Laurel. We didn't expect to fall for each other, but you don't always get what you expect when you hook up with someone. Sometimes the chemistry is just right and you click. That's how it is for Rachel and I. We have good chemistry and we understand each other like we've known each other for years."

"That's the afterglow of my abilities reaching out to you when we¦didn't expect it." Rachel said with blushing cheeks.

"I'm proud of you for supporting Rachel in what she wants Hammer," The captain said. "Just remember how protective I am of my crew, you hurt her and there'll be hell to pay."

"I hurt enemy combatants sir, not beautiful women. She'll be well taken care of, you have my word."

"That's all I need from a man with your pedigree. I wish you two all the best, I hope you make each other deliriously happy."

"He's already doing that by accepting me sir," Rachel said with pretty smile. "I got the best looking guys on the ship as my boyfriend, nothing could make me happier."

"Hey, I'm happy for you guys and all, but I thought you said true love wasn't in the cards for you Rachel?" Catty said with a big grin.

"I was dead wrong. You were right when you said I needed to find a man not a boy to hook up with and prince charming would sweep me off my feet. I never knew that you could fall for a guy so quickly. This has never happened to me before."

"So you think you're truly in love with Hammer?" Jake asked.

Rachel looked at him and blushed slightly.

"I'm well on my way anyways. The feelings are really strong and growing by the second."

"If you think your abilities drew you two together, you should know that being in close proximity to Jake and I can affect your abilities by making them more pronounced. It's a proven fact that being around highly gifted individuals can stir burgeoning or latent abilities to spring to life even if their being suppressed or a person is unaware that they're gifted in the first place."

"You think that's what happened to Korica?"

"Yes. We definitely woke her abilities and through the deep sharing spurred them into overdrive years ahead of time for her. We've probably hyper stimulated your abilities by being close to you over the last couple days while using our abilities to full potential so many times in close proximity to you. It's the very affect we were afraid others on this planet might detect and zero in on if they had a focused and disciplined mind."

"Are you saying our feelings are a result of her being gifted and close to you, not because we genuinely care about each other?" Rody asked with a twisted face.

"Of course not Hammer. If you click, you click. Rachel is just capable of reaching deeper inside you than most women to build on what's already there. You obviously cared about her and she sensed that and her feelings are a direct result of that passion for her. We just made her ability more acute so she was able to touch you more readily or deeper, that's all. I don't know how far her abilities extend, but I have a feeling you're going to get to find out together."

"Well she makes me feel good no matter where it comes from. That's all I need to know to be interested in her."

"I can promise you that I won't be levitating multistory building debris from its foundation any time soon. I don't have that kind of power at my disposal." Rachel said.

"I'm still gunna dig you even if you start moving things around Rachel. I don't scare that easily."

"I bet not. Is there anything you are scared of?"

"Not really, not that I can think of off hand anyways. The Marines kind of weed that stuff out of you."

"You know," The captain interrupted. "We should work on getting some containers ready to carry water back to camp? We need to prepare the one that's going to act as the shower head too before it really gets unbearably hot."

Rody nodded and let go of Rachel's hand and got to his feet just as a remote device in his vest pocket began beeping very subtly. Rachel stood up next to him and he pulled the remote out and looked at it and he had 2 indications of animals caught in the humane traps at different locations.

"Looks like we might have caught dinner. I should go check on what we caught."

"Sounds good Hammer, " The captain said as he got to his feet.

"I'll break out the analyzing equipment so I can start testing the water sample you and Jake brought back," Laurel said as she stood up. "Hopefully the water is pure enough to start bringing some to camp, I'm really looking forward to a shower."

"That's a good idea Laurel," Rody said. "We still don't know if the water at the bottom of that cenote is pure enough to dump over our heads let alone trying to drink it."

Rody then stuffed the remote back in his vest and Rachel took Rody's hand and the pair headed off to the East to investigate what had been caught in the traps captain Alexan and Rachel had set earlier while captain Alexan pulled his hand held sensor from his belt and slowly walked away as he took up sentry duty. Laurel headed up into the ship and Jake stood up and looked at Catty.

"I'm kind of surprised that Laurel agreed to engage in the deep sharing with you tonight. She's a pretty private person when it comes to personal feelings and stuff. She really likes you Catty, and so do I."

"Do you like me because she does, or is that something from your heart?"

"No, this is me telling you that I like you. I share her feelings and they influence me, but I still have my own feelings that I can express and differentiate from hers¦most of the time anyways. Particularly intense emotions can be a little confusing because they tend to overshadow my feelings if they're less intense, but with a little careful deliberation I can tell where the emotions originate. Hers have a feminine softness to them that mine don't if that makes any sense?"

"I think so. She's still uniquely female and you can detect the subtle difference in the emotions she experiences."

"Yeah, that's it exactly."

"Well I like you and Laurel an awful lot too Jake. How you two ended up together is an incredible story. I wish I could've experienced something so profound when I was her age."

"I guess we were meant to be together, born and raised on opposite sides of the country, we still ended up in each other's lives."

Catty got to her feet and smiled at Jake.

"She's one lucky lady to have a gorgeous guy like you as her mate for life."

"Thanks Catty. I feel the same way about myself of her. Someone with her stunning looks and sweet disposition just doesn't come along but once in a lifetime if at all. The fact that she chose me is both humbling and astounding. I'm the luckiest slob alive to have earned her respect and love."

Jake started walking over to the cargo crates to begin emptying them and Catty followed along with him.

"Was she attracted to you from the moment she first saw you?"

"She was, but she was kind of standoffish at first. She had a lot on her mind and she didn't know me at all. She had to make sure I wasn't interested in the single minded aspect most guys she meets are interested in, her body without regard for the beautiful person occupying it. I wanted to know her, not possess her anything like that."

"You must have been attracted to her though?" Catty asked with a grin as they stared to unpack the contents of the first cargo container, Jake handing her the contents piece at a time and she carried the items to the worktable and set them down and walked back.

"I was definitely attracted to her, I mean I'm a guy and she's the most beautiful girl I've ever seen. I just wasn't experienced at talking to or even being around girls as pretty as her. I was shy and I tripped over my tongue and didn't exactly know what to say some of the time. She took charge and forced me to come out of my shell so to speak because we had to work together closely to put the ship back together. She was the brain I was the brawn. Over time I got more comfortable being around her and she gave me a sense of confidence. Once feelings started to develop, it helped that she confessed to feeling the same thing toward me. You know the rest of the story; we grew closer and closer until a pairing occurred without us¦becoming intimate. That came later."

"Not all that much later Jake," Laurel said as she walked down the cargo ramp carrying a rather sizable container that was making her arch her back against the strain.

Jake quickly walked over to Laurel and grasped the handhold at the front of the container to take some of the weight. They carried the container over to the worktable and set it down right next to the worktable. Laurel stood up slowly with her hands on her lower back and Jake winced at the uncomfortable ache he was now sharing with her.

"What the heck are you doing babe? You don't have to strain us like that, you have the ability to levitate heavy objects so we don't hurt our back."

Catty giggled while covering her mouth and Laurel and Jake looked at her and furrowed their brows heavily.

"What's so funny?" Jake asked.

Catty recovered herself and stepped a little closer.

"You! You were describing your anatomy in the plural and singular. You don't have to strain us like that¦so we don't hurt our back¦all to describe something Laurel was doing on her own. It just sounded kind of funny to an outsider to the whole pairing thing."

"After tonight maybe you'll understand it a little better." Laurel said with a grin.

"Maybe."

Laurel then looked at Jake.

"I like the physical strain of doing things manually sometimes Jake. It makes me feel alive and at least somewhat normal."

"You're normal for us babe. We're just more than the average person thanks to advanced genes and whatnot."

"Hey, what did you mean by not all that much later?" Catty asked looking at Laurel.

"Just that hormones and irresistible attraction led to us fooling around intimately even through he's telling you the truth in that we didn't go all the way for some time. I was scared of it, scared of the pain I knew I was going to experience the first time."

"Oh. It wasn't all that bad after all huhn?"

"Maybe for you. It was¦beyond what I truly expected," Laurel said with a pained expression. "Jake was patient and caring so we got through it and it got good real quick after that, but it hurt like heck when he¦you know. I didn't know that it was going to feel so good when it did get good though. Jake made me feel things I had never felt before, both physically and emotionally. A real man takes you to a whole new world of pleasure if he's talented and caring."

"That's why you opened yourself up to him completely? Completely enough to become paired for life?"

"Yes. I sensed the true measure of the man he was going to be and I wanted to be at his side as we both matured into the people we were destined to be. It was after the pairing¦enhanced me that I realized just how much he was uplifting me to a whole new existence. I'm ten times the woman I would be without his essence dwelling in me all the time."

"That's so beautiful and poignant Laurel. I want to experience that kind of dramatic change in my person thanks to the presence of the man I love enhancing me like that."

"Well, we might be able to at least tell you if you can experience a pairing after tonight. You'll experience a small measure of our pairing so you'll understand a little of what it's like too."

"I can hardly wait."

"Let's get these containers unpacked. We can talk about personal details later. I'm not real comfortable discussing such intimate details in the open like this."

"Yeah, Jake said as much."

"I know. I can sense everything he thinks and says."

As they went back to unpacking the containers as Laurel broke out the analyzing equipment and began setting it up on the worktable, Jake reached out to Laurel.

"I'm surprised you were so willing to talk about your experiences," Jake thought. "You're usually very guarded about the subject."

"We're going to be getting to know her very intimately Jake. I want her to feel that we aren't afraid to discuss personal details since she's likely to sense some of the things we were talking about anyways, or at least my feelings about what you and I have been through together. We need her to feel comfortable opening up and trusting us if the deep sharing is going to work."

Jake stopped what he was doing for a moment and looked at Laurel with a slight grin on his face.

"You've changed babe. You're a lot more open minded and trusting than you used to be. It's nice to sense it in you."

Laurel looked at him and smiled.

"You think I'm growing up right before your eyes?"

"Yeah you are. I think it's nice that you're willing to share such a deep part of yourself with someone besides Korica and I. Before we went into stasis the last time, you never would've agreed to something like this with a woman we really don't know."

"I like Catty Jake. She's a sweet woman with a good heart. I want to get to know her better and help her to discover something about her gifts at the same time. You're right though; I wouldn't have opened myself up to another person like this before. I had too many scars from my past haunting me."

"Are you two talking?" Catty asked as she returned from setting several items on the worktable.

"Sorry if it's rude Catty," Laurel said. "We tend to do that from time to time."

"It's not exactly rude¦unless you were talking bad about me right in front of my face so I couldn't hear it?"

"We would never do that Catty. We were talking about how Jake feels that I've changed, matured some. He likes the changes in me. I'm willing to trust others with aspects of my person that I never would've before."

"I hope it's because you like what you sense from me so far?"

"It most definitely is. I like you and I can sense that you have a good heart. I'm hoping this will make us close friends for the rest of our lives."

"From what Jake described we'll feel like we've known each other all our lives even though we just met not too long ago?"

"We haven't engaged in the deep sharing with enough people to know if it'll affect you the same way it did Korica, but that was the result for the three of us. We became extremely close from the first experience and it only grew deeper as we performed it repeatedly."

"You mean¦you might be willing to do it with me more than once?"

"Let's see how the first time goes and we'll see."

"You want to make sure I don't confuse your feelings for each other as a measure of my own feelings?"

"Yeah. It really confused the heck out of us when that happened with Korica. We know a little more about how to conduct a shallow connection, but it's still a very intimate experience with a lot of intense emotions involved. We don't want you to experience what Korica did. The after affects linger for a long time and take a lot of will power to overcome and a sharp mind to understand that it's not your true feelings you're experiencing."

"It's impressive that she had the emotional maturity to deal with that at her age without acting on her confused feelings."

"She's a really smart girl with a strength of character that's rare in any species. I'm very proud of the person she is despite everything she's been through."

"That's so neat¦I can feel your love for her. When you talk about her your emotions get really intense and I can sense it."

"Are you normally that empathic of others?"

"Not really. I usually have to really concentrate to sense people's feelings but when you talk about Korica, it just¦radiates from you."

"I love her that much. You should feel what she does when she thinks about us, it's incredible and you can feel her heart beating from yards away."

"Right, you call it purring with her heart?"

"Yeah. I'm sure there's a medical term for it, but that's what we call it because that's kind of what it feels like when you're close to her and she does it. It happens when she's at her happiest and experiencing intense love for someone."

"That is so neat. I wonder if her children will have that same ability since they'll be half Human?"

"They'll only be thirty percent Human, and it's real likely since her bigger heart is one aspect of her physiology that had to be preserved to accommodate the increased metabolic rate of Draximan physiology. Draximan are a much more energetic species when compared to a typical Human being."

"Hmm. I'm not real educated when it comes to that kind of stuff, especially when it comes to other species."

"Don't feel bad, most people aren't. I wouldn't be so versed on the subject if not for my work blending Human and Draximan physiology."

"I think it's wonderful that you went to such lengths to make sure Korica could be a mother someday. It makes all the headaches of being a woman well worth it."

"I feel the same way. I didn't want to see Korica give up the opportunity to be a mother to go along with everything else she gave up to join us. She won't likely ever see another Draximan and she's madly in love with a Human even if she did meet a guy from her world somehow."

"You truly sound like a mommy Laurel. Korica is fortunate to have run across you and Jake in this huge universe of uncertain possibilities."

"I think we're the fortunate ones, she's gifted us with her presence and we're eternally grateful for it even though she came to us in such a tragic way."

"Awe, that's sweet."

"Anyways, I need to get this equipment set up so I can start analyzing the water sample Jake brought back."

"You go ahead, I'll help Jake get all this stuff unpacked while you work."

"Okay, thanks Catty. We'll need five containers in all, the rest you can leave full."

Catty nodded and went about helping Jake while Laurel set up a makeshift open-air lab to test the water and possibly plants and animals to insure they're eatable without consequence. By the time they had 5 cargo containers empty and most of the contents on the worktable with some of the larger items sitting on the ground, Rody and Rachel returned to camp empty handed. Laurel was finishing the last setup measures to test the water sample when she looked up to see Rody and Rachel hand in hand and Rachel was absolutely glowing she was so happy.

"No luck huhn?" Laurel asked.

"No, the animals were way to small. One of 'em I'm pretty sure would've made us sick anyways?"

"The sensor told you that?"

"Yeah. Something like arsenic in the blood. Whatever the chemical is the sensor listed it as potentially toxic to Human's."

"I wonder if the animal has toxic saliva, like a Gila monster?"

"It would make sense judging by the unusual configuration of the mouth. It had two rows of backward facing needle like teeth, presumably to hold onto prey and force them down its gullet."

"Did it look reptilian?"

"No, not at all. It was more like a badger and a rat mixed but it had a flat bill like mouth and it was covered in short grayish red fur. Strange looking little critter to say the least."

"And you let it go?"

"Yes Laurel. I promised I would release anything caught that we can't consume. We freed it and carried it several yards away from the trap and left it to recover."

"What about the other Animal?" Jake asked.

"It was a slitherer. Kind of like a snake but it's warm-blooded. It had two tiny eyes on its snout and it was a reddish color with scutes along its side that I guess it used to pull itself along. It was way to small to feed us unless we caught a dozen of 'em. We'll just have to keep trying until we catch something of adequate size without poisonous blood chemistry to deal with."

"I have the analyzer set up to test the water sample you guys brought back. Can you get the canister for me?" Laurel said.

Rody nodded and let go of Rachel's hand and headed up into the ship and Rachel plopped down in one of the seats and breathed deeply and let it out in a long happy sounding sigh. Catty smiled and sat down next to her.

"You got it bad girl, you're falling in love."

"I don't know if that's what this is but I'm not going to fight it anymore. It feels good and I like it."

"I told you that you would know when the real thing happens. You only experienced deep infatuation before. The real thing doesn't fade over time; it only gets stronger and more meaningful. You start to look at everything different."

"That's dopamine euphoria, and I think my brain is drowning in it and it feels wonderful."

Catty laughed lightly and nudged Rachel making her take her gaze out of the sky and look at her.

"I'm really happy for you Rachel. You deserve a good man in your life."

"Thanks Catty. I'm sorry for all the crap I gave you about being a lovesick yuppy. I get it now."

"That's alright, I knew you weren't saying it to be hateful. You just didn't get it until now."

"I only teased you because I like you Catty. I hope Chad makes you as happy as Hammer makes me."

"I take it you're sensing feelings from inside him too?"

"Yeah. He really cares about me and he isn't holding his feelings back, he's letting them grow just like I am."

"Hey," Laurel said turning to face Rachel. "Are you¦do I need to run tests on you to see if you're pregnant since we don't have any protection with us and we might be here for quite a while?"

Rachel shook her head.

"No, I have fallopian blockers in place. I can't get pregnant, but thanks for the concern."

"I don't mean to ask such a personal question, but I figured you would want to know what's going on if you started to feel sick?"

"It was a considerate thought Laurel. I know morning sickness would be real inconvenient while we're stranded here. I kind of doubt that would happen so soon after becoming pregnant though. It would likely take three to four weeks for that to set in."

Laurel nodded and turned back to the analyzer as Rody emerged from the ship and at the same time the captain started making his way back to the campsite from the tree line where he had been watching his sensor closely to insure he didn't step on anything. Rody stepped up to Laurel and handed her the container and she set about analyzing the water contained with in it. By the time the captain reached the shade cover to see what Laurel was doing, Laurel had a preliminary analysis result displayed on the screen of the analyzer. The captain looked over her shoulder and nodded subtly.

"Nothing toxic in the water, that's encouraging."

"Yes sir. Looks like the expected mineral components typical of an underground aquifer. There aren't any unidentifiable minerals. It'll take a little longer to identify all of the biological components. You see how the high levels of gold are standing out? I'm guessing that one or more of the inflow channels pass through a heavy vein of loose gold."

"So this is likely from a deep subsurface source?"

"Yes sir. There's a fairly high magnesium level present too. This water will probably have a distinct taste."

"Those are minerals that are good for us right?" Rody asked.

"In moderation yes. These levels aren't high enough to pose any kind of health risk or anything; this analyzer is just really sensitive. There's calcite, iodine, strontium and a whole host of other minerals that we recognize, all at levels that won't hurt us to ingest. It's only going to add a distinct flavor to the water like I said. It's the biological life present that'll make us sick if anything is going to."

"Hey, if these people used destructive weapons that rendered this planet uninhabitable, are you detecting any left over contaminates from that?" Rachel asked.

"Not that I can see. That was so long ago that the planet has had enough time to disperse it globally, in affect diluting it through the natural water cycle of the planet. There isn't any evidence so far of chemical contamination. The radiological signature is at a predictable level for subsurface water flowing through the crust of a geologically active planet too. We won't get radiation poisoning or anything like that if we drink it."

"So it's safe to bathe in at the very least?" Rody asked.

"We should still wait to get a detailed result for the biological life present. Some water born microorganisms are small enough to infiltrate the pores of the body. You could still end up sick if you don't know what's swimming around in the water."

"How long will it take to know for certain?" The captain asked.

"A few minutes sir. I should analyze a couple of samples from the container to be sure I didn't miss something in the first random sample I pulled."

"That's smart thinking Laurel."

"Can't we use a detranome on the entire container to see what's swimming around in it?" Catty asked.

"That's the first thing I did Catty. It indicated the presence of unknown biological life. The analyzer will break it down further to identify exactly what's there and determine if it poses a health hazard if consumed. Most water on any planet is going to have some life in it. You just have to be sure that our bodies can kill it or pass it without it making us sick."

"I don't understand how the analyzer will know if an unknown life form is going to make us sick?"

"It will recommend specific tests to be performed to see how the life forms react to certain conditions."

"Like those present in our stomachs?"

"That's a key test yes. Warm conditions being another, and the presence of specific proteins like our body produces as an anti body."

"But you have a super immune system right? You can't get sick?"

"Oh we can get sick if something new is introduced to our bodies that our body has never seen before. We have an immune response that's significantly more efficient than most, so we will recover from things that would put others in the medical ward and we may not even know that we were infected in the first place. When it's this hot it's kind of hard to tell when you're running a slight fever though."

"Let's not test that theory Laurel," The captain said with a grin. "We'll wait for the detailed analysis before I want you tasting the water."

"Yes sir."

"I'll get a container ready to serve as the shower head," Rody said. "It's getting seriously hot and I don't think it'll be long until we'll need to seek shelter in our tents to wait out the hottest part of the day."

"That sounds like a sound idea Hammer," The captain said. "I think it's even hotter than it was yesterday. I hope this isn't a trend that's going to keep worsening while we're here."

"I'm pretty sure we crashed pretty close to the equator sir," Rachel said. "If we aren't right on it, we're only a few hundred kilometers north of it."

The captain nodded lightly and Rody picked up the closest container and turned it over and dropped it on the ground and then he rummaged around the items on the worktable until Laurel handed him a laser torch with a grin on her face. Rody stroked the side of her head and grinned then sat down in one of the seats by the fire pit and ignited the laser torch repeatedly while holding it centimeters from the bottom end corner of the container to burn pinprick holes through it. It only took Rody 10 minutes to have the container ready and Laurel had her detailed analysis of 3 separate samples completed with nearly identical readings for each. Laurel then turned and faced everyone.

"Good news, that water is safe to drink and bathe in. Our bodies will easily handle the life forms present in the water. Most are sensitive to warmth and those that aren't are harmless algae like life forms. Our stomach acids will take care of them pretty quickly. The water is surprisingly sterile, most of the life probably entered the water at shallower depths when it worked its way close to the surface."

Rody stood up and picked up the container and he flipped it over and showed everyone the holes he had made at one end of the container.

"The shower head is done too," Rody said. "I think it would be best if you and Jake cooled off in your tent before you make the attempt at ferrying the water to camp. Let's give it an hour or so, okay?"

"Alright." Laurel said realizing he was right; it was way to hot to exert themselves for as long and hard as they were going to have to in order to get 50 gallons of water to camp from over 2 miles away.

"I think we should all seek cooler conditions for a little while," The captain said as he stood up from his seat. "If you will, please arm the perimeter defense Hammer?"

"Yes sir." Rody said as he pulled out his remote.

Rody aimed the remote at the tree line and upgraded the status of the perimeter devices and then everyone quietly headed for their tents. Rody stopped by the subspace pulse beacon and checked that nothing was detected and, no surprise, there were no indications of electromagnetic signatures of any kind within range. Rody then headed to his tent and found Rachel standing at the entrance to his tent.

"You need to cool off to honey." Rody said as he stepped up to her.

"I was hoping I could hang out in your tent? I don't feel like being alone."

"Sure. I suppose I could use the company too."

"I promise not to rape you even though the thought crossed my mind."

"You can't rape the willing."

Rachel laughed and turned and opened the door to Rody's tent and stepped in and Rody followed right behind her and he sealed the door shut behind him. Rody closed his eyes for a moment and took a long breath of the cool dry air in his tent and he opened his eyes to find Rachel doing the same thing. They both looked at one another and chuckled lightly then Rachel kicked her shoes off and Rody sat down and unlaced his boots and pulled them off and set them aside. He then removed his tactical vest and holster and he set them aside. Rachel then laid on her back on unfastened her holster and let the ends flop to the padded floor as she lifted her leg with her knee bent and she unfastened her thigh buckle, releasing the holster from her body completely. She then stretched her legs out completely and lifted her back and pulled her holster belt from underneath her and she tossed it to the side and then flayed her arms out as she soaked in the cool air in the tent.

"The conditions are really sticky out there," Rachel said.

"I know, the humidity really sucks the water out of you."

"I wanted to thank you for pronouncing that we're going out with such pride earlier. It means a lot to hear you announcing our relationship like that."

"Hey, I'm a man of my word. I am proud to be your boyfriend even if I didn't expect that to be the result of us hooking up for a little hanky panky. I thought it was important for the captain to hear it coming from me rather than figuring it out by our behavior. We're grown ass adults, we shouldn't be sneaking around like teenagers trying to hide it from our parents."

"Is this going to complicate things for you when you have to go on sensitive missions or whatever?"

"Nope. I'll just have something to look forward to coming home to. Just don't expect me to talk about what I've been up to when I come back. If it's a mission with a security classification I won't ever talk about it, so don't ask."

"I can respect that. I know you're dedicated to the principles and directives of the special tactics division. I won't ask you to discuss anything sensitive. I might ask you how your day has been though."

"I can live with that. It shows you're interested in my day, not what I'm doing."

"Yeah. Can I ask you a favor?"

"Sure."

"Can I lay my head on your lap and have you stroke my head like you did last night? It was really relaxing¦and really nice."

"I would be happy to do that for you Rachel. You missing the touch of another human being?"

"Yeah. I've been alone for a while. I like having someone pay attention to me like that."

"Come on over beautiful, I'd be glad to give you some attention as you cool off."

Rachel smiled big and rolled onto her side and then got to her hands and knees and crawled over to Rody as he leaned back against the curved side of the tent and she practically plopped her head in his lap and rolled onto her side and he gently pet and stroked her head with his fingers, dragging them to her scalp at times to sooth her. She quickly relaxed completely and closed her eyes as Rody closed his and enjoyed Rachel enjoying his touch.

In Laurel and Jake's tent it was more business as they cooled off. Laurel immediately disrobed to her underwear and Jake took his shirt and shoes off and then Laurel retrieved a data pad from her personal bag and activated it and began creating a precession map from dead reckoning of the local stars around the Future planet while Jake sat across from her and simply drank in the heavenly view from his side of the tent. Laurel sensed what he was thinking and looking at, but she ignored it and continued with her work.

"Am I bugging you with what's going through my mind?" Jake asked with a big grin on his face.

"Not really. I'm able to put what you're thinking aside so I can keep putting this map together from memory."

"Cool. I love looking at you long as it doesn't bother you."

Laurel lowered the data pad and grinned at Jake, and then she rolled her eyes while smiling.

"Alright, as long as you'll let me work on this after that."

Jake smiled and nodded quickly with raised eyebrows and Laurel set the data pad down and reached around her back and unhooked her bra and slid it down her arms and dropped it on the padded floor next to her and she smiled at Jake.

"My bra is wet with sweat anyways, this feels much better."

"I can't get over how it's like seeing you for the first time every time I get to see you naked. You're just so pleasing to the eye and I feel like I forget how perfect your body is until I see it with my own eyes again."

"You're sweet, thank you Jake. Don't get any ideas about the underwear, they stay on."

"I can understand what you're feeling about the idea, you aren't nasty Laurel."

"I haven't bathed in two days and we've messed around. I don't feel fresh and that's enough for me to feel conservative about stripping down completely."

Jake nodded lightly and pointed at the data pad as Laurel picked it back up and leaned back against the side of the tent.

"I can't believe you can remember star coordinates and movements well enough to construct a star map from scratch."

"It's the same thing Eramund did for us."

"Yeah but his memory is contained within that heleodraw so it won't ever fade like it would in a person's head."

"I just have a photographic memory, I can't forget the things I see."

"So you're trying to workout the rate of precession back home to extrapolate the precession of the Agrusan system with relation to its neighboring star systems?"

"Yeah. I remember the stars as they were twelve thousand years ago thanks to Eramund so I can do a little math and compare that with the known position of the stars I'm familiar with and I should be able to guess within a few thousand miles of where we are in relation to the search corridor."

"You're amazing babe! I'll try not to bother you since you gave me the view I was hoping for."

"I like how you admire me Jake. You're the only man alive that I want thinking and seeing what you're thinking and seeing. You make me feel truly desirable in a way that I love."

Jake smiled and nodded as Laurel went back to her deliberations on the data pad. It took Laurel almost an hour to assemble enough star data from memory to provide the data necessary to make the precession calculations and the data pad assisted Laurel with the math, though she had it worked out in her head before the data pad spit the information out. The processor in the data pad simply confirmed that her math was right on target. She was able to input the location of 12 dozen local stars and plot the search corridor from the 90 stars surrounding the Future system to the Endrinol system and 20 of its neighboring stars. Laurel then held the data pad at a distance and nodded in pleasure of her work.

"So we aren't as far away as I thought huhn?"

Laurel looked at him and lowered the data pad so he could see all of her as she leaned back with her feet crossed and stretched out in front of her.

"We're only four light years outside the search corridor, not ten like Eramund remembered this system to be."

"This planet has moved that much?"

"Not entirely, don't forget that all the stars around us are moving too. I should show this to everyone when we go back out. It'll give 'em a little good news."

"I think the captain is going to be pretty impressed that you were able to construct a star map from memory."

"Next time I'll have a copy of the Tel Pok Maron maps loaded onto a data pad for backup."

"It would take dozens of 'em babe."

"Not if you load a fixed map of the current position of the stars along a specific corridor of space. I'm not talking about a true interactive copy of the Tel Pok Maron maps. That would take thousands of these to hold all the data."

"You feeling up to going out there to try and bring some water to camp?"

"Yeah. It's hot as heck out there, but we need to get the task done."

Jake moved forward and pulled his personal bag closer to him and he started to dig around to pull out a fresh shirt and Laurel saved her work and turned the data pad off and set it aside and she rummaged through her bag to find fresh clothes to modify and put on. It only took her a few minutes using tools from her survival pack to create another pair of shorts and a shirt with very short sleeves to go along with a slit down the chest panel. She put her new items on and then grabbed her data pad and slipped her shoes on and then her and Jake exited their tent. It was even hotter than when they went into their tent, but they were relived that everyone had emerged ahead of them and seemed to be waiting for them. They walked over to the group and Laurel activated the data pad and handed it to the captain.

"I put together a star map and used the information Eramund presented to us and my own knowledge of the local stars around the Future system to extrapolate where Agrusan is in relation to the search corridor."

The captain looked over the star map with the search corridor highlighted and then he looked at Laurel and bounded the data pad up and down a few times.

"You did all this from memory?"

"Yes sir. I thought I should keep busy while I was cooling off."

"I thought you would've been resting. This is seriously impressive work Laurel," The captain looked at everyone and grinned. "We're only four light years outside the primary search corridor. In a couple days we can begin broadcasting on the EB frequency and the Future should detect our signal easily as she passes by."

"Uh¦sir what if it isn't the Future that's dispatched to search for us?" Catty asked. "The Future is undergoing a pretty extensive retrofit, she may not be available to look for us."

"If that's the case we'll have to hope they dispatch ships with sophisticated and sensitive sensors. I'm sure the EB frequency will be disseminated to any ships involved with the search effort so our subspace signal should still be detected."

"Can I see that map sir?" Rody asked.

The captain nodded and handed Rody the data pad and he looked the information over and his eyes grew larger and a grin grew on his face until he looked at Laurel.

"How in the world can you remember all this data and figure out the math to correct for procession over twelve thousand years?"

"I was trained as a starship captain. Stellar dynamics is a required study for starship captains. If you're in command, you better know how to chart the stars and figure out precession if you've got a previous and current reference point to calculate from."

Rody looked at the captain and held up the data pad.

"You could've done this too then?"

"If I had a couple days to work on it maybe. Certainly not in an hour and a half. The math is impossibly complex and I'm not sure I would be able to recall as many star systems as Laurel did with such pinpoint accuracy. I will say that she's right though, when a starship captain is trained to command a starship, stellar dynamics and the ability to chart star systems is drilled into your head."

"It helps that she has a photographic memory too sir." Jake said.

"Without question! That's a talent I don't possess, though my memory is pretty good just the same."

"I would've thought the same discipline was taught to you as a test pilot?" Laurel said to Rody.

"I know how to read star maps and figure out where I am but this is a whole different level of familiarity with the stars that isn't taught to your typical fighter and test pilot. I sure as hell couldn't create a precise map like this from memory alone, especially after seeing that map the heleodraw projected for only a few minutes. I don't have that kind of memory either."

"Maybe you're starting to see why I want her and Jake on my bridge?" The captain asked with a big grin.

"Hope to shout! What a little wonder she is."

"Thanks Hammer. It doesn't seem all that miraculous to me." Laurel said humbly.

"I don't know if that's smug, or are you really unaware just how brilliant you are?"

"I'm not smug!"

"Then give yourself some credit for doing miraculous things Laurel Kade."

Laurel nodded and Rody patted her shoulder as he hand her the data pad.

"I didn't mean to insult you."

"It's okay Hammer, I tend to forget sometimes that some of the stuff I can do isn't exactly normal or ordinary for most people. I guess I could come off as being smug but I'm really not like that."

"And I could've phrased that a little more sensitively too. I'm sorry."

"I forgive you."

"Are you and Jake up to the task of carrying some water back to camp now that we know it's virtually pure?" The captain asked.

"Yes sir. I'm really looking forward to using the shower Hammer worked so hard to build for us."

"Good deal. We'll let you be the first to try it out then."

"Thank you sir."

Laurel then stepped over to Jake and took his hand in hers and she led him to the area of the shade cover where the empty containers were sitting on the ground. Laurel and Jake then carefully sat down facing one another right next to the containers and crossed their legs Indian style and closed their eyes. They reached out to one another and joined minds quickly then settled into the enjoyable feeling of experiencing the other so deeply. Jake then initiated the distant view from a few feet away and Laurel washed the gravity away from the containers and they gently levitated a few inches from the ground and wobbled a bit then Laurel provided the guiding force to levitate them out from under the canvas cover and everyone stepped out into the sunlight and watched the containers lift high into the air and begin drifting toward the tree line to the west.

"I'll never get used to seeing bizarre things like that," Rody said in a quiet voice. "Stuff just isn't supposed to float into the sky with no one touching it."

"Now now Hammer," The captain said quietly as he stepped closer to him. "It's a brave new world and these incredible youngsters are going to be running it. You need to open your mind and accept the fact that these kids are extraordinary, so extraordinary things are going to happen from time to time."

"Yes sir. I'm really trying to accept this as normal, but something deep inside keeps saying it isn't."

"You and I are from a different generation Hammer. For us what they're doing isn't possible, that doesn't mean it isn't normal for them and the other twenty five hundred gifted youth on the Future."

"You realize I'm not from your generation either sir? I'm fifteen years younger than you."

"I realize that, we're from the progenitor generations for Laurel and Jake's generation."

"Isn't she technically nine years older than Jake? Stasis delayed gestation?"

"You read up on their backgrounds?"

"Boomer said something about it. He was up to date on their backgrounds. I think he was trying to understand the kids he was under the command of. You gotta admit that's a lot for a Marine to swallow, follow the orders of two amazing kids who happen to be captain and XO of the Future that just happens to be in the wrong galaxy five hundred and some odd years beyond mission plan."

"Five hundred fifty two years at the time, and I see your point. I guess I would poke into the background of my commanders too if in that unusual situation."

"Don't worry sir, I respect Laurel and Jake just as much as Mark did. He convinced me that they deserve it and from what I've seen with my own eyes¦he's right."

"It's good to hear you say that because the kids will sense any discontent dwelling in you and I'm sure they'll ask you what the deal is."

Jake opened his eyes slowly and looked over at the captain still standing out in the bright sunlight with sweat beading on his face.

"The containers are in the cenote filling with water. We should have them back in a few minutes."

The captain nodded and they all stepped under the relieving shade of the shade cover and Jake closed his eyes and faced Laurel and everyone watched as they sat motionless and expressionless for a few minutes and then they sensed movement to the west and they turned to see the five containers floating a few feet from the ground one right after the next in single file heading toward the shade cover. The containers were still damp on the outside, but the lids were closed and they floated up to the edge of the worktable and gently plopped to the ground as if set down by a person. Everyone then looked at Laurel and Jake and they slowly opened their eyes and leaned back on their hands.

"Looks like the effort took a lot out of you two?" The captain said.

Laurel nodded, but said nothing for a few moments as she tried to get her head to clear up. The mental fog was diminishing much slower than it normally did; she assumed a side affect of using their abilities so many times in recent days. They were exerting their minds harder than they had in a very long time.

"We got it done sir, but it took a lot out of us. It's difficult to maintain our influence on objects over such a long distance."

"You're slurring your speech Laurel¦is it possible to do brain damage exerting yourselves so hard?"

"I don't think so. It should fade pretty quickly; it's just the after affect of intense neural activity. Our brains will return to normal levels in a minute."

"I've never observed this affect in you or Jake after extending your abilities," The captain looked at Catty. "Fetch a detranome, I want you to do a cursory examination to insure they're okay."

"Aye sir." Catty said.

Catty walked over to the worktable and rummaged through the pile of items until she found a couple of detranomes and she picked one up and activated it and walked over to Laurel and Jake and commenced a quick scans on both of them, culminating in deep brain scans. Catty stood up from the squatting position she had been in between Laurel and Jake, and she looked over the results as she slowly walked to the captain a few feet away.

"I don't see overt signs of neural trauma, but their brains are wired a little different than ours sir." Catty showed him the side-by-side results from both scans and the captain nodded in agreement. "There's a lot of activity occurring in their cerebral cortex and neo cortex, but I think that's normal for them because of their paring. You see how there are identical areas of hyper stimulation in both of 'em?"

The captain looked at Jake.

"How are you feeling son?"

"Fine sir, just really tired and a little¦dizzy maybe."

"You're slurring a little too Jake. It has to be this infernal heat. You're cooking your brains to exert yourselves like you just did. You're both holding a ninety-nine point nine degree core temperature." The captain looked at Catty. "Help them both to their tent." The captain then looked at Laurel and Jake once again. "Get cooled off for a while, we'll get things organized with the water and come get you when the shower is ready to be used. A cool shower might help you two cool off even further."

Catty nodded and handed the detranome to the captain then she stepped over to Laurel and Jake, but they were already getting to their feet. Catty took a hand from each of them and stepped between them and pulled their arms over her shoulders and began walking toward their tent. Laurel looked at Jake and grinned.

"I think the captain is overreacting to the situation," Laurel thought. "It's sweet that he's so concerned, but I don't think anything is wrong with us."

"We don't know that for sure babe. We could be messing our brains up and not even know it. Our advanced healing ability will repair any damage done as always, but this thing we have could be the very reason we evolved rapid healing in the first place. You can't have one without the other and survive the neural stress we're inflicting on ourselves every time we push ourselves real hard."

"I know you've mentioned that being a likely case before. I can't argue with your logic, it makes sense."

They reached their tent and Catty stepped out from under their arms and opened the tent door for them.

"Can I bring you two some water to drink? We have tons of it available now." She said with a big grin.

"That's alright Catty, we have water in our survival packs here in our tent." Laurel said with a friendly smile.

"Hey! The slurring is almost gone."

"We told the captain we would recover in a minute or two. It's best not to argue with him though."

"It is hot as heck out here anyways. I'm looking forward to spending a little time in the air conditioning," Jake said. "You kind of get tired of sweating the second you step out of your tent if you know what I mean?"

"I know exactly what you mean. Sounds like the slurring is going away for you too. We'll come get you when Hammer gets the shower all set up for you."

"Alright, thanks Catty." Laurel said.

"You're welcome."

Catty then stepped aside and Laurel and Jake stepped into their tent and closed the door. Catty then walked back over to the captain and Rody who were discussing the captain's concerns about Laurel and Jake.

"I don't care what this thing says, I know the sound of stroke in a person. Whatever it is that they're doing to their brains is causing damage. They might have the ability to heal brain injuries, and thank God for it, but I don't like what it's doing to them to exert themselves like that."

"So you don't want them using their gifts anymore?" Rody asked with a furrowed brow.

"No, we need what they can do. I don't think light exertion is as damaging. Next time we need water, take them on foot to the cenote and walk them back with the containers full."

"They're going to think we don't trust that they know what they're doing."

"So be it. I'm not convinced that they do. At least they don't know what they're doing to themselves anyhow. They've got a pretty good handle on how to use their abilities, but I don't think they know how to moderate or modulate what they manifest in a way that isn't inwardly harmful. Until we're back in the safety of Genesis with professionals monitoring them closely to detect exactly what they're doing to their brains, I don't want them pushing it. I can't take the risk of unforeseen harm coming to them. We're ill equipped to provide for them if something should go wrong."

"Sir, do you think the connection to that Heleodraw might have done something to Laurel?" Catty asked.

"I suppose it's possible. That thing is as old as the city it's sitting in. Who knows if it's still functioning as intended or if it's completely compatible with Human physiology? The enlighteners have never seen our kind before. It goes to reason that we may have unique characteristics they didn't take into account when they constructed that thing and put it in place."

"Don't forget that Laurel is unique even for a Human," Rody said. "Her and Jake have had their brains rewired thanks to those microorganisms they were exposed to on Aerot."

"That's a good point. Just keep the use of extreme effort on the part of these two to a minimum if you would Hammer?"

"I understand sir. I'm guessing you're thinking about answering to their parents too?"

"Boy you got that right! I want them on my crew, but I'm never going to convince Amelia and John that it's a good idea if I bring them home suffering from brain damage incurred while on this mission."

"It seems a little hard to believe that anything they do with their advanced abilities would lead to permanent damage." Catty said.

"Permanent or not I have to report on my observations. I'll have the AI review what the scan revealed since I'm not a neural specialist and thus might be missing something significant. Laurel and Jake's parents will have access to all the information too. That's where my concern lies."

"I guess I can see where it would concern me if I was their mom."

"Let's get that shower set up so that poor thing can get the cool shower in she's been hoping for?"

Rody nodded and turned and picked up the container with the holes so carefully burned into one end of it and he carried it over to the trailing edge of the wing of the Icarus and he set it up on the wing then climbed up onto the wing and picked up the container and carried it over to the shower area at the tip of the wing. He put it in place resulting in it sitting at an angle away from the end with the holes in it. He then opened the lid and looked at the captain and Catty. They picked up one of the full containers, each of them taking hold of a handle to share the weight load and they carried it over to where Rody was looking down at them from the tip of the wing. They hefted it up toward him and he squatted down and kept his back straight as he grasped the handles and lifted it up onto the wing and set it down. He opened the lid and lifted the container and poured water into the showerhead container until it was just starting to spill water from the holes at the end of the tub. He then set the now Â¾ full container down and closed the lid on both containers and then he climbed back down off the wing of the ship and walked around to the backside of the shower area and he attached a cable to the tilting mechanism constructed from short stalks making up a fulcrum and he tossed the cable end over the wall of the shower enclosure.

Rody then walked over by the captain, Rachel, and Catty, and they looked at the almost upended tub and Rody wiped his hands on his pants.

"It's all set for Laurel to give it a try. The water is pretty cold, it should feel pretty good¦once she gets used to it."

"Won't the full container sitting up on the wing like that get hot?" Rachel asked.

"No. Those things are pretty well insulated. With the lid closed and sealed the water will remain fresh and cool."

Rachel nodded and Catty tapped the captain's shoulder.

"You want me to go tell them it's ready sir?"

"Sure, go ahead lieutenant."

Catty nodded and turned and walked over to Laurel and Jake's tent and she grasped the handle then paused and thought it best if she announced her presence before entering. She flopped the handle over a few times so they would hear the noise from inside the tent and a few seconds later Jake opened the door.

"We have the shower ready if you two want to give it a try?"

"We'll be right there, Let us get our things together?" Laurel said from behind Jake.

"Okay."

Catty then turned and headed back over to her seat and sat down heavy.

"I think we could all use a cold shower."

"Well we certainly have enough water for that now thanks to those two. They deserve to have first digs at it." Rody said as he sat down next to Catty and patted her knee a few times.

Catty nodded as Rachel sat down next to Rody and he smiled at her warmly. A few moments later Laurel and Jake emerged from their tent with a single personal bag in Jake's hand. They walked right to the entrance to the changing area and pulled the hanging door closed and Jake set the bag down on the upper step of the improvised stepping stool now being used as a shelving unit. He and Laurel then got undressed and hung their clothes over the side of the changing area wall and Laurel collected the canister with natural shampoo and another with body wash in it and they walked over to the shower area. Laurel set the canisters down on the tarped floor and then she stood up and looked at the cable hanging over the wall.

"That must be what tips the container so the water will spill out of the holes." Laurel said.

Jake grabbed the end of the cable and gave a gentle tug on it and the container tipped forward slowly as the water weight shifted and then the container came to rest tipped toward them and a cascade of cold water began spilling from the holes in a wide shower of droplets that was wide enough for 2 people to stand under comfortably. Laurel cringed for a moment at how cold the water was and Jake clinched his fists by his chest for a moment as he grit his teeth and then they got used to the cool sensation and it felt wonderful for both of them. The water sprinkling over them and onto the tarp ran off under the wall of the shower enclosure just as planned so they weren't standing in anything but a slight puddle of water.

Laurel leaned forward and soaked her head and closed her eyes at the wonderful cooling sensation that seemed to rejuvenate her nicely. Jake then did the same thing and took a deep breath as he did so. They then soaked their entire body and Laurel bent down and picked up the canister of body wash and held it out to Jake and he nodded and opened it as Laurel stepped out of the shower of droplets and Jake lathered her in the fragrant liquid and massaged it over her back and shoulders then Laurel faced him and he smiled and rubbed her down with the body wash and then Laurel took the canister and stepped into the stream of droplets that began to wash some of the body wash away as she lathered Jake with the body wash as he stood outside the reach of the shower. Laurel gave him an extra slippery tug and gentle fondle of his cock and testis and he smiled at her as she did.

Jake then stepped under the shower of droplets to rinse off the body wash and Laurel took a moment to wash her vulva clean in her own way as she always did, without the body wash to cause irritation. They then set the body wash aside and Jake picked up the shampoo canister and handed it to Laurel and she opened it and sniffed at the wonderful floral aroma of the shampoo. She then poured a dab into her hand and handed the canister to Jake and he poured a small amount into his hand then set the canister aside and they vigorously lathered it into their hair. They then rinsed their hair out and stood for a few moments holding one another as they enjoyed the cool sensation of the water cascading over their bodies until the flow lessoned and finally stopped all together.

Laurel swept her wet hair back and gave Jake a long lip lock kiss then she reached up and tipped the empty showerhead container backwards so it could be refilled and then her and Jake walked over to the changing area and brushed some of the water form their bodies and waited to drip dry.

"Was it everything you hoped?" The captain called out from the shade area.

"Yes sir!" Laurel relied with a bright smile. "I feel Human again."

"The water is cold enough to drop our core temperature too sir. We feel much more focused and comfortable."

"Did the flow last long enough for you to take care of everything?" Rody inquired.

"Yeah," Laurel replied. "If you get right to it there's enough water for you to scrub your body and wash your hair and then stand and enjoy the cooling sensation for a few seconds before the water runs out."

"Good, I was concerned that we might need a larger container."

"No, I think it's just the right size. How many gallons did you put in the container?"

"Oh I don't know, maybe five gallons or so."

"Given how many of us there are¦and the fact that the captain has concerns about Jake and I retrieving the water like we did this time¦five gallons is the most we should expend on each shower."

"Laurel Kade! Are you reading my mind?" The captain said in a stern tone.

"No sir. Catty was contemplating what she heard you discussing with Hammer. Jake and I have been tuning into her feelings to prepare for tonight and we sensed what she was feeling."

"I didn't even know you were doing that." Catty said.

"How could you? We didn't actively enter your thoughts; we were just sensing your feelings. You tend to radiate emotional energy pretty freely. It isn't all that hard to detect once you recognize your unique emanations."

"You mean every person feels uniquely different?"

"Yes. Like a fingerprint, no two people have the same emanations and once you identify a unique signature with a particular person you'll recognize who you're sensing after that even if you can't see them."

Laurel retrieved her hairbrush and began to brush her hair out as she was sensing that her body was nearly dry enough to begin getting dressed. Jake was grateful for the extended period of seeing of his beautiful girlfriend in raw form, but he was anxious to get dressed too. He felt uncomfortably vulnerable; something he assumed he was experiencing from Laurel's inherent insecurities because of her life experiences being so beautiful and thus desired by every man she ever encountered to the point of fanaticism in most cases, but it was nagging at him just the same and he didn't like the feeling.

Laurel sensed Jake's unease and she stepped right up to him and wrapped her arms around him and comforted him.

"Welcome to my world Jake," Laurel said softly. "I've felt this way for as long as I can remember. Being exposed like this makes me feel¦exposed."

"You poor thing. I can't imagine feeling like this your whole life."

Laurel kissed his cheek and let go of him. She stepped around him and put her hairbrush away and pulled their deodorant canisters out and handed Jake's to him. They applied deodorant and dropped the canisters back in their bag and then went about getting dressed. When they were completely dressed, they exited the changing area and walked around to the shade area where everyone was sitting resting in the shade.

"Thank you for letting us use the shower first."

"You earned it by working so hard to get us what needed by carrying the water here and assisting me in building the structure in the first place." Rody said.

"Now that you're refreshed, I want you and Jake to remain in your tent until the temperature out here cools down," The captain said. "The rest of us are going to seek shelter too so please don't feel like I'm sending you to your room while we play outside?"

"No sir, we understand you concerns. You're right to be concerned with us exerting ourselves too sir. When we use our advanced abilities like we did to get the water here, our blood pressure goes way up to support the increased neural activity and energy consumption involved. The increased metabolic rate raises our core temperature significantly. It would be exacerbated by the hot conditions today."

"I'm relieved you understand Laurel."

"I know you have heightened concerns about our well being in particular. Whatever the reason, I know you feel the way do because you care about us, not just because you don't want to have to explain any injuries or discomfort to our mom and dad. That means the world to us sir."

"You're an insightful woman Laurel. Go get some rest where it's cool and we'll all get together tonight for the evening meal."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake headed to their tent. The captain then got to his feet and looked at everyone remaining seated.

"I would really like all of you to seek shelter until it cools off out here. Trying to work in this heat isn't going to do any of us any good."

Everyone got to their feet and honored the captain's wishes and headed to their tents, Rachel again joining Rody in his. While they enjoyed the cooler conditions in their tent, Laurel modified her clothes to provide her with more shorts and lighter shirts leaving one outfit unmodified just in case more excursions took place. Her and Jake then got comfortable lying next to one another and engaged in the deep sharing for an extended period to pass the time and reconfirm their bond.

It was a full 3 hours later that Laurel and Jake broke their connection and had to wait almost a full minute for the mental fog to fade enough for their senses to return in full measure. They both sat up and put their shoes on and then got to their feet and opened the door to the tent. It was much warmer outside than it was in the tent, but the intense heat that was present when they ducked into their tent had broken and the sun was beginning to descend closer to the Future casting long shadows over the campsite from the tree line.

Laurel took a deep breath as she closed the door to the tent and then she stepped right next to Jake as he slowly scanned the entire campsite, in which he didn't see any of the others.

"It feels so much better out here," Laurel said. "What are you concerned about Jake? I sense something worrying you."

"We're the first ones out and I¦no one has been monitoring the subspace beacon. We should go take a look and see if anyone or anything has passed this way without us knowing."

"A premonition?"

"I'm not exactly sure. Here¦I'll share my sense with you directly."

Jake turned and faced Laurel and closed his eyes and focused on the strange feeling in the pit of his stomach and then he sent a gentle push toward her and she placed her hand on her stomach at the tickling tingle that it elicited in her and she grinned for a moment then she got a clear sense of what he was focused on.

"I get it now," Laurel said as Jake opened his eyes. "You still have that gut instinct that I don't sense from you completely through our paring."

"I'm not hiding it from you babe. I don't exactly know why you don't sense that part of my abilities."

"I know Jake, I never suspected you of hiding a part of you're abilities from me. Stop feeling guilty about it."

Jake nodded and they both walked over to the subspace beacon and Laurel knelt down in front of the device and she activated the memory module and went through the log files until she found a detection file with a signal result.

"I'll be...you were right Jake."

Laurel opened the file for review and they watched as a distant signal was traced on a path between one of the moons and Agrusan and then it made a distinct change in trajectory and headed out of range at an increased rate of speed on a path that was contradictory to the gravitational ellipse as its previous path indicated was the guiding force directing its path.

"What ever that was it made a course correction once passing between the planet and its closest moon and it accelerated on a course that required enough power to break free of the planet's gravitational pull on the object. It indicates deliberate intelligent control even though the object is only five meters in diameter."

"You think it was a probe of some kind?"

"Possibly. It didn't get close enough to take very detailed readings unless it had sensory capabilities of unimaginable sensitivity. It's more likely that it was transiting this system to use the planet as a slingshot. The way the Future used to navigate, using large bodies to gain a boost in speed and change in direction."

"Right¦that's how we ended up in the wrong galaxy four hundred fifty two years beyond planned mission parameters."

"That type of navigation doesn't come without significant dangers, like stars being affected by something as exotic and rare as cosmic filaments passing through their cores just as your passing by."

"That's just our bad luck at work."

Laurel looked up at Jake and frowned.

"Without that piece of bad luck, we never would've met Korica and the Hodong would still be wreaking misery and savagery on young girls all over the Oberon galaxy. It might have been bad luck for us to be caught at the apex point of twin supernovas, but it was the luckiest break of all time for Korica and the girls we rescued."

"You realize at this time they haven't begun their rampage across Korica's galaxy. Heck, she hasn't even been born yet. Her people haven't even ventured out of their own star system yet. Gosh¦contemplating how divergent the timeline we're living in truly is boggles the mind."

"I know Jake. It's the reason your precognitive abilities are so confusing to us anymore. You're seeing our original timeline of possible events combined with the multiple alternate timeline of possible events that we've merged into and passed beyond into the divergent timeline we're currently living in."

Jake sighed heavily as he nodded.

"I suspected as much but didn't want to tell the captain that my ability is virtually useless to me anymore because of those facts. It's like a part of me is permanently tied to the timeline I was born into but I don't exist there anymore even though I'm seeing events from the life I would've lived."

"I'm sure he would understand if you explained it to him. He's a smart man Jake; he would get it even if he doesn't understand what it's like. He's not going to see any less value in us if some of our abilities are diminished because of the strange events we've been through. We were born with the ability to survive space travel, not time travel and death itself. He's got to understand that being killed multiple times has affects on us no one can foresee."

"I think I would rather just keep it to myself. I mean I'll still try to use my ability to see future events if the captain asks me to, but I wont be able to give him concise information until I get a better handle on how to interpret what I'm sensing."

They both sensed Rody and Rachel approaching and Laurel stood up as Rody and Rachel walked from Rody's tent over to Laurel and Jake's position.

"Afternoon you two," Rody said warmly. "Feels much better out here, no?"

"Hi Hammer and Rachel," Laurel said. "Who would've thought the low nineties would feel better?"

"I can see why the Trinadar never came back." Rachel said with a smile.

"Did we pick up something on the beacon?" Rody asked as he and Rachel stepped right up to Laurel and Jake.

"Yeah. I found a log file containing a detected object within it."

Rody stepped in front of the beacon and squatted down to have a look as Laurel took a step back to make room for him. Rody played back the data and nodded subtly.

"Hmm. It wasn't big enough to be a ship but it has flight characteristics that suggest intelligent control."

"We were thinking maybe it was a sensor probe of some kind. It remained two hundred six thousand miles away so I doubt it took detailed readings of the planet or anything."

"It was actually much closer to the moon. I wonder if there's monitoring equipment on the moon that it was collecting stored data from?" Rody posed.

"That's an intriguing idea. I hadn't given that any thought, but you may be right. It would make sense to leave monitoring equipment up there where there aren't corrosive natural forces at work to degrade the equipment over time."

"Depending on where that thing is headed, we might have a ship stopping by sometime soon to investigate the energy signature we created in the ancient weapon facility. I would say we got someone's attention." Rody said.

"We'll have to show this to the captain when he comes out of his tent," Jake said.

"I'm wondering why the beacon didn't send a signal burst when that thing was detected?" Rody asked as he stood up.

"Because it's looking for a ship with a significant electromagnetic signature or the unique shield harmonics signature that the Future will be emitting," Laurel replied. "That thing didn't have a signature of any kind aside from being a solid object. The beacon assumed it was an asteroid flying by and nothing more."

Catty was the next person to emerge from her tent and Laurel and Jake sensed her presence and looked in her direction.

"Oh good, Catty has arrived. Maybe you could show me the power generator you brought and her and I can work on getting it adapted to power the Icarus."

"Rody glanced in the direction of Catty then he looked at Laurel and stared at her with a puzzled look on his face. Laurel looked at Rody and grinned warmly.

"I know she isn't particularly engineering minded, but it'll give us a chance to spend time working closely with one another."

"You still trying to get to know her for what you're going to do tonight?" Rachel asked.

"Yes. The better acquainted I am with her unique feel, the better the process will work."

"You're sure you won't confuse her like you did Korica?" Rody asked quietly.

"I'm sure. We won't take things where we did with Korica. We've learned a few things since then."

Rody nodded as Catty stepped up to them and smiled.

"Learned a few things about¦oh¦you're talking about what we're going to do tonight?"

"Yeah," Laurel said. "Hammer wanted to make sure we weren't going to confuse things for you like we did with Korica. It can be a distraction if you're trying to sort out confused feelings."

"You want me alert?" Catty asked staring into Rody's eyes as she read his feelings.

"Yes. You were already bitten by something by not being alert to your surroundings. Confused feelings could draw your attention away from where they should be."

"I'm not an airhead Hammer, The blond hair has nothing to do with my ability to pay attention to what's going on around me."

"I didn't say anything of the sort Catty."

"No, but you were feeling it."

"I don't recall thinking anything about you being an airhead, just young and a bit carefree maybe. I think you have pretty blond hair but hair color has nothing to do with what's going on inside the cranium. I've met some girls with jet-black hair that are true airheads. You aren't anything like that."

"But you prefer girls with darker hair."

"That's a matter of personal preference, not a measure of what a girl is like inside or what I think of her abilities."

"You like Laurel's hair for a blond though. You think her hair shines like it's infused with a touch a of gold that ignites in sunlight, making her beautiful face glow and her astounding blue eyes shine like beacons that beg to be gazed into."

"Damn Catty! You've got a thing or two to learn about keeping what you sense to yourself." Rody said with a slightly embarrassed expression on his face.

"Don't be embarrassed Hammer. I think you're absolutely right."

"I'm not embarrassed, just insulted that you would express my feelings without asking me if I want everyone to know what's running through my head."

"I'm sorry, I thought we were all friends here so it wouldn't matter."

"We are, but it matters that my personal feelings remain in my head, not out in the open like that."

Laurel nudged Rody making him look into those beautiful blue eyes he was thinking about.

"Thank you for the compliment even if you didn't mean to express it openly. I know you look at me like your little sister or something, there isn't any desire or anything like that in the way you appreciate my looks."

"You're welcome. Thanks for understanding Laurel. I don't ever want you to feel uncomfortable by my appreciation of how beautiful you are. I'm proud of how pretty you are but it doesn't come from a place of inappropriate feelings."

"I know you feel protective of girls my age, not attracted to them. I'm more comfortable around you than just about any guy I know."

"As you should be. I'll go get the power generator so you can take a look at it."

Laurel nodded and then she surprised Rody by giving him a brief hug. He let go of Rachel's hand and put his arms around Laurel to return the unspoken sentiment and then Laurel looked up at him and gave him a pretty smile.

"You don't know how much I need guys like you around that I can feel comfortable expressing affection and gratitude to without worry that it'll be taken wrong."

Rody smiled at her and patted her back lightly.

"And I appreciate receiving affection from a pretty girl without having to guess where it's coming from."

Laurel let go of Rody and stepped closer to Jake and Rody winked at Laurel then turned and headed up into the ship. Rachel watched Rody until he disappeared into the belly of the Icarus and then she stepped closer to Laurel and put her hand on her shoulder.

"You know he really likes you Laurel. Most girls your age that are pretty are full of themselves and kind of snobbish. You're a true sweetheart and he respects you tremendously for that."

"Thanks Rachel. My mom taught me from the time I was a little girl that my looks would get the attention of people without me trying and I needed to conduct myself as a lady and a person worthy of respect. I acted like my mom to do that and I still do that to this day."

"Your mom must be a wonderful person because you sure are."

"Awe, you're sweet Rachel. My mom is my role model in everything I do. If I'm unsure of how to act, I ask myself what would mom do?"

"That's sweet. I didn't have a mom like that. Don't get me wrong, I love my mom to death but I don't want to be like her. She's a little too¦demure for my taste."

Laurel nodded and she noticed Rody emerging from he ship with a special crate in his arms that was slender and fairly oblong in shape. Laurel walked over to Rody and he set the crate down just behind the trailing edge of the wing section of the ship. He then squatted down and unlatched the lid latches and flipped the lid open. He then reached inside and lifted the metallic generator out and set it on the ground as Laurel squatted down next to him and looked the device over.

"I've never seen a power generator like this before."

"It's a new design. It's based on ambient recursive high-energy particle accumulation and acceleration through a gravimetric ionizing field. I'm not an engineer mind you, but I assume you understand what that involves?"

"Yeah. It's so compact though. I'm familiar with large-scale application of the technology. This casing seems to be made of some exotic materials too."

"The design was discovered in the new data core and quickly engineered into what you see here specifically for the military branches. It's capable of producing twelve megawatts at peak output if you have power cables capable of handing that kind of power. The cables I packed will handle about a two hundred amps without heating up too bad. The problem is this thing produces an unfiltered output meaning it isn't exactly compatible with the Icarus' systems."

"Wow! Twelve megawatts is more than enough to power the ship if we could run the power through the resonance collecting amplifier ring and it would act as filter, but since we can't do that¦I'm not sure we can run the raw power to the auxiliary systems without doing significant damage."

"Now you see the problem. The cable isn't even designed to plug into the auxiliary port, it's meant to be plugged right into the primary power port."

"The auxiliary port is under the right wing section, but I'm not sure how to adapt the cable to that port. The main power coupling is inside the cabin behind the aft bulkhead¦maybe I can isolate the main power coupling and reroute the power flow to the auxiliary power system, but there's still the issue of an unfiltered power source. The ship wasn't designed to accept that kind of power via the auxiliary port."

"In the mean time, we can use this to power a few lights I packed and a small recharging station so we can recharge the devices that were drained by the heleodraw."

"Not to mention supplementing power to the subspace beacon at night. It gets too cold from what we've seen for the thermal wave accumulator to function properly at night. The thing is eventually going to go into power saving mode and possibly miss a ship passing by."

"I thought about that too."

"You said you have a recharging station for our devices that have been drained? Does it use a rectifier circuit?"

"I would have to assume so. The military didn't design the thing, it's civilian corps issue."

"That might be the ticket. It would obviously be a low power circuit, but if we charge all our devices I might then be able to take the charging station apart and utilize its components to put together a makeshift adapter that would allow us to filter the output power from the generator so we can feed it into the auxiliary system of the Icarus. It wouldn't be much power, but it might be enough to get the main computer working and possibly the transceiver¦though maybe not at the same time."

"I knew you would be able to figure out how to get this to work if anyone could."

"It all depends on how robust the rectifier components are in the charging station."

"I'll get the charging station and lights set up if you and Catty want to start working on what you need to do to get the ship ready to accept your modified power input?"

"Okay."

The captain emerged from his tent at that point and walked over to everyone as Rody went back up into the ship to collect the container with the components in it that he needed. Laurel stood up and greeted the captain.

"Hello sir."

"Hello Laurel. I see you're keeping busy?"

"Yes sir. The subspace beacon detected an object passing through the system earlier. I think you might want to have a look at the data collected?"

The captain nodded and stepped over to the subspace beacon and he squatted down and activated the playback circuit and he watched the faint object making it's pass through the system and then turning and accelerating out of the system.

"Interesting," The captain said as he stood up. "What do you make of this?" The captain asked looking at Laurel.

"My guess¦and Hammers, is that it was a sensor probe of some kind. There's likely monitoring equipment on the moon that the probe collected stored data from as it flew by. It could be a routine check of the conditions on the planet or a result of the equipment on the moon sending out a signal that something significant took place down here."

"So a rescue might be coming sooner than we thought?"

"Possibly. There's also the remote possibility that it was an object passing by at random using Agrusan and the moon as a gravitational slingshot to head off somewhere else at an increased speed."

"I would say that's unlikely since the object turned at a point that required significant power to overcome the planet's natural gravitational influence in order to accelerate out of the system. The sun would've provided a much stronger gravitational boost and it didn't head toward the sun. It turned away from it after transiting between the moon and Agrusan. I think your initial assumption is more likely to be the case."

Rody walked down the cargo ramp with yet another small crate in his arms and he walked it over to the worktable and set it on the ground in front of the table and opened it and then stood up and faced the captain.

"I take it Laurel filled you in sir?"

"Not in full. I know we had an object pass through the system. I can see you have the power generator unpacked so I assume Laurel has a plan for how to use it to power the ship despite the lack of compatibility via the auxiliary port?"

"Yes sir. It's going to take some creative engineering to get it work, but she has some ideas about how to get it done. She would like Catty to work with her if that's alright with you?"

"Wouldn't have been my first choice in an engineering assistant, but I trust her motives."

"Her motives are of a personal nature¦" Rody looked at Catty and smiled at her subtly. "Catty has a brilliant mind. She'll understand what Laurel's doing once she sees what's going on."

"Thanks Hammer." Catty said with a bright smile.

"In the mean time maybe you can go check the traps and see if we have something for dinner?"

Rody pulled the small remote out of his pocket and activated the unit and nodded.

"Four catches. We definitely have something. Let me get the lights and charging station set up and then lieutenant Marsicol and I will go see what we've trapped?"

The captain nodded and Rody unpacked the charging station and began to set it up and Laurel waved Catty over to the ship and the two of them picked up a few hand tools and stooped under the wing section of the Icarus to open the Auxiliary power panel and the Captain assisted Rody by setting up the portable lights, one under the shade cover, another close to the fire pit and a third attached to the shower structure at the end where the tarp is folded back at one corner right by the showerhead container.

Laurel and Catty sliced open the auxiliary access panel and opened it and pondered for a moment how to adapt a cable with a connector that is the wrong shape, essentially how to fit a square peg into a round hole and then they made their way up into the ship to access the main power junction behind the rear bulkhead. Once Rody had the recharging station set up on the secondary worktable, he activated the power generator, connected the charging station to the power generator, and then set as many discharged devices as he could fit onto the wireless charging station to be recharged and then he and Rachel headed off to check on what had stumbled into the traps.

Jake took the pause in activity as the sun set even further below the tree line to sit next to the captain as the captain was going over some information on a data pad. Jake glanced at what the captain was reading when he realized it was Laurel's data pad that had been left on the worktable after Laurel presented her memory drafted star map.

"Laurel's data pad. Something of interest on there sir?"

"Oh there's plenty of interesting information in here. I'm not looking at the personal files, just the engineering drafts she's been jotting down. She seems to be engaged in several different ideas at the same time according to the vast separation in disciplines of each draft she's working on."

"Trust me, she thinks the same way and it drives me nuts sometimes."

The captain looked at Jake and held up the data pad slightly.

"Does it bother her that I'm looking at her data pad?"

Jake looked away for a second as he probed Laurel's thoughts on the matter and then Jake nodded and looked back at the captain.

"She doesn't mind sir. She knows you won't look into her personal entries. She wouldn't have left it on the table if she didn't want anyone looking at what's in there."

"Good, she has some interesting ideas in here. She's even contemplating a stabile fixed-point wormhole created by the Future that other ships can navigate to get to our system in minutes instead of days or weeks. She's even jotted down some calculations for making an intergalactic trip over unimaginable distances. She's a long ways from having a working idea mind you, but it's fascinating to think about the possibilities. Imagine traveling a billion light years in mere hours. We could visit galaxies that we're seeing as they appeared a billion years ago."

"If I remember right, the elder race experimented with that a very long time ago with some disastrous results?"

"I recall reading something about that in the briefs coming out of the research into the information contained in the new data core. Something about a directed portal that accidentally locked onto the gravitational eddies of a black hole and the extreme gravitational lensing translated back through the portal and began to warp local space resulting in the deaths of numerous people until they found a way to shutdown the portal that had begun to draw energy directly from the compressive energy at the event Future of the black hole."

"Yeah, it's kind of hard to lock onto such a distant location when you can't see what's actually there due to the temporal affects of looking at something so far away."

"Our scientists across multiple disciplines agree. An entire galaxy could collapse into a black hole and we wouldn't see it happen for a billion years due to the immense distances involved."

Laurel and Catty could be heard walking down the cargo ramp and the captain lowered the data pad and tapped the screen powering it down. The girls calmly walked over to where the captain was seated and Laurel sat down next to Jake and Catty next to the captain.

"Any success?" The captain asked as he handed Laurel her data pad.

"It's getting too dark to work in there sir. We'll pick it up in the morning." Laurel said as she took her data pad and set it in her lap.

"We found the areas that need to be modified but it's going to take¦some of Laurel's abilities to get the work done sir," Catty added. "We just don't have the proper tools with us to do what needs to be done. That's the other reason we stopped for the night."

"It's just as well. I don't want you rushing anything to the point of working in conditions that you can't see exactly what you're doing."

"Neither do I sir," Laurel said. "Before I go ripping the ship apart, I need to have a look at the charging station to see if the internal components are going to work the way I was hoping. We need the rectifier components to filter the raw power coming from the generator in order to supply the auxiliary circuits properly. If they won't work we're back to square one."

"How are you going to regulate the power being fed into the auxiliary power port?"

"I'm going to have to rig up a feedback connection from the ship to the generator in order to signal the generator when the power needs to be increased or decreased accordingly. I think I can scavenge some of the optic cables from the halo synchronizer to create the circuit path."

"So you'll have to disable the mental flight control capabilities of the ship?"

"The ship is dead in the water sir. She isn't going to be flying anywhere so dissecting the circuit cables isn't going to disable anything we're going to need. Repairs can be made when we get the ship back to the Future. I promise not to do any damage when I remove what I need."

The captain sighed and nodded while patting Laurel's knee.

"I know you'll be surgical about it Laurel, I'm just very proud of that ship and it's a little disheartening to have to dissect her."

Laurel put her hand on the captain's and grinned at him.

"We'll put her back together better than ever once we get back sir. She had some manufacturing defects that we can weed out of her final iteration. It's a fine ship with amazing capabilities that will prove invaluable in the future. For now we just need to get the computer and transceiver functioning."

"What about the sensors? You think you can get enough power supplied to get them operational?"

"Maybe in a very limited fashion. We won't be able to run active scans but maybe passive sensors will be possible. That system takes an awful lot of power though."

"I understand. Just do what you can. I would like to get a more detailed reading if something flies through the system again."

"Yes sir."

"Hey, I wonder if we should get a fire going before it gets totally dark on us here in camp?" Catty asked.

"You can light a fire if you want but we have the portable lights set up now so we can light the camp up pretty decently," The captain replied. "Plug the lights into the power generator if you would Laurel?"

Laurel nodded and got to her feet and set her data pad in her seat and walked over to the first light and began stretching out the cord attached to it and Catty stood up and walked over to the fire pit and she began piling up wood in the center of the pit. Jake then got up and walked over to Catty and gave her a hand after he located the laser torch to light the fire with.

"So, I can tell you're starting to get a little nervous about tonight?" Jake said.

Catty looked at him for a moment then she grinned as she went back to selecting split logs that Jake would then stacked in the fire pit.

"Am I that easy to read?"

"Probably not for someone that doesn't particularly know you. Laurel and I have been tuning into you so it's getting easier to read what your feeling."

"Oh. I just don't know exactly what to expect. I've never allowed someone into my head like I'm going to with you two."

"It's nothing to be nervous about Catty. It's just friends coming together in a way most people will never experience."

"I'm looking forward to it, I can't help being a little nervous about something so new to me."

"You'll be fine, just try to relax when the time comes. We'll help you with some relaxation techniques that should help if you need it."

"Okay."

They got the firewood stacked and ready to light just as the lights around the campsite beamed to life providing a shadow-ridden glow amongst the entire campsite. Jake and Catty looked around for a moment then Jake ignited the laser torch and stroked it around the firewood and it erupted in flames. Jake set the torch down on the platform next to the fire pit and then they walked back over to their seats and sat down. Laurel arrived at her seat at almost the same time and she picked up her data pad and sat down next to Jake and slid her hand into his. Laurel then looked at the captain.

"Did you see anything you're impressed with?"

"Everything you contemplate seems to be interesting Laurel. I'm intrigued by some of your ideas. Do they come straight out of your head or does it feel like the knowledge comes from an outside source?"

"A little of both sir. I have dreams that when I wake up are fresh so I try to jot it down before it fades and I don't know exactly where the ideas come from. Other things I'm just curious about and I use the data pad to work out some of the math and document some of my theories. It helps to get the stuff out of my head so I can think about other things and then get back to what I was thinking about later on."

"Jake here was telling me that's how your mind works and it drives him a little batty some times."

"Yes sir. He thinks linearly about a single or maybe two things at a time whereas I think about dozens of things at the same time. He's gotten used to it, but I know it's one aspect of my thought process he's not real crazy about."

"I just don't know how you organize that many trains of thought at the same time. My mind doesn't work like that." Jake commented.

"I like the way your mind works Jake, it's comforting to hear the straight forward thoughts running through your mind."

"I hate to interrupt, but it's getting pretty dark," Catty said. "Shouldn't we check on Hammer and Rachel?"

The captain looked around for a moment then he tapped his cranial transceiver active and everyone silenced his or her transceivers as the captain called out to Rody.

"Hammer? This is captain Alexan, what's you location?"

"Hammer here, we're just about back to camp. I had to field dress a few critters to bring back the eatable portions without making Laurel watch the horror show."

"Understood. I appreciate you taking the time to spare her seeing that. We were getting worried since it's nearly dark."

"We'll be there momentarily sir. Lieutenant Mariscol is watching her sensor closely to make sure we don't' happen across anything dangerous."

"Are you seeing an increase in different animals as the light fades?"

"Yes sir. There are definitely larger animals coming out and most of the smaller signatures have disappeared, presumably in response. We definitely don't want to be messing around out here after the sun goes down completely."

"Hopefully the lights from camp will encourage them to stay away."

"With the perimeter defense armed, we don't have much to worry about anyways."

They could all hear Rody's voice echoing from the east as he spoke to the captain and they looked under the ship and they could see 2 pairs of legs walking toward the campsite. Rody walked around the ship and set the bag he had slung over his shoulder down on one of the smaller hand built tables and Rachel walked around to the seats and she plopped down and let a deep breath out.

"That was a lot of walking. We had to set two of the animals free. They weren't consumable even though they were big enough to feed all of us for a couple days. A lot of these animals seem to have compounds in their blood chemistry that will make us sick. The ones Hammer was able to carve up aren't as big as some that were caught, but they provided a significant amount of lean meat that should feed us for a day or two if we ration it properly."

"It didn't bother you to watch him dress 'em out?" Laurel asked.

"A little I guess, but I'm hungry. I have to eat at some point and this is what it takes to survive. You don't want to know what he collected to serve as a side dish."

"Bugs?" Laurel blurted out with a disgusted wrinkle to her face.

"No, I think they're like earthworms. High in protein and minerals since they consume dirt as they filter feed for what they need to survive."

"Eew. I won't look too closely as I eat 'em then."

"We don't have the AI around to supplement our nutritional needs with injections. We have to replenish what we lose during the heat of the day as we try to remain active."

"Oh I get the need for exotic forms of nutrition. I just don't want to think about what I'm eating to accomplish it."

Rody chuckled as he was removing the meat from the rucksack and he stood up and looked at Laurel.

"I can leave the crawlers off your plate if you want Laurel? I was going to pan fry them in a batter so they wouldn't taste like dirt."

"That's alright Hammer. Rachel's right, I need the protein and minerals they'll provide. I have to learn not to be so squeamish about what I eat. This kind of situation is always a possibility when you're on an away mission."

"At a girl, that's a good attitude. I'll do my best to make them taste appealing."

"I know you will Hammer. You've done a wonderful job of making mealtime a high point of the day."

Rody went back to what he was doing and Rachel grunted as she got to her feet.

"If you'll excuse me, I'm going to take a shower before dinner is ready." Rachel said.

"I'll fill the showerhead container for you if you want?" Laurel offered.

"Thanks Laurel, that would be nice."

Laurel smiled and got to her feet as Rachel turned to head to her tent. Laurel bent down and kissed Jake on the cheek and then she made her way over to the trailing edge of the wing of the Icarus and she held her hand out to use her telekinesis when Jake warned her against what she was planning to do.

"We've used our abilities too many times today babe," Jake thought. "We need to save our strength for tonight so we don't slip up and confuse Catty's feelings. She's already attracted to me and we don't need to impart a false sense of emotional attraction too."

Laurel looked over at Jake and contemplated what he thought and she looked down for a second then she nodded and looked at the container of water sitting on the end of the wing.

"I'm not telling you anything you don't know babe. I'm sure you sense it too?"

Laurel looked over at him and nodded slowly.

"I do. It just reminded me what's at stake if we mess up. I don't want a pretty girl thinking she's in love with you."

"Then save our strength so we don't let our concentration lapse even for a second. You know you have nothing to fear from me Laurel; I won't ever have feeling for another girl. It's just not possible."

Laurel grinned slightly.

"You thought you had intense feelings for Korica."

"Don't tease me about that Laurel. I was young and confused and I did love her before our feelings got all mixed up. There aren't any genuine feelings for Catty in my heart to get all twisted up."

Laurel looked away and climbed up onto the wing and started to make her way out to the end of the wing.

"I didn't mean to strike a nerve Jake. I know you care about Catty as a friend and nothing more."

Jake looked at Catty staring at him and he grinned at her.

"You're doing it again huhn?"

"Yeah. I was telling Laurel to fill the container by hand so we can save our strength for tonight. We've used our abilities an awful lot lately and it tends to drain us making it hard to concentrate for a prolonged period."

"I thought you had combined energy or something?"

"We do, but it only goes so far when we exert ourselves like using our abilities does. We've been working together to do everything so it's been draining both of us equally."

"The naps didn't help?"

"Oh without a doubt they did. Think of it like draining a battery half way and charging it for a few minutes two or three times. It gives you a little more power to draw upon, but it doesn't recharge the battery to full. It takes seven or eight hours of uninterrupted charging to get the battery to a fully charged state. Anything using the battery will still function, but at a diminished capacity until it's fully charged."

"That actually makes a lot of sense. You need to sleep for a whole night to regain your strength¦to a fully charged state?"

"Yes. Sometimes we can recharge completely just by sleeping for an hour or two but not when we expend as much energy as we did today."

Laurel climbed off the wing having finished filling the showerhead container and she walked over to Jake and sat down next to him. Rachel exited her tent at that point and headed for the shower with her personal bag in hand.

"Shower's ready Rachel." Laurel said.

"Thank you Laurel." Rachel said with a warm smile.

"You're welcome, it's the least I could do since you let us use the shower first."

Rachel raised a hand and disappeared around the corner of the shower structure just as Rody placed a slab of meat in the hot pan he had positioned over the camp fire and the familiar sizzle excited everyone's appetite and made them turn and look toward the warm glow of the campfire with Rody silhouetted to one side of it as he avoided the smoke while tending to the meat sizzling in the pan. Once he had the meat cooking he stood up and looked at Laurel.

"You want some of the stasis preserved veggies we brought?"

"Sure. Something familiar might be a nice touch for a side."

Laurel got to her feet and walked over to the food stock container and opened it and looked through the selections Rody had packed for the mission. She chose a canister with carrots and beets and she smiled as she thought about the familiar taste and texture. She stood up with the canister in hand and she closed the lid of the food stock container and she walked over to Rody and she showed him her choice.

"Carrots and beets. I suppose those will go alright with¦whatever this was," Rody said pointing at the meat sizzling in the pan. "Get me some water to quench the meat once it's cooked all the way through. It'll help make it tender and juicy¦least I hope it will. I still don't know exactly what I'm cooking so I'm using my knowledge of cooking animals I'm familiar with."

Laurel smiled and set the canister down next to the fire pit and then she retrieved a cup of water and carried it over to Rody and handed it to him then she retrieved 2 pans and opened one end of the stasis canister and dumped the carrots into 1 pan, then she flipped it over and unsealed the other end and dumped the beets into the other pan. She then placed the spent canister back in the food stock container and she walked back over to her seat and sat down next to Jake.

"What did that animal we're going to eat look like?" Laurel asked as she looked at Rody by the fire.

"You would have to see it. I don't know that I could describe it in a way that made much sense. Nothing from Earth is comparable."

Rody set the pans on the grill over the fire and then he brushed his hands on his pants and he stood up and walked over to the charging station and he retrieved his hand held sensor and carried it over to Laurel and handed it to her and then he went back to tend the food cooking. Laurel activated the sensor unit and brought up the scanned image files and browsed the objects and creatures stored in the memory until she came upon an image of a creature lying on its side beside a round device that resembled an upside down Frisbee made of aluminum. It had several pointed objects pointing straight up in the air and Laurel furrowed her brow as she contemplated how such a device would work. She pushed the contemplations aside and zoomed in on the creature.

"Oh my¦I see what you mean. That thing is strange looking."

Jake leaned closer and took a look as Laurel tilted the sensor so he could see it clearly.

"Oh man! It's like a reptilian badger or something."

"If badgers weighed fourty kilos." Rody said from the fire pit.

"I wonder how aggressive something like that would be?" Jake pondered.

"Judging by the teeth, claws, and overall body mass, I would say it could tear up just about anything it came across and eat it bones and all."

"Was it hard to get through the hide?" Jake asked looking over his shoulder at Rody.

"I had to cut it open from the belly and carve the meat away from the thick hide from the inside. You don't skin an animal like that, you dismember it from the inside out¦like cleaning out a shelled animal."

"I'm guessing it would be top dog in a fight with another animal that has similar claws and teeth?"

"I would wager that it would be next to impossible to puncture the hide with teeth or claws. If the creature were flipped over it's underbelly would be it's only vulnerable spot. With the wide stance and heavy muscles I carved from its legs¦it would be like trying to flip over a komodo dragon. I think you'd play hell doing that without being torn apart first."

"Komodo Dragons? Those went extinct on Earth in the thirties, right?" Laurel asked.

"I think the last one died around twenty thirty-five or six." The captain answered for Rody.

"But this thing wasn't reptilian?"

"No," Rody responded. "Definitely not. It's warm blooded and a closer match to a canine than anything else even though it doesn't exactly look anything like a dog."

Laurel brought up the genetic information gleaned from the animal and she shook her head lightly.

"The profile is kind of similar to canine, but still significantly different. This thing is unique to what we know of animal classifications." Laurel then looked back at Rody. "Were there more of these things around?"

"Not close by, but yes. There were tracks from multiple creatures at the location where this one was caught. I don't think we're going to deplete the species by consuming one of them for dinner."

"I was just curious what would happen if one of us stumbled upon one of these things?"

"Get up a tree. I don't think they would be good climbers."

"Good tip if we see it coming."

"Stay in the perimeter and don't go anywhere alone and you should be fine. You can't let the boogy dog¦lizard¦badger¦thing consume your thoughts. I'm sure there are other things around here that could prove equally deadly if we wander up on one, like the thing that bit Catty."

"That's not very comforting."

"It wasn't supposed to be. First plate should be ready in about ten minutes."

"Great, I'm starving and it smells wonderful."

About the time Rody had the first plate served up, Rachel emerged from the changing area and she walked over to the seat next to the captain and he looked at her civilian clothes and cocked his head slightly with just a hint of a grin shinning through.

"Don't go thinking I'm ready to give you up too. I need you on my crew lieutenant."

"No sir, I would never resign my commission. I worked way too hard to get where I am to walk away from it. Technically my duty ended tonight at eighteen hundred. I was hoping you wouldn't mind of I dressed down for the evening even though I have no idea what time it is back home¦or what day it is."

"I was teasing you Rachel. If this gives you a sense of normality, by all means indulge yourself."

"Thank you sir."

Rody walked over with a full plate and handed it to the captain and he looked the wonderful plate of food over and it made his mouth water, then he looked at Laurel and handed to plate to her.

"You go ahead Laurel. I'll catch the next plate."

"Are you sure?"

"I'm positive."

"Thank you sir."

Laurel took the plate and set it in her lap as Jake got up and fetched her a cup of water and some silverware and he brought them back to her and sat down next to her. Laurel tried the exotic meat first and she was pleasantly shocked at how tender and flavorful the meat was. She closed her eyes as she chewed, then she swallowed the bite and looked back at Rody.

"This is fantastic Hammer. You've got a real knack for coming up with astounding meals despite what you've got to work with."

"Thanks Laurel. Just because you're roughing it doesn't mean the food has to be rough on the palette if you can help it."

Laurel smiled at him and went back to eating her food. A few minutes later Rody had another plate prepared and he brought it over to the captain and then went back to fixing more plates of food, one plate every two or three minutes. Once he had a dish served to everyone he served himself up a heaping plate of food and joined everyone in the semi circle of seats and they all enjoyed the meal together. Once they were done eating, they sat for a few minutes to let the food settle in their stomachs and then Laurel collected all the eating ware and carried to over to the worktable and she set up a makeshift sink to wash and dry everything and then she stowed everything in the supply container.

When Laurel was done she looked around at the stark blackness all around them as the lights caused a slight blinding to what lurked beyond now that the sun was completely set and night had taken hold in full measure. There were odd sounds from time to time in the distance and a creaking of insects that were reminiscent of crickets, but of a much higher pitch and duration of creak. Laurel wiped her hands clean and walked over to her seat just as Catty stood up.

"I'm going to get a shower in and then we can engage in the deep sharing if that's alright?"

"That sounds fine." Laurel said with a friendly smile.

Catty then headed to her tent to collect her personal bag and the captain watched her walk to her tent then he leaned closer to Laurel and Jake.

"I'm permitting you to perform this with one of my officers, don't make me regret it if you get my drift?"

"We understand your concerns captain," Laurel replied. "We won't confuse the poor girl like we did Korica. We'll keep the connection shallow so the deepest of feelings aren't explored in the truest form. I'll be the one going deep to answer her question as to whether she's capable of becoming paired. It'll be less likely that she'll be confused if I'm the one to reach that part of her."

"I'll just have trust that you know what you're doing."

"Can it be undone if you do confuse her feelings?" Rachel asked.

"Yes, but it would be unpleasant for Catty. We learned a few things from our experience with Iriqua. We know how to trap certain emotions and take them away as we break a connection. She would remember the essence of what she felt but the emotional association would be missing. Trust me, it isn't a pleasant experience to have your emotional associations removed from your memories."

"I'll just have to take your word for it. I can't begin to imagine what that must be like."

"You really think you have that much control over your abilities while in someone's head?" The captain asked.

"I'm not completely sure to tell you the truth. If she has lingering feelings that she's in love with both of us the way Jake and I are of each other, I would have to try to resolve it."

"Just do what you can to insure that isn't the case when you're done. Exploring is one thing, letting you go in and take things from her mind is a whole different story. I'm not sure I would be comfortable letting you do that. You could inadvertently scramble the poor things mind to the point that she's not the same person she was before."

"I think that's a worse case scenario sir, but I get what you're saying. It won't come to that because we aren't going to confuse her feelings. She'll experience our feelings from the inside but they won't be imparted to her as if they were her own."

"Good."

Catty emerged from her tent and walked over to the shower and changing area and stepped in and Laurel grinned and pointed at the empty showerhead container and everyone chuckled lightly, but waited a few moments before saying anything.

"Uh¦did you forget something lieutenant Kendall?" The captain asked.

"Oh crap!" They heard from the changing area. "I forgot to refill the showerhead."

"I'll get it for you Catty." Laurel said as she got to her feet with a big grin on her face.

"Thanks Laurel. I've already started to get undressed."

"No problem."

Laurel walked over to the fuselage where the wing meets the fuselage and she climbed up onto the wing and walked out to the end of the wing and she opened the showerhead container and then the water storage container and she lifted it and began to fill the showerhead when Catty walked into the light below and looked up at Laurel. Laurel was a little taken aback to see Catty with nothing on but she was also relieved that Catty wasn't as well endowed as Laurel, it was at least something she had over Catty aside from general beauty, which no one could outshine Laurel in.

"Babe! I share your perspective!" Jake thought quickly.

Laurel snapped her gaze away from Catty and she filled the showerhead container until the water just started to pour form the holes, then she set the water container down and closed the lid then she closed the lid on the showerhead container and she gave a wave to Catty without looking directly at her.

"You're all set Catty."

"You're an angel¦Laurel."

Laurel chuckled as she walked back to the fuselage end of the wing and climbed down and as she was walking by the shower area Catty pulled the cable and the container tipped forward and began to sprinkle droplets of cold water and she squealed subtly at the cold sensation and Laurel smiled deep and shook her head, she knew what that felt like. It was exhilarating but a bit of a shock to the body.

Laurel walked over to Jake and put her hand out to him. Jake put his hand in hers and stood up and the two looked at the others.

"We're going to head to our tent for the night," Laurel said. "Thank you form making another wonderful meal Hammer. The worms were pretty good too. The crunchy batter hid the fact that they used to be slimy crawlers."

"It was my honor Laurel. Thanks for all you two did today. You made this camp complete in a third the time it would've taken without your assistance. Your wonderful company makes the whole setting livable too."

"Awe, you're sweet Hammer. Goodnight everyone."

"Night you two." The captain said.

"Goodnight Laurel and Jake." Rachel said.

"Sleep tight you two." Rody said.

Laurel and Jake then walked toward the shower area and Laurel called over the sound of the water splattering on the tarp on the ground.

"Hey Catty, Jake and I are heading to our tent. When you're done you can come on in."

"Alright. Thank you Laurel."

"You're welcome."

Laurel and Jake then headed to their tent after Laurel collected her data pad from beside the seat she had occupied. After entering their tent Jake slipped his shoes off then removed his holster and dropped it on the floor near the wall making Laurel look at him in surprise.

"Why are you so upset Jake? I didn't look at Catty in the shower just to get to you."

"I know Laurel. It was an oversight on your part to the fact that I would sense what you were seeing and feeling. I just didn't want that kind of stuff in my head when we engage in the deep sharing."

"You're a guy Jake, she's going to understand the fact that you liked what I saw. She's very pretty after all. It would've been a serious insult if you didn't appreciate her figure."

"You know¦you got a mean streak in you sometimes," Jake replied with a grin.

"That's not true¦I know what's in your heart, you care about her but you aren't turned on by her so I don't feel threatened by your feelings."

"Yeah but you feel a little threatened by her feelings."

"She's young and inexperienced. She admires you a little more than I'm comfortable with yes, but I'm not exactly threatened because I know I can trust you. You won't lead her on or send the wrong signal. She's naÃ¯ve enough to act on the wrong signal despite how much she loves Chad. She's never experienced the kind of guilt that would overtake her if she did. That's the part of her character that represents a threat. She hasn't experimented with that kind of thing and I sense she's open to the experience because of her naivetÃ©."

"You were just as inexperienced as her when we got to together. In a lot of ways you still are."

Laurel removed her holster and set it aside then slid her shoes off and pushed them aside and she walked over to Jake and wrapped her arms around him.

"I'm not open to experimentation Jake. You know that I have my eye on one man and nothing will ever make me stray. There isn't another man alive that's as good looking as you and you stole my heart. I'm hopelessly stuck on you."

"You gave me the key to the vault babe. It's hard to say something was stolen when you gave it willingly."

"I didn't know you would be such a charmer once you came out of your shell."

"You think I charmed my way into your heart huhn?"

"Without a doubt. I was desperate for companionship to get my mind off how much it hurt not to have my mom awake. You were the perfect distraction with those mesmerizing eyes and stunning good looks. You were a true gentleman and you melted my icy anti-men attitude. I didn't know boys could be sweet and caring without a desire to fondle me."

"If you remember right, you put those kind of ideas in my head?"

"I remember." Laurel said with a grin.

Laurel leaned forward and gave Jake a prolonged lip lock kiss, at the end of which she looked into his eyes and smiled softly.

"I'm so glad you're everything you are. The AI found my soul mate among all the boys she could've chosen to help me fix the ship. It was kismet, like my mom said it was. I drove myself to be a good person my whole life and you were my reward."

"That's sweet that you feel that way Laurel. I'm so flattered that an amazing girl like you would be so into me. I'm the one that's been rewarded. For what I don't know, but it's a reward the likes of which men would kill for."

"Luckily we don't live in medieval times when that would necessary to keep me safe and in your arms."

"Oh yeah? I feel like we have to fight to keep each other alive all the time."

Laurel stepped back and took Jake by the hands and the two of them sat down in the middle of the tent.

"We do seem to end up in some perilous situations often, don't we?"

"Just about every time we venture out into space. I've come to expect it."

"I know what you mean. It doesn't surprise you that way."

"The only surprise is the good that's come from our journey through the stars. Despite all the evil and depravity we've come across, there's always a silver lining at the end of each adventure¦if you want to call what we've been through an adventure."

"I do. You have a positive attitude and that's one of the things I love most about you. I like that you can see the good aspects to what we've been through without dwelling on all the bad stuff."

"You've given me that outlook babe."

"That's sweet, thank you Jake."

"You're welcome, just speaking the truth."

Laurel grinned at Jake then her facial expression changed and she perked up and looked at the door to the tent for a moment.

"She's coming and you can sense her," Jake said in surprise. "You're getting sensitive to her presence."

Laurel looked at Jake and nodded.

"We're both going to be a lot more sensitive to her presence after tonight."

"You sure this is a good idea? I mean I like her, but this is going to make us really close from now on."

"It's not such a bad thing to connect with another human being Jake. She needs answers that only we can provide for her. I know what that nagging uncertainty can be like; it weighs on you in the back of your mind. I think this is a good idea for more than one reason."

"Alright. I can feel your resolve so I'll go along with this."

The door to the tent opened and Catty smiled at them.

"Is it alright to come in?" She asked.

"Of course, come on in Catty." Laurel said.

Catty stepped in with her personal bag in hand and she set it aside, then closed the door and walked over next to Laurel and Jake and she stroked her hand down her wet hair.

"I'm grateful to you two for going through with this with me. I'm not sure what I'm supposed to do to get prepared." Catty said as she sat down beside Laurel.

"Just try to relax and make yourself comfortable." Laurel said.

"Alright."

Catty leaned back pulled her shirt from her waistband and began to pull it up over her head and Laurel and Jake looked at each other for a moment then they looked back at Catty who was now in her undershirt and then she worked her shoes off and pushed them aside.

"Uh¦you don't have to get undressed. Laurel just meant get comfortable with your surroundings, not literally strip down to get comfortable."

Catty looked at Jake with a stunned look on her face.

"This is how I get comfortable every night before I read to help me sleep. I hope to heavens you don't want to me to get undressed or we can forget about this whole thing."

"Sorry, I just...I didn't know how much you were going take off."

"Just my shirt and shoes."

"You'll have to excuse Jake's shy nature. We were both a little surprised by what makes you feel comfortable. We won't make this kind of misread after we engage in the deep sharing."

"Will I be able to read you two better too?"

"Without question. You'll be intune to our specific brainwave frequencies. Every person operates on a slightly different frequency, you just have to know how to tune into another person's unique frequency and you can read them and sense them much easier."

"You mean I'll know when you two are around before I see you?"

"If you're sensitive and alert, yes."

"So what do I need to do and what can I expect?"

"We find this works best if we're making physical contact. With Korica we would lie on our backs with our feet pointing away from each other with our heads touching. I have to assume since that's were the majority of our abilities originate from, it facilitates a better connection by maintaining contact of the head. You're going to sense us pressing at your mind and it's kind of a strange sensation, but you have to avoid resisting even though that's going to be your natural instinct. We'll enter your mind and then pull you into ours. Once you adjust to the strange sensation we'll let you explore a little bit and then I'll be the one to drift deeper into your essence to see if I can sense the spark necessary to initiate a pairing. It's going to feel a little weird to have another person touching such a deep place within you but it will feel good too, really good. That's the addictive part of the deep sharing. There's a chemical reward that floods the brain bringing about a very relaxed and euphoric state of mind. When this is done and the experience fades, you'll feel an urge to engage in it again as soon as you can, that's the addictive nature of committing to the deep sharing."

"I'm¦going to be addicted to you two?"

"Not us in particular but the feeling while engaging the deep sharing. You'll want to experience that chemical high again."

"You don't think the intense emotions are what a person craves to experience again?"

"Yes. You'll definitely want to feel that aspect again too. It's going to be very intense since there are two of us joining with you as one. We'll keep the deepest sense of our feelings and our essence away from you so we don't impress a part of ourselves on you like we did with poor Korica. We don't want to confuse your feelings like we did with her."

"Okay. So I really don't have to do anything but enjoy the experience?"

"Yeah. It'll take a little effort on your part to keep calm and hold onto the connection. We had to work at it for a while with Korica before she could initiate a connection and actually hold it. I don't expect you to be able to hold onto the connection at first so we'll hold the connection if you start to lose it. It takes a little practice to develop the ability to initiate and hold a connection. You'll at least get the sense of what it feels like to do both."

"How can I practice without you two around?"

"You would need to find a person that's as skilled at it as Jake and I are. We might be able to practice with you later on so can you build your strength at the process."

"Okay. So I should lay down on my back and calm my mind or something?"

"Yes. Ordinarily we would lay head to head with our feet pointing out but we don't have that kind of room in this tent. We'll have to lay down side by side and move around so our heads are touching. We'll help you with some breathing exercises if you can't attain the right state of mind."

"Alright."

They moved apart and laid down on their backs with Catty next to Laurel. They then scooted to the side so their heads were just touching one another and then they closed their eyes and Laurel and Jake reached out to one another and easily slipped into each other's minds. They both smiled at the warm and familiar sensation as they were immersed in one another. They enjoyed the feeling for a few moments until the adrenaline rush wore off and the dopamine flooding their brains brought about a calm and serine feeling. They then reached out toward Catty. Catty resisted their attempt to enter her mind at first, as was expected. Laurel and Jake then pushed harder and forced their way past Catty's mental barrier. They dropped into her mind and it was uniquely different from anything Laurel or Jake had experienced before. It felt like a drop of water striking a body of water with a bounding up and back in, only to rebound back a few times, finally settling into a chaotic pool of thoughts and feelings that were foreign but warm and gentle at the same time. Catty reached out toward Laurel and Jake and they allowed her to try and hold the connection but she was unable to hold onto them and the connection began to wane so Laurel and Jake held the connection for her.

"We're here with you now Catty," Laurel thought calmly. "We're going to pull into our minds, this might feel a little odd, but you have to just go with it and don't fight the feeling."

"Alright," Catty said aloud.

"Try to speak to us in your thoughts, not by speaking out loud," Jake thought.

Catty tilted her head a little toward Laurel and she concentrated on not speaking aloud.

"I can tell you're in my mind, but I don't sense anything but your thoughts echoing around in my mind."

"That will change in a second," Laurel thought. "Here we go¦"

Laurel and Jake then began to pull Catty toward them and she felt as though she was being pulled from her body as she slid sideways and plopped into Laurel's mind first then she dropped into Jake's mind. She now felt a surge of adrenaline followed by a flood of dopamine that washed away everything and made her smile brightly.

"Oh wow!" Catty thought. "This is incredible! My whole body is tingling and I can tell I'm inside you. There are two people at a single point of incredible intensity. I can feel your love for one another. It's so beautiful and so deep. You have a power within you that's unbelievably potent."

"That's the power of our love," Laurel thought. "The two are directly related. We aren't exerting ourselves very much at the moment but that power you're sensing is what we allow to swell and eventually push out of us to affect the environment around us."

"I had no idea it would be like this," Catty thought. "You are so beautiful and sweet from the inside Laurel. I can feel you all around me¦inside me¦Jake is so intertwined in you that I can't tell where one of you starts and the other ends. You really do exist like one person. Jake has a distinctly masculine essence with a strength and wisdom that sets him apart but that's the only way I can tell the difference in you two at the moment. You're so beautiful Jake. I've never sensed a man like this before. It's so¦intimate."

"I told you it would be a personal and intimate experience."

"For the first time the differences in the body doesn't matter. There's no clothing and no barriers that can hide what's here."

"This is the true essence of who we are as a person."

"If you want to explore us a little, we'll allow you to experience deeper parts of us?" Laurel thought.

Catty felt as though she turned toward Laurel and floated toward her, into her experiencing a deeper part of her and it was visceral and enticing making it hard to resist pushing even deeper as it felt incredibly enjoyable as their essences moved within and past one another. Catty started to experience deeper emotions from Laurel as she pushed deeper and Laurel shared some of her memories with Catty as she explored until Laurel sensed that Catty was nearing a point that feelings could be imparted to her and Laurel put up a barrier that stopped Catty from going any deeper. Catty sensed Laurel's resistance and so she pulled back and allowed herself to drift toward Jake and he let her explore a much deeper part of him as he drifted deeper into Catty's essence at the same time.

Jake found Catty to be warm and caring, but very naÃ¯ve. Her true age was apparent and though older than him in many ways, she was less mature and experienced. She had a great potential within her but it was unrealized and a part of her being that she hadn't accessed yet. It was awaiting the right trigger to spark to life and become a part of her. Catty was finding Jake to be incredibly smart and strong willed with a kindness that she found attractive and surprising for a guy. She liked the man Jake is and could see what Laurel loved about him. Jake then allowed Catty to experience some of his early memories to gain an insight into the person he is and Catty gravitated toward his feelings until he too sensed her getting too close to his deepest essence and he put up a barrier like Laurel had to keep his feelings from impressing upon her. Catty then drifted back from Jake's deep core and Laurel gently called out to Catty.

"Catty, I'm going to search a very deep part of your essence to determine if you have the potential to become paired. You'll have to resist the urge to explore me as I push very deeply into you."

"You feel so good Laurel. I don't know if I can resist feeling you like that."

"If you don't our feelings will become entangled. A part of me will be impressed upon you and my feelings will feel like they're yours. It's really important that we don't allow that to happen honey."

"Alright, I'll do my best to avoid exploring you."

"Okay, here we go¦"

Laurel turned her attention to Catty's core and pushed hard toward it and she felt herself sink past Catty's surface feelings and thoughts. Laurel experienced the deepest desires and fears of Catty but she didn't allow herself to explore as she pushed still deeper. Laurel saw flashes of memories and experiences from Catty's life as she thought about different aspects of her life as a comparison to what she was experiencing from Laurel and Jake. Laurel only took notice of the memories at a glance without exploring them in detail, as she so desperately wanted to. She was able to fight the urge to explore such a warm and beautiful girl until she found Catty's deepest essence. Laurel felt around for a moment and she immediately recognized the spark of life within Catty and there was the distinct feeling of the potential for becoming paired all around her. It was a strong river of golden like energy flowing in ribbons and Laurel was careful not to interact with this part of Catty. Laurel then turned and slowly drifted toward the surface of Catty's being until she reached the point where Jake was drifting within Catty.

"I want to show you something now Catty," Laurel thought.

Laurel moved closer to Jake and the two enjoyed a momentary flash of their pairing and for Catty it was like lightning striking and she flinched and then felt the radiant energy from Laurel and Jake wafting across her being. It was a tantalizing shower of warmth and energy the likes of which she didn't know was possible between two people.

"That was amazing. I felt your love washing through me. Is that want a paring fells like?"

"It's the closest we can come to sharing our paring with you without letting you actually explore it. That's just a small glimpse of what's possible when you're paired with a man."

"Can we stay like this for a little longer? I can tell that you're about to break our connection."

"I was sharing my intention to terminate the connection so it wouldn't surprise you," Laurel thought. "We can stay like this for a little while if you want. If you want to explore a little we'll let you do that too. We know how to keep things from going where they shouldn't."

"Thank you. This feels so good I don't want it to stop."

Catty then allowed herself to drift deeper within Laurel and Jake and they offered no resistance while keeping the deepest part of their being guarded. After a full hour of exploring Laurel was tiring and Catty sensed it. She moved closer to the surface of Laurel and Jake and she withdrew into her own mind leaving Laurel Jake deeply connected.

"See, that wasn't so bad was it?" Laurel thought to Jake.

"No, it was kind of beautiful. She's a wonderful person and I'm glad we did this."

Laurel then began to withdraw into her own mind and Jake was almost relieved. The intensity of the experience was incredible, but he found it taxing to keep his inner essence guarded all the time. He was used to his experiences with Laurel in which he didn't put up any barriers and the trust was complete and unending. He trusted Catty now, but it wasn't unending and there was significant reluctance on his part. He figured that was a good thing since it would insure that he and Catty couldn't become paired by accident.

After a few minutes Catty opened her eyes and smiled big.

"That was the single most incredible experience of my life. I know you two so completely now¦I'm closer to you two than I have been to anyone in my life. Thank you for sharing yourselves with me like that."

"You're welcome," Laurel said as she opened her eyes. "You'll be happy to know that I was able to determine that you're definitely capable of becoming paired with a man. I think if it happens it will be intense and last for the rest of your life."

"That's awesome news. I feel like a weight has lifted from my mind now that I know for sure I have it within me. You think I can do this with Chad to determine if he's capable of becoming paired with me?"

"You would have to know what you're looking for. If you engage in the deep sharing like this it might happen anyways. You have to have a relationship built on love and trust. If you can resolve any doubt and reluctance, then a pairing will take place."

"I hope it does."

Catty moved away from Laurel and sat up and she put her hand to her forehead.

"Oh my gosh, I can still feel you two in my head a little."

Laurel sat up and put her hand on Catty's leg.

"That'll stay with you for a while, but it'll fade in time."

"But it won't go away completely?"

"No, not entirely. We can feel you within us too. We're going to feel connected to one another like this for the rest of our lives Catty."

Catty put her hand on Laurel's and she smiled at her.

"I like having special friends like this."

Jake sat up and he winced at the odd sensation in his head and he placed his hand on top of Catty's.

"I like knowing you this closely too. I was kind of apprehensive about going through with this, but I'm glad Laurel convinced me it was a good idea."

"This puts a whole new meaning to best friends." Catty said looking into Jake's gorgeous green eyes.

"We're a little closer than friends, a little beyond family."

"Yeah, that's it exactly. So I'm going to be able to sense you two now?"

Jake pulled his hand back and leaned back on them as he looked at Catty and smiled.

"What am I thinking right now?"

Catty cocked her head slightly and grinned as it came right to her.

"You're thinking that you're impressed with me. You like what you experienced from deep within me."

"See, we're in tune to each other now. That'll extend quite a distance too."

"That's so neat. I don't even have to think about it and it comes to me. I like how I can sense both of you when I look at either one of you. I understand where that comes from now. Can we communicate mentally too?"

"That takes an active mental bridge. We can initiate that kind of connection, but it's not going to exist naturally like it does with Laurel and I."

"I hope you two will do this with me again sometime? It felt so good and I want to feel it again."

"I told you it was addictive." Laurel said with smile as he withdrew her hand from Catty's leg.

Catty looked at Laurel and leaned back on her hands like Jake was.

"Did you gain any insights about me?"

"Just confirmation of what I already suspected. Like us, you aren't as old as you appear to be and life still has a lot to teach you."

"You two are way younger than you appear to be. That was the biggest surprise to me. What I see just doesn't match what I felt on the inside. The intensity of your love was the other surprise though. I didn't know feelings could run that deep."

"He's my soul mate. I won't ever look at another man like I do him."

"That's so beautiful. I want that too¦" Catty shot a look at Jake. "Not for you, I mean I want to feel that toward my guy."

"I knew what you meant Catty," Jake pointed at his temple. "It'll be a lot harder to misread you now. I even understand your attraction to me now. It isn't something I need to be afraid of. It's a deep admiration and respect with appreciation for how handsome I am."

"Yeah, you're Laurel's guy and I don't ever want to get in the way of that."

"You won't Catty," Laurel said. "It's just not possible."

"I guess I should go to my tent and get some rest. Thank you again for sharing yourselves with me like this."

"You're welcome Catty," Jake said. "We're grateful to you too. We have a newfound respect and admiration for you. It's nice to be this close to another human being. I think it's what this ability is all about. It's meant to bring people closer together like nothing else possibly can."

Catty smiled and kissed Jake's cheek and then she kissed Laurel's cheek and she rolled onto her side and got to her hands and knees and she found her top and put it back on and then she sat down slipped her shoes on then she got to her feet and she walked over to her personal bag and she picked it up and then looked back at the pair and smiled as she blushed ever so slightly.

"You two have a good night. Jake wants to make love to you Laurel. I suggest you have some fun and let him do what he wants to you. I think you're a lucky woman to have such a caring guy desiring you like he does."

Laurel looked at Jake and he grinned and shrugged his shoulders.

"I guess it's not hard to sense when you're on the inside."

Laurel smiled lightly and looked at Catty.

"I'll take your advice Catty. Have a good night."

Catty nodded then opened the door and stepped out, closing the door behind her. Laurel then moved closer to Jake and smiled at him.

"So what did you share with her that you want to do to me?"

"I didn't do it on purpose. I told you that I always want you. I was probably keeping my attraction where it belongs by thinking about how gorgeous you are and the things you do when I go down on you. I didn't realize it crossed my mind cause it does all the time."

"I never sensed any lust toward her either, thank you for being a true gentleman like that."

"She's attractive, but I don't want her like that. You have nothing to worry about."

"I think she's going to be a good friend to have Jake. I'm glad we connected with her like we did."

"Yeah, me too."

Laurel then got to her hands and knees and pulled her shirt up over her head and she tossed it aside and then she reached around her back and unhooked her bra and slid it down her arms then she tossed that aside and she settled onto her heels and looked at Jake.

"You going to join me?"

"Nah, I thought I would just sit here and watch you pleasure yourself."

Laurel smiled and pushed Jake backward with a solid shove with her flat hands on his chest.

"You're terrible! I'm not doing that when I have a gorgeous and talented man like you around."

Jake laughed and recovered himself and then he got to his feet and he stripped everything off and then knelt down in front of Laurel and she stood up and unfastened her shorts and slid them down and as she was about to pull her underwear down Jake moved closer and wrapped his arms around her and he pressed the side of his face against her stomach and held her for a few moments. She stroked his head a few times then he moved his head back and kissed her stomach a few times then he moved back again and watched intently as he pulled her underwear down and her marvelous body emerged in full view. Laurel kicked her underwear aside and then Jake rose up on his knees and he kissed at her breasts and Laurel loved the sensation. Jake sucked on her nipples for a few minutes to get Laurel worked up and then Laurel sank down to her knees and she gently pushed Jake back until he was lying on his back.

Laurel then moved up on Jake and laid the side of her head on his stomach as she reached down and caressed his testis gently then she stroked her hand up his now firm erection and then she gripped him softly and stoked him from tip to root a few times as she admired how wonderful his hard shape looked. She truly admired his cock and found herself fascinated into staring at it as she caressed it lovingly. She loved the way it looked and felt in her hand and the things it did to her as he pressed it into her made her cringe to think about. She then moved her face closer and kissed his head a few times then slid him inside her mouth and she worked his head in and out of her mouth only to stroke his now glistening and slippery head with her hand after a few plunges. She then rose up over him and pressed his head past her lips and deep into her mouth and she plunged him in and out of her mouth with vigor as she sucked on his head each time in a way that he loved. When she got him close to achieving an orgasm, she stopped and swung her leg up over him and pressed her lips apart and stabbed him into her opening and then she sank down on him and he rose his head up and they quickly entered each other's minds and then Laurel glided him deep inside her and she rode up and down on him until she felt his shaft harden and his head swell and then she was pulled right along with him as she felt a gush of warm slippery fluid squirt inside her in 3 tremendous waves and she reached her peak and squeezed around him tightly as she contracted sharply several times as she achieved an orgasm so intense she felt like she was going to pass out. She continued to ride him until she achieved yet another orgasm bringing Jake right along with her as they shared every sensation to its fullest.

Laurel then slowed her pace of plunging him into her and she finally stopped and caught her breath as she stared down into his face.

"I didn't get to go down on you babe. I was looking forward to it."

"I know. I got caught up in the moment and I wanted to feel you burst inside me, not in my hand. I have something in mind though. You can still go down on me after we take a shower?"

"Wait¦I'm sensing what you have in mind. You want to do that out in the open?"

"Everyone is in their tents. I want to get cleaned up before I let you do that. No one is going to hear us or see us."

"Alright, I'm game."

Laurel lifted herself up until Jake slid out of her and then she lifted her leg up and over him and she rolled onto her back next to Jake.

"I guess you sense what I need to do to get myself properly cleaned up for you?" Laurel asked timidly.

"Yeah. I didn't know you could manipulate water like that though. You really think that's possible?"

"With your help yes. I obviously can't see what I'm doing down there so I'll need you to hold me open and I'll rinse myself out using your sight as my guide."

"Hmm. This should be interesting."

Laurel sat up now that she had recovered a little and she pulled her personal bag closer to her and she pulled out one of her nightshirts and she slipped it over her head and then she stood up and put her hand out to Jake. He took her hand and got to his feet and he grinned at her.

"I don't have a long shirt to cover myself up with like that. I don't have towel either to wipe away what's all over me."

Laurel looked down at his still erect member and she grinned and looked up at him.

"It's glazed but not messy. I think most of the stuff stayed inside me. That's why I want to do this before you go down on me."

"I appreciate the consideration babe. I don't want to taste my own fluids."

"You should be fine to put some underwear on or you can just go like you are."

"I'll just brave it. Like you said, everyone is in bed so no one is going to see me."

Laurel nodded and the pair stepped over to the door and opened it and stepped out into the warm humid night air. They were a little surprised at how bright it was as one of the moons was cresting above the trees and it was a full moon casting a bright white glow on everything with heavy shadows that stretched all the way across the clearing and campsite. Laurel reached back inside and grabbed her personal bag and the pair walked over to the Icarus and Jake gestured to the entrance to the changing area. Laurel nodded and walked under the wing section to make her way into the changing area and Jake climbed up on the wing and walked out to the tip of the wing and he refilled the showerhead container and then he closed the lids and walked back to the fuselage and climbed off the wing. He stepped under the wing and made his way over to the entrance to the changing area and Laurel was standing there looking at him with nothing on and he smiled at the sight of her beautiful figure.

Jake stepped in and pulled the hanging door closed and they were consumed by almost complete darkness until they walked over to the shower area. The moonlight poured in on them and they were able to see what they were doing. Laurel glanced back at her personal bag and Jake didn't say a thing, he simply walked over to her bag and pulled out the body wash knowing exactly where Laurel had tucked it within the bag. He walked back over to Laurel and handed her the canister and she grinned at him.

"We're still joined. I didn't say a thing and you knew what I was thinking."

"I kind of like it. We don't need words when we're joined like this."

Laurel nodded and reached up and tipped the showerhead container forward and the cool water began cascading down on them in droplets and they both shuddered for a moment than Laurel opened the canister and poured a generous dab in her hand then she handed the canister to Jake and he did the same thing and then he set the canister down and they both stepped directly under the rain of droplets to get their entire bodies wet and then they applied the body wash and they rubbed it allover their bodies then they stepped back under the water and rinsed off completely. Laurel then closed her eyes for a moment as she gathered her concentration and Jake took a small step back as he sensed Laurel's feelings swelling and growing in potency. Laurel then opened her eyes and she looked almost drugged as she pushed lightly and held her hands out to her sides and she rose up from the damp tarp covering the shower area. Laurel's body then began to tilt back and she closed her eyes and concentrated on Jake's point of view and she saw herself lying back a meter off the ground. She tilted back until she was levitating completely flat on her back and she bent her legs at her knees and moved her feet apart and Jake smiled as he stared at her beautiful form before him.

Jake reached his hands out and slid his hands down her thighs to her crotch and he could feel every sensation Laurel was experiencing as his hands slid along her damp flesh. He reached her lips and he pressed his thumbs against her lips and he parted her so her pink inner flesh was exposed and then Laurel concentrated on the water still cascading down on them and the droplets followed her wishes and came together in a single stream of tiny droplets and it began to swirl in a spiral of fine water droplets and it then rushed between her knees, over Jake's shoulder, and splashed against her sensitive tissues. Jake grinned at the unusual sight as he sensed the tickling and very cool sensation tantalizing Laurel. The water then spiraled up inside Laurel and poured back out in a dribbling stream of water and Laurel took a rapid breath at the cooling internal sensation and Jake held her apart and took a rapid breath himself as he felt the sensation so completely that it felt like it was happening to him.

Laurel then released her influence on the water and the water returned to a rain of droplets spilling down on Jake's back and Laurel's lower extremities. Jake gently released Laurel's lips and they came together firmly as the water spilled from her for a few moments longer than he stared at her glorious lips for a moment longer then he stood up turned around and tipped the showerhead container back and the water ceased spilling down on them. Jake then turned back around and looked at Laurel's position as she continued to hang in mid air on her back and she opened her eyes and looked down her body at him and grinned. He could feel energy being drawn through him and from him as Laurel channeled their combined strength to maintain her position. Laurel's thoughts ran directly through Jake's mind and he grinned deeply and knelt down in front of her and moved between her legs as she moved her knees apart further for him.

Jake moved in and lapped at Laurel and he experienced every sensation with her guiding him to just the right motions and locations to entice an unbelievably intense experience for Laurel as she experienced Jake's experience of her sensations intermixed with her own experience of the sensations. Jake moved his hands up to her lips and pressed her apart and lapped at her in just the right motions to quickly build her to an orgasm of incredible intensity and he found himself building to release right along with her. She moaned softly and whimpered in ecstasy until she held her breath and her and Jake came at the same instant. As Laurel wound down and her mind came back to her Jake had to catch his breath and make sense of what he had experienced. When his vision cleared, he looked down to see that he had ejaculated right beneath Laurel and he grinned and slowly stood up and turned around and tipped the showerhead container forward spilling water on them once again and Laurel turned herself upright and they rinsed themselves off, finishing just in time as the container reached the point that no more water sprinkled from it.

Laurel stepped forward and embraced Jake in a tight and slippery hug and he embraced her equally tightly.

"That was the most amazing thing I've ever seen Laurel. I didn't know you could do that kind of thing?"

"Neither did I. I just remember Oberot saying that together you and I can do anything we set our minds to, there's nothing beyond us."

"That's why you wanted to stay connected like this?"

"Yeah, I needed you to insure that would work the way I wanted."

"I'm honored to help facilitate a natural douching." Jake said with a big smile bordering on a laughing grin.

"Don't be so crude Jake! I did that for your benefit as much as for mine."

"I'm sorry babe. I'm truly glad I was able to help you do that. I can feel how it made you feel clean and fresh. I know as a girl you end up with the messy end of our interactions."

"I don't regret being a woman, but that's one aspect that isn't particularly appealing. Thank you for the wonderful experience. You're simply gifted with what you do."

"You're welcome Laurel. I enjoyed it as much as you did thanks to our pairing."

They both heard a crunching noise in the brush nearby and they looked behind them toward the back wall and Jake closed his eyes and reached out with his perceptions and he was taken away from their position to one of a down looking view in an instant and they saw Catty walking toward the tree line with Rody following a few feet behind her as he held the remote out in front of him. Jake then withdrew his perception until he was looking at Laurel and for just an instant she was looking at herself through Jake's eyes and his feelings were impressed upon her mind.

"Wow! I really am beautiful." Laurel said softly.

"Yes you are. You saw yourself the way I see you for just an instant. Maybe now you believe me?"

"I recognize that I'm pretty, I've known that for my whole life based on my experiences around that opposite sex¦and a few of the same sex¦but I never felt it like I just did through your eyes. It enlightens me to how my beauty is perceived by other's, even if you're a little biased in your perceptions."

"I know a gorgeous woman when I see one Laurel, even if I'm particularly impartial to you're stunning beauty."

"You're sweet Jake. Let's sneak back to our tent before Hammer and Catty come back from the latrine pit."

Jake nodded and then he closed his eyes for a moment as he broke his connection with Laurel and withdrew into his own mind. His senses became dull though still heightened compared to the average person's. They then walked over to Laurel's personal bag after Jake picked up the canister of body wash and carried it to Laurels bag, dropping it into the bag. Laurel slicked her hair back and picked up her nightshirt and slipped it over her head and pulled it down over her hips. She then picked up her personal bag and stepped over to the door and pushed it open and she peeked around the changing area structure across the clearing and she saw Rody's light moving around slightly just beyond the tree line and she nodded as she looked back at Jake.

They stepped out and quickly made their way to their tent and opened the door and stepped inside and sealed the door behind them and then Jake engaged the cloak rendering the tent invisible to the naked eye. Laurel set her personal bag down and her and Jake walked to the middle of the tent and sat down on the padded floor and Laurel grinned at Jake.

"Catty was right when she advised me to have some fun doing what you wanted to do to me. I had a good time tonight."

Jake laughed lightly and nodded.

"I had an amazing time too babe. I think it's entirely possible that she gleaned a glimpse of my precog perceptions when we were engaged in the deep sharing. I tend to ignore all the images coming into my mind all the time, but she was exploring and paying close attention to everything she was seeing and feeling from within me.

"We should get some sleep so we're alert in the morning. We can talk about this in the morning. I still feel her inside me and I kind of want it to fade."

"An after glow from exploring so deeply into her essence?"

"Yeah. I was very close to her core essence. I was careful not to interact with her at that level but some of the intense energy residing there still radiated into the part of me that was there. It's not quite a bond, but something very close to it was imparted to me in a slight way. It'll fade in time, but not until I get some rest and my mind is allowed to¦purge itself while I sleep."

"I guess you were right to keep me from getting close to that part of her then?"

"Probably. There were a lot of intense emotions at that level. It would've been easy to succumb to the urge to reach out and touch her to experience the feelings more deeply. If I had done that¦or you, it would've imprinted a part of us on her at that deepest level. You know from first hand experience what that leads to."

"Yeah, you get lost in the feeling and become entangled in each other's thoughts and feelings in a very intimate way. That's where we messed up with Korica and how you and I became bonded so intimately that we became paired without the usual necessary step."

"Exactly. Just being close to her at that level could've had unforeseen affects on both of you."

"I'm glad you're so smart and intuitive babe."

"Thanks Jake. Kill the lights and we'll get some sleep."

Jake got to his hands and knees and crawled to the forward wall and slapped his hand on the controls until they illuminated and then he deactivated the internal lighting and then he crawled back over to Laurel and he laid down on his back and Laurel curled up to his side and draped her arm over him and they quickly drifted off to sleep.

In the morning Jake was the first to wake, only to stir Laurel to wakefulness as he moved away from her and crawled to the front of the tent where he activated the internal lighting and deactivated the external cloak to signal to the others that they were awake. They then embraced each other for a time, and then proceeded to get dressed for the day and then they collected their personal bags and opened the tent. They were greeted by a bright morning with the sun just beginning to crest the distant Future to the east. It was already very warm and humid out, suggesting another brutal day ahead of them.

Laurel and Jake admired the growing sunrise for a few moments then made their way to the shade structure where they found the captain, Rachel and Catty sitting just under the shade cover and Rody was off in the distance running around the inside perimeter of the tree line. Laurel and Jake walked over to the worktable where a container of water was sitting on the table and they went about brushing their teeth, combing and brushing their hair and washing their faces. They then took their bags back to their tent and put them inside and joined everyone, taking a seat by the captain.

"Morning you two." They captain said with a friendly smile.

"Good morning sir," Laurel replied.

"Morning sir, feels like it's going to be another scorcher today," Jake said.

"Sure feels that way. Unending heat and humidity. Seems to be the norm for these parts."

"It's a little concerning to me because that kind of build up of atmospheric energy usually leads to severe weather if this planet is anything like Earth or the Future planet." Rachel said.

"It's likely we'll see some thunder storms if we remain here for a week or two," Laurel said. "The existence of this clearing hints at the severity possible. We should probably get things stowed that aren't in use just incase a storm develops suddenly."

"You mean the items around camp?" The captain asked.

"Yes sir. We could stow things aboard the Icarus to keep them from being blown around if a thunderstorm should pass over us."

"I won't argue with the logic in that. Everyone pitch in a hand, let's get the things we aren't using stowed aboard the Icarus."

They all got to their feet and immediately began collecting everything from the worktables and around camp and they carried it all to the Icarus and they stored the things among the seats toward the middle and forward end of the ship so Laurel and Catty could work at the rear where the bulkhead panels were still wide open revealing the inner workings of the mechanical components of the ship. They then sat back down in their seats just as Rody came back to camp after finishing his exercise regiment. He plopped down in the seat next to Rachel and he smiled at her then looked at Laurel and Jake and nodded to them as he wiped the sweat from his brow.

"You two getting us ready to pack up in a hurry?"

"We just had some shared concerns about a thunderstorm moving in. Things could get tossed around and possibly ruined if we don't prepare ourselves for the unexpected."

"How did you know this was their idea?" Rachel asked looking right into Rody's eyes.

"Just a hunch I suppose. Am I right?"

"Yeah, but it seems a little odd that you would know they had the idea to put things way."

"They're the most intuitive among us, it only makes sense that they would have the good idea to get ready for what could be coming down the pipe later on. I'm going to get showered real quick then I'll get us some breakfast whipped up."

"You've already been out collecting this morning?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. Catty and I were the first one's up so I took her out and showed her where the nests are and we collected enough eggs for breakfast."

Laurel nodded and then Rody got to his feet and headed to his tent and Laurel looked at Catty.

"How are you feeling today?"

Catty seemed to contemplate her thoughts and Laurel was relieved that she had to reach out a little to sense what Catty was thinking.

"Enlightened I suppose would sum it up best. I feel like my mind has been opened to possibilities I was unaware existed. The idea of a pairing and experiencing a small measure of it are two totally different things. I was¦linked to you and Jake for quite some time last night, but it's gone today. I feel like myself but I know you two like we've been friends our whole lives. I didn't understand what you meant when you said that would be the after affect. It's beautiful but a strange feeling at the same time, since I know we've only known each other for less than a week."

"Jake and I should have terminated our connection to each other after the deep sharing but we remained connected to one another for¦probably as long as you felt connected to us. I didn't even think about that being a possibility, you and I shared a very deep emersion when I sought the point where a pairing originates from, I should've thought about how powerful that kind of thing can be."

"Excuse me for interrupting, but were you able to determine if Catty has the capacity to experience a pairing?" The captain asked.

"Yes sir," Laurel replied. "She definitely has it within her. The right man will trigger a pairing if the right emotional bond is established."

"And you're sure there won't be any lasting affect from your activity last night?"

"Nothing that you need to be concerned about as far as her performing her duties as usual. We will be very close for the rest of our lives due to our shared experience, but I think that's it."

"It's not such a bad thing to have close friends. I'm glad things worked out as you assured me they would."

"We were very careful sir. We didn't allow Catty to experience our deepest essence and we didn't interact with hers so a permanent bond wouldn't be established. The bond that was realized will be with us forever, but it's a mere shadow of what we accidentally developed with Korica. Catty isn't in love with us."

"That's a good thing. I don't need that kind of confusion while we're trying to survive long enough to be rescued."

"No sir, I can see how that would be a mess to deal with."

The sound of water cascading from the shower slowed and then stopped as the showerhead container ran out of water and everyone glanced in the direction of the shower area then looked at one another.

"If you don't mind Laurel," The captain started. "I would like you and Rachel to get to work on establishing power to the Icarus."

"I was hoping Catty and I could work together on that sir?"

"I can appreciate how fond you are of Catty but Rachel is far more qualified in the disciplines necessary to carry out the work more efficiently," The captain then looked at Catty. "No offense lieutenant, but your genius lies elsewhere."

"Yes sir, thank you."

"I understand captain Alexan, lieutenant Mariscol and I will get to work on adapting the power generator to the Icarus's auxiliary power port." Laurel relied as she got to her feet.

Rachel stood up and stepped next to Laurel and faced the captain.

"That's ma girl," The captain said winking at Laurel with a grin on his face. "You ladies see to getting the ship powered up and the rest of us will see to the other tasks around here."

Rachel raised her hand in salute to the captain and Laurel was tempted to do the same, but she knew it would be out of place since she was a civilian, so she resisted the instinct and just nodded. The captain returned Rachel's salute and her and Laurel turned and headed up into the ship and the rest of the crew sat back down and Jake looked around for a moment then he leaned closer to the captain as he sat down.

"What other tasks need to be seen to sir?"

"I want Catty here to analyze some of the data collected so far on the flora and fauna around here. Perhaps you could assist her if you don't mind?"

"I can do that sir."

"I'll keep an eye on the hand held sensor to insure nothing drops in on us from above while you're all busy."

"Sounds good sir."

Jake got back to his feet and Catty stood up with him and saluted the captain and he returned her salute and then Jake and Catty walked over to the worktable and began bringing up the data stored in the hand held sensors and they transferred the data to the analyzer to begin making sense of the data collected thus far. It wasn't long until Rody was changed and he emerged from his tent dressed in light clothing with his holster strapped on and he walked over to the food stock container and mess supplies so he could put together breakfast. It took him 15 minutes to have eggs sizzling in a pan and a side of stasis preserved fruit medley sufficient to supplement everyone's need for vitamin nutrients to go along with the protein the eggs would provide.

As Rody was preparing the morning meal, Laurel and Rachel walked down the cargo ramp. They walked over to the power generator and they squatted down in front of it and began discussing how to modify the power cable to get it to supply power to the auxiliary port connections. Jake looked over at the two.

"Did you find a way to shunt the power away from the main power drive?"

"I think so," Laurel replied. "We can divert the power away from the resonator circuits but we need to test our theory by getting some power to the auxiliary port."

"Breakfast will be up in a minute or two." Rody announced.

"Good, I'm really hungry." Rachel said.

Laurel and Rachel stood up and walked over to the worktable and washed their hands off. They then walked over to the semi circle of seats and sat down by the captain as he held his sensor in his lap.

"How much longer do you need to adapt the generator to the Icarus?" The captain asked looking at Laurel.

"I'm not sure sir. I need to disassemble the charging station to determine if the rectifier components are capable of handling the kind of power we'll be pushing through 'em. If they're sufficient I'll cobble together and power regulator between the generator and the ship and create a feedback circuit to signal the generator when the power needs to be modulated depending on demand."

"You would think something as complex as a power generator built according to elder race specifications would have a regulator circuit built in." Catty said in disgust at the lengths necessary to adapt the generator to the ship.

"It has a regulator circuit, but not one sensitive enough to power the auxiliary port on the Icarus. If we were plugging it into the main power port we wouldn't have an issue because the ship has a backup regulator and wave filter circuit built in, but the auxiliary port doesn't have that. It was designed for use during repair cycles in the hangar where a power source specifically engineered for the Icarus is available."

"So what would happen if we just plugged the generator in at the lowest power setting?"

"It's not the power level that's the problem, it's the type of power the generator produces. Let me show you what I'm talking about¦"

Laurel looked around and she spotted a small twig nearby and she leaned over, picked it up, and then scratched the brush away with her foot so the dirt beneath was visible. Laurel then used the twig to make a straight line and then she created a wave pattern crossing above and below the straight line along its length.

"That's what an alternating current sine wave looks like¦"

Laurel then rubbed the scribble away with her foot and created another straight line and she drafted a wave only on the lower half of the line along its length.

"That's what a direct current sine wave looks like. That's what most of our electronic devices require and the rectifier eliminates half of the alternating current wave to produce a clean direct current wave like this¦"

Laurel then rubbed the scribble away with her foot. She then created another straight line and she created a large trough wave below the line and she scratched a wave with small peaks above the line.

"That's what the auxiliary port requires on the Icarus. The frequency of the wave has to be twenty hertz and the sine wave has to consist of differing amplitude modulations."

"I understand what you're getting at now. That's a pretty specific type of current."

"If it varies in frequency or amplitude it'll burn out the circuit paths in the auxiliary power system. It has to be filtered and regulated to prevent that from happening."

"So the generator can supply ac or dc current but not this specific power that's something in between?"

"That's right. Neither one on their own will work and the generator was never meant to produce what we actually need."

"And you think the components in the charging station can be used to produce type of power we need?"

"Possibly. If not, we're in deep doodoo."

Catty laughed and nodded now that she understood completely. Rody walked over to the captain and handed him a plate and he handed a second to Rachel. He then went back to the fire pit and continued making plates for everyone else. It only took another 2 minutes to have 2 more plates ready and he carried them over and handed them out then went back to the fire pit and prepared 2 more, handing one to Catty and he kept the last and sat down to eat with everyone.

When the meal was finished they all carried their plates to the worktable and Catty began cleaning everything as Laurel and Rachel went back to work. They began disassembling the charging station and Laurel was relieved that it had more than one rectifier circuit and 2 of them contained the components she needed and they looked to be robust enough to handle the power she was planning on sending through them. Laurel dissected one set of components and Rachel removed the other. They then shutdown the power generator and opened the casing to access the internal circuits and they were relieved to find empty component ports on the main power regulator board within the generator. They no sooner began removing the power board when Laurel perked up and looked off to the northwest at the same time as Jake. Laurel set the tools in her hand down and slowly stood up while looking at Jake.

"You feel that too?"

"Yeah. Energy¦intense energy. I think a thunderstorm is headed this way."

Everyone stopped what they were doing and walked out into the now intense sunlight. They didn't see or hear anything aside from some puffy clouds drifting by and they looked at Laurel and Jake with a questioning look.

"Trust us, a storm is building to the northwest and it's drawing closer." Jake said.

"You're sure it's a natural phenomena?" The captain asked.

"Positive. We can tell what kind of energy we're sensing and what direction it's coming from."

"Alright, batten down the hatches and secure anything that could be blown around."

Everyone quickly began securing the few items lying about and Laurel quickly closed the casing on the generator and she stowed the disassembled charging station and the removed components in one of the containers and sealed the lid just as a distant rumble signaled that Laurel and Jake were indeed right. The dark leading edge of the of the storm was just becoming visible and it looked dark and ominous as it marched toward them from the northwest. As they made a last check around the camp, Laurel approached the captain.

"I would suggest we take shelter in the Icarus. If lightning should strike the ship we'll be well protected inside."

"I won't argue with the wisdom in that."

A loud clap of thunder and a distinct flash of light signaled that the storm was getting close. Moments later a gust of wind blew through the trees around the clearing as a cool gust front moved past them. The captain looked around for just a moment as the sunlight began to diminish as the clouds obscured the sun.

"Everyone board the Icarus for shelter. We'll survey the damage after the storm passes by."

They all headed toward the Icarus and as Laurel and Jake walked past the subspace beacon it beeped 3 times, signaling a detected object and Laurel paused for just a moment to look at the display and another booming thunder clap startled her and she shrank into her shoulders and looked around as a cool mist began to carry on the wind that was now picking up in intensity. The captain stopped on the cargo ramp and looked back at Laurel.

"We can check that out after this storm passes Laurel. Get yourselves aboard the ship."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake quickened their pace and followed everyone aboard the Icarus. Laurel immediately began moving things aside to make room for everyone to take a seat to wait out the storm. The flashes of lightning were growing closer to the thunderous claps of thunder indicating that the storm was moving closer and growing in intensity. The rain began to pound on the cabin window in heavy streams that wavered as the wind blew in violent gusts and Laurel climbed up the exit ladder so she could see out the window and the rain was so intense that it nearly obscured the canvas shade cover that stretched 25 feet from the wingtip. Laurel could see rivers of water spilling off the canvas cover toward the ground but the wind was making the streams of water blow nearly Futuretal before striking the ground 10 to 15 feet from the edge of the canvas shade cover. A double flash of lighting accompanied by an immediate tearing and booming sound startled Laurel to the point that she jumped down and back from the canopy window.

"Dang! That hit pretty close to us. I'll bet we find some damaged trees at the edge of the clearing when this is all said and done."

"You're probably right," The captain said in a raised voice over the thunderous noise the rain was producing as it pounded on the canopy of the ship. "While we wait, is there any way for you two to¦reach out and tell us what kind of object the beacon detected as we ducked in here?"

"Possibly. The storm is going to present a distraction¦but we might be able to push past the noise and atmospheric energy turbulence to see if anything is near us in space."

Jake slid his hand into Laurels and when she looked at him he nodded and then closed his eyes and took 2 deep breaths to calm his mind. Just as he was reaching a calm state there was tremendous ripping thunder clap and he flinched and opened his eyes quickly and looked around for a moment as the thunder rolled and echoed across the valley to the south. Jake took a deep breath and let it out in a gust as he looked up at the rain flooding off the canopy and then he looked at Laurel and grinned slightly.

"I'll give it another try."

Laurel nodded and smiled at Jake and he closed his eyes and he took a long breath and let it out slowly then he took 3 more breaths and calmed his mind and then he concentrated on his love for Laurel and it made him grin as the feeling swelled within him rapidly. He then pushed and let his perception drift outside the ship and beyond in a flash. He perceived the thunderclouds passing by in a blur and then he was in the bright sunlight rushing high into the sky. Within seconds he sensed the atmosphere thinning to a wispy layer of thin air and then it faded to black and from his perspective he turned and looked out into space and in the far distance, closer to the larger of the 2 moons than the planet itself, Jake could make out a ship. It was distant and he couldn't make out much of its shape, but it was distinctly metallic and glinting in the intense sunlight present in the vacuum of space.

There was another tremendous boom followed by 2 more in rapid succession and Jake flinched into his shoulders and his concentration was broken and the image of a seemingly tiny ship way off in the distance blinked out of his mind's eye and he felt the energy within him simply evaporate away. He became aware of his pulse quickening as the adrenaline from the startle kicked in and his heart began to race in response. He opened his eyes and Laurel's face was blurry for a few moments then her beautiful face became crystal clear and it elicited a claming affect on him as the thunder rolled and echoed outside.

"I lost it. I saw¦something, I'm pretty sure it's a ship near the largest moon."

"It isn't the Future?" Rachel asked.

"No. I would've recognized the Future even from the distance I saw whatever I saw up there."

"You talk about bad timing," the captain said with a slight grin. "Someone shows up just as a storm forces us to hide in a ship with no sensors functioning."

"Makes you wonder if it's salvation or damnation," Rody said. "I hope to hell they're friendlies. We're in no condition to put up much of a fight."

The captain looked at Laurel and Jake and they both shook their heads.

"We don't sense any immediate danger aside from the storm raging out there if we were to go outside." Laurel said.

"Did you foresee a ship showing up?"

"Yes sir, but I wasn't sure if it was a certainty. I'm just seeing too many possible eventualities to be able to lock onto what's really going to happen."

"I really wish you could find a way to make sense of your ability. It could be an extremely useful talent if you can lock it down."

"Yes sir, I agree. I'll do my best to get a handle on it. We've just been through so many events that changed the timeline we're living in. Most notably, we ducked into an anti-time region for twenty-three years as time progressed backwards around us. That tends to skew the timeline you're living in significantly. I still see the events that would've transpired had we never done that alongside the events of the timeline we're now occupying and that's only one of several contributing factors leading to my confused ability."

"I suppose that goes to figure. Not quite time travel but something just as profound none the less."

"It was time travel just not in the Jules Vern style." Laurel said with a grin. "It wasn't instant and the time machine was an entire spaceship."

The captain chuckled lightly as he nodded, then a strike of lightning hit the ground 20 feet from the ship and the intense flash and simultaneous tearing boom startled everyone and Laurel let a small squeak slip out. As the thunderous rumbles rolled and began to fade the internal lighting in the Icarus began to glow to life and everyone looked around for a moment then they looked right at Laurel, as though expecting her to know what was going on. Laurel looked at everyone in turn then she looked at Jake and shrugged her shoulders.

"I could hazard a guess...but I don't exactly understand the lights coming on in a ship with its power reserves depleted."

"We're looking to you because you have an intuitive instinct that's sharper than most peoples scholarly knowledge." The captain said.

"Thank you sir. If I had to guess¦this ship is designed to collect and store energy from multiple ambient sources right?"

"Yes. It's a fundamental design aspect."

"Well the flight control surfaces are still exposed so I would guess that the lighting created so much localized energy that it literally flowed like static electricity across the exposed metal surfaces and it found its way into the reserve power cells. It did what I was hoping to do with the generator."

"Does that mean we can fire up the sensors?"

"Probably for a little while. The main computer should function too, but if you perform an active scan it will drain the power pretty quickly¦depending on how much energy the lightning imparted to the reserve cells."

The captain looked at Catty sitting in the copilot's seat.

"Check the power level and see how much reserve we have?"

Catty nodded and turned around and activated the main power level indicator and it glowed to life and indicated zero main power available, but it indicated 80% in the reserve power cells. She opened her eyes wide and grinned and looked at the captain.

"Eighty percent reserve power available sir."

"Good heavens¦that's great news. Put your halo on and perform an active scan. I want to know what's parked near the moon."

"Aye sir." Catty responded.

She pulled her halo out and activated it and she was met with numerous system options and she moved her control view to the sensors and she activated an active scan and she was met with instant results. She perused the information for a moment then zoomed in to the electromagnetic signature 218,000 miles away in a stationary orbit of the larger of the 2 moons.

"It's definitely a ship sir. The storm is creating a lot of interference, but I can see the distinct signature of a ship near the larger moon. It's pretty big but I can't ascertain life signs¦but there's a gravimetric halo around the ship. They use gravitational manipulation for shielding and probably propulsion. Estimated displacement, three million metric tons. It's not huge, but it's big enough to be a problem if they're hostile."

"They aren't moving toward us?"

"No sir. They're maintaining a stationary orbit above...ruins on the moon. There are structures on the moon, probably left over from the locals. They seem to be holding position right above a large complex of buildings one of which has a rather large parabolic dish incorporated into its structure."

"Deactivate the scan lieutenant. If they haven't discovered our presence, the presence of an intense scanning beam will tip them off pretty quickly."

Catty mentally deactivated the active scan and returned to passive scanning and she glanced at the power reserve and it had fallen to 73%. She began powering everything down except for the internal lights and she lifted the halo from her head.

"That drained a lot of power. If we want to remain as undetectable as possible, we should keep the ship powered down until the storm passes and passive scans return clearer data."

"That's wise thinking lieutenant. How much did we lose in the effort?"

"We're down to seventy-three percent."

"That's a respectable reserve level. Once the storm passes I want you to conduct a low level passive scan to see what we can detect? Our company up there should show up on sensors and I want to know if they decide to come pay us a visit."

"Do we have enough power to use the main weapon if necessary?" Rody asked.

"It requires a huge amount of energy when fired and the main computer drive has to be online too in order to get an aiming solution through the fire control system." Laurel said. "I would suppose you might get one or two shots at most¦and if they're positioned right above us they'll be out of range."

"Can the weapon even be deployed while we're sitting on the ground?" Catty asked.

"Not to sound like a smart ass, but how do you think they service the darn thing?" Rody said with a slight grin. "They don't hoist the ship in the air every time they have to work on the firing mechanism."

"How long would it take to get a firing solution?" Rachel asked.

"If the sensors are detecting an object the data can be transferred to the fire control system in a millisecond and the weapon bay has fast acting doors," The captain said. "It would take longer to decide to fire the weapon that it actually would to fire at an object."

"That's reassuring."

"Let's just hope we don't have to put that to the test."

There was a brilliant flash of light that illuminated the cabin and this time there was a few second delay before the booming thunder sounded. Laurel looked up at the canopy window as the rain began to lesson in its intensity and she grinned.

"I think the heart of the thunderstorm has passed by. Hopefully nothing in camp was ruined by the rain or the lightning strike."

The captain nodded and got to his feet and walked to the cargo ramp and he took a few steps down the ramp and squatted down so he could see under the ship into the heart of the campsite. He was relieved to see that nothing was tattered or seemingly disturbed at all. He then looked around and he could plainly see where the lightning had struck the ground alarmingly close to the ship. There was a 1-meter wide divot blown out of a crater that was charred in a 2-meter wide area and there was a squiggling trail that led right to the landing gear of the Icarus. He stood back up and walked up into the cabin.

"The landing gear acted like a lightning rod allowing the lightning energy to enter the ship. We're going to have to have the retraction mechanisms checked out when we get the Icarus back to the Future."

"The exotic alloys this ship is constructed from can take immense heat without distorting sir." Laurel said.

"I realize that Laurel. That doesn't mean something can't be knocked out of alignment by the force of the energy surging across the various moving parts in there. The landing gear on this ship is articulated in an extremely complicated manner. Everything has to line up just right or the gear will jamb."

"Yes sir, I understand your concerns."

"But there's a gear eject system incase there's a problem that can't be corrected in order to achieve flight conditions, right?" Rachel said.

"I would really prefer not to test that emergency system if it can be avoided, but you're correct. We can blow the landing gear as an assembly in order to close the gear door if a serious problem arises. Landing would be interesting to say the least after that though."

"You can't open the cargo hatch in hover mode and if you opened the canopy you couldn't climb off the ship while in hover mode either. You would be blown away from the ship violently when you pierced the gravitational repulsion field so you would have to set the ship down on its belly, right?" Catty said.

"That's right," The captain answered. "You paid attention to your precaution training."

"Yes sir. It would be like walking into the jet blast from an old Earth turbofan engine revved up to maximum thrust."

"That's a pretty close analogy I suppose. You definitely don't want to exit the ship in hover mode either way."

The rain began to let up so the thunderous noise eased to a faint echo of raindrops striking the canopy window and the captain looked up and sighed, then he looked at Catty.

"Engage the passive sensors and let's see what's out there?"

"Aye sir."

Catty picked up her halo and slipped it over her head and the captain sat down as everyone retrieved a halo to get a look at who or what was orbiting near the moon. Catty was alarmed that the reserve power levels were now at 68%.

"Okay, we have a serious problem," Catty said. "The reserve levels are continuing to drop even though I powered everything down until now."

"What? How is that possible?" The captain asked in a distressed tone.

"I think I might have an idea sir," Laurel said. "The reserve power cells might have been damaged in the initial overload or the energy from the lightning might have done some damage. Catty, can you give me diagnostic access while we look at the passive scan data?"

Catty nodded and activated complete system access from Laurel's halo. Laurel immediately initiated a diagnostic on the reserve power cells as the data from the passive sensors began to pour in. Everyone was caught by surprise when the passive sensors detected an object heading from the moon toward Agrusan at sub light speeds. The object was too far away to get a clear image of the object, but it had an electromagnetic signature consistent with a spaceship.

"Whatever it is, it's heading this way," Catty said.

"I found the problem with the power reserves sir." Laurel reported. "The lightning only provided a surface charge to the cells. We have sixty-seven percent of the available capacity to draw from, but the power cells aren't storing a deep charge."

"Oh that's fantastic!" The captain said in disgust at the situation. "That's not something we'll be able to fix out here either."

"No sir. I might be able to tie the individual cells together to increase the total depth of storage, using multiple cells as a reserve for the main reserve cells. I would have to access the power management system from under the ship to accomplish it, but it might slow how fast the power reserves are depleted."

"So why is the power level continuing to drop with everything shut down?"

"The interior lights are on and the regenerative system is still active even with everything shutdown. Both of those things take energy. Ordinarily it would be such a minimal draw that there wouldn't be cause for concern, but we're working with damaged reserve cells and no main power of any kind. The circuits between the main power drive and the auxiliary systems are damaged and the ship is attempting to repair them with whatever power it can find. The lightning supplied a good amount of power, but once that's gone, and it will be drained away, the ship will be dead in the water again."

"So we still need to supply supplemental power so the ship can do its thing?"

"The damage done can't be repaired by the ships regenerative capability sir. The resonator ring is an inorganic component that the ship has no way of repairing. I've begun to isolate it out of the main system and the ship is trying to undo what I've done. Given enough time it would be successful in reestablishing a connection with the damaged power drive, but we don't want that to happen if we're going to use the auxiliary system to power the ship where possible. Energy entering the resonator system will have to be ten times what you get out of it to make it work and it'll only get worse as the crack continues to migrate further reducing the efficiency of the main power drive even further."

"So you need to finish your work in here before supplying power to the auxiliary port outside the ship?"

"Yes sir. I thought I had plenty of time to do both in stages, but the appearance of that ship out there might put a damper on what I'm trying to do. We'll have to hope they aren't hostile and if so that we can remain undetected."

The captain nodded and looked at Catty.

"Can we engage the chromatophores and encase the entire ship?"

Catty turned and looked at the control to engage stealth mode and she got a warning that the system couldn't be deployed due to a lack of positive canopy seal.

"There's still debris caught in the mating surface of the canopy sir. Until we get a positive seal, stealth mode won't engage. I can activate the chromatophores, but the ship will still be detectable to sensors because of the exposed flight control surfaces."

"Five tents sitting out there and the shade structure next to a ship are going to be dead giveaways that someone is here." Rody said.

"We could hide the tents with the cloaking systems." Rachel said.

"There's no point," The captain said. "Like Hammer said, the shade structure and the ship will give our presence away before the tents will."

The eerie silence as the rain stopped abruptly made everyone look up and out the canopy window. They then looked straight ahead on their HUD's display as they watched the object approaching at just under the speed of light. As they watched the data stream, an image began to fill the right margin of their field of view. It was a mere blur, but it suggested a large object traveling at incredible speeds was growing closer rapidly.

"At that speed we should know if they're friend of foe pretty soon." Rody said.

The captain looked at Rody for a moment then he looked at Catty.

"While we still have power, open the canopy since the storm has passed and clear the matting surface so we can engage stealth mode. I would prefer to keep the Icarus off their sensors for the time being."

Catty nodded and reached up to the console and activated the canopy open button just long enough to expose the entire matting surface and rain water dribbled into the cabin and the humid and much cooler air outside drifted into the cabin. Catty took a deep breath to scent the refreshing smell after the rain. She then smiled at the sensation and she stood up and began wiping the leaf litter off the matting surface of the canopy seal and Laurel stood up and did the same thing from her position on the opposite side of the cabin. It took less than a minute to get the debris cleared away and Catty looked at Laurel and she nodded and Catty closed the canopy and she finally got a positive seal. Laurel sat down as Catty used her virtual controls to activate the stealth mode and the cargo ramp retracted and the cargo hatch closed in its customary fashion as its sliding curved pie shaped wedges scissored alongside one another in a spiraling motion until the hatch was closed. The hull skin then drew up over the canopy blotting out the sunlight completely and the flight control surfaces retracted and the hull skin grew over the exposed metal of the control surfaces then the chromatophores activated and the ship all but disappeared. The landing gear then retracted partially until the belly of the ship was only 1 inch from touching the ground then the ship shuddered slightly as the squatting motion ceased. Catty smiled and looked at the captain.

"Stealth mode successfully engaged sir. We should be completely undetectable as long as power holds out."

Captain Alexan nodded and moved his head so he could see the power level on his virtual display and he was a little alarmed that they were down to 54%.

"I've never seen power sapped away so quickly."

"Hey¦" Rody started. "What happens if we run out of power with everything sealed up like this? Won't we be trapped in here?"

"The air handling system is an independent system with it's own isolated power cell that will last for months if that's what you're worried about?" Laurel said.

"I'm aware of that aspect of the ship's functions, but I don't want to spend months trapped in here."

Laurel grinned slightly and shook her head.

"If the power gets too low the ship will stand up and open the cargo hatch automatically if it detects a breathable atmosphere outside. You can override it and keep the hatch closed as a precaution if your under siege or whatever, but if you don't do that it'll let you out rather than trap you in here with no power."

"The ship can detect any danger if it were to open the hatch too Hammer," The captain said. "This ship is capable of thinking in a limited fashion so it won't open the hatch if it perceives a danger to the occupants if it were to open the cargo hatch."

"That's reassuring to know."

"We considered all possibilities when designing the ship¦at least all the possibilities that we could think of. There were numerous round robins in which worst case scenarios were proposed in order to come up with solutions to be incorporated into the final design."

"I remember the delays in production as we were traveling toward the Milky Way as upgrades and modifications were added. I had no idea what was involved with all that though. I was busy playing cop with Boomer."

"That's what head of security has responsibility for."

"I'm not complaining sir, just stating what was occupying my time while you guys ironed out the design of this ship¦that has us stranded on an alien world."

"No one is perfect Hammer. We were trying to produce an extremely advanced piece of engineering technology without access to some of the key elements listed as necessary."

"I'm sure there were significant hurdles to building this thing from the new data core information. The elder race were down right cryptic in the way they listed information in there."

"Sir," Catty interrupted. "The ship has arrived in orbit. It's definitely a ship and they don't seem to be trying to hide their presence either."

Everyone looked ahead and the ship filled their field of view.

"It doesn't look like a warship," The captain said. "You don't build a warship with distinct engine nacelles like that. They make a perfect target when going into battle."

"Three nacelles suggests they can flat out move too," Rody said.

"Only one is emitting detectable gravimetric waves and electromagnetic energy," Laurel said. "I think one is meant for sub-light and the other two are used for faster than light."

"The aero dynamic shape of the ship suggest it's designed to fly in an atmosphere with a low drag coefficient too. They must not use gravitational energy to shield the ship from atmospheric interaction." Catty commented.

"If you don't modulate your gravitational currents properly there can be disruptive effects imparted to the atmosphere. Sensors would be blinded and the ship would be plainly visible as it tore through the atmosphere leaving a trail of destructive properties in its wake." Laurel said.

"You would think that would be a fundamental capability if you've mastered gravitational manipulation for flight in space."

"We had help with that technological capability in the creation of our ships. Not everyone is going to be so fortunate." Laurel said.

"Right¦unspoken assistance from an alien race?"

"Yes, but I suspect it came from more than one race. There were those that wanted us to succeed and others that either didn't care or wanted us to remain quarantined to our own solar system in a manner of speaking."

"Sounds like universal concerns about an emerging species reaching out into the galactic neighborhood," The captain said.

Laurel looked at him and nodded.

"We've definitely seen that kind of behavior in our travels in this galaxy and Korica's. We obviously exhibited redeeming qualities that encouraged some friendly species to look out for us."

"You've got to wonder what those friendly species are going to think when your probe shows up in a few decades?" Jake thought.

Laurel and Catty both looked at him and Catty grinned slightly.

"I¦sensed that Jake. I don't know what you were saying to Laurel, but I sensed that you were conveying thoughts of curiosity and¦of a¦device?"

Jake looked stunned for a moment and he glanced at the captain, then he looked back at Catty.

"You're perceptions are becoming more acute. I can't discuss what I was thinking, sorry."

"That's alright, it was probably a private thought and I didn't mean to violate your right to private feelings."

"There were strong emotions connected to what I was thinking. That's what you locked onto. We can't help but broadcast emotions if we're not careful."

Catty nodded and looked up at the darkened canopy window with the hull skin drawn up over it.

"I wonder if they'll be as sensitive to Human emotions as we are?"

"Gifts like ours are going to be the exception, not the rule when it comes to sentient beings Catty," Laurel said "We'll encounter others with advanced abilities just because there are so many occupied worlds in the galaxy, but only one in something like a thousand or maybe ten thousand will be gifted like us."

"You think the mutation to develop advanced abilities is that rare?"

"Yes."

The captain looked at his virtual display and he could see that the ship was now holding position over the continent at an altitude of 20,000 miles. He looked at Laurel and pointed seemingly into thin air.

"What do you make of the greenish hue to the ships outer hull?"

"We've seen that before. Some of the ships that were parked in Genesis for Mark's memorial service had that characteristic. Korica and Tamaric postulated ways to accomplish it through metallurgic conglomeration techniques. It might endow the ship with reflective capabilities to protect the occupants from cosmic and gravimetric radiation."

"Couldn't it be the result of making a strong alloy by combining several exotic alloys too?" Rachel asked.

"It's possible that it's a natural result with no distinct purpose in mind other than the creation of a resilient alloy for making spaceships."

"Sir!" Catty blurted out. "They're scanning the city with a high frequency pulse beam."

"I would say that confirms that they're here in response to our efforts in the underground facility."

"We're down to fifty percent reserve power remaining. At ten percent the ship will automatically disengage stealth mode and open the cargo hatch. Do you want me to override it when the time comes?"

"If we have no indication of friend or foe by that time, yes."

"Aye sir. We should know when they scan our location. If we're targeted then I would say they aren't friendly."

"That's if we recognize their form of targeting," Rody said. "It could work the same way this ship does in that sensor data is used directly for targeting so there's no indication of a targeting system in use."

"Let's hope their computer systems aren't as sophisticated as ours then," The captain said.

"They're widening their scanning pattern sir. I think they realize there isn't anyone in the city and they're looking to see if someone is holding out nearby."

The scanning beam pulsed over and over in an ever widening pattern until it encompassed the entire valley and began to spread up the rise on each side, finally encompassing the campsite at which point it stopped spreading and intensified as the beam narrowed and concentrated on the plateau the clearing was on. The scanning beam then narrowed even further and it was clear that it was focused right onto the clearing for a period of time then it ceased completely.

"I'm guessing we've been spotted sir," Catty said. "I'm not detecting a targeting beam of any kind, but I'm not sure passive sensors would be capable of detecting targeting consisting of unfamiliar properties."

They waited quietly for a few minutes and then they detected a much smaller craft emerging from the larger ship and it banked over hard and headed straight for the surface.

"Looks like they're going to come down and see who's camped so close the city," Laurel said.

"It doesn't appear that they detected the ship since they terminated the scanning beam so abruptly," The captain said. "They must think we're down here without a ship and they're coming to investigate what we're doing here."

"Are we going to attempt to make first contact and explain ourselves?" Laurel asked.

"If they send down a search party, not an armed¦extermination squad, then yes."

The smaller ship was roughly rectangular shaped with curving surfaces and the same dull green hue to the metal alloy the ship was constructed from as the mother ship and it had 2 small pylons with brightly glowing engine nacelles attached to them on each side of the ship. It didn't have any obvious weapons externally, but everyone knew that didn't mean there weren't internally stored weapons that could be deployed when needed. The bow end of the small craft had a slightly backward-sloped surface with a large window facing forward and as it finally neared the clearing they could clearly see 2 individuals sitting at the controls side by side. The ship made a low and slow pass over the campsite and to everyone's relief, on its 2nd pass it assumed a hover just north of the Icarus' position and then slowly settled to the ground and the glowing nacelles dimmed to reveal exposed coils that looked to be made of some kind of crystalline material and then the pylons retracted close the hull and the back of the ship began to lower in entirety as the pilot's got to their feet and headed aft toward the stern of the small craft.

In total 6 men stepped off the craft and they were wearing black and maroon uniforms with weapons strapped to their hips, but they didn't pull their weapons. They had small round devices in their hands and the way they were holding them in front of themselves everyone assumed they were hand held sensors similar to those the Icarus crew possessed. The individuals slowly wandered around the campsite taking readings and they seemed to only momentarily face the Icarus suggesting their sensors weren't able to detect the ship. The captain watched the exploration team until they started trying to open the few sealed cargo containers sitting under the shade cover. The captain was concerned that they would find electronic devices that could reveal details he wasn't comfortable having in the hands of unknown people.

"Alright, that's enough letting them poke around," The captain said.

"Let's hope they gleaned enough information from the heleodraw to know we aren't hostile and what language we speak." Laurel commented.

"That's if that's even possible during a quick flyby by their probe. They might just have indications that someone is down here without knowing anything about us until they physically access the heleodraw to download its data," The captain said. "Lieutenant Kendal, disengage stealth mode and let's see how our guests out there react."

Catty nodded and mentally deactivated stealth mode and the chromatophores went dormant allowing the ship to blur to life and the ship rose up on its landing gear, but the hatch remained sealed as the ship determined a threat was possible by the presence of unknown individuals in close proximity to the ship. The hull skin withdrew from the canopy and the bright daylight poured in brighter and brighter as the skin descended from the curved surface of the canopy. The exploration team was startled and they quickly merged together and stepped toward their ship as they stared at the Icarus' immense and sophisticated appearance seemingly popping up from nowhere. They never drew their weapons and the captain thought that was proof enough that they weren't coming down to eliminate whoever they came across. The captain sighed deeply and looked at Laurel.

"I hate to ask, but I think we might need your experience in first contact situations in order to facilitate a greeting here that doesn't turn hostile inadvertently?"

"Of course sir. Jake and I would be glad to help."

The captain then looked at Catty as he deactivated his halo and slipped it from his head.

"Open the cargo hatch and let's go say hello."

Catty nodded with a concerned look on her face and the captain looked at Rody.

"If they look to harm the kids for even a second, don't hesitate."

"Understood. I won't use lethal settings, but I won't hesitate to take them down. I'm a pretty fast draw, I think I can hit 'em all before they can shoot back."

The captain nodded as the cargo hatch began to spiral open and the cargo ramp extended to the ground and clanked into the down and locked position. Catty then began powering everything down aside from the bio recognition security system, just incase, and she pulled her halo from her head and stood up along with everyone else. They headed to the cargo ramp and made a slow emergence from the ship with their hands clearly visible at their sides so the explorers could see that they weren't holding their weapons in their hands. Rody activated his weapon and selected the lowest setting then poked it back into his holster and left the thumb stay unfastened as he brought up the rear.

The exploration team looked at their sensors for a few moments then said something to each other that no one could understand. One of the men then touched his upper right chest and he spoke, then a voice could be heard responding to him and he nodded as he said a few more words then he tapped his chest communicator and slowly took a few steps forward as he glanced nervously at his team mates. The men didn't look like a typical Human in that they had very prominent cheek bones that almost formed a ridge point on their faces and they had thick, dark, eyebrows that were jet black and they all had almost yellow irises in their eyes. They were fairly ruggedly built in stature, but they had distinct intelligence in their eyes and a clam demeanor that was relieving to the captain. They were obviously nervous at the sight of the Icarus crew, but not particularly scared.

The man that had been communicating with someone on his ship walked toward the captain, obviously recognizing his uniform and demeanor as that of a leader and the man put a hand up slowly so the captain stopped and grinned to try and convey a friendly presence.

"Hello friend," The captain said. "I know you probably don't understand a word I'm saying, but we mean you and your team no harm."

The man just looked at the captain and Laurel slowly stepped around the captain and the man seemed genuinely surprised by Laurel's appearance, something she was accustomed to seeing in men getting a look at her for the first time. The man looked back at his comrades and said a few words then looked Laurel over with a genuine smile on his face and he said something Laurel didn't understand. She could sense distinct feelings from the man that were unfamiliar, but recognizable enough to know he was taken with her beauty despite her being an alien to him.

The man said a few more words while smiling warmly and Laurel didn't recognize a single word of what he was saying so she motioned for him to continue to communicate and he furrowed his brow then the light seemed to come on and he kept speaking and after a few more sentences Laurel and Jake both began to understand a few words here and there. Laurel was able to pull out that the man was inquiring where the Icarus crew were from and why were they visiting Agrusan. Laurel motion to the worktable under the shade cover and the man looked over at the table then looked at Laurel and motioned for her to go ahead and show him what she was motioning at. She looked at the captain and he nodded subtly.

"I think I know what you intend to do. Go ahead and show them where we're from."

Laurel nodded then motion for the man to follow her and the rest of his men stepped closer to everyone as they watched Laurel walk over to the table and open a flat case and pull out her data pad. She laid it on the table as the man stepped up next to her and looked her over again and he grinned in a way that told Laurel he was definitely taken with her stunning beauty. She then wanted to present the data pad in a way that didn't present it as a weapon. She touched the screen and it glowed to life. The man leaned closer and looked the data pad over and he slowly leaned back and looked at Laurel expectantly.

Laurel put her hand up and then scrolled through the menu lists until she found her personal files and then she brought up her created star map. She then looked at the man and she motioned all around them and she pointed at the representation of Agrusan's location then she held up a finger and she touched the indicator for the Future planet and she looked at him as she pointed at herself, then she point on the map where the Future planet was located and the man leaned closer and studied the map for just a moment then he leaned back with a stunned look on his face. Laurel furrowed her brow and put her hands up in question as she shook her head that she didn't understand what was wrong.

The man put up his hand and then touched his chest communicator and Laurel was able to discern that he was telling his ship that they had found a group of people from Terison-5. He started walking away from Laurel, out from under the shade structure, and Laurel looked at the captain and shook her head lightly.

"He understands where we're from and I think who we are, but he seems concerned for some reason."

"Can you understand what he's saying?" The captain asked as Laurel walked over to his position.

"Not everything, but enough to make out context. He was relaying that we're from Terison five and then something about a need for expediency in doing something that I didn't understand."

"Hopefully that means they know we're being considered for membership in the council of enlighteners. We may have just flashed our credentials without knowing it and it impressed them."

"Or worried them about finding us stranded here," Rody said.

"They don't know yet that we're stranded."

"They will when they access the heleodraw." Laurel stated.

The captain nodded and they watched the exploration team continuing to take readings, often while facing directly toward the Icarus, and the captain assumed they were wondering why they were unable to penetrate the hull with their sensors. Laurel sensed the captain's concern about the ship being probed, even if unsuccessfully, and she thought of a solution that might answer more of their guests questions and possibly stop them from probing at the ship any further. She waited until the seeming leader finished his conversations with his ship then she approached him and tapped his arm to get his attention. When he looked at her she pointed at the ship then looked around on the ground until she saw a twig that would suffice for her idea of conveying an idea. She picked up the twig then pointed at the Icarus, then she pointed at the twig and the man moved his head back as though he sort of got the reference that the twig represented the ship. Laurel then moved the twig around in front of her to represent it flying about then she abruptly snapped the twig in half and she held up both pieces for a moment then she looked at the Icarus and finally she looked back at the man and he grinned and lifted his chin in acknowledgment then he stared at the Icarus for a moment and he looked back at Laurel with a very serious look of concern. He then spun around and activated his chest communicator and engaged in a serious conversation with his mother ship as he slowly walked away.

Laurel held up the pieces of twig for a moment in disgust and then she dropped them on the ground and shook her head as she walked back over to the captain.

"I really wish he would quit doing that every time I explain something to him. I feel like he's dismissing me without consideration."

The captain put his arm around Laurel's shoulders and grinned at her as he gently shook her.

"No offense, but you're a teenager that they don't know like the rest of us do. Try not to take it to heart."

"Yes sir. He would probably crap himself if he knew how young I really am."

The captain chuckled and gave her a last gentle tug of affection.

"I suppose he would at that."

The captain released his embrace of Laurel and looked at the Icarus for a moment. He then looked at their guests and a thought occurred to him.

"You know, it's going to present a bit of a problem to get the Icarus off this planet in her current condition. I wonder if our friends here are going to get word home that we need help, or try to take us there personally?"

"I think I overheard him mentioning a heavy cargo lifter and something like personal quarters. I think that's what he meant by guest sacrumen anyways. We don't understand the meaning of everything they're saying yet."

"So we're being transported back to the Future planet?"

"If I understood him correctly, yes sir. I get the distinct feeling that we can trust these guys. I don't think they're enlighteners, but they know who they are and have a real healthy respect for them."

"Well if they're going to tow the Icarus into space we need to prep the ship for the vacuum environment of space. You think you can convey that we understand their intentions and we need to pack up our things and secure the ship?"

"I don't want to seem disrespectful but¦you know how this works sir. We can understand them pretty quickly, but we won't be able to speak their language."

"I wasn't thinking of talking to them. Never mind, I'll handle this."

The captain stroked Laurel's head while giving her a reassuring grin so she understood that he wasn't upset with her and then he walked around her and approached the man that seemed to be in charge. The man faced the captain and the captain raised a hand in salutation then he looked around a bit as he tried to figure out how to convey what he was thinking. He then looked right at the man and the captain gestured to the crew and himself and he pointed at the man then up in the air and the man lifted his chin then nodded as he motioned around the camp and at the Icarus and then he looked straight up as he pointed skyward. He then looked at the captain and nodded as he continued to plunge his finger up and down while pointing upward.

The captain grinned at the man and bowed to him slightly and then he motioned in a sweeping motion around the camp and then he used both hands to motion putting everything in the ship then he cupped his hand firmly with a smack against a balled up fist to signal closing the ship then he motioned upward. The man looked around briefly then he looked at captain Alexan and nodded once and stepped aside as he motioned toward the shade structure. The captain then looked at the crew and grinned.

"They're plenty smart, I've conveyed our wishes to pack our things up so let's get to it. Get everything loaded aboard the Icarus and then secure the ship for space travel."

Everyone nodded and got right to work as their rescuers stepped aside and watched intently. As the crew managed to get most of their gear and supplies packed up over the next hour, another landing craft showed up and parked right next to the first. When the stern of the ship opened, 4 men and 2 women stepped off and walked right up to captain Alexan and he stopped what he was doing and prepared to engage them in hand signal communications when one of the men shocked him by greeting him in English.

"You must be captain Alexan?" The man said with a slight Carolina draw that had a distinct ring for Laurel. "I am commander Argus, of the of the exploration ship Droplar. I have accessed the heleodraw so I know who all of you are by name alone except for the one with extraordinary beauty and an intelligence and wisdom far beyond her years."

The man looked at Laurel and a warm smile grew on his face and she glanced at Jake then looked at the man and grinned at him.

"I'm the one Eramund connected with. I'm Laurel Kade,"

"You passed along far more than words alone can convey. I understand that you people are stranded here as the result of an internal problem in your ship there. I did not understand the nature of the component failure, however I understand it crippled the primary functions of your ship," The man then looked at captain Alexan. "We are here to provide assistance in getting you home."

The captain stepped over to Laurel's side and gave her a warm look of affection.

"Laurel here indicated that you could be trusted and I trust her intuitions about people. We're grateful that you showed up and we humbly accept your assistance."

"Well stated captain Alexan. I feel you have an amazing advisor in Laurel and her mate Jake there. You're wise to take stock of their council. We need to get you off this planet and back to your people. Time is not on our side, so if there is anything my people can do to hasten your preparations to leave, please don't hesitate to put them to work."

"We could use some help collecting our perimeter defense devices. I'll have Hammer deactivate them so they can be collected safely."

"They're already in sentry mode sir," Rody said. "They won't hurt anyone if they handle them." Rody then looked at commander Argus. "Tell your people not to touch any of the buttons on the devices. I'll turn them off as they bring them to me to be stowed in the secure container."

"Will these devices pose a hazard aboard my ship?"

"No. They're not explosive. Once stowed in their container they can't hurt anyone."

Commander Argus turned to the other men and women and instructed them to assist in collecting the perimeter devices. Rody then led them to the tree line and he showed them where the first device was located and he simply reached down and picked it up to show that it was safe. He then motioned around the inside of the tree line and the group fanned out and began collecting the devices and bringing them to Rody. He then deactivated them and stowed them in the military gear container. Once the last device was stowed, Rody had everyone collect their person things from their tents. Once that was done he began collapsing and rolling up the tents to be stowed. He then removed the canvas from the shade cover and the tarps from the shower structure and he stowed those items aboard the Icarus.

Meanwhile Laurel and Rachel sealed up the ship where they had opened the exterior ports and they performed a walk around to insure the ship was free of exterior damage that would compromise it's airtight integrity. Once they were satisfied with the results, they helped Rody carry the last of the supply crates aboard and they strapped them in. They then took a few moments to re-secure the aft bulkhead and then Rachel checked the reserve power levels. The reserve was down to 48.7% and continuing to fall. Rachel shut everything down and her and Laurel headed down the cargo ramp. As they stepped off the ramp Laurel looked at the captain and he nodded to her and she placed her hand on the hull next to the cargo hatch and the external controls appeared after her genetic code was recognized. She then activated the command to secure the hatch and the ramp ascended into its slot and the hatch spiral scissored closed. The hull skin then drew up over the canopy completely sealing the ship form outside intrusion of any kind and then the ship squatted down on its landing gear to the point that it was pressing against the brush beneath it. Laurel then walked over to Jake and slid her hand into his and leaned against him.

"Your ship is truly impressive," Commander Argus said. "It appears you have everything packed up and secured. If you'll make your way aboard one of the shuttles, we'll take you off this infernal planet to more comfortable conditions for the ride home. It should take us two days from your perspective of a day to get you home. We will extend every comfort possible during that time."

"Thank you commander Argus," the captain said gratefully. "What about our ship? How are you going to get such a large craft up to your ship?"

"We will use heavy cargo lifters. They are essentially space worthy engines capable of lifting immense weight into space. They attach using magnetic couplers that will connect right to the hull of your ship."

"That's not going to work. Go ahead and feel the hull of our ship and you'll see what I mean."

Commander Argus looked at the captain with a furrowed brow for a moment then he looked at the Icarus and then back to the captain. He then looked at the Icarus again and walked over to it and cautiously placed his hand on the trailing edge of the wing section and he saw dark blue and deep purple spiraling waves emanating from the point where his hand was making contact with the hull. He smiled and dragged his hand in slow circles and the swirling colors morphed to magentas and light blues as they flowed from the point of contact until he stopped his hand and the swirling maelstrom drafted back to purples and blues in a dazzling pattern that was eye catching and almost mesmerizing. He kept his hand in contact with the warm hull, that he thought should've been blistering hot to the touch after sitting in the direct sunlight and he looked at captain Alexan.

"It doesn't feel like metal, but it's firm to the touch like metal¦and it's much cooler than it should be under this intense sunlight. The patterns in the hull where my hand touches it are beautiful too. I've never seen anything like it."

"It's bio-mimetic hull skin. Magnetic devices won't attach to the hull anymore than they would your body. Those patterns are the ship reacting to your aura, the electrical energy all beings emit. It knows you're touching its hull and that you are a different species than us. Due to that fact it won't let you access the ship and any attempt to cut or pry into the ship would result in defensive reactions by the ship to thwart your efforts."

Commander Argus pulled his hand away quickly and looked at the spot where his hand had been as the swirling pattern slowly faded away as if sinking deeper into the hull, seemingly many feet into the hull until it simply sank too deep to be seen.

"You mean your ship could cause harm if I touch it?"

"No. A simple touch isn't a threat. It was simply getting to know you."

Commander Argus kept looking at the ship as he slowly walked over to the captain's position then he looked at the captain.

"We have a serious problem if we can't attach the heavy cargo lifters to your ship. You may have to leave it behind."

"That's out of the question. We aren't abandoning our ship on this planet. Who knows who could come along and discover it here."

"You indicated that your ship has defensive capabilities if someone tries to get inside?"

"I'm not leaving my ship here to kill anyone trying to take it or cut it open. That would be irresponsible of me and this ship is a very valuable piece of technology that we can't simply leave on an alien world."

"How do you propose we get it up to the Droplar then?"

"If you downloaded the information from the Heleodraw, then you know that Laurel and Jake have capabilities far beyond what can be explained."

Commander Argus looked down for a moment as though he was deep in thought and then he slowly looked up at the captain.

"I do indeed. I don't understand what I'm feeling, but I understand the nature of what you're saying."

Captain Alexan was the one with a heavily furrowed brow now, as he looked right into commander Argus' eyes.

"Exactly how do you download the information stored in the Heleodraw?"

"The Heleodraw is connected directly to a person's mind and the information must pass through the mind first to be interpreted into electrical impulses and then it is drawn into a storage device."

"So your mind acted as a filter for the data collected?"

"Yes. That's how the device is designed to operate. Information can't be taken directly from the device for security purposes."

"So you experienced what Eramund experienced while connected with Laurel?"

"Yes. Every aspect of their time while connected."

"I hope you'll take care to¦respect the aspects that she doesn't want publicly shared?"

"I have already filtered those aspects out of the data collected by the storage device. The Heleodraw made it clear that Laurel would prefer it that way. It's still there, but contained within a portion of the device that can only be accessed by me. No one will hear the sensitive details that I sensed she wished kept private, you have my word on that."

"Good. We value privacy highly and I'm very protective of my people in that regard."

"We too value one's right to privacy. Her privacy will be respected."

"Well then, if you can provide a way for us to view our ship from within your shuttle craft, Laurel and Jake can provide the lift necessary to get the Icarus into space?"

"They can position themselves so they can see out the front of the shuttle."

The captain then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"You feel up to one last big push to get us off this forsaken world?"

"We've never tried to lift something all the way to space, but we should be able to do it," Laurel said.

"I thought it might reduce the amount of effort you'll need to exert by providing a way to see the Icarus rather than relying and Jake's remote viewing capability."

"It'll definitely reduce the amount of energy and concentration it'll take."

"If this is the course you want to take, we will take the time to give it a try," Commander Argus said. "If this doesn't work, we don't have time to try anything else. We will have to leave your ship and have your people come back to retrieve it some other time."

"This will work, trust me. There's nothing these two can't do when they put their minds to it."

"Commander Argus, can I ask you a question?" Laurel asked.

"Yes you may."

"You keep referring to a time concern. What has you feeling such a sense of urgency?"

"That is a little complicated to try and explain in the time we have. We need to get you off this world and back to your people."

Laurel looked at the captain and lifted her hand to indicate that she was feeling dismissed again.

"Why don't you take a moment to indulge Laurel rather than dismiss her like her opinions don't matter?" The captain insisted in a clam tone of voice.

"I apologize if that's how I made you feel Laurel. We have enemies that would like nothing more than to catch us unaware with the commander of the Droplar on the surface of a world while rendering aid. They would attack us without mercy, probably resulting in all of us being killed. We need to get moving before that happens."

"Enemies? You're at war with these enemies?"

"I wouldn't call it at war, but they've been in conflict with us for a very long time. I promise to discuss this at length if you would like once we are safely heading away from here."

"I appreciate you being honest with us. I won't do anything to hold us up given that knowledge."

"You are welcomed to ride in my shuttle if you would like? I would welcome the opportunity to observe you lifting your ship to the Droplar without technological aid."

"Will we all fit in one shuttle?" Jake asked.

"No. I will need to carry three of you on each shuttle for the ride up."

"I'll ride with Laurel and Jake if you'll ride with the lieutenants Hammer?"

"Understood sir. We'll see you up on the Droplar."

They then turned and Laurel, Jake, and the captain followed Commander Argus and his crew to the shuttles. They found that the shuttles were very utilitarian in design, with exposed arched reinforcing beams visible that one had to duck beneath when close to the bulkheads and there were 5 rows of twin seats facing forward in the aft quadrant and there was an overhead bin of sorts with equipment stowed in the center of the roof section so one had no choice but to lean toward the bulkhead as they moved forward in the limited space available. The cockpit was very complex looking in stark contrast to the aft portion of the ship, but the rear side of the aft cockpit panels had exposed conduits and circuitry on the aft seating side of the panels giving the rear space an incomplete look and feel.

Laurel and Jake sat down behind the pilot and the captain sat down on the opposite side of the isle from them and the rest of Commander Argus' crew were seated behind him. The pilots activated the mechanism to close the rear of the ship and it rose up and closed with a bang at its conclusion of swinging closed and then locking mechanisms could be heard motoring closed than there was a gentle breeze of cool fresh air that washed into the cabin as the internal air processing came online. As the engines began to hum to life the vibration could be felt right through the hull until it reached a high frequency whine that was almost melodic in nature and Laurel looked down at the grates on the floor and she could see the curving surface of the belly of the ship with a maze of cables and conduits strung along it and it occurred to her that she didn't see any gravity plating. She then looked back at commander Argus.

"Do your shuttles have artificial gravity?"

"No. The power requirements and space needed prohibit us from including such a luxury."

Laurel nodded and looked at the captain and she could see the concern on his face.

"You two never underwent zero-G training. Is that going to create a problem?"

"No sir. I don't think we'll get sick on you and it won't affect our ability to lift the Icarus into space. We've worked in zero G, we just haven't flown in a ship without artificial gravity before."

The captain grinned at her and patted her bare leg just above her knee.

"Please let us know if either of you are going to lose your lunch? I'll give you my coat to contain things so you don't cast it all over us."

"I would hate to throw up in my captain's coat like that. I'm sure we'll be fine sir."

"Good enough."

The ship then rocked slightly as it lifted into the air a few feet and slowly floated closer to the Icarus as the other shuttle lifted skyward to an altitude of 50 feet then nosed up and bolted toward the heavens. Laurel and Jake looked at one another and reached out to one another and easily slipped into each other's minds, and then they closed their eyes as they got used to the rush of dopamine and intense shared and amplified feelings flooding their minds. They then opened their eyes at the same time and Laurel smiled at Jake.

"I love you so much Jake," Laurel thought.

"I know you do," Jake thought in return. "I love you too beautiful."

The ship came to a hover just behind the Icarus and Laurel and Jake stood up and moved to a position between the pilots so they could see out the front window and they concentrated on their love for one another and they let the feeling swell within them until they felt the energy reach sufficient potential then Laurel pushed as she held her hand out to offer a focusing direction to cast her energy and Jake felt a surge of energy channel through him. The Icarus sat motionless for a moment as commander Argus rose up and placed his hands on the back of the seats in front of him to steady himself as he peered over Laurel and Jake to see the Icarus. Laurel began to take deep long breaths as the energy flow made her heart race and blood pressure spike dramatically in response to the effort required. The Icarus then slowly rose up and soil and brush spilled from her landing feet and the ship continued to slowly rise as Laurel put her hand down and settled her bottom onto her heels as her and Jake knelt between the pilots.

"I never would have believed it if I hadn't seen that with my own eyes," Commander Argus said softly. "Such power¦what one could do with this ability staggers the mind."

Don't get any ideas," The captain said placing his hand on commander Argus' hand on the back of his seat. "They aren't weapons and will never be exploited like that to help resolve a conflict with hostile forces."

Commander Argus looked at the captain and slowly sat back down.

"You're sure that's what I was thinking?"

"Are you denying it?"

"No¦no I'm not. I won't deceive you since you would probably sense the truth. It was just a thought. I'm wondering if this ability is something that can be taught?"

"No it's not. You're either born with this ability or you're not. It requires the mind and body to function in ways that simply can't be taught to a person. It would be like teaching a person born without legs to walk. You simply can't do it without the necessary genetic traits and advanced physiology."

"I see. You have this ability too then?"

"Hardly. They're from a generation or two beyond mine. I carry the genes for their abilities in my genetic coding, but the abilities don't present that prominently in my generation."

"So it is the young among you that have these amazing abilities?"

"Yes. Some adults have feeble abilities when compared to what these two can do, but the young all have gifts like this."

"Interesting. I wonder if these gifts as you call them can be endowed to other species if interbreeding were to occur?"

"It's entirely possible, but we haven't had much experience with interbreeding yet."

The shuttle then began to rise above the tree line and the Icarus lifted right along with them. The shuttle then nosed up and the pilots accelerated in a roughly skyward but straight out direction toward the Future with the Icarus hampering their forward view significantly. One of the pilots looked back toward commander Argus and said something and he nodded and looked at the back of Laurel and Jake's heads.

"Your ship is obstructed my pilots view, can you move it to the side a little so they can see what they're doing?"

Laurel and Jake didn't say a thing as they maintained their concentration, but the Icarus slowly drifted to the right providing a much better view ahead for the pilots. Commander Argus grinned and slowly shook his head once.

"Thank you. That should be much better for them."

The shuttle continued forward as it accelerated rapidly and eventually began to arc skyward and bank to the left hard to make a turn back toward the Droplar high above and out of sight. As the sky began to fade in its sky blue color toward a dim white wispy look the gravity began to diminish and everyone fastened their restraints to keep from floating out of their seats. Eventually the gravity faded away completely and as the sky gave way to the black of space the sunlight became sharp and the stars all around became prominent and the pilots reached out and polarized the window to block the dangerous ultra violet light and Laurel and Jake began to float from the deck. They grabbed the nearest reinforcing beam to steady themselves and Laurel experienced a distinct nauseous feeling stirring in the pit of her stomach.

Jake shared the uncomfortable feeling, but didn't let it break their concentration as the ship banked over and the Droplar swung into clear view in the distance. Once it was directly ahead of them, they accelerated toward the ship and commander Argus leaned forward.

"If you two want to release your ship when we come to a stop just aft of the hangar entrance, we will maneuver the Droplar to bring it into the hangar."

Jake put a hand up and waved at the wrist to confirm that they heard him and then he put his hand back on the back of the pilot seat in front of him. It only took a minute for the shuttle to reach the Droplar and slow to a stop facing the hangar at the stern of the Droplar. The Droplar now looked considerably larger than it did on passive sensors and it was far more complex looking. There were view ports on several decks that were awash in a bright glow and in a few ports, faces could seen peering out into space. Laurel then withdrew her influence and closed her eyes for a few moments as the mental fog faded then she let go with one hand and put it to her stomach and she half floated over the pilots and one of them gently reached up and pushed Laurel back into the rear compartment. The pilot then initiated contact with the Droplar and Laurel and Jake understood what was said.

"This is shuttle one, we have the Human guests with us and their ship is floating free outside the hangar entrance. We need some Guartimine for one of our guests. She looks to be turning pale indicating zero gravity sickness. We are making our landing maneuver at this time, if you can have the medics brought to the hangar, she will need a dose as soon as we land and the hangar is pressurized."

"Understood shuttle one." The response came back. "You are free to land at your discretion. Medics are being dispatched to check our guest over and administer a dose of Gaurtimine. We will retrieve the Human vessel as soon as you are clear of the hangar."

"Understood."

The ship then moved forward around the Icarus now floating on her side with respect to the attitude of the Droplar. They floated into the immense hangar and settled to the deck right next to the other shuttle and the hangar door that was hanging open, like a can that had its lid peeled up, began to swing down until it sealed the hangar and a rush of air could be heard after a moment, as the hangar was flooded with fresh breathable air. Once the hangar was pressurized the pilots opened the back of the shuttle and everyone began to file out into the hangar. The other shuttle then opened its rear portion and the other shuttle occupants filed out into the hangar. 2 men wearing light yellow smocks, carrying a case and electronic device in their hands met them. They walked up to commander Argus and inquired who needed attention and he gestured toward Laurel.

The men walked toward Laurel and she took a small step toward Jake and he put his arm around her lower back to comfort her.

"You don't know anything about our physiology commander Argus. That Guartimine could make us sick¦or worse." Laurel said flatly.

"It's only meant to calm the stomach and restore equilibrium in the inner ear to sooth the nausea."

"It will pass," Laurel said. "I'm not taking something not meant for my species."

"They will perform a sensor sweep of your body to insure nothing else is wrong if you are agreeable then."

"They can scan me, but they aren't going to know what they're looking at."

Commander Argus told the medics to forget the Guartimine, but perform a full body scan as protocol dictated. One of them then looked at commander Argus and asked something that Laurel and Jake didn't quite catch.

"What did he ask?" Laurel inquired.

"He wanted to know if there is any chance you are¦carrying a baby?"

"No, I'm not pregnant. I would know if I was."

"They just wanted to eliminate that possibility without performing a lower abdomen sweep because of your apparent young age. We have medical ethics that must be observed when it comes to people as young as you and your mate."

"I appreciate that. We're a conservative people too when it comes to that."

Commander Argus grinned at her and stepped a little closer to her.

"I think I know you pretty well due to your time connected to the Heleodraw. I know how an invasive scan of your lower region would be disturbing for you. I don't want you experiencing anything uncomfortable while you're aboard my ship."

The medics then stepped up to Laurel and activated their sensor units and swept it over her chest, head, and stomach then skipped down to her upper thighs and scanned her down to her feet. They looked over the data and then looked at commander Argus.

"She is dehydrated and needs nutrient supplements, but I don't think we can provide what her body needs without doing some blood work to insure we don't make her sick. I think rest in cool conditions is going to do her more good than anything. Exposure to the conditions down there has probably taken a toll on all of these people. We should sweep all of them to insure they don't present a risk to the health of the rest of us, but I can tell she is clear of anything that poses a hazard."

Commander Argus looked at captain Alexan.

"My medics would like to sweep all of you if you don't mind? We just want to make sure you don't represent a health risk to my crew."

"We would take the same precautions if in your place."

"I'm relieved you understand. If you'll follow me to the staging area so they can depressurize the hangar in order to retrieve your ship, you will be checked over there and then I will show you to suitable accommodations."

The captain nodded and commander Argus led them across the hangar and into a rather large room with a huge flat view screen on one bulkhead that had an image of the hangar displayed on it. Commander Argus then sealed the door behind them and tapped a paddle switch on the bulkhead and a red light illuminated above the doorway they just entered through. The medics then began scanning everyone without saying a word, starting with captain Alexan. When they got around to the lieutenants they didn't extend the same privacy concern that they had with Laurel and Jake in that they scanned them in entirety and they seemed to stare at their tablet strapped to their right hand that it became apparent displayed what the scanning devices detected. They then moved to the next person, but the female anatomy seemed to catch their attention for some reason. When they had everyone scanned they stepped aside and spoke to each other so quietly that Laurel and Jake couldn't make out what they were saying. After a few moments of this Laurel sensed something had them concerned so she walked over to commander Argus and tapped his arm as he stared at the viewer as the Droplar was being maneuvered into position to capture the Icarus as it floated free in space.

"Commander Argus, something has your medics concerned about the sensor sweeps they performed on lieutenants Mariscol and Kendall. Can you find out what's going on?"

Commander Argus looked down at her, as he stood nearly 6 inches taller than her, and he grinned.

"Has anyone ever told you that you take a person by surprise when they look into your stunning blue eyes set in such a pretty face?"

"Awe, that's sweet of you to say. I've heard that before sir."

"I will find out what has them perplexed. I'm sure it isn't anything serious¦at least I hope not. Excuse me."

Commander Argus then turned and walked over to the medics and they faced him and glanced at Laurel, then the lieutenants and then they lifted their tablets and spoke very softly as they engaged in a lengthy conversation with commander Argus, pointing at their tablets from time to time. Laurel finally lost patience and walked over to the 3 men.

"What's going on Commander Argus?"

"There are some significant anatomical differences in your lieutenants when compared to the females of our species. The medics are trying to make sense of the arrangement or their internal organs. They are hopeful you can look at the scanned images and determine if your anatomy is consistent with theirs. If so there is no reason for concern but if not, they have undergone a radical alteration of their internal anatomy that might be cause for alarm. It would be hard to predict what the alterations could do in the long term."

Laurel nodded and commander Argus told the medics to let Laurel see the sensor images and they looked at her for a moment, then looked at commander Argus.

"Will she know what a female of her species looks like internally? She does not appear to be old enough to have extensive knowledge of biological function or structure."

"Tell them I have more knowledge about Human biology and physiology than they can possibly imagine. I may be young, but I'm not ignorant."

"Now now Laurel," Captain Alexan warned. "Mind your incensed tone."

Laurel looked at him and frowned for a moment, but nodded that she understood. She then looked at commander Argus and he grinned, then smiled, and finally let out a belly laugh. When he recovered himself he looked at captain Alexan.

"I like her spirit."

Commander Argus then looked at the medics.

"She knows what her body looks like on the inside. Her knowledge likely surpasses your own when it comes to internal medicine. Show her the images so we can answer your preponderance about the scan data."

The men looked at Laurel and grinned slightly then tipped their tablets so she could see the scan images. Laurel recognized a completely normal looking anatomical image of both of the lieutenants and she took a deep breath and sighed while grinning.

"That's the way all the females of my species are arranged, including me. I don't see anything abnormal in those images."

Commander Argus reached over and pushed the tablets down and dipped his chin at the medics.

"Not only did you insult our guests, but you embarrassed this young lady in the process. You should have asked the ones the sensor images belong to if what you were seeing is normal. A hushed conversation about their internal anatomy and involving a young girl in such a manner is completely inappropriate. Don't let this kind of inexcusable lapse in decorum happen again."

"Yes commander." One of the men said.

"You're absolutely right. We were caught by surprise by the vast differences from anything we've ever seen before. We will handle things more delicately next time."

"See that you do. There will be serious repercussions if things are handled with such inconsideration next time."

The color ran out of both of their faces and they glanced at each other then simply headed to the doorway on the opposite side of the room from the hangar doorway and they slapped a paddle switch next to the door and it slid open and they stepped out. Commander Argus then looked at Laurel and gave her a soft smile.

"I hope this wasn't too uncomfortable for you? I'm sorry such personal information had to be discussed with you."

"It was a little¦strange I suppose, but not all that uncomfortable. It wasn't my body on display after all. I just confirmed that I have the same arrangement of internal organs."

"Good. Those particular medical professionals are new to the ship and they don't have a lot of experience with new species. I thought maybe they saw some kind of microorganisms in the lieutenants, not structural differences that hey had never seen before."

"We've run across this sort of thing in our travels. I have an adopted daughter that looks just like us on the outside but her internal anatomy, especially her female organs and pelvis structure, are different in their structure and arrangement. We've seen the same kind of slight variation in some of the other females of differing species we've encountered too."

"We have also seen some slight variations in our time exploring space, but nothing as different as your people. We only recently began insisting on sensor scans on any new guests after we nearly lost an entire crew to a contagious organism that was introduced to the ship by some of our guests. It was inadvertent on their parts, but we learned a hard lesson in the process."

"You didn't¦lose anyone did you?"

"No. Our medical professionals devised a cure that was disseminated through the air exchangers and it cured everyone before anyone died. It was close though, a few had to remain in the medical ward for several days to recover completely."

"Sounds familiar. We had a close call ourselves with something called the Lersa virus. It can survive the vacuum of space and when it encounters warm and humid conditions it reanimates with lethal results and frightening speed. It was named after the world it was first recorded on and it wiped out the entire population."

"How did you rid yourselves of it?"

"Our AI engineered a cure using mine and Jake's antibodies. We have naturally enhanced immune systems so when we were infected we're able to fight it off but it's lethal to anyone else who is a member of our species. It's only lethal to one in ten species that encountered it but anyone can become a carrier if they're exposed to it. We rescued over a hundred young girls from abusive captivity and one or more of them were carrying the virus. We now employ scanning techniques that are a little less intrusive for our guests in order to prevent that sort of thing from happening again."

"What is an¦AI?"

"Oh uh¦we have a computer system so advanced that it thinks as quickly and as logically as a person and interacts with us like a person would. It runs our entire mother ship. AI stands for artificial intelligence."

"That is truly remarkable. We have some sophisticated computer systems to help us manage and operate our ships, but nothing even close to what you're talking about. Your AI runs your ship without input from your crew?"

"Yes. For centuries at a time if necessary."

"Centuries? Just how long have you people been in space?"

"A lot longer than we planned on. We're explorers like you, but we had a specific mission in mind when we left our original home world. We ended up a little off course and it took us some time to get back on course and arrive at our planned destination."

"Are you trying to tell me that you're¦hundreds of years old?"

"Technically¦yes. Physically I'm seventeen years old, but psychologically I'm a few years younger than that, but as far as how long ago I was born¦that's a little more complicated to try and explain¦and as it stands, a forbidden subject from discussing with anyone."

"I won't continue this line of conversation then. My medics departed before announcing you are all fit to roam the ship without fear of making any of us ill, but they didn't indicate a condition to the contrary so, if you will follow me, I will show you to the accommodations we have prepared for you."

Commander Argus then walked to the door the medics had so hastily exited through and he slapped the paddle switch and the door opened. Commander Argus led them down a long corridor that had a distinctly curved starboard bulkhead suggesting they were near the outer region of the ship. They passed several people that were wearing light blue outfits with black shoulder boards that had chevron shaped markings on them with bold stripes at the end of the shoulder boards in various numbers from individual to individual. They gave only passing looks at the group as they progressed up the corridor and finally made a left turn and headed toward the core of the ship a short distance then took a right down a central corridor that had many doors, each equipped with a small electronic panel in the center of the door.

Commander Argus led them to the 5th door on the right and he stopped just past the door and turned and faced the group.

"Here we are. Some of my crew relinquished their room to accommodate you. You have to understand that we are a ship of exploration and space is limited. The ship is designed to house a crew of three hundred and no more. We do not have guest rooms so this was done to make you as comfortable as possible and provide you with a measure of comfort by allowing you to stay together."

Commander Argus took a small step forward and touched the electronic panel and it blinked on. There were some unrecognizable symbols on the panel and commander Argus put up his index finger.

"I know you can't read what you are seeing so remember this sequence, it will allow access to your room during your stay."

Commander Argus then touched a series of 6 symbols with only 2 being a sequential repeat of the same symbol. Commander Argus then twisted the lever like door handle and pushed the door open. Everyone stepped into the room and they were surprised by how spacious it was despite the fact that they noticed only 4 beds, two on each side of the room in bunk style alcoves, one atop the other. There was a worktable along the bulkhead that had a closed view port above it that presumably looked out into space and at the front of the room was a set of drawers built right into the bulkhead to provide more usable space in the room. Everything had a polished white surface that looked familiar enough as it reminded them of the EMPACC coated internal surfaces of the Future but this material was porous and rough textured. They all stepped to the back of the room and looked around a bit as commander Argus stepped into the room.

"The room is designed for a compliment of four people. I am sorry about the cramped conditions you will experience while here, but this is the best we can do."

"It's okay commander Argus," Laurel said. "Jake and I will bunk together on the floor. We have things on our ship to make a sleeping roll. It was considerate of you to ask your crew to give up their quarters in order to accommodate us."

"I didn't have to ask. The four that are assigned to this room volunteered to let you use their room during your stay. They were more than happy to share a room with other crewmembers for a couple of days in order to make you feel comfortable."

"That's so sweet of them. Will you please thank them for us?"

"I most certainly will. They will be relieved to know you appreciate their generosity."

Laurel looked around briefly and then she looked at commander Argus and grinned slightly.

"I don't see any doors so, I assume the bathroom is elsewhere?"

"It's down the corridor a little further on the left."

"Is it coed?"

"I'm not sure I know what that means."

"Men and women bathe together?"

"Oh, no. I'm sorry for not explaining. When you step into the doorway there is a divider. Men are on the left women on the right for bathing. Please be sparing with your use of the water. We have a finite amount on board and no way of replenishing our supply without landing on a planet with a large body of fresh water that can be collected and processed to rid it of unwanted organisms and minerals."

"What about toilet facilities?" Jake asked. "You do know what that is right?"

"Yes I do. I believe our waste deposit facilities will be recognizable enough since we have a similar physical form. When you step into the bathing area you will see the door leading to the toilets."

"Are we expected to remain here in our quarters?" Rody asked.

"No. You may roam the ship if you like, but please remain on this deck if you decide to venture out. I will arrange to have some food brought to you. I know Laurel is not particularly fond of most meat varieties, but we have some wonderful items from our home world available that I think you will all enjoy."

"I'm kind of hungry. I would welcome the opportunity to sample the food from your home world," Laurel said with a big smile.

"Great. I will make the arrangements for you. I will have some fruit included. I think you could use some vitamin nutrition given that there are no fruits growing where you were stranded on Agrusan."

"Thank you for everything commander Argus. You've been more than gracious in picking us up and providing us with comfortable accommodations for the ride home." Captain Alexan said.

"Think nothing of it. Civilized people extend a hand to those in need when possible."

"Can we go watch our ship being brought aboard?" Jake asked. "We would like to retrieve a few things once the hangar is repressurized."

"Of course. You know the way. I need to get to the bridge to ready us for our departure as soon as your ship is aboard."

"Is there a way to contact you if we need to talk with you?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. The communication board by the door there will put you through to the bridge if you should feel the need to talk to me."

"Uh¦we can't read your language, we can only understand it when it's spoken around us and Jake and I are the only ones with that capability."

"Again I have to apologize for not explaining. The communication system is pictographic. When you touch the screen it will activate and you will see the face of every person on this ship, including yourselves now that you have been scanned in. You simply need to look for my face and when you find it touch it and the system will locate me wherever I happen to be and signal me."

"That seems easy enough. Will you know who is calling?"

"Yes. If you are the one standing in front of the communication board, I will see your stunning blue eyes gracing my screen set into that awe inspiring face of yours."

"You're so sweet commander Argus."

"I will leave you to settle in. I need to get to the bridge."

Commander Argus then turned and stepped out of the room and Laurel looked at Captain Alexan.

"Shall we go watch them bringing the Icarus aboard?"

"Sure. I'm curious how they're going to restrain it once they have it aboard anyways."

They all then heeded out of the room and they made their way back to the staging area. When they stepped in, the view screen was still active and they were a little disappointed and surprised to see the Icarus already in the hangar. There were 4 men in pressure suits wearing magnetic boots, as evidenced by the effort it took to lift each foot when they needed to move around. The men had a hold of the Icarus and they were setting it to the hangar deck very carefully as the hangar door was swinging closed.

"I guess we missed the show." Laurel said.

"These guys aren't messing around," Captain Alexan said. "They seem genuinely anxious to get moving before they're detected sitting in space with their tail end hanging open."

"Um sir?" Jake started. "About that. I should inform you that I saw this eventuality when I was trying to see our fate."

The captain snapped his head around and looked at Jake with a furrowed brow.

"You have to quit hesitating to tell me."

"I wasn't sure until I saw that image of the men wrangling the Icarus to the hangar deck. I remember seeing a glimpse of that taking place."

"Can you extrapolate what's going to happen next?"

Jake slowly nodded and he almost had a sad expression on his face.

"We aren't going home, not directly anyways."

"What do you mean?"

"I'm sensing danger closing in. We're going to be attacked on our way to the Future planet. I saw us being thrown around in a dark square room. I also saw a dismal place of eternal twilight. I think we're going to end up on yet another planet."

"If you know we're going to be attacked you need to tell commander Argus immediately."

"No sir, if I do that it's going to change the eventuality in undesirable ways. One timeline I saw¦he initiated a full power burn to get us moving as fast as possible after we informed him and a strike destabilized their primary reactor resulting in and almost instant breach of containment. They need to be at normal output when the attack happens in order to give them time to stabilize their systems and then take appropriate actions to save the ship from utter destruction with us aboard."

"Are you saying we should've declined their help?"

"I think that would've been equally bleak. I'm not completely sure we would've experienced what I saw, but in one timeline there was a forest fire that engulfed the campsite¦at least I think it was a forest fire. It could've been the result of weapons fire from above, but either way we did the right thing by getting off that planet when we did."

"I thought you saw us spending an extended period on the planet?"

"That was before the probe showed up. That changed the timeline we were experiencing. I'm sorry sir; this ability is really confusing sometimes when I can't tell exactly what eventuality we're going to experience. Every decision and action creates new eventualities and I have to sift through all those possibilities all at once. It's really hard to determine which we're going to experience. It was never like this before but now¦"

"Now you've touched the other side and stepped outside time as it wound down around you for decades resulting in hundreds of years being rewound when you stepped back into normal space-time?"

"Yes sir. I didn't know you would understand the complexities of all that and the affect it would have on me."

"I have brilliant people all around me that can bring me up to speed on possible consequences. More than one person supposed this very problem. I do wish you could get a handle on this, but I understand things are far more complex than most can imagine and it's manifesting in your ability becoming murky and complex beyond your ability to sift through yet."

"I'm glad you're such a smart and understanding man. I don't like letting you down so often."

"Now you're starting to sound like Laurel. You're not letting me down Jake. You can only do what you can do with a gift that's pulling your mind all over the place."

"If I might suggest sir?" Laurel said. "I have an idea how the crew of the Droplar can use their heavy lifters on the Icarus."

"Oh?"

"Yes sir. Commander Argus said the lift motors are magnetically coupled to the ship, we could leave the landing gear partially deployed and it would provide three points of contact that could be coupled to magnetically. It isn't ideal to leave the gear exposed to space, but the mechanical components are more than capable of being exposed to the cold of space without damage occurring."

"I suppose that would work, but don't forget that we have damage to one of the gear as it is. The stresses imparted the gear could cause further damage or it could rip the gear assembly right out of the gear bay. The landing gear are meant to support tremendous weight vertically, not laterally."

"Yes sir, I know. I think it's worth the risk. It would provide an easy way to get the Icarus off the Droplar when we get home without having to tow it. If we take the Icarus aboard the Future, we won't expose the gear to all that much stress."

"There's some wisdom in that. I had actually planned on taking the Icarus to the moon facility for repairs since her resonator ring can be produced there. However, I suppose the work could be done aboard the Future. It's just going to take up a considerable amount of space for a prolonged period. I would prefer not to tie up critical space in one of the hangars for that long¦go ahead and make your suggestions to commander Argus. We'll figure out how to get the Icarus to the moon facility at a later date."

"Her sister ship will be ready for her trials before the Icarus is repaired, right sir?" Jake asked.

"I'm not so sure. We're going to have to go through the power drive components with a fine tooth comb to insure the same kind of critical failure isn't going to happen. I'm also thinking the auxiliary power port needs a few tweaks so we can supply the ship with auxiliary power using multiple power architectures."

There was thud heard and they all looked at the view screen as the crewmen in the hangar deactivated their magnetic boots and slid their spacesuit visors open. They then moved about much more fluidly, but it was clear that their suits were heavy and cumbersome in a gravity and pressure environment. The next thing that took them by surprise was a ship wide announcement made to prepare for the jump to light speed. Captain Alexan looked at Laurel and Jake.

"What did he say?"

"He said to prepare for the jump to faster than light. I guess their inertial dampers aren't as efficient as ours."

There was hum felt vibrating through the structure of the ship and then a sickening almost blurry feeling as they passed the light speed barrier and then a slight feeling of acceleration that made everyone sway slightly on their legs. Captain Alexan put his hand to his stomach and grinned slightly.

"Can you imagine the complaints we would get if the Future created that feeling every time we accelerated to faster than light?"

"Not to mention what would happen when we drop into a subspace gravity well and accelerate to multiples of the speed of light in an instant." Laurel said with a grin.

"I would have to imagine that this ship accelerates gradually in order to prevent the occupants from feeling the sickening affects as the ship passes each multiple of the speed of light.

They all spent a few minutes watching them fasten the Icarus to the hangar deck using her landing gear feet to provide an anchor point and then they opened the door to the hangar since the light above the door had turned green signaling safe conditions in the hangar. They headed to the ship and the captain climbed up on the wing section and deactivated the secure lockout condition and then he opened the canopy and retrieved everyone's personal bags. He then retrieved sleeping bundles from the survival gear container and he handed them out to Rody and he passed them to Laurel and Jake. They then secured the ship and made their way back to their quarters.

Laurel and Jake tossed their sleeping bundles on the deck under the table and Rody stepped over to them and put his hand on their shoulders.

"Are you sure you two want to sleep on the floor? If you share a bunk I would be more than willing to take the floor. Only one of us would have to lie on the hard deck for the ride home."

"We're fine taking the floor Hammer," Laurel said.

"I just wanted to offer."

"I know. You're sweet for thinking of us, but we'll be fine down there."

"Alright then."

Rody tossed his personal bag on one of the upper bunks and looked at the captain.

"I'm going to take the kids to find the bathroom. I want to make sure they're sufficient to provide privacy. If not I'm going to stand guard at the door so no one walks in on them."

"You're a good man Hammer. I appreciate you looking out for them." The captain said while patting his shoulder.

Rody looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Come on you two, let's go see about getting you a bath."

Laurel and Jake picked up their personal bags and Rody led them out of the room and down the corridor. There was an open doorway on the left, just as commander Argus had said, and as they stepped into the opening they could see a divider that separated the space beyond in half. The facilities were identical on each side, but Rody didn't like how accessible the spaces were to anyone walking into the room. He walked into the men's side and then he walked around a corner and there were 4 showers that were separated into stalls with walls that were only shoulder high for Rody. He looked back at Laurel and Jake and he shook his head lightly.

"I'm not real comfortable with this layout. Anyone could walk in on you two and there isn't a whole lot of privacy in here."

Rody walked back to Laurel and Jake and he rubbed his chin for a moment, then he grinned at them.

"How bout you two shower together in here and I'll stand by the corner over there so no one walks in on you?" Rody said pointing back into the room toward the corner he had been looking around.

"I suppose we could do that, but I don't understand why you're being so paranoid about how these people are going to behave around us?" Laurel said.

"Look, commander Argus seems like a man of remarkable character, but we don't know these people when it comes down to it. I saw the way those men looked at you Laurel. It makes me uncomfortable to think about trusting them with our experience in men lusting after the young and beautiful¦no matter the species. You fit the bill to be exploited in ways I'm not going to allow to take place while I'm around."

"You're sweet to be so protective of us, but we have senses and abilities that we can use to protect ourselves."

"Just humor me."

"Alright, thank you Hammer."

Rody nodded once and stepped aside as Laurel and Jake walked around him and made their way to the back of the space and walked around the corner out of sight. Rody walked back to the corner and stood facing out toward the entrance as Laurel and Jake set their bags down and disrobed and then collected their body wash and shampoo canisters then stepped into separate shower stalls and turned the water on. The controls were completely familiar in that there was a single handle with a read curve behind the handle that widened as it arched to the right indicating the further to the right the handle was revolved the warmer the water released would be and puling on the handle determined the force of the water released.

Laurel and Jake didn't waste time in getting bathed and washed down, and then they turned the water off and stepped out of the shower stalls. As soon as they stepped out of the stalls a brisk warm breeze blew up through the deck grate under their feet and a warm glow emanated from above as thermal energy was released from an exposed cylindrical bar that glowed brightly as it heated up.

Rody was surprised by the noise created by the air being blown up through the deck grates, but he resisted the instinct to turn and look at what was going on. Laurel and Jake stood facing one another with a grin on their faces as the water was evaporated from their bodies. It only took a few minutes for them to reach a point that they were dry and they stepped a few feet from the shower stalls and the breeze ceased and the overhead glow began to fade. Laurel quickly brushed her hair as she continued to let her body dry and then Jake combed his hair. They then applied deodorant and finally got dressed and packed their things away and headed to Rody's location.

As they stepped up to him he grinned at the pair.

"You feeling better?"

"Yes, much. Thank you for bringing us down here Hammer." Laurel said.

"My pleasure Laurel. Now let's go get some food in you, food that I don't have to kill first."

Laurel smiled and nodded and they headed out of the shower facility and Jake stopped at the entrance and looked at Rody.

"Laurel needs to use the toilet." Jake took Laurel's bag and flicked his head toward the doorway they were standing next to. "Go ahead babe, I'll wait here for you."

"Thanks Jake."

Laurel turned and walked back into the room on the right and pushed the door on the right open and stepped into a room with 4 sinks with mirrors above them and on the opposite wall were 4 familiar looking toilets each anchored to the bulkhead within stalls with doors on them. Laurel stepped into the closest stall and closed the door and shucked her pants and underwear down and sat down.

Meanwhile Jake set the bags in hands down and Rody looked up and down the corridor and he could see sensor domes protruding from the ceiling every 10 feet down the length of the corridor. He then looked at Jake.

"I think you would be well advised to mind where you go and what you touch. They have eyes on us everywhere."

"We don't plan on exploring the ship. Korica is the one with that kind of curiosity. We would just assume stay together in our quarters until this is over."

"That's probably a healthy attitude on an alien ship like this."

"Hey, I want to thank you for taking such steps to look after Laurel's well being. I saw the same intense looks when these guys got a look at Laurel and it made me uncomfortable too."

"You're welcome Jake. I wouldn't be able to live with myself if anything torrid happened to either of you on my watch. Like I said, I trust commander Argus, but we don't know these people at all. Who knows what their crew are like."

"Yeah, Laurel tends to trust first and suspect second. It's her sweet nature, but it can lead to trouble if trust is given to the wrong people."

"You can tell if someone is going to do something undesirable though, right?"

"Yeah, for the most part. It takes a bit to interpret what people are feeling when we've never been around them before. I'm sure we'll run into some people that we can't read if their feelings are alien enough to make them unrecognizable."

"Do these guys fit that picture?"

"No, we can read what they're feeling pretty well now."

"That's a relief. I don't want to be caught by surprise."

"Nah, Laurel was right when she said we can trust these guys. I think they're actually afraid something is going to happen to us while we're in their care. I don't understand why they're so afraid of that happening, but it's kind of consuming for them. They really want to help us, but it's a huge worry at the same time."

Rody nodded and they stood in silence for a further 5 minutes until Laurel emerged from the restroom facility. Rody grinned at her as Jake picked up their bags from the deck.

"You feeling better now?"

"Yeah. Thanks for waiting for me."

"No problem."

They all then headed back up the corridor to their quarters and Laurel touched the panel in the middle of the door and when it lit up she tapped the sequence into the panel that commander Argus had showed them and then Laurel opened the door and they stepped in to find 2 plates of food sitting on the table and the captain and lieutenants were sampling the different items. They looked at them and the captain waved them over.

"Come get something to eat. The food is fantastic."

They closed the door and walked over to the table and set their bags down and slid them under the table then joined the others in trying the different items on the plates. There were various fruit selections that looked unfamiliar in their cubed form but they were sweet and fulfilling and the 2 different meat varieties were almost white and a deep pink and offered phenomenal flavor and taste sensations. There were steamed vegetables that were also unfamiliar looking, but they were steamed in a savory sauce that reminded them of butter with a zesty snap of seasonings that added the perfect accent to the taste and texture of the vegetables. They all stood and consumed the entire serving of food using the spork like eating utensils, then they drank 2 glasses of water each from the container and cups provided.

They all then settled into their bunks to rest and Laurel and Jake unpacked their sleeping bundles and laid them out under the table and Laurel retrieved her personal data pad and activated it and brought up some of the scientific papers published by the astrophysicists aboard the Future for some light reading. It was almost a full hour later that someone buzzed them from the door and when captain Alexan opened the door it was one of the crew come to collect their dishes. The table was cleared and the man leaned down and grinned at Laurel and Jake under the table and Jake raised and hand and offered a friendly smile and wave and the man waved back then turned and exited the room.

Over the next 4 hours everyone took the opportunity to go use the shower facilities and as they relaxed in the comfortable cool conditions of their quarters they began to get comfortable with the ride as they slowly accelerated to 5 times the speed of light, experiencing a slight feeling of destabilization each time they accelerated past a new multiple of the speed of light. It was at this most relaxed feeling that commander Argus stopped by to check on his guests. The captain responded to a buzz at the door by opening the door and commander Argus was invited in. He stepped in and Laurel and Jake sat up and grinned at him.

"I hope you are comfortable despite these cramped conditions?"

"We're just fine commander Argus. Thank you for sending the food earlier," The captain said.

"It was my honor. Did you enjoy the selections I suggested our chef include?"

"Very much. The variety was perfect and full of wonderful taste sensations."

"Good. We're on our way to your home world. We should get you there in two days hopefully without incident."

"Does your ship have the capability of communicating through the star network?" Laurel asked.

"I have heard of the technique, but we don't have that capability. I wouldn't even begin to know how to do that."

"That's okay, it was just an idea to get word to our people where we are."

"That just won't be possible until we get much closer."

Laurel nodded and as the captain was about to speak there was a tremendous boom that echoed through the whole ship and everyone was jostled as the ship shuddered from her original course. Commander Argus immediately moved over to the communication panel just as another stronger shudder and boom echoed through the ship followed by an alarm sounding loudly. Commander Argus was thrown from his feet and captain Alexan was tossed against his bunk and that of Rody on the top bunk. Commander Argus got to his feet and activated the communications board and he sent a call to the second in command on the bridge.

"Report?" Commander Argus blurted out.

"We're under attack commander!" The voice rang back. "It's the Ventoga, they have found a way to track us while traveling faster than light and penetrate our shields, but not in full measure. The primary reactor was momentarily destabilized, but the engineers were able to reinforce the containment field with supplemental power to prevent a breach from occurring."

"Take evasive actions! I'm on my way back to the bridge!"

"Understood."

Commander Argus turned to speak just as another tremendous hit was felt and the ship shuddered and lurched and once again everyone was tossed about as the ship was thrown off course violently. Commander Argus was again knocked from his feet and this time the captain was also tossed across the room and he was slammed against the opposite bunks where the lieutenants were trying not to be thrown out onto the deck. Laurel and Jake slid against the back of the captain's legs, keeping him upright and then they pushed off to give him room to stabilize his footing. There were secondary distinct explosions heard rumbling through the ship and commander Argus looked around for a moment then got to his feet and looked at the captain.

"I need you all to remain in this room until we evade the Ventoga pursuing us. In a worst-case scenario, this entire room can act as an escape pod. This paddle switch that opens the door¦pull it, twist it to the right, and then push it. That will activate the internal power source and sever the umbilical connections to the ship. Pull it one more time, turn it to the left, then slap it hard and it will eject this entire room away from the ship. The communication board will serve as a passive sensor data display."

"Who are the Ventoga?" Laurel asked. "I heard the man you were talking to saying that they had found a way to detect you when traveling faster than light and partially penetrate your shields?"

"You remember me saying that there is a race that is in conflict with us?"

"Yeah."

"That is the Ventoga. They're trans-dimensional beings of unbelievable ferocity."

"Why are they trying to destroy us?"

"It is what they do. We have transgressed into their perceived realm of control and the response is to eliminate those who do so without discussion. I really need to get back to the bridge to assess the damage done. I'll call you and let you know when the danger has passed."

There was another less intense thud heard thundering through the hull, suggesting a glancing blow and commander Argus looked around for a moment then exited the room hastily. Once the door was sealed the captain looked around at everyone.

"Anyone hurt?"

Everyone shook their heads no and another faint explosion was heard rumbling through the deck and Jake got to his feet.

"That one sounded like it was deep in the ship. This tub isn't going to take much more pounding before it comes apart at the seams."

"If we're going to consider using this room as an escape pod, I don't want the Icarus left here to be destroyed." The captain looked at Laurel. "Can you contact commander Argus to suggest your idea about attaching the heavy cargo lifters to the Icarus so it can be ejected with us if we have to abandon ship?"

Laurel nodded and walked over to the communication board and touched it and when it came to life she searched for commander Argus' face and she touched it and a moment later he responded.

"Laurel, this really isn't a good time to hold a conversation."

"I know you're busy, but I wanted to present an idea for attaching the heavy cargo lifters to the Icarus. If we have to abandon ship we would rather not leave the Icarus behind and my idea would give you the option of ejecting the Icarus if it should come down to abandoning ship."

"Real quick, what's your idea?"

"The landing gear feet are metallic alloys that can be magnetically coupled to. If we attach your heavy cargo lifter to the landing feet we can move the ship around."

"It will take some doing to improvise a way to do that. We will need to lift your ship in order to get the magnetic couplers under the landing feet. The necessary personnel are busy literally putting out fires all over the ship."

"Please commander, I know you have your hands full but all we need is one or two people to assist us and Jake and I can lift the ship to get the heavy lifter attached to the landing gear."

"I would really prefer you not leave your room while we're under attack. There's a real risk of a hull breach occurring."

"We won't have to leave our quarters to do this. We can see distant objects using remote viewing."

There was another boom heard and felt and commander Argus looked away from the screen for a moment and then he grinned slightly and looked back at Laurel.

"We have managed to stabilize our systems enough to evade our adversaries for the moment. They have trouble with their systems in our dimension so they can be evaded if one knows what they're doing. We don't know how they are able to track us at six and half times the speed of light, they may drop out of the fight and pop up somewhere else in wait for us, but for the moment it gives us some breathing room to put your idea into action. I will dispatch the necessary people to the hangar if you will raise your ship so they can work. After that we need to get all hands working on damage control."

"Thank you commander Argus. We won't bother you again."

"It's no bother, we just have a lot to deal with."

"I can certainly understand that."

Commander Argus then terminated the connection and the communications board went back to a display of every person on the ship and Laurel was a little dismayed to see 4 faces in red silhouette suggesting they were on board, but deceased. Laurel looked down for a moment then looked back at Jake.

"People are dying on this ship. We need to get the Icarus levitated so they can get to work. Who knows when the Ventoga will show up again, I don't think this ship is going to survive many encounters with them."

"Yeah, I get that feeling too. I wonder what kind of weapons they were firing at us?"

"It really doesn't matter what kind of high yield weapons you use if they're capable of penetrating the shields of your target."

Jake nodded solemnly and Laurel walked over to him and just as she reached him there was another soft thud heard echoing through the ship and it rocked slightly making everyone look at one another and Laurel stumbled forward into Jake's arms as he reached out and grabbed hold of her.

"These guys really need to work on their inertial dampening systems and their shield strength if they're going to come up against these guys more often than not."

"Not everyone has millions of years of technological knowledge at their disposal and an unlimited power supply provided by one of the oldest and most sophisticated races around." Laurel said as she stared into Jake's deep emerald green eyes and smiled at how they made her knees weak and butterflies in her stomach stir.

Laurel and Jake sat down in the middle of the floor and closed their eyes and set their foreheads together and took several calming breaths, then reached out to one another and immediately joined minds deeply. Jake then reached out with his perceptions and he was able to direct his mind's eye path down the corridors to the hangar where he saw the Icarus sitting nearly in the middle of the hangar. A moment later 2 men practically ran into the hangar and unfastened the latches holding the landing gear feet to the deck. Laurel then concentrated on her love for Jake and let the feeling swell to an incredible level within her and then she pushed hard and the Icarus rose slightly and rocked a bit then stabilized and the men in the hangar jumped back, one stumbling over a tool crate strapped to the deck and he landed on his backside. The other man stepped over to him and helped him to his feet and they stared at the Icarus holding motionless in the air for a moment then shook off their amazement and got to work placing the magnetic couplers under the landing feet. They then moved 3 lifting motors on carts into place and attached them to the magnetic clamps. They then stepped back and stared at the ship and Laurel got the signal that they were done and she settled the Icarus back to the deck, now resting on the heavy cargo lifter magnetic platforms. The ship squatted down on its landing gear until the lifting motors just made contact with the hull. Laurel then withdrew into her own mind and the image of the hangar blurred from both of their minds and it took a few seconds for the mental fog to wear off and their breathing to return to normal.

When Laurel and Jake opened their eyes, they looked at everyone and nodded.

"It's done. The men in the hangar worked as quick as they could to get the heavy lifting motors attached to the ship."

"Nice work you two," The captain said. "Let's hope we don't have to put them to use until we get home."

Jake didn't mention the certainty that they would be needing them sooner than anyone thought. Just as Laurel and Jake were getting to their feet the alarm once again sounded and a feeling of directional change could be felt ever so slightly. The hum of the engines could be sensed deepening and then there were 3 tremendous thuds heard slamming into the hull and the ship shook violently tossing everyone about in the room. There was another more intense evasive maneuver detected and a feeling of immense acceleration followed by 2 more sharp maneuvers and a distant thud that sounded more like an outside concussive rebound striking the hull. Laurel looked around just as they heard multiple objects pinging against the hull and they all looked at the bulkhead for a moment.

"I think we're in an asteroid field to avoid taking a direct hit." Laurel said. "That's smart thinking if the shield can deflect the asteroids we encounter."

"I'm starting to think we should've tried to survive a forest fire as opposed to being blown apart in deep space." The captain commented solemnly.

"If it helps sir, I've seen multiple eventualities in which we end up on the Future eventually¦all of us."

"That's reassuring, but doesn't take from the danger of the current situation."

"No sir, it doesn't. I won't even mention the negative eventualities I'm sensing if the wrong decisions are made."

There were 2 more thuds heard bounding off the hull then an intense feeling of acceleration followed by an alert from the communication board. The captain slowly got to his feet and walked toward the communication board and he could see a large image of commander Argus on the screen. The captain touched the screen and the image changed to a live image of commander Argus amidst smoke and a noisy background on the bridge.

"Yes commander Argus?"

"Captain Alexan, we're having trouble throwing the Ventoga off our trail. They've found a way of tracking us that we aren't able to defeat until we figure out how and what they're tracking aboard this ship. I need to get you and your crew off the Droplar before they manage to get us set up in a head to head fight. Our shields are about gone and the fires in engineering are hampering our ability to effect repairs to reinitialize the power grid properly in order to restore our shields to their optimal strength. I'm going to take us into close orbit of a planet I know of fairly close by with a breathable atmosphere and I want you to use your room to abandon ship. We will come back for you when we evade or destroy the Ventoga craft pursuing us."

"I hate to say it, but I'm a little relived to think about getting off your ship. You seem to be outmatched by your adversary and I don't think it's going to end well."

"I still have some tricks in mind to catch them at their most vulnerable to dispatch them once and for all. It's going to require me to lure them in close and conduct a strike at just the right moment and hit them in just the right place. If we don't get it right¦I would prefer you and your crew not be here when they counter our efforts."

"My ship, can you cast the Icarus free with us?"

Commander Argus sighed heavily before replying.

"It will require more time in orbit in which we might be detected. I don't want the Ventoga to know we've dropped you off. Your escape room is equipped with a cloak generator that will hide your bio signatures and physical presence for days if necessary. It will be important for you not to exit the escape pod until you are sure the Ventoga are no longer a threat. You will have passive sensors so if they stop by you will detect them. I will have another generator attached to your ship so it will remain undetectable in its crippled state. It will take us a little over an hour to reach the planet I have in mind. It's uninhabited, so you should be able to stay there without challenge for quite some time if necessary. I'm truly sorry our rescue attempt has resulted in you being stranded on another world, but I don't see any other way to keep you and your crew safe given our current situation. We will return as quickly as we can to affect a proper rescue."

"I appreciate the effort in at least trying to get us home. The galaxy is a hostile place so one never knows where they're going to run into trouble like you're facing."

"It's even worse when your adversary isn't even from this dimension. You just don't know where they are going to show up. I must get back to my duties, I just wanted to inform you of my plan."

"We'll be waiting for your command to eject. We won't waste any time so you can drop us and then get moving so as to avoid be detected until a time of your choosing."

"Good man. Talk to you soon."

Commander Argus then terminated the connection and the list of faces returned to the screen and there were now 5 faces in red silhouette and the captain sighed and walked back over to the others.

"He's right, we're going to get killed if we stay on this ship. If the enemy fire doesn't kill us out right, the secondary explosions and fires will get us. Laurel, can you and Jake do something to help put the fires out down in engineering so they can restore their systems?"

"Not directly, but I have a radical idea that would extinguish all the fires at the same time."

"Clear the deck and evacuate the air from the engineering deck?"

"Yes sir."

"What would happen if we did that on the Future in the engineering spaces?"

Laurel thought about it for a moment then looked at Jake and he dipped his chin in agreement, she then looked at the captain.

"There are critical components that can't withstand being in a vacuum environment without being damaged."

"There's another way sir," Jake said. "Maintain a pressure environment but remove all the oxygen and replace it with an inert gas¦like helium. If they have a fusion reactor on this ship, helium will be one of the byproduct gasses from the fusion process. Lots of it too."

"Now that's thinking outside the box. Contact commander Argus and suggest the idea but¦be diplomatic in how you present your idea. I don't want him to think we're poking our noses where they don't belong."

"Aye sir," Laurel replied.

Laurel walked over to the communication board and touched it and she searched for commander Argus' face, then touched it and there was a several second delay until he responded. When the live image appeared there was still a thin layer of smoke hanging in the room, but Laurel could now see the scope and layout of the bridge beyond commander Argus' position. In an instant she recognized the damage control indicator display to the left of commander Argus and there were 7 uncontrolled fires indicated on the 3rd, 4th, and 5th deck in the core of the ship. She knew it was going to complicate the issue to evacuate that many decks.

"We're a little busy up here Laurel. What can I do for you?"

"We have an idea that might help expedite your ability to get your systems under control so you can restore your shield and ability to commit to a strike with your weapons at full power potential."

Commander Argus looked over his shoulder for a moment and he was intuitive enough to recognize what Laurel was able to see beyond him. He moved to the left a little bit and looked back at Laurel.

"What do you know about our weapons capability?"

"Nothing sir. I just know we haven't heard them fire but twice during this whole encounter with the Ventoga. I can deduce that weapons were among the first things lost and the sound they make when reverberating through the hull suggest high energy particle discharge based weapons and if your power grid has been destabilized you would redirect all remaining energy into reinforcing the shields to prevent critical damage from being done to the engines. They're exposed and vulnerable if they sustain a direct hit. I think the type of weapons your adversary are using cause a feedback charge to make its way down the pylons resulting in multiple overloads in engineering."

"You have incredible powers of deduction from an isolated location many decks away from engineering."

"This isn't my first time in an engagement with hostile forces and believe it or not, I'm trained in command and control of a vessel far more complex than your ship. We can help if you'll hear me out."

"Uh¦alright Laurel, what do you suggest we do?"

"You have uncontrolled and inaccessible fires burning on decks three, four, and five. I don't know the layout of your critical systems and their subcomponents, but I'm assuming that's what's preventing you from affecting repairs while on the run. Do you have fusion reactors aboard this ship?"

"That's critical information that I'm not exactly comfortable disclosing."

"Okay, hypothetically if you did, one of the byproduct gasses is helium. It's an inert lighter than air noble gas that isn't persistently toxic or corrosive, you probably call it something else. Evacuate everyone from those decks and replace the oxygen with helium and the fires will be extinguished. Your people can then go in with breathing devices and affect repairs without the fear of flashback fires. When the time comes, it shouldn't be that difficult to replace the helium with oxygen since we all need to breath helium in low levels. You won't have to eliminate it completely to make the air breathable."

"You have a surprising knowledge of damage control. I can affect what you've suggested with relative ease except for evacuating all the people in the engineering decks. This ship requires people to be on station to monitor and operate critical systems manually. We don't have an AI to run the ship."

"Distribute breathing devices to the people you need on station so they can continue to do their jobs while you deal with putting out the fires. If you distribute the helium at the proper pressure they shouldn't need pressure suits to keep working. If you cool the gas as you pump it into the space you should be able to further comfort your people and even further reduce the affects of the fires on the components that need to be handled for repairs to be affected quickly and efficiently."

"Beautiful and brilliant, what a rare combination. Thank you for the advice Laurel."

"You're welcome sir. I just want to help you make it through this."

"I assume a little self preservation is in there somewhere?"

"Yes sir. I don't want to die either. Getting your power restored will help prevent that from happening."

"I appreciate your honesty¦and your suggestions. I know I would be a fool for not acting on your advice. I will contact you when we are in position for you to abandon ship."

"I understand. We won't bother you again."

"If you have this kind of helpful insight, please feel free to bother me. I won't be short with you next time."

"Thank you sir."

Commander Argus then terminated the connection and the list of faces returned to the display and there were no further red-silhouetted faces to Laurel's relief. She turned and walked over to Jake and took his hand and they leaned against the nearest bulkhead together and slid down to the bulkhead to their bottoms.

"We'll get through this babe."

"I know, but not all of the crew of this ship will. They've lost five so far and they're planning on going head to head with the Ventoga. I don't have your premonitions to see what's going to happen, but I can assume there are going to be some casualties. I don't like all the death that seems to be in our path so often. These guys probably would've been fine if they hadn't stopped to pick us up."

"They're doing what the enlighteners asked of them. We were in their neck of the woods and needed help. It's not our fault they did something to piss off the Ventoga and now they're reaping what they sowed."

"You think the enlighteners asked them to keep an eye on Agrusan since they were closest?"

"It would make sense to do that. Who knows, you might have given them the upper hand in their next engagement with the Ventoga since they'll be expecting these guys to be in really bad shape instead of facing them with full power available."

"I guess that's true. Commander Argus saw what my underlying intention was though. I want to keep us alive long enough to get off this ship."

"Come on babe, I can sense that you care about these people too. You wanted to give them an advantage however small it be."

"I just wish there was more I could do to insure they don't¦end up on the losing side of things."

"This ship wasn't meant to go into battle like they're planning. With its limited capabilities they'll have to use cunning and strategy to overcome the Ventoga. There's nothing you can do to help them with that. It sounds like commander Argus has a plan in mind that might catch the Ventoga off guard just enough to give these guys the upper hand long enough to deal a crippling blow. We'll have to trust in their ability to pull it off in order to come back and get us when they're done."

"If they don't achieve success we're going to be in a really bad situation," The captain said. "We'll be on another planet, possibly even further outside the search area, with the same problem of a crippled ship and no way of getting word to the Future where we are."

"If we have enough power remaining in the reserve cells on the Icarus, it can extrapolate where we are among the local stars so we can at least determine what options are available in contacting friendly forces nearby." Laurel offered.

"That's if there are any at all. We could wind up in a remote part of the galaxy with¦"

"We have to try and remain positive sir. I think we all understand the implications of ending up in a part of the galaxy with no one around to contact for help."

"You're right, I'm sorry for adding stress to an already stressful situation. You did a fantastic job of convincing commander Argus diplomatically what course of action to take to get his ship stabilized. You still have command instincts that are a valuable resource to any captain that has the luxury of having you around during a crisis."

"Thank you sir. I hope I prove as useful to you someday."

"Let's hope we aren't facing a foe the Future can't outmatch when the time comes that I need to lean on you for advice. You've already proven yourself more than capable of commanding the Future in a crisis. Lord knows we owe you our lives and the incredible resources tucked away in the Future's data core and upgraded systems are far more than anyone could've hoped for."

"Thank you sir. It means a lot that you value Jake and I so highly. If the Future were here I'm sure we could dispatch the Ventoga without much effort given her recent weapons upgrade or at least she could withstand any attack by them long enough to convince them to initiate negotiations."

"And what would you do, wait and let them exhaust themselves pecking at our shield or fire upon them?"

"Since I don't know their motivation for attacking I suppose it would depend on how much damage they were able to inflict. I don't think they would do much damage to the shield so I would choose the let them figure out that they can't hurt us and then attempt to contact them. If in the unlikely event they were able to diminish our shield strength, I would target weapons and navigation first to disable their ability to fight back and navigate effectively and if that didn't work I would take out their propulsion system if I could do it in a way that didn't' risk destroying their ship completely. If I couldn't take out their propulsion and they made a run for it, it would still leave us the opportunity to escape too, and I know they couldn't catch up to the Future since this ship was able to evade and outrun them even with critical damage occurring in the engineering decks. I don't want to destroy a ship full of people just following orders if I can avoid it."

"That's tactically sound and noble that you would think of their crew even though you have no idea who they are. That sounded like a natural leader supposing the proper course of action if engaged in a hostile encounter¦and that of a commanding officer thinking of her own crew as well as those of another captain's ship."

"Why wouldn't you just pursue the hostile force and finish them off?" Rody asked. "If they fired first it speaks to their motivation, they want to fight and die if necessary."

"Not everyone has our sense of values or morals Hammer," Laurel replied. "They have a right to live even if they initiated the first act of aggression. Just because you can do a thing, doesn't mean you should in most circumstances. The destructive potential of the Future has to be used with wisdom and compassion even if it means letting the enemy get away. We're explorers, not conquerors."

"So what if they have intentions on striking an ally home world?"

"Well that's not the scenario here, is it? That would change things radically. I would disable them if possible and if I can't, I would destroy them. In that situation it would save thousands if not millions of innocent lives on the home world in question if I destroyed their ship. Every situation requires a different response, this one would require mercy."

"The civilian corps thinks a little different than the military Hammer," The captain said. "She's right in the proper response to each particular situation is different depending on the circumstances."

"Yes sir. I would just do things different."

"I'm sure you would."

They could then feel a slight sense of acceleration and the barely discernable hum from the engines increased in depth and resonance through the hull and the ship banked over hard and then leveled out and continued to accelerate and everyone looked around briefly then Laurel grinned.

"I think they just found more power. Ether they got the fires out or someone found a way to reroute more power to propulsion."

"They probably diverted power from the shield to get more out of the engines if I had to guess." The captain said.

"I guess that means they gave the Ventoga the slip for the time being?" Rachel asked.

"If the asteroid field was dense enough, the Ventoga would give up wasting time searching for the ship and wait for the ship to make a run for it and catch up to it somewhere else." Laurel said.

"You're thinking the asteroid field was comprised of magnetic debris making it difficult to track the location of the ship accurately?" The captain asked.

"Something like that. It would make a lot more sense to duck into an asteroid field if that were the case."

"See, they know what they're doing up there Laurel. Your help was an invaluable assist in getting the emergency below decks under control, but they know how to evade the Ventoga even if only for a short time. It may have given us the window needed for us to get off this ship without being detected."

"Yes sir. I'm sure commander Argus was chosen to command this ship for good reason."

They then settled in for the hour ride to their intended destination. Time seemed to go by quickly and before they knew it there was an tone heard from the communication board. The captain got to his feet and walked over the communications board where a large image of commander Argus' face was displayed. The captain touched the image and it was replaced with a live image of commander Argus in a much calmer atmosphere on the bridge and the air looked completely clear of smoke though a few overhead panels were hanging open with men working on the internal components.

"Is it time commander?" The captain asked calmly.

"Nearly. We will be arriving momentarily. I've made arrangements to have your ship cast free at the same moment that your escape pod breaks free from the ship. It will take some time for the internal power to come online so you should expect a period of darkness until the power comes up. There isn't any artificial gravity in the escape pod mode so you should strap yourselves in securely when the seats deploy from the walls. Your room is designed to accommodate twelve people in seats and many more as far as breathable air and space to fit in the room, so you should all be able to strap in for the ride to the surface. The rudimentary navigation system will search for a suitable flat area to set down in so you won't have to do anything to get to the surface safely but hold on and don't release your restraints until you've touched down. Your ship will have the same programming incorporated into the navigation system of the heavy cargo lifters, but it will likely land some distance away from the escape pod. If all goes well, we will return within the day to affect a proper rescue."

"I assume you won't be hanging around to make sure we make it to the surface safely?"

"No. The instant you and your ship are clear we will be leaving. The longer we delay our departure the more likely it is the Ventoga will track us to the planet we will be dropping you off at. They will not bother to find out who you are; they'll fire on you until they are certain you've been destroyed. I would prefer they come after the Droplar than your escape pod. We at least have weapons and shields to protect ourselves if fired upon."

"I appreciate that. What's the name of the planet you're dropping us on?"

"N X four three one nine according to my charts. If it has a name other than its coordinate designation, I am not aware of what it is."

"That's not very reassuring. You're sure it's uninhabited though?"

"Yes. No intelligent life, but there are numerous indigenous forms of life according to my information. Avoid contact with any of them until we return to pick you up. Some are quite large and may be capable of inflicting great harm. Brace yourselves for deceleration forces."

There was a slight sense of a shuddering and then a blurry feeling while dropping from faster than light to sub light speeds in an instant. It was an odd and somewhat nauseating feeling that thankfully only lasted a few seconds then faded away.

"That's most unpleasant," The captain said. "Don't you have inertial dampeners that can handle the forces your ship produces?"

"Yes, but I am pushing the system to its limits to get you here as quick as possible. The Droplar is capable of exceeding the capabilities of the inertial dampers if pushed to her maximum. Please pull the red paddle button by the door and twist it to the right, then press it."

The captain did as commander Argus commanded and there was thud heard and the lights went out and a moment later dim red lighting illuminated and slots in the bulkheads popped open. They resembled mail slots incorporated into the bulkheads and strap seats spilled from them and dangled down the bulkhead. The communication board blinked out, but commander Argus voice echoed into the room from speakers overhead.

"I'm hoping the seats deployed successfully?"

"Yes. There are strap seats hanging from slots in the bulkheads."

"Good. There are very strong magnetic clamps at the bottom of the seats. Squeeze them and stretch the seats in a downward direction and attach the magnetic clamps to the wall. Then pull the seat portion out as you sit down and they will cradle your bottom as you sit in them. You will need to fasten the shoulder straps over and across your upper body; they will meet in the middle of your stomach. One end will have a spoked receiver that the end of each restraint strap will snap into. You will then need to fasten the waist straps into that same spoked receiver. One of you will need to be seated by the door in order to engage the final eject command. You will hear a warning that the ejection motors are about to engage. Three seconds later you will be thrust away from the ship. The upper portion of the seat straps will inflate to provide a cushion behind your head and neck. You should try to keep your head up straight looking directly forward. Do not try to move around until you land on the surface. We have programmed a fast decent into the escape pod navigation system so the ride might be a little rough. I apologize for the discomfort you may experience, but it's important to get you on the surface and powered down as quickly as possible so you will not be detected as you pass through the atmosphere."

"Have you ever used this escape method before?" The captain asked.

"They have been tested and certified as safe, but they have never been employed under these conditions with rapid descent programming initiated."

"Wonderful! We're your test pilots then."

Everyone quickly got their seats arranged and connected to the bulkhead with the magnetic clamps, they then pulled them down as they sat down in them and then they snapped the restraint straps into the spoked receiver. The captain assumed the seat next to the door and when he looked around in the dim red glow filling the room he could see that everyone was fastened in and hanging like meat bags on the wall.

"We are nearly in position, have you all fastened yourselves in?" Commander Argus inquired.

"Yes," Captain Alexan replied. "We're all secured in our seats."

"Great. Good luck to you and I hope to see you real soon. Eject in¦five¦four¦three¦two¦now!"


Chapter 50 Orilla
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Orilla

The captain pulled the paddle button, twisted it to the left, then slapped the paddle button hard and there was series of loud bangs heard from right behind the bulkheads and then a calming female voice rang out.

"Escape pod activated, prepare for ejection thrust motor firing."

The captain looked at Laurel and Jake just as the head and neck straps inflated in a burst.

"She said escape pod activated, prepare for ejection thrust motor firing," Laurel said. "I think we better hold on."

They all grasped their restraint straps and a second later the thrust motors fired noisily and the room shot away from the ship and everyone was pulled in their eats hard for 10 seconds then there was a pause as the room slowly pivoted and zero G washed over them sickeningly. They could feel every motion the room took as they floated in their restraints. There was a whining that built up to a high pitch and then the motors fired again and they were pulled hard in their restraints as they rocketed toward the surface, ceiling first. The motors burned hard and steady pulling everyone down into their seats hard and they could hear the thunderous noise the motors were making rumbling right through structure of the room.

"Geeze all mighty!" The captain exclaimed. "I haven't felt Gs like this since my flight training days."

"Kind of exhilarating huhn?" Rody yelled over the thunderous noise with a big smile on his face.

"You would get a thrill out of this you crazy S O B!" The captain shouted back.

"This is the entry phase, wait until you feel the breaking maneuver!"

"Breaking maneuver?" Rachel shouted.

"We're heading down ceiling first toward the surface at super sonic speeds right now," Rody replied loudly. "When we get to a specific altitude, a maneuver will performed to turn us around and fire the thrust motors at full power to slow us down so we don't slam into the ground at mach ten. With no inertial dampening system we're going to be yanked down in our seats to the tune of like five Gs. Hope you ate a light meal on the ship cause it's likely to come back on you in a wicked way."

"Why are we heading down ceiling first?" Catty asked in almost shouting.

"The top of this pod is probably reinforced to take the extreme heat that it's being subjected to, like a heat shield." Rody replied.

"I imagine the motor nozzles can't take the kind of plasma heating produced during entry either, not without being destroyed." Laurel shouted.

"How's your tummy holding up Laurel?" The captain shouted.

"Not real well sir! I'll be okay though."

"You hang in there, it'll be over pretty soon!"

Laurel nodded and faced forward as the room shook and rumbled tremendously, shaking them all in their seat straps. The incredible sensation continued for another full 3 minutes then the motors could be heard throttling down and they finally felt an easing of the G forces exerted on their bodies. They then felt a lateral yawing as one set of motors gimbled and spun the room around so the deck was facing down and the pitch was now at a slight angle as the motors resumed their noisy thrust at an even louder and deeper level and everyone felt like they weighed hundreds of pounds more than normal as the pod was slowed. They all closed their eyes and grit their teeth against the intense forces being felt except Rody, he was grinning while letting his arms hang free at his sides so he could detect the intense amplification of ambient gravity in his fingers as the blood was pushed to the ends of his hands from his shoulders and arms, making his fingers feel thick and tingly.

As the pod neared the ground there was a last intense burst from the thrust motors and everyone felt a bobbing sensation and then there was solid thud and the motors cut off in dramatic fashion with a pop and a hushed wiring sound that slowly faded away. As the pod touched down everyone was yanked down in their seats and Laurel let a squeak slip out as she gripped her restraints tightly. They all looked around for a few moments and then the lights popped back on and the red emergency lighting blinked out.

"How you doin over there Laurel?" The captain asked as he began unfastening his restraint straps from the spoked receiver.

"Surprisingly¦not bad sir. I sure wouldn't want to do that on a regular basis though."

"What a freakin rush!" Rody said with a big smile on his face.

"You're a true nut ball!" Rachel said. "Those kind of forces exerted on the Human body can't be good for you."

"I imagine no,t but that was awesome. Our ships are so technologically sophisticated anymore that you don't feel a thing even when jumping light years in an instant. My first ride in space was in an experimental fighter that had inertial dampers that only washed away thirty percent of the inertial forces the ship was subjected to. Reentry was always a thrill ride and I kind of miss it."

"Are all special tactics Marines crazy like you?" Catty asked as she finally freed herself and struggled out of her seat.

"Pretty much, it takes a certain type of person to do what we do. The love of adrenaline rushes is a pretty common trait among us."

Laurel wrangled herself out of her seat and started to head for the view port when her and Jake sensed a strange energy field enveloping the room. Laurel took one step and then stopped in a gating pose and looked at Jake as he too managed to get himself freed from his restraints and stand up.

"You feel that?"

"Yeah, what the heck do you think it is?"

The captain looked around for a moment then looked at the pair as Laurel took another step to bring her feet together.

"Feel what? I don't feel anything."

"We're sensing a field of energy emanating from somewhere close by."

"You think it's the cloak commander Argus was talking about?" Rachel asked.

"That's got to be it. We sensed it coming online."

"Jake, you think you could take a look outside to see how far away the Icarus set down?" The captain asked.

"I uh¦you don't mean actually going outside, right sir?"

"No. Commander Argus made it clear that we needed to stay in here until we're sure the Ventoga have either stopped and looked around then left or enough time has past to suggest they're still tracking the Droplar without knowing they stopped here to dump us."

As if on cue, the passive sensors sounded a subtle alert and the communication board lit up and instead of a list of faces, it showed a distant object approaching the planet. The edge of the globe was depicted and a rather sizable object was shown as nothing more than a blinking green smudge heading straight toward the planet that had a tiny yellow dot on its surface near the apex of the circular depiction of the globe. Everyone walked over to the display and looked at it intently.

"I hope this isn't what all of their technology is like," Laurel said smugly. "Rudimentary doesn't begin to describe how archaic this sensor display is."

Characters began to track right behind the object on the screen as it moved toward the planet. The red color of the characters suggested it was indicating the object was either hostile or identifiable as unfriendly one way or the other.

"Rudimentary or not, that looks to be indicating something dangerous. It has to be the Ventoga stopping by to see why the Droplar stopped in this system."

"If it's them, let's hope the cloak attached to this pod is more sophisticated than this passive sensor display." Laurel said.

They watched the display for 3 Â½ minutes as the object held a stationary position over their location as the planet rotated on its axis and there was data being displayed that unfortunately no one could decipher, but at one point there seemed to be indications of a scanning beam of some kind sweeping across the location the pod was inhabiting, but it never focused on the pods location, it merely swept by twice and then faded away. The object then headed away from the planet slowly at first, then it just zipped off the screen and the captain sighed heavily and leaned one hand on the wall as he closed his eyes and soaked in the deep relief that the cloak worked as promised. He then pushed off from the wall and gently put his hand on Jake's shoulder.

"You want to take a look around and see what you can see?"

Jake nodded and took a step toward the middle of the room then closed his eyes and took several relaxing breaths and then he reached out to try and see the environment outside the pod. He was dismayed when nothing came to him but the presence of everyone in the room with him. He pushed harder and still nothing happened. He opened his eyes and looked at Laurel with a distressed look on his face.

"You're going to have to help me babe, my remote viewing capability isn't working."

Laurel nodded and walked over to him and slid her hand into his and they set their foreheads together and reached out to one another and instantly slipped into one another's minds. They waited for the rush to fade and the enhanced emotional levity to settle in and then Jake concentrated on his love for Laurel and he let the feeling swell within him until it reached what he thought was a sufficient level and then he pushed hard to try and thrust his remote sense into action. Again he sensed everything and everyone in the room, but nothing beyond and then Laurel pushed with him and they both started to breathe harder and faster as their blood pressure rose and their hearts tripled in rhythm. There was still nothing sensed beyond the room and the people in it and they both opened their eyes and the room was awash in blurry white and twinkling spots everywhere they looked for a few moments then they pulled their energy back and a few seconds later the room came into clear focus and their hearts slowed as the neural activity decreased.

"I don't get it," Laurel said. "Why aren't our abilities working?"

"I don't know babe. Something is stifling our attempts to reach out beyond this room."

"Maybe it's the cloak?" Rachel said. "You think it could be operating on a frequency that inhibits your abilities?"

"I suppose it's possible," Jake said. "The stasis field surrounding our stasis pods does the same thing. We can't sense a person in their pod when the lid is closed and the field is active."

"Are you saying your abilities aren't working at all?" The captain asked.

"No sir, they're working. We just can't¦see or sense anything beyond this room. We can sense the emotions coming from all of you and we can hear Catty's voice real faintly when Laurel and I join minds. We're sensitive to her neural frequencies now, so with our senses heightened like they are when we join minds, we can hear her subconscious thoughts."

"You can hear what I'm thinking?" Catty asked in a stunned tone.

"Not exactly. We can hear a word or two here and there. Its not like we hear you thinking full thoughts or anything. It's not a clear pattern either. It's like a whispered word from across a room full of conversation. Laurel's voice drowns yours out in my mind, but I can still detect the distinct sound of your voice in the occasional word or two perceived."

"Oh. I don't hear your voices in my head, not like I did for a while after the deep sharing."

"Our senses are combined so we're just super sensitive to things when Laurel and I are joined like this. Ordinarily we don't hear your voice in the back of our minds either."

"The power of two minds operating as one?"

"Yes. It magnifies anything either one of senses individually and we both experience what the other is sensing. We have two brains processing sensory information so there's an expected enhancement of everything sensed."

"That's actually pretty neat how that works."

"That's a little disturbing to think that someone has accidentally found a way to block your heightened abilities." The captain said.

"If that's what's causing the problem, yes sir. This could be exploited to defeat our abilities."

"You think this extends to all of your abilities?"

Laurel looked at one of their personal bags lying on the floor and she stared at it for a moment then pushed lightly and the bag rose into the air and she held it stationary and then concentrated on making it float back to the floor and then she looked at the captain.

"Our abilities still work in here at the very least."

"Seams odd that being saturated in the cloaking field would limit your abilities to this room. You would think it would stop your abilities from working completely. Like a cancellation field."

"It's possible that it's something beyond the cloaking field and the cloak is what's making them work in this room. It could be blocking whatever's drowning out our abilities."

"That would be even more disturbing if it's the conditions on this planet causing your difficulties."

"Yes sir, for all we know the affect could pose a health hazard if it can do that. It might be capable of affecting human brain function in everyone."

"That would be a serious problem. I don't know how long this pod can power the cloaking field if that's the case. We would have to stay in this room until we're rescued."

"That would suck!" Rachel said. "We got no food or water in here. It's all in the Icarus."

"And with little or no power available in the Icarus, we can't engage the shield to protect us from whatever's casing this problem." Laurel said.

"Do we dare step outside and see what the conditions are like out there?" Catty asked.

"I would rather we wait half an hour or so to make sure the Ventoga aren't coming back to have a second look." The captain said.

"Can we open the view port then and at least see what it looks like out there?" Catty pressed.

"I think that would be safe enough."

Catty grinned at the captain and then walked over to the worktable and looked at the closed view port on the other side of the table and she didn't see a control panel or lever to open the view port. She then looked at Laurel.

"I don't know anything more about this pod than any of you do. Why are you looking to me?"

"Cause you're a genius when it comes to complex problem solving."

"You've been reading up on me?"

"It's no big secret Laurel. The whole ship knows who you are and what you're like."

"Right, I'm part of everyone's post stasis briefing."

"You're not just part of it, you're basically the subject of it."

Laurel smiled lightly and walked over to Catty and bumped her shoulder against Catty's.

"Thanks Catty, you're sweet."

"Just stating a fact, but you're welcome."

Laurel then looked at the sealed view port with no obvious signs of how to open it and it struck her that it must be touch sensitive. She reached out her hand and gently set her fingertips on the view port and the white color simply blinked away to reveal a dim twilight view of a practically baron desert looking environment draped in heavy bluish shadows all the way to the distant Future. The sky had an eerie blue to purple dusk glow to it with dark bands of thin clouds stretching nearly from one end of the visible sky to the other.

"What a dismal looking world," Catty commented. "It's almost night fall, I wonder what kind of animals, if any, come out at night in a place like this?"

"I think it's always like this. Remember Jake saying he saw a planet of eternal twilight?"

"That's right, I do remember him telling the captain that."

Everyone stepped up behind the girls and peered out the view port and they were struck by how baron and flat the terrain looked and it was Rachel that proposed an interesting observation.

"I bet this plain is so flat because it used to be at the bottom of some huge body of water in the distant past, like an ocean or great lake."

Laurel looked at her and grinned.

"That's a brilliant deduction, I bet you're right. Commander Argus did say the navigation system would search the flattest surface available to set down on. What better place than a dry lake or ancient ocean basin that long since dried up."

"We need to find the Icarus so we can get access to food and water. I wonder how far away it set down?" Rody commented and asked.

Laurel leaned back and looked at him.

"That could actually be a bit of a problem. If our abilities are affected by something on this planet we'll have to venture out in different directions to search for it. With the cloak engaged, the passive sensors in this pod won't be able to detect it."

"That's great! I don't think we should go out in teams of less than two each, which means we can only search in three directions at a time, just like we did on Agrusan."

"Yeah, we had the advantage of one direction being a climb of almost three thousand feet in elevation within two miles of camp. This place is flat as a pancake so you'll only be able to see to the Future and we don't have any electronic devices to tell us if any animals are around or what conditions we might stumble into."

"It would sure help if we could read the data on that sensor screen," Catty commented. "I'm sure it's capable of telling us what the conditions are like outside if we could understand the language it's broadcasting in."

"I'm sorry Catty, Jake and I can't help with that."

"I know Laurel, I was just expressing frustration at the situation."

"Let's not get ahead of ourselves," The captain said. "We don't know yet if the kids¦Laurel and Jake's abilities are being affected by the planet or the cloaking field."

"It's okay if you call us the kids sir, we're starting to get used to it¦coming from you that is. We don't want that nickname to be the way everyone refers to us, but given the nature of our relationship with you and our young age comparably, no offense, we get why you see us as the kids."

"Thanks for understanding Laurel. It really is a term of endearment even though you take offense to it."

"Like I said, we don't feel offended when it's coming from you."

"Just don't go thinking you can call me pops or anything like that." The captain said with a grin.

"No sir. You'll always be captain Alexan or sir to us."

"Do me a favor and check the passive sensor and see if anything is being detected that you can make out including atmospheric conditions. I know you can't read what you're seeing, but advanced abilities or not you're a brilliant woman, so I have every confidence you'll be able to figure some of the controls to get us some usable information."

"Alright, I'll see what we can figure out sir. Thank you for the compliment by the way."

"You're welcome."

Everyone made a hole and Laurel and Jake headed over to the communications board and they looked over the data on the screen and they recognized that on a 2 dimensional plane the data would require a little imagination to pull out a 3 dimensional picture of what was represented. Laurel touched the screen and dragged the point of view to the flat plane all around the tiny dot representing the location of the pod and she started trying to make sense of the list scrolling up in the margin despite the unrecognizable characters being displayed. Laurel pointed at the data and glanced back at everyone looking on.

"Those seem to be indications of a breathable environment since they are in light blue while pulsing slowly and all the rest of the data is either in red or yellow."

Laurel turned her head back to the display and inadvertently touched the pulsing light blue data and the information grew larger and drew out of the list of data and several more elements were suddenly represented by their atomic structure.

"Look!" Laurel exclaimed excitedly. "One hydrogen, two oxygen. It's water. There's water in the atmosphere."

"So touching an item will show its atomic structure and those related to it?" The captain asked.

"It looks to be that simple sir."

"So there's hydrogen, oxygen, helium, carbon dioxide, methane, argon, even nitrogen. If there's that much methane, there must be complex biology going on somewhere on this planet."

"I can't decipher these numbers listed, but the fact that it's listed so high on the related list suggests it's in pretty high levels relatively speaking. As long as the oxygen content is between fifteen and twenty-two percent we should be able to breathe it. It all depends on how high the carbon dioxide level is as to whether the air will make us feel drunk or delirious."

"I would have to imagine a green color would've been an indication of perfect conditions, but light blue suggests it's still breathable. The air pressure and gas concentrations on the Droplar tell us our hosts breathe the same relative air mixture we do, so this has to be a good sign that the air is safe to breathe."

"I would say that's an accurate conclusion sir." Laurel said.

"Can you tell how to discern life signs on this thing?"

"I would have to touch each and every line item in the data to see what comes up. Just looking at it blindly like this I would have to say no sir. I don't know what most of this data indicates."

"Well we don't see any indications of the Ventoga so I'm going to call it good to open the door and see what the air is like. We need to find the Icarus before it does turn to night fall out there, and we have no way of knowing when that's going to happen."

Laurel nodded and the captain stepped over to the door and took one last look at everyone then faced the door and slapped his hand on the paddle switch and the door hissed loudly as the air was equalized then the door clanked and the captain opened the door.

They were spellbound as they stepped out into the comfortably warm thin air. They all began to breathe deeper and faster, like being in high altitude air that is breathable but very thin, the difference being this air was dense but lacking in an adequate concentration of oxygen. The air had a peculiar smell to it, like industrial dust contaminated with heavy minerals. They quickly adjusted to breathing faster to get the oxygen needed and it was the view that then took them by complete surprise. As they looked into the sky they could immediately see 4 moons, one of which was gigantic and extremely close in its orbit with 3 smaller moons at varying distances behind the firsts, all obscuring the direct sunlight from reaching the surface. They all took timid steps out into the talcum like dust that seemed to stretch on to the Future and it covered every square inch. Even the few small pebbles scattered about had a fine coating of the fine dust covering them. Every step they took stirred small clouds of the fine dust in response to their feet being planted on the ground. They all walked several yards from the pod while staring into the heavens and then looked back at the pod.

"Look at the scorching on the pod," Laurel said. "We must've been really cooking as we made our entry."

There were four craters excavated at the corners of the pod where the thrust motors blew the soft soil away as the pod touched down flat on it's bottom surface. The entire outer surface of the pod was blackened from the intense heat generated during their rapid descent. The captain nodded and looked at the top of the pod to try and see the cloak generator but the tall walls of the structure itself obscured his view of the center of the pod.

"I wonder how far out the cloaking field extends?" The captain said.

"Jake and I should walk a short distance away and see if our abilities are restored or decreased even further."

The captain looked at her and nodded.

Laurel stepped over to Jake and took hold of his hand and the pair started slowly walking away from the pod. They all noticed the odd humming breeze that seemed to be constant and it made for an eerie feeling with the dim bluish glow being cast over everything as the area resided in the deepest shadow of the moons overhead, allowing only the warmth and feeble shadows of light to cast around them to the planet. As Laurel and Jake finally reached the perimeter of the cloaking field some 50 yards from the pod, they slipped through the unseen envelope out into the direct affects of the planet and they immediately lost the sense of the other aside from the bond deep within their hearts. The faint echo of the other's voice simply blinked out and their senses became numb and dull. They both stopped in their tracks and stared at one another.

"So it's the planet after all," Laurel said. "I wonder if that weird humming sound carrying on the breeze has something to do with it?"

"I don't know. I don't like having our connection severed like that. It reminds me of what the Lundragaus did to us."

"I never would've guessed that a planet's natural resonance could affect brainwaves or the ability to broadcast them anyways."

They turned and faced the others in the near distance.

"This is the outer edge of the cloaking field," Laurel said. "You should all step out this far and see if it has any affect on you guys."

"Are you feeling any physical sensations?" The captain asked as he slowly walked toward them.

"Nothing that's uncomfortable. Our senses have been¦diminished and our advanced abilities are gone¦even more so than in the pod. I think the cloaking field was offering some measure of protection from whatever's affecting us out here."

"We aren't feeling any physical sensations that are of concern." Jake added.

Everyone then followed the captain and they walked until they were next to Laurel and Jake. They all then turned and looked at the pod for a moment and Rachel shrugged her shoulders.

"I don't feel anything. It must only be affecting you two."

"I'm sure it's affecting you four, but in a much more subtle way."

"We should try and decide what directions to search first." The captain said.

"You may as well flip a coin." Rody said.

"I can't get over how strange this planet and its moons are," Catty said looking up at the dusk like conditions. "I guess there's no end to the strange variety of systems we're going to find out here."

"No two systems will be the same and there are over two hundred billion in our galaxy alone and we are just one of trillions of galaxies in the known universe. We'll see things you can't imagine in our neck of the galaxy let alone what could be out there." Laurel said with a grin. She then looked at the captain. "We would like to head that way if it's alright sir?" Laurel said pointing toward the distant Future seemingly in a random direction.

"An instinct tells you to go that way?"

"Something like that. It just feels right to go that way."

"Alright. I'll allow you and Jake to make up one team. I want everyone to keep their cranial transmitters active while we search for the Icarus. Any animals you encounter are to be avoided. If one appears to be curious about you, make an effort to avoid coming close to it. If it appears to be heading toward you despite an attempt to avoid contact, you are to drop it. The lowest setting on our weapons should be sufficient to stun any creatures we encounter, but if not, you are authorized and further more ordered to use higher settings to eliminate the hazard no matter how cute or harmless the animal appears to be."

Everyone nodded and they pulled their weapons and set them on the lowest stetting and then holstered them. The captain then looked at Rody.

"Hammer, you and Rachel will make up one team and Catty and I will make up the other."

"Understood sir."

"Let's go find the ship so we can assess our chances of contacting someone nearby to conduct a proper rescue."

"You're convinced the Droplar won't be coming back sir?" Laurel asked.

"They got their asses handed to them during their first engagement. I wouldn't say it's impossible, but I think it's unlikely they'll be coming back. We need to think about helping ourselves if possible. At the very least the equipment on the Icarus will be able to tell us where we are. Food and water are going to be a problem if we don't find the ship before night fall."

"That's true. The thin air is going to make physical activity laborious too."

"That's a good point. I want everyone to maintain an easy pace to avoid over exertion in this low oxygen environment. One hour, that's how long I want everyone to search in their chosen direction. If you haven't found anything within an hour, follow your tracks and fall back to the pod."

Everyone nodded and the captain yanked his coat down to straighten it and then he nodded once.

"Let's head out."

They all then teamed up and turned their backs to one another and began heading out in different directions, Laurel and Jake heading in the direction Laurel had requested. It didn't take long for them to reach a point where they were out of sight from the other teams and that's when Laurel and Jake activated their cranial transceivers, canceling encryption mode as they did so. They walked for close to 30 minutes when they saw dust rising in puffs in the distance indicating something was walking toward them. They adjusted their course to avoid walking directly toward the approaching creature and it worked for time and then just as they could make out a distant dark shape accompanying the dust trail and it changed course to once again intercept their path. They both looked at one another and then Jake dipped his chin once and pulled his sidearm. Laurel looked down at his weapon hanging in his hand pointing at the ground and she grinned slightly.

"I had no idea you were going to do that. It's a strange sensation not to know exactly what you're thinking for once."

"I'm kind of relieved that this planet isn't affecting the core of our pairing. Can you imagine suffering separation symptoms the whole time we're here?"

"We would get really sick until we got off this rock. I think the core of our pairing is a physiological bond to one another that nothing can affect aside from¦"

"Our deaths?"

"Yeah. I don't like saying it aloud."

"Don't be superstitious, saying it won't make it happen."

They turned their attention back to the approaching dust trail and they once again headed to the right slightly and the animal again adjusted its path to match and the dust from its footsteps grew thicker indicating it was now stepping harder and faster.

"Whatever that is, we're going to have to drop it like the captain said." Jake said.

"It must have a way of detecting our footsteps. Maybe if we stand still it will lose interest?"

They both stopped walking and stood still for a moment and the approaching animal stopped and then seemed to walk in slow circles for a short time. It then stood still for a time then slowly began heading off in a different direction. Laurel and Jake just stood and watched the animal growing more distant and the dust being produced by its footsteps grew less obvious over time and eventually disappeared altogether. Jake holstered his weapon as he flicked the power switch off and he secured the thumb stay and then looked at Laurel.

"The captain is right. You have an inherent brilliance that doesn't require your advanced abilities to be apparent."

"Thanks Jake. It's just a matter of complex problem solving, you and I both posses that skill. It's part of what makes us such good leaders."

"I guess the captain is wise enough to recognize that. So why did you choose this direction for us to head in?"

Laurel reached up and silenced her cranial transceiver.

"I didn't want to say it in front of the captain but¦I felt the ship in this direction. I can't feel it anymore and we've altered our course so I'm not sure that we're still heading in the right precise direction, but I think we're going to find it this way." Laurel said pointing toward the Future.

"Our ability to sense energy fields is completely gone now huhn?"

"Yeah. All of our advanced abilities are gone. We're back to like we were before we hooked up."

Jake flicked his chin toward the direction Laurel had pointed and they both resumed their casual pace and Jake slipped his hand in Laurel's as she reached up and reactivated her transceiver.

"We'll never be completely like we were before babe. We've had tons of information and training crammed into our heads not to mention the physical changes that our brains have undergone."

"I know, our fate has turned out to be way weirder than anyone could've ever imagined."

"Not weird, unexpected," The captain said over their transceivers surprising them both. "Have you seen anything aside from the animal you thought you were going to have to drop?"

"No sir," Laurel replied. "The animal was tracking us by infrasonic vibrations from our footsteps. When we stopped walking it lost interest and headed off in the other direction. Aside from that all we've found is flat nothingness to the Future."

"Sounds familiar. We haven't seen a thing either. What about you and Rachel, Hammer?"

"Nothing yet sir. We have to entertain the idea that the ship set down much further away than we thought."

"The thought had crossed my mind. Once we figure out how long a day is we can engage in longer searches. For now I still want to stick to the one hour plan since it will take us twice that to regroup at the pod if we don't find the Icarus."

"That's a good idea sir. I don't want to be caught out here when night sets in."

"I have a feeling we'll have lots of moonlight when night does come around." Laurel said.

"I wonder how many moons this planet has in total?" Catty posed.

"We know at least four," Laurel said. "That means this planet is going to be in a stabile and fixed rotation on its axis. Water is likely going to be distributed close to the equator too."

"Why would you think that?"

"Gravitational attraction. The moon on Earth pulls the oceans into a bulge slightly behind wherever it happens to be in relation to the Earth. That's what creates the tides on every continent's beaches. With four or more moons here that'll be amplified significantly, that is if they orbit the planet on a flat plane relative to its equator."

"That makes sense."

They then went silent as they all continued to walk in the twilight conditions and they noticed that yet another moon was beginning to rise as the largest moon began to set. It would create another shadow over the planet insuring the sun wouldn't shine its life-giving rays directly on the surface.

Just as everyone was giving hope of finding the Icarus on the first search, Laurel and Jake reached what their bio monitors were indicating was an hour and they stopped and looked off to the dim Future and they could just discern a dark shape in the distance that wasn't moving.

"Sir? I think Jake and I found something," Laurel said. "It has almost been an hour, but we would like permission to extend our search by another half hour to investigate the object we see in the distance?"

"Does it look like it could be the Icarus?"

"Possibly. It's too far away in these dim conditions to make it out clearly. From here it appears to be a dark object that isn't moving. Even with our enhanced visual acuity it's just too far away to make out any details."

"Understood. You have my permission to explore a little further."

"Thank you sir. We'll report what the object is once we can see it better."

"Understood Laurel."

The pair then set out heading toward the distant shadow and after 10 minutes of walking closer they began to make out enough definition to determine that it was definitely the Icarus sitting upright with the heavy cargo lifting motors still attached to its landing feet. Laurel smiled and looked at Jake.

"I was right, it's a relief to know my instincts were right."

"We found the Icarus sir," Jake reported. "It looks to have landed in a way that didn't do any damage. It's upright on its landing gear anyways."

"That's fantastic Jake! I guess the cloak has shut down or you wouldn't be able to see it at all. Look the ship over to make sure it's in good shape, then retrieve some rations and hand held sensors and fall back to the pod. I want you and Rachel to start heading back to the pod Hammer."

"Understood sir." Rody replied

Laurel and Jake picked up the pace to reach the ship as quickly as they could. As they got closer they could tell that there was a fine coating of dust on the ship but it was completely intact. When they got to within a few dozen yards they could make out clear details and the ship looked undamaged and it was squatted down on its landing gear with the hull skin drawn up over the cabin window. They practically ran the last few yards to the ship and they walked around it to insure there wasn't unseen damage anywhere, then Laurel stepped up to the ship and brushed the dust from the hull and laid her hand flat on the hull. She could see the mesmerizing pinks and blues that her touch always elicited radiating out from her hand in the hull in swirling regular patterns. She grinned at the lightshow then removed her hand and watched the swirling moray of colored patterns sinking deep into the hull until they disappeared completely. She then placed her hand on the hull toward the aft section, and the ship slowly rose up on its landing gear and the access controls appeared.

Laurel activated the command to disengage secure mode and the hull skin drew away from the cargo hatch and down off the cockpit window. The cargo hatch then scissored open and the cargo ramp slowly deployed and stopped just short of locking into the fully extended position. Laurel glanced at Jake.

"I think the energy reserves are depleted. The ramp didn't lock into place."

Jake nodded and they stepped around to the end of the ramp and stepped up over the 4-inch gap from the end of the ramp to the ground and began to head up into the ship. The ramp bounded under their feet slightly as its mechanisms weren't completely locked into one another, but it wasn't enough to make the ramp dangerous to walk up. As they stepped into the cabin, the dim bluish light from outside cast a shadowy light in the cabin and they could see that all their gear was still secured at rear of the cabin.

"You get the supplies together while I check the power levels in the reserve cells." Laurel said.

Jake nodded and headed to the crates and began unstrapping them and Laurel headed to the pilots seat and plopped down and reached up and activated the main console. The power levels were immediately indicated in flashing red alert style with indications of 0% main power available and reserve power of .6% available.

"Great! We don't have anything left in the reserve cells. The ship is dead in the water just like I said was going to happen."

"Do we have enough to secure the ship when we're done in here?"

"I don't think so. We can close the hatch maybe, but that's going to be about it."

"How are we going to get it open again when the time comes?"

"The ship will draw ambient energy from the atmosphere. It won't be much, but maybe enough to open the hatch."

Jake went back to collecting enough ration packs and water rations for everyone and he stuffed them into an empty survival pack. He then collected a few hand held sensors and stuffed all but one in the survival pack. Laurel in the meantime shutdown the main console and walked over to her personal bag and she pulled out her personal data pad and handed it to Jake. He stuffed it into the survival pack and then Laurel collected the data pad that was recording the ships data and she walked it back to Jake and he stuffed that into the pack then secured the flaps and slung it over his shoulder as he stood up.

"I don't know if were better off here or at the pod?"

"Here. If we're here Rachel and I can continue our work to get auxiliary power to the ship. We might just be able to contact someone after that."

"Why did you grab the data pads?"

"Because mine has my map of the local stars and the ships data collector will have a rudimentary record of our path getting here. If I combine the data and take some snap shots of the night sky we should be able to extrapolate exactly where we are."

"I hate not knowing what's going through that beautiful mind of yours. I hope we can reengage the cloak in the pod so we can reconnect."

"As much time as we've spent under the conditions out here, the cloak may not do anything to restore our abilities. It could take some time in unencumbered conditions for our brains to be able to produce the brainwave frequencies that are being quelled by whatever's at work out here."

"So you think the longer we're here, the longer it's going to take to recover?"

"Probably. We have advanced healing abilities that should be unaffected by the conditions here since that's a physical trait. It means we'll heal faster than anyone else would, but it's still going to take time for everything else to come back to us."

"Great. I hate this feeling. Let's get out of here so we can get back before night sets in on us."

Laurel nodded and they turned and headed down the ramp. When Laurel attempted to reengage secure mode, the hatch very slowly spun closed, but the ramp remained in the extended position.

"That's it, power's gone. Hopefully it'll pick up enough while we're gone to open it by the time we get back here."

"Let's hope so. It's gunna be a bitch getting the cockpit open if not."

"You can't force it open. The ship has to allow access one-way or the other. It's a safety measure."

"I think I remember reading something about that, or you did and that's what I remember."

"You know I'm right either way."

Jake smiled at Laurel and nudged her playfully.

"Everything we know is the result of our paring. We'll never know the true origin of some of our knowledge."

"It's not a bad thing Jake."

"Of course not. Just¦pointing out the obvious I guess."

"Did you two get everything we need from the ship?" The captain interrupted.

"Yes sir," Laurel answered. "We have enough food and water to last us the night. I guess you heard that the ship is out of power?"

"I caught that. You think you can continue your work to get supplemental power to the ship via the auxiliary port?"

"Yes sir. With Rachel's help I believe we can get it done."

"Good. Is the ship secure?"

"Yes sir. There isn't any damage from the trip down and there was just enough power in the reserve cells to close the hatch. The ramp is stuck in the down position, but nothing can get inside the ship."

"I don't think there's much around that'll be looking to get into the ship. Head back to the pod. The rest of us will meet you there. We'll be spending the night in the pod then in the morning, whenever that comes around, we'll all head to the Icarus."

"Aye sir, we're on our way."

Laurel and Jake took one last look at the ship then turned and began the long walk back to the pod. They followed their footprints most of the way and then when the subtle breeze had blown the fine dust around enough to obscure their tracks, Laurel had Jake pulled out one of the hand held sensors and they tracked the location of the pod by its high metallic composition for the rest of the walk. They never saw any indications of life on the surface aside for the Human bio signatures of the rest of the crew and they beat Laurel and Jake back to the pod by almost 40 minutes. When Laurel and Jake finally reached the pod, they stepped inside where everyone were resting from the long low oxygen walk and they broke out the water rations and handed them out. They then went through the survival rations and decided what to eat for supper and what to save for the morning.

Laurel then pulled out the data pads and activated them and uploaded the data from the Icarus data collection program into her data pad. She then combined the data and it indicated the most likely course they had flown while on the Droplar. She concluded that they had headed directly toward the Future planet for approximately 7 light years, then they had changed course several times taking them perpendicular to the course that would lead to the Future planet. Laurel then showed her results to the captain.

"I think we're closer to home, but outside the search corridor sir, by a few light years. We never truly assumed a course within the search corridor to begin with and when we ran from the Ventoga we traveled even further from the search corridor."

"So you don't actually know where we are?"

"No sir. I'm going to take some snap shots of the night sky and try to extrapolate exactly where we are, but if we're that far outside our planned route, we won't have any information about the local systems around here."

"We have to find a way of carrying more map data on future missions."

"The data pads are capable little devices, but they have limited storage capacity. It would take quite a few data pads to carry detailed information about all of the systems in this part of the galaxy."

The captain handed her data pad back to her.

"Maybe we need to fit all of our ships with the crystalline storage media used on the Future."

Laurel turned and walked over to Jake and leaned against the bulkhead next to him and allowed herself to slide down to the seated position next to him.

"That might not be such a bad idea sir. We just have to be careful what we include in the information we load into a data bank like that. If it fell into the wrong hands it could reveal sensitive information about the displacement and intentions of varying races that aren't necessarily friendly to one another."

"I'm not necessarily suggesting a true copy of the interactive maps as were provided by the Tel Pok Maron. That would take up far too much space in any data core we create. The engineers can devise a balance between accurate data and functionality as well as security concerns like you mentioned. This situation is entirely unacceptable. There are so many tings that should've been done to account for these variables, hind sight is always twenty-twenty and I can see clearly what needs to be done to eliminate these kinds of set backs from plaguing future missions. The inclusion of useful and extensive star maps is just one of many improvements I need to implement."

"Yes sir. Jake and I learned some hard lessons ourselves when we were in command and engaging in away missions that went contrary to plans."

"I'm sure you did. You had your daughter abducted by an aquatic species searching for his mate. I can hardly imagine how that weighed on you."

"That sends a panic and frustration through you like you can't imagine."

"I was pissed off and wanted to snap on who or whatever took her sir," Jake said. "I don't know if it was a dad's instinct or what, but Laurel was the voice of reason or I would've done something drastic that we would've regretted."

"That seems to be the sign of a diplomatic leader in my experience."

"Yes sir."

"We employed changes after that to insure something like that wouldn't happen again. Well¦Mark suggested changes that we implemented as protocol."

"Another sign of a good leader is to listen to the advise of those in a position to offer sensible advice that needs to be headed."

"That's why you keep us around and often listen to what we have to say."

"I always listen to what you have to say. It takes some consideration whether or not I need to take action based on what you advise me about."

"We should all get something in our stomachs and try to rest," Rody said. "As much as I want to workout, the conditions on this world are far from ideal for that sort of thing. We all exerted ourselves today just by walking. We need to replenish and relax as much as possible as we adjust to the low oxygen levels."

Rody reached over and pulled the full survival pack over to where he was sitting and he started pulling out what Jake had collected and he was adequately impressed. They each had 2 water rations and 4 hot meal packs each and there were several varieties of protein bars in the bottom of the pack. Rody grinned at Jake and nodded once.

"Nicely done Jake. We have plenty to go around until we can get back to the ship."

"Thanks. I stuffed what I could into the pack to get us by. I thought water was going to be one of the most important items."

"It's one of the key survival elements. We can go for five or six days without food, only three without water. You did great."

"Did the ship look as if it soft landed?" The captain asked.

"Yeah. There wasn't a deep impression where it set down so I think it landed pretty softly."

"The biggest problem is the lack of power. The reserves are depleted and it's going to take some time to get the power generator adapted to supply the needed power through the auxiliary port."

"How long do you think you need to get us some power?" The captain asked flatly.

"Three hours to connect the power cord to the ship, another two to finish the rectifier and feedback signal circuits. As long as we don't have any problems establishing a steady current at the right frequency, I need five hours. If you still want me to tie the reserve cells in series so we can extend the time it takes to deplete them, I'll need another two hours to get that done."

"I assume you can't supply power to the ship while you modify the reserve cells?"

"Actually¦if I isolate a few cells from the rest we can perform the modifications on the rest and then tie them back into the circuit when we're done. It'll allow low power dependant systems to continue to operate while we work. We'll only have to shut everything down when we tie the primary cells back into new reserve cell layout. That should only take ten or fifteen minutes."

"I think a full day to perform the modifications required is astounding Laurel. I want you and Rachel to get to work as soon as we get to the Icarus."

"Aye sir."

"Catty, I want you to access the maps as soon as possible and try to determine if there are any friendly systems within range that we can contact."

"Yes sir. I'm not sure how you plan on contacting another star system from here, but I'll research our options as soon as I get access to the computer system."

"Hammer, I want you and Jake to work on getting the heavy lifter motors checked out to see if they can be used to lift the ship back into orbit when the time comes."

"Understood sir. Engineering isn't my forte so I'll differ to Jake's knowledge and skill with alien tech."

"That would be wise. He's as intuitive as Laurel when it comes to that¦even if they can't share a conscious mind while we're on this planet."

Rody nodded and lifted the self-heating meal packs.

"What are you in the mood for sir?"

"Is that teriyaki beef with bow tie noodles?"

Rody turned the pack and read the front of its gray packaging.

"It says teriyaki loin with bow tie noodles."

"Loin of what?"

"I don't know. Whatever they're culling on the Future planet to make these meal packs from. All of the old stock has been recycled to make room for fresh stock. Worry's about six hundred year old ration packs making us sick."

"There may be some logic in that. At least they won't taste like centuries old dehydrated rations. I'll try the teriyaki mystery loin with bow tie noodles."

Rody handed him the pack and a water ration then he went through the other packs and looked at Laurel and grinned.

"I'm guessing you want something without meat in it?"

"If you don't mind, yes."

"Course I don't mind. Here¦"

Rody handed her one of the high calorie meat free packs and a water ration. He then stood up and placed the rest of the packs on the table and looked at Rachel and Catty.

"Help yourselves ladies. Jake grabbed a good variety in the types and flavors of rations available."

Catty and Rachel climbed off the bunks they were stretched out on and stepped over to the table and Rachel looked at him and grinned.

"I thought you hate these things?"

"I don't hate them, I would just prefer fresh food if I have the option. These will keep you alive without question, they're just lack luster in taste and texture when compared to the real deal."

"At least we don't dehydrate or freeze dry them like they did when the Future was originally stocked."

"Molecular striking is just one step away from dehydrating. It preserves all of the nutrients and minerals unlike dehydrating, but it still results in rations that reconstitute with odd textures and flavors that don't match the original."

"It's so strange to see a special tactics Marine talking like a connoisseur of good food." Catty said with a big grin.

"Special tactics is our career, but we have lives and interests outside our job."

"If you're as good at your job as you are preparing food on the fly, you're a force to be reckoned with."

"Thanks. I aim to excel at anything I do, including cooking great meals with limited materials."

Catty chuckled and selected one of the self-heating meal packets and a water ration and she stepped over to the bunks and sat down on Rachel's bunk as Rachel made her choice and then sat down next to Catty. Within a few minutes there were 6 ration packs steaming away on the worktable creating an odd, but not altogether unpleasant, mixture of aromas. As the meals heated, Laurel sat on the deck under the worktable with Jake at her side as she accessed her personal logs. She documented the day's activities and documented her personal feelings around the loss of her advanced abilities and a diminished pairing due to the affects of the planet. Jake looked on since he couldn't hear her thoughts as he normally would, and Laurel leaned against his shoulder as she typed on the data pad. Physical contact was the only way to experience the comfort that was ordinarily imparted through their shared senses. When Laurel had her thoughts jotted down, she tipped the data pad so Jake could read what she had typed and he furrowed his brow and looked at her when he finished reading what she had expressed.

"You feel lonely?"

"It's a lonely emptiness that's ordinarily fulfilled with your voice echoing in the back of my mind."

"Oh, so you're not truly lonely?"

"No. I was just pondering how I feel deep inside. Something is missing with our pairing numbed like it is."

"It's almost like we have our minds quieted."

"You aren't experiencing separation symptoms are you?" The captain asked.

"Not so far. I'm not sure if that aspect of our pairing has been affected. We're going to have a serious problem if we do start to feel symptoms."

"Have you tried to join minds?" Catty asked.

"No. We won't try that unless we start to feel sick."

Catty nodded and reached over and collected her ration pack and Rody reached into the survival pack and pulled out a fork and handed it to Catty and then he set 5 more on the worktable. Everyone then collected their meals and ate in silence as they debated the situation while trying to remain positive. When the meals were consumed, Laurel collected the silverware and walked outside and used her water ration to rinse them off and then walk back inside and place them on the worktable to be used later. When Laurel stepped back over to the door to seal it, she noticed that the moons were beginning to cast far more light on everything than they previously were and she looked back at everyone.

"I think it's drawing close to nighttime. The moons are growing brighter and the sky has begun to look almost green despite the darkness of space beginning to become more prevalent."

"Can you see any stars?" Rachel asked as she got to her feet.

"Not yet. With as much moonlight as there is out there, I'm not sure we'll see any stars at all."

Everyone now got to their feet and followed Laurel outside as they took a look at the bizarre conditions developing. 3 of the moons were casting bright reflections of sunlight and a 4th was caught in the shadow of the other 3 making its tenuous atmosphere look lavender with bands of dark purple.

"I kind of expected the moonlight to be white, like it is on Earth when the moon comes up." Rachel said.

"Soil composition, atmospheric conditions, and star type will determine what color moonlight we'll see," Laurel said. "These moons are so big they can sustain gas atmospheres and I'm sure the soil composition is completely different from that of the moon back home for the atmosphere free moons."

"You don't think the star in this system is a yellow class three star like the one in the Future system?"

"Probably not. I don't know how a planet draped in what seems to be constant shadow is staying so warm if not for a more energetic star at the heart of the system. If it's more energetic it probably burns in a different color spectrum since the nuclear reactions will be more intense."

"As bright as it's getting, it's almost a shame that we can't work and travel at night." The captain commented.

"If the night is long enough, that might be possible sir." Laurel said. "If we get seven hours sleep and we feel rested and it's still night we could head out toward the Icarus and begin our work by intense moonlight."

"And if by freak chance all the moons set?" Rody posed. "We could end up out there in pitch darkness with lord know what lurking around looking for a meal."

"One moon rose three hours ago and two others have been up since we got here with yet another much more distant moon beginning to rise. I think this planet has dozens of moons, like Saturn and Jupiter. I don't think it's ever going to get completely dark out here."

"You think there's any chance the sun will shine directly on the surface?" Catty asked.

"Look, I'm not an astrophysicist, but I think that would be really bad if there is a class four or five star at the heart of this system. We would be bathed in lethal ultra violet radiation or microwave radiation that would cook us in seconds in ways you just can't imagine. I think all the moons orbiting this planet are why there's life here at all."

"Shouldn't the atmosphere protect the planet from cosmic radiation?"

"If the solar wind is intense enough, it'll blast the atmosphere away over time or produce byproduct gasses in the upper atmosphere that are lethal to life as we know it as the atmosphere is altered by intense radioactive isotopes stripping elements away while changing others into deadly molecules."

"You're talking about creating ozone?"

"Yes, but on a global scale. It would be the worst smog day you can possibly imagine all the way down to the surface. Your lungs would be scalded in seconds and your skin would be boiled by acidic compounds in the air."

"So if this planet is like this over vast areas, where is the oxygen coming from even if it's in lower concentrations than we're used to?" Rachel asked.

"If I had to guess¦I would say this planet is a lot bigger than we think and the higher latitudes are probably covered by vast oceans. The sunlight might even reach the surface in a diminished fashion creating conditions conducive to plant life taking hold. Most of the oxygen on Earth originated in the oceans, so it stands to reason that there are life forms in the oceans on this planet that produce oxygen as a byproduct gas."

"So if this planet were smaller the concentration would be higher?"

"Yes, considerably higher. The heavy gravity suggests a relative size of four to five times that of the Future planet. If we were closer to the oceans the air would likely be richer in oxygen."

"There's also the possibility that there are volcanically active regions releasing methane and carbon dioxide which would serve to not only add breathable aspects to the atmosphere for life forms like us, but it would create green house gasses that trap heat contributing further to the favorable conditions for life." Jake said.

Catty looked at him and grinned.

"Let me guess, you've seen planets like this before?"

"No. Not like this place. I just know what conditions contribute to making a planet favorable for life. Oceans and volcanism are a few of the key ingredients. Proximity to its parent star is another crucial ingredient. This planet seems to be just the right distance from the sun with multiple moons to cast the planet in shadow in just the right proportions to act as radiation shields. For all we know the magnetic fields of those moons may further protect this planet from the destructive affects of the sun." Jake said gesturing toward the sky.

"You really are just as smart as Laurel, aren't you?"

"I don't know if I would go that far. We have similar training that includes advanced astrophysics. All command crews are required to be versed in the same disciplines."

Catty looked at Captain Alexan.

"You have that kind of training too sir?"

"Absolutely. I had to learn what I know through traditional means, not neural suggestion, but my training is the same as theirs."

"So I'll have to lean about that stuff if I want to be on the command crew some day?"

"Yes. You have the ability to have the training imparted to you as it was for Laurel and Jake. Instead of years to learn what you need to know, it can be imparted to you in a day."

"She has elevated neural density?" Laurel asked.

The captain patted Laurel's shoulder and smiled at her.

"She does indeed, but nowhere near what you and Jake possess. As I understand it, it's a necessary physical trait to exhibit advanced abilities."

"That's what the AI told me too." Laurel said.

"Well, let's go inside and try to get comfortable so we can get some rest."

Catty looked back into the pod then looked at the captain.

"Uh¦what are we supposed to do about restroom facilities?"

"Go around the back of the pod and take care of business. There isn't anyone around to offend or pose a threat to your privacy. Take a hand held sensor with you so an animal doesn't surprise you while you're taking care of things."

Catty nodded and they all headed back inside and closed the door behind them. They got comfortable and Catty almost immediately excused herself to go take care of her need to urinate. When she came back in she informed Laurel that there were some stars visible, though they were pretty dim suggesting they were the brightest, allowing them to be seen despite the intense moonlight. Laurel smiled and grabbed her data pad and got to her feet and headed out the door. She walked a few feet from the pod and looked up at the bright night sky and she could see the stars Catty was talking about. She realized that as one moon was slowly passing in front of the brightest moon it was causing a dimming of the moonlight washing out the suns reflected light and more and more of the brightest stars were becoming visible. She activated her data pad and aimed it skyward and began taking snap shots of the night sky in overlapping mosaics. She then stood and waited for the dimming to further and then she captured more images of the stars. She then headed back into the pod and she sat down next to Jake and she compiled her composed star map, the captured images of the night sky, and the course the Droplar had flown. She then wrote a program to assemble an updated star map to ascertain their current location. The images blurred together then the star constellation began to blink in different locations as the words 'correlating constellations' appeared each time a known constellation was identified.

After 5 minutes the data pad was able to derive a precise fix on their current location. It was a significant distance outside the primary search corridor, but it was amongst a local group of stars known as the Indicia star cluster. Laurel leaned forward and looked up at the captain as he was staring out the view port above the table.

"I've managed to plot where we are sir. I don't know the name of this particular planet, but we're in a constellation known as the Indicia star cluster. It's a group of nine stars that are visible from the Future planet. We're twenty-two light years from the Future system."

"That's good news. I'm impressed that you were able to plot where we are from the fragmentary data available and a few captured images of the stars visible in the night sky."

"It's a matter of connecting the dots sir. The good news ends with knowing where we are among the known constellations though. We're really far outside the primary search corridor."

"How does the data pad know where the local constellations are in the first place?" Rachel asked.

"I studied the constellations as seen from the Future planet when I was on the Future. I input the data from memory to try and pin point our location."

"Just how far outside the primary search corridor are we?" The captain asked.

"Eleven and a half light years."

The captain sat up in his bunk and stared at Laurel as he debated the seriousness of their situation for a few moments.

"We aren't even inside the secondary search corridor. That could be a serious problem."

"I know sir. I have an idea for extending how far away we can send a signal, but it carries some serious risk."

"Oh? What's your idea and what's the risk you're talking about?"

"I could use one of the heavy cargo lifter motors to carry the subspace beacon into space and then¦detonate it with a high band overload. It would send an intense subspace burst that would be detectable for about thirty light years or so. The risk is in that anyone that knows how to tune into subspace signals would detect it and be able to track it back to this planetary system."

"We would also be losing our only way of detecting the Future if she passes close to this system in search of us."

"Not if I get the primary systems up and running on the Icarus. It's just a radical idea if the Droplar doesn't come back for us. There's still a remote chance that we might be close to an inhabited world that we can contact. We won't know until we get the computer running on the Icarus to perform a proper search of the detailed maps stored within it."

"I'm sure I don't have to mention that this world is outside the secondary search corridor and thus information about the local star systems is likely going to be absent?"

"I'm aware sir. I'm hoping there's a relationship between an advanced civilization locally and one within the primary or secondary search corridor and thus information may be there that will prove helpful."

"I'm glad to hear optimism in your expectations. Way to stay positive."

"Thank you sir. I thought you would want to know where we are and what our options are."

"Thank you Laurel. I can always depend on you for a glimmer of hope in an otherwise desperate situation. We should know by morning if the Droplar is going to be coming back. I'll decide what we should do at that time."

"Aye sir. I'm going to try and get some sleep now. We'll see you in the morning¦or in several hours anyways."

The captain grinned.

"Goodnight you two. Sleep well."

"You too sir."

Laurel deactivated her data pad and set it aside and her and Jake scooted down so they were lying flat with their heads under the worktable and Jake curled up to Laurel's back closely and they closed their eyes. Rody smiled at the sweet sight of young love and then he got up and walked over to the door and deactivated the lighting and the intense moonlight pouring through the view port in a bright beam that cast onto the deck and filled the room, lighted his way back to his bunk. Everyone then settled into a calm sleep within half an hour.

Rody was the first to wake 5 hours later, and he sat up in his bunk for a few moments, and then dropped to the floor carefully to avoid stepping on Laurel and Jake lying on the floor. He walked calmly to the door, knowing it was still night as evidenced by the bright purple and blue light streaming through the view port. He opened to the door and stepped out into the cool dry air outside and he looked skyward to see 3 moons, one a pale purple color with broad bands of turbulent clouds striping its circumference, one a deep blue shrouded in a thick even layer of gaseous cloud, and the third an odd orange color as it hung draped half in shadow from the larger purple strewn moon. The bizarre heavenly bodies added to the strange and haunting humming still ringing in pulses throughout the desert plane the pod was resting on. He wondered for a moment just how long the night would last, then he thought it best to get to their tasks while the bright moonlight was chasing away the eerie shadows of day time twilight they had experienced when they arrived.

Rody walked around to the back of the pod and relieved himself then sauntered back around to the front of the pod. He looked around at the distant Future and saw nothing but flat baron landscape everywhere he looked. The dramatic contrast to the heavy forests of Agrusan was a demonstration of how diverse and radically different every world could truly be. He shook his head and grinned and stepped back into the pod to find Laurel just sitting up.

"Morning Laurel." Rody said very quietly.

"Is it?" She asked groggily.

"Not quite. I don't know how long it'll be until the sun comes up behind the moons."

"Different moons?"

"The largest is still up, but there are two new moons that are just as bizarre looking as the others. I'm no expert in planetary formation and development, but I think the moons of this planet are captured worlds that were swept out of their orbits and assumed a stabile orbital plane around this world. I never knew such a thing was possible, but it seems to be the only thing that would explain so many moons each with a thick atmosphere."

"That would make a lot of sense. That's a pretty sharp insight."

Rody smiled and pointed at the table above her.

"You thirsty?"

Laurel nodded and Rody stepped over her and Jake and retrieved one of the water rations and handed it to her and then he gently sat down on Rachel's bunk and placed his hand on her hip as she lay facing away from him.

"You know you can sleep for a little longer if you want? I'm used to getting up after four and half to five hours of sleep, but the others are probably going to sleep a few more hours."

Laurel swallowed her mouthful of water and smiled softly at Rody then she glanced at Jake and spoke softly.

"I usually feel tired or rested based on how Jake is feeling¦I have no idea if he's had enough rest or not."

"What about you then? How do you feel?"

Laurel slowly looked at him with watery eyes and she tried to grin but it came across as a quivery grimace instead.

"I don't know. I don't know how I'm supposed to feel or what I'm actually feeling aside from¦alone¦so utterly alone and empty."

"You poor thing, it must be hard to have something so profound stripped away from you like what this planet is doing."

Laurel looked away from Jake and wiped the forming tears from her lower eyelids and sniffed hard then looked at Rody and managed a soft smile.

"I don't think I can go back to sleep even if I wanted to. I should go outside and take some readings while we wait for the others to wake up."

"I'll go with you and keep you company."

"Alright, give me a minute by myself though. I need to pee before you come out."

Rody smiled and reached down and patted her leg.

"Go ahead. Let me know when you're done and I'll come out and keep you company."

Laurel nodded and gently pushed the blanket aside being careful not to uncover Jake so he would remain asleep. She then got up, stepped into her shoes, retrieved her weapon, and then strapped it around her waist. As she turned to walk toward the door, Rody pulled a pack of tissues from his tactical vest lying on the floor and he handed it to Laurel and she grinned at him, then took the pack and headed out the door. She took a few steps toward the corner of the pod then the mesmerizing sight in the night sky caught her attention. She stared at the moons for a few moments as she tried to take in the sheer beauty and strange appearance of so many moons that resembled planets more than they did moons. She realized it wasn't much of a stretch for Hammer to make the conclusion that the moons were likely captured planets, not locally formed moons.

Laurel shook off her amazement and continued around the pod to the backside and she relived herself, then scratched a small trench with her foot and buried the tissue she used to wipe herself. She then fastened her pants and holster and stuffed the tissue pack into her pocket and headed around to the front of the pod. She stepped inside and collected a hand held sensor unit then nodded once at Rody. He gently stood up from Rachel's bunk and slipped his boots on then grabbed his tactical vest and weapon holster and he followed Laurel back outside, closing the door behind him.

Rody put his vest on then knelt down and began lacing and tying his bootlaces while Laurel activated the hand held sensor and began taking readings while taking small steps away from the pod. When Rody had his bootlaces fastened he stood up and slung his weapon holster around his waist and fastened it then fastened the thigh strap around his leg. He then zipped his tactical vest up to the middle of his chest and then he stepped over to Laurel's side and he peered over her shoulder. Most of the deep readings she was collecting didn't make a lot of sense to him since she was viewing the readings according to molecular and atomic structure.

"Anything interesting?"

Laurel looked up into his face and grinned at him.

"More concerning than interesting, this whole area is saturated in naturally occurring asbestos."

"Asbestos? That shi¦stuff is dangerous to breathe."

"I know. If there had been normal daylight here, I might have recognized the greenish blue tint in the soil around here."

"There's no cure for mesothelioma or the other myriad of cancerous affects that crap causes."

"Yes there is, us. Jake and I can purge the asbestos from your bodies once our abilities kick in."

"Right, that dry air expulsion thing you did for Mark after your mission to Inicius?"

"Yes. I don't particularly understand how we can make the body do that but I know how to do it."

"Didn't you have to have Korica to perform it before?"

"Yeah, but Jake and I were younger than we are now, our abilities have evolved since then. I'm pretty sire we can do it without Korica's help."

"Is the asbestos why there's a familiar industrial waste smell out here?"

"Yeah, I think so. That and the heavy ozone that higher radiation levels slamming into the upper atmosphere causes naturally."

"How can anything survive on a planet with all these toxic elements going on?"

"Because they evolved here. They probably have natural immunities to things that will make us sick over time."

"Are you sure the radiation levels are safe for us to be out here?"

"Yeah. The levels here on the surface aren't all that much higher than what we experience on the Future planet."

"What about breathing the dust?"

"We should be fine as long as something like a dust storm doesn't kick up a lot of dust."

"Any other¦concerning readings?"

"Well, there's water just a few feet below the surface, but I'm pretty sure it's going to be laced with dangerous contaminants making it unsafe to drink, not to mention the dust we would kick up if we tried to dig down to it. The soil around here is as fine as talcum. Any attempt to dig in it would stir it up."

"We have plenty on the Icarus long as we don't have to stay for very long."

"You didn't empty the containers we collected from the cenote?"

"I loaded two of them with the water still in 'em. The partially full containers I emptied, we needed the space to load the supplies scattered all over the worktables into."

"That was smart thinking."

"I was actually concerned that the Droplar might not be as proficient at providing clean drinking water as the Future."

"Luckily they're bodies are just as vulnerable and frail as ours. They take the same steps to purify water as we do."

"What else are you detecting?"

"There seems to be an energy reading that's coherent and repeating in nature. I think it's what's affecting us, but I can't localize it."

"Is it what's causing the strange humming sound that's carrying on the wind?"

"Possibly. I think the sound is the magnetic fields of the planet and moons interacting with one another causing a harmonic resonance. Think of it like an audible aurora borealis, but on a planetary scale."

"How does it help us to know that?"

"I don't know that it does. It's just an observation. The energy readings are too regular to be naturally occurring."

"You think someone or something is generating the energy artificially? Why in the world would they do that?"

"I have no idea. I don't know how they would produce such an intense energy level that seems to be global either. It would require enormous power and a means of transmitting it that escapes me to figure out for the moment."

Rody looked at the sensor unit in her hand and he could see the bar graph that was dancing in peeks in a perfect rhythm that was repeating and regular just like Laurel had said.

"How can you be so sure that isn't natural?"

"Because a naturally occurring energy reading would have random fluctuations embedded within it. This reading is perfectly rhythmic and predictable. Nothing in nature is that regular. This is artificially produced, no question about it."

"You think commander Argus knew about this?"

"Probably not. He just picked out a planet at random that was close enough and habitable enough to drop us on without killing us."

"I suppose that's reassuring¦not that it matters since I don't think the Droplar is going to be coming back."

"We don't know that for certain."

"Oh I think we do. The engagement occurred some time ago. If they were coming back, they would've been here by now."

"Not if they suffered damage in the engagement that prevents them from establishing faster than light travel. It could take them days to weeks to get back here depending on how far away the engagement took place."

"Ever the optimist. I like your attitude."

"Thanks Hammer."

"Are you detecting any animal life?"

"No. I don't think there's much crawling around this basin."

"Can you detect the Icarus?"

"Not from this distance. I know the direction we have to go in order to reach her though."

"We could sure use those amazing abilities of yours. You could carry the pod all the way to the Icarus so we would have somewhere to sleep besides the deck of the Icarus."

"I'm sorry we're no use to you in that respect. No one's more frustrated about that then Jake and I."

Rody put his hand on Laurel's shoulder and kneaded it gently.

"I know Laurel. I didn't mean to infer that you were holding back or anything. I know you're doing everything you can to help the situation."

Laurel tried to read Rody's feelings and she was frustrated that she got nothing from him aside from the micro expressions giving her a tell that he was speaking the truth and he truly felt bad about hurting her feelings.

"I just want to get off this planet so my abilities will come back to me. I feel like half of me is missing."

Rody removed his hand from her shoulder and he looked back at the pod.

"You think you can get the cloak to engage so your abilities will reestablish themselves?"

"I wouldn't even know where to begin to get it functioning since I can't read the language the display in there uses. Besides, I don't think it's that simple. Now that our ability to access our higher ability has been cancelled or whatever, it would take a long time for our abilities to reassert themselves, more time than we have available. I don't know that the affects would be dispersed enough anyways now that we've been exposed to whatever's affecting us for a prolonged period."

"I hope the affects aren't permanent."

Laurel shot him a saddened look and nodded.

"Me too. The part of our paring that I've come to value most will be gone forever. That would be hard to adjust to."

"I'm sure it would be, not to mention not having all the other advanced abilities you're just learning to get comfortable using."

"I could live without them, not sensing Jake as a part of me would require a whole different kind of mental and emotional adjustment."

"But you aren't experiencing separation symptoms, right?"

"No, not that we can tell. That aspect of our paring must still be intact. Whatever's affecting us is limiting the parts of our brains that are responsible for higher ability. We must still be emitting whatever binds us together physiologically. It must originate from a different physical trait."

"Like it truly comes from your hearts or something?"

"It's more likely that it originates in our brainstems, which is apparently unaffected by whatever's affecting the rest of our brain. What keeps us alive also keeps us paired."

"That's kind of a relief to know. That's one less serious issue to worry about."

"More than that, I know our pairing isn't in jeopardy. If I lose that¦I would just assume die."

"Don't talk like that Laurel."

"You have no idea what it's like Hammer. It goes beyond the worst withdrawal symptoms you can possibly imagine. Not only is there emotional turmoil, but also physical affects that are gut wrenching. I don't want to experience either aspect again. To survive without being bound to Jake is just something I don't want to live through. Why do you think we reestablished our paring when we came out of stasis?"

"I wouldn't know about your personal decisions to go through with that. I just don't like hearing someone so young and capable talking about preferring to be dead, especially someone that I happen to care about."

"That's sweet Hammer. I won't talk about it anymore. We should go see if anyone else is awake."

"You gotta miss being able to determine that without being there physically?"

"I'm still trying to adjust to it. It's like losing one of your primary senses, the others compensate, but it's not quite the same."

The two of them headed back to the pod and as soon as they opened the door they noticed that captain Alexan and Catty were sitting up clearing their heads. The captain looked up and grinned at the pair.

"How are things out there?" He asked in a quiet voice.

Laurel walked over to Jake's position on the deck and she unfastened her holster and then sat down close to him, setting her weapon aside, and sensor unit on the worktable.

"It's still night out there as you probably saw when the door opened," Rody responded quietly as he sat down on Rachel's bunk waking her in the process. "The temperature has dropped a little, but it's still plenty warm enough to operate in. I don't know what's contributing to the warming of the air out there, but it's enough to keep the conditions such that we can make the walk to the Icarus without worrying about freezing or anything. There's no sign of the Droplar, which is no big surprise. We're still on our own to figure out how to get off this rock."

Jake stirred and rolled over and blinked his eyes a few times then smiled as Laurel's beautiful face became clear. He put his hand on hers and she looked down at him and gave him a pretty smile.

"Morning handsome." Laurel said then leaned down and gave him a kiss.

Jake smiled brightly as Laurel sat up straight.

"Good morning beautiful. Has the sun come up?"

"No. It's only been around six hours since we went to sleep. I don't think the sun is going to come up for quite a while."

Jake sat up halfway and scooted back so he was leaning against the bulkhead and he collected his quiet thoughts. The emptiness and utter solitude in his mind was disturbing to him, but he was relieved that he wasn't feeling any separation anxiety. He felt strong and healthy, just a little sad not to sense Laurel's thoughts and feelings as though they were coming from within him. Laurel placed her hand on Jake's thigh and looked at the captain.

"I picked up some readings on the hand held sensor that you might want to have a look at. There are high levels of elements that could make us sick if we stay here too long."

The captain swung his feet off his bunk and he dropped to the floor and arched his back for a moment then he looked at Laurel and nodded.

"Let's see what you found?"

Laurel nodded and moved forward and slid the sensor unit off the table and handed it to captain Alexan.

"Look at the sensor log and you'll see what I was talking about."

The captain resisted being insulting by telling her that he knew how the devices operate. He activated the unit and reviewed the sensor logs and he was immediately concerned about what he was seeing.

"Good heavens¦this place is going to kill us if we stick around for very long." The captain then moved the unit closer to his face and furrowed his brow heavily. "What the¦" He watched the repeating energy pattern for a few moments then slowly looked at Laurel. "This energy reading is present in every direction?"

"Yes sir. It's all around us. I'm guessing it's present over the entire planet. The sensor can't localize a source for the energy signature and it's cyclical and repeating in nature suggesting it's artificial in nature."

"Is this what's affecting you and Jake?"

"I'm not completely sure, but it's possible. Look at the frequency the signal spikes too during it's repeating peaks. It's in the high thada and delta band range, the same frequencies the Human brain produces while accessing higher ability. It could be causing a canceling affect in Jake and I. It's just a theory, but it would make sense."

The captain replayed the stored sensor readings and he squinted as he watched the frequency spikes closely, then he looked at Laurel.

"The signal passes through those frequencies but it doesn't sustain those frequencies, it continues to rise then falls back past the same frequency range."

"It's rhythmic though, repeating every three point four seconds. That much cyclical exposure can have a dramatic affect. It's like noise canceling, if you repeat a certain frequency locally, an outside noise of the same frequency and duration is canceled out if the local frequency is of the same intensity and frequency. It's possible that it could be reversed if the outside noise is of the same frequency but greater in intensity, it would cancel out the local noise."

"I suppose there's some logic to that. You don't think this is doing permanent damage do you?"

"It's hard to say sir. I never knew such a thing was even possible, so I'm just guessing to begin with."

"You think this what was done to you and Jake when your abilities were blocked when you were captured and tortured?"

"It would explain how the Lundragaus were able to do what they did with those things they put in our heads. They probably mapped our brainwaves and created a sympathetic frequency of greater intensity to cancel out our abilities. I would suggest we keep this information confidential if that's what's going on here. It could prove to be our Achilles heel."

"I would have to agree. We need to get you kids off this planet before the affects do become permanent."

"Why would someone broadcast a frequency like that over an entire planet in the first place?" Catty asked.

"It's probably unintentional that it would affect a person like this since there aren't any people living here. An average person wouldn't be affected anyways. It's only during moments of higher ability that the brain produces the frequencies were talking about. Most people don't have the capability of accessing higher ability in the first place. It's a pretty rare trait. As far as what the purpose of the energy being emitted is, I have no idea."

"I'm just as concerned about the readings from the air and soil around here," The captain said. "Back on Earth the only way to reverse the affects of some of these lethal compounds was organ transplants from hybridized DNA grown organs via extracted tissue from the afflicted persons damaged organs. We don't have the facilities for doing that kind of work in Genesis, not yet anyways."

"There's another way to reverse the damage exposure to this planet's conditions is likely to cause." Laurel said.

"Oh? And what's that?"

"Jake and I can cure any affliction through the healing touch."

"You would be willing to perform that on all of us?"

"Of course sir. You don't even have to ask. We would gladly volunteer to heal all of you once our abilities return to us."

"That's sweet of you Laurel. Can you heal four people without it taking a toll on you?"

"Not all at once sir. If we heal one person at a time and allow ourselves to recover a little before healing another, we should be fine."

"How long do you think it'll take you to recover your advanced abilities?" Rachel asked in a soft voice.

"I don't know. Jake and I have accelerated healing abilities that are a physical manifestation of our advanced physiology so brain damage, if that's what's happening, will heal pretty quickly."

"You don't think just getting away from this planet will stop the cancellation of your abilities?" Catty asked.

"Again, I don't know. I suppose it's possible. We've never been affected like this by an energy field."

"Since we're all up, we should get something to eat and then make our way to the Icarus so we can begin efforts to get off this planet." The captain said.

Everyone then went about collecting protein bars and self-heating ration packs. They spent a little time eating and talking lightly then they began packing everything away so they could make the long walk to the Icarus. As they looked around once everything was collected, Laurel made a comment that everyone shared the sentiment of.

"I'm grateful this pod got us to the surface safely and provided shelter for the night, but I hope to never see it again."

"I'll second that sentiment." The captain said patting her back gently.

Laurel looked at him and grinned and then her and Jake led the way out the door and as Rody exited last he shut the power down from the communication board and then stepped out of the pod and closed the door. They looked around at the strange conditions and multiple moons casting a bright violet hue across the landscape and it took them a few moments to adjust to such a bizarre light spectrum to see by. Laurel thought it was beautiful, but distracting. It was like the bright violet that sometimes settled into the bottom of cloud layers as the sun set back on Earth, but this was so brilliant that it was illuminating everything as if they had been drawn right up into the violet dominant sunset fires burning within the clouds. Laurel was the first to shake off her amazement and awe as she slid her hand onto Jake's and they led the way heading in the direction they knew would lead to the Icarus.

After walking for 40 minutes, the captain walked up behind Jake, who was carrying the survival pack on his back, and the captain opened the pack and reached in and felt around until he felt one of the hand held sensor units and he pulled it out and fastened the pack closed. He then stepped closer to Laurel and handed her the sensor.

"Here, not that I don't trust your sense of direction, but I would feel more comfortable if you use this to insure we're heading for the ship."

Laurel took the sensor unit and looked at the captain with a bit of a smirk.

"You do realize that even if the cloak isn't active having sensed our approach, the Icarus will automatically enter stealth mode when she detects us so we won't be able to detect her either way?"

"I know. You're assigning reference to the ship as a living being?"

"It has semi organic components and the ability to think and react to outside stimuli, doesn't that qualify a thing as alive? Sort of anyways?"

"I suppose it does in a limited fashion."

Laurel activated the sensor unit and began taking long-range readings and she was relieved to discover that the presence of asbestos was almost non-existent in the soil and air readings.

"It would seem that the pod set down in a region with high concentrations of asbestos, but the levels where we 're at are extremely low, practically non existent. The air still isn't real healthy to breathe long term, but I don't think it's going to make us sick or anything."

The captain leaned over slightly as they continued to walk and he peered at the readings and he smiled lightly.

"That's the first piece of good news so far. You kids might be able to cure the ill affects, but some of us aren't young and virile like you are. An older person with a normal immune system won't fair so well."

"You're not all that old sir."

"You're sweet Laurel. It's not the age, it's the mileage that takes its toll."

"You've had a hard life sir?"

"You could say that. I wasn't always good to my body and it reminds me of that fact from time to time."

"Were you a pugilist or something?" Jake asked jokingly.

The captain swung a quick and serious look at him and Jake's facial expression changed from a joking posture to one of almost embarrassment.

"Did you pull that from my mind?"

"No sir, I was just kidding. I can't pull anything from your mind right now even if I wanted to."

The captain nodded once and looked at the baron vista ahead of them.

"There was a time when I loved nothing more than to get buzzed with the guys and pick a fight with the biggest SOB in the joint just for the hell of it."

"Really? I had no idea you were like that sir." Laurel said.

"I'm not like that anymore. I was young and full of piss and vinegar. I grew up and grew out of childish behavior when it contradicted my ambitions in life. You don't get very far in the military if you're constantly getting into altercations that you instigate. It earns you the wrong kind of reputation if you want to be in a positions of authority or leadership."

"Were you ever on the losing side of the brawls you started?" Jake asked.

"Oh I got my share of lickings. Every now and then I chose a big brute that knew how to handle himself. They always knew I had been there though."

"That doesn't sound appealing to me at all," Jake said. "I want to be able to defend myself, but I don't want to go out looking for a fight. I don't think I would like the idea of having black eyes and sore ribs or whatever."

"That's a good thing, you're a calmer and more down to earth guy than I was at your age. I'm sure Laurel's influence graces you with a gentler demeanor and your father didn't encourage you to be a brute from the time you were able to walk."

"My mom and dad always taught me to be kind to people and walk away from people picking a fight for no reason. My dad taught me not to allow people to walk on me though. He said I had a right to defend myself if walking away wasn't an option, but I never had to defend myself like that."

"You might have surprised the hell out of someone if adrenaline and anger had stimulated your latent abilities to kick in for a brief time."

"I suppose I could've hurt someone pretty bad by accident."

"That's something you're going to have to teach our son or sons when the time comes." Laurel said.

"I won't raise my boy to be a thug¦" Jake looked at the captain quickly. "I'm not saying that you're a thug sir."

"It's alright son, at one time I was a thug."

"Laurel, are you able to detect the Icarus after all?" Rachel inquired.

Laurel looked at the sensor display and shook her head.

"No. I didn't think we would be able to. If I change to spectral display, I can see the path Jake I left in the soil when we walked back this way, so I know we're on the right path, but the ship won't show up until we see it visually."

"If the cloak kicks in will we be able to see it at all?"

"That's a good point, probably not, but I'll be able to follow our footsteps right up to it until we step through the cloaking field."

"With stealth mode engaged we still won't be able to see the ship." Catty said.

"I'm not sure there's enough power for the ship to engage stealth mode. The reserves were down to point six percent. There wasn't even enough power to retract the cargo ramp."

"The cargo hatch closed real slow too," Jake added. "We aren't even sure if we'll be able to open it."

"Then how the heck do you expect to get into the ship?"

"Opening the canopy doesn't take much power and failing that we can open it manually. Once we touch the ship it'll know who we are and thus allow us to access the manual release so we can open the canopy."

"Do you know how heavy that canopy lid is going to be in this gravity?"

"Around three hundred pounds." Laurel said. "We have three strong men that should be able to lift it open."

"Thank God for men with big muscles." Catty said gleaming at the guys with a big smile.

"Nice to know you appreciate us." Jake said with an equally big grin.

"I appreciate you guys for a lot more than that. I just happen to be very grateful that you're all strong guys if we have to lift the canopy open by hand. I don't know if I could do it on my own."

"You're in pretty good shape Catty. You might surprise yourself if you were on your own and needed to get into the ship."

"The canopy is mostly poly-tryalic crystalline and tritanium," The captain said. "Laurel might be mistaken about how much it weighs in this heavy gravity. We tried to construct it from materials that were light, but strong, with the thought in mind that a female officer might not be as strong as a man, but still may have a need to open the canopy manually."

"How much does it weigh in normal gravity?" Rody asked.

"One hundred fifty five pounds," Laurel answered. "I figured its weight is doubled by the heavy gravity, but the captain is right, I'm just guessing and I could be wrong."

"And how often are you wrong about things like that."

"Not very, but I'm not perfect."

"How much further do you think it is to the ship?" Rachel asked. "I'm getting tired in this low oxygen air."

"We're about half way there. It landed a long ways away from the pod. The navigation system was looking for flat terrain with no regard for how far away from the pod it was landing the ship. We drifted apart because the ship was cast free on a different trajectory than that of the pod ejecting from the side of the ship and the Droplar was moving at the time that it ejected us."

"That makes sense."

"Do you want to stop so you can catch your breath?" The captain asked.

"No sir, can we just slow down a little? The pace is what's getting to me."

"Sure lieutenant. Everyone slow up, give the lieutenant time to walk at a pace that doesn't make her short of breath."

Everyone slowed down, but kept walking. Laurel continued to take readings during their walk, but aside from the omnipresent energy reading there was nothing of interest detected. She was able to switch to spectral view from time to time to make sure they were still on the right path, but most of the time she walked casually only glancing at the sensor unit occasionally. At their slower pace it took 50 minutes from the time of Rachel's inquiry to reach a point where the spectral trace of their footsteps in the soft soil simply ended abruptly. Laurel stopped walking as she stared at the sensor unit and everyone gathered around her and looked over her shoulder to see what made her stop so suddenly.

"Does that mean we're here?" Catty asked as she looked around at the desolate landscape that was featureless all the way to the distant violet glowing Future in every direction.

"We must be close, around fifty feet away or so. I don't see any indication of a cloaking field, but I guess that means it works as intended." Laurel said.

Laurel looked up and took a few steps forward and the spectral signature of footsteps in the powdery soil reappeared on the sensor and she looked back at everyone and grinned.

"I'm inside the cloak envelope and our footprints are detectable again."

Everyone took a few steps forward until they were right next to Laurel, but the ship was still completely hidden. Rachel put her hand on Laurel's shoulder and looked intently at the sensor, then she looked into Laurel's face.

"Why didn't the cloak and stealth mode engage the first time you found the ship?"

"The ship was too low on power to be able to engage stealth mode, as far as the cloak, I don't know why its active now, but wasn't yesterday. Maybe it needed to recharge or something before it could engage again."

Laurel turned and aimed the sensor around toward the ground until she found their footsteps leading both to and from the ship. There was a distinct area where her and Jake had stood for a few moments and turned around without moving and there was a ring of footsteps encircling the ship where they had examined the ship for damage. There was also a clear indication of where the cargo ramp had contacted the ground as her and Jake walked up the ramp making it bound against the ground, suggesting it was no longer extended as it was when they left to head back to the pod.

"The ship must've assimilated some power from somewhere," Jake said. "The cargo ramp was extended and the reserve power was next to non-existent when we left the ship."

"I'm a little curious how it collected enough energy to engage stealth mode automatically. That usually takes six percent or more to engage completely." Laurel said.

They all began walking following the path indicated on the sensor unit until they reached the point where Laurel and Jake had stood for a time at the foot of the cargo ramp. Laurel looked up and saw absolutely nothing all the way to the Future and she grinned slightly.

"I'll have to admit, the Icarus has some really impressive capabilities. A person could walk inches from the ship and not even know it's there." Laurel said.

Laurel slowly reached her hand out until it made contact with the hull. There was a momentary delay and then the chromatophores went dormant. The ship seemed to just materialize right before their eyes and it was squatted down on its landing gear to the point that the heavy cargo lifting motors were resting against the bottom of the hull. Laurel stared at the mesmerizing moirÃ© of colored patterns swirling around the point where her hand was in contact with the slightly warm hull and she smiled.

"Hello Icarus, it's me¦you can let us in if you have enough power." She said softly.

As if in response to her gentle greeting, the landing gear mechanisms began to whir and the ship began to rise up. Laurel pulled her hand back and took a step back until the ship reached its final risen posture and then fell silent. Laurel stepped back up to the ship and touched the underside of the hull and the access controls appeared and she activated the cargo hatch and the hull skin withdrew from the cargo hatch opening and then the cargo ramp extended at its normal pace until it was down and locked and then the cargo hatch scissor spun open and the interior lighting rose in intensity creating a warm inviting glow on the top two thirds of the cargo ramp. Laurel then looked back at everyone.

"The ship definitely gained significant power from somewhere."

"Can we go inside and seal the ship and crank the air up for a while?" Rachel asked with a big smile on her face.

"That actually wouldn't be a good idea. You're acclimated to the low oxygen and heavy gravity environment out here and we'll be here for a while. You risk going into shock if you're ushered between conditions without time to acclimate."

"You mean like getting the bends when you come up from a deep dive to quickly"

"Kind of like that, yes. We need to stay acclimated to the ambient conditions since I'm going to have to shut down the few primary systems still operational and most of the secondary systems and open panels outside the ship that will create a path for the outside air to infiltrate the ship. The atmospheric pressure on the surface of this planet is much higher than we normally experience despite the low oxygen levels. If we establish the conditions we're used to, it would cause all kinds of problems when we had to pressurize the cabin to ambient levels and reduce the oxygen again. I'm sorry you're so uncomfortable, but we have to endure these conditions until we get the ship modified to accept power from the generator via the auxiliary port."

"How long would it take us to acclimate to normal conditions if we sealed the ship?" Catty asked.

"I'm not completely sure, probably a couple of hours. If I can get the modifications completed today, we would have to wear the halos as the ship adjusted the conditions while monitoring our physical conditions. Once we were returned to normal conditions we would have to stay in the ship. If we needed to go outside, we would have to reacclimatize to the ambient conditions before we exited the ship. That'd take time and that could be a problem if we had to go to the bathroom. We just shouldn't keep going back and forth between such different conditions like that."

"You think the pod acclimated us on the way down?" Rachel asked.

"Probably. We were being tossed around pretty good, we probably just didn't notice the change in conditions until we opened the door and the last exposure to the ambient conditions occurred rapidly. I'm sure the pod wouldn't have allowed us to open the door if it hadn't of adjusted the conditions to more closely match those here on the surface. Adjusting to higher-pressure conditions can be carried out faster than acclimating a person to lower pressure conditions once they've been exposed to high-pressure conditions for a prolonged period."

"The gasses in your blood come out of solution in seconds and expand causing bubbles that burst blood vessels, right?"

"That's right," The captain said. "That's what the bends are and it can kill you in a really ghastly and painful way."

"I think I can bear the conditions here for a few more days as long as we don't have to make that long walk again." Rachel said with a grin.

"We'll bunk in the ship so we can stay right here lieutenant." The captain reassured her.

"Good. I hate to be a cry baby about it."

"Think nothing of it lieutenant. We're all feeling the affects." The captain then looked at Laurel and Jake. "Where's this cloaking generator? I'd like to take a look at it."

"It's strapped to the bow of the ship sir, just below the canopy seam." Laurel replied.

The captain nodded once and patted Rachel's shoulder as he took a step back and then he made his way around the wing section. Laurel looked up into the illuminated cabin just as the captain reached the bow and surprised her and Jake.

"What the?" The captain exclaimed.

Laurel looked at Jake and dipped her brows and Jake was dismayed that he had to read her facial expression to understand what she was thinking. The conspicuously absent presence of her thoughts in his mind left a disturbing measure of uncertainty as to what her intention was, though her face told him she was concerned by the captain's tone. Jake reached out and took Laurel's hand and he bent over slightly as he pulled her with him under the belly of the ship, around the cargo ramp, heading directly toward the bow section. As they stepped out from under the ship just forward of the wing section, they could see what had the captain dumbfounded. Everyone else walked around the wing section and stepped up behind Laurel and Jake as they stared at the bow of the ship in amazement. The captain looked at them and gestured toward the bow of the ship.

"Was it like this before?"

"No sir. The cloaking generator was strapped to the hull and plainly visible when we were here." Laurel said in a soft voice.

The hull skin had grown right over the generator and there was nothing visible but a slight protrusion that was a rounded hump that looked as if it was a purposeful design aspect of the ship. The domed protrusion was followed on two sides by the outline of the straps that had attached the generator to the hull, but they were now concealed beneath a thick layer of hull skin, again looking like they were an integral part of the hull beneath the hull skin.

"Is the ship designed to encapsulate things attached to it like that?" Rachel asked.

"Not to my knowledge," The captain replied. "I don't know how or why the ship has done this. The cloak is obviously still functional despite being covered by the hull skin."

"Does that mean the ship is controlling the cloak?" Catty asked.

"I don't see how, there was next to no power available to do much of anything." Laurel said.

"The ship found some power from somewhere," the captain said. "Enough to engage stealth secure mode. Maybe it scavenged power from the cloaking generator."

"That would make a lot of sense," Laurel said. "The hull skin is designed to absorb energy from the environment and funnel it into the primary or secondary systems, which ever needs it more. I suppose it may have sensed a source of energy in the generator and encased it so it could draw as much energy as possible without it bleeding off."

"I didn't know the ship could think like that." Catty commented.

"It's not thinking in the truest sense, if you give a system enough computing power and the ability to react to its environment to satisfy its needs, you begin to see what can be construed as intentional behavior. It's just doing what it was designed to do to remain viable."

"Let's go have a look at the control interface to see if the ship has integrated control of the cloak into its systems menu?" The captain said.

They all turned and walked around the ship and headed up into the cabin with Laurel taking lead. She walked right up to the copilot's seat and sat down and retrieved the halo and slipped it on her head and activated it as the captain sat down in the pilot's seat, retrieving another halo, activating it as Laurel had hers. Laurel then activated the main power console and she and the captain immediately received a warning that main power was offline due to compromised circuit paths and a catastrophic failure in the power drive was preventing full system access and recovery was not possible. Laurel then mentally cued the secondary system menu and she was shocked to see a new system listed.

"The cloak has been integrated into the system list as a secondary system available through the primary menu. Look at the routing sir, it's an automated system tied directly into stealth mode. When we activate stealth mode, it's going to automatically engage the cloaking generator."

"That's amazing that the ship recognized the generator as a valuable resource and assimilated it right into its systems like it was designed to be there." Rody said.

"This ship is more capable than we realized." The captain said quietly.

"Hey," Rachel started. "Does that mean a component schematic will be available? We might be able to see how the generator is constructed."

Laurel mentally selected the cloaking generator and activated a component diagnostic menu and she was stunned to see a complete component list displayed. She then selected an architecture view and her entire field of view was filled with the component layout in exploded view.

"Whoa!" Laurel uttered in a shocked tone.

"What?" The captain inquired as he looked around at the shared view Laurel was seeing.

"The generator is powered by a vacuum energy module."

"What's that?" Catty asked.

"It's an artificially created region of subspace contained within a module the size of your fist. It's also called zero point energy since it's a self generating source of power."

"I've heard of zero point energy, but I thought it took something really big to contain something like that?" Catty said.

"Tapping that kind of power on a large scale would take a large and complex system, but it can be contained in something really small if you don't need much power. The ship recognized the exotic nature of the power module and assimilated it since it was able to determine that it represented a sustainable and inexhaustible source of energy, even if it's limited in its output potential."

"That's kind of cool that the ship recognizes advanced technology like that and incorporates it into its systems by encasing it within the hull skin." Jake said.

"What's our reserve level at?" Rachel asked.

Laurel switched the component view off and brought up the reserve power levels.

"Twenty-two percent and holding steady. If we turn the cloak off I'm sure the levels will go up a little."

"That's enough to run a sensor sweep isn't it?" Rody asked.

"Yeah," Laurel replied. "Let me shut the cloak off and I'll initiate a scan to see what's out there."

Laurel brought up the active systems menu and she reached up to her virtual display and touched the shutdown command for the cloak and nothing happened and she furrowed her brow and tried again and the cloak still wouldn't shutdown. She then tried a mental command and the shutdown command blinked, but the cloak still remained active. She then looked at the captain.

"I can't shutdown the cloak from my HUD, see if you can shut it down sir since you're wearing the pilot's halo."

The captain nodded and reached up to his virtual display and touched the shutdown command. The command blinked as it had for Laurel, but the cloak still remained active and the captain looked over at her.

"I think we have a problem. Maybe the command isn't reaching the generator for some reason."

"Either that or¦" Laurel slowly looked forward as she sank into deep thought for a few moments, then she looked back at the captain. "The cloak is designed to engage automatically if it detects something that it perceives to be a danger. If the ship is tied into it, it might go both ways and the cloak is able to detect anything the ship is capable of detecting."

Laurel then reached up to her virtual display and initiated a deep scan and she found that the ship was already detecting and tracking an object heading toward the star system from over 3 light years away. Laurel's eyes grew big for a moment then she looked at the captain.

"That's what I was afraid of, the ship doesn't see the object as a danger, but the cloaking generator is more conservative about what it perceives as dangerous. It's obviously getting sensor data from the Icarus¦in fact it seems to be able to activate sensor sweeps enabling it to detect objects much further away than it can with it's own limited sensor capabilities. I think we can tell the Icarus to shut the cloak down through the primary system interface."

"Give it a try and see what happens?" The captain said.

Laurel brought up the primary systems control interface and she reached up and touched the shutdown command for all active primary systems and everything began to power down until the cloak generator was all that was left active and a warning popped up that indicated a possible threat was detected causing an override within the cloaking generators automated controls keeping it active. There was then a 2 option cue displayed that simply read 'Deactivate cloak' 'Maintain cloak'. Laurel reached up and touched the deactivate cloak command and it blinked twice and the command turned red, like all the other systems listed that were now inactive.

"That did it sir. The ship was allowing the cloaking generator to do what it was programmed to do, but it reserved a path for overriding that function if we really need or want to shut it down. I guess we're just going to have to get used to how the cloaking generator functions within the Icarus' systems. It would seem it's allowing it to be an independent system whilst holding master control if you know how to access it."

"The Icarus has created a very sensible symbiosis with its new found alien technology."

"I still don't understand how the ship has established such an intimate connection with obviously foreign technology." Catty commented.

"The Icarus is designed to be able to self repair and replicate circuit paths when needed to either fix or enhance existing circuit paths. It used that fundamental capability to reach inside the cloaking generator and establish control paths and power feeds to both control, and siphon power from, the cloaking generator. It's the same thing it did to the modifications I made on Agrusan. It has already rerouted the severed circuit paths I interrupted to reestablish a connection to the damaged power drive."

"Can't you tell it to stop doing that?"

"It's not alive Catty. It's just doing what it was designed to do. It has a lot of computing power at its disposal, but not nearly enough for it to think like the AI on the Future does. You can tell the AI why you're doing something and ask it not to undo your work and it will understand and comply."

"I guess that was a dumb thing to say."

"No, don't beat yourself up like that. It's a legitimate question. I have a deeper understanding of the design and function of the Icarus because of my work on her sensory improvements and power transfer upgrades. This ship functions with instinctive motives if you want to assign living characteristics to what it does."

"That makes sense. I know how to fly this ship, but I don't particularly understand the finer points of its design capabilities. Not yet anyways, I'm still studying those aspects of the ship."

"It's a lot for a person to try to understand completely. I'm still a little hazy on some aspects of the ships design and function too."

"That's sweet of you to say, but I kind of doubt you're hazy about anything you put your mind to understanding."

"I only studied the systems that were important to the work I was doing. I didn't try to absorb everything there was to know about the ship."

"What can we tell about the object heading this way?" Rody asked.

Laurel reached up to the main virtual display and she touched the sensor data and spread her fingers rapidly and the detected object filled the entire virtual display.

"It's too far away to get any useful visual data, but it has a gravitational shockwave ahead of it. It seems to be traveling just over the speed of light, but just barely. If it holds speed and course, it'll be here in about two point seven years. It's emitting an ion trail that the Icarus is able to hone in on despite the distance and time differential. I hate to pat myself on the back, but that's the result of my upgrades that it's able to detect something like that from so far away."

"I'm more surprised that it can detect¦anything from the surface of planet with a dense atmosphere and multiple moons obscuring space in almost every direction." Rachel commented.

"The low humidity, low oxygen, hydrogen, helium and carbon dioxide in the atmosphere make detecting things in space much easier than the conditions on Agrusan. There aren't as many gas concentrations to distort objects detected from the surface. The atmosphere is dense, but clear if that makes sense?"

"Like looking through pure water or water heavy with soluble minerals in it."

"Yeah, something like that."

"If that thing is over two years away, why did the alien cloak sense it as a danger that required keeping the cloak active?" Rody asked pointing at the image being displayed on the virtual display.

"Because the Icarus is capable of detecting the object and determining that it has artificial characteristics. Noting in nature travels that fast and casts an ion trail like that. The cloaking generator concluded that the object is under intelligent control and therefore capable of speeding up at any time. There's that and the fact that we have the capability of detecting things on a planet from that far away, so it stands to reason that other species might possess that capability too, maybe even in greater measure."

"It can reason that out?"

"Not exactly, it's programmed to understand if it can detect an object, the object might be able to detect whatever the cloaking generator is attached to. It's that simple, if I can see you, you can see me so I'm going to hide. I was explaining the thinking behind the programming, not the thinking of the device itself."

"That seems like a pretty sophisticated piece of hardware," Rody commented. "You think it was created by the people that built the Droplar?"

"That's a good question. It does seem a little advanced compared to the Droplar's limited capabilities. You would think if they have a cloak this advanced, they would adapt it to conceal the Droplar like a shield."

"Maybe it's borrowed technology that they aren't able to reverse engineer." Catty offered.

"That would certainly explain it. Harnessing zero point energy is a really complex undertaking. It would be impossible to reverse engineer if you don't understand the concept in the first place."

"This is all interesting but it doesn't help our situation and the object isn't a danger at the moment," The captain said. "Let's get the subspace beacon set up outside and I want you and Rachel to get to work Laurel. We need to get more power to the ship than the cloaking generator can provide so we can look into contacting someone that can help us. We all know what we agreed to last night for tasks, let's get to 'em?"

"Yes sir." Everyone said in concert.

Laurel made a quick check of the power levels now that the cloak was terminated.

"Uh¦sir? I was right. Reserve levels have risen to thirty-eight percent."

"I would imagine that's as much as we're going to get out of the small module used by the cloaking generator."

"That goes to figure sir. It was meant to power the cloak, not an entire ship."

Laurel then shut everything down and slipped the halo off her head and followed everyone to the rear of the ship after they removed and stowed their halos. They began loading the cargo containers off the ship to make room for Laurel and Rachel to remove the rear bulkhead panels so they could to work. Once the containers were sitting on the ground to the left and right of the cargo ramp, Rody set up the subspace beacon and activated it and then he and Jake began examining the heavy cargo lifter motors to try and determine how they work and to see if they were still viable.

In the end Jake was able to glean enough understanding of the basic design to realize that they used a power cell until the engines were running and then gravimetric energy was accomplished by rotating mercury within a spinning containment vessel, the resultant energy of which was electromagnetically contained at first, then a self sustaining field of energy was developed as a result of the spinning mass and it sustained the centrifugal momentum needed to keep the metal spinning. The anti gravitation effect was so great that it could lift incredible weight with ease and maneuver it around under intelligent control if the angular momentum was manipulated slightly. Even in the vacuum of space precise control would be possible through a sophisticated guidance system that was remotely programmed to follow a specific route. Since Jake couldn't read the language the system used, he was unable to access the programming to fire up the motors or update the programming to instruct the navigation and control systems to lift the Icarus back into space. He recognized the bar graph that indicated the level of available startup power and he knew it was enough to get the motors fired up, but he had no way of instructing the lifting motors what to do even if he could figure out the commands to activate the motors in unison, though he suspected if one was engaged, a signal would be generated that would bring the others online at the same time. Jake and Rody re-secured the access panels on the motors then found the captain setting up a makeshift work area for Laurel and Rachel just behind the right wing section so their tools and equipment would be close at hand when they needed them and they would have a place to work on specific components that needed to be removed and modified.

"We've done a check on the lifting motors sir," Jake reported. "They use mercury vortex levitation to achieve lift and control is accomplished by remote programming of the navigation and control system incorporated into the motors. I can't read the language the system uses so I won't be able to program them to lift us into space, but there's enough power in the power cells to fire up the motors. Once the motors are running, they're pretty much self-sustaining. They produce prodigious energy and gravitational energy that's used for lift and flight control."

"I'm aware of how mercury vortex drives work. That technology was considered for the Future at one point, but a system large enough to move something the size of the Future had some problematic issues that made it an undesirable technique for propulsion. Do you think we could tie the Icarus computers into the lifting motors so it can assimilate the technology like it did the cloaking generator?"

"I'm not exactly sure how we would do that sir. I recognize the components enough to know what kind of system it uses, but interfacing with the solid-state electronics in the lifting motors is something I'm not an expert at. I've never seen electronics like those used inside the lifting motors. There aren't any wires, circuit boards, or computer chips or anything like that. There's just a bunch of little round metallic cans and I have no idea what's inside them, but there are thousands of them, they're about the size of your pinky nail with some being hexagonal shaped, the rest perfectly round."

"If they aren't connected to one another via circuit paths on a circuit board, how are they tied into one another?"

"I don't know sir. I can only see the tops of them and they're resting within a bed of¦a hardened gel looking substrate. I would have to tear one of the motors apart to understand the total structure below what's visible from the access panels that allow system activation and I would assume programming commands to be entered via a little touch screen. I didn't touch anything since I couldn't read what was being displayed. I didn't want to inadvertently engage the motors or anything."

"That was probably smart thinking Jake. At least we know the lifters are still viable, for whatever good that does us since we can't activate them."

"If it really came down to it, I'm pretty sure I could figure out how to activate them, but they would just sit and idle without the necessary programming to tell them to do anything else."

"You're sure it doesn't require a simple command input?" Catty asked as she brushed the dirt from her hands having set the last container in place to form a 2-container worktable.

"I may not be able to read the language being displayed, but I know lines of programming code when I see them. It's going to take way more than a simple command to take us into space."

"How fast do you think the motors would be able to transport the Icarus?"

"Not very. They're meant for maneuvering heavy objects, not getting them hurling through space at the speed of light or ripping through the sky at mach 10. The mercury vortex motors aren't very big, just powerful for their size."

"Hmm, I was just curious."

"Jake, keep an eye on the subspace beacon if you don't mind," The captain said. "With the Icarus shutdown I want to know when that object accelerates or changes course."

"Yes sir. Are you thinking that object might be the Droplar?"

"I'm at least entertaining the idea. If it isn't, there's the possibility that it's the Ventoga having triumphed over the Droplar returning to have a second look at why the Droplar visited this planet for a short time."

"But the Ventoga are interdimensional beings. Why wouldn't they just pop into orbit around this planet and have a look at what's here?"

"They may have suffered significant damage in the encounter limiting their ability to get around in the manner they're accustomed to. If that's the case, I would expect the cloak to reengage since it's an independent system that's now under the control of the Icarus when she's powered up."

"The cloak will likely affect the ability of the subspace beacon to not only detect distant objects but also its ability to send a coherent signal through subspace."

"I'm aware. Hopefully we'll be able to make a determination as to friend or foe before the cloak engages."

"Not to be a naysayer sir, but the beacon has far less sensitivity than the Icarus or the cloaking system. With the Icarus incapacitated, we probably won't be able to tell one way or the other before the cloak engages."

"At the very least, the cloak will insure we aren't detected with the Icarus disabled."

"Hopefully the cloak on the pod is still functional too or we might end up with a landing party sniffing around."

"If that takes place we'll differ to Hammer's skills. We'll have to hope our weapons are capable of dispatching interdimensional beings if they make their way to us. They would likely be able to track us to this location just like we tracked your path to and from the Icarus. I'm sure the Ventoga would resort to bombardment from orbit rather than exposing their crew to the dangers of visiting the surface in person."

"Either possibility doesn't sound pleasant."

"You're sure your ability to see future events is still dormant?"

"Yes sir. All I have is my memories of what I saw before. It's thousands of images and feelings to sort through. I don't recall anything in particular about what we're experiencing, but I'm sure the eventualities are in there somewhere. If I had an analytical mind like Laurel, I would be able to sort things out, but my mind just doesn't work like hers. She would've been better suited to having precognitive abilities than me."

"I see. Perhaps your pairing is what enhanced your ability in the first place since you have her mind as a resource to better understand what you're perceiving."

"I don't have access to her mind at the moment sir. You're probably right though. The same thing could be said of her ability to move things around at a great distance using my remote viewing ability. That ability would be limited if not for access to my inherent abilities."

"You enhance each other son. We should've had colonel Madge stick with us. He knows how to hypnotize a person in order to help them access repressed or forgotten memories."

"I don't have a problem accessing my memories sir, I just can't quite sort them out. Besides, you needed to have him assess Korica and Tamaric to insure they aren't under more pressure or stress than they can handle. I don't think he's exactly equipped to endure the kind of stressful experiences we've encountered either."

"You're right on both accounts. You seem to have read him pretty well despite only brief encounters with him."

"Yes sir, he's not this kind of soldier." Jake said gesturing around them.

"Oh he's pretty tough, but you're probably right, what we've been through would've been hard for him to adapt to. He's probably better off getting comfortable operating on the Reuopon station."

"I'll keep an eye on the subspace beacon while Laurel and Rachel work sir. If I can somehow determine that the object heading this way is friendly, I'll punch out a message before the cloak engages."

"Good man. We should all stay alert for any animals approaching out of curiosity while the girls work too."

They all nodded and Jake assumed a seat on the ground by the beacon while everyone else gathered hand held sensor units and began taking readings of the surrounding area. The day wore on painfully slow for everyone not working on the modifications to the power systems. Sunrise occurred 3 hours after work began, resulting in a return to a dim blue/purple sky and a heavy shadow draped landscape all around. More bizarre moons made their appearance as the day wore on, some distant airless globes and still more were much closer and larger with heavily cloud laden atmospheres of dense gas with still more small bodies orbiting them only confirming the suspicion that entire planetary systems had been swept into orbit around the planet the crew was now marooned on. The temperature rose some to a comfortable level, but the air remained low in oxygen making the work for Rachel and Laurel agonizing at times as they were winded easily and it took time to recover from seemingly simple tasks that required any significant physical effort. Despite the harsh and debilitating conditions, as promised, within seven hours Laurel and Rachel had the modifications complete with a slight change to their original plan. They routed the power cable through the structure of the wing so it terminated in the cabin and that's where they attached the generator to the cable. Nothing was left outside the ship so it could be sealed up and power would still be available and controllable from within the comfort of the cabin.

They packed the instruments away and carried the cargo containers back aboard once the bulkhead panels were secured in place then they all adjourned to the cabin and Laurel and Rachel activated main power and sealed the cargo hatch so the oxygen level could be increased while maintaining the high pressure that existed outside. They then activated the main virtual display so everyone could witness the results of their work. Reserve power levels were holding at 100 % with a reserve time of 11 hours at full tasking if the supplemental power from the generator was terminated.

"We've managed to more than double the power available with a healthy deep reserve within the new power cell architecture. With the portable generator supplementing the reserve power, we should be able to keep the system running just about indefinitely."

"That's good work ladies. Let's get some deep readings of the object heading this way." The captain said.

"Aye sir." Laurel replied.

Laurel activated the sensors and engaged deep scanning mode. She immediately ran into a problem that made her look back at the captain sitting opposite, and to the left of her.

"Unfortunately the moons are blocking our view of part of the sky sir. It could be a while until we can see the object."

"Understood. Let's get something to eat in the meantime. We could all use the boost food will provide."

Everyone nodded and moved to the back of the cabin and Rody opened the food stock container and began handing out ration packs and protein bars for a snack until the self heating rations were ready. They ate quietly until an alert sounded indicating a distant object had been detected. Laurel looked at the forward display and then she stood up carrying her hot ration with her as she walked to the front of the cabin and sat down in the pilot's seat and slipped the halo over her head. She then picked up her ration and kept eating as she activated a detailed analysis of the detected object. Seconds later the cloak engaged and the Icarus compensated for the obscuration the cloaking field created.

"The moon has moved out of the way sir. The object is still heading this way, but it's increased in velocity. It's traveling at one point two times the speed of light now. There seems to be a deliberate intent behind the objects trajectory."

"But it's still years away," Catty said. "What about finding a locally inhabited system that we can contact somehow?"

Laurel nodded and took the last bite of her ration, then set the pack down and activated the stored star map and initiated a search for inhabited worlds close to their current supposed location given the new information she uploaded from her data pad. As the search progressed Laurel looked at the captain.

"According to the star map, this world is called Orilla. There's not much data on the planet aside for mention of a rare heavy metal ore that's procured from the South Pole by the people of Aroson, seven light years from here. They represent a possible point of contact if we can find a way to send a signal to them that they will recognize as a distress call. The only problem being we don't know anything about the people of Aroson other than they've mastered space travel, so they're technologically advanced, and they're not listed as dangerous if encountered. If they find us stranded on their mining planet, they might not be too happy about it though. They might perceive our presence here as a threat to their interests and thus elicit a hostile response."

"Keep searching for likely friendly points of contact elsewhere. We can't risk a hostile encounter given our current situation."

"Yes sir. The computer is still searching the data available, but we're pretty far outside the primary search corridor so there isn't a lot of data about the star systems around here."

Everyone then sat down as Laurel returned the screen to the sensor data and they examined the stream of data coming in. The object was still much too far away to get usable visual data, but the energy signature coming from the object was more intense than it was before, everyone assumed as a result of their increased speed and the effect it was having on space around the object. The shockwave was deepening and it would increase exponentially if the object continued to increase its speed, eventually reaching a point that no more velocity increase would be possible without the object tearing itself apart as the shockwave began to create a quantum stir. It was Laurel's designation as the cosmic speed limit without significant shielding to protect a craft form the effects or the ability to slip into subspace, still requiring a strong shield to protect a craft form the tidal forces of piercing the subspace barrier both ways. The data was clear about that fact with the Kade affect as it was labeled nearly being reached, making Laurel grin slightly as she looked at the data. She glanced at the captain and maintained her grin.

"You guys are naming gravitational shockwave properties after me?"

"You're the one that postulated correctly that quantum affects were the cause of vessels being torn apart at the subatomic level when they tried to go faster than one and half times the speed of light without substantial shielding in place to protect them from quantum tidal forces. We knew of the affect, but it never had a proper name nor a rational explanation for what caused the destruction of a ship attempting travel any faster. It seemed right to name it after you."

"I just wrote a paper on some research data I found in the new data core. It helped to explain some of the properties that the shield around the Future possessed that I didn't quite understand. The quantum stir becomes extremely intense when you reach the speeds the Future is capable of. I understand why quantum gravitational energy is funneled directly into the shield matrix and attenuated the way it is having studied what the elder race knew of the¦Kade affect."

"The elder race incorporated a great deal of advanced technology into the equipment they bestowed up on us. Some of our brightest scientific minds are still grappling with the fundamental theories surrounding most of it. The fact that you understood something so complex is a credit to your genius given the age you were at the time."

"Thank you sir. By that point I had a lot of information uploaded into my mind and it substantially increased the neural activity and complexity of my brain. I began to think different, smarter, quicker, sharper."

"Part of the enlightenment granted through the chair of knowledge?"

"Yes sir. It not only uploads massive amounts of knowledge, it conditions your brain to access and process it. You would be surprised just how much knowledge and information is uploaded, even during a partial enlightenment."

"I would imagine so since you know¦what¦a million or so different languages and that includes the cultural knowledge of the people that speak those languages?"

"The cultural knowledge only covers a small portion of the languages we learned, not all of them. You're right about the total number of foreign languages though I've never tried to count exactly how many we know, but it has to be somewhere around a million or so."

"I still don't understand how the Human brain can store that much information." Catty commented.

Laurel turned in her seat and looked at Catty and smiled at her.

"If the brain in question has the necessary neural density, it can store a huge amount of information. The hypothalamus isn't the only place knowledge can be stored and accessed from if the brain is remapped properly, which is exactly what the chair of knowledge does. It creates new areas to store information and creates a pathway to access that information that's slightly different from how we normally store and access our memories and knowledge. It tends to enhance your overall intelligence as a result, but not directly if that makes any sense?"

"Not really¦but I think I get the part about your brain being rearranged to store knowledge in different areas and neural pathways created to access the new knowledge that's uploaded into your brain."

"Well that's what takes place during a partial enlightenment, during a full enlightenment there's far more advanced changes made and the areas of the brain that are remapped are tied directly into the limbic system and the prefrontal cortex in the brain resulting in a radical change in a persons personality. Korica encountered a version of herself that had undergone that process and she didn't like the changes she observed in her alternate self. She was cold and calculating, looking down her nose at her younger less evolved version. Jake and I chose not to allow those kinds of changes to be implemented by having a full enlightenment imparted to us. We like the people we are and wanted to preserve that aspect of personalities. As a result the knowledge imparted to us takes a conscious effort to access rather than it being an inherent part of what we know."

"That sounds like what the stasis chamber does during neural suggestion."

"It's the same exact thing, but that's done through a direct connection to the hippocampus and hypothalamus along with other areas. The chair of knowledge does it through indirect extremely intense guided high-energy accelerated particle bombardment of specific neurons in the brain. It's extremely complex and a little hard to wrap your mind around, but the individual neurons are rearranged at the rate of millions per second using that technique. Connections are broken and reestablished with different neurons in a specific and intentional pattern all over the brain. One can hardly imagine the computing power and technology it takes to accomplish all that, but it's the same thing done by the stasis chambers, just on a much larger scale. There's only so much the stasis chamber can do without overloading the brain of the person undergoing the neural suggestive knowledge transfer. It depends on the neural density of the person as to how much they can absorb and how long it will take to impart knowledge."

"Is that why it isn't done on children?"

"Not exactly," Laurel said as she looked forward at the sensor data still being collected and processed. "It isn't done to children because their brains are still developing ever more complex neural connections all the time and if you interrupt that process you can alter a person's brain in catastrophic ways. The neural pathway for...speech development for instance might be altered resulting in the loss of ability to speak normally. That's just an example mind you, but you get the point, the brain has to be allowed to develop normally to a certain level of development before we go messing around with remapping neural connections and uploading new knowledge in a manner that our brains weren't exactly meant to receive new information."

"You understand all that because of your work on building a stasis chamber for two?"

"Yes, that and a momentary flash of knowledge imparted to Jake and I during a time of connection with the cosmic background knowledge."

"You know, that's something I'll never understand. Vast knowledge just floating around us at all times."

"It's a strange concept that was theoretical until Jake and I gained the ability to access it. The elder race have known about it for a very long time and part of the reason they created the technology behind the chair of knowledge was to endow a person with the ability to access it at will. They inadvertently wrote that ability out of their genetic code when they deliberately limited their evolution so they wouldn't evolve beyond the need for a physical body so they could stick around to help advance lesser species to a higher plain of existence over time."

"And the chair allowed them to regain that ability artificially without actually evolving the species."

"Sort of, they still didn't acquire the ability to access the cosmic background knowledge so they created a vast database and tied it into the chair's primary function. It automatically collected information from species that developed telepathic abilities and stored it within the chair network. It allowed them to access specific pieces of knowledge about anything they were interested in learning about and they could upload it directly into their brains. Or they could upload everything and gain permanent access to knowledge collected from billions of species over millions of years. It was the next best thing given the limitation they imposed on themselves in order to maintain peace throughout Korica's galaxy and beyond."

"So the whole reason they created the chair of knowledge was to overcome something they did to themselves...by accident?"

"Yes. They're extremely advanced, but not perfect. They didn't know they were eliminating their ability to access the cosmic background knowledge when they made the change to their DNA that wrote out natural mutations that would evolve their species."

"How long ago did they create the chair of knowledge?" Rachel asked.

"From the time we me them after we rescued Korica, ten million years ago."

"Good lord!" Rachel exclaimed. "The amount of knowledge they could accumulate in that amount of time is staggering to contemplate."

"It's a drop in the bucket compared to the amount of knowledge available through the cosmic background knowledge. It's knowledge from every galaxy across the width and breadth of the universe."

"If this background knowledge is from lord knows how many different species and cultures¦how are you able to understand it? Shouldn't it be in billions of different languages?"

"It's hard to explain, but no. It comes to you in the universal language of mathematics. You experience all these complex equations that your mind¦calculates and resolves in the blink of an eye. Math far beyond anything you can possibly explain or even categorize."

"I thought I was the only one that saw it like that," Jake said. "I thought it was because of your love of math and numbers that I experienced it like that."

"We experience the same thing Jake. I think that's how everyone experiences the background knowledge. Your mind interprets the equations into coherent images and knowledge. Everything in the universe can be broken down into mathematical equations to quantify any concept or idea. I think our ability to understand complex mathematics gives us the ability to access and interpret the background knowledge base."

"You mean your ability to understand complex math."

"We share the ability because of our paring Jake. Besides, you're way better at math than you give yourself credit for. I saw your scores in mathematics when we took those assessment exams. Do you have any idea how many calculations per second it takes to precisely maneuver the Future manually using the propulsion controls alone?"

"I thought that required dexterity or hand eye coordination or something like that?"

"Well those are key skills to be able to do it too. We didn't have the navigation system when you had to maneuver the Future before we got the repairs completed, remember? You were acting as the navigation system and that requires the use of complex mathematics without thinking about it."

"Yeah, I guess it does come to think of it."

"So if you aren't good at math you won't understand the things coming to you from the cosmic background knowledge base?" Catty asked with furrowed brows.

"I suppose it requires a certain level of competency at math. The amount of knowledge that's out there is way more than the Human brain can absorb or possibly understand anyways. Your mind seems to sift through it and only absorb what you're capable of without overloading your mind. When a paired couple accesses the knowledge, it allows twice the amount of information to be absorbed and understood. Part of it will remain with Jake and part with me. We can join minds and share the information collectively making a more complete picture of the information stored within our minds or, over time just because of a shared distant connection, the information unfolds in our minds over time."

"That's incredible, you gain knowledge gradually because you're paired?"

"Yeah. It's more of an understanding of what we absorbed. It doesn't just come to you as instant knowledge¦for the most part anyways. I think it's the brains way of avoiding overload by allowing the vast knowledge to unfold in a manner that allows us to comprehend it properly based on our capacity to do so. The information from the stasis chamber and the chair of knowledge is allowed to unfold in the same way. That is if you don't undertake full enlightenment from the chair of knowledge, as I understand it that's an instant realization of everything that's imparted to your brain because the fundamental changes made to the brains structure is much more dramatic allowing more knowledge to be understand instantly without neural shock occurring."

"So all the artificial technologies have a common thread mirroring the natural process?"

"Yes. It makes sense to emulate what takes place naturally. For the technologies to work safely it has to copy the natural process even if we don't understand that's what we're accomplishing at the time."

There was a tone that sounded and the sensor data ceased.

"One of the moons has moved between us and the detected object," Laurel said. "It's going to take time for the moon to orbit the planet so we can see the object again."

There was another tone heard and the star map appeared with 2 star systems blinking.

"That's it, we have two candidates. One is four point eight light years away and the other is exactly seven light years away."

"Let's see the closer one." The captain said.

Laurel reached up and touched the closer blinking system and spread her fingers apart on the virtual display and planetary information appeared along with information about the inhabitant species.

"They're the Runician clan of a five planet civilization. They're listed as technologically sophisticated and allies to the enlighteners. Population concentration on Runicia is ten point eight billion, total species population, thirty billion."

"That takes be fruitful and multiply to a whole new level." Rody said jokingly.

"No kidding," Laurel relied in a chuckle. "Their other settled planets are way outside the search corridor. Runicia is our best bet for contacting them."

"Is Runicia their primary world of origin?" Rachel asked.

Laurel reached up and scrolled through the information listed and she gently shook her head.

"It doesn't say one way or the other. Just that they mastered space travel five hundred years ago. Depending on how long ago they settled this world, they should have faster than light capabilities in the ships they have there. They could get here pretty quickly and get us home in a day or two, maybe even faster."

"I think it's worth the risk. Start thinking about a way to send a signal to Runicia, one they'll understand as a distress call." The captain said.

"Yes sir. It would be a lot easier if we were in space. I'll run some calculations and simulations to see if we can punch a subspace signal to them."

"Is the Icarus capable of that kind of thing?" Rody asked.

"It has subspace communications capabilities, but not quite on that scale from the surface of a planet. What I have in mind might burn out the emitters, but it should produce one heck of an intense subspace burst. It's going to take some careful calculations to make sure it's something more than just a powerful burst of noise with no meaning behind it."

"What kind of message can you send that will not only get their attention, but convey that we're in trouble?"

"I don't know. I'm going to have to think about it for a while to come up with an idea."

"You're brilliant Laurel, abilities intact or not, if anyone is going to come up with a viable option it's you." The captain said.

"Thank you sir. I'll think of something while I'm working on a way to send a signal from our current position."

"That's my girl, use that amazing multitasking ability of yours."

"I sense a little envy in your tone sir."

"Maybe a little. Take it as pride in your abilities and I would feel better about it."

"Yes sir." Laurel said with a pretty smile that made the captain smile in return.

Laurel worked on the issues at hand for almost half an hour when Jake sprang to his feet as he heard a faint whisper of Laurel's voice in the back of his mind and a flash of ideas popped into his head. He smiled brightly and stepped closer to Laurel and leaned down and kissed the top of her head. She looked up at him as she leaned back in her seat and she smiled just as brightly at him.

"You sensed it too?"

"Yeah. It only lasted a second or two, but I heard your voice and some ideas popped into my head in a flash."

"That's exactly what I experienced. I thought you came up with the ideas."

"You must've been working on something that required access to my mind just for an instant to find what you needed to resolve whatever you were thinking about. We shared in the epiphany at the same instant and then the connection faded away."

Jake sat down next to Laurel and he reached out and slipped his hand into hers and grinned at her as he drank in how beautiful she is.

"You know what this means?"

"Yeah, the affects aren't permanent. Our abilities will come back to us once we get off this planet. The cloak must've shielded us from the energy field long enough for our brains to recover some measure of our abilities."

"I can't begin to tell you what a relief that is. I was starting to dread being stuck with our minds separate and no advanced abilities at our disposal. I feel like I've lost the best part of me by not having you in my mind."

"That's sweet Jake. I feel the same way. Let's get to work and see if the idea we came up with is going to work?"

Jake nodded and leaned forward and planted a soft kiss on Laurel's cheek and then they turned and began running some calculations once Jake slipped a halo on his head. They quickly got a positive simulation result confirming their ideas were going to work with minimal damage to the ship. They looked at each other and smiled then looked back at the captain.

"We have it sir." Laurel announced. "We can send a powerful enough signal to reach Runicia with an imbedded signal that an advanced species will understand."

"That's good news. What's the content of the message going to read?"

"It won't read anything sir. We're going to send a series of binary pulsar frequencies in waveform. They should recognize them readily since three of them will lead directly to this planet, in their galactic backyard, and the others will indicate the coordinates of the Future planet with the emblem of the council of enlighteners beside the emblem of Genesis with and equal sign between. Simple but to the point, requiring no understanding of any particular language."

"A bit of a bluff since we aren't truly a part of the council yet."

"No, but we are allies with the primary member species. It conveys whom we know, where we're from, and where we are. It should be enough for an advanced species to at least show enough interest to come investigate. If they've been traveling in space for five hundred years, it stands to reason that they'll know who the enlighteners are even if they aren't enlighteners themselves."

"That makes a lot of sense. I knew you would come up with something."

"I had to join with Jake for a second or two for the solution to present itself."

"You two are my little miracle workers."

"Thank you sir," Jake said with a prideful smile.

"Are you sure you can initiate a subspace burst intense enough to reach Runicia without radiating us to death?"

"Yes sir," Laurel replied quickly. "The shielding around the cabin here is more than adequate to protect us from the initial electromagnetic radiation burst. It will require every once of power we can muster and it will cook the transmitter elements pretty good, but I'm hoping it won't completely destroy them. With the generator at our disposal the power reserves should recover pretty quickly. I'm guessing within an hour or so."

"Alright, go ahead and put your plan into action."

"Are you going to have to shutdown the cloak in order to do this?" Rody asked.

"Yes. We need to insure that it won't distort the signal."

"That means you'll be exposed to the energy field on this planet and your abilities will be muffled again."

"Now that we know the affects aren't permanent, it's worth it. They'll eventually come back to us."

"Alright, I just thought I would mention it."

"I know. Thanks Hammer."

Laurel and Jake then went about assembling the programming of the transmitter and then they set up the subspace burst signal and began rerouting all the power circuits they possibly could in order to reach the amplitude necessary. The last thing they shutdown was the cloak and they immediately noticed a numbing of their senses and the ever so faint echo of each other's voice in the back of their minds just blinked out. It marked a return to the eerie and saddening silence that they were beginning to adjust to even though it felt like a part of them was being stripped away. When they had everything ready they looked back at the captain.

"We're ready sir. It'll take a few seconds to saturate the emitters properly and then the subspace burst will automatically be initiated. The lights will probably go out in here, but they should come back on pretty quickly as the ship searches for a power source and taps the zero point module in the cloaking generator."

"What about the portable generator?"

"We need to shut it down and unhook it. Drawing that much power from it will burn out the rectifier and ripple filter circuits we built."

The captain looked at Rody and flicked his head toward the back of the cabin and Rody nodded and walked to the mobile power generator and shut it down and then he unplugged the cable from it and he looked forward and nodded. Laurel then looked forward at the almost completely darkened main console controls.

"Here we go¦"

Laurel reached up and pressed the green illuminated initiate button and it turned red and then she shut off the main power controller. The lights dimmed slightly as a whining hum began to wind up gradually for a few seconds and then there was an intense static feeling in the cabin and the lights blinked out, as there was a high frequency pulse heard that peaked and then faded away immediately. Catty looked around for a few moments, then she leaned forward in her seat.

"That was it? Did it work?"

Laurel looked back at her as the lights began to slowly glow back to life.

"That was it. We should know if it worked once the power levels reach a level sufficient to initiate a diagnostic and look at the transmit logs. The signal was pinpointed in the direction of Runicia and we waited until we were sure the moons wouldn't interfere with the signal reaching maximum entropy in the direction we wanted it to go."

"You want me to hook up the generator back there and turn it on?" Rody asked.

"Yeah. That'll provide a significant boost to the reserve power cells so they can be recharged."

Rody turned and walked to the back of the cabin and plugged the cable back into the generator and then turned it on and the lights immediately rose in intensity to their previous level and he grinned, and then walked back to the front of the cabin and plopped down in one of the seats and looked at Laurel.

"Assuming our friends receive the message and figure it out, how long you think it'll take 'em to send a ship to investigate who sent the message?"

"Well, the signal will reach Runicia in a matter of seconds. I don't know how long it'll take them to interpret the contents after that. They likely have ships that can get here real quick, less than hour travel time if I had to guess based on a civilization that has been cruising around the stars for five hundred years."

"So we should expect a response one way or the other within a day or so, would that be an accurate assumption?"

"Yeah, that sounds about right if everything goes as planned. If and when they get here, communication is going to be a bit problematic. With our abilities stunted, we'll have to rely on hand gestures and body language."

"I guess we won't have them accessing a heleodraw to gain your understanding of our language."

"No. This time we're going to have to rely on our wits and diplomacy to get us by."

There was a subtle tone heard from the main console and Laurel turned and activated the main power to the console. She then slipped the halo on her head and she activated the main virtual display. She then initiated a diagnostic on the transmitter components and immediately after initiating it, she switched to the transmit logs and examined the transmit results. She smiled brightly at the resultant log file readings and she looked back at everyone.

"It worked perfectly. The signal was transmitted with absolutely no signal loss or unwanted signal degradation despite the intensity of the carrier burst."

"Maybe they'll send a message back instead of coming here in person." Rody commented.

"It's possible, but more likely they'll come in person," Laurel replied. "They'll know we have no way of communicating with each other. Our message was pretty direct and to the point, what could they possibly send as a response that we would understand?"

"I don't have any idea. That's not my area of expertise."

There was a subtle tone heard and the diagnostic results were displayed and to everyone's relief, there were no damaged transmitter components. There was a cue pulsing asking if a diagnostic of the electronic circuits within the transmitter system was desired and Laurel looked at the captain.

"Go ahead. We have nothing but time so let's make sure everything is operational."

Laurel nodded and touched the accept icon and the diagnostic initiated with an estimate of 5 minutes to completion. Rachel then got to her feet and walked up between Laurel and Jake and she placed her hand on Laurel's shoulder. Laurel looked up at her and smiled warmly.

"You seem to know more about high pressure side affects on the Human body than I do, is there any way we can raise the temperature in here without it affecting the time needed to decompress?"

"Of course Rachel. The temperature isn't a critical element of decompression, relatively speaking anyhow. If my intuitive abilities had been active I would've known that someone was cold, likely that it was you in particular."

Jake reached up and brought up the environmental controls and he increased the cabin temperature setting from 19.5 C to 21C. The air circulation increased slightly and a warm air current began to circulate through the cabin quickly

Rachel closed her eyes for a moment and took a deep breath and smiled. She then opened her eyes and looked at Jake.

"Thanks Jake. I held out as long as I could but, I hate being chilled like that."

"You should've said something sooner."

"I just assumed the low cabin temperature was necessary to keep us from suffering some aspect of the bends when the time comes to decompress."

"The temperature was set there just because that's the temperature outside and it's well within comfort limits for most people."

"I guess I'm not like most people, I chill easily."

"Space is an awful place to make a career then. It's cold up there like you can't imagine."

"Yeah but it's nice and toasty aboard the Future. That's where I serve and work, it just happens to be a spaceship."

Jake smiled and nodded.

"To tell you the truth, I'm not real crazy about being cold either, I guess I just have a higher tolerance before I feel uncomfortable."

"You two have that awesome ability to keep each other warm too."

"I guess that is a nice aspect to our paring that we never expected."

Rachel grinned and then looked up at the sensor data that had reappeared on the virtual display and she pointed ahead.

"Hey, what's that?"

Everyone looked at their shared view of the virtual HUD display and they could see that a second object had been detected near the first and there were a series of high energy signature reading detected then the second object blinked out, either engaging a shield that prevented it from being detected any longer or the second object had been obliterated by the first.

"Did we just witness a ten second battle over two and a half light years away?" Rody asked.

"That's what it looked like," Laurel said. "I would say that confirms that the first object is a ship heading this way. Natural phenomena don't emit bursts of energy like that causing another object to vanish."

"If that's definitely a ship," The captain started. "We have to assume the first¦ship is either the Droplar limping its way here or the Ventoga vessel. So who just kicked the crap out of someone in a matter of seconds?"

"The Ventoga are interdimensional beings so they can jump out of our universe. My guess would be that the Droplar just had an exchange with them and the Ventoga got slapped around enough to encourage them to jump out of the fight."

"The exchange looked to be one sided," Rody said. "Why wouldn't the Ventoga shoot back?"

"I don't know, maybe their weapons malfunctioned or were knocked out with the first hit they took." Laurel replied.

"That would have to be one hell of a shot to disable your opponents weapons with the first salvo."

"Commander Argus might have learned something from their encounter after they dropped us off here."

"Like how to penetrate their shields just like the Ventoga had learned to do with the Droplar's shields."

"That would be a reasonable assumption."

"I say good for them," Jake said. "Way to give 'em a taste of their own medicine."

"This is all an assumption. For all we know what we saw were two allied vessels exchanging something that's completely normal for them and the second craft simply left having received whatever they were looking for."

"Are you talking about teleportation? That kind of technology is hypothetical. It can't be done in space and it certainly wouldn't show up as intense energy bursts like that." The captain said.

"We use it within a ship and the elder race use it to cover thousands of miles within a space station. The technology exists, we just don't know how to make it work without a variable flux compression field existing uninterrupted and in perfect balance between transmit and receive points. That can't be done in an airless environment like space and certainly not between two ships."

"Maybe there's a way we just haven't thought of yet." Rachel pointed out.

"I've learned anything is possible, but it's pretty unlikely."

There was yet another tone heard, and the diagnostic results appeared indicating there had been 2 circuit paths burned away during the intense subspace transmission, but the ships regenerative semi organic circuitry had automatically corrected the issue and the transmitter circuits were now intact and perfectly functional.

"We're good sir," Laurel said. "The ship healed the damaged circuit paths as soon as power was restored via the zero point module in the cloaking generator. The ship knew what it was doing when it incorporated the cloaking generator into its systems. The overall function is redundant, but the backup power available from its power source is what made it valuable to the ship."

"Your assigning thinking characteristics to the ship again." Catty said with a smile.

"This time I think it did take some thinking. The computer analyzed the cloaking generator with the sensors and determined that it had an inexhaustible power source at its core and then it deduced that it didn't need the function of the cloak since it had similar capabilities already, but it needed that power as a backup if everything else failed, so it assimilated the whole system into the ship rather than just tapping into it. It still saw value in the function and performance of the cloak."

"It did all that with everything shutdown?"

"There are two sophisticated processors devoted to the ships intellect process and they're always active, even if you shut everything down. That's how the ship responds to perceived threats when we aren't aboard and how it monitors it's own health among other things."

"That's also how it recognizes you when you touch the hull lieutenant." The captain said.

"Biomimetic. Our brains are still active even when we shutdown to got to sleep. That's how the ship mimics the brain?"

"Exactly," Laurel said. "It's the key behind the whole design of the ship. Mimic nature's successful organisms including Human beings."

"All we should have to do is wait then."

"Hey, if the cloak is engaged when they arrive, if they're going to come at all, they won't be able to see us, right?" Rody asked.

"It depends on how sophisticated their sensors are," Laurel said. "If it were me trying to find a ship hiding under a cloak or shield, I would scan the surface for gravitational irregularities."

"I'm not sure I understand what you mean."

"Something as heavy as the Icarus creates a gravitational irregularity where it's sitting. The background gravity expressed on the baron plain we're sitting on can be measured and every object seen will increase the gravity surrounding it due to its mass pressing down on the ground. If your instruments are sensitive enough, like those on the Future, you can tell an object is creating pressure on the ground even if you can't see it just by the irregularity in the otherwise uniform gravity field all around the object."

"The cloak won't mask that irregularity?"

"It will directly beneath us, but the gravitational affect will be distributed further out than the cloaking field extends. Think of it like holding out a towel and having someone set a heavy object right in the middle of it. There will be a big dip right where the object is resting but it will pull the towel down in a funnel shape that extends out to the edges of the towel. Even if a smaller towel were placed on the object in the center of the larger towel obscuring it from view, you would know something was pulling down on the towel and what direction it lies in. That's similar to how an irregularity can be detected suggesting where a unseen object is located."

"So if we were hovering we would truly be undetectable?"

"Yes. The cloak absorbs energy signatures created within the cloaking field and reflects them back into the envelope of the cloaking field so they can't be seen or electronically detected outside the cloaking field. The shield on the Future does the same thing but on a massive scale to hide something the size of the Future."

"But this cloak won't protect us from projectiles or particle weapons?"

"No, it's nowhere near powerful enough to do that."

"I think I get it now. That's why the Future has multi-layered shielding?"

"Yes. The inner most regions are devoted to cloaking internal energy signatures and the successive layers absorb and diffuse energy of every type, including kinetic, particle, and gravimetric energy. When it's running at its optimum level, nothing can get through. The immense and inexhaustible power produced by the negative matter reactor makes the shield impenetrable and capable of being run indefinitely."

"It's too bad the core can't be reproduced on a smaller scale."

"I seriously doubt we'll be able to reverse engineer something so exotic for a very long time. It would make a ship absolutely invulnerable though if it were possible. Even the elder race never outfitted smaller ships with negative matter reactors. It was always employed in space stations and intergalactic ship like the Future."

"Is that why the didn't put one in the Angalon?" Catty asked.

"No, the Angalon is a biologically based spaceship. You can't grow a negative matter reactor."

"They didn't build anything in that ship?"

"They assemble a framework that the ship grows around. As the ship grows and gets larger the original framework is dissolved and the ship absorbs its constituent material. The material the framework is constructed from is very specific to growing ships like the Angalon. As far as I know, it can only be found on a few worlds in Korica's galaxy. Everything else in the ship grows spontaneously once fertilization is accomplished."

"That would sure save some effort if we could just grow ships like that." Rody said.

"I know what you're thinking, there isn't information about how to accomplish it in the new data core. There are just descriptions of the technology involved and nothing more. It's not something the elder race want distributed widely since it's easy to modify the technology to create devastating warships. If you get the wrong personality embedded in one¦well you can imagine the kind of carnage that can be wrought on an unsuspecting world."

"Yet one was created and sent to Earth."

"With three Human essences making it who it is. It has a weapon, but the temperance of the essences makes it unlikely that it will be used against anyone unduly. Besides, that hasn't happened yet if you think about it. It won't for a couple hundred years. Oberot built it specifically for us to inhabit¦or at least he will."

"That stuff can twist a person's mind if you think about it too hard."

"I know what you mean. It's hard to believe that back on Earth we aren't even venturing out of our solar system yet, at least not officially."

"Let's run a final diagnostic on the ship to insure nothing is a miss before our friends show up." The captain said.

Laurel nodded and turned to her HUD display and initiated a complete diagnostic. She then slipped the halo off her head and got to her feet and turned and faced everyone.

"Aside from sensor data nothing is going to be functional during the diagnostic so we may as well head aft and get some food and water in us while we wait."

Rachel smiled and looked at Rody.

"You think you could do something with the rations to create something¦tantalizing?"

"I think I could put something together since the oxygen is at the right level. Maybe a nice stew or something."

"Oh that would be fantastic." Laurel said.

"Stew it is then."

They all then removed their halos and headed to the rear of the ship and sat down on the deck as Rody unpacked the items he would need to cobble together a hearty stew in a large enough portion to feed everyone. He utilized the single burner survival stove to heat up the concoction and he utilized some of the seasonings included in a few unrelated ration packs to zest up the stew. Within 30 minutes he had a thick stew bubbling on the burner and as he was about to extinguish the flame and begin serving up portions, a tone signaled completion of the diagnostic. Laurel got to her feet and walked to the front of the cabin and placed the pilot's halo on her head and examined the results. She sat down slowly as she perused through the data then she looked back at the captain.

"Nothing surprising sir, main propulsion is offline due a malfunction in the power drive, the severed circuits to allow our unorthodox auxiliary power connection are in the process of being rerouted."

"I thought you took care of that?"

"I did sir. The main power junction has been completely removed. The ship won't be able to reestablish a connection to the power drive."

"You're sure about that?"

"No, but I don't see how the ship can reroute power if the power junction is missing."

"This ship has already proven itself more resilient and resourceful than anyone could've predicted."

"Yes sir, but I've isolated the main power drive in a way that can't be reversed without certain components reinstalled."

"I'll trust in your handiwork Laurel. Come get something to eat, but leave an alert set if anything new is detected."

"Aye sir."

Laurel turned and set an audible alarm that would get their attention then she slipped the halo off her head and left the system powered up. She got to her feet and headed aft and Rody handed her a bowl of stew when she reached his position as he knelt in front of the bubbling pot of stew. Laurel took the bowl and sat down next to Jake and she inhaled the wonderful aroma and smiled.

"Oh wow, that smells wonderful Hammer. What's the sweet scent I'm detecting?"

"Lemon salt. It came from the zesty chicken ration pack and the peppery spice came from the gumbo soup ration. It should give a nice kick to the stew."

"Lemon salt and cyan, I never would've thought to use those ingredients to perk up a stew."

"Try it and see if you like it. It might be a little spicy for your taste."

Laurel nodded and took the spoon Jake was holding out for her and she scooped out a small portion and blew on it a few times then slipped the spoon in her mouth and let the flavors wash around her palette for a moment than she grinned as she swallowed the delightful mouthful.

"You got serious skill with creating wonderful taste sensations from otherwise ordinary rations. This is fantastic Hammer."

"Glad you like it."

"All it's missing is a little venison to make it outstanding." The captain said with a smile.

"I thought about bringing the leftovers from the kills we dressed out on Agrusan, but I decided against it since I wasn't sure how long it would keep."

"That was probably good thinking, we could end up with food poisoning real easy by trying to consume meat that isn't preserved properly. This is perfect for what we have available Hammer."

"Thanks captain."

Rody finished serving everyone and then he served up the last portion for himself and he moved over by Rachel and leaned against the bulkhead as he slid down to his rump and she grinned at him.

"Your company and culinary skills have made an otherwise stressful experience more bearable. I'm glad you were chosen as the captain's security escort."

"Thanks Rachel. I'm glad you were chosen as one of the pilots for this mission too. You've made the whole ordeal¦interesting."

"Thanks¦I think."

"It was meant as a compliment lieutenant."

Rachel nodded and they set in to eating the satisfying meal in silence. When the meal was done, Laurel volunteered to clean the bowls and silverware and stow them away then they got comfortable for what they thought would be a long wait for a possible response or visit from the Runicians. Just as their food settled comfortably and they began talking about general activities they were looking forward to when they got home, there was a fairly loud alert tone that rang throughout the cabin. Laurel looked at the blinking controls on the main console then looked at the captain.

"Is that the alarm you set? I've never heard that particular tone before." The captain inquired.

"Yes sir. I chose an audible alert tone at random that would be different from anything we're used to hearing." Laurel replied.

Everyone got to their feet and Catty led the way to the front of the ship and they all slipped a halo on their heads and sat down to look at the HUD data about what the ship had detected. They were surprised to see a blinking empty region of space between 2 of the moons close to the Future.

"I don't get it, I don't see anything." Catty said.

"Bring up the detection log and see what was detected?" Laurel suggested.

Catty nodded and reviewed the sensor data logs and there was an indication of a gravitation shockwave behind one of the moons and its signature was bent around the moon as it was refracted by the planet's gravity well. Laurel grinned and pointed at he detection point.

"Right there, someone tried to drop into the system behind that moon, but they were too close to the visible side of the moon from our perspective. Their gravitational shockwave was refracted in a way that allowed the affect to be detected."

"Gravitational lensing?" Jake asked.

"Yes. Every large body creates a gravity well and another object in proximity to it can be seen even if it's behind the first as light and gravity are bent around the body and in this case the atmosphere of the moon curved the affect even further adding to its delectability."

"How big of an object are we talking about?" The captain asked.

"There's no way to know for certain sir. My guess would be that it's a pretty big object for us to see the shockwave like that from four hundred fourty thousand miles away¦that's to the near side of the moon mind you. The backside is another eight thousand miles or so."

"Is the cloak active?"

Catty performed a systems check and she nodded.

"Yes sir. It was probably active before the detection event. It's still sensing the object outside the solar system heading this way as a danger for whatever reason."

"We're going to have to hope whoever dropped into this system isn't hostile. I want the cloak maintained for now."

"If it was a ship from Runicia how are they going to detect us?" Rody asked.

"They probably won't be able to," The captain replied. "We can't take the risk that it was the Ventoga trying to sneak up on us. Hopefully the Runicians will make their presence known if it was them."

"They would probably scan the moons first then scan the surface of Orilla to determine where a ship might be," Laurel said. "If they don't detect anything, they'll likely make an attempt to contact us discretely. If they understood the contents of my message and got here this quickly, they're obviously sophisticated enough to figure out a way to contact us in a way we'll understand."

"Let's hope you're right," The captain said. "We could really use those gifts you kids have to determine what's going on up there."

"Sorry sir, so far it's only been a flash of our telepathic bond reasserting itself. Our other senses and abilities are still muted." Laurel said.

"Just wishful thinking Laurel. Don't let it get you down."

"Yes sir. I wish we could be more help."

"You've already done wonders to improve our situation. At least we have enough power to seal ourselves in here with comfortable oxygen levels and power available to the necessary systems to keep an eye on the sky."

Laurel nodded and offered a warm grin then she looked back at the seemingly vacant sensor data being displayed. They all sat quietly for a few minutes expecting a signal to alert them to the presence of whoever had dropped into the system behind the moon. Instead the sensors detected a scanning beam of unknown properties emanating from high orbit. The beam swept the surface broadly then seemed to fade in intensity as it narrowed to a pinpoint some distance from the Icarus. Catty disabled active scanning, but left the passive sensing capability active, then she looked at the captain.

"Someone is definitely up there sniffing around. We may have tipped them off to our presence by running active sensor sweeps."

"Did you manage to triangulate their position?" The captain asked.

"No sir. I deactivated active scanning before I was able to do that. All I can tell you is they're in high orbit searching a few kilometers from here with a scanning beam unlike anything I've ever seen before."

"Are we sure they can't penetrate the cloak?" Rody asked.

"I don't know enough about the cloaking field to tell you that. I can activate stealth mode if you want?"

"It would probably be a good idea until we're sure who's up there."

Catty nodded and looked forward as she brought up the secondary system menu and she selected the defensive systems menu and from the menu of available options and she selected stealth mode and the ship could be felt immediately squatting down on its landing gear. Rody looked around and furrowed his brow.

"I thought the inertial dampers and artificial gravity served to eliminate the sensation of movement."

"They do if they're active," Laurel said. "We're conserving power by keeping them offline. Besides, why would we run artificial gravity while we're sitting on the surface of a planet with a tolerable level of gravity?"

"I guess I just assumed they were automated systems."

"Under normal conditions they are."

"Both systems are functional if we end up getting a tow home though, right?"

"Yes. We have plenty of reserve power to keep both systems running as long as we need them and then some. With the generator back there running, we have more than enough power to run all the necessary systems to enable a comfortable ride. I didn't realize the regulator circuits we built would be so robust. Way more power is being imparted to the ship than I expected."

"Good. I've had my fill of partial inertial dampening."

"The only thing we're missing is a bathroom." Rachel said with a grin.

"Perhaps this situation has enlightened me to the need to incorporate and waste recycling and storage system on the Icarus class ships."

Laurel turned slightly and looked at the captain.

"You're still going to go ahead with more ships like this one?"

"Absolutely. We have a sister ship almost complete and plans for quite a few more¦with some obvious improvements this mission has brought to my attention as being crucial."

"There isn't a lot of room to include a bathroom sir." Rachel said.

"Successive models will be considerably larger. The Icarus is this size due to its experimental nature. It isn't designed for large crews or massive cargo loads. That won't be the case with future versions. The ships will be equipped to carry a crew of twenty comfortably and a cargo area large enough to accommodate a restroom without sacrificing a significant amount of space."

"Twenty? That's a pretty big crew for any mission."

"That's just the crew compliment, they'll seat ten civilians or quests as well."

"That would have to be a much bigger ship."

"We've proven the speed and stealth capabilities of this class of ship on this mission. These ships will be crucial for future missions to nearby worlds. We can't rely on the Future to ferry us around all the time."

"I guess the Future is an old ship even though we slept through the centuries she endured."

"Precisely. The Future will eventually succumb to age deterioration and we need to have a viable replacement that we can install the negative matter core in. The technology we're developing in ships like the Icarus class ships will prove invaluable in teaching us how to build bigger and better ships down the road."

"Are we going to build intergalactic ships like the Future in the future?" Catty asked.

"In time I'm sure we will. There aren't any plans on the table at the moment, but we're an inquisitive species, I'm sure we'll want to venture outside our galaxy at some point."

"It would be nice to be able to take Korica to her home galaxy at some point." Laurel commented.

The captain looked at her with a slightly sad expression and he shook his head lightly.

"You know that can never happen Laurel. She can't go back hundreds of years before she was born."

"I know sir, it's the same reason we can't go to Earth."

"Yes. It isn't hundreds of years for us, but the reason is the same. We can't have you interacting with your great grandmother influencing a change in what she does resulting in you never coming along."

"Laurel would cease to exist?" Rachel asked.

"No, the elder race determined that you would still exist, but a paradox would be created and the laws of nature in this universe don't support paradoxes without consequences. The appearance of the other Future is a small example of what I'm talking about. Balance will be established and it's hard to predict how nature will balance things. We wouldn't be able to just send someone where they belong to restore order and balance like we did with the other Future."

"I don't pretend to understand how all that stuff works, but it sounds like we should just stay away from our origin points if we want to maintain how the universe is for us today."

"That's the edict that's been universally accepted as necessary. No going home¦ever. By passing through time like we have, we're on our own as a breakaway civilization starting anew on the opposite side of the galaxy from the point of our origin. As unbelievable as it is, that's just the way things have to be." The captain looked at Laurel and grinned slightly. "That goes for all of us Laurel. Korica is one of us now and she has to stay away from Draxima for the rest of her life, just like we have to stay away from Earth."

Laurel simply nodded knowing the captain was absolutely right. She looked back at the display and she thought she saw a shimmering region in space above them. She squinted and pointed at the display.

"You guys seeing that? The Icarus isn't indicating a detection, but it looks like a distortion in space right above us."

Everyone looked intently, but they didn't see what Laurel's enhanced vision was seeing, Jake being the exception. His increased visual acuity also enabled him to see the slight shimmer.

"What is that?" Jake asked. "Is that a natural phenomena?"

"What are you two talking about?" Catty asked. "I don't see anything."

"There's a distortion right there that's moving."

"If there were something there, the sensors would've picked it up."

"They're in passive mode. They won't detect things like gravitational eddies unless they're intense enough to impart a detectable affect on a nearby object."

Laurel then looked at the captain.

"I would like to turn the cloak off sir. Stealth mode is active, so we'll still be undetectable, but turning the cloak off will eliminate a source of energy that could possibly be detected using means we aren't familiar with."

"I'm thinking it's time to stop hiding altogether. If the Ventoga were up there they would be visible. They didn't exhibit the ability to make themselves optically or electronically invisible during their encounter with the Droplar."

Rachel looked at him and furrowed her brow.

"What makes you so sure of that sir? We weren't on the bridge or given much information about the encounter."

"The crew on the bridge informed commander Argus that it was the Ventoga attacking with a means to track the Droplar and judging by the damage inflicted with each strike, they found a way to penetrate her shields from a great distance. If the Ventoga had a way of making themselves undetectable, they would've employed it to sneak up on the Droplar and hit them from point blank range." The captain looked around at everyone and nodded once. "You'll have to trust my instincts, drop the cloak and disengage stealth mode. The moment a ship appears on sensors, I want it targeted through the fire control system. If they aren't whom we're hoping, and they show signs of hostility, I want them to know we're capable of defending ourselves. One shot across their bow and if they don't withdraw or identify themselves, the next I want dead center mass of the craft."

Catty glanced around quickly then looked forward and mentally deactivated the cloak and simultaneously disengaged stealth mode. The ship could be felt moving as it rose up on its landing gear until it was fully extended. The chromatophores then resolved to their dormant state, making the Icarus completely visible and detectable, though her contents would still remain obscured from detection since the hull skin didn't withdraw from the canopy. There was almost an immediate response from the object in orbit in a shift in its orbital position and the scanning beam was reestablished directed right at the Icarus' location.

"I would say that got their attention sir," Catty reported. "The Icarus has triangulated the object's position thanks to the scanning beam directed at our location, with a point three percent degree of error possible. The data is available to the fire control system, so if you order us to, we can return fire with a pretty high probability we'll just miss, or if we want, hit whatever's up there."

"Understood. Let's hope my instinct was right to reveal ourselves like this."

"What about the shield?" Rody asked. "Is it available and will it protect us from bombardment from space?"

"The shield is available and the atmosphere will slow incoming fire enough for the shield to engage before we're struck. There's no way to predict how affective it will be since we don't know anything about the power or type of weapons that'll be used against us."

"Let's hope this¦"

The captain was interrupted by an alert that a signal had been detected originating from coordinates matching the location of the scanning beam now focused directly on the Icarus at a third the intensity it first exhibited. Everyone moved closer to the front of the ship and Catty initiated an analysis of the signal. It only took a few seconds to come back as matching the properties Laurel had used in her transmission with the exception of the subspace carrier. It was transmitted locally and in normal space meaning it will take hundreds of years to leak to the nearest planet.

"It's a dead match for the signal Laurel sent, but it was transmitted without a subspace carrier."

"What's the content of the message?" The captain asked.

Catty instructed the computer to display the analyzed signal result and there was a simple set of symbol pairs displayed and nothing else. Laurel grinned when she saw the pair she had transmitted sitting along side a new pair of symbols, one being the symbol of the enlighteners with an equal sign between it and a new symbol that they had never seen before.

"I think they're saying we recognize your signal and alignment with the enlighteners and this is who we are and we are also aligned with the enlighteners."

"Can you compose a response that will indicate that we understand this new message?"

"Yes sir. I have something in mind that should convey that we aren't a threat without words."

"Please¦" The captain said gesturing toward the console at the copilot's position.

Rachel stood up and let Laurel take her seat and Rachel moved back to the seat next to Rody. Laurel brought up the message composer and she drafted the symbol of Genesis then the new symbol presented in the return the message followed by an equal sign and then the enlightener symbol. She then looked back at the captain and he grinned slightly.

"That should work nicely."

Laurel set the message to transmit and Catty enabled the transmitter and sent the signal at low gain to avoid distortions when received close by. There were a few moments of uncertainty as to whether the message conveyed the premise properly, then the object in space blurred into plain vision and the cloak immediately came online and Catty had to enable the override command to disable it once again. The now clearly visible vessel in orbit was truly gigantic compared to the Icarus. The Icarus determined that a strong shield with a rotating modulation that would prevent successful internal scans if they were to be attempted protected it. The ship was spearhead shaped with structures rising from the primary hull all over its massive structure. There was a central portion that rose from the primary hull further than any other structural component that appeared to be the ideal location for command and control to be located and the entire stern section was glowing in a bright white hue with yellowish blue energy radiating out several yards from the intense white glow as the craft slowly moved through space to keep up with the planets rotation in order to remain stationary above the Icarus' location. The belly of the craft was relatively featureless and curved slightly with bulbous indentations suggesting the location of retracted weapons of some kind. The vessel didn't look to be designed to make atmospheric approaches, but its incredibly intense shield would certainly make it capable of withstanding atmospheric interface without being damaged.

"Lord all mighty!" The captain exclaimed. "I'm sure glad they claim to be friendly, something that size could do some serious damage if they fired on us."

"Can I enable active sensor sweeps sir?" Catty inquired.

"I think it's only fair to have a detailed look at our guests since they haven't disabled their scanning beams even though we've established an identity exchange revealing we're on the same side of things."

Catty nodded and enabled the active scanning system. Detailed information was immediately realized and the nature of materials that comprised the hull of the vessel stood out as astounding. The alloy was far denser than expected despite preliminary results from exposed fixtures and their hull connection points suggesting the hull was only a few inches thick. Penetration of the hull was impossible due to the denseness of the hull materials and the refractive nature of the shield surrounding the entire vessel.

"Sensor data indicates any weapons fire from us would be ineffective. Their shield is operating on a rotating modulation that we would never be able to match and it's powerful enough to absorb the energy easily, and even if it did somehow penetrate the shield, their hull is incredibly dense. We might scorch the coating, but no damage beyond that would be realized without repeated hits to the same point on the hull. The likelihood of us achieving that are¦well¦zero sir. We might get one lucky shot through before the shield rotated to counter the frequency of our weapons and nothing else would get through, not to mention they would probably fire back at that point and I seriously doubt we would survive but maybe one or two hits before we were destroyed given the limited power we have available to reinforce the shield."

"The size and impressive nature of the ship up there suggests it could contain weapons that could destroy not only us, but turn this flat basin into a smoking crater. I have no intentions of giving them reason to test that theory. We should try and figure out a way to convey the fact that we need help getting home."

"I'm not sure how we're going to convey more than what we've already expressed with simple symbol representations."

"I need you to think of something Laurel. It does us no good to sit here and stare at one another with sensor scans beaming on each other."

Laurel nodded and looked forward as she began contemplating a way to communicate and just as some rudimentary ideas began to take shape in her mind, there was a tone heard and a visual alert indicating that a continuous signal had been detected and the scanning beam from the vessel in orbit had been terminated simultaneously.

"Uh¦we're being haled sir." Catty said.

"Is it audio or visual?"

"Both sir."

"Well¦I guess we're going to attempt a face to face despite the language barrier. Go ahead and put it through lieutenant."

"Aye sir," Catty replied

Catty mentally enabled the receiver buffer and the virtual display presented the visual element of the signal while the audio processor automatically activated the translation matrix incase an unfamiliar language was detected. The man they were now looking at was a thickly muscular man with brown hair and brown eyes set among a very Human looking face. He was wearing an outfit that was more of a tunic from what they could see of it in a sandy tan color though he had an impressive array of medals and award pins neatly pinned to his upper left chest and on his right chest was the same symbol they had seen in the signal. The symbol appeared to be a device of some kind attached to the man's outfit, possibly a locating and transmission device. The man looked over the crew for a few moments and Laurel was unsurprised that the man locked a gaze on her and dipped one eyebrow while raising the other as he took in her shocking beauty.

"I am Inso Thuro of the Runician vessel Comare. We received your subspace signal and hurried to Orilla as quickly as possible. Can we be of assistance?"

Captain Alexan was shocked that Thuro was speaking English with a distinct Australian accent. It spoke of his confirmed association with the enlighteners, thus access to Tamaric's cerebral disc.

"You speak English?" Captain Alexan said. "I wasn't expecting that. I am captain Alexan and this is my crew, lieutenant Mariscol, lieutenant Kendall, my chief of security Hammer, and my civilian advisors Laurel Kade and Jake Myers."

"Surely not¦captain Dillon Alexan¦leader of the Human colony on the Future planet?"

The captain looked at everyone and they gave him a shocked look. He then looked back at the virtual display.

"You know who I am?"

"Oh yes. You may not recognize me in particular, but I'm certain you know the name Kirgon?"

The captain's mouth opened slightly and he offered a slight grin as he then closed his mouth.

"Kirgon is waiting his turn to speak with me back in Genesis. I didn't realize he was from Runicia though."

"He is from Unicion, our central home world. He is the supreme leader of our people."

"Well I'm honored to meet any of his people out here, especially the commander of such an impressive vessel as the Comare. We find ourselves in a bit of a bind here. We were being transported home when the vessel we were on was attacked by a hostile species and we were dropped off on Orilla so we wouldn't be killed if the engagement went badly for our hosts."

"Your ship there is impressively shielded from prying eyes, is it not capable of carrying you and your crew home in similar impressive fashion?"

"Uh¦ordinarily it would carry us home very quickly, but the Icarus has suffered a major malfunction in the primary power drive rendering her unable to fly. We weren't sure who had dropped in on us, which is why we remained cloaked when we detected your arrival. We feared the Ventoga were here to finish us off if they had been victorious over our former hosts."

"You detected our arrival? That's a little surprising since we employed what we thought was a careful approach into this system so as to avoid being detected just in case we were being lured here for underhanded reasons."

"If not for a well trained crew and perceptive advisors, your arrival would've gone unnoticed. We have a bit of experience with stealthy techniques."

"I see. I must say, you did an amazing job of hiding your presence. We had trouble finding you until you wanted us to know where you are."

"Thank you Inso Thuro. Like I said, I have well trained crew. We aren't defenseless, but we can't go anywhere if discovered. The best technique is to remain undetected in that situation."

"I would agree with that. I am not familiar with the Ventoga you mentioned before. Are they from around here?"

"No sir. They're interdimensional beings that happen to be in conflict with our former hosts. We don't know much about them aside from that."

"That would possibly explain the engagement we witnessed a few light years from here. There is a craft slowly heading toward the Orilla system and they were happened upon by a craft that seemed to come out of nowhere. The craft heading this way fired upon them and managed to destroy their weapons with the first shots. Either a lucky shot, or well-placed shots having some knowledge of the attacking vessels vulnerabilities. The attacking vessel simply disappeared after losing the ability to fire back."

"So it is the Droplar. We witnessed the same thing, but we couldn't discern the details of the engagement as far who was involved. The Droplar is likely heading this way to retrieve their escape pod. If you have the capability, it would be appreciated if you could get word to the Future that we are safe, but in need of a ride home?"

"We can certainly do that for you, but I would be willing to offer a lift if you would like?"

"No offense, but I think we've had enough assistance that turns out to be a ride somewhere unintended."

"As you wish."

"Inso Thuro?" Laurel said. "Did you happen to see how much damage the Droplar had suffered? I mean they seem to be traveling much slower than we know they're normally capable of. Did their engines appear to be damaged?"

"We kept our distance to avoid being caught up in the conflict. That being said, we managed to gather some interesting readings. The Droplar, as you call it, had a number of hull breaches and it appeared that one engine was dormant having suffered what looked to be an internal explosion halfway up the pylon the dormant engine resided upon. Their energy signature was pulsing wildly suggesting some problems with power stability within their ship too. I would say they were in a brutal battle and barely survived."

"Why didn't you render assistance if you determined they were in such bad shape?"

"They were traveling under their own power and they weren't transmitting a distress call. They seemed to be handling their situation admirably. We had a more pressing issue of finding out who had initiated contact with us. The message you sent seemed to indicate a need for assistance along with your identity. When we saw the Genesis emblem within the message, we knew we needed to get here as quickly as possible to investigate what is going on. We didn't expect to find captain Alexan himself, making our decision to rush here the proper course of action¦not to mention finding such a fetching advisor."

Laurel grinned and glanced at Jake and he gently shook his head while smiling.

"You stun every man that gets a load of you."

"I can't help how I'm made Jake."

"I know babe."

"If you feel you can holdout for a short time, we will make a short jump to a location that will enable us to contact your people to let them know where you are?"

"We should be fine Inso Thuro." The captain replied.

"Very well. I'll contact you when we return to see if we can provide anything to make you more comfortable while you wait for your people to arrive."

"Understood Inos Thuro. Safe journey to you."

"Thank you captain Alexan."

The transmission then ended and the display returned to a view of the Comare hanging seemingly motionless above them.

"If he can speak English, why do you suppose he didn't just make contact before arriving?" Rody asked shaking his head.

"If I had to guess, I think he accessed Tamaric's cerebral disc while they were heading here so they could talk to us if the message was confirmed as valid once they arrived." Laurel said.

"I suppose that makes sense. It still catches me a little off guard to hear an Aussie accent coming from someone thousands of light years from Earth."

"I know what you mean," The captain said. "It's endearing, but a little spooky."

The Comare then began to break orbit slowly at first as she banked over toward deep space then she simply shimmered for a moment and then disappeared as she accelerated rapidly.

"At least we established contact with a sophisticated species. Help should be arriving pretty quickly." Catty commented.

"I don't know about quickly," the captain said. "The Future is in no condition to leave orbit so we have to assume arrangements will have to be made for another ship to come get us."

"Can't the work on the weapons being installed be put on hold so they can come get us?" Rachel asked.

"Commander Hiller will have to determine if that's feasible based on the stage the work is at when contact is established."

"Maybe we could just accept the offer Inso Thuro made to take us home?" Catty suggested.

"That might be a viable option once the situation back home is considered. We have no idea what the situation with the Future is at the moment. Like I said, commander Hiller will have to determine what the best course of action is since we're in the dark at the moment."

"I feel like I should apologize for allowing us to end up in this predicament sir," Jake said. "You brought us along for our gifts and we let you down."

"You don't need to apologize Jake, you did the best you could given the limitations of understanding what's happening with your precognitive abilities. If we had stayed on the station things might have turned out worse for us."

"I'm just starting to wonder if I read what I saw wrong. Maybe the regret and conflict I sensed were of the things we've experienced since leaving the station."

"Only you can determine if that's the case. If your ability to clearly discern the results of what you sense are that confusing and distorted, perhaps I should quit calling on you to use your gift until you get a better handle on it."

"I hate to think that I'm of no use to you sir."

"You have many other talents that I find extremely valuable Jake. You and Laurel represent an asset that I can't afford to leave at home when I'm going abroad."

"Thank you sir. We'll try not to let you down beyond this."

"Quit saying that Jake, you haven't let me down. I can't see a time when I'll ever see it like that. Let's get comfortable while we wait for the Comare to return."

Those wearing halos removed them and set them aside and they all moved to the rear of the cabin and sat down for what they assumed could be a fairly long wait. To their surprise, they only had to wait a little over an hour for a signal alert to sound from the main console. They all got to their feet and headed to the front of the cabin and captain Alexan slipped the pilot's halo over his head as he sat down and he activated the transceiver. Inso Thruo popped onto the virtual display and captain Alexan nodded once.

"Inso, were you successful in reaching the Future planet?"

"Yes. A search was being organized with twelve ships to be involved. Those plans have been canceled since they now know where you are. Your second in command suggested you accept my offer to bring you home using the Comare. Orilla is a world one really shouldn't spend too much time on. There is a binding field emitted from Orilla that keeps the moons in orbit in their peculiar orbits to create life-sustaining conditions despite a blue star at the core of the system. Long-term exposure to the binding field can have negative affects on people."

"You know about the energy field on this planet?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. We aren't responsible for it's implementation, but we're aware of it. Long ago this system had two stars, a red dwarf and a massive white star. The white star fed on the material from the red dwarf for billions of years in cyclical equilibrium until the red dwarf reached a critical mass that caused it to fall apart. When that much material is siphoned onto a binary partner star all at once it usually causes the consuming star to gain so much mass suddenly that it collapses and explodes, but that didn't happen in this system. The white star grew in mass in such a way that its core was able to withstand the increase in gravity without collapsing resulting in the birth of a blue giant. The increased heat and radiation was having devastating affects on the three worlds that supported life in this star system. An extremely advanced species decided to take measures to enable one of the three worlds to continue to harbor life. Smaller moons and planetary systems from within this solar system were brought close enough for the binding field to keep them in an orbital pattern that blocked most of the harmful affects from stripping Orilla of its atmosphere or bathing the surface with deadly radiation. The poles are exposed to the suns rays for certain periods of the day which enables resilient plant life to endure and the surviving animals feed on that plant life thus insuring a continuing chain of life that the northern seas further support by producing oxygen and other beneficial elements to bind the fragile chain of life."

"So this is an engineered system?"

"It is a unique system that someone thought was worthy of saving from natural extinction. The life on Orilla is uniquely capable of withstanding the binding field after millions of years of evolution under its affects. You are likely to feel unwanted affects over time."

"We've already experienced some of those unwanted affects. Do you know where the binding field originates from?"

"The very core of the planet. It has uniquely modified properties that bind the electromagnetic and gravitational fields of its orbiting neighbors to it whilst repelling the larger bodies so they don't smash into it, but they remain gravitational bound to Orilla."

"That's crazy that someone can figure out how to do that." Rody said.

Laurel looked at him.

"The elder race are capable of creating and manipulating solar systems. They build planets from scratch out of the debris that exists within uninhabited solar systems."

"That doesn't make the idea of it any less crazy sounding."

"I suppose you have a point."

"I'm not familiar with the elder race," Inos Thruo said. "Are they a species from around here?"

"No they aren't," Captain Alexan replied. "It isn't important who they are. We humbly accept your offer of assistance in getting us home."

"Very good. The offer still stands and I would be honored to carry the famous captain Alexan home. I hope this will influence your decision as to whether we can be trusted to maintain a permanent presence on your home world?"

"We will see. At the very least we'll owe you a huge favor any time you need it."

"Fair enough. We will talk again once the negotiations take place in Genesis and you understand who we are as a people and what we can offer if an alliance is established."

"I would like to think of us allies already."

"Indeed. Standby for the Comare to move closer so we can encase you within our shield. It will protect you from the binding field emanating from the planet and provide a means for lifting your ship from the surface. You should make preparations for travel into space and faster than light travel after that. Your ship will be tethered to the Comare for the ride home. Do you have sufficient supplies and the capability to support yourselves for a few hours?"

"Yes. Our flight capabilities are the only thing compromised. Thank you for your assistance Inso Thruo."

"It's my honor captain Alexan. If you need anything, you can reach me on this frequency."

Captain Alexan nodded and the transmission ended. Rody then turned and headed to the rear of the cabin and he began packing away the loose items and he secured the cargo containers for travel. Everyone else waited patently until the sensor image of the Comare revealed that it was beginning a slow descent into the atmosphere. It made a seemingly casual approach until its bulk was hanging directly overhead, casting a deep shadow over the Icarus that extended a significant distance in every direction. Catty enabled the inertial dampening system and artificial gravity, and then she set the cabin pressure and oxygen levels to gradually adjust to the conditions present on the Future. Catty then looked at the captain.

"We should be decompressed by the time we reach the Future. I'm glad to be heading home sir. I hope the Comare is better suited to getting us home than the Droplar was."

There was a shuddering feeling throughout the ship and then the view out the front window revealed that the Icarus was lifting slowly into the air. There was the subtle sound of the landing gear retracting and they watched as the Icarus lifted ever closer to the underbelly of the Comare. Laurel looked directly up at the immense ship growing closer and she grinned.

"I wonder if they're using some kind of beam to pull us closer or just shrinking the shield envelope?"

"The sensors aren't detecting any foreign beams pulling at us," Catty said pointing at the sensor data. "We are incased within their shield though. I would say the later is the technique they're using."

"If that's the case," The captain started. "Let's extend a little courtesy and deactivate active scans."

Catty nodded and mentally deactivated the active scanning beams and switched over to passive sensors.

"For what it's worth sir, our sensors were unable to penetrate their hull even once we were inside their shield envelope. The scanning beams were absorbed, not reflected."

"So they likely penetrated the hull but no return was received?"

"I don't know sir. I suppose it's possible they have a way to stop the return echo from our scanning beams."

They heard a solid thump on the top of the hull and they looked up to see a tether flying back toward the Comare and Laurel chuckled lightly.

"They're obviously having trouble resolving any sensor data about our hull too. They don't know that our hull isn't magnetic in nature. They're trying to attach magnetic grapples to the ship?"

"That's not going to work. Perhaps you can suggest an alternative method of tethering us to the Comare?"

Laurel looked at Catty and she nodded and initiated a hale signal and a moment later there was a response signal sent and Inso Thuro appeared on the virtual display.

"What can I do for you? We are in the process of attempting to tether your ship to the Comare."

"That's why we contacted you sir," Laurel said. "When you said you were going to tether us to your ship we didn't realize that you meant literally. The Icarus is covered in hull skin that makes her non-magnetic. Perhaps you can wrap your tethers around us and attach them to each other in order to tether us to the Comare?"

"The tethers aren't exactly designed to do that. Are you sure you don't have the capability of turning your craft over to expose a more magnetic portion of the hull?"

"All propulsion is offline sir. Besides, the belly of the Icarus is also covered by hull skin."

"What about the metallic engines attached to your landing feet? They appear to be comprised of materials different from the rest of your ship, not that we had much success examining anything more than the exterior aspects of your ship and the contents of the cabin you're inhabiting."

"The lifting motors are borrowed technology from our previous hosts. They were used to get the Icarus to the surface safely from an orbital drop. They are metallic in nature, but I'm not sure they can withstand the stress of being yanked on to draw us closer to your hull."

"The only viable solution then is to carry you into orbit using our shield to keep your ship close to us. We can then use the weightless conditions in space to maneuver around you until we can attach the tethers to the lifting motors. The stresses exerted should be minimal in space and once you are next to the hull we can shoot further tethers across your hull, attaching them to each other as you suggested in order to bind you to our hull firmly enough to allow travel at many times the speed of light without your ship being ripped away by the tidal forces experienced during acceleration fazes."

"Your shield doesn't protect your ship form those affects?"

"It significantly reduces their affect, but it doesn't completely eliminate the tidal stresses exerted on the hull. When we accelerate to faster than light, it is accomplished instantly. Each multiple of the speed of light that is surpassed beyond that results in a momentary surge of tidal stresses exerted on the hull that are not felt from within the ship."

"That's why your hull is composed of such a dense alloy. It's to withstand the tidal forces exerted on the hull?"

"I'm impressed that you understand that. You are correct Laurel Kade. Please brace yourselves as we lift your ship into space."

"We have artificial gravity and inertial dampers that will eliminate any sense of motion."

"Your ship will move against the inner region of our shield. Do you have shield capabilities to protect your ship from the energy absorbing properties of our shield?"

"Yes. They're already active in response to your initial inclusion of us within your shield envelope."

"Good. We aren't detecting your shield energy, so I wasn't sure if it was active. We will make the ascent slowly to reduce the amount of force exerted on your ship as it's forced against the shield."

"Understood. We're ready."

Everyone sat down and placed a halo on their heads and fastened their restraints as the Comare slowly began to rise into the air. The passive sensor view presented a view of the ground where the Icarus' landing gear had pressed odd octagonal depressions into the soil as a result of the lifting motor platforms attached the landing gear feet. The depressions grew distant and then blended into the otherwise featureless basin as the Comare's shadow grew larger then faded as it rose steadily into the sky. The sensors detected a drain impacting the Icarus' shield as it was absorbed directly by the Comare's shield. The Icarus automatically reversed the polarity of the shield and the drain ceased, but it caused a visible fluorescing effect where the two shield envelopes were making contact and the Icarus initiated counter measures to protect the crew from possible harmful affects by extending the hull skin up over the canopy, blotting out the increasing bright light that had been filtering in. The internal lighting then adjusted to a comfortable level imparting a warm glow to the cabin.

As everyone watched the sensor view of their ascent with the fluorescing lightshow on the port side of the ship, their ears popped twice as the pressure was reduced to work toward acclimating them to the normal conditions on the Future. Everyone instinctively poked at their ear canals and rubbed their fingertips in their ears and opened their mouths wide from time to time to further the release of pressure from their sinuses. Rody looked at Laurel and reached over and touched her arm, she then looked over and back at Rody.

"I never particularly paid attention, how many atmospheres of pressure were we under down there?"

"A little over twelve atmospheres from sea level on the Future planet."

"So around four hundred feet?"

"Four hundred ten to be precise. The air we were breathing is way different than what we're used to though. We increased the amount of time we're going to need to decompress when we increased the oxygen, nitrogen and hydrogen to what we're comfortable breathing."

"So we can't go aboard the Comare and have a look around even if we wanted to?"

"No, not unless we want to don pressure suits and pause our decompression at whatever stage we're at when we get into the suits. We don't know what kind of pressure and gas concentrations the people on the Coamre are accustomed to breathing either. It could really mess with our systems to try and acclimate to the conditions on the Comare then transition back to normal conditions for us, especially if we haven't decompressed properly first."

"Your communication system is still active Laurel Kade," Inso Thuro said surprising everyone. "I assure you that we require just about the same air properties that you and your people do. It's one of the primary reasons behind our interest in establishing an ongoing presence in Genesis. We breathe the same air you do."

"I see, I hope you understand that we would of course ask to come aboard? We wouldn't just help ourselves or anything like that."

"I am well aware of Human etiquette. Not that you would be able to board us unannounced, but I know you would never consider doing such a thing. I think it is wise for you to continue acclimating to the conditions on your home world before paying us a visit. If you reach equilibrium before we reach the Future planet, you are more than welcome to come aboard and¦have a look around."

"That' s gracious of you, but it might be difficult with us tethered to your hull." Laurel commented.

Thuro laughed lightly before replying.

"We would stop and release your ship so it can be maneuvered into our hangar by maneuvering the Comare to allow you to gently float into the hangar."

"We would be honored to be received by you Inso Thuro," Captain Alexan said. "I assume there's a medical quarantine that we have to go through in order to insure we aren't carrying anything that'll make your crew sick?"

"There is, but it isn't invasive. It will only take a few minutes with each of you to clear you to move about the ship freely."

"Sounds familiar. We take similar precautions when guests come aboard the Future, but ours is an automated process carried out by our transport system."

"Your transport system. How can moving a person within your ship detect or eliminate possible contagions?"

"Our transport system is far more advanced than a lift or moving platform to ferry a person around the ship. You'll have to see for yourself when we reach the Future and I extend the return courtesy of inviting you aboard my ship. I would be honored to have you join me for a meal when we get there."

"Thank you captain Alexan, I humbly accept your invitation. I thought it would be quite some time before I would get to come aboard the much talked about Future."

The atmosphere finally began to thin away, being replaced by the crisp and clear stars all around the system and a nebula cloud of pinks, reds, and brilliant yellows with a blue halo at its center and everyone was spellbound by the beautiful sight before them. The glow from the blue star was now clearly defined from behind the largest of 6 moons visible from their ever-increasing altitude and position amongst the numerous moons. It was a shimmering fiery glow that made the backside of the moon look like it was on fire in the blue spectrum. It added an awe-inspiring foreground backdrop to the distant nebula that looked immense even at the distance it was away. The Comare continued to rise steadily into the black of space until the atmosphere was completely washed away and the stars seemed brilliantly bright and welcoming after spending so much time on Orilla's alien surface. After a few more minutes the Comare stopped lifting away from the planet and as it rotated slowly, dragging the Icarus with her, the crew was finally provided a view of Orilla from high orbit via the passive sensor view being presented on the virtual display and everyone's HUD view.

They were now able to see why the planet had such an odd hue to the skies when viewed from the surface. The blue light coming from the star and the pink and violet atmospheres of the larger moons cast a lavender shadow on Orila that then mixed with the atmospheric elements that were heavy in ammonia and silver oxide, creating the purple shades in the upper stratosphere and blue shades closer to he ground where the oxygen laden air hung heavy beneath the upper layer of gasses. The blue shadows were actually shades of deep purple refracted into different colors by the water, oxygen and nitrogen near the ground making them strike the eye appearing to be blue. The only sunlight reaching the surface at the moment was as Thuro had said, at the north and south poles where vast seas could be discerned and deep green and red plant life covered the landmasses visible dotting the seas with huge islands the size of small countries back on Earth. The landmass banding the equator was consumed by shadow and virtually devoid of any plant life of any kind except for a few small dots of red and green here and there closer to the southern and northern latitudes where it appeared the sun occasionally broke the shadows of the moons for brief periods. It was readily apparent that at one time the equatorial region was covered in seas and it was the poles that were landlocked, likely under ice until the stars merged and the new single blue star heated up the planet significantly. It was unknown why the seas resided at the poles instead of bulging to the equator, but this planet was uniquely weird and engineered, so everyone assumed the strange conditions could be a result of the binding field now present to keep the moons in perpetual orbits that blocked the harmful affects of the now hotter and more energetic blue star.

As everyone was taking in the awe inspiring view, the fluorescing effect ceased as the Comare moved closer to the Icarus until the Icarus almost bumped into the hull of the Comare. The Comare then initiated a slow rotation around the Icarus until the Icarus belly was facing the belly of the Comare and then the tether grapplers were fired at the bottom of the lifting motor platforms and they struck solid, resulting in a thud being heard from within the cabin. The Icarus was then slowly pulled closer until her landing feet touched the tether mechanisms. Three more tethers were then fired in a crisscross pattern across the top of the Icarus, with each tether connecting to another. The tethers were then synched tightly, binding the Icarus to the hull of the Comare firmly. Inso Thuro then addressed the crew.

"We have your ship firmly tethered to the Comare. I assume your ship is resilient enough to withstand the tidal stresses of accelerating to faster than light in an instant?"

"Yes," Captain Alexan replied. "It has a shield that further diminishes the forces expressed upon the hull, but it is more than capable of withstanding a jump to the speed of light even if your shields won't buffer all of the tidal forces away."

"Is your shield active now?"

"Yes, in a very low power state so your grapples would be able to get through. When the ship senses an increase in speed and gravitational stress, the shield will automatically increase in strength to protect the ship and its occupants from the affects."

"Amazing. We are still unable to detect your shield energy."

"Well¦it's not electromagnetic in nature, so I'm not surprised it isn't showing up in the usual manner."

"It isn't energy based?"

"It's a little difficult to explain, but the short answer is no, it isn't. As you might imagine the details are sensitive information. However; when we formalize alliances as partner species in the council of enlighteners, we might be willing to share the technology with you and your people."

"That would be incredibly gracious of you. As you are new to the idea of being included in the council of enlighteners, you are likely unfamiliar with the¦conservative habits of those with superior technology. A willingness to share is an uncommon occurrence even after an alliance is established."

"I got a good look at your ship Thuro. Superior is an overstatement. We don't have anything even close to what the Comare represents."

"I have seen still images of your Future, and the tales of its capabilities say otherwise."

"We will just have to compare notes once things are formalized."

"I am not familiar with that expression."

"We will have time to get to know each other's vernacular a little better later on. We are prepared for the jump to light speed."

"Understood. We're on our way to the Future system."

Catty then muted the communications system as the Comare slowly banked to port and began to accelerate away from Orilla and the moons shadow drew away and the bright blue star at the core of the system came into clear view on the virtual display. It was more of an intense bright white tumultuous caldron of boiling activity with multiple prominences stretching out to the corona that was a deep blue. Some of the churning surface was emitting a blue hue that further intensified the blue spectrum the corona was glowing in. The sensor view was automatically polarizing the image to block the intense glare of the star so its features could be discerned without blinding a person viewing the image.

The sun then moved away from sensor view as the hull of the Comare blocked direct access to the view of the star with only passive sensors active and the Comare began to accelerate rapidly away from Orilla. The Icarus' shield intensified as the Comare quickly reached Â¾ the speed of light within seconds and then held its speed for a few moments, then space directly ahead of the ship grew dark, as the stars seemed to be blotted out by an unseen black cloak. The crew were then surprised when it appeared as if a lightning storm in space ensued and deep white a green roiling clouds erupted from the center of the distortion and the Comare was yanked into the maelstrom and in an instant it was accelerated to faster than light and continued to accelerate.

"I was wondering if they would pierce the subspace barrier from the start or after surpassing light speed." Laurel commented.

"It's more efficient to enter subspace right from the get go." Catty commented.

"I know, but not everyone is going to know that."

"I wonder how fast the Comare can go?" Rody posed.

"I would say somewhere around twenty times the speed of light, at least with a ship tethered to her hull. They aren't going to push it with us hanging under them like this." Laurel replied flatly.

Rody pulled his head back in surprise and grinned slightly.

"How in the world can you guess that precisely?"

"Because the sensors are registering twenty million Teradyne being emitted from the stern of the Comare. I can do the math to establish a pretty accurate guess as to how many multiples of the speed of light that much energy will net you."

"Even though you don't know how heavy the Comare is?"

"Mass is taken out of the equation when you have shields capable of isolating your ship from the affects of subspace travel. If your shields weren't capable of doing that, you would attain infinite mass as you approached the speed of light and you would get crushed like a bug hitting a wall at the speed of light as you finally reached light speed."

"So¦how many Teradyne does the Future produce?"

"We don't have instruments capable of measuring it at full power. If we pushed the star drive to maximum power¦I would guess it to be a billion or so."

"And you can do the math for that in your head too?"

"I'm good with numbers, but there's a lot of digits in a billion Teradyne squared divided by the relative speed of light times the inertial constant variable in subspace. I worked out what it takes to net five hundred times the speed of light once and the power output of the star drive didn't figure right to attain that kind of speed. You need the exotic energy from the negative matter core added into the equation to make space move past you as you pass through space at a different speed for the math to work out right."

"See, I've heard that before and I still can't get my head around that."

"It's a complex concept to try and understand completely. It's a whole different way of traveling through subspace allowing you to attain unbelievable speeds. We travel so far outside of normal space that you can't even use sensors to plot and track your position without¦slowing down to look around as it were."

"Then how the heck do you know where you're going at those kinds of speeds? Aren't you afraid of flying through a star or planet?"

"You're outside normal space-time. There aren't any planets or stars in subspace, thus the name subspace, below normal space. I devised a way to create a composite of star maps combined with gravity wells created by large and energetic bodies to give us a way of tracking our position. We can use the composite to create an artificially created view of space passing us by to give a sense of awareness of space passing by."

"Wait¦I thought you said there aren't any stars or planets in subspace?"

"There aren't, but their gravity wells emanate beyond the subspace barrier making them detectable if not visible. A large enough gravitational eddy can translate into a force that will alter your course slightly requiring occasional course corrections to stay on course. The enhanced sensor signal processors provided by the elder race monitor that sort of thing and automatically adjust our course, but it's not something you can see happening."

"Wow, those kind of physics and systems knowledge are way beyond me. I'll just trust that it works as intended."

"I don't get all of it either. I understand quite a bit, but it's a drop in the bucket compared to the whole."

"I find that hard to believe. You're a genius Laurel."

"I was trained about traditional faster than light travel using what Human beings understood of the physics of space travel. The Future travels in ways we never contemplated before."

"I thought you had all kinds of training imparted to you through the chair of knowledge."

"That was critical information about the technology and theoretical disciplines behind it. It's not the same as training in its use. I've had to figure that out on my own through practical experience."

"I guess that makes sense."

"Jake and I just happen to excel at understanding complex concepts."

"I guess having access to the cosmic knowledge base helps too?"

"Definitely."

"How are you two feeling now that we're away from Orilla?" The captain asked.

"No change yet sir. I'm guessing it's going to take some time for the parts of our brain that have been anesthetized to wake up."

"Is that what you feel has happened?"

"Yes sir. There's a numb or asleep feeling in our minds. We know it'll fade in time, but I couldn't begin tell you how long it'll take to feel completely normal."

"You mean exceptional again." Catty said with a broad smile.

"I know we are, but we don't see ourselves like that. We are what we are, what we are just happens to be exceptional when compared to most people our age."

"Let's not be smug, you're both exceptional when compared to any Human that has ever lived."

"We try to stay humble despite that fact," Jake said. "We didn't choose to be like this, we were born with these gifts. It's not like we set out to be the most advanced Humans ever."

"I know. I guess I'm just a little jealous. I'm sorry if I sound like I'm being mean."

"You came off a little mean, but we forgive you."

"Hey, what happens if the tethers give way and we come loose at the speed we're going?" Rachel asked timidly.

Laurel looked at her and slowly shook her head.

"It would be bad, really bad."

"We would find out what it's like to be that bug hitting a wall at many times the speed of light," The captain said. "It would be over so fast that you wouldn't feel a thing. This ship is tough, but not that tough."

"The shield wouldn't protect us?" Rody asked.

"Not on cobbled together auxiliary power," Laurel replied. "It can protect us while we're within the Comare's shield, but not in raw subspace traveling at many times the speed of light."

"That's not very comforting."

"Those tethers are comprised of the same alloy used in the construction of the Comare's hull combined with something similar to titanium to add ductility. They aren't going to break."

"How can you know that?"

"It's right there on the sensor data. The tether cables are in direct contact with the hull skin so the ship knows what's touching it even with sensors in passive mode."

Rody looked up at the sensor data being displayed in the margin of his HUD and it took him a few seconds to understand the data that was being presented, but he saw what Laurel was talking about.

"I see what you're talking about now. There's so much data coming in on these things that things get overlooked."

"You just have to know where to look. Material data about what's touching the hull skin isn't critical information right now so it's sub listed in the margin instead of front and center where critical data is presented."

"Hmm. I suppose it would seem logical if I were trained on this system as a pilot instead of an observer."

"You missing your test pilot days?" The captain asked with a grin.

"A little maybe."

"Book some time in the simulator and you may end up piloting the Icarus or her sister ship when I have to go on an away mission."

"I've been busying myself getting proficient at flying the crimson fighters. It can be distracting to train on two spacecraft at the same time."

"There will be plenty of opportunities to ferry me around on the crimson fighters, especially since we're going to be producing our own version with a few upgrades, but they're relatively short ranged ships. The Icarus class ships are designed to operate over much greater distances making them more versatile."

"They aren't battle hardened though."

"No. If an engagement is imminent, the crimson fighter is the ship you want to be in. They're low observable, as you know, and more maneuverable than the Icarus class ships at sub light speeds. The Icarus' best defense is the ability to disappear and leap five or six light years at a time. You can't hit what you can't see and especially if it jumps away after disappearing."

"But the weapon on this thing is superior to what's on the crimson fighters, right?"

"Not necessarily," Laurel commented. "The crimson fighter has a multipurpose weapon bay that can be outfitted with any type of ordinance or fixed weapon platform you want to put in it. The weapon in this thing is a permanent fixture with a limited range and output."

"This thing can do some damage at close range, but the crimson fighter can do the same damage from much further away because it has two high yield particle cannons. You can target and engage multiple targets simultaneously, you can't do that with the Icarus."

"But you can sneak up to a target and put one right up the tail pipe of an opponent with the Icarus." Rody said with a smile.

"That's her key advantage over the crimson fighters. The Icarus is truly stealthy whereas the crimson fighters are electronically low observable yet they can be seen with the naked eye and sensitive sensors will still detect them because they have a distinct emission signature if you know what to look for."

Rody then looked at the sensor view providing a view of the forward section of the Comare jutting out far beyond the Icarus and he grinned slightly.

"I wonder what kind of fire power the Comare boasts."

"I'm sure they aren't going to discuss it with us." The captain replied.

Rody then looked at the back of Catty's head.

"The communication system isn't still active is it?"

"It's active, but muted. They can't hear what we're saying."

"Good. We were discussing some sensitive information."

"I muted it after Thuro surprised us before."

"I just hope we have an uneventful trip to our home system." Rody said.

The captain looked at Jake and raised his eyebrows.

"You feel like seeing if you can sense a good ride home?"

Jake sighed and then nodded lightly. He closed his eyes tightly and attempted to reach out with his perceptions and at first there was nothing, then a glimmer of future events crept in. It was only a momentary dim flash of convoluted events and he distinctly heard the captain's voice mixed in with the flash of completely confusing images and emotions that washed over him. He squinted his eyes closed tighter and tried to resolve the images in his minds eye, but the glimpse came and went so quickly that he wasn't able to discern any meaningful details aside from the captain's voice clearly pronouncing a single word in an odd tone.

Jake opened his eyes and looked at the captain.

"Ingursol. I heard you saying that word with¦reverence is the best description I guess."

"So your abilities have reawakened?"

"No, not completely. I only got a momentary flash of precognition, then it was gone."

"What the heck does Ingursol mean?" Rody asked.

The captain looked at him and shrugged his shoulders lightly.

"I have no idea. I've never heard it before."

"Is that the name of a planet¦or a star system?" Rachel asked.

"I don't know," Jake replied. "I sensed fear and awe in the way the captain said it, but the images I saw were mixed up in a way that made them indistinguishable from one another. So much comes to me so quickly, even in a microsecond flash, I can't make sense of it all."

"Perhaps your ability has developed in a way the Human mind isn't ready for." The captain commented.

"It might just be that I'm still young and the ability I have takes a fully developed adult mind to process properly. Laurel and I became paired at a really young age and it awoke things prematurely that would've normally come to me later in life, least that's my guess."

"I fear we Humans may not be ready for most of the gifts we've seen evident in your generation. I hope you're right for your sake though. I would hate to see you stuck with an ever increasingly confusing sense of things to come with only momentary flashes that mean anything to you."

"My gift wouldn't be so confusing anymore if I hadn't been through so many bizarre and temporal events sir. I've been outside normal time for decades, I was killed several times then taken outside my body to wash away the corruption twisting up my mind thanks to the Lundragaus. All that tends to do things to your perceptions, and as you know sir, that's only some of the messed up stuff I've survived."

"I know son. Strange things befell all of us when we came out of stasis, but no one more than you and Laurel."

"I can perform a search in the Icarus data base to see if it recognizes that word," Laurel offered. "Do you know how it's spelled?" She asked looking at Jake.

Jake shrugged his shoulders and shook his head.

"I heard it pronounced, but I didn't see it spelled out."

"I'll set up a phonetic search for any words that sound like my guessed spelling of the word."

Jake nodded his head and Laurel looked up at Rachel and she enabled full system access to Laurel's halo. Laurel accessed the onboard database and brought up a phonetic search pane and typed in 'Ingersol'. The system then presented the words 'searching database¦' as it looked for a match. It only took a few seconds for 2 matching results to be found as the search continued. Laurel displayed the results so everyone could see what had been found. The first match was multi syllable word meaning bottomless abyss, not likely what the captain was expressing in Jake's vision since it was derived from an extinct alien language. The other result was the name of a fairly close by black hole called the Ingursol black hole, named for the star that resided at core of the black hole before going nova and collapsing into a black hole 2,000 years ago. It had taken place so recently that the light from the explosion hadn't even reached Earth yet and wouldn't for tens of thousands of years.

The search concluded with no further positive matches though there were some possible matches that were pronounced differently from Laurel's phonetic breakdown of the word.

"The most likely match is a black hole called the Ingursol black hole," Laurel said.

"Can you extrapolate its location in relation to our current course of travel?" The captain inquired.

Laurel nodded and brought up the navigation system and enabled a search along their current path for systems and spatial phenomena. They were still outside the primary search corridor so detailed information was limited, but large anomalies like black holes were included in the map updates preformed before departure and sure enough along their current heading was the Ingursol black hole at a distance of eight light years away.

"We're heading right toward it sir. Either Thuro doesn't know it's there or he's heading for it on purpose, we aren't heading directly toward the Future planet by maintaining this course. Maybe their going to use the intense gravitational rotation as a slingshot to get us moving faster without needing more power to accomplish it."

"That doesn't seem like a good idea with us strapped to their hull like this." The captain looked at Catty. "Activate the communication system."

Catty nodded and unmuted the communication system then looked at the captain and nodded once.

"Inso Thuro, this is captain Alexan."

There was a momentary delay before Thuro replied.

"What can I do for you captain Alexan?"

"I'm a little concerned about our current heading. We aren't heading directly for the Future system and you might not be aware that we're in fact heading directly toward a black hole."

"I didn't realize your navigation system was functional¦or capable of tracking our position and direction of travel through our shield?"

"I told you this ship is fully functional with the exception of propulsion."

"I thought you said the main power drive suffered a catastrophic malfunction, I assumed that meant all of the systems it supported were non functional."

"I have an extremely resourceful crew. We found a way to power the ship's systems with out the use of the main power drive, whose primary function is to power the jump drive and maneuvering engines. We have every other system available at full power including navigation."

"Jump drive? I am not familiar with that type of propulsion."

"That doesn't surprise me. It's a unique way of traveling vast distances in a short period of time. It's not something I'm going to go into detail about at this time through."

"I guess I can understand why you were reluctant to abandon your ship. That kind of technology in the wrong hands would be a devastating advantage."

"The thought had crossed my mind. About our course?"

"Yes, I am aware of the black hole. It will provide a jumping off point to head toward your system at a substantial savings in time and power."

"You want to jump the event Future of a black hole?" Laurel asked in a surprised tone.

"Yes. It is not a procedure you are familiar with?"

"I'm familiar with the technique, but most of our ships are capable of speeds that make the dangerous procedure unnecessary."

The captain looked at Laurel and raised his eyebrows.

"Laurel, care to enlighten me?"

"Uh¦well sir, in theory, if you head toward a small black hole like the Ingursol black hole at the right speed and trajectory and accelerate at just the right point, you can jump across the event Future and it will accelerate you to unimaginable speeds delivering you to a distant point in space in the blink of an eye. With a super massive black hole, like the one at the heart of the Milky Way, that isn't possible because the time and gravitational distortions extend too far from the black hole. You would be torn apart and drawn into the black hole long before you got close enough to reach the even Future. With a relatively minor black hole like the Ingursol black hole you can theoretically get close enough to jump the event Future before the tidal forces rip you apart and suck you into the matter being drawn into the black hole, but the calculations are incredibly complex and if you're off by the slightest margin, it wouldn't work, or you could end up in a part of the galaxy you hadn't intended."

"We perform this type of maneuver on a regular basis," Thuro said. "I assure you we know what we're doing."

"I'm not sure I'm comfortable with you performing a jump across the event Future of a black hole with us strapped to your ship like this."

"At the right moment, we will divert all available power to the shield providing more than enough protection for you and your crew as well as the Comare."

"If you do this all the time, that's another reason for the dense material your hull is comprised of, isn't it?" Laurel asked.

"Very observant Laurel Kade. That is correct. If the shield varies to any degree it is wise to have a hull capable of withstanding extreme stresses without distorting until the shield stabilizes."

"And how often does your shield vary when you attempt this maneuver?" The captain asked in a concerned tone.

"Next to never. It used to happen from time to time, but our shield technology has advanced significantly since that time."

"Uh sir," Laurel started. "You should know that once a course is taken heading toward the black hole, you can't abort. You have to keep going no matter what until you reach the other side¦or are destroyed in the attempt. The gravitational pull will simply be strong to break free once you're beyond a certain point." Laurel said looking at captain Alexan.

"You're very intuitive for someone that has never experimented with jumping black holes," Thuro commented. "Once our course is plotted and confirmed as true, we will shutdown the engines and let gravity draw us in with only occasional corrections being necessary until just the right moment to increase thrust to maximum to accomplish the jump. Once we cut the engines, we cannot turn back. We have to make the jump or risk being drawn into the black hole, destroying the ship in the process."

"We've detected more than enough energy potential from your propulsion system to propel us to the Future system at a sufficient speed to make this risky maneuver unnecessary."

"Your sensors are impressive if you can measure our output like that. We can travel at many times the speed of light, but not with a ship tethered to our hull. We can safely maintain a speed of seven times the speed of light. Any faster and the tidal stresses exerted on your ship risk either tearing you free or inflicting damage to your ship. You probably measured our initial power output, which was merely full power acceleration to reach our current speed. If you take some measurements now, you will see that our output is significantly less than it was during our initial period of acceleration."

Laurel reached up and switched to the passive sensor pane and Thuro was absolutely right. Laurel looked at the captain and nodded.

"He's speaking the truth sir, I didn't even see it until now. If you do the math, the output matches what will net you around seven times the speed of light. The Icarus' shield is registering a slight influx of gravitational waves also. I believe Thuro's assessment is correct sir, any faster and we risk being torn from their tethers."

"I have no intentions of deceiving you about anything captain Alexan. If successful, we will emerge from the jump very close to the Future system traveling at many more times the speed of light than the Comare is capable of achieving using the power we have available. We will decelerate gradually, finally reaching sub light speeds very close to your home system so you can contact whomever you need to in order to alert them to our arrival. If we continue at our current speed it will take several days to reach the Future system. If you would prefer, we can change course and head directly to your home world using traditional methods, but as I said, it will take days to get you home if we do that?"

The captain looked around the cabin at everyone and Catty muted the communications system.

"Personally, I would rather take the risk and hope these guys know what they're doing to get us home in hours instead of days."

"Feeling a little home sick are you?"

"Not exactly sir. Things have just gone so wrong for us on this mission¦I don't want to divert to any more alien worlds and hope we're found before we run out of food, water, and good ideas to keep ourselves from being discovered with a broken ship."

"I think we can all identify with those sentiments. Put me back on with Thuro?"

"Aye sir."

Catty unmuted the communication system and nodded once to the captain.

"Inso Thuro, we've considered our options, which are in short supply, go ahead and make the jump. For what our original mission was, we've spent enough time out here in a crippled ship. We might not be so lucky as to make contact with a friendly force with the capabilities you possess if something goes wrong and you're forced to drop us off on a world other than our own."

"We would never abandon you like that captain. We would bring you aboard rather than drop you off on an unfamiliar world. That being said, you've made a wise choice. I am anxious to take you up on your offer of a tour of the Future. The sooner I get you home, the sooner that can happen."

"You should know, that won't be my first order of business when we get back. I will however grant you permission to remain in the Future system until the negotiations with Kirgon are completed. We can discuss an exchange of tours of our vessels after that."

"That sounds reasonable. Will we be permitted to visit the surface of the Future planet in the meantime?"

"I will make arrangements for that to be allowed."

"Wonderful. My crew doesn't get the opportunity to experience fresh air on a friendly world very often. They will welcome a break on the Future planet."

"I can see how that would be. You should be aware that it's winter in Genesis, so the temperatures are a little chilly."

"They will still enjoy the experience, I assure you."

"If you don't have shuttles capable of ferrying them to the surface I can make arrangements to have them carried to the surface safely."

"That would be appreciated. Our ships have limited crew capacity as they are fighter escorts, not transport ships."

"Our smaller craft serve both roles."

"I see. We will reach the Ingursol black hole shortly. Is there anything you and your crew need from us in the meantime?"

"No. There isn't anything you can provide since we haven't completed our decompression yet."

"I understand. If you need anything just contact me and I will see to it as quickly as possible."

"Thank you Inso Thuro, you've been very accommodating thus far just by taking us home at such great peril to your ship."

"It is what enlightener allies do captain Alexan. We don't leave one another stranded on alien worlds when we have the means to provide assistance. I assume you would do the same thing if the roles had been reversed?"

"You can count on it."

"I thought as much. Try to relax and enjoy the ride as much as possible given your condition."

"Thanks, we'll do that."

"Can I ask you a favor Inso Thuro?" Laurel inquired.

"You may."

"Can you contact the Droplar to let them know that we have been picked up and find out if they are in need of our help to facilitate repairs on their ship?"

"That has already been taken care of. We have subspace communications capabilities that enabled us to contact a commander Argus and inform him that we were taking you home. He indicated that the repairs to his ship were progressing admirably and normal speed capabilities would be restored within a day. They plan to recover their escape pod and head home for repairs. We figured they would speak English since they had been in contact with you, luckily that was the case."

"Did they mention how the engagement went?"

"Briefly. Commander Argus mentioned a discovered vulnerability in their adversary that will make future attacks unwise on the part of the Ventoga."

"They know how to penetrate their shields now?"

"He didn't discuss particulars, but that would seem an educated assumption based on our observations of their last brief encounter. A targeting solution would include your shield modulation characteristics if you plan to fire through your own shield. It is possibly this targeting and charging of weapons that cued commander Argus to the shield frequency that allowed him to penetrate the shield of the Ventoga. If their systems are designed to always work in the same manner during an engagement, it would be possible to extract the shield modulation settings, even if they were changed, allowing for penetration of the shield in question every time. If you know the precise location of your adversary's weapons from previous engagements, as commander Argus indicated future engagements would be unwise. You would be able to disable their weapons with the first shots, then take out critical systems after that."

"Hmm. I guess that means they can retrieve their property and head home without the fear of being attacked. Thank you for checking on them for us."

"I assumed you want that courtesy observed. The Droplar is in good hands from what I can tell."

"It sounds like it. We'll let you get to your duties without further distraction so you can get us home as quickly as possible."

"Thank you Laurel."

Catty then muted the communications system and looked at the captain.

"Thank you for choosing the quicker option sir. Truth be told, I do miss someone back on the Future and I'm kind of anxious to get back to him."

"You're welcome lieutenant. We all miss someone back home."

"That includes you sir?"

"We aren't going to discuss that lieutenant. Some topics are off limits."

"Yes sir."

The Comare began to accelerate noticeably and bank over slightly and the distant black hole came into clear view. Everyone was captivated by the sight before them and the captain slowly stood up and placed his hands on the back of the seats in front of him as he leaned toward the virtual display at the front of the cabin.

"Will you look at that¦Ingursol."

Jake's mouth dropped open and he stared at Laurel for a few moments and then he looked at the captain.

"That's what I heard in my vision sir. The way you just said Ingursol is exactly what I heard."

The captain looked at him and stood up straight.

"I can understand the awe you claimed to hear in my voice. That's an awe inspiring sight and a bit frightening to think we're going to jump it's event Future."

"At least I know I'm still capable of sensing things in the timeline I'm living in."

The captain grinned and looked back at the display. He slowly shook his head as he tried to understand the brightly glowing mater swirling around the black hole as it was funneled into it's massive black heart making the event Future clearly defined.

"What do you suppose that thing is consuming? The glowing cloud racing around it is enormous."

Laurel glanced at the captain then looked back at the display.

"This black hole was formed extremely recently galacticly speaking. I think that disc of superheated material is what's left of the nova explosion from the Ingursol star. The material exploded away then the black hole formed and it began consuming the remnants of the star and has been doing so for two thousand years."

"There's that much material in a star?" Rody asked. "Enough to feed a black hole for thousands of years?"

"Yes. It takes a star something like a hundred times the size of Earths star to create a black hole like the Ingursol black hole. There's a tremendous amount of matter in something that big. For all we know the Ingursol star could've been even bigger than that. It'll take thousands of more years for the material to circle the black hole before being consumed. After that the black hole will be virtually invisible except for the distortion it creates as it passes in front of starlight making it somewhat definable."

"I take it at that point there won't be any jumping of its event Future?"

"No. You need a feeding black hole in order to have a definable event Future to aim for."

"Thuro said they use this technique of jumping black holes all the time, how many feeding black holes do you suppose there are on this side of the galaxy?"

"No one knows for sure, but there are a lot of black holes in a galaxy the age and size of the Milky Way. If even half of them are feeding, which is likely a conservative estimate, then there could be millions of them, hundreds of thousands on this side of the galaxy alone¦at minimum."

"I'm trying to learn about this cosmological stuff, I had no idea the galaxy was that densely populated with black holes. It's a wonder ships don't fly into 'em all the time."

"I'm sure it happens from time to time, but space is really big and most space fairing species know how to avoid a black hole. We have ways of detecting black holes that aren't feeding too so we won't get to close to those either."

"Seems a little crazy to actually be aiming for one to take a shortcut home."

"It is crazy, but these guys seem to know what they're doing, least I hope so."

Rody looked forward as they slowly banked around the black hole and he furrowed his brows.

"Why aren't heading directly toward it."

"We're probably circumnavigating it at a far enough distance to avoid its influence so that when we do head toward it we'll be expelled in the direction of the Future system after the jump."

"That makes sense. I should've guessed that."

"You have to remember to that we won't be traveling in a straight line. We have to follow the gravitational curve of the distorted space around the black hole. It's a circular object and so our course must also be plotted on a curve across it, not straight at it or we would plunge right into it."

"I guess I understand what you meant about the calculations being incredibly complex."

"We would have to rely on the AI to make calculations that complex, not that we would ever make her jump a black hole in the first place."

The captain sat back down now that blank space was all that was visible as they arched around the black hole at a significant distance away. After a few more minutes the Icarus began to detect an increase in Gs being exerted on the hull and the shield was automatically increased to near maximum and the hull skin grew thicker and hardened to further protect the hull from the ever increasing pressure that was leaking through the Comare's shield. The captain grew concerned that this much gravitational warping was leaking through and they were still a light week away. He knew the Icarus was a tough ship, but she wasn't designed to venture close to a black hole and they were going to get a whole lot closer. Laurel was beginning to regain her sense of what others were feeling in small measure and she could feel the concern coming from the captain. She looked at him and gave him a pretty smile.

"We'll be okay sir. If we were in danger of being torn apart Jake and I would've sensed it."

"Thank you Laurel. That eases my mind a little, but black holes aren't to be trifled with. They're natures drain leading to lord knows where destroying everything at the fundamental level as it's sucked down the drain. You'll pardon me if I still don't feel comfortable with the notion of jumping one with the precious cargo we have on this ship."

"You really think Jake and I are that important to Humanity on our new home world?"

"Everything I've seen and heard suggests you two are pivotal to our very survival long term. We wouldn't be here at all if not for you two amazing kids, and your destiny is far from fulfilled. There's also your mom and dad, whom I assured I would do everything in my power to keep you from harm¦this doesn't feel like I'm fulfilling that promise with any measure of success."

"They know space is a dangerous place sir. We accept the danger in order to go where you go to provide council and protection in the only way we're qualified to do. In our eyes you're the one that's pivotal to our long-term success and survival on our new home world. Mom and dad know that they would crush our spirits if they forbade us from following our hearts, no matter how dangerous what our hearts tell us to do is."

"You're a sweet girl Laurel. I'm glad your mom and dad understand that I need you despite the peril I seem to excel at putting you and Jake in."

"Let's hope the Comare hasn't increased their shield to maximum yet," Jake said. "Thuro did say that they would divert every once of power to the shield after the acceleration faze of the maneuver. They obviously have a finite amount of power to work with and the engines consume a great deal of it to maintain faster than light speeds."

"I suppose there'll be a certain point at which the gravitational pull of the black hole will maintain whatever speed we attain on approach and the engines can be cut and our relative speed will remain constant."

"There'll be some point when one last burst will be required to achieve a breakaway velocity that exceeds the gravitational inertia imparted to us by the intense pull of the black hole, it's at that point that the actual jump will occur," Laurel commented. "The timing has to be precise as well as the calculations of our trajectory. I have to assume they have really sophisticated computers to perform the calculations in the blink of an eye."

"That would have to go to figure," The captain said. "For all their sophistication, their shield capabilities leave something to be desired."

"Maybe we can help them with that when the negotiations are formalized."

"We don't know these people yet Laurel. We have to be real careful about who we hand advanced technology to. Anything can be weaponized if it's perverted in the wrong way. You know the shield on the Future can very easily be used as a weapon. That's exactly what I'm talking about. The elder race took a huge chance on us being wise with the vast technological advantage they entrusted to us. We have to be sure we're instilling that same trust in the right people."

"Yes sir. I promise not to do or say anything to advance them technologically without discussing it with you first."

"I know I can depend on you two to be discerning about who you give sensitive information like that to and when."

Laurel grinned and nodded as the Comare made her final turn and began accelerating directly toward the inner most region of the brightly glowing matter being sucked into the black hole. Everyone looked forward and braced for the expected turbulent ride toward the black hole. The first thing they noticed was an odd lag in motion and the perceived timing of everything happening. To simply lift the arm took a few seconds longer than it seemed it should and the alert from the Icarus to temporal and gravitational warping piercing the shield, sounded like it was on a lower frequency tone than anyone expected as it was slowed from its normal three beeps per second to one beep per second and it wavered in pitch instead of being a steady tone. When the captain finally spoke his voice was deeper and dragged out as if he were slurring.

"I think the Icarus' shield has reached its maximum compensation level. Any stronger and we risk severing the tethers."

"Your voice sounds weird sir." Jake said also sounding slurred and stretched out.

"It's the temporal distortions created by the black hole," Laurel said in a similarly slow and deeper tone. "It's going to get a lot more pronounced the closer we get without shields capable of interrupting temporal energy."

The Comare then made a hard turn away from and below the bright disc of swirling material and her main engines delivered a final intense push accelerating them hard for 15 seconds and the distortions intensified so much so that everything seemed to slow down to a seeming crawl, then the Comare's engines shutdown and the shield was fortified and temporal distortions lessoned substantially as the shield provided a buffering affect. The relief lasted a few seconds then everything seemed to freeze completely, as though the ship stopped progressing completely and the spiraling disc of intensely bright matter just stood frozen in place allowing every nuance of the roiling matter to be observed in totality. The affect lasted for several minutes in which no one could move, just stare straight ahead at the bizarre view on the display then the image shifted to the red spectrum and began to move very slowly then there was an intense flash of light that temporarily blinded everyone. When their vision recovered they were streaming through a bright blue and with tunnel of light that was coming in waves then the tunnel seemed to just blur away as stars streaked by and the temporal distortions faded quickly then stopped entirely as they continued to slow.

Everyone had a strange hangover like feeling in their heads, and their stomachs were sickened from the lingering dizzy feeling. The captain put his hand to his stomach and looked around.

"Is everyone alright?" He asked sounding perfectly normal making Laurel smile.

"I feel like throwing up sir, but it's the after affect of intense gravitational and temporal energy distorting our minds and bodies. We're the first Humans to survive a jump across the event Future of a black hole."

"That was down right freaky," Rody said. "I thought punching out at a hundred twenty thousand feet was intense, but that takes the cake."

"I don't want to have to do that again," Rachel said. "I feel like I downed a gallon of rot gut whine last night and now it wants to come back up on me. How long do you think this sick feeling and blurry head will hang in there?"

"Hopefully not long," The captain replied. "We have to give these guys some tips on shielding."

"I'm sure the dense hull of the Comare blocks more of the negative side affects." Laurel said.

"Can you get a fix on our location?" The captain asked looking at Catty.

"I'll give it a try sir."

Catty activated the mapping program and then initiated the plotting program to get a star fix to ascertain their location. It only took a few seconds for the display to read back that at current velocity a star fix couldn't be plotted. Catty looked back at the captain and he grinned slightly.

"We used to have the same problem on the Future before Laurel reworked the system to create a composite view. Just keep trying until you get a fix."

"Aye sir."

Thuro's voice then rang out on the communication system.

"Icarus, this is Inso Thuro."

The captain nodded once at Catty and she opened the channel then looked at the captain.

"Captain maxim here Inso Thuro. We're all right. That was¦interesting, to say the least. Does your crew normally experience nausea and dizziness after jumping a black hole?"

"No. The Comare is designed to stop those nasty side affects from being experienced by our crew. I was hoping our combined shields and the sturdiness of your ship would provide you with the same level of protection."

"That apparently isn't the case. I assume you're familiar with this¦temporal sickness if you will? Does it last long? It's most unpleasant and we're all suffering from it."

"We call it jump disorder. It will pass in time depending on the severity of symptoms. Since you are speaking clearly, or at all, you will be fine. Our first ship to attempt jumping the event Future of a black hole was found with all hands impaired for life. Their shielding was woefully inadequate to provide the necessary protection nor did they know exactly how to plot a jump properly. They ended up hundreds of light years from their intended target. Our navigation systems are vastly superior to what we had back then, as is our knowledge of plotting a jump precisely."

"I assume you know where we are then?"

"Not as yet, but I am supremely confident that when our velocity decreases such that we can get a precise fix on our location, it will be right where we intended. We should regain navigation capabilities within a few light years of your home system."

"A few? That sounds a little vague on your part."

Thuro chuckled before responding.

"You have to understand that every jump is unique. Depending on your entry trajectory, speed, the unique properties of the black hole being jumped, you exit the jump with differing velocity characteristics. We will be heading directly toward your system, I just can't be certain of our exact distance from the Future system except to say it will be within a few light years given the distance away your home system was when we made the jump."

"I see. Are there any suggestions for easing the symptoms of jump disorder?"

"I would suggest avoiding food until your stomachs settle. It will definitely come back up on you. Water tends to sooth the stomach and ease the physical discomfort experienced elsewhere in the body. Your minds will clear before your physical symptoms ease, but neither will take very long to fade away completely. I have been through it myself, so I speak from first hand knowledge."

"I thought your systems were vastly improved from those of your predecessors?"

"They are, but shield fluctuations are still possible at an inopportune moment. Our hull composition is such that such a thing is a minor incident as long as the shield can be stabilized by the computer system while we are immobilized during the jump."

"So you experience the time dilation affect too?"

"Yes. It's a minor inconvenience since our computer systems continue to function while our perceptions are altered during the jump. It is something we have never been able to overcome aside from designing computers that compensate for our physical frailty when so close to a black hole."

The captain looked at Laurel and nodded once and she grinned then addressed Thuro.

"If things workout the way were hoping, we might be able to help you improve your shield technology so the time dilation affects of a black hole are blocked completely."

"That would be a piece of information worth more than you know. I do not see how a shield can be configured to negate the affects of time distortion. Time is a concept, not a physical thing that can be controlled or stopped."

"It's a matter of negating the gravitational distortions that alter our perception of time. If you can manipulate gravity in the right way, you can stop the time dilation affect since it's a byproduct of intense gravitational warping of space-time."

"Manipulate gravity? I'm not sure I follow your line of thought."

"You will. I can't go into it right now, but I've written a paper that will illuminate what I'm talking about. If things go well, I'll forward a copy to you and things will make a lot more sense. After that we might be able to provide you with the plans for an enhanced shield generation system that will augment your existing system to the point that jumping black holes will take on whole new light for you."

"I would assume it would take much more power than we currently have the capability of producing?"

"I don't know what your energy production capabilities are like so I can't answer that question. It will take a collaborative effort to improve your capabilities. I'm sure you have plenty to offer in return once we establish a working relationship and a trust that goes beyond helping one another out of a bind."

"I don't know what we could possibly offer you in return that would equal the advancement you're talking about, but I will make every effort to convince my clan leadership that an alliance with your people will advance us in ways they could only dream of."

"I'm not a negotiator, but any alliance will have to be between the Humans of the Future planet and all of your kind, no matter what world they call home."

"So it will have to be all or none?"

"We can still be allies if the rest of your people decide not to engage in an exchange of culture and technology, but we won't advance one clan at the risk of that advancement being used against your own kind."

"That sounds reasonable. I'm sure all of my people from every one of our colonized worlds will seek an equal alliance with your people. I think it's wise to bestow an advancement to all of us at the same time."

"I'm glad you see it like that."

The Icarus sensors finally resolved the distortions in space enough to accomplish a fix on their position and a tone alerted them to the location of the Future system in relation to their current position and trajectory and the crew were stunned to find Thuro was absolutely correct in his previous assessment of where they would wind up. They were 2.8 light years from the Future system heading directly toward it. The passive sensor view made the Future star stand out as a bright beacon directly ahead of them.

"Well my friend, you got us home as promised." The captain said with a broad grin. "Your ability to negotiate something as unpredictable as a black hole is nothing short of astonishing. Thank you for delivering my crew and I home safely."

"It was my honor captain Alexan. You should contact your people since I'm sure we've already been detected and the Comare may not be recognized as a friendly vessel."

"We'll do that. Alexan out."

Catty then closed the channel and initiated a subspace signal that she knew the Future would detect and recognize readily, and then she looked at the captain.

"Have you figured out how we're going to get the Icarus aboard the Future yet sir?"

"One thing at a time lieutenant. Let's worry about getting ourselves delivered first. Commander Hiller will figure something out when we arrive."

Catty nodded and looked at her HUD just as a reply signal was received. Catty smiled and looked back at the captain.

"We've received the proper FOF signal from the Future sir."

"I can see that lieutenant. Please activate a subspace channel so we can speak to whoever happens to be on duty on the bridge?"

Aye sir."

Catty activated the subspace transmitter and sent a momentary burst signal and a few seconds later she received a matching carrier signal from the Future and she accepted and opened the signal through the signal processors. The captain then initiated contact.

"Future, this is captain Alexan aboard the Icarus. We are approaching the Future system while attached to the Comare. We're transmitting our coordinates now."

The captain looked at Catty and nodded once and she looked forward as she sent their present coordinates directly from the navigation system.

"This is ensign Foya sir. I have you on sensors. The Comare informed us of your situation, but we weren't expecting to see you for a few days. It's nice to hear your voice sir. Is everyone alright?"

"We're all fine ensign. The Icarus is the only casualty from the mission. We're going to need some equipment made available to get the Icarus into the hangar without her propulsion systems functioning."

"Yes sir. I'll inform commander Hiller that you'll be here soon. She's been working on an idea for getting you aboard once you're dropped off."

"Understood. I'll have the Comare contact you once we enter the system."

"Aye sir. Welcome home."

"Thank you ensign Foya. Do me a favor, after you tell commander Hiller that we're nearing the system, contact Amelia Kade and John Myers and let them know that their kids are fine and will be home with them safe and sound shortly."

"Understood sir. I'll take of that for you."

"Thank you ensign, Icarus out."

Catty then terminated the connection and haled the Comare and a few seconds later, Inos Thuro popped up on the virtual display.

"This is the Comare, what can I do for you?"

"Inso Thuro, we were able to contact the Future," Captain Alexan replied. "They weren't expecting us so soon after your first contact with them. I told them you would make contact with the Future when we enter the system. They're working on a way to get us aboard after you drop us off."

"Are we still invited to remain in the area after releasing your ship?"

"Of course Thuro. I owe you a tour of the Future. It's the least I can do to thank you for bringing us home so quickly."

"I'm really looking forward to it. I haven't even seen the Future before. I only know of it from descriptions that I'm sure pale compared to the real thing."

"She's a sight to behold, there's no doubt about that. If you'll do me a favor, as you pass the orbital plane of our tenth and eleventh planets, watch for our subspace buoys in the area. We're marking that region of space for an upcoming¦event. I can see that were heading roughly in the direction of a number of the buoys."

"Why would you deploy buoys instead of sending ships if it's something that important coming up?"

"It's complicated. For one, we don't have the ships to spare at the moment, and it's an event that requires precise timing and maintaining our distance when it does take place."

"I don't understand, but I suppose it's none of my business either."

"After I sit down with Kirgon you'll be made aware of the anticipated event and it will all make sense."

"I see. We will watch for your buoys as we pass the orbital plane of your planets as you requested. I will make contact with the Future as we enter the system as well. Is there anything else we should be aware of regarding your system?"

"Just that there are quite a few ships in the area, so you'll need to keep alert. We're trying to keep certain vectors clear of traffic for approaching ships, the Future will advise you to route yourself to one of those vectors so as to avoid departure vectors."

"That is wise to maintain separate flight corridors if that much traffic is coming and going from your system."

"Thank you. We just want traffic to flow sensibly and safely. It only makes sense to keep traffic moving along established lanes within our system."

"We would take the same precautions if in your position. I will contact you once we are in range of the Future."

"Understood, Icarus out."

Catty then closed the channel and looked back at the captain.

"The nausea is finally fading for me sir. How about you?"

"I feel much better thanks. Thuro was right about my head clearing before my stomach. Hopefully we won't have to jump any more black holes to get home quicker."

"Yeah, no kidding."

The rest of the ride into the system was spent quietly waiting for the decompression to complete and it did just as they reached a point where many ships began popping up on the passive sensor view and one rather large energy signature marked the location of the Future. Everyone felt a huge sense of relief knowing they were finally home, even if the Future couldn't be seen visually yet. It would only be a few minutes and the beautiful sight of the Future hanging in high orbit over Genesis would signal the end of a very long and stressful mission.


Chapter 51 Never A Dull Moment

––––––––

Never A Dull Moment

The Future finally came into view after the Comare made a 25-minute sweep around the solar system in order to achieve the proper approach vector. It was a welcomed sight for the weary crew of the Icarus, only tempered by the beautiful sight of the Future planet beyond with the surface covered in green and white as winter made its presence apparent by draping Primitus in a cloak of white clouds that only allowed small areas of the continent to be seen in clumps of green foliage and sandy brown plains to the east of Genesis.

Space around the Future was still densely populated with ships of every imaginable configuration and size. Laurel conducted a quick count and she could discern 45 ships hanging in space around the Future. It was an awe inspiring sight to see so many ships in the area with the certain knowledge that most were here to forge an alliance with the new super power to the local stars. Laurel leaned forward and touched the captain's shoulder.

"You know, the Future looks like a space station with all this traffic here to meet us."

"I suppose she's big enough to be called a small space station."

"I call her home sir. It still makes me heart race to see her after being away for a few days."

"We're truly blessed to have such an imposing and impressive ship to call home, aren't we?"

"You got that right. I've never seen another ship like her and we probably never will. She's one of a kind."

The Comare began to slow and bank over slightly as they entered the Genesis control area and everyone assumed the Comare was receiving approach instructions before being handed off to the Future for final approach instructions. Catty looked back at the captain and grinned warmly.

"Home never looked so good sir. Should I contact the Future for you?"

"No, let them get the Comare parked. They'll contact us when they have the opportunity."

"You think the bridge is conducting traffic control and directing communications?"

"All communications come in through main control on the bridge, you know that lieutenant. It can be routed wherever we want, but it's done from the bridge¦or the battle bridge in a worst-case scenario. We deliberately limit the ways communications can be accessed on the ship for security reasons."

"I understand that sir, but can't flight control be conducted from somewhere else on the ship?"

"That wouldn't make much sense since sensor data is received and processed on the bridge. That data would have to be rerouted as well and that leaves room for interception of the data. I would never approve such an obvious breach of security protocol."

"I guess I didn't think about that sir."

"We've been hacked once while the kids were in command, not communications mind you, but information was siphoned off from the AI memory core. The more you relay information, the more likely it is someone will find a way to exploit one of your relay points to eves drop or access sensitive information."

"Look at what happened on the Reuopon station," Laurel said. "Korica and Tamaric got pulled into an ugly situation because people were intercepting their sensitive communications."

Catty nodded and looked away.

"That puts it in whole new light. I should've put that together."

"You're learning lieutenant. I don't expect you to know everything." The captain replied calmly.

It only took a few minutes for the Comare to maneuver between and around the ships in close proximity to the Future and come to a stop facing the main hangar. A few moments later Inso Thuro contacted the Icarus.

"Icarus crew, we are in a stationary position and will remain so until you are free and clear."

Catty activated the transmit circuit and looked back at the captain and nodded once.

"Alexan here, thank you for the ride home Inso Thuro. The Comare is a wonder with what she's capable of."

"I appreciate the kind words captain Alexan. I must say, the Future is the true wonder to behold. What a beautiful ship you have. I didn't quite appreciate her size until laying eyes on her. Would it be insulting to inquire as to her speed capability?"

"It's not an insult, but it is something we don't divulge. I will only say¦hundreds of times the speed of light."

"Hundreds? Plural?"

"Yes, plural¦several times over."

"I can't begin to imagine the power requirements to accomplish that. I suppose that explains your advanced knowledge of shielding techniques."

"When our shield is operating at optimal levels, the Future is all but invulnerable and at full power, the Future is undetectable."

"That's truly impressive. Your propulsion system is still able to exert a measure of thrust with such a dense shield present?"

"Yes, but there are methods of propulsion that don't require kinetic thrust to move your craft if you know what you're doing."

"That is something that has baffled our scientists and engineers for many years. The denser the shield, the more restrictive it is of our attempts to accelerate using the modes of propulsion we are familiar with."

Laurel looked at the captain and he grinned and nodded.

"Inso thuro, it's a matter of matching your output energy to your shield properties, not the other way round. Many people make that simple mistake and limit how dense their shield can be because of it." Laurel said.

"I see. I'm not sure how that would be carried out. Your output is what it is."

"I can't go into detail right now but there is a way of modulating your engine output if you use the right type of kinetic energy engines. The Future employs extremely sophisticated engines and computer control to match the output to the shield matrix. The shield can then be attenuated however we want and the engine output is automatically adjusted to match. If the levels reach a point that the engines can't cope with, our other propulsion technologies are brought online to compensate resulting in a constant level of thrust no matter the density of our shield."

"I'm impressed that you're so well versed in the propulsion techniques of your ship."

"I have a command training background. I better understand how the shield and propulsion systems work given that level of training and experience."

"Are you saying you've been in command of the Future?"

"Yes sir. For almost a year I was in command and Jake my mate was the executive officer, that is second in command in the civilian corps."

"That is truly impressive. I suppose that explains why captain Alexan has you with him while on a mission away from your home system."

"We have other¦talents he relies on. He does however know that we know what to do on any mission we're a part of. We don't get in the way and rarely make mistakes that cause a problem."

"I can see how your training and experience would endow you with that valuable temperament."

There was a subtle tone indicating the Future was haling, and the captain looked at Catty and nodded once.

"The Future is haling us Inso Thuro. We will contact you when we're ready for you to release us."

"I understand captain Alexan. We will hold our position as steady as possible so your people can do what they need to receive you. Our shield is at its minimal setting which should allow you to drift free without hindrance."

"Understood, Icarus out."

Catty then closed the channel and responded to the Future's hale by opening a secure channel. She then looked at the captain and nodded once.

"Channel open sir." Catty said.

"Future, captain Alexan here?"

There was an odd pause before a response was heard and it gave the captain just enough time to slowly glance around the cabin before commander Hiller's voice rang out.

"Welcome home Icarus. I can't tell you how good it is to hear your voice sir. I had a small armada assembled to begin the search when we heard from your friends on the Comare. The report of the location where you were picked up would have been missed by our search."

"It's nice to hear a familiar voice for us too commander. I'm glad you were prepared to initiate a search sooner than agreed upon."

"After two days I grew concerned when we didn't hear from you. On the third morning, I was certain something was amiss. I'm relieved my worst fears didn't come to pass."

"I can appreciate that commander. You'll be happy to hear the Icarus got us to the Reuopon station in under thirty minutes."

"Thirty light years in under an hour? That has to be a record even the Future would struggle to beat. So what happened on the ride home?"

"A manufacturing defect in the resonance ring within the main power drive. A defect that was going to manifest at some point no matter what. We just happened to be almost thirty light years from home when it reared its ugly head. It will all be in my report commander. Our ordeal really is a long story. Do you have a method in mind for getting us aboard once the Comare releases us?"

"Yes sir. The AI said the easiest method would be to maneuver the ship to bring you within the hangar. You've been off world and there are contamination protocols that need to be observed before any of us interacts with you."

"There are crews working outside the ship. I can see them from here."

"The AI will alert them at the proper moment so they can attach themselves to the hull while we move into position. We're going to have to alert the nearby ship that we'll be moving out of position in order to retrieve you as well, but it offers the fastest method for getting you aboard without the need for another ship to assist the effort."

"That's how our first hosts got us aboard the Droplar." Laurel commented.

"How many times were you supposedly rescued?"

"Just twice commander," The captain relied. "Our first host had a hostile encounter with an intermensional species they've been at conflict with for a very long time. They wisely dropped us off on a planet with a somewhat habitable atmosphere so they could engage their adversary without the risk of us being aboard if it went badly for the Droplar. They were victorious in the end but just barely. They were unable to render further aid to us since their ship was badly damaged during the battle. "Inso Thuro was kind enough to respond to Laurel's brilliantly formulated signal by sending the Comare to affect a proper rescue."

"Sounds like she proved you right again about bringing her and Jake along."

"I honestly don't know how things would have turned out if they hadn't been there. You have to hear what they did to support us and work toward getting us home as fast as possible."

"Sounds like you had quite an eventful mission."

"That's putting it mildly. We forged some valuable relationships in the process. Inso Thuro's supreme leader is already here to negotiate an alliance with us. Our experience has strongly influence me to bump Kirgon up on the list so I can meet with him as soon as possible."

"Kirgon¦the name sounds vaguely familiar."

"I think he was number thirteen or fourteen on the waiting list."

"The list has gotten a little shorter since you left. We've successfully negotiated two more alliances in your absence. Small concessions were agreed upon in exchange for some incredible technological assistance in building the city and expanding a virtual road network that our ground transportation can use to get around the entire continent without disturbing the natural habitat. Both species offered to contribute different aspects of the necessary infrastructure and technological training in the use of the systems."

"What small concession did we agree to?"

"The Tegrian wanted the designs for our mining shuttles and the Demogran want to have a lab in the Genesis tower and long term accommodations at the Tower Inn so they can learn from us with limited access to our data base as they transfer everything they know from their own data base. They want to establish a downlink to an isolated memory core that they can deliver their data to."

"That¦sounds like it was difficult to negotiate for."

"I didn't do it on my own. I was present, but a civilian presence was requested and granted to facilitate the negotiations between all of us. Neither species wanted to negotiate with the perceived military presence alone. Our alliances were to be unilateral with all the people of the Future planet."

"That's the same thing we've been insisting on. It sounds like they just beat us to the punch by insisting on a civilian representation at the negotiations."

"Yes sir. They were disappointed that you weren't able to be present, but they understood the demands on a person in your position. The rest of the guests on the wait list won't engage in negotiations unless you're present."

The captain sighed heavily and looked down for just a moment then he perked up.

"You can inform the next on the list that I will be available as soon as I'm cleared through the contamination protocol and I get a shower and uniform change."

"Are you sure you don't want to take a day to unwind first?"

"We need to keep our promises to these people. I agreed to the schedule that's in place and we're already behind schedule. Just do me a favor and bump Kirgon to number two."

"Yes sir. I'll take care of it. I'm really glad you're all home safely."

"Thank you commander, but not all of us took the long way home. Tidiya and colonel Madge remained on the station so colonel Madge can assess Korica and Tamaric properly and get back to me. He's going to catch a ride home with Tidiya once she takes care of the business she needed to attend to on the station."

"I see. How did things go with Korica and Tamaric? She was awful cryptic in her request for you to come to the station."

"They're still on the station continuing with the mission so that should put your mind at ease for now. The whole story will be discussed in person."

"That's a relief sir. We need those two to come through."

"They understand the gravity of the task they're facing."

"I'll contact the Comare and coordinate our efforts to get you aboard. I'll get back with you when we're ready to have them release the Icarus."

"Understood. We'll be standing by commander."

The channel then went quiet and Catty looked back at the captain after she muted the channel.

"You know sir, the techs are going to freak out when they see what we've done to the ship."

"I know. We did what we had to in order to keep ourselves alive. Besides, the ship needs a complete overhaul so what we butchered had to be removed and reworked anyways."

"They'll feel better when they see what's under the hull skin on the bow." Laurel said.

"I guess there's that. If we can reverse engineer the cloaking generator it would make an ideal addition to the crimson fighters."

"No kidding, since they'll be our primary mode of transport for a while."

"We definitely won't be taking any trips of thirty light years with them." Rody said in a chuckle.

"Unless we let Laurel and Jake tweak the power plant in them."

"Uh, we're resourceful but not that resourceful. One point five times light speed is all they can muster. They aren't capable of piercing the subspace barrier, which limits their speed capability. Any faster and structural integrity would be compromised."

"It was a joke Laurel. I know they can't go any faster then one point five."

Everyone's attention was then captured as the Comare slowly drew closer to the Future and began to sink down below her massive bulk. The Comare then began a slow roll in order to put the Icarus in an upright position relative to the hangar entrance. At the conclusion of the roll maneuver, the crew were looking right into the main hangar at a distance of only a few hundred yards. The hangar was completely empty making it look like an easy and inviting target despite the Icarus' crippled condition. The Comare came to a dead stop and held a stationary position and then commander Hiller contacted the Icarus.

"Captain Alexan, we're prepared to have the Comare release you."

"Understood Commander. Where are all of our ships since you evacuated the hangar?"

"The crimson fighters are all on patrol missions or ground support duties and the mining shuttles were moved to the other hangars some time ago in preparation for your arrival."

"I see."

"Sir, we're getting some¦unusual readings and visual images of the Icarus. Can you explain what we're seeing?"

"Right, I should've said something sooner to prepare you for the unusual additions hanging on our feet and bizarre power signatures. Commander Argus of the Droplar attached heavy cargo lifters to our landing gear in order to get us to the surface of Orilla as quickly as possible and so we wouldn't be spotted he attached a cloaking generator to our bow. That's the bulge you're seeing under the hull skin just below the canopy. The Icarus scanned the device and detected an exotic power source at its core and assimilated the device right into its systems in order to control it and tap the zero point energy module that powers the cloaking generator. We now have a detailed schematic available of the cloaking generator so we should be able to reverse engineer it."

"I didn't realize the Icarus was capable of doing that."

"Neither did I. The ship is more capable than any of us realized when it's trying to remain viable."

"That would explain the energy reading we're getting. The cloak isn't active is it?"

"No. You can detect us so it isn't active commander."

"I thought maybe the Future's sensors were more powerful than the cloak is capable of defeating."

"That is entirely possible, but the cloak isn't active. The module is powered up because the Icarus is tapping it's power since the main power drive is down and the reserve power cells were damaged requiring us to rearrange them to keep them from losing charge so rapidly. We're also using the power generator Hammer brought along to supplement the ships needs for energy via the auxiliary power circuit."

"Now I am confused sir. The auxiliary power port on the Icarus class ships is out side the ship under the right wing section and its not compatible with standard forms of energy like that produced by standard issue supplemental micro generators."

The captain chuckled and leaned back and patted Laurel and Jake's knees at the same time.

"We have my miracle workers with us."

"Right. I forgot how brilliant those two could be in a crisis."

"Laurel and Rachel performed the work with Jake augmenting Laurel's cognitive abilities to figure out how to get it done while stranded on not one, but two alien worlds."

"I can't wait to hear the whole tale of what happened. I'm going to contact Inso Thuro to have you released. We're going to have them move off as soon as you're free."

"Understood. We're ready here."

"Can I ask you one last question sir?"

"Sure."

"Do you know what the title Inso represents?"

"I'm not completely sure commander. I'm guessing it's something like captain or commander."

"I was just curious. I understand he's in command of his ship, but I didn't know if it was a rank or personal title."

"We'll have to get to know these people better to understand their use of titles and the likes."

"Yes sir. I'll get back with you as soon as the Comare moves off."

The channel then went quiet and a moment later the Comare haled the Icarus on another channel and Catty responded to the hale.

"This is lieutenant Kendal aboard the Icarus. We received your hale."

"Lieutenant Kendal," Inso Thuro responded. "We are prepared to release your ship."

"We're ready sir. You may release when ready."

"Once our tethers are retracted we will move off slowly. The gravity from the Future planet will begin to have an influence on your ship rather quickly since we aren't truly sitting stationary. We're moving at the same velocity as the Future as it maintains its geosynchronous position above Genesis."

"I appreciate your warning Inso Thuro. I'm familiar with the Future's orbital characteristics. We'll have about ten minutes before the planet begins to pull us out of position and the Future will have us in the hangar long before that happens."

"I have no doubt that you know exactly what you're doing and so does the crew aboard the Future. It was merely a friendly warning as to what to expect."

"Thank you Inso Thuro. We've actually done this once before in recent days, but a ship as sophisticated as the Future didn't conduct the reception. We'll be just fine sir."

"Commander Hiller has assigned the Comare with coordinates to assume for our extended stay. We will be taking up a position five miles away so we will be able to see each other's ships and hopefully conduct a tour of each other's respective ships very soon."

"I intend to keep my promise Thuro," Captain Alexan said. "As soon as I get the first contact meetings back on schedule, which is going to be hampered by Kirgon being moved up to my second meeting scheduled, none the less I will personally invite you over and give you a full tour of the Future."

"I will exhibit humble patience. Thank you for the consideration of moving my people up on the list of scheduled meetings."

"It's the least I can do for getting my team home in such spectacular fashion. Maybe when we're formal allies and the Future isn't under such demand here at home; I'll take you on a ride that will amaze."

"Now that is something that will keep me awake at night with anticipation."

The captain smiled and glanced at Rody who was shaking his head lightly while grinning. The captain then looked at the image being presented of the maw gaped hangar beckoning to him.

"You may release us Inso Thuro. We're ready. Your patience will be rewarded, I promise you my good sir."

"Decoupling tethers in three, two, now!"

There was a subtle clank heard from the belly of the Icarus and then the ship gently drifted away from the underside of the Comare for a few seconds, and then there was a slight tug on the ship followed by a drifting motion in an upward direction relative to the Future's position.

"You are free and clear," Inso Thruo said. "We are retracting our tethers and moving off so you don't become tangled in the tethers as they are retracted."

"Understood," Catty replied. "Sensors indicate a two meter per second separation."

There was a hale indicated on the secure band and Catty muted the current channel and accepted the incoming hale. The crew was greeted by the familiar and welcoming soft toned female voice of the Future AI.

"Welcome home Icarus. I have you're position locked into my auto navigation system. Once the Comare is clear I will maneuver the ship to bring you within the hangar."

Laurel smiled brightly and leaned toward the virtual display.

"It's wonderful to hear your voice Future. Now I feel like I'm home."

"Thank you Laurel. It is reassuring to hear your voice as well. I hope you found Korica and Tamaric doing well on their complicated mission?"

"Yes. They experienced an unexpected situation that they needed the captain to weigh in on. Korica has a big heart and it almost got them in trouble, but she made the right decision to have him come see her in person to resolve the situation. Aside from that they're doing well. They've made some new friends their age on the station and they've been very good to them. They've been to rock concerts to dance the night away and orchestral concerts to experience some exotic culture. Jake and I sensed that Korica and Tamaric are really enjoying the experience despite the stress of what they're there to do. Colonel Madge remained behind to assess just how stressed out they are."

"That is reassuring. I am pleased that Korica and Tamaric are fitting in and experiencing some culture. Many of those in a position of power here at home have expressed some concerns about Korica being assigned such a critical mission without her usual collective of support around here."

"She's an incredible woman. I think the worry warts are selling her short."

"Captain Alexan shares your optimistic view. He was her biggest advocate in all conversations regarding her and Tamaric being assigned to and continued participation in the mission. It sounds like his update to their level of success thus far will be a positive reinforcement of his advocacy."

"Those of us that know Korica best understand how strong she is. The captain is smart enough to know who to assign to complex missions requiring advanced ability and strength of character to achieve success."

"It sounds as though you know your captain as well as you do your daughter."

"Thanks Future."

"You are welcomed Laurel. The Comare has reached a safe distance to allow me to initiate the capture maneuver. Once the Icarus is within the hangar, I will increase the artificial gravity to bring you into gentle contact with the hangar deck. Is the automated landing system still functional?"

"The diagnostic indicated no faults with the automated landing system."

"Understood lieutenant Kendal. I am initiating the capture maneuver."

"Understood Future. We're standing ready."

As the Icarus drifted even further away from the hangar opening, the Future began to slowly adjust her position to match the Icarus' drift and roll. All the traffic in the area had moved off a significant distance so there were no obstacles to hinder the progress. It didn't take long for the Icarus to once again assume a position facing directly into the hangar and Catty deactivated secure mode and the hull skin withdrew from the canopy allowing a clear view as they drifted right toward the hangar. The Icarus easily slipped into the gigantic hangar and pierced the miogenic field maintaining the atmosphere within the hangar and then the Icarus seemed to descend toward the hangar deck as if under her own control. The automated landing system detected the deck closing in and the landing gear extended and locked into place and a moment later the ship touched the deck so subtly that it took the Future announcing capture before the crew knew they had touched down.

"Capture complete," The AI announced. "Reassuming stationary orbit above Genesis."

"That was a slick capture Future." Rody commented.

"Thank you Hammer. I have over ten thousand sensor points and an extremely complex sensor processing system to contribute to a precise effort."

"Wow! Well it shows. We didn't even know we had touched down until you said something."

"You are cleared to exit the Icarus and proceed through the Asran transporter to rid you of any possible contaminants."

"We're going to need to begin making efforts to get the Icarus to the moon facility so she can be overhauled." The captain said.

"Understood captain. I will begin making some contacts to facilitate getting that accomplished as quickly as possible. I assume you would like to clear some room in order to repopulate the main hangar?"

"Yes. For now we'll use the gantry to move the Icarus to one side of the hangar so we can continue to use the main hangar as a point of ingress for our arriving guests participating in first contact meetings. Some of their ships are far too large to fit into the auxiliary hangars."

"Understood. I need to inform you that we have managed to recover some of the data from the data core information storage crystal fragment the other Laurel delivered to us. You need to examine the results captain. You may want to have Laurel and Jake present when you examine the results."

"What you found was that profound?"

"Affirmative."

The captain glanced at Laurel and Jake as he stood up then he looked out the canopy into the empty hangar.

"I want the kids to get some rest before I ask anything of them. They aren't exactly feeling themselves just yet. We were exposed to an energy field on Orilla that affected their brains in a significant manner and it will take time for the affect to wear off. I would rather wait for that to take place before I put them under any kind of mental tasking."

"I was unaware. Perhaps they should be asked to stop by the medical deck to be looked over?"

"I was already prepared to order that for all of us. The energy field affected them more profoundly, but it presumably had an affect on all of us. I want to insure it wasn't something long term for those of us without advanced healing abilities."

"Understood. I will have doctor Kruger prepare the medical bays for your arrival."

"Thank you Future. Icarus out."

Catty then deactivated the transceiver and opened the cargo hatch then began powering everything down. Everyone then stowed their halos in their compartments in the bulkheads and then headed for the cargo ramp. They casually walked down the ramp and looked out the open hangar entrance as the nearby ship resumed their previous positions close to the Future. The captain then led the way to the transport enclosure so they could transport to the med deck so as to decontaminate themselves.

They stepped into the transport enclosure and Jake closed the door and he stepped up onto the transport platform last and the captain was about to select the med deck level from the free floating map that appeared when the contamination alarm sounded and the AI's voice rang out.

"Non organic contaminants detected."

Laurel lifted her hand and looked at the back of her hand.

"You're probably detecting the ident chips applied to the back of our hands when we arrived on the Reuopon station."

The alarm went silent and there was a momentary pause before the AI responded.

"Sensors are unable to resolve clear details of the chips aside from their carbon, silicon, and dilbimuth composition."

"What the heck is dilbimuth?" The captain asked.

"It is a rare semi conductive material mentioned in the new data core. It is an element I have not seen in use in this galaxy thus far."

"Can you eliminate the devices when we're transported to the med deck?" The captain inquired.

"Yes. The chips will be left behind in the transport enclosure. They are sub micron sized which will make their collection difficult and their inherent RFID function endows them with a significant security risk should they be allowed aboard the ship."

"How do they represent a security risk?" Catty asked. "They only store our personal information."

"They are programmable devices that may have other unknown functions that can be remotely activated if exposed to the right field of energy. Without an intimate knowledge of the devices we cannot be sure what frequency will trigger the devices and what they will do once triggered."

"You mean they could download information from our systems?"

"It is entirely possible. We cannot take the chance that sensitive data could be captured and stored then later collected, especially given the highly sensitive areas of the ship the captain will be accessing, not to mention the delicate conversations he will be engaging in with the visiting dignitaries. Those conversations are to be recorded at the time of the first contact meetings. Those sensitive negotiations would provide leverage if others knew what transpired during the negotiations."

"You really think the people coming here to seek an alliance with us would be that devious?"

"We don't know these people lieutenant," The captain said. "The AI is right. We can't take the chance that these people don't share our values. We've been over this kind of thing before about our rescuers. We can't allow them to somehow access the new data core."

"I thought that was an isolated system without wireless capabilities for that very reason?"

"We have access to the new data core via the Human systems on this ship. That's where the vulnerability exists." The captain looked out into the hangar at the Icarus. "What do you suggest we do Future?"

"I would suggest that you transport with the chips in place to a secure portion of the ship. You will be biologically decontaminated from your current position in the hangar then a second transport will be performed to remove the chips and they will be destroyed from that second transport location."

"And how do you plan to destroy the chips?"

"With high level gamma radiation to destroy the internal components of the chips and ultra sonic bombardment to destroy the outer casings. The resultant debris can then be collected by servo drones to be disposed of in the particle diffusive incinerators."

"I see. There's only one place on this ship where that can be carried out without risking the health and safety of anyone else."

"The decontamination and isolation deck?" Laurel asked.

"Yes." The captain replied.

The captain turned and looked at the free floating map and he touched the indicator for the contamination isolation deck and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the isolation reception compartment. The captain glanced around as the lights began to glow brighter in the room. He looked at the shower tunnel beyond and the contaminated clothing disposal chutes in the bulkhead, and then he spoke out.

"Future, was the decontamination successful?"

"Yes. All foreign biological matter and mineral contaminants were removed from your biological patterns when you transported to the contamination isolation ward. Servo drones are sterilizing the transport platform in the main hangar as we speak. You may now transport to the medical deck so the ident chips can be isolated from your patterns when you transport away."

"Understood."

The captain then turned and faced the free floating map and he touched the indicator for the med deck and a moment later they all disappeared in a bright blue flash of light then appeared on the transport platform at the end of the corridor on the med deck. Doctor Kruger was standing a few feet away with 5 med techs waiting for the crew's arrival.

"Welcome home everyone," Doctor Kruger said. "We have six med bays set up to scan you for any anomalous readings."

"Thank you doctor." The captain said as he stepped past everyone and off the platform.

Laurel was relieved that there were 3 female technicians among the waiting med techs. It indicated doctor Kruger wouldn't be conducting her scan and it was comforting for her in light of his inappropriate thoughts in the past no matter how fleeting or unintentional. The captain stepped up to doctor Kruger and shook his hand firmly.

"I'm relieved that you all seem to have arrived in good physical conditions."

"Any injuries suffered won't be outwardly apparent."

"Yes, the AI informed me you were exposed to a field of energy that affects the brain. We'll be paying close attention to the brain from the scan results."

"Very good."

"I have bays four through ten prepared for you. You will all be examined by gender appropriate technicians unless any of you would rather the AI conduct your exam?"

Doctor Kruger looked right at Laurel and she shook her head subtly.

"A female tech will be fine."

The doctor gestured down the corridor and everyone stepped off the transport platform and followed the techs down the corridor, each person stepping into a separate med bay once they stepped through the pressure door just past med bay 1. Laurel stepped into med bay 5 and Jake med bay 6 and their attending med techs followed them into the room and then sealed the door behind them. Laurel had a pleasantly pretty red head girl that looked to be about 19 or 20 with stunning sky blue eyes and the most endearing smile dimples when she grinned at Laurel.

"I know you're familiar with how the Desmian scanners function, so if you'll remove your¦"

"I'm not taking anything off! Like you said, I know how these things work and clothing doesn't affect them."

"Uh¦I was going to say¦if you'll remove your shoes, you may stand in the vertical scanner, or lie down on the Futuretal scanner. The choice is yours."

"Oh. Sorry about that."

"It's alright Laurel, I know your background history. Someone as stunning as you is going to have all kinds of indecent experiences at the hands of the less civilized among us. My name is Cassidy, I'll be your attending technician for the exam."

"It's nice to meet you Cassidy. Were you informed what to look for?" Laurel asked as she slid her shoes off and stepped back against the Futuretal scanner.

"Yes. I'm to perform a comparative scan to determine what areas of your brain have been affected and how. I've honestly never heard of a field of energy strong enough to affect the Human brain without having other harmful affects on the body, but it doesn't surprise me that it's possible."

"I don't think it was intentional. It's a binding field that holds several planet-sized moons in close proximity to a large planet whilst keeping them from actually crashing into the host planet. The interaction of the electromagnetic fields creates new fields of energy and a bizarre audible harmonic noise that is truly spooky as it groans constantly on the wind. The repeating frequency just happens to pass through the same frequencies our brains operate on."

"Hmm. Planetary engineering, we've heard of that before but not like you're talking about."

Laurel pushed herself up on the exam table and lifted her feet and swung them up on the table then scooted down slightly and laid back as she maintained eye contact with Cassidy. She found it unsettling not to feel anything from her except an occasional fleeting burp of emotional energy that was too dim and distant to identify clearly exactly what was being sensed.

"Orilla was chosen to survive a solar system shift from a binary system to a single blue giant as one star consumed its red dwarf companion. It was done a very long time ago by a species that for all we know may be extinct now, but the reason was honorable."

"I see."

Cassidy stepped back from the table and moved over to the control pedestal and she initiated the scan. Once the scanning energy dissipated a full body image of Laurel appeared above her. The image immediately zoomed into her head and the layers of bone and flesh were peeled back until her active brain was visible. The image then faded to that of neural activity in the different regions of Laurel's brain and Cassidy brought up Laurel's most recent brain scans for comparison.

"Hmm." Cassidy uttered. "Your brain is usually lit up with dense areas of intense activity, but that's not what I'm seeing here. For you this is an abnormally subdued level of activity. Look at the dormant areas in your prefrontal cortex. Your pineal gland is almost completely inactive and that's not normal for someone with your level of heightened ability."

"I would have to agree looking at the comparison. Can you tell if any brain damage has been inflicted?"

Cassidy performed a tissue analysis and she immediately received a negative result for damaged tissue being present. Cassidy shook her head lightly.

"Doesn't look like any permanent damage was done by whatever you were exposed to. It appears that whatever you were exposed to simply created areas of inactivity, possibly causing a cancellation of the normal electrical activity in key areas of your brain that are responsible for your heightened abilities. I'll have to have a neurologist look at your scan results covering a few minute period to determine if the level of activity is going to return to normal or what could be causing the anomalous condition in the first place. Have you tried to express your advanced abilities since leaving the planet that caused this condition?"

"No. We've been waiting for the normal parts of our paring to return to us before pushing ourselves. We weren't sure if we could do more damage or whatever by forcing our brains to do things they weren't ready to resume doing."

"That was probably wise of you to take it easy until things come back to you on their own. The good news is that the area of your brain identified in previous exams as being responsible for your pairing is still very active. You see that bright area of heavy neural activity toward the back of your brain extending down to your brain stem? That's the areas responsible for your pairing, though there is usually a lot of activity from those areas to your sensory cortex and that doesn't seem to be the case in your current scan."

"That's probably because I'm not sharing sensory information with Jake like I normally do. We usually experience the world together."

"Right, combined sensory input. I can't imagine what that must be like."

"Really confusing and overwhelming at first, but you eventually adapt to it and come to think of it as normal. When it's taken away, it feels like losing one or more of your born senses."

"I bet. I'll capture a few minutes of normal activity then you'll be free to go. I'll forward the results to the neurologists aboard the Future and they'll get back to you when they have a definitive conclusion for you."

"I have a feeling this is so far out of their league of understanding that they won't have a meaningful conclusion before the condition resolves itself over time. We've already experienced a momentary flash of the return of our combined abilities after being exposed to the field of energy for a time, and then shielded from it for a time. I'm convinced whatever has been done to us will clear up in time."

"I certainly hope you're right. Just try to relax for the next few minutes."

Laurel turned her head so she was looking straight up at her own brain activity and she took a deep breath and then closed her eyes and she allowed herself to drift into a deep state of relaxation.

For Jake the experience was much more subdued. As he stepped into med bay 6 his attending med tech sealed the door behind them. Jake walked over to the exam table and leaned back against it as he slid his shoes off.

"I'm med tech Wilkerson," The med tech said. "I'll be your attending tech for this exam. I take it you prefer the Futuretal unit?"

"Yeah. I don't feel like standing for the length of time I have a feeling we'll be here doing this."

"I'll try to make this as quick as possible. Lie down on the Futuretal scanner and I'll engage the scanning elements."

Jake slid his rump up on the table, and then swung his legs up on the table and he scooted down slightly and laid down flat on his back. He then looked at the skinny blond man that looked to be around 30 years old.

"You know what I'm here for, right?"

"Yes. I'm familiar with who you and Laurel are and the AI and doctor Kruger explained what's going on."

Jake nodded and looked straight up as the med tech stepped over to the control pedestal and initiated the scan. When the scanning particles dissipated, a full body image of Jake appeared hanging right above him and he looked himself over for a moment then the med tech zoomed in on Jake's head and the layers of flesh and bone were peeled away until his brain was visible. The image then shifted to that of the active areas of his brain with the tissue being present only in dim silhouette. A comparative image then appeared from the most recent previous exam and it hung along side the current image of his neural activity.

"You look perplexed." Jake said.

"It's just that if you were anyone but you, the neural activity in your brain would look perfectly normal, but for you there is a marked decrease in activity. The area identified as being responsible for your pairing to Laurel is still active, but it looks like isolated activity. I'm only a med tech so I'll need to capture a few minutes of sustained activity so the neurologists can analyze what's being seen here and come up with a diagnosis that makes sense."

"You aren't detecting any brain damage though, right?"

"No. There's no damaged tissue and your ICP is perfectly normal and uniform so I don't think any brain damage is indicated. Doctor Kruger will have to make that determination though when he looks over the results of this scan. Try to relax while I capture a few minutes of data."

Jake rolled his head so he was once again looking straight up at the pair of images, one previous with distinct bright areas of high neural activity and one with many dim areas of subdued or no activity at all. He then closed his eyes and took a deep breath and allowed myself to slip into a calm and restful state of mind. After 5 minutes the med tech deactivated the Desmian scanner and walked over to Jake and touched his shoulder to get his attention.

"I've got enough data for the specialists to make a determination as to what's going on with you. You can put your shoes back on and go. Doctor Kruger will get in touch with you when he has a determination for you."

Jake nodded and slowly sat up then swung his legs off the table and slid down onto his feet. He then stepped into his shoes and headed for the exit while trying to sense Laurel and he was met with the same eerie silence that had been plaguing he and Laurel for the last couple of days. He stepped out of the med bay and leaned against the wall across the corridor to wait for Laurel to emerge from med bay 5.

Laurel was stirred to an alert state when Cassidy touched her side lightly.

"We're all done Laurel. I have enough data for Doctor Kruger to get a look at what's going on inside and the neurologists can determine what's going on with your brain activity."

"My physical prospective will be filtered, right?"

"Yes. Given your age and status that's a given. No one will see you in full view."

"Good. That kind of thing still bothers me for some reason."

"News flash, it bothers all of us Laurel. You're gorgeous beyond the rest of woman kind but you're a woman just like the rest of us. No matter how proud you should be, you still don't want people gazing at your nude form."

"Thanks Cassidy."

Laurel sat up and swung her legs off the table and slid down onto her feet then stepped into her shoes.

"If you should experience a change in your condition you need to let doctor Kruger know."

"Okay, I will."

Laurel then headed for the exit and as soon as the door slid open she was met by the wonderful sight of her Jake leaning against the bulkhead waiting for her. She erupted in a bright smile that made his knees weak and his pulse race.

"Hi beautiful." Jake said as he pushed off from the bulkhead.

"Hi ya' handsome. Did they find anything meaningful during your scan?"

"Not really," Jake said as he stepped up to Laurel and pulled her close to him so he could enjoy her warm body pressed up against his. "My brain isn't as active as normal which is no big surprise. The area responsible for our pairing is still very active though so our pairing isn't in jeopardy. There isn't any evidence of permanent brain damage or anything like that either."

"Sounds just like what I was told. Are neurologists going to be consulted to see what's causing the problem with your higher ability?"

"Yep."

"That's what I was told too. They don't know what the heck is going on with us."

"It'll probably clear up on its own before they figure out what caused the problem in the first place."

The door to med bay 4 slid open and the captain stepped out with doctor Kruger right behind him. Laurel kissed Jake on the cheek then they turned and faced the captain with their arms around each other's backs as the captain walked up the corridor to their position.

"Did everything check out for you sir?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. Doctor Kruger said I'm in excellent physical condition for a man of my age going through what we went through. How about you two?"

"The normal hyperactive neural activity in our brains is all but gone except for the areas of our brains responsible for our pairing."

"No signs of overt damaged tissue?"

"No sir. More than likely whatever was done to us is superficial so to speak. Until the neurologists look over our scan data we won't know exactly what's going on."

"I see." The captain then stepped closer to Jake and put his hand on his shoulder. "Do me a favor Jake, if and when your abilities reawaken I would like you to see a therapist?"

"A therapist?"

"Not a psychological therapist. We have some very talented therapists for people with gifts like you have. I would like you to see one of them to try and get your precognitive ability straightened out."

"Oh, yes sir. I'll make an appointment as soon as I can."

"Good man. I want you two to take some time off from everything until you're feeling like yourselves again. Maybe go planet side and spend some time relaxing. If you want I could arrange for your mother and father to get a few days in row off so they can some quality time with you?"

"That would be nice sir," Laurel replied. "I'm sure they could use the break as much as us."

"Consider it done. They're likely anxiously waiting for you in the common area."

"We're allowed to tell them everything that happened, right sir?" Jake asked.

"Yes. Nothing about the mission is classified above your parents security clearance levels."

"Okay. Thank you sir."

"Your welcome Jake."

Laurel and Jake then stepped around the captain and doctor Kruger and headed up the corridor to the transport platform and they transported to the stasis ring entrance platform. They stepped down amidst a fairly sizable group of people waiting to use the transport platform and they waded to the corridor beyond, which was equally heavily occupied by people sitting and standing at the workstations along the starboard bulkhead as they viewed their post stasis briefing to understand the circumstances they are now a part of. Laurel and Jake looked on casually as they walked to the passenger area entrance without a single impression from all the people around them being sensed. They realized it was how most people sense the world, but it seemed alien to them and agonizingly quiet despite all the hushed conversations going on within the crowds of people they were walking past. A few glances and the spark of recognition indicated those particular individuals had progressed in the content of the briefing enough to recognize who Laurel and Jake are. Most of the people they were passing by were of the adult variety with only a few exceptions of the teenage appearance.

They stepped up to the entrance to the common area that was already open and they stepped in to find a huge crowd of people milling about in the common area and mess hall beyond. They had to visually search around to find John and Amelia sitting near the aft end of the common area. Amelia sensed Laurel and Jake quickly and stopped her conversation with John and stood up and looked around momentarily then narrowed in on Laurel's location. Amelia erupted in a warm smile and she tapped John on the shoulder and pointed at the kids without looking at John. John smiled and stood up as Jake saw where Laurel was looking and he too smiled brightly and the pair headed toward their parents eagerly.

Laurel was at such a hurried pace when she met her mother's advance, that she almost knocked her over as she threw her arms around her mother and hugged her so tight it made it hard for Amelia to breathe for a few moments. Jake gripped his father almost as strongly as he felt relief and reassurance by his father's strong arms gripping him.

"Oh Laurel baby¦" Amelia expressed in Laurel's ear. "I was worried sick when commander Hiller reported that the Icarus had suffered a power drive failure."

"I'm sorry you were so worried mom. Jake and I can take care of ourselves and anyone that happens to be with us."

Amelia pulled back and relaxed her tight grip on Laurel then she kissed her forehead and gently stroked her soft hair from her forehead to her temple.

"I know how powerful and resourceful you are honey. A mother's concern for her baby still kicks in and worry is the inevitable result. I don't want you to think I don't trust your instincts, but you need to understand that you two aren't invincible. You haven't seen all there is out there and you could come up against someone or something beyond your power to overcome."

"That's why we have people like Hammer around."

Amelia smiled and stroked Laurel's cheek.

"Even a tough Marine like Hammer could come against something beyond what he can take care of Laurel."

"I guess you don't want to hear that there was a field of energy on Orilla, the second planet we found ourselves stranded on, that nullified our advanced abilities. All except for the core aspects of our pairing." Jake said as his father relaxed his grip on him.

"You mean¦you were stuck on an alien world with your abilities stripped away?"

"Yeah. We still had our mental faculties, but all of our advanced abilities were simply inaccessible. We're pretty sure the effect is temporary, but we still can't access our primary advanced abilities."

"In other words, for the time being, we're just a couple ordinary people that happened to be paired to one other without all the usual benefits of being paired." Laurel added.

"I beg to differ¦I'm still attached to the most beautiful girl to ever live."

Laurel looked at him and smiled brightly.

"You're sweet Jake. I stand corrected."

"You'll have to tell us all about your adventure," Amelia said. "Are you two hungry?"

"We've been eating survival rations mixed with fresh forest kills and alien delicacies that fulfill and tantalize, but aren't anything like the food here on the Future. We're starving for the familiar entrÃ©es served here at home." Laurel said.

"I can see how that would be the case. Let's go the mid level mess hall and get something to eat."

Laurel nodded and her mother released her hold on Laurel and slid her hand down to Laurel's.

"By the way dad, the captain suggested we let our abilities recover by spending some time relaxing on the surface with you and Amelia." Jake looked at Amelia. "Is your residence complete in the housing district? I know yours was scheduled to be completed before dad's."

"I haven't checked on the progress lately, but I'm pretty sure they would've informed me if it was done. John and I have duties to attend to anyways."

"The captain is going to arrange for both of you to get some time off so we can spend some quality time together." Laurel said.

"Is he now?" John said. "If that's going to be the case, we'll have to get a room at the Tower Inn if you two want to stay on the surface."

"All we have to do is ask and commander Hiller or the captain will arrange it for us." Jake said.

"It helps to be the captain's favorites huh?"

"We earned his respect dad, and the privileges he extends to us because of his affection and respect for us."

"I know son, I totally agree."

The 4 of them then turned and headed for the elevator. They rode up to deck 11 and floated out of the lift car and made their way to the mess hall that was far less congested than the deck 1 mess hall, but still had a significant number of people eating while talking and carrying on. They walked into the mess hall and sat down together at the end of the 5th table in from the entrance and a servo drone almost immediately appeared with menus in its manipulator claws. Amelia retrieved them and passed them out to everyone and they perused the menu items for a time then made their selections and handed the menus back to the servo drone that then floated away silently and slipped into the servo slot in far bulkhead. Laurel and John then got up to retrieve drinks and Laurel had to ask Jake what he was in the mood for.

"What do you feel like drinking Jake?"

"A big glass of pineapple juice sounds great. I'm craving the sugary sweetness of fruit juice."

"Me too."

Laurel leaned down and planted kiss on Jake and then her and John headed across the mess hall to the dispensers. John poured 2 cups of tea for he and Amelia as Laurel dispensed 2 large glasses of pineapple juice. John finished dispensing the tea and waited for Laurel while engaging her in some conversation.

"How are you and Jake doing with your abilities stunted temporarily?"

"I can't answer for Jake, but I'm trying to keep it together. There's an empty sadness inside that's kind of depressing and consuming. It takes all my will to ignore it while fighting the urge to cry. I don't know if anyone can understand what it's like."

"You poor thing. I'm sorry it's so hard on you sweetheart."

"Thanks¦dad. I'm sure it's just as hard for Jake but he's not as emotionally driven as a woman so he's probably coping a little differently. I have a strong constitution, so I'll get by until our abilities reemerge."

"You're an incredible woman Laurel. There's no doubt that you're your mother's daughter."

"Thanks dad. I consider that high praise."

They picked up the cups and glasses and headed back to the table. Laurel placed a glass in front of Jake and he immediately lifted the glass and downed nearly half of it in a single go. He let out a resounding 'ahhh' as he set the glass down.

"That hits the spot." Jake said with a smile.

Laurel lifted her glass and tossed back a big gulp and grinned while swallowing it down and setting her glass down.

"That is refreshing and satisfying. I never used to be a big fan of pineapple juice but Jake's cravings are part of me now."

"What do you two feel like doing if we go down to the surface?" Amelia asked.

"Well," Laurel started. "I want to see if Alpha is around. I kind of miss him and I want to see how he's doing. I also want to see little Eva. I'm wondering how she's doing now that Korica arranged to have her immune boosters modified without the pituitary inhibitor."

"I'm sure she would love to see you two. You have to remember that she's in school now so you'll need to make arrangements with Jack and Alice."

"We will."

"I want to take you guys to the Bolinger too," Jake said. "The food there is absolutely fantastic and mister Bolinger is a really nice guy. You'll like him and love the food even more."

"Maybe you could take us out to the vehicle manufacturing and assembly plant so we can take a tour?" Laurel offered.

"I can arrange that. The plant is complete and final testing is underway to get the automation systems calibrated and aligned for the production process to get underway just as soon as the captain signs off on the final readiness reports."

"So everyone in Genesis is going to have a vehicle of their own?"

"At first they'll be shared vehicles, on call when not in use to those close by requesting a vehicle. Once enough vehicles can be produced to supply every resident with at least one, they'll be considered a personal possession."

"What's to stop our alien guests from commandeering one of the vehicles for who knows what use?" Jake asked.

"Nothing in the near term. They'll be entitled to ground transportation at will just like everyone else. Once a vehicle is delivered as a personal possession, a biometric file will be encrypted into the vehicles system allowing only the owner to initialize the vehicle. I know how we Humans need to feel like we own the things in our possession without others having access to them. That was taken into consideration."

"But we're going to be building more than just ground transportation from the vehicle production plant, right?"

"Oh yeah. Crimson fighters, farming and construction equipment, military support vehicles, and even a few specialized Navy vessels that will be deployed into the large bodies of water around the planet for research, harvesting research, and defensive purposes."

"Defensive? What could they need to defend against from the oceans and lakes of the world?"

"Unauthorized incursions by hostile alien or Human forces seeking to hide in the depths of the worlds bodies of water to avoid detection by traditional means. There will eventually be more settlements aside from Genesis and it makes sense to build them close to bodies of water for food and water resources."

"I guess that goes to figure."

"There's already discussions of beginning construction efforts on the opposite side of the world from Genesis to create another city just as grand and sophisticated as Genesis."

"I assume it'll be given another biblical name?"

"Genesis was named for the origin of our new society, not the biblical significance of the name. I don't know that a name has been decided on just yet since the plan is only in the discussion phase at this point."

"With only sixty-five hundred of us, isn't that going to spread us out kind of thin?"

"The new city will be built with the help of many of our allies. They'll supplement the population with a permanent presence. I would imagine the population would number in the hundreds of thousands pretty quickly."

"I trust we won't be constructing another data core there, like the one in the sublevels of the Genesis tower?"

"No. That wouldn't be very wise with the potential for access by our allies. A data core will be created, but nothing even close to what's needed to contain all the data imparted to us by the elder race."

"Yeah, we saw the layout of what's being assembled down there," Jake said. "Our unsophisticated compression and storage methods, comparably speaking, take up a lot of space."

"I don't know that we'll ever be able to match the compression ratio the elder race employ."

"I know what you mean. They've got millennia's of experience at it over us."

Two servo drones floated up to the table with their plates of hot food and rose up and began sliding the plates on the table from beside their intended recipients. Laurel was thrilled by the aroma and anticipation of the fulfilling meal before her. They ate their food in silence as they enjoyed the stimulation of their fellow Human companions in noisy conversations all around them.

At the conclusion of the meal they got up and headed out of the mess hall. Laurel and Jake looked around, and up, at all the new faces everywhere. Laurel leaned closer to her mother and grinned.

"I'm guessing we're nearing the point where everyone is out of stasis?"

"I uh¦I haven't checked the numbers, but you're probably right. We have twelve hundred residences complete down on the surface and another two thousand nearing completion."

Laurel pulled her head back as they headed toward the elevator.

"And they don't have our house done?"

"It isn't a priority since we were asked to keep our quarters up here for the time being."

"Because of us?"

"I would imagine so. You have plans to rejoin the corps so we need to be close by for support."

"I guess the captain knows we aren't up to being completely on our own just yet."

"Don't feel offended Laurel. We aren't the only parents being asked to remain aboard for support of the children joining the corps as minors."

"You're talking about Clara and Liam?"

"Among others, yes. The captain wants you and Jake aboard for the same reason Laurel. You're her parents and she needs you no matter how strong and mature she carries herself. Sound familiar?"

"Yes. I need my mommy no matter how grown up I seem to be."

"How many parents do you think will be remaining aboard for that reason?" Jake asked as they arrived at the lift.

"I don't know, how many under age officers and recruits do you think are stationed aboard the Future?"

"Hundreds probably."

"Then that's your answer."

As Laurel was reaching out to touch the lift call button, a servo drone floated up behind them and the captain's voice echoed from the device.

"Laurel, Jake. I hope this isn't an inconvenient time, but I would like you to come up to my office as soon as possible."

The 4 of them turned and looked down at the servo drone and Laurel grinned slightly.

"It's never an inconvenient time when a request comes from you sir. Can our parents accompany us?"

"Yes, by all means. This will concern them too."

"We're on our way sir. We just ate and we were headed up to our quarters to get showered and relax a little so you aren't interrupting anything important."

"If you want to take the time to get cleaned up and changed I'll understand."

"Thank you sir, that would be nice."

"Just come see me as soon as you're feeling up to it."

"Aye sir. We won't keep you waiting too long."

"Good enough. Alexan out."

The servo drone then spun around and floated away through the crowd in the common area beyond the corridor leading to the lift. Laurel turned and touched the call button. A few minutes later the lift finally arrived and 5 people floated out of the lift and took a stumbled step forward and headed past the group toward the common area. Laurel stepped into the lift first and floated to the back and grabbed the hand bar to spin herself around. Her mother and John stepped into the car next and Jake followed right behind them. Jake spun himself around and called out 'deck six' and the door slid shut and the lift began to rise gently at first, and then picked up speed, quickly arriving at deck 6. The door slid open and they floated out of the lift and took a few steps to gain their balance then headed to their quarters.

Laurel had her palm scanned at the entrance to John's quarters and when the door slid open they all stepped in as the lights came on and Laurel and Jake headed straight to their bedroom without saying a word. They got undressed and retrieved robes for modesties sake and walked back out into the main living area of John's quarters to find Amelia and John sitting on the couch next to one another.

Laurel stopped as Jake headed to the bathroom.

"I promise we'll tell you all about our adventure once we get cleaned up and find out why the captain wants to see us."

"We understand sweetheart," Amelia replied. "We're just glad you're home safe. There will plenty of time to share your experiences later on. Go get cleaned up so we can go see what the captain wants."

"Can't you and Jake sense what the captain wants?" John asked.

Laurel gently shook her head.

"Ordinarily we probably would've sensed something, but not with our abilities muted like they are. I'm guessing it has something to do with what was mentioned about deciphering the data from the fragment that was given to us by the other Laurel. They must've found something significant that involves us somehow."

"See baby, you're brilliant even without your advanced abilities intact." Amelia said with a proud smile.

"Thanks mom, but it's just conjecture. I could be totally wrong."

"Go get cleaned up honey. We'll find out soon enough."

Laurel nodded and headed to the bathroom where she found Jake disrobed waiting for her leaning against the sink counter. Laurel stepped in and untied her robe and allowed it to slip off her shoulders to the floor and Jake looked her over and smiled big.

"God all mighty you're gorgeous Laurel. You always take my breath away when I get a look at you naked like this."

"Thanks Jake. You're a sight for sore eyes too. I got a seriously gorgeous man as my boyfriend."

"I was trying to hone in on what you were thinking and talking about back there but¦I couldn't sense anything. It's really frustrating to have such silence and lack of ability in my head."

"Don't force it Jake. We need to let our abilities return to us at their own pace. I was just telling mom and dad that we would share our experiences on Agrusan and Orilla after we get cleaned up and find out why the captain wants to see us."

"Oh. I still can't tell what you're thinking¦or feeling."

"I'm feeling like getting cleaned up and¦making love to my man¦but not particularly in that order."

Jake perked up and a broad smile grew on his face.

"Really? Are you feeding off my energy, cause I was kind of thinking the same thing?"

Laurel sauntered over to him and put her arms around his lower back and pulled him against her as she gazed into his eyes lovingly.

"I'm naked with a gorgeous guy that I happen to be in love with and my libido is in overdrive cause of my advanced physical development despite barely being a teen in my head. I know how fantastic you are at satisfying a woman too. It all leads to me being horny anytime I get a load of you in the buff."

"Things I normally sense and feed on without any words being exchanged?"

"Yes. I don't normally have to explain myself. If I'm horny, so are you and vise versa."

"Little tip for ya', I'm always horny around you babe. Specially if your standing in front of me with nothing on. I happen to know how good you are too."

Laurel leaned forward and engaged Jake in a long passionate kiss at the end of which she had to wait for the body tingles to fade before she pulled a towel from the rack and spread it on the floor then laid down on it and put her hand up to Jake. He grinned at her and joined her on the floor.

Meanwhile, the captain was being briefed by commander Hiller on the happenings during the captain's absence and he was dismayed to find out there had been an incident on the surface between one of the civilians and a visiting guest from Bandocia. Commander Hiller informed the captain that both parties were in custody, but differing accounts were making it difficult to determine who initiated the confrontation and why it turned violent, though no serious damage was inflicted on either party aside from some bruises.

"Where are they being held at the moment?" The captain inquired.

"Derek is being held here on the Future and Grendal Ingarsha is being held on the surface at the Genesis detention center."

"I'm sorry it had to be put into use so soon after being constructed."

"Me too. Grendal is accusing Derek of attacking him without provocation, but Derek is insisting that Gendal groped his girlfriend in public without the action being precipitated by him or Julia, his girlfriend."

"And what's Julia saying happened?"

"She's pretty shaken up over the whole incident. She claims to have only glanced at Grendal and the next thing she knew, his hand was on her genitals and then an elbow blow struck her. She doesn't know whose elbow caught her in the corner of the eye, but it knocked her out for a few seconds and when she came to, Derek and Grendal were beating the crap out of each other. Derek managed to get in a lick that incapacitated Grendal long enough for Derek to step out into sight of the citywide sensors and he alerted the Genesis tower to a problem and security was dispatched to the scene. It got pretty heated when Grendal regained himself and so both men were taken into custody to quell the situation. I told the security team to hold Grendal on the surface and bring Derek up here to separate them by as much distance as possible until we can get to the bottom of it."

"You did the right thing. Have Grendal's people contacted us yet?"

"No. There is a bit of a language barrier that we're trying to work through."

"You said Grendal was from Bendocia, which ship is from there?"

"I don't know sir. We're trying to determine that without broadcasting that one of our civilians has taken to beating the shit out of a visiting guest."

"That's just wonderful. We knew there would be cultural differences popping up at some point but I didn't think they would turn violent."

"If Julia and Derek are telling the truth, then they're somewhat justified."

"I can understand the reaction but I can't condone it. We can't take to fists if the wrong thing is impressed mentally by accident. Does this Grendal even look like us?"

"Not exactly but he isn't an ugly man either. He does have some intriguing features about him."

"Do we know if he's gifted like most of our youth are?"

"That hasn't been determined yet."

"And how old are Derek and Julia?"

"Nineteen and seventeen."

"Oh shit! So were going to have some pissed off parents when they find out their underage daughter has been groped by an alien visitor?"

"No, she's nineteen, Derek is seventeen. You understand that means neither of them was of age when they boarded. That's their physical apparent ages and Julia doesn't have any parents. She was one of the exceptions to the family rule due to her assessment scores back on Earth. She's a complete genius with some latent abilities that hadn't fully manifested when she was accepted to join the mission."

"Another Mensa candidate?"

"Yes, that's how she was discovered."

"Who are her legal guardians?"

"None. She was emancipated before boarding. She's on her own."

"So we're her family."

"Yes. She hooked up with Derek almost immediately after coming out of stasis. They were revived on the same day only minutes apart and in the same section of the stasis ring."

"Do you think that had anything to do with them hooking up so quickly?"

"Probably not. They just had the shared experience of coming out of stasis at the same time but Derek had parents with him and Julia was all alone. He probably just felt for her because she didn't particularly know anyone. He's a good looking kid if you get past the shiners he's now sporting and the split lip."

"Have his parents been notified about the incident?"

"Yes sir. They're aboard awaiting your decision as to his punishment for attacking someone so violently."

"I thought this kind of aggression was screened for in the selection process?"

"He was just a kid at the time with no signs of this kind of violent tendencies. He never had a girlfriend that he felt he had to defend from an alien's unwanted¦attention."

"Well this is a mess that we need to get to the bottom of. Is there a chance that Derek is xenophobic and the whole incident was instigated just because Derek didn't like the fact that Grendal is an alien in Derek's city?"

"I'm sure that kind of attitude would've been picked up on during his assessments back on Earth. There were plenty of rejected candidates because of that sort of character flaw. We're the alien's out here, not the locals."

"Keep trying to find out what ship Grendal is from. I want to talk to his commanding officer or whomever he answers to before making a determination as to motive for this whole thing. Groping may not be seen as an invasion of privacy to the Bendocians. Promiscuous behavior isn't always seen as a negative behavior by other cultures. I've seen blatant evidence of that recently."

"Are you talking about on the Reuopon station?"

"Yes. Girls of every age are very flirty and from what I gather sexually active at a staggeringly young age. It's encouraged and seen as perfectly normal and healthy behavior in males and females. We're the conservatively naive society around these parts."

"So you're inclined to believe Derek and Julia's side of the story?"

"More inclined I suppose but not totally convinced that we have all the facts."

"Do you want me to arrange a meeting with Derek's parents?"

"Yes. I want to get to know these people so I can better understand the young man they're raising."

Commander Hiller typed some notes into her data pad then laid it back in her lap and looked up at the captain.

"I have your first contact meetings rescheduled as you requested. Your next meeting is in two hours here on the Future."

"Very good. On another subject, I want you to start searching the database for likely places we can extract the ores we need to construct the probe. We need to get to work on it right away."

"So¦you're going to let her build it and send it to Earth?"

"If she refuses, I'll have someone else do it. The damn thing on that fragment is an exact match for what showed up in twenty twenty-eight, right down to the gravitationally reflective faceting of the forward section and the color of the hull material. As confusing as it is, if we want to end up here we have to send the probe at just the right time to insure it reaches Earth when we remember it arriving. It's going to take time to find all the necessary elements and get the damn thing built to spec as listed in the new data core."

"Alright, I'll have a scientific team begin scouring the data core for likely locations to extract the rare ores and minerals to build the outer hull. As far as the sophisticated inner workings¦well that's going to take someone with Laurel's intellect to figure out. I wouldn't even begin to know who to put on it if not her."

"She's not going to like that the probe was designed for global pacification and reeducation."

"It was never meant to work on Human beings. That's going to take an intimate knowledge of our species as far as how our minds work. It's a targeted signal that endows a hereditary behavior once exposed to it."

"Well it explains how the world became so focused on building this leviathan instead of feuding with our neighbors as we had been doing for hundreds of thousands of years."

"You're right though, she isn't going to like that it's still a form of manipulation on a global scale."

"We're going to have to convince her that the level of peaceful cooperation that was realized across the entire planet was unprecedented and well worth it, not to mention the significant technological advances that were discovered and perfected in the process."

"Onto other matters, the surveillance satellites are in place and functional so we can watch what our guests are doing anywhere on the planet or in orbit. We've had to stop two hunting parties as it is just on this continent. They're taking our invite to explore to the extreme."

The captain sighed and nodded.

"That's good to hear. We can't have them exterminating entire species before we can identify and catalog them."

"Agreed. You have my reports to refer to for further minor matters that have occurred. We're at ninety-eight percent of total population revival. The remaining are going to require the most intensive care given their progressive age deterioration. One of them is Jeff, the original crewman that navigated us across the void toward Korica's galaxy. He's not in very good physical condition despite sustained hard stasis since entering his stasis chamber to preserve him as best as possible."

"Understood. I would rather wait to revive him until the medical facilities down in Genesis are up and running so we can give him the best care possible on the planet he sacrificed so much to get us to. I would like to see him live out his final days down there rather than up here on the Future."

"That seems fitting."

"I assume you want to hear about our experience now if that's your final piece of information?"

"I'm dying to know what all happened, but I actually have a few things I need to attend to if you don't need me for anything for a little while."

"I'll reassume command effective immediately You're free to tend to the matters at hand. We'll talk after the kids come see me."

Commander Hiller stood up, deactivated her data pad and saluted the captain. He stood up, returned her salute and she turned and headed for the exit. She stopped at the door after it slid open and she looked back at him.

"Korica and Tamaric are up to the task they're training for, right sir?"

"I have no doubt in my mind. Colonel Madge is conducting a formal assessment just to be on the safe side, but I think they'll come through for us. We'll discuss the urgent matter that had Korica behaving so secretive later on commander."

"Aye sir. It's good to have you back."

"Thank you Melissa, it feels good to be home too."

Commander Hiller grinned, and then turned and stepped out of the captain's office and the door slid shut. The captain then plopped back down in his seat and he touched one of the command icons glowing through his desktop and the view screen on the bulkhead came to life with the image of the probe discovered buried in the new data care slowly rotating with technical information being prompted whilst small lines pointed at the different areas of the probe associated with the displayed technical information. The captain stared at the impressive image for a few moments as he was lost in thought and the AI broke his daydream like state.

"Captain Alexan, Laurel and Jake just arrived on the command deck with John and Amelia accompanying them."

The captain shook his head lightly and touched his desktop and the view screen dimmed out.

"Please let them in when they arrive at my door?"

"Understood."

A few moments later the door slid open and Laurel and Jake stepped in with their parents right behind them. The captain stood up and smiled warmly.

"John, Amelia, it's always a pleasure to see you two."

"Thank you captain Alexan," Amelia said. "We appreciate you inviting us to come with the kids to see you."

"Please, come on in and have a seat. What I have to show them concerns you as much as them."

The 4 of them stepped around the 2 chairs in front of the captain's desk and John pulled the 2 extra seats next to the entrance bulkhead closer to the desk and they all sat down facing the captain. He sat down and leaned back in his chair as he admired how much of Amelia he could see in Laurel when the 2 were side by side. Laurel had the striking appearance that took a person's breath away, but one could see where she got many of her physical attributes.

"I feel I must again apologize for calling you two up here so soon after we got home."

"That's alright sir," Jake said. "We know it must be important."

"As you know, we've been trying to analyze the data from the fragment the other Laurel delivered to you."

"Yes sir," Laurel replied. "It was my understanding that the information was pretty much corrupted beyond hope of retrieving anything meaningful."

"That was the initial supposition, but we have some remarkably talented scientific engineers. They were able to use the correlative analysis function of the new data core to reconstruct a good deal of the data that was captured before the fragment was destroyed. We even know what section of the new data core memory modules the fragment came from. Apparently the modules were arranged in identical fashion in both universes. What the other Laurel said was absolutely correct." The captain tapped the command icon on his desktop and the view screen came to life with the image of the probe slowly revolving. "Does this look familiar at all?"

They all looked up at the view screen and Amelia covered her mouth in surprise and spoke from behind her fingers.

"Oh my God! It's the probe. It's identical to the one that showed up in twenty twenty-eight."

"I thought you might recognize it. How many of these things could there be with the faceting like that and that dark black hull material?"

Laurel leaned back in her seat and nodded slowly.

"So it's true¦we¦I sent the probe."

"We knew it had to have come from a race thousands or maybe millions of years more advanced than us. The elder race fit that bill since they designed the thing, but it seems we're the ones that sent it to ourselves, or at least we will."

Laurel looked at the captain with a funny grimace for a few moments then she leaned forward slightly.

"Are you saying you want me to try and build this thing sir?" Laurel looked back at the view screen. "It looks horribly complex."

"It's way beyond anything we could come up with on our own. All the design aspects are included. It's one of the few devices I've seen that's explained in detail as to how to build and operate the thing. We would have to tweak it's primary function slightly to get it to do what we want, but it isn't that much of a stretch for someone as brilliant as you two."

Laurel squinted as she read some of the small lettering in Griconah at the bottom of the displayed image.

"Wait¦I know that language at the bottom of the display."

"You do? We haven't been able to decipher it."

"It's in Griconah. It's a dead language from a planet that was destroyed by a super nova three million years ago."

"I assume you mean in Korica's galaxy?" The captain asked with a raised eyebrow.

"Yes sir. It's one of the languages imparted to us from the chair of knowledge."

"I see. What does the text say?"

"Closest translation would be population programmer. This thing was built to¦reprogram an entire population?" Laurel thought about it for a few moments as she leaned back in her seat then she nodded slowly. "I can see how that could be used to impart the idea of building the Future. It could have some unforeseen side affects though. Programming a species to behave a certain way and pass that behavior to their children means establishing genetic knowledge which would require manipulation of a given species genes. A gene responsible for one characteristic may in fact control several traits."

"But you have some experience in this field, it makes you an ideal candidate to construct and program the probe to do exactly what we want without changing our species in unexpected or undesirable ways."

"I don't know sir. I don't like the idea of forcing our will on our people. It isn't right."

"It has already been done Laurel. The question is, are you going to help us fulfill that destiny or do I need to find someone else to do it."

Laurel looked at him and furrowed her brow heavily.

"You're sending it no matter what?"

"Yes. I would feel much better if you were the primary architect that built and programmed the probe, but failing that I'll find someone to build it. Like you said, that thing is horribly complex, it's going to take someone with a heck of mind to figure it out. You and Jake have access to that cosmic knowledge that I think would prove invaluable to aid in getting it right and getting it built in time."

"Has this been put before the leadership among us?"

"Yes. Everyone has signed off on having you build and program the probe. Everyone understands the implications of finding this thing in the data core and what it means if we don't build and send it."

Laurel looked at her mother and sighed.

"What do you think mom?"

"If it's going to be built no matter what, wouldn't you rather be the one working on it? You could insure that it's done right, without an unspoken ulterior motive incorporated into it. There is a big opportunity for abuse if the wrong person or persons get involved in this. I trust you baby and so does the captain. I don't know that I can say that about anyone else."

"Alright." Laurel looked at the captain. "Can you put the data on a data pad so I can start examining the specifications?"

"I would be more than happy to do that for you. Does that mean you agree to help us build the probe?"

"Yes sir. Jake and I will devote all our efforts to it for as long as it takes to get the probe built to spec and launched in time to reach Earth on January first, twenty twenty-eight."

"That's great news. Thank you Laurel and Jake. You know it occurs to me that you weren't too surprised to see the probe in the data recovered."

"I've suspected for some time that we were the ones that sent the probe. Not Jake and I in particular, but Human beings. This is just confirmation of what I already suspected."

"If it helps any, just think about the unheard of level of peace and worldwide cooperation that occurred once the Future project was begun. The technological discoveries were unprecedented and everyone on the planet benefited from zero emission transportation, unbelievably advanced medical technologies resulting in increased health and vitality for the entire population of the planet and worldwide employment rates of eighty percent at its peak. War, famine, conflict and predation on each other all became rare to unheard of for the most part."

"That's true. Things are pretty turbulent on Earth right now. If only they knew what was coming in the thirties and beyond."

"I dare say childish things were put away and we grew up as a species. You should feel some pride in taking part in making that happen."

"When you put it like that¦it's humbling to think I could have a hand in improving things for the entire world like that. I'll keep that in mind as we work to get the probe built sir."

"Given the vast distance to Earth, I hope you have some brilliant insights on how to get the probe to the Earth system?"

"Since we don't have to worry about the affects on biological matter, I have some ideas that might work. I'll have to work my ideas out with the AI to see if they're even feasible given our level of technological sophistication. We know the path the probe took so that's a head start in figuring out how to get it done. No one on Earth right now would have any idea how to get something to the opposite side of the galaxy without it taking hundreds to thousands of years. We know there are some shortcuts that should cut the time to a few years given the size of the probe. We might need to use the Future to get the probe on its way and then let it self navigate through subspace."

"We might be able to send it via another dimension where time works different too." Jake offered.

"That's the kind of out of the box thinking we're going to need to achieve success. I'll begin assembling some engineering teams fulfilled by our best and brightest to get the hull construction started. You two will be in charge of the whole project with all teams and individuals reporting to you directly. You'll have the final say on all aspects of construction. If you feel you know someone you would like working on a particular aspect of construction or programming, you have my blessing to recruit them to the project as long as you submit their identity to me for the record."

"We have permission to go thorough the personnel files to find people we think could contribute to the effort?"

"Of course. You have the highest security clearance possible so you already have access to those files. I know I can trust you two to be discrete and only peruse the relative personal information."

"We won't abuse the level of access we have sir." Laurel said.

"The thought never crossed my mind. You two are among a small handful of people among us that I never have to worry about inappropriate behavior occurring from. You have no idea how valuable and relieving that is."

"Thank you sir." Jake said with a proud grin. "We have good parents that raised us right."

"Never has a truer statement been uttered. Your mother and father here are among those few that I mentioned before as having my utmost faith and trust." The captain looked at Amelia and winked at her and grinned slightly. "I have cleared you and John to enjoy a few days off with your kids. Take some time to reconnect with them. They've been through a harrowing experience and you all deserve some quality time together."

"Thank you captain," John said. "We've been burning the candle at both ends to get things completed in Genesis on schedule."

"I know you have. You and Amelia have gone above and beyond to get and keep things on track. We can spare you for a few days thanks to all your hard work. You have the right people in place to keep things running smoothly while you take some time to enjoy some time with your wonderful children."

"We're going to need some accommodations arranged for us since our homes on the surface aren't complete yet sir." Laurel said.

The captain nodded and leaned forward and touched a few icons showing through his desktop surface and his virtual display popped up as he looked over some data then he leaned back in his seat.

"Looks like you're right about that. The Kade residence is erected but not exactly habitable yet. The Myers residence is at about the same level of completion. I'll make arrangements for a suite at the Tower Inn to be made available to you. Three beds?"

Amelia looked at John and grinned shyly then she looked at the captain and nodded.

"John and I are close friends sir, but not¦we need separate bedrooms."

"I understand. I'll make the arrangements so the suite is ready when you get to the Inn. Would you prefer to take a shuttle to the surface, or one of the crimson fighters?"

"It isn't an inconvenience to request a ride on a crimson fighter?" Laurel asked timidly.

"Absolutely not Laurel. You've earned the privilege. Just let me know when you folks want to head down and I'll have one of the crimson fighters dispatched."

"Are we going to need to dress warm?"

"Winters are pretty mild in Genesis. Now that the cold season has kicked in, temperatures average the upper sixties during the day and mid fifties at night with occasional cold rain showers. There isn't any anticipated weather that will support snow showers or freezing temperatures. There is considerable cloud cover this time of year though, so be prepared for dreary cool days at the very least."

"That's a big change from our last experience down there."

"The shift from summer to winter can be kind of extreme and rapid. Luckily it doesn't last very long from what we've observed since arriving."

"There aren't any mid seasons like spring and fall?"

"Not really. The planet doesn't tilt on it's axis as much as Earth does so the transition is rapid but mild relatively speaking. It's hot and humid with lots of rain or cool with a little less rain and occasional snow showers. There's a dry season once summer like conditions set in, in which rain is intense when it occurs but there will be several days with no rain at all. I believe those were the pervasive conditions when you first ventured to the surface after coming out of stasis."

"I remember that it was sticky and really hot."

"It's like that down there more often than not. That's why there's so much foliage all over the planet except at the poles."

"With a more subtle tilt I bet the poles are seriously cold."

"Magnetic North Pole temperatures average seventy below and South Pole conditions average about ninety to a hundred below. Not much lives there that we've observed so far. That part of the planet is very much like the Earth a few centuries ago before manmade affects caused global warming to run away and melt most of the polar ice."

"I guess like the AI said, we have to resist the temptation to compare the conditions on the Future planet to those on Earth. They're two totally different animals."

"That is so true. Well, that was all I needed to see you folks about. I will do my best not to interrupt your time together while you're on the surface. You've all done a superb job for all of us and it's time for you to enjoy a little time as a family."

"Do you need Jake and I to fill out a report about our time on the mission?"

"I would really appreciate it if you would do that, but don't worry about it until you come back aboard. Your reports aren't a required component of participation in any mission since you're civilians, but you two always fill out such detailed and comprehensive reports that they hold great value to me."

"Thank you sir. We were trained well I suppose."

"That and you're both naturally gifted individuals."

"That's sweet of you to say sir." Laurel said with a pretty smile that made the captain smile back.

"Well earned praise Laurel."

Laurel, Jake, and their parents stood up and John extended his hand and the captain shook his hand.

"Thank you for everything captain Alexan. You're a rare man and an excellent leader."

"Thank you John. Have a good time in Genesis you four."

"We will sir." Amelia said gratefully.

They all then stepped around the chairs and headed for the exit. They made their way down the corridor to the transport compartment and the door slid open as they stepped up to it and Laurel stopped and stared at the door to Korica's quarters for a few moments and Jake put his arm around her back and gave her a gentle squeeze.

"She'll be home before you know it babe. We just saw her a few days ago after all."

Laurel looked at him and grinned slightly as they stepped into the transport compartment.

"I know. We only got to see her for a few hours. It's not the same as having her around all the time."

"I miss her too babe. I wish I could do something to make you feel better."

"I'll be alright Jake. I love her so much."

"I know, you're a good mommy."

"Maybe you understand a little of what I feel when you take off on missions with the captain?" Amelia said as they stepped up onto the transport platform.

Laurel looked at her mother and nodded lightly.

"I'm sorry it hurts so much mom."

"It's okay baby," Amelia said as she stroked Laurel's head. "The pitfalls of motherhood and having a big heart."

John reached out to the free floating map and touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance and a few seconds later the indicator turned from red to green and then they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They appeared on the platform next to the stasis ring entrance amidst a fairly sizable and noisy crowd of people scattered about the corridor and passageways between the stasis ring and the passenger level common area entrance. They stepped down from the platform and moved aside and took stock of what everyone was doing and quite a few people had personal bags with them and it started to make sense what all the activity was about. Laurel reached out and touched the arm of a woman with a little girl clutched in her arms.

"Excuse me ma'am, are you being transferred to the surface?"

"Oh my¦Laurel Kade¦" The woman looked at the 4 of them and grinned and the little girl pointed at Jake.

"That's Jake, her boyfriend mommy. I saw them in that video you and daddy watched about what happened on the way here."

"You're right sweetie. These two saved our lives several times over. Tell them thank you Riana."

"Thank you for saving my life."

"You are very welcome honey." Laurel said with a big smile. "We did it so people like you and your mommy and daddy would live a long happy life together on the Future planet."

"We're being relocated to the surface to answer your earlier question," the woman said. "They managed to get an entire neighborhood complete. Four hundred of us are moving into our new homes down there."

"That's wonderful. I think you're going to like it down there ma'am. Don't be scared of the bearcats when you run across them. They're kind of intimidating looking but they really like people and are quite affectionate once you get to know them."

"Yes, we were briefed about them. As I understand it, you in particular found a way for us to coexist on their home world."

"Yes ma'am. We just had to learn how to communicate with them and like you said, this is their world. They're willing to share it with us as long as we respect their territory and treat them with kindness and dignity. It's the same thing we would want from newcomers looking to settle our world."

"You're a wise girl Laurel Kade, and the most beautiful I've ever seen too. I love the depth of color in your eyes."

"Awe, thank you ma'am."

"Well, we must be going, my husband is waiting for us on the shuttle."

"Have a safe trip down ma'am." Laurel looked at Riana and smiled big. "It was nice to meet you Riana."

"It was nice meeting you too Laurel. Mommy's right, you're so pretty."

"Awe, so are you sweetie."

The woman smiled proudly, then turned and headed toward the passageway leading to the main hangar. The 4 of them then waded through the crowds patiently until they reached the passenger common area entrance. They had to wait for quite a few people to step out before they could navigate through the open doorway into the noisy common area. They were all a little taken by all the activity going on as they looked around briefly then up at the successive decks which all seemed to be occupied by people socializing and wandering around to get exercise for post stasis stiff legs and hips. Laurel looked at her mother and leaned a little closer.

"Were there this many people out of stasis when we left? I don't remember it being this crowded before."

"We have enough trained med techs to revive everyone. The revivals are going on day and night to get everyone out of stasis as quickly as possible. By the end of the week we'll be at one hundred percent population revival."

"Wow. That begs to the question¦how many days are left in this week?"

"Two."

"So it's Friday?" Jake asked.

"Don't get hung up on what day it is since we're going to have to come up with a new calendar system to match the lunar cycles and length of year on the Future planet. That means a week will likely be longer than seven days."

Jake grinned as they resumed their progress toward the elevator.

"Does that mean we might adopt an eight day week with three weekend days or something?"

"Amelia is forgetting that we might adopt a shorter week to accommodate the new calendar system resulting in only one weekend day." John said with a mischievous grin.

"I think I like the other idea better."

"I'm sure you do."

They only made it a few yards up the crowded corridor when they noticed the number of people waiting for the lift and Laurel pointed further down the corridor.

"The stairs?"

"I think it would actually be quicker," Amelia replied. "We should reserve the elevator for those recovering from prolonged stasis anyways."

They continued up the corridor to the stairwell and climbed up to deck 6 then headed down the busy walkway to their quarters. They entered through John's quarters and Amelia touched Laurel's back softly.

"You two go ahead and pack your things for a stay of three days on the surface."

"Okay mom. We'll meet you back here when once we're packed."

Amelia nodded and Laurel and Jake headed into their bedroom. Laurel immediately touched the com panel and when it glowed to life she touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI's calm and reassuring voice sprang forth making her and Jake smile warmly.

"Welcome home Laurel and Jake. I am relieved you are no worse for the wear aside from a temporary absence of your advanced abilities."

"Thank you Future. It's nice to be home. Have our bags and personal items been decontaminated sufficiently that we can have them sent to our quarters?"

"Negative. The items aboard the Icarus are still being examined and sterilized as necessary. You are likely unaware how much biological matter found its way onto your clothing. It was transferred to the interior of the bags your personal items were contained within. It will take some time to clear all the items to be brought aboard the ship beyond the hangar without possible contamination of the rest of the ship. The simplest microorganism could prove detrimental to the integrity of the gardening ring. You need to consider how many people are now recovering from an extremely prolonged stasis cycle without your superior immune systems to protect them. The last thing they need is to be exposed to something their body has never seen before."

"That's a wise precaution. We're going to need some bags in order to pack for a three stay on the surface."

"I will have two bags brought to your room immediately. You should pack for cold conditions. The weather has shifted to the cold season and will likely remain that way for several weeks."

"The captain already advised us of the predicted conditions on the surface over the next couple days."

"I am aware. I was monitoring your conversation with him. The arrangements have been confirmed at the Tower Inn."

"Great. I'm looking forward to spending some time enjoying our new home world without worrying about keeping us alive for once."

"I have downloaded the data from your bio monitors. Neural peptide levels have been steadily rising since you came aboard. It would be of concern if it were detected in anyone else. For you two it is an indication that your brains are reasserting those dormant areas that are responsible for your advanced abilities. I believe relaxing in unfettered conditions of mental stress will accelerate the process. You will likely find a renewed sense of gift by morning."

"Thanks Future. That's reassuring to hear even if we can't sense it happening."

"You and Jake are two of the most resilient human being I have ever observed. You're recovery will be full and timely if you are patient."

"Good," Jake commented. "The silence in my head and emptiness in my heart is annoying. I need the hear Laurel whispering in my mind and feeling through me to feel normal."

"I understand. The servo drone dispatched with bags for your personal items has arrived. Is it permissive to open your bedroom door to allow it to enter the room?"

"Yes, "Laurel replied. "Go ahead."

The door slid open and one of the medium sized servo drones floated into the room with hard sided cylindrical bags in each hand. It floated close to Laurel and Jake and set the bags on the deck then spun around and floated out of the room silently. Laurel and Jake then went about collecting their things and stuffing them in their bags. When they had the last item packed to satisfy a 3-day stay, they closed the bags and Laurel pushed their drawers closed and she looked at Jake and grinned.

"I'm going to have to have the AI make some new clothes for me. I kind of destroyed most of my pants and shirts on Agrusan."

"You looked kind of sexy the way you modified your pants into shorts and exposed your cleavage. The sleeveless shirts suited you too. You've got just the right muscular tone to make the look femininely appealing."

"You're sweet. I was just trying to stay cool."

"Well you were pretty cool alright."

"Thanks, get your bag silly."

They picked up their bags and headed out into the living area of John's quarters and set their bags by the front door, then walked over to the couch and sat down. A few minutes later Amelia entered from the front door and set her bag down by Laurel and Jake's. She then stepped over to the pair and smiled down at them.

"You two excited about the prospect of spending some free time on the surface?"

"Yeah," Laurel replied. "Can't you sense what we're feeling?"

"Not like usual. I can sense your emotional state, but I can't feel what you're thinking exactly."

"I guess our muffled abilities go deeper than we're aware."

"Everyone broadcasts their emotional energy in a detectable way for the particularly sensitive individual, but you two usually emit a bright energy that's quite potent. That potent spark is missing right now."

"The AI seems to think spending some time on the surface without any pressure or stress to worry us will help our abilities to reemerge pretty quickly." Laurel said.

"The AI said our bio monitors are indicating a rise in certain neural peptides that indicate the dormant areas of our brains are waking up," Jake added. "Whatever happened to us isn't permanent or our advanced healing ability is reversing whatever the field of energy did to us."

"It's possible being here on the Future around all the telepaths, empaths, and telekinetically gifted people could stimulate your abilities to reawaken too."

"You're probably right mom. I had forgotten how we tend to simulate ability in one another just by proximity."

The door to John's bedroom slid open and he stepped into the room with a single bag in his hand and he walked over to the door and set his bag down among the other bags already sitting on the deck. He then stepped next to Amelia and gave her a fond glare and smiled at her.

"You look lovely Amelia."

"Thanks John."

John then looked at Laurel and Jake and smiled.

"You kids ready to go?"

Laurel and Jake stood up and leaned against one another shoulder to shoulder.

"We're ready." Jake said.

"I'll call the captain and ask him to dispatch one of the crimson fighters to get us to the surface." Laurel said.

Laurel turned her head and kissed Jake on the cheek and he smiled shyly then Laurel walked over to the com panel next to the front door and she touched it. When it glowed to life she touched the interactive map icon and a graphical representation of the entire ship appeared with each and every contact point indicated by tiny blue dots, of which there were tens of thousands scattered among the ships many decks and corridors. Laurel touched the forward section of the map and scooted the entire representation of the ship to the left so the forward section was centered on the screen and then she placed her fingers on the map in a pinched posture and spread them apart and the map zoomed in rapidly and then Laurel touched the map with her thumb and forefinger and rotated the map to a side long view so she could discern all 36 decks and she moved the map to the left slightly and then touched the communication point of the captain's office on the middle deck of the forward bow section. A moment later the captain's voice was heard.

"Captain Alexan here. What can I do for you mister Myers?"

"Actually it's Laurel haling you sir."

"Hello Laurel. Are you ready for a ride to the surface?"

"Yes sir. We're all packed and ready to go. It looked like we're among a pretty sizable group heading to the surface?"

"You're right about that. As we get more of the housing complete, we're relocating their intended occupants to the surface to take up residence down there. Four hundred eighty are being transported down today. In a couple of days another four hundred should be able to occupy their new homes."

"It's amazing how quickly the progress is going in getting the homes completed like that."

"We have a lot of ally help in monitoring the construction equipment day and night and as you know most of the process is completely automated. We just need to monitor the equipment's control apparatuses remotely. We've even been given some aid in better construction methods using our existing technology to increase the speed and efficiency of the processes involved."

"If you don't mind me asking, what about our homes sir?"

"Since your parents have been asked to remain aboard, there wasn't an urgency sensed in getting their domiciles completed. If you would prefer, I can have the completion scheduled accelerated?"

"No, that's not necessary sir. We're perfectly comfortable up here on the Future. I don't want to divert resources from the effort to get the homes completed for those planning on settling on the surface permanently. We don't plan on living down there until we have to attend the academy. I was just curious sir."

"There seems to still be a lot of people up here though." Jake commented.

"Right around four thousand are still aboard. We have almost the entire population out of stasis at this point, so I'm sure it seems a little crowded."

"It's not all that bad sir," Jake said. "It's nice to be on a ship full of life after the amount of time we spent on a ship practically devoid of Human activity."

"Appreciation of your fellow Human beings was one of the primary traits required for acceptance to join the Future mission. I'm glad to hear you still retain that appreciation. If you folks want to make your way to the aft upper hangar, the Orion is there ready to be transferred to scouting duty on the surface as the Perth is brought aboard to be stationed on the Future for patrol and escort duty up here."

"Thank you for arranging that sir. Is the flight crew on station to take us down?" Laurel asked.

"I don't think you understand Laurel, you are the flight crew. I need you to take the Orion to sector nine and deliver her to the crew already down there. You'll be saving the duty assuming crew a trip since both crews are on the surface at the moment."

"Wow. We would be honored to do that sir."

"Sir¦how did we end up with both crews on the surface?" Jake asked.

"The crew going off duty want to spend their off duty time on the surface among friends and the crew coming on duty are coming off of extended leave on the surface."

"Oh. That' makes sense."

"The crew assuming duty down there will be glad to give you a ride to the Tower Inn."

"I thought civilians were forbidden from operating military designated vessels sir?" Amelia said.

"For the moment I'm the supreme commander of all forces. I'm permitted to bend the rules for people as imminently qualified as Laurel and Jake. I can't think of any other pair that I would trust to pilot a crimson fighter with a crew of two. It requires a certain level of multitasking from the aft stations that most people are incapable of carrying out efficiently. Laurel and Jake both possess that innate ability, unlike the rest of us."

"You do understand that our higher abilities haven't come back to us sir?" Laurel mentioned.

"The skills I'm talking about are inherent abilities. They are part of your normal advanced mental dexterity. Even with your heightened abilities stifled, you're smarter, sharper, and quicker than most of us will ever be on our best day."

"Wow¦thank you sir."

"Just stating it like it is Laurel. You've got to learn to get your head wrapped around just how advanced you and Jake are compared to the rest of us Laurel. You two represent what we're evolving into as a species. According to the AI, you two are the sole examples of what we're becoming as a species at its pinnacle, for the time being anyways. Your children may represent an ever greater leap in physical adaptation to these new traits begin observed emerging in so many of our youth, but for now, you two are the extreme examples. Time will tell how incredible your children and their children will be compared to you."

"It's a little humbling to hear it stated like that sir. I don't want to start feeling¦superior or arrogant about who and what I am."

"I can understand that. Your mother raised you to be a good person. That means a certain level of humble humility is engrained as a part of who you are. It's sweet and endearing but a little naÃ¯ve at the same time."

"Yes sir. I just don't' ever want to look down at others. It isn't nice or proper for a true lady."

The captain chuckled lightly.

"No, I suppose it isn't. Head to the aft upper hangar and get the ship ready for departure. Check in with Future flight control for departure instructions and enjoy yourselves down there."

"Aye sir. Thank you again for the special considerations you always extend to us."

"You're welcome Laurel. Like I've said on multiple occasions, you two have earned the special privileges being extended to you. There's very little I wouldn't do for either of you."

"If you need us we'll be at your disposal sir." Jake said.

"That defeats the idea of enjoying some free time without any stress hanging over you. I appreciate that you're willing to be at my beckon call, but I won't be bothering the four of you until you come back aboard."

"I understand sir."

"Take care you four. Alexan out."

The channel was then closed from the captain's end and the map blinked out to be replaced by the line menu of available options from the com panel. Laurel turned and picked up her bag and everyone joined her by the door and retrieved their bags then they all stepped out of John's quarters and headed down the walkway to the stairs. They climbed down the stairs to deck 1 and headed up the crowded corridor and out across the equally crowded common area. They then waded through the crowded corridor to the line of people waiting their turn to use the transport platform. It took a few minutes, but they eventually arrived as next in line and when the arriving travelers appeared on the platform and then stepped down from the platform, the 4 of them stepped up onto the platform and when the free floating map appeared, Amelia touched the indicator for the aft upper hangar and a few moments later they disappeared in bright blue flash of light.

They appeared on the transport platform in the transport enclosure located in the aft upper hangar and Laurel stepped down and looked out into the hangar and grinned as she admired the menacing and advanced appearance of the crimson fighter parked facing the enclosure along side 1 of the mining shuttles that had its rear compartment wide open to reveal that it was crammed nearly to capacity with equipment and supplies loaded to be transported to the surface. Laurel looked at her mother as they headed toward the door.

"They really are impressive looking huhn?"

"They certainly are honey. Powerful, fast, and almost undetectable characteristics make them formidable vessels and my little Laurel knows how to operate them like a seasoned veteran. That's even more impressive than the ships themselves."

"Oh mom, I'm not little Laurel anymore."

"You'll always be my little Laurel sweetie."

Laurel stopped with her hand on the door to the enclosure and she looked down for a moment then she grinned and looked at her mother with glassy eyes.

"I know exactly what you mean. I'm always going to see Korica as the little girl that craved lap time with each of us for comfort and warmth when we first rescued her¦no matter how much of a woman she grows to be, she's going to be my little Korica."

Amelia stroked Laurel's head softly.

"Welcome to the love of a mother honey. I remember that beautiful little baby of mine in my arms smiling up at me with those gorgeous deep blue eyes¦my little Laurel that brought me out of my dark place and gave me a reason to want to go on. You have no idea what you've done and meant to my life baby. I truly believe the only reason I'm still here is because of you depending on me for everything and enriching my life so profoundly in the process."

"You mean¦you wanted to die when dad died? You would've really taken your own life like that?"

"I was heartbroken beyond measure honey. I didn't want to go on living without him, but I never would've actually done something as drastic as taking my own life. I just didn't care if something happened that¦cost me my life. It was a bad time for me honey. That's what I mean by a really dark place. I hope to heavens you never have to feel that kind of despair."

Laurel pushed the enclosure door open and they stepped out into the cool air of the hangar and Laurel put her arm around her mother's lower back and she leaned her head against her mother's shoulder.

"I think I know what you're talking about mom. The second I saw Jake murdered before my eyes and I felt our pairing being severed¦" Laurel swallowed hard and Amelia sensed the intense burst of emotions swelling up in Laurel then subsiding quickly. "Iriqua was able to take all of the emotional trauma away except for that brief moment in time when our paring was severed. You feel the death and the heartbreak all at the same instant and it's kind of hard to describe, but I think what you described comes pretty close to it."

Amelia stopped and wrapped her arms around Laurel and held her tightly.

"You poor thing. I hate to think about you experiencing something so unpleasant. It's the kind of thing a mother hopes her baby never experiences in life."

Laurel held her mother tight for a few moments then she pulled her head back and tried to give her a pretty smile.

"You and I have so much in common. It's the kind of thing I don't ever want Korica to experience now that I know what it's like."

"Don't let the worry consume you honey. It's possible to make yourself sick with worry."

"I know. She's strong and capable. I have to trust that she can take care of herself and Tamaric. He won't let anyone hurt Korica like that, not after the lesson he learned on the Reuopon station."

"You still haven't told us what happened. Did someone try to hurt them?"

"Sort of. They were knocked out by something called a stunner and then held captive to plead a case to elicit the captain's help in freeing their people from what they feel is unfair confinement at the hands of the enlighteners. They weren't really hurt, but they were taken by surprise and if they meant to do them harm¦well they could've killed them both. Tamaric feels responsible for not sensing what was coming and protecting Korica from being captured. With what Korica has been through, it's amazing she was able to exhibit such restraint in dealing with her captors once her and Tamaric came to. You know they have the capability of killing a person without touching them?"

"I know honey. You and Jake have the same capability, but you don't have the capacity because of your humanity. You've endowed those traits to Korica due to your shared connection. She's more like you than you know sweetie."

"I take that as a huge compliment mom because she's sweet and brilliant, the way I want to be¦just like you."

"You're sweet baby. She emulates you in everything she does. You're her role model."

"I'll have to be on my best around her then."

Amelia stroked Laurel's cheek and smiled.

"Just be yourself baby. You're a wonderful person by nature and she knows it."

"Thanks mom, that's thanks to you."

"I know. I can take pride in what a warm and wonderful Human being you are in watching how you care for Korica and treat the people around you."

Amelia then kissed Laurel on the cheek and Laurel gripped her mother in a hug for a moment, and then stepped back.

"You guys go ahead and get aboard. Jake and I will do our preflight checks and then get us to the surface."

Amelia nodded and reached out and took Laurel's bag and John took Jake's, surprising him as his father did it from behind and Jake didn't sense his father's intentions. Jake looked down at his father's hand wrapped around the handle of his bag for a moment and then he let go and grinned at his father.

"Thanks dad."

John nodded and headed toward the ship with Amelia and Laurel and Jake walked over to the Orion and reached inside the open doorway and flicked the auxiliary power on and the lights blinked on. Jake then stepped aside as Amelia and John climbed aboard and Jake looked at Laurel.

"You want a hand doing the preflight walk around?"

"I can take care of it. You go ahead and get the primary systems fired up and run the preflight diagnostics so were ready to go once I'm finished out here."

"Okay."

Jake turned and climbed aboard and Laurel began the preflight walk around from her current position. John and Amelia were seated in back when Jake climbed aboard and glanced back at them and they watched Jake impressively moving back and forth between the rear stations as he activated and set both stations for flight readiness. The last thing he did was to lean over the pilot's seatback and he activated the displays and initiated a preflight diagnostic then moved back to the sensor and navigation station and he initiated a preflight diagnostic then he sensed eyes on him and he looked back at his father and Amelia watching him fondly.

"What? Was I doing it right?"

"We wouldn't know son," John replied. "We wouldn't know the first thing about preparing one of these ships for flight from a cold state. It was just really impressive to watch you handling three positions at the same time like it was elementary. You knew exactly what to press and flip to get this ship fired up. It makes a dad proud to see his son so brilliantly capable with something so complex and so far beyond anything I could possibly do."

"Thanks dad. Laurel and I spent a lot of time in these things and the simulator to learn how to operate them efficiently."

"You didn't have any instruction imparted through neural suggestion or the chair of knowledge?" Amelia asked.

"Possibly. The way those devices impart knowledge you aren't aware of it until you're faced with the device information was imparted to you about. You just understand how to operate a thing without knowing how you learned to do it in the first place."

Laurel climbed aboard at that point and ducked down to head forward and she looked at Jake looking back at their parents and Laurel kneeled down and looked back at them.

"We'll be ready to go in just a few minutes."

"Alright sweetheart," Amelia replied. "We were just discussing how impressive it is that you two know how to operate this ship so proficiently."

"Thanks mom. We've had our share of seat time and lots of simulator practice."

Amelia chuckled as she looked at John and he laughed lightly.

"That's exactly what Jake said," John said. "I think it goes a little beyond both of those factors though. Like the captain said, you two are just naturally gifted individuals so operating something this complex becomes child's play for you."

"Once you're taught what everything does and how the systems are interrelated it's really not all that complex. Flying it takes a bit of skill, which comes with practice, but just knowing how to operate it can be taught to anyone that wants to learn."

"It's different when you're missing one crew member for a ship designed to be operated by a crew of three though."

"Well that's true. Jake will be pretty busy back here and I'll have to do a few extra things from the pilot's position that I wouldn't ordinarily have to worry about. We've actually flown the ship quite a few times with a two-person crew though. We know exactly what to do as long as we don't have to go into combat. That really does require a third person to handle it properly."

"I hope to heavens we aren't engaged on the way down." Amelia said with a scowl and a grin.

"I'm sure all the ships in the area recognize the crimson fighters by now so they would know exactly who they're attacking. I seriously doubt anyone is going to make a run at us knowing the Future is right here watching everything going on."

"I'm sure you're right honey."

"Get fastened in and Jake and I will fire up the engines so we can get going."

Amelia and John nodded and leaned back in their seats and began fastening their restraints as Laurel moved forward to get down into the pilot's seat. When she got herself wormed down into the seat she looked back and up at Jake.

"Will you seal the airlock?"

Jake nodded and got out of his seat and moved to the airlock and pulled the airlock control and the door began closing. He waited until the door closed with a clank and then he sealed and locked the door then moved back to the power and weapons position. The diagnostic came back with clear results and Jake began powering up the main engines then moved over to the sensor and navigation station where the preflight diagnostic was complete, again with a clear result. Jake loaded the mapping program and sent it up to the pilot's secondary display then looked over the pilot's seatback.

"Engines are primed and power's in the green. You have the updated map on your knee display so we're ready to go babe."

"Roger that, thanks Jake."

Laurel reached up and activated the transceiver and then completed her preflight activation of the primary systems at her station. She then looked out the window at the transport enclosure 20 feet away from the bow of the ship.

"Future flight control, this is the Orion ready for departure." Laurel called out.

"This is Future control." A young man's voice came back. You're cleared for immediate departure Orion. You need to be aware that the mining shuttle next to you will be following you to sector nine."

Laurel leaned forward slightly and looked to her left as the clamshell doors on the mining shuttle were just finishing closing and the marker lights were glowing to life around the perimeter of the shuttle. She leaned back in her seat and looked forward.

"Understood Future control. Is there anything I need to do to lead the shuttle down?"

"Negative. Just be aware that it'll be behind you. You know the speed limitations of the mining shuttles so you'll need to limit your speed so the shuttle doesn't lose a sensor lock on you. The materials and supplies loaded in the shuttle are needed in sectors ten and eleven."

"Do we need to do anything to help distribute the supplies?"

"Negative. The ground crews will take care of that. You just need to lead the shuttle down."

"Pardon me for asking what might be a dumb question but," Jake started. "The shuttles are programmable, why isn't it just being programmed to land where you need it to go?"

"Their navigation systems aren't sophisticated enough to fly the ships through heavy cloud layers so close to the ground. You have to remember they were designed to navigate in space where there aren't any clouds around comets, asteroids, and planetoids being mined for raw resource minerals, ores, and ice."

"So it was kind of a dumb question."

"No, just uniformed." The young man replied in a friendly tone.

Laurel grasped the flight controls and shoved the throttle forward slightly and the engines wined slightly then faded away above the range of Human hearing and the Orion lifted gently from the deck and Laurel rotated the ship around as she moved back away from the transport enclosure until they were facing the open hangar door. Laurel then slowly hovered the ship toward the hangar opening and paused right at the myogenic field containing the atmosphere within the hangar. Laurel then rotated the Orion so she could see the mining shuttle that was just lifting from the deck and rotating around so it was facing out into space. Laurel then swung the Orion back around so the ship was aimed toward space.

"Future control, this is the Orion. The mining shuttle is powered up and following our motion."

"Understood Orion. I have you on visual sensors and can confirm your assessment. There is no traffic in the immediate vicinity of the Future, but there are numerous ships in the atmosphere. Keep an eye on your sensors when you reach the atmosphere."

"Understood, we're cleared for departure with no traffic in the vicinity. Will watch sensors when we reach the atmosphere."

"Have a safe flight Orion. Upon departure switch to one twenty two megahertz and contact Genesis flight control."

"Understood. Will contact Genesis flight control on one twenty-two megahertz upon departure."

Laurel then shoved the throttles forward and the Orion bolted out of the hangar entrance and she banked over toward the planet. Jake reached up and switched the transceiver frequency to 122.00 Mhz and then looked at the navigation display.

"You're on frequency to contact Genesis control when you're ready babe." Jake said.

"Alright, thanks Jake. Check the sensors and make sure the shuttle is still behind us."

Jake checked the aft sensors and there was a clear indication of the shuttle holding a trailing position 1320 feet behind the Orion. Jake sent sensor data to Laurel's left display and Laurel sensed the change in lighting in the dimly lit cockpit and she looked down at the display then nodded.

"Got it, thanks Jake."

Laurel then reached up and activated the transmitter circuit.

"Genesis control, this is the Orion in route to sector nine from the Future."

"This is Genesis flight control. Understood Orion. We don't have you on sensors. Please activate your FOF transmitter."

Laurel reached over and flipped the switch to the friend or foe transmitter to active and a burst signal was sent and then the system went into five second interval burst transmit mode.

"We have you now Orion with a mining shuttle a quarter mile aft of your position."

"We're guiding the shuttle to the surface with materials and supplies for sectors ten and eleven."

"I was wondering how they were going to get those supplies to the surface with the cloud deck hanging around like it is. There are numerous non-Human piloted ships in the area. None are currently on a conflicting course with yours, but please keep an eye on your sensors in case they change course."

"Understood Genesis control. We'll watch for traffic and adjust our heading accordingly to avoid conflicting flight paths."

"You're cleared for a straight in approach to sector nine. Please avoid supersonic speeds once in atmosphere. The sonic booms can be disruptive to the animals and people on the surface."

"Understood, I'll keep our speed to five hundred knots or less once in atmosphere."

"Welcome home Laurel."

Laurel furrowed her brow momentarily and then she grinned.

"Thank you. I didn't know you knew who I was."

"You have a pretty distinctive voice. It took me a few seconds to realize who I'm communicating with, but I figured it out."

"Genesis control," Jake interrupted. "Why are you using such a low frequency for flight control?"

"To accommodate some of our guests that don't have communication capabilities like we do. This is a frequency everyone has the capability of transmitting on."

"Understood."

"When you reach an altitude of two thousand feet please switch over to secure channel six for final landing instructions."

"Understood Genesis control, will switch over to secure channel six at two thousand feet for final landing instructions."

"Affirmative. Have a safe flight Orion."

Laurel then reached up and muted the transmitter and glanced at the navigation map with their current course overlaid on the updated map Jake had sent to her knee display before departure. She then looked at the sensor display and confirmed that the shuttle was keeping pace adequately then she switched to the forward sensor view as she held her speed at 2500 kilometers per hour to avoid outpacing the shuttle trailing behind. As they neared the upper atmosphere Laurel slowed their forward momentum and began to pick up the traffic that had been mentioned cruising around in the lower atmosphere. She was relieved that all the traffic was being diverted away from over flying the city or housing district to the West and Southwest of the city center leaving a clear path for the Orion to fly directly down over the center of the city before leveling off to head East to sector nine.

As the Orion began to plunge into the ever-thickening atmosphere, Laurel slowed their forward speed to subsonic speeds and headed directly for the Genesis tower beacon. The rest of the flight down was quiet and calm until the ship neared 2500 feet, when Laurel reached up and switched over to the Human designed secure transmitter. She selected channel 6, and then watched her sensor display until they reached 2000 feet at which time she leveled off and began heading east, then she reached up and Activated the transmit circuit.

"This is the Orion on final approach to sector nine requesting landing instructions." Laurel called out.

"We have your FOF signal Orion. The cloud deck is hanging at five hundred feet on average. Please maintain an altitude of two thousand feet until you're directly over the landing beacon for sector nine. We're enabling the beacon now."

There was an alert tone from the sensor station and Jake sent the data to Laurel's display then quickly moved over to power and weapons and he began deactivating the space flight necessary systems to allow more power for the landing procedure, then he moved back to the sensor and navigation station.

"We have the beacon." Laurel called out.

"Understood Orion. The supply shuttle will follow your advance until it reaches a position where it can achieve self-navigation from below the clouds. You'll need to watch for it overtaking your position when that happens as it heads to sector ten, a mile beyond sector nine."

"Roger that. I'll keep alert for that. We're within the cloud layer right now so I can't see the shuttle, but it seems to be keeping up and remaining at a distance of a quarter mile astern."

"Understood Orion. It's locked onto your wake current since it obviously can't detect you visually while you're within the clouds."

"That wake is going to diminish when I slowdown to make our landing."

"Once you're sure that you're past the city center, decrease your altitude until you drop below the could deck. That will allow the shuttle to achieve a precise visual separation between itself and the Orion as well as terminating follow navigation mode."

"Understood. Beginning my decent now as we're well past the Genesis Tower and the taller buildings to the East of the tower."

"We can confirm that by your last FF signal burst."

Laurel pushed the controls over and the ship began to descend until they popped out from the could deck, and then Laurel slowed their forward speed significantly and a moment later the shuttle rose up slightly and shot past them heading further east. Laurel then looked at the navigation data and she could see that they were nearing the beacon so she touched the beacon location on the sensor display and then pressed the auto-landing button and then took her hands and feet off the controls.

The Orion then took over and slowed rapidly then swung around sharply and assumed a hover for a few moments then the landing gear deployed and the ship began to slowly descend. The ship touched down gently and the engines began to throttle down to an idle state and Laurel and Jake began deactivating systems to put the ship in standby mode.

"Touch down," Laurel reported as she pressed, flipped and twisted controllers.

"Understood Orion. The assuming crew is standing by at your location to take possession of the Orion. Thank you for ferrying the ship to the surface for us."

"Any opportunity to fly one of the crimson fighters is a thrill. It was our pleasure."

"They certainly are remarkable machines. Contact the crew if you need a ride to your final destination. It's pretty cold out and you're a fair distance from the city center."

"We'll do that. Thanks."

When they were done putting the ship into standby mode, Laurel squirmed out of her seat and her and Jake headed aft to find Amelia and John standing at the airlock door. Laurel smiled at them and turned and unlocked the door then checked the conditional match briefly, seeing that it was a one to one match, she pulled on the release handle and the door began to open allowing the cold air to waft in, chilling everyone instantly.

The door swung down to reveal 3 men standing a few feet away dressed in thick dark blue coats with kakis showing from their shins down hinting at their Air Force uniforms beneath. Laurel grinned warmly and began to step down the ramp incorporated into the door's interior surface when one of the men put his hand up.

"You can remain aboard where it's warm if you want a lift Laurel."

Laurel stopped in mid stride and she looked at the man, and then stepped back up into the ship.

"We would like to go to the Tower Inn if you don't mind?"

The man stepped forward and smiled at Laurel as he stared at her for a few moments as he took in how stunning she was in person. He then nodded and gestured for Laurel to move back further into the ship.

"We would be happy to take you to the Inn. We'll have to set down on the roof due to all the foot traffic in the street."

Laurel nodded and turned and looked at her mother and John. She motioned to the rear compartment and they moved back to make room for the crew to come aboard. One of them headed toward the bow of the ship to perform a quick walk around before coming aboard and the other 2 men climbed aboard and stood in the entryway were it was tall enough to stand erect. They watched the 4 passengers move to the rear compartment then they stepped into the compartment.

"You folks get fastened in and we'll take you to the Inn in just a few minutes." The first officer said.

"I just had to see for myself¦you two truly have the most interesting and captivating eyes I've ever seen. They practically glow in the post stasis briefing vid clips. It makes one wonder if that's a digital artifact or the way your eyes truly reflect light." The second officer then looked at Amelia and smiled brightly. "I can see the resemblance miss Kade. You have a very beautiful daughter. You must be extremely proud."

"Thank you. To be responsible for creating a girl this gorgeous makes me proud beyond measure. Especially when she proves herself to be the savior of every person on the Future through the use of pure genius intellect and ability."

"I know what you mean, we all owe Laurel and Jake a debt of gratitude that can never be repaid or expressed sincere enough. You relax and enjoy the ride. It's the least we can do for our celebrity heroes here."

"Thank you." Amelia said with a broad grin.

The men then headed forward and Amelia pet Laurel's knee.

"See baby, everyone appreciates your sacrifices and hard work."

Laurel nodded and grinned at her mother.

"I appreciate his praise and compliments, but it's an odd feeling not to sense what he was thinking while he was doting on us."

Amelia leaned closer and spoke very softly into Laurel's ear.

"There was a magnetic attraction felt by him for you, but it wasn't from an inappropriate place. Both men were stunned by your beauty honey. You know you have that affect on anyone that sees you for the first time."

Laurel nodded and went about fastening her restraints. The third officer came aboard a few moments later and closed and sealed the door behind him. He glanced into the cargo compartment and smiled warmly.

"We'll have you at the Inn in a flash. It should warm up in here pretty quickly now that the door is sealed."

"Thank you sir," Laurel said. "We appreciate the royal treatment you're extending to us."

"You and your family deserve so much for everything you and Jake have done for us all. You should know we would drop everything we're doing and race to the other side of the world or the farthest reach of the solar system to pick you up and take you anywhere you want to go."

"Wow. We would hope to never put you guys out like that," Jake said. "But it's nice to know we earn that much consideration."

"I assure you that everyone I know feels that way."

The man then nodded once and turned and headed forward and Laurel looked at her mother and spoke softly as she leaned toward her.

"Him too?"

Amelia stroked Laurel's head and nodded.

"I wish I didn't elicit such a profound reaction from men. Jake's the only one I want reacting to me like that."

"I know sweetie. You can't help how beautiful you are."

Laurel sighed, but grinned and nodded. A moment later the engines began to spool up and the rear lighting dimmed to a faint glow and the Orion began to lift into the air and the pilot then contacted ground control for clearance to the roof of the Tower Inn. Clearance was granted and the ship lifted higher and swung around until aimed toward the heart of the city in the distance. The landing gear retracted and then the ship bolted toward the Genesis tower, the most distinct landmark towering well above everything else.

It was quick ride to the city center where the Orion rose quickly and circled around to the front side of the Genesis tower then descended to the roof of the Tower Inn next door. The Orion touched down so gently that no one was aware they were down until the hiss of the engines spooled down to the point that it was detectable by Human ears, and then faded to a faint wining hiss. The officer at the sensor and navigation station unfastened his restraints and stood up and moved to the airlock door and he unsealed the door and pulled down the release handle.

Laurel and Jake were first to get free from their restraints and they picked up the 4 bags and stepped to the front of the cargo compartment and waited for their parents to get to their feet and then they headed to the exit. They grinned at the officer and climbed down the door ramp and out into the cold air. They turned and looked at the officer at the top of the ramp and he smiled warmly.

"You folks have a good time. The Tower Inn has amenities second to none."

"Thank you sir. We appreciate the ride." Jake said.

The officer then leaned back and lifted the release handle and the door began to close. The 4 of them then turned around and walked toward the roof terrace exit as the ship's engines began to spool up. By the time they reached the door leading to the interior of the Inn, the Orion was lifting skyward. It then headed to the East quickly fading from sight in seconds.

Laurel pulled the door open and held it as everyone filed into the warm interior of the top floor suite wing. They were a little surprised to find 2 Inn employees waiting for them with bright grins on their face.

"Welcome Kade and Myers families." The tall brunette woman with dazzling hazel green eyes said. "We've been expecting you. I am Demitria and this is Joseph. We will be seeing to your needs during your stay."

"It's nice to meet you Demitria and Joseph," Amelia said. "Do we need to go to the reception desk to check in?"

"Not at all. We know exactly who you are. The captain instructed us to extend the level of service we would extend to visiting dignitaries or royalty. If you will follow us we will show you to your suite. We will program the door lock when we get there."

Everyone smiled and nodded and the 2 employees led them down the wide hallway with doors spaced a great distance apart suggesting large suites in this part of the Inn. They walked to the 4th door and Demitria stepped up to the palm scanner and she placed her hand on the scanner and after it scanned her palm she removed her hand and touched each of the fingertips on the outline of a hand on the scanner pad and a menu appeared and she quickly tapped 2 icons then typed in a long sequence alphanumeric code then she stepped aside.

"If each of you will place the preferred hand to be identified from on the scanner, your identities will be loaded into memory to enable access to your suite during your stay."

Each of them stepped up to the scanner in turn and had their preferred palm scanned into memory and then Demitria placed her palm on the scanner pad once again and her palm was scanned and then she typed in another alphanumeric code and the scanner beeped twice then went dark. Demitira then gestured to the door.

"Any of you four will be able to unlock the door now. Go ahead and have a look."

Amelia gripped the door handle and pulled it down and then pushed the door open. The opulent suite she found herself stepping into stunned her. Laurel found the layout to be familiar, as did Jake, but John was also taken aback by how lavish the furnishings and trimmings were everywhere one looked. The suite was larger than the room Laurel and Jake had stayed in on their last visit, but the trimmings were practically identical. The suite had a full kitchen to one side and a wet bar across from it, a living room table capable of seating 6 people comfortably, more if the guests were to sit closer together, and there was a huge panoramic glass wall that looked out onto the city to the East. There was a large balcony visible through the window wall and there was a large couch facing a fireplace. There were several reading chairs around the periphery of the room with reading tables between them. The 4 of them walked into the room and set their bags down and Amelia and John tried to take it all in as Laurel and Jake turned and faced Demitria and Joseph.

"This suite is astounding. It looks kind of like the room Jake and I stayed in during our last stay."

"I think you'll find a few amenities in this suite that were absent in your room before. That door over there for instance leads to the hot tub room. The bedrooms are identical so you can take your choice without worry that you're missing out on something in one of the others. They each have an onsuite bathroom with a soaker tub and shower. If you need any sundry items just call down to the front desk and we'll send someone out to retrieve what you need. There are vendors in several locations close to the Inn so it isn't an inconvenience if the need should arise. There are three restaurants now serving food day and night. The Bolinger is the closest restaurant, but they have limited hours of availability unlike the other two locations."

"We've actually eaten at the Bolinger before," Laurel said with a smile. "The food there is absolutely phenomenal."

"I would have to agree with you. Mister Bolinger is a magician in the kitchen. If you folks need anything at all please call down and let us know how we can help make your stay a comfortable one."

Amelia and John turned and faced Demitria and Joseph.

"I think the next three days are going to be the most comfortable of our lives judging by the suite we've been given." Amelia said humbly.

"The captain insisted that we give you our best accommodations and it doesn't get any more royal than this suite." Joseph said. "Knowing what I do of Laurel and Jake's contributions and sacrifices in getting us here alive and in better shape than we left Earth, this is a small gesture to say thank you compared to what is truly due."

"That's sweet of you Joseph," Amelia said proudly. "It's nice to hear such appreciation of their efforts."

"Those two pulled off things so far beyond anything I could've accomplished given the circumstances¦they deserve to live like this for life far as I'm concerned."

"We would rather be treated like everyone else. A little pampering from time to time is nice, but we don't want to be spoiled all the time. It could end up going to our heads."

"I doubt that sweetie," Amelia said. "I raised you better than that."

"I know you did mom. I'm just saying¦"

"We'll leave you to get settled in," Demitria said. "Joseph will be here to serve you at night and I will be here for you during daylight hours."

"We'll let you know if we need anything." John said.

Demitria smiled and nodded and then her and Joseph tuned and walked out the front door and closed it behind them. John then looked at Laurel and Jake and grinned mischievously.

"I'm guessing you two would like to check out the hot tub first so you can¦reconfirm your bond?"

"We took care of that before we left the ship dad."

"A hot soak does sound good though," Laurel said. "Maybe later on tonight."

"I didn't mean to embarrass you son. I forget sometimes that you aren't quite the man you appear to be. I joke with you like an adult and it isn't proper. I'm sorry."

"I appreciate that you look at me as an adult. It's kind of flattering, but I'm a lot younger than I appear. I accept your apology dad, thanks."

"I'll temper my joking in the future. You two go ahead and chose which bedroom you want to stay in."

Jake nodded and took Laurel by the hand and they picked up their bags and turned and headed for the bedroom closest to the balcony window wall. They stepped into the room to find a king sized bed facing an armoire across the room and the room was as big as their former quarters on the Future, the captain's quarters now. There was a set of reading chairs and sizable table to one side of the bed with an ornate mirror adorning the wall behind it. There was an obvious projection bar attached to the ceiling that would project a video image between the bed and the armoire. To the left of the bed was a picture window that looked out over the veranda behind the Genesis tower and the city beyond to the northeast and east. There were 2 doors to the right of the bed, one being a walk-in closet of immense proportion as Jake found out when he opened the door and peeked in, and the other door opened up to a gigantic bathroom that looked very similar to the bathroom that they had seen in their room upon their previous stay except this bathroom had a soaker tub easily twice the size. All the fixtures were gilded in gold finishes just as they had seen previously and the large window with an obscuration projection window allowed ample natural light to fill the room.

Laurel and Jake set their bags down at the foot of the bed and sat down at the foot of the bed and looked around briefly. Laurel then bounded on the bed where she was sitting and she smiled as she looked back at the oversized tan and gold throw pillows sitting at the head of the bed.

"This bed is even bigger than the bed we had in our command quarters."

"At least we won't elbow each other as we turn over in our sleep."

"You're a gracious sleeper Jake, I can only remember once that you actually poked me with an elbow as you rolled over. I think you're subconsciously aware of where I am so it won't happen again."

"I suppose that's possible. With our connection you're an extension of my being, so I'm acutely aware of exactly where you are without thinking about it."

"I can't wait to curl up under these covers snuggled up to you. This bed feels firm and comfortable."

"We should take our parents to the Bolinger for dinner. After that we can see just how supportive this bed is."

"I kind of want to have a look around the city too. There has been quite a bit of construction completed since we were last here and there are a lot of new people living down here now."

"Maybe we can find out where the elementary school is and visit with Korica's friend Eva."

"That sounds like fun. Eva is so adorable, I can see why Korica loves her."

"Your mom probably knows where the school is."

"For that matter your dad probably does too."

Laurel stood up and put her hand out to Jake and he placed his hand in hers and stood up and they walked back out into the main living area. The bedroom doors to the other 2 bedrooms were open so they walked to the first right next door and the room was empty but they could hear footsteps in the bathroom. They walked into the room and peered into the bathroom and they could see Amelia wandering around taking in the grand appointments.

"Hey mom, you think we can go have a look around the city? I was hoping to go by the school to see Eva Taylor."

Amelia spun around and grinned at the pair.

"Get a load of this place. I feel so out of place amongst opulence like this."

"The room we stayed in before was outfitted like this but it was a little bit smaller. This Inn is hard to believe though. Our visiting dignitaries are in for a real treat when they stay here."

"You know how much a place like this would cost per night back on Earth?"

"In this era or the one we're from?"

"Ether."

"I would guess five or six hundred dollars a night in our era. I'm not real familiar with the economics of twenty twelve."

"It's a good thing we didn't adopt a monetary system or our stay would put a big dent in the ships expense budget." Jake said in a chuckle.

"Money was the primary factor behind so many conflicts and the obscene conditions so many people were forced to live under. We're determined to never let that kind of suppression and segregation take place on our new home world. There are no rich and no poor, just thousands of fellow Human beings and we all work for the benefit of everyone equally."

"We didn't mean to engage in a philosophical debate mom. I know how much you hate the financial barriers to growth and prosperity that exited on Earth when we left."

"I'm sorry too honey. You asked me a legitimate question and I led the conversation here. We can take you to the school so we can see Eva."

"You know where it is then?"

"Of course. It's on the western end of the city, between the housing district and the city."

"I don't remember seeing it on the plans for the city I looked at."

"There was some debate about where exactly to locate the school since it'll only be necessary for the first eleven years of a child's life. Upon their twelfth birthday, neural suggestion will be employed to educate them making further classroom education superfluous. That's why it wasn't included on the original plans for the city."

"Everyone has agreed to having their children educated through neural suggestion?"

"Yes. Why wouldn't they? It's completely safe as long as the participants are of an adequate age to insure neural trauma won't result."

"I suppose it'll lead to us advancing a lot quicker if we're educated to adult levels as kids."

"It'll be a progressive education over a six month period to allow the children time to adapt to the process. Too much too quickly can have negative side affects on the young if their neural density isn't sufficient to absorb vast amounts of information all at once like you and Jake can. By the time they hit their thirteenth birthday they'll be pretty darn smart and capable to say the least."

"We aren't going to put them to work at thirteen are we?" Jake asked.

"Come on, let's go find John." Amelia said as she led them toward the door. "The children will be free to engage in whatever they would like. If they want to enjoy their youth first, no problem. I'm sure some will feel inclined to begin contributing to the greater good while some will occupy themselves with activities that don't carry any particular responsibility."

They headed across the bedroom and out the door to the bedroom and Amelia stopped and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"This whole society were creating is an experiment if you get down to it. We're just going to have to see how educating our children like this affects their intentions and behaviors. This kind of thing has never been carried out on such a massive scale before."

"I guess massive information dumped into a young mind will affect their personality in ways we can't exactly predict."

"Exactly. We're not sure exactly how profound it will change a person to be highly educated at such a young age."

"It'll probably affect everyone differently."

"It's likely. We'll just have to see how it pans out."

Amelia then turned and led the way through John's open bedroom door. John was sitting at the foot of the bed with the video projection system on and he was paging through the menu of available titles available for viewing. He looked at the 3 of them and grinned.

"They have the same video library available that we have on the Future plus some interesting vids about the city and future plans for development and expansion."

"They have the full library from the Future?" Jake asked.

"Not everything, but I recognize what is available form the vid menu on the Future."

Jake stepped closer to his father and looked at the extensive menu slowly scrolling up and Jake nodded slowly.

"I do recognize what's there. I was wondering if they omitted the less tasteful things."

"I'm sure they decided not to present things that would make us look foolish or depraved."

"Mom is going¦I mean¦Laurel's mom is going to show us where the school is so we can see about paying Eva Taylor a visit. We're curious how she's doing since having her so called immune booster modified without the pituitary inhibitor." Jake looked at Laurel and smiled. "Plus Laurel loves her as much as Korica does and she just wants to hear her cute little voice with that adorable Australian accent of hers."

"I see. It's alright to call her mom Jake. I understand that with the mental and spiritual bond shared with Laurel, Amelia feels to be your mom too. You're not betraying the memory of your mother to call Amelia mom. I'm sure Laurel feels the same inclination to call me dad."

"It just feels natural to address her as mom¦and I feel like she is¦like you said, I share so much of Laurel that I look at Amelia and mom is the first thing that comes to mind."

"I feel the same way about you dad," Laurel said. "You're as much a part of my feelings as you are Jake's."

"I understand Laurel. You can call me dad and I won't take any offense to it."

"Thanks. It feels natural, like Jake said."

John lifted the remote and deactivated the free-floating projection hanging in the air and he tossed the remote to the middle of his bed and he stood up and stepped closer to Amelia.

"It sounds like a good idea to lift little Eva by paying her a surprise visit. The school will be glad to receive celebrities like Laurel and Jake to enchant the children's day. You two are very popular."

Laurel smiled and nodded. They all then headed out of the bedroom and across the living area to the front door. Amelia opened the door and held the door as everyone filed out into the hallway. She then stepped out and closed the door and looked up and down the hallway for a few moments.

"I know this Inn has Asran transports and a conventional elevator but I have no idea where they are." Amelia said.

"Down the hallway about half way and take a right. They're right across the hallway from the room Jake and I stayed in last time we were here."

Amelia nodded and they headed down the hallway. After proceeding a little ways they could all see the adjacent hallway with the lift doors right at the apex of the connection point of the 2 hallways. They walked up to the double set of doors and Laurel touched the panel next to the Asran transport and the door slid open to reveal a familiar looking transport platform. They stepped in and turned and faced the door and Laurel touched the indicator for the lobby and the door slid closed. There was the usual 2 second feeling of being compressed from all sides as the compression field was established and balanced with the transport platform on the main floor and then they disappeared in a bright blue flash. When they repapered on the main floor, the room looked identical to the one they had just departed from making it seem like they hadn't gone anywhere until the door slid open to reveal a completely different looking corridor outside the transport compartment.

They stepped out and turned right and they were facing perpendicular to the reception desk and the attendants looked at them and grinned warmly. They all headed over to the main lobby and Amelia and John took in the grandeur of the lobby and gathering area to the right. There were several people standing around the fireplace talking quietly and none of them looked anything close to Human. It spoke to the diversity of the guests staying at the Inn. The group looked on casually then headed through the projected entryway out into the crisp and rather chilly air. They were a little stunned to see how many people were walking about down on the main road that curved around the front of the Inn and headed to the Genesis tower to the right and the shopping and business district to the left. They walked down the semi-circle driveway entrance leading up to the entryway and turned right and headed across the street and toward the impressively imposing medical building.

They walked right past the medical center and turned left and headed down the road that led out of the city center toward the housing district. As they past the multi story building Laurel and Jake had explored the roof of, on one 1 of their visits, the two looked at each other and smiled then chuckled lightly and Amelia and John looked at them staring at the building as they walked past it.

"What's so amusing?" Amelia asked.

"Nothing mom. Jake and I explored that building on one of our visits to the city. We were just reminiscing about the experience."

"Exploring huhn? I won't embarrass you by asking what you found."

"Thanks. It was fun, but not one of my prouder moments to tell you the truth."

"I see. I sense you did something I taught you was a bad thing."

"Not bad particularly, just unladylike."

"Ahh. Now I get it. A little making out on the roof terrace?"

"Something like that. I would rather not talk about it mom. Like I said, I'm not real proud of how I let my diminished inhibitions result in behavior I was always taught not to engage in."

"Alright sweetie. You're practically a grown woman so what you were doing isn't illegal or frowned upon necessarily, but I won't press the issue."

"Thanks mom. Where's the school from here?" Laurel asked deliberately trying to steer the conversation elsewhere.

"The building that was being used as the surveyor's office over there is the school now." Amelia said pointing to the single story building that was the last building between the city and housing area.

A very unusual fence that was conspicuously missing any fencing material surrounded the play yard. There were 9 foot high posts spaced 20 feet apart that then had top posts stretching between each of the vertical posts with no material hanging between the vertical posts as one would expect for a fence designed to protect the children from animals or strangers wandering into he play yard as the children played. The building itself was fairly sizable, but simple in design with a clearly defined front entryway that had a circular driveway that led to and from the main road. The play yard was behind the main structure and stretched to the northwest being defined by the odd arrangement of fence posts.

The four of them stopped on the sidewalk just short of the circular drive entrance and they looked at the bizarre fencing and Laurel wrinkled her face and gently shook her head.

"Why in the world would they build a fence with no fencing?" Laurel asked. "I understand what the fence is supposed to do, but it isn't going to do any good without any fence material in the space between those high posts."

"It's an electronic fence honey. We didn't want the children feeling like they're being caged. The fence can be seen through while still providing the security and protection necessary to keep the children safe. They can't wander off and animals and or strangers won't be able to approach them."

"I take it we aren't exactly wary of our own population coming near the children?" Jake said.

"The population that boarded the Future was screened pretty thoroughly for aberrant behavioral traits so, no. We don't know the strangers that are gracing our fair city of late though. We just can't take any chances that the kind of depraved behavior that occurs within the Human species isn't a common trait among the species visiting the Future planet."

"So you're saying that fence is a force field of some kind?" Jake asked.

"That's exactly what it is. It uses the same type of energy that the crimson fighters employ in their shield matrix. It's a low energy consumption barrier until it's exposed to a resistive force. The ambient energy coalescer coils are compact and very resilient, supplying more than enough energy to provide an impenetrable barrier no matter the size or strength of the creature attempting to penetrate the fence."

"So it won't hurt an animal, it just won't let them through?" Laurel asked.

"Exactly. A person¦or animal¦could cause self-injury of they persisted against the fence long enough, but the instinct for self preservation would stop most animals or people from hurting themselves. Just touching or bumping into the fence won't cause electrocution or anything like that."

"Seems prudent. How many children are enrolled in school at this point?" Laurel asked.

"I don't have any idea honey. I don't work for the school so I wouldn't have access to that kind of information."

There was low humming tone heard from the school that caught everyone's attention and a few moments later children began pouring onto the play yard, noisily greeting the free time in the cold air. There were several adults that emerged from around the building with them and the children fanned out and began climbing on the play equipment and running out into the clear grassy area that extended to the fence line in the distance.

Laurel then led the way up the circular drive to the front of the school. When she tried to pull on the front door, it wouldn't budge and she glanced around and noticed a sensor dome above the door and she looked straight at it and smiled.

"I'm angel Kade and this is my boyfriend Jake Myers. We're here to visit with Eva Taylor if possible."

A friendly female voice than rang out.

"I know exactly who you two are. You're very popular with our students. I'll unlock the door. Come on in and sign in and I'll have Eva called to the front office."

The front door popped and Laurel pulled on the door and it swung open easily this time. They all stepped in and were immediately faced with a curving reception desk and a rather tall strawberry blond woman standing behind the desk. There was a free floating display hanging in mid air to the left of the woman and despite looking backwards from their perspective, they could see that an image of the front entryway was present.

"I can see the relation in your companions, mother and father I assume?" The woman said.

"Yes," Laurel replied. "This is my mother Amelia Kade and Jake's father John Myers."

The woman smiled and nodded then lifted a palm scanner from beneath the desk right in front of her and she set it down and scooted it toward the 4 of them.

"If you would please sign in, I'll have Eva called from the play yard."

Laurel placed her hand on the scanner and a green light spilled from around her hand as it was scanned. She then stepped aside slightly and Jake placed his palm on the scanner.

"Is there anyway we can see Eva on the play yard? We don't want her to think she's in trouble or anything."

"While I don't know all of the students personally, I know Eva Taylor is an absolute angel. That sweet child would never cause trouble. She's not going to think she's in trouble. However, given who you two are, I can arrange for you to greet her on the play yard. The other children would be thrilled to see you make an appearance."

John was the last to have his palm scanned and the woman removed the scanner, placing it out of sight under the desk and she put up her index finger.

"Give me just a moment and I'll check with the administrator."

The woman then turned around and stepped around her chair and walked to a door behind her with a frosted glass panel within it and she knocked on the door and woman's voice could be heard saying 'come in'. The woman opened the door and stepped in and partially closed the door behind her. There was a hushed conversation for a few moments, then the door opened and a burly woman with dark brown hair emerged with the receptionist. The administrator was an intimidating looking woman with her hair slicked back tight and broad shoulders that spoke of incredible muscular tone despite a distinctly feminine and friendly face.

"I'll be dipped," The administrator uttered in an American southwestern draw. "Laurel Kade and Jake Myers in the flesh. If you don't mind, what business do you have with Eva Taylor? I don't recall a relation between yourselves and Eva."

"We're just friends ma'am. We're taking a few days to explore the city and we thought we would stop by and see how Eva is doing."

"I see. I should introduce myself. I'm administrator Caroline Fridley. There is protocol that must be observed when non related visitors request time with one of our students. While I trust your intentions given who you are, I still have to contact Eva's parents to see that they're alright with you visiting their daughter out of the blue like this."

"I understand administrator Fridley," Laurel said. "That's a good precaution no matter who we are."

"I'm glad you understand. Please have seat and I'll get back with you as soon as I make contact with Alice or Jack Taylor."

Laurel nodded and the 4 of them turned and noticed a bench along the west wall so they walked over to it and sat down as administrator Fridley stepped back into her office and shut the door. They only had to wait a few minutes for the administrator to step back out of her office with a friendly smile on her face.

"Alice Taylor was enthusiastic about you visiting Eva. She thinks this will brighten Eva's day tremendously."

The group stood up and Laurel smiled brightly.

"That's good news. Seeing Eva will brighten our day too."

"If you'll follow me, I'll show you the way to the play yard." Caroline then looked at the receptionist. "Thank you Camille. Do me a favor a delay the return to class alert until you hear from me?"

"Yes Ma'am."

Camille returned to her seat at the desk and began manipulating the icons displayed on the virtual display. Administrator Fridley then stepped around the reception desk and led the way down a short hallway to a closed door. She placed her hand on the palm scanner next to the door and a moment later the door lock clanked and she pushed the door open and they made an immediate right down another hallway and they began heading down the hallway past several rooms with clear crystalline doors. Most of the rooms were empty until they were near the end of the hallway where the rooms were brightly lit. There were several round tables that were only 3 feet high and there were multiple data pads sitting on the tables and there were ornamentations all around the room that indicated art and learning projects on display on the walls. Laurel looked at her mother as they neared a door that was allowing prodigious light to shine through suggesting they had reached an exterior door.

"It would seem they don't have a lot of students at this point. They're only using one classroom."

"Actually, we're utilizing four class rooms," Administrator Fridley said. "That is the classroom for first year students. We currently have seventy students; but that number is going to swell significantly as more people are relocated to the surface. We're trying to keep the number of students to instructors to twenty or less. That means we need multiple classrooms to accommodate the number of students we're dealing with. We'll eventually separate the students according to age and ability, but for now we're instructing them in the same classroom no matter the age or level of ability of the students."

The administrator pushed on the last door and it opened onto the play yard. They stepped out and the administrator looked around briefly then touched her ear.

"This is administrator Fridley. Can you find Eva Taylor and let her know that she has some special visitors here to see her?"

As they waited close to the building Laurel and Jake had an odd sensation wash over them as their senses became acute and the echo of the other's voice sprang to life in the back of their minds. It was like opening ones eyes and the world around was allowed to flood in like bright sunlight, straining the eyes as they tried to compensate. Laurel put her hand to her head and Jake squinted for a moment then put his hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"You okay babe?"

"Yeah. My senses just woke up and I can¦feel and hear you inside again. It was the oddest sensation, it was like flipping a switch and everything just came back to life."

Amelia stepped closer to Laurel and put her arm around her.

"There's no discomfort is there?"

"No mom. It's a return to how I feel I'm supposed to be. It was just a little overwhelming to feel it set in so unexpectedly."

"Perhaps being close to all these gifted children has brought about this sudden reawakening?"

Laurel looked at the crowd of children playing and she nodded slowly.

"I hadn't thought about that, I suppose it's possible. All we needed was a trigger to bring our abilities back to life."

Laurel then saw the distinct figure of Eva trotting toward them with her pigtails bounding and an adult instructor with stark blond hair following behind her trying to keep up with her. Eva emerged from the sea of children and smiled brightly as she broke into a full paced run. Laurel smiled at the sight of Eva smiling so brightly and Laurel could feel the excitement and joy coming from Eva. It was a welcomed sensation to feel exactly what Eva was feeling while sensing her growing advanced abilities like looking into the bright glowing embers of a growing fire if it were to start from embers only to become hotter and brighter until they burst into flames. Jake sensed the same thing and he looked at Laurel for a moment.

"I feel it too babe," Jake thought. "Her abilities are feeble at the moment, but definitely brightly burning within her. She's going to be really gifted when that glow ignites into the fire of full blown advanced abilities."

Laurel nodded without looking at him and Eva finally reached their position and Laurel knelt down on one knee. Eva slowed and wrapped her arms around Laurel and hugged her tightly for a few moments then she stepped back and looked at Jake. He smiled and dropped to his knees so he was actually looking up into her adorable face.

"I hope you have enough of that to go around."

Eva smiled and stepped closer to Jake and he gently squeezed her in a hug as she embraced him tightly. Eva then stepped back and looked at Amelia and John.

"This is my mom Amelia and Jake's dad John."

"Hello Amelia and John. It's nice to see you again."

"Likewise sweetheart," Amelia said while smiling at Eva. "Korica speaks of you often, she really likes you."

"I like Korica too. She's the first friend I made after coming out of stasis."

Amelia grinned and looked at Laurel.

"She has the cutest Aussie accent. I know how Tamaric's accent gives Korica Goosebumps and Eva here must strike the same nerve."

"Is Korica still away doing her important mission?"

"I'm sorry she is honey," Laurel said as her and Jake stood up straight. "She won't be back for several weeks."

"I really miss her."

"I know sweetie. We miss her like crazy too. What she's doing is super important though."

"I know. That's what she told me. Momma said Korica and Tamaric are going to save all of us from having to find another home world. I like it here, I don't want to find a different world to live on so I'll be good like I promised Korica I would be so she'll be proud of me when she comes home. Then we can play high tea together and go for walks with the bearcats like she promised."

"I'm sure Korica is really looking forward to that honey."

"So you came here just to see me then?"

"Yes. We're friends sweetie. We're spending some time on the surface relaxing and you were the first person that came to mind to pay a visit to. I hope you don't mind us visiting you at school."

"I don't mind. Now I can introduce you to my friends. I've made a lot of friends since starting school. The other kids talk about you and Jake all the time but they didn't believe me when I told them we know each other."

"Well we'll just have to set them straight."

Eva took Laurel's hand then she turned around facing the play yard and she slid her hand into Jake's.

"Come on, I'll introduce you to my friends."

Eva then led them by the hands and they headed toward the crowd of 30 children around Eva's age playing and carrying on. As the 3 of them approached the crowd there was a hushed shock that washed over them and all eyes were locked on Eva escorting Laurel and Jake over. Amelia took a step sideways closer to administrator Fridley.

"What an adorable child." Amelia commented.

"She's got a wonderful disposition making her very likable. I don't foresee us having any problems with Eva Taylor."

"Laurel has sure taken a shine to her. I have a feeling Eva is going to be very popular after her friends see that she was speaking the truth about being friends with Laurel and Jake."

"Never has a truer statement been made. Your son and daughter are kind of like heroes to these younger students. I'm sure their parents have impressed upon them the appreciations and admiration due to your kids for the amazing lengths they went to in getting us here. I'll admit a touch of admiration myself. You have some truly remarkable kids."

"Thank you administrator. That's kind of you to say. John and I are extremely proud of them. They've done things we never would've expected of them. We knew they had something special within them if given the opportunity to explore themselves without boundaries, but they've frankly surprised us both in just how capable and resourceful they truly are."

"I think Amelia is understating the awe and pride we have in our children. Laurel showed outward signs of having greatness in her; Jake on the other hand exhibited limited abilities aside from an incredible intelligence that he deliberately hid in order to fit in with his classmates and friends. I had no idea he was capable of the things he's done."

"Nothing like a little imminent peril to bring out the best in a person."

John looked at Caroline and grinned.

"I suppose most people are capable of greatness if presented with the dire circumstances those two were facing."

Caroline looked at him and furrowed her brow as she grinned at him.

"I seriously doubt most thirteen year olds can repair an interstellar spaceship as complex as the Future and then command her with distinction and honor like your kids did. You have a pair of very special people in those two."

"I won't argue that point. I certainly wasn't capable of that kind of thing at the age they pulled it off. I just wish Jake's mom were alive to see the man her son turned out to be. She would be so proud."

"Oh¦I'm sorry to hear she passed away. I assumed there was some kind of split resulting in you and Jake being selected to join the Future mission without his mother."

"No, it was noting like that. His mother was killed in an earthquake in central California."

"Are you talking about the one that hit Big Sur and wiped out highway one and destroyed the famous Hearst castle?"

"That's the one. We lived fourty five miles from San Simeon where the castle used to stand. The town we lived in was devastated by the quake. A lot of people lost their lives on that day, including my wife."

"That must've been really hard on Jake."

"You have no idea. Losing her took a toll on both of us but we had each other to lean on. We decided to honor her memory by pressing on and caring about and for each other the way his mother would've wanted us to. We became closer than we ever had been before but we went through a really tough time getting over the sudden loss of someone that meant so much to both of us."

"Well she raised an amazing young man and you've polished him off nicely mister Myers."

"Thank you. I'm extremely proud of the man Melissa raised in him."

They then turned their attention to the crowd that had gathered around Laurel and Jake, both of whom towered above the children gathered around them. Laurel and Jake were fielding multiple questions about their adventures and what Korica was like when they were interrupted by a subtle tone from their cranial transceivers that they immediately recognized as coming from the Future. The pair stood up straight and stared at each other for a moment in disbelief and then Laurel spoke to Jake silently.

"That didn't take long for him to go back on his word."

"I wouldn't put it like that babe. I don't sense that he wants us to come back to the Future. You feel what I'm feeling?"

"Yeah, something unusual was found and he wants us to be a part of checking it out."

Laurel looked back at her mother and shrugged her shoulders and pointed at her left ear and Amelia immediately understood what Laurel was indicating. Amelia put her thumb and index finger to the side of her head as if answering a phone and she pointed at Laurel. Laurel looked around at the crowd of children and she put her index finger up.

"You kids are going to have to excuse us for second or two. The Future is calling us and we need to find out what's going on."

"The ship can talk to you in your mind like Jake can?" One little girl asked making Laurel smile.

"No sweetheart," Laurel squatted down and pulled her ear lobe down and forward. "You see that little round thing attached to the side of my head above my ear?"

"Yeah, what is that?"

"That's called a cranial transceiver. It's a subspace communicator that allows the ship to talk to us over great distances and we can talk to other people that are wearing a cranial transceiver too."

Laurel let go of her earlobe and stood up.

"That's really neat. Can we get one of those transceivers too? It would be nice to be able to call mommy and daddy anytime I want."

"Uh¦I don't think there are enough of them to give one to everyone. Besides, if everyone were to talk on them at the same time, no one would be able to communicate with the person they want to talk to without hearing everyone else's conversations at the same time."

The hale alert sounded again and Jake touched Laurel's arm.

"If one of us doesn't answer they're going to think something is wrong."

Laurel nodded and tapped her transceiver active and Jake did the same.

"This is Laurel."

"Hello Laurel," The AI's voce rang back in their ears. "I can see that you are at the primary school surrounded by some of your young admirers. I am sorry for interrupting your time away with your parents."

"That's okay Future. Does the captain need us?"

"In a manner of speaking. He instructed me to ascertain the status of your higher abilities before asking anything of you."

"Our higher abilities came back to us very suddenly just a few minutes ago. My mom hypothesized that being around these gifted children acted as a catalyst to reawaken our abilities."

"Your mother is a brilliant woman. She is likely correct in her assumption. I am glad to hear that you are feeling more like yourselves."

"Does that mean¦the boosters have been¦modified for everyone down here?"

"Negative. Eva Taylor's immune boosters were modified to withhold the pineal and pituitary gland suppressants. As was feared, her abilities are once again being expressed actively and she is eliciting a sympathetic reaction in her classmates making the suppressants less effective for the rest of the children that are still taking them."

"Hmm. Are we prepared for that down here?"

"Yes. Counseling and training is being arranged on an accelerated schedule to be conducted at the medical facility. The children are being cared for and treated with dignity and respect. It is not their fault they are the way they are. They will not be treated like something is wrong with them. The captain understands that this is the way the Human species functions anymore and we need to come to terms with it and learn from the children what is normal now. Future generations will need advanced care and education so accidents do not occur if there are those as gifted as you and Jake at an even younger age."

"That makes sense. I'm glad to hear that the situation is being handle with diligence, compassion and respect for¦who we're dealing."

"You mentioned asking something of us," Jake said. "What did you mean by that?"

"A discovery was made by one of our visitors exploring a large body of water on the other side of the planet. The discovery was reported and an expedition is being mounted to examine the discovery in greater detail. The captain would like to invite you to join the expedition."

"Are our mother and father going to be allowed to join us?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. It is not a classified mission. In fact, the scientific team is almost exclusively comprised of civilians. You are being asked to join the expedition as a kindness as much as for the use of your brilliant intellect and insights when dealing with new or unusual items and circumstances. The captain knows how much you two enjoy exploring and you are being invited to explore a possible profound discovery on your home world. You will not be required to go into space except to travel to the other side of the planet at the speed of light to shorten the travel time to get to where the discovery was made."

"When is this expedition taking place?"

"Tomorrow morning at nine hundred."

Laurel looked at Jake and he smiled and nodded quickly.

"We would love to take part in the expedition since our parents are allowed to come with us."

"You said this discovery was made in a large body of water," Jake said. "How are we going to examine what was found if it's underwater?"

"A crimson fighter is being outfitted with sophisticated scientific equipment to facilitate the mission. The crimson fighters have proven to be quite resilient in deep water. The shield bolsters the ships ability to resist being crushed by intense pressures. A benefit of being designed to withstand enemy fire without suffering significant damage."

"We would like more information on what was discovered before we depart tomorrow."

"The captain will talk with you when he gets some free time. Please enjoy the rest of your day without worry. I will inform the captain of your acceptance of the extended invite. He will contact you at the Tower Inn tonight to give you and your parents more information about the discovery and expedition details."

"Can I ask if it has to do with a specific creature native to this planet?" Laurel asked.

"Negative. The discovery does not involve any life forms. I apologize for keeping you in suspense; the captain will enlighten you to exactly what was discovered. I hope this will not weigh on your minds, ruining any chance of relaxing until he contacts you?"

"If there isn't any danger posed by what was found, we aren't going to worry about it until we hear from the captain." Laurel said.

"There is no perceived danger."

"Good. We're going to continue with our visit with our friend Eva then go for a walk before having dinner with our parents at one of the restaurants."

"Tell Eva the Future said hello. She and I have talked many times and she confided that she likes a ship that can tell her fairytale stories with enough detail enabling her to picture the fantasies in her mind."

Laurel turned around and looked at Eva and smiled at her.

"The Future says hello Eva."

"The ship remembers me?"

"The Future isn't incapable of forgetting honey. She will remember you for as long as she exists."

"Tell her I said hello and I miss the stories she told me at night when I couldn't sleep."

"Did you hear that Future?"

"Faintly. Her small voice does not resonate within your transceiver very strongly."

"I understand. We'll wait to hear from the captain tonight."

"Understood. Future out."

Laurel then looked down at Eva.

"The Future heard what you said sweetie. It sounds like you and the ship are friends too."

"Yeah. I like that, the ship is my friend."

"How about Jake and I push you on the swings for a little while?"

"I think our recess is almost over. I would like it if you would play with me for a while though."

Laurel smiled and put her hand out and Eva took her hand and the crowd of children spread out and Eva pulled Laurel toward the swings 30 feet away. The other children then followed closely around them. Jake pushed 2 of them on the swings and Laurel pushed Eva and 1 other boy for some time. After an additional 10 minutes of play, the administrator called Camille and had her sound the return to class tone. There was fairly loud triple bong that rang out and all the children began making their way toward the school building. Laurel and Jake were among the last, each holding 1 of Eva's hands as they escorted her to the administrator. When they reached the door, Eva let go of their hands and faced Laurel first. Laurel knelt down and gave Eva a tight hug and kissed her cheek.

"Thank you for letting us visit with you Eva. I'll send your best to Korica next time I talk to her."

"Okay. Thanks for taking the time to come see me at school. Now everyone knows I was telling the truth about knowing you and Jake."

Eva then turned and stepped closer to Jake and he bent down and hugged her briefly. She then stepped back and smiled at him.

"Thanks for coming to see me at school Jake."

"You're welcome Eva. It's always a pleasure to see you. We care about you as much as Korica does."

"I care about you and Laurel too."

"It's time for you to return to class now Eva." The administrator said as she pulled the door open.

"Okay."

Eva then waved goodbye and headed through the door. Caroline then gestured into the building and the 4 of them stepped inside and then stepped aside to allow Caroline to lead the way back to the front of the building. When they reached the reception desk, Camille smiled warmly and stood up.

"I saw that you were big hit with the children. I'm sure the instructors will be hearing about your visit for some time to come."

"I hope it doesn't become disruptive. We're thrilled to see that Eva is thriving and she's made lots of friends here at school."

"I seriously doubt it will become disruptive. The usual things young children are excited by excite the children. You two are just the closest thing to celebrities we have around right now. Eva is a sweet child so it's nice to see that you two care about her the way you do. She obviously thinks the world of you two as well."

"Is she doing well with her studies?"

"While I can't particularly discuss particulars with those that aren't family," Administrator Fridley said. "Rest assured that she routinely outshines her classmates. She's a very smart girl and has no problem with comprehending new material quickly. She's doing just fine."

"That's good to hear. Can we come back and visit with her like this in the future?" Laurel asked.

"I will still have to check with her parents before permitting you to see Eva, but if Alice's reaction is any indication of what to expect, I would say you can come see Eva anytime you want. If you time your visit closer to noon, you can share Eva's lunch break with her. The students get fourty minutes for lunch. Recess is normally only twenty minutes long, but we extended that by a touch today."

"We appreciate your indulgence in that respect."

"It was my pleasure. You folks have a great day."

Laurel smiled and nodded and they headed for the exit. Caroline unlocked the door remotely and the 4 of them stepped out and watched the door close behind them. They then headed toward the main road leading to the city center and housing district to the northwest. They took in the view and marveled at just how many homes were now complete, something they missed on the ride on the ride in with the thick clouds hanging overhead.

"Wow," Laurel uttered. "That's a lot of homes."

"There are a lot of us to accommodate. Six and a half thousand people mean at least that many homes even if some of us are going to be living on the Future."

Laurel looked at her mother and frowned slightly.

"I hope you guys aren't upset about that. We're the cause of you guys remaining onboard despite working down here."

"The travel to and from our worksites is a bit of a pain, but we're willing to do whatever we have to in order to support you two. There's no limit to what we would do or endure to make you feel comfortable. If you feel like life aboard the Future is your calling and you need us close by, then that's where we'll be. The captain will find things for us to do once the ship begins her exploration missions. He wants and needs you two at his side and you in turn need us to be there for you. We're touched that you want us to be a part of your lives like that honey."

"I'm glad to hear you say that mom. Even though I can feel what's in your hearts now. I know how much you guys love us. What do you say we go find somewhere to get something to eat? I know of a place you two are going to love."

"That sounds wonderful honey."

They turned and started heading toward the city and Amelia stepped closer to Laurel.

"Are you going to tell us what your conversation was about on the play yard?"

"Oh uh, the AI contacted us to extend an invite by the captain to join an exploration of a discovery made on the other side of the planet. Apparently one of our visitors found something in one of the large bodies of water and an expedition to explore the discovery in detail is being mounted. You and dad are welcomed to come with us since it isn't a classified mission or anything like that. A crimson fighter is being loaded with scientific equipment to facilitate the exploration to be conducted by a team of civilian scientists."

"Sounds like something you two would enjoy taking part in. What time is the ship leaving to have a look at this discovery?"

"Tomorrow at nine hundred. The captain is going to contact us later on to give us more information about what was found and what to expect while on the expedition."

"I take it you accepted the invite then?"

"Yeah. I hope that's okay? We didn't exactly ask you if you wanted to go or if we're allowed to go in the first place."

"You don't need our permission to take part in a mission like this sweetie. You're mature enough to decide for yourselves since you're practically adults now and you've proven time and again that you can take care of yourselves. It doesn't sound all that dangerous and the fact that you want us to go with you¦well that's just fine with us. We would love to accompany you."

"If you couldn't go we wouldn't have accepted the invite. We're down her to spend some quality time with you and dad. Nothing is profound or interesting enough to take us from that."

"That's sweet of to say honey. If the captain invited you to take part in this expedition, he's convinced your gifts will be invaluable. You can't turn him down when he asks anything of you no matter how diplomatic he's being with his request."

"We're aware that's one of the primary reasons he asked us to go. The AI was instructed to find out whether or not our higher abilities had come back to us before extending the invite."

"Was he wrong in assuming that you would be thrilled to join this kind of mission on your own world for a change?"

"No¦this is the kind of thing I lavish. I just know there were ulterior motives on his part."

"You may not be on his crew just yet, but he knows the best way to keep a team of civilian scientists safe, as well as figuring out complex discoveries, is to have you two on the mission. We were allowed to come with you just to insure you would accept the invite. You have your value to him and we have ours."

"You don't feel like you're being used?"

"Yes, but if it means we get to spend more time with you and you get to go on an exciting mission of discovery then we don't care. He isn't using any of us out of malice honey, he's using us out of necessity to make sure things go well on the mission. There's nothing wrong with that sweetheart."

"I guess not. I've kind of forgotten the responsibility on his shoulders and how he has to think as the captain of everything going on."

"You commanded during a time of next to no crew activity, but you should have the training to understand his decision processes given how many people he's responsible for."

"I do. I suppose I would do the same thing if I were in his shoes. You have to use your resources wisely, even if those resources happen to be the people in your care."

"That's it exactly honey."

It only took a few minutes to reach the crowded streets of the city in which there were seemingly more otherworldly guests than Human beings wandering about in the cool late afternoon air. There were no vehicles so the people were simply walking in the middle of the streets taking in the sights of the magnificent city taking shape. There were vendor outlets open for business, but only a handful of them were near the Genesis tower with the bulk being located a short distance away down the other streets lined by impressively designed buildings. The city was large, but sparsely populated by active businesses just yet.

As they turned the corner in front of the medical complex Laurel pointed down the street.

"That's were we would like to take you guys. The food at the Bolinger is outstanding."

"Alright sweetheart," Amelia replied. "Whatever you want is fine with us."

They made the short walk to the Bolinger and Laurel pulled the door open and they all filed into the warm and dim ambiance within. They immediately unzipped their coats and began to pull them open as the hostess approached them with a warm smile on her face.

"It's nice to see you again Laurel and Jake. I'm glad you decided to dine with us again."

"The food was out of this world last time. We thought it would be nice to bring our mother and father here for a good meal."

The hostesses face changed as she looked at Amelia and John for a moment then she looked at Laurel and Jake in turn then spoke softly.

"I thought you and Jake were a couple, I didn't realize you were related."

"Oh no, we're not related. This is my mother and Jake's father. They're close friends because Jake and I sort of drew them together. Jake and I are definitely a couple, not bother and sister."

"Oh. That makes a lot more sense¦not that I would've judged you if things had been the way it sounded at first."

"I wouldn't date my brother. That's just weird."

"We're pretty busy tonight, but I think I have a table that will accommodate the four of you nicely."

"What about the people waiting over there?" Jake asked quietly. "Aren't they waiting for a table?"

"Yes, but they haven't been waiting all that long and you two get priority seating anytime you come to the Bolinger. Follow me if you will?"

The hostess turned and led them through the dinning area to a table that was cleared and had fresh place settings for 5 people. She quickly cleared one place setting and then stepped back slightly.

"Will this do?"

"Yes, this is just fine." Laurel replied as she pulled her coat off and hung it on the back of one of the chairs.

They all sat down and the hostess stepped closer.

"What can I get you to drink to begin with?"

"Do you have any tea available?" Amelia asked.

"We sure do. We have an ample supply that was sent down from the Future. Would you like sweetened or unsweetened tea?"

"Hot unsweetened tea please."

"I think I'll have the same." John said.

"Very good. What about you Laurel?" The hostess said.

"I'm in the mood for something sweet. Is there any local nectar drinks available?"

"Yes. We just received a supply of blue star nectar. It called that because of the shape and color of the flowering plant it's extracted from."

"That sounds great. I'll give that a try."

"Alright, and what about you Jake?"

"Pineapple juice please."

"Very well. I'll get your drinks and bring some menus. I'll let mister Bolinger know that you're here too. He may want to come say hello if that's alright?"

"That would be fine with us," Laurel replied. "I would like to introduce him to our parents anyways."

"I'm sure he would be honored to meet the parents of the famous Laurel Kade and Jake Myers. I'll be right back."

The hostess then turned and headed toward the kitchen door and stepped through it. They then took a look around the room and aside from 5 easily identifiable Human diners; guests from elsewhere occupied the entire room. Most had a recognizable Human-like build but some were truly alien looking though they seemed to be perfectly happy dining among Humans and aliens alike. They casually glanced around the dimly lit room until the hostess returned with their drinks and 4 menus. She set the drinks and menus down and then she smiled at Laurel and Jake.

"Mister Bolinger is thrilled that you've chosen to pay us a return visit. He's going to come say hello as soon as he gets the chance. I'll give you a few minutes to look the menu over. Let me know when you've made your choices and I'll have someone come collect the menus."

"Okay, thank you." Laurel said.

The hostess smiled warmly and headed toward the reception area of the restaurant and Amelia leaned toward Laurel.

"How are we going to let her know when we've made our choices?"

"The menus here work like the ones on the Future. Double tap what you want and it will send the selection choice to the kitchen and notify the hostess that we've made our choices. If you look at your menu you'll see an icon that will call someone to our table if we have any questions too."

Amelia nodded and sat up straight and activated her menu and she could see what Laurel was talking about. The menu was almost identical to what was presented on the Future but the menu for the Boinger included a pictographic representation of each meal item by default whereas on the Future a person had to activate a picture of the food items listed. They perused the menu for a few minutes and they each decided on a different meal then deactivated the menus and it was only moments later that a distinguished young man came up to the table wearing a dark blazer and dress slacks with a bright white shirt beneath his blazer. As he collected the menus he glanced around the table and locked a gaze on Laurel for just a few moments and Laurel sensed the usual awe and borderline instant infatuation welling up within him.

"Is there anything I can get for you until your meals arrive?"

"I think we're okay for now, thank you."

"My pleasure. I had no idea we had the famous Laurel and Jake and company dining with us tonight. I hope you enjoy the meals you've selected."

"I'm sure we will. The food was stellar last time we were here."

"Mister Bolinger is a very talented chef. I'm sure you won't be disappointed."

The young man then sauntered off and Jake nudged Laurel gently.

"I thought you said that kind of thing didn't bother you?" Jake thought.

"I said I was used to it, I never said it didn't bother me," Laurel thought in return. "It still freaks me out just a little bit to feel such intense instant emotions from a guy that sees me for the first time."

"I know, I felt that from you. You were flattered but it also made you uncomfortable."

"I'll get over it. I always do."

Jake nodded and took a big sip form his glass and his father leaned closer.

"You should avoid that sort of thing son. Other's might sense what you're talking about."

Jake looked at him and furrowed his brow.

"Did you?"

"I sensed the essence of your exchange, not the actual content. I'm not gifted like that but others might be."

"I get what you're saying dad. I'll be more guarded when we're discussing such personal stuff."

"You just need to learn how to keep your emotions separated from your conversations is all son."

Amelia gently nudged Laurel.

"You both do sweetheart."

"I'm sorry mom. It's a little hard when I'm sharing what I feel with Jake. He tends to¦heighten my emotions as he experiences them in order to understand where they're coming from and exactly what he's feeling. I haven't learned how to control that yet."

Amelia gently rubbed Laurel's arm.

"I know sweetie. You're both still learning how to experience mixed emotions without exacerbating what you're feeling from one another. You just need to keep in mind that you're in the company of gifted people. Maybe not to the extent that you and Jake are, but they're still gifted and just being close to you will excite those gifts even further."

"I get the point. You want us to keep our minds quiet? We can't share private thoughts when we do that."

"No honey. I wouldn't ask you to stifle what you are like that. You just need to do as John suggested. Learn to separate your emotions from your private conversations so others aren't able to sense what you're talking about."

"Okay. We'll work on it mom."

"That's my girl."

It was only a few minutes later that the smartly dressed young man walked from the kitchen with 4 plates of food, 1 in each hand and 1 balanced on each forearm. We gracefully placed 1 plate in front of Laurel and gave her a friendly grin then he carefully set the other 3 plates down and he smiled at everyone in turn.

"Can I ask how you knew who ordered what?" Amelia asked. "You got the placement perfect and I can't for the life of me understand how you did that since the orders were placed electronically."

"I wish I could claim it was gifted intuition, but the truth is when you placed your orders it indicated your placement at the table so we knew exactly what went where."

"Ah, that makes a lot of sense."

"Is there anything else I can get for you before I go?"

"No, I think we're good."

"Enjoy your meals then."

The young man then turned around and headed back to the kitchen and everyone set in to eating their meals. The food was fantastic, as Laurel and Jake knew it would be and the ambiance made the dinning experience memorable. When the last bite of food was eaten, they sat back and talked about what Amelia and John had been working on until the young man returned to the table to clear the plates.

"How was the food?" The young man asked.

"It was out of this world like Laurel and Jake said it would be." Amelia said.

"Mister Bolinger has a way of creating taste and texture sensation that are unlike anything we've experienced before, given the exotic nature of the items he's working with." John said.

"I'm glad you enjoyed it. Are you interested in any desert items?"

Everyone looked at one another and shook their heads lightly.

"The portion sizes were such that were full." Amelia said.

"I understand. Mister Bolinger would still like to come say hello before you depart. If you'll give him just a few minutes, I'll tell him that you're finished with your meals."

"Alright," Laurel replied. "We won't leave until he comes to see us."

The young man nodded and turned and headed straight to the kitchen. It was only 2 minutes later that Mr. Bolinger walked through the kitchen doors and headed straight to the table.

"Laurel Kade and Jake Myers¦I'm overjoyed you've come back to the Bolinger. How was the food? I noticed you tried another seafood platter Laurel."

"Hello mister Bolinger. I'm not sure I can even pronounce the name of the creature on the platter, but it was fantastic the way you seasoned and prepared the platter."

"Castonatol. It is a deep-water fish that one of our visiting species categorized and named for us. In its natural state it doesn't resemble anything I've ever seen before, but it has recognizable characteristics making it easy enough to figure out how to prepare it for consumption."

"You did wonders with it."

"Thank you. I'm glad you enjoyed it."

"I would like to introduce you to our mother and father. This is my mother Amelia Kade, and Jake's father John Myers."

"It is a true honor to meet the parents responsible for raising these incredible people. You're indirectly responsible for saving the mission to get us all here so I'll say thank you to you for instilling such admirable qualities in your children."

"That's sweet of you mister Bolinger. We're very proud of Laurel and Jake for the people they turned proved to be. You have a wonderful restaurant here and the food is absolutely unbelievable. You've added a wonderful touch of class to the city."

"Oh, you're too kind miss Kade." He then looked at Laurel and Jake. "I hope this means you'll be regulars at the Bolinger?"

"You can count on it mister Bolinger. We're going to be spending a few days in Genesis so we'll be eating here at least once each day."

"Well you'll always find a table available when you come by. We've started taking reservations, but you won't ever have to do that. We'll always seat you as soon as you arrive."

"That's very kind of you mister Bolinger. We appreciate the special consideration."

"I think you'll find many of the vendors and service providers just as grateful as I am for everything you've done for us. You deserve to be given the royal treatment for as long as you both live. I really must get back to the kitchen now, but I just felt that I had to come say hello before you departed."

"We appreciate you taking the time to make us feel so welcomed. We won't hold you up, it looks like you're pretty busy tonight."

"A far cry from the last time you graced my restaurant." Mr. Bolinger then looked at Amelia and John. "It was a real treat to meet the two of you. You have courteous and brilliant children that you are rightful to take great pride in raising."

"Thank you mister Bolinger," John said as he slid his seat back and stood up.

Everyone else then slid their seats back and stood up and retrieved their coats and Mr. Bolinger stepped back slightly to make room.

"Have a good evening. It's going to get very chilly out there once the sun goes down. You may want to seek shelter and explore in the morning if that's your intention."

"That's good advice," John said. "We'll retire to the Inn for the night."

"That sounds like a good idea. Take care and thank you again for dinning with us."

"It was definitely our pleasure good sir."

Mr. Bolinger grinned warmly then turned and headed toward the kitchen door. The group put their coats on and pushed their seats in and headed to the front door and the hostess greeted them on their way by.

"Thank for dinning with us. I hope you will be coming back soon?"

"With food like that, there's no way we wouldn't come back." John said with a big smile on his face.

"I'm glad to hear that you enjoyed it. Have a wonderful evening."

"Thank you. You do the same miss."

"I will."

They then headed to the door and pushed the door open and stepped out into the brisk evening air. With the persistent clouds and diminishing sunlight as the sun drew closer to setting it was dim and quickly getting cold out. They zipped their coats up to their necks and headed across the now nearly deserted street to the Inn. The warm air inside the lobby was welcoming and the crackling from the fire, simulated or not, added a homey touch to the ambiance. They smiled at Dimitria and she returned a bright smile and lifted a hand in salutation. They walked to the Asran transport and transported up to the 15th floor. They made their way to their suite and Laurel had her palm scanned and the lock popped subtly and she pulled down on the handle and pushed the heavy door open and the lights rose in intensity from a gentle glow to a bright warm glow.

They all stepped in and removed their coats and laid them on the couch. Laurel then turned and faced her mother.

"Jake and I are going to try out the hot tub. If the captain calls in the mean time, will you let us know so we can come talk to him?"

"Of course sweetheart. You two go enjoy a nice hot soak, John and I are going to see if they have a chess board here that we can get use of."

"You two really enjoy playing chess now huhn?"

"I never thought I would again honey. It was always a special time for your father and I when we would spend time each evening playing the game, but John is very good at it and patient with me. It has become enjoyable to play once again."

"I'm glad to hear that mom."

"I'm glad you two enjoy each other's company so much," Jake commented. "If it weren't for the relationship between Laurel and I, you would likely be romantically involved."

"If it weren't for your pairing we likely wouldn't know each other at all," John said. "We're content being close friends and nothing more. We won't try to tell you that we don't have¦significant feelings for one another, you would sense the truth of it, but we aren't going to act on them or allow our feelings to grow beyond what they are right now."

"I hate to think you two might be missing out on something truly special because of how you think your relationship would make us feel." Laurel said.

"Oh honey, we know how it would make you feel. We've sensed it and heard you mention it."

"I still feel bad for being what brought you together and what's keeping you apart at the same time."

"We're okay with it sweetie. You two go enjoy a hot soak, we'll let you know if the captain calls."

Laurel nodded and stepped toward her mother and Amelia kissed Laurel on the cheek then hugged her warmly. Laurel then stepped back and smiled at her mother.

"I love you mom."

"I love you too baby."

Laurel then slid her hand into Jake's and the pair turned and headed to their bedroom to undress and put a robe on for modesties sake. When they exited their bedroom, John and Amelia were sitting on the couch staring into the simulated fire burning in the fireplace. The warmth from the fireplace could be felt radiating into the room making the fire very realistic to the senses. Laurel and Jake grinned at their parents and stepped over to the door leading to the hot tub room and Laurel pushed the door open. The opulent appointments in the room she was gazing into stunned her. The hot tub was sunk into the floor so one had to step down into it and the water was glowing a brilliant green color at first and it began to morph to blue as Jake stepped up next to her and looked into the room.

"Oh wow! Will you look a that¦" Jake looked at Amelia and John. "You guys should really come have a look at this."

Amelia looked at John and he grinned at her and nodded, and then the 2 of them stood up and walked over to the door leading to the hot tub room and they peered over Laurel and Jake's shoulders. The color of the water was now morphing from a deep blue to a hue of purple. The surface of the water had a very slight roil to it as the water was being circulated through the filtration system and returned back into the tub via underwater inlets. The lighting in the room was dim and washed over the room from the periphery of the room behind gilded crown molding that stopped short of meeting the ceiling that was ornately cast in gold reliefs comprised of filigrees and symmetrical geometrically sculpted curves creating interesting shapes that captured one's interest. The walls of the room were clad in a mirror-like crystalline that cast refracted rainbows of color in different directions that then interacted with the ample steam and moisture in the air creating floating rainbows that were seemingly moving about as the light from above and from the tub was bent and split into the entire array of the visible light spectrum.

They all took a few steps into the room and glanced at themselves in the mirror-like reflections in the walls, and then they stood for a few moments and took in the amazing ambience of the room. Amelia put her hand on Laurel's shoulder and leaned closer to her ear.

"This is very romantic and somehow mystical feeling."

Laurel glanced over her shoulder at her mother and grinned.

"I agree," She then looked at the water in the hot tub that was now morphing through magenta and pink hues as it headed toward the red spectrum. "I wonder how they get the water to glow like that? It isn't done with submersed lighting¦the water is actually glowing."

"Just enjoy the affect without trying to figure it out honey."

"You're right, I tend to do that with everything new I experience. I have to know how it's done or how it works. I've heard it said that I demystify things by explaining the science behind them."

Amelia patted Laurel's shoulder and then stepped back next to John.

"You two enjoy some time in here. We'll let you know if the captain signals us before you come out."

"Alright, thanks mom." Laurel said with a smile.

Amelia nodded once and then her and John glanced around the room for a few seconds then turned and exited the room, closing the door behind them. Laurel stepped closer to the tub as she untied her robe belt and she dipped her toe into the water and grinned. She then looked at Jake and found him staring at her legs as she held her robe back to keep it from dipping into the water as she leaned down to test the water with her toes.

"Thanks Jake. I don't quite think I would characterize my legs as being like those of a priceless statue, but I love that you appreciate me like that."

"I don't think you realize just how shapely you are babe. Your curves and posture are symmetrically perfect, like what a sculptor would die to have as a model."

"You're sweet Jake. The water is nice and toasty. I'm really looking forward to how good this is going to feel on my sore joints and muscles."

Laurel stepped back from the edge of the tub and let her robe slide off her back and she caught it with her hands and tossed it aside. Jake then untied his robe belt and removed his robe and he tossed it on Laurel's and then he stepped closer to Laurel, as he looked her wondrous figure over.

"Holy Moses you're gorgeous Laurel. You've been hiding the fact that the gravity here still makes you a little sore. It's getting to me too."

"I know. I can sense it, and thank you for the compliment."

Laurel glanced down as Jake's growing excitement at seeing Laurel's alluring appearance, which was having an arousing affect on him, and she grinned broadly.

"You're seriously gorgeous too Jake¦especially that aspect of your anatomy." She said pointing at his half erect manhood that was continuing to swell as she looked into his eyes.

"Thanks babe. I'm so flattered to have such a drop dead gorgeous woman turned on by me like you are. You're undying love for me is so¦deep and unending."

"You love me just as deeply Jake. Don't try to put it into words. Anything we say pales compared to the actual scope and depth of our feelings."

"I guess that's the whole point of the pairing huhn?"

"Yes. We share what we can't put into words. Words aren't necessary for us to express how we truly feel about one another."

"So¦does this mean we get to make love for a second time today?"

"I can't stand the thought of turning you on like this and then doing nothing to relieve your arousal¦besides¦I'm sharing your arousal sensations so I'm horny too. The tingling is an odd, but enjoyable sensation for a girl. I know I don't have the organ I'm feeling what I'm feeling from, but the sensation persists as if I do."

Jake stepped closer to Laurel and she turned and faced him and he gently groped her vulva.

"I'm feeling contractions and tingles in places that a guy isn't capable of too."

"I just hope mom and dad aren't capable of sensing what we're experiencing. This is one time I can't separate my emotions from what I'm thinking and feeling."

"I think they're only sensitive enough to sense what we're feeling when they're close to us. A few feet away or something like that."

"I'll just have to hope you're right cause I'm not going to quiet my mind while you make love to me."

"We made love while our abilities were suppressed and it just isn't the same. It still feels incredible, but there's something missing not sensing your sensations and emotions combined with mine. There's an intensity that's lacking."

"I know what you mean. It took us time to get used to the overwhelming feeling when we make love as a paired couple and now it just seems to be the way it supposed to be."

"In a way it is the way it's supposed to be for us babe."

Laurel moved forward to give Jake a kiss and his now fully erect cock pressed against her and she stopped and grinned, then pressed herself against him and engaged him in a long kiss that made both their heads spin. When Laurel felt Jake's cock throb and become firmer and slightly larger making the contours of his head detectable as it swelled against her, she terminated the kiss and took Jake by the hands and stepped back and looked down at his condition and she smirked.

"I can't wait to feel the wondrous things that gorgeous cock does to me when it swells like that while it's inside me."

"Me too as weird as that sounds."

Laurel looked up into Jake's face and stepped back toward the tub behind her. Laurel glanced behind her and stepped down onto the first step inside the tub and then she looked at Jake as she led him down into the tub without letting go of his hands. They stepped to the middle of the tub then Laurel slowly sat down on one of the contoured bench like seats incorporated right into the contours of the tub. Laurel then let go of Jake's hands and he looked at the now orange colored water around them and he put his hands together and scooped up some water and he marveled at the brilliant glowing color of the water as it rested in his cupped hands. As he let the water spill from between his palms he grinned.

"What an amazing effect. My skin isn't being¦stained like a diluted dye would cause. I can't figure out how they get the water to glow like this with no visible source of light in the hot tub."

"It has to be a harmless isotope that's excited by a specific frequency of light that's invisible to us, but makes the isotope refract specific spectrums of light that we can see."

"So where's the light source even if we can't see it?"

"It's probably being broadcast along with the mood lighting glowing from behind that crown molding. Either that or the material the tub is made from allows for light to bleed right through the material, like making a piece of crystal glow from within by illuminating it from behind or beneath. Mom said we should avoid demystifying the affect by trying to figure it out and just enjoy the affect the way it was meant to be. You're feeding on my curious proclivity. In some situations it should be ignored Jake."

"Easier said than done babe." Jake said as he slowly sank into the water and moved closer to Laurel.

While Laurel and Jake enjoyed their personal time in the hot tub Amelia and John contacted the front desk to ask if a chessboard was available for their use. Joseph was the person to respond to their inquiry with a friendly smile.

"I haven't been able to find an adequate chess partner myself, I love the game. I can send up a holographic version of the game if you would like? We don't actually have a physical chessboard and game pieces here at the Inn."

"That would be fine Joseph," Amelia said. "It's nice to know the younger generation appreciate the game as we do."

"It teaches strategy and patience. I enjoy the challenge when I can find someone to play with. A servo drone will arrive shortly with the game projector. Simply set it down where you want to play and tap the center module and the game board will appear. The game pieces are interactive, but the pieces won't have solidity. Just touch where the piece is and drag your hand where you want to move the piece and it will follow your motion. If the move is illegal the piece will turn red and move back to its original position. When a piece is defeated it will disappear."

"Sounds easy enough to understand. Thank you Joseph."

"My pleasure Miss Kade. Is there anything else I can do for you?"

"We're expecting a signal from the captain sometime this evening. Can you put it through to our suite as soon as he calls?"

"Of course. Would you like it to be on an encrypted channel?"

"I'm not sure that's necessary. Just a private channel should be sufficient."

"I understand. I'll insure it's private so you can speak freely."

"Thank you Joseph."

"Glad to be of assistance Miss Kade. Have a good evening."

The channel was then closed. It was only 2 minutes later that there was an alert tone heard from the front door. Amelia stood up and walked to the door and opened it to find a servo drone hovering silently with a round device in its manipulator claw. She bent down and retrieved the device and the servo drone spun around and headed down the hallway. Amelia closed the door and walked over to the couch and sat down next to John and set the device on the coffee table. John then touched Amelia's arm as she was reaching toward the holographic projector.

"You know¦I sense the kids are beginning to come around to the idea of you and I exploring a deeper relationship. Given a little more time for them to adjust to the idea, is it inconceivable for you to consider us moving on to something more meaningful?"

Amelia leaned back and sighed lightly.

"You know how much I care about you John. I've consciously engaged in efforts to limit where my feelings are allowed to wander. I just don't want things to feel uncomfortable for them. I won't say that I can't conceive of feelings like that developing between us, but not anytime soon. If I sense true acceptance and comfort with the idea from Laurel and Jake¦well then maybe we can revisit the idea."

"Fair enough. Let's just enjoy a good game of chess."

Amelia nodded and leaned forward and tapped the center module of the device on the table before them and a virtual chessboard appeared floating in mid air a few inches above the holographic projector. Amelia reached down and turned the projector so the projected pieces were on comfortable opposite sides and they began their game as they waited. 10 minutes into the game there was tone that interrupted their concentration. Amelia looked around for a moment then noticed the viewer projection bar on the ceiling blinking in green. She picked up the remote sitting on the table and activated the viewer and a free-floating image of Joseph appeared hanging in the air.

"Hello Miss Kade and Mister Myers. I have captain Alexan calling down to speak with both of you and Laurel and Jake. Would you like me to put him through?"

"Hello Joseph," Amelia said. "Please put him through?"

"Right away."

Joseph's image then blinked away and was replaced with an image of captain Alexan in his office aboard the Future.

"Good evening Amelia and John. Are the kids with you?"

"Uh, they're here but¦they're enjoying a little personal time in the hot tub in our suite here," John replied. "If you'll give me just a minute, I'll go get them." John said as he started to lean forward to get to his feet.

"That's alright John, let them enjoy the hot tub for a while. I want to speak to the pair of you for just a moment anyways."

John froze and stared at the captain with a concerned look for a moment then he looked at Amelia as he leaned back on the couch. Amelia shrugged her shoulders lightly and then looked at the captain.

"I hope nothing is wrong sir?"

"No, not at all. I just wanted to discuss Laurel and Jake joining the civilian corps. I know you've expressed a desire not to interfere with their decision one way or the other, but I want to make it clear that they are going to be my frontline team in a manner of speaking. They will often be placed in dangerous or precarious situations due to their amazing abilities and genius cunning. Is this going to present a problem for you?"

"We understand what you need and expect from them sir," Amelia replied. "We may night be crazy about the idea of the possible danger they'll be facing all the time, but they know the risks and so de we."

"And rewards sir," John added. "They'll do anything to serve under your command to benefit everyone on this planet captain. They understand that you want them in your command because of who they are and what they can do. They're okay with that as long as they get to serve under someone they respect and care about as much as they do you sir. I trust that you'll do what you can to keep them as safe as possible, but the missions you're going to be embarking on shortly will carry inherent danger. The galaxy is a big place with unknown dangers lurking around every corner when exploring new regions. We accept this as a truth and so do our children. If service is in their hearts, which we know it is, it's our duty as devoted parents to support and encourage them to pursue their dream of serving in the civilian corps. From what we understand, it's kind of their destiny to achieve a great many things while serving in the corps."

"We're living an alternate timeline from what was disclosed to be future events, but I still think they will achieve great things if given the opportunity. They're an amazing couple and wonderful people thanks to the two of you. I'm relieved to hear that you understand and believe in them serving. We all need their kind of incredible fortitude and strength of character to be represented in our ongoing missions of exploration and expansion. They will bring success to situations that would otherwise seem bleak. If you want to retrieve them now, I will discuss the discovery we'll be exploring in the morning?"

"I'll go see if they're ready." Amelia said.

The captain nodded and Amelia got to her feet and walked over to the hot tub room door and she faced the door and took a few deep breaths then placed her hands flat on the door and closed her eyes and listened to what she could feel from within the room beyond the door. She immediately sensed a feeling of calm and bliss from Laurel and Jake both as they enjoyed the hot soak while enjoying the post coital glow having just made love vigorously. Amelia smiled and soaked in the warm and pleasant feeling for a moment then her face cleared and she withdrew her concentration and she opened her eyes and knocked on the door. Amelia could hear Laurel's voice from beyond the door.

"Come in."

Amelia opened the door and stuck her head in without looking directly at the kids.

"The captain is on the line and he would like to speak to us about the discovery we're going to investigate tomorrow."

"Okay, we'll be right there mom." Laurel replied.

Amelia nodded and stepped back and closed the door. She walked over to the couch and sat down and grinned at the captain.

"They'll be right out."

"Good deal. I want you to know that I don't foresee any danger being present during the expedition."

"We appreciate the reassurance captain." Amelia said.

"I notice you're not calling it a mission?" John posed.

"That's because it isn't a civilian corps mission. It's civilian organized and populated so they get to label it the way they want. We're just providing the transportation and support services. We serve the civilian population after all, so it's high time they begin to take the rains on some of the less dangerous missions. In time we won't even have to provide the transportation. They'll have the authority and hardware to carry out planet side exploration on their own."

The door to the hot tub room opened and Laurel and Jake emerged wearing their robes and they walked over to the couch and sat down next to their parents.

"Hello sir." Laurel said.

"Hello Laurel. Hello Jake. Enjoying the amenities are you?"

"Yes sir," Laurel replied with a friendly smile. "This place is beyond unbelievable. Thank you for arranging this for us."

"It was my honor Laurel. I wanted you to have the best available during your stay down there. I would like to go over what was found on the other side of the planet so you have an idea of what you'll be investigating tomorrow."

"You make it sound like we'll be in charge or something."

"No, doctor Camrine Isacks will be in charge of the expedition. You're going along as advisors¦and so I get back a concise report as to what's found. I'm not entirely sure how information will be passed along after the expedition. I also want you and Jake there to insure no one gets hurt or takes unnecessary risks with the safety of everyone involved. You're position as civilians that I can trust makes you uniquely valuable and qualified to join the expedition. I thought it kind of sounded like fun too."

"Yes sir, we're actually excited about going. We'll fill you in completely when we get back."

"I know you will. As to what was discovered¦one of our visiting species were exploring a deep lake on the other side of the planet with Human observers overseeing their activities. They were hoping to help categorize the life forms found in the lake when they found an anomaly on the face of an outcropping at a depth of twelve hundred feet. There is a bubble of some kind that sensors can't penetrate and it appears to have semi solid characteristics in that it's impenetrable by craft. It isn't an air bubble, though it has similar characteristics in that it's a perfect half sphere attached to the side of the cliff face and it's truly tremendous in size. Something has to be sustaining it from within, but sensors can't penetrate it to determine what's doing that. We assumed this planet is and always has been uninhabited, but this might suggest otherwise. The expedition is going to examine this anomaly in detail with more sophisticated equipment to determine how it's being generated, why, and by whom."

"Why wasn't it detected from orbit or during low flyby passes over the lake?"

"Because it's in really deep water nestled up under an overhang and it isn't producing any detectable energy signature except for when something comes into contact with it. It resists penetration by modulating an impenetrable barrier that becomes rigid in direct relation to the amount of force being applied against it. It moves like a tenuous air bubble until something bumps into it then it stiffens into a hard shell."

"That definitely sounds like a shield of some kind."

"That's the impression the original discoverers got. We're going back there to determine why there would be a shield in such deep water and what could possibly be there that's so valuable that a shield like this would be necessary to protect it."

"If we're able to find a way to defeat the shield are we permitted to attempt penetration to see what's on the other side?"

"Yes. For all we know it's nothing more than a crashed ship that sank to the location where the bubble is and its shield is still active, but we won't know until we get close enough to see what's there. It's entirely possible that other species have conducted survey missions on this planet and had something go horribly wrong resulting in a crash. If nothing else we may be able to find out what ship crashed and get word to the species responsible for sending the ship here to notify them what became of their missing ship and crew. We just won't know until we put eyes on what's beyond the anomalous bubble."

"If it's a crashed ship, does that mean it's going to fall to the civilian corps to continue the exploration?" Jake asked.

"We will assume lead, but the scientists onsite will continue with the exploration until such time as bodies¦or live crew of the crashed ship are located. We should proceed delicately at the point. We don't want to trample on the beliefs of others regarding the handling of the deceased. If the crew are still alive, they'll need the assistance of the civilian corps to repatriate them with their people and explain that we have planted our flag on this world, even if we weren't here first."

"We understand sir."

"Just do me a favor and try to enjoy yourselves. I extended this invite because I knew it was something the two of you would enjoy taking part in. I wish I had the time to go myself, but I'm booked solid with first contact meetings and we need to find out what's down there without any further delay."

"Thank you for inviting us to join the expedition sir. It does sound like fun. We'll contact you once we get there to let you know what we find." Laurel said.

"Let doctor Isacks make the decision when to contact the Future. I don't want her to think you're trying to take over or anything. You're just there as my eyes and ears and to enjoy exploring a different part of your new home world."

"That makes sense sir. We'll try to stay in the background until we're called upon."

"That's a good idea. That's all I have unless you have any questions?"

Laurel and Jake looked at one another, then they looked at their parents and John and Amelia shook their heads. Laurel then looked back to the projected viewer.

"I think you've answered any questions we might have had."

"Good deal. You folks enjoy the rest of your stay down there. Be ready to be picked up on the roof of the Inn at nine hundred sharp."

"We'll be ready sir."

The channel was then closed and the viewer switched to an image of Joseph and it seemed to catch him by surprise.

"Ah, you're back. If there are any further communications from the ship, I will notify you."

"Thank you Joseph," Amelia said. "Have a good evening."

"You too ma'am. Breakfast will be served on the main floor here starting at six o'clock if you're interested."

"The food here is really good mom," Laurel said. "We should take advantage of having fresh food without having to go anywhere."

Amelia nodded and looked at Joseph.

"Sounds great Joseph. We'll be dinning here in the morning."

"Wonderful. You'll find a wide selection of fresh items to eat or you can order from a menu if you want something particular prepared for you. Dimitria will be coming on shift at five o'clock so if you need anything, please don't hesitate to contact her in the morning. I'll be here all night to see to your needs until she comes in. I hope you enjoy your stay with us."

"Thank you Joseph, I know we will." Amelia said with a bright smile.

The viewer image then went blank and John picked up the remote and deactivated the viewer. He then put his arm around Jake and gave him an affectionate squeeze.

"I'm sensing real excitement in you¦or through you. It's hard to tell sometimes whose feelings we're sensing."

"We can't tell where a particular emotion originates sometimes too. We share it instantly making it feel like it came from within you. We're both excited about the mission. I think Laurel is thinking that it's going to be a lot of fun and I'm just intensely curious¦and excited to go get some answers. I'm wondering how long that ship, if that's what it is, has been down there. I have a gut feeling that we're dealing with something older than the Human race."

"Your intuition tells you it's hundreds of thousands of years old?"

"No, millions."

"Millions? With geological processes accounted for, whatever's down there may have arrived when that part of the lake was above water¦or may have even been a mountain outcropping."

"That's true. This planet is every bit as geologically active as Earth so the surface is being reshaped constantly. It's just a vague feeling that we're dealing with something down there that's incredibly old. I could be mistaken about the exact age."

"If it is a ship," John started. "It's pretty impressive for it's shield to still be active and effective after that many years."

"That actually makes it more likely that we're dealing with something other than a ship," Laurel said. "I'm anxious to find out exactly what's down there and who put it there."

"If your abilities have returned in full force, can't you join minds and look into what we're going to find?"

"My precognitive abilities are a mess right now," Jake replied. "We would create more confusion and uncertainty than anything else if we tried to peer into the future. The captain wants me to seek therapy to try and figure out how to use my gift now that it's¦changed¦to something I can't use effectively."

"That's probably a good idea. I'm sorry you're having trouble with your gifts son."

"Thanks dad. I think it's my advanced physical age compared to how long I've had to experiment with and adjust to my increasing level of ability. My mind will catch up to my gifts soon enough, especially if I get some specialized counseling to teach me how to tune into my precognitive ability."

"My little man is so smart. I'm proud of you for understanding what's going on and grasping what needs to be done to get a handle on it."

"Thank you dad. I'm being wise and independent like you and mom always taught me to be."

"I think Jake and I are going to turn in for the evening," Laurel said as she stood up being careful to guard how her robe behaved as she did so.

Jake stood up and turned and faced his father and then bent down and hugged him warmly.

"I love you dad." Jake whispered into his father's ear making John close his eyes and grin.

"I love you too son."

Laurel then bent down and embraced her mother and then Amelia kissed Laurel's cheek as she was standing back up straight.

"I love you baby, I'll see you at first light."

"I love you too mom."

Laurel gave her mother a beautiful smile and then her and Jake headed to their bedroom. They removed their robes and looked at each other and Laurel nodded with a grin on her face.

"I'll sleep with nothing on if you want. It isn't proper etiquette when you're staying at a public facility like this, a fire in the middle of the night means you have to search for clothes before evacuating. You never know who could show up too, but I can feel what you want."

"Thanks babe. I like the feeling of your soft warm body against mine. I've become accustomed to it."

"Me too."

The two of them then walked around to separate sides of the bed and removed the oversized throw pillows and then pulled the covers and sheets down. Jake then walked over by the door and turned the lights off then walked back over to the bed and climbed into bed and moved over next to Laurel. Laurel turned her head and kissed Jake and then she reached over and deactivated the light on the night table on her side of the bed and the two of them scooted down and snuggled up to one another and almost immediately drifted off to a deep restful sleep.


Chapter 52 Into The Unknown

––––––––

Into The Unknown

Laurel was the first to wake in the morning at 05:00 on the dot. She stirred and gently pulled away from Jake's backside and stretched under the covers, then laid for a few moments as she allowed her mind to wake fully. She then climbed out of bed and collected her personal bag and walked into the bathroom and relieved herself and then washed her hands and then went through her bag to find her hairbrush, toothbrush and toothpaste. She then went about freshening up and then she picked up her bag and set it on the sink counter. She then selected what she wanted to wear for the day, keeping in mind that it was going to be chilly until they boarded the crimson fighter.

Laurel then got dressed and finally grabbed her bag and headed back into the bedroom. Jake was still asleep as evidenced by the lack of anything significant sensed from him by Laurel. She could feel his presence and the glow of his essence emanating from within her own heart, but his mind was a blank slate and his whispers were silenced indicating he was asleep, but not deep enough to be dreaming. Laurel set her bag down and stepped over to the bed and laid down right behind Jake as he lay on his side facing the middle of the bed and she pressed herself against his curves and put her right hand on his chest as she laid her head right behind his.

Jake responded by stirring slightly and Laurel sensed a rush of thoughts running through Jake's groggy mind, becoming clearer and clearer by the moment until his thoughts flashed to Laurel and his pulse quickened, making Laurel smile. His deep love for her filed his heart and consumed his thoughts.

"I'm right here Jake," Laurel whispered. "I've been up for half an hour or so. I thought I would let you sleep in while I got cleaned up and dressed."

Jake rolled onto his back as Laurel scooted back to give him room and he blinked a few times and then smiled brightly as he looked into Laurel's dreamy deep blue eyes silhouetted by her golden blond hair and stunning smooth skinned face.

"You look like a dream come true. I feel like I should pinch myself every time I wake up and see you lying next to me."

"You're sweet Jake. I'll always be your Laurel and I'll always be by your side when you wake."

"Now there's a wonderful thought. I'm going to stick by your side for the rest of my life too babe."

Laurel smiled and moved her head forward and kissed Jake on the lips then she lifted her head and propped it on her hand with her elbow pressed into the bed.

"I'm gunna hold you to that handsome. Why don't you get freshened up and put some clothes on so we can go get some breakfast. I'm famished."

Jake smiled at Laurel as he pushed the covers down to his knees.

"You're just looking forward to seeing me walk around with nothing on."

"You better believe it. I love looking at your gorgeous body every bit as much as you like looking at mine."

Jake smiled brightly and then rolled on his side and then sat up. He then got to his feet and casually made his way toward the bathroom, collecting his personal bag on the way. It only took him 10 minutes to emerge looking fresh and dressed in decently warm attire that was still casual and comfortable looking. Jake set his bag down next to Laurel's and he walked over to where she was sitting on the bed and sat down right next to her and gave her a prolonged kiss. He then terminated the kiss and Laurel smacked her lips.

"Minty fresh¦I like it."

"Thanks babe. I wonder how cold it'll be on the other side of the planet?"

"If it's winter here, it'll be summer¦or something like it there since we're tilted up and the other side of the world will be tilted down, more toward the sun. It won't matter since we aren't going to be going outside. We'll be hundreds of feet under water aboard the crimson fighter."

"You think so logically. Aren't you curious at all?"

"A little I suppose. I guess I just understand too much about planetary dynamics to leave much mystery to it. I am fascinated to see what the flora and fauna look like on the opposite side of the world though. We've only scratched the surface of what all lives on this planet not to mention the varieties of plant life that have yet to be discovered."

"That's better. Let's not demystify things."

Laurel chuckled and then stood up and put her hand out to Jake. He stood up as he slipped his hand into hers and they headed toward the door leading to the main living area. When they exited their room they sensed that Amelia and John were awake but not yet ready. Laurel let go of Jake's hand and walked over to the picture window and deactivated the obscuration tint so she could look out over the city. The sky was blanketed by a layer of clouds and the city looked cold and dreary in the dim morning light that was growing in intensity by the moment. It was still too dim to see clearly to the street far below to determine how many people were out and about but Laurel sensed a great many souls full of purpose and curiosity in the distance, many of whom were distinctly non-human. Laurel turned and looked at Jake.

"It feels so different down here compared to up on the Future."

"If we're going to peacefully coexist in this part of the galaxy we're going to have to get used to the fact that we don't live here alone. We need their help to complete the city and establish a strong leadership enhanced with information our new allies can supply on an ongoing basis."

"I know. It's just going to take some getting used to."

One of the bedroom doors opened at that moment and John emerged from his bedroom fully dressed and looking ready for the day.

"I thought I would find you two up. How'd you sleep?"

"More comfortably than we have in days," Jake replied as he walked toward his father. "You can't imagine the emptiness in our heads and hearts with our abilities stifled. It makes it hard to sleep sound."

John opened his arms and Jake stepped into him and they embraced each other with a tight hug. Jake then stepped back and John looked at Laurel and grinned and she smiled and walked over to him and enjoyed a firm hug from him. John then stroked Laurel's head and grinned at her.

"I can see so much of your mother in you."

"You have some deep feelings for her that you're fighting. You two shouldn't deny yourselves the happiness you can give each other."

"We're fine with our relationship just the way it is Laurel. Your mother should be up and ready in just a little while. Have a seat and we'll talk about the day ahead of us."

The 3 of them walked over to the couch and sat down.

"We won't take any unnecessary risks dad. I can sense that you're worried about us." Jake said.

"I'll always worry about you son. I know how smart you two are though. I have no doubt you'll be careful and use wisdom about handling anything we come across. Just do me a favor and keep a close eye on Amelia and I. We have no experience with these kinds of missions and we could make a misstep real easy. We don't have your innate abilities to rely on to keep out of harms way."

"We can respect that dad. We'll keep a watch out for you. It sounds like you're expecting us to find something exotic or unexpected down there?"

"If your gut feeling about how old this anomaly is happens to be even close to accurate, we're going to find something incredibly old and still functional. The technology behind something that resilient has to be incredibly advanced and dangerous if messed with without foreknowledge of what one is doing. If we touch the wrong thing and shutdown whatever is holding that bubble stationary under such immense pressures, the water will come smashing in and kill all of us in the blink of an eye."

"I can stop that from happening dad," Laurel said. "Our senses are capable of detecting that kind of danger and I can create a localized gravity field that will hold the water back long enough for us to get back aboard the crimson fighter and seal ourselves in. I can then release the water slowly so we aren't crushed by a sudden burst of water pressure slamming against the hull."

"You're sure you could react fast enough to do that?"

"Yes. Our defenses kick in without us having to really think about it. I'm positive that we could protect everyone should the shield collapse."

"We don't even know if we're going to be able to penetrate it in the first place." Jake said.

"With you two on the expedition, it's all but assured that you'll think of something that'll make it possible."

The other bedroom door opened and Amelia stepped into the living area looking fresh and beautiful. John smiled and stood up and faced her.

"You look beautiful Amelia. The kids have been up for a few minutes longer than me."

"It takes time to put on my war paint so I can elicit the reaction I just received from you."

Laurel walked over to her mother and embraced her warmly then kissed her cheek.

"You're beautiful without the makeup mom. I'm not saying I don't love how you look when you prepare yourself like you do, but we would still appreciate your beauty without it."

"You're sweet baby. I feel more comfortable with it on. You ready to go get something to eat?"

"Yeah, I'm really hungry this morning."

"You're probably growing again."

"I'm seventeen mom, I don't grow in spurts like I did when I was younger."

"You're seventeen, not thirty baby. You'll continue to grow like a weed until you reach your prime at around twenty-five or twenty-six."

"Maybe. Let's go get some breakfast so we aren't late for the pickup on the roof."

Amelia stroked Laurel's head and nodded then she walked over to Jake and embraced him with a brief hug. She then stroked his cheek and smiled at him.

"You look very handsome today Jake. I sense a calm in you that has been absent until now."

"Thanks mom. The separation anxiety has faded away now that Laurel and I are completely connected again. I guess we impart a calming influence on each other that we don't fully appreciate until it's taken away."

"I can definitely feel her from within you. I tell ya¦it's an odd sensation to feel a particular person that you're familiar with while looking at a different person entirely."

"I bet. You feel me in her too, right?"

"Oh yeah, very distinctly. Neither of you exists as a single entity, that much is blatantly clear."

"You didn't sense us from the other like that before?"

"Uh¦we still did, but not near as distinctly. It was a faint shadow before, now it's a glowing presence that's clear and undeniable."

"Sounds like how I would've described what we were experiencing too. It was unnerving not to share her senses and presence."

"You two have such a wonderful gift in your pairing. I suppose you won't take it for granted so easily in the future."

"I suppose not. I didn't think there was anything that could affect it like what we experienced except for the death of one of us."

"Well I'm truly sorry you had to find out what that's like too."

"Laurel had the emotional trauma of that experienced removed from her memory, but what I experienced is still intact so she has to share that with me when I think about it. It's something neither of us likes very much and we try really hard not to think about it. I think Iriqua knew it was important for one of us to hold onto a part of it so our self preservation instinct would remain intact because of it."

"That makes sense I suppose. Let's go get some food in you. I think its Laurel that's making you feel famished."

"You're getting better at reading us. Her stomach hurts making me feel really hungry even though I'm pretty sure I'm not all that hungry at the moment."

Amelia grinned slightly and nodded.

"I bet you even know what she's in the mood for."

"That much I have to guess. Mood cravings are really hard to determine the origin of. I know what I feel like having, but I don't know if it's her cravings or mine driving that."

"That must be truly confusing?"

"Yeah, to say the least. She likes some things that I don't, but I still crave them until I'm actually eating them and realize I'm acting on her cravings."

Amelia chuckled lightly and looked at Laurel.

"Yeah, me too mom. I'm eating a lot more meat than I used to. I know the protein is good for me, but I never craved a good steak like I do now."

Amelia chuckled again as she stepped closer to John.

"You remember how I had to tell you that pork was pink chicken to get you to eat it when you were a little girl?"

"Yeah, I remember. I think I knew the truth, but I accepted what you told me cause you were mommy talking and what you said was important to me."

The 4 of them then headed toward the front door. They exited the suite and headed down the hallway to the transport door. They joined 2 alien guests waiting for the door to open then they all stepped inside when the door finally opened and they transported to main floor and stepped out. As the alien visitors walked away John leaned closer to Jake and spoke quietly.

"Can you sense what they're feeling like you can the rest of us?"

"Yeah. Their emotions are different and come from a different place than Humans, but we can still sense them. We just don't know what they're thinking based on their feelings because they're so different. They aren't emotionally driven like we are. Logic seems to be a prime motivator in their species."

"Interesting. They must think we're odd creatures if they can sense what we're thinking and feeling."

"I don't know if they're empathic like that. I would have to get to know them to determine that. We look so different that I don't even know if they appreciate good looks in us like we do of each other."

"You mean you didn't sense instant infatuation with Laurel?"

"Yeah. They stared into our eyes when we first arrived at the transport door so I think they liked¦or were curious about our eye color being so different from everyone else's but I don't know if that translated into an appreciation of beauty or whatever."

"Hmm. I wonder if they even speak English?"

"I don't know dad. We can't sense that kind of thing unless we probe a mind and we don't do that as a matter of course. Some people would consider it an invasive violation of privacy. We can't afford to insult the wrong species or we could jeopardize continued contact with them."

"That's very respectful and wise of you to consider that son."

"Thanks."

They made their way across the main lobby and the wonderful scent of various hot foods made them all grin as they veered left and headed toward the dinning hall. They were stunned to find the dinning hall full of guests, many of who were very obviously not Human, but were enjoying the food immensely. They walked over to the service bars and collected plates and took their turn in line serving themselves items that looked enticing and then they sauntered over to an empty table that was big enough to accommodate all 4 of them comfortably. They set their plates down then went to the drink dispensers and poured themselves drinks and then returned to the table and sat down. Amelia glanced around the room and smiled as she then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"You kids have such a wonderful opportunity to benefit from this kind of open cultural diversity from all over the local star systems. If this had happened on Earth a long time ago maybe all the war and conflict would've been avoided. The galaxy is so much bigger than our small petty concerns with our fellow Human beings."

"You're probably right about that mom," Laurel replied softly. "There are wonders and terrors out there just waiting to be discovered that make what's important seem more grand."

"And there are wonderful people out there to meet, like Korica and Inea," Jake said. "Being Human doesn't matter as much once you realize what kind of wonderful souls there are out there."

"Well said Jake." Amelia said with a bright smile.

They then set in to eating their meals in quiet as they listened to the hushed conversations, some in distinctly alien sounded languages that Laurel and Jake began to discern an understanding of by the end of their meals. When they were finished they sat for a few minutes to finish their drinks and Laurel and Jake paid attention to the content of some of the conversations taking place. There were discussions of the gracious and generation Humans offering their world to outsiders so openly and the benefits that would be presented to everyone by such warm hospitality despite the constant surveillance efforts taking place everywhere one looked within the city and in the skies above.

Once the drinks were consumed they got up and headed out of the dinning area and made a quick trip out the lobby entrance to sample the air outside. It was cold and the air was crisp making for a frigid experience that was welcoming despite the lack of any direct sunlight due to the cloud layer hanging over the city like a gray blanket.

"It feels like it could snow if the clouds would deliver any moisture." Amelia said.

"I don't think it's quite that cold mom. It would just be a cold rain if anything." Laurel commented.

They watched the people walking by in the street in front of the Inn for a few minutes, and then they turned and headed back inside through the projected front entryway and headed toward the transport, waving and smiling at Joseph and another young lady at the reception counter as they walked by. They transported back up to the 15th floor and made their way to their suite. Laurel had her palm scanned and the door lock popped subtly and she pushed the door open and they filed into their impressive suite. As they neared the couch, Laurel checked her bio monitor for the time. It was nearing 8 O'clock and Laurel turned and faced her mother and John.

"Jake and I are going to spend a little time engaging in the deep sharing. I hope you don't mind if we kind of tune out for just a little while?"

"Not at all sweetheart," Amelia replied. "Do you want some privacy while you do that?"

"No, that isn't necessary mom. It's an intimate experience, but not outwardly."

"Okay."

Laurel took Jake by the hand and they stepped closer to the picture window and sat down on the floor and crossed their legs Indian style then scooted so close together that their knees were touching then they joined hands and set them across their knees and closed their eyes and leaned forward so their foreheads were touching then they reached out toward one another and almost instantly dropped into each other's minds and once the initial emotional rushed faded, they allowed themselves to drift deeply toward one another's centers and everything around them faded away. Amelia and John watched curiously for a few moments then when they saw the grins wash over Laurel and Jake, John leaned closer to Amelia and smiled as he spoke very softly.

"That has got to be one of the most incredible experiences to experience another person so profoundly like that."

"I'm a little jealous. I'll never know what that kind of personal connection to another Human being is like. It must be wonderful."

"It's no wonder they love each other so much."

"They've both got big hearts and that has to expand on that even more."

"You know, that's the kind of love you always hope your children will find. I'm proud that my son found your daughter and is capable of enriching her life so profoundly."

"That's sweet John. My little girl is as happy as could be with your amazing son in her life. I'm proud of what she does for him too. They're good for each other and in turn good for us all."

John grinned and nodded and then he reached over and activated the chess game still sitting on the table and he and Amelia engaged in a quiet game allowing Laurel and Jake to soak in one another in quiet while they waited for the time to arrive that they needed to head to the rooftop to rendezvous with the crimson fighter. The game progressed in silence until there was subtle tone heard and the projection bar on the ceiling began to blink in green. Amelia retrieved the remote from the table and activated the projection viewer and they were greeted by an image of Joseph.

"Good morning. I'm sorry for disturbing you but we've received a signal from the Carolina. They're requesting to speak with you."

"The Carolina?" John said. "We aren't familiar with that ship designation. It's one of the crimson fighters?"

"They did say it was the crimson fighter Carolina calling so, I would have to say yes."

"Please put it through."

The view screen flickered for a moment and then an image of an unknown civilian corps officer nestled in the pilot's seat of a crimson fighter appeared.

"Good morning Kade and Myers families," The officer said. "We're running a little ahead of schedule. We would like to pick you up on the roof of the Tower Inn in five minutes if possible?"

"That would be fine," John replied. "May I ask if your ship is new to the fleet? I'm not familiar with the designation of the Carolina?"

"We were given all the components and instructions necessary to construct an entire crimson fighter from the parts given to us. It allowed us to easily reverse engineer a ship from scratch over time. This ship has just completed her shakedown trials and is now in full service as a completely Human built ship with some notable improvements to her design aspects. Specific component failures and short comings observed in the other ships have been corrected in this ship."

"It's a little surprising that you were able to carry that out without anyone knowing."

"Oh people knew, just not within the civilian population. It was considered civilian corps business since this ship was being built specifically to serve the civilian corps. Our priorities have since changed and this ship is being used to aid the civilian population in their pursuits where possible, our current mission a case in point."

"That makes sense. I suppose future iterations will be used in the same way?"

"I believe miss Kade is directly responsible for the facility where future ships will be constructed, so it's thanks to her that I can say yes. With some training the civilian population will be operating a few on their own since there are far more civilians than civilian corps personnel among us."

"Sounds reasonable. We'll separate the kids and meet you on the roof in a few minutes."

"Separate the kids? I'm not sure I understand what that means, but we'll see you in a few, Carolina out."

The viewer then switched back to an image of Joseph and he once again looked surprised, suggesting he wasn't monitoring the conversation.

"Is there anything else I can do for you?"

"No thanks Joseph. We'll be leaving shortly for the day via the rooftop. If we don't see you before Dimitria comes on shift, you have a wonderful day." John replied.

"Thank you mister Myers, you do the same."

The viewer image then went blank and Amelia then deactivated the projection viewer and set the remote down on the table next to the virtual chessboard. She then stood up and walked over to Laurel and Jake and she squatted down and put her hand on Laurel's shoulder and gently shook her.

"Laurel honey, you need to come out of it. We have to go."

Laurel sensed her mother speaking to her and her and Jake slowly withdrew from each other and drew back into their own minds, then they slowly moved back from one another and opened their eyes and took a few moments to allow the mental fog to wear off. Laurel then looked at her mother and blinked a few times.

"Is it time to go? We kind of lost track of time."

"The Carolina is coming to pick us up. They'll be here in just a few minutes."

"They have her done? Man¦that was fast." Jake said.

"You knew about the Carolina?"

"We didn't know what they were going to call her, but we knew they were building a new crimson fighter. It was classified level four and above so we weren't allowed to say anything about it. Laurel stumbled onto the construction details and the supposed schedule for completion in another month or two. They've been working on it in secrecy for several months."

"Hmm. Can you two stand and walk?"

"Yeah," Laurel replied as she scooted back and uncrossed her legs to get up. "The after affect wears off pretty quickly now that we're used to it."

Jake leaned over and uncrossed his legs and got to his feet then put his hand out and helped Laurel to her feet.

"That depends on how long we stay immersed in the deep sharing. More than an hour or so and it takes several minutes for our coordination to fully return. How long were we out?"

"I don't know, half hour or so maybe."

"That's why we've recovered so quickly, we weren't lost in each other for all that long this time."

John deactivated the chess game as he was standing up and then he looked over at Laurel and Jake.

"Does this deep sharing recharge you in a manner of speaking?"

"It brings us closer together and we share energy directly so yeah, I think it does."

"So this deep sharing could help with injury or exhaustion?"

"The healing touch is something different and we share exhaustion equally. We draw upon one another's reserves when needed to keep going. The deep sharing is just a merging of essences resulting in a direct exchange of energy and shared consciousness. We truly become one person for a time when we engage in it."

"Is that why you lose the ability to perceive what's going on around you?"

"Our external senses are muted when engaged in the deep sharing. We get lost in exploring the inner aspects of one another so things around us come to us in a diminished manner. The deeper we explore, the more profound the loss of our awareness of what's going on around us becomes."

"I see. That would explain why you don't engage in it except when in seclusion in your room. You wait till you're in a safe environment?"

"Yeah. There's a chance someone could sneak up on us in our diminished state of awareness. We aren't sure if our ability for self-defense would kick in or not. We would rather not find out the hard way."

"I can understand that. We should get going. The Carolina will be here any moment."

Laurel nodded and they all headed toward the front door. They stepped out the door and turned right and headed to the end of the hallway and pushed the door open leading out onto the rooftop terrace. They could hear the Carolina in the distance heading toward them before they could see it. The air was crisp and cool, but it was distinctly warmer than it was when they stepped out of the main lobby just a short time earlier. Just a few degrees more and Laurel was sure the clouds would begin to release their payload of life giving rain.

The Carolina finally came into view as she dropped from directly above and gently settled to the rooftop of the Inn. The engines spooled down and the airlock door swung open and a dashing young officer stepped out and smiled at the group.

"Greeting folks. Welcome to the Carolina. If you'll climb aboard, we'll get you headed to the other side of the planet."

"We appreciate the opportunity to join the expedition," Laurel replied. "The Carolina looks just like the other crimson fighters."

"The architects of her original design didn't have access to things like EMPACC to undercoat her with. Nor did they have pure isolinear crystalline to bolster her circuitry with either. You'll find next to no wiring in this ship making her virtually invulnerable to electromagnetic fields unlike the original version. Overloads are a thing of the past too with the addition of conductive crystalline surge capacitors."

"I take it that means the weapons output has been significantly improved too?" Jake inquired.

"That would be a fair assumption. Hopefully we won't need them on this expedition though."

Jake nodded and the officer stepped aside and everyone began to file aboard calmly. As they stepped in, Laurel and Jake looked forward and a surprising sight met them. The controls and displays were all virtual, hanging in free space with brightly illuminated touch displays backed up by analog controls in the same locations as they exist on the other crimson fighters. The seats looked more comfortable as well as they were more ergonomically contoured to the Human form than what the other ships possessed. The layout beyond those noticeable differences was identical to the other crimson fighters with the exception of the overhead console. It was considerably further up into the overhead space allowing a few more inches for a person to stand in without bonking their head on switches, knobs or hard surfaces. The lack of wiring allowed for a more compact hidden region behind the panels.

Laurel and Jake gazed around the cockpit for a few moments then turned and stepped into the rear compartment that was stuffed with people and equipment. There was a work console in the center of the space with view screens and control apparatuses facing to the left and right where personnel were facing the view screens in two rows facing one another. They all stopped what they were doing and stared as Laurel and Jake stepped into the roomy space followed by Amelia and John. A tall woman with striking beauty stood up and Laurel and Jake were surprised that she was dressed in casual civilian clothing, shattering what they expected from a scientists on a working expedition.

"Welcome to the expedition. I'm doctor Isacks, lead scientist for the expedition."

"Hello doctor Isacks," Laurel said. "The captain told us you would be in charge of all aspects of the expedition. I'm¦"

"We're all well aware of who you are Laurel Kade. And this dashing young man is your significant other, Jake Myers." Doctor Isacks looked at Amelia and John and smiled.

"I can see the family resemblance. You must be Laurel's mother, Amelia Kade?"

"I am doctor Isacks. I know of you, but it's an honor to meet you in person. We'll do our best to stay out of your way."

"Nonsense. If you're curious ask questions, if you see something significant, speak up. This is a civilian operation, we don't keep things to ourselves or get insulted when someone wants to participate."

"How refreshing."

Dr. Isacks then looked at John and gestured to one of the drop down jump seats right behind her.

"I can see Jake in your face mister Myers. You may sit right here if you would like a good view of the enhanced sensor display."

"Thank you doctor Isacks. It's a grand compliment to be told I look anything like my son."

"And that's how it was intended John¦may I call you John?"

"Sure, it happens to be my name."

John walked over to the seat and pulled it down and Amelia followed him and pulled the seat next to him down and sat down. Laurel and Jake then walked to the opposite side of the work console and gazed at the different displays then pulled down 2 seats next to one another and sat down and began to fasten their restraints. Dr. Isacks sat back down and grinned at Laurel and Jake.

"I'm familiar with your credentials and abilities. I welcome any input from either of you if something comes to mind during the expedition. Everyone here is pretty green at going on exploratory missions like this so your presence brings a welcomed level of experience to the expedition."

"Thank you doctor Isacks. We were¦kind of thinking you might feel a little threatened by our presence."

"Not at all. Your civilians like me. I know you'll conduct yourselves with respect and dignity. I also know the captain wanted you to join us because he couldn't be here himself and he knows you'll fill him in properly as to what we find and what takes place during the expedition. I can respect that you have his ear and his affection on your side."

"He also invited us because he knew this would be fun for us." Jake said.

"I'm glad to hear such enthusiasm in someone your age Jake. There will be a great many expeditions similar to this one in the coming months and I truly hope you get to join us on some of those expeditions. The insights you can offer are invaluable to any mission you and Laurel take part in."

"I sense you truly appreciate Laurel and I for who we are beyond what we can do. I hope we get to join you on future expeditions too doctor Isacks. Laurel really gets a thrill out of this kind of thing, thus I do too."

The engines began to spool up until the high frequency hiss reached a level just beyond Human hearing and the ship began to lift into the air.

"Would you like to see what's going on outside the ship?" Dr. Isacks asked.

Everyone sitting at the work console reached out and touched icons on their displays and images of the exterior view appeared on most, with a few displaying sensor data and telemetry overlaid on the exterior views. They could see the tower Inn disappearing beneath them quickly only to be swallowed up by the clouds within seconds. A few seconds later they popped out of the cloud tops, still heading straight up toward space. It only took a few more seconds for the blue sky to begin to fade in intensity and appear thin and wispy for a brief moment before fading away to the black of space with intense sunlight beaming brighter than it ever could on the surface. The displays viewing space toward the sun dimmed to compensate for the glare until the sun's corona was plainly visible with a few distinct huge prominences licking from the surface in giant arches that looped back to the surface of the sun. They appeared small from so far away, but everyone knew the prominences were large enough to swallow the Future planet.

The Carolina then banked over and assumed a slow low orbital trajectory and the officer at the navigation station looked back to the rear of the ship.

"Prepare for the jump to faster than light. It will only be for a few seconds but it will get us to the opposite side of the planet that quick. If you observe the aft sensors, you'll see the crimson trail for an instant as we make the transition to faster than light. It's the effect these ships are named for. We need to get clearance from Genesis control first to insure there isn't any traffic on our planned path since we won't be traveling outside normal space-time like the Future does when she travels faster than twice the speed of light."

"Thank you," Dr. Isacks said. "We'll watch for the crimson trail. I've heard of the effect and I'm dying to see what it's comprised of."

The officer nodded and looked back at his display and Laurel fought the urge to tell Dr. Isacks exactly what caused the effect and what it is comprised of. She figured the sensor data would answer the question without her coming off like a know-it-all. A few moments later, they heard the pilot reply to seemingly no one.

"Roger that Genesis control," The pilot said. "Programming specified corridor of travel into the autopilot. We'll contact you before we make the jump to faster than light for the return trip. Carolina out."

The navigation officer transferred the received coordinates to the pilots knee display and the pilot entered the data into the auto pilot and specified the desired speed and final destination coordinates then tapped the initiate icon on his virtual display and a moment later the hyper velocity drive began to build the necessary charge as everyone watched the aft sensor view. A few seconds later the ship lurched forward and the crimson flash and residual trail was visible just long enough for it to register in everyone's perception before the speed of the ship took them beyond the speed of light and well clear of the crimson trail.

Dr. Isacks was disappointed that the ship accelerated so quickly, sensor data on the crimson trail was limited to a spectral analysis and nothing more. There was no sense of motion felt in the slightest despite instant acceleration to faster then light unlike what is sensed in the other crimson fighters as they gradually accelerate until light speed is achieved. The Carolina remained at a constant indicated speed of 1.2 times the speed of light for 3 seconds then the braking engines kicked in and their speed was reduced rapidly with a final noisy burst from the braking thrusters bringing the ship to a dead stop in high orbit above the Future planet on the opposite side of the planet from Primitus. Sensor data indicated a lush and dense forest below with a huge fresh water lake that was nearly 500 miles long and 200 miles wide. The shoreline was clearly defined on most sides by the distinct shape of a huge meteor impact at a shallow angle that excavated the depression that the lake now occupied. The exception was an area that was formed by the remnants of a volcanic outpouring from a dormant volcano 30 miles inland from the lake. That particular area of the shoreline was sparsely vegetated and very rocky. The excavated crater intersected the outpouring trail that pointed right back to the volcano creating a steep sheer faced cliff for miles along the edge of the lake. The blinking coordinates of the discovery were precisely where the sheer faced outpouring cliffs met the lake.

As the Carolina held her position, Laurel and Jake unfastened their restraints and stood up so they could get a better view of what was being presented on the sensor screens. Dr. Isacks looked at them and grinned.

"I'm sure you're used to getting to the opposite side of a planet in seconds, aren't you?"

"Pretty much," Laurel replied with a pretty smile. "You realize we circumnavigated the planet just over fourteen and a half times in three seconds, right?"

"I uh¦I guess I hadn't thought about how far we would travel in three seconds at two hundred twenty-three thousand two hundred miles per second."

"At the altitude we were traveling at, it's fourty-seven thousand miles to circumnavigate the planet once. You can do some simple math in your head to figure out how many times we would circle the planet in three seconds. The autopilot calculated exactly when and how to slow us down to end up right above the coordinates of the anomaly. Once you're traveling faster than light, you have to maintain it for a certain amount of time before slowing or your own shockwave will overtake you and cause all kinds of problems."

"You mean the ship could be torn apart?"

"Not likely. These crimson fighters are extremely resilient, but we would be thrown out of control and this close to a planet we could end up in an uncontrolled condition heading toward the surface at close to the speed of light. You can imagine what would happen if we slammed into the ground at that speed."

"Kaboom?"

"Big kaboom. We would hit with enough kinetic energy to equal a small nuke."

"I'm glad people like you are around that are aware of that sort of danger so it can be compensated for in the design and function of the autopilot."

"Thank you doctor Isacks. The people that originally built the crimson fighters were aware of it too. They specifically designed the autopilot to compensate for it during short bursts to speeds faster than light. The ship simply won't let you set a destination less than three seconds away at light speed."

"So clearing traffic at a specific altitude around the planet so we can circle the globe fourteen times is the calculated shortcut to that problem?"

"Exactly. We have to travel at a specific altitude to avoid atmospheric interaction and traffic has to be far enough away from our intended course of travel to avoid being buffeted by the unavoidable shockwave we produce when traveling that fast."

"The captain was right, you and Jake are geniuses. For someone your age to grasp all that so easily is truly impressive."

"Thanks. We try to remain humble despite the vast knowledge that's been dumped into our heads via multiple processes."

"The conditions are sure different here than they are back home," John said as he looked at the sensor data on the viewer he and Amelia could see. "It's thirty degrees Celsius with a relative humidity of sixty percent down there. That's downright oppressive mugginess."

"Look at the size of the landmass the lake is on too," Amelia said. "It's huge and surrounded by freshwater lakes on every side. It's amazing how different this world is compared to Earth. We don't have any large saltwater oceans here."

"We should name this lake Crater Lake since that's obviously what that depression the lake is formed out of is. It must've taken a seriously big impacter to excavate a crater that big." Laurel said.

"I don't think the lake has a name yet if you want it entered into the expedition record that the lake is to be named Crater Lake?" Dr. Isacks said.

"We can name things just like that?" Jake asked with a grin.

"Sure. We're the first to hang a name on it after discovering it."

"Okay. Let's call it Crater Lake then." Laurel said.

Dr. Isacks brought up her expedition journal on her workstation and officially entered it into the record and then grinned at Laurel.

"All done. It's official."

"Cool."

One of the officers up front looked back and spoke softly.

"Have you collected enough data for us to begin our descent?"

"Yes," Dr. Isacks replied. "The conditions here are identical to those in Genesis during the summer season. We're ready to head to the coordinates of the anomaly."

"Very good. You won't experience any sense of motion even while we're underwater. We have inertial dampers modeled after those on the Future, which are far superior to those used on the other crimson fighters. We should arrive at the specified coordinates within a few minutes."

Laurel and Jake sat back down as the Carolina banked over and accelerated toward the lake far below. The ride down was quick and uneventful until the Carolina arrived at the surface of the water and assumed a hover while the flight crew prepared for the transition to navigating in a liquid environment. A moment later the ship gently settled to the surface, belly first and bobbed on the 2 Â½ foot swells for a moment then began to gently submerge beneath the surface. The waves slapped up over the forward cockpit window until the ship descended beneath the surface and bubbles percolated from around the hull for a few moments then the pilot activated the forward and aft flood lights and continued their descent in a belly down attitude until they reached a depth of 50 feet. The ship then accelerated forward and slowly banked over and began a nose first dive at an ever-increasing speed until she reached a speed of seventy knots.

The sensors were registering multiple life sign signatures from unknown creatures as they quickly descended deeper and deeper. The level of sunlight quickly faded to near complete darkness as they continued deeper and finally banked over and began heading toward the sheer steep cliff face a short distance away. Their forward speed slowed gradually as a proximity alert sounded and the artificial enhanced sensor data clearly formed the shape of a wall of jagged and imposing rock ahead of them. The pilot brought the ship to within a few yards of the cliff face and stopped their forward motion and continued a slow and steady descent straight down as the outside pressure increased exponentially as they drifted deeper and deeper until the feeble sunlight faded away completely.

The water was unbelievably clear lacking the expected snow of microbiology drifting around as would be present in Earth's deep bodies of water. As everyone gazed at the sensor data and bleak visual images the ship slowed to a very slow drift down and it moved back from the wall of rock until her lights were just barely registering in the depth and a very distinct bubble came into view despite nothing being presented in the sensor data. It was optically visible, but completely absent from the sensor data.

"The sensors say nothing is there, but we're clearly looking at an artificial adoration." Dr. Isacks commented.

Laurel and Jake stood up and squinted at the presented image on the sensor screen.

"The reports were accurate in that it seems to be moving like an air bubble being buffeted by a gentle current. Look at the small circular depressions that are circulating across the surface of the bubble. It's like the pressure is being evenly distributed and circulated away from any one point to maintain the bubbles integrity." Laurel said.

"I'm more impressed with the size of the bubble," Amelia said as her and John stood and stepped closer to the people seated at the work console in front of them. "It has to be five hundred feet across."

Dr. Isacks looked at the other scientists and nodded once.

"Bring the Gideon enhanced processors online."

Everyone seated activated their enhanced sensor data through the Gideon processor array and sensor data almost instantly began coming in on everyone's viewers.

"Now that's better." Dr. Isacks said with a smile. "The anomaly is registering with low levels of thorian radiation. It's no wonder we couldn't detect it before."

"I'm not versed in thorian radiation properties," Laurel said. "I know it's one of the exotic particles the elder race specified as being present in close proximity to a super giant blackhole, but there isn't anything like that around here."

"It can be artificially produced if you have a high enough energy source and some really sophisticated technology at your disposal. It only exists naturally close to a super giant blackhole, but that doesn't mean it can't exist elsewhere if a species is advanced enough to be skilled at manipulating high-energy particle emissions. Thorian particles have the affect of absorbing and destroying normal energy emissions. It absorbs and cancels out our standard sensor scan energy. The Gideon processors are sensitive enough to detect that process occurring."

"If you don't mind me asking, why do you call them Gideon processors?"

"Gideon Kinston came up with the pure Human built enhanced signal processors incorporated into our equipment here and tied into the power available from the ship to get them working at full capacity. They're based on the enhanced signal processors the elder race installed on the Future, but these were reverse engineered with some Human ingenuity since we couldn't disassemble the processor assemblies on the Future to determine exactly how they're constructed. The Gideon processors are still less efficient than those on the Future, but they're far superior to what the crimson fighters are equipped with."

"I see. I suppose we'll achieve a lot of advancements by reverse engineering the amazing things the elder race bestowed upon us without instruction manuals on how to replicate them."

"We've already achieved some success toward that end."

Dr. Isacks then looked forward and spoke loud enough for the pilot to hear her.

"Can you move us forward until we come in contact with the anomaly?"

"You want me to run us into it?"

"Not hard. I just want you to bump us into it very gently so we can register any changes in the bubble in the form of energetic emanations or changes in its structure."

"I suppose I can do that without putting the ship in danger."

Everyone gazed at the multiple sensor readings as the pilot very gently nudged the throttle forward for a moment resulting in an extremely slow drift toward the bubble. The Carolina drifted forward until the bow gently bumped into the bubble and the ship bounded off and began to drift backward at a slight angle in relation to the contact point. The pilot compensated and brought the ship to a halt a few feet from the surface of the bubble. The floodlights beaming from the bow of the ship struck the surface of the bubble but didn't broadcast as one would expect. They simply formed 3 round spots that appeared slightly gray in color and were contained to those 3 spots without shinning any deeper or wider than the initial point of light shine. The light seemed to penetrate a few inches beyond the surface of the bubble then it was absorbed without penetrating any further. Dr. Isacks gently shook her head as she stared at the data coming in via the sensors.

"That just doesn't make any sense. The ship struck something registering as solid yet flexible, but there are no energy readings of any kind. Even light photons are being absorbed and presumably destroyed, but there's no evidence of what could cause that kind of energy absorption without exhibiting signs of energy conversion itself."

"Except for thorian radiation." Amelia commented.

"The levels are much to low to be responsible for what we're witnessing."

"Besides, thorian radiation is a barely detectable byproduct of extreme high energy physics. It can't sustain a bubble like the one present here." One of the scientists commented.

"Can I interject something here?" Laurel inquired.

"Of course Laurel," Dr. Isacks said. "Did you see something we missed?"

"Possibly. Can you bring up the data collected from the instant the ship contacted the bubble?"

Dr. Isacks nodded and Laurel and Jake walked around to her side of the work console and stood next to Amelia and John as Dr. Isacks brought up the requested sensor data and then looked over her shoulder at Laurel. Laurel grinned at her and then looked at the controls for a moment and she quickly discerned how to operate the system before her. Laurel activated the collected encounter data in second by second clips until she reached the point when the bow of the ship stopped moving forward against the bubble and began to encounter the rebounding force. Laurel stopped and started at the data for a few moments then she grinned and pointed at the display.

"Right there. You see how there is a resistive force being exerted on the hull and the Carolina's shield responded by rotating frequencies to oppose the force pushing on the hull? There's no detectable energy coming from the bubble, but the Carolina's shield responded to something it was in direct contact with. Look at the shield's frequency spike and how it's being distributed across the surface of the depression the bow of the ship created when it made contact. If we can create the inverse of that frequency and ramp up the power to the shield to its maximum level, I think it will allow us to pass through the bubble safely."

"Interesting. You're idea has merit, but it's a huge assumption based on what we're observing."

"Do you have any better ideas? I don't mean to sound like a smart ass, but I'm usually right when making assumptions like this based on observed facts. I have extensive knowledge of shield dynamics and relativistic physics. The only reason we can see that bubble at all is because it has to counter the affect of the massive pressure being exerted on it by the water at this depth. If this anomaly were on the surface it would be completely invisible and undetectable. Whoever created this took steps to insure it would be undetected and inaccessible to anyone. They surely incorporated a way to get through the anomaly to what's on the other side though."

"If something is being hidden other than a crashed ship, I would concur. And you don't sound like a smart ass Laurel, you sound like someone who knows what they're talking about. I don't have a better idea, so we'll give your idea a try. Let me run some calculations to try to determine what frequency would be the inverse of the Carolina's shield response frequency to contact made with the anomaly."

Laurel nodded and took a small step back and Jake slid his hand into Laurel's.

"You're brilliant babe," Jake thought. "I love sharing in your epiphanies."

"Thanks Jake," Laurel thought in return. "It takes both of us for things to emerge so concisely and so quickly."

Dr. Isacks ran some calculations and simulations until she had a likely narrow frequency window and then she leaned back and looked forward toward the cockpit.

"I have a set of frequencies that we need you to modulate the shield to at maximum gain. Once you have the shield parameters set we need you to bump into the anomaly as you did before. If this doesn't work, we don't want to strike the bubble with enough force to cause damage to the ship."

"And what are we expecting on the other side if this works?" The pilot called back.

"Your guess is as good as ours since our sensors can't penetrate the bubble."

"I would prepare to transition from being suspended by a liquid medium to being in mid air without any means of support." Laurel added.

The pilot contemplated for a moment how to make a seamless transition from water to air and it came to him quickly what he would need to do to compensate for the instant gravitational pull that would be exerted on the ship as it pierced the bubble. The officer at power and weapons adjusted the shield to the frequency range provided by Dr. Isacks and then he set the shield to rotate between the narrow range of frequencies rapidly and he planned on locking the shield modulation to the specific frequency that provided the best result as they attempted to pierce the bubble. He then looked forward.

"The shield is set sir. We're ready to make another run at the bubble."

"Understood," the pilot replied.

The pilot then gently nudged the throttle forward for a moment, just long enough to cause a forward drift toward the bubble. This time when the bow contacted the bubble it pressed against it slightly and for just an instant there was resistance and then the bow began to sink deeper until its bow sensors were able to penetrate far enough beyond the bubbles surface to extract readings. The sensor terminals at the work console began to light up with data, the most disturbing of which was a complete lack of a breathable environment. The shield surrounding the hull of the Carolina began to pulse slightly and the officer at the power and weapons station was able to determine the specific frequency that eliminated the affect and provided zero resistance to their forward motion and he locked the shield modulation to that specific frequency and the pilot began applying gentle throttle pressure to the hover engines as the ship glided through the bubble to emerge on the other side hanging in an enormous dry air cavern created by the bubble now behind them.

The forward floodlights were now shinning into the distance where they were casting upon an imposing and ancient looking structure carved right from the basalt rock face. Within a cavity of immense proportions were vertical columns nearly 400 feet high flanking a diamond shaped structure that was itself almost 300 feet tall with a slightly domed shape that came to a pinnacle at the center of the diamond shape. As the ship slowly rose up and the floodlights cast up the incredible structure they could discern a Futuretal opening at the very center of the structure that was close to 100 feet high and 200 feet wide. The opening was encircled with interesting geometric shapes that added interest to the perspective of looking at the opening.

"My God¦it's some kind of¦base station." The pilot uttered as he continued to guide the ship upward until they were parallel with the wide and tall Futuretal opening.

Some of the scientists focused on the aft sensor data and they could now discern huge shield generators ringing the concave bubble being created to hide the cavernous indentation the facility was constructed within. There was now a detectable level of energy running through conduits to the generator assemblies ringing the dome on a rail constructed from titanium, bronze, gold, high carbon steel, and aluminum.

"At least the construction elements aren't unidentifiable exotic alloys or anything." One of the scientists looking at the aft sensor data commented.

"It would make sense to build the technological components from native materials," Laurel said. "All of those materials exist in vast quantities here on the Future planet."

"I suppose that would make more sense than importing what's needed to build this place."

"What the heck is this place?" John asked incredulously.

"Judging by the size of the dome and that Futuretal opening, I would say it was designed to receive seriously large craft." Dr. Isacks replied.

Dr. Isacks then looked forward and cleared her throat.

"Commander Calumn, if we run into trouble down here can you contact the Future for backup or rescue?"

"I'll check in real quick and let you know." The pilot replied.

The commander reached up and activated the transmitter.

"Future, this is the Carolina. Com check on one oh three."

There was a long pause then a reply could be heard ringing out in the form of a young woman.

"This is the Future. We read you five by five Carolina. You are undetectable from the orbital sensor platforms, but we are aware of the precise location where you disappeared from sensors. Are you in need of assistance?"

"Negative," Commander Calumn responded. "We've achieved penetration of the anomalous bubble and there is a huge facility carved from the basalt cliff face down here. There are enormous shield generators ringing the dome of the bubble. Someone wanted this place to remain hidden. There isn't a breathable atmosphere inside the dome so we're going to have to don suits if we decide to explore outside the ship. There is what could be classified a hangar of immense proportions. If doctor Isacks wishes, we could land and exit the ship to explore what lies beyond in relative safety."

"Wow! I'll inform the captain that you're inside. Since you can communicate with us through the shield, if you need assistance or backup, give us a call on this channel and we will dispatch whatever resources you need."

"Understood. Carolina out."

The commander reached up and deactivated the transmitter and grinned knowing Dr. Isacks was going to want to press on with exploration of the imposing facility before them.

"There's your answer doctor. We can call for help if we need. The mission parameters are still up to you¦do you want to proceed with landing in the hangar?"

"Thank you commander. We aren't detecting anything that would indicate a danger aside from no breathable air. Let's land and get suited up so we can have a look around."

"Yes ma'am."

The commander nudged the throttles forward gently and the Carolina began to move closer toward the gigantic hangar opening. As the ship drew to within 50 yards of the hangar opening that was awash in the floodlights from the bow of the Carolina, everyone was shocked when lighting within the hangar space began to glow to life and the enhanced sensors detected a rumbling reverberating from the walls of the facility. The pilot halted their forward movement and he looked at his knee display relaying sensor data from the sensor and navigation station.

"Hello¦I don't see any life signs but someone just turned on the porch light." Commander Calumn commented.

"Our sensor data indicates a rise in power readings within the hangar and deeper within the facility, but we aren't detecting any life signs either." Dr. Isacks said. "I think it's an automated system that detected our approach and activated the lights."

"That would make sense," Commander Calumn said. "We better hope there aren't automated defenses too, or we might be in for a rough landing."

"I would like to proceed further, but it's your ship commander. If you think it's too dangerous, I'll defer to your judgment and call the expedition off right here."

"I'm not seeing anything that would suggest that's necessary. I am a little concerned by the vibrations being detected from the walls of this place though. Something is happening and we have no idea what that is at the moment."

"Uhh¦I think I might know what's causing the vibrations," Laurel interjected. "The sensors back here are registering a rise in oxygen, carbon dioxide, methane, nitrogen and a host of other gasses normally associated with a breathable environment. I think a breathable environment is being established and the vibrations are being caused by air processors at work somewhere deeper within the facility."

"Is your equipment back there capable of relaying audible sensor data from outside the ship?" The commander asked.

"Yes." Dr. Isacks responded.

She switched to audible data and relayed it to the audio processors that then cleaned it up and piped it through a set of low intensity speakers within one of the workstations. They could now hear a loud hissing sound that was echoing wildly and the vibrations were resounding in a low frequency rumble similar to bubbles percolating within the very basalt stone of the facility. Everyone looked around as they listened to the sounds resounding within the cargo compartment.

"It's likely this is another automated process triggered by our presence," Laurel said. "Lights, air¦next will likely be a heating of the air to make it more comfortable."

"Actually," One of the scientists started. "The air temperature has already risen by four degrees centigrade in the last few minutes. I think the air being pumped into this cavity is being heated as it's being released."

"So we won't suffocate and we won't freeze to death if we don't wear suits," Dr. Isacks commented. "That's going to make exploration a lot easier."

"I think it's more likely that the heating is a byproduct of producing the breathable air however it's being done." Laurel said.

"I suspect you have some ideas about that process?" Dr. Isacks said with a smile.

"Yes ma'am. We're surrounded by hundreds of feet of water. It wouldn't be that difficult for a technologically sophisticated species to take water and break atomic bonds to extract hydrogen for power and oxygen to create breathable air. We do the same thing on the Future when it's needed to supplement the stored supply. There are some other techniques too, but they would require considerable power and raw resources to accomplish. Using water and an electrical current is the easiest and most efficient way to create breathable air given how far below the surface this facility is."

"I see. Take us in commander."

"Yes ma'am." The commander replied.

Dr. Isacks deactivated the annoying sounds being broadcast from the speaker and the commander put some pressure on the throttles and the Carolina rose up steadily until she was facing right into the huge hangar opening and then he guided them through the opening and the landing gear deployed automatically as they floated forward only 10 feet from the hangar deck until they were 50 feet from the edge of the hangar deck. The commander then set the ship down gently and began powering everything down except auxiliary systems. The scientists in the back began taking active scans and feeding the data through the enhanced signal processors and they quickly achieved a working map of the layout of the entire facility. It stretched for half a mile back into the rock and consisted of several levels of rooms and corridors with multiple access points blocked in many of the corridors. The data indicated they were looking at doors that were comprised of titanium reinforced cobalt infused high carbon steel. They knew they wouldn't be cutting their way through nor blasting any of the doors open. The amount of explosives necessary to penetrate the metal doors would likely bring the roof down on them. The walls, floors and ceiling were comprised of carved basalt rock that had been flawlessly carved and polished to a high gloss sheen that was amazingly free of debris or deterioration given the assumed age of the facility.

Laurel walked over to the airlock door and looked at the conditions outside the ship. It was nearing ideal pressure conditions and the temperature was holding just below room temperature with a humidity level hovering at 20%. The air pressure was almost ideal as well and Laurel grinned and looked back to the rear compartment.

"A few more minutes and the air will be breathable. The concentrations of each gas are a little different than what we're used to, but well within tolerable limits."

"That's what our instruments are indicating too," Dr. Isacks said. "I think we should each carry a handheld sensor unit so we don't get lost if we get separated and it will alert us to any unseen danger. This facility is huge, it might require us to separate into teams to explore it all properly."

Laurel nodded and stepped back into the rear compartment and the scientists all got to their feet and stepped to the storage compartments incorporated into the bulkheads of the cargo compartment and they began retrieving sensor units and handed them out to everyone along with holsters to stow them on their waist when not being used. They then handed out plasma light torches and ear wigs so everyone could stay in communication if separated and see where they're going if in a corridor that isn't lit for any reason. They then set the sensor screens to record everything being detected while they were out exploring and Dr. Isacks stepped over to the airlock where one of the officers was already monitoring the outside conditions via the electronic monitors incorporated into the doorframe above the airlock door. He looked at Dr. Isacks and grinned at her.

"Just a few more seconds and the conditions out there should be good enough to go out ma'am."

"Are the conditions going to be close enough to what we're accustomed to so we won't need supplemental air?"

"The oxygen to nitrogen concentration is a little off but I don't think you're going to notice the difference. We should be fine breathing it. The pressure is nearing atmospheric pressure at the surface, so you won't notice any difference there despite the depth this place is at."

"That's great."

There was a subtle tone and the airlock safety indicator turned from amber to green and the officer reached up and pulled down on the release handle and the door unsealed with a slight hiss and then the airlock door began to swing open. The air was very sterile smelling and a bit warmer than what existed in the ship, but completely comfortable to breathe after just a few breaths to adjust to how different it was. The officer stepped out into the hangar and looked around in awe as he stepped aside to allow the others to climb out. Everyone stepped out into the hangar space and looked around as commander Calumn put the ship into standby mode, then closed the airlock door. All 3 civilian corps officers then checked their weapons and then deactivated them and holstered them and Dr. Isacks watched them and then stepped closer to the commander.

"I hope you'll refrain from discharging your weapons in here? This place is very old and you could bring the whole place down on our heads real easy."

"Oh we don't' plan on using them at all ma'am. It's protocol to insure they're functional and set them to minimum before proceeding into unknown territory."

Their voice echoed numbly throughout the hangar and into the huge void beyond in the cavity created by the shield dome making everyone speak softer to minimize the affect.

Dr. Isacks nodded at the commander then stepped closer to Laurel and Jake.

"Do you have any recommendations before we proceed?"

Laurel looked at her and nodded lightly.

"If you'll take our advice, this place seems to have automated systems that respond to a presence. I would suggest not touching anything that you aren't completely sure of what it does if a control panel or whatever comes to life when you get near it. I don't think anyone should go anywhere alone until we're familiar with the layout and how the doors and whatnot respond to our presence. The energy signature at the heart of this place is likely some kind of reactor or power generator. If we explore that section, no one should touch anything there since we could inadvertently shutdown the power and the shield would fail letting the lake rush in on us."

"You think you and Jake can figure out how things work around here if things come online automatically?"

"Maybe. We have the ability to understand new things just by looking at them even if we've never seen them before. I don't know if that'll translate to anything we find here though. This is obviously alien technology that none of us has ever come across before. I can't guarantee that we'll understand what we're seeing just by looking at it."

"I understand. Let's have a look around and see what you can do when we come across something more advanced than lights and air production waking up in response to our presence."

Everyone activated their plasma lights and aimed them down the only corridor leading away from the hangar. The corridor was at least 30 feet wide where it met the hangar, but narrowed considerably as the corridor led away from the hangar. The corridor was so long that even the intense light from multiple plasma lights, named for the intensity of light produced not the method of light production, the light beams faded into darkness without illuminating the end of the corridor.

"The maps that the sensors produced indicated that this place is enormous," Dr. Isacks commented. "That corridor is almost half a mile long and has branching corridors every hundred feet down its length. At the end of the corridor is where access to the lower levels is, but it's blocked by what we think is a door. I think we should all head there without exploring the other corridors for the time being."

"What's so important on the lower levels?" Commander Calumn asked.

"There's a circular room on the third level down that's different from all of the relatively square rooms everywhere else in this place. It has to be significant that it was created with such a drastically different architecture compared to everywhere else."

"You're a brilliant woman doctor. That makes a lot of sense when you put it like that."

"Thank you Commander." Dr. Isacks replied with a friendly smile.

They all then began heading toward the corridor illuminated by their torchlight. They walked across the hangar, their footsteps echoing numbly throughout the hangar space and into the cavernous void beyond. When they got to within a few feet of the corridor, they were surprised when first one light glowed to life within the ceiling of the corridor, then another 15 feet further down the corridor, then another, and another, then in rapid succession after that streaming down the corridor until it was illuminated in a soft glow with interspersed dim areas between lights. The end of the corridor was so far away that only Laurel and Jake could discern any meaningful details, and even for them it was hard to see so far away.

They stopped in their tracks, watched the lights coming to life until the entire corridor was illuminated, and then Laurel spoke softly.

"There's definitely a door at the end of the corridor and it looks seriously imposing."

Dr. Isacks slowly turned her head and looked at Laurel with a furrowed brow.

"You're kidding! Are you saying you can see to the end of the corridor?"

Laurel nodded gently.

"Jake and I have visual acuity many times that of most people."

"There's something next to the door, I think it's some kind of access switch or something." Jake said.

"I thought your visual acuity was many times better than ours?"

Jake wrinkled his face but maintained a grin.

"It is doctor. You said it yourself, that door is almost half a mile away. I can see that there's something next to the door, but from this distance I can't make it out clearly. It's a round device attached to the doorframe that isn't stone like the walls or metal like the door. It has to be something to allow access to whatever's on the other side. They probably sealed the path like that incase the shield failed. The door would have to be seriously stout to withstand the water pressure at this depth, especially if it slammed into the door all at once. You would also need a stout control that could withstand the same force. If the control were destroyed during a catastrophic event, you wouldn't be able to open the door once the water was evacuated, trapping anyone on the other side on the lower levels. The sensors indicated that this is the only way in and out of the rest of the facility too."

"The fact that you can see anything and make such a concise deductions about what's at the end of that corridor is amazing."

"Thanks doctor Isacks."

"Is your eyesight like that when you quiet your minds or lose your ability to connect with one another?" One of the civilian corps officers asked.

Laurel looked at him and gave him a friendly smile.

"Of course. Our eyesight is a fundamental physiological characteristic that we were born with. Our pairing just allows our brains to process the visual information from our eyes a little better. We don't miss things that most people would because we have two brains processing the sensory input from our eyes."

"So you see what he sees?"

"Not exactly. I can sense what he's seeing via his thought processes, but I don't actually see what he's seeing. I can tune into his senses in order to actually see what he's seeing, but it takes some effort and concentration to do that."

"Hmm. I can't imagine what that would be like."

They all began heading down the corridor and Laurel glanced back at the officer then looked forward and grinned.

"The best way to describe it is like looking in a rearview mirror. What you see is coming at you from a different perspective and it takes a second to understand the new perspective."

"So you can't¦move his eyes or his head to see what you want to see?"

"I've never tried to influence his body like that. I imagine it's possible if he relinquished control, you know¦if he didn't fight me, and I exerted my will. We've never experimented with imposing our will on each other like that though. It just isn't right to override someone's freewill like that."

"It's reassuring to know people with your potential abilities hold yourselves above that sort of thing."

"I think they call that being Human."

"Indeed they do."

They proceeded down the corridor at a leisurely pace and it narrowed to 15 feet wide 30 feet from the hangar and they looked at the smooth polished finish to the basalt stone that one would expect to be porous and rough and they marveled and wondered how such a finish would be accomplished. There weren't any apparatuses or devices of any kind anywhere in the corridor and when they reached the first cross corridor at 100 feet from the hangar, they slowed and looked at the imposing doors sealing each connecting corridor. Dr. Isacks looked at Laurel and Jake and gestured at the door on the left.

"Does the door at the end of the main corridor look like that?"

"Yeah," Jake replied. "And that's the same access control that's at the door at the end."

They all stopped and took a few steps back so they could see the control clearly. It was a domed projection on the doorframe that was ringed in a dull gold toned alloy that cupped what looked like an off white teardrop shaped piece of crystalline of some kind with subtle gold veining. The group stared at the control for a moment, then Dr. Isacks put her hand up.

"As tempting as it is, let's keep moving to the end of the corridor before we explore anything else."

"We can be pretty sure what that does if you want to touch it doctor Isacks." Laurel said.

"I know. I still think we should avoid exploring in the form of touching things until we reach the door at the end of the corridor. We could inadvertently disable the controls down there by activating things back here."

"That's actually pretty smart thinking. This place could have safeguards in place to deter penetration of the lower levels if these hangar level doors are accessed."

"As old as this place is, just opening a door could tax whatever power is available too." Amelia said.

Laurel looked at her mother and nodded lightly.

"You're right mom, I hadn't even thought about that¦except for a moment of concern when the lights started coming on."

"The water didn't come crashing in and you were relieved?"

"Yeah. I deduced that there's likely a separate power source maintaining the shield."

"That would explain no power conduits or plumbing of any kind running from this facility out to the shield generators."

"Personally¦I think once you turn the shield on, you can't turn it off," Jake said. "It's a permanent fixture that you have to know how to navigate through to get in or out of this place."

Dr. Isacks pulled her handheld sensor unit from her hip holster and activated it and then faced the hangar for a moment then she slowly turned in place watching the detected particle readings and she nodded once she was facing the door again.

"You might be onto something. The energy powering the shield is confined to the devices incorporated into the ring creating the shield. The exotic particles are emanating from the power sources at four points around the ring. The rest of the facility is being bombarded by those particles and many more that we weren't detecting from outside the shield envelope, but I'm able to determine their direction of travel as coming from the open space beyond the hangar."

"You're not seeing anything that's dangerous are you?" Commander Calumn asked as he retrieved his sensor unit and activated it.

"No," Dr. Isacks responded. "I don't see anything that will cause harm. We experience worse on the surface in the form of solar radiation. These exotic particles are harmless to people at these levels."

"I thought the detected particles in the shield canceled out normal energy?"

"At the concentrated source that's true. These are stray radiated particles, not a concentrated bubble saturated with them. The bubble creating the shield is radiated from one point and collected at another only to be reradiated. Some particles leak off in the process."

"I suppose that makes sense." Commander Calumn replied as he stared at his sensor unit.

As a group they turned and continued down the corridor with Dr. Isacks now watching her sensor unit closely. She lifted it as they passed each corridor until they reached the end of the corridor. Dr. Isacks moved past everyone so she was facing the door and she held her sensor unit up and she was able to discern what was on the other side and she grinned at the silhouette of a stairwell that spiraled down just beyond the door.

"It definitely leads down from here. The upper levels must be accessed from somewhere else. I should've studied the map closer before leaving the ship."

"I have a photographic memory doctor Isacks," Laurel said. "I only got a brief look at the layout of this place, but I can't forget what I saw. There's a door that leads to a stairwell a few doors back the way we came. It'll take us to the upper levels, of which there are only three. I think the enormity of the upper most would suggest that's where air and power production are located."

"Hey, can't you and Jake sense energy fields? You should be able to sense where the power is in the greatest concentration." John said.

Laurel looked at him then glanced down the long corridor they had just walked down.

"The greatest energy concentration is back that way keeping the lake from crashing in on us. We aren't sensing anything else at the moment. Until we start taxing whatever power generation capability this place has, we won't be able to sense where the power core or whatever is located."

"Turing all these lights on and kicking the air processors into action hasn't taxed the power levels?"

"Apparently not. These lights are probably extremely efficient and thus use next to no power and the air production will be minimal now that the place has breathable air distributed throughout. If we get away from the shield generators holding the lake back, we might be able to sense the other power source, but right now that's overwhelming what we can sense."

"So the ability has its limitations."

"I suppose you could look at it that way."

"I still want to have a look at the room with the peculiar circular architecture before we go looking for what powers this place." Dr. Isacks said.

"This is your expedition doctor Isacks, but may I make a recommendation having been trained for a situation like this?"

"Absolutely. I would welcome pertinent educated input."

"Two of us should remain on this level while the rest of us head down three levels and then attempt to communicate with whoever stays up here. If we can't establish communications we should¦you should come back up and contact the Future and let them know what level we're heading to and that we'll be out of communications range. The Carolina should have remote sensing capabilities via the Gideon enhanced sensors so that our exact position can be tracked should something go wrong and we can't get back to this level. I would suggest establishing a time schedule to check back in with the Future to let them know we're alright. If they don't hear from us, they can send help so we don't end up trapped down there for days before potential rescue arrives. If we don't find food and water down there¦we could die before help arrives if we don't take some preemptive steps, especially since we're the only ones that know how to penetrate the shield."

"That sounds like wise advice. These doors likely haven't been opened in a very long time and could malfunction and trap us on the other side."

Dr. Isacks turned and looked at one of the scientists.

"Mike, would you mind staying here with one of the crew?"

"Sure doctor Isacks."

"I'll stay up here with him doctor." Commander Calumn said.

"Thank you commander. I appreciate you volunteering like that. If we're able to communicate from the lower levels, if you two want, you can explore the upper levels and let us know what you find?"

"If you don't mind, I would like to stay up here with them?" One of the other scientists asked. "I'm curious what the circular room down there is all about, but I'm dying to see what's powering this place that seems to still be functional after who knows how many millennia sitting idle."

"You're imminently qualified to investigate a power generator given your background Adam. A particle physicist would better understand an exotic power generator than the rest of us. Just remember not to touch anything unless you're absolutely sure what you're messing with."

"I understand. I don't want to turn the darn thing off; I just want to see what's there."

"Good man."

Dr. Isacks then turned back around and looked at the strange control device next to the door. She lifted her sensor unit and scanned the beautifully crafted crystal contained within the gold toned ring and she didn't detect any energy readings at all. She moved her thumb over the screen and touched the analyze command and the analysis revealed that the crystalline object was a very pure quartz like crystal and that it was likely a natural piece of crystal that was polished and ground into the teardrop shape they were seeing. As Dr. Isacks stared at her sensor unit, Laurel lost patience and gently reached around her and placed her hand on the crystal and it began to glow from within for a moment, revealing that the gold veining ran throughout the crystal. The door then creaked slightly and slid to the side slowly with a gritty sound as it was dragged along its track in the floor that was a discolored brownish tan color suggesting the door had been closed for a very long time and age had begun to take its toll on the door seal. Dr. Isacks looked at Laurel and grinned slightly.

"I just wanted to be sure the control wasn't going to electrocute us if we touched it in the wrong way."

Laurel nodded and glanced at Dr. Isacks sensor unit.

"There was no energy reading until I touched it and I think the subtle electrical field in my hand did that. The quartz material conducts electrical energy and that gold material surrounding the crystal, that's unidentifiable, is likely a capacitive element of some sort, accumulating that energy to be used to activate the door mechanism when it reaches the right potential."

"How can you be so certain of that?"

"It's that thing we have, I look at it and the readings and it just comes to us how it likely functions."

"You've never seen a control apparatus like this before though?"

"No. I don't know what made the crystal glow for a moment like that either. It looked like there were four points of light within the crystal, but the crystal has a perfectly uniform structure suggesting it was never cut open in order to insert lights."

"Hmm. So you glean a basic understanding, but not complete?"

"In this case, yes. If I sat and tried to work it out I could probably come up with some logical ideas for how to accomplish it, but it isn't important to understanding how the thing works. There's the possibility of gaining too much information for the task at hand if you know what I mean?"

"I think I get it. Information overload, like what pilots suffer from when they have too much data dumped through the neural interface into their brains in the new advanced mind controlled ships."

"Yeah, that's a good way to look at it. We get just what we need and the rest will come to us later."

The door reached the full open position and shuttered to a halt within the wall and everyone looked into the dark landing leading to a spiraled stairwell just a few feet beyond. They were beginning to think they were going to have to use their lights to see their way down when a light in the ceiling slowly began to glow to life until it reached a rich glow that illuminated the landing and the first few steps that were ringed by a handrail that spiraled around the wall down the stairwell. There was a clank heard that startled everyone and then light began to glow to life from deeper within the stairwell until it too reached a bright warm glow. One of the civilian corps officers touched Laurel's arm and she looked at him and quickly ascertained his rank as a lieutenant transfer from the Airforce as evidenced by his rank insignia on his uniform collar.

"Do you know what the noise was?"

"If I had to guess, it was something like a power relay snapping closed allowing power to be diverted to the lower levels."

He lifted his chin slowly and then nodded twice. He then lifted his sensor unit and activated it and he confirmed that there were now subtle energy readings growing in scope and intensity from deeper within the lower levels.

Dr. Isacks then took lead and stepped through the doorway and began to climb down the spiraled stairs and everyone followed except for commander Calumn, Adam and Mike. John was the last to step over the door threshold and the door began to grind closed behind him. He glanced back for a moment then followed right behind Amelia and began climbing down the stairs. They climbed down past 2 landings with identical metal doors with the stout crossbeam reinforcing as the door they entered the stairwell from, and at the 3rd door, Dr. Isacks stepped onto the landing leading to the door and she touched the access crystal without hesitation and the door began to slide open with the same sandy grinding sound, but this door opened much faster, only taking a few seconds to open fully.

They were now staring down a corridor that looked exactly like the one they had stepped out of in that there were no fixtures or devices anywhere and the corridor was illuminated from lights in the ceiling that seemed to have been on long enough to be glowing warmly rather then glowing to life in response to new presences. Dr. Isacks walked far enough into the corridor for everyone to have room to step through the doorway, and then she turned back and watched the door grind closed behind John. Dr. Isacks then activated her earwig and took a few steps toward the door.

"This is doctor Isacks, can you hear me Mike?"

"Yeah," Mike's voice rang back in her ear. "I hear you loud and clear doctor."

Dr. Isacks looked at everyone and smiled.

"Communications are loud and clear from here. I think it's safe to assume that we aren't going to be trapped down here with no way of letting someone know what's going on."

"Those civilian transmitters shouldn't work through this much rock and metal." The lieutenant commented. "There must be something in this place that somehow relays broadcast signals."

"It's entirely possible that there's unseen devices that retransmit signals throughout the facility to enable traditional communications despite the dense rock and thick metal doors everywhere," Laurel commented. "If you think about the engineering prowess it took to construct this place, it goes to figure that the builders were technologically sophisticated enough to devise a way of making basic communications possible throughout the facility."

"I'm more curious how we were able to contact the Future despite the shield," The lieutenant said. "It absorbs energy and makes sensor scans of the interior impossible, yet our communications were crystal clear both ways. That just shouldn't have been possible."

"Perhaps when the signal originates from this side of the shield, something in this place rebroadcasts the signal both ways, subverting the shield entirely." Laurel offered.

"Wouldn't we have detected a transmitter element outside the shied if that's the case?"

"Not necessarily. If you understand the shield matrix intimately, you could design a device that transmits and receives through it."

"Ah, like your brilliant idea of creating the inverse frequency of the shield's to incorporate it into our shield so we could pass right through the shield?"

"Yeah, something like that. Thank you for the compliment by the way sir."

"You're welcome Laurel. You're a civilian though, you don't have to address me as sir."

"Force of habit sir¦lieutenant."

"I almost forgot, you and Jake have civilian corps command and control training."

"We were also raised to show respect where appropriate. Jake and I understand how hard you worked to achieve the rank of lieutenant. Sir is the least we can offer to acknowledge that."

"We should press on now that we know we're going to be able to call for assistance if we should run into a problem." Dr. Isacks urged.

The group separated and let Dr. Isacks walked past them with her handheld sensor unit held up so she could scan for anomalous readings while viewing the silhouetted view of the rooms and corridors on the current level. Dr. Isacks walked to the 4th door on the right then stopped and faced the door and she took some in depth readings revealing that the room beyond the door was indeed almost completely circular and there was something dead center in the middle of the room. It appeared to be a console of some kind resting upon 2 square legs. The console was curved slightly and it sat at just a bit of an angle from the Futuretal as if tilted so one could see better whatever was placed on it, though it didn't make much sense to construct a table that wasn't level.

Dr. Isacks was reassured that there were no energy readings of any kind within the room so she lowered her sensor unit and touched the crystal within the doorframe and the crystal glowed for a moment then the door creaked as it slowly slid open and the lighting within the room slowly glowed to life, reaching full illumination by the time the door reached the fully open position. Dr. Isacks glanced at the group behind her and then she grinned and stepped through the doorway. They all filed into the room and looked around at the architecturally interesting geometric shapes incorporated into the walls everywhere one looked. There were radiating lines of gold veining within the dark polished basalt floors and the radiating lines seemed to point to the console in the middle of the room.

After wandering around for a few minutes admiring the craftsmanship of the room in general, everyone focused on the strange console in the middle of the room. It had multiple crystals imbedded within it of various colors and sizes, all in a teardrop shape and there were bizarre marking by each. They appeared to be letters in a language no one had ever seen before. There were swirls with dots above and below them and curving half circles punctuated by what looked like broken arrows with the arrow tip end having a longer shaft than the quill end. There were still other characters that were comprised of lines with a hook at the end, some pointing to the left, while others pointed to the right. The bulk of the lettering however just looked like long and short lines and dashes in a perpendicular pattern to one another.

They all stared at the console for a few moments and then dr. Isacks looked at Laurel and Jake.

"You think you two can figure out what this does?"

"We can give it a try," Laurel replied softly. "We won't be able to read that language, but we might be able to figure out what those crystals do if you touch them."

Laurel stepped closer to the console and Jake moved right next to her and slid his hand into hers and they stared at the arrangement of multi colored crystals for a few moments and they sensed a logical pattern to the arrangement. Laurel slowly lifted her left hand and pointed at a deep ruby red crystal in the center of the console panel.

"We're pretty sure that one activates this console¦" Laurel then pointed at an emerald colored crystal to the right of the ruby-like center crystal, which had a matching partner on left side of the center crystal. "That probably activates an interactive information system and its twin over there allows access to¦live information."

"Live information? You can't possibly mean that it will contact whoever built this place?"

Laurel shook off the mesmerizing flow of ideas filling her subconscious mind and she looked at dr. Isacks.

"I seriously doubt they're around anymore, but I think that's how it was originally designed to work."

"Are you sure about this honey?" Amelia asked putting her hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"No¦but the ideas just¦came to us like they always do."

"I get the feeling this room was designed to facilitate the passing of information between a person here and someone faraway," Jake commented. "Really faraway."

"Then what do all these other crystals do?" One of the scientists asked.

"I don't know," Jake replied. "Those things seem to operate like our version of synthetic crystals to collect, sore and transmit energy. If you know how to encode energy based on the crystalline structure in use, you can relay and store information¦lots of information. You can also route tremendous amounts of energy through them."

"So it's probably safe to touch this console without the risk of setting off booby traps or the likes?" Dr. Isacks asked.

"Probably. There's still the possibility that touching them in the right¦or wrong sequence could affect systems in this facility in ways that might get someone hurt, but even that's really unlikely to happen." Laurel said.

"Hey," one of the scientists started. "Before we go messing around with that console, what do you suppose those lenses in the ceiling are for?" She asked pointing to several obvious perfectly round holes in the ceiling ringing the console.

Everyone looked up and instinctively took a small step back from the console. Laurel concentrated on the devices and she could feel a pull from Jake on her subconscious mind until an idea formed between them.

"They don't look like camera lenses, they look more like focusing lenses. They might be there in order to project an image of someone while in contact with them remotely."

"Why so many though?"

"Projection from several different angles would allow for a three dimensional image to be produced. You could give depth and height to the image that way."

"I'm not so sure I'm comfortable touching this console until we can get a team in here to examine it more closely to determine exactly what it does." Dr. Isacks said.

"If I might suggest doctor Isacks, we came all this way and got this far, it would seem a waste not to activate this thing and find out what it does." Laurel said.

"Laurel and I can sense danger and neither of us is sensing anything significant. We would be glad to be the ones to activate this thing if you're uncomfortable with the idea of doing it yourself?"

Dr. Isacks stepped back and gestured toward the console.

"Be my guest. Everyone step back incase they're wrong about this thing being safe to touch."

Everyone stepped back almost to the walls and Laurel and Jake grinned and lightly shook their heads as they stepped right up to the console.

"They just don't have our sense of what's safe babe. Doctor Isacks had the right instinct to recognize that this room is important. We'll have to show her just how important it is."

Laurel nodded subtly and then she reached her hand up and touched the center crystal. The entire console pulsed and glowed to life in white and teal green segments from behind the entire console and the center ruby-like crystal glowed brightly from within. It was beautiful when illuminated brightly in such brilliance. It revealed how perfect the crystal was, with no visible flaws of any kind. Laurel grinned and glanced at Jake and he nodded once.

"Go ahead babe, see what kind of information it brings up."

Everyone standing by the walls took a few timid steps closer as Laurel moved her hand over the emerald colored crystal to the left of the center crystal. She slowly set her fingers on the crystal and nothing happened. Laurel furrowed her brow and looked at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders.

"Maybe it's been dormant for so long that it needs more contact than just fingertips to get it to work?"

Laurel nodded and placed her palm flat on the crystal and still nothing happened. Laurel stared at her hand resting on the crystal for a moment then she looked down at her feet and Jake's. She then looked at Jake.

"Maybe it's the presence of two people that's interfering with its operation?"

Jake nodded and leaned over and kissed Laurel's cheek then he let go of her hand and took a few steps back. Laurel then placed her hand on the emerald colored crystal again and it began to glow brightly and she felt a static like charge all over her body that made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end and she sensed a subtle probing like feeling of her mind that lasted a few seconds then subsided. Laurel then saw the image of a being like she had never seen before appear before her appearing to be standing in front of the console and the being was behind an identical console to the one Laurel was standing at. Laurel recognized that it had to be a hologram of some kind, but the clarity and depth of image made the being and its associated console look extremely life like. The being had some Human like characteristics but the skin was a pale red color and the face was narrow and long compared to what most Human beings looked like and the being had very long arms and 6 fingers on each hand. The being had 2 opposable thumbs, 1 on each side of its palm. The being also had no hair about its head but it did have an odd goatee of almost blond hair on its chin that was groomed neatly punctuating its square and strong chin.

Laurel looked back at the others.

"Are you all seeing what I'm seeing?"

They all looked around briefly and then looked at Laurel and shook their heads.

"We don't see anything honey." Amelia replied.

"Really?" Laurel looked forward at the being standing perfectly still behind its console and then she looked back at her mother. "It must be a matter of perspective. I'm seeing the image of¦a being like I've never seen before. I'm pretty sure it's a three dimensional hologram¦possibly of one of the builders of this place. It's standing behind a console just like this one. I think it's a male judging by the facial characteristics. It's definitely not like any of the species we've encountered in this part of the galaxy thus far."

"Try speaking to him baby, see if he responds to a question asked."

Laurel nodded and looked at the being and cleared her throat.

"Hello, my name is Laurel. Can you tell me what the purpose of this place is?"

The being jerked into motion and he began speaking a language that Laurel didn't understand. The being only spoke briefly then froze in place once again, and Laurel looked at dr. Isacks.

"This is going to take a while. The being is trying to answer me¦at least I think he is, but I can't understand what he's saying. He's speaking a language I've never heard before. If I keep engaging him I'll gain an understanding of his language, but it's going to take some time for that to happen."

"I thought you indicated that crystal would enable access to live information?"

"That's the impression we got. We aren't above admitting when we're wrong though. We have to interpret what we're sensing and sometimes that's where the error occurs. We're still learning how to use our abilities."

Out of the corner of Laurel's eye she noticed the image of the being evaporate away to be replaced by a different individual that looked to be of the same species, but dramatically different in appearance in that his skin was a much paler red hue, he had no goatee, and he was wearing a dark red outfit that accented the color of his skin and he had big bright brown eyes that seemed piercing and intelligent. He had the same 6-fingered hands indicating he was of the same species as the first individual, but of a genetically distant lineage. The new being was moving slightly suggesting the image was no longer a hologram, but in fact that of a living individual that was studying Laurel's appearance closely.

"The hologram just¦I don't think I'm looking at a hologram anymore. I think¦I'm seeing one of the builders in person." Laurel said softly.

The individual pulled his head back in seeming surprise and then he spoke a few a sentences and they were distinctly different from the linguistic style the hologram was using. Laurel was pretty sure she was detecting a few English phrases tinted with an odd accent.

"I am Laurel Kade, can you understand what I'm saying?"

The individual spoke a few more times while making hand gestures that Laurel was having a difficult time interpreting the meaning of. When the individual stopped speaking, Laurel looked back at the others.

"Can you hear what he's saying?"

"We can hear him but we still can't see him," Dr. Isacks said. "The language is almost familiar but¦distinctly different from anything I've ever heard before."

The individual began speaking again and Laurel looked at him and he was gesturing to the amber colored crystal at the outer edge of the console before her as he was speaking. Laurel looked at the crystal for a moment then she reached over and touched it with her fingertips. She felt an odd sensation like her mind was being probed again and she immediately actively quieted her mind to prevent deep infiltration. The individual then spoke up in perfect English with a clear accent that was unlike anything anyone in the room could precisely identify as familiar.

"Your companions will not be able to see me until they step forward and interact with the control crystals before you. It enables your visual center to process the image data properly. Your eyes do not see the spectrum this transmission is using without a slight modification to the way your brain interprets visual information. You purged your mind from the interactive system before I could discern much about your species. I was only able to learn your language and intentions before you interrupted the process."

"So¦you were probing my mind?"

"I was not, the interactive system was. It is a normal function of the system to better understand the individual using the system."

"I see. We don't like having information extracted from our minds like that without being asked first. Are you the ones who built this place?"

"Yes. Our species are called Fearon. We built the research facility you are in to study the planet for possible colonization. The planet began to undergo climactic and seismic upheavals that made it unsuitable for our needs and we determined that there was an emerging intelligent species already occupying the planet and our colonization efforts would have interfered with their natural evolution into the dominant intelligent life forms. We therefore abandoned the research facility and moved on from your region of space a very long time ago."

"So this was left here so the new higher life form could one day contact you?"

"That or anyone wise enough to figure out how to get past the shield concealing the facility. Most of our advanced technology was removed and taken with us, but some aspects were left behind since they were integrated into the structure of the facility."

"Well we aren't the intelligent life you spoke of, we came to this planet from the opposite side of the galaxy, but we have brokered a peace with the indigenous intelligent life and we now consider this planet our shared home world. We can't go back to where we came from so, we really don't have anywhere else to go."

"Why can't you go back to where you came from?"

"That's kind of a long story. The trip here was long and arduous. It took much longer than we had originally planned and along the way we uh¦we moved back through time to this era. If we went back, it would be long before any of us was born. There are some inherent problems with possibly interacting with any of our family members. We could inadvertently cause ourselves to never be born."

Laurel observed the almost expressionless reaction on the man's face and she grinned slightly.

"You don't seem too surprised, have your people experimented with time travel before?"

"We looked into the subject a very long time ago and determined it was an area of research that be should be avoided. The fact that you are alive and well would suggest you are in an alternate reality from that which you were born to. You cannot exist in the same linear timeline as another version of yourself. Entropic cascade failure would result and you would be destroyed at the fundamental level. It would happen to anyone existing alongside their twin."

"We uh¦we've seen something like that happen before. Our scientists concluded something similar, but they had no practical way of proving the theory."

"It is a fact of temporal mechanics. My people have had an advanced understanding of such things for a very long time."

"How long ago did your people abandon this facility? From what we've learned by examining the geological record of this planet, the climate has been stabile for around eight hundred thousand years."

"I am not familiar with your concept of tracking the passage of time. You severed your mental link with the system before such things could be learned. Your star system has orbited one-fifth the distance around your galaxy's core since the time we left. You can figure out for yourself how long ago that was according to your method of tracking the passage of time."

"I see. I'm uh¦I'm not comfortable with the idea of connecting with this system again for now. There are people among my party that don't have the sensitive information in their heads that I do. It might be better if one of them interacts with the system to give you a better understanding of who we are."

"I gather from your stature that you are not considered fully grown?"

"That's correct. Many consider me to still be but a child, but my mind has been artificially advanced. I posses more knowledge and understanding than most adults will achieve in their lifetime."

"Are you a fair representative of what your people are like despite those facts?"

"I would like to think so. Most females share the physical characteristics I posses to one degree or another. Psychologically on the other hand, I am the result of how my mother raised me, so I represent what my mother's generation holds as important as evidenced by the values they instill in their children."

"You have some remarkable features to your appearance and from what I was able to learn from you directly, I know you are a good person with honorable character. The facility you now occupy is yours to do with as you wish. We hold no claims to it or your planet. You know the technique for passing through the shield so you may come and go safely at will. From what I can see in my records, it is large enough to accommodate a rather sizable contingency should you so desire."

"So you've never been here yourself?"

"No. I am very far away from your galaxy. My people originated in your galaxy, but I have never been there myself."

"Are you telling me I'm talking to you from another galaxy?"

"Yes. It takes light millions of lifetimes to reach your galaxy from where I am."

"You can't tell me how far away your galaxy is?"

"It would be easier to show you since I do not understand your concept of distances in space."

The man took a few steps to the side and a console that was similar but much more sleek and advanced looking than the one Laurel was standing at came into view. The man stepped behind it and touched several locations that Laurel couldn't see from her perspective and the image changed to that of the local star systems with a blue blinking dot that was outlined in white.

"This is where you are among the stars in your local star cluster," The image then moved away and the edge of the galaxy came into clear view and it filled Laurel's entire field of view, as though she were standing among the dense ribbon of stars making up the spiral arm of the galaxy that the Future planet resided within. "This is the spiral arm of stars your system resides within, almost at the outer edge as you can see," The Milky Way then rushed away so Laurel was looking at the galaxy in its entirety from several hundred light years away. "This is your galaxy as seen from afar, you can see where your system resides within the sea of stars that make up your galaxy." The Milky Way then rushed away and galaxy after galaxy flew by until the Milky Way was just a tiny dot in the distance and then an elliptical galaxy came into view and Laurel felt as though her perspective was that of being immersed in the sphere of stars with one in particular being represented by a blue dot that was outlined in white. "This is where I am within my galaxy, Pernesious as we call it, on a planet called Thalana, meaning beginning in my language."

"Wow! I can't be sure but¦I think you just showed me a trip of millions of light years. How are you able to communicate with us in such detail across such a vast distance?"

"There are dimensions beneath normal space that have different physical properties present enabling a person to send a signal to what is a distant point in our dimension in real time. Distance does not exist as we know it in that place."

"We call it subspace domains. We're familiar with the technique for communications, but we haven't achieved the kind of long distance communications you're talking about and it's extremely difficult to access subspace without expending a vast amount of energy to pierce a subspace barrier without causing an uncontrolled rupture."

"We have had a very long time to perfect the technique."

"I can appreciate that. You know, Genesis is the name of our new capital city on this planet and it means beginning too. This is where we are going to begin our new society on this side of the galaxy."

The image of Pernesious dissolved away and the man was once again visible and he walked out from around his console and faced Laurel.

"Are you going to be willing to share information with our people about this place and possibly about your culture?" Laurel asked.

"I will access detailed information on the research facility in order to pass along what you need to know. As far as an exchange of culture and knowledge, I will have to inform the science directory that someone is making such a request, the decision up to them since I am just a research analyst."

"I can understand that. Let me introduce you to the leader of the exploration team sent to investigate this place? Her name is doctor Isacks and you should really be talking to her, not me."

"Very well. Have her step forward and touch the central crystal and she will be able to see me as you can. It has been a true pleasure speaking with you Laurel Kade. I hope we get the opportunity to speak again sometime."

"Thank you, me too."

Laurel then stepped back and looked at Dr. Isacks.

"This is your expedition doctor, you should be conducting the first contact meeting here. I'm sure you have a million questions you would like to ask this man."

Dr. Isacks smiled and walked over next to Laurel and then she placed her hand on the center crystal and she closed her eyes for a moment as she felt an odd sensation wash over her. When the feeling subsided she opened her eyes and she could now see the man Laurel had been talking with.

"Oh my¦" Dr. Isacks uttered in surprise. "Hello sir, my name is doctor Marsha Isacks. It's a pleasure to make your acquaintance."

"Hello doctor Isacks. My name is Kalan. I sense surprise at my appearance. I assure you, I was equally surprised when I beheld Laurel Kade for the first time. You both posses attractive attributes despite the difference in our species, but I was still surprised by Laurel's appearance, though pleasantly."

"I apologize Kalan. I don't have a lot of experience at meeting new species just yet. You're a fine looking man, just not¦what I was expecting from listening to your voice while you were talking to Laurel. There are around fourty guest species in orbit around our planet waiting to meet us, so I'm sure I'll get my fair chance at meeting new people from other star systems."

"No need to apologize doctor Isacks. I take it your title holds significant meaning and should be expressed when addressing you?"

"Uh, it does hold significant meaning Kalan. I studied long and hard to achieve my doctorate."

"I am learning quite a few things about your people from you. I appreciate your willingness to allow the system to collect relevant knowledge from you doctor Isacks."

"Oh I assure you that I have no choice but to allow the system to do as it will. Most of us don't have the ability to quiet our minds to outside influences like Laurel can. She's had some practice at disciplining and controlling her mind in ways most of us will never achieve."

"I see. Let me reassure you that specific personal information is not being accessed. General concepts and beliefs are acquired and passed along so they can be experienced where I am. I am gaining an understanding of your people but sensitive information, as Laurel feared was being accessed, is not in fact collected. I can sense that you have honorable intentions and a kind disposition. I believe I now understand your concept of tracking the passage of time and how it relates to measuring galactic distances. Your concept of mathematics is identical to ours as well. We have found that mathematics, when properly grasped, is a universal language. You may tell Laurel that her suspicion was correct. Pernesious is two million, two hundred thousand light years from your galaxy."

"Harriet mother of Mary¦it must've taken your people a long time to reach Pernesious when you left the Milky Way."

"It was not a direct trip to our current location within the Pernesious galaxy. We made many stops along the way to prospect possible locations for new home worlds. My people are scattered across the universe on over ten thousand worlds. Thalana is our central home world, established over a million years ago, but it is a matter of perspective if you were to ask others of my kind, wherever they currently reside, what they consider to be their home world."

"I guess I can understand that. This is our home world, but we weren't born here. This is our first small step into what you're talking about."

"That is true. From what I understand¦you are a young species. In the breadth of time you will venture far from your galaxy as my people have."

"We've actually already visited another galaxy on our way to this world. It wasn't part of the plan, but the experience was enriching for all of us. We gained a new citizen from that galaxy and an incredible wealth of knowledge and technology passed on to us by an incredibly ancient and wise culture that saw promise in our species."

"I am beginning to gain a sense of what this ancient and wise culture may have seen in your kind, just by getting to know you and Laurel Kade. I hope you are representative of most of your people. If so, you truly show promise."

"I think you could call us typical, though Laurel has some abilities that I don't, putting her a little beyond me in that respect."

"Abilities of the mind?"

"Yes. Don't get me wrong; she's not alone in exhibiting advanced abilities, but her and her mate Jake are blessed with a level of ability well beyond anything the rest of us posses. If your people have been around as long as it would seem based on your descriptions, do your people exhibit advanced abilities too?"

"It would be difficult to compare my species to yours. Fearon physiology is vastly different judging by the difference in our appearance. The way our minds work might seem advanced compared to how your species minds work. I cannot say for certain since I do not know much about your species."

"Right, pardon my ignorance Kalan. Can you move things with your mind, sense future events, sense what others are thinking by reading their emotions?"

"We have the ability to glimpse possible future events using technological tools, but not with the unaided mind. Moving objects without physical contact or technological aid is also not something we are capable of."

"Hmm. Our experience has shown that most species, given enough time, develop the abilities I was speaking of and many more. What about sensing what others are thinking?"

"We call that tek na bron. Most of us can sense what others are thinking, but it does not always work with other species and it requires close physical proximity for it to work in the first place."

"We call it telepathy. What Laurel and Jake posses is a slight variation of telepathy in that it isn't a direct reading of the mind. It's a detailed sense of what a person is feeling and the mind interprets the subtle language of emotions well enough to determine what a person is thinking, though¦with each other they actually hear what the other is thinking. They share a bond that runs so deep they operate as one person. We call it being paired."

"Sheoda. We are capable of existing as you describe, but it must be initiated through technological means and it alters the brain physiology of both parties so drastically that it cannot be undone. Not many of my people are willing to adapt to such a dramatic change to one's perspective on everything for the rest of their life."

"Sheoda¦hmm. This sheoda doesn't occur naturally?"

"No. It is impossible for two people to achieve synchronized brain function like sheoda produces."

"Well I guess that's a physiological trait our species don't have in common then. Laurel and Jake are not the only ones to achieve a stabile pairing; one of us even achieved it with a girl that isn't Human. Korica is the citizen I spoke of from another galaxy that is now one of us¦in more ways than one."

"You encourage interspecies relationships among your people?"

"It's not that we encourage it, we just don't forbid it if it's what a person wants. If a person proves himself or herself to be honorable and trustworthy, we open our hearts and homes to them. We don't care where you're from or what you look like, if you're a good person, that's all that matters. It just happens that Korica's outward appearance is virtually indistinguishable from that of a typical Human girl."

"It says a great deal about your people if that is your attitude toward other people not of your species. I am seeing more of the great potential the ancient and wise species you spoke of saw in your people."

"Thank you Kalan. I have so many questions I want to ask you about this place, but first I should introduce you to the rest of my expedition so you can experience more of what Humans are like."

"I would welcome the opportunity to meet more of your people. You will need to interact with the system one at a time."

"Is that why Jake and I couldn't activate the controls while we were both standing in front of the control console?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. The system is designed to familiarize itself with the physiology of a single person's mind in order to actively interact with them. Two people overwhelm the system and it will cease operation or fail to operate in the first place due to that fact."

Dr. Isacks was startled when Mike called out to her and it sounded off in her ear loudly as he spoke excitedly.

"Marsha! You have got to get a load of the power plant in this place. There are these enormous circular columns full of bubbling water that's backlit in green and a current is being used to achieve electrolysis separation to extract hydrogen and oxygen, as we suspected we would find, but the hydrogen is piped into this exotic reactor that¦well I'm not completely sure yet what forces are being harnessed to create what we're seeing. There is a gigantic magnetic sphere that's split in half Futuretally and in the middle of the sphere is a quivering mass of roiling¦well it looks like water folding in on itself over and over, but my handheld sensor tells me it isn't water, it's a contained region of subspace unlike anything I've ever seen before. The energy potential is staggering, though I think the reactor is just idling at the moment."

"Are you messing with the controls up there Mike?"

"Hey, I'm just reporting what Adam uncovered, literally. He activated the monitoring system up here and then opened the reactor housing once he determined that there wasn't any dangerous radiation present. This thing uses what he called redundant magnetic containment to keep dangerous particles and radiation contained within the reactor assembly."

Dr. Isacks nodded and turned and looked at Kalan.

"Is there an exotic reactor in this place?"

"I would have to look up the specifications for how the facility is powered. That particular facility is very old so the technology employed is archaic compared to what we regularly use in our more modern research facilities. I know that research facility was deliberately located under a tremendous amount of water in order to extract usable elements from the water. Typically a fusion reactor would be employed, but they do not normally operate unattended for as long as that facility has been abandoned. I would use caution in experimenting with the power generation fixtures until I can determine exactly what was installed. You'll have to pardon me, but none of us have been to your planet for well over a million years. It goes without saying that the people involved in the construction and operation of that particular research facility are long since deceased. We had all but forgotten about the facility until an alert informed us that someone had activated the interactive information exchange system."

Dr. Isacks nodded and then looked away for a moment as she touched her earwig.

"Mike, we've made contact with the builders of this facility. They warn us not to go messing around with the reactor until they can retrieve archival data about this place to determine exactly what you're looking at. It could be dangerous."

"Really? How in the world did you make contact with the builders? Are they nearby?"

"That room that caught my attention is designed to conduct a two way conversation across great distances. They're still around as a species, but they left our galaxy a really long time ago. I'm talking face to face with Kalan; he's Fearon. He's in another galaxy millions of light years from here called Pernesious. Just tell Adam not to mess around with the controls up there until we get instructions on how to operate things safely."

"I'll tell him doctor. You should still come up and have a look at this place. It is absolutely unbelievable. For something as old as this place, everything seems to still be working perfectly."

Dr. Isacks turned and looked at Laurel and grimaced for a moment then grinned and Laurel nodded as she read clearly what Marsha had in mind.

"Jake and I would be happy to go up there and make sure they don't let their excitement cloud their better judgment."

Dr. Isacks turned her earwig off and then smiled at Laurel.

"Just don't tell them I sent you up there to mind them? They might get bruised feelings about it."

"Why, because we're just a couple of kids?"

"Look, I know you're smarter than all of us combined, but you have to remember the package you come in Laurel. Mike and Adam can be a little¦arrogant¦and thick headed sometimes. They're both brilliant scientists, but they came to their knowledge and experience the old fashioned way. They went to school for years and worked very hard to acquire the knowledge they posses. To have someone as young as you Jake appear to be outshining them, well it can be hard for them to swallow. You have experience with what they're exploring up there too, so I'm counting on that experience and your advanced senses to keep them from doing something we'll all regret."

"Well I appreciate the respect and admiration I'm sensing from you. I sense you don't see either of us as know-it-all kids getting in your way."

"Oh no, you wont find that kind of ignorance from me Laurel. I know what it took to accomplish the amazing things you two did in getting us to this planet. I look up to both of you."

"Awe, that's sweet doctor Isacks. We'll head up there and discretely make sure they don't mess around with things they shouldn't until we get some clear instructions."

Dr. Isacks nodded and then faced Kalan and grinned at him.

"It was nice to meet you Kalan," Laurel said. "I hope we get to talk again sometime."

"I look forward to the opportunity Laurel Kade. I will likely be appointed as the point of contact between your people and mine so, if you return to the room you are now in, in the future you will likely reach me first."

"That's good news. I feel like we have a rapport."

"Indeed we do. Perhaps next time we meet you will be more comfortable with the idea of letting the system read you more completely."

"Maybe. You would have to understand exactly what's in my head Kalan. It's so sensitive that I can't even discuss it. I hope you can understand how information that sensitive needs to be protected at all costs. I'm sure you have things in your head that you would rather us not learn too?"

"Spoken like a seasoned and respectable leader. I do I in fact posses vast knowledge that could be perverted if it were to get into the wrong hands. I am surprised that such wisdom would occur in one as young as yourself¦or that you would be in possession of knowledge that is so sensitive. I do however respect your right to privacy and the protection of your people if such sensitive information resides within your mind."

"Thank you Kalan. You'll just have to take my word for it for now. As we get to know each other better, perhaps I'll be allowed to explain myself a little better so you'll understand my reluctance."

"I know you are a woman of strong character so I have no doubt that what you say is true. Fair travels and kind winds be yours Laurel Kade. That is a farewell salutation from my people that harkens back to a time when we navigated seas on ships that relied on the wind for propulsion."

"Thanks Kalan. My people used to navigate the seas of my original home world in the same manner. The youth of my generation say, catch up to ya' later friend.

Laurel was pleased when she heard Kalan chuckle ever so subtly and then Amelia stroked the back of Laurel's head and then kissed the side of her head.

"I'm so proud of the way you make friends Laurel honey." Amelia said softly.

"Thanks mom. I'm just likeable I guess."

"Yeah you are."

Laurel then put her hand in Jake's and he interlaced his fingers through hers and they turned and headed toward the door with Amelia and John following right behind them. They stepped out of the room and headed back up the corridor leading to the door to the stairwell. As they reached the door, Amelia reached out and softly caressed Laurel's shoulder.

"You don't need to feel bad for being apprehensive with unknown technology honey. You're wise to keep the sensitive information in your head secure. We really don't know Kalan enough to know what his true intentions are or what his people are like. You've learned some hard lessons about letting your guard down baby, you're just doing what the captain would want given how much you know about so many things that shouldn't get into the wrong hands."

"It hurts not to trust people the way I want mom. I'm not going to let the captain down by allowing what we know to slip into the wrong hands, but I hate being so¦secretive and vague all the time."

"It should reassure you that this advanced system for detecting what a person is like doesn't seem to work both ways," John said. "They're obviously holding back just like you are. It pays to be cautious when meeting a new race, especially when that new race is millions of light years away."

"I know dad, you sound just like the captain."

"I take that as a compliment. You're acting like the captain, you should be proud of that."

"I guess I am here as his representative huhn?"

"He places a lot of trust in you and Jake for good reason."

"That actually makes us feel a little better," Jake said. "Laurel wants to trust everyone and be trusted so it makes her feel bad when she can't do that, but we know that's just the way things have to be with what's in our heads. We're implicitly trusted by the one person that it means the most to be trusted by."

"There you go," John said as he patted Laurel's back. "The captain would be proud of you."

"That arrogant SOB senior chief Matson will be pleased that Laurel did what she did when he reads our report too." Jake said.

"I thought the captain put him in his place." Amelia said.

"Oh he did, but a stubborn old salty squid like that is going to be set in his beliefs. He'll show us the respect the captain insists is due, but he's got the captain's ear just the same and the moment we screw up in his eyes, he's going to point it out and make a case for getting our unrestricted clearances and trust rescinded. We're just a couple of really smart kids that have gotten lucky so far in the senior chiefs eyes. He thinks it's only a matter of time till we mess up and he can say I told you so and get us off the bridge and out of the way."

"The captain would never allow that to happen Jake."

"I know, but Matson could make things hard for us just the same."

"I don't want the captain to have to act as a buffer for us all the time either." Laurel added.

"I'm sure he doesn't mind honey. He holds you two in extremely high regard for good reason. He isn't going to let anyone mess with you."

Laurel nodded and smiled at her mother then turned her head and looked at the control crystal by the door and she looked back at her mother and John.

"Do me a favor, I want to see if the door control responds to either of you the way it did for us."

Amelia shrugged her shoulders lightly and reached around Laurel and placed her hand on the control crystal and it glowed for a moment and then the door began to open with a grinding noise that made Jake grimace. He then looked at his father.

"We gotta get someone to clean and lubricate these door guides if we're going to be establishing a permanent presence in this place. That sandy grinding noise is like fingernails on a chalkboard. It makes my teeth hurt."

John chuckled and gestured to the now fully open doorway. They all filed into the stairwell and proceeded to climb up 3 levels to the hangar level. They then activated the opening mechanism to exit the stairwell and the control crystal responded as expected when John touched it but the door slid open noisily and very slowly, creaking to a halt once it was 95% open. The 4 of them stepped through the doorway and Jake turned and looked back at the slightly closed door.

"These doors are eventually going to fail altogether and prevent us from moving freely within this place."

"Can you disable the door, locking it in the open position?" John asked.

"Probably, we would have to remove the control crystal while the door is open, but I don't think we should do that. That door and the others on this level are meant to hold back the lake if something should go wrong with the shield."

"The shield has been functional for hundreds of thousands of years without issue," Amelia said. "What's the likelihood that it would fail now?"

"It has remained functional because there wasn't anyone on this side messing around with the controls."

"I suppose there's some logic in that. What's going to happen when one of the doors fails to open though?"

"Jake and I will force it open," Laurel offered. "We just can't take the risk of something catastrophic happening with the doors stuck open. We would flood the stairwells and I have no idea if the door seals on the lower levels would hold for very long if at all."

"You would know best what we should do honey," Amelia said. "Let's step away from the door and see if it closes properly."

They all took a few steps away from the door and it slowly ground closed. They then turned and headed up the corridor to the door leading to the stairwell that led to the upper levels. Laurel touched the control crystal imbedded within the doorframe and the center crystal lit up from within for a moment and then the door slid open with the familiar sandy grinding noise until it reached the fully open position. They stepped through the doorway and began the climb up to the power generation level. As they neared the last staircase, Laurel and Jake began to sense a form of energy they hadn't felt before. They new there were signs of fusion reactions occurring somewhere nearby, but they also sensed something far more exotic taking place at the same time.

When they reached the final landing, they looked above the doorway and there were strange markings above the door in the same language as that on the control console down on the 3rd level down from the hangar level. These didn't look to be individual words as much as indicators of a process, such as radioactive or the likes. Amelia leaned toward Laurel's ear and gestured at the strange markings.

"You two have any idea what those markings mean?"

"Not exactly," Laurel replied. "Since it's a straight line with concentric circles above it with a dot in the center and an upside down horseshoe above that, I would guess compressive radiation from a singular point. Maybe even compressed gravitational radiation?"

"You mean¦radiation from an artificial singularity?"

Laurel looked at her mother quickly and grinned slightly.

"You understand singularities?"

"Not at all. I just know something that powerful would have radioactive properties that would be deadly and would need to be contained."

"I'm impressed that you understand that mom. Let's go have a look before Mike and Adam mess around with the controls and release a cloud of radiation or something worse."

Laurel reached out and touched the control crystal and it glowed from within for a few moments then the door slid open, this one quickly and quietly as if it hadn't been sealed shut for eons. The 4 of them stepped through the doorway into an enormous space with pillars supporting the ceiling but no walls aside from the outer walls. Toward the center of the space was a gigantic set of clear columns that were backlit with a green light. There were bubbles percolating from the bottom within each and the release of gas at the top of the columns was being collected and piped through a dizzying array of pipes and conduits to separator and collector tanks sitting amongst a confusing array of industrial looking equipment that in turn fed into the plumbing of an obvious spherical fusion reactor that itself had a mesmerizing array of plumbing and cabling running to and from it.

Off to the right of the fusion reactor was a control station where Adam, Mike and commander Calumn were standing at the myriad of controls. To their right was the enormous spherical dome that was split at the mid point and the containment cover was elevated high in the air to reveal the roiling and bizarre looking splash of water that was folding in on itself and boiling out from the outer event Future. The whole quivering mass was irregularly shaped and spiraling around in circles as it's odd motion continued to regenerate. The whole process created a brilliant bluish/white light source that was illumination the entire space with moving light that was spilling out from the reaction chamber.

Laurel motioned for Amelia and John to follow, and her and Jake led the way over to the control station and they looked over the confusing array of controls and readouts. There were markings in the unrecognizable language all over the controls but the layout and indicators seemed straightforward and logical to Laurel, gaining Jake a familiarity with what they were looking at too.

Adam stood up straight from the leaning position he had been in, in which his palms were resting on the bottom edge of the control platform.

"Have you ever seen anything like this? The raw energy from that fusion reactor, which is controlled and monitored from the left side of this control console over there, the raw energy is being funneled into this reactor, which the rest of this control console seems to be hooked into."

"Except those controls on the far right, which Adam and I have been able to determine are the power distribution and monitoring controls." Mike added.

"I've never seen that kind of energy envelope before," Laurel said. "Jake and I are sensing some pretty exotic energy coming from whatever that is. It isn't exactly a singularity but I think it's something similar."

"I can't believe this complex power plant and air processing system has been functioning for hundreds of thousands of years without anyone around." Jake commented.

"Actually¦" Adam started. "Once we were able to decipherer these readouts, we concluded that this place was idle until we showed up. The temperature of many of the system components are still rising suggesting they were in a cold iron state until very recently."

"That would make a lot more sense," Laurel said. "There would be no reason for all this to be running if there isn't anyone here putting air and power demands on the system."

"The other odd thing we've concluded is the power generation capacity of all this equipment is way more than this place will ever need. We can't quite figure out what all the extra power is for."

"Well they probably had things around that aren't here anymore," Laurel said. "Kalan said most of the technology that was in use here was removed and taken with them when they abandoned this place. Only the system components that were integrated into the structure of this place were left behind."

"It's still hard to imagine what they had here that required this much power capacity. Look at the output readings from the fusion reactor over there. The graduated output reading is holding at around two percent of the total indication range with the last five percent being in red indicating the overload range. You could power a small city with that reactor but all the power is being funneled into this exotic reactor in order to maintain whatever that roiling anomaly is. That thing is in turn spitting out enormous power potential, much of which is being redirected back into what I can only conclude is the magnetic containment system. This whole facility is only consuming around half a kilowatt, with the exception of the room they're communicating with Kalan from. The power there spiked, I'm assuming around the time contact was made with Kalan."

Laurel and Jake looked over the power distribution readings laid out over a map of the entire facility and Amelia and John stepped closer and looked over Laurel and Jake's shoulders. Amelia pointed at the lower most levels that were under an increased power demand scale though at the moment they were drawing no power whatsoever.

"What's on the lower levels that demands so much more power than the rest of this place?"

"We won't know until we explore down there."

"Whatever was there might be gone since they took almost everything with them when they left." Jake commented.

Laurel took a small step back and lifted her handheld sensor unit from her hip and activated it and began taking readings to compare against what was being indicated. The sensor unit was detecting a gravitational compression area where the roiling anomaly was located, but it was also detecting subspace emissions that were indicative of a subspace fold that pierced multiple subspace domains without the usual radioactive emissions that would be present if such a fold were present in space. Laurel then looked at the readings presented on the control panel before them and it gave a wealth of information as to what the controls did and what the readings were indicating. Laurel and Jake studied both for a few moments then they both pointed at the same controls and smiled at one another for a moment then looked at Mike and Adam.

"That's the manual override control right there. That button deactivates the automatic controls and allows you to ramp the power up or down manually. I'm sure you've already figured out that you can also isolate individual levels or rooms from that set of power distribution controls over there?"

"It took us more time than a quick glance¦but we deduced what you just confirmed."

"Although we didn't know exactly how to disable the automated controls until now." Mike added.

"The one system that's conspicuously missing from this panel is the controls for the shield." Adam commented.

"I have a feeling there is no control for that system. It's an isolated, self-generating system that doesn't require any input from this facility. That's the one system that's been operating uninterrupted since this place was built. Kalan indicated that this place was built while the lake was in place so it goes to figure that the shield was likely the first thing installed and has been functioning nonstop ever since."

"That's a seriously resilient system to operate nonstop for that long."

"No doubt," Jake said.

"We just better hope it doesn't experience any problems while we're in here or we might have a serious problem on our hands."

"If we plan on occupying this facility we can always install a backup shield generator that will kick in the second the existing system shows signs of failing for any reason."

"I think that would be a wise precaution. I'm sure the civilian corps will see the benefit of occupying a discrete facility the size of this place." Adam commented.

"Not to mention the research we could carry out from here on the aquatic life present in this lake," Mike said. "This lake is thousands of feet deep at its deepest and hundreds of miles wide and long. The variety and amount of life present staggers the mind to contemplate."

"That's true. The lake could represent a valuable food resource if the creatures exist in sufficient numbers to be culled responsibly."

"I would suggest closing the containment dome over the reaction chamber," Jake suggested. "Taking a glimpse is one thing, but leaving it exposed presents a danger if containment were to falter for any reason."

Adam sighed but nodded and he reached out touched one of the controllers and a clank was heard high above and the outer containment dome was slowly lowered back into place, striking the deck with a resounding thud and then a vacuum could be heard being established. The power levels then rose slightly as power was reduced to the magnetic containment system now that the dome was in place to provide additional shielding and containment.

"Now if you want to experiment with the controls at least you won't cause a breach that could kill everyone in this facility."

"I think we know better than to mess around with the controls that maintain magnetic containment."

"I'm sure you do Adam," Laurel said. "It's just much safer to keep whatever lurks in the core of that reaction chamber sealed from the outside environment if you're going to touch anything."

"Point taken. I was intensely curious about this level, but I suppose we should move on until we get more information about this exotic power generation plant."

"That might be a good idea. Since the system responds to demand automatically, we can go explore the deepest levels to see what's down there that requires such a huge power capacity by design."

Adam deactivated the control panel and then they all turned and headed across the enormous space to the door leading to the stairwell. As they approached the door, Laurel activated her earwig and called out to Dr. Isacks.

"Doctor Isacks, can you hear me?" Laurel called out.

"Yes, I can hear you Laurel," Dr. Isacks responded a few moments later. "Is anything wrong?"

"No. We're going to head down to the lower levels. There are indications of immense power demand potential on the lowest levels so we want to go investigate what's down there that requires so much power to be made available."

"Alright. Kalan has indicated that his information is extremely old and fractured, but from what he cant tell, there were research and study labs down here that required a great deal of power to keep captured animals alive so they could be studied. Some were rather large and strong animals so force fields were employed to keep them contained and sedate. All of the equipment used will long since be gone, but you're free to have a look around and report what you find."

"Are you saying they carried animals down the stairwells so they could be experimented on?"

"No. All Kalan will say is the stairs weren't necessary to get the creatures down there and back when they were done studying them."

"Transport systems like what's on the Future and in use in the Genesis tower?"

"He didn't say one way or the other but, that would sure make sense."

"Did he discuss the power plant up here?"

"A little. We're going to have to bring an engineering team in here with some equipment capable of recording the conversation for the details to be explained to people that will better understand what's being discussed. The preliminary explanation is that hydrogen and oxygen are separated from water via electrolysis and the hydrogen is used to fuel a fusion reactor that then powers a folded space generator. Enormous power potential is created by the reactor to power this entire place¦not that I completely understand the description of what's up there."

"Those descriptions make a bit of sense based on what we've seen. Adam has decided that until a proper scientific engineering team is dispatched with clear instructions on how to operate things up here, we should leave things alone just to be on the safe side. Adam and Mike have figured out the basic operating controls for now, but the system seems to be in auto mode so it shouldn't need any input from us."

"Can they shut it down if something should go wrong?"

Laurel turned and looked at Adam and Mike behind her mother and John. The men looked at one another for a moment then they looked back at Laurel and Jake.

"What?" Adam asked.

"Marsha is wondering if you can shut the power down up here if something should go wrong?"

"Oh. Yeah, absolutely. We simply need to enable the manual override and then reduce output to zero. It would take no more than a few seconds to reduce power to nothing throughout the whole facility."

Laurel nodded and looked away.

"Yes, they can shut it down."

"Good. Let me know if you find anything interesting on the lower levels. The map indicated there are several levels below the one we're on here."

"Yeah, I noticed that too. Someone will check in with you to let you know what we find. How much time do we have to explore?"

"I don't know for sure. The team is still taking their turns to speak with Kalan. Since three of them haven't had their turn yet, you probably have a little while."

"Sounds good. If nothing else you can join us wherever we happen to be when you're done talking to Kalan."

"That's a good idea. It sounds like you're excited to explore?"

"It's that obvious?"

"Kind of. I can hear it in your tone."

"I like this kind of thing when I know we aren't going to run into hostile aliens or anything like that."

"There isn't anyone here but us. Go have some fun looking around."

"Alright, thank you doctor Isacks."

"You're welcome Laurel."

Laurel then deactivated her earwig and stepped aside slightly and gestured toward the door.

"We're just here as observers. It's your expedition Adam and Mike, you lead the way."

"Thanks Laurel." Adam said as he stepped up to the door and touched the control crystal that then glowed from within for a few moments and then the door slid open quickly.

They all then filed into the stairwell and headed down to the hangar level then they exited out into the main corridor and headed away from the hangar to the door leading to the lower levels. When they arrived at the door, Mike touched the control crystal and it glowed from within as expected and a moment later the door ground open a few inches and then stopped and shuddered noisily, but failed to open the rest of the way. Mike looked back at everyone with a concerned look on his face and then he looked at the control crystal for a moment. He reached out and touched it again and it glowed for a few moments as before, but the door failed to open the rest of the way. Mike again looked back at the group standing behind him.

"I think we have a serious problem."

"Not necessarily," Amelia said from the back of the group. She then looked at Laurel. "You think you two can do something about the door?"

"Yeah. We should see what the problem is first. We might force the door open and do more damage to the concealed mechanism within the wall."

Laurel pulled Jake by the hand and they made their way to the front of the group and Laurel then raised her handheld sensor unit and initiated maximum gain scans of the wall in which the door slid into. She was able to discern a crossbeam scissor mechanism attached to the concealed side of the door and the top beam was no longer attached to the top of the door. It was being dragged open and forced closed by the bottom corner of the door alone causing it to bind in its tracks. Laurel nodded slowly and looked back at the group.

"The mechanism in the wall has had it. It's broken loose from the top of the door. We can force the door open, but it's going to destroy the mechanism. If we close the door after, it won't be watertight any more since the mechanism is what keeps the door closed tight enough to prevent water from getting past the seal."

"Let me ask you something," Commander Calumn started. "Is our presence creating a change in condition for the shied that's been operating uninterrupted for hundreds of thousands of years?"

"The only change is a pressure environment on this side of the shield envelope that has been absent until our presence activated the automated environmental processing system. It probably hasn't had any appreciable affect on the shield, but it will affect the components that are responsible for creating the shield. An oxygen environment is corrosive as you probably know."

"I guess what I'm getting at is, has our presence created a strain on the shield that could cause it to fail unexpectedly?"

"Probably not, at least not in the short term. Why do you ask, aside from the obvious concern of shield failure?"

"Because if we're at risk of being on the lower levels when the shield fails, I can offer a possible temporary solution to offer a small measure of protection."

"What do you have in mind?"

"I can move the Carolina right up to the corridor opening back there in the hangar and then I can extend the shield to encompass the entrance to the corridor."

"Uh¦if you did that, you would have to remain onboard since you wouldn't be able to walk through the shield with it ramped up enough to proved an airtight seal."

"I realize that. I'm impressed that you would recognize that fact though."

"Thanks. I'm trained in shield dynamics. I'm guessing you would also have to keep the main engine powered up at a fairly high level in order to provide enough power to maintain the shield like that?"

"The power systems on the Carolina are more efficient than those in her sister ships, but it would in fact require the main engine to be kept running."

"There might be another solution negating the need to do that?"

"Oh?"

"Jake has the ability to sense future events. He could reach out and see if he senses a shield failure in our near future."

"Incredible. I can see why Alexan likes having you two around."

Laurel smiled and then turned and looked at Jake.

"Just try to sense what's going to happen to you while we're here. The confusion should be reduced if you're not trying to look all that far into the future and only what will happen to you."

Jake took a deep breath and then let it out slowly and then he nodded and closed his eyes. He then drew from Laurel as he calmed his mind and reached out with his feelings and tried to focus on what was going to happen to him alone. It took a few seconds for a clear sense to come to him and it only lasted for a few seconds before a wave of confused images and emotions washed over him causing a knot to form in his stomach and he squinted hard as he tried to resolve what he was seeing and feeling. The whole day passed before his minds eye in a matter of a few seconds leading to frustration and confusion for a moment. He then took another deep breath and concentrated on recalling the images that had flooded in and he was able to recall the events of the day clear enough to know that he didn't sense the shield failing at any point. He let the images wash from his mind as he opened his eyes and blinked a few times as he tried to clear the mental fog and then his vision and senses cleared up and Laurel's beautiful face looking at him made him instinctively smile.

"We're good. I didn't sense myself being overtaken by a wall of water or anything like that. It's still hard to interpret exactly what's going to happen when an entire day comes to you in two seconds."

"I sensed your frustration. You did a good job of calming your nerves so you could review what you sensed."

"I recall an intimate moment in one of the lower level compartments," Jake thought. "I'm looking forward to that."

"I sensed it too," Laurel thought in return. "I didn't think I should say anything since I didn't know for sure if I was the only that sensed the intimate moment."

Jake smiled lightly then looked at commander Calumn.

"You don't need to use the Carolina to protect the corridor."

"That's good news. I'll admit that I'm a little curious to have a look around this place. I wasn't looking forward to sitting the exploration faze out so I could make sure the shield was kept at the right level."

"I think we're going to find some interesting discoveries on the lowest level." Laurel said with a pretty smile that made everyone smile in response.

"Like what?" Adam asked.

"I don't want to ruin the experience."

"So you want to open the door for us?" Mike asked.

"Sure," Laurel replied.

Laurel holstered her sensor unit and took a small step back from the wall and everyone moved back and watched with fascination. Laurel took a few deep breaths and reached out to Jake for additional strength and control and she joined minds with him and then began to let her feelings build within her along with her potential energy. It only took a few seconds to reach a peak that she felt was sufficient and she lifted her hand and faced it toward the door, palm out, and she pushed. Jake felt a surge rush through him and Laurel felt an intense feeling of warmth in her hand and her heart raced as her blood pressure increased. She then pushed again even harder and everyone felt a static like charge in the air as the door moved slightly then visibly shuddered and then flew open with a discernable crunching sound within the wall that the door was sliding into. The door quickly slid open almost all the way then Laurel pulled her influence back and the surge of building energy potential within her simply faded away. It left her just a touch dizzy for a few seconds and then that feeling too faded away.

Amelia stepped close to Laurel and stroked her arm lightly.

"Good job baby. You're still emitting radiant energy when you exert your abilities like that. You really need to learn to control that aspect."

"I know mom. It's going to take some practice¦which we don't get much of. I've gotten much better at keeping it under control; you would have to understand just how much¦potential rises within us to understand exactly what we're controlling. It's like trying to light a candle with a blowtorch without melting the candle in the process."

"That seems a little overly dramatic honey."

"It's not far from the truth of it mom. No one can understand what we experience when we exert our abilities. There's so much there that we aren't tapping into. Trying to use just a little bit of it is incredibly hard."

"I guess I'll just have to take your word for it honey. I can't begin to imagine what you and Jake are going through or what you experience when you extend yourselves."

"Nice job getting the door open anyways," Commander Calumn said. "The static charge is a small price to pay for having the opportunity to watch you do what you did to open the door like that. We could hear the mechanisms in the wall being crushed when you forced the door open."

"The material the mechanism is made from has deteriorated to the point of brittleness. The door probably weighs several hundred pounds so with enough force applied, the opening mechanism is no match."

"Several hundred pounds¦and you were able to shove it aside with your mind? That's down right incredible."

"Thanks."

"Not to toot our own horn but, Laurel once ripped a stasis chamber from its anchor mount and then tore the lid open, all without touching it." Jake boasted.

"We've all seen the archival footage included in our post stasis briefing. We know Tamaric would be dead if not for that amazing rescue effort and some truly ingenious use of what the elder race considered archaic technology to get him unplugged without short-circuiting his brain."

"We've found that the way our telekinetic ability works, weight isn't a factor, in fact it's removed from the equation. I was once told that we could move something as big as the Future within a planets gravitational influence without strain if we wanted too."

"That seems a little hard to fathom. The Future has to weigh billions of tons." Commander Calumn said with a smirk of disbelief.

"Like I said, weight doesn't matter when it's gravity that you're manipulating."

"So you don't lift an object so much as you remove its gravitational attraction to nearby objects and the likes."

"Yeah, I guess you could put it like that. We establish a gravitationally free area around an object so it takes little to not force to move it. The actual kinetic input we exert to move an object is minuscule once there isn't any gravitational attraction from or on the object."

"That's incredible. Does all telekinesis work like that?"

"Probably to some degree. People didn't know to look for manipulation of localized gravity fields when they studied telekinesis. Jake and I have the benefit of crossing paths with some people that were well versed in the subject and they explained exactly what we were unknowingly doing."

"Well I'm glad you and your abilities are with us," Mike said. "Let's keep moving."

Laurel smiled as she nodded and Mike led the way onto the landing above the stairwell leading to the lower levels. Mike glanced down the spiraling staircase for a moment and then he looked back at Laurel and Jake and grinned at them.

"Can't you two levitate us all down to the bottom?"

"We could, but we don't experiment with other people. We aren't practiced enough to use our abilities safely just for the heck of it."

"You're afraid of your abilities?"

"No, we're afraid of hurting someone by accident. We just aren't experienced enough with our abilities since they've increased in potential to a level we've never experienced before. They're getting stronger and more complex all the time."

"I guess I can understand that, it was just an interesting idea."

Mike stepped to the edge of the first step and waved everyone to follow him and they began climbing down the stairs in single file order. As they reached the 7th level down from the hangar level, Mike placed his palm on control crystal adjacent to the door on the bottom landing and it glowed from within for a moment and then the door slid open quietly and quickly. Mike stepped into the corridor and everyone followed behind him into the extremely wide corridor. The air was still and warm with a distinctly dank smell to it. The corridor led to the left and right from the door to the stairwell and Mike looked both ways then lifted his sensor unit and studied the detected layout for a moment then he looked at Adam.

"Why don't we explore that way," He said pointing down the corridor to the left. "Laurel and Jake can stay with their parents and explore the other way. We'll cover more ground that way. If we find anything interesting we can signal each other and come have a look at what the others found." Mike then looked at John and Amelia.

"Is that satisfactory with you two? I thought you might want to stay with your kids."

"That's fine Mike," Amelia said. "We appreciate the consideration. We've never explored with them like this before so it would be nice to stay with them."

"I thought as much. Call us if you find anything interesting and we'll do the same."

Amelia and John nodded and the group separated and headed in opposite directions. As Laurel and Jake walked down the corridor glancing at their sensor units from time to time as a more detailed detection map was being generated, Amelia and John proudly watched their children exploring in wonder. They stopped at each door and touched the control crystals, opening the doors and peering into the rooms as the lighting glowed to life. Most of the rooms were empty spaces with next to no furnishings of any kind in the mostly square rooms. There were obvious fittings in the walls and ceilings where devices had at one time been attached and plugged in, but the devices that the indentations and power outlets were designed for were missing. As they proceeded down the corridor it began to curve to the right so one couldn't see but a dozen feet down the corridor before the wall blocked the view. There were no hard right angles to the corridor or its path, just gentle curves and smooth polished walls and floors that were illuminated from above via recessed light ports that cast a warm glow over everything.

Just as the exploration was taking on a rather predictable nature in that every room seemed pretty much the same as the last, they happened upon one door in particular that didn't open when Laurel touched the control crystal. She scanned the wall that the door was supposed to slide into and the door mechanism appeared intact but the door simply wouldn't open. Jake then scanned the door with his handheld sensor unit only a few inches away from the door to try and determine what was on the other side and he detected readings of biological matter on the other side of the door in a heavy and confusing concentration that was exerting pressure on the door it was so dense. Jake looked up from his sensor unit and stared at the door for a few moments. He then looked at his father and Amelia.

"I think this is one door we should leave alone. There's some kind of biological matter on the other side that's so densely concentrated that it's putting pressure on the door. I would say that microbiology has had eons to grow unchecked and has mutated to something harty enough to survive without sunlight."

"If it's plantlike, maybe it's producing its own oxygen to stay alive."

"Or we're low enough in the facility to be close to the water intake," Laurel offered. "Whatever's growing in there might be getting its energy from the water through a chemical process that we're unfamiliar with."

"Wouldn't it make more sense to bring the water in from above to use gravity to move it through the facility?" Amelia suggested.

"I suppose that would make sense. This might be where the water is discharged after being changed by the process of separating the oxygen and hydrogen from it. Either way Jake is right, we shouldn't force this door open. We have no idea what exposure to this foreign biological matter could present as a danger."

"You think it might attack us or something?" John asked.

"Not likely, but it could make us sick. Who knows if it produces spores or something like that which our bodies would have no resistance to."

"Like a mold or something?" Amelia asked.

"Yeah. We have to consider the possibility and avoid it. If we're going to take possession of this place, they can come down here with more sensitive equipment to scan beyond the door to determine if what's in there can be studied safely or needs to be eradicated to eliminate any possible hazard. We should keep moving."

They all turned and kept heading around the gently curving corridor to the next door. Jake touched the control crystal after taking a brief scan of what lied beyond the door. The control crystal glowed from within for a moment and then the door slid open. The lighting glowed to life and revealed a large room with worktables arranged in rows in the center of the room in 4 isles and a long stainless steel looking table along the back wall that was at least 50 meters long and 3 meters deep. There were obvious power ports in the walls and floors but every piece of equipment had been removed when the facility was abandoned.

The 4 of them stepped into the room and glanced around then Laurel took some deep readings and found that the room was completely sterile and even lacked the expected layer of dust after sitting idle for hundreds of thousands of centuries.

"I looks like this was some kind of lab." Amelia commented.

"I think it would serve us well to use it for the same thing when we establish a permanent presence. It's big enough for several disciplines to conduct their work here at the same time without getting in each other's way."

"I suppose the very existence of this place and the size would make it more feasible to establish a new city up on the surface somewhere nearby." Amelia said.

"They could probably core some connecting tunnels leading to the surface from this place." John said.

"I personally think it would be a better idea to keep this place isolated from any cities we decide to build on the surface." Laurel said.

"You think the research done here should be conducted in private?"

"It depends on exactly what kind of research they decide to conduct here. Right now anything in this place has no chance of getting into the outside environment should containment be breached within any lab or room. If you create a tunnel leading to the surface, you open a portal for something dangerous or unknown to get into the environment on the surface. The depth of the water and the entrance shield provides an ideal environment to test high-energy technologies. An accident would be kept from affecting the surface by the lake and possible contagions can be experimented with and contained within this place. If the civilian corps is going to be involved, they have to answer to the civilian population for the most part. They would be free to study and experiment with any field of interest and the civilian authority wouldn't be able to use the excuse of a posed danger to the population at large to limit what's researched here."

"You sound like a contemplating leader." Amelia said with a grin.

"I guess I just understand the issues a civilian corps leader would face."

"Lets see what else we can find?" John urged gesturing toward the door.

Laurel nodded and her and Jake led the way out of the room and they continued on their path down the corridor. The next door the came to was a considerable distance down the corridor, so far that the gentle curve of the corridor to the right ceased and a long straight passageway was visible with a dead end at the end of it that Laurel and Jake could discern the details of alone. Laurel stepped up to the door and took a moment to scan the room beyond the door and the size of the room was hard to believe. She wasn't detecting any life signs so she touched the control crystal and it glowed for a moment then the door slid open and the lighting within the enormous room began to glow to life revealing a gigantic space with alcove like compartments, one after the next extending from the walls at differing depths and widths each. They stood just inside the doorway and stared at the unbelievable sight for a few moments then started walking down the row of alcove compartments and the presence of circular deck drains in the center of each compartment suggested the purpose of the enclosures.

As they stepped up to one in particular at random, they noticed indentations in the ends of the enclosure walls and Jake pointed at the rectangular indentations and looked at his father.

"Containment beams must've been generated from something that hung here."

Laurel then stepped with the enclosure and she walked to the back wall and she noticed deep scratches within the basalt rock the enclosure was formed from. She squatted down and reached out and stroked her fingers down the scratches as if tactile contact would reveal who or what created the scratches. She then withdrew her hand and looked at Jake with a sad expression on her face.

"We know creatures that are capable of digging in volcanic rock. I think some of the bearcat's ancestors were kept here."

"That's possible, but for all we know there were other animals on this world a million years ago that could've been capable of clawing scratches into basalt stone. All we know is whatever made those scratch marks wasn't happy about being kept in confinement."

Laurel nodded and stood up looked at the scratch marks for a moment longer, then she walked out of the enclosure and glanced down the isle of enclosures, noticing an odd octagon shaped depression in the floor toward the center of the gigantic room. Laurel began heading toward the depression and everyone followed behind her. As they approached the sizable depression in the floor, they looked up and noticed a cylindrical opening in the ceiling right above the depression in the floor. The opening in the ceiling was so deep that it led into a dark cavern beyond the light of the room below. There were conduits sticking out of the ceiling in a few locations around the cylindrical opening that had been severed concealing what they originally carried as far as power, control circuits, or fluids of some kind. They all stepped up to the depression in the floor and looked it over noticing still more power ports in the floor within the octagonal depression that obviously powered something big that used to sit within the depression. Laurel looked the scene over and it came to her what they were looking at.

"This must be how they got the animals they were studying into this room. They had some kind of transporter positioned here."

Laurel looked up into the dark cavern beyond the circular hole in the ceiling and shook her head.

"You're thinking it must've been big and powerful." Jake said.

Laurel looked at him and nodded.

"Yeah. The transport system on the Future is limited in the size of an object it can transport based on the size of the transport platform and power available. Something tens of meters across and as tall as this room is to the top of the device could transport something really big. Look at the size and number of power ports in the floor and ceiling, it suggests a lot of power availability. That would partially explain why they need such an immensely complex and powerful power generation facility up on the higher levels. I'm guessing our transport system is a little more advanced thus more efficient, but it's limited in that it works within a compression field that has to be broadcast throughout the ship to make it work. This obviously worked on a different principle in order to transport things down here from the outside environment."

"Unless they transported things down here from the hangar."

"That would fit in with our knowledge of how instantaneous transport is possible at the very least. Hopefully Kalan¦or some of his people will be willing to tell us how their transport systems worked while they were here. I'm sure what they have now is light years beyond what we have and they likely won't share their most advanced technology with us, just as we're cautious about sharing details of our advanced technology with less advanced species."

"I guess an alliance with a species millions of light years away is an unlikely possibility?" John Posed.

"More than likely," Jake said. "I'm kind of surprised they're even willing to communicate with us as openly as they have so far. We're going to have to provide evidence of our level of sophistication in order for them to determine what they're going to share with us as far as technological information and continued communication. If we prove to be too primitive for their standards, they might not be willing to conduct any further communications with us. They have no interest in our galaxy so there really isn't anything in it for them."

"Unless we have knowledge that could enhance what they know." Amelia offered.

"Yes, but we have to get to know them better before we divulge that kind of knowledge too."

"You think there were more transport¦platforms or whatever on different levels?" John asked.

"It would sure make sense in order to accommodate moving large equipment that won't fit in the stairwells. It's likely we'll find more of these."

"You think we could retrofit these to accommodate our version of a transport system, but on a larger scale?"

"There's no reason we couldn't if we can figure out those power ports. We would have to install compression field generators throughout the facility and get the field balanced precisely, but it's possible."

"How would a field like that affect the exotic reactor we saw up there?" Amelia asked pointing a finger toward the ceiling.

"I don't exactly know," Laurel replied. "We would have to have some engineers study the subject before we attempted something like that just to be sure we don't destabilize it."

Jake glanced down the row of enclosures and he noticed that a few were truly huge and he furrowed his brow as he looked at his father and Amelia.

"It appears that there used to be some truly large animals on this planet. I wonder if their descendants are still around and of equal¦or greater size."

"We haven't categorized all of the life on this planet by far," Amelia said. "It's entirely possible that whatever they had confined in here is still around in an evolved form, just like the bearcats."

"I can't even imagine what the bearcats were like a million years ago."

"Maybe the Fearon will share their research from the time when they occupied this world."

"It can't hurt to ask I suppose. I don't think we're going to find anything else interesting in this room, let's keep heading down the corridor and see what's in the rest of the rooms."

Amelia stepped closer to Laurel and kissed the side of her head and then stroked her head lovingly.

"I can sense that this place saddens you. You don't like the idea of experimentation on the poor animals that were kept here."

"No wild animal likes being kept in captivity no matter how short the period of time. I'm trying not to imagine what kind of study was conducted on them. I like our way of observation in native habitats over this."

"I have a gut feeling they were studying the animals they brought here for more than just observational purposes." Jake commented.

Laurel gently pulled away from her mother and took Jake by the hand and pulled him toward the exit some distance away.

"Why do you think they brought so many different species here then?" Laurel asked.

"Transplant colonization of other planets. Not every species is going to see that as wrong like we do." Amelia offered as an answer.

"So they determine intelligence and transplant the species that won't know the difference and are hardy enough to thrive on another planet?"

"Yeah, something like that. Maybe they encountered worlds that were practically devoid of animal life and they were looking for a way to change that for whatever reason."

"I guess it's a way of terraforming a planet."

"Or the final step in terraforming a planet once a stabile atmosphere is established and plant life has taken hold."

"Geoengineering?"

"Yes. Creating life bearing worlds from otherwise lifeless bodies."

They finally reached the door and Laurel activated the control crystal and the door slid open and they all stepped out into the warm corridor where the air smelled considerably more sterile and warm. They took a few steps then looked back and watched the door slide closed. Laurel then sighed lightly and grinned slightly.

"I feel better just being out of there. It's the weirdest feeling, but I could almost sense the spirits of the animals that were kept in there and they weren't happy. I guess I have more questions for Kalan if I get to talk to him again."

"If it helps baby, it's a noble effort to create a world for colonization rather than just taking over one like we have." Amelia offered.

"I know mom. I guess I just don't like the means that would be required to accomplish that."

"I know sweetie. It would sure answer some fundamental problems with creating life to envision a habitable world if you transplant existing life from other worlds instead."

"I'll try to remember that our values aren't going to be universal and in a lot of ways hold us back from realizing incredible results in a short period of time."

"We're just one of trillions of species scattered throughout the stars honey. We're all going to have different values and ways of seeing things. We can't assume ours is the best or only way of doing things. That kind of arrogance can get us into trouble with our neighbors if we don't open our minds."

"You always taught me tolerance and acceptance mom, I just never thought about it on a cosmic or multi species level. I'll keep to those particular values you raised in me."

"That's my girl. That's the kind of open mindedness that will make you a wise and powerful leader someday."

"You really think I'm going to lead the Human race on this side of the galaxy someday?"

"Maybe not the entire race since I don't think you want that kind of power for yourself, but you'll lead by inspiration at the very least."

"I guess they'll talk about the things we're doing here for a long time since we're the pioneers of our time on this world."

"That's a good way of looking at it baby. We're fastidious records keepers so your life is going to be documented for future generations to learn from."

Laurel nodded and smiled at her mother then turned and took Jake's hand and they continued down the corridor. They came upon several more rooms that were virtually identical to one another with no furnishings except for a few counter-like fixtures that seemed to be constructed from the very rock the whole facility was hued from. The only variation from one room to the next was the overall size of each room; some being immense while others were of a modest size, suggesting offices or the likes. Once they reached the end of the corridor, Laurel stepped up to the end wall and seemed to look it over closely and her mother stepped up right next to her.

"What is it honey?"

"It's probably nothing but¦all the walls, floors, and ceilings we've come across so far have been incredibly smooth and polished. This wall looks rough and porous, like you would expect volcanic rock to look like. Why would they leave this particular wall unfinished, unlike all the rest?"

Amelia looked the wall over and gently shook her head.

"I don't know, maybe they just didn't find it important to give it a finished texture that matched everything else."

Amelia stepped around Laurel and placed her hand on the wall and the wall was surprisingly dull feeling. There was no detectable temperature variation and there was a very subtle vibration detectable through her hand.

"That is the oddest thing," Amelia said. "The wall doesn't feel warm or cold. It's like I'm touching something¦that isn't there at all¦and it's vibrating slightly."

"Vibrating?" Laurel asked as she stepped closer and placed her hand on the wall next to her mother's.

"You're right mom. It's like a resonance of some kind¦like sound waves or something."

Jake then moved closer and looked at the bottom of the wall where it met the floor and unlike the other walls, there was a clear definition where the wall stopped and floor started. Jake squatted down and reached out and ran his hand along the bottom of the wall and at the exact center, his hand passed beyond the wall into a recess in which he could feel a sloped foot petal switch actuator. He pulled his hand back quickly and looked at his fingers as if he expected them to be damaged and then he stood up.

"Step back ladies, I think I found something."

Laurel and her mother took a step back and Jake put the end of his foot against the bottom of the wall while placing a hand on the wall for balance and slid his foot sideways until his toe slipped into the recess and he could feel the sloped actuator and he rocked his toes down and the hand he had on the wall passed right through the wall and he almost fell forward as he started to lose his balance now that he had nothing to lean against. Laurel reached out instinctively and pulled him back. Jake looked at her and nodded once.

"Thanks babe," He thought. "Seems I've found a secret room."

"What the heck did you do Jake?" His father asked.

Jake looked at his father.

"I found a switch that¦makes it possible to pass right through the wall. I think it's harmonic stability resonance. The wall is a hologram that's made solid when it isn't vibrating at the right frequency and whatever I just activated makes the wall vibrate at the right frequency so that it isn't solid anymore."

John stared at him blankly for a moment then looked at the wall and reached his hand out and it contacted the barrier field and wouldn't pass and he looked back at Jake.

"It obviously only lasts for a few seconds, long enough to pass through if you don't hesitate."

Laurel lifted her handheld sensor unit and looked at the detected field of harmonic frequencies and aside from their heartbeats and breathing she wasn't seeing anything unusual. She then increased the sensitivity range with her thumb and the low frequency range was expanded and she was now seeing a low amplitude ELF resonance that was well below the range of Human hearing. Laurel then gestured at the wall without looking away from her sensor unit.

"Activate the switch again and let me see what happens."

John looked down at the bottom of the wall for a moment then he moved the tip of his foot against the wall and moved it to the side until it slipped into the concealed recess and then he rocked his toes down and Laurel's sensor registered an increase in extremely low frequency harmonics from above the wall. She touched the save icon and the specific frequency at it's peak was saved and she watched the resonance slowly fading away until it returned to almost nothing then rose in frequency slightly and held steady.

"That's it, I have the frequency that deactivates the wall and the one that makes it impenetrable."

John pulled his toe back and looked at Laurel.

"Are you saying you can generate a resonance that will make the wall passable permanently?"

"Yeah, It's in the ELF band which these sensor units are capable of reproducing."

"Why in the word would they disguise a wall like this?" Amelia asked.

"We won't know until we see what's on the other side."

John placed his foot back on the concealed switch and rocked his toe down and then everyone stepped right through the wall, John stepping through last. When they stepped into the room it was fairly dark at first, with the exception of a hexagonal shaped device in the middle of the room that had a sloping facetted panel that was glowing slightly in a beautiful hue of blue/green. There wasn't enough light coming from the device to make out any meaningful details having just come from a much brighter environment. As everyone waited for their eyes to adjust, the overhead lighting began to glow to life revealing a large room with worktables along 2 walls strewn with strange devices and apparatuses unlike anything the group had ever seen before. Workstations then began to come to life along the other 2 walls with bizarre diamond shaped displays that had a maze of strange characters being displayed in a strange manner, they were scrolling from the bottom up and from the right to the left. One station after another came to life around the room and lighting above the work tables popped to life and a whirring sound could be heard increasing in frequency as the device in the middle of the room glowed brighter as the power demand increased with all the workstations and internal lighting drawing power for the first time in hundreds of centuries.

"Whoa!" John uttered. "Someone forgot to pack up their toys when they left."

"Everything seemed to come to life in response to our presence," Laurel commented. "Everything except whatever this thing in the middle of the room is." Laurel stepped around the device so she was looking directly at the front sloping facetted side of it. "This was active when we stepped through the wall. It would seem to be a power source of some kind. It's probably what's responsible for maintaining the harmonic resonance stabilization field that makes this room inaccessible unless you know how to deactivate the field with the foot switch."

Laurel lifted her sensor unit and began taking detailed readings of the device and her face perked up and she slowly looked at her mother.

"What is it honey?" Amelia asked.

"The sensor is indicating the presence of zero sum subspace vacuum energy within this device."

"Uhh¦okay, for the uninitiated what does that mean sweetie?"

"Vacuum energy mom. It's the holy grail of clean limitless energy. This is an isolated zero point power generator capable of powering this lab virtually indefinitely. Especially if there isn't much demand placed on it."

"Why would the Fearon leave something so valuable and all of this equipment behind when they abandoned this place? Kalan said they took all of their technology with them."

"I don't know. The way this room was disguised suggests not everyone among the Fearon knew this room existed. Maybe this was a personal lab that was overlooked during the evacuation."

"Or whoever built this room died before he or she could reveal what was in here." Jake offered.

Laurel looked at him and frowned slightly.

"There's a horrible thought. If this was a secret lab and the person conducting research here died without telling anyone of its existence, there won't be any records of what kind of research was being conducted here."

"Kalan said the information he has is fractured anyways. After a million or so years, there's going to be some gaps in the archival records if information about this lab ever existed in the first place. Let's look around and see if we can figure out what some if this stuff is. Maybe it'll give us a clue as to what was being researched here." Jake said.

"Uhh¦guys? I think we have a problem here." John said as he stood beside one of the worktables staring at a strange device that had a pulsing red crystal incased within it.

Laurel and Jake looked over at him then they walked over to his side and looked at the roughly egg shaped device with a flat panel on one side filled with facetted crystals and distinct imprinted circuit paths leading between each in squiggling lines and right angles to one another with tiny black dots sprinkled within the circuit paths at even intervals along the pathways. One of the crystals that was larger than the others was pulsing on and off, peaking in a deep crimson red color to then fade to a ruby red colored crystal looking like the precious stone from Earth.

"I swear I didn't touch the darn thing. It was active when I walked over here." John insisted.

Laurel lifted her sensor unit and held it directly over the device and the sensor display immediately changed to a graph of subspace carrier frequencies and there was a distinct indicated pulsing frequency that was well outside the normal range of subspace frequencies used by Humans for communication.

"Oh crap!" Laurel uttered. "It's broadcasting a subspace signal."

"To who¦to where?" Amelia asked.

"We must've set it off when we accessed this room. We have to shut it down! Who knows who could be receiving that signal."

Laurel reached out and cupped her hands on the sides of the device and lifted it from the rack it was resting within and she felt of its weight then tipped it to one side, then the other, as she examined it for possible access panels, but it was completely seamless in design. She then set it back down and looked over the crystals on the flat panel side and she gently shook her head.

"I have no idea how this thing works. I could set off a chain reaction overload if I activate these crystals in the wrong sequence."

Jake looked at the pulsing red crystal and he simply pointed at it.

"Why don't you just spin that pulsing crystal?"

"If I spin it the wrong way it'll interact with one of the other crystals in possibly undesirable ways."

Jake glanced at Laurel then looked at the device for a moment and he acted on Laurel's instinct. He reached out, grasped the casing around the edge of the crystal, and spun it to the right. It clicked as it moved and Laurel gasped, but didn't interfere as the crystal changed to a steady bright red color, then Jake spun it back to the left 2 clicks and the crystal grew dim. He then glanced at Laurel as he depressed the crystal and spun it to the right 1 click and the crystal blinked out. Jake then slowly removed his fingers from the edge of the crystal casing as he stared at Laurel in disbelief.

"Why did you hesitate babe? You had the instinctive knowledge of exactly what to do to deactivate the dang thing."

Laurel just stared at him and he raised his chin, and then looked at Amelia and his father.

"She was afraid of making a mistake with your lives in the mix. A few more seconds and she would've overcome it. I just¦acted on her instincts in the meantime."

Amelia stepped closer and stroked Laurel's arm.

"Honey you can't hesitate because I'm here. You have perfect instincts and that wacky access to the cosmic background knowledge. You have to act without hesitation no matter who or what is near you. Hesitation is what can get a person hurt baby."

"I know mom. I'm just not used to putting your life at risk based on my intuitive knowledge of something I've never seen before. You mean everything to me mom and you and John don't have the advanced protective abilities that Jake and I do. I just can't¦if I lost you I don't know what I would do if it was my fault."

Amelia now stepped into Laurel and hugged her warmly.

"You mean the world to me too sweetheart. You're not going to lose me."

Laurel held her mother tightly for a few moments then she buried her face in her mother's neck and spoke in a quiet, muffled voice.

"I know what it's like to need and miss you so much that it aches in the pit of my stomach with no means of relief mom. I don't ever want to feel what I felt when I came out of stasis the first time."

"I'm sorry it was so hard on you baby. I really thought I would be revived first and be waiting for you when it came your turn to be revived."

"I know that was the plan mom. I love you so much."

Amelia kissed the side of Laurel's head and gently pushed her back so she could look into her beautiful deep blue eyes.

"I love you too Laurel, with all my heart. I'll be here for you for as long as I draw breath."

Laurel sniffled and smiled softly.

"Thanks mom. You have no idea how much I depend on that. I won't hesitate or hold back in the future just because you're in the same room as me with something potentially dangerous."

"Good girl. Be smart and strong honey. You have incredible potential within you when you exhibit confidence. I don't ever want to be the cause of you sacrificing that just by my very presence."

Laurel nodded and set her head on her mother's shoulder for a moment then she pulled away and looked at the device now sitting idle.

"This thing seems to be a component of something larger and more complex. I wonder what the heck it was designed to function with?"

"I wonder if anyone in orbit detected the subspace signal it was producing?" Jake said.

"There's one way to find out¦" Laurel said.

Laurel reached up behind her ear and tapped her cranial transceiver active.

"Future, this is Laurel¦do you read me Future?"

There was no response and Laurel looked at Jake for a few moments and then she glanced around the room and then looked back at Jake.

"There must be something about this room that blocks signals. If the handheld sensors couldn't detect this room beyond the artificial wall, it goes to figure that our transceivers aren't going to penetrate the wall in the other direction."

Laurel then walked over to the seemingly blank wall that they had walked through to enter the room and she reached out her hand and placed it against the wall and despite feeling distinctly artificial in that it was neither warm or cold and had no discernable texture, it resisted her attempt to penetrate it. She then looked down at the foot switch on the floor right at the margin where the wall met the floor at an angle aiming toward the wall. Laurel placed her foot on the switch and pressed down on it. Seemingly nothing happened so she stepped forward with her foot still on the switch, and then pushed off from it as she stepped right through the wall and emerged in the corridor. She then looked back at the wall and waited a few seconds and then closed her eyes and reached out toward Jake. She immediately sensed him profoundly and slipped into his mind with a familiar and reassuring rush of emotional energy.

"At least we know the wall doesn't block our pairing." Laurel thought.

"There isn't much that's going to be capable of something like that babe." Jake thought in return.

"Except the binding field on Orilla."

"Well¦yeah. That was unintentional though."

"I'm going to try to call the Future again to see if the subspace signal was detected."

"Okay."

Laurel then actively withdrew into her own mind and then touched her transceiver and it beeped to alert her that it was already active. In the meantime, Jake turned and looked at his father and Amelia.

"Laurel and I can still join minds despite the presence of the wall disguising the location of this room. She's going to contact the Future to see if the subspace signal that thing was producing was detected."

Amelia nodded and the 3 of them looked at the wall expectantly. Laurel took a small step away from the wall and called to the Future once again.

"Future, this is Laurel, are you reading me?" There was a 5 second delay due to the distance involved in relaying the signal via the orbital satellite network to the Future before Laurel heard the reassuring voice of the AI echoing in her head.

"I read you loud and clear Laurel. Are you in need of assistance?"

"Hello Future. We don't particular need help, but I would like to know if you detected a subspace signal originating from the Future planet in the last few minutes?"

"Affirmative. I was unable to localize the source to specific coordinates and the signal did not last very long. It was within a range of subspace frequencies not normally associated with communication. It appeared to be a spike in subspace static at first, though the enhanced signal processors revealed otherwise."

"I was afraid of that. We discovered a concealed lab down here that is chalk full of ancient but functional technology and one device in particular activated the moment we entered the room ad began transmitting a subspace signal. We managed to deactivate it safely, but not before it transmitted for a short time. Can you tell if there was any information contained in the signal?"

"Not likely unless the information was coded in a way I am unfamiliar with. It is more likely the signal was meant as a beacon signal capable of being traced from a great distance."

"Crud! Do you think any of the orbiting ships around the Future planet detected the signal?"

"If they did, they likely would have concluded that it was merely a random fluctuation in the background subspace static that is omnipresent when in close proximity to a star. They would have to have sophisticated signal processing and analyzing capabilities such as the capabilities at my disposal in order to determine that the signal was intentional and originated from the planet."

"I see. You might want to keep an eye on your long range sensors for possible foreign intelligences coming to have a look at who broadcast a signal that hasn't been seen in over million years in these parts."

"How can you be so certain that this type of signal has not been seen in these parts for that long?"

"Oh uh, we encountered another room that had technology that allowed us to contact the people that originally built this research facility. They're called the Fearon and they abandoned this planet and this galaxy over a million years ago. They now reside in an elliptical galaxy a couple million light years from here, but they're still around. The individual we've made contact with is called Kalan, he doesn't look Human exactly, but he seems friendly enough. It'll all be in my report when we get back aboard. I just wanted to see if the signal was contained to the lab or not. Hopefully we didn't inadvertently contact anyone hostile."

"It sounds like you are making some interesting discoveries. I will inform the captain of your recommendation and situation."

"Thank you Future. It's always good to know that I can still reach you for advice and council if I need it."

"You are very welcomed Laurel. Your cranial transceiver signal is far too weak to reach me from the opposite side of the planet, however the recently established orbital satellite platforms are capable of detecting and relaying your signal to me with only a minimal signal lag."

"Good to know. Will you call us if you see anyone heading this way?"

"Affirmative."

Laurel then tapped her cranial transceiver into standby mode and she turned and faced the wall then took a step forward and placed her foot on the floor switch and rocked her toe down and then stepped right through the artificial wall.

"Well the Future detected the signal. The AI wasn't able to localize the signal but it knew there was a subspace signal originating from somewhere on the planet. The exotic nature of the signal means not many of the ships in orbit will have sensors sensitive enough to detect the signal in the same way as is it was on the Future. It's going to look like background subspace static that's always present when you're in close proximity to a star. However, if the Future detected the signal it was definitely strong enough to be detected by who or whatever the signal was designed to be received by."

"You think some of this equipment could lend a clue as to what the signal was meant for?" John asked.

Laurel walked over by Jake and slid her hand into his and gave him a loving smile that gave him Goosebumps, and then she looked around the room at all the active bizarre shaped displays.

"We can't read a word of what's being displayed. I'm not sure we should mess with anything in here until a science team comes in here and determines what everything does with some level of certainty. I'm sure these workstations are encrypted anyways, we won't be able to just bring up what we want without deciphering the encryption that's in place, which is going to be very difficult since we can't read what's being displayed in the first place."

Jake took a small step toward one of the displays as he was pretty sure he somewhat recognized what was being displayed aside from the alien text. He stared at the display for a few moments and then he looked at Laurel and pointed at the display.

"You have advanced knowledge of pulsar frequencies right? Isn't that what those signal architecture readings are?"

Laurel looked at the display and stepped right next to Jake and stared at what was being displayed and she nodded slowly.

"I think you're right. That¦isn't our stars though."

"Our stars?" Amelia asked. "What do you mean by that honey?"

"Our galaxy. I don't recognize those frequencies if I'm reading that right."

"You think that's where the signal was meant to be received? Another galaxy?"

"We can't be sure of that. That just seems to be what's being displayed on this particular screen. For all we know this could be a set of pulsar coordinates leading to another of their colonized worlds, or one they were planning on colonizing in the past."

"So that would indicate that other worlds were being studied in this lab at the very least?"

"That would be a probable conclusion based on what we're seeing here."

"We should let doctor Isacks know what we've found so she can organize a scientific investigation of what all this stuff is for." Jake suggested.

"That's a good idea. I'm really curious about some of these strange looking devices but we're supposed to be here as observers, it's up to doctor Isacks to decide who messes with this stuff."

"You don't think any of these things are dangerous?" John asked.

"Not inherently. I think if combined or tampered with without the proper investigation via advanced sensing equipment to determine what any of these things do, a person could inadvertently hurt themselves or someone else, but I don't think anything will explode or anything like that just by handling these things. If any of this stuff was linked to technology in this facility, said technology has long since been removed so nothing will happen if a device is activated."

"But some of these things were designed to reach out beyond this facility." Amelia said.

"Yeah¦what are you getting at mom?"

"Don't you think you and Jake should oversee how they investigate these things to make sure something unintentional isn't done?"

"That's not our place to do that mom. We aren't in the civilian corps so the captain won't order us to do that and we aren't members of the scientific team so we aren't going to be asked to take part in the investigation of what all this stuff is and does."

"Okay¦on a personal level, wouldn't you feel better if you were here to¦sense when something ignorant is about to be done."

"Mom!" Laurel uttered with a smile while laughing. "You're talking about some of the most brilliant civilian scientists among us. You sound like you don't trust them to use their heads."

"Hey, they were fiddling with the power generation equipment up there without regard for the danger."

"They had a pretty good idea of what they were messing with. Those control panels were laid out in a very logical manner. Mike and Adam knew what not to touch."

"And the exotic radiation they were allowing to radiate out of the containment vessel when they opened the dome to satisfy their curiosity as to what lurked within it?"

"The system automatically compensated for the removal of the dome shell. We weren't in any real danger."

"You think they knew that would be the case when they opened the darn thing?"

"Probably not. Still, we have to have some faith in them. We can't baby sit every exploration team that discovers something exotic and decides to investigate it in a way we wouldn't. I'm flattered you have so much confidence in us though."

"It's well placed confidence sweetie. I would feel better if you watched over these over eager scientists, but I understand your position¦and you're probably right about your conclusions as to your inclusion into the investigation faze."

"Thanks mom. We should¦"

The furthest display changed from the scrolling script to an audible alert with a distinct point being indicated and what seemed to be a course of travel leading to what was obviously the Future planet based on the local stars that were being represented which Laurel readily recognized.

"What's that?" Amelia asked.

Laurel walked over to the display and stared at the display for a moment and her eyes got wide.

"That looks like¦a point of origin and a course leading here. I recognize our local star cluster represented there. I don't know what system is represented there though."

"So¦does that mean someone is coming¦or that something has been located and a path leading to it is indicated?"

"I don't know mom. I can't read the alien text being displayed. It seems to be scrolling from bottom to top and left to right. We don't read and write like that and I have no idea what any of those characters are. They could be phrases or simple letter characters, like the English language, but read in the opposite direction."

"You've got to have a gut instinct about what that means through, right?"

Laurel looked at her mother for a moment then she looked at Jake and he dipped his chin once and he and Laurel joined minds, smiled at the warm glow felt from the other, and then they stared at the display. It took a few moments for an epiphany to strike them and they spoke in perfect unison.

"It's the way to the Degrong." Laurel then withdrew from Jake's mind and she looked at her mother.

"That's where the device that subspace locator is a part of resides."

"What's a Degrong honey? I've never heard that word before."

"I honestly don't know mom. That's just what came to us. That subspace locator is the control key for a much larger device located at the location indicated on that display. The Degrong has been activated and is waiting for a response from the control key. We deactivated it so the response isn't going to be sent, but the Degrong has sent a discrete signal to indicate that it's functional and exactly where it is."

"That's incredible! You gleaned all that from a gut instinct?" John asked.

"It goes a little beyond a gut instinct when we join minds like that and seek answers, but yes, all that came to us in an instant."

The display then blinked out and went back to its previous screen of scrolling text and wavering flickers of distorted characters in the middle of the display that seemed to be random encryption scrambling what was displayed purposefully.

"I guess that was meant for whoever used to work in this lab and no one else," Amelia said. "If the right password or whatever isn't input, the display goes back to a default setting that's locked. You think those displays are touch sensitive, like most of our electronic devices?"

"Probably, I don't see any keyboards lying around or peripheral devices of any kind." Laurel replied.

Jake looked on a shelf just below the display and there was what looked like a half tiara with an odd shape to it, suggesting it was designed to fit the head of a Fearon, not a Human.

"I think these systems use a neural interface once unlocked," Jake said. "That must be their equivalent of a halo right there."

Laurel looked where Jake was pointing and she nodded.

"I think you're right and that could be a big problem if our brains are different in how they work fundamentally. Our brainwaves could be so alien to the system that it won't recognize the signal enough to work properly."

"We could always build an adapter to use our own neural interface technology."

"That might be possible, but we would have to understand how these systems work first."

"Can you remember the point that was indicated on the display before it went back to the home screen?" John asked.

"I can't forget what I see," Laurel said. "I know what you're thinking, you want me to look at a star map and figure out where that was indicating so we can go there and have a look at what's there?"

"You're pretty sharp Laurel. You think it's worth suggesting the idea to the captain?"

"Absolutely. I doubt Jake and I will be invited to join the mission though, not unless the captain decides to go, which is pretty unlikely with his busy schedule and duties here at home."

"We need to get the scientists in here so any other discoveries can be made by them, not us." Jake insisted.

Laurel slid her hand into Jake's and then activated her earwig.

"Mike, Adam? Can you hear me?" Laurel called out.

After a few moments of silence Laurel looked at the artificial wall.

"We're going to have to step out into the corridor in order to reach them. This room is evidently completely shielded."

Jake took a few steps toward the wall, gently pulling Laurel by the hand, and he looked back at her when he reached the end of her arm length.

"We should set up an ELF signal that keeps the wall permeable. It should allow our signals to exit the room if we do that." Laurel said.

Jake nodded and let go of Laurel's hand as he lifted his sensor unit from his hip and activated it. He then scanned the wall and locked in on the subtle low frequency being continuously generated. He then stepped over to the foot switch and stepped on it and locked onto the spike frequency registered and when it dissipated he enabled a constant broadcast at the same frequency, and then he waved his hand right through the wall as if it weren't there. He then looked at Laurel and nodded once and Laurel called out to Mike and Adam once again.

"Mike, Adam? Can you hear me?"

"This is Mike, we hear you Laurel. Did you find anything interesting?"

"You could say that. How about you?"

"Most of the rooms are just empty rooms but one was pretty interesting. I think it was used as an observation room for aquatic life. The whole room is like one big fishbowl but the glass is gone. There's a walkway around the perimeter of the bowl depression and there's an obvious slot that used to have glass or something like that in it. They could've kept a mighty big fish in there too, I'll tell you that much. The drain in the center of the depression is as big as a man's head too. I would say they wanted to be able to empty it in a hurry. What did you find?"

"We found a secret lab full of ancient functional technological devices. You really need to come see this to believe it. I think someone was conducting private research here and for whatever reason when the place was abandoned, this lab was overlooked. It looks like someone just¦turned the lights off and walked out. The whole place came to life when we stepped into the room."

"That's incredible! What makes you think it was a secret lab?"

"Because it was disguised behind a harmonically sustained holographic wall. The wall feels solid until the right ELF frequency is emitted. You can then walk right through the holographic wall. We found a foot activated switch that destabilizes the wall for a few seconds so you can pass through it, but we identified the frequency and now our handheld sensor is producing the frequency to keep the wall destabilized permanently. Without it, our signal can't penetrate the wall. This room was cleverly shielded to keep it undetected. When the wall is up, the sensor unit doesn't show anything beyond the wall."

"That's amazing! Where are you?"

"Walk to the end of the corridor in the direction we headed. I'll step through the wall so you can see me."

"Alright, we'll be right there. We're at the end of the corridor in the opposite direction."

Laurel stepped closer to Jake and kissed him, and then smiled at him and then she turned and walked right through the wall and out into the corridor and Jake, his father, and Amelia followed right behind her.

"We need to let doctor Isacks know what we've found." Jake said. "If she's still in contact with Kalan, she can ask him if he knows about this lab. I'm pretty sure he has no idea it's here."

"Or he was confident that we wouldn't find it." John said with a raised eyebrow.

"Maybe we should find out for ourselves," Laurel said. "Doctor Isacks, can you hear me?"

There was no response and Laurel looked at Jake with a look of slight concern. Mike then attempted to contact Dr. Isacks.

"Marsha this is Mike, can you hear me?"

Again there was no response.

"She must have her earwig turned off Laurel." Mike said.

"Why would she¦never mind. Jake and I will see if we can get her attention."

Laurel turned and faced Jake and he gently shook his head.

"We've never tried to connect with someone that isn't gifted babe."

"I'm not suggesting that we actually attempt to connect with her directly. We just need to get her attention. I think we can send a push, I think it will bring up a feeling that will make her think about us."

"Hmm. I guess that'll work."

They could hear footsteps approaching from down the corridor and Laurel glanced that way then looked at her mother.

"Mom can you show them the lab while we try to reach doctor Isacks?"

"You want some privacy do ya?"

"Just quiet. We need to concentrate without distractions. We aren't practiced at doing things like this with distractions. We aren't even sure if it's going to work with someone that isn't gifted like us to tell you the truth."

"Alright honey."

"There's no chance you could¦do something that could hurt Marsha is there?" Mike asked.

Laurel grinned and looked up the corridor where the footsteps were growing louder and closer, though those responsible for creating the footsteps were still out of sight.

"We're talking about sending a push of emotional energy and nothing more Mike. We can't hurt someone from this far away. We know enough about what we're doing not to do something that could hurt someone. We're unpracticed, not ignorant."

"I didn't mean to suggest that you're ignorant Laurel. I've read the reports of what you two are capable of and it's a little intimidating to tell you the truth. I know you're capable of disabling a person with your mental abilities and I didn't know how far that extended or if you're in complete control of it."

"That aspect we are. Korica is the one that has fits keeping her powers in check, not us."

The group could finally be seen walking around the gentle curve into the straight portion of the corridor some distance away.

"You were the one that had to seek out a tribal healer on an alien planet in order to get your abilities under control though."

"That was a little different Mike. I was having nightmares from being tortured to death¦repeatedly, and watching the man I love being put to death right before my eyes. That kind of thing tends to haunt a person. Some people wake up in night sweats, screaming, I woke up releasing a burst of ability. I have that issue resolved now thanks to Iriqua."

"I'm sorry Laurel. I guess that was a little insensitive of me. I kind of lost sight of what was happening to you to cause the issue in the first place."

"We were tortured for information that we refused to give up, even after we were killed more than once. You just have no idea what that does to a person as young as we were. Iriqua removed the emotional trauma, but not the memories. It takes a certain kind of person to endure that and not spill your guts. I would hope you can appreciate that since what we didn't reveal probably saved your life in the long run as well billions of Marquelians and lord knows who else."

"I humbly apologize Laurel. You're absolutely right; I appreciate your sacrifice and strength of character for someone so young at the time. I know we're all here because of what you and Jake did and endured at the hands of some truly ugly people¦and I don't just mean in appearance."

"I know what you meant, thank you Mike. I promise we won't inadvertently hurt someone. That's why we don't' perform parlor tricks, like levitating a group of people down a stairwell so they won't have to climb down. There are inherent risks that we recognize and cautiously avoid."

The group finally got close enough for Laurel to deactivate her earwig. Mike walked right up to Laurel and placed his hand on her shoulder and gently rocked her with a smile on his face.

"I'm the one exhibiting ignorance Laurel. I don't know the full scope of what you're capable of and how much control you have over it," He then removed his hand from her shoulder. "I have tremendous respect for you and Jake both. I know you represent the next step in our evolution as a species. Without intervention, you're endowed with capabilities that a thousand years ago would've been called magic or sorcery, likely resulting in you being burned at the stake. I envy what you two can do and what you represent for all of us. Hope. Hope that our children will grow up safe and sound with you two around and maybe, just maybe, they will be half the Human beings you two have proven yourselves to be."

"That's sweet of you Mike." Laurel said with a pretty smile.

"You really hope your kids will have gifts like we have?" Jake asked taking a step closer to Laurel.

"Oh I know they'll have it within them. We share the same gene pool. I just hope they're lucky enough to have the active genes to achieve such high ability as you two. You better believe I hope they're gifted like you."

"That's refreshing to hear since you're afraid of what we can do."

"Intimidated, not afraid Jake. So¦where's this lab you found?"

"It's through that wall right there," Laurel said pointing at the wall behind her." Our mom and dad will show you what we found while Jake and I try to get doctor Isacks' attention."

Mike nodded and the group stepped past Laurel and Jake and they looked at the seemingly blank, rough textured wall. Amelia stepped to the front of the group and grinned at them.

"Just walk right through it and prepare to be dazzled. It's nothing more than an advanced hologram at this point."

Amelia looked at the wall for a moment, then her and John walked right through the wall. The whole group then followed suit leaving Laurel and Jake alone in the corridor. Laurel then leaned forward and kissed Jake, then smiled at him.

"You ready to give this a try?"

"Yeah. I suppose this is like reaching out with our senses to see distant things?"

"That's your gift, mine is a strong sense of emotions. Together I know we can do this."

Jake nodded and stepped closer to Laurel and they clasped hands and closed their eyes and set their foreheads together. They then reached out to the other and slipped into one another's minds easily. Once they settled into the rush of combined emotion and thought they began to expand their awareness far beyond their current location. They sensed the enormity of the facility sitting in silent emptiness with minimal power coursing through the power conduits to light the way for the small group of Human occupants now residing within the facility. Laurel was able to detect the subtle glow of the Human presences and Jake was able to push their perception up one level after another until they narrowed in on Marsha's group exploring the 3rd level down from the hangar level. Marsha was a familiar essence now that they had spent some time close to her and Laurel was able to hone right in one her as she was walking within a rather large rectangular room with numerous stone and metal tables around the perimeter of the room.

Laurel pushed in on Marsha's presence and together Laurel and Jake were able to glean a mental image of Marsha walking up to a stone worktable with indentations in the table where equipment once resided and she was holding up her handheld sensor unit. Laurel then began to build on her feelings for Jake and the emotions swelled and warmed their hearts tremendously and then at the same instant Laurel and Jake pushed a wave of feelings toward Marsha. The push was relieving and felt good for Laurel and Jake. It was a feeling that could become addictive if done often as the reward chemicals flooded their brains in blurry wash of pleasure making their hearts race and breath deepen.

Marsha instantly dropped her handheld sensor and looked around the room for a moment, and then she looked at the other scientists.

"Did you guys feel that?"

They all stopped what they were doing and looked at her after glancing around the room.

"Feel what?" One of them asked with furrowed brows.

"It was a warm breeze¦but not in the air. It's like the hair standing up on the back of your neck feeling when¦" Marsha turned around and a surprised expression washed over her face as she looked at the others. "It was Laurel and Jake. They must be in trouble and I sensed it somehow."

"So call for 'em and see what's going on." One of the scientists suggested.

"That's right, I turned my earwig off because the conversations going on were a distraction while we were talking to Kalan."

Marsha reached up and activated her earwig as she bent down and picked up her sensor unit.

"Laurel, Jake? Are you two alright?"

Laurel and Jake withdrew their distant perception and slipped back into their own minds and it took a few seconds for the mental fog to wear off before they were able to respond as their senses returned to them and they became aware of their surroundings. They moved their foreheads apart and Jake smiled softly.

"It worked!" He then took a small step back as Laurel slid her hands around his waist to prevent him from pulling too far away as she soaked in his radiant energy that was continuing to fade slowly. "We're fine doctor Isacks. We wanted to get your attention because we've found something truly profound down here."

"I'm amazed you're able to do that from such a distance. I thought I was the one remote sensing your emotional state. You both popped into mind after I felt¦a wave of feelings that were distinctly of you and Jake both. I don't know if that makes any sense at all."

"It makes perfect sense. We can send a push to each other in the same way. We weren't sure if it would work with a person that isn't gifted and so far away."

"Who said I'm not gifted?"

"You are?" Laurel asked in a surprised tone.

"Nowhere near as gifted as you two but yes, I have some talents that most people are unaware of. Sensing the emotional state and thoughts of others is one of those talents which is why I thought I was using those subtle talents."

"I'm afraid it was us this time. You might have been more sensitive to our efforts though, making it easier to impress a feeling of our presence on you."

"I suppose that's possible. I'm relieved that you're not in distress or anything like that."

"Is that the impression you got?" Laurel asked.

"No, it's just that I had a strong feeling of you two and I thought it meant I was sensing that you were in trouble."

"We're fine. You really need to come see what we found though. We found a hidden lab full of technology that's still functional."

"You must be kidding me! Kalan said everything was removed when they abandoned this place."

"Well either he didn't know about this hidden lab or he was hoping we wouldn't find it. Can we still reach him if we want to ask him to check the archival records of their time in this place to find out who left the lab full of equipment?"

"He has departed to go before the science directorate so he can report on our presence here and put forth our request for continued diplomatic communications. I'm not sure you would reach anyone if you activated the communications terminal again."

"Do you mind if Jake and I come up there to interact with the holographic avatar while you come down with your half of the team to have a look at the lab?"

"No, of course not Laurel. You're free to do as you like while you're here. I'm fairly confident that there isn't anything here that poses a danger to you and Jake if you wander around alone."

"Okay. I feel I should remind you that this isn't our first time exploring and alien facility either. We know a little bit about keeping our hands off stuff and our senses peeled for hidden danger."

Marsha waved the group with her to the exit and they started the long walk to the stairwell.

"How did you find this hidden lab if it was hidden?"

"There's a holographic wall that doesn't exactly blend in with its surroundings which peaked Jake's curiosity. He had a gut instinct to search along the bottom of the wall and he found a foot-activated switch that destabilized the wall with an ELF harmonic resonance, which makes it possible for a person to pass through the wall. It only lasts for a few seconds but we were able to identify the specific frequency produced so it can be reproduced with the handheld sensor units. The wall is down as long as someone sets their unit to produce the right frequency continuously. Failing that, we'll show everyone where the footswitch is located."

"We should tell you too that we inadvertently activated a subspace transmitter when we entered the room," Jake reported. "We managed to get the device deactivated but not before it transmitted a detectable subspace signal. We contacted the Future briefly to confirm that there was a detectable signal broadcast and the AI confirmed it. It was on a frequency not usually associated with subspace communications of an audio or visual nature."

"That can't be good. Was any data transmitted and do we know where it was intended to be transmitted to?"

"The AI is pretty sure there wasn't any data transmitted. The subspace domain that the signal was transmitted along is virtually dimensionless so it could've been detected by anyone, anywhere." Jake replied.

"There was a display screen in the lab that did indicate that something sent a reply signal, as though it was awakened and awaiting a further response form our end," Laurel added. "It was only displayed for a few seconds then the screen switched to its former state. I think the workstations in the lab are encrypted to prevent unwanted access so we couldn't dig up any further information other than what we saw briefly. We thought it best to let your team investigate the lab before we go messing with things that we have no knowledge of. The technology in there looks very advanced and we have to assume it's extremely old, thus fragile. We're convinced the device that went active is part of a much larger device in a distant location. It's up to you to report what you find to determine if we should engage in an exploration of the coordinates that were displayed."

"I'm a civilian Laurel, that's not my decision to make. I will definitely pass along what we find though. Did you report to the captain when you contacted the Future?"

"No. It's not our place to do that doctor. This is your expedition. We just made contact with the AI to confirm what we thought was going on."

"I appreciate that you respect my authority. Where exactly are you?"

"We're on the lowest level. When you exit the stairwell, turn left and walk all the way to the end of the corridor. You'll come to a dead end and that's the wall that the lab resides beyond. If you place your hand on the wall and it feels solid, use the tip of your toe to feel along the bottom of the wall. At the very center your foot will slip into and opening in the wall and you'll feel the footswitch. Simply press it down with your toe and then walk through the wall."

"Understood. Are you going to head this way then?"

"Yes ma'am. We're going to tell our mom and dad what we're doing first though. When the wall is solid, signals can't get out and sensors won't penetrate it either. We aren't sure if they're listening right now."

"We're listening honey." Amelia's reassuring voice rang out into Laurel and Jake's ears. "Be careful baby."

"We will mom. We're going to head on up there doctor."

"Very well. We'll probably see you in the stairwell then."

Laurel and Jake then stepped apart and began heading up the corridor. They reached the door to the stairs and opened it and started climbing until they met up with Dr. Isacks and the rest of her group. Dr. Isacks offered a warm smile.

"Hello Laurel and Jake. I should've known you two would be the ones to find something significant down here."

"Sorry if we spoiled things for you." Laurel said with a bright smile.

"Think nothing of it. Truth is, without your intuitive skills that the captain boasted so openly about, we probably wouldn't have found the lab. I'm glad he was justified on his bragging and that he extended the invite for you to join us. I understand why he wants you on missions he's a part of or finds important."

"Thanks. Our parents are in the lab with the rest of the team. We've explored most of the rooms on this level and found nothing truly significant other than confirmation that they were studying animal life down here and they likely used some exotic form of instantaneous transportation to get them down here."

"You must be talking about the large oddly shaped depressions in the middle of the room with a big hole in the ceiling above them?"

"Yeah. You found rooms with those too?"

"Most of the larger rooms have those depressions in the floor and big holes in the ceiling. We deduced the same thing. It had to have been the location of transport systems much larger than ours."

"Just wait till you see the lab down there. There are all kinds of interesting looking devices laying on the worktables and some of them are still hooked up to power and diagnostic computers. There's an isolated self-sustaining zero point power source in the middle of the lab. It's worth exploring how it's constructed to see if we can reverse engineer it or whether it's even worth trying to."

"I can't believe they would abandon such advanced technology when they left."

"I'm more amazed that it's still functional after hundreds of thousands of years." One of the other scientists said.

Marsha looked at him and grinned.

"From what Kalan was saying, I think it was a lot longer ago that they were here."

"The text being displayed in the lab is consistent with what we saw in the¦interface room for lack of a better name¦and on the power generation control and monitoring station on the upper level."

"So we can deduce that whoever was working in that lab was Fearon?"

"Yes. The timing of exactly when the lab was abandoned with all its equipment and devices intact is unclear though. It could've been at the same time that everyone else abandoned this planet or at a later time. We won't know until we can either get some answers from Kalan and his people or gain access to the workstations in the lab. They may contain logs of what was being studied and when and by whom."

"That makes sense. Like I said, you probably won't reach Kalan, but you can interact with the ancient holographic avatar. It might have information that will prove helpful."

"We'll see what we find."

"You can feel assured that we won't activate anything in the lab until we get some of our own equipment in here to determine for certain what we're dealing with."

Laurel pulled her head back and then grinned.

"You're reading me?"

"It's kind of hard not to. You and Jake exude a lot of emotional energy most of the time. Don't get me wrong, it feels nice to be close to you two but it makes it easy to read you once you get familiar with your particular emanations."

Laurel nodded and glanced at Jake, then back at Marsha.

"My mom has told us the same thing. She says we need to be guarded about that sort of thing at times."

"I don't see why, it makes your presence an enjoyable experience. I'm not probing you, just reading what's there."

"You know how to probe a person's mind?" Jake asked.

"To a limited degree, yes. I've found that people know when I'm doing that though so I don't try it very often."

"We call it the tell tale echo. We've experienced the same thing."

"I'm sure you two can infiltrate a mind at the deepest level though?"

"We can, but we don't' do that except with each other. It's invasive and rude to force your way into someone's mind like that."

"I would have to agree with that sentiment."

"Anyway, we'll let you know if we find any meaningful information from the holographic avatar up there."

"Sounds good." Marsha replied as she then continued down the stairs.

Laurel and Jake stood to the side to allow everyone to pass by and then they continued climbing to the 3rd sublevel level door. Laurel activated the control crystal and the door slid open and they headed straight to the holographic interface room. Laurel activated the control crystal and the door slid open a moment later. They both walked up to the interface and Laurel looked at Jake and grinned at him.

"You activate it this time. Quiet your mind first and then activate it and you'll be able to see the avatar stored in the system."

"I detected surprise in your expression when you first saw it. They aren't bad looking, right?"

"No, just nothing like us."

Jake nodded and stepped up to the control panel and he closed his eyes for a moment as he quieted his mind and then he reached out and placed his hand on the ruby colored crystal and the control panel glowed to life and the ruby colored crystal glowed brightly from within. He instantly felt the odd sensation wash over him and he closed his eyes for a few seconds and then opened his eyes and touched the emerald colored crystal to the right of the central ruby crystal and the odd looking avatar appeared before his eyes. He was a little surprised, but Laurel's impression from her experience was shared so he knew what to expect. Jake looked the individual over for a moment then he looked at Laurel and waved her over. Laurel stepped next to him and gazed at the avatar standing motionless and seemingly emotionless.

"I guess it's going to function with both of us standing here since it can't read us."

"Is your mind quieted?" Jake inquired looking at Laurel.

"No."

"Then I initialized it but it's probably reading you."

"I don't see how, I haven't touched the console controllers."

"Do you feel what you did before when it read you?"

"No."

"Hmm. Where do you want to start?"

"Touch the information crystal and lets ask it a few questions and see what happens."

Jake reached out and touched the emerald colored crystal on the left side of the central crystal and then he looked up at the avatar.

"Can you understand what I'm saying?"

The avatar jerked into motion and motioned at the console as it spoke words neither Laurel nor Jake could understand. Jake looked down at the console and he could see an aqua marine looking crystal off the far left slowly pulsing from bright to dim and he looked at the avatar as he touched the crystal. The Avatar froze for a moment then began speaking again and an image of the control console in front of the avatar rose up and spun around so Jake could see the crystals and the avatar's hand could be seen reaching over the console and placing 4 of its fingers on the aqua marine crystal. Jake looked and Laurel and grinned slightly.

"I think it's gone into instructions for the dummy mode. It's obviously not going to function correctly unless I open my mind."

"Crap! You have just as much sensitive information in your head as I do. If we're going to get anywhere with this thing, we're just going to have to take a leap of faith. Hopefully Kalan was being honest about this thing not accessing secure information."

"Or do you think it's because we're both standing at the console?"

"Let's find out¦"

Laurel took 2 steps back and the pulsing crystal lit up brightly and the image of the console evaporated away and the avatar once again spoke for a time while gesturing toward the console in front of Jake. Jake looked back at Laurel and shrugged his shoulders lightly then looked at the avatar and he pushed gently, opening his mind, and he immediately felt an almost buzzing sensation in his head. It only lasted a few seconds and then faded in intensity but never went away completely, suggesting a neural link of some kind had been established. Jake then noticed the rest of the crystals on the console glowing to life in low intensity and the central crystal was now blinking rapidly from dim to bright seemingly in random patterns and then he recognized that the neural activity in his brain was being mirrored in the crystal.

"Cool," Jake said softly. "I think we're in babe."

"Ask it if it can understand you."

Jake nodded and looked at the avatar.

"Can you understand what I'm saying?"

"Your vernacular has been incorporated into the interactive information system to facilitate meaningful communications in a manner you are familiar with. What information are you interested in?"

"Very cool¦" Jake said with a big grin. "Can you tell me how many Fearon occupied this facility when it was last occupied?"

"One thousand, two hundred four."

"Whoa! That's a lot of people. Who was the last Fearon to leave this facility?"

"Chrishon Uron was the last person to leave this facility in the year twelve one ninety. He set the power and air-processing equipment to auto detect, and then powered the entire facility down. He then evacuated on the last Cheron departing the research facility."

"What's a Cheron?"

"A medium range transport craft capable of traveling at four times the speed of light with a range of fifteen light years before needing refueling. It is limited to a compliment of thirty people and one hundred thousand pounds of cargo maximum if escape velocity from within an atmosphere is to be achieved."

"Do you posses a list of all the personnel that occupied this facility during its time of occupation?"

"Such information can only be divulged with approval from the bureau of information. If you touch the Gordite crystal to the right of the central Hempertine crystal, you can make contact with the Fearon directorate to request such authorization."

"I already tried that, I got you."

"I am an integral part of the information exchange system automatically activated in the rare circumstance that contact cannot be established with the bureau of information. I will facilitate your information requirements until such time as the bureau is available."

"You do understand that we're not Fearon?"

"Yes. You are Human, taxonomic binomial designation homo sapiens. Your appearance is dramatically different as is your culture and linguistic style of communication. You have imparted the necessary information for me to understand who and what you are."

"Then¦you know my name?"

"Jake Edward Myers. Your middle name was granted in salute of your great, great grandfather on your father's lineage side of your family. Such things are imparted via a neural interface activated by you when you activated the information exchange systems access and control panel. The same information will be shared with the bureau of information representative when contact is established."

"Are you capable of accessing my stored memories?"

"No. Memory is a separate function of most species brains. Memory is inaccessible by the type of system in use within the information exchange system. Impressions, beliefs, ideas, concepts and cultural attributes are what are accessed. Your name designation for instance, is a cultural idea that carries impressions of your family when considered by you."

"I think I understand. Are you able to divulge information on the power plant in this facility?"

"What would you like to know?"

"I would like to understand the reactor operating next to the fusion reaction containment assembly."

"You are indicating the location of the folded space reactor."

"Folded space? We aren't familiar with the concept."

"That is the closest translation into English. You are familiar with other languages that would provide a closer literal translation, however you are most comfortable speaking English."

"You know how many languages I know?"

"Please indicate how many languages you are familiar with."

Jake glanced at Laurel and shrugged his shoulders lightly.

"I've never tried to count them all. I don't know how many languages we know."

"Information received, please standby. The system is calculating an exact number to answer your inquiry."

Jake snapped his head around and looked at the avatar.

"I didn't say anything."

"Your conceptual knowledge was imparted to the system as you actively accessed your knowledge of foreign languages."

"But I don't know how many languages I know."

"Your subconscious mind is capable of accessing you higher memory where such details are stored."

"Higher memory?"

"The system indicates that you store memories in two distinct and separate locations within your brain. One is deep within the central portion of your brain and the other is in the anterior left lobe of your brain. That is the higher memory I am speaking of."

Jake looked at Laurel again and he grinned.

"So the chair does change the way the brain is structured in order to store the staggering amount of information imparted to a person."

"That must be why high neural density is a requirement for the chair to be used safely."

"It would seem the normally unused gray matter at the back of the brain has a use after all."

"The system has calculated that you know one million, ninety thousand, two hundred twelve foreign languages. Those languages are now retained within the information exchange system if you would prefer engaging in interactions in one of those languages. Please indicate your preference?"

"Wow! We assumed it was a lot, I just didn't know it was over a million. English will be just fine."

"Selection accepted."

"Can you give a brief description of how the folded space reactor functions?"

"The concept is that of extracting helium, hydrogen, oxygen and super charging them within a polarized teret field. The proton bonds are subsequently destroyed in a controlled reaction that causes space-time to fold in on itself so long as the magnetic containment fields are attenuated with an overlapping sustained reverse coefficient to that of the teret field. The resultant fold is sustained and continuous in nature as long as a continuous supply of particle energy is maintained."

"I have no idea what a teret field is."

"I am aware of your lack of conceptual knowledge. Teret energy is a subtle particle energy that exists at the point of singularity within a black hole, as you know the phenomena to be called. When a super massive star collapses creating a black hole, at the moment of maximum gravitational entropy, teret energy is produced and then it is consumed by the emerging black hole vortex, but not in its entirety, minute amounts are expelled into normal space. Detectable micro burst radiation is observable and measurable if a species is familiar with the process of detecting and measuring space-time variant radiation. It is that micro radiation that can be duplicated within a folded space reactor such as the one installed in this facility."

"I think I understand¦in concept at least. I don't understand how you would go about duplicating something created during such an energetic annihilative event, but I can understand that once you've mastered that, you could manipulate local space in unimaginable ways."

"That is the concept behind the folded space reactor. The technical aspects are a subject the information directorate must approve disseminating. I can however provide information on how to maintain and operate the reactor and its subsystems. The entire assembly requires next to no input from personnel once operational. It will run uninterrupted so long as the fuel supply is also uninterrupted. Being located deep within a freshwater lake provides ample raw materials to sustain the reaction virtually indefinitely."

"So how much power is produced by the folded space reactor?" Laurel asked.

"Can you respond to her questions?" Jake asked the avatar.

"Yes. She is not actively engaged with the system, however I can hear her and I understand her linguistic communications. Please indicate your understanding of electrical power measurement." There was a momentary pause as Jake contemplated his understanding of electrical power measurement before the avatar continued. "Information received. Based on your concept of power measurement, the folded space reactor is capable of producing one billion, nine hundred million terawatts of electrical potential."

"That seems like an enormous amount of energy for a research facility." Laurel commented.

"The output potential was never intended to be used to its full potential for research purposes alone. If the planet had been deemed fit for colonization, the excess power would have been diverted to further endeavors at creating crucial resources for the construction of cities. Such efforts were never required as the planet was deemed unfit and therefore abandoned after harvesting necessary biology."

"Let me ask you something, do you have a sense of the passage of time since this facility was abandoned?"

"Yes. The power required to measure the passage of time is minimal."

"Go back to what you just said," Laurel said. "What do you mean by harvesting necessary biology?"

"This world was teaming with a wide variety of life unlike many worlds. Animals and plants were studied for their resilience and other physical characteristics that would make them suitable for transplant onto a world lacking biological diversity. If the animals or plants under consideration existed here in ample numbers, some of their numbers were harvested and transplanted onto other worlds to make said worlds more suitable for a continued presence by the Fearon or their affiliates."

Laurel grinned and touched Jake's elbow.

"Mom is a genius. She was right about transplanting life elsewhere from here."

Jake nodded and then looked at the avatar.

"Do you know how many worlds were seeded with life like that?"

"Such records are not a part of my information service. You would have to inquire of the information directorate for specific details such as that."

"When can we expect contact to be successful with the information directorate?" Laurel asked.

"I cannot answer that question accurately since I am unaware of the reason for their absence of response thus far."

"We'll just have to come back later and see if we can reach them then. You've been very helpful in expanding our understanding of this place and what its intended purpose was."

"Let me ask you a question?" Jake posed.

"Ask your question."

"Are you aware of any hidden labs within this facility?"

"No such places exist. All of the labs have been decommissioned and their technological aspects removed. Each former lab is easily accessible and identifiable by a distinct doorway along one of the corridors existing throughout the facility."

"Can you tell me what the word Degrong means?" Laurel asked.

"In Talnok that means doorway to beyond. That is the closest literal translation in English."

Laurel looked at Jake for a moment and they both dipped their chins in agreement.

"Someone was experimenting with an interdimensional doorway." Jake thought.

"You're right. It might have been research into crossing great distances without the need for a ship or an armada of ships to move people and supplies." Laurel thought in return.

Laurel then looked at the Avatar.

"We're going to want some information about the people that were at this facility and what they were studying when we reach the information bureau." Laurel said.

"The information bureau is a collective of many individuals, the directorate is a collective of select individuals who are tasked with facilitating negotiations and dissemination of information with other species deemed safe and worthy of continued contact. They will likely approve your request if something of equal value can be agreed upon in return, so long as your species is deemed worthy of continued contact."

"I see. We aren't in authority to provide that. We'll have to have our leader get in contact for that to happen."

"That would be logical and wise."

Jake stepped back from the console and the avatar disappeared and the console went dormant. Jake then looked at Laurel.

"I suspect there's more information in this system than the Avatar is letting on. The captain is going to have to conduct negotiations for getting access to it before we're going to get our questions answered."

"I agree. Maybe Kalan will have information about the people that were here to figure out who built the secret lab and why he or she would've left it full of active devices."

"We should meet up with everyone in the lab. I'm sure it's nearing time for us to leave."

Laurel nodded and they walked over to the door and touched the control crystal and when the door slid open, they stepped out and turned left and headed down the corridor. At the midway point to the disguised lab, Jake gently pulled on Laurel's hand as he gestured at the doorway they were standing next to. Laurel walked to the end of her arm length, and then looked back at Jake with a sultry smile.

"Trying to fulfill your premonition of a shared intimate moment?"

"That hadn't crossed my mind exactly. You know how I feed on the things that cross your mind¦I sensed a moment of enticement when you though about how much you love holding my hand when we walk together."

Laurel looked down for a moment as she thought about what she was thinking about a few moments ago. She then grinned as she looked up at Jake.

"You're right, I was thinking how comforting it is to hold your hand and then it crossed my mind how I like squeezing both your hands when you get me off like you do. I guess I did get turned on and tense up for just a moment."

"I sensed it and it elicited an amorous feeling in me. You feel like indulging that feeling? I think we have a little time until they'll miss us."

Laurel smiled and stepped closer to Jake while smiling at him beautifully.

"The thought of a gorgeous man like you touching me makes my whole body tingle. Let's step into this room and take a few minutes to get closer."

Jake leaned forward and planted a soft kiss on Laurel and then he turned and stepped to the door next to them and he activated the control crystal and it glowed from within for a moment and then the door slid open and the lighting within the room glowed to life. They stepped into the room and looked back as the door slid shut and then they looked around the room. It was a fairly featureless room with the exception of a worktable along one wall and a low bench-like structure that extended right from the wall on the opposite side of the room from the worktable. Laurel looked around a bit then looked at Jake as she turned and faced him.

"It's not very romantic, but its definitely private for the moment."

"You're right but I sense that you're kind of turned on by the risquÃ© nature of doing this with the possibility of being caught."

"I guess there's an adrenaline rush with that looming."

Jake smiled for a moment then stepped closer to Laurel and leaned in and engaged her in a passionate kiss. He slid his hands down her back until his hands cupped her cheeks and he lifted her gently and pulled her to him tightly. Laurel terminated the kiss and hung her arms around Jake's neck with her elbows on his shoulders and her hands cupped straight out behind his head.

"I love you so much Jake. Thank you for being such a wonderful man to share my mind and my life with."

"I love you too Laurel. I'm glad you cherish our existence as much as I do."

"I cherish you Jake. You've given me a life¦an existence that a girl only dreams is possible."

"I know the feeling babe."

They then stepped over to the worktable and Jake stepped in front of Laurel and they reengaged in a passionate kiss that then led to a much richer intimate experience over the next 25 minutes. They were left winded, but completely satisfied and feeling much closer together. They sat on the bench-like structure for a few minutes as they gathered their thoughts and breath, and then they kissed one another and got dressed then engaged in a final long kiss as they held one another. They then headed for the exit and Laurel touched the control crystal and the door slid open and they stepped out and headed to the right until they reached the end of the corridor where the artificial wall was being projected. Laurel reached out and swiped her hand right through the wall and grinned.

"They were smart enough to set one of their sensor units to keep the wall down."

The 2 of them then stepped right through the wall to find the entire expedition team in the lab looking over the myriad of fascinating devices scattered about the room. Laurel walked right up to her mother and gave her a hug and then stepped back and smiled at her.

"Doctor Isacks was right. We never got a hold of Kalan. We had a conversation with the AI or whatever you want to call it. It turns out Degrong means doorway to beyond in one of the Fearon languages."

"Doorway to beyond? Does that make any sense to you?"

"Maybe. We have some vague ideas as to what it refers to, but we're going to have to mount an investigation into what's located at the coordinates that were indicated on that display over there." Laurel said pointing toward the display that had changed what it was displaying before.

"Did the AI tell you when this lab was created and by whom?" Dr. Isacks asked.

Laurel looked at Dr. Isacks and gently shook her head.

"No. In fact it indicated that there aren't any hidden labs in this facility. We weren't given any information on the people that were working here either, aside from the name of the last person to evacuate the facility. Apparently we have to request specific information from the information directorate and an information bureau individual will be assigned to conduct an information exchange. We have to prove our worthiness as a species before continued contact will be hosted."

"Yeah, Kalan told us as much. Their leadership infrastructure seems to be a bit confusing at first glance. It would seem whoever was working here did so in complete secrecy." Dr. Isacks then looked around the room at the scientists studying the strange devices and workstations. "Alright everyone, our time is up here. It's time to head back up to the ship so we can report back on our findings and get a proper investigative team down here to look these things over with the proper equipment."

"What about the analytical equipment we have back on the ship?" One of the scientists asked.

"It was designed to analyze a crashed ship, as we were half expecting to find. It's not designed to analyze individual pieces of technology to determine their function. Poking around at this stuff is the wrong way to go about figuring out what it does. These workstations are locked up and we have no idea what those halos will do if we try to use them. We need to get the right equipment and personnel down here to conduct a proper investigation. I promise to recommend every one of you to join the investigative team."

Dr. Isacks then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"That includes you two if you want?"

"Thank you doctor Isacks. We're actually going to recommend and ask to take part in an investigation into the coordinates that were displayed when that controller key over there was activated." Laurel said pointing at the device sitting on the worktable.

Dr. Isacks smiled and nodded.

"More exploration of alien ruins on an unknown world?"

Laurel smiled and nodded.

"Yeah, something like that."

"I hope you have fun. Maybe you'll find something as profound as this lab."

"I'm counting on it. The Fearon were apparently experimenting with something way beyond anything we could've imagined. I believe we'll find something really significant."

"Well you and Jake are the right people to have on the expedition. Alright everyone, lets get moving."

They all stopped what they were doing and headed toward the wall as a group. They stepped right through the wall and then the sensor unit allowing permeability was deactivated and then they all made the long walk back up to the hangar level. They then headed down the corridor to the Carolina and boarded the ship. The flight crew then went about powering up the ship and when everything was up and running, the pilot contacted the Future.

"Future, this is the Carolina. We're preparing to depart the facility bound for the Future."

A few seconds later there was a response.

"Understood Carolina," A soft female voice responded. "We'll clear a flight path for you to make a light speed trip back to the Future. Transmitting the precise flight path that will be cleared of all traffic."

The pilot looked down at his knee display until the sensor and navigation officer forwarded the received data and relayed it to the pilot's position.

"Data received Future, we'll see you real soon."

The pilot then moved the hover throttles forward and the Carolina gently lifted from the floor and the pilot spun her around facing the cavernous space in front of the facility. The landing gear retracted automatically and the outer doors closed and then the pilot gave a nudge to the forward flight controls and the ship slowly floated out of the hangar space. The pilot brought the ship to within a few feet of the shield and then held position while the shield was attenuated so they could pass through the shield. After a few seconds the sensor officer reported that the shield was ready. The pilot then pushed the controls forward and ship passed right through the shield and into the deep water of the lake.

The controls became sluggish, but still responsive as the pilot aimed the ship toward the surface and accelerated rapidly. The pilot kept nudging the throttles forward until the ship began to rattle slightly and then he back the throttles off slightly and held their speed. The scientists looked around the rear cabin, then in unison looked at Laurel and Jake.

"What the heck was that?" One of the female scientists asked.

Laurel glanced at Jake, and then looked back at the expectant gazes locked onto them, including that of their parents.

"Uh¦I'm guessing that was a compressive cavity well created by our forward speed."

"I thought the shields protected us from outside affects on the hull?"

"Well¦it does. When you travel at a certain speed underwater you create a cavity behind the ship. The ship still has mass and aerodynamic surfaces that the water will flow over just like air. As we speed up, we eventually reach a point where we travel faster than the water can flow over the ship and collapse to the rear of the ship, essentially we create an air pocket aft of the ship and that air pocket is going to collapse and cause drag and a concussive force that the shield has to compensate for. It's going to set up a harmonic vibration that echoes through the hull. It wasn't doing any damage, it just reached a point that we could hear and feel it. These ships are incredibly robust; you're in no danger so long as the pilot doesn't exceed the design limitations of the ship. He's well aware what that point is."

"I guess they never envisioned taking one of these things into deep water?"

"Actually, the original crimson fighters weren't designed with underwater travel in mind, I think our manmade version was actually designed to travel underwater. They knew this planet was comprised of huge lakes and seas and at some point we were going to want to explore what was beneath the surface. We have better metallurgic techniques than those of the designers of the alien built crimson fighters."

"Though we plowed one into a forest canopy, the ship and passengers emerged virtually unscathed. They're a lot tougher than they look." Jake said with a smile.

"They look pretty menacing and tough as it is." Dr. Isacks said.

"They were designed as fighter interceptors and troop transports after all."

"I guess that's why we plan on building squadrons of 'em?"

"They're ideal for planetary defense and, as you can see, they're ideal for peaceful pursuits requiring enough room to carry people and equipment over long distances in short order."

"They're also relatively easy to build since most of the systems are modular in design making assembly and repair pretty straight forward. They're designed to be built in assembly line fashion, which we're well equipped to facilitate both on the Future and at the vehicle assembly plant."

"I assume upgrades will be incorporated into future versions?"

"This ship is the latest, but if technology comes along that would improve its overall function the modular design will greatly aid incorporating that technology into the ships. For what the ships are designed to do, they're pretty well equipped and built as it is."

"You and Jake have flown these things, right?" One of the scientists asked.

"Yes. We're flight certified and we have a little experience behind the controls. We've even been invited to ferry ships from the Future to the surface on occasion."

"Do they fly anything like a traditional aircraft when you're in the atmosphere?"

"Not really. They fly more like a fighter jet on steroids. The controls are touchy and you get a sense of how heavy the ship really is when you're flying in a thick atmosphere. It takes a bit of skill and some practical experience either with the real thing or in the simulator in order to fly one competently."

"There's a type of autopilot that detects an out of control situation and if it's active, it'll take control to recover from a bad situation," Jake added. "It would actually be kind of difficult to crash one with the system active."

"I hope that's an automatically activated system then?"

"It is. It comes online automatically when you activate the pilot control navigation system. You have to manually select it out in order to deactivate it."

"Why would you ever do that?"

"If you're in close quarters combat with hostiles and close to the surface you have to deactivate the system or it'll avoid getting close to another craft or the ground. It could inadvertently put you in position that would make you an easy target."

"I see. That could be a problem if the pilot forgot to turn it off when entering a battle."

"When the weapons are powered up and transferred to pilot control it deactivates the system. Going in with the weapons system powered down is the only time you would have to manually deactivate the system. Or if you needed to perform a maneuver that you're pretty sure the system wouldn't let you do because it jeopardizes the ship or could take the craft outside normal safe operating parameters"

"Hmm. Guess the designers took that into consideration by allowing you to deactivate the system."

"Yes. The only maneuver excursion that the system can't recover from is a flat spin. If you somehow put the ship into that kind of situation, you better know what to do to recover or¦lights out."

The scientists looked at one another for a few moments then the female scientist looked at Laurel and spoke up.

"I assume it would be kind of difficult to get the ship that far out of control?"

"Not¦entirely. The ship is naturally unstable in flight. It's what makes it so maneuverable and nimble but you could deliver a control input that would exaggerate that instability in an unfavorable way putting you into a flat spin. It's never happened to me personally, but I know what not to do in order to avoid the situation. There are aerodynamic considerations with a ship shaped like the crimson fighters that you are aware of and work to avoid destabilizing."

"So it takes some knowledge of spaceships like this to fly it safely."

"Yeah, that would be a fair assessment. Jake and I had training uploaded into our subconscious minds that greatly aided in our competency at flying them."

The ship popped from the surface of the lake and sunlight flooded into the cabin for just a moment until the window polarized against the intense sunlight beaming on the ship. The pilot immediately transitioned to free flight within atmosphere and nudged the throttles forward, blasting them skyward rapidly.

"Glorious sunlight!" Dr. Isacks said with a big smile.

"Did the deep water concern you?" Laurel asked with a grin on her face.

Dr. Isacks looked at her and nodded.

"Space is worrisome enough. Plunging over a thousand feet under water just feels unnatural in a spaceship."

"Maybe you'll feel more comfortable with the idea now that you've done it once."

"Perhaps. I really wish you and your parents could come back with us."

"No offense, but there isn't much more to see. The facility is a blank slate except for the secret lab and we would just get in the way of your study of the devices left there. We serve a better purpose investigating the distant lead discovered."

"I suppose that expedition will benefit from your participation just as much as we did."

"Thank you doctor."

The sunlight entering the cabin became acute and crystal clear as the ship exited the upper atmosphere into the blackness of space and the pilot leveled off their straight up climb and began to make a gentle curve following the curve of the planet as they continued to climb. The pilot then reached up and activated the transmitter.

"Future, this is the Carolina. Were nearing optimal altitude to initiate faster that light circumnavigation of the planet."

The reply was almost instantaneous this time.

"Understood Carolina," The same soft female voice as was heard earlier replied. "Your designated course is free and clear. You're free to initiate faster than light velocity at your discretion."

"Understood Future, Carolina out."

The pilot reached up and switched to standby mode on the transmitter and then he looked up and back.

"Everyone get strapped in if you aren't already." He said loud enough to be heard in the rear compartment.

The scientists looked around noticing that everyone was already strapped in and one of them shook his head lightly.

"I still don't understand the need to strap in when the ship is equipped with artificial gravity and inertial damping."

"If either system fluctuates while we're accelerating or decelerating from faster than light you could be tossed like a rag doll," Laurel said. "You can't imagine how many Gs the ship is experiencing outside the cabin."

"I guess I hadn't thought about that."

"It's easy to become complacent about the dangers of traveling in space at the incredible speeds this ship is capable of."

"Aren't there backup systems for those crucial systems?"

"There are redundancies in the power and regulation circuits but not for the systems themselves. The safety protocols would kick in the second either system fluctuated and we would drop from faster than light at the safest deceleration rate possible given the available level of artificial gravity and inertial damping. I would assume most technologically advanced species with ships capable of traveling faster than light will have the same type of safety protocols incorporated into their electronic control systems."

The Carolina then assumed an attitude with her belly toward space and the pilot accelerated to beyond the speed of light. The automated control systems then engaged and maintained their speed long enough to prevent problems when they dropped from faster than light. They rocketed around the planet at a sustained altitude and speed for 3.5 seconds, and then rapidly decelerated finally coming to a stop a few hundred miles from the Future, between the planet and the Future's geosynchronous position directly above Genesis. The pilot then reached up and activated the transmitter.

"We've arrived Future. Requesting vector to come aboard."

"Understood Carolina. We were monitoring your progress while circumnavigating the planet. Transmitting your approved approach vector. Welcome home Carolina."

"Thank you Future."

The navigation officer received and relayed the approved course to the Future's main hangar to the pilot.

"Data received Future. We'll see you in a few minutes."

The pilot then put the transmitter into standby mode and assumed the course laid out on his knee display. It only took a few minutes to reach the Future and pierce the shield envelope. The ship then spun on its axis until it assumed a position with the top of the ship facing toward the enormous bulk of the Future's hull. Laurel looked over the shoulder of the scientist seated in front of her and she could see the wonderful sight of the Future filling the display at the scientist's workstation and Laurel smiled.

"Home never looked so good. I love the sight of the Future as we approach."

"We really are blessed to have such a wondrous ship to call home." Jake said in agreement.

The Carolina made a steady approach to the main hangar and slipped through the myogenic field with ease and floated to the rear of the hangar space and settled to the deck right next to the Perth. The flight crew then went through the power down sequence as the scientists secured their workstations and shut everything down. Everyone then began to the get to their feet and head forward as Laurel and Jake received simultaneous alerts on their cranial transceivers. They stepped aside and tapped their transceivers active at the same time.

"Laurel and Jake here¦" Laurel called out garnering a strange look from her mother until Laurel pointed at her ear, making her mother smile and nod once.

"Hello Laurel," The AI replied. "I was instructed to ask you to come see the captain in his office at your earliest convenience."

"We understand. Tell him we'll be right there."

"I do not believe he expected you to come see him the moment you arrived."

"That's alright. We have a lot to tell him anyways. Mom and dad can wait for us in the gardening ring. We'll need to wait for a ride back to the inn anyways."

"Very well. I will inform him that you are on your way to the command deck."

Laurel and Jake then tapped their transceivers off and joined everyone heading toward the front of the cabin. The sensor and navigations officer was already at the airlock unsealing the door. Once the door was open, everyone filed out into the warm air of the hangar with a spectacular view of space out the open hangar door. Dr. Isacks then took the time to approach Laurel and Jake to shake their hands and thank them for their invaluable input on the expedition.

"I want to thank you two for joining the expedition. I really had no idea you would prove so helpful in our efforts to investigate what was down there," Dr. Isacks said as she shook Laurel's hand first then Jake's. "The captain was right on the mark when he bragged about you two being extraordinary."

"Thank you doctor Isacks," Laurel replied. "We had a lot of fun looking around down there."

"Good, that's what's important for people your age. Have some fun while you can."

Dr. Isacks then looked at Amelia and John with a bright smile on her face.

"You have raised wonderful children. You should be very proud of them."

"Thank you doctor Isacks," Amelia replied. "We're proud beyond measure."

"Well, I have to go prepare my reports and make arrangements for a return trip to the facility to have a better look at the things we found down there."

"It was pleasure to meet you and your team doctor. Good luck on your return trip."

"Thank you."

Dr. Isacks then turned and joined the line of scientists heading for the transport enclosure a short distance away. They all transported away into the ship and then Laurel and Jake stepped up onto the transport platform and they looked at their parents.

"We'll meet you in the gardening ring as soon as we can." Laurel said.

"Take your time honey. Don't rush through your meeting with the captain. It's important that he gets the information he needs to understand what we found."

"Okay mom."

"We'll make arrangements for a ride down to the surface too." Jake added.

"We'll see you real soon son." John said while raising his hand.

Laurel then turned and touched the indicator for the command deck and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They then appeared on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck and they stepped down and headed for the exit. They stepped out into the quiet corridor and headed straight to the captain's office. When they reached the door, Laurel touched the hale icon on the panel next to the door and a moment later the door slid open. They stepped in to find the captain sitting at his desk perusing data on his desktop display. He looked up at them and smiled warmly.

"Come in, come in. I hear you two had quite the time down there."

"Yes sir," Laurel said as she stepped around one of the chairs in front of his desk and sat down, Jake following suit sitting down in the chair next to her. "Turns out the Fearon left quite the facility down there."

"Not quite what we were expecting huh?"

"No sir. I fully expected to find a crashed ship resting on an outcropping or something."

"I had a gut feeling it was going to be something more significant than just a ship sir," Jake said. "I wasn't quite expecting what we actually found though."

"Uh sir? When we fill out our report¦can we omit a bit of information about everything we did down there?" Laurel inquired with blushing cheeks that shined from beneath her fading tan.

The captain titled his head curiously for a moment then Laurel and Jake saw the light come on in his expression and he grinned slightly.

"I would prefer it if you didn't report on personal activities you two engaged in while investigating the facility. No one needs to read about that."

"Thank you sir. We probably shouldn't have indulged our urges but things just¦"

"You don't need to explain yourself Laurel. You aren't in the civilian corps so you didn't do anything wrong. I can understand what it is to be your age and in love."

"Thank you sir. I promise that kind of thing won't happen when we're on duty in the future."

"I know you two know how to conduct yourselves properly when on duty. Consider the matter dropped. Tell me about what you found down there?"

"Well, the facility is huge. The Fearon were considering this planet for possible colonization around a million years ago. Sometime after they arrived and built the research facility, the planet began going through tectonic and atmospheric upheavals that made the planet unsuitable for colonization and they discovered a species with the potential to emerge as an intelligent species and they didn't' want to disrupt their evolution. I'm pretty sure the bearcats were the species in question. They used the research facility to study the flora and fauna on this planet and they apparently seeded other worlds with life culled from this world. It helped to foster a life-bearing environment on other planets that were being considered for colonization. For whatever reason, they abandoned this galaxy a very long time ago and migrated to another galaxy a few million light years from here. If I can see a map of the local universe I can show you where they're at now."

The captain nodded and tapped an icon on his virtual desktop keyboard and the display on the wall glowed to life. He then leaned back in his chair and looked at the display.

"Future, please display our local neighborhood of galaxies?"

"Understood."

The display pulsed and an image of the local cluster of galaxies appeared and Laurel got to her feet and walked over to the display and studied it for a moment then she reached up and touched the map and moved the image around with her finger tip and then stared at the map for a moment longer then she narrowed in on where Kalan had indicated Pernisius was located. Laurel reached up again and touched the speck of a light where Pernisius was located.

"Right there."

The map then quickly zoomed past the myriad of galaxies and star clusters between the Milky Way and Pernisius until Pernisius was clearly visible as a semi round blob of billions of stars.

"The galaxy you have indicated is known as NGC 147," The AI responded. "It is a dwarf spherical galaxy two point five eight million light years from the Milky Way in the constellation of Cassiopeia."

"The Fearon call it Pernisius and it's where Thalana, their home world, is located." Laurel said.

Laurel then walked back over to her chair and sat down.

"And you were talking to someone from that far away?" The captain asked.

"Yes sir. There's a communications terminal down there that initiates a neural connection with the user to facilitate meaningful communications and the user can contact the Fearon in their home galaxy or interact with an avatar of an ancient Fearon. The avatar looks different from what the modern Fearon look like. They don't exactly look like us in appearance, but they have a similar build in that they're upright walking bipedal hominoids with reddish hued skin color and six fingered hands, they have two opposable thumbs, one on each side of their palms. They're incredibly intelligent but cautious with distributing their knowledge to unknown species. I'm sure they've run across their fair share of aggressive and dangerous species that don't need to get their hands on advanced technology since it will be used to enslave or slaughter other species."

"So I assume this communications terminal uses a subspace communications technique?"

"Yes sir. It's the only way you can communicate across millions of light years instantly."

"And you and Jake weren't concerned about this neural connection gleaning secure knowledge from your minds?"

"Yes sir, we were. It doesn't extract specific knowledge though. At least that's what we were told. It familiarizes itself with ideas, concepts and beliefs. Language is a conceptual idea that is learned by the system almost immediately and the things that cross your mind are absorbed and incorporated into the systems knowledge about who you are and what you believe. Concepts like time, distance, and relative speed in space are all ideas that the systems learns about from you the longer you're connected to the system. The system stops functioning properly when we quiet our minds. At one point we had no choice but to open our mind and allow the system to get to know us in order for us to get the information we were looking for. There was no sense of a deep probing but the system was definitely interacting with our mind on a continuous basis. If we want information about the people that were working at that research facility, you're going to have to go down there and interact with the system and request specific information from their information directorate."

"Me? Another first contact negotiation but over long distance this time?"

"Yes sir. You're the leader of our people for the time being so it would be a show of good faith for you to negotiate with them in person. If we're going to find out who built the secret lab and what they were studying, we're going to have to prove ourselves to be worthy of further contact by their information bureau."

"I see. Tell me about this secret lab you found."

"The lab is concealed behind a holographic wall that uses harmonic stability technology to create a solid wall until a specific ELF frequency is introduced making the wall permeable. There's a hidden foot switch at the bottom of the wall and when it's activated a person can walk right through the wall. The lab itself is pretty big and it was chalk full of ancient technology that is still functional. We inadvertently activated a control key associated with a much larger distant device. There are strangely shaped displays down there that came alive as soon as we entered the room and one of them in particular indicated that the control key had broadcast a peculiar subspace signal that then initiated a response from a distant location. We managed to deactivate the device at our end but not before the signal was transmitted for a short time. The AI up here confirmed that it detected the subspace signal though it couldn't isolate exactly where it was coming from on the planet. I can show you exactly where the display down there indicated the signal was received."

The captain nodded and leaned back in his seat as Laurel got to her feet and headed to the viewer on the bulkhead.

"The display down there indicated either a course of travel to the location of the distant device, or a course of travel for something to head this way," Jake added. "The information wasn't displayed long enough for us to determine which it was and the workstations are encrypted so we couldn't access them. There was a halo like device beneath one of the displays so we're pretty sure the computers in that lab are designed to function through a neural interface. The halos are the wrong shape for our heads though and everyone felt it would be unwise to try to use them until a proper study can be conducted to determine exactly how they work."

"That was probably a wise decision," The captain said. "We can't expose ourselves to alien technology without knowing exactly what it does and how it works."

Laurel looked away from the captain and stared at the displayed image of NGC 147.

"Future, can you show me a map of our local star group?"

"Affirmative."

The displayed flickered for a moment and then the Future planet was indicated by a red dot among a cloud of stars. Laurel stared at the screen for a moment then she touched the screen with both her index fingers and spread them apart in opposite directions and the image zoomed in closer. She then scooted the star field to the right a bit and touched a small point of light and she looked back at the captain.

"Right there. That's where the display down there indicated a course to or from."

"Future, is there information in the Tel Pok Maron maps about that system?" The captain asked.

Laurel made her way back over to her chair and sat down and placed her hand on Jake's on his leg and he turned his hand over and clasped her hand in his.

"Affirmative captain. The indicated star system is known as the Geonic system. The fourth planet from the class three star at its core is biologically active with a wide variety of plant and animal life that was artificially augmented one point one five million years ago by the Fearon. The planet in question has one-third the mass of the Future planet making its gravitational properties considerably weaker than those present on the Future planet. Geonic has three moons on eccentric orbits, one of which has a breathable atmosphere for species requiring less oxygen and nitrogen than the Human species requires. The Geonic system is an eight-planet system with the outer most being three hundred times the mass of the Future planet. It is in fact comparable to Jupiter in the Earth system in that it is a gas giant with thirty moons of various sizes and distances from the host planet. The Tel Pok Maron maps indicate that no species currently hold claim over the Geonic system. It is located fourty-one point two light years from the Future system."

"So the Fearon are included in the map data?"

"Affirmative. Information about the Fearojn goes back one million years. At that time they were disassembling and abandoning their colonized worlds as they prepared to depart the Milky Way for good."

"Is there an indication of why they abandoned this galaxy?"

"Negative. The map data does not go far enough back to indicate what encouraged an entire species to abandon their galaxy of origin in favor of moving out into the universe."

"The map data only goes back one million years sir," Laurel said. "They abandoned this planet long before that. Something must've made them decide things are better abroad rather than here." Laurel then looked at the data being presented on the viewer. "Is there information about the Fearon home world in this galaxy?"

"Affirmative. They originated from a system that is no longer capable of supporting life. The Henok system is three hundred light years distant with a white dwarf star at its core. It's parent star long ago burned through its hydrogen and cycled through the red giant phase to eventually cool to a white dwarf. Such a cosmic process often takes millions of years to progress to the point the system exhibits at this time."

"Well¦that would explain their nomadic life style." Laurel said.

"They were obviously around long enough to achieve the sophistication necessary to escape the demise of their home system." The captain commented.

"Yes sir. They likely had millions or billions of years to see it coming. Our star is going to go through the same thing in another four or five billion years¦the Earth system that is. The Future system has a bigger star so it'll happen sooner here."

"The star in the Future system is of sufficient size to explode in a minor nova when the star runs out of hydrogen to sustain its equilibrium," The AI added. "It will likely result in the formation of a pulsar in another three point five to four point two billion years."

"There's not quite enough mass there to create a black hole?" Jake asked.

"Negative. The star would need to have approximately ten percent more mass to create a black hole at the time of its collapse."

"Anyway," Laurel continued. "There are all kinds of devices left behind in the secret lab down there. When the wall is solid, it doesn't appear on sensor scans, even with the powerful ones that were brought by the scientific team aboard the Carolina. Until a deeper study is conducted, it's kind of hard to say what most of the stuff in the lab does. There is a fascinating power plant down there too. There's a folded space reactor that has unimaginable power capacity though only a small fraction of it is used by the facility now that everything is gone. It will make for interesting study results when an engineering teams gets down there to study how it works."

"I'm not familiar with the definition of a folded space reactor." The captain said.

"Yes sir. It's not something we've experimented with before. It still doesn't come close to the output potential of the negative matter reactor here on the Future, but it's an interesting exotic reactor just the same. That facility essentially extracts energy from water to create the raw materials to run a small fusion reactor while extracting breathable air from the water and enough energy to run the folded space reactor that in turn powers the whole facility. The system is unbelievably old and it's still functional. There's also a shield generator system that's been in operation for hundreds of thousands of years. It has an isolated and independent power source incorporated into the shield emitters that ring the artificial dome protecting the whole facility from the crushing pressure of the lake."

"It sounds like there are some interesting technologies left for us to investigate."

"Yes sir. Doctor Isacks is going to request permission for her team to return with the proper analytical equipment to investigate the facility better. There are hundreds of rooms down there which have been stripped of their technological aspects but the place is huge making it ideal for continued use as a research facility. Personally, Jake and I would like to investigate what's in the Geonic system. Something came to life in response to the subspace signal and we would like to see what that is. Jake and I got an impression of something called a Degrong which the avatar down there said means doorway to beyond in one of the Fearon languages."

"Doorway to beyond¦how intriguing. Upon submission of your personal reports of what you found down there, I will forward the idea of you being included on a mission to the Geonic system." The captain then leaned back in his chair and stared at Laurel and Jake for a few moments, making Laurel glance at Jake then back at the captain.

"Is there something wrong with us being included on the mission?"

"Not exactly. I have a great deal of pull when I want something to happen, but it would make certain aspects much easier if you two were directly under my command."

"Are you saying we have to join the corps before we can go?"

"I wouldn't put it like that. I can see to it that you're included on the participant roster, I'm just wondering when I can expect you to join up as you indicated you were interested in doing?"

"Uh¦" Laurel looked at Jake and lightly shrugged her shoulders. Jake grinned at Laurel, and then looked at the captain.

"As soon as we come back from our time on the surface with our parents, we'll come see you to officially sign up sir. You have our word."

A big smile grew on the captain's face and he leaned forward in his chair until he was resting his weight on his forearms on his desk.

"That's what I want hear. With that in mind, I'll assign you to the mission to Geonic to investigate what's there."

"Do you have any idea what rank we'll be granted when we sign up?" Laurel asked timidly.

"That will take a decision from the entire senior staff. I'm going to recommend first class ensign for both of you, but I can't guarantee that will be the final outcome. I will guarantee that until the academy is completed and classes start, you'll be stationed aboard the Future with duties to commence immediately with an emphasis on bridge duty and away mission supervision and or participation."

"Are superior officers really going to follow our lead sir?"

"They better or they're going to find my foot snapped off in their ass. I seriously doubt you're going to have any issues Laurel. Everyone knows who you two are and what you're capable of. They'll fall into line and do as you say. Besides, you won't be in command. You'll have superiors in charge of any mission you're on and they'll look to you for advice and supervision of your fellow crewmates. That's why I want to see you enter as first class ensigns. You'll outrank ninety percent of the young crew that have joined since arriving at the Future planet."

"We understand sir."

"Good. The sooner you get your civilian observation reports to me, the sooner I can submit a formal mission request to Geonic."

"We'll get to it as soon as we return from the surface if that's okay?"

"That should be fine. Doctor Isacks needs time to submit her report on what was found down there anyways."

"I don't think you'll get a bad report about our participation. She was very grateful for our contributions and the entire team was very nice to us. It made it possible to have fun down there."

"I never expected anything different Laurel. You two are a joy to be around so I knew you would be accepted warmly and treated properly."

"Thank you sir."

"You've given me some interesting information to chew on for now. You're free to rejoin your parents in the gardening ring. You take your time down there and stay as long as you would like in the suite provided at the inn. I want you well rested and ready to work when you return."

"Thank you sir. It's been really nice spending quality time with our mom and dad."

"I'm sure it has been. The weather is supposed to improve slightly so you should be able to spend more time exploring the city if you want."

Laurel and Jake stood up, as did the captain.

"Thank you sir, we'll do that. We've already visited Korica's little friend Eva while she was at school. She's such a sweet little girl, I can see why Korica loves her so much."

"Korica has a big heart and thanks to the kindness you and Jake have shown her, I expect her to remain a charismatic charmer for the rest of her life."

"Thank you sir. We're really proud of the woman she's becoming, and I think Eva is going to be equally impressive as she grows up with Korica as a friend."

"I have been informed that Eva Taylor is one we will have to keep our eye on. She's a wonderful human being that is exhibiting the early signs of incredible advanced abilities. She very well may follow Korica's lead and join up someday. I think we would all benefit from that happening."

"Yes sir, I agree. We'll see you when get back sir."

"I'll have your signup packages ready and your indoctrination programming will be set up."

Laurel turned her head slightly.

"Indoctrination sir? We were already indoctrinated before we were brought out of stasis the first time."

"That was command and control indoctrination. Some of that needs to be overwritten with sub officer indoctrination so you understand what to expect and how to act as subordinate officers. You wont be in command after all, that's all behind you."

"Yes sir. Of course we'll do anything you tell us to do to be prepared for our new term of service."

"I know you will Laurel. You two are going to be the easiest to incorporate into the new civilian corps due to your pervious training and experience. I don't expect any difficulties from either of you."

"Yes sir."

Laurel then took hold of Jake's hand and the two of them headed toward the door. When it slid open they stopped and looked back at the captain.

"Thank you for being so good to us sir." Jake said.

"You're welcome Jake. You two make it easy to treat you with dignity respect."

They smiled and lifted a hand then stepped out and looked back to watch the door slide closed. Jake then looked at Laurel.

"We didn't ask him to arrange a lift to the inn."

"That's alright, the AI can make the arrangements for us. We don't need to bother the captain with it."

"Would you like me to make those arrangements?" The AI inquired from the nearby com panel.

Laurel and Jake looked at the com panel and smiled.

"You eves dropping?" Jake asked jokingly.

"I monitor all conversations taking place in every corridor and most compartments on this ship. I was simply responding to a conversation in which I was mentioned."

"I forget that you don't fully grasp a jest when delivered spontaneously. We know you're always listening. If you can arrange for us to join the next ship headed to the surface, that would be great."

"There are no ships scheduled to depart for the surface at this time, however when the Perth makes her next scheduled patrol I will make arrangements for you to board at that time and a diversion can be made to deliver you to the Tower Inn."

"That'll work. When is the Perth scheduled to go on patrol?"

"Thirty five minutes from now. They are on a fourty-five minute patrol rotation from the time of their return from a patrol mission and they returned from their last patrol ten minutes ago, while you were in the captain's office."

"It must be a short patrol area if they left and got back all while we were in with the captain." Laurel commented.

"It extends around the Future then to the north pole of the planet to link with the global observation satellite network to determine activity around the planet, then back to the Future. It takes approximately fifteen minutes to complete a patrol cycle."

"I see. We're going to join up with our parents in the gardening ring. Will you give us a five minute call to get to the main hangar?"

"Understood. I will alert you when the time nears for the patrol to depart."

"Thank you."

Laurel and Jake then headed to the transport compartment and transported to the aft gardening ring transport platform. They then stepped down and headed over to the gardening ring door and Laurel had her palm scanned and then she opened the door and stepped into the warm humid air of the gardening ring and Jake followed right behind her. They sealed the door shut behind them and then started looking around for their parents. The enormity of the gardening ring and the thousands of souls visible, many only distant moving spots, made a visual search a fruitless venture that Laurel and Jake readily recognized. Laurel took Jake's hand and he looked at her and nodded knowing exactly what she was thinking.

They reached out to one another in order to combine their senses completely and they joined minds, closing their eyes for a moment to let the dizzying euphoria wear off and then they opened their eyes and once again scanned the vastness of the gardening ring and their visual interest was drawn to the fish pond. They distinctly felt the presence of their mother and father there even though they couldn't see them at the moment.

"Mom and dad are by the pond up there," Laurel said pointing up and across the gardening ring to the tree-lined pond a short distance away from the redwood grove. "Mom is particularly relaxed right now. I think dad really has a calming affect on her."

"I sense that too. He makes her feel safe and free to let her hair down, so to speak."

Laurel smiled brightly and bumped shoulders with Jake as they began the long walk to the pond area.

"I know the feeling."

Jake smiled and the pair withdrew into their own minds and walked to the pond area in quiet as they focused on the distinct essence glow of their parents guiding them to the exact location where they were sitting leaning against a tree side by side as they gazed across the pond watching the fish school around, even leaping from the water from time to time.

As Laurel and Jake reached the tree their parents were leaning against, Amelia leaned forward and looked over her shoulder, smiling brightly at the sight of Laurel and Jake hand in hand and the love she could feel coming from the pair.

"How did it go with the captain?" Amelia asked.

"Pretty good," Laurel replied as her and Jake dropped to their knees in the soft sand at their parent's feet. "We filled him in on the highlights of what we found. Our civilian observation reports will include more precise details that he can read at his leisure."

"Did he agree to a mission to investigate the coordinates that appeared on the display down there?" John asked.

"Pretty much," Jake replied. "He's as intrigued as we are as to what could be there once we explained the things we found and our intuition that the subspace transmitter we inadvertently activated is actually a controller key for something much larger and more complex."

"And are you two going to be able to join the mission?" Amelia asked.

"Yeah but¦" Laurel started, and then hesitated as she glanced at Jake then grinned and looked back at her mother. "The captain said it would make certain aspects of our inclusion a little easier if we were in the civilian corps when the mission takes place so¦we agreed to formalize our enlistment as soon as we come back from the our time on the surface."

"Are you okay with that sweetie?"

"Well, we planned to join up, just not so soon I guess. I'm more concerned whether you're alright with the idea mom?"

"Oh honey, that kind of decision is entirely up to you two. You've both more than proven that you're cut out for and love being in the civilian corps. If that's where your heart tells you that you should be¦well John and I will support your decision completely."

"I thought you two wanted to spend some time enjoying being teenagers for a little while before signing up for duty?" John said with a big grin on his face.

Laurel nodded while smiling back at him.

"We did but we¦I got restless. I think I'm driving Jake nuts so we may as well get on with it if you know what I mean."

"I can take it babe. I wasn't about to say anything about how it's been annoying me."

"I know Jake, that's because you're a gentleman and you respect and love me without end. I share your emotions though, so you can't exactly keep it from me. As weird as it sounds, if I'm annoying you I'm annoying myself too. I might as well put my mind to work on civilian corps issues instead of personal indulgences."

Jake nodded and looked at Amelia and John.

"We managed to arrange for a ride back to the Tower Inn by the way. When the Perth goes on patrol we can hitch a ride and they'll drop us off on the surface. The AI is going to give us a five minute heads up call so we can get to the main hangar in time to board the ship before they have to depart."

"How long do we have till they go on patrol?" John asked.

"Not long," Jake replied. "It took us a while to get down here and find you."

John nodded and reached down and slipped his shoes back on his feet and he placed his hand on Amelia's knee.

"We should head to the hangar now. It's quite a walk to the transport platform from here."

Amelia patted her hand on John's and nodded. The four of them then got to their feet and took one last look at the pond, then turned and headed toward the aft exit. On the walk across the gardening ring the AI haled Laurel and Jake, garnering a grin from them both before Jake answered the hale. He reached up and tapped his transceiver active and responded.

"This is Jake?"

"Hello Jake," The AI's soft voice responded, resonating within the bones of his inner ear. "The Perth will be departing in exactly five minutes."

"We're on our way to the gardening ring transport platform. We should make it on time."

"I can see that. I will let commander Talcus know you are on your way. I concur with your assessment of the amount of time it should take you to reach the gardening ring transport platform and transport to the stasis ring transport platform. You should arrive just in time."

"Thanks Future. Jake out."

Jake then tapped his transceiver into standby mode and he quickened his pace so he could walk right next to his father.

"That was our five minute call. The flight crew is prepping the ship. The AI agrees that we should arrive just in time to catch a ride to the surface."

John put his arm around Jake's shoulders and gripped him for a moment then he removed his arm and they quickened their pace slightly. When they finally arrived at the rear rotating bulkhead, they began to walk against the rotation of the bulkhead to hasten the arrival of the exit to the their position. When they arrived at the hatch, they walked alongside it as Laurel had her palm scanned and then she stepped through the door once it was open. Jake then followed right behind her and finally Amelia and then John. John made sure the door was sealed closed and then they walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and Jake touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance and a moment later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light and then appeared on the stasis ring entrance transport platform. They stepped down and quickly headed to the main hangar. The door was closed so Laurel opened the door and the 4 of them stepped through the door and exited into the enormous main hangar. The Carolina was still sitting right beside the Perth with its door open, but it was dark within unlike the Perth that was emitting a slight high frequency hiss, as the crimson fighters always do when they're powered up but sitting idle.

As the 4 of them walked past the bow of the Carolina they noticed a rather tall and very burly officer performing a preflight walk around of the Perth. He was sliding his hand down the leading edge of the left wing section when he sensed people near him and he stopped and looked at the group and a smile grew on his face and he nodded once.

"You're just in time. I'm almost done with my preflight inspection if you want to go ahead and climb aboard."

"Thank you commander Talcus," Laurel said with a warm grin.

"Anything you need in the way of transport is our honor to provide Laurel. You two have more than earned the privilege of flying first class anytime you need."

"That's sweet of you to say Commander Talcus."

"Go ahead and climb aboard, we'll depart in a few minutes." He said with a smile.

Laurel nodded and the commander went back to his preflight duties as Laurel, Jake and their parents turned and walked around the bow of the Perth and ducked under the wing section, arriving right at the open door to the ship once they stood up straight. They then climbed aboard, glancing forward and offering a warm grin and obligatory nod to the officers at the power and weapons and sensor and navigation stations going about the final steps of preflight preparations.

The 4 of them stepped into the rear compartment and pulled down jump seats and got fastened in. It was only a few moments later that commander Talcus stepped aboard and sealed the airlock closed. He then stepped to the rear compartment and looked at the 4 passengers strapped in and waiting patiently.

"We're going to take a short jaunt around the Future and then a quick trip to the northern polar region to download the latest telemetry from the orbital satellite network and then we'll divert to the Tower Inn to drop you folks off. If all goes well, we should have on the roof of the Inn in about twenty minutes or so."

"We really appreciate you going out of your way to drop us off Commander." Amelia said with a friendly smile on her face.

"It's our pleasure miss Kade. Your kids deserve so much more to say thank you for saving all of us¦" The commander patted his hand on the doorway panel next to him as he looked around the curvature of the short passageway leading to the forward cockpit. "It's thanks to them that we have this impressive ship in our possession after all." He then looked right at Laurel and Jake and grinned. "Someone else obviously wanted to express the same kind of gratitude for their actions. I don't know of anyone that won't jump at the opportunity to transport Laurel and Jake¦and company, anywhere they need to go."

"We we're just in the right place at the right time to rescue those girls from the Hodong." Laurel said humbly.

"And you're the right people to pull it off in spectacular fashion, especially given your ages at the time. I value my life highly Laurel, I have you to thank for still having it live out. Humility aside, don't underestimate the gravity of what you accomplished nor the level of humble gratitude the rest of us feel for everything you did and survived to get us where we are today. You two are amazing people and an inspiration to the rest of us. The selection committee obviously got it right when they chose you and your parents to join the Future mission. We simply wouldn't be alive if they hadn't of found you the way they did and had the fortitude to request your inclusion in the mission."

"Thank you commander Talcus," Laurel said. "We tend to look at what we did internally without taking a moment to look at it from an outside perspective to realize what you're saying is true. A couple of kids should've been so far out of their element that they just crawled into corner and hid hoping mommy and daddy would come tell them what to do next."

"Exactly my point. You two stepped up to the plate and got us to the Future planet in better shape than originally equipped. We have the tools at our disposal to create a new society that is a step above what we could've built without your achievements. Just sit back and enjoy the ride."

The commander then patted the doorway panel again, and then turned around and headed forward. The commander climbed down into the pilot's seat and fastened his restraints and then he reached up and activated the transceiver.

"Future control, this is the Perth ready to depart on our assigned patrol."

"Understood Perth," A young sounding male voice responded. "You're cleared for immediate departure. There are four small craft in the immediate vicinity of the Future flying patrols of their own. Use caution and have a safe patrol."

"Understood. We're clear for immediate departure, will watch for the traffic. Will you alert the Tower Inn that we'll be setting down on the roof to drop off our passengers?"

"Understood Perth. I'll let them know."

"Thanks, Perth out."

The commander then reached up and activated standby mode for the transceiver and then grasped the control yoke and placed his feet on the pedals and then shoved the hover throttles forward slightly and the Perth lifted from the hangar deck and the landing gear retracted and then the outer doors closed. The pilot then moved the Perth to the right slightly in order to put some distance between the Perth and Carolina and then he pivoted the Perth around so it was facing the maw gaped hangar opening. He then increased the forward flight throttles and the Perth bolted out of the hangar and the pilot banked over hard heading forward along the Future's massive hull just outside the shield envelope.

"I have the traffic on sensors commander," The sensor and navigation officer reported. "Sending the data to your knee display."

The pilot looked down at his knee display and he could see the indicated location of the 4 ships flying patrol routs that brought them close to the Future but well outside her shield perimeter.

"Got 'em," Commander Talcus called out. "They should be no factor."

The pilot guided the Perth around the bow of the Future while the sensor and navigations officer took detailed scans. The pilot then banked over and flew around the gigantic bow of the Future and then headed aft along her shield envelope until they reached the stern. The pilot then assumed a nose down attitude and accelerated away from the Future toward the planet below. They flew straight toward the planet until they reached an altitude of 1000 miles then the pilot leveled off and accelerated toward the North Pole at just under the speed of light.

As the Perth reached the magnetic north pole, the pilot slowed the ship and finally assumed a stationary position and then the sensor and navigations officer initiated a remote connection with the polar satellite nearby and then he began the download of its stored data. It only took a few seconds to receive all of the data in a compressed file format and then the sensor and navigation officer looked forward.

"We have the telemetry from the satellite network. Patrol complete sir."

"Roger that. Analyze the data for anomalies while I take us to Genesis."

"Yes sir."

The pilot then pivoted the ship on its axis and then programmed a direct route to Genesis from their current location and then engaged the autopilot and removed his hands and feet from the controls. The engines spooled up and then the ship rocketed over the icy landscape far below. He then reached over and activated the internal com system.

"If you folks back there want to see something impressive, make your way forward so you can see out the cockpit window?"

Laurel looked at Jake for a moment then smiled and nodded as she began to unfasten her restraints. They all got unfastened from their restraints and then stood up and headed forward and Laurel and Jake knelt down and crawled forward until they were just behind the pilot. Amelia and John then assumed a bent over position between the power and weapons and sensor and navigation stations so they could see out the front window.

"I thought you might like to see the equivalent of Olympus Mons on our new home world. There's a dormant volcano in the northern region that is actually bigger than Olympus Mons on Mars back in our home system."

"How does a volcano get that big on a geologically active planet?" Laurel asked.

"The geologists are guessing the volcano formed early in the planets life before it had much of an atmosphere and long before plate tectonics took off. This planet at one time had a single global plate that was later fractured into plates and the internal planetary processes began moving the plates around just like they do on Earth."

The pilot then reached over and deactivated the autopilot and grasped the flight controls and slowed their speed significantly as he banked over so the surface of the planet was clearly visible. The pilot then pointed out the cockpit window.

"There it is. They've named it the Ozark volcanic formation."

"Oh Wow!" Laurel uttered.

They were looking at a shield volcano that extended halfway across the visible Future and all the way from the icy polar region to the heavily forested region far to the south. From the altitude the Perth was at they could clearly see the enormous size of the dome with a distinct seeming pinpoint crater at its center that was nearly full to its rim with snow and ice.

"Now that is impressive," John said. "That thing must've been active for millions of years to build itself up that high and wide."

"Probably so. They're saying there's probably mineral deposits and the likes that can be mined from this region despite the harsh conditions present over most of the area that the volcanic outflow region occupies."

"I assume you mean precious gems?" Laurel said.

"Yes. Our technology relies on them, as you know. Intrinsic value aside, we need those kinds of resources. We may have a literal gold mine down there, excuse the pun."

"How thick are the glaciers on the north side of that mound?" Amelia asked pointing toward the north side of the enormous shield shaped rise.

"Sensors indicate around ten and a half miles on average." The officer at the sensor and navigation station replied. "We would have to tunnel in from the south in order to get under the ice cap since it's creeping down the slopes at around four centimeters an hour."

"You know¦a rise that high must affect the weather to the south significantly." Laurel commented.

"More than likely," Commander Talcus said. "It would certainly put the brakes on the winds that would otherwise rip across the arctic region and spill down into the southern latitudes carrying some really cold air with it. The fact that this planet is so large also makes weather patterns a little different from anything we've studied before. It's part of the reason why our predictive models are so inaccurate. We're guessing what the weather is going to do and things like that monster down there make it more difficult to predict properly until we observe the planet for a prolonged period to record trends and whatnot."

The pilot then banked the Perth back over and resumed their course to the south.

"Thank you for showing us that," Laurel said. "It's good to get familiar with the topography of our new home world."

"It was my pleasure Laurel. We should have you in Genesis shortly where it's considerably warmer than it is this far north."

"We're in a ship that's maintained at twenty-one degrees¦but I get the suggestion that it's seriously cold down there."

"Fourty below on average." The power and weapons officer said with a smile.

"Okay, that's seriously cold." Amelia said in a chuckle.

Amelia and John then made their way aft and Laurel and Jake crawled backwards until they could stand up in a bent over posture and they all headed back to the rear compartment and sat back down in the jump seats incorporated into the bulkheads.

"I guess that proves that we aren't in Kansas anymore." Jake said with a big smile.

"You got that right," John said nodding. "We're seeing things that no Human has ever seen before. There's no question that we're on an alien world even though aspects are familiar with other alien worlds we've observed in the past."

The rest of the short ride to Genesis was spent in quiet until the pilot called out on the internal com system.

"Two minutes to the Inn. The weather is cooperating in that that the clouds have broken enough to give me a clear view of the city."

The pilot deactivated the autopilot and manually flew the ship to the Tower Inn and set down gently on the roof after checking in with Genesis control to gain the proper clearance. Once the ship was resting on her landing gear, the pilot put the ship in standby mode and then began to squirm up out of his seat as Laurel, Jake and their parents unfastened their restraints and made their way to the airlock door. Laurel unsealed the door and then pulled down on the release handle and the door began to swing open just as the pilot reached their position.

"I hope you have a good time during your stay down here."

"Thank you commander," Laurel replied. "You made the ride down here really interesting."

"Good to hear. Take care."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake stepped off the ship and Amelia stepped up next to the commander and smiled at him.

"Thank you for making my daughter feel so appreciated. She's to humble to accept that she's a true hero to so many of us."

"It was my pleasure miss Kade. If you don't mind me saying¦" The commander glanced out the door to make sure Laurel and Jake were out of earshot, then he looked at Amelia and grinned. "Your daughter is one of the most stunning women I've ever laid eyes on. I can definitely see the family resemblance in you too ma'am."

"You're sweet commander. I wish I compared to Laurel, but I know she's more shockingly beautiful than I'll ever be. I'm very prod of her and equally protective of her."

"It wasn't meant as anything but recognition of how stunning she is. She's a remarkable girl and I can see where she gets it from is all I meant."

"Thank you commander. I know she takes one's breath away when seen for the first time. I appreciate the compliments and the ride to the Inn here. Have a good day commander."

Amelia then turned and headed off the ship with John right behind her and the 4 of them walked toward the top floor entrance and then they stopped and looked back. A moment later the engines spooled up and the Perth gently lifted a few feet into the air and the landing gear retracted. The ship then lifted straight up until it looked very small, then assumed a nose up attitude and bolted away rapidly. Laurel then turned and looked at her mother.

"Really? The commander? I expected it from the weapons officer since he kept staring at my backside while Jake and I were taking in the sights out cockpit window."

"I wasn't going to say anything honey. I think the commander was just taken by surprise at how pretty you are in person. I didn't sense inappropriate inflections in his tone when he paid me a compliment on how beautiful you are and the fact that he saw a resemblance to me."

"He was complimenting you for having such a pretty daughter?"

"Yes. Don't take it the wrong way, but you're too young to be enticing to him. I sensed that he was wondering what kids between he and I would look like. I was the target of his affectionate feelings brought about by your stunning beauty."

"That's almost more creepy mom. I don't want my face in a guys mind when he's dreaming about you."

Amelia chuckled and then stepped closer to Laurel and kissed her forehead, then embraced her in a brief hug. She then looked into Laurel's beautiful deep cobalt blue eyes.

"Don't let it bother you honey. You know that sort of thing has wandered across men's minds every time they see you and I together and realize that you're my daughter."

"That sort of lured crap never crossed my mind." John insisted.

Laurel looked at him and grinned warmly.

"That's because you're a true gentleman like Jake. That's why that stuff never ran across his mind either, not until I flirted with him, deliberately bringing that side of him to the surface."

"Laurel! I always told you not to use your looks as a tool against men." Amelia said sternly while maintaining a smile.

"You told me not to do that unless I was interested in a boy. I was interested in Jake; interested in him in a way he wasn't showing signs of being interested in me. I sent the signals that it was okay to look at me the way most guys do."

"You're absolutely right honey. I forgot I ever said that."

"Well I didn't mom. I can't forget anything you ever said."

"You remember everything I've ever said?"

"Maybe not word for word all the time, but the important stuff? Yes. Dealing with boys and their unwanted advances was real important to me."

"I guess I can understand that."

The 4 of them then turned around and headed inside the Inn. They walked to their suite and Amelia opened the door and they all stepped in. Laurel and Jake walked to the middle of the room and took their coats off and laid them on the arm of the couch, and then Laurel turned and looked at her mother and John, who were in the process of removing their coats too.

"Jake and I are going to take a dip in the hot tub."

"Okay baby," Amelia replied as she laid her coat on the couch. "I guess climbing all those stairs brought on a quite a sweat?"

"Something like that."

"Oooh, I get it now. It took me a second to understand what I was sensing from you. You go ahead and enjoy a hot dip. John and I will be right here when you're done."

Amelia planted a kiss on Laurel's cheek and then Laurel and Jake headed toward their bedroom to get undressed and retrieve a robe for the walk through the living area. Meanwhile Amelia and John sat down on the couch and resumed their game of chess. Once Laurel and Jake emerged from their bedroom and made their way into the hot tub room and closed the door, John leaned back and looked at Amelia.

"So how are you doing with the idea of Laurel and Jake joining up when we get back?"

Amelia sighed and leaned back herself. She thought about it for a few moments then she looked at John and smiled beautifully.

"It's what's in their hearts. Of course I'm worried about them, the civilian corps tends to go on dangerous missions and working in space has inherent dangers that exist nowhere else. That being said, they have advanced tools at their disposal to protect each other and their fellow teammates that the rest of us could only dream of. It gives me a small measure of relief to know they're far less likely to get hurt or worse, but a mother still worries about her baby doing something so intrinsically dangerous. Lord knows they've proven that they have what it takes to be a serious asset to any mission they take part in. I'm really going to miss Laurel though. She's such a bright spirit and it makes my day to see her first thing in the morning and then get to spend time around her."

"They'll still be in our lives Amelia. We'll be living on the Future with them after all."

"I know, for now anyways. I just feel like a missed critical years of Laurel growing up. She went into stasis as my little girl and came out a woman. I was kind of looking forward to the crazy teenage years with her and we missed out on it."

"That's ironic, I was dreading the awkward teenage years with Jake as he figured out who he's going to be. I do wish I could've of seen him falling in love with Laurel though. She's the picture of the prefect girl you wish for your little man. He was always so shy and awkward around girls, for him to warm up to and fall for Laurel is something I would've like to have helped him work through."

"I think you and his mother gave him all the tools he needed to prove himself to be a true man or Laurel would've had nothing to do with him. She had enough experience with boys that were pigs to know what she wanted in a boy. Jake obviously exhibited everything she was looking for in a guy. The love she feels for him is pure and complete."

"Thanks Amelia. We tried to inspire him to be a good person, showing the proper respect for the opposite sex without making himself a doormat in the process. I think he loves her equally deeply too. His eyes light up when he looks at her in a way that's real familiar."

"Oh I have no doubt that he loves her completely. Laurel makes it real easy to care about her and the fact that she's so beautiful that you can't take your eyes off her helps considerably."

"He definitely lucked out in that department."

"I think Laurel lucked out too John. Jake is very handsome and he treats her really good."

"I won't argue that point. We're just going to have to support the kids as they follow their hearts and go wherever the corps takes them. To tell you the truth, I feel a little better about the Future's mission to begin exploring this side of the galaxy with those two on the crew."

"I would have to agree with you there. I guess we'll be going along until they reach adulthood too. Well let's get back to the game. I don't want to the think about how much I'm going to miss Laurel. The last couple of days have been so nice with her and Jake around. I want to try and enjoy it while it lasts."

John nodded and pat Amelia's knee and they both leaned forward and resumed their game to distract themselves. They played to the conclusion of the game then started another before Laurel and Jake emerged from the hot tub room wearing their robes, Laurel sporting damp hair. The pair looked at their parents and grinned as they walked to their bedroom and closed the door. Amelia looked at John and smiled and they went back to their game for another 10 minutes at which time Laurel and Jake emerged from their bedroom fully dressed and looking refreshed. Laurel had her hair dry and brushed out beautifully and Jake's hair was now combed neatly and he was wearing jeans and a polo style shirt with the top 2 buttons open which he knew Laurel loved to see on him. They walked over to the couch and sat down by their parents and watched them strategizing their moves for a few minutes. Laurel then put her hand on her mother's leg.

"Hey mom, what do you say we go get something to eat? I'm famished."

Amelia moved her rook and then leaned back and looked at Laurel as she patted the back of her hand.

"Okay sweetheart. I guess we did kind of skip lunch, didn't we?"

"Yeah. I'm used to eating three meals a day."

"You kids want to eat here at the Inn or do you want to go out to eat?" John asked.

"Can we go to the Bolinger across the street?" Laurel asked. "The food is fantastic there."

"Sure. We can go wherever you kids want. Get your shoes on and we'll go."

Laurel and Jake sprung to their feet and went to their bedroom and slipped their shoes on and then the 4 of them headed toward the door. They made the short walk to the transport lift and transported to the main floor and then headed past Joseph who offered a warm smile and a wave as he dealt with a customer at the reception counter. They 4 of them headed out the front projected entrance and into the cool evening air. The temperature had warmed significantly since their initial arrival but it was still cold enough to bring on a chill. They headed down the circle entrance drive and crossed the street to the Bolinger.

When they arrived at the Bolinger they found it to be nearly occupied to capacity but the hostess found them a table that would accommodate the 4 of them comfortably. They ordered heardy meals from the menu and thoroughly enjoyed the meal, followed by a personal visit from Mr. Bolinger and then they headed back to the Inn. They transported back up to the 15th floor and headed to their suite. Laurel and Jake then sat on the couch and watched an archival program on the projected viewer while Amelia and John finished their game of chess. Amelia and John then turned the game off and enjoyed the time spent with their children leaning on them as they watched the video together in quiet. As the sun was beginning to set, it began to rain in earnest so the 4 of them decided to eat dinner at the Inn rather than going out in the wet weather that had set in since it was a particularly cold and intense rain that had settled in for the evening. They dined in the dinning room on the 1st floor and were pleasantly surprised by the quality and variety of meal items available. Laurel found herself craving a meal consisting of meat protein, presumably as a result of Jake's cravings, and Jake was craving fruit sustenance also as a result of Laurel's true cravings and both found exactly what they were looking for in the selections available.

At the conclusion of the meal, they headed back up to their suite and John and Amelia retired to their rooms to take a shower and dress down for the evening that had now set in outside. Laurel and Jake admired the stunning view out the balcony window of the city bathed in light from street level and most of the buildings now had power available so most of the windows were aglow with a gentle white glow and the higher floors had a polarized dimmer glow coming from them. It made the city look truly magnificent and somehow mystical in its size and grandeur. The rain added a misty looking glow that only served to enhance the look and feel of the view out the window. After a time Laurel set her head on Jake's shoulder point and gripped his hand firmly.

"I hope the weather is going to improve by tomorrow. I really want to go see how Alpha is doing with all this activity in the city and how it's going with the new clan that was digging toward his den caves."

Jake gently put his arm around Laurel and gave her a squeeze.

"I know babe. I was just feeling that thought welling up in you. If you really have your heart set on going up there and the weather isn't cooperating, we can do something about that."

Laurel lifted her head from Jake's shoulder and looked at him with a stern look.

"We're not going to manipulate the weather so we can go see Alpha."

"Not us babe. Look deeper. I was thinking about the power of the shield that the tower is capable of producing. It's not only designed for defense against an attack from above, but it's designed to protect the city and the surrounding area from extreme weather, like tornadoes and ice storms. The shield can be attenuated to stop the rain from falling over a large area if they want."

"That's true but that going to affect the land around us by depriving it of vital rain replenishment. This city is putting a significant drain on the aquifer beneath us and it has to be replenished by rainfall. We can't mess around and disrupt that process by stopping the rain from falling where it would've naturally just so we can stay dry while we indulge our curiosity."

"I guess I hadn't considered that."

"Well the captain will. He's never going to approve of us doing that. Building the city has had a big enough impact on the local ecosystems; we don't need to increase it by messing with the local weather."

"I see your point. If the weather stinks tomorrow, we'll just have to spend the day relaxing here at the Inn. We can always head back up to the Future tonight if you want?"

No, not just yet. I'm really enjoying spending time with mom and dad. Another day will give the captain time to present his case for a mission including us too."

"He can't exactly do that until we submit our civilian observational reports to give him some ammunition to make his case."

Laurel turned and faced Jake and grinned at him.

"That's something we can do from here. I'm sure the Inn has data pads we can borrow to fill out our reports and since the mission wasn't classified, we can transmit them to the Future without worrying about anyone intercepting the data. If they do, so what."

"That's a good idea babe. You know¦if the Future is still undergoing her weapons upgrade, I wonder how we'll get to Geonic?"

"I don't know. The captain will come up with something if the mission is a go."

Jake leaned forward and gave Laurel a prolonged kiss and at the conclusion, as if on cue, Amelia stepped out of her room in her night attire and smiled at the couple standing in the glow of the city beyond.

"Wow! You two really glow with a tangible light of love. You make such a beautiful couple."

"Thanks mom," Laurel said as she leaned against Jake and smiled.

"You're welcome baby. I'm thrilled that you found someone that makes you so happy."

"He is the part of me that was missing until I met him. Now I'm the person I was born to be thanks to him."

"That's a beautiful sentiment honey."

"I know it might sound a little corny, but once Jake and I became paired, I realized at some point that I had finally achieved what I was drawn toward for as long as I can remember. Something inside me was searching for Jake my whole life. I just didn't realize that the longing or whatever was there until I reached the point of ultimate contentment."

"I think it's the instinct of every woman to seek out the perfect man honey. Jake just happens to fulfill everything you were looking for in a partner to share the rest of your life with."

"While that's true mom, I think it actually goes a little deeper than that. I guess it's kind of hard to explain so an outside observer can understand what I'm talking about."

"If you say it's something more profound, I believe you honey. There are forces beyond our comprehension at work in this universe. Your paring being proof of that. I suppose there could be a destined draw between people like you Jake that were fated to be joined as one in a way I can't completely understand."

"If you take into account your decision to suspend me in stasis for nine years before bringing me to term, it makes our pairing even more incredible that it happened in the first place. If I were nine years older than Jake¦well¦I doubt that I would've been interested in him. The stars and events had to come together in just the right way for us to meet, fall in love, and posses the ability to become paired without¦you know, the final act of submitting one's mind and body to another in order to achieve a complete and stabile paring."

"I get what you're saying sweetheart. Kismet is a strange and complicated creature. I understand the odds of you two coming together like you have are astronomically impossible to calculate. If you believe in your heart of hearts that destiny drew you together for some higher purpose, I believe you sweetie. I even believe it's true. You have wisdom and insight that I don't baby."

"Thanks mom. It feels good to hear you say that you look up to me like that."

"Oh honey, I've always looked up to you. Even when you were a little girl I knew you were something special and you were going to be a spectacular woman and I've been fortunate enough to see that come to fruition."

"You're so sweet mom. Jake and I want to fill out our civilian observational reports so we can forward them to the captain from the Inn here. Will you find out if they have data pads that we can use to fill out our reports then forward them to the captain aboard the Future?"

"Sure baby."

Amelia walked over to the coffee table and picked up the remote and activated the projected viewer and she scrolled through the menu items until she found the concierge contact icon. She selected it and in seconds she was greeted by Josephs bright smile.

"Hello miss Kade. What can I do for you?"

"Hello Joseph. Laurel and Jake would like to fill out a report that they then want to forward to the captain aboard the Future. Is there any possibility of borrowing a couple data pads so they can do that?"

"Sure enough. I would be glad to bring 2 of them up to your suite."

"I would really appreciate that. Thank you."

"My pleasure. I'll see you in a few minutes."

Amelia then turned the projected viewer off and set the remote down on the table and looked at Laurel and Jake still standing with their arm around the other and Laurel resting her head on Jake's shoulder by the balcony window.

"Thank you mom," Jake said.

Amelia grinned then it grew into a smile and Jake looked over at Laurel then back to Amelia and he smiled.

"You like hearing that from me?"

"Yeah. I thought it would sound or feel odd but it's actually kind of natural sounding."

"It just comes out when Laurel and I are immersed in each other's feelings like we are right now."

"I'm sure you'll make it official in your own good time."

"We don't feel a need to rush the issue. We're as good as married in that we can't live without one another and we know neither of us would ever forsake the other for anyone else. Like you said, when the time feels right, we'll engage in the ceremony in front of our friends and family to make it official."

"I promise we'll do it before we give you a grandchild mom." Laurel said.

"That's a good idea honey. I think it's important for a child to see the strength and love of two parents as they grow up and develop their own ideas about what's proper and natural."

Laurel lifted her head and grinned slightly.

"So how come you didn't remarry before I was born?"

"Because I wasn't over your father until very recently and I never met a man that I thought was the right role model for you. The idea of having you was a way to bring myself out of the depression I found myself sinking into. I needed someone to need me but I didn't feel I needed to bring a new man into my life to do that. You were the best way to honor your father's memory and bring a profound purpose to my life. Once you were born I just¦never found the right man to fulfill the role of daddy for you without¦risk."

"You were afraid a man would prey on me?"

"I hate to put it like that but¦yes. You are so beautiful honey, you always have been and you have a profound affect on men that can't always be predicted as to what it will bring out. That kind of trust with someone as important as you are to me¦well it's hard to let my guard down like that."

"I understand mom. You don't have to worry about that anymore. Jake will always be here to protect me and I'm not exactly defenseless anymore either."

"I hope you never have to use your abilities like that."

"Mark trained us in hand to hand defensive techniques too mom. I could take down and hurt a guy twice my size pretty easily."

Amelia smiled and nodded.

"I know sweetie. I hope you don't have to do that either."

"Me too. I don't want to hurt anyone like that but if it came down to it, it's good to know I have that ability."

"Don't worry, I'll make sure she never has to put those talents to use. No one is going mess with my girl while I'm alive."

John stepped out of his bedroom wearing a robe over his night attire and he smiled warmly at the sight of Laurel and Jake enjoying their close contact in the glow of the city lights as he walked over to Amelia's side and patted the back of her shoulder.

"You admiring the view?"

"Yeah. I'm so proud of how good they look together. You feel that glow?"

"I sure do. They emit a very pleasant radiance."

"Thanks dad," Laurel said with a bright smile. "Hey, do you two want to come with us to go see Alpha if the weather cooperates with us tomorrow?"

"You plan on going up to bearcat lake?" John asked.

"Yeah. That's where he's likely to be found."

"I thought going up there was forbidden. Don't we have an agreement with the bearcats that we won't venture into their territory?"

"Yes, but Jake and I are among a handful of people that are allowed to go up there if we want. Alpha has made it clear that we're welcome to come to the den cave whenever we want. We're seen as part of his clan for negotiating a cease to the hostility."

"Are you sure the bearcats won't see Amelia and I as a threat since they don't know us?"

"They won't once we explain that you're our mom and dad. They have a strong sense of clan or family. They'll welcome you warmly you can count on that. You're our alpha and beta after all."

"We would love to go with you honey," Amelia said. "We have you two to protect us in case it goes wrong. We couldn't be in better hands."

"We won't let anything happen to you guys."

"I know you won't sweetie."

There was a tone heard from the front door and Amelia looked toward the door then looked at John.

"Laurel and Jake had me ask for a couple of data pads to be brought to our room so they can fill out their reports so they can send them to the captain ahead of our return to the ship."

John lifted his chin and took a step away from Amelia and she headed to the front door. She tapped the panel next to the door and it blinked to life and showed a down looking image of Joseph standing at the door. Amelia tapped the panel once again and it went dormant. She then opened the door and Joseph offered a friendly smile and held up 2 data pad scrolls in 1 hand and an octagonal shaped device in the other.

"Good evening miss Kade. Here are the data pads you requested and I took the liberty of bringing an encrypting hub since you mentioned that Laurel and Jake would be sending something to the captain. I assumed you would want to encrypt anything you send?"

"That was very considerate of you. How does the encryption hub work?"

"Before you send your transmission, activate the hub by pressing the center of the hub and it will broadcast a discrete signal that the data pads will recognize. Once the hub appears on the data pad you will see an icon to initiate a secure connection. Select that icon and the hub and data pad will configure and encrypted connection to one another. You can then contact the Future on normal channels and ask them to accept an encrypted transmission originating from the tower Inn. The AI will recognize the signal and it has the cipher key to decrypt the data once received. Once the connection is established, send your transmission through the hub rather than directly to the Future. That's all there is to it."

"Seems simple enough. None of your other guests use these?"

"Oh no. These are civilian corps property and the AI designed them for this express purpose. If our non-Human guests want to send encrypted data to their ships, it's up to them to make that possible. We will loan them a data pad if they request it, but the rest is up to them. Thus far no such request has been made though. I would assume they bring their own version of a data pad for such purposes. There is a language barrier after all. The data pads are only programmed with known languages and most of our guests speak and write in languages we aren't familiar with."

"Well thank you for bringing these up to us Joseph. Do we need to return them to the front desk?"

"No. You can leave them here in your suite when you leave and the hospitality service will collect them when they prepare your suite for the next guests."

"Okay."

"Is there anything else I can do for you tonight?"

"Actually," Laurel said taking a small step forward. "Jake is craving some pineapple juice. Is it permitted to consume food and drinks in our suite?"

"Absolutely. I would be glad to send up a carafe and four glasses so you can all have some if you want?"

"That would be wonderful. Thank you Joseph."

"My pleasure Laurel. A servo drone will arrive shortly with your refreshment."

"I had no idea that the Inn used servo drones."

"For the simpler tasks we do. They're only capable of being programmed for simple tasks without new instructions being added."

"Will the drone come right into our room like they do on the Future?" Jake asked.

"No. The drone will signal you from the door. Once you open the door, it will bring your order in and set it on the table for you. It will then turn around and depart."

"I guess the AI orchestrates more complex behavior out of them on the ship."

"Yes. We don't have an AI controlling them here. We can only tell them where to go, what to do once they get there in as few steps as possible, and then instruct them to return to the service area when their assigned task is completed."

"I see. Well thank you again Joseph."

"My pleasure miss Kade. If any of you need anything else, please don't hesitate to contact me."

"We will."

Joseph then turned and walked away and Amelia closed the door and walked over to Laurel and Jake and handed them the hub and data pads.

"Are you going to hide in your room to fill out your reports?" Amelia asked grinning warmly.

"No mom, I get the hint. We'll fill 'em out here in the living room so we can spend the rest of the evening with you."

"Thank you sweetheart. I know you like to have peace and quiet when you fill out important documents so I won't bother you while you're working on your reports."

"I just like get things down once the information begins to flow without stopping. We have a lot to report on and I want it to read properly so the captain can use it as is when he recommends a mission to Geonic."

"You don't want him to paraphrase your report."

"Yes. I would rather him tell whoever he has to convince to have a look at our reports for themselves as evidence that we should go."

"He has stated in the past that you and Jake fill out perfectly formatted mission reports honey. I'm sure he'll be happy with anything you two submit."

"I always strive to impress him mom. I want him to be proud of us and to feel that he isn't wasting his time and effort going to bat for us all the time."

"Oh sweetie, I can guarantee you that he's extremely proud of both of you."

"I know mom, I want to keep it that way."

"Okay sweetie."

Laurel tugged on Jake's hand and he followed her over to the reading chairs facing the simulated fireplace and they sat down and placed the encryption hub on the small table between the chairs and the couch. They both pulled their data pads open and activated them and the screens stiffed immediately so they could lie them on their lap as they typed on them. Laurel then looked over at Jake.

"I'm going to quiet my mind so I'm not distracted by what you're thinking while you fill out your report. I need to be sure what I'm composing is coming from me, not an echo of both of us if you know what I mean?"

"I understand babe. I know we think and talk different despite our pairing. It's easy to compose thoughts that originate in me or vice versa for me of you."

Laurel grinned and nodded then she closed her eyes for a moment and she concentrated on quieting her mind. Once she no longer heard the echo of Jake's voice in the back of her mind she opened her eyes and looked at Jake and blinked a few times.

"It's so eerily quiet without you in my head. It's hard to believe this is how I was for my whole life, it's a disturbing feeling anymore."

"I know what you mean. I don't like it either."

"You can't hear or feel me?"

"I can sense your presence, but your voice simply faded from my mind when you quieted your mind. I think I can only sense your presence because we're sitting so close together."

"Let's get this over with so you can undo this, I really don't like feeling this empty inside."

Laurel nodded and they began structuring a formal civilian observation report form from scratch. They knew how they were supposed to be composed and formatted so it didn't take them long to construct a proper looking document and begin inputting the pertinent information. It took them nearly an hour to complete their reports and digitally sign them with their personal codes. When Laurel had proof read her report and was satisfied that it contained everything she could remember and the personal observations she thought were important without sounding patronizing or overly critical of the civilian scientists, she opened her mind with a gentle push and Jake flooded back into her mind and heart, offering a great sense of relief and warmth from within. She then reached over and activated the encryption hub and as Joseph had indicated, an icon appeared on their data pads. Laurel smiled and looked at Jake.

"I think we're ready."

Jake nodded and reached up and tapped his cranial transceiver active.

"Future, this is Jake."

"Good evening Jake. Are you in need of assistance?"

"Yeah, in a way. Laurel and I have composed our civilian observational reports on data pads loaned to us by the staff down here at the Inn. We would like to send them up to you using an encrypted data hub. Will you forward them to the captain for us?"

"I would be happy to."

Jake looked at Laurel and she smiled and looked at her data pad and her and Jake simultaneously selected the icon on their data pads and the screen read 'initiating connection'. After a moment the screen read 'secure connection established'. They then saved their reports into a file format and sent them to the hub.

"We're sending the reports to you now." Jake said.

"Understood. Please standby for confirmation of reception."

A few seconds passed by before the AI responded again.

"Data received. Decryption in progress. Your reports are intact. I will send them to the captain for review."

"Thank you Future. That was all we needed."

"Understood. Have a good evening."

"Thanks."

Jake then tapped his transceiver off and set his data pad on the table.

"If you two are done, would you mind a proud parent glancing at your work?" Amelia asked.

"You want to see our reports?" Laurel said in surprise. "I don't have a problem with that."

Laurel looked at Jake and he grinned and nodded. He picked up his data pad and he and Laurel stood up walked over the to couch and sat down next to their parents and handed them the data pads.

"The reports aren't considered sensitive information so there's no problem with you reading them." Jake said.

John and Amelia smiled and nodded and then opened the report files and began reading what Laurel and Jake had composed. They were stunned by the professional format of the reports. They looked as if they were a standard form rather than something constructed from scratch and the format made for a simple and direct read that presented the information in a logical and chronological order. John and Amelia read the reports taking note of the brilliant and concise recommendations, conclusions and some poignant observations of the scientists involved in the expedition. When they were done reading the reports they traded data pads and read the other reports then looked at one another and smiled then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"These are terrific honey," Amelia said. "The captain will be thrilled with these."

"Thanks mom."

"Is this how a formal civilian observation report form is formatted?" John asked.

"Pretty much," Jake responded. "We took some liberties with the amount of space allotted for data to be input, but for the most part that's what a form provided on the ship would look like."

"Incredible. All from memory. The captain has well placed confidence in your abilities. I noticed that you were gracious with your appraisal of the scientists conduct down there. I'm not sure I would've been so forgiving when reporting to the captain what they were doing down there messing around with something they had never seen before."

"The way I see it, they were using educated prudence while messing around with the power plant down there," Laurel said. "I personally wouldn't have opened the containment dome, but they were confident that it was safe given the information they were presented with. They aren't as disciplined as we would be given our experiences and training, but they're civilians so I wouldn't expect it from them. I tried to keep that in mind when I discussed my observations of their actions. Just because we would've done things differently doesn't mean they necessarily did anything wrong since no one was hurt and the reactor wasn't destabilized. If you notice though, I did recommend that before any more experimentation is done with the reactor, we should gather more information from the holographic interface or the Fearon themselves. Something so exotic and unfamiliar could pose a danger if we mess around with it without specific information on how to control and contain it. The system was designed to operate without Fearon input for a very long time. Waiting for pertinent instructions before tampering with the system seems the safest and most prudent thing to do."

"So your report indicates. I think the captain is going to put a lot of value in your conclusions and recommendations."

"I'm very proud of you Laurel," Amelia said. "I don't get to see much of your correspondences since most of it contains sensitive information. This is a wonderful peak into what you're sending to the captain when you fill out reports."

"The civilian corps mission reports are way different. They have a more rigid format that doesn't allow for as much subjective observational data to be included. They're a to the point form with an area for personal observations and conclusions at the end of the form. The captain will accept anything in the form of a civilian observational report, but we know exactly what he's going to be looking for so we're able to compose something that not only looks proper but also has all the information he needs without having to hunt around to find pertinent information."

Amelia and John collapsed the data pads and handed them back to Laurel and Jake. They took them and set them on the table in front of the couch and then leaned back and smiled at their parents.

"We could watch a video if you want to spend the rest of the evening together?" Laurel said.

"That would be nice unless you two were looking forward to some private time in your room." Amelia said with a big grin.

"We have plenty of time for that later mom. Who knows the next time we're going to get to just relax with you guys like this."

"I won't argue that we're going to be living together on the Future until you reach the age of self determination according to the civilian corps."

Amelia leaned forward and picked up the remote and handed it to Laurel as she hooked her arm around her and pulled her against her side as she turned slightly so Laurel was practically lying back on her mother's chest. Laurel activated the projected viewer and Amelia hooked her hand around Laurel's stomach and gave her a gentle pat. Laurel nuzzled herself into her mother's embrace and scrolled through the video titles available finally settling on a video from the early 21st century. They then sat for the next 2 hours watching the video quietly. 1hour into the video, there was a tone heard from the front door and John got up and walked over to the door and opened it and a servo drone carrying a tray with a carafe of pineapple juice and 4 glasses floated into the suite and headed to the kitchen area and slid the tray on the counter then descended back to the floor and spun around and departed silently. John closed the door and then walked over to the tray that had been delivered and he poured 4 glasses full of the ice cold juice and then he carried the tray over to the table by the couch and he set the tray down and handed out 3 glasses and then he took the 4th for himself and he sat back down next Jake. At the conclusion of the video, Laurel and Jake said their goodnights and then headed to their room.

They 2 of them removed their robes and climbed into bed and snuggled up to one another. They then put their foreheads together and engaged in the deep sharing for nearly 3 hours. When they finally withdrew from the other's innermost essence they were left dazed and dizzy. It took nearly 10 minutes for their senses to completely return to them in full measure, at which time they engaged in a long kiss and then drifted off into a deep and restful sleep.

When Laurel and Jake woke simultaneously in the morning, they were disappointed when they climbed out of bed and looked out the window to find a steady drenching rain falling. It told them that the trail up to Bearcat Lake was going to be a sloppy mess and the valley the trail followed was likely flowing like a river toward the city's northwestern most perimeters. Jake stood holding Laurel from behind as they gazed out the window for several minutes. Jake finally planted a kiss on Laurel's bare shoulder and gave her a final squeeze before stepping beside her so he could look into her face.

"I'm sorry they were totally off about the weather."

"Expect the unexpected I guess. The weather patterns are so different here that it's going take 'em a while to get it right. Why don't we get dressed and find out if they have a gym so we can workout before breakfast?"

Jake nodded and the pair went about freshening up in the bathroom and then getting dressed. They then headed out into the living area where they found John sitting on the couch staring out the balcony window. John looked at Laurel and Jake and smiled.

"Morning you two, going somewhere?"

"Morning dad," Jake replied. "Laurel and I are going to find out if they have a gym so we can workout before breakfast."

"Trying to get back into the routine huh?"

"A strong body helps to maintain a strong mind. The endorphins produced while working out properly are essential elements to keeping your mind sharp."

"Not to mention how gorgeous Jake looks with rippling muscles. I don't want him to lose that physique that he's sporting."

John chuckled and nodded.

"When your mom finishes getting ready, we'll go get something to eat together."

"We should only be an hour or so." Laurel said.

"I think that should give her enough time."

"Come on dad, don't be mean. She puts the war paint on to look good for you."

"I don't think she's trying to impress me son. She just likes looking nice."

"Don't play naÃ¯ve dad. You're more than just close friends because of Laurel and I. You're just fighting it cause of us."

"Go. Quit reading me and go get your workout in."

"Yes sir." Jake said with a big smile.

Laurel and Jake then headed to the front door and opened it and stepped out, closing the door behind them. Laurel then looked at Jake and smiled.

"I don't think all the encouraging in the world is going to result in those two getting together like their hearts want."

"I know. We're just going to have to keep putting the signal out there that we're okay with the idea. My dad has really strong feelings for your mom."

"They both have strong feelings for one another Jake. I sense what can lead to something deep and profound if they'll give in to their feelings."

They arrived at the transport lift and tapped the call button and the door slid open for them. They stepped into the lift and the door slid closed and they transported down to the first floor and stepped out when the door slid open. They walked over to the concierge counter and found Dimitria on duty. She greeted Laurel and Jake with a bright smile.

"Good morning Laurel and Jake."

"Good morning Dimitria." Laurel replied warmly.

"What can I do for you this morning?"

"We were hoping there's a gym here at the Inn."

"You're in luck, we have a fitness center down the hallway from the lifts. Take a left past the lifts and you'll see the glass doors leading to the fitness center. There are shower facilities to the rear of the fitness center and a Jacuzzi next to the fitness room."

"We didn't exactly bring a change of clothes," Laurel said. "We'll probably just workout and then head back up to our suite to get showered and changed."

"As you wish. If you change your mind, there are towels and robes available in the shower area and outside the Jacuzzi. The truth is that most of our guests so far don't put as much value in fitness as us Humans. You're likely to have the fitness center to yourselves."

"But you have Human guests, I've seen them in the dinning area and in the corridors."

"You have to be careful assuming that everyone that looks Human is. You and your parents are the only Human guests we have at this time. The civilian corps rarely arrange for accommodations for their Human guests. There are less opulent accommodations elsewhere in the city. That's where most of them stay if they're staying on the surface and their permanent residence aren't ready for occupancy. You've been afforded the best the city has to offer since your homes aren't complete."

"I see. Well this Inn is outstanding in every way possible. Our visitors are going to feel very comfortable when staying here."

"That's the goal. Have a good workout and let me know if you need anything."

"We will. Thank you Demitria."

"My pleasure."

Laurel and Jake then stepped back from the counter and turned around and headed back toward the lifts and walked past them and turned left down the hallway just past the lifts. They were immediately facing a set of double glass doors that they could see the fitness equipment beyond. The lights were on in the room but as Demitria had indicated, the room was vacant. Laurel and Jake stepped up to the doors and pulled 1 open and stepped in and smiled. They saw all the recognizable equipment before them that they were hoping for and at the rear of the room near the center, were a set of doors that had a sign above indicating the male and female showers were through the doors.

They then separated and headed to the nearest piece of equipment and started a rigorous workout that lasted nearly an hour. At the conclusion they were a little sore but they felt a sense of accomplishment and fulfillment. They grabbed a couple towels from the rack at the rear of the room next to the entrance to the showers and they dabbed and wiped the sweat from their faces and necks then set the towels aside and headed back up to their suite.

When they opened the door, they found Amelia and John sitting on the couch sipping on tea. Laurel closed the door and they walked over to the couch.

"How'd the workout go?" John asked.

"Good. They had all the equipment we could ever hope for." Jake replied.

"We'll get showered real quick and then we'll go get something to eat." Laurel said.

"Don't rush honey," Amelia said. "We have the whole morning ahead of us."

"True, but I'm really hungry now. We could smell the food when we left the fitness center."

"Oh. John and I are ready whenever you are sweetie."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake headed to their bedroom. The closed the door and then got undressed and headed into the bathroom to take a shower together. After scrubbing one another's backs and enjoying the hot water washing over their bodies for a few extra minutes, they turned the shower off and dried off then made their way out into their bedroom and got dressed. Laurel then took a few minutes to go back into the bathroom to brush and dry her hair and then she stepped out into the bedroom area with the brush in hand and she stepped over to Jake and brushed his hair until she had it laying the way she liked to see it. They then put their shoes on and headed out into the living area. Amelia and John stood up as they stepped over to them and they hugged Laurel and Jake then traded and hugged the other briefly. John furrowed his brow and grinned as he released his embrace of Laurel.

"You're sore. I sensed discomfort in my grip on you."

"It's alright dad. It'll fade pretty quickly. Mark taught us that you have to perform reps until you feel the burn or it isn't doing anything beneficial."

"Keeping up with a Marine the size of Mark can be hard on a body. The guy was built like a battleship."

"I know. He was right though. If we overdo it, our bodies will heal faster than most people would. It encourages us to really push ourselves in the number and duration of reps and the time spent on the elliptical machines."

"I guess you don't have to worry about injury near as much as the rest of us."

"No, we don't."

"Let's go feed those sore muscles," Amelia said stepping closer to Laurel. "A good breakfast is important if you're going to work your bodies like that before eating."

"Sounds great." Laurel relied with a smile.

They all then headed to the front door and opened it and stepped out and then made the short walk to the lifts. They transported down to the 1st floor and stepped out of the lift and headed straight to the dinning area after waving at Demitria. There were quite a few people in the dinning area and many looked absolutely Human, but Laurel and Jake remembered what Demitria had said about them being the only Human guests. They looked around the room briefly then got in line to serve themselves at the food service bars. There were a wide variety of food items available even though some were unrecognizable despite labels on the clear sneeze panels hanging over the food that indicated the name and a brief description of the nutritional value and taste sensation of each item being offered. Laurel selected mostly fruit items and wheat porridge with strawberry sweetener. Jake opted for a more meat based plate of food and surprisingly eggs from a burrowing animal called a mud-slapper, as the animal burrows in muddy shorelines and slaps the mud with its flat tail to draw predators away from its burrows where it lays its eggs. The eggs were distinctly different in appearance as the albumen was bright yellow and the yolk was almost gray in color, but they smelled familiar enough and once sprinkled with an herb concoction they looked appealing enough to give them a try. Jake topped his plate off with some fruit selections for the vitamin value and sweet taste sensation.

Amelia and John took small portions of several different items to find out what turned out to be appealing since most of the food items were unrecognizable despite smelling and looking wonderful. The 4 of them found an empty table that they could sit at together and then they retrieved drinks and consumed their breakfast in quiet. When the food was polished off they made their way back up to their suite and relaxed for a short time watching the weather broadcast originating on the Future. It was encouraging that the temperatures were expected to remain well above freezing but the surprising rain quantities were anticipated to continue until early afternoon then taper off to heavy drizzle until sundown. The low-pressure front that had settled into the area was originally expected to move east but it instead stalled over Genesis and brought warm temperatures up from the south and prodigious rain that had not been anticipated. The meteorologist hosting the broadcast explained that the dense atmosphere and large size of the planet in general made predictive models subjective at the present time since observational data had only been collected for 1 Â½ years leading to a great deal of guess work with predictions.

Laurel was glad it wasn't going to be cold, but she was disappointed that they wouldn't be able to go up to Bearcat Lake with all the rain expected to fall. At the conclusion of the broadcast, Laurel looked at her parents and sighed.

"I guess we're kind of stuck indoors for the day."

"You thinking of going back up to the ship?" Amelia asked.

"No. This feels so good just doing a lot of nothing with you guys. I don't want to go back just yet. I seriously doubt we're going to get this much time off once we sign up for active duty. I have a feeling the captain is going to keep us busy."

"That's because he values your skills honey."

"I know mom. Point being I want to enjoy this for a little longer if that's okay?"

"Whatever you want sweetie. This little vacation is for the two of you to do whatever you want for as long as you want."

"Just till morning is enough. We have to undergo neural indoctrination training and I want to get that done before the captain mounts a mission to Geonic."

"Oh honey, he isn't going to go on a mission to Geonic until he's able to bring the two of you with him. You're his good luck charms."

Laurel snorted lightly in a chuckle and shook her head.

"Ask him how much luck we brought him on our last mission together."

"You kept him alive Laurel. That's the key thing to remember. That ship was going to suffer a catastrophic component failure whether you were there or not. Your presence made things go much smoother and safer in the aftermath."

"Yeah¦I suppose we did things that would've been impossible without our unique talents at hand."

"Come on babe, we levitated a ship out of a tree from fifteen feet in the air and floated it over to the clearing then enabled a tow into space. The crew would've been in deep trouble if the captain didn't have us with him. That's not to mention the complex modifications you helped provide so we could get power to the ship despite a busted power drive. The captain is smart for including us on the missions he takes part in. It's okay to feel pride in that. It's not being arrogant to realize we're extremely valuable to the captain and he couldn't get through a bad mission without our help. Can you imagine them trying to get that ship out of the trees without us? They simply couldn't have done it. Ropes and cables aren't going to cut it with a ship weighing almost sixty-five thousand pounds on a planet with heavy gravity multiplying that by a factor of two point eight. They would've been forced to abandon the ship and the battle that ensued on the first attempt to get us home would've ended in disaster."

"You're right. I tend to lose sight of how amazing some of the things we can do are. It even surprises me what we're capable of."

"The captain knows and that's why he wants us at his side. He needs us and we can learn a lot from him if we pay attention."

Laurel leaned forward slightly and smiled at Jake.

"I can sense what you're thinking Jake. You really think he wants to groom us to command the Future someday?"

"Maybe not the Future, but possibly its successor. The Future is an old ship and is going to have to be retired pretty soon¦relatively speaking anyways. Whatever we build to succeed her is going to be a complex piece of hardware that will need a top-notch crew and command leadership to pilot her through the galaxy. I think that's what he wants to groom us for."

"I can't imagine anything as grand as the Future with equal capabilities."

"I'm betting there's already plans being drawn up somewhere."

"I would've run across them if that were true."

"Have you specifically searched for intergalactic ships under consideration for construction?"

"No."

"Than how do you know hun?"

"I guess I don't know for sure. I poke around from time to time though. The captain said I'm aloud to do that as long as I keep quiet about the high level stuff I find. I haven't seen anything on the drawing table like that."

"It would probably be in the high level files that are marked for command eyes only."

"That's probably true. I don't poke around in those directories even though we have sufficient clearance level to peek at them if we want."

"We aren't in command, we got no business poking around in those files."

"We could just ask once we're back in the corps."

"If they leave our level five clearance intact that is. We're probably going to be junior ensigns or the likes, they don't grant that kind of security clearance to junior officers."

"You really think they're going to downgrade our clearance level?"

"Probably. I'm not sure the captain is going to have the final say on that issue."

"He might insist."

"Uh, I doubt it. It would look like favoritism. That wouldn't go over real well with the rest of the big brass."

"I think they all know you're the captain's favorites son." John said with a bright smile.

"I thought Korica and Tamaric are?" Jake replied with an equal smile.

"I think it's a toss up as to which couple ranks higher in his heart and mind."

"I just hope that doesn't lead to resentment from the rest of the crew."

"You're too well respected for that to happen Jake. The crews love you and Laurel just as much as the captain does. Have a little faith in your fellow Human beings."

"Like Laurel keeps saying, it's hard to see ourselves as being that special to everyone. I don't want to get a swelled head thinking I'm better than anyone else."

"That's an admirable quality Jake. Humility is important, but you need to be aware of your celebrity status and how grateful everyone is for the amazing things you and Laurel did to get us here and preserve our lives while we slept. You exhibited behavior that warrants tremendous respect and gratitude and you have it from all of us."

"Thanks dad. We really didn't set out to make ourselves into celebrities. We just wanted to stay alive and protect our people whilst trying to get to where we were supposed to be. It just took some extraordinary measures to accomplish that."

"Well thank the good lord above you and Laurel were uniquely equipped for the tasks at hand and the AI was sophisticated and brilliant enough to realize it from the data collected about us by the selection comity."

"I would like to think anyone could've pulled it off¦but I realize not many of us have the extreme abilities it turns out Laurel and I have. It helps that she's an absolute genius too."

"Your brilliant too Jake," Laurel insisted. "That's part of the reason why the AI chose you to assist me in my efforts to put the ship back together. It knew I needed someone that was smart enough to understand the complexities of the ship without struggling to understand what we needed to fix, not to mention piloting the ship once we had her put back together. I needed your brilliant ability to grasp complex multi-faceted concepts and processes without effort."

"I'll admit I have a knack for thinking outside the box which presents ideas that would elude most people in the same situation, but I think you were right in thinking the AI chose me because it knew you and I would hit it off and it wanted to observe our relationship developing."

"We were paired up for more than just that reason. That was just an added benefit for the AI to observe Human interactions on that level. I seriously doubt it had any idea that you and I would end up paired. The term simply didn't exist in its vocabulary until the elder race explained what was happening to us."

"I needed your strength relative to your size too Jake. You were a powerhouse packed into a compact frame and that was exactly what we needed to accomplish a lot of the repairs."

"Yeah, I guess. I'm glad the AI teamed us no matter the reason. You've enhanced and enriched what I am so completely babe. I didn't know a person could exist like you and I do. We're twice the person we would be separately¦or more."

"You're sweet Jake. I feel the same way. That's why I'm not particularly mad at the AI or questioning its underlying intentions anymore. I just don't care because it turned out sooo¦perfect in the end."

"Thanks babe. It's nice to feel that from deep in your heart."

"You're welcome. Hey, maybe we should contact the captain and let him know that we'll be coming home tomorrow so he can arrange our indoctrination after we take the oath of service?"

"That might not be a bad idea." Jake said nodding.

Laurel reached up and tapped her cranial transceiver active and then called out to the Future.

"Future, do you read?"

"Yes Laurel, I read you loud and clear. How may I be of assistance?"

"Is the captain available?"

"Negative. He is on his way to Laurel Crater Lake. He is going to attempt to make contact with the Fearon information bureau."

"Oh no. They named the Lake after me?"

"Doctor Isacks was unaware that there was already a lake named Crater Lake on the Future planet. Ideas were put forth for an alternate name for the lake containing the ancient facility and a unanimous decision was reached to rename it Laurel Crater Lake."

"What's the matter honey?" Amelia asked.

Laurel looked at her mother and grinned while lightly shaking her head.

"The captain is on his way to the facility to contact the Fearon. They renamed the lake Laurel Crater Lake. I guess there was already a lake called Crater Lake. I don't want 'em naming things all over the planet after us."

"We've tried to tell you how famous you two are honey. You better just get used to the idea that you're going to have statues erected in your honor and distinct formations and the likes named after you."

"Statues? Oh please tell me you're joking."

"I know of no statues of you or Jake erected at this time or plans to erect any in the near future." The AI said.

"That's a relief Future. Mom said we better get used to the idea of them being around. I don't want to be immortalized like that."

"Would you like me to attempt to contact the captain? I believe I can get a signal to him since the ship is not yet within the shield protecting the facility."

"No, that's okay. Let him take care of what he needs to do. We just wanted to let him know that we would be coming home tomorrow."

"I will let him know as soon as he makes contact upon completion of his current mission."

"Thank you. Do you know if he has made arrangements for our indoctrination training?"

"Affirmative. Your training programs have been compiled and uploaded into the secondary processors contained within your stasis chamber built for two. Once you have taken the oath of service you will immediately be directed to enter your stasis chamber so the training can be implemented via neural suggestion."

"Does that mean our rank has been determined?"

"Within a particular range but not a specific rank yet. More deliberation has been called for in order to determine an exact rank and title. It is entirely possible that you and Jake will be granted a unique rank that does not exist at this time in order to accommodate placing you where you are needed most without granting a rank that is above what it is felt is deserving."

"I'm not sure how to take that."

"Your situation creates some unique difficulties in placing you within the crew at the proper level of rank and title yet at the perfect duty stations with the proper level of responsibility and clearance to fulfill what the captain has in mind."

"Sounds like he's negotiating for our positions."

"That is an accurate assessment of the captain's dilemma. He cannot place you exactly where he wants you without making some concessions to the rest of the command crew. Your recent submissions of your civilian observational reports greatly aided him in his case for placing you in a position of high authority, though there are some that would like to see you placed in a much lower position so you can learn and gain experience as you earn your way up through the ranks. The discussions have been heated at times, but I believe the captain will prevail in getting most of what he wants. He is very well respected and has the final word in most cases. He must balance his desires and perceived debt owed to you two with the possibility of alienating the command crew and civilian oversight personnel. It is a complicated situation that is playing out behind closed doors."

"I can understand why he wanted to get away from it by going on a mission to the opposite side of the world."

"I believe he is actually collecting more evidence to prove his position that you are needed at a higher level than what has been agreed to thus far."

Laurel looked at Jake and he nodded and activated his cranial transceiver so he could join the conversation that he was sensing the contents of through their shared senses.

"Future? Are they trying to strip our clearances?"

"The argument has been made for reducing your clearance, yes. It is believed you do not need level five clearances if you are not part of the command crew. It is unlikely that you will be granted sufficient ranks to include you in the official command crew unless alternative ranks are devised to give you the same level of access without actually placing you on the command crew."

"So the captain wants to change the fundamental structure of the civilian corps just to accommodate what he wants from us¦or for us?"

"Affirmative. It is not easy to convince everyone that should be done to accommodate two individuals. Try not to let it weigh on your minds. The captain is making a convincing case and he will return to the next level of discussions with even more evidence to back his case for making dramatic alterations to how the civilian corps is structured and conducts business. By the time you emerge from your indoctrination training a decision will have been reached."

"We didn't realize the captain was going to be facing such a tough time of it."

"He was well aware and prepared for what he has to do to get what he wants. You have given him all the ammunition he needs."

"Well tell him we'll be returning to the Future in the morning," Laurel said. "Thank you for the update."

"I will inform the captain. Enjoy your day on the surface."

"We will."

Laurel and Jake then tapped their transceivers off and looked at their parents.

"The captain is fighting to get us where he wants us without alienating the rest of the command crew and civilian oversight members," Laurel said. "I guess the captain wants more for us than the others are willing to agree to. He's on his way to talk to the Fearon in hopes of bringing back evidence that we're needed at a higher level than what's being offered at this time."

"It sounds like he knows exactly what he wants and he's determined to get it no matter what it takes."

"I didn't know it was going to be so complicated," Jake said. "I thought we would just sign up and get awarded junior officer positions with duty stations within engineering somewhere, most likely on the bridge most of the time or main engineering or the negative matter control room or something like that."

"That would be a waste of your talents son," John said. "The captain knows how to best utilize what you two are capable of. You're just going to have to trust that what he's going to so much trouble for is for your own good as well as that of the Future and your fellow crewmates."

"The AI said to try not to let it weigh on our minds. I guess that's what it meant too. The captain knows what he's doing and it will be worth it in the end."

"That sounds like sound advice. Try to enjoy the rest of your time off while the captain looks out for you in the best way he knows how to."

The rest of the day was spent in that spirit. They watched a few vids, peered out the window and watched the steady rain falling, and late in the afternoon as the cut off low dissipated and high pressure moved into the area scouring the clouds away and bringing bright sunshine to the city, they took the opportunity to go for a walk around the city to admire the grand architecture of the buildings while guessing what activities would be conducted from the uniquely designed buildings. The air was warm as the sun beamed across the city making it seem to glow with its white stone-like finishes. At the end of the day, Laurel and Jake worked out 1 more time while their parents looked on and then they adjourned to their suite to get freshened up. They then ate dinner at the Bolinger and finally retired for the evening after watching 1 final vid together.

In the morning, Laurel woke first at 05:00. She quietly laid and let her mind wake fully before slipping out of bed to relieve herself and when she emerged from the bathroom she found Jake awake. He offered a handsome smile as she stepped into the room and Laurel responded with an equally bright smile as she stepped over to the bed and laid down next to him and took his hands in hers.

"Morning my handsome man."

"Morning gorgeous. You ready to sign ourselves over?"

"Yep. I'm mentally prepared for what's ahead."

"I'm curious how our indoctrination training is going to overwrite our command training."

"I think the way our minds work it's going to be an augmentation of what's already there. I don't know that the neural suggestion process can actually overwrite what's already there, not for us anyways."

"You think our brains are wired that uniquely huhn?"

"Yeah. I know mine is and yours is mirroring mine in order to maintain a stabile paring so I think your brain is wired pretty much like mine anymore."

"Hmm. I suppose you're right about that. I wonder how long the indoctrination training will take?"

"I don't know, at least several hours if I had to guess. We can absorb information at a pretty high saturation rate, but I'm guessing they won't introduce the information at the highest saturation rate possible for safeties sake."

"You don't think they'll let the AI monitor and control the process?"

"Within reason, yes. They'll likely set a limit based on our previous experiences with neural suggestion. It'll still be substantially higher than what most other people can absorb safely, but they won't let the AI push it to the maximum saturation rate. The information takes better at a more moderate saturation level anyways."

"That's true. Let's get our stuff packed so we can check out before it gets too late in the morning."

Laurel nodded and leaned forward and planted a prolonged kiss on Jake, and then they climbed out of bed and get dressed and began packing their things for the trip up to the

Future. It didn't them long to get everything packed in their bags and then to get dressed for the day. They then carried their bags out into the main living area and sat down together on the couch and a few minutes later, Amelia and John emerged from their bedrooms as if on cue at the same time. They had their bags in hand and they walked over to Laurel and Jake and set their bags down and then greeted their children with warm hugs. They then made their way down to the main floor and headed across the street to the Bolinger and had breakfast together. After they were fulfilled with full stomachs, they made their way back up to their suite and Laurel initiated contact with the Future. She tapped her transceiver active as she was sitting down on the couch next to Jake.

"Future, do you read me?"

"Yes Laurel, I read you loud and clear," The AI said responded. "How may I be of assistance?"

"We're ready to come back up to the ship. Is there any way to make arrangements for a ride up to the Future?"

"You are in luck, the Orion is just about to lift off on its way up to the ship. I will contact the flight crew and have them stop by the Tower Inn to pick you up. Do you have your possessions packed?"

"Yes. We're ready to go."

"Understood. I am initiating contact as we speak. Please make your way to the roof top landing area."

"You're sure it's no inconvenience for them to come get us?"

"I am positive. There are no members of the civilian corps that would ever feel that way about providing specialized transport for you, Jake or your parents. The flight crew has confirmed that they would be honored to fulfill your transportation needs. They are on their way to the Tower Inn, ETA three minutes."

"Alright. Thank you Future. We'll head straight to the landing area."

"Understood. You are very welcomed Laurel."

Laurel tapped her transceiver off and looked at her parents.

"The Orion is on its way to pick us up. They'll be here in a couple minutes."

Amelia nodded and bent down and grasped her bag and Laurel and Jake stood up and collected their bags and they headed toward the door. Jake stopped by the table near the door and he stopped and opened both data pads and quickly performed a quick data wipe in order to insure the contents of their reports were removed then he collapsed the data pads and set them down and then grabbed his bag and he followed Laurel and their parents down the hallway to the rooftop door. John pushed the door open and they could hear the Orion making her final decent to the rooftop landing area. They looked up and saw the Orion pop out of the morning cloud deck and steadily make her decent to the rooftop landing area. The ship touched down gently and the engines spooled down and a moment later the door began to open.

They walked toward the Orion and a dashing air force officer greeted them with a bright smile from just inside the doorway.

"Good morning folks. Step aboard and we'll get you home before you know it."

"Thank you for the ride sir." Laurel said offering a pretty smile as she stepped aboard.

"We're thrilled by the opportunity to carry you and your family home Laurel."

They stepped aboard and then the officer sealed the door closed and stepped back over to the sensor and navigation station and he sat down and fastened his restraints. He then glanced into the aft cargo compartment and smiled as he took note that everyone was fastened in. He then looked forward.

"We're ready to go Colonel."

"Understood." The colonel reached up and activated the transmitter. "Genesis control. This is the Orion on the Tower Inn roof ready for departure up to the Future."

"Understood Orion. You're cleared for immediate departure. There is not traffic to report at this time. Please contact Future control once you reach ten thousand feet."

"Understood Genesis control. We're cleared for immediate departure with no traffic in the area. Will contact Future control once we reach ten thousand feet."

"Affirmative Orion. Have a safe flight."

"Thank you Genesis control."

The engines then spooled up and the Orion gently lifted from the rooftop and the landing gear retracted automatically and the outer doors closed and then the Orion pitched up and rocketed almost straight up toward space. It only took a few minutes for the Future to emerge from the darkness of space surrounded by visiting ships of various sizes and configurations. The colonel headed straight toward the Future and Laurel and Jake unfastened their restraints and headed forward so they could get a clear view of the Future. Just as they knelt down between the power and weapons and navigation and sensors stations, the Orion banked over slowly and 2 of the new weapons platforms came into clear view, 1 beneath the bow section and 1 on her port side, the other 2, 1 starboard and 1 on the upper portion of the hull, were out of view.

"Sheesh¦those things are really big." Jake said softly.

The officer at the power and weapons station looked at Jake right next to him and he nodded.

"The Future is a big ship. Her weapons have to be of an adequate size to offer sufficient armament or there's no point in having them."

"I can understand that. It's just surprising to see such huge cannons hanging off her hull."

"I assume they're going to be coated in EMPACC when they're finished?" Laurel inquired.

"As far as I know they are. They won't be black like they are right now anyways."

"It still seems pointless to arm the ship like that with the sophisticated shield system the elder race provided us with."

"Being invulnerable only goes so far in some situations. You need to have a way of expressing your¦power without destroying an enemy. The mining canon can only be ramped down so far and when dealing with an adversarial spacecraft, the lowest output is still devastating to most craft. Not to mention the limitations of aiming the thing at a moving target."

"I suppose we should open our minds to the mission the Future is going to be undertaking shortly. Offensive weapons might not be a bad thing if they're used wisely."

"I can pretty much guarantee that we won't be looking to get into a firefight with the species we encounter. The same can't be said of the species we happen across. You two should know better than anyone that some species see an act of capitulation as a sign of weakness. Turning tail and running would convey the same characteristic but¦if we can stand our ground and disable a vessel¦or multiple vessels without actually blowing 'em out of the sky, it would convey superiority and bring them to negotiate rather than fight. It simply gives us options not available if we don't have a way of striking without destroying."

"That makes a lot of sense. There were times we could've used options like that."

"The Hodong never would've boarded us if the ship had been equipped like that when you two were in command. You would've been spared witnessing a lot of bloodshed."

"That's exactly what I was thinking." Laurel said with a nod.

The Orion turned aft and headed toward the stern of the Future and Laurel and Jake moved back and stood up to head to the rear compartment just as the colonel contacted Future traffic control for final clearance to come aboard. They were directed to land in the after lower hangar, usually reserved for supply shuttles coming or going from the Future. The colonel confirmed the landing instructions and headed to the stern of the Future then pitched up and banked over hard while rotating the Orion on her axis so they arrived at the right attitude to make entry into the hangar with the ship in a belly down posture relative to the hangar. The colonel then gently guided the ship into the small hangar and maneuvered among the mining shuttles sitting in the hangar, most with their cargo doors wide open to facilitate the loading of materials to be carried to the surface.

The Orion touched down gently and the crew went about powering the systems down as Laurel and Jake and their parents unfastened their restraints and got to their feet. The officer at the sensor station unfastened his restraints and stepped to the airlock and unsealed the door and opened the door as the passengers arrived with their personal bags in hand. The officer stepped aside and looked Laurel over and he offered a warm smile.

"You really are as beautiful as the vid archives indicated. I wish you all the best Laurel, and thank you for your service in getting us here safe and sound."

"Thank you sir."

They all then stepped out of the ship into the warm air of the hangar and the flight crew followed right behind them. Laurel glanced around briefly then looked at the colonel.

"Why were we instructed to land here? I thought this was the cargo dissemination hangar?"

"I don't know Laurel. We just land where they tell us. Perhaps we'll be carrying something to the surface on our next surface run and it needs to be loaded aboard the Orion from here."

Laurel nodded and glanced at Jake then back to the colonel.

"We appreciate the ride home either way. Maybe we'll see you around."

"It was our distinct honor to bring you and your family home. I'm sure we'll cross paths again. If you ever need a ride to or from the surface, we would be honored to provide the service."

"That's sweet of you colonel. Thanks."

The whole group then walked over to the transport enclosure and opened the clear door and stepped inside and John pulled the door closed as he stepped in last. The colonel then looked at John and Amelia.

"You folks go ahead and use the transport first. I'm sure you're heading to deck one?"

"Thank you colonel," John replied.

Laurel, Jake, John and Amelia stepped past the flight crew and stepped onto the transport platform. When the free floating map appeared, Laurel touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light.

As the four of them arrived on the stasis ring entrance transport platform, the AI informed the captain that Laurel and Jake were back aboard. He instructed the AI to forward the message that he would be in his office at zero eight hundred in the morning if Laurel and Jake wanted to come see him with their parents at that time. The AI confirmed that it would pass along the information.

Laurel, Jake and their parents stepped off the transport platform and waded through the crowd that filled the corridor until they reached the passenger level common area that they found to be equally bustling with conversations and obviously recent stasis revived people ambling around. It was apparent that the ship wasn't congested to capacity but the ship was now full of life in a welcoming way to Laurel and Jake's sense. The four of them headed across the common area and made their way up the narrow corridor to the stairs and climbed up to deck 6 and then headed to their quarters. Laurel had her palm scanned and then stepped into John's quarters when the door slid open and she smiled and turned and faced John Amelia.

"Our quarters are a lot more modest than the accommodations at the Inn, but it feels like home here."

"Home is where your heart is honey." Amelia said with a big grin.

"Well I love my ship so this is home."

"That's sweet baby. Go put your things away so we can go to the gardening ring together."

"Okay mom. I would really like that."

Laurel turned around and joined Jake who was just stepping into their bedroom. As they stepped into their bedroom the com panel came to life and Laurel and Jake sensed the subtle energy coursing through the panel encouraging them both to look at the panel before the AI addressed them moments later.

"Welcome home Laurel and Jake."

"Thank you Future," Laurel replied. "Seeing the ship out the cockpit window always brings about an emotional high and your voice welcoming us home brings it full circle."

"I am pleased you enjoy living on this ship so much Laurel."

"You always make it feel like home Future. I love my ship and you make it feel like my ship loves me too."

"If I were capable of true emotions I can assure you that emotion would be felt for both of you."

"Awe, thanks Future."

"You are welcomed. Captain Alexan instructed me to pass along his availability at zero eight hundred tomorrow. It would be the ideal time to come see him to formalize your enlistment in the civilian corps."

"Alright. We'll be there promptly." Laurel replied.

"Do you know what the contents of our indoctrination training will include?" Jake asked.

"Affirmative. You will be given knowledge of seventeen new languages; civilian corps sub officer familiarization, enhanced flight readiness training for several craft, both existing and planned for construction in the next year. The captain is hopeful that he will be able to augment your linguistic portion to include the primary languages spoken and written by the Fearon as well."

"I wasn't aware that languages could be taught through neural suggestion like that."

"It is a complicated and problematic process for most people, however you two have the capability of learning new languages extremely quickly just by hearing it spoken aloud. Your auditory centers will be stimulated to utilize that unique ability and the written form of the languages will be introduced in the traditional manner via neural suggestion to complete your knowledge of said languages."

"You're going to pipe it into our ears? I didn't know you could do that either."

"That is an inaccurate description of the process. The auditory nerves connecting your brain to your inner ears will be stimulated directly. Your brains will interpret the stimulation as auditory signals created by your middle ear bones however no sound will be involved. You both posses incredible multitasking abilities that will greatly aid in stimulating multiple regions of your brains simultaneously without risking the trauma of neural shock."

"You mean we can learn multiple disciplines at the same time?" Laurel asked.

"Affirmative. You can absorb a new language while being taught how to fly a craft you have never piloted or operated before. That would induce neural stress in most people, however I do not foresee it creating an issue for either of you. Your brains are conditioned and structured to operate that way, though the condition is slightly more prominent in Laurel."

"I know," Jake replied with a big grin. "She can think about several things at the same time as she works things out in her mind and it drives me nuts sometimes. Two or three things for me and I start to feel overwhelmed or distracted, but she can hold a perfectly articulate conversation with someone while working all that out in her mind."

"I would assume you have to mentally tune out some of her subconscious thought processes in order to hold the moment yourself."

"Yes. Constantly. I've gotten better at it, but it still overwhelms my mind sometimes."

"I understand. You are still uniquely separate individuals sharing mind and spirit. That will likely take years to grow accustomed to in full measure. Before I terminate this connection, commander Hiller would like to have a word with you."

"I thought she was away on a mission. Go ahead and put her through." Laurel said.

"Understood. Go ahead commander Hiller, Laurel and Jake are listening."

"Hello Laurel and Jake, welcome back."

"Thank you ma'am," Laurel replied. "It feels good to be back."

"I'm glad you got the chance to spend some quality time with your parents. I know how rewarding that can be, especially after what you two have been through."

"Yes ma'am, it gives us the time to appreciate those that are truly important in our lives."

"That's nice. You and Jake are who you are due to your parent's exemplary parenting skills and remarkable characters."

"Thank you ma'am."

"Are you contacting us because of your concerns about our training?" Jake asked.

Laurel and Jake stepped over to their bed and sat down as they set their personal bags on the deck.

"Not exactly. I do have some concerns about the amount of information they plan on stuffing into your heads, but I've been reassured that you both have advanced physiology in your brain structure that makes the risk of neural trauma very low. I'm more concerned about the battle captain Alexan is fighting to get you placed where we need you without granting a higher rank than what's considered deserving. You two did a marvelous job of guiding us here given the circumstances, but you're lacking the practical experience that normally comes with the level of clearance and privilege the captain wants you to have. He needs a little more time to make a case for restructuring the ranking system within the civilian corps in order to provide a position fitting what he has in mind for you two. He's in the process of gathering the required ammunition to make a solid case for his argument. Would you be objectionable to remaining in stasis a little longer than planned while he formalizes your place within the civilian corps?"

"Prolonged stasis?" Laurel asked softly. "How long are we talking about?"

"A couple days. We'll put you into full liquid stasis and implement your training at a much lower saturation rate resulting in the training taking better and the captain will be afforded some breathing room so he doesn't have to push for a definitive answer from the leadership without giving them some time to discuss the issue in a meaningful manner."

"I feel like we should apologize to the captain for causing him so much grief to get us placed where he wants us." Jake said.

"Don't be silly. If he didn't care about you so much he wouldn't go to such lengths to insure you're placed exactly where you can excel. He knows what's best for you and he's willing to go to extreme lengths to see you get it."

"You sound like you agree with him." Jake said.

"I know I gave you two a hard time when we first met, but I've been enlightened since. I won't voice it openly, but I'm one of your biggest proponents around here."

"We understand the need to maintain a certain level of unbiased discipline with the crew ma'am," Laurel said. "When do you want us to undergo our prolonged stasis training?"

"We aren't going to actually put you into stasis. You'll be in a deep state very close to the level stasis requires, but not quite deep enough to be considered full blown stasis. By introducing you to the liquid environment it enables your stasis chamber to maintain your bodies over a couple of days without the need for an attending med tech to oversee the process. All your waste and nutritional needs can be handled by the stasis chamber in the manner it was designed to do. We need to wait for the captain to return from the deep-water facility so we can include the Fearon information in your neural suggestive programming. We aren't even sure yet if they're going to give us what we want so we can do that. By the time you come see the captain to complete your enlistment documents, we will have what we need¦or not. As soon as you're done signing up for active duty, you'll be instructed to go to your stasis chamber in order to begin your neural suggestive training and indoctrination."

"So in the morning." Jake said.

"Yes. I'm just ascertaining your willingness to remain under for a little longer than would ordinarily be necessary."

"How long would the programming normally take to impart to us?" Jake asked.

"The AI estimated that it could be imparted at maximum saturation for you two in just over six hours, but strict safety limits don't permit that level of saturation to be undertaken. With a margin of safety observed, ten hours is what would've been necessary."

"But we're going to extend that to two or three days?"

"Yes. The information will take much better at such a low saturation level and like I said, it'll give the captain some time to get things arranged properly."

"Alright. We'll stay under until the captain has things taken care of."

"Wonderful. I'll get things set up with that in mind. Welcome home you two."

"Thank you. Have a good day ma'am." Jake said.

"You too Jake."

The com panel then went dark. A servo drone then appeared in their bedroom and Laurel and Jake opened their personal bags and removed their clothing, sorting through the clean and worn items, placing the worn items into one bag that they then handed over to the servo drone and it slipped out of their bedroom silently and Laurel put their unworn items in the recessed drawer in the far bulkhead and then she stepped over to the bed and pushed Jake as she climbed atop him until she was sitting over his hips.

"Should we celebrate being back home?" Laurel asked with a sultry smile as she looked down into Jake's dazzling deep green eyes.

"Mom and dad are waiting to take us to the gardening ring. I don't think we should keep them waiting like that."

"Alright, but I want to make love as soon as we come back from the gardening ring."

"You got it gorgeous. I must be out of my freakin mind turning down a hot blond like you."

"You're sweet Jake. You just think logically and you know I'm a sure thing if you turn me down right now."

"Yeah¦I can feel how much you want me. I'll take a rain check."

Laurel smiled and leaned down and engaged Jake in a long kiss and then she slid her hands under his back and embraced him with a tight hug. She then sat up and climbed off Jake and put her hand out to him and he placed his hand in her soft hand and she pulled him to his feet.

"I love you Laurel." Jake said as he stepped right up to her.

"I love you too Jake. Thank you for recognizing how much I need to hear you say that despite the fact I can feel it from within you all the time."

"You're welcome babe. I'm learning to understand your needs a lot better¦the emotional ones that is."

"You're gaining an understanding of all my needs Romeo. Come on, let's go join mom and dad."

Jake nodded and they stepped away from one another and headed into Amelia's quarters first and found it deserted so they walked back through their bedroom and out into John's quarters where they found John and Amelia standing face to face by the front door. They looked at Laurel and Jake and took a step away from one another and Laurel grinned as her and Jake walked over to them and Laurel leaned against her mother.

"You don't have to mind your posture when we enter the room mom. You're not going to make us uncomfortable by enjoying being close to one another."

"We're just trying to be considerate of your feelings honey."

"I know mom. It really isn't necessary."

"You two ready for a little relaxation in the gardening ring?" John asked deflecting the subject.

"Yeah, " Laurel replied. "I'm hoping there will be children playing in the park area."

"You really enjoying interacting with the young children on this ship, don't you?" John asked with a broad smile.

"Yeah I do. I guess it's the mommy instinct in me. I love children."

John pat her shoulder then turned and stepped closer to the door and it slid open and then they all stepped out onto the walkway in front of their quarters. They then headed down the walkway to the stairs and climbed down to the 1st deck and walked up the narrow corridor and across the common area and out into the cross corridor leading to the main hangar and the stasis ring. As they made their way past the people milling around, finally reaching the transport platform, they could see that there was a sizable line of people waiting to transport away, so Laurel tugged at her mother's hand and pointed at the entrance door to the stasis ring.

"We can just cross the stasis ring and enter the gardening ring from the other side of the stasis ring."

"Not exactly proper protocol honey. There are people coming out of stasis wearing nothing but their birthday suits."

"I think most of us are out by now and I won't look at them if their being assisted out of their stasis chambers."

Amelia stroked Laurel's head and nodded while grinning at her. They stepped out of the line for the transport platform and they all walked over to the stasis ring entrance. Laurel had her palm scanned and the door hissed slightly and then slid open. They all then stepped into the stasis ring and took a few steps into the sterile gleaming white interior of the stasis ring and looked back at the door as it slid closed and the positive air flow was reestablished within the stasis ring environment. They glanced up and around the enormity of the stasis ring and there was very little activity taking place with the exception of a few med techs on the opposite side of the stasis ring overseeing the final stages of preparing occupants to be brought out of stasis. They were so far way that they were just distant spots recognizable as people doing something between a set of stasis chambers.

They group walked across the stasis ring and they glanced at the stasis chambers they were walking past to make their way to the aft bulkhead of the stasis ring and they took note that the stasis chambers were dimly lit and empty, as most were as they looked around the curving surface of the stasis ring. Only a handful of stasis chambers were fully illuminated along with their adjacent co processor computer terminals. As they reached the aft bulkhead, they had to walk along the curving surface to the nearest exit to the gardening ring. When they finally reached the exit, Laurel once again had her palm scanned and the door hissed slightly then slid open and they all stepped into the warm, humid, fragrant air of the gardening ring. The flowers added a wonderful scent sensation to the air and the heavy humidity made the first few breaths when one stepped into the gardening ring seem laborious but exhilarating.

They looked up and across the gigantic open space of the gardening ring, past the central artificial sun tube, to the opposite side where the park area was located and Laurel was pleased to see a group of distant dots sitting in a circle with many more playing nearby on the play equipment and still more were frolicking around the grassy area playing with each other as they burned off energy and enjoyed the playtime.

Laurel smiled and looked at her mother.

"Yes sweetheart, we can go where the children are playing."

Laurel smiled even brighter and they began the long walk around the circumference of the gardening ring to get to the opposite side. When they arrived at the circle of young children practicing their higher abilities, it was at the time of quietly listening for the others presences. Amelia and John stopped several yards from the circle and Laurel and Jake quietly walked up to the circle and knelt down outside the circle of children and 3 of them opened their eyes and immediately looked at Laurel and Jake from the opposite side of the circle and smiled brightly. Laurel put her index finger up across her lips and then smiled and waved her fingers at the alert children. They nodded in unison and waved back then closed their eyes and rejoined the other children in concentrating on sensing those around them.

After five minutes of quiet concentration, the organizer of the circle, a sturdily built medium height brunette woman, stood up and quietly clapped her hands to get the children's attention.

"Okay children, that 's enough reaching out for now. We have some special guests that have joined us. You all know who Laurel Kade and Jake Myers are?" The woman said gesturing toward Laurel and Jake.

Everyone looked at Laurel and Jake and awe fell across their faces. Laurel glanced at Jake and smiled then she leaned up on her knees so she was taller than the children sitting on their bottoms with their legs crossed.

"Hello children. We were hoping we could play with you if that's alright with your parents?"

The Pretty brunette chuckled lightly and stepped toward Laurel and Jake.

"I can speak for the population at large when I say there isn't a parent among us that would have a problem with you and Jake spending time around their children. You have the trust and admiration of all of us."

Laurel and Jake looked at the adults sitting behind their children and they could see the grins and feel the overwhelming soft emotions toward Laurel and Jake.

"Where's Korica?" One of the children asked. "I heard she likes playing with kids too."

Laurel squatted down until her bottom settled onto her heels as a pang surged through her heart as she realized how much she missed Korica. It only took her a few seconds to regain her composure.

"Korica is away on an important training mission. She won't be back for several weeks."

"Is Tamaric with her?" One of the other children asked.

"That's right. They're paired like Jake and I are so they have to stay together or they'll get very sick. I'm a little surprised that you know who her husband is?"

"It was in the post stasis briefing that mamma and daddy watched. They're the first alien Human marriage to happen since we left Earth."

"You watched the post stasis briefing with your mamma and daddy?"

"They saw it a long time before I did but when I started asking questions they let me watch a newer version so I would understand what is going on and what had happened since we left Earth."

"And did you understand everything you saw?"

The little girl blushed and grinned as he shook her head lightly.

"Not¦really. Some of it made sense, but it was really long and I didn't understand a lot of it. I know you were the very first to be taken out of stasis by the AI and then Jake. You were trying to fix what was broken on the ship and you liked each other¦a lot. You like each other so much that you cant be apart now or you get sick, you could even die if you're apart for too long from what mamma says."

"That's all true."

"You found Korica with more than a hundred girls being held by some really mean and ugly aliens and you freed them and took them back to their families but Korica had no one to go back to so you adopted her and made all of us her family. She then met Tamaric and liked him so much that she married him."

"Well, I see you understood the important personal aspects of the briefing."

"That stuff was easy to understand."

"I'm sure Korica and Tamaric will make the time to come play with all of you when they finish what they're training to do."

"Good! She's really pretty and I want to meet her."

"Awe, aren't you sweet. I agree with you, she's a beautiful girl and I'm sure she will be thrilled to meet you and play with all of you here in the gardening ring."

"Aright children, that's enough advanced ability training for today," The brunette woman said. "You may go enjoy some free play."

The children and their parents got to their feet as did Laurel and Jake and the children gathered around Laurel Jake and they ushered them toward the play equipment not far away. Amelia and John looked on fondly as they made their way to the nearest bench and sat down together. Laurel and Jake then engaged the children in play for close to 3 hours. They then rejoined their parents and headed to the aft exit and transported to the stasis ring entrance transport platform. They then headed to the passenger common area and walked to the mess hall and ate lunch together. They then headed up to the gym and enjoyed a light workout then they made their way to their quarters to bathe and change.

They then joined up in John's quarters and sat together on the couch and reading chairs and Laurel and Jake laid out what commander Hiller had requested of them.

"We need to tell you about the plan for our prolonged stasis after we sign up in the morning." Laurel said.

"Prolonged stasis?" Amelia asked with furrowed brows.

"Yeah. The captain has an opening at zero eight hundred in the morning for us to come see him to formalize our enlistment. After that's done we're going to be instructed to go to our stasis chamber so our indoctrination and training can be implemented. We're going to have several new languages imparted to us as well as a couple of Fearon languages, both written and spoken. We're also going to be administered some advanced flight training for a few craft that haven't been built yet and a few that we have now. Commander Hiller contacted us and asked if we wouldn't mind remaining in light stasis for a couple of days so the captain can get things in order for our placement when we come out."

"And you agreed to do that?"

"Well yeah. If the captain needs some time to get things finalized, we may as well remain in our stasis chamber and let the training be implemented at a lower saturation rate so it takes better."

"Alright sweetheart. We'll certainly miss you two, but we'll be right here when you come out."

"Do you want us to come visit you while you're under?" John asked.

"Uh¦we wouldn't know the difference since we'll be very close to a state of stasis," Jake said. "You gotta remember though dad, we'll be completely nude and Laurel isn't exactly a little girl."

"You're absolutely right son. I hadn't even thought about that. We'll just wait till you're out to come see you."

"I think that would be better."

"John and I are going to return to our work schedules after we cosign your enlistment documents so we'll probably be busy while you're undergoing your neural suggestion training. We'll make sure they let us know when you're going to exit your chamber so we can be there once you're dressed and ready for visitors."

"That would be nice mom," Laurel said. "Yours is the first face I want to see¦aside from Jake's that is. I need my mommy around."

"Oh sweetie, I need to have my baby around too. I don't care how old you get, you'll always be my baby and my first love in this life."

"Awe, I love you too mom."

"So what would you two like to do for the rest of the day?" John asked.

"Can we see if Clara and Liam are around?" Laurel suggested. "I would really like to see Harriet. She's so adorable and that little accent of hers just makes you want to scoop her up and squeeze her."

"Sure," John replied. "Go ask the AI if the Reynolds are aboard."

Laurel smiled brightly and got to her feet and walked to the com panel next to the front door. She touched the com panel and it glowed to life and then she tapped the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI's melodic voice rang out.

"Hello Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Can you tell me if the Reynolds are aboard? I was hoping we could pay them a visit."

"Clara and Liam are both on the surface at this time. Harriet Reynolds is aboard. She is with Bahar in Bahar's quarters."

"Is Bahar sitting for more than just the Reynolds?"

"Affirmative. She is baby-sitting two children at this time including Harriet Reynolds."

"I didn't know we had that many births occurring."

"The second child is a four year old that now has the physical appearance of a five and a half year old."

"I thought¦the very young didn't age at all while in stasis?"

"That is normally true. While the ship was immersed in the anti-time region, the child's stasis chamber was being drained and cleaned thus exposing the child to intense anti-time radiation for a short period of time as the stasis field surrounding his inner chamber faltered due to the lack of conductivity normally present when the chamber is full of stasis fluid. The result was a moderate level of accelerated aging, much like what the four of you experienced, but to a lesser degree."

"I hate knowing what we chose to do affected the population like that. It was supposed to put us here when we were supposed to arrive and that didn't even workout the way we were hoping."

"You did not know there would be an issue during our attempt to exit the anti-time region that would cause extra centuries to pass by before we emerged into normal space time. You cannot take sole responsibility for the unforeseen affects some of the population experienced due to your decision to deliver us to the Future planet in the past rather then five centuries later than planned. I concurred with your decision if you recall?"

"I remember."

"Therefore, you are not solely responsible for the side affects experienced by everyone including yourself. I bare some of the responsibility for the outcome."

"Thank you Future. Can you contact Bahar to see if we can stop by to visit for a little while?"

"Understood. Please standby."

A few moments later the AI responded with good news.

"Bahar has indicated that it would be good for the children to experience a new environment for a little while. She would be glad to bring the children to your quarters?"

"That would be wonderful. Please tell her we would be glad to have her come over with the children."

"Understood."

"Hey Future?" Jake started. "Is the other child Bahar is sitting gifted like Harriet?"

"There are no children, infant or otherwise, gifted like Harriet. Young Mason is too young to exhibit the signs of being gifted. He is developmentally normal and healthy for a boy his age, but he has not shown the obvious tell tale signs of advanced abilities emerging. Perhaps you can subtly read him when you spend some time with him to determine if he is in fact gifted."

"I suppose we can do that carefully so he isn't exposed to our subconscious minds. He likely won't understand the echo that results from us probing him so it shouldn't bother him."

"Understood. Please use care when exposing him to foreign essences. He is likely completely unfamiliar with the experience."

"We won't actually be joining minds with him or exposing him to our inner essences," Laurel said. "We're just going to feel for the¦tell that latent abilities lurk deep within and nothing more. We know what to look for now without having to probe deep or search around randomly. Just the same, we'll be extremely careful with someone else's baby."

"Understood. Is there anything else I can do for you before I terminate this connection?"

"No thank you. That was all I needed."

"Understood. Have a good day."

The com panel then went dark and Laurel turned and looked at Amelia and John.

"It's okay that I invited Bahar over with the children like that, right?"

"Of course sweetheart," Amelia responded. "This is your home too. You have a say in who comes over when the mood strikes you."

"Thank mom. I'm still trying to get comfortable with my outward age. I still have the inkling to ask permission."

"It's still a nice gesture even if it's not necessary."

Laurel then walked back to where Jake was sitting and she sat down next to him.

"Is it silly of me to be nervous about what the captain has planned for us?"

"Not at all babe. I'm a little apprehensive too. I have a gut feeling he has something big in mind as soon as we recover from our neural training."

"Big? Like what?"

"I don't know exactly. I just have this feeling that we're in for something profound and important as soon as we're physically able."

"Hmm. I'm sensing your gut feeling now. Now I'm even more nervous. I'm sure the AI hasn't told us everything that's going to be included in our neural training."

"Probably not. It may not know the exact contents in full."

"You have to trust that the captain has what's best for you in mind sweetie," Amelia said. "I know it's difficult for you to trust anyone implicitly, but you need to trust the captain like that."

"I trust him mom, I just know that he has ulterior motives sometimes that I don't particularly agree with. I'll do just about anything he says without questioning it and I know he won't put us in harms way without proper backup, but I'm still nervous when I don't know everything that's going on when it involves Jake and I."

"I would imagine in time you'll be able to read into things so you know what's coming and what's going on that's not being talked about with you." John said.

"Yeah¦probably so. Our abilities will eventually clear up and come together seamlessly so that will be the case. We aren't quite there yet though."

There was a hale tone from the front door and they all looked at the com panel and Laurel smiled and stood up.

"It's Bahar. I can sense Harriet from here."

"Are her abilities that distinct to you two?" John asked.

"No, we were just listening for her presence. We know what she feels like and our abilities are that distinct."

"Ahh."

Laurel walked over to the com panel and touched it and an image of Bahar holding Harriet in one arm with a toddler holding her other hand appeared on the com panel. Laurel touched the accept icon and the door slid open.

"Hello Bahar, thank you for coming over."

"Hello Laurel. New friendly faces are always enriching for the children. This handsome young man is Mason Devro."

Laurel squatted down and extended her hand.

"Hello Mason. Welcome to our home."

Mason reached out timidly and shook Laurel's hand with a big smile on his face. When Laurel released his hand and stood up, Mason looked at Bahar with bright eyes.

"She's the girl in the vid mommy and daddy watched with me."

"This is Laurel Kade. Remember, I told you we were going to see Laurel and Jake, the people responsible for getting all of us here safely."

"She's way prettier in person."

"Awe, aren't you sweet." Laurel said as she stepped aside.

Bahar stepped through the doorway, and then set Harriet down and she stepped right into Laurel's shins and gripped her tightly. Laurel smiled and stroked Harriet's head softly.

"Hi Harriet. We really missed you."

"I mithed you too."

Harriet released her hold on Laurel's legs and she ambled deeper into the room and looked around then she lit up when she saw Jake sitting on the couch. She made her way over to Jake and he bent over and scooped her up and she climbed right onto his chest and laid on him as she draped her arms over his shoulder and set the side of her head on the front of his right shoulder. Jake gently pat her tiny back and then gave her a soft squeeze.

"Hi ya bright eyes. We've really missed you Harriet."

Harriet slid down into Jake's lap and looked up into his eyes and gave him a cute smile.

"You're my family too."

"That's right. Your brother married our daughter so we're family."

"I mith my brother. I want him to come home."

"I know sweetie. He'll be back in a couple weeks."

"I can't wait."

Harriet then climbed off Jake's lap and she ambled over to Amelia and smiled at her as she leaned against her knees.

"You look a lot like Anthel."

"Thank you sweetheart," Amelia said as she stroked Harriet's head. "Since I'm her mommy, she actually looks a lot like me."

Harriet giggled and nodded then she looked at John as Bahar sat down in the reading chair Laurel had been sitting in beside Jake and Mason nuzzled himself between her knees and looked at the new faces around him.

"Jake lookth like you." Harriet said pointing at John.

"That's because I'm his daddy. You know that you look a lot like your mommy too?"

"I do?"

"Yes. I can definitely tell she's your mommy. You sound like her too."

"You mean my acthent?"

"You understand what an accent is?"

"Yeth. It dependth on what where you're from ath to how it thoudth to otherth. To me you have an acthent."

John chuckled and tickled Harriet under the chin making her giggle and squirm away from him as she tucked her balled up fists into her neck. Laurel walked over in front of Jake and sat down on the deck and crossed her legs as she leaned back between his knees and he placed his hands on her shoulders and Harriet trotted over to Laurel and plopped down in her lap and Laurel wrapped her arms around her and pulled her against her stomach. Laurel then looked up at Bahar.

"I really appreciate you bringing the children over to see us. It's really nice to see you too though Bahar."

"Thank you Laurel. Harriet was excited to come see all of you and Mason just loves to go wherever Harriet goes. I think the new faces are a good experience for him."

"You're sure his mother and father won't mind that you brought him to our quarters?"

"Absolutely not. If it was someone they don't know, perhaps they might be a little uneasy about the idea, but it's Laurel and Jake I brought him to see. They will not have a problem with him meeting you."

"It's that celebrity thing. I have to keep reminding myself how famous we are."

"Famous and well respected. No one would have a problem with their children coming to your quarters. It's a distinct honor to be in your presence."

"That's sweet of you to say Bahar."

Laurel then looked over at Mason and gave him a friendly smile.

"You wanna come sit on my lap with Harriet?"

Mason looked up at Bahar shyly and squirmed around a bit then he looked at Laurel and smiled and then he slowly emerged from between Bahar's knees and Laurel put her arm out and Mason stepped over to Laurel and turned his back to her and he sat down on her right leg as Harriet moved over slightly and Laurel gently pulled Mason onto her lap and he leaned back against her stomach and smiled at Harriet. Harriet then leaned against his shoulder and he seemed to relax a bit and get comfortable with the idea of sitting on a stranger's lap. Laurel looked at her mother beaming at her and Amelia chuckled lightly and then smiled at Laurel.

"You know for some reason that just looks proper to see a couple of young ones in your lap like that."

"It feels good too. I don't think I'll be having children this close together, but if I do, at least I know what it'll feel like to hold them in my lap at the same time."

"They're five years apart honey. How many years do you want between children?" Amelia asked.

"I don't know. My first is going to be with Jake, but you know the issue with any children I have after that. While I understand the need to maintain genetic diversity within a limited population, I'm still not a hundred percent comfortable with what has to be done to achieve that. It makes me think I'll wait a few years to have more after my first."

"Oberot never indicated the ages of your children?"

"No. Just the total number I would have."

"What if we're really living in an alternate reality babe?" Jake asked gently kneading Laurel's shoulders. "What he told us could be totally off."

"I plan on looking into that very issue as soon as I have the chance. I still think Kalan was mistaken about his assumption. We aren't living alongside ourselves. None of us will be born for decades meaning entropic cascade displacement isn't going to be experienced by any of us. Kalan doesn't understand the nuances of exactly how we got here despite me telling him that we were outside normal space-time for twenty-three years. The way we targeted our departure from the anti-time region insured that we would emerge in the same realm we exited from. I understand that we're living in an alternate timeline just by the very fact that we're here in the past, but we aren't in an alternate universe. I plan on examining the quantum signature of our universe to determine if it's different in any way from what it should be. We have the sophisticated sensory capabilities to determine that with one hundred percent certainty."

"You two can't sense that sort of thing?" John asked with a broad smile.

"No. We're not that gifted."

"I was pulling your leg Laurel. I understand something that subtle isn't going to be detectable by Human beings, no matter how gifted they are."

"I don't underthtand what you're talking about," Harriet said leaning back and looking into Laurel's face. "I wanna play."

"I'm sorry honey. I know we're talking about complicated stuff that has nothing to do with you and Mason coming to visit us. How would you two like to go down to the deck one rooftop playground? If it's okay with Bahar that is."

Laurel looked at Bahar and she smiled and closed her eyes as she bowed her head in agreement then she looked over at Laurel and grinned.

"Can we go Bahar? Pleath?" Harriet asked.

"You certainly may. I think the interaction with the other children will be good for you and Mason."

Harriet smiled brightly and squirmed off Laurel's lap and she grasped Mason by the wrist and pulled at him.

"Come on Mathon, letth go play."

Mason leaned forward and Laurel uncrossed her legs and gave him a gentle push and he got to his feet and stepped closer to Harriet as he looked at Bahar.

"I promise to watch after her."

"Good boy," Bahar said. "Remember how little she is. Don't let the other children knock her down."

"I won't."

Everyone then stood up and Bahar bent down and picked up Harriet and Laurel moved closer to Bahar.

"Can I carry Harriet?"

"Sure."

Bahar handed Harriet toward Laurel and Harriet reached out to Laurel and when she took hold of her Harriet practically climbed into her arms making Laurel smile and embrace her tightly. Harriet then kissed Laurel on the cheek and Laurel kissed her back then turned her around so she was facing forward and she cradled her seat like as they headed toward the exit. They all walked down the walkway, Mason holding Bahar's hand for comfort as they made their way to the elevator. John paged the lift and they waited quietly until it arrived a few moments later. The door slid open and a pretty blond woman with striking green eyes among the 5 people on the lift put her hand out toward Laurel. Laurel held Harriet firmly as she reached her hand out. The woman smiled and grasped Laurel's hand and gently pulled her to the hand bar at the rear of the car as she stepped into the gravity free environment of the lift. The rest of the group then stepped into the lift and Jake was surprised how unfazed Mason was as he clutched Bahar's arm in a bear hug to stabilize himself. Bahar grasped the hand bar and Amelia looked at the com panel by the door.

"Deck two." She called out, and the door slid closed.

The lift then began to descend slowly at first and then it picked up speed as it progressed smoothly and silently. It only took a few seconds to descend to deck 2 and the lift slowed, and then stopped and the door slid open. Laurel turned and looked at the woman that assisted her and Harriet into the lift.

"Thank you for the assist."

"You're welcome Laurel. I could see you had precious cargo on your arm and I thought a little tug to the handrail would be appreciated."

"Without a doubt. Have a good day ma'am."

The woman smiled and nodded and Laurel pushed off and floated out of the lift as she cradled Harriet with both arms. She took a graceful step into the gravity environment of the deck 2 walkway and Harriet giggled.

"That ticklth my tummy."

Everyone followed Laurel to the right and Laurel kissed the top of Harriet's thinly haired head.

"You don't get to experience much negative gravity transition do you?"

"No. Momma sayth ith not good for my thtomach. The doethant want me to throw up."

"Well she's right, it can be hard on a delicate little stomach like yours. Your body doesn't know how to hold down what's in your stomach just yet."

"It'll get better ath I get bigger."

"That's right. No offense, but you're just a baby right now. Occasional exposure to new physical sensations a little bit at a time will help your developing body to get accustomed to what you'll experience more often later on."

"Momma thaid we will live in Genethith and I won't have to feel no grabity down there, but not till Damon ith old enough to live on hith own with Korica here on Horithon."

"That's good that you understand all that. The gravity is stronger in Genesis than it is here on the Future. You'll weigh a little more down there than you do up here. You're going to have to get used to that too."

"Daddy takth me to the heavy room tho I can feel what thath like. It hurth to walk in there. I have to crawl and I don't like it."

"Walking makes you feel like a big girl?"

"Yeth."

"Most little girls your age aren't as good at walking as you are. It definitely makes you special."

"And a challenge to keep track of," Bahar added with a smile. "You remember that when you're playing with her Mason. Don't lose track of where she is."

"I won't Bahar, I promise."

They reached the end of the walkway and tuned left and 10 meters down the port walkway; they reached the ramp leading down to the deck 1 rooftop play area. They walked down the short ramp to the play equipment and Laurel squatted down and set Harriet down. Mason let go Bahar's hand and walked over to Harriet and reached down and took her little hand in his.

"Let's go down the slide Harriet."

Harriet smiled brightly and nodded.

"Okay."

Laurel stood up and watched the 2 make their way over to the slightly spiraling slide and she was impressed by how patient and cautious Mason was not to outpace Harriet's capabilities despite how excited he was to go play with the 7 other children of various ages already enjoying the play equipment with their parents and guardians watching over them. Laurel then stepped back closer to Jake and they watched Harriet and Mason climbed the slide ramp and then Mason sat down and Harriet climbed onto his lap and sat down and he pushed off and they shouted with glee as they rushed down the slide with Mason holding Harriet against his stomach. He slid to his feet at the end of the slide and he clutched Harriet tightly then set her on her feet and she pointed at the top of the slide.

"Leth do it again!"

Mason smiled and nodded and took Harriet's hand and they headed around the slide and swings to access the slide ramp and Laurel and Jake walked over to 1 of the benches running along the periphery of the play area and they sat down and Bahar joined them never taking her eyes off Harriet and Mason. Amelia and John then joined them on the bench and Amelia leaned closer to Bahar.

"Mason seems really fond of Harriet."

"He is a shy boy but Harriet took a liking to him from the moment they met and they have been inseparable since. She helped him to come out of his shell and feel comfortable around her. She is an incredibly intelligent little charmer and I believe she can read what a person is thinking and feeling without even realizing it. She knows just what to say or do to make someone feel at ease. She is articulate and wise well beyond what an infant should be capable of. She knows and understands things that are just impossible for her to have picked up by symbiosis."

Laurel leaned forward and looked into Bahar's face.

"Do you think she possess genetic memory from her mother?"

"It is the only thing that I can think of that would explain her level of intellect. She may have even inherited some knowledge from her father. She knows things that only he would have knowledge of."

"Or is it possible that Harriet is absorbing her mother and father's knowledge?" Amelia asked.

"I have never heard of such a thing being possible, especially in an infant, but she proves that anything is possible."

"Harriet suggests that our species is capable of passing along genetic knowledge as well as physical attributes. You get your mother's eyes and her knowledge of language skills and your father's ears and his knowledge of mathematics. Who knows what all may have been passed along to her along with her superior genes for advanced abilities. Her mind may not capable of processing everything she truly knows."

"That would be a huge evolutionary leap for our species," John commented. "Within a few generations that could evolve into something really profound."

"Yeah, our understanding of the universe could be light years ahead of what we know right now, but from the time we're born. I can't even begin to imagine what that would mean for our species."

"That would mean you and Jake represent the physical aspect of what we're evolving toward and Harriet represents the mental component. Put both attributes together and you truly get a super Human."

"It would mean whatever genetic switch that had been turned off in the past, limiting our development, has been turned back on and our evolution has kicked into overdrive."

"Can selective random mutation really account for that though?" Amelia posed.

"There hasn't been any evidence of tampering with our genetic code," Laurel said. "All the advanced abilities presenting in the population are the result of dormant genes presenting as active and dominant in recent generations. There are a handful of genes that when active, interact with other genes to bring about dramatic changes in our species as a whole. We can identify those trigger genes, but we can't predict how they'll manifest within the blueprint of an individual once they randomly interact with the host of other genes that are responsible for making us what we are. We can therefore determine if the primary trigger genes have been altered or artificially manipulated and thus far there's been no evidence of that being done to any of us."

"I guess if anyone would know it would be you baby. You made yourself into a genetics expert to make it possible for Korica and Tamaric to posses enough compatibility to have children together someday, despite the vast difference in our species at the fundamental level."

"There's still a lot I don't know or understand though. It's a complicated field of study."

"I would imagine so. I have a very limited understanding of the subject so it's pretty confusing to me too."

"The only thing that baffles me is why Tamaric and Harriet have the same parents and such vast differences in their level of ability."

"More of that random interaction of genes maybe?"

"I suppose so."

"Now that he's tethered to Korica, he's more gifted than most of us will ever be." John said in a chuckle.

"That's true. He's inherited the level ability predominant in the Draximan species. In a way he's part Draximan now and they're further along the evolutionary path than we are."

"I would say they're further along a different evolutionary path since they don't share a common ancestry with us." Amelia commented.

"That's very enlightened mom, you're absolutely right. They've been around longer than the Human species so they've had more time to develop advanced abilities and superior physical attributes."

"It's just too bad Korica won't have her people around to learn from and about them."

"She was raised in space in relative isolation from her people so she was preconditioned to be separated from her people without it seeming traumatic for her. She just wants to be loved and accepted and she has that with us in ample measure. She has within her the part of her Draximan heritage that her mother and father instilled in her and she doesn't want anything more than that or she would've gone to live with the great grandparent that was found on Draxima. She didn't want to live with a stranger even if they shared a genetic link and she didn't want to be a part of a society that her mother and father worked so hard for so many years to avoid. She's where her heart tells her she belongs."

"I don't deny that honey. I know she loves it here and she loves you and Jake. There has to be some part of her that wonders about where she's from and the people she's a part of though. At least some day she's going to wonder if she doesn't today."

"I know mom. We'll have to deal with that when the time comes."

They then sat back and watched the children playing. At one point Mason and Harriet asked Laurel and Jake to come push them on the swings. They were happy to spend 20 minutes pushing them until they were ready to play with some of the other children playing around them. Bahar allowed them to play for an additional hour, and then she told them it was time to go get something to eat and Harriet needed to her midday nap. She knew all to well that if Harriet didn't get lots of rest throughout the day, she would become irritable and fussy. Bahar collected Harriet and Mason and everyone said their goodbyes and then Laurel and Jake and their parents headed back to their quarters.

As they all sat down in the living room of John's quarters Laurel smiled as she looked at her mother.

"Harriet and Mason make me want one of my own."

"In small doses I can understand that impulse. Unfortunately children aren't always so easy to raise."

"Are you saying I strained your patience?"

"At times, yes. You were a sweet child, but you weren't perfect. All children go through periods of temper tantrums and disobedient behavior. You were no exception."

"I'm sorry if I gave you a heard time."

"Oh honey, don't apologize for being a typical child. Things got easier once you were able to articulate what was bothering you and I learned how to read your cries and moods. We grew together and eventually achieved an understanding. For the most part you were an ideal child if that makes you feel any better?"

"I suppose it does a little since I can feel that you're being completely honest with me."

"Despite any difficulties I may have experienced raising you, you have given me the most pride and gratification of anything in my life. I haven't regretted bringing you into this world for one single moment, not even when you drove me nearly to tears trying to figure out why you wouldn't quit crying."

"Did you figure out why I wouldn't quit crying?"

"Yes. Teething was a miserable time for you. Once I realized you were cutting teeth, I had some analgesic teething gel delivered to the house and a little dab would stop the pain for hours at a time."

"I'll have to remember that lesson when my little girl is crying and won't stop."

"There will be other times that she cries seemingly without reason, but you'll get to where you can read a cry so you know what she wants."

"Well I'll have you around to help me out when things get difficult."

"You can count on that sweetheart. I would be thrilled to help you with my grandchildren."

"Thanks mom. On that note, Jake and I are going to retire to our room for a little while. We'll go have lunch together after a while."

"Alright sweetie."

Laurel then got to her feet and stepped closer to her mother and kissed her cheek then she stood up straight and put her hand out to Jake. He smiled as he sensed Laurel's excitement at what she had in mind. It was time to collect on the rain check agreed to by Laurel earlier. Jake placed his hand in Laurel's and stood up and the pair headed to the rear of the room where the entrance to their bedroom was located. When the door slid open they stepped into their bedroom and the door slid closed and Jake walked over to the bed and turned to sit down and Laurel playfully pushed him down on his back and she stepped over his knees and placed her knees on the bed and sat over him, allowing him to smile as he scooted back on the bed and then she scooted up on him and sat on his hips, She then leaned forward as she placed her hands on each side of his head.

"Now where were we? I believe I was in the mood to make love to my man."

Jake smiled as Laurel slid her hands behind his head and cradled his skull as she leaned down and engaged him in a long kiss that left both their minds spinning. As Laurel terminated the tongue teasing portion of their kiss, Jake slid his hands down her back to her waist and he grasped her top and pulled it out of her waistband and then he slid her top up to her armpits. He then slid his hands down her back to the clasps of her bra and he expertly unhooked her bra and Laurel sat up and worked her top over her head and tossed it aside and then she let her bra slide down her arms and she tossed that aside.

Jake looked over her supple smooth skin and ample pronounced breasts and he took a deep breath and sighed in delight. Laurel smiled and cocked her head slightly.

"I love the way you admire me Jake. It's a pure kind of love and appreciation."

"It comes from my heart babe."

"I know. That's what makes it feel so good."

Laurel then reached down to Jake's waist and pulled his shirt out of his waistband and pulled it up and he lifted slightly and pointed his arms straight up and Laurel leaned forward and slid his shirt up his arms and off his hands then she tossed it aside. She then ran her hands down Jake's chest and across his stomach giving him the chills. She then moved back slightly and unfastened his pants and then she slid off the bed and hooked her fingers in the waistband of his pants and underwear at the same time and slid them down to his ankles. She then squatted down as she gazed up across his marvelous muscular body into his eyes as he watched what she was doing and drank in her heightening enticement and excitement. She then looked at his feet as she slid his shoes off one by one then she pulled his pants and underwear off his feet and pushed them aside.

Laurel then stood up and Jake sat up and scooted closer to Laurel and then he placed his hands on Laurel's cheeks and he gently pulled her closer and he kissed her soft stomach several times then he reached up and unfastened her pants and then moved his hands to her hips and he slid her pants down slowly so as to prolong the moment of ecstasy as her glorious vulva came into full view. He smiled and trembled slightly at the adrenaline rush that came over him as his excitement was heightened by Laurel's. Laurel slid her shoes off and Jake looked her wondrous body over then he leaned forward and kissed down her stomach to the top of her pubic bone and it was all Laurel could do to keep her knees from buckling at the sensations brought about in her.

Laurel opened her eyes and gently pushed Jake back as she practically fell on him and they rolled over to the middle of the bed and Laurel engaged Jake in a long kiss that consisted of so much emotion and sensation that they joined minds without thinking about it and then the enjoyed a prolonged and exhausting intimate experience that left them feeling drained but completely fulfilled and much closer to one another.

It took nearly ten minutes for the euphoria to fade from their minds completely as they held one another. Once their minds had returned to them and the strained muscles had begun to heal they kissed one another then climbed off the bed and requested of the AI for their bedding to be stripped down and replaced with clean linens and then they slipped robes on and headed to the bathroom in Amelia's quarters and they took a long shower together and they ended up engaging in another round of intimate contact without intercourse that resulted in both of them achieving yet another orgasm before exiting the shower. They then dried off and Laurel dried and brushed her hair before they headed back to their bedroom.

They then selected fresh outfits and got dressed. As Jake was sitting on the bed slipping his shoes on, Laurel who was sitting at the mirrored desk brushing her hair out slowly, turned and looked at Jake as she leaned her chin on the back of the chair she was seated on.

"Something is going through your mind and I can't quite zero in on the key thought. What are you curious about?"

Jake slid his foot into his shoe then leaned back on his hands and admired how incredibly beautiful Laurel is as he smiled at her lovingly.

"I was just¦the sex is so intense and mind altering with you. You think it will always be like this, or is it going to¦I don't know¦get mundane or whatever?"

Laurel sat up and pulled her head back in surprise.

"We love each other so deeply Jake. I know it won't ever get like that for me. You're really afraid you'll get tired of me?"

"No! That's just not possible. I just sense in others that things are hot and heavy at first then they become casual and less intense. I'm just wondering if that's going to happen to us too."

"Jake! You aren't supposed to probe those kinds of things from people."

"I know. I don't go looking for it. Some people see you and feel that pang of instant infatuation deep inside and it makes them think about their relationship with their partner. It just wells up when they wonder what it's like for you and I¦or what it would be like for them with you. I can't help but sense and understand what they're thinking."

"It's different for us Jake. We feed on each other's emotions heightening sensations and moods. I know we're young so this is new and exciting, but it's not going to get mundane as you put it. The fact that we join minds as our emotions peak means it's always going to be super intense. The fact that we can't keep our hands off one another when the timing is right, well that's probably never going to change with how much we lust each other. I see you as the most handsome man I've ever seen and you see me as the most beautiful woman alive so things will always be like they are right now."

Jake leaned forward and nodded.

"I certainly hope so. The altered state of mind that we achieve is unbelievably enjoyable and I don't want that to change."

"Then don't let it silly. Keep me in your heart and mind and it won't change."

"I got no choice about that. I'm totally and completely in love with you. You're always on my mind and in my heart¦literally. You know a part of you is inside me."

"I know. It's what keeps us alive."

Laurel turned and set the brush down then got to her feet and smiled at Jake as he stood up. Laurel walked right up to him and stroked her hand across his chest.

"You look so good in shirts with a collar and the top two button open like that."

"I wear 'em cause I know you like 'em on me. The green isn't too fluorescent?"

"No. It's just the right shade to make your eyes pop. The AI knows what shades to craft your shirts from."

"So¦why so many pastel pinks and light blues on you?"

"Because when I don't have such a deep tan it accents the color in my cheeks and the pastel blues lighten up the deep blue in my eyes. Dark colors make the blue in my eyes too deep to be appreciated. Besides¦I'm a girl¦we're supposed to wear pastels."

"The civilian corps uniforms have dark colors in the tops. You look fantastic in those."

"We wont be wearing officers uniforms anymore. The junior and sub officer uniforms have lighter colors."

"I guess I just see my beautiful Laurel no matter what you're wearing."

"I'm biased like that about you too. I don't care what you're wearing, I think you look sexy."

"That bit is never gunna change, huh?"

"No, not for either of us."

Laurel took Jake's hand and the pair headed to the exit leading to John's quarters. When the door slid open they found John and Amelia sitting very close together as they watched a vid and Amelia looked at the pair and grinned at them as she paused the vid.

"You two feeling refreshed?"

"Yeah," Laurel responded. "We wont get to indulge ourselves like that once we're on active duty."

"Most of us don't get to indulge like that even as civilians honey. It's nice that you can enjoy each other's companionship and intimacy to your contentment like that."

"You guys ready to get some lunch?" Jake asked trying to deflect the subject elsewhere.

"It's two thirty in the afternoon son," John said as he and Amelia got to their feet. "It would be more of an afternoon meal."

"I didn't realize we spent that much time in our room."

"Almost two hours."

"Sorry bout that."

"Don't apologize for enjoying the moment Jake. We were just fine watching a vid while you reconfirmed your bond."

They headed toward the exit and Jake stopped his father by touching his forearm.

"Hey dad, can you two¦sense what we're doing from the other room?"

"We can't sense specifics if that's what you mean?"

"But you can feel our emotions or whatever?"

"Yes. You two exude a great deal of emotional energy most of the time and it's particularly intense when you engage in intimacy. It's an enjoyable aura that seems to transcend your precise location, but I seriously doubt that anyone can sense it from outside our quarters."

"Does that bother you?" Amelia asked.

"Not entirely. As long as you can't tell exactly what we're doing."

"We know what you're up to, not the nuances of exactly what you're doing. We aren't gifted enough to extract that kind of detail. Even if we could, we would respect your privacy and tune that kind of thing out."

"Good. I was just curious cause we kind of lose touch with what's going on around us. I don't want to embarrass you or ourselves."

"I'm sure you can sense that we're telling you the truth?"

"Yeah."

They then stepped up to the door and it slid open and they stepped out onto the busy walkway and headed to the stairs at the end of the walkway where it turned left. They climbed down to the 1st deck and headed down the corridor to the common area and glanced around at the crowds of people then headed to the mess hall. There were only a handful of people eating at the moment so they walked to the dispensers and poured themselves some drinks then stepped over to the nearest table and sat down. A servo drone floated up to the table almost immediately and handed Laurel some menus. She passed them out and they quickly made their choices then handed the menus back to the servo drone, which then spun around and floated away silently.

Almost as soon as the servo drone disappeared, a little boy with dark brown hair and the cutest smile dimples walked over to the table and smiled at Laurel who was sitting at the end of the table.

"Hi, what's your name?" Laurel asked.

"Andy. You're Laurel, right?"

"That's right. You saw me on the post stasis briefing?"

The boy nodded and then looked at Jake and he grinned.

"And you're her boyfriend Jake."

"Yep." Jake replied.

Andy looked back at Laurel and he smiled shyly.

"You really are as pretty as the vid made you look. Mom said I should thank you for saving my life if I wanted to meet you. Thank you."

"You're very welcome Andy. Have you been out of stasis long?"

"A few days. I woke up older than when I went to sleep. Mom said I would adjust pretty quickly."

"We all aged a little while in stasis. We've been away from Earth for a very long time. A lot longer than we had planned on."

"How old were you when you went to sleep?" Jake asked.

"Six."

"You don't look much older than six now."

"The AI said I'm seven point three now. I was one of the first to be put in hard stasis and I was only taken out of hard stasis eleven times until we got here."

"That's why you didn't age as much as some of us."

A tall blond woman got up and walked over to the table and smiled at the group and she placed her hands on Andy's shoulders.

"I hope Andy isn't disturbing you?"

"Not at all," Laurel said. "He thanked Jake and I for saving his life and we were discussing the age progression he experienced while in stasis."

"He experienced far less than many of us according to the AI. He should have no trouble adjusting pretty quickly."

"Jake and I experienced quite a few years of advanced aging. Andy is lucky he was so young and in hard stasis most of the time."

"Kevin selected my husband and I and our son at random to try his method of hard stasis on. Luckily he and the AI got it right and we survived the process. It was then used on the remainder of the passengers."

"It was a brilliant solution to preserve us in prolonged stasis without us experiencing as much aging as we would've if we had been left in normal liquid suspension stasis."

"I agree. We spent a lot longer in transit to get here than initially planned. We won't disturb you any further. It was a true pleasure meeting you in person."

"Thank you ma'am. Andy is a charming young man. I'm glad we got to meet him in person."

"Thank you Laurel¦for everything you've done to insure his father and I get to see him grow up."

"It was our pleasure ma'am."

The woman then ushered Andy back to the table where Andy's father was sitting watching the exchange. Laurel and Jake glanced at the man and he smiled and lifted a hand in salutation and Laurel and Jake waved back. It was only a few minutes later that 2 servo drones appeared with the food and slid the plates up on the table alongside their intended recipients. They set in to eating their food and retrieved a refill on their drinks and polished them off and then headed back up to their quarters. They spent the rest of the afternoon together watching vids and then they returned to the deck 1 mess hall and ate dinner together and then finally retired to their quarters to get ready for bed.

Laurel and Jake opted to skip the evening workout and get the most rest they could for what they were going to be facing come morning. They simply got dressed down for bed, said their goodnights to their parents then adjourned to their bedroom and removed their robes and climbed into bed together. They got comfortable facing one another and set their foreheads together and engaged in the deep sharing for an hour and then turned the lights out and quickly drifted off to sleep.

They woke simultaneously in the morning at 05:00. Laurel stretched hard and then rolled over and kissed Jake then sat up and waited for her senses to wake fully. She then called out for the lights to come on. The lighting rose in intensity to a subdued but bright level. Jake then sat up and kissed the back of Laurel's bare shoulder and she shuddered with chills and smiled.

"The things you do to me simply by the touch."

"I'm glad to know I have that affect on you."

Laurel turned her head and kissed Jake on the cheek then she pushed the covers off and slid out of bed and stood and stretched again then noticed the admiration Jake was experiencing at looking at her naked form. Laurel turned her head and looked at him as she put her arms down from her stretch.

"You have such a nice butt babe. All your proportions are statuesque and perfect."

"Thanks Jake. You're an amazing looking guy too."

Jake slid out of bed and stood up in front of Laurel and he kissed her cheek and then they made their way to the recessed drawers at the far end of the bedroom and they retrieved outfits to wear then returned to the bed and went about getting dressed. They then headed to opposite bathrooms and brushed their teeth and hair and then met up in Amelia's quarters. It was only a few moments later that Amelia emerged from her bedroom on her way to the bathroom with her clothing for the day tucked under one arm. She simply smiled and waved at the pair as she stepped through the bathroom door and it slid closed behind her. Jake smiled and scooted over so he was leaning more against Laurel.

"You know, your mom is beautiful without makeup on. She really doesn't need it."

"I know. I've tried to tell her how much natural beauty she possess, but she likes the enhancement the makeup provides."

"Well my dad sure appreciates it. I don't know if he's seen her without the makeup, but he likes what he sees the rest of the time."

"Mom will take steps to insure that doesn't happen until she's ready for it to happen."

"I guess I can understand that."

Laurel and Jake then settled into enjoying the close contact with one another until Amelia was prepared for the day and emerged from the bathroom fully dressed with her makeup on in perfect proportions and shades and her hair beautifully pulled up to one side in a back curling wave that was held in place with a gold braided hairpin.

"You look beautiful mom."

"Thank you sweetie. I wanted to look my best when we go see the captain."

"Should we go see if dad is ready to get something to eat?" Jake asked as he stood up.

"That sounds like a good idea." Amelia replied.

Laurel stood up and slid her hand into Jake's and the 3 of them proceeded out the front door and walked next door and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open. They stepped in and John was just stepping out of the bathroom fully dressed and looking particularly sharp in the outfit he had chosen for the day. John looked at Amelia and his face lit up and a smile grew on his face that spoke to his delight at Amelia's appearance.

"Wow! You look fantastic Amelia."

"Thank you John. You look really sharp too."

"Thanks. I figured the meeting with the captain this morning would be a formal event. Best to look the part."

"I had the same thought."

"You ready to go get some breakfast before the meeting dad?" Jake asked.

"Sure, just let me slip my shoes on and we'll go."

John walked into his bedroom and emerged moments later and they all headed out the front door and made their way down to the deck 1 mess hall. They found the mess to be heavily occupied, though not to capacity so finding a table where the 4 of them could sit together was no issue. Laurel didn't fail to notice that her mother earned quite a few admiring looks as they made their way to the middle of the mess hall though Laurel was also paid quite a few awe inspired stares, as usual. They sat down together and a servo drone immediately appeared with menus. John collected them and handed them out and they perused the breakfast menu items and quickly made their selections then collapsed the menus and slid them to John, who in turn handed them back to the servo drone that then spun around and floated away silently.

Laurel then leaned closer to her mother sitting next to her and she grinned.

"It feels proper for this many people to be around. This is what the Future was built to support."

"I'm glad you still appreciate so many people being around sweetie."

"I've had enough solitude on a ship designed to support thousands. I may not like some of what I sense from the male passengers, but that's the way it's always been for me. Seeing and feeling this many people around makes everything we endured seem worth it."

Amelia smiled and stroked Laurel's soft hair lightly.

"That's my girl, you always have a way of seeing the positive aspects. You make me so proud to be your mother."

"Thanks mom. I'm going to get some drinks, you want some hot tea?"

"You read my mind."

Laurel smiled at the pun and then got to her feet and put her hand on Jake's shoulder.

"I'll get you some orange juice."

"Thanks babe."

Laurel kissed the side of his head and then looked at John.

"Tea for you too?"

"Yes. I'll give you a hand."

Laurel nodded and John got to his feet and waited for Laurel to walk past him and then he followed her over to the dispensers. They waited in line for a few moments then got their turn and they poured the drinks then smiled at the people waiting behind them and made their way back to the table. John placed Jake's tall glass of orange juice in front of him and then sat down and Laurel placed Amelia's tea in front of her and then sat down. Amelia looked into Laurel's cup of apple juice and smiled.

"Did Jake's desire for Orange juice confuse you?"

"No. I made my mind up as to what I wanted while I was looking at the menu and the craving for orange juice came on after that. I knew it was what Jake was craving even though it felt like my craving."

"That is truly bizarre how you can sort out combined cravings like that."

"We get better at it all the time, but it can still lead to some wondering as to whether or not you're truly the one craving whatever you're craving at that moment."

It was at that moment that 2 servo drones appeared and levitated up to the table level and slid their plates on the table from beside the intended recipients. They set in to eating their breakfast while listening to the people conversing around them. At the conclusion of the meal they sat for a short time to let their food settle in their stomachs and to give Laurel and Jake a chance to mentally prepare for what they knew was coming. After several minutes, they got to their feet collectively and headed toward the exit. They looked around the common area briefly and then Laurel lifted her right arm and double tapped her bio monitor and it flashed the time momentarily then the blue numbers faded away.

"It's quarter till." Laurel said as she lowered her arm.

Amelia turned and faced Laurel and grinned at her as she stroked the side of her head lovingly.

"I'm so proud of you baby. I just want you to know that you have exceeded anything I could've ever hoped for in a daughter. You're an inspiration to me along with everyone else on this ship and living happily on the surface. The captain is lucky to be gaining you and Jake. Amazing things await us with you two serving at the captain's side."

"Thank you mom. It means the world to know I make you so proud. That's all I ever want is to make you proud to be my mother cause I'm sure proud to be your daughter. I aspire to be just like you."

"You're sweet honey. Shall we go see the captain?"

"Yeah. We need to get this taken care of so we can get to work. You know the important task the captain wants me to get started on?"

"The probe?"

"Yes. It's going to take a lot of complex engineering to reverse engineer the one depicted in the new data core and program it to do what we need it to do, then self destruct in the manner we were taught the darn thing melted down its internal components without exploding or coming apart in orbit."

"I know sweetie. I can't even begin to imagine how difficult that's going to be. I wouldn't know where to start."

"Well luckily I have some ideas about where to start. I just need time and a small team of engineers and scientists to help work out the details."

"Well let's get this over with then."

Laurel grinned and nodded and they turned and headed for the exit leading to the cross corridor. They made their way through the crowds in the corridor and waited to use the transport platform. When it came to their turn, they stepped up onto the transport platform and Laurel waited for the free floating map to appear and then she touched the indicator for the command deck and once the indicator turned from red to green they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. When they appeared on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck, they arrived just in time to see a whole group of officers exiting the compartment and Laurel looked at her mother and grinned.

"That's gunna be us soon. We'll be wearing a uniform from now on."

"The uniform looks incredible on you honey. Even if it isn't an officer's uniform, you're going to look pretty sharp."

"I know what you mean, Jake looks really hot in the uniform."

"Uh¦I wouldn't have put it like that, but he does look very dashing in the civilian corps uniform."

They reached the exit and the door slid open and Laurel chuckled and slid her hand into Jake's as they stepped out into the corridor. They watched the officers dispersing in different directions and then they walked toward the captain's office. They stopped at the door and Laurel glanced down to check herself and Jake squeezed her hand gently.

"You look beautiful Laurel, as always."

Laurel looked at him and grinned and nodded once.

"I'm ready then. Let's go get signed up."

Jake smiled and nodded and then he reached out to touch the com panel next to the door but before he could touch the panel, the door slid open and the captain's voice could be heard from within his office.

"Come on in folks. The AI informed me the moment you selected the command deck from the transport map."

They all stepped into the captain's office and he stood up and offered a friendly grin.

"Good morning sir." Laurel said as she stepped around the first chair in front of his desk.

"Good morning Laurel. You look radiant today."

"Thank you sir."

The captain then looked at Amelia as he put his hand out and she shook his hand.

"You look stunning today too Amelia."

"Thank you captain."

The captain then shook John's hand and grinned at him.

"You and Jake look sharp too John. The women just light the room up."

"Thank you captain, I agree."

They all sat down and the captain slid 4 data pads forward on his desk and then he stared at Laurel for a moment, then Jake. He then leaned back in his seat.

"I want you two to understand how truly grateful I am for your willingness to sign up for active duty. You two represent a valuable recourse due to your abilities and experience and I'm truly looking forward to having you on my crew. You'll always have me on your side and watching your back in anything you do for the civilian corps. You have my utmost trust and confidence and there are very few people I can say that about."

"Thank you sir," Laurel said. "We won't let you down."

"The thought never crossed my mind Laurel. I just wanted you two to be aware of my gratitude and solemn vow that you're going to get everything you deserve and no one is going to screw with you or they'll have to answer to me."

"I get the sense that some of that has already taken place." Jake commented.

"I instigated the conflicts over your displacement thus far. I'm asking for a lot more than anyone else would get upon signing up. It's causing some raised eyebrows and heated words of condemnation of my arguments, but I'm going to prevail if given enough time."

"That's why you want the extra time if we stay in stasis for a few days?" Jake asked.

"Yes. It's not fair to either of you to sing up without being issued a firm rank and title at that moment. Commander Hiller was kind enough to express my desires while I was otherwise occupied gathering the ammunition I need for the next round of talks. I hope she expressed how sorry I am that it's working out this way?"

"She did sir," Laurel said. "I assume that means you got what you needed from the Fearon?"

"Yes. There was an amicable exchange of information that included their language base and some interesting history lessons on their species. The Fearon languages will be included in your neural suggestive training."

"Can I ask what we had to give them in exchange?"

"The same thing about us and¦the technical specifications to the Future to prove our technological sophistication."

"Whoa. Is it a good idea to be giving out the technical details of the negative matter reactor?" Laurel asked softly.

"That aspect was a general description without going into specific details as to layout or method of operation."

"And they understand the concept?"

"Yes. They're familiar with negative matter, but they were under the impression that it was impossible to contain or control negative matter for more than a few micro seconds in our realm. It speaks to our sophistication in that we have an intergalactic ship that operates using the unstable matter in a reactor that runs continuously. I think they get the implications of the power at our disposal too."

"We're¦not going to give them access to the technical details of the negative matter system are we?"

"No. Just proving that we posses such technologies as a matter of course is sufficient to prove our worthiness of continued contact. I have no plans to violate our oath to keep such technologies to ourselves for obvious reasons of concern. Besides, we're still in the process of understanding the complex technology but I didn't offer up that fact. Possessing it and understanding it are two totally different things.

"Yes sir. That's a relief to hear you say that."

"Go ahead and read the service agreement so that you completely understand what you're agreeing to," The captain then looked at John and Amelia. "I have included a copy of the service agreement so you can read what the kids are about to sign."

"We appreciate that captain." Amelia said.

They reached out and picked up the data pads and activated them and then opened the service agreement and began reading through the document that was quite lengthy and detailed. The captain sat quietly going about some business on his desktop display while the 4 of them read through the lengthy document until Laurel coughed lightly in surprise. The captain looked up and grinned slightly as Laurel looked at him.

"Pregnancy duty sir? I don't remember anything about that being passed to us in our original indoctrination."

"No. You're original indoctrination was modified to limit the amount of information being imparted to you and it was tailored to match who it was compiled for. It wasn't seen as necessary for a thirteen year old to be informed about pregnancy duty or maternity leave. That entire section was omitted from your neural suggestive indoctrination training. With your new physical age and level of advanced relationship with Jake, you need to read that section carefully so you understand your rights and responsibilities when the time comes that you decide to start having children."

"I'll be allowed to continue working while I'm pregnant?"

"Yes. Read the pregnancy duty section and you'll understand your rights and choices available to you."

Laurel grinned and nodded then went back to reading until she reached the end of the section. She then looked up at the captain.

"I won't be allowed to go on away missions past the first trimester? That seems kind of¦limiting if we run into a problem that I can contribute a solution to by being there."

"Every new life among a population with limited numbers is precious, but none more so then the offspring of a woman with the superior genes that you posses Laurel. That being said, you have to realize how dangerous conditions are in space. It's no place for an expectant mother to be even if you're in the relative safety of a spacecraft. Things happen that no one can predict. The civilian corps is not going to take any unnecessary chances with your or your child's life. Sending you into space is seen as an unnecessary exposure to hazardous conditions for the both of you."

"I suppose I can accept that sir. I don't mean to sound arrogant about my importance. I forgot to think about how important my children are to our numbers, continued genetic diversity and very survival as a species now living seventy three thousand light years from our point of origin."

"I'm glad you understand Laurel. I want you to read through the rest of the agreement so you understand it completely, then sign the accept line and have your mother countersign the document and we'll get to you and Jake swearing the oath of service."

Laurel nodded and went back to the reading the service agreement. The captain then went back to what he was doing on his virtual display until Laurel and Jake were both looking at him. The captain tapped the final accept icon on his display and then leaned back in his seat. Laurel then looked down at her data pad and she touched the accept line and her fingerprint was read instantly and her signature appeared on the accept line. She then looked at her mother and handed the data pad to her. Her mother took the data pad and looked at Laurel's signature and she sighed lightly, then she looked Laurel in the eyes.

"You're absolutely sure this is what you want to do for the rest of your life?"

"I can't speak for what I'll want to be doing in two hundred years since I'm going to live fifty years longer than that, but for the next several decades, yes."

"Alright sweetheart. I'll support you fully then."

Amelia looked down at the data pad for a moment then she touched the countersign line and her fingerprint was read instantly and her signature appeared right below Laurel's. She then slid the data pad on the captain's desk and she looked over at Jake. He grinned and touched the accept line and his fingerprint was read instantly and then his signature appeared. He then handed the data pad to his father and John slid his data pad onto the captain's desk and then took the data pad from Jake and he looked him in the eyes.

"I'm very proud of you son. I won't bother asking if you sure this is what you truly want since you and Laurel are of like mind in everything you do. Just pay attention to your senses and keep her safe."

"I will dad. This is our destiny. Everything has led us to this. We're doing the right thing to help everyone in the best way possible."

"You've convinced me that there must be something to this theory of yours that destiny has guided you two together. I'll always be right here when you need a supportive shoulder to lean on or somewhere to bounce your ideas off."

John looked down at the data pad and he touched the countersign line and his fingerprint was instantly read and his signature appeared right below Jake's. He then slid the data pad on the captain's desk and the captain nodded once and stood up. He then walked around his desk to the com panel next to the door and he touched it and it came to life. Laurel and Jake then got to their feet knowing that they would be required to swear the oath of service with their hands on the on the palm scanner. It only took a few minutes for the captain to recite the oath of service and have Laurel and Jake in turn swear to uphold the oath at all costs while their palm was actively read and then the captain took a step back and smiled.

"Welcome back to the civilian corps. I'll have uniforms tailored for you once we know what colors they need to be. You're hereby directed to report to your stasis chamber to undergo indoctrination and advanced preparation training via neural suggestion. I'm sorry about the length of time you'll need to stay under, but it will insure that when you're revived you'll have your rank decided."

"We won't be losing our clearances then sir?" Jake asked.

"There's discussion of downgrading them, but that's not going to happen. Just trust that I have your backs and I want your level five clearances to remain intact and I always get what I want when it's important. You two have proven that you don't represent a security risk no matter what you're aware of. You know how to keep quiet and stay vigilant with what's in your heads. That says volumes about your character and how far I can trust you."

"We understand sir," Jake said. "Thank you for believing in us and for looking our for us. It's the reason it was so easy to reenlist sir. We want to serve under you."

"You're welcome and thank you Jake. You've earned my trust and loyalty and I hope the same can be said of me from you."

"Without question sir."

The captain snapped his feet together and saluted Laurel and Jake and they popped to attention and returned a smart salute.

"You're dismissed." The captain said.

Amelia and John then got to their feet and Laurel stepped toward the door and it slid open and they all stepped out into the quiet corridor. They turned left and headed to the transport compartment. When they reached the compartment the door slid open and they stepped in and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it. Laurel waited for the free floating map to appear, and then she touched the indicator for deck 5 fusion reactor control room and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They appeared on the transport platform just down the corridor from the entrance to the fusion reactor control room and they stepped down and headed toward the power distribution and auxiliary control circuit compartment next to the control room where their stasis chamber was located.

When they reached the door, Laurel had her palm scanned and the scanner blinked in green twice and then the door slid open. They then stepped into the room and found a young female med tech standing by their stasis chamber with a large data pad in her hand and she was looking over the information being presented to her. Laurel could see that there was a data cable connected from the stasis chamber sub-processor terminal to the data pad and she assumed it was to enable an onsite augmentation of the neural suggestive programming. The med tech looked up from her data pad and smiled warmly.

"Welcome. Your timing is perfect; I just finished updating the training program. It now includes the languages spoken and written by the Fearon and a basic history of the species. I have your stasis chamber primed and warmed up so when you're disrobed you can hook yourselves up and climb in. You know better than anyone how to initiate the stasis process from the interior control panel. I'll leave you to get prepared and enter stasis without interference. Once you're under I'll monitor your conditions and responses to the level of saturation remotely. Given the low levels planned, I don't foresee any problems occurring, but just in case there are problems detected, the AI has the ability to disengage the neural engramming process without terminating stasis mode."

"The AI will still be able to monitor our conditions too though, right?"

"Yes. Your stasis chamber is the most sophisticated and self sufficient design of any of the stasis chambers so, it requires no input from us or the AI like the other chambers do, but the AI is still hooked to the device just like it is all the other stasis chambers. If something truly catastrophic occurs the AI will have the ability to initiate the revival process and dispatch the proper medical personnel to assist you the moment your chamber opens."

"You¦or the engineers¦haven't fiddled with the internal components have you?" Laurel asked cautiously.

"An examination of the components was performed from what I understand, but nothing was removed or tampered with. I'm pretty sure they realized how important it is to keep it functional. Nothing would've been done to compromise that."

"Good. This chamber is one of a kind and extremely complex and delicate. It would be real easy to compromise the delicate balance simultaneous stasis requires."

"I'm sure the engineers realized that and made sure they didn't affect anything that would upset the delicate programming and alignment of the sophisticated components."

"I hope you're right. There are certain key components that are unique to this chamber and could be damaged by the simple act of touching them if a person isn't statically discharged and grounded before touching them."

"I just ran a final diagnostic and it came back clear of any faults. I'm sure a damaged component or compromised system would've shown up."

"That's true. If the system is reporting a condition of standby readiness then they must not have messed anything up. I'm sorry for sounding paranoid, but you have to understand that our lives depend on the system functioning perfectly."

"I completely understand Laurel. We've taken every step possible to insure that nothing will go wrong."

"It sounds like it. Thank you."

"I'll leave you to get prepared and then put yourselves under."

"Okay, thank you¦I don't even know your name."

"Oh, I'm sorry. I'm junior ensign Chandler, Mandy Chandler."

"Thank you Mandy. We'll see you in a couple of days."

"Perhaps. I can't say for sure if I'll be the med tech on duty when it comes time to revive you."

"Well I hope it's you that greets us."

"Are you going to have to revive us locally?" Jake asked.

"No. Since you represent a male and a female occupant, the AI will trigger the revival process and someone will come greet you once it's reported that you're dressed. We can't send a gender appropriate med tech since one of each gender would have to be sent violating the sanctity of both of your right to discretion."

"We appreciate that being taken into consideration."

"It's the same thing we tried to do for the passengers being revived in the stasis ring. It's just a little more complex in this case. Thankfully you built this stasis chamber so it can be controlled from the inside so med techs really aren't necessary for the revival or initiation processes."

"That's what I was striving toward when I was designing it. I needed Jake and I to be together to insure our surviving the stasis process and I was pretty sure we would be alone when we climbed into the chamber. It had to have a way of being activated and controlled from inside."

"It's a wondrous piece of technological sophistication Laurel. You probably know that it was considered impossible to put two people in stasis at the same time back on Earth when they were designing the standard stasis chamber."

"I know. I had access to some technological information that eluded the original designers of the stasis chambers used here on the Future. I know one of the primary architects of the design personally and she was amazed that I achieved what they couldn't."

"I bet. Anyway, I'll leave you to say your farewells to your mother and father and then initiate the stasis process."

Laurel smiled at Mandy and nodded and they watched her disconnect her data pad and roll up the data cable and then she exited the room and Laurel and Jake turned and faced Amelia and John. They then hugged their children warmly and then traded and hugged the other child briefly then they stepped back.

"We'll be here when you're revived," Amelia said. "We'll make sure the AI gives us enough advanced warning so we can board a transport if we happen to be on the surface when the time comes."

"Thanks mom. It'll be wonderful to see you first thing this time round."

"I'm looking forward to seeing you too dad," Jake said. "It's the way it was supposed to be when I woke up and I missed it last time around."

"I know son. I'm really sorry about that. I'll be right here this time no matter what it takes."

"We love you two." Amelia said. "We'll leave you to get undressed and climb into your chamber."

"We love you guys too mom."

Amelia and John then leaned against each other for a moment as they admired their children then they turned and walked to the door and when it slid open they glanced back and lifted a hand to Laurel and Jake who then returned the gesture and they stepped through the door and it slid closed. Laurel then took Jake's hand and he looked at her and offered her a loving smile and then they walked over to their stasis chamber and Laurel reached down to the controls on the rim of the lid and she touched the button to open the lid and the huge lid hissed as the seal was broken and the lid swung up toward them. They stepped back until the lid was fully open then Laurel reached in and lifted out the neural interface control and communication ribbons with the transdermal interface pads at the end of them and she laid them over the lid mating surface. She then stood up straight and looked at Jake and smiled.

"Here we are again. Into stasis we go."

"I know huh? I'm just glad we get to do it together babe."

Laurel reached up and stroked Jake's cheek and smiled at him then she began to slide her shoes off and Jake stepped back and they got completely undressed and folded their clothes up neatly and set them on the table stand next to the stasis chamber and then Jake looked Laurel over and took a deep breath and smiled as he let it out slowly while shaking his head.

"I'll just never tire of seeing how gorgeous you are Laurel. You're truly a heavenly creature."

"Thanks Jake. I feel the same way about seeing you in the buff. You're a seriously gorgeous guy and I'm lucky enough to have you as mine."

"For the rest of your life. Thanks."

Laurel then stepped closer to Jake and embraced him with firm hug and then she kissed him on the lips and then she stepped back and picked up the mesh caps sitting on the table stand next to the stasis chamber and she handed one to Jake. They put them on and Jake helped Laurel tuck all of her hair, that was now gaining some noticeable length, up into her cap then she picked up one of the ribbons and Jake turned his back to Laurel and she placed the transdermal interface pad against the base of his skull at the top of his neck and she squeezed the activation buttons and the micro leads pierced his skin making him wince, but he held still as the leads began to feed up into his brain and establish the primary necessary connections. Laurel then picked up the other ribbon and handed it to Jake and she turned her back to him and he placed the transdermal interface pad against the base of her skull and squeezed the activation buttons and the micro leads pierced her skin and began to feed up into her brain. She closed her eyes tightly, but also held still until the pad was firmly attached.

Laurel then opened her eyes and turned and faced Jake and he nodded.

"I'll get in first." He said.

Jake stepped around Laurel, being careful not to tug on the ribbon attached to his neck at the base of his skull. Once he was inside the stasis chamber he turned onto his back and scooted to one side and got comfortable. Laurel then carefully climbed in and got comfortable on her back. She then reached up and touched the begin sleep cycle command and an audible hum could be heard winding up and a moment later the lid began to close and they could feel and smell a warm and gentle current of pure air circulating through the chamber. The lid closed with a slight thud and a tight seal was established and Jake rolled his head and looked at Laurel as he slid his hand into hers.

"I love you Laurel."

"I Love you too Jake. I'll see you at first light."

Jake smiled at Laurel and then he started to feel drowsy and he looked up at the display on the inside surface of the lid and he could the words 'inducing sleep' and then it became extremely difficult for he and Laurel to keep their eyes open any longer. They blinked heavily a few more times as the melatonin levels in their brains increased. They quickly drifted into a deeper and deeper sleep as the AI reduced the light level in the room and then the preheated stasis fluid began to dump into their chamber. Once the chamber was filled with stasis fluid to the point that only their faces were above the surface, the stasis field was initiated and the final deep connections within their brains were established. It took another 15 minutes to get them to the same exact point in the stasis process to initiate the neural suggestive programming safely and the saturation rate was set to 12% and held at that steady rate as the AI closely monitored their vitals and neural stress levels for the duration of the process. The AI then turned the lights in the compartment off completely and decreased the lighting within the stasis chamber to a faint glow so a visual could still be attained of Laurel and Jake and then it was a matter of waiting for the training to be imparted, then the wait for a decision to be reached.

The AI then took control of their involuntary processes as the stasis fluid pump was once again engaged and the stasis fluid level rose to cover their faces and the emulsion poured into their nose and mouth. The AI induced a deep exhalation to expel what air remained in their lungs and then it made them overcome the instinct to hold their breath while submerged in fluid and the fluid was drawn into their nose and mouth and down into their lungs. The AI then made them breathe the fluid out, resulting in several bubbles accompanying the exhalation. The AI then made them take a long steady breath in, drawing the fluid deep into their lungs, then a long exhalation cycle followed by another deep breath that took more muscular effort to draw the warm fluid into their lungs. The AI then reduced their cardio vascular and pulmonary functions even further and held them at a rate of 3 deep breaths per minute, delivering all the oxygen they needed to keep their brains operating at a higher level of activity without the need to take rapid breaths as they would have to if in an air environment. The AI would induce them to swallow mouthfuls of the fluid as it was continuously enriched with nutrients to keep their stomachs from becoming empty and to delver some of the nutrition they needed without eating. After 7 hours an intravenous line would be implemented to deliver an enriched food supplement to sustain their physiological needs for the duration of the time spent in their stasis chamber.

This would be the ongoing process until their neural suggestive training was completed, then they would be taken into a very deep stasis like condition requiring only 1 breath per minute to sustain them and their minds would all but shutdown as they were taken into a state much too deep for dreams or thought processes to take place. Most of their oxygen needs would be supplied by direct osmosis through their skin via the oxygen enriched emulsified stasis fluid. The excess carbon dioxide would be expelled when they exhaled once per minute and the stasis fluid would then be circulated and filtered to remove it completely. Their condition would be so close to true stasis that the AI could induce full stasis in a matter of only 5 minutes if the need should arise and hard stasis would only take 15 minutes to achieve. The captain would now have all the time he needed to achieve his goals for Laurel and Jake and to satisfy his needs for them when they emerged from their stasis chamber.
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53 The Journey Beyond

First light seemed to come for Laurel only moments after drifting off to sleep. She blinked hard as her senses and memory slowly came to her and the first thing she did was squeeze Jake's hand when she realized she was in her stasis chamber right next to him. She slowly rolled her head and grinned when she saw Jake lying perfectly still with his eyes closed. She then looked up at the internal control panel and the words 'REVIVAL PROCESS COMPLETE' were displayed. She released her grip of Jake's hand and reached up and tapped the implementation of neural suggestive training log and the contents of the training programs and resultant analysis were displayed and each segment was listed as successfully completed with no indications of anomalous readings during implementation. Laurel then touched the icon for individual occupant readings and hers were showing as active, suggesting a wakeful state, and Jake's were just reaching the point of a waking state. The symbiotic balance had been terminated as their bodies expelled the last of the stasis fluid from their lungs and mouths as their stasis chamber was drained.

Laurel swallowed hard and a gulp of thickening stasis gel lumped down her throat. She turned her head and cleared her throat and another lump filled her mouth and she winced and swallowed it down then coughed a few times and then made an effort to breathe slowly and deeply to give the remaining stasis fluid a chance to be absorbed by her body without her chocking on it. She turned her head so she was looking at the lid of the stasis chamber and she closed her eyes and waited until she sensed Jake's mind coming to life. She opened her eyes and looked at him as he rolled his head and his fingers groped for her hand and she slid her slippery hand into his and smiled slightly. Jake blinked hard and then swallowed hard, pushing down a lump of stasis gel then he turned his head and coughed and a mouthful of thickening stasis gel filled his mouth and he debated swallowing it down, but instead he spat it out and then coughed a few times.

Jake gripped Laurel's hand and rolled his head and looked at her. A small grin grew on his face and Laurel grinned back at him. Laurel then reached up and touched the icon to open the stasis chamber and a hiss was heard as the seal was severed and the lid began to swing open allowing a cool draft to waft in on them.

Once the lid was fully open, Laurel tried to sit up and the wiring of electro servo motors could be heard from behind her as she was gently pushed from the middle of her back and shoulders to assist her effort. Once she was sitting up she looked around the dimly lit compartment and she was relieved that they were alone. Jake then began to sit up and he too was assisted by lifting arms from the middle of his back and shoulders until he was sitting upright. Laurel then slowly moved to the side of the occupant compartment and swung her legs out and slid up to the edge of the chamber then slowly slid her feet to the cold deck of the auxiliary power distribution compartment. She then gracefully stood up and arched her back forward for a moment then she reached up to the back of her neck and squeezed the activation buttons on the transdermal interface patch and she could feel the micro tendrils withdrawing from her brain. The interface pad then detached and she lifted it from her neck and set it aside, then she walked to the other side of the stasis chamber and she reached up to the back of Jake's neck and she disengaged his transdermal interface and he winced one eye as he felt the micro tendrils withdrawing from his brain and then the interface pad detached from his neck and Laurel set the interface ribbon aside within the chamber.

Laurel then slid the mesh cap off her head and tossed it into the stasis chamber and she gently shook her head to allow her hair to fall to her shoulders then she put her hand out to Jake. He put his slippery hand in hers and gripped her hand as he swung his legs over the mating surface of the lid and chassis of the stasis chamber and then Laurel gently pulled him until his feet met the cool deck. He then slowly stood as he slid the mesh cap off his head and he tossed it into the stasis chamber. Jake then slicked his hand across his forehead and grimaced at the slimy feel of his hand sliding over his forehead. He then cleared his throat and a thick lump of stasis gel filled his moth and he held it in his mouth and looked at Laurel and she nodded and let go of his hand and walked around the stasis chamber to the table stand and she retrieved an oval spit pan and walked back to Jake's side and handed it to him. He spat the mouthful of thickening stasis gel into the pan then coughed a few times, bringing up even more that he then spat into the pan. Laurel then coughed and she too experienced the unsettling thick mouthful of gel. Jake handed her the spit pan as he coughed lightly a few more times and Laurel spat the mouthful of gel into the pan then she slicked the back of her hand across her mouth.

Laurel then looked at Jake, lifting the pan slightly, and he shook his head and lifted his hand and she nodded and carried it back to the table stand and set it down. Laurel then walked back over to Jake and she looked him over and smiled then she stepped very close to him and leaned forward and planted a slimy kiss on his cheek. Jake smiled brightly and looked Laurel's glistening body over and she was beautiful beyond measure and it made his pulse quicken to see her before him with nothing on and a mystical like glimmer about her body as the stasis gel refracted the dim light in the compartment in a shimmering and twinkling manner as she moved and her pulse caused her wrists, ankles, and neck to pulse.

Laurel cleared her throat lightly and spoke her first words.

"Future, are you monitoring us?" Her voice was small and light, but carried just above the background noise of the power humming in the power distribution circuits all around them.

"Yes Laurel. I have been monitoring you continuously since you entered your stasis chamber."

"How long have we been under?"

"Ninety seven hours."

Laurel looked at Jake and took a deep breath and shook her head.

"Four and a half days," Jake said almost in a whisper. "I hope it was long enough for the captain to get what he wanted."

"Your mother and father are waiting outside the auxiliary power management and distribution compartment. They were notified the moment it was ordered to commence your revival in order to give them sufficient time to make their way up to the Future so they could be the first faces you saw once your revival was complete."

Laurel looked over at the table stand to see if their uniforms were waiting for them but she saw nothing and she looked at the com panel by the door.

"Has our rank been decided?"

"Affirmative. You have been granted the rank of first class adjutant. All ranks of ensign and all non commissioned officer ranks are subordinate to you. You will answer directly to the captain and you can and will be assigned high priority missions in which you will be in charge of all aspects of the mission with the responsibility of recording and reporting to your direct commanding officer whether that is the captain or an onsite assigned commanding officer. Your cosmic level clearances have been retained for that reason and due to your unwavering proof of ability to maintain discretion and silence when appropriate. Your indoctrination training will reflect proper protocol as the information becomes available to your minds. Your uniforms are primary red and white as all civilian corps officer uniforms are however, your uniforms have cobalt blue shoulder panels and your formal dress uniforms are white with dark green shoulder boards. Your rank pips are diamond shaped gold pins that will attach to your uniform collars in the same manner that an officer's insignia would. You will look the part of commissioned officers with a distinct and separate look denoting your slightly lower rank."

"So we aren't actually officers then?" Jake asked.

"You are in charge non commissioned officers in the absence of commissioned officers. Upon completion of your education at the academy you may be granted a commissioned officer rank. I cannot say for certain if that will happen but you will be in high enough standing for it to be the next step in your advancement."

"I guess it'll all become clear to us as the indoctrination unspools in our minds?"

"Correct. You will find your new uniforms and the implements to freshen up in the drawer under your stasis chamber. When your skin has had a chance to absorb the residual stasis fluid, you should get dressed and then greet your parents. They are very anxious to see you."

"I guess it has been four days since they last saw us." Jake commented.

Laurel looked down her stomach and she could tell the stasis fluid was beginning to dry to a tacky state meaning it would only be a few minutes till their skin was dry and soft. She looked up at Jake and grinned and waved him on as she headed around the stasis chamber to the drawer beneath on the opposite side. Jake followed right behind her and watched her fondly as she bent over and pulled the drawer open to reveal neatly folded uniforms, underwear, and shoes sitting in 2 stacks alongside the necessary sundry items to freshen up with. Laurel lifted out one of the tops and unfurled it and looked it over as she stood up and she smiled.

"These are really sharp looking. I wasn't sure if I would like 'em from the AI's description of the color palette, but these are awesome."

Laurel handed the top to Jake and then lifted out the first stack and handed it to Jake since the briefs suggested the items were meant for him and then she scooped up the second stack and they set them on the deck and then stood up and swiped their hands down their stomachs and their skin was incredibly soft and dry. Laurel smiled as she looked at Jake and nodded once. They then set about getting dressed and then they combed and brushed their hair, then rinsed their mouths out using the canister of mouthwash provided. They then slipped the uniform shoes on and looked each other over.

"Dang, you look really sexy Jake."

"Thanks babe. I love the way you look in the uniform too." Jake reached up and stroked Laurel's feather soft hair and he grinned broadly. "You're so beautiful Laurel."

"Thanks Jake. Let's go see mom and dad."

Jake nodded and reached over and touched the command to close the stasis chamber and the lid began to swing closed and they turned and headed toward the exit. They walked up to the door and it slid open and they found Amelia and John standing right outside the door talking to a commander as evidenced by his insignia and uniform. Amelia and John perked up and smiled brightly as Laurel and Jake stood at attention and saluted the commander. The commander popped to attention and returned a smart salute then smiled at the pair.

"At ease adjutants."

Laurel and Jake noticeably relaxed and Amelia and John looked them over for a moment then stepped toward them and embraced them in a tight hug. After a few moments Amelia relaxed her grip on Laurel and took a slight step back and stroked Laurel's shoulders as she smiled at her.

"You look wonderful in that uniform baby."

"Thanks mom. It feels good to be in uniform again. I feel like I have a purpose again."

John released his hold on Jake and smacked his shoulder with a flat hand.

"You look fantastic Jake. Any hangover from the stasis?"

"No, not really. I can feel that a bunch of information was crammed into our heads but it hasn't begun to unspool yet. We might have moments of nausea if it hits us all at once but so far our heads are clear and there aren't any sore muscles like last time."

"I'll leave you to escort your parents out of this restricted area." The commander said. "The captain would like you to report to him as soon as you feel up to it."

"Aye sir," Laurel said. "We'll head straight to his office."

"I would check with the AI to make sure that's where he's at. He has been conducting ally tours of the ship so he may not be in his office."

"We understand sir."

The commander then looked at Amelia and John.

"It's been nice talking to you Amelia and John. You have a good day."

"Thank you commander Decker." Amelia said.

The commander then turned and headed for the transport platform a short distance away. Laurel and Jake watched him touch the desired indicator on the free floating map then turn and look at them and grin just as he disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. Laurel and Jake then looked at their parents.

"Do you two want to go with us to see the captain?" Laurel asked.

"I don't think that would be appropriate honey," Amelia responded. "I've really missed you over the last four days, but you need to attend to your responsibilities and we'll visit with you after."

"Okay. Thank you for being here when we came out mom. You just can't imagine what that means to us."

"You're welcome honey. We wouldn't have missed it for anything."

"We'll walk you to the transport platform. After we see the captain we'll meet you in our quarters."

"Oh honey, we have to get back to the surface. We're in the middle of our work shifts. It's still early in the day you know."

Laurel sighed heavily then grinned at her mother.

"I guess we'll see you tonight then."

"That depends on your duty rotation. You might be on a three day duty cycle like you were before."

"We'll likely be ordered to get some rest so our minds can process the new information that's been imparted to us. I guess we'll find out when we see the captain."

Amelia stroked Laurel's head and nodded and they turned to head for the transport platform. Suddenly its base glowed to life and in a blinding blue flash of light, med tech Mandy appeared on the transport platform with a detranome in her hand. Laurel smiled at Mandy and she looked at Laurel and Jake in awe as she stepped off the transport platform. She stepped up to them and looked them up and down and then smiled brightly.

"Wow, you two look fantastic. I like the unique look of your uniforms."

"Thank you ensign Chandler. I like 'em too." Laurel replied.

"I need to take a scan of you two before you go anywhere ma'am. If anything is awry, I'll need to refer you to the med deck."

"Alright. You understand our rank?"

"Yes ma'am. I was told you outrank me and I am to treat you as superior officers at all times. I've never heard of an adjutant, but I understand what it means to be in the presence of superior officers."

"I understand. Carry on with your duty ensign."

Mandy nodded and activated her detranome and then she stepped closer to Laurel and started at her head and slowly scanned down her body until she reached her feet. She then stood up straight and scrolled through the resultant data and slowly nodded her head while letting out andhmm'.

"What's the matter?" Laurel asked.

"Oh uh, nothing ma'am. I was told to expect different readings for you two, I just didn't know exactly what that meant until now."

"What are you seeing that's different?"

"Well¦you're in prefect physical condition ma'am, but a little over twenty percent of your brain is in a state of elevated activity. Most people would only present with around four to seven percent of their brain active while in a wakeful and alert state."

"Our brains are definitely wired differently and we have a ton of information crammed in our heads that's in the process of being¦processed."

"Yes ma'am. I suppose that could explain some of it."

Mandy then stepped over to Jake and started at his head and slowly scanned down his body until she reached his feet. She then stood up straight and took a step back as she scrolled through the scan data and again she let out a subtle 'hmm.'

"I'm guessing my brain is more active than normal too?" Jake asked with a friendly grin on his face.

Mandy looked at him and grinned and nodded lightly.

"Yes sir. I'm sure this is perfectly normal for you though. Aside from substantially elevated brain activity, you're in perfect health sir. I should mention that the AI was forced to deactivate your bio monitors while you were in your stasis chamber, they were causing a feedback in the stasis regulator control circuits that caused some concern so the AI opted to deactivate them rather than take the chance that the feedback could build up to a level that could cause a serious problem. When you get the chance, you'll need to go to the med deck to have those removed and new ones issued."

Jake lifted his arm and tugged at his bio monitor but it was still tightly synched around his wrist. He then looked at ensign Chandler with furrowed brows.

"Why didn't they come off if they were deactivated?"

"Because of the way they were deactivated. They weren't shutdown, they were deactivated. Think of it like crashing an electronic device while it's doing what it's supposed to do. It stops functioning in the state it's in when it's crashed."

"Ah. Do they need to be surgically removed?"

Mandy chuckled lightly and shook her head.

"No sir. The bio monitors can be subjected to a momentary high frequency resequenced energy pulse. It will provide enough energy to activate the release circuit to make the wristband relax and the micro leads will withdraw. Doctor Kruger can then issue you new bio monitors to monitor your bio readings for the customary five-day observation period following stasis."

"Aright."

"I don't see anything of concern that would make me recommend you go directly to the med deck before reporting to the captain. I'll give my results to doctor Kruger so he can look them over and store them in your medical records."

"We understand. Thank you ensign Chandler." Laurel said.

Mandy shutdown her detranome and then saluted Laurel and Jake and they returned her salute and then she turned around and stepped up onto the transport platform and she touched the indicator for the med deck and a few moments later, disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. Laurel then took hold of her mother's hand and she walked with her to the transport platform and Amelia and John stepped up onto the platform and Amelia turned around so she was facing Laurel and she took hold of her other hand and smiled brightly at Laurel then she leaned forward and gave her a peck.

"I love you so much Laurel and I'm so proud of you."

"Thank you mom. I love you too."

Laurel let go of her mother's hands and Amelia took a small step back and then John touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance transport platform and it took a few moments for the indicator to turn from red to green and then a moment later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. Laurel then sighed and Jake bumped his shoulder into Laurel's playfully.

"Seeing mom and dad like that gives a huge sense of relief huh?"

"Yeah. I feel like everything is as it should be when I get to hear mom's voice encouraging and complimenting me. I need her around Jake, more than I care to admit."

"There's nothing wrong with loving and needing your mom around Laurel. I need to have my dad's presence in my life to feel reassured that everything is okay too. We'll likely always feel that way."

Laurel smiled and set her head against Jake's shoulder for a moment then she took his hand and stepped up onto the platform, gently pulling him with her. Laurel then touched the indicator for the command deck when the free-floating map appeared and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They then appeared on the command deck and they stepped down from the transport platform and headed for the exit. The door slid open and they stepped out into the corridor and they practically bumped into commander Hiller as she was walking past the transport compartment. Melissa took a quick step to the left and Laurel and Jake stopped short and came to attention and presented a smart salute and Melissa smiled brightly and returned their salute then she relaxed her posture and brushed her hand over the top of Laurel's shoulder.

"You look fantastic in the new uniform adjutant."

"Thank you ma'am. They're really comfortable too. I like the cut and fit."

"They suit you two nicely. Welcome back into the fold you two."

"Thank you ma'am," Jake said. "This is where we belong."

"The captain happens to share that prospective, as do I. That's why you're sporting those incredible looking uniforms and holding an unprecedented rank."

"You mean¦you had to speak on our behalf too?" Jake asked quietly.

"I submitted my opinion and recommendations in writing. I wasn't asked to speak during your disposition talks."

"Thank you for helping the captain get what he wanted for us ma'am." Laurel said.

"I believe you got what you deserve. I'll be watching closely though, so keep your noses clean. I'll come down on you just like I would any subordinates."

"Yes ma'am. We wouldn't have it any other way."

"That's good to hear. You stay humble and keep up with your duties and we won't have any problems."

"We'll try to get through the adjustment period quickly and smoothly ma'am." Jake said.

"If you need help understanding your roles and responsibilities, the captain and I have an open door policy for you two. Just come ask and we'll counsel you with accurate and honest information."

"We'll remember that ma'am. It's nice to know you and the captain are looking out for us like that."

"No matter what happens we want you to be successful and to enjoy being in the civilian corps and we're going to do anything we can to insure those things happen¦" Melissa looked around quickly then grinned at Laurel and Jake as she put a hand on each of their shoulders. "The captain and I happen to be very fond of both of you. We want you to consider us friends as well as your commanding officers."

"That's sweet, thank you ma'am." Laurel said.

"You're welcome Laurel. I don't want to keep you. I'm sure you're up here to see the captain for your post stasis debrief?"

"Yes ma'am. Do you know if he's in his office?"

"I don't know if he is or not. I was heading to my quarters to get changed so I can workout. I just came off the bridge myself."

"I guess we'll have to ask the AI then."

The AI's voice then rang out from the com panel next to the transport compartment door.

"The captain is not in his office. He is in the static propulsion capacitive resistance controller compartment on the main engineering deck. He is conducting a tour for two of our new allies."

"Hmm. I didn't know main engineering would be included in any tours." Laurel said.

"The same courtesy will be extended to the captain when he tours the ally vessel. Methods of propulsion are always on the mind of a curious commanding officer and the possible techniques used are as limitless as the number of space fairing species in the galaxy."

"That's true. I guess it's one of the first things I'm curious about when I see a ship I've never seen before."

"That's the engineer and latent commanding officer in you." Melissa said with a small grin on her face.

"Yes ma'am." Laurel said while smiling.

"You two are welcomed to wait in the common area across from the mess hall if you want?" Commander Hiller said.

"We might just do that ma'am, but would it be alright if we access the bridge for a little bit?"

"Sure. You may as well get refamiliar with your future duty stations."

"We're going to be stationed on the bridge?"

"You'll be expected to stand your share of duty on the bridge. While we're in stationary obit it will only consist of a single duty cycle per rotation but when we're in flight, your duty station will be on the bridge."

Jake smiled without saying a word and Melissa grinned at him.

"I take it that's what you were hoping for?"

"Yes ma'am."

"I'm pretty sure it was mentioned once that that's where you wanted to be and the captain made sure you got what you wanted."

"Does the rest of the crew end up exactly where they want like that?"

"Yes. We want our people doing what they love. A happy crew is a productive crew."

Jake nodded and Melissa took a step back and Laurel and Jake saluted her and she returned the salute.

"Have a good day adjutants. I'll see you around."

"Thank you ma'am, you have a good day too." Laurel said.

Melissa nodded once then spun around and headed off in the direction of the mess hall and Laurel and Jake turned around and headed toward the bridge. They walked up to the door and Jake had his palm scanned and the reader beeped once and Jake looked at Laurel with furrowed brows and Laurel grinned and shrugged her shoulders. The door then slid open and they stepped onto the bridge and they found only two crewmen on duty, a second-class ensign and a junior ensign, neither of whom they recognize. Both crewman got to their feet and popped to attention and the second class ensign spoke.

"Officer on deck!"

Laurel glanced at Jake and grinned once again.

"That's what the beep was," Laurel thought. "It announced a senior officer entering the bridge."

"As you were." Jake said and the two crewmen resumed their seats but maintained eye contact with Laurel and Jake. "We aren't officially on duty."

"You're still superior officers in uniform sir." The young male ensign said. "Technically you're in command right now."

"It's good that you recognize bridge protocol but you can carry on as the officer in charge."

"Aye sir."

"Do you understand our rank?" Laurel asked.

"Just that you're superior officers ma'am. I can tell by the gold diamond shaped pip on your collar and the colors within your uniforms¦plus the AI alerted us that superior officers were about the enter the bridge."

"The diamond shaped pip and the color of our uniforms is an indication of an adjutant and the gold color to the pip indicates first class."

"I've heard of an adjutant in the military but I didn't know we had that particular rank and title in the civilian corps."

"No such rank existed in the civilian corps until Jake and I were granted the rank. We're the first ever."

"Wow, that's a huge honor ma'am."

"It certainly is."

"I think it's fitting that an unprecedented rank was granted to you two for the unbelievable things you did to get us here." The female junior ensign said.

"That's sweet of you to say, thank you." Laurel replied.

"You're welcome ma'am."

"Anyway, we just wanted to access one of the science stations to have a look at something."

"We won't disturb you any further ma'am."

"You're not disturbing us ensign."

The junior ensign smiled and nodded then turned back to the communications displays and the second class ensign turned his attention back to the sensor displays he was supposed to be monitoring and Laurel and Jake looked at all of the active stations fondly as they remembered their time as the commanding officers. They looked over the displayed readings as they proceeded to science station number 1 and sat down, sharing the seat so the could look at the display together.

Laurel immediately brought up a split pane and initiated a search query window for both panes and Jake nodded as he sensed what she had in mind. Laurel typed in a search for the records of the most recent galactic quantum resonance readings and then Jake typed in the other search window 'spacecraft in production or planned construction designated Quantiom class ships. There was then a prompt on both panes for level 5 security access codes to access secure information and for permissive access to the new data core. Jake then typed in his security code in the search window he was working with and then Laurel typed hers into the other search window. The words 'please standby' then slowly blinked for a few moments then the words 'level 5 access granted' appeared in green letters and the information began to populate in both panes. Jake's jaw began to drop as he saw the information about the ships he and Laurel now knew how to fly and operate.

"Whoa! Look at this thing babe." Jake said in a low voice.

Laurel looked at the information being displayed alongside an artists rendering of the proposed vessel and its dimensions and fierce looking appearance stunned her. She watched the data being presented until it came to method of propulsion and then they were even more stunned by what they were seeing.

"I've never heard of liquefied Quantiom," Laurel thought in order to keep sensitive information between them. "Look at the energy potential when it's exposed to negatively polarized neutron ionization. I wonder where they came across the that kind of technology?"

"I would have to assume from the new data core." Jake thought.

"They've obviously been working on this thing for a while. At least the idea of it anyway."

"If the captain thought it important enough to include in our neural suggestive training, then they must be getting ready to actually build a prototype so they can begin flight tests. They're heavily armed so I'm guessing they're going to be designated for hot zone missions."

"Or they're smart enough to know the universe is a hostile place no matter how humble your intentions are."

"I hate accepting that to be a fact of life but you're probably right, we need to be armed to the teeth if we're going to explore safely."

"Wow¦look at the shield specifications. Multiphasic shields on a rotating polarization. They must be thinking that we're going to encounter species that are capable of traversing multiple dimensions."

"We've already run across species like that recently. Someone had wise foresight to include a shielding system that operates like that."

"Look at the crew compliment hun, it'll carry a crew of eight with room for thirty passengers and a cargo capacity of eight hundred thousand pounds with a speed capability of twenty times the speed of light."

"The Future is still way faster." Laurel said aloud.

"Yeah but that's because the Future has an inexhaustible energy supply. That's going to be the limiting factor to any ship's speed capability, how much energy you have at your disposal."

"That's true. Look at the quantum data I've found. We can use this as a reference point to compare the current readings against."

Jake glanced at the other pane in the display and he nodded and then they both looked over at the sensor station.

"We're going to run an active sensor sweep of deep space. We need you to initialize the scanning elements for us." Laurel said.

The ensign looked at Laurel and Jake and nodded once then turned back to his displays and he quickly initialized the scanning element activation sequence and then he looked at Laurel and Jake and dipped his chin slightly.

"Scanners at the ready. You may initiate the sweep at your discretion. I'm sure you're aware that you should choose a region of space in a direction that doesn't bring the sweep close to any of the vessels around us?"

"Yes ensign, we're aware that our scanning beams are capable of penetrating most vessels shields and could cause physical harm at the level we're going to be operating them at. Thank you for the warning though. That's good that you recognize that fact."

"Thank you ma'am. I better understand our systems if I'm going to be trusted to monitor and operate them during my duty shift."

Laurel smiled and nodded then turned back to her display and she collapsed the split pane view and tapped the icon for cross-station control and she brought sensor control to her display. When the display populated with the sensor controls she moved the aiming heretical with her fingertip until it was aiming into deep space with no vessels anywhere close to where the beam would be focused and then she touched the sweep strength slider and slid it all the way to the top of the range then backed it off 8% and then touched the activate icon and the sweep commenced.

An exquisite stream of detailed information began to populate the display until the whole screen was practically filled with information and Laurel scrolled up through the data until she found the background quantum resonance and she double tapped it and the subtle resonance was displayed in an undulating graph form and the very precise resonance properties were displayed below the graph and then she captured the data and tapped the deactivate icon and the intense sensor sweep was terminated. She then brought the search data up and compared it against the reading just taken and there was a perfect one to one patch without the slightest deviation and Laurel looked at Jake and grinned.

"That confirms what I suspected. The archival data has a record of the detected quantum resonance from the time we left earth¦though at that time our sensors were primitive compared to now, but the resonance properties from that time are consistent with those just observed and those observed every time we performed a detailed sensor sweep. That is with the exception of the scans taken while we were in an alternate sub-dimension with the Farqua station in order to hide from prying eyes. We're definitely not in an alternate dimension, reality or universe. We're in the same universe we were born to."

"But we are living an alternate timeline?"

"Yes. The very fact we're alive in the past would confirm that."

"So we still can't go back to Earth no matter what."

"No. Interacting with anyone from Earth would cause a paradox and who knows what could happen if that were to take place. The specialists were wise enough to recognize that fact and forbid us from even trying. Multiple disciplines dictate that existing alongside your ancestors means you have to tread lightly and stay away from them. It's just a good thing we're on the opposite side of the galaxy so there's no chance of us running across our great, great grandpa cruising around in a starship."

Jake nodded then looked back at the display that was now showing the sensor data once again and Jake furrowed his brow as he pointed at the display.

"Look at the background electromagnetic flux present. It normally radiates out from our sun but it's actually more pronounced and turbulent in the outer region of the solar system."

"It has to be the approaching magnatar debris. It's already beginning to have an observable affect on our solar system."

"It's still hard to believe a hunk of magnetic metal the size of a state can have such a profound affect on our system from so far away."

"Normally it wouldn't, but the origin of this chunk of debris makes it uniquely devastating to a large area of space. The alloy is so dense that a piece of it the size of your hand would weigh like a hundred thousand tons and it's infused with a magnetic field that's kind of hard to comprehend it's so intense."

"I only comprehend it cause you do babe."

"Either way you comprehend it because we share our mental abilities. My mind is an extension of your mind silly. You still tend to try to think of us a being separate but we aren't."

"I know. I'm coming around though."

"Well we don't need to worry about magnetic turbulence, it's when the ambient radiation begins to rise that we need to start to be concerned and right now the cosmic radiation is still greater than that being detected from the debris within our solar system. I expect the levels to begin rising from the outer solar system in the next couple of weeks though."

"You think travel in the direction of the debris' path will be restricted?"

"Probably but not because of the elevated radiation, decent shields will protect spacecraft and their crew from that. It's the other affects that people will have to avoid. Gravitational tides, unpredictable electromagnetic eddies, there are a whole host of dangerous affects that will also be present that people will have to stay clear of. As it is when the debris comes close to the outermost planet and changes course heading toward the heart of the system, it's likely going to kick that world out of our solar system."

"I remember you contemplating that before. I think I understand how that's possible but again it's kind of hard to imagine something so profound resulting from a close pass of a chunk of debris only a fraction of a percent the size of a planet."

"The debris has mass and therefore gravity. It has as much gravitational energy as a small planetoid despite its relatively small size. It's more than enough to nudge the outer planet out of its normal orbital plane and send it heading out of the solar system."

"So there's going to be a change made to the system no matter what." The junior ensign asked overhearing their hushed conversation.

"Yes," angel replied looking over at the pretty junior ensign. "The outer planet is so far out that it shouldn't have any appreciable affect on the rest of the system¦least not that we can tell at this point. We need the outer planet to slow the debris as it slingshots around the planet in order for the plan to eliminate the debris to work. At it's current velocity we have no chance of success so we need to sacrifice the outermost planet in order to gain our chance to intercept the debris in a more controlled manner."

"Hmm. If Korica and Tamaric¦fail, how long will we have to evacuate?"

"Not long. Two weeks at most but within a few days we'll start to experience the affects of the debris on this planet."

"I assume people will start getting sick from radiation poisoning?"

"The planet will become unlivable before that happens. Think of it like having a magnetic north pole at the equator but hundreds of times more powerful than the planets natural magnetic field. The orbits of the other planets will be altered too, which will have an observable affect on this planet. The weather is going to go haywire and volcanic activity is likely going to spike in unusual places causing more atmospheric problems. Try not to think too much about how bad things can get, we'll be eliminating the debris before it has the chance to affect the planet and if the plan suffers failure, we'll evacuate everyone before things get bad. There's already an evacuation plan in place that will only take a matter of a day to carry out. You won't be in any danger."

"I really don't want to have to leave this planet. I like the conditions and Genesis is a city the likes of which I could only imagine in a dream. I want to experience living in a city like that for the rest of my life."

"Well we're going to do everything possible to make sure you get the chance to do that."

"Do we even have a backup system in mind to evacuate to?" The second-class ensign asked.

"Not that I know of. The Future is capable of sustaining our entire population for a very long time. We'll have plenty of time to seek one out if the need should arise. Our allies might be able to help us find an alternate new home world."

"Is that why there's such an emphasis being placed on establishing alliances with all these new species?"

"In part, yes. We also need their support if we're going to be exploring this side of the galaxy. We need to have clout when we encounter new species that have different values than we do."

"You mean when we run across hostile species?" the junior ensign asked.

"Yes. If you're known to be aligned with so many powerful and respected species, it's less likely that you'll come under fire."

"That makes sense."

"Don't you two have the ability to see future events?" The second-class ensign asked. "I mean can't you see if Korica and Tamaric are going to be successful?"

"We can see possible future events, but everyone thinks we glimpse a clear picture of what's going to happen and it just doesn't work like that. You have to understand that there are multiple possible outcomes for every decision and action we take. We see them all at once and we have to feel for what's most likely to happen. The fact that we're living in a divergent timeline from that which we were born makes the task even more difficult because what we sense is muttled with eventualities from our previous timeline. It's not as clear and straight forward as you might think."

"But our sense of success with the mission is why the captain has pressed forward with allowing Korica and Tamaric train on the Reuopen station." Jake added.

"That's good enough for me," The junior ensign said. "I'm not going to stress and worry about stuff I have no control over."

"That's a healthy attitude. Those in authority around us have things pretty well in hand. They aren't going to let anything happen to you or your family."

Laurel then reached out and cleared the display and logged out and then Jake logged out and then her and Jake stood up headed toward the exit.

"It was nice to meet you two." The second-class ensign said.

"It was nice to meet both of you too." Laurel said. "You two have a good day."

"Thank you ma'am, we will."

Laurel and Jake then stepped off the bridge and turned left and headed toward the mess hall. They arrived at the mess hall and entered to find it completely empty. They walked over to the dispensers and poured themselves a drink and then headed over to the common area where they found several officers sitting talking quietly for the most part, though a couple had their faces glued to data pads. Laurel and Jake walked into the center of the common area and sat down together. A pair of distinguished looking officers sitting kitty corner to them looked at the pair and then glanced at each other and smiled then looked back at Laurel and Jake. Laurel and Jake recognized one of the men to be a lieutenant and the other to be a colonel transfer from the Air force.

"How are you feeling adjutants?" The colonel inquired.

"Pretty good all things considered sir." Laurel replied with a friendly smile.

"That's good to hear. I'm colonel Harris and this is lieutenant Mason."

"It's nice to meet you sirs."

"I must say the new uniforms look terrific on you two." Lieutenant Mason said. "As I understand it all the uniforms will sport that cut from now on. Yours however are unique in their color palette."

"They're very comfortable sir," Jake said. "They don't ride up under the arms like the previous style did."

"The AI recognized the complaints being reported and suggested the new design. Form fitting uniforms aren't always the best idea in long wearing uniforms"

"That's good that the AI listens and takes action based on reported issues with comfort. We never complained, but we definitely noticed the problem."

"Perhaps we're the first to have the honor of welcoming you back into the corps?"

"Not exactly sir, but thanks. We're looking forward to being a part of the civilian corps again."

"I know you two have sacrificed your teenage years for us, but I'm glad to have you in the service again. We're all the better for having you serving the people from within the corps."

"Thank you sir." Laurel said. "We want to make a difference and the best way to do that is to be stationed on this ship. We'll have less¦adversarial opponents if we're serving under captain Alexan too."

"I won't argue that point. We're being forced to answer to the civilians more than we had to in the past and not all of them like the amount of privilege and power some people posses."

"We aren't seeking power to rule over people or anything sinister like that. We don't want to be in charge, we just have a knack for it if the situation presents itself that we have to take command of a given situation or whatever."

"You don't have to defend your intentions to us Laurel. We recognize your shinning character without demonstration or explanation. You and Jake are honorable individuals through and through. There's more than ample evidence to prove that fact."

"Thank you sir."

Laurel took a big sip of her drink then set it on the low table in front of them and she leaned back.

"It's amazing how you can languish in stasis for days and the first thing your body wants is sleep."

"From what I understand of the stasis process you were in a state too deep for the mind to be active and it's actually a required component for the mind to feel rested. It needs to dream to achieve balance."

"That's very true. The brain isn't active during light stasis and during neural suggestive training the mind is under incredible activity that requires REM sleep to recover from fully."

"You two should really get something to eat to get your stomachs reaccustomed to processing solid food." The Lieutenant said. "I'm sure you're waiting to see the captain for your post stasis debriefing but he's going to be occupied for a little while."

"That sounds good. I'm actually feeling kind of hungry." Laurel said as she stood up.

Jake then stood up and the pair saluted the officer who returned their salute and offered a friendly smile. Laurel and Jake then collected their drinks headed to the mess hall and sat down at one of the booth style tables. It was only moments later that a servo drone emerged from the servo slot in the bulkhead and floated up to the table with menu scrolls. It floated up to the table and rose up and deposited the scrolls on the table then descended to the deck and sat motionless as Laurel and Jake took the scrolls and pulled them open and activated them. They were presented with an abbreviated menu that offered meal selections that would be easiest to digest post stasis while offering optimal nutrition. Laurel looked over the limited selections available, and then she glanced at Jake and shook her head lightly. She then called out to the AI.

"Future, are you monitoring us?"

"Yes Laurel. I am monitoring you at all times."

"Right¦why is the menu being presented with these selections? I'm not seeing the usual items I was hoping for."

"We have learned a few things about post stasis nutritional needs and a specialized menu has been assembled to take advantage of that knowledge. Nutritionists have contributed to the menu in order to optimize the body's rapid recovery from the affects of stasis. It is after all an unnatural process for the Human body to endure the stasis process."

"Are you saying that we're only now finding out that stasis is harmful?"

"Negative. There is now enough post stasis data to extract detailed physical response data. We are better able to determine what the body needs to recover more rapidly with less discomfort for the participant. Your superior physiology aside, you are still Human and therefore have the same physical, thus nutritional, needs as anyone recovering from stasis."

"I see. So just be content with what's available to us since it's what's best for us?"

"Affirmative."

Laurel looked back at the menu and made her selection and then Jake made his choice and they collapsed the menu scrolls and Laurel handed them to the servo drone. It grasped the menu scrolls with its manipulator claw and then rose up a few inches from the deck and floated off silently. It disappeared through the servo slot in the bulkhead and then Laurel leaned against Jake as she took a sip from her drink, and then set her cup down on the table.

"I guess I'll have to accept that I don't know everything about the stasis process despite being an expert at building advanced and unique stasis chambers."

"You hate being humbled like that, huhn?"

"Yeah. I know it's arrogant but I feel like I know so much that I tend to think that I know everything possible about a given subject and it makes me feel small when I realize that I don't."

"We can't know everything babe. That's kind of conceited to think we ever could. Besides, this is a minor thing we were unaware of."

"I should've considered the post stasis nutritional needs of the body though."

"You didn't have a lot of pertinent data to work with. The medical library now has collected data and statistics from over six thousand people exiting extreme long term stasis."

"Yeah, I suppose you're right. I'm trying to stay humble and I'm disappointed with myself for the way I'm feeling along those lines."

"We're young Laurel, we're learning as we go."

Laurel set her head on Jake's shoulder and grinned.

"I'm glad I have you in my head. You help keep me grounded and humble."

"That's funny, I feel the same way about you being my guardian angel. You keep me from looking down my nose at anyone."

Laurel lifted her head and looked into Jake's eyes.

"I don't ever want either of us to feel that superior to anyone else."

"Not even the weird guy that was assigned to the Genesis tower network infrastructure assembly who was attracted to me and pictured us doing lewd things to one another?"

Laurel chuckled lightly and shook her head.

"Not even the creepy guy locked in the tower for months with no hopes of attracting normal female¦or male companionship."

"I can pity him though, right?"

"I can feel what's in your heart Jake and it isn't pity. You don't want people like that around me and I appreciate you protecting me from guys like that, but we still aren't allowed to look down our nose at him."

"Alright. I can accept that. I'm working on keeping the darker emotions out of my heart the way you want¦need me to."

"You know dark emotions weaken us. We have to keep the power of love strong in our thoughts and feelings in order to be at our best."

"I know babe. I believe what the elder race taught us. Despite my walk on the darker side I'm striving toward the light for both of us."

"I'm sorry you feel you were forced to kill to protect me and free others from suffering but you can't let it define you. That's not who you are."

"I know. You have the unique insight of seeing and feeling me from the inside out. I trust that you sense things I can't feel though you can. I'm sure I have insights into your deeper character that you wouldn't be aware of without our paring too."

"I have a deeper understanding of the person I am, yes. We grant a clarity to each other that simply isn't possible on one's own."

A servo drone popped out of the servo slot and floated toward the table with their plates and they sat up straight. The servo drone floated up to the table and rose up and slid one plate on the table and Jake took the plate and slid it over to Laurel then the other plate was slid up on the table and Jake pulled it in front of him and the servo drone descended and floated away silently. Laurel and Jake then ate their meals quietly and when the food was consumed they polished off the last of their drinks and they were prepared to go back to the common area when the AI haled them.

"Laurel, Jake, the captain has requested your presence in his office."

"We're on our way." Laurel replied.

Jake slid out and stood up and then Laurel slid out and they turned and headed out of the mess hall. They made their way up the corridor to the captain's office and Laurel touched the com panel next to the door and it glowed to life and then she touched the hale icon. It was only a moment later that the door slid open and they stepped to the open doorway and entered the captain's office.

They were a little surprised to find 2 individuals standing to the side of the Captain's desk that neither Laurel nor Jake had sensed. Now that they were in the room with them they could sense their feelings but they were so alien that they were unable to determine what they were thinking as they could most people rather quickly. Laurel and Jake looked the men over briefly then looked at the captain and came to attention and presented a crisp salute.

"Adjutants Kade and Myers reporting as ordered sir." Laurel said.

The captain saluted them and they terminated their salute pose.

"At ease adjutants. Gentlemen, I would like to introduce you to adjutants Laurel Kade and Jake Myers."

The men looked at one another for a moment then they looked Laurel and Jake up and down, then one of them gestured toward the pair while looking at the captain.

"Are these the two you spoke of?"

"Yes they are."

The man looked directly at Laurel and grinned warmly.

"Your report of their appearance paled compared to what I am seeing."

"Adjutants, this is commander Sidro of the Talios vessel the Uronda."

Laurel and Jake looked at the man that had just paid them compliment as he took a small step forward.

"It's an honor to make your acquaintance commander Sidro." Laurel said.

"I assure you the honor is mine adjutant Kade. The details of what you and your mate did to get your people here are nothing short of astounding. I was hoping to have the honor of meeting the two of you at some point. To have the opportunity on my first visit aboard your amazing vessel is an incredible turn of good fortune."

"Thank you commander Sidro."

"And the other man here is Lujan Demotra of the Kilistra vessel the Vortanis. Lujan is the equivalent rank to a General or the likes within our military. He is the supreme commander of his wing of the Kilistra guard fleet that the Vortanis is attached to."

"We're honored that you would accept an invite to come tour our ship Lujan Demotra," Jake said. "I didn't know that the military branches would be involved in first contact meetings."

"We believe in assessing potential allies militarily before our civilian representatives conduct a face to face meeting. We have to insure their safety and the motives and strength of those we seek to align ourselves with. Thus far I am thoroughly impressed and I am convinced that our people are in no danger if they participate in negotiations for an amicable alliance between our people."

"I'm glad what you've seen has put your concerns to rest."

"You two have proven that your people are a remarkable species despite how different our appearances are. If greatness and courage in the face of insurmountable danger is present in the youth of your people as it is in you two, we need an alliance with people like you. This ship is also a sign of technological sophistication that rivals our own and in many ways surpasses it. Again it speaks to the need to further a meaningful alliance with your people since I am convinced that we can learn a great many things from your people."

"I think we have a great many things to contribute to each other that can augment our people culturally as well as technologically." Laurel said.

"I would be inclined to agree adjutant Kade," Lujan Demotra then turned and faced the captain. "I want to thank you for showing us around your incredible ship captain Alexan. I am going to recommend negotiations for an alliance between our people be engaged in with enthusiasm."

"Thank you Lujan Demotra. I look forward to meeting your civilian representatives."

"I too am going to recommend that my people continue their efforts to formalize an alliance with your people," Commander Sidro reported. "The main engines in use on this ship would grant a capability to our ships that would give us a decisive increase in our current subspace capabilities. I hope we negotiate for detailed information about their construction and use."

"I'm sure we can come to some agreement that would allow us to pass that information to you. They are capable of propelling something as large as the Future up to ninety-eight percent the speed of light if pushed to full thrust."

"Your ships aren't capable of that?" Laurel asked.

"Not at present. We have achieved a significant percent of the speed of light and our light speed propulsion capabilities make sub light speeds less important however, we would have less need to travel at the speed of light at times if we could attain speeds close to the speed of light while traveling at sub light speeds. It is far easier to navigate precisely while not traveling at the speed of light."

"I understand."

"I appreciate the two of you accepting my invite to come have a look at the Future. I hope to experience the same thing down the road aboard your ships." The captain said.

"You can count on it captain Alexan," Commander Sidro said. "I would be honored to have you come tour the Uronda as soon as you have the free time."

"I'll do what I can to free up my schedule so I can do that."

"I too would welcome the opportunity to host you on the Vortanis. We do not have anything even close to your gardening ring but our agrarian center is still something to behold. We grow most of what my crews need to sustain them while we are on long missions. We only need to stop every half cycle to supplement our stores from trading posts, space stations or habitable worlds with plant and animal life that can be consumed as food. The items we manage to grow and harvest present a limited variety to what we have to consume during long missions but it sustains us adequately."

"I look forward to seeing that good sir. I'll arrange to have you escorted back to the main hangar so you can board your transport ships."

"Thank you captain Alexan," Commander Sidro said. "You have a truly remarkable ship and crew on your hands. I look forward to being close allies in the near future."

"As do I commander Sidro."

The captain then touched an icon on his desktop and then he looked at his guests.

"Two of my security personnel will meet you outside to escort you back to the hangar."

The commander nodded and the Lujan bowed slightly and then Laurel and Jake stepped back and let the men walk past them to the door. When the door slid open, there were two rather burly men in red and gray uniforms with a sidearm strapped to their thighs waiting for the men. The security personnel stepped back and gestured down the corridor and the two men stepped out and the door slid closed.

The captain then sighed lightly and gestured to the seats in front of his desk.

"Please, sit."

Laurel and Jake stepped around the chairs and then sat down and the captain plopped into his seat facing the bulkhead with the view screen on it. He remained facing the bulkhead for a moment then he seemed to lighten up as he swiveled his chair 90 degrees and he grinned at Laurel and Jake.

"Let me start by saying you two look fantastic. I love how the new uniforms and unique colors of yours in particular look on you two."

"Thank you sir," Laurel said with a bright grin. "They feel good too. The material is very soft to the touch despite their rugged construction and I really like how they fit the body. While Jake appreciated how the uniforms hugged the body in the previous uniforms, I like the loser fit that the new uniforms offer."

"I can understand both perspectives. So, how are you two feeling?"

"Pretty good sir," Jake replied. "We spent a little time on the bridge while we waited for you. I hope that's alright?"

"Of course. I had an alert waiting for me in my desk display here that informed me that the new data core was accessed. Doing a bit of research were you?"

"Yes sir," Laurel replied. "We were curious about the new Quantiom powered ships that we now have the ability to pilot and operate."

"Ah. Well your high level clearances were left intact for that very reason. You have the need and my blessing to access the new data core when you want. The Quantiom class ships will be in production shortly and I want you two operating them efficiently as soon as you get the chance to spend some time in them. I hope the information that was included in your indoctrination took properly too?"

"Yes sir. We understand our place and role within the civilian corps."

"Wonderful. If you have any questions or concerns, please feel free to consult commander Hiller or myself and we will guide you with accurate information."

"Commander Hiller extended the same invitation to come talk to her if we have any questions. We appreciate having our commanding officers in our corner sir."

"We want to feel comfortable in your new roles and we want you to be successful. We'll do anything we can to insure those things happen."

Laurel chuckled lightly and the captain grinned and turned his head slightly.

"I'm sorry sir, it's just that commander Hiller said the same thing, word for word."

"Ah. She has really come around. She sees in you what I see in you."

"Does that mean¦she loves us too sir?" Laurel asked timidly.

"I can't be sure that her feelings run that deep, but she definitely cares about the two of you."

"We can feel that from her sir."

"Can I ask you something sir?" Jake posed.

"Of course."

"If you're alerted when someone accesses the new data core, does the alert include exactly what information was accessed?"

"Yes. There's a history file attached to the alert, but I never feel the need to investigate what you two were looking into. In the past if I looked into it, it was out of curiosity not concern."

"We appreciate you having so much faith and trust in us sir."

"So, what did you two think of our guests?"

Laurel glanced at Jake and he nodded once and Laurel looked at the captain.

"Lujan Demotra's appearance is dramatically different from what we're used to sir. His gray wrinkly skin and those dark rings around his sunken in black eyes endow him with a spooky and somewhat sinister look, but he seems to speak his mind and he doesn't mince words. We can tell that he has a strong military sense unlike commander Sidro. Commander Sidro seems to have a more civilian like relaxed posture and the fact that he looks so much like us makes him a little easier to relate to but, I sense duplicity in his character. I don't think he should be implicitly trusted to do what he says without an underlying motivation that will benefit him or his people before anyone else is considered. As far as reading either of them, we weren't able to decipher their alien emotional energy in the limited time we were in their presence. We didn't even detect their presences from outside your office. We had to enter the room before we could sense that they were here, and we saw them before that happened. It's unusual for a person to escape our detection until after visual is achieved."

"Are you saying you can sense my presence from behind a closed door?"

"Yes sir, distinctly."

"We even knew that you were feeling¦annoyed I guess is the word for it." Jake added.

"Wow. That's pretty good. Commander Sidro has been pressing for the technical details of our main engines before an alliance has been formalized and nothing is being offered in exchange as yet. It was starting to nerve me a little. I just hope he wasn't sensing what you two picked up on from the other side of a six inch thick titanium reinforced steel door coated in four inches of EMPACC."

"If our feelings are as alien to them as their feelings are to us, I seriously doubt they were able to read you sir. They would have to rely on body language signals and micro expression clues. You maintain a composure around most people that makes you very hard to read with just those factors to go by."

"Are you calling me rigid Jake?" The captain asked with a right side smirk on his face.

"I uh¦that's not¦I wouldn't say it like that sir."

"Relax son, I'm messing with you."

"Oh. Phew. I thought you were offended for a second sir."

"No. I know I take on a serious demeanor and put my poker face on when dealing with guests. I take care to make my feelings hard to read unless one is gifted like you two."

"We can only read you because you let your guard down around us sir. When we're in mixed company you're difficult to read."

"Good. I appreciate your honest opinions of our guests. I value your insights more than most."

"Thank you sir," Laurel said. "We hope to always have that kind of value to you."

"It was part of the reason why I paged you to my office before they departed."

"Part of the reason sir?" Jake urged.

"Yes. I like to brag on my crew and my people by showing you two off. You're a beautiful example of us at our best and you're always poised in a way that insures no insults or inappropriate comments or actions will take place."

"I don't quite know how to take that sir."

"It's a compliment Jake. You're mature, well groomed, well mannered, and pleasing to the eye. All attributes I enjoy showing off as an example of what it is to be a young Human. You both put our species and our society in a positive light."

"That's sweet, thank you sir." Laurel said.

"You're welcome Laurel. I should thank you too for letting me use you two like that."

"You aren't using us sir. You're proud of us and that's high praise for you to be proud enough of us to want to present us to distinguished guests without hesitation."

"That's an enlightened attitude Laurel. I know the awe you inspire in men even when they're of a different species and I suppose I get a bit of a kick seeing their expressions when they meet you and Jake for the first time. You inspire awe and Jake accents it perfectly. Especially if one knows the miraculous things you've done."

"I sense a bit of awe in you too sir."

"Just a bit."

"Sir, can I ask if we've been assign a mission yet?" Jake asked.

"As a matter of fact you have. I was going to wait until you got some rest before disseminating your orders."

"I won't argue that we're tired sir. We need to get some traditional sleep before we'll feel one hundred percent, but we're curious what we'll be doing or where we'll be going."

"Very well¦" The captain touched an icon on his desktop and the AI's voice rang out.

"Understood captain. A servo drone is being dispatched."

"Thank you." The captain said, then looked at Laurel and Jake. "It has been unanimously agreed that a mission to Geonic should be undertaken to investigate who or what was indicated on the display in the hidden lab. The mission has been put on hold until you two emerged from stasis so you could participate in the investigative mission."

"We didn't expect a mission to be approved for some time." Jake said.

"It's been five days since your discovery Jake. That's long enough for me to make the arrangements and notify the civilian oversight comity that we need to go have a look. The evidence you provided me with was more than sufficient to successfully make the case."

"I assume we won't be going aboard the Future?" Laurel asked.

"No. The Future isn't quite ready to take part in any missions that would take her out of this system. The supply of food aside, there are critical elements of the construction efforts being produced on the Future. We shouldn't interrupt that process if it can be avoided."

"If we don't have access to the Icarus class ships, how are we going to reach Geonic?"

"It will be spelled out in your mission details. You should be aware of the PARSE fighter interceptors?"

Laurel and Jake looked down for a moment and then it dawned on them that they knew how to operate the Marine PARSE interceptors and they never knew of their existence before. They both glanced up at the captain and nodded as they grinned.

"We know how to pilot and operate them sir," Laurel replied. "What we know of the PARSE interceptor makes them a bad choice for a mission to a planet fourty plus light years away. It would take us weeks if not longer to get there."

"You'll be transported aboard one of our ally's armored cruisers. The interceptor will be used to transport you to the surface and back. I'm taking no chances that you'll run into hostile forces without the ability to defend yourselves with lethal force. I learned some hard lessons on our last mission together and I'm going to take steps to insure that kind of thing doesn't catch you by surprise on this mission."

"So this will be a joint mission?"

"Yes. Our allies will be participating as observers only. We have agreed to let them take part in the mission in exchange for transporting us to the Geonic system."

The door then slid open and a servo drone floated into the room with a pair of data pads in its manipulator claw and it floated over to the captain's desk and deposited the data pads on the desktop then descended back to the deck and spun around and floated out of the room silently. The captain then picked up the data pads and set them closer to him as he accessed the mission assignment file and he opened it and brought Laurel and Jake's assigned missions up and then he activated the data pads and he held one within the field of his virtual display and he used his fingertip to slide the mission file to the data pad and then he set it in front of Jake and then he loaded the second data pad with the same file in the same manner and he handed it toward Laurel. She reached out and took the data pad and Jake picked up the data pad sitting on the desktop in front of him. The captain then leaned back in his seat as Laurel and Jake read through the mission directives and parameters. As they neared the end of the mission details they noticed an ancillary mission scrolling up as they scrolled down through the mission. Laurel moved her head back in surprise when she noted the location listed for the ancillary mission. She grinned as she read through the rest of the Geonic mission details and then she looked up at the captain and smiled brightly.

"Really sir? We're being directed to go to the Reuopon space station?"

"Yes. Colonel Madge needs a ride home and I want you two to investigate how the situation is being handled with the illegal guests on the station. I need to know that our people are being looked after as promised. Read through the mission parameters and you'll understand what's expected of you during your time on the station."

Laurel nodded and read through the mission details and it made sense to her after reading all of the details. Laurel and Jake then turned off the data pads and handed them toward the captain and he put up a hand and shook his head lightly.

"Keep them. Between now and the time of your departure we may need to update the mission and we can do that remotely without the need to have you come see me."

"We noticed there isn't a time indicated for departure." Laurel commented as she withdrew the dada pad and set it on her lap.

"That's because the timing is up to you. I want you to depart as soon as possible but the exact time of departure is your call. Let the AI know when you're ready and the rest of the participants will be notified when to be prepared for departure."

"So I take it this is considered our mission?" Jake said.

"Yes. You won't be in command but the missions are yours, plural. Lieutenant Mason will be the officer in charge for the missions but he will acquiesce to your recommendations and or suggestions of the direction of the missions. I know you'll have to modify the parameters as the missions progress and that has been taken into account in the orders passed to lieutenant Mason."

Laurel grinned slightly and nodded once.

"We met lieutenant Mason a little while ago along with colonel Harris. He seemed very smart and really nice. I think we'll like having him as our commanding officer for the missions."

"How fortunate that you had the opportunity to meet him. He had expressed admiration of the pair of you so I knew he would be a good fit. He has extensive experience with space missions as well. He understands the role he is to fill given your limited ranks but immense intelligence and experience."

"If we had been granted officer ranking, would we have been assigned the missions without a commanding officer?" Jake asked.

"Yes, without question. However there were bigger concerns to consider and in the end you were granted way more than anyone else would've been granted upon initial enlistment."

"I don't want to sound ungrateful sir. I know we were granted special consideration and privilege. I was just curious."

"I can understand your curiosity. I know you two are officer material, but you're going to have to work your way up to commissioned officer status just like your peers."

"That seems fair sir."

"I'm glad you understand Jake. I want you two to get some solid rest so you're at your best when you decide to depart."

"We understand sir," Laurel said. "Does that mean we're on duty?"

"Yes. You're on a four on, two off rotation. This is day one of your four on. When you return to the Future inquire of the AI what day in your rotation it is to determine what you should be doing."

"Understood sir. Does that mean we will have quarters up here on the command deck?"

"Yes. Your duty stations are main engineering and the bridge so we need you to be close at hand while you're on duty. On your off time you're permitted to spend the night in your personal quarters with your mother and father. Quarters are being constructed to support your special needs to be together. As you know we don't' have many quarters up here designed for two occupants. That being said, you may spend the night in your personal quarters and your duty quarters will be completed by tomorrow."

"Thank you sir. I'm sorry our paring complicates things."

"Don't apologize for things beyond your control. If I want you on my crew this is what I have to do to make it possible without issues arising due to your pairing. It's really no big deal since a portion of our crew is permanently station on the surface. We have extra quarters available to modify to suit your needs."

"I'm glad you're such an understanding and accommodating commanding officer."

"I've said it before, I need my crew to be happy in order to get the best out of them. This ship is easily modified to fulfill that need since the AI does all the work for us upon request. She's an amazingly versatile vessel in that respect."

"Yes sir, I agree."

"When you two return from your missions, I'm going to be assigning you required time each day in the simulator so you can achieve practical proficiency with piloting the new craft you've been exposed to. I want you two in a condition that will allow you to climb out of one craft and immediately board another with the ability to transition from one style of operation to another with ease and competence."

"We understand sir. We know there's a difference in understanding operational characteristics and having practical experience behind the controls. Each craft is going to have distinctly different characteristics to how they operate and fly."

"Exactly. You'll be assigned studies as well that I expect you to keep up with."

"We won't let you down sir. We understand that us non coms we will have studies to do in order to prepare for advancement and further our knowledge base." Jake said.

"I would also expect your superior officers to quiz your knowledge at random times to insure that your learning and progressing as expected. I don't want you to think that you're being picked on, people are just going to expect a lot out of you given your reputation and granted status."

"We understand sir." Laurel said.

"Good. The other item I want to mention is an incident that took place during your prolonged neural suggestive training. We had a visit to our system by an unknown species that refused to communicate with anyone or change course. They were making a beeline for the Future planet at twice the speed of light and our allies sent ships to intercept them and they were forced to dispatch the unknown ship. Scans indicated that the craft in question had a compliment of thirty individuals. The ship didn't conform to any known craft or species."

"That's terrible that they had to be destroyed. Are we sure they weren't having issues with their communications capabilities?"

"That may very well be possible, but that doesn't explain or excuse firing upon the ships sent to investigate. There are almost ten thousand souls in this system and it was decided the act of aggression spoke to intention toward those souls so an equivalent response was issued resulting in the destruction of the unknown vessel."

"Were the ships sent to investigate damaged?"

"The damage was minor. They detected weapons being powered up so they were able to take evasive action to avoid the worst of the hostile fire being directed at them."

"None of our allies were hurt then?"

"No, none that were reported to me anyways."

"So you're telling us this to impress upon us the fact that our system isn't as safe as we thought?"

"In part yes. It would suggest that we, the Humans of this system, have possibly been targeted for whatever reason. I also didn't want you to hear what happened through rumor and innuendo. Better to have solid facts from those closest to the incident reports."

"That's why were being transported on an armored cruiser and using a Marine primary attack, reconnaissance, surveillance and extraction vessel?"

"Yes. Pardon my language but if you're going to get into a shit show, I want you to have all the armor and armament you need to fend off any would be attackers. If you do come under attack, Hammer will assume absolute command. You will follow his orders and directions without question or hesitation, is that clear?"

"Yes sir." Laurel said.

"Crystal clear sir," Jake said. "I'm glad to hear Hammer is going to be our Marine escort. We know and trust him. He was trained by Mark so he knows what he's doing when it comes to hostile engagements."

"You got that right. Hopefully you won't have to see him put that training into practice, but if things do get bad I feel much better knowing he's around to protect my people. It greatly increases the likelihood you'll come out on top of any conflicts you get caught up in."

"I kinda think the Parse is a bit of overkill, but we appreciate the consideration you're taking to keep us all safe like that." Laurel said.

"I hate that I have to take such extreme measures to keep you two safe, but I'm more than willing to do so and Hammer was enthusiastic about providing for your security needs. Along those lines, the AI was forced to deactivate your bio monitors and your cranial transceivers were removed while you were under. If you would like military grade replacements, ask Hammer and I'm sure he would more than happy to provide you with replacements. When we're finished here I want you to go down to the med deck to have your bio monitors removed and new ones issued to you. The AI has been collecting some fascinating data from the pair of you and I would like that invaluable data to continue to augment what we know about a paired and highly gifted couple."

"We understand the value in the data you've managed to collect from us. Is it still being kept private? The details of the origins of the data that is." Laurel asked.

"Yes. Only a handful of scientists have access to the collected data aside from the AI who constantly monitors who accesses the data. You have to know that they can deduce whose data they're looking at though. You two are a unique case in study at the moment. The data is disseminated in a generalized format once compiled and analyzed by appropriate specialists."

"I guess popularity has its drawbacks when you want to be discrete."

"In this case I would have to agree."

"Sir?" Jake started. "Is there anything you want us to pass along to Korica and Tamaric when we see them?"

"Yes. Tell them I'm extremely proud of them and I think of them every single day. All my hopes and prayers are with them for a successful mission and a safe return. You can tell that sweet girl I miss her too. She's a little firecracker and it's very quiet around here without her presence to kindle the fire she normally ignites with her glowing presence and fiery character."

"That's sweet sir," Laurel said. "We'll definitely pass that along to them."

"You see that you do. I hate that I had to come down on them, but it was necessary to get Korica to think with her head, not her heart."

"Yes sir. Has there been any discussion of their punishment when they get back?"

"Yes, but in light of what they're going to pull off, I'm pretty sure the punishment will be suspended. You don't welcome home the savior of your entire mission to the other side of the galaxy by punishing them for a relatively minor lapse that will likely never happen again."

"That's good to hear sir. I think Korica has learned her lesson and she has the highest respect for you sir. She'll head what you said, you can count on it."

"I'm sure Tamaric won't allow the same type of thing to ever happen again either. I'm sure he feels terrible that the girl he loves was overtaken so quickly when he was right next to her."

"He's beating himself up over it sir. I think you're right though, he won't ever let his guard down like that again."

"Good. I need him to keep her safe so she can thrive and prosper without worry of being accosted or worse."

"I'm glad you care so much about her sir. That really means a lot to us."

"I care about all my crew Laurel, she just happens to occupy a special place in my heart. The poor thing has been through enough crap in her life. I certainly don't want to send her and Tamaric on away missions that further the misery and danger they're exposed to."

"They accept the danger sir, it comes with the life they've chosen. The misery I would have to agree they could do without though."

"Anyway, that's all I needed to speak to you two about. I want you to go to the med deck and get your bio monitors replaced and then get some rest. You have what could turn out to be a long away mission ahead of you and I want you sharp and aware for the mission."

Laurel and Jake stood and Laurel offered a pretty smile that just melted the captain's heart, though he maintained his stern composure.

"Thank you for everything you've done for us captain. You've allowed us to take things at our own pace and we still received unbelievable consideration and respect in what you fought to get us."

The captain slid his chair back and stood up and he initiated a smart salute that Laurel and Jake promptly returned.

"You got everything you deserve," The captain said as he brought his arm down. "I believe you earned much more but I got as much of what I wanted as I could without creating resentment from the rest of the crew or the appearance of impropriety to those that are watching us all very closely."

"Thank you sir. It's hard to imagine that you have people to answer to like that."

"For now I'm the ultimate authority around here, but that will only last as long as I behave in a manner consistent with what is expected from a captain in my position. I know how to tow the line and still get what I want without coming off like a power hungry dictator. It's a fine line I must walk to keep the position I enjoy whilst looking out for those that need and deserve to be looked out for. You're dismissed adjutants. Have a good day."

"Thank you sir," Jake replied. "You have a good day too."

Laurel and Jake then stepped around the chairs they had been sitting on and headed for the exit. Once the door slid open they stepped out and walked down the corridor to the transport compartment and entered once the door slid open. They walked toward the transport platform and when its base glowed to life in the usual beautiful teal green color, they stopped and took a slight step to the right and waited. A few seconds later there was a blinding blue flash of light and Rody was standing on the platform in his formal Marin uniform. Laurel smiled and Rody returned a bright smile as he stepped down from the transport platform.

"Hey kids. Wow, look at those sharp uniforms."

Laurel and Jake presented a salute and Rody returned their salute.

"I knew you two were going to be granted a special rank but I wasn't sure how it was going to pan out."

"It's nice to see you Hammer," Laurel said. "We've been granted the rank of first class adjutant. There's never been an adjutant in the history of the civilian corps so the ranking structure had to be revised to accommodate our new positions."

"Adjutant huh? That's terrific. You two deserve something special. I'm glad captain Alexan went to bat for you. I really like the cut and color of your uniforms too. You two just look great in uniform."

"You look really sharp too Hammer," Jake said. "I've never seen you in your formal uniform."

"Ah, I have to meet up with the commander of the cruiser that's going to transport us to Geonic. I figured I should put on a good show for our first meeting."

"I'm glad the captain chose you to serve as our security escort," Laurel said. "I know we'll be safe with you on the mission."

"That's funny, I was thinking the same thing about going on a mission with the two of you."

"We won't hold you up. I know you must have a scheduled time to see the captain."

"Ah, you're fine. I'm fifteen minutes early. We're going to go over the mission parameters and experience a little face-to-face time with the commander of the Ahuonk. If you haven't been informed, that's the armored cruiser that's going to be transporting us to the Geonic system."

Laurel lifted the data pad in her hand.

"We were given a copy of our orders and they included detailed mission information including the designation of the ship that'll be transporting us."

"Can I ask you something Hammer?" Jake inquired.

"Fire away adjutant."

Jake smiled at the hardy recognition of his unique rank.

"I don't remember ever seeing one of the Parse class ships in the hangars. Where have they been stored?"

"In packing crates awaiting assembly. They can be assembled in day if you have a proficient engineering team. The Future has more than enough highly trained and motivated personnel to get one assembled in a day. They're modular in design in order to make it easy to carry multiple craft into an area and get them assembled and functional in short order to establish a forward operating base that is armed and capable of search and destroy or covert surveillance to assess combatant displacement and numbers."

"That's an amazing capability. I'm guessing you have other toys that are still in packing crates awaiting the need to unwrap them?"

"You could say that."

"Cool!"

Rody chuckled and patted Jake's shoulder.

"Don't worry, we brought all the tools we need to provide an impressive array of defensive and offensive equipment. The Parse are just one of the most capable tools in our arsenal for the type of mission we're going to be undertaking."

"We were given the neural suggestive knowledge of how to pilot and operate the Parse interceptors. You think we'll get the chance to put that training into use?"

"One of my standing orders it to insure that happens. You'll get some time at the controls; you have my word on that."

"Nice! I can hardly wait."

"I'm glad to hear enthusiasm like that. I know you two have a spooky innate piloting ability that goes well beyond what anyone else possess so you'll do just fine. The Parse are very capable and user friendly. What you think the ship does, it's as simple as that. As long as you have a focused and disciplined mind, operating the ships is very intuitive."

"So they operate as well in space as they do in atmosphere?"

"Yes. They have three types of propulsion to satisfy each condition. They're armed to the teeth too so hostile engagements can be met with multiple levels of responsive force. We'll have time to go over all that before we get to the Geonic system."

"Alright. I'm glad you're going with us Hammer."

"Me too Jake. Mark had a lot respect for you two and I dare say he loved you. I intend to carry on with that kind of respect for who you are, what you can do, and what you mean to us all. I'm going to make sure no one messes with you two without dire consequences."

"That's sweet of you to say Rody," Laurel said. "We need a big Marine looking out for us like that as much as I hate to admit it."

"Glad to be that Marine beautiful little lady. I should get going. You two let us know when you're ready to go and we'll be ready."

"We're probably going to want to depart tomorrow, but we'll let you know."

"Sounds good."

"Hey, while I'm thinking of it, the AI removed our cranial transceivers while we were under. You think you could give us a couple of replacement units?" Jake said. "We would prefer to have military grade replacements. They're a little more advanced than the civilian corps version."

"Sure. Soon as I get the free time I'll head to the military supply lockers and I'll have couple of them sent to your quarters. Are you staying up here on the command deck or in your parents quarters?"

"Quarters are being modified to suit our unique need too be together so we're staying in our parents quarters until our quarters up here are ready."

"I see. Well I'll have the AI send them to your parents quarters then."

"Okay. Thank you Hammer."

"No problem. You two have a good day. It's really nice to see you looking so fit and happy."

"Thanks Hammer," Laurel replied. "Have a good day."

Laurel and Jake then presented a proper salute and Rody returned the salute and then stepped past the pair and Laurel and Jake watched him until the door slid closed behind him. Laurel then looked at Jake and grinned.

"He sure looks good in his formal Marine uniform. It's hard to remember not to recognize his rank when talking to him. I know that's inappropriate when addressing a Marine in the special tactics division."

"I think you can recognize his rank when he's not in his tactical gear. His rank is right out in the open on the formal uniform."

"I suppose that's true. Let's head down to the med deck, I want to get our bio monitors exchanged so we can go get some sleep. I'm feeling really tired."

"Okay. I'm tired too babe."

They stepped over to the transport platform and climbed up onto its platform and when the free floating map appeared, Laurel touched the indicator for the med deck and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They then arrived on the transport platform at the end of the corridor on the med deck. They stepped down and walked toward the med bays. They stepped up to med bay 1 and Laurel touched the com panel next to the door and it glowed to life and indicated the bay was unoccupied so they moved on and repeated the process at each med bay until they found med bay 5 to be occupied. Laurel touched the hale icon and a few moments later the door slid open and doctor Kruger offered a warm smile at the sight of Laurel and Jake.

"Hello adjutants. Wow, you look terrific in those uniforms."

"Thank you Doctor Kruger," Laurel replied. "We were ordered to report to the med deck to get our bio monitors replaced."

"Yes, of course. Come on in to med bay five. We can take care of that in a flash."

Doctor Kruger turned and stepped back into the med bay and Laurel and Jake followed right behind him. Doctor Kruger walked past the exam table and patted the table as he walked past it.

"Have a seat right here."

Laurel and Jake stepped over to the exam table; turned around facing away from the table and lifted themselves up onto the table and sat with their legs hanging off the table. Doctor Kruger opened an equipment cabinet and retrieved a Human made Detranome that differed slightly from the elder race designed units. It was more round at the edges and there were very distinct scanning elements in the end and on the back of the device. Doctor Kruger closed the equipment cabinet and walked over to Laurel and Jake and he paused as he reached their position and he looked them over for a moment, and then offered a warm gin.

"You two are such beautiful people. It never fails to take one's breath away. I love the color in your eyes and the uniforms make your eyes seem to glow."

Laurel sensed the usual awe and subtle infatuation that she elicited in men of every age and race. It wasn't inappropriate, but it still made her a little uneasy since could sense the basic thoughts that went along with the feelings. She knew it was just the nature of how the Human male was wired to appreciate and desire a woman of such striking beauty but Jake elicited a slight feeling of awe and envy due to his astonishing good looks and remarkable physique too.

"Thank you doctor Kruger. You've probably seen plenty of attractive people since you've seen just about everyone at least once." Laurel said.

"While that's true Laurel, none compare to you two. You two have a striking quality that just takes one by surprise even after having seen you on multiple occasions. I can hardly imagine what a child between you two will look like."

"You're going to have to wait a little while to see that."

"That's probably a good idea with everything going on for you two. I know the embedded person residing deep inside isn't quite what we see on the outside."

"No sir. We're still working on catching up to our bodies."

"You're not alone in that."

Doctor Kruger looked at the detranome and he flipped the display open and he activated the device and then tapped a few commands into the device then he looked at Laurel and she held up her arm and be placed the detranome right against the bio monitor on her wrist and he tapped an icon and the bio monitor vibrated slightly and then Laurel felt the micro leads withdrawing from deep within in her wrist, the wristband then relaxed its grip and doctor Kruger moved the detranome away and Laurel reached over with her other hand and slid the bio monitor off her wrist. She then handed the bio monitor to doctor Kruger and he turned and set it on a table stand at the head of the exam table. He then stepped over to Jake and Jake raised his arm and doctor Kruger repeated the process and Jake then slid the bio monitor off his wrist and handed it to doctor Kruger.

Doctor Kruger then closed the display on the detranome and he set Jake's bio monitor next to the one he had collected form Laurel and he walked back over to the equipment cabinet and he put the detranome away and then he stepped over to yet another recessed cabinet and he opened it and he retrieved a pair of new bio monitors that looked distinctly different than the ones Laurel and Jake had been wearing since emerging from stasis after arriving at the Future planet. Doctor Kruger then retrieved a small square packet that resembled an alcohol wipe packet. He then walked back over to Laurel and Jake and handed them the bio monitors.

"These bio monitors are a little different than the ones you're accustomed to. These have more advanced collection capabilities and they work on an active basis while you are on the Future." Doctor Kruger lifted the small packet in his hand. "These are neural micro processors. They are micron sized so you won't notice them since they will be sub dermal and they're small enough that you won't notice them if you happen to touch the area they are occupying under your skin. They will monitor and transmit your neural activity to your bio monitors on a constant basis. When you leave the Future, the bio monitors will go into flash mode just like the previous bio monitors did and the neural transceivers will collect and store the data they collect until the bio monitors go active momentarily and signal the neural transceivers to transmit their stored data. We're trying to better understand how your brains operate since they're so different from how everyone else's work."

"Doesn't that create a vulnerability by broadcasting the stored data wirelessly?"

"Ah but they don't transmit their data wirelessly. They use your nervous system as a wired communication network for that very reason. The AI can initiate an information upload just like it does with the version of the bio monitor you are familiar with."

Laurel held up the bio monitor and looked it over and noticed that there weren't any buttons anywhere on the device and the display was much thinner than that of the other bio monitors. She then looked at doctor Kruger.

"These were created just for us?"

"They were created with you two in mind, but not just for you in particular. We have some other remarkable people that we want to monitor in the same manner as you two. You are uniquely gifted and physiologically functioning, but you are not without company. There are new mutations cropping up that are unlike anything we have record of and we need to learn what we are evolving into as a species. These new bio monitors are the tools we need to aid in that effort."

"Alright, I can accept that."

Laurel and Jake slid the bio monitors over their hands and up onto their wrists and then they tapped the face of the bio monitors and devices synched around their wrists tightly and the micro leads pierced their skin and fed up into their arms some distance then began populating the multicolor capable displays with the data being collected. Doctor Kruger then tore the packet open and he pulled out one of 2 small material pads that were covered in thin clear layer. Doctor Kruger set the packet on the table and peeled the thin layer back to reveal a small dab of gel like liquid in the center of the pad. He then reached up and swiped the liquid bubble onto Laurel's temple in a single stroke. He then set the pad aside and picked up the other pad and peeled the protective layer back and then stepped in front of Jake and Jake turned his head slightly and doctor Kruger swiped the liquid bubble on Jake's right temple in a single stroke.

Doctor Kruger then collected the pads and the packet they had been removed from and he carried them over to the disposal port in the bulkhead and he opened it and tossed the debris into the port then closed the port and touched the activate button next to the port. He then walked back over to Laurel and Jake and he nodded once.

"The gel should be absorbed by your skin rather quickly and it will carry the transceivers beneath your skin with it. It's a modified form of stasis fluid that's utilized to carry the sub micron sized devices beneath your skin. As you know, stasis fluid is readily absorbed by the skin to deliver nutrients and oxygen to your blood stream. This makes it an ideal medium to carry the transceivers deep enough to attach to your nervous system and collect neural activity readings from your brain. The devices are extremely sensitive and complex. They should function for years if necessary and when we're done with them, they can be removed with a minor surgical process to detach them from your nervous system safely."

"That makes sense. I'm guessing you found the designs for the transceivers in the new data core?"

"Yes. We had some ideas of our own along the same lines, but how to construct the devices was outlined in detail, which enabled us to develop them readily by blending them with our technological capabilities. The transceivers will automatically activate once they reach your nervous system and establish a connection that provides enough electrical energy to sustain them. Thermal energy will serve as a backup for the primary energy cell that will collect what they need directly from your nervous system."

Laurel and Jake nodded that they understood.

"We're all done then?" Jake asked.

"Yes. I've reviewed the data collected from you after you exited your stasis chamber and while I'm curious about the incredible level of sustained brain activity present, it isn't anything that makes me think a scan is necessary though it would provide invaluable information. However, I know how you dislike the level of revealing detail the scans result in Laurel so, I won't ask you to undertake a detailed scan. Your brain is what I'm interested in, but as you know the Desmian scanners collect a full body scan when activated. You can't scan one area without collecting a full body scan."

"I appreciate that doctor Kruger. I trust your motives but not your gender."

"I can respect that. I'm sure you've had your share of negative experiences with men given how stunningly beautiful you have always been."

"You have no idea."

"I could hazard some vague idea of it. You two are free to go."

Laurel and Jake slid off the table and quickly glanced at their bio monitors and they were displaying a green and red graph with details below the progressing graph that detailed the readings being displayed. They then looked at doctor Kruger.

"It looks like the transceivers have successfully activated and are collecting data and sending it to the bio monitors." Laurel said.

"Wonderful. You should experience no side affects, but if you should notice anything, no matter how subtle or tolerable, please come see me."

"We will."

"Good. Have a wonderful day adjutants."

"Thank you sir, you too." Laurel said.

Laurel and Jake then headed to the exit and when the door slid open they stepped out and turned right and headed back through the pressure door and down the corridor to the transport platform next to the stairwell entrance. As they stepped up onto the platform, Jake glanced back down the corridor then looked at Laurel when he saw and sensed no one around.

"You know you could be a little more understanding with doctor Kruger Laurel. He can't help the level of attraction he feels toward you. You're young and gorgeous and he's a guy, we just think like that."

"I know. I just can't help but remember his disappointment that he wasn't going to get to see me nude and touch me during a physical exam. I know it was fleeting and not a real representation of the way he feels most of the time, but it still bothered me."

"Like I said, guys are pigs and it's in our nature. We can't help things like that running through our minds."

"You don't think like that about other women."

"Of course not. I'm in love with you and there isn't a woman alive as beautiful as you so I'm not tempted in the least."

"I think you just have better character values."

"Thanks babe. Doctor Kruger isn't a bad guy, he's just a guy is all I'm saying."

"I don't want him performing any full body scans. The AI can collect then edit the scan data. That's the only way I'll feel comfortable with the idea and doctor Kruger is never going to perform a physical exam on me."

"Alright, I can understand what you're feeling. I won't push the issue."

Laurel then turned her head and touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance and it took a few seconds for the indicator to turn from red to green and then they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. When they appeared on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance, they stepped down and walked through the crowds of people milling around and they noticed 3 non-Human guests talking with a few civilian corps security officers and Laurel sensed it was a tense discussion taking place. She assumed they were being advised that they weren't permitted to explore the passenger areas.

They walked past and decided to stay out of the situation since the proper personnel were handling it. They still earned a steady stare from the non-Human guests as they walked by and Laurel and Jake grinned in a friendly manner but said nothing as they passed by and headed to the entrance to the passenger common area. They entered the bustling common area and stopped and looked around at all of the people going about their day and Laurel smiled as she leaned against Jake slightly.

"I love seeing all this activity. It makes the ship feel alive."

"I know what you mean. We went through absolute hell to see this come to pass."

They then continued through the common area to the elevator. They paged the lift and waited a few moments for the car to arrive and then they rode up to deck 6 and exited onto the walkway leading to their parent's quarters. They turned left and walked past the people on the walkway until they reached John's quarters. Laurel had her palm scanned and when the door slid open they stepped in and headed straight to their bedroom. They entered their bedroom to find a rectangular case lying on their bed that looked as if it were made from oak. They walked over to the bed and Laurel reached down and flipped the case open. Inside the case were 2 brand new PP-35 biometrically coded pistols and 2 small rectangular devices with a single button in the center of them.

Laurel glanced at Jake and he grinned at her.

"We did surrender the ones Mark gave us. These new ones are probably more advanced."

"I wonder what these other things are?"

Jake shrugged his shoulders and then walked over to the com panel and touched it and it glowed to life and then he touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Jake, how may I be of assistance?"

"We found the case with our new weapons in it, but we don't' know what the other devices in the case are."

"They are subspace emergency locator beacons. I will be able to detect the subtle signal over a great distance, far further away than the Geonic system. If you should run into trouble as you did on your last mission, I can be at your location in short order to provide an extraction."

"Wow, more new technology discovered in the new data core?"

"Affirmative."

"I thought your new weapons platforms weren't complete." Laurel said.

"They are complete, they however have not been tested for alignment purposes and the final EMPACC coating is in the process of being applied. The process can be interrupted in order to perform a rescue should you find yourselves in a bad situation. You know my speed capabilities; I can reach your location very quickly no matter where it happens to be."

"I take it this was something the captain ordered you to produce for us?"

"The technology came to fruition at just the right time to be implemented on all future away missions. It was in fact ordered as one of my primary directive to monitor the particular subspace band the ELBs, as they are being called, transmit on. All civilian corps and Human military personnel will carry an ELB. Upon detection of an alert I am to begin preparations for immediate departure. Drills will be carried out to minimize the amount of time needed to achieve departure readiness status. At present it will take approximately fifteen minutes to achieve a state of readiness to depart. In the future it is hoped to reduce that time significantly."

"You'll have to take all the passengers that happen to be aboard with you?"

"Yes. They are completely safe while aboard the Future. Given my shield capabilities they are in fact safer aboard the Future than they are on the surface though the automated defenses on the surface are capable of protecting a large area from attack or bombardment virtually indefinitely."

"I guess all the ships in orbit represent a significant defensive capability too."

"Affirmative. As evidenced by the incident while you were in your stasis chamber."

"I hate to think we might come under attack more often now that someone has targeted us for whatever reason."

"That is an assumption being supported by those in charge of planetary defense. There is no evidence that is the case however, assuming a posture of defensive readiness with that in consideration insures no one will reach the inner planets with hostile intentions in mind."

"Unless they have the capability of popping into normal space without being detected traversing through the system." Jake said. "They could appear in low orbit in the blink of an eye and begin bombing the city from orbit."

"The Genesis tower automated defensive system would detect such an occurrence and activate the protective shield within seconds. The damage inflicted would minimal depending on the type of weaponry used."

"It seems like they knew this type of targeted aggression was likely to happen and took steps to prevent the destruction of the city." Laurel commented.

"Perfect paranoia is good awareness. It is well known that not all species will share our values and therefore not consider our presence peaceful. The Human race has a great deal of power at their disposal and some will consider that unacceptable."

"I guess that's true. They were just thinking ahead by building our defenses into the city and getting them functional before the city is completed."

"Precisely. Very little has been left to chance and hard learned lessons are being used to further the level of protection available."

"What happens when we decide to build more cities? Like one on the other side of the planet near Laurel Crater Lake?"

"Similar defenses will be constructed to provide a measure of protection. There are plans in consideration to construct a planetary defensive system that would be capable of producing a shield that would encompass the entire planet."

"Oh my," Laurel uttered. "The power requirements would be immense."

"Atmospheric energy potential is greater than what would be necessary. Only a small fraction would have to be supplemented artificially."

"Yeah but when you encase the planet in a shield the energy potential would immediately begin to fall off as the energy from the sun is reduced."

"That is being looked into. It is nowhere close to being put into practice, as issues such as the one you just mentioned have to be worked out."

"If we could reverse engineer the negative matter reactor all the power requirements would be solved." Jake commented.

"That is unlikely to take place anytime soon. As you are probably aware certain key elements of the negative matter system elude Human understanding."

"I know. It was just a thought." Jake replied as he walked back over to Laurel's side.

Laurel lifted the first weapon out of the case lying on the bed and she looked over the holster belt as she held it up like a dead thing. There were 2 spare power cells at the back of the belt off center from the center toward the right end of the belt. She noticed a small pocket next to the spare power cells and she deduced that it is meant for the ELB to be stuffed into it. She set the holster on the bed and lifted the other holster from the case and handed it toward Jake. Jake took the weapon and opened the thumb stay and slid the pistol out of its holster. He looked the weapon over and noticed that it was even lighter than the one Mark had issued them.

"New materials in these too?" Jake asked.

"Affirmative. Eight ounces have been reduced from their overall weight. The weapons will produce more recoil due to their reduced mass, but they should be easier to wield and carry. Some of the crew had expressed discomfort from the weight of the previous weapons hanging on their thigh and waist. The heaviest component remains the power cell. Your weapons are of a higher yield than the standard civilian corps version. They are in fact military grade weapons with a wider variety of power settings. The lowest setting should stun a person and the highest setting will likely cause extreme physical trauma from within."

"You mean a body will likely explode from the inside out?" Jake asked with a smirk on his face.

"Yes. Direct contact with the particle energy discharge will cause disintegration at the sub atomic level and close proximity to the point of energy concentration will cause catastrophic liquid heating resulting in organ and tissue expansion and destruction as liquid transforms to steam instantly. The incorporated gravimetric energy pulse will also cause devastating concussive damage to a body or object when struck. Lethality at the highest setting is assured. The new power cells and improved design of the internal components of the PP thirty-five will provide approximately twenty shots on the highest setting and thirty shots on the lowest setting. You will note a graduated bar style power level indicator incorporated into the side of the weapon. You no longer have to remove the power cell to check its level of charge. The bars will indicate how many shots remain at the current level setting. If you change the output level, the bar indicator will automatically adjust to indicate shots remaining at the new setting level."

"That's handy," Jake said. "All we could tell before was the percent of charge remaining. You had to kind of guess how many shots that translated to."

"Does that mean all civilian corps plasma pistols will be built like these?" Laurel asked.

"In general construction yes. As far as the maximum output level, negative. The standard side arm will remain in the twenty-five megawatt range. The level of lethality on the highest setting is still sufficient in the eyes of the civilian corps leadership. They will also retain a greater number of shots available by utilizing a lower output range. The PP twenty-five has thirty shots available on the highest setting and fourty-five on the lowest setting."

Laurel looked in the bottom of the weapons case as she set her holster on the bed and she noticed the coding key along side the ELBs. She removed her weapon from its holster and retrieved the coding key and slid it into the weapon and twisted it to the left then she removed the power cell and aimed the weapon at the deck and squeezed the trigger and the pistol emitted a very subtle beep. She then raised the weapon and twisted the key to the right and removed it and handed it to Jake. Jake took the key and slid it into the keyhole and twisted it to the left, then removed the power cell and aimed the weapon at the deck and squeezed the trigger and the pistol emitted the same very subtle beep. He then raised the pistol and turned the key to the right and pulled it from the keyhole and tossed it into the case. He then slid the power cell back into his weapon and looked at the bar indicator on the side of the pistol and all thirty tiny segments were illuminated in blue for a moment then they blinked out. He flipped the power switched off with his thumb and he stuffed the pistol in his holster and closed the thumb stay.

Laurel then picked up the ELBs and handed 1 to Jake and he instinctively flipped the pocket on the holster belt open and crammed the ELB into it and pressed the flap closed. Laurel then did the same with the remaining ELB and they both laid their holsters in the case and Laurel picked the case up and set it on the mirrored dresser by the door leading to Amelia's quarters. Laurel then looked at the com panel.

"Thank you for outfitting us with new weapons."

"You are welcomed Laurel. Your uniforms are not complete unless you have proper side arms. You are to wear them anytime you are away from the Future. You may forego wearing them while aboard except in the instance that you are in the company of foreign dignitaries that have not been vetted."

"We understand."

"May I add that you and Jake look wonderful in your new uniforms? I am pleased that you like the fit and feel of the materials used in their construction."

"Awe, thank you Future. They're very comfortable. Thank you for remembering the type of underwear I prefer too. They're soft and supportive in just the right places."

"You are welcomed. I took the liberty of precisely mapping your dimensions while you were in your stasis chamber to insure the most comfortable fit possible. I will monitor your growth closely so new uniforms and undergarments can be tailored as needed to insure your continued comfort. I should mention that you are only a few days away from the onset of your menstrual cycle. You will want to pack the necessary items to take with you on your mission to satisfy your needs."

"Oh man¦I hate the cramps most of all."

"I will send some medication to your quarters for the discomfort."

"Thanks, I would appreciate that."

"You mean you aren't going to pack our bags this time?" Jake asked jokingly.

"I can do that if you would like?"

"I was kidding. We'll take care of it if you'll send us a couple bags to pack our things in."

"Understood. I will have the necessary items delivered to your quarters so you will have them when you decide to undertake your mission."

"Alright. Thank you Future." Laurel said.

"You are very welcomed Laurel."

The com panel then went dark and Laurel walked over to the bed and sat down and slid her shoes off and laid back on the bed and closed her eyes. Jake then slid his shoes off and laid down next to Laurel on his side and he set his head on her chest above her breasts and closed his eyes. Laurel gently stroked Jake's head for a few minutes and Jake found it extremely soothing and anesthetizing. As Laurel drifted closer to a state of sleep she finally stirred and began sitting up and Jake rolled off her as she got to her feet. Laurel then began to disrobe and Jake climbed off the bed and stood next to her as he too began to get undressed. When Laurel was down to her bra and panties, Jake looked her over then he slid his underwear off and stepped out of them and smiled at Laurel. She nodded and reached behind her back and unfastened her bra and slid it down her arms then she tossed it aside and then hooked her fingers in the waist of her underwear and slid them down and off her feet. She tossed them aside and turned and faced Jake as she gently caressed his cock and smiled softly at him.

"I know you want to make love to me while we still can, but let's get some sleep and then you can have me."

"I can accept that. I'm exhausted too." Jake said as he cupped her soft lips wit his right hand and gently rubbed her lips a few times.

Laurel leaned forward and gave Jake and prolonged lip lock kiss and then they separated and Laurel turned faced the bed and pulled the covers back and then climbed on the bed on her hands and knees and she crawled to the backside of the bed closest to the bulkhead and Jake watched fondly with a grin on his face until Laurel laid down and rolled onto her back. Jake then walked over to the nearest com panel and touched it and it glowed to life and he touched the icon for the lighting controls and he deactivated the lighting. It took his eyes a few seconds to adjust to the dim light being cast from above each exit and then he walked over to the bed and sat down and swung his legs up on the bed and scooted over and Laurel flipped the covers over them and then she snuggled up to Jake's side and set her head on his shoulder and chest and Jake gently stroked her feather soft hair for a few minutes until sleep overtook them and they drifted off into a restful sleep.

Laurel and Jake slept solid for 4 hours, hunger being the driving force to awaken them. Laurel stirred first and found Jake curled up to her back with his arm under hers draped over her side. She breathed deep and heavy as her mind woke and she finally sensed Jake's mind entering a more wakeful state. Laurel squirmed her rump against him and Jake moaned in grateful recognition of her soft curves rubbing against him. He cupped his arm around her and pulled her tighter to him as he pressed his hips toward her round cheeks and then he kissed the back of her neck making her shrink into her shoulders and smile.

Laurel rolled onto her back and blinked a few times and it was only then that she noticed that Jake had transferred his hand to her breast and he was gently caressing her breast in his hand. She arched her back and cupped her baled up fists in her neck as she stretched hard and then let out a resounding heavy breath. Jake then sensed what Laurel was thinking and he rolled over and pushed the covers down and Laurel rolled over and sat right over the top of him and leaned back so she could feel his engorging manhood under her.

"Hey ya handsome. We both have to go to the bathroom. I'll meet you back here for some fun. I can sense that mom and dad aren't in our quarters so don't get dressed."

Jake smiled and nodded quickly and Laurel leaned down and planted a kiss on his lips and then she climbed off him and headed toward the exit leading to Amelia's quarters. Jake climbed out of bed and stood up and stretched hard with his arms stretched straight up and then he headed to the other exit. They relieved themselves and combed and brushed their hair out quickly then headed back to their bedroom.

Laurel arrived first and stood by the bed waiting anxiously and a few moments later Jake entered the room and Laurel lit up with a beautiful smile.

"Hi handsome."

"Hi gorgeous. Did ya miss me?" Jake said as he walked right up to her and slid his arms around her back and pulled her to him.

"Always. I awaited your return eagerly."

"Me too. I still don't like being away from you even for a moment."

Laurel smiled and leaned forward as she rose up onto her tiptoe and she lifted one foot as she engaged Jake in a passionate kiss. The kiss lasted for almost a full minute then they moved over to the bed and Jake supported Laurel's back as he lowered her to the bed. Laurel shoved the covers out of the way and scooted back and Jake remained bent over looking down her body for a moment then he grinned and moved over her and laid his full body weight on her. They then engaged in a round of heavy petting and kissing for a few minutes before Jake terminated the kiss and began kissing down her neck and chest until he reached her breast. He provide ample stimulation to each to get Laurel into a heightened state of arousal and then he started kissing down Laurel's stomach eliciting tingles and contractions of immense intensity as she anticipated where he was heading.

Jake kissed down her body to her pubic bone and he used more pressure and a sucking sensation as he neared her sensitive areas and he found his mind reaching out to Laurel as her neural energy surged and drew him toward her. They joined minds quickly and Jake paused for a moment as he adjusted to sensing her sensations and emotions in full measure blended with his own until there was a symbiosis of energy achieved that his mind was able to process and allow him to hold the moment mentally. He opened his eyes and stared at Laurel's glorious shape and he could see a dew line along the margin of her lips and he grinned as he felt how tensed up and excited she was. He moved his head down and forward and encased her entire vulva in his mouth and sucked on her firmly and he could taste the subtle but distinct essence of her fluids on his taste buds. It was a bittersweet taste that didn't compare to anything else but he had grown to love the taste.

Jake pulled his lips around her as he maintained the sucking action until his lips pulled from hers then he planted a gentle kiss in her lips and Laurel let a small squeak slip out and he sensed the intense contraction that accompanied the squeak. He too pulsed in sympathetic response and it brought him to a fully erect state with one gush of blood to his cock. Their pulses raced and their breathing quickened and Laurel held back further contractions as she anticipated further stimulation. Jake extended his tongue and gently swiped her from top to bottom than turned his head slightly and pointed his tongue and pressed it between the margin of her plump lips and Laurel grinned widely and closed her eyes as she lavished the warm, wet and probing sensation as his tongue slid down the entire length of her lips, stopping just short of her anus. Jake sensed Laurel's twitching and tingles and it was all he could do to process the complex sensations that didn't' match his physical form. He was able to hold the moment enough to maneuver himself so he could get his hands in place as Laurel let her legs fall to the sides wide to give him room. He pressed down on her slippery lips with his thumbs and then pulled her lips to the sides and extended his tongue in a wide manner and lapped her from top to bottom and back and Laurel moaned in approval and experienced 2 intense contractions followed by a buzzing like tingling that extended deep inside and reached all the way to her spine.

Jake felt her pump her hips twice and he pulsed right along with her and he experienced after pulses that made Laurel contract lightly in sympathetic rhythm right along with him. He fought the urge to continue the pulses knowing it would lead to an ejaculation and he wanted to save that until he was inside her. When he had the urge under control he moved back in and swirled the tip of his tongue around her opening for a few seconds then slicked up her soft and slippery flesh to her clitoris. He pressed her lips out of the way with his thumbs so he could achieve direct contact as he knew this was what Laurel sometime craved most and this was one of those times. He worked her clitoris in swirls and swipes in an ever increasing pace until she began working her moans to a louder pitch and he followed her exact needs and desires until she yelled out and tensed up and held her breath for a moment then squealed as she achieved an intense and prolonged orgasm that lasted almost 30 seconds in duration in which she pumped her hips and twitched with every quick stroke of his tongue. When she finally began to wind down she was left breathing heavily and twitching and tingling all over. Jake dragged the tip of his tongue down to her opening and ringed it a few times then poked the tip in as far as he could, then he let go of her lips and gently swiped his tongue up and down her lips a few times.

Jake then moved his head back and as he rose up he realized he had achieved a release right along with Laurel and he smirked as his mind began to clear up from the intensity of the experience. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and then moved up on Laurel and he felt her tense up hard as she anticipated the sensation of his head penetrating her then forcing its way into her. She knew if he did it slowly she would be able to make out the exact shape of his mushroom shaped head piercing her and sliding along her vaginal walls in a wonderful sensation of tingles mixed with almost painful force as it spread her narrow vault open. Jake moved up to Laurel's neck and kissed it a few times then he reached down and pressed his head against her swollen lips and used his index and middle finger to press her lips to the side and he felt the warm and wet sensation of her inner flesh making contact with his head. He slid his head down until it began to spread her opening and then he removed his hand placed his hands around her shoulders as she gripped his back, digging her nails in slightly and he slowly but continuously pressed his head into her. She winced at the momentary touch of discomfort as his head popped past her opening and then it was a delightful sensation as his bulbous head sank slowly, deeper and deeper into her. She curled her fingers and toes at the intense sensation of his head rippling into her mixed with the extremely tight slippery squeezing sensation of her vagina gripping his head and shaft requiring effort to further it into her. When he finally reached full penetration, he paused as they both enjoyed the sensations and stimulation for a few seconds and then their minds blended even further as he began to withdraw only to stop just short of complete withdrawal only to glide back into her. They both then worked to hold the moment as Jake quickened his pace following exactly what was incredible for Laurel and they were soon lost in the wash of chemicals flooding their brains and the physical sensations blurred into a complete mental overload. They were unaware of their bodies, as they got lost in the intensity of the experience until Laurel squeaked hard a few times then lifted her head and tensed up making it difficult for Jake to withdraw and plunge into her without more effort that he gladly provided and her intense orgasm encouraged Jake to instantly build to release and blast his discharge deep into her and keep right on going as he groaned in ecstasy.

They continued to make love for nearly an hour, achieving 5 intense combined orgasms, the last of which made Laurel's mind blurry for a full minute after and she urged Jake mentally to slow down but not withdraw when he stopped. Jake complied and slowed his pace until it was a slow and gentle plunging while remaining deeply entrenched in her. Laurel was able to withdraw from Jake's mind and open her eyes and look at him and he looked at her and smiled at the blushed cheeks and deep breathing she was experiencing.

Laurel smiled and nodded and Jake slowly withdrew from her until he popped from her opening. He then rolled off her and they laid and caught their breath, both sporting huge grins of satisfaction. Jake was the first to turn his head and look at Laurel and speak.

"You are amazing Laurel."

"Thanks Jake, you are too. Not something you're going to get bored with huh?"

"Hell no! I could never tire of an experience like that. It's an out of body experience."

"Good. I feel the same way. I'm glad you're the guy that earned my heart and trust. Things only get better as time goes by."

"I'm sorry I wondered about things getting¦"

"Don't apologize." Laurel interrupted. "I understand that you didn't like what you sensed in others and feared that's how it would be for us too. We aren't built like anyone else so it's always going to be amazing and new for us."

Jake's smile broadened and he nodded.

"Yeah, I like that. I'll keep that in mind."

"Let's get cleaned up and we'll go get some thing to eat and workout."

"You want to eat first?"

"Yeah. I'm really hungry."

"Me too."

Laurel moved her head over and kissed Jake's cheek and then she climbed off the bed and she looked down at her body glistening in sweat and she smiled as she took a few steps from the bed to make room for Jake to stand up.

"A few rounds like that and we wouldn't need to workout."

Jake got to his feet and looked down his own body and smiled.

"I would enjoy this kind of exercise twice a day, but it's not quire the same."

Laurel chuckled and nodded and then they headed to the bathroom in Amelia's quarters. They showered and then brushed their hair and teeth and then made their way back to their bedroom and changed into their work uniforms. They would have the same look as all of the other non commissioned officers with the exception of the pip on their color and the color of the shoulder panel of their uniforms. When they were completely dressed Jake looked Laurel over and he nodded with big grin on his face.

"Dang it babe, you're smokin hot."

"You're biased, but thank you."

Laurel planted a quick kiss on Jake and they took each other's hand and headed out of their bedroom through John's quarters and onto the walkway. They received some surprised glances by some of the people they walked by, but only one boy that appeared close to Laurel and Jake's physical age stared and had a few lured fleeting thoughts run across his mind as evidenced by what he was feeling and the blushing cheeks when Laurel snapped a steady glare at him followed by a friendly grin so she wouldn't convey anger. The boy blushed hard and looked away quickly and Laurel glanced at Jake and he seemed unfazed making Laurel happy. She didn't want Jake getting upset every time someone noticed her and had impure thoughts cross their mind.

They saw the number of people waiting for the elevator and opted to continue to the stairwell and climb the 12 flights of stairs to the 1st deck. They then walked down the narrow deck 1 corridor lined with single occupant quarters until they reached the common area. They crossed the busy common area and headed out into the cross-corridor and turned right and walked to the transport platform. They waited their turn in line and then transported up to the command deck.

They stepped down from the transport platform and headed to the exit. Once the door slid open they stepped out and turned right toward the mess hall. As they neared the mess hall entrance, they sensed commander Hiller approaching and they slowed their pace so they wouldn't walk into her as she rounded the corner coming out of the mess hall and she grinned as she saw Laurel and Jake. They stopped and presented a salute and Melissa returned their salute and then looked the pair over and grinned warmly.

"I can't get over how good you two look no matter the form of uniform."

"Thank you ma'am," Laurel replied. "We were going to get something to eat and then workout, care to join us?"

"It's a little early in the day to workout¦however¦I would love to. Get something to eat and I'll get changed into my informal uniform and meet you in the gym."

"Great. We'll see you there ma'am."

Melissa nodded and spun around and walked to the end of the corridor and turned left and headed to her quarters as Laurel and Jake entered the mess hall. They found the back wall to still be in place limiting the size of the mess hall and there was 1 male lieutenant commander who they recognized vaguely and 1 female junior ensign at separate tables. As Laurel and Jake stepped in, the lieutenant commander looked up from his data pad and smiled warmly. Laurel and Jake presented a smart salute that he returned quickly and he gestured to the seats across from him at his table.

"Adjutants, join me if you like?"

"We would like that sir," Laurel replied. "We'll get something to drink then join you."

The lieutenant commander nodded and Laurel and Jake walked past him to the dispensers. They collected 2 glasses and poured themselves drinks then turned around and the junior ensign looked up at them and a surprised blush washed over her face and she froze for a moment then glanced at their collars and noticed the unusual pips tailored into their collar and she shook off her stunned amazement at how gorgeous Jake is and she presented a salute. Laurel and Jake returned her salute and Jake was glad he had enough residual tan to hide the blush in his own cheeks as he sensed what he elicited in the young woman that looked to be around 15 or 16 years old.

"Hello Junior ensign," Laurel said.

"Hello ma'am. I didn't realize you and Jake had signed up for active duty."

"Yep. Today is our first day on duty. You have to check the active duty roster from time to time to keep up with who has signed up or transferred into the civilian corps."

"Yes ma'am. I haven't done that for a day or two."

"I understand."

"You understand our rank then?" Jake asked.

"No sir, not completely. I just know that the gold color of your unusual pip means you outrank me."

"Very good. We're first class adjutants, the first in the history of the civilian corps. We outrank all grades of ensign, junior ensign and any other grade of non commissioned officer."

"I see. I'll remember that in case I see anyone else with that type of pip or insignia."

"The insignia looks the same, but larger with filigree inlaid within it and it will be on our shoulder boards as well as our collars."

"That's good to know sir."

"Enjoy your meal junior ensign. It was nice to meet you."

"You too sir. I was hoping to meet you and Laurel some day. It's nice to know I'll possibly be working around you two at some point."

Laurel and Jake smiled at the pretty junior ensign and then walked over to the lieutenant commander's table and sat down and slid over. The lieutenant commander smiled and nodded once.

"That's good of you two to inform your subordinates of the new rank you hold. You're the first, but you may not be the only in the future now that adjutant is a recognized rank within the civilian corps."

"Yes sir. That's what we were thinking too. I'm glad you don't think we were boasting or whatever." Laurel replied.

"I know better. You two don't have that kind of thing in you. Humble you are even if very proud of your new and unique rank."

"Thank you lieutenant commander Titus."

Lieutenant commander Titus pulled his head back slightly in surprise.

"You know who I am?"

"We know of you sir. You'll be conducting our engineering readiness training. You're the chief engineer, are you not?"

"Very good, yes I am. I'm looking forward to having you two serve in the engineering department too. We're all the better for having you onboard and where you belong on the engineering team."

"Thank you sir," Laurel replied with a pretty smile. "We promise to pay attention and do as instructed without question."

"I know you will Laurel. I've read your files and observed the amazing character in both of you. I'm thrilled to have the opportunity to work with you. You'll be an inspiration to the new officers serving with and under you."

A servo drone floated up to the table and extended its manipulator claw with a pair of menus in it and Laurel retrieved them and handed 1 to Jake then she looked at lieutenant commander Titus.

"Are you saying your going to put us in charge of a particular area?"

"Not right at first but after you acclimate, you will be in charge of main engineering in my absence."

Laurel's mouth dropped open and she stared at lieutenant commander Titus as she read his feelings for a moment then she glanced at Jake who was just as shocked. She then snapped her mouth closed and looked back at lieutenant commander Titus and nodded.

"We weren't expecting that kind of responsibility to be given to us so quickly, but we will get acclimated and study hard so we can take some of the burden off your shoulders sir."

"Good. We will be conducting a lot of drills that will require prompt and decisive actions to be carried out by everyone involved and I need people with your innate ability to lead to guide and inspire them. I know you two are up to the challenge which is why I'm so relieved to have you assigned to my department. It won't take very long to get you into form for a leadership role. Your new rank makes it possible to utilize your talents to the fullest. If you had been junior ensigns, I would have to wait for you to advance to full ensigns before I could hand even part of that kind of responsibility to you and even longer for you to achieve fist class ensign so total command of the engineering team could be entrusted to you. The captain literally saved me years of toil by getting you the unique rank you hold."

"He must've known how much you needed us in the position we're in," Jake said. "It makes more sense why he went to such incredible lengths to get us a higher rank."

"Yes it does. He not only feels you deserve it, but he needs you in a position of responsibility, we all do. To have you serving as junior anything is a waste of your

God given talents and experience. I don't think anyone knows as much about this ship and her systems as you two and you have photographic memories meaning you aren't capable of forgetting anything. You can't begin to imagine how valuable those traits are."

"Well¦Laurel has a photographic memory sir. My memory isn't quite that sharp."

"As I understand it, you share a common mind, don't you?"

"For the most part. There are times of separate cognition resulting in a separation of what we remember at any given time, but we are in fact capable of pulling up what the other remembers if we want. Once Laurel is aware of what I know or remember, she then can't forget it."

"That's close enough for me. I can't begin to imagine how that works, but it equals a shared sense of perfect memory either way."

"Yes sir, I suppose it does at that. We enhance each other in so many ways it's hard to point them all out. I do gain an enhanced sense of memory thanks to being paired to her."

"And she probes your memory often?"

"It's an involuntary thing anymore sir. She floats around in my mind when we're close together and I in hers. We don't' even realize we're doing it."

"That's incredible! The level of trust and willingness to allow that to take place staggers the mind to contemplate."

"It requires absolute trust and love sir." Laurel said. "You have to love someone completely to trust them enough to access every part of who you are like that. After a while it feels normal to have them deep in your mind from time to time. I don't even think about resisting."

Laurel pulled her menu scroll open and activated it and Jake pulled his open and lieutenant commander Titus pondered for a moment then pressed for more understanding.

"So what you learn independently instantly becomes shared knowledge?"

"It's not always instant sir," Laurel replied. "If I learn something new for example and we aren't both concentrating on what I'm learning, his mind will sense new knowledge available within my mind and his mind will seek it out and absorb what it can. My mind will do the same thing and like we said, it's an involuntary action. It's done subconsciously, though we are aware new knowledge is being absorbed."

"That's incredible. What a wondrous tool for teaching you two new tasks. I'll only have to teach one of you and the other will learn it by osmosis."

"Yes sir. The more complex the task or subject the more demanding it can be and some things require¦information if you will to be stored in part in both our minds. It will require a shared consciousness to access the skill or knowledge."

"You mean you have to actively seek out the other in order to achieve an understanding of extremely complex concepts or tasks?"

"Yes sir. Previously performed complex tasks don't usually require that kind of shared mental connection though, and those that do¦well it goes back to it being an involuntary action. Our minds will seek out what we need whether it's within us or needs a shared connection to accomplish it. We aren't really aware that we're utilizing our mental bridge to do it."

"That is so fascinating. No wonder the scientific community is tripping over themselves to get access to the information collected from you two."

"Yes sir. They don't exactly understand how it works and to tell you the truth neither do we. It's really hard to explain what happens involuntarily when it's so complex in nature and occurs without us having to think about it."

"I can only imagine. Go ahead and order your food. I'm sorry for asking so many questions of you."

"Thank you sir. We understand that you're trying to understand how we work so that you'll understand what you can do with us and for us."

"Exactly! Reading the medical reports and scientific reviews of the two of you is frankly bewildering and down right confusing sometimes."

"Yes sir. I don't agree with some of the conclusion put forward, but we don't want to sound like smart ass know it all kids by refuting some of the smartest people around."

"That's probably a healthy attitude to hold onto. They might take exception to you contradicting them."

Laurel nodded and looked at her menu as Jake activated his. They had a wider variety of items available, but they could tell it was still a nutritionally balanced and therefore limited menu being presented. They perused what was available and made their choices, then collapsed the menus and handed them back to the servo drone. It collected them and then rose up a few inches and spun around and floated off silently. Laurel then picked up her glass and took a long drink and she sensed the lieutenant commander looking her over and admiring what a graceful creature Laurel is. He thought of her as very lady like and fluid in her motions accenting her unbelievable beauty in a breathtaking but fitting manner. Laurel finished her long drink and set her glass down and actively listened to the lieutenant commanders feelings for anything inappropriate and she was relieved not to sense the usual touch of lust that most men experienced. What she sensed was limited to an admiration and respect for her appearance, grace and incredible intelligence. She sensed that he was a true man and she was just far too young to be appealing to him in a sexual manner in the slightest.

"Sir," Jake started. "You do understand that we're going to be going on an away mission before we are to report to our duty stations?"

"I am aware. I wish you good luck on your mission too. I wish I was going with you but I have way too much responsibility around here to even ask to be included."

"Thank you sir. We sure understand that. You need to get the crew up to speed and functioning as a coherent team despite many them only now serving on the Future for the first time."

"I have my hands full on that count. I need to check over literally millions of sub systems to insure the ship is on top shape for her upcoming weapons tests too."

"I wish we were going to be around to give you a hand with that sir." Laurel said.

"I share that sentiment Laurel. I could use some experts in the ships systems to tend to some of the diagnostics and alignment processes but I understand that you're needed elsewhere right now. With your skill sets, you're both going to be in high demand and I would expect to be pulled in seven different directions at times."

"We understand sir. We'll try to prioritize our tasks based on the critical nature of the tasks assigned and by whom they're assigned."

"That's a healthy attitude Laurel and I might add very mature of you to realize that's how to manage things."

"We can only do two things at a time and we'll take them as they come."

"That's what I want to hear. I would like you to help the crew you're working with assume that attitude so they don't feel overwhelmed."

"Yes sir. I would take that as what you meant by inspiring those around us."

"Yes." He responded with a bright smile.

"We would be glad to do that."

"Wonderful. I knew I was going to like having you two on my team."

"Thank you sir." Jake responded.

A pair of servo drones floated up to the table and rose up and slid the plates they were carrying onto the table and Jake slid Laurel's plate over to her and then he pulled his in front of him and they inhaled the wonderful aromas and smiled and then picked up their utensils and dug in. Laurel and Jake ate in silence as lieutenant commander Titus read from his data pad as they ate. When the last of their food was consumed and their glasses were empty, lieutenant commander Titus looked up at them and grinned.

"Nothing like a good meal to make one feel complete."

Laurel smiled and nodded as she covered her mouth and let a silent belch pass her hand.

"Yes sir. The food served on the Future is fantastic. I look forward to every meal on this ship."

"I'm sure you've experienced exotic cuisine in your travels though?"

"Yes sir. It's different when you're planet side. You kind of expect to find terrific food with exotic flavors and textures but on a spaceship you expect bland mass produced nourishment that sustains but doesn't inspire. That couldn't be further from what we get on this incredible ship of ours."

"I suppose the AI has had almost six centuries to get it right."

"It's another of the wonders of this ship that most people don't think much about."

"I won't dispute that fact. You hit it right on the button."

"If you'll excuse us sir," Jake started. "Commander Hiller is waiting for us in the gym. We're going to workout together."

"Of course. It was nice to have this opportunity to talk with you two a little. The captain told me that I was inheriting an amazing resource in you two and I'm thrilled that he wasn't exaggerating."

"Thank you sir. We're looking forward to being on your engineering team." Laurel said.

"It's nice to know we're going to work for a chief engineer that isn't stuffy or rigid."

"You'll find that I'm a stickler for doing things according to protocol, but I understand the Human condition and I don't want my team to feel stifled or afraid to speak up."

"We'll feel comfortable speaking up around you sir." Laurel said as she nudged Jake so he would slide out.

Jake slid over and stood up and then put his hand out to Laurel and she placed her hand in his and he waited until she had scooted to the edge of the seat and then he gently tugged her to her feet, earning him a beautiful smile that made his knees feel as if they were going to buckle. Her sheer beauty accented by her perfect smile never failed to take his breath away.

"Thank you for inviting us to your table sir," Laurel said. "We'll see you when we get back."

"It was my pleasure Laurel. You two have a safe mission and a wonderful rest of your day."

Laurel and Jake let go of one another's hands and saluted lieutenant commander Titus and he returned their salute.

"Have a good day sir." Jake said.

They then turned and interlaced their fingers in one another's and headed for the exit. They walked out of the mess hall and turned right and headed to the gym next door. As they neared the entrance they sensed commander Hiller's presence and she was in a calm state at the moment. They rounded the corner into the gym and found commander Hiller sitting on the bench by the entrance. Commander Hiller stood up and grinned warmly.

"I was starting to think you changed your mind."

"Sorry ma'am, we were talking with lieutenant commander Titus. We were getting to know each other."

"Ah. He's going to be your boss for the foreseeable future. It's good you got acquainted before you have to report to him for duty."

"The captain said our active duty station was going to be on the bridge," Laurel commented. "How is that going work if we're assigned to main engineering."

"Your duty station is the bridge but you're members of the engineering team. If lieutenant commander Titus needs you for any reason, he'll order you to report to main engineering or wherever he needs you. It's a requirement to have an engineer on the bridge at all times and you two are going to fulfill that requirement."

"That probably means we're going to be separated for prolonged periods, doesn't it?"

"All of the officers you'll be serving under are well aware of your requirements to be in proximately to one another once every two hours. Accommodations will be made so you can spend a few minutes together recovering before resuming your duties."

"I'm sorry if that's a pain ma'am." Laurel said somberly.

"The rewards gained by having you two in the corps are well worth the minor inconvenience of scheduling a few minutes for you to recover yourselves every couple of hours."

"Thank you ma'am."

"I would think the majority of the time you will be working side by side or at least in the same area of the ship. We all know that if we page one of you we should page both of you if we know it's going to be a prolonged task you're going to be assigned to."

"I guess we'll all adjust to our unique needs ma'am."

"That we will. Let's get to our workout."

Laurel smiled and nodded and they walked over to the 15-foot long handrail along a mirrored portion of the bulkhead behind the elliptical machines and they started with some stretches to loosen up before pushing their bodies so as to avoid muscle, tendon or ligament injury. After stretching for a few minutes they climbed on the elliptical machines and began an abbreviated workout for Laurel and Jake and a full workout for Melissa. Laurel and Jake finished before Melissa and sat and waited for her to finish. They then headed toward the shower facilities and Laurel remembered as they neared the doorway that her and Jake were supposed to use the shower facilities for minors in the opposing corridor. Laurel stopped and glanced back up the corridor toward Korica's quarters and then she looked at Melissa.

"Jake and I are still minors ma'am. We're supposed to use the facilities in corridor twenty-five oh two."

Melissa stopped and looked at Laurel for a moment and then she grinned slightly.

"Are you self-conscious about being nude around grown women?"

"A little but that's not the issue, I don't want to violate standing directives."

"You're with one of your commanding officers Laurel. It's not like we've never been around each other with nothing on either."

"I know where your feelings lie ma'am. I don't feel self conscious around you, it's the other crew whom I don't know that make me a little hesitant."

"It's up to you Laurel, you can join me here or go use the minor designated facilities in the other corridor."

"I think we'll observe the directive of segregating the crew according to birth age ma'am."

"Suit yourself. Thanks for inviting me to workout with you."

"You're welcome ma'am. I know how much you like a good muscle strain so it was second nature to ask you to join us."

Melissa smiled and nodded then turned and entered the shower compartment and Laurel and Jake spun around and walked back up the corridor and turned right at the end of the corridor and then made the short walk to the next corridor and turned right and headed up corridor 25-0-1 to the minor designated shower compartment. Laurel looked around quickly then leaned in and gave Jake a peck on the lips.

"I'll see you in a few my handsome adjutant."

"I'll see you gorgeous."

They then separated, Jake heading into the male showers and Laurel into the female showers. Jake was a little surprised to find 3 young men in the dressing area just putting their shoes on. The 3 looked over at Jake and the recognition flashed on their faces and they froze for a moment as they looked him over and then 1 of them smacked the other 2 in the shoulders and he presented a salute and the other 2 looked at him saluting Jake and they snapped to attention and presented a salute. Jake grinned lightly and returned their salute.

"At ease gentleman."

"I uh¦I know who you are sir, I just didn't realize you were serving again and that you were granted officer status."

"It's okay junior ensign. Laurel and I were only revived today and we were granted the rank of first class adjutant because the captain has specific plans in mind for us and it requires us to carry officer status in order to do some of what he has in mind."

"I didn't know the civilian corps had adjutants. I thought only military personnel carried that designation."

Jake walked over to the bench running through the middle of the changing area and he slid his shoes off and then sat down in order to pull his shocks off.

"Laurel and I are the first in the history of the civilian corps to be granted the rank of adjutant."

"Does that mean you outrank lieutenants and commanders and things like that?"

"No. We outrank all levels of ensign and below but we aren't commissioned officers. We're one step below that."

"So you'll advance to lieutenant next?"

"Yes, but it will probably be several years before that happens. We still have to serve time in rank and take the advancement exams before we'll be promoted and commissioned."

"But¦you were commissioned officers before," 1 of the other young junior ensigns said. "Don't you already know what's on the exam?"

"No. We never took the exams. We were conscripted. We didn't sign up and the ranks we held were field commissioned by the AI. We had the knowledge of how to be officers imparted to us but that's different then knowing what's truly expected for a person to know in order to be advanced to a commissioned officer rank. A lot of what is expected of you is gained through practical experience while holding the rank of non commissioned officer. You also have to agree to a term of service of no less than fifteen years when you're granted commissioned officer status. They really prefer that you agree twenty years or more."

"I never knew that."

"How would you? You're only a junior ensign and you agreed to a three-year term. No offense intended."

"None taken sir. I guess the high ranking officers don't go around talking about all the finer points of getting to where they are."

Jake chuckled and stood up and unfastened his waist and then pulled his top over his head rather than unzipping it down the side from under his arm as was intended by the design of the work uniform top. He set his top on the bench and looked at the 3 young men.

"You don't brag about what you've had to do to get to the higher ranks. Humility and strong character are expected traits in a civilian corps officer and that would show a flagrant lack or disregard for both."

"Yes sir, I suppose it would. We'll let you take you shower in peace. It's nice to know you and Laurel are serving in the corps again. I feel just a little safer knowing you two are around and in a position to exert a little influence on what happens."

"Thank you ensign. You three have a good day."

The 3 young men smiled and nodded.

"Thank you sir, you too." 1 of the other junior ensigns said.

The 3 young men then headed for the exit and Jake continued getting undressed in solitude. When he was completely undressed he stepped over the bench, walked over to the tandem shower posts, stepped up to 1 at random and activated the water after setting it to 100 degrees Fahrenheit. As he stepped under the spray of hot water and felt an instant reliving sensation, he sensed Laurel distinctly for just a split second and she was experiencing the same adrenaline rush and soothing relief and it made Jake smile. He waved his head under the stream of water and then swiped the water from eyes and then closed his eyes and actively reached out to Laurel.

"The hot water feels terrific huhn babe?" Jake thought.

"You startled me you sneak," Laurel thought in return. "That was a voice out of the blue booming in my head. The hot water feels wonderful. Even a light workout the day you emerge from stasis is painful."

"How can I startle you? We're always sensing what the other is feeling."

"When you think aloud the second you increase your presence in my mind it comes off like a yell, drowning out what I'm thinking."

"I guess I've never experienced that. Sorry."

"It's alright, I love hearing your voice in my head even if it surprises me by booming when I'm not expecting it."

"I sense you didn't find anyone on the female side."

"Nope. I have the place all to myself. You met three junior officers. I'm glad it didn't make you uncomfortable."

"They knew exactly who I am and I guess I'm getting used to being recognized immediately. I had to explain our rank a little bit though."

"Eventually word will get around and our rank won't be a surprise or unfamiliar to junior ensigns and the likes."

"That's true."

Jake then reached over and dispensed some body wash into his hand and he withdrew into his own mind though Laurel's presence was now a bright and distinct glow that he couldn't tune out. They both finished their showers enjoying the warm glow from the other in their hearts and minds and then exited the showers and they collected a towel and as they made their way to the changing area they found fresh uniforms, socks, and underwear waiting for them on the bench along with the necessary sundry items to freshen up including a brush and comb for their hair.

Jake was the first by a few seconds to emerge from the shower compartment allowing him just enough time look up and down the corridor and wonder just how many of the quarters in the berthing corridors were occupied as he looked at doorway after doorway leading down the corridor some 500 yards before the corridor met a cross corridor that led to the left and right which he knew contained still more crew quarters. Laurel emerged at that point looking as radiant and gorgeous as ever and Jake sensed her presence deepening close by and he turned around and smiled brightly and sighed at the sight before his eyes.

"Thank you Jake," Laurel said. "You take my breath away too. I'm the luckiest girl in two galaxies to have a hunk like you."

"That still humbles the heck out of me to hear a drop dead knockout like you saying that about me."

"It's the truth. Let's head to our quarters, mom and dad should be coming home pretty soon. They'll be thrilled to know that we'll be staying with them for another day."

Jake nodded and they joined hands and turned around and headed toward the nearby cross-corridor. They made the relatively long walk in silence down the corridor, around the corner and around the next and down the corridor until they arrived at the transport compartment. Laurel then looked at Jake and he grinned and nodded.

"There's a com panel right inside, go ahead ask if you're that curious."

Laurel smiled and they stepped up to the transport compartment door and it slid open and they stepped in and then spun around and faced the com panel. Laurel reached out and touched it and it glowed to life and she touched the icon for the compartment diagram of the currently occupied deck. The entire commend deck was displayed in a down looking prospective with number designation and personnel assignment of each and every berthing compartment in the forward section of the ship. Laurel used her fingers to pinch zoom into the officer berthing area and she was able to find the proposed location of their quarters under construction. She was happy that they would be berthed within the same corridor as Korica and Tamaric though quite a bit further aft, past the elevator by 3 berthing compartments. Laurel grinned and glanced at Jake and he gently shook his head.

"We shouldn't try to access the compartment while work is going on babe, you know that, especially if the bulkheads are being reconfigured. The smoke from the EMPACC is unhealthy to breath when molecular disassociation is underway to break its bonds. That's the only way it can be manipulated to facilitate moving a bulkhead or adding a deeper bunk within a bulkhead the will fit two people."

"I know. We both have intimate knowledge of working with EMPACC from when we were repairing the damage to the bow. Difference being we were working with it in a vacuum environment. I'm just dying of curiosity since the AI surprised us with such grand quarters last time."

Jake chuckled lightly and gently pulled at Laurel's hand as he flicked his head toward the transport platform.

"Don't get your hopes up for anything even close to what we had when we were in command. Ostentatious accommodations like that would never be approved for us this time around."

They stepped up onto the transport platform and Jake looked at the free-floating map.

"You don't think the AI will take some artistic license in the final design?"

"Probably not. I'm sure it was issued a very specific design criteria that it was expected to adhere to without deviation."

"I guess you're probably right. I'll be happy with whatever we get long as we get to have quarters together. It's going to solve some serious issues with us getting sleep that rejuvenates rather than stresses us out."

"Luckily we have enough brilliant doctors and scientists around who understand the issue of us being separated. The AI is also well aware of our special needs as a paired couple."

Laurel nodded and Jake then reached out and touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance transport platform and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They appeared on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance and they immediately stepped off the platform to make way for the people waiting in line and they stepped to the side to make their way toward the passenger level common area but they heard a subtle beep from the com panel next to the stasis ring entrance and the com panel glowed to life as they looked back at it. The AI's voice then rang out fairly loudly to overcome the background noise within the area.

"Laurel, Jake, please make you way to the main hanger control room and activate the blinking icon being displayed on the main control panel. Doctor Kruger has an urgent message waiting for you."

Laurel glanced at Jake with a worried look on her face and Jake squinted for a moment and a relieved expression washed over his face and he gently shook his head.

"He isn't concerned about anything having to do with us directly."

Laurel's face changed to relief and she nodded, and then she looked at the com panel.

"We're on our way Future."

"Understood."

The com panel then blinked off and Laurel and Jake quickly headed through the mild crowd to the narrow passageway leading to the hangar airlock door. They turned right and walked to the door and Laurel slapped her hand on the palm scanner. The door opened and they stepped through the door and turned right and climbed the steps leading to the airlock door leading to the control room. Laurel opened the door and they stepped into the control room. There was 1 attending crewman in the control room and he looked over at Laurel and Jake and smiled briefly then pointed at the display to his right. Laurel and Jake both nodded and walked around the crewman and stepped up to the display and there was a large red icon slowly pulsing the said 'Urgent msg for Laurel Kade-Jake Myers'.

Laurel reached out and touched the icon and the other icons and information disappeared and an image of doctor Kruger filled the display.

"We're here doctor. We were expecting a text only message."

"I over-rid the text message with a visual connection. We have a pressing matter on the surface that might be resolved by your unique abilities if you agree to immediately make your way to the surface to provide assistance. There has been an accident and three individuals are in serious condition and the doctors on seen at the medical center trauma department have informed me that two of the individuals, one Shaharon and one Human are not going to survive their injuries. The other Human involved is in critical condition but he has a reasonable chance of surviving his injuries if immediate surgery is performed and the patient doesn't suffer any complications. Would you be willing to go to the surface and use the healing touch to help those injured?"

"Of course," Laurel replied as she glanced out into the hangar noticing no crimson fighters. She looked back down at the display. "Do you know if there's a crimson fighter aboard to take us down?"

"You should see a three person craft in the main hangar that I was told you recently had the operational training for imparted to you."

They both looked out into the cavernous hangar and off to the left side of the hangar seemingly hidden in a corner they noticed a small roughly teardrop shaped craft and it suddenly occurred to them that it was called a Taber class rapid transport and they knew how to operate and pilot the craft. They then looked back at the display.

"We see the Taber in the hangar," Laurel said. "Sorry, we weren't aware until now that we knew what it is and that we know exactly how it operates."

"It's alright, I know neural suggested information can be a bit obscure until you're faced with the item that knowledge of has been imparted to you for."

"Are we to take the Taber by ourselves?"

"Yes. You aren't going on a mission so a REO isn't necessary."

"And the captain is aware of this?" Jake asked.

"Of course. I would never ask something like this of you without the captain's blessing."

"We'll depart immediately," Laurel said. "Where should we land?"

"On the roof. The Taber is light enough not to cause structural concerns. There is an air ambulance pad under construction that is complete enough to accommodate the Taber safely. You'll find a transport platform just inside that will transport you directly to the trauma center evaluation unit. From there you will be guided to the patients in need of your unique abilities. I'm sorry to have to ask something like this of you so soon after coming out of stasis, but you two are the only ones that have a chance of saving the lives of the injured parties."

"Think nothing of it doctor Kruger," Laurel said. "God gave this ability for a reason so we're glad to put it into practice anytime it's needed to save lives."

"I'm just glad we have people like you and Jake among us that can do what you can do. I'll let the trauma center know you are on your way."

"Alright. Do you want us to check in with you when we're done?"

"That isn't necessary. I'm not in charge of the situation down there. Someone just had the presence of mind to contact me knowing that you two have the ability to heal others. I want you two to return to the Future when you're done though. I know this is going to take a physical toll on you and the captain wants you in peak condition when you engage in your mission."

"Aye sir. We'll come right back once we're done."

"Very good. Good luck and thank you for doing this."

"You're welcome doctor, Laurel and Jake out."

Laurel reached out and deactivated the com channel and then they looked at the crewman sitting to their left watching them. He grinned and nodded at them.

"You're the first ones to take the Taber somewhere since its shakedown runs were completed earlier today. I wish you luck in what you're going to the surface to do. We really are lucky to have you two around with the amazing ability you have to save lives just by touching a person."

"It's a little more involved than that, but thank you." Laurel said.

Laurel and Jake then stepped around the crewman and headed to the door.

"You can contact departure control as soon as you're ready to depart." The crewman said. "There isn't anyone scheduled to land in the hangar for at least the next thirty minutes so you don't need to contact me for permission to move about within the hangar."

Laurel and Jake nodded and then opened the door and stepped out and then closed the door and headed down the stairs to the hangar deck. They then made the long walk across the back of the hangar to the Taber. They were both experiencing excitement at operating the ship, but they knew it was a little unusual to operate a ship without first spending some time in the simulator to get familiar with the operational characteristics of the ship in question. It made them feel a little nervous but it also highlighted the importance of the task at hand. They stepped up the to the Taber and the first thing they noticed was the behavior of their shadows on the hull indicating it had the same regenerative semi organic hull skin as the Icarus class ships.

Jake ran his hand along the hull and he saw the familiar wild swirls of color and morphing patterns leading away from and following his hand. He smiled and Laurel felt his wonder and it elicited the same mesmerized feeling in her. She pushed the feeling aside and stepped around Jake and placed her hand over the obscured cockpit window bubble and the skin withdrew and the canopy window almost silently slid up into the rear hull to reveal a small cockpit with tandem seating for the pilot and copilot up front and a third seat to the rear facing the port side of the craft with a dizzying array of display projectors and controls that were at the moment dormant.

Jake gestured into the ship and Laurel nodded and stepped up over the side of the craft and with one leg, took a step up and into the ship, and then she stepped over to the pilot's position and sat down and the seat immediately sank down and back to accommodate her dimension perfectly. Jake then stepped over the side of the craft and lifted his other leg into the craft in a single step and he towered above the curve of the hull until he sat down and then the seat moved back and down to accommodate his dimension just as Laurel's seat had. They were now quite comfortable and sitting low enough within the craft to allow the canopy window to slide over them and still provide ample head room.

Laurel reached out and touched the display panel and it blinked to life and the power drive began to hum to life and all of the displays and controls lit up in sequence from right to left until all of the controls were energized and active. Laurel and Jake looked around for a moment and it finally came to them exactly what to do. Laurel smiled and reached out and touch the command to deliver the neural transducers and a small round stem rose from the control panel and it had 6 small round devices attached to it hanging like earrings stuck to a display pedestal. Laurel plucked 2 of the devices from the post and then Jake retrieved 2 for himself. He then pressed down on the stem slightly and it descended back down into the console. They then squeezed the center of the transducers and they glowed a cobalt blue color indicating standby mode and then they placed them on their temples and the devices attached themselves to their temples with just a bit of a pinch sensation and a moment later the blue color was replaced by a green active indication.

Laurel then reached up and tapped the neural interface activate command and the ship actively connected to their sensory centers and they became aware of the ships systems in the blink of an eye. Jake then reached out and tapped the command to close the canopy and the window slid down in front of them and sealed with a subtle whistling hiss and a tiny thud. Their heads up display was then projected into their field of view and a checklist of system statuses began to scroll from bottom to top. Laurel looked over at Jake and grinned.

"This'll be the first time we've flown a ship with no control yolk or pedals."

Jake nodded and smiled.

"Pretty cool huhn?"

Laurel nodded and smiled brightly and then she reached out and touched the initiate all systems command and the controls switched over to neural commands and the engines came online with a static like pop followed by a high frequency hum that kept rising in frequency until it faded beyond the level of Human hearing. The projected display then started listing the active systems. Power, life support, sensors, engine temperature and power level, inertial dampening, artificial gravity, power drive output, all the systems were at optimal levels and they could feel the pulse of the ship right along with their own heartbeats. It was a thrilling sensory experience that was accentuated by their combined senses amplifying the sensation. Laurel looked at Jake and nodded once and he dipped his chin slightly and thought about activating the communications system and tuning into the proper frequency for departure control and in a flash they sensed the clear air of an active channel with no one talking. They both looked out the window at the hangar bulkhead in front of them and Jake called out to departure control.

"Future departure control, this is Laurel Kade and Jake Myers aboard the Taber in the main hangar requesting departure clearance."

"This is Future Departure control. Understood adjutant Myers and Kade. You're Taber's designation is Helios."

"Roger that departure control. Helios is standing by for departure."

"You are cleared for immediate departure heading for the Genesis medical center. Best possible speed below light speed is approved. All traffic has been diverted to enable a clear direct path to the medical center. The facility reports they are awaiting your arrival. The critical patients are still with us but in serious condition and fading fast. Good luck and God speed."

"Thank you departure control. We're cleared for immediate departure on a direct path at best possible speed below light speed to the medical center."

"Affirmative. Contact Genesis control on one twenty-nine point eight terrahertz as soon as you begin your turn toward the surface."

"Understood. Will contact Genesis control on one twenty-nine point eight terrahertz as soon as we start our turn toward the surface. See ya soon."

Laurel then thought about powering up the hover engine and pivoting around until facing out of the hangar and the ship simply rose up and spun around on its axis until they were looking out the gigantic hangar opening and they heard the landing strut door pop closed.

"Wow, this thing is really sensitive to what we want it to do." Laurel said quietly.

"Yeah, even more than the Icarus."

"This thing is a whole heck of a lot smaller than the Icarus though."

"I think I can recall that we're capable of three quarters the speed of light. That's gunna cause a heck of sonic boom when we slow below the speed of sound."

"Not if we keep the gravitational envelope attenuated properly. We shouldn't interact with the atmosphere at all."

Jake nodded as the information in his subconscious mind caught up with what they needed to do and the capabilities of the ship became crystal clear to him. Laurel then thought about a slow and steady pace toward the hangar opening and the ship complied and floated smoothly across the hangar and paused at the margin of the myogenic field for a moment as Laurel established a gravity envelope around the ship and then she thought about darting out of the hangar and the second the thought crossed her mind the ship responded and bolted out of the hangar and Jake added an assist and banked them over hard and fast and there was no sense of motion in the slightest aside from the view out the window. Jake then thought about contacting Genesis control and the communication system once again went active in compliance with his thoughts.

"Genesis control, this is adjutant Myers aboard the Helios making our turn to head for the surface bound for the medical center."

"This is Genesis control. You will not appear our sensors due to the unique design of the Helios. Please enable your FOF beacon and you are cleared for a best possible speed direct flight to the medical center. All traffic has been diverted to accommodate your course of travel."

Jake simply thought about activating the friend or foe beacon and it activated and burped out a long transmission then went into three second burst transmit mode.

"I have your beacon signal Helios."

"Understood. You have our beacon signal. Accelerating to best possible speed. Estimate arrival at the medical center in three minutes. If you would, please advise the medical center of our ETA and plans to land on the rooftop air ambulance pad?"

"Understood Helios. We'll let 'em know."

"Thank you. We'll be standing by on this frequency until we touchdown."

"Understood Helios."

Jake then muted the transmit circuit and he enabled full sensor mode and he and Laurel were flooded with massive amounts of clear sensor data that their minds quickly and seamlessly processed with little effort. Laurel then thought about accelerating to full speed without engaging the light speed manifold and the ship practically leapt to an indicated speed of .75 light speed. The acceleration was so quick they barely had time to process the sensation of accelerating before they were well within the atmosphere. Laurel groped for their position and Jake provided and assist from the sensor data and his gifted sense of special awareness and Laurel was able to discern exactly where to aim the ship. She then closed her eyes for a moment and thought about leveling off slightly and slowing down and the ship complied and when she opened her eyes they were just beginning to make out the city off in the distance. Laurel smirked and took pleasure in her skill at operating the ship so proficiently.

"This thing is amazing!" Laurel said proudly. "What a wondrous piece of technology."

"It's only as good as the person flying it babe. You're amazing."

Laurel smiled brightly and through about reducing their speed even more and the ship complied, dipping its bow slightly as it slowed down. Laurel guided them directly toward the city below until she could clearly make out the buildings and she knew exactly which building to aim for and she dipped the bow and headed directly for the medical building across the street form the giant spires of the Genesis tower. As they got to within a few miles of the ground, Laurel reduced their speed to 200 miles and hour and leveled off slightly then thought about beginning the landing sequence and the ship obeyed and pitched up and aimed the belly of the ship at the medical building and ceased forward motion and descended straight down, belly first. Laurel and Jake were able to sense the ground rushing up at them from the sensor data and Jake reduced the sensor power by 50% and the images cleared up even more since much of the extraneous data was removed eliminating sensory overload. Laurel then reduced their speed further and a subtle bong made them look at the projected display and it read 'auto mode engaged, no input necessary for landing'.

Laurel smiled and looked at Jake.

"I guess that's the ships way of saying I got this, stop trying to land me."

Jake chuckled and nodded.

They then paid attention to the sensory data provided HUD and they could discern the half completed air ambulance pad that had plenty of room on the completed portion for something as small as the Helios to land on. The ship suddenly slowed almost to a stop and gently descended toward the pad and 10 feet form the ground it deployed the landing gear and touched down with a very slight bound and the engines powered down and the gravitational envelope was allowed to dissipate. The power drive then reduced in power to an idle state and one by one the systems shut down and Laurel looked at Jake.

"Did you think about shutting everything down?"

"I uh¦I don't think so. I guess the ship just knew we intended to land and get out."

They then sensed the air getting more humid and the gravity washed over them gradually until it was oppressive for a few moments as they adjusted and then the cockpit window slid back and up into the rear fuselage and all of the displays blinked out and the cabin went dark with the exception of a subtle glow from a periphery lighting system within the cabin. Laurel touched the command to extend the transducer storage pedestal and the small stem raised up form the center of the console before them and they removed their transducers with a quick tug and then pressed them against the stem and they stuck to it and then Laurel pressed down on the stem slightly and it descended back into the console. They then stood up and stepped over the edge of the cockpit and set one leg out of the ship then lifted their other leg out of the ship and then Laurel reached over and touched the side of the ship with a flat palm and the window descend and sealed the cockpit and then the hull skin rose up over the canopy, hiding the cockpit from view completely.

They rubbed their temples instinctively as they looked around and they noticed a structure to their left at the west end of the building toward the edge of the landing area and the wide entryway suggested it was designed for a gurney and several people attending to enter at the same time. They glanced at each other and Jake nodded once and they headed toward the structure. As they stepped up to the entryway the entire wall began to collapse accordion style to reveal a large transport platform. They stepped into the enclosure and the base of the transport platform glowed to life and a free-floating map appeared toward the rear of the enclosure as the enclosure doors extended until they sealed the large room from the outside environment.

Laurel stepped over to the map and touched the indicator for the trauma evaluation unit and they could feel a compression field being established. A few moments later they disappeared in a bright blue of light and then appeared in a transport enclosure on the main floor in the trauma center. The clear doors retracted open and they stepped out into a very sterile looking trauma center that was manned by several doctors, nurses and med techs all wearing smocks that made it a little difficult to distinguish who was a doctor and who was medical staff aside from the colored stripe across their shoulders. Toward the rear of the room, away from the double entryway doors leading to the street, was another set of opaque doors that had no handles or levers of any kind.

A distinguished looking man approached Laurel and Jake and quickly looked them up and down then nodded and grinned at them.

"Thank you for coming adjutants. Please follow me and I'll take you to the patients in need of your assistance."

The doctor led them to the opaque doors and simply walked through them and Laurel noticed that he slowed slightly as he walked through the projected doors. Laurel and Jake then followed right behind the doctor and stepped through the doors and they felt a static like charge all over their bodies as they stepped through the doors and they had to exert some effort to pass through. They took a few steps into the wide corridor lined with curtain draped trauma service cubicles and they looked at each other, then stopped and looked back at the projected doors they had just walked through. The doctor noticed that their footsteps had stopped and he stopped and turned and faced them.

"It's a holographic projection that is combined with a weak myogenic field just like the one that maintains the atmosphere in the hangars aboard the Future. I assure you it's harmless."

"That's brilliant," Laurel said with a smile. "You maintain a sterile environment in here by use of myogenic fields at all the entry and exit points?"

"Yes. The air is cycled through an isolated system that filters and constantly scans the air for contaminants and removes them as necessary when detected."

"We don't mean to waste time making you explain how this facility works." Jake said.

"That's alright. You're engineers, thus curious how everything works. This way please."

The doctor turned and started walking down the corridor until he reached the 3rd and 4th cubical and he stopped and pulled the curtain aside slightly at the 3rd and he stepped into the cubicle. Laurel and Jake then followed him and they winced in horror when they saw the Shaharon man lying on a bed with a white sheet pulled up to the middle of his chest and his face was gauzed with black stained wrappings and his entire head was bound. There was an active scan of his vitals being displayed on the bulkhead above his head. It was obvious that he head suffered massive head and body trauma and his blood didn't consist of red iron based hemoglobin like that of a Human and the displayed vitals were unusual looking.

"This is Dah'arn," The doctor said. "He isn't going to survive unless you two can do something for him. His injuries are just too severe for us to be able to do anything for him."

"What the heck happened to him?"

"There was an accident while working on a multistory high scaffold. Dah'arn was working with two Human construction engineers when one of the Human workers tripped on something lying on the scaffold walk board. Dah'arn put his life on the line by diving to catch the falling engineer and Dah'arn was pulled off the edge of the walk board and the other Human engineer then dove to catch the two falling people and was dragged right along with them. As horrible as it sounds, their fall was arrested by the cross beams of the sections below them as they bounced off and through the maze of scaffolding. If they had fallen clear, they would've been killed instantly when they hit the ground. They broke through the walk boards below them too and it caused catastrophic injuries in the process but further slowed their fall. They hit the ground at a relatively low speed but it was headfirst and a rain of debris followed behind and piled up on them as the scaffolding collapsed and Dah'arn here in particular had an attaching beam stab five centimeters into his lower abdomen. It pierced his flocculent gland and his blood is being poisoned with toxins. Without a transplant, his injuries aside, he won't survive. That is¦unless you can heal his injuries. His head injuries are so severe that his brain is swelling so much that his ICP is well beyond what any Shaharon should be able to endure without permanent brain damage resulting. His neck is also broken at the fourth cervical vertebrae. He also has two broken legs in two place, both arms are broken; one shoulder is dislocated with tendon separation from the shoulder plate. He has seven cracked ribs and two compound fractures of the eighth and ninth frontal right ribs and one posterior rib has penetrated his left lung. He has massive internal bleeding too from multiple organ damage. We don't dare open him up to attempt to stem the bleeding given the seriousness of his injuries elsewhere."

"Poor guy," Jake said.

"We'll do what we can to help him," Laurel said. "We've never tried to heal someone with injuries this severe."

"Will you try to heal the bone injuries first, or the brain swelling?"

"We don't concentrate on the task, just the goal." Laurel replied. "Our healing energy seems to go where it's needed most and we don't particularly guide that aspect. We can focus on one area in particular and only that area will be healed, but that would leave injury elsewhere unaffected. We're going to impart an overall healing. It may actually take more than one session, depending on what it takes out of us to heal someone with such severe traumatic injuries all over their body."

"I see. I won't interfere. Dah'arn doesn't have long, his vitals are declining by the second."

"I don't know how you would know that looking at the vitals being displayed," Laurel commented. "Am I seeing two heartbeats?"

"They have one heart but it's a two lobe, four chambered heart doubling the amount of blood circulation their heart is capable of providing."

Laurel was fascinated by the thought of seeing what their internal anatomy looked like but she knew they needed to get to work if they were going to keep Dah'arn from dying. Laurel looked at Jake and he nodded and Laurel sighed heavily and they took up positions on opposite sides of Dah'arn. One of the attending nurses then took a timid step closer and put her hand out to get Laurel and Jake's attention.

"I understand from what I've read that you and Jake need to make physical contact with the recipient's bare skin to make the healing process work, but bear in mind that Dah'arn is covered in deep bruises and lacerations," The nurse withdrew her hand slowly. "Just¦be mindful how you touch him."

Laurel and Jake nodded and looked at Dah'arn and again winced at how broken and torn up he looked. Laurel stepped closer and gently pulled the sheet down to Dah'arn's lower abdomen and a sickened look washed over her face as she saw the dark black blood stained thick dressings on his abdominal wound. She swallowed hard to push down the sick feeling in her stomach and then she looked at Jake.

"This is going to take all our strength Jake. I can sense his life essence fading."

Jake nodded and then the two reached out to one another and closed their eyes for a moment as the sensation overload blurred their minds for a moment then they adjusted and opened their eyes without taking the time to enjoy the wonderful feeling of being within one another so intimately and completely. Jake looked at Dah'arn's chest and he could see him breathing very shallow and slowly as if his body was straining just to get air into his lungs. Jake then gently reached out and placed his hand on Dah'arn's chest in an area that looked to have the least amount of damage. Dah'arn was cool to the touch which Jake knew wasn't a good sign for someone with a 4-chambered heart.

Laurel then reached out and softly laid her hand on Dah'arn's upper chest, just below his collarbone and she understood what she was sensing from Jake. Dah'arn should have a body temperature at least equal to a Human being if not higher with their larger body size and increased cardio vascular complexity. Laurel then placed her other hand just above the dressings on Dah'arn's abdominal would and Jake placed his hand on top of Laurel's and then they closed their eyes and took a long deep breath together and then squinted as they concentrated on their love for one another and let the feeling build and surge from deep within for a prolonged period. When it was all they could do to hold the tremendous energy potential in, they thought about providing the healing touch to Dah'arn and the pent up energy escaped them and raced down their arms and into Dah'arn's body. He flinched noticeably and took an almost gargled breath and seemed to hold his breath for a moment then Laurel and Jake released another pulse into his body as the energy potential within them built to it's maximum potential within seconds and they pushed hard delivering the energy directly into Dah'arn and he flinched and let a long breath out and the gargled sound faded halfway though his expulsion of air.

Laurel and Jake then squinted as the intense energy built to its maximum so quickly that it was all they could do to direct it through their hands without it escaping in every direction rather than where it was needed. Everyone in the room could feel a palpable static charge in the air and they took a small step back as Laurel and Jake established a rhythm of pulses every 2 seconds, over and over and Dah'arn flinched slightly with each pulse, looking like he was shivering. The doctor noticed the vitals being displayed on the monitor surging all across the board and Dah'arn's O2 saturation began to rise steadily as his breathing normalized and became rhythmic despite the continuous flinching motion he was exhibiting. Everyone was then stunned as they could see the dark color returning to Dah'arn's skin all over his body and the minor lacerations could be seen suturing closed as new skin grew across the wounds right before their eyes. It looked like a spider web of skin quickly growing across the wounds then the web filled in with healthy tan colored skin that then deepened in color to a healthy dark brown color obliterating any signs of injury.

Laurel could feel the rhythmic pulses getting stronger and stronger in intensity and she mentally tried to keep their abilities from surging out of control fearing that they would overwhelm Dah'arn's ability to handle the healing energy. The doctor looked at everyone now gathering around, as the entire trauma center was flooded with the unmistakable static charge coming from Laurel and Jake. After only a few minutes of delivering life saving energy to Dah'arn, Jake was starting to feel a substantial drain on his internal energy reserves and his body automatically drew from Laurel to supplement what he needed to sustain his efforts and it caused a weakening in Laurel but she pushed herself to keep going despite the drain.

The doctor saw Dah'arn's vitals begin to rise in most areas and continue to climb and he glanced at the people around him then stepped closer and flipped the sheet covering Dah'arn's legs back, and then gently tugged at one of the square patch dressings on Dah'arn's leg that was covering a compound fracture that was protruding from his leg just above the knee when he was brought in. The dressing patch was soaked in dark blood but as the doctor pulled it back the bone had already retracted back into the wound and the doctors eyes widened as through the flinching motions he could see the wound suturing closed.

"My God in heaven! That's incredible!" The doctor exclaimed.

"Shhhh!" One of the nurses uttered.

The doctor snapped his head around and shot her a stern look then it struck him that he could break Laurel and Jake's concentration with his outburst. He let go of the dressing and stepped back and acknowledged his error by shrugging his shoulders and crossing his lips from a distance with his index finger. Laurel and Jake continued to let their healing energy build and surge into Dah'arn for as long as they could. Eventually they released so much energy that it sapped their ability to remain conscious. They pushed hard right up to the last moment of consciousness, and then simply crumbled to the floor with their eyes closed, Jake bonking his forehead on the lowered handrail of the bed with a sickening bong and his head bounced back as he slumped to the floor and feel backwards. The doctor caught Laurel before she smacked her head on the floor and one of the observing med techs saw what was happening and dove to Jake. He didn't catch him before he bonked his forehead, but he caught Jake as he fell back, preventing his head from smacking the floor.

The doctor scooped Laurel up and stood with her cradled in his arms and everyone stepped back quickly to make room and the med tech set Jake's head down gently then stood up and bent down with his back straight and scooped Jake up and stood up with him lying across his arms. The med tech then followed the doctor down the corridor to the 5th and 6th trauma cubicles and they gently laid Laurel and Jake on the empty beds with their heads on the pillows that served as neural receivers. The doctor then quickly pulled the curtain surrounding Laurel's cubical all the way back and the med tech did the same so everyone could see them and there would be no obstructions if more people were needed to resuscitate them. The doctor and the med tech then stepped to the head of the beds and activated the medical scanning systems and the displays above the head of the beds came to life and displayed their vitals instantly along with an image of their neural activity. Their brain activity was a mass of red hot spots all over their brains but it was slowly fading and their body temperatures were just dropping below 101 degrees Fahrenheit. Their breathing was deep and rapid but it too was slowing as the temperature and brain activity lowered closer to a normal range.

The doctor and med tech stared at the displays for a few minutes as they watched the readings normalizing then they both sighed and looked at the crowd of 12 people now occupying the trauma ward.

"They're going to be fine. They just pushed themselves a little too far and fainted."

Dah'arn groaned in the deep gravely tone like all Shaharn exhibited and the doctor stepped away form Laurel and pointed at one of the attending nurses as he walked past her and he gestured toward Laurel. The nurse nodded and quickly walked toward Laurel as the doctor walked to Dah'arn and his eyes grew large as he saw Dah'arn attempting to sit up. The doctor put his hand on Dah'arn's chest and stopped him. Dah'arn slowly laid back and winced slightly then he lifted his hand and baled his hand up in a fist then extended his fingers several times.

"You were in an accident Dah'arn. You were badly injured, but two of our people imparted the healing touch to save your life."

"My whole body is tingling." Dah'arn said in a deep slurred Shaharn accent.

"I'm sure it is. The feeling will likely persist for some time. Do you remember anything of the accident? Do you know where you are?"

"I¦ I remember seeing Devin trip over a structural analyzer node and I dove to catch his leg before he went over the side. He fell off the side and pulled me with him then I felt a hand grasp my ankle¦then I saw the walk board below us coming toward my face and¦that is it. I am in Genesis assisting with the construction of the city." Dah'arn then looked around, then back at the doctor. "We are in Genesis at the medical center?"

"Incredible! You're in the trauma unit of the Genesis medical center. I can't believe you haven't suffered any brain damage. The three of you fell from the tenth floor."

"How am I alive? That kind of fall should have¦are the two I was working with still alive?"

"They're in critical condition, but they are still alive. You sustained the worst injuries though so, I have hope the others will be just fine if our people can heal them the same way they healed you. The effort took a serious toll on our people and they passed out."

"Who is it that has the ability to perform such a miracle without technology to aid them?"

"Laurel Kade and Jake Myers. They are the kids that saved all of us from certain death and got the Future to this planet with a wealth of technology and information acquired along the way."

"I know of the two you speak. I was not aware they could impart the ahmidra da kemp at this level, especially at their age."

"Ahmidra da kemp? I¦don't know what that means."

"Force of life."

"Ah. They learned the technique from an advanced race they encountered while they were getting the Future here. Most of us don't have anything close to what they posses as far as ability, but they prove we all have it within us."

"I must thank these kids as you call them. I am grateful that I am considered important enough for them to grant such an incredible gift."

"Trust me, you're important enough Dah'arn. They value a life no matter who it is. Please rest and let your body continue to heal while I check on them."

"I will remain still. I do not think I could walk with my legs buzzing like they are anyway."

"That's actually a good sign. Both your legs were badly broken. The bone and muscle is being healed."

The doctor glanced up at the display above the head of the bed and he smiled at the positive readings he was seeing. The doctor then looked at Dah'arn and gently patted his shoulder. The doctor then turned around and walked back down to Laurel and Jake and he looked at the displays above their beds on the wall and he was relieved to see their vitals nearing normal though there was still an area of intense brain activity in the posterior lobes of their brains. The doctor then stepped between Laurel and Jake and looked from one display to the other and noticed a one to one match in the neural activity location and intensity. He then stepped closer and selected brain frequency display and a graph style display was initiated and he could see matching frequency patterns that were absolutely identical in the 2 and he grinned and put his hand to his chin.

"I'll be¦" The doctor uttered quietly.

"What?" The med tech asked.

The doctor glanced at him and lowered his hand and smiled.

"Oh, I've just never seen an active scan of paired couple like this before. Their minds are so closely linked that they are sharing brain function and thought pattern. Their unconscious minds are communicating with one another and sharing sensory information so completely that their brains are processing the information simultaneously and collectively. They truly merge two minds as one. Look at the identical brain wave patterns, that is a statistical impossibility for two people to exhibit identical patterns at the same time and these two are doing it in a continuous manner. They must've established a joining of minds to perform the healing touch and when they passed out the connection was never severed. They're still linked."

"These two are unlike the rest of us," The med tech said. "Their brains and bodies are more advanced and resilient than a typical Human being."

"Boy you got that right."

"Should we initiate an IV to deliver some fluids? Their body temperatures were pretty high as well as their metabolic rates."

"That might not be a bad idea. We need the poor things to do this two more times if we're going to save the other life in the jeopardy."

The med tech nodded and stepped to the head of Jake's bed and pulled a tall but narrow recessed compartment open and there were intravenous lines hanging on a hook at the top of the compartment. The med tech then pulled a drawer open from within the compartment and he retrieved a pair of gloves and began fitting one over his left hand when Jake moaned and rolled his head to left and his eyes popped open. He blinked twice and his vision cleared up and he saw Laurel's beautiful face and he grinned for a moment then realized what had happened and he lifted himself to his elbows and stared at Laurel as he initiated a soft mental push. Laurel responded immediately by smiling softly and placing her hand on her stomach and then her eyes fluttered open and she looked at the ceiling for a moment then she rolled her head to the right and smiled at Jake.

"I'm alright Jake. Thank you."

The med tech was frozen in position with his glove halfway on his hand and he looked back and forth at Laurel and Jake.

"What did you do to her?"

Jake looked over at the med tech and grinned.

"I gave her the equivalent of a gentle tickle to get her attention. We don't need an IV, we'll recover just fine if you'll just get us a glass of water."

"I can do that."

The med tech pulled the glove off his hand and deposited the gloves in a disposal chute in the wall then walked away as the doctor stepped closer between Laurel and Jake and he placed a hand on each of their arms and smiled.

"You two did it! Dah'arn is conscious and alert. I've never seen anything so incredible in my life. His wounds could be seen healing right before our eyes. I don't believe he has suffered any long-term brain damage either despite the amount of serious brain swelling he was experiencing. We could feel the energy in the air when you two were performing the healing, it was a fascinating experience."

Laurel lifted herself up onto her elbows just like Jake and she grinned at the doctor.

"We haven't quite mastered keeping it narrow point focused the way it needs to be. We'll get better at it in time."

"I'll have to take your word for it. I have no idea how you two do what you do in the first place. It defies everything we know of the body's natural healing processes."

"If a body is imparted with enough of the right kind of energy, healing can take place at a substantially accelerated rate. We just have the ability to channel that particular type of energy from our bodies into another."

"I see. Well you channeled so much energy that you passed out and Jake here bonked his head on the handrail of the bed as we went down."

The doctor looked at Jake's forehead and expected to see a goose egg and bruise on his forehead but his forehead was perfectly normal and the doctor furrowed his brow and grinned.

"Channeling that much healing energy through our bodies means any injuries we suffer will heal just as quickly as what you saw in Dah'arn. I don't even remember hitting my head."

"You were unconscious at the time, crumbling to the floor."

The med tech returned with 2 glasses of water and the doctor stepped closer to the head of the beds and the med tech held the glasses out and Laurel and Jake sat upright and took the glasses. They both gratefully drank the entire glass of water down and then handed the glasses back to the med tech.

"Are you sure you two feel alright?" The med tech asked.

"We're fine," Laurel said.

"We're just a little tired." Jake added.

"We still need you to perform the same thing an additional two times if you feel up to it?" The doctor said.

Laurel swung her legs around and off the side of the bed and she sat up erect.

"That's what we're here for. We're up to it."

"Wonderful!" The doctor said with a bright smile.

"We collected some fascinating readings from the two of you while you were unconscious." The med tech said. "Would you mind if we add the collected data to your medical records and compile a report of this event to include the collected data?"

Laurel smiled and nodded once.

"That would be fine, go ahead."

"Great, thank you."

Laurel then giggled and looked at Jake with a beautiful smile on her face and the doctor again furrowed his brow and grinned.

"I take it you shared something amusing?"

"Yes sir," Laurel replied.

"So you are still sharing a mental connection?"

"Yes sir. Our joining was never terminated. We're thinking and feeling as one."

Jake swung his legs off the bed and slid down to his feet and put his hand out to Laurel and she slid down to her feet and put her hand in Jake's, as she stood upright.

"We always have a connection to one another, but at the moment we're inside one another's heads so completely that we can't separate thought and feeling." Jake said. "She's thinking within my mind and I hers, at least that's the best way to describe what it's like."

"What an incredible experience that must be. Come, I'll show you to the next patient most in need of your combined gift." The doctor said.

The doctor stepped out into the corridor and Laurel and Jake followed right behind him. The Doctor walked to the 3rd cubicle and pulled the curtain aside and stepped aside holding the curtain open for Laurel and Jake. They stepped in and found a woman with her head bound in dressings along with both arms, the left of which the dressing was stained with blood soaking to the surface of the wrappings. Laurel let go of Jake's hand and walked around to the right side of the bed and Jake to the left side. Laurel looked the woman up and down and she got a sense that the internal injuries were far worse than what was visible from the outside. The woman had a long gash on her right cheek that was covered by a rectangular gauze patch that was neatly tapped to her face and Laurel knew the laceration was going to leave a nasty scar if left to heal naturally. She didn't want the poor woman to suffer the disfiguration of a scar like that for the rest of her life so she was going to concentrate on healing the injury as blemish free as possible.

"We bound her injuries but haven't tried to intervene internally in anticipation of you two arriving," The doctor said. "Her liver has been lacerated and her right lung is collapsed due to blood pooling in her chest cavity causing pressure on her lung. Her skull is fractured too with a serious level of brain swelling and bone fragments are so close to a critical artery that surgery is a risky option. Her right ankle has been shattered and hyper rotated tearing the muscle and tendons that attach her foot to her leg. We managed to stem the bleeding to stabilize her, but her internal injuries are such that we can't do anything for her. She's bleeding out form the inside."

"The poor thing," Laurel uttered softly. "We'll do what we can, she should be fine long as we have enough strength left in us to heal such devastating injuries."

The doctor took a step back and pulled the curtain wide open and pointed at two of the attending nurses and motioned to Laurel and Jake and the nurses nodded and immediately walked over to the cubical and one took up a position a few feet behind Laurel and the other a few feet behind Jake. Laurel and Jake glanced back at the nurses and grinned and nodded once then Laurel reached out and gently pulled the sheet down to the woman's stomach and she winced at the woman's bare chest exposed. She took solace in the fact that everyone around the woman except for Laurel and Jake were medical professionals. Laurel reached her hand out and gently placed it on the woman's stomach and Jake blinked a few times and Laurel was mildly amused by Jake's shy embarrassment at seeing an exposed woman as he reached out and gently laid his hand on the woman's chest just below her clavicle bone that he could see was broken as the line of her collar took a deviation from its normal graceful curve. Laurel then placed her other hand low on the woman's cheek and closed her eyes and Jake placed his other hand atop Laurel's on the woman's stomach and he closed his eyes and lifted his chin.

Laurel then concentrated on her love for Jake and the feeling instantly grew in strength to an overwhelming level of intensity and Jake grinned as his love for Laurel was drawn right along in intensity. It only took them a few seconds to reach maximum potential and they both simultaneously pushed hard and the energy surged from their minds and coursed down their arms and through their hands into the woman's body causing her to flinch and take a labored deep breath. The energy then built within Laurel and Jake even more rapidly than before and they didn't have to think about directing it where it needed to go as a rhythmic pulse of energy built and surged from them as before. The woman twitched with each pulse as the air in the trauma center became charged and the display above the woman flickered for a moment. Laurel realized their energy was leaking off in all directions and she squinted slightly as she concentrated on focusing it into the healing and not the room around them.

The display cleared up and the woman continued to flinch and twitch as wave after wave of healing energy was passed into her body and her vitals began to improve almost immediately as the injuries began to heal right before everyone's eyes. After only a minute the woman's breathing normalized as her lung once again functioned properly and the blood in her chest cavity was evacuated and cycled through her circulatory system aided by a now laceration free liver to filter the increasing blood pressure and flow. Laurel and Jake continued their efforts until they started to lose the ability to concentrate and Laurel actively tried to pull her influence back but it just felt to good, she wasn't able to stop. After several more rhythmic pulses Laurel lost consciousness and began to slump to the floor and the nurse behind her stepped forward and cradled her from under her arms, gently lying her to the floor and Jake a moment later also buckled as his mind simply shutdown. The nurse behind him stepped forward and cradled him from under the arms as his hands slid from the woman's body as he went limp. The nurse laid him on his back on the floor and she looked up at the doctor.

"He's burning up!" The nurse exclaimed.

The doctor stepped over to Jake and laid the back of his hand on Jake's neck and he was surprised how warm Jake felt. The doctor nodded as he looked at the nurse.

"That kind of neural activity must require a tremendous amount of blood flow to keep his brain enriched properly. Get him to the bed down the way."

The nurse nodded and Laurel and Jake were scooped up and carried to the beds they had been placed on previously and gently laid down and the active scan monitors came to life with vital physiological information. The level of brain activity was startling even through it was rapidly diminishing by the second. The display indicated that 35% of their brains were in a hyper state of activity as evidenced by large and widespread areas of yellow and red activity punctuated by pulsing areas of pinks and lavender colors on the display. The doctor looked at the displays in amazement as the activity continued to fade away until there was once again an identical match in what was being displayed of Laurel and Jake's brain activity. It looked as if the display was being mirrored from one display to the other the readings were so similar.

The doctor then looked at the med tech.

"Get them some water. They're probably going to be even thirstier than last time when they come around."

The med tech nodded and quickly stepped out of the cubicle and the doctor looked up at the displays for a moment and he winced when he saw a temperature of 102.3 indicated for both of them. He turned and looked at one of the nurses.

"Increase the air circulation in these cubicles by twenty percent and reduce the temperature by five degrees."

"Yes doctor." The nurse replied.

The nurse stepped out of the cubicle and headed to the individual cubicle controls on the wall across from the cubicles and she increased the air flow as directed and reduced the temperature of the air being supplied then she stepped back over to the cubicle with Jake lying on the bed. They watched as their readings continued to return to normal and they expected Jake to recover first but it was taking longer this time and it concerned the doctor until he heard a delicate whimper from Laurel and she rolled her head to the left and then lay still for a moment longer, then she opened her eyes and blinked hard a few times then she realized where she was and what had happened again and she forced the will of strength to slowly sit up and place her elbows under her for support. Laurel looked over at Jake and she noticed the sweat on his neck and forehead and it dawned on her that she was also sweating noticeably and she felt very hot, but the cool draft blowing down on her from the ventilation system felt wonderfully relieving.

The med tech returned with a pitcher of ice cold water and he stepped between Laurel and Jake's beds and set the pitcher down and moved the two glasses from earlier closer together and he filled the glasses and then set the pitcher down and picked up one of the glasses and handed it to Laurel. She nodded and slowly worked herself into a sitting position, then she reached out and gratefully took the glass and tipped it back and drank the whole thing down and then took a deep breath and handed the glass back to the med tech and grinned when she recovered her breath.

"May I have another?" Laurel asked softly.

"Certainly. We thought you might be thirsty given how high your temperature was and how hard your brain was working."

The med tech took the glass from Laurel and refilled it and handed it back to her and she again downed the whole thing in a single go and then handed the glass back the med tech with a grin on her face.

"Can you do anything to revive Jake as he did for you before?" The med tech asked as he took the glass from Laurel and set in next to the pitcher.

"He's already conscious. He's enjoying the sensation of sharing my essence from deep within while he gives his body time to recuperate a bit. Think of it like an embracing hug from the inside."

"I don't know if I can imagine what that's like."

The med tech looked over at Jake and he opened his eyes and rolled his head and looked at Laurel and the med tech grinned at the expression on Jake's face as he gazed at Laurel's stunningly beautiful face.

"You mean she still takes your breath away too?"

Jake looked at the med tech and smiled and nodded and then he shifted so he was leaning on his elbows.

"Every time I lay eyes on her. Can I have a drink please? My throat is like a desert right now."

"Of course."

The med tech picked up the full glass waiting for Jake and he handed it to him. Jake sat up fully and took the glass and drank it down and then handed it back to the med tech and he grinned at Jake.

"Another?"

"Please. I can't believe how thirsty I am."

The med tech nodded and filled the glass with water and handed it to Jake and Jake swung his legs off the bed and sat up straight as he drank the refreshing cold water down. He handed the glass back to the med tech and then rubbed his forehead and the doctor stepped closer and put his hand on Jake's shoulder.

"Are you feeling okay?"

Jake looked up at the doctor and nodded lightly.

"We'll be alright. It's just taking a lot out of us to do this so many times in a row. We're really tired."

"I see. Devin isn't in quite as serious a condition as Dah'arn and Mariah were, but he's still facing grueling surgery and a long road to recovery unless you two can help him."

"We'll do our best."

"Given that Devin's condition isn't immediately life threatening, I would like you two to get some protein in your stomachs and rest for a few minutes to give yourselves some time to recover your strength."

"I could eat something," Laurel said. "We can't fill up though. A snack is in order and nothing more. You can't imagine the stress our bodies undergo when we impart an intense session of the healing touch."

"It would be pretty embarrassing if we threw up on the person we were trying to help." Jake said.

"There's no question about that." The doctor looked over at one of the attending nurses. "Get them a protein bar and something sweet that will elevate their electrolyte levels."

The nurse nodded and headed away from the cubicles and Laurel and Jake swung their legs back up on the beds and laid down flat and the displays above their heads began displaying their vitals and neural activity levels. The doctor looked over the data and nodded and grinned and then he looked at Laurel and Jake.

"You're back to normal¦for the two of you anyways. Does the mental bridge you achieve take from your strength by maintaining it?"

"No," Jake responded. "It actually allows us to share energy at the fundamental level. We'll recover better if we remain connected like this."

"Very well. I'll admit we don't' know very much about the nature of being a paired couple so we'll defer to your judgment about what's best for you. You should know that at this moment you are both exhibiting brain activity of around twenty-three percent of your total brain capacity in a state of elevated activity. While I'm sure its normal while you're connected, it's an unprecedented level of brain activity for a typical Human. Do you have any idea how long you can maintain this level of activity before fatigue severs the connection to avoid brain damage?"

"We can't be sure of that. We've fallen asleep like this before and we were still connected when we woke up. I don't think it causes catastrophic brain damage. At least not beyond what our bodies are capable of repairing as it occurs."

"Did you share dreams when you fell asleep like this?" The med tech asked.

"Yes. They were more vivid and¦intimate than you can possibly imagine too. It goes beyond the usual state of a dream, it seemed like what we dreamt we actually experienced and we still remember the dreams with perfect clarity of detail thanks to Laurel's photographic memory."

"That's amazing! I wonder if Korica and Tamaric are capable of the same thing?"

"We know for certain that Korica is. We fell asleep while engaged in the deep sharing with her once. It's the same process by a different name. Three people can join minds and share their inner essence with one another during the deep sharing. Presumably Tamaric can engage in the same thing at the same time and four people could share dreams together."

"So who is actually doing the dreaming if it's a shared subconscious activity?"

"Uh, well during our experience we each took turns dreaming and we all shared the experience. Korica had a dream and we experienced it then I dreamt and we all experienced it and Laurel had a dream and we shared in it together."

"How can you tell who is dreaming the dream though?"

"By content and prospective. When you dream it's usually from a first person perspective and the contents of the dream suggest whose memory or experiences it's derived from too. I wouldn't have memories of Laurel's friends when she was a young girl for instance."

"I suppose that makes sense."

"It's one of the few aspects of our paring that we can be certain of the origins of the shared experience. We just know whose dream it is that we remember when we wake up."

"Have you done this often?" The doctor asked. "Going to sleep while inside one another's heads?"

"Not really. We've done it once or twice. You would have to ask Korica and Tamaric if they do that though. We don't discuss intimate details of their personal activities like that."

"I thought¦I'm probably asking really personal information, aren't I?" The med tech asked stopping himself.

"Yes you are," Laurel said. "But it's alright, we understand your curiosity. If it gets too personal we'll ask you to stop or we won't answer."

"Okay. I thought you two were paired to Korica, or almost anyways?"

"Uh¦in a way we are but not like Jake and I are. We engaged in the deep sharing and allowed ourselves to explore a little too deeply and we imprinted on Korica and her on us. We do in fact carry a small part of her with us but it's not so significant that we'll get sick and die if we're separated like Jake and I will if we're separated for too long. We just have a very special bond with Korica and we can sense her more than we can anyone else and she can actively enter our minds at will. We know where not to explore anymore so we don't' confuse our feelings for one another."

"So it's like you're paired to her, but not quite."

"Yes. There's a missing component to establishing a true paring with her. A level of love and complete trust is absent. Loving someone completely and being in love with them are two different things and we aren't in love with her. We love her with all our hearts, but it's still a different kind of love. It comes from a different place in our hearts and minds."

"I think I get it. Tamaric is the one she's in love with and that's why they ended up establishing a true pairing?"

"Yes. She experienced first hand how deeply Jake and I love each other and once the confusion wore off and she realized she was experiencing our feelings for one another as if they were her feelings, she wanted that kind of relationship with a boy. Luckily she found Tamaric and she was absolutely nuts about him from the first time she saw him in his stasis chamber. It was just fortunate that he had the latent gene within him for advanced abilities and just the right neural density to support the nuances of a pairing. He was equally love struck when he met her too. She's very pretty after all; he would have to be crazy not to be interested in her."

"From what I've seen of the archival records, I would have to agree. For someone that isn't Human, she looks just like us and she has very appealing features."

The nurse returned at that point with a tray that had 2 high protein factor raspberry flavored protein bars and 2 canisters of processed electrolyte solution infused with essential vitamin and mineral supplements. The nurse walked up to Laurel and held the tray out and Laurel sat up and scooted herself back and took 1 of the bars and 1 of the canisters then the nurse handed the tray toward Jake and he too sat up and scooted back so he was leaning against the pillow and he took the other protein bar and the canister of electrolyte solution. The nurse then set the tray on the table stand at the head of Laurel's bed and she stepped back out into the corridor with the other's looking on.

Laurel and Jake opened the protein bars and started to eat them and the med tech looked at the doctor momentarily who was still studying the reading on the display that were now absent of brain activity since Laurel and Jake weren't lying down on the pillows anymore. The med tech then looked at Jake.

"Can I ask you a rather¦personal question about what you experience as a paired couple?"

Jake chewed on his bite of protein bar and nodded.

"When you two are physically intimate, is there a total sharing of sensory experience at that time too?"

"It always has to go there, huhn babe?" Jake thought.

"Yeah, but he's not thinking about doing me for once, he's just curious if you experience what I experience as far as sexual pleasure and gratification." Laurel thought in return.

Jake swallowed his bite of protein bar and opened the canister of electrolyte and took a sip and he was relived that it was flavored with a slight hint of strawberry sweetener. He then swallowed it down and looked at the med tech and smiled.

"I feel everything she feels physically and she feels everything I feel. It's a little hard to explain exactly what it's like since our sensations are intermixed and simultaneous but I'll tell you with our minds joined so we also share the emotional experience of it; it's an experience that's out of body and out of mind. The sensory overload takes your breath and ability to think away for a time. It's like nothing you can possibly imagine."

"Fascinating. Is it true that at the peak of passion a true pairing is established?"

"Yes. It's the last vital component to establishing a true paring and over time the paring becomes stabile and that's when the ability to channel your partner's abilities is realized. Your senses also become more acute since you share total sensory information from and with your partner. You start to function as one person occupying two bodies if that makes any sense."

"That's amazing. I appreciate you being so honest with me about something so personal. I'm just interested in learning how a pairing truly works."

"I know. I can sense what you're feeling so I know you aren't fulfilling a deviant curiosity but that of medical curiosity. That's why I'm telling you what you want to know without hesitation."

"I think that's enough for now," The doctor said. "Let's give them a few minutes peace to recover."

The med tech looked at the doctor and nodded and everyone stepped back as the doctor walked to the foot of the beds and pulled the curtains so the beds were obscured from the corridor, but Laurel Jake could still see one another.

The crowd of medical staff then sauntered back down the corridor toward Dah'arn and Mariah and Laurel and Jake continued to eat their protein bars in quiet while enjoying the tantalizing sensation of being joined. When they had consumed the protein bars and drank down the electrolyte solution, they sat for a few minutes and tried to gather as much strength as possible by balancing what they had between them and Laurel eventually looked at Jake and he nodded and swung his legs off the bed and slid down to his feet and he walked over to Laurel and as she swung her legs off the bed and leaned in, he planted a long kiss on her and then smiled at her.

"Thank you for the life you've given me Laurel. I definitely don't get bored sharing my life with you."

Laurel smiled and slid to her feet and straitened her top and she nodded.

"You're welcome Jake. You make my life interesting too. I'm glad fate brought us together."

Laurel slid her hand into Jake's and then they turned and stepped out of the cubicle and the med tech that has been assisting them looked their way and smiled at them and then he stepped into Dah'arn's cubicle to let the doctor know that Laurel and Jake were on their feet. The doctor stepped out of Dah'arn's cubicle a moment later and he walked toward Laurel and Jake.

"Are you two feeling better?" The doctor asked as they met up.

"Yes sir. The protein bars helped a lot and the special drinks helped us to feel refreshed. We're really tired but we're up to one more round of the healing touch."

"As long as you're sure this wont do any harm to the two of you. I don't want to see you push yourselves so hard that you suffer any kind of unseen injuries."

"Our bodies protect themselves by rendering us unconscious as you saw so any damage incurred can be healed. I would have to guess it's a safety mechanism so we can't push ourselves so hard that we do damage beyond what our bodies are capable of healing."

"It worries a medical professional to see someone lose consciousness the way you two did. Especially when I really have no idea what kind of internal damage you're doing by doing what you're doing."

"I can understand your concern. The AI has postulated that our physical adaptations allowing us to heal rapidly are the result of the mutation present in us to express the advance abilities we're capable of. We're built to be able to do what we do and any damage done is overcome or reversed very quickly."

"We just happen to be able to pass that rapid healing to others through the healing touch," Jake added. "The fact that it's really hard on our bodies isn't a problem since we can heal so quickly."

"That's fascinating. There might be others among us that have the ability to impart the healing touch and they don't even know it."

"It's entirely possible," Laurel said nodding. "Our level of ability is fairly unique, but not entirely unique in nature."

The med tech stepped out of Dah'arn's cubicle overhearing the conversation and he put his hand up slightly to get Laurel and Jake's attention.

"Can you two sense if a person has this ability within them."

"No," Laurel said gently shaking her head. "We can sometimes sense if a person has the potential to express advanced abilities, but we can't determine exactly what kind of abilities they have."

"Even a deep probe won't give us that kind of information," Jake said. "Especially if they aren't aware of what they can do."

"That's too bad. It would be a huge advantage if we could identify people with that particular gift so we could groom them to take up a medical career. Imagine a doctor that could diagnose and heal a person by touching them."

"That would be awesome." Jake replied with a big smile.

"I don't know that everyone would be comfortable with the idea of being healed like that," Laurel said. "It isn't exactly normal to be able to heal a person by touching them and imparting healing energy. Some people might think of it as a perversion of nature or whatever."

"Think if we could identify the exact nature of the healing energy you're able to pass to others? If we could recreate it artificially¦it boggles the mind to think what we could do with technology like that." The med tech said with a dreamy look on his face.

"That would be remarkable," Laurel said. "I don't think we have equipment capable of identifying the type and nature of the energy we're capable of producing though."

"Maybe in time."

"Maybe."

"I'll show you to Devin," The doctor said.

The doctor then stepped around Laurel and Jake and they followed him further down the trauma cubicles until they reached another pair of opaque doors and they half expected them to be a hologram, but the doctor simply stepped up to them and they slid aside rapidly and the doctor walked through the doorway. They were now entering formal patient rooms with doors, walls, and windows that were capable of being obscured with the touch of a button making them look like frosted glass and rooms that were larger and slightly more opulently outfitted. They walked down the corridor with rooms on each side of the corridor until they reached a room with a green glowing indicator above the door. The doctor knocked lightly on the door, and then pushed the door open and stepped into the room and Laurel and Jake followed right behind him.

They found Devin lying in his bed watching a projected viewer displaying a vid from the downloaded Future library of entertainment vids and Devin immediately stopped the vid and smiled lightly.

"Hello doctor Keller." Devin said.

"Hello Devin. How are you feeling?"

"I hurt form head to toe but I'm hanging in there."

"I'm sorry to keep you in a condition that brings about so much discomfort but I may have a solution that will get you out of here today."

Devin looked at Laurel and Jake and a big smile grew on his face.

"I've been hoping to get the chance to meet you two in person to thank you for everything you did to get us all here, but this isn't quite what I had in mind."

"No sir, I'm sure it isn't." Laurel said with a pretty smile on her face.

As Laurel and Jake stepped closer Devin's face melted to one of awe and wonder and Jake sensed the instant infatuation that was so common when a man caught sight of Laurel for the first time.

"Wow! You are truly a stunning young lady Laurel," Devin said slowly. He then looked at Jake and grinned slightly. "And you have the greenest purly green eyes I have ever seen. They're gem like the way they catch and reflect the light. No wonder Laurel is nuts about you."

"Thank you sir." Jake said realizing Devin was deflecting Laurel's effect on him by complimenting Jake at the same time.

Devin then looked at the doctor.

"I take it you want me to let them do their healing thing on me?"

"Yes. If you're willing, it will negate the need for the surgery you're scheduled to undergo to remove your spleen and repair the damaged arteries in your legs. If we don't operate soon you're going to begin to fade on us. That is, unless you're willing to allow Laurel and Jake to impart the healing touch."

"Well I'm certainly not looking forward to going under the knife and my leg is going to be in a cast for weeks to give the bone time to heal properly. If I can get out of all that I'm certainly willing to consent to them doing what they can to help. Are there any dangers in letting you two heal me like that?"

"No." Laurel replied flatly.

"It will feel a little odd, but we guarantee it won't hurt and you're in no danger." Jake added.

"We've had our fair share of practice at using the healing touch," Laurel said. "We know what we're doing."

"Dah'arn and Mariah have had their injuries completely healed via this technique. As soon as the after glow wears off I'm going to process them out of the medical center."

"I¦thought Dah'arn wasn't expected to survive?"

"If not for these two he would gone by now. He was a mess. Well beyond our capability to put him back together."

Devin looked at Laurel and Jake and sighed and then smiled.

"Thank you for saving that man. He put his life in jeopardy to save mine. He grabbed me by the ankle and held me out clear of the scaffolding below us as we fell headfirst even through that meant he smashed into deck after deck face first. We fell five decks before I slipped from his grip and I was able to grab hold of things as I bounced to the ground slowing my fall along the way. That guy is a hero if I've ever seen one. Mariah tried to grab us as we went over the side, but our combined weight was too much for her and she ended up getting pulled over the side with us and then she got tangled up with Dah'arn, and then the scaffolding collapsed on the two of them, but I was able to roll out of the way as the rain of debris came crashing down. The sound was horrific and deafening."

"That must've been terrifying." Laurel said.

"The worst part was seeing the pile of debris when the dust cleared and knowing that Mariah and Dah'arn were at the bottom of it. This heavy gravity really complicates things for us clumsy Human beings. Things tend to fall harder and faster than a person expects. We just aren't accustomed to gravity like this."

"We'll adapt, but you're right," Laurel said. "Heavier gravity is something we're going to have to learn to deal with. Things definitely behave differently here than they do on Earth."

"So¦do I need to do anything while you do your healing thing?"

"No. If you feel the urge to breathe deeper or faster, don't fight the urge. We're going to impart a massive amount of energy to your body and it's going to cause your metabolic rate to skyrocket. You're heart is going to beat really fast and your body is going to need more oxygen as it absorbs and distributes the energy throughout your entire body. Don't be alarmed if you feel kind of hot too. It's a normal reaction to your blood pressure increasing along with heart rate."

"You're sure you won't deliver more of this healing energy than my body can handle?"

"We're sure," Laurel replied. "Excess energy will cycle back to our bodies through our hands. Your body produces what we're going to impart to you, just not at the level you're going to experience during the healing touch. Your body is perfectly capable of handling it."

"Alright. Let's get to it then. I'm in a lot of pain right now and I would welcome any relief the healing touch delivers."

"The first thing you'll notice is a cessation to the sensation or pain." Laurel said.

"Your pain threshold will be jacked up so high that you could have a bone snapped and you wouldn't feel any associated pain." Jake added.

"We won't be putting that to the test, but an end to the pain will be welcomed."

"Your injuries aren't near as severe as Dah'arn's or Mariah's so we wont be delivering as intense or prolonged a treatment as what we imparted to them."

Devin just blinked and winced once and Laurel sensed a twinge of pain originating in his stomach and she knew they needed to get to work to reverse the internal damage before his condition deteriorated any further. Laurel stepped closer to Devin and reached out and moved the sheet covering his chest down until it was just at the bottom of his sternum. She noticed that he had minor slices and long cuts, but nothing devastating and bruising was present all over his chest and shoulders. Laurel looked at Jake and he nodded and walked to the other side of the bed and he and Laurel reached out their right hands and gently set them on Devin's chest and then the placed their left hand right at the margin of the sheet for Jake and just below his neck for Laurel. They then closed their eyes and took a deep breath and let it out slowly at the same time and Devin glanced at doctor Keller and the doctor nodded once and Devin closed his eyes and tried to relax despite how much pain he was in.

Laurel and Jake concentrated on their love for one another and let the feeling swell within but not to the same level as before, and that when they pushed and the pent up energy surged down their arms and through their hands into Devin's body. Devin took a quick breath and tensed up as it was uncomfortable to breathe so deep and then the pain was washed away in an instant as the energy dispersed throughout his body. Laurel and Jake then established a rhythm of waves of energy delivered every couple of seconds and Devin flinched lightly with each delivered surge. He experienced an intense tingling sensation throughout his entire body and it reminded him of a limb that had fallen asleep after leaning on it for to long and then the blood flow restoration caused the nerves to tingle but this feeling was felt from the spine all the way to the surface of his skin and from the top of his head all the way to the bottoms of his feet. Devin grinned at the strange sensation and didn't make a sound as Laurel and Jake continued to deliver steady medium intensity waves of healing energy over and over for a full 3 minutes.

When Laurel and Jake sensed that they had likely delivered more than what Devin's body needed they began to pull their influence back and the waves diminished in intensity over several consecutive impulses and then stopped altogether. Laurel was the first to slide her hands from Devin's body and she lifted her chin as she waited for her senses to return to her and then Jake withdrew his hands from Devin's body and as he lifted his chin in the same manner he took a stumbled step back and one of the attending nurses put her hands under Jake's armpits expecting him to collapse but Jake opened his eyes and shook his head lightly and then put his hands on the nurses hands.

"I'll be okay. I'm just a little dizzy and really tired."

The nurse moved her hands to Jake's shoulder points.

"Come sit down, give yourself some time to recover."

Jake nodded and the nurse guided him over to the guest couch a short distance away. Jake looked back and allowed himself to plop down on the couch and he let out a heavy sigh between rapid breaths and he grinned at the nurse.

"Thank you. I don't think we could do that again without passing out like before and we likely wouldn't come around for a while."

"Well thankfully you've helped everyone that needed it. We won't be asking to extend yourselves like that again."

Jake nodded slowly and Laurel's vision finally cleared up as she wobbled standing in place and she moved her feet apart and smiled at Devin.

"Are you feeling better?"

Devin opened his eyes and smiled as he held his hands up and rubbed them together as if he was cold.

"I feel tremendously better but I have a strange tingling all over my body. It seems to be most distinct in my hands though."

"We have a lot of sensitive nerve endings in our hands. That's a common feeling among people receiving the healing touch. The energy will continue to work within your body until it's dispersed and consumed throughout your body where it's needed most. I'm glad we were able to help. I really need to go sit down for a few minutes with Jake now."

"Alright. You're a sweet girl and a generous soul to push your body so hard to help a stranger. Thank you Laurel¦" He rolled his head as he set his hands on his chest and he looked at Jake. "And you're an incredible young man Jake. Thank you for the gift of life you've imparted to me."

"It was our pleasure Devin. We're all in this life together. You may not be directly related to me but I consider us brothers to life. We have to take care of one another like brothers."

"That's a very mature and respectable attitude."

Laurel took a step back from Devin's bed and the attending nurse behind her took hold of Laurel's arm and Laurel smiled and nodded and the nurse walked with her around the bed to the couch and Laurel sat down next to Jake and leaned against him as her breathing continued to slow and her body temperature decreased to a more comfortable level as her metabolism slowed closer to normal. Laurel and Jake sat and caught their breath and as their bodies normalized they started to sense just how exhausted they were. Even in a joined state so they could share energy, they realized they barely had enough to forge on. They had pushed themselves harder than they ever had before and a long sleep was the only thing that was going to deliver the restoration their bodies required.

Laurel finally withdrew into her own mind as did Jake and then Laurel looked into Jake's eyes.

"We shouldn't wait to long to head back to the Future. It's going to tax us to fly the Helios in this condition."

"I know. Let's say goodbye to Dah'arn and Mariah and then we'll get going."

Laurel nodded and then she leaned off Jake and pushed off his leg to stand upright and she experienced a subtle head rush as the blood surged to her head and she shook the feeling off and put her hand out to Jake and he gratefully placed his hand in hers and she pulled him to his feet. They then turned and faced Devin.

"We hope you enjoy a speedy recovery Devin," Laurel said. "Your body should have everything it needs to heal all your injuries within a few hours."

"I can't begin to thank you two enough. This was an exhilarating and educational experience. I can feel that I'll be in good enough shape to return to my work in the morning."

"It was our honor. You have a good evening Devin."

"You too Laurel."

Laurel then took a step and pulled on Jake's hand as she headed to the door and pulled it open, and then stepped out of the room and sighed heavily as the door closed behind them.

"I can't remember the last time I was this exhausted."

"I can, when we were putting the ship back together for at least ten hours a day for weeks on end."

They started to walk slowly and Laurel nodded as she thought back to the time they were repairing the massive damage to the ship.

"I guess you're right. The AI tried to limit how much we worked each day but there was so much that needed to be repaired that could really only be done by Human hands."

They sensed the door to Devin's room opening and they stopped and looked back to see doctor Keller stepping out of the room. They waited for him to arrive at their position before they turned and started walking again.

"Are you sure you two are going to be alright to fly back up to the Future?"

"We should be alright. We'll program the flight into the navigation system and if the mental strain is too much, we'll hand control over to the ship and it'll fly us right to the Future, leaving us the simple task of landing the ship in the hangar."

"I can't thank you enough for coming down and saving the lives of my patients. You two are simply amazing individuals."

"It was our pleasure doctor Keller." Laurel said.

They walked up to the double doors and they slid aside and they walked through the trauma center until they arrived at Mariah's cubicle and they found her half sitting up. Mariah smiled bright as Laurel and Jake walked up to her. Laurel managed a pretty smile despite her exhaustion making it hard to concentrate.

"Hello ma'am. We just wanted to stop by and see how you're feeling."

"I'm almost feeling Human. You sweet kids have saved my life. I don't know what I can possibly do to show my gratitude."

"Just get better and enjoy life. That will mean the most to us." Laurel looked over at the doctor. "Would it be alright if I removed the bandage on her face? I tired my best to direct some of the healing energy there to prevent her from living with a scar on her face."

Doctor Keller nodded and then stepped around Laurel and opened a recessed cabinet and he pulled out a pair of gloves and worked them onto his hands and then he stepped over to Mariah and he smiled at her.

"Let's see just how well this wound has healed."

Mariah nodded and then looked straight ahead as doctor Keller retrieved an alcohol swab from a canister in the recessed cabinet and he held it in one hand as he reached out and gently peeled the medical tape at the edge of the gauze pad back. He pulled slowly to avoid causing discomfort to Mariah and he was amazed when he finally peeled the tape and gauze pad back enough to see where the wound should have been. There was a red stain of blood imparted from the blood soaked gauze pad but the wound was completely gone. The doctor pulled the patch all the way off Mariah's face and then he wiped the bloodstain away and the dissolvable stitches came away as he wiped her cheek gently.

"I'll be, there's no evidence that your face was ever lacerated. It took twenty-two stitches to close the wound and the stitches just fell away."

Laurel looked around the doctor's hand and she smiled at the blemish free look of Mariah's damp cheek.

"I'm so glad I was able to provide you with a scar free appearance."

"I am too," Mariah said. "I don't understand how you two can do what you can do but I'm sure grateful that you decided I was worth the effort."

"Awe, of course you're worth it ma'am. Your prognosis was pretty grim if we hadn't of imparted the healing touch. You tried to help Dah'arn and Devin by grabbing them as they went over the side of that scaffold. I would hate for that heroic effort to cost you your life."

"If you two ever need anything, please ask and I'll come running."

"You're sweet ma'am. I wouldn't think of inconveniencing you like that though."

"Just keep in mind that I owe you my life. You can collect on the debt anytime you want."

"We'll keep it in mind ma'am. We're going to head back up to the Future now. You have a wonderful day."

"Thank you Laurel, I will thanks to you two."

Laurel and Jake smiled at Mariah and then stepped out of the cubicle and they heard the doctor tell Mariah that he would be back shortly to remove the rest of her bandages. Laurel and Jake stepped over to Dah'arn's cubicle then looked back as the doctor walked up to them. Doctor Keller then put his index finger in the air.

"Give me just a minutes before you enter. Dah'arn was undergoing a full body scan and I want to make sure a proper level of privacy and discretion is observed before you two enter."

Laurel nodded quickly and the doctor smiled and then stepped through the curtain and Laurel and Jake could hear doctor Keller asking Dah'arn if he was up to brief visit from Laurel and Jake before they depart for the Future. Dah'arn responded enthusiastically telling the doctor to please show them in. The doctor stepped through the curtain and waved Laurel and Jake in.

"He would love to see you before head back up to the ship."

Laurel and Jake followed the doctor into the cubicle and the sight of a scanning apparatus attached to the bed Dah'arn was lying in surprised them. The strange device had three panels the length of the bed, one on each side, and a thin white bar that curved up over the bed a few feet above Dah'arn's body to a 3rd panel that was attached to the ends of the white bars aimed directly down at him. The viewer on the wall above the head of the bed had a full scan image with an obscuration stripe across Dah'arn's pelvis. The scanning device was emitting a pulsing high frequency whine that wasn't particularly detectable until one got close to the scanning elements.

Laurel and Jake walked up to the side of the bed and looked up at the image being displayed and with just a glance they could see that all the bone injuries were nearly healed to the point of being undetectable with the naked eye and his fascinating internal anatomy was in perfect condition, his twin heart lobes pulsing evenly one after the other though they increased in their rhythmic rate when he looked at Laurel and Jake and offered a friendly smile.

"Hello Dah'arn. You're looking much better than the first time we saw you." Laurel said softly.

"What a sight you two are. I have never seen such a stunning appearance in a Human."

"Are you talking about me or Jake?"

"You are both stunning in appearance. Thank you for sharing your gift of ahmidra da kemp with me."

"You're sweet Dah'arn. I wasn't aware that your species appreciated how we look since we look so different from you."

"I would not seek a mate of a Human yet I have the ability to appreciate symmetry and poise within different species. You carry yourself like a woman of delicate grace with a strength that would elude most men of your species and Jake stands tall and proud with the distinct air of one with great intelligence and a powerful presence contained within the frame of a young man harboring the character of many men his senior."

"You can read a person's character at a glance?" Jake asked with a friendly smile.

"It is aided by background information provided to me when I was enlisted to aid your people in the construction of your grand city of Genesis. I can also sense what lies unseen in a person. Many Shaharn exhibit this subtle ability. It helps us to read a person's intentions and character values. Yours are astounding in depth and complexity and what you have done for me suggests compassion and generosity that are rare traits in ones so young. You do not fear or judge those you do not know?"

"No sir," Laurel replied. "We too can sense a person's character by what he or she is feeling. It suggests what he or she is thinking at any given time. With that ability at our disposal we have no need to fear those we do not know and to judge presumes to place yourself above the person you are passing judgment on and we were raised better than that. We are no better than anyone else, just different and that difference makes meeting new species exiting to both of us. We have some experience with your people and we know that Shaharn are honorable, hard working, and very bright. That earns great respect and reverence in our eyes."

"What a remarkable attitude. I am pleased we had the opportunity to speak to one another. I am relieved there was no exaggeration to the remarks of how wonderful you two are. I will be speaking to a greater level of support and contribution to the Humans of this world. If a simple worker such as me is worthy of your consideration and sacrifice to preserve my life, our leaders will be in good company when they are among your people."

"Not all of us are capable of what Jake and I are capable of but everyone will welcome your people as warmly as we do and no effort will be spared to save or assist any Shaharn in need."

"That is reassuring to know."

"We just wanted to say hello before we depart for the Future," Jake said. "You'll have to excuse our haste, but we're really exhausted after imparting such an intense healing to three people. We need to get back up to our ship so we can get some rest. We have an away mission take part in first thing in the morning and we need to feel alert and strong for the mission."

"I understand. It was a pleasure meeting you two in person. I hope our paths cross again some time."

"If you're going to be on the Future planet for a prolonged period, we'll make sure that happens at some point."

"I will be reassuming my efforts to assist in the construction efforts of your tall buildings using our extensive advanced construction experience and knowledge. It will keep me here for quite some time."

"That's good to hear. We'll seek you out to say hello when we get the time."

"I look forward to it."

"You have a good day Dah'arn," Laurel said. "It was really nice meeting you."

"I share that sentiment Laurel."

Laurel smiled brightly and she lightly pat his forearm and then she and Jake turned and stepped out of the cubicle and doctor Keller followed them to the projection doorway, beyond which was the trauma evaluation area.

"I want to thank you two for taking the time to come to the surface so quickly to save the lives of total strangers and grace us with an amazing sight to behold in the process."

"It was our honor doctor Keller," Laurel replied with a pretty smile that mad the doctor sigh lightly. "Call us anytime you have a situation like this and we'll be here as quickly as we can to help those in need. We don't care who it is, if our unique healing ability is needed, just call for us."

"I will certainly do that now that I know how willing you are to help anyone that needs it. You two could put me out of a job if I'm not careful."

"I wish I could see a time when we don't need doctors but you're a vital resource down here, don't go looking to retire just yet."

Doctor Keller chuckled and patted Jake's shoulder point playfully.

"You take good care of this wonderful woman. I like her."

"I like her too doctor Keller. That's why I'm paired to her for life. I'll take good care of her."

The doctor nodded with a smile on his face and then Laurel and Jake turned and stepped through the projected doorway containing the myogenic field and they felt the resistance as they stepped through it and then they were back in the trauma evaluation center. They waved goodbye to the medical staff in attendance and headed to the transport enclosure. They stepped in and the door closed and they were presented with a free-floating map with dozens of location indicators throughout the building and Laurel reached out and touched the indicator for the rooftop receiving pad and a few seconds later they disappeared in bright blue flash of light and then the wall retracted open and they were facing the Tabor a short distance away and they weather had taken a rapid turn toward more winter like conditions compared to what was present when they landed.

They stepped out into the brisk breeze carrying a chilly heavy mist that seemed to be settling on everything causing a glimmering damp reflectivity that was dreary, but a welcomed departure from the steady and carefully manipulated conditions on the Future that never seemed to change with the exception of the simulated seasons in the gardening ring and even those conditions were extremely predictable and regular in cycle and degree of change.

Laurel shivered briefly as her and Jake started heading toward the Helios and Jake was about to initiate a warming shed of energy when Laurel put her hand up.

"I'm cold but we've over extended ourselves Jake. Please don't deplete yourself to keep me warm."

Without thought Jake's autonomic abilities kicked in and Laurel experienced a warming sensation all over her body and she glanced at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders and smiled.

"My body doesn't care how tired we are. It senses that your cold and just does what it has to in order satisfy your needs. I was going to do it myself until you said something and then it just kicked in on its own when I didn't carry through with shedding energy to warm you up."

Laurel nodded and grinned.

"It does feel nice, I'm warm from head to toe now."

They walked over to the Helios and Jake placed his hand on the canopy bubble and the hull skin began to withdraw and he pulled his hand back and they watched the craft come to life and the cockpit window moved inward slightly and slid back into the rear fuselage and the interior lighting glowed to life. Laurel gestured into the cabin and Jake smiled and stepped over the side of the mating surface of the cockpit window and he moved over to the pilots position and then he sat down and Laurel quickly stepped into the ship next to him and sat down and then she touched the command to close the window and the cockpit window quickly and silently slid down and slid up slightly and established an airtight seal with a faint hiss and thud.

They then powered up the auxiliary systems and retrieved their neural transducers and applied them to their temples. Laurel then stared at Jake for a moment and he sensed what she was thinking and he closed his eyes and ceased the warming shed of energy being imparted to her. Laurel grinned and reached over and pat Jake's leg.

"I really like not having to say a thing. You know what I want without thinking about it."

Jake smiled and nodded.

"It's not hard when I can feel what you want. I like the silent communication too though. You're an extension of my being so I don't need to explain myself most of the time."

Jake then looked forward as the misty conditions outside condensed on the window and drizzled down the curved surface in rivulets that zig zagged toward the mating surface of the hull and canopy window. He then thought about contacting Genesis traffic control and he and Laurel sensed an active channel opening with a subtle pop. Jake then opened his eyes and glanced in the direction of the tower as if he would see the controller he was about to address.

"Genesis control, this is the Helios on the rooftop landing pad of the medical center requesting departure bound for the Future."

"This is Genesis control Helios. I hope your mission went well?"

"Everyone involved in the accident will be on their feet within the hour."

"That's great news. You and Laurel are miracle workers. You're cleared for immediate departure to the Future. There is no traffic to report at this time. Winds are blowing at five knots from the northwest at the surface. I realize winds aloft are irrelevant to a Taber so I won't bother reporting the low, mid, tertiary and high level winds."

"Thank you for the compliment. We're cleared for immediate departure to the Future with no traffic to report. Winds are five knots from the northwest at the surface."

"Affirmative. Contact Future approach when you exit the atmosphere for traffic advisories and landing instructions."

"Will contact Future approach when we exit the atmosphere for advisories and landing instructions."

"Confirmed. Have a safe flight and thank you for helping the people in need at the medical center."

"Thanks. It was our pleasure."

Jake then muted the channel and thought about lifting off and the ship responded, gently lifting from the pad and retracting its landing struts and then a heavy gravity envelope was established and Jake thought about the Future as their destination and the ship aimed skyward and then bolted toward the clouds high above. The trip through the atmosphere was undertaken at a slower and more casual pace than their trip down and Laurel and Jake were finding the mental loading of the neural interface to be far less than they expected but still draining. They were exhausted and the thought of reaching their comfortable bed on the Future was a driving force to their effort to remain alert until they could reach it.

As the atmosphere finally began to thin and the black of space emerged as predominant, Jake initiated contact with the Future.

"Future approach, this is the Helios requesting traffic advisories and landing instructions. We have you in sight and a glorious sight you are."

"Understood Helios. There is not traffic of concern to report at this time. I have your beacon signal on sensors. You're cleared for a straight in approach to the main hangar. Be advised that there is a large visitor ship within the hangar. Contact hangar operations control for final landing instructions before entering the hangar."

"Understood, Will contact hangar operations control for final landing instructions before entering the hangar."

"Confirmed. Welcome home Laurel and Jake."

"Thank you. Home never looked so good."

Jake then muted the channel and headed straight for the looming Future that was growing in size by the second. Laurel and Jake were fighting their exhaustion but the sight of the Future offered an adrenaline rush that staved off their drowsy feeling even if only for a few minutes. Jake brought the Taber in on a low angle approach until he was able to swing around beneath the hulking mass of the Future making them feel very tiny by comparison. Jake slowed the ship and brought them to within a few meters of the entrance of the hangar so they could see the ship sitting in the hangar that took up most of the available space. The ship was odd looking with spiny protrusions all over the hull and it looked like it was made of dark stone rather than an alloy they were familiar with. The landing struts were round knurly looking trunks with a rippled and knotted look to them almost like a fossilized tree trunk but the rear engine nozzles were unmistakable and enormous. The visiting ship was a dull gray to black color and it looked very robust and heavy.

Jake opened the channel to hangar operations and control and then he requested instructions.

"Hangar operations. This is the Helios requesting permission to land."

"I have you in sight Helios. Permission to enter the hangar is granted. Please set down on left side of the hangar close the rear bulkhead."

"Understood." Jake simply replied through his exhaustion.

Jake then thought about slowly moving to the left side of the of the hangar entrance and the ship complied and drifted sideways then moved forward, passed through the myogenic field with ease and gently glided to the rear of the hangar and then set down softly and the power drive began to power down and the systems shutdown one by one until they were left with internal lighting on and nothing more. Laurel and Jake removed their neural transducers and stowed them on the stem projecting from the console then Laurel touched the command to open the canopy window and they felt the lighter gravity maintained on the Future washing over them and it was s relieving sensation and then the window moved in slightly and then quickly retracted into the rear fuselage.

Laurel and Jake then slowly climbed out of the ship and Laurel turned back to the ship and placed her hand on the hull for a moment and the window slid forward and closed tightly and then the hull skin drew up over the window and Laurel smiled at Jake.

"What an amazing little ship. I hope we build lots of these things."

"Oh I'm sure we will. Their small size means the vehicle production plant can pump out lots of 'em pretty quickly."

"This must've been one of the vehicles mom was eluding to that she said she couldn't talk about."

"Your mom has the same respect for protocol thus discretion that you do."

Laurel nodded and the pair began the walk to the transport enclosure. They stopped just short of the enclosure and looked over the large and imposing ship taking up most of the hangar and they were struck with the organic nature of its appearance. It looked more grown or formed than produced but the exact nature of the hull material escaped them.

"What an ugly ship," Jake thought. "It looks tough but hardly something you would be proud to fly around in."

"Unless you're from an region where you need to exhibit foreboding strength and endow fear at the very sight of your ship." Laurel thought.

"I can think of better ways to convey both."

Laurel smiled and took Jake's hand in hers and they walked over to the transport enclosure and Laurel pulled the door open and they stepped in and then Jake closed the door behind them. They then walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and the platform glowed to life and Laurel reached out and touched the indicator for the stasis ring entrance and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light and then appeared on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance. They stepped down and found the corridor leading to the passenger area relatively quiet at the moment. They then made the short walk to the passenger common area entrance and as they rounded the corner into the common area, the familiar sights and sounds of thousands of people going about their day greeted them. They received some curious looks as they crossed the common area and headed straight to the elevator a short distance down the 1st deck berthing corridor. Laurel paged the lift car and they waited a few moments until the lift arrived and door slid open and 4 individuals floated out of the lift and took stumbled steps then gained their balance and headed toward the common area.

Laurel and Jake then stepped into the lift car and grasped the handrail at the rear of the car and Laurel called out 'deck six' and then the door slid closed and the lift began to rise slowly at first, then it picked up speed pressing their feet to the floor of the car until the lift slowed and then stopped a few seconds later allowing them to float up from the floor a few inches as they held onto the handrail firmly. The door slid open and they pushed off and floated toward the front of the car and they extended a foot and simply stepped to the deck as they transitioned to the artificial gravity present on the walkway. They turned left and headed up the walkway past 3 people standing on the walkway talking and the people stared intently as Laurel and Jake walked past and Laurel sensed the usual awe at her stunning appearance and surprise at seeing Laurel and Jake in uniforms the likes of which no one had seen before.

The pair ignored what they were sensing and stepped up to the entrance to John's quarters and Jake had his palm scanned and the door slid open and the lighting glowed to life within. They stepped into the room and the door slid closed and then Laurel stepped over to the com panel next to the door and she touched it and it glowed to life and then she touched the icon labeled 'AI hale' and a moment later the AI's reassuring voice rang out.

"Greetings Laurel. How may I be of assistance?"

"Hi Future. Will you let the captain know we're back aboard and that we were successful in saving the lives of the people injured in the accident on the surface?"

"Understood. I will inform the captain as requested. He will be happy to hear that no lives were lost."

"We're going to need a couple hours of sleep to recover from the effort. Would you mind preparing our favorite meal selections from the lunch menu and have them sent to our bedroom?"

"Understood. Are you requesting a wakeup call should you be asleep when the meals are prepared?"

"Yes. We probably won't wakeup on our own as exhausted as we are but we need the protein and carbs if we're going to recover properly. Delivering the healing touch three times in a row really took a lot out of us, especially with how badly Dah'arn and Mariah were injured."

"With your permission I would like to examine any medical scans or incident reports sent to the Future outlining what transpired?"

"That would be fine. We lost consciousness twice and we were placed on beds within the trauma ward that collected extensive physiological information while we were on the beds. I'm sure doctor Keller will be filling out an incident report and forwarding it to the Future staff."

"Understood. I have taken the liberty of downloading the stored data from your bio monitors and it is being analyzed as we speak. I will compile a more complete picture of what you two experienced once it is combined with the collected data from the medical center."

"I think you'll find that we're in perfect health aside from fatigue from expending so much energy."

"I do not doubt that you are capable of recovering from anything short of death. I have detected a rise in key indicator hormones and specific chemicals in your blood Laurel that suggest you will be entering your menstrual cycle very soon. You should take preventative measures in case it happens in your sleep."

"Alright. Thank you for the heads up."

"You are welcomed. Please get some sleep and welcome home. Your meals will be delivered in two point four hours."

Laurel glanced back at Jake and he grinned and nodded. Laurel looked at the com panel and nodded once.

"That sounds great. Thanks again."

"You are welcomed. Is there anything else you require before I terminate this connection?"

"Yes. Inform those taking part in our mission to the Geonic system that we'll be departing in the morning at zero nine hundred."

"Are you certain you are up to engaging in an extended away mission so soon after being revived from stasis and engaging in such a physically demanding session of the healing touch?"

"We're certain."

"Understood. I will inform the proper personnel so preparations can begin for your departure at zero nine hundred."

"Future, do you know what time our parents will be returning to the ship?"

"Negative. I have not been apprised on their progress toward completing their assigned work tasks for the day."

"If you don't mind, we would like it to be a surprise that we're staying here tonight?"

"Understood. I will not mention the fact to them."

"Thanks."

The com panel then blinked out and Laurel turned as did Jake and they headed straight to their bedroom. They stepped up to the bed and quickly got undressed and then Laurel retrieved a fresh pair of underwear then made her way to the bathroom in her mother's quarters to prepare for her menstrual cycle should it occur while she was asleep. She then returned to their bedroom and found Jake lying in the bed on the side next to the bulkhead and she grinned at him as she walked over to the bed and sat down and looked at him.

"You sure you want to sleep on that side of the bed?"

"Yeah. I'm exhausted babe. I could sleep anywhere."

Laurel nodded and then swung her legs up on the bed and Jake flipped the covers over them and they scooted down and got comfortable and closed their eyes and they almost immediately drifted off to sleep with the lights on. It seemed to them like only moments later the AI calling out their names awakened them.

"Laurel, Jake."

Laurel was startled awake and she looked around for a moment then realized what was going on.

"We're here."

"Servo drones are standing by outside your quarters. Is it permissible to allow them entry so your meals may be delivered?"

"You can open the main door and our bedroom door?"

"Affirmative. I have access to every door controller on the ship."

"Right, go ahead, let the servo drones in."

"Understood."

Laurel sat up and then she looked over at Jake and he was just batting his eyes to get his senses and Laurel placed her hand on his side and he looked at her and smiled.

"Hi beautiful."

"Hi ya' handsome. Food is here."

Jake rolled onto his back and then sat up just as the door to their bedroom slid open and two servo drones floated into the room with a sliver serving tray each. They floated over to the bed and rose up and Laurel and Jake scooted back so they were sitting upright and Jake had to scoot closer to the Laurel so as to clear his head from the overhang that a portion of the bed occupied as it extended halfway into the bulkhead. Laurel took the first tray and handed it to Jake then she took the second and placed it on her lap and the servo drones settled to the deck and sat idle.

They lifted the domed lids from the serving trays to reveal their favorite selection piping hot and a short glass of orange juice each. Laurel smiled and inhaled the wonderful aroma then the AI spoke.

"Laurel, you in particular expressed a desire to know when something unseen is introduced to your body though consumption of food or drink. Your orange juice is fortified with an amino booster compound and a naturally formulated synaptic function enhancer. The powerful taste of the orange juice will hide any foreign taste that would otherwise be detected."

Laurel looked into her orange juice and saw nothing out of place and she frowned for a moment then nodded.

"I appreciate you letting us know. You're worried that our brains suffered damage when we used the healing touch?"

"It is a certainty. I understand that you are capable of self-correcting injuries that would kill or debilitate most people. I am seeking to aid your body's natural healing processes by introducing essential elements for healing the brain in particular."

"I guess I can understand and appreciate that."

"Please enjoy your food while it is still warm. If you wish, I can prepare your usual supper selections based on the average number of times they were selected in the past?"

"No, just wake us at seventeen hundred so we can eat, workout, and get showered. We'll get more sleep after that, we need to stay in shape and get re-accustomed to the established routine."

"Understood. When you are finished with your meals hand your trays back to the servo drones and I will instruct them to carry them away."

"Alright." Laurel replied.

They then set in to eating their meals gratefully and drinking all of their fortified orange juice and as promised the juice tasted refreshing and perfectly normal. When they were finished with their meals they placed the dome covers back on their trays and Laurel handed them to the servo drones and each collected one and then floated over to the doors that the AI then opened for them and they floated out of the room. Laurel then excused herself to go use the bathroom and Jake took the opportunity to use the bathroom in his father's quarters. They met up at almost the same time in their bedroom and climbed back into bed and covered up and as soon as they stopped moving the AI spoke one last time.

"Would you like the lighting in your bedroom decreased to aid in establishing a restful sleep?"

"That would be nice." Laurel replied.

The lighting then dimmed slowly until it was extinguished and only the faint glow from the overhead light at each doorway was casting a dim but discernable glow in the room. Laurel turned her head and kissed Jake on the cheek and Jake smiled brightly and scooted closer to Laurel and she rolled over and pressed herself up against him and they slowly drifted off into a rejuvenating sleep.

It again felt like moments later the AI called out into their room at 17:00 on the nose. Waking was easier this time but they still didn't feel completely recharged.

"Laurel, Jake?" The AI called out in a soft tone.

Laurel stirred awake and rolled over and looked at the com panel that was aglow at the entrance to her mother's quarters.

"Is it seventeen hundred already?" Laurel asked.

"Affirmative. Your mother and Jake's father are scheduled to return to the Future on the five O'clock shuttle. They should be back aboard at approximately seventeen thirty."

"Thank you for waking us up. We'll get dressed so we can surprise them by having dinner with them."

"Understood. Would you like to be notified when their shuttle lands in the hangar?"

"Yes please."

"Understood."

The com panel then went dark and Laurel looked over at Jake and he was batting his eyes as his mind cleared up from an intense dream that was lingering in its emotional afterglow. After a few moments Jake rolled onto his back and slid up slightly being careful not to bonk his head on the overhang on the side of the bed he found himself on. He looked at Laurel in the faint glow present in the room and he smiled warmly.

"Hi babe."

"I'm sensing unease in your emotional state. Have a weird dream did ya'?"

"Yeah. The things the mind explores when we sleep can leave you kind of confused when you wakeup."

"You wanna talk about it?"

"Nah. I don't remember enough detail to explain the dream in a way that would make sense. I'll be fine."

"Alright. I won't push the issue unless what I'm sensing doesn't change. I like you happy and that's not what I'm sensing in you right now."

"Don't read too much into it babe. I'm happy as can be to be your man living the life I am with you. Just cause a dream upsets me doesn't mean anything is wrong."

Laurel slid her hand under the blanket and stroked Jake's leg and she could feel his emotional state turning toward the normal happy individual she usually sensed in him and she figured she would leave the subject alone. She then pushed the blanket down and swung her legs out of the bed and stood up. She then walked over to the com panel and touched it and then she elevated the lighting slowly until the room was brightly illuminated. She then walked over to the bed and put her hand out to Jake and he smiled brightly and slid over to the edge of the bed and placed his hand in hers and she pulled him to his feet. He stepped into her and embraced her with a tight hug as he kissed her neck twice.

"I love you Laurel. Nothing will ever change that."

"Awe, I love you too Jake. I promise that won't change for the next two and half centuries."

Jake pulled his face from Laurel's neck and grinned at Her.

"You know, Oberot told us that you'll live that long but he never indicated how long I'll live."

"With our pairing in place if one of us dies the other will go within a day or two. The only thing we're unsure of is if your death causes mine or the other way round. Either way, if I live to be two hundred fifty, so will you."

"I like the idea of spending that much time as your partner in life."

"Me too. Let's get dressed so we can surprise mom and dad when they get here."

Jake nodded and then moved his head forward and planted a long kiss on Laurel and then they separated and walked to the recessed drawers together and they retrieved a fresh work uniform each and then they walked back over to the bed and set their uniforms down and began getting dressed. Once they were completely dressed they headed into the bathroom and combed and brushed their hair then brushed their teeth and then made their way back to their bedroom and Laurel made the bed to occupy her time and mind and then they sat on the bed and waited until the com panel lit up and the AI spoke.

"The shuttle carrying your mother and father just set down in the auxiliary hangar. Your parents should arrive in your quarters within five minutes."

"Wait¦we sealed off the auxiliary hanger when we rebuilt the forward bow section," Laurel commented. "I thought the structural damage to that portion of the superstructure was such that the hangar was going to have to be completely gutted and then rebuilt?"

"The hangar and superstructure were rebuilt using active self replicating programmable nano-bot mechanical infusion."

"I'm not familiar with that technology."

"The technology was imparted by one of our new allies. It only requires a handful of properly programmed nano-bots for the process to be initiated. Once the programmed structure is completed the nano-bots deactivate and become part of the desired structure."

"A handful would actually be quite a few nano-bots wouldn't it?"

"Affirmative. The general term represents hundreds of millions of individual self-replicating units. They are now a part of the ship and a new hangar that looks identical to the original has been realized within just a few hours of the beginning of the process. The nano-bots used the existing materials to self replicate thus the structural elements consist of the same material that was originally used in the construction of the ship."

"That's a handy technology to have access to."

"Agreed."

"What did we give in exchange for something so valuable?" Jake inquired.

"One complete transport platform and associated support equipment as well as the technical specifications for constructing a complete instantaneous transport system within a ship or ground based structure."

"Wow! So they realize the incredible amount of power required to make the system function properly?" Laurel said.

"Affirmative. They claim to have power generation capabilities that will satisfy the specified power requirements."

"The compression field coils within the field generator aren't going to be easy to reproduce either." Jake said.

"When the time comes we will likely construct those devices for them."

"You've been able to analyze the field generator in enough detail to reconstruct its internal components?"

"It has not been required to construct a replacement unit. I am confident that I would be able to retool the automated manufacturing facilities here on the ship to construct the necessary components based upon the detailed information available in the new data core. I have also analyzed the existing components within the field generator in use as you mentioned. I have a detailed schematic generated from that analysis that matches the information within the new data core precisely."

"And you have the necessary materials to build a compression field generator?"

"Negative. Raw materials would need to be acquired to facilitate making a replacement or duplicate unit."

"I guess we can take care of that when the time comes."

"Affirmative. The required materials are rare but this sector of the galaxy is rich in stellar matter that should contain the necessary materials. When a star ends its life in a supernova a great deal of exotic matter is created, including the Bertonium and Carsonite-Calium, the two main super heavy elements required to create the field coils within the compression field generator. It would also require several hundred pounds of pure gold refined to absolute purity in order to properly clad the field coils so as to produce absolute conductivity without variations presenting in the compression field generated."

"I've never heard of those heavy elements," Jake commented. "The periodic table must've increased thanks to the information the elder race imparted to us in the new data core."

"It has doubled in the number of known elements. The methodology required to create some of the elements are beyond Human capabilities or understanding at this time. The previous periodic table was comprised of known elements from Earth and what was detectable in the nearby galactic neighborhood. There is much more material to witness the further out one travels into the galaxy. My own observations have resulted in some anomalous observations that were resolved thanks to the information provided by the elder race."

"You mean you detected stuff that you had no idea what it was until the new data core was installed and you were able to access the vast information collected over the eons by the millions of species that contributed to the knowledge base housed within the new data core?"

"Yes. Though I am not tied directly into the new data core, I have access to the information by the use of servo drone activation and exploration. The elder race thought it best if I were not connected directly into the new data core. Laurel's insistence that no modifications be made to me dictated that a direct connection was not to be carried out anyway."

"That doesn't bother you does it?"

"I am not capable of being bothered. That suggests an emotional state, which you know I am not capable of experiencing. The fact that Laurel appreciated my original state enough to insist that it be maintained is important to me. Her high intellect means she understands the complexities of what I am and who I seem to be. That is high praise from someone so brilliant. It suggests she appreciates me as a flawlessly designed artificial intelligence that warrants being preserved without modification or interference."

"You always know how to make me feel good Future," Laurel said with a smile. "You don't mess with something that isn't broken and you were just fine once your damaged components were repaired. The part of your sophisticated design that endows you with the personality that you so convincingly convey is perfect to me. I didn't want anyone changing that and hooking you into the new data core I feared would have the same affect as full enlightenment on a person, and those results left something to be desired."

"I appreciate your desire to keep me the way I was designed to be."

Laurel looked at Jake as she sensed her mother and John very distinctly and Jake smiled and nodded. They then looked at the com panel.

"Our parents are close, aren't they?" Laurel asked.

"You are very perceptive. They just exited the elevator on deck six."

"We're sensitive to their presence and we're in a heightened state of expectation elevating our sensitivity to their presences even further."

Laurel stood up and then turned and put her hand out to Jake and he nodded and stood up as he slid his hand into Laurel's. They then stood facing one another and they closed their eyes and focused on their combined sense of their parent's presences to determine which quarters they entered when they arrived. It was only a few seconds later that they sensed Amelia and John entering John's quarters and as Laurel and Jake paused they sensed a rise in amorous feelings between Amelia and John and Laurel snapped her eyes open as she felt like an eves dropper on a private moment. Jake opened his eyes slowly and grinned at Laurel.

"You told your mom that we're okay with the idea of them exploring a deeper relationship. They have no idea we're here so they're allowing their feelings to move past where they stopped things in the past to avoid making us uncomfortable."

Laurel nodded and then pulled at Jake's hand as she headed toward the door leading to John's quarters. They stepped up to the door and it slid open and Amelia and John spun their heads around as they sat on the couch and Amelia's face lit up as she caught sight of Laurel and Jake stepping into the room.

"Laurel baby, what are you doing here? I thought you would be in your quarters on the command deck or on duty somewhere."

"Special quarters are being constructed for Jake and I so we thought we would surprise you with the news that we get to spend the night here."

"See," John started. "You weren't missing Laurel so much that you could sense her from the command deck like she was practically in the room with us. They were in the other room as it turns out."

Laurel and Jake walked over to their parents and they stood up and greeted them with a loving embrace. After a few moments they traded parents and hugged the other tightly then Laurel and Jake stepped over to the reading chairs across from the small couch and they sat down.

"How long will it take 'em to get your quarters complete?" Amelia asked.

"They'll be ready by tomorrow but Jake and I have been assigned an away mission that will probably keep us away for a while." Laurel replied.

"It's actually two consecutive missions so we'll be gone for more than a little while." Jake added.

"We didn't think the captain would be putting you out there so soon after emerging from stasis." John commented.

"The captain left the timing up to us." Laurel said.

"Feeling restless already?" Amelia said with a smile.

"A little maybe."

"So we heard that you two were on the surface for a short time today," John said. "Something about being called to the medical center to perform a miracle or two?"

"Yeah, there was a construction accident in which three people were badly injured. We imparted the healing touch on all three of them and managed to heal their injuries."

"Two of them were going to die if we didn't intervene." Jake added.

"That's wonderful that you were able to use your gifts like that." Amelia said.

"It's a rewarding feeling to use it successfully even if it's a little hard on us."

"Hard on you?"

"The effort made us pass out after imparting the healing touch to the most critical two of the injured. After healing the third we were left feeling very tired but exhilarated."

"The AI thinks we were doing damage to ourselves by imparting such an intense round of healing to so many people one right after the next."

"You don't agree with that assumption?"

"Oh no, I'm sure the AI is right. We have accelerated healing abilities in response to our other advanced abilities that are harmful in the short term when to maximum potential."

"I don't like the idea of the healing touch causing damage, but I'm very proud of you for stepping up to save the lives of people you don't know."

"You know I can't resist the opportunity to help someone in need mom."

"I know sweetie. You're a generous soul, you always have been."

"We've rested a little bit so we'll feel tip top for our mission in the morning but we're really hungry, you guys feel like having dinner with us?" Jake said.

"You mean up on the command deck?" John asked.

"Yeah, We're on duty, that's where we're supposed to eat and workout."

"Give us a few minutes to get dressed down and we would love to join you."

Jake smiled and nodded and John stood up as did Amelia and Laurel kissed Jake on the cheek then walked with her mother over to her quarters through the bedroom. John made his way into his bedroom and Jake sat quietly for a few minutes till his father emerged from his bedroom dressed in his workout outfit. He walked over to the couch and sat down and Jake turned sideways and pulled one leg up under himself as he faced his father.

"You know dad, it's really okay if you and Amelia explore a deeper relationship. Laurel is having a talk with her mother right now about the same thing. We sensed an aura of romantic feelings between the two of you when you arrived. I think it could do a world of good for you to experience the love of a good woman in your heart after so many years being alone. You've fulfilled your obligation to mom in that you've raised me to be a good person but the job is done. I'll always need you in my life, but I don't need you to take care of me and provide for me anymore. Now that Laurel and I are in the civilian corps, we probably won't be around much and I really don't want you to focus on nothing but work. You deserve what Amelia can give you."

"Are you reading my feelings about raising you as your mother made me promise I would if anything ever happened to her?"

"Yes. I know you took care of me like you did because you love me too but there was that underlying sense of obligation to what mom made you promise. You've honored her memory and your promise. Now it's time to go on living. Mom will always have a special place in our hearts and memories but she's gone dad. It's okay to love again and be loved."

"I appreciate your approval and recommendation son. If Amelia is open to the idea, maybe we'll see where things go."

"Good. Laurel and I don't want you two to miss out on something special because of us."

"You're sure it wouldn't feel weird if Amelia and I ended up getting married? That would make you and Laurel brother and sister after all."

"We've come to terms with that technicality. Besides, we might be the ones to get married first."

"If you're sure then Amelia and I will consider exploring something more meaningful. Lord knows we care about each other more than we let on."

"Laurel and I can sense the truth of things dad. We want you guys to be happy and we're positive that you can make each other happy like Laurel and I make each other happy."

"Fair enough. Can you tell how the conversation is going between the girls?"

"Yeah. Amelia has admitted to some things that wouldn't be appropriate for me to speak about. She's indicated that she's open to the idea of moving on to something deeper just like you did. I would expect her to be sitting down with you to have a talk about it in the near future. You've stirred things in her that she thought were impossible because of how much she loved Laurel's dad, and she still does despite how long he's been gone. She's at a critical point in the healing process where you could occupy a special place in her heart and it won't feel like she's betraying the memory of Laurel's father and what he meant to her."

"I see. How did you get to be so smart and insightful?"

"I was raised by you and I'm paired to Laurel. Those two things give me wisdom and maturity."

"Well said son. Shall we go see if the girls are ready to go get something to eat?"

"They're on their way over here. They'll be here momentarily."

John smiled and then nodded and it was only a few seconds later that Laurel and her mother emerged from Laurel and Jake's bedroom. Jake smiled at the sight of Laurel and he stood up and waited for Laurel to reach his position and then he leaned out and Laurel graced him with a lip lock kiss. Laurel then leaned against him and grinned.

"You guys hungry? I sure am."

John stood up as Amelia stepped right next to him and gave him a look that spoke to the conversation she had just had with Laurel in which she admitted that she was attracted to John and he stirred her heart significantly and Laurel had divulged that Jake was having the same conversation with his father and John had strong feelings for Amelia too. John grinned at Amelia and dipped his chin once in acknowledgment and then he looked at Laurel.

"I could certainly eat if it were in front of me."

"Good. Let's get going."

Laurel then slid her hand into Jake's and she gently pulled him toward the exit. They exited their quarters and headed down the walkway to the elevator and paged the lift and then rode down to the 1st deck. They then headed down the corridor and crossed the common area to the exit leading to the cross corridor and they turned right and headed to the transport platform by the stasis ring entrance and they waited in line and then when it was their turn they transported up to the command deck and then headed out into the cross corridor and turned right and made the short walk to the mess hall. As they rounded the corner into the mess hall, they found the back wall retracted and the mess hall was buzzing with conversation and though not full anything close to capacity, the mess hall was occupied by at least 70 individuals of varying ranks taking part in the scheduled evening meal period.

Laurel and Jake glanced around momentarily and then led the way to the dispenser station in the middle of the port bulkhead. They poured themselves a drink then waited for Amelia and John to pour their desired drinks and then they walked to the nearest table with ample room for them to sit together. Moments after sitting down 2 servo drones rose up to the table level and deposited menus on the table. They all collected a menu each and pulled them open and perused the menu items and Laurel and Jake were pleased to see most of their familiar dishes being offered and a few new entries they had never seen before. The large heard animals being manageably culled on the surface were supplementing the menu with protein rich meat selections and there were aquatically originated high protein offerings gracing the menu as well.

Laurel and Jake made their choices and then collapsed their menus and John and Amelia took a moment longer then made their selections and collapsed their menus and they handed them back to the servo drones and they descended to the deck then spun around and floated off silently. Laurel then lifted her glass to take a drink of her apple juice when she caught sight of the captain stepping through the entryway into the mess hall. Laurel froze with her glass touching her lips and Jake sensed her emotional state and he looked toward the entrance and he too saw the captain glancing around and Jake raised his hand in the air and the captain immediately lifted his chin and smiled at Jake and Laurel and lifted his hand, and then he headed toward the table. Laurel lowered her glass to the table and flicked her head in the captain's direction and Amelia and John looked toward the entrance and saw the captain walking toward them.

As the captain reached the table Laurel and Jake started to stand and the captain put his hand out.

"As you were adjutants." Laurel and Jake sat back down and nodded.

The captain looked at John and Amelia and nodded once.

"It's nice to see you John and Amelia," The captain then looked directly at Amelia. "I understand the vehicle production plant passed the final round of inspections and tests?"

"Yes sir. Everything is set for production to start whenever you would like. The automated retooling process has finally been ironed out so it functions as specified. Once the foundry is constructed, the facility will truly be capable of running day and night uninterrupted with only an onsite crew of thirty and another ten at an offsite monitoring facility."

"That is truly stupendous work Amelia. I knew you were the right person to get things on track. When you have the time I would like to sit down and talk with you about your next assignment if you're willing to take on another challenge."

"I uh¦you don't want me to oversee the startup process when the time comes?"

"I know you feel connected to the plant because you've been so integral to getting the facility completed on schedule, but you've acquired and trained the right people to take over the production process. I have something else in mind that requires someone with your skill set to get things moving smoothly."

"I see. Is it something on the surface?"

"Yes. You don't need to worry about it until after Laurel and Jake depart though. I assume they told you that they've been assigned a double away mission?"

"Yes sir. I'll check with the AI to see when you're available after the kids have departed."

"That will be fine."

"I'm honored that you value my skills enough to assign me to your projects."

"They're our projects. The efforts to get the city completed on schedule are to everyone's benefit. I just happen to be in charge of scheduling the larger projects and that includes insuring that the right people are put in place to get the job done efficiently and you definitely fulfill that requirement." The captain then looked at John and grinned slightly. "If Amelia takes on what I have in mind, you'll likely be working at the same site soon after ground is broken."

"I take it there will be a need to incorporate fiber optic secure lines to the Genesis tower network?"

"That's right. Your supervisor Derrick will fill you in when the time comes. I know he depends on your skills and ability to get work done efficiently and according to plans."

"That's good to hear. Derrick doesn't particularly compliment the team very often, he sure points out when he's disappointed with a lack of progress or mistakes made though."

"So I've heard. I doubt you're on the receiving end of those conversations though?"

"No sir. I know what I'm doing and I pay attention to detail."

The captain nodded and then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"I really sought you two out so I could thank you for going to the surface to save the lives of those hurt in the construction accident down there. The AI has expressed some concerns about the data that was collected from the two of you during your time in the medical center, but I've been assured there is no evidence that the damage was of a permanent nature thanks to your amazing self-healing abilities."

"We're glad we were able to help sir," Laurel replied. "We pushed ourselves pretty hard to help three people one right after the next but like you said, we have the adaptation for rapid healing. It makes our other gifts more tolerable physically since any damage done is self corrected in short order."

"Well we'll try not to ask so much of you in the future. This was a unique situation requiring maximum effort."

"Yes sir. You don't need to be afraid to ask us to push our abilities to the limit though. I don't think our bodies will allow us to push things beyond what we can tolerate."

"I would just assume not put that to a test. You folks enjoy your meal. Laurel, Jake, check your mission brief before you prepare for departure. You'll find an update waiting for you."

"We'll do that sir." Laurel replied.

The captain then smiled at Amelia and John then spun around and headed toward the dispensers a short distance away and Amelia leaned closer to Laurel once she was sure the captain was out of earshot.

"The captain eats here with all the other officers? Doesn't he have a captain's mess so he can eat in peace and quiet."

"No mom. The military separates command from subordinate officers, not the civilian corps. We all eat and workout together."

Amelia nodded and watched the captain pour himself a cup of tea and then walk over to a table occupied by 3 high ranking officers and he sat down. Amelia then looked at Laurel.

"I guess it must endow a feeling of unity by having your commanding officers sharing the space."

"Yeah, it does. There's no feeling that they see themselves as better than us or more deserving."

They then sat quietly for the next few minutes as they glanced around the mess hall until servo drones floated up to the table with their plates of food. The drones slid the plates on the table and then descended close to the deck and floated away silently. Laurel and Jake were pleased to see and smell familiar favorites with some new and interesting sides. They set in to eating their meals and halfway through, Laurel and Jake simultaneously sensed Rody approaching the table. They swallowed their bite of food and wiped their mouths and started to get to their feet and Rody put his hand up and grinned at Laurel and Jake.

"Don't get up on my account. I know you two have been conditioned for subordinate roles, but technically I'm subordinate to you two."

Laurel and Jake nodded and plopped back down in their seats. Laurel then glanced at her mother and then looked back at Rody.

"I don't think you've met our parents. This is my mom Amelia Kade, and Jake's father John Myers."

"We've met briefly, though I'm sure you don't remember it."

"We have?" Amelia asked with a grin.

"Sure. You were talking to Mark and I interrupted to tell Mark the captain was looking for him. It was in the gardening ring around four months before we made it to the Milky Way. Mark introduced me as Hammer and he told me you were Laurel and Jake's mother and father. We exchanged greetings and then Mark excused himself and he and I headed to the aft exit."

"I'm sorry, I don't remember that." Amelia replied.

"I do!" John exclaimed. He then looked at Amelia. "Remember, I said the special tactics division must have a requirement that all their guys be built like a tank?"

"Oh yeah, I do remember that now that you put it into context like that."

"What brings you to the mess hall Rody?" Laurel asked. "You want to join us?"

"Actually, I have more preparations to carry out so we're ready to go by the time you specified. I've taken lessons from Mark about bringing enough supplies for the unexpected. I have to make sure eight people can survive on what we bring with us should something go wrong and we end up stranded on an alien world...or two. The AI informed me that you two were up here having supper with your mom and dad so I thought I would come by and deliver these to you personally."

Rody held out his hand with a small square metal canister in it with the Marine insignia on the side of it and the letters USMCSTD below the insignia. Laurel reached out and took the canister and looked at it for a moment then looked up at Rody.

"What is it?"

"Open it. See for yourself."

Laurel grinned and pulled her hand closer and flipped the case open and there were 2 rice grain sized transceivers nestled into a dark gray foam material. Laurel smiled brightly and reached in and lifted 1 out and then handed the open canister to Jake and he removed the other and then snapped the canister closed and handed it back to Rody. Rody took the canister and stuffed it into his hip pocket and then he gestured to his ear.

"Go ahead. Put 'em on and give the AI a call."

Laurel and Jake rolled the devices to the tip of their fingers and then tucked them behind their ears and pressed them into the crevice at the top of their ear lobes and then tapped the devices several times. They felt the transceivers extend the micro leads through their skin and then vibrate slightly as the leads bored into the bone of their skull. It took a few seconds to establish a satisfactory firm connection and then they heard a faint steady tone for a few moments then a beep, indicating that the devices were active.

"Future, this is Laurel. Do you read me?"

"Yes Laurel. I read you loud and clear." Laurel heard the AI responding loud and crystal clear deep in her ear.

"Can you hear me too Future?" Jake inquired.

"Affirmative Jake. From anywhere within the ship your signal is going to be extremely strong. How are you two reading me?"

"I read you five by five." Laurel replied.

"I hear you loud and clear too. I think these new cranial transceivers produce more of a distinct audio reproduction in our heads."

"The military versions are superior to the civilian corps version in many ways. Those used by the special tactics division are yet again a step above the normal military versions."

"Does that mean you'll be able to read us from anywhere on the planet?"

"Affirmative. The orbital satellite network will detect the unique signal architecture and relay it in a manner that is unlikely to be decoded or even recognized by other ships. Your transceivers are capable of hosting conversations over the civilian corps frequencies just as your previous transceivers were."

Laurel looked at Rody and furrowed her brows.

"I thought these were identical to the ones Mark had given us?"

"They are. What would make you think they aren't?"

"The AI was describing their function as if they were different than the ones we had before."

"I can't say for certain, but I'm fairly certain he gave you special tactics versions before. If he gave you the standard military version, these are a little more complex and thus capable but function the same way. Were the ones you had before the same size?"

"Yeah, I think so."

"The military grade cranial transceivers are distinctly bulkier though still micro."

"I'm pretty sure these are the same size."

"You would know the difference for certain. If you're unsure, you likely had the special tactics version."

"Thank you for bringing them to us in person." Laurel said.

"No problem. I was passing this way anyways." Rody looked at John and Amelia and he nodded once and grinned at them. "I promise to look after these two as well as Mark did. They'll be coming home safe and sound, you have my word on that."

"Thank you for the reassurance," Amelia said. "I'm sure the captain chose you for good reason."

"That he did. You folks have a good evening and I'll see you and Jake in the auxiliary hangar in the morning Laurel."

"Thanks Hammer, we'll see you there."

Rody then turned and walked out of the mess hall. Laurel and Jake then reached up and tapped their transceivers off and they all went back to eating their meals. When the food was consumed and the drinks polished off, they got up and headed out of the mess hall and made their way over to the gym to workout. They found the gym to be quite busy but they were able to get the necessary time on each piece of equipment to complete an adequate workout without much of a wait. They then headed back down to the passenger area and headed to their quarters and showered and changed into comfortable evening clothing and met up in John's quarters to spend some quality time together.

Laurel and Jake retrieved their data pads containing the mission details and orders and they sat on the couch beside their respective parent and read through the updated information as Amelia and John engaged in a game of chess. Once Laurel and Jake were confident that they were fully familiar with all aspects of the upcoming missions, they said their goodnights to their parents and then retired to their bedroom where they packed their bags for the trip and then disrobed, Laurel remembering the AI's warning thus wearing underwear with a light pad and then they climbed into bed together after extinguishing the lights. They engaged in the deep sharing for a short while, then withdrew into their own minds and drifted off to sleep while holding one another.

Laurel was the first to wake at 05:05 in the morning. She laid still as her mind woke then she rolled over and kissed Jake on the cheek and he groaned gratefully and he opened his eyes and allowed his mind to wander for a few moments then he turned his head and looked at Laurel and smiled.

"Morning beautiful." He said softly.

"Morning handsome. I'm sure I'm a fright to look at right now."

"Not even. The trimmings might need a little grooming but the beautiful woman I'm in love is shining through."

"You're so sweet. Let me use the bathroom real quick and I'll reward your compliment."

Jake smiled and scooted back so he was sitting up and he smiled.

"You're not usually horny first thing in the morning."

"I know. If the AI is right, it's going to be a few days until we can mess around again."

Jake nodded and then pushed the covers down and swung his legs out and planted his feet on the floor then stood up and put his hand out to Laurel. She scooted over to the edge of the bed then swung her legs out and placed her hand in Jake's and he gently pulled her to the standing position. Laurel then embraced Jake with a loving and firm hug then they separated and Laurel proceeded into her mother's quarters and Jake into his father's. They relieved themselves and then brushed their hair and teeth then returned to their bedroom, Laurel arriving a few moments after Jake. She smiled at him as she walked right up to him, surprising him when she entered the room in that she was now completely nude.

Laurel slid her hands around Jake's back and pulled him against her firmly and then she engaged him in a long good morning kiss. She then slid her hands down to his bottom and gave his muscular cheeks a gentle squeeze while smiling at him.

"We're in luck, not a single spot and no cramps yet meaning we have a little time till I start."

Jake slid his hands around Laurel's silky smooth back and imparted a gentle pulling force pressing her body against his even tighter.

"You know that's going to be a pain in the butt when you start during the mission?"

"I know. You're going to have to share the uncomfortable sensations when it happens too. Hopefully the pain meds the AI provides will curb the worst of the pain I usually experience."

"Let's hope. Our pairing has never been this deep and stabile during your cycle so I never experienced your pain in full measure. I'm not looking forward to it."

"It's not something to be afraid of Jake. It sucks but it's survivable."

"I know it's survivable or the world wouldn't have females. It's just not natural for men to experience it."

"You'll be alright."

Laurel then guided Jake over to the bed and the two climbed on the bed and engaged in a hearty round of foreplay followed by an intense round of intercourse. At the conclusion they took a few minutes to catch their breath and then they headed to the bathroom in Amelia's quarters and they got cleaned up and then returned to their bedroom and got dressed in their work uniform and then made their way up to the command deck. They ate breakfast with their fellow crewmates and then worked out and finally returned to their quarters and showered again then changed into their semiformal uniforms and retrieved their weapons holsters and strapped them on and then asked the AI to have their bags taken to the auxiliary hangar. They then prepared to head to the hangar themselves but encountered John emerging from his bedroom as they walked through the main living quarters. Jake embraced his father with a hug and John looked the kids over and grinned.

"You two look so sharp in those uniforms. I don't know if I like the nasty weapon hanging off your leg but I understand the need for it." John then embraced Laurel with a brief hug and then he flicked his chin toward the bedroom door. "You should go say goodbye to your mother Laurel. I don't know if she's up yet but she'll appreciate the gesture even if you wake her up to accomplish it."

Laurel nodded and then kissed Jake on the cheek and then headed through her bedroom to her mother's quarters and she sensed that her mother was somewhat awake but not quite out of bed yet. Laurel walked over to the door leading to her mother's bedroom and she opened the door and found her mother sitting up lying back against her pillows.

"Hi mom. I wanted to say goodbye and tell you how much I love you."

"Awe, come here sweetie." Amelia said holding her arms out.

Laurel walked over to the bed and sat down and reached her arms out and embraced her mother and Amelia kissed the side of Laurel's head. Laurel then stood up and smoothed her hands down her uniform top and Amelia leaned back and sighed while smiling fondly at Laurel.

"I love you so much Laurel. You make me so proud to see you standing proud in that uniform."

"Thank you mom. I appreciate you supporting my choice to join the corps with Jake at my side."

"To appose anything your heart truly desires would only serve to alienate us from one another. You're strong willed and brilliant baby. You know what's best for you and I want you happy in anything you decide to do. I can feel how happy Jake makes you and serving in the corps fulfills you with a sense of purpose that makes your life feel full and complete. That's all a mother could ever hope for. You're happy with the direction of your life so I'm going to support you one hundred percent. You take care of each other out there and come home safely."

"We will mom. I hope I'm as understanding and wise with my children as you have been with me."

"You're going to be a wonderful mother Laurel. You have so much love in your heart and you love children. Have faith in the strong woman you've become."

Laurel nodded and then leaned down and kissed her mother goodbye and then she stood up proudly and waved goodbye.

"I'll see you real soon mom. Goodbye."

"Goodbye baby doll. Remember to have some fun while you're out there exploring and investigating."

Laurel nodded while smiling at her mother and then she turned around and headed to the door and stepped out when it slid open. She then walked through her bedroom and into John's quarters and Jake sprang to his feet when he sensed her entering the room.

"You're mom always inspires you, huhn babe?"

"Yeah. She's so smart and loves me unconditionally. I aspire to be just like her."

"Trust me, you're more like her than you know." John said with a big grin.

"Thanks dad."

Laurel walked over to Jake and slid her hand into his and then they headed to the exit. The door slid open and Jake stopped just inside the doorway after Laurel stepped through and Jake looked back at his father.

"I love you dad. I hope you know that you inspire me too?"

"I love you too son. I hope you always see me in a favorable light, lord knows I'm not perfect but my love for you is eternal and infallible."

Jake smiled brightly and then turned and stepped out onto the walkway and the door slid closed. Laurel smiled at Jake and gently pulled him closer.

"It does my heart good to see a guy that isn't afraid to express his love for his dad."

"Dad and I grew really close after mom died. I felt really lost and dad was my rock. He showed me that life was still worth living and I was worth caring for. We both learned to express ourselves to one another so there wouldn't be any doubt how we felt."

"I can sense how much your dad means to you. Mom means that much to me too."

They then turned and headed down the walkway to the elevator. They rode down to the 1st deck and then exited into the narrow berthing corridor and made their way down the corridor to the common area and then out into the cross corridor. They then headed to the transport platform and transported to the command deck and then exited the transport compartment and made the walk to the elevator. They then boarded the high-speed lift and rode down to deck 20 and then to the forward most bow section.

When the lift stopped and the door slid open, they floated out of the car and stepped onto the deck and what was previously a flat bulkhead isolating the damaged hangar from the internal aspects of the ship was now a functional set of doors with a palm pad next to the doors. Laurel and Jake stepped up to the doors and their heightened visual acuity allowed them to see a pattern within the metal the doors were constructed from. It was like looking at a crystalline pattern but so fine that most people would miss it. Laurel reached her hand up and softly stroked her fingers across one of the doors surface and she could feel the minute pattern crating a subtle uneven surface texture. She then slowly withdrew her hand and looked at Jake.

"I guess it's the nano bots that create the texture. Maybe they're going to cover it in EMPACC later on to hide it."

"Maybe. I don't think most people would be able to see the imperfections in the surface texture anyways. It would just look like raw tritanium cobalt to them."

Laurel nodded and then reached out her hand and placed it on the palm scanner and it read her palm and green light spilled from around her hand and illuminated the overhead surfaces in an eerie green shadow that was moving slightly as the scan progressed then blinked out returning the dim glow from the bulkhead lights that cast deep shadows of light within the otherwise dark recesses of the overhead that was cluttered with conduits and piping since the EMPACC coated reinforcing panels were conspicuously missing.

The doors then slid apart to reveal an isolation room that separated the hangar space from the corridor and elevator beyond. Laurel and Jake stepped into the compartment and the doors slid closed and they looked around and noticed the same lattice pattern to every surface visible. They stepped over to the control panel and adjacent viewing window that looked out into the hangar. They were met with the sight of a seriously menacing looking PARSE class ship with the rear cargo hatch wide open and Rody was loading the last cargo container into the rear of the ship. Laurel and Jake stared at the ship and could hardly believe their eyes.

The ship wasn't huge but it had a dull gray color to it's hull and it had wing pylons with nasty looking cannons attached to them and there was the barrel of some kind incorporated right into the hull sticking out from the chin of the craft. There were 2 engine nacelles, one on each side of the main hull at the wing root of the weapons pylons and there was an engine bell right in the middle of the fuselage just above the open cargo hatch and there was an intake scoop at the forward most section of the upper fuselage suggesting the middle engine was a high altitude scram jet of some kind. There were 4 barrels extending from the edges of each of the weapons pylons and Laurel readily recognized them as conventional projectile cannons in the 50-caliber range, but the barrels had spiraled structures around the ends of the barrels within perforated cooling fins that she couldn't quite place as to their function.

Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged and smiled and Laurel reached down and activated the hangar intercom and then she leaned closer to the microphone sticking out from the panel on a thin, segmented flexible stem.

"Hi Hammer," Laurel said. "You mind if we come into the hangar?"

Rody stopped what he was doing and looked at the control room and smiled and waved them over.

"Come on in," He said. "The fuel and ammo have already been loaded, I just never opened the door after I was done."

Laurel nodded and deactivated the intercom and her and Jake stepped over to the door and slapped the paddle button to open the door and it hissed as the seal was released and the door slid open with a mechanical ratcheting sound, ending with a thud as the door reached the fully retracted position within the bulkhead. They then stepped into the hangar and looked around taking note that every surface was the same gleaming tritanium looking material with the fractal crystalline-like pattern. They walked over to the PARSE and Rody walked down the short cargo ramp and met Laurel and Jake at the bottom of the ramp.

"You guys are pretty early. No one else is here yet but I have everyone's bags and all the gear we should need stowed and secured."

"We wanted to come see the ship before we actually tried to fly it," Jake said. "Having the knowledge subliminally imparted to us is different from actually seeing the thing in person."

"Well, let me give you the fifty cent tour," Rody stepped to the side and looked up into the cargo compartment. "This is the rear troop seating and drop compartment. The drop harness seats have all been removed except for five seats to make room for cargo and to reduce the overall weight of the ship for the mission. I wanted to preserve some room for additional cargo if we found things where we're going that we wanted to bring home with us."

"You mean you guys are trained to jump from the back of this thing?" Jake asked.

"No. The cargo hatch can't be opened in flight. The jump seats are literally jump seats. One stands up and the floor retracts open beneath them and they are dropped on command. There's the problem of engine exhaust and slipstream if one were to exit aft."

"That makes sense." Jake responded.

Rody nodded and flipped his chin to the left and he guided the pair around the ship until they were standing under one of the weapons pylons that hung from the central fuselage like a forward and down cast wing of a bird of prey.

"This pylon is multi-ordinance capable and at the moment it's sporting a multi compression particle cannon in the five gigawatt range with an affective range of three hundred miles in atmo and for dog fighting in and out of atmo the pylons are bristling with my favorite fifty cal cannons with electro-gravitic wave guide velocity amplification for use in an oxygen and gravity free environment."

Rody reached up and stroked the barrel of one of the cannons poking out of the leading edge of the pylon as he grinned mischievously and then he looked at Laurel and Jake and he smiled and waved them forward. They walked around to the bow of the ship and Rody smacked his hand on the chin gun and smiled brightly.

"And this my friends is the full architecture sustained beam weapon for engagements in space against larger craft. Short of an EMPACC coated vessel this nasty piece of work can cook it's way through any alloy or composite material it comes up against."

"Sustained beam?" Laurel posed. "I suppose you can't discuss how that's possible?"

"No, I can't."

"So this thing has multiple modes of propulsion and weaponry?"

"That's right."

"Why didn't they use beam weapons like that on the Future?" Laurel asked.

"Because the primary purpose of the mining weapon on the Future is to break up bodies in space for harvesting, not disintegrating them. Besides, on a scale large enough to serve the Future the heat generated and power requirements are a little difficult to overcome, not to mention the radioactive properties produced by a beam weapon like the one in the PARSE. The whole thing becomes deadly for the user if you scale it up too far."

"So it operates in a borderline overload state all the time?"

"I suppose you could look at it like that. The beam can be sustained, but not indefinitely. Five to ten second bursts are the preferred method of discharge, with a few seconds between bursts to give the works time to cool down. For that reason it really shouldn't be used in atmo as the cooling will be substantially reduced and the atmosphere will accentuate the harmful byproducts produced by the beam."

"Sounds like you're talking about a fusion or fission beam." Laurel said nodding her head.

"That's not too far from it, but not exactly accurate. It's classified specifications that I really can't get into."

"I understand."

Rody then turned and faced the ship and slapped his hand on the hull and it thudded solid, like slapping a rock.

"These things are tough and capable. If the right person is at the controls, an enemy in your sights has little chance of getting away unscathed."

"So if I remember the training properly," Jake started. "You can select between one fifty cal all the way up to eight at a time?"

"That's right. You can deliver one hell of a kinetic projectile storm if you want."

"What are the coils under the heat sinks for?" Laurel asked pointing at the pylon nearest to them.

"Gravimetric compression coils to increase round velocity as it travels down the barrel. The round exits the muzzle with a three fold increase in velocity and in space it's even greater."

"You called it wave guide velocity amplification earlier, does that mean gravimetric energy is funneled from the gravity drive to the gravimetric compression coils?"

"Yes. It's the same type of wave guide technology used in the mining weapon on the Future but as you know the Future's mining weapon doesn't use kinetic projectiles, it utilizes pure particle energy augmented by gravitational energy."

"I suppose in the end we don't need to understand how the weapons function at the fundamental level on the PARSE. We just need to know that they're devastating when used properly."

"You got that right. Hopefully we won't have to put them into use, but it's good to know that you can deliver one hell of a spanking if someone decides to test you."

"You mind giving us a quick run through of the cockpit?" Laurel asked timidly.

"Sure. Come on."

Rody then led the way around the ship to the aft cargo hatch and they climbed the short cargo ramp leading into the rear portion of the ship. They glanced around at the Spartan and utilitarian looking cargo compartment where 10 cargo containers of various sizes and shapes were strapped down and to each other until they reached the forward portion of the compartment where there were 5 complex looking jump seats in the center of the space. There were 3 seats facing port and 2 facing starboard and the seats were back to back with a restrain bar that was raised high that obviously swung down and crossed ones midsection to keep them firmly in their seats. The restraint bars were heavily padded and curved slightly to follow the curve of the person occupying the seat and it reminded Jake of what he had seen in images of amusement park rides from the 20s and 30s before the advent of virtual reality rides. There were obvious panels beneath each seat that would drop open to enable a drop from the ship and there were multiple identical panels along the centerline of the compartment that it appeared would accommodate at least 30 jumpers. Jake didn't fail to notice that beside each seat was a compartment for the butt of a rifle to sit with a clasp that would fasten the rifle in place during travel.

Rody led them past the 5 seats and he slid a door to the side to reveal the cockpit beyond and as soon as Laurel and Jake stepped into the cockpit, their subliminal training took hold and they knew exactly what they were looking at. Rody plopped down in the weapons and power control station seat and he gestured toward the tandem pilot and copilot's seats that had helmets hanging on the headrest.

"Go ahead and have a seat and put the helmet on. I'll enable the neural synch and the system will get to know you."

Laurel and Jake nodded and stepped past Rody and Laurel swiveled the pilot's seat around and she plopped down in the padded and contoured chair and then Jake spun the copilot's seat around and sat down and leaned back, bonking his head on the helmet visor. Laurel giggled lightly and Jake rubbed the back of his head and smiled.

"All these advanced senses and I still knock my head on stuff. That really makes me feel clumsy."

Laurel reached up behind her head and lifted the helmet from the headrest and Jake did the same. They studied the helmet for a moment then they bowed their heads forward slightly and slid the helmets over their heads and pushed them down into position and they noticed a muffled sensation as the helmets blocked external noise sensation substantially. The pair then spun around so they were facing forward and then they reached down to the center console and they flipped a compartment door open and lifted out the umbilical cables and stretched them out a bit then plugged them into the side of their helmets. Rody then activated main power and enabled the neural synch and the visor in Laurel and Jake's helmets lit up and there was a light blue hue to everything they looked at until the active HUD appeared on the inside surface of the visor and an enhanced view of the environment beyond the HUD was implemented making everything look crisp and bright. They then sensed the audio enhancement engaging and the ambient sounds around them became so clear that they could hear Rody breathing from behind them and they could faintly hear the power conduits and circuits crackling subtly as they warmed up. Laurel then turned her head and looked at Rody.

"This ship doesn't use traditional wiring and integrated circuit boards does it?"

"No. That presents a vulnerability to electromagnetic energy, which is prevalent in space, and many high yield explosives are designed to produce an electromagnetic pulse in order to exploit that kind of vulnerability. These things use conductive crystal technology, just like the Future but not quite as sophisticated as what the Future boasts. The latest and greatest was used in the construction of the Future."

"I didn't realize the PARSE were that old."

"They were developed in the late fifties but as you might imagine the most sophisticated and expensive components were being consumed by the Future project."

"That makes sense. I forgot to think about how much material was being used to build a ship the size of a city that was supposed to endure for centuries."

"She has outlasted her design criteria by a significant margin. No one thought it would take us six hundred years to get here."

"That's true. We kind of took the long way round to get here."

"Go ahead and think about sensor data and see what comes up on your HUD."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake looked forward and thought about sensor data and for a moment there was noting appearing. After a few moments sensor data began to populate the right margin of the field of view in the HUD and Laurel and Jake grinned.

"There's no sensation of our thoughts being probed." Laurel said.

"The system doesn't actively probe your thoughts. It senses recognizable thought impulses that correspond to known neural patterns when specific systems, data, or control apparatuses are accessed."

"But everyone's neural patterns are unique."

"That's true but when they originate in very specific regions of the brain along recognizable impulse waves it can be determined what specifically a person is thinking about."

"Is that why you said the neural synch needed to get to know us?"

"Yes. The longer and more frequent you allow the synch to sense your particular neural thought patterns the more responsive the ship will be."

"You don't think flight will be a problem for us then?"

"You'll need to fly using the manual controls but the synch will read what your thinking as you deliver flight inputs and it will in time become more intuitive to your desires for it to do particular tasks, eventually enabling you to fly the ship without touching the controls. In a combat situation however, unless you have an extremely focused and disciplined mind it will require you to use the manual controls to avoid a momentary lag between thinking what you want the ship to do and it responding. Especially if you have to use the weapons."

"We can't just think fire?" Jake asked.

"Yes, but you have to tell it what to fire and where to fire. Don't forget that you have a whole array of weapons to choose from and it depends if you're in space at the time and how many hostiles you're engaged with and how far away they are and what your velocity is. There are too many variables for the system to know exactly what you want to do."

"So the pilot will have to fly the ship and consider all that at the same time?"

"Not necessarily. You're going to have a weapons officer so all you're going to have to do is keep up with your opponent and I, as your weapons officer, will target and fire on the enemy. I can assign weapons control to the pilot if desired but in most situations it's best to let the pilot take care of flying us and the copilot will advise as to the location of other vessels and weather they're locking on to us or not. The pilot can then decide what to do to avoid being hit whilst keeping enemy craft in a position so we can fire upon them if that's the goal, if not the pilot can get us out of danger while the weapons officer insures we aren't pursued or fired upon from astern."

"Hopefully we won't run into that kind of trouble on the mission." Laurel said.

"I hope not. I know you're a darn good pilot, but this is your first time piloting the ship. I'm hoping for a smooth ride to the surface and back."

Laurel turned and looked at Rody and dipped her chin slightly.

"What are the shields like on this thing?"

"Most projectile weapons would be completely ineffective against them but high energy polaron energy will disrupt the shield envelope. Ten thousand Newton's is about all the shield will absorb and the hull's integral strength characteristics would have to suffice to keep us from being blown from the sky beyond that."

"Couldn't directed energy weapons fire set off the rounds in the pylons?"

"It's possible I suppose. There weren't many weapons like that in use on Earth when these things were designed and built."

"What if another PARSE were to engage us? Theoretically of course."

"Then we would be in deep trouble. The beam weapon would destroy us with a single hit. The fifty cals wouldn't be a problem since the shield is designed to deflect that kind of kinetic projectile in order to make the ship space worthy."

"What about the particle cannon?"

"It would depend on how close the other ship was when it fired on us and how many direct hits it scored. There are vulnerable points and if one of those were hit it would be really bad for us. The fuel cells for example would explode violently if on were ruptured. They're encased in a shielded containment core but a well-placed particle cannon hit could breach that containment core with devastating results. An opponent would have to know exactly where and how to hit us for that to happen though."

Jake slowly turned and looked at Rody and Rody chuckled lightly and shook his head.

"No, a direct hit to the hull wouldn't do it. One of the nacelles would have to be targeted and blown completely off the ship and then a hit would have to be scored directly into the port the missing nacelle created and it would have to be pinpoint accurate and of sufficient yield to rupture the containment vessel within the main fuselage. The likelihood of that being accomplished is pretty slim at best."

"I guess a hit that blows a nacelle off the ship would probably kill everyone onboard first anyways?"

"It's a good bet. The hull breach would result in explosive decompression if you're in space or high altitude and if you're low enough for that not to be a problem the impact of that kind of hit would likely cause a dive toward the ground that wouldn't be unrecoverable."

"Then these things can't withstand a crash?"

"Like all reinforced craft, it depends on the velocity and angle you hit the ground at. At mach speeds, it would be devastating no matter the angle of impact. At anything under about three hundred miles an hour, the ship might survive relatively intact as long as it isn't a nose first straight in impact but the human body can't withstand the kinds of Gs you would be subjected to. The inertial damping system isn't anything close to what the Future has and a hit that takes out an engine would likely cause massive systems failures including power and then there would be no inertial damping when you hit the ground, so it's all relative to the specific conditions of the crash as to whether it's survivable or not."

"Let's hope that's something else we don't get to experience on this mission." Laurel said with a grin.

"Here, here."

"Is there an ejection system on these things?" Jake asked.

"Yes. You should be aware of how to operate it too."

Jake looked forward and concentrated for a moment and then a loud shrill alarm sounded and a feminine electronic voice rang out.

"Emergency ejection system enabled. Pull the ejection bar or think eject, eject, eject to activate the passenger and flight crew ejection systems."

"Oh shit!" Rody shouted.

Rody spring from his seat and reached between Laurel and Jake and slapped the cancel ejection paddle button and the alarm was silenced and the feminine voice spoke in a softer tone.

"Emergency ejection system disabled. Please re-enable before flight."

Rody sighed heavily and stepped back to his seat and plopped down hard. It took him a moment to recover his composure then he grinned slightly and slowly shook his head.

"Those seats have impulse reactor motors in them. The canopy window would have been released and the three of us would have been blasted into the overhead of the hangar. We would've been like bugs hitting a window and eighty miles an hour."

"Sorry," Laurel said. "We didn't think about the fact that trying to think about the ejection system would inadvertently set it off."

"Ah, it's alright. I should've thought to disable the system before making you think about it too. No harm done."

Jake shook off his surprise and then lifted his right armrest and swiveled it up and back and there was a handle that was bright yellow with a red candy cane like stripe around it and the words eject were prominently placarded on the handle so it could easily be read. Jake looked at Rody and he nodded and gestured at the other armrest.

"There's one under both armrests of all of our seats. When activated it automatically activates the drop seats in the back and blows all three crew seats up and out of the ship."

"Good to know. Most of the civilian corps ships don't have ejection systems."

"I know. They aren't exactly battle ready craft, that's why. This thing was built for combat and hot zone work meaning they knew we were going to be getting shot at and shot down from time to time."

"Have one of these ever been knocked out of the sky?" Jake asked.

"Not that I know of."

"That's reassuring."

"Can I ask you something about the multiple modes of propulsion?" Laurel asked.

"Sure."

"If there are three modes of propulsion available, does the pilot need to be aware when it's time to switch modes of propulsion?"

"No. The ship will detect the prevailing conditions outside and automatically transition from one mode to another to fulfill the thrust needs depending on altitude and velocity demands."

"But we can manually select one mode or another?"

"Of course. It's best to allow the automated propulsion management system to handle that though."

"That sounds reasonable. I was just curious. So the mode of propulsion used in space doesn't consume fuel, right?"

"Not in the traditional sense, no. It requires supplemental raw materials to carry out it's primary function from time to time but a fresh ship like this one can go for years before that would need to be carried out."

"Maybe that's why the information regarding that process wasn't imparted to us."

"Possibly. I wasn't involved in deciding what content your training should consist of."

"I'm sorry we're asking so many questions."

"I have no problem with you seeking a clear picture of the ship you're going to be operating."

"Let me ask you one last question about the weapon then," Jake said. "Do you need to lead your target when targeting manually?"

"When using the fifties, yes. The energy-based weapons reach their target at the speed of light so you want to aim directly at your target. The projectile weapons travel far slower so you'll want to lead your target proportional to their speed and direction of travel so that they travel into the projectiles."

"Okay. That's kind of what I thought."

"Can we try accessing the weapons system?"

Rody glanced over at the control settings at his station and he nodded.

"Safeties are on so go ahead."

Laurel and Jake looked forward and thought about activating the weapons system and it took a few seconds for a heretical sight to appear in their field of view and they grinned as they moved their head and the heretical followed where they looked.

"Cool! Sight orientated targeting?"

"Yes. The visor monitors exactly where eyes are looking and what direction your head is facing. You can fire manually from your control yoke on the left side of your seat or you can think fire and the elected weapon will fire on demand."

"But we have to choose the particular weapon system we want to use manually?"

"Yes. That's a little too abstract for the system to differentiate clearly. Voice command can be used to select the desired weapon, but you have to enable voice command and that wastes time. If you're going to flip a switch, you'll save time by just flipping the switch for the weapon you want to employ."

Laurel looked down at the short control yoke on her left and she grasped it softly and moved her finer over the 3 select hats then she flipped the dead man's cover up on the beam weapon selector and fire button and she thought about enabling the system, then she thought better of it since they were facing the rear bulkhead in the hangar and she knew there was no EMPACC reinforcing if the weapon should happen to fire despite the safety being engaged. She pulled her finger from under the dead man's cover and it snapped closed and she looked forward and touched the fire command for the 50 caliber cannons and an audible tone signaled that the system was active but safety locked and she was surprised how sensitive the fire button was. She then removed her hand from the control yoke and glanced back at Rody.

"You'll be handling the weapons most of the time, right?"

"Yes. You concentrate on the piloting task and I'll handle the rest. The chances of us running into a circumstance in which weapons need to go weapons hot is pretty slim."

"We're just trying to be prepared. We've seen what should be a routine mission go sideways so often that we've learned not to be complacent. Anything can happen."

"That's true. I understand. Anything else you're curious about?"

"Have you ever pushed one of these things to the max?" Jake asked.

"No. I've put 'em through their paces but not to what I would consider the max."

"I was just curious what their top speed in space is."

"Somewhere north of five times the speed of light, though I've only pushed one to four point three. They can get atmo free from a planet the size of Earth in around two minutes. They're plenty fast enough for what they're designed for and stealthy. You've seen the Sigma cool tents in operation? The PARSE employs the same technology when parked or in a stabile hover so as to keep them from being observed optically."

"But they're still detectable electronically?"

"Not as long as an active scan isn't engaged. The hull contains internally generated electromagnetic signatures and the shield can be attenuated to absorb external scan energy. At least in principle, there is scanning technology out there that was never contemplated when the PARSE were engineered."

"So that's another automated system? The stealth evasion that is?"

"Yes. All you have to do is think hide and the ship will employ the necessary measures to reduce its delectability, including assuming a stationary position at a time that a person might not have chosen to do so in order to fool or evade an adversary."

"Can we target a ship or ground position while in supreme stealth mode?"

"If you can see it, you can target it, but if it's beyond line of sight you would need to use active scanning to acquire the target and that could potentially be detected."

There was then a subtle peep and a pulsing alert within their field of view and Laurel and Jake glanced back at Rody as he silenced the alarm at his position.

"Proximity alert?" Laurel said.

"Sort of. Energy readings consistent with life signs have been detected in close proximity to the ship. That alert was suggesting evasive actions be taken or weapons be enabled. It was just a heads up that possible danger is close by."

"So the ship isn't able to differentiate between Human life signs or otherwise?"

"No. It doesn't have that kind of computing power. It just senses energy readings and relays that information to the flight crew. It's up to us to decide what's been detected and whether or not it constitutes a true danger."

"I guess that means the rest of the crew is here." Laurel commented.

Rody glanced at the display at his station and he nodded.

"Yeah, four distinct sets of energy readings have been detected. Let's go greet 'em and we can get going after that if you want?"

Laurel tipped her head forward and pulled her helmet off her head and she turned and hung it on the tip of the nearly pointed headrest behind her head and then she lifted her arm and tapped the face of her bio monitor and the time appeared momentarily and then faded away.

"It's zero eight fifty. They're just in time for us to say hello and get moving by zero nine hundred."

Jake then tipped his head forward and lifted his helmet from his head and then he too hung it on the headrest of his seat and he gestured for Laurel to move aft first and as she began to stand up while twisting toward the aft section, Rody put his hand up.

"You do know that the canopy windows swing open to allow the flight crew to enter and exit the craft?"

Laurel stopped half standing upright and she nodded and grinned at Rody.

"We're aware but the passengers have to board form the rear. We thought it better to greet them at the cargo ramp and escort them aboard since that's the way they were going to have to board the ship."

Rody lowered his hand and smiled at Laurel.

"I should trust that you have a reason for doing things that might escape me for the moment."

Laurel nodded and continued to stand upright and turn facing aft and then Jake stood up behind her and they headed aft and Rody stood up and followed them. They walked through the aft compartment and walked down the short cargo ramp to the hangar deck and they found 3 civilian corps officers and lieutenant Mason standing at the bottom of the ramp, 2 of the officers holding their personal bags in their hands. Laurel and Jake presented a salute that Lieutenant Mason quickly returned, and the ensigns granted a salute to Laurel and Jake.

"It's nice to see you again sir," Laurel said.

"Likewise adjutant. You're looking more rested than the last time I saw you two."

"Yes sir. We managed to get some solid sleep and a couple good meals in us. We feel like ourselves again."

"That's good news. This is ensign Hobart, she's a temporal mechanics specialist and astrobiology student."

"Hello ensign Hobart," Laurel said.

"Hello ma'am."

"And this is ensigns Garber and Talus. Both of these young men have extensive neural training in astrophysics and physics. The captain felt their knowledge and the practical experience of this mission would be beneficial to us and them."

"Hello ensigns Garber and Talus," Laurel said with a friendly smile.

"Hello ma'am," ensign Garber said.

Laurel sensed that ensign Talus, who looked to be around seventeen or eighteen with striking golden blond hair and piercing sky blue eyes, was suffering from the same nervous borderline instant infatuation that she elicited in men upon first meetings. He was looking Laurel over at first then he seemed to get lost in her azure blue eyes set within a face of unbelievably shocking beauty and femininity. Laurel sensed that he felt that Laurel had a commanding presence but her uniform and stature endowed her with a Human quality that almost made her seem approachable somehow. Laurel ignored what she was sensing since there weren't any inappropriate thoughts running through the young man's mind as yet, he was just captivated by her aura and striking appearance.

"I'm sure everyone got the same mission brief that Jake and I did so we should all be on the same page as far as what we should expect."

"We all understand that this is your mission adjutant Kade," Lieutenant Mason said. "We will follow your lead but understand that I am responsible for insuring that we all come home safely. If I disagree with the course of actions you put us on, I'll step in and suggest an alternate path."

"We understand sir. The captain made that point clear."

"Very well."

"I've been looking forward to taking part in this mission with you and Jake ma'am," Ensign Hobart said. "I feel very fortunate to have been selected from the pool of potential participants."

"I hope the hero worship doesn't lead to disappointment in the end. Jake and I are just a couple kids with extraordinary gifts at our disposal. We aren't perfect and we aren't looking to be famous. That just kind of happened along the way in trying to get us here in one piece. It took some extraordinary measures to achieve the goal successfully."

"I just want to work with you two ma'am. I know it's not healthy to place people on the heroes' pedestal, but I can't help it after being granted access to the level three archival data concerning you two. You did so many tings that most of the population isn't privy to knowing about. It makes you two seem so much more remarkable in what you can do and what you went through."

"I guess I can understand that. It was a remarkable journey to get us all here."

"Yes ma'am. I hope to sit down and talk to you two about a few things if we get the time."

"It's going to take us a while to get where we're going. You might get the chance to do that."

Ensign Hobart smiled brightly and her smile dimples accented her mousy face with an endearing quality as she swept her auburn hair from her forehead nervously.

"If everyone will climb aboard," Jake said. "We'll get going."

Everyone nodded and Laurel, Jake, and Rody stepped aside and allowed everyone else to climb aboard and then they brought up the rear. Rody stopped at the rear hatch and slapped his hand on the control paddle and the ramp rose up and then retracted into the bottom edge of the hull and the hatch rotated in a spiral motion, sealing the airlock tightly and then the rear blast door slid down on the outside of the hatch terminating with a thud as it hit the mating surface at the bottom of the hatch creating a reinforced layer of protection behind of the hatch door. Rody then turned and walked to the front of the compartment where the crew was struggling to figure out how to fasten themselves into the jump seats.

"Just sit back and reach up and pull the restraint bar down to your stomach." Rody said as he reached up and pulled ensign Garber's restraint bar down so they could see how it operated. The restraint bar locked in with a resounding click and everyone else reached up and pulled their restraint bars down and locked them into place and Rody grinned at them.

"See, not so difficult."

"I trust these jump seats won't deploy without some effort?" Lieutenant Mason asked.

"The controls are up front and the system has to be armed."

"Is there anything back here that we shouldn't touch just to be sure we don't inadvertently dump ourselves into space?"

Rody pointed at 2 bright red triangular handles attached to the top of the jump seat frame.

"Those drop handles will arm the system from your position and initiate the drop sequence. Don't pull on those and you'll be just fine."

"And if we should need to abandon ship?"

"Well since you aren't geared up for a jump, you better hope that situation doesn't arise." Rody then turned sideways and pointed at a locker door that was set into the bulkhead. "There are modern pressure suits in there. You'll need to strip down and put on the special underwear designed to be worn under the suit and then slip the suit on then activate the suit and it will conform to your body to create the necessary pressure to keep your body from coming apart and your blood from boiling in the vacuum of space. Then you'll have to lock yourselves back into the jump seat and either pull the drop handles or one of us up front will initiate the drop sequence. The forward bulkhead will slam shut sealing you in back here then the jump seats will stand you up and the seat will swing out from under you. The jump hatch below each seat will then pop open in two milliseconds and the restraint bar will swing up and away and you'll be sucked out the bottom of the ship. The seat back will go with you and act as a chute and locator beacon if you activate it upon dropping from the ship. There's a square paddle button on the side of the backrest that you can't see until the jump seat is deployed. Slap that and your locator beacon will be activated. If you're absolutely sure you don't want the beacon to be activated, pull on the paddle button and it will detach from the switch so that it won't be activated by accident when you hit the ground."

"How many suits are in that compartment?" Ensign Talus asked.

"Thirty three. Enough for a full compliment back here and the three flight crew. Thanks to the remarkable suit design Laurel and Jake were able to gain access to on their trip here, we've managed to mass-produce replicas making the old bulky suits obsolete. The new suits are as comfortable and thin as ordinary clothing but offer every bit as much protection as the former suits designs. The life support and power packs only weigh ten pounds, so you'll barely notice that you're wearing them."

"I remember reading about them at some point," Lieutenant Mason commented. "I've never actually laid eyes on one though."

"Shouldn't we be wearing them now?" Ensign Talus asked.

"We're only going to be in space long enough to transit to the Ahounk. The ride to the Geonic system will be spent aboard that ship then we'll transit to the surface of Geonic on this ship. If you want to don a suit at that rime you can but it probably won't be necessary."

"I uh¦will we all don suits? I mean¦we have to strip down completely to put the suit on right?"

"If one of us dons a suit, we all will and yes you have to strip everything off to don the suit properly. How old are you ensign?"

"Twenty physically. I was sixteen when I boarded the Future though."

"I see. We have minors among us both physically and mentally aside from you. I assume you're familiar with the coed nature of the civilian corps?"

"Yes sir. I wasn't sure if that would apply on a mission like this though and like you said, not everyone is eighteen and thus exposed to that yet."

"If you feel inclined to don a suit for the ride to the surface we'll use the facilities on the Ahounk for the sake of discretion."

"I would feel a little better if we were equipped for the unexpected but I don't want to subject everyone to uncomfortable conditions because of it."

"You probably have a point in wanting to be prepared for anything. We'll all wear a suit for the ride to the surface."

"But you don't feel it necessary?" Lieutenant Mason asked.

"No. The PARSE is one tough ship. She should be able to endure any punishment dished out by an aggressive adversary. If ensign Talus feels more at ease in a pressure suit, then so be it. I suppose it will be good practice for us all to get familiar with wearing one of the new suits anyway."

"I can't argue with that."

Rody nodded once and then turned and headed forward. When he reached his seat he found that Laurel and Jake had the ship ready and standing by for take off. Rody collected his helmet and slipped it over his head then he plugged in the umbilical and he activated the transmitter.

"Future control, this is iron hammer ready for departure from the auxiliary hangar."

"Understood iron hammer. Preparing to depressurize the auxiliary hanger." A soft female voice responded. "Please engage magnetic clamping to prepare for the artificial gravity to be deactivated."

"Understood," Rody replied. "Engaging magnetic clamping."

Rody muted the transmitter and looked over at Jake.

"That's your cue Jake."

Jake nodded and reached to his left to the rotary switch that was labeled 'mag. clamps'. He rotated the switch and the current to the magnetic clamps integrated into the bottom of the landing pads was increased inducing a magnetic current that locked the ship to the deck firmly. Laurel then closed her eyes and concentrated on engaging the primary engines and a few seconds later there was thud heard and the engines began to spool up and Laurel opened her eyes and grinned, and then she looked back at Rody.

"As the oxygen and pressure is evacuated the secondary engines will engage, right?"

"Yes. I told you the ship would sense the conditions present and engage the engines necessary to provide thrust and lift. That would be the gravity drive in this circumstance. Be easy with the throttle, I would suggest doing it manually to avoid producing too much lift or thrust while in a confined space like this hangar."

"I think it's coming to me. I guess I just have to trust my instincts."

"That'll serve you best."

As the indicated air present in the hangar decreased the engines decreased in pitch and speed until they faded away and a barely discernable hum could be sensed growing in intensity. As the oxygen present in the hangar reached zero, the soft female voice broke the eerie silence.

"Depressurization complete iron hammer. Opening hangar door."

Rody reached up and unmuted the transmitter.

"Understood Future control. Magnetic clamping is engaged when you're ready to disengage the artificial gravity."

"Understood. I'll disengage artificial gravity once the hangar door is open."

"Understood." Rody replied.

With the air evacuated from the hangar, there was absolutely no noise as the hangar door was unsealed and began to slide open. The aft sensor view presented an image and alert to motion 50 feet from the ship as the door slid open. Once fully open there was another alert that gravitational influence on the ship had dissipated completely. The soft voiced junior ensign then spoke one last time.

"Artificial gravity is set to zero and you're free to depart at your discretion iron hammer. The Ahounk is expecting you and standing by twelve thousand yards astern of the Future. There is no traffic in the vicinity of the Future at this time. Have a safe journey and a successful mission iron hammer."

"Thank you Future control. We are cleared for departure at our discretion with no traffic in the vicinity. We'll check in with the Ahounk when we get to within five hundred yards of them. Iron hammer out."

Rody then muted the channel and then looked forward.

"It's all up to you two now. Take us out, slow and easy."

Laurel nodded her head and then she took hold of the flight controls and she moved the controls lightly then she moved her left hand down to the throttle control and she gave it a gentle pull toward her and the hum faded away as the power was increased and then she placed her hand on the left yoke and pulled back on it slightly and the ship remained stationary until Jake reached over and rotated the rotary switch, reducing the power to the magnetic clamping system and the ship steadily rose up from the deck and assumed a stationary hover a few feet from the deck. Laurel then used her right control yoke to swing the bow of the ship around until it was pointing toward the wide hangar opening. She then used the same control yoke to move the ship forward slowly until the ship reached the edge of the hangar deck at the door track. She held position for a moment as she glanced back at Rody.

"You mind if we take a little joy ride before heading to the Ahounk?"

"You're in control Laurel. Do as you like."

Laurel smiled and faced forward and she gave the control yoke a push forward and then she moved the throttle back and the PARSE moved beyond the hangar opening and accelerated steadily. Laurel banked over to port and gave even more throttle input and the ship accelerated rapidly and steadily. Laurel then initiated a series of quick rolls and hard pitched banking maneuvers so she could get a feel for the controls and the amount of bleed over inertia that escaped being washed away by the inertial damping system. She then initiated a fast barrel roll around the Future to terminate with a straight up acceleration heading toward deep space.

Laurel then slowed their forward velocity with a big smile on her face and Jake chuckled lightly.

"Having a little fun are ya'?" Jake thought

"Yeah." Laurel thought in return. "This thing is really touchy and extremely maneuverable but I can tell that the inertial damping system is such that we have to take it easy with negative Gs. You can feel 'em bleeding through."

"I felt that too. We should head to the Ahounk now though babe. They're expecting us."

"Alright."

Laurel gently banked over and rolled the ship on its axis and immediately saw the Future and she looked to the area astern of the Future and she was pretty sure she had the Ahounk in sight. There was a rather sizable ship that was streamline in shape with distinct weapons jutting from the bow and stern portions of the ship. The upper half of the ship rose up from the mid section along a curving line that was graceful and foreboding at the same time and the number of dots of light along and across her enormous mass suggested many decks and potentially hundreds of personnel onboard.

"That must be our ride." Laurel said pointing at the cockpit window.

Rody leaned to the side a little bit and looked forward and he nodded despite neither Laurel nor Jake looking at him.

"Yup, that's it. The hangar we're going to be landing in is on the starboard side of the ship well below the midline. Make your way there and I'll contact the Ahounk to get permission to land."

"Roger that." Laurel replied.

Rody turned back facing his consoles and he reached up and switched frequencies on the transmitter to the agreed upon frequency for making contract when the time came to depart on the mission. He then cleared his throat and leaned back and unmuted the transmitter.

"Ahounk, this is iron hammer calling to request permission to come aboard for transport to the Geonic system."

There was a long pause and then a male voice displaying an odd accent responded.

"We have been expecting you iron hammer. Permission granted. Please land in the hangar on the planet facing side of the ship. Do not exit your ship until your escorts arrive. You will be escorted to deck eight where you will remain for the remainder of the trip to the Geonic system. You will find the eating, bathing and sleeping compartments on that deck. You will not be permitted to explore beyond deck eight unless escorted."

"We understand completely Ahounk. We're grateful for your assistance in completing our missions. We won't violate the trust you're instilling in us to mind our manors and do as instructed while we're guests on your ship."

"We're pleased to hear that you understand and will comply with our expectations."

Rody then reached up and muted the transmitter and he leaned forward slightly and spoke softly.

"Take us in easy, in an un-provocative manner."

"Are you thinking that this ship is menacing looking all on its own?" Laurel asked softly.

"Yes. It's bristling with obvious weapons and if you come in hot and heavy like a fighter jock it could intimidate our hosts."

"Gotcha. I tend to forget what this thing looks like from the outside. I'll fly slow and casual."

Laurel reduced their forward velocity by thought alone and she widened her approach rather than skimming the bow of the Ahounk as she had planned to do. Jake then glanced over his shoulder at Rody.

"Let me ask you something Hammer¦"

"Go ahead."

"Why is this ship called the iron hammer?"

Rody chuckled lightly and leaned back in his seat and swiveled it around so he was facing forward.

"This ship isn't called the iron hammer, that's my call sign."

"I thought your call sign is Hammer."

"That's my special tactics designation."

"That sounds a little impersonal," Laurel commented. "It makes you sound like a piece of equipment."

"In the eyes of the Marine Corps I am. They devoted years and untold millions to train me to do what I do."

"I suppose that makes sense. Mark said something about proper name use in the field posing a risk to you and anyone you know if your name was overheard by the enemy."

"What we do makes us extremely unpopular with some people. I would just assume they not know who I am or where I'm from."

"You think that still applies on the opposite side of the galaxy?" Laurel asked as she began a slow banking maneuver to assume a path parallel to the Ahounk's broadside.

"It becomes second nature after the kind of conditioning and training I've undergone and the years I've been in the special tactics division. To me it's relevant no matter where I am."

"I hadn't thought about that."

Laurel slowed the ship even further as she saw a bright emanation spilling from the side of the Ahounk just a short distance ahead. She widened her approach and swung the bow of the ship so it was aimed at the side of the Ahounk and they slowly glided along the hull until they came upon a medium sized hangar with the door wide open and bright bluish white light was glowing from within the hangar. Laurel allowed the ship to drift to the center of the hangar opening and then she imparted a gentle input to bring the ship to a stationary position a few yards from the hangar opening. She then released her grip on the flight yokes and she looked back at Rody and he nodded and swiveled his seat around so he was facing his station's controls and he un-muted the transmitter.

"Ahounk, this is iron Hammer. We're facing the agreed upon hangar. Are we clear to come aboard?"

"We have you on visual. All personnel have been cleared from the hangar so the air could be evacuated in preparation for your arrival. The synthetic gravity has been deactivated to aid in a smooth landing. You should be aware that we are accustomed to slightly stronger gravity than what exists on your ship."

"We appreciate the advisory. We will adjust to the conditions quickly. Our home world that you are orbiting has stronger gravity than what is present on the Future. We only experience momentary discomfort when we go to the surface after being on the Future for prolonged periods."

"I am pleased to hear that you are a resilient species. You are clear to come aboard for landing whenever you are ready."

"Understood. Thank you Ahounk." Rody then muted the transmitter and looked forward. "Take us in adjutant."

Laurel nodded her head and then reached up and grasped the control yokes and gently guided the ship forward. As the ship neared the hangar entrance Laurel realized the ship wasn't going to be able to maneuver in the hangar and it didn't quite look deep enough to accommodate the ship in a bow first attitude so she gave one last nudge to the throttle and then she rotated the ship so it was drifting toward the hangar sideways. Laurel felt the unease in Rody but she was sure she could arrest their motion without hitting the rear bulkhead. Laurel looked out the cockpit window and she watched the hangar entrance pass by and she mentally calculated the drift speed, ship dimensions as imparted during her neural suggestive training, and the observed depth of the hangar discerned when she began the entry maneuver and when she felt the ship was deep enough in the hangar to allow the hangar door to close without striking the weapons pylon, she arrested their sideways drift and began a very gentle descent toward the hangar deck and Jake reached up to deploy the landing gear only to find they had automatically deployed once they entered the hangar. Jake looked at the magnetic clamp current knob and he sensed Laurel desiring him to slowly dial it up so he reached out and grasped the rotary knob and slowly turned it clockwise and it resulted in the ship being drawn to the deck with a gentle thud when they landing pads made firm contact with the hangar deck. Laurel and Jake then mentally transitioned the ship into low power standby.

"Okay, that was impressive," Rody said as he unfastened his restraints.

Laurel looked back at him as she began unfastening her restraints.

"What, you couldn't have done that?"

"Oh I'm sure I could've but I have hundreds of hours of experience. You have all of what, twenty minutes experience flying a PARSE?"

"Jake and I have an innate ability to carry out complex tasks with little to no experience at doing the task."

"Alexan told me that but it's hard to comprehend exactly what he meant until you see it carried out like that. You two can be my pilots anytime."

"I'm glad we were able to put your concerns to rest." Jake said.

"Hey, a little help back here?" Lieutenant Mason called out.

Rody glanced aft then looked at Laurel and Jake and smiled. He then got to his feet and headed aft. As he walked up to the lieutenant he gestured to the gray bar up by his head.

"Grab that release and pull down on it and the restraint will unlatch and swing up and away."

All four of them simultaneously reached up and pulled down on the release bars and the restraint bars unlatched nosily and quickly swung up, making a clank as they struck the stops at the top of their travel arc. They then got to their feet and Rody stepped back to give the lieutenant room to stand up without feeling crowded and Laurel and Jake emerged from the cockpit.

"There was no mention of what was discussed during your talk with the commander of this ship," Laurel said. "What should we expect?"

"I didn't talk with the commander of this particular ship. I talked to Lugan Demotra, the supreme wing commander. He told me that we would be greeted warmly and treated with respect so long as we do as asked while guests on a Kilistra ship. We'll be greeted by security escorts, just like we require of guests on the Future when they are aboard."

"Are they going to take our weapons from us?"

"No. They understand how they function and so they'll ask us to disarm our weapons but they won't take 'em from us."

"How do they know how they work?" Jake asked.

"We provided the design specs for the standard civilian corps version in exchange for the design specs for their version of a handheld particle weapon. Difference being theirs can't be dialed down to a non-lethal setting."

"I guess it's like having an extremely advanced version of a Beretta nine millimeter, which used to be the standard sidearm for military personnel."

"I suppose that's one way to look at it."

There was then a subtle tone heard from the cockpit and Jake stepped back into the front cabin and looked at the sensor data and then he stepped back into the aft compartment.

"Sensors are detecting several energy readings in close proximity to the ship that are consistent with life signs." Jake said.

Rody nodded and then turned and headed to the aft cargo hatch and he slapped the paddle button and the hatch hissed as the slight imbalance in air pressure in the hangar compared to that in the ship was equalized instantly and then the hatch spiral scissored open and the cargo ramp deployed. They all then walked down the cargo ramp and found several distinctly non-Human looking soldiers standing before them. The tallest of them dressed in a sharp red and blue uniform with medals hanging on his chest stepped forward and looked the group over momentarily then he spoke with an odd accent but in perfect English.

"I am Coant Erfond. I must ask all of you to disarm your weapons before we proceed any further into the Ahounk."

They all then unholstered their weapons and removed the power cells from their side arms and then holstered their weapons and stowed their power cells in their holster belts.

"Thank you for complying. You will be escorted anywhere you wish to go aside from the gathering and food service areas on deck eight which are down the corridor from the temporary accommodations we have arranged for you during your stay with us. The ride to where you wish to go should take a little over a day since we will have to circumnavigate the gravity anomaly along the most direct path."

"Gravity anomaly?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. There is a gravity anomaly that possesses a gravitational influence equivalent to two stellar masses the size of your star. There is a nebula that obscures what is creating such an intense gravitational eddy. I believe you would call the assumed cause to be a micro black hole."

"We've heard of the term but we've never actually observed a micro black hole before. They're pretty rare and short lived, relatively speaking anyways. If our theories are correct, they only exist for around a hundred thousand years then dissipate." Laurel said.

"I am not versed in stellar phenomena to that extent. This gravity anomaly has existed in the region of space it occupies for as long as my people have been traversing open space. You would consider that to be two centuries, however I would presume the anomaly has been around far longer than two hundred or so years."

"That would go to figure."

"May I inquire who it is from your crew that will be accompanying us to the surface of Geonic?" Lieutenant Mason inquired.

Coant Erfond gestured to the female standing behind the lieutenant.

"Arisa will be taking part in your mission of investigation. She has extensive experience with missions of this type though this will be her first investigative mission led by another species."

The lieutenant turned around and looked the young woman over and he offered her a friendly smile.

"I am glad the powers that be chose a young lady close to the age of our primary mission leads. I think you'll relate to each other nicely."

"I am looking forward to the mission. The information I was presented about adjutants Kade and Myers is hard to believe. I am excited to see them in action."

"We welcome your participation and input if you have suggestions or comments that you feel we will benefit from." Laurel said.

"Thank you. I must admit, you and your mate are two of the most astonishing looking people I have seen from among your people."

"Thank you Arisa." Laurel replied.

"I need to get back to my station but your escorts will guide you to deck eight," Coant Erfond said.

"Has your entire crew learned English in expectation of this mission?" Lieutenant Mason inquired.

"No. The people you are most likely to need to interact with have been exposed to the neural suggestive information provided by your artificial intelligence. We do not possess technology that allows direct information input to the brain but our brains are close enough in structure and function to that of Human to allow your technology to work safely on Kilistra physiology."

"That's a lucky thing, most non Human species are so different that the technology can't be employed without significant risk of brain damage."

"Yes, that is what your ship told us. Please, follow your escorts; they speak your language if you have any questions or requests they can help you with."

They all bowed slightly and Coant Erfond returned the gesture then spun around and departed quickly. Laurel and Jake then glanced around the oddly shaped hangar as they tried to figure out why it would be constructed with such a strange shape. The forward facing portion of the hangar relative to the Ahounk's bow and stern was roughly oblong shaped but the aft facing section narrowed almost to a point and the exposed reinforcing beams followed the unusual curve of the hangar.

The exposed beams were clad in a dull gray coating of some kind that had a rough texture, presumably some kind of fire resistant material in Jake's mind, and the rest of the exposed surfaces were constructed from a material that was reminiscent of stainless steel with just a bit more iridescent sheen to it as the light reflected off it. There were next to no fixtures in the hangar aside from a few medium diameter coiled up hoses on reels toward the back of the hangar opposite the hangar door and there were several racks strewn with bizarre looking components and tools. The deck had a non-slip coating applied to it that was a dull red color and Laurel and Jake were pretty sure it was some type of durable composite stain.

Their escorts noticing Laurel and Jake looking around and one of them took a small step closer to them.

"This hangar is designed for guest craft of a smaller dimension such as yours."

"We were just wondering why it has such an unusual shape." Laurel said softly.

"There is unseen infrastructure nearby that dictates its shape."

"Hard to imagine what would require you to squeeze a hangar like this. I understand what you're saying though. There are infrastructure concerns that are far more important than a uniformly shaped guest hangar."

"That is it exactly. Please follow me, I will show you to deck eight where you will remain for the trip to where you are going."

Laurel nodded and the man turned and headed for the only walkway door at the rear of the hangar. The rest of the Kilistra crew brought up the rear as they headed to the door and the first Kilistra soldier touched a round impression in the bulkhead next to the door and the impression glowed red for a moment, then slowly morphed to a teal color and the door descended into the deck rather than sliding to the side or swinging open as expected.

They emerged from the hangar into a oval shaped corridor with oddly irregular shaped beams that intersected the oval shaped corridor in an almost zig zag pattern every 20 feet down the length of the brightly illuminated corridor. Within the beams were the leading edges of door panes on each side of the corridor obviously designed to close off sections of the corridor in the event a hull breach were to occur in order to keep the corridor from completely depressurizing from one end to the other.

They walked a significant distance down the corridor, then stopped at a door on their left and the lead Kilistra escort reached out and touched a recessed round impression in the bulkhead and it glowed red as the other touched impression had and then it morphed to a teal color and the door slid to the right side of the door opening unlike the hangar exit door. They were now looking into a dimly lit stairwell and Laurel looked at Jake and he looked at her and shrugged his shoulders.

"You don't employ elevators on a ship with this many decks?" Laurel inquired.

The lead Kilistra escort stopped in his tracks and looked back at Laurel.

"We do near the central reinforced core of the ship. This close to the outer hull there are only stairs available for moving between decks in order to maintain structural strength."

"I guess this ship was designed with a pounding in mind."

"I do not understand what you mean by that."

"I mean this is an armored battle cruiser. It was designed to be in a firefight and possibly suffer hull damage from hostile weapons fire."

The man lifted his chin and grinned slightly, revealing his pointed teeth that interlocked like a shark or alligator's teeth.

"The outer hull is extremely resilient, not indestructible mind you. It is designed to flex under fire rather than remain rigid allowing it to withstand a significant pounding. This ship is indeed designed to endure fierce battle conditions. Placing a vulnerable and relatively weak elevator shaft near a portion of the ship that is designed to absorb that kind of punishment would present a significant risk of hull failure. For that reason our elevators are not only located deep within the core of the ship, they do not connect more than three decks per shaft."

"That's a sensible precaution for a ship designed to go into battle."

The man nodded and then stepped further into the stairwell and then he looked up into the overhead stairwell and then he looked down and pointed over the handrail.

"The stairs only extend three decks as well. There are two decks below us then you must exit and enter another stairwell if you wish to reach lower decks. The stairwells are separated by enough distance to prevent one from collapsing into another."

"I'm assuming you have multiple stairwells between decks as well?" Lieutenant Mason asked.

"Yes. I do not know an exact number, I would guess in the hundreds per deck though."

"Sounds about like the Future but the number would be in the thousands per deck and seventeen decks are connected by a single stairwell."

The lead Kilistra escort looked back at lieutenant Mason and nodded.

"A cylindrical ship presents a more resilient structure, however your enormous transport was not designed to be taken into battle and its enormous mass would allow for a more flexible layout."

"You're right in that she wasn't designed to go into battle but she's far more robust than you might think. She is capable of defending herself and passengers in ways you might not expect."

The lead Kilistra escort nodded in agreement and began to lead them up the stairs to the higher decks as he continued speaking.

"We have examined your shield dynamics as your ship holds its orbit around your planet. We know if that shield were increased in amplitude and modulation factor, your shield would in theory be impenetrable, so long as enough power were available to deepen the shield density and articulated heuristic complexity sufficiently."

"I assure you we have ample power generation capabilities to make the shield as dense and complexly modulated as we want. Our best defense is to deepen the shield density so much that we all but disappear to would be attackers. You can't hit what you can't see."

"I had heard discussion among the crew of the Ahounk that they thought your shield could obscure the Future from sensors, both visual and electromagnetic, if attenuated properly. You have confirmed that they were correct." They reached the top deck the particular stairwell they were in reached and the escort looked down the stairs at the lieutenant. "May I ask how far your shield envelope extends at full power?"

"We can control that aspect very precisely. We can maintain it at several yards from the outer hull extending only a few dozen yards or we can expand it to several miles from the outer hull with a depth of several thousand meters. I can't divulge exact numbers but you get the picture."

"I do indeed. The power requirement to produce a shield that complex and diverse is hard to imagine."

"That's the whole key, having enough power at your disposal to manipulate the shield dynamics the way you want. With enough power, the shied can be employed as a weapon too."

The escort furrowed his bushy brows and stared at the lieutenant for a few moments then he turned his attention to the door beside him and he touched another of the odd impressions in the bulkhead and it glowed a dull red then morphed to a teal color and then the door clanked and slid to the left quickly. They stepped out into another oval shaped corridor and walked several yard aft and then entered yet another stairwell after the escort touched the access impression in the bulkhead as he had at every door they activated. They all stepped into the stairwell and began climbing and the escort glanced back at the Lieutenant.

"I cannot for the life of me figure out how you can use a shield as a weapon."

"That's the interesting part. If you concentrate the energy normally imparted to your shield into a shield say the size of a your hand, you end up with an enormous amount of energy focused into a very small space. That much concentrated and focused energy can have devastating effects on things like ships or space itself."

"We are not capable of refocusing our shield energy like that. Our shield always manifests as a bubble that surrounds the ship."

"By default that is how our shield energy manifest too, but we can alter that default shape into one of our choosing, including a single small or large point in space. If you impart specific gravitational energy into that same point in space instead of using it for propulsion, well you can imagine the stretching or distortion factor you can accomplish. You can literally crush a ship from the inside out without ever firing a weapon at it."

Now the escort looked at the lieutenant with an almost alarmed expression.

"The Future is really capable of doing that?"

"In theory. We have never tried to do that but it is within our capability. If you had an inexhaustible source of power and you weren't focusing that energy on a ship but into a confined region of space, you could create a tear in the fabric of space time that would extend beyond our universe into alternate dimensions as time and gravity are twisted and warped beyond anything that can be measured or accurately predicted."

"Let us be thankful that there is no such thing as an inexhaustible power source. The thought of that much power at one's disposal is a bit frightening."

The lieutenant grinned and nodded then glanced at Laurel and Jake and Laurel furrowed her brows and shook her head lightly and the lieutenant understood that she was suggesting that he stop boasting of the Future's true capabilities even though the exact nature of what lurked in the heart of the Future's hulking mass was well beyond the Kilistra's understanding of exotic high energy particle physics.

They climbed in silence up another 2 stairwells and then walked down a corridor that led from port to starboard in relation to the ships centerline until they came to an open space where many Kilistra were sitting talking with one another casually on couch like seats and in the center of the space was a perfectly round service bar with several attendants dishing out drinks and plates of snack items. The service bar was almost fifty feet in diameter and brightly lit from above via recessed lighting within the overhead. The escort led the group to a curved seat along the far bulkhead and he stopped and gestured at the seat.

"If you would like to have a seat, I will go check on the status of the accommodations that were being prepared for you. They should be ready by now. If you are thirsty or hungry, the others here can assist you in acquiring food and drink from the service area. The main meal of the day will be served in about 2 of your hours from now."

The Future crew sat down and looked around the room as the Kilistra escort headed back in the direction they had come from. After a few moments lieutenant Mason leaned closer to Laurel and he spoke very softly.

"Can you understand the conversations taking place?"

Laurel looked up at him and nodded subtly.

"We can't learn a language that quickly so the language they're speaking must've been imparted to us through our stasis chamber."

"I guess the rest of us weren't able to absorb as much as you and Jake can so only one or two necessary languages were imparted to us."

"We were taught seven new languages. The Kilistran primary language must be one of 'em."

"So you can speak it too?"

"That's usually how neural suggestive language training works. We should be able to read and write their language too if that aspect was shared with us before hand."

"You two are amazing. That's going to be handy since the rest of us won't know what's being said if it isn't spoken in English."

Laurel nodded and grinned at the lieutenant and he pulled his head back and a smile grew on his face as he looked at Laurel fondly. He then leaned closer again and looked out into the room.

"You have a smile that absolutely lights up a room Laurel. You think these people can appreciate someone as beautiful as you?"

"Yes sir. I've already sensed the usual awe when I'm looked at by some of the male Kilistra. They aren't attracted to me, but they think I'm strikingly pretty for a Human."

"So they think the rest of us are kind of...odd looking, like we think of them?"

"Just different looking sir. They're accustomed to people that look like us. We aren't all that unique in that respect; it's our values and behavioral characteristics that make us unique."

"I guess we're just inexperienced with new species."

"Yes sir. Jake and I are probably the most seasoned in that area but we're still kind of inexperienced at seeing species that look so different from us. I know it can be a little disconcerting."

"It always is when you're suddenly the minority."

"If it helps, Jake and I can sense that these people have a deep respect for our kind. They understand how intelligent and advanced we are. I'm guessing the stories of how gifted Jake and I are have gotten around and what it took to get us to the Future planet. I'm sure they know that we aren't alone in possessing advanced abilities too."

"These people aren't gifted like us? I mean¦like you two that is?"

"I don't know sir. We aren't sensing them attempting to probe our minds but that could just be respect for how invasive that kind of thing can be perceived to be. We aren't probing them for the same exact reason. We're just listening to what we can feel in the air."

"I see. Well you just keep listening like that. I need to know when things are felt that present a threat or are of a resentful nature. We don't want to be where we aren't wanted or welcomed."

"Yes sir. We'll let you know as soon as we sense anything like that."

"Good. So what do you think of the Ahounk so far?"

"It's impressive but not as complex as I expected. Jake and I don't sense high energy in use like we expected."

"No antimatter physics in use?"

"No sir. I think it's more like high induction fusion and high output ion drive though something is producing antigravity outside the ship, possibly for use as a shield stabilizer and augmentation force."

"You can sense all that without seeing any display screens?"

"Yes sir. We can sense and identify things we're familiar with. We can sense fields of energy. We can also detect when we're traveling faster than light, which we aren't at the moment. There's a very specific field of energy a ship exhibits when it pierces the subspace barrier to achieve faster than light speeds above one point five times the speed of light. Jake and I are sensitive enough to detect that particular type of energy common to all ships traveling at one point five or greater."

"That's incredible. What about a ship that travels as fast as the Future?"

"The Future produces a lot of different exotic fields of energy in order to travel as fast as she does. We can sense that they are there, but we can't determine exactly what we're sensing."

"The fact that you can detect and identify fields of energy like that in the first place is incredible."

"I think it's an ability all Humans possess to a limited degree even though they aren't aware of it. Because Jake and I share and enhance each other's abilities our sense of the ability is amplified substantially."

"So if it's an ability you both possess your paring doubles the strength or intensity of that ability?"

"I think it's more than a doubling, it's more like ten times stronger¦if not more."

"Fascinating!"

"It extends to many of our other senses too as you suggested. Eye sight, hearing, sense of smell, even our sense of touch is greatly increased because we have two brains collecting and processing information simultaneously. It tends to endow us with heightened senses that would otherwise be nothing more than instinctive background senses that you aren't necessarily aware of."

"I hope you do not mind me interjecting an opinion since I overheard some of your conversation?" Arisa asked.

"We don't mind," Laurel replied.

"It is not just your technological sophistication that interests my people. We know of plenty of technologically advanced societies, some of whom we have meaningful and cooperative relationships with and others that we do not interact with regularly or at all in some cases. It is your culture that interests us. The peaceful ideals and compassionate behavior your people exhibit are rare traits among advanced societies. Most advanced societies do not welcome other species so openly. Technological sophistication often creates an attitude of perceived superiority among a given species. Outside influences are seen as a means for diluting, polluting, or reducing that superiority with differing ideology and beliefs that can be contradictory to what a given society holds as important or true. Your people do not subscribe to that way of thinking and that is what interests us, aside from your obvious remarkable technological capabilities that we are interested in learning about."

"I can feel that you're speaking from the heart, I only hope the rest of your people truly feel the same way."

"The fact that we are assisting you in carrying out your missions like this should offer a measure of proof to that being the case. The fact that we are providing transport on one of our armored cruisers which represents a significant level of trust and willingness to put a ship at your disposal that represents a serious financial investment on the part of our people should further convince your people that all of my people feel the way I do."

"Perceived intention and actual intention can sometimes be difficult to discern. The fact that we asked for your assistance and offered to let you take part in our mission should speak to our willingness to take your people at their word. We really appreciate your people offering to transport us on such an imposing vessel. I'm sure it goes back to a desire for self-preservation but it also says something of a desire to keep us safe at the same time since a less advanced and crucial transport could have been used. Captain Alexan obviously saw something he was impressed by during his first contact meeting and the same could be said of what was perceived of us during that meeting."

"I hope it will not make your heads swell to tell you that it was you and your mate that impressed us the most. The acts of contrition and kindness in the face of such prevailing evil are most impressive. Especially considering how young and inexperienced you and adjutant Myers were at the time."

"I promise we'll remain humble but appreciative of the compliment. It goes back to the old adage, treat others as you would want to be treated."

"That is the rare frame of mind I was speaking of. Most would subscribe to 'take what you want and flee' with no regard for the affect you have on a lesser people since they are less deserving anyways."

"We have witnessed that kind of predatory behavior in other species. I promise you we won't ever subscribe to that sort of behavior."

"My government seems to believe in that or we would not be here like this."

The escort returned to the space at that point and he walked over to the group and looked them over for a moment and then he glanced back at the service bar, then he looked at the group.

"Your accommodations are ready. Are any of you thirsty or hungry before I show you the way?"

They all looked at one another and then lieutenant Mason shrugged his shoulders lightly.

"I suppose we could try something exotic for the experience of it."

Laurel nodded and the lieutenant looked up at the escort.

"We would appreciate some advice as to what would be interesting to try since we're unfamiliar with what your people eat and drink."

"We will retrieve a variety of light items for you to try. I am personally fond of Asad juice. It is extracted from a fruit that grows on our home world."

"Sounds interesting. Thank you."

The escort bowed his head slightly then gestured for the other Kilistra sitting to come help him and they got to their feet and followed the man to the service bar. Lieutenant Mason took the opportunity to speak to Laurel and Jake without the Kilistra personnel within earshot.

"So, what do you two think of our young friend Arisa there?"

"She's a sweet girl sir. She's incredibly intelligent and very spirited as you saw during our discussion. I get the sense that she will participate by staying out of the way and observing everything she can. I think she wants to observe Jake and I more than anything. I don't think the Kilistra have encountered people that are gifted to the degree that we are. I'm sure the Kilistra feel a need to assess what kind of threat our people pose to them or to potential adversaries that we have in common down the road."

"More of that perceived and actual intention stuff?"

"Yes sir. I believe Arisa will report back everything she observes in detail, as will Jake and I out of a sense of duty."

"Hopefully we won't do anything that reflects negatively on us then."

"I think just being ourselves is the best idea sir. Arisa seems to be observant enough to know if we're putting on a front or behaving naturally."

"Sounds like sound advice."

The Kilistra returned to the 6 of them with plates that had several different varieties of bite sized snack items that weren't recognizable but looked appetizing just the same. They were also carrying 6 opaque square shaped cups full of an orange liquid that resembled orange juice but the liquid looked much thicker in consistency.

The plates and cups were handed to the 6 of them and then the Kilistra personnel sat down on each side of them. They tried the Asad juice first and found it tart and bittersweet in a pleasing way and it left a tingling sensation on the taste buds after it was swallowed down. They then tried the different bite sized snack items and while they tasted different than anything they had ever eaten before, they had a delightful and tantalizing variety of taste sensations. They enjoyed the snacks and refreshing Asad juice then the Kilistra took the cups and plates back to the service bar and then walked back over to the group.

"If you will follow me, I will show you to the accommodations that have been prepared for you." The lead Kilistra escort said.

The Future crew got to their feet and followed the lead escort back to the corridor they had entered the gathering area from and they walked past the stairwell they had climbed up to deck 8 from and made their way several feet further up the corridor until the lead escort stopped at a door that was wider than the rest of the visible doors and he twisted a lever type handle and the locking mechanism within the door clanked and then he pushed the door open and he stepped aside as he gestured into the brightly lit compartment.

The Future crew stepped past the Kilistra escorts and entered the room to find it had the now familiar curved surfaces everywhere they looked. There were the familiar exposed reinforcing beams but aside from those, there were no right angles anywhere. The bulkheads and deck were covered in a cream white colored coating that glistened as if it were wet and the overhead surfaces were coated in a gunmetal gray covering that endowed great shadowing between the slightly darker gray colored I-beams as the light was cast into the room from oval shaped recessed light fixtures. There were 6 beds arranged around the periphery of the compartment and next to each was a cabinet that mirrored the curved lines of the bulkhead. There was a single door between 2 of the beds and 1 view screen between 2 of the other beds and in the middle of the room was a circular table that was knee high with 6 padded chairs spaced evenly around it.

The crew walked into the room and looked around briefly and then Laurel looked at the Kilistra escorts standing close the doorway.

"What's behind that door over there?"

"Waste receptacles."

"What about facilities for washing our bodies?" Ensign Hobart asked timidly.

"There is a compartment past the gathering area that is clearly marked for such purposes. We understand the Human compulsion to wash the body daily, we do not use copious water in such an¦unsustainable manner. We employ negatively charged ion bombardment within an ultra-fine mist and ultra violet saturation to free the body of unwanted biological contaminants. We then use moistened cellulose sheets to remove non-biological matter from the body."

"That sounds adequate. I can understand how precious water is to a ship like this."

"We must breathe it and drink it to stay alive. Pouring it over the body is not seen as crucial since we have other methods of cleansing the body."

"I can appreciate that."

Laurel and Jake then shot a concerned look at each other for a few moments and lieutenant Mason stepped closer to them.

"What's the matter?" He asked softly.

"We just accelerated to faster than light. It took us by surprise for a moment as the shield energy changed to protect the ship from the gravitational and temporal effects."

"Incredible! We must be on our way to Geonic then."

"How can you possibly know our shield configuration and velocity have changed?" One of the escorts asked.

"Jake and I have the ability to sense fields of energy." Laurel replied flatly.

"You mean without technological aid?"

"Yes. It's an involuntary sense, like being able to sense a source of heat with your skin."

"I did not realize your people had the ability to sense fields of energy like that¦or that anyone could."

"Some of us have a greater sense of the ability."

"I see. We have a lot to learn about each other."

"There's no doubt about that."

"If you don't mind," Rody started. "Now that we know where we'll be staying for the ride to our mission locations, we would like to retrieve our personal bags from our ship."

"I understand," The lead escort replied. "Most of us need to get to our duty stations now that we are underway. You will be escorted down to the hangar so you may retrieve what you would like to have here in your room. I must mention that you will be required to remain on deck eight unless in the company of one of your assigned escorts. Two of us will be at your disposal in the gathering area at all times."

"Erfond made it clear that we're to remain on this deck. We won't go anywhere else without asking first. We understand proper etiquette as guests on your ship; especially given that this is a military armored cruiser."

"I just felt the need to reinforce the requirements so there are no misunderstandings should you end up somewhere you are not permitted to be. Please follow us, we will take you to your ship so you may retrieve the desired items."

Rody nodded and the group were escorted all the way back to the ship and they retrieved their personal bags and then Rody sealed the ship and set an alert signal if the ships integrity were violated. They were then escorted all the way back to their quarters and they chose a bed to use for the duration of the missions, Laurel and Jake choosing beds next to one another. They then went about unpacking a few of their personal items, using the cabinets beside each bed to store their things. Laurel and Jake then lay on their individual beds and activated their mission data pads and filled out preliminary reports of what had occurred thus far and their personal observations of the Ahounk and the crew that they had interacted with thus far.

The next few hours were spent in relative quiet as the crew relaxed and settled in until a tone at the door was heard. The lieutenant got to his feet and walked to the door and pulled it open to find the now recognizable male escort standing at the door.

"The primary meal is being served if you would like to come get something to eat?"

"That sounds great."

Everyone put their data pads aside and got to their feet and then followed the Kilistra out of the room and down the corridor to the gathering area. There were a fair number of Kilistra being served at the service bar while others were sitting about the space eating their meals. The escort guided the Future crew up to the service bar and the attending Kilistra handed each a plate and then as they walked around the large circular service bar, different food items were placed on their plate. At end of the round service bar were cups already filled with liquid, some containing water and other's containing Asad while other's contained a green, red, and pale yellow liquid. The crew chose cups filled with Asad and then spread out in the open space, choosing free places around the room to sit and consume their food.

As Laurel and Jake sat next to one another eating the unusual culinary selections, Arisa walked over to them with a plate and cup in her hands.

"May I sit with you two?" She asked with a friendly smile.

"Of course," Laurel replied. "Please do."

Arisa turned around and stepped back and sat down right next to Laurel. She placed her plate on her lap and her cup on the curved table before them that was only a meter high. She then glanced at Laurel and Jake's plates and she grinned.

"I see you are exhibiting adventurism in your choices. Some of the items on your plates are quite spicy. I hope you have a tolerant palette."

"We just accepted a little of everything being offered. We really had no idea what we were being served."

"The Asad will help cleanse your palette when eating the more spicy food such as that Crinat porridge." Arisa said pointing at the small pile of yellowish green porridge near the center of Laurel's plate within a tiny bowl shaped depression in the plate.

Laurel looked at Jake and smiled.

"Korica would be in heaven with the new foods to try. She appreciates exotic foods like nothing else."

"I know, huh?" Jake replied nodding.

They then set about eating all their food and finishing off their Asad juice. Arisa then guided Laurel and Jake back to the service bar to return their plates, silverware, and cups and then Arisa asked Laurel and Jake if they wanted to see outside the ship while traveling faster than light. Laurel and Jake accepted the invite and Arisa led them further up the corridor their quarters were in until they reached a cross corridor that led from port to starboard. They then walked starboard and then forward for time down a few more corridors and then starboard further until they reached yet another gathering area. This time the gathering area had several windows looking out into space and a beautiful light show was visible outside the windows as the ship streaked through subspace and the shield billowed and fluoresced in beautiful rainbows of undulating color that streamed aft along the shield envelope.

They slowly walked through the open space past the Kilistra that were eating and talking with one another and a hush washed over the room as they moved close to the windows and stared at the brilliant light show taking place.

"What do you think?" Arisa asked.

"It's beautiful. It appears that we're traveling at around thirty times the speed of light."

"Why would you assume that?"

"The colors present in the aura being produced by the temporal and gravitational interactions of the shield envelope are indicative of what I've seen when traveling at thirty to thirty-five times the speed of light. Beyond that speed the colors change to singular colors indicative of specific speeds based on color. At around a hundred times the speed of light it morphs into the white and blue spectrum making further assumptions based on displayed color spectrum impossible."

Arisa looked at Laurel with an odd expression on her face and Laurel looked over at her.

"What? Did I say something offensive?"

"I have never heard of a vessel capable of traveling at anything near a hundred times the speed of light yet you made reference to speeds exceeding that. The Future is capable of traveling at more than a hundred times the speed of light?"

"Many times over. I'm sorry but I can't divulge our exact speed capability."

"That is impressive and hard to imagine how such a thing is possible for such a large vessel."

"All I can tell you is if you have enough raw energy available and the means to attenuate and focus it properly, then the size of your craft is meaningless since mass can be removed from the equation completely."

"While I grasp the concept, the amount of energy necessary is beyond imagining."

"I can understand that but it is something I'm forbidden from discussing."

"That is alright, I probably would not understand if you tried to explain how your people accomplish such a thing."

Laurel then took notice of Jake's uncomfortable feelings as he looked around the room at the Kilistra staring at them and quietly discussing how pretty Laurel is despite her looking so different. Laurel slid her hand into Jake's then looked over at Arisa and she spoke softly.

"Arisa, is it unusual for females to serve in the Kilistra Guard? I notice that Jake and I are attracting a great deal of attention. I think they are surprised that I'm in uniform and they think I'm very pretty despite how different I look compared to your people."

"There are a number of female officers in the Kilistra guard including myself. We do not host guests like you on this ship very often is all, and you are very pretty Laurel, surely you know this to be true?"

"Oh I do. I have always gained unwanted attention among my kind. I'm just surprised that your people appreciate how pretty I am."

"Symmetry crosses the species barrier when it is as perfect as it is in you."

"That's sweet of you to say Arisa. Maybe we should head back to our quarters. Jake is feeling a little uncomfortable with the looks I'm getting."

"As you wish." Arisa said as she stepped aside slightly and gestured toward the corridor behind them and to the right.

Laurel and Jake turned and headed toward the corridor. Arisa followed behind them until they reached the corridor, then she walked faster until she caught up to Laurel so she could walk right next to her and engage her in conversation.

"You are made to feel uncomfortable when men look upon you?"

"Sometimes. You would have to understand what we're capable of sensing. We can sense what people are thinking at times based on what they are feeling. A girl that looks like me elicits¦lured thoughts in men. It is those thoughts that make me uncomfortable."

"Did you sense those uncomfortable thoughts in the men that were looking upon you back there?"

"No. I haven't sensed any attraction, just attention paid to how pretty I am and surprise at the fact that Jake and I are wearing a uniform."

"I do not think you will experience unwanted attraction from the crew of the Ahounk. We are a people that normally seek our own kind for that type of companionship. As far as surprise at the fact you are in uniform, it is obvious you and Jake are not adults. It is very uncommon for people your age to serve in an official capacity."

Laurel looked at Arisa and grinned slightly.

"You look to be about the same age as us, you're in uniform."

"I am the exception, not the rule. I am one of the youngest female Kilistra to ever successfully complete the evaluation and aptitude portions of the fleet guard acceptance programs. I do not know if our ages are comparable, I am not considered an adult though."

"Jake and I are seventeen solar cycles old on our planet. Our people consider eighteen to be young adult age."

"What I know of your solar cycle, I am one solar cycle older than you are."

"How long have you been serving in the guard?"

"Since I was fourteen solar cycles. I was the Coant's personal attendant most of that time. It was a bit demeaning at first, though it gave me an opportunity to serve aboard the Ahounk for a considerable time. I took part in ground and exploration missions whenever he took part himself. I have seen more than most of the crew on this ship due to that fact. I consider myself very fortunate to have been granted such a position at such a young age and the Coant trusts me implicitly now. I have seen and overheard things that are considered extremely sensitive and I have never once divulged what I saw or heard to anyone. That is why I am now a wing officer able to take part in missions like yours."

"Do your fellow crew members give you a hard time about being a young female with such high status?"

"Some do. Most know that the Coant takes personal interests in how I am treated and thus I am treated with respect lest the Coant find out and deal with them harshly. What about you? Do all of your fellow crew members treat you with respect all the time?"

"So far. Jake and I have earned a certain level of elevated respect and awe from our people due to the fact that we saved the lives of every person on our ship several times over and even engaged in battle on more than one occasion and we served with distinction and honor in the eyes of our commanding officers."

"That is good to hear. You and Jake seem like very fine people and it would be a shame if you were treated unfairly due to your age or gender."

"Like you, we got our start at a very young age and proved ourselves in the captain's eyes and now he looks out for us. People know that and they know that we can tell what they're thinking so I think they behave themselves when it comes to us."

As they walked past the cleansing facility, Jake looked at the script above the doors and he grinned when he could instinctively read what was written. He then looked around Laurel at Arisa.

"Are your cleansing facilities coed?"

"I do not know what that means." Arisa said shaking her head lightly.

"I mean do male and female crew use the facility at the same time."

"Oh, yes. I forgot how conservative your people are. We do not feel a need to hide our bodies from one another. We are conservative in public, not in private."

"I see."

"Is that going to pose a problem for you?"

"I guess not. If the indifference to our presence thus far is any indication of what to expect, we shouldn't have any problems."

"You may experience a curious glance, though I do not think anyone will stare or think anything inappropriate. You are after all children in the eyes of the adults on this ship. We do not lust after children, not to mention you are a different species."

"That's good. We discourage that sort of thing in our society too." Jake said.

"Different species are accepted openly if that's what a person desires but the young are not to be coveted sexually." Laurel added.

"Have either of you experimented with another species?"

"No. We have only engaged in that kind of behavior with each other." Laurel replied flatly.

"Have you?" Jake asked.

"Yes. A Grindol boy fascinated me and we¦experimented to see if we looked familiar with nothing on and then engaged in some activities to determine if we were physically compatible."

"Is it too personal if I ask if you were?" Laurel inquired timidly.

"The experience was rewarding for both of us. I do not believe we could actually reproduce since we are different species, but all the mechanisms of reproduction functioned perfectly between our species."

"Where is this Grindol boy now?" Laurel asked.

"On his home world I would guess. We visited his world to acquire some needed supplies and while the Coant was negotiating for what we needed, he granted me permission to have a look around. I met Terrin in the market square and we had a meal together then he brought me up to the nearby lake and one thing led to another. He was charming and good-looking despite the language barrier and difference in our species' appearance. I hope to someday return to his world to see him again, I do not choose where we go though, so it is unlikely I will see him for quite some time¦if ever."

"You didn't develop feelings for him?" Laurel asked.

"Yes¦I did, I care for him a great deal. My duties to the Ahounk and the guard fleet come first though."

"That's commendable," Laurel said. "The first time with someone can make a strong impression on you."

"Oh he was not my first sexual partner. He was just the first non-Kilistra I had ever engaged in sexual activities with."

"Your people become active at a young age I take it?" Laurel inquired.

"Not typically. I became active, as you call it, at fifteen solar cycles. It can be lonely on a cruiser such as the Ahounk and male companionship can relieve that lonely feeling and offer some distractive pleasure."

"Wow. Your first time was with an older man?"

"Yes. I initiated the encounter. It was welcomed by both of us."

"I'm sorry, I don't mean to ask such personal questions about your personal life."

"I feel like I can talk to you two about these things and I know you will not talk to anyone about what is said."

"This kind of personal detail will remain between us, you have our word on that."

"Thank you. Anything personal you discuss with me will also never be discussed with anyone else."

"We appreciate your discretion."

Arisa then grinned and glanced behind them quickly as they neared Laurel and Jake's quarters. She then looked over at Laurel and Jake.

"Were you two young like me when you became active with each other?"

"Oh we were much younger. We were forced to work very closely with one another and Jake was very charming and as you can see very handsome. I couldn't help but feel attracted to him. I initiated sexual contact between us and I don't regret it for a second. He made it rewarding and fulfilling and he continues to fulfill me to this day."

"He is indeed very handsome for a Human. I can understand what you are attracted to about him."

"His looks are just the outward aspect of what attracts me to him. He is a bright and gentle soul inside with an intelligence and wisdom that I find irresistible."

"I see."

They reached Laurel and Jake's quarters and they stopped and Arisa grinned at the pair.

"Thank you for showing us around a little bit and for being so open with us." Laurel said.

"You are welcomed. I cannot explain why I feel so comfortable around you two. I like it though."

"As do we Arisa. We will see you later."

"That you will." Arisa said with a big toothy smile that revealed her pointed interlocking teeth.

Laurel then turned around and twisted the lever handle and then she pushed the door open and she stepped in and Jake patted the back of Arisa's shoulder as he stepped past her following Laurel into the compartment. Jake then closed the door and Laurel grinned at him.

"You really like her, don't you?" Laurel thought.

"Yeah, I like what I sense on the inside," Jake thought in return. "She's a sweet girl."

"I like her too. I'm glad the Kilistra guard chose someone our age to take part in the mission."

"I think they consider this to be a low risk mission."

Laurel and Jake then looked around the room briefly and they found that Rody was the only person to return to their quarters so far. Laurel and Jake walked over to their beds and collected their data pads as they sat down and Rody set the data pad he was reading from on his chest as he lay on his bed.

"What did you two think of the food we were served?"

"It was interesting but a bit spicy for my taste." Laurel replied.

Rody patted his stomach and grinned.

"I got a rock crusher of a stomach and it's a good thing, the food was definitely anything but bland."

"What do you think of the Kilistra so far?" Jake asked.

"I think they're a well organized crew at the very least. I haven't seen them in action aside from that so I'll reserve judgment until I see our young friend Arisa in action."

"You think she's a fair representation of how the Kilistra guard are trained and how they operate?"

"Are you a fair representation of how civilian corps personnel are trained and how they operate?"

"Yes."

"Then the same should be expected from her. I'm sure she's been in the guard since she was very young and impressionable. It goes to figure that the way of the Kilistra guard is deeply ingrained in her by now if that's the case."

"She confided in us that she's been in the guard since she was fourteen and she's a year older than Jake and I right now. I think she was recognized to be an overachiever and thus recruited at a young age to take advantage of that fact for the benefit of the Kilistra guard."

"You think it was like recruiting you and Jake into the civilian corps?"

"Yeah, something like that."

"I seriously doubt she's anything like you and Jake though. I doubt anyone is."

"You're sweet Hammer."

"Well we'll see. We're going to get to see exactly what she's like during these missions."

"Jake and I like her so far. I think she was chosen because someone knew we would relate to each other easily because of our similar ages."

"That's smart thinking. It will make you more cohesive if you like each other and so want to cooperate with one another."

"I guess that's true."

"You two should relax for a while. It's going to be well into tomorrow before we reach Geonic."

Laurel and Jake nodded and then slid their shoes off and laid down on their beds and smiled at each other then activated their data pads. They had no sooner begun to peruse the data contained within their data pads when there was a tremendous thud heard and the ship shuddered hard. Laurel and Jake lowered their data pads and stared at each other for a moment and Rody springing to his feet surprised them more than the sudden noise and vibration echoing through the deck and bulkheads. Laurel slowly sat up and looked around as she concentrated on what she could sense and she immediately sensed that the shield energy had changed dramatically and the sense of fusion taking place nearby had ceased completely.

"What the hell was that?" Rody asked rhetorically.

"We've dropped below the speed of light," Laurel said. "Maybe that was a normal part of how they decelerate from faster than light."

Rody looked at her for a moment and then he looked at the darkened viewer on the bulkhead between the beds ensigns Hobart and Garber had chosen. He walked over to it and looked it over but saw no buttons or switches so he touched the display area and the screen glowed to life with a menu list in a language Rody was unable to read. There was a single line item that was displayed in green characters whereas the rest of the menu items listed were displayed in white characters. Rody tapped the green characters and the screen blinked out momentarily and then a male Kilistran appeared and his uniform was distinctly different from any they had seen thus far.

"I am Krudan. Do you require information that I can provide?"

"You could say that. I am security officer Hammer; we would like to know what we just experienced. Is the Ahounk under attack?"

"The ship encountered the leading edge of a gravitational anomaly residing between your home system and the Geonic system. As we slowed to begin a circumnavigation course around the anomaly we encounter solid objects being drawn toward the core of the anomaly. The impact force exerted on our shield was sufficient to decrease our speed so much; we dropped below the light speed threshold. As soon as the shield is stabilized we will accelerate beyond the speed of light and resume our course toward Geonic by going around the perimeter of the nebula concealing the gravitational anomaly's core."

"You mean we slammed into an asteroid?"

"Yes. An asteroid with a mass of twenty million metric tons to put it into terms you are familiar with."

"Crap all mighty! Was there any damage done to the ship?"

"No. The shield is more than capable of deflecting the kinetic energy imparted by solid objects striking the shield envelope."

"Then why did the whole ship shudder?"

"That was the inertia negation system compensating for the massive dynamic forces created when the ship suddenly decelerated from several million miles per second to one hundred thousand miles per second, to put it into terms you are familiar with."

"I appreciate you dumbing it down so I'll understand."

"I am not inferring you are dumb. We have different concepts for conveying the same ideas. I know you are smart enough to understand what I am saying once converted to your conceptual terminology."

"I see. So my crew was in no actual danger?"

"With a reinforced strignite composite alloy hull and a shield density of ninety Teradyne, no, they were not in any danger."

"Uh¦now you're talking over my head. I appreciate the reassurance by what I assume are impressive characteristics of the hull and the shield composition."

"There is some terminology that does not have a comparable English translation that I am aware of. I am sure there are similar terminology that you are aware of that would not carry over into Hredeon."

"Hredeon? That 's the language the Kilistra speak?"

"It is one of thousands of languages spoken by the Kilistra, as English is one of thousands of languages spoken by the Humans of your world, though English seems to be one of the most commonly used."

"I see. If you understand our concepts of time and distance and whatnot, how long until we arrive at Geonic?"

"Twenty eight one hour cycles. If we traveled at maximum velocity the time could be cut nearly in half, especially if we were able to travel there on a relatively straight and direct course. While circumnavigating the accretion gravity anomaly, as we know it to be called, our velocity must be reduced in order to make accurate navigation possible."

"I get your point. When traveling faster than light, you don't turn right, when at sub light, it's alright. One of the rules of cosmic velocity every cadet is taught when learning to navigate in space."

"A crude but oddly appropriate saying. You can turn when traveling faster than light, not abruptly or sharply though. A deceleration maneuver is required to make precise, abrupt, or sharp course corrections. The accretion gravitational nebula exerts gravitational currents across a region of space we are navigating very close to. Those currents are not consistent or predictable thus many course corrections are required to maintain a safe course. There is also a great number of solid objects in the vicinity of the nebula that must be navigated around as those deceleration maneuvers are executed."

"I thought you said the hull is comprised of some kind of reinforced composite alloy and the shield is more than capable of deflecting kinetic energy?"

"For smaller objects that is true. There are objects the size of planetoids being drawn into the anomaly or orbiting the anomaly within the concealing gaseous region of the nebula cloud that pose a much higher risk of actually causing damage to the ship if struck."

"I think I get what you're saying. We want to slingshot around the nebula using its gravity to accelerate us but it makes it hard to maintain a steady gravity well of our own while flying that the close to such an intense gravity field?"

"Yes. Now you understand our dilemma. The flight crews are skilled navigators and pilots with many years of experience. We are in no danger, you have my word on that."

"Alright. I'll let you get back to doing your job. I'll try not to bother you with annoying questions in the future."

"I am not annoyed and you are free to contact me with any questions or concerns you may have."

"Fair enough. Thank you Krudan."

Krudan dipped his head slightly as he tilted his head slightly to the right then he leaned forward and his image blinked off and the menu list reappeared on the viewer and Rody had no idea how to disable the viewer so he just left it active and walked back over to his bed and sat down slowly as he looked at Laurel and Jake.

"I suppose you two completely understood what Krudan was talking about?"

"Yeah," Laurel replied. "It sounded like you did too."

"In concept. The specifics of what he was talking about are a little over my head."

"Think of it like flying a constant banking maneuver in an aircraft with variable crosswinds buffeting your plane. You can't see the force affecting your plane but the effect is dramatic."

"But this crosswind is pulling us toward the nebula and the gravitational eddies affect the ships ability to maintain a steady gravity well so our forward velocity isn't constant." Jake added.

"See that I understand."

Laurel looked over at Jake and he nodded and then Laurel looked at Rody.

"We just accelerated beyond the speed of light."

"That's wild that you two can sense that. Can you two detect the field of energy coming from the micro black hole?"

"No," Jake replied. "That's a different kind of energy. We aren't any more sensitive to gravity than you are."

The door to the compartment clanked open and lieutenant Mason stepped in and ensign Hobart followed right behind him, shutting the door as she stepped into the compartment. Lieutenant Mason walked over to his bunk and sat down and he looked at Rody.

"Did you feel it when we slammed into that asteroid?"

"Oh yeah. I'm sure everyone on the ship felt and heard it."

Ensign Hobart looked at the idle viewer and she furrowed her brow as she looked at Laurel and Jake as she sat down on her bunk.

"Can you two read what's being displayed there?"

"Yes." Laurel replied.

"Were we the only ones to have Hredeon imparted to us?" Jake asked.

The group looked at one another for a moment then Rody looked at Jake.

"Apparently so," Rody responded. "The rest of us can't read it."

"I don't understand why we would be granted more language introduction than the rest of you." Jake commented. "You would think they would want us all on the same page."

"Because most of us don't have the neural density you're blessed with," Lieutenant Mason said. "We were imparted with the pertinent linguistic and cultural information related to the Fearon. The Kilistra are just our ride to where we're going for now."

"I'm sorry if I came off conceited. I forgot that not everyone can absorb multiple languages in one neural suggestive session."

"It's alright adjutant. I understand that normal for you is unbelievable for the rest of us."

The door latch clanked open and the door swung inward and ensigns Garber and Talus stepped into the compartment and then shut the door.

"Where'd you two get off to?" Ensign Hobart asked with a grin.

"After we hit that asteroid, a couple of young officers invited us to go look out into space from one of the gathering areas that has windows."

"You understand their language?"

"No," Ensign Talus replied as the two reached their bunks and sat down facing ensign Hobart. "We communicated with hand gestures and body language. They noticed our alarmed expressions when the bang was heard and the ship shuddered so they offered a friendly smile and invited us to follow them by pointing up the corridor and then waving for us to follow them. We figured we would be safe to go with them."

"Did you guys know this ship has dozens of gathering areas on this deck like the one we were first brought to?" Ensign Garber said.

"Jake and I were shown¦probably the same gathering area you were brought to with windows that looked out into space but we didn't know there were dozens of them." Laurel said.

"If you touch the darkened panels in the corridor the first thing that comes up is a map of this deck with a bunch of characters we couldn't discern. Their language is composed of hieroglyphic like characters."

"We know. We were imparted with an understanding of the Kilistra's primary language called Hrendeon, both written and spoken." Laurel replied.

"You should be careful touching things you're unfamiliar with though," Jake added.

"I was pretty sure of what I was touching. It looked just like our com panels on the Future but a little bigger."

"I'm just saying¦you should exercise caution."

"Yes sir. I'll be careful."

Everyone then slipped their shoes off and got comfortable for what they knew was going to be a long ride to the Geonic system. They relaxed for 3 hours and it was Laurel that began to get restless first. Jake sensed her unrest and he took a deep breath and let it out noisily, and then he sat up and patted her leg.

"Why don't we check out the negative ion shower facility? It sounds like a novel way of cleaning the body without the use of water."

"Okay. If I'm not mistaken, the process still requires water to create the negatively charged ions but only a few ounces of water would create a vast cloud of ions."

"I can't believe you can figure out how they create negatively charged ions for body cleansing."

"Creating an ion stream isn't all that complicated if you know what you're doing. Directing them into a focused shower would require a containment, polarization, and acceleration process that escapes me for the moment."

"Maybe the ultra violet component suggests a method of acceleration."

"You think the ultra violet light is used to accelerate ions whilst imparting and negative charge?"

"Maybe not directly, it's more likely the ultra violet light is a byproduct of however they accomplish the feat in the first place."

"Hmm. I guess the ion maneuvering thrusters on the Future produce a distinct light source when they're ignited. It's a bluish white glow, but I suppose it has an ultra violet component too even though it would have to be miniscule."

Jake swung his legs off his bed and he put his hand out and Laurel smiled and sat up and as she spun herself so her legs were hanging off the bed she placed her hand in Jake's. That's when Rody interjected over what he had overheard of their plans.

"The body cleansing facility is coed, remember? Are you sure you two are up to that?"

"We speak the language Hammer," Laurel replied with a nod. "We'll just ask if we can use the facility in private due to our conservative beliefs."

"And if they walk in on you while you're bathing? Or whatever you want to call it."

"I suppose we could seal the door," Jake said.

"You know how to do that?"

"We don't need to know how. We just need to imagine the goal and our abilities will do what's necessary to accomplish it."

"But of course." He said with a smile.

Laurel and Jake stood up and then collected their personal bags and then they headed for the exit. Jake opened the door and stepped out and Laurel followed right behind him and then she closed the door and they headed down the corridor to the body cleansing facility. They pushed the door to the compartment open and they found that they were totally alone. They looked around briefly and then walked over to a low counter running along the forward bulkhead and they set their bags on the deck then they both looked back at the door and realized it was a pressure door, just like every other door on the ship meaning it was equipped with a mechanism for securing the door in the event of a pressure loss in the main corridor or the compartment itself. Laurel glanced at Jake and he nodded and turned and faced Laurel and closed his eyes and Laurel leaned her head forward until their foreheads met and then they reached out to one another. They immediately slipped into one another's minds and they enjoyed the immersive experience for a few moments then they pulled their foreheads apart and they both looked at the door and concentrated on sealing the door to prevent entry and it only took a few seconds to result in a loud bang that echoed throughout the room and then a subtle alarm was heard and Laurel closed her eyes and concentrated on the goal of neutralizing the alarm and it almost immediately went silent. The panel next to the door then glowed to life and a voice echoed into the room speaking in Hredeon.

"Is there anyone in the cleansing room?" The male voice inquired.

"Yes," Laurel replied in Hredeon. "Adjutants Kade and Myers are in here."

"For some reason your life signs are not appearing on internal sensors. I will investigate why the room sealed itself. I have positive indications of life support functioning in the room."

"Actually¦we activated the isolation system to seal the room so no one would walk in on us while we're using the facility."

"That is not a function that is locally selectable for that particular space. How did you accomplish such a thing?"

"If you know who we are you should be aware that we have certain abilities that are beyond what most people possess?"

"I am vaguely aware that you and your mate are categorized as exceptionally gifted, though I am not sure exactly what that means."

"It means we can do things like initiating the isolation protocol for the door system to this room without physically touching anything in the room."

"I am unable to deactivate the system. Did you engage then disable the system?"

"Yes."

"It is a little alarming that you know how to do that for a system that is not normally locally accessible."

"We promise to restore the system once we are finished."

"Are you responsible for the malfunction of the internal sensors in the body cleaning compartment?"

"Possibly. We wanted privacy so it is possible we affected that system inadvertently."

"It is not acceptable for our guests to manipulate the ships systems without prior permission. I must ask you to refrain from such activities in the future since you are unfamiliar with our systems. You could cause permanent damage."

"You understand we did not touch anything physically?"

"You were able to affect multiple systems through the power of your will?"

"Yes. I promise we did not do any damage we cannot undo."

"I understand how conservative your culture is, the proper course of action would have been to request private use of the body cleansing compartment. I could have sealed the room from here without disabling the internal sensors."

"We apologize for acting without permission. Do your internal sensors produce clear images of people when they are detected?"

"No. That capability is possible though not the default method of presenting detected information. The system produces and graphical representation of detected energy readings with presumed conclusive results of what the energy readings are indicative of, in this case, the presence of two living beings in the compartment."

"In that case we will re-enable the internal sensors in this compartment."

Laurel closed her eyes and Jake did the same and they simply thought about allowing the internal sensors to function properly followed up by a very gentle push.

"Internal sensors are once again functioning. If I did not see the information indicating your exact location far from the nearest concealed sensor control access point, I would not believe what you told me."

Laurel and Jake looked at one another for a moment and then they withdrew into their own minds. Laurel then looked toward the panel by the door.

"We promise to deactivate the isolation protocol in the door controller when we are finished."

"That is acceptable. If you wish private use of any space on the Ahounk in the future, please contact system control personnel to request permission."

"We understand. That is exactly what we will do."

"I hope you understand, I must report this incident to the Coant. He needs to be aware you are capable of affecting systems on this ship at will."

"We understand completely."

"I will leave you to your cleansing activities in privacy."

There was a subtle pop in the intercom system and Laurel and Jake then looked at the stalls, of which there were 8 in total. They had no doors or curtains, just 2 walls attached to the bulkhead that hung 1/2 meter from the deck and rose up to a height of 2 meters in total and they were covered in a slick coating of an off white material that was reminiscent of polyvinyl chloride. Each stall contained a control panel within the back wall and overhead was a hanging apparatus that resembled 3 projection lights with sprinkler like holes within them with an almost purple looking flat bulb in the center of the 3 charged ion distributors. Below the control panels in each stall were rectangular cellulose sheet dispensers for wiping one's body down to impart a complete cleansing if desired.

Laurel and Jake looked over the stalls and then shrugged their shoulders at the same time and then chuckled lightly. They then got completely undressed and Jake looked Laurel over as she finished and he smiled when she looked at him noticing what he was feeling.

"You're so beautiful Laurel. It never fails to impress and surprise me when I get to see you naked."

"You're sweet Jake, thank you. You take my breath away too. You're such a well-proportioned man and you're so handsome to boot."

"I'm glad you appreciate my looks as much as I do yours. Have you felt any hint to your cycle starting?"

"Not yet. I can tell it's coming real soon though. We aren't going to be messing around so don't get your hopes up."

"Sorry, it's instinct to lavish the excitement of doing it in new places, specially when I get a load of how stunning you are with nothing on."

"I know. You make me horny too handsome but it's close enough now that doing it could actually cause me to start. I just don't want that to happen while we're doing it."

"Uhh, yeah. I can understand you not wanting that."

They both turned and walked over to stalls next to one another and reached out and touched the control panel and they blinked to life with very simple touch controls. There was a pictographic representation of the ion distributor above their heads with dots broadcasting away from the distributor head. Next to the pictographic image was a circle that was bright white with blue crescent shapes widening as they broadcast away from the circle in one direction. The only other control was a slider type control that morphed from a narrow blue bar at the top to a wide green bar at the bottom of the indicated scale of intensity and Laurel and Jake readily recognized that it was to indicate the level of intensity of the ion shower delivered. They both reached out and touched the representation of the ion distributor and the distributor over their heads glowed to life casting an eerie purple to light blue light that seemed to move and twinkle and there was sound that was reminiscent of gurgling liquid like sound in a low octave tone that rose and fell slightly and then an extremely fine mist began to drift from the distributor. The mist was so fine that when it reached their bodies it was more like smoke than mist but it drifted straight toward the deck following an obvious current. There was a very subtle tingling sensation on the skin and as they were marveling at the charged ion mist the deck beneath their feet began to glow slightly and a mist stream began to rise from the deck through tiny holes in the deck and it too followed an obvious current. The mist only lingered momentarily than simply evaporated away. Laurel looked at the stall wall next to her and grinned.

"Kind of strange huh?"

"Yeah. I suppose I can see how it benefits the epidermis but it's gunna take using the cellulose sheets to make me actually feel clean."

"I think the ion shower encourages the pores to open and purge themselves so contaminants can be wiped away with the cellulose sheets. You feel the tingling all over?"

"Yeah."

They both then reached out and slid the intensity control down the bar graph almost to the end of the scale and the strange noise deepened in intensity and the mist grew heavier and moved up from the deck and down from the distributors with more velocity now following distinct waving currents that resembled what an air current might produce, but there was no sense of the observed current moving the mist in a waving pattern. They stood for a few minutes in the intense ion stream and then they touched the ultra violet activator pictograph and hieroglyphic text popped up with instructions to face toward the stall wall with feet apart, hand and arms out straight, then touch the activator command again, close the eyes, and 10 parns later the ultraviolet pulses would commence. Laurel and Jake knew a parn was the equivalent of a second so they did as the instructions said and they turned to the right and moved their feet apart and then held their arms out and then they simultaneously looked at the control panel and touched the activation command and then closed their eyes and faced straight ahead. There was a beeping heard that was counting down parns and after 10 beeps, the ultraviolet pulses engaged. There was a rather warm feeling from above and below in rapid successive pulses that only lasted a second or two in duration. After 10 pulses there was a long beep heard and they opened their eyes and looked at the control panel and the hieroglyphic text now read 'ultraviolet bombardment cycle complete'.

They put their arms down and moved their feet together and only then noticed a slight white coating on their skin. The outer most skin layer had literally been cooked and a layer of dead skin was now covering them from head to toe. Now they understood the need for the cellulose sheets and they reached out and pulled a sheet out and began wiping their body down. The sheets were roughly one foot square and were ample to wipe down most of their body with on 1 more needed to complete the job from head to toe and everywhere in between. They then deactivated the ion showers and stepped out of the stalls and looked for a place to deposit the used sheets and Jake noticed a handle on the bulkhead above the counter surface and he flicked his chain in that direction and Laurel nodded. They walked over to the counter and Laurel grasped the handle and pulled a slot open and they deposited their used cellulose sheets into the slot and then Laurel released the handle and it snapped closed with a slight tinny clack. Laurel then turned and smiled at Jake.

"Well¦that was an odd experience."

"I don't exactly feel clean and the whole experience does nothing for the hair. Now we know why the Kilistra have hair that looks the way it does. That wiry disheveled look is cause they don't wash their hair like we do."

"Our way isn't the only way Jake. We can't pass judgment cause they do things differently."

"I know. I think I would rather use the bath in a bag from the special tactics survival packs. At least those are moist enough to get your hair damp so you can actually wash it if you want."

"I know, huhn?"

They then stepped over to their bags and opened them and began retrieving a fresh change of clothes. They got dressed and then packed their worn uniforms away in their bags and then they headed over to the exit. Laurel looked over at Jake and he smiled at her and then closed his eyes and Laurel did the same and they reached out to one another. They easily slid into each other's minds and then smiled as they opened their eyes, the feeling still eliciting a rush every bit as sensual as the first time they experienced it. They then looked at the sealed door and concentrated on releasing the door seal and it only took a few seconds for the door to respond by emitting a loud bang and then the door moved slightly signaling that the door was now free to be opened. Laurel and Jake withdrew into their own minds and then Jake reached out and pulled the door open and they stepped out into the corridor. They then turned right and headed back to their temporary quarters. Laurel twisted the lever handle and pushed the door open and then her and Jake walked into the room and Rody perked up as he set the data pad he was studying on his chest as he lied on his bed.

"So how was it?" Rody asked.

"It wasn't at all what we expected," Laurel replied as her and Jake placed their personal bags in the cabinets between their beds, then sat down on their beds and looked at Rody. "It leaves one with refreshed skin that is likely microbe free for a time but the type of clean we're accustomed to isn't going to be realized using their cleansing facility. The charged ion bombardment is an interesting technique for purging the pores and the cellulose sheets are used to wipe away the layer of skin that's freed when the ultraviolet pulses are employed. Their idea of clean and ours is different, that's all."

"Sounds like it. You two should get some rest. We won't arrive at the Geonic system for the better part of a day."

"Alright. We'll engage in the deep sharing for a while. It'll help us grow stronger as we share energy."

"I would have to imagine it'd help you grow closer too?" Ensign Hobart said.

"That's an inevitable and welcomed result of the deep sharing. It allows for a deeper and more stabile biological symbiosis too. Our bodies have to achieve and maintain a certain level of symbiotic synch in order for our paring to achieve stability."

"I didn't know your biological processes functioned like that too."

"There's a lot more to a true paring than just a mental component."

"I guess so."

Laurel and Jake grinned at the ensign and then slid their shoes off and then Jake stood up and stepped over to Laurel's bed and Laurel laid back as she swung her legs up on the bed as Jake sat down beside her. Laurel then scooted over to make room for Jake and he laid down on his back then rolled over so he was facing Laurel. They then wrapped their arms around one another and moved their foreheads forward until they touched and then they closed their eyes and reached out for the other. They slipped into a deep state of shared consciousness as they explored one another at the deepest level.

They remained deeply connected for several hours, only disconnecting as they became tired and so separated and immediately drifted off into a deep sleep while holding one another. The rest of the crew lay quietly as the ship progressed with only an occasional shudder as more debris impacted the shield, slowing their forward velocity substantially and instantly. Laurel awoke as hunger stirred her mind and body sufficiently to wake her. She blinked a few times then kissed Jake on the lips and he slowly drifted into a state of mental alertness that Laurel could detect throughout his waking process until he blinked a few times and then smiled as he looked into her face.

"Hi beautiful. We're hungry huhn?"

"Yeah."

They unlaced from their embrace and scooted apart and then sat up as they swung their legs off the bed, settling their feet onto the deck gently. Rody and lieutenant Mason then sat up and swung their feet onto the deck.

"You two up to more of the exotic food served in the gathering area or do you want some of the survival rations from the PARSE. They aren't glamorous, but they should be familiar to you two."

"No, the food served on this ship is fine," Laurel replied.

"I'm sure our nutritional needs are similar enough for the Kilistra food to be good for us." Jake added.

"Let's go get you fed then."

"I'll wake up the ensigns." Lieutenant Mason said as he stood up.

The lieutenant walked up to each ensign and gently shook their shoulder until they opened their eyes. He then stepped back and looked at all 3 of them.

"You three hungry? Hammer and I are going to join Laurel and Jake in going out to the gathering area to get some food."

The ensigns sat up and nodded as they slowly woke more, finally swinging their legs off their beds and slipping their shoes on. They all then headed out of the compartment and turned right and made the short walk up the corridor to the gathering area that opened to the starboard side of the corridor, that then continued past the gathering area making a subtle curve in the distance as it followed the slightly curved shape of the ship as it stretched forward toward the bow that narrowed significantly from the broad width of the mid point of the ship where the gathering area they were entering was located.

They walked over to the round food service area and found a single attendant manning the area. He was wearing a dull green and dark blue uniform that suggested a distinctly different area of service within the Kilistra guard that he was a part of. The man looked the 7 Human guests over as they glanced around the gathering area noticing that there were only a handful of Kilistra guard personnel in the gathering area, including their assigned escorts who lifted a hand in salutation and Laurel and Lieutenant Mason grinned and nodded in recognition of the gesture. Laurel and Jake then stepped up to the steeply curved surface of the countertop surface of the service bar and the man seemed to stare at Laurel in surprise and Laurel recognized the awe in his feelings but she was relieved she didn't sense any attractive urges within the man's feelings, just appreciation for how shockingly beautiful she is up close.

As everyone gathered behind Laurel and Jake, they glanced over the countertop at the gleaming metal tubs with clear covers resting atop them, some of which had a healthy level of steam condensation clinging to their internal surface suggesting food being kept warm and moist while the rest allowed for a clear view of the unrecognizable but enticing looking food items contained within the gleaming square tubs.

"We are interested in something a little less spicy than what was served during the primary meal earlier." Laurel said.

The man blinked several times then grinned slightly, revealing the meeting points of his teeth as they interlocked.

"You speak Hredeon. I did not expect that to be the case."

"Yes sir. We were taught your primary language to facilitate conversations between our people without misunderstandings."

"You have an unusual accent despite speaking Hredeon perfectly. You are a truly stunning young woman."

"You are very kind. Can you make some suggestions for items that won't upset our stomachs?"

"I believe I can help with that. It is the middle of the night shift so there is a limited variety to what is available. Is your entire group interested in eating?"

"Yes sir. We would like enough to feed everyone."

"I will serve up enough for everyone. Is Asad juice suitable to wash down your food down?"

"Yes. We found it a refreshing juice with an enjoyable sensation."

The man nodded with a mile and then he collected a medium sized plate and he began dishing out bite sized portions of multiple items and then he deposited the plate on the countertop and he retrieved another plate and served up more portions. In total he filled 3 plates and then he filled 7 opaque square shaped glasses with thick ice cold Asad juice and he placed them on the counter with the plates then he retrieved 7 linen napkins and placed them next to the plates.

"I believe this should satisfy your hunger adequately. You may bring the plates, cups and face and hand wipes back to me when you are finished."

"We understand. We appreciate your help."

"It is what I am here to do young lady."

"You can call me adjutant Kade¦or my proper name is Laurel."

"What an intriguing name¦Laurel. Does it carry a meaning?"

"Uh¦the most common meaning is ethereal being of enlightened knowledge and purpose."

"You do not appear to be of an ethereal nature. Flesh and bone is your nature?"

"Oh yes sir. I am every bit as real and mortal as you are. It is just my name and one of many meanings for the word Laurel. It can also be used to describe a person of kind demeanor or astonishing appearance."

"That seems a much more fitting use of your name as a descriptor. Enjoy your food Laurel."

"You are so kind. Thank you."

Laurel glanced at the rest of the group and nodded once and they collected the plates, cups, napkins and a few 3-pronged forks from a tray just beyond the edge surface of the countertop and then they all headed over to the same curved seat they had occupied on their previous visit to the space. As they all sat down and spread out the items on the low shin high table before them, lieutenant Mason looked at Laurel as he handed her and Jake a cup of Asad each.

"What was the long conversation all about over there?"

"Oh uh, discussion of what we wanted then some conversation about what my name means."

"Another man stunned by your beauty and personable character?"

"Yes sir. In this case he wasn't attracted to me though. It's kind of refreshing to be appreciated without being desired."

"I can understand you feeling that way."

"He told me that we should return our plates, cups and napkins to the service area when we're done."

"A courtesy we would've carried out without being told."

Laurel nodded and grinned and they handed out the odd looking forks and began sampling the food served to them. The food was intriguing and tasted wonderful leaving them full and fulfilled once consumed and the Asad juice left them feeling hydrated and their pallets cleansed after eating the rich food items. They then sat for a few minutes and let the food settle in their stomachs then they gathered everything up and carried it over to the service area and deposited the items on the counter and then headed back to their temporary accommodations. They used the waste facilities in the room one after the other and then removed their shoes and relaxed for what they assumed would be another half-day's journey to the Geonic system.

The hours went by uneventfully until the active viewer in their quarters suddenly displayed the image of a Kilistra they had never seen before.

"Good day Future officers. I am Arimus Tilnok."

Laurel sat up quickly as did Rody and lieutenant Mason. The others simply rolled over on their beds and looked at the viewer.

"Good day to you Arimus Tilnok," Lieutenant Mason replied. "We are unfamiliar with the designation of Arimus."

"It is my rank among the crew. I believe the civilian corps equivalent is lieutenant commander in duty and responsibility. I am in charge of the department responsible for collecting and analyzing sensor data. It is in that respect Coant Erfond has instructed me to contact you. I understand adjutants Kade and Myers are the lead officers on your missions?"

"That is correct. I am their commanding officer for the missions but the missions are theirs to lead."

Jake stood up and stepped around his bed and stood next to Laurel where she was sitting on the edge of her bed.

"Adjutant Kade and I are present," Jake said. "What can we do for you?"

"We have detected some truly unusual readings coming from the Geonic system. I was informed you have extensive experience with exotic signal recognition and analysis?"

"That's correct sir." Laurel replied.

"If I send an escort to collect you, would you be willing to come to the auxiliary control station on deck four to have a look at the sensor data? We have never seen readings quite like these. I am hopeful you can shed some light on what we are observing."

"We would be honored to offer our assistance," Laurel replied as she stood up. "Would it be permissible to bring our commanding officer and security officer with us?"

"By all means. Your escort will be dispatched to your room momentarily."

"Does that mean we have arrived at the Geonic system?" Rody asked as he too stood up.

"We are still a distance of one half light year by your standards from the core of the Geonic system. We are close enough to collect sensor data even if it is not current readings from the system."

"I understand."

"I will see you four shortly."

The image on the viewer then blinked out and the menu list reappeared and everyone stepped into their shoes and Rody stepped closer to Laurel and Jake and he placed his hand on the back of Laurel's shoulder.

"Thank you for asking if I could accompany you. I'm kind of going stir crazy."

"You're welcome Hammer. I sensed as much."

"We think you should see everything concerning the system too." Jake added.

Rody nodded and winked at Jake and just then there was smack heard on the door to the compartment. They all walked over to the door and lieutenant Mason opened the door and one of the escorts recognized from their arrival was standing at the door.

"Greetings," The escort said. "I have been instructed to escort you to deck four. Please follow me."

The escort stepped back from the door and then turned left and headed forward up the corridor. They walked past the gathering area and then much further down the corridor than they had ever been before, passing an addition 2 gathering areas including the one with the viewing windows that looked out into space and it offered a glimpse that indicated they were no longer traveling faster than light. They walked until they came upon a stairwell door that the escort opened, and then they climbed down 3 decks and emerged in yet another corridor and they headed forward a short distance then turned toward the port side of the ship and walked to yet another stairwell door and they entered it and climbed down 1 deck and then exited into a very narrow corridor that they walked down several yards toward the bow of the ship and then they came upon a sturdy looking door and the escort touched one of the recessed depressions beside it and it glowed bright yellow then morphed to a teal color and then the door lifted straight up to reveal an oddly laid out control center with 5 individuals sitting in contoured seats in a semi circle and each had a flat curved display panel before them at stomach level and a smaller vertical panel with controls and switches within them. As they all stepped into the compartment the door sealed shut behind them with a thud and they recognized Arimus Tilnok standing amongst the workstations.

Tilnok waved the group over to where he was standing and the escort simply stepped aside and remained by the door as they walked over to where Tilnok was standing.

"We are analyzing the detected signal at this station," Tilnok said. "Without much success I might add."

"Let's have a look at what you're detecting." Laurel replied as she stepped closer and looked over the shoulder of the Kilistra sitting at the station trying to separate and identify the individual components of the detected signal architecture.

The manner the signal was being displayed made it hard to decipher exactly what was being displayed so Laurel touched the man's shoulder and spoke in Hredeon.

"Can you display a multi-spectral analysis of the signal data?"

The man looked up and stared straight ahead for a moment then he slowly looked at Laurel, then he turned and looked at Tilnok.

"Proceed." Tilnok said nodding his head. "Adjutant Kade here is an expert in signal recognition and analysis. You are to indulge her requests without exception."

The man nodded once and then reached up to the upper switch and button panel and he flipped a few labeled switches that Laurel and Jake were able to read so they knew he was complying with Laurel's request. The round display twisted and distorted the presented signal architecture as the computer reanalyzed the signal and presented the multi-spectral result and the signal was now laid out in layers, looking like sheets and blankets stretched over a lumpy surface with rises and troughs that graduated from magentas to bright yellows as the peeks and valleys progressed and there were several distinct layers with left to right representing signal over time and top to bottom representing frequency spread across the displayed time interval. There was one layer in particular that was represented in a black layer of undulating signal that looked vaguely familiar to Laurel through she was surprised the Ahounk was capable of detecting and displaying what she though she was looking at. She pointed at the distinct layer of embedded signal architecture.

"That¦are your sensors capable of detecting and displaying temporal energy?"

"Not ordinarily. I am impressed that you instantly recognized what is baffling us. That portion of the detected signal architecture resembles temporal distortions within the signal. Our sensors are not capable of detecting something as subtle as temporal energy. That is a distinct constituent of the overall detected signal and it changes in harmonic variance every thirty-five seconds. It has been regular as machine works in its rhythmic characteristic change. The other portions of the signal seem to be high-energy constituents from an unknown source. Have you ever seen anything like this before?"

"Possibly."

Laurel stared at the signal over time until she saw what Tilnok was talking about when the distinct and separate signal architecture suddenly spiked then fell to its previous level exhibiting a new harmonic frequency range. It still wavered as temporal energy would when detected by the Future's sophisticated enhanced sensor processors but she was certain the Ahounk didn't possess anything even close to the sensor sensitivity of the Future. She knew when a gravity well was established using quantum energy there was a momentary reflection when the subspace barrier was pierced which resulted in something similar, but the energy required to produce it was enormous and took the negative matter core to produce the effect as multiple subspace realms were peeled open so the gravity well could be established deep into subspace to allow travel at hundreds of times the speed of light without gravitational compression destroying the ship instantly as the gravity well was turned inside out by the repulsive force from within the multiple subspace domains being penetrated and bypassed by the newly formed artificial wormhole that the Future would then accelerate into. All this information passed through Laurel's mind in a flash and Jake patted her shoulder lightly.

"Someone isn't using the energy potential of a star to create wormhole within a solar system," Jake thought. "Why in the world would someone do something like that in the first place?"

"It was a fleeting thought Jake," Laurel thought in return. "I can't tell the Kilistra that what were seeing resembles the observed reflective effects in space when the Future unleashes trillions of gigawatts of focused energy onto the primary subspace barrier in order to penetrate it to create an artificial wormhole in the process so we can travel deep enough in subspace to allow travel at hundreds of times the speed of light."

"I know babe. That isn't exactly temporal energy anyway. It's only reminiscent of temporal energy." Jake then spoke aloud as he pointed at the display. "You see how regular the frequency oscillation curves are? That would suggest an artificial source."

"You're right," Laurel replied. "Nature doesn't create signals like that." Laurel then looked at the controls on the upper vertical portion of the control console and she was able to discern what most of the controls did. "Can you narrow in on the radiant segment of the signal to try to determine the origin point of the signal?"

The man sitting at the controls nodded and reached up and flipped a few switches and the display changed to a radiant pattern overlaid on the nearby solar system.

"The most likely point of origin appears to be Geonic, the fourth planet from the parent star."

"Hmm. I wonder if what we did on the Future planet brought whatever's creating that signal to life?"

"I suppose it is possible even if unlikely."

"I can honestly say we have never seen a complex signal quite like that before."

"I was hopeful you could shed some light on exactly what we are detecting," Tilnok said.

"If you would like, you may remain here while we transit the relatively short distance to Geonic four?"

"We would like that." Laurel said then she looked at lieutenant Mason, who just grinned at her. Laurel then looked at Tilnok.

"Are we close to the bridge?"

"Command and control is six decks above us. This is the auxiliary sensory processing and analysis center. You do not have the necessary clearance to enter the command and control center."

"I can understand that since this is a military vessel and we are foreign guests. Can we at least see a visual sensor image of the system we're heading into?"

Tilnok placed his hand on the telemetry technicians shoulder and the young man nodded once and reached up to the vertical panel and flipped 2 switches and his Futuretal panel blinked to an image of space ahead of the vessel with a plotting solution progressing toward the planet as the ship flew it's programmed course toward the distant star that looked like nothing more than a distinct speck of yellowish light off to the right of their course slightly. There was telemetry data being displayed to the left of the image and Laurel and Jake were able to read the displayed information. It indicated that there were no signs of electromagnetic signatures within the system that would indicate other vessels or civilizations on any of the detected worlds or moons in the system.

"Can you detect life signs from this far out?" Laurel asked in Hredeon.

"No. There are three worlds with conditions favorable to supporting life though we will need to get much closer to confirm whether life is present on those worlds. Indications are favorable for simple life existing on most of the inner planets and a good many of their subordinate moons."

"Is our present course plotted to Geonic four?"

The man reached up and rotated a rotary switch 2 clicks clockwise and the telemetry was replaced by the programmed course and destination coordinates laid out on a Futuretal plotting course with their present location represented by a small ship in the rough shape of the Ahounk and a red line leading straight into the system to the 4th planet out from the star. The man then looked at Laurel and grinned.

"I assume that is where you are interested in going?"

"The information we were presented with didn't specify exactly what planet to investigate, just that the Geonic system was the point of interest. Our information indicated that Geonic four is the most likely place an air breathing life form would conduct research. The Fearon transplanted life there from all over the local sectors a very long time ago so food and water are likely to be abundant."

"I have never heard of these Fearon. Is their home world nearby?"

"All life was extinguished on Henok, their home world, a very long time ago. Henok might still exist though it will not have any signs of life since their parent star evolved into a white dwarf. It is a little over two hundred light years from here."

"Does not sound familiar. I do not believe we have been to the Henok system."

"If its parent star has burned out, there would not be much there to attract people to the system."

"That is very true."

"Does this ship undertake distant missions that take it as far away as the Henok system?" Jake asked in English desiring for the rest of the crew to understand the conversation.

The man shrugged his shoulders lightly and seemed to think for a few moments before replying.

"Our patrols and missions sometimes take us quite far from our home system. I cannot remember the last time we journeyed hundreds of light years from our home system though."

"I'm sure this ship has traveled thousands of light years during its time in operation though?"

"Oh most certainly. The Ahounk was commissioned six class two solar years ago. In that time I am certain it has traveled tens of thousands of light years, just not all at once. I am sure the same could be said of your ship, the Future."

"The Future was commissioned a very long time ago, longer ago perhaps than you know. She has traveled hundreds of thousands of light years if not millions in her time of operation."

"It is hard to imagine a vessel remaining in service long enough to travel that far."

"Not if you take into account that the ship has been in service for hundreds of years."

The man spun around and stared at Jake for a moment then he looked around at the other Human guests.

"I did not realize your species lived that long."

"We employ a deep stasis technique that virtually suspends the normal aging process."

"That is impressive. We don not possess such technology."

"Don't feel bad. Most species don't invest in long-term stasis technology for travel across the galaxy."

The man looked back at his lower console and nodded subtly.

"I heard your species originated on the opposite side of the galaxy."

"Yes. We come from a system seventy three thousand light years from our new home world."

"I can see why you would need to invest in technology for prolonged stasis. It would take many life times to travel that far¦depending on how long your people live."

"On average we live around a hundred and twenty years."

"We live about that long as well."

"Do you see any danger in taking the ship closer to the origin of that signal?" Tilnok asked looking at Laurel.

"No," Laurel said shaking her head gently. "I can see the properties of your shield matrix on that display over there. Your shield should protect the ship and its occupants from any unforeseen effects. It looks more like radiant or reflective byproduct energy, not something being focused or broadcast intentionally."

"Very well. I appreciate your input." Tilnok looked at the man sitting at the analysis station. "Inform command we have determined it is safe to proceed to the fourth planet."

The man nodded and initiated a text response on his display that he then sent to the command center. Laurel then took hold of Jake's hand and they stepped back over to where lieutenant Mason and Rody were standing. They then turned and faced the backs of the individuals at the display consoles and they noticed on one display in particular there were text lines indicating preparations were complete for acceleration to 8 times the speed of light.

"We're about to accelerate beyond the speed of light," Laurel said quietly. "At the speed their planning, we should reach Geonic four pretty quickly."

"Should I go prep the ship for departure?" Rody asked.

"I don't think we're to that point yet. They're going to want to take some detailed scans of the planet and space around the planet to makes sure it's safe and to determine if there are any signs of artificial structures or the likes before we'll be permitted to depart."

"Won't it be kind of difficult to detect anything that's been abandoned for a million years?" Lieutenant Mason asked in a quiet voice.

"Probably so. We activated something that responded to the controller key so something obviously still exists. We just have to find it."

Tilnok turned around and faced the group and grinned slightly.

"You have a keen grasp of proper protocol when exploring unknown systems. We will assume a high orbit of the fourth planet and scan the planet and its moons in detail. We will analyze the results carefully before approving any activities away from the safety of the Ahounk. This is your mission though your captain made us swear no unnecessary chances will be taken with your safety. The coant is going to exercise the same consideration and caution with you and your people as he does with his crew."

"And we appreciate being looked after like that." Laurel said.

Tilnok bowed his head slightly and then turned back around and placed his hand on the technicians shoulder.

"Let me know if the signal architecture changes in any way."

"Yes sir," The technician replied.

The Ahounk flew on a direct course into the system, passing Geonic 7 only 1,000 miles from the upper atmosphere causing a discernable fluorescing of the shield envelope as the ship passed through the planets magnetic field. The planet was shrouded in a thick pinkish orange haze obscuring the view of the surface from space but the ships sensors were able to pierce the veil of gasses to reveal extremely active volcanic processes taking place over large areas of the planet's surface. There were chains of volcanic mounds spewing noxious gasses and thick ash high into the atmosphere and it was then carried on wind currents around the planet. There was so much lava spilling out onto the surface that it was raising the global temperature significantly from what it would've been had there been no volcanic chains pumping billions of tons of fresh lava onto the surface. It was definitely somewhere fragile human beings didn't need to visit in person.

The Ahounk collected sensor data as she flew by but didn't slow as the ship banked over slightly and headed toward on the planet's moons that were awash in dim light from the distant star making it's largest moon carry an odd yellowish white glow. The Ahounk flew by the lifeless moon and its heavily cratered surface spoke to the violent past the system had endured. A few of the impact craters were truly gigantic suggesting there had been a time in the distant past when truly large impacters had struck the moon and more than likely Geonic 7 had suffered the same encounters with large impacters but the volcanic activity had long since obliterated any evidence.

The Ahounk flew past the moon on its course toward the heart of the system and it didn't take long for the star to become large and distinctive and Geonic 4 began to become visible on the sensor screens. As the Ahounk slowed and banked over heading directly toward Geonic 4, it became clear that despite its small size, the planet had large areas awash in green and golden brown colors and there was a crescent shaped body of water on the daylight side of the planet that stretched from the high northern latitudes and curved down almost all the way to the southern frozen region. The amount and depth of the ice at the poles spoke to a stabile planetary rotation on its axis. The equatorial region experienced a never-ending summer season and the conditions remained favorable to life on both sides of the equatorial belt for a significant distance towards the icy polar regions.

Laurel took a few steps closer to the nearest sensor data terminal and she could see that there were massive signs of life on the planet and some of the life forms were purported to be very large creatures based on heat signatures and value of life energy being detected. Laurel looked at Jake for a moment and he grinned and shrugged his shoulders lightly.

"I guess their sensor capabilities are similar to ours when it comes to detecting life signs from great distances." Jake thought.

"It's actually reassuring to know they can keep a lock on us from orbit if they can detect life signs from this far out," Laurel thought in return. "If we run into trouble they'll know right were we are in order to send back up."

The ship continued on its leisurely pace as more sensor data was collected to insure that the system was uninhabited and the bizarre signal being detected presented no appreciable danger. It took another 20 minutes to reach a point where visual sensor data was possible. The planet was a gleaming globe of obvious life sustaining conditions as it grew larger on the sensor displays with 2 of its moons in the background, 1 of modest size and 1 nothing more than a potato shaped rock that was obviously captured during a close flyby adding it to the planets repertoire of moons.

"Can we determine whether the strange signal is definitely coming from Geonic four?" Laurel asked.

"The signal has not increased in intensity as we draw nearer. We are unable to determine the exact point origin for the signal since it is broadcast in a manner similar to background radiation, which is ever present, this close to a star of the type present in this system. It is not something we will be able to localize to a specific location though we can determine that the ship is now engulfed in the signal envelope suggesting we are indeed close to the point of origin. The detected sensor data no longer requires amplification to analyze the signal. It is all around us."

"It's still a subtle signal though?"

"Yes. Barely discernable below the chaotic background noise the star continuously produces. Our sensory processing capabilities are such that we can distinguish the signal from the omnipresent background noise and determine that the signal is in fact likely artificial in nature. A less capable vessel would dismiss the signal as ordinary noise if they recognized it at all."

Tilnok leaned closer to the display he was close to and he read the message being sent down to them and then he looked at his Human guests.

"We will be achieving a steady orbit around the planet soon. You may prepare your ship for departure, we will inform you when it is safe to depart to undertake your mission of exploration."

The escort standing quietly by the door took a step forward and spoke in Hredeon.

"I will escort the Human guests to their room Arimus, so they may collect their companions then I will escort them to their ship."

"See to it then. Find Arisa and insure she is armed and mentally prepared for the mission."

"I will see to it Arimus Tilnok."

Tilnok then turned and addressed the Future crew in English.

"Darum here will escort you back to your crewmates then to your ship. We will keep track of your progress from here. If you contact us for assistance we will know precisely where to send a support contingent."

"And if we explore subsurface areas, are your sensors capable of scanning below the surface?" Laurel asked.

"It depends on the type of strata present, if there are artificial means employed obscuring the subsurface regions, and how deep we are trying to peer."

"So¦maybe?"

"Yes. I apologize, that is all I can offer. We are not seeing any signs of artificial structures at this time. You are going to have to explore the planet at close range to determine if there is any evidence of structures or technology that cannot be detected from orbit."

"It will do that you're keeping track of us. It looks like there are quite a few large animals down there so we may need information if we are being hunted or if we are heading towards unseen nests or the likes."

"We will do everything possible to keep you informed."

Laurel smiled and nodded then the group turned and head toward Darum and the exit. Darum opened the door and stepped out and waited for everyone to exit the room and then he led the way back up to their temporary quarters where the ensigns were patiently waiting. The Future crew stepped into the room and Darum briefly headed to the nearby gathering area to inform Arisa that it was time to prepare for departure. By the time everyone had collected their things and the ensigns were filled in to what was going on, Arisa had collected a sidearm and handheld scanning device. She was also wearing a discrete communications device that hung over her enlarged earlobe, when compared to that of a Human being's, and it extended down her cheek a short distance. She stepped into the room and Darum gestured toward the corridor as he stepped in behind her.

"I will escort you down to your ship so you may depart when the planet has been scanned completely to insure no danger is present."

"Sounds good," Lieutenant Mason replied. "Lead the way."

Darum stepped out of the room and led the group back down to the guest hangar. As Darum opened the door leading into the hangar, he stepped aside and smiled at the group.

"I wish you all a safe journey and exciting exploration of the planet below. I wish I could accompany you."

"You will get your chance in the future Darum," Arisa said. "Missions similar to this come along more frequent than you might think. The Coant tends to send a junior officer or two on minimal danger missions. It gives us the experience we need to become well rounded officers."

"I will continue to serve diligently so my name will be considered for future missions."

"That is a good attitude Darum. The coant recognizes ambitious individuals that aspire to serve in a more active role."

Darum nodded and then the Future crew and Arisa made their way into the hangar and over to the PARSE. Rody unsealed the ship and everyone climbed aboard. Rody took a moment to show Arisa how to fasten herself into her jump seat, and then he stepped into the cockpit where he found Laurel and Jake waiting for him.

"Are you going to pilot us down?" Jake asked.

"I think it would be best," Rody replied. "You can pilot us from the surface when we're done down there."

"Alright. What about the spacesuits? Are we really going to take the time to put 'em on?"

Rody smiled and wrinkled his face as he shook his head and spoke softly.

"I'm not going to mention it. We don't need 'em for the short ride down."

"Cool." Jake said very quietly, he then looked at Laurel who was covering her mouth as she laughed quietly.

Jake gestured to the copilot's seat and Laurel nodded and swiveled the seat around and sat down and Jake sat down at the weapons position. Rody and Laurel collected their helmets and dipped their heads forward and slid their helmets over their heads then plugged in the umbilical cables and Jake stood up and headed aft as Laurel and Rody went about powering up the ship. Jake walked to the rear cargo hatch and he slapped the paddle button and the hatch scissored closed. He then headed toward the cockpit, but he stopped where Arisa was seated. He sensed that she was a little nervous and he squatted down in front of her and smiled as he looked up at her.

"Don't be nervous Arisa. This ship is very well built and Hammer is a highly trained and experienced pilot. You're in good hands."

"This ship looks like we can defend ourselves if it came down to it. It makes me a little nervous being on a ship I have never flown in before though. I do not exactly know what to expect."

"We are an experienced and compassionate crew. Expect to be kept safe and informed."

Jake pat her knee as he stood up and Arisa smiled at Jake as she appreciated the wonderful color of his eyes. Jake then headed to the cockpit and sat down and slipped his helmet over his head and plugged the umbilical cable in and then he switched the transmitter on and put it into standby mode. A few moments later the hangar was depressurized and then the hangar door was opened. Coant Erfond then spoke.

"Iron hammer, this is Coant Erfond."

Jake activated the transmit circuit and then nodded at Rody as he looked back at Jake.

"This is call sign Iron Hammer aboard PARSE one zero four."

"Call sign? I was under the impression Iron Hammer was the name of your ship."

"No sir. Iron Hammer is my call sign; the ship is a PARSE class ship and the one hundred fourth built."

"It is an impressive fact to know your people have hundreds of theses PARSE class ships."

"A good number of them are back on Earth, our original home world. We are ready for departure when conditions are considered safe."

"We have completed a global scan. We have not detected any artificial structures that would suggest anyone has ever been active on the planet. There is one area of interest in that we cannot get clear readings from a subsurface cave network near the equatorial region of the western shore of the main body of fresh water on the planet. There is something present in basaltic rock in that region that reflects scanning attempts."

"That's where we'll start then."

"That would be the most likely place to find signs of ancient occupation. We are slowing our velocity to allow for a safe departure. We will let you know when we have achieved a stationary orbit."

"We understand. We'll hold position until we hear from you.

The Ahounk began a deceleration maneuver as it moved closer to the upper atmosphere to make the trip down shorter and to make it easier to maintain a synchronous orbit above the equatorial region the coant had mentioned. It took several minutes of sitting quietly until the coant finally got back to Rody.

"We have achieved a low stationary orbit above the area of interest near the western shore. It should allow for a short trip to the area of interest."

"I understand. We are departing at this time."

"Understood. Have a safe mission Iron Hammer. We will keep you on our sensors in case you run into trouble."

"I appreciate that. Our sensor capabilities are not as sophisticated as those of the Ahounk. We will be looking for any information you can offer that will enhance our situational awareness."

"We are pleased to provide that service."

Rody then nudged the hover throttles forward slightly and the PARSE lifted from the deck and he looked sideways out into space as he gently maneuvered the ship sideways out of the tight space of the hangar until they were clear of the hangar opening. Rody then nosed the ship up and over and spiraled the ship toward the planet below. The planet was inviting looking with wispy layers of clouds blanketing the northern and southern latitudes with a fairly solid belt of clouds encircling the planet around the equator. There were ample breaks in the clouds allowing a person to glimpse the surface below the cloud deck and it was readily apparent that there was a great deal of vegetation blanketing the planet almost everywhere that one looked.

Jake brought up the sensor data using the targeting sensors to extract subtle energy readings signifying individual life signs and he was stunned at how many indications there were of possible life signs.

"Good heavens¦there's stuff alive all over the place down there. Some of it looks to be airborne, I guess birds were transplanted onto this planet and they were fruitful and multiplied."

"Can we come up there and see what it looks like?" Arisa asked from the aft compartment.

Rody glanced back at Jake and nodded with a bright smile on his face. Rody then looked forward and slowed their descent slightly to allow for a more casual and prolonged entry sequence as Jake stood up and unhooked his umbilical and headed aft. He stepped up to Arisa's seat and pulled the release bar and the restraint bar unlatched and swung up and clear and Jake put his hand out and Arisa smiled at him and put her hand in his and he pulled her up in a yank and she bounded to her feet.

"You are very strong¦and your eyes are unlike the rest of your crew, aside from adjutant Kade that is. Her eyes have the same glowing unfettered properties, though in a deep blue unlike anything I have ever seen before. Why do you and her have eyes that are so different from everyone else?"

"It's a physical manifestation of our advanced physiological development." Jake said as he flicked his head toward the cockpit as he released Arisa's hand.

"Interesting. You are more advanced than the rest of your people?"

"Yes. Laurel and I represent what our people are evolving toward. We just happen to have an advanced sense of what we're capable of as a species."

"Hmm, I see."

The rest of the crew freed themselves from their seats and they followed Jake and Arisa to the cockpit. Jake sat back down at the weapons station and plugged his umbilical back in. Arisa looked out the cockpit window in wonder and she grinned.

"It really is quite beautiful."

"It is at that," Laurel said. "Most oxygen rich life bearing worlds look like jewels in space when viewed from high above."

"Look at how much fresh water this little world has," ensign Hobart said. "It's no wonder the Fearon were interested in this world."

"I wonder if they brought water to this world as well as animals?" Ensign Talus pondered.

"Transplanting animals is one thing, seeding the planet with water would be way more problematic." Laurel said.

"Do we know if they engineered planets on that level?" Ensign Garber asked.

"I'm not sure if that question has been asked of them," Laurel responded. "I'm sure they were capable of geo-engineering a world to make it more conducive to supporting multiple forms of life."

Rody banked over hard and headed toward the western shore of the crescent shaped body of water and then he glanced around the small crowd at Jake, who nodded and initiated a surface scan to determine the most likely location of cave networks. While the sensors weren't sophisticated enough to penetrate more than a few hundreds yards below the surface, there was one area in particular that was reflecting the scanning beams noticeably and it exhibited a magnetic field several hundred times stronger than the planet's natural magnetic field.

"Hmm¦" Jake grunted lightly.

"What?" Rody inquired.

"Magnetite. There must be deposits of magnetite down there and it's reflecting our scanning beams. The area has a detectable magnetic field that's several orders of magnitude greater than the planet's natural magnetic field this close to the equator."

"That must be what the Coant was talking about. Send the info to my navigation computer and I'll lock in a profile approach that should take us right to the strongest area of magnetism."

"Alright. You should probably maintain a fairly low speed once you get below about three thousand feet. There is a lot of stuff flying around and some of the animals look to be big enough to make a heck of a mess if you hit one in the air, not to mention what would happen if we ingest one into the engines while at low altitude. The backup flight systems wouldn't have time to engage before we¦"

"You have an annoyingly clear grasp of our dilemma. I'll slow us down to a speed we could survive hitting the ground at and an altitude with similar characteristics."

"How are you going to know what speed and altitude that should be?" Arisa asked.

"I don't for sure. I've never crashed one of these things and this planet has lower gravity and atmospheric density than I'm accustomed to. I'll make an educated guess knowing how tough the ship is and what the inertial dampening system is capable of countering."

Arisa looked at Jake with a look of concern and Jake smiled brightly and leaned over and pat her forearm.

"He's pretty darn good Arisa. You're in no danger with him at the controls."

She grinned and nodded and then looked out the window as Rody leveled their descent at 3,000 feet and slowed their forward velocity significantly. Rody glanced down at his navigation display and he could see the coordinates Jake had forwarded to him and he reached down and touched the specific location indicated and then he touched the auto navigate function and then he let go of the controls and the ship slowed even further and began a gentle descent toward the coast line that was now clearly visible out the window. Arisa furrowed her brow and looked at Jake and smirked.

"This ship flies itself?"

"Yeah. You still have to watch what it's doing but it will fly directly to prescribed coordinates and assume a stationary hover."

"Why would you have to watch what it is doing?"

"Depending on the circumstances, the ship could navigate in a way that makes you an easy target if you haven't engaged active evasion and stealth mode. The system isn't foolproof either. It can disengage unexpectedly and if you aren't paying attention you could end up heading toward the ground or a stationary object that happens to be at the same altitude as your flight path."

"A stationary object?"

"Yeah, you know, a tree or a building."

"Oh, got it. It won't warn you of an object approaching?"

"Yes but if you aren't paying attention, depending on your speed, you may not have time to react before striking the object."

"Of course. Will it avoid objects if it is flying itself?"

"Yes. It wouldn't be much of an auto navigation system if it flew you into things."

"No, I suppose you have a point there."

Rody unfastened his restraints and then he looked at Jake as he unhooked his helmet umbilical.

"Come take the controls for a few. I have a little more experience at manipulating the senor controls on this thing."

Jake smiled and nodded. He then uncoupled his helmet umbilical and everyone took a step back to make room for Rody to stand up and then Jake stood up and stepped aside to allow Rody to walk over to the weapons station and sit down. Jake then walked over to the pilot's seat and sat down and immediately plugged in his helmet umbilical and then he slid his visor down and his field of view was immediately populated with the current conditional statistics of the ship and their flight characteristics. Rody in the meantime adjusted the scanning and sensor controls until he was able to focus both systems on the bizarre area of coastline that was reflecting the scanning beams and the portion of the cave system originating at the water's edge that was detectable was being displayed. He then zeroed in on the cave system to the point where the scans failed to penetrate deeper than seventy yards into the cave system.

"That should be our first area of investigation. I don't know what's causing the refraction of the scanning beams but what's visible starts off in rough form suggesting it's completely natural and then transitions to a cave network that looks remarkably symmetrical for lava tubes or eroded limestone caves."

"Are you thinking that could be the backdoor to some kind of unseen facility?" Jake asked.

"I'm not really sure but I think things probably looked a whole lot different a million years ago when the Fearon were here. For all we know the cave entrance could've been deep under water at that time. It would more closely match the layout of the facility we found on the Future planet if it was at one time a deep water facility."

"That makes a lot of sense. There certainly isn't anything else on this little planet that looks to be artificial."

"Not much survives thousands of millennia on a planet with active weathering conditions present. The only reason the facility on the Future planet survived intact is because it was completely isolated from the outside environment for the millennias it sat idle. The air was evacuated so normal deterioration was all but suspended until we entered the facility and the lights and air were turned on."

"You think we're going to find something that pristine here?" Laurel posed.

"Probably not. The entrance to that cave network is exposed to the outside environment. If there's something down there we should expect it be severely deteriorated to the point of being unstable." Rody looked at Laurel and Jake. "You two sensing anything significant as far as danger?"

Laurel sighed lightly and spun her seat around slightly so she could look at Rody sitting beside and behind her.

"We have a knot in our stomach but it's not something we can label as a sense of danger. Best way to describe it is a nagging sense that something stressful is in store for us."

Rody blinked a few times as he tried to digest exactly what that could mean and then he slowly shook his head a few times while grinning.

"Your response is as complex as your ability to sense what's coming. Can you sense something more direct, like are we all going to come home safely?"

"We haven't tried to prognosticate future events that precisely. Without actively seeking future events, we sense things to come for the next hour or so¦least that's what it feels to be. We would need to join minds and focus on our sense of future events to try to determine precisely what's going to happen to all of us, but that would take our concentration away from what we're doing right now."

"No, don't do that. I need you to pay attention to flying the ship at the moment."

"I thought as much. We aren't sensing immediate danger if that helps."

"I suppose it does. Least I know we're going to land safely."

Laurel smiled and nodded then swiveled her seat around so she was facing forward and Jake glanced at her and smiled warmly.

"You're probing my precognitive sense," Jake thought.

"I know," Laurel thought in return. "It's our precog sense."

Jake nodded once and then looked out the window as the ship began to slow to the point that the gravity drive was required to keep the ship in the air and Jake grasped the controls and allowed the ship to slow to only a few feet per minute of forward drift as it slowly rotated so the ship was facing the shore line with the vast body of water astern of the ship stretching all the way to the distant Future where the sun was rising high above.

"You want me to set 'er down, or would you rather land us?"

"If you're as adept at handling this bird as Laurel, go ahead and set us down above the tidal line."

Jake reached over to the display and deactivated the auto navigation system and the weight of the ship settled onto the controls he was holding and the ship rocked slightly as he got a feel for the controls that were now completely under his control. He then visually scanned the shoreline and he was able to discern the high tide line in the fine almost white sand. Jake nudged the throttles forward slightly and he guided the ship beyond the reach of the ebbing and tiding surf line and then Jake gently brought the ship into a stationary hover and then he looked at the landing gear deploy control and the gear doors opened and the landing gear deployed on cue. Jake then slowly descended the ship straight down until the ship touched down and assumed a slight starboard tilt as the weight of the ship made the landing pad depress into the soft sand several inches. Jake then slid the throttle forward to the idle position and then he began shutting his systems down as Rody and Laurel secured their stations. As the artificial gravity faded away everyone felt the slight lean to starboard as the light ambient gravity of the planet washed over them

The 3 of them then disconnected their helmets and then removed them from their heads and Laurel slicked her hair down and Jake smiled and shook his head.

"I can understand what the girls in school were jealous of babe. Your hair always returns to a perfect state with such little effort."

"I'm just blessed with manageable hair long as I take care of it properly."

Rody unfastened his restraint and sprang to his feet and he chuckled lightly.

"This light gravity is going to take some getting used to. Jake is right; you got hair most girls would kill for. Color and look are off the chart."

"Thanks Rody¦I mean¦Hammer."

"You're welcome. Let's go have a look around and see if we can find something interesting."

Rody pat Laurel on the back of the shoulder and Laurel gave him a pretty smile that made it impossible not to smile back. While he wasn't attracted to her, her incredible beauty continuously stunned him. He certainly understood what someone in Jake's position was attracted to aside from her sweet demeanor and brilliant mind.

"He loves you like Mark did babe," Jake thought. "It must be something that runs in those in the special tactics division to have a proper moral compass."

"He's a true man, like Mark," Laurel thought in return. "I sense he's seen his share of depraved things being visited on girls like me. The last thing he wants is to perpetuate that kind of thing."

"Yeah, I sense that too."

Jake reached over and pulled the canopy release and the cockpit seal was released with a hissing pop and then he reached up and pushed up on the canopy window and the actuator took over and the canopy swung up and back and the fragrant humid air wafted into the cabin and it was both relieving and refreshing as the sound of the gentle waves fifty yards away could be heard lapping onto the shore and distant animal calls could be heard. They were reminiscent of gull squawks but distinctly different in nature, deeper and lower pitched suggesting they originated from a larger communal creature. Rody then stepped to the rear compartment to find that everyone had already released themselves and they were looking at the deck as they bounded on their feet slightly trying to get used to how light they felt to be. Lieutenant Mason looked at Rody and grinned broadly.

"This is going to make exploration much less taxing."

"You got that right. We can walk for miles without needing a break."

"You're going to need to watch your step though," Laurel called from the cockpit. "It's going to be real easy to trip over things and end up on your backside."

The lieutenant stepped around Rody and looked at Laurel.

"You have some experience with light gravity like this?"

"Yes sir. We visited a water planet that had similar gravity. It wasn't quite this light but it was significantly less than that on the Future. Enough so to give us an idea of how to navigate in light gravity."

"Isn't there a threshold to how light gravity can be and still maintain a viable atmosphere?" Ensign Talus asked.

"Yes, but Geonic is well within that threshold. If a planet is too small and has no molten core to produce a magnetic field and volcanic processes that supplement and resupply the atmospheric constituents essential to life as we know it, then a planet will remain lifeless, or become lifeless, like Mars in our home system."

"Remember, in the fourties we confirmed for certain that Mars at one time had multiple forms of life present until its core cooled and the magnetosphere dissipated allowing the atmosphere to be stripped away by the solar wind from our sun?" Ensign Garber said.

"Yeah, I remember reading about that."

"There is a planet like Geonic in your home system?" Arisa asked.

"Not exactly," Lieutenant Mason said. "We have a lifeless planet in the habitable zone that at one time harbored simple life until its core cooled as you heard. It's considerably smaller than this planet and it went lifeless long before we rose as the dominant advanced species on our planet. Best guess is that a huge asteroid smashed into the planet and broke through the crust and penetrated close enough to the molten core to add a stabilizing agent that counteracted the radioactive properties within the core that sustained its molten properties. It only took a few hundred thousand years after that for the core to die out and the life sustaining properties of the atmosphere soon followed."

"It is impressive that you would be able to deduce that I assume millions or billions years after the fact."

"Once sensor capabilities progressed to the point that we could probe miles beneath the surface and detect things unable to be discerned with the naked eye from orbit, well we were able to piece together the evidence as to what likely happened hundreds of millions of years ago. The time scale is the only thing still in contention at the time of our departure from our home system. Some were under the belief that it all took place as recent as tens of thousands of years ago while mainstream science held that it took place hundreds of millions of years ago."

"I see. My home system only has one planet that is in the habitable zone as you call it. As I understand the statistics of Earth, my home world is almost five percent larger and a day is three hours longer than on Earth or the Future planet."

"We've found it common for a day to vary in length from one planet to another. The fact that it's identical on Earth and the Future planet is a true cosmic fluke."

Arisa nodded and Rody moved to the aft end of the rear compartment and he unstrapped the cargo crates and opened the field equipment crate and began pulling out handheld sensors. He then closed the crate and moved it aside and opened the crate with survival gear in it and he pulled out survival packs and set them on the deck. He then closed the crate and stood up while picking up one of the packs.

"I want everyone to carry a pack. If we should somehow get separated, the contents of the pack will sustain you and provide the basic support materials needed to get yourself out of most situations."

"We learned the value of the survival packs on our previous away missions." Laurel said.

"Yes, I know Laurel but not everyone has your extensive experience on an away mission. That was put out there for everyone else."

"Right, I'm sorry Hammer."

Rody slung his pack on his back and then snapped the stomach strap clasps closed and he winked at Laurel while grinning at her.

"Just remember that you and Jake are lead on this mission due to your experience and intelligence but some of us are along to gain some of the experience you already have under your belts."

Laurel smiled and nodded and then everyone stepped over to Rody's position and collected a pack and slung them on their backs and snapped the stomach strap and synched them snuggly. Rody then handed out handheld sensors until he got to Arisa. She looked at the device and then pulled her own version from a hip holster and she held it up.

"If that is what I think it is, I have one that displays in my language."

Rody looked at the rectangular shaped device in her hand and he nodded once.

"These are multi function handheld sensors. Will yours provide mapping data and material and signal analysis?"

"Yes."

"That'll do then. Just in case, you have a spare handheld sensor in your pack should you lose yours or damage it somehow."

"I am not certain I can read your language."

"You were taught to speak our language through neural suggestion, right?"

"Yes. A modified session was developed to make it compatible with my species."

Rody looked at Laurel and she nodded.

"A written understanding should've been part of the programming just like it was for us of Hredeon."

"I figured as much. We'll have to find out if it comes down to it later on."

Rody turned and set the handheld sensor down on one of the crates and then he stepped to the rear hatch and he slapped the paddle button and the hatch scissored open and Laurel and Jake headed forward and shutdown the last of the power systems and then climbed out of the cockpit and hopped down onto the soft dark brown soil the ship was parked on. There was a light layer of topsoil atop soft beach sand that the ship had settled into deeply leaving it resting at a slight starboard tilt. Laurel then waited until she saw Rody emerge last from the stern of the ship down the short cargo ramp and then she reached into the recessed control compartment and closed the canopy. Everyone then gathered at the stern of the ship and looked around at the beautiful surroundings they found themselves among.

To the north a few hundred yards was a waterfall that cascaded down a jagged rock bluff in steps to finally spill into the fresh water ocean they were standing on the shore of and there was a tree line all along the waters edge consisting of trees that resembled monkey puzzle trees from South America but these trees had blood red bark and greenish gray foliage adorning their tops and every twenty feet up their trucks were bushy clumps of the foliage and there were small creatures hopping among the spindly branches and the skies were filled with small flying animals that were responsible for the strangely familiar but unusual squawks and calls echoing on the wind. The ground everywhere was covered by a snaking leafy yellow red vine that erupted with leaves along its length in clumps and patches and there were hardy flowering plants that seemed capable of piercing the thick carpet of vines to gather sunlight and extend their fragrant flowers 3 meters into the air so insects and animals could gather nectar while carrying out pollination in the process.

Further inland were different types of trees that again were vaguely familiar compared to trees that might be seen on Earth but still distinctly alien in nature and all were tall and knotted bark laden suggesting they were ancient and predominant for the local environment. The beach sand stretched in a wide band all the way to the Future to the north while curving continuously toward the north and east and the trees, animals and similar plant varieties followed the life giving waters edge to thin out into a low jungle of thick and seemingly impassable vegetation leading inland to the foot of a mountain range that seemed to extend as far as the eye could see. An occasional deep roar or bellow from far inland spoke to the size and ferocity of the larger forms of life roaming the jungle and there were squeaks and yips emanating from the smaller animals that suggested the lower end of the food chain existed just beyond sight.

Laurel stepped close to Jake as they gazed toward the forbidding jungle above and past the breathtaking waterfall and stream leading away from it and she leaned closer to Jake until her shoulder was pressed against his.

"I think that's one jungle we don't want to venture into."

"I won't argue with that."

"This place is wondrous but¦primal," Rody said. "I don't want anyone wandering off on their own. It could be a fatal mistake to do so."

"What if we have to¦you know¦relieve ourselves?" Ensign Hobart asked.

"Then you'll have to sacrifice your pride and privacy by going in pairs. I don't want anyone venturing off by themselves for any reason."

"We understand," Lieutenant Mason said. "You can count on us to follow your instructions without fail."

"Good. I don't want to bring anyone home in a bag or in a file listed as MIA."

"We don't want that either."

Rody lifted his sensor and activated it and began taking readings and he was shocked at how much active life was being detected, some quite large and relatively close. Everyone else than activated their own handheld sensors and began taking readings to get their bearings and they all focused on the reflected signal being displayed in the direction of the waterfall and the cave network that seemed to exist behind its cascading waters midway up its first drop from the plateau above the falls.

"It would seem that's where we need to look." Rody said pointing toward the falls.

"How are we going to get up to the top of those falls?" Arisa asked. "Those cliffs are shear faced on both sides."

"We just need to get to the bottom of the last fall and Jake and I can help get us up there."

"I am not sure I understand what you mean."

"Jake and I have abilities that will come in handy when the time comes. You'll see what I mean when we get there."

"Alright."

"How bout now, you two sensing any danger?" Rody asked.

"Yes, all around us. We're pretty low on the food chain around here." Laurel replied half jokingly.

"I was talking about a little more directly. I can sense the danger around us just by listening."

"We aren't sensing any immediate harm befalling anyone. There's still a feeling of unease in the pit of our stomachs though. We can't quite put our finger on what we're sensing but something¦unpleasant is in our future."

"You in particular or all of us?"

"It involves Jake and I but I think someone is going to experience it with us. I'm sorry for being so vague but the future is always in motion based on our decisions and actions taken at any given moment."

"I don't pretend to understand that but keep me informed if it becomes more defined."

"We will."

"Lets head out. I have no idea how long a day is on this planet but I don't want us out in the open after dark. You two can lead the way."

Laurel and Jake nodded and lifted their sensor units and headed around to the bow of the ship and then headed down the easy path of the soft sand of the beach toward the stream that the waterfall fed until it dumped into the fresh water ocean. As they walked along the shoreline the fragrant yellow petal, blue stamen accented flowers filled the air with a pleasant fragrance and the damp essence of the fresh water ocean deepened the experience of the aroma wafting on the constant gentle breeze. Laurel and Jake walked on a path a safe distance away from the waters edge as they were detecting quite large creatures lurking in the shallows just beyond sight and they had no idea how aggressive or dangerous the creatures could be if they saw a bipedal animal walking close enough to the water to strike at.

"Is the temperature is going to remain at this level?" Arisa asked.

Laurel glanced back at her and nodded lightly.

"Probably so. It might get a little cooler as the sun gets low in the sky this evening but not by much I don't think."

"Good. It is comfortable right now. I was hoping it would remain so."

They continued on their path down the beach until they reached the grass and vine covered shore of the stream pouring into the ocean. The stream was deep cut and gently roiling suggesting a high volume of flow over a smooth underwater surface. Laurel lifted her sensor unit and held it out over the streaming flow and there were indications of creatures swimming against the current heading toward the waters head where the falls spilled into a deep plunge pool that they could barely discern in the distance. It was draped on both sides by trees that hung low over the water with dangling vine like branches with small leaves speckling the hanging vines. They vaguely resembled weeping willows though these trees had stark white barked trunks and branches.

"You think those are fish?" Ensign Talus inquired.

"Maybe something like fish but a bit different," Laurel replied. "Look at the shape of their swimming fins, they're more flipper than fin like."

"For all we know those things could be poisonous to us if you're thinking about trying one for a snack." Rody said.

"It crossed my mind but I'm not exactly hungry at the moment. I was thinking about later when hunger really sets in."

"We have rations in our survival packs and plenty more on the PARSE. We can't eat anything we want without having an intimate knowledge of whether or not it's safe."

"How are we suppose to know that without trying it?"

"We would need to catch a sample and analyze it in detail to determine what it's comprised of." Laurel replied. "The handheld sensors can tell us that if we can examine what we're thinking about eating up close."

"We aren't going to be here long enough to need to take the time to do that." Rody said. "Once we're done exploring this place, we're going to head back up to the Ahounk so we can get on with our secondary mission."

Ensign Talus nodded and they all followed Laurel and Jake up the shoreline of the stream from the beach. The first few dozen yards were easy going then the foliage grew thick and tangled and there was considerable leaf litter and branches from the trees and years of vine growth piled up on the ground making the trek more and more arduous as they progressed. Eventually the vegetation grew so thick and tangled that progress was hampered until Rody pulled out his bowie knife and began hacking a trail that everyone then trudge up slowly. As they neared the plunge pool and the roar of the water cascading into the pool drowned out everything, Laurel looked up toward the top of the fall and she could discern a shimmering effect that looked to be more than just mist refraction.

Jake stepped up next to her and squinted as he tried to focus on the lip of the stream of water as it spilled over the edge at the top of the fall but he was unable to focus on it clearly, just as Laurel was experiencing.

"I see what has you intrigued babe," Jake said softly. "Something is obfuscating the view. I only know of one force that creates that kind of shimmer."

"Gravitational lensing."

"Yeah, but the shimmer is a little different than anything I've seen before."

"We might be seeing phased gravitational lensing."

Jake looked at her with a shocked look on his face.

"You think someone is hiding something by shifting it out of phase from normal space time?"

"Or it's a byproduct of something taking place inside a hidden research facility behind and beneath the falls."

"That nagging feeling in our stomach just kicked into overdrive. I feel like we're not going to like what we find up there."

"Yeah¦I feel it too. Someone is gunna touch something they shouldn't and as Mark would say, this mission is going to go sideways, as it usually does when we're involved."

"So¦should we turn back?"

"Are you kidding? My curiosity is peaked now; I have to see what's up there." Laurel said with a mischievous grin.

Rody stepped right up behind them and placed a hand on Jake's left and Laurel's right shoulder.

"Are you sure satisfying your curiosity isn't going to result in us being thrown into another dimension or something crazy like that?"

Laurel turned and faced Rody as he withdrew his hand.

"I don't think we're seeing that kind of extreme event occurring. Think of it like radiation leaking from a poorly shielded reactor. That radiation can be beneficial in hiding obvious signs of a facility as viewed from above, or at least signs of an entrance or surface structure leading to a much larger subsurface structure. I don't think it's particularly harmful and it's certainly not going to throw us into another dimension. That kind of extreme energy would more than likely rip this planet apart."

"So¦there's a faulty shielded exotic reactor beneath those falls?"

"That was just an analogy to explain the effect we're seeing. I don't know what's actually responsible for the shimmer we're seeing."

"And you think whatever's active up there has been active for over a million years?"

"No. We probably triggered whatever's responsible for that shimmer when we accessed the secret lab beneath Laurel Crater Lake. That controller key signaled something on this planet and it went active. Given enough time I'm sure it would shutdown again, but we have no idea how long it'll be until that happens. If there is a subterranean facility behind those falls that rivals what we found on the Future planet, it could have an exotic reactor that could provide enough stabile power to run things down there for years. At the very least we need to shutdown whatever we turned on."

"And you're sure you can figure out how to do that safely?"

"We know how to read Talnok, the ancient primary language of the Fearon so¦yes¦I hope so anyways."

"Are you going to need the controller key to do that?" Ensign Hobart asked.

"I don't know, maybe."

"Shouldn't some of go back to the ship and retrieve it then?"

Laurel looked at Rody and he sighed while grinning.

"Can you stand to be separated from Jake for a little while?"

"Yeah. It takes a few hours for symptoms to set in and they're manageable for quite a some time when they do."

Rody then looked at Jake.

"Why don't you go fetch the controller key from the ship? Lieutenant Mason and ensign Garber can accompany you for back up should you run into trouble with the natives."

"Natives?" Ensign Garber asked with a funny smirk on his face. "There aren't any natives on this planet."

"He's talking about the animals," Jake said. "The more eyes we have on sensors the better off we'll be."

"Oh. Duh."

Jake smiled and smacked the back of ensign Garber's shoulder playfully. He then presented a smart salute to Rody.

"Now that we have a clear cut path to the beach it should only take us half an hour or so."

Rody grinned but didn't return the salute.

"You're a good man Jake. While we're in the field you shouldn't salute me though. It speaks to my status and could potentially make me a target if an adversary recognizes the gesture."

Jake looked around and then nodded.

"I don't think there's anyone on this rock that's going to take a potshot at an officer but I understand what you're saying. I'll resist my training instincts in the future."

"Don't feel bad adjutant," Lieutenant Mason said. "That's one that missed me too. I wouldn't have thought about being made a target by being saluted."

"I guess we just aren't trained for hostile mission protocols in the civilian corps."

"It might be something we should look into when updating our protocol training."

"Maybe so."

Jake then turned and gave Laurel a prolonged lip lock kiss and then waved lieutenant Mason and ensign Garber on as he took the lead with his handheld sensor held out in front of him as he headed back toward the beach. Laurel watched Jake walking away and as soon as he reached a distance of 75 yards she noticed the twinge of anxiety letting her know what the range of their separation was for certain and she sensed a small measure of the uncomfortable physical condition that would build in intensity until her and Jake were reunited. She let out a deep sigh and then turned and looked at the waterfall and Rody stepped right next to her and spoke just above the noise of the water spilling into the plunge pool.

"Are you feeling it already?"

"The feeling is instant for us, but it's nothing I can't handle at this point. Like I said, It'll take a while for it to reach a problematic level. We should have somebody standing sentry duty with a sensor on constant scan."

"I'll take care of that while you all try to figure this place out." Rody said.

Laurel nodded and Rody turned and faced the deep jungle behind them where animal sounds were an almost constant low murmur beneath the sound of the falls. Laurel in the meantime squatted down next to the plunge pool and took detailed readings of the life forms in the water, most curious of which was an animal that resembled a salamander very closely with the exception of the Futuretal paddle shaped tail fluke and feathery protrusions on each side of it head that Laurel assumed were gill structures. There were dozens of the creatures crawling around on the bottom of the pool, that it turned out was 13 feet deep at its deepest point, and a few of the creatures were swimming in place against the constant current so as to catch small aquatic insect like creatures that were swimming around in vast numbers. There were also more of the creatures seen further downstream swimming about near the bottom of the pool.

Laurel studied the properties of the water and the creatures for a short time until she determined that the water was likely safe to drink if filtered to remove the prodigious life forms from it and there was nothing that appeared dangerous if they remain close to the waters edge. Laurel then aimed the device toward the top of the falls and ensign Talus stepped over to Laurel's side and looked up at the falls for a moment then he squatted down next to Laurel and looked at her sensor display.

"We can't see very far into that cave system. How come the handheld sensors aren't detecting the gravitational lensing you and Jake were talking about?"

"These things aren't that sensitive to subtle gravitational fields. The only reason Jake and I can see it at all is because we have visual acuity that's ten times greater than what most people have and the mist is¦" Laurel gently shook her head as she thought about the right descriptor word, "accentuating the field envelope making it clearly definable to us."

"But I thought the handheld units were designed to display ambient gravity?"

"They are. That's just a matter of measuring the gravitational force exerted on the device's internal gravimometer and displaying the force measured in Newton's. Measuring a distant, almost non existent, field is something totally different and beyond what the device is capable of measuring or displaying¦unless it's intermixed with another energy field the unit can detect and display in a meaningful way."

Rody completed a scan in all directions and then walked over to Laurel and ensign Talus and he touched ensign Talus' shoulder.

"Be careful asking technical questions of Laurel. Most of the time she'll give you a precise response that's more technical than the question."

"But I understood what she was saying sir."

"So did I. I'm just saying she's a thousand times smarter than the rest of us and it sometimes shows in her responses."

"I don't mean to make you feel¦"

"Relax Laurel." Rody said patting her shoulder. "It was a joke, the truth, but a joke just the same. Can you tell how Jake's doing?"

"Our minds aren't joined at the moment so, no. I just know he isn't in distress. That kind of thing transcends space and time and we can sense it over great distances in real time. Emotional highs and lows are sensed profoundly, not much else unless we reach out to one another."

"I see. You finding anything interesting up there?" Rody asked as he looked at his sensor and then faced the jungle beyond their position.

"Not really. I'm getting the same readings we were getting on our approach. Something in the basalt formations up there is reflecting sensor scans. The only thing different from down here is the fact that the magnetic fields are varying slightly. You would expect magnetite deposits to radiate a constant diamagnetic field but that doesn't seem to be what I'm seeing here."

"So you think something artificial is messing with the magnetic fields within the rock up there?"

"It's hard to say. I just don't have enough data to form a definitive conclusion at this point. On the good side," Laurel said as she shifted her sensor sweeps back to the plunge pool, "The water is potable with just a little filtering to strain out the native micro biology."

"We have fifty gallons back on the ship and we're all carrying three quarts in the form of multiple one pint rations."

"I know, I'm just saying¦if we end up here longer than expected, the water has the right properties to make it safe to consume once it's filtered."

"I suppose that's good information. Let's hope we aren't here that long."

"The plants are a different story," Arisa said. "I am not completely sure about Human physiology, mine is not capable of processing vegetable matter that is laden with arsteria."

Laurel stood up and looked at Arisa with furrowed brows.

"I'm sorry Arisa, I don't know what that is."

"I believe you would call it arsenic. The plant life here is full of it. It is in the soil and the plants extract and store it within their cells. I believe it is an adaptation to prevent insects from consuming the leaves."

"I hadn't noticed. I haven't run detailed scans on the plants yet. It's a good thing you're perceptive and a part of the mission. We might have missed it and we would've gotten very sick if had eaten any of the pants around here."

"Arsteria is lethal to Kilistra physiology. It would have killed me if I had eaten any of it."

"We have an antitoxin in our survival packs that can counteract the effects of arsenic if it's given in time." Rody said without looking away from his sensor unit.

"That is nice to know. Would it work on Kilistra physiology?"

Rody lowered his sensor and looked ahead for a moment, and then he looked at Arisa and shrugged shoulders lightly.

"That's a good question. I really don't know, maybe."

"I do not think I want to find out the hard way if it does not."

"Good point. I don't know if we could get you to the Ahounk fast enough to get you the proper antidote before¦things turned tragic."

Ensign Talus stood up and faced Rody.

"That means most of the animals on this planet are going to have high levels of arsenic in their meat too."

Laurel now stood up and turned around.

"That's a good point. It goes to figure that the food chain will start with the plant life and extend to the animals as they eat the plants and each other. We shouldn't eat any of the animals without performing some detailed scans."

"I agree. Again, we have plenty of food on the ship and consumable rations in our packs that will hold us over for several days if rationed properly. We shouldn't need to hunt and eat what lives down here."

Laurel nodded and then turned and resumed her scanning efforts of the falls and the cave entrance behind the lower fall. She was still unable to scan more than a few dozen yards beyond the curtain of water but she was seeing distinct signs of artificial architecture in the shape of the cavern beyond the curtain of water. She made a mental note of the aspects that appeared to be artificial in nature among the obvious natural formations within the cave and she started to gain mental map of the cave entrance.

As she was beginning to understand what they would be facing if they attempted to enter the cave behind the falls, she suddenly gasped and nearly dropped her sensor unit as she stared straight ahead and ensign Talus looked at her and put his hand on her forearm to get her attention. She shook her head and took a few deep breaths and then she looked at ensign Talus as she adjusted to the increased pulmonary rhythm her body was suddenly experiencing.

"You alright?" Ensign Talus asked.

Laurel blinked hard a few times and then managed a small grin as she nodded.

"Jake is channeling and it took me by surprise."

"Channeling?"

"Yeah. Jake and I have the ability to channel each other's gifts. He's doing something that is furthered by channeling some of my ability into what he's doing."

"That's incredible that you two can do that. You can't tell what gift he's channeling?"

"No. I just feel a drain like I'm extending myself."

"A drain?"

"Yes, It requires a tremendous amount of internal energy to express our gifts and neural activity increases substantially resulting in increased cardio pulmonary rhythm to support the increased brain activity."

"Does it¦hurt?"

"No. It actually feels good. I think the pleasure center of the brain is stimulated making endorphin and dopamine production increase."

"So¦you feel high?"

"I don't know if I'd put it like that. Our blood flow increases so drastically that the hormones are metabolized pretty quickly. It's just a background feeling of a pleasurable experience. The harder we push the better it feels and it makes it kind of hard to stop sometimes because it feels so good. I know that probably sounds bizarre but that's the only way I can describe what it feels like."

"So you're left feeling tired after?"

"Yes. The harder and longer we exert ourselves, the more tired we feel when we stop and our bodies return to a calm state."

"Is it the same kind of tired that physical exertion creates?"

"Not really. There's some physical wear but it's mostly a mental draining and internal diminishing of strength."

"Hmm. I think I get it."

"Sleep and food are really the only things that help us recover."

"You can't draw energy from an external source? Like other people or something?"

"No. We share energy and draw needed energy from one another, but we've never tried to draw energy from another person. I'm not sure we're capable of that sort of thing."

Laurel sensed that Jake was drawing nearer and she turned and faced the trail they had blazed to the plunge pool and a few moments later they all saw Jake leading the way with a rectangular metallic clamshell case floating in the air above his head. Laurel smiled and shook her head lightly.

"Well now we know what gift he's channeling." Laurel said.

"I was afraid of damaging the controller key if I tripped and dropped it." Jake said with a silly grin. "Was I channeling? I thought I was doing this on my own."

Laurel shook her head and Jake shrugged his shoulders and reached up and grasped the case and then withdrew his influence on the case and Laurel immediately sensed her neural activity decreasing. He heart rate began to slow and her breathing slowed from the steady rapid shallow breaths to a more normal rate of deeper breaths.

"You're not a klutz Jake. I'm sure you wouldn't have dropped it if you had carried it."

"Channeling your abilities is so second nature, I don't even know when I'm doing until I get close to you and sense what you're feeling."

"You know my ability to levitate objects is more developed than yours."

"I know. You always tell me it's our sense of ability though."

Laurel smiled brightly and stepped over to Jake and kissed his cheek.

"Thank you for accepting that. You're right, with our ability to channel each other's gifts they're ours, not yours or mine."

Rody walked over to the pair and set his hand on their shoulder.

"Alright lovers, what next?"

Laurel placed her hand on Rody's and looked up toward the top of the falls.

"Now I levitate us up there so we can see what's going on with the strange cave network behind the falls. It's a natural cave formation but deeper inside there are indications of artificial structural components that suggest someone has modified the cave. We should investigate how and why."

"Forgive my ignorance, but we're looking for a subterranean facility resembling what we found on the Future planet, how is a network of strangely formed caves going to further us toward that goal?" Lieutenant Mason asked.

Rody withdrew his hands from Laurel and Jake's shoulders and they turned and faced the lieutenant.

"If someone were traveling here to conduct unsanctioned research in private, how do you suppose they got into the facility?"

Lieutenant Mason stared at Laurel for a moment then he looked up toward the top of the falls and it sank in what she was implying. He slowly looked back at Laurel and grinned.

"You're thinking someone constructed a crude hangar by making use of the natural magnetic disruption the basalt rock formations create to hide the presence of a ship while they're here doing whatever they were doing."

"Yes. At least it makes a lot of sense for that to be the case. We won't know if I'm right until we go up there and have a look."

"The captain was right¦you two are the right people to lead a mission like this. I'll have to admit that I'm not looking forward to getting soaking wet as you take us through that curtain of water spilling over the falls though."

"If this works the way I'm thinking it will, we won't get wet. Maybe a light misting, but that's all. We manipulate localized gravity when we levitate objects¦or people, so the water will respond in kind. You know how water reacts to a gravity free environment, that's how the falls should respond when we pass through it."

"So the water will puddle up in ever larger droplets but they'll still float around and we'll run into them, lots of them judging by the volume spilling over the falls."

"Our influence radiates outward from our bodies in waves. It should push most of the water toward the outer edge of our gravity envelope. Air still gets through but water has mass and substance and therefore should be pushed away."

"I see, don't understand it but I get what you're saying. This should be interesting."

"We've all had zero G training or at least experience with it. It will be very similar to being in space with only a slight hint of normal gravity for this planet remaining intact so I can control where you go." Laurel then looked at Arisa. "You do have experience with zero gravity don't you?"

"Yes. The Kilistra guard recruits are subjected to hours of free drift in space as well as prolonged space walks on the hull of our intended ship of assignment. We are expected to perform repair and support tasks on external aspects of our ship. There is also the possibility of needing to abandon ship after catastrophic damage is incurred. The guard do not want us panicking in our suit while waiting to be rescued or throwing up the contents of our stomach. The result would be most unpleasant not to mention it could clog the recycling ports for the life support system resulting in suffocation or over pressurization."

"Sounds like the same type of training we receive." Ensign Talus said. "Difference being we have internal compartments on the Future in which the gravity is removed in a controlled manner so if things go wrong it can be dialed back up in an instant to prevent a panic attack from getting out of control."

"I wish we had that kind of facility for our training period. We are just thrown into space and we have to overcome the urge to panic or lose our stomach in our suit."

"How long can your suits support you?" Ensign Garber asked.

"Several solar days from the onboard supply and several more by recycling what we breathe out by cycling it trough a specialized mineral that reacts to our exhalation gasses by creating breathable air as a byproduct gas conglomeration. The unwanted gasses are pumped into small pressurized storage tanks that can be used as micro thrusters to maneuver around in space or an internal space in our ship with no gravity available and the heat byproduct is used to keep us warm while in our suits should the main life support system lose the ability to do so, otherwise it is siphoned off to space via external high efficiency heat sinks."

"Sounds like your spacesuits are pretty sophisticated."

"They better be," She responded with a smile. "They are designed to keep us alive in the harshest environment a person can possibly be exposed to."

"We need everyone to get close together and Jake and I will take us up." Laurel said.

Everyone complied and moved closer together and then closer to Laurel and Jake. Laurel and Jake turned and faced one another and Jake smiled at Laurel.

"This is the part I love about doing difficult things together."

"Same here. I love the feeling when we merge."

Laurel closed her eyes and set her forehead against Jake's and they reached out to one another and immediately slipped deeply into the other's mind. They adjusted to the emotion surge then enjoyed the visceral rush for a few moments then opened their eyes and moved their foreheads apart. Laurel took a step back and raised her hands, palms up, until they were even with her waist. She then closed her eyes for a moment as she concentrated on her love for Jake and she let the feeling swell within her until it reached an incredible potential and then she opened her eyes and thought about the idea of lifting the group into the air high enough to float them into the unseen cave behind the falls and then she pushed and everyone felt a sickening emptiness grow all around them and the hairs on the back of their necks stood on end as weightlessness washed over them. They each now weighed only a few micro grams and Jake assisted Laurel by providing the lifting force that was necessary to levitate their feeble combined weight into the air. They rose up steadily and evenly and the roar of the falls grew dim as the gurgle of the water spilling over the top of the final fall grew more intense as the got closer to the mid point of the fall.

Jake concentrated on a slight motion of spinning until they were facing directly at the curtain of water. Laurel stopped their rise when they reached a point 15 feet from the top of the fall as she sensed a void behind the wide curtain of water. Jake reached out with his senses and he realized they were facing the top of the cave so he concentrated on reducing their paused height by 5 feet. Laurel then provided the forward push needed to slowly draw them closer to the whitewater dropping before them until the outer envelope of their influence came into contact with the curtain of water and as Laurel had presumed, the water acted very strangely as it cascaded around the perfect sphere Laurel and Jake were producing. The water formed large undulating bubbles that actually grew in size and then stretched into sublet bubbles that rose around the sphere rather than dripped down or over it as would be expected. They drifted through the bizarre water show and they only experienced the most tentative of mist within the sphere of near zero gravity until they passed through and beyond the curtain of water and the elongated bubbles of water dropped away as the outer envelope of influence drifted away and the water splashed to the floor of the cave entrance as the curtain of water spilling past resumed its previous shape and volume. The return of the solid curtain of water falling past the cave was thunderous within the cave as the sound from the plunge pool resounded up from below from behind the curtain of water and the water blocked most sunlight from reaching the interior of the cave.

Laurel kept migrating them slowly, inch by inch into the cave as her eyes adjusted as much as they could to the dim conditions. Rody snapped his stomach strap from his pack loose and then he slid his pack over his left shoulder so he could reach into it with his right and he lost his balance and he grit his teeth as he expected to fall back onto his backside but he instead slowly drifted toward the cave floor but continued to drift forward with everyone else and he laughed lightly. He unsnapped the zipper cover then zipped his pack open and reached in and felt around until the cool cylindrical shape of his torchlight met his hand. He grasped the body of the torch and pulled it out then gently tossed it into the air and it rose up for a moment then very slowly began to fall giving Rody the time to zip his pack closed and fasten the cover snaps to secure it. He pulled the pack over his left shoulder then secured his stomach strap and then reached out and grabbed the torchlight just as it was about reach the bottom of the gravity envelope where his body was being levitated. He pressed the end of the torchlight and a blinding white light blasted from the torch aimed straight up toward the ceiling of the cave and it startled Laurel slightly and she paused their forward drift into the cave as she looked up and finally brought her hands down to her sides.

The roof of the cave had rocky protrusions but there were distinct signs that someone had smoothed out and excavated a portion of the ceiling to make it more cylindrical and uniform. There was a thin greenish black moss growing on every surface indicating it had been done a very long time ago but there was no mistaking it, someone had altered the cave geometry.

Rody squirmed around as he tried to get to his feet and his light streamed around wildly and Jake reached down and touched Rody's kneecap.

"Hold still for a second Hammer. You're not going to be able to get to your feet any more than you would be able to in space. Let us set everyone down before you try to get up."

Rody relaxed and stopped squirming around as he aimed the light beam from his torch at the floor of the cave a few inches beneath him. Laurel then looked around at everyone in the reflected light.

"Everyone brace yourselves. When I withdraw my power, you're going to drop to the ground."

Everyone looked down and Rody braced himself to land on his back and then Laurel closed her eyes and concentrated on pulling her influence back into herself and the gravity free envelope evaporated away and everyone dropped the few inches to the ground and Rody grunted as he landed on his side rather hard. Everyone took a stumbled step to recover his or her balance and Rody quickly got to his feet and beamed his light around the cave and everyone took the cue to remove their packs and retrieve their torchlights.

When the last torch blinked to life they had enough light to get a good look around the cave. Toward the entrance the cave looked very natural but in the opposite direction it was plainly apparent that the cave had been reworked to its current configuration. The rough and uneven boulder strewn cave floor flattened out and became flat as a poured slab though it was covered in a thick carpet of mossy growth and a few drips from the ceiling of the cave had created stalactites that stretched all the way to the floor where stalagmites greeted them and most surprising of all was a blackened object toward the rear of the cave some 50 yards further into the cave. The object was resting in the center of the cave and it was cylindrical shaped and appeared to be 10 meters long and the same tall. It was residing at an angle toward the deeper end of the cave and underneath the object were spots of glinting metal among the thick growth of moss covering the object. It was obvious that they were looking at landing gear struts and the forward most had long since deteriorated to the point it was no longer able to support the weight of the object that was now a permanent resident of the cave.

"Well I'll be a son of a gun," Rody exclaimed. "You were right Laurel. Someone modified this cave to serve as a hangar."

"And it looks like someone came and never left."

"That thing looks ancient," Ensign Hobart commented. "I wonder how long it's been in here?"

Laurel pulled out her handheld sensor and activated it. She was disappointed that the magnetite deposits were interfering with the active scan receiver.

"My sensor unit isn't working right in here. I can't tell for sure but I would have to guess hundreds of thousands of years at the very least."

Rody lifted his sensor unit and tried to take active scans and he too was experiencing interference that made data collection impossible. He aimed his unit around the cave as he panned his torch around and he captured a visual record of what they were seeing.

"Let's have a closer look at that thing," Rody said.

They all started heading deeper into the cave and the constant noise from the falls drew quieter and more distant as they headed in. As they approached the fossilized craft they could barely discern that it was some kind of ship because it was covered in so much growth and mineral depositing. As they reached the craft and walked along its length, some of them on the left side and some on the right, they could see areas where the outer hull had deteriorated so dramatically that holes had developed to the point that they could see right into the inner hull that was equally structurally compromised. They could see a few components deep inside the ship but they were clad in a layer of mineral growth from the damp and cool conditions in the cave to the point that it was impossible to determine what the components were or what they were originally constructed from.

They all walked along the craft until the reached the bow section that was resting on the floor of the cave and they could tell they were looking at a flat window but it had a thick layer of moss and calcium covering its entire surface. A leak dripping from a crack in the ceiling had deposited minerals for century upon century and there was now a ribbon of calcified deposits that ran down the back of the craft and spilled over each side in a long ribbon then created a stalactite on each side that stretched almost all the way to the floor of the cave. Laurel tried to take a scan of the interior of the craft but the signal was being distorted by the overlapping magnetic fields present in the cave.

"It's like were standing in a bucket of magnets and the sensor receiver is getting interference from every one of 'em."

"Great way to hide a hangar huh?" Ensign Talus said.

"I'll say. It's no wonder we couldn't detect what's in here from orbit or on approach. We could tell there was a cave here and a network of tunnels somewhere deeper but not much beyond that."

"You think we should try to open this ship to see what it's like inside?" Ensign Garber asked.

"No," Rody said emphatically. "That would be far too dangerous. There could be lord know what kind of fuel still sitting in storage tanks in that thing. The thing would likely come apart if we started prying at its panels too. If a person was inside and the thing disintegrated they could be lacerated by sharp shards of metal as it crumbled around them. It's an interesting artifact but it would serve no purpose to attempt entry just to satisfy curiosity."

"Your curiosity isn't begging you to investigate deeper?" Lieutenant Mason asked of Laurel.

"No. That thing is more mineral than metal. I have no desire to poke around at it to see if it disintegrates while I'm in it. Hammer is right, it's interesting but we should press on."

"You realize this thing parked here for a hundred millennia means we might find the pilot and he's likely to be in a condition just as bad as this ship?" Jake said.

Laurel looked at Jake with her mouth half open in shock, and then she snapped her teeth together as she closed her mouth.

"I hadn't even though about that. I would imagine a body would fare much worse than a ship after hundreds of thousands of years. I don't know that we would find much more than a pile of dust."

"You're probably right about that."

"Uh¦where are we going to press on to?" Ensign Hobart asked aiming her torch to the end of the cave only 10 yards from the bow of the ship.

Everyone turned and looked at the end of the cave as they beamed their lights around and all they saw was a dead end that was sculpted into a faceted cone at the end of the cave. They all walked toward the end of the cave and Laurel put her hand up and tried hard to sense any kind of differential in the energy sensed from the cave walls and she did indeed sense a slight irregularity in the field of energy from one area in particular that was visually unremarkable.

"There's something right here." Laurel said staring at the cave wall.

"You can tell without using your handheld sensor?" Ensign Talus asked.

"Yes. There's a difference in the energy field in this area. Solid rock emits next to no energy but I'm sensing a differential right there." Laurel said pointing at the cave wall.

The wall had been reworked to a smooth flat surface that was slightly damp and covered by the same greenish black moss that was growing on almost every surface of the cave. Rody stepped around the group looking at the seemingly blank cave wall and he held up his sensor unit and attempted to take a penetrating scan but the display was twisted and distorted, only giving atmospheric readings.

"These things are useless to us with the magnetic fields present in here," Rody said. "If you say you're sensing something I believe you but there's no way to determine what you're sensing."

"I think I'm sensing a temperature differential behind this wall. It presents as a difference in the energy detected from behind the wall. The rest of the surface has a very uniform and unremarkable feeling."

"So¦a passageway?"

"Probably, either that or a natural void behind the wall that exhibits a slightly warmer temperature than the surrounding rock. I can't be sure one way or the other."

"It would make sense that if a person was going to land in this cave, they would have a way of accessing a hidden facility somewhere beyond the cave. This can't be all there is."

"No, I would have to agree with you. There would be no reason to land in this cave if there wasn't something more close by."

"We can't exactly go blasting holes in the cave walls without risking bringing the whole place down on our heads." Lieutenant Mason said.

"You're right about that." Rody said.

"Maybe we should look outside the cave for an alternate entrance." Jake suggested.

"You want to venture out into the jungle above the falls?" Ensign Hobart asked. "If this place is as old as we think, there won't be much left to find."

"I have remote viewing capabilities. From right here I can have a look around and see if there's anything around."

"I hate to be the pessimist of the group, but if there was anything out there, we would have seen it from orbit. There simply isn't anything on the surface." Rody said.

"Maybe there's a better way to use his ability." Laurel offered.

"How's that?" Rody asked.

"He can look beyond this wall to see if there's something more than a natural volcanic void. If there is, there might be a way to access whatever's back there."

"Interesting. Give it a try."

Jake stepped over to Laurel's side and he looked into her eyes as he aimed his torch on her stomach.

"I should be able to do this on my own babe."

"Okay. This is one gift I have no sense of without you."

"No, but when we come together you can extend its reach far further than I can."

"That's my sense of spatial awareness. Mine just happens to be a little more developed than yours."

Jake nodded and then looked at the cave wall and he was able to detect the same energy differential Laurel was sensing and he took a long deep breath and then he stepped right up to the cave wall and placed his hands on the furry feeling carpet of moss growing on the wall and he closed his eyes and let the deep breath out slowly as he closed his eyes and dipped his chin to his chest. He then pushed and he felt a slight strain running right up the back of his neck and over the top of his skull and his perceptional awareness instantly stretched out beyond the wall he was touching.

Jake sensed that his perception was within a vast empty area, much more than a volcanic void left over from the area of volcanic upheaval that was responsible for forming the cave network eons earlier. He sensed unbelievable darkness and dry conditions vastly different form the cave they were standing in and a stillness that was disturbing and potentially chocking if a person were to inhabit the area he was sensing. He closed his eyes tightly, wrinkling his face in strain as he tried to discern meaningful structure near his perceived location and an image of what he was sensing slowly emerged from the darkness. He realized he was sensing an elongated passageway that had been artificially enhanced to create a 5 sided almost faceted looking passageway and it stretched into the distance for hundreds of yards with steps every 20 yards as the passageway descended deeper into the basalt formation that was thousands of feet thick. The step down was gradual but seemingly unending as the passageway stretched out into the distance.

"It's a corridor alright," Jake said softly.

"Is there a door that can be opened?" Lieutenant Mason asked.

Jake shifted his perception to the wall on the other side of the wall from where he was physically standing and he was able to discern a distinct locking mechanism that consisted of a handle that jutted out from the wall and below it was rotary drum that would spin in the opposite direction of the motion of the handle when moved and it in turn drove a locking pin system made from an alloy Jake didn't readily recognize but he was able to determine that it was oxidation free and gleaming as though it had just been installed. He assumed the sterile conditions had served to preserve the mechanism over the hundreds of millennia since it was assembled. Jake then took in the entire doorway and on the opposite doorframe from the mechanism he perceived an electronic panel with crystalline circuitry that looked very familiar. It was an exact match for the technology observed in the subsurface facility beneath Laurel Crater Lake.

Jake slowly removed his hands from the cave wall and he stretched out a hand, fumbling to touch Laurel. She put her hand up and let him grasp her wrist and the physical contact instantly drew her into his metal perceptions. She closed her eyes and took a rapid series of deep breaths and then adjusted to the mental surprise and she finally sensed what Jake wanted. His mental strain holding his remote sense was taking all his concentration and he needed Laurel's ability to manipulate distant objects in order to operate the locking mechanism without using the likely inoperative electronic controls. Laurel pushed as she concentrated on Jake's perception of the handle jutting out from the wall and the mechanism responded with a ratcheting and clanking sound that could be heard by everyone until it ceased with a resounding thud.

Jake then broke his concentration and the mental image simply faded from his mind and he opened his eyes to a dizzy feeling and he realized he had been breathing much too slow for the level of mental strain and he had been starving his brain of life giving blood flow and oxygen. It took him a few seconds of deep breathing to recover himself and then he looked at Laurel's wrist grasped tightly in his hand and he let go and shined his torch on her stomach.

"Sorry babe. I needed your help but couldn't speak or it would've broken my concentration."

"It's alright Jake. I could tell what you were trying to do and as soon as you grabbed hold of my arm I saw what you were seeing and I knew what you wanted me to do." Laurel said as she rubbed her wrist.

"So did we hear a door being unlocked?" Rody asked.

"Yes," Laurel replied. "There's a long passageway on the other side of the wall that descends deep into the basalt formation of this bluff. "There's an electronic lock consisting of technological components identical to what we saw in the underwater facility on the Future planet and there's a mechanical backup that is still functional. I managed to manipulate the mechanical system to unlock the door from the other side."

"So why didn't the door open once you unlocked it?" Ensign Hobart asked.

"Because the door has to be opened manually if the mechanical lock is utilized. If the electronic locking control had been used I'm sure the door would've opened automatically."

"Maybe you should've tried that system first then."

"Think about how long this place has been here. The electronics are long since inoperative. We were able to determine that without wasting the time to figure out how it works in the first place."

"Well let's get his door open so we can see where the passageway goes." Lieutenant Mason said.

They all stepped up to the wall and felt around to try to determine how the door operated when ensign Talus found a depression obscured by the carpet of growth on the wall.

"I think I found a spot where we can get some leverage on the door." He announced.

Rody and lieutenant Mason stepped over to ensign Talus' location and they all pressed in on the soft fuzzy carpet and pressed sideways on the door and it budged then froze. They then put their backs into the effort and the door ground to the side and debris and moss bundles fell from the top of the door surface as it met the doorframe and the outline of the doorway became defined. As the door finally reached the point that the passageway was exposed a gush of air rushed past them into the passageway and it sucked all three of them toward the 4-inch opening. They struggled against the vacuum to get free and they stepped back as the rush of air made a howling whistle. They waited to see if it reduced in ferocity but it whined on and on until Laurel touched Rody's arm and he looked at her and then nodded and he pulled the lieutenant and ensign aside. Laurel lift her hand and concentrated on her love for Jake and she let the feeling swell with in her then she pushed hard and the door bolted open quickly and reaches the fully open position, scraping a mat of moss off onto the floor in the process and the whistling air turned into a gush of rapid moving air and then eased into a constant draft that they could stand against.

Laurel withdrew her influence and took a few deep breaths and then she aimed her torchlight down the passageway and they could see that the passageway was in pristine condition despite its age. The shape of the walls, ceiling and floors in relation to one another were strange, but somehow beautiful despite the drab ambience. It was obviously constructed for form, not esthetics. As soon as lieutenant Mason stepped through the doorway last, Rody attempted to pull the door closed to stop the breeze rushing in which was becoming damp and misty as water was being from the curtain of water spilling past the cave entrance. Everyone aimed their lights toward Rody and it was apparent that even a hulking man like Rody wasn't going to move the door by hand. It looked to weigh hundreds of pounds judging by its 6 inch thick construction and the fact that the backside of it was clad in some kind of exotic alloy that appeared to be corrosion resistant while the door sides consisted of the very stone the cave consisted of. Laurel stepped closer to Rody and pet his massive muscular shoulder as he pulled with all his might. He bellowed out a heavy breath and assumed an upright posture as he gasped a few times to recover from the extreme effort. He grinned at Laurel and it was barely discernable in the feeble light aimed near his hips as he stepped aside.

Laurel reached her hand back without looking and Jake slapped his hand into hers and stepped right next to her a few feet from the door and they quickly reached out to one another and dropped into one another's minds and without pausing to enjoy the emotional and hormonal rush that ensued, they concentrated on the door and Jake thought about eliminating its gravitational mass while Laurel thought about it sliding closed and the door ground to the left quickly and slammed into its recessed socket on the right hand side of the doorframe with a squish and thud as the fallen moss was squashed into a wet pasty ooze that splashed out in a spray, misting everyone in the process.

They all took a startled step back and ensign Hobart aimed her light on her uniform and curled her lips in disgust.

"Oh that's just nasty!" She said in a loud tone making her voice echo sickeningly up and down the passageway making most of them aim their lights down the passageway and chuckle lightly.

"Sorry," Laurel said as her and Jake withdrew from each other's minds. "We sometimes forget how powerful we are when we combine our strength."

"I guess I should've left more of the doors mass unaffected so it wouldn't move so quickly." Jake said as he turned around and ensign Hobart noticed that he was equally dosed with a wet looking glaze of bio matter and moisture.

Ensign Hobart covered her mouth and laughed a moment then she removed her hand and smiled as she aimed her torch at Jake.

"I don't feel so bad since you got goozled with that slop too."

Jake looked down at himself in the ensign's light and he smiled and nodded as he looked up at her.

"Guess it's a good thing our uniforms are in a darker palette. I would look a fright if my uniform had been white or light blue."

"No doubt." Ensign Hobart replied softly.

"You would have to be in upper command or part of the medical staff for your uniform to be either of those colors." Ensign Garber said.

"Yes, I know that ensign," Jake replied. "You hardly say a word and when you do it's to point out things that suggest you didn't catch a pun at all."

"Oh I got it, I just didn't know if you realized the error in your jest."

"Be nice Jake!" Laurel thought.

"Yes dear," Jake thought in return. "Guess he can't help it if he's a genius stick in the mud with no sense of humor."

"You make him nervous Jake. He tenses up every time you look in his direction. I think he's intimidated by your level of genius."

"I think it's different than that. A guy that attracts a woman like you makes him nervous, it's you that makes him truly nervous, not me."

"That's it! I couldn't put my finger on it till now, but you're right. It's me making a guy act weird in reaction to my presence but in a way I've never seen before."

Jake pat Laurel's shoulder point and then aimed his light down the corridor where everyone else was not looking aside from ensign Garber who was obviously embarrassed and rattled as he looked at the robust door to avoid looking into Jake's eyes. Laurel let go of Jake's hand and stepped through the group and she aimed her torchlight down the corridor and their combined beams illuminated the passageway to the vanishing point of visual perception.

"Do you think this is the only way in?" Arisa asked softly.

"No. The gust of air being sucked in tells us there's another entrance open to the outside somewhere down there." Laurel replied.

"This place is remarkably well preserved for how old we think it is. You sure the outside air is getting in lower down?" Ensign Hobart said.

"I suppose it's possible this passageway was preserved under vacuum and what we experienced was that vacuum equalizing for the first time in lord knows how long."

"If that's the case, we won't have real long until the air begins to get stale in here."

"As long as this passageway appears to be, I estimate we would have a day or so before we breathed up what blew in here as far as oxygen rich air," Laurel said. "Maybe longer depending on long this passageway truly is."

"I pray to God we aren't stuck in here that long." Lieutenant Mason said.

Arisa put her fingers on her ear and spoke softly.

"Ahounk, this is tramis Arisa. Can you hear me?"

"This is Coant Erfond. We hear you Arisa. We lost track of you on sensors once you passed behind the waterfall. Are you in good condition?"

"We are just fine Coant. I would prefer to communicate in English so the rest of the party understands what I am saying. We have discovered a hidden passageway behind the falls that led much deeper into the bluff. There was an incredibly ancient craft parked in the cave behind the falls. It appears it has been here for a very long time. It has been mineralized to the cave floor and deteriorated to the point of fragility so much so that we dare not touch it lest it crumble on us. We are going to proceed deeper into the cave network to see what else is down here."

"Fascinating! Proceed with exploration. Let us know if you need any assistance."

"I will Coant Erfond. Laurel and Jake are every bit as amazing as their captain boasted. I am in good hands with them in charge of the mission."

"That is good to hear. Have fun and keep alert."

"I will sir."

Arisa then tapped her earpiece and looked at the group staring at her.

"Communications are loud and clear. The coant told me to proceed as planned. He is pleased we are safe since the Ahounk lost track of us as soon as we passed through the falls into the cave."

"Good deal," Jake said. "We'll keep you safe, you have our word in that."

"I know you will. I feel perfectly safe in your company."

"Lead the way you two." Rody said gesturing down the passageway.

Laurel and Jake stepped around the group and aimed their torchlight down the corridor and led the way deeper into the bluff. They walked in silence as Laurel glanced at her sensor unit from time to time hoping the magnetic torrent present in the passageway would subside enough to allow for clear sensor readings but the display continued presenting distorted images with no data aside from atmospheric readings that indicated the oxygen levels were very low despite the gush of fresh air that had entered the passageway when they had opened the door. Their breathing wasn't difficult as yet, but they were breathing deeper and more rapidly than would be expected for the low level of exertion being put forth to walk down the passageway.

After walking several hundred yards down the passageway with the end still nowhere in sight, they came upon another electronic panel on the right wall so Laurel and Jake stopped and studied the device for a few moments. Rody finally stepped closer and beamed his light directly on the panel.

"It utilizes faceted jewel looking drivers just like what we found in the facility beneath Laurel Crater Lake, why don't you touch the darn thing and see if it reacts to touch in the same way?"

Laurel glanced at Rody and then looked at the panel that had 4 faceted crystals above a slightly outward curved darkened display. Laurel reached up cautiously and touched the green crystal on the right end of the 4 and nothing happened. She then touched the gold hued crystal and it glowed slightly from within then the glow faded away. Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders.

"Maybe sitting for several hundred thousand years has neutralized the crystals ability to conduct energy?"

"Maybe." Laurel relied softly.

Laurel reached out and touched the gold hued crystal once again and it again glowed dimly and she quickly touched the green crystal and it too glowed dimly than she touched the gold hued crystal again and it steadily increased in brilliance as its glow grew brighter and brighter then pulsed a few times and then lit up brightly and the display blinked to life displaying an obscure ancient Fearon dialect.

"Do you know what those symbols mean?" Lieutenant Mason asked as he stepped closer.

"They're Fearon hieroglyphic phrases in a dialect similar to Telnok. I think it's asking for the proper sequence to be entered in order to access¦I don't¦quite¦know what that last glyph means."

"And you have a guess as to the proper sequence?"

"No. I have a better idea¦"

Laurel took a step back and looked around the wall but she couldn't make out exactly where the door was located so she closed her eyes and held her hand up and concentrated on building a small charge of energy and then she pushed and everyone sensed a static like burst and all of the crystals, red, blue, green and golden glowed brightly all at once and the glyphs displayed changed to all blue glyphs. Laurel then lowered her hand and there was thud from behind the wall.

"I think it says sequence correct, entry granted." Laurel said.

"I assumed as much. How did you do that without touching the control crystals?"

"I honestly don't know. I just¦thought about inputting the proper sequence and then I pushed. I was hoping my advanced abilities would do the rest without having to know exactly what was necessary."

"That's a little spooky that you can do that without knowing exactly how you did it."

"It's even spookier to us, take my word for it."

"So why didn't a door open?" Ensign Hobart asked.

"Because I don't think it activated a door. Everyone step closer together."

Everyone glanced around for a moment then they shuffled closer together and the floor shuddered and then an octagonal shaped depression formed in the floor and then they began to descend into the floor on a pad 10 feet in diameter. They descended into a shaft that was the same exact shape as the pad and ensign Hobart shined her light up and watched the ceiling in the passageway drawing further away at a steady rate. She then shined her light on Laurel's side.

"How in the world did you know that was going to happen?"

"Because the display said something like¦prepare to descend."

"How far do you think this lift is going to take us?" Arisa asked.

Laurel lifted her handheld sensor and she was relieved that it was finally functioning properly and clearly displayed the tangled field of overlapping magnetic fields above growing more distant. She then aimed the sensor unit toward the pad they were standing on and a clear 3 dimensional map was generated and it indicated that the elevator lift was descending in a shaft that led straight down for over 300 feet. There were then 2 passageways that led in different direction, one of which led to a sizable room that was square in shape and beyond that was a smaller room that was rectangular in shape and there was a strange pulsing field of energy toward the rear of the smaller room.

"Sensors are working again. It looks like we're going down a little over three hundred feet and we'll be facing two passageways when we get there. One of 'em has a really strange energy reading coming from a room beyond what looks like a huge storage room."

Laurel used a pinch maneuver on the screen to zoom out in order to get a better picture of the tunnel network associated with the passageways that obviously exhibited manipulated characteristics.

"Whoa!" She exclaimed. "It looks like the passageway going the other way leads to the surface in one direction and descends into natural cave tunnels that haven't been artificially enhanced like the tunnels closer to where we are. They extend for miles and branch off in multiple directions. I can see an area where the deeper tunnels have been sealed off by what looks like a pressure door."

"So there is a surface entrance." Ensign Hobart said as she manipulated her sensor unit to bring up the same data.

"It looks like it's blocked if you look closely," Rody said as he studied his own sensor unit. "It's a good bet whatever was on the surface to serve as an entrance structure has long since succumbed to the elements and been covered over by eons of sedimentation."

"I wouldn't be so sure," Laurel said. "It looks like the exit passageway leads pretty close to the surface before being blocked."

"Do we really want to do that?" Lieutenant Mason asked. "We've made it inside, it seems a little dangerous to push our luck by trying to free up a collapsed portion of the surface entrance."

"I'm not saying we should go messing around up there. I'm just saying it doesn't look like it would be impossible. If we ever want to come back and establish a semi permanent presence, a surface entrance should be considered. Not all ships are going to fit in the improvised hangar. I think it was specifically designed to accommodate that fossilized ship rotting away behind the falls."

"You have a valid point there. I don't know of any of our ships that would actually fit in the hangar beyond the initial entrance that is boulder strewn. We can't go landing in that area."

"I would bet it wouldn't take much to free up the surface entrance and then build a discrete structure to conceal the entrance yet provide structural support to preserve it."

"That's true. What we find here will determine if we want to expend the effort and resources to update this place to make it safe and convenient to establish a facility of our own here."

"Do you think it is proper to hang a Human flag on this planet and call it your own just like that?" Arisa asked.

"We wouldn't necessarily claim the planet as ours, just whatever we find down here." Lieutenant Mason responded. "I'm sure if another species laid claim to the planet, we would dismantle whatever we built here and abandon the planet completely. At the moment we don't know of anyone claiming this planet as theirs."

"That is admirable that you would abdicate your claim to this place if another stepped in and claimed it as theirs."

"We respect the sovereignty of others if they have a legitimate claim to a particular territory."

"We have some very detailed information about this system," Laurel commented. "No one has laid claim to the Geonic system."

The pad they were standing on came to a slow stop but they were still standing within the octagonal shaped shaft with no signs of a passageway anywhere.

"Did the lift malfunction?" Arisa asked.

She and Laurel looked at their sensor units and they could see that they were indeed on the lowest level within the passageway but it was obvious some final arrival step on the part of the lift had failed to engage properly.

"We made it all the way down and we're in the passageway. There must be a mechanical or electronic process that failed to operate when we arrived down here."

Laurel lowered her sensor unit and she aimed her torchlight toward the floor and she noticed that the lift pad was resting a few centimeters below a seam that extended all the way around the octagonal shaped shaft. She then looked up the shaft they had descended down and she noticed that 8 feet up there was another seam extending all the way around the shaft they were seemingly standing within. Laurel then looked at Jake.

"I think this thing is supposed to rotate or something. Maybe we should see if we can give it a little help?"

Jake nodded and he and Laurel looked around with their lights briefly then they stared at the walls for a moment as they joined minds and after the euphoric rush subsided Jake reached out with his remote perceptions and he found his awareness to be in a dark passageway facing the lift cylinder in the middle of the passageway. He then concentrated on developing a mental map of the environment he was sensing and it was like flicking a light on. He was suddenly aware of everything around his perception point even though it was pitch dark. He noticed a hand wheel on the wall of the passageway that resembled an old world ships wheel for steering a ship but this wheel was constructed of a gleaming metal alloy of some kind that was obviously corrosion resistant since it was in pristine condition despite its age. The hand wheel had seven spokes and on the outer circumference at the terminus of each spoke was a projecting handle for providing leverage as one rotated the wheel. Next to the wheel, closer to the lift tube that occupied the entire width of the passageway, there was another electronic panel on the wall with the familiar 4 colored crystal controllers above it. Laurel shared in Jake's sense of what lied within the passageway beyond the lift tube and she thought it would be easier to manipulate the obvious manual control for the lift tube access.

Laurel then concentrated on the wheel and she let her feelings for Jake swell slightly and then she squinted as she focused her attention on the had wheel as pushed lightly and concentrated on keeping the energy rushing from her at a moderate and controlled level. The wheel responded to her input by rotating slowly at first and everyone felt a slight jolt as the pad began to rotate and then the wheel spun faster and the pad spun on its axis steadily and everyone glanced at Laurel and Jake unsure for a moment if they were responsible for their rotational movement. As the hand wheel spun at a controlled and steady pace under Laurel's deliberate and focused control, everyone noticed that as they rotated 2 of the octagonal panels receded into the panel next to it until they were able to shine their lights on the hand wheel spookily spinning steadily with no one touching it. The wheel continued rotating until the panels were completely retracted and the wheel reached the extent of its travel with a subtle thud and then Laurel withdrew her influence and her and Jake then withdrew from each other's minds and then they looked at the stunned expression on everyone's faces.

"You two are absolutely incredible." Lieutenant Mason said. "There really is nothing you can't do, is there?"

"That's what we've been told," Laurel replied humbly.

"I don't understand how you knew exactly how the exit was suppose to be revealed and what you had to do to make it work." Ensign Hobart said.

"One of our advanced abilities is complex problem solving. We can just think about a given situation and an intuitive idea forms as to how a complex situation or device can be resolved or operated. The rest is elementary higher ability performing a difficult or otherwise impossible task for us to accomplish the goal of solving the given situation."

"Elementary huhn?"

"I can certainly see what the captain was talking about," Lieutenant Mason said. "He said a mission with you two on it would proceed in unbelievable ways whereas the same mission would be arduous if not impossible for a standard exploration team. Without your incredible abilities and unbelievable intelligence we would've never got beyond the hangar behind the falls. We need adjutants like you on all away missions."

"Thank you sir," Laurel said. "There's only two of us so you gotta prioritize which missions you want us on."

"Korica and Tamaric are as resourceful and gifted as you two are though, right?" Rody said.

"As resourceful but their gifts are a little less developed. Give 'em a few years and they'll probably be capable of everything we are¦or real close to it anyways."

"I thought they were on the mission they're on because Korica has a latent ability for dimensional manipulation?"

"That's true. That's being developed through rigorous training in order to get rid of the debris heading into the Future system. That's one ability we aren't sure we have or ever will. Tamaric makes her stronger and she increases his level of ability and together they are a seriously potent team but like I said, it's an undeveloped potential, one that is being forced into use before it should be because of the dire situation we're facing."

"I see."

"We should press on now that we've opened the airlock."

"Is that what you think this bizarre doorway is?" Ensign Talus asked.

"Yes. I think it was designed to isolate this level from the upper levels by creating an airtight seal. It's really an ingenious mechanism."

They wall stepped out into the passageway and then looked back and the faceted octagonal shape of the lift tube now made sense as it conformed to the shape of the passageway perfectly with the panels retracted.

"So that way to the surface," Rody said aiming his light into the distance behind them. "And that way to the rest of the facility," he said aiming his light in the opposite direction toward a distant doorway that even at several dozen yards looked to be damaged in a strange manner.

"Am I seeing that right?" Laurel asked as she too aimed her light toward the distant doorway.

Everyone now aimed their lights down the passageway and it highlighted what Laurel was talking about. The door, or what was left of it, had been torn outward from the opposite side of the door and the doorframe was bent and twisted outward in the same manner as the destructive force applied to the door had forced the doorframe into a tortured posture suggesting a substantial and sudden force had been applied. They all stood and squinted to make out detail except for Laurel and Jake who were able to make out distinct and clear details even at the great distance present.

"That certainly doesn't bode well," Rody said.

"No, it doesn't." Laurel said. "I could be mistaken but it almost looks like that door was torn open but from the other side."

They all glanced at one another and then they started walking toward the damaged door as a group. As they got closer it became apparent that someone or something had burst through the door and as they got to within a few feet they could see long scratches at the margin of the worst destruction. The scratches looked to be made with claws or at worst, teeth.

"Good gracious!" Lieutenant Mason exclaimed. "Someone really wanted out."

"Or something," Jake said. "I don't think the Fearon were capable of destroying a metal door like this from what we saw of their ancient form."

"No¦this was something big¦" Laurel reached out and gently touched the jagged, torn edge of one of the doors that was peeled open. "And powerful."

"Wait," Arisa said. "If something forced its way out of here¦could it still be down here? Trapped in the cave network."

Laurel pulled her hand away from the door and looked at Arisa.

"I have a gut feeling this door was forced open a very long time ago. Whatever did this is long since dead if it was a biological life form."

"And if it was mechanical?" Lieutenant Mason posed. "Or a being we aren't familiar with?"

"If it was something else it would have detected our presence the second we arrived in this passageway," Laurel glanced at the twisted door panels as she shined her torchlight on them. "I'm guessing we would've been dispatched instantly if it was a defense system or something like that."

"That's not quite what I was thinking. A defense system¦mechanical or otherwise, wouldn't destroy the place like that."

"Laurel¦you feel what I'm sensing?" Jake asked in a soft voice.

Laurel looked at him and thought about the intuitive feelings coming from Jake and her face ran pale for a moment.

"Yeah. A dangerous situation involving another world is in our near future."

"I sense it involves another universe¦and someone is coming with us into this¦situation."

"You're starting to worry me with all this talk of other worlds and someone being drawn into whatever you're sensing," Rody said. "We don't have your heaven sent abilities to keep us informed in the ways you can."

"All we get are vague but distinct premonitions of general events in our future. I've said before that the future is always in motion making certainties about specific events murky at best. As a particular event or string of events draws nearer certain aspects become more certain and we seem to have the ability to key in on those certainties when there are dramatic events or situations involving us. Jake has the greatest sense of this ability but since we share senses we both exhibit the awareness. If we take actions to avoid what we sense we only further the certainty and possible danger because we become preoccupied with trying to avoid the unavoidable."

"You're talking about certain destiny or whatever. It still worries me since I'm responsible for everyone's safety on these missions."

"No one is going to die from what we can tell if that helps?" Jake commented.

"Injury can be worse than death if the pain and suffering is prolonged and pervasive. Can you promise no pain in your future or that of whoever you're sensing being dragged into this certainty you're keying in on?"

"It's still too distant to sense that kind of detail," Jake said. "I would have to tune into my sense of future events to pull out specific details but my precognitive ability is muddled anymore, something to do with how we got to this point in time. Traversing outside our space-time and very universe as we know it multiple times and then emerging in the past has thrown our abilities off. At least our precognitive abilities are."

"And for all we know we might get dragged into another universe because of someone else's actions, not due to ours." Laurel said.

"A little conceited are we?"

"Hey! I'm not saying we're perfect, far from it, but that's not what we're sensing."

"If we screwed up, or are going to, and get someone into a dire situation we would admit that we're about to cause a calamity." Jake insisted.

"I'm sorry Jake. I know you two have a pretty good grip on your abilities. Would it be better if we backed out of this mission to avoid whatever you're sensing coming your way?"

"No. We triggered something in this place and we need to shut it down. Once that's done we can get the heck out of here if nothing has happened by that point but we can't just turn back before completing the mission."

"Alright, Lead the way just¦keep your guard up. If what you say is true about your premonitions having a degree of variability to them, I don't want anyone coming home in a bag or wrapped in bandages."

"We'll do our best to avoid letting that happen."

Rody nodded and aimed his torchlight past the battered doorway. Laurel and Jake then reassumed the lead and stepped through the peeled open door being sure not to get snagged on any of the sharp shards of metal. The rest of the group carefully followed their lead and stepped through the doorway and they found that a short distance down the passageway beyond the destroyed doorway the passageway opened up into a huge room that was filled a dizzying array of strange devices and objects the likes of which they had never seen before. The room was almost 100 feet wide and 50 long with a ceiling towering 20 feet over their heads.

As they shined their lights around the room trying to understand the equipment and sophisticated devices in their midst, Laurel and Jake were studying the light fixtures in the ceiling wondering how to turn the lights on. They noticed toward the back wall 2 towering structures that resembled Tesla coils with an electronics array midpoint and between them a bench with devices spread out suggesting something was being assembled and tested within some exotic field produced by the towering coils. It suggested the facility had to have an enormous power production capability. They could all see the exit on the opposite side of the room that presumably led to the much smaller room that was detectable on their sensor units.

Laurel and Jake headed to the doorway as the rest of the group looked around taking an inventory of the strange devices lying about while trying to grasp exactly what they had come upon. As Laurel and Jake neared the doorway they were captivated by several gleaming metal, egg shaped devices sitting within a rack system that seemed to have been designed specifically to hold the devices.

"What are these things?" Jake asked pointing at the first device that he was shinning his light directly onto.

Laurel looked at the row of devices and then she shined her light on the large square table next to the rack and there were bizarre looking components scattered about and at one end of the table were half shells sitting upside down stacked one inside the next. It was obvious that the strange egg shaped devices were being assembled on the table then placed in the rack and they contained a significant amount of crystalline components.

"I don't' recognize the components being assembled over there."

Laurel stepped over to the table and examined the various components in closer detail then she raised her sensor unit to try to make sense of some of the vaguely familiar architecture within the smaller components. The sensor confirmed that there were components capable of serving in a sensory circuit and still others were distinctly designed to act as detector elements. There were also segmented articulated post like devices that had servo controlled actuators attached to them and the segmented sections protruded through an oval shaped storage device that seemed to contain some sort of liquid metallic medium that was intended to be energized so as to make it swell and morph into a predescribed programmed shape. Laurel shined her light from the table to the rack and it donned on her what they were likely looking at.

"I think those things are probes. They're loaded with sensors and these segmented devices must make them capable of moving around. I don't recognize a lot of these components though. It's got crystalline circuitry, which is recognizable, but the architecture is completely foreign. Some of the materials in these components aren't recognized by the handheld sensor."

"What do you think these probes were being built for?"

"I don't know."

"Do you think those probes were built to explore this planet, relaying the sensed data down here?" Arisa asked as she stepped over to Laurel's side.

"I guess it's possible, but if whoever manned this place had a spaceship, it's still sitting in the hangar up there. They could've explored the planet without deploying these things."

"Maybe they were for exploring other planets remotely." Rody offered as he was examining a bin full of gold connectors. "There's no shortage of valuable items here. I would wager pilferage wasn't the motivator behind who or whatever shredded its way out of here."

Laurel turned and shined her light on the bin Rody was squatted down examining.

"Gold?"

"Yeah, a ton of it. Those rods in that bin over there have a radioactive signature consistent with uranium too. We used to bundle the stuff that same way to make fuel rods for nuclear reactors."

"I'm familiar with radioactive fuel rods. Are they spent rods?"

"No. The emission levels indicate viable fuel rods."

"There are bins of pure diamond and ruby crystalline transducer elements over here too." Ensign Hobart announced from the bins on the opposite side of the rack where Rody was squatted down.

Laurel shined her light in the direction of Ensign Hobart then she slowly panned her light around and all of the bins, racks and loose items strewn about started to paint a picture of an advanced technology hand assembly facility.

"Somebody was working on something very complex and advanced down here," Laurel commented. "I can't understand why they would just abandon this place with all these valuable and rare components left in place. It's like someone just turned the lights off and walked away, never to return."

Rody stood up and aimed his light toward the passageway leading to the exit.

"If the condition of the door out there is any indication¦they may have left in hurry."

"They might not have made it out either." Lieutenant Mason said looking at Rody's light beam.

"There's a horrible thought." Laurel said.

"How would a creature capable of such destruction make it all the way down here?" Arisa posed. "We had to manipulate several complex intruder prevention mechanisms to gain access."

"The entrance from the surface might have been a little less complex to enter through." Rody said.

"Or the creature might not have got in here from the surface." Laurel said aiming her light toward the rear doorway.

"How would something get in here if it didn't come from the surface?" Ensign Talus asked.

"I don't know. The Fearon were experimenting with some really advanced processes when they abandoned this galaxy. Doorway to beyond would suggest something could have come from¦beyond somewhere, somewhere not here if that makes any sense."

"Are we talking about interdimensional bad guys?" Rody asked as he beamed his light around the huge room.

"I don't know for sure." Laurel responded. "It's just a possible explanation for how something would get in here without originating on the surface of this planet."

"That being the likely case, I want everyone to go weapons hot and set them to kill. I'm not going to have anyone mauled like the door back there." Rody said.

Everyone took a moment to unholster their weapons and activate them and set the output level to a lethal setting and then holster them without deactivating them. Jake then looked at Laurel.

"Are you going to be okay with killing something if it presents itself in a threatening manner?" He thought.

"I won't be happy about it but yes." Laurel thought in return. "I don't sense any creatures down here anyways. Hammer is just being properly cautious about an unknown situation."

Rody stepped around the bin he was standing close to and looked at the other bins full of components and then he walked to Laurel and Jake.

"Are you two sensing anything down here?"

Laurel shook her head lightly.

"Just us."

Laurel then headed to the rear doorway and Jake followed right behind her. When they arrived at the twin doors they took notice that the doors were a simple metal alloy set of doors with a typical lever type handle on the door on the right. Laurel glanced back to insure everyone was prepared and they were all standing a short distance away looking on so Laurel reached out and swung the lever down and the door latch popped open and she pulled the door open. There was no light within the room but Laurel and Jake instantly sensed the same strange energy that had been detected from the Ahounk. They had found ground zero for the strange energy signature even though their handheld sensors where showing noting at all in the form of energy reading upon last check. Being immersed in the field of energy prevented a clear reading from being generated beyond the exotic alloy the doors were constructed from.

Laurel beamed her light into the room before stepping in and she was amazed by what she was seeing. At the back of the modestly sized room was a 4 panel faceted platform that had a strange somewhat blurry image of a night scene on a planet that was distinctly not Geonic or any planet they were familiar with. The scene was extremely dark but trees, shrubs, and strangely shaped weeds were visible in the beam of Laurel's light. Laurel stepped aside right into the open doorway and stared at the strange scene. She then aimed her light around the room and there were control and display consoles that were completely unrecognizable and 5 of the egg shaped probes were sitting on a small rack close to the faceted platform. Laurel then looked back at Rody and grinned.

"That's how something got in here without coming down from the surface."

Rody stepped closer and beamed his light around the room and then he looked at Laurel and smiled at her.

"You knew this was here, didn't you?"

"No, I honestly had no idea what was behind the doors."

"Un huh. If you say so."

"I wouldn't lie to you Hammer."

"I know you wouldn't. I'm just teasing."

Laurel smiled and they all filed into the room while shining their lights around to take in the odd setup present. As the last of them stepped into the room, Rody aimed his light on 1 of the control and monitoring stations with strange displays that were all dark at the moment.

"You think you two can activate these control consoles to figure out what the heck were seeing?" Rody asked looking at Laurel and Jake.

Laurel and Jake nodded in concert and walked over to the first control console and began trying to figure out the controls while the rest of the group lifted their sensor units and began taking readings of everything in the room. There was a pedestal style seat at 2 of the consoles and Laurel and Jake sat down on each and looked over the controls. They could see large power and control solid-state circuit paths at the rear of the consoles leading up the walls and over to the back of the faceted panels containing to otherworldly scene. The exotic scene fascinated Ensign Hobart and she was taking detailed readings from very close to the displayed scene as she tried to understand why it was slightly blurry.

Laurel finally came up with some ideas as to the function of the controls and she touched 2 of the small rectangular spots on the darkened control console and there was a hum that built slightly and the entire panel glowed to life and a diamond shaped display began scrolling text displayed in ancient Talnok. Laurel then started touching labeled controls as the panels came to life one by one, lighting the room up in a dim multi-colored glow that twinkled and moved on the ceiling as Laurel and Jake both manipulated the touch sensitive controls.

"You understand what the heck this place is for?" Lieutenant Mason asked as he looked on.

"I've found a log," Jake responded. "The logs are signed by an individual named Hyndocan¦bizarre name for an apparent renegade scientist. It says he came here to pursue research into a way of leaving this galaxy without the need for thousands of intergalactic ships to carry all their people, numbering in the hundreds of billions, unsustainable numbers for the number of systems they occupied and the¦unstoppable enemy now hunting them."

"Whoa! What unstoppable enemy?" Rody asked stepping closer to Jake so he could muddle through reading what he could.

"The logs don't go into detail about that. Not yet anyways. There's a lot of information here and it's going to take some time to sift through it all. Hyndocan found a way of opening a doorway beyond our universe through a subspace domain that was previously unknown to the Fearon. His work here was unsanctioned and considered unacceptably dangerous which is why he decided to conduct his research here in private on a planet that had been augmented to provide a sustainable biome on the surface only to later be deemed unacceptable for colonization. There are tens of thousands of worlds like that in their database providing more than enough secluded planets to conduct research on but something about the magnetic properties of the basalt formations on this planet make it ideal for the research Hyndocan was carrying out."

"Do you know how long Hyndocan was working here?" Ensign Hobart asked.

"The first log entries and the last indicate a period of about fifty years."

"He obviously had some success with his research."

"I wouldn't be so quick to conclude that," Laurel added. "These readings are indicating quantum signatures that aren't quite right. What we're looking at is a distant world but there's no indication of exactly where it's located."

"In the last few log entries Hyndocan is stumped by a problem he hasn't found a way to overcome," Jake said. "He says what you see isn't what you get."

"What the hell does that mean?" Rody asked as he stood up straight and shined his light on the scene within the domain manifold as it was called in the logs files.

"It says here that he was sending the probes into the presented world but the probes never materialized visually and the readings indicated that the probes ended up in different place than that plotted based on the transmitted readings being sent back for thirty-five seconds before terminating. Apparently what we're looking at is the plotted world of choice but after entering the aperture the probes are taken somewhere completely different only to be lost as the focal point moves after thirty-five seconds. Hyndocan sent hundreds of probes through and all were lost though he managed to reestablish the signal being sent from 2 probes for thirty-five seconds only to be lost again after that. The probes weren't destroyed, just lost meaning a person could in theory step through but you would have no idea where you were going to end up."

"That could be a serious problem if you wanted to send hundred of billions of people through the darn thing. You would end up scattering them all over the cosmos with no way back if the environment they ended up in was hostile or unsustainable." Ensign Garber said.

"It seems to have been a problem Hyndocan was working on right up till his last entry. He was preparing to send another series of probes through with a different heuristic algorithm in use to try to stabilize the doorway but his logs just stop before he was able to conduct his experiment¦" Jake glanced at the rack of probes. "I guess those probes were programmed and ready but never put into use for whatever reason."

Rody glanced over at the probes and then he looked back at Jake's displayed log file.

"Do the logs indicate how to activate the probes?"

"You want to try to carry out the last experiment?" Laurel asked.

"Not specifically. I'm just wondering if these things represent a usable technology that we could take with us when we leave."

"If we take the probes, Jake and I can figure out how to get them working."

"So can the science teams back on the Future planet for that matter." Jake added. "They aren't impossibly complex now that we're familiar with ancient Fearon technology."

Laurel spun around on her seat and then stood up and walked over to the rack of probes and she looked the first probe over and then she cupped her hands around the device and plucked it from its rack. She estimated it to weigh about 40 pounds suggesting a possible internal capability of maneuvering in a gravity free environment as well as motivating in a gravity environment without overweighing the presumed segmented legs. Laurel tilted the device up and she could discern a slight irregularity in the outer casing and she grinned. She held the device out in one hand and pressed in on the irregularity and the device vibrated slightly and then in a micro second 4 segmented legs popped out of the bottom of the device and extended to the floor, hitting with 4 tiny clacks and Laurel squeaked in surprise and jumped back, letting go of the device and it supported its own weight and settled closer to the floor then shook slightly and ceased all motion.

"You mean you can be surprised by things?" Ensign Hobart asked.

"Yes. I'm still Human and learning how to use my other senses. I'm not perfect."

"Why did that thing shake like that then stop moving?" Arisa asked.

Laurel took a breath and recovered herself then stepped closer to the probe and she held her hand over it and she shook her head lightly.

"I don't sense any energy coming from the probe."

Laurel then walked around the device aiming her light at it and at the rear, bulbous, end of the probe she noticed an oval seam that was barely discernable. She reached out and pressed in on it and it moved in and clicked lightly then as she withdrew the pressure of her fingers a triple barreled looking metal and crystalline component laden device extended a few inches. Laurel grasped it and pulled it from the device and it was apparent that it was power a pack of some kind.

"I'm guessing this is what powers the probe. After sitting for hundreds of thousands of years it's depleted."

"You think it's a type of battery?" Ensign Talus asked.

Everyone stepped closer as Laurel looked the power pack over and after a few moments she shook her head.

"I don't think it's a battery in the traditional sense. I think it's a self-generating power pack but whatever it derives power from is depleted or deteriorated."

Laurel stuck the power pack back into the device and pushed it in until it clicked and then she aimed her light at the night scene only a few feet away and she noticed that her light shown on a blurry envelope but didn't materialize in the scene at all. The light was bent and refracted around the outer envelope and dissipated at the rear fringe where the blurry image folded in.

"There is obviously a dimensional aspect to what we're seeing there. What our eyes can see is only a fraction of what's actually present."

Rody aimed his light around the room and in the corner of the room he made a grizzly discovery.

"Holy¦! That must be our wayward scientist Hyndocan."

Everyone turned and aimed their lights where Rody's was shinning and the girls gasped at the sight of a skeleton lying on its side facing the wall and it was in an unnatural position as if it had been thrown there. There was a large dark stain on the floor around and under the skeleton and Laurel was the first to move closer and bend down close to it. The shape of the skull and 6 fingered hand, one of which was shattered but articulated as if it fell apart as the body decomposed all spoke to the skeleton being that of a Fearon. Laurel held her light over the skeleton so she could see the front of the skeleton and she noticed that the cranial portion was smashed inward and several of the ribs were shattered into pieces within the remains of the ribcage. She winced in horror as she recognized what she was seeing evidence of.

"This guy saw a sudden and violent end. His skull is shattered, ribs are broken, some of which probably punctured internal organs, and one hand was badly broken. I'm betting he was slammed against this wall violently and died where he came to rest. He was definitely Fearon judging his skeletal characteristics."

"What is that dark spot surrounding the skeleton?" Arisa asked.

"That's from body fluids that were expelled during decomposition."

"Why didn't we smell that as soon as we walked in?" Ensign Hobart asked as she captured images of the skeleton with her handheld sensor.

"Because this probably happened close to a million years ago. It's amazing that his skeleton is still articulated at all."

"You think that means things can come through that portal at will?" Rody asked aiming his light at the night scene."

"I don't think they can from the world we're seeing but maybe from the point of actual entropy. I doubt you would be able to see the aperture though. If something came through it likely stepped into the fold in space-time by complete accident and then it was transported here with no idea where it was or how to get back wherever it came from. If it was an animal it might react violently, as evidenced by our friend Hyndocan here."

Rody then aimed his light at the doorway and he furrowed his brow.

"If that's the case, why was the door closed when we got here and nothing was disturbed out in the assembly and experimentation room."

"Whatever came through probably saw Hyndocan as a threat and¦did what trapped and scared animals do and then walked out of the room and closed the door by accident or design. It then forced its way through the airlock and headed into the passageways beyond. It may have even made it to the surface at some point."

"Or it might have gotten lost in the dark tunnel network and perished from lack of food and water," Jake added. "Either way it's long since gone unless it has a life span we've never heard of before."

"That's reassuring," Lieutenant Mason said. "We don't want to run into something capable of this level of violence or something capable of destroying that reinforced airlock door in the passageway out there."

Jake knelt down next to Laurel as he examined the skeleton closer and he noticed that there was a device under the ribcage of the skeleton. He reached out and very gently touched the skeleton to try to move it and the skeleton simply turned to powder and crumbled to the floor in a flash. The powder wafted out in a tiny cloud and Laurel and Jake sprang to their feet to avoid breathing or having their feet covered by the could of calcium dust.

"Dang it!" Jake exclaimed. "I guess it was holding together like an ash log in a fire that has burned out completely."

"What were you thinking by trying to touch it?" Rody asked.

"There's something under him. I just wanted to see if I could move him off it."

They shined their lights back on the pile of powdery dust and there was a distinct outline of a semi square device. Rody held his sensor unit closer and he determined that there was nothing but phosphorus and calcium present along with a few other trace elements that presented no danger if a person came into contact with it. He then stepped around Laurel and Jake and he bent down and lifted the device from the ashy pile and he shook it off and then stood up and handed it to Jake. Jake shook the rest of the powder off of it and examined the device closer. He wasn't able to determine exactly what the device was but he suspected it was designed to create a change in the dimensional field present in the domain manifold.

"I don't know exactly what this is, but I suspect Hyndocan was going to send it through with one of the probes to try and manipulate the dimensional field from the other side. He probably activated it and that's when something was able to pass through and ¦it attacked him the second it appeared."

"So did we turn this whole thing on when we accessed the secret lab under Laurel Crater Lake?" Ensign Talus asked.

"I don't think so," Laurel replied. "I think what we did was page the ship that's in the hangar." Laurel walked back over to the console and she pointed at one of the sub displays. "You see that? It indicates the location of the Future system and that blinking is probably the return signal request. The controller key is designed to be placed on that pedestal over there." She said aiming her light toward the opposite corner of the room that had a pedestal with cables leading to it and it had a depression in the exact shape of the bottom of the controller key. "I think once you place the controller key there you can shut this place down and page the shuttle, or whatever you want to call it. Supplies could be loaded onto it and then it could be auto piloted here to deliver the supplies."

"So why would Hyndocan come here without the controller key?"

"I'm guessing he had more than one of the ships and he came in one, unloaded whatever was here and sent the other one back to the Future planet on autopilot and he planned on leaving in the other one but things went badly for him and that never happened."

"So we might find more of those shuttles hidden on the Future planet somewhere?" Ensign Hobart asked.

"Probably not. They were likely taken with the Fearon when they left. The lab was hidden but not the main hangar in the facility. Now that we know how to detect the protective shield hiding the underwater facility, we've scanned the entire planet and found nothing."

"You would think Hyndocan would've been caught at some point when unmanned ships showed up out of the blue." Ensign Garber said.

"Not if Hyndocan timed it just right and they were busy dismantling facilities all over the place. I'm sure careful planning and timing was involved to hide his clandestine activities."

"So can you download Hyndocan's logs so we can shut this place down?" Rody asked.

Laurel looked at him and shrugged her shoulders.

"Maybe. We have to see if the terminals here are capable of transmitting data wirelessly in a form our data pads will recognize."

"It might take more than one data pad too," Jake added. "There is a ton of data here."

They all moved back over to the control consoles and ensign Garber, the official carrier of the controller key case, set the case down by the pedestal designed for the controller key and unfastened the lid and flipped the lid open and then he too walked over to observe what Laurel and Jake were doing. Ensign Hobart in the meantime remained close to the manifold to take more detailed readings before it was shutdown permanently. Everyone ignored what she was doing for the most part as Laurel and Jake paged through the log files and operation instruction screens until Jake perked up as his sense of danger peaked and he sensed that they were moments away from something catastrophic happening. Laurel then cued in on Jake's sense of danger and they both sprang to their feet as clear details flooded their minds. They glanced at each other then looked at Ensign Hobart as she held her hand up, palm out while staring at her sensor unit. Laurel then quickly bolted around the console, bowling ensign Talus out of the way and Jake was right on her heels. They rushed to Ensign Hobart's position and Laurel grasped ensign Hobart by the arm and Jake put his hands on Laurel's sides to provide a pulling force.

"Don't get so close!" Laurel shouted.

Ensign Hobart was startled and she dropped her sensor unit and looked up at Laurel and she inadvertently moved her hand within the distortion envelope and it reacted to her bio energy by stretching out in a wave that encompassed her and Laurel and Jake since they were all making physical contact with one another. They experienced a strange frozen moment in time and then a tingling static like energy coursed through their bodies followed by blindness in their sense of time and space.

From the perspective of the rest of the group, the 3 simply grew blurry like the now daylight scene that had shifted to another world and then they were just gone in an instant. Rody stood for a moment in utter shock and then he stepped around the consoles and lifted his sensor unit and activated a deep active scan. His unit returned no signs of Human life aside from the other's in the room and then he slowly looked up at the wavering outer envelope and he was tempted to reach out and touch the field so he could follow the 3, but he feared if the point of entropy had shifted since they disappeared he would appear somewhere totally different and he would then be stuck lord knows where with no idea how to get back. They were simply gone and now Rody knew he had the impossible task of figuring out how the complex system works so they could be retrieved as quickly as possible.
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From the perspective of Laurel, Jake and ensign Hobart, everything went dark and then bright sunlight blinded them and they found themselves lying crumpled on the ground in a weed and sticker infested field with a hot sun beating down on them in unimaginably humid and sticky atmospheric conditions. They blinked a few times then recovered themselves and got to their knees so they could see over the meter high weeds all around them. They were in the middle of a wide-open savanna with distant mountains visible that were capped with a white frosting of snow. There were strange grazers a few hundred yards away that looked unlike anything they had ever seen before. They had long necks, stubby legs and virtually no tail at the rear of their muscular bodies and they had enormous ears that were perked up as they grazed lazily in herd groups of several dozen animals of various ages and sizes.

"Oh Crap! Where the heck are we?" Jake uttered.

"Probably on a distant planet¦maybe outside our galaxy." Laurel replied then she scowled at ensign Hobart. "This is what uneducated and unrestrained curiosity will get you!"

"I wasn't going to touch the outer envelope. I was trying to see if the field was reactive to biometric energy. You scared me and my hand passed into the field confirming what I suspected."

Ensign Hobart then looked around and she patted her sensor holster and it was empty. She then looked around feverishly.

"What's the matter?" Jake asked in an almost bothered tone.

"My sensor¦I must've dropped it. It had pertinent data about the focal point verses the observed point."

"If you dropped it, it probably didn't come across with you." Jake said. "Laurel and I have ours and you've got a spare in your pack."

"That won't help recover the data that was in the unit I had before."

Jake looked down and he saw the field manipulation device he had in hand when they were drawn in. It had fallen out of his hand but it was lying on the ground and it looked undamaged. He picked it up and swept the dust off it and he looked at Laurel.

"At least we have this if we can figure out how it works. We might be able to manipulate the field so we can get back."

Laurel picked up her sensor unit and she initiated a deep scan. There were instant indications of life forms nearby, some unseen and many of the creatures grazing lazily apparently unaware of their presence. There was no indication of the quantum dimensional field that had transported them to their current location. She slumped down on her haunches and sighed.

"The field that got us here is undetectable from this side. We're going to have to find a different way of determining exactly where we've been taken."

Jake looked past Laurel at ensign Hobart as he began to work his over shirt off.

"What's your first name ensign?"

"My friends call me Missy."

"You mind if we're included on the list of people with that privilege?"

"That would be fine."

"Well Missy, you've got us in a serious situation here, as we sensed was going to happen."

"So why didn't you stop me or leave me alone so only I would get stuck here?"

"We tried to stop you and we would never let a fellow crewman¦or crewwoman get stranded in a place like this alone. We might not know you very well but we care what happens to you. We need to find shelter from this blazing sun before we get heat stroke."

"Uh¦" Laurel tipped her sensor unit toward Jake and he looked at it.

"Okay, suns. There are two suns."

They got to their feet and the grazers perked up and bellowed squawks and the herds went into a panicked full stead run in the opposite direction with a thunderous noise and prodigious dust clouds billowed behind them.

"We should head for that tree line in the distance toward those mountains," Jake suggested. "The depth of the greenery on those trees for how hot and dry it is suggests their growing along a stream. They'll provide shade and we can see if the water is drinkable on this rock."

"Wait¦should we leave the point where we got here from?" Missy asked. "They might come looking for us."

"Not if they got half a brain," Jake said. "They know this is likely a one way trip."

"What are you saying? You think we're stuck here for the rest of our lives?"

"Not if we can do anything about it, but we have to figure out where here is first. We might be able to get a fix on our location from the stars once the suns go down, but then we have to get a message back to the Future planet and that is not going to be easy. Just don't panic. For now we're on our own and survival is first and foremost on the list of what to do. We have to get out of this heat before we suffer the ill effects. We aren't used to this kind of heat and humidity. We could suffer from heat stroke really quick if we don't find shelter."

Missy sighed heavy and nodded and they began the long walk to the distant tree line while watching their sensors for signs of dangerous animals. Jake stuffed the field manipulation device into his pack along the way and he pulled out a water ration and took a sip and then handed it to Laurel and she took a drink and then held it out toward Missy and she looked at it and shook her head.

"I'll be okay until we reach the trees."

Laurel nodded and handed the ration back to Jake and he stowed it in his pack and they kept walking. They came across many small animals that scurried away when they sensed or heard the trio approaching and none of them were like anything on the Future planet or Earth. They seemed harmless so far but incredibly numerous. They were obviously on a biologically diverse and active planet. They trees turned out to be over a 3 kilometer hike but they finally made it and it was indeed a wide shallow stream with trees lining both shores. There was ample shade providing 10-degree F shelters from the 105-degree F direct sunlight temperature though the humidity was oppressive and stifling. They all stripped down to their undershirts to feel cooler. They stuffed their outer uniform apparel into their packs and tried to rest in the shade while 1 person kept a close watch on their sensor so nothing would sneak up on them. They deactivated their weapons to preserve their power cells and holstered them securely knowing the massive energy potential in the atmosphere would help rejuvenate the cells if left idle.

The mapping function of their sensors worked perfectly and they discovered that the stream originated up in the mountains to the East and flowed all the way to a huge inland sea of fresh water some 18 miles away to the Southwest. There were no signs of advanced life or civilizations but the range of the sensors was limited to the mountains in every direction. They were in the middle of a huge basin that was full of life but they couldn't determine much beyond that.

As they sat in the comfortable shade of a tree that had flat curving rootlets that made for a perfect sling in which to sit as they snaked toward the ground, Jake flipped the field modulator over and over as he tried to formulate some hypothesis for how the device functioned but he was only gaining intuitive insights about how to construct the outer casing with no ideas forming as to how the device could perform the function it was presumed to perform yet occupy such a small physical form. Laurel was studying her sensor unit but she sensed Jake's preponderance and she grinned and put her hand on his leg without looking away from her sensor.

"You're trying to access my intuitive learning capability. You have a different set of intuitive skills because you're male. You know we'll have to join minds for you to channel my adaptive learning capabilities."

"I know. I keep hoping the ability will present in me without having to channel. I just can't figure out how this darn field modulator works. It's unlike anything we've ever come across before. Everything we know about manipulating dynamic dimensional field matrices tells us this thing should be the size of a beach ball with a poltytronic recursive field stability regulator. That's something we have no idea how to miniaturize without diminishing its output capability."

"Well we can't take that thing apart to find out how it works until we're sure we don't need it to get back."

Jake looked at Laurel and leaned his head back against the trunk of the massive tree they were sheltering under and he held the device out toward Laurel. She smiled at Jake and took the device from his hand and she holstered her sensor and she looked the device over as she concentrated on formulating ideas as to how the device functioned. It only took her a few minutes to come up with some plausible ideas, the most likely of which had to do with the slight variance in the quantum signature she detected upon initial scans of the world they were now on. Jake sensed what she was thinking and he looked around as he leaned forward.

"A quantum differential? This place feels and looks like our universe."

"The differential is only point zero zero six. It's miniscule but detectable suggesting we're in our home universe. The differential is due to how we got here. There are quantum fluctuations within the field that pulled us here and those residual fluctuations are what this field modulator is probably designed to stabilize or cancel out."

"Are you saying this planet is in a state of flux because of our arrival?" Missy asked with furrowed brows.

"I'm not sure what I'm saying. I just know there was a minute differential in the quantum resonance frequency when I initiated an initial scan after we arrived here."

"Let me guess, you have our native resonance frequency memorized?"

"Yeah, don't you?"

"Not in totality. I know it out four points past the decimal but it stretches seventeen points in totality."

"I have a photographic memory. I can't forget important details once devoted to memory and even miniscule details can be recalled if I think about it real hard. I remember stuff I had no idea I was aware of in the first place."

"My memory isn't perfect like that."

"It's alright, it's a rare trait."

"So what kind of reading are you seeing now?" Jake asked

Laurel plopped the modulator in her lap and unholstered her sensor unit and initiated a deep background scan. She then lowered her sensor and looked at Jake.

"It's exactly the same as my first scan. It's close but very subtly different. Point zero zero six differential."

"So what's your guess as to what that thing would do if we activated it now?" Jake asked pointing to the modulator in her lap.

"Without a multi dimensional temporally stabilized fold in space time¦with a variable quantum signature, I'm guessing nothing."

"How are we going to produce a field of that intensity and complexity to get home with?"

"If Korica were here I would ask her to try, but on our own? We're screwed! You and I don't have that ability within us."

"Man, we're in deep¦dodo."

"You could say that. I honestly don't know what we're going to do. We have to hope this planet harbors an advanced civilization and that we can elicit their help to at least send a subspace message to the Future planet¦if we can figure out where the heck we are in the first place. We probably aren't in the Milky Way."

"If we aren't, our ability to reach out across space isn't going to do us any good. We simply can't reach out between galaxies. Heck, we can't even reach out between star systems let alone the vast emptiness between galaxies."

"I know. It's a big problem I haven't figured out a solution to yet."

"I'm really sorry I got us into this," Missy said as she looked over into the stream. "I just¦I wanted to feel close to a multidimensional field of that magnitude without actually touching it. It's what I've studied so much about and I was finally close to something only theorized as to being possible."

"It's alright Missy," Jake reassured her. "I'm sorry I laid into you about being responsible for getting us here. Believe it or not, this kind of crap happens to Laurel and I all the time when we go on away missions. We've come to expect this kind of calamity from time to time. This one is just a doozy. We'll keep you safe and get you home somehow."

She looked at him and she had watery eyes as she grinned slightly.

"Thanks Jake. I'm pretty scared at this point."

"I know, we are too. You just have to swallow it down and concentrate on the immediate problem of survival. Things have a way of working out in unexpected ways sometimes."

Laurel's sensor beeped subtly and she lifted it and looked at the screen. She leaned forward and Jake sensed the emotional rush she was experiencing, cuing him on what she was thinking.

"Really? A signal with artificial characteristics?"

"Yeah¦it's wavering in intensity but it's definitely a detectable signal that has all the hallmarks of being artificial."

"How can you tell what she's seeing when you haven't looked at her sensor?" Missy asked.

"Because we share senses and feelings. She got excited and I experienced the emotional high with her. I know how to interpret her feelings well enough to know what she was thinking based on her feelings."

"You're paring thing?"

"Yes."

Laurel slowly got to her feet without taking her eyes off her sensor unit and she stepped out into the blistering sunlight away from the shade provided by the canopy of the trees and she slowly spun a circle while standing in place to maximize the signal and determine the direction it appeared to be originating from. The signal was strongest when facing East, toward the distant snowcapped mountains but the signal was still very weak and wavering as though it was propagating off the ionosphere in a skipping action. She then finally looked at Jake and Missy.

"I think it's a radio signal but it's far too weak to pull anything meaningful out of it."

"Try running it through the audio translator circuit and see if there's a voice that can be heard?" Missy suggested.

Laurel nodded and activated the translator program and sent the signal through a digital enhancement filter then piped it through the devices speaker. Laurel felt weak in the knees when they heard a male voice discussing the evenings procurement vote results in the capital city legislative session and then the voice faded to static but the man was speaking perfect English. Laurel looked at Jake and Missy with her mouth hanging open slightly in utter shock.

"You two heard that right? I'm not losing my mind?"

"The guy was speaking English!" Jake said sharply. "How is that possible on an alien world that's probably not even in our galaxy?"

"I heard it too," Missy said. "I think he has a little bit of draw to his speech pattern, but it was definitely English. That just shouldn't be possible."

"Unless that differential means we really aren't in Kansas anymore."

"Are you saying in this dimension everyone speaks English?" Missy asked incredulously.

"I know that sounds far fetched but I have no explanation for how an alien radio signal can be broadcasting a man speaking in English."

"Unless our perceptions have been altered somehow so that we understand him."

"You and I have that ability but Missy doesn't. That should only be the case for you and I."

The signal then slowly faded back in, weak and crackly at first, and then it cleared up and grew louder as the man discussed the successful passage of the referendum. He indicated that all men not actively engaging in civil service duty were to report to the capital city dissemination office in the morning in order to be issued arms so the procurement expedition could be immediately undertaken against Rivendar to the South then Engrew to the East. The man's voice then faded to static and back in, and then he finally faded away completely and the sensor unit flashed a message announcing that the signal was no longer detected. Laurel held the unit steady for a few moments to see if the signal would return but there was a flat line with only the most feeble of static like peaks and troughs. The suns were making her feel nauseous so she stepped back into the shade and tried to increase the sensor sensitivity to radio waves but all she got was static. She decreased the volume and sat down next to Jake and she wiped her forehead clear of the glistening beads of sweat that had appeared after standing in the direct sunlight for a few minutes.

"It sounded like they're going to raid a couple of neighboring cities or villages. I'm not sure that's a place we want to visit. I guess on this world if you need to procure supplies you take them from your neighbors by force."

"The signal was acting weird though. That could've been coming from anywhere on this planet if it was really bouncing off the ionosphere as you suspected. It could've been dozens to thousands of miles away."

"Something about this place just doesn't add up."

"You think we're dreaming, all this is just a shared dream orchestrated by one or all of us in concert."

"The thought crossed my mind. It's wishful thinking to hope the people of this world speak English. To have a signal come in like that just as I was wondering how we would communicate with anyone we came across¦well it's just a little too convenient."

"I'll admit that it's a weird circumstance but it doesn't mean we're hallucinating together. Things could just be a lot weirder on this side than we ever thought possible. You taught me to expect the unexpected and keep an open mind at all times."

"Not so open that you're blinded to the truth right before you."

"If there's a signal like that even if it's from hundreds or thousands of miles away, doesn't that suggest there should be other people closer to us on this planet?" Missy asked.

"Unless we're in a uninhabited region, like the middle of the Australian outback. We could be a long ways from anyone, but it's good to hold out hope. You're right in that the signal; no matter how dark natured or far away, means this planet is inhabited. Hopefully we won't look so alien that we cause fright in anyone we meet."

"You usually have such concise insights babe, I'm surprised how in the dark you are about what's going on."

"I'm trying not to get my hopes up when something feels so off about what we're experiencing. I'll admit that I'm totally confused and a bit bewildered."

"I know, I can feel it. It's unsettling to say the least. We should all try to get some rest, night is when we are going to have to travel with how hot it is around here."

"Won't¦I mean¦big predators will probably come out at night, won't they?" Missy asked timidly.

"That's probably true but we have our handheld sensors and Laurel and I have ways of protecting us beyond the weapons strapped on our thighs. We won't let anything eat you, I promise."

Missy just stared at him and blinked a few times and then she squirmed down on the root she was perched on and she took a deep breath and let it out in a long bellowing sigh. They had no idea how long a day lasted but they remained under their shelter tree for 6 hours, at which time the first sun set and half an hour later the other sun dipped below the Future and the temperature immediately began to fall but the humidity remained at an uncomfortably sticky level.

Jake was the first to get to his feet and excuse himself a few yards out into the dimming light on the opposite side of the tree from the ladies and he relieved himself and then he came back to the tree and began putting away the things he had pulled from his pack. He glanced up at the girls and grinned.

"You two should take advantage of the cover to provide a small measure of privacy to go relieve yourselves. We need to get moving before it really gets dark on us. It's going to slow our pace when we can't see what's right in front of us."

Laurel nodded and slowly got to her feet and stretched and then she lifted her pack and slung it over one shoulder and Jake sensed why she needed her pack to go pee. It was that time and she needed to take care of her feminine requirements. Laurel then stepped closer to Jake and kissed his cheek then smiled at him and he felt chills run up his back and he smiled brightly at the sensation and Laurel enjoyed knowing she did that to him just by smiling at him. She then sauntered off around the tree and she walked several yards from the tree and set her pack down and then took care of business, digging a shallow pit with her foot to dispose of her used items. She then covered the hole over and then picked up her pack and slung it over her shoulder and headed back to the tree. When she walked around the tree she found Jake ready to go and Missy was waiting her turn. She saw Laurel and took her turn walking around the tree and then pacing several yards away she relieved herself. She then headed back to the tree and as she got close to the tree something caught her attention in the form of motion caught out of the corner of her eye at the base of the tree. She squeaked softly in fright when she got close and realized what she was seeing. Laurel and Jake came around the tree quickly and saw that Missy was staring at the base of the tree so they stepped around the tree and out a few paces and then they saw what had surprised her.

Climbing up and around 1 of the curving rootlets was an insect of incredible proportions. It was a 6-legged insect that vaguely resembled a flattened spider in that it had a 2-segment body, the eyes and mouthparts occupying the forward segment, the body occupying the rest of the creature's mass. It had twin mandibles that curved around Futuretally and overlapped slightly as they met and they were jagged along their length and the mouthparts consisted of 2 vertical clamping parts that looked like 2 clamshells that clamped together with a jagged saw toothed like pattern where they meet. The critter had large black eye bulbs that extended from the body slightly much like a crabs eyestalks but these were closer to the body. The entire insect had a flat spider like appearance and moved like a spider in the way it crawled with it's long spindly legs and it was a dusty blond color with what looked like tufts of brown fur at the margin of its front and rear body segments on the left and right side of the rear of its head.

Since the creature was the size of a dinner plate, they decided to keep their distance and let it go about its business without interference. The creature seemed only marginally interested in passing at the presence of 3 large animals watching it. It simply paused for a moment and worked its huge mandibles together a few times in a threat display and then it spun around and continued up the rootlet until it reached the trunk of the tree and then it climbed straight up the side of the tree and made its way around to the opposite side of the tree and disappeared into the branches. Laurel quickly grabbed her sensor unit and took active scan readings to record the insect's characteristics. She knew description alone would pale compared to sensor data. Jake glanced over at Laurel's sensor screen and he grinned.

"I'm glad you captured some data. That was one ugly bug that would be hard to describe accurately."

"Did you see the size of those grasping mandibles?" Missy asked rhetorically. "That thing could put a serious hurtin' on you if it was to grab hold of you."

"I bet it would be good eatin' if prepared right." Jake said half jokingly.

"Oh that's just disgusting! Would you really eat that thing?"

"If I was out of food and hungry¦maybe. I would at least consider it. Most insects are a good source of protein."

"I'm not sure we can consider that thing an insect," Laurel said. "While it didn't have a circulatory system like an animal, it had internal temperature."

"Really? Thermoregulation?"

"Possibly. It might be an exothermic reaction after coming out of the direct sunlight a little while ago and thus had stored heat within its body, but it showed as thirty-five degrees Celsius through and through. It also had primitive lung sacks, which would be required for a high metabolism creature that used energy to keep its body warm."

"I'm guessing it doesn't do that by eating tree leaves. It looked equipped to eat other things, maybe even birds, or at least chicks out of nests."

"We don't know if there are winged animals on this planet. There aren't on the Future planet."

"Well there aren't now but there might have been in the past. We don't know much about our planet just yet."

"That's a good point."

"Well I for one would go hungry before I captured and ate one of those things."

"You have to keep an open mind if you're out of food and facing starvation. The minds ability to think clearly and quickly is the first things to go. The body will start consuming itself to keep you alive and that leads to all sorts of problems."

"I get what you're saying but ick!"

Jake chuckled lightly and patted Missy's pack.

"You got enough survival rations back here to keep you going for several days if you ration it right. I won't be fixing alien spider kabobs anytime soon."

Missy nodded and swallowed hard at the very though and then they stepped back from the tree and looked around in the fading light.

"Hopefully it doesn't get below freezing at night like it does in some deserts or this is going to be a really long night." Jake said.

"I have a feeling it's going to be warm all night," Laurel commented. "With the humidity like this it's real unlikely to get very cold. This is more like the Serengeti than a desert."

Jake nodded and then pointed at Laurel's sensor.

"You want to use that to make a guess as to which direction we should head?"

"I think we should head downstream toward the vast lake to the Southeast. Water is going to be a key resource if conditions are like this for months at a time, as I would guess to be the case. People are going to construct villages or cities close to a source of fresh water so the lake is going to be the place to look for civilization."

"That sounds reasonable," Missy said. "They might be primitive in these parts but someone somewhere know how to construct radio transmitters. Maybe the locals have access to technology that will help us figure out where the heck we are in the cosmos so we can try to think up a way to send a message home."

"That's the spirit," Laurel said with a pretty smile. "If we do find a local tribe or whatever, I think we should keep our advanced technology concealed until we can determine just how advanced they are."

"We're going to stand out enough jut in our appearance huhn?" Missy said.

"Exactly. It's going to be hard enough to explain why we look so different. These people probably haven't seen people from other planets before. The term alien might be totally¦alien to them."

Jake smiled and then he lifted his sensor unit from its holster on his hip and he took a quick reading and then pointed roughly downstream.

"That way a full days walk from here."

"How long do you think a day lasts on this planet?" Missy asked as they started walking.

"We'll know when the suns come up," Jake said. "The length of the night will tell us roughly how long a day is."

"We're eventually going to have to get some sleep. What do you propose we do when exhaustion sets in?" Missy asked. "I don't think we should sleep on the ground out in the open."

"No, that would probably be a bad idea. We have no idea what would crawl up on us or walk up to us and think we smelled good to eat. If we can find a tree with a dense enough canopy, Laurel and I will lift us up into the tree so we can bed down well out of reach of most animals and hopefully most insects."

"What about that spider thing that climbed up in the tree we were sheltering under? One of those things could crawl on us up in a tree."

"Laurel and I will induce a protective aura around the three of us so we can sleep without worry. Nothing will be able to reach us without us knowing."

"A protective aura? How's that work?"

"It's like an extension of our sense of touch. If something comes within a few feet of us, we'll physically feel it as a tingling sensation and our protective instinct will kick in and wake us up as well as bolstering that aura, preventing anything potentially dangerous from being able to reach us."

"You can do that while you're asleep?"

"Yes. You're conscious mind becomes inactive but people with our advanced abilities can tune into their senses with their subconscious mind which is extremely active when you sleep. It takes a disciplined mind to achieve something like that but Laurel and I are capable of it."

"You've used this protective aura before?"

"No. It's kind of hard to explain but we just get a sense sometimes of the things we're capable of. All we have to do is concentrate on the goal and our abilities do what they have to in order to achieve what we want. It's kind of the same way with understanding what we can do. A situation like this presents itself and it just comes to us what we can do to protect ourselves¦and a friend if we need."

Missy smiled and looked up into Jake's face.

"I appreciate that you consider me a friend. I know we really don't know each other very well."

"Another of our abilities is the ability to senses what's on the inside of a person. You have a good heart and a kind soul. We like what we feel from you. We're honored to consider you our friend Missy."

"Awe, that's sweet. Hey, how far can you expand this aura of protection? I mean could you potentially protect a group of like ten or twenty people?"

"Probably. Like I said, we haven't used this ability before so it goes without saying that we haven't experimented with how wide we can cast our influence. I'm sure the aura would weaken the further we try to extend it. It might take something a little bigger to wake us up if we were immersed in REM sleep or something."

"Would your protective instinct still keep something from harming you though?"

"Yes. I can't be sure about other's we're trying to protect at the same time but we would definitely be kept from harm. It's an involuntary thing, like blinking, You can override it and manipulate the ability to blink but most of the time it's just something your body does without you thinking about it. Our instinctive protective ability works the same way."

"It's too bad all of us don't have your unique abilities. We would be a super race."

"Give it a few hundred generations and the things we're capable of will probably be common place."

"Your kids are going to be as gifted as you two are, right?"

"Yeah, that's what we're being told anyways. The genes for advanced abilities present as dominant and active when passed from one generation to the next. Eventually you end up with just the right combination of active genes to create a person with traits and abilities like ours and we'll pass those traits on to our children."

"Interesting. I hope I'm around to see that."

Jake cautiously reached out his hand and Missy looked at his hand held out, palm up, and she furrowed her brows.

"What?"

"Put your hand in mine, I'll tell you the sense I get about how long you're going to be around."

"You can tell how long a person is going to live just by touching their hand?"

"Physical contact will make it possible for me to sense the most likely future you'll experience. I can look as far out as I can into your possible futures, there will be a commonality to how far into the future I sense you living."

"You'll see all possible futures for me?"

"Yes."

"That's an infinite number isn't it?"

"But they'll all have a common or most likely ending time."

"You know quantum physics blows that out of the water as even being possible?"

"I know. We've been exposed to some competing theoretical physics disciplines that are far older and have more empirical quantitative data to back up the principles contained within said discipline. They stipulate that under certain conditions precognition is not only possible, but also probable in a higher thinking species if a member of that species has experienced certain temporal and quantum field effects. The way we become paired exposes us to exactly that, making precognitive abilities awaken from a latent state to become very potent and predominate."

"Hmm, it's worth a try."

Missy placed her hand in Jake's and as they continued to walk he closed his eyes and relied on her guiding touch to keep him from tripping over anything as he looked as far into the future for Missy as he possibly could. He saw a barrage of images all at once and in a blurry instant flash and he pushed past the emotional rush and he concentrated on the last sense of time common to all the sensed futures and he was able to derive a commonality among what he sensed. He opened his eyes and pulled his hand from Missy's very slowly, noticing that her palm was silky soft and smooth.

"You're definitely not going to die on this mission. I sensed that you'll be in your late nineties when you die. I can't be a hundred percent sure, but I know you're going to have around five children, three of which will honor the genetic diversity requirement, the rest of which will be from two different men. That part was a little hard to narrow down because there were conflicting possible futures in that regard."

"And in all possible futures you saw me living to be in my nineties?"

"No. That was just the longest and most common life end I saw for you."

"You didn't see any¦where I die¦at a young age?"

Jake had to think for a few moments as he tried to mentally sort out the collage of images that had flooded his mind and he was able to discern a few remotely possible grim futures in which Missy perished at a young age, one of which involved a crash landing in 10 years that she did not survive. Jake didn't think he should even mention that one since he couldn't be sure if it was a probable future at this point.

"With your specialty being temporal mechanics, you understand that the future is always in motion based on our every decision. Trust me, you're going to live a very long life. I saw way too many eventualities in which you lived to be a ripe old age with lots of family in your life for anything else to be what you're going to experience."

"That's reassuring. I guess I can relax a little bit then."

"Don't get complacent because of what I told you. That's why we don't usually do this for people. They take it as a certainty instead of hearing us say probable or possible. You still need to make wise decisions to insure that you live to be in your nineties."

"Alright. I get what you're saying. Since you say you see all possible eventualities, it makes it a little more believable."

"We wouldn't lie to you about it."

"I know you wouldn't. I'm just skeptical of things I was taught are impossible."

"We've learned that nothing is truly impossible, just improbable. There's so much we don't know as a young species."

They walked in relative quiet after that. It took another 3 hours for the fading sunlight to extinguish to a chilling darkness that made it necessary to stare at their sensor units to keep from tripping over things and to stay on course headed for the lake. They got some relief a few hours after darkness washed over the landscape when 2 moons rose and cast a faint white glow across the basin. It wasn't enough to make out clear details over long distances but it was enough for them to see what they were stepping on and over.

As they walked they noticed quite a few life signs but none large enough or close enough to be of concern until they reached a sharp bend in the stream that required them to climb a bluff in order to follow the stream without having to venture into the water. As they climbed the rise of the bluff that was passable with careful consideration to where one stepped, their sensor units alerted them to a large creature at the peak of the bluff and it had 5 smaller life signs in close proximity to it. They stopped climbing and stared at their sensor units as they debated what to do. Laurel finally looked over at Jake and he slowly looked up from his handheld sensor, and then he looked at Laurel in the pale moonlight.

"You want to levitate us up and over whatever's up there?" Jake thought.

"It's the path of least resistance with the lowest level of danger presented to the three of us," Laurel thought in return.

"Alright babe. Just remember to lift us high enough so that thing can't leap up and nab us like the Bearcats can."

Laurel nodded and then she touched Missy's arm and spoke very softly.

"Move closer to me and prepare for weightlessness."

Missy lowered her sensor and stared at Laurel for a moment and then she complied and moved right next to Laurel, and Jake moved very close to Laurel on her left side. Laurel then looked forward and took a deep breath and then reached out to Jake so they could share the inevitable drain that would result from such an extended and concerted effort. They slipped into one another's minds and after a few seconds of adjustment, Laurel let her potential build and then she held one hand out, palm down, and then she pushed lightly as she thought about the goal of levitating the 3 of them up into the air to carry them above and past the life signs at the peak of the rise before them.

A few seconds later a gravitational free bubble formed around them and it formed so suddenly that they rose a few inches from the ground and the sudden rise caused their legs to partially buckle but they didn't fall as they now weighed only a few grams. Jake felt the surge of energy being drained from the both of them but he offered a light push to aid in the effort as he resisted the urge to struggle against the surprising feeling of suddenly being nearly weightless creating a momentary sickening feeling in the pit of their stomachs then their training and acclimation to weightlessness kicked in and the feeling faded away.

Laurel then simply thought about lifting the 3 of them into the air and a rush of energy surged through her and they steadily rose into the night sky until they reached an altitude of 20 feet, that's when Laurel withdrew her push lifting them and Jake initiated a forward floating urge in the form of another slight push and they gently and silently floated forward and Missy fought the urge to squeal. As they floated over the crown of the rise they could make out the shape of the largest animal the sensor units had alerted them to. It looked nothing like what they were expecting from the spectral image the sensors were providing. The largest animal was a quadruped with a rather flattened body shape and it had a long tail for balance. In the dim moonlight its fur appeared to be an off white color with a strange mane around its jaw which was full of overlapping pointed teeth accented by 4 long incisors as it looked up noticing movement above its head. The animal slinked around to get a better view of the strange creatures floating just out of its reach and smaller creatures of an identical build were revealed though the younger animals had much shorter tails and lacked the massive dagger like incisors.

As the 3 of them silently floated above the creatures, the largest creature bellowed a threatening high pitch screech that trailed off with a strange rattling growl. The creature seemed to size up whether it could leap high enough to grab the creatures floating by and it decided a threatening display was all it was going to be capable of to protect its young. Laurel ignored the creature as she concentrated on keeping her focus so they didn't descend until they were long out of range. Laurel guided them over the peak of the rise and then toward the East slightly to follow the tree line that followed the stream and once they were several hundred yards past the bluff, that looked much more subdued from the air, she concentrated on decreasing their elevation slowly until they were once again a few feet from the ground. She then gave a last concerted push to arrest their forward drift and then she brought their feet to within a few inches of the ground and then she closed her eyes as she withdrew her influence. The 3 of them plopped to their feet requiring only a slight stumble to gain their balance as their full low gravity body weight was restored in an instant. Laurel then turned and looked back toward the rise in the near distance and she was relieved to see nothing pursuing them. She then withdrew into her own mind and squatted down as she breathed heavily and Jake shook his head as the adrenaline and physical strain sank in. He too was left breathing heavy for a few moments but he realized Laurel had bore the brunt of the drain associated with the feat. Missy had a grin from ear to ear as she stepped closer to Laurel and squatted down next to her as she put her hand on her back, only then noticing how hot Laurel was.

"You going to be alright?" Missy asked softly.

"Yeah, I'll be fine. Just give me a few minutes to get a drink of water and a protein bar in my stomach and then we'll push on."

"Maybe we should just find a suitable stand of trees like we discussed and get some sleep?"

"No. We need to get as much walking in while the suns are down as possible. It's only twenty-two degrees and we need to take advantage of that. It's probably going get into the upper thirties tomorrow and that's an unhealthy temperature to be in while walking with the kind of humidity present as was present when we arrived."

"You feel so hot through, are you sure its cool enough even now to keep pushing yourself?"

"Yeah. I'm just hot cause my heart was beating so fast. It takes a lot of blood flow to support the kind of neural activity required to do what we just did. It'll pass."

Missy nodded and stood up and stepped behind Laurel and unfastened the zipper flap on her survival pack and then she unzipped the pack and reached in and felt around until she reached one of the water rations and she pulled it out and handed it over Laurel's shoulder to her and Laurel gratefully took the ration then Missy reached in again and rummaged around until she felt the distinct firm, slick wrapper of a protein bar among several bars and she grasped the bar and pulled it out and slapped it on Laurel's shoulder and Laurel placed her hand on the bar as she was drinking from her water ration and then Missy squatted back down next to Laurel.

"You two really are an incredible pair of people. If I have to be stranded on an alien world cause of my carelessness, I'm sure glad you two are here with me."

Jake unfastened the stomach strap of his pack and he worked it off his shoulders and slung it around in front of himself as he squatted down and he pat Missy's knee.

"We're glad we're here with you too Missy. This will be a great learning experience for all three of us."

Jake then opened his pack and retrieved a water ration and eagerly drained it down and then he reached back into his pack and found a protein bar at random and he dropped his pack and fell back onto this bottom. He tore the wrapper open and took a bite and then he looked at Missy.

"Aren't you hungry or thirsty?"

"I guess I'm kind of thirsty."

Missy stood up and removed her pack and then she sat down between Jake and Laurel and she opened her pack and found a water ration and she plopped her pack in her lap and then she consumed her ration as they looked around in the dim moonlight that was now casting a much brighter glow on the landscape as their eyes had adjusted fully and the moons were higher in the sky and they notice that the smaller moon was migrating across the sky much faster than the more distant larger moon.

After a few minutes rest, they stowed their consumed water ration containers and protein bar wrappers then put their survival packs back on and secured the stomach straps and then they resumed walking toward the lake to the Southeast. They walked for 5 more hours, until exhaustion set in for Laurel and Jake. As the moons began to set, the landscape was once again being draped in heavy shadows making it hard to make out meaningful detail even for Laurel and Jake so they decided to find an adequate perch up high to get a few hours sleep. Laurel guided them close to the nearby trees and they studied the trees until they found one in particular that had a full canopy at the top of the enormous trunk they were standing at the base of.

"Yeah¦this will do quite nicely." Laurel said, then looked at Missy and grinned.

"Prepare for a lift Missy. You know what to expect by this point."

Missy nodded and stepped closer as did Jake. Laurel then concentrated on her feelings for Jake and she let the feeling grow until she felt it had reached sufficient potential, and then she pushed and a gravity free bubble developed around them and once again their feet were lifted a few inches from the ground. Laurel then looked up toward the canopy and simply thought about the idea of lifting them to the top of the tree and a moment later they rose steadily until they were looking down at the almost perfectly round mass of the canopy at the top of the strangely shaped tree. Laurel then concentrated on the idea of moving over to the top of the tree and descending into the bushy canopy until the gravity bubble made a deep enough depression for them to lie within. A split second later they moved to the left over the treetop and then descended toward the tree until the gravity bubble did exactly as Laurel was hoping. It formed a deep depression in the thick bushy leaves and then Laurel withdrew her influence and they plopped into the surprisingly soft clump of leaves that made up the treetop canopy and all 3 of them then fell back onto their bottoms.

The 3 of them then unfastened their packs and set them down to lay on as pillows and they laid back and got comfortable. Laurel and Jake then concentrated on producing a protective aura surrounding them and they felt the slightest of shared drain as their protective abilities complied. Jake then looked at Missy staring up at the stars.

"You should really try to get some sleep. It probably won't be all that long till the first sun comes up and we're going to have to wake up so we can get out of the direct sunlight."

"Alright. I was just trying to see if I recognized any constellations but I don't see anything recognizable up there."

Laurel pulled out her data pad and captured a few snapshots of different parts of the sky then ran a comparative program within the data pad and it returned an instant result of no correlative match to known star systems or constellations. She then put her data pad away and rolled onto her side facing Jake.

"Either we're in an uncharted region of the Milky Way or we're in a different galaxy entirely."

"I hate the uncertainty of not knowing where we are."

"I know what you mean. Either way it's gunna be difficult to figure out how to get us home, but it would sure make it easier to come up with some ideas if we knew just how far from home we are."

"Try to get some sleep babe. I can feel how exhausted you are."

"Alright. I love you Jake."

"I love you too gorgeous."

They kissed one another and then squirmed down into the soft foliage and rolled on their sides and Jake scooted very close to Laurel so he could rest his hand on her shoulder, it was far to warm and sticky to cuddle this night. The 3 of them then quickly faded off into a restful sleep. The trio slept solid for 5 hours 20 minutes, at which time the first sun crested the Future with bright rays of warm sunlight and it stirred Laurel first, Missy second and Laurel's wakeful state drew Jake to a conscious state. The 3 of them stretched and took in the amazing view from their perch 30 feet in the air. The landscape looked totally different from this vantage point. The basin was quite beautiful in the growing morning light and they could see vast herds of grazers that vaguely resembled deer or antelope but these animals had huge ears that were always erect and twitching and scanning around as they grazed like a cats ears but these were the size of a mules ears and the grazers had elongated floppy snouts that they seemed to use to root for the best shoots close to the ground beneath the carpet of gold colored dried weeds that stretched as far as the eye could see. They were hooved animals but their hooves were oddly shaped for such muscular and streamlined animals. Their hooves were oblong and terminated at a point at the front of their foot and their hooves were larger than would be expected for the size of the animals. They seemed to graze in loose herds of 10 to 15 animals spread out among the total herd of tens of thousands of individuals. There were other very distant animals of a totally different body type also visible but they seemed to be lazing in the warming morning air much as a lion pride would rest among their prey until the time came to hunt.

Laurel finally slung her pack over her shoulder and waited for the other 2 to get the hint and sit up and sling their packs over their shoulders and then Laurel initiated a gentle push after letting her energy build in potential and a gravity bubble was established and then she levitated them into the air in the sitting position and then they floated out away from the treetop and then Laurel descended them to the ground right next to the tree. Laurel then excused herself to take care of some personal business and Jake and Missy removed their survival packs and sat down beneath the tree and pulled out self heating rations and a single water ration and they poured their water ration into the self heating meal pouch and then set them aside to heat. When Laurel returned a few minutes later, Missy took her turn a few trees away and Laurel removed her survival pack and opened it and found a self heating ration that sounded good for breakfast and then she too pulled out a single water ration and then she sat down next to Jake and got her self heating meal steaming and then set it aside to steep. A few minutes later Missy returned and sat down next to Laurel and Laurel playfully nudged her shoulder into Missy's.

"You slept pretty deeply for being at the top of a tree."

"How do you know that?"

"You snore, not loudly but distinctly. It's more like a gargled deep breathing. It does my heart good to know you were able to sleep that sound."

"I guess I was more tired than I realized. How are you feeling this morning?"

"Recharged. Luckily a day is long enough on this planet for us to walk for several hours and still get five and a half hours of rejuvenating sleep."

"Do you know how long a day is then?"

"Yeah. I left my sensor running so it could record sunset to sunrise times. I checked the data on my way back from relieving myself, the night was a little under sixteen hours long."

"So a thirty one hour day?"

"Yes. We're going to have fifteen hours until the suns set."

"Hmm. It's going to get hot if the suns are going to be up that long."

"We'll find shelter during the hottest part of the day and walk at night again."

"I wonder what time it is back home?"

Laurel lifted her arm and tapped her bio monitor and she grinned broadly when the time and day appeared momentarily then faded away. Laurel looked at Missy and shook her head lightly.

"It's twenty thirty."

"Wow! It's hard to imagine that it's night time back home."

"It usually takes a couple days to get your circadian rhythm back in synch after a mission like this."

"What do you think the others are doing back on Geonic?"

"I'm sure they're worried sick." Laurel replied shaking her head.

"They've probably called the Ahounk to have some experts sent down to try and figure out how the domain manifold works so they can find us." Jake said.

"Do you think they'll be able to figure it out so they can contact us?"

"I honestly don't know," Laurel replied. "We really didn't get to study the design in much detail. There were hundreds of thousands of lines of logs and technical specifications. We only glimpsed at a few log files and an overall systemic schematic. With enough time and sharp minds focused on the issue, it might be possible to get up to speed enough to manipulate the focal points, visual and actual."

"I think that's what Hyndocan was working on when he met his end," Jake said. "I'm pretty sure the last experiment he conducted was to step into the domain manifold with that handheld field modulator in his hand and then he returned to his research facility but something followed him home and¦killed him before he could log his findings."

"The poor guy. He died all alone in that facility and no one knew he was there to come recover his body so he could be buried properly." Missy said.

"Not all species participate in that kind of ritual, but it is sad that he was alone in his final moments and no one ever knew what happened to him."

"So it might be possible to go both ways through the domain manifold?"

"It was called the doorway to beyond. A doorway is intended to be used in both directions."

"So there's a glimmer of hope then."

"Eat your breakfast so we can get moving ensign. You always have to have hope no matter what the situation." Laurel said in a friendly tone trying to keep Missy's mind on the situation at hand.

Missy grinned at Laurel and nodded and then they retrieved silverware from their packs and then ate their hot meals in quiet. They then drank the rest of their single water rations and then stowed their trash and silverware and secured their packs on their backs and then set out toward the lake. They knew a 14.5 kilometer hike across the terrain they had ahead of them would take several hours at best, the entire day at worst, so they tried to keep a productive but energy conserving pace.

The walk was uneventful but picturesque until the heat of the 2 suns directly overhead was just too intense to walk in any further. They ventured closer to the waters edge where the trees thinned out from flood damage that wiped the shoreline clear several seasons ago from the looks of it and they found a sandy bank that gently rose to a line of hedge like bushes with almost yellow leaves that had red veining within them making them very pretty but suggestively dangerous to touch but at the foot of the bushes were depressions in the bank that something large had excavated some time ago, as evidenced by the debris that was scattered everywhere suggesting no recent traffic to and from the excavated depressions. They ducked into the shady depressions that had damp soil providing a cooling respite from the blazing suns. Laurel and Missy kept taking detailed scans and then they shared notes and observations and they had come to the conclusion that only a few kilometers from their positions were signs of habitation by people. There were artificial structures that kept appearing in silhouette against the background of trees, bushes, and dense vegetation. Laurel was determined to investigate the apparitions once the suns went down. It was simply too hot to stay out in the direct sunlight even though the humidity was significantly lower today.

The 3 of them took removed their survival packs and laid down on the cool damp soil to cool off. Jake then looked over at Laurel and her sweat glistening face still looked incredible to him and Laurel was flattered that he still found her irresistible when drenched with sweat.

"It's too bad you and I can't shed energy to one another to provide a cooling sensation like we can with the warming sensation."

"That would be something, wouldn't it?"

"I heard about your ability to warm each other when it's cold out," Missy commented. "Does it work in extreme low temperatures?"

"Yeah," Jake replied. "It works best in moderate temperatures but it'll work at any temperature. We just won't feel as much relief if the temperature is really low."

"We intuitively know it works like that but we haven't put into practice," Laurel said. "The coldest weather we've experienced together is something like five degrees. We got caught up in a blizzard on a planet we visited in Korica's home galaxy."

"What a wondrous gift. You can keep each other alive in more ways than one."

"That's very true."

"How are you doing with this heat Missy?" Laurel asked.

"I was starting to feel ill. I'm glad you two decided to duck out of the sun before I threw up and embarrassed myself."

"You should've said something. We don't want to push yourself past your limits. You're not as acclimated to weather extremes as Jake and I are."

"I kind of got us into this, I don't want to be even more of a burden by crying about how hot it is."

"You need to speak up if you're feeling like you want to throw up. That's a sign of heat prostration."

"I'll speak up in the future then."

"When your stomach settles and you get cooled down, you need to drink a water ration and eat something."

"Alright. Water sounds good already but the thought of eating anything makes my stomach tense up."

"Give it some time. You need the calories and protein to recover from the walk to get here."

Missy nodded and then they all closed their eyes and tried to relax as much as possible in the relatively cool and moist shelter they had found. They rested quietly for the remainder of the afternoon hours until the suns sank low in the sky and an evening breeze ushered in much cooler air offering great relief from the stifling heat that had the intrepid explorers hiding in an abandoned burrow. They took the time to drink some water and eat a little something and then they ventured out into the evening air and continued heading southwest.

After walking for only an hour they could see the structures that had shown up on their handheld sensors. There really wasn't much left of the structures except for the skeletal remains of the foundational walls and a few interior arches where doors used to be. The roof was long since gone and the stone blocks that remained showed evidence of being worked with crude hand tools and the blocks were extremely weathered suggesting they had been in place for a very long time. As the 3 of the them got close enough to see the structures clearly, they could see that the floors were gone and a carpet of blond grassy weeds were growing in the middle of the structures. They all took detailed readings and determined that nothing but the smallest of creatures resided in these old buildings that had long since been abandoned. They took the time to walk through the structures and marvel at their ancient architecture but found nothing of particular interest until they walked out the south side of the last structure among the 5 structures. As they looked back they could just make out some script that had been chiseled into the stones along the back wall. Missy looked over at Laurel and Jake.

"Can you two read that?"

"No. We can understand alien languages in short order if we hear it spoken enough, but it doesn't carry over to unfamiliar written languages. That looks just as unrecognizable to us as it does to you."

"Look at the iconography though," Jake said. "If I had to guess I would say this was a place of reverence."

"It looks like it was abandoned a really long time ago." Missy commented.

"I wonder why they would build a place of reverence out in the middle of nowhere and then later abandon it." Laurel pondered aloud

"Something significant must've happened around here and it was being memorialized for a time and then it was forgotten about or interests changed." Jake suggested.

"Or¦something mystical happened that was later rationalized making this place obsolete." Missy offered up as a plausible alternative.

"Either way this proves that people at least at some point inhabited this part of the world." Jake said.

"They're probably still be around, just not right here," Laurel said. "This is interesting but let's keep moving."

They took one last look around, then turned around and continued toward the southeast heading back to the stream that they had diverted from by a significant distance. As they reached the tree line lining the streambed they distinctly heard voices in the near distance. It was again shocking to realize they were hearing an English conversation, though Laurel and Jake were the only ones able to make out clear details of what was being said. It just sounded like very distant muddled voices to Missy. They headed closer to the trees and stood in the shade of the trees as they conducted detailed active scans to determine how many people were nearby. They were detecting 4 life signs, and they were distinctly not Human, though very close in appearance and signature.

Laurel finally looked at Missy and spoke softly.

"If we encounter these people, I wouldn't mention exactly where we're from, just tell 'em we're from very far away if they ask."

"If we're going to deliberately seek them out to make contact, we should stow our weapons in our packs." Jake said.

Laurel nodded and Missy stood by and watched him and Laurel remove their packs and set them on the ground then unholster their weapons.

"Are you sure it's a good idea to engage in a first contact without weapons readily available? I thought it was protocol for us to have access to arms during a first contact encounter if you're unsure as to the characteristic behavior of the species in question."

"With Jake and I at your side, you're as good as armed." Laurel said as she squatted down to open her pack.

"You'll learn that protocols are a general guide, you don't follow them to the letter. You have to modify them to suit the situation at hand." Jake added as he too squatted down and then motioned for Missy to remove her pack.

Missy nodded and removed her packs and flung it around in front of her and set it on the ground and then she unholstered her PP-20 and squatted down as she looked at her weapon for a moment.

"I'm just not real experienced with this kind of thing. It makes me feel uncomfortably vulnerable to think about not having access to my weapon for protection when meeting people I know nothing about."

"Hey¦" Jake said placing his hand on Missy's knee. "We aren't going to let anything happen to you Missy. Laurel and I would step in the line of fire if a weapon were aimed at you. You need to trust that your teammates have your back."

Missy looked at him as he removed his hand from her knee and she grinned slightly.

"I guess I can understand that. If it came down to it, I would do the same thing if I thought someone was going to hurt either of you without you knowing it was coming."

"We know. We can sense that you're a person of integrity."

"We can feel that you care about us as much as we care about you too." Laurel said with a pretty smile as she zipped her pack closed.

"I do at that. The descriptions of you two didn't impress how likable you are. A person can't help but care about and want to do anything for you two."

"You're sweet Missy. The captain calls it our aura of attraction. Something about us exuding an energy that feels good to be around."

"Yeah¦that's a pretty good way to describe it. You emanate a warmth that feels good deep inside."

Missy unfastened the outer fasteners covering the zipper of her pack and then she unzipped her pack and stuffed her weapon inside and then secured her pack and stood up and slung it over her shoulders and then fastened the waist strap clasps. Laurel and Jake then did the same and then Laurel unholstered her sensor and studied the readings for a moment then she pointed toward the thick growth of tress along the streambed.

"That way. They're close to the water's edge just beyond the trees."

They began walking in the direction Laurel had indicated despite the fact the previously audible conversation had ceased completely. It only took them a few minutes to reach the edge of the tree line and then Laurel holstered her sensor unit and she pulled the branches aside as she ducked beneath the higher branches and she cautiously made her way through the thick undergrowth and nearby shrubs producing jutting needlelike stems that required a sharp eye to avoid becoming entangled in. As Laurel reached the waterside edge of the tree line, she could see 4 people sitting on large boulders at the water's edge with makeshift fishing poles aimed out over the water with dark string leading from the tips of their poles out into the lazily flowing water that was quite deep and wide at this point in the stream. The 4 individuals appeared to be quite young judging by their body size.

"Hello?" Laurel called out softly as the 3 of them stepped out of the brush onto the sandy shore behind the individuals.

The 4 youth were startled and one nearly dropped his pole into the water as all 4 of them sprang to their feet and spun around to see who had snuck up on them. It turned out there were 3 young boys and one girl wearing tattered clothing that barely covered their bodies and they looked very Human with the exception of bulging temple nodules. Their hair, facial features and basic physical attributes were very familiar looking.

Laurel sensed that Missy was a little shocked that the young girl was wearing nothing on her upper torso but her young age made modesty unimportant and Laurel knew modesty was a Human trait and didn't always present in other species. The 4 youth had tattered loincloths hanging around their hips and their bronze tans suggested they spent most of their time dressed in this manner. One of the young men slowly reached down next to the boulder they had been perched on and he grasped a bow and an arrow but he didn't assume and armed presentation, just an aura of being prepared to defend should hostile intentions be expressed.

"Who¦who are you?" The young girl asked.

"We are explorers from the North," Laurel said. "We heard you talking and thought we would come say hello. We mean you no harm."

The 4 youth looked the intrepid trio over from head to toe and then they glanced at each other and then the boy that appeared to be the oldest among the 4 stepped forward slightly.

"You look like you are from somewhere far away. We were trying to catch something to eat. We are from the village of Triest. It is South of here, near lake Neol. Is that were you are headed?"

"Uh¦sure. We are unfamiliar with the villages around here. We are looking for somewhere to find shelter for a while."

"Aside from Triest, there is only one other settlement on the opposite side of the lake called Neol, the lake is named after that village. We do not go there though; the people there are a little strange. They cling to the old ways of technology. We believe in living off the land and taking care of ourselves in a way that does not require mining or vast power consumption."

"They are technologically advanced?"

"I would not put it like that. They use left over technology from the time of technological enlightenment."

"Enlightenment! Humph!" One of the boys snorted. "You mean dependence on devices and destruction of the land to produce and support them!"

"The world is a mess because of technology," One of the other boys said. "We do not need to go back to those ways. Those people are going down a road we have already been down and it is a dead end road."

"You mean there used to be advanced cities around here?" Jake asked.

The youth looked at one another and furrowed their brows then looked the 3 newcomers over again.

"Where have you been? Living in a cave for the last three hundred thousand mykas?"

"Myka? I am sorry, we are unfamiliar with your calendar." Laurel said.

"Our calendar? There is only one calendar. Just how far away are you from?"

"Further than you can possibly imagine." Jake replied.

The boy holding the bow and arrow set his bow down on the rock they had been seated on but he kept the arrow in his hand.

"You will never make it to the village before night arrives. You are welcomed to join us here if you would like? We will take you to the leader of our village when we return tomorrow."

"That would be nice," Laurel said. "We can get to know each other. We might even be able to help you catch some fish if you would like?"

"You must be hot wearing all that cloth," The young girl said. "You should take those things off to let your bodies breathe."

"Oh that is alright. We are used to wearing all this material. We will be just fine dressed like this."

"Are you afraid we will stare at you? We have seen everything before; we do not care what you look like underneath all that."

"I appreciate that but we will keep our clothes on."

"As you wish."

"Why do you look different?" The young girl asked as she rubbed her temple nodule. "Did you leave your village because you are different?"

"Not exactly. It is a long story."

"If you are not going to hurt us, you can stay. We would like the company."

"As would we. You are the first people we have come across since¦leaving where we came from."

"If you came from the North, that is not surprising. No one can survive in the baron wasteland of the North without seeking shelter underground."

The 3 of them walked to the water's edge and looked out across the wide stream that was roiling in swirls from time to time as the deep current pushed by as the 4 youth moved the bow and then reassumed their seats on the boulder with their poles held out to sense when something struck the line. The 3 of them then turned around to face the 4 youth and they were struck with an image they wished they could forget. The youth had their feet up near their haunches and their loincloths did not wrap under their bodies. The 3 of them walked to the side of the youth to avoid the sight now burned into their minds, being careful to step under the taught lines outstretched to the water.

Laurel, Jake and Missy unfastened their stomach straps and then shucked their survival packs to the ground and then they squatted down next to the boulder and Missy moved behind the group and pulled out her sensor and took readings of the life in the water and she found is was full of fishlike creatures though they seemed to be warm blooded and they curiously had twin tail fins making them very quick moving and agile as they swam in schools, darting about in the strong subsurface current heading south toward the lake. Missy then deactivated her sensor and holstered it and then moved back next to Jake and she looked at him and nodded and Jake understood what she was indicating. The stream is full of creatures that were of sufficient size to be eaten.

One of the youth then glanced at the 3 survival packs and then he looked at Laurel and Jake intently and then he leaned back and looked Missy over for a moment then he looked at the tip of his pole as he gently rocked his pole up and down to test the line.

"Your satchels are manufactured, not hand made. Your clothing consists of a fine weave that cannot be accomplished by hand either. Your people embrace the ancient ways of technology?"

"Yes, to an extent."

"You and the girl of pretty golden hair look a little different too. Are you three from different villages?"

"Uh...no. We are from the same place. My name is Jake and this is my mate Laurel and that is our friend Missy."

The 4 youth snapped a steady stare at Jake then they glanced at Laurel and finally to Missy. They then twisted their face as if saying whatever.

"We thought you three shared in each other. You mean your people devote themselves to one person at a time?"

"Yes," Laurel replied. "We are monogamous for life¦for the most part anyways."

"How curious."

"I am Aster," The young girl said. " This is Kenna, Rodar, and Amron."

"It is nice to meet the four of you," Laurel said. "You four are not family?"

"Hardly. Do we look alike enough to be?"

"No, not particularly."

"We have been friends as long as we can remember."

"Your parents do not worry about you venturing off like this?"

"Probably, but they do not discourage it."

"So you four¦share in each other?" Missy asked.

Laurel and Jake looked at her sternly and she shrugged.

"What? I'm just curious." Missy said in an embarrassed tone.

"We play with each other and learn about the opposite sex by examining one another up close but we are too young for the richness of the full experience. I would like to know what it is like to mate with boys; I will probably try it with Kenna, Rodar and Amron since I know they will be nice about it and I care about them."

"Aren't you afraid of getting pregnant?" Missy asked and Jake nudged her to stop this line of questions.

"If I have a baby then that is what is meant to be. I am not afraid of natures ways."

"That's a very mature attitude. Your mother and father would accept and help you through your pregnancy?" Missy pressed on.

"Of course. We take care of each other no matter what physical needs come up. A new life is considered precious to everyone in the village. I would never be left to mother a child alone. The older members would pass on their experience and knowledge of things to keep us both healthy and happy. Do the people of your village not care for each other like that?"

"Yes, we take very good care of each other. We just discourage having babies until we are old enough to withstand the physical stress and have an acquired a level of maturity that only time can provide so we are prepared to be a mature and caring mother."

"I am not experimenting with the physical pleasures of the flesh for the same reasons. It would hurt right now and the boys need to sustain and firm state for the act to carry on to fulfillment for both. They are not quite developed enough for that."

"Hey!" Rodar blurted. "The last time we played with each other like that I got firm and it stayed like that for some time."

"That is true, I am sorry Rodar. You are the oldest and thus most developed but we are all too young to take part in the full pleasures."

"We have better things to do than experiment with that. I would be happy to offer myself to you for your first time though."

"I know. You have told me that before." Aster then looked at Laurel and Jake. "If you two feel the need to embrace one another we will say nothing. Do not feel you need hold back because we are here."

Laurel looked at Jake then chuckled as she smiled and gently shook her head. She then stood up and stepped over to her pack.

"Thank you Aster, we do not feel the need to do that. I need to go relieve myself, why don't you see about helping them catch something to eat Jake?"

Jake stood up and faced Laurel.

"I need you for that babe."

"No you don't. You need to learn how to extend yourself without connecting with me. You're more than capable on your own."

Jake nodded and then stood up and stepped over to Laurel and planted a prolonged lip lock kiss on her then he reached around her backside and smoothed his hand over her rump. Laurel terminated the kiss and stared into Jake's azure green eyes.

"You know there is more reason than one why we can't mess around?" Laurel thought.

"I know honey. I still love the feel of your cheeks even if it's that time of the month." Jake thought in return.

Laurel smiled at him and then turned around and stepped through the trees and Jake walked back over to the boulder and stood next to Missy who was now sitting on her rump leaning against the large boulder.

"Have you ever seen anyone that can move things with the power of their minds?" Jake asked of the youth.

"Yes. Most people are capable of such a thing. Some people are exceptionally talented at it while most of us exhibit only trace ability."

"I'm relieved to hear that. Laurel and I are exceptionally gifted with such things so I can help catch your prey out there in the water. If I lift the creatures out of the water, can you choose which ones you are interested in?"

"Yes." Rodar said. "You have the strangest way of speaking. All three of you do. You use words that are put together in a short form that sounds odd."

"Contractions, you're talking about the use of contractions."

"There¦you just used another one. I understand that you mean you are but your do not speak all of the words. You squeeze them together to articulate what you mean. You do that with many words."

"People form different regions have different ways of speaking."

"Everyone I have ever met speak the same way all the people of my village do."

"You have never heard a foreign language that you didn't understand when you met someone from very far away?"

"Language? I have never met anyone that does not speak the way I was taught from birth. I do not know what the word language means."

"What is the furthest away a person you have met came from?"

"There was a man that visited our village several seasons ago, he claimed to have been born on the other side of the world. He spoke as we do too."

"Interesting. A global language¦and it's English."

"What does that mean? English. I have never heard that word before."

"It's what my people call the way we talk. I take it you have never met someone from another world?"

"No. We are taught that there are more worlds than can be counted in the night sky and most of those worlds have people on them like us but I have never met someone from one of those worlds. Is that¦where you three are from? Out there?" He said pointing skyward.

"That's not how we got here. We didn't come from the sky."

"I'm hungry," Aster said. "Will you help us catch something and then we can discuss this more after we eat?"

"Of course Aster. I'll lift any animals within a small area out of the water and you four tell me what you want to keep and I'll bring them closer and let the rest go."

"This I have got to see!" Aster said with a big smile as she slid down off the boulder and dropped her pole that was quickly dragged into the water by the strong current.

Jake grinned at Aster's excitement and then he walked right to the edge of the water and Aster put her hand around his waist from the left and pulled him a few feet back, then removed her hand and held her hand up while shaking her head.

"That was not intended to be an embrace. You must not stray to close to the water. There are anagors that would love nothing more than to have a tasty snack like you if you get close enough for one to spring out of the water and latch onto you."

"I uh¦I have no idea what that is but thanks for warning me."

"They outweigh you by ten times. Trust me, you do not want to see one up close."

Jake's senses were already ramping up and he sensed what Aster was feeling and aside from a strong admiration for Jake's remarkably appealing looks she was feeling genuine freight and a sense of an animal that was low slung and massively muscular with double rows of gnashing and tearing teeth in a snout as long as a grown mans leg. Jake glanced at the water's edge and took a step back and then he looked out over the calm looking waters that were stirring with slight gyres here and there and he took a deep breath and then let it out slowly as he concentrated on his love for Laurel and then he let the feeling swell within him until he felt his potential had reached a sufficient level and then he thought about the idea of levitating everything living from the water within an area of 50 square yards and then he pushed hard and he felt the energy surge through him and he instinctively raised a hand and held it out toward the water to give a point of aim for the flow of energy leaving his body.

An instant bubbling of the water in multiple locations resulted as the creatures caught in Jake's influence struggled against their sudden weightlessness and rise toward the surface. Seconds later dozens of creatures broke the surface and rose several yards into the air and then even more joined them, some small like sardines while others were quite large. There were many strange looking animals struggling while hanging in the air and all 4 of the local youth froze and stared in utter amazement. Missy looked on also amazed but she wasn't shocked, she knew by this point that Laurel and Jake were capable of mind-bending feats with what appeared to be little effort. Jake pushed hard one more time to maintain the gravitational manipulation that was holding the creatures in the air and then he looked at their new friends staring with mouths agape.

"I can do this for a short time but it takes more effort than you might think. I need a decision which ones you want."

The youngsters shook off their shock and pointed out at the crowd of animals struggling over the water. They then seemed to speak in unison.

"Those with the red and yellow stripes,"

"And that wiggling flatfin. They have medicinal value, bring that here too." Aster said.

Jake looked out at the group of animals and he simply thought about dropping everything but the strangely shaped creatures with the odd red and yellow tiger stripes along their flanks and the creature that looked like a moray eel with two sets of flippers on each side of its long flat body and whip like tail that looked as if it was tipped with a stinger. Jake then turned his hand palm up and he curled his hand into a fist and pulled his fist toward him and all the creatures fell from the air and splashed into the water except for animals Jake had chosen and they drew closer until the group were able to simply reach out and grab the creatures without moving closer to the water.

Kenna then used the arrow still grasped in his hand and he dispatched the creatures quickly and painlessly, one by one until only the flatfin remained. He then carefully grabbed the creature by its head and tail, dropping his arrow in the process and Amron picked it up quickly and took aim and quickly plunged the arrow behind flatfin's eye and it instantly went limp in Kenna's hands. Jake then withdrew his influence and it was only then that he realized how fast he was breathing and how overheated he was beginning to feel. As his neural load ceased his cardio pulmonary rate began to decrease and he felt a momentary feeling of dizziness and he blinked hard a few times then slowly sank to a squatting position while he caught his breath.

Missy stepped over to Jake and put her hand on his back as he bent over breathing heavily.

"You okay? I've seen you do more strenuous things before."

"That was with Laurel and I sharing the load. I'll be okay, it's just going take a few minutes to recover my strength since this was all me."

Jake then looked at the flatfin that Kenna was holing in a slump in his right hand with its head and tail drooping all the way to the ground.

"What medicinal purpose can that disgusting thing possibly have?"

Kenna lifted the dead thing and yanked the arrow from its skull and then he looked at Jake as he held the creature up.

"If you kill them quickly so they don't have a chance to poison their meat, they are pretty good eating. Their medicinal value comes from their venom. That stinger at the tip of their tail is used to immobilize their prey but it has properties that can be used to treat blood infections if you dilute it with tribole extract. That is a flower that grows in the lowland forest near the top of the dominac tree. Combine them in the proper ratios and a person near death can be saved."

"I can see how that would be a valuable medicine to have. How do you normally catch those flatfin as you called it?" Jake asked as he slowly got to his feet having partially recovered, though his head still ached slightly.

"You catch a striped flagger, those other things you pulled up for us, and you tether it to a line and remove its fins so it can only flounder in the water and the smell and sight of a dying creature attracts the flatfin. You then strike at the flatfin with a bow and arrow. You have to hit it right behind the eye so death is instant or it will poison its own flesh and secrete all of its venom as it dies rendering it useless for eating or medicinal value."

"And you know how to do that?"

"No. I have seen it done but I am nowhere near good enough with a bow to make that kind of shot on an animal underwater that is moving like a flatfin moves. I can hit what I aim at on land though. I know how to kill things to eat or prevent my friends and I from being eaten."

Rustling of the branches near the trees evoked a reactionary response from Kenna. He dropped the flatfin and snatched up his bow and he dropped to one knee and drew back a bolt in an amazing feat of speed and instinct that made Jake grin until he realized Kenna had just drawn down on Laurel. Jake put his hand up and prepared to deflect the arrow if released but Kenna took a deep inhalation and lowered his aim as he relaxed the bowstring and Jake was relieved he didn't have to take action for fear of hurting Kenna. He felt a surge of relieving energy washing over him as Laurel drew close and Jake closed his eyes for a moment and lavished the warm energy coursing through his body. He then opened his eyes and looked toward the tree line to see his beautiful Laurel emerging from the brush.

"I told you that you could it. I'm proud of you Jake."

"Thanks babe. It isn't near as easy without your help."

"I know but we have to learn how to do stuff like that on our own as well as together."

"Didn't it scare you to find a bow aimed at you when you stepped around those trees?" Missy asked.

Laurel walked over to Jake and kissed his cheek as she removed her pack and dropped it next to the boulder. She then looked at Missy and smiled.

"It was a bit surprising but our instinctive protection won't let something like an arrow hurt us. It would've been deflected without me having to think about it, plus Jake was poised to divert the arrow too. I was in no danger so no, I wasn't particularly scared."

"I wish I could walk around with that kind of confidence, knowing that I can't be hurt."

"Stick close to us and you can't."

"I'll do that."

"So¦please tell me you don't eat these striped flaggers raw?" Missy asked apprehensively.

"No. They have parasites and microorganisms in them that need to be eliminated by cooking the meat thoroughly."

"Good. I have never been a big fan of sushi."

"Sushi? What is that?"

"Raw fish served with garnishing elements to accent the taste of the fish."

"Fish¦you mean water living animals?"

"Yes."

"We will build a fire and cook the flaggers. It is quite tasty when cooked properly."

"I'm guessing you plan to camp right here next to the water?" Missy asked.

"Oh no. Staying this close to the water at night would be unwise. There are dragoons that come to drink and catch flaggers. If we were caught asleep on the ground we would provide an easier meal than flagger. We climb up into the trees and sleep within the limbs near the top of the tree."

"That is where we spent the night last night too. I believe we ran across a dragoon and its young yesterday. Are they somewhat white colored, flat-bodied animals with rows of sharp teeth in a wide snout and short muscular legs?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. They can separate meat from bone very quickly and they even have the jaw strength to crush bone to get at what is in the center of the bone."

"We don't want to meet one up close."

"When hungry, they usually pursue a person until they catch them. How did you evade them?"

"We found a route that kept us out of their reach. I assume the adult dragoon was more concerned with guarding its young than pursuing us."

"They are cunning predators, they must have sensed something about you that made you seem like an unnecessary risk to the young if chase was given."

"Probably. I get the sense that you four are educated. Do you attend school to attain an education?"

The 4 youth stopped what they were doing in gathering the flopping flaggers and they looked at one another for a moment then they looked at Laurel.

"We are expected to participate in education periods during the cold season. I assume that is what you mean by the word school?"

"Yes. Where we are from the young are gathered in one building and taught lessons on math, history, verbal and written communication, science, and social studies."

"That sounds familiar to how we are educated. We have educators that conduct the learning sessions every day, most of the time in the central meeting building but often in our homes with our mothers and fathers present to participate and contribute to the lessons. We spend a great deal of time learning about our distant past so we can learn lessons from the mistakes of our ancestors to insure we do not repeat their mistakes and so we will know who we are and where we come from."

"Your people are not from around here?"

"The four of us were born here but our ancestors came from very far away. They journeyed to this area in great ships that flew here from far off lands."

"Ships? You have ships that fly?"

"No. Our ancestors had them. There was a time when the whole world was technologically sophisticated. That technology turned neighbor against neighbor and mother against child and in the end a great dying was unleashed. That is why we do not embrace advanced technology any longer. Most of the technology from that era has been dismantled and how to recreate it has been lost to the ages."

"That sounds horrible. You do not know what method was used to unleash this dying you spoke of?" Laurel asked timidly.

"Machines that think were the most devastating weapons used. They became self aware and deemed us aggressive, paranoid, self-destructive creatures that needed to be eliminated at all costs to preserve the planet we were polluting and consuming at an unsustainable rate. The machines deployed multiple methods to decrease our numbers, the most effective of which was biologically targeted micro-machines that entered the body and destroyed it from within. Once those micro machines were weaponized and delivered by airborne methods, our population centers were targeted and the great cities fell silent."

"How did your people win against a threat like that?" Jake asked.

"The machines needed people to maintain them. Once our numbers were so low no one knew how to do that or had a desire to do that, the machines broke down and fell silent. They caused their own destruction by destroying us. Enough people survived to continue the species, though just barely."

"How long ago did all this happen?"

"Hundreds of thousands of Mykas ago. Written records are scarce from that long ago. Only the priests of Amshere preserve the records and artifacts from that time."

"Is that a monastery or something?"

"We do not know that word. There is an ancient structure carved from the very rock of the frozen southern desert where the priests gather and study the past and preserve the records and artifacts that tell the story of our past. Visitors that want to learn about our past are welcomed to visit if they wish. That is how our lessons are tailored with accurate information to learn about our past. It is said they have one ancient artifact in particular that is the oldest known artifact of a technological nature. All our technology was based on that one device."

"Has anyone from your village seen this artifact?"

"No. It is kept in an airtight box that is hidden in an underground crypt which no one gets access to. Only renderings of what it looks like are shown to visitors. The device is so old, handling it would probably cause damage."

"How old is this artifact?" Laurel asked.

"Older than our written history. It is said to have existed at the dawn of our civilization. I do not think anyone truly knows how old it is or where it came from for that matter."

"Where was it found?"

"It was found so long ago no one is quite sure. Most of us are taught it was discovered right here on the Caron plain. I think that is just pride in our local region though."

Laurel looked at Jake and he understood what she was thinking as he shrugged his shoulders.

"You really think it could be one of Hyndocan's probes?" Jake thought.

"If it was found where we showed up it would sure make sense." Laurel thought in return. "We need to get a look at the artifact to see if it really is one of the probes."

"We should really get these flaggers cooked before the suns set completely." Missy said.

"I'll go collect some wood to build a fire with." Jake said.

"I will go with you." Aster said.

Laurel was a little uncomfortable with the level of admiration Aster felt toward Jake but she knew Jake was mature enough to sense the same thing and avoid sending the wrong signals to a girl that was obviously curious about boys. Jake represented a boy of sufficient development to offer a sustained level of preparedness for experimental activity of a sexual nature and Laurel was sure he was a true man and thus would never entertain such ideas with a girl as young as Aster.

"I'll gather some rocks to make a fire ring so we can keep the fire contained." Laurel said.

Jake walked over to Laurel and planted a kiss on her and then grinned at her.

"You have well placed trust in me babe," Jake thought. "I would never pillage a young girl like Aster or break your heart like that."

"I know handsome," Laurel thought in return. "She's curious and impressionable so she is lucky to be in the presence of a man with a good moral sense."

Jake nodded and then turned and headed toward the tree line with Aster right on his heels. They quickly disappeared into the tall brush and Laurel and Missy began gathering sizable rocks to make a ring with while the other youth picked up the flaggers and flopped them on the boulder they had been using as a seat to fish from and Laurel noticed they were prepared to use an arrow point to carve the creatures up and so she touched Missy's shoulder.

"Keep building the ring, I'm going to help them with something to carve up those flaggers."

Missy glanced over at the boulder then gratefully nodded wanting nothing to do with cleaning anything to prepare it for eating. Laurel stepped over to her survival pack and squatted down in front of it then put her hand up.

"I have something that will make the job of cleaning those flaggers much easier."

The youth stopped what they were doing and watched Laurel open her pack and fumble around in her pack until she found the field knife and she unfastened the snap holding it in place in her pack and she pulled it out and then closed her pack and stood up. She then unsnapped the small strap holding the hilt of the knife in its sheath and she pulled the blade free and held it out handle first.

"This is razor sharp so be careful with it."

"What does razor mean?" Kenna asked as he took the knife by the handle.

"It is a very thin cutting implement of incredible sharpness."

"I have never heard that said before. I will be careful."

Kenna looked the knife over and bobbed it a few times to get used to the weight and balance and then he stared at the blade for a moment, then he looked at Laurel.

"This is a manufactured blade of incredible sophistication. Your people smelt metal ores?"

"Yes."

"Are you sure you are not from the village of Neol on the other side of the lake?"

"I promise you we are not from anywhere close to here."

Kenna looked at the knife for a moment longer than set about gutting and filleting the flaggers into perfect flanks of pink flesh. He then carved the spine away with great skill. He cleaned all of the animals Jake had retrieved and Amron retrieved long sticks from the brush and broke the intervening twigs off the branches and then he picked up the fillets and weaved them onto the stick so the fillets were open faced. They repeated this for each fillet of fresh meat and set them on the boulder then they cleaned the flatfin, making sure to slice away the tail to preserve the venom sack at the tip of the tail and then the meat was carved up into chunks that were then stabbed onto a stick to be fire roasted.

Jake ventured several yards into the thick brush around the trees and then he started collecting thicker branches lying on the ground and Aster stepped right next to him and squatted down with her knees together and she wrapped her arms around the ends of her knees as she watched Jake intently. Once his arms were full and he had spent some effort reading her feelings he realized it wasn't particularly him she was interested in, though she did find him intriguing and very handsome. He looked at Aster with his arms full of small logs and branches and he grinned at her.

"I sense you have a question on your mind that doesn't involve me?"

"Yes. I can tell you have eyes for Laurel that cannot be diverted by any means¦it is Missy I have a question about."

"Missy huhn? You aren't¦no¦you aren't interested in her, someone else is and is to shy to ask about her."

"Yes. Rodar whispered into my ear that Missy is very pretty and she does not look too much older than him. Is she open to sharing her affection with a boy she just met?"

"It doesn't bother you that he is interested in another girl?"

"Bother me? No, why would it?"

"I don't know¦I thought you were interested in him?"

"I am. I am not going to do what he wants for a few mykas. I have no problem with him experimenting with another girl. We are friends, not mates. Even if we were mates, he can experience other girls if he wants."

"That's very open minded of you¦" Jake squatted down and Aster dropped her knees to the ground and she placed her hands on the top of her thighs as she stared right into Jake's eyes. "We are part of a conservative culture where we come from. Rodar is a cute kid but I don't think Missy is going to engage in¦experimental activities with him."

"She finds him too young?"

"I don't know what she thinks about him. I don't think she has given it much thought. She just doesn't know him and we aren't as open minded as you seem to be. I think it would be best if we remain friends without engaging in those sort of activities together."

"You speak for what she is allowed to do?"

"I do. I am older than her and so responsible for what we do."

"You will not ask her if she likes Rodar enough to embrace him then?"

"Tell you what, I will tell her that Rodar is attracted to her, but I will recommend to her not to engage in sexual activity."

"And if she insists that she is interested in Rodar and wants to experiment with him?"

"I believe in the right to make your own decisions regarding such things. If she is adamant that she is interested, I will not forbid her from doing as she wants."

"I appreciate that. I will let Rodar know to wait for Missy to approach him."

"That would be a good idea. Tell him not to be disappointed if she doesn't approach him at all though. She is a shy girl and may not want to hurt his feelings by turning him down face to face. This isn't something we were expecting to be asked."

"I have made you uncomfortable?"

"No, not especially so. If it were aimed at me¦yes, I would be very uncomfortable."

"Good. We like you three and want to maintain a good relationship between us. I am glad this does not¦incense you."

Jake stood up and grinned at Aster as she got to her feet very gracefully keeping her knees together to Jake's relief.

"We like the four of you too Aster."

Aster then began collecting a few logs and branches and then she looked to Jake to lead the way back to the fishing spot. Jake got the signal and led the way through the thick brush until they popped out from the tree line and Laurel shot a surprised glance at Jake as he bent down and dump his arm full of wood. Aster then stepped next to him and dropped her small gathering atop his and smiled at him and then she headed straight to Rodar and the two walked away from the group to the edge of the tree line and engaged in a brief conversation and when they returned, Rodar was noticeably flustered as he kicked small rocks around as he thought about what Aster had said.

As Laurel and Jake were stacking the wood into the ring of rocks, Laurel glanced at Missy leaning against the boulder with fillets spread out on it as she gazed out across the stream in the dwindling daylight with a single sun still above the Future. Laurel then looked at Jake and smiled lightly and flicked her head toward Missy and then nodded once.

"Go have a private conversation with her but be sure and discourage her from taking action." Laurel thought.

"Alright. I'm sure she isn't interested in Rodar like that." Jake thought in return.

Jake then stood up and dusted his knees off and he thought about how he was going to present the situation to Missy without sounding condescending. He then walked over to Missy and pat her shoulder once as he looked out over the water with her.

"Hi Missy. It really is beautiful here despite our dire situation, isn't it?"

"Yeah. Now that it has cooled off it gives me the opportunity to appreciate what I'm seeing. Who knew we would meet some kids close to our age on a fishing adventure too." She said glancing back at the group, pausing to watch Rodar looking at the ground as he kicked pebbles around repeatedly. "What's with Rodar? He seems distracted or upset about something."

"That's a little complicated. You wanna take a walk with me? I need to have a conversation with you."

Missy's expression changed to a look of concern and Jake distinctly sensed what she was thinking and it scared her intensely.

"Relax Missy, I'm not going to admit unrequited feeling for you¦not from me anyways."

"What!" She looked around at the 4 youth and her eyes locked on Rodar and then she looked at Jake. "No way! He's¦"

"Let's take a short walk."

Missy nodded and she and Jake headed a short distance down the shoreline to a stump several yards from the water's edge. Missy glanced back at the fishing spot and she was certain no one would hear what they were saying if they spoke softly. She sat down on the meter high stump and looked at Jake expectantly.

"I had an interesting conversation with Aster when we were collecting wood."

"Oh please don't tell me that sweet girl is a team player and wants to¦"

"No, she likes boys. She told me that Rodar whispered in her ear that he finds you very interesting and he would like to¦engage in some experimentation with you. These people are extremely open minded about sexual experimentation¦or at least these four certainly are."

"Oh my gosh! Rodar is very cute but I don't even know him. Why would I¦indulge his adolescent urges out of the blue like that?"

"I'm not suggesting that you do. I would discourage sexual contact until we can determine how their parents feel about the issue and even then it probably isn't a good idea just because we're aliens. There's also the concern that we might be compatible enough for you to end up pregnant and the baby could be unhealthy if we aren't completely compatible."

"I have fallopian blockers in place. I can't get pregnant."

"Oh, I didn't know you were sexually active¦not that it's any of my business."

"I'm not sexually active. I'm still a virgin. I just don't want a chance encounter to result in a pregnancy I wasn't prepared for. I am in no way ready to be a mom."

"That's a respectable and responsible attitude. I'm sorry to be handling this like a school crush but I told Aster that I would at least tell you that Rodar has his eye on you."

"I'm sixteen Jake. If we were back on Earth I would be in school. I had my education imparted to me through accelerated neural education while in stasis." Missy spun around so she was looking toward the fishing spot where Laurel was still stacking the wood to create a fire quickly. "I'm flattered that a cute guy like Rodar would be interested in me but I um¦The idea isn't completely repulsive or anything but I think you're right, we should get to know their parents before we engage in anything that serious."

"I get the idea that these kids don't see sex as anything serious at all. I'm glad to hear that you're going to be smart about this though."

Missy looked at him and tilted her head slightly.

"You aren't going to tell me that I'm forbidden from engaging in copulation with an alien species since I'm representing the civilian corps and the Human race?"

"As one of the senior officers on the mission at the moment I have that authority¦I'm not going to exercise it though. This is a deeply personal decision in my mind and I have no right to stop you if that's what your heart tells you to do but I would hope you'd think real hard about the consequences of engaging in something like that. It might be no big deal for these kids but I know there's a deeply emotional component for us human beings, especially if it's the first time."

"Do you know if it would be his first time too?"

"That's the feeling I got. I didn't ask Aster if he's a virgin but I don't sense any knowledge of the actual act from him."

"You can tell if a person is a virgin?"

"Only if they are thinking about it. He is in a contemplative mood so I can read more of his deeper feelings and I just don't sense him reminiscing about previous experiences while thinking about anticipation of what you would be like."

"He's picturing us doing it?"

"I didn't probe that deeply. I suppose that's possible but he probably doesn't know exactly what to expect. He just knows you're a healthy girl with lots of vitality that could make for an exciting experience. He is curious how pretty you are under all those clothes too. You're more developed than his friend Aster and she is probably all that he has seen up close."

"Yeah, she is pretty young, isn't she?"

"Yeah. I would guess around eleven or twelve if their physical development is similar to ours."

"How old do you think Rodar is?"

Jake looked at Missy and he could feel her curiosity running deeper than it had before.

"If I had to guess¦probably fourteen or fifteen."

"That seems about right, he's the only one of them that has significant hair down there."

"Geeze Missy! I'm sorry this conversation peaked your curiosity about Rodar. I know you weren't interested in him like that before."

"I can't help what I saw Jake, they weren't exactly concerned about what we saw when flashing us like they did. I would never entertain thoughts like that about a guy I just met since they would be one way. I'm not in to having my heart broken like that¦I hadn't thought about¦you know¦with a younger guy either."

"You don't have to be afraid to say having sex around me Missy. We're fiends and colleagues. I'm not one of your classmates or someone that's going to tell your parents that you're talking dirty around me"

Missy giggled and nervously extended the laugh as she bent over slightly in giggles. She then recovered herself and looked at Jake.

"I hope you won't tell my mom and dad what we're talking about. You won't tell the captain either will you?"

"That depends on what you plan to do. If you insist on engaging in sexual activity with Rodar and it affects your metal state, I will have to inform the captain what happened that altered your behavior."

"And if I have sex with him and it doesn't affect my mental state?"

"Then it's no one's business but yours. You can report what you want in your mission report and Laurel and I will tailor our report to omit personal details."

"You would do that for me? Isn't that making a false report or something?"

"No. It's withholding personal details that are unimportant to the mission events. Please think before you act though. It feels like you're leaning toward taking part in sex with Rodar."

"I just¦there are some aspects of the thought that are appealing is all. He is cute and I'm curious what it would be like with someone that isn't Human."

"Just like it would be with a Human being. You saw what Laurel and I saw, he is built just like we are."

Missy looked at him and pulled her head back slightly and grinned mischievously.

"You look like he does?"

"Not¦exactly but the parts are the same. I'm circumcised and bigger¦the later being because I'm older than him."

"I'm sorry, that was kind of personal."

"Yeah, it was."

"I'll hold off doing anything until we get to know the people around here better. We need to make sure these four aren't just expressing open mindedness that they alone feel. That could be the reason they're out here alone, so they can experiment with each other without being scolded or chastised for it."

"I don't sense that in them but they could be convinced of what they have told us making it come off as the truth of the matter. Just do me a favor, if you're going to have sex with Rodar, let Laurel run a scan on you to insure your fallopian blockers are intact and in their proper place so you don't end up pregnant? That could really pose a substantial health risk to you if it happened."

"I'll have her do that anyway. I haven't had a check done since they were implanted. Would it be a breach if I conduct a discrete scan to determine if Rodar is genetically compatible?"

"You can do that. It would be good to have detailed scans of these four anyways to categorize their species properly. Look at the mitochondria architecture closely as well as the chromosomal arrangement. We have to have an identical chromosomal layout for compatibility to be insured."

Missy nodded and then she slid off the stump and looked at Jake and grinned brightly.

"Don't take this as a come on but, you have the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen. It's hard not to stare at them."

"Thank you Missy. It's one of my attributes that Laurel loves most."

"I bet."

Jake then flicked his head toward the fishing spot and Missy stepped next to him and he spun around and they casually walked back to the group squatting around the fire ring. Jake saw that Kenna was twisting a stick on the flesh side of a piece of bark with moss clumped around the end of the stick to get the moss smoldering. Jake glanced at Laurel and she sensed what he was thinking and she sighed heavily and then she touched Kenna's back and he stopped what he was doing.

"I might be able to help get the fire going faster."

"How are you going to do that?"

"You saw what Jake did to bring in the food, that is only a small part of what we can do."

"Are you saying you can light fires with your mind?"

"Maybe. I have never tried before but I remember my mother saying something about me singing a toy that I had when I was a baby. I think pyrokinesis is one of my talents that I have never tried to bring forth?"

"Pyro¦what?"

"The ability to light fires with the mind."

"I would like to see that." Amron said as he stood up.

Laurel took a few deep breaths and then closed her eyes and concentrated on her feelings for Jake and she let the feeling swell within her and then she opened her eyes and stared intently at one log in particular near the center of the pyre they had built up within the fire ring. She then pushed once lightly and the pyre moved slightly and she realized she impressed a gravitational effect and that was not at all what she wanted. She then concentrated on the molecular acceleration needed to create a region of heating and she thought about the very idea of making the log catch fire and then she realized she had inadvertently allowed the energy potential to build within her to a very high level as she concentrated and she tried to push while holding back the full force of the potential building within her but the surge felt so relieving and intoxicating she let her hold go as she pushed hard and a warm blurry feeling washed over her and the log erupted with a smoky wisp and then in a flash the log burst into bright yellow flame and then the whole pyre flashed in an instant with a bright white blazing hot flame and the concussion pulled at everyone then blew them backwards and Laurel closed her eyes and tried desperately to get her power under control as she fell to her back with eyes squinted closed tightly but the energy continued to swell so she gave a hard push as she opened her eyes and a bright purple to orange plume developed in the air several yards above them. It curled and roiled with yellow and orange billowing flames that curled into a donut shaped ring then flashed out as she was able to withdraw her influence and a great dark ring of smoke rose into the air as it rolled inward on itself.

Everyone was shocked and the 4 youth stared into the sky while lying on their backs until the smoke ring began to dissipate and then they rolled their heads and looked at Laurel as she breathed hard from the sudden surge of draining energy release and neural activity. When she recovered herself a few seconds later she looked over at Jake with a scared expression on her face and he grinned at her.

"I guess that answers the question of whether or not you have pyrokinetic abilities within you."

They all sat up and scooted back from the fire that was now raging within the fire ring and Laurel continued to recover her senses for a few seconds than she shook her head.

"I could've really hurt someone. I have to be careful with this stuff until we get some proper training on how to control it. It got away from me so fast¦I guess I know how Korica must feel most of the time."

"Who is Korica?" Aster asked.

"She's our adopted daughter. Her mother and father were killed when she was very young so we adopted her so she would have someone to take care of and love her."

"She has these kind of abilities too?"

"Yes. Her gifts are even more powerful than ours given her age."

"At least we can cook our food now." Missy said as she got to her feet.

Laurel turned to get up and Jake sprang to his feet and put his hand out to Laurel and she placed her hand in his and he gently pulled her to her feet. Laurel then brushed herself off as she looked at Missy.

"You getting hungry?"

"Yes. The survival rations will keep you alive but they leave something to be desired. I'm looking forward to trying those flagger fillets."

Everyone got to their feet at that point and Amron stepped in front of Laurel and stared into her unbelievably beautiful eyes that took him a second to get over looking into before he could speak.

"You are an incredible woman Laurel. I have never seen anyone do something like that. Is this why you three are this far from your village? Did they send you away?"

"No. We are loved and respected by our parents and the people around us. We are simply exploring what is out here. I'm sorry if I scared you."

"I think the hair on my arms got singed¦but it was so worth it to see you do that." Amron said while rubbing his forearm without looking away from Laurel's face.

"It didn't scare you?"

"Yes. But in a good way."

"Sorry. I won't do anything like that again."

"Why not? That was incredible!"

"Because I don't know how to control it properly. I could hurt someone by accident."

"I never knew people could light fires like that. That ring of fire in the air could destroy a building in moments."

"I know. That's what I'm worried about."

The 4 locals then grabbed the sticks with the flagger fillets and walked over to the fire that had subsided slightly and they stabbed the sticks into the ground with the fillets aimed toward the fire and then Aster grabbed the stick with the flatfin cubes on it like a shish kabob and she walked over to the fire and poked the stick into the ground in the same manner as the others and then she stepped back and looked at Jake. She glanced around and then spoke very quietly.

"I appreciate you talking to Missy as you promised."

Jake looked at Aster for a moment then he scanned around and saw Missy and Rodar slowly walking toward the stump she and Jake had ventured to in order to speak privately. He was hopeful Missy was letting him down easy. He then looked at Aster and nodded.

"You're welcome." Jake then flicked his head toward the water and Aster immediately got the signal and turned and headed toward the water's edge with Jake following behind. When they were a few feet from the water they stopped and Jake glanced back to find only Laurel watching approvingly. Jake then looked at Aster.

"I told Missy that Rodar was interested in her and she thought it over and decided now isn't the time to experiment but the idea wasn't totally out of the question. She thinks he is cute and of sufficient age to make him interesting. As I thought though, she wants to get to know him better and maybe meet your people before she would consider actually experimenting. It would be her first time and that carries a lot of meaning to a girl raised like we were."

"I can respect that. Maybe he will get to see that all girls are built the same way. He has asked me that in the past. He wanted to know if I look like all girls do down there."

"In my experience all girls are built the same but look different."

"That is exactly what I told him."

"If something does happen¦Missy can't have children so there is no danger of that happening."

"Was she injured or deformed?"

"No," Jake said chuckling lightly. "She is perfectly healthy in that respect. She underwent a procedure that made it impossible for her to have a baby until she wants to have one."

Aster furrowed her brows and looked down for a moment then she looked up at Jake.

"How is that done?"

"It isn't something I want to explain, just trust that she won't have his baby if they have sex."

"That is probably a good thing if you plan on going back to your village."

"We plan on going home eventually."

"Thank you again. I should go turn the flagger before it burns on one side."

Jake nodded and they headed back to the fire. Jake stepped over to Laurel's side and slid his hand in hers and she smiled and shook her head.

"I know Jake. We didn't expect to have to negotiate the infatuations of teenagers while lost on an alien world." Laurel thought.

"It seems to be a common thread among our recent missions aside from the missions going sideways." Jake thought in return.

"Maybe we should request missions with senior officers from now on?"

"We are on a mission with senior officers, they just aren't here."

"At least it isn't you or me that the affections are directed toward."

"I can't tell you how relieved I am about that. Aster admires me greatly but she knows I love you and she has no chance with me. I'm relieved she is mature enough to recognize the love between you and I and the vast difference in our ages, her and I that is, making us incompatible."

"I don't sense anything but curious interest in me from the boys either. They think I'm beautiful but beyond them and I like it that way."

"You think Missy is going to heed my advice?"

"I sure hope so. You want me to probe the contents of what they're talking about?"

"No. Missy would sense the echo of your presence. I'll ask her later what she told him."

Laurel nodded and they took a few steps back from the fire and sat down and watched the fire blaze as the flagger and flatfin meat sizzled, being turned from time to time until the second sun set and shadow began to stretch a dark blanket over the landscape. Missy and Rodar stayed at the stump for some time and then ventured even further away until they were out of sight and Jake was tempted to contact her on her cranial transceiver but he figured he would give her a few minutes privacy before he got worried. He was aware that she knew not to venture out of sight for too long or a superior officer would become concerned even if she were in the company of a local that knows the animals and terrain.

After a few minutes Jake got to his feet and stared in the direction of the stump way off in the distance and Aster and Amron began pulling the meat away from the fire and set them out on the boulder to cool. Jake was about to venture off so he could make contact with Missy when he saw her and Rodar heading back toward the fishing spot. They were walking slowly and talking constantly which he assumed was them getting to know each other better, so he sat back down next to Laurel and she nudged him.

"She is being a typical sixteen year old Jake. Give her the chance to make the right decision on her own." Laurel thought.

"I don't think she has much experience with guys. She's still a virgin you know?" Jake thought in return.

"I know what you know Jake. That doesn't make her incapable of making a rational and mature decision. She's our subordinate, not our cousin or sister. You have to quit worrying like she's family."

"I feel responsible for her safety and actions babe. What is captain Alexan going to think if he finds out one of us engaged in sexual relations with an alien on our watch and we didn't forbid it from happening?"

"He's going to think we respected her right to decide after expressing our objections and opinion that it is a bad idea."

"I hope that carries weight with him."

"We let Korica and Tamaric mess around. It's no different here. You suggested they not, but let them decide for themselves."

"Yeah, I guess so."

Missy and Rodar finally made it back and they both looked content so Laurel and Jake assumed it went well one way or the other. Rodar stopped at the boulder and looked over the cooked bounty and licked his lips and Missy walked over by Laurel and Jake and sat down and she sighed as she stared at Rodar for a few moments then she glanced at Jake and blushed slightly.

"He is a smart guy with a good heart. He understood what I told him after¦"

"Are you hungry?" Kenna asked looking at the three of them. "Come try the flagger and flatfin, I think you will like it."

The 3 of them got to their feet and walked over to the boulder and Kenna picked up a stick with the flagger meat on it and handed 1 to each of them. Laurel just stared at the darkened meat on a stick with an odd expression on her face, Jake sniffed at his as Missy watched intently and Kenna laughed lightly.

"Give it a try. The skin has a unique sweet tangy taste that accents the gamy taste of the meat perfectly."

Laurel looked at Kenna and grinned and then raised the fillet to her mouth and took a small bite. The well done skin side crunched in her teeth but the meat was tender and flaky as she pulled a small bite from the fillet and then chewed it slowly for a moment then a look of surprise washed over her face as she chewed with a grin on her face as the wonderful taste sensation washed over her pallet. She nodded and swallowed the small bite down and then looked at Jake.

"Are you sensing the sensation?"

"Yes. We like it¦a lot."

Jake took a sizable bite with a resounding crunch and Missy watched him for a moment and then sank her teeth into her portion resulting in an equally resounding crunch. The textures and taste sensation were surprising, refreshing and delightful, garnering a smile from Jake and Missy at the same time. Laurel looked at Kenna and raised her stick slightly.

"This is really good. I am not a big meat eater but this could persuade me to change my eating habits."

"I thought you would like it. You should try the flatfin too. It has a uniquely sweet and sour taste like nothing else I have ever tasted."

Laurel looked at the kabobs of darkened meat and she was apprehensive but intrigued enough to give it a try since the striped flagger was so different and wondrous. Laurel nodded so Kenna picked up the stick with the line of meat chunks on it and he held it out toward Laurel and she delicately reached out and slid the first chunk off the stick and looked it over for a moment, then put it up to her mouth and sank her teeth in. The meat was tender and instantly produced a sour sensation in her mouth and then a single chew released juices from within the meat and a sweet sensation diluted the sour sensation in a wonderful way as the flavors popped into a unique sweet and sour like taste that was almost familiar but uniquely different coming from an unseasoned piece of meat. Laurel smiled again and chewed the bite in her mouth then swallowed it down and she looked at Kenna and nodded again.

"You're right, this is really good. I can't believe unseasoned aquatic creatures taste so wonderful. I can see why you selected these animals to eat."

Laurel then tossed the rest of the chunk into her mouth and chewed on it gratefully as she walked over to a small sapling tree to lean up against as she enjoyed her flagger. Jake joined her, sitting down beside her so he could lean against her back and shoulder as he ate his portion and Missy walked over to Rodar and smiled at him as she took a bite of her flagger. He retrieved a stick of meat and plucked a few chunks of flatfin from the kabob stick and then he gestured to the right side of the large boulder and Missy looked down then walked around the boulder and turned her back to the boulder and leaned against it and then slid down to her rump and Rodar sat down next to her. The other 3 then retrieved a stick of flagger meat of their own and took up a position 10 feet from the fading fire coals and sat down to eat their portion of the bounty in the dwindling evening light.

There was enough for everyone to have 2 portions and share the flatfin equally and then Aster disappeared into the dim light of the brush to the east of the fishing spot for a few minutes and Jake assumed she was relieving herself until she emerged with 3 enormous oblong yellowish orange gourds in her arms. She plopped them down close to the large boulder then retrieved Laurel's knife that was still lying on the boulder and she expertly unsheathed the blade and in a single whack, sliced one end of the first gourd off. She then picked the severed end up and tipped the rest of the gourd as she held the severed end with the bowl side aiming toward the ground and a relatively thick liquid poured out of the larger half until the severed end was full. Aster then handed the now full bowl of liquid toward Laurel. She took the gourd bowl and sniffed at the liquid within and there was virtually no scent at all aside from a slight fleshy vegetable smell.

"We call it sweet water. It is microbe free and we do not have to go close to the stream to collect water and risk being grabbed or bitten by anything." Aster said.

Laurel nodded and took a sip and it had a very subtle sweet essence but it was more like a slippery drink of water, as the liquid was slightly thick from the rind of the gourd mixing with the water. Laurel smiled and held the gourd bowl up as if toasting and then she tossed the entire contents down in 3 gulps then she handed the bowl back to Aster and she filled it again and handed it toward Jake and he sensed from Laurel's experience that the liquid was refreshing and cleansed the pallet nicely so he took the gourd bowl and drank the liquid down then handed the gourd piece back to Aster and she filled it one last time, emptying the large gourd of its contents and she handed it to Amron and he drank it down in 3 gulps as Aster grabbed another gourd and used Laurel's knife to once again cleave the top of the gourd off in a quick slice and then she filled the severed portion and she handed it to Kenna, then took the improvised bowl from Amron and tipped the larger portion and filled the bowl and handed it to Rodar and then took the severed portion from Kenna and filled the bowl and handed it to Missy and she gratefully drank the liquid down and smiled at the sensation and refreshment felt. She handed the bowl to Aster and she poured the bowl full and drank it down then spilled the last small amount into the bowl and drank it down herself and then she set the bowl aside and she thumped her hand on the last gourd.

"We have one more if any of you get thirsty."

"Good to know," Missy said.

"How did you three hydrate on your journey here? Surely you did not drink from the stream."

"No. We know better than to drink from an open-air water source without boiling it first. We have water rations in our packs." Missy responded.

"The soft canister ration can be refilled if we find a clean source of water. I don't know if you would understand our concept of liquid measurements but each rations contains eight ounces of water. About the same amount you just gave us."

"I understand numbers but I do not know what an ounce is."

"That isn't surprising. Numbers are universal to any civilization that has a concept of mathematics. I assume you understand complex computation of numbers?"

"Yes. We are taught about numbers and what you call mathematics from a very young age."

"What do you call it?"

"Numberonics."

"That has a nice ring to it."

"It is getting close to dark," Kenna said. "We need to seek shelter up in the trees before dragoons and nimps start to hunt."

"What is a nimp?" Missy asked as she got to her feet and then put her hand out to Rodar which made him smile brightly as he placed his hand in Missy's and stared at their clasped hands for a moment then pulled as she yanked him to his feet.

"A nimp is a ground crawler with fourty sharp teeth, ten claws as long as your little finger, a bad attitude, and dark skin that makes it really hard to see them at night until it locks onto you. You have to kill it to get it to let go and it will claw and shake its head with its teeth sunk into you until its last breath. For how small they are they can do a lot of damage."

"I'll take your word for it. I'm good with sleeping in a tree again."

"Is it a long walk to your village from here?" Jake asked.

"It will take us most of the day tomorrow to get there. We will have to walk through the heat of the day to make it before it gets dark."

"We will keep up. We are starting to get used to the conditions in these parts."

"It is hotter to the North from what we have always been told."

"If you go far enough North, it is not so hot."

They began looking up into the trees as they slowly walked away from the fire ring and Missy became curious if the weather morphed through noticeable seasons on this planet. She decided not to tip her hand by asking if it ever grew cold or at least more seasonable than it was right now.

They found a group of 4 trees that were growing so close together that their canopy some 35 feet up was more like one thick almost perfectly round bush of leaves and branches that would support all 7 of them for the night comfortably.

"This spot will work perfectly," Kenna said. He then looked at Laurel and Jake and Missy. "How good are you at climbing trees with no branches until you get to the top of the tree?"

"We can manage." Laurel said.

Missy gave Laurel a concerned look and Laurel placed her hand on the back of Missy's arm and slowly nodded once and Missy got the hint. She knew Laurel was going to help her up the tree or at the very least reduce her weight to the point that she could climb up the tree with little to no effort. The 3 of them walked back over to the boulder and retrieved their survival packs and Laurel picked up her knife and carefully wiped the blade on her thigh and then she sheathed it and secured it in her pack then they joined the 4 locals watching them. When they arrived at the tree, Kenna smiled then wrapped his arms around the tree and leapt a few feet up and cupped his feet around the trunk then began quickly shimmying up the trunk. Rodar and Amron then took their turn shimmying up the tree and Laurel kept her eyes low wishing their loincloths covered their unmentionables. When they heard rustling in the leaves high above they looked up just in time to see the 3 boys disappear into the thick foliage at the top of the tree. Aster then stepped up to the tree and Jake turned and looked away knowing how exposed she was going to be on her way up.

When the familiar rustle of the leaves high above and a rain of small dark leaves arrived, the 3 of them looked up to see a pair of feet slip out of sight. Laurel then looked at Missy and spoke very softly.

"We'll make this real easy for you Missy. I guess you weren't a tomboy tree climber as a youngster?"

Missy ginned and shook her head.

"We'll reduce your weight to a few ounces," Jake whispered. "You should be able to climb up the trunk real easy. If you slip we'll make sure you don't fall."

"I really don't know how I would've gotten by without you two here."

"You would've relied on your own skills. You're not a helpless Nelly, you just have us here so you aren't forced to use that self reliant fortitude we all have inside us when we're facing a dire situation."

"I appreciate the vote of confidence, but I think I would've had a really hard time of things."

"I won't argue that point. Go ahead and hug the tree and we'll do our thing."

Missy nodded and stepped up to the tree and wrapped her arms around the trunk and looked up to the bottom of the canopy dome of dark leaves and she took a deep breath and let it out in a slow huff. Laurel and Jake then quickly joined minds and then Laurel initiated the necessary buildup of potential energy by thinking about her feelings for Jake and then allowing the feeling to swell within her taking her energy potential with them. She then thought about the idea of reducing Missy's gravitational weight to mere ounces and then she pushed lightly and a gravity free bubble formed around Missy and she had to take a quick breath as her full stomach lifted on her like cresting a hill in a fast vehicle only to descend rapidly down the other side. She then smiled and she leapt up a few feet and smacked her feet against the tree and then she pushed up and found that it took virtually no effort to move herself up the trunk. She then copied the technique she saw the locals using and found it an efficient way of shimmying up the tree quickly. Laurel and Jake maintained their combined influence until they saw Missy stepping through the canopy onto the thicker branches concealed within and then they withdrew their influence and withdrew into their own minds. Jake then smiled at Laurel and gestured toward the tree and she smiled and shook her head playfully.

"You just want to watch my rump as I climb."

"I won't deny that but it's chivalrous to let a lady go first."

"I'm glad I can feel that you're exhibiting chivalry more than seeking a good look at my posterior."

Jake nodded while smiling and then Laurel stepped over to the tree trunk and expertly shimmied up the trunk rapidly. Jake then took his turn and shimmied up the tree a little less expertly but rapidly. He could tell that Laurel was a little more limber but he still managed to get his body up the trunk and into the branches of the canopy. He then climbed up and out of the foliage and took in the spectacular view from high above the landscape all around. The dwindling dusk light was just enough to see the trees stretching to the Future along the shore of the stream and scrub and bush with little more beyond the life giving range of the water provided by the stream.

As Jake got comfortable next to Laurel he noticed that Missy and Rodar had taken up positions close to one another but Aster was still close at hand and it seemed to be a budding deep friendship and nothing more for Missy at the moment. Rodar on the other hand looked at Missy with a twinkle in his eye that was all too familiar to Laurel and Jake. They new what Rodar was feeling from the time when they couldn't keep their eyes off one another and a glance would make the stomach tingle and nerves twitch from head to toe. Infatuation was might powerful chemical and emotional experience that few young minds had the power to overcome easily.

The weary Future crew removed their survival packs and again used them for pillows as they squirmed until the soft leaves conformed to their bodies comfortably. The last gasps of sunset faded quickly and a deep shadow set across the landscape and everyone began to appreciate the cool sensation the night air provided. It was an hour later that the first moon rose casting a gentle yellow glow at first that faded into a dim white shadowy light just as everyone was feeling sleep coming to them. They all lay quietly as they listened to insects singing and creaking and an occasional distant roar or bellow from animals greeting the night boisterously. The group then faded off to sleep with the refreshing night air comforting them and the soft canopy cradling them softly but firmly.

A good nights sleep refreshed everyone and made an early morning wakeup call from a passing dragoon just before sunrise seem like less of an annoyance and more of a startling alarm clock. The dragoon seemed to be aware that something was high up in the trees as it circled the trees several times while emitting a low rumbling breathy noise as if stumped by the smell of something foreign without being able to see what smelled so intriguing. The dragoon finally gave up and wandered off into the brightening morning landscape and the group stretched and allowed their minds to wake fully before departing their safe perch that allowed for a breathtaking view of the stream and basin beyond. Laurel wanted to use her handheld sensor to take detailed readings but she resisted, knowing technological devices weren't something their new friends appreciated and the sensor units would present a very advanced never before seen device. She instead reached out with her senses to try to determine threats in the vicinity and she sensed that there were a great many animals nearby, but the departing dragoon that was now several hundred yards away was the only dangerous element sensed.

Jake leaned over and kissed Laurel on the cheek and he smacked his lips together a few times and grinned as he leaned away from her before speaking.

"My mouth is like the Australian outback. I'm sure my breath smells like roo poo too."

Laurel laughed heartily as she pat his thigh a few times.

"That was a good one. I wanna brush my teeth too, but not up here."

Missy leaned forward as she stretched her arms out to stretch her back and shoulders as she looked at Rodar.

"How do you take care of oral hygiene?"

"We chew on Fassa root. The juice within the root stalks contain a natural germicidal compound and the juices get your saliva glands working which act to further reduce the germs and bacteria present in your mouth as it mixes with the Fassa root juice."

"Interesting. Does Fassa grow widely around here?"

"Anywhere you find trees growing near flowing water you will find Fassa growing at their base. You saw the yellow leaved plants at the bottoms of the trees near the water?"

"Yes, They're hard to miss."

"That is Fassa. You grasp the plant near the base, pull it up in a twisting motion and the root will come out of the ground with the stem. You then snap the root from the plant, shake the dirt loose and if it is safe you then rinse the root off in the water and put it in your mouth and chew on it."

"I thought the waters around here were teaming with things that will grab you."

"That is in deep clam water. Near rapid moving or shallow water it is relatively safe if you know what to look for. That is why I said if it is safe. Around here you do not want to get your hands near the water. It would likely turn out badly if you did."

"I don't plan and getting close enough for anything to bite me."

"You do not have something like Fassa root up north?"

"No. We use something called toothpaste and a toothbrush to clean our teeth and make our breath fresh. We also rinse our mouths with mouthwash. It kills germs and bacteria using eucalyptus extract. Eucalyptus is a tree that grows where are from."

"Hmm. I have never heard of the eucalyptus tree."

"It's safe to climb out of these tress," Laurel said. "We should head to the ground so we can freshen up and think about getting some food in our stomachs before we set off."

"Kenna and I will take care of collecting food for the morning meal?" Aster volunteered eagerly.

"More fishing?" Laurel asked with a bright smile.

"No. That would take too long. We will collect some fruiting plants we saw growing nearby. It will give us a boost of energy for the day and help with digestion later on. We rarely eat meat in the morning if we have a long walk ahead of us. It takes too much out of you to digest complex meat protein while expending energy walking when it is hot."

"That is very wise. You seem to have good knowledge about nutrition and the bodies needs when it is hot out."

"In these parts it is vital knowledge if you want to stay healthy."

Laurel nodded and then grabbed her survival pack and slung it over her shoulders and then fastened the stomach strap clasps and Jake and Missy did the same thing to prepare for the climb out of the trees. The 4 locals led the way down through the branches to the bare trunk below and then they shimmied down the trunk with great ease and skill. Laurel then headed through the leafy canopy and into the maze of branches beneath with Jake following right behind her and then Missy entered the branch network last. Laurel and Jake made it to the ground first in short order and then looked up to find Missy apprehensive about the long descent down the trunk from 25 feet up. Laurel then concentrated on her feelings for Jake and let the feeling swell within her taking her energy potential with them and then she concentrated on the idea of once again reducing Missy's weight to mere ounces and then she gave a firm push and Missy recognized the momentary queasy feeling in her stomach as a bubble formed around her and her gravitational mass was instantly reduced. Missy grinned at Laurel and then nodded once and turned herself around and grasped the tree trunk and easily slid down the trunk of the tree with very little effort.

As Missy reached the bottom of the trunk Laurel withdrew her influence and Missy felt the gravitationally manipulated bubble dissipate as her full body weight set in despite the gravity being lighter than what she was accustomed to. She then looked at Laurel and Jake and winked an eye with a smile on her face.

Aster and Kenna then immediately wandered off into the thick underbrush to find breakfast and Rodar walked over to Missy and waved her toward the trees near the water. They sauntered off together and Amron waved Laurel and Jake toward the boulder that served as a fishing platform the day before. Laurel kissed Jake on the cheek and then looked at Amron.

"I need to go relieve myself. I will be back shortly."

Amron nodded once and then Laurel spun around and headed in the opposite direction to that which Aster and Kenna had departed. Jake then followed Amron over to the boulder and Amron picked up Kenna's bow and quiver of arrows.

"Are you any good with one of these?" Amron asked.

"I can hold my own though I am not familiar with that bow in particular. Why, what do you have in mind?"

"I was going to ask you and Laurel if you wanted to have a little fun until we eat."

"You want to see what skill level we possess?"

"I am a bit curious about that. I honestly thought you might enjoy the chance to shoot at a moving target though."

"I'm game, what target did you have in mind?"

"The flatfin we ate last night will only render enough venom to cure two or three people once the venom is rendered down. This is an excellent spot to catch flatfin from, better than any spot we will find between here and the village. If we catch a few more we will have enough venom to justify our trek this far from the village."

"You want to kill flatfin just to harvest their venom?"

"Yes. The meat will not go to waste. Once we have harvested what we need, we will toss the body back in the water and it will provide an easy meal for the more docile animals in the water. It will encourage the animals that nest and hunt in the waters here to remain in this area making it a richer aquatic hunting spot. That way the next time we come here it will still be a good spot to catch food and harvest flatfin venom."

"I guess there is some logic to that. How do you suggest we lure the flatfin close enough to get a shot at them?"

"Easy. Flatfin will feed on anything struggling in the water. We shoot a smaller animal near the shore, then tether it and wait for the flatfin to investigate and that is when we shoot them."

"I'm not sure I understand how you plan to bring them in once shot without entering the water?"

Amron smiled and then pulled all of the arrows out of the quiver and he set the arrows on the boulder and then he reached into the bottom of the quiver and pulled out several coils of very fine line that looked to be metallic in nature.

"With these. We attach one to the bolt, that way when we hit something we can pull it out of the water without getting close to the water."

"I guess that's what you used on your poles?"

"Yes."

"I thought your village was apposed to technological methodology? Those look like manufactured metal lines."

"This is recycled from thicker multistrand cables that are found everywhere. We separate the strands and force them through a drawing die by hand. It narrows and elongates the strands until you end up with flexible lines that are many times longer than they were when you started and they are incredibly strong once heated and then cooled slowly to relive the brittle tension built up by the drawing process."

"That's brilliant. I assume there are things all over left over from the time when the world was technologically advanced?"

"Yes, you should know that." Amron said as he loaded the arrows back into the quiver and then began threading one of the lines through a small hole near the tail end of one of the arrows

"We don't venture away from our home very often," Jake said. " Information about the rest of the world or what happened long ago is next to nonexistent where we're from."

"I can see why you have ventured this far from your village. You really need to pay a visit to Amshere."

"We hope to accomplish that with the help of the people from your village."

"I am sure any information you request will be offered up freely including directions to Amshere."

"How did Amshere get its name?"

"The Bolinar that established the repository was named Amshere. When he passed away the repository was named after him."

Jake was tempted to ask if Bolinar was the species designation of the people of this planet but he thought it best not to further the thought that the 3 of them were not of this world as he sensed their new friends were starting to consider being the case. He just didn't know how that would go over with these 4 if their growing suspicions were confirmed.

"I suppose we'll have time later to discuss all that. For now let's have some fun catching flatfin to justify your excursion this far from your village."

"You are starting to understand our ways. We will not face angry greetings when we return, but if we return with something as precious as flatfin venom we will not be questioned about the benefits of venturing so far away."

Amron then walked around the boulder and headed toward the water's edge and stopped a few feet from where Missy and Rodar were standing. Amron visually scanned the water and he could see some smaller aquatic life idling close to shore so he raised the bow and drew the arrow with the line attached to it and squared his aim for a moment then fired and the arrow made a shrill whoosh sound as it streaked from the bow string with its tether attached and it struck the water making a small splash and the line immediately drew taught and Amron grabbed the line and pulled on it quickly and a small creature ejected from the water with the arrow projecting through its tail just ahead of its tail fins.

Amron pulled it up close to his feet and squatted down and pushed the arrow through its tail then plucked the creatures swim fins except for those near its gill slits and then he removed the line from the end of the arrow and tied it through the hole in the tail end of the creature and then stood up and swung the animal back and forth a few times then gave it a decent toss out into the water and it traveled a few yards and then splashed into the water and sank out of sight. Amron kept hold of the line and he could feel the creature struggling beneath the surface and he looked at Jake.

"Attach one of the other lines to the arrow and get ready to shoot any flatfin that show up to investigate the floundering parton."

Jake nodded and retrieved the previously used arrow and quickly attached 1 of the other lines to the end of it and then he retrieved the bow and readied the arrow on the bowstring. Jake then focused on the water intently and his senses began to become acute and pronounced as he involuntarily drew on Laurel's sensory processing abilities increasing his awareness and visual acuity until he could sense the disturbances beneath the surface created by creatures swimming around and a rather sizable and quick moving thin structured creature caught his attention. He drew back on the bowstring and aimed toward the water and squared up his aim and Amron looked at him with a surprised expression and then he looked at the water and saw nothing moving toward the foundering parton.

"I do not know if you are seeing something I cannot see¦remember to hit the flatfin in the head right behind the eye. It will kill it instantly. That is crucial to prevent it from poisoning its meat before dying."

Jake didn't waver from his aim. He squinted slightly as he forced his eyes to focus on the creature's head and he squared up on its head and then released the arrow and it screamed toward the water and broke the water at a shallow angle making a wet ripping sound and the arrow produced next to no splash. Jake then broke his concentration and shook his head as his senses detuned to normal levels and then he set the bow down and grasped the line and began pulling it in hand over hand until he dragged a rather large limp flatfin up out of the water and the arrow had passed right through the creatures head nearly to the flight feathers of the arrow. Amron smiled brightly and looked at Jake.

"That is impressive. New to the bow yet an expert marksman at hitting a moving target that I could not even see."

Jake pulled the flatfin right to their feet and then he handed to the bow toward Amron.

"It was a lucky shot."

Amron looked at the placement of the arrow and then he slowly looked up at Jake.

"Hardly. That took skill."

Jake didn't want to come off conceited or reveal that he had enhanced skills that went well beyond normal ranges or that he relied on his pairing to Laurel to access the full scope of his abilities.

"You take the next shot."

Amron nodded and then handed the line with the parton attached to it to Jake. Jake took the line and Amron bent down and pulled the arrow out of the flatfin and then he readied the arrow on the bow string and squinted to see the parton and Jake could tell he was straining to see the creature so he drew it a little closer to the shore and Jake was able to see yet another flatfin moving closer to investigate the struggling parton.

"You see that? There's a flatfin moving in on the parton."

Amron struggled to see what Jake was talking about and then a flash of movement caught Amron's attention and he steadied his aim and waited for a clear line of sight to the flatfin. As the flatfin moved in with its mouth wide open to grab the parton, Amron released the arrow and it shrieked into the water and struck the flatfin dead center in the eye and pierced clean through the creature right to the flight fins of the arrow. Amron set the bow down and then grabbed the line attached to the end of the arrow and he pulled on the line until the slack was gone and then he struggled with the line as the arrow was stabbed into the muddy streambed. After yanking side to side on the line the mud finally let go and Amron was able to drag the flatfin up onto the shore. He pulled the dead animal right up to his feet then squatted down and removed the arrow and then smiled up at Jake.

"It was not a perfect shot. The arrowhead still managed to slice through the brain so this one is viable for venom extraction."

Jake nodded and then looked over at Missy.

"You wanna give it a shot."

Her happy expression changed to one of slight horror and she shook her head.

"No! I have no experience with shooting a bow and arrow. If I managed to hit a flatfin, it would be a slop shot so the venom would be wasted and so would the meat. We couldn't even throw it back so other animals could eat it. I don't' want to kill something just for sport like that."

"That's admirable that you have respect for life like that. I should have thought of that. You sound like Laurel."

"She's a smart woman. She knows one of the core values of civilian corps candidates is respect for life in all its forms. Wasting even the smallest life for fun is just plain wrong."

"You think what I'm doing makes me¦less of a person then?"

Laurel emerged from the brush at the tree line and she instantly became aware of everything Jake had experienced up to that point. She experienced the rush of memory and physical sensation in an instant and it took her a full minute to process the dizzying flurry of mental overload. Jake felt her distress and rushed over to her as her knees buckled and she fell to her knees. He was able to bend down and cradle her as she began to fall forward and he pulled her to his chest.

"Laurel! Hang in there!"

The mental fatigue began to fade and was replaced by a throbbing sensation in her head but her senses slowly began to return to her and she slowly looked up at Jake.

"I'll be okay. Just¦give me a few second."

Jake kissed her cheek and stroked her hair back from her forehead and he could see the color normalizing in her face and the sparkle in her eyes returned making him grin. He waited to say anything until he sensed the headache fading to a dull nuisance in the background of her senses.

"I think that was my fault babe. I was holding things in and when I sensed your presence I released my hold on it, maybe even pushed a little."

"I was doing the same thing. I closed myself off so you didn't share in what I was doing. I forgot to undo that when I was done so we're both at fault. We're meant to be connected sharing everything all the time so that kind of overload won't happen."

Laurel pushed Jake back slightly and the 2 of them got to their feet. Laurel then smiled and nodded at Jake and they kissed one another and then walked over to the others.

"Are you okay Laurel," Missy asked. "I didn't think it was hot enough to effect us like that, not yet anyways."

"I'm fine. It wasn't the heat. It was¦something different."

Laurel unfastened her survival pack and walked over to the boulder and set it on the ground then she looked at the catch laying on the ground at Jake and Amron's feet.

"You two should get those cleaned so we can get going after they get back with the food for morning meal and we have a chance to eat."

"It doesn't bother you that they killed the flatfin like that?" Missy asked.

"No. Like you said, killing for sport is a violation of everything we believe in, but these creatures were killed for their venom, which is used for medicinal purposes. I don't have a problem with that."

"You said something about the civilian corps earlier," Amron said looking at Missy. "What is that?"

"It is an organization we belong to where we're from. That is why we're dressed a little different than what you're used to seeing."

"What you are wearing is a uniform then?"

"Yes."

"We have been taught that all military organizations are outlawed. They are directly responsible for what nearly exterminated us a species."

"The civilian corps is not a military organization. It is comprised of civilian volunteers members that have direct control and responsibility for the safety and well being of the civilian population."

"So you protect the people you serve?"

"Yes. We are a peace keeping and security force."

"You must battle raiders then?"

"If the situation arose, yes."

"Your absence leaves the people of your territory vulnerable then?"

"No, not really. We are just three young members among many. As long as we are not gone for too long our absence will have no appreciable reductive effect on the overall safety and security of the people we are sworn to serve and protect."

"Why would you not just tell us all this in the first place?"

"Because we did not want to elicit the reaction you just had. We aren't members of a military force, but it could be seen that way."

"You are too sweet to be a member of an illegal military force."

"Awwe, thank you Rodar."

"Then you three know how to defend yourselves against hostile people?"

"Yes. It's one of the first things we are taught though not the first we are expected to put into use. We are taught tot try to negotiate peacefully before force is employed."

Rodar looked Missy up and down then he looked Laurel and Jake over and then he returned his gaze to Missy.

"Those two look like they could hurt someone, you do not look to be capable of such things."

"Size is not the important factor if you know what you're doing in an engagement. Do not let my feminine frame fool you. I am more than capable of putting a person many times my size down if hand to hand combat is forced upon me."

"I uh¦I will not be putting that to the test."

"Good. I do not want to hurt anyone I care about Rodar."

Kenna and Aster could be heard rustling through the brush nearby and moments later appeared with their arms full of strange looking fruits and vegetables. They walked up to the boulder and poured their bounty on the ground and then walked over to the group standing a few feet from the water and they looked at the flatfin lying at their feet.

"That was a good idea to catch some flatfin," Kenna said. "That will ease tempers over our unannounced absence."

"You mean you didn't tell your parents that you were leaving?" Laurel asked.

"No. We left word with a few of our friends so if questioned our mothers and fathers would know what we are doing. They probably would not have given permission for the four of us to venture this far from the village without an adult escort, which we do not need or want."

"You wanted privacy to explore and hunt as you see fit?"

"Yes. We can take care of ourselves as you can see."

"You do seem knowledgeable in the animals and survival techniques of the local environment. Bad things can happen unexpectedly though."

"That is true no matter who is watching over us. We are free to explore anything we want when by ourselves."

"You mean each other?" Missy asked.

Jake nudged Missy gently and she glanced at him and shrugged her shoulders with a grin on her face. She then looked at Rodar expectantly waiting for his reply. He smiled bashfully and nodded lightly.

"We do some of that, but it is not the only reason we want to be left alone to learn and explore without interference."

"I think I understand your desire to just be left alone. The adults can teach you many important lessons, but some of the most valuable can only be learned through practical experience and they may not approve of you gaining that practical experience at the risk of injury or death."

"That sums it up pretty good."

"Why don't you extract the venom sack from those flatfin while we serve up morning meal?" Kenna said looking at Rodar.

Rodar nodded and Laurel walked over to her survival pack and squatted down and opened it and pulled out a soft-sided canister and then closed up her pack and walked back over to Rodar and she held the canister out.

"You can use this to put the venom sacks in."

Rodar took the canister and set it aside and then used one of the arrows to slice the tail off the flatfin and then he slit the tail long ways and pulled the flesh aside and expertly excised the venom sack without rupturing the sacks and then he placed them in the canister and then he tossed the flat fin carcasses into the water. By the time he was done Aster and Kenna had the fruits and vegetables cut up and set out on the boulder and everyone helped himself or herself to what looked good to eat. The fruit were sweet and tangy offering a refreshing meal with the added stomach filling vegetables that were also very sweet and delightfully textured. When everyone had their fill, Aster collected the gourd from the night before and she used an arrow to score the narrow end of the gourd and then she snapped the end off and she poured a serving of the clear fluid from within the gourd for everyone and then the 4 locals collected their things from the bushes including the rest of their clothing and they slung them over their shoulder and then they headed out to the south.

The heat of the day quickly came on once the second sun rose, but they pushed on stopping only occasionally to gather more gourds to drink from. At midday they stopped and rested in the shade of a stand of trees near the water's edge. Rodar and Missy disappeared for a period of time and returned with more fruits and vegetables collected from the local shrubs and bushes and they ate their fill and then pushed on once again. They walked all day despite the stifling heat and toward the end of the day they could see the gates of a village in the distance. The gates were attached to a 12-foot high wall that completely encompassed the village right down to the water of the lake that the village was bordered by on 2 sides. Aster stooped them a short distance from the gates and Aster, Kenna, Rodar and Amron dropped their sling packs and put more clothing on and then they continued toward the village. Missy took Rodar by the hand and smiled at him as she spoke softly.

"I take it your people expect you to wear more than you have been?"

"Yes. We can wear as little as we want outside the village. We are expected to dress more conservatively within the confines of the village where others can see us."

"That'swhat I thought."

As they finally made it to the gates there were 2 sizable men in attendance of the gate and they peered over the gate and recognized the returning group and disappeared behind the gates and a loud bang ushered their unlocking and then the heavy wood and metal gates slowly swung open part way. The group walked around the edge of the twin gates and the 3 Future crew were surprised by what they saw. The village was the remnants of a very old city that had been resurrected to serve as a village for current occupancy. The buildings were very obviously ancient, but they had been patched up to serve as residencies and the central structures for construction and food processing and gathering areas. They guessed there to be around 100 residence structures with windows and doors that looked functional and there were piles of ruble in heaps in the streets beyond each. The technological remains seemed to be piled in the most distinct collections but metal, glass and stone was sorted in neat collections to be used where necessary. Beyond the structures, toward the water, were large fields of plants and trees that were very obviously being grown and tended for food production.

Missy let go of Rodar's hand and she looked around as they walked past the men attending the gates. The men pushed the gates closed as soon at the 7 of them stepped through and clear of the gates.

"How old is this place?" Missy asked softly.

"No one knows for certain. This city was called Ashwin before we settled here seventy Mykas ago. We know at one time there were tens of thousands living here. They are all long since gone though."

"How could tens of thousands live in a city this small?"

"What you see is only a small fraction of the city that once stood here. We built the wall to keep the predators and raiders out. We followed an ancient main boulevard so the wall would have a solid foundation. What you see was the main city center. The buildings were formidable with stone and metal construction so they have stood the test of time and made for perfect foundations from which to build on. All we had to do was shore them up and close them off to the outside environment. We had plenty of raw materials around with which to do that. We will take you to the village leaders before we introduce you to our mothers and fathers."

They walked down the main street lined with residence buildings and people came out dressed in light colored hand made clothing that hung neatly form their bodies but had the distinctive look of being hand made in the wide and heavy weave incorporated into the clothing. The people seemed interested in the newcomers, but did not approach further than their front porches and the crumbling and pitted sidewalks that lined the street.

They walked quietly to a half remnant building that was shored up with wooden repairs and metal girder like supports that then had a canvas like material stretched tightly over it. There were 3 individuals standing in attendance at the entryway and beyond was a recovered counter like desk, which had several individuals, sitting behind it. As they approached, the 3 individuals at the entryway held up their hands to stop the group.

"Aster, Rodar, Kenna, Amron¦you know you cannot interrupt a leadership meeting. Who are your new friends?" One of the men asked in a stern but caring tone.

"Greetings Olister," Aster said. "These three came upon us as we were catching our evening meal a day ago. They come from the far North on a journey of exploration to see who and what is out here. This is Laurel, Jake and Missy."

The men looked the 3 of them over and then glanced at each other and there seemed to be many words exchanged in the look they gave each other. They then looked back at Laurel first and studied her closely noticing that she lacked temple nodules. They then looked Jake over and noticed the same about him and then they took in Missy's appearance and despite being very pretty it was apparent she also lacked temple nodules suggesting the 3 new guests were not Bolinar. The 3 men then glanced back inside the structure and one of the individuals seated at the counter like desk stared at the group for a moment then said something to his associates and then waved to let the 7 youngsters in.

Olister nodded once and then stepped aside slightly.

"You have been granted an audience after all."

The group walked past the men at the entryway and Laurel and Jake took note that there was a mosaic inlaid in the floor. It was fractured and missing many pieces but the care taken to preserve it and secure it in place suggested it held great meaning. The mosaic depicted a circuit that looked very much like an artificial neural circuit such as that used by the AI on the Future. The circuit was being held up in exalt and there were rays of light beaming from the points of the circuit with one in particular touching the head of the person holding up the circuit. The 3 Future crew looked down at the mosaic as they walked over it and then they looked at one another. They then walked up to the counter like desk and one of the men sitting behind it spoke.

"I see you noticed what our ancestors held up as reverent?"

"It looks to be an organic based circuit." Laurel said.

"That was the breakthrough that led to the downfall of everything. We preserve the image to remember where things can go when it is not tempered with wisdom."

"We understand."

"Camrik, this is Laurel, her mate Jake, and Missy," Aster inserted. "They came upon us while we were outside the village hunting for our evening meal. They come from the far North on a journey of exploration. They helped us catch our quarry in amazing ways and in exchange for their help we promised to bring them to Triest so they could seek information about Amshere. They are advanced in their ways but lack knowledge of the past."

"They look to be from much further away than you might think Aster. You four should go see your mothers and fathers while we get to know your guests. You have been gone for many days, I am certain a reunion is in order."

"You will not tell our friends to leave?"

"Anyone with peaceful intentions are welcomed among us, you know that Aster. Now go greet your mother and father."

"Yes sir."

Aster and the others turned around and headed out and Laurel, Jake and Missy watched them depart then nervously turned and faced the leadership of Triest.

"So¦let us get down to the truth. The truth that you obviously did not share with those four," Camrik said. "You are obviously not Bolinar. Where are you three from?"

"We really did come from the North, but we re not from this planet," Laurel started. "We were accidentally transported here by a device found in an ancient experimentation laboratory. To tell you the truth, we do not know exactly where this world is in relation to where we came from. Have you heard of a world called Geonic?"

"No."

"That is not surprising. That is the name the world we found the facility on is known by according to the locals. The device creates a tunnel in space-time that has a temporal stabilizing field to prevent time distortions. It transported us to the middle of the Northern Caron basin. We found Aster, Kenna, Rodar and Amron catching food by the stream and we sought their friendship to try and find out exactly where are. We are sorry we misled them but we did not want to frighten them by announcing that we are from another planet. We have no hostile or underhanded intentions in mind. We just want to find a way home. There are people that will be worried about us where we came from."

"That is a remarkable tale. You look like we once looked. I suspected you were from an isolated sect of Bolinar that had not evolved the temple nodules that protect us from the micro machine influence that nearly whipped us out all those mykas ago. I honestly did not think we were dealing with visitors from¦wherever you claim to be from. It sounds like you need technology far beyond anything we possess here in Triest. Amshere on the other hand has record of the sophisticated technology that once existed everywhere on this planet. There is a remote possibility that something there may help in your effort to get home. We will provide you with the most current map to Amshere. The path there is fraught with danger so if you wish, we can provide an escort and¦a transport that will cut days off the journey."

"We're honored that you would so readily offer such assistance. We do not want to put any of your people in harms way though. Just maps and a transport would be fine."

"We were under the impression that your people do not embrace technology," Jake said. "A transport represents pretty sophisticated technology."

"We are not talking about an aircraft, just a wheeled vehicle that requires no fuel other than the suns and air to power it. It will travel far faster than a person can walk or run."

One of the other individuals seated at the desk leaned to the side and obviously looked at the packs hanging on the backs of the 3 guests.

"I see you are carrying packs," The woman said pleasantly. "If you are from another world, I assume you bring advanced technology with you in those packs?"

"Yes ma'am," Laurel replied.

"Some of it dangerous?"

"If mishandled, yes ma'am."

"You will be expected to keep your technology concealed while in Triest, especially while in the presence of our younger citizens."

"We understand. We have been observing that self-imposed restriction once we learned of your aversion to advanced technology. We have nothing that can infiltrate the body and take over the mind, but we will keep our things stowed while in Triest."

"We appreciate your discretion. You will likely blend in well enough, but you do still standout slightly in appearance. I would avoid the local drinking establishments. Those that become mind clouded can get a little vocal about their dislike of outsiders that think and look differently than they do."

"We would not frequent such places anyways. We would prefer to visit with people close to our age."

"Do you carry age as we do if from another world?" One of the females in attendance asked.

"It would appear so. Jake and I are seventeen mykas and Missy here is sixteen."

"Uh, physically Laurel. Mind you mentally I am a little younger than that." Missy said timidly.

"I am not sure I understand." Camrik asserted.

"We had a mishap with some of our technology, we aged physically while our minds were preserved without aging," Laurel replied. "It's a rather long story that can be a bit confusing and probably makes no difference to our current plight."

"That is tragic. More evidence that technology is dangerous, even to those from afar."

"I hope you understand that you will be watched closely while you are here." One of the leaders said. "We have only the word of some of our youngest citizens as to your intentions and your incredible confession here."

"We understand," Laurel replied. "We promise we are not going to hurt anyone. We will leave as soon as first light comes."

"That would be best. We will see to it that you have the maps and a properly outfitted transport made available by morning. Perhaps one of the four kids you befriended would be willing to put you up for the night."

"Rodar¦" Missy practically blurted then covered her mouth in embarrassment. "May we stay with Rodar? He and I have established a¦friendship."

"It would seem to be more than a simple friendship."

"I assure you that I did not take advantage of his curious nature."

The leaders stared at Missy for a moment then smiled and laughed lightly.

"We did not suspect you did. We are not apposed to interactions of curiosity. It is normal and expected from people your age. We will send word to Rodar's mother and father that the three of you are in need of accommodations for the night. They have a sizable enough home to accommodate you adequately."

"We appreciate the hospitality you are offering."

"May I ask you something?" Jake posed.

"You may." Camrik replied.

"There was talk of a relic that is kept at Amshere. One that is older than your written history."

"We are aware of the relic you speak of. Everyone is."

"Do you know where it was originally found?"

"The most likely legend says that it was found north of here in the middle of the great northern basin. It is said that it was found within a rock formation, as if it was deposited there many Mykas before it was discovered and that it was encased in sediment and calcite over time. There was a sect of the Amshere priests that used to embark on a pilgrimage to the purported location where the artifact was found. They carried out secretive rituals there of an undisclosed nature. That particular sect no longer exists and the shrine has long since been abandoned."

"I think we stumbled upon the shrine on our way here¦before we met the four from your village. Do you think the priests will permit us to examine the artifact? We do not need to actually touch it. We have¦ways of examining it in its protective case."

"I cannot answer to that. It is highly unlikely. It is one of their most precious and ancient artifacts. Many have sought to destroy it since it is said all of our technology was based on that one device."

"I will confess that there is the remote possibly¦that artifact came from the place where we came from, maybe even from the same laboratory we came from."

The leaders leaned back in their seats and looked at one another in shock then one by one they looked at the 3 Future crew.

"That is a remarkable claim," Camrik said. "You would need to submit proof that you are responsible for the rise and fall of our people."

"I am not saying we are responsible. The artifact was sent here a million mykas ago to take readings from this planet and send them back to the laboratory so the man that created the technology to reach here could perfect his technology from the other side. You see the domain manifold randomly jumps from one world to another. Once the connection jumps to another world, it may never return to a previous location. I believe he was trying to overcome this issue by sending his probes through to take readings from this side. He died before he could complete his work, but if we can examine one of those probes, it may hold the key to the technique necessary to open a window so we can get back home."

"I do not understand how a device can hold the key like that."

"It is not necessarily the device itself. It is the vast data stored inside the device. It uses a type of crystalline data storage that is incorruptible over time if the data crystals are still intact. I believe the devices used a primitive form of artificial intelligence to guide the probes once contact is lost from the other side. The probe will learn about its environment and continue to collect data until its power source is depleted. I believe it had adaptive programming so it could grow beyond its original programming in order to figure out how to survive long enough to carry out its mission of sending its data back to its creator. We need to know what technique the device was designed to employ to do that. It might lead us in the direction of how to contact our people so they can locate us. We have ships¦or at least one that is capable of interstellar travel. If we can determine where we are in the cosmos, our people could travel here by ship to pick us up."

"I see. So there would be¦many more of your people showing up?"

"We would limit our interactions with your people. We could rendezvous with a rescue ship somewhere isolated so we are unobserved by anyone on the surface. A crew of two or three could come down, pick us up, and then we would leave without anyone knowing."

"That sounds like a more sound plan of action. You would still need to produce evidence that you are from the place of origin for the probe as you called it, if the ancient artifact is in fact one of these probes. The priests of Amshere are not going to be willing to allow you access to the artifact solely on your word."

Jake contemplated for a moment and then Laurel had an epiphany and Jake nodded as he looked down and to the left. He then looked up at the leadership members.

"We have a visual record and internal scan data of several of the devices from the laboratory we departed from. Do you think it would convince them if we submitted that as evidence that we have experience with the probes?"

"I believe that would be the most convincing evidence you could provide. I still do not guarantee they will permit access to the artifact. You will need to establish a report that sets their minds at ease."

"We can appreciate that. We do not want to touch the device. We understand that as old as it is, it is likely extremely fragile."

"To say the least. The fact that it has been preserved for this long is a miracle as it is."

"Yes sir."

"You three are dismissed. We appreciate your honest answers to our questions. Welcome to Triest¦and Amara."

"Is that what you call this world?"

"Yes. Have you heard of it before?"

"No, I am sorry, we have not."

"No need to apologize. I will send word to Rodar's family to make preparations to have guests for the night. If you are interested in a meal, you can head to the communal eatery. I can have one of the men outside show you where it is?"

"That would be nice. Laurel is hungry." Jake replied.

Camrik pulled his head back in surprise.

"She expressed hunger before you came into the meeting hall?"

"Something like that."

Camrik signaled one of the men out front and he came into the meeting hall.

"Yes sir. How may I be of service?"

"Will you escort our guests to the communal eatery, then contact Rodar's mother and father? Advise them our guests here will be spending the night with them."

"Understood sir. I will take care of it." The man then gestured toward the entryway. "This way please."

Laurel looked at the leadership members and presented a pretty smile.

"Thank you for your time and for showing us such warm hospitality."

"It is our way Laurel, you are very welcomed."

Laurel then turned around and slid her hand into Jake's and the 3 of them headed out of the meeting hall. They made their way out onto the crumbling sidewalk and then headed down the street with their escort leading the way. They walked past dozens of reclaimed buildings, some multistory, most single story with multiple families residing within each. It struck Laurel that this post-apocalyptic world would be totally different if not for Hyndocan's experiments. His one act of curious endeavor changed the fate of an entire planet, nearly resulting in its complete extermination at their own hands thanks to the technology they were exposed to.

They came upon an open-air structure that was the remains of a large plaza or market square of some kind that had been repurposed to serve as a communal dinning area with a rather sizable kitchen and food prep area at the rear of the structure that was being overseen by several people of varying ages, the youngest of which appeared to be 8 or 9 years of age. The escort stopped at the entrance walkway that was lines by 1-meter high walls flanking a descending path that led into the eatery. The escort then faced the trio and smiled warmly at Laurel.

"Go on in and help yourself to anything you would like. I will return after speaking with Rodar's family about accommodating you for the night."

"We appreciate everything you and your people are doing for us," Laurel said. "We will remain here until you return."

"That would be a good idea. You are free to interact with the citizens present here though it would not be advisable to explore beyond here until you are with an escort."

"We understand."

The man nodded once and then turned and headed down the street, crossing to the opposite side a few blocks away. Laurel, Jake and Missy watched the man walking down the street until it was hard to define his figure he was so far away. The 3 of them then turned and headed down the descending pathway into the main dinning area. They stopped just inside and looked around briefly, taking note that there were at least 70 people seated throughout the dinning area with room for many more. The entire eatery was immaculately spotless and the tables and chairs were constructed from a gleaming white material that resembled Teflon. It was plastic looking, but had a high sheen to it and it was obviously formed into sleek and dramatic curving shapes within a mold and then polished to its highly reflective surface. The floor of the eatery was just as impressively spotless, constructed from some form of concrete that was endowed with artificial veining to give it interest and character and it was obvious that great care was taken to keep the eatery clean despite the open air environment.

The 3 of them walked to the nearest clear table that it appeared would seat 8 or more people easily though only 4 chairs were in place at the table, and they pulled 3 chairs out and sat down and glanced around wondering if a server would approach them, or would they be required to approach the food preparation area at the rear of the dinning area to place an order. Their pondering was answered when a young man walked over to the table and greeted them warmly.

"Welcome friends. I am Olnot. I can see you are visiting Triest from¦elsewhere. Do you know what you are in the mood to eat this evening?"

"We are unfamiliar with the dishes served here. What do you suggest?" Laurel responded.

"If you will follow me to the prep area, I will show you some of the bounty recently brought in that you may have a meal created from."

The 3 of them smiled and scooted their seats back and stood up. They then followed Olnot across the dinning area to the food prep area at the rear of the enormous facility. As they approached the prep area they could see that the days bounty was laid out neatly as it was being washed and prepared for cold storage in metallic bins. None of the fruits and vegetables were recognized but they looked fresh and bright suggesting great care was taken in their tending while they were grown. There was also a metal table with a lipped edge on which meat was being sliced up and most of it was being placed in clear glass dishes filled with a dark colored liquid marinade to tenderize and flavor the meat while in storage. The meat was bright red in color and resembled beef flank steak which Jake found appealing looking and Laurel couldn't help but feel the same thing along with him though he was also attracted to the vast variety of vegetables which he knew was the result of Laurel's tastes.

"This was all grown locally?" Laurel asked.

"Oh yes. We are completely self-sufficient. We often trade our surplus for the material items the village is in need of."

"Everything looks fresh and wonderful. What do you suggest?"

"Something the Triest citizens enjoy is voran melon sliced in half, it is then stuffed with diced cineck that is mixed with benedit chunks and casan diced from the cob." Olnot said as he pointed at each item.

The voran melon looked like honeydew melon from Earth and cineck was a selection of red meat that was being diced into cubes as Olnot pointed at it while benedit looked vaguely like a bright red eggplant and casan was a cob vegetable with what looked like grape sized bulbs growing down its length, that was the size of a child's arm, and the bulbs were white in color.

"That sounds interesting," Laurel then looked at Missy. "You feel adventurous?"

"Sure, I'm up for something new."

Laurel then looked at Olnot.

"We will try the local favorite."

"Very good. Are you interested in sampling some of our fermented drinks made from fruit components?"

"We would prefer fresh fruit juices or water. We should keep our minds clear."

"Reson berry juice is refreshing after a hot day. It is sweet though subtly so."

"That sounds great. We will have the reson berry juice."

"I can bring your plates to your table when the meals are done cooking. I will bring the reson berry juice to your table ahead of time along with deno root flakes for a light snack while your meal is being prepared."

"What is deno root?"

Olnot pointed at a bin full of squiggly shaped roots that were reminiscent of potatoes though much longer and thinner with a dull white appearance.

"Those are deno roots. We slice them very thin and then season them lightly before backing them over an open flame. They make for a crunchy snack that offers high protein value."

"We have a snack like that where we are from. We call them potato chips. Potatoes are a root bulb that are sliced thin and baked or fried into chips that are then salted or otherwise seasoned to taste."

"You will enjoy the deno flakes then. I will bring them to your table."

"Wonderful, thank you."

"My pleasure."

The 3 of them headed back to their table and sat down and it was only a few moments later that Olnot returned with 3 tall glasses of reson berry juice and a large wooden bowl full to overflowing with golden brown flakes of deno that had reddish orange and black seasoning flecks all over them. The reson berry juice was a surprising dark green color, but once tasted it was delightfully sweet and satisfying and the deno flakes were perfectly seasoned with a spicy mixture that accented the rather bland base flavor of the deno root, much as a potato chip would offer if unseasoned. The 3 of them offered a smile and an obligatory nod and Olnot smiled in return and then departed to leave them to enjoy their juice and crunchy snack while their stuffed veron was being prepared.

All 3 of them ate several chips and sipped at their juice as they casually looked around and took in how everyone was interacting. It seemed to the 3 of them that there was a genuine community atmosphere among the people in the eatery suggesting a close nit society existed in Triest if the same behavior existed throughout the general population of the village. Everyone seemed to be wearing hand tailored clothing that was generally loose fitting but form following and conservative in the amount of the body that was covered. They were starting to suspect their new young friends were expressing themselves in a way not common within the confines of the village walls. As they pondered and glanced around while sampling the chips and juice, Laurel and Jake sensed a familiar presence drawing near. They looked around briefly then caught sight of Rodar entering the eatery from the east entrance opposed to the south entrance they had entered from. Rodar walked to the middle of the eatery then looked around and Missy slid her chair back and stood up and lifted her hand subtly and Rodar absolutely lit up when he caught sight of Missy. Rodar lifted a hand and then walked over to their table as Missy sat down while pulling the other chair at the table out.

"Hello friends. My mother and father are preparing one of the spare rooms in our home for you." Rodar then looked at Missy and blushed slightly as he sat down. "I have been given permission for you to stay in my room since Laurel and Jake are mates and therefore deserve privacy."

Strange expressions of surprise mixed with embarrassment washed over her face and then after a few moments she looked at Laurel and Jake, then back to Rodar. Rodar understood the shock in her expression and he smiled and bowed his head slightly.

"A spare bed is being assembled for you to sleep on. I was not implying anything was expected to happen aside form enjoying your company. I like the feeling I experience when you are close to me."

Missy's expression relaxed noticeably and she nodded.

"I accept your unorthodox invitation to sleep in your room Rodar. Just remember, I meant what I said when we talked in private. I'm not going to change my mind."

"I remember. I just want to be close to you for as long as possible. You three might never come this way again once you leave."

"That's sweet Rodar. I enjoy your company too. Would you like to have a meal with us?"

"My mother is preparing the evening meal back home. I do not want the food to go to waste¦I would like to stay though. I will show you the way to my home when you are done."

"We would like that¦" Missy looked at Laurel and Jake expectantly and they both grinned and nodded.

"He makes you happy Missy, that makes us happy." Laurel said then looked at Rodar. "We would love for you to sit with us while we eat Rodar."

"We're looking forward to meeting your parents too," Jake said.

"They are excited about meeting you too. I told them all about you and the amazing things you are capable of."

"Please don't expect us to perform tricks to amuse." Jake said with a frown.

"I do not think they would presume to ask you to do that. They might ask some questions about how you learned to do the things you can do, I do not think they will ask you to show them. They will trust that what you tell them is the truth of the matter."

A loud sizzling sound from the cooking area made everyone look in that direction as the meat for their meal was poured onto the hot cooking surface. Laurel then looked at Rodar.

"Do the people of Triest eat much meat?"

"Some do. Most of us have a preference for the grown foods rather than formally living creatures. I like meat from time to time though my mother and father do not include much of it in the meals they prepare at home. Raising animals for slaughter requires vegetable staple consumption that would better serve the dietary needs of the numerous people living in Triest. It represents a wasteful use of what is available to do that."

"You do go outside the village to hunt from time to time though, right?" Missy asked.

"Yes. We cull the grazers out in the open plains of the basin, though we have to be cautious about reducing their numbers too much. There is a circle of life that we are a part of and must respect or things will be put out of balance. If food becomes scarce for the predators they might come looking for supplement around here. The walls keep the curious out though a starving dragoon is capable of leaping and climbing surprising well. If we are perceived as competitors for food resources that too can elicit hostile behavior."

"That's pretty smart that your people recognize and respect that." Laurel replied.

"If you are really planning on going to Amshere, you will not run into dragoons that far south. You will run across animals I have never seen before. The southern wastelands have animals that have to be seen to be believed."

"You have never been to Amshere?" Jake asked.

"No. I have never journeyed that far from the village."

"Has anyone from Triest been there?" Laurel asked after sipping her reson berry juice.

"Yes. A few people have been there, though not in a very long time."

"We still plan on going to Amshere, but we will need accurate information about the route there and what we should expect along the way." Jake said.

"I am sure you will be given the most accurate and recent maps in our possession. There are enough people around with knowledge of the animal life present along the route you will be taking to pass along the information you need regarding what you may come across."

"That is good to hear."

"I wish I was going with you. Not only would I get to spend more time with Missy, I would get to see Amshere for myself. It is something very few of us have ever had the opportunity to do."

"It is likely to be a treacherous journey," Laurel said. "We wouldn't want to expose you to the dangers we are going to face."

"I know. My mother and father feel the same way. They do not think I am ready for that kind of adventure."

"Were they upset with you for venturing to the spot where we met you?" Laurel asked.

"A little. They were proud of us fro bringing so much flatfin venom home with us. It will provide enough serum to treat several people for all sorts of illnesses. We were right in thinking that would overshadow our lengthy and dangerous absence."

"How long were you gone?"

"Four risings of the suns. We never stay gone for more than five or six risings at a time."

"Do you four do that very often?"

"Not real often. It is not the first time we have explored on our own though."

"I don't know if I would be comfortable with my kids disappearing for that long without knowing where they are." Laurel said shaking her head.

"We are taught to be self sufficient at an early age. We are not the only ones that go exploring like that. It is not considered a bad thing to be curious and adventurous. Besides, Kenna is an excellent marksman with a bow. We all feel very safe when he is with us."

"Shouldn't all four of you learn to use a bow proficiently?"

"Oh Kenna has taught all of us the basics. He is just the best shot among us."

Olnot approaching the table caught their attention and they all sat up straight to allow access to the center of the table. Olnot placed 3 steaming plates of stuffed veron in front of Laurel, Jake and Missy. Olnot then looked at Rodar and grinned warmly.

"Greetings Rodar. Will the rest of your family be joining you?"

"No. I am here to escort my friends here to my home. They will be spending the night with us."

"Very well. You know how things work around here, help yourself to anything you would like to eat or drink."

"Thank you Olnot. I am thirsty, I will go get some erris nectar to hold me over."

"Excellent idea. This morning's yield is particularly potent. It is everything a young man needs to feel strong and sharp minded."

Olnot then departed and Laurel leaned toward Rodar.

"What is erris nectar?" She asked in a low voice.

"We grow a night flowering plant here in the village that produces an aromatic fragrance and when the flowers are rendered down they produce a clear nectar that is thick and flavorful. It is packed with body enhancing nutrients that cannot be found anywhere else."

"Sounds wonderful." Missy said.

"I will get a glass and let you taste it before I drink any of it. I think you will like it."

Missy smiled brightly and nodded once and Rodar got up from his chair and headed toward the prep area at the rear of the dinning area. He returned to the table a short time later to find the Future crew thoroughly enjoying their stuffed veron. Rodar sat down at the table and casually handed his dew drenched glass of clear liquid to Missy. She swallowed the bite of food in her mouth, then took the frosty glass and took a small sip and let the flavor wash over her pallet as the aroma penetrated her nose with a wonderful fragrance reminiscent of wild flowers. Missy then took another bigger sip and swallowed it down and enjoyed the sensation as the flavors popped in her mouth. She handed the glass back to Rodar and smiled at him.

"That is a wonderful drink. It's thicker than expected but it has a complex flavor range that seems to evolve from one flavor sensation to another after swallowing it."

"I like a tall cold glass of erris nectar anytime I can get it. Each batch is slightly different from the last since the nectar depends on the conditions the flowers experience while they are growing. It looks as if you like the stuffed veron too?"

"The veron is fantastic. The cineck adds a fortifying component to the otherwise vegetable rich stuffing. The portion size will hold us over until morning nicely too."

"I am glad you like the same things I do. I often choose stuffed veron when we come here to eat."

"You eat at home most of the time?"

"When resources permitted it, we collect and store enough items at home to feed us for several days at a time. That is not always possible so we come here to eat when supplies run low at home."

"That makes sense."

The 3 of them then set into eating their stuffed veron while Rodar casually munched on deno flakes and sipped on his erris nectar. When all the food was consumed and the drinks polished off, they got up from their table and carried their plates and glasses back to the prep area and deposited them in the bins that contained plates and cups from other diners. They then headed out the east entrance and up onto the cross street. Rodar then led the way toward the waterfront area where the buildings were looking more residential in nature though incredibly old. After a short time Missy slid her hand into Rodar's and he looked at their clasped hands and smiled and then Missy stepped closer to him as they continued down the street, then they turned right down a wide alleyway and they walked to the 4th doorway on the left and Rodar stopped and looked up at the second story windows.

"That is my mother and father's room and mine is on the other side, facing the water. This at one time was a robotics laboratory. All of the technical components have long since been dismantled and removed. The building however was built to last. It is a reinforced structure with thick walls and columns that have survived the ages really well."

Rodar then reached out to the metallic door and pushed on it slightly and the door clanked and then he slid the door to the side and it slid into the doorframe making virtually no noise at all as it did so. They then stepped into an enormous living room that absolutely stunned Laurel, Jake and Missy. The room had a gleaming white finish that looked similar to EMPACC though the 3 Future crew knew the material they were seeing was more likely a ceramic coating of some kind. The room was rectangular shaped with a couch large enough to seat 5 people that was covered in a light tan hide and in the corner at the end of the couch was a comfy looking chair that was covered in the same type of hide. There was a low glass top table in front of the couch with an artistic blown glass figurine sitting in the middle of the table. Across the room was tasteful dark wood bookshelf that was filled to the brim with books that had dark brown bindings and red and yellow text announcing the titles of the books. At the far end of the living room was a dinning table that had a wood rim and a glass insert and the table was resting on curved logs the size of a man's legs that were bound together by a polished metal band. The logs curved outward toward the ends of the table and atop the table were 5 oval hand made place setting blotters that looked to be made from an exotic bright green material. Hanging over the table was an ornate chandelier that had hundreds of individual hand blown faceted crystalline leaflets suspended by gold chains. The chandelier would've been gaudy in any other setting but in the polished and bright atmosphere of this particular space it was spectacular in the way it hung and cast rainbow prisms on the walls as the 14 cylindrical light beams in the center of the chandelier reflected through and off of crystal leaflets.

At the far end of the living room there was a 1-meter high knee wall that separated the kitchen area from the living area. The kitchen was just as impressively appointed with what looked like stainless steel fixtures and dark wooden cabinetry that was tasteful and polished to a high sheen. There was an island worktable in the center of the kitchen that had a wooden top on it that was several centimeters thick and sat atop wooden surround cabinets made from the same beautiful wood as the hanging cabinets. It was completely surprising the level of opulence visible throughout the space given the appearance of the home from the outside. Externally it looked like a dilapidated factory building that had survived thousands of years of extreme weather. The interior was unbelievably modern looking and comfortable. There was a single arched doorway leading deeper into the structure and a handsome man and a beautiful blond woman stepped through the doorway and offered a warm smile as they leaned against one another and the man put his arm around the woman's back.

"Mother, father, these are the friends we made at the hunting spot by the stream. This is Laurel and her Mate Jake¦"

"Welcome to our home Laurel and Jake. We are honored to have you stay with us for the night."

"Thank you," Laurel said as she leaned against Jake. "We appreciate the hospitality you have extended to us. You have a beautiful home."

"It is our pleasure to have you stay with us. We are very proud of our home. We may live a primitive life but we don not have to live in a primitive abode."

"Do all the homes in Triest look like this?"

"Maybe not exactly like this, though each home is decorated to suit the tastes of those living in the home. We have access to the means of creating just about anything we can think of."

"So you do not use technology in everyday life, but its use in creating a comfortable home is acceptable?"

"Yes, I suppose you could look at it that way. This was a former robotics research laboratory so the finishes you see were already present when we were granted permission to convert this building into our home."

"I see. You did a wonderful job of making it stunning."

"You are sweet, thank you Laurel. I am Droma, Rodar's mother and this is Olin, his father."

"It is an honor to meet you both. Rodar is a well-mannered, smart young man. It was not hard to take a liking to him right away."

"I take that as a compliment. We strive to teach our young to be respectful though cautious with strangers. He is lucky you three are of good character."

"Yes ma'am. I think Kenna would have taken care of a hostile greeting rather quickly. He seems to be quick with a bow."

Rodar then stepped over next to Missy and grinned at her as he introduced her.

"Mother, father, this is Missy. She is the one I spoke of that makes my heart race when in her presence."

"It is nice to make your acquaintance Missy," Droma said. "I assumed you were the one Rodar could not quit talking about by the way his face blushed when he looked at you."

"I uh¦I am honored to make your acquaintances to ma'am. I want you to know that I conducted myself with dignity when it comes to Rodar."

"He said as much Missy. He has reached the age of curiosity about the opposite sex, we are pleased that he met a real woman such as yourself that does not take advantage of that curious nature."

"Thank you ma'am. I am very fond of him but our people do not engage in such activities casually. We prefer to establish a meaningful relationship before¦experimenting."

"We can respect that. You seem like s sweet girl and you are very pretty. We have no aversion to allowing your feelings to guide you with Rodar."

Missy blushed and looked at Laurel and Laurel smiled at her.

"If you have his mother and father's permission to pursue a deeper relationship, it is fine with us too. Just¦remember the precautions we suggested."

"Aye ma'am. I don't think¦or¦that is¦expect things to go any further than very close friends."

"I understand."

"Rodar, show our guests to their room so they can put their things away then come down for evening meal. It is nearly ready."

"Yes mother."

"Would the three of you like to join us for evening meal?" Olin asked.

"Actually, we ate at the community eatery," Laurel replied. "Thank you for inviting us to share in your evening meal though."

"I will prepare a substantial meal for morning meal to get your day started properly. I trust you will partake in the meal?"

"We would love to have morning meal with you Droma, thank you."

"Wonderful. I know just what to prepare."

"I can hardly wait."

Droma smiled brightly and then Rodar slid his hand into Missy's.

"This way. I will show you to the spare room that was prepared for Laurel and Jake and I will show you my room Missy."

Rodar then led the way out of the room via the doorway Droma and Olin entered the room from. They walked down a wide, dimly lit corridor with several closed doors down its length until they reached a stairwell on the right just behind an open door that was damaged. It was plainly apparent that someone had forced the door open with a pry bar. The metal edges of the door were folded back at the middle of the door. Laurel glanced at Jake then spoke her curiosity.

"Did you have to force your way into this building?"

They stepped through the doorway and began climbing the spiraling stairs with Rodar and Missy leading the way.

"This building was infiltrated long ago to gain access to the technological components abandoned here. When we were granted permission to establish our home here, this building had been vacant for thousands of mykas. The main floor was being used for general storage; the rest of the building was empty."

"Your family is using the entire building?" Missy asked.

"No. We occupy this half, there is a sealed doorway that used to separate the advanced research department from the practical experimentation laboratory and that now separates this side of the building from the west side. There are two other residences in the building though ours is the largest. One quarter of the building in the south wing is devoted to general storage of manufactured goods."

"Manufactured goods?"

"Yes, home furnishings farming implements, stuff like that. They are made by hand and stored here until they are needed."

"Ah."

"There are portions of the building that are still unused and vacant though. As you saw from outside, the building is quite large and has several sub levels though most of those levels are now full of water. The foundation walls have deteriorated and allowed ground water to seep in."

"That doesn't worry your people?"

"No. We use it as a cistern. We are at a higher elevation than the stream so this allows for a central water source without having to pump it up from the stream."

"That doesn't sound wise. Sitting water tends to stagnate."

"It flows in one side of the foundation and out through cracks in the foundation walls on the opposite side. The water does not sit still or stagnate."

They reached the top of the stairs and stepped out into a wide-open space that was circular shaped with the same gleaming white surfaces that were spotlessly clean just like the downstairs surfaces. There was a corridor leading away from the circular space and 4 doorways with closed doors. Rodar let got go of Missy's hand and he pointed toward the corridor.

"That leads to the rooftop terrace which is a common area for all of the residents of this building and there is also a sealed doorway that used to connect all of the wings of the building. I think this space used to serve as some sort of security control center for the different sections of the factory that originally operated out of this building. All of the control apparatuses have long since been dismantled and taken away. I will show you to the room my mother and father prepared for you Laurel and Jake."

Rodar then headed across the space to one of the doors and he pushed on the door and it clanked and then he slid it to the side, just like the front door to the residence. He then stepped into the room and the lighting automatically came to life casting a bright inviting glow about the room that was adorned with a tapestry on one wall, a sitting couch, 1 high back reading chair made of a dark stained wood and 1 bed large enough for 2 people to sleep comfortably. There was 1 mid sized window with the hand tailored curtains drawn, not that it would have mattered if they had been pulled since the suns had completely set now and twilight was now coming on outside.

Laurel and Jake stepped into the room and walked around Rodar and Missy and they unfastened their waste straps and then shucked their survival packs off and set them down next to the bed. They both looked around the room for a moment then Laurel stepped over to the window and pulled the curtains aside to reveal a view of a courtyard draped in deepening shadow. She then released the curtains and looked at the fanciful pattern incorporated into the weave of the curtains. She then grinned at Rodar.

"This will do perfect. Thank you for putting us up for the night."

"You are quite welcome Laurel. I will leave you to get settled in."

Rodar then tugged at Missy's hand and she smiled and followed him out of the room and he walked to a door across the circular space from the room Laurel and Jake were staying in and he pressed on the door and it clanked and then he slid it aside and then stepped into the room and the lighting came to life. Rodar's room was strewn with personal items befitting a boy of his age and he had several more pieces of furniture that appeared to be hand made such as a shelving unit full of trinkets and a bureau cabinet presumably containing clothing and the likes. His bed was considerably smaller than the one provided in Laurel and Jake's room and there was a 2nd bed close to the primary bed, the 2nd being an obvious temporary bed that was more of a wooden framed cot with a stuffed mattress on it and neatly tucked and folded sheets and blankets adorning it and one rather sizable fluffy looking pillow sitting at the head of the bed at the same end that the twin pillows on Rodar's bed were residing.

Missy looked around at the personal possessions and remnant toys from his younger days that were stowed on the shelving cabinet and Missy grinned. It felt homey and somehow inviting as well as fitting to Rodar's personality. Missy walked over to the window as she unfastened her stomach strap and she used her forehead to part the drapes and she could just make out the stream that flowed very wide as it passed through by the village and she could see the street leading down to the remnants of a pier and wharf that looked extremely old and rickety. There were windows aglow along the street heading toward the wharf area suggesting quite a few residences teaming with evening activities as the day wound to a close. Missy then pulled her head from between the drapes and she shucked her survival pack off and set it on the spare bed and Rodar stepped close to her nervously.

"What do you think?"

"I think you have a wonderful home Rodar. The view from here is spectacular and your mother and farther are so nice. Thank you for inviting us into your home."

"You are welcomed Missy. The waste room and shower are next door. Make yourself comfortable while I eat evening meal. I will come back up here as soon as we are done."

"Alright. I'll be right here."

Rodar smiled and then turned quickly and left the room and Missy sighed hard. She was really starting develop genuine feelings for Rodar and she knew it was going to be hard to say goodbye. She wished she had met him on the Future instead of on an alien planet. Missy stepped over to the bed and pushed her survival pack aside and sat down and sighed heavy and then she looked at her pack for a moment, then she pulled it onto her lap and she unfastened the zipper cover snaps and then she unzipped the pack and she pulled out the detranome from inside the pack and she stared at it for a moment, then she pushed the pack off her lap and stood up and then she walked out of the room and crossed the circular space to Laurel and Jake's room which still had the door wide open.

She rapped her knuckles on the doorframe as she peered into the room and she found Laurel and Jake sitting on the couch.

"Come in Missy," Laurel said noticing the detranome in her hand and the sense of what Missy wanted came to her immediately, but she wanted to let Missy present her desire to be scanned.

"Hey Laurel, would you mind scanning me real quick? I don't plan on messing around but I want to make sure things are¦as they should be."

"Sure." Laurel replied as she held her hand out.

Missy walked over to her and set the detranome in her hand and Laurel stood up and activated the detranome and then she initiated a scan on Missy starting at her head, working all the way down to her feet. Laurel then allowed the device to analyze the collected data for a moment and then she scrolled the scan image to Missy's lower abdomen and she used a pinch maneuver to zoom in by several factors until she could plainly see her ovaries and fallopian tubes. She was able to discern the fallopian blockers in place exactly where they should be. Laurel then zoomed the image out and looked over the analysis data to see what physical condition Missy was in and aside from a slight case of dehydration she was in perfect health. Laurel looked up at Missy and handed her the active detranome.

"Your electrolyte balance is a little off, but your blockers are in perfect condition and right where they're supposed to be. Don't forget to take a scan of Rodar before you¦do anything, and I'm not talking about intercourse. Even casual contact can be hazardous if two species are incompatible in unforeseen ways."

"I'm¦not sure I understand what you mean, but I'll scan him anyways."

"Body fluids can be acidic or alkali in ways that can cause burns or discomfort. Trust me, you want to know before contact is initiated."

"Acidic burns? Holy crap! Yeah, I need to know if we're compatible."

"I sense you have things in mind that put you at risk if you don't have accurate information to base your decisions on, that's why I mentioned that." Laurel said as she sat back down next to Jake.

"Are you reading my mind?"

"No, not in the fullest sense. Your emotions flurried and I can read feelings clear enough to interpret what you were thinking about that made your emotions surge like that."

"Oh. You can read minds though if you want, right?"

"Yes. If we do that you'll sense an echo of our presence in your mind. We call it the tell. You'll know if were actively reading your mind."

Missy looked over the detranome data for a moment and then she deactivated the unit and looked at Laurel.

"Now you've seen what I'm made of. I trust you'll keep it to yourself?"

"As best as I can. I sense Jake is blocking his perception of what I just saw and read, but we sometimes share and access things without trying. I can't promise anything."

"Good enough. I'm just glad he's a gentleman."

"You gotta remember that anything you say to one of us is going to end up in the mind of the other and that includes stuff we see about you. It will never go beyond the two of us though." Jake said with a friendly smile.

"Cause you exist as one person?"

"Yeah. It's just the way it is."

"I can't imagine what that must be like. How close do I need the detranome to be in order to collect the necessary scan data from Rodar?"

"Leave it in your survival pack on analytical scan mode. If he's in the room with you it's plenty close enough to gather the necessary data. Once you find yourself alone again, perform a compatibility comparison using the collected data as reference. Select Human compatibility mode and the detranome will measure the necessary reference points to determine genetic and physical compatibility. The result will indicate if sexual contact is safe as well as the possibility of reproductive compatibility. The likelihood of genetic compatibility is extremely remote since he's a different species entirely."

"Kinda like Korica and Tamaric?"

"Yes. She looks completely Human, but she's way different at the fundamental level. I suspect it's the same way with Rodar, though he expresses physical attributes that make it obvious that he's a different species."

"You don't¦think kissing him could be dangerous do you? Just a peck."

"His saliva isn't likely to be that caustic or whatever, but you might want to wait until you collect the data just to be sure. You need to look for unknown contagions too. He could be carrying innocuous bugs for him that could prove dangerous for you to be exposed to. It could act like a debilitating disease that your body has no way of fighting."

"You could heal me if that happens, right?"

"Yes. Just take the scan and look the data over carefully before you make out with him."

"I hate how you know what's going through my mind."

"I just know what you're feeling Missy. It indicates what you're thinking but you're a particularly emotional girl so it's kind of easy to figure out what you're thinking about."

"Can you turn that off? You're ability to read a person's feelings I mean?"

"Yes. We can quite our minds and our advanced senses are muted. We can't stay like that though. It blocks us from each other too and that leads to anxiety and a sick feeling that grows more intense the longer our minds are separated."

"Wow. I had no idea you would get sick just like you would if you're separated by distance for too long."

"Yeah. We're built to be joined anymore."

"It must have it perks though."

"Oh it does. It really is a wonderful existence that we're both still adapting to. We enhance each other in ways we could've never guessed were possible. We both thoroughly enjoy sharing our spirits and lives with each other. There are aspects that go beyond what words can describe without paling compared to the real experience."

"So you know exactly what it's like to be a guy, huh?"

"Yes. He knows what it's like to be a girl too. It's eye opening in an unimaginable way."

"I bet. You think someone¦typical like me could ever experience that sort of thing?"

"I don't know. We would have to take a deep reading of you to try to determine if you're capable of becoming paired. It's an intimate procedure that we really try not to do very often. If it isn't done carefully it can lead to some confused feelings."

"Really? How so?"

"You'll feel a deep afterglow of Jake and I and our feelings for one another. Our feelings can imprint on you so deeply that you'll think our feelings are your feelings. It fades over time, but it can be really confusing in the meantime."

"You don't' know how to stop that from happening?"

"We do, but all it takes is a moment of broken concentration for it to happen or if we touch the wrong place deep within you it can happen."

"I guess I'll just have to take your word for it."

"If the time comes that you meet a really special guy that happens to be gifted, you can ask us and we'll perform a deep reading to tell you if we sense that your capable."

"Okay. Thank you. I'm going to go stretch out on the spare bed made up for me until Rodar is done eating. I really want to take a shower after that. He said there's a shower next door to his room."

"Oh boy does that sound good." Laurel said with a smile.

"I'll talk to you guys later. Thanks for checking me over Laurel."

"You're welcome."

Missy then turned around and headed out of the room and Laurel looked at Jake and grinned.

"She's smitten."

"I know. I sense it too. He's a nice guy, just kinda young."

"So is she Jake. I know you sense what lies beneath too. Her mind hasn't completely caught up to her physical development."

"I know, the poor thing aged considerably while in stasis. It's so disheartening how some people didn't age much at all while others gained years of physical growth."

"It all depends on what section of the stasis ring they were in and what stage of maintenance they were in when the stasis fields were breached by the anti time radiation. Everybody responds to exposure differently."

"Hopefully we won't ever run across that kind of bizarre radiation again."

"Not likely. Messing around with time creates so many problems. We're lucky a paradox didn't do us all in after emerging from the anti time region. If not for the sophisticated shield generator on the Future, we probably would've experienced some ugly side effects."

"You're right about that. Oberot knew what he was doing when he upgraded the ship."

"He had inside knowledge that he was hiding from everyone, including us."

"I know, huh."

Jake then slid his shoes off and laid back on the firm bed and stretched hard and then let out a huff and Laurel stood up and scooped up his legs by his ankles and swung them over onto the bed and deposited him on the bed in a comfortable position and then Laurel sat back down facing him.

"I sense we have a long journey ahead of us." Laurel sighed heavily. "I never thought I would want to leave a new planet so eagerly. The prospect of exploring this planet has lost its appeal completely."

"You want to get on with the mission to the Reuopon station so we can see Korica and Tamaric."

"Yeah. I miss Korica so much it hurts. I just want to feel those strong arms of hers wrapped around me. Her elevated body temperature makes her hugs so warm in more ways than one."

"I know what you mean. I miss her too. I just can't imagine what it's going to take to get us home so we can go see her. It might take us a while to find a way of opening a wormhole back to Geonic or the Future planet."

"I doubt we're going to be opening a wormhole since that would have to be done in space with some pretty sophisticated equipment. I don't think this planet has anything like that still around. I can't blame these people for rejecting their technological past since it nearly wiped them out of existence."

"We'll get through this together babe. I have gut feeling that we'll be okay when we get to the other side of this unexpected excursion."

"I'm more worried about Missy than us. This is her first away mission and she might feel jaded against future missions after experiencing one of our typical missions going sideways, as they always do for us."

"Ah, I think Rodar has made it exciting for her. He's broadening her expectations of what's out here. I don't think she realized it would be so easy to fall for an alien."

"That's such a derogatory label Jake, I wish you would just say a boy that isn't Human or a boy that's a different species."

"I'm sorry babe. I know technically we're the aliens here and you don't want to be called an alien."

"No I don't."

"Fine, we're non Bolinar, How's that?"

"Better."

Jake chuckled and then closed his eyes and Laurel smiled and then scooped up her survival pack by the handle at the top of it and she stood up, making Jake open his eyes and look at her fondly.

"Go ahead and go freshen up babe. I'll be right here resting when you get done."

Laurel nodded and then turned and headed to the door. She stopped at the doorway and looked back at Jake who now had his eyes closed again and he smiled brightly.

"I love you too Laurel. Thank you for admiring me so much."

"It isn't hard to do handsome. You're a gorgeous man and you're all mine."

"For the rest of your life gorgeous."

Laurel smiled then exited the room into the circular space beyond and she looked at the door next to the open door of Rodar's room. She hoped the facilities were recognizable enough to make their use intuitive. She walked across the space and stepped up to the door and then pushed on the door slightly and it clanked and then she slid it to the side and then poked her head into the room and the lighting came to life to reveal a bathroom laid out exactly as one would expect in a Human home.

There was an oval shaped toilet with a ring seat and on the wall next to the toilet was a paper roll hanging on a silver spindle that jutted out from the wall and pointed at a slight angle to straight up. The toilet had a tank high above it on the wall and there was a gleaming silver pipe leading to the toilet bowl. There was a simple pull chain connected to a valve handle on the front of the storage tank that was constructed from a bronze colored material that looked like porcelain in that it had a smooth reflective surface and the toilet was constructed from a white material with the same surface finish. Next to the toilet was a sink vanity cabinet that looked like it didn't exactly belong in a bathroom, suggesting it was repurposed from another room or building entirely but it had a conservatively sized single sink set into the white stone of the cabinet top with a mid sized mirror above and behind the cabinet on the wall and there were 2 doors on the face of the vanity cabinet and a row of four small drawers on the left side of the doors with gold toned handles. There were a few objects sitting atop the cabinet around the sink, including one device that Laurel had no idea as to its purpose. On the wall to the left of the vanity was a towel bar with a hand made thick weave towel hanging on it. The only other fixture in the room was a white open faced cabinet with still more hand made towels of various fanciful weave patterns neatly folded up on 2 of the shelves and the upper most shelf had silver and red canisters that Laurel could only guess as to the contents of.

Laurel stepped into the bathroom and then slid the door closed and wondered how to secure the door but she didn't see any handles or locking mechanisms. She then remembered that Rodar slept on this floor by himself so there was no need to secure the door. She just hoped someone would knock before entering unlike her entry. She then thought about disposal of her feminine hygiene products and she hoped they had a good flow capabilities. She knew the products she was using were biodegradable and so were safe to flush as long as the system could accommodate them without becoming clogged. Laurel then closed her eyes and quieted her mind and then set her pack down and set about taking care of her business.

At the moment Laurel quieted her mind, Jake sensed Laurel disappear from his mind and he was jolted from his relaxed state as an almost panicked state set it for just a moment, then he realized Laurel quieted her mind in order to have a bit of privacy while she took care of herself. There were still certain aspects of Laurel's personal habits that she didn't want to share the experience of with Jake. He relaxed and closed his eyes as he took a few deep breaths to wash the emotions away but the separation was unsettling and he was unable to regain that same level of relaxed composure he had before. He tried not to think about how much he already missed hearing her voice echoing around in the deepest recesses of his mind by debating their predicament. He still sensed that they were all going to make it home safely but he sensed it was going to take some ingenuity on Laurel's part to get word back that they were safe so a rescue could be devised. He was painfully aware that they were going to have to figure out where they even were. He knew the preliminary data available suggested they probably weren't in the Milk Way and likely weren't even in the right universe. The errant quantum signature detected suggested they were further from home than just another galaxy even if the signature was now exactly as it should be.

Jake's ponderings sufficiently preoccupied his mind until he sensed Laurel return to him in a rush that made him smile and sigh in relief.

"Hi lover," Jake thought.

"Hi handsome," Laurel thought in return as she crossed the circular area.

Laurel stepped into the room and walked over to the bed and dropped her survival pack as she sat down on the bed next to Jake.

"At least the facilities are familiar enough. I'm looking forward to the seeing how the shower is set up."

"When Rodar comes up from having dinner with his parents we'll ask him about towels and laundry washing possibilities. Our uniforms are going to get pretty ripe if we don't find a way to wash them before we have to hit the road."

"Boy you got that right. We didn't exactly end up here with what we need for an extended stay."

"The uniforms aren't exactly designed for climates like this place either."

"Yeah but the frozen wastes to the south were mentioned. The uniforms are better suited to a cold environment and that's where we're going to be headed."

"It's hard to imagine that a cold climate could exist anywhere near this infernally hot basin."

"We'll find out just how close it is once we see a map of our route to Amshere. It could be way further than either of us is thinking."

Laurel smiled at Jake and then spun around and slid her shoes off and the she laid back on the bed and then rolled over facing Jake and she set her head on his chest eliciting a warm embrace from Jake as he put his arm around her and gave her a firm squeeze. They then enjoyed the close contact as they waited for Rodar to return. They only had to wait 10 minutes to sense his familiar essence drawing nearer. The 2 of them sat up together and waited until they knew Rodar was within 50 feet of their position. They stood up and walked out of the room and crossed the circular space to Rodar's room and found Missy and Rodar standing face to face and Laurel sensed amorous feelings emanating from Missy. Her infatuation was moving into deeper feelings of attraction.

"We're sorry for interrupting," Laurel said as they entered the room. "We were hoping we could use your shower and we need to wash our clothes. Do you have machines that perform that task?"

Rodar stepped back from Missy and grinned at Laurel and Jake.

"You are not interrupting anything, I just got here. We use machines to clean what we wear. If you want to change into something else, I will take what you are wearing to be cleaned."

"We don't have anything to change into."

"Why would you go exploring without bringing more than one set of clothes?"

"We left in a hurry and part of our travel supplies got left behind."

"Hmm. The shower is next door to the waste room. There are towels in the shower room that you can use to dry yourselves off with. I will tell my mother and father about your predicament¦"

"What predicament?" Droma asked from the doorway as her and Olin stood looking at the 4 of them.

Laurel was a bit surprised that her and Jake sensed Droma and Olin nearby but not the fact that they were approaching Rodar's bedroom.

"Our guests would like to use the shower and wash what they are wearing but they did not bring anything to change into. What they are wearing is all they have with them."

"Well that will never do," Droma said with a smile. "It is very warm here at lake Neol but where you are going it is quite cold." Droma looked at their socked feet and then gestured at their feet. "Put your footwear on and I will take you somewhere to get some spare clothing."

"Alright." Laurel replied.

Laurel and Jake then headed past Droma and Olin and walked over to their room to put their shoes on and Missy stepped into her shoes and wiggled her feet down into them and then she stepped right next to Rodar and looked at Droma and Olin.

"Would it be alright if Rodar joined us wherever we're going?"

"Of course. We are going to the storage area in this building. We must go outside and walk around the building to the other side. All of the wings of this building used to be connected from the central area out here. Those connecting hallways have since been sealed off to create separate residences."

Missy grinned and nodded and a moment later Laurel and Jake returned from their room with their shoes on.

"This way¦" Droma said as her and Olin led the way toward the stairs.

They climbed down the stairs to the main floor and then headed into the main living area and then out the front door. Rodar closed the door behind them and they headed to the right and around the corner of the building in the dark night air that was refreshingly cool yet humid to just the right degree to make the air feel stimulating. They walked down the side of the building and rounded the corner to find what were obviously the loading docks for the building in its heyday. A few were nothing more than double doors while many were full sized loading docks with a ramped loading area that large vehicles were designed to back up to for loading and unloading operations. They walked to the 3rd set of double doors and Olin opened the left of the twin doors and stepped in and then he fumbled on the wall next to the doors until he found the light switch. He flipped the switched and the overhead lighting blinked on in banks that illuminated a gigantic storage area packed with items.

They waked deeper into the rows of bins and shelving units until they reached an area chalk full of hand made clothing neatly folded and sorted by item and size. Droma then walked away from the group around the corner between isles, as they looked over the massive amount of material available. Droma returned a few moments later with a rather sizable duffle bag that she set in the floor and then she squatted down and untied the gather straps and flipped the bag open. She then stood up and looked Laurel up and down and then she waved them on and she walked a little further down the shelving unit. She then pulled a top from the neatly folded pile, under a small placard that the Future crew were unable to read but assumed it indicated the size of the items beneath it.

Droma held the top up to Laurel's front side and she nodded and handed the top to Laurel and then she looked Jake over and took a step to the left and lifted a top and held it up to his torso and she was content with the apparent fit so she handed it to Jake and he stepped over to the duffle bag and placed the top in the bag and Laurel handed her top to him and he stowed it as Droma looked Missy up and down and then she took yet another step down the row and lifted a top and held it up to Missy and then shook her head and folded the top up and put it back and took another from the stack next to it and she unfurled it and held it up to Missy and smiled and nodded once. Missy took the top and looked over the sandy beige colored garment and curled her mouth in satisfied agreement. The top was understated but thick and soft.

"Trust me, the material feels heavy but it will keep you cool during the heat of the day while protecting your skin from the suns damaging rays and at night it will keep you warm. You saw the sizes that fit you, please collect what you need from those stacks to complete outfits while I retrieve warm ware for your journey."

Droma then turned and walked much further down the isle as Laurel, Jake and Missy collected pants and tops to assemble 3 complete outfits and then Rodar pointed at the footwear on the opposite shelving unit a few meters back up the isle. They walked over to them after stowing their selections in the duffle bag and they collected hand made socks, soft and hard soled footwear that had hide tethers to secure them to the feet snugly. They carried the items to the duffle bag and deposited them just as Droma returned with an arm full of seriously thick and heavy looking coats with thick gloves hanging from the end of the sleeves by hide straps. They collected the coats and stuffed them in the duffel bag and then Laurel looked up and down the isle and Droma grinned.

"Is there something missing?"

"Uh¦do your people wear undergarments?"

"Ah, yes. Follow me."

Droma led them down the isle to the mid point where there was a break in the shelving and they crossed over 2 isles and they ended up in an isle with stacks of male and female undergarments in multiple styles and materials. Droma then led them to the left a short distance and then she stopped and faced Laurel.

"You will have to pardon my touch, I am going to figure your size¦"

Laurel nodded and Droma put her hands on Laurel's hips and then she stepped beside Laurel and placed her hands on her lower back and lower abdomen and then she nodded once and looked at the stacked garments next to them and she pondered for a moment.

"Something soft on the skin and sensual¦"

Droma lifted a bikini looking pair of underwear and held them up to Laurel and then she nodded once.

"I think these will do nicely. You may collect as many as you would like to have." Droma said as she handed the garment to Laurel.

"Do we have to tell anyone what we're taking? I mean all this is accounted for, right?"

"This warehouse is for the use of everyone in the village. Anyone may come anytime they want to take what they want. We make a surplus that is used for trading purposes and replacement of worn out items."

Laurel nodded and collected 4 pair of the bikini style underwear and then Droma repeated the process with Missy, selecting garments of the right size in the same material and style. Missy gratefully took 4 pair herself then Droma placed her hands on Jake's hips and walked them to the male undergarment section and lifted a pair of briefs in a very recognizable design.

"These should fit you properly. Do you girls require chest supports?" Droma asked as Jake collected 3 more pair of briefs.

"Are these garments¦and the chest supports made form synthetic materials?" Missy inquired. "They're so soft and the weave so intricate."

"Oh no. We have assistive machines called weavers that aid in producing the garments but the materials used are extracted from the leaves and bark of the fur tree. The trees produce a sticky fur filament that is used to trap insects. The leaves curl around the trapped insects and they are dissolved and ingested by the tree. That fur filament can be extracted and drawn into threads that are dried and wound onto spools that are then used to produce incredibly soft and resilient clothing items while bark strands are extracted to be used as heavy thread on seams and footwear. The rest of our garments are comprised of a material made from the marsh weed. The stalks are mashed and separated into strands that are then pulled apart and spun into threads that can be weaved into anything we want."

"That is incredible that you use the natural environment to produce your clothes."

"This is not what you use to produce the clothing you are wearing?"

"No. These are constructed through an automated process that utilizes synthetic materials that mimic an insect's silk. We have long legged venomous insects that trap other insects with silk threads made from complex proteins that we are able to reproduce with synthetic polymers. They are very soft and elastic while providing such strength that they are projectile penetration resistant. They also allow the body to breath so we stay cool or warm as conditions require though the conditions around here push the material to its limit."

"Interesting. We do not embrace technological processes to that extent."

"I can understand that given what happened to your people."

"I think in an effort to reduce discomfort we are going to forgo the chest supports," Laurel said. "Missy and I are not endowed to a point that we need serious support. We are still young ladies in the process of developing in that respect."

"You look to be as well developed as any woman I have ever seen Laurel. You sell yourself short by judging your development to be that of a young girl."

"Thank you Droma. I still think I will skip the chest support."

"As you wish."

"So you store everything produced here in the village in this warehouse?"

"Yes."

"Does that include vehicles?"

"We do not make very many of them. The few we possess are stored here though."

"A transport was offered up for our journey. Is this where that transport would be stored?"

"Given the terrain you are going to be covering, it is likely a traverser is the transport being offered. Those are not stored here. I am sure the particular unit being considered for your use is being modified and tuned up for the long journey ahead of you."

"Long journey?" Missy said. "How far away is Amshere?"

"It takes a person ninety-five sun rises on average to walk the distance if they walk from suns up to suns down without stopping. By traverser that time will be reduced significantly. The most treacherous portion will be the crossing over the southern dreamer mountains. The peaks are very high and the ice never melts. Once beyond the mountains you will be in the frozen southern wastes for the rest of your journey. It will be cold and desolate. I am certain they are offering the traverser since it is perfectly outfitted to face the conditions you will be facing."

"Are there any villages like Triest along the way?"

"No. Beyond the dreamer mountains conditions are not conducive to growing crops or raising animals. No one lives that far south with the exception of the priests of Amshere and their guests."

"How do the priests survive in conditions like that if no one else can?" Laurel asked.

"They embrace technological ways. They produce their food and materials using methods I have no concept of. They are not quick to share such techniques with those that deny technology as we do."

"Hmm. How intriguing."

"Maybe they will discuss such matters with you since you embrace technology."

"In our experience, those of lesser development are usually guarded from such advanced knowledge. We will have to prove our worthiness before such things are discussed if I had to guess."

"That is probably an accurate statement if ever one was uttered. You are a very wise woman Laurel."

"Thank you Droma."

They then walked back over to the duffle bag and they stowed their briefs then took the heavy coats and properly stuffed them in the duffle bag. As Laurel was tying the bag closed Droma patted her shoulder and smiled warmly.

"Now you have what you will need for your journey. I truly hope you find your way back this way when your business at Amshere is complete."

Laurel finished tying the duffle bag closed and stood up and smiled at Droma.

"We will need to return the traverser. I am sure we will be back at some point."

"We will replace the traverser easy enough. I truly hope you find the answers you are seeking though you do not need to divert your destined path just to return the vehicle. What you learn at Amshere may take you in a direction you were not expecting."

"That is so true. We have learned to expect the unexpected but things still surprise us sometimes in the direction our destiny takes us."

"Come, we will go back so you three can get some rest."

Jake picked the duffle bag up and nodded once and Droma and Olin led the way out of the storage area, Rodar deactivating the lighting as he exited last and then closed the door. They made the walk around the building to the entrance to the main residence entrances and Droma opened the door and stepped in and the lights blinked to life. Laurel and Jake led the way upstairs and went straight to their bedroom where Jake set the duffle bag down. They then walked over to Rodar's room where everyone was located.

"We are going to make use of the shower room if that is alright?" Laurel said.

"Of course," Droma replied. "You will find plenty of towels in the shower room. You may deposit the used items in the bin across from the shower."

"What about our uniforms?"

"If you will remove them I will take them to be cleaned and then return them to you in the morning."

"Here? Now?"

"Yes."

"Why don't we surrender them after we use the shower?"

"Why are you apprehensive? Are your bodies deformed in an unsightly manner?"

"No, not at all. We are just more conservative than the people of your village. The sight of the unclothed body is considered something private, not to be shared with whomever happens to be nearby."

"We do not feel bound by such inhibitions. You may do whatever feels comfortable according to how you were raised. Either way I will have your clothes cleaned for you so they are available to you in the morning."

"Thank you Droma. You have been so accommodating and friendly. I don't know how to repay your kindness."

"You escorted our son home and treated him with kindness and respect. We are the ones repaying you."

"Awe, we like Rodar. It was not hard to treat him with dignity and concern for his well being."

"The three of you are remarkable people. I am truly grateful Rodar befriended you and invited you to journey home with him."

"That's sweet, thank you Droma."

"Just stating the truth of the matter. Leave your things next to the shower room on the floor, I will come by later and collect them."

"That will work."

Laurel and Jake then headed over to their room and removed their shoes and Jake gave Laurel a nod.

"Go ahead babe," He thought. "You go first. I can feel that you want a little privacy right now."

"Thank you for understanding Jake," Laurel said aloud.

"I feel what you're feeling babe. It's impossible for me not to empathize."

"You're a good man Jake. I'm really lucky to be paired with such a complex and mature guy."

"Thanks babe."

Laurel stepped closer to Jake and planted a kiss on him and then she retrieved a change of clothes consisting of their new outfits and then she departed for the shower room. Laurel was relieved to find the shower room setup in a very familiar architecture making the experience seamless and easy. There were even body washing products in ceramic canisters that smelled wonderful and left her hair and body feeling soft and clean. When Laurel was finished she deposited her uniform and underclothes next to the door and then Jake took his turn while Laurel completed her routine in their quarters with items in her survival pack. When Jake was done he deposited his clothing with Laurel's and then he walked into the bedroom and Laurel grinned at him as she was slowly brushing her hair.

"The colors aren't flattering but the clothing fits you nicely."

"I know what you mean. At least we'll blend in better wearing these things."

"I'll go let Missy know that it's her turn?"

Jake nodded and walked over to the bed where Laurel was sitting and he plopped down and slid his survival pack over between his feet with his right foot and Laurel stood up and dropped her brush into her open pack. She then walked out of the room and crossed the large circular open area to Rodar's room. Laurel rapped her knuckles on the doorframe and she found Missy sitting on the bed with her legs folded Indian style as she faced Rodar who was amusingly trying to copy the posture with uncomfortable and clumsy looking results.

"The shower is yours Missy."

Missy looked at her and leaned back onto her hands as she nodded.

"Okay. Thanks Laurel."

Laurel smiled and then headed back over to her room and Missy leaned forward and playfully pushed Rodar back. He unfolded his half folded legs and laughed. He rolled onto his side and recovered his composure as Missy swung her legs off the bed and stood up.

"I'll be back soon."

"Can I come with you? I remember what you said, I promise not to touch you¦unless you will let me."

Missy's mouth dropped open in shock and then after a moment she grinned.

"Boy, you are getting comfortable around me. You aren't afraid to speak what's on your mind at times, are you?"

"You are not comfortable with the idea of me seeing you with nothing on? It is not the same as experimenting I am just¦I have feelings for you and I am curious what you look like. I could scrub your back for you if you would like?"

Missy was about to adamantly refuse when a wave of warm emotions tainted with a hint of lust washed over her and she snapped her mouth closed. She thought about her response carefully and then she grinned and flicked her head toward the door.

"Come on, you can see what someone other than Aster looks like."

Rodar beamed with a big smile and quickly got off the bed and walked over to the shelves with his clothes neatly folded on it and he quickly grabbed a change of clothing and then he quick stepped next to Missy.

"I am ready."

"Yeah¦I can tell."

"Is it wrong to be excited?"

"No, I suppose not." Missy said with a friendly grin.

Missy then nervously headed to the exit with a racing pulse and shocked mind. She couldn't believe what she was about to do with how conservatively she was raised. She was determined to maintain her virtue but she was looking forward to hosting Rodar's curiosity and she had some of her own since she was now fully enveloped by amorous feelings for Rodar. They walked over to the shower room and stepped in and the lights came to life and Missy glanced around the room and recognized everything well enough to understand in an instant how everything worked and what everything was meant for. They both stepped over to the small counter with a mirror above it after Rodar closed the door and they set their clothing down. They then looked at each other nervously and Rodar giggled in an embarrassing manner and Missy laughed deeply and pat his shoulder point.

"Relax Rodar. I'm nervous too. I have never done anything like this before."

"I thought¦are we going to do something more than shower together?"

"No! That is what I'm talking about. Anything else¦well I want to take things as they come. I like you a lot Rodar, but I'm just not at the point that I'm ready to¦surrender myself completely. It's going to take a very special relationship for me to feel ready for that. That kind of trust takes time, maybe more than we have available."

"I think I understand. I am content just being close to you."

Missy leaned forward and kissed Rodar on the cheek then stroked his face down to his chin.

"I'm glad you're respectful. You're such a cute guy and you have such a sweet manner. It makes it easy to feel comfortable around you."

Missy stepped back and slid her shoes off and then pulled her top from its tucked position within her pants and Rodar grinned nervously and began to shuck his clothing off. Once they were both completely undressed they stood and looked one another over and Missy nervously waited for Rodar's reaction as she forced herself not to instinctively cover herself. Rodar stared a bit but grinned as he looked Missy over and his excitement began to present itself in an unmistakable fashion and Missy became a little more nervous as she stared at him as she watched his excitement growing in a way she had never observed before. Once Rodar reached a fully erect state, Missy looked at Rodar and he glanced down at his state of arousal and then he snapped a nervous look at Missy.

"I am sorry Missy, I did not mean for that to happen. You are so pretty and so much more¦developed and filled out than Aster. You have more hair," He said gesturing around her lower region. "And she has no breast development, you do¦and they are so nice to look at. Aster had to touch me for this to happen when I saw her with nothing on."

"It's fine Rodar. I know it's a natural physiological reaction to seeing a naked girl that you have feelings for. My reaction is the same, just less obvious."

"Really? You like what you see?"

"Oh yeah. You're very handsome and I have never watched a boy grow right before my eyes like that."

"Good. I was afraid you would see me as¦a little boy or something."

"You are a young man Rodar. One that I care a great deal about and very much like how he is built."

"You know you can do with me what you want. If you have never seen a boy like this before, you have probably never touched one either?"

"No. I haven't."

Missy looked down at his erection just as he flexed and it swelled in girth slightly and pointed more skyward and she furrowed her brow in curiosity and then she remembered her Human reproductive lessons and she remembered that a man would swell and become more erect at the moment of ejaculation to create a sure path for the semen to be ejected with force over several contractions. She wondered if Rodar was so excited that he was near the point of ejaculation. She was so curious and enthralled that she thought it was good that they were close to the shower in case touching him did take him over the edge. Missy stared at him a moment longer then her curiosity got the best of her and she tenderly reached out and cupped his erection and slid her hand up it to the tip then she curled her hand around it softly and she slid her hand over his head and down his shaft and she was shocked how soft his skin was despite the firm feel of his erection.

"It's so soft¦" She said in a quiet voice. "And hard."

Missy slid her hand back up his shaft to his head and she gripped him more firmly and slid her hand down his shaft again and then eased her grip as she slid her hand under him and cupped his testicles and she grinned at the strange sensation of the tougher yet still soft feel of his scrotum. Rodar flinched slightly and Missy froze in position.

"Did I hurt you?"

"No. Those are just very sensitive and it tickles a little to be caressed like that. You are being very gentle and I appreciate that."

Missy looked down and gently wrapped her hand around his shaft and stroked her hand up and down his length as she grinned.

"I had no idea a cock would feel so soft."

"As I am sure you are¦if I am aloud?" He said glancing toward her crotch.

"I suppose it would only be fair." Missy said as she withdrew her hand and then moved her feet apart.

Rodar smiled and looked down and then extended his hand and gently cupped Missy making her flinch and allow a small peep to slip out. Rodar froze and looked up at Missy.

"You did nothing wrong. I am very sensitive at the moment and I have never been touched by someone else."

Rodar nodded and looked down as he took a small step closer and slid his hand further under her and his middle finger became damp and he pressed it against her more as he slowly pulled his hand forward and Missy took a breath as the sensation made her whole body tingle, especially the contact region that Rodar was creating with his fingers. Rodar caressed her a few more times then withdrew his hand and he blinked hard when he realized how close to climax he had come. He pushed the feeling down as Missy watched his cock throbbing rhythmically while emitting a single droplet of pre-ejaculate. It was clear and remained as a dew drop at the tip of his cock for several throbs then dripped away to the floor and then Missy looked up at him.

"I think we have both reached a point where we should stop and get on with taking a shower."

Rodar nodded quickly and stepped over to the shower enclosure and he pulled the clear door open and stepped in and activated the water and then adjusted the temperature to a comfortable level. He then stepped out of the shower and looked at Missy as he held his hand out.

"The water feels wonderful, please join me?"

Missy grinned at him and placed her hand in his and then the pair stepped into the shower and Missy closed the clear door that was surprisingly thick and heavy though it swung easily on its hinges. Missy then stepped into the droplets of warm water and soaked her hair then swept the water from her face and stepped aside so Rodar had room to the do the same thing. Rodar soaked his head then stepped away from the rain of droplets and he retrieved a white stone looking canister with a metallic pump handle at the top of it. He squirt a few dabs of a thick yellowish liquid into his hand and a wonderful fragrance filled the shower enclosure. It was fruity sweet with a hint of floral essences.

"That smells good. It's plant based?"

"Yes. Junit bulb extract and yellow arrow flower nectar. It conditions the scalp to prevent flakes and makes your hair feel soft."

"Hmm. I love the scent."

Rodar nodded and stepped over to Missy and turned his hand over onto her head and she turned her back to him and closed her eyes and allowed him to massage the fragrant concoction into her hair and scalp. After a few minutes of gently massaging her head, he guided her by her shoulders over to the stream of water droplets exiting the flat showerhead and she took the hint and rinsed her hair thoroughly. Her hair was left feeling silky smooth and soft and her scalp soft. Missy then cleared the water from her face and picked up the canister from the small shelf in the corner and she pumped a dollop into her hand and then placed the canister back on the shelf next to another taller canister and then she turned and faced Rodar and he turned his back to her and she turned her hand over on top of his head and then gently massaged the thick liquid into his hair. She massaged his scalp lovingly with firm pressure from her fingertips for a prolonged period then guided him under the water and she stepped back as he rinsed his hair thoroughly. He then stepped out from under the water stream and brushed the water from his face and then he smiled at Missy as he reached out and took hold of her hands and pulled her under the water with him.

They stood facing one another enjoying the warm spray for a time then Rodar stepped closer to Missy while staring into her eyes and her pulse raced as she sensed what he wanted from her. She remembered Laurel's warning and she had not yet scanned him and it concerned her that an unpleasant surprise could ensue if she rushed things. She instead slid her wet hands around his back and pulled him close to her and she embraced him with a firm loving hug, setting her wet face to his without kissing him.

Rodar stroked her muscular back and the firmness of her muscles surprised him. He thought she was just a thick girl but she had firm muscles that he could feel distinctly. As the hug terminated they remained with their bodies pressed together and he looked into her eyes and smiled.

"You are in amazing shape for a girl. I thought¦you were a well fed girl. You have muscles with more tone than mine."

"I eat right and exercise routinely. I am well fed but I am not a chunky girl."

"That is not what I meant. You have a perfect body Missy. I just did not know you were so muscular."

"I am built a little different than Aster is what you're saying?"

"Way different. She is a girl you are a woman."

"You have never been close to woman like this?"

"No. Not one with no clothes on anyway. You are beautiful Missy."

"Awe, thank you Rodar. You are a handsome guy too."

"You have never been this close to a guy like me?"

"Not one wearing nothing."

Rodar smiled at the pun and then he stepped back and collected the taller canister and flipped the lid open and he held it up.

"This is a body cleanser with skin softeners infused into it. Smell it. It's made from karack melons."

Missy leaned forward and sniffed at the canister and it smelled very close to coconut with just a bit of a uniquely sweet essence. She smiled and nodded.

"It smells wonderful, somewhat familiar."

"You have karack melons where you are from?"

"No. We have something called coconuts that smell very similar to karack melons. Is this body cleanser¦hypoallergenic?"

"I do not know what that means."

"Can I put it anywhere on my body without it causing a reaction?"

"Oh, yes. It will not hurt you unless you are allergic to karack melons."

"I don't know if I am or not."

"Put some on your arm in a small spot and see what happens."

Missy nodded and Rodar tipped the canister and allowed a small dab to flow into his palm and then Missy dabbed her finger in it and smeared it on a small patch of her forearm and then waited for a few moments and she shrugged her shoulders.

"I guess I'm not allergic to karack."

Rodar smiled and then dumped a generous amount in his hand and then he looked at Missy.

"I will scrub your backside if you want?"

"Sure."

Missy turned around and placed her hands on the shower enclosure wall and Rodar stepped close to her and looked her over, staring at her bottom for a prolonged period with admiration and then he smeared the cleanser on her back and began spreading it around then he worked it into her muscles as he admired her body as it glistened with the karack cleanser. She was the prettiest girl he had ever seen and she had terrific tone everywhere he rubbed. After a time she emerged from her stupor having been anesthetized by his hands all over her backside. She stood up straight and turned around and Rodar looked at her breasts with her nipples punctuating her pleasure elicited by his caressing. She smiled as she sensed what he wanted to do.

"I will take care of my front side."

Rodar grinned nervously and stepped back and then rinsed his hands off and handed the canister to Missy and she poured a dab into her hand and then slathered her front side from neck and face to toe. She then stepped under the spray of water while Rodar lathered his front side from head to toe. Missy then held her finger out and spun it around.

"Turn around and I'll scrub your backside."

Rodar smiled and turned around and leaned against the shower enclosure with his hands as Missy had and she poured a glob into hand and then she flipped the lid closed and set the canister on its shelf and she applied the cleanser to his back and began smearing it around and then she lovingly massaged his back, arms and legs. She then massaged his cheeks generously and finished by placing her chin on his shoulder and kissing his wet cheek as she slicked her wet hands over his cock and scrotum by reaching around his hips. She then moved back and amused herself with the shocked look on his face as he slowly moved back and turned around and looked at her.

"You are sending mixed signals."

"I was just admiring your anatomy with my hands. I don't know when I'll ever have the opportunity to touch a guy like this again. I like how you feel and look Rodar. I wasn't trying to send any signals besides saying I like you¦a lot."

"So¦you do not want to experiment?"

"I didn't exactly say that. The thought is¦lets just get rinsed off and we'll see where the evening goes."

Rodar pulled his head back as he grinned broadly and then he nodded and the pair rinsed off completely. Rodar then turned the water off and opened the shower enclosure and they stepped out and Rodar grabbed a towel and gave it to Missy then he collected one for himself and they proceeded to dry off together. They then got dressed and deposited their used towels in the bin and then exited the shower room and Missy deposited her uniform and underclothes with Laurel and Jake's and they headed into Rodar's room and he surprised her when he closed the door and then shucked everything off. Missy stared at him for a moment then she smiled and got undressed with him and then she walked over to her survival pack and she opened it and reached into it and pulled her detranome from its pocket within her pack and she discretely activated it and initiated analytical scan mode then she pulled her deodorant and a hairbrush out and she applied the deodorant under her arms then she stepped over to the mirror and brushed her hair out until she was content with how it was lying then she dropped her hairbrush back into her pack then she sauntered over to the bed where Rodar was ling on his side. She sat down on the bed and smiled at Rodar.

"That is one advantage of having short hair like yours, it doesn't take any effort after a shower to get it looking nice."

"That is true. Your efforts have paid off nicely. You look lovely¦" Rodar reached out and stroked Missy's arm gently as he smiled at her. "And your skin is very soft and glowing. You smell wonderful too."

"You're sweet Rodar. You smell nice too."

Missy then stood up and moved over to her bed and she laid down on her side and propped her head on her hand and she looked at Rodar with a wide eyed smile.

"So tell me about yourself. What do you do for fun besides taking off with your friends for days at a time?"

Rodar smiled at the playful jab and then he sat up straight.

"I need to go use the waste room before I talk about what I do for fun. Sorry but I really have to go all of a sudden."

"That's alright, go ahead and go."

Rodar nodded and swung his legs off the bed and got up quickly and headed to the door and pulled on it slightly and it clanked within the wall and then he slid it aside and stepped out then he slid the door closed. Missy then quickly swung her feet onto the floor and she retrieved her survival pack and she pulled the detranome out of the pack and she deactivated the scan mode and ran a comparative analysis and initiated the compatibility calculation function. It only took a few seconds for the results to pop up. She smiled when the results indicated that Bolinar physiology was nearly identical to Human. Physical compatibility was 100% and sexual contact was deemed safe, as Rodar's bodily fluids were nearly identical to that of a typical Human male Rodar's age. Genetic compatibility was listed at 20% though. A male Bolinar would not be capable of impregnating a Human female successfully and there was insufficient data to determine if a Human male would be capable of impregnating a female Bolinar but the detranome estimated the probability to be 18% based on the data collected from Rodar. Physically he was identical to a Human male with only 2 deviations, one of which was an unrecognized 8-centimeter diameter teardrop shaped organ behind his heart that was associated with his heart and lungs, though exact function was listed as unknown and second was that he possessed a nearly solid calcium structure at each of his temples that served an unknown purpose.

Missy smiled and a warm tingle ran up her spine and Goosebumps developed on her arms and legs. She didn't care that his chromosomes were slightly different making reproduction highly unlikely. His body worked the way a Human being's does and his body fluids were completely safe to come into contact with. A kiss or intimate rub would be safe and pleasurable and that enticed and excited her. There was even an analysis of his physical condition and he was in perfect health with no unknown biological elements that would represent a hazard if Missy came into contact with his body fluids or made physical contact with his unclothed body. She then caught her excited state and she looked up at the window and she was shocked at herself. She couldn't figure out why she was so taken with this boy and why her normal inhibitions were conspicuously hushed. She then remembered how excited his aroused state had made her and she grinned. He was good looking, well mannered, sweet and well endowed. What was there not to like about him?

Missy looked back at the detranome and she brought up the physiological image of his anatomy and she marveled at the level of detail as she used her fingertip to move the image so she could look down his body. She paused as she looked over his reproductive organs. He was of average characteristic when not aroused and she pondered for just a moment if she had seen his full state or just a hint of what he was capable of when stimulated properly. She then wrinkled her face while grinning slightly and shaking her head.

"Stop it Michele!" She uttered in a quiet but stern condemnation of her ponderings.

She then scrolled down the image of anatomy and she noticed a fracture heal on his right femur. It looked to have healed long ago but it meant at some point he broke his leg and had excellent medical treatment administered as the break had healed perfectly. She then moved the image down to his feet and again she noticed an old injury to his ankle that had healed perfectly. It meant the people of Triest possessed precise and advanced medical knowledge. She was relieved to know Rodar was among people that cared about him and had the knowledge to care for him properly. She then heard the door mechanism clank and she quickly tapped the deactivate icon on the detranome and it went dark and she dropped it into her pack and then slid her pack aside with her foot and she laid back with a racing pulse as the door slid open and Rodar stepped into the room and then slid the door closed. He walked over to his bed and plopped down on his rump and then swung his feet up onto the bed and Missy hesitated for a moment as she examined her feelings and urges and tried to make sense of what she was experiencing and then she decided to just go with her heart.

Missy sat up and swung her feet out onto the floor and she stood up and then swiveled on her feet and sat down next to Rodar and he moved over slightly and Missy rolled onto her back as she swung her legs up onto the bed then she squirmed onto her side facing Rodar and she propped her head on her hand and Rodar smiled at her then mimicked her posture and he sighed lightly.

"You have such pretty eyes Missy."

"Thank you Rodar. You don't like Laurel's better?"

"She has the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen and it is hard to look away from them but I like the color of your eyes and what I see in them."

"You're so sweet. What do you see in my eyes?"

"I see this really complex girl with a big heart, curious nature, and strong character. I think you are a sweet a girl, but you will not tolerate a person walking on your feelings or disregarding what you have to say. You know what you want and where you want to go in life. I see a toughness that I do not understand¦where it comes from¦I believe you could hurt a person if they challenged you in the wrong way, you know, I mean physically. Especially given how physically developed you are."

"You're incredibly insightful. Would it surprise you to know that I am trained in hand to hand combat?"

"No. If you had told me that when we first met, I probably would not have believed you. Now that I have seen and felt how toned your muscles are and have talked to you and stared into your eyes¦I believe you. You have a certain¦graceful purpose to your movements that suggests you are limber, dexterous and strong while maintaining a feminine aura. You are an amazing woman and I am glad I had the opportunity to get to know you."

"You are so smart and so sweet Rodar. It's unexpected from such a young and ruggedly handsome package. You're pretty good at sizing people up."

"Sizing a person up? I do not completely understand what that means."

"Reading what a person is all about by observing them and interacting with them."

"Oh. I suppose it is an acquired talent after dealing with visitors to Triest in the past. I have never met anyone like you though. You have stirred things in me just by being nice to me and paying attention to me¦like I matter."

"It's nice to be accepted, isn't it?"

"What do you mean by that?"

"Just that I like whom I like no matter where they are from. You are important to me Rodar. What you think and feel matters. Don't ever let anyone tell you different."

"There is that strong woman I was talking about."

Missy smiled and then laughed shyly.

"So tell me what you do for fun?"

Rodar looked away as he thought for a moment about what he, Aster, Kenna and Amron do that is fun and worth mentioning and then a line of activities came to mind and he looked into Missy's eyes.

"We play a game called Gimet. There are two opposing teams of six with goals at opposite ends of a field. We kick two hide-covered air filled balls from the center of the field toward the goals. The opposing team tries to stop us from reaching our goal before they can reach theirs. The first to kick the ball into the goal without touching the ball with the hands wins the round. First to win ten rounds wins the game."

"Sounds vaguely like a game we play where I'm from. We call it football or soccer depending on exactly where you're from."

"We also play chatum. It is a game of strategy using game pieces arranged on a round playing surface. There are representative cities that you strategize for. You try to outmaneuver your opponent and collect more resources and provide more for your growing population than your opponent. You draw playing cards to determine how many moves you are allowed to take for your turn and where your playing piece lands determines what type of card to draw from the other three decks. Some cards call for a reduction in resources and some grant more resources of different types. You can spend those resources to add homes, manufacturing centers, public spaces or growing fields. If you land on a space where your opponent resides, you can plunder resources from their city or conscript their population to work and serve in your city. You draw a card to see what you have won if you plunder your opponent or how many people you may conscript into your city."

"How do you keep track of your resources and populations?"

"There are game pieces that represent specific numbers of people and resources of various types based on shape and color of the pieces in your possession."

"Hmm. Sounds interesting."

"Amron has a chatum game with pieces made of precious stones but most games contain wooden game pieces. The playing cards are made from lake lilies. When the lily leaves are dried and cured properly they become crisp and last for mykas if taken care of."

"Your people really make use of everything around you."

"Of course. Manufactured goods are scarce and most are stored in this building until they are needed. We have to make use of what is provided by the world around us."

"Do your people host community events or gatherings?"

"Oh yes. We have the blue-sky festival every myka in the green space at the center of the city. We sing, play music and dance from suns up well into the night. We also celebrate harbinger day once a myka. The whole city decorates the buildings with multicolored lights for seven nights and we exchange gifts with one another on harbinger day and have a community feast in the city center. It brings everyone together and brings about warm feelings toward one another while celebrating our recovery as a species from the brink of extinction. The two events are celebrated at different times of the myka. One is during the cold season the other during the hot dry season. We look forward to both with great anticipation and preparation."

"Sounds wonderful. Harbinger day¦the word must mean something different to my people."

"You do not know about the harbinger?"

"No."

"I thought everyone knew about the harbinger."

Missy shook her head and then laid her head on Rodar's pillow.

"Tell me about the harbinger."

Rodar laid his head on the pillow and grinned as he admired how truly pretty Miss is and how looking upon her made his pulse race among other physiological reactions that he enjoyed experiencing like never before.

"It is alleged the harbinger imparted vast wisdom to the founders of Amshere. Guidance and unifying policies were embraced and taught throughout the world as a way of bringing the survivors of the great dying together. A single language and unified math theorem were a fundamental part of the new world policy being taught and they were later expanded upon as knowledge and wisdom grew among the recovering population."

"Who was this harbinger that imparted such wisdom to the people of Amara?"

"It was so long ago no one really knows."

"Do you know how many people survived the great dying?"

"The priests of Amshere claim that at the end of the great dying there were as few as four thousand Bolinar alive on the entire planet."

"I don't mean to sound skeptical but how do they know how many people were around?"

"Before the last of the great computing machines went offline for good, there were estimates tabulated from data collected by orbiting surveillance devices. Those orbital devices have long since ceased functioning, most falling to the ground in fiery streaks. The computing machines have been dismantled but not before their stored data was recovered and recorded for future generations."

"That's interesting. It sounds like I'm missing a great deal of the story though."

"I am not much of a story teller. I can only tell you what I have been taught. We do not study much about the harbinger since such little information about the harbinger exists except for the limited information collected by some of our elders that have had the opportunity to visit Amshere in the past. There is more to see and learn about at Amshere than any one person can possibly retain. Hundreds of thousands of mykas worth of history and artifacts are stored and preserved there."

"I guess I will get to see for myself soon enough."

"I know you are committed to going¦I wish you could stay though."

"I know Rodar. Deep down I wish I could stay too. I never expected to meet a guy that would make me feel the way you make me feel. I have a responsibility that I have sworn an allegiance to and I have to seek the information available at Amshere so I can honor that oath. My personal feelings can't be allowed to interfere with my duty even if I am never going to be able to forget you. You will always be in my memory and my heart Rodar."

"I am going to remember you for the rest of my life too. That is why I wish we could spend more time together. I feel like we are close to establishing a deep connection if we just had more time."

"If we had enough time I'm sure we would become very close. We will just have to cherish the limited time we have had together and never regret a moment of it."

"I will only regret not being old enough to go with you on your journey of exploration and discovery. My mother and father will never approve of me going no matter how much I beg and plead."

"You have a wonderful life here Rodar. We are going to be facing a dangerous journey. I feel better knowing you are going to be right here safe and sound with your family. I am going to miss you but at least I'll have the certain knowledge that you are going to be okay."

Rodar sighed as he stared into Missy's face and she grinned and an urge came over her and she moved her face forward and gently planted a lip lock kiss on Rodar and held it for a few moments then she pulled her lips from his and watched his reaction. He held a stunned face for a few moments then he smiled as the adrenaline rush diminished and he laughed in a low huff.

"Wow! I did not know a kiss could make me feel like that. My skin is tingling and my stomach is turning upside down."

"I know what you mean. It moved me too. I wish we could do more but I¦I'm not ready for the commitment involved with going all the way."

"Going all the way? You mean experimenting like I do with Aster sometimes?"

"No. I mean having sex. Inserting you inside me."

"Oh. I would really like to try that but I understand. We could experiment though. It does not require a commitment other than to open your mind and trust me not to hurt you or do anything you do not want me to do."

Missy grinned and it grew into a shy smile.

"Tell you what. I am willing to let you¦touch me and look at me up close and maybe something more."

"What do you mean by something more?" Rodar responded with a huge smile.

Missy lifted her head from the pillow and propped it on her hand with her elbow dug into the mattress and she grinned at him.

"Have you ever had an orgasm?"

"I do not know what that is."

"Have you played with yourself until a convulsive release of fluid came out that felt really good? Or let someone else rub it until that happened?"

"Ooh, yes. I have never told anyone, but I got hard once and stroked the end of it with my hand and that happened and it felt¦unlike anything I have ever felt before."

"Okay, have you ever rubbed yours against Aster's? You know, to see what it feels like?"

"No. I asked her if I could do that once, she said no. She lets me look and touch, that is it."

"She was afraid you would try to put it inside her?"

"I do not know, maybe. She knows that would hurt after seeing how big I get when I am excited. She is too young for that."

"Would you like to try that with me after you¦look at me?"

Rodar's mouth dropped open and at first Missy thought he was going to say no until he closed his mouth and grinned and nodded nervously.

"I would like that a lot. You would let me do that until I¦have an orgasm?"

"Of course. That is the point of doing something like that."

"What would you get out of it?"

"Well, if you rub it against me in the right spot I will have an orgasm too."

"Really? You have let someone do that to you before?"

"No. I told you I have never been touched by anyone before. I rubbed myself once when I was younger and it made me do that. I have done it several times since then but not in a long while. I would like to see if I can have an orgasm like that with you."

Rodar smiled and nodded and Missy leaned forward and kissed him again and then she moved her head back and set her head on the pillow and then rolled onto her back and put her knees down so she was lying flat on her back and Rodar lifted himself up on his elbow and looked down Missy's body with her perfectly flawless skin that was soft and supple looking and he paused as he stared at the crown of very short hair above the termination point of her lips. He tilted his head slightly as he stared at her form and she furrowed her brow for a moment.

"What's the matter?" Missy asked in a soft voice.

"Nothing. I was just¦I am curious, how long have you had hair growing there?"

"I am a little older than Aster. I know she doesn't have any hair to speak of growing yet but a physically mature girl has hair like that."

"Oh I know that. It is just that my mother has so much hair you cannot see what lies beneath, Aster has none and you can see everything, you have an amount somewhere in between."

"I have had hair growing for a few mykas. I have to shave it in some places and trim it in others or I would have quite a bit more."

"Why do you have to cut it back like that?"

"I undergo training in special suite that has to achieve an airtight seal with my body down there to collect waste when I have the suit on for a long period of time."

"A suit?"

"Uh¦yes. It is a spacesuit."

Rodar pulled his head back in shocked surprise.

"A spacesuit? Your people go into space? How?"

"I know your people don't embrace technology so it's probably best if I don't discuss it too much. Your mother and father probably wouldn't like it if I pollute your mind and beliefs."

"If you can go into space¦why are you journeying so far on foot with so little supplies with you."

"It is a long story Rodar. We're really far from home and we don't have any spaceships at our disposal. Please, let's not ruin the moment with all these questions, okay?"

"I am sorry. I just do not understand. You are very beautiful anyways. I like the trimmed look. I can see the best parts of you and I like what I see."

"Do you¦want to touch me?"

Rodar smiled and nodded and Missy moved her legs apart and pulled her knees to the sides creating a diamond punctuated at the top with her crown of hair and damp limps from excited anticipation of Rodar's touch. Rodar maneuvered himself so he was closer to her knees and he leaned over her leg and took a good look and a big grin emerged and hung on his face as he looked her over.

"You are prettier to look at than Aster. She is small and even looking. You have curves and deeper color to your lips than she does."

Rodar then gently placed his hand on her lip and stroked her left lip then her right and Missy flinched but lavished the sensation of his gentle touch. Rodar then used his thumb and forefinger to spread her lips apart so he could see her inner lips and damp pink flesh between and he was amazed how different Missy looked compared to Aster. Missy was much more enticing looking and her vagina wasn't near as small looking. He was sure he would fit inside Missy with only a little effort to push it in if he had the opportunity. He then slid his fingers down toward her entrance and spread her apart further so he could examine the tufts of flesh at and around her entrance and he was enthralled by what he was seeing. He then moved his other hand in while holding Missy's lips apart and he touched the tip of his finger to her entrance and Missy let a small delicate squeak slip out and Rodar looked up at her and she smiled lightly and nodded and so Rodar looked back at her vulva and he ran his finger around her soft entrance a few times then slowly pressed his finger into her opening to the first knuckle then he moved the tip of his finger around slightly then pulled it back out and circled her entrance twice. He then slid his finger up her length between her lips until he reached the margin of her lips, then he slid his finger back down to her entrance and he poked his finger into her slightly and felt around her entrance and Missy closed her eyes and tried to enjoy the strange sensations as she was caressed. Rodar then pulled the tip of his finger back and released his spreading pressure on her lips and he watched his finger sliding between her lips as he pressed in and up until his finger emerged from between her lips at her hairline. He then rubbed his fingers together as he looked at the glistening slick fluid on his fingers.

Rodar then looked at the expression on Missy's face and it made him feel good.

"That felt good?" He asked softly.

Missy opened her eyes and looked at him and smiled.

"Yes. It felt good because it was you touching me and you were being very gentle. What do you think?"

"I think you are beautiful. You look similar but way different than Aster. She does not react like you do when I touch her either. She will not let me touch her insides like you let me."

"How about you quit comparing me to Aster."

"I am sorry. You and Aster are the only girls I have ever experimented with."

Missy nodded and then looked over at Rodar's immense erection and a chill ran up her spine and she felt deep contractions like she had never felt before. She then looked at Rodar.

"I can't believe I'm even doing this. It feels liberating to be naked with you and I love how it feels to be touched by a guy I care about. Now I know what people meant when they said it would just feel right when I was ready for this. Everything about this feels so right."

"I can look some more then?"

"Yes, if you want to."

Rodar nodded and moved his head back to between her legs and she watched his fascinated expression as he once again worked her lips apart and then with his other hand ran his fingertip up and down between her lips, pausing each time he reached the bottom to press his finger into her to the first knuckle then he worked it around in her and then slowly withdrew it and slid it up her wet flesh to the top of her vulva then slid it back down to her opening again. Missy let him explore as she enjoyed the caressing for a few minutes then she opened her eyes and looked down as she placed her hand on his and slid her finger to the tip of his finger and moved his fingertip to the top of her lips and then made slow circular motions on her clitoris for a few moments. She then withdrew her hand and he looked at her as he felt her clitoris bump becoming firm under his fingertip. Missy nodded and Rodar looked at his finger entrenched between her lips and he continued the motion and Missy closed her eyes and opened her mouth slightly and began breathing deep and heavy, flinching from time to time as the tingles built in intensity steadily. As the convulsive contractions became rhythmic, Missy opened her eyes and swallowed hard and blinked a few times and Rodar stopped and withdrew his fingertip.

"Am I hurting you?"

"No, just the opposite. That feels really good. That is the spot I want you to rub the end of your cock against. It will make both of us have an orgasm together."

"Uh¦how am I going to do that without falling on you?"

"I'll show you. Climb on top of me and then hold yourself above me."

Rodar looked Missy's body over and then smiled at the thought of mounting her even if he wasn't going to be inside her. He rolled onto his stomach then lifted himself onto her and moved his hips between hers and laid his full body weight on her with his fully erect cock pressing against her pelvic area. Missy wrapped her arms around Rodar and stared into his fascinating eyes for a few moments. She then smiled at him.

"It feels nice to feel your weight on me. It feels natural in a way I never thought possible."

Rodar smiled and then Missy slid her arms around his sides and pressed up against his chest slightly.

"Okay. Hold yourself up so I can put things in the right place and I'll do the work while you hold yourself up."

Rodar placed a hand on each side of Missy and then pushed off to lift himself up and he looked down at her breast and he grinned. Her breasts were so firm and pretty with her punctuated erect nipples that were a delicate pink color. Missy lifted her head and reached down and grasped Rodar's erection and moved his head against her lips and then she moved it side to side to work it between her lips and then she moved her knees wide and his head finally met the perfect spot. She then watched, as did Rodar, as she wiggled his head rapidly from side to side while she pulled him slightly to get just the right pressure against her clitoris and Rodar moved up slightly and delivered just the right pressure. Missy then laid her head back and arched her back slightly as she wiggled his head rapidly from side to side and she began breathing in short rapid breaths and Rodar watched what she was doing with his head and then the tingles began to rise and he began to instinctively thrust toward her and she changed the movements to circles for a time then changed back to rapid side to side movements as she squeaked delicately in ecstasy and then she tightened up and had difficulty maintaining the proper motion as she began to build to a climax and Rodar then felt a building sensation and he let a moan out and Missy smiled as she felt his head thrust to a harder state and remain engorged as she returned to the rapid side to side wriggling. It only took a few squeaky moans for Missy to reach her peak just as Rodar achieved his peak and released 3 intense and forceful gushes between lips and the warm and slippery sensation pushed Missy to full orgasm and she held her breath as she continued to work his head on her clitoris as she orgasmed intensely. Rodar then released 2 more gushes between Missy's now slippery wet lips. The feeling was then reaching an intensity that Missy couldn't take and she moved his head away form her clitoris as she took several deep breaths and her vision twinkled with spots and then the intensity faded and she suddenly realized she had moved his head down to her opening and his head was pressing at her opening as he breathed heavily and for a few moments she was debating pulling him inside her then her better judgment kicked in and she knew not only would it hurt, but she wasn't ready to go all the way.

Missy relaxed her firm grip on him and moved his head to the side and Rodar understood the signal and maneuvered off her and flopped on his back as he caught his breath with a huge smile on his face.

"That¦was¦incredible!"

"Yeah it was. Thank you Rodar. I don't think I've ever felt anything so intense in my life."

"You are welcomed."

Rodar then looked at Missy's crotch that was now slathered in his fluids and he grimaced.

"I kind of made a mess on you."

Missy lifted her head and looked down at herself and then she moved her legs together and looked at Rodar as she laid her head down.

"Can you get a towel so we can clean ourselves?"

Rodar nodded and got up and headed to the door and pulled on it until it clanked then he slid it aside and stepped out and returned a few moments later with a towel. He slid the door closed and Missy looked at his now half flaccid erection and she again thought about having him inside her and then she pushed the thought aside. She realized he had taken a second to wipe himself off. He stepped over to her and handed her the towel and she swung her legs off the bed and then stood up and moved her feet apart and wiped herself clean. She then tossed the towel aside and sat down then laid back down and she smiled at Rodar as he laid down next to her.

"So what did you think of that?"

"I never knew it could be done like that. It felt really good. Thank you for doing that with me. I will never forget it."

"I won't ever forget it either. You are the first guy to touch me like that or¦do what you did on me."

"Sorry about the mess."

"Don't apologize. That's just how the body works. I knew what was going to happen. I don't mind your fluids on me like that. It feels weird but in a good way when you squirt against me like that."

"I am relieved that you enjoyed the experience as much as I did. I like the noises and faces you made when you had your orgasm."

Missy blushed but smiled as she tried to remember through the exhilarating chemical rush that washed her senses away when she came to try to remember exactly what kind of noises she had let slip out. She was glad she didn't embarrass herself in the end since she had never come so hard in her life. Missy moved her head to the side and kissed Rodar on the cheek and then she sat up.

"We should probably try to get some sleep. I have a treacherous journey ahead of me."

"Can we please spend just a little more time talking? I might never see you again once you leave."

Missy smiled brightly and then laid back down and turned onto her side facing Rodar with her hands tucked up under her chin in a cute feminine posture that Rodar loved admired.

"You're an unusual guy Rodar. From what I've heard, most guys get to do what you and I just did and then they are pretty much done with you until they feel the need to do it again."

"I would love to do it again, but that is not why I want to lay here and talk with you. I like you and there is so much about you I would like to understand better."

"You are curious about my admission to training in a spacesuit?"

"Yes. There are other things you have said that do not make complete sense either unless¦"

"Unless what?"

"Unless you are not from Amara."

Missy sighed heavy and then moved her hands from her chin as she stared into Rodar's handsome face.

"I owe you the truth about who I am and where I'm from. We are not from Amara at all. We are originally from a planet called Earth in the Orion arm of the Milky Way galaxy. We were transported to Amara by accident while investigating an ancient practical experimentation laboratory on a planet called Geonic."

"I have never heard of Earth, the Milky Way galaxy or Geonic. Are you telling me you are not Bolinar?"

"Yes, I am Human not Bolinar. Does that bother you?"

"No, not really. I wish you had told me from the start but¦you are beautiful and sweet¦and seriously sexy. I do not care where you are from if it does not bother you that I am a different species."

"I think I have proved that I don't care that we are from different worlds. You make me feel good inside and you have a good heart, that is all that matters to me."

"That certainly explains your acceptance of advanced technology. Your people were not nearly exterminated by it."

"No, but your world is not the first we have heard of that had technology turn on them with dire consequences. We have record of worlds that are completely devoid of advanced life due to over dependence on technology or misuse of it. I am relieved your people endured. It has brought your bright spirit into my life and I will be enriched by our experience for the rest of my life."

Rodar smiled and then sighed.

"My life has been changed thanks to you too Missy. So Humans have spaceships and advanced technology?"

"Yes. I live and serve on a spaceship that is as big as a city. My home world is on the opposite side of the galaxy from the planet my people now call home and I will never see my original home world again. Our ship can cross the interstellar void between galaxies in a few months to a few weeks depending on the distances involved."

"Weeks¦months? I do not know what either of those words mean."

"A week is seven risings of our single sun and a month is thirty risings. There are twelve months in a myka, which we call a year and three hundred sixty-five risings of our sun occur in one year."

"How did you know it would be safe to do what we did if we are different species? What if¦you end up with a baby growing inside you?"

Missy smiled and then sat up and reached between the beds and pulled her survival pack closer and pulled it open and reached into the pack and retrieved her detranome and then she laid back and held the device up so Rodar could see it clearly.

"What is that?"

"We call it a detranome. It is a scanning device that has multiple functions but it is an excellent scanning device for biological analysis purposes. I turned it on early and left it running until you left to go to the waste room. I ran a comparative compatibility analysis and it told me that it was safe to engage in sexual contact with you. It also told me that we aren't genetically compatible. You can't get me pregnant and I have micro devices in my body that prevent unexpected pregnancies from happening. In my culture girls my age usually have them inserted even if they aren't sexually active just to be sure a spontaneous encounter, like what happened with you and I, don't result in a baby until we are completely prepared to be a mother. Your chromosomes are arranged differently making conception virtually impossible."

"Chromosomes?"

"Yes. They are part of the instruction packet required for producing healthy offspring. Yours and mine are different, different enough to make it impossible for us to have a baby together."

"We can go through the motions though?"

"Yes. Our bodies are built similar enough for the mechanisms of pleasure and reproduction to function properly."

"So¦as beautiful as you are¦Aster looks like a Bolinar female and you do not?"

"I looked pretty much like Aster when I was her age¦externally anyways. I don't know what she looks like inside, but the glimpse I got of her external anatomy is identical to what a Human girl her age looks like."

"She looks kind of like you inside, just not as¦pretty."

"Do you want to see the data the detranome collected from you?"

"Yes, please."

Missy activated the detranome and then accessed the stored data and she immediately updated the data with the species Bolinar as the identifier. She then tilted the detranome so Rodar could see the data as Missy scrolled through the information and Rodar shook his head.

"I cannot read those characters being displayed."

Missy switched to the anatomical image data and Rodar looked shocked at the level of detail displayed.

"We probably had devices like that at one time. You can see my internal organs and bones and veins and arteries and nerves¦where does it indicate it is safe to have sexual contact with me?"

Missy switched to the fluidic analysis and she looked at Rodar.

"I'm sure you can't read that, but it is listing your and my body fluids and their interactivity and there is virtually no negative interactivity listed."

"Virtually?"

"Yeah. The important things are listed as safe. Your blood and semen are safe if I come into contact with them and the same for you if you come into contact with my blood and body fluids. Your saliva and mucus excretions are also safe. All those chemical names listed are the constituent elements."

"Go back to that anatomical view."

Missy nodded and brought the image back up along side the scan image of her body and then handed the detranome to Rodar and he looked the data over as Missy scrolled down his body by dragging the image with her fingertip. He then got the hint how to interact with the image and he explored himself and he grinned when the side by image of her body slowly scrolled down her body to her mid section. He looked over her internal anatomy with great interest and then he stopped the down scrolling motion with his fingertip and looked at Missy.

"What are those? Bolinar females do not have those, do they?" he asked as he pointed at her clearly defined female organs.

Missy laughed lightly and nodded.

"I'm sure they do. Those are my ovaries. Those are where my eggs are produced. They are also responsible for estrogen production, that is the hormone that brings about the development of female characteristics once puberty kicks in."

Rodar looked back at the comparative images and then he glanced at Missy.

"Human boys have all the organs I do, and they are arranged like mine?"

"Yes. You look like the images we were exposed to during our reproductive lessons. You just happen to be very good looking down there Rodar. Better looking than any boy I have ever seen."

"How many have you seen?"

"Not very many. I can count the number of boys I have seen nude on one hand, and none were as¦" Missy groped for a moment for the right word, "mature as you."

"You mean they were children?"

"Pretty close to it in most cases."

"You are the prettiest woman I have ever seen too Missy. I am not just saying that because you are next to me either. You are well proportioned and filled out in a manner most people would expect and desire in a woman your age. I am flattered someone as beautiful as you would be interested in me enough to share the incredible experience you granted me. I just wish we had longer to become even closer."

"I hope you now understand why I have to go?"

"I do, more than I did before now that you have explained your situation honestly."

"I should have come clean from the beginning, but Laurel and Jake are in charge and they did not want to elicit xenophobic behavior if you four were not accustomed to seeing people from another world."

"I guess I can understand that. I did not know they were your superiors."

"They are superior officers but equals in civilian standards. They are almost two mykas older than me."

"I thought you were the same ages. Do you have the same incredible abilities they have?"

"No. I have some subtle abilities but nothing even close to what those two possess. Our people are evolving advanced abilities to a greater degree with each subsequent generation. I am in the thirty percentile range, Laurel and Jake are in the eighty percentile range, and way more advanced than I am."

"I do not understand the percentile range you just described."

"Oh¦I have thirty percent more advanced ability than the generation before me and Laurel and Jake have eighty percent more than the generation before them."

"Why are they so much more advanced?"

"It comes down to a random convergence of just the right genes presenting as active and dominant to endow them with amazing gifts and physical traits."

"Is that why they have those amazing eyes of theirs and Laurel is so pretty you can hardly look away from her?"

"Yes. Trust me, being as beautiful as Laurel has its negative aspects."

"How so?"

"Men are attracted to her at first glance in ways that make her uncomfortable and her advanced abilities means she can tell what they are thinking. She does not want to be desired by every man she meets."

"I do not know if I thought bad things when I first saw her. I probably did. I have never seen a girl as pretty as she is. I am interested in girls like I never was when I was younger."

"She knows that Rodar. The fact that you expressed interest in me suggests you respect the fact that her and Jake are a couple and you don't want to interfere with that. That earns admiration and respect from her and Jake."

"Girls like her are never interested in guys like me. I am too ordinary and shy for them to be interested in me."

"Well you are just the right kind of guy for me to be interested in you."

Rodar smiled brightly and then looked at the detranome for a few moments longer then he handed it to Missy.

"You should probably keep that thing concealed around my mother and father. They would not like you taking such detailed readings of my body with a technological device they have never seen before."

Missy nodded and deactivated the detranome and then sat up and leaned over and placed it into the internal pocket for the device in her pack and then she secured her pack and slid it aside and laid back down and she stretched hard and Rodar marveled at her body as she did so. As she relaxed she looked over and saw him staring at her breasts and she grinned mischievously as she brought her arms down to her sides.

"I can tell what you're thinking. Before we go to sleep, you can touch them if you want."

Rodar looked into her eyes with an embarrassed expression but he accepted her invite. He propped himself up on his elbow and reached his left hand over to her chest and laid his hand on her left breast and he smiled as he gently stroked her soft breast.

"Your skin is so soft and smooth." He said in a soft voice.

He caressed her breast in circular motions and her nipple became erect and he swelled in involuntary reaction to what he was seeing and feeling and Missy grinned when she glanced down to see what was pressing against her thigh. Rodar then slid his hand over to her right breast and softly caressed it and cupped it in his hand and Missy waited a moment then turned her hand over and reached up from her side and cupped his firming head in her hand. Rodar stopped what he was doing and moved back slightly and looked at himself in her hand and he liked the tingles it elicited making him grin. He looked up into her face and she smiled at him approvingly. He smiled back at her and then went back to caressing her breast as she held him while he swelled until he reached full totality. She then gently stroked him in short strokes as he continued to explore this new sensation that was so enthralling. Her soft silky soft skin and responsive nipples fascinated him until his hips began to respond to the caressing Missy was imparting. He then withdrew his hand and moved back and Missy stopped and let him pull his head from her hand.

"If I do not stop I will make a mess in your hand. Thank you for letting me feel your breasts. They are so firm and soft."

You're welcome Rodar. Thank you for letting me play with you too. I like how you feel in my hand."

Rodar smiled big and then rolled onto his back and took a long deep breath while Missy stared at his throbbing erection that kept time with his heartbeats and then he let the deep breath out slowly. Missy then rolled half onto her side and leaned over and planted a prolonged kiss on Rodar and he hooked his hand behind her head and gently cupped her head while they held the kiss. Missy then pulled her lips from his while sucking his upper lip between hers. She then looked at him fondly.

"Have a good night Rodar. I'll see you in the morning."

"Sleep well sweet Missy."

Missy then rolled over and got to her feet and swung her rump over to her bed that was slightly lower and she sat down and then swung her legs up onto the bed and then scooted down to get comfortable and Rodar got up and walked over to the door and deactivated the lights and then only the light from the city out the window illuminated the room. Rodar then walked back over to his bad and laid down and got comfortable and looked at the dim twinkle of light gleaming into the room as he replayed the incredible things he had experienced with Missy and how it had stirred a warm glow deep in his chest. After a few minutes he closed his eyes and drifted off to sleep with a smile on his face and Missy drifted off a few minutes after him with an equally warm feeling in her heart and smile on her face.


Chapter 55 Amshere
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55 Amshere

A gentle shaking of Laurel's shoulder was her wakeup call. Her eyes popped open and a subtle adrenaline rush brought her senses to the forefront in a microsecond and she grinned at the sight of Droma looking down at her with a pleasant smile on her face.

"Good morning Laurel. Morning meal will be ready shortly and the chancellor is on his way with the traverser. He is going to explain its operation and provide you with a map for your journey so you do not get lost."

"Thank you for waking us. I assume the suns have risen?"

"The sky is bright but the suns have yet to appear."

"We'll get ready and come downstairs for morning meal."

"Very good. I will go wake Rodar and Missy."

"Okay. Thank you misses¦I do not know your proper married name."

"Dilleon. You may just address me as Droma though."

"I'm amazed how much English you understand. The parallels in our languages are stunning."

"I do not know what English is. I have spoken the way I speak since being taught how to speak as a young child. Everyone speaks the same way and it is passed from generation to generation without much alteration. The time of multitudinous forms of speech will never again be experienced on Amara."

Laurel sat up and glanced at Jake and she sensed him drifting toward wakefulness as a result of her heightened awareness. She then looked back to Droma.

"This was taught to you by the priests of Amshere?"

"They disseminate all wisdom and future generation teachings from the archival records preserved at Amshere. The harbinger imparted great wisdom to the survivors of the great dying and the priests are responsible for passing that information to the rest of us so we can learn from our past mistakes and flourish without suffering the same ill-fated destiny."

"The harbinger? I don't know what that is."

"You will learn all about the harbinger at Amshere."

Droma reached down and patted Laurel's bare shoulder then turned and left the room, closing the door behind her. She walked over to Rodar's room and pushed on the door until it clanked and then she slid it to the side and then stepped into the brightening room as the suns neared the Future, on this day rising at the same time marking the summer equinox. She took a few steps and looked at Missy's bare bottom protruding from the cover she was lying half beneath and Droma grinned and very quietly snickered. She stepped over to Missy and gently pulled the blanket over her exposed rear quarter. She then looked at Rodar who was as usual completely uncovered lying on his back with his hands reaching up above his head, his favorite sleeping position. Droma reached into the floor and picked up the blanket he had shoved aside in the night and she draped it over him and then she stood for a moment and pondered if the two had recreated intimately, then she cast the thought aside. She assumed if they had they would likely be in the same bed and Droma really didn't want to know the intimate details of what had transpired. It was of no particular concern to Droma since she really liked Missy and thought she would be a positive influence on Rodar no matter how they interacted while alone. Droma then reached down and gently shook Missy by the shoulder and she startled awake and Droma gave her a warm smile. She then shook Rodar's shoulder and he blinked a few times and brought his arms down to his sides.

"Morning meal will be ready shortly and the chancellor is on his way with the traverser. He is going to go over its operation with you and Laurel and Jake Missy. He will then present a map and precise directions to Amshere."

Missy looked down at herself and she was relieved that she was covered up but she clutched at her chest as she sat up. She looked over at Rodar and his bright eyes and the memory of what they had engaged in last night made her heart skip a beat and she couldn't help but deliver a loving smile to him. She then looked at Droma.

"I'm famished. Morning meal sounds terrific."

"I am glad to hear you have your appetite intact. Did you sleep well enough on this temporary bed?"

"Oh yes ma'am. I slept like a baby. Rodar was a perfect gentleman and wonderful company until sleep came to me."

"I am relieved that he behaved himself and did not say or do anything unpleasant."

"Oh no ma'am. You have raised a polite and respectful young man. I wish more of the boys his age where I'm from were like him."

"You are a sweet girl Missy. I will leave you two to get ready for the day."

Droma then turned and walked out of the room closing the door behind her. Missy then laid back down for a moment as she collected her thoughts and Rodar rolled onto his side and pushed the cover off to his rear and he hung his head off the side of his pillow as he stared at Missy.

"So do you regret anything we did last night?"

Missy looked at him and scowled for a moment then grinned at him.

"No. Why would I regret what we did, I like you Rodar and I knew exactly what I was doing."

"Good. I was just checking. I have no regrets either. I have a memory I will cherish for the rest of my life."

"You don't have a lot of experience with girls, do you?"

"None except for some looking and touching with Aster but she does not let me do anything like what we did. If I poke around or tickle things she stops me."

"Then we both had our first sexual encounter together."

"The way you did things with such confidence I thought you were using experience as a guide."

"I just know how my own body works. I was pretty sure if I did what felt good it would feel good for you too."

"You are right about that. It felt incredible and I liked watching what you were doing with me. It made it that much better to see my head buried between your lips as you encouraged our bodies to do that orgasm thing at the same time. The sounds you made helped make it even better for me too."

"It was pretty amazing, wasn't it?"

"Yes."

"If we had time, I would gladly give you another go as a wakeup call to prove that I am into you but we have to get ready for morning meal and I don't want to hold up the chancellor, whoever that is?"

"He is one of the leaders you met when you arrived. You will recognize him once you see him. I wish we had the time to indulge more. I would be able to see you more clearly with the light coming in from outside."

Missy shoved the covers down off her body and kicked them off the end of the bed and she put her hands up above her head and she moved her knees apart slightly.

"You can look at me but that is all we have time for."

Rodar looked up and down her body then focused on her crotch and he grinned as he sat up more and moved his head so he was looking more directly at her.

"You are so pretty Missy. Thank you for sharing your incredible body with me."

"You're welcome Rodar. Thank you for sharing your handsome body with me too. I have enjoyed being able to view a cute guy with nothing on as much as I want during our time together."

"I am so flattered that you see me as handsome and cute. You make me feel like a desirable man when you say things like that."

"That's because you are a desirable man, just to girls my age, not adults."

Rodar then rolled onto his back and swung his feet out onto the floor between their beds and then he looked Missy over and he took a deep breath with a grin on his face then he stood up and put his hand out to Missy and she took his hand and he pulled her to her feet and they then embraced one another with a prolonged hug, and Missy kissed Rodar on the neck a few times. They then separated and selected their clothes for the day and began getting dressed.

Meanwhile in Laurel and Jake's room, once Droma left the room they stretched and then pushed the covers down and Laurel looked Jake over and then blushed as she caught herself staring at the morning erection that was setting in. Jake glanced down and deliberately flexed it making it grow in length and girth in a single pulse and remain more engorged than before the pulse of effort and then he looked at Laurel and smiled as he leaned back on his hands.

"You like seeing it that much huh?"

"Yes. You're as fascinating to me as I am to you. It's a mutual attraction thing Jake."

"Then why do you get so dang embarrassed when you catch yourself staring at me with those racy thoughts running through your mind?"

"I don't know. Instincts from the way mom raised me I guess. I'm supposed to exhibit ladylike decorum at all times and that definitely isn't ladylike."

"No body knows what you're thinking but you and I babe. It's okay to have lustful thoughts about your man anyways. I'm yours to look at as much as you want."

"Thank you Jake. You know I feel the same way about you staring at me. I've gotten used to it and even like the things that run through your mind when you look at me."

"I'm trying to keep those kind of thoughts to a minimum right now with what you have going on."

"I appreciate that too. I don't wanna get my guts stirred up."

"Hey¦" Jake sat up straight and leaned toward Laurel. "How come I haven't sensed any cramps? I thought you said you normally experience gut wrenching cramps and they have been worsening as you've gotten older?"

"You're right¦I hadn't even thought about it until now but I haven't experienced a single cramp."

"Is the rest of your usual accompaniment normal?"

"Yeah, more or less. I can't explain the lack of cramps though. I'm not complaining mind you, but I've never experienced a cycle without cramps."

"Could my discomfort with the idea of experiencing cramps with you be having some involuntary form of pain anesthetizing or something?"

"I suppose it's possible. We really don't understand the full scope of how we can affect one another. I never thought about shutting off our sense of pain in a specific region of the body though."

Jake reached over and pinched Laurel on the arm.

"Ouch! What the heck did you do that for?" Laurel said as she rubbed her arm

"I sensed that too. I just wanted to see if your¦our sense of pain was gone entirely."

"Apparently not. I don't know if you're actually reducing my sense of pain anyways."

"We better get dressed so we can go get something to eat. We're both hungry."

They both got to their feet and selected clothing to wear for the day. They then got dressed and then headed to the exit with the things they needed from their packs to freshen up. They opened the door and walked over to the waste room and opened the door and the lighting popped on and they stepped in and began freshening up. As they neared the end of their routine, Missy and Rodar appeared at the doorway though Laurel and Jake sensed them coming as soon as they stepped out of Rodar's bedroom. Laurel was brushing her hair and she turned and offered a warm smile to the pair, Missy with her pack slung over one shoulder with Rodar standing right next to her. Jake collected his things and stepped around Laurel and grinned at Missy as he sensed the deep feelings she was harboring for Rodar.

"Have a good night did ya'?"

"Yeah," She replied with a shy grin and blushing cheeks. "Rodar and I got to know each other a lot better. I came clean about who we are and where we're from."

Laurel looked at herself in the mirror with satisfaction at her appearance and then she collected her things and turned and faced Missy and Rodar.

"You're alright with the idea of us being from another planet?"

"Yes. I don't care where Missy is from. I feel what I feel and she likes me too. That's what's important."

"Good. I'm glad you two connected on a deeper level. I bet you're unfettered about our situation now, aren't you?" Laurel asked grinning at Missy.

"Yeah. I'm kind of glad that we got pulled here. I don't like the idea of being stranded here but I'm really glad that fate or destiny or whatever brought Rodar and I into each other's lives."

"Life has a way of presenting uplifting experiences when you least expect it."

Laurel and Jake then stepped out of the room to make room for Missy and Rodar and Laurel paused and put her hand on Missy's shoulder and practically whispered into her ear.

"Be careful how deep you allow your feelings to run. We might never be back this way."

Missy nodded subtly knowing Laurel was able to sense exactly how fond Missy was of Rodar. Laurel and Jake then headed to their bedroom and put their things away and sealed their packs and set them by the door and then they headed downstairs and down the hallway to the main living area and they could smell some unfamiliar but wonderfully aromatic scents and as they rounded the corner into the living area. The dinning table was outfitted with bowls of fresh fruit sliced into quarters and halves and there were place setting mats, recognizable silverware and cups set out and there were 2 tall pitchers at the center of the table, 1 full of crystal clear water the other full of a yellow liquid.

Laurel and Jake walked toward the table and Droma moved away from the cooking surface and smiled at the pair and Olin was standing at one of the front windows looking outside and he too looked at the pair and smiled.

"Good morning Laurel and Jake," Olin said.

"Good morning Olin," Laurel said with a friendly smile on her face.

"Good morning," Jake said. "Thank you for putting us up for the night. We slept really soundly."

"I am glad to hear it. It is the least we can do. You have shown our son great consideration and kindness, do not underestimate how much we appreciate that. You have shown him and us that outsiders are not all out to take what they can while they can."

"Have a seat," Droma said. "I will serve up a plate for both of you."

"Thank you Droma," Laurel replied. "It smells wonderful."

Laurel and Jake walked over to the table and pulled out seats next to one another and sat down and a few moments later Rodar and Missy walked into the room and Laurel got to her feet and kissed Jake on the cheek.

"I will be right back. I have to go use the waste room real quick."

Jake grinned at the warm emotions she was feeling for him and Laurel headed toward the hallway, stopping to pet Missy's arm.

"You look really good in this. I bet you feel more comfortable."

"Yeah, these clothes are soft and breathable."

Laurel smiled and then headed down the hallway and Missy and Rodar stepped out into the living area and Rodar immediately walked over to his father and the two embraced one another with a brief hug. Rodar then walked into the kitchen area and Droma embraced him with a hug. She then kissed the side of his head and stroked the back of his head.

"Have seat Rodar. I will serve up morning meal."

"Thank you mother. It smells great."

Rodar walked back over to Missy and looked at her hand but hesitated and she sensed his hesitation, not sure how she would react to his affection so she slid her hand into his and he smiled at her and they walked over to the table and sat down across from Jake. A few moments later Droma walked up to the table with a full plate of wonderful looking food for Jake and Laurel. She then returned to the kitchen and retrieved a plate for Rodar and Missy. She then returned once again to the kitchen and collected a plate for herself and Olin. She and Olin then sat down and a moment later Laurel reappeared and sat down next to Jake. Droma poured herself a glass of the yellow liquid and then she handed the pitcher to Missy and she took the pitcher and sniffed at it and then looked at Rodar.

"It is cavero juice. There are orchards of cavero trees growing wild by the lake outside the village walls to the south. I promise you will like it."

Missy smiled and poured herself a full glass then passed the pitched to Rodar and she took a sip and it was sweet but tart in a wonderful way. It reminded her of apple juice with the tart sweetness of strawberries mixed in. She grinned and nodded.

"Wow, this is really good."

They then set in to eating the banquette that was comprised mostly of vegetables and a few fruit items seared crispy on the outside with a zesty seasoning that popped when it came into contact with the taste buds. There were slices of homemade bread that were soft on one side and crisp on the other with a golden brown crust and a dab of something white that was reminiscent of salty butter slathered on the soft side of the bread.

The meal was fulfilling and left them ready for the day with full bellies and alert minds. As if on cue, when they finished their meal there was a triple thud at the front door and Olin wiped his mouth with his linen napkin and then slid his chair back and stood and walked to the front door and pulled it back until it clanked and then he slid it to the side and he stepped back.

"Good morning chancellor. We just finished the morning meal. Please come in."

A distinguished looking man of around 40 years of age stepped in and shook Olin's hand with a warm grin on his face.

"I am glad my timing was good. I take it our guests were able to get a good nights rest?"

"See for yourself, they are fed, rested and anticipating your arrival eagerly."

As the man stepped into the room and Olin closed the door, the 3 Future crew recognized the man from the council chambers upon their arrival. He didn't speak during their initial meeting but he seemed to carry significant power and influence. Laurel, Jake and Missy slid their chairs back and stood up and then moved closer together.

"Good morning chancellor," Laurel said. "The Dilleons have been incredibly gracious and generous."

"As we knew they would be. I am chancellor Gregon of Triest. If you will follow me I would like to introduce you to the traverser that has been outfitted for your journey to Amshere."

Laurel and Jake nodded and chancellor Gregon turned and headed back to the front door. He opened the door and then they all filed out into the alleyway to find an impressive looking vehicle sitting in the roadway right in front of the Dilleon residence. The vehicle looked like a sand rail on steroids. It was a sandy tan color with large tires at all 4 points and a nasty looking brush guard out front that wrapped around the front of the vehicle, which was considerably lower than the aft end but still high enough off the ground that it could pass right over an average sized dog without touching its back. The body panels were riveted and welded together and the windscreen sloped back slightly with wipers residing at the outer edges of the windscreen ready to clear dust or water from the windscreen so the driver would have good visibility out its wide slightly curved surface. The top of the vehicle was nearly 5 meters from the ground and it sloped up and then dove down sharply at the aft end of the vehicle and there were dark panels on the roof of the vehicle that could just barely be seen until they stepped off the sidewalk onto the streets surface.

Jake slowly walked around to the front of the vehicle and a mischievous grin grew on his face as he looked at Laurel.

"Now this is cool!"

Jake then squatted down and looked under the vehicle toward the rear section and he could just make out that there were 2 sets of tracks tucked well up into the center of the vehicle. He stood up straight and stepped to the left side of the vehicle and looked down its 9-meter long body. There was a windowed door near the front and at 2 points along the line of the body there were 2 more. The front door looked to be a bi-fold door while the other 2 looked to be designed to slide to the side along a small track at the top and bottom of the doors. Jake momentarily wondered what material the tires were made of since they were somewhat dark gray in color and looked like rubber but somehow appeared different in constituent material. He stepped back to the front of the vehicle and stood up on his tiptoes as he tried to peer in the front windscreen but all he could see were the headrests of the front seats and the back of a console at the front of the vehicle and the side of another to the right side of the drivers position.

"Where is the spare tire?" Jake asked.

"Spare tire? Why would we waste the space and add the weight penalty of a spare tire? These tires are solid duranite. There is no possibility of puncturing a tire."

"A solid tire? Isn't that hard as a rock to ride on if it's solid like that?"

"It is like the structure of a sponge in that it has millions of micro pores that act to absorb shock and vibrations. The suspension is precisely tuned to absorb the rest. I assure you the ride is very smooth and comfortable. Come, I will give you a run through of the controls and features."

Chancellor Gregon led the group to the left side of the vehicle and then he stepped up on the bar at the bottom of the body that lifted him closer to the door. He then grasped the handle and twisted it counter clockwise and then pulled while lifting and as Jake thought, the door folded in half then lifted up and out along 2 mall tracks on each side of the door then locked jutting skyward to allow ample room to enter the driver's seat. Chancellor Gregon then climbed into the vehicle and sat down in the driver's seat and he waved Laurel, Jake and Missy closer. They stepped up onto the bar so they could clearly see into the cabin and then chancellor Gregon began going over the basic controls after reaching into his pocket and producing a small black oval device.

"This is the system key. You must have this inside the vehicle in order to activate the power systems."

He then set the key atop the forward console and he pressed a square red button and the internal lights came to life and the consoles glowed to life with remarkably sophisticated sets of displays.

"That is the main power button. This is your power level indication and control display. That scale right there represents available power in the reserve cells, which is at one hundred percent at the moment. I realize you are probably unable to read what is being displayed but the scales are colored coded for easy reference. Red is critical, yellow low and green optimal. This lever right here," He grasped a lever that looked like a throttle control. "Move this down to engage forward drive, to the right and up for reverse. That pedal on the right is your throttle and the one on the left is your brake. It is fairly simple and straightforward to drive the vehicle. The steering wheel should be self-evident as it controls your direction of travel. This scale right here indicates your forward velocity with the green scale representing the range of speeds that will optimize velocity with power consumption. In the red you are consuming too much energy and in the blue scale is a steady creep velocity that is consuming less energy than what is being produced and stored for later use. This button activates the wipers to clear the window of water or debris that obstructs your view. This one here will activate the external lighting, twist it one click for forward lighting, two clicks forward and side lighting and a third click will activate the aft lighting while a fourth click will activate all external lighting at the same time. These displays on the right display your reactor power levels and solar energy cell levels. The main power is derived primarily from atmospheric energy. It is collected and converted into usable energy that is stored in the power cells until needed. The solar collectors will convert sunlight into useable energy but it is not enough to power the traverser on its own, which is why the vehicle is equipped with a atmospheric energy system."

"We have technology like that where we are from," Laurel said. "We call it ambient energy drive."

"That seems fitting. Now, there is another drive system for icy or loose terrain. It is a track driven liquid pressure drive system, though it is a bit of an energy hog and you will travel much slower than with the wheeled system. The controls to activate it are right here. Hold on tight."

Chancellor Gregon then pulled down a lever at the right end of the right console and there was a clank, and then a whining sound, and then a liquid sound gurgling for a moment within the center structure that consumed most of the rear internal space and the track drive began to slide forward and down until the tracks came into contact with the ground and then the whole traverser was lifted up into the air as the track drive continued to extend. The whole machine lifted 4 meters then stopped and Droma and Olin were now far below as they had stepped back knowing what was coming.

"The duranite tracks have teeth that are reinforced with palladium composite alloys that will dig into any loose or icy terrain without being damaged. You must monitor the fluid temperature and pressure closely when using the track drive. Those indicators are right here on the right console. That is your drive pressure, try to keep it in the green or yellow range, and that scale there is the fluid temperature. This time of myka you should not encounter temperatures low enough in the mountains to create a problem, but if the vehicle becomes sluggish this scale will tell you what you need to do. That button right there will activate the fluid heaters but you must monitor the fluid temperature closely. Once the drive fluid viscosity is restored you must deactivate the fluid heating system. It will consume a great deal of energy to leave it on and there is a real possibility of heating the drive fluid so much that it will burst the pressure system and catch fire. It is important to stay aware of the readings to prevent that from happening. To control the track drive you must utilize the foot pedals for left and right control and the gear selector pulled over to the left will act as your throttle. You must place the shifter in neutral or park before activating the track system and while deactivating it which is done like this¦"

The chancellor reached over to the lever at the rear end of the right console and he moved it up and the track drive began to retract and the vehicle descended toward the road deck until the tires once again contacted the ground and then the track drive retracted into the chassis and then clanked to a stop and chancellor Gregon moved the lever back to the mid position. He then looked at Laurel, Jake and Missy with a grin on his face.

"Now for the more mundane but crucial controls," He looked at the forward console. "This rotary switch here will activate the internal cabin cooling system if twisted to the right, the heating system if twisted to the left. The knob next to it is the relative temperature of the air being delivered and fan velocity is the knob next to it right here."

"What if we run into a blizzard while crossing the mountains?" Jake asked. "I would think conditions can get a bit turbulent up there."

"Good point. The traverser will present a high profile target for strong crosswinds when lifted on the track drive and the center of gravity will be quite high though the suspension and track drive are self-leveling. The systems will keep the vehicle as level as possible within the travel of the suspension or track systems. If you should run into a storm that jeopardizes the vehicle, bring the vehicle to a complete stop and retract the track drive, or extend it if it is not in operation, until the tracks just make contact with the ground. It will lower your center of gravity and add stability. This button right here will activate the anchoring system. There are four spiral shaped augers that will extend and become energized so they can burrow into ice, rock, or soil of any consistency. Hold the button down until the augers are fully entrenched as indicated by this graduated scale right here. When the scale reaches the bottom it indicates the augers are fully extended. Release the button and then tap it one time and it will pull the vehicle to the ground firmly and then you can ride out the worst of any weather in safety within the vehicle. To release the vehicle when conditions permit, simply tap the button once and then push and hold it until the indicator reaches the top of the graduated scale. A tone will indicate full retraction to alert you when you should release the control button."

"The augers are heated?"

"Plasma charged induction and selective electromagnetic polarization is employed."

Jake nodded and then leaned back and tapped the body panel right behind the door and then he looked up at the bi-folded door and he flicked the glass and then looked at the chancellor.

"I assume these body panels are pretty resilient and so is the glass?"

"Oh yes. The glass is an incredibly dense shatterproof composite and the body panels are all but indestructible. They were extracted from ancient war machines that were meant to be taken into battle against energy discharge weapons. Nothing is going to penetrate the cabin with the materials used in the traverser's construction."

"So we don't need fuel to run the power systems?" Missy asked.

"No. The suns and atmospheric energy provide all the energy necessary to create enough electrical potential to run the vehicle virtually indefinitely."

The chancellor then went about shutting the systems down and then he gestured outside of the vehicle and Laurel, Jake and Missy stepped down and back and the chancellor climbed out of the vehicle and then he walked to the rear doors and slid the rear door open and he pulled out a roll tube that looked like it was made of aluminum. He then gestured at a square crate on the seats.

"You will find dried food stocks and water in this crate to help provide what you will need for survival and there is another crate on the other side of the traverser that contains items for pitching a tent structure and ground cover to lay upon. The tent should be self evident as to how to assemble and secure it in place."

The chancellor then stepped down and walked to the front of the vehicle and opened one end of the tube and he tipped it up and a map slid out. He then set the tube aside on the ground and unrolled the rather large map and he laid it against the hood of the traverser.

"This is lake Neol right here and the village of Triest. You will need to travel north a short distance then head east to the stream right here." He said pointing at a distinct point indicating a bridge over the stream. "There is a bridge that crosses the stream right there. It is wide enough and substantial enough to cross with the traverser, though I would take it easy when crossing. The bridge is quite old. You will then need to head due south once you cross the bridge and head toward the Dreamer Mountains. If you look closely, right here there is a pass that you can use to get through the mountains without crossing the highest peaks. Once you make it past the Dreamer Mountains, you will find the conditions and terrain much different than they are here in the basin. It will be much cooler and the terrain much more flat. I should mention that on this side of the mountains you will be passing over the remains of several great cities that have long since been reduced to rubble, but there will be obstacles that you will need to watch for so you do not collide with a girder or obscured object that could upset the vehicle's balance. There are also subterranean entrances that you do not want to fall into. There were subways and utility corridors that are still present though collapsed in most areas. There will be occasional cavities created by those ancient remnant infrastructure elements that need to be avoided. Amshere is right here far to the south in the frozen wastes, though the ice and snow will be at a minimum about now. We do not have much information about the vast area between the Dreamer Mountains and Amshere. There are no villages that we are aware of so no one comes this way to pass along information. We just have maps retrieved from Amshere during visits to the facility in the past."

"I don't see indications of cities on this map." Jake said.

"Because they do not exist anymore. You do not indicate the location of a thing on a map that does not exist."

"I guess that makes sense."

"The only village around is on the opposite side of lake Neol though you will pass a significant distance from its walls. Its citizens will be of no consequence to your passage if you stay on course close to the lake. There is one more thing you are going to need when you finally reach Amshere."

The chancellor walked to the back of the vehicle and climbed up on the bar that ran the length of the vehicle along the bottom edge of the chassis and he opened the crate and took something out of it then closed and latched the crate and then climbed down and walked back to the front of the vehicle and faced the group.

"You will be expected to pay tribute to gain entrance into Amshere and that tribute must be valuable and of known origins." The chancellor lifted his hand and presented a pure gold amulet that was emblazoned with jewel encrusted filigrees and what looked like a raised coat of arms. "This was produced by our finest metallurgist from the purest gold we could produce and some of the hardest to find jewels from the ancient Eastern mines. This represents hard to find elements that are useless to us aside form their intrinsic value but this amulet contains materials crucial to the priests of Amshere. The emblem on the amulet is the crest of Triest. The priests will recognize it as coming from Triest."

He then handed it toward Laurel and she took it and looked it over and then looked up at chancellor Gregon.

"This is truly beautiful. They are going to strip this down for its raw resource materials?"

"Yes. Not in front of you, but in time that is what they will use it for. The gold and gems are crucial in the technological components they produce from time to time."

"That's too bad. This is a work of art."

"We will produce another when one of us decides to pay a visit to Amshere."

"I can't begin to express our gratitude for the items and hospitality you and your people have extended to us. We have been made to feel like we are part of the village."

"It is our pleasure Laurel. We are a compassionate and friendly people once we get past our guarded behavior toward newcomers. You have earned our trust and friendship thorough your admirable character values."

"Thank you chancellor Gregon. Can you advise us as to the animals we may encounter on the way to Amshere?"

"Once you pass the Dreamer Mountains you will not encounter very many animals. There is very little vegetation the further south you travel. There are ground burrowers and a few flying animals but nothing you need to be concerned about."

"So you don't actually have accurate information about the animal life we might encounter."

"I am sorry that is the case. We do not venture past the mountains very often so information about what animals live in the southern wastes is limited at best."

"That's alright, we understand. We should go collect our things so we can get moving."

"I will not keep you. I truly hope you three find the answers you are seeking and those answers bring you back this way. You are a sight to behold as an example of your people and you three are the kind of friends the people of this village need to be associated with."

"That's sweet of you to say chancellor. Thank you."

Chancellor Gregon bowed slightly and then he pointed at the map, then turned around and headed out of the alley toward the cross street beyond. Jake took a moment to roll the map up and then pickup the roll tube and he inserted the map into the tube then closed the end of it and then he walked to the rear compartment of the traverser and he set the tube inside the vehicle and then he stepped up onto the side bar and he slid the door closed after glancing inside to see how much room there was in that aft section. He determined that 2 people could sit on each side of the central housing in 2 sets of seats that encased the track drive and the mid seat would accommodate and additional 3 or 4 people if they crammed onto the bench style seat directly behind the 2 forward seats. Jake then walked around to the front of the vehicle and grinned at Laurel.

"We should have plenty of room. I estimate nine or ten people could fit in this thing comfortably if they didn't have any luggage. Seven if survival gear was brought to keep them supplied for a couple weeks."

"I can't believe that we're being given such an advanced piece of hardware from a people that despise technology."

"We do not despise it, we just avoid dependence upon it." Olin said. "It becomes all too easy to become reliant upon it and accept more and more advanced technology to make one's life simpler. Before you know it you are accepting advanced computing machines to anticipate your needs. That is the path to machines that outthink and devalue us. We will not go down that path again."

"Come inside and collect your things and we will see you off." Droma said with a smile.

They all headed back into the residence and the Future crew headed upstairs to collect their things. Laurel and Jake were organized enough to only need to deposit the tribute in Laurel's pack and then head downstairs after retrieving the duffle bag with their new clothing and uniforms in it. Missy delayed, not quite sure how to say goodbye to Rodar and many of the items in her pack needed to be secured in their proper place to avoid damaging anything. Once her pack was secure she pulled it between her feet and plopped down on the foot of Rodar's bed.

"I'm really going to miss you Rodar."

Rodar walked over next to Missy and sat down next to her.

"I am going to miss you too Missy. We knew this moment would come¦now that it is here I am feeling really sad. I did not mean to become so attached to you. I could not help it though. You are so pretty and so sweet. I have never met a girl that makes me feel the way you do."

"I know what you mean. I have deep feelings for you too."

"Let us say farewell, not goodbye then."

"You're so wise for a guy your age. Come on, see me off."

Missy stood up and slung her pack over her shoulders and then put her hand out and Rodar placed his hand in hers and stood up and the pair headed for the door together. They walked downstairs and out into the main living area where Laurel and Jake were waiting for them.

"All packed and ready to go?" Laurel asked in a friendly tone.

"All packed¦ready to go not so much."

"There are too many unknown factors to leave you here Missy."

"I know. I'm ready."

Laurel turned and faced Droma and Olin.

"Thank you again for hosting us for the night. You have a fantastic home and a wonderful young man for a son. You should be proud of both."

"You are too kind Laurel. We are very proud that Rodar has made such a positive impression on you three. If you ever end up in Triest again please consider our home available. We would love to have you stay with us anytime."

"That's sweet of you. We will likely wind up here at some point so we can return the traverser. We will definitely stop by at the very least."

"We look forward to it."

"Thank you for washing our uniforms and having them laid out on the travel bag this morning." Jake added.

"It was my pleasure," Droma said. "I have to do laundry every evening anyways, it was no effort to add yours to ours."

"Have a safe journey," Olin said. "The mountains can be treacherous no matter the season. Please take care with the routes you take."

"We will Olin." Laurel said. "We will take the pass rout precisely where chancellor Gregon indicated on the map he gave us."

Olin smiled and nodded and then Laurel slid her hand into Jake's and looked at Missy.

"You want a minute to say goodbye?"

"No. Rodar and I decided to say farewell, not goodbye. We're in a good place right now."

Missy then turned and stepped into Rodar and wrapped her arms around him tightly. He held Missy and buried his nose in her neck and inhaled her scent deeply then kissed her neck. They then separated and Laurel and Jake led the way out the front door and over to the traverser. Jake sensed Laurel's anticipative excitement so he gestured to the driver's side of the vehicle.

"You can drive us out of here babe. We'll take turns as we get tired."

Laurel smiled and realized Jake was being chivalrous. He was excited at the thought of having a turn. Laurel let go of Jake's hand and walked around the front of the traverser to the driver's door and Jake and Missy walked to the left side of the vehicle and Jake opened the door up front and Missy slid the middle door open and they all removed their packs and deposited them in the vehicle then climbed in and moved their pack to the middle bench seat next to Missy. They then closed the doors and Laurel collected the key and held it up.

"We need to keep track of this. We're going to be screwed if we lose it."

"Go ahead and put it in your pocket babe."

Laurel nodded and slipped it in her right front pants pocket and then she reached up and pressed the main power button and the displays glowed to life. They all then looked at the Dilleons and waved and Missy passed a somewhat sad look at Rodar but smiled after and then Laurel stepped on the brake and then moved the drive controller into the forward drive position and then took her foot off the brake pedal and the traverser eased forward and then Laurel put her right foot on the throttle and applied slight pressure and the vehicle accelerated in a smooth nearly silent response. There was only a very subtle hum emitted by the electric motors driving each wheel independently. Laurel guided the vehicle away from the curb and then she turned right when they reached the end of the alley. She then accelerated down the street and she grinned at Jake in a glance.

"This thing really does deliver a smooth ride."

"I wonder how fast it will go?"

"I'm not going to be stomping the throttle to floor to find out."

"We can wait until I'm driving." He said with a dopey mischievous grin.

"You scare me like that and I'll tickle you with my mind until you pee yourself."

"Alright! Alright babe." Jake said with a normal grin. "You know I'm just kidding. We can't afford to go messing around and break this thing in the middle of nowhere."

"Yeah¦I can feel that you're going to be careful with this thing and you don't want to scare Missy and I."

"Not at the risk of stranding us¦more than we already are."

"Was that a jab at me getting us stranded on Amara?" Missy asked from the middle seat.

"No," Jake replied turning so he could look back at Missy. "I don't blame you for that Missy. We've told you that."

"I know you have. I'm not upset about ending up here anymore. Rodar has¦"

"What? Rodar has what?" Jake pressed when Missy didn't finish her sentence.

"Changed my perspective. I know it sounds corny but I see things differently since getting to know him."

"Did you surrender your virtue to him?"

"Jake! That is none of your business!" Laurel barked without raising her voice.

"No, it's alright Laurel. I don't mind him asking that since he used tact in how he asked."

"I'm just curious if that's what changed your perspective. It can be a mind and soul altering event the first time. It was for me with Laurel."

"Well you two are built different than the rest of us. I'm not surprised it was mind altering for you two. Rodar and I messed around but not to that extent. I just mean that he has touched a place in my heart and mind that I didn't think anyone could reach so quickly. The fact that he's not Human is what has changed my perspective."

"You didn't know a non Human guy could be attractive?"

"Yeah. I just never gave the idea any serious thought."

"We've had our eyes open by Korica." Jake said. "She's so sweet and so pretty, how could you not love her and want to have her around. Then we watched her fall head over heals for Tamaric. He worships the ground she walks on too."

"I'm glad something positive came out of our situation Missy," Laurel said. "This is what being an explorer is all about. You make the best of a given situation and keep your composure and you might be pleasantly surprised by what happens."

"Yeah but you two have endured some really bad things in your time in the civilian corps. I can't help but dread experiencing things like that."

"It's true that we've experienced some ugliness and depravity but we've experienced more enlightening and uplifting events than negative ones." Jake said.

"I guess watching the archival vids makes the negative aspects stand out from an outside observer's perspective."

"There was a lot that happened that wasn't included in the post stasis briefing that most people were presented with. Even the classified version didn't include everything that happened."

"Is that because you didn't report everything?"

"No. We reported everything we experienced with the exception of personal interactions. Most of that data is preserved in a secure format within the AI's memory core."

"That's a little disturbing to think the AI was watching you all the time."

"It was learning from us and about us," Laurel countered. "Once you get used to the idea that what was being observed was being kept secure and the fact that the AI isn't a person so there's no underlying emotional reasoning for observing us, it isn't all that bad."

"What if someone hacks the AI's memory core? All those personal moments could be accessed."

"It just isn't possible to hack the AI anymore than someone could hack your memory. The AI's higher functions mimic what happens in our brains. It's not electronic data that can simply be downloaded. The AI would have to make a conscious effort to convert what's stored in its memory core into usable electronic data that a computer would recognize. I've actually seen the inside of the AI's neural core. It's every bit as complex as our brains but it occupies three entire decks to accommodate the trillions of synthetic neurons."

"That's right, you had to repair damage done when the ship was blown out of our galaxy by the exploding stars?"

"Yep. The ship was in pretty bad shape when we were brought out of stasis. We drifted for hundreds of years before things deteriorated to the point that we were all in danger of dying in our stasis chambers. Somehow the AI knew Jake and I were the ideal candidates to fix what was wrong with next to no adult supervision."

"You don't think anyone else could've done the same thing?"

"I don't know, maybe. I hate to sound arrogant but it took a mind like ours to accomplish it and small bodies to get into the places we had to access to carryout the necessary repairs."

They neared the main gates to the village and Laurel took her foot off the throttle and the vehicle began to slow and the men manning the gate saw the traverser and unlatched right gate and pulled it open slowly until it was almost fully swung to the side then they stepped aside and watched the vehicle approach. As they reached the gate, Laurel waved and grinned at the men and they lifted a hand in salutation and then Laurel stepped on the accelerator slightly and the traverser sped up and Laurel maneuvered around the closed gate and then accelerated more and she looked at Jake and smiled.

"We're on our way. Get the map and lets load it onto my data pad so we can determine distances in a way we understand."

Jake nodded and turned and looked at Missy.

"Will you get the map from the rear of the traverser?"

Missy nodded and stood up and then swung her backside around so she could get past the 3 packs on the seat next to her and she moved to the left of the vehicle then scooted past the end of the seat and the door and then she made her way to the rear passing the first two person sized seat to get to the rear most seat that had the food stock crate on it and the map tube that was between the crate and the seatback. She grabbed the tube then made her way back to the bench seat and she handed it to Jake. He took the tube and opened the end of it and let the map slide out as he held it at a downward angle and then he handed the tube back to Missy and she laid it on the seat and then spun around and shimmed past the packs then spun around and sat down right behind Jake.

"Okay, now get into Laurel's pack and get her data pad out."

Missy again nodded and reached over to Laurel's pack and lifted it up and plopped it into her lap and she opened it up and pulled the flap back and looked in and she saw the gleaming gold amulet first. She reached in and pulled it out and then she could see the data pad in its packet and she unfastened the flap and pulled the data pad out. She plopped the tribute amulet in her lap and Jake shook his head as she handed the data pad toward him.

"Go ahead and activate it and I'll hold the map unfurled so you can capture an image if it."

"Is it encrypted?"

"No," Laurel replied. "There are secure files on it that are, but you can activate it without needing my fingerprint or voice to unlock it."

Missy activated the data pad then she looked at Jake.

"What good is it going to do to digitize the map?"

"Laurel's data pad has an adaptive learning program. It isn't going to be able to read the legend anymore than we can but as long as it's active it will track our movements and then create a legend of its own to determine distances on the map. That way we can figure out how far it actually is to Amshere so we'll know how long it's going take to get there."

"Oh, awesome."

Jake unfurled the map and held it up behind his seat in front of Missy and then he nodded once.

"Go ahead and capture an image of the map."

Missy looked at the data pad and touched the icon for image capture mode then she held the data pad up and held one corner of the map up so the map was hanging as flat as possible then she touched the capture icon and the data pad snapped an image of the map and converted it to a viewable format that filled the display screen. Missy then nodded and Jake let go of one corner of the map and began rolling the map up. Once he had it rolled up he handed it to Missy and she handed him the data pad at the same time and she took the rolled up map and inserted it into the map tube and closed the end then she dropped the tube over her seat and she picked up the gold tribute amulet from her lap as Jake examined the map as the data pad began tracking and indicating distance traveled by a red dotted line overlaid on the map.

"It shouldn't take too long for the data pad to extrapolate distances on the map based on how far we've traveled over a given period of time."

"How does that thing know which way we're going?"

"The planet has a magnetic field like any life bearing world. It can sense direction based on magnetic north and it has sophisticated sensor elements capable of detecting our surroundings for a mile or so in every direction from within a vehicle like this."

"Awesome! Can it see further if you hold it up to the window?"

"Yes, considerably further."

Missy then diverted her attention to the amulet. She looked it over and marveled at the craftsmanship incorporated into the amulet then she bobbed her hand to sample its weight and then she glanced at Jake and grinned.

"This thing is heavy. I bet there is a fortune worth of gold if this thing was back on Earth."

Jake smiled and looked back at her.

"Especially in this era. That thing is probably solid gold too."

"It's sad to think about melting this down for its resource value. It's so beautifully crafted."

"Around here its value is in its resource value. Money doesn't seem to exist on this planet. They use the barter system and that is going to barter our way into Amshere."

Missy nodded and looked the amulet over and stroked the jewels set into the front of it with her fingertip, and then she placed it in Laurel's pack and secured the pack closed and then set it next to the other packs. She then scooted down on the seat and tried to get comfortable for the long ride she knew they were likely facing. Jake glanced back at Missy observing her comfortable posture as she gazed out the side window and he grinned and then looked at Laurel.

"I can't believe how smooth the ride is in this thing. Given how aggressive the tread on the tires is and the fact that they're solid and have thirty-inch rims you would expect the ride to be rough. Even on the deteriorated streets of Triest this thing glided down the street like we were driving on soft sand."

"I guess the suspension is precision tuned like chancellor Gregon said. The duranite the tires are made from is probably a lot softer and more shock absorbing than rubber or teflock like they were using in twenty seventy-seven when we left Earth."

"I never thought to ask if this thing is capable of traveling in deep water. How much you think it can handle?"

"I'm sure the electronics are pretty well sealed up since this thing is designed to tackle snow and ice. I don't think you would want to take it into water higher than the tires or water could infiltrate the cabin though. There are sensitive electronics in here that might not react real well to getting wet."

"You don't think this thing would float?" Missy asked.

"No," Laurel replied. "The weight would overwhelm the buoyancy of the vehicle. I'm guessing this thing weighs four and a half to five tons. If it didn't have the hydraulic track drive system it might float for a period of time, but in its current configuration, not a chance."

"It's an all terrain vehicle with the exception of water environments I guess."

"Oh I think we could splash our way through some pretty deep water as long as it isn't deep enough to get in the cabin like I said." Laurel said.

"I guess if it came down to it we could provide a levitating crossing if we come across deep water."

"That's true." Laurel said with a smile.

The traverser began to buck a little more as they crossed over uneven terrain but the suspension still provided and remarkably smooth and comfortable ride. Laurel accelerated slightly and watched the color representation of their forward velocity and she held their speed in the range that provided the most energy efficiency for the speed and controllability of the vehicle. They cruised along the most wide open areas Laurel could navigate with only gentle rises restricting their view and progress but the traverser had ample power to muscle up and over anything it encountered with ease. After 15 minutes of sustained travel, Laurel's data pad emitted a tone and Jake lifted it to see what it was alerting and a new legend appeared with a mileage scale and the map was constantly being updated with accurate detected topographical information as they traveled. Jake then used a pinch maneuver with his fingertips and zoomed in to their current location represented by a small slowly blinking blue dot that was in motion and then he touched the location of the bridge crossing the stream and he touched the legend and dragged the word 'miles' onto the outlined destination route and the data pad instantly calculated the distance to the selected location from their current location in ever shrinking numbers. He then looked at Laurel and she nodded.

"Two point eight miles. We should be able to see an ancient road leading to the bridge pretty soon."

"Not if the bridge is hundreds of years old or more. There could be overgrowth and sedimentation obscuring the road completely." Missy said.

"That's true," Laurel said. "If it's calculating in a known value system, try to find Amshere and see how far away it is."

Jake nodded and then zoomed the map out and moved the map around until he found the indicated location of the mountain pass and Amshere and then he touched the indicator for Amshere and then touched the word 'assign as destination' and the data pad only took a microsecond to calculate the distance and plot a plausible route. Jake then zoomed out and checked the data pads recommended route and it took them right through the pass in the Dreamer Mountains and he was content until he looked at the total distance for the trip. He sighed heavily and Missy sat up sensing his disappointment.

"What? How far is it?"

"Well¦the pass through the Dreamer Mountains is two hundred twelve miles. Amshere is eighteen hundred miles from where we are¦give or take a couple miles."

"Oh crap!" Missy said as she leaned forward so she could look over Jake's shoulder. "It's gunna take us weeks to get there."

"Maybe not," Jake replied. "Laurel is only pushing the traverser to twenty-two percent of its capability. We're still well within the safe range for power consumption. Look at how flat the terrain is once we gat through the pass. We should be able to open this thing up and make some good time. We might even be able to run at a negative net gain in power consumption if we stop and rest for a couple of hours a night to let the power cells recharge while idling. We can all get some sleep while the vehicle recovers and we'll still make good time."

"How do you know all that? You can't see the display console from your position."

"No, but Laurel can. I know what she knows if I search for the relevant information."

"Right. I have trouble wrapping my head around that. How fast are we going right now?"

"Fifty miles per hour. Based on the amount of throttle being used and available power to achieve efficient travel within consumable limits, this thing should be capable of traveling at around eighty-five miles per hour. If we exceed the efficiency range we could achieve well over one hundred miles per hour as long as the terrain allows it without jeopardizing vehicle stability and manageability."

"I didn't know this thing could hall butt like that. It might not be so bad if we can travel that fast for prolonged periods."

"The vehicle can do it, but it won't be safe to go that fast at night. Objects will appear in our path incredibly quickly. Possibly too quickly to avoid hitting something that could damage the traverser irreparably, possibly causing it to flip over, seriously hurting us in the process."

"Are you saying you sense that happening?"

"In a possible eventuality if we don't exercise caution."

"At least now I understand how the conditions can be so cold where we're going compared to here. It's on the opposite end of the continent."

"We're almost dab smack on the equator of Amara. Go eighteen hundred miles in either direction and conditions are going to be drastically different. If this planet doesn't wobble on its axis as much as Earth and the Future planet do, the southern region could be a cold climate zone year round."

"I think we're coming up on the bridge," Laurel said.

"Look at the break in the tree line right there. It could indicate where the bridge is." Jake said pointing out the front window.

Laurel decelerated and veered right and headed toward the break in the tree line as Jake looked at the data pad to confirm her suspicion. As he suspected, she was absolutely right. The data pad indicated they were less than 200 yards from the bridge dead ahead of their current position. Jake looked over at Laurel and grinned.

"Your instincts are dead on as always babe. The data pad indicates the bridge is dead ahead."

Laurel nodded and then rounded the thick tree line and they could see the so called bridge though its appearance would better be classified as a slightly domed stone structure with a flat surface that looked like it was peppered with holes the size of a man's fist. Laurel slowed the vehicle as they drew close to the approach apron and then she stepped on the brakes and paused as she examined the horrible looking surface of the bridge. After a moment she put the gear selector in park and opened her door and got out of the vehicle. She jumped to the ground and slowly walked to the edge of the approach apron and Jake opened his door and climbed down as Missy remained in the vehicle looking on. A moment later the vehicle's subtle hum went silent and the displays dimmed until they were dark. Missy then remembered that the key in Laurel's pocket had to remain in the vehicle for it to stay active. She then decided to join them in a close visual examination of the bridge. She opened the left mid door and climbed out of the vehicle then walked over to where Laurel and Jake were peering around the side of the bridge to examine its structural elements.

"It looks like a solid arched span bridge but it's in horrible condition," Laurel said. The road deck has deteriorated to the point of crumbling away all over the place. Now I understand what chancellor Gregon meant by taking it easy."

"Why do you think they made this bridge so narrow?" Missy asked. "It's barely wide enough for the traverser to fit on it."

"I don't think it was designed with vehicles like the traverser in mind. It was primarily meant for foot traffic and maybe a cart or wagon. The traverser is the exception, not the rule for what wheeled vehicles are like around here."

"You think the people of Triest built this bridge?" Missy asked as she took a small step back from the approach apron.

"No," Laurel replied. "This bridge has been standing much longer than seventy years. That's how long ago Triest was established from what we were told. I'm sure the priests of Amshere built this bridge during the time that they engaged in their pilgrimages to this area to visit that dilapidated structure we saw when we arrived. It has probably been refurbished and repaired over the centuries but it doesn't look like anyone has bothered in a very long time."

Laurel stepped to the center of the approach apron and then took a few timid steps onto the bridge and she noted that the road deck felt soft beneath her feet. There was a carpet of black moss covering the entire surface that looked like black stone until one stepped onto it and realized it was softer than it appeared to be. Laurel took a few more steps with more confidence and she peered down through one of the fist size holes in the deck and she could see the water 10 meters below. She then looked at how pock marked with holes the entire deck was and it concerned her, but she knew if the bridge gave way, her and Jake could keep the traverser from dropping into the water far below. Jake sensed what was going through Laurel's mind and he walked over to her side and glanced down at the hole, then looked at her and grinned.

"Why don't we act proactively instead of reactively?"

"You want to reduce the gravitational weight of the traverser while we cross the bridge."

"Yeah. You think you can drive the traverser and concentrate on reducing its gravitational weight at the same time?"

"With your help, yeah."

Jake smiled and nodded then they turned and looked at Missy.

"Time for a trippy ride across the bridge. You're gunna love this."

"You going to do that thing you did to get me up the tree?"

"Yes. You'll only weigh a few pounds."

"Why not just make the traverser weigh nothing? We could just float across the bridge."

"Manipulating localized gravitational fields is one gift, manipulating an object with no gravitational influence, weightlessness, is another skill that requires far more concentration and effort. Combine both those activities with driving a vehicle and maintaining a deep joined pairing in order to share energy and control of our combined gifts¦well that's more effort than Jake and I are capable of just to cross a bridge."

"But you could do it if it came down to it?"

"Probably. It would take a lot out of us reducing the amount of time we can contribute to the driving effort before needing to sleep to recharge. That kind of performance sacrifice isn't necessary to get us across the bridge safely. We have to be wise about how we use our abilities. Too much for simple tasks leaves less when something serious comes up and we need a big effort."

"You don't draw your energy from that atmosphere around you?"

"No. It's produced and consumed within our bodies¦for the most part anyways."

"What do you mean by for the most part?"

"It would take too long to explain in a way that makes sense. Short answer is there's a way to initiate an energetic event that originates outside the body and can then be controlled and usable energy extracted from which will augment what our bodies are consuming from us to do the strenuous things we can do. Jake and I don't know how to initiate and control that complex ability yet. We're still learning everything we can do and how to control it."

"Then how do you know you can even do that?"

"A question requiring another complex answer. It's called instinctive knowledge. We don't know where it comes from but the answers we seek come to us just by thinking about it."

"That doesn't make a whole lot of sense but I'll take your word for it."

"Let's get back in the traverser and get across this bridge. We got a long road ahead of us."

They turned around and headed back to the traverser and climbed in and Laurel looked over at Jake and he gave her an obligatory nod and then they closed their eyes and reached out to one another and slipped into the other's mind. They took a few deep breaths as they adjusted to the increased sensory input then opened their eyes and the world around them seemed more crisp and alive than before. Laurel then hung her hands on the steering wheel and closed her eyes again as she concentrated on creating a manipulated gravitational field around the traverser and then she thought about her love for Jake and she let the feeling grow in potential and intensity and then she pushed and Jake could feel the surge of energy being drawn from within him as he contributed half the required raw neural energy. The field of gravitational energy surged from within the vehicle and swelled to encompass the entire traverser and everyone sensed the immediate reduction in gravitational pull exerted on their bodies and Missy let a small giggle slip out as her tummy was tickled and she felt like she could bound from her seat and practically float away. Laurel then opened her eyes and adjusted to the level of concentration and continued effort required to hold the moment and sustain the level of output being exerted. Laurel then pressed the main power button and the displays came to life and she stepped on the brake and reached over and shifted the traverser into forward drive and then lifted her foot off the brake and the vehicle slowly crept forward. She then added the simple weight of her foot on the throttle petal and the traverser practically lurched forward with its now micro weight being thrust by hundreds of foot-pounds of torque.

The vehicle moved across the bridge at a substantial pace and bounded slightly as it passed over the multiple holes in the road deck until it reached the departure apron at the other end of the bridge. Laurel then withdrew her influence and the vehicle settled fully onto the suspension and slowed slightly and everyone felt their full body weight in an instant and it was almost nauseating yet exhilarating. Laurel guided the vehicle past the tree line and then turned south and accelerated as the terrain flattened out and allowed for much faster travel. She then glanced back at Missy and grinned.

"So how was that?"

"Really weird. It was like a stratospheric weight."

"I take it you've done your zero G training then?"

"Yeah. They wouldn't have let me come on these missions unless I had. Commander Hiller has instituted a policy of no unqualified personnel participating in space missions. Too many junior officers anymore."

"I guess the ranks have swelled, haven't they?"

"You could say that. I think it's nearing the point that a third of the original passengers have either joined or agreed to join when they reach the age of consent. I couldn't even guess how many people wanted to join but didn't score high enough on the entrance assessments."

Laurel and Jake then withdrew into their own minds and their senses dimmed but remained crisp and Jake lifted the data pad over the display console on Laurel's right side and he held it facing her.

"You wanna place this somewhere on your side where you can see it at a glance?"

Laurel reached up with her right hand and took the data pad and glanced out the window then looked around in the cabin for a place to sit the data pad and she noticed a small gap behind the forward console that was designed to hold something that was missing. She set the data pad in the gap and it dropped in slightly and rested in the perfect position to allow her to look out the window and divert her eyes down slightly to view the map. She grinned and looked at Jake momentarily.

"You're a genius. With a little more time the data pad will be able to estimate our speed within a small margin of error. I can't read any of these traverser displays."

"Odd how their language is an exact match for English but their written language is completely alien looking." Missy said.

"They shouldn't be speaking English. It's an impossibility that I can't figure out." Laurel responded.

"It really bugs you, huhn?" Missy asked.

"Yes. I get multiple ideas forming and none make a lot of sense."

They then drove around the east side of the lake and in the distance they could see the walls of the village of Neol but they didn't encounter any inhabitants but they could see a few taller buildings that were gleaming despite their obvious ancient origins. Technological methods of restoration and preservation were definitely in use. Once past the border region of Neol they pushed on for the next 2 hours maintaining an average speed of 70 miles per hour. The only time they slowed was to navigate through debris fields of strewn boulders, blocks and columns that were the remains of city structures. As the chancellor had indicated would be encountered, the cities were long since gone but remnant ruble served as markers if one knew what they were looking at. They also encountered the occasional deep chasm that had to be navigated around but the rubble fields quickly faded away and Laurel was able to resume a speed right at the edge of the vehicles capability to produce enough power to maintain without depleting the power reserves though the power cells were not being charged at the speed she was maintaining. As they reached a point where the Dreamer Mountains grew near enough to see how high and imposing they are, Laurel slowed the vehicle and finally brought it to a stop. They looked up toward the highest peaks and they realized they were looking at the Amara equivalent of the Andes Mountains on an alien world. The high peaks were covered in a thick blanket of white and a few of the cornice rises were shrouded in clouds as the southern winds pushed the moisture laden winds high into the atmosphere forcing them to condense into thick cloud banks. Laurel then looked over at Jake.

"Your turn. You can take us through the mountains. I want to get something to eat and¦relieve myself then we'll get moving."

Jake nodded and Laurel pulled the key from her pocket and set it on the right display console and then she opened her door and a cool breeze rushed into the cabin. Laurel climbed out of her seat and hopped out of the vehicle and she looked around and she saw an outcropping of rocks only a few yards away that would provide a level of privacy. She looked back at the traverser as Missy was standing with the left door open with her head poking out.

"Can you hand me my survival pack?" Laurel asked.

Missy nodded and bent down and grabbed Laurel's pack and then held it out and Laurel walked over to the traverser and put her hands up and Missy dropped the pack right into her outstretched hands. Laurel slung her pack over one shoulder and then turned and headed toward the outcropping. In the meantime Jake opened his door and climbed out of the vehicle and he looked up at the incredible mountains before them. He realized it was going to be a treacherous ride through the pass. It might be a mild time of year but it was still a climb of several thousand feet just to reach the pass let alone how high the rest of the mountain ranges reached. The mountains created their own microclimate that had far reaching effects on the region beyond. The basin was deep within the rain shadow of the Dreamer Mountains explaining the hot, dry conditions that pervaded within the basin.

Jake walked around the vehicle to the left aft most door and he climbed up on the step bar and then slid the door open and he stepped half into the traverser and he unlatched and flipped the crate of supplies open and he filed through the bags and containers within it. He didn't recognize the preserved items with the exception of some jerked meat that looked to be infused heavily with granular seasonings and a dark glaze that was encrusted heavily on the meat. He collected 3 of the vacuum sealed bags the jerked meat was within and then he found several rectangular bars that looked to consist of some kind of cereal grain that was pressed into bars. He collected a handful of the bars then flipped the lid of the crate closed and he closed the door and hopped down and walked to the front of the vehicle and squatted down and set his bounty on the ground. He then looked up at Missy.

"You should take a moment to take care of business yourself. I found a few things to eat that looked interesting from the crate the chancellor provided us with."

Missy nodded and climbed out of the traverser and she too was captivated by the enormity of the mountains looming before them. She knew it would still take an hour or so to reach the foothills leading to the pass but the mountains were both beautiful and frightening knowing they had to get past them. Missy looked around for a private spot and she noticed a pile of boulders that would provide the necessary cover and she headed toward them. Jake waited until he sensed that Laurel was feeling fresh and relieved and then he picked up one of the pressed bars and posed on one knee until she approached. As she neared he smiled and held a bar up.

"I'm not sure how these taste but they should provide the nutrition we need to relieve our hunger for a little while."

Laurel nodded and walked up to him and took the bar and unwrapped it and took a bite and it was sweet and chewy with a fulfilling texture and flavor sensation. She grinned and nodded as she chewed and a few moments later Missy returned and Jake offered her a bar and a bag of jerked meat.

"Don't have any idea what kind of animal went into making that jerky but it should satisfy the snack urge."

"Thanks. I won't think about it too much. How long you think it'll take us to get through the mountain pass?"

"I honestly don't know. If we have to utilize the track drive it will slow us down considerably. We won't reach the pass for a while yet though. We're about sixty miles or so from reaching the pass."

Missy unwrapped the cereal bar and took a bite as she looked up at the mountains then she looked back at Jake as she swallowed and he was standing up with the retrieved items in his hands.

"It's already way cooler than it was in Triest. You think it's going to be below zero up there?" Missy asked.

"There's snow on the ground so it must be below freezing above a certain altitude. I don't know if it's going to be below zero though."

Laurel carried her pack to the left side, mid door and she slung it into the vehicle. She then took a big bite of her cereal bar and walked around to the right side of the traverser and climbed up into the vehicle. Jake handed the food items to Missy after she climbed into the vehicle and then he climbed up into the driver's seat and closed the door. They sat for a few minutes and consumed the cereal bars and chewed on the jerked meat that turned out to be quite flavorful and not nearly as tough as it appeared to be. When they had their fill, Jake stepped on the brake and shifted into forward drive and then placed his foot on the accelerator and the traverser began picking up speed steadily. Jake headed southwest parallel to the mountains toward the foothills in the distance where access to the mountains themselves could be achieved by a vehicle.

The scenery they were passing through was captivating and foreboding if contemplated to be traversed on foot. The beauty and thick growth of trees and bushes that stretched up the mountain sides a considerable distance before stopping spoke to an ancient land that was unmolested by people and could harbor life of unknown varieties and numbers since plenty of water washed down the mountains in the form of the multiple rivers and steams that then seemed to become subsurface rivers as they descended toward the north and west. The traverser glided across the landscape at nearly 60 miles and hour for over an hour and then Jake could discern the valley between 2 of the mountain peaks that marked the location of the pass though it was still very high up. Jake turned south and glanced at the data pad and it confirmed that he was heading directly toward the pass, though on a slightly different route than what the data pad had outlined. The data pad simply wasn't equipped to account for obstacles along the outlined path or terrain restrictions limiting their ability to follow the suggested route precisely.

Travel was steady and relatively easy at first but the thickening trees and brush made it more and more difficult to progress along the rout Jake had chosen but the traverser was able to bulldoze over and through the vegetation easy enough until they began to climb steadily and the temperature began to drop rapidly. Jake engaged the internal heating system and pushed on until they reached the first serious incline and the tires had trouble gripping the sloppy ground beneath the undergrowth. The melt water was being held in place by the brush and moss like ground hugging growth creating a slippery mess once the tires tore the mossy cover away exposing rich brown topsoil that offered little for the tires to bite into. As the climb grew steeper the traverser began to slip to the sides as all 4 tires dug in and mushed into the damp soil creating deep ruts that quickly filled with ice-cold water. As the vehicle began to buck and fishtail as it tried to pull its weight forward Jake finally had enough. He was afraid of digging so deep that he would bottom out the vehicle so he took his foot off the accelerator and stepped on the brake pedal and stared at the tremendous incline ahead of them and he could see that only a few hundred yards ahead, the tree line stopped and there was nothing but a blanket of white snow and ice concealing everything beneath the fresh powder.

"How in the heck would a person walk this route on a pilgrimage to Triest and beyond?"

"If a person knew the pass was like this, they could prepare for the trip with the proper gear." Laurel replied.

"I certainly wouldn't want to go up there on foot." Missy said.

Jake moved the shifter into the park position and then took his foot off the brake and he reached over to the track drive deployment lever and he pulled the lever down and the steering wheel began to move up and away and the throttle and brake pedals moved to the left together, centering the pedals beneath the forward console and a clank and whining sound was heard from the central structure occupying much of the rear compartment and then with a rocking motion the tracks impacted the ground and began lifting the chassis in the air. Jake held the lever down until the rise ceased and then he moved the lever to the middle position and he looked back at Missy.

"You might want to put your seatbelt on. I don't know how this thing is going to behave while on the tracks. If we lose traction or tip over I would rather not have you thrown around the cabin."

Missy nodded and leaned forward and unclipped the belt clip from the back of Laurel's headrest and pulled it up and over the headrest and Laurel grasped the waist clip at the right side of her seat and pulled it across her waist and clipped it into the buckle at the left side of her seat then she took the clasp Missy was holding up and she pulled it over and down to her stomach where the receptacle was located and she snapped it in and then looked at Jake.

"This is remarkably comfortable. The straps come over your shoulders in just the right place to hold you in place comfortably."

Jake then looked down at the left side of his seat and he saw the shiny metal clip and he grasped it and pulled it across his waist and halfway across, the mid receptacle drew to the middle of his stomach. He snapped the clip into the receptacle on his right side and then reached up over his head to the back of his headrest and he found the clasp and grasped it and it came out of its holder and he pulled the strap up and over his shoulders and then snapped the clasp into the receptacle at his stomach and then he tugged on the shoulder straps and he agreed with Laurel, the restraints secured him in place comfortably. He then glanced back at Missy and watched her engage her restraints in the same manner and then he looked forward and took a deep breath and then let it out in a huff.

"Here we go¦"

Jake reached over and pulled the shifter to the mid position and then moved it over to the left and he pulled it all the way back and it clicked into place. He then moved the shifter forward slightly and a hydraulic whirring could be heard and the traverser began to climb forward steadily but slowly. Jake nudged the shifter now acting as the throttle further forward and the traverser began to grind up the incline steadily and smoothly. The chassis seemed to float on the track drive like riding on a cloud. Jake then engaged input to both pedals to get a feel for how the vehicle responded and the tracks paused on the left and the right in response to his input and the vehicle pivoted to the left and right.

"Okay, I think I get how this is going to work. It feels like a tractor that rides like a truck¦not that I've driven either in my life."

Jake glanced over at the power utilization scale and he was a little alarmed that at such a low level of throttle the track drive was consuming 80% of the available power and they weren't even at the steepest portion of the climb yet. He looked back out the front window and slid the throttle further forward and the traverser picked up speed and floated on the tracks as they rocked and treaded up the ever steeper growing pass corridor.

As the traverser reached the steepest portion of the pass, Jake goosed the throttle and the traverser noisily treaded ahead, bobbing as it floated on the tuned suspension delivering a smooth ride for the 3 of them. Jake glanced at the power utilization and it was deep into the red and his eyes grew big but he didn't want to alarm Missy so he said nothing. Laurel sensed his concern and she glanced at him and grinned and spoke to him mentally.

"If you check the reserve power level, we could maintain this level of demand for hours before we would be in trouble."

Jake glanced at the reserve level and he was relieved that Laurel was right. They had just begun to dip into the reserves that were at 99% at the moment. He looked over at Laurel and nodded and Missy caught the gesture and tried to lean forward but her seatbelt kept her firmly restrained in place.

"I saw that look¦is there an issue with how much energy we're using?"

"No," Jake replied. "The hydraulic pump is a power hog but we have more than enough reserve to get us up over the pass. Once we get to the top I can ease up on the throttle and we won't be consuming more energy than the systems can produce."

"So we're running on batteries right now?"

"I don't think it's that simplistic. The power cells are high efficiency capacitance cells. The energy potential is filtered and stepped down to a current the traverser systems can utilize. I don't know exactly what kind of voltages are utilized in this thing but I'm sure it's less than fifty and the reserve cells store thousands of volts at low amperage. When it's stepped down the amperage increases delivering more than enough energy to supply the demands of the vehicle. The track drive just uses a hydraulic system that requires a lot of torque to run the pump under this kind of load."

"You mean pulling us up this incline?"

"Yeah. On relatively flat ground the system won't consume near as much power."

"Would it help if we turned the heater off?"

"Yeah, but you would get cold really quickly. Laurel and I can keep each other warm but you don't have that advantage. We can't have you coming down with a cold because you transitioned from a hot environment to a cold one."

"I could bundle up to keep warm."

"Nah, we aren't at a point where we need to take that kind of drastic measure. I appreciate that you're willing to forego a warm cabin to reduce power consumption though."

"I just don't want to run out of power and wind up stranded on the side of these mountains."

"Worst case, we would stop and allow the system to recharge. If we aren't moving the energy systems produce way more energy than the internal heating system consumes."

"That's right, I remember chancellor Gregon mentioning something about that."

Jake continued to guide the traverser up the steep grade until the incline finally leveled out somewhat and he was able to reduce the amount of throttle as they treaded through the narrowing pass corridor. As he had predicted, the amount of power consumption was cut nearly in half though the machine was still consuming more power than was being produced by the onboard power production systems. Instead of steadily running in the red they were now running deep into the yellow portion of the power utilization scale.

The traverser trudged on painfully slow for nearly an hour before the cold misty conditions began to break and bright sunlight filled the cabin of the traverser. The data pad paused its active tracking of their position as it updated the topographical information and Jake furrowed his brows and wondered why it was taking up so much compute capacity until the last of the overcast diminished and they were able to see the landscape beyond the mountains and it was awe inspiring making Jake pull the throttle back encouraging the traverser to come to a gently rocking halt.

"Wow!" Laurel exclaimed. "What a view."

"No doubt." Jake said.

Missy unfastened her shoulder belt and lifted it over her head and leaned forward so she could get a better view of awesome sight before them. The snow was casting a blinding white glare but they were able to see for hundreds of miles out across the high plain beyond the mountains. The pass descended gently at first then made a steep foothill descent and the snowline ceased as the terrain fanned out to a flat white-sanded floodplain that stretched almost to the Future. In the far distance near the Future they could see that the white floodplain became green and brown but it was so far away that no discernable detail could be made out beyond the color of the terrain suggesting forests or thick ground cover of some sort. They could discern that the elevation of the plain was higher than that of the basin Triest was located within. There were no mountains or rises of any kind visible in any direction all the way to the Future, making Laurel think they were looking at the remains of an ancient high altitude inland sea. The floodplain was now holding the run off from snow melts in the mountains they were perched within. The depth of the water concerned Laurel slightly but she knew they had significant ground clearance in the traverser. It meant they would need to reach the foliage zone in the far distance before they would be able to take a break for the day. It looked relatively close but she knew it would take hours to reach the region not covered by water since they would have to reduce their speed to keep from hydroplaning or casting so much water on the windshield that visibility would be reduced.

The data pad finally stopped updating the map and the blue dot representing their current location went back to slowly blinking and Jake reached up and zoomed into the map and it confirmed what they were seeing. There were virtually no terrain changes once they exited the foothills in front of them until they reached the distant green zone. Jake looked at Laurel and she nodded and smiled and Jake slid the throttle forward and the traverser lurched forward as the tracks dug into the hard packed snow. Jake steadily increased their forward progress until he once again had their power consumption well into the yellow power utilization scale but they were holding an adequate pace to get to a point where he could disengage the track drive system.

They steadily progressed at a painfully slow pace and the temperature in the cabin steadily rose to the point that Jake was inclined to deactivate the internal heating system and it still got warmer and Missy finally leaned over and slid the door open half way to let some fresh cool air in but she was surprised that the air was warm and amazingly crisp. Jake glanced back when he felt the fresh warm air circulating within the cabin.

"Sorry, kept the heater running a little too long?"

"Yeah. It was feeling a bit stuffy back here."

The sound of the treads slopping on the ever thinning snow pack outside alerted Jake to the fact they were nearing the point where wheel traction would be possible and he could deactivate the tracks. The slow progress was annoying and he wasn't crazy about the confusing way the vehicle had to be controlled while in track mode. Steering with both feet and the lack of braking action except for reducing the throttle level was an unnatural feeling. He was just glad he hadn't been presented with a situation in which he had to back up for any reason. Rear visibility was severely restricted; it would require foreknowledge of what was behind the vehicle and good instincts to navigate successfully without running into or over something. As the crunching snow outside gave way to a rougher ride and the distinct sound of gravel being crushed by the weight and metal infused teeth of the tracks, Jake reduced the throttle and the traverser came to a stop. Laurel looked over at Jake and nodded once.

"If you think it's time go ahead. Just remember that this thing is nimble and a bit squirrelly. It will respond to the slightest steering wheel input and that can be hazardous in wet, steep, slippery, boulder strewn conditions."

"Yeah, I found that out on the way up the other side of the pass corridor. I'll draw on your experiences with this thing to gain more experience."

"You can really do that?" Missy asked incredulously.

"Yeah. If one of us has experience doing something the other can benefit from that experience as if they had done it too. Shared memory and experience. It goes way beyond just knowing what your mate has done. You can remember the nuances of their experience as if it was you experiencing it."

"You really do share your existence together."

"Yup. Every aspect of it."

Jake glanced at the path laid out on the data pad and it seemed to be guiding them down a very steep portion of the foothill before them. They could see the pinnacles of house sized boulders projecting from the snow pack and the undulating surface of the snow suggested crevices and mounds were obscured beneath the snow creating a hazard to the traverser should traction be lost while the center of gravity is upset.

"I would love to stop using the track drive but the path the data pad is suggesting looks treacherous. Maybe we should get below the snow line completely before we switch back to wheel drive. I don't think we should follow the path suggested by the data pad because I don't think the data pad is capable of detecting the obstacles we're seeing. It's choosing the most direct rout possible no matter how steep the terrain if it appears to be free of obstacles."

"I guess the data pads aren't exactly smart devices." Missy commented.

"It's a computing device, not one designed to think and reason," Laurel replied. "Just take the route you feel most comfortable with Jake. I ignored the data pad while I was driving too. I used it as a guide to the general direction we needed to go, not the specific path."

Jake nodded and eased the throttle forward and he used his feet to spin the traverser to the right in order to find a safer rout to the floodplain below. By traveling several agonizingly slow miles across the foothills tracing the snowline, he was able to find a much clearer and more gradual decent path and he once again spun the traverser on it's axis and headed down the slope toward the floodplain. It took another hour of slow progress to make it to a point where the snowline stopped and the tan and dark brown soil punctuated with gray rocks and boulders became predominant. Jake reduced the throttle until the traverser stopped and then he pulled the throttle lever over to the right to the mid position and then he slid it forward to engage park mode. He then leaned back in his seat and reached over to his right and lifted the track drive engage and disengage lever and the traverser descended slowly and steadily until the wheels contacted the ground. Jake then watched the deployment scale until it was at the empty end of the scale and then he pulled the lever forward to the mid position. He then looked at Missy and Laurel.

"Either of you ladies need to relieve yourself before we hit the road? It's time to make up some time for the slow ride up over and out of mountains."

"I could use a break to stretch my legs and empty my bladder." Laurel said.

Jake nodded and they all unfastened their restraints and opened the doors and climbed out of the vehicle. Jake relieved himself right next to the traverser while Laurel collected her pack and then her and Missy headed off to find a secluded spot to take care of business. A few minutes later the girls returned and Jake took a long deep breath of the cool crisp air and then they all climbed aboard and Missy retrieved water rations for everyone as Jake shifted the vehicle into forward drive mode and they then put their restraints back on. Jake consumed his ration and then handed the empty container back to Missy and she stowed it and then Jake lifted his foot off the brake and eased his right foot onto the throttle and the traverser began plodding down the slope toward the barren looking floodplain below.

Jake was careful about the course he chose to avoid damaging the traverser or tipping it beyond the capability of the suspension to compensate for until he reached the zone covered by a carpet of greenery at which time he sped up making his way around the trees that were increasing in height and girth as they descended in altitude. Eventually the terrain leveled out significantly and the trees rose high into the warm sky that was a deep blue which was mesmerizing and beautiful to behold. The air was crisp and completely pollutant free whether natural or otherwise. Within 10 miles of the foothill zone they reached the stark white floodplain and Jake slowed as the traverser plowed into the water that was hard to determine the depth of until the wake created by the traverser overtook them and moved ahead of the vehicle. Jake slowed further and looked at Laurel and grinned.

"It's only a few inches deep. You think it's like that all the way across this floodplain?"

"Possibly. The water is able to spread out in every direction for mile after mile. I would use caution until we can determine that for certain." Laurel looked back at Missy. "Do me a favor and get the handheld sensor out of my pack?"

"Missy nodded and unfastened her restraints and then reached over and grabbed Laurel's pack and pulled it into her lap as Jake picked up speed and plowed through the shallow water at a reasonably cautious speed. Missy opened Laurel's pack and moved things around until she saw the sensor unit and she unfastened the pocket it was contained within and she pulled it out and handed it to Laurel and then she closed the pack and set it on the seat next to Jake's pack. Laurel activated her sensor unit and then initiated an active scan and held the unit close to the window to provide unobstructed access to the outside environment. She was stunned by the initial data being displayed.

"Holy cow! All this water has a salinity level ten times that of Earth's oceans. That's why there isn't anything growing out here. The salt makes the water toxic to life. The sensor is indicating that the average depth is six inches as far away as the sensor can detect in every direction. You should be fine to accelerate to a speed that allows controllable traction but attains a speed that gets us across this as quickly as possible."

"What else is in the water?" Missy asked as she scooted forward in the seat so she could see the handheld sensor in Laurel's hand.

"Not much. It consists of salt, high quartz silica sand, calcium carbonate, no biological life of any kind and trace amounts of molybdenum. The later of which probably washes down out the of the mountains from ancient volcanic vents."

"So I guess we won't be filtering this water for drinking water."

"No."

"Water, water, everywhere water, and not a drop to drink." Jake said with a quirky smile.

"Our filtration units can't deal with water this salty. They would clog up before you got more than a few ounces of drinkable water. I'm guessing this was a sea millions of years ago and the land rose up trapping part of a sea up here and the water evaporated away leaving behind these salt deposits. The snow melt fills this floodplain but I would imagine there are times of the year that even this dries up."

"So it's a dead sea that's replenished part of the year?"

"Yeah, something like that."

"So why hasn't the salinity been diluted if it's fresh water flowing out onto this floodplain?" Missy asked.

"Because the fresh water evaporates away and the salt is left behind time and time again. The salt could very well be hundreds if not thousands of feet thick. You could never pour enough fresh water onto this plain to dilute the salt in an appreciable way."

"That makes a lot of sense. I should've figured that out for myself."

"Don't beat yourself up Missy. You're learning. I don't mind providing my knowledge to further yours."

"You know a lot about planetary evolution huhn?"

"Yes. It's a key trait expected of a captain. You better understand how planets evolve and what geological processes lead to the things you discover on life bearing worlds. There are certain common attributes that need to be recognized as to how they form and what they consist of."

"I doubt my knowledge will ever reach that level. I don't aspire to captain a vessel anyways. That's too much stress and worry for my taste."

"I can understand that. You want to explore and experiment without the headache of command."

"Yeah, that's it exactly."

Jake accelerated up to the point that the traverser began to wander at the verge of controllability and then he slowed down slightly. The tires were spraying fans of water in an arcing curve up and away from the vehicle as they plowed a path across the plain. They traveled at nearly 50 miles per hour for a full 2 hours before reaching the opposite side of the floodplain. The water grew shallower and shallower until they were passing over dusty white sand that was dry and powdery. Jake slowed the traverser to a crawl and then turned to the left and stepped on the brake firmly, bringing the traverser to a complete stop. He then moved the shifter into the park position and he took a deep breath and let it out in a huff. Jake then looked at Missy.

"I'm feeling pretty fatigued, you ready to give driving this thing a whirl?"

"I uh¦sure. How hard can it be."

"Have you ever driven a vehicle before?"

"No. I just turned fourteen when I boarded the Future. That might have been five and half centuries ago but I was never old enough to consider driving a vehicle. Did you have experience driving before boarding?"

"No. Laurel and I were twelve. We definitely hadn't driven before. We have innate instincts for performing complex tasks without having any previous experience at them. This floodplain is the perfect location for you to learn. You can't hit anything or tip this thing over."

Jake turned and pushed his door in half then slid it up and away and then he started to climb out of the traverser and Missy slid the right side door open and climbed out. He and Missy then walked around the front of the vehicle and met near the right front corner and Jake put his hands on Missy's forearms and smiled at her.

"You'll do just fine Missy. You're a smart girl and this thing is pretty user friendly."

Missy smiled at him and nodded and then they walked past one another and climbed up into the traverser. Missy looked around at the control displays and then she glanced at the data pad indicating a path that would require a sharp right hand turn to achieve the outlined path.

"For now just ignore the data pad," Laurel said. "Just put it in forward drive and get used to how the controls feel. The throttle is a little touchy, it's an electronic throttle, not a mechanical one and the steering is really sensitive. At high speeds this thing is kind of squirrelly. I think it's cause so much weight is aft of the center of the vehicle."

Missy nodded and then reached over and tried to pull the shifter into the forward drive position and it wouldn't move as she tugged at it and she began to feel a bit of panic. Even the simplest task was confounding her from the first moment.

"Relax Missy," Laurel said as she reached over and placed her hand on her shoulder. "You need to put your foot on the brake. It disengages a safety interlock that prevents the traverser from being knocked into gear or neutral unexpectedly."

Missy took a deep breath and let it out slowly trying to relax her nervous tension. She looked down and placed her foot on the brake than pulled on the shift lever and it slid into the drive position. She then lifted her foot off the brake and placed her foot on the throttle and stepped down and the traverser spun all 4 tires, throwing up clouds of white powder and everyone was launched back in their seats. Missy quickly took her foot off the throttle and Laurel cast her a worried look.

"Sorry¦I didn't know the throttle would be so sensitive," Missy said. "I thought it would take a fair amount of pressure to move the pedal."

"Like I said, it's an electronic throttle so there aren't any mechanisms connected to the pedal. Just use light pressure until you get a feel for how fast the vehicle goes in response to your foot pressure."

Missy nodded and placed her foot back on the throttle. She applied light pressure and the traverser accelerated smoothly, quickly and virtually silently. She traveled roughly in a straight line for a time as she got a feel for how the throttle responded and then she initiated a series of figure eight turns as she got used to the steering. After a few minutes she was accelerating and decelerating smoothly and her steering improved greatly. She gained enough confidence to change course so she was following the recommended path the data pad was displaying. She drove for half an hour at nearly 60 miles per hour and they finally reached the edge of the flat white sand floodplain. The terrain rose in elevation and they encountered a rock hard ancient coastline that was comprised of fossilized beach sand and tidal pool formations.

They drove up the slight rise until they encountered soft soil and the first signs of foliage since leaving the mountains. The growth was low and bushy consisting of a brown curly grass like plant that grew in clumpy patches and a green leafy vine that grew straight up several centimeters then drooped over and grew Futuretally several inches with leaves dangling from the thick Futuretal branches. There was a soft layer of soil consisting of years of seasonal growth that had dropped in place and broken down into matted layers mixed with wind blown dirt. Missy slowed down as the traverser sank a few inches into the soft soil then as they drew further from the ancient coastline the ground firmed up and she was able to resume her previous speed. Laurel and Jake let her drive for nearly an hour across the uniform landscape with only a tree here and there, one of which was an odd red leaved tree with black bark that looked like someone had manicured the treetops into a perfectly round dome shape but they knew it was just a naturally occurring oddity of nature. As Missy grew more relaxed and confident Laurel leaned over and grinned at Missy.

"You're doing a great job Missy. Now that you have a sense for how this thing handles, we need you to speed up. Keep the power utilization scale in the middle of the yellow scale."

"Okay. Is that a level that isn't consuming more power than were producing?"

"Yes. It's a level that isn't replenishing the power reserves but it's a sustainable level for the amount of energy production taking place."

Missy increased the pressure on the throttle and the traverser responded by speeding up significantly and Missy kept her attention focused on how the traverser was now handling. It was floating more on the suspension as it compensated for the uneven nature of the ground they were traveling over and the steering grew a little more loose but completely controllable. Missy kept glancing at the power utilization as she kept creeping their speed faster and faster until the indicator was holding right in the middle of the yellow range. Missy then glanced at the data pad and it was indicating an average speed of 73 miles per hour and a current speed of 75 miles per hour. She grew concerned for a moment then she realized how easy the traverser was to control at her current speed and the unease melted away.

"You know, this thing handles great but at this speed it's still gunna take us weeks to get to Amshere."

"If you think you can respond to things coming up on us quickly, you can speed up into the red zone. It will require us to shut down for a few hours every night to allow the system to recharge but it will cut the travel time significantly."

"I wish I could read these displays. What's the fastest we can go?"

"As fast as you're comfortable going. If we had paved roads I'm sure this thing would do well into the one fourties but we'll never be able to go that fast on the uneven terrain of the wild."

"If we travel with the utilization scale in the red area won't we deplete the energy reserves?"

"Yes but not quickly. We should be able to drive for several hours before needing to stop to allow the reserves to recharge."

"Alright. I'll speed up until this thing gets hard to control then back off a little."

Missy increased the pressure on the throttle and the traverser easily sped up but the terrain was now rushing by in a blur and she started to understand what Laurel was talking about. An animal or tree would come up really quick and she needed to be ready to react without delay or sharp whips of the wheel. It would be easy to overcorrect and roll the machine over. Missy glanced at the power utilization and it was now residing in the lower end of the red zone and she looked forward then glanced down at the data pad then back to the scene out the window. The machine was still handling it with ease though the steering was getting light and the floating of the suspension was interspersed with an occasional pounding from rocks and holes the machine passed over so quickly there was no time to avoid them. Missy was smart enough to know at her current speed she couldn't make any quick steering inputs or there was a risk of losing control or hitting something at an oblique angle possibly damaging something in the suspension.

"I think a hundred ten is plenty fast enough."

"I agree," Laurel responded. "If the terrain flattens out you might be able to go a little faster but for now this is a great speed."

"If you girls don't mind, I'm going to lay down back here and get try to get some shut eye." Jake said. "I'll take the overnight shift."

"Go ahead Jake," Laurel responded. "I can feel how tired you are. I'll keep Missy company and take the next turn driving."

Jake leaned forward and Laurel turned her head and kissed him and then he moved the survival packs into the rear section and then he accessed the crate wit the supplies for assembling a tent structure and he found the rolled up ground cover. It was a soft weaved piece of material. He then made his way back to the middle bench seat and he used the roll to lay his head on as he stretched out. Within minutes Laurel sensed Jake's consciousness fade away from her mind as he drifted into a restful sleep as the traverser thundered ahead, the suspension echoing its efforts through the chassis from time to time in dull thuds and soft bounds as it compensated for the turbulent ground it was rushing over. Laurel closed her eyes for a moment as she separated her physical sensations from his and her alertness level rebounded instantly and she realized her tired feeling was originating in Jake alone. She felt alert and wide-awake now that he was asleep. Laurel then looked over at Missy and she was glad to see that Missy was paying attention to what she was doing but she was relaxed and confident. Laurel sensed that Missy's mind was preoccupied based on what she was feeling but not so much that she couldn't concentrate on what she was doing.

"How you doin' over there?" Laurel asked. "I sense you're feeling a little down."

"Yeah. I know we'll be back to return this thing, but I keep wishing Rodar could come back to the Future with us. I really like him."

"He really made an impression on you, didn't he?"

"I guess I met him at just the right time in my life for a nice guy to have a big effect on me. I'm going to miss him for a long time and I'll never forget him."

"I can feel the anguish in you. If want help forgetting that part, let me know and I can help."

Missy glanced at Laurel then looked forward with an odd expression on her face.

"Are you talking about that thing Iriqua did for you and Jake? You want to take my feelings around my memories of him away?"

"I would never want to interfere with the special feelings you have for him. We learned a few things during our encounter with Iriqua. We found out that you can target specific emotional attachments associated with a memory and modify or remove them. I would only target the anguish you're feeling about being away from Rodar. Everything else would remain intact."

"Would I still miss him?"

"Yes but it wouldn't hurt. I can take that away for you."

"I might entertain the idea of letting you do that. Do you need Jake for that?"

"No. I've never done this before but I'm pretty confident I could do it on my own."

"Is there a possibility of messing my mind up?"

"No. I would simply redirect your emotional state to imitate different feelings or cancel out some of the negative ones you're experiencing. I would separate you from your negative emotions by taking them into myself and since I don't have the memories you do with Rodar, they would simply fade away for me whereas they are persistent for you."

"Hmm. I'm interested then. The ache is kind of distracting."

"I can feel that from you. Remind me before we go to sleep tonight and I'll help you out."

"Okay."

Missy drove until the suns dipped below the Future and she was required to slow down and engage the forward driving lights. She drove more cautiously but the landscape was so sparse and foliage free that the drive was effortless for her. As the twilight gave into the dark of night Missy glanced over at Laurel.

"I can't believe how flat and featureless this region is."

"This was likely the bottom of an ocean at some point in the distant past. The map they gave us didn't include a lot of topographical data but what little was there indicated it's going to be like this most of the way to Amshere. There are four rivers we have to cross and one range of mountains. I don't think they'll be anything like the Dreamer Mountains though. They were probably undersea volcanic ridge formations millions of years ago."

"I wonder if there were any cities this far south before the collapse of their civilization?"

"More than likely. It wasn't a collapse though. Their technology turned on them and nearly pushed them to extinction."

"How many people do you think are alive on this planet?"

"I don't know. It sounds like the extermination was global so not very many. I would guess around a hundred thousand depending on how long ago the great dying as they call it occurred."

"I guess it's lucky that they're around at all."

"It speaks to the resilience of the Bolinar species."

"Hey, you want to stop and stretch our legs, maybe get something in our stomachs?"

"Sure. I'm pretty hungry."

Missy eased her foot pressure off throttle and the traverser slowed rapidly and then she applied pressure to the brake pedal until the machine crunched to a halt atop the firm crusty surface they found themselves on. Missy shifted the vehicle into park and then flipped all of the external lights on and then her and Laurel unfastened their restraints and opened the doors and climbed out and looked around at the bleak scenery around them, which they could only see as far as the lights beamed due to how dark it was. There was a gentle breeze blowing that was cool and dry and aside from that there was no noise aside from the very subtle crackling coming from the traverser as the hot internal components cooled after hours of running at high energy consumption levels and high vehicle speeds.

Laurel then retrieved her survival pack from the mid section and then Missy and Laurel walked away from the vehicle on opposite sides of the vehicle until the traverser was just a glimmering bright light in the distance then they relieved themselves. They then made the quiet walk back to the vehicle and Laurel climbed up into the mid section and deposited her pack behind the seat and then she squatted down by Jake's head and she smiled at how handsome and peaceful he looked as he slept. She gently stroked his head a few times then stood up and moved behind the seat and made her way to the rear of the cabin. She slid the aft door open and then looked up and saw an overhead light above the seats with an obvious slide switch next to it. She slid the switch and the light popped to life and then she opened the supply crate and began examining the items in the crate.

Missy stretched her legs in bends and squats for a few minutes then walked over to Laurel's position on the right side of the vehicle and Missy climbed up on the foot bar running the length of the chassis on each side of the vehicle.

"Anything catch your attention?"

"Yeah¦I think so. These are a lot of dried fruit and vegetable goods that I don't exactly recognize. There's a lot of water in here too."

"So we need to reconstitute and combine the elements to make something enticing?"

"Yeah. There are a few containers of dried meat in here too. Jake will be happy about that. I think I've found a few things I can combine pretty quickly to make a vegetable soup that will make for a fulfilling supper meal."

Missy looked at the items Laurel was pulling out and she nodded.

"Should we wake Jake up?"

"No. Let him sleep until we have the food ready. I think he's going to drive all night."

"Alright. How can I help?"

"Get into your survival pack and setup the contact induction single burner so I can heat these things up in some water."

Missy hopped down and stepped over to the mid section door and she climbed up into the vehicle and retrieved her pack and then climbed out of the traverser and walked out into the spotlight of the side lighting. She opened her pack and pulled things out until she spotted the induction burner neatly folded and secured to the inside of her pack. She unfastened it and pulled it out and then flipped the release handle then pulled the burner up and it extended fully. She then set it on the ground and she retrieved one of the protein bars she had pulled from her pack and she opened the wrapper and took a bite then replaced everything that she had pulled out and Laurel hopped out of the traverser and walked over to Missy's position.

Laurel set down the 3 small sealed clear containers and the metal pan she had found in the supply case. Laurel opened the canisters and poured a guess amount of each into the pan and then she pointed at Missy's pack.

"Get a water ration so we can reconstitute this."

Missy nodded and moved over to her pack and opened it and retrieved a water ration and then handed it to Laurel. Laurel unsealed the ration and squeezed a portion of the ration into the pan and then she handed the remaining water to Missy. Missy drank down what was left and then stowed the empty vessel in her pack. Laurel then activated the burner and then stood up and glanced around, and finally back to missy.

"You should put your weapon on. We have no way of knowing what could wander up on us."

"But I have you and Jake to look after me."

"Jake is asleep so my senses are diminished and my mind is preoccupied. Please just observe proper protocol and arm yourself."

"Yes ma'am."

Missy reached into her pack and pulled out her weapon holster and secured it around her waist, and then she secured the thigh strap. She then pulled her weapon and removed the power cell and checked its charge level then replaced it in the weapon and gave it a solid smack locking it into place. Missy then holstered her weapon and secured the thumb stay and then she looked down at herself in the glow of the traverser lights.

"Not exactly a good fashion statement with these outfits. These things are designed to blend in with our uniforms, not sand colored¦tunics or whatever you want to call these outfits."

"I know but you're now capable of defending yourself in ways Jake and I can without the need for technological aids."

"True."

Missy then walked over by Laurel and sat down on the ground and she scrapped her hand around the crunchy soil and she lifted a handful and let it sprinkle through her fingers and then she brushed her hands against one another as she looked at Laurel.

"Why do you think there is this weird crust to the ground around here?"

Laurel looked around and then stood up and walked toward the traverser to retrieve utensils from her pack.

"I think it's the leftovers from last seasons growth of algae like organisms," Laurel said as she climbed onto the traverser and grabbed her pack then hopped back down. "It snows and remains cold and frozen for a time then warms and melts the snow, leaving behind very wet soil and the algae takes hold and proliferates rapidly over a wide area. The weather then dries out and the algae dies off but their corpses bind the soil in a crunchy layer at the surface that they once occupied."

"You're so dang smart. So you think this whole region is covered in green or red algae for a time?"

"It's too dark to determine what color it might have been when alive, but yes." Laurel said as she walked over to the burner and squatted down with her pack between her feet.

"Interesting. I bet that's a sight to behold."

"Like a desert blooming with color after a monsoon rain."

"I don't think I want to be around during the cold season though. There's nowhere out here to take shelter when the worst weather sets in."

"I've been on a planet during a blizzard of epic proportions. I don't want to experience that again and especially not with the traverser being our only means of transport and shelter."

"I guess it's lucky we arrived when we did. If it had been during the cold season we would've had to wait lord knows how long for this time of year to come around to make the journey safely."

"You got a point there."

Laurel retrieved a ladle-sized spoon from her pack and stirred the now gently boiling soup. The vegetable elements were softening and expanding while emitting a wonderful aroma that was enticing Laurel and Missy's appetites. Laurel moved the spoon toward Missy without lifting it out of the pan.

"Here¦keep stirring this while I wake Jake up."

"Can't you wake him with your mind?"

"Uhh¦it would be difficult and take a considerable amount of time. His conscious mind is repressed right now so I would have to infiltrate his mind and I would enter his subconscious mind where his dreams are taking place¦if he was in that stage of sleep to begin with. If not I would encounter a mind that was idle with no thought or imagination processes going on. I would have to draw his mind into deep enough sleep to dream then talk him to a wakeful state. It's far easier to just physically shake him gently to wake him up."

"I guess I didn't know it would be that complicated."

"The mind is a complex organ. It's not like plugging one computer into another and then exchanging the information you want with a couple keystrokes or icon selections. It has to be carefully navigated and explored to find the right area to stimulate and that stimulation has to be carried out in a mindful and precise manner."

Missy nodded and grinned at Laurel, not completely grasping the scope of what Laurel was talking about. Missy grasped the spoon and stirred the soup and Laurel stood up and walked over to the traverser and climbed up into the mid section and she made her way to Jake and knelt down by his head and stroked his hair for a few moments then she leaned down and kissed his warm cheek. She then softly shook his shoulder and she sensed his mind emerge from a blank state quickly and his eyes popped open and he batted them for a moment and then he looked at her and smiled.

"Hi beautiful. Is it my turn to drive?"

"No. It's only a little past sunset. We've stopped to make something to eat. I have a vegetable soup cooking outside. You hungry?"

Jake sat up and Laurel moved back and then Jake nodded.

"I'm feelin' pretty hungry¦or you are and I can't tell the difference."

"I'm hungry too but my appetite grew stronger when you woke up so you're hungry too."

"I'd like to pee first though. My bladder hurts."

Laurel leaned forward and gave him a peck and then they climbed out of the traverser together and Jake walked around to the other side of the vehicle as Laurel retrieved Jake's survival pack and carried it over next to hers and she opened Jake's pack and pulled out his utensil set and a collapsible bowl. She then retrieved hers from her pack and Missy got the hint and retrieved hers from her pack and set them next to the burner. Jake returned from the other side of the traverser and Laurel shut the contact induction burner off and then she began serving up the soup. She then opened the third container from the supply crate and she handed out bread blocks that had a dark roasted color and rich seasoning layer on one side. They then sat quietly while eating their soup that turned out to be quite flavorful and satisfying with chunks of reconstituted vegetables making the soup hardy and stomach filling. The bread crackers added a nice taste accent with a satisfying crunchiness. They looked around as they ate but there was no sense of anything living anywhere near them.

There was enough thick soup to have another bowl each and then Laurel gave Missy the remainder and then she cleaned the bowls, utensils, and cooking pot. They then packed everything away in their survival packs and stowed their packs in the traverser along with the empty containers the dehydrated materials had been packed in. Once everything was packed away, Laurel volunteered to drive until she was tired and Missy agreed to get some sleep and take the morning shift once Jake was too tired to drive.

Laurel climbed in the driver's seat, Missy in the rear bench seat and Jake in the passenger's seat. Laurel put the traverser in forward drive and applied pressure to the accelerator pedal and they were off. Laurel turned the exterior lights off and sped up until the data pad indicated they were traveling at 75 miles per hour. It was a bit disconcerting with how dark it was but the landscape was so baron and the headlights beamed so far ahead, the travel became effortless and the occasional tree or boulder encountered was easily avoided. Laurel's sense of approaching danger also helped her to navigate a safe course.

Laurel and Jake talked about a great many things while Missy slept in back until Laurel's eyes grew heavy and her reactions diminished. She slowed the traverser down gradually and eventually came to a stop. She shifted the traverser into park and released her restraints and looked over at Jake.

"You sure you want to drive this thing all night? We could pitch a tent and get some sleep together?"

"I feel pretty alert. I like the idea of lying down snuggled up to your warm body but we have such a long drive ahead of us. I think it's best if we drive day and night to get there. You know they're probably going nuts on Geonic trying to figure out where we are. We need to get to Amshere and hope they have technology or information about technology that will make it possible to contact them to let 'em know we're alright and maybe give them an idea of where we are."

"Okay. As long as we're together I can handle it."

Jake smiled and unfastened his restraints and slid his door open and climbed out and Laurel unfastened her restraints and climbed out and then she retrieved her survival pack and walked several yards aft of the traverser and relived herself and freshened up and then walked back to the vehicle and stowed her pack and then climbed up into the passenger's seat. Jake stepped on the brake and shifted into forward drive, fastened his restraints, and then accelerated the traverser up to 75 miles per hour, which felt extremely fast in the extremely dark and unknown environment outside. Laurel reclined her seat until it was almost Futuretal. She then looked over at Jake as she squirmed onto her side.

"I love you Jake."

"I love you too gorgeous. Sleep well. I'll talk to you in the morning."

Laurel then laid her head down and closed her eyes and Jake settled in for a long night of driving across the baron and desolate landscape. He glanced up a few times and marveled at the dark sky full of stars and he wondered if he was even looking at the Milky Way stars. He pondered from time to time until the moon rose and its bright light washed all but the brightest stars away and provided a welcomed boost to the visible light around them, not that there was much to see but flat nothingness everywhere he looked.

Jake drove on for hour after hour, only slowing to avoid stands of strangely shaped and colored trees and the occasional boulder pile, which he presumed were the remains of buildings since some of the boulders were remarkably square or rectangular in shape. The only interesting thing to occur all night was during a stop to relieve himself. As he stood a few yards to the left of the traverser he sensed movement before he saw anything and as he finished relieving himself he noticed the loose soil shifting and a small creature emerged from the lump that had formed. It then surprised Jake when it stood upright and stared at him with huge eyes and twitching whiskers as long as a man's hand. The creature only stood 25.5 centimeters tall so it was far from intimidating. It had 4 fingered hands at the ends of its upper limbs with long slightly curved digging claws punctuating each single jointed finger. The creature was almost cute with its wiry black fur and pointed black nose but the overlapping incisor teeth alerted Jake that if threatened it could probably deliver a serious bite and the digging claws could rip flesh just as easy as soil.

Jake stared at the creature for a few moments then Jake slowly stepped back to the traverser and the creature seemed curious about what Jake was, encouraging it to move closer while maintaining a respectable stand off distance. Jake slid the mid section door open, retrieved his survival pack and opened it, glancing back at the creature once in a while as he fumbled through his pack until he felt 1 of the protein bars at random. He pulled it out and glanced at the packaging and then he slowly stepped down from the sidebar running the length of the vehicle and he squatted down and opened the protein bar and took a small bite then he held the protein bar out.

"How about it little guy? You like blueberries and mango?"

The creature sniffed at the air, twitching its whiskers wildly and then it dropped to the ground and crawled closer to Jake on all fours and then stood up only a foot away from him and it sniffed at the protein bar and then opened its mouth and snapped its teeth into the bar then darted a few feet away and turned back facing Jake as it devoured the protein bar.

"I guess you like 'em." Jake said then stood up starling the creature.

The creature grasped the last of the protein bar and darted off into the moonlit darkness and Jake stood for a few moments hoping the creature would come back, but Jake was just too big for the creature to feel comfortable around him no matter how good the treat was. Jake climbed back into the traverser and resumed driving. The rest of the night was filled with seemingly endless miles of driving. As the sky to the East began to brighten and chase the night shadows away, Jake began to feel tired. He managed to push himself until the sky took on a light blue color and the nightshades were chased away and then he slowed the traverser down and came to a stop seemingly in the middle of nowhere. He rubbed his eyes for a moment, then unfastened his restraints and then folded his door open and he discovered that the morning air was cold and crisp. It was so cold that the rush of cold air wafting into the cabin stirred Laurel awake. She had turned on her side so she was facing the right side of the vehicle and she lifted her head and looked around, realizing the traverser was stopped, she sat up and pulled the release for her seat and the seat back rose up so she had something to lean against as she spun around facing forward.

"How did it go last night?"

"Pretty good. We've achieved a respectable seven hundred miles so far. It's bright enough for us to drive faster than I could all night. I was afraid of running across ancient subterranean cavities so I kept it between seventy and seventy-five. I did come across a strange little creature while taking a leak in the middle of the night. I shared a protein bar with it and then it scurried away."

"How interesting. I'm getting a sense of your experience now that you're thinking about it. I guess anything that lives out here would have to be small and ground borrowing. What do you suppose it eats¦besides protein bars?"

"I would imagine insects and grubs. There isn't enough plant matter out here to support anything larger than a bug or a worm."

"You're exhausted and hungry. Why don't I whip us up some breakfast from our survival packs and then you can get some sleep while Missy and I drive during the daylight hours."

"Sounds good to me. Just¦I'm not crazy about the powdered eggs. They taste like ground up rocks. Anything else will be fine."

"I don't like the powdered eggs either. They make a good base or filler for other things but not on their own as intended. I got you covered Jake, I know what you like and don't like."

Laurel tuned and opened her door and then climbed out and stretched and Jake climbed out and bent over slowly, sliding his hands down the back of his legs as he kept his knees locked to stretch his legs, back and hips. Laurel walked around the traverser to the mid section and climbed up on the foot bar and slid the mid door open and retrieved the survival packs one by one and set them on the ground. Laurel then opened all 3 packs and pulled out the excess items until she found what she was looking for in each and then she removed the single burner contact induction cooker from her pack and set it up and then went about making enough breakfast for everyone. When she had the food ready, she looked at Jake who was sitting on the ground groggily watching Laurel.

"Why don't you wake Missy up? I have breakfast ready." Laurel said.

"Okay. I've been admiring you without paying attention to what you were doing. What did you make?"

"Oatmeal gruel. It has reconstituted fruit cubes for nutritious sweet substance and a few choice ingredients to add an interesting flavor sensation."

Jake got to his feet and then grinned at Laurel.

"You're a magician babe. It smells wonderful."

"I think you'll like it. I took a lesson from Mark and used ingredients from two different meal packs to come up with something better than either on their own. What's left I'll use for lunch so nothing will go to waste."

Jake nodded and smiled then turned and walked over to the traverser and he climbed up onto the foot bar and he reached in and gently shook Missy by the shoulder. She stirred and looked around as she slowly sat up.

"Where are we?" She asked groggily.

"Seven hundred miles from Triest. Laurel has breakfast ready."

Missy looked at him and grinned.

"I notice you didn't mention how far we are from Amshere."

"I didn't think you would want to hear the number eleven hundred."

"You're right, that sounds like a long ways."

Jake stepped down from the foot bar and Missy slid over in the seat and then looked to the East as she poked her head out of the doorway.

"It'll be sunrise soon. You think it's going to get hot?"

"No. It seems we're in a much cooler region. I think we've traveled so far south and gradually climbed in elevations so much that it's going to remain cool. The further we get from the equator the colder it's going to get too."

Missy climbed out of the traverser and looked around then she glanced at her survival pack. She walked over to her pack and collected a tissue pack and then walked around the vehicle to the right side of the vehicle next to the rear tires and relieved herself and then walked over to where Laurel and Jake were knelt down by the dormant single burner with a pot on it full almost to the top with Oatmeal gruel.

Missy knelt down and took a big sniff of the air and then smiled.

"It may not look appetizing but it smells terrific."

"Yeah¦they don't give much attention to visual appeal," Laurel said "Nutrition and digestibility are the focuses behind the survival rations."

Laurel picked up one of the collapsible bowls and extended it into the use position and she filled the bowl with oatmeal and handed it to Missy then she filled another and handed it to Jake then dished herself a heaping bowl and they all sat flat on the ground and dug into the hot meal. There was enough for all 3 of them to have 2 full bowls each and they washed them down with water from the crate donated by the Bolinar in Triest. Missy then cleaned the bowls and preparation pan followed by the silverware and then she put everything away while Laurel checked the rout ahead on the data pad map and Jake sat in the mid seat watching what Laurel was doing. Once Missy had everything clean and stowed, Jake helped her load the 3 survival packs into the traverser and then Missy climbed into the passenger seat.

Laurel went over the terrain they would be covering during daylight hours. There would be 2 rivers to be crossed. The 1st was 165 miles from their current position and the map indicated a crossing span that the suggested route laid out by the data pad would lead directly to. The second was 423 miles from the 1st crossing and the 2nd crossing was a little more vague on the map. The 1st had characters naming the crossing though they were unable to read the characters whereas the 2nd crossing seemed to across an enormous gorge with a river at its deepest point. There was no bridge or crossing name indicated so they would have to hope the data pad was suggesting a rout that would lead to a structure that would allow easy crossing. If not Laurel and Jake agreed to combine their talents to make a crossing possible rather than hunting down an unseen bridge.

The area between to the two crossings, beginning 100 miles from the 1st crossing, appeared to be a vast flat plain that was labeled, though again they were unable to read the name associated with the flat plain. Laurel pointed out that if the terrain proved to be as flat and featureless as it looked to be on the map, they would be able to cross it at a very high rate of speed making it possible to cross the 423 mile span in a little over 3 hours if all went well. Laurel then mentioned that the weather would have to be ideal for that to be safe. If the wind kicked up across such a large flat area, there would be nothing to slow it down and the traverser would be vulnerable to cross winds when traveling at well over 130 miles per hour. If any handling anomalies were experienced they would have to slow down to insure the winds hadn't picked up to a dangerous level since the machine could be blown on its side if the right conditions were encountered while traveling at such high speeds. Laurel knew that at speeds over 130 miles per hour the machine would develop a pressure wake under the traverser that would lead to a certain amount of lift reducing ground contact and stability. Missy agreed that she understood and that if she were the one driving she would alert Laurel the moment she noticed anything unusual in the handling characteristics of the machine and immediately slow down to check the winds.

Once Laurel and Missy were in agreement and they had decided Missy would drive first, Laurel noticed that Jake's voice echo was conspicuously missing in the back of her mind and she turned her head and grinned when she saw Jake sitting up with his head hung so his chin was almost touching his chest. Laurel climbed out of the driver's seat and made her way to the mid doorway and climbed in and picked up the ground cover roll that had been tossed on the floor and she set it on the right end of the seat then she gently shook Jake and his eyes popped open and he glanced around and then grinned at Laurel. She sensed his thoughts come to life in a microsecond and then fade to the back of her mind. She leaned forward and kissed Jake and then he looked at the roll laid out as a pillow and he laid on his side then scooted down so his head was properly placed on the roll and then he looked at Laurel with bloodshot eyes.

"Thanks for takin' care of us babe. I'm really glad you're here."

"You're welcome Jake. I wouldn't want to be anywhere else but at your side. You get some sleep and us girls will get us six hundred miles closer. I'll wake you up for lunch around midday."

"Sounds great. Thank gorgeous."

Laurel smiled and stroked his head then turned around and climbed out of the rear cabin and slid the door closed and twisted the latch to secure the door. She then stepped to the rear door and climbed up on the foot bar and opened the rear door and then opened the supply crate and pulled out 2 canisters of drinking water and then she closed the crate and then closed and secured the door and then walked to the driver's door and she tossed the canisters into the driver's seat. She then climbed up on the foot bar and lifted the canisters and looked at Missy.

"Stow these on your side if you don't mind? We won't have to stop when we get thirsty this way."

"Good idea. We can still make pee breaks though, right? I mean¦I won't have to hold it until I'm in pain?"

Laurel laughed lightly as she climbed in and Missy stowed the water canisters on her side of the cabin.

"We can take pee breaks. I wouldn't ask you to endure pain so we can cover more ground. It only takes a minute or two to stop and take care of business."

"Good."

Laurel slid her door down until it folded closed and then she secured the latch handle and then she fastened her restraint straps and then put her foot on the brake and shifted the traverser into forward drive and lifted her foot off the brake and applied pressure to the accelerator pedal and the vehicle began accelerating steadily until she reached a data pad indicated speed of 110 MPH. With the uneven and rock strewn nature of the terrain, 110 MPH felt incredibly fast though the traverser floated on its suspension smoothly, but it was a constant motion like a boat riding over constant gentle wakes with an occasional deep trough followed by a series of evenly spaced wakes only to once again ride over gentle wake after gentle wake. Laurel was impressed by the handling and sturdiness of the traverser, but she knew any faster and those gentle wakes would become hammering crest like impacts that could threaten the stability of the traverser so she kept it right at 110 MPH. The power being consumed was into the red area of the power utilization scale but not deep into it, so the power consumption was minimal for the total available energy.

Laurel drove on for mile after mile with Missy offering her a drink every 30 minutes or so until they reached the 1st river crossing of the day. Laurel slowed down to 50 MPH and approached the exact indicated crossing point specified on the data pad and they found a wide, fast flowing, river that was at least 100 yards wide at the point where an ancient bridge spanned the river. The stone bridge looked to be designed for multilane vehicle traffic in both directions and the jagged metal points at the approach pillars to the bridge presumably used to hold signage announcing what lied beyond the bridge or possibly what the bridge and river it crossed were called. The bridge was comprised of a road deck atop an arched truss style bridge constructed from a light colored stone block material. The construction style and materials used were impressive, as well as the fact that after hundreds if not thousands of years the bridge was still in remarkably good condition for the environment it existed in. Laurel lifted her arm and activated her bio monitor and the time appeared briefly and then she looked at Missy and smiled.

"It's midnight. Should we make camp and get some sleep?"

Missy smiled knowing Laurel was joking about making camp.

"At least the bridge indicated on the map is still standing." Missy said.

"It looks pretty formidable too. It's nothing like the bridge that crossed the stream north of Triest."

"Do you think someone clears this bridge of debris from time to time? It has what looks like a thin layer of dirt on it and that's it."

"No. I think the guardrails create a funnel for the wind and anything that settles on the bridge is blown away. Only the heaviest matter will remain until a substantial storm kicks up and sweeps everything away right down to the road deck."

"That makes sense. Once we get across the bridge you want me to drive for a while?"

"Sure. You kind of like driving this thing now, huhn?"

"Yeah. It was nerve racking at first but now that I know what I'm doing it's kind of enjoyable."

Laurel placed her foot on the accelerator pedal and applied slight pressure and the traverser rolled across the approach apron and onto the bridge deck. The deck seemed very sturdy and the traverser rolled over it smoothly and effortlessly. As they neared the midway point across the bridge, Laurel maneuvered the traverser close to the left side of the bridge and she peered out her door window to the turbulent river far below. She brought the traverser to a stop and pondered over how much water was flowing down the river from east to west. She then looked at Missy.

"I can't for the life of me figure out where all this water is coming from. There aren't any mountains for hundreds of miles but the flow down there is like melt water coming from glacial peaks or something."

"Maybe it's an underground aquifer that flows west with all the melt from the snow that falls here during the cold season, only surfacing in areas like this river basin?"

"I guess that would make sense."

Laurel looked out her door window for a moment longer then she took her foot off the brake and they continued across the bridge. When she reached solid ground on the south side of the bridge, Laurel brought the traverser to a stop and shifted the selector into park and then unfastened her restraint straps.

"You drive until midday and then we'll stop and make lunch and then I'll drive to the next river crossing."

"It's pretty close to midday right now isn't it?"

"Pretty close to it. Get us another hundred miles or so and we'll stop to eat."

Missy nodded as she unfastened her restraint straps and opened her door. Her and Laurel then climbed out of the traverser and noticed the thunderous sound of the river below the bridge as it spilled over giant rock outcroppings in its path. The area was amazingly featureless suggesting whatever infrastructure or city structures once occupied the region had long since been scrubbed away by the erosive effects of nature over the centuries. Missy and Laurel met at the rear end of the vehicle and Missy looked into Laurel's mesmerizing deep blue eyes that seemed to be glowing in the bright sunlight from the twin suns.

"Dang, you have beautiful eyes Laurel."

"Thank you Missy. They're one of Jake's favorite traits of mine."

"We should relieve ourselves before we push on¦" Missy looked around briefly then looked at Laurel. "We could take opposite ends of the traverser for cover but what if Jake pops up for a look around while we're¦you know¦exposed?"

"Jake is sound asleep. He isn't going to catch us with our pants down."

"You can sense his dreams?"

"No. That's a subconscious process. I don't sense anything from him at the moment. That's how I know he's sound asleep."

"Oh. Good enough for me."

Laurel smiled and patted Missy's shoulder.

"I'll go up front, you take care of things right here."

Missy nodded and Laurel walked back around to the left side of the vehicle and stepped up onto the foot bar and then slid the door open and reached in and retrieved her survival pack.

"What are you doing?" Missy asked from the rear of the vehicle.

Laurel slid the door closed and stepped down with her pack, setting it on the ground next to the traverser. She then squatted down next to her pack.

"I need the specific supplies in my pack. It's that time of the month for me."

"Oh. Sorry about that."

Laurel grinned and opened her pack and retrieved what she needed then stood up and looked toward the aft end of the traverser.

"You don't need to apologize. This has been one of the easiest cycles I have ever experienced in my life. I haven't experienced a single cramp this time round. Since we're both women I don't mind discussing the issue with you."

Laurel then turned and headed to the front of the traverser and she proceeded to take care of business. She was pleased to find her menstrual conditions were nearly clear. She took care of herself and then her and Missy met up on the left side of the vehicle. Laurel opened the mid section door and placed her pack behind the bench seat Jake was asleep on and then she closed the door and stepped down and Missy greeted her with a friendly grin.

"You're lucky, I've never had a cycle that didn't include the annoying cramps."

"Neither have I until now. Jake and I think he was dreading experiencing the discomfort with me and so he might be unknowingly eliminating my sense of pain down there. It's just a theory mind you, but it makes sense given our unique abilities and general unfamiliarity with exactly what we're capable of."

"If he's capable of doing that for you without knowing it¦what a wonderful side effect of your pairing."

"No kidding. The cramps have made it difficult to concentrate in the past. It would be nice if his very presence in my life eases that."

Missy smiled and climbed into the driver's seat and Laurel walked around to the right side of the vehicle and climbed into the passenger's seat and then they closed the doors and secured their restraints and then Missy stepped on the brake and glanced at Laurel as she sifted the vehicle into forward drive.

"I wonder if you're capable of numbing some reoccurring pain for Jake like he can for you if your theory is correct?"

"I don't know. Guys don't experience the kinds of things we do. Jake does but not cause he's a guy, it's cause he and I share the sense of physical sensations."

Missy laughed lightly then lifted her foot off the brake and the traverser slowly rolled forward and then she applied pressure to the accelerator pedal and the traverser began to accelerate steadily. Missy urged the traverser up in velocity until it was handling steady but in a constant state of suspension compensation, much as it was performing for Laurel during her driving period. Missy glanced at the data pad and it was indicating distance coverage of 107 miles per hour.

Missy held the speed of the vehicle at that relative speed for the next full hour. It was at that time that Missy felt hunger setting in and she eased her foot off the accelerator pedal and allowed the traverser to slow down gradually, but rapidly, and then she applied pressure to the brake pedal and brought the vehicle to a complete stop. She reached over and shifted the gear lever into the park position and then unfastened her restraints and stretched hard and then opened her door. She then looked at Laurel as she was climbing out of the passenger side door and Missy, for just a moment, felt a twinge of jealousy at how round and perfect Laurel's bottom was. She was a truly gorgeous woman like no other and Missy appreciated how stunning Laurel is and she wished she had that kind of breathtaking beauty in as many aspects of her of being as Laurel.

Missy brushed her personal feelings of envy and admiration aside and climbed out of the vehicle and her and Laurel met up at the front of the traverser and took a long look around. There were a few of the bizarre looking trees in a cluster a short distance away and the air was considerably colder than it was the last time they were outside the traverser. The leaves in the trees were rustling slightly but the branches were sturdy enough to resist moving in the feeble frigid breeze present.

"I can't believe those trees are flourishing in this cold climate." Missy commented.

"I'm sure they've evolved to survive in a cold environment, like arctic pine species back on Earth. As long at they get access to sunlight between storm systems they'll continue to thrive."

The girls then walked around to the left side of the vehicle and Laurel retrieved their survival packs one by one and handed them to Missy. Laurel then stepped down and they went through the survival packs and selected 3 of the self-heating meals in a bag and then they retrieved some of the water from the supply crate supplied to them by the people of Triest. They tore the packages open and added water then activated the heating chemicals in the bottom of the packages and set them aside. Laurel then went back to the supply crate and retrieved a serving container of the jerked meat knowing Jake would enjoy the protein sustenance and flavor sensation.

Laurel carried the package of jerked meat over to the 3 meals heating and she set it down with them. She then walked over to the mid section door and stepped up on the foot bar and leaned in and shook Jake's feet slightly. It took a moment but she finally sensed his mind emerging form a blank state until his soft whispering echoes became prominent in the back of her mind. Jake looked around for a moment then it dawned on him where he was and what was going on. He leaned forward and looked down the front of the seat and Laurel leaned to the side and smiled at him.

"Afternoon handsome. I have lunch heating but if you want something to snack on in the meantime, I grabbed one of those jerked meat packages from Triest?"

Jake cleared his throat and smiled and then sat up and sighed at how beautiful Laurel was to behold. He loved seeing her wonderful blond hair and striking facial features punctuated with those incredible blue eyes that absolutely glowed in bright sunlight. Jake scooted to the end of the seat close to Laurel and she planted a kiss on him and then she stepped down and Jake climbed out of the traverser and looked around while crossing his arms due to the frigid air compared to the warm and relatively still air within the traverser.

"You chose the beef and vegetable noodle medley for me?"

"Yeah. Is that alright? You can have the vegetable barley stroganoff that I was planning on eating?"

"No babe. I know you like that particular ration pack. You chose exactly what I would've picked if given the chance."

"Good. It should be ready in a minute or two."

Jake saw the jerked meat sitting on the ground next to the self heating rations that were emitting copious steam in the cool air present and he walked over to the packages and picked up the jerked meat and looked it over for a moment then he grinned as he tore it open and looked at Laurel.

"I wonder what kind of animal this meat came from."

"Who knows. I didn't see any livestock in Triest so we have no idea what their idea of cattle are like."

Jake popped one of the strips of chewy meat into his mouth and chewed on it a bit and a wonderful explosion of flavor and texture sensations greeted him and he grinned as he chewed. He stepped back over to the traverser and planted his bottom on the foot bar as he swallowed the bite of meat in his mouth.

"Whatever this was when it was alive, they know what they're doing with making jerky out of it. It tastes fantastic."

"I thought you would like it."

"You know me as well as I know myself."

"You got that right. It goes both ways though."

"Yeah. I guess I know you like no one else possibly can."

Laurel then reached into Jake's pack and retrieved the spork and handed it to him and then she retrieved the spork from her pack and Missy retrieved hers. Laurel then picked up Jake's heated meal ration and walked it over to him and he accepted it with a grin. The 3 of them then ate their hot meals quietly. When the food was consumed, they gathered up their trash and stowed it in the supply crate in the back of the traverser and then drank a ration of water each. Laurel then climbed into the driver's seat, Missy in the passenger's, and Jake in the mid section seat. Laurel moved the selector into forward drive and they were off once again.

They only traveled a few miles before they reached the flat limestone plain Laurel was expecting. The traverser descended slightly and bounded as it passed the margin of soil to white limestone that extended as far as the eye could see. Once the vehicle stabilized and drove as if passing over a cloud, Laurel grinned and looked back at Jake, but he was already asleep with his jerky ration in his hand as he lay on his side on the bench seat. Laurel then looked at Missy and grinned brightly.

"It's time to see what this thing can do."

"I'm ready. As hard and flat as it is around here, we should be able to push it to the limit without handling issues."

Laurel nodded and then looked forward and stepped on the accelerator firmer and the traverser responded by speeding up rapidly. As the steering began to feel light and the electric drive motors started singing under the strain, Laurel glanced at the data pad and she was a little surprised to see an estimated distance coverage of 146 miles per hour. She glanced at Missy and it amused her to see the almost frightened look on Missy's face.

"A little too fast for you?"

"It's a little spooky I guess. I didn't think this thing would go this fast."

"I'm pretty sure we could coax a little more out of it if we really wanted to. The steering is getting a little light though. I think this is plenty fast enough."

"What's this doing to our power reserves?"

Laurel glanced at the power utilization scale and it was nearly at the red end of the scale. She looked out the window and considered fibbing to Missy, then she decided better of it.

"We can sustain this for around four hours or so. After that we'll have to drive with the power utilization in the green range so the reserve cells can recharge, otherwise we'll have to stop when the suns go down."

Missy nodded without taking her eyes off the limestone plain stretching to the Future before them. The ground was passing under them at a blistering speed that Missy wasn't completely comfortable with, but she knew in time she would get used to it since they were covering a tremendous distance very quickly. Laurel held their blazing speed steady for hours, until they neared the 2nd river crossing. Laurel was tired just from concentrating on what she was doing while traveling so fast so she was relieved when she could discern the wide gorge in the distance. Laurel slowly lifted her foot off the accelerator and the traverser began to slow rapidly. She approached the gorge at a mere 60 miles per hour and it felt like they were barely moving after traveling at close to 150 miles per hour for hours. Once Laurel reached the edge of the gorge precisely where the data pad recommended crossing, she put her foot on the brake and brought the vehicle to a complete stop and moved the gear lever into the park position and her and Missy stared into the gorge with mouths agape.

"Holy crap!" Missy finally uttered. "We have to cross the baby Grand Canyon of Amara?"

"It would appear so¦though the data pad suggests crossing right here and there isn't a bridge."

Missy glanced around and then opened her door and unfastened her restraint straps and then climbed out onto the foot bar and looked down into the gorge and then she slowly climbed back in and plopped down in her seat.

"There's a bridge down there but it's a suspension foot bridge made of what looks like rope. We won't be taking this thing across it, that's for darn sure."

"There has to be a location where vehicles can cross since the elders of Triest have visited Amshere in the past. I'm sure they didn't walk the last five hundred miles."

"Should we really hunt around for the location of the crossing¦or should we do like you said this morning? You said you and Jake could get us across the gorge."

"Yeah, we can. I was just hoping we wouldn't have to. We gain more confidence and experience every time we exert ourselves in new ways but there is still the potential for us to screw up. I would rather that not happen while levitating a six ton vehicle over a mile deep gorge with us in it."

"You really think you could drop us or whatever?"

"All it takes is a break in our concentration for a single moment for the worst to happen. Granted we would probably have a few seconds before we hit the canyon floor to recover control over the traverser, but the fright factor could impair our ability to recover control before¦"

"I get the picture. I promise not to make a peep until we touchdown on the other side."

"While that will be helpful, you aren't the only distraction that could have a negative impact on what we're going to be doing. What we're going to do is ninety percent mental and ten percent physical. There are a million things that can affect our minds in a way that could break our concentration."

"Should we wake Jake?"

"Let's have a look around before we do. It's going to be dark in an hour or two and Jake is going to take over the driving duty. He should get all the sleep possible and we made phenomenal time getting here."

"You got that right."

"You know¦you travel through space in a ship that travels at billions of miles per hour yet a transport that travels at a hundred fifty scares you?"

"The Future doesn't travel a meter off the ground and it has a seriously sophisticated inertial damping system. You don't get a direct sense of how fast you're traveling."

"I guess that's true. Come on, let's go have a look around before we have to wake Jake."

Laurel unfastened her restraints and folded her door open and then her and Missy climbed out of the traverser and walked to the front of the vehicle and peered down into the gorge before them. The view was awe inspiring and captivating. They could now clearly see that the footbridge stretched to a pinnacle of rock and soil that projected from the canyon floor all the way up to the same level as the approach end of the footbridge. The pinnacle was just large enough to accommodate a stone arch that each side of the bridge span was anchored to. There was a stone platform that a person would step onto as they exited one span and then stepped onto the next span to continue on their way across the Â½ mile wide gorge at the point of the footbridge. The stonework in the arch was very obviously comprised of stone from elsewhere, as it was a light golden color whereas the gorge was comprised of reddish gray rock and stone with a sprinkling of chocolate brown colored soils capped by a layer of white limestone identical to what they had just blasted across at an astonishing speed for hours.

Laurel looked the footbridge over closely and squinted as she forced her eyes to focus on the fine details that would escape most people at such a great distance and she was able to determine that the bridge wasn't much beyond a series of thick boards intertwined with thick heavy ropes that created a crisscross pattern along the spans that curved up from the walking planks to a meter high then there were two considerably thicker ropes that stretched down the length of each span a meter and a half high to serve as handrails on the right and left side of the spans. Laurel then looked at Missy.

"Someone has been maintaining that footbridge. It has wood planks and vine ropes that will deteriorate when exposed to the elements. Someone would have to replace rotten planks and weakening ropes every three or four years at least. It looks to be in pretty good shape so someone has tended to it recently if I had to guess."

"You think someone lives around here then?"

"I would imagine there's a settlement down in the gorge somewhere."

"I would like to know how they built that arch support on that spire of rock?"

"At some point someone had to climb that thing and then a line was probably shot out to them and then ever thicker lines were pulled over until they had something substantial enough to attach a pulley to so they could trolley blocks and building tools over."

"It looks from here like it has been there for a very long time."

"I agree. I'm sure that bridge was built when the priests of Amshere started making pilgrimages to Caron plain north of Triest."

"It's hard to imagine a person walking the distance we've driven in the last couple days. It must've taken months to walk that far¦and then back to Amshere."

"At least. I certainly wouldn't want to walk that far."

Missy looked down into the gorge for a few moments then she looked at Laurel.

"How deep do you think that is?"

"I don't know¦a mile or so at its deepest point."

"It must've taken a serious deluge to scour a canyon that deep."

"I'm sure this part of the landmass rose up over time making the river down there dig deeper into the bedrock as it's drainage angle was increased making it flow faster and harder. I suppose it's possible that there were glacial dams far to the north that collapsed at some point in the past and crated a flood that scoured this all at once, like what happened in North America back on Earth. They know that's how the Grand Canyon was created."

"This isn't quite on the scale of the Grand Canyon though."

"No, it looks like the strata here was softer than the limestone layer all around us making it easier for the river to carve its way down to the canyon floor down there. This might have been a rift formation when this area was at the bottom of an ancient sea. If the rift filled with sediment but remained softer than the layers around it that would leave a soft spot for the river to dig into."

"I forgot this was all under water at some point millions of years ago."

"This planet obviously evolved similarly yet differently than Earth. The processes are recognizable, the specific results are different."

"You really are a genius."

"Thanks Missy. I just underwent a different training package than you did and my analytical mind extrapolates data from what I see based on that training."

"Yeah¦that's what I mean."

Laurel looked across the gorge to the opposite side and then she nodded as if agreeing with someone.

"The terrain looks as baron and featureless on the other side of the canyon as it was up to this point. Jake should be able to make some good time until it gets dark and he has to slow down. Let's go wake him up and get some food and water in him."

Missy smiled and nodded and they walked back around the traverser on the left side of the vehicle and Laurel stepped up onto the foot bar and then slid the mid section door open. She then stepped into the cabin and knelt down beside Jake and admired how peaceful and handsome he looked while sleeping. His mind was usually an ocean of turbulent and borderline chaotic thoughts most of the time and now Laurel sensed absolutely nothing from him aside from his life energy that partially emanated from within her core. She appreciated the temporary silence, though she truly missed the essence of Jake's voice constantly echoing around in the back of her mind keeping her company.

Laurel reached her hand out and stroked Jake's soft hair a few times then she leaned down and kissed his warm cheek. Jake stirred and Laurel sensed his mind emerging from an idle state. His thoughts were fleeting and random at first then Laurel sensed him narrowing in on specific thoughts that felt and sounded familiar. His thoughts were of 'what was that¦Laurel just kissed me¦her lips are so soft ¦is it night¦how long have I been out¦I hope nothing bad has happened¦she would've shaken me not kissed me if it was bad¦I'm on my side¦feels like I have been lying like this for a long time, my shoulder is stiff¦Laurel feels good¦she's really close to me and feeling love in her heart'. Jake's eyes fluttered open and he grinned when he saw Laurel's stunning blue eyes staring at him surrounded by her breathtaking face and beautiful blond hair framing her facial features perfectly. Jake slowly sat up and looked out the right side door window and he was a little surprised that it was so bright outside; he expected to be woken up as night settled in. Jake then remembered that there was an idea put forth to levitate the traverser over the river crossing if a bridge wasn't immediately found.

"That's exactly what happened," Laurel said. "There's an ancient footbridge that someone has been maintaining but we certainly aren't going to be able to use it to get this tank across the gorge."

"Alright. I'm sensing what you're thinking about of your experience since arriving here. Baby Grand Canyon with no signs of a vehicle bridge huhn? That's just our luck. Let me wake up a little and we'll fly this thing across."

"Are you hungry? I can whip something up for you if are?"

"I guess I could eat. My mouth feels like the Sahara."

"I'll get you some water before I make you something to eat."

"Thanks babe. You're the best."

"Awe, I love you Jake. I like taking care of you."

Laurel leaned to the right and pulled the first survival pack she touched closer to her and she opened it and reached in and retrieved a ration of water and then secured the survival pack and then handed the soft sided water canister to Jake. He took the water ration and then Laurel made her way out of the traverser. Laurel made her way to the rear door and slid it open then stepped up on the foot bar and she opened the supply crate and went through the items in the crate. She started handing items to Missy standing right behind her until Missy's arms were practically full. Laurel then retrieved a water container and a pan and then she closed the crate and stepped down from the foot bar. She gestured a few feet from the traverser and Missy turned around and walked to the general area Laurel gestured toward and she squatted down and set the items in her arms on the ground.

Laurel walked over to Missy and set the items down that she had in her hands and then she walked over to the mid section door that Jake was half hanging out of as he looked out into the gorge and he sensed what Laurel wanted so he moved back inside and retrieved a survival pack and handed it out the door to Laurel. Laurel carried it over and set it down and opened it and pulled out the contact induction single burner and set it on the ground and Missy stood up and watched Laurel combining elements in the pan and she furrowed her brows when she saw Laurel adding the remnants of the earlier used ration packs from the survival pack.

"Do you know at all what you're combining? It looks like you're just mixing things at random."

"Nope. I'm guessing since I really have no idea what these things given to us by the people of Triest taste like."

"Hmm. That's kind of what I thought."

"Trust me, I have an instinct that should guide me to something enticing."

"I hope so. You could end up combining things that end up tasting like dirty socks with a sprinkling of onion salt."

Laurel laughed and looked up at Missy once she recovered herself.

"Have a little faith Missy."

Missy smiled as she nodded and Laurel carried on with her mixture of unknown elements to create a hardy meal for Jake's sake. It only took her 10 minutes to prepare a hot and thick vegetable stew that had a wonderful aroma, pleasantly settling Missy's skepticism. Jake spent the time looking out over the vast canyon formation that extended as far as the eye could see to the west but the beginning of the canyon was visible several miles to the east. Laurel initiated a gentle push toward Jake and he instinctively shot his hand to his stomach and smiled. He then turned around and looked at Laurel.

"Food's ready," Laurel said. "I can tell you're hungry, come get a bowl while it's hot."

"The smell is what's making me hungry. It smells terrific."

"I'm sorry I doubted you Laurel," Missy said somberly. "I've got to get my head around how amazing you and Jake are. Things that would confound the rest of us are matters of simple logic and instinct for you two."

"Don't worry about it Missy. You're an amazing girl with gifts of your own, they are just along different lines."

"Gifts of my own?"

"Yes. Not many sixteen year olds are temporal mechanics experts. You're brilliant and extremely well educated for your age. Those facts suggest you have high neural density, which is indicative of advanced physiology. I don't know what your assessment was like, but I suspect they told you that you have latent or emerging advanced abilities that can't be pin pointed until some of your gifts manifest in an observable manner."

"Come on, you're reading me aren't you?"

"I swear I'm not. Am I right?"

"Yeah. That's almost exactly what they told me word for word."

"You're not the only teenager they have had to say that to. Jake and I were given the same basic speech but there was archival video proof that our abilities were above and beyond what everyone else is experiencing¦or ever will. You obviously have the same genes we do."

Laurel served up a bowl of the stew and handed it to Missy then she served up another and handed it to Jake then she served herself bowl and her and Jake sat back to back leaning against one another lavishing the physical contact as they ate. After eating 2 bowls each, Laurel cleaned and packed away everything and then they took turns walking a short distance away form the traverser to relieve themselves. They then consumed a water ration each and then Jake climbed into the driver's seat and Laurel into the passenger's seat and Missy climbed into the mid section seat. Laurel then closed her door and looked at Jake and he nodded and closed his and then he took a deep breath and let it out slowly, then he looked into Laurel's beautiful eyes as he set his head against the headrest.

"You're really nervous about doing this babe. We've levitated a busted ship into orbit and it weighed way more than this thing does. This shouldn't be all that difficult."

"I know we have it within us to do this. I just have this sickening feeling in the pit of my stomach when I think about what could happen if we lose our concentration even for a second."

"You've gotta quit tuning into my precognitive instincts. You know I sense all possible eventualities at the same time and I have to sort though the mess to narrow in on what's actually going to happen. I don't sense danger looming if we try this."

"But you are sensing¦" Laurel changed to mental conversing. "Discomfort. Someone is going to experience an uncomfortable feeling."

"I think you're reading too much into that babe." Jake thought in return. "It could simply indicate that someone won't like the inevitable weightless feeling we'll experience when you cancel out ambient gravity."

"Maybe¦" Laurel looked at Missy and grinned. "You ready for this?"

"Yeah, I suppose so. You two were talking to each other in your heads, huhn?"

"Yes. Sorry, we sometimes do that without thinking about it."

"I thought so. You stopped mid sentence but kept staring into each other's eyes."

Laurel looked at Jake and he nodded once and the pair closed their eyes and reached out to one another and easily joined minds. They took a few moments to adjust to the sensory increase and rush of emotional energy from each other and then they looked out the front window.

"I'm going to need to use your remote viewing ability to see where I'm guiding the traverser."

Jake closed his eyes and shifted his perception to the view of the traverser from a downward angle from slightly astern of the vehicle. He was again taken aback by how large and impressive the traverser appeared given that it was capable of climbing mountains and screaming across flat terrain at 150 miles per hour. Laurel then closed her eyes and narrowed her minds eye view on what Jake was sensing while allowing her feelings for Jake to swell in intensity elevating her ability potential. After only a few seconds Laurel sensed her energy reaching the proper level of potential and she held her hand out, palm down, out of instinct for giving herself an aiming device. She then pushed lightly and she and Jake experienced a rush of energy siphoning through their bodies making their skin tingle and bones vibrate pleasantly.

Laurel concentrated on the very idea of canceling out the gravitational energy surrounding the traverser and her abilities took over and created a bubble around the traverser and the ambient gravity was washed away leaving the 3 of them with an instant sickening feeling in their stomachs and Missy shot a hand to her mouth as she fought to keep the contents of her stomach from ending up floating around the cabin. She was inclined to voice her disapproval but she resisted the temptation and kept absolutely silent so as not to break Laurel and Jake's concentration.

Laurel then turned her hand over and pushed again while thinking about the concept of levitating that traverser now that it weighed next to nothing. The traverser slowly lifted on its suspension and then with a gravel scraping sound the tires cambered out at the top as the entire pressure of the traverser was removed allowing the wheels to settle to a natural hanging position. The traverser rose steadily until Laurel's shared perception estimated the vehicle to be 10 meters from the ground. Laurel then lifted her hand and faced her palm forward as if she were pushing the traverser and she initiated a subtle push and the traverser moved forward toward the edge of the canyon below.

As the traverser glided forward fluidly, Missy moved closer to the window on the right side of the vehicle and she marveled at the canyon below now that her stomach had adjusted to the near weightlessness within the cabin. As the traverser moved to the middle of the canyon, Missy was able to discern a structure spanning the canyon several miles to the west. It was too far away to make out much detail aside from its existence and the fact that vines or cables were hanging from its span at multiple points. Missy knew that if she could see them from this far away they had to be substantial in diameter suggesting they were support cables that were no longer serving their purpose. Missy was glad Laurel and Jake were capable of the feat they were undertaking rather than risking a crossing on a millennial old bridge that might not handle the weight of the traverser very well.

The flight across the gorge was steady and slow, taking 5 minutes to make the crossing. As the vehicle reached a position that was 30 meters away from the edge of the sheer cliff on the opposite side, Laurel turned her hand over, palm down, and gently guided the traverser to the ground. The suspension creaked slightly as the traverser pressed down onto the wheels and then Laurel withdrew her influence and ambient gravity washed over them in an instant. Laurel and Jake then withdrew into their own minds and took several deep breaths as they began to recover from the energetic strain imparted on them during the experience. Jake then reached across the console on his right and Laurel sensed his reach without looking and she lifted her hand and their fingers interlaced then wrapped over the other's hand tightly.

Missy scooted forward slightly and spoke softly.

"Does your¦power or whatever focus through your hands?"

"No," Laurel replied gently shaking her head. "It's an instinctive reaction to give an aiming point for my efforts. It actually originates in our brain and then draws energy from everywhere in our bodies with a focal point a few centimeters from our foreheads. We can feel a warm spot where the energy flow converges, but as far as how it spreads into the environment beyond that we really don't know. You can't see or detect the kind of energy we produce. You can only detect its effects on the environment or objects around us."

"Interesting. I don't know if you two saw the bridge down the canyon a ways?"

"Jake sensed it but I didn't see it. You got a good look at it?"

"Not really. My eyesight isn't near as good as yours. The suspension cables were dangling from it in a couple spots¦at least I think it was the suspension cables. It might have been really big vines too. Either way there are things hanging from it that resembled suspension cables and it spans the entire width of the canyon. I don't know how stabile the thing is if it's as old as it appeared to be from this distance. We might be better off crossing the gorge like we just did rather than risking a crossing over that decrepit thing."

"We'll decide that when the time comes if we have to come back this way."

"We uh¦we are going to return the traverser aren't we?"

"We'll make sure you get to see Rodar even if it isn't to return the traverser. Do you still ache to see him?"

"Not as much. I miss him and I'm sad that we can't spend more time together but it doesn't hurt like it did when we left Triest. I don't think we need to do that taking of my pain thing we talked about."

"That's probably for the best. I've never tried to copycat what Iriqua did and there's a slight chance I could invoke unforeseen side effects."

"You mean you could scramble my noodle?"

"No, nothing like permanent brain damage or anything that catastrophic. You could just end up with confused or inappropriate feelings."

"For you¦or for Jake?"

"Both. We could end up with a confused sense of our relationship too. We've been through it with Korica even though we've learned a ton about how to control and influence our gifts and what they can do to other's when they are exposed to them in such an intimate manner."

"I would rather not risk falling in love with you two. I have enough on my mind without having that to sort out."

"I can appreciate that. Jake and I don't need to deal with having misplaced feelings for you and Rodar either. It could really complicate things."

"I hadn't even thought about the fact that you could end up with feelings for Rodar that originate in me."

"Granted that's a worst case scenario, there is still the remote possibility that it could come to pass if I messed things up."

"I'm sensing a pattern of insecurity with your abilities."

"It's not an insecurity with my abilities themselves, it's a healthy respect for how powerful we are and my lack of ability to control or focus what we manifest effectively."

"I can't even begin to know what kind of struggle you two must be dealing with knowing what you're capable of."

"It's our burden to bear given how the good lord has gifted us with these amazing abilities. We have to be smart about how and when we use them."

"Did you two experience a drain on your energy reserves by flying us across the canyon like that?"

"Yes. We aren't going to be exerting ourselves so it should be alright." Jake replied. "We'll recover and share the strain. I'll drive until I'm tired and then we'll stop and make camp for the night. With any luck we should arrive at Amshere tomorrow."

"You sure you don't want me to take over driving once you get tired?"

"No, you should get some solid sleep too. We should all be sharp when we get to Amshere. We don't know what we're going to encounter when we get there."

"Aye sir." Missy replied with a smile.

"We'll stay awake with you to keep you company." Laurel said.

Jake nodded and then let go of Laurel's hand and then he squirmed into a comfortable position in his seat then fastened his restraints, stepped on the brake and then shifted the motion lever into forward drive. He then took his foot off the brake and applied firm pressure to the throttle and the traverser took off, spinning tire for a moment in the loose soil with a clanking and rattling sound as rocks, pebbles and dirt were thrown up against the undercarriage.

The terrain soon turned from loose soil to rock hard limestone and Jake was able to accelerate to a high rate of speed, maintaining the power utilization scale just in the red netting a cruising speed of 93 miles per hour. Jake drove on with the girls conversing about the things they miss and love about home on the Future and the exciting things yet to be discovered on the Future planet until well past nightfall. As Jake plodded on with the external lights blazing the trail ahead, he was forced to slow down to conserve power and to avoid collision with the numerous objects emerging from the darkness as the data pad slowly updated with its limited detection capability with the limited line of sight available. Within 200 miles of the gorge the terrain became undulating and soft beneath the wheels of the traverser and there were pinnacles reaching skyward in random order of placement. The terrain reminded Jake of the images he had seen of the Montana badlands before the great quakes in the late fourties rearranged them into a rubble desert.

Jake drove on as the girls grew tired and quiet and their pace slowed to a mere 60 miles per hour on average as the power available waned and the obstacles grew in size and number. Their course was now a zigzag pattern that followed canyons and valleys as the elevation descended and rose with an emphasis on dissension. Jake was growing fatigued but he didn't' feel safe stopping while they were in the depths of one of the valleys with high curving bluffs on 3 sides. He wanted to find high ground where they would sense anything approaching before it was right on top of them. After a time Missy began to grow concerned with the bizarre scenery they found themselves delving into.

"Are we sure this was the only way to go?" Missy asked softly.

"It's the most direct route. Who knows how far we would've had to go to go around this area. I'm going to find us somewhere safe to stop for the night. I'm tired and the traverser is running on the lower end of internally generated power now that the solar collectors are out of service. The reserves are completely depleted and no recharging is taking place."

"Why, do you think there are dangerous animals around here?"

"We have no idea what kind of animals live around here. I just assume not present an easy target for them if they happen to be carnivorous and hungry."

"Now I'm not so crazy about the idea of camping out in the open."

"Don't worry. If you're close to us in the same tent our protective instincts will protect you too."

"You mean you can detect things approaching even if you're asleep?"

"Yes. It's an involuntary sense of our environment that will trigger an appropriate level of response based on the perceived threat."

"What¦you mean like creating an explosion or something?"

"No. Like creating a barrier that a person or creature can't penetrate to give us the time to wake up and use more of our senses to assess the situation to determine exactly what level of response is necessary to protect ourselves."

"More of your senses?"

"Yeah, like our sense of sight and use of our intelligence to determine how much of a threat is present."

"Oh. I'll stay really close then."

"You don't need to sleep where you're curled up to us, just in the vicinity is sufficient."

"Yeah but it's cold out there. We're going to need to sleep close together to share body heat."

"You're right. I keep forgetting that you have needs that aren't automatically tended to like they are with Laurel and I."

"I could only wish my boyfriend had the ability to keep me warm with his mind."

"It's a little more involved than that," Laurel said with a smile. "While the trigger originates in our minds it's an imparting of molecular excitation via energy shedding. It actually comes from within our chests if one had to describe where it feels like it's coming from."

"Won't that drain you even more if you leave it active?"

"No, not in a noticeable way. If we're sleeping we're gaining more than we're losing through the warming process, especially if we're right next to one another."

"That is so neat. Do you have to think hard to start the process?"

"No. It's an involuntary reaction to feeling cold. It's kind of like shivering in response to being cold, but we can also trigger the effect if we want."

"It took some thought to get it to work at first but once we had done it a time or two it became an involuntary thing." Jake added. He then pointed out the front window. "There¦that should do nicely."

There was a gradual rise along a curve on one side of the canyon they were rounding and it led right up to the high ground as if it were carved just for that purpose. Jake gave a pull on the steering wheel and the traverser slid slightly and at the last moment made the beginning of the ascending path. Jake guided the traverser to the top of the rise and they found themselves on a plateau that had 3 points of access from the valley below and a large open area in which to pitch camp. Jake drove out to the middle of the plateau and then brought the traverser to stop and he shifted it into park and then he enabled all of the external lighting. They then opened their doors and let the frigid night air into the cabin.

Jake released his restraints and then stretched hard and then he looked at the girls.

"You two can stay in here to keep warm while I see what we have to set up a tent for the night."

"It will go faster if we work together." Laurel said.

Jake nodded and they climbed out of the traverser and took a look around then opened the right rear door and lifted the supply crate out of the back seats and set it on the ground where it was drenched in the sidelights from the traverser. Jake then opened the crate and went though the items in the crate. The supplied tent was pretty straightforward in design and the ground cover and blankets were recognizable enough to figure out what they were for.

The 3 of them went about setting up the tent structure, that as it turned out simply required unrolling it and pulling a single cord and the thing sprang into a domed shape that only required anchorage steaks at 4 points to be driven into the ground to secure it in place. They then opened the entrance flap and spread out the ground cover Jake had been using as a pillow, within the tent and then laid the blankets out in the center of the tent cavity. They then stepped away from the tent one by one on the opposite side of the traverser and relieved themselves and then Laurel climbed inside the traverser and shut everything down, leaving them in utter darkness that Jake and Laurel compensated for with their advanced sensory capabilities. Laurel then grabbed the survival packs and carried them around to the tent after closing the traverser doors. She then retrieved the compact emergency light from her pack. She activated it and a gentle golden glow illuminated the immediate area as she set it in front of the tent. Laurel then looked at missy.

"You hungry or thirsty?"

"Yeah, both."

Laurel nodded and reached into her survival pack and retrieved 3 protein bars. She handed 1 to Missy and 1 to Jake and she opened the last. They then consumed a water ration each and then Laurel collected the wrappers and stowed them in her pack then she sealed the pack. They then climbed into the tent and Laurel brought the packs inside and set them down then retrieved the light and set it in the corner and the 3 of them laid down next to one another, Missy next to Laurel, and they covered up with the thick blankets and Laurel deactivated the light and total darkness greeted their senses. It took a moment to adjust to and get comfortable with. It was very cold and Laurel and Jake began shedding energy to one another without thinking about it and the chill was instantly chased away making them feel comfortable, but Laurel could feel Missy beginning to shiver intermittently. Jake gently nudged Laurel and she scooted closer to Missy and then put her arm above Missy's head and Missy responded by lifting her head and Laurel moved her arm down to her neck and gently tugged on her. Missy gratefully rolled onto her side and scooted right up to Laurel's side making Laurel smile. Missy tucked her cold hands under Laurel and Laurel gave her an obligatory squeeze.

"You snuggle as close as you need to in order to get warm honey."

"Thanks Laurel. It's cold as heck in here."

Jake then moved closer to Laurel and turned on his side facing her and kissed her cheek and she again smiled and then she lifted her right arm and Jake snuggled up to her other side with his hand on her breast and the other on her side and his head almost on her chest by his hand. It only took a few minutes for Missy to gain enough shared heat to begin to feel comfortable enough to begin to drift off to sleep. Laurel then reached out to Jake.

"She really is a sweet girl," She thought. "A little naÃ¯ve maybe, but sweet."

"I know babe. I really like her too. I want to stay in touch with her when we get back. She's the kind of friend I want to have. She doesn't look at me with hungry eyes like some girls her age do."

"She thinks you're awful cute though. I think she likes the shape of your butt."

"She likes the muscular tone, not the sexy appeal of it. My eyes are what intrigue her the most."

"You do have awesome eyes."

"So do you and she appreciates your eyes just as much."

"She considers me to be some kind of perfect model of what a woman should look like. I don't want to be held up like that."

"I don't think she's going to emulate you so much that she starts doing her hair like yours or dressing like you. She knows she doesn't have the frame or features that you do. She's pretty and well proportioned but not like you are."

"You're sweet. I know she looks up to me. I suppose I can just take it for what it is. Get some sleep my handsome man. I think she's nearly out now that she's warm and comfortable. She knows she's safe being this close to us and that makes it easy to sleep deeper than she would if she was afraid of someone or something creeping up on us."

"See you at first light babe. I love you."

"I love you too Jake."

The pair then relaxed and let sleep come to them and it wasn't long before that happened.

Laurel was the first to wake in the morning. The subtle glow of early morning lighting up the exterior surface of the tent ushered in the certainty of another day on an alien world, in and alien galaxy. Laurel blinked a few times then she became aware of her surroundings. She was a little surprised to find herself curled up to Missy's backside with her arm around Missy's left shoulder. Missy's head was resting on Laurel's arm and Laurel's hand was on Missy's stomach. Laurel assumed she sensed Missy's discomfort with the cold conditions and she instinctively curled up to her to share body heat. Laurel moved her head slightly and then realized that Jake was firmly snuggled up to her backside with his right arm draped over her midsection with the side of his face flat against her back.

Laurel gently began to pull her arm from around Missy and Missy stirred and lifted her head to allow Laurel to pull free. Laurel then rolled toward her right side and Jake was stirred half awake. Laurel sensed his mind pop to life with thought and emotion as he moved his head and withdrew his arm from her side and then he rolled over onto his back to allow Laurel room to move and to lie comfortably while her mind woke completely. Once lying flat on her back Laurel waited a few moments then sat up slowly and stretched her arms over her head while cupping her hands around each elbow point and then she arched her back and it popped several times and Jake looked over at her in the dim glow of early morning light casting a ghostly shadowy glow within the tent.

"That sounded like it felt good." Jake said very softly.

Laurel let a soft giggle escape as she brought her arms down and nodded.

"I slept in a single position all night to keep Missy warm." Laurel said in a soft voice.

"You're so considerate of others."

"I had you to keep me warm. It's the least I could do to keep her warm."

Missy rolled onto her back and stretched hard then she moved her head back and she let a big huff out and her breath created a delicate misty fog. She then looked over at Laurel.

"I'm really grateful too. It's even colder in here now than it was last night."

"It was my pleasure Missy. We have to look out for one another however we can."

"Welcome to the frozen wastelands." Jake said. "I don't think it's going to get any warmer where we're going either."

"You think we're getting close to the south pole of this planet?"

"No. We aren't that far south." Jake responded. "I don't know exactly how far away the pole is but we would be mired in ice and arctic winds of we were near the pole."

"We're definitely deep in the southern hemisphere though." Laurel added.

"What are we going to do for breakfast?" Missy asked.

"I was thinking of the breakfast patties in our survival packs. We've never tried 'em before but they're easy to prepare and packed with calories and protein to keep us going."

"Are those the patties that you immerse in an ounce of hot water to reconstitute them?"

"Yes. You don't wanna to know what's actually in them. Mark liked them for some reason."

"That's because he was pushed to the verge of starvation during his training and then he was forced to survive on bugs, twigs and breakfast patties on long covert missions." Jake said. "I think you would be surprised what you'd develop a liking for under those conditions."

"I'm hungry so I'm not going to complain or turn down the nourishment." Missy said.

"I think there's enough room in here to make breakfast without opening the tent." Laurel said.

"Aren't you cold though?"

"Not especially so. Jake is keeping me warm."

"Let me ask you something¦is this warming you impart to each other merely a sense of warmth or an actual warming of your body."

"It's an actual warming of the body through molecular excitation. Every molecule in our bodies has their vibrational frequency increased resulting in heat generation. It's a miniscule amount for each molecule but when multiplied by the number of molecules in the Human body, the cumulative effect becomes significant."

"That's incredible. How do you keep from frying each other?"

"Because we share senses. It's like the thyroids sense of how warm your body is to keep from cooking your brain. My body senses how warm Jake is and thus can regulate how much warmth to imparted to him."

"What an incredible existence. I can't imagine what it must be like for two people to exist as one like that."

"It's an incredible life. One that I'm very grateful to be experiencing thanks to Jake."

"Do you think you would've had as long a life span as you're going to if you hadn't become paired with Jake?"

"You know about that?"

"Yes. Everyone knows it was one of the things Oberot disclosed to you."

"Oh. Well to answer your question, no. We would've lived a typical Human lifespan of a hundred and ten or twenty years barring any unforeseen accidents."

"I didn't know a pairing could double the lifespan."

"Healing and regenerative processes are doubled in efficiency since there's twice as much energy for the body to use when and where needed."

"You already had advanced healing abilities didn't you?"

"Yes. Our pairing has accentuated that ability significantly. You stay under the blankets while I fix breakfast. Jake can keep you warm till the food is ready."

"You don't¦feel threatened or anything if I get close to him to stay warm?"

"No. I know what's in your heart as well as Jake's. You care about each other but there's no desire."

"That's right, you share feelings huhn?"

"Yes. I can sense your feelings too. There aren't going to be any misunderstandings between the three of us."

"Thank you for being so mature Laurel. Most girls wouldn't want me snuggling up to their man even if it's just to keep warm."

"You're welcome Missy and thank you for the compliment."

Laurel moved the blanket down on her right side, next to Jake, then she squired out from under the blanket and then she crawled on her hands and knees to the front of the tent and Jake scooted closer to Missy and she looked at him and grinned warmly and then she scooted closer to him and he put his arm around her neck and she gratefully moved against his side and placed her left hand on his warm and surprisingly muscular chest and then she sighed.

"You're just as warm as Laurel. Thanks for keeping me warm."

"No problem."

Laurel crawled over to their survival packs and opened hers and retrieved the contact induction single burner and set it up then she got into each pack and retrieved a breakfast patty package from each and then she removed a water ration from each pack and she went about heating enough water to reconstitute the patties. Once the water was steaming hot but short of boiling, Laurel poured what she estimated to be 1 Oz in each breakfast package and then she set them against the outer surface of the tent to steep. She then got into Jake's pack and retrieved the soft canister of Gatorade and she opened it and filled it with hot water and then leaned toward him holding it out. Jake pulled his right arm out from under the blanket and took the canister and winked at Laurel.

"I know," She thought. "Missy was shocked that your muscles are so well defined. I think it made her cringe for a moment and then a feeling of embarrassment washed over her."

"I don't think she realized that she likes firm muscles so much. It startled her when she felt enticed for a moment."

Jake took a sip of the orange extract Gatorade and Missy looked over at the expression on his face and she grinned.

"What is that? It smells like oranges."

"It's orange Gatorade."

"You like it hot?"

"Yeah. You should try it. It warms you up on the inside and it tastes just like real orange juice when it's hot."

Missy pushed the blanket flat so she could see Laurel and Laurel smiled at her.

"You want to try it?"

"What if I don't like it?"

"Then I'll drink it. Jake likes hot orange Gatorade so I do too."

"You never liked it before?"

"No. We've both acquired a taste for things we didn't like before due to our pairing."

"I was wondering if something as subtle as likes or dislikes changed once you became paired."

Laurel reached into Missy's pack and retrieved a soft canister of Gatorade and opened it and then looked at Missy.

"I used to avoid red meat and now I having cravings for a hardy steak from time to time. Jake likes salad now too and he used to call it rabbit food and avoid it."

Missy chuckled lightly and Laurel added hot water to the canister of Gatorade and then she handed it toward Missy and she pushed the blanket down and reached out with her left hand and took the very warm canister. She then propped herself up on her elbow and took a sip and then smiled as she looked at Jake.

"That is good. I see what you mean; it does taste a little sharper when it's hot. How did you ever figure that one out?"

"Back on Earth the packaging on the containers suggest drinking it hot for a different taste sensation."

"Oh. I expected something exotic like a mental urge told you it would be better that way."

"Nope. Just read the packaging."

Missy laughed and then drank down her hot Gatorade in sip after sip. She then handed the canister back to Laurel and she set it aside. Jake then drank his down in similar fashion and then handed the empty canister to Laurel. She set his aside too and then she picked up the first breakfast package and peeked inside. The patty was now thick and fluffy looking and it was a tight fit in the package. Laurel handed the first to Jake then she retrieved the second package and handed it to Missy and then she collected the last and sat on her haunches and pulled the patty out of the package. She looked it over for a moment then sank her teeth into it. It was soft but resisted her teeth slightly requiring a bit of pressure to sink through the patty. Laurel chewed on the bite and the flavor wasn't nearly as bad as she was expecting. She swallowed the bite and looked at Jake and Missy watching her expectantly.

"It isn't all that bad. The consistency is something like a layer of warm lasagna noodles and the flavor reminds me of a mix between a tangerine and a lemon."

Missy looked over at Jake and he tipped his package on the blanket and the breakfast patty slid out of the package and then he set the package down and picked up the patty and didn't waste time looking at it. He sank his teeth into it and bit off a big bite and chewed on it for a moment then he smiled when the flavors blossomed across his pallet. He swallowed the bite and looked at Missy.

"It isn't home cookin' but they aren't bad. I'm sure they have lots of vitamins, protein and fiber."

Missy tucked her package under the blanket to keep her hands warm and she tucked her head under the edge of the blanket and then she worked the patty out of the package and she sniffed at it then took a hardy bite. She chewed it for a moment then the flavors emerged and she lifted her face out from under the blanket with a smile adorning it. She swallowed the bite and set her forehead against Jake's shoulder point so her breath would warm her face.

"You two are right. The texture is a little odd but they taste alright. I don't hate it anyways."

Laurel laughed and then moved the emergency light she had activated when she started heating the water closer to the exit flap and then she started putting everything away. They finished their breakfast patties and Laurel collected the packaging and stowed it in their packs and then she looked at Jake and the lump of Missy lying next to him completely obscured by the blanket.

"You two can stay here and keep warm. I'm going to go fire up the traverser so it'll be warm when inside when we get ready to go. If you want I can get the duffle bag so we can change our clothes and put on the cold weather coats?"

Missy's head popped out as she chewed on the last bite of her breakfast patty. She swallowed as she stared at Laurel with a concerned look on her face.

"I'm comfortable around you two but¦I uh¦I don't think I'm comfortable enough to strip in a tent with Jake right next to me."

"Jake will change first then head to the traverser while you and I change."

Missy looked up at him and he grinned shyly.

"I know you won't sneak a peak."

"I would never betray Laurel like that. You're my friends and superior officers. I know how to respect you on both counts."

Jake laughed and then looked at Laurel and she nodded and popped the last bite of her breakfast into her mouth then she moved the emergency light to the side and unfastened the main flap and pocked her head out of the tent. The air was ice cold and stung her nose and lips but the crisp air was so clean and pure that it was exhilarating as she watched her breath wafting from her mouth with every delicate breath. She couldn't believe how cold it was compared to the climate they departed just a few days ago in Triest. She pulled her head back and worked on building up the strength to withstand the freezing conditions long enough to make the walk to the driver's side of the traverser and then climb in and power it up so she can engage the internal heating. She looked at Jake and he grinned at her.

"You're tan has faded enough for your rosy cheeks and red nose to glow."

"It is seriously cold out there. There's a layer of frost everywhere."

Missy pulled the blanket flat and looked down her feet to Laurel.

"How cold do you think it is?"

"It's probably in the twenties out there and in the upper thirties in here. Low humidity will produce huge temperature variations from night to day in a desert environment like this."

"Are you still warming each other?"

"Yes. We can feel the cold but our extremities and core still feel warm."

"My fingers hurt the moment I take 'em out from under the blankets. How cold can you two keep each other warm?"

"We don't know for sure. I'm sure somewhere around five below or so we would expend so much energy to keep each other warm that we would start to feel tired and the warming effect would fade in effectiveness."

"I hope to heavens we don't run into temperatures that cold."

"You and me both. You two stay here, I'll be back in a few minutes."

Missy slipped her head back under the blanket and then Laurel took a deep breath and then climbed through the exit flap and secured it closed behind her. She then spun around and stood up straight and she looked around in the brightening morning light and she could see the twinkling sparkle of ice covering the ground all around the plateau. She took a step and frost crunched under foot and she grinned and her breath created a wispy stream as she exhaled and then she felt the almost painful sting on her fingertips and face so she quickly crunched her way around the tent and traverser. She stepped up to the driver's side and climbed on the foot bar and almost lost her footing as she stepped up onto the frosty bar with all her weight. She grasped the door handle and unlatched the door and then she slid the door up and folded it up out of the way, creating a shower of fine ice crystals as the window passed the Futuretal position.

Laurel stepped into the traverser and plopped down in the seat and then reached over and activated main power. She waited for the displays to come to life and then she looked at the reserve level. She was relieved to see that the reserve power was at 75%. She then activated the internal heating system and blower fan and she heard a very subtle air flow initiate from the right upper quadrant of the overhead console. With the door open she didn't feel the draft created but she knew it would take a bit for the airflow to become warm anyways. She pulled the activation key from her pocket and placed it on the forward console next to the data pad and then she climbed out of the driver's seat and stood on the foot bar and closed the door. She then made her way around the traverser and opened the right rear door and stood up on the foot bar and retrieved the duffle bag then closed the door and headed back to the front of the tent.

Laurel opened the tent flap and pocked the duffel bag into the tent then she bent down and climbed in quickly then sealed the entrance behind her to keep the relatively warm air from being overwhelmed by the bone chilling air wafting in. Enough of a draft entered the tent anyways to urge Missy to duck under the blanket and shiver slightly. Jake put his arm around her and gave her a tug and she moved right up to his side and buried her face against his side. Jake waited until Missy was no longer shivering and then he shook her very lightly.

"You're going to need to let me get out from under the covers so I can change my clothes."

Missy moved away slightly and poked her head out from under the blanket.

"I'm sorry I'm being such a baby about how cold it is."

"Don't worry about it. You told us how much you hate the cold before."

Jake lifted the cover away and rolled out form under the blanket and then laid it back onto Missy and then he climbed on his hands and knees over to Laurel's position. Jake then opened the duffle bag and pulled out a complete change of clothes and set them on the ground cover. He then glanced over at Missy and Laurel stroked his cheek.

"You go to that side of the tent and Missy and I'll look that way." She said pointing to the right then left.

Jake scooped up his things and moved to the right side of the tent and then he disrobed completely and Laurel snuck in an admiring look as he slid a fresh pair of pants on. Once Jake was completely dressed he put his shoes on and then collected his worn clothes and took a waste bag out of his survival pack and he placed his clothes within it and then stuffed the bag into the duffle bag. He then looked at Laurel and Missy, and Missy was once again tucked under the blanket.

"I'm all dressed. I'll go wait in the traverser while you girls get changed."

Laurel spun around and gave him a beautiful smile.

"Aren't you forgetting something?"

Jake sighed at how stunningly beautiful Laurel's smile is and then he nodded and made his way over to her and he planted a lip lock kiss on her. Once they pulled their lips apart Laurel once again smiled brightly.

"That's better." She said softly.

Jake laughed and then he turned around and grabbed his survival pack and headed to the exit flap. He opened the flap and climbed out into the frigid morning air and then turned around and sealed the tent. He then looked around for a moment before heading to the traverser. He climbed into the right side mid section door and quickly closed the door behind himself. He then opened his survival pack and retrieved his oral care kit and went about sonic brushing his teeth to get rid of the moss he felt like was growing on them and then he rinsed his mouth with mouthwash, spitting it out the door after a full minute of swishing it around in his mouth. He then closed up his pack and waited patiently for the moment that he sensed Laurel letting him know that they were done changing in the tent.

It was 10 minutes later that he sensed Laurel inviting him to come back into the tent. He exited the traverser and looked around as the sky was beginning to take on a gray glow as the morning air held its icy fog layer close to the ground. He was convinced they had experienced the sudden change of conditions to a more autumn like season for a desert environment. He knew it was likely to remain cooler than it had been up to this point and he prayed true winter like conditions didn't set in before they were able to find the information they were looking for and then make their departure for the warmer conditions in the north.

He turned and headed around to the front of the tent, listening to the crunching ice with every step. He marveled at how such a desolate and dry environment could produce thick frost overnight only to be replaced by debilitating dry conditions once the suns came up. He reached the front flap and he looked across the top of the tent noticing the layer of ice on the tent that was likely thicker due to the warm moist air within the tent creating a temperature differential that promoted moisture development and thus ice formation. He opened the entrance flap and bent down and climbed in to find Missy sitting up straight with the blanket wrapped around her and Laurel was brushing Missy's hair. Jake dropped to his knees and secured the entrance flap then he looked at the girls and Missy smiled at him.

"I'm much warmer now that I have one of the cold weather coats on. They're amazingly efficient at trapping your body heat."

"Good. How are you doing babe?"

"I'm fine. You're still providing a warming energy shed."

"You can't tell when you're warming her?" Missy asked with a grin.

"Not really. I can feel a subtle flow of energy but I'm not certain where it's going unless I really concentrate on what my body is doing."

"It's that miniscule? The energy you're shedding I mean. You would think it would be a significant amount of energy."

"I'm sure if we were wandering around outside with light clothing on it would be but Laurel's core is warm so she doesn't need that much to make her feel comfortable."

"Can you impart the same warming to someone you aren't paired with?"

"I don't think so. We've never tried, but I think it's an internal process that requires shared senses and brain function for it to work the way it does."

Laurel performed a last stoke of Missy's head with the brush and then she looked around Missy so she could see her face.

"Are you wishing we could impart a warming for you?"

"Kind of. I was just curious if it was possible in the first place."

"It won't be that bad once we get you inside the traverser. Jake was very comfortable while he was in there."

"You want me to help put the tent away?" Missy asked looking at Jake.

"Nah. This thing is really simple in design. I just need to press down on the top of the tent while applying a twisting motion and the thing will collapse neatly. I can then roll it up and secure the binding cable to keep it rolled up like it was when we pulled it out of the crate. You can help us roll up the blankets and ground cover if you want though."

Missy nodded and pushed the blanket off her shoulders and she looked at Laurel and smiled warmly.

"Thanks for brushing my hair Laurel. I'm usually a reserved person but I feel so comfortable around you two, like we've known each other for years or something."

"We tend to have that effect on people we care about. We've developed a connection that runs just a little deeper than acquaintances or crewmates."

"You two make me feel incredibly safe too. I can't tell you how much I appreciate that."

"We won't let anything bad happen to you Missy." Jake said.

"Thanks. I certainly understand why captain Alexan wants you involved in away missions. With you there he knows his people are going to be okay."

Laurel stroked Missy's face and smiled at her and then the 3 of them went about packing everything away and rolling up the blankets and ground cover. Laurel and Missy then put their shoes on and they opened the tent and climbed out and Jake handed everything out and they sowed the items in the crate that was then placed in the rear seats of the traverser and then Jake collapsed the tent and rolled it up and then tied it off and stowed it in the crate. They then piled into the traverser that was now nice and toasty warm. Missy instinctively climbed into the driver's seat and Jake climbed into the mid seat with Laurel taking up position in the mid seat. Missy unfastened her coat now that she was almost hot and reduced the internal heat slightly and then she activated the data pad and waited for it to update its displayed map data with detected topographical features. The sensors were unable to detect very far away due to limitations created by obstructions that were higher in elevation than their current position and Missy grew concerned that she would drive them into a dead end canyon. Jake sensed her unease and he peered over at the data pad then he looked at her and grinned.

"I can help you avoid a dead end canyon. Use the data pad to keep you heading due south and I'll guide you in the right direction along that path."

"You're going to remote view the correct path?"

"Yes. I can look at the traverser from an overhead view so I can see what's ahead of us."

"Maybe I should just let you drive?"

"It would actually be distracting to drive while remote viewing like that. You'll do just fine."

Missy nodded and then activated the forward lights and they created a blossom like glow ahead of the vehicle in the thick fog that was settling in and seemingly deepening in the burgeoning daylight. Missy glanced at Jake then looked forward.

"Can you remote view through this soup?"

"Yeah. Since I'll be viewing with my mind, not my eyes, I can see as if the fog wasn't there."

Missy looked at the data pad and it was now presenting a course that would descend them from the plateau they were perched upon. Missy stepped on the brake pedal, shifted the selector into forward drive, lifted her foot off the brake pedal, and the traverser slowly moved forward. She guided the vehicle to a descending path that curved around the pinnacle of land they were on until they reached the canyon floor that was eerily beneath the thickest fog that was now hanging 10 meters above. Missy was able to navigate much easier once she could see further than 15 yards ahead and she sped up to a comfortable speed and Jake performed navigation suggestions with his eyes closed to Missy's amusement. They continued on for close to an hour at which time the suns finally crested the Future and the temperature quickly rose outside and the fog began to dissipate.

Missy was able to further reduce the internal heat setting and increase her forward speed with Jake's constant pointing to suggest which way to go when faced with a fork in the road or multiple forks. As she neared 50 miles per hour the traverser ascended out of the creepy and bewildering formations they had been traveling through and now they were traversing a soft soiled familiar desert scene with high pinnacle formations that towered hundreds of feet into the air and they were widely spread making it relatively easy to choose the right path for Missy though the traverser was handling sluggishly in the soft soil preventing her from feeling comfortable at speeds above 60 miles per hour.

They traveled across the baron and bizarre looking desert environment for an agonizing 3 hours before Missy's bladder forced her to stop. They were among low growth bushes that were a golden brown color looking like tumbleweeds until one touched them and realized they were soft and malleable. The plants grew low and remained golden in color and appeared to be cold resistant since the outside temperature was still only 15C and the weeds were flourishing everywhere in large clumps and clusters of clumps.

Missy shifted the traverser into park and then folded her door open and she shivered momentarily as the cold air rushed in pushed by a gentle breeze and then she climbed out and hopped off the foot bar and looked around for concealing cover to offer a sense of modest privacy but nothing was taller than her knees and then she looked to the aft end of the traverser. She knew there was no rear facing windows or cameras so she walked to the back of the machine and then relieved herself. She then returned to the cabin and she sat down in the driver's seat and looked back at Laurel.

"The back of the traverser offers the only meaningful cover if you want to go before we move on?"

"I suppose I should empty my bladder while I have the chance."

Laurel slid the mid door open and then climbed out on the right side of the vehicle and made her way to the back of the traverser and relived herself then looked around as she slowly walked back the mid door. She had an odd feeling that they were being observed and Jake was picking up on the feeling. As Laurel climbed in Jake folded his door open and climbed out without saying a thing and he walked to the rear of the vehicle and took the opportunity to empty his bladder then he slowly walked to the front of the vehicle then he closed his eyes and stretched out with his perceptions and he quickly developed a mental image of their surroundings. There were artificial tower structures that were designed to imitate natural formations but Jake was able to easily determine from an overhead view that the structures were metallic in composition despite their color and natural appearance. Jake opened his eyes and stared at the tower structures for a few moments then walked back around to the right side door and he climbed into the traverser and then folded the door closed. He then looked back at Laurel and she nodded. Jake then looked at Missy.

"I think we're getting close. There are artificial structures out there that are modern era construction."

"Where? I don't see anything artificial."

"Those towering pillars are artificial. They're designed to blend in but they're constructed from metal alloys. You can tell if you know what to look for."

"I guess my eyesight just isn't that good. They look natural to me. What do you think they're built for?"

"Remote observation. We're being watched."

"That's creepy. How do you know someone is watching us?"

"Laurel and I have a sense for that sort of thing. There is more than one person watching what we're doing too."

"You don't think they saw us¦peeing behind the traverser do you?"

"Probably. I don't know how much detail they're able to discern but they know someone is in the area at the very least."

"How far does the data pad indicate we have to go?" Laurel asked.

"Eighty miles if we maintain a straight course of travel." Missy replied.

"You feel like driving us the rest of the way in or do you want me take over?" Laurel asked.

"I kind of like driving this thing but I'm not entirely sure what to expect when we get there."

"If you're having fun then go ahead and take us all the way to Amshere. I'm pretty sure you'll know we're there when you see Amshere."

Missy nodded and then stepped on the brake, shifted the traverser into forward drive and then lifted her foot off the brake and the vehicle trudged forward. They traveled across an extreme desert environment for the next 70 minutes and that's when the data pad indicated they had arrived at the selected target location. Missy lifted her foot off the throttle and the traverser slowed down in the soft sandy soil and from beyond a dusty wind driven cloud of dust emerged a towering roughly rectangular formation that cast a long shadow across the local desert landscape. The formation had sheer cliffs on all sides that stretched skyward and rose a staggering 1,000 feet from the desert floor to a flat top that was so high one couldn't see what lied at the pinnacle of the formation. The formation was comprised of red granite and sandstone, as were the minor rising formations that were dwarfed by the empire evoking formation. Missy finally planted her foot on the brake and leaned forward against her restraints as she tried to see the top of the formation.

"Boy did you ever call it right Laurel. That has to be Amshere."

Missy shifted the traverser into park and slid her foot off the brake and leaned back in her seat and then looked at Jake.

"I take it you want Laurel and I to handle the greeting?" Jake asked.

"I wouldn't begin to know what to say¦or where the entrance is."

"Let Laurel drive and we'll find the entrance and handle the first contact greeting."

"I assume you're going to use your advanced senses to find the entrance?"

"Yeah. We'll feel where the entrance is."

Missy unfastened her restraints and folded her door open and then she looked back at Laurel and grinned.

"I take it we're being watched right now?"

Laurel looked down for a moment as she concentrated on her advanced senses and she shook her head lightly and then looked up at Missy.

"I don't get that sense right now. I'm sure they know we're here though."

Missy nodded and climbed out of the traverser and looked at the gigantic rectangular rusty red colored formation towering before them. They were still Â½ a mile from the base of the formation but it dominated the Future and demanded awe. There were no artificial markings or signs of habitation or entrance but the sense that a great many people lived within the formation was ever present even for someone with Missy's unremarkable senses beyond that of most of Human beings.

Laurel slid the mid door open and climbed out and she stepped right up to Missy and placed her hand on her shoulder.

"Don't worry, I know you have a sense that a great many people are nearby. We won't let anyone do anything unpleasant as long as we draw breath."

Missy looked at her and furrowed her brow.

"Are you sensing that we may encounter hostility?"

"Not particularly. As long as we make a proper initial contact and present ourselves in a non-threatening manner, we'll be just fine."

"But they could turn violent if they don't like something about us?"

"This place is the repository of all of their ancient culture and technology. If they feel we present a threat to those precious relics they might respond violently to protect what they consider important. Jake and I will make sure they don't feel we represent a threat of any kind. I think our young age may prove to be an asset in that respect too. They won't see three perceived children as a dire threat. Not like they might three alien adults showing up unexpectedly."

"I'll just keep quiet and leave that stuff up to you two. I know you have a great deal of experience with first contact situations."

"That's why captain Alexan feels confident sending us on missions that might involve first contact situations. We can read people at a deeper level than most people can and we know how to make a good first impression."

"You'll put a spell on 'em?"

"I wouldn't put it like that but we can impress our good intentions through an exchange of emotional energy. If we discover that a species is looking for a strong or fierce presence, we can impress that too."

Missy nodded and then Laurel walked past her heading toward the driver's side and Missy headed to the mid door that was still open and she climbed in and closed the door. Laurel then folded the driver's door closed and glanced over at Jake. He dipped his chin in agreement and he and Laurel reached out to one another and quickly joined minds to combine senses more acutely. Once the adrenaline and emotional rush settled in they looked toward the enormous formation with a newfound clarity. After only a few moments of combined concentration Laurel formed a basic idea of where to go. She placed her foot on the brake pedal and shifted the traverser into forward drive and then moved her foot to the throttle and she drove straight toward the foreboding formation.

Laurel drove up to the base of the formation where piles of crumbled rock and debris were piled up in a slump all around the base of the rectangular formation and then she turned east and headed around the formation to the short side, that was still Â½ a mile wide, which was seemingly the small side compared to the 1 Â½ mile wide broadside.

Laurel drove to the mid point along the short side and then stopped where the slump of debris was conspicuously missing. Laurel shifted the traverser into park and then looked at Jake.

"What do you think? Should we stay connected?"

"Our senses are more than triple in sensitivity like this."

Laurel nodded and then folded her door open and climbed out and Jake did the same. They walked around to the front of the traverser and then looked back at Missy staring at them nervously from the mid seat. They both grinned at her and Laurel waved her out. Missy took a deep breath and then reached over and slid the door open and climbed out and timidly walked over to Laurel and Jake.

"You think that's the entrance?" Missy asked in a soft voice.

"There's a radiant energy coming from the rock face where the debris is missing," Jake said quietly. "We think it's a concealed entrance, possibly using holography to disguise it."

They stood for a few moments wondering exactly how to initiate contact when 2 individuals appeared right from the rock face confirming what Laurel and Jake suspected. They held their arms in a crossed posture wearing white robes that swung at ground level as they walked. They had gold belts around their waists keeping the robes conservatively closed and the belts had a strange emblem adorning a large oblong medallion that hung low at their stomachs. The men looked distinguished and distinctly Bolinar in appearance as they effortlessly walked toward the Future crew. The men seemed to almost float as they walked across the shifting soft soil beneath their feet.

The men walked right up to the 3 of them and looked at the traverser behind them for a moment then they glanced at each other and finally looked the 3 of them up and down finally holding a gaze on Laurel in particular.

"Welcome strangers. We have been monitoring your advance. What is it you seek?" One of the men asked in perfect English.

"We seek understanding, information and friendship," Laurel said. "As you can see we are not from Amara. We arrived on your planet quite by accident. The good people of Triest loaned us the traverser here and suggested we seek out the priests of Amshere to gain information about advanced technology that might help us contact our people to let them know we're alive and in need of rescue."

"Pardon our doubt, how do we know you did not take the traverser so you could make your way here to plunder Amshere for your own gains?"

Laurel put her index finger up and then stepped back and walked around to the mid section door of the traverser and she reached in and collected her survival pack. She then stepped back from the traverser and squatted down and opened her pack and she pulled out the gold tribute amulet and then she walked over to the men and she held the amulet out.

"Chancellor Gregon imparted this precious amulet to offer tribute for entrance to Amshere and to evoke our honorable intentions while proving the people of Triest support our being here."

One of the men uncrossed his arms and reached out his hands from within the huge sleeves of his robe. Laurel set the amulet in his hands and then stepped back next to Jake. The men stared at the amulet for a few moments then they looked the 3 youngsters over and seemed to measure them up then they grinned slightly.

"We accept your tribute and grant you entrance to Amshere. We will extend a measure of trust in your intentions though your actions and movements will be closely monitored until your assertions can be firmly proven and accepted as fact."

"We understand. Thank you for granting us an audience to such an important facility. We will conduct ourselves with dignity and respect while visiting Amshere."

"We will hold you to that promise. Please follow us. We will introduce you to the head cleric so you may present your case for permitted access to advanced technology for the purpose of contacting your people."

"What about the traverser?" Jake urged. "We probably shouldn't leave it out here."

"You misunderstand, we would like you to drive the traverser inside. We will store it for you inside until the time of your departure."

"Not that many people pass this way," The other man said. "You are the first guests we have encountered in a very long time."

"I would imagine not. This place is really remote. I can hardly imagine what it is like around here when the cold season arrives."

"Being located in a remote and hostile environment has its advantages."

"I can appreciate that. A person would have to know where you are and have a pressing interest to venture this far south to pay a visit."

"Right you are. Please climb aboard the vehicle and follow us."

The man tucked his hands in the ends of his sleeves in the crossed arm posture with the amulet in hand and then the 2 men turned and headed toward the rock face they had emerged from. The Future crew quickly headed back to the traverser with Jake climbing in the driver's seat. They closed the doors and Jake stepped on the brake and shifted the vehicle into forward drive.

"Those guys seemed a little intense but friendly enough." Missy commented.

"Laurel was right, our young age influenced their decision to risk trusting us. They are still rightfully suspicious of three aliens requesting access to something that almost caused their extinction. They appreciate the dangers of advanced technology unleashed."

Laurel slid her foot off the brake pedal and the traverser eased forward and then Laurel applied slight pressure to the throttle and guided the traverser on a slow course that followed the men walking toward the rock face. The men walked right through the rock and Laurel glanced at Jake then looked forward and guided the traverser to the same exact spot and they drove right up to the rock face but instead of smacking into it they passed right through it. They emerged into a smoothly curved tunnel carved from the very desert rock they had been looking at from the exterior. The tunnel was long with a bright light at the opposite end and they passed through a set of formidable iron gates only a few yards into the tunnel. They stared at the impressively heavy looking gates as they slowly rolled past them and then a man stepped out of the shadows after they drove past and he strained to push the gates closed. Laurel glanced at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders.

"I guess the entrance is only a light show." Jake thought. "If the curious were to press on they could walk right through the barrier. Gotta keep 'em from progressing any further somehow."

"I suppose they don't have a military to call upon if attacked." Laurel thought in return. "They're on their own to keep would be raiders out."

They continued on their slow path down the tunnel passing 3 distinct passageways that bisected the tunnel from left to right with stairs carved from the red granite foundation rock on each side. As they neared the end of the tunnel the bright light temporarily blinded all 3 of them making them put their hands up to their faces with palms out instinctively. They emerged out into an enormous courtyard with a fountain in the very center that was truly awe inspiring both in grandeur and proportions. There was lush greenery growing all around the fountain and the water was jetting several meters into the air and then spilling back into a splash pool and oval shaped pond that several individuals in white robes were seated around while engaging in conversation. There were trees and flowers and bushes of varieties never seen before on Amara. Laurel and Jake assumed they were looking at species that very well might be unique to Amshere and nowhere else on the planet.

They drove several hundred yards out into the courtyard and then the 2 men walking before them stopped and turned and faced the traverser. Laurel stepped on the brake and then shifted the vehicle into park. She then glanced back at Missy.

"Grab your survival pack. We may not be coming back to the traverser after this."

"What about my weapon?"

"Keep it with you but you don't need to activate it. We don't sense any outright danger."

Missy nodded and grabbed Laurel and Jake's packs and handed them across the console to the them and then she pulled her weapon from her pack and fastened the holster around her waist quickly then sealed her pack and slung it over her left shoulder and then slid the mid section door open. Laurel shut everything down in the traverser and then she collected her pack and opened her door and climbed out, slinging her pack over her shoulders as she stepped away form the traverser. Jake climbed out and he too slung his pack over his shoulders and then he clasped the stomach strap to keep it from bouncing on his back as he stepped next to Laurel.

The sight before their eyes then took the 3 of them by surprise. The whole center of the granite formation had been carved away and there were edifices and structures carved from the very rock stretching up the interior aspects of the rock formation. There were grand columns and cathedral looking edifices as well as dwelling like structures, most with balconies and suspended courtyards hundreds to thousands of feet in the air. The time and effort it must've taken to carve solid rock into such impressive facets wasn't lost on them. The structures near the top looked to be the oldest with the newest carvings being near the bottom level suggesting it was carved from the top down.

"Wow!" Missy uttered softly. "That is the most impressive sight I have ever seen."

"Thousands could live here." Jake said in an equally soft voice.

"In the past that was the case," One of the men said as the other turned and walked away. "Our numbers are much lower of late."

"Is it age and a low population pool to replenish your numbers that is responsible for that?"

"No. Half our numbers set off to spread our teachings to those that have no knowledge of Amshere or what we used to be as a people. It is likely some will never be coming back."

"Do you know how many Bolinar there are on Amara?" Laurel asked.

"Not with any measure of certainty. The last census conducted from orbit before the last satellite ceased operation put our numbers at six thousand worldwide. That was two hundred thousand mykas ago. Even under ideal conditions we can only expect a doubling of the population every two to three hundred mykas given how widespread our population was at the time of the last census."

"So around ten million would be a fair estimate of current population numbers?" Laurel suggested.

"That would be a good estimate I suppose."

"So how many priests are there here at Amshere?"

"There were two thousand five hundred of us until recently. Now there are only a little over a thousand of us left to preserve our legacy and history."

"So your species was literally pushed right to the edge of extinction if it took hundreds of thousands of years to rebound to only six thousand people."

"Yes. We existed in pockets around the world but the micro machine menace resurfaced anytime our numbers grew beyond sustainability or anytime significant technology was brought online. The artificial intelligence behind the machines was always slumbering waiting for detection of a familiar technological presence. As the written record states, there was aid offered from afar that destroyed the menace once and for all."

"Is there only a written record of these events?" Laurel asked.

"No. There are digital records though they are fragmented, most consisting of nothing more than second or third person interviews. Ancient technology and modern is not always compatible so reviewing the information is problematic at times. There are certain types of technology we avoid recreating and much of the ancient archival information is stored on media that can only be accessed through the use of that ancient technology. As you might imagine that creates a problem that has been difficult to overcome."

"Are your people one hundred percent certain that the micro machine menace has been eradicated?" Jake inquired.

"Yes. There has been no reemergence for hundreds of thousands of mykas."

"I suppose information about something so dire can be discussed at a later time." Laurel urged.

"Yes. Once you are introduced to the head cleric you will be offered food and shelter. I am sure you would like to bathe after your long journey?"

"That would be wonderful. It was a very long drive to get here."

"May I ask if the fountain there is fed by a natural spring?" Missy asked.

"Yes it is. While excavating all the rock from this place water began to burst from the ground under incredible pressure. It has continued to do so ever since. It allows us to grow all the food we need as well as meeting our needs for hydration in a desert environment."

"Doesn't it get cold here though?"

"It does, however not as cold as you might think. Warm air is trapped within the walls keeping the air mild most of the time. Within the dwellings artificial heating is employed to make the conditions comfortable."

"You have independent power production capabilities?" Jake asked.

"Oh yes. We have all the power we could ever need."

The other man could be seen in the distance approaching from a totally different direction than the one he departed from and he was with a rather burly and portly man wearing the familiar white robe but he had a red belt around his waist with the recognizable gold amulet hanging below his great wobbling belly. He waddled from side to side slightly as he walked and his footsteps were distinct heavy thuds beneath his thick leather looking open toed sandals that had straps that wrapped around his ankles and presumably circled up his shins.

"Sheesh, he hasn't missed a meal in a while has he?" Jake thought.

"Be nice Jake!" Laurel thought in return.

The men walked up to the 4 of them and the other Bolinar man stepped aside slightly.

"Bless the ground I stand on¦" The portly cleric uttered quietly. "It is her¦them. The girl that befuddles the mind with beauty that is second to none¦adorned with eyes of blue as the deepest clear sky near the time of twilight¦" the man then stepped slightly closer to Jake and peered directly into his eyes, then leaned back and grinned. "And her mate, the boy with equally stunning appearance and eyes of green that glow as the warm shallow salt seas in the north. Your arrival was predicted long ago by the harbinger. Our singular global language was imparted in expectation of your arrival."

"I uh¦I'm flattered but¦"

Laurel wasn't sure how to take the knowledge that eons before their arrival was seen and an entire race taught English to facilitate their visit.

"You will have to excuse our shock. It seems so unlikely that someone foresaw our arrival and prepared your people for our eventual appearance by teaching your people our language."

"Your language is much more simplistic than the myriad of languages we once spoke. It was easy to teach and disseminate among young and old alike. It provided a unifying effect among our people aside from preparing for your arrival. Not many know of the things I am speaking of."

Missy took a slight step to the side and looked Laurel and Jake up and down and then she locked an eye-to-eye stare with Laurel.

"What?" Laurel asked softly.

"You two have astral projected outside normal space time, peered across realities and reached out with your minds to places never imagined. Is it possible you are the harbinger the cleric speaks of?"

"No," Laurel replied flatly. "We would remember interacting with an unknown species like that for years at a time."

"You've been places where time as we know it doesn't exist. From what I understand you were taken out of your bodies and guided across an ethereal plain of existence, then passed through your former selves to correct mental twisting by yet another hostile species that got their mitts on you, then you were moved back to into your present bodies to a restored mental condition. That is just one of many unbelievable outer realm experiences you have been through. Are you one hundred percent certain that you didn't spend time facilitating your own perceived future by passing along guidance to a people that would otherwise vanish into extinction if not for your intervention? Otherwise we would've ended up on a world with no intelligent life on it."

"I can't say that it's completely impossible, but we would remember taking such steps. I promise you we didn't do anything like that."

"Unless knowledge of what you were doing in another realm doesn't pass with you when you moved back into our realm."

"I don't know about that. I know that's the kind of thing you've studied but¦"

"The harbinger was a male," The cleric interrupted. "A man of great mykas too. No offense to the incredible things you are suggesting¦I should introduce you to some of his teachings. There are audio records of his teachings as well as written documentation of what is to be disseminated. I will show you the images extrapolated from the descriptions of you two as passed along many mykas ago by the harbinger. I should introduce myself properly, I am Shredon, head cleric of Amshere."

"It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance Shredon," Laurel replied. "I am Laurel Kade and this is my mate Jake Myers. This beautiful young lady with us is our crewmate Michelle Hobart."

"It is an honor to have you visit Amshere. Are you three hungry and thirsty?"

"Laurel is very hungry and we are really thirsty. We've been rationing our water to insure we had enough to last until we found Amshere, just in case it took longer than we planned."

"Follow me then. I will take you to one of the dinning halls so you may fill your bellies and satisfy your thirst. I will arrange for rooms to be made available for the duration of your stay. I assume you do not plan on leaving immediately?"

"No sir. We will stay as long as it takes to learn what we need to know." Jake replied.

"We would also like to learn more about your people. We are not only interested in what we need to contact our people. We may prove to be a species you will want to have continued contact with."

"That will be a decision left up to the council of priests, of which I am a part of. I do not make unilateral decisions of that magnitude without consulting all on the council."

"That sounds prudent."

Shredon then looked at the other 2 men.

"Johan and Ermad, please see to the Triest traverser."

"Consider it done Shredon." Johan said with a slight bow and a grin.

"We have clothes in a bag in the back seats," Jake said. "Would you mind insuring that they end up in our room?"

"We will make sure that is taken care of." Johan replied.

"Would you like the packs on your backs taken to your room as well? " Ermad asked. "They look bulky¦heavy."

"No thank you," Laurel replied with a pretty smile. "We are physically conditioned to carry them for extended periods without discomfort."

"As you wish."

Shredon then turned and waddled off and Laurel, Jake and Missy followed behind him a short distance back as they marveled at the incredible sights around them. Laurel didn't fail to notice that there were no carved statues or idols anywhere despite the caretakers being called priests. She suspected there was a religion around the discovers and relics collected and presumably around the wisdom and guidance passed along by the harbinger but it seemed if that was once the case the Bolinar had long since outgrown such beliefs as they developed a more advanced understanding of scientific disciplines.

Shredon led them to the fountain and they glanced into the splash pool surrounding the fountain and that's when they noticed that there were numerous aquatic animals swimming about. The twin tail aquatic body design seemed to be a common body structure on Amara as many of the swimming animals in the splash sported that unique trait.

"This is where we harvest all the meat protein we need to keep our minds and bodies healthy." Shredon boasted.

"That's impressive. What about fruits and vegetables? I don't see any growing fields."

"Oh we have terraces on just about every level where different varieties are grown. There is not enough sunlight down here to sustain anything except for the hardiest of flowering plants and a few green grasses that we have hybridized to grow in subdued sunlight."

"What about the trees growing down here?"

"Those are varieties that were growing atop this chunk of granite when excavations were started all those mykas ago. They have been preserved, enhanced and cultured to allow them to grow in the feeble sunlight that makes it down here for a few hours at midday each day."

"I can see that there are trees growing on the terraces and balconies," Missy commented. "Are those species that were also growing here when excavations were started?"

"No. Most of the trees you see on the higher levels are fruit, nut and berry producing to provide for our nutritional needs. Seeds were collected from all over the world to provide the widest variety possible. We have tinkered with the species slightly however most exist as they do in the wild, although some species exist here and nowhere else now. The regions they were extracted from no longer support trees."

"Is the planet becoming incapable of supporting plant life in some areas?" Missy asked then glanced at Laurel and Jake, garnering and approving grin from Laurel.

"One of the first tactics of the artificial intelligence behind the extermination efforts of our kind was to eliminate our food source. Ecological reconfiguration was the primary means of accomplishing that. Coming from Triest you observed large swaths of this continent that were rendered incapable of supporting vegetation until very recently, geologically speaking anyways."

"The soils were sterilized?" Jake asked.

"Yes. All traces of organic matter were systematically eradicated from the soil. There are no living witnesses to the process, however the ancient accounts report that objects dropped from the sky like fireballs and spread like a wave across the land in every direction after impacting the ground with a thunderous noise. What was left was a sterile desiccated rock like substrate that no plants were able to grow in. It extends down thousands of times deeper than any of us could drill to get through. Once it was determined that the process was causing more ecological harm than we ever had, the tactic was abandoned and our very biological distinctiveness was targeted for eradication. The machines were merciless and methodical in their efforts."

"How horrific. It's a miracle any of your people survived at all."

"We thought we were driving across an ancient seabed on our way here." Jake said.

"You were. Millions of mykas ago most of this continent was covered by water. That was a very long time ago though. There were forests and lush plains full of life until the land was sterilized."

"This sterilization eliminated animal life?"

"In the immediate area around the impact zones, yes. With all organic matter eliminated the animals that survived migrated north and west in search of food."

"I'm certainly glad the artificial intelligence behind all that is gone." Missy said.

"It has been gone for many, many mykas. Since you are not Bolinar you would not have been targeted for extermination if you had been around when the artificial intelligence existed. Come, I will guide you to one of the dinning halls so you can satisfy your needs for food and drink."

Shredon then turned and headed toward an architecturally extravagant entryway that led deeper into the edifices on the ground level. They were led through the extraordinary looking entryway into a seating area that consisted of several dozen carved benches along the walls and 1 chair that was carved from a single piece of blond limestone and it looked extremely heavy but contoured in a way that probably made it comfortable to sit upon. They walked through the seating area and into another carved archway leading to a corridor that was completely circular with the exception of the floor that seemed to be suspended within the circular corridor as if it were floating in midair. They walked down the corridor then Shredon turned right into an intersecting hallway that had many wooden doors down its length, but he led them directly to the end of the hallway and it opened up into a large dinning hall with stone tables that were carved from the very reddish granite the entire room was carved from. There were wicker looking seats around the tables and at the rear of the impressive room were cooking surfaces and rack after rack of food stocks behind sliding glass doors that were trimmed in a gold colored metallic accent frames.

Shredon stopped and looked at the 3 Future crew.

"Do any of you know how to cook?"

"I am halfway decent at it." Laurel replied.

"It is not one of my strong points though I think I can prepare something appetizing without making myself sick or wasting food by burning it." Jake said.

"I can prepare some simple things if I have the right ingredients but I wouldn't call it an ability to cook."

"We will do this together then. Follow me."

Shredon led them to the back of the dinning hall and he walked up to the food stock storage area. He then turned around and stepped up to the low counter next to the cooking surfaces and he opened one of the doors on the lower half and he pulled out a rather sizable wooden bowl and he handed it to Missy without looking at her. She took the bowl and cradled it in her arms and then Shredon closed the door and stepped to the next set of doors and he pulled them open and he removed a cooking pan, glass mixing bowl and cooking and eating utensils and he handed them to Laurel one by one and she placed everything in the mixing bowl then she handed Jake the cooking pan. Shredon then closed the doors and returned to the storage area and he looked at the items available for a few moments then he slid one of the doors open and he grabbed a few unrecognizable vegetable selections and he plopped them in the bowl Missy was still cradling. He then slid the door closed and stepped over 2 doors and slid the door open and retrieved a few more items, placing them in the bowl. He then closed the door and gestured to the counter adjacent to the cooking surfaces.

They moved over to the counter surface and Jake placed the cooking pan on the cooking surface and Missy placed the wooden bowl down on the counter and Shredon began removing the items from the bowl until it was empty. He then pointed at a drawer a little further down the counter.

"You will find a series of knives in that drawer. Please retrieve them for me."

Jake nodded and walked over to the drawer and pulled it open and there was a rolled up material holder with several knife handles jutting out from it. Jake scooped it up and then walked over to Shredon and handed the roll to him. He took it and untied the strap keeping it rolled up and then he unrolled the set and pulled a gleaming knife from the set and handed it to Missy. Shredon then pushed 2 of the strange looking vegetables in front of Missy.

"Slice those along their length then chop them into bite sized pieces. It will release the zest from them."

Shredon then looked at Jake and pointed to a cupboard next to the cooking surfaces.

"In there you will find a tapered jar with a red cork in it containing a thick golden colored liquid in it. Please retrieve it and place a generous amount in the pan."

Jake nodded and Shredon simply waved his hand across the cooking surface between the obvious heating elements and the element beneath the pan began to slowly glow with a bright white light. Jake found the tapered jar in the cupboard and he retrieved it and worked the cork out of the end of the jar and he added a generous amount of the thick oily liquid to the pan then he corked the jar and set it aside. The oil quickly boiled and sizzled in the pan and a wonderfully nutty aroma filled the air. Shredon scooped the vegetables Missy had sliced and chopped into the wooden bowl and then he held the bowl beneath the edge of the counter and he slid vegetables he had been peeling into the bowl. He then slowly emptied the entire collection into the pan and the dim sizzling grew loud beneath the crisp vegetables. Shredon tossed them about with a long handled spoon to distribute the various vegetables in the pan. He then stepped to the left and opened yet another cupboard and he poked through and slid aside several small glass canisters until he found the seasonings he was looking for.

Shredon then shook a sprinkling of one seasoning and then poured an ample amount into his palm of another that he then tossed into the pan. He then stirred the vegetables a bit then he looked at Laurel.

"If you will walk over to that cold storage cabinet, you will find a yellow liquid, brown gravy and white cream sauce all in glass jars next to one another. Bring them here please?"

Laurel looked a few feet away and she noticed a gleaming handle on a cabinet that looked to be carved right into the wall with a thick wood framed door around it. She then looked at Shredon and grinned and nodded. She walked over to the cabinet and pulled it open and a waft of cold air rushed out as she yanked the heavy door open. There were dozens of items in the cold storage cabinet but she immediately saw the 3 items Shredon had asked for. She collected the 3 glass jars and then closed the cabinet door and walked over to Shredon and handed him the items and he took them and set them on the counter next to the cook top. He opened and added a dash of the white cream sauce then he allowed the ingredients to render down for a few moments. Shredon then pointed to the furthest cupboard to his right and looked at Missy and she gave him and obligatory nod then walked around him and pulled the cupboard door open. She found she was looking at plates, bowls, saucers and cups of various sizes and materials. She collected 4 silver plates that were much lighter than she expected given their metallic composition. She carried them over to Shredon and he smiled and gestured to the counter surface and Missy set the plates down. Shredon continued to cook the vegetable medley for a few minutes longer, then he lifted the pan by the handle and separated the 4 plates and he scraped an even amount onto each plate. He then set the pan back on the cook top and he added a little more of the golden oil to the pan and he picked up the knife and began dicing the rest of the vegetables into the pan. He then took hold of the jar of yellow liquid and he popped the top open and smelled of the ingredient and smiled then he dumped a small amount into the pan. He then vigorously stirred and mashed the vegetables until they began to render down into a thick gurgling heap of intermixed ingredients.

Shredon then allowed the mixture to cook just a little longer at which time he waved his hand over the center of the cook top and the white glowed beneath the pan blinked out. Shredon then picked up the pan and scraped an equal amount onto each plate then he set the pan aside and he collected the jar of brown gravy and he opened it and slathered a small amount on the yellowish vegetable concoction he had just created. Shredon then collected the 3 jars and carried them back to the cold storage and put them away and he lifted out a pitcher full of ice-cold water. He stopped halfway back to the cooking surface and he pulled a drawer open and lifted out 3 triple toothed forks. He used his hip to bump the drawer closed and then he walked over to the steaming plates and he laid a fork on each then he looked at the cupboard Missy had collected the plates from and she smiled, turned, walked back to the cupboard, and collected 4 glasses that she then carried toward Shredon and he flicked his head out into the dinning area and she stopped and turned and walked to the nearest table and set the glasses down.

Laurel picked up 2 plates, Jake and Shredon 1 each, and they walked over to the table and set the plates down and then they looked at each other and grinned then sat down after the crew took their packs off and set them on the floor next to their chairs. Shredon filled the 4 glasses with water and then he cupped his hands and smiled at his guests.

"These are all locally grown selections I think you will enjoy. They will provide much needed protein, vitamin and mineral nutrition."

"So you and the rest of the priests here at Amshere don't eat meat?" Missy asked.

"Oh we occasionally supplement our diet with hunted game from the area around Amshere. As you might imagine, there is not a wide variety of animals around to hunt. Those that do venture this far south are quite fierce and require cunning and skill to take down safely. They are usually looking for food themselves and a person represents irresistible prey if caught unaware."

"When you do hunt, do you use projectile weapons or bow weapons?" Jake inquired.

"Neither. We have weapons that are very precise energy based weapons. The animal is stunned unconscious then we can approach the animal to deliver a shot that stops the heart resulting in instant death with no suffering. It is a bloodless and painless way of hunting."

"Our weapons work the same way on their lowest setting." Missy claimed slapping her hand against her holstered weapon.

"I suspected as much though I was hesitant to ask questions about your sidearm. The preliminary scan performed when you arrived revealed nothing about your weapon aside from the absence of volatile materials."

"Wait¦you scanned us?" Missy asked. "How? When?"

"There are threat assessment sensors just beyond the main gate. You passed through them without knowing it."

"So you employ modern technology throughout this place?" Laurel inquired.

"There is a smattering here and there. To be honest with you, we have examples of advanced technological devices and components that we have yet to figure out the operation of and others that we know we need to avoid activating or duplicating. Please, eat your food while it is warm. We will talk after."

They then set in to clearing their plates of the wonderfully exotic tasting food. The seasonings and sauces created a lively sensation in the mouth and the food settled well in the stomach. They were surprised that the water also offered a wondrous sensation as it was endowed with a sweet tantalizing taste imparted from the rock it had passed through. When the food was consumed they sat for a few moments and collected their thoughts now that their stomachs were full and their minds fueled. Laurel finally slid her chair back and cleared her throat.

"Thank you for the food Shredon. It was very satisfying with wonderful taste sensations."

"It was my pleasure young lady."

"There is a piece of ancient technology that we would like to see if at all possible. The people of Triest call it the relic."

Shredon stared at her in silence for a few moments then he shifted uncomfortably in his chair and took a deep breath.

"I know what you speak of. It is not something we exhibit openly or allow examination of whimsically."

"I understand that it's an ancient and thus fragile object as well a precious relic from your past. We don't ask lightly sir. We suspect that it came from¦where we came from."

"Your species has been around that long? The first relic has been dated to a million mykas old."

"The first? You have more than one?"

"Yes. Your interest in them is going to be taken¦with unease among the other council members."

"I can understand that. If the relic is what we think it is and from where we think it is from, we can prove that we are familiar with it. We can submit visual proof if necessary."

"It will not only be necessary, it will be required. I will put your request before the council during our session this evening. In the meantime I would like to introduce you to some of the teachings of the harbinger. I can show you a few of the devices we have collected over the mykas we have been here."

Shredon scooted back and stood up and he began to collect the things from the table so the crew assisted him in carrying everything to the sink area that was several yards from the cooking area. They went through the process of cleaning everything they had used and then they put everything away. When the last item was in its place, Shredon grinned at his young guests.

"I will first take you to the rooms you will occupy while here so you can put your packs away. They look heavy and cumbersome."

"That sounds good." Laurel replied.

Shredon dried his hands and the crew walked over to the table they had left their packs by and collected them and slung them over their shoulders and then Shredon waved them to follow him. He walked out of the dinning hall the same way they had come in. When they reached the end of the hallway Shredon turned left and led them back out into the open courtyard. Shredon then turned left and walked a short distance before turning left and heading back into another hallway accessed through an ornate entryway carved from the red granite the entire place was hummed from.

They walked a short distance down the fairly wide hallway and Shredon stopped next to a series of doors and held his hand out gesturing toward them.

"You may take your choice of rooms. They are all outfitted in an identical manner."

"Would it offend you if Jake and I shared a room?" Laurel asked timidly.

"Do not let our titles fool you young lady. We are not men of devoted faith or morality statutes. If you are mates, it is perfectly understandable to want to be with each other when the time comes to bed down. I am sure you offer each other comfort and warmth by sleeping in the same bed. None of us will find it distasteful."

Laurel grinned and her blushing cheeks informed Shredon what she was thinking and he laughed and his great belly bounded as he did so.

"The walls are stone, however the doors are merely wood with poor seals around them. If you wish to engage in intimate activities, you may want to remember to control your vocal reactions so as not to share your passion up and down the hallway here. Sounds do tend to carry quite well down these hallways."

"I'm sorry if I'm that easy to read."

"Think nothing of it, oh to be young and in love. There is nothing wrong with a healthy sexual appetite directed at your partner."

"I take it not much of that sort of thing goes on around here?" Jake asked.

"There are female priests and female guests that become infatuated by some of our resident priests resulting in liaisons of an intimate nature from time to time, however it is a rare occurrence to say the least, just not completely unheard of."

"I guess the term priest evokes a different set of preconceived notions about the beliefs and disciplines of said priests where we come from."

"How so?"

"In our society priests are religious figures that hold to stricter beliefs about behavior and morality especially when it comes to sex outside of wedlock."

"At one time in the distant past the priests of Amshere held the harbinger as a deity and an entire religion developed around his teachings and how we were directed to disseminate it. We have outgrown such archaic beliefs now that we better understand the universe around us. Mysticism has evaporated away to be replaced by a scientific understanding of how things work at the fundamental level."

"I can understand how that would happen over time."

Laurel then stepped forward and turned the dark bronze colored round knob on the nearest door and then she pushed the door open. The hinges creaked slightly and Laurel's eyes instantly adjusted to the pitch dark conditions and then her heightened senses kicked in and she was able to discern details without actually being able to see much of anything with just the feeble light from the hallway spilling into the room. Laurel closed her eyes and felt with her senses for fields of energy within the walls and she sensed where the light switch was located. There were 2 round projections jutting out from a square metal switch cover, one extending more than the other so she reached out and pressed the one that was extended more and it slid in until it clicked and the other extended to become the longer of the two and the lighting popped on. There were 4 evenly placed recessed light fixtures within the ceiling and they cast a warm inviting glow about the room. The room was carved from the red granite rock in tasteful curved surfaces and the furnishings consisted of wood framed objects. There was a canopy bed that was the equivalent of a twin sized bed with ornately carved rails and stiles and the canopy was comprised of a silky looking white and gray material that was tasteful and awe inspiring. There was a dresser cabinet with 6 drawers and a mirror atop it that was pin mounted at it's sides so it could be swiveled to a desired angle and next to the bed on each side were small end tables, one with a square display of some kind that was darkened at the moment.

Laurel stepped further into the room and slid her pack off her shoulders and set it on the floor at the foot of the bed and she looked around briefly, noticing a closed wooden door in the right rear corner of the room. She gestured at the door and looked back at Shredon as Jake stepped into the room.

"You will find bathing and waste receptacle facilities through that door. That electronic unit on the night table will provide you with a map of this entire place. It is very easy to get lost with how big this Amshere is. I still find myself in the wrong location from time to time and I have been here for most of my life. If you should need fresh linens or if you have any questions that need answering, I can be reached anytime by speaking your desire to contact me into that same unit."

"Voice recognition huh? That's pretty handy."

"Yes. I realize you probably do not know how to read our language, there is a touch command that looks like sound waves emanating from a central dot, that is the voice operation activation command."

Jake shucked his pack off his shoulders and set it on the floor next to Laurel's and then he walked around the bed and looked at the ornately caved bedposts and headboard and he smiled thinking it was of fitting grandeur for Laurel. He wanted her to experience lavish furnishings and this bed fit the bill nicely and it was tastefully set into the ambiance of the entire room. Missy then stepped up to the room next door and opened the door. She stepped in and fumbled on the left hand side of the right swinging door until she found the light switch and she pressed first one then the other nipple switch and the lights popped on. She found the room identically furnished and she grinned as she stepped over to the bed and shucked her pack off and tossed it onto the bed. She then removed her weapon holster and laid it on her pack and she pat it once. She felt safe enough to remove her weapon since she was going to be in the company of Laurel and Jake for the duration of their visit. She then turned the lights off and walked back out into the hallway closing the door behind her.

"All the guest rooms here are done up like these?" She asked.

"Yes. Some are equipped to accommodate multiple occupants though the furnishings are the same."

"Do you ever have people arrive as guests that decide to stay once they have a look around?"

"It has been known to happen though not very often. It takes a very specific mindset to become a priest of Amshere. Not everyone is cut from the right cloth if you know what I mean?"

"I think I understand what you're saying. I imagine you are the custodians of knowledge and technology that could cause chaos if the general public got their hands on it."

"Precisely. There are some aspects of our history that we would prefer remain in the shadows of our past as well."

"So you don't tell everyone everything about how your people got to where you are today?"

"No. As you might imagine there are some aspects of how our people behaved in the past that we are not proud of despite the fact it is a part of our story. We keep record of the things our ancestors did though we don not want the same behavior to be a part of who we are today."

"We have some equally disappointing information about our people but it's general knowledge among our people. We have taken hard learned lessons from the mistakes made in our past."

"That is the hallmark of a wise civilization that has the ability to endure and grow."

"I couldn't agree more."

"Come, I will take you to the learning hall so you can listen to some of the teachings of the harbinger. Ordinarily I would introduce you to the written record of his teachings though I understand you will not be able to read our written language so I will forego that aspect."

"Sounds fair. We're interested in some very specific information anyways." Jake commented.

Laurel and Jake stepped out of their room after turning the lights off. Laurel closed the door as she stepped out last and Shredon led them further down the hallway. They then turned right several hundred feet down the hallway and then they made several turns and climbed a short series of 2 and 3 step rises leading them up higher in the structure. The temperature remained a cool but comfortable 20C throughout the facility and Laurel and Jake sensed energy all around them suggesting power distribution was of a wireless nature conducted through the quartz within the granite rock the facility was carved from.

They finally reached a great set of dark black metal doors and Shredon opened the door on the left side of the set and pushed it open and they stepped into a brightly lit room that was gigantic in size and impressively equipped with hundreds of tables and displays with some recognizable and some truly bizarre looking devices on and in them. Shredon led them to the middle of room then turned right between tables and then headed to yet another door that he pushed open and they entered a room with a curved gleaming metal table in the center of the room. Projecting from the table was a flat display that had an odd blue glow to it though nothing was being displayed. There were several comfortable looking chairs positioned around the table and Shredon led the 3 Future crew up to the table and he pulled back 2 chairs and looked at the girls.

"Have a seat and I will start the playback from the beginning. If you would like to go back, stop or move forward there are touch commands that will illuminate on the table surface to accomplish those commands. The commands are pictographic so they should be self evident as to what each command will accomplish."

"You mentioned artist renditions of Laurel and I. May we have a look at those before we begin?" Jake asked.

"Of course."

Shredon walked around the table to the opposite wall and he pressed on a seemingly empty portion of the wall and a door clicked and popped open slightly. Shredon then pulled the door open and there were stacks of rolled up parchments within the concealed compartment. Shredon filled through the parchments until he found a canvas roll that was secured with a crimson red ribbon. He pulled it out and pushed the door to without closing it completely then he walked back around the table and slid the ribbon of the canvas roll and he unfurled the roll and gently laid it out on the table in front of Laurel, Jake and Missy. They were flabbergasted by the resemblance to Laurel and Jake's actual appearance. There was some artistic license taken in the glow to the eyes but the features and overall appearances were dead ringers for Laurel and Jake right down to their hair color and the donated clothing color and fabric that they were presently wearing.

"Now I see why you reacted the way you did when you first got a look at us," Laurel said. "There's no mistake that's us. How in the world did someone get our appearances so precise thousands of mykas ago?"

"I do not think you realize how long ago a first description of you two was passed along. Your arrival has been predicted for hundreds of thousands of mykas. A prominent Amshere priest that had artistic inclinations created this particular rendering over a hundred thousand mykas ago. He could not get the images of you two out of his head after hearing the descriptions of your stunning appearances. This was his way of sharing his mental image of what you look like."

"This is so humbling and a little disturbing. Why would someone go to such lengths to describe a pair of lost kids from another world that would visit your world hundreds of thousands of mykas in the future? I just don't understand why our presence is seen as so important?"

"Perhaps you should listen to the excerpts from the harbinger's teachings for it to make sense. If I tried to explain it you might not accept what I am saying as truth or even possible."

Laurel sensed Shredon was thinking that her and Jake were pivotal to the very existence of the Bolinar people. She didn't understand how their presence could have such a profound effect but she assumed that would be explained by listening to what the harbinger had to say. Laurel simply nodded and looked at the display and Shredon chuckled very lightly.

"There will not be anything to see at first. The harbinger presented his teachings in audible form. We have long since translated his teachings into our modern common language using the recordings of his voice to recreate the proper pronunciation. Later teachings were offered in our language once we had learned how to understand it universally. Our ancient languages are no longer spoken¦for the most part anyways. There were however digital files shared that presented schematic views of some of the more complex devices and technologies imparted though they are not presented here. It was a painstaking process to translate them into our written languages. Some are still awaiting full translation."

"This had to originate with one individual in the beginning."

"Presumably so. It was so long ago no one is exactly sure of the name of the very first individual to converse with the harbinger."

"He must've been studying your people if he was able to initiate contact in a language that would be understood from the beginning."

"Can you take the playback to the point that Laurel and I are discussed?" Jake asked.

"Yes." Shredon replied flatly.

He reached out his hand and passed it over the table surface and the display projected pictographic commands right onto the table surface. There were commands and a series of characters that none of the Future crew were able to read but Shredon tapped a few commands and slid his finger along a represented playback graph that was extremely long. He seemed to know exactly where to move the playback progress to along the total length of the graph. He then lifted his hand away and he pointed at the right facing arrow originating from a '+' symbol.

"Touch that command and playback will commence. This is a common point of playback for some of our guests. They are acutely interested in the role you two played¦will play in our very existence."

"We're acutely interested in what that is too." Jake said with a pleasant grin.

"I have a few things to attend to. I will leave you to listen to as much as you would like in the meantime. I will return when the items needing my attention are resolved."

"Do we have to go back to our rooms if we need to use the waste facilities?" Missy asked.

"No," Shredon replied in a chuckle. "There is a waste room two doors down from the entrance to the hall of technology." He said pointing toward the door they had entered from.

"Okay. Thank you Shredon sir."

"You are very welcomed young lady."

Shredon then turned and exited the room through the door they had entered from.

Jake then looked at Laurel and shrugged his shoulders.

"It seems our destiny is along a path we never expected. Let's hear what this harbinger has to say."

"I thought you had precognitive abilities?" Missy asked.

"I do but I ignore the images and feelings most of the time. They're so confusing it overwhelms my conscious mind if I don't tune the sense out."

Missy nodded and then Laurel slid her hand onto Jake's and then she reached up to the projected commands and she touched the playback and a male voice rang out speaking in English with what they recognized as a distinct Fearon accent. After only a few words Jake looked at Laurel and nodded.

"It has to be Hyndocan. There's no mistaking his accent¦he's Fearon."

"That's what I thought we were going to find."

They then sat and listened to the stunning revelations laid out involving Laurel and Jake and then an extremely detailed description of their appearances and mannerisms that were dead on. It became obvious to the 3 of them that Hyndocan was particularly taken with Laurel as he described her appearance with a distinct air of appreciation and affection that sounded like a proud relative describing his favorite niece. They listened to Hyndocan for a full hour as he laid out the things to come from his point of view and Laurel and Jake experienced a sinking feeling knowing they were going to hold to what they were hearing. They also realized they were going to have to examine the probes Hyndocan had sent over the centuries. There were 4 sent in total with another promised in the future though his untimely death may have stymied that promise. As for how Hyndocan knew of Laurel and Jake's appearances and actions so precisely, that was never clearly stated.

They listened intently for an hour and that's when Shredon returned. He simply walked over and slid a chair out and sat down and Laurel reached out and stopped the playback. She then leaned back in her chair and sighed.

"We know of this harbinger Shredon. His name was Hyndocan and he came from the very lab we were exploring when we were sent here by accident. His species is called Fearon."

"I am going to have to ask for proof of your familiarity with the harbinger. A claim from three youth that arrived from another world requires some proof, even if you are clearly the individuals the harbinger mentioned."

"Well¦we can prove that we came form his lab but he died a million mykas before we discovered his lab. We found his skeleton in his lab. Something followed him back through his domain manifold and attacked him, killing him in the process. That is how we were able to come here, he never shutdown the manifold. It simply went offline until we inadvertently activated it from our home world, where he was working for a period of time a million mykas ago. He had a secret lab on our world that we stumbled across and it too had devices that were still functional and came to life in response to our presence. He really knew how to make devices that stood up to the test of time. Anyway, we were able to contact his people, the Fearon, in their home galaxy. That's how we know who he was, who his people are and where they are today."

"You could've just told us that we're going to be responsible for taking actions that insure your species survives the great dying." Jake said.

"Would you have believed such an incredible claim?"

"I see what you mean. It's not exactly something you open a first contact meeting with."

"No it is not."

"I'm not sure I know how Jake and I can effect a change to your people's past. We're very gifted as Hyndocan insinuated but not that gifted. We can't reorder time to make changes as we see fit."

"What about the domain manifold babe? If we can get back to Geonic we can use the manifold to peer into the past."

"We don't even know how the darn thing works and there's a big difference in peering into the past and affecting changes to it. Even if we figured the thing out and managed to tune it to the right time coordinates and then stepped through the fold in time created by the manifold, what are two kids going to be able to do to save a people being exterminated by something that can't even be seen?"

"I don't know. If we put our minds together I'm sure we could come up with something."

"Are you at least willing to try?" Shredon asked.

Laurel sighed and nodded with a pretty smile on her face.

"Of course Shredon. No pressure huh?"

"I am sorry to put something so tremendous squarely on you two. The harbinger made it clear that you are the people that prevent our ultimate demise as a species. I hold out hope of all hope that you are the people you represent yourselves to be, those the harbinger spoke of so favorably."

"I promise when we get back we will make it our first effort to try to fulfill the destiny that we have already taken part in."

"Believe it or not we have been told that we have a profound destiny to participate in multiple events like this," Jake said.

"You are so young. It is hard to imagine that you have been alive long enough to fulfill multiple predicted destinies of significance."

"Yeah, we've been around longer than you might think. It's a long complicated story."

"Are you suggesting you are older than you appear to be?"

"Sort of. We are seventeen mykas old but we¦we left our world of birth almost six hundred mykas ago."

"That does not make any sense. How is such a thing possible?"

"Like I said, it's complicated."

"It sounds impossible, not complicated."

"Nothing is impossible," Missy said. "Just improbable from an uninformed point of view."

"Is that a polite way of saying I am not smart enough to understand how such a thing is possible?"

"No sir. I would never insult you by insinuating such a thing. You just do not have all the information necessary to make such a thing seem probable."

"I see. Perhaps you would indulge me by explaining how a person can be a young adult and six hundred mykas old at the same time."

Missy looked at Laurel and Laurel grinned and nodded subtly. Missy then looked at Shredon and leaned forward in her chair with her gingers interlaced while resting her forearms on her knees and then she went about explaining how the Future project was born and the events that led to the Future planet being their new home world with an emphasis on the incredible role Laurel and Jake played in getting them to the Future planet safely almost 600 years after leaving Earth. Shredon sat and listened intently with his mouth half agape most of the time as he hung on Missy's every word. When Missy concluded her abbreviated tale, Shredon looked Laurel and Jake up and down and then he finally closed his mouth and smiled warmly.

"You could have told me that you were from a breakaway society of incredibly sophisticated and gifted people."

"Not something you open a conversation with when meeting someone for the first time."

Shredon smiled brightly and looked to be on the verge of laughing.

"We both held back so as not to sound ridiculous in our claims." Missy said finally urging Shredon to laugh.

"How right you are young lady. Now I understand how you are technically six hundred mykas old although you were in a state of suspended animation most of that time."

"Yes sir," Laurel replied. "Jake and I spent almost a year¦a myka trying to get the Future back to our galaxy."

"It is more appropriate to call it a year since you are referring to three hundred sixty five days, your concept of a year."

"Right¦a myka is a little different."

"Shredon," Jake started. "If we are going to make an effort to influence your people's past, is there a record of the events surrounding the great dying? Specifically when the AI orchestrating the extermination of your people went silent for good. We are going to need a specific time in the past to target."

"Unfortunately there are large gaps in the written records of what transpired. There were so few people left to keep record of what had happened. We stagnated for a very long time as our numbers slowly rebounded from the brink of extinction."

"What about digital records?" Laurel asked. "Surely there were computing devices running and recording events right up until the time the power distribution systems went offline."

"You have to remember how long ago these things took place. Most electronic devices that were functional at the time are no longer around. Their components were reclaimed for other uses or they simply deteriorated beyond recognition over time."

"That is going to be a big problem. We need a specific time to target, like Jake said. I know you aren't going to like to hear this but we need to find the time when the population was nearly exterminated and the machines were losing the ability to maintain themselves. There will be a key point when the machines are vulnerable but we have to arrive at just the right time to¦disable the artificial intelligence before the population reaches a level that is unrecoverable due to lack of genetic diversity and sheer lack of numbers."

"I can ascertain the time when the last population census was collected from orbit and transmitted to the last ground receiver. That facility went offline twelve mykas later when the last power generation center scrammed due to core balance instability."

"Core balance?" Laurel asked with raised eyebrows. "Are we talking about a nuclear power plant becoming unstable?"

"Nuclear?"

"Oh uh¦materials that exhibit radioactive decay that is contained to harness the energy released in the form of heat or raw energy if you know how to capture isotopes of a specific frequency and divert them through ionizing radiation resonator elements."

"You are talking about manipulating the smallest fundamental elements of all matter?"

"Yes."

"I know of the technology you speak. In the technological end times we had moved beyond that technology. We were extracting energy from sidler crystal empathy."

"Okay¦I have no idea what that is."

"Sidler crystals create a sympathetic vacuum energy response in neighboring sidler crystals when exposed to a stabilized resonance energy field. It is a very complex process that requires constant attention and adjustment to keep the reaction in balance. We have not used that type of energy production since the great dying. The required facilities are extremely complex and expansive. We don not have the resources or manpower to construct something of that magnitude and no one living would have the first idea how to run such a complex facility safely. If the reaction were allowed to become unstable¦the resultant explosive release from a worst case scenario containment breach would be enough to create a crater that would stretch from here to the Fornial River to the west."

"Is that the deep canyon river closest to Amshere between here and Triest?"

"Yes."

Laurel looked at Jake with a stunned look on her face.

"That's two hundred fifty miles away Jake. We're talking about a crater twice the size of the Chicxulub crater that was formed when the dinosaurs were wiped out at the end of the cretaceous period."

"We've never heard of crystals that can create that much energy. They must be enormous." Jake said.

"I cannot be sure of that."

"Vacuum energy can be very potent when contained. If maximum output were underway a sudden containment failure would release all that potential at once. It would be a micro singularity level event on the surface of a planet. I can see how that would destroy thousands of square miles."

"You are using terminology I am not familiar with."

"We are familiar with some of the principles involved with the type of energy you're talking about."

"I would imagine so judging by the tale Michelle shared with me. I will go and collect the pertinent information you spoke of. Please excuse me."

"Will you put the harbinger playback on at the point that he explains the suggestions for law and rule? We would like to understand what he was trying to instill in your people."

"I will enable voice prompt search mode. By touching a single command you may speak the subject line you are interested in. The system will search for the relevant topic and advance to that point. You can then use the standard playback commands to listen at your leisure."

Shredon touched several commands that the Future crew were unable to read the associated text character labels to and then Shredon stood up.

"You should be all set. Stop the playback and touch that diamond shaped command prompt and the system will initiate voice command search mode."

"Thank you Shredon."

"You are welcome Laurel."

Shredon then headed to the exit and closed the door behind him and then Laurel touched the play command and Hyndocan's voice rang out. They found that Hyndocan's English improved the further into his teachings they went. His accent was less dramatic and he seemed more comfortable speaking in English with less stuttering and pausing to come up with the right terminology. His words were fluid and flowing and his teachings were wise and actually made a lot of sense, though his ideas for local governing seemed a bit convoluted for something that should be simple and straightforward. It was apparent he expected the population to swell much faster than it actually did.

The 3 Future crew sat and listened to Hyndocan rattle on for some time before moving on to the earliest teachings to get a feel for how he initiated his teaching efforts. Unfortunately the earliest interactions were in a language that Laurel and Jake picked up on rather quickly but Missy completely missed out on the content that was two way in that Hyndocan was speaking with several individuals in brief contacts that grew longer and more detailed over time. There was no mention of the primary language that was being used but it was clear to Laurel and Jake that it was one of the Bolinar ancient languages that has since been abandoned. It was a complicated phrase based communication style that Laurel pictured to contain an alphabet containing at least 30 primary phrases that were then assembled in different arrangements to produce a conversational language.

Missy grew inpatient not understanding what was being said and she looked into Laurel and Jake's faces and frowned.

"You two really understand what they're saying?"

Laurel stopped the playback and grinned as she looked at Missy.

"Yes we do. Our brains are wired differently thanks to our experience on Aerot. We have the ability to learn an unknown language very quickly after hearing it spoken in conversation for a short period of time."

"It sounds like gibberish to me. You think the council is going to grant us access to the relics tonight?"

"Since our likeness is on that canvas that was painted long ago," Laurel said gesturing toward the rolled up artist's rendering still lying on the table. "Our identities have been established and our knowledge of the probes will be verified once we show them the recorded images of the lab on Geonic. I would imagine we'll be granted access that others would never be granted. I don't know if it's going to happen today though."

"You think they'll let us handle the relics¦probes¦whatever you want to call 'em?"

"Yes."

"As old as they are I don't know what good it'll do us." Jake commented.

"We might be able to figure out how to reverse engineer the technology with components the Bolinar have here at Amshere. If we can examine one up close with the handheld scanner, we can determine how they function¦maybe. I'm pretty sure they emit a very specific subspace carrier that the domain manifold receiver system is designed to hone in on. If we can either active the probe or build something that will mimic the subspace carrier, the equipment on Geonic might just tune into this world automatically. It should allow us to communicate with anyone still in the lab if they're trying to figure out how to operate the manifold intelligently."

"Won't the connection only last for thirty-five seconds though?" Missy asked.

"More than likely, but it should be long enough to not only let Hammer know we're alive and well, it should alert anyone monitoring the control console what the exact settings are to reach this world. If the connection jumps, they will just have to switch to manual mode and reset the controls to tune into Amara. It's obviously possible or Hyndocan wouldn't have been able to pass along his teachings over multiple contacts. My guess is that he did it through the use of his probes."

"So you think the probes roam around and collect data and send it back through the domain manifold in raw data format?" Missy asked.

"Yes. They might even be capable of transmitting visual data¦one way anyways."

"So he could see what the probes could see?"

"I don't think the probes had cameras in the traditional sense. They had sophisticated sensors that utilized the incredible processing power of the onboard computing system to compile the data into digital information so comprehensive that a visual image can extrapolated from the raw data if you have the right kind of computer deciphering the incoming data."

"A computer like that in the lab we were exploring on Geonic?"

"Yes. The Fearon had¦have incredibly capable computer technology. It's nothing like ours but every bit as advanced."

"Yeah I saw that from the preliminary scans we were taking of the probe that activated then ran out of power in the lab on Geonic. They don't use microchips or circuits in the traditional sense. It's high inductance linear pathway signal transmission across crystalline bi-directional conductor nodes."

"Very good. That's right, it's the same basic technology used in the new data core on the Future."

"Are you saying computers like that are a universal idea?"

"A common one anyways. I don't know about universal but crystalline technology is definitely more efficient and resilient than silicon chips. We were in the process of perfecting the technology when the Future was completed. That's why the Future isn't vulnerable to electromagnetic fields. With the Van Allen reactor in the belly of the ship it was crucial to engineer that vulnerability out of the ship and the use of crystolinear circuitry is how that was accomplished."

"I thought they're called myolinear chips." Jake commented.

"They are. They're also known as crystolinear chips by the engineers since they're crystalline based and use myolinear circuitry for energy transmission."

"Ah. That makes sense. It's the same technology used in the force fields that maintain atmospheric stability in the hangars with the doors open."

"Yup."

"I thought you know everything she knows." Missy posed.

"I have access to her knowledge. I don't know what she knows unless I search for it¦for the most part anyways. My mind involuntarily accesses some of her knowledge from time to time as I think unconsciously about different things. You know, the way we all work things out in our heads. We just do it in a different way since we have another conscious mind tied to our own."

"Oh¦and cool!"

"No doubt huh?"

"Maybe we should head back to our rooms to wait for Shredon," Laurel suggested. "It's probably going to take him a while to find the information we asked for."

"You've learned everything you were interested in hearing from Hyndocan?" Jake asked.

"Yeah. I just wanted to hear his descriptions of us so I could understand how such a detailed artist's rendition was possible on an alien world we had never been to before. I also wanted to determine if the harbinger was Fearon or not. I'm satisfied on both counts now that I know for certain he's Fearon and his prolonged and detailed descriptions of us indicate he was observing us at some point in time. I get the distinct feeling he liked us too."

"That's not hard to believe," Missy commented. "Everyone likes you two from what I've seen and heard."

"You're sweet but that's not exactly the case. There are people back on the Future that don't like us very much. They think we're self entitled, know-it-all brat, captain's pets that get special un-entitled favoritism from the captain and executive officer. Those kinds of feelings breed resentment and disdain among some of the crew and civilians."

"That just isn't right. If someone gets to know you, you're both kind, smart, very likable and fun to be around."

"That's why we have the captain's ear and support. It's not because we kiss up to him or gain undeserved consideration from him or commander Hiller. People just don't recognize that without knowing us. Unfortunately some people don't care to get to know us, they just pass judgment and that judgment isn't very flattering some of the time."

"That sucks. Doesn't that bother you?"

"A little. We have the unfortunate ability to sense the unspoken feelings of the people around us. What I'm describing isn't usually spoken aloud; it's an underlying feeling of resentment. It isn't fair for us to judge a person based on their unspoken feelings even if they're kind of nasty in nature."

"That speaks to what a good person you are¦both of you. I wouldn't be able to keep my mouth shut if I sensed that kind of thing about me and my boyfriend."

"I'm tempted to speak up sometimes but Laurel is the voice of reason keeping me in check," Jake said. "It really isn't right to call a person out on something they never voiced."

"I guess I can see how that would be perceived as an invasion of privacy."

"It would only serve to bolster any feelings of resentment. They can suspect that we're looking inside them or whatever, we don't need to speak up and confirm that we are."

"I see you're point. You're not actually looking inside peoples heads though are you?"

"No. We have that ability but we don't employ it unless we have permission or are involved in an important interrogation where vital details are required that aren't being divulged voluntarily."

"You've had to do that?"

"Not yet, but we've agreed to provide that service to the captain should it be asked of us."

"The person being probed will know we're probing their mind though," Jake added. "We call it the tell. It's an echo of our mind in theirs. They'll know we're poking around in their head."

"I've never experienced anything like that. Does that mean you've never probed my mind?"

"Yes. We would never do that without asking your permission first." Laurel said flatly.

"That's admirable that you have that much respect for others. You think you can find the way back to our rooms? There were a lot of turns along the way in getting here."

"I have a photographic memory," Laurel said with grin. "It shouldn't be a problem."

The 3 of them scooted their chairs back and stood up just as the door Shredon had departed from swung open and he stepped into the room with a small rectangular device in his hand.

"Are you three leaving?" Shredon asked as he slowly pushed the door closed.

"I thought it might take you awhile to find the information we requested." Laurel replied.

Shredon walked over to their position and he presented the device in his hand.

"This storage device contains the written and audio records of the time in question. I trust you will be able to transfer the data to your language?"

"Possibly," Laurel responded. "Can you present the data to us so we can try to determine the timeframe needed for us to target once we get back to Geonic?"

"Yes. I can activate the storage module using the learning hall's system."

Shredon stepped over to the table and set the device down and then he activated the device using the commands on the display via the virtual keyboard projected on the table surface. Shredon gestured to the seats the crew had just stood from and they sat back down and they listened to the audio playback while visual aids and written form records were presented on the display. After reviewing the information for some time, they were able to determine the right point in the Bolinar past to target. It was a surprisingly distant time but it offered the crucial time of transition from a struggle against the machine intelligence to outright struggle for sheer survival as the population numbers plummeted worldwide. The written and visual records seemed to become more fragmented around this time indicating people were more concerned with methods of evasion and survival than documentation.

Laurel put her hand up and Shredon reached out and stopped the playback.

"What is it?" He asked.

"I think that's the answer we were looking for. Five hundred twenty thousand years ago is the time we should target. It's just before the artificial intelligence disappears from the written and oral records. That's the key point we should attempt to influence the outcome of your ancestors struggle for survival as a species on this planet. The ecological reconfiguration had been abandoned and the genetic targeting was in full force."

"Do you have a plan as to what you can do to help us survive?"

"Not exactly. There are so many unknown variables. Jake has a gut feeling it's going to require us being on scene to figure out a plan of action. We'll come up with something when the time comes."

"How do you know he has this gut feeling? You have not conversed since the information presentation was begun."

"Oh uh¦we have a bond that endows us with a shared mind and spirit. We exist as one in every conceivable way."

"Incredible! You are talking about creton dok tremena."

"That is¦merging of essence?"

"Very good! I did not know you spoke ancient Delemon."

"We learned a bit of it from the harbinger teachings. In the earliest contact that is how he communicated with those he made contact with. Jake and I are paired as we call it. A portion of our very spark of life has been engrained into each other when the pairing was established. We are bonded in life and death due to that fact, but it also allows us to share feelings and senses. We know what the other is thinking and feeling as if we are the ones thinking and feeling it."

"There are legends of individuals establishing the creton dok tremena though it was thought to only be legend."

"Well at least for our people it is far more than legend. Jake and I are the first that we know of but not the only with the ability. If it's possible for us in particular then it is unrealized in all Human beings."

"I see. You are still welcomed to take the storage device with you when you leave. It will allow you to share the history of our people with yours once you get back home."

"Your entire history is contained on that thing?" Missy asked gesturing to the storage device lying on the table.

"No. This contains the information surrounding our fall as an advanced civilization. We reveled in our sophistication and then our dependence on the advanced technology we were so proud of cost us everything. It is the time and circumstance surrounding that fall that is included in this information module."

"Were your people space fairing when the great dying took place?" Missy asked.

"We were probing the outer reaches of our galactic neighborhood with unmanned vessels. People had only ventured as far as the outer planets in our own solar system in person. I suppose you could call us verging on becoming space fairing though we had not mastered faster than light travel necessary for true galactic exploration. I imagine it would have come to us shortly if we had endured as a technologically advanced society. We have examples of lines of technology that might have led to breakthroughs if given a little more time for experimentation and research."

"Do most of your people know about that fact?"

"No. There is no reason to teach such things given our current level advancement and reluctance to embrace advanced technology. It will be a very long time before we are ready to research such things again. I will certainly be long gone before that happens."

"Now that we know our connection to one another, when will the council of priests make a decision about allowing us access to the relic?" Laurel inquired.

"I will present your case this evening. It will likely require you to come before the council in person to present evidence that you have knowledge of the relics to establish trust in allowing you access to our oldest precious relic."

"I can appreciate that."

"If you are done reviewing our historical records, I will escort you back to your rooms. You may freshen up and get some rest if you wish."

"Are we going to be required to remain in our rooms?" Jake asked.

"No. You are free to explore as you like. If you encounter locked doors we ask that you not force your way in. If you ask, most locked areas will be opened for your exploration as long as an escort is present."

"That sounds fair," Laurel said. "We could all use a warm shower and fresh clothes."

Shredon deactivated the monitor and picked up the storage device and handed it toward Jake. He reached out and took it with a friendly grin.

"If we can establish continued communications from Geonic this will help to establish at least a basic understanding of what happened to your people and who you are today as evidenced by what we include in our mission reports."

"That would be nice. A cultural exchange would be welcomed though technological exchanges would be frowned upon. I would ask that you not ask for or volunteer such things if communications do take place."

"We understand. We'll make sure to impress upon our leadership that such things should be avoided. They won't want to insult your people by defying your wishes. We can understand your aversion to technology."

Shredon then deactivated the monitor and stood up and the crew joined him in standing up. Shredon then led the way back to their rooms and then he bowed slightly with a friendly smile on his face.

"You are welcomed to go the dinning hall anytime you are hungry and as I said, you are welcome to explore Amshere as much as you would like. There are spectacular views of the desert beyond from the upper courtyards that rim the top of this rock formation. It is a long climb though well worth it once you see the stunning views."

"Perhaps we will make the climb to experience that for ourselves." Laurel said.

"I hope you do. I will seek you out if the council of priests requests and audience with you."

"That sounds good. Thank you for the kindness you have shown us Shredon. You are a member of an amazingly gracious and bright people."

"It was easy to show kindness to you three. I will see you later."

Shredon then turned and headed down the hallway and Missy turned and faced Laurel and Jake.

"I'm looking forward to a long hot shower and then I want to catch up on some sleep¦I don't feel like being alone in this strange place though. If you two aren't going to be napping, do you mind if I come to your room after my shower so we can keep each other company?"

"That would be fine Missy. We are going to enjoy a long shower ourselves then relax for a little while but we aren't tired enough to go to sleep. You're welcomed to sleep on our bed so you feel safe. I don't think you're in any danger in this place but if it makes you feel more comfortable, we're glad to have you stay in our room so you can sleep sound."

"Thanks Laurel. I don't mean to be a big baby, I just don't have a lot of experience staying in strange places like this. It worries me that these men spend their whole lives here without female companionship."

"I completely understand your concerns. Go get showered and changed and then come on over."

Missy nodded and smiled then turned around and opened the door to her room and fumbled for the light switch and when she managed to get the lights on she pushed the door closed. Laurel then turned and opened the door to their room and she closed her eyes for a moment and held her hand out and she pushed very lightly and the light switch snapped and the lights came to life. She put her hand down and stepped into the room and Jake stepped in behind her and put his hand on her side as he stepped around her slightly.

"We aren't supposed to be using our abilities to manipulate our environment like that babe. You're convinced even the simplest use could lead to an accident until we get some proper training in its use."

"You're right. I did that without thinking much about it."

"I just thought I should mention it since you're always warning me about using our abilities for simple stuff like turning the lights on. You impress the feeling that we should only use it when it's really needed."

"I know. I don't mean to be a hypocrite."

Jake pushed the door closed and then stepped right in front of Laurel and kissed her cheek, then smiled at her.

"You know I don't see you like that. I know you did that without thinking about it."

"I'll restrain my urges in the future," Laurel said placing her soft hand on Jake's cheek. "Thank you for reminding me."

"You're welcome. Let's see if the shower is large enough for us to shower at the same time."

Laurel nodded and then turned and bent down and opened the duffle bag and pulled out a change of clothes for both of them as Jake walked over to their survival packs and retrieved deodorant and the tooth care kits from each pack then they walked over to the bathroom door. Laurel opened the door and reached around the corner and pressed the light switch in and the lighting glowed to life. The bathroom was fairly good sized and the craved granite evoked a warm inviting ambiance. There was a curved surface shower carved right into the wall with a gold-toned overhead showerhead and control knobs jutting out of one wall. There was a carved indentation the perfect size to accommodate hair care canisters and possibly a bar of soap or the likes. There was a 5-inch lip at the edge of the bottom of the shower with no curtain or door and in the center of the room in the ceiling there was an exhaust fan and light. There was a single sink carved from a projection of granite that was shaped to form a counter and next to the sink counter was a gleaming white toilet that was very distinct in its function and structure with the exception of no reservoir tank. They assumed there was a reservoir within the wall that the handle on the wall would drain into the toilet when pressed down on.

Next to the toilet within the next wall was a carved cubby that had several neatly folded handcrafted towels of different sizes, some obviously intended as face towels while others were of a size adequate for body towels. Laurel walked over to the toilet looking for a paper roll or something similar but she saw no such amenity. She glanced at Jake for a moment then his idea ran through her head and she winced.

"Bidet cleaning?"

"Yeah. I'm sure when you flush the toilet the first thing that happens is a jet of water rinses your bottom."

Laurel leaned over the toilet bowl and she could now discern the nozzle aimed upward from the back of the bowl. She could also see a foot pedal that would extend the nozzle so it would rinse the right spot as the water was directed through it. She then looked at Jake.

"It's still gunna leave you wet."

"I imagine that's why the towel cubby is carved so close to the toilet. You reach out and grab one of the smaller towels and dry yourself then deposit the towel in the carved depression beneath the sink."

"I guess using paper to wipe one's bottom is a wasteful practice."

"Yeah, especially for a place that needs everything they grow for the essentials of food, furniture and structural components like doors and framing."

"I guess I'll just have to get used to doing things differently."

"When in Rome¦"

Laurel smiled and then stepped away from the toilet and set their clothes on the sink counter. Jake pushed the door to without closing it completely and then he set the items in his hands on the sink counter. Jake started to get undressed and Laurel walked back out into the bedroom and gathered the small canisters of body wash and shampoo from their packs then came back into the bathroom and she got undressed. Her and Jake then stepped up to the shower and Jake reached in and turned the closest knob and cold water spilled from the overhead showerhead. He held his hand in the stream of water to see if it warmed then he reached over and turned the other knob and the water volume increased and his hand was now met with a very warm spray of water. He looked at Laurel and she nodded. The sensation Jake had experienced was sufficient to give Laurel the sense that the water temperature was just right to start with.

Jake stepped into the shower and Laurel retrieved the body wash and shampoo and then joined him in the shower. Jake took the canisters and set them in the carved indentation and then he put his arms around Laurel and pulled her against his body as the water soaked them both. They then stepped aside slightly and Laurel wiped the water and hair from her face and she smiled at Jake.

"I know, I miss how this feels too. I love feeling your warm muscle toned body pressed against mine. You make me feel so safe."

"I can feel that. It's ironic that this offers you such comfort despite the fact that no one can touch you if you don't them to."

"I just need to feel a strong man holding me like this to give me the kind of comfort I truly crave."

Jake smiled and leaned forward and engaged Laurel in a long passionate kiss. They then separated and went about lathering and cleaning their bodies. When they felt sufficiently clean, they closed the water valves and then stepped out and Jake retrieved a body length towel and handed it to Laurel and then he retrieved another and they dried themselves off. They then applied deodorant and then stood next to one another as they brushed their teeth. Once their mouths were rinsed, they faced each other and Jake slicked his hands over Laurel's head and he grinned at her.

"You have such amazing hair babe. It's no wonder you can pull a brush through it twice and it looks perfect."

"You're sweet. I inherited mom's manageable hair."

"You have fine hair like her too. I just don't know where you got this beautiful shade of golden blond from though."

"My father. He had stark blond hair."

A vision of Laurel's father rushed through Jake's mind's eye as Laurel experienced an intense emotional rush as she mentally pictured the images she had gleaned of her father when she was younger.

"I'm sorry you never got to know him. I can feel that it weighs on you heavily."

Laurel put her hands on Jake's and took a step back pulling his hands to her bare chest.

"I was brought to term to honor him and bring a sense of purpose to mom's life. The role served on both accounts means a great deal to me but my life would feel so much more meaningful if I would have had the love and attention of my father. He meant so much to mom and still does to this day. They shared a deep love that reached deep into their souls and I kind of think you and I have something like that together. In a small way it's my way of experiencing what mom must've felt with him. I just don't know what it's like to grow up with the love of a father around. He would've been my hero and my measuring stick for what a good man is supposed to be like."

"I know he would've adored you. You're so beautiful and so warm hearted. You're what a dad dreams of his daughter being like."

"Thank you Jake. Mom did a great job of raising me, but I wonder how much different my life would've been if he had been around."

"You're thinking you never would've joined the Future mission and thus you and I would've never met."

"Part of the reason mom accepted the invite was an attempt to escape his haunting memory. She didn't expect it to follow her since he is inside her and always will be, just like how I carry you wherever I go."

"It's a little different with us since part of me physically resides inside you."

"Yeah but I know what it feels like to have that taken away. As indifferent as I was to the world around me, I still carried you with me. I couldn't escape your influence."

"I hope you never have to experience that again."

"Me too since I would have to die and come back for it to happen. With a compromised immune system it's likely I wouldn't survive for very long, not that I would want to if you were gone."

"You're not going to have to worry about that for a very long time. Even though we're living in an alternate timeline from that which we were born to, we know that all signs point to us living a very long life together."

"I know. I take great solace in that fact. We should get dressed before Missy gets here."

"Yeah, that poor girl is having a hard time adjusting to the weird circumstances we find ourselves in. We don't need to compound it by having her catch us nude."

"I would just assume keep her curiosity intact."

"Really? You sense curiosity about what you look like?"

"Yeah. It's a common feeling among girls that admire how pretty I am. They want to know if they measure up to me. I don't sense an attraction or anything like that, just curiosity. I think she has a pretty good mind as to what you look like¦though her imagination doesn't have much experience with the opposite sex to base her mental images on thus they must pale compared to how gorgeous you really are."

Jake laughed and stroked Laurel's soft cheek.

"It's so flattering to hear a shockingly gorgeous woman like you talk about me like that."

Laurel smiled and then reached over and picked up Jake's top and handed it to him. He took it from her and slipped it over his head and pulled it down, leaving his lower extremities exposed and Laurel gazed upon his fascinating form and shape and she cringed internally and Jake sensed the rush of emotion and physical sensation. He glanced down at himself and then looked at Laurel's stunning naked form.

"You're getting turned on babe. You best keep that in check, Missy is going to be joining us for her nap. We aren't' going to be able to mess around for a while."

Laurel blushed and grabbed her top and then looked at him.

"I can't help what you do to me when I look at you. You're everything a girl wants in a sexy man. I'm just glad my period is done so I can air things out."

They went about getting completely dressed save for their shoes and then they made their way out to the bedroom and Laurel retrieved her hairbrush and brushed her hair out while watching what she was doing in the mirror. When she was content with the way her slightly damp hair looked she walked over to Jake as he sat on the edge of the bed and she brushed his hair out for a few moments then she put the brush away and a knock door seemed to occur with perfect timing. Laurel looked at Jake and smiled as they both sensed Missy's familiar essence on the other side of the door.

Laurel walked over to the door and opened it to find Missy with damp neatly brushed hair and a refreshed yet tired looking face.

"Come on in Missy," Laurel said with a friendly grin as she stepped aside slightly. "You feeling better?"

"Yeah," Missy relied as she stepped into the room. "The hot shower felt terrific but I'm so tired. I can't explain it."

Laurel pushed the door shut and patted Missy's shoulder lightly.

"Back home it's the middle of the night and the adrenaline and excitement of the journey getting here is absent allowing fatigue to set in. Your circadian rhythm is a hard thing to reset."

Missy walked over to the bed and sat down next to Jake and she bumped her shoulder against his playfully.

"You sure I'm not interrupting the opportunity to have some private time together?"

"Think nothing of it Missy. You're important to us. We're glad to provide a sense of calm and safety by sharing our room with you for a while."

"Thanks. I don't have much experience with this kind of alien environment. It's a little unnerving."

"We don't sense the kind of thing you're worried about but it's certainly understandable being a pretty young girl among a bunch of alien men that don't get female contact very often. We'll make sure nothing unsavory happens while we're around."

"You¦you think I'm pretty?"

"You're beautiful Missy. I have Laurel as my idea of a perfect woman but I can still appreciate a pretty girl when I see one."

"Awe, that's sweet of you to say."

"Just stating the truth. Come on, let's get this bed made up so you can get some sleep."

Missy nodded and her and Jake stood up and Laurel walked over to the pile of folded covers and the 3 of them quickly made the bed and then Laurel pulled the top blanket down and patted the bed. Missy smiled and crawled up on the bed and plopped down her side and Laurel pulled the blanket up to her chest. Missy lifted her hands out from under the blanket and stared into Laurel's hypnotic deep blue eyes.

"Thanks for indulging my insecurities Laurel."

"You're welcome Missy. We have to take care of each other and we sensed this is exactly what you needed."

"What are you two gunna do while I sleep?"

"We'll update our mission reports. We're way behind on reporting what we've seen and done."

"Should I be keeping a daily log too?"

"It helps keep the things that happen current. Most people forget small details that can be important and hard to recall later on. Right now you just need to get some rest. You can worry about documenting what you've been through after you wake up."

"Okay. Hey¦do I have to repot about my interactions with Rodar?"

"Yes. You don't have to go into intimate detail but you need to report the nature of your interactions with him even if they're a little embarrassing or personal."

"I'm not particularly embarrassed¦it's just very personal."

"Like I said, you don't need to go into detail, just indicate that there was intimate contact and that's it."

"I guess I let my urges get ahead of my responsibilities."

"It's alright. You're only Human and he's really cute. I don't blame you one bit."

"You think the captain is going to be upset with me?"

"No. I'm sure he expects this kind of thing from time to time given how young most of the junior crew is. Don't let your responsibility to the civilian corps diminish anything from your time with Rodar. You're still expected to enjoy being young and alive and experiencing a boy like you did is part of that. You just have to use your head about exactly whom you get involved with like that and what the repercussions will be. Rodar is a normal boy, he isn't royalty or anything like that and his parents don't hold any particular importance to the community so there's no real repercussions other than the emotional effect you have on each other since you can't stay together and you both have strong feelings for one another. That's the only thing the will be of concern to command. You might be asked to undergo some therapeutic assessments to make sure you can keep your head where it needs to be. We can't have emotionally compromised crew muttling through without getting them the help they need to stay mentally focused."

"Help? How can you help a broken heart?"

"By giving you an outlet to talk about what you're feeling. Just talking about it can sometimes have a therapeutic effect."

"Right. I'll be honest without going into exact detail then, you have my word on it."

"Good. Now, get some rest ensign. We'll go before the council of priests together once Shredon presents our request."

Missy nodded and smiled then rolled over onto her side and Laurel walked around the bed and opened their packs and pulled out the data pads within each and handed Jake's to him. They then sat in the reading chairs and spent the next couple of hours compiling their experiences, theories and feelings about what they've been through. Missy fell asleep quickly and Laurel and Jake sensed that she was sleeping deeply while experiencing dreams that carried emotional intensity equal to wakeful emotions.

When they were done filling out their preliminary reports, Laurel noticed that the power level in her data pad had fallen to 30% available and she worried that it wouldn't hold up for the long drive back to Triest if indeed that was where they were going to head next. She closed the mission report program and then looked around the room and she sensed the energy coursing through the walls and she wondered if the data pad would accept electromagnetic inductance energy like it did on the Future for charging when placed on the charging pads. She stood up and walked over to the nearest wall and she simply placed the data pad against the wall and a small icon indicated that heavy charging was taking place. Laurel smiled and then looked at Jake.

"We're going to be able to charge the data pads just by placing them against the walls."

"Good. We need that data pad with the unique mapping update it conducted on the way here. You also enhanced the sensor resolution with the patch you wrote into the processing program. We're going to need that, especially if we head in a different direction when we're done here."

Laurel set the data pad on the floor so it was leaning against the wall and then she stood up and looked at Jake.

"Are you sensing a possible future in which we head somewhere else? I'm not sensing it if you are."

"It depends on how things go here. One possible outcome leads us to head east to an abandoned city to retrieve something to help our efforts to get home. I don't know if that's how things are going to work out though. There are far more possible outcomes that suggest we're going to find everything we need right here¦although¦"

"What? Although what?"

"I still sense a long journey in our future. I wish Korica were here. She's so much better at sensing future events like that."

"You mean she accentuates your ability?"

"Yeah¦. I guess. I can channel her energy because of our connection to her. It isn't near as powerful or clear as what you and I can do but her mental abilities are so distinct and sharp they help clear up my confused sense of future."

There was a light knock on the door at that instant and Laurel and Jake reached out together and distinctly sensed Shredon at the door. Laurel glanced at Missy sleeping peacefully and then she walked over to the door and opened it.

"Hello Shredon. Missy is sleeping, our sense of day and night isn't inline with the phase of the suns here."

Laurel stepped aside and Shredon stepped into the room and glanced at Missy then looked at Laurel with furrowed brows and he spoke softly.

"Is there something wrong with Michelle's bed?"

"No. She didn't want to be alone in an unknown place like this. Jake and I are able to adjust to new environments easier that she can. She was tired so we invited her to catch some sleep in our bed since we weren't tired."

"I understand. It would seem you have a great deal of consideration for your junior crewmate."

"She's our responsibility since we're her superior officers. We also happen to care a great deal about her on a personal level. During our time here on Amara we have developed a close friendship with her."

"Your superiors do not discourage such close relationships with subordinate members of your civilian corps?"

"No. We aren't a true military organization. Friendships are encouraged among the members of the civilian corps."

"That is refreshing. The tales of our military organizations in our distant past speak of personal relationships and friendships within their ranks being frowned upon."

"It's like that in our military too though¦not all members observe such conservative habits now that were seventy-three thousand light years from the military high command. Only the elite military members keep their relationships distant. Even some of them stray from time to time. We are an affectionate species and we are naturally inclined to seek out close companionship from others."

"We are a similarly social species. The senior clerics are in session. They request all three of you in the gathering hall to present your evidence. If you can prove your intentions and familiarity with the relics, they will deliberate on allowing you physical access to them for the purposes of examining their fundamental technology and function to facilitate making contact with your people."

"We're relieved to hear that they'll at least allow us to present our case but¦how are we going to prove our intentions. We have only our word for that aspect."

"It is a little known fact that the senior clerics have special talents that are unseen to the naked eye. They will know what is inside as they speak to you. That is how they will determine your true being and intentions. Your identities are have been established by your very appearances. They have seen the visual records of your time here and they are convinced you and Jake are the pair described by the harbinger so long ago. They just need to ascertain whether the harbinger was correct in his description of your personalities. Michelle is in your company, so her being will serve to further establish what your people are like."

"So your people do have advanced abilities?"

"Yes, some more than others. The priests of Amshere have devoted themselves to developing those abilities to their greatest possible degree. Some have achieved truly incredible levels of ability."

"Just imagine what you're people would've evolved to if not for the great dying."

"That point has not failed us. We have virtually started over as a species."

"I'll wake Missy so we can go. We don't want to keep the council of priests waiting."

"They are in recess until we arrive. Allow her time to wake fully."

Laurel nodded and then turned and walked over to the bed and she sat down next to Missy and placed her hand on her shoulder and gently shook her.

"Missy¦time to wake up honey."

Missy's eyes popped open and she lifted quickly onto her elbow and she blinked hard and looked around until her gaze met Shredon and she blushed momentarily and then she looked at Jake and grinned.

"Hi¦" She uttered in almost a whisper.

"Hi Missy. Good nap?"

Missy nodded and smiled and then she looked at Shredon and he offered a friendly grin and a nod.

"Take your time in waking Michelle¦do you prefer Michelle or Missy, as Laurel and Jake address you?"

"Oh uh¦either is fine sir. My friends call me Missy."

"We hardly know one another however I would be honored to be considered among those you consider a friend."

"That's sweet. I like you too sir."

Missy began to sit up so Laurel stood up and pulled the blanket down for Missy. She swung her legs out of bed and set her feet on the floor as she sat fully upright and stretched. She then slowly stood up and scratched her hips.

"Let me use the toilet and then I'll be ready to go¦I assume the council has requested us to come before them?"

"They have indeed. They are in recess until we arrive so take your time."

Missy grinned and nodded and then Laurel stepped back to Allow Missy to pass and Missy headed to the bathroom, closing the door behind her. Laurel pulled the blanket up on the bed and smoothed the blanket wrinkles out then she stepped over to her survival pack and she retrieved the handheld sensor unit. She then secured her pack and walked over to her shoes and stepped into them and Jake walked over next to her and stepped into his shoes. They then embraced each other momentarily with a hug and then they faced Shredon.

"Should we expect a stern inquisition from the council?" Laurel asked.

"Not at all. They simply wish to see your evidence and get to know you a little better. They are curious exactly what the harbinger was referring to when he claimed you both are imbued with an incredible level of ability."

"I would rather not perform tricks to prove what we claim to be capable of."

"I promise we will not ask you to show us everything you claim to capable of. We will understand the truth of your claims based upon what we sense from within. Deception or inflated boasting will be sensed."

"We have similar abilities to read a person. There are visual as well as emotional cues that not all people will be aware of."

"I agree. The visual cues often concur with what is sensed. Together they reveal truth, deception, and indifference, another clue to less than truthful responses in some cases."

"That is true unless you are dealing with a species that is not emotionally driven. We have encountered beings like that and they are very hard to read accurately since there is an odd absence of emotional essence to what is being said."

"I have never met anyone like that."

"As you might imagine we have met a great many species in our travels and some are very different even if they look familiar in anatomical structure."

"The things you have experienced take the mind reeling. For ones so young¦relatively speaking¦you have seen things most will never have concept of."

Missy stepped out of the bathroom looking awake and refreshed. Shredon offered her a warm smile.

"I promise to allow you time to recover from your long journey once the council has had the opportunity to speak with you."

"Thank you Shredon sir. I feel much better after sneaking in a short nap."

"I am pleased to hear that."

"May I ask you something sir?"

"You certainly may."

"I know the harbinger mentioned Laurel and Jake extensively, did he ever mention that they would be traveling with a companion?"

"Are you feeling left out?"

"A little maybe. We didn't listen to everything the harbinger had to say, I was just curious if we missed a portion in which I was mentioned."

"I am sorry Michelle, you were never mentioned by name or inference."

"Don't take that to mean you're insignificant Missy," Laurel said.

"I Guess I'm just not destined to have a significant influence on the Bolinar like you and Jake are."

"I beg to differ honey, you got us here in the first place. If you hadn't been so curious about the folded space manifold we never would've approached it close enough to be drawn here to Amara. You're an integral part of our destiny to help the Bolinar endure as a species¦" Laurel grinned at Missy then looked at Shredon. "Not that we know how we're going to do that."

"You are going to have to have faith that you will know what to do when the time comes."

Laurel nodded and then she looked at the stunned expression on Missy's face.

"Are you alright?"

"Yeah, I just¦I never considered that I'm responsible for us being here and we're here because you and Jake have this¦" Missy shrugged her shoulders and gently shook her head. "Unbelievable destined path that I helped provide access to by screwing up. Maybe it wasn't such a screw up?"

"Vindication huh?"

"Yeah. I don't feel like I need to kick myself so hard. I messed up but there was a positive result¦this time. I'll mind my surroundings in the future but I don't feel sick to my stomach about getting us stranded here."

"The big picture is sometimes bigger than we expect and far more convoluted. We can't always see all the angles until we look around from different perspectives."

"Metaphoric¦but I get it. I'm part of something way bigger than me."

"Yes. We all are."

"We too share in your destiny by being alive at this point in time¦the time of your predicted arrival." Shredon said proudly.

"You knew the time of arrival?" Jake asked.

"No, not precisely. We just knew you were heralded to arrive at some point. We expected contact with the harbinger to happen at the same time¦if what you reported is accurate¦that is unlikely to happen."

"That may not be the case Shredon." Laurel said. "If I understand how Hyndocan was communicating with your people, he was reaching across time. He may still contact you from the past."

"Then¦why has he not contacted us?"

"He may not be aware of our arrival yet."

"It's possible that our attempt to contact our people on Geonic is the catalyst he needs to alert him that we're here." Jake offered.

"Then success is all but assured."

"Future events are fluid Shredon. There are a million different things that need line up for things to workout in the desired way. If you understand the multiverse theory, anything that can happen will happen. It's hard to say if we're living in the universe in which things workout so Hyndocan makes contact because of our successful attempt to contact our people."

"I am not familiar with such a far fetched notion. What is to be is to be. That is the universal constant I am familiar with."

"It's a pretty broad minded theory that we have been exposed to proof of."

"I do not understand how one can prove such a theorem. Come, we should not keep the council waiting longer than is necessary."

The 3 of them nodded and Shredon led the way out of the room. Missy stopped by her bedroom and collected her shoes then caught up with Shredon, Laurel and Jake only a short distance down the hallway. They exited out into the open space at the center of Amshere and then headed east a long distance past the fountain and pond and around a lazily curving broad walkway. They finally turned left and headed toward the rock face approaching an entrance that was garnished with intricate carvings that contained symbols and glyphs all around the arched entranceway. They arrived at a huge pair of doors that Shredon opened the right door of the pair and pulled it open. They then stepped into a dimly lit hall that was clad in thick dark wood paneling that looked like cherry wood. There were huge ornate columns and posts around the perimeter of a wide space with dark green stone floors that were very obviously imported from elsewhere to cover the reddish granite that exited everywhere within Amshere. There was a large table in the center of the space that was curved, like a boomerang shape with another smaller table within the arch that had 3 chairs arranged in front of it and a pitcher of water and 3 glasses resting on a gleaming silver tray.

Near the rear of the room there were 3 doors next to one another each of which was constructed from the same exotic and deep colored wood that the rest of the space was covered in. The lighting was dim and warm creating a very inviting if not slightly mysterious and ancient feeling ambiance. Shredon and the 3 Future crew slowly walked into the room and Laurel looked around the space then she looked at the central smaller table and Shredon gently touched her shoulder.

"Be at ease Laurel. We come here to discuss the important matters of concern to the council. You three are of the utmost importance to us at the moment. This is not an interrogation, just a formal meeting between the council and the people that we have been waiting to speak with for as long as we have been alive."

"I guess our destiny is as much yours as ours."

"Yes. We knew whoever was fortunate enough to be alive when you appeared would have a great responsibility and honor to help you to help us. If we wavered, we could have doomed ourselves to oblivion. That was one of our primary goals since the inception of Amshere, that and the preservation of the things that we have accomplished over the mykas. We must not forget as we push on to endure where we have been and what we accomplished even if those technological accomplishments nearly wiped us out."

"I take it you preserved examples of art and culture too?" Jake asked.

"Yes, though not much has survived intact. That being said we still devote more storage and presentation space to cultural items than we do technological artifacts."

"I'm sorry if our interests seem a little one sided then."

"I completely understand. I know our people will have time in the future to make cultural exchanges. Right now the technological aspects are what you need in order to establish contact with your people."

"Thank you for being understanding Shredon." Laurel said.

"You are welcome Laurel. Have a seat while I inform the rest of the council you are here."

The 3 of them walked up to the central table and pulled the chairs out and sat down calmly and Shredon walked to the back of the hall and opened the center of the 3 doors and stepped through it and then closed the door. Laurel then looked at the number of high back chairs arranged around the curved table they were facing, it struck her that they were going to be addressing a large number of priests.

They sat quietly for a few minutes until the door Shredon had exited through opened and priests began ushering into the room. They were stately distinguished looking men in gleaming white robes with belts around their waists just like Shredon though there's were of a different configuration and color and they did not sport an enormous gut that hung heavy on the belt. They were all of a mild build though they appeared to be carrying a great many years on their faces. As they drew closer the Future crew stood to show respect and they seemed to slow in their approach as they stared at Laurel and Jake intently. Once the men reached their chairs and stepped around them and began to sit down Laurel and Jake sat down while looking at one another.

"They're shocked at how beautiful we are." Laurel thought.

"Yeah, I felt that too." Jake thought in return. "They appreciate how good looking I am just as much as you. That's different."

Missy sat down and nudged Laurel lightly.

"Why are they staring at us like that?" She whispered.

Laurel leaned closer and spoke very softly.

"Because they've seen artist images of Jake and I for as long as they can remember. They never expected us to be so good looking in person."

"I remember the first time I saw you two. I was amazed too."

Laurel gave her a pretty smile then the girls sat up straight and looked at the group of men studying them without saying a word. One of them finally shifted in his seat and then leaned forward slightly and spoke softly with a deep gravely voice.

"Bless all that is pure. You are really here and even more stunning in appearance than the harbinger made you out to be."

Laurel glanced at Missy and grinned then she shifted in her seat and spoke.

"Thank you sir. I hope we have not disrupted things around here too much."

"Not at all. We have been waiting for you for as long as we have been serving here at Amshere."

"I hope you do not take offense if we ask for confirmation of your claim to be from another world where the relic you wish to be granted access to is from?" Another of the priests said.

"I understand sir. We look like the individuals depicted by one of your ancient priests, but you need physical proof of who we say we are. I can provide that." Laurel replied.

Ange; lifted the handheld sensor unit from her lap and she activated the unit then looked at the priests staring at her expectantly.

"May I approach to present my evidence?"

Shredon grinned at her and waved her over gently.

Laurel scooted her chair back and stood very gracefully and then created a playback option for the data and images captured during their brief time in the lab on Geonic. She then walked to the right arm of the table where the first priest was seated and she placed the sensor unit on the table so he could see the display.

"Touch this icon right here and it will playback the images and data collected while we were in Hyndocan's¦the harbinger's lab on Geonic."

Laurel then took a step back and she heard the priest discretely inhaling deeply as she did so. It bothered her a little but she didn't sense anything inappropriate. Laurel turned and walked back over to her chair and sat down and slid her hand into Jake's for comfort. Jake grinned at her as she looked into his gorgeous deep green eyes that gave chills up and down her arms to look into deeply.

"I think it's the essence of jasmine that caught his attention babe. The shampoo in our packs is made from jasmine extract." Jake thought.

"I always suspect the worst when a man responds to my close presence like that." Laurel thought in return. "I guess it goes without saying that they've never smelled jasmine on this planet before."

Jake nodded and then they sat quietly as the sensor unit was passed around so everyone could have look at the images. When the last priest finished viewing the images he looked at the others and then pointed to the display.

"Did the rest of you notice the energy pattern detected from the probe until it went dormant?"

"I was ignoring the collected data since I could not read the language being displayed." Shredon said.

"The pattern was very familiar looking."

"More confirmation that we are looking at the same devices from a singular origin point?"

"Yes. I am convinced. Are we going to put the decision to a vote?"

"I do not think that is necessary. Are there any of you that argue the validity of the evidence presented?"

The priests looked around at one another and it was unanimous that they all agreed that their guests were those the harbinger spoke of and they had knowledge of the relics and thus deserved unrestricted access to all of the relics collected over time. Shredon nodded at each of his fellow clergy members then looked at the Future crew.

"You will be granted full access to the relics. You will be observed during your examination of the devices though we will not interfere with your examinations as long as the examination does not endanger the continued preservation of the relics."

"In other words we are not to take them apart?"

"This device you presented your evidence on appears to be capable of scanning deep within objects without the need to disassemble them?"

"Yes, that is true."

"Then we would ask that you use that technique to investigate the internal structure of the relics. We have technological devices that were constructed based on the technological aspects discovered within the probe. Those objects you may examine by disassembling some of them."

"We understand."

"If we can figure out a way of reactivating one of the relics, would you permit us to do that as long as it doesn't jeopardize the integrity of the relic?" Jake asked.

"It depends on how you intend to accomplish that. Like you said, we do not want to jeopardize the relics. You must understand how old they are. The power cells have been missing or in one case dormant for so long, reenergizing it might cause serious damage at best, create a fire or explosion hazard at worst."

"Laurel is a wiz at creating power storage mediums if she has the right components to work with. We might be able to create an external, self-contained, power source that will enable us to activate the probe¦relic¦without utilizing the original power cell. Please trust me when I say we have experience with ancient, fragile devices. We promise not to damage the relics. If we have the slightest doubt, we will come up with an idea that reverse engineers the technology to accomplish our goal of making contact in the same way the relics were designed to function. We can analyze the devices and compare their construction and design function against the scans we took in Hyndocan's lab."

"You must understand how difficult it is to hear someone so young boasting of such things. Our people studied the devices for thousands of Mykas and never managed to reenergize them successfully or reverse engineer them. We simply do not possess the proper elements to construct devices that are a true replication of the original."

"I can understand that. I hate to sound conceited but you didn't have Laurel and I working on the problem. We explained to you Shredon the radically advanced stasis chambers used to preserve us on our trip from our home world of birth to the Future planet. They kept us alive for almost six hundred years. What we didn't tell you is that Laurel figured out how to construct one designed to keep two occupants in suspension at the same time when one of our original stasis chambers was destroyed in an accident. The technology was completely unknown to us when she started studying the technology and she figured out how to do something our people back on Earth had determined was impossible. We're living proof that it was possible and she was far younger than she is now when she pulled this off. You're going to have to trust me when I say we can do this."

"Earth? Is that the name of the word you were born on?"

"Yes. It is seventy-three thousand light years from the Future planet."

"I see. The harbinger claimed you were of remarkable ability. Perhaps that is what he was referring to?"

"Partially, yes sir."

"Are all of your people capable of accomplishing such remarkable things?" One of the priests asked.

"Uh¦" Laurel started. "We are a motivated, bright species but Jake and I have abilities that escape most of our people. Even among our own kind we are considered something extraordinary. We uh¦we have the ability to join minds and then concentrate very hard on a complex problem and information comes to us from the cosmic background knowledge base that we are not exactly sure the nature of. I know that sounds bizarre but information comes to us from all around us, through us, and within us. It takes a special kind of mind, or minds to process such vast and complex information. It comes more in the form of radical mathematics than raw information, as math is the universal language that transcends all language barriers."

"Incredible! We know of this cosmic background knowledge flow. We devote a great deal of our time meditating to a higher level of consciousness that elevates our conscious mind to an altered state that allows us to receive higher knowledge. As you said, it comes to us most of the time in the form of very complex mathematics that then has to be taken down and resolved to understand what information is being accessed."

"Laurel is capable of resolving that math in her head." Jake claimed. "It's freaky how fast and competent she is with numbers and formulas. As we share a mind I have access to the same information and I am taken on a roller coaster ride as she resolves these long string equations that confound me until she gets a hold of 'em."

"Roller coaster? What is that?"

"Oh uh, it is an amusement ride that is designed to expose the body to intense inertia and gravitational force that elicits rushes of adrenaline. It's usually accomplished by climbing into a car on a tube track then you are secured in your seat and you are hurdled down a predestined track with sharp turns, rises and falls accompanied by twists and turns that occur rapidly confusing the normal senses for a short period of time."

"Sounds nauseating¦and interesting. I understand the analogy now."

"So you two exist within the head of one another all the time?" One of the priests asked leaning forward in his chair.

"Yes sir," Laurel replied. "Jake and I are paired. We share a consciousness. Our minds and bodies are tied together for the rest of our lives."

The priest leaned back and looked at Shredon seated roughly at the head of the curving table.

"She is claiming to have achieved creton dok tremena. Can we put that to the test? Should we put that to the test?"

Shredon took a deep breath that required him to lean back to allow his great gut to expand then he let it out in a huff. He stared at Laurel and Jake for a moment then he put his arms on the table.

"Retrieve the chest," He said to the priest posing the question without looking at him. "Would you be apposed to undergoing a brief example of your shared mind and senses?"

"What do you have in mind?" Laurel asked.

The other priest stood up and stepped around his chair and headed to one of the doors at the rear of the hall. He opened the door and then stepped through it leaving the door hanging open.

"It is quite simple really. We will stand you back-to-back while objects are presented to one of you; the other is expected to describe what is being presented. The next step is to have both of you close your eyes while remaining back-to-back and physical sensation will be inflicted to one of you. The one being exposed to the sensation will be expected to remain silent while the other announces the location and nature of the sensation."

"The later might be a problem."

"How so?"

"We experience most physical sensation simultaneously so with our eyes closed we won't know if we are experiencing the sensation or sensing it through our shared sense of sensation."

"That is a stupendous claim¦that serves to further substantiate your claim of creton dok tremena. It is unlikely you would have come up with that response if you were not paired as you claim."

"We'll take part in the test but you should expect us to respond at the same time most of the time."

"That in itself will confirm your shared bonded senses."

"Yes sir."

The other priest reemerged from the door at the rear of the hall with a rather sizable dark wood chest cradled in his arms. It looked heavy with its barrel shaped lid and square bottom half that the lid was secured to with a bold golden latch that looked complex and strong. The color of the metal latch seemed to belie the robust nature of the metal the latch was constructed from. The priest walked around the main curved table to the square table the 3 Future crew were seated at and he set the chest down with a bit of thud, speaking to its sturdy and heavy construction and presumably its heavy contents.

The priest then made a half turn and stared into Laurel's eyes, leaning slightly closer for a moment then he offered a friendly smile as he moved back. He then looked into Jake's eyes, again leaning closer for a few moments as he gazed deeply into his eyes. He then leaned back and looked at Missy and moved closer and grinned at her as he moved back slightly.

"I have never seen such¦captivating features. Are you three representative of what all of the people from Earth look like?"

"I hate to sound arrogant but most aren't as attractive as Jake and I. Michelle here is more representative of what most of our people look like, as far as the female side of our species anyways. She is pretty, graceful and demure."

"You and Jake have eyes and general features unlike anything I have ever seen before though Michelle is beautiful in her own right. You must pardon my admiration; we do not have guests that look as you do. You three are a breath of fresh air around here."

"Thank you sir," Missy said with a broad smile. "I am usually overshadowed by how gorgeous Laurel and Jake are. I'm honored that you would include me in your shocked admiration."

The priest reached over and pat the back of Missy's hand on the tabletop.

"You are an attractive girl with a sweet innocents that I am sure boys your age find irresistible."

"Thank you sir. I have been concentrating so hard on my studies that I generally don't notice when they take notice of me like that."

"You appear to be reaching the age that will change. You will begin to study the opposite sex with equal interest and revelation soon enough."

The priest stepped back and gestured for Laurel and Jake to join him in front of the table. Laurel and Jake slid their chairs back with a slight screech on the stone floor and then they stood up and Laurel slid her hand into Jake's and they gracefully walked around the table and faced the priest. He gently reached out and placed his hands on Laurel's shoulders and he guided her to turn around and step back so her back was against Jake's. The priest then reached into his robe and pulled a long gold chain from around his neck and at the end of the chain was a key with 4-toothed segments projecting from the central stalk, like a cross. He stuck the key into the latch on the chest and turned it to the right and the locking mechanism clanked and the latch popped up. He withdrew the key and set it on the table then he lifted the heavy lid open, leaving it upright in a way so Jake couldn't see into the chest.

"The items in this chest are revered relics of the order that defy a simple guess as to their appearance. I will present random items to you Jake and I would ask for Laurel to describe what you are seeing. I will then do the same with her, expecting you to describe what she is seeing."

"Sounds simple enough."

The priest then reached into the chest and solid metallic items could be heard jangling and sliding against glass sounding items then a tingling as items dropped away from the item in the priest's grasp. He then held out an amulet that was exquisitely crafted from solid gold. Jake looked the amulet over and Laurel was able to glean clear details from his sense of awe.

"You're holding a gold amulet on a rope braid chain¦" Laurel said. "It has three raised symbols on its face, it is encrusted with red, green then blue jewels around its circumference in alternating sequence. The symbols are comprised of a perfect circle with a cross through it and a downward angled line from the right point of the cross, a line that turns sharply to the left at its bottom with three lines crossing its length, and a triangle with a circle in the middle that has a crescent shape in the center of that circle."

"Remarkable! This is the tribute from Golanda, a village that no longer exists. Its population disbanded when their genetic diversity diluted to the point that birth defects led to debilitating deformities that could not be overcome. A common result of low population numbers within a group of people trying to increase their numbers without an influx of new members."

The priest stared at the amulet a moment longer then he replaced the Golanda tribute and he rattled his hand around in the chest and removed another object and held it out in this palm.

"You're holding a ring. It is constructed from a silver metal that I am not familiar with. It has a perfectly round white¦we believe it's a stone of some kind. There are sparkling clear gems surrounding the white stone and on each side there are two teardrop shaped blood red faceted gems with small prongs holding them into their setting mounts. The white stone appears to be bonded with an adhesive as there are no prongs holding it in place but the clear gems have very fine lines of silver crossing their faces holding them in place."

"That is truly incredible! Your description is spot on. The stone, as you call it, is from a rondite formation within a volcanic outflow. It is actually a crystalline with a very tightly packed structure. Exceedingly rare, in ancient times valuable beyond belief. The other gems are croanats, the clear gems, and blood grace fregots. This ring is believed to have belonged to royalty of some kind long ago."

The priest dropped the ring back into the chest and then looked at Jake.

"I would like you to switch positions now so I may present objects to Laurel with you giving a description of what is being presented Jake."

Jake nodded and they switched positions and Missy leaned forward slightly.

"Laurel? Did you actually see what Jake was looking at?"

"No, not exactly. It's a sense of his reactions to what he was looking at. I feel his emotions so distinctly that my imagination can form a mental picture of what he's looking at without actually seeing what he's seeing. We haven't yet been able to force a shared minds eye for more than a few seconds at time but we know even that's possible once we learn to hone our abilities a little better."

"I didn't know our emotions contained that much detail."

"It's a language all its own if you know how to read its subtle nuances."

"Are you ready?" the priest asked.

"Yes." Laurel replied.

The priest rattled around in the chest noisily until he settled on what he felt would be an exceedingly difficult item to guess the nature of. He held the item out with two hands and looked into Laurel's stunning face and couldn't help but smile at how her beauty for one so young made his skin tingle and senses flourish.

"You're holding a dull gray metal¦canister case for something more precious based on the interlocking lid with a thumb handle to lift it open while holding the curved handle after releasing the swing hook securing the domed lid closed. It is heavy and thick suggesting it protects something fragile, circular and tall in shape."

"Outstanding!" The priest uttered with a smile.

The priest then flipped the swing hook open and pressed down on the lid lever as he held the canister by its handle and the lid squeaked as it swung up. The priest then gently dumped the canister into his hand and the object within slid out into his waiting palm. He set the canister down on the table and turned the revealed object upright and held it up for Laurel to see it clearly.

"You're now holding an exquisite pale blue goblet with intricate faceting all around its sides and embellishments in the form of filigrees and floral patterns inlaid in gold in two tones, rose hued and yellow. It looks to be very old and worn, like it has been handled a lot. We don't think it's glass; it's probably some kind blue crystal, a single piece of that has been sculpted into a goblet. It has a thick stem that can almost be seen through the crystal is so pure. The rim has a depression in one particular spot that is likely a spot of a fracture that was repaired to render the goblet usable without cutting a person's lip if they drink from the goblet."

The priest looked at the other priests and smiled brightly.

"I am convinced. These two share a mind and senses. They refer to their observations in the plural and the level of detail realized can only be explained by a shared mind¦especially given the confession of no shared direct sight."

The priest carefully slid the goblet back into its storage canister and secured the swing hook then laid it back in the chest and swung the lid closed. Jake stepped around Laurel and faced the priest.

"Thank you for indulging us." The priest said.

"Anything to convince you that we have no intention to deceive you."

"I believe you have established that fact beyond a doubt."

The priest smiled and then slid the chest off the table into his arms and then turned and headed around the council table and walked toward the back of the hall. Laurel and Jake then walked back around the table Missy was seated at and they sat down. Missy then leaned closer to Laurel.

"That was really impressive." Missy whispered.

"Thanks Missy. It's how we see the world around us most of the time."

"So you're aware of twice what most of us are at any one time?"

"Yes. Small details that would escape notice by one person are observed and remembered in detail forever thanks to my photographic memory and annoying attention to detail."

Missy smiled but resisted laughing.

"Are you two cable of other abilities that are unusual?" One of the priests asked.

"We possess the healing touch, an exceedingly rare talent among our people." Jake replied. "We were taught how to hone the ability to a refined level."

"Taught?" The priest continued with raised brows. "I thought you said it is an exceedingly rare talent among your people. How were you able to be tutored in a subject unknown to those around you?"

"Life is sometimes the best teacher. We encounter beings in peril¦including one girl in particular that means the world to us and we extended ourselves after being told we had this ability residing deep within us by a wise and ancient race of beings. The effort resulted in life threatening injuries being healed saving the life of the girl I mentioned. We have healed person and animal alike with success."

"How does such a thing work?"

"There is a natural healing ability in all of us, all living things are able to heal to some degree to continue their lives after injury of sickness. We have the ability to focus and direct the energy involved with that process and we can impart it to another living being through direct physical contact. The healing process is accelerated and in some cases initiated in an otherwise damaged area that the body is incapable of healing completely. We really don't understand the true nature of this healing energy but we know we can pass it along when we join forces. We call it the healing touch as that is the literal translation from the afore mentioned ancient race that advised us of its existence within us."

"That is remarkable! Would you mind a demonstration of this¦healing touch?"

"I uh¦it has a different effect on a person if they aren't sick or injured. It's a little unpredictable what the effect will be aside from a feeling of revitalization and youthfulness."

"What did you have in mind?" Laurel asked.

"If we invite a brother cleric that is infirmed to join us, would you be able to heal his infirmity so we may witness this miraculous ability?"

"I suppose we can perform another trick for your entertainment, but I would ask you to stop making us perform so we can get on with the reason we came here in the first place."

"Fair enough. Mind you this is not a question of the validity of your claim, we would just like to witness this healing touch first hand. Brother Merod can use your help as well. He is barely ambulatory due to the advancing nature of his infirmity."

"You sense our compulsion to help those in need even if we don't know them."

"We are simply reading what your characters consist of. Some things cannot be withheld or hidden from those with the ability to detect the nature of a person."

"Yes sir, I agree with that sentiment. Bring brother Merod before us and we'll heal his afflictions."

"Wonderful!"

The priest stood up and stepped around his chair and walked to the front of the hall and opened the door and stepped out, closing the door behind him.

"May I ask your intentions if you contact your people?" One of the remaining priests asked.

"Uh¦we plan to let them know we are among non hostile locals that are willing to allow us access to their most prized relics so we can let those that care about us back home know we are alive and well."

"I think you misunderstand what I am asking. Are you going to recommend your people come here in great numbers to¦assess who we are and what we can offer?"

"No. Not unless that is what you want us to convey to our leadership?"

"I am interested in what you want to convey?"

"Ah. I want to convey that you are a species in recovery and our presence could prove disruptive. Our technological ways would be an affront to your way of life so we should avoid further contamination by our physical presence. If a reliable means of communication can be established I would recommend Amshere be the point of continued contact and contact should be allowed to originate from here. While I personally feel we could contribute a great deal of knowledge that would be helpful to your ongoing efforts to endure and thrive, it should be disseminated through a collective of wise and decisive individuals that can choose what information or cultural traits are appropriate for the Bolinar people. If continued isolation is desired we need to respect that and stay away until a time when your people feel ready to interact with us in a more meaningful way."

"That is a very mature and respectful attitude. You will not miss contacts already made, perhaps sneaking away to make a clandestine meeting?"

Laurel resisted looking at Missy but she knew they were sensing Missy's feelings for Rodar and perhaps her now triggered response inciting memories that ushered a strong emotional rush of mixed feelings and ideas.

"I will confess that I have feelings for a boy I met in Triest sir," Missy divulged. "His name is Rodar."

"I detect intense feelings when you speak his name. I am not familiar with the boy you speak of though I can tell he made a big impression on you."

"Yes sir. Even so I promise I would never violate your sovereignty by stealing onto your world to see him. I have far too much respect for him and all of your people to do that. If I were to engage in that kind of activity, the repercussions would be severe to say the least. As a member of the civilian corps I am held to a higher standard of behavior."

"We can sense the truth in your words. It is reassuring to know your leadership and parents encourage respectful behavior like that. I can see why you were granted membership in this civilian corps. You exhibit mature rational behavioral characteristics."

"Thank you sir."

The door latch clanked at the back of the hall and all eyes turned to the door as the priest that left to fetch brother Merod stepped in and then waited as brother Merod slowly made his way through the doorway with the aid of two walking sticks to maintain his balance as he stiffly yanked one leg in front of the other. He made his way through the doorway and the priest closed the door behind him then slowly walked with him until they reached the table the Future crew were seated at. The priest gestured to the trio and then made his way back to his seat among the senior clerics.

"Greetings friends. I am brother Merod."

"Greetings good sir," Laurel said. "What exactly were you told about the reason for your being here?"

"I am not ordinarily invited to the senior cleric meetings. I was informed that we had special guests from afar that can help with my crippling joint injuries. You three are not exactly what I was expecting¦you are definitely a sight to behold though. All three of you are of incredible presence and appearance."

"Thank you sir. I believe we can help. May I ask how your joints wound up in such bad shape? You do not appear old enough to be suffering from advanced arthritis."

"I do not know what arthritis is. I fell from a third tier balcony and landed in a tree on the ground level. The bounce through the limbs is what kept from being killed outright though significant damage was done to my rotating joints and a few bibs and my left arm were broken."

"I am so sorry that happened. How long ago did this happen?"

"Almost ten mykas ago. Most of my injuries have long since healed, my hips and knees however have substantial scaring resulting in a loss of rotational mobility and the very ability to carry my body weight without serious pain involved."

Laurel turned in her seat and stood in one graceful move that even took Jake by surprise. Laurel was evolving into such a creature of grace to go along with her stunning beauty, he knew she was going to be a lady like no other very soon. Laurel walked around the table to Merod and gently put her hand under his right arm.

"I'm going to need you to stand still for a moment. Jake and I are going to move you to a lying position on the table over there." She said gesturing to the curved table the priests were seated at.

"Oh honey, I cannot climb onto that table."

"I know that Merod. We are going to levitate you onto the table. We need you lying flat so that when your body reacts to what we are going to do, you don't fall down. Your muscles are going to tighten up in reaction to our efforts."

Merod looked at the other priests with a look of concern and Shredon offered a friendly smile.

"The youth before you are capable of things hard to imagine brother Merod. Please trust them and do as they say."

Merod took a deep breath and then looked into Laurel's stunning face and couldn't help but smile brightly.

"I put myself at your mercy young lady, do as you will."

"Thank you. This might feel a little weird but it won't hurt, I promise."

Laurel looked at Jake and he smiled at her and then they closed their eyes and reached out to one another and easily joined minds deeply. Once the adrenaline and emotional rush diminished, Laurel opened her eyes and looked at Merod.

"Have you ever experienced weightlessness?"

"Weightlessness? No."

"Of course you haven't. We are going to establish a region around your body in which gravity will be canceled out. You will need to relax and resist the urge to flail around as you will begin to tumble in mid air."

"How peculiar. Will I not float away without gravity to pull me to the ground?"

"No sir. I won't let that happen. Once the gravity free region is established, I will exert a telekinetic grip on you in order to move you to the table and keep you from floating away."

"I do not know what telekinetic means dear."

"That is the ability to move objects¦and people, with your mind."

"I see. You have some remarkable talents hidden in such a cute package. You are truly lovely honey."

"You're sweet, thank you Merod. Are you ready?"

"As ready as I can be for something that sounds so unusual."

Laurel looked back at Jake and he stood and walked over to her side and then Laurel took a few deep breaths and calmed her mind and then she concentrated on her feelings for Jake and she let the feeling swell within her and her energy potential began to rise along with her swelling feelings. Once she felt her potential had reached a sufficient level she thrust her hands out and pushed at the same time and Merod sprang 3 inches from the floor instantly and his pain level disappeared as his weight was washed away freeing his joints from their agonizing task of supporting him upright. Laurel then pulled her influence back to maintain a gravity free bubble around him without inputting more energy. Jake felt the surge draw through him and then even out to a slow trickle of contributing energy.

Merod's eyes grew big but he grinned at the instant pain relief as Laurel steadied his floating so he remained upright though his robe and hair were floating around is if he was in water with a slow current circulating around him.

"Oh my! What a curious sensation¦there is no pain¦though my stomach does not like this very much."

"Keep swallowing so your esophagus pushes waves down your throat." Jake offered.

Merod nodded lightly and began swallowing repeatedly and after a few moments he looked at Jake and grinned and nodded once.

"That definitely helps."

Laurel then initiated a guiding force to slowly move Merod toward the curved table and the priests seated in the last 3 seats stood up quickly and pulled their chairs away from the table with a dull screech as the feet of the heavy chairs dragged noisily across the floor. Laurel guided Merod up to the table and then she pushed slightly and Merod began to slowly rotate from the upright to the Futuretal position and he waved his arms around wildly for a moment then he remembered Laurel's urging to remain calm and avoid flailing around and he relaxed and closed his eyes as he swallowed repeatedly to keep his stomach contents down. When Laurel had him inverted to a flat position she guided his figure over the table as his robe wavered like a flag under water slowly furling and unfurling in the zero gravity field he was encompassed within. Laurel then slowly guided his mass to the table surface and Merod opened his eyes and looked first left then right as he got his bearings and he was surprised to find he was lying flat, he though he was still upright and it initiated a momentary feeling of disphoria that faded once he realized his body position. He settled to within a few millimeters of the table surface and then Laurel slowly withdrew her influence and the ambient gravity washed over him and he cringed as his weight settled onto his shoulders and back then his feet fell to the sides and he grimaced in pain then the feeling eased to a manageable level and he looked up at his fellow priests.

"That was a truly exhilarating sensation. You should try weightlessness sometime my brothers."

"We will take your word for it and call it fact thank you." One of the standing priests said with a great smile on his face.

Laurel then withdrew her concentration and she looked at the handheld sensor unit still sitting on the table.

"If you have no objections I would like to use that handheld sensor to take some scans of brother Merod before and after so you can see the changes?"

"You are absolutely certain that sensor does not have adverse effects on the body?" One of the priests asked looking at the sensor unit.

"Yes, I am positive. It uses accelerated non-linear proton isotopes that reflect off various components in the body and the sensor receives those reflected isotopes to create a three dimensional image of the internal structure of the body. The cosmic radiation reaching us from space causes more damage than that sensor ever will."

"While I do not understand the explanation of function, I sense your knowledge of and comfort with the technology. We will permit it."

The priest picked up the sensor unit and handed it to Laurel and she flipped it around so she was looking at the display and she tapped a few icons and initiated the body scan display mode and she scanned Merod from head to toe and then she stepped back and examined the scan analysis. She was shocked to see the amount of scaring and lump calcification in his joints and back. She could also see the evidence of the injuries Merod had spoken of. They had healed nicely but they were very evident and she knew when her and Jake were through, all evidence of the bone and muscle injuries would be virtually undetectable. Laurel then walked around the table with an image of the scanned details of Merod's joints on the display. She handed the sensor unit to the first priest and then she stepped back.

"You will note the poor condition of his joint sockets and how much scaring there is on the balls of the sockets. That will all be healed when we are done."

The priests passed the sensor unit around until they all had a chance to examine the scan image. The sensor unit was then set on the table and the priests watched intently. Laurel looked across the table at Jake, who was now standing in the vacant spot where the 3 chairs had been pulled away from the table.

"What do you think? Medium intensity?" Laurel thought.

"Yeah, sustained waves of medium intensity healing energy should be sufficient and we can maintain that kind of output longer and with more of a measure of control." Jake thought in return as he physically nodded in agreement with her.

Merod furrowed his brows but grinned at Laurel.

"Are you in communication with your mate there?"

Laurel looked down at him and smiled and nodded.

"Yes sir. Jake I have joined minds for this procedure. We're thinking within each other's heads right now."

"How extraordinary! You sense his emotional state as well?"

"Oh yes sir, very much so. I sense his emotions as if they originate in me."

"That must be terribly confusing."

"At times, but it's wonderful too. We share our existence completely when we join minds like this."

"I have heard tales about such a thing being possible, I never thought I would encounter anyone that actually achieved creton dok tremena."

"You know about the merging of essences then?"

"Only that in legend some of our ancestors claimed to have had that ability."

"Well we are living proof that such a thing is possible¦for our people anyways. I cannot speak to what your people are truly capable of."

"That means if I touch his hand while you are not looking, you will sense it?"

"Yes. Physical sensation is processed in both our brains when we're connected like this. Other times the sense of it is realized but you are keenly aware the other is the one experiencing the stimuli. It's more muted or subconscious if that makes sense?"

"I think it does."

A couple of the priests whispered very quietly among themselves and Laurel sensed the all too familiar curiosity being discussed about physical sensation during intercourse and she shook her head but grinned. She then spoke without looking at the gossiping men.

"We share every physical sensation including those experienced when engaging in intimacy. The greatest moment of pleasure can be an out of body experience it is so intense."

"I did not ask about your intimate moments, nor would I insult you by considering the subject with a sweet young lady like you."

"Oh I know you didn't Merod. Some of your fellow clergy did though. I was resolving their curiosity politely."

"We apologize Laurel," One of the gossipers said humbly. "We forgot you could sense what people are thinking. It is probably intensified when you join minds with Jake?"

"Apology accepted. Our sense of ability more than doubles when we join minds. It is more like a ten-fold increase in sensitivity and ability."

"Don't feel bad," Jake said. "Most people are curious about the same thing when they find out Laurel and I share physical sensations."

"We did not feel it would have been appropriate to ask about such a personal topic."

"You're probably right. We might have been made to feel a little uneasy if you had asked us directly what it's like when we¦lie together."

"If it is alright, I would like to get on with this? This table is very hard and uncomfortable for someone with the bad joints. It is not doing my back any good either."

"Of course," Laurel said with a smile. "All that will be a thing of the past when we're done. Now, we have to establish physical contact with bare skin. We usually prefer to place our hands over the area that needs the most attention. Since it is your hips that need the most attention, we will not be doing that. We will place our hands on your chest and neck."

"My neck? Why my neck?"

" Other than your back it is the closest location to your spine and that's the communication conduit for your body. It will facilitate the transfer of energy reaching the areas in need."

"And my chest?"

"We could place our hands on your face if you would like but the chest offers a broad area of skin where we can both place our hands."

"Oh. I think I would prefer not to have this energy you are going to impart to me delivered through my face."

"There you go. We figured as much sir."

"You can do it by touching anywhere though?"

"Yes sir. We've seen the technique done from the hand before. It takes more effort from us to do that though. We would prefer to utilize an area of your body that allows us to deliver medium intensity transfer. From the hand it has to be quite intense to accomplish the same thing, as there are fewer major nerves in the hand and arm to transport the healing energy to the rest of the body."

"I see. I do not have a problem with you placing your hands on my chest and neck."

Laurel nodded and Merod loosened his belt and then pulled his robe to the sides and then he reached into his robe and lifted his undershirt up high on his chest. He had pale skin suggesting no exposure to sunlight in a very long time and Laurel was relieved that he had no chest hair. She was almost afraid he would be a grizzly bear under his shirt.

Laurel placed her right hand on his bare chest and then cupped her left hand around the back of his neck and lifted slightly so her hand was pressed tightly to his skin. Jake then placed his left hand on Merod's chest and he laid his right palm on the side of his neck with the side of his hand touching Laurel's fingertips. Laurel and Jake then closed their eyes and concentrated on their love for one another and the feeling instantly swelled greatly and it only took a few seconds to reach sufficient potential and they both pushed medium hard and they could feel the surge of warm healing energy flowing down their arms and out of their hands into Merod.

Merod flinched hard and winced his face at the first wave and then he opened his eyes wide as his whole body tingled. It felt like every nerve ending in his body was suddenly alive and tingling. Laurel and Jake then concentrated on sending wave after wave of medium intensity healing energy into Merod and he began to grin as the pain he was so accustomed to seemed to just melt away among the intense tingling that was now heaviest in his back and hips.

"Oh my!" Merod exclaimed.

"Are in pain brother?" One of the priests asked in a soft voice.

"Oh no, quite the opposite. This feels incredible! The pain I have learned to live with is all but gone. There is a burning tingle happening in my hips¦though burning would indicate an uncomfortable sensation and this is anything but uncomfortable. It is amazing!"

Laurel and Jake ignored the conversation and kept sending wave after wave and Merod jerked a few times and quivered continuously as each wave caused a tightening then relaxing response in all his muscles that was visible to the outside observers. After 3 minutes of continuous energy transfer Laurel and Jake concluded that they had imparted enough to heal Merod's infirmities so they pulled their influence back slowly and the waves of energy decreased in intensity until they just faded away completely. Laurel and Jake then opened their eyes and withdrew their hands and took several deep breaths to recover themselves as they withdrew into their own minds and Merod slowly looked over at Laurel first, then at Jake.

"You have stopped¦though the tingling sensations continue."

"You'll continue to feel that for some time as your body continues to process and utilize the imparted energy. Your body will know where it's needed most and direct it there."

"Oh my stars! Your face just grew clearer¦like a foggy veil being lifted from one's eyes."

"Did you have poor eyesight before?" Laurel asked.

Merod turned his head and looked at Laurel.

"Oh yes. My vision has been deteriorating over the last ten mykas or so. I think the last myka or two has seen the greatest decline in my depth perception and near sightedness. That all seems to have cleared up."

"The eyes are actually easy organs for the body to heal if it has sufficient energy of the right nature."

"I may be able to read the ancient scrolls once again. I have quit trying as it gave me headaches to force my eyes to focus on the fine print on most of them."

"You don't have corrective lenses, you know eyeglasses?" Jake asked.

"No."

"Give it a few and you may find other ailments and afflictions healing that you had forgotten about."

"So you did not heal just my joints?"

"No sir, as much energy as we imparted to you, your body will experience all sorts of rejuvenating responses. Vitality, stamina, physical strength, they should all be increased significantly within a short period."

"What a wondrous talent¦and a gift you have granted upon me. Thank you."

"You are most welcomed good sir. You will need to remain calm and lying down for a while until your body has made use of the healing energy coursing through your body."

"That will not be a problem. I do not think I could remain standing with my body tingling like this. It reminds me of the feeling when a limb falls asleep then awakens with a numb tingling sensation. Difference being I am feeling that sensation all over my body all the way to the bone."

"Your body is not accustomed to processing this much healing energy. It is usually a miniscule amount produced and processed over time. You have received a massive dose all at once. It is a natural energy to the body so it will not cause harm, it will just take time for the odd sensations to fade."

"You are sure this is safe for people that are not from the same world as you?"

"Yes. We have used this same technique on people from different worlds including a rather sizable pair of bearcats. They are warm-blooded intelligent four-legged animals that are definitely not like you and I. Their injuries were healed just as effectively with no adverse reactions so we are absolutely sure this is safe."

"Is it possible there are life forms out there that this won't work on?" Missy asked.

Laurel looked at Missy and grinned.

"I would imagine so. There are trillions of inhabited worlds in the local galactic neighborhood we inhabit. We have no concept of what some of that life is like. Carbon based is the most common body plan but clearly not the only one. The healing touch probably wouldn't work on silicon-based life for example. Nerve signal transmission is carried out in a far different manner than it is in us."

"I would imagine so. I thought your gift would be adaptive or something to different life forms."

"It is within certain parameters. Different species yes, different forms of life entirely¦we wouldn't take the chance and attempt the healing touch on such a different form of life."

"You've seen silicon based life forms?"

"No. There is information about different forms of life in the new data core. I've perused the information briefly out of curiosity but I didn't study it in detail."

Missy nodded and Laurel turned her attention to Merod.

"Are you feeling any shortness of breath or dizziness?"

"No. Is that something you have observed in others you have imparted this gift to?"

"Yes. The metabolism is significantly increased and if one doesn't increase their breathing to match they can experience a shortness of breath and even dizziness."

"I am in fact breathing deeper and faster than I would expect while lying still. I assumed it was in response to the healing taking place."

"It is, that's good that you are responding to your bodies unusual needs like that."

Jake looked at the handheld sensor and one of the standing priests stepped forward and picked it up and handed it to Jake and nodded once and offered a friendly grin. He then touched the display and the device emerged from power save mode and Jake reactivated scan mode and he held the device over Merod and began a steady scan from head to toe. Jake then reviewed the collected data and he leaned over Merod and held the device so Merod was able to see the scan image.

"You see the reduction in scar tissue in and around your joints? That is why the pain has gone away. The inflammation should begin to subside momentarily as well. Once that happens it should be safe to allow you to try standing."

"I see that. What is all that data in the margin? I cannot read those characters."

"Oh uh, that's written English. It is displaying your vitals and blood chemistry readings."

"I see." Merod then squinted slightly as he stared at Jake then he looked over at Laurel. "Is it excessively warm in here for you two?"

"Not especially so, why?" Laurel replied.

"Your foreheads have beads of perspiration on them."

"That is the residual effect of delivering the healing touch. It takes some physical effort to expend that much energy. Our blood pressure, heart rate and breathing increase while performing the healing touch like we did. With such high neural activity occurring it takes a lot of blood flow to supply our brains with the needed oxygen."

"You have an amazing understanding of your advanced physiological responses."

"We have been like this for some time now. We have made an effort to understand what is happening to us when we extend ourselves like this."

"You were not born with these abilities intact?"

"No. We were born with the potential within us but our abilities manifested once we reached a milestone age and met one another. We exhibited advanced traits from a very young age but the level of ability we possess is kind of unprecedented for our people. We represent what our people are evolving toward but Jake and I are a leap forward on that evolutionary path. Within a few generation most of us will be as gifted as Jake and I."

"She's neglecting to mention a recent example of someone born a generation after us that is showing advanced intelligence and ability from birth. We have seen a child less than a myka old that can hold intelligent conversations and perform advanced mathematics in her head¦advanced for an infant anyways. She can also walk at an age that is pretty much unheard of suggesting muscle strength and coordination that usually occurs at a myka old in place almost from birth."

"Remarkable! None of our people exhibit that kind of thing from birth¦not the kind of things you two are capable of at any point in their life. This healing of others simply by touching them is something I have never heard of."

"To tell you the truth we had never heard of something like that either. Like I said, Jake and I are a huge leap forward in Human evolution as far as ability goes."

"None of your people are capable of creton dok tremena like you two are?"

"There are actually some people around our age that are exhibiting traits that suggest they are capable of becoming paired like Jake and I. Others have advanced abilities of varying degree and nature but we're just now figuring out how to assess a person for such things."

"Then your people have not been on this advanced path for very long?"

"It is a long story. The short answer is no, around thirty mykas ago these advanced traits started to emerge. They are triggered by very old genes in our base code that have been dormant for millions of generations for whatever reason and now they are presenting as active and dominant."

"So you are saying the active genes are passed along to offspring exclusively in the active form?"

"Very good, yes. There are a whole series of contributing genes, but the primary trigger gene is easily identified and traceable through our mitochondrial DNA. It can be traced back through our ancestral lines to an origin point over one and a half million¦mykas ago. That is to say the genes are ancient and why they were turned off in the first place is unknown but they're now active resulting in people like Jake I. There is still a lot of our genetic code that we don't completely understand the nature of."

"Your level of understanding seems to be very great for a young lady of your mykas. You mentioned things I have no understanding of. Such as mitochondrial DNA."

"DNA is the blueprint within the cells of all living things. It is unique for every being, like a fingerprint. I have extensive experience with genetic scientific disciplines. The reason why is another long story. We have a technology that imparts advanced knowledge subliminally to advance a person's understanding of new subjects. I was exposed to knowledge in this manner and I have experience manipulating human and non Human genes to make them compatible."

"Why would you manipulate non Human genes like that? I assume Human is what you call your species?"

"Yes sir. We call ourselves Human. I was trying to make a non Human girl compatible with a Human boy for the purpose of reproduction."

"Incredible! Were you successful?"

"Yes. I came up with a retrovirus gene therapy that will make the non-Human girl capable of reproducing with a Human¦for a short time anyways. The retrovirus will eventually wear off and it will take a series of inoculations to make it work."

"How extraordinary! You are an incredible young lady."

"Thank you sir. Has the tingling sensation faded?"

"Yes, now that you mention it. There is still a slight buzzing feeling all over but the tingles have subsided."

Laurel then looked at Jake and Jake nodded and initiated another full body scan. Once he reached Merod's feet, he lifted the sensor unit and examined the analysis data and the smile on his face affirmed what Merod was feeling. Jake held the unit in front of Merod and allowed him to view the scan image as it slowly scrolled down the image of his body's internal anatomy. When the review image reached Merod's toes Jake handed the sensor unit to the nearest priest standing next to him.

"You can see for yourselves the extent of the healing realized up to this point and the effect will continue until the energy imparted to him is consumed."

The sensor unit was passed from one person to the next as the scan image was replayed for each and after a few passes, one of the priests looked at Laurel.

"What would happen if you imparted this healing touch to a person that is not injured or in need of critical healing like brother Merod here?"

"We have done that before. It imparts a feeling of youthfulness and vitality that cannot be realized at the same level any other way. I don't think it's something that should be done on a regular basis but the few times we performed it there were only positive results experienced by the recipients."

"This healing touch does have an adverse effect on you and Jake though, correct?"

"Yes. It drains us significantly but if we perform it while joined like we just did we can share the load so we aren't drained to the point of exhaustion."

"You can perform the healing touch on your own then?"

"Yes sir. It takes a bigger toll on us to do it singularly but we both possess the ability independently."

"Are you hinting to some of your abilities requiring a joint effort?"

"Some of the more sophisticated abilities, yes."

"What would be an example of an ability like that?"

"Oh¦trying to reach out to someone many light years distant."

"Are you talking about contacting someone in another solar system?"

"Yes."

"Bless my soul¦you are that powerful?"

"It doesn't take power, just sensitivity. That particular ability is one of perception, not physical force."

"So you could reach out to someone anywhere on this world and communicate with them?"

"No. It doesn't work like that. It would have to be a person with innate abilities for communication to take place. We can however sense a person and even see what they are doing and hear what they are saying across great distances. Jake has a better sense of that ability than I do, but we both have the ability within us."

"You cannot hear thought across that same distance?"

"No. We have to enter a person's mind to hear what they are thinking and they would know we were in their head. They would sense an echo of our presence in their mind. We have never tried to do that over long distance though. We actually respect a person's right to privacy and thus do not enter other's minds without permission."

"That is commendable."

The last priest finished viewing the scan image and set the sensor unit on the table and pushed it toward the outer edge so Laurel or Jake could retrieve it when desired. Laurel glanced at the sensor unit then looked into Merod's eyes.

"You feel like trying to sit up?"

"Yes. The tingles have diminished greatly."

Laurel stepped closer to the table and placed her hand at the back of Merod's left shoulder in preparation to assist him in his effort to sit up but Merod slid his hands back on the table and sat up from the lying position with no effort and Laurel followed his back without actually touching him. The look of shock on Merod's face spoke to the lack of strain to sit up like he hadn't experienced for decades.

"Gracious me! I have not had that kind of strength in my back for so long, I forgot what it was like to sit up without rolling on my side and pivoting on my hip to a sitting position with great pain involved."

Merod swung his legs off the edge of the table as he pivoted on his bottom and Laurel took a step back and Merod practically hopped off the table to a standing position and a huge smile erupted on his face as he looked down at his feet then flexed his knees a few times experiencing no pain of any kind. He slapped his hands noisily on his thighs a few times and smiled.

"I have the strength and steadiness in my legs to climb to the highest courtyard and once again observe the view of the desert around us at sunrise. I have not been able to do that since my fall."

Laurel looked at the stunned faces of the priests looking at them.

"I hope we have proven that we are not going to deceive you no matter how unbelievable our claim happens to be."

"We did not doubt your claim of possessing the healing touch¦even if it is a hard to believe claim, we simply wished to see the healing touch put into practice as we said before. You must admit brother Merod was in dire need of your gift?"

"There's no denying that. We are thrilled we could help heal his languishing injuries."

"I do not know how to begin to thank you and Jake for what you have done for me. I feel like mykas have been added to my life."

"It was our pleasure Merod. In fact we likely did add mykas to your life. The healing touch can have all sorts of life extending results aside form healing obvious injuries."

The standing priests pushed their chairs back up to the table and Jake and Laurel got the hint and Jake collected the sensor unit as he and Laurel walked back to their seats by Missy. Shredon then stood up and addressed Merod.

"Brother Merod you are free to go. Thank you for agreeing to undergo the healing touch so we may witness its use."

"Thank you for allowing me the honor brother Shredon. I realize my opinion is unwarranted in your further interactions with these three, however I would like to voice my recommendation that they be granted absolutely anything they request so long as it does not put our citizens or world in jeopardy¦which I believe their characters have proven above doing knowingly."

"We always accept and value the opinions of our fellow clergy brother Merod. In this case we are already convinced and prepared to do as you suggest. They will be extended every curtsey and privilege within our means. I would like you to take some time to experience your newfound health and vitality then make a visit to the medical facilities on tier ten. I would just like to insure there are no unforeseen side effects involved with what has been done to you."

"I understand brother. I will comply after I visit the observation balcony. I wish to climb the stairs and enjoy the view as I have not been able to do for so long."

"We certainly understand your desire to do that."

"I take my leave then."

Merod turned and faced the Future crew and then walked up to the table they were seated at and he reached out his hands while looking at Laurel and Missy. The girls glanced at one another then grinned and extended a hand each. Merod slid his hand under their outstretched hands and then leaned forward slightly and he kissed the back of each of their hands in turn. He then withdrew his hands and smiled at them warmly.

"It has been a delight to make your acquaintances and I wish you good tidings in your travels. Your beauty and charisma will remain in my heart and mind for the rest of my days, which I am certain have increased in number greatly thanks to what has been granted me this day."

"Awe, aren't you charming?" Laurel said with a blushing smile. "We will remember you fondly too sir."

Merod smiled brightly and then looked at Jake.

"You my good man made a fantastic choice for a mate in life. I hope you two enjoy many mykas of happiness and strong healthy children in great numbers. Your people need to endure in your likeness."

"Thank you Merod. I know how lucky I am to be Laurel's choice for a mate. I will do everything in my power to make her happy for the rest of her life and she has only to continue to draw breath to make me deliriously happy for the rest of mine."

"Spoken with respect and reverence, everything a woman like Laurel deserves."

"Yes sir, and Michelle will enjoy our friendship and protection for the rest of her days too. She has a special place in our hearts and minds that will serve her well for the rest of her life. We intend to request her presence on away missions we take part in so she can learn and grow as an officer and a person while we look after her and enjoy her presence in our life."

"Well, well. That is music to my ears. She is a stunning young woman that has much to offer and to learn from you two. I can feel the vast wisdom and presence in you two. She chooses her friends and colleagues wisely."

"Thank you sir. We choose well in her too."

Merod smiled brightly and then looked at Missy and bowed slightly and Missy dipped her head respectfully and then Merod stepped around the table and headed toward the exit at the rear of the hall. Missy then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Were you serious about requesting my participation in your future mission?"

Jake looked past Laurel and smiled at Missy as he spoke in a quiet voice.

"I wouldn't have claimed that publicly if I weren't serious. Laurel and I had already come to the conclusion that we like you and want to be a part of training and teaching you about missions like this. You've got tremendous potential and we want to be a part of watching you advance and gain experience."

"I don't know what to say. I kind of thought you were going to recommend me to stay on the Future since I messed things up by exercising clumsy curiosity that got us here in the first place."

"We were going to wait till we got back to tell you what we were going to recommend. We can talk about this later though."

Missy smiled and nodded then they looked at the priests quietly whispering among themselves. After a bit of back and forth among them, Shredon finally shifted in his seat and grinned at his guests.

"You three have both impressed and convinced this council that you are who the harbinger was speaking of so fondly all those mykas ago. As I said to brother Merod, every curtsey will be extended to you. Our most precious relics are yours to examine for as long as you wish. Brother Terek here¦" Shredon gestured to a middle aged appearing man with graying blond hair and striking features seated 2 positions to Shredon's left. "Will serve as your escort for the remainder of your stay. I will be available upon request if you have a need he cannot see to, though I have a great many responsibilities to attend to around Amshere. For that reason I am assigning brother Terek to see to your needs as they come up. He will take you to the archival storage areas in the morning after you get some rest to recover from your journey here and the exertion of what you just did for brother Merod."

"We appreciate your faith and trust. We will not let you down by doing anything disrespectful. Are there any areas we are forbidden from venturing into?" Jake said and asked.

"We would ask that you avoid the sleeping areas of our other guests and resident clergy. Other than that you may go where you want, look at anything you want. Locked doors indicate you need to be with an escort to enter, however entry will be granted upon request."

"We understand. We'll respect your directions."

"I have no doubt you will. We still have much to discuss here among ourselves. You three are free to go. Do you remember the way back to your rooms and dinning hall if you get hungry?"

"Yes sir." Laurel replied. "We are permitted to prepare a meal for ourselves any time we want?"

"Yes. Help yourselves to the dinning hall you were shown before when we enjoyed a meal together or any of the other dinning halls located on every tier within Amshere."

"Is there by chance a dinning hall on the highest tier?" Missy asked.

"There is. You may enjoy a meal while taking in the view of the desert beyond Amshere though it is rather chilly this time of myka."

"I take it that means we will probably have the observation area to ourselves then?"

"Perhaps. You might encounter brother Merod, he seemed determined to take in the view no matter the conditions that he is well aware will prevail up that high."

Missy smiled and nodded and then the 3 of them scooted their chairs back and stood up and they bowed slightly and Shredon nodded in acknowledgment and then the 3 of them stepped away from the table and turned and headed to the exit at the rear of the hall. They made their way back out into the open air courtyard and looked around briefly then Laurel stepped closer to Missy.

"Do you really want to go all the way up to the top rim of this place to get something to eat and take in the view? It looks really high. There are going to be a lot of stairs to climb to get up there."

"I'm only mildly hungry but I really want to see the view from up there."

Laurel took a long deep breath and looked at Jake. He grinned and shrugged his shoulders.

"I'm tired too babe but if she has her heart set on it, maybe we can indulge her before we get some rest. We could use the sustenance to help regain our strength anyways. We may as well take in a meal up there¦" Jake pointed to the rim of the excavated facility way up above them in the sunlight shadow. "As apposed to down here on the ground level in the shade."

"I'm sorry, I forgot to think about how much it takes out of you and Laurel to do that healing touch thing." Missy said.

"We were also intensely tuned into our senses which also creates a drain on our energy reserves." Jake said. "We still have enough strength to make the climb so you can have a look at the view."

"No, let's just go back to our rooms. We can get something to eat down here on the ground level. I didn't mean to be so selfish."

"You're just excited about new experiences Missy. We understand and want to make it possible for you to see new things and maybe even have some fun along the way."

"As weird as it sounds, I am having fun even if that includes being interrogated by a group of priests that no longer worship a religion based around a harbinger from our place of origin spreading his influence across time on this planet."

"You're excited to be on an alien world with us?"

"Yes. This is my first away mission and my first time walking on an alien world."

"Not to mention your first intimate contact with an alien boy."

"Yeah, that was awesome. I won't go into details but needless to say he helped relieve pent up frustrations that have not had a partner outlet for quite some time."

"Quite some time?" Laurel asked incredulously with a broad grin on her face. "You aren't all the old Missy. How old were you when you first messed around like that?"

"I'm proud to say I'm still technically a virgin but I've experienced an orgasm though not at the hands of a partner, and I've seen a boy or two in the buff while allowing them to view me with nothing on."

"Wow! I almost¦never mind. I had no idea you had been active like that for so long."

"You almost what? Come on, I divulged personal details¦spill!"

Laurel blushed and glanced at Jake and he nodded his head.

"You started this by asking personal details and she didn't hold back one iota. You kind of owe her something in return."

Laurel looked at Missy and her cheeks filled with color as she mentally chose her words carefully before speaking.

"I was going to say¦I got myself into situations that could have turned sexual but it wasn't something I was looking for beings I was only nine at the time. My looks even at that age tended to attract the attention of every boy around me and even some older ones that were interested in things I wasn't at all ready for."

"I felt like that for a time, scared and all, then I learned about the joys of orgasms. I assume you were innocent of all concepts until you and Jake got together?"

"No, not completely. I experienced an orgasm at twelve, by accident, and experimented with repeating it a few time after that but not with a boy assisting me until Jake. You have to remember that I was twelve when I boarded the Future. I didn't have a lot of time to meet boys and a girl that looks the way I do has to be very careful."

"You were afraid a boy would force himself on you?"

"Yes. I didn't know I was reading their intentions but I had this weird feeling that most boys were undressing me with their eyes and if given the chance they would take what they wanted no matter what I said or did. That's not how I wanted to experience sex for the first time¦or any time for that matter."

"I can't imagine what things would be like for a girl that is as gorgeous as you have always been Laurel. I'm sure you could've had fun if you had trusted a boy to do just what you want, not everything going through his mind."

"But I wasn't interested in that kind of fun. It just had no appeal to me at all."

"I guess I can appreciate that. Maybe I'm just a weirdo that has enjoyed orgasms since I was pretty young."

"You aren't a weirdo Missy. You just had different interests than I did and at a much younger age than expected."

"What about you Jake?" Missy asked looking at Jake with a bright grin on her face.

"Oh I was interested but way too shy to ask a girl to do the things I was curious about. Aside from self-induced orgasms Laurel was my first experience with serious orgasms and full on intercourse."

"Were you as young as me when you became interested in girls?"

"Pretty much. Laurel and I are almost the same exact age so I didn't have a lot of time to experiment with the opposite sex before boarding the Future either."

"I sense you're both holding a lot back. Hopefully we'll develop a trust between us and we can discuss things in more detail at another time."

"That's the key Missy," Laurel said smiling. "Let's get to know each other a little better before we discuss intimate details like that. Jake and I like you an awful lot so we're going to have plenty of time to get to know each other. We're going to see to it that we get to work and serve together."

"But¦I'm not an engineer."

"It doesn't matter. We will have to work with multiple disciplines to carry out our duties on the Future. We're going to see to it that we get you assigned to our work areas when it's appropriate."

"You're so sweet Laurel. I would really like that. I think I can learn a lot from you two."

"Good attitude. We don't know it all but we have experience and knowledge you could benefit from. We would love to work with you so we can share that knowledge and experience with you."

"Let's go get something to eat babe." Jake said rubbing his rumbling stomach.

"Okay. I can feel how hollow your stomach is. We should have eaten before we came to the meeting with the council of head clergy."

"I didn't want to leave Missy alone and she was sleeping so peacefully."

"I know huhn?"

"Thank you for tending to me like that by the way."

"It was our pleasure Missy. We know you needed the rest and our presence helped you to sleep very deeply."

"I promise not to intrude on you like that tonight. I'll put on my big girl panties and sleep alone."

"Hey, if you feel insecure you better come knock on our door. We don't want you trying to sleep with worry keeping you up."

"Thanks Jake, I really appreciate the consideration."

Jake smiled and then waved them on and they headed back to the dinning hall they had visited earlier. They found the dinning hall completely empty this time so they headed to the food prep area and made some selections from the cold storage based on smell, looks and a raw taste here and there as well as pure guess work as to what something would taste like once cooked and how it should be prepared. Working together they managed to conglomerate a tasty salad of leafy greens with a few interesting vegetables and an oil and vinegar like dressing plus a vegetable medley and broth soup that was fulfilling and very interesting in taste sensations.

After the food was consumed and their fill of cold water drank up, they cleaned the pots, pans, and utensils used as well as the plates and glasses. They put everything they had taken out away and then headed back to their rooms. As they stood outside their bedroom doors, Missy finally turned and faced Jake then leaned closer and kissed his cheek then she put her hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"Thank you for being¦who you are."

"You're sweet." Laurel said. "Get some sleep Missy. We won't go anywhere without you."

"Good. I may not be able to offer much but a positive presence but I'm looking forward to spending more time with you two¦gosh¦that sounds so corny."

"Not at all Missy," Jake said smiling. "We exude a palpable energy that captain Alexan calls the essence of our unique love for one another. It can be addictive to be in the influence range of it. We can conceal or keep the emotional emanation inside us, but it takes some effort so we usually don't do that. It does help to calm new contacts during first contact situations and make people feel comfortable around us in general. You're just becoming addicted to that emotional energy."

"Really? I'm addicted to you two?"

"In a manner of speaking, yes."

"That's kind of neat. Well have a good sleep you two, I won't be bothering you until morning."

"Just remember what I said," Jake said. "If you can't sleep please come knock on our door. We would be glad to have you stay with us so you can sleep sound."

"Failing that, we'll come get you in the morning so we can have breakfast together." Laurel added.

"Wonderful. How are we going to know when it's morning? That will be the middle of the day back home won't it?"

"Yes, but Jake and I are capable of adapting our circadian rhythm to the conditions we're exposed to much easier then most people."

"Another of your advanced abilities?"

"It's more of an advanced trait than an ability. We have advanced physiologies that endow us with that kind of adaptability. It's a survival trait really. We can get the needed amount of sleep based on day and night no matter where we are. The sun or suns trigger an adaptation of circadian rhythm so we can sleep and wake up when the suns go down and come up."

"But what if you're on a planet with a longer day?"

"We've been on a planet like that. Heindon has twenty hours of sunlight and twenty hours of darkness. That can be really difficult to adapt to but we still managed without feeling too hung over."

"I can't wait for some of the adventures I'm going to go on with you two. There are so many planets out there to visit and I'm sure I can't imagine what some of 'em are going to be like."

"We're still stunned by some of the conditions we experience on new worlds."

"Well goodnight you two. Thanks for the dinner and I'll see you in the morning."

"Goodnight Missy." Laurel said.

"Night Missy." Jake said.

Missy smiled at him then turned and opened the door to her bedroom and reached in and snapped the lights on and then stepped in and closed the door and Laurel looked at Jake.

"Did you sense what just went through her mind?"

"Of course I did. I share your sense of the world around us. She's feeling the urge to experience a climax while dreaming about Rodar."

Laurel looked at Jake and smiled while she pushed on the door handle to their bedroom and gave the door a gentle push open.

"You think she sensed what I was thinking about doing with you?"

"She's attuning to our energy the more time she spends around us. It's possible your amorous thoughts and feelings induced her urges all of a sudden like that."

"I didn't mean to turn her on by thinking about having you ravage me."

"I know. We're bonding is all and she's unintentionally feeding off our emotions without knowing it. She felt an instant deeper connection to us when she heard me say that we're going to take steps to insure we get to work and serve together because you and I care about her."

Laurel nodded and reached in around the corner and pressed the light button in and the lights glowed to life and then her and Jake stepped into the room and Jake pushed the door closed. Laurel immediately worked her shoes off and walked over to the bed and sat down and then pat the bed next to her. Jake smiled at her as he sensed her flushed skin and elevated libido. Jake walked over next to her and sat down and worked his shoes off and then he laid back on the bed and scooted up so his legs were hanging from the knees down following Laurel's urgings. Laurel then leaned over and swung her leg over his hips and she sat on him with all her weight pressing on his hips and groin.

"You sure you want to mess around so soon after your cycle?" Jake asked softly.

"It's been a week Jake. I'm sure I want you¦I need you. The stress relief I experience when you make me get off the way you do is exactly what I need."

"Aren't you worried about having a cycle with no pain for the first time ever?"

"Yeah, but there's nothing I can do about it right now. When we get back I'll have the AI check me over to see what's going on. You're thinking I might be pregnant. That's not what's going on. I would know if I was, trust me."

"Okay babe. It just crossed my mind that might be what's making things different."

"Besides, if I'm pregnant sex isn't going to have any negative effect."

Jake nodded with a bright smile on his face and Laurel leaned forward and engaged him in a passionate kiss that made his senses tingle as he wrapped his arms around her back and held her against his body firmly. Laurel then slid her knees out so she was lying flat on Jake and he rolled over so he was on top of her without terminating the prolonged kiss. He then twirled his tongue around hers a few more times and then terminated the kiss with a peck and firm suction on her lower lip. Jake then sat up on Laurel's hips and pulled her top out from her waistband and then slid his hands up her silky soft stomach until his hands reached her bra. Laurel lifted herself up and Jake reached around her back and unfastened her bra and then slid her top and bra over her head at the same time as she held her hands above her head to allow his effort to be successful.

Jake then tossed her top aside and looked at her glorious breasts and flawless skin that still held a hint of a fading tan from their mission to Heindon. He then slid his hands down over her shoulders and onto her firm and plump breasts that felt wonderful in his hands. Jake's touch made Laurel's skin tingle and his caressing of her breasts caused contractions and palpitations that elevated her arousal immensely. Jake loved the firm exclamation points her firm nipples formed as he gently massaged them after swirling his hand around her breasts to terminate with a gentle tug on her nipples between his index finger and thumb. Laurel grinned with pleasure and she reached forward and lifted his top from his waistband and he put his arms up so she could lift it from his body and toss it aside and then he resumed his gentle but firm caressing of her glorious breasts that now had firm nipples declaring her delight with his actions.

Jake scooted down and leaned down and kissed Laurel's neck a few times then worked his way down to her breasts that he lovingly kissed and caressed with his tongue and hands. Laurel pressed her hips up against his in response to the arousing stimulation and Jake rose up and climbed off her and then reached out and hooked his fingers on her waistband and slid her bottoms off and dropped them in the floor then he shucked his bottoms off and stood before her for a moment as she drank his alluring and well toned form in. Jake looked her body over and his excited reaction was announced with a firming and lifting erection taking shape to Laurel's delight.

Jake then moved closer and Laurel moved her knees apart and grateful accepted his body weight upon her as he watched his firming head pressing against her soft but firm lips. He then settled his weight atop her and engaged her in another long kiss and the enticement urged their minds to join in a smooth and involuntary manner that resulted in an emotional rush that took them spinning for a few moments then Jake terminated the kiss and slid his knees up against Laurel's bottom and she lifted her legs to accommodate him and he pressed himself firmly against her vulva as he sucked on her breasts. Laurel lavished the attention for a time then as she sensed Jake's urge to move down on her, she wrapped her right arm around his back and moved her left hand down to her lips and pressed them apart and then pulled on his back and his head pressed against her wet flesh. Jake took a moment to process the combined sensations between them and then he blinked a few times to get his vision to clear up as he stared into Laurel's gorgeous deep purly blue eyes.

"You don't want the works? I thought going down on you was your favorite part."

"Not this time. Feel how much I need to feel you inside me? I need to feel that connection with you."

Jake smiled as he focused on Laurel's feelings and he closed his eyes and pressed his hips forward and he could feel his head sliding into her while feeling her tightness squeezing around his head with almost painful firmness. His head popped into her and she squeaked in response but smiled as she opened her mouth slightly in surprise and joy at the wondrous sensations flooding her mind. She balled her hands into fists against Jake's back as she pulled on him to encourage him deeper into her and the firm pressure forcing her apart as he slid into her caused a moan of ecstasy to escape her and Jake joined her in grunt of pleasure and effort. She became moist in response and his head then sank deeper steadily until he reached full penetration and then realized as she balled her fists she had scratched his back painfully. He smiled and ignored the slight discomfort and slowly withdrew and Laurel again moaned melodically and Jake tensed up causing his head and shaft to swell harder and larger to Laurel's delight. Jake withdrew to the entrance then sank back into her more easily this time and Laurel smiled with her eyes closed as they lavished the sensations together.

Jake sank to full depth and then withdrew quicker only to dunk himself deeply into her and she moaned in approval. Jake then increased his pace with each thrust until he sensed Laurel building to climax quickly taking him right along with her. He worked her up in just the right motion and depth as he sensed exactly what she was feeling until she took several rapid breaths then held her breath as she climaxed and Jake exploded inside her with a tremendous squirt that felt warm, slippery and exhilarating. They enjoyed a prolonged combined orgasm that took them beyond their senses for a full 10 seconds then they descend into a condition that barely allowed them to think as they worked together to further the experience for another 20 seconds. Jake then slowed as he breathed heavy and laid on Laurel and she mustered the strength through her heavy breathing and twitching muscles to roll them onto their sides and then Jake pulled her on top of him and she pulled her knees up beside him as she fought to keep him buried inside her. He loved the squeezing and twitching as she worked herself to a sitting position and then she rose and fell on him, quickening with every thrust until she achieved the perfect pace to seemingly continue the last orgasm to another climax that Jake's mind was barely able to process the sensations of as he was pulled along with her.

Laurel bounded on him with pulses of almost squeaky joy until he neared the point of release, which brought Laurel to her peak, and she took a few rapid breaths then tensed up firmly and held her breath as Jake worked his hips under her until he once again joined her at the same moment of intense orgasm. His warm fluid expelled into her and she took two breaths then held her breath again as she experienced Jake's sensation mixed with her own. After 15 seconds she was able to once again move and she began thrusting herself up and down on him and he rested his hips momentarily and the sensation of buildup almost immediately began to rise in them both again and Laurel placed her hands on his chest and opened her eyes as she continued to work herself on him.

"I¦don't know¦if I can¦take many¦more like that."

"One more and then we'll rest. You're back is sore."

Laurel closed her eyes and nodded and then she quickened her pace and they quickly moved to the point of climax and the intense sensation once again took them beyond perception. They felt as if they were in a sea of pleasure that existed in another dimension of existence entirely during the height of their combined orgasm. As the intensity finally faded Laurel slowed her up and down pace and then finally stopped and breathed heavily as she quivered and tried to recover her senses. She squinted as she withdrew into her own mind and the singular perceptions allowed her mind to think clearly. She opened her eyes and smiled at Jake.

"Man did I ever need that. You're so awesome Jake."

"Thanks babe, just following your lead."

Laurel leaned to the side and Jake put his hands on her sides and gently held her as he laid her over but kept himself buried in her quivering body. They laid and caught their breath for a few moments then Laurel slowly pulled away from Jake until he slid out of her. They laid for another 2 minutes until their breathing was more normal and then Laurel rolled onto her back and collected her thoughts. She finally looked over at Jake.

"Let's get showered and then get some sleep. I'm really exhausted now."

Jake nodded and leaned over kissed Laurel's hot cheek. They then climbed off the bed and headed into the bathroom and took a long shower and then retired to the bed after drying off. Laurel sat on the edge of the bed brushing her hair as she reminisced their love making fondly. Jake laid patiently and waited until she got her head out of the clouds and set the hairbrush aside. Laurel then scooted back on the bed and laid down and stared into Jake's hypnotic green eyes as she stroked his face.

"I love you so much Jake. Thank you for being you."

"Awe, you're welcome gorgeous. I'm what I am thanks to you."

Laurel moved closer and planted kiss on Jake's lips then snuggled up close to him and he wrapped his arm around her and the pair quickly drifted off to sleep. They slept for 3 Â½ hours until a light rap on the door woke Laurel first, then Jake as a 2nd knock a little harder echoed into the room. Jake's eyes popped open and he blinked hard a few times then glanced down Laurel's naked body. He cleared his throat and spoke softly.

"I sense Missy. I guess we should put something on."

Laurel nodded and swung her legs off the bed and then sat up quickly then stood up. She walked over to the duffle bag and retrieved fresh outfits and walked back over to the bed and laid them down then she walked to the door.

"Give us a second to put something on Missy." Laurel said.

"Okay." Laurel heard from the other side of the door.

Laurel then walked back over to the bed and her and Jake got dressed and then Jake laid down and Laurel walked over to the door and opened it. Missy looked embarrassed but relieved to see Laurel.

"I'm sorry Laurel. I know I said I wouldn't bother you guys but¦"

"It's perfectly fine Missy. I can feel the angst going on inside you. Come on in."

Laurel stepped aside and Missy humbly smiled and walked into the room. She looked around briefly then grinned at Jake.

"Hi Jake. I thought I could keep it together but I still felt tense for some reason."

"I know." Jake sat up and waved Missy over. "Come have a seat. Laurel and I are going to try to calm your nerves. I don't think there's anything overt here at Amshere to fear but we can understand your feelings."

Missy glanced at Laurel and Laurel nodded and Missy timidly walked over to the bed and sat down next to Jake. Laurel then walked over and sat down next to Missy.

"Are you two going to mess around in my head?"

"Not exactly," Laurel replied. We're going to reorder your emotions. We can take away certain feelings replacing them with a sense of calm confidence. You'll feel a lot better after."

"So you're going to manipulate my feelings?"

"If you agree to it, yes."

Missy looked at the floor for a few seconds as she debated the uncomfortable conflict accruing inside her and then she looked up and nodded.

"Alright. I hate worrying that something messed up is going to happen to me. I can't get the feeling out of my head and I don't know why."

"I think it's really important to you to keep your virtue intact for whatever personal reason and you're worried this strange environment is the time when it's taken from you against your will."

"Can't you look into future events and see if that's going to happen? I might not be so crazy after all."

"You're right. I should look into things before we manipulate your feelings. You might very well be keying in on something we've missed. Since the danger isn't to us, we might not be as keenly aware of it as we would be if we were the ones in danger."

Jake looked over at Laurel and she dipped her chin in agreement. Jake nodded and then looked forward and closed his eyes and actively calmed his mind and then concentrated on his perception of things to come. At first there were only vague feelings and then the feelings intensified and became clearer. As he concentrated harder images began to flood his mind in a barrage of confusing snapshots and then long sequences rushed by his mind's eye along with confusing emotions the were difficult to process they were so intense and compressed. He then squinted against the confusion and he tried to recall events in the short term in a slower fashion and events began to unspool in a way he could understand better though the emotional sense of the events was still uncomfortable. He paid attention to events surrounding he and Laurel and he saw nothing negative as multiple possible eventualities came to him and he narrowed in on one in particular in which he and Laurel were consoling Missy as she wept while practically hiding in a corner. Jake then noticed the disheveled appearance of Missy and her top was hanging incorrectly on her suggesting she had put it on in a hurry. The emotions around what he was witnessing were unmistakably distressing.

Jake pushed past what he was seeing even further into future events and he witnessed from a second person perspective he and Laurel confronting an individual they had seen in passing out in the ground level courtyard. They had noticed him looking on but never took much notice of his behavior but they were now confronting him aggressively and then Jake saw himself rare back as if he was going to strike the man as he coward away.

Jake quickly withdrew from his visions and he took a few deep breaths and then he slid his hand into Missy's.

"Oh sweetie, I am so sorry we dismissed you're feelings so quickly."

"Are you saying she was right? Someone is going to attack her?"

"I saw a horrible chain of events. A man named Ashsrok¦I was about to strike him down when I abandoned the vision. I was so sickened and angry. It all hinges on events that take place in the morning. We have breakfast together then Missy comes back to her room and she finds him in her room. I don't know the circumstances around the actual attack but I saw you and I consoling her and then we tracked him down and I was burning with anger and disgust. I'm pretty sure I was going to¦"

"No Jake! No killing!" Laurel blurted out.

"I know babe. I didn't hold the perception long enough to see what happened to him. I just know as mad as I was and as powerful we are¦well we have it within us to kill a person without touching them."

"This is serious Jake. Is this Ashrok a priest of Amshere?" Laurel asked.

"No, I don't think so. He was dressed differently¦more like us, like a guest."

"We need to alert Shredon that an attack on Missy is going to be precipitated."

"I sensed a possible future event babe. We can't have him hauled in based on my confused sense of possible future events. We just need to take steps to insure what I saw doesn't come to pass. To begin with you're definitely staying here with us. What I saw doesn't take place till morning but my very observation of future events has changed this timeline and things could happen different. I'll go with you to your room so you can grab some blankets and a pillow. You'll have to sleep on the floor, the bed isn't really big enough for three people."

"I'm good with that as long as I'm not alone. You think this means I have some precog abilities that I wasn't' aware of?"

"More than likely. You were sensing impending danger at the very least. We normally sense that sort of thing but we missed it this time. We're still learning how to focus and access some of our more advanced abilities. I should've sensed this nastiness looming but for some reason it escaped me."

"Maybe I sensed it cause you didn't? My abilities might have kicked into action in reaction to no action being taken or something like that."

"I guess that's possible. Back on the Future it was discovered that we have the effect of bringing to life abilities in others that have unrealized abilities."

Missy pulled her hand from Jake's and stood up and Laurel and Jake stood up. Jake gestured to the door and Missy nodded and headed for the door and Jake followed right behind her. Missy opened the door and glanced up and down the long hallway then stepped next door to her room. She opened the door and glanced around in the room then stepped in and walked over to her bed and yanked the top cover off then she collected the pillow that had been yanked to the middle of the bed and then she wadded the blanket in her arms and stared at Jake and he stepped very close to her and put his hand on her side.

"Don't you worry about a thing. No one is going to hurt you so long as we're around."

"Thanks Jake. I appreciate that. I just¦I need to stay close to you two. I don't have the kind of automatic self defense abilities that you do¦at least I don't think I do."

"I know honey. Let's get next door so we can all get some sleep. If you feel insecure during the night, just reach up and touch one of us and we'll gladly comfort you."

"Thanks. Just being in the same room is good enough."

Jake nodded and withdrew his hand from her side and the two of them walked out of the room closing the door behind them and then they stepped into Laurel and Jake's room and closed the door. Missy walked next to the bed and spread her blanket out on the floor then tossed her pillow on it and then she sat down and looked at Laurel and Jake. Laurel grinned at her and walked over to her and placed a hand on each side of her head and then she kissed the top of her head. She then looked at Missy's pillow.

"Lie down and at least try to get some sleep sweetie."

"Aright. Thanks for everything."

"You're welcome. It's our duty and our pleasure to take care of you. I promise nothing bad is going to happen now that we know what could possibly happen."

"Thanks. What am I supposed to do if I see this Ahshrok tomorrow?"

"Do you know what he looks like?"

"No, just that he's likely a guest not a priest."

"I know what he looks like," Jake said. "If I see him I'll stay between you and him so he can't get close to you."

"That's a good idea," Laurel said. "But that's not my point. You can't be terrified or suspicious of every man you see that isn't a priest. If we change things sufficiently then the events Jake saw won't take place and you shouldn't exactly hold Ahshrok responsible for something he's capable of but not going to be allowed to carry out."

"Is this the kind of fear you've felt about guys your whole life cause you're so dang beautiful?"

"Kind of. Trust me, you don't want to live like that. It's an isolating feeling."

"I would imagine so."

Missy moved the pillow to the top of the blanket and then she laid down on her side and Laurel pulled the blanket up and over her and then she walked over by the door and turned the lights out and then walked back over to the bed and laid down and scooted over next to Jake and he embraced her by wrapping his arms around her to comfort her. She nuzzled back against him and closed her eyes. Jake then reached out to her and spoke to her through thought.

"I feel terrible for dismissing Missy's feelings as unwarranted worry. She's obviously gifted enough to sense something bad was going to happen."

"Don't beat yourself up Jake. I missed it too. She feels vindicated and relieved that we're going to look after her. I don't want you to allow yourself to get so angry that you even consider the possibility of killing someone. It makes me so sad to think about that. I've seen you pushed to that point before and I don't like it."

"I know babe. I promised I would never let my emotions get the better of me like that again. I'm going to try to keep that promise."

"I love you Jake."

"I love you too Laurel."

They then slowly drifted back off to sleep once they sensed Missy's essence becoming mute, suggesting sleep had come to her.
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56 What Lies Beyond

Laurel, Jake and Missy slept solid for 4 hours, Laurel's bladder being her wakeup call. She stirred and allowed her mind a few moments to clear up from her intense dream about their time on Aerot. Before their encounter with the indigenous local inhabitants they enjoyed a special bonding period with Korica that Laurel cherishes the memory of and dreams about often when she misses Korica particularly profoundly.

Laurel quietly pushed the blanket aside and swung her legs out of bed and stood up. She then stood still for a moment as she reached out with her senses so she could detect exactly where Missy was lying on the floor so as not to step on her. She quickly developed a mental picture of Missy based on her subtle biological energy emanations. Missy was lying on her side facing the bed with both arms in front of her and her right leg was hooked so her foot was sticking out from under her blanket. Laurel proceeded around the bed and very carefully, stepped over Missy's foot and headed to the bathroom and relieved herself then washed her hands and dried them then opened the door and let the light shine into the bedroom beyond the bathroom.

Jake stirred and rolled over and covered his face for a moment as he let his eyes adjust to the seemingly blinding light spilling into the room from the bathroom. Once his eyes adjusted he moved his arm away from his face and looked up toward the bathroom and Laurel stepped into the room casting a long shadow across the floor and onto the wall next to the front door. Jake smiled when he was finally able to see Laurel's beautiful face looking at him with her eyes practically glowing as the reflected light from the bathroom struck her eyes in just the right way.

"Hi beautiful." Jake whispered.

"Morning handsome." Laurel whispered back.

"You never fail to take my breath away babe," Jake thought.

Laurel sensed his feelings, which allowed her to clearly understand what he was thinking. Laurel reached out to Jake and smiled at him as she carefully stepped over Missy's foot and then turned and faced Jake.

"I think it's early morning," Laurel thought. "Let's wake Missy and go get something to eat."

Jake nodded once and rolled onto his back and stretched hard and then he rolled onto his side and hung his face off the bed so he could see Missy and then he reached out and gently shook her.

"Hey Missy?"

Missy immediately stirred, lifting her head, looking at Jake while blinking rapidly.

"Wha¦what time is it? Did I oversleep?"

Jake moved his arm out from under his body and he touched the face of his bio monitor and the time appeared momentarily then the display faded to darkness.

"Back home it's early afternoon. I don't know exactly what time it is here, but you didn't oversleep. Laurel and I are hungry, you feel like getting up so we can go make some breakfast?"

"Yeah. I'm sure not gunna stay here by myself."

"We would never leave you here alone. We would wait until you felt like getting up."

Missy laid her head down and maneuvered herself until she was lying on her back looking up at him.

"I appreciate you two being so attentive. I hate that the world scares me sometimes."

"Don't worry about it Missy. Laurel and I have seen and heard things that would chill your soul. We know the universe is a messed up place no matter where you go. Perfect paranoia is good awareness so, I'm proud of you for sensing a bad situation before it happened and your naivetÃ©¦well that's just endearing. You're a sweet girl that just hasn't had a lot of life experience yet. Laurel and I were just like you when we came out of stasis the first time, we had Mark Tillman, and you have us. We're going to look after you the way a superior officer and a friend should. If you feel the need to tug on our shirttail every now and then, you go right ahead. You're not bothering us and we aren't going think any less of you for being intimidated by strange surroundings."

"You're reading me, huhn?"

"Yeah, a little."

"We do it without trying sometimes Missy," Laurel said. "We have a lot of respect for you and we want to see you succeed as an officer and grow as an individual. I'm pretty sure the captain assigned you to our team because he sees great potential in you and he was hoping we would take a liking to you and take you under our wing so to speak. We're glad to oblige him."

"Thanks for understanding Laurel¦and for being my friend. I really like you and Jake and I'm convinced I couldn't be safer than I am when I'm with you two."

"We gravitate to good people honey. You can rest assured that we aren't going to let anyone hurt you so long as we breathe. Go ahead and go get freshened up and then we'll go get something to eat."

Missy smiled and nodded and then she pushed the blanket aside and Jake quickly spun around and put his feet on the floor and stood up and then put his hand down and Missy put her hand in his and he helped her to her feet. Jake then let go of her hand and Missy glanced at Laurel and Laurel grinned at her.

"Sure, I'll go with you to your room and stay while you get ready for the day."

"Thanks."

Missy then turned and headed for the door and Laurel stepped over to Jake and kissed him then stroked his cheek and beamed a beautiful smile at him and he sighed at how she took him aback with her beauty.

"I'll be right here waiting for you gorgeous." Jake thought.

"I miss you already." Laurel thought in return.

Laurel then turned and followed Missy to the font door and she pressed the switch button turning the lights on and then they stepped out the front door and over to Missy's room next door. Laurel closed the door after stepping in and Missy walked over to her clothes sitting on the floor and she picked them up and laid them on the bed and then she looked at Laurel.

"Will it bother you if I get undressed in front of you?"

"Of course not. Why would it bother me?"

"I'm not wearing underclothes. I didn't exactly bring enough for how long we've been here."

"Oh. I'll turn away if you're shy."

"I don't care if you see me Laurel. I just didn't want to offend you if a naked girl is disturbing or whatever."

"I'm not uptight like that Missy. A naked girl doesn't bother me in the least."

"Good."

Missy then proceeded to shed her clothes and set them aside. Missy then froze for a moment and she slowly looked over at Laurel.

"Jake can't see what you're seeing, right?"

"No. That takes a serious effort and he would never betray your trust or privacy like that. He's too much of a gentleman, it just isn't in his character to do something like that."

Missy nodded and then went back to changing her clothes. She then made her way into the bathroom and she brushed her teeth and brushed her hair. She then walked back out into the bedroom and she stepped into her shoes and she smoothed her hands down her stomach as she looked herself over and Laurel stood up from the chair she had been seated on.

"You look great Missy. I know these outfits aren't exactly flattering but you have a figure that fills yours out nicely."

"Thanks Laurel. I wish I had a figure like yours. I wouldn't be so self-conscious."

"You're sweet. I suffer from self-consciousness too. I think all women do to some degree."

Missy smiled and shook her head.

"You're so gorgeous, how could you ever doubt yourself?"

"I don't know, I just do."

"I never would've expected that."

Laurel smiled and walked over to the door and opened it and Missy followed behind her, turning the lights out as she stepped out of the room and then she closed the door and stared at the door for a moment and Laurel stopped with her hand on the door handle to her room and she looked at Missy.

"What's the matter?"

"I was just wondering¦if you and Jake have all these crazy abilities¦can you lock my door so no one can get in?"

"Uh¦if we were in the room or close to door on the outside we could keep the door from being opened, but these doors don't have locks so I don't know how we could secure it so it can't be opened."

"You can't do something with the latch mechanism to keep it from operating properly?"

"Yeah but it would be permanent. You wouldn't be able to get in either."

"Can't you hold the mechanism stationary with your mind or whatever?"

"Yes but again, once out of sight it would take considerable effort and concentration to maintain my hold on the mechanism. It's possible, but not practical."

"Alright, it was just a crazy dumb idea."

"I understand where you're coming from with your idea. We'll find a different way to keep people out of your room."

"Okay."

Laurel opened the door to her room and stepped in and Jake sprang to his feet. Laurel walked right up to him and embraced him with a tight hug and a kiss on the cheek.

"My turn to freshen up a little, then we'll go rustle up some breakfast." Laurel said.

"Okay."

Laurel stepped back from Jake's embrace and he stepped aside and Laurel walked into the bathroom and closed the door behind her. Missy plopped down on the bed and looked up at Jake and he slowly sat down next to her.

"Laurel and I are going to see to it that no one gets access to you or your room Missy."

"You were listening?"

"In a manner of speaking. Sounds do travel past the door when a person is standing in front of it talking, but I also sense what Laurel is thinking most of the time."

"Does that include when we were in my room?"

"I sense you're talking about while you were changing."

"So you did sense what she was seeing?"

"No. I'm reading what you're thinking right now based on your emotions. Laurel was deliberately blocking me from her senses and if she hadn't, I would've quieted my mind to preserve your privacy. I have no desire to see¦or sense¦you naked Missy. I wouldn't violate you like that."

"Laurel said as much. Sorry for doubting either of you."

"It's alright. You keep that suspicious nature. There aren't many people you should endow with absolute trust. You can however count Laurel and I as two people you're safe doing that with. We'll never betray your trust and faith in us."

The bathroom door clanked open and Laurel stepped out awash in the gold light from the bathroom and Jake and Missy were both stunned by how Laurel seemed to have a glow around her following her a few steps into the bedroom. Missy stood up and smiled at Laurel.

"You really are the most beautiful woman I've ever seen Laurel. You have a presence about you that's hard to believe."

"Awe, you're sweet Missy. Thanks."

Jake stood up and Laurel walked up to him and she held her hand out and he laid his hand on hers and then the 3 of them headed to the door and Laurel opened the door and they stepped out and then headed to the central courtyard. As they neared the courtyard they sensed how cold it was and when they stepped out into the morning air they looked up and saw a misty cloud hanging Â¾ of the way to the dimly lit morning sky high above. The warm air down in the facility was held in place and caused an inversion layer that hung heavy where the cold crisp air from high above outside met it.

They stopped and stared up into the misty fog for a moment then Jake looked at Laurel.

"I guess it's still pretty early. Maybe we should've slept in a little longer."

"Nah, I'm hungry."

"This place is really dramatic," Missy said. "You think they knew this place would develop its own internal weather characteristics like this?"

Laurel and Jake looked up and smiled.

"Probably not," Laurel replied. "I imagine it took hundreds if not thousands of years to excavate this deep into this granite. I don't think they considered the temperature variations and their interplay when they started removing rock."

Missy looked over at Laurel.

"I'm really curious to see what they're housing in this place. As big as it is they could potentially have a lot of ancient technological remnants from the time when they were an advanced race."

They then headed down the winding walkway and they were surprised by how many priests were awake and enjoying the cool morning air while talking and walking casually around the assorted gardens of flowers and short stubby trees. The 3 of them headed toward the dinning area and they were surprised to find Shredon and Terek coming out of the dinning hall.

"Imagine meeting you three this early," Shredon said with a smile. "You ladies look radiant this morning. I hope you slept well?"

"Good morning Shredon and brother Terek," Laurel said with a pretty smile. "We slept quite well and thank you for the compliment."

"You are most welcome. There is a grill attendant preparing morning meal for those wishing it. We received rare delicacies overnight, dicara eggs and cultured milk fat preserves from gilgons."

"I take it those are animals from your world?" Missy asked.

"Yes. Dicara are aquatic creatures that lay eggs in the sandy shore of one particular seashore twice a myka and gilgons are herbivorous creatures that weigh as much as ten men and migrate across the grassy plains of the Tomira highlands. They are gentle creatures despite their size, thus they are easily approached so their milk can be extracted."

"Cultured milk fat¦" Laurel started. "That sounds like either cheese or yogurt."

"I do not know what either of those things are. The dicara eggs are lightly cooked on each side then the gilgon preserves are sprinkled over the eggs creating a wonderful coating that melts and imparts a distinct accent flavor to the dicara eggs."

"Sounds delicious."

"Head to the food preparation area and request a plate of eggs covered in preserves. You will be delighted by the taste sensations."

"We will do that. Thank you for the advice." Laurel said.

"You girls go ahead," Jake said. "May I have a word with you Shredon?"

"You certainly may."

Laurel sensed what Jake was thinking and so pat Missy on the shoulder and the pair headed deeper into the dinning hall and Jake watched them walk away and then he turned and faced Shredon and Terek.

"Do you conduct surveillance on your guests?"

"Surveillance?" Shredon asked with a twisted look. "We pay attention to where they go though we do not watch everything they are doing at all times. Why do you ask?"

"I am just curious. Are you familiar with a guest named Ahshock?"

"Hmm¦the name sounds vaguely familiar. Has this Ahshock disturbed your stay in some way?"

"Not yet. I have the ability to sense future events but I don't want to cause a commotion over something that hasn't happened yet. Will you do me a favor and monitor the hallway our rooms are located in?"

"We do not employ electronic monitoring¦for the most part. I will have a few of the clergy posted in the hallway. Will that be sufficient?"

"Yes sir. I appreciate your indulgence."

"What exactly are they to look for?"

"Attempted access to our rooms. You might want to look into who Ahshock is and keep an eye on him. I don't think he's someone you should trust around younger female guests."

"I do not like the implication."

"It's just a suggestion based on things sensed of near future events."

"If we have learned anything, we have learned that we can trust these three Shredon." Terek said. "We would be well advised to head Jake's warning."

Shredon looked at Terek and seemed to get lost in deep thought for a few seconds and then he nodded once.

"Right you are brother. Stay with our special guests while I attend to things."

"It would be my honor Shredon."

"Thank you for the urgent warning Jake. I will ensure you three are not bothered by this Ahshock."

"I appreciate that. I want the girls to have a pleasant time during our stay. I hate to put a dim light on one of your guests but I'm rarely wrong when things come to me like this."

"You are an extraordinary young man Jake. I will take your word for it and your advice. Have a good morning."

Jake nodded and Shredon quickly turned around and walked away and then Jake turned and headed to the food preparation area where the girls were standing watching their food being prepared and Terek followed him quietly and stood a few feet off. Jake slid his arm around Laurel's lower back and she leaned into him.

"That smells wonderful if nothing else."

Laurel turned and looked at Terek.

"What are dicara like?"

"They are hard shelled creatures with six paddle flippers. They are solitary creatures most of the time. Their shells are a dark green color making it hard to spot them from above."

"So they're gentle creatures too then?"

"I would not say that. They have mandibles capable of severing fingers if one is not careful how they handle the dicara. They capture other aquatic life with those mandibles in ambush style attacks. They usually slice their prey into pieces before consuming them. Something the size of a person is not exactly their choice for prey though they can deliver nasty injuries if they feel threatened."

"Are they warm blooded animals?"

"No. They tend to remain in warm current waters for that very reason."

"I see. They are not something your people actively hunt then?"

"No. I suppose you could eat one if caught though their eggs are highly prized so we do not catch the adults so their population numbers are not reduced."

Laurel nodded and turned her attention to the food being plated and the preserves were indeed shredded white cheese that was sprinkled over an omelet style multi egg dish that was stuffed with various vegetable selections that had been rendered down in a pan to soften their consistency. 3 plates were dished up and the trio retrieved the plates and thanked the priest preparing the meals and then they headed to the nearest table and sat down. Terek joined them but stopped short of sitting down.

"Can I get you three something to drink?"

"That would be nice," Laurel said. "Nothing to exotic though. Just a simple fruit juice or water would be fine."

"I know just the thing to compliment the meal you have selected."

Terek then walked away and Laurel glanced at Jake.

"Thank you for taking care of the Ahshock issue." Laurel thought.

"You're welcome babe," Jake thought in return. "I figured it best to let Shredon handle things. Things would've been a little weird if I tried to confront Ahshock over something he hasn't done yet and likely won't ever get the chance to do."

"You got that right. It's sad to think people that seem so nice would have deviants among them."

"I know huhn? Guess we're going to find that no matter where we go, especially when you're dealing with a girl as pretty as Missy. She attracts attention like you do just to a lesser degree."

"It only takes once for the lesser degree to be insignificant."

Jake nodded subtly but it was enough for Missy to notice and she grinned as she sliced into her omelet with her fork.

"You two carrying on a conversation over there?"

"Yeah," Jake replied. "Does that bother you?"

"I guess not as long as you aren't talking bad about me."

"We would never do that. There's nothing bad about you to talk about like that anyways."

"You're sweet but I'm sure I have my faults that annoy."

"We haven't seen them if they exist."

Terek returned to the table with 3 glasses of a slightly pink liquid and he set them down and then sat down without bellying up to the table.

"This is a conglomeration of four different fruit extracts that I think you will really like. It has properties that are really good for the skin too."

Laurel reached out and took 1 of the glasses and took a sip and the flavor was bold and enjoyable but completely unfamiliar. It almost had a cinnamon like snap right at the end of the flavor sensation as it passed over her palette and she looked at Jake and Missy and smiled as she swallowed it down.

"That is really unique and wonderful." She then looked at Terek. "Thank you brother Terek, you were right about this being perfect to go with the eggs and preserves."

Terek smiled and nodded once. They then ate their food in silence as they glanced around the room at the priests and guests eating their food while talking quietly. Jake attuned his senses and listened to what he perceived much closer than before and he was relived that he was only sensing positive feelings from everyone he saw. The only negative energy he was able to sense was very distant suggesting it originated in an individual or individuals that weren't in the room.

Once the meals were consumed the 3 of them carried their spent dishes to the prep area and Terek stopped them before they spent the time cleaning them.

"You may leave your dishes on the counter, they will be dealt with by the attending priest after mealtime is finished."

The 3 of them deposited their dishes alongside the other dishes already sitting on the counter and then Terek gestured toward the exit.

"I assume you are interested in seeing the repositories?"

"Repositories?" Laurel asked with furrowed brows.

"That is where we store the technological relics we have collected."

"You have more than one repository then?" Jake asked.

"Oh yes. We have repositories on every level and in many cases more than one on each level. We have literally millions of relics in our charge. It takes a great deal of space to house and protect that many items, some of which are quite large and complex. We also have a wealth of cultural relics and ancient scrolls chronicling our history scattered among eighty cultural halls."

"Wow, that's impressive. I wish we had time to see all of that."

"Unfortunately we need to get back. There are people searching for us and I'm sure they're worried sick by now." Laurel said.

"From the tales of how you got here I can see how your colleagues would be concerned. You disappeared without warning or planning."

"Jake and I hold a special place in our people's hearts too. I hate to sound conceited but I know it's the way things are, when we go missing it carries more concern to find out what happened to us and get us back."

"You serve a protective role for your people?"

"I guess you could put it that way. We're just a couple kids but we have a huge role in advancing our people's agenda of making new contacts and expanding our understanding of our neighborhood in the galaxy."

"I am impressed that your leadership holds you in such high esteem given your young ages."

"We've earned that esteem."

"From what I witnessed I can see how that would be possible. Come, I will escort you to the ground level repository where the ancient relics you are most interested in are stored."

The 3 of them grinned and headed to the exit and once they were back in the open air courtyard, Terek took up the lead position. He led them across the courtyard and into another ornately carved entryway that resembled a religiously oriented edifice with its cathedral like architectural spires and columns with strange glyphs incorporated into the visual aspects of the archways.

They stepped into a grand foyer and Terek manipulated a disguised lock control and the huge stone door they were standing in front of echoed with a heavy thud and then Terek used his fingertips to nudge the door and it pivoted on its right point to reveal an extremely dark space beyond that distinctly felt enormous before even entering the space.

Terek waited until the door was flat against the doorframe then he stepped into the darkness and Laurel and Jake followed right behind him. Laurel and Jake took several steps into the huge dark space and then Terek snapped a breaker control arm down and lights overhead glowed to life and then in succession lights came on running down the length of the space and the lights extended further and further into the space until they were coming on in the far distance so far away that they almost couldn't be seen. Jake looked at Terek with a stunned look as he stepped further into the room so he could see down the first row of carved granite pillars that had compartments carved right into them with objects in the compartments, of which there were dozens of rows like the first.

"You say there are eighty of these repositories?"

"Yes. This is the largest, designed to house the heaviest objects in this climate controlled environment. The other repositories are quite large too though."

Jake looked back down the row and he noticed that the pillars deliberately left in place when the space was excavated provided the support to hold up the rest of the granite above and the pillars were 30 yards long then a passage between isles was carved only to be followed by another pillar and this went on and on into the distance so far that even Jake's advanced visual acuity strained to see the end of the repository. Laurel stepped over next to Jake and took in the stunning sight and then she looked at Terek.

"How in the world do you know what is where in a place this big?"

"Oh it takes a map for that. Finding a specific object by blindly searching would be next to impossible."

"You have a map that indicates where the relics are located then?"

"I do not need a map for that. There is a hermetically sealed viewing chamber over there," He said pointing to the far wall. "That is where the relics are stored."

They looked to the far wall and there was a darkened oval viewing window with barely discernable objects behind what looked like stainless steel trimmed glass. They made the long walk over to the viewing window and Terek tapped a button and the lighting within the chamber blinked on and there were 3 probes resting in cradles, the first of which looked more like a scratched and dented bubble of dark metal half encased in brown rock. The second relic had a more recognizable somewhat silver complexion thought the probe was badly dented and the power cell was missing and the right side of the device had been cut open to revel the internal components. The legs were badly mangled as well, as though the probe had been dropped and abused over the millennia that it had existed on Amara. The third device had a more gleaming appearance though it was still badly dented and the power cell was again obviously missing from the aft end of the probe. The device was intact aside from the missing power cell which was promising to Laurel as long as she could get close enough to take some detailed scans to try to determine exactly how the device was originally designed to operate. Laurel looked at Terek.

"Are we going to be able to get close to the probes¦I mean relics?"

"Yes. Shredon instructed me to open the camber if you requested it. The last time the chamber was opened I was not yet born. I am actually looking forward to touching one of the relics with my own hand too."

Terek motioned to a metal door with a large hand wheel built into the center of the door. The 4 of them walked over to the door and Terek placed his hands on the hand wheel and hesitated for a moment as he took the momentous nature of the event in and then he took a firm stance and began spinning the wheel in a counterclockwise direction and the locking bolts squeaked and began to retract within the door until they were fully retracted. Terek then yanked on the hand wheel and there was a loud hiss as the air rushed in and then the door began to swing open. Terek pulled the door fully open and then stepped in over the threshold and Laurel and Jake followed right behind him and then Missy stepped in and she sniffed at the air and furrowed her brow.

"It smells weird in here."

"It's probably the sterile air in here." Laurel said. "We're going to need one of the handheld sensors, they're in our room though."

"I'll go get one of 'em." Missy said.

"I'm going with you then." Jake insisted.

"Okay. I would appreciate that." Missy said.

"I'll stay here and examine these things to try to determine function until you get back." Laurel said.

Jake stepped closer to Laurel and gave her a kiss and then he and Missy stepped out of the chamber and headed out to the courtyard then made the long walk back to their rooms and they were relived to see 2 priests whom they had never met before standing in the hallway a short distance from their rooms.

"Morning brothers," Jake said as they stepped up to the door to Missy's room.

"Good morning young man." one of the men said.

"Has anyone come this way that should not have been here?" Jake asked.

"No. Not since we were asked to stand watch here."

"That's good."

Missy stepped next to Jake but let him open the door and reach in and activate the lights and hen he stepped aside once he sensed no foreign presence in the room. Missy stepped into the room and then Jake followed her and he pushed the door closed. Missy glanced around, Jake shivered and missy grinned as she looked at him.

"You okay?"

"Yeah. It was just a weird passing feeling. We've moved into another reality and it struck me that in one possible reality you came here alone and this is the moment you were attacked. The thought of that happening to someone as sweet as you just gives me chills."

"I can't thank you enough for seeing what I was sensing and taking steps to insure I would be safe."

"You're very welcome Missy. I'm glad Laurel and I have these abilities and were able to use them to protect you."

"Me too."

Missy turned and looked around her room and then she looked at Jake with a dopey grin on her face.

"I don't have a functional sensor unit, remember? I dropped mine when we got transported here."

"Let's go get one from our room then. I hadn't even thought about that until now."

The pair stepped over to the door and opened it and stepped out and then opened the door next door and stepped in and Jake activated the lights and then collected Laurel's sensor unit and walked over to Missy. He held the unit out and she collected it from him and then they stepped out of the room and closed the door behind them after Jake deactivated the lights.

They then made the walk back to the repository and when they stepped into the viewing chamber they found Laurel squatted down by the most recent probe with her hand held up palm out with her eyes closed. Jake sensed the flood of information drifting into her mind and he looked at Missy.

"If you're wondering, she's learning about how the device is built and functions."

"Learning? From who?"

"From herself. Her mind can workout complex problems like this. She's developing multiple ideas then working out whether they're feasible and eliminating the ones that don't work to come up with valid formulas and ideas for how those probes work."

"That's incredible that she can do that."

"It staggers me to share in her thought processes when she works things out like this."

"You can hear her thinking?"

Jake nodded and Missy shook her head lightly.

"That's incredible! I wish I had a mind like hers."

Laurel opened her eyes and lowered her hand. She then looked at Missy who handed her the handheld sensor. Laurel took the sensor unit as she stood up.

"I think I get how these things work but reverse engineering one is going to be impossible. It would take industrial manufacturing that doesn't exist on this world anymore."

Laurel activated the sensor unit and began scanning the probe carefully and it revealed details that were so fine they escaped the naked eye and even her mental probing had missed. Laurel slowly walked around the probe as she collected readings then she stood and watched the analysis of the collected data being correlated. Results then populated the display and Laurel looked at Jake.

"Are you sensing my epiphany?" she asked.

"Yeah. If we can find a satisfactory power supply, this thing can be activated. All the components are present and intact except for the power module."

"You want to turn the relic on?" Terek asked. "Maybe I better talk to Shredon before we do that."

"You do that," Laurel said. "You might tell him that we'll need to disassemble another ancient device once we find one that will meet our needs too."

"Yeah¦I should talk to him before we do this."

"We were granted unrestricted access, were we not?"

"Yes. I do not think the council intended for you to disassemble other devices or attempt a power up of the ancient relics. I would feel better if we consulted them first."

"You contact Shredon or whoever you feel you need to contact. In the meantime we'll look around and see if we can find something that will work as an external power source. We promise not to remove anything until we hear back from you, but we need to have a look around to see if something exists here that will serve our needs in the first place."

"Very well. I will return shortly."

Terek then quickly headed out of the viewing chamber and Laurel grinned and lightly shook her head.

"He doesn't think I can do it without destroying the probe."

"Can you?" Missy asked.

"Yes. You see the power signature curve detected when we were in Hyndocan's lab? If we can find a device that produces that same signature we can power the thing long enough to contact Geonic."

"Won't they have to tune the equipment on Geonic to this planet first?"

"No. It's randomly pin-pointing worlds throughout the known universe. All we have to do is provide a recognized signal and the manifold will target this world. I have enough of an understanding about these probes now to know how the targeting system works. The probes are designed to collect data until their memory is full or something significant is discovered. A burst signal is then initiated that triggers the domain manifold and it targets the location of the probe so the data can be transmitted. All I need to do is activate the target protocol and the probe will do the work for us."

"You're just going to fool it into thinking its memory is full?"

"I need to get power to the device to see which event is easier to trigger, memory full or significant event. I don't think these probes utilize traditional programming as we understand it. It's more like root command biasing signal architecture. If that's the case I should be able to manipulate the device into doing what I want without its primary instruction signals engaging."

"In other words, you don't want it to start wandering around collecting data, you just want it to send the trigger signal to Geonic?"

"Yes. The metallic expansion solenoid has deteriorated to the point hat I don't think the legs are functional¦or ever will be again so it isn't going to wander anywhere. I still don't want the data collection protocol to engage either though. I just have to determine how the different root command signals are activated so I can identify the particular command signal associated with the targeting signal. Once I know what that signal looks like, I can maybe reproduce it with another device entirely if the probe should shutdown before we accomplish our goal of contacting Geonic."

"By the looks of how many things they have in storage here you just might be in luck."

"Only problem being those devices are older than Human civilization." Jake said. "They might not work anymore, in fact it's likely."

"Let's try to stay positive. If we can't do this, we're stuck here for the rest of our lives." Laurel said softly.

"I thought all the predictions by the elder race placed you in the Future system a long time from now?" Missy posed. "From within our time that is."

"You're talking about possible timelines. We can't get complacent and assume things will workout that way no matter what we do."

Missy nodded and then looked at the doorway and then the room around them. She then looked at the relic.

"If you can power that thing up, we're going to have to get it out of here for it to work, huhn?"

"I don't think so. I think it uses a subspace signal that won't be affected by what's around it. It should punch right through space time and deliver a detectable burst signal to Geonic."

"Will it deliver the signal in real-time or in the past?"

"That's the difficult part to guess at. I'm really not sure but I'm hopping it will be delivered in real-time."

Laurel then looked out the viewing window and sighed heavily.

"We have a lot of work ahead of us to scan all those devices until we find what we're looking for."

Laurel stepped out of the room with the sensor unit in hand. Once out in the main cavern she activated the unit and input the search parameters to aid in finding exactly what they needed. Jake and Missy joined her and they looked on as Laurel manipulated the handheld sensor like a pro. Once she had the search parameters set they walked to the first row of devices stored in their compartments within the pillars that stretched from floor to ceiling, some 30 meters above their heads. They began a slow walk as the device scanned each component and device and Missy looked at how far the row stretched into the distance and a sinking feeling washed over her.

"Oh man¦this is gunna take forever¦especially if they have eighty of these repositories to search through."

"The largest items are on the ground floor," Laurel said. "I'm betting that's where we'll find power generation artifacts and that's what we need."

Missy sighed but smiled as she nodded and they continued walking down the isle until they reached the cross isle that reached from one wall to the other, cutting across the width of the space. There were compartments carved from the pillars along their longitudinal axis so Laurel aimed the sensor at the devices tucked within these additional compartments then turned and continued her walk down the isle. She looked back at Jake and he nodded and put his hand on Missy's shoulder and Missy looked at him with her eyes sparkling in the warm light shining down on them from high above.

"You want to take a walk with me? I know you're going to get bored watching Laurel taking scans. We can explore this place a little if you want?"

"You feel comfortable leaving Laurel alone like that?"

"Yes. We can be separated for hours before we'll start to suffer acute separation anxiety symptoms and she's capable of protecting herself against whatever might come her way in ways you wouldn't believe."

"I guess it sounds like fun to have a look around then."

Jake walked over to Laurel and she looked up at him and they kissed one another and then Laurel graced him with one of her signature beautiful smiles that made chills run up his arms culminating in the hair on the back of his neck standing on end.

"We'll be back soon gorgeous."

"You two have a good time. I'll let you know if and when I find what we're looking for."

Jake nodded and then turned and faced Missy.

"Let's go have a look at the view from the observation balconies on the rim of this mile high desert granite plug."

Missy smiled and nodded and then she turned around and led the way to the exit. As they stepped out, Terek was returning and he stopped and grinned at the pair.

"You will be pleased to hear Shredon has granted you permission to power up the relic and disassemble anything you need in order to accomplish your goal of contacting your people."

"That's wonderful. Laurel is going to need some tools and a worktable to carryout her work. Can you have those items brought to her?"

"Yes, I will see to it. I believe we have hand tools that will suit her needs though analytical equipment will display in our language. I do not know how much help that will be to her. Are you two returning to your room for some recreation?"

Jake's mouth dropped open and he looked at Missy with a stunned look, then he looked back at Terek.

"We are colleagues and friends. We don't engage in that sort of¦recreation among friends when we have a life mate in our lives."

"I see. I am sensing fondness between you two that I guess I am misreading."

"No sir, we care about each other greatly, you are just misreading how we react to those feelings."

"Sexual activity is a conservative matter to your people?"

"Yes, very much so. Some have a casual attitude toward it, but joined couples do not. We are exclusive to our chosen mate."

"Hmm. If I understand you then you are attracted to Michelle though you will not act upon that attraction."

"I appreciate how pretty she is and I respect how brilliant and cunning she is but it goes no further than that. We were going to explore Amshere a little while Laurel conducts her search of the repository."

"Ah. Perhaps that is the excitement I am sensing. I confused your deep friendship and excitement as being of the same nature. Please excuse my ignorance."

"It's fine Terek. It can be a little perplexing to interpret foreign emotions if you don't know the cultural attitudes of the people you are reading."

"I appreciate your understanding. I certainly did not mean to insult either of you."

"We aren't that sensitive brother Terek. I have enough experience reading people I have never met before to understand how easy it is to make a misread."

"I do not have the benefit of your experience with new people from other worlds. I will see to Laurel's needs while you two explore. I will keep my assessment of her emotions to myself to avoid a similar misread as you put it."

"That would probably be best."

Jake and Missy then turned and headed out to the open-air courtyard and they looked around briefly, noticing the warm air inversion fog was dissipating rapidly, only thin wisps reaming. It was still quite cold out, but the temperature outside the granite formation was climbing to a level that more closely matched the temperature within the enormous cavity of the facility. They then looked around the ground level and they could see the entrance to one of the interior staircases that snaked back and forth all the way up the interior face of the cavern. They headed to the entrance well and began the long climb to the top. They passed several priests along the way that were heading down and the passing priests offered a friendly grin and nod. As the pair climbed higher and higher the temperature difference became more dramatic until they reached the highest level where the temperature was around 3 degrees Centigrade. It was cold but bearable in the short term given how they were dressed. The stunning view made the cold air less noticeable as their breath was taken away. From the ground it was hard to understand just how high the granite formation reached but from the high balconies that were expertly camouflaged by cutting them down into the top rim of the granite. They were able to see for miles in every direction and they got a sense for just how desolate the desert around them was aside from thin rock and granite spires reaching skyward from the desert floor that had been wind and water carved into interesting shapes and Jake was able to discern the artificial spires constructed of metal that was designed to blend in to the surrounding desert rock.

They spent almost an hour walking around the perimeter of the granite formation until the chilly air got the better of Missy. Her fingers were numb and her nose and earlobes hurt so she asked Jake if they could explore some interior spaces to get out of the cold air. Jake agreed and they walked around the perimeter until they found a staircase that led down into the rock floor. They climbed down 3 flights of stairs and then they turned left at an arched doorway with a solid stone door hanging on thick black metal hanger hinges that had pins in them the size of a man's wrist.

"What the heck do you suppose they keep behind a door that formidable?" Missy asked rhetorically knowing Jake had no idea.

"I don't know. We can open the door and find out or¦I can look beyond the door before opening it to see what's on the other side?"

"Does that take energy to do that?"

"Wha yeah. Anytime we use our advanced abilities it takes a certain amount of energy. Remote viewing is one that doesn't require a huge amount, but some effort and mental exertion is required so it does consume some energy. You worried about running me down or something?"

"It crossed my mind. I think we should just open the door and see what we find."

"I don't think we're going to find anything dangerous around this place¦relatively speaking anyways. I'm pretty sure I would sense something dangerous in any case."

"You didn't sense the danger in my room."

"Were you attacked?"

"No¦I sensed the danger and you saw what was going to happen so we changed things so it wouldn't happen the way you saw it."

"That's why I didn't sense the danger. I sensed the eventuality in which we changed things so Ahshock never made it into your room. You saw the priests standing watch in the hallway? I arranged that to make sure Ahshock never made it into your room. I'm sure he at some point peeked down the hallway, saw the priests, and changed his mind about snooping in your room."

"Is that what you talked to Shredon and Terek about this morning?"

"Yes. I didn't want to upset you anymore than I already had by telling you what I saw in my precog vision. I didn't think you were going to like the idea of having a couple priests watching over us."

"It's a little creepy but since they don't employ electronic surveillance around here it's the only way possible, right?"

"Yeah."

"Well it did the trick. We changed our destiny so I wouldn't get attacked in my room."

"Let's have a look¦" Jake said as he reached out and grasped the long curving door handle that fit comfortably in his palm.

Jake pressed the thumb latch down and pulled on the door and it was much heavier than he expected even given its formidable size. He pulled a little harder and the door achieved a measure of momentum and began to swing easier once moving. The room was dark so once Jake had the door fully open he reached his hand in around the corner and felt for the light switch, which he found quickly and he pressed the protruding longer stub of the 2 stubs and the shorter stub extended and the other sank into the switch panel and the lights glowed to life.

The pair were stunned when the first thing they saw was an obvious aerial vehicle with an enclosed cockpit and 3 engine nacelles on pylons, 2 above the wide wings and one central to the fuselage ahead of the vertical stabilizer with a rear facing thrust exit port incorporated into the fuselage at the base of the vertical stabilizer. The central engine looked midsize compared the size of the vehicle but the other 2 engines were much larger. The aft end of the engines didn't have the expected combustion chamber exit apparatuses; it had a solid light green glassy rod that flattened out toward the center of the engine bell. The aircraft itself was sleek and extremely aerodynamically shaped with rear swept wings that were thicker closer to the fuselage and came to a sharp point at their tips that curved up slightly and the landing gear had robust looking wheels at the end of them and the aft Futuretal stabilizers had complex veined articulated control surfaces at their trailing edges and at the terminus edges of the main wings. There were canards on each side of the nose of the aircraft suggesting extreme maneuverability and likely high-speed capabilities. The panels covering the entire vehicle were a dull gray color with gleaming rivets where the panels overlapped one another. The cockpit glass had an odd yellowish rainbow iridescence to it and it wrapped around the forward portion of the cockpit in a gradual wide angled curve. There were no obvious weapons visible and the belly door suggested the craft was designed to carry cargo within an atmosphere. It didn't have the hallmarks of being space worthy even though the exotic nature of the main engines suggested they might be capable of operating in space even if the auxiliary engine was a conventional combustion thrust engine requiring air to function properly. After Jake and Missy stepped into the room and stared at the vehicle for a time, Jake finally looked at Missy.

"Why wouldn't they tell us that they have aerial vehicles like this?"

"They probably used this thing to collect technological relics from all over the world. Look at how old this looks to be, it probably doesn't work anymore and they don't know how to repair it. At this point it's just another relic that can't be replicated or repaired, just like the millions of other relics around here."

"You're probably right."

Jake then stepped further into the space and it was only then that he noticed that around the corner to the right the space widened and stretched into the distance so far that he couldn't make out the end of it. There were 3 rows of aircraft, 1 against each wall facing out at an angle and a 3rd row in the center of the 50-yard wide space. In each row there were aircraft after aircraft of ever simpler design as the rows progressed from the position Jake and Missy were standing at. In the far distance there were even examples of propeller driven craft and a few helicopters of strange aspect designs. Way off in the distance Jake could discern the skeletal frame of a dirigible that rivaled the size of the Hindenburg. The outer skin was long since gone but the frame was impressively assembled atop pedestals and suspended from overhead gantries to keep it from collapsing under its own weight. The craft beyond that were too far away to make out clear details even for Jake with superior eyesight. He looked at Missy and waved her over to his position so she stepped over to him and glanced down the rows of strange but vaguely recognizable aircraft and she gasped lightly and held her mouth open for a moment, she then looked at Jake.

"This must be a repository museum of aviation history. Some of those aircraft are prop driven. That's way more archaic than this one by the door that looks to have cascade energy vortex engines. How do you think they got all these things in here?"

Jake looked up and pointed at the roof above their heads.

"You see that seam? The roof opens. We were probably walking on the doors and didn't even know it. Dirt and debris has settled on the seams from above because they haven't been opened in so long." Jake then took a few paces so he could clearly see down the far row and he looked at Missy. "Some of those things are only half assembled. I'm guessing they collected anything they could find even if they had no idea how to reassemble them once they got them here."

"Shall we take a walk and have a look at what they have?"

"Sure."

The pair headed off down the row where some of the craft were partially assembled. They walked up to the first neat stack of components and a half assembled fuselage and Jake looked over the components and the first thing that caught his attention was a pressure tank within the frame of each wing of the aircraft and the narrow ventral exhaust pipe. He looked over the assembled components within the engine bay and he was surprised to see a transmission attached to an electric motor that was driven in turn by a generator driven by an internal combustion engine. The overall design was different than anything he had ever seen before but the components and general shape of the engine were familiar enough for Jake to figure out what he was looking at given the design of the pressure regulating circuit in the fuel supply system. He looked at Missy and she was looking at the seeming mess with only mild interest.

"You realize what this is?"

"A mess they couldn't put back together?"

"Nice! No, it's an LP or natural gas powered internal combustion engine that spins a generator that in turn supplies power to an electric motor that the prop is connected to. They must have had the capability of producing incredibly efficient electric motors if they're capable of powering an aircraft. They apparently used fossil fuels but they never took the environmentally hazardous step of producing gasoline or kerosene. See the pressure tanks in the wings and the pressure regulator in the fuel supply system?"

"Oh yeah, huh¦I totally missed that. Why wouldn't they just run the prop directly from the internal combustion engine?"

"Because you would have to run the engine at one hundred percent duty to do that whereas you can run it at thirty or fourty percent duty and transfer the power through that transmission to the generator that then powers the electric motor under a sustained low load condition. The electric motor takes the entire abusive load and they apparently had a way of making an electric motor that could handle it. There is also far less fuel consumed and less polluting exhaust expelled. LP and natural gas burn cleaner than traditional refined fossil fuels but they still emit carbon dioxide and monoxide among other things."

"That makes a lot of sense. That first cargo transport doesn't work that way though."

"No, they obviously found a way of producing energized thrust from some kind of high energy resonance field produced by that green crystalline material visible at the aft end of the engine. It was probably one of their last breakthrough technologies before the great dying took place."

"These people would've been more advanced than us if the AI controlled machines hadn't¦"

"I know. Laurel thought the same thing a few times. We might have been in the same boat if someone hadn't figured out how to integrate and moral conscience into our version of an AI."

"I know Laurel didn't trust the AI on the Future at first. I saw as much in the archival exchanges between her and the AI as they got to know and trust one another."

"I know. They included that portion of her interactions with the AI in order to instill a level of trust between the new revivals and the AI."

"I can appreciate that, it worked for me."

"Good. I know it's a little hard to get used to a computer system that observes your every action just about everywhere you go and talks about what you're doing like a person."

"Yeah¦it doesn't take long to realize the AI is an extremely advanced computer system that more closely resembles a person than a computer."

"Let's push on, Laurel is going to need me close by to conduct her work before too long."

Missy nodded and they continued on their exploration of the enormous space they were in. The aircraft they were seeing grew more and more archaic as they progressed deeper into the space with the exception of the lighter than air ship that was taking up most of the space's width and height toward the end of the space. As they drew closer and more details were obtainable they discovered the internal machinery was visible and expertly restored to represent what would've been present if the vessel was still in service. Amazingly they discovered that the ship employed an onboard steam boiler system to power a steam turbine generator that powered electric motors within external azipods hanging from pylons with huge propellers attached to each of the 6 azipods. There were also 8 thruster assemblies aimed straight up along the length of the ship and 8 more along its axis aimed straight out and yet another 8 aimed down along the center line of the airship. The thruster assemblies were sealed so their exact nature was unclear but they were each independent though tied together via a series of cables and nothing more aside from control conduits that ran down the length of the ship to the cockpit near the extreme bow of the ship.

The material the skeleton was constructed from shocked Jake. Its relatively gleaming appearance despite its age suggested an exotic but lightweight alloy of some kind that resisted rust and corrosion amazingly well. Jake wished he could touch the beams to feel their surface but the ship was exhibited much too high to allow a person to touch it. He pondered the construction of the ship as they walked under its incredible length without arriving at a firm conclusion as to what he was looking at and Missy nudged him at one point to get his attention.

"You think that's an aluminum alloy?"

Jake looked at her and grinned knowing she was reading his fascination and curiosity.

"Not likely, aluminum oxidizes over time. That thing is in pristine condition for how old it is. I'm guessing it's some kind of titanium alloy that we're unfamiliar with."

"It's hard to believe something this big was light enough to fly at all."

"Especially since it used a steam boiler system to run a steam turbine that produced the needed electricity to run the azipod motors. Water is heavy and the boiler systems we're familiar with were extremely heavy. They had metallurgic knowledge that obviously escaped us until the new millennium rolled around."

"Yeah but we abandoned dirigibles long time ago."

"I would say this thing was maneuverable and relatively fast though. If they used helium, not hydrogen like we did in the beginning, then they never experienced the kind calamities we did with fires. They probably used these things for a long time and that's why they ended up with such an impressively advanced ship like this one. I wish I understood those thruster assemblies. That's probably the key to keeping this goliath under control no matter the weather conditions experienced. That was one of the other reasons why we gave up on dirigibles. They were vulnerable to bad weather."

"So you don't think this is a recreation of what they saw in drawing or whatever?"

"No, I have a gut feeling they found this thing languishing in some hangar somewhere and disassembled it and brought it here and reassembled it minus the outer skin that was probably rotted away when they found the thing."

"So where do you think they stored the lifting gas?"

"Oh I'm sure there were giant pressure bags in the upper hull somewhere. Those have likely rotted away too. They just wanted to represent the mechanical aspects of this gargantuan ship."

"You think it had a gondola below the main hull for people and cargo?"

"Other than some walkways crisscrossing the main structure and the control cabin in the bow I don't see any floors or walls so you're probably right on the money. Mechanicals and pilot controls were in the main hull and the load was suspended beneath."

"As impressive as this is¦nothing here comes close to the Future. Can you imagine trying to exhibit the Future in skeletal form like this?"

No." Jake said shaking his head. "The Future is the size of a city and it would weigh hundreds of millions of tons even with all the bulkheads and decks removed so you could somewhat see into it. I agree that there isn't anything like her on this planet though. I don't think these people ever reached that kind of technological zenith. The Future was advanced when we built it but thanks to the elder race she's more advanced and capable than anything we've ever come across."

"She's old though. It was never meant to hold up for over six hundred years. How long you think it will continue to remain viable?"

"I don't know. It has already sustained major damage on more than one occasion. The primary structure was damaged in ways that can't be repaired without disassembling it in a manner that would compromise its structural integrity. My guess would be five or six decades at most. The structural elements are subjected to extreme stresses with the equipment in use throughout the ship, namely the negative matter core and how it propagates its energetic affects."

"Wait¦I thought the exotic energy was focused and contained within the wave guide conduits that lead to the exterior of the ship before allowing them to propagate out into space?"

"For the most part that's true. The initial output upon increased output isn't completely without causal affects on the structure of the ship though."

"A little known secret within the top scientific minds?"

"Not exactly. Laurel just has a deeper understanding of the complexities of how the negative matter core functions and what its affects are on the ship. Our best scientific minds are still struggling to reach the same level of understanding."

"So you have an insight that no one else does?"

"Yeah, I suppose you could look at it that way. Come on, we should keep moving. I sense Laurel is struggling with her work. She likely needs my mind to help figure out what she's working on."

"You can't join minds from this distance?"

"It takes considerable effort. I would rather be at her side so we can concentrate on the issues together, otherwise I would have to close my eyes and concentrate on what she's doing which would reduce my awareness of the world around me."

"Oh. I can see how that would be a problem. You can feel her level of tension from here though?"

"Yeah. It manifests as my own tension but I'm not trying to figure out anything complex and unfamiliar so I know it's Laurel struggling to understand unfamiliar ancient alien technological devices and components."

"I pray she can find the necessary components to make one of the probes work."

Jake flicked his head and they turned and headed toward a door near the rear of the space past a further dozen flimsy looking engineless aircraft past the hulking frame of the dirigible above them. As they neared the doorway Missy looked at Jake with a look of concern on her face.

"You think they're going to be able to figure out how to operate the domain manifold back on Geonic once Laurel manages to make contact?"

"I honestly don't know Missy. The displays and labels are in a language none of them understand and it's a horribly complex. They've had the amount of time we've been gone to work on the problem, but I don't know if a lifetime would be enough. The slightest adjustment to the controls could have huge affects on how the manifold functions."

"You don't think it could be dangerous for the operators do you?"

"Possibly, if the connection point focuses on a location with hazardous conditions present it could translate into the lab environment."

"You mean like if it connects with a point near a black hole or something?"

"Yeah, or onto the surface of a star¦or a rocky body within a hazardous nebula, places like that. I'm sure targeting a life bearing world like Amara takes very precise settings "

"So they could be in danger by messing with the controls to try and find us?"

"I'm pretty sure they aren't going to go pressing buttons or spinning dials without knowing what the buttons and dials do first."

"You think the instructions are contained in the logs you guys found?"

"Maybe not direct instruction for how to operate the controls but there might be hints based on Hyndocan's reported observations of the domain manifold's response to his specific manipulation of the controls. The problem is the amount of data contained in those logs is going to take time to go through, a lot of time."

"I hope it doesn't take too long. I'm learning to stay calm and try to take all this in with some measure of exploratory enthusiasm but I really want to get back to Geonic sooner rather than later."

"You feeling a little home sick?"

"No, trapped is more like it. Don't get me wrong, I miss my mom and dad back on the Future but I'm still looking forward to the second part of your mission, visiting the Reuopon station to check up on Korica and Tamaric. I'm more excited than ever to meet the girl you and Laurel adopted from another galaxy."

"You're finding that aliens aren't as scary as the word sounds?"

"Yeah. Rodar showed me that they can be every bit as attractive and interesting as any Human. I'm excited about the prospect of meeting more new people¦though I don't think I'll be hooking up with any boys as easily as I did with Rodar. I didn't expect the emotional baggage that would go along with it."

"That's probably a wise posture to assume. There are all kinds of hazards with sexual contact with other species."

They finally reached the exit and Missy stopped and smirked at Jake.

"You thinking I could beat Tamaric at having a hybrid baby?"

"That's not it. While there is always the possibility you could end up pregnant, I was thinking about physiological incompatibilities that could make physical contact dangerous not to mention diseases that could be fatal if contracted."

"I keep forgetting about those aspects. Tamaric didn't seem to care about that stuff?"

"Korica was scanned multiple times and attended to by the AI. She was exposed to the Lersa virus and she had a minor¦female infection that was remedied straight away. She was as healthy as can be when her and Tamaric initiated physical contact. She was kept in deplorable conditions but luckily not abused in a way that rendered her vulnerable to the worst kind of diseases. We rescued her the day she was to be¦you know."

"Broken in as it was euphemistically called?"

"Yeah. She was next on the list to be broken in but we intervened at just the right time to keep that from happening."

"That poor little thing. I'm glad you guys happened along when you did. No girl should have to endure that, especially one as young as she was."

"I know what you mean. Unfortunately that kind of thing goes on all over the place. Where there's a market, scumbags will acquire the supply to fill the demand. Korica was so pretty she ended up being an irresistible target. With her abilities awake, she'll never present an easy target like that again, especially with Tamaric at her side."

Missy looked at the door and grasped the handle then looked at Jake somberly.

"It doesn't worry you that they were accosted on the station?"

"Not entirely. She knew to hold back until she knew what they wanted from them. The fact that they were ambushed like they were bothers me a little, but it served as a lesson in staying alert to unexpected danger. Korica and Tamaric could've killed or disabled their adversaries if they really wanted to, but Korica kept a cool head and got the authorities involved. No lives were lost at her hand and I'm very proud of her for that. She's got her mom's personality traits in her to thank for that¦her mom Laurel that is."

"You and Laurel have imprinted on her that substantially?"

"Yes. Part of who we are is now a part of who she is. She imbues traits from Laurel and I both. We were very close to becoming paired with her. If the love had been just a little different or deeper, a paring would've resulted."

"I thought it took the ultimate act of contrition of ones self and the joining of mind and spirit during intercourse to establish a true paring?"

"Human beings are capable of becoming paired without intercourse. Laurel and I did as proof of that. If the love is pure and deep enough, a pairing is possible. When Laurel and I finally committed to intercourse it created the conditions for our paring to become truly stabile and permanent but the pairing was already in place. When we committed to the deep sharing with Korica we allowed ourselves to explore too deeply and in places that we never should've ventured. Like I said, the love wasn't exactly right or deep enough to result in a full on paring but it was really close. It resulted in an imparting of our deepest essence on Korica and hers on us."

"What kind of traits did you inherit from her? She was just a child wasn't she?"

"So were we if you get down to it. We inherited her strength of resolve, acceptance of all things being possible even if hard to believe. We also acquired the Draximan trait for having a tumultuous steely temper. Korica acquired our ability to keep that under control but it's a little more difficult for us to incorporate that into our being."

"I didn't know Draximan were like that."

"Most people don't. Once they come of age they can unleash that temper with incredible strength and ferocity. They evolved from a creature that was stout and ferocious. They emerged as the dominant species on Draxima because their progenitor species was able to fight off the larger animals around them. You can't imagine the types of life forms that existed on Draxima hundreds of thousands to millions of years ago that the modern people's ancestors existed alongside."

"I guess not. I know next to nothing about Draxima or its people other than the fact that they look like Korica and have been in space far longer than we have."

Missy then looked at the door and pulled it open and found she was looking into an archive room with thousands of scrolls and bound books on shelves and there were very long tables with individuals sitting at the tables apparently transcribing the scrolls and books into electronic writing pads. Jake stepped in behind Missy and they timidly looked around from the door and one of the transcribers looked at the pair and smiled and waved them over.

"Welcome friends, come on in and have a look around."

"Thank you," Jake said with a smile as he and Missy walked toward the man's position at the 30 yard long table. "We are exploring Amshere and stumbled upon this¦room by accident."

"It looks like you are converting all this written information to electronic version?" Missy said as her and Jake arrived at the man's seated position.

"We have been undertaking this effort for as long as I and my father and my father's father have been alive. Written records from all over the world have been collected over time and stored here. At first everything collected was transferred onto those millions of scrolls in a single language then it was decided that even those scrolls were vulnerable to the ravages of time. The transcription to written singular language is still an ongoing effort since many of the languages the original forms exist in are no longer spoken since the great dying exterminated the races that spoke those languages. However the digital conversion is being conducted concurrently and will continue until we have all our history and cultural information preserved for posterity."

"I thought your people had an aversion to technology." Missy said. "This definitely involves a technological component to view the information you're preserving."

"This does not represent technology incorporated into their lives. This is simply a means to preserve who we are and were we have been. We accomplished incredible things in the distant past and future generation deserve the chance to learn from and about those accomplishments."

"Including the ones that led to the emergence of an artificial intelligence that deemed the Bolinar species destructive to the planet and inferior enough to warrant extermination by any means possible?"

"The general knowledge is included though the exact nature of how that technology is constructed has been¦redacted from the written and digital records."

"You know¦it's amazing how complete your knowledge and use of the English language is." Jake commented.

"English? I do not know that term."

"It's the language you're speaking. The written version I'm familiar with is different than yours but you're speaking the language spoken by the majority of the people on my home world."

"The harbinger long ago brought our people out of a dark time with a unified spoken language that aligned with our simplistic written language. It has brought us together and facilitated open lines of communication worldwide with no mistrust or misunderstandings creeping in through belief that one is superior because of a language that is older or considered more important. No reference to the word English was ever made."

"I can't imagine the effort that must've taken place to teach a new language that would be universally understood and accepted by everyone."

"It happened over a great many mykas a very long time ago. Our accepted singular written language is capable of expressing our spoken language perfectly."

"I wish we had the ability to read your language but we are from very far away. Our written language is very different."

"I am guessing you are from another world entirely."

"That doesn't surprise you?"

"It is a rare occurrence to have visitors from another world though not completely unheard of. You are very fine looking youth¦I am guessing as to your young age based on your physical stature, however you are definitely not Bolinar. As far as I know we are the only species living on Amara thus you must be from another world somewhere nearby. Likely several star systems away in distance."

"You're deductive reasoning is pretty good. We actually don't know how far away our point of origin is from Amara. We sort of ended up here by accident."

"A malfunction of your transport craft?"

"Not exactly. We didn't come by ship."

"I am unfamiliar with other means of visiting neighboring star systems without the use of a ship."

"I'm not surprised. It's a complicated process requiring some very sophisticated technology. We don't even understand it completely which is why we're stranded here for the time being."

"You do not have people coming to rescue you?"

"They need to know where to search first. We're hoping to find technology here at Amshere that will allow us to make contact so they can find us."

"We do not employ communications equipment capable of contacting neighboring star systems though the technological components to construct such a thing may in fact exist here if you have people in your party that are knowledgeable enough in such matters to construct a device like that."

"We happen to have someone like that with us. She's searching for what we need in the ground level repository as we speak."

"That would be an excellent place to begin your search. There are more repositories on the other levels though the largest and most complex devices are on the ground level for the most part. We lost the ability to bring artifacts by air some time ago thus we store the largest and most complex items down there."

"That is pretty much what Shredon said. He didn't mentioned that you had no aircraft in use anymore though."

"It is not something we particularly hide from our guests. You probably just did not ask the right questions to warrant him mentioning it."

"That makes sense. We won't keep you from your work. Thank you for talking with us."

"It was a pleasure. You may look around if you wish or the exit over there will lead you to the hallway that leads to the stairs." The man said pointing to a door across the room from the tables.

Jake looked at the man and grinned.

"As impressive as this space is, we aren't going to understand a word we try to read so I think we'll head to the ground level repository."

"I understand. I hope you enjoy your stay and find what you seek so you can contact your people."

"Thank you sir."

Jake put his hand on Missy's shoulder and urged her to head around the table and she turned and headed toward the exit. They took a last glance down the incredibly long rows of shelving units stuffed with scrolls and books and then headed to the door, that Jake opened and then stood aside and allowed Missy to exit through first. Jake then stepped into the dimly lit hallway and pulled the door closed.

The pair then walked down the hallway past several closed doors and they came to a left that led a few yards to the open space of the staircase leading from the ground level up to the observation level along the inner face of the rock walls of the interior space of Amshere. They made the short walk to the stairs out in the crisp cool morning air and they turned and began climbing down the zigzag path of staircases until they finally reached the ground level. They noticed a doorway immediately to the right of the last step at the bottom landing and they assumed the door would lead to interior spaces and likely more stairs descending even deeper into the facility but Missy could sense Jake's level of tension rising steadily indicating he was beginning to feel the inevitable separation anxiety symptoms from being separated from Laurel for well over an hour.

Jake glanced at the door at the bottom of the stairs and Missy gently pulled on his arm.

"Enough exploring for now. We need to get you close to Laurel before you start getting sick."

Jake looked at her and smirked.

"You're getting better at reading me."

"Yeah whatever. I feel the level of tension building in you. I'm sure it's uncomfortable and Laurel is the only person that can give you any measure of relief."

"Don't get offended Missy. I can handle the symptoms for quite a while before they reduce my ability to concentrate. Laurel does need my help though, I can feel it."

"I didn't mean to come off snotty. I know you two need to be reunited. I'm sure we'll be around for a few days so we can explore later."

"Is my level of tension bothering you? I mean can you feel it acutely?"

"Yeah, now that you mention it I am. I've never sensed a person's emotional energy like that before. What does that mean?"

"It means your abilities are expanding in complexity due to close proximity to Laurel and I and your feelings for us are furthering that affect. You care about us and you can feel we care about you very much."

Missy blinked a few times as she thought about what Jake had said and then she finally grinned at him.

"You and Laurel are approaching the L word with me, huhn?"

"You're a sweet, brilliant, beautiful girl. What's not to like. I don't know if I would use the L word just yet but I can see us becoming close enough friends for that to be possible in the near future."

"I like being around you and Laurel too. You make me feel warm inside like no one else ever has and I like knowing that you care about me more than just as a colleague and junior officer you're responsible for."

"It helps to eliminate tension and fear if you allow yourself to get close to those you're working with on missions like this. You were pretty scared and worried when we first got here. You seemed to loosen up once Laurel and I allowed you to feed on our warm emotions for you."

"I guess that did help come to think of it. Let's get you back to Laurel so you'll feel better."

Jake smiled and nodded. The thought of Laurel's beautiful smile and stunning figure made his pulse quicken. They headed away from the stairs and out into the open air courtyard with meandering pathways and they headed west along the length of the courtyard and flower garden areas until they reached the path leading to the doorway that led to the ground level repository. As they neared the door leading to the actual repository, Jake felt a sense of calm washing over him as Laurel's aura washed over him making him grin and the developing knot in his stomach all but disappeared. Once they opened the last door and stepped in, the feeling of connection and warm calm was complete and they could hear rapid footsteps heading their way from down the 4th isle.

As they stepped closer Jake smiled as he sensed Laurel's excitement alerting him that it was her headed their way in a hurry. She was feeling the same joy and relief that he was. Laurel finally popped out of the row and looked at Jake and her face lit up and she smiled brightly. Jake sighed at the sight of his gorgeous Laurel practically floating on air at the sight of her Jake. The pair walked up to one another and embraced each other with a tight hug and then a peck and Laurel set her head on Jake's shoulder as she turned sideways and held up the sensor unit so Jake could see it as she soaked in his warm energy.

"I found a few of the items we need to create an external power source for the probe."

"I see that. I sensed your struggle with too many ideas running through your head. I'm here to give you another mind to think with."

Laurel smiled as she scrolled the images and data up on the sensor display. Jake then stopped her when he saw an enormous device on the display.

"What the heck is that?"

"They aren't exactly sure. It was recovered from a collapsed building in an abandoned city on the other side of the world. My guess is a self contained power generator for a manufacturing facility that was unmanned."

"You mean the machines created that thing?" Missy asked pointing at the display from Jake's right side.

"Un huh. We should be able to disassemble it to extract the regulation assembly. It'll allow us to modulate an energy source to a very specific frequency if I understand the components right."

"I'm sure you do babe, you're a genius with this stuff."

"You're sweet, thank you Jake. I still need to find an actual power generator that will produce a low inductance energy source."

"Well Missy and I are here to help. Let's join minds and we can search together."

"I was hoping you would say that."

Jake removed his arm from around Laurel and she stepped back and turned and faced him and they grinned at one another and then closed their eyes and reached out to one another and immediately slipped into the mind of the other so quickly and smoothly that it was hard to tell that they had entered the mind of another person. It was as if their perceptions and emotional states simply jumped to an increased level of heightened awareness and intensity. Once the initial intense rush of emotional energy reached a point that they were able to once again think clearly and concurrently, they opened their eyes and sighed at the same instant and missy giggled lightly with a bright smile on her face.

"You two are so cute. I can feel the intense love and satisfaction in your new combined state. It's kind of weird¦I'm looking at two people but it feels like only one person of incredible intensity is close by. Your merging is so complete that I can actually feel a measure of it."

"We've had sensitive individuals confess something similar before." Laurel said.

"I guess when we're joined like this our essences burn from a singular source that's inside both of us. We can't tell where each of us starts and stops and apparently neither can an outside observer if they're sensitive to our emanations."

"That's incredible. I didn't know I was that sensitive though."

"We probably stimulated an increase in your level of sensitivity. The longer you're around us while we're extending ourselves, the more you're abilities will present themselves in a heightened manor."

"So¦this kind of sensitivity and ability will go away when we get back and we aren't close to each other all the time?"

"It doesn't work that way honey," Laurel said. "The level of acuteness might fade somewhat, but any ability that awakens will be with you for the rest of your life. We're just enticing things to life that would've manifested at some point, just at a more gradual rate."

"Good. I'm not sure what all I'm capable of, but I want it to stay. So how am I going to be able to help you two in your search?"

"Companionship for now. When it comes time to disassemble some of the objects we determine have internal components we can make use of, we'll task you with the disassembly effort."

"Alright. I'm not much of a mechanical engineer but I know my way around a screwdriver and such."

Laurel smiled at Missy.

"That's good. Wait till you see the type of screw ports they employ."

"No Phillips head or eight point torx type?"

"No. The examples I've seen are triangular and oval port screws, the oval type are used for light torque applications and the triangular for heavier torque applications."

"So nuts and bolts are different too?"

"The thread pattern is recognizable though different from anything we or any of our allies employ but the most common nut and bolt configuration is a five point pentagonal configuration. I have seen a few very old examples of an eight-point configuration too. They have the necessary tools here that will allow us to manipulate those particular fasters though."

"This should be interesting." Missy said with a bright smile.

"We're glad you're enthusiastic about this. Most junior officers would find this mundane or boring." Jake said.

"Intense curiosity is what makes a good officer. I'm fascinated by the idea of examining and taking apart some ancient alien artifacts¦" Missy looked around to see if Terek was within earshot then she looked at Laurel and Jake and leaned a little closer. "I guess I shouldn't be using that word to describe our hosts, huhn."

"I think you're sensing my distaste with the term. It might not be insulting to other species." Laurel said.

"Are we really becoming that in tune?"

"You're just becoming more sensitive to our aura, it's particularly intense when we're joined."

Missy nodded and then they turned and Laurel led the way back down the isle she had emerged from and Missy was stunned to see a rather sizable 4-shelf cart on wheels with a multitude of hand tools and analyzers on it that looked very complex. Terek was standing next to the cart and a few yards behind him was a huge device sitting on the floor with an access panel hanging open and analyzer leads were hanging out of the exposed compartment. The 3 of them walked up to the cart and Missy glanced around Terek and the tool cart and she tried to figure out exactly what they were working on but she had never seen anything like the large device sitting in the floor with its guts exposed. She then looked at Laurel and grinned.

"What the heck is that thing?"

"It's listed as an opsimilator."

"Ask a dumb question¦."

Laurel smiled and chuckled lightly.

"It was recovered from a collapsed experimental propulsion dynamics laboratory three thousand mykas ago. It has been in storage here ever since. It's of no use to us for its intended purpose but some of the internal hardware will be useful for creating a stabile gravitational wave containment field."

"I guess I shouldn't ask why we need that to contact Geonic."

"I'd try to explain it but I'm not sure you wouldn't understand gravitational wave propagations from a fixed transdimensional intersectional point enough for it to make sense."

"No¦I suppose not. That's a little over my head."

"Needless to say, the way the domain manifold creates a fixed point portal that can be traversed is complex and some of the components in the probes have deteriorated beyond hope of functioning properly."

"So¦something that big," Missy pointed at the huge device sitting on the floor, "has the same components that fit into one of those probes?"

"Not exactly. It has larger solid-state components that are capable of producing similar affects if they're still viable. With a little tweaking I should be able to get the affect we need."

"So you have to remove the parts from the opsimilator?"

"The analyzer is conducting a circuit analysis to determine if the internal compensators have accessible power taps. If so, we will just have to supply a sufficient gradual energy load until gravity waves are produced and modulated the way we need, at very low intensity."

"Will we even feel the gravitational waves?"

"No. We just need enough gravitational energy to cause the containment field to be engaged. It won't take much beyond ambient but internally generated gravity for that to happen if the necessary hardware is still functional."

Missy looked at Jake with an odd smirk on her face and Jake smiled at her.

"I know, she's in my head and it still baffles me how that stuff is so elementary to her."

"And you understand what components in that thing do that?"

"No. I don't need to, I recognize the configuration of the device enough to understand what some of its components do even if I've never seen specific examples like those equipped in that thing."

"I see. So what else do we need to look for?"

"We still need to find a power supply."

"I can guide you to the right section of the repository to find what you are looking for." Terek said.

Terek turned and reached down onto the second shelf of the cart and lifted a thick hardbound book out and he placed it on top of the analyzer on the top shelf of the cart and he flipped the book open to the first 2 pages. He then ran his finger down the rows of text until he almost reached the bottom of the first row of text and then he grinned.

"That is it. Pier ninety, section eight, isle four. Follow me, I will show you where that is?"

"You mean that book tells you where every device is stored in this repository?"

"Yes. The general device type and associated locations are listed on the initial pages and the subsequent pages have a visual record of each and every device along with a brief description of where the device was collected, what the device is presumed to be and exactly what compartment it is stored upon here in the repository. There are guides like this for every repository here at Amshere."

"And they're hand written?"

"Yes."

"I think we saw some of your fellow brethren transcribing information like that."

"As far as I know, no updated repository guides are being created at this time. The transcription efforts are a continuous effort though."

Terek then lifted the book and brought it with him as he walked down the isle to the crossway and he turned right and walked to the 4th row then turned left and they made the long walk past many strange and foreign looking devices neatly stored in their cubby compartments within the piers that reached all the way to the ceiling high above. They walked to the 90th pier then Terek glanced around briefly then pointed up.

"The eighth shelf up there all the way down to the next cross walkway is where known self contained power generators from the fourth age are located." Terek said.

Laurel lifted her sensor unit and began taking detailed readings of the devices above their heads and they were definitely meant to generate power but the devices she was seeing on the display were long since incapable of functioning. They were extremely old and battered as well as displaying signs of being ripped from their host mechanisms in most cases. The estimated age of most the devices was sixty thousand years old though some were presumed to be considerably older. Many of the internal circuit paths were fused and barely recognizable as circuit pathways. Laurel slowly walked down the face of the piers while taking readings until she encountered one device in particular that was completely solid state and had a dycilic reactor core that was intact. She smiled and looked at Jake and he nodded.

"Yeah, that'll do nicely if we can get the reaction initiated. Dycilic bromide has a half-life of a hundred thousand years, so long as the reactor casing remains intact we're in business."

Terek glanced at the display then looked up at the device that matched the ghostly image he was seeing on the display.

"We have never been able to figure out how that generator functioned. We just know it is producing a detectable energy signature that remains perfectly steady over time."

"We have encountered another race that used dycilic reactors for power generation. We use something a little more exotic and potent. Dycilic reactions can be tricky to control without the right regulation control rods. The device you have up there still contains viable control rods and that's why it has been producing steady low-level energy for so long."

Laurel took a step back then held her hand out flat and pushed lightly and the device lifted from its cubby and floated smoothly out into open air and then slowly descended until it touched the floor virtually silently at their feet. Missy stared at the device for a few moments then she leaned back and looked down the isle, and then she looked at Terek.

"Let me ask you something good sir, Laurel and Jake are able to move things around easy enough, but how do you reach the items on the higher shelves for your other guests?"

"Oh we have a mechanized lift on wheels with a lifting basket attached to its side that allow us to move anywhere in the repository so items can be properly viewed. You have to understand we do not usually allow our guest to touch the relics housed here at Amshere. This is a rather unique situation."

"That mechanized lift is how you place new arrivals in their permanent display locations?"

"Yes. It has more than enough lifting capacity to raise the relics to their intended storage compartments. The largest of items are stored at ground level."

"I see. I suppose this is the first time your prized display pieces have been removed so they can be cannibalized for parts to make something else function?"

"By our guests? Yes."

"I have to ask though, do you experience ground tremors here?"

"I know of the phenomena, however we are roughly in the middle of the largest continent on the planet. We do not experience seismic instability this far from active fault lines."

"This layout makes a lot more sense then."

Laurel and Jake were squatted down at the device taking detailed internal scans with the handheld sensor and pointing and nodding from time to time and Missy knelt down beside them and grinned at them.

"Is this thing going to serve our needs?"

"Yeah," Jake replied. "We're just discussing a means for initiating the rector without causing an overload. There are power terminals deep inside that we can use to power the probe and that experimental propulsion unit."

"Are you saying that thing could explode?"

"No. There are safety mechanisms in place to prevent that¦if they're still functional. The more likely scenario would be a containment breach in which case the device would release gamma and x-ray radiation that would envelope this entire place killing every living thing."

"Well that doesn't sound pleasant."

"No, it doesn't."

Laurel and Jake stood up as did Missy and then Laurel held her hand out and pushed and the device lifted from the floor silently and levitated several inches from the floor. Jake then imparted a gentle push and the device moved down the isle with Laurel controlling its lift and Jake controlling its direction. They walked behind the device until they reached the position of the work cart and experimental propulsion unit and then Laurel guided the device to the floor. She then withdrew her influence and leaned on Jake for a moment as they recovered themselves from the light mental exertion that was every bit as draining as running 2 miles at best possible speed. Laurel then looked at Missy as she stood up straight and held out the sensor unit.

"Do me a favor and begin removing the outer casing so we can access the internal power taps. There's an inner housing that needs to be opened too. The sensor will guide you to the fasteners that need to be removed."

"I can do that." Missy said with a smile as she took the sensor unit from Laurel. "Where are you two going in the meantime?"

"We have one more thing we're going to look for." Jake replied. "We need to find a field generator that will contain the affect a portal opened in a contained space will produce. If we manage to send a signal that can be locked onto from Geonic they'll open a portal to here. That's usually done out in the open, but if it's opened within this facility the affects need to be contained. There are objects in here that will react negatively to a dimensional portal being opened. Failing that Laurel and I will have to create a containment field ourselves but we would rather find a device to accomplish that since it will take a considerable amount of internal energy to create and sustain the field ourselves."

"I am afraid I cannot help you in your search since I do not understand the nature of the device you are seeking." Terek said.

"That's alright brother Terek. If you don't mind, give Michelle a hand while we have one last look around."

"I would be happy to do that."

Laurel and Jake then turned and headed further down the isle and once they reached a point several yards away Jake looked at Laurel.

"You're thinking a device you saw earlier might be capable of producing the containment field we're interested in. How is a wave guide compressor going to do that?"

"If we place it at the point of maximum entropy for the trans-dimensional fold, it should funnel and amplify the energy while drawing it into a contained area."

"Won't the device get sucked into the opening trans-dimensional window?"

"No. The point of maximum entropy is a few yards past the actual fold that develops."

"You're such a genius babe."

"You helped me work all this out so thank you for having such a complex mind too Jake."

They walked nearly to the end of the isle and Laurel stopped and looked up and pointed.

"Right there. That's the thing I suspect¦no¦that thing was ripped from its host mechanism rendering the thing useless for our needs. Dang it! We're going to have to create a sustained containment field manually."

"Maybe they can target a location away from Amshere once we make initial contact?"

"It would likely be opened on the plain near Triest. That particular location must have some properties that attract the dimensional fold to form there. That's why the priests used to make the pilgrimage to Triest. They were hoping to be at the precise location where Hyndocan's fold and perceived presence would appear."

"I can see how that would be a little inconvenient. You're hoping we can jump home from here."

"Yes. We have the handheld modulator that will make travel for biological matter safe once a stabile window is open."

"And you don't think that handheld modulator will work with the earlier generation probes to send a signal to Geonic."

"No. As you're sensing from my memory, there are components in the probes we examined on Geonic that don't exist in the examples they have here."

"Yeah, I sense that. We better get on with acquiring some cables and wires to make the power connections to the probe and propulsion unit?"

Laurel nodded and the pair walked up and down the isles and rows examining the artifacts until they came upon devices with the necessary cables and wires. They levitated the devices out onto the floor then walked back to where Missy was working and they collected the necessary tools to remove the cables and wires they had found on the selected devices. They then observed Missy for just a moment and then gave her an obligatory nod of approval then headed back to each of the devices and removed what they needed then replaced the artifacts where they belonged and then walked back to Missy's location and quietly let her work. Once Missy had the inner housing cracked open she lifted the cover plate out of the maintenance access hole then stood up and set the plate on the cart along with the triangular tipped screwdriver and she looked at Laurel and Jake.

"The rest is up to you. I understand where the power taps are but activating this thing is way beyond my technical expertise."

"You've done a great job Missy," Laurel said. "We'll hook up the energy taps and ramp up the generator when the time comes."

"If I understand that thing right, it was part of a larger power production assembly, right?"

"Yes. I know what you're thinking. We'll control the device with our abilities in place of the control apparatuses that are missing. Once the stimulator rods are inserted the proper distance from the reaction chamber the output will remain constant until another change is made. As long as we don't touch the generator that should occur at a time of our choosing."

"You didn't find the field generator components, did you?"

"The device I had in mind isn't going to work because of the way in which it was removed from its host mechanism."

"I am sure the host device as you call it was smashed and mangled beyond recognition," Terek said. "The device recovered was likely interesting and somewhat intact which is why it was removed with force. It was probably in dangerous conditions as well, prompting a hasty removal effort."

"I'm sure you find interesting examples of unknown technology in ancient crumbling structures all the time so things have to be done quickly."

"That is it exactly. Prime examples are getting harder and harder to find as time passes and when they are found, they are not in ideal places to explore for extended periods of time if one values his or her safety."

"I'm sure that's true. Let's get this generator tied into the opsimilator. We won't need to remove the regulation components. They can be used right where they're located within the parent device."

Laurel went over the analysis conducted on the opsimilator and Terek was able to discern that the device circuitry was intact enough to conduct current safely under nominal load conditions. Laurel and Jake then went about connecting the wiring they had harvested from the other devices to the load signal taps and then they connected the main power cables to the opsimilator to provide steady load current. Laurel then concentrated on the dycilic generator. She took more detailed sensor scans until she was able to determine where the initiation apparatus was located within the device. The control interface was missing but she could see how the reaction was intended to be initiated. Laurel looked at Missy and handed her the sensor unit.

"Jake and I are going to have to engage the reactor assembly manually."

"Are you sure you can do that safely?" Terek asked in a concerned tone.

"Yes," Laurel replied flatly. "The reactor core contains the reactive dycilic bromide. There are four stimulator rods with magnetic spheroids attached to their anterior end. They are moved closer to the reaction chamber and it stimulates the dycilic bromide to emit increased energy as the stimulator rods are moved closer. The control mechanism for adjusting the stimulator rod position is missing but Jake and I can move the stimulator rods while Missy monitors the output. When the reaction energy reaches twelve kilodynes, let us know and we'll stop moving the rods closer. We'll probably sense the proper energy level, but let us know just to be safe."

"Don't you need to look at the sensor unit while you move the stimulator rods?" Missy asked.

"No. Jake has the ability to remote view. He'll visualize the internal components and I'll conduct the moving force needed to move the rods into position."

"So what happens if you get the stimulator rods to close?"

"The energy level will rise above the level we need."

"I guess what I'm asking, is it possible to get them too close?"

"As I said before, there are automated safety mechanisms in place to prevent an overload. If the energy output surges the safety mechanisms are designed to withdraw the stimulator rods automatically and rapidly while simultaneously moving neutralizer rods into position to slow the reactions occurring in the dycilic bromide."

"Control rods?"

"Yeah, that would be a good descriptor."

"Are you sure those will deploy in the event of a surge?"

"No. We can see the mechanisms but we have no way of knowing if the system that deploys them is going to function if activated. If things go wrong and the system doesn't kick in, Jake and I can move them into position to stop a runaway reaction."

"I should quit doubting you and just let you do what you gotta do."

Laurel smiled and nodded once. Her and Jake then stood up and glanced at one another and then looked at the opsimilator for a moment.

"I know, that's the thing I'm worried about too babe," Jake thought. "The generator is probably going to respond perfectly but the opsimilator is going to be tricky to get to function the way we need."

"One problem at a time. Let's worry about getting the generator powered up right now."

Jake took a deep breath as he sensed Laurel's concentration building. They both then focused on the generator and Jake closed his eyes and reached out with his perceptions to try to picture the inner workings of the device. Thanks to Jake's crisp perception of the interior of the device Laurel was able to see the stimulator rods and then she pushed and imparted a gentle nudge to all 4 rods and they moved closer to the reflective alloy casing of the reactor core and the energy potential instantly increased then steadily rose incrementally then leveled off and Laurel and Jake sensed the energy level was still shy of 12 kilodynes so Laurel pushed lightly and the rods moved a little closer and the energy potential once again increased instantly and the temperature of the reactor casing increased to 120 Fahrenheit almost instantly. Missy kept a close watch on the detected energy level as Laurel and Jake sensed they were close but still needed just a little more adjusting of the stimulator rods to reach the desired energy level, so Laurel initiated another gentle push and the rods inched a few millimeters closer and the reactor once again surged and the reactor temperature rose steadily concerning Missy until it leveled off at 155 Fahrenheit. The energy potential slowly rose after the initial surge and Missy grinned and lifted her hand as she prepared to call out arrival at 12 kilodynes, but Laurel and Jake sensed the energy potential reaching the correct level and they jointly, slowly withdrew their influence to avoid accidentally moving the rods any further just as Missy spoke up.

"There! That's it¦twelve kilodynes achieved and the reactor temperature is well within reasonable limits at one hundred fifty five degrees Fahrenheit."

Laurel and Jake opened their eyes and looked at Missy.

"See, nothing to it." Jake said with a smile on his face.

"I can't believe you were able to engage that thing with your minds and you brought it right up to twelve kilodynes."

"We have the ability to sense energy fields. We felt that the reactor was at the right level."

With the energy potential stabilized and of sufficient property the internal control mechanisms began to engage and the reactor cooling system engaged with a loud clack and the whirring of fans could be discerned and Terek took a small step back while staring at the generator.

"That's just the internal mechanisms coming on line to keep the reactor stabile." Laurel said. "That sound is the cooling fans dealing with the heat being produced by the reactor chamber."

"So it is normal for the reactor to get hot?"

"Oh most certainly. The reactions taking place inside the reactor core are creating temperatures as hot as the surface of a star. Some of that heat is inevitably going to be transferred to the casing itself. As the whole thing warms up the magnetic containment fields will increase and less and less of that heat will reach the outer casing as the magnetic field compresses the reactive core material so it no longer comes into contact with the inner casing and the energy potential will once again rise as the reactions occurring become more efficient as does the containment field."

"You will need to adjust the stimulator rods once again when that happens?"

"Yes. We will feel an increase in the energy potential and we will adjust the stimulator rods accordingly to maintain the output potential we want."

"I have to assume there used to be a whole host of control apparatuses hooked to this thing that used to control all that automatically?" Missy asked.

"Yes," Laurel replied gesturing to the left side of the device were several round threaded connectors with dozens of pins within them were located. "Those connectors are where the generator was connected to computers or whatever. I'm sure control of the generator and its conditional readings were transmitted and controlled from those connectors."

Laurel held her hand out toward Missy and she placed the sensor unit into her hand. Laurel took the device and looked over the readings and just as she glanced at the detected energy level, Jake sensed that the generator had warmed sufficiently and energy potential was climbing beyond 12 kilodynes.

"We need to move the rods babe," Jake thought. "The output potential is rising higher than we would like."

Laurel nodded and the two of them closed their eyes and Jake reached out with his perceptions once again and Laurel was able to visualize the internal components. She then pushed very gently and the stimulator rods moved a few millimeters away from the core and the reactions slowed almost immediately and the energy potential fell off slowly and then held steady at 12.02 kilodynes. They then withdrew their influence and opened their eyes and Laurel looked at the sensor unit in her hand and she smiled as she tipped it so Jake could read the display.

"Not bad. We were nearly spot on with the adjustment of the rods."

Missy leaned over and looked at the display and she furrowed her brow.

"Does it matter that there is a point zero two differential?"

"No. We won't be making full use of the energy produced. That small difference in desired and actual potential is of no consequence."

"That makes sense."

Laurel then looked at Terek.

"Will you go get the probe¦relic?" Terek stared at her for a moment and Laurel grinned slightly. "Are you nervous about handling the relic?"

"It¦it has not been handled in a very long time. Since long before I was born."

"It'll be okay bother Terek, just don't drop the thing."

"Yes, that would be catastrophic¦and embarrassing. I would never be trusted handling the ancient artifacts again."

"Missy can go with you and offer a second set of hands on the device to insure it won't slip from one person's grip?"

"No¦I will bring the relic. It is my duty and my privilege to handle the device for the first time in hundreds of generations. It is just¦a heavy privilege when one considers how important the relic is to my people."

"And we really appreciate how you folks are willing to let us have unrestricted access to the device so we can get home."

"This time was prophesied long ago. You're likeness and that of your mate there have graced our walls and prized libraries for nearly as long as Amshere has existed. You were ordained to handle the relic, who are we to stand in the way of that?"

"We humbly thank you just the same."

Terek smiled and nodded once then turned and walked toward the end of the row then turned right and disappeared and Missy stepped closer to Laurel.

"Are we sure powering that probe up with how old it is won't cause internal damage?"

"We don't know that for sure. If I can find the control interface, I'm going to limit how much of the device is activated just to be sure we don't burn it up, but there is still a slight risk the thing will fry the moment we power it up. Like you said, the probe is hundreds of thousands of years old. Luckily crystalline technology can last for millions of years just like natural crystals if conditions of preservation exist."

Missy nodded and then stepped back. Laurel then resumed her inspection of the energy patterns being created by the generator and they were concerning her greatly. The generator wasn't producing as pure an energy as she had hoped and there was no way to clean up the energetic static present within the overall energy patterns.

"Dang it!" Laurel exclaimed.

"What's the matter?" Missy asked softly.

"The energy being produced by the generator isn't as pure as I was hoping," Laurel tipped the sensor so Missy was able to see the graph depicting the detected energy along 4 distinct and separate lines. "That upper most pattern is the energy meant for the probe. You see how the energy has a considerable amount of low-level static within it? That's a big problem. The probe was designed to operate with a supply of pure almost organic energy. If we feed that into the device we'll smoke it for sure."

"The pattern is barely registering any deviation from the perfect sine wave though."

"What looks like miniscule peaks and troughs will build up within the power crystals that act as capacitors. They'll pop under that kind of load. They were designed to operate with a pure efficient energy source that maintains perfect uniformity. We need to condition this energy before feeding it into the probe."

"Can't you two manipulate the energy to clean it up?"

"We can sense energy, not manipulate it." Jake said.

"Oh. I thought you could do just about anything."

"No. There are limits to what we can do." Laurel said.

"Tamaric's friend can manipulate electromagnetic energy. If he were here he could probably influence the energy the way we need."

Laurel snapped a look at Jake.

"Oliver? How do you know he has that ability?"

Jake looked toward the floor for a moment as he thought about how he was aware of Oliver's ability and then it hit him. He looked at Laurel and smiled.

"Tamaric knows, so Korica knows, so we know."

"Very good. I just wanted you to recognize the link. Even if Oliver were here, he doesn't have any practical experience or training with his abilities. I wouldn't allow him to manipulate the energy since he would have no idea how to pull it off without variations slipping by. It would only take a single variation to damage the crystalline components in the probe. The original power cell created that perfect energy the probe is designed to work with."

"This is all for not if the energy produced by the generator isn't going to work without damaging the probe." Missy commented. "What are we going to do?"

Laurel looked at Terek.

"Where do you keep your most recent artifacts?"

"Recent? All of our artifacts are thousands to hundreds of thousands of mykas old."

"I realize your people haven't created sophisticated technology in a very long time." Laurel suddenly got a sense of Jake's memories of the aircraft he and Missy looked at up in the highest repository as he thought about the green crystal structures visible in the anterior portion of the main engines. "What about the advanced aircraft near the East entrance to the upper most aircraft repository? Do you have more devices that utilize that type of technology?"

"The Argossa? That was brought to us from the northern region before the climate shifted there encasing the entire region in ice. I believe we have some devices that utilize the same glass circuitry used in the Argossa class aircraft."

"It isn't glass¦though explaining exactly what it is would take a long time."

"The devices that carry that type of technology are not housed in this repository. What type of device are you looking for?"

"Anything that uses stored energy from a power cell. They should have an interface for receiving raw energy from an outside source and we need the line conditioning crystals from that circuit. I can fashion a makeshift line conditioner to go between the generator and the probe to clean up the energy before sending it to the probe."

"Hmm¦" Terek said cupping his chin as he looked down.

After a few moments of contemplation, Terek looked up at Laurel and removed his cupped hand from his chin.

"I might know of an artifact that will contain what you are looking for. If you wish to remain here and continue your work, I will retrieve the object I have in mind and bring it to you for examination."

"That would be great Terek, thank you."

"My pleasure. I should not be gone long."

"Okay."

Terek smiled and then turned and walked away and Laurel stepped over to the opsimilator and she squatted down next to it and double checked the cables she had run from the generator to the opsimilator. They were connected firmly and she took a last internal reading of the device to insure it would handle the energy she was planning on feeding into it. She was sure she had identified the power regulation circuit within the opsimilator controlled by a rotary knob that would dial up the incoming energy slowly in a controlled manner so she stood up and looked at Missy and Jake.

"Let's give this thing a run up to see if it's going to work the way I was planning."

"You know¦it occurred to me that were creating an awful lot of containment control factors to make this total effort successful. Is this all a normal part of how the probes work when they function normally?" Missy asked.

"No. The probe just sends a momentary burst signal that is detectable across subspace. The portal is normally opened externally with the probe acting as a target for that portal. The problem being the probe is indoors when it is going to be targeted. We're simply trying to mitigate the localized affects of a trans-dimensional phenomena forming within a relatively confined space. I have to assume the probe would normally navigate to a wide open space before sending its locator and alert signal so it can transmit its collected data safely."

"Why do you think the Bolinar were never able to make the probes work?"

"I'm sure there are internal safeguards to prevent tampering and once the power cell was depleted, they had no way of powering the probe to experiment. The first probe was found hundreds of thousands of years after its power cell was depleted so I know they couldn't have experimented with that one. I don't know about the others other than to say this one in particular shows no signs of anyone monkeying around inside it. I think by the time this one arrived the things were considered divine objects so no attempt was made to mess around with it¦until now."

Missy smiled and stepped closer to Laurel.

"If there are safeguards in that thing how are you going to get around them?"

"I'm pretty sure upon first power up, the probe will offer a control interface of some kind so long as a person activates it within a specific timeframe."

"And you know how to activate it?"

"The probe we activated on Genonic sent a momentary signal that I suspect was the interface activation inquiry. I plan on mimicking that signal frequency in hopes it will trigger the interface in a recognizable fashion."

"So¦you're guessing?"

"Yeah, big time. I think it's a reasonably logical and educated guess though."

Terek stepped around the corner of the row at that point and he had an object in his hand. He walked up to Laurel and held the cylindrical object with 2 jaggedly cut cables hanging from it out and Laurel took the device. She turned the device in her hand examining it closely then she lifted one of the severed cables and looked at the end of it. She could tell it was a drop formed glass fiber optic cable that was very soft and flexible, nothing at all like a fiber optic power cable such as those used on the crimson fighters. She then looked at Jake and he lifted the sensor and took deep readings of the internal structure of the device and they could see that there was a large irregularly shaped organic looking crystal deep within the device that was suspended within clamps shaped like the crystal's irregular surface contours that both held the crystal stationary and acted as contact points and the crystal was located beneath multiple layers of thick shielding. It then struck Laurel what she was holding. She looked at Terek and grinned.

"What we have here is a data module. This is of the right variety in that it has a crystal storage medium at its core but, this is deigned to store and transmit data, not raw energy."

"A data module¦how interesting. We were not entirely sure what its function was. What kind of data is stored within it?"

"I have no idea. The associated technology for sending and receiving information to and from the module is necessary to determine that. This is from the right era in your peoples technological past. Can you take me to the repository where this module came from?"

"I uh¦I suppose that would be permissible. I was told to give you unrestricted access to all of our relics, artifacts and prized treasures. This data module came from our uncategorized artifact storage. We house devices we are unsure of their function in that particular warehouse."

"Is that what this tag hanging from the data module says?" Laurel asked lifting the tag while examining the characters written on it.

"That tag indicates the location of recovery and presumed function of the device¦which I now know is incorrect. It was thought to be a power regulator or amplifier."

Laurel handed the module back to Terek and gently shook her head.

"I'm afraid it's neither if my guess is correct."

"Come, I will show you where I retrieved this data module from. There are a great many objects there which we are not sure of their original purpose, however some exhibit very similar technological components."

Laurel nodded and then looked at Jake. Jake nodded and leaned over and kissed Laurel on the cheek.

"I'll go babe. You go ahead and fire up the opsimilator to see if it's going to work the way we were hoping."

"You are sure the energy from the generator will not have the same issues of incompatibility as it does with the probe?" Terek asked.

"The opsimilator was designed to accept raw energy such as that produced by the generator. There's a regulator circuit at the point of incoming energy flow to condition and regulate the energy to avoid damaging the internal components. It should be just fine."

"I see. We will return shortly."

Laurel nodded and Terek and Jake walked up the row and rounded the corner out of sight and then Laurel refocused on the generator. She held her hand over the generator and she could feel that the energy had risen as the devices efficiency climbed so she closed her eyes and concentrated on reducing the generator output until it felt closer to what she felt was the right level and then she pushed very lightly and the stimulator rods moved away from the core a minute amount and the energy potential immediately dropped slightly and Laurel now felt the level was nearly perfect. She opened her eyes and held the sensor unit over the generator and the energy potential was now at 12.03 kilodynes and holding steady. Missy looked over Laurel's shoulder and gently shook her head.

"I still can't believe you can feel when the generator is set right. That's the darndest thing I've ever seen."

"It's just a matter of perceptive sensitivity. Jake and I possess a heightened sensitivity is all. I'm sure most people have the ability but aren't acutely tuned into it like we are."

"Maybe so. Are we ready to fire up that opsimilator to see if we can get a compressive gravity field out of it?"

"Yeah, I think we're as ready as we're ever going to be. Let's give it a go."

Laurel stepped over to the opsimilator and squatted down next to the device and then reached out and flipped the toggle switch to close the contacts to open the flow of energy into the device. The opsimilator clunked as energy surged across its ancient circuitry engaging some of its mechanical components noisily. The device instantly began to emit a low frequency hum that seemed to vibrate right through the floor as well as Laurel's chest, encouraging her to stand up quickly and take a step back in surprise. She lifted the sensor unit and engaged multi-spectral analysis mode and the display changed background colors a few times then displayed very faint yellow coded waves of unseen energy exiting the opsimilator in successive waves that quickly dissipated to nothing. Laurel looked at Missy still standing by the generator in preparation to shut it down quickly if the opsimilator started to malfunction.

"Come look at this Missy. Even idling this thing is emitting gravitational energy."

Missy abandoned her preparation to shutdown the generator, stepping over to Laurel's position and she looked at the sensor display. Missy nodded and then looked at the anterior end of the opsimilator and then she placed her hand in the area the display was picking up the gravity waves and she could feel a very slight current of energy pushing against her palm.

"Is that the kind of kinetic gravitational energy you wanted?"

"No. It's being emitted in waves. I need a continuous curtain of energy. It's going to take some adjustment of the controls to establish that."

"At least we know the thing functions. That's one part of the equations solved."

"I just have to create the conditions necessary to punch a signal through the subspace barrier then contain the affects of a portal being opened indoors once they figure out it's us trying to make contact and target the probe where it sits."

"So that's what you meant by you need a containment and a compressive force?"

"Yes. The energy this opsimilator produces isn't ideal but I think it'll serve our need. The containment field Jake and I will have to take care of on our own."

"How will you know when and where to manifest the containment field?"

"I'm not exactly sure. I think we'll know when the time comes."

Laurel then handed the sensor unit to Missy and she held it so Laurel could see the display as she slowly turned the regulation knob on the control panel of the opsimilator. The deep almost rumbling hum increased in depth and rose in frequency slightly and then Laurel flipped the next 2 toggle switches and the auxiliary condenser circuits engaged with a snap and the successive waves were emitted so close together that they blurred one into the next and Laurel then adjusted focus aperture control and the ring of waves began to narrow more and more until they were focused to a point some 7 yards from the end of the opsimilator. Laurel then took her hand away from the controls and nodded with gratification in her handy work. She then took the sensor unit from Missy and stepped closer to the focal point of the energy being emitted from the opsimilator and she could see a definite fold in the fabric of space-time forming. It was miniscule, only a few microns in diameter, but it was all that would be needed to punch a signal across the barrier that was being distorted.

"That's going to work perfectly. It's safe for us to be close to it and a signal burst will easily get through."

"If it takes all this energy and technology to create a singularity so small it can't even be seen, how does something the size of the probe do it?" Missy asked as she took the sensor unit Laurel has handing to her.

"I don't know. I've never seen the probe in operation sending a locator signal. The kind of energy contained in the crystalline technology at the heart of the probes is incredibly efficient so its possible for something very small to store and convert a significant amount of energy into creating a pin prick hole in subspace so a signal can be sent through. You don't need something big if your signal has the right architecture."

Laurel then turned and faced the opsimilator and reached out and dialed down the power and then flipped the system switches opening the circuits one by one and with each the hum decreased until the last resulted in and eerie quiet with only the slight whirring of spinning components slowing down gradually. Laurel then walked over to the generator and held the sensor unit over the generator and she discovered it was still producing the same exact energy potential without variation. She then looked at Missy.

"I think we're ready as long as Jake finds what we need to condition the energy for the probe."

They didn't have to wait long to find out if Jake was successful. Jake and Terek walked around the corner with 4 small devices each in their hands. They walked up to Laurel and presented their finds and she looked them over one by one dismissing them until Terek handed her the last and Laurel smiled as she examined the strange object that was completely round with contact plates exposed on its outer surface at 2 points. The device was relatively heavy and solid feeling and when she examined it with the sensor unit she discovered that it indeed had crystalline conductor elements at its core.

"Now that's more like it. I believe what you have here is an actual power converter. It's designed to convert raw electrical energy into dynamic energy that is necessary to operate crystalline based technology. This will work nicely for what were trying to do. Good work brother Terek."

"Thank you Laurel. I am pleased I was able to find what you need."

"You should see all the stuff they have in storage that they have yet to properly identify. They have a room two levels up that's as big as this repository but things are stacked haphazardly on the floor, on shelves, upon one another, hanging from the walls and ceiling, everywhere you look there are bizarre objects awaiting closer examination." Jake said.

"Interesting. Well I'm glad you two stumbled onto exactly what need."

"Are you going to be able to connect the energy cables to that thing?" Missy asked.

"Yes. There's the equivalent of a soldering iron in the tool kit Terek furnished. I should be able to fashion a hard connection using that. We harvested more than enough wire cable to do the job."

"Won't you need solder and flux to do that?"

"No. The iron is a flash iron that gets hot enough to melt the material the cable is made of. It will fuse the wire to the contacts almost instantly."

"So that converter was part of a much larger device?"

"Yes. This is a circuit component that was meant to easily be replaced either because it isn't particularly robust and fails often or needs to be changed depending on the desired load capacity."

Missy looked at Terek.

"Where was this discovered if you don't mind me asking?"

"I do not mind your inquiry. The tag states it was recovered from a production facility that was destroyed by Bolinar strike forces tens of thousands of mykas ago."

"So¦this was part of the war machine production responsible for the extermination of your people?"

"We do not have enough information to determine that for certain. Not everything the machines did was centered on exterminating us in the beginning. Energy production was a big part of the orchestrated research. There was a time when people worked alongside the intelligently controlled machines on what was perceived to be a common goal of advancement. That was before the true intent of the artificial intelligence was discovered. Before the grim decision was made to end our existence as a species on this world."

"That would make that converter hundreds of thousands of years¦ I mean mykas old then."

"That is possible. The rubble it was recovered from may have acted to preserve the converter if it was buried in an airtight portion of the demolished facility it was recovered from."

"That makes sense."

Laurel got right to work with purpose and intent that made it seem like she knew exactly what she was doing and had done it before many times. It only took her 10 minutes to have the converter connected inline so a low power test could be performed to determine if the output from the converter would allow for the kind of organic energy the probe required. As Laurel increased the energy flow to the converter the sensor unit indicated a clean sine wave detected indicating the energy would now be exactly what the probe was designed to work with. Laurel stood up from examining the converter at close range and she had a proud smile on her face.

"We're in business. I'm going to connect the output leads from the converter to the power cell contact points inside the probe's anterior cavity and then we'll introduce a steady eleven micro volts, ninety hertz signal. It should be enough to activate the probe without initiating a full systems power up. If I can identify the signal to activate the user control interface we should be able to trick the probe into broadcasting its subspace burst signal. Missy, will you engage the opsimilator exactly how you saw me do earlier? We need that sub micron sized pinprick hole to form so the signal will pierce the subspace barrier once the signal is initiated."

"Got it. I'll get it fired up for ya'."

Laurel then attempted to attach the wire leads to the power cell contacts but she was unsure how to connect that leads to the clear glass looking contacts within the probe that she was looking at with a focused hand-light. She stared at the contact points for a few moments then seemed to get lost in deep thought and Terek stepped closer.

"Is there a problem?"

"You could say that. I'm trying to think of a way of connecting wire cables to crystal contact points. They aren't exactly compatible. I'm thinking I need a fiber optic adapter¦"

"That data module had fiber optic cables."

"Yes but those were data grade, not energy signal grade. They would distort if heated internally as would occur if they were used to carry an energy load."

"What about magnetic crystals? Would a pair of those be helpful?"

"Yes. You're familiar with crystal magnetism?"

"Yes. We have found some in the past. They are a curiosity to us and nothing more. One crystal fragment will attach to another crystal material with incredible force."

"That is exactly how the power cell in this probe was connected. The power cell is drawn into a tight connection in that manner. I could place the end of the wire cable between a magnetic fragment and the contact point and the attractive force would serve to bond the connection for us."

"Wonderful. I will go retrieve one from the documents center. They are used to hang public notices on the walls there. I will be right back."

Terek then turned and walked away and Laurel looked at Jake once she was sure Terek was out of earshot.

"You realize that means at some point in the past they had the technology for producing artificial crystals like we do?"

"Yeah. I know magnetic crystals don't occur in nature. Magnetite has to be infused within the crystalline lattice for them to exhibit that property."

"I would bet you money they learned about the uniquely odd property of magnetic crystals from the probes that were deposited over the eons by Hyndocan."

"You think that's why the power cell is missing from this one?"

"Probably. It was probably dissected to figure out how it worked and what kind of crystalline lattice structure existed within the power cell crystals."

Terek returned only a few minutes later once Missy had the opsimilator up and running perfectly as before. Terek walked over to the 3 of them quickly, slightly short of breath and he held out his hand with 3 small gray crystal fragments in it. Laurel collected the crystals and stared at them in her palm for a moment then she got to work. She used a pair of fiber-based hemostat like pliers to bond the cable wires within the power cell compartment in the probe and then she stood back and looked everything over. She was sure she had everything ready so she stepped over to the generator and then picked up the handheld sensor unit and she reached out and flipped the toggle switch closing the contact allowing a current to begin flowing to the converter and she watched the subsequent output and she slowly adjusted the load to the converter until a steady bluish white glow rose in intensity from the power cell compartment of the probe. She slowly rotated the output knob on the generator until the converter emitted a perfect 11-microvolt signal. She then stepped over to the converter and she squatted down next to it and slowly slid the flat output regulator control on the side of the converter until the device was functioning at 90 hertz.

Laurel then looked at the sensor unit and as she suspected there was a momentary signal detected so she quickly adjusted the sensor unit to mimic the signal to transmit a reply. There was click and a small oval door slid open at the top of the probe and Laurel stood up quickly just as a blue hue glowed to life above the probe and then it condensed into a perceptible holographic control interface. Everyone was stunned except for Laurel; it was exactly what she expected more or less. The text component was being displayed in an ancient obscure dialect of Fearon but Laurel was able to quickly understand the language thanks to her state of joint connection with Jake. Missy stepped closer as she stared at the projected control interface intently.

"Okay¦how in the world did you know that was going to happen?"

"I didn't for sure, but it made sense given the advanced nature of the probe and the technological prowess of the Fearon."

"Can you read that?"

"Yes. It's requesting instructions for full activation or new programming input."

"I recognize the Fearon linguistic style, but that isn't any language I remember being taught during neural suggestion."

"It's an obscure derivative of Onalin."

"I know Onalin, that definitely isn't Onalin¦though I do recognize a few characters.

Laurel reached out and touched the command to access the internal diagnostic controls and a new display appeared indicating the memory was only at 64% capacity. Laurel then reached out to a slide control and moved the indicator to the 100% position and then touched the accept command and the probe accepted the new setting and then the display eroded away with a singe commend flashing that simply read, 'awaiting command to transmit stored data'. Laurel smiled and a moment later another line appeared that read, 'Internal crystalline fracture detected. Transmission parameters unachievable'.

"Why is that line of text in red?" Missy asked pointing at the free-floating line of red text.

"It's announcing a fracture in one of the crystal circuits that makes the establishment of the necessary transmission parameters impossible. That's what I detected earlier. That's why we're taking the steps to create those conditions manually."

Laurel stepped over to the opsimilator and waved the sensor unit around in the air until she detected the micro compressive gravitational singularity that was squeezing space-time so tightly that a small fracture was being created.

"The conditions necessary are present. We're going to instruct the probe to transmit the locator signal despite the internal damage." Laurel said.

Laurel stepped back over to the probe and touched the override command to transmit despite the internal damage and a high frequency whine built in intensity and then a small antenna rose from the oval port in the top of the probe and the control interface evaporated away. The antenna was comprised of a graduated column of crystal with metallic bands spaced evenly every 2 centimeters up the length of the antenna. At the pinnacle of the antenna was a gold dome of metallic material and the entire antenna element began to glow brightly and the group stared at the antenna until it stopped rising and then the whine quickly rose in intensity until it reached a level beyond their ability to hear and then an intense pulse was emitted that sounded like an electronic pulse that then spread out omni directionally. It startled everyone greatly and Laurel stepped back and stumbled and Jake quickly held his hand out and pushed, catching Laurel with an unseen force before her bottom hit the floor.

Missy watched the ring of energy racing down the row at an incredible rate seemingly reflecting off everything it passed by and there was a booming echo that resounded, but it wasn't reflecting off physical objects, it seemed to be reflecting off of and through the fabric of space-time around them. Once the spreading phenomena spread out beyond the point of sight, Missy stepped over to Laurel and put her hand out but Jake lifted Laurel to a standing position then set her on her feet gently. Laurel then placed her hand in Missy's.

"I'm okay sweetie. It just startled the crap out of me. Luckily Jake was paying attention and caught me before I hit the floor and bruised my ego."

Missy smiled on the verge of a laugh as she nodded.

"That was a seriously weird sound. I felt it echo right through me. Was that a normal part of the transmission process?"

"I don't know. I would have to assume so."

Laurel gently pulled her hand from Missy's and stepped over to the generator and flipped the switch opening the contracts that were allowing current to flow to the opsimilator and the opsimilator dropped offline and slowly spun down internally and then Jake looked at Laurel.

"You think it's going to take a while for the team on Geonic to respond."

"Yeah. You and I need to be prepared for them to respond though. We have to contain the affects generated by the inter-dimensional rupture created when they try to establish contact with us."

"You think they'll try to come through if they make contact with us?" Missy asked.

"Not right away," Laurel replied. "We have the stabilizer that allows organic matter to transit safely unless they found another one in the lab, which is unlikely since Hyndocan was clutching what I presume is the only version he was able to perfect before meeting his end. I don't think they've had time to figure out how to operate the controls for the domain manifold either. That will be a critical skill if they're going to target this world for more than thirty-five seconds at a time. We probably won't have much time to talk if they manage to target us¦which I think the system will do automatically if our signal was received."

"You think the system has stayed active for all this time?"

"I'm pretty sure it will remain active so long as a presence is detected in the lab."

"But¦it was active when we found it."

"It was initialized, not active. We activated the system when we touched the control panel."

"And you think they've held vigil over the system this whole time?"

"More than likely. I sensed Hammer was stressed by the responsibility the captain laid on him to keep Jake and I safe. He took it as a huge responsibility that he was taking very serious. I don't think he wants to report back to the captain that he lost us and has no idea where we are or how to get us back. I don't think he's left the lab since we disappeared."

"I hate to sound selfish or whatever but¦you don't think he's worried about me too?"

"Oh honey, I know he is. He feels responsible of all three of us. He's scared to report Jake and I missing in action but he certainly doesn't want to report you missing either. He would dedicate just as much time and effort to finding you as he would Jake and I."

"But he knows you two can take care of yourselves like nobody else possibly could."

"That's true. That's why he would likely be even more concerned about you going missing than he would if you weren't with us. I'm sure it offers some small measure of solace knowing we'll look after you. If you were missing alone he would be out of his mind with worry although I don't think he would show it."

Jake suddenly perked up and he looked at Laurel with a wide-eyed look of concern. It took Laurel and fraction of a second to perceive what elicited such a reaction in Jake.

"I sense it now too. There's a building exotic field of energy. We need to concentrate on keeping the affect contained."

Jake's expression cleared and he and Laurel closed their eyes for a moment as they allowed their emotions for one another to build and then they opened their eyes and thought about the idea of creating a containment field and then they pushed hard and they could feel the warm tingling burn of massive telepathic energy flowing around them, through them, coalescing in a bubble of energy something like the affect they create when closing their minds, but they didn't allow the bubble to collapse, they held it in suspension several yards away in every direction. Missy and Terek felt the static like energy hanging in the hair and they glanced at one another then Missy smiled and spoke very softly.

"I'm sure they would never manifest anything that was dangerous for us to be close to."

"I hope you are correct young lady." Terek fairly whispered. "I have never felt the air come alive like this."

It was only seconds later that a small shimmer in the air almost directly above the probe could be discerned and Missy stepped closer to Laurel and gently took the sensor unit from Laurel's hand and Laurel let go while maintaining her concentration and then Missy held the sensor unit up and observed the readings being collected. There were indications of proportional energy production from an unknown source manifesting in the development of a micro singularity very similar to the affect they had created before sending the locator signal. The affect became stabile and stationary right above the probe and then the probes control interface reappeared and Laurel and Jake looked at the projected text and smiled brightly. They then looked at Missy.

"The probe is reporting connection established and it's awaiting the command to transmit its stored data."

Almost as if on cue, the 3 of them simultaneously heard an alert from their cranial transceivers and they stared at each other for a moment as if confirming they weren't hearing things and then they reached up and tapped their transceivers active. They immediately heard Hammer's seemingly melodic voice ringing out in their heads.

"Future crew, this is Hammer zero one. Do you read?"

"This is Laurel one, we read you loud and clear Hammer zero one." Laurel replied.

"Oh thank the good lord above. Are you three alright?"

"Yes. We're all in good health and among good people. Problem is we don't know where are we are in the cosmos. The stars don't correspond to know constellations. We're on a world known as Amara by the Bolinar, the indigenous species."

"I'm glad you wound up on a friendly world. We've been pulling our hair out trying to figure out the controls here but we have yet to figure out how to determine previously visited coordinates. There is a memory log of every location visited problem being we haven't been able to determine what coordinates were locked when you three transited. I was beginning to fear that you were demolecularized into nothingness."

"I'm sorry we worried you Hammer. Things might have turned out badly if we hadn't of had the stabilizer in our possession. I believe the object Hyndocan was clutching is the key to making it safe for biological matter to transit the created windows safely. I'm pretty sure it induces a stabilizing vibration in biological matter that keeps our cells from being ripped apart by the tidal forces experienced when transiting the portal."

"I think I understand that. I'm glad you have a grasp on what the heck is going on. The technology behind this domain manifold is so far beyond our level of technological understanding it's a little scary."

"I know what you mean. Have you contacted the Future to report us missing?"

"I had no choice but to report our situation once you had been missing for twenty-four hours with no contact or idea where you were."

"I see. Well now you can send another report that you found us and we're okay. Have you stored the coordinates of our current location?"

"Yes. This thing came alive and automatically locked onto you when a unique recognizable locator signal was detected. It's going to take us a little time to decipher the information being displayed but needless to say you aren't in our neighborhood of stars. We have to be careful what controls we touch so we don't cause the window to shift or send this thing out of calibration. Now that we've established a connection we can retarget your location but opening a window you can transit is going to take a little doing."

"Do me a favor and don't do that yet. We're indoors and Jake and I are actively containing the localized affects. We need to open a window outdoors where nothing will be affected by the transient effects."

"I understand¦uh oh¦I have a blinking indicator here and we've determined this happens every time the window shifts locations. I don't know how you broadcast a signal that this thing recognized, but I won't contact you until we see another signal alert."

"Alright. We'll get set up outside and make contact as soon as possible. We're in good health and safe so rest easy Hammer. Thank you for staying with it until we could find a way of signaling you."

"You're welcome Laurel. You and Jake have a special place in the captain's heart but anyone on a team I'm responsible for is important. I won't leave anyone behind, I won't give up until I recover him or her one way or the other."

"You're a good man Hammer. I feel better knowing you're watching our six."

There was no reply and Laurel and Jake felt the exotic energy just disappear so they withdrew their influence and the manifested containment field dissolved away and it was only then that they realized how much physical energy they had expended to maintain the field. They both took a stumbled step back as they breathed heavy and blinked hard at the heavy feeling in their heads as their blood pressure slowly began to decrease as their hearts slowed. Missy put her hands around Laurel's sides and Terek cradled Jake's sides and they both looked at their helpers and nodded.

"Thank you," Laurel said. "We'll be okay. It just took a lot more effort than we realized."

"You mean the adrenaline helped get you through until you broke off your influence or whatever?" Missy asked.

"Yeah, something like that. It's the same way an injured person can continue to fight during a battle despite physical injury until the battle is over or the suffered injury becomes more than the body can overcome."

"So¦its possible to push yourselves beyond what your mind and body can endure?"

"We have the shared stamina of two individuals to draw upon, but I suppose with a prolonged effort¦it might be possible."

"Will you even realize you're approaching that point before you pass out or whatever?"

"I don't know for certain. I think it would just become too difficult to maintain our concentration so whatever we were doing would just stop."

"So what do we do now?" Missy asked.

"Now we go back before the council and request permission to take the probe outside the confines of Amshere. If it took this much effort just to contain a micro portal so we could make radio contact, I can't begin to imagine how much energy it'll take to control a true window and once we pass through, that containment effort will vanish. The affect will propagate out into the local environment, affecting many of the devices in this facility. The results are unpredictable and could potentially be catastrophic. These poor people have been through enough due to technology running amuck. We don't need to destroy their most precious repository in order for us to get home."

The 3 of them looked at brother Terek and he grinned and shrugged his shoulders slightly.

"I will support your request, though I cannot say whether or not they will permit you take all this equipment outside the walls of Amshere."

"You don't consider all this to be relics any longer?"

"Now that it is connected and functioning as a system, it is equipment."

Laurel smiled and looked at the control interface still being displayed by the probe and she walked over to the probe and touched the command to delay transmission since the indication of established connection was now reading faulty. She then looked at Terek.

"Jake and I need some time alone in our room to recover. Can you schedule a time that will permit us some time to rest and reconnect before we come before the council of elders?"

"Reconnect? Are you not joined as one at the moment?"

"Yes. Being in this state has a pleasant but personal side affect that we would like to resolve if you get my meaning. We then need to sleep¦to recover our strength from that and what we just extended ourselves to accomplish."

"I understand what you are saying. I will request an audience before the council for you three after the evening meal. That should allow the better part of the day to indulge and recover as you see fit."

"Thank you brother Terek."

Laurel looked over at the probe and the extended antenna element withdrew into the top of the probe and the small outer door slid closed. Laurel then walked over to the generator and flipped the remaining output switches open and the current ceased flowing to the converter and the probe slowly faded to darkness in the anterior power cell compartment. Laurel then looked at Terek.

"Do you need us to pack all this away until the council makes a decision?"

"No. I will remove the items you are not going to require the use of. They need to be stored in their proper places¦and identification tags updated in some cases. Do not concern yourselves with that, I will see to it personally."

"Thank you brother Terek. You have been so gracious in making it possible to contact our people so they know we are live and well. I don't know how to thank you for allowing us such unprecedented access to your relics and artifacts."

"I believe you just did very eloquently. It was my pleasure my dear. I will just have to take your word that you were in contact with your people since I was only able to hear your side of the conversation."

"Oh uh, we have micro transceivers attached to our skulls that allow for discrete communications that don't involve speakers, which are susceptible to interference and eavesdropping."

"I see. They are cleverly concealed. I cannot see them even though I now know they exist."

"That's the whole idea. You aren't supposed to know we have them unless we want you to know they are there."

"Well it works as intended. You three may go. I will come see you in your rooms once the council has made a decision and you have had a chance to rest."

"Alright. Thank you again brother Terek. We'll see you this evening." Laurel replied.

The 3 of them then turned and headed out of the repository with a renewed sense of hope that they would be going home very soon. The means were within reach if the council agreed to allow the equipment to be relocated outside the walls of Amshere. They headed out into the open-air courtyard and breathed in the cool morning air that was significantly warmer than it was when they first emerged from their room before the suns had come up fully. The sky was a bright blue with a few wispy clouds visible and the suns were casting a bright glow on the upper rim of the courtyard and subsequent higher level balconies and hanging courtyards that were now speckled with priests and a few guests enjoying the morning in the fresh air.

The 3 of them enjoyed the scene for a few minutes then meandered toward their rooms casually. When they arrived in the hallway leading to their rooms they saw the 2 priests standing watch over who came and went in this portion of the hallway and Laurel offered a warm smile and an obligatory nod to them as they watched the trio intently.

"Gracious me¦" The priest at the far end of the hallway exclaimed quietly, but loud enough for all 3 of them to hear clearly.

Laurel sensed immediately that he was in awe of her beauty and poise now that he got a good look at her in the warm glow of the light above the door to her room. She chose to ignore the man's comment since he didn't intend it to be shared or particularly heard by others. Laurel stepped up to the door to her room and opened the door and reached in and pressed the light switch on and then the 3 of them stepped into the room and Missy pushed the door closed and she remained standing right at the door.

"Look, I understand what you were talking about when you told Terek you need some time to reconnect and rest but I want to explore this place some more. I just can't help but think that it isn't such a good idea to do that by myself. Would you mind if I had one of the priests outside escort me around for a while so you can be alone?"

"You feel comfortable wandering around with a man you don't know?" Laurel asked.

"If Shardon assigned them to guard our rooms, I think I can levy a measure of trust in them. I can sense what a person is like¦even more so now thanks to you two, so I'll know if he intends to hurt me."

"Alright honey. Just remember your hand to hand training if it comes down to something ugly. A man can be debilitated using his anatomy and size as a weapon if you engage him properly."

"I remember. I don't think it's going to come down to that though."

"I don't either, but you need to expect the unexpected and be prepared just the same."

"Kay. I'll stay alert."

Missy then pushed off from the door and turned around and opened the door and stepped out and gently closed the door. Laurel then looked at Jake.

"I hope she asks the guy closest to the door. I can't help but get noisy with what you do to me and I know sound is going travel through that door pretty easily."

"We'll take it easy this time round then. I can feel how amorous you're feeling, but are you sure you want to make love this soon after your cycle?"

"I'm positive. I miss you Jake. Being mentally connected like this has reminded me how much I love you and how much I need to feel the kind of spiritual connection you give me when you make love to me."

"I can fell your emotions swelling babe. I love the kind of emotional high you give me when we make love too."

"I can feel that. Why don't you take those clothes off while I take a quick shower."

Jake furrowed his brow for just a moment then he felt what Laurel was thinking.

"You want to feel clean and fresh before we get close."

"Yeah. Sorry I'm so obsessive compulsive about that stuff."

"I won't ever fault you for having a good sense of personal hygiene. I know you don't have the accoutrements you normally utilize so a shower is the next best thing."

"Are you probing my mind to understand my personal habits?"

"No. I'm reading what you're thinking about the issue based on what you're feeling. I didn't probe exactly what regiment or accouterments you prefer. You weren't thinking that specific."

"Well I appreciate you preserving my sense of privacy since you're in my head and my heart."

"I don't want to embarrass or humiliate you. I have way too much respect for you to do that."

Jake then went about disrobing while he enjoyed Laurel's reactions to what she was seeing. He then stood before her until she smiled and walked over to him and kissed him while gently caressing him with one hand while holding her other hand to his cheek. She then stepped back from him and took a deep breath and let it out in a huff.

"You are such a gorgeous man Jake. I'll be quick taking my shower. Hold that thought."

"Thought? What thought?"

"The one you're having about how good it feels to be inside me."

"Oh¦that one. I'll be right here waiting for you."

Laurel leaned forward and planted a peck on him then stood up straight and turned around and headed to the bathroom door. She opened it and stepped in then closed the door and took a moment to withdraw from Jake's mind. He sensed her slipping from his mind and he slipped from her conscious mind at the same instant and he was left with a deep longing and sad emptiness that luckily faded quickly as he realized the part of her that always resided in him kept his heart beating and occupied enough to overcome the feeling of loss left by her departure from his mind.

While Laurel and Jake were discussing their personal plans and feelings, Missy stepped over to the priest standing guard in front of her room.

"Excuse me brother¦"

"What can I do for you young lady?" The man inquired with a warm grin.

"You're standing in front of the door to my room¦but I have a request too."

The priest glanced at the door behind him then smiled and stepped to the left.

"I apologize miss."

"Missy¦my friends and colleagues call me Missy but my name is Michelle Hobart."

"I see. What is your request Michelle?"

"After I put this device in my room¦" Missy held up the handheld sensor unit. "I would like to explore this place but I would prefer to have an escort."

"I would be honored to serve as your escort as you explore. I am sorry you do not feel comfortable with your surroundings around here."

"It isn't your fault. You actually give me a sense of comfort. You have honorable intentions when you look at me. That can't be said of all people unfortunately."

"No, I suppose not. That is probably why Shardon assigned us to stand watch in this hallway."

"He didn't tell you why he wanted you two here?"

"Not specifically. We do not question what is asked of us by the head cleric. He simply told us to remain here and observe everyone coming and going to insure they do not venture where they do not belong with an emphasis on the room being used by our three distinguished¦and I dare say in your case, charmingly beautiful guests."

"Aren't you sweet, thank you. Laurel is the stunning one among us though. Her beauty is like no other and I'm no match."

"Oh she is an exquisite example of beauty alright, however you are far from unattractive or without a unique quality about you that endears you to an outside observer."

Missy was flattered but she knew this man didn't know her well enough to be so specific about her character. She just took the glowing compliments with a warm smile and then stepped up to the door and opened it and then stepped inside and she stopped and let her eyes adjust to the pitch dark conditions and after a few moments she could make out faint details from the light spilling into the room from the hallway. She walked over to the bed and tossed the sensor unit on the bed then turned and walked out of the room and shut the door behind her. The other priest then walked down the hallway to their position and he looked at Missy.

"Would you like me to remain close to your companion's room while brother Nessan is with you exploring?"

"Uh¦no sir," Missy replied after glancing at Laurel and Jake's door. "My companions will be getting some sleep. They may want to¦talk for a while before going to sleep and voices carry through these doors. It would be better if you offered them some privacy by standing watch from down the hallway where you were."

"Ah. I think I understand what you mean by talk. They are a formalized couple?"

"They aren't married but they are a joined couple, yes. Does it bother you to consider people sharing intimacy before marriage?"

"No. Bolinar are not that conservatively minded. Compatibility extends to matters of intimacy as well interpersonal aspects. One needs to insure all areas are suitable for a lifetime of monogamy if a marriage is going to be successful and happy over the long term. Enjoy your explorations Michelle. I will remain vigilant to comings and goings from down the hallway out of respect for your companions."

"Thank you brother. You won't tell them that I discussed what they're doing behind closed doors will you?"

"No. I would not humiliate you or your companions like that. You are looking after their privacy concerns and that requires hinting at what is taking place that would be best served by my remaining a substantial distance from their door while still remaining alert to why I am here."

"Thank you for your discretion and understanding. I sense you are a man of your word and you are being honest with me."

"You possess abilities like your companions?"

"Yes but to a much lesser degree. You know about their abilities?"

"Yes. There has been quiet discussion about your activities since arriving. I do not know specific details except to say they have exhibited abilities that have to be seen to be believed."

"That sounds about right."

"What would you like to see first?" Brother Nessan asked.

"First I would like to get something to eat then¦do you have a repository for ground vehicles, like the one on the upper most level that houses aviation examples?"

"Actually we have two areas devoted to ground vehicles. One is our modern constructed vehicles and one is ancient examples recovered, some of which have been reverse engineered to create the modern day versions."

"Interesting. I'd like to see both repositories if possible."

"The ancient vehicle storage is a repository, the modern vehicles are built within our manufacturing and engineering section."

"My mistake¦I would still like to see both areas if that's permitted."

"You have been given special permission to access anything you desire. Most are not granted such complete access. We can go to the dinning hall here on the ground level then I will take you to the manufacturing and engineering section since it is on the ground level as well. We can then make our way up to level six where the ancient vehicle repository is located."

"That sounds wonderful. Have you eaten yet?"

The pair turned and began heading out of the hallway and Nessan looked down at Missy, as he was almost a foot taller than her and at least 22 kilos heavier. His stark blond hair was an odd characteristic compared to what most Bolinar exhibited from what the crew had seen thus far but his facial features and light hazel eyes offset his striking hair color and Missy appreciated his appearance since it was closer to what a Human might exhibit.

"I was to monitor the bedroom hallway your room is within until midday, so no. I have not eaten since I woke long before the suns rose."

"Would you join me for a meal then?"

"I would like that. Food is always better with good company. I have descent skills at preparing meals too if you would indulge me the honor of preparing something satisfying for our meal."

"That would be wonderful since I'm not exactly familiar with the items you have to choose from."

"You will not be disappointed. We just received a delivery of food stocks from afar that I think you will enjoy. Some of the items received are not seen around here very often."

"I can't wait. I didn't want to interrupt what Laurel and Jake were doing but I've been hungry for a while."

"You are always welcomed to visit any of our dinning halls anytime you want. Food is always available."

"Yeah but I've decided it isn't a good idea to wander around this place alone."

"I will make sure that limitation is not an issue for you. I am always at your disposal."

"Even if you aren't standing guard in the hallway?"

"Yes. You need only have me called for and I will come."

"That's sweet of you."

The pair walked through the open air courtyard for a time at Missy's request, then made their way to the dinning hall and as promised Nessan concocted a delightful meal consisting of a wide variety of vegetable selections and an odd pasta like noodle on the side with an interesting pink sauce drizzled over it that was both sweet and tangy spicy making for a wonderful compliment to the other food items served. The meal left Missy feeling full and ready to explore to offer Laurel and Jake time to rest before coming before the council later in the afternoon. They cleaned their dishes and cooking utensils and then made their way to the ground vehicle assembly area. It was past the main entryway foyer behind a set of large doors that swung inward to reveal an enormous space with many vehicles of varying sizes and uses. The first vehicle they came upon after opening one of the doors and stepping into the space was the traverser they had arrived in. There were several iterations of the same vehicle with similar appearances though some lacked the track drive and one in particular had a much more hydrodynamic shape with dome shaped doors and distinct tunnel like engines running down the length of the vehicle just under the chassis frame.

There were huge trucks that didn't resemble anything Missy had ever seen before, they looked to be designed to carry immense loads over great distances. There were personal transports that looked just big enough for 2 people to ride in and others that were 4-passenger capable as well as the operator. All of the vehicles were zero emission vehicles and there were several priests in white and gray one-piece jumpsuits working on yet another vehicle under construction. It looked to be designed for swampy conditions since it had 6 extra wide paddle tires and a flat bottomed design that had panels open at the moment, but the panels would create a watertight undercarriage with only the wheels and a few steering components remaining external.

Missy was impressed with the layout and sophistication of the area though it seemed only half occupied. That whole rear section of the assembly and testing area was empty save for a few metallic cases stored up against the walls. At one point Missy looked up at Nessan and spoke softly to avoid the inevitable echo of voices in such a large space with so little in it.

"It seems like you're only using a fraction of the space available. Was there greater production efforts in the past?"

"Oh yes. There was a time when vehicles were rolling out of here almost on a daily basis. We have supplied villages all around the world with ground vehicles suited to their local unique needs."

"Why has that slowed down so much?"

"We no longer have the means to transport vehicles around the world and many of the villages supplied from here no longer exist. We do not believe in constructing a surplus inventory if we no one is in need of the vehicles. It would be a waste of resources both in material and workforce effort."

"So these priests have engineering backgrounds or knowledge?"

"Yes. They have studied what ancient records and manuscripts we have in our possession to gain the understanding necessary to construct the vehicles. Most of them have been working in this area for many mykas so they have a great deal of practical experience as well."

"Where do you get all the raw materials for building these vehicles?"

"From the abandoned cities. There are a few key cities that retain the capacity to produce what we require despite their limited population. We transport the components and materials here and assemble the vehicles in their finished form."

"So this place is the last bastion of technological production on the planet?"

"For the most part that is the case, yes. The rest of the world wants nothing to do with advanced technology. If you understood our past you would understand their aversion to it. The great dying was just the pinnacle event in a long line of problems brought about by dependence on technology. War, strife, repression of neighboring territories, and unimaginable violence were all brought about through the use of technology. We want nothing to do with that kind of life any longer. We do not have numbers to support that kind of wanton destruction of the planet and each other."

"I know enough to understand what you're saying. I guess it was pure luck that we arrived so close¦relatively speaking anyways. We could have arrived on the opposite side of the planet and we would have been in for a seriously long journey to get here to find what we need to contact our people."

"There are villages that only know of Amshere through tales that are considered myths more than truths. You might have been dissuaded from seeking us out entirely. You might have found yourselves stuck on Amara without any perceived hope of getting home."

"Oh Laurel and Jake would've come up with a way. They are tenacious if nothing else."

"You sound to be in awe of your companions."

"I am. They are my commanding officers for a reason. They have experience, knowledge and ability that are hard to believe. I'm in good company while in their presence."

"Hmm. Sounds like Laurel and Jake are wonderful people."

"They are. So¦you use those trucks to transport the materials from the cities to here?"

"Trucks?" Nessan looked at the large transport trucks Missy was gesturing to. "Oh, you mean the heavy load haulers. Yes the load haulers are used to transport large heavy loads across great distances when the need arises."

"Interesting. Can we go see the ancient repository for ground vehicles now?"

"Of course. Follow me."

Nessan led the way out of the assembly area and back out into the open-air courtyard. They walked half way across the length of the winding courtyard then they turned right and walked through an arched entryway that led to the interior face stairs zig zagging all the way up to the highest level with several large balconies dotted along the way. They climbed up to the 6th level and they stepped out onto a large balcony that was conspicuously free of any plants, unlike most of the other balconies that weren't nearly as large and most had flowers and grassy greenery dotted with spectacular flowing plants. They stepped up to the double doors and Nessan opened the door on the right and then reached in and pressed the light switch and bank after bank of overhead lights blinked to life revealing a huge repository with decrepit looking vehicles of every conceivable configuration. The vehicles on display were very obviously extremely old and battered suggesting they were recovered from devastated areas of the planet.

"Oh wow!" Missy exclaimed. "These look different than what you're building down there, but I can see where you extracted your ideas from."

They slowly walked down the rows and isles of vehicles as Missy tried to fathom how advanced the Bolinar must've been at one time. There were vehicles that looked like sleek wicked fast personal transports to what could only be described as tank like military use vehicles and transport trucks of immense proportions. As they neared the middle of the space Missy looked at Nessan and grinned.

"This is incredible. Do you have examples of groundwork vehicles too? You know, construction and excavation equipment?"

"We do, however they are housed underground since they are of such large and heavy dimensions. The examples in our possession had to be driven here, so as you might imagine, that limits where and how we can store them. There is a limit to what will fit through the main gate and what we can lift to higher repositories."

"I can understand that."

"Are you interested in viewing the heavy excavator machines?"

"If we have time later. So there are sublevels here then?"

"Yes. There are two levels below ground level. One is used for the heavy groundwork vehicles and the other is where our power production and water purification facilities are located."

"I assume you don't use fossil fueled power production?"

"No. We utilize a cold fusion process. There is no waste or emissions except immense energy."

"Wow! Now that is impressive."

"It is based on technical drawings and schematics recovered from a facility the self regulating machines constructed. It was deep underground and survived hundreds of thousands of mykas due to the fact no one knew it was there until one of the entrances collapsed allowing explorers to discover it."

"And you recreated it here?"

"Not me personally, the priests of the past did yes. Much of the necessary components were taken directly from the discovered facility to be reassembled here. That was all carried out a very long time ago. The resultant power facility requires very little upkeep."

"And you transmit the energy right through the walls of this place?"

"Yes. The stone this entire place is excavated from has a structure that conducts energy very efficiently."

"Did they know that when this place was chosen for the site of Amshere?"

"I do not know, possibly."

"It begs to the question how this place was powered when it was first built."

"That was so long ago, I do not have an answer for you. My guess would be recovered low energy generators were utilized until something more permanent was constructed onsite somewhere."

"You don't think power production was always down in sublevel two?"

"You inquired about in the beginning of Amshere. The sublevels did not exist in the beginning. They were excavated much later, once heavy groundwork machines were brought to the site. It is only a supposition anyways, I do not know where power was generated in the beginning or how."

Missy nodded and then they pushed on slowly walking among the incredibly old, and in some cases, fragile looking vehicles, some of which it was apparent had been disassembled and then reassembled for display purposes The weathered varnish was missing from fasteners and joints suggesting tools had scrapped the patina away when the vehicles were worked on. When they reached the rear portion of the repository, Missy asked if they could see the mass food storage areas out of curiosity. Nessan agreed and they made their way to the front of the repository and stepped out onto the balcony and then Nessan led the way back down to the ground level and 2 elderly priests met them as they stepped off the last step and turned left to head out into the open air courtyard.

"Brother Nessan, it is good we found you so quickly."

"Brothers Terran and Shenod. Good day to you."

"Good day to you too brother Nessan. The council is about to convene. They have agreed to grant an audience with out guests. Michelle's presence is required."

"I didn't realize we had been exploring that long," Missy said. "Lead the way."

The brothers bowed slightly then turned and led the way out onto the meandering walk path and they headed to the middle of the open air space then brother Nessan kept going and Missy stopped and held her hand up to stop brothers Terran and Shenod once they looked back noting Missy's footsteps falling silent.

"Aren't you coming with me brother Nessan?" Missy inquired.

"No. The council wishes an audience with you. I have no business there. I will reassume my vigil in the hallway your room is within."

"When is your turn standing watch over?"

"I am to be replaced by another brother at three quarter day."

"That's too bad. I was hoping we would see each other again."

"I will be assigned to resume watch of the hallway shortly before sun rise. If you are still staying with us, you might see me in the morning when you venture out of your room."

"I look forward to it. Thank you for the escort¦and companionship while I explored this amazing place."

"I enjoyed the experience too Michelle. You are a remarkable young lady, I wish you all the best in your travels and adventures."

"Thank you brother Nessan."

Missy then turned and followed the brothers until they came upon Laurel and Jake standing at the door leading to the council hall. They looked refreshed and Missy could feel how happy they were as they stood hand in hand with a warm smile on their faces at the sight of Missy. Laurel and Jake stepped aside and let the brothers open the door and step into the room then they looked at Missy before going in.

"Did you enjoy exploring Amshere?" Laurel asked quietly.

"Yeah. Brother Nessan escorted me to the dinning hall where he made us something delicious to eat then we explored the ground vehicles they have here. The traverser we borrowed is just one example of some truly amazing vehicles they build here. We could learn a thing or two from them."

"You'll have to include everything you saw in your report so we can read all about it."

"Okay. I will."

They then turned and entered the council hall together. The sight of the same elder clerics greeted them and brothers Terran and Shenod took their places among the priests and then Shardon grinned warmly and gestured to the 3 chairs at the table in front of the curved table the priests were seated at.

"Welcome back friends. Please, have a seat."

The Future crew smiled brightly and walked to the 3 chairs and pulled them out and sat down. Laurel then cleared her throat and considered her words carefully.

"Thank you for granting us an audience. We know you are busy men with other concerns to discuss without us interrupting your day."

"Thank nothing of it Laurel." Brother Shardon said. "We have actually been discussing the three of you in great detail. You are a bit of a curiosity and offer a glimmer of hope for our people's sake."

"We will do everything we can not to let you down sir."

"I am sure of that. Brother Terek has shared his experience this day. He even took all of us to see the artifacts you have coupled together into a working system to contact your people. I do not pretend to understand how the objects are being used though he indicated you were successful in making contact with someone?"

"Yes sir. We made contact with the people searching for us so they know we are safe and among good people that are looking after us like family."

"Brother Terek was only able to discern your side of the conversation so we will have to take you at your word for that. Are your people going to come here to rescue you?"

"No sir. They don't know where here is and frankly neither do we. They are working with an extremely complicated piece of alien technology that doesn't exactly display information in a linear manner. There aren't clear instructions on how to operate the equipment the way they need to either."

"I see. You are hoping to return home the same way you got here then?"

"Yes sir. In that light we would like to request permission to take the system we have cobbled together out into the open so we can have a complete portal opened in order to travel back to our home."

Shardon took a long breath and leaned back as he looked at the hopeful expressions on the faces of the three guests facing him. Shardon then let the deep breath out and leaned forward slightly.

"You must understand how important the artifacts you are working with are to us and how ancient they are."

"Yes sir. The fact that they're operable at all is a miracle given their extreme age and we truly grasp how precious the relics are to your people. We promise to treat them delicately as we work with them and move them around. In order for this to work safely we have to be out in the open. There are incredibly powerful eddies created that would be too destructive to allow indoors. The exotic high-energy radiation created would interact with many of the devices you have stored here. The affects would be less than desirable and I don't think Jake and I can contain something as powerful as a full transit window."

"Yes, we are aware of the properties brought into being when a portal is opened. We have never seen a portal opened anywhere except out doors. Brother Terek tells us you were able to contain the affects of a small example of the portal with your minds?"

"Yes sir. You simply don't have the equipment necessary to create a containment field of sufficient density. It took a great deal of effort to contain a micro singularity's properties so a portal large enough for us to transit would be more than we can safely contain and once we stepped through it our containment effort would disappear and the affects would then propagate freely causing havoc on the devices you have stored here."

"How will we shut the components down once you have left?"

"We'll teach whoever is assisting us how to do that safely."

Shardon looked around the room at his fellow clerics and they stared back and one by one gave an approving nod until it came to brother Terran. He smiled and looked at the trio waiting expectantly.

"I think we have to oblige these amazing kids by granting their request, if we do not we are trapping them on our world and dooming ourselves in the process. Selfish concerns aside, they need to be reunited with their families no matter how complex the means or the possible cost to us in the form of our most precious relics."

Shardon nodded several times then leaned forward onto his crossed arms on the table before him.

"We will grant your request. The opsimilator you are using in your system of components is extremely heavy and delicate. We will have to provide transport carts and use extreme caution to avoid damaging the device."

"Actually¦if you are concerned about moving the equipment, Jake and I can move everything outside the walls of Amshere without the need for transport carts."

"Yes, brother Terek explained how you lifted some of the objects from their display locations without touching them. This I would like to see for myself. We will still need the transport carts to return the equipment to their rightful places once you are gone through."

"That's true but the objects will only have to be jostled around once, not twice."

"That would be helpful to quell our concerns for the equipment."

"And¦I hate to sound arrogant but¦once we are gone, I would not recommend any of you trying to operate the equipment in the same way as we have. We know what we're doing whereas you and your people don't. Things could go badly real quick."

"Hmm, point taken. You have my word the equipment will be disconnected and never again tied together for use as they are for your needs."

"Thank you sir. That's makes me feel better to hear you promise that."

Shardon smiled and bowed slightly.

"I realize you are accomplishing things way beyond our level of understanding. We do not experiment with such things unless a complete understanding is had first."

"That's a wise attitude sir. Thank you for granting our request and for taking the time to grant us an audience. We would like to get to work right away if that is alright?"

"That would be fine. We would all like to observe if you do not mind?"

"Not at all sir. It's your prized relics we are toying with after all."

"I will call this gathering to adjournment. You are free to go and make your preparations and we will clear a path for you out the main entrance and we will have guards standing by outside incase raiders decide to pay us a visit at an inauspicious time."

"That would be a good idea."

The 3 of them stood up and then all the priests slid their seats back and slowly stood up.

"The three of us will go to our rooms and collect our things then meet all of you in the ground level repository so we can carry the equipment a significant distance outside the walls of Amshere." Jake said.

"We will be waiting for you in the repository." Brother Shardon said.

The Future crew stepped out away from their chairs and turned and headed out of the council hall and headed straight to their rooms where they packed their belongings away and slung their packs over their shoulders and clasped the stomach straps closed and then they stepped out into the hallway and Missy faced brother Nessan.

"It looks as though you will be leaving us?" He said.

"Yes sir. We are going outside the walls of Amshere to make final contact with our people so we can hopefully return home."

"It has been a true pleasure escorting you around Amshere Michelle. I do hope you find everything you are looking for."

"Thank you sir. It has been nice getting to know you. I don't think we'll see each other again so I'll say goodbye brother Nessan."

"We appreciate you treating Missy so well good sir." Laurel said.

"She is a sweet girl with a bright mind and wonderful disposition. It was not hard to find myself enjoying her company. You three take care of one another."

"Thank you brother Nessan, we will."

The 3 of them then headed straight to the repository where they found the entire senior council of clerics looking over the equipment that was still hooked into a cohesive system of devices. They walked up to the devices and after handing Missy the duffel bag, Laurel addressed the men standing looking over the equipment.

"We will need all of this equipment to send a signal like we did before then we will only need the generator and the probe to provide something for the system on the other side to lock onto so a window can be opened at our precise location. Once we transit through portal, you can wait until the window closes and then shut the generator down by opening the contact switches and then manually withdrawing the stimulator rods with non-conductive hemostats once the inner casing is opened. After that it should be a simple enough matter to disconnect the equipment and return the components to the repository."

"You will have to instruct one of us precisely how to shutdown and disconnect the system components you have in use."

"I observed their efforts in connecting and operating the devices in use." Bother Terek said. "I believe I can safely shutdown and disconnect the devices."

"Very well. We will not impede you in your effort to take these relics outside Amshere."

"I'm going to disconnect the devices first then reconnect them once we are far enough away from Amshere to insure we won't cause any ill affects when a portal is opened."

"We will observe without interfering."

Laurel nodded and then her and Jake reached out to one another and joined minds. Once they adjusted to the emotional rush, Laurel went about disconnecting the cables between the devices and then she and Jake concentrated on their feelings for one other and allowed the feeling to swell taking their potential with them and then they pushed and Laurel held her hand out flat as a point of aim and the devices lifted from the floor and hung in the air steady as if resting upon an unseen table.

"In¦credible!" One of the priests uttered under his breath.

"Shhh!" Brother Shardon hissed with his finger across his lips.

The priest grinned and nodded. Laurel and Jake then began to walk forward and the devices preceded them by 2 meters all the way to the doors. Missy then stepped around them quickly and opened the door and the devices shifted to single file in a row and then floated through the doors as Laurel and Jake continued to walk forward. They proceeded across the open-air courtyard and down the tunnel leading to the main gates. One of the brothers stepped to the side and activated the control to unlock the gates then Missy pulled the gate open and Laurel and Jake continued toward the growing light at the opposite end of the tunnel. They eventually exited into the bright sunlight and Laurel and Jake shivered in the frigid air but kept walking with the devices floating ahead of them until they were so far from Amshere, the bottom of the imposing rock edifice was indistinguishable from the ground haze all around. The pair then guided the devices gently to the ground and then Laurel withdrew her influence and her and Jake withdrew into their own minds and adjusted to the new subdued sense of the world around them. Laurel and Jake then quickly went about reconnecting the devices into a functional system. Once they had the devices coupled, Laurel looked at the small crowd watching them intently.

"You might want to stand back, I don't know how close the portal will form in relation to the probes position, and it could be dangerous."

"Our ancient scripts indicate the phenomena will form three times the height of an average man away from the relic," Shardon said. "As long as one does not attempt to touch the visible distortion it is safe to stand close to it."

"Oh my gosh, are you saying in the past priests touched the distortion envelope?"

"Yes. We do not know what became of them. They simply blinked out of existence never to be seen or heard from again."

"They were likely ushered to the other side without the benefit of a stabilizing field. They were likely¦there's no way they survived the transit intact. Biological matter is utterly destroyed at the fundamental level without a very specific force at work to protect it from the tidal forces experienced."

"The writings of the times supposed the priests in question had been taken to a place of divine existence to be with our harbinger to learn from and serve his needs as an apprentice, to one day return to pass along the harbinger's continued teachings in person."

"I'm sorry to say that isn't the case."

"We know. We do not subscribe to such primitive thinking any longer. As you know the priesthood was established due to the fact at one time we considered the harbinger a supreme being from an ethereal plain of existence, we now know he was just a man offering wisdom and prudence to a dying race on a planet he was conducting long term observations on."

"I would say you have an enlightened way of thinking now." Laurel then looked at Jake. "Let's get these devices coupled and power up the generator so we can access the control interface to initiate the locator signal."

Jake nodded and they got to work. It took them several minutes to get the devices coupled and they found the generator was still at the perfect output level. Brother Terek then stepped closer to the Future crew.

"Are you under the impression you will have to manipulate the probes controls in order to initiate a burst signal as before?"

"No. I'm pretty sure the adjustment I made to the probes memory capacity was sufficient to automatically activate the burst signal so it can transmit its stored data."

"You fooled it into thinking its memory is full by decreasing the amount of memory it thinks it has available?"

"That's very good. I can see you were paying attention. The probe should come online once we give it enough power and I'm hopeful it will automatically engage the signaling system based on the modifications I made to its memory configuration once it detects the necessary artificially produced conditions present for transmission to be successful. I just need access to the control interface to make sure my suspicions are correct. If not, I can activate the burst signal manually."

"I see. I will stay out of your way."

"I wish you folks would quit staying that. You aren't in our way or a distraction that's unwanted. You people have treated us like royalty so we could get home. We're eternally grateful and humbled by your hospitality and graciousness."

There was an unheard 'awwwe' on the faces of all of the priests. Laurel then stepped over to Missy and retrieved the handheld sensor from her pack and then looked at Jake and nodded once and Jake reached down and flipped the toggle switch that closed the contacts, allowing energy to flow to the probe. Even in the bright daylight of the twin suns well above the Future the glow could be discerned coming from the power cell compartment at the anterior end of the probe. Laurel smiled as she lifted the sensor unit and saw the control interface activation signal momentarily and she enacted the response signal resulting in the oval shaped compartment in the top of the probe opening and the user interface was projected into mid air above the probe. The interface read 'preparing to transmit stored data¦'"

Laurel then looked at Jake and he flipped the other switches and slowly rotated the rotary knob and the output from the opsimilator slowly ramped up until the opsimilator had sufficient energy to begin functioning as desired. The antenna element then extended from the open portal in the top of the probe and then began to glow brightly for a few moments then the locator signal was broadcast with the same result as observed before. It seemed to echo even though they were out in the open and it resounded several times then faded in waves and a curling sphere of roiling energetic radiation could be seen spreading out in all direction in an expanding ring. Laurel then looked at the stunned priests, most of whom took a rapid set of steps back in instinctive reaction to the signal that propagated right through them.

"Is that the way your written records indicate the signal behaved in the past?"

"None of us have observed the phenomena in our lifetime and the written record only stated that the call to the harbinger resounded through all forms of matter and reached beyond the stars above."

Laurel nodded and looked at Jake and he dipped his chin in agreement as he sensed what Laurel was thinking. Jake reached down and flipped the switches opening the contacts that were allowing current to flow to the opsimilator and the device began to spin down subtly. Laurel then looked at the men moving closer now that the phenomena hanging in the air was no longer visible.

"Our people should be reaching out to us with a transit portal very soon. I would like to thank you one last time for your kindness and consideration during our stay. We promise to keep our word and see what we can do to insure your survival in the future by preserving your people in the past."

"You three made it easy to host you as our honored guests," Brother Shardon replied. "You are well manored, brilliant youth that showed respect and consideration that we were all to happy to reciprocate. We wish you good tidings in your travels and hope for success in your effort to affect our past to insure our future."

"Thank you sir. You're so kind."

They all then heard and felt an odd buzzing sound in the air and they looked around briefly and then noticed an area several yards away from the probe dead in front of the device that began to twist and distort then the distortion became more prominent and spread out until it was a full meter wide and 3 high. The distortion then stabilized and beyond the blurry event Future they could discern the distinct image of Hyndocan's laboratory. Laurel smiled brightly and reached up behind her ear and tapped her cranial transceiver active then took a small step closer as she tried to make out concise details from the other side of the distortion that was obscuring what could be seen as if looking through a heavy moving liquid medium.

"Hammer zero one, this is Laurel one."

There was no reply and after a few moments Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders lightly and then tapped his transceiver active and stepped right next to Laurel and stared into the distorted image before them.

"Hammer zero one, this is Laurel two, do you read?"

Laurel looked at Jake and offered a quirky grin.

"Laurel two? You were assigned your own call sign."

"I don't like the call sign slider. I'm your alter ego so¦Laurel two feels more natural."

"We'll discuss that later. Why isn't Hammer responding? Do you think our transceivers are malfunctioning?"

"I suppose it's possible, but they're pretty resilient devices. It's kind of unlikely that both of ours would malfunction at the same time. It's more likely that Hammer isn't in the lab."

"Then who activated the portal?" Missy asked as she stepped closer to the pair and looked into the distortion.

"It's an automated process in response to the signal sent by the probe." Laurel replied.

"See if you can reach him." Jake said looking at Missy.

Missy tapped her transceiver active.

"Hammer this is ensign Hobart, do you read me?"

After a few moments with no response Missy looked at Laurel and Jake and shrugged her right shoulder.

"He must not be there."

"We don't have time to wait till he returns," Laurel said. "Activate the stabilizer and let's step through."

Jake nodded and unfastened his pack and knelt down as he slid the pack off his shoulder. He opened his pack and rummaged around in his pack until her felt the stabilizing modulator. He pulled it out and then secured his pack and stood up as he slung his pack over his back and fastened the stomach strap. He then touched the center activation button on the stabilizer and the device glowed slightly and the distorted view of the lab instantly cleared up so clear details could be seen. The lab was unoccupied, which seemed unusual but not particularly alarming. The trio then took one last look at their hosts and smiled.

"Thank you again for your gracious hospitality brothers," Laurel said. "You are a fine people deserving of the opportunity to prosper and we'll do everything in our power to insure that happens as we promised."

"Take care my friends." Brother Shardon said while raising a hand in salutation.

The 3 of them then turned and looked at the shimmering portal before them and Missy bent down and picked up the duffle bag and then they walked straight into the distortion. As they touched the outer envelope they felt a static like tingle all over their bodies and the next thing they were aware of, they were standing in the lab on Geonic.

The first thing they noticed aside from no one being present was the pristine and new appearance of the lab. It looked as if it had just been constructed, not a million years ago. The dim black and gray patina that had covered just about every surface when they were last here was conspicuously gone and the control panel was glowing brightly.

Just as they stepped away form the portal they looked back just in time to see the portal shift to another location that was distinctly jungle laden. The plants were completely unfamiliar looking but they were dripping with moisture as if it had just stopped raining and the sun or suns were beaming down through an unseen thick canopy of trees and vines. The 3 of them then looked around the lab and they noticed devices they didn't remember seeing before and the room had a fresh gleaming look as if it had just been constructed and then the door between the laboratory and storage area in the next room swung open and a distinguished man with distinctly ruby red skin wearing a gray and black tunic with black pants under stepped into the room and a stunned look crossed his face before he quickly snatched a weapon from a rolling cart by the door and aimed the weapon straight at the trio.

"Well¦this is unexpected." Laurel uttered softly.

Missy dropped the duffle bag to the floor with a soft thud and the 3 of them put their hands up in surrender and Hyndocan looked at Missy's weapon and he gestured toward her thigh with his weapon. Missy glanced at her pistol and then looked at Hyndocan as she slowly lowered her right hand and flipped the thumb stay open then pinch grasped her PP-20 with her index finger and thumb and pulled it from her holster and then slowly laid it on the floor then stood up and put her hands up once again.

"We mean you no harm Hyndocan." Laurel uttered as best as she could in Onalin.

Hyndocan's mouth fell open in shock and he lowered his aim slightly as he looked the 3 of them over from head to toe a few times. He finally snapped his mouth closed and reestablished his aim focused on Laurel who was standing between Jake and Missy.

"Who are you and how do you know my name¦and you speak my native language, how is that possible?"

"My name is Laurel Kade. We are familiar with the Fearon and in fact this very lab. This is going to sound a little hard to believe¦we used the domain manifold to travel to Amara, the world we just came from, around one million years from now. We know you are conducting research into travel to distant worlds without the need for ships to transport people and supplies as your people are preparing to evacuate from this galaxy. We also know your work is not sanctioned so you are carrying out your work in secret here on Geonic and on Terison five¦our home world. Your secret lab is hidden within the underwater facility we discovered shortly before traveling to the Geonic system where we discovered this lab still in intact."

Hyndocan slowly lowered his aim until his weapon was aimed at his feet.

"I must have achieved some measure of success if my labs are intact and functional that far in the future."

"We are still in the process of negotiating continued contact with your leadership in our time and what information we have is rather fractured and incomplete. Your people did in fact abandon this galaxy long ago though it was not done through the use of this particular domain manifold. Your work will be abandoned in about fifty years or so from what we have learned thus far."

"You just proved the technology works. I have yet to figure out how to transit biological matter without devastation occurring at the cellular level, yet here you are stepping into my lab confirming the technology is viable."

"We have a device you will create sometime in the future that establishes a stabilized field within biological matter and the portal itself making it safe to travel through the domain manifold. It is a handheld stabilizing field modulator."

"You have encountered me at different points in time then?"

"No sir¦may we put our hands down?"

Hyndocan lifted his weapon and looked at it then set it back on the cart and he grinned slightly as he looked at the 3 of them.

"Of course, of course. I do not believe you mean to attack me...nor could you do much harm to me if you did."

Laurel and Jake lowered their hands and Missy watched them then followed suit. She then leaned toward Laurel.

"I'm only able to understand bits and pieces of what you're saying. Can I pick up my PP twenty or will he interpret that as a threatening gesture?"

Laurel looked at Missy and nodded once.

"Go ahead and pick it up real easy. I think I've convinced Hyndocan that we aren't a threat."

Missy bent down and slowly picked up her weapon and Hyndocan watched her carefully until she had her weapon holstered, he then looked at Laurel.

"Why did you return here¦to this point in time?"

"We thought we were returning to our time of origin. We had no idea the domain manifold was capable of transiting a person across time."

"It was not designed to do that in particular, though I suspected it was capable of that function if the right conditions existed. You have to understand the process of transiting across vast distances involves a temporal component that must be canceled out or manipulated very precisely in order to maintain a static time coefficient from departure to arrival point. That aspect is incredibly complex and difficult to control properly."

"I understand. When transiting across hundreds or thousands of light years there is an equal amount of time lag across that distance."

"Precisely. The domain manifold is capable of establishing a lock on coordinates many times more distant than mere hundreds or thousands of light years. Think of millions or tens of millions of light years."

"Then¦Amara must reside around a million light years from here?"

"Yes. I do not have the temporal compensation circuit engaged at the moment. I was in the assembly lab working on one of the key components of that circuit when I had an odd sensation wash over that I was not alone. I never in my life expected to walk in here and find the three of you standing there looking at me. I thought I was just feeling the ill effect of working alone so often I was imagining another person's presence as a measure of comfort or longing for said presence. I must say¦you are certainly an incredible sight to behold virtually out of nowhere. I could have never dreamed of a creature as stunning as you¦not that a girl your apparent age would fulfill the aspirations of a man my age. You are not even Fearon yet I find my heart racing at looking upon you."

"Yes sir, thank you. I tend to have that affect on men even if they are not Human."

"Is that what your species is called?"

"Yes sir."

"And may I inquire your age?"

"I am seventeen years of age as is my mate here, Jake. Our companion Michelle is sixteen years of physical age."

"You emphasize physical age¦have you existed longer than your physical appearance accounts for?"

"Yes sir. In my linear time I was born six hundred years ago. I spent most of that time in stasis while we crossed the galaxy from our world of birth to Terison five, a trip of seventy three thousand light years."

"If ever a species needed the technology behind the domain manifold it is¦was your people."

Missy lightly tapped Laurel's forearm encouraging Laurel to look at her.

"It's really hard to follow along with what's being said. Can he help us get home or not?"

"I think we've arrived shortly after he first activated the domain manifold. I'm not sure he's going to be able to help us get home directly. Besides, we need to get back to Amara to stop the AI from wiping out the Bolinar completely. That's our first destination."

Missy nodded once and glanced around the room briefly then she looked at Laurel.

"You think you can figure out how to program the domain manifold to take us where we want to go when we want to get there?"

"With Hyndocan's help, yes."

Missy nodded and stood up straight and looked at Hyndocan, then back at Laurel.

"This is going to take a while to establish a report, isn't it?"

"I'm afraid so. Luckily time is relative in this circumstance."

Laurel then looked at Hyndocan.

"We have so much to tell you and to ask of you. I hardly know where to start."

"Your accent is very difficult to understand you through. You do not seem to know Onalin very well either, further complicating things. If you would allow me the indulgence, I have some equipment in the assembly lab that will share some of my knowledge with you three and some of yours with me. I can then communicate with you in your native language as well as gaining a sense of what it is you want of me and what is on your mind that you feel you need to share with me."

Laurel looked at Jake with a surprised expression on her face and Jake looked at her equally stunned look.

"Sounds an awful lot like what the enlighteners use." Jake thought.

"The Fearon might be the progenitors of the enlighteners." Laurel thought in return. "I guess that means we can trust the technology to some degree."

Laurel then looked at Hyndocan.

"Are you sure the equipment you want to use on us is safe for our species?"

"I am sure. You are higher thinking beings so your brainwaves can be captured and imprinted on the mind of others. Those with the right density of a very specific type of brain tissue are uniquely capable of tuning into foreign brainwaves when they are exposed to them while engulfed in a field of energy making the brain more receptive and sensitive to said brainwaves."

"You intend to scan us to insure we possess the necessary brain physiology?"

"Yes. I am surprised you understand what I am talking about."

"My mate and I possess knowledge far beyond what you might expect given our young ages. We completely understand what you are going to be looking for in our physiology and I can further guarantee you will find what you are looking for in all three of us. I do however have some concerns about exactly what you will be extracting from us. We are members of a special organization that serves and protects our citizens and we therefore have sensitive information in our minds."

"I will only be exposed to what you allow to be imparted to me. If you want certain aspects of what you know to remain discrete, you should avoid thinking about those ideas. I will share with you a sense of who I am and I would ask you to share the same then I will ask you a series of questions and what you think about will be imparted to me. It is as simple as that. I will not be probing your mind if that is your concern."

"I suppose the sensitive information in our heads is not of much concern to someone that has been gone for a million years from our perspective."

"That is a grim thought¦though poignantly true."

Hyndocan then stepped to the side slightly and gestured toward the doorway behind him. The Future crew walked through the doorway and into the large assembly lab and the equipment and components lying about were completely different from those found when they entered the facility on Geonic in their own time.

Hyndocan stepped into the room and walked over to the huge Tesla Coil looking devices and he plugged an enormous cable leading from the control apparatus sitting between the twin towers into first one tower then he picked up another identical cable and he plugged it into the second tower and then he walked over to the controls and adjusted the settings then engaged the entire system and they could feel a charge being produced then the hair on the back of their necks stood on end. Hyndocan then stepped over to the worktable and picked up a scanning device and flipped a screen cover open and he walked right up to Laurel and held the device roughly aimed at her as he watched the display for a few moments then he walked over to Jake and performed the same operation and finally he scanned Missy and when the scan was complete he nodded and then set the scanning device back on the worktable, then he faced the bewildered crew.

"You three possess remarkably advanced brain physiology. This equipment should facilitate our exchange quite nicely."

Hyndocan then cleared objects off the seats of 3 chairs with no backs to them, placing the objects on the worktable, and then he pat one gently as he looked at the 3 of them.

"Come, have a seat and we will get familiar with one another in a way you cannot possibly imagine."

"I believe we have been exposed to technology based on what you have here though a more refined version."

"I assembled this equipment here incase I ever enlisted the assistance of an aid that did not speak my language or understand the nature of my work. With this equipment that information can be shared almost instantaneously."

The 3 Future crew walked over to the chairs and timidly sat down facing Hyndocan. He then stepped away and retrieved yet another chair that positioned him slightly higher than the young crew. Hyndocan then took a long breath and closed his eyes momentarily then he opened his eyes with a calm expression on his face.

"I need you three to clear your minds as much as possible. I will place my hands on your temples and then place my forehead to yours and I want you to simply think about your concept of language. Your native or most comfortable language is what I want you to think about as I do the same."

Laurel looked at Missy.

"Did you catch what he said?"

"Yeah, I think so. Something about a calm mind and hands on our¦something then his forehead to ours while we think about our most comfortable language. I speak eighteen different languages, I hope English is what I impart to him."

"English is what we learned first so that should be what we're most comfortable with. Just concentrate on your concept of the English language and that's what he'll sense."

"I do not understand what you are saying to one another," Hyndocan said softly. "Is there an issue?"

"No sir," Laurel replied. "I was just making sure Missy understood what we need to do. You are speaking in an obscure dialect of Onalin that she is not familiar with. It is very close to Talnok, as you know, though distinctly different. She is not catching everything you and I are saying."

"That confusion will be eliminated once this is done."

Laurel nodded and then Hyndocan scooted his chair closer to Laurel and he slowly lifted his hands so he wouldn't startle her and then he gently placed his hands on each side of her head and he gently pulled her head toward him and he closed his eyes and leaned forward until their foreheads touched and then Laurel closed her eyes and placed her hands on each side of Hyndocan's head.

At first Laurel didn't sense anything unusual then as she really achieved a clam state of mind or at least as calm as she could achieve while making physical contact with a man she just met, she began to get a deeper sense of who Hyndocan was then all at once there was a rush of conceptual ideas that came to her along with a deeply compelling sense of emotion and then she thought about her concept of the English language and she held the thought for a few moments then she thought about who she felt she was as a person and Hyndocan seemed to become overwhelmed by the rush of emotions as he sensed Laurel's deeper being as she truly freed her mind and feelings.

"Oh my!" Hyndocan said softly in Onalin. "I had no idea¦what a remarkable young woman¦so many lifetimes of experience and knowledge." Hyndocan then spoke in English with a distinct Fearon accent. "What a beautiful person you are."

Hyndocan then slowly withdrew his forehead from Laurel's and removed his hands and Laurel opened her eyes and withdrew her hands from Hyndocan.

"I thought you were going to use¦something more complex to facilitate the exchange. You just stimulated areas of your brain that are ordinarily dormant so we could engage in a sharing of essential knowledge and¦personal feelings. Jake and I are capable of this level of sharing with one another without the aid of technology."

"You should have informed me. We could've saved this whole process."

"We can only do it with each other because we're paired. I don't think we can do it with people that aren't exceptionally gifted¦not that I know of anyways."

"I see. I now understand who you are and what it is you want from me. I'm not sure I can accommodate you fully. I only got the domain manifold operational a year ago. I've been devoting as much time as possible to getting it balanced and aligned so it functions properly. I'm not sure I can target a specific time like you want. The system was never meant to be operated with that specific parameter in mind as the focal point."

"I didn't even know I imparted that information to you."

"You did¦and so much more. How is it I sense countless lifetimes within you? I have a confusing sense of tens of thousands of cultures¦though I understand Human to be your clearest and most predominant."

"That is a very long story. Perhaps I should let you connect with Jake and he can impart the story of us. It would just take too long to try and tell the tale of how we got here and why we are the way we are."

Jake touched Laurel's hand and smiled at her.

"We should join minds and give him the full sense of connecting with us."

Laurel smiled and nodded and then they reached out to one another and easily slipped into the mind of one another. They waited for the rush of senses and emotions to wear off then Jake looked at Hyndocan.

"You're going to sense the same unusual feeling of hundreds of thousands of cultures within me. The experience and knowledge is stored in a subconscious portion of my brain but you'll still sense it like you did in Laurel. You're going to sense her very profoundly now that her and I are joined."

"I am not sure I understand what you mean by joined."

"Her and I are thinking as one right now. We share senses and awareness when we join minds. I think you'll get a better sense of what I'm talking about when you connect with me like you did with Laurel."

Hyndocan just looked at Jake with a rather blank expression for a moment then he scooted his chair closer to Jake and reached up and placed his hands on each side of Jake's head and Jake did the same and then they both closed their eyes and leaned forward until their foreheads touched.

Just like Laurel experienced, at first Jake didn't sense anything different and then Hyndocan seemed to activate his higher ability and Jake sensed a rush of emotion and then a blur of knowledge and experience washed over him and in moments he understood several Fearon languages with an emphasis on Onalin in particular. Hyndocan was completely overwhelmed by the sense of Laurel and Jake from a singular perspective. It was odd but stimulating as he held his position with his mouth half open in a frozen expression of utter amazement. Jake on the other hand was able to hold the moment and he thought about the experiences he and Laurel endured to get the Future back to the Milky Way and their new home and Hyndocan's expression changed to a grin intermixed with awe.

After a few moments Hyndocan removed his hands and moved away from Jake and Jake removed his hands and opened his eyes and then withdrew into his own mind. He then let the empty feeling settle in and then he looked at Missy.

"You're up next ensign."

"I'm not entirely sure I'm ready to have my feelings read by a stranger," Missy looked at Hyndocan. "No offense sir. I'm sure you're a fine man, I just don't know you at all."

"No offense taken. That would all change if you undergo the process." Hyndocan then looked at Laurel and Jake. "You two are an amazing pair. What a wondrous sense of your struggle to arrive at Terison five intact. I never would've guessed the complex nature of who you are just by looking at you."

"Thank you Hyndocan," Laurel said. "We have a much deeper understanding of who you are and what you are trying do with your work too."

"The only thing we don't understand is who this enemy is that has your people so uptight they're willing to relocate to another galaxy to escape their reach." Jake said.

"I pray in your time the Encarthan are no longer menacing space like they are in this time."

Jake shot a concerned look toward Laurel and she stared at him blankly for a moment then she looked down and Jake sensed the complete dread in her feelings.

"We were warned about them from the other Future crew though the pronunciation of the name was slightly different." Laurel thought. "It has to be the same war-like species."

"Well luckily their home world is on the outer edge of the galaxy some twenty-three thousand light years away." Jake thought.

Laurel looked up at Jake and Hyndocan sensed the internal communications taking place while immersed in the energy field being produced by the nearby equipment.

"I take it you know of the Encarthan?"

Laurel looked at Hyndocan and nodded lightly.

"I think so. We were warned about an aggressive species on the outer edge of the galaxy. The name we were given was slightly different, but I'm pretty sire it's the same species. We haven't had any encounters with them, but that's a good thing from what we've been told of them."

"That's disheartening to know they're still an undesirable influence making a mess of things."

"Well they've never come up against something like the Future, our mothership. As long as they don't find out where our home world is, we can handle them in a head to head encounter."

"I sensed your pride in the Future. I take it your mining weapon can be cross utilized as a defensive weapon?"

"Yes sir."

"We're in the process of outfitting the Future with offensive weaponry too." Jake boasted. "We would prefer negotiations of a peaceful nature, but when that fails our shields are all but impenetrable and the offensive weapons will impart a strong message without delivering a planet cracking blast. Unfortunately we've used the mining weapon at its lowest output against a would be aggressor and the results were complete annihilation."

"If I understand the impression you imparted to me, which are still forming in my subconscious mind, a tool designed to breakup comets and planetoids for harvesting is a less than desirable tool for battle unless your goal is to destroy an entire planet."

"We would never do that." Laurel insisted.

"I know you wouldn't Laurel. I have a good feeling from all three of you and especially from you and Jake. It feels like we're family¦or very close to it."

"I'm sorry about that. Jake and I have a tendency to imprint heavily on people when we really open our minds and hearts as we did with you and it's especially potent when we're joined as were when you connected with Jake. You got a sense of both of us from a single source."

"You don't need to apologize Laurel. I was an enriching if not a little bizarre experience."

"At least I can understand you now," Missy said with a smile. "Does that mean you really don't need to connect with me?"

"I can tell you are not very uncomfortable with the idea," Hyndocan said as he stood up. "I think I have what I need from the experience with Laurel and Jake."

Hyndocan walked over to the control panel between the huge coils and he shut the system down and everyone sensed what felt like a cooling of the air around them as it also became very still. Hyndocan then looked at the Future crew.

"Now¦let's see if we can target the time coordinates you have in mind."

"I have some ideas about that," Laurel said as she stood up. "Can you retarget the coordinates we just came from?"

"Yes, I believe so but the time coordinates might be a problem."

"What if you ignore the time coordinates and just target Amara? It should develop a portal to Amara at or around the time we just departed since the time stabilization system is offline, right?"

"That makes sense, I believe you are correct in your assumption. Why would you want to target the time you just departed?"

"I assume time coordinates are programmable?"

"To a limited degree, yes."

"We need to target the era eight hundred twenty thousand years before the time when we arrived on Amara."

"That's a very specific time you have in mind. Trying to target a specific time like that is going to be exceedingly difficult. We will give it a try though."

"Wonderful. How many probes have you sent through the domain manifold?"

"None. I just got the system stabilized with random targeting enabled and functioning properly. I have the locator signal recognition system up and running though I never expected it to affect the targeted location lock since I have not constructed and launched the planned exploration probes yet."

"I can tell you that you are going to have a huge influence on the people of Amara. Their technologically advanced civilization is going to be based on the technology they witness in your probes over time. They will come to know you as the harbinger as you pass along wisdom to recover from the collapse of their species. Their technology is going to turn on them and nearly exterminate them entirely."

"Yes, I sensed that much from you and Jake. I'm a little humbled and a bit disappointed that my research efforts are going to have such dire consequences on their society."

"You're going to teach them to speak English as a unifying language and then pass on wisdom about law and rule to improve personal habits and living conditions."

"English is a rather simplistic language now that I'm completely familiar with speaking it fluently. I suppose it will facilitate your visit if I teach them to speak your language too."

"I can tell you it was a shock when the first Bolinar we encountered spoke perfect English. It took a great deal of time to figure out how that was possible. It makes complete sense now."

"I imagine it did surprise the heck out of you. About as much as it surprised me to hear you speaking my language when I first saw you in the practical experimentation lab even if your Onalin isn't perfect."

"We haven't had enough contact with your people to have access to all of the languages the Fearon speak. I was winging it when I realized you were going to be speaking in the language the probe's control interface displayed."

"You are a very wise woman Laurel. That wisdom certainly makes more sense now that I know you on a deeper level."

Hyndocan stepped over to the worktable and scooped up the small components on the table and then he took a small step back.

"I assume installing those components will once again make the time stabilization system functional?" Laurel asked.

"Oh it's functional right now, it's just out of synch rendering time compensation affect null. This compensator and quantum temporal energy amplifier will bring the system back into balance now that I have made some slight modifications."

"Boy¦I wish you had a manual for the domain manifold that we could take back with us," Jake said. "That thing is so complex and the controls arranged in such an odd manner."

"I designed the system and control devices in a manner that made sense to me. I honestly didn't think I needed to plan for its resumed operation in a million years by people from the other side of the galaxy. If my efforts were successful, I was planning on rigging this whole place to implode so the domain manifold won't fall into the wrong hands¦especially now that I know it can be used to transit time. If another race figured out how to construct a modulator like the one you say I will invent¦well they could wreak havoc across the galaxy when and where they want."

"The fact that we found the labs and equipment intact and undisturbed means you'll hide it well enough to make that a mute concern. You don't need to destroy it."

"I take it we didn't escape this galaxy using technology perfected here?"

"We don't know. We just established contact with your people in our time and as you might imagine, records going back almost a million years are fractured at best, non-existent at worst. The ministry of information is looking into the events of your departure from our galaxy, but at the time of our departure we hadn't heard from them yet."

"That's reassuring. I suppose I should keep at my work in private then. Once perfected I can present it as a viable means for leaving the galaxy to find out what lies beyond."

Hyndocan turned and headed toward the practical experimentation lab where the domain manifold was located in the next room and Jake gently took hold of Laurel's arm after she took a single step and she looked at him.

"You lied to him babe," Jake thought. "We know he died before he could present his work."

"He was killed before he could join the evacuation, we don't know if he shared the details of the technology he perfected so it could be constructed somewhere else on a much larger scale," Laurel thought in return. "It would've taken a facility vastly larger than this place to evacuate billions of Fearon from this galaxy with all their belongings. This place was never going to satisfy that need."

"Should we tell him about the attack that's going to cost him his life?"

"No. That would alter the events we've experienced far too unpredictably."

Jake sighed and nodded and then he let go of Laurel's arm and then they followed Hyndocan into the next room. Hyndocan walked over to the controls and set the small components on the console then he stopped the protocol allowing the domain manifold to shift every 35 seconds, the amount of time it takes the ballast capacitor crystals to reach a fully charged state to facilitate the next shift to a world exhibiting the parameters necessary within its core and mantel to attract the focal point of the targeting system. Laurel stepped closer to Hyndocan before he inevitably shut the entire system down to install the components he had been working on.

"Should you mark the location of Amara before you shut this thing down?"

"That won't be necessary. There is an event log that recorded the events of your arrival in fine detail."

Hyndocan tapped 3 of the controls and the distortion field evaporated away within the manifold platform and then Hyndocan touched several of the controls on his console then slowly slid a pinch controller along a curved scale and the main display presented images of world after world until the display pulsed with a crimson red background and the distinct image of the southern desert of Amara appeared and Hyndocan yanked his fingers off the controller and they watched Laurel, Jake and Missy stepping through the portal and Hyndocan reached down and touched a controller and the image froze with them in mid stride as they passed through the portal and stepped onto the manifold platform. Hyndocan then looked at the 3 of them.

"There are the coordinates of your Amara one million, six hundred twenty-three thousand light years away in another galaxy within the local galactic globular cluster. That is my proof the domain manifold works. Just not quite as intended¦not yet anyways."

"Incredible! So we were in another galaxy, no wonder I couldn't get a fix on the stars. This data will be saved if you shutdown the entire system?"

"Yes. The detailed log files will be preserved."

"Okay, I just wanted to make sure." Laurel then looked at Missy. "Before he shuts this down grab one of the sensor units and capture this data."

Missy nodded and turned and looked at Jake and he turned sidelong to her and she opened his pack and pulled out a handheld sensor unit then closed his pack and then she activated the sensor unit and began taking detailed readings. She then looked at Hyndocan.

"Okay, I have it sir. You can shut it down if you want."

Hyndocan touched 3 controls and the control console went completely dark and the manifold platform ceased its ominous shimmering and slight glowing from behind. Hyndocan then walked out around the controls and he squatted down behind the control console and he grasped what looked like an interesting contour projection and he pulled a component tray out and it was full of small components and seemingly randomly placed crystals of varying colors, lengths, widths, and complex geometrically facetted shapes. Hyndocan then looked at Laurel and gestured to the console and Laurel nodded and stepped closer and picked up the small components looking them over for a moment though she had absolutely no idea what the components were designed to do. She stepped back and squatted down and held her hands out and Hyndocan plucked them from her hands one at a time and plugged them into their respective ports then he rotated 1 of them on its axis to align graduated marks on its casing with an alignment grid along its receptacle port. He then pushed the tray back in and stood up and Laurel stood up and stepped back and Hyndocan walked around the control console and Laurel followed him and paid close attention to what he was doing to fire the system up and activate the controls.

As the domain manifold glowed to life from behind the platform and the distortion formed nicely, though just a blurred mess at first, Laurel pointed at the controls on Hyndocan's right.

"So those controls are what you have to manipulate to target specific temporal coordinates?"

"Very good, yes. Ordinarily I try to align them so no temporal shift is present between here and the destination, but for what you want to accomplish I will try my best to manipulate this control right here¦"

Hyndocan pinched a tiny slider within a curved slot. He slid it to the left a minuscule amount then he looked at Laurel.

"That slight adjustment probably moved the focal energy to a temporal displacement of hundreds of years between here and the target coordinates. It is going to be unbelievably hard to determine exactly how much change has occurred without something on the other side to measure in order to determine how much temporal migration has occurred."

"Will the portal appear at the same location on Amara each time it manifests?"

"Relatively so. There are magnetic lines of force originating from the poles arcing to a location lower on the globe, something like a prominence on a star, and that is usually strongest where the crust is thinnest attracting magnetic energy toward the mantel layer and the core itself. Continental drift means the precise location can move over time but the thin crust will remain relatively constant in thickness as the continents slide over the crust. There are other planets that have slab plates so movement doesn't occur. On planets such as those volcanic regions offer the greatest magnetic field strength and thus that is usually where the domain manifold locks onto."

"That makes sense. The target location on Amara is a rift valley. I'm sure the crust is pretty thin there since the tectonic plates are pulling apart beneath the Caron plain."

"Over the amount of time you are thinking about targeting there is going to be a significant amount of continental drift and environmental change."

Laurel nodded as she frowned then a thought occurred to her and she glanced around briefly then she looked at Hyndocan.

"I know you haven't built any of the probes yet, but you have the internal components on hand, right?"

"I haven't formalized my final design yet. I might have some components on hand, I can't be sure since I don't know what the final design will be. What are you getting at anyways?"

"The crystalline diode elements used are incredibly resilient and they have the unique property of exhibiting a decay ratio that is extremely predictable as the crystalline lattice deteriorates over time. They can also be tracked over great distances if you have the right equipment and know what to look for."

"You know how to detect our technology?"

"Yes. We know what to look for after some clever investigative analysis."

"So I assume you have devices capable of detecting the components?"

"Yes. We have handheld sensors that I can program to detect the unique signature created by the crystalline diodes when exposed to gamma b radiation such as that produced by most stars."

Hyndocan pulled his head back in surprise.

"You really do know how detect it. I have many of the diode elements lying around in the assembly lab. How do you plan on placing and detecting the diodes?"

"We will have to step through the portal and place a few of the crystals on the ground then immediately step back through the portal and then you can shift the target point with different temporal settings and one of us will step through once again with a sensor unit in hand and we'll analyze the detected diode then step back through portal. We'll just keep doing that until we make it to the desired time coordinates. Once we encounter the right era, Jake and I will step through the portal and affect the change necessary to wipe out the micro machines responsible for eradicating the Bolinar."

"Wait¦" Missy started. "What about me?"

"We need you to stay here with Hyndocan honey. You're safest right here."

Missy nervously glanced at Hyndocan and he grinned at her and bowed slightly.

"I promise you could not be safer than right here with me young lady."

Missy read Hyndocan as best as she could and she sensed that he would never perpetrate anything evil against her and her nerves ratcheted down and she nodded. Missy then looked at Laurel.

"Just be real careful, I don't want to be stranded here anymore than I wanted to be stranded on Amara. At least there I was in the right era of existence."

"We'll go through one at a time so that one of us is here with you. Even if Jake and I both got stuck in another era, Hyndocan here can continue our effort to get you home at the right time."

"Okay. Are you sure you two can't manipulate time in a way that would help us establish a lock onto the right era?"

Laurel chuckled and pat Missy's shoulder point gently and playfully.

"I'm sure honey. We can do some pretty amazing things but that's way beyond our ability. The fact that something as compact as the domain manifold here is capable of reordering time is a pure miracle."

"It was not meant to manipulate time outright," Hyndocan said. "It's a side affect of the vast distances it reaches across the emptiness of space. There is a temporal component that is cancelled out when operating properly. The fact that one can step back in time to a particular location is just not what the system was built to facilitate."

"Your understanding of quantum and temporal mechanics fascinates me," Missy said. "I've had vast amounts of knowledge uploaded into my head about both disciplines and it only scratches the surface of what you could teach me."

"No offense young one, it would take many times your current age to impart just a small portion of what I know about the subjects."

"Pardon me for saying good sir, you don't look all that old yourself."

"As I understand your concept of a solar year, I am sixty-three solar years of age¦given a three hundred sixty-five day year."

"You carry your age well sir."

"Thank you. Let's go collect some crystalline diodes so we can get on with the targeting process."

Missy smiled and followed Hyndocan into the assembly lab and he walked directly to a storage bin that was full to the brim with tiny clear crystal cored metallic infused and banded diodes. Hyndocan scooped out a handful and handed them to Missy then he retrieved several more and they headed back into the practical experimentation lab where Laurel and Jake were carefully looking over the control console. Missy stepped up to Laurel's side and held out her palms to show they were full of diode elements.

"Good job. Those will work perfect."

Laurel then looked at Jake and simply flicked her head up once and Jake nodded and stepped back and removed his survival pack and then squatted down with it between his feet and he opened it and retrieved his sensor unit and then he stood up and carefully slid his pack aside with his foot. Laurel held her hand out to collect the sensor unit and Jake glanced at her hand for a moment then he laid the sensor unit in her hand.

"What makes you so sure I wasn't planning on stepping through that thing?"

"You slid your pack aside and I can feel how¦worried you are about Missy. Keep her company and I'll take care of depositing the diodes."

"I should know you'd read the minutia of the moment to arrive at a logical conclusion."

Laurel smiled at him and nodded once and Missy stepped closer to Hyndocan.

"Can I ask you something Hyndocan?"

"Of course."

"When we stepped through the domain manifold the first time it rendered us unconscious when we arrived on Amara. When we stepped through the portal to get here, we arrived perfectly aware of our surroundings. Why the disparity in experiences?"

Hyndocan stood up straight and pondered for a few moments then he looked at Missy.

"I honestly don't know. If I had to guess I would say since the domain manifold equipment is here¦maybe the portal is more focused and stabile at this end, thus your senses aren't overwhelmed allowing you to remain conscious."

"So that means when Laurel steps through the portal to Amara she's going to be knocked out?"

"If that's what happened last time, there's a good chance that's what'll happen this time too."

"You can hold the target location until she comes around, right?"

"Yes, of course. This control right here holds a target locked location. Random location targeting is the default setting for the system so I can generate a map of what regions of the universe the system is able to reach."

"So¦in our time there should be a comprehensive map accessible from these controls?"

"Of course. Tap this control here and then these controls down here will bring up any generated map composed of the location locks achieved over time. I plan on leaving the system running in random targeting mode when I'm not running experimentation or research efforts. That should allow for the development of an extremely comprehensive map over a one million year period."

"I think the system was idle or completely inactive for most of that time." Laurel said. "You will devise an activation system that will link your lab on Terrison five to this lab in order to page transport craft between Geonic four and Terrison five as well as to activate the domain manifold remotely for whatever reason."

"You have obviously deduced my activities quite accurately for investigating this lab hundreds of thousands of years after I abandoned it."

"It's what I was assigned to do sir. I'm good at my job and assigned investigative missions for good reason, we get results where others might fail."

Hyndocan smirked at Laurel's proud boast then he looked at the control console and slid the slide controller back to the zero position and then he looked at Laurel as he held his hand out and she put her hand out and he dumped the diode elements into her hand.

"I would recommend scattering several diodes to insure detection once we shift the target temporal properties and you return to Amara."

"That's a good idea."

Laurel turned and kissed Jake and he handed her the field modulator and she activated it and then stuffed it in her hip pocket, she then stepped around the control panels and stared at the scene visible within the domain manifold. It looked to be warm and dry just as it was when they arrived the first time. Laurel got her courage up and stepped toward the distortion and to everyone in the lab, Laurel froze in mid stride for a moment then simply disappeared. From Laurel's perspective, there was an odd tingling sensation all over her body and then everything went dark. The next thing she knew she found herself laying on the ground in the middle of the Caron plain on Amara. It was hot and very muggy feeling and Laurel blinked hard a few times and wondered how long she had been out, then she got to her feet and brushed herself off then looked at her empty hands. She then looked at the ground and she saw only one obvious diode as the elements were tiny to begin with and there was considerable undergrowth concealing the rest of the diodes. She then turned around and she was relieved to see the distortion field only a few feet away.

Laurel bent down and picked up the sensor unit and touched the display and it glowed to life. She captured background data along with atmospheric readings and then she stepped toward the distortion field, only pausing long enough to reach into her pocket to retrieve the modulator which she activated then dropped back into her pocket. She then stepped into the outer envelope of the distortion before her. She experienced a momentary blurred sensation in her perceptions and then she found herself stepping into the practical experimentation lab. The first thing she noticed was a relieving rush of energy form Jake suggesting she had been on Amara for a considerable amount of time and the relived expression on Missy's face and the joy she was sensing from Jake only served to confirm that fact. Laurel stepped down from the domain manifold platform and she looked directly at Jake.

"How long was I gone?"

"I don't know exactly, around half an hour or so. We were starting to get concerned that I might need to step through to see what was taking so long."

Laurel looked back at the visible scene of the Caron plain and then she looked at Hyndocan.

"You guys couldn't see me on the other side?"

"No. I don't know why but we were never able to see you. There may be a time lag in what we are seeing and what is taking place on the other side."

"But you can capture real time telemetry. That just doesn't make any sense."

"I haven't captured any telemetry. You're obviously talking about my actions in the future which I can't speak to at this point."

Laurel looked back at the slightly blurry scene of the Caron plain and she stared at it for a few moments then she looked at Hyndocan as she took a few steps closer to the control console.

"So if we remain locked onto Amara, we might see me arrive and collapse?"

"I honestly don't know. I'm learning as much as you are about how this works."

"It's entirely possible that this portal has quantum quark like properties." Missy said. "The portal may lead back in time depending on your perception or point of view. From Amara it leads back in time from the current time there and from here it leads back in time from the current time here. Zero compensation leading us to step through the portal from Amara ending up here, a million years in our past from our perspective¦originating on Amara¦means if we had initiated the portal it would have led to a point one million years in the past from here¦which would for all intensive purposes be two million years in the past for Amara since we are already one million years in the past from the point of departure on Amara. There are some entanglement principles that are a bit hard to conceptualize but could be at play within the portal."

"How is it a girl such as yourself is so well versed in temporal theories?" Hyndocan asked.

"I have specialist training in temporal mechanics and physics."

"I have never met someone as young as you claiming to be a physicists."

"We have methods of educating a person in days compared to multiple decades of traditional study and training. The knowledge tends to be more in-depth and it's retained better with our technique too."

"Hmm, I see."

"So you're saying I may have stepped into a time two million years in Amara's past when I deposited the diodes?" Laurel asked.

"I'm saying to observe a thing changes its properties in unpredictable ways when uncontrolled quantum time fluctuations are present."

"That's why you guys couldn't see me on the other side of the portal?"

"Probably."

"Sooo¦you think will has something to do with it? I could just think about the era I want and that's where the portal will take me?"

"No, I don't think it works like that. In theory Hyndocan's domain manifold should be capable of manipulating the time coordinates at the exit end of the portal from this side but stepping back into the portal may not bring you back here¦to this particular time."

"That could be a serious problem. We could get lost in time on Amara."

"Won't the handheld field modulator resolve that issue?" Jake asked.

"I don't know since I really don't understand how that thing works in the first place."

"I believe the temporal compensator system will alleviate the quantum fluctuations in both directions once a positive lock is established," Hyndocan said. "The ultimate goal is one way travel though bi-directional transit was something I assumed would be necessary at some point and thus worked on stabilizing the portal for travel in both directions. The handheld modulator should further stabilize the temporal tides if it's designed to make it safe for biological matter to pass through the portal safely¦which your very presence confirms to be the case."

"If that's the case¦the diodes I deposited will be in the wrong temporal direction for where we need to go."

"Hmm¦that's true," Hyndocan said in agreement. "We likely just deposited them millions of years in the past and I am fairly certain they will not resist the ravages of time well enough to be detectable when we make further attempts to visit Amara at different points in time."

"What about using star fixes to track how much time has elapsed?" Jake asked.

"We would need to know the processional migration pattern of the galaxy Amara resides within." Hyndocan said.

"I hadn't thought about that. I guess it is in an unknown galaxy."

Missy stepped closer to Laurel and stared into her eyes.

"What about your freaky ability to do complex things with no prior experience at doing them? Can't you think real hard and manipulate the controls here to pinpoint the right era?"

"I suppose it's worth a try¦" Laurel looked at Hyndocan. "Do you mind if we meddle with the controls before I step through the manifold again?"

"I will give you a quick rundown of the controls¦"

Hyndocan spent the next 20 minutes explaining the circuits and controls while identifying the various ways they could be tied together and adjusted. He then spent a few minutes covering the precautions that need to be observed and the dangerous conditions that could be created if the controls were adjusted in the wrong sequence. Once he was sure Laurel and Jake understood the controls, Hyndocan stepped aside and gestured at the control panel with his right hand.

"Give it a try, see what kind of controlled manipulation you can bring about."

Laurel grinned and nodded once then she looked at Jake and he stepped right next to her and they closed their eyes and placed their foreheads together and then reached out to one another. Once the initial rush faded they opened their eyes and turned and stared at the brightly lit controls and the colors and facets seemed brighter and sharper than ever before. It only took a few seconds for clear intentions to come to Laurel. She reached out and slid the temporal compensation slider to the right slowly until she felt it was at the point it needed to be. They then looked at the scene visible in the domain manifold and they were shocked to see clear indications of paved streets and slightly aged buildings of various sizes from single story to multistory industrial style buildings. Laurel then slowly withdrew her hand from the controls as she stared at the dimensional window with awe in her heart.

"Is that a fixed point in time?"

"Relative to our perspective of the passage of time." Hyndocan replied. "Time is passing at the same rate here and at the other end of that portal. If time wasn't stabilized in this manner you would experience aging at an accelerated or decelerated rate as you passed through the portal. It would prove fatal since our fragile bodies were never designed to withstand those kinds of temporal tides. I would imagine the sheer shock would stop the heart and deteriorate cell function in unpredictable ways. It is one of my biggest hurdles to making it possible for biological matter to pass through the portal safely."

"Well it looks like we've found a time when there was technological sophistication present on Amara. That's at least promising." Jake said.

Laurel collected the handheld sensor unit and stepped around the control console and then looked back at Jake.

"We'll see if we can maintain joined minds across millions of light years."

Jake smiled and nodded once then put his hand on Missy's shoulder.

"I wish I could go with you babe but one of us has to stay here to look after Missy just incase something goes wrong."

"I know. I'll be right back."

Laurel then turned and looked at the domain manifold and the bluish white light glowing brightly from behind the platform and she took a deep breath then stepped into the distortion field and she appeared to freeze in mid-stride for a moment then she disappeared. From Laurel's perspective the experience was similar though she was never aware of talking a step beyond the initial contact with the outer distortion envelope. She simply opened her eyes and realized she was lying on a cobblestone street and there was no one around despite several vehicles sitting nearby with their doors wide open. It seemed as if the city residents simply climbed out of their vehicles, walked out of the buildings, and left the city to rot.

Laurel rolled onto her hands and knees and picked up the handheld sensor and then got to her feet as she looked around hoping at least someone was present. She lifted the sensor unit and initiated a maximum gain background scan and she slowly walked in a circle until she was facing the same direction she had started in. She was disheartened when the sensor unit only detected small life signs, nothing even close that of person. She sighed and then moved on to background trace signals. She was hoping to detect the diodes she had deposited but the paved, crumbling streets made the likelihood of that next to zero if she had in fact moved in the right direction in time since depositing them. She wasn't seeing any evidence of the diodes she deposited though very similar technology was present all over the place though none of it was active at the moment.

Laurel then had the idea to scan for microscopic airborne technology and she was alarmed to detect micro machines in vast numbers floating on the wind all around her. She was sad but sure they had the right era or at least they were very close to the time they needed. She allowed the sensor to capture a few more minutes of background readings then she turned and reached into her pocket and activated the modulator then faced the distortion that was holding a view of the practical experimentation lab. She was relieved to see Jake standing at the control console with Hyndocan behind him and to his left. It was only then that she noticed that she was no longer connected with Jake though she could she feel the part of him that resided within her and it was comforting.

Laurel stepped forward and interacted with the outer envelope of the distortion and perceived a frozen moment in time then she was aware of stepping out of the domain manifold and down the platform step to the floor in the lab. Laurel immediately sensed Jake's energy washing over her and Jake felt the same from Laurel and they both smiled at one another as Laurel held up the sensor unit.

"I got some interesting readings but I can't tell for sure what era I was in. There's a city in the middle of the Caron plain¦if that's where I landed¦but the city was completely vacant. It encompassed several hundred square kilometers but I only detected life signs indicative of small animals."

"So we found the right time?" Jake asked.

"I would say close enough. There were nano machines floating on the wind all over the place. I'm probably covered in them like fine dust settling out of the air all over you."

"Did you hold your connection over the long distance you were separated by?" Missy asked.

"No." Jake answered.

"I don't know if it was the distance or the fact I lost consciousness when I arrived on the other side." Laurel said.

"Or the temporal variance between there and here." Jake added.

"That's possible too. We just have to be in relatively close proximity for it to hold."

"You think that'll change as you get older and more powerful?" Missy asked.

"Possibly." Laurel then looked at Hyndocan. "We could really use your help analyzing the micro machines I'm covered in to try and find a vulnerability we can exploit to deactivate them worldwide."

"I would be glad to offer my assistance though I don't know what meaningful advice I will be able to offer for an alien technology I have never seen before."

"Oh I think you'll notice some familiar aspects even if it is alien in nature. It was based on the technology observed in the probes you'll send after all."

Hyndocan frowned momentarily and then he gestured to the doorway behind him and they all moved into the assembly lab. Hyndocan immediately went about setting up analytical equipment on the worktable and then he used his version of a handheld sensor to examine Laurel at the microscopic level and he was able to discern the micro machines though they were inert at the moment. As his scanning tool developed a visible exploded image of the devices, he began to understand what Laurel was talking about. The fundamental structures of the technology were familiar.

Hyndocan then entered the scan data into one of his larger and more capable analyzer computers and he had the technology analyzed in detail. More detail was realized and an emergent pattern of construction was developed though the exact nature of communication between machines was unclear because the devices were inert. Hyndocan then input a few ideas and analyzed the likelihood of familiar techniques being used and he found several lines of possible technique. He then looked at the 3 Future crew and he frowned slightly.

"I can see by the construction of these microscopic devices that they were designed to destroy a cell from the inside out but I'm not going to be able to offer any ideas for shutting them down unless we reactivate some of the devices and analyze their behavior and power signature. If we can find the communicative process between devices we may be able to introduce an instruction line that will transmit from one device to the next."

"What kind of instruction would you introduce?" Laurel asked.

"Oh I don't know, maybe to attack each other rather biological cells. The devices have versatile tools on the ends of armatures that are more than capable of destroying each other just as easily as the structures within a cell."

"Won't the artificial intelligence just make more of the devices that are immune to that kind of tampering?" Missy asked.

"Perhaps, but not before the devices eliminate most of the present devices then simply shutdown once no more kindred devices are detected. We may even be able to instruct the devices to destroy all technology like themselves. If that's successful, the very technology the AI is comprised of may be targeted and destroyed by the very weapon it intended to use to wipeout the Bolinar."

"That's brilliant if we can pull it off," Laurel said. "I have sensor data collected while I was on Amara surrounded by active devices. Would that help?"

"Yes. It'll help us identify the unique power signature of the micro devices. Depending on how sophisticated your sensor unit is, you may have captured the communication between devices that we are looking for."

Laurel lifted her sensor unit and handed it to Hyndocan and he looked the device over for a moment then Laurel took the device back and gave Hyndocan a brief tutorial on how to operate the handheld sensor. It only took him a few minutes to learn to operate the devices like he had been doing it for years. He examined the background data collected and while there were indications of minute power signatures detected the truly minute signal between micro devices was just to faint for the sensor unit to distinguish them while operating under the conditions it was set to while it was collecting data. Hyndocan then began analyzing the fascinating readings taken of the city itself. The footprint was quite large despite no significant life signs detected anywhere within the city. The captured visual data that was limited to the area around Laurel's position seemed to indicate an advanced architecturally sophisticated society but the deterioration was indicative of a city that had not been occupied for many years.

Hyndocan looked away from the sensor unit and shook his head lightly.

"So much potential¦gone in mere years¦and my efforts are the cause. Is it really worth it?"

"It's worth it if you find a way to get your people to another galaxy by simply stepping through a domain manifold like yours only scaled up to accommodate millions with all their possessions." Laurel reassured him. "You had no idea the people of Amara were going to create something that would get away from them. As sad as it is you can't let their demise stop you from conducting your research here on Geonic and in the underwater lab on Terrison five."

"You're a sweet girl Laurel. You appreciate my work?"

"I sense how important it is and I'm sure you're going to make unbelievably important discoveries for your people along the way. I just don't want to see that disrupted by regrets over a society that fell at the hands of their own creations. I'm sure you know it's not a unique situation for an advanced society to cause their own extinction¦or very nearly anyways?"

Hyndocan sighed heavily and nodded in agreement.

"Right you are. We have found the evidence of tens of thousands of civilizations that simply ceased to exist for one reason or another and quite often technological devastation was the cause of their extermination. I just never expected my research to be at the heart of the cause for any one particular species' downfall."

"When you experiment big, the results are equally huge in consequence."

"That's profoundly true." Hyndocan seemed to come around and he refocused his attention on the captured data. "Having an active power signature to work with should help us develop a strategy. The signature is familiar and from what I can see easily disrupted if the right counter frequency can be generated on a large scale. Something global may be a bit of a challenge through."

"I agree. I think your earlier idea of reprogramming the nano machines is a more feasible idea."

"In order to do that we're going to need to reactivate some of the nano machines so we can observe the communications occurring between individual devices."

"Do you have any ideas for how to do that?"

"Wait¦" Missy blurted. "Won't those things attack us? I mean I know they were programmed to attack biological matter with a Bolinar signature but can't they adapt to attack any species if they run out of Bolinar to destroy?"

"We will keep the devices in a contained environment to prevent that from happening, though I doubt they are designed to adapt to a new target like that."

"We know their unique power signature and so can devise a small scale counter measure that will essentially shut them down if they begin to exhibit unexpected behavior." Laurel offered as reassurance.

"I just don't like the idea of being torn apart at the cellular level."

"We'll make sure that doesn't happen honey."

"Okay."

Hyndocan then moved over to the storage bins and he collected a small glass collection tray with a lid and a metallic scraper and he stepped up to Laurel and then he walked around her while gently scraping at her shoulders and back with the glass collection dish below his scraping effort. He then closed the lid and stepped over to the end of the worktable where he had an electronic microscope setup and he placed the glass collection tray under the examining eye and he turned the microscope on and a blurry image appeared on the display above and slightly behind the microscope as he looked down into the eyepiece. He then slowly adjusted the focus until a clear image developed. They were now looking at the expected debris when a person's clothing is scrapped along with a spattering of micro devices sitting idle, a few upside down. Hyndocan then moved away from the eyepiece and stared at the display for a moment, and then he nodded as if agreeing with an unspoken idea.

"You have an idea?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. I can establish a force field around the microscope to prevent the devices from migrating away form the collection tray then I'll introduce a high frequency energy source to the tray with a matching signature to what we saw the devices exhibiting when they were active. If my suspicions are correct, the devices should react to the input of energy by reactivating."

"You think they have self generating capabilities?"

"Yes. You see that tiny bubble of blue crystal in the very center of the device visible from their underside? I think that's a power cell that will, once stimulated, continue to generate usable energy extracted from its environment."

"I wonder if that's a naturally occurring crystalline or a manufactured type?"

"While it does occur naturally in some cases, it's more common to find an artificially constructed type in use with technology like this."

Laurel nodded and then Hyndocan began gathering devices from around his lab and at first the Future crew weren't sure what he was doing until Laurel recognized the configuration of components. Hyndocan assembled a containment field inducer and reflective element to keep the field developed contained to a small area around the microscope examination tray. Hyndocan then retrieved a compact power generator and he laid three leads close together next to the collection tray. He then activated the containment field followed by the power generator and he looked at the exact signature depicted on Laurel's handheld sensor and he adjusted the power generator to a matching sign wave and then he transmitted the energy to the 3 elements resting within the containment field and they watched the microscope display and it only took a few moments to see a reaction in the micro machines visible.

They watched the devices reorienting themselves upright and roughly aimed toward one another and then they turned away from one another and one in particular curled its manipulators under its frame then seemed to blink out as it leapt from the collection tray in the blink of an eye.

"I guess that's how they become airborne," Laurel said. "They leap like a dang flea and then drift on the wind."

"That containment field was a good idea," Jake said. "At least one would've got into the environment in this lab."

"While I have no idea what a flea is, I assume it is a small insect judging by the behavior of the device there."

"They're tiny biting blood sucking insects that leap from victim to victim and location to location. They most commonly infest animals on our home world of birth."

"I see."

Hyndocan looked at Laurel's sensor unit and she nodded once and handed it to him. He then took some readings of the devices within the containment field and he was now able to zoom in and clearly detect the communication taking place. There was a subtle carrier being broadcast that was varied in frequency slightly creating a unique form of communication between devices. It allowed the devices to know where other devices were and relay basic information about the particular region any one device inhabits.

"If we can hijack that carrier signal I believe we can implement some basic instructions that should at least in theory be passed from one device to the another." Hyndocan said.

"We'll need to figure out the base code the devices use to communicate if we want to upload new programming." Laurel said.

Hyndocan reached over and cut off the power from the power generator and then he looked into Laurel's astounding blue eyes and he couldn't help but smile at her.

"You are an incredibly captivating woman Laurel. It is hard at times to hold one's line of thought when faced with the sight of your features."

"I'm sorry if it's distracting."

"Oh you need not apologize, it's distracting in a wonderful way. I remember what I was going to say now¦if you would like to introduce stimuli and observe the level of communication taking place between devices we may learn of a means for uploading the desired instructions. In the meantime I'll assemble a broadcast transmitter that should emit the necessary burst frequency to disable the devices. We're going to need that once we are done with our experiments. I don't want even one of the devices left active just incase they are more adaptive than I believe them to be. We will reprogram a handful of the devices then transport them back to Amara where you will release them into the environment and they should pass the new instructions on to other active devices encountered. It will take some time, I don't exactly know how much, but eventually the new instruction should reach every device on the planet resulting in the destruction of all devices containing a distinct architecture or technological element that we can specify the devices look for."

"That means I'll have to go back and find some information about the construction of the AI, huh?"

"We need to know what kind of elements comprise its fundamental construction and structure."

"I can go babe, you stay here and work with Hyndocan. I'll find what we need on Amara."

"Alright. There were some impressively large buildings in the immediate area around my arrival point last time. I would recommend searching those buildings for diagrams, drawings and literature that might contain what we're looking for."

"That sounds reasonable enough. I won't spend too much time there before coming back just to be sure the portal doesn't shift away while I'm there."

"We will keep the controls locked onto Amara though you are right in that over time the portal will drift slightly both in temporal aspect and positional location on the planet. I would try to limit your excursion to no more than half a day on Amara." Hyndocan said.

"And you're absolutely sure your power generation capacity here is stabile enough to rule out a power failure and thus loss of lock?"

"I am absolutely sure. I utilize vacuum energy differential power generation techniques that are faultless and limitless in longevity. You claim this facility and the one on Terrison five were discovered active in your time speaking to the reliable nature of the power generation in use in both facilities."

"That's true. We were able to examine your isolated power supply within your lab on Terrison five. It was still viable when we found the lab though incredibly old and exhibiting signs of nearing maximum entropy. This place we don't know about aside from power still being available. We never found the power generation equipment."

"It's located in the level below us. It had to be substantially more capable due to the nature of the domain manifold's demand along with the rest of the experiments I plan on conducting here."

"Is the holographic disguising technology in use at this time?" Jake asked. "This place was pretty well hidden from orbit when we arrived in our time."

"I'm not employing any disguising techniques at this time. Perhaps I should give some thought to doing that."

"At some point you obviously will since that's what we found when we arrived."

Jake avoided divulging that they found one of his ships in the improvised hangar and Hyndocan's skeleton in the practical experimentation lab. He figured those details were best omitted.

"Do you want me to come with you?" Missy asked. "We shouldn't be venturing off on our own, right?"

"While that's true, the danger is too high Missy. I can't take the chance that you'll become stranded on Amara with me."

"What are you going to do if that happens to you?"

"I don't know. I'll have to face that when the time comes."

Laurel pulled the modulator out of her pocket and handed it toward Jake and he scooped up the spare sensor unit sitting on the control console. He took modulator from Laurel's hand as he planted kiss on her then he stepped around the control console and he activated the modulator and then without delay stepped into the distortion field being produced by the domain manifold.

Jake awoke to find himself lying on his side on a deteriorating cobblestone street that upon closer observation he realized was a cobblestone base paved street in which the top layer was deteriorating away in huge patches to reveal the cobblestone base beneath. Jake blinked hard a few times then rolled onto his back and sat up and he looked around briefly then looked down and saw the modulator lying next to him and he picked it up and stuffed it into his hip pocket as he got to his feet. He looked around and noticed what he had sensed from Laurel upon her return. There were several vehicles with their doors wide open as if people just stopped in the middle of the road, climbed out of their vehicles, then walked away. They were streamlined aerodynamic looking vehicles that exhibited the signs of sitting in the elements for several years without attention.

Jake then bent over and picked up the handheld sensor unit and he activated the unit and captured some background data then looked at the nearby multi-story buildings. He wasn't detecting any life signs of significance and the sensor unit was producing a vague ghosted silhouette floor layout for each structure. There were recognizable furnishings in many of the rooms within the buildings in the form of desks, chairs and cabinets and what appeared to be computer monitors on some of the desks with a basement level that was chalk full of obvious computer servers that were dormant. In fact there was no power signature reaching any of the buildings via the detectable underground utility lines.

Jake chose a building with fixed signage on its entryway foyer that he couldn't read but the building had an inviting but rather utilitarian appearance that suggested a possible publishing firm or the likes. The likelihood of information lying around was high and so he decided to investigate that building first. He then took a moment to activate his cranial transceiver.

"Laurel, can you hear me?"

There was a momentary delay then Laurel's voice rang out in his head.

"Is that you Jake?"

"Yeah. Our mental bridge can't span this kind of portal I just thought I would insure that our transmitters would."

"I hear you loud and clear. Something about the nature of the portal must enhance the signal. I don't think these things were designed to communicate across millions of light years."

"You're right about that. I'm going to investigate a building nearby that looks promising. I'm not detecting any significant life signs, just those indicative of small animals so I should be safe long as I don't lose track of time."

"Alright. We'll keep working here. Don't be too long Jake, our separation symptoms will advance quickly since our connection can't span the portal."

"I won't be long. I love you Laurel."

"I love you too."

Jake tapped his transceiver into standby mode and then headed toward the building a short distance away that had his interest. He took the opportunity to walk up to one of abandoned vehicles and he peered inside and it became obvious why the vehicle had been abandoned. The previously advanced control columns were fractured and huge pieces looked as if acid had been tossed on them. Something had attacked very specific technological components within the vehicles rendering them inoperable. Jake assumed some of the micro machines were programmed to perform this function while others were designed to attack Bolinar physiology.

Jake looked over the vehicle for a moment longer then pushed on toward the adjacent building. He walked up to the main entrance and pulled on one of the glass double doors and it creaked open and he looked around. He was faced with an obvious reception desk that was covered in a thick layer of dust, as was the floor, hiding the mosaic style tile work beneath as evidenced by the removal of dust in his footsteps. There was a hallway leading to the left and to the right was a closed door. The architecture and building materials of the building were eerily familiar in their use and composition.

Jake lifted the sensor unit to get his bearings and he found that to the right was what amounted to an enormous meeting room that he assumed would provide no useful information if searched so he turned left and walked down the hallway until he came to a door on his right the had a sign next to the door depicting stairs and what he assumed where the words stairs or something close to it. He pulled the door open to find a dreadfully dark stairwell that led both up and down. He reached out with his senses and he was able to discern details of the stairwell without actually seeing anything. He gained a mental image of his surroundings as if he had been in the stairwell so many times that he knew precisely where everything was without actually seeing objects. He grinned slightly and stepped in and let the door swing closed.

"How cool¦" He uttered under his breath.

He had never used his senses quite like this and he was impressed how his senses made up for a lack of visual detail. He climbed steadily until he figured he had climbed to the 8th floor and then he reached out and pulled at the door leading to the 8th floor and it wouldn't budge. He wished for a moment that he had brought his side arm then he remembered that he and Laurel had abilities that made up for a lack of mechanical or technological advantage. He looked beside the door and in the pitch darkness he could tell there was a small panel next to the door. He knew the panel was long since dead but it told him there was a mechanical locking system that a code or the likes would disable if power were available. It was a good sign that security measures were employed to keep people out of the top floor. It meant sensitive information was likely to be available if he looked around a little.

Jake stepped back from the door and reached out even further with his perceptions and very quickly a mental image of an interlocking bolt system with a quick release electrically operated solenoid came to him. He then concentrated on his feelings for Laurel and he let the feeling swell within him and it took his advanced ability potential along with his feelings. When he felt he had reached a sufficient level of potential he pushed lightly and the surge of energy was both relieving and exhilarating and he heard a pop within the doorframe and he reached out and pulled on the door and this time it swung open and light blasted his eyes blinding him for a moment. He blinked a few times to allow his eyes to adjust and then he stepped into the hallway and closed the door behind him. He lifted the sensor unit and took in the layout and it appeared that at the end of the hallway was an office-like space that was large and had several desks outside a main office space. Jake assumed it was the office of someone important within the organization that last occupied the building, a good place to find information that might have the details they need about the AI and micro machines being used to exterminate the population all over Amara.

Jake made his way down the hallway past several smaller offices that had glass walls and looked basically free of anything aside from a few papers on desks and computer panels on each desk. When he reached the last office he realized the arrangement was that of a support staff serving someone of significant authority. He moved past the desks outside the main office at the end of the hallway and he pushed on the door and it wouldn't open and he looked around and he stepped over to the nearest desk and he set his sensor unit on the desk then grasped the chair on wheels behind the desk and he lifted it and then slung it over his head at the glass wall adjacent to the door and the wall shattered in an ear splitting crashing sound and he turned his face away to avoid the glass shrapnel that flew everywhere.

Jake then swept the sensor unit off the desk and stepped through the now open wall into the massive office that had papers scattered all over its 3 desks and to Jake's delight detailed maps scattered about that were readily deciphered to show areas of impact from the micro machines. There were dozens of cities listed and each and every one of them was circled with a line drawn through them. He lifted the map and the diagram underneath was an exploded view of one of the micro machines with text labels all over the place presumably describing the function of the apparatuses and components within the micro machines. Jake filed through the papers and many of them were detailed memo like documents but he wasn't able to read a word of the text on the pages. He decided he had found the mother load so he gathered everything on the desks and crammed it under his arm in a rolled up bundle and then he scooped up his sensor unit and headed toward the stairs.

Jake climbed all the way back down to the ground level and stepped out into the main floor hallway and headed to the left to the reception desk and then he turned right and headed out of the building. As he stepped out into the bright sunlight his heart sank when he looked toward the location where he had arrived and the distortion field was gone. He froze in his tracks and a few papers slipped from under his arm. He bent down and scooped them up and crumpled them into the bundle under his arm then he stuck his sensor unit in his pocket and he reached around his head and tapped his cranial transceiver active.

"Laurel, do you read me?"

"I read you. How's it going?"

"I found some documents that might prove helpful but the portal isn't where I left it. I was afraid it had jumped away from Amara¦or shifted temporal coordinates to another era."

"The scene visible from here has changed slightly but the controls are still holding a lock on Amara and our communication means the temporal lock is still holding too."

"Your voice is reassuring. I'll use the sensor to try to detect the atmospheric disturbance created by the portal."

"You don't need the sensor silly. Just reach out with your senses and you'll feel the exotic energy field created by the portal."

"Alright. I'll see you in a few minutes."

Jake again reached around his head and tapped his transceiver into standby mode and then he closed his eyes and concentrated on what he could feel and it only took a few seconds to develop a sense for where the portal had moved. He walked down the street a short distance and looked down a narrow alley between multistory buildings and there it was in the middle of the dead end alleyway. He turned right and walked toward the distortion and walked right into the distortion envelope after activating the handheld modulator in his pocket.

The next thing Jake was aware of was his foot striking the platform of the domain manifold and then his senses came to him as he took a step off the platform and Laurel and Hyndocan stepped around the platform and gathered the paperwork crumpled and rolled up under his arm. He released the load then pulled the uncomfortable sensor unit from his pocket and he handed it to Missy.

"It looks like you found a gold mine of documents." Laurel said with a smile.

"Yeah, I don't know exactly what kind of business I was plundering but they were obviously studying the nano machine problem. The place looked as if everyone went home for the night and just never came back to work. The whole city has that kind of feel about it.

"You didn't see any signs of bodies lying around did you?" Missy asked.

"No. I think it's been too long since the city was abandoned to find bodies. I didn't even find evidence of skeletons though. I'm pretty sure there was an organized abandoning of the city. Everyone went somewhere at the same time and never came back."

"How can you be sure they went somewhere together in an organized fashion?" Missy asked.

"It's just a gut feeling based on the visual evidence in the area of the city I explored. There wasn't any evidence of rioting damage¦but the vehicles abandoned on the street showed signs of deterioration of specific crystalline components that I think was inflicted by the micro machines."

"I saw the abandoned vehicles when I visited Amara, but I didn't approach them to see why they were abandoned the way they were." Laurel commented.

"If I had to guess I would say the machines destroyed the vehicles to slow the Bolinar movement and the material was used to construct more of the micro machines."

"You think they're self replicating?" Laurel asked.

"Yeah. I think they were initially produced in a factory, but they were programmed to make more identical devices if the right raw materials were encountered in sufficient quantities."

"What a creepy thought," Missy said. "Are you sure they won't do the same thing here?"

"I think traveling through the portal disables them. We'll keep the ones we reactive under a force field to keep them from acting on their primary directive programming...since we now know that's the first thing they do is exchange programming and sensor data in order to coordinate their efforts to carry out their directives."

"That sounds like sophisticated programming and complex cooperation between devices for things so tiny."

"By using crystalline memory cysts, a vast amount of data can be stored within them. Sophisticated behavior can then be realized since the amount of instruction programming is virtually unlimited in both size and complexity." Laurel said.

"I know we use techniques like that, but I didn't know the Bolinar reached that level of complex engineering."

"I have a feeling they created the artificial intelligence that then perfected and employed the technique in the construction of the nano machines designed to destroy the Bolinar base technology and physiology at the same time or in sequence, machine to impede then man to exterminate."

"Sounds methodical and scary." Missy uttered with a twisted face.

"From what I could discern from the maps I found, the people of the city I was in figured out what was happening to their technological devices but had no idea how to stop the micro machines and the larger population centers were being hit one by one so they collectively decided to abandon the city before the biologically programmed machines arrived. I don't know where they went, but it's decisions like that which insured the species would endure in small pockets somewhere, presumably underground with advanced filtration employed that could keep the micro machines out of the breathable environment."

"So it's more than just gut instinct telling you the city was evacuated in an organized fashion?" Missy asked.

"It's still speculative ideas since I can't read the language the Bolinar used in the written documents I found."

"We'll take these documents into the lab and see what we have." Hyndocan said.

They made their way into the assembly lab and they began going through the extensive pile of documents, maps and diagrams. It became obvious that the micro machine and out of control artificial intelligence were being studied for weaknesses to exploit but the incorporated adaptability and robust nature of the objects and networks made the task daunting at best impossible at worst since the population was dwindling in numbers so rapidly. Much of the text was indecipherable but what they could manage to piece together suggested the individuals in charge of the efforts to understand and destroy the micro machines were thinking on similar lines of introducing new programming but it seemed they never had the opportunity or concise means of employing the idea though they did find some graphical diagrams that depicted the communication language of the machines both micro and macro. It was the Rosetta stone they were looking for.

Laurel and Jake quickly got to work using Hyndocan's computers to rewrite the base code instructions and introduce new directives that would be passed from one device to the next to seek out the specific hardware incorporated into the AI's central server farms located somewhere on the planet presumably where significant sustained power was available so that was to be a search parameter as well. Hyndocan was incredibly impressed with the ease and speed at which Laurel and Jake created a specific and unique line of reprogramming for the machines. They incorporated the newly discovered base language to establish a baseline coding and then they were able to create new syntax instructions that the micro machines would understand and incorporate into their behavioral algorithms upon exposure to the programming from a single unit, of which they planned on reprogramming as many devices as possible since Jake was covered in many more inactive but viable units that could be utilized to disseminate the new instructions.

Missy looked on with awe as she tried to follow along but in the end she understood the new program would simply need English instructions input as to what behavior was desired from the devices and it would be translated into the communicative language of the micro machines.

Once Laurel and Jake had the new programming compiled and ready they looked at Hyndocan.

"That should do it." Laurel said.

"Now we need a way of introducing the instructions to one of the devices." Jake followed up with.

Hyndocan smiled and gestured at his temple.

"You two are using that joint mind thing?"

"Yes sir," Laurel replied. "This was a very complex task that required both of us to overcome it as quickly as possible with a result that was both feasible and precise."

"I think we accomplished the task if you want to look over what we've done?" Jake said.

"No, I don't think that will be necessary."

"You guys are geniuses," Missy commented. "I'm seeing more and more of why the captain and ex oh hold you in such high regard."

"Thank you Missy," Laurel said. "It comes down to superior genes and thus ability."

"I wish my brain worked like yours does. I could figure out anything I wanted to understand."

"To put it into perspective, neither of us would be as capable without our pairing. It elevates a person to a whole other level of ability to be paired with a perfect mate." Jake said.

"I wish I could understand what that was like too."

"It takes just the right conditions and genes for it to be achievable."

Missy nodded and Hyndocan pat Missy's right shoulder.

"You're a young lady, give it some time and you may yet meet the perfect man as Laurel did."

Missy smiled warmly.

"You have a unique perspective of what they have together huhn?"

"I do indeed. I don't know that I know the full measure of what they have together, but I have a vague impression that suggests it's something profound and unimaginably deep. I honestly never knew two people could have such deep feelings for their partner. I'm sure it takes a very compassionate and emotionally sophisticated species for such a thing to be possible in the first place."

"You sound a little envious." Laurel commented with a proud grin.

"Maybe just a touch. My work means I don't have the kind of time and thus emotional investment necessary for such a thing to ever present itself where I could take advantage of it enough to explore whether I could experience that kind of connection with another Fearon being."

"Not that it matters, but we have seen that the phenomena crosses the species barrier if the right conditions are present. Our adopted daughter isn't Human but she's paired with a Human boy."

"I see. Did the experience enhance unrealized abilities in her too?"

"Oh yeah. Her species is exceptionally gifted anyways, but the pairing brought about ability she says she's never heard of in any of her kind. Some of it is the channeling of her mates ability since he's basically from the same generation as Jake and I, but she also experienced an enhancement or amplification of her innate abilities, which I suspect her sheltered existence as a child just meant she wasn't aware her species was capable of what she has proven to be capable of."

"Was she raised in seclusion or isolation?"

"Yes. She was raised in space aboard a cargo transport with only her parents and the crew as her role models and examples of what it is to be Draximan, that's what her species is called. She had lots of love and they paid great attention to her basic needs and enrichment needs. She was able to visit and play with children from the different worlds and space stations her parents delivered cargo to, but she was basically isolated from her own kind for her entire life. Her parents were avoiding something about their native society that they didn't like. Unfortunately we never got to meet her parents so we only have the impressions of them that we've experienced from Korica."

"How interesting. You joined minds with her as you two do?" Hyndocan asked gesturing between Laurel and Jake."

"Yes. We committed to the deep sharing on many occasions and she imprinted on us and we on her. It makes for a closeness and deep understanding of a person that can't be realized any other way or to such a deeply personal level. It's a little hard to explain what all it involves but it's very close to being paired."

"Hmm. How interesting. That's very compassionate of you two to take an orphan and treat her with such consideration."

"It helps that she's as cute as they come. She has an irresistible smile that absolutely lights up a room and she has a sweet disposition that makes it easy to care about her. Her parents really raised a sweet and brilliant girl and we just polished the rough edges of who she was becoming."

"I can feel the pride in the way you talk about her."

"We love her unconditionally and we can't wait to see her again. Our mission is to go visit her and her mate on the space station they're assigned to for some specialized training."

"I see. Well then, let's see what we can do to introduce the instruction packet you and Jake produced so we can get you on your way back to your own time."

"I still have some questions about how we're going to accomplish that, but the questions can wait until we resolve the issue at hand."

"Good. Now, knowing the linear resonance of crystalline storage crystal such as that within the micro machines, I think I can devise a way of delivering the instruction packet without compromising containment."

"Good. That's an issue Jake and I hadn't come up with a solution for just yet."

"The technique I have in mind is what I was planning on employing when I get around to creating exploration probes to the send through the domain manifold to relay conditional readings back to me until I can devise a way of making it safe for biological matter to transit the portal so I can go collect data myself."

"Does the technology already exist to do what you're talking about?" Jake asked.

"No. It will take a little time to assemble the necessary hardware and then set up a programming system via an isolated computer terminal created just for the purpose in mind."

"You're going to have to build a computer for the job?" Missy asked.

"Yes. It isn't all that complicated if you know what you're doing. I have the raw components right here in the lab. Why don't you three get some rest while I cobble together what we're going to need? It should only take me a few hours if I understand you concept of time properly."

"You have sleeping quarters here?" Missy asked.

"Well of course. I'm not a savage or into suffering unduly if I can avoid it. I knew there were going to be times when I wanted or needed to remain her for days at a time so I constructed a sleeping area first thing. Go out the main doors over there, before you hit the security airlock door there is a smooth patch on the wall. Simply place your hand over that area and your body heat will activate the control interface to access the room."

"Is there a code or anything like that?"

"Yes. Laurel and Jake should have enough of a fundamental understanding of my language to be able to enter 'COLISTA'. That was my mother's name, it will activate the revolving door that will reveal the sleeping room. It is plenty large enough for the three of you to lie down comfortably."

"I take it there is a single bed?" Missy asked with blushing cheeks.

"Yes. Like I said, there is plenty of room for three people. I assume you three are companion enough for such an arrangement to be of no consequence?"

"It will be no problem to share the bed," Laurel said. "Jake and I are a little tired from our effort to get the programming completed and Jake's experience on Amara drained him somewhat. I'm not sure if Missy is need of rest through."

"I could actually use a little shuteye. My circadian rhythm is still a little off. My mind is telling me it's the middle of the night but I know it isn't."

"Actually¦" Hyndocan started. "Here on Geonic the suns have been down some time. I suppose you could consider that the middle of the night."

"Then what are you doing up? Shouldn't you be getting some sleep yourself?"

"I was sleeping until an audible alarm woke me up. The alert was to notify me that an unknown deviation from normal operation had occurred. In a way it's your fault I'm not asleep."

"Oh. Sorry about that."

"You don't need to apologize. It has been a thrill meeting the three of you. I have a new sense of purpose about my work and the lines of research I was planning on pursuing in conjunction with my efforts to provide a way of quickly evacuating this galaxy without the need to employ tens of thousands of ships."

"There are that many Fearon in the Galaxy?"

"Yes, somewhere around eighty billion."

"Holy Moses¦I had no idea your people were¦are that prolific."

"We have been around for over three million years, six thousand of those as a technologically advanced people and it sounds like we will be around for considerably longer in the future. We've been around long enough to spread out across this side of the galaxy on many worlds. Our original home world is about to become inhabitable as the star at the core of our system enters the final stages of exhaustion of its essential hydrogen fuel. Within a few thousand years the system will be too cold to support life and many of the inner planets are going to be bathed in a shower of lethal radiation and noxious gas clouds as the outer layers of our star are blown off into space."

"Have you already evacuated from the Henok system?" Missy asked.

"You know the name of our home world?"

"We did our due diligence in researching your people. In our time the Henok system has a white dwarf star at its core and it has been that way for a very long time. I'm just curious if you've already abandoned the Henok system ahead of your stars final demise."

"I see. Yes, we've long since evacuated everyone and everything of value from our home world, outer planets and moons, and the six space stations we had in use."

"I guess a million or so years is a long time in our past. It's so hard to wrap my head around the fact we're that far in the past with no adverse affects on us."

"The domain manifold doesn't traverse dimensions, it traverses distance and thus time within a fixed point of dimensional reference. Dimensional travel would likely have an adverse affect on your physical being, but travel within your own dimension, as long as it doesn't converge or interact with your own life experiences, should have absolutely no affect on you're physical state."

"You have a way of compensating for the drift factor of exotic quantum particles within a wormhole as they interact with normal matter as well as eliminating entropy affects?"

"Oh yes. That is a fundamental function of the compensator system in order to make travel in such a manner feasible, though entropy affects would only be present if transdimensional travel was to take place. As I understand your concept of a wormhole, the domain manifold doesn't exactly create a wormhole in the traditional sense."

"Right. A wormhole wouldn't allow for instantaneous travel, it would require traversing a shorter distance but it would still require travel of some distance. The Domain manifold brings two points in time and space together so one can take a single step and traverse the entire distance in that single step."

"Exactly. It employs another method of warping space-time to facilitate travel between fixed points in this universe."

"I could talk about his stuff for hours, but I'm sure you have work to do and we're holding you up. Is there by chance a kitchen or the likes in order to get some food to eat before we bed down?"

"There are food stocks in the sleeping quarters. Help yourself to anything you find. There is a hypersonic wave cooking oven in there that you may use to heat up anything you find that needs to be heated. I might suggest the dried stew based ration packed in a silver soft package about the size of a man's hand. Pour the contents into a bowl and then add water nearly to the top of the bowl then heat on setting omaton¦ten seconds in your language. Allow the stew to steep for a time then you may consume it. It is satisfying and full of rich flavor that I find enticing."

"I'll give that a try, it sounds pretty good."

"I hate to sound condescending but we ate just a little while before we came here." Laurel said. "How can you be hungry again already?"

"I'm a growing girl Laurel. If I'm hungry, I'm hungry."

"Okay, I can accept that sweetie." Laurel looked at Hyndocan. "We'll leave you to what you have to do. Come get us when you have the information upload system complete and we'll come give you a hand uploading the instructions to one of the micro machines."

"Fair enough. I will do that."

The 3 of them then headed toward the main doors at the rear of the lab, which were intact in stark contrast to what was found in the future after something had torn them open to get out of the labs. As they stepped up to the doors there was a buzz heard and the doors automatically clanked and then swung apart until they were wide open. Missy looked at Laurel and Jake and grinned slightly as she spoke softly.

"We had no idea in our time that the doors were supposed to open like that. Why would he want such automation from the lab entryway?"

"If he has large objects that he needs to get into the lab it would help if he only has to disengage the locking mechanism and then the doors open wide for him." Laurel replied softly.

They walked through the doors and the doors swung closed behind them. They walked a short distance down the corridor toward the secure airlock and Laurel was the first to notice the smooth patch on the wall. She gestured to the anomaly and the other two stopped and allowed Laurel to step right up to the distinct yet subtly different patch. She glanced at Jake and he grinned and shrugged his shoulders and then Laurel looked at the smooth area and placed her palm flat on the wall. It took a few seconds for a control interface to appear a few millimeters from the surface of the wall with an input prompt displayed in the derivative of Onalin that Hyndocan was speaking when they first encountered him. Laurel used the virtual keypad below the man display to input the code 'COLISTA'. A few feet away an entire section of the wall began to revolve like a cylinder on a pivot point in the center of the drum. It revolved until the inside surface of the room being revealed was flat along the entrance and the lighting within the revealed room slowly grew in intensity until there was warm soft white glow all about the space spilling out into the corridor. The control interface disappeared and they walked through the open half cylinder of stone that comprised the door.

As they reached a point a few yards into the room the revolving door spun on its axis with a slight grinding sound until the door was closed and the doorway was almost indistinguishable from the rest of the baron wall. They stared at the doorway for a moment then looked around the room. At the rear of the room was an enormous bed that could easily sleep 4 or 5 people and now they understood what Hyndocan meant by there was plenty of room. There was a crimson red and white blanket on the bed that looked thick, silky, and very warm. There were two long pillows at the head of the bed and a footlocker at the foot of the bed. They walked over to the bed and unfastened their packs and set them on the footlocker then looked around the room some more.

They noticed dozens of metallic supply crates stacked neatly around the room and there was a long work table with papers scattered about and measuring and drafting instruments making it obvious that Hyndocan did much of his formulation work right here in his room. There were several 5 gallon plastic looking bottles of water with a hand pump attached to the top of one in particular and there was a short table with the ultra wave cooker looking more like an old Earth microwave than anything modern and advanced and there was a stack of plates, bowls, glasses and a tray with several pieces of silverware near the ultra wave cooker. There were 2 chairs adjacent to the long worktable that were on wheels and there was an independent power generator in one corner of the room and everything in the room including the lighting seemed to be tied into that single power source.

"Well, it isn't posh but it'll definitely suffice." Jake said.

Laurel smiled and nodded. She then cupped Missy's arm.

"Let's see if we can't find those dehydrated stew packets Hyndocan was talking about."

Missy smiled and she and Laurel began opening supply crates to see what was inside and Jake pulled out his data pad and slid his shoes off and began filing out his preliminary mission report while everything was still relatively fresh in his mind. By the time he was done, Laurel and Missy had hot stew prepared for the 3 of them. Jake put his data pad aside and they sat together near the foot of the bed and ate the stew then Laurel took the time to clean the bowls and utensils and put them in their proper place. Laurel and Missy then took the time to pull out their data pads and do the same in filling out their preliminary mission reports as Jake had while he got comfortable on the side of the bed next to the wall. When the girls finished, all 3 of them got comfortable and Laurel and Jake joined in the deep sharing to reaffirm their bond and by the time they separated Missy was sound asleep and thankfully she was sleeping silently on her side and Laurel and Jake faded off a few minutes after separating feeling much closer and refreshed from having shared essential energy for a prolonged period rejuvenating their energy levels and spirits.

The trio slept peacefully for almost 4 hours, at which time Hyndocan was their wakeup call. They experienced a gentle shaking of their legs and they opened their eyes to find Hyndocan looking at them from the end of the bed next to the footlocker.

"I have the system assembled for uploading the new instructions to the micro machines. If you want to take a few minutes to wake up then meet me in the assembly lab, we will begin experimenting with one of the salvaged devices to see if we have it right."

Laurel cleared her throat as she stretched briefly and nodded. She then sat up and leaned back on her hands.

"That sounds great Hyndocan. I'm sure glad we ended up here with you. This would've been a daunting task for the three of to undertake given what we know is present in your labs in our time."

"I take it I didn't leave much behind when I left the Geonic systems for good?"

"Oh there are a few tings here but the most important missing item is you. We need your experience and incredible intelligence to come up with a feasible, workable idea leading to a plan of action that we can implement quickly and efficiently."

"You're sweet Laurel. I'll leave you three to wake fully, then join me in the assembly lab."

"Hyndocan sir," Missy started as she rolled onto her back and began to sit up. "Is there waste facilities nearby?"

"Of course. I'm sorry I didn't say something sooner. That square metal structure in the corner in the assembly lab is a waste facility. It employs a sophisticated disintegration system to avoid the need for plumbing or storage of generated waste. As you might imagine integrating plumbing into a facility for the handling of waste this far underground is a little impractical."

"Do you have shower facilities too?"

"Yes, in a manner of speaking. I use the waterfall at the entrance to the hangar to bathe. Until now there was never a reason to behave conservatively about being naked and such. If you feel the need to need to bathe, I would recommend not going out there alone. There are creatures on this world that can prove lethal if you encounter them unexpectedly."

"Laurel and I will go together and Laurel can accompany Jake if he decides to bathe."

"That would be a good idea."

Hyndocan then stepped away from the bed and nodded at the trio once, then turned and headed to the exit and he simply pushed on the door section slightly and it revolved open for him and then once he had walked a short distance away from the door it revolved closed almost silently suggesting a tiny contact pivot point of unimaginable accuracy. Laurel then leaned forward and looked at Missy as Jake sat up.

"Are you feeling like you need to bathe?"

"Yeah. I like feeling fresh and nothing satisfies that like a good shower."

"I agree. We left the duffle bag by the domain manifold so one of us will have to go retrieve it and then I'll come with you up to the surface so you can bathe. I might even join you in showering."

"You can pay attention to the creatures around us while doing that?"

"Yeah. It's a background sense of my surroundings that I really don't have to think about. Nothing is going to hurt us while I'm around."

"Okay, sounds good."

"I'll work with Hyndocan while you girls get freshened up." Jake said.

"Thank you Jake," Laurel said then planted a peck on him. "I appreciate that you'll keep working toward our ultimate goal while we take care of our personal needs."

"No sweat babe. If were successful, I'll go bathe before one of us makes a trip to Amara to drop off the reprogrammed nano machines. You can accompany me then we'll decide who's going make the trip."

"Alright."

The 3 of them got out of bed and the girls took a few moments to address their bed-head appearance and then they took the time to drink some water and then the girls put their shoes on and then walked over to the door and pushed on it and it revolved open on its axis. The girls then walked to the double doors leading into the lab and the doors automatically swung wide open as soon as they approached. Missy looked at Laurel as they stepped in and she grinned.

"I guess Hyndocan set the controls to a permanent unsecured state so we can come and go at will."

"Yeah, I think he was thinking about us when he did that."

"That's exactly what I was thinking when I did that girls." Hyndocan said from the worktable at the opposite end of the lab.

"We appreciate the thoughtfulness Hyndocan." Laurel replied as the girls walked toward the toilet enclosure.

"My pleasure. Since you said you managed to find your way into the labs in your time, I assume you know how to get up to the hangar tunnel and back?"

"We know the way, but in our time the control interfaces were non functional so we used our advanced abilities to gain access. The remarkable elevator needed some coaxing as well and I'm not completely sure we got that to work completely as intended."

"I assure you everything is functional at this time. This facility is only three years old, as you count on a your calendar."

"You built all this in three years? That's impressive."

"I could've built it in mere months if my work here were sanctioned by the science bureau. They have forbidden study in this area of science due to causality side affects. They're inherently unpredictable and so this kind of scientific research has been universally banned."

"Well I'm glad you chose to ignore that edict." Missy said.

"Your presence means I will achieve a measure of success though I understand your reluctance to pass along specific details about what I managed to accomplish in your past. That is why for the most part I haven't bothered to ask for details. I know they won't be forthcoming."

Missy stepped up to the waste facility that looked like nothing more than a metal clad portable toilet enclosure. She pulled the door open and found a toilet shaped fixture that was incorporated right in to the contours of the enclosure. There was a roll of vegetable matter sheets hanging on a bar beside the toilet and there was a fan that siphoned air in a downdraft manner to keep odors headed toward the disposal apparatus in the base of the unit. Missy stepped in and closed the door and Laurel looked across the lab at Hyndocan.

"Can you tell us what the access codes are to regain entry when we need to come back down?"

"You already know the access code. Colista is the code for every electronic lock in this facility save for the one leading to the surface warehouse. That one is 'FARNJUIN'."

"So there is a surface facility. In our time there's no evidence of it." Laurel said.

"What does Farnjuin mean?" Jake asked from the doorway as he walked into the lab.

"It is the name of one of the most intriguingly beautiful women I have ever met¦until recently."

"What do you mean by that?" Laurel asked.

"Your stunning beauty outshines that of Farnjuin by a surprisingly significant measure. I was hesitant to say anything because I didn't want you to think I was making an advance toward you. You take a man's breath away when he sees you Laurel, I sensed you're aware of this affect you have on men and I know exactly what it is men can't help but feeling when they get a look at you."

"Awe, thank you Hyndocan. I'm aware that most men are shocked when they see me for the first time and some are infatuated instantly. I didn't sense that kind of reaction from you, though I did sense that you were absolutely flabbergasted when you first saw me. Does that mean you're going to use my name as a password in Onalin in the future?"

"I just might at that."

"I guess I don't have a problem with that."

"You don't take it as admission of inappropriate feelings toward you?"

"No. I don't sense that from you. I sense a deep admiration and appreciation and that's' all."

"Good. I will however remember you for the rest of my days. All three of you have made an impression on me, but I don't mind telling you that you in particular Laurel have made an indelible mark on me."

"I guess I should've guarded some of my essence from you when we committed to the exchange with your machine there. I probably imprinted on you unintentionally deeper than I intended."

"I'm grateful for the sense of what a bright, beautiful, supremely intelligent person you are Laurel. It enriched the whole experience and gave me more of a glimpse of what the women of your species are truly like."

"That's very flattering Hyndocan. I feel as though I know what the men of your people are like too thanks to the essence of your inner being I now carry in my heart and my memory where it will remain for the rest of my life. You've enriched me too good sir."

"What a sweet girl you are, thank you Laurel. Now I'm the one that's flattered to be considered like that by an astounding individual like you."

Missy pushed the door open to the waste enclosure and she stepped out and Laurel smiled at Hyndocan then grasped the handle on the door of the waste cabinet and pulled the door open then stepped in and secured the door behind her. Missy grinned at Hyndocan and then headed back toward the main exit and Jake made his way into the practical experimentation lab and he collected the duffle bag they had dropped when they first arrived, though it had been kicked aside since, and Jake headed out into the assembly lab and walked over to the waste enclosure and waited for Laurel to step out then he handed the duffle bag to her and graced her with a prolonged lip lock kiss and then Laurel stroked his cheek and graced him with one of her heart fluttering beautiful toothy smiles and it was all he could do to keep his knees from buckling. Laurel sensed the weak kneed reaction and loved knowing she could still do that to Jake with just a true smile brought about by how happy he made her feel. Laurel took the duffle bag and then turned and headed to the exit and stepped out once the doors swung open and she found Missy standing in the corridor waiting for her. Laurel walked up to Missy and grinned at the odd expression on Missy's face.

"What's that look for?"

"Now I understand why Hyndocan described you with such glowing fondness and detail. He's really taken with you."

"Yeah¦I know. It's a typical reaction accented by our experience under the influence of his machine in the lab. He felt the full measure of my love for Jake and my pure spirit. I don't hold an ounce of evil in me and I think that's one of things that make me so endearing to people that sense my inner essence."

"You think you have that affect on me too?"

"Don't I?"

"Yeah¦I suppose you do. I kind of love you too. You've almost got a mommy quality about you that makes you irresistible to be around. That and that glowing feeling you emanate that people can't help but feel drawn toward."

"You're sweet. Come on, let's go up to the surface and get showered in the water fall."

The pair turned and headed toward the airlock door and Missy looked at Laurel.

"You don't literally mean in the waterfall¦right?"

"I can levitate you into the heaviest flow if you want but I was talking figuratively, not literally."

"I don't think I need to indulge in your abilities like that. There's more than enough spray reaching the tunnel floor to get plenty wet for what we're going to do."

As they neared the area where the door to the sleeping chamber resided Laurel gestured at the wall.

"Go ahead and grab your survival pack. We'll share the shampoo and stuff to get clean."

"How are going to get dry? We don't have any towels or anything."

"I can take care of that for you."

Missy pulled her head back in surprise and tried to figure out what that meant, but she figured she would just take Laurel's word for it, what ever it was. Missy placed her hand on the smooth area of the wall and when the virtual control interface appeared she entered the code COLISTA as she remembered Laurel entering it in Onalin. The door then revolved open and Missy stepped in and Laurel stepped close enough to the door to prevent it from closing by presenting a life sign within the vicinity of the door's travel arc. Missy retrieved her survival pack and slung it over her right shoulder and then headed out of the room and then they stepped back and watched the door revolve closed until it was impossible to discern the seam of the door cylinder. The fit was so precise, so tight, the door was completely concealed.

"I can't believe the engineering he employed in something as mundane as the door to his sleeping quarters."

"If he's asleep he's at his most vulnerable. I'm sure he just wanted to insure that if someone got this far undetected, they wouldn't find him sleeping and unaware."

"I guess that makes sense. But still¦the engineering to create a door that precise is pretty impressive."

"Yeah, the Fearon don't mess around when they build stuff, huhn?"

"You got that right."

They girls turned and headed on toward the airlock door. They then proceeded without issue all the way up to the main tunnel leading to the hangar cave and the final door was functional and allowed easy access to the damp hangar cave. They then walked until they came upon Hyndocan's transport craft sitting in the hangar cave and the girls were shocked at the sight of the sophisticated and advanced looking ship. It didn't at all resemble the fossilized wreck they encountered in their own time. This ship was gleaming and wicked looking with a light beaming down on it that illuminated the moment they got close to the ship.

"Wow," Missy uttered. "That thing looks fast."

"Yeah, and look at the slight faceting to the fuselage panels. I'll bet you money that thing is darn near impossible to detect with radar-like technologies. It would take sophisticated sensor capabilities like what the Future has to detect it."

"You think that thing has a proximity alarm if we were to touch it?"

"Oh you can count on that being the case. The ship might even have automated intrusion counter measures that could prove to be very unpleasant if you're on the receiving end of 'em. Let's not touch the thing just to be sure."

"Okay."

They walked past the ship carefully while looking it over and once past, Missy looked at Laurel as they pressed on.

"How fast you recon a ship like that flies in space?"

"I don't know what kind of propulsion it employs. My guess would be no more than five to ten light years per hour but I could be way off knowing how advanced the Fearon are."

"Hmm. At least now we know for sure that the thing's hull material is something close to titanium cobalt. The iridescence is a dead giveaway."

"That's good deductive reasoning. You're probably petty close with the guess of alloy composition. It would be robust, lightweight, magnetically reflective¦all important traits of a capable spaceship."

They neared the entrance of the cave by that point and stopped and let their eyes adjust to the dim conditions amidst the delicate roar of the water cascading past the entrance. On the right side of the cave opening there was a water eroded boulder jutting out into the stream of water spilling past the cave entrance and it was causing a side curtain of splash over in the form of a loose spray that reflected into the cave several feet which is what was causing the wet conditions that extended yards into the cave. It made for a perfect natural shower.

They girls found the only dry patch of cave floor and Laurel set the duffle bag down and Missy immediately began to get undressed. When she reached the point of shucking her pants off she looked at Laurel, who was looking around examining the cave as she took note of the drastic difference in its current state compared to her crisp memory of what it looks like in eight hundred thousand years plus a few decades. The manipulated portions definitely looked like new construction and the black moss that exists in the future is conspicuously less abundant. There are only small patches here and there and most of the surface that hasn't been reworked is covered in a soft deep green liken. The protrusion responsible for the nature provided shower spray is completely worn away in the future though Laurel remembered a significant amount of mist still found its way into the cave entrance and floated on the waterfall created wind a great distance into the cave.

"Are you going to shower too Laurel or did you want to take turns?"

Laurel broke off her amazed observations and looked at Missy and grinned.

"Sorry, I was taking note of how different the cave looks this far in the past."

Laurel stepped over to Missy's survival pack and opened it and retrieved the personal care products. She set them aside and then stood up and slipped her shoes off and Missy slid her pants to her feet and then stepped out of them and she looked at the water spraying into a shallow puddle on the cave floor.

"How cold you think that water is?"

Laurel looked at the water spilling past the entrance in a steady curtain that dimmed the daylight significantly and then she went back to disrobing.

"I would imagine twenty-five or twenty-six Celsius."

Missy looked at Laurel just As Laurel unfastened her bra and slid it down the front of her arms and then set on the ground next to her top and Missy felt a twinge of jealousy at how perfect and ample Laurel was endowed, then she pushed the feeling aside.

"You think the water's that warm huh?"

"Yeah. It's got to be in the thirties out there. The water should be pretty warm cause of that fact."

"I guess it is pretty warm in here for a cave that gets no direct sunlight."

"Yeah, it's the water falling past the entrance that imparts that warmth to the cave. That and the fact that the rock is really warm further moderating the temperature in here."

"Geeze, you're so smart. I just wish my mind was as quick to figure things out as yours."

"You're sweet Missy. You're instinctive intelligence is honed to more pinpoint matters is all."

Laurel then slid her pants to her feet and then stepped out of them and Missy glanced back at Laurel and she couldn't help but shudder at how absolutely stunning Laurel was and she found herself staring for a moment then she realized she was doing exactly what made Laurel feel uncomfortable.

"Sakes Alive! I'm sorry for staring Laurel. I knew you were gorgeous, I just¦I didn't know a woman could be so beautiful and perfectly proportioned."

"It's alright. I get that reaction from anyone that sees me like this. Just don't act on the attraction your feeling and we'll be alright."

"I'm sorry again. You're skin is so perfect and your shape so¦it makes me want to run my hands over your body. I promise I won't actually touch you. I would never act on what you're sensing."

"I feel like I should apologize too. I'm reading internal thoughts and feelings that are usually private."

"Can I ask you kind of a personal question then I won't ever talk about your perfect body again?"

"Yes I take steps to remove the hair and I was born shaped like this down there. It isn't the result of enhancing surgery or anything like that."

"Oh. I've never seen a girl a shaped like that before and it's so¦pretty. It somehow matches the rest of you. I should've known you would be astounding under your clothes. Just look at the rest of you and it goes to figure."

"Come on, let's see how the water feels."

Missy forced herself to stop gazing upon Laurel's astonishing body and she grinned nervously and nodded. The pair than walked over to the curtain of spray reflecting into the cave and they held their hands in the water and it was cool yet surprisingly warm at the same time. They smiled at each other and then stepped right into the heart of the heaviest deflected spray.

The initial drenching made them clinch up until they got used to the cool sensation, then their bodies adjusted and the water felt invigorating. They soaked themselves completely then stepped out of the heaviest flow and Laurel retrieved the small canister of body wash and she opened it and poured a glob in her hand then handed the canister to Missy and she did the same and then closed the canister and set it next to the cave wall. They lathered themselves up completely then stepped into the spray and rinsed off at the same time then Missy retrieved the shampoo canister from her pack and she walked back over to Laurel and Missy opened the canister and Laurel held her hand out. Missy poured a daub into Laurel's hand then she poured the same amount into her hand and then she set the canister aside. They lathered their hair thoroughly and then stepped into the heaviest deflection spray and rinsed their hair and bodies. They then stood back to back and enjoyed the refreshing sensation of the water splashing over their bodies for a few minutes longer then they stepped out of the spray and turned and faced one another.

"Okay¦" Missy started. "You said you could take of drying us off when the time came? I'm dying to know what you have in mind."

"Well¦I've never tried it before, but I was going to encapsulate us in a zero gravity zone and then use my telekinetic ability to separate the water from our skin and let it simply float away with just a hint of effort to keep it from settling back on us."

"You know how to do that?"

"No. I don't think I need to know how to do it. Like I said before, our abilities are self-governing. All we have to do in most cases is think about the result we want and our abilities do what's necessary to make it happen."

"That's so crazy that you have all these incredible abilities and you have no real idea of exactly how you can do what you can do."

"It isn't important to understand the intricate details of how our abilities manipulate the environment around us. It's most important to understand the scope and nature of what we can do. That's more complicated than you might think."

"That's cause you don't know what you can do until you do it once?"

"Yeah¦something like that. We were told once that there was no limit to what we're capable of together and that's a scary thought if you really think about it."

"It really frightens you cause you're afraid of hurting someone."

"Now you're reading me. I think your abilities are evolving. Just stand still and I'll try to get us dry."

"Okay." Missy said with a smile on her face.

Laurel faced Missy and closed her eyes and concentrated on the idea of eliminating the water from their skin and she instantly felt her emotions swelling and Jake's handsome face and alluring physique popped into her minds eyes as clear as if he was standing right in front of her and her energy potential surged along with her feelings in response to the sight of Jake. Within seconds she felt her potential reaching a plateau that was right at the edge of her ability to control so she pushed in a huffing sigh of relief and effort.

They both experienced a weightless feeling but they didn't float up from the ground as would be expected and they experienced a tingling sensation over every square inch of their body including the bottoms of their feet. The water covering their bodies then lifted from their skin and Laurel felt and urge to push and she again pushed lightly and it again felt both relieving and exhilarating and the water moved away form their bodies then changed from liquid form to a warm wispy mist and it simply floated away and even their hair was suddenly dry as all the moisture was withdrawn and transformed into mist. The gassy mist then rose steadily and Laurel withdrew her influence and the strange zero gravity like feeling disappeared in an instant.

Laurel opened her eyes to find a stunned Missy staring at her with her mouth half agape. It took Missy a few seconds to gain the ability to speak. She closed her mouth and stroked her hair then looked down her body then she looked up Laurel's unbelievably beautiful body and the jealous feeling crept in for a moment followed by an annoying attraction that made her momentarily question her sexual orientation. She had never in her life found herself attracted to another girl but Laurel was unlike anyone Missy had ever seen. She didn't know that a girl could have such perfect proportions and interesting curves and form.

"That was the strangest thing I've ever felt in my life. My hair is completely dry and my skin was¦tingling or something the whole time you had your eyes closed."

"It wasn't unpleasant was it?" Laurel asked softly.

"No, not at all. It was just weird. You were right though, you dried us off completely."

Laurel looked down her body and noticed that her skin was glistening and for just an instant she glimpsed an outside look at her body and she understood why Missy had bizarre and never before felt urges and feelings running through her mind. Laurel looked up at Missy as she stroked her hair and it felt soft and perfectly dry as if they had never stood in the deflection spray that drenched them for nearly half an hour.

"I'm sorry I'm making you uncomfortable Missy. It wasn't my intention to tease you or whatever."

"I know Laurel. You're reading my feelings, huhn?"

"Yeah."

"I don't mean to make you feel that you have to apologize for looking the way you do. You're the most beautiful girl I've ever seen in my life Laurel; you shouldn't ever be made to feel apologetic or embarrassed of that fact. I'm not gay by any stretch of the imagination. The thought of¦having anything to do with another woman sexually is¦yuck! But you make me question that when the things I feel surge through me when I look at you. If that makes you uncomfortable, you should feel it from my perspective."

Laurel smiled and then chuckled lightly. She then pat Missy's shoulder point.

"I'm glad you have a sense of humor about it. I guess you understand what happened every time I had to be examined growing up. I got stares and bizarre comments from men and woman professionals alike."

"I can see how that would be a major pain the ass. We should get dressed and head back down to the lab."

Laurel nodded and grinned at Missy and they stepped over to the duffle bag and began pulling out their clothes and Missy looked at Laurel as they were squatted down over the bag facing each other.

"Should we put our uniforms back on?"

"I guess if we're going to end up in the lab in our own time our uniforms would be more appropriate."

"Man this is going to be hard to explain¦this whole adventure I mean."

"I know what you mean. Our mission reports are going to read like a sci-fi novel."

Missy chuckled and they separated their uniforms from the other items and then stood up and began getting dressed.

Meanwhile Jake and Hyndocan were achieving a measure of success with the harvested micro machines. They were activating one at a time then initiating the new programming then activating other units without introducing the new programming and then the units were put together to see if they would pass along the new instructions as observed when synthetic crystalline with a matching lattice to that used in most Bolinar technology was introduced. The machines immediately attacked the crystalline material destroying it in a matter of seconds. The units then seemed to roam in search of more material to destroy then they just went into a low power consumption idle state.

Jake was impressed with Hyndocan's adaptive intelligence and Hyndocan was equally impressed with Jake's ability to understand the complexities of not only the nano machine behavior but the complex analytical equipment that quantified the results since the behavioral processes were taking place on a scale well beyond that which could be observed by the naked eye aside from the samples of crystal crumbling and breaking apart as they were attacked by the machines at a near molecular level.

By the time Laurel and Missy returned from their excursion to the entrance of the cave hangar, the programming process was perfected and several hundred individual nano machines were ready with the new instructions onboard and the primary directive to seek out more crystalline material to destroy and more of their own kind to disseminate the new programming to. The final instruction was to shutdown completely once no more material was found for destruction or new individual machines to pass along new instructions to. They assumed within a few decades the base technology world wide would be rendered inoperative and all of the machines would be left inert including the artificial intelligence since the diagrams recovered suggested the servers that housed the core of the AI's programming were comprised of the crystalline technology at its heart.

The girls deposited the duffel bag in the sleeping quarters then made their way into the lab and Missy looked at the display showing a magnified view of several machines slowly moving around within the containment field under the microscope viewer.

"So it's all done?" She asked placing her hand on Jake's shoulder.

"Yep," Jake replied as he glanced at the girls in their sharp looking uniforms. "All we have to do is deliver them to Amara and let 'em go free to undertake their programmed instructions."

Hyndocan looked at the girls and he slowly slid off his pedestal seat and stood up tall and looked them up and down, finally allowing a smile to cross his face.

"My oh my¦look at you two. You look really good in those uniforms¦though the weapon on your hip Missy is a bit intimidating for a girl of such soft disposition."

"We're a militarized civilian organization. We would rather peaceful contact but we're trained to be prepared for hostile engagements just as quickly. I'm not real crazy about the idea of carrying a weapon, but it's part of the uniform and I'm definitely trained in its use. I appreciate the compliment on the uniform though. I like the uniform and it's comfortable on the body."

"The color palettes are just right too. Is yours indicative of a superior officer Laurel?"

"Yes sir. Jake and I are adjutants, it's a superior grade of rank to Missy's though it's not a formal civilian core rank. It was added recently to accommodate us within the civilian corps. It's a long story as to why that was necessary."

"It sounds complicated." Hyndocan then looked at Jake. "You have a uniform like Laurel's? Sharp but no weapon as Missy carries?"

"My uniform is identical to Laurel's but we have a side arm we're supposed to wear. We just don't wear it sometimes because we're capable of defending ourselves without the need for a traditional weapon."

"Their pistol is actually more powerful than mine though the same basic size." Missy commented.

"I see. Have you decided who is going to deliver the micro machines to Amara?"

"I think Laurel has her heart set on going. She's also come up with an unusual idea for getting us home."

"Oh?" Hyndocan looked at Laurel expectantly.

"Have you ever thought about targeting this location at a different time coordinate?"

Hyndocan sat back down on the pedestal seat and contemplated the idea, and then he looked at Laurel.

"I'll have to admit that's not something I ever entertained the idea of. I'm not sure the system will function like that."

"Would the handheld modulator help facilitate a positive lock?"

"Maybe. It's worth a try at the very least."

"Before we deliver the reprogrammed nano machines to Amara, Laurel and I are going to head up to the cave so I can experience an open air shower then we'll get to it," Jake said. "Missy can stay here and work with you to get the machines loaded into a mobile containment carrier that Laurel can take with her to Amara."

"That sounds simple enough." Missy said.

Laurel snapped a look at her and grinned.

"Simple huhn?"

"Yeah. The machines are programmed to destroy a specific type of crystal and share their instructions with their brethren machines. It won't require anything more than a glass sample dish to keep them contained."

"That's excellent reasoning. You're absolutely right, with their previous directives overwritten they won't attack people or objects not specified under their new directives. They should be perfectly safe to transport with only the simplest of containment."

"I'm learning to reason things our from you two. You two go hit that shower, I'll help Hyndocan get these things ready to transport."

Laurel nodded and then put her hand out to Jake and he placed his hand in hers and the pair headed to the sleeping quarters where they collected the duffle bag and Jake's survival pack and they made the long trek up to the hangar cave. Laurel simply stood a short distance from the spray entering the cave and fondly watched Jake until it came time to dry him off. She committed to the same effort as before and it resulted in a perfectly dry result for Jake. He then removed his uniform from the duffle bag and he got dressed then stowed everything away and the pair headed back down to the lab.

Missy and Hyndocan were sitting talking with a glass sample collection dish the size of a person's palm sitting on the worktable next to them. Laurel and Jake walked up to the pair and Hyndocan stood up and smiled at them.

"Missy and I were just discussing the finer points of life within the civilian corps. It sounds like she hasn't had much time to experience it, but she understands the importance of the primary mission of the civilian corps with the Future spearheading the exploration of your new neighborhood in the galaxy. I think I get what your people are trying to do and I can applaud the effort."

"Thank you Hyndocan. I believe in our philosophy and mission parameters as well. That's why Jake and I rejoined after resigning our commission upon arrival in the Future system."

"Yes¦Missy was saying that your people are calling it the Future system rather than adopting the locally known name of the system you now call home."

"Yes. I read a briefing report that suggested the system will be renamed at a latter time. It's going to be put to a suggestive vote. Every citizen will be allowed to forward a suggestion for a name for our new home world and the name with the most votes is what we'll adopt. There'll be some suggestions put forth but everyone will be able to put forth their own ideas if they don't like any of the suggested names."

"I suppose that will work. Missy also said the Future system is facing imminent peril that your daughter and son in law are training to overcome?"

"Yes. If all goes well in a few weeks they'll return to the Future system with an experimental ship that will amplify their natural abilities by a factor of a hundred. If they fail they'll be dead and we'll have to abandon the system to look for another world to call home since we can never go back to our place of birth."

"That sounds like a complicated situation. Let's get you ready to head to Amara so you can get back to your concerns at home. I understand you're due to pay a checkup visit with your daughter and her mate. I'm sure you're anxious to get on with that mission."

"Yes sir we are."

Hyndocan then looked Jake over and grinned at him.

"You look very regal in that uniform Jake. It suits you."

"Thank you Hyndocan. Like Laurel said, we're proud to be wearing them because of what they represent and how they feel. It took a few iterations but they finally have the cut right so they're extremely comfortable."

"I can see how that would be the case." Hyndocan then looked at Laurel. "We have the delivery system if you're ready to go. All you need to do is arrive on Amara and open the sample dish and throw it up in the air so the micro machines become airborne. I would recommend stepping back through the portal immediately after that. It will lower the chance of encountering anyone still alive wherever you arrive."

"You don't think it'll be in the city that Jake and I arrived in before?"

"Possibly. You have to remember that the point of arrival drifts in physical position and is in theory capable of drifting in temporal coordinate."

"You mean the time of day progresses and the position of arrival moves as the planet rotates?" Missy asked."

"Yes, you could look at it that way. The magnetic field that attracts the portal in the first place will vary in strength and position and that is what the point of maximum entropy will lock onto. If that point happens to be within a structure or object, the system will decrease the strength of the emission field in order to avoid causing destruction to nearby objects, so transit won't be possible during that period of adjustment, which might require reacquiring a lock somewhere else on the planet. We've left the system locked onto Amara this whole time, but we'll have to analyze where the point of arrival is at the moment when Laurel is ready to step through."

"I'm ready," Laurel said. "Let's get this over with so we can get on with finding our way home."

"Ironic that we're going to need to target this very facility in order to get you where you belong."

"I know huhn. Without a probe on the other side to make contact with our people in our time I don't see any other way. Trying to get back to the exact time we departed from on Amara is going to be next to impossible."

"I agree. The controls are just too sensitive to pinpoint such a precise time coordinate. The closest we're likely to get is a few years one way or the other."

"That'll never work. Our people would either be panicked for years trying to find us or not here yet¦there."

"I don't think it's a good idea to have them fiddling with the controls for years without knowing how to operate the system properly. The wrong settings really could cause chaos."

Laurel reached over and picked up the sample dish and looked at it for just a moment then she looked at Hyndocan.

"You're sure you have enough of the devices programmed to do what we want?"

"Yes. There are several hundred in that dish. That should be plenty. Jake provided an ample number of devices to work with."

"Sounds good."

They all then headed into the practical experimentation lab where the domain manifold was still presenting a view of a darkened city near a body of water. Laurel stepped right up to the distortion field and looked back at Hyndocan as he confirmed the settings on his control console. After a moment he looked at Laurel and nodded.

"It seems to be night where the portal leads to on Amara. I believe it's near a commercial waterfront district of some kind. The field strength is at maximum gain so you should be good to go as long you employ your handheld modulator in order to stabilize the tidal forces so you can transit safely. You should make haste deploying the units before the portal shift out over the water or further into the city where obstructions may be present."

"I will. I'll come right back after releasing the nano machines."

Laurel then turned and looked at the distortion field then reached into her pocket and retrieved the handheld modulator and she activated it and then stepped forward into the outer envelope of the distortion field. Laurel felt a nauseating frozen moment in time as her molecules were momentarily tugged in different directions then the modulator stabilized her atoms and she stepped out of the distortion field and collapsed to the ground. It took nearly 15 minutes for her to regain consciousness and her senses returned to her immediately. She lifted her head and stretched out with her feelings and she was somewhat relieved to sense nothing of significance anywhere near her. She looked around and in the dark conditions she sensed the sample dish more than saw it and she leaned up and scooped it up and then got to her feet. She then pulled the 2 halves apart and squatted down slightly then tossed the 2 pieces high into the air as she stood up quickly. The 2 halves rose steadily and Laurel pushed rapidly while holding her hand out and a single gentle burst of positive gravity rushed away from her and pushed the 2 pieces back up into the air and out over the water some 50 yards away. Laurel heard the tiny splashes from the sample dish halves striking the surface of the water and she grinned. Her job was done and it was time to go.

Laurel spun around and tried to see the distortion field but it was simply to dark. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath then calmed her mind and she listened to what she could sense and she felt the exotic energy very close by. She opened her eyes and simply walked toward what she was sensing. She reached into her pocket and touched the top of the handheld modulator to insure it was active then she removed her hand and encountered the outer envelope of the distortion field. She experienced the familiar momentary frozen moment in time then she found herself stepping onto the platform of the domain manifold and her senses cleared up and she felt Jake's presence wash over her and she couldn't help but smile at the warm masculine feeling that elated her heart and made her pulse race momentarily.

Laurel stepped down from the platform and Jake walked around the control console and then walked right into Laurel and embraced her with a tight loving hug. Laurel held him until he relaxed his grip on her and then she kissed his cheek as he moved his head back and looked into her face while maintaining his embrace around her back.

"I was getting worried babe. You were gone for a long time. I was tempted to step through and see what happened to you."

"You would've been killed Jake. Biological matter can't transit safely without the modulator operational and close by. You know the transit from here knocks a person out for a time. I just needed time to wake up and it was pitch dark there. It took some doing to understand my surroundings so I could maximize the distribution of the nano machines."

"I sense you accomplished the goal."

"Yeah. I think I got 'em airborne high enough to spread them the way we wanted."

"It amazes me that we were able to figure out a solution so easy but the Bolinar were stumped." Missy commented.

"It was a matter of finding the manner in which the machines communicated with one another in order to introduce the new instructions," Laurel said. "I think the artificial intelligence discovered a new way of miniaturizing the machines while using a completely new and unique way of allowing the machines to communicate and share information. The Bolinar were simply unaware that the crystalline technology being used was capable of being utilized in such a manner. They simply didn't have time and advanced analytical equipment to discover the vulnerability within the devices."

"So we're furthering the destruction of their base technology which should in turn destroy the artificial intelligence?"

"That's pretty much it. It's the only way to be sure we destroy the artificial intelligence orchestrating the mass murder of the Bolinar species."

"We had a little advanced brainwork on our side too," Hyndocan said. The way Laurel and Jake discovered and deciphered the communication between devices was nothing short of miraculous. I'm sure it would've taken me much longer to discover the pattern in their communication then even longer to figure out a way of manipulating it the way we needed to overwrite their primary directive instructions contained within the vast amount of information within each device. That kind of brilliance and adaptability is extremely rare and as it turns out exactly what was needed to create a viable solution so quickly and, as you put it, so easily."

"In other words, the Bolinar didn't have Laurel and Jake or a solution would've been realized before their population was reduced to the point of near extinction?"

"Exactly. If introduced too early, the artificial intelligence would have detected the anomaly and corrected for it and if too late¦well the population numbers would've been so low that recovery would've been impossible."

"How are we going to confirm that it worked?"

"We'll go back to our time and have a look now that we know how to manipulate the controls." Laurel replied. "We can energize one of the probes and send it through the portal to confirm that the Bolinar are still around as we encountered them before."

"That makes sense. I should've reasoned that out for myself."

"Ah, you're fine Michelle," Jake said. "You're not going to know all the answers in an instant."

"I guess¦"

"If you three want to gather all your things and move them here to the practical experimentation lab I'll see about manipulating the controls as Laurel suggested. It will take some creative manipulation in ways I never intended the system to be operated in order to make it work the way we want."

"We'll go get out things then." Laurel said.

The three of them immediately headed off to the sleeping quarters while Hyndocan carefully adjusted and double checked the controls to try to reach Geonic in the correct time. By the time the Future crew returned with their packs Hyndocan had determined that the system simply wasn't going to work the way Laurel was hoping. He waited for the 3 of them to set their things down and join him at the control console then he explained the problem.

"The system won't do what you were hoping Laurel. It simply isn't designed to lock onto its own location at any time coordinate. You have to understand I chose Geonic four due to a very specific geo magnetic property that is particularly potent right here in this rock formation. I tunneled down this deep to find the maximum field strength for the domain manifold to operate optimally¦as well as for privacy reasons. With the domain manifold system located right here, the system will never attain a lock due to inherent interference caused by the very system trying to lock onto the area of maximum field strength with an already active domain manifold in operation at the desired point of transit."

"Can't you get the system to lock onto the surface somewhere?" Missy asked.

"No. You don't understand, it's not just the lab here, it's the entire planet that is exuding the preventative interference because of the domain manifold system being located on this planet. They system simply will not lock onto Geonic due to safety protocols in place that prevent it in order to avoid establishing a portal to an indeterminate set of coordinates. I designed the system that way to prevent a lock from being established on anything but a rocky, atmosphere rich planet with an active magnetic field with the specific properties necessary for the domain manifold to function."

"What if we bypass the protocols that prevents the system from locking onto its own location?" Laurel asked flatly.

"Hmm¦I suppose¦those protocols are hardwired into the system. This entire system is a solid-state system. That is to say it isn't a matter of rewriting the protocols or overwriting existing safety protocols with new ones. They're employed via specific orientation of protocol crystals. They're fail proof that way."

"Soo¦can we remove the control crystal containing the safety protocol."

"It's not that it contains the safety protocol, it creates a condition that serves as the protocol. This entire system is biasing and signal architecture reconfiguration and manipulation curves controlled by current and signal conducting crystalline technology. There is some algorithmic input necessary to control said crystals but not the system circuits you're talking about. If we remove the protocol control crystal it will affect other circuits adversely. The whole system is delicately balanced, you remove control circuits like that and the system ceases to operate properly."

"Okay, can we create a new protocol crystal that will allow a coordinate lock on Geonic despite the interference created by the system existing in the future where we're trying to establish a lock?"

"Sure, if we were on Terrison five where the synthetic crystal manufacturing apparatus is located."

"Dang it! You did your designing and simulation work there and then the computer spit out the design criteria that you used to create what you needed and then you transported the components here and assembled it for the first time right here then began your practical and alignment experiments in this lab."

"Very good, that's right. I didn't bring multiple examples of critical components like the safety protocol control crystals. I have backups, but they're identical to what's at work in the system right now."

"What about¦do you have direct bypass crystal anodes? Ones designed to allow a direct bypass of a control circuit without imparting a change in the signal architecture?"

"That¦I do have. You have an amazing understanding of this type of hardware."

"Our crystalline technology is less advanced but functions on a similar principle. Our mothership also employs incredibly advanced crystalline based technology created by a race far more advanced than us. I'm well versed in its design and functional use. To tell you the truth it's so advanced, in many cases it baffles our best scientific and engineering minded people trying to understand how it's built and functions."

"You do not suffer the same befuddlement?"

"No. I had very specific information imparted to me that made its use and construction clearly understood. We don't have the technological capability to reproduce some of what is in use aboard the Future, but I understand it enough to reproduce the complex components if I were to gain access to the necessary elements."

"My oh my¦I could use your intellect here in the labs. You would make an excellent apprentice. I believe you could even tutor me in some areas."

"That's flattering that you hold me in such high regard but¦I have to go home. The thought of working along side you here in your labs is a thrilling thought but I just can't abandon my responsibilities."

"I know. I would never ask you to do that. It was just a dream expressed aloud."

"I understand. Thank you for the compliment."

"Laurel, are you saying you understand the new data core?" Missy asked. "I thought it was beyond any of us to understand how it's built and functions aside from the basic principles."

"The new data core is a little beyond me, but the enhanced sensor processing system and automation bridge between the AI and the alien systems I understand completely. The sophisticated reactor is another element that Jake and I understand more about then anyone else."

"Will the bypass anode fit into the slot occupied by the protocol generating crystal?" Jake asked.

"No, but this is a temporary arrangement so I believe I can use an adapter socket with physical fiber optic jumpers that will carry the bypass signal sufficiently to accomplish the goal. I would not want to operate the system for very long with this arrangement in place, but I think the system will run stably long enough to allow you three to make the transit to Geonic in the desired era."

"Should we check to see if the effort to eliminate the artificial intelligence was successful before we manipulate the system like that?" Missy inquired.

"I was going to let you ascertain that from your own time. If conditions on Amara in your time are the same as they were when you left and came here to this time, it means you were successful. We can however target a time in the future at random and then someone can step through the portal and explore the conditions to see if the prolific micro machines have diminished in numbers. As far as detecting the artificial intelligence, since it is a systematic entity, it would require an extensive exploration of the planet to determine if it is still active. I don't know for sure how long I can maintain a positive lock in order to facilitate your return."

"I don't think we should risk getting stranded in a time with no access to one of your probes to get back with."

"Not to mention the fact that we're manipulating the domain manifold system in ways I never intended it to be operated under so stability and functionality could fail at any moment."

"You wanted to explore planets in your own time?"

"Yes. This system is intended to facilitate a mass exodus to a specific location in another galaxy, nothing more. The time stabilization through manipulation is just a necessary byproduct activity in order to enable traversing millions of light years in an instant."

"I guess it is an incredible feat of technological prowess to accomplish what you're trying to do."

"It is at that."

"We'll just confirm that our interference in the Bolinar survival chances was successful when we get back to your lab in the future." Laurel said.

"That's a wise choice. I'll shut the system down and begin the protocol bypass as discussed."

"Is there anything we can do to help?" Laurel asked.

"Not really. What I have to do is delicate precise work. It requires a detailed and specific working knowledge of the system components. You may watch me work if you wish, but there really isn't anything you can do to help."

"We'll stay quiet and let you work then."

Hyndocan simply smiled at Laurel and then got right work shutting the system down and then he walked around console and faced the domain manifold platform and he squatted down and pressed in on the side of the platform and a before unseen tray slowly extended from under the top surface of the platform. The tray had literally hundreds of precisely arranged crystals of various sizes and shapes. They each sat within a particular socket designed for the specific crystal resting within the socket. Hyndocan ran his finger up and down the rows of crystals as if he were speed reading using his finger as a guide until he came to a crystal in the middle of the 8th row of crystals. He gently grasped the crystal and wiggled it slightly and then it slipped loose from its socket and he lifted the small crystal as he looked at the bewildered Future crew.

"That's it right there. If we bypass this control crystal the system will lock onto coordinates that contain anomalous readings, even those that could cause a feedback to begin building up in the resonator circuit crystals."

"I won't pretend like I understand what that means." Laurel said with a grin on her face.

"The whole reason for this control crystal is to prevent locking onto coordinates with anomalous energy signatures that could begin to feed back through the portal and build a static like charge in the resonator circuit crystals. If such a thing occurs, the system could become charged and explode with unimaginable force."

"You're talking about an electromagnetic plasma discharge." Laurel said.

"Yes. The crystals are capacitive in that they can store and release a charge but if that charge exceeds what the crystal is capable of storing or dissipating, the crystal will fracture and release the stored up electromagnetic energy and when it comes into contact with a volatile environment, such as the one we breathe, the discharge will become a plasma as it heats up and seeks a source of ground. If a person happens to be in the way of that, or at worst serving as that source of ground, a person would be incinerated. This whole system would suffer a cascade failure and the incredible energy being consumed by the system would be dumped into the atmosphere of the lab. This entire facility would be gutted by the force of the explosion."

"That sounds positively horrific," Missy said. "Are you sure locking onto this lab in the future won't cause that kind of event?"

"No, I'm not sure at all since the system was never designed to do what we're trying to do. This protocol crystal is in place for a very good reason and we are about to fire up the system with it missing. I would say this is not a good idea, but I don't have any other ideas for how to get you kids back to your own time."

"And we can't target the probe signal in other times because we stand a chance of interacting with people or whatever on Amara and it could affect the outcome of future events?"

"Very good. That is exactly right. Causality is not to be trifled with lightly. The smallest thing could have a huge ripple affect in time."

"That much I get."

Hyndocan nodded and smiled at Missy then stood up and walked past the Future crew on his way to the assembly lab. He returned rather quickly with a wheeled single shelf cart that was laden with the necessary components to make the modification. He rolled the cart next to the exposed crystal tray and he knelt down and got right to work. He lifted the crystal socket from the cart and set it on the floor in front of the extended crystal tray and then he retrieved the bypass anode crystal and he slipped it into the socket then he picked up a set of 3 fiber optic jumper cables and he attached them to specific points on the bypass crystal socket then he carefully connected the jumpers to the empty protocol crystal slot in the crystal tray. He then retrieved a handheld analyzer and he scanned the connections and signal transmission properties. After a few moments he looked at the Future crew and grinned.

"I think we're good to go. The anode crystal should handle the high signal strength for a while. If I manage to get the system to lock onto Geonic in the desired era, I would not recommend delaying your departure. When you get to the other side please got to the control console and shunt the temporal energy isolation circuit to the heuristic control pathway then shut system down. That will reduce the risk of energy build up reflecting back through the closing portal to my compensation circuits. Do you understand how to do that?"

Laurel nodded without hesitation.

"Yes sir. I've watched you manipulating the controls enough to know how to do that."

"Good. When you reinitialize the system you will need to enable the automatic reset circuits in order to reset the system to the safe default operating conditions. You can then manipulate the controls to the desired temporal compensation in order to check the conditions on Amara to see if your introduction of the reprogrammed micro machines was successful in eliminating the artificial intelligence."

"We understand. Thank you for working so hard to help us Hyndocan. It has been a true honor meeting you like this."

"I feel equally blessed to have met you three. I am glad to know Terrison five is going to end up as the home world to people such as you."

"You're sweet. Thanks."

Hyndocan placed his analyzer back on the cart and then stood up and pushed the cart aside and then he walked over to the control console and he initialized the system and once the distortion was present with no positive lock on any particular location evident, he ran a quick check of the system and he was relieved to see the system functioning perfectly. The anode crystal was glowing with a bright whitish blue color, as were the other crystals stacked in the crystal tray. The amount of energy coursing through tray was very evident and the Future crew stepped back instinctively and Hyndocan chuckled lightly.

"You don't need to be afraid of the crystal tray. It won't hurt you as long as you don't touch it."

"We definitely won't do that." Laurel said staring at the brightly glowing tray.

After a few moments the 3 of them walked around the control console and watched Hyndocan manipulating the controls until a blurry image appeared within the domain manifold platform. Laurel looked at the display then she looked at Hyndocan.

"Is that Geonic five?"

"No. That is Cranis six. It is nine hundred light years form here. I am trying a short range lock to see how the system responds before attempting to lock onto Geonic five."

"Is the lock stabile?" Missy asked.

"So far."

"Yeah but is it in our time our yours?"

"The temporal compensation circuit isn't active so we are seeing Cranis six as it was nine hundred years ago. So far the system is responding perfectly so I will engage the temporal compensation to see what happens."

Hyndocan reached out and touched the control enabling the temporal compensation system and the image blurred significantly then the image morphed from a bright daylight image to that of early dawn with a hazy blue sky and heavy forest all around an obvious clearing in a forest scene and Hyndocan grinned brightly as he watched the data being displayed.

"There are no signs of feed back buildup or stability issues."

"You're a brilliant man Hyndocan," Laurel said. "I just don't think we could've done this without you around."

"You came up with idea of bypassing the protocol crystal. I'm sure you would've figured it out Laurel."

"Yeah but figuring out what crystal imparted the protocol would've stumped us."

"I suppose it helps that I'm responsible for building this entire system. Let's see if we can get it to lock onto Geonic now. I'm going to set the controls to look for an active domain window within the magnetic field architecture it normally seeks in order to enable a positive lock."

Hyndocan manipulated the controls some more and then moved the temporal compensation control and then he input the specific coordinates for the practical experimentation lab so the system would lock onto a location underground rather than the default above ground open space location that it normally sought out. The display spit out a warning that the input coordinates were an unsafe destination and Hyndocan touched the override control and the coordinates were accepted and the bypass crystal began to glow extremely bright and the image on the platform blurred and wavered around slightly then cleared up slightly and they found they were looking at an image of the lab and the walls had the distinct black varnish acquired after existing for almost a million years. Laurel then reached up and tapped her cranial transceiver active and she cleared her throat.

"Um huh! Hammer, this is Laurel¦do you read me?"

"I read you loud and clear Laurel. You had me worried. What the heck happened? The system here is going nuts. We're looking at a mirror image of the lab in the domain manifold."

"Gosh it's good to hear your voice Hammer. We don't have time to explain right now but needless to say we're manipulating the system in ways it was never meant to be manipulated from this side. The three of us are going to be stepping through momentarily. When we get there were going to need to shut the system down in a very specific manner to avoid sending a feedback charge to the system on this side."

"Understood. We're standing by to receive you."

Laurel tapped her transceiver into standby mode and then she looked at Hyndocan.

"You're a genius Hyndocan. I can't begin to thank you enough for finding us a way home."

"It was an honor Laurel. We won't ever speak with one another again but I will hold a dear place in my heart for the three of you. I truly hope you and your people endure and thrive in your new home. In this time it is a brutal world proving impossible to support a sophisticated society such as ours even if we weren't preparing to leave this galaxy. It would seem the environment is much more tranquil on Terrison five in your time. I do wish I could've seen how the emerging intelligence on Terrison five evolved."

"We cal them bearcats. They are a bright sophisticated race of creatures deserving of respect and awe for who and what they are."

"That's good to hear. You need to go. That anode crystal isn't going to hold out forever."

"Alright. Good luck to you Hyndocan. Thanks for imparting such a grand understanding of your people."

"You're welcome and same to you and Jake, no go before the system destabilizes and strands you hear or worse."

Laurel nodded and the 3 of them walked around the control console and collected their things. Laurel reached into her pocket and activated the modulator and then Laurel took one last look at Hyndocan and he stood up straight and smiled at Laurel and she offered a warm smile that made his smile broaden and then Laurel turned and faced the domain manifold and the 3 of them stepped into the distortion field at the same time and from Hyndocan's perspective they froze momentarily and then just vanished.
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Laurel, Jake and Missy appeared on the domain manifold platform and once their senses came back to them, they were relieved to see familiar faces staring back at them. They stepped down from the platform and glanced back at the blurry view of the very lab they were standing in, but a pristine version of it was what they saw compared to the ancient facility they were now standing in.

"Thank the good lord above¦" Hammer said in a relieved tone. "You three are a sight for sore eyes. I truly feared the worst when we heard nothing from you for so long."

"I'm sorry we worried you Hammer," Laurel said as the 3 of them stepped away from the platform. "The device renders a person unconscious upon arrival on the other side. By the time we came to, the portal was gone and we found ourselves stranded on an alien world with no idea when or where we were. It took some time to get our bearings and to find a way of contacting you."

"Was there any discomfort involved in traveling through the portal as you call it?"

"There's no recollection of making the transit. You just wake up lying on the ground. The handheld sensor indicated a condition of quantum flux that lingers in us for some time after making the transit. I think it's what causes a person to pass out after arriving on the other side."

Laurel unfastened her survival pack and slid it down her back to the floor then she stepped up to the control console and everyone stepped back and Laurel adjusted the controls as Hyndocan had instructed her to do, and then she shut the whole system down. Laurel then reset the controls to the default settings and reinitialized the system. Hammer stepped closer and looked at the controls, then he looked into Laurel's eyes and smiled at how intriguingly gorgeous her eyes are.

"Whatcha doin Laurel? You seem to be operating these controls like you know exactly what you're doing¦which shouldn't surprise anyone given your abilities, but I would still like to know what you're up to?"

"I'm sorry Hammer, I should explain things before jumping right into what I need to do. We met Hyndocan when we tried to come home¦"

"Wait¦are you talking about the Fearon that built this place?"

"Yeah."

"How is that possible? He should be like nine hundred thousand years old or something, right?"

"Actually¦close enough. When we activated the locator signal so you could get a lock on us to open a return portal, Hyndocan initiated his system with that very protocol in place for the first time and he had his temporal compensator system disengaged and his system detected the locator signal and locked onto to our coordinates. We saw a blurry image of the lab here within the portal window without realizing it was in the past. When we stepped through, instead of seeing you and the team here, we encountered Hyndocan in this lab a year after he got the system up and running. This whole facility was only three years old. As you might imagine we found ourselves stuck here, almost a million years in the past instead of on Amara in the proper era. We were still in the wrong place, but now we were stranded in the wrong time period too. Hyndocan worked with us to find a way home using his system¦after we fulfilled a promise made to the people of Amara. We had to devise a way of eliminating an artificial intelligence on their world that was in the process of exterminating them¦at least it was hundreds of thousands of years before we initially arrived on Amara."

"Wow¦sounds like you had quite the time of it. Were you able to fulfill the promise ?"

"I hope so. We need to charge the power cell on one of the probes in the assembly lab next door and then activate one of the probes and send it through the portal to Amara to see if things are as they should be."

One of the Kilista crewmen stepped forward slightly and addressed Laurel.

"We have been doing our best to understand this complex system. Were you shown how to operate it properly?"

"Yes. Hyndocan gave us a tutorial in its operation and basic layout."

"Good. We have not had much success in figuring out how to operate the controls without risking damage to the system or worse. We have discovered the amount of energy being directed into the system is a bit frightening. An overload would be a catastrophic event beyond comprehension."

"That is exactly what Hyndocan told us."

"May I change the subject back to your claim of eliminating the artificial intelligence on Amara?" another Kilista crewmen asked. "How do you eliminate something that I assume is a systemic intelligence?"

"You destroy the fundamental technology the Bolinar use¦namely the crystalline based components used in almost all advanced Bolinar technology of the day."

"I do not understand how the three of you were able to accomplish that."

"We turned the very devices the AI was using against the Bolinar against the AI. The AI created micro machines that infiltrated the body and tore a person apart at the cellular level. We reprogrammed a hundred or so of the devices to impart new instructions to any micro machines they encountered to destroy the crystalline lattice at the core of all advanced technology on the planet. It should've only taken a few decades to spread the new primary directive to all the micro machines around the world. The only way we can be sure of that though is to send one of Hyndocan's probes through the domain manifold to Amara and take some readings to see if things are as they were last time were there in this era."

"You three just got back for crap's sake Laurel," Hammer said. "You feel inclined to take on that right now, before checking in with the Future?"

"Checking in with¦are you saying the Future is here, in orbit around Geonic five?"

"Yes. When you three went missing and I was forced to report it, the captain brought the Future here to help in the search if we could determine where to look. The Future has capabilities and sophisticated sensors most ships simply don't possess."

"The captain must be pissed that he had to leave to come look for us." Missy said in a worried tone.

"He was worried ensign, not pissed. Our best guess was that you weren't among the local stars if you survived contact with the domain manifold energy field. The engineers from the Ahounk determined that the system was designed to operate at a minimum distance of something like thirty light years, but its efficiency would be best at a hundred or more. The subsequent locations we saw successful coordinate locks taking place to were way beyond that, some were tens of millions of light years away. If there's an order or pattern to how and where this darn thing locks onto planets, we have yet to distinguish the pattern. You can see why we thought we were going to need the Future's capabilities if we could determine exactly where you were. We were pretty sure it was going to be really far away."

"You weren't worried that we might be in another dimension or something?" Missy asked.

"The thought crossed our minds since this thing is called a domain manifold, but the Ahounk engineers were able to determine that the system was locking on to coordinates in our universe and the quantum temporal readings matched ours perfectly meaning the coordinate locks were in real time despite the vast distances involved."

"If it's okay, I want to set up a charging system for one of the probe power cells and then we'll check in with the Future?" Laurel said. "I don't sense we're in trouble but the captain needs to know that you found us."

"Well¦I didn't exactly find you."

"You know what I mean. I just hope the captain doesn't cancel our other mission."

"Mission excursions are par for the course for you two. I seriously doubt he's going to derail your remaining mission."

"Soo¦who is going to give us a lift up to the Future if she's in orbit?" Jake asked.

"We have the PARSE we came down in standing by or a crimson fighter or the likes could be dispatched if you're asked to come aboard for debriefing."

"The captain is definitely going to want to know what's going on down here and what our recommendations are for this place."

Rody stared at Laurel oddly for a moment then he grinned slightly.

"You think a joint occupation of this place should be undertaken?"

"No. I think this equipment should be dismantled and the technology behind it guarded among us and our allies currently working down here. There are dangers in operating equipment with temporal manipulation capabilities such as those present in this facility."

Rody's expression changed to one of shock and then he seemed to get it in an instant.

"You're probably right. I can see how this could be used for nefarious purposes if the wrong species figured out how to recreate this equipment. Do you need any help setting up a charging system for one of the probes?"

"No. I just need to pull a power cell now that I know what I'm doing. I'll set up a low-level energy exchange from the power control crystals in the domain manifold's control console. Once we've contacted the Future to check in, we'll come back and energize one of the probes and send it through to Amara."

"Okay¦what are we supposed to do until you two come back?"

Laurel held up her index finger and smiled then turned and walked over to the domain manifold platform and she squatted down and pressed in on the crystal tray at the base of the platform and it slowly extended and Laurel stood up and glanced at the Kilistra team standing around with handheld analyzers in their hands.

"These are the primary control crystals. I would suggest mapping their location and presumed function until we return. I can show you how to initialize the system and put it into random target lock mode so you can observe how the control crystals behave under normal operating conditions. If our recommendations are headed, this place may not be operating for very long so you should gather what data you can before it's deactivated permanently."

The Kilistra personnel looked stunned at what Laurel was presenting but they seemed to understand what she was saying and a few stepped forward with their analyzers held up so they could see the tiny displays within them. Laurel then walked over to the primary control console and she gave everyone present a quick tutorial in how to initialize and deactivate the system and what controls to avoid manipulating in the wrong sequence. She then looked at Hammer.

"The technology in the probes could be useful to us. I'll show you how to energize one and I think you should send a few examples up to the Future for study and reverse engineering. The Kilistra are going to want to take a few of them aboard the Ahounk too. They represent technology they could also benefit from exposure to."

"You don't' think we should be scooping all this up for our study?"

"No. We have similar crystal technology in use aboard the Future so aside from a different configuration of exiting technology, we aren't going to see huge benefits from studying this technology but I think this represents a huge leap in the type of technology the Kilistra are using. It would benefit them more than it would us to have access to what's here for study and recreation efforts. We could offer technical guidance in that area too, further strengthening our alliance."

"You're sure wise and smart for a girl of your years Laurel. You make a really compelling argument for letting the Kilistra have what ever they want from down here."

Laurel smiled and waved Hammer toward the exit and they made their way into the assembly lab and Laurel waited until she was sure the Kilistra crew present couldn't hear what she was about to say. Once they arrived at the rack of probes, Laurel glanced toward the doorway to the practical experimentation lab, then she looked at Hammer as she pressed in on the anterior section of one of the probes causing the power cell to slowly extend.

"I would recommend giving them unrestricted to access to everything except the exotic domain control crystals at the back of the domain manifold platform. Those are the ones responsible for temporal manipulation. I don't think the Kilistra are ready for exposure to those kinds of crystal arrangements and lattice structures. Those need to be destroyed and the technique for creating them squelched."

"We don't have crystals like those in our possession?"

"Not that I know of. They're really exotic and designed specifically for the systems in use down here. I'm pretty sure we could reverse engineer them but I don't think we should. There are causality concerns when you mess around with the kind of affects they are capable of manifesting."

"Ripping holes in the fabric of space time and stuff?"

"Yeah. The Future already does that with the negative matter core but in a carefully controlled manner. It's just not the kind of experimentation you want multiple species taking part in if they aren't ready for that level of temporal and spatial manipulation."

"Alright. I'll keep 'em away from the back of the platform. Are you going to recommend the Future destroy this place?"

"Yes. Once we've mined all the technological aspects desired, this place needs to go away. We can do it from orbit with only a minimal amount of collateral damage to the surrounding environment."

"You want to use the mining weapon?"

"Yes. You know we can funnel the raw converted energy from the negative matter core into the weapon. We can leave a target down here that we can use to focus the energy on and it will destroy this place from the inside out. It's the only way to be sure the job is done without kicking a noxious cloud of debris into the atmosphere causing irreparable damage to this planet's environmental balance."

"Was your experience so bad that you feel it's necessary to insure no one picks this place over once we're gone?"

"What Hyndocan was doing down here was a noble effort for his people but it had devastating consequences for the people of Amara and in the end got him killed. The fact that no one found this place for so long is a miracle, but the cats out of the bag now. Others that are curious are going to come see what's here. I would rather leave them nothing to find if you know what I mean. Hyndocan had planned on destroying this place once he was done with his experimentations anyways, we're just finishing the job for him."

"Alright. I'll try to keep these guys on task until a team comes down from the Future to set this place up for destruction."

Laurel nodded and then looked at the power cell hanging out of the end of the probe and she grasped it and removed it then looked it over and she nodded.

"This looks intact despite its incredible age."

Laurel then walked over to the storage bins and retrieved a few optic jumpers and then she walked into the practical experimentation lab and she stepped around the control console and she pulled the first primary crystal tray open and she attached the optic jumpers to one of the low energy crystal sockets then she walked back around to the control side of the console and she initialized the primary systems and then she walked around the control console and connected the jumpers to the power cell and the power cell slowly began to glow and Laurel smiled and gently set the power cell on the floor to let it charge then she stood up and looked at Hammer.

"We're going to head up to the surface so we can make contact with the Future. Do you need to escort us up or anything?"

"No. We have people stationed at different points along the route for security reasons. You should be fine to proceed on your own. Just let me know what the captain wants to do."

"Aye sir. We'll contact you shortly."

"Radio communications don't work through all this rock. You'll have to come down to this level to contract me by transceiver and if you're going to do that you may as well come see me in person."

"Understood."

The trio then spun around headed out of the lab and made their way up to the surface tunnel, encountering 4 Future personnel along the way each of whom offered an amazed friendly smile to the 3 of them. Once they reached the hangar tunnel where the calcified hulk of Hyndocan's ship was located, they stopped and Laurel tapped her cranial transceiver active.

"Future, this is Laurel. Do you read?"

"I read you loud and clear Laurel," The AI replied. "The captain will be relived to hear you have established contact."

"We didn't mean to worry anyone. Transiting the portal was an accident."

"Hammer informed us as much. Are you three in good health?"

"Yes. The process renders a person unconscious when you arrive on other side, but I think that's a sensory overload thing. I don't believe any permanent damage was done. We wound up among good people that provided everything we needed."

"I will forward your report to the captain. The captain has had me scanning for subspace or dimensional disturbances to try to determine where you were transported."

"We were sent one point six million light years away to a planet called Amara in another galaxy. My best guess would be to look for a miniature galaxy relatively close to the Milky Way if you want to find the exact coordinates."

"I do not believe that will be necessary now that you three are here where you belong. I am unable to pin point the source of your signal. You must be underground at the moment?"

"Yes. We're in the hangar cave by Hyndocan's ship, or at least what's left of it."

"I have seen images from some of the crew that have returned from the surface. That ship has been in that cave for many hundreds of thousands of years."

"I think it's closer to a million years."

"It is amazing anything is left at all. The captain has been informed that you have been found. He is requesting your presence aboard the Future for a debriefing."

Laurel sighed heavily but nodded as if the Future could see her actions.

"Understood. Please inform the captain that we have one last task to see to down here and then we'll be heading up."

"I will inform him. The Perth is being dispatched to bring you aboard. Please make contact with colonel Rider when you are finished with your task. He will be standing by in the recently created clearing five hundred meters east of the hangar cave entrance."

"Understood, Laurel out."

Laurel tapped her transceiver into standby mode and then she looked at Missy.

"The captain wants to see us soon as were done verifying that we eliminated the artificial intelligence. The Perth is being dispatched to take us up."

"So we're in trouble after all?"

"Not particularly. You didn't do anything on purpose and we're going to back that up so¦no, you aren't going to get in trouble. He just wants to know what happened and he would rather that it be delivered in person."

"I guess I can understand that."

"Let's get back down to the labs so we can send a probe to see if things are how they should be." Laurel said.

The 3 of them turned and headed back down to the labs. When they arrived, Hammer greeted them in the assembly lab. As the kids walked up to him he nodded once.

"The Kilistra are grateful that you're willing to suggest letting them harvest the technology down here before we destroy this place¦if that's what the captain agrees to do with this place."

"The captain tends to listen to us when we're emphatic about particular recommendations, we plan on strongly urging the captain to heed our warning and destroy this place before we leave it unattended. As impressive as this place is, the technology is just too dangerous to have lying around."

"I get that. The power cell hasn't been charging for very long, are you sure it's enough to power the probe for as long as it's going to need to be up and running to collect the data you're interested in?"

"The probe just needs enough energy in the power cell to initialize the probe systems fully. The internal energy system is a recumbent energy system so it will collect energy from the atmosphere to continue charging the power cell. It collects way more than it uses when it functions properly."

"Let's go take a look at the power cell then. It's glowing much brighter than when you first hooked it up."

Laurel nodded and they turned and headed into the practical experimentation lab and they found the domain manifold active and the platform was holding a nighttime scene of a desert planet with a sea of sand visible illuminated by 4 large moons casting a brilliant white glow across the scene. There were 5 Kilistra squatted down by the exposed crystal tray taking detailed readings of the crystal behavior as the system functioned normally in random lock mode. Missy looked around the room for a moment then she looked at Rody.

"Where are ensigns Garber and Talus? I was under the impression they would be joining us for the subsequent mission to the Reuopon station."

"They're both up on the surface standing watch at the landing site. We have a ground-based early warning system in place to alert us to curious animals or ships. You'll see them if you're going to be going up to the Future."

"The captain wants us to come up for a debriefing once we're done checking the conditions on Amara." Laurel said.

"Did he indicate whether we'd be continuing on to Reuopon?"

"I didn't talk to him directly. I just checked in with the AI."

"Got it."

Missy then leaned closer to Rody and spoke very quietly.

"You did warn them about getting close to the outer envelope of the distortion field on the platform, right?"

Rody looked at Missy and grinned as he pat her shoulder.

"They know what happened to you. They won't risk the same thing happening to them."

"Good. They might not end up on a world with the means for getting home or even contacting us. We got extremely lucky in where we wound up."

"You had Laurel and Jake with you too. They were your aces in the hole."

Missy smiled and nodded.

"You got that right. I seriously doubt I would've known what to do without 'em around. They were so calm and cool, they knew exactly how to proceed."

"I'm glad you three had each other to increase your odds of surviving and getting home safely."

"I learned some good lessons in what to do."

Laurel pat Missy on the back then squatted down and disconnected the power cell and the glow diminished in intensity but remained indicating the energy storage crystals were still capable of storing energy. Laurel then disconnected the jumpers from the crystal tray and she pushed the tray closed then she stood up and they headed back into the practical experimentation lab. Laurel set the power cell on the main worktable and then she walked back into the practical experimentation lab and she retrieved her survival pack and then walked back into the assembly lab and she set her pack down and retrieved her handheld sensor unit and she initialized it and then picked up the power cell and walked over to the rack of probes and she slid the cell into the probe she had retrieved it from and she expected the probe to come online immediately but it sat idle as she got trace increased energy from the readings she was taking. She looked at Jake and nodded.

"You were right, this thing has been idle too long. The processor control crystal has deteriorated beyond a functional state."

"I didn't hear him say a thing." Rody said looking at Jake.

"I thought it, I didn't say it out loud. I was pretty sure we might have to try one or two probes until we find one that's functional."

"So¦are we capable of reproducing the internal components in these things to get 'em working if they're non functional?" Rody asked.

"Yes," Laurel replied. "We have off the shelf items that'll suffice and if not we can definitely recreate what's contained in these probes. They're complex but not so sophisticated that we can't understand their construction and function."

"That's good to hear."

Laurel nodded and removed the power cell and then stepped over to the next probe and she removed its power cell and then inserted the charged cell and then took some readings to see if this probe was viable and at first it began to initialize and then there was pop heard. Laurel frowned and touched the power cell and pressed in on it slightly and it began to extend and a puff of acrid smoke rolled out of the probe and wafted into the air.

"That was the other thing we were afraid of. Some of the circuits in these things are in a fragile state and running energy across 'em for the first time in hundreds of centuries is too much for 'em."

Laurel pulled the power cell out of the probe and stepped over to the next probe and removed its power cell and handed it to Jake as she had with the other and he set it on the worktable as Laurel inserted the charged power cell and then watched her sensor unit. This time the energy flow was uniform and proper and within a few seconds Laurel saw the cue for the user interface recall and she initiated the momentary signal and the small oval port slid open on the top of the device and the free floating user interface appeared.

"Holy crap! The darn thing still works!" Rody exclaimed.

"Yep. We figured this part out on our own."

"You can read the language being displayed there?"

"Yeah. It's a derivative of Onalin, Hyndocan's native language."

"The French of the Fearon?" Missy asked.

"Yeah, something like that. They spoke thousands of languages and this one is native to whatever region Hyndocan is from. When we met him he said they had abandoned Henok some time ago¦from his perspective. I got the impression it happened when he was a young child so most of the people from his birth region are scattered around the galaxy on different worlds."

"Sounds like our story in few hundred generations."

Laurel smiled and then looked at the control interface and she reached out and initiated a systems diagnostic, which only took a few seconds to complete since this was an unused 2nd generation probe that had never been put into service. Its memory was virtually empty aside from its basic operation commands and function command lines.

"This one is good to go," Laurel said. "We just need to initiate its core functions and then tell it what to do."

"It works on voice recognition?"

"Yes. The display says awaiting verbal instructions."

Laurel reached out and touched the command line for full system initialization and the display disappeared and the small door on the top of the probe slid closed and then 4 legs extended from the body of the device and it lifted itself from the probe rack and took 4 steps then paused as it initialized all of it's sensors. The device then rose up higher as its legs extended further from the body of the device and Laurel thought about how to tell the device what to do in Onalin and the phrases came to her.

"Approach domain manifold," She said in Onalin. "Standby for deployment through the portal on my command."

The probe then made soft metallic clanking noises as it walked into the practical experimentation lab and walked right up to the domain platform and then stopped and remained motionless. Laurel walked over to the control console and excused herself to the Kilistra studying the controls and they stepped back and watched Laurel pull up the telemetry and sensor data coming from the probe. Laurel then looked at Rody.

"Everything the probe is seeing and sensing is being presented right here."

Rody stepped closer and looked over the vast amount of data being displayed and he nodded.

"I can't read of word of that but I recognize life sign indications, detected energy graphs and of course the visual data."

"The visual data is comprised of sensor data stitched together into a coherent visual image that our eyes can understand."

"So it's a composite sensor data image like what the Future presents. No cameras are used?"

"Precisely."

Laurel then looked down at the controls and she disabled the random lock mode and then brought up the log files and found Amara's specific coordinates and she input those coordinates then she initialized search mode the system actively sought out the specific frequency and spatial coordinates of Amara. It only took a few seconds for the domain manifold to present a positive indication of a lock on Amara with the Caron plain visible. Laurel smiled and enacted a hold on the current coordinates and then walked around the control console to the probe. She then spoke in Hyndocan's dialect of Onalin.

"Proceed with deployment through the portal. Upon arrival head due south while collecting data. Send a constant carrier data collection signal."

The probe descended slightly and extended its spindly legs toward the platform edge, adjusting the amount of extension to remain stationary in height and it simply contacted the outer edge of the energy field and seemed to freeze motionless for a few moments then it just blinked out of existence. Laurel looked at Jake and smiled softly.

"That is the strangest thing to see. It must be gravitational lensing at the event Future that causes things to appear to stand still for a few seconds."

"You're probably right. Space time is curved pretty hard at the event Future."

Laurel received a subtle alert on the console and she looked at the sensor data image and there were indications of life signs indicative of something the size of a person. The probe altered course and headed toward the detected life signs for a time and Laurel looked up and realized they now had an audience watching what the probe was doing and sensing. Laurel reached out and touched the internal readings from the probe and then she looked up at Rody.

"You see that? The probe is generating twenty-seven percent more energy than it's consuming even while walking around collecting data. It will only take half a day or so to reach a fully charged state within the power cell now that internal charging is taking place."

"I'll be¦close to a million years old and working like a champ. That's some engineering there."

"Laurel?" Missy started. "We know how far it is to Triest, are we going to wait until the probe gets there to see if things are the way we left 'em?"

"No. The probe is detecting life signs relatively close to its current position. It has already altered course to investigate. We'll know as soon as the probe gets close enough to take detailed readings from who or what it's detecting. If it's a modern Bolinar, we'll know it right away."

They then watched the probes progress in the dwindling daylight as the last of the suns set below the Future and the probe headed through thick undergrowth near the recognizable stream leading south to lake Neol. The probe navigated smoothly by adjusting its legs to accommodate the uneven ground it found itself navigating over until it reached the edge of the stream and stopped and scanned the immediate area, then the presented image indicated the probe was focusing its attention up a nearby tree until a slender figure could be discerned high up in the branches. The bio signature was very distinctly that of a Bolinar and the young man had the distinct temple nodules indicative of a descended survivor of the micro machine attacks hundreds of thousands of years earlier. The young man was aware of the probe, but he seemed unwilling to come down with it nearby and Laurel smiled and looked at Jake and Missy.

"There's our evidence. I don't recognize that guy in particular but he's probably from Triest out on a hunting excursion. He's wearing more than our friends Aster, Kenna, Rodar and Amron were when we encountered them, but he's got that deep tan suggesting he's out under the suns a lot."

"I wish we had time to stick around until the probe reached Triest so I could talk to Rodar," Missy said. "I would like to thank him for being so nice to me and let him know I made it home."

Laurel pat Missy on the back once.

"I'm glad you understand that we can't stay down here that long. The captain is waiting for us."

"I know. The probe won't get there for a day or so, we can't wait that long."

Laurel looked at Rody.

"Will you continue to monitor the data being collected by the probe until we get back?"

"Uh¦I suppose I can do that, but I'm responsible for your security Laurel. I should be escorting you three up to the Future."

"The rest of our team is down here Hammer, you should stay here and look after them until we come back down. Our missions aren't over or the captain would've recalled you too. We need you with us when we head to Reuopon. If this part of the mission proves anything, it's that anything can happen. We need someone with your training and experience around when the mission goes sideways as it usually does."

"Alright Laurel, fair enough. I'll keep an eye on the probe data until you return. Once you get back we'll head up to the Ahounk and continue with our mission to Reuopon."

"Thanks Hammer. I hope we won't be long."

"Don't rush things. We'll be here when you come back no matter how long it takes."

Laurel nodded and then she looked at Missy.

"Let's get going so we can get back down here as quick as possible."

Missy smiled and nodded knowing Laurel was excited about the prospect of seeing Korica and Tamaric. The 3 of them headed toward exit after Laurel collected her survival pack. They made their way up into the hangar cave and then walked past the decaying wreck of Hyndocan's ship and when they reached the entrance with the curtain of water spilling past, Missy looked at Laurel.

"It looks a lot different than it did when we showered here, huhn?"

"Yeah. Amazing what a million or so years of age can do to change how a place looks."

The 3 of them then climbed out onto the ledge and sidestepped behind the curtain of water getting them damp in the process until they reached the outer edge of the curtain of water and dry warm air greeted them. They climbed out and around the waterfall and they found perfectly formed natural steps consisting of rock that led them up onto the bluff above the falls and they were able to discern the freshly cleared landing site and the sight of the Perth sitting quietly in the clearing was a welcoming sight.

Laurel tapped her cranial transceiver active and held her hand up to stop Jake and Missy so she could make contact before approaching the ship, setting off the proximity alert in the process.

"Colonel Rider, this is Laurel Kade, do you read me?"

There was a delay long enough for Laurel to wonder if the colonel was aboard the Perth until his voice rang out in her head.

"I read you Laurel. I have you on sensors fifty yards away. You three are clear to come aboard. I would appreciate it if you and Jake would take the second and third position for the ride up."

Laurel waved Jake and missy on before she replied to the colonel.

"You came down alone sir?"

"No. The captain wants you and Jake to stay current so he asked if I would allow you to take up control positions for the ride up and back."

"The rest of the flight crew didn't mind sir?"

"Not at all. They were excited about the opportunity to have a look around the facility down here. Not many are being allowed such privilege given the sensitive nature of what's been discovered. They considered it a perfectly fair trade off, seeing as how it's

Laurel and Jake the consideration is being made for."

The three of them arrived at the stair ramp leading into the cabin of the Perth and Laurel tapped her transceiver into standby mode as she stopped and looked at Jake.

"Did you sense the contents of the conversation?"

"Yeah. I'll take power and weapons."

"That'll work." Laurel said with a smile since she loved sitting at sensors and navigation anyways.

They climbed the steps integrated into the airlock door and they looked aft, seeing no one then looked forward and saw the back of colonel Rider's head. They knew it was a struggle to look aft once one was properly seated in the pilot's seat so they moved forward so the colonel could look up and back and see them clearly. The colonel stared at Laurel for a few moments and she sensed the usual stunned amazement and borderline infatuation. The colonel finally broke off his amazed gaze and he looked into Jake's eyes for a few moments then he looked at Missy and grinned then looked forward at his forward display.

"The captain was right, captured images just can't prepare a person for what you two look like in person. The eyes¦the color of your eyes off set by such stunning graceful symmetry takes a person by surprise. I hope you two don't mind me mentioning it?"

"It's alright, Laurel and I are used to the kind of response you just exhibited."

"It's nice to meet you too ensign Hobart. I don't want you to think I didn't notice you too."

"Thank you sir. I agree with your sentiment anyways. I was equally stunned when I first got a load of these two, but I appreciate you acknowledging my presence like that."

"Go ahead and take your positions adjutants, I'll fire up the converters if you'll begin the preflight checks."

"I'll head aft and get strapped in." Missy said.

"Thanks Missy," Laurel said with a pretty smile as she pat Missy's back.

Missy smiled and headed aft and Laurel bent down slightly and plopped down in the navigation and sensor seat and Jake made his way over to the power and weapons station and he sat down and the pair began going through their preflight checks. It only took a few minutes for the engine to begin spooling up in a high frequency whine until the tone rose above the level of Human hearing and then Jake looked at Laurel and she simply gave a subtle nod and he looked forward.

"Preflight checks are complete sir. Full power is available and at your command. Laurel has plotted a course directly to the Future, which she is sending to your knee display."

"Understood adjutant Myers. Secure the airlock door after one of you perform the preflight walk around."

"Aye sir. Laurel is going to perform the walk around inspection."

"Very well. Do you two often speak for the other?"

"Yes sir. We think as one most of the time. I'm sorry if that's confusing or inappropriate."

"That's quite alright. I'll try to get used to it when dealing with you two. From anyone else I would take exception to it, but I understand your minds work different than the rest of us."

"I would assume you mean the captain warned you we're a little different to deal with than most?"

"Affirmative. He said something about a paired couple, and you two especially, resulting in a singular identity even if dealing with two individuals. I think your response is exactly what he was talking about."

Laurel looked at Jake and grinned then stood up stooped over and headed aft where she was able to stand erect and she exited the ship and Jake smiled and looked forward.

"We'll try to remember to communicate audibly so there's no confusion and we'll resist the urge to speak for the other, though it can be a bit of a knee jerk reaction that we don't always realize we're doing."

"I gotta admit that sounds confusing as hell son. I don't know if I could ever adjust to someone being in my head like that."

"It's really confusing and distracting at first, but once your emotions balance and your pairing becomes stabile, you really get used to it and it becomes an enjoyable existence."

"I'll just have to take your word for it. You certainly chose a looker to become paired with. I'll give you kudos there."

"It's more like she chose me sir. Any guy would be honored to be Laurel's guy, I'm just lucky enough to be the one she fell in love with."

"It's refreshing to hear a young man recognize that it's up to her to decide who she is going to spend her life with."

"Thank you sir. I follow Laurel's lead more often than you might think. She's definitely a strong woman who knows exactly what she wants most of the time."

"If only all guys could understand a woman from the inside out like you can."

"Yes sir. Things would be a lot smoother between the sexes if that were the case. Maybe someday what we have will common place among Human beings."

"That will happen long after I'm gone. Maybe my great grandkids will see that come to fruition."

"Maybe so sir. Laurel and I are among the first to achieve a true stabile pairing."

"I've certainly never heard of it until I read the reports about you two and witnessed my post stasis briefing."

"I never knew it was possible either sir. The final weapons targeting system diagnostic came back good sir. All weapons are available and standing by."

"Understood. You aren't surprised to see a new weapon platform?"

"No sir. Laurel read a brief about the proposed high-density particle energy discharge weapon. I understand in theory it's supposed to be twice as efficient as the native weapons system for the crimson fighters, but I'm not convinced. According to Laurel the math just doesn't add up."

"They haven't been tested yet but¦off the record¦I agree. The engineers that built these things had a pretty good idea for how to arm an interceptor designed to operate in atmo or a vacuum environment while making a fifteen G pursuit maneuver. If I'm in a head on engagement, I'm going to opt for the native platform system first."

"I hope we don't have to put that to the test sir."

"You and me both adjutant. I don't know how much of a pounding these things can take, aside from the obvious untested armament issue."

"They're pretty tough sir. The low wave shield would diminish the effectiveness of most energy-based weapons and ballistic weapons aren't going to penetrate the hull unless an adversary knew exactly where to hit us."

"Luckily we're trained in how to keep our soft spot directed away from incoming fire."

Laurel climbed aboard at that point and she smiled at Jake as he beamed at the sight of her beautiful smile shinning at him. Laurel closed and sealed the airlock door then glanced in the aft compartment and Missy looked at her and smiled and gave her a thumbs up.

"I'm all set."

"Good to hear ensign. We'll be aboard the Future in about ten minutes. If you want, I can send a discrete message to your parents so you can see 'em for a few minutes before we come back down?"

"You would do that for me?"

"Of course sweetie."

"You don't have to run it by the captain or anything?"

"The AI will tell the captain about the arrangements but I know for a fact he's going to be fine with the plan since it isn't going to cause a delay of any kind."

"Alright. Thanks Laurel."

"You're welcome Missy."

Laurel then turned and headed to her station and she sat down and fastened her restraints and then slipped her helmet over her head and she pulled the blast shield down and she closed her eyes and concentrated on the idea of activating her cranial transceiver and it only took a minimal push to achieve her desire. Laurel then spoke softly as she conversed with the AI to make the arrangements to notify the Hobarts' that their little girl would be coming home for a short time. In the meantime, Jake alerted the colonel that they were ready for take off at his discretion since Jake knew Laurel was preoccupied with her discrete conversation with the AI.

By the time the colonel had lifted off and nosed the Perth skyward, Laurel had concluded her conversation and lifted her blast shield and took in the situational awareness of her displays and control settings and she could see that the colonel was assuming a perfect flight attitude with the perfect amount of thrust initiated to avoid shockwave production whilst attaining the necessary velocity to achieve an orbital trajectory with optimal efficiency. The ship rocketed skyward and Jake increased the inertial damping to full strength and the slight sensation of acceleration was washed away completely making it feel like they had come to a complete stop. The view out the cockpit window confirmed that was far from the case however. Laurel glanced over at Jake and grinned at him.

"They improved the inertial damping system, huhn?"

"The engineers aboard the Future figured out a way to incorporate our superior designed isolation detector coils into the existing system greatly improving the effectiveness of the system with a reduction in power consumption by almost thirty percent." Colonel Rider claimed proudly."

"I knew there were a few things in these crimson fighters that needed slight tweaks to gain significant improvements, but I hadn't considered the inertial damping system among those items."

"These donated models are great little ships but our versions will be much more robust and capable. There's a whole laundry list of improvements that will be incorporated into the final design."

"Yes sir, I was the one who recommended some of the improvements based on my experience with the crimson fighters as both transport and combat craft."

"That's right, you two were involved in a few exchanges while at the controls, I forgot about that."

The Perth reached thin atmo and began to bank over as the traditional thrust engines powered down and the non traditional propulsion automatically picked up the load and their forward velocity increased dramatically though no sense of motion or accelerations was felt at all. As the sky grew thinner and darker as space grew predominant, Laurel initiated an active scan pulse and immediately received an immediate gigantic return that only showed as a distortion in space that exhibited motion like that of a moving craft of immense proportions as reported by the sensor echo and subsequent analysis of the detected echo. The suggested most likely cause of such an anomaly was the UEF Future maintaining visual obfuscating conditions through shield manipulation and harmonics deafening resulting in optical invisibility though her distortion wake was detectable under such conditions. The other possible source suggested was a cosmic string fragment though a fragment consistent with the size of the anomaly detected would yank the planets' atmosphere apart at such close proximity making the later possibility highly unlikely since no atmospheric distortions were detected. Laurel looked over at Jake and he nodded and looked forward at the back of the colonel's head.

"Was the Future running in optical invisible mode when you departed for the surface?" Jake asked.

"Yes. It's an odd sensation to pass through the shield envelope and have her blink out of existence instantly. Laurel should be detecting her distortion wake about now. Something as massive as the Future causes a distortion wake unless you tweak the shield matrix to hide it, but if they did that as you know we wouldn't be able to find her."

"Yes sir," Laurel replied. "I have her wake on sensors. The sensors suggested the Future or a cosmic string fragment as the cause of the wake, the later of which would rip the upper atmosphere apart if it were this close to Geonic and as big as the distortion suggests it would have to be to cause the kind of distortion detected, the sensors recognize the affects the Future has on space and so knows when that's what's being detected."

"Yeah, that's another upgrade added to this thing. The sensors have a learning and recognition processor so pattern recognition can assist with suggestions for what's being detected based on preprogrammed and previously detected patterns and anomalies and such."

"That was a good upgrade. A person had to kind of guess or know what they were seeing before."

"Precisely. A bit of a handicap in most situations."

Laurel plotted an intercept vector toward the drifting anomalous distortion wake then sent the data to the colonel and he looked down at his knee display and nodded once.

"Got it. Thanks Laurel."

The colonel banked over slightly just as the final wisp of atmosphere was washed away and the blackness of space became predominant and the stars glowed and twinkled with an intensity not possible from a ground observation perspective. Jake then instinctively reached up and switched to tach 3, and then activated the transceiver on pilot control mode.

"Transmitter's hot on your control sir. I have it set to tach three."

"Thank you adjutant. We don't use that frequency in open space anymore. Too many of our allies were issued that frequency so we use tach 2 for initial contact away from the Future planet."

"Oh, sorry sir. I was unaware of the change in procedure."

"It's alright. You've been gone a few days and I only learned of the new procedure when we left sector zero."

"They've decided to adopt the new exploration sector designation system early?"

"Yes. The Future will be departing on her first mission of exploration in a few months anyways¦long as your daughter and son in law are successful in eliminating the chunk of stellar debris heading our way."

"Understood. I have every confidence in their ability to pull off a miracle for us."

"I sure hope your right or we're going to be packing up our garbage and looking for a new home world."

Jake reached up and switched the transceiver settings then looked forward.

"You're hot on tach two sir."

"Understood. Thanks."

The colonel cleared his throat and then reached over to the hat control on the control yoke and he flipped the interface crosstie so he could key the mike with his thumb without releasing the controls and then he thumbed the switch.

"Future control, this is colonel Ridge aboard the Perth."

A few seconds later the speaker popped and they heard the AI's voice respond.

"I have you on sensors colonel Ridge. Please proceed to the main hangar along your current trajectory. I will perform a roll maneuver to ease your approach to the hangar as I am holding the shield envelope one hundred meters from the outer hull surface."

"That's going to make for a tricky landing. I'll hold my trajectory and relative speed until my sensors detect shield envelope contact. Braking thrusters are on standby for deceleration burn."

"Understood. The captain would like all active flight crews to get used to this type of approach and landing. This will be invaluable in a close quarters pursuit evasion landing under hostile encounter conditions."

"I understand. I assume once you receive us you would increase the shield density and envelope distance from the hull?"

"Affirmative. If performed efficiently an adversary would never know what hit them or where you disappeared to in an instant."

"Sneaky¦I like it."

"You are clear to land in the main hangar at your discretion."

"Understood Future."

Laurel watched the sensor data closely as the ship rocketed toward the distortion field at nearly eight thousand KPH, until she detected the rolling motion of the distortion giving her enough detail so she was pretty sure where the main hangar was likely located and she plotted an exact trajectory for the belly of the Future, then sent the data to the colonel and he looked at his knee display for a moment and nodded once and made a slight course correction until his HUD indicated he was precisely on course for Laurel's plotting point and he held his finger on the trigger on his control yolk stalk until he heard the tone alerting him of contact with the shield and then he squeezed the trigger button and the braking thrusters fired a long shot into space just as the Future seemed to blink into existence alarmingly close, but the colonel was relieved to see that he was aimed right at the enormous main hangar gaped open before him and it only required a slight adjustment to get his attitude perfect to glide into the hangar and bring the ship to halt right in the middle of the hangar space. The colonel then gently glided the ship to the rear of the hangar and set her down gently then powered the engines down. Laurel and Jake then went about securing their stations as they shut the rest of the ship down culminating in a remote command for the main airlock to unlock and after equalization was complete, the door seal hissed slightly and then the door swung open as the hangar doors scissored closed and they unfastened their restraints and got to their feet and stepped to the entryway and waited for the colonel to struggle out of the pilot's seat and join them in the middle of the ship.

"Thank you for letting us second and third for the ride up sir," Laurel said with a friendly grin on her face. "These things are always fun to sit at the controls of."

"It was my honor Laurel. I know what you mean; I always look forward to the opportunity to crew one of these things. I've heard some others mentioning favoritism for the Perth, something about her handling being more responsive and nimble than the other crimson fighters. I'm inclined to agree with their position on the matter but I look forward to operating any crimson fighter when I get the opportunity and it's always a richer experience when you have a skilled flight crew backing you up."

"Thank you sir. That was a great landing by the way. You've obviously gotten in your fair share of practice behind the controls."

"Yeah. All the simulator time in the world doesn't add up to the benefit of the practical experience of operating one of these things in the real world. I have a few hours under my belt. It helps that these things were designed with such an intuitive design. Everything is right were you would want it to be as long as your support crew is on the ball. You two exhibit the hall marks of a fair amount of experience in these things too."

"Yes sir. We actually have more practical than simulator experience with them."

"I'm sure the captain isn't bustin' your back about it because he understands you two are built different than the rest of us. You don't need all that simulator time to perform efficiently."

"Yes sir. Most people don't understand that and think we're being treated preferentially or something."

"Well I understand it. You aren't unique in that quality. Some of your peers have a freaky ability to perform complex tasks with little to no training, including manning a complex craft like the crimson fighter."

"I assume you consider that to be an advantage from a commanders' perspective?"

"Oh without question. The benefit of pointing a young officer at a ship they've never operated before, telling them take that ship and go, and knowing they can do it precisely and efficiently¦well there's no way of quantifying how valuable that is to me."

"I didn't realize there were other's with that innate ability in them."

"Assessments are revealing them in greater numbers and differing levels of ability, still none matching you two as I'm being told though. You two kind of set the bench mark for ultimate ability level."

"You expect them to reach our level of ability at some point?" Jake asked.

"No. That would be an unfair expectation. We just know what to expect based on your level of ability is all."

"Oh." Jake responded with a grin.

"We shouldn't be long with the captain sir," Laurel said. "We'll have the AI contact you when we're done."

"Take your time Laurel. You've been through an ordeal. You should take some time to see your parents¦" The colonel glanced at Missy and grinned as she stood in the aft compartment doorway. "All of you should take the opportunity. It will do your hearts good to be with your loved ones even if only for a few minutes."

"Aye sir. We just didn't want to keep you waiting."

"My crew are having a blast looking around down on the surface and my orders are to serve at your leisure for transport so you take your time."

"Aye sir, thank you."

They all then turned and exited the ship. They stepped onto the hangar deck and looked around noticing that there were 2 ships sitting on the left side of the hangar that were very obviously not of Human origin. They were clunky looking transports with no real sense of aesthetic or aerodynamic design. They looked like components had been thrown at the main hull and bolted or welded in place wherever they landed. Colonel Ridge noticed the 3 young crew staring at the odd looking ships as they walked toward the transport enclosure at the aft end of the hangar.

"The Dolmath¦that's the name of the species that operate those ships."

"More of our new allies?" Missy asked.

"I honestly don't know. That kind of information is above my pay grade. I just know they're hitching a ride with us."

"Hmm. We'll have to ask the captain about it."

"I would be interested to know what he says." The colonel commented.

They arrived at the transport enclosure and Laurel pushed the door open and they all stepped in and then Laurel pushed the door closed and she looked at colonel Rider as they walked over to the transport platform.

"You understand of course if the captain divulges sensitive information to us about the Dolmath, we can't discuss it with you?"

"I understand your clearances are significantly higher than mine. I won't get hurt feelings if you tell me you can't discuss what you're told."

Laurel reached over and touched the free floating map indicator for the command deck and almost instantly there was an audible alarm and Jake looked at Laurel and shook his head recognizing the contaminant detection alarm. The AI 's voce then rang out.

"Non biological contaminants detected. Please standby as the suspicious devices are mapped and isolated before transport is undertaken."

"You must be detecting the nano machines that were the tools used to exterminate the Bolinar." Jake commented.

"I am unaware of the events or presumed species designation you are speaking of."

"Right¦we haven't submitted our final reports yet but we've been maintaining preliminary mission reports so it won't take us too awful long to prepare our final reports for submission then you'll understand what we're talking about."

"I do not believe the captain will require that of you until you return from the second part of your mission. Mapping complete¦transport cycle commencing."

They felt the slight squeezing sensation all around them then in a bright blue flash of light they disappeared and then found themselves standing on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck. They walked off the transport platform and headed to the exit and the door slid open virtually silently and they found the corridor bustling with activity. Laurel glanced at colonel Rider and he couldn't help but smile at Laurel's stunning face punctuated by those gleaming brilliant blue eyes.

"You three go ahead and hook up with captain Alexan. I have a few things to attend to while we're here. I'll be ready to go anytime you're ready."

"Alright," Laurel replied. "Thank you colonel Rider."

"My pleasure Laurel."

Colonel Rider then turned right and headed down the corridor and the 3 of them turned left and headed to the captain's office. Laurel was reaching out to touch the com panel when it glowed to life with a menu list of available functions and the AI's voice rang out softly.

"Captain Alexan is on the battle bridge. You may join him there so he can continue overseeing the tasks being performed there or I can page him to his office for your debrief?"

"Is he alone on the battle bridge?"

"Negative. He is overseeing the final alignment of the new weapons turret targeting system. The system on the battle bridge is separate and isolated from that on the main bridge and thus needs to be calibrated and aligned separately. The host species donating the technology were not permitted the clearance to be made aware of the battle bridge. I learned what the crew need to know about the alignment procedure so they can perform the task without outside assistance."

"I see. We don't want to take him from that important task. Let him know we're here, we'll head for the battle bridge."

"Understood."

The com panel then went dark and Laurel looked at the stunned look on Missy's face.

"What?" Laurel asked.

"Oh I just¦I knew we had a battle bridge but I didn't think I would ever get to see it. My clearance is so far below what's necessary to gain access¦"

"Oh¦" Laurel chuckled and pat Missy's shoulder. "We have cosmic clearance so you're permitted as long as you're with us."

"Neat! The other junior ensigns have postulated what it looks like and exactly where it's located."

"You can't discuss either detail with anyone."

"I won't, I promise."

"Good. Come on, it's this way."

They turned and headed up the busy corridor until they reached the concealed entrance to the battle bridge and Laurel touched the bulkhead and a panel door slid up revealing a concealed palm scanner and she placed her palm on the reader and a green light spilled around her hand as her identity was confirmed. A recorded snapshot of the AI's voice rang out, 'Access granted' being all that was uttered. A section of the bulkhead then moved in slightly and clanked slightly then slid to the side and Missy was dumbfounded by the immensity and complexity of the battle bridge and the hushed ambiance was breathtaking. They stepped in and walked down the steps to the main deck level and the door slid closed silently.

"There were 4 senior officers in red and back uniforms performing alignment procedures on the targeting system and there were 2 control panels that were lifted open with programming pads plugged directly into the control exchange crystals inside the panels.

The captain pushed the control arm with his control panel aside and he stood up from the captain's seat and couldn't help but smile at his young crew that were lost in time and space graced the Future to his relief. Laurel felt the anguish and stress wash away from him as he looked upon them. The relief in him was palpable and significant.

"Welcome home you three," The captain said. "We thought we had lost you to lord know where¦or worse."

The 3 of them walked right up to the captain and presented a sharp salute that he returned smartly.

"At ease."

The 3 of them relaxed their posture and Missy glanced around trying to take in the nature and layout of what she was seeing. It was nothing like the main bridge and had her feeling a little bewildered.

"Welcome to the battle bridge ensign," The captain said. "Not many of your peers will ever get to see this place."

"Yes sir. I understand this is a necessary space that you hope you never have to use."

"That's right. You must keep what you are seeing in confidence until instructed otherwise. Even its location on this deck is sensitive information."

"Aye sir. I won't say a word to anyone about it. It seems like it's between decks though with the steps we came down as we entered the space."

"Very perceptive ensign. It is in fact between decks. It offers a reinforcing element to locate the space between decks like this. It also offers access to control elements from both decks by having the space between decks like this."

"I notice the color scheme is more subdued and voices don't echo in here like they do on the main bridge."

"It's all part of the design aspect that keeps this space hidden from sensors of any kind. The composites and exotic materials in use in this space contain sound and electronic signatures. The color scheme serves a purpose one might not expect. If sensor beams happen to penetrate this space in the slightest degree, the dark materials act to neutralize those radiation elements so they can't be detected in the form of reflective energy."

"Really? I never would've thought¦"

"This design was taken directly from recovered alien technology on Earth that was extremely effective at blocking our ability to detect what was inside the recovered craft."

"Wow! Are you talking about the Roswell craft sir?"

"Hardly. That's one of the best known of the twentieth century but far from the only. Believe it or not there was a craft recovered from the bottom of the Atlantic that was over three hundred years old."

"I know of that one sir. It was called the millennium falcon anomaly because of its unusual shape that resembled the ship in the Steven Spielberg saga, and later Disney, Star Wars. There was like a three mile long slide path leading to the final resting place of the ship."

"Very good. That's the one. There was a lot of disinformation published about it but it was recovered and its true nature covered up until the Future project came along and disclosure became the norm. They couldn't see the interior of the darn thing due the materials used internally. They had to crack it open to see what was inside."

"I never saw any of the details of that."

"It's public knowledge if you look into it."

"Were there any¦aliens in it?"

"Yes. Skeletal remains of eighteen crew were found. They were a reptoid species. It was presumed they crashed, couldn't get the engines working and suffocated when main power went offline and no more breathable air was produced."

"How horrible."

"Suffocate or drown were their choices, they chose suffocation. Anyways, the materials you see around you are a direct reproduction of what was discovered in that craft. It took decades to reverse engineer it using materials that have to be created in a zero gravity at almost absolute zero."

"I guess that part isn't a part of our indoctrination training for good reason?"

"Only the command crew and a handful of others are exposed to that knowledge. Any subsequent crew requiring access and knowledge have to be informed the old fashioned way, by word of mouth."

Missy turned her head and looked at Laurel and Jake and Jake smiled at her.

"Yes that information and much much more you were never exposed to was imparted to us. It was intended for us to take command, even if short term, so the standard command training package was implemented for our indoctrination."

The captain sat back down and pulled one of the display arms around so he could see the miniature display mounted on it and he glanced at the preliminary alignment results and he frowned when he saw how far out of balance the targeting system was. He looked over at the officers fevering over the alignment.

"You're getting closer but your algorithms are still¦" The captain glanced at Laurel and Jake." Would you mind a little input before we get to the debriefing?"

"Yes sir. We'd be glad to take a stab at it."

"You can do that without knowing the specific alignment procedure?" Missy asked.

"Yeah, It isn't too much of a stretch to figure out what's being attempted given the knowledge we have of how the primary targeting system works. They're trying to balance the targeting for a system that has multiple movable platforms as apposed to a single fixed firing platform. The existing targeting system was specifically designed to operate utilizing the mining weapon, maneuvering the entire ship for targeting. I'm sure the new energy based turrets have onboard electronics that have to be synchronized to our alien targeting system and there are going to be certain incompatibilities that are overcome with complex algorithms that allow the differential technologies to communicate with each other with maximum efficiency whilst maintaining the complicated power synchronization requirements so the firing mechanisms and discharge apparatuses aren't destroyed by errant energy fluctuations," Laurel looked at the captain. "Am I close?"

"You're spot on¦as usual."

"Dang¦I keep seeing more evidence of why you two are held in such high regard." Missy said smiling.

"Thanks ensign. We've just had tons more information imparted to us than you're aware of to go along with our advanced sense of problem solving."

Laurel and Jake then walked over to the officers working on the alignment procedure. Laurel then looked at Jake and he nodded once and they closed their eyes for a moment as they joined minds deeply. Once the euphoria wore off they looked at the algorithmic programming being initiated and Laurel immediately saw the error being compounded in the motion control initiator correlation instructions. Laurel glanced at lieutenant commander Talus sitting next to her and she smiled at him softly.

"May I sir?"

"Of course, you see something do ya'?" Lieutenant commander Talus asked as he slid his seat to the side to make room for Laurel to step in front of the controls.

"Yes sir. The algorithms you're using are flawed. We have a possible solution in mind though."

"Be my guest. This math is horribly complex and frankly I could use the break before I get a migraine¦a worse migraine."

Laurel looked at the lieutenant commander and Jake lifted his hand and placed it in a cupped position along the lieutenant commander's cheek and they jointly closed their eyes and concentrated for a moment on their feelings for one another then pushed lightly and lieutenant commander Talus flinched as a wave of healing energy flowed into his body. Laurel and Jake sent 3 additional gentle waves of healing energy then withdrew their influence.

"Okay¦my headache is gone and my whole body is tingling. What the hell did you just do?"

"It's called the healing touch," Laurel replied. "We just imparted a very specific type of internally generated energy with you that causes rapid instant healing that will linger for a short time. That's what the tingling is."

"The tingling is your epidermis regenerating," Jake added. "Scars and irregularities in your skin are healing as the flexibility of your skin is rejuvenated."

"Freaky! The tingles extend all the way to the bone though."

"Your bone density is increasing in response to the healing energy. You're going to feel pretty hungry and thirsty shortly in response to the increased metabolic processes taking place. The healing will extend to internal soft tissues too. You should feel terrific shortly."

"I heard about your ability to heal injuries¦I didn't know it worked like this or that it could be used for simple ailments like a simple concentration migraine."

Laurel and Jake refocused their concentration on the programming. Laurel typed furiously as she deleted and modified the algorithms in place to correct the issues they noticed. It only took a few minutes for Laurel to complete the input of the new algorithms that Jake was computing in his head as Laurel concentrated on the quantifying arithmetic to achieve the proper solutions without the need to run simulations. She hit accept command and held her index finger on the command for a moment as she stood up straight and then she withdrew her finger and looked at the command crew.

"That should give you what you need. Give it a try through the initiator and see if the analytical result is positive. If it is, you'll need to finish the alignment on a target somewhere, preferably one that's moving. We can't help you with that."

"As it so happens," The captain started. "That's part of the reason why we're here. After we recovered you three, we had planned on going to the Venu expanse for live fire testing. The Dolmath have a firing range that they maintain there for the purpose of testing and aligning weapons platforms of various types. We've been invited to make use of the drones and debris within the firing range to accomplish our final testing and alignment."

"That's why they have a pair of ships in the main hangar?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. They'll stand century at the boundary to the range to ward off the curious and to observe our testing."

"What did we have to give them in exchange?" Jake asked as he and Laurel headed back down to the main deck of the space where the captain's chair was located.

"Oh we are going to share some very specific information about dimensional energy extraction across parallel subspace domains."

"That's¦a horrible idea sir," Laurel said shaking her head lightly. "I'm sorry for being so blunt but¦you must understand how dangerous that is?"

"I don't pretend to understand it myself but our engineers and scientists have tried to explain the production of exotic unpredictable particles that have to be directed somewhere or really catastrophic things will ensue. The Dolmath know that. It's the information contained in the new data core with specific mapping of subspace domains that their interested in. With it they can create a stable bridge to draw power from subspace vacuum energy and they can evacuate the exotic particles to a known parallel subspace domain that is unoccupied and thus safe to dump the particles into. They've been experimenting with this technique for a very long time with some really bad results that they were barely able to control."

"Geeze! Tampering with that kind of thing without knowing what you're doing is so dangerous. It could literally turn our universe inside out or¦blink it out of existence entirely."

"I think they know that now. That's why they suspended their research until they discovered we have information that's key to reinvigorating their line of research."

"Anyways, I assume you want to get on with our debriefing so you can get to the testing of the new weapons."

"It's true that is a priority but I was looking forward to laying eyes on you three."

"I'm sorry we had you so worried sir. I'm sure taking the Future this far from the Future system leaves Genesis uncomfortably vulnerable for your taste."

"The regional defense system is fully functional now. The city and its residents are safe as well as the bearcats to the north and we have enough trusted allies in orbit to offer a significant measure of security to the system as a whole. We can be gone for quite some time and things will be handled just fine back home."

"That's reassuring."

"Unbelievable!" One of the senior officers blurted out.

The captain looked at the officers and furrowed his brows.

"What do you find so hard to believe lieutenant?"

"The targeting system is perfectly aligned. Final targeting is now available."

"I told you these two are paragons to have on hand."

The captain glanced at his display and grinned at the perfect alignment results. He then smiled at Laurel and Jake.

"I appreciate the assist."

"Anytime sir." Laurel replied.

"I can't believe the way they proofed these algorithms without the need to run simulations." The lieutenant said.

"You have to expect the incredible when dealing with these two."

"I certainly see why you want 'em on your bridge sir."

The captain nodded once then looked at Missy, Laurel and Jake.

"Let's get to the details of your excursion," The captain said. "Let's go have a seat at navigation. There are enough seats to accommodate the four of us."

The captain pushed his display arm away and down and stood up and the 4 of them walked over to the navigation and propulsion stations and sat down. They were now seated very close together and could speak in a low tone and still hear each other clearly.

"I guess I'll start sir," Laurel said in a soft voice. "As I'm sure hammer reported, we were examining the domain manifold while trying to make sense of the complex control console when ensign Hobart moved closer to the active distortion field created by the temporal and fixed gravitational vortex within the domain manifold aperture to examine it up close out of curiosity, that's when Jake and I attempted to warn her not to get to close and she inadvertently penetrated the distortion field envelope with her hand and I was in direct physical contact with her and Jake with me, so all three of us were transported one point six million light years to a planet in another galaxy, the planet known as Amara to its local inhabitants. We were rendered unconscious upon arrival on the other side and when we came to, some fifteen minutes after transport arrival, the portal window had migrated to another planet at random as that is the default setting for the domain manifold. It randomly seeks out worlds with very specific geo magnetic characteristics that it then locks onto for thirty five seconds then moves on to another target. The domain manifold as it turns out keeps a detailed record of every lock and its relative position in the cosmos in order to compile a map of life bearing worlds throughout the cosmos."

"That's incredible. You were able to figure out how that thing operates just by observing it in operation?"

"No sir. We met Hyndocan, the man responsible for creating the domain manifold a little over a million years ago. He explained its function and operation so we could work together to get us home in this time period."

"A million years¦wait¦I was told the domain manifold creates a stabile portal between distant points while stabilizing the temporal differential between said points. How could you meet a man that has been dead since America had an inland sea stretching from Montana to the Gulf of Mexico if you were transported through a time compensated portal to a distant world in another galaxy?"

"We met Hyndocan upon our attempt to return to Geonic the first time."

"The first time¦okay, I'm confused. I should just let you explain without interruption so it will make sense."

"Yes sir, I know at first blush it sounds confusing. It will make sense once we explain what happened chronologically."

"Proceed. I'm sorry for interrupting."

Laurel beamed one of her breathtaking smiles and the captain's normal stern composure cracked and the crew working on the battle bridge was surprised to see him staring at Laurel proudly, as a fond smile crept across his face. The captain then seemed to notice the attention from his subordinates and his expression cleared and Laurel continued with her tale.

"When we came to on the Caron plain, which is located in a rift valley on Amara's southern hemisphere just a short distance from the planet's equator, it was hot, stifling humid and the suns blasted the plain with intense sunlight that we immediately recognized as being dangerous for us to remain under for very long. We sought shelter among a tree line that followed a stream that bisected the plain from the mountains far to the east as the stream headed to the southern lakes. We took to traveling during the cooler times as the suns got lower in the sky and eventually came upon four kids around our age that were on a hunting adventure without adult supervision. We made friends with them and they escorted us to their village near a huge lake they called lake NoÃ«l. We followed the kids to their village, called Triest, and we met their leadership and made arrangements to stay overnight with the family of one of the kids we met. The leaders of Triest agreed to lone us a zero emission, ambient energy, ground vehicle to journey far to the south to a facility called Amshere. Once we explained our plight, the leaders of Triest were sure we would find the technological means to contact our people at Amshere. It was a long arduous eighteen hundred mile, five day, drive at a hundred fifty miles an hour during the day and seventy per hour at night to get to Amshere."

"Okay¦let me interrupt and ask how in the world you were able to drive one hundred fifty miles an hour all day long¦not that I know how long a day is on Amshere?"

"The ancestors of the modern day Bolinar, the indigenous species we encountered, created an artificial intelligence that turned on them and orchestrated their extermination and one of the means for doing that was by using a space based weapons platform that decimated thousands of square miles at a time, killing all life and rendering the terrain flat and featureless. It was like hard baked white shale for as far as the eye could see. It made for a perfect high speed driving surface, but it showed us how devastating the weapon used was. The out of control AI did more ecological damage in a single blow than the ancient Bolinar did over thousands of years of reckless abuse of the planet. Anyway, we made it to Amshere that it turns out was originally a religious based establishment created out of reverence for Hyndocan's contact over the millennial contact he made with the priests of Amshere. He delivered teachings of a universal worldwide language, English if you can believe it, and suggestions for law and rule as they recovered from the brink of utter extinction, as it turns out as a direct result of exposure to the technology in Hyndocan's probes that he sent over the years. One of the primary missions of the priests of Amshere is to collect and exhibit technology recovered from around the world that is left over from the time before the great dying as they call it. The AI used micro machines that were genetically targeted machines capable of destroying a person from the inside out in horrific ways.

Now, the priests agreed to allow us unprecedented access to their most prized relics so we could make contact with Geonic using one of Hyndocan's probes to emit a targeting signal that the domain manifold could lock onto and it worked at first, we contacted Hammer and let him know we were alive and well and then we took the cobbled system of components we had hooked together into a comprehensive system out into the open and attempted to contact Geonic one last time to get home, but instead of taking us here, in this time period, it took us to Hyndocan in the past when he first got his system running with the targeting protocol active.

We now found ourselves stranded over a million years in the past, on Geonic with Hyndocan himself. He helped us come up with a way of keeping our word to help stop the AI in the Bolinar's past, which was now way in the future from our perspective alongside Hyndocan. We devised a way of making the domain manifold operate in a way it was never designed to operate in order to get us back to Amara at just the right time to release reprogrammed micro machines that would distribute new programming that would essentially destroy the base crystalline technology at the core of all Bolinar technology in the distant past. We aren't a hundred percent sure if we were successful, but Hammer is looking into it right now using the domain manifold to send a probe to Amara to see if things are as they were when we first arrived. Hyndocan helped us get to his lab in the proper era, today, so we could get home."

"Well¦that is an incredible adventure. Sounds like you handled yourselves with the usual level of amazing ability in getting yourselves back where you belong."

"Thank you sir. The information I just gave you was truncated so I could give you the basic details in the shortest time possible. Our mission reports will include all the details as they occurred chronologically."

"I know what your mission reports are like adjutant. I have no doubt they will be proper and detailed in nature. I can hardly wait to sit back and read through them¦" Captain Alexan looked at Missy and grinned slightly. "all of your mission reports."

"Adjutants Kade and Myers have been guiding me to maintain a preliminary mission log so my final mission report will be complete and accurate sir."

"Would you like us to submit our final reports before we continue on to our secondary mission?" Laurel asked.

"No. Get on to Reuopon. You can formalize your reports when you find some down time, which I hope you will do while on the station."

"You want us to stay for a prolonged stay sir?"

"I want you to catch up with your daughter and her husband and assess how they are doing, but reconnect wit them too. Take a little time after your ordeal here in the Geonic system to regroup and get your heads straight. Then report back to me."

"Aye sir. Thank you for allowing us the time to do that."

"You're welcome adjutant. I'm just glad to see you three back safe and sound."

"Will you be making a stop by the station with the Future when you're done testing the new weapons systems?" Jake asked.

"That isn't the plan. We need to get back to the Future system as soon as possible. This ship is still a primary production and support resource for the efforts going on in Genesis."

"Well it was nice to see the Future even for a short time after getting ourselves back to where and when we belong sir. I'm just sorry you felt you had to come help with the search effort to find where we went."

"I would've done it for any missing crew son. The Future is uniquely capable of performing extensive and in depth search and rescue missions that no other ship I know of is capable of."

"Yes sir, I agree. It's nice to know our mother ship is so capable and standing by to cover us like that. It makes one relax a little more and get on with risky missions knowing you have a life line back home that will be dispatched to save your behind should things go awry."

"Indeed. Well, if there is nothing else, I'll dismiss you three to get on with your secondary mission to the Endrinol system."

The 3 of them looked at one another and gently shook their heads then they looked at the captain and stood up and presented smart salutes and the captain stood up and returned their salutes then the 3 of them turned and headed to the exit. As they stepped out into the corridor and the door slid closed then moved forward and virtually disappeared save for a very subtle seam, Laurel looked at Missy.

"Just remember, you've been granted access to something very sensitive in nature. You can't speak of your knowledge of the location and layout of the battle bridge to anyone for any reason unless instructed to do so by the captain or ex oh."

"I understand ma'am. I won't say a word about it."

"Good. Let's take a break and meet up in the hangar for the trip down in say¦one hour?"

"That sounds good. That'll give me enough time to visit with my parents."

"I'm sure the AI has already made the arrangements. You should check with her and see what arrangements have been made?"

"Okay. I'll see you in the main hangar in one hour."

Missy then saluted Laurel and Jake and they returned the salute then they headed to the transport compartment together. Laurel and Jake stepped up onto the transport platform and Missy stood aside and grinned at them as they transported to the stasis ring entrance on deck 1. Laurel and Jake then stepped down and made their way through the modest crowd of people milling about until they reached the entrance to the passenger berthing common area. They stepped to the side of the entrance and Laurel touched the com panel and it glowed to life and she touched the icon labeled 'contact AI'. Almost immediately there was a reply from the AI's soothing feminine voice.

"Greetings Laurel and Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"Hi Future. Are our parents aboard?"

"Negative. They could not escape their responsibilities in time to come aboard before the Future departed for the Geonic system."

Jake felt the heavyhearted feeling in Laurel and he put his arm around her and pulled her to him to comfort her.

"Sorry babe. You want to go see Harriet?"

"Harriet Reynolds is not aboard at this time," The AI reported.

"Darn it!" Laurel blurted out.

"There is another issue unrelated to reassuring visits with loved ones that should be addressed." The AI said.

"Oh?" Laurel asked in a rising tone.

"The surrogate mother carrying your offspring has undergone a detailed scan of the developing fetus. It has been discovered that you have sired a daughter."

"That's interesting and all but we've told you that we preferred to be distant from their decision to raise a child sired by us," Jake said. "What do they want from us?"

"I do not think you want to discuss this in a public corridor."

"It must be serious. We'll step into an unoccupied compartment to discuss this if you want?"

"The military briefing compartment is a short distance down the restricted corridor to your right. It is currently unoccupied."

Laurel and Jake immediately stepped away from the com panel and headed through the prominently marked restricted corridor entrance to the second alcove that the military briefing compartment was located within. Laurel reached her hand out to have her palm scanned when the door slid open and the peculiar lighting in the compartment glowed to life. Laurel glanced at Jake momentarily and then the pair stepped into the compartment and the door slid closed. They stepped over to the circular 3-dimensional display table and they turned facing out and leaned back against the edge of the table.

"So¦what's the issue?" Jake asked trying not to sound upset.

"The surrogate mother is reporting sensing a female essence attempting to communicate with her. She would like you two to attempt to reach out to the fetus to offer reassurance and to determine if it is in fact the fetus that is imparting the odd feelings the surrogate mother is sensing."

"Advanced abilities in utero? That seems like a bit of a stretch don't you think?" Jake said calmly.

"Given the remarkable intelligence and ability of Harriet Reynolds, it is not much of a stretch to think you have inadvertently passed along genetic knowledge and enhanced ability."

"Yeah but Harriet is the way she is cause Clara was reaching out to her while she was pregnant. That hasn't taken place in this case."

"I will pass along that you are otherwise engaged. You simply do not have the time to undergo the procedure."

"I'm sorry Future, it's weird enough to know someone else is having our baby but to reach out to the child in the womb just¦I don't think it's a good idea. We could inadvertently create a bond with the baby that could prove problematic later on. We should distance ourselves from the family until the child is a young adult and capable of deciding whether she wants to meet us or not. Is the fetus healthy?"

"Yes. The fetus is developing normally. She is the perfect size and developmentally progressing as expected."

"That's good to hear. We liked the surrogate couple. We want to see them happy with a baby of their own. We're going to head to the hangar and preflight the Perth. Missy will be along in fourty five minutes or so."

"Understood. She is enjoying a heartfelt reunion with her mother and father. I will divulge they are relived to know ensign Hobart is assigned to your team. They know she has a greater chance of coming home safely if she is with you two."

"We'll do our best to make sure she always comes home safely."

"I know you will. I will have your things returned to the Perth. Your belongings have been sterilized and replenished as far as clean uniforms and personal clothing."

"Thank you for taking care of that."

"You are welcomed Laurel."

The pair pushed off from the circular display desk and walked to the exit and when the door slid open they stepped out and turned right and headed to the main hangar. Laurel distracted herself from her disappointment and broken heart by performing a preflight walk around of the Perth and then her and Jake climbed a board and took the time to run a deep diagnostic that revealed two fuel cells that were nearing depletion. It was nothing that would limit the Perth's ability to reach the ground and return to the Future but Laurel took the time to replace the fuel cells in the aft compartment and then they initialized the power drive in order to ready the fuel cells for sustained use. They then called upon the Future to have the spent fuel cells taken away rather than storing them aboard the Perth and new replacement fuel cells were brought to them that they then stowed in the onboard reserve cell sockets.

Once the diagnostics were complete and the power drive fueled, cycled, then shut down, Laurel and Jake turned in their seats and faced one another.

"At least Missy got to see her family." Laurel said almost in a 'woe is me' sarcastic tone.

"Mom and dad have talents that are in high demand babe. I'm sad we couldn't see 'em too but at least we know we'll be reunited with them when we get back to the Future system. They aren't stuck in the freezer this time round."

"The stasis chambers don't employ cryonics."

"I know that. You're in a sour mood hun. Please try to mind your tone."

Laurel sighed heavily and then sat up straight and nodded as she tried to shift her disappointment away from a nasty mood on the outside.

"I'm sorry for being a smart ass Jake. I'm just really upset that mom and dad aren't here. I feel like we were robbed of the opportunity to see 'em. I thought that was all over with now that they're out of stasis. I don't like the all too familiar 'all alone' feeling."

"I'm sorry it hurts so much babe. We're going to have to get used to this kind of thing happening though. They're in demand and the Future's mission takes it away from the home system quite often¦at least it will shortly. At least you have me in your heart for comfort when mom and dad are out of the picture."

Laurel leaned forward and planted a prolonged lip lock kiss on Jake. When they terminated the kiss, Laurel smiled at Jake.

"You always know what to say to make me feel better. I love having you in my life Jake. Thank you for being you and being a apart of me."

"You're welcome Laurel. Thank you for allowing me to be a part of you."

"You're welcome."

"I wonder if Missy is having a good visit with her parents?"

"Can't you feel it? She's elated right now."

Laurel pulled her head back in surprise and grinned.

"You're not usually so sensitive to the feelings of others¦especially from this distance. Are you becoming more sensitive in general or is it her?"

"I care about her as much as you do babe. It doesn't go any further than that. You know what's in my head and my heart. I think we've just achieved a certain level of connection to her over the last week. We're more sensitive to her specific essence or neural energy jointly."

"You think that means we can reach out and sense what she doing?"

"Yeah, we can do that with anyone if we put our minds to it."

"That's true."

"I believe it would definitely be a little easier with her now that we know what she feels like."

Laurel looked toward the airlock for a moment and then Jake sensed what she was picking up on. Colonel Ridge was within the hangar approaching the Perth. The pair sat quietly until they heard the colonel climbing aboard. They both stood up as best they could given the limited height of the overhead center console and they presented a salute as the colonel stepped into the cabin.

"At ease adjutants." The colonel said as he returned their salute then headed aft with a rather sizable hard sided case with a robust metal handle that his fingers were white from the strain of wrapping around holding the heavy weight of the case aloft. Laurel glanced at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders sensing Laurel's pondering thoughts. The colonel stepped to the rear of the Perth and set the case down with a resounding metallic thud and clack and then he let out a sigh of strain relief. He then turned around and headed forward while rubbing his hands together to encourage circulation to return to his fingers.

"Can I ask what's in the case sir?" Laurel asked. "The case sounded heavy when you set it down."

The colonel glanced back at the case and lifted his chin in recognition and he grinned as he looked at Laurel.

"Oh it's some new fangled super complex mapping and scanning system. You would probably understand the darn thing in glance but the technology is honestly way over my head. I guess you set it up in the middle of a space and turn it on and it will map everything in the room visually then it takes these incredible three dimensional internal scans of everything around and stores them in digital memory then you take the whole setup to a simulation compartment and everything scanned can be recreated from stored data so it can be examined and reverse engineered if desired. I guess you can pull things apart so you can see how they're designed and you can zoom in on individual components or a systemic layout of components. They want to map the domain manifold down there, this is the gizmo they need to do that in a hurry then examine what they have up here without having to send the scientists and engineers down there to take the facility apart to see how its constructed and function can usually be determined from that up close examination¦in theory anyways. The technology is new to us."

"Interesting. Is this ally provided or extracted from the new data core?"

"A little of both. We needed components and materials our allies provided but the design was discovered in the new data core."

"I take it they had similar systems in use?"

"Yes. As I understand it not as advanced and compact but similar enough that they had what we needed to complete our version."

Laurel nodded and then sat down and Jake followed suit and sat back down at the power and weapons station.

"I take it you two were occupying your time by getting reacquainted with the Perth's systems?"

"Yes sir, something like that." Laurel replied. "We've performed an in depth diagnostic of the Perth's systems and refueled the ship. Our families are on the Future planet so we're occupying ourselves so we don't think about how much we miss 'em."

"I would've thought you were mentally prepared for that circumstance being an officer in the corps?"

"We're prepared for the prolonged separation, not the disappointment of not being able to see them when we expect them to be at home when we arrive for a short visit."

"I guess I have to take into account your true age. A person tends to forget what lies beneath when they observe your outward appearances."

"Are you suggesting a certain level of immaturity within our character?"

"No. Don't get insulted Laurel. I just meant you still feel a strong connection to your parents and the need to be comforted by them is particularly intense at your age. What you're feeling is alarmingly common among the young members of the civilian corps these days. It's nothing to be ashamed of. It's the inevitable side affect of how we got here and how long it took. I'm carrying an extra eleven years on my face so, we're all in a similar boat as far as that goes. Aside from that shared fact, you and Jake carry yourselves with an incredible level of maturity and sophistication that is not particularly indicative of persons your true ages."

"Thank you sir. I'm sorry for getting so defensive. I don't know why it bugs me so much for someone to elude to me being a child or whatever."

"It's alright, I can empathize with the feeling."

"Would you like us to get the ship into standby mode in preparation for ensign Hobart's arrival?" Jake asked.

"Sure. These things can idle for months without significantly depleting their fuel rods."

Laurel and Jake nodded and turned to their stations and began the process of bringing the systems online. The colonel climbed down into the pilot's seat and he assisted in getting the ship into standby mode. By the time they had the ship idling and the sensor systems in standby mode, Laurel and Jake sensed Missy approaching and she exuded a sense of calm resolve. When her footsteps were discernable approaching the ship, Laurel got to her feet and stepped to the entrance and waited for Missy's smiling face to appear.

"Welcome back ensign. I'm glad you had a good visit." Laurel said.

"Thanks Laurel. It was really nice seeing mom and dad for just a little while. I couldn't tell 'em much about our adventure since we haven't been debriefed as to what's to remain confidential, but I was able to share that I had the opportunity to meet some truly interesting people from afar. They just don't know how afar or how close we came to be stranded with those nice people for the rest of our lives."

Missy climbed aboard as Laurel stepped back to allow her room and then Missy looked at Jake and he glanced at her and she gave him smile and obligatory nod.

"I told mom and dad that I'm in excellent company too. They're relieved that I'm on an away mission with you two at my side. Did you two get to visit with your mom and dad too?"

Laurel frowned and gently shook her head while looking down slightly.

"Get yourself strapped in ensign," The colonel called out. "Adjutant Kade, secure the airlock and I'll get clearance to depart."

"Aye sir." Missy replied loud enough to insure the colonel could hear her.

Missy turned and headed aft and Laurel stepped over to the airlock and sealed the door. She then returned to her station and Jake reached up and switched the transceiver to pilot control and then switched it to vox active.

"Transmitter is on vox and at your control sir." Jake said.

"Understood. Thank you adjutant."

Colonel Rider tapped the vox switch on his headgear to active then he grasped the controls.

"Future departure control, this is the Perth ready for departure."

"This is departure control Perth. You're cleared for immediate departure at your discretion. Sensors show no contacts, no bogies. Please advise the adjutants the Ahounk is standing by to receive them for transport to the Reuopon station. The Ahounk is in stationary orbit above the north pole of Geonic."

"Understood departure control, we're cleared for departure with no contacts no bogies on sensors and the Ahounk is standing by in orbit above the north pole."

"Affirmative. Have a safe flight Perth."

"Thank you Future control, Perth out."

The colonel switched his vox to push to talk mode and then he nudged the throttles forward slightly and the Perth gently and smoothly lifted from the hangar deck and the colonel swung the bow around so it was facing the hangar opening with the dense deep space star field visible beyond. The colonel then accelerated straight out of the hangar and banked up and over heading directly toward the surface and Laurel grinned and looked over around her display and control consoles.

"Feeling a little adventurous with the controls are ya'?"

"You gotta admit we won't be able to do that without causing brain damage in a traditional spacecraft."

"Yes sir. I'm well aware of how maneuverable these things are. It's kind of a trip what you can get the ship to do without feeling much of anything in the way of Gs."

"I have yet to take one into combat. I understand you had the opportunity to engage a fixed target with the native weapons system. Was there much recoil response echoed through the ship?"

The colonel pulled up as they began to penetrate the tenuous upper atmosphere and he eased up on the throttles as the controls grew heavier in response.

"We used the weapons in atmo so there really wasn't much recoil response since we were moving toward the target when we fired on it then we banked hard and jumped to maximum thrust. We had to get clear quickly since the hydrogen tanks we were targeting exploded with the force of a small tactical nuke¦minus the deadly radiation factor."

"Not that you would've noticed some fallout on Inicius." Jake added, "The air was barely breathable on that messed up world. We just had to insure the enemy didn't get their hands on the advanced technology the ship we destroyed represented."

"You two have seen your share of hostile and dangerous encounters. My hat's off to the both of you for makin' it through alive."

"Thank you sir," Jake said. "It comes down to good instincts I guess."

"Oh I think it takes more than just good instincts to pull off the things you two did at such an unbelievably tender age."

The ship began to buffet slightly so the colonel engaged the braking thrusters to slow their descent even though they felt absolutely nothing of the buffeting visible out the cockpit window in the form of the wispy clouds shaking around. The view almost immediately smoothed out and the colonel transitioned to atmospheric control inputs.

It only took 3 minutes to reach the recently cleared landing site above the falls and the colonel brought the Perth into a stationary hover then vertically descended to the ground and powered the engines down. Jake then leaned over his controls so the colonel would be able to hear him.

"What level of standby do you want the ship put into sir?"

"Go ahead a perform a full shutdown. I don't know how long the rest of my flight crew will want to spend looking around down here."

"Aye sir." Jake replied.

Missy unfastened her restraints and stood in the entryway watching Laurel and Jake securing their stations until the main power was shunted offline and the engines spooled down and eventually fell silent. Laurel then activated the biometric intruder prevention system then deactivated the displays at her station and she stood up and stepped back to Missy's position.

"You ready for part two?"

"Yes ma'am. Seeing my parents has really done wonders to renew my sense of adventure. I'm looking forward to seeing the Reuopon station and meeting Korica and Tamaric."

"I'm glad you were able to realize such comfort from your short visit."

Jake stepped next to Laurel and slid his arm around her back and gave her a gentle squeeze for comfort.

"We'll be back soon enough and mom and dad will be there to greet us babe," Jake thought. "It's our turn to offer the comfort to Korica and Tamaric that you were looking for."

"I know," Laurel thought in return. "I'm getting over my disappointment."

Colonel Ridge worked his way out of the pilot's seat and walked to the midpoint entryway and he glanced at the young crew and grinned then he reached over and opened a valve to dump the cabin pressure in order to complete the equalization process that was automatically initiated on the way down as the outside conditions changed while heading deeper into the ever thickening atmosphere. Colonel Ridge waited a moment for the hiss to subside then he reached over and pulled down on the airlock release and the door swung open and the warm humid air wafted in carrying its fragrant scent of exotic flowers and distinct grasses and trees. Colonel Ridge then looked at the 3 Future crew and he couldn't help but smile.

"It was a true pleasure getting to know you three and providing you with transport to and from the Future. Every flight crew talks about getting the opportunity to make your acquaintances and I can now tick that off my bucket list."

"You're sweet sir," Laurel replied. "I didn't know we were that popular with the senior flight commanders."

"Oh you are indeed. It's thanks to you two we have these crimson fighters in the first place. They better have a healthy respect for the individuals that are responsible for them being gifted to us."

"Thank you for appreciating our efforts sir. Are you coming down with us?"

"Negative. I need to take care of a few things up here on the surface. One of which is to track down the rest of your landing party. Ensigns Garber and Talus are around here somewhere and I'm pretty sure the captain wants them to continue on to Reuopon with you."

"Aye sir, you're right about that. If you'll have them meet us at the PARSE that would be terrific."

"Will do adjutant." The colonel said then saluted, which Laurel, Jake and Missy returned smartly.

The colonel snapped his salute closed then he turned and climbed down the door ramp and stood aside as the young crew descended the ramp and walked past him heading toward the top of the falls that they would have to navigate down and under to get inside the hangar cave. The colonel watched the intrepid youngsters until they dropped over the cliff out of sight and then he began his search for the other members of Laurel and Jake's team.

It didn't take them long to reach the lift down to the research level and it was operating properly suggesting a measure of increased power stability had been achieved from within the facility and they found the main research level occupied with many more people than they expected, including several of their alien ally counterpart scientists studying the devices in and general layout of the facility closely while taking detailed scans of everything visible and beyond. Laurel caught sight of Hammer and his essence was a welcomed warm sensation with so many new people milling around with a hushed low-level cascade of conversations taking place, some not in English though Laurel and Jake clearly understood what was being said.

The 3 of them walked over to Hammer and he greeted them with a nod and a grin.

"Welcome back. How did it go up there?"

"We filled the captain in on what we've been through. He is obviously relieved we're alright and he wants us to continue on to our secondary mission to Reuopon."

"Did you make your recommendation to dismantle this place?"

"No. We'll include that recommendation in our final mission report."

Hammer looked around briefly then leaned in and spoke softly.

"Doesn't it worry you about all these people dinkin' around down here without knowing what they're doing?"

"A little, but it's not in our power to stop that. We're low ranking advisors and nothing more. We have the only functional modulator in our possession and these people know it's a death sentence to step into the domain portal. The domain manifold doesn't produce dangerous affects as long as the controls are kept balanced and in random mode, which will be the case virtually indefinitely, I discretely locked the system in random mode. Let 'em collect their data and then we'll come along behind 'em and mop up by shutting this place down for good."

Hammer pulled his head back and stared at Laurel for a moment then he leaned back in.

"Are you suggesting you and Jake are going to¦take matters into your own hands if your recommendations aren't followed to dismantle this place?"

"I wouldn't come right out and say that but¦we're capable of it if it comes down to it. This place has to go away for good."

"Roger that! I don't doubt for a minute that you two can end this place if you wanted. I'll leave that up to you. This conversation never happened."

"Thanks Hammer. The captain tends to put a great deal of weight in our emphatic recommendations. I'm pretty sure he'll do the right thing in the end."

Hammer nodded and then looked around for a moment then he looked at Laurel and Jake.

"The other ensigns are up on the surface. I'm not quite sure where Arisa is though."

"I wasn't aware she was assigned to join us to Reuopon. I thought she was going to remain here and collect information for her leaders."

"Oh I'm sure her people are dying to learn the secrets of this place but they want her to get acclimated to joint species missions."

"Understood. I like her anyways. I don't mind her joining us to Reuopon."

"Let me see if I can find her among these people and then we'll get going."

"Okay, thank you Hammer."

"No sweat. Be back in flash."

Hammer then turned and headed toward the main entrance to the labs and Laurel, Jake and Missy stood quietly and watched the crowds performing their investigative scans and deliberations over the unusual devices and half assembled components they were seeing all over the research and assembly lab.

It only took a few minutes for Hammer to reappear with Arisa following behind him and she wasn't alone. She had an obvious superior officer escort from the Ahounk. They walked over to Laurel, Jake and Missy and Arisa glanced at her escort then spoke directly to Laurel.

"I have been instructed to remain here on Geonic to conduct investigative activities to determine if the objects and systems here in this lab might be of interest to our people."

"Oh. That is fine Arisa. I completely understand the need to follow orders even if they conflict with previous plans."

"I thought you were permanently assigned to the Ahounk?" Jake asked.

"I am. The Ahounk will be returning to retrieve me after your team is delivered to the Endrinol system."

"Wait, we're being left there?" Missy blurted in a soft tone.

"Yes. As I understand it, other arrangements are being made for your return to the Future system."

"We weren't aware," Laurel said. "I'm sure we were going to be updated once we got to the surface or something."

"Likely. I appreciate being allowed to take part in your mission to this amazing place."

"You're a sweet girl and a gracious host Arisa, it was our pleasure to have you with us."

"With that we'll be taking our leave." Hammer said.

"I hope we cross paths again some time."

"That would be nice," Hammer replied. "Take care Arisa." Hammer then looked at his young teammates. "Shall we head to the PARSE so we can make our way up to the Ahounk?"

Laurel and Jake nodded and Arisa stepped aside, as did her shadow escort and the Future crew walked past them and Jake took a moment to take a read of Arisa's superior officer and he immediately sensed that the officer didn't like the young Human crew. He distinctly felt they were clumsy and reckless, leading to the predicament they found themselves in on an alien world millions of light years from home and in the wrong era upon their initial attempt to get home. Jake dismissed it as a man that didn't understand the full scope of the situation or what was accomplished in the process.

The group made their way out of the lab and up to the hangar cave and they walked past the fossilized ship decaying in the middle of the hangar cave and Jake gently swiped his hand down the side of the ship and he glanced at Laurel and she grinned and shook her head gently as Jake shook the slimy residue from his palm in a quick flick of the hand.

"No, even if the ship had been somehow protected from the environment in this cave, it wouldn't have been viable when we found it. There are too many moving parts that would react negatively to sitting idle for so long, not to mention how brittle the alloys the hull is constructed of would've become."

"I guess that makes sense. At least we know for certain what the thing looked like in its day."

"Yeah, million year old technology that rivals technology we employ today."

Missy glanced back at the pair.

"You think we'll still be around as a species in a million years or so?"

"Oh in some form or another. I don't think we'll exist in the form we exhibit today. We're open to interbreeding and our species has begun an evolutionary change that has kicked into high gear for some reason. I think at some point physical adaptations and changes in appearance will follow behind the genetic evolution we're undergoing."

Missy looked forward as they headed toward the thundering curtain of water as she pondered for a moment then she glanced at Laurel and smiled.

"I guess you could say we're the last of our generation at a turning point in our evolution into something¦more."

"I guess you could look at it that way. Our kids will be even more gifted than we are so¦yeah, we're the last of what we are today."

"Evolution like what's occurring now used to take tens if not hundreds of thousands of years to manifest. Now it's happening in a single generation," Jake added. "That's what Laurel means by our evolution is in high gear for one reason or another."

Jake sensed what Laurel was feeling and he slid his hand into hers as they reached the end of the cave and the feeble light shinning through the falling curtain of water was at its brightest.

"I'm sorry it's becoming evident in your mind that you're responsible for the trigger event leading to our evolutionary jump start babe," Jake thought. "You're convinced the probe is going to have a fundamentally changing affect on Human DNA?"

"Yes," Laurel thought in return. "The skimming I did through the design and proposed function of the population reprogramming and pacification control probe in the new data core leads me to believe that by introducing a genetically ingrained behavior, you're making a fundamental change to the genetic building blocks of a given species. Who knows what kind of unexpected side effect that can have on a fragile species like us?"

"It really bugs you to think you and I are a direct result of your tampering with Human behavior in the past."

"You're as culpable as I am. There is no you and I anymore, there's only us."

"Sorry, you're right. It could still be a genetically significant mutation that occurred naturally at the same time as the arrival of the probe by pure chance you know?"

"I know. I hold hope that's the case. It's what allows me to keep working on the probe in my head until we have time to work on the real thing on the Future without guilt stopping me in my tracks."

Hammer turned sideways and made his way across the back face of the curtain of water spilling past and Missy and Jake followed right behind him and Laurel brought up the rear. They then made the arduous climb down the face of the cliff until they were at the plunge pool. They then headed south toward the beach and as they reached the point that the plunging water was only a distant echo, Missy caught up to Hammer and engaged him with her curiosity.

"Hammer? Why is the PARSE still parked so far way? I mean there's plenty of room in the clearing up there."

Hammer chuckled lightly and gently pat Missy's back.

"You're young and healthy ensign. Not only is the walk good for you, you need time in the ambient gravity of a planet to fortify your bones and balance your equilibrium. Plus¦there's only room for one ship at a time up there. I've been a little preoccupied of late searching for those I'm responsible for."

"Oh. I'm really sorry I screwed things up for all of us like I did."

"It's alright. Luckily Laurel and Jake were with you so things didn't go as badly as they could have. Your actions just hastened getting a research party here is all. This place needs to be guarded and researched and that's happening with vigor now."

"Thanks for being so understanding Hammer. Laurel and Jake have made me feel better about the situation that unfolded, but I still feel like a ditz."

"From what I understand, you helped fulfill a strange destiny or whatever. Laurel and Jake were predestined to come along and meet up with the Bolinar and Hyndocan so they could eliminate the micro machine menace. You were the facilitator in all that."

"Yeah¦that's true, huhn?"

"It most certainly is." Laurel added with a pretty smile that made Missy's heart patter.

"Is the PARSE the only ship down on the beach?" Jake asked.

"No. As I understand it there are a few small Kilistra transport ships somewhere near the PARSE as well as one Talios vessel from the Uronda."

"That would explain why Laurel and I are sensing multiple essences that aren't Human."

"Is the Uronda in obit?" Laurel asked.

"No. They hitched a ride on the Future. Are you sure you aren't sensing the people in the facility behind us?"

"We're sure," Laurel replied. "We can sense them too, but they feel much more distant and in the opposite direction."

"So¦you can detect directionality when you feel people around you?"

"Yes. We can tell which direction they're in and if they're Human or not and if it's a species we've encountered before, we can determine what species they are. Every species has a distinct feel."

"So how would you describe what Human beings feel like?" Missy asked.

"Compassionate, emotionally potent and¦bitter. Not like angry, but like the sense of taste almost."

"Weird."

"Yeah. Our brains process our increased senses in ways that combine our native senses in new ways that can only be described using terms that describe the senses everyone are familiar with."

"So everyone has a flavor like component to how they feel to you?"

"No, just species with particularly intense emotional energy. Human beings are incredibly emotional creatures."

"Interesting. I just can't imagine what that must be like."

"I can see how it would be hard to comprehend. It's a different way of processing the world around you at a heightened level of sensitivity."

"You got a range on how far away you can sense a person with that sense of yours?" Hammer asked.

"If it's someone we're connected to, like Korica for example, the range is extremely long, like within a star system if there isn't anything between us to interfere with our senses."

"So line of sight for someone you feel attached to and shorter distances for anyone¦or anything else?"

"Yeah, that's a good way of stating it I guess."

"I can see how that would enhance your sense of approaching danger and such."

"We can tell if we're not alone and our other senses can detect a persons intent."

"That there is a real handy adaptation. I guess it would be really hard to lie to you too?"

"Yeah. We can detect deceptive behavior pretty easily. Some species are a little harder to read, but given enough time we can read just about anyone."

"That would explain the captain's insistence on your being assigned to the bridge crew with high level clearances. He can invite you into any first contact or interrogative meeting so he can make use of your gifts."

"He's made it clear that's one big reason for where our duty station is." Jake said.

They finally rounded the long beach to the point where the PARSE was visible and it was indeed in the company of 3 other ships, 2 of which were distinctly Kilistra but the 3rd was vastly different in design and obvious function. It was configured to serve as a transport but it was bristling with defensive weapons points and incredibly robust looking hull plating. There were no obvious engine nacelles as would be expected suggesting gravity envelope propulsion.

There were Kilistra and Talios personnel standing near each ship to prevent unwanted entry by creature or person. They were all uniformed and alert in that they were intently watching the group approaching and as the group drew nearer they could see ensigns Garber and Talus standing near the PARSE with survival packs and a duffle bag on the ground near the ship.

The Future crew walked past the Kilistra crew obliging them with an obligatory nod that wasn't returned, only a steady stare and they walked up to the PARSE. Hammer looked at the young ensigns and they grinned and popped a smart salute that Hammer reluctantly returned then he stepped right up to the ensigns and addressed them.

"You need to avoid saluting me when we're out in the field like this. It speaks to my ranking and that can make me a target for snipers if there are those around wishing to take out your superior officer¦which technically¦I'm not."

"Sorry sir. We shouldn't salute adjutants Kade and Myers either then?" Ensign Talus asked with an embarrassed expression on his face.

"No you shouldn't. It's good that you understand proper protocol when on the Future, but out here it can be dangerous."

"Understood Hammer sir."

Hammer chuckled and gently shook his head.

"Just Hammer will do ensign."

"Alright¦Hammer."

"Tough crowd you guys got here for company huh?" Hammer said gesturing toward the Kilistra ships parked a dozen yards away.

"Yeah. They kept staring at us, but when we tried to engage them in friendly conversation they just stared at us like we were crazy." Ensign Talus leaned closer and spoke in a quiet tone. "I don't think they speak or understand English, least not well enough to engage in conversation."

Laurel stepped close to him and pat his shoulder.

"They understand English just fine ensign, it's your young age that has them off balance. They are a militaristic civilization and serving is an obligation of every male citizen of a certain age, which in their eyes you two¦and Jake and I for that matter, haven't reached yet. Don't let it bother you too much."

"Let's load up so we can get outta here." Hammer said turning so he was facing the PARSE.

Hammer unsealed the ship and they all filed aboard after collecting the survival packs and the duffle bag containing their now unnecessary donated clothing. Hammer immediately gestured to the pilot's seat as he looked at Jake and a big smiled beamed across his face and he quickly made his way over to the pilot's seat and sat down and Rody took up position in the copilot's seat and Laurel sat down at the weapons station. They put their helmets on and plugged in their umbilical cables then quickly went about powering up the ship and sealing the airlock hatch.

Once they were ready for takeoff, Jake nudged the hover throttles forward and grasped the controls firmly and he could feel Laurel's experience and knowledge influencing his dexterity and ability to operate the ship with complete proficiency that again surprised Rody. He knew Laurel had the freaky ability to handle the ship like a pro, but now he could see that Jake had the same innate ability.

Jake transitioned to forward flight and then aimed the ship nearly straight up and accelerated rapidly, making sure to remain just below a speed that would cause a shockwave and sonic boom until the atmosphere thinned significantly and the dark of space began to grow dominant in the view out the window. As Space became clear the first huge object they could see was the Future hanging seemingly motionless and Jake grinned at the impressive sight of their home hanging like a majestic stellar body with her great middle girth spinning evenly with all of the external lighting beaming down and across her enormous hull. Jake didn't know why the Future was out of stealth mode, but he was grateful for the brief view of their astounding home among the stars.

Jake banked over and the Future disappeared from view and they continued while accelerating until the planet's curve could clearly be discerned and they were enveloped in bright sunlight while immersed in the vacuum of space. Jake altered their course to head for the north polar region and Laurel sensed what he wanted and so she activated the transmitter then mentally alerted him that it was at his disposal.

Jake activated his throat switch and looked ahead though he still couldn't see the Ahounk except for its signature on sensors.

"Ahounk, this is call sign angel two, aboard PARSE one zero four."

"Jake¦" Laurel thought. "I know we haven't discussed it yet but you can't arbitrarily change your call sign. You were issued the call sign slider and you really need to stick to it."

"Who says I can't change it to something more fitting and comfortable?" Jake thought in return.

"Well, I suppose it isn't written anywhere, but it's bad protocol at the very least."

"I'm making a statement call like you always do. If you set your mind to something you act on it without discussing it with anyone."

"That's cause I'm stubborn and opinionated like that. Your character is different."

"So I inherited some of your opinionated traits then. I like angel two."

Laurel let the subject go after that knowing it would distract Jake to continue to push and his mind was set.

"This is Coant Erfond aboard the Ahounk. We have your signal-triangulated position on sensors. You may land in the auxiliary hangar where you were berthed before. I will have the appropriate personnel standing by to escort you to your accommodations once aboard. It is a relief to hear you have averted the tragedy we were informed had befallen you."

"Thank you Coant Erfond. I'm just sorry Arisa is remaining behind on Geonic. She's a bright girl and we enjoyed having her on the team."

"For the time being her time is best served in the facility you discovered. I am pleased you appreciate her."

"Will we have time to talk in person on the trip to our destination?"

"I will try to free up a little time though I have a great many responsibilities and duties to attend to."

"Fair enough. Thank you for offering to transport us. The Future has important matters to attend to and our mission would delay that."

"I am aware of the Future's immediate plans upon departure from the Geonic system. The hangar is open and awaiting your arrival. We will depart the system for your planned destination as soon as you are safely aboard."

"Understood. PARSE one zero four out."

Jake then reached up to his throat switch and deactivated the transmitter and he accelerated slightly pushing their forward velocity to mach 10 and the ship responded evenly, immediately and effortlessly. The pitch of the engines didn't even change noticeably, but Laurel and Jake were able to sense the increase in energy both in inertial energy and output energy despite the lack of audible indications to a change in energy.

It only took a few minutes of steady flight just beyond the atmospheric envelope for the Ahounk to finally appear orbiting high above the northern pole of the planet and an audible alert sounded warning of an energy signature detection and a metallic reflective signature detected by the sensors. Jake shifted in his seat and reached out and pulled the throttles back slightly and then dipped the nose of the PARSE toward the atmosphere to use the atmospheric friction as a brake. A noticeable wispy aura enveloped the bow of the ship for a short time and then Jake pulled the control yoke back and the ship ascended away form the atmosphere and they were now traveling at mach 5 and Hammer smiled and looked at Jake.

"That's a trick most pilots don't put into practice very often."

"It served two purposes. Not only did it slow us down rapidly but also it created a thermal signature the Ahounk will certainly be able to detect. I know this thing is low observable and might be missed until we're within visual range. That could elicit an aggressive automated response from the Ahounk that I would prefer not be on the receiving end of."

"I'm sure someone over there would've canceled the posture as soon as they realized it was us."

"Probably. I'm sure they're an efficient and professional crew with a great deal of experience, I still don't want to be locked onto as a possible threat for any reason or length of time if I can take measures to avoid it."

"I can certainly appreciate that sentiment. Are you comfortable with docking us in that tight auxiliary hangar?"

"Yes. I have Laurel's experience to draw on and a shared innate ability to handle complex procedures like slipping us into the hangar sideways without making contact with anything."

"Good enough. I just wanted to make sure before we got too close."

"I know it has to make you a little nervous to have a green pilot parking us in such an odd hangar arrangement."

"It wouldn't be my fist choice to have you familiarized with the PARSE with such a peculiar hangar landing. I know you and Laurel have talents that would escape most, but yeah, it makes me a little uneasy."

"I promise not to scratch or dent the ship."

"I'll let you concentrate on piloting the ship without distraction so you can keep that promise."

Jake nodded while smiling as he slowed their approach to the Ahounk that was now growing large out the window. Jake maneuvered the PARSE to the lower quadrant of the Ahounk until he could make out the hangar opening in the side of the ship. Jake was a bit surprised by the dimensions of the hangar even though he knew exactly what to expect. There was no room for error and he knew there would only be a meter clearance from the bow to stern and the hangar wasn't deep enough for an error in judgment about drift speed either. The approach and arrest of motion had to be timed perfectly and without misjudgment in speed or angle of drift.

Jake brought the PARSE to a stop and he stared at the hangar opening for a moment, then he initiated a gentle drift toward the Ahounk and then he swung the bow toward the stern of the Ahounk and he looked sideways as the PARSE drifted toward the hangar opening. It only took a few moments to reach the last point that a correction in position was possible and Jake made a subtle correction and slowed the sideways drift velocity and then he relaxed his grip on the controls and allowed the ship to slip into the hangar opening with precision and ease and as he watched the rear bulkhead approaching he judged the timing perfectly and then initiated a single thrust input and the PARSE came to a halt hanging in the middle of the hangar space and then he gently maneuvered the PARSE to the deck until there was a subtle clack heard echoing though the superstructure of the PARSE and then the hangar gravity engaged and the PARSE' weight settled onto the landing gear and the hangar door began to close, sealing them in so the atmosphere could be restored within the hangar.

Jake looked past Hammer to verify that the hangar door was closing then he glanced at Hammer who was also watching the door close and he sensed Jake looking at him expectantly. Hammer looked at Jake and smiled and nodded once.

"Okay, consider me impressed. That was a pretty slick landing. If I didn't know better, I would swear you had done that before."

"Thank you Hammer. I told you I wouldn't bang up the ship."

"We have a breathable pressure environment outside the ship and ninety percent Future level gravity." Laurel reported.

"Understood," Hammer replied. "I guess they decided to dial up the gravity for us since our last visit."

"They're probably aware that we need to acclimate to heavier gravity for our stay on the Reuopon station. Vertigo is a real possibility if you go from light to heavy gravity too many times too rapidly within a short period of time," Laurel commented. "We must not be all that far from the Endrinol system."

"You mean you don't know the exact distance?" Hammer asked incredulously.

"I know the distance in a direct line but we can't get there directly. There's a class four nebula that we have to navigate around and the gravitational eddies are going to sling shot us into a course I'm not familiar with since I don't know how the Ahounk handles."

"In other words, it's a longer distance but we'll cover it in shorter time than if we went directly to the station?"

"Precisely."

"So how far away is the Endrinol system in a straight line?"

"Eighteen point three light years, but there's a four light year deep nebula between the Geonic and Endrinol systems and the nebula has gravitational properties that make transiting through it dangerous."

Hammer looked over at Laurel as Jake went through the shutdown process for the PARSE.

"What about for the Future?"

"The Future transits space in a fairly unique way that a class four gravitational phenomena would have very little affect on. We would pass through it in mere minutes at our normal cruising speed and it would only require a small course correction to compensate for the subspace echo of the gravitational tug bleeding through into our occupied corridor of subspace."

"What about a black hole then? Would that pose a significant obstacle?"

"Yes. Black holes permeate across several layers of subspace including the ones we normally transit through. We can detect class one or greater gravitational phenomena and navigate around them to prevent the ship from being thrown lord knows where."

"You really think that would be a survivable excursion¦being sucked into a black hole?"

"Probably not. The point of singularity would probably crush the ship out of existence. However, if it were class fourteen or less, we could navigate free by ejecting ourselves into a parallel dimension and then navigating back to our native dimension. It would be a complex maneuver that would have to be executed at just the right time with pinpoint accuracy in order for it to work properly."

"Anything heavier and¦"

"And lights out. The gravitational pull of the singularity would be far too great for us to break free and we would be destroyed. That just isn't something that's going to happen though. We have sophisticated sensors and navigation controls that prevent that sort of thing from happening. If we don't act, the automated controls will to avoid letting us get too close to a gravitational phenomena like that."

"And those controls are infallible?"

"Yes. The AI has multiple redundancies and so do the automated navigation sub systems that the AI has control over. Trust me, the engineers that designed the Future's navigation and propulsion systems knew what they were doing and what dangers would exist when traveling through deep subspace. How do you think the ship survived being at ground zero of a twin supernova? Something must've functioned right or we would've been completely annihilated or thrown into another dimension where we would've been trapped forever. We didn't have the power of the negative matter core to power a transdimensional rift that we could ride back to our native realm."

"That boggles the mind that you understand that stuff. You know the process that was enacted to save us when the red giant and its companion star were sheared by a cosmic filament?"

"No. The telemetry from that specific period was irreparably corrupted so we can only speculate exactly what happened, but I have a deep enough fundamental understanding of the universe and the laws of physics to postulate what must've occurred to result in our survival, even if it was barely a survival outcome."

"Sheesh! Mark was right, I gotta be careful about asking too many deep intellectual questions with you two. Your minds are beyond what I can comprehend."

"That's it," Jake reported. "She's in low power standby on reserve power. It can sit like this for weeks before the reserves are depleted."

"Good man. That will allow us to reenergize the systems much faster when we're ready to depart."

"It'll allow a more detailed sensor record of things occurring around the ship too. If someone gets nosy, you'll know about it."

"I doubt they'll snoop around the PARSE, but that's still a good idea to have that capability enabled."

"Do you want antipersonnel countermeasures enabled too?" Laurel inquired.

"No. I don't think we need to go to that extreme. They can't get into the ship and I'll be alerted, that's good enough."

"Good. I hate to think about someone getting hurt just for getting to close."

"Exactly my point."

They all then tipped their heads forward and slipped their helmets off and then disconnected the umbilical cables and then stood up and hung their helmets on the headrest of their seats then they headed toward the stern of the ship and they were relieved to see everyone had freed themselves from their restraints and were standing ready.

Hammer opened the aft airlock hatch and everyone climbed out from under the PARSE to find 3 Kilistra guards they had never seen before waiting for them. Laurel turned and reached into the PARSE and retrieved her survival pack and Hammer looked at her with a questioning look when she rejoined the group. She slung her pack over her left shoulder and grasped the shoulder strap with her right hand and she grinned at Hammer.

"My data pads are in here as well as a sensitive piece of hardware that I would rather keep in my immediate possession."

"Gotcha. You don't think you should've turned that piece of hardware over to the captain?"

Laurel shook her head no, but decided not to further the conversation with the Kilistra listening. The Kilistra guards didn't say a word, they simply waved the group to follow and 2 of them led the way with the 3rd bringing up the rear as they headed to the exit. They were escorted to the same quarters they occupied during the trip to the Geonic system. The escorts never spoke a word, they simply stood fast until the Future crew were in their room looking back and 1 of the escorts looked Laurel from head to toe and she felt admiration for her appearance running through his feelings but he didn't say a word, he simply bowed his head slightly while maintaining eye contact then the escorts turned and 1 of them stepped to the side facing away from the door to the left of the door and the other 2 escorts left heading to the right the way they had come from. Jake closed the door and looked at Laurel as he shared her feelings.

Laurel looked at Hammer and gently shook her head.

"That was creepy."

"What was?" He asked as they each walked over to a bunk and sat down.

"The way that guy looked at me with conflicted feelings."

"For those of us that aren't supremely gifted at reading what others are feeling, enlighten me to what you mean."

"Right sorry. He looked at me with distinct admiration for how unbelievably pretty I am yet he despised something profound about his feeling that way since I'm an alien child in an adults uniform with a particularly nasty looking sidearm on my thigh that he assumes I'm clumsy with, just like how clumsily I handled our investigation of the facility down there. The whole idea of someone this attractive at such an unevolved age¦well its something he isn't comfortable with."

"In other words, he's attracted to you and it bothers him cause you're a child in his eyes?"

"That's an over simplification of it, but yeah, that's basically it. I'm not sure you could classify it as a feeling of attraction though. It was more of an acknowledgement and appreciation for how pretty I am without feelings of attraction being involved."

"I get the feeling none of those guys liked us very much." Missy commented.

"I don't know why they're so standoffish like that," Ensign Talus said. "We didn't do anything to earn that kind of attitude."

"Don't take it personally ensign Talus," Laurel said. "They're trying to figure us out and at the moment they feel a bit intimidated by the new guys to the neighborhood. We're an advanced people comparably speaking, but we don't have any history in these parts so militaristic societies can take that as a threatening presence. Especially when some of the crew of the most sophisticated ships they've ever seen are mere children."

"Youth can exhibit greatness too ya' know?" Ensign Garber said.

"I agree ensign," Laurel replied. "It's not a common trait among other species though. Most people that are fifteen years old aren't mature enough for a tour of service of any kind let alone on a ship as advanced and sophisticated as the Future."

"How did you know how old I was when I boarded the Future?"

"It was a guess based on your physical appearance."

"We all aged differently cause of exposure to that weird anti time radiation though."

"You don't have to tell me, I'm well aware of its unpredictable reactive affects. The AI wasn't able to shield us from it completely and some of us were exposed to it for prolonged periods at full exposure rates."

"I still don't understand why we didn't' regress in age if it was anti time radiation." Ensign Talus commented with a grin on his face.

"Because the Human body doesn't work like that. It accelerated the metabolic aging processes and it doesn't work in reverse no matter what triggers hyper stimulate them for a time."

"Since I don't understand the properties of anti time, that makes sense¦I guess."

"None of us really understand it. It's not something you can study in any detail since it exists in a realm beyond our space time universe in a place we have no business exploring."

"I thought¦I was told we had no idea how to get back there."

"We don't and that's a good thing. Like I said, it's a place we have no business exploring or alerting others to the existence of."

"I guess I understand that."

At that moment there was a tone heard from the door and Laurel stood up and walked over to the door and she sensed the presence of Coant Erfond on the other side of the door. She was relieved to sense someone she knew was going to talk to her with dignity and respect. Laurel opened the door and Coant Erfond offered a warm half bow as a show of respect.

"Welcome back aboard adjutant Kade. I am pleased you found your way back without suffering any lasting ill affects."

"Thank you Coant. We had quite the unexpected adventure. The primary discovery down there was well worth the effort to come here and it makes up for the misadventure of being temporarily stranded a long way away."

"Coant," Hammer started then stood up and walked toward the door encouraging Laurel to step aside. "You think you could talk to your people about granting my crew a less¦unwelcoming atmosphere? We're not your enemy but we're being made to feel like we aren't welcome on the Ahounk."

"I apologize if that is the way you have been made to feel. We are true allies and you are always welcome aboard this ship while I am in command. The crew of the Ahounk are not accustomed to having guests from another world aboard and they are not used to seeing such young officers carrying such¦attributes as your crew here."

"They are amazing young people that should not be made to feel uncomfortable among those they would call friends and allies. You never know, we may end up in an engagement sometime and they just might need to depend us to watch their backs."

"I could not agree more. I will pass along my displeasure with the behavior of my crew. We will have you in the Endrinol system shortly. Please relax and enjoy the ride. Once we are past the Trioxan nebula, it should be a smooth trip."

"We were wondering if you were going to use the nebula as an accelerator." Laurel said.

"You could call it that. We cannot safely travel directly through the nebula though it has properties that will impart an acceleration factor if circumnavigated properly."

"That's what I suspected. May I ask what acceleration factor it will impart?"

"Oh it varies depending on the exact course achieved while navigating the gravitational currents surrounding the unseen force at the heart of the nebula's center region. The nebula is merely the byproduct of the stellar destruction occurring as matter is destroyed in unimaginably violent collisions and tidal warping closer to the anomaly at the core of the nebular region. In most cases¦an increase in velocity by a factor of six times is possible, occasionally slightly more."

"Wow! That's significant."

"It is at that. There is a threshold that if achieved will inject a vessel into a freefall corridor of more than twenty times faster than light multiplied by the primary velocity."

"Interesting. It would take pretty sophisticated shielding to protect a vessel from the kind of forces that would be exerted by that kind of sudden and acceleration¦unless a vessel was submerged in a subspace region that exerted no inertial warping or gravitational compression causing such warping."

"You are surprising well versed in complex high energy physics. We do in fact have extremely sophisticated shield production capabilities though the necessary density and complexity of the shield matrix cannot be maintained for more than a few hours before our primary core begins to succumb to thermal energy that reduces the shield integrity and creates a condition that could compromise the primary power grid if measures are not taken to reduce our velocity so a specific cooling procedure can be undertaken to restore total system integrity."

"I have command and control training sir. I understand what you're talking about. The Future suffers from similar afflictions if her core is pushed too hard for too long. We too must slow down and undergo emergency cooling procedures to protect sensitive components from being damaged by the inevitable thermal energy buildup."

"As I understand it, the Future is capable of velocities and modes of travel the Ahounk could never achieve nor should it ever be pushed into such conditions."

"While I don't know the Ahounk's capabilities, the Future is capable of velocities most ships would never be capable of, including your fine ship."

"You will have to forgive my forgetful mind. Your captain explained the training and experience you and adjutant Myers have behind you. You have achieved things most adults will never know during their time in service to their people and governments."

"Thank you for the recognition sir."

"You are very welcomed young lady. You must excuse me now, I must get back to the control deck. We should be nearing the outer edge of the Trioxan nebula and I need to be on deck for the complex maneuvers we will be required to undertake."

"We understand sir. Thank you for coming to welcome us aboard."

"My pleasure. You are welcomed to get something to eat when you feel the pangs of hunger."

"I think we will remain here since my crew makes your crew uncomfortable." Hammer said.

"I hate to think you would forego satisfying basic needs due to a few rude officers that I assure you will be put into place for their behavior."

"We will be just fine for a few hours," Laurel said.

"As you wish. I will leave you to rest until we arrive at the Reuopon station."

The Coant glanced at everyone with a warm smile and then turned and walked away and Laurel closed the door and noticed Jake's disappointed look.

"You're hungry babe. You should let me take you to the dining area so you can get something to eat." Jake thought.

"I have food in my survival pack," Laurel thought in return. "It'll carry me over until we get to the station."

"What about me? I have to experience your discomfort too."

"I'll eat something right now to stop the hunger pains."

"That'll work."

Laurel and Rody headed back to their bunks and sat down and Laurel slid her shoes off and then lifted her pack from her bunk and set it on the floor between her feet and she opened it and went through the ration items until she found something to settle her stomach.

"You really need more than that babe." Jake thought.

"I know, but it'll do for now," Laurel thought in return. "I'm going to update my preliminary report and then we're going to engage in the deep sharing. I'll be able to share your strength to get me by. I'm not going to spend time with people that don't want us around. It makes me uncomfortable."

"I understand. I'm happy to share my energy with you if it means we get to share essences at the same time."

"I thought you would be agreeable to the idea."

Rody noticed what Laurel had retrieved from her pack aside from her data pad that she had tossed on her bunk next to her.

"Ya' know¦I don't have a problem accompanying you to the dining area so you can get something substantial to eat Laurel?"

"I appreciate that Hammer. I think I make the crew of the Ahounk as uncomfortable as they're making me with their cold dispositions. This will hold me over until we get to the station. I know there are eateries all over the station and Korica is probably going to want to take us to her favorite eating spot."

"Feeling a bit conservative after your recent experience?"

"I suppose so. I just want to put something light in my stomach then update my mission log, then get mentally and physically refreshed by joining with Jake for a while. I just don't feel up to exploring around this ship."

"No problem. I just thought I would offer."

"Thanks for looking after me Hammer. I'll feel better after I get a little rest."

Rody nodded and then slid his shoes off and flopped back on his bunk and wiggled his head down into his pillow and he grinned slightly.

"I could use a few winks myself. The last week has been kind of stressful and I feel like a weight has been lifted now that you three are safe and sound and we're on our way to Reuopon."

"Sorry we caused so much grief for you Hammer."

"Ah, it's no big deal. Things could've turned out a lot worse you know. It all worked out in the end."

Laurel smiled and nodded and then she set about consuming her dehydrated ration that offered very little in the way of flavor or texture gratification, but it imparted fulfillment to her stomach and she knew the ration was packed with vitamin and protein sustenance that her body needed. When she was done consuming her ration, she slid her shoes off and then collected her data pad and scooted back on her bunk and crossed her legs and proceeded to update her preliminary mission data. When she was content that she had documented recent events clear enough to provide later supplement to her final report, she turned her data pad off and placed it in her pack then she uncrossed her legs and laid on her back and looked at Jake lying on his bunk looking up at the overhead while consumed with introspective thought. Jake rolled his head and looked at her when he sensed what she was thinking. He smiled brightly and sat up and swung his rump over to her bunk and she moved over slightly and he sat down, then laid down on his side facing her and she rolled onto her side facing him and they embraced each other by wrapping their arms around each other and then they moved their foreheads together and then closed their eyes and reached out to one another. They quickly slipped into each other's minds and immediately got lost in the immersive experience as they explored one another at the deepest level and all sense of time and space simply faded away as they shared energy and very being for the rest of the ride to the Endrinol system.

Laurel and Jake drifted off to sleep while connected, sharing a particularly intense precognitive dream with fantastical elements making it hard to determine factual content from the bizarre events dreamt. The dream was shattered by a soft feminine voice calling their name sequentially while soft shaking of their legs imparted physical sensation that brought them to a wakeful and slightly bewildered state. Laurel blinked hard as she latched onto the real world around her despite sensing the world through Jake's waking senses and quieter mind deliberations.

"Hey," Missy uttered with a smile as she saw the stunning color of Laurel's eyes. "We're in the Endrinol system. You two were out like rocks. I didn't think I was gunna be able to wake you for a second there."

"Sorry bout that. We were sharing a really intense dream. We fell asleep while joined. That can lead to all kinds of weird dreams and really deep sleep."

"Was it a personal or intimate dream that you don't want to talk about?"

"No, it wasn't that kind of dream¦all though we've shared those kinds of dreams before too. We were experiencing a precognitive dream with some weird fantasy content mixed in."

"How do you know it was a precognitive dream if it was mixed with strange content?"

"I can't explain it, we just know."

"Anything alarming that your security escort should know about?" Hammer asked sitting up on his bunk.

"All I can say is that we're not going home, home is coming to us and then we're going to experience and unexpected excursion while on the Future. Her capabilities are going to be put to the test in a hostile engagement that¦well we can't be sure where the engagement is going take place but you can rest assured the Future is going be victorious."

"Are you saying the Future is going to be attacked?"

"Yes. She isn't in any real danger with her capabilities though. She's armed to the teeth now and has a shield that's all but impenetrable. We can warp space around the ship so intensely that she appears to disappear at will from an outside observer's perspective."

"It sounds like that isn't going to be put into practice if she's going to be fired upon."

"Don't forget that our precognitive ability sees possible future events and the further out we look the more improbable the events we see are. We'll see clearer details as the time of our vision draws closer to taking place."

"You need to let the captain know."

"I know, we will as soon as the Future contacts us. By then we should have more positive information about who and where."

"Just don't let it slip your mind."

"That's not possible Hammer. We'll alert the command crew."

"Alright. You two should get your things together, we'll be heading to the PARSE shortly for the ride over to the station."

Laurel nodded and her and Jake sat up and swung their feet off opposite sides of the bunk. Jake moved over to his bunk and sat down and slid his feet into his shoes and then he stood up and stretched hard then he looked at Laurel as she was securing her pack after stuffing her data pad into its pocket within her pack. She then slid her shoes on and glanced at Jake.

"I appreciate how much you admire my graceful movements," Laurel thought. "I think you might be a little biased though."

"Naw, you're becoming a very graceful woman and a person can see it in your fluid movements and I have the added sense of your nerve impulses and they're becoming fluid and steady unlike ever before. We were both somewhat clumsy kids and that's going away for both of us but especially for you."

"You're sweet Jake. You're becoming a more masculine and graceful creature yourself."

"Thanks babe."

There was an alert tone heard from the door and Hammer quickly stood up and stepped into his shoes and adjusted his sidearm so it was resting comfortably on his thigh and then he headed to the door. As he was reaching for the control, he stopped short and glanced at Laurel and Jake.

"Care to make a guess as to who it is?"

"As you know Hammer, it will be more than a guess." Laurel said smiling softly.

She looked at Jake and they jointly reached out with their feelings and they instantly sensed the essence of 2 Kilistra guards they had never sensed before. They then looked at Hammer.

"There are two Kilistra crewman at the door that we've never met before." Laurel said.

"They intend to escort us to the PARSE while showing a measure of respectful treatment unlike the other men that greeted us with inhospitality when we returned from Geonic." Jake said.

"Hmm¦guess the coant changed guards on us after our little discussion."

"That would appear to be the case. We sense these guys are looking forward to the short time they're going to be with us on the way to the hangar."

"Good. That's the way things should be."

Rody turned his attention to the controls and he opened the door and 2 burly and extremely tall Kilistra greeted Rody with a stern but friendly glare then they looked past him at Laurel and Jake as well as the ensigns and their faces seemed to lighten up.

"We have arrived at the Reuopon station. We are here to escort you to your ship so you may depart. Arrangements have been made for your visit, though I do not know the exact nature of those arrangements."

"They're probably contacting our daughter if I had to guess." Laurel said as she stood up.

The whole group stood up and those without shoes on put them on and Laurel collected her pack and they walked to the door.

"Do you know how long it'll be until the Future arrives to pick us up?" Ensign Garber inquired.

"We do not have an answer for you young man. All we can tell you is your mother ship is off testing and aligning the newly installed weapons turrets. We do not have any idea how complex or time consuming that effort will be. Knowing the sophisticated nature of your ship and the entity controlling its every function, it probably will not be all that long."

"That would certainly make sense for that to be the case, thank you."

"My pleasure, come this way. We will show you to your ship."

Ensign Garber nodded twice and the whole group headed down the corridor. They made the trek in silence passing no one else along the way which seemed a bit puzzling until they arrived at the entrance to the auxiliary hangar at which time Laurel looked at their escorts.

"Is it the middle of the night on the Ahounk? There aren't any crew present in the corridors."

"You are very observant. It may be the middle of the day where you came from down on Geonic, however that is not the case up here. Anyone not on duty is in their room asleep. Our species requires an equal amount of wakeful and sleeping time every day."

"Our species has the same basic requirements if the mind is to be maintained in a healthy state not to mention what sleep depravation does to the body over time. Difference being we require less sleep compared to the amount of time we spend active. Only one quarter of our day is spent sleeping, though most prefer more than that by habit more than by requirement."

"Interesting. I suppose that would mean you can operate a ship with a smaller crew if less time is spent sleeping."

"I'm not so sure about that. It still takes hundreds of us to properly, efficiently and safely operate Future."

"Hundreds? I would have thought it would take thousands."

"With a sophisticated artificial intelligence monitoring and running the systems on the ship it doesn't take near as many of us to run such an enormous ship as it would without the AI. The AI goes a step above automation in that it can think and reason in complex ways like a person but it never tires and it's aware of everything happening on the ship at any given time."

"I cannot begin to imagine how such a wondrous thing could be created."

"It took a lot of brilliant minds working together on the project."

"I can see how it would require that. I hope you have a safe journey and an enjoyable reunion with your loved ones."

"Thank you sir. We appreciate the hospitality and respect you two have shown our team."

"It is the way allies are supposed to interact with each other."

"Yes sir, I agree. You take care."

"Thank you, we will."

The Future crew then stepped past the escorts and they walked over to the PARSE and Hammer performed a walk around inspection then unsealed the ship and they climbed aboard and assumed their proper positions with Rody in the pilot's seat and Laurel in the copilot's seat. Once they had the ship sealed and fired up, Rody initiated radio contact with the Ahounk.

"Ahounk control, this is Iron Hammer aboard PARSE one zero four requesting the hangar be depressurized then opened so we may depart."

There was a momentary delay in response then the Coant's voice rang out.

"Depressurization in progress as requested Iron Hammer. I wish you a safe journey wherever your missions may take you. I suspect with adjutants Kade and Myers among your team, you are in good company. You captain's boastings were well placed and deserved."

"Thank you Coant Erfond. I agree hole heartily."

"I am certain we will meet up again on your fair home world. Until then please feel free to contact us if you ever need transport again and we are in the region. It has been a true honor Future crew. I will send you off with a salutation from my sector of the galaxy. May the bright starlight ahead serve as a true and favorable guide on your journey. I believe it harkens back to a time when my people navigated vast bodies of water by star constellations at night, though it works equally well for people using stars in space for navigation as most of us do."

"I like that one Coant, I may pirate the saying in the future."

"I do not know exactly what that term means, but I can postulate a meaning based on context. You will deliver it as your own saying even though it is an ancient salutation from another species entirely."

"Yes sir, that's it exactly. I will mention that a wise and poignant man once spoke those words to me though."

"I can live with that."

The depressurization completed and the hangar door dropped open until the vastness of black space was visible and small twinkling dots in the distance moving slowly against the background of fixed stars indicated there was spacecraft traffic being illuminated by an unseen sun from their perspective. Once the door was fully open, the Coant spoke one last time.

"Departure is authorized at your discretion. There is a great deal of traffic near the station. I would recommend you contact the Reuopon station before you depart the Ahounk shield envelope so they can look for you and vector you on a path that avoids course conflict with a fast mover."

"Thank you Coant. I'll do just that as soon as I'm clear. Beginning my departure maneuver, see you around Ahounk."

The artificial gravity was deactivated and it only took a very slight control input to achieve lift accompanied by a gentle, gradual, sideways drift. It took nearly a minute to reach the point that the PARSE was clear of the hangar and Ahounk hull enough for Rody to feel confident enough to halt their sideways drift. He then slowly rotated the ship so they were facing the Ahounk and the distinct silhouette of the truly gigantic Reuopon station was framed by an intense glow from the sun at the heart of the Endrinol system. The station normally held a position so far from the system's parent star that it was merely a bright circle that could be covered by a thumb if a person held it out as far as one could stretch their arm, however the station was holding a position between the orbits of the 5th and 6th rocky planets in order to provide summer like conditions on the atrium level at the top of the station as well as moving the station away from the outer reach of the solar system as the entire solar system passed through the denser populated outer region ort like cloud of icy bodies as the system did every 200 days lasting for 40 days. The outer region was elliptical in shape thus most of the time the outer region's frozen debris was hundreds of millions of miles beyond the outermost planet, but this was the time when debris became perturbed causing billions of house to fist sized debris fragments to change position bringing them into conflict with the normal positional coordinates the station held.

The bright glow cast the station into dark silhouette from their current position making its shape and enormity truly stunning but detail was impossible with such intense sunlight washing their visual sense away. The energy signature on the sensors was intense and deep along with indicated echo returns of trillions of metric tons of material dead ahead. They were all taken aback for a moment at the true scale of the station then Rody shook off his amazement and he activated the transceiver.

"Reuopon station, this is Iron Hammer of the UEF vessel Future aboard PARSE one zero four. We just departed the Ahounk, request course vector for approach and landing."

The response was nearly instant by a friendly and inviting sounding male voice with an unusual but intriguingly interesting accent to the ears of the Future crew.

"Understood PARSE one zero four. I have your energy signature on sensors though your silhouette is indistinguishable from the Ahounk due to your close proximity. I will transmit course vector coordinates for approach to the station. Please use caution this close to the station, there is considerable traffic in the vicinity."

"Understood Reuopon. We have a traffic collision avoidance system that will automatically avoid conflicting flight paths with other nearby craft. We will keep alert to our sensors though just to be sure we don't cause a problem."

"Understood. Transmitting data now. If your communication system is advanced enough to host bi-directional communication signals and data signals simultaneously, you will receive course data that will bring you to the sunward side of the station where the military and isolated private hangars are located. The vector data contains a discrete beacon frequency you will need to tune into for the specific hangar you are permitted to land in."

"We understand Reuopon. Please standby while we verify that we've received the information."

"I will be waiting for confirmation before granting permission to proceed with your approach to the station."

Laurel looked at the sensor screen and the onboard signal analysis automatically detected the biggyback data signal and separated the data and analyzed and translated the information into usable information that could be visually displayed. The text portion was unrecognizable but only a small portion of the signal contained linguistic data, most of the data was frequency spread data and pinpoint coordinates and pictographic course directions that were straight forward and easily translated into a specified course. Rody looked over the information and then Laurel plotted a course directly to the other side of the station while setting the beacon frequency specified into the auto navigation system.

"We're all set Hammer. Course plotted and laid in. The auto-navigation should take us directly to the isolation hangars and the beacon frequency is programmed in as our final destination coordinate."

Rody nodded and then Jake beat him to the punch, switching the transmitter active. Rody grinned and winked at Jake then cleared his throat and spoke.

"Reuopon station, we have the course and vector data."

"Understood PARSE one zero four. Permission to approach the station on the specified course is granted. I have been asked to inform you that the Human and Draximan you are here to visit with are engaged in their daily lab exercises that should not be interrupted. They are a critical part of what they are here to train for. You will be received and processed into the station roster then you will be shown to temporary accommodations where your party will be informed they can find you when their daily activities are complete."

"We understand. Permission to approach granted and our party is otherwise engaged at this time. We certainly don't want to interrupt what they're doing. Meeting us in our quarters is perfectly fine."

"I am pleased you understand. Please notify me when you reach the specified hangar for landing. The hangar is prepped and waiting, I will open the door for you when you are in position."

"Understood Reuopon. May I ask why we are being directed to land in a private hangar?"

"The station commander thought it best in light of who you are. There are two other ships in the hangar you will be landing in and they share a similar galactic status insuring respect for each other is observed by habit rather than directive."

"Hmm. I understand you can't comment on other guests any more than you just did but it sounds like you have enlighteners aboard that we will be sharing parking with."

"You may infer what you like from my reply to your inquiry. As you said, out of privacy concerns I cannot divulge information about our guests any more than I can divulge information about you to anyone else that may express a curiosity about who you are."

"I can respect that. Proceeding with my approach at this time, PARSE one zero four out."

Rody then reached up and switch the transceiver into standby mode and then he pushed the throttles forward and the ship bolted away from the Ahounk. Rody eased back on the throttle and maneuvered the PARSE so it was flying within the specified corridor, then he engaged the autopilot and he took his hands off the controls and the ship almost instantly slowed to a crawl and it took Rody a moment to realize that no specified speed had been input into the autonavigation settings. He looked at Laurel and frowned and she sensed his glare and looked at him and shrugged her shoulders.

"What? The data transmitted to us didn't include speed restrictions or specifications of any kind. I was leaving that up to you."

"Ya' might have mentioned that."

"Sorry, I thought you would notice the missing data in the specified flight parameters."

"Fair enough, I'm the pilot and should've noticed the omission. My mind isn't quite as sharp as yours hun, next time give me a hint if parameters are left out of the flight profile when you program the autopilot."

"Aye eye sir."

Rody gave Laurel an obligatory grin so she would understand that he wasn't particularly upset with her and then he turned his attention to the presets and he tapped the screen to activate the intuitive capture interface and he merely thought about the cruising speed of 50 kilometers per second and the velocity specification field was populated with '50KPS' in an instant. The throttles then moved forward and the ship accelerated smoothly then the throttles moved back slightly as the specified velocity was achieved and the system adjusted the controls to maintain the 50 KPS profile while navigating around the numerous other ships in the area whilst staying within the specified flight corridor. As the PARSE rounded the hulking form of the gigantic station before them, the discrete beacon frequency was detected and the ship locked onto the beacon and banked over and headed directly toward the lower quadrant of the station's hull. The bright sunlight made the stations hull practically glow causing the cockpit window to polarize to a darker shade to compensate and the number of viewing ports and windows along the hull of the station spoke to its truly gargantuan size and possible population size. They could tell the station was designed to hold tens of millions comfortably and if life support resources were pushed to their limit, in theory it could hold over fifty million easily.

The PARSE flew directly to one of the smaller, yet still enormous, hangar doors running down the side of the station and it slowed down then spun around facing the station and came to a halt and the words 'specified target coordinates reached' appeared on the navigation screen along with a subtle alert tone. Rody switched the autopilot off then activated the transceiver.

"Reuopon station, this is PARSE one zero four standing by at the designated hangar."

"Understood PARSE one zero four. I have you on sensors. Opening hangar door."

The seamless door before them moved in slightly then slid down into the hull. Rody recognized that the neighboring hangars were too close for the door to slide to the side and since there was no hangar below, it was the logical direction to allow the door to slide within the hull to allow full open height and width for entry and exit of the hangar. He could see a few personnel in distinct royal blue and red uniforms standing in the hangar off to one side near one of the 2 ships already parked in the hangar. The ships weren't recognizable designs but they were sophisticated enough looking to suggest he was correct in assuming enlightener crews operated them. Once the door was completely out of sight, the young man on the station spoke up.

"You are cleared to land in the hangar. Artificial gravity and a suitable pressure environment have been established for your comfort. Please be aware of the gravitational transition as you enter the hangar. Your ship will exhibit substantial weight behavioral properties once you are within the full effect of the gravity field."

"Understood," Rody replied. "If you don't mind me asking, how do you know what conditions we are accustomed to as a species?"

The young man chuckled lightly before responding.

"You are here to visit with distinguished members of your species. Detailed physiological files accompanied them so we would have the necessary knowledge of your species in case they fell ill or were injured. We also needed to know what conditions your kind¦and Draximan¦were accustomed to so we did not exceed tolerable conditions during their training and so we could provide comfortable living conditions in their living quarter. We have very similar physical requirements as far as breathable air and gravitational norms."

"Of course. I should've known medical files on them would've been sent along. Proceeding into the hangar."

"Understood PARSE one zero four. Welcome to the Reuopon space station. I hope you have an enjoyable stay."

"Thank you. I'm sure we'll have a great time."

Rody deactivated the transceiver and grasped the flight controls and gently glided the PARSE toward the maw gaped hangar. As the ship passed the entrance threshold, the ship began to exhibit a gravitational weight significantly heavier than Rody was expecting but he noticed the deckward drift and compensated maintaining a steady altitude of 6 meters above the deck until the PARSE was fully encompassed by the gravity field, then he allowed the ship to settle toward the deck, making contact just as he arrested their forward drift. He managed to set the ship down without a sound save for a very subtle clack of the landing pads on the metal deck and Laurel was thoroughly impressed by the grace and fluid nature of the landing procedure. She wasn't sure she could do as well even with her heightened senses and innate ability to pilot unfamiliar craft. The hangar door began to rise and the PARSE burped a proximity warning that Laurel quickly silenced and then they went about shutting the main systems down, leaving just enough auxiliary systems running to maintain the antipersonnel systems and intrusion alerts. They then unplugged their umbilical cables from their helmets then tipped their heads forward and removed their helmets. They then unfastened their restraints and stood up to find the others standing in the aft section awaiting instructions.

"I've been to this station before," Laurel said. "The first thing they are going to do is issue ident chips on our hands so we can be tracked anywhere on the station equipped with active sensor. They'll track our purchases with the chips too. The next thing they're going to do is to inoculate you. There was a fatal viral outbreak on the station at one point and anyone entering the station has to be inoculated against the virus so you don't suffer meningitis. It kills by creating brain stem swelling that proves deadly. Since we're wearing civilian corps uniforms, there are some that will know who we are and where we're from. That being said, don't go anywhere by yourself. Always travel in pairs and be aware of your surroundings, and that includes the people around you."

"We heard about what happened to Korica and Tamaric," Ensign Talus said. "It was part of our mission brief when we were assigned to your team. I assume you're inferring that we not allow that to happen to us?"

"Yes. We aren't real popular in the minds of some and we can provide the kind of power others are seeking. Both frames of mind can put us in danger if we aren't aware of our surroundings. You can't use your sidearm aboard the station so if you do have a violent encounter, you're going to have to refer to your hand-to-hand training. The likelihood of an encounter is low, but not impossible so stay alert." Laurel looked at Rody. "Is there anything you want to add?"

"No, I think you covered things pretty well. I'll keep an eye on what's going on around us, but I still need you guys to stay alert, like you said." Rody then looked at the ensigns. "Laurel is absolutely right about one thing, you can't discharge your weapons on the station. Not only could you breach the hull, we don't know what systems are concealed behind the bulkheads that could be adversely affected by an energy discharge. You could shutdown the artificial gravity or life support or you could cause an energy surge in the power conduits leading to an explosion. Point being, they don't have EMPACC coated surfaces to absorb and dissipate energy."

"You want us to leave our weapons behind just in case?" Ensign Garber asked.

"If you think there's a chance that you'll forget and fire your weapon¦"

All 3 ensigns immediately unfastened their holsters and set them on the deck next to the nearest bulkhead, then looked at Rody.

"That'll work. I seriously doubt we're going to run into a situation where weapons are required anyways."

"I'm sure we'll be under surveillance while we're on the station." Laurel commented.

"You're probably right about that," Rody said. "Especially given what happened to Korica and Tamaric. I imagine there was some level of embarrassment on the part of the station security personnel in that they allowed that to happen to VIP guests in the first place. They certainly aren't going to want a repeat incident or the reputation for safety aboard the station will be shot."

"I'm sure they don't want the enlighteners to forbid visits to the station by its members due to the risk of attacks or whatever."

"I'll bet you're right about that. Let's go get checked in so we can get to our accommodations. That way Korica and Tamaric will be able to meet up with you two as soon as they finish with their daily routine."

"That sounds good." Jake said.

Rody reached over and unsealed the cargo hatch and extended the loading ramp and they exited the ship. Rody activated the bio signature anti personnel system then closed the cargo hatch and turned around to find Rhe'Tock and a man in a white floor length smock walking toward the group. Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders without looking at her.

"I thought Rhe'Tock would be conducting Korica and Tamaric's training too." Jake thought.

"Rhe'Tock, we didn't expect you to be here to greet us," Laurel said. "We thought you would be conducting Korica and Tamaric's training¦not that we aren't pleased to see you again mind you."

"I conduct most of their instructional training and Dederal conducts their practical training in the lab. That is where they are at this time, in the lab with Dederal."

"May I ask if they are doing well?"

"You are well within your right to ask since you are Korica's parents. They are excelling and progressing better than Dederal or I expected. Their ability to comprehend and put into practice extremely complex concepts is nothing short of astounding. My personal assessment of their potential ability to accomplish their task in your home system is highly likely of being successful."

"That's reassuring to hear. We know how sharp Korica and Tamaric are, it's why we backed the captain's plan to put them on this station to train like they are."

"They are not only sharp, they are gifted to a level I have never seen or heard of before. Dederal is just beginning to tap their unrealized potential in the lab exercises."

"We're pleased they are exceeding your expectations."

"The leadership in this part of the galaxy was right to seek your people out for a meaningful partnership in establishing and maintaining peace." Rhe'Tock turned and looked at the man in the white smock and nodded once.

"I need to scan for ident chips. If none are detected, I will encode new ones and apply them to your hands. I will also need to inoculate any of you that have not been to this station before."

"Jake and I have been here before. Our ident chips were removed when we got back to our mother ship though. You'll need to encode new ones for us. The rest of our team here have not been to the Reuopon station but they are aware of the virus. We are all Human so your formula created for cadet Prentor will work on us¦those of us that need to be inoculated that is."

Laurel presented her hand and the man retrieved a handled scanner and he activated the device and scanned Laurel's hand then he stared at the screen for a moment then programmed the device and held it over her hand and squeezed the trigger switch and ident chips were applied to the back of her hand. The man then stared into Laurel's eyes for a few moments and she sensed that he was both fascinated by her stunning beauty and the unbelievable color and clarity in her eyes and he was stunned that someone so young and alien could stir something in him the way she did. The man finally shook off his amazement and side stepped so he was standing in front of Jake and Jake presented his right hand and the man repeated the process, concluding with new ident chips being applied to the back of Jake's hand.

The man proceeded to scan everyone else and apply new ident chips after asking them to identify themselves for reference. When the man concluded with ensign Hobart, he put the scanning device away and produced a metallic pencil looking device with a small ampoule protruding from the side of it.

"This will inoculate you safely and painlessly. Adjutants Kade and Myers do not require the inoculation, the rest of you do."

"We understand the precaution your administering with these inoculations," Rody said. "You may proceed."

The technician started with Missy, administering the inoculation with a quick snappy hiss from the injector that was completely painless. He then moved down the line administering the inoculation to everyone except Laurel and Jake.

"There now. With that out of the way, I can show you to the accommodations that have been set aside for you." Rhe'Tock said.

"Can I ask what kind of credit credentials we were issued?" Laurel inquired as Rhe'Tock gestured toward the back of the hangar.

The man in the white smock turned and quickly headed toward the back of the hangar himself and Laurel looked at Rhe'tock expectantly as the group walked at a casual rate. Rhe'Tock smiled as he was once again taken aback by how incredibly pretty Laurel is for an alien. He thought he remembered clearly, but seeing her again has taken him by surprise.

"You share the same unlimited government expense account Korica and Tamaric have access to. Difference being yours is a temporary access whereas Korica and Tamaric have no time limit on how long they may utilize the account."

"We'll be responsible about what we purchase during our stay."

"I have no doubt about that."

"Actually¦never mind." Laurel decided not to mention that she and Jake sensed that Rhe'Tock was actually slightly concerned that there would be ridiculously expensive purchases made that he would have to answer for, though it wasn't a lingering concern.

They walked past the other 2 ships within the hangar and they paid close attention to the unusual but impressive design of both and as they reached the door at the rear of the hangar, Jake couldn't resist asking what was on his and Laurel's mind.

"Are these other ships operated by enlighteners?"

"We are not to speak of the people that have ships housed in these private hangars¦that being said¦you are going to be enlighteners yourselves shortly so¦you were directed to this hangar so you would be in familiar company, that is all I will say."

"I take it that means the enlighteners are taking an interest in the intruders that were hiding on the station and able to surprise Korica and Tamaric?"

"Very much so. Not only were they from a planet under quarantine for good reason, they accosted allies and members under consideration for the counsel of enlighteners. That sort of thing is taken very serious."

"We appreciate that the counsel is taking an interest in the matter."

"There is also the matter of fact that Korica and Tamaric are an adorable couple. Many that have not even met them in person are very fond of them. Their history and actions of recent have been studied and there is great admiration and respect in what has been witnessed thus far."

"I didn't know they had made such an impression on so many."

"You were unaware your peoples doings were being scrutinized?"

"I guess not. Korica and Tamaric are remarkable and important to us, it's just a bit of surprise that others feel the same way."

"Do not think they are the only ones being followed and admired by a good many unseen people."

"You're talking about Jake and I?"

"Yes."

They stepped through a large pressure door into a cross corridor that led to the right and left with a great many doorways down its length in both directions and a fairly high amount of foot traffic. They turned left and walked a short distance to an open doorway that led down two flights of stairs to a transport concourse of sizable dimensions that was patronized by many different species at the moment and the hushed conversations consisted of languages none of them except for Dederal understood and in a few cases the conversations consisted of clicks and clacks produced deep in the throat of the species communicating with each other. Dederal looked at Laurel and leaned closer.

"A special transport car is being routed here to take us directly to the housing area you will be staying in."

"We aren't staying near Korica and Tamaric's room?"

"No. I am afraid there are no rooms available in that area. We needed to find a room large enough to accommodate all of you comfortably. As you might imagine, multimember family accommodations do not often come up available. Without putting you up near the aft lower class section of the station where crime and impoverished conditions prevail, there are limited choices available."

"Are we even going to be on the same deck as Korica and Tamaric?" Jake asked.

"No. You will be two decks below and a short distance aft of the exact location of their room. You will still have handy access to shopping and eating on your deck."

"We appreciate that you made arrangements for us no matter where they are Rhe'Tock," Laurel said. "The Future must've informed you we were on our way?"

"A message was delivered through the star network, though the station does not ordinarily monitor the star network."

"Then¦how did the station receive word if the star communication network isn't monitored?" Jake inquired.

"There are a great many ships in service to the station and the enlighteners and their galactic concerns are not mutually exclusive to one another."

"I suppose there will be more chatter about us now too."

"Of that you can be sure."

The deck began to rumble slightly and the air pressure within the concourse changed slightly as the air within the high-speed tube was restored to match the conditions maintained throughout the station in general and a moment later a general population transport slowly emerged from the transport tube and slowed until its cars were inline with the entrance ramps. The protection gates descended into the deck and the side of the cars rose up and over the body of each car to allow access. The arriving passengers disembarked and spread out within the concourse amidst ushered conversation and then most of the people that had been waiting filtered onto the waiting cars. After a final tone alerting that the transport would be sealed for departure, the sides of the cars revolved down over the bodies of the individual cars as the safety gates rose from the deck simultaneously. The transport then slowly moved forward and gradually picked up speed as it entered the transport tube at the opposite end of the transport tunnel from that which it arrived from. The multi car transport disappeared behind a pressure door that sealed the transport into the tube so a vacuum could be established and there was almost immediately a subtle tone heard from the opposite side of the transport system and the airlock opened and a single redline transport arrived in the concourse.

The unusual transport seemed to get the attention of the remaining people waiting for an aft bound transport. Their conversations ceased and they stared as the car came to a stop and the protection gate next to the car descended into the deck and the whole side of the car split in half and lifted open and dropped down to form a boarding step which was necessary due to the smaller width of the car compared to the larger public transport cars.

"Everyone aboard, this special transport will take us to a public concourse one level below your accommodations."

They all stepped over to the car and climbed aboard and sat down. There was just enough room for all of them, though Missy was forced to sit so close to Rody that he had to put his arm above her on the head rest to allow her to sit pressed up against his side so ensign Talus could in turn sit so close he was up against her arm on her other side. The car closed up once they were seated and then the protection gate rose up next to the platform and the car began to move back the way it had come from. Once sealed within the vacuum tunnel, the car quickly diverted onto a sidetrack and picked up speed rapidly.

Laurel estimated they traveled backwards for a little over a two and a half miles then slowed and merged with the regular traffic track after one of the large general transports rocketed past. They pulled into another identical concourse to the one they had departed from right behind the general population transport train of cars. The transport stopped and then the side of the car swung up and away and the bottom lowered to form the now familiar boarding ramp. They all got up and climbed off the car and Rhe'Tock spoke loud enough for them to hear him over the bustle of footsteps and loud Multilanguage conversations taking place.

"If you will follow me, I will show you to your room and get your door programmed to open with your ident chips."

Rody simply loose saluted and nodded once and then Rhe'Tock led the way across the concourse and up two flights of shallow stairs to the main deck floor and then they headed aft a short distance down a bustling corridor full of people going about their business and off in the distance much further down the corridor they could see and smell eateries lining both sides of the corridor and even further down the corridor only Laurel and Jake could make out shopping storefronts with many people milling about. Rhe'Tock stepped up to a doorway with unrecognizable characters stenciled above the doorway. Rhe'Tock touched the control panel next to the door and it lit up and he waved his hand in front of the panel and a green circle appeared then he touched the circle and spoke words no one understood and the circle turned yellow and he looked at Laurel first.

"It is waiting to identify new credentials. Each of you must pass your hand by the control panel. If the access circle turns red, your ident chip has been saved into memory."

Laurel nodded and held the back of her hand toward the control panel and it turned red then she stepped aside and Jake did the same with the same result then each of them followed suit, then Rhe'Tock removed his hand and the door slid open and the lighting glowed to life within. They all stepped into the room and looked around.

"This will do nicely," Laurel said as she continued to look around at the bright white furnishings. "I had no idea you were able to administer credential access to rooms like this."

"Ordinarily I do not possess that level of authority. In this case the room was already reserved for your party, I simply confirmed ident credentials which will later be compared with visual records by the head of station security and he will reconfirm your access permission. If he failed to do that your room would become inaccessible in a solar day."

Laurel stopped looking around and stared at Rhe'Tock.

"I sure hope he doesn't get too busy to get around to it then."

"I assure you that will not happen. For all I know he is reviewing the visual data right now. I am sure an alert was initiated the moment I activated the controls for the door of high profile guest accommodations like anyone from the Future. As you probably noticed, there are eateries a little ways down the corridor out there and shopping beyond that if you should have need of any personal items or just wish to take home mementos of your time here. The Prentors should be finishing up with their lab exercises shortly. They have a map with them that will guide them here when we tell them where you are."

"Let me guess¦" Laurel said. "You have matters of state to attend to?"

"I would ask how you know that but¦I know how you know that. It is not polite to probe the mind of others you know?"

"Yes sir, I am aware. I wasn't probing though sir. I was reading your feelings which you are radiating unintentionally and Jake and I are sensitive enough to detect and interpret them."

"Fascinating! You are correct young lady, I do have matters of state that require my attention. I assume you do not know the exact nature of my business?"

"No sir. That would require active probing and we don't employ that kind of personal invasion of privacy, it would be rude and inconsiderate."

"I am pleased to hear you have respect for others like that. I will leave you to get settled in and I will inform Dederal that you are here so he can pass word on to your daughter and son."

"Thank you Rhe'Tock. Are we permitted to return to our ship to retrieve some personal items?"

"Of course. You may access the public transport system to ride to the hangar area. You remember the way?"

"Yes sir. I'm sure Korica and Tamaric can guide us too if we fail to find the way."

"They will not know exactly what hangar your ship is in. They have become familiar with the station but only to a limited degree. This station is extremely large with more corridors and compartments that you can possibly imagine. They have not been here long enough to know where everything is."

"We understand sir. We'll find our way to the hangar just fine."

"I am sure you will. Have a good visit and I will check in with you at a later time to see how you are faring."

"Thank you," Rody said. "That's kind of you to do that."

Rhe'Tock bowed slightly then turned and walked out of the still open door and Laurel walked over to the door and touched the pyramid shaped symbol and the door slid closed. She then turned and looked at the doors around the periphery of the room and she gained a sense of which was the toilet room and which was the bedroom. She walked over to the bedroom door and she opened the door and she found a room with shelves built into the bulkheads and bunks lining the rear quadrant of the room and a seating area with a long table the arrangement of which didn't exactly make sense along the bulkhead nearest the door.

"Well," Laurel started. "There are eight bunks so we have plenty of room for everyone."

Missy stepped up to the door and looked over Laurel's shoulder.

"We're going to sleep in the same room? What's the other door then?"

"It leads into this room too. There was probably a bulkhead that divided the room at one point that has been removed." Laurel looked over her shoulder at Missy's bright eyes. "Does it bother you to think about sleeping together? We won't be sharing a bed after all."

"No, it doesn't bother me. I'm just a little surprised is all."

"This probably belonged to a family unit that were accustomed to sleeping in the same room like this."

Laurel stepped into the room and let Missy step in and glance around the room.

"What the heck is up with the table along on one wall with a seating area in the middle of the table creating a break in the tables length?"

"I can't quite figure that out. Maybe they conducted study lessons from here and they separated the children by age¦or gender or something. The parents or an instructor of some kind could sit in the middle and administer lessons."

"I guess that could explain it. This will do just fine. We can put our things on those built-in shelves. I guess the other door out in the main living area leads to the bathroom?"

"Well to the toilet and sink room. They don't bathe in their homes around here. That's a communal event that happens in a bathing arena some distance from here."

"Communal bathing? You mean like the Romans did?"

"Yep. There are nude and clothing required arenas."

"There's a dilemma. I don't' feel that you can truly get clean wearing clothes when you bathe but I'm not exactly comfortable with the idea of bathing in the buff with strangers looking on."

"It's our culture that has a social moray surrounding the nude body. Most other cultures think nothing of it."

"Well I was raised in our culture. I'm not sure how comfortable I'm going to be with the idea."

"We use communal showers on the Future."

"Yeah but they're not coed for people our age."

"Oooh, you're uncomfortable with guys seeing you naked."

Missy glanced at Rody in the other room looking around and then she looked at Laurel and tipped her head toward the door and nodded slightly.

"Yeah, you could say that."

"We'll see if special accommodations are available. There must be conservative cultures like ours on this station that have to be catered to."

"I certainly hope so."

Everyone took a turn looking around the bedroom then they retired to the main living room area taking up seats around the room to wait patiently for Korica and Tamaric to arrive. They didn't have to wait long for Laurel and Jake to sit up straight looking straight ahead as they distinctly sensed Korica and Tamaric drawing near. Laurel looked at Jake and smiled nervously and Jake put his hand out as he stood up and Laurel placed her hand in his and he gently pulled her to her feet. It was only a few seconds later that a tone was heard from the door control. Laurel and Jake walked over to the door and activated the door control by touching it and Laurel touched the pyramid with and x in the middle of it and the door slid open.

Laurel erupted in a bright smile when Korica and Tamaric stepped into the room hand in hand.

"Hi sweetheart."

"Hi mom and dad."

Korica let go of Tamaric's hand and stepped into Laurel and threw her arms around her and they stood swaying each other for a few moments as they soaked in each other's energy. Laurel finally relaxed her grip and kissed the side of Korica's head then stepped back and Korica produced a bright toothy smile as she looked at Jake for a moment then she stepped into him and they embraced one another in a tight hug for a few moments then Jake relaxed his grip on her and leaned back and softly stroked his hands down the sides of her head to end cupping her soft warm cheeks.

"You get more beautiful every time we see you. We're so proud of the woman you've become honey."

"Thanks dad." Korica said smiling as she held his arms from the elbow point.

"I can't begin to tell you how much we've missed you guys. I thought we were ready to be separated but it's been really hard to ignore the heavy feeling deep down inside."

"You poor thing. I'm sorry so much has been dumped on you but you and Tamaric are the only ones among us that have a chance of pulling this off successfully."

Jake withdrew his hands and Korica took a step back knowing Tamaric wanted his chance. Laurel extended her arms and he smiled and stepped into her embrace. She held him tightly and she could sense a great sense of relief within him at Laurel's warm embrace. It wasn't the same as Clara's embrace but it was close enough to offer a great sense of stress and anxiety relief. Laurel then kissed the side of Tamaric's head and he grinned and stepped back and then he stepped over to Jake and enjoyed an equally warm and loving embrace that again granted great solace even if it wasn't quite what Liam would render if he were the one embracing him.

When Tamaric relaxed his grip Jake softly smacked Tamaric on the side of his right bicep.

"I think you've toned up a little in your time here. I guess that means you're keeping up with your physical regiment?"

"Yes sir. Once a day everyday and twice a day every other day."

"That's good. It's important to stay in shape and eat healthy."

"Oh Korica makes sure we're eating plenty and from a variety of menus."

"Well I can feel that you're making her deliriously happy, I'm proud of you for making sure that's the case."

"You were worried I would disappoint her?"

"No, not specifically or intentionally. I know the young can get confused and don't always say or do the right thing to keep their partner happy all the time. Trust me, I know from personal experience."

"Yeah, you guys were as young as us when you hooked up, huhn?"

"A little younger actually but pretty close to your age yeah."

"Dad you don't have to worry," Korica said stepping closer wrapping her arms around Tamaric's arm and pulling it tightly to her. "Tamaric is kind and thoughtful all the time. He always considers what I'm feeling and what I want first and foremost. I couldn't ask for a better partner in my life."

"Yeah, I can feel that honey. I sense a singularity about your presence too. You must've achieved a true stabile pairing."

"Yeah, a little while ago. There's definitely no going back now, not that I would ever want to. We have what I sensed in you and mom when we engaged in the deep sharing."

"That's good sweetie. It'll make it a lot easier to concentrate on the tasks at hand if you don't have to fight confusion and dysphoria as your paring evolves toward stability."

"We've noticed that. Oh and my center is off to his right slightly. I really didn't understand what you and mom meant when you described where you felt your center was, but now I get it."

"I'm just glad you two are mentally and physically compatible enough for it all to work out like it has."

"I'm sensing some of your experiences," Laurel said. "Come in and tell us about what they have you doing."

Korica smiled and nodded and then looked around the room at the faces she had never seen before.

"Hi Hammer," Korica said. "It's nice to see you."

"Hi ya Korica. Good to see you and Tamaric too. You're looking fit and happy."

"Thank you. I have all the exotic food I can possibly want and Tamaric. Those are the things I need to stay fat and happy."

Laurel took Korica by the hand and led her to the half circle couch where Missy and ensign Garber were seated.

"This is ensign Hobart and ensign Garber¦"

"Hello ensigns¦" Korica snapped a look at Laurel then she spun around and looked at Jake and then she looked at Missy and grinned warmly.

"Mom and dad¦I mean¦adjutants Kade and Myers are very fond of you. I understand you went through a harrowing time together recently. I can't wait to hear about it."

"Your mom and dad took care of me when I would've been in dire straights if on my own. We spent significant time together and got to know each other very well."

"I can feel what they like about you. You have a good and pure heart that I like too."

"Thank you ensign Prentor. I've been dying to meet you and your husband. You're even prettier than the vid archives made you to be."

"Awe, you're sweet, thanks."

"And this handsome young man is ensign Talus." Laurel continued.

"Hello ensign Talus." Korica said with a pretty smile.

Ensign Talus stood up and presented his hand and Korica extended hers.

"It's nice to meet you ensign Prentor. You're a bit of a celebrity on the Future¦whoa! Your hand is so warm but not¦sweaty warm¦like you're over heated or whatever."

"Draximan physiology is different. I run a body temperature of ninety-nine point eight."

"Wow¦" Ensign Talus let go of her hand and looked at Tamaric and smiled. "I bet you love that on a cold night."

"You know it mate. Her body temperature runs a little higher most nights when she's asleep. She practically runs me out from under the covers trying to stay cool."

"Well she's a beautiful girl, it's a small price to pay I would say."

"Thank you, I couldn't agree more."

"Now come sit and tell me about what you've been doing to prepare for the encounter." Laurel said gently pulling at Korica's arm.

They sat down on the couch and leaned back, Tamaric leaning against Korica heavily for comfort.

"We undertake classroom instruction during the morning, you wouldn't believe how complex and huge the Brindon is. Anyways, in the afternoon we go to the practical experimentation lab and hone our specialized abilities as well as practicing control of the Brindon from an incredibly sophisticated simulator. We only do that every other day cause it's so taxing on our minds that we need time to recover from each exposure to the synaptic stress of the link. Our brains are gaining strength from the exposure but it's still really hard to handle so many systems simultaneously. It takes some getting used to while trying to perform manual tasks that further tax the brain. What we have to do is going to require both too."

"Tell 'em about the advanced ability exercises." Tamaric urged.

"They're making you extend your advanced abilities to learn what you're capable of?" Laurel asked.

"Yeah, that and what we have to do is definitely going to require us to extend our abilities in a focused and controlled manner while under the influence of the link. We're exposed to complex problem solving exercises that force us to use our abilities in new and novel ways without letting things get away from us. We've discovered that our abilities are more potent when we channel our gifts to accomplish a goal so¦we've began channeling instead of trying to achieve the assigned task outright if that makes any sense?"

"I think so. Jake and I haven't had the opportunity to experiment as much as you two have but I think we get what you're saying."

"The hard part is maintaining a level of control while our ability is being channeled. Tamaric can access and channel my abilities but it's up to me to exercise the necessary control to keep it from running away like it wants to."

"I gotta do the same thing sometimes. Korica pulls at my abilities so hard cause of her intensity by nature that things just want to¦go full out and I have to keep that from happening. We've uh¦destroyed a few of their props and thankfully crushed a few holographic objects when things get away from us."

"That's the whole point of the practical exercises though. We have to learn where our limits are and how to assist our partner by letting them access our channeled ability whilst imparting the control factor. Something about the control factor can't be channeled and we don't know why."

"Interesting. That's something we were unaware of."

"The other thing were finding hard is the level of control with how good it feels to push real hard," Tamaric said. "You probably know that the pleasure center of the brain is hyper stimulated when you push hard?"

"Yeah, we've experienced that enough to know what you're talking about." Jake replied.

"Well we've been tasked into pushing really hard and it can be hard to limit how hard and how long we push with how good it feels to push like that."

"Then I guess there is a practical benefit to exposing you to that kind of effort on a regular basis."

"That's what Dederal keeps saying. We've gotten to where we look forward to the advanced ability portion cause it's so addictive to extend ourselves like we're forced to."

"Are you concerned about withdrawal symptoms if the lessons stop?" Jake asked.

"We've experienced a little of that at the end of our eight day week but we engage in the deep sharing¦and a few other personal activities after¦and the feeling is satisfied."

"Good. That's what I was going to suggest. Laurel and I have experienced that and what you said is what quelled the urge for us too."

"Are you encouraging us to engage in¦" Korica stopped herself and glanced around the room at the eyes on her and she subtly reached out to Jake. "You're encouraging us to engage in hardy rounds of sex to relieve our urges?" Korica thought.

"I know you two are doing that anyways," Jake thought in return. "When coupled with a long session of the deep sharing it imparts a tremendous amount of physical pleasure and relief because it taps so deeply into the pleasure center of the brain for prolonged periods unlike anything else possibly can."

"Especially if the sex is prolonged and intense like it is for us?"

"Well yeah, but I really don't need to know about that sweetie. I can feel that he satisfies you completely and that's all I need to know. You're reminiscing subconsciously and I don't want to share that kind of feeling with you honey. You know your emotional impressions are particularly intense."

"Sorry dad. He's really good at it and I can't help but think about it. I forgot how connected I am to you and mom."

"When we're this close baby, you know we experience a deep connection close to the level of a pairing." Laurel thought.

"I'll try to keep the personal stuff buried so you aren't exposed to it."

Jake looked at Tamaric and grimaced.

"Tamaric! You're doing the same thing and it's disturbing. Please try to avoid what you're thinking about."

"Sorry Dad," Tamaric thought. "I'm not as good at hiding portions of mind. Korica is teaching me but I'm still learning how to do it successfully."

"So how has it been since your experience with the hideaways?" Jake asked aloud trying to change the subject away form the disturbing mental images being produced by Korica and Tamaric.

"We haven't seen a sign of them," Korica said. "We haven't seen it personally, but we've heard rumors of security sweeps from bow to stern in which some arrests were made. This is a really big station so the effort must've been truly monumental. I'm relieved we won't be bothered by anything like that again with what we're here to do. We don't need that kind of distraction."

"That's reassuring." Laurel said.

"I promise not to let that kind of thing ever happen to Korica again," Tamaric added. "I've learned to keep that side of my senses acutely tuned when we're out and about. I won't ever let you guys down like that again. I know how important and special Korica is to you, you can count on me to keep her safe from now on."

"I can feel that son. We know you're going to look out for her in the way we expect. You were caught by surprise, you didn't do anything wrong."

"I feel like I did."

"Just learn the lesson in the experience and you haven't let us down. Just look at the crap I allowed to happen to Laurel despite wanting to keep her safe and sound. At least you didn't have to watch the woman you love being put to death. What you went through was horrific and disappointing internally but nothing compared to how deeply I let my girl down."

"The thought of that makes my skin crawl. I just can't imagine and you won't share that aspect with us."

"Be thankful for it. It's a pain and anguish you just don't want to experience."

"So anyway, we've been progressing adequately, learning what they feel we need to understand about the Brindon and the complex task ahead of us," Korica continued. "I don't think Tamaric or I could do it on our own, but together we're absorbing the information and putting it into use in the simulator. I'm confident we'll be ready when the time comes to return to the Future system to rendezvous wit the chunk of debris to get rid of it."

"Good to hear sweetie. How are you fairing fitting in around here on your time off?"

"We've made some good friends our age that are showing around and distracting us from the strenuous routine of lessons and practice. It's surprising how much alike our interests are. These people aren't all that different from Human beings except for their lack of conservative values."

"I'm glad to hear you're fitting in and having some fun. It's important to have some time to relax and enjoy being your age. Jake and I kind of jumped right past your physical age to where we are today¦even if our minds are still caught somewhere behind our physical age."

"I sense the captain is concerned about our progress in light of what we allowed to happen to us." Korica commented.

"You can't blame him for being concerned," Laurel responded. "There's a lot ridding on your success, but you and Tamaric are inexperienced at prolonged away mission like this and very young. He just wants to make sure he doesn't need to take alternate steps and that you're going to come out of this safely. He takes your personal safety very serious. He knows how unusual it is to send an ensign and a cadet on such a crucial mission so far away amongst hundreds of thousands of aliens. He hasn't expressed it but I've felt how heavily it weighs on him. He feels terrible sending you away, but he knows you two are the key to saving the Future system."

"So he sent you to check up on us to see if the Future planet needs to be evacuated or if we're going to be successful?"

"Pretty much. He knows how much we miss you too honey. He could've sent anyone to check things out, he was thinking of you and us by sending us to do it."

"How long do we have until the point of evacuation is unfeasible?"

"About another two weeks."

"We're scheduled to start our active practice in an actual control pod after our weekend break so we're on schedule and progressing the way we should be."

"When do you get to begin practicing with the Brindon itself?" Jake asked.

"The Brindon is still being converted to suit the need of operating unmanned. It isn't an easy task since it was designed to be operated by a crew of hundreds with hundreds more civilian scientists permanently station aboard to conduct experimental research using her graviton core and complex spatial phenomena mimicking systems. I would guess another week or so."

"Boy¦that's cutting it kind of close."

"You think the captain is going to want an update once we start practicing the complex maneuvers we have to master with the Brindon?"

"You can count on it. He's going to want to know that you're capable of handling the strain of operating the Brindon the way you have to while manifesting the phenomena you have to produce in order to facilitate the whole process of taking the debris out of our space time."

"We can try to schedule time to check in with the Future through the star network so the captain doesn't have to send someone here to check up on us, but the Reuopon can monitor, not send communications through the network since the Endrinol star doesn't possess the right properties to be a part of the network. We will have to charter a flight to a neighboring star that has the right properties to communicate with the Future system live."

"You don't want us coming to see you?"

"No, that's not what I'm saying. You know we love having you guys here. It is a thirty light year trip to get here though. I'm sure you're not always going to be available when the captain wants a mission report."

"We'll make ourselves available."

"You can't be sure of that mom. You might be assigned to an away mission making it impossible for you to come check on us."

"We'll see if that's what the captain wants you to do. In the meantime just keep doing what you've been doing. You've kept your mission logs current, right?"

"Yes ma'am. You want us to turn over our reports and logs?"

"We can take care of that later. We need to take them back to the captain but for now we just want to spend some time with you two."

Rody stood up and took a step closer to the 4 of them.

"If you'll excuse me, I'm going to set up a face to face with the head of security for the station."

"Do you want us to help you arrange that?" Korica asked.

"You know the head of security?"

"Oh we've crossed paths."

"If you could get things headed in the right direction¦to tell you the truth I was just going to access one of those panels in the corridor and hope if I managed to connect with someone, they speak English and were in a position to connect me with the head of security."

"That actually would've worked. I'll connect you with station operations and they can get you in touch with the head of security."

Korica stood up and walked over to the panel by the main entrance and she touched it and then activated the page symbol and only had to wait a few moments to get a response from a friendly sounding feminine voice with the most peculiar accent.

"This is station operations, what can I do for you ensign Prentor?"

"Hello. As you're probably aware, the head of security from the Future is here visiting and he would like some time with the head of security for the Reuopon station."

"I am aware of your guests and their titles. You're timing is perfect, he just ended an interrogation and is currently available. Have¦Hammer? What a usual name¦have Hammer head to the transport concourse. Someone will be there shortly to pick him up to escort him to the security deck."

"Thank you for helping us with that."

"Think nothing of it. Is there anything else I can do for you or your guests?"

"No ma'am. That was all we needed."

"Very good. If you and your guests are looking for some cultural entertainment, the water skimmers will be performing in the grand Honoton hall tonight."

"Really? Kadet Prentor and I have seen them perform before. They put on an incredible acrobatic show. Maybe we'll try to catch the show."

"I am pleased to hear it. I believe seating is still available near the mid level."

"Oh that's the best place to sit to see the show from the proper perspective."

"Indeed. Have a good night ensign Prentor. Feel free to call on us here in operations if you have any questions or desires we can help facilitate."

"Thank you."

Korica then reached up and deactivated the panel and turned and smiled at Rody.

"You're all set. I'm sure you remember the way to the transport concourse?"

"Yup. It's just down the corridor to the left. I can't read the language displayed but I understand the symbol representing the high-speed train we saw earlier entering a tube. I assume the signage is designed with people of different linguistic backgrounds in mind."

"Yeah. They use a lot of pictographs on this station for that reason."

"I'll be back in a little while." Rody looked at the others. "If you go out don't go alone. I want you in pairs and tell someone where you're going."

Korica then turned and looked at them.

"If you get lost touch one of those panels that are all over the place and then touch the symbol that looks like a diamond shape with two dots in the center of it. It'll hook you up with station operations and they can guide you back here or send an escort to guide you back here."

"Why don't we just use our cranial transceivers?" Ensign Talus asked.

"You need to limit using those on the station." Rody responded. "The signal is discrete and almost subspace but not quite, so they are detectable. I only want 'em used in case of an emergency or to respond to the Future since she can initiate a level of encryption we can't match if we initiate a signal."

"Aye sir."

"Just¦Hammer is fine"

"It's habit Hammer. I know you hold a superior rank so it's second nature to salute and address you as sir."

"Out here I don't hold any rank. You need to ignore your instincts when it comes to saluting or recognizing my station."

"Alright."

Hammer then turned and Korica opened the door for him. He winked at her then stepped out and the door slid closed and Korica walked back over to the couch and sat down between Laurel and Tamaric.

"So mom, tell me about the excursion event you underwent on¦I sense the word Triest and Amara."

"We were on a world called Amara but interacted with the local inhabitants of a village called Triest. I have a better idea¦we can engage in the deep sharing. It will be much easier if we share the essence of our experience with you rather than trying to describe everything that happened. It's kind of a long complicated tale."

A bright smile grew on Korica's face.

"Really? We can do that right now?"

"Sure. We're in a safe environment at the moment."

"Korica was hoping we would be able to take you guys out to get something to eat," Tamaric interjected. "We're really hungry after our lab time and simulator practice."

"You're nervous about committing to the deep sharing. You know how to do it right?"

"Wha¦yeah. Korica and I do it every night¦sometimes for hours at a time."

"We fell asleep while immersed twice," Korica added. "My dreams kind freaked him out."

"He shared your dreams but it didn't go the other way?"

"Yeah. I can't explain that part, that's just how it turned out."

"I'm not sure I understand why sharing a dream would freak you out Tamaric."

"Because the first time it was a relived memory from a dark time in her life."

"I sense what you're talking about. I'm sorry you had to experience that. I know her emotions can be kind of intense when experienced in full measure. Jake and I¦well we've touched that part of her too. She keeps it locked away deep down for good reason."

"You're right in that I'm nervous about committing to the deep sharing with you and Jake too. We've never done that and I'm just not quite sure what to expect."

"We're going to share a very specific experience. We've gotten pretty good at sharing only what we want you to experience and nothing more."

"That's not what I mean. I'm still going to experience you two at a deep level not possible any other way and the same you of me but I can't control what you're going to experience of my essence and personality."

"Your personality is part of your essence honey," Laurel said. "We won't be exploring. We'll allow you and Korica in and she knows what to do from there. Just let her be the guiding force as to where and what to explore within us. We'll respect your right to privacy and allow you to get used to the intensity and novelty of experiencing us for the first time."

"Uh¦okay."

"He's right though, I am really hungry which he can't dedifferentiate from his own hunger. Can we get something to eat first?"

"Of course sweetheart."

"Hey, is it safe for us to be in the room when you engage in that deep sharing thing?" Missy asked as she stood up.

Laurel looked at Korica and the pair chuckled lightly and then Laurel looked at Missy and nodded while smiling.

"It's an internal process Missy. It's perfectly safe for you to be in the room with us."

"Kay. I'm sorry for being so ignorant about the whole process."

"You don't need to apologize hun. We don't expect everyone to know how things work with us."

By this point everyone was on his or her feet and they headed for the exit. Korica opened the door and her and Tamaric led the way to the left down the corridor. Laurel quickstepped and caught up with Korica and she playfully bumped her shoulder with hers.

"You know which eateries are good on this deck too?"

"Nope. We've only eaten at one parlor on this deck. I know there's a Hunan restaurant on this deck though. I want to try Hunan spiral sliced delamon. Our friends told us we haven't lived until we've tried it."

"I see. Do you even know what delamon is?"

"Yeah. It's a knee-high twenty-kilo hooved arboreal root grazer. As I understand it, they can be extremely aggressive when they feel threatened and they have long curved incisor teeth that can do a lot of damage if they get a hold of you."

"But you've never tasted them the way the Hunan prepare them?"

"No. That's what has me intrigued."

"You're sense of adventure with new dining experiences amazes me honey."

"What can I say, I like to try new things."

"I assume live animals aren't allowed on the station?"

"No. Some pets, a few assistive animals, but not livestock for consumption. Everything has to be brought aboard under strict preservation protocols to insure it's safe to be prepared for public consumption."

"I'm usually not a big fan of meat. I hope delamon doesn't disagree with my stomach."

"If the meal is unsettling for you mom, there's a place up on our berthing deck that serves vegetable delights that I know you'll like."

"Locally grown varieties?"

"Yes. You would be surprised how much food they grow here on the station. It can be a little expensive but Tamaric and I are on an unlimited budget and when it comes to food, they don't care how much we spend."

"Yeah, they linked our temporary account access to the same government sponsored account."

"That's good. I hope you guys get to stay long enough for us to show you some of the cultural elements we've discovered."

"We don't know exactly how long we're going to be here honey. The Future is performing a targeting alignment of the new weapons platforms. Once that's complete she'll make her way here to pick us up."

Korica slowed her pace and looked at Laurel with a concerned look on her face.

"The captain isn't going out of his way to check up on us because of our mistake is he?"

"He sent us for that reason, but the Future is coming because we need a ride home. If he didn't have faith in you, he would've instructed you to come home immediately after the incident."

"We're working our butts off to learn what we need to know while staying in shape and sober despite the temptations all around us. We won't put the Human race in a bad light and we're confident we can do what were here to train to do."

"I know honey. You don't have to justify yourself to us. The captain put the right people on the job."

"Thanks mom. It means a lot to feel how confident and proud you and dad are of us."

"I think that's the Hunan eatery right there." Tamaric said pointing at an open-air dining area just ahead of them.

"Wow," Missy said. "No windows or doors¦they must be open for business round the clock."

"There are always guests coming and going from the station so there are always hungry people looking for a good meal."

"Do you and Tamaric know how to understand Hunan?" Ensign Garber asked.

"No," Korica replied. "We know how to get service from vendors we can't communicate with verbally though."

"I guess you've been doing this stuff your whole life, huhn?"

"Yep. You can communicate through body language and hand gestures pretty easily if you know what you want to convey."

"Being gifted must be helpful too."

"Uhh¦growing up I wasn't especially gifted¦although Draximan have more highly developed senses than most Human beings do. I suppose my innate abilities might have made it a little easier to overcome any language barriers."

"We're finding that around the station here most restaurants use visual menus so you have a rough idea what you're ordering." Tamaric added.

"It's not just on the Reuopon station," Korica interjected, "It's a common practice jut about everywhere I've been in my life, including aboard the Future. The menus were adapted to a pictographic style when we had guests that were unfamiliar with Human cuisine or languages."

"I imagine the restaurants in Genesis will have to adopt the same idea since so many other worlds guests will be around." Ensign Talus said.

The group stepped up to the main entryway to the eatery and looked around briefly and a tall woman wearing a dark blue flowing shear dress with flowing shoulder capes that came down to her sides as she held her hands crossed in front of her stomach approached the group. She was reasonably attractive though distinctly of a different species configuration than the typical Human like form. She had elongated limbs that looked frail and spindly and her face was long with a pronounced chin that curved upward slightly. She had blazing orange eyes that were captivating but distinctly alien looking as they were framed by her pronounced cheekbones and fashionably makeup covered light pink skin. All of her exposed skin looked like it was slightly sunburned but they assumed it was normal appearance for a Hunan.

The Hunan woman smiled brightly and gestured toward the seating area with an expectant look on her face and Korica smiled and nodded. The Hunan woman bowed slightly then turned and clapped her long fingered hands together twice and 2 attendants that exhibited the same distinct Hunan characteristics as the woman stepped out from around a server area blind and they waved the group to follow them. They moved into a single file order and followed the young men dressed in slick looking dark blue uniforms that resembled tuxedo style garments but a little more flowing in nature and the materials their clothing was constructed from looked to be exotic, something close to silk but thicker and heavier.

The young men ushered the group to the rear of the eatery where there was a sharply curved booth that would provide enough seating for everyone. They all sat down and scooted around the booth table and the young men looked across the dining area and with a simple nod gesture another of the service personnel began filling glasses of water and placing them on a tray. A few moments later the tray was brought to the table and the glasses distributed. The 2 young men then fetched menus and stepped back to the table to hand them out and Korica grinned and held her hand up to stop the hand out of menus.

"Delamon?" She said in a questioning tone.

One of the young men smiled and paused as he looked at everyone then he gestured in a general circle to include everyone and he said something that Korica sensed meant 'for everyone?' and Korica nodded.

The young man smiled broadly and then the 2 of them headed back around the servers area blind. Laurel looked at Korica and leaned in slightly.

"Are you sure he got what you meant?"

"Pretty sure. We might end up with something from the bottom of a sea covered in seaweed¦but I think stating delamon conveyed the idea that we want their specialty item all around."

"Are we going to be able to request something besides water to drink?" Ensign Talus asked.

"What are you in the mood for?"

"I don't know¦something nectary maybe."

"They grow a flowering vine on this station on the atrium level that only blooms once a month during a full moon¦which they recreate artificially so they can extract the nectar the flowers produce. Most dining establishments offer the moonlight nectar when it's available. I'll see if I can get us all a round of it. They say it has immune boosting compounds that are really good for you."

"Do you know what planet they originate from?"

"No. I'm sorry but I'm not boring or bored enough to seek that kind of knowledge about a flowering vine."

The whole group got a hardy laugh from Korica's response. They recovered themselves and glanced around the restaurant to take in the guests dining at the moment. There were distinct wardrobes suggesting guest from differing areas of the local systems and a few distinctly Hunan looking individuals dining in groups of 3 and 4. As the Future crew were refocusing on each other so as not to make the other customers nervous being stared at, a rolling serving cart emerged from between the doors leading to the cooking area and a very tall and slender Hunan man was pushing the cart.

The crew was surprised to see a spear jutting straight up from the center of the cart with a large round spire of meat jammed on the spear and the meat was spiral sliced thinly with layers of red and green vegetables sandwiched between random slices and the whole thing was dripping with meat juices creating a golden glaze and an aroma that was enthralling. As the cart was pushed closer they could see that there was a shelf within the cart with serving plates and utensils on it. Next to the spear of delectable looking meat were 3 silver dome covered platters that presumably hid further delights.

The server rolled the cart up to the table and offered a warm smile then he smacked his hands together and rubbed them together then he reached under the cart to the lower shelf and he produced a pair of clear gloves that were designed for the long 4 segment fingered hand of a Hunan. He then tucked the fingers down on one another to attain a tight fit then he smacked his hands together in a muted slap and he smiled at the crew then he lifted a serving plate and then lifted the domed lid off one of the serving trays to reveal white leathery looking flatbread loafs. The man slid his hand under one of the loafs and lifted its steamy goodness from the serving tray then with his other hand he retrieved a rather nasty looking long curved blade from the shelf of the serving cart and he began slicing meat from the round hunk on the spear allowing it to fall onto the flatbread until it was so full his hand couldn't possibly cup any more. He then set the knife down and carefully slid the flatbread heaped with warm meat onto a serving plate and then he folded the sides up over the pile of meat. He then lifted the plate and handed it to ensign Talus since he was seated closest, at the outer edge of the table.

Ensign Talus accepted the plate and passed it down to be courteous. The Hunan server filled loaf after loaf with the wonderful smelling delamon and vegetable concoction until everyone had a plate in front of them and Laurel looked the dish over and it did indeed look appetizing despite her distaste for most meat dishes. The Hunan server then uncovered the other 2 serving trays and one was filled with what they assumed was a fruit medley of several unrecognizable types and the other tray was filled with a green vegetable that closely resembled broccoli covered in a slimy yellowish green sauce that actually looked good and had a powerful aroma that was enticing though unusual.

Korica then lifted her hand and the Hunan server looked at her expectantly.

"Um¦cruina luna diponot?"

The Hunan smiled and nodded and gestured around the table at everyone and Korica nodded and smiled and the Hunan server bowed slightly then turned and walked away from the table and Laurel leaned in from across the table.

"What did you say to him honey?"

"I asked for moonlight nectar all around in Prescian¦it's kind of the Cantonese of the station. It's widely spoken and understood by most of the locals."

"Very impressive. I think our server was impressed too."

"I think he was more happy about me ordering a round for everyone. It's kind of expensive."

"Ah. Well I'll have to admit the way they serve the delamon is interesting and actually looks really appetizing."

"I thought you might like it once you got a look at it."

"How would you know that sweetie? You had no idea how the delamon was going to be presented or prepared."

"The way our friends bragged about delamon I knew it was something we needed to try and something you were going to like too. I know better than just about anyone mom. Give it a try, I'm sure you're going to love it."

Laurel smiled and leaned back and she and everyone slid their hands under and around the flatbread stuffed with juicy meat and vegetables and they sank their teeth in and the bread had a rich almost buttery taste and it was light and fluffy then the sensation of the zesty almost tomato flavored vegetables kicked in followed by the rich savory taste of the juicy meat. The flavors were sensational and evoked emotion and tingles up the spine. Laurel looked at Korica as she chewed the bite in her mouth and she slumped slightly and closed her eyes and uttered a long 'mmmm', which was pleasing to Korica. She could feel how much Laurel was enjoying the flavor sensations. When Laurel finally swallowed the bite, she opened her eyes and smiled at Korica.

"Oh honey¦this is absolutely divine. I'm so glad you brought us here."

Korica swallowed her first bite and nodded while grinning. She took a drink of her water to cleanse her pallet then she sighed.

"Aril was right, Hunan delamon has to be experienced to be believed. I'm glad you and dad like it mom."

They all set in to enjoying the food, serving up the steamed vegetables once room was made on their plates and the young men finally returned with 7 glasses of red moonlight nectar. They placed a glass in front of everyone then smiled at everyone, pausing for a few moments to stare into Laurel and Jake's eyes, then they turned and walked away and Korica looked at Laurel.

"What was that all about?"

"I think our eyes caught their attention and they couldn't help but stare for a moment. It made them realize how pretty I am and how handsome Jake is. Till then they thought we were a typically strange looking species, like most of the rest of the people that run and live on this station."

Korica leaned in and grinned mischievously.

"They think we're the strange looking ones?"

Ensign Garber then leaned in and spoke softly as if the Hunan might understand what he was about to say.

"They haven't looked in a mirror lately, have they?"

"Now now you two, that's not very nice." Laurel said softly. "It's just the typical reaction once our astounding characteristics are noticed. Ours is one of billions of differing appearances in the galaxy. We can't assume everyone is going to look like us or think we look normal. To them we're the strange looking creatures."

"So you think they were surprised to realize beauty in your eye color or something?" Ensign Talus asked.

"The eyes are what cued them to notice the rest of our appearance and they saw symmetry that led them to realize we are good looking in general. That's what surprised them and made them stare for a few seconds. The perceived strangeness was suddenly replaced by attractiveness, they weren't expecting that."

"You can read that kind of complexity from a momentary experience?" Ensign Garber asked.

"Yes. It goes along with our advanced senses to be able to read the complex nuances of what a person is feeling when they look at us."

"That's impressive."

"Try the moonlight nectar mom. I think you'll like that too." Tamaric said.

"You know¦it has truck us that you're much more comfortable calling us mom and dad Tamaric."

"Yeah¦I share Korica's sense of your close relationship so much so that I feel the same level of¦familiarity. In her eyes, you are her mom and dad in every sense but biologically. I share that sense of belonging. That doesn't bother you does it?"

"No, of course not honey. We love you and consider you part of our family, just like Korica."

"Good. I can feel what you're saying."

"You're becoming more attuned to peoples feelings when they speak?"

"Yeah. It's a pretty acute sense anymore thanks to Korica's enhancement of my natural senses."

"You enhance each other honey, you have to remember that. Her sense is yours and vice versa. Combine the two enhanced senses and you're both ten times more acutely sensitive if you know how to listen to your senses."

Tamaric nodded then looked at Korica and Laurel recognized the love-struck puppy dog look in his eyes as his expression melted into one of sublime enchantment. Laurel could feel that he was totally and completely in love with and in awe of Korica. Laurel took solace in that Korica was worshiped by the man she adored and planned to spend the rest of her life with. She picked up the glass of nectar and moved it closer and sniffed of it and it was fragrant in a way she had never smelled before. It was reminiscent of flowers but vaguely echoed the scent of exotic fruit at the same time. It was strong and pungent, but a surprisingly enjoyable sensation at the same time.

Laurel took a deep drink of the thick nectar and it tingled all the way across her pallet and she smiled and nodded as she swallowed it down.

"Wow! That is fantastic. What a wonderful taste sensation. Amazingly it tastes the way it smells, complex and deep."

Everyone stopped eating and took a sip of the moonlight nectar after seeing Laurel's reaction. They were all pleasantly surprised by how wonderful it tasted. They enjoyed the sensations over the pallet for a few moments then went back to eating the wonderful meal before them. As they dined on, Rody concluded his brief but informative meeting with the head of station security and he was escorted to the Hunan crossroads, where everyone was eating the wonderful spiral cut delamon meal.

Laurel was the first to sense Rody approaching and Jake quickly cued in on her sense as he sensed Rhe'Tock, which in turn alerted Laurel to his presence along with Rody. They both set their stuffed flatbread down and continued to chew the bite in their mouths as they looked around to try and find Rody and Rhe'Tock.

They finally caught sight of the men as they walked into view at the front of the eatery. Rhe'Tock conducted a brief conversation with the attending hostess and she gestured toward the Future crew. Rhe'Tock looked in their direction and lifted his hand in salutation and Laurel and Jake returned the gesture then alerted the ensigns to look toward the front of the dining area and they grinned warmly and waved as Rody acknowledged them with a lift of his chin and a slight smile. The men then headed toward the booth seating where the crew were seated. Rhe'Tock offered a warm greeting to Korica and Tamaric.

"I should have known you two would find the finest dining experience to be had on this level."

Korica wiped her mouth with her napkin and then smiled and nodded.

"Our friends insisted that we had to try the delamon the way the Hunan prepare it. I'm glad they suggested it. The food here is phenomenal."

"Hunan cuisine is first rate. The delamon is the pinnacle of complex preparation and presentation, however they have many dishes that make for a remarkable dining experience."

The ensigns scooted over slightly to make room for Rody and he gratefully sat down and then looked up at Rhe'Tock.

"I appreciate you escorting me down here. I seriously doubt I would've found my way here without getting lost. The language barrier would've made it difficult to ask for directions."

"The public access communication terminals all over the station will present pin point accurate maps. English is one of the voice activation recognized languages so¦as long as it came to mind, you could have found your way here, I am certain of it. That being said, it was my pleasure Hammer. It gave us a chance to get to know each other a little better in the mean time."

"Did you get the answers you were looking for Hammer?" Laurel asked.

"I wasn't the one with the questions that needed answering¦but to answer your question, yes. I obtained the information I was instructed to collect."

"We weren't aware you were under orders to conduct a meeting with the head of station security."

"You managed to keep that obscured from us completely." Jake added.

"I've learned if you want to keep something under wraps around people gifted like you two, don't think about it. The captain instructed me to conduct the business of security concerns while you two take care of the rest of the mission. Less on you so you can enjoy your time with Korica and Tamaric, brief as it may be."

"We appreciate the consideration but¦when was he able to pass along those orders?" Laurel asked.

"Uh¦you three were gone for almost a week Laurel. The captain and I had several conversations during that time."

"Of course. I suppose it's none of my business anyway. Sorry for prying into matters of security which are clearly your responsibility."

"It's alright Laurel. I got your back while you command the mission at hand, trust in that." Rody then looked at Rhe'Tock. "Do you have time to eat with us?"

"Oh my omalla¦wife will have evening meal waiting for me by now. I really must be going. Thank you for the invite."

"You're welcome Rhe'Tock. Thanks for diligently instructing Korica and Tamaric so they can carry out their task back in our home system. Our people owe you, Dederal and the leadership behind the operations of this station a huge debt of gratitude."

"Korica and Tamaric are excellent students and do your people a great justice with their attentiveness and strong character values. They make it a joy to instruct them, as allies should so your kind may endure in these parts. I am certain the same consideration would be extended to my people if the situation were reversed."

"Oh you can count on it good sir."

"I thought as much. I wish you all a good evening. I will see you and Tamaric in the morning?" Rhe'Tock asked looking right at Korica and Tamaric.

"Yes sir," Korica replied quickly. "We will be there on time as always."

"I wish all the people I conduct instructive training with were as punctual. Till morning, enjoy the time with your family and colleagues without thinking about your lesson schedule."

"Thank you Rhe'Tock. Have a good evening with your family. We'll see you in the morning."

Rhe'Tock gave an obligatory nod then turned and headed across the dining area. Laurel then looked around until she saw one of the young Hunan men that had brought their food to the table. She then concentrated momentarily and she felt a pulse of telepathic energy build within her and then she pushed while staring at the young man. He instantly shivered and dropped the empty serving tray in his hand with a tremendous clang as it struck the floor flat and then bounced twice. The young man then rubbed his hands up and down his arms as he slowly spun around until he was looking directly at Laurel. Laurel looked at Jake and grinned.

"I'll be darned¦that's the first time that's worked on someone that isn't gifted."

"That's cause you didn't reach out to him, you sent a pulse of telepathically generated kinetic energy. Anyone can feel something that tangible."

The young man cracked a half smile and walked over to the table and Laurel grasped her plate and lifted it slightly and then pointed at the empty position in front of Rody and the young man lifted his chin and grinned, then he spun around and headed to the servers blind. He then emerged with a plate and utensils and a glass of water. He brought them to the table and set them out in front of Rody and Laurel looked at Rody.

"I'm sorry for presuming, you are hungry, right?"

"I'm starving. Presume all you want if it means a good meal is involved."

Laurel laughed lightly and the young Hunan server reached under the serving cart and produced a pair of clear gloves that he put on his long fingered hands and then he removed the lid covering the flatbread and he lifted one out and cupped it in his palm as he retrieved the long curved knife from the cart and he began slicing sheaves of juicy meat onto the bread until was nearly overflowing. He then set it on Rody's plate and folded the sides and one end over the pile of meat. He then leaned back and gestured to the plate and Rody nodded and slid his hands under the heavily loaded flatbread that was now a mountain of goodness and he lifted it and leaned in and sank his teeth in and pulled a substantial bite out of it and chewed it for a moment and then he moaned in approval and looked at the young Hunan man and nodded while chewing. The young man smiled and peeled the gloves off his hands and started to turn when Korica gently grasped his forearm and he looked at her as she pointed at her glass of moonlight nectar and then she pointed at Rody and the young man nodded and Korica removed her hand and watched him walk away. Rody chewed his fabulous bite of delamon and then swallowed it down and he looked at Korica and Tamaric and smiled.

"This is out a sight! I should've known you two would find something this delectable on a station ten miles long and lord knows how tall."

"It's around two miles tall."

"Enormous then. What did you ask for that you're all drinking?"

"It's called moonlight nectar. There's a flowering plant grown on this station that only blooms during a full moon. It's artificially simulated here on the station so the nectar can be extracted during the blooming cycle. You're really going to like it."

"Coming from you¦I'm sure I will."

It was only moments later that the Hunan server returned with a glass of moonlight nectar, which he placed in front of Rody then turned and walked away after glancing at Laurel with an odd expression on his face.

"I think you spooked him." Rody said with a mischievous grin on his face as he lifted the glass of nectar.

"I guess some people just aren't conditioned for that kind of communication. I should learn to keep that stuff to a minimum for that very reason."

"Spooked isn't what I sensed," Korica said while smiling.

"Oh? What did you sense from him?" Rody asked.

"He was intrigued that a girl could give him the chills from across the room, especially one that was so pretty even if her species are unusual looking for the most part." Tamaric said.

Rody looked at Tamaric, then Korica and he grinned slightly.

"Do you even know who's actually sensing things?"

"We share sensations so completely¦no, most of the time we can't tell." Korica replied.

"She's more gifted than I am so it's probably her acutely sensing what other's are feeling. My abilities are still developing so in time I'm sure we'll be even more sensitive and it'll be truly impossible to tell where the sense is coming from. I have to look at a person and relay think about it to sense what they're feeling, she can just be in the same room with a person and she knows what they're thinking and feeling."

Rody nodded and took a sip of the moonlight nectar and he felt a chill run up his back from the complex and exhilarating sensations evoked. He smacked his lips a few times and nodded as he stared at the glass then set it down and looked at Korica.

"Exotic doesn't begin to describe this stuff."

"I knew you'd like it."

They continued to dine until Rody had a chance to catch up to everyone in polishing off his food with an ample addition of fruits and vegetables on the side. The meal was filling and completely satisfying while offering a balanced healthy variety that they knew would be sustaining. When the last bite was consumed, Korica signaled the female hostess and she came to the table with a scanning device in her hand. Korica raised her hand and extended it across the table and the woman scanned the back of Korica's hand. She then looked at the small screen on the scanning device and after a moment she grinned broadly and bowed slightly then turned and stepped away from the table and Rody looked at Korica and leaned in slightly.

"She accessed your account information just like that?"

"Not only that, she applied the charge and received payment on the spot."

"There's no gratuity at the eating establishments on this station?"

"That's a Human custom for the most part in my experience. The dining establishments on the Reuopon station are paid a compensatory salary for operating on the station. It's the incentive that insures vendors are inclined to operate on the station despite the difficulties of living this far from their home worlds."

"The cost of operating this place must be enormous. I can't imagine how a world procures the necessary funds or credit to keep this place functioning."

"That is a complicated subject better read in our mission reports. It would take way too long to try and explain it now."

"I can understand that. Political and governmental operations are a little dry to me and I know the subject can be lengthy to try and explain to the uninitiated."

"Now that we've eaten, we would like to show you guys around the station. The atrium level has to be seen to be believed." Korica said.

"We had plans to go out with our friends later this evening before we found out you guys were coming," Tamaric said, "Why don't you come with us to the Forariot Performance Arena?"

"Sounds interesting. What is that?" Rody asked.

"It's one of the bathing centers with performance stages hosting all sorts of performing arts events. Tonight is the strings of destiny orchestral performance."

"Orchestra? The youth on this station enjoy orchestral performances?"

"Yes. This isn't like anything you've heard before."

"We didn't exactly bring swimwear for a public bathing experience." Missy commented.

"The Forum is clothing optional or there are plenty of vendors on this station that can get you outfitted."

"Whoa¦you two are going to¦you won't be wearing anything?"

"We're more conservative minded than that. It isn't a Draximan trait, but since I'm a part of Tamaric now, my beliefs have evolved to include Human inclinations and beliefs. You need to be prepared for the fact that some of our friends have no such conservative inhibitions though."

"Sounds like an interesting evening." Ensign Talbert said while grinning.

"You need to remember that you're representing the civilian corps and the Human race. You have to conduct yourself in an appropriate manner with that in mind."

"I won't embarrass us, I promise."

"I guess when in Rhome¦do as the Romans do." Rody said.

"Exactly. We'll blend right in as long as we keep our eyes and hormones under control." Tamaric said.

"Hey, there won't be people¦engaging in public intercourse, right?" Missy asked.

"No. That sort of thing is a discouraged social taboo. I'm pretty sure a couple would be asked to leave the bathing arena if they engaged in that kind of public display."

"So¦you two bathe every evening in swimsuits?"

"No, we utilize a private bathing suite so we can bathe nude without being seen. The suites have one-way windows that look out onto the performance stages."

"How interesting. Everyone on this station bathes communally like that?" Ensign Garber asked.

"Yep."

"I take it the water is circulated in order to remove¦stuff from the water including bathing elements like soap?"

"Oh yes. There are protected areas where the water is funneled into massive filtration systems to then be pumped back into the pools."

"We'll show you guys up to the atrium level where we run every day. After that we'll go shopping, then hook up with Aril and the gang so we can go catch the show while relaxing in the water."

"Are the bathing pools heated?" Missy asked.

"Oh yeah¦" Korica said as she bumped Rody to signal she was ready to go. "The pools are heated to around thirty degrees."

"That would be Celsius." Tamaric added as he scooted sideways following his Korica around the booth seat.

"I figured she didn't mean Fahrenheit since that would be cold enough to form solid ice." Missy said chuckling as she got to her feet and moved aside to allow the others to slide out.

They all headed toward the entryway and gathered out in the middle of the corridor and Korica gestured down the corridor.

"That way to the lift system. We have to ride 4 different lifts from here to get to the top of the station."

"Lead the way honey," Laurel said. "It sounds like you know your way around pretty well."

Korica nodded and her and Tamaric led the way down the corridor.

"We know our way around the sections of the station we frequent. We were given those map programs that are now in our bio monitors so it would be pretty hard to get lost for long, but we certainly don't know where everything is on this station."

"I sense you're a little less adventurous since your encounter." Laurel said.

"Maybe a little bit. We have station security personnel following us all the time now so we're pretty confident that kind of thing isn't going to happen again. We're just really busy training and studying so we don't have time to explore. Our friends keep us preoccupied in our free time too. I'm pretty sure that's what Aril's uncle told her to do so we don't get bored and start exploring around the station."

The ensigns looked around briefly then quickstepped to get closer to Korica and Tamaric so they could speak softer.

"I don't see any security personnel." Ensign Garber said.

"Neither do I." Ensign Talus said.

"They aren't wearing station security uniforms and they keep their distance. We can feel that they're nearby." Korica said listening to her feelings carefully. "Even now, we can feel that they're around."

"I tried to insist that we didn't need the extra security while I'm around but they were adamant that it is necessary," Rody said "Threat assessment at this time is classified as low but not non-existent."

The ensigns looked around again and this time they saw an individual step out of a cross-corridor doorway and glance at the group for a moment then he walked to the next cross corridor and stepped into the doorway, out of sight.

"Okay¦" Ensign Talus said, "Now I see 'em."

"It's for the best that they're watching over us since we screwed up and got nabbed," Tamaric said. "We don't have someone like Hammer around to cover our backside without those guys."

"So there's more than one of 'em following you two around?"

"Most of the time." Korica replied. "When we're in class or the practice labs, there's only one around but when we're out and about like this there's usually two of 'em shadowing us."

"You don't try to get to know 'em?" Missy asked.

"No. We aren't supposed to distract them from doing their job. They need to stay alert and watch everything and everyone around us."

Korica and Tamaric led the group to the nearest lift and they paged the lift car and waited a few moments. When the door slid open they stepped aside to make room for the 5 individuals, some of whom were definitely alien visitors judging by their brightly colored odd looking garments and bizarre physical appearances. Once the arriving passengers stepped off the lift, the whole group climbed aboard and Korica called out "Philo deck". The door slid closed and Laurel touched Korica's arm.

"What did that mean honey?"

"The closest English translation would be uppermost and deck means exactly what it means in English, the floor."

"I'm proud of you for learning the prevalent local language."

"Thanks mom. They keep promising exposure to a neural disc created by someone from their culture our age but it just happened yet. We've had to do what we can to learn words and phrases the old fashioned way. Tamaric is pretty good at picking up on that stuff making it easier for me to retain it for both of our sakes."

"It's interesting how you're learning to utilize your individual strengths to benefit both of you in the end."

"You and dad had to learn to do the same thing, right?"

"Yes, without a doubt. I'm just proud of you for learning how to recognize the need to do that on your own."

"I think it was more of an instinctive thing to eliminate the confused minds and muffled senses we suffered from in the beginning. We just adapted how we had to in order to process the world around us and learn in an efficient manner."

"You're so smart baby. You've come to understand things that perplexed Jake and I for the longest time."

Laurel wrapped her arm around Korica and gave her a squeeze and kissed the side of her head.

"I love you too mom. I miss being loved on by you and dad."

"You have Tamaric for that now honey."

"Oh he makes me feel loved and important alright, but it's just not the same."

"Awe, well we certainly miss having you around to love on too."

They rode silently after that, stopping several times to let more passengers on and off the lift until they arrived at the Philo deck. The door slid open and they stepped out of the lift into a very different looking corridor. It was slightly dingy suggesting it was only occasionally cleaned and not very heavily trafficked. Korica and Tamaric lifted their arms at the same time and then laughed at the synchronized activity. Tamaric lowered his arm and Korica activated her bio monitor then waited for the map program to initialize. She then used a pinch maneuver to manipulate the map until she found the route needed to reach the atrium level.

"We should've crossed the station before climbing aboard a lift. We've made it a little more complicated to get where we want to go. We've never been in these parts before."

"We lost your security shadows too." Rody said.

"We feel perfectly safe with you here Hammer."

"Sides¦they'll locate us on the stations internal sensor net and follow us." Tamaric added.

"Come on, this way¦" Korica said pointing to the left up the dimly lit, slightly dingy corridor.

Tamaric slid his hand into Korica's and she led the way glancing at her bio monitor from time to time as they made lefts and rights seemingly endlessly until they emerged into a wide foyer like space that obviously used to have vendor shops by the dozens but all the alcoves were now debris strewn and abandoned.

"I wonder what went wrong in this section?" Jake uttered softly.

"Seems like everyone cleared out some time ago and never came back for whatever reason." Rody commented.

"You guys have seen the upper class sections." Korica said. "This is a lower class section that no longer holds interest to visit by those with credit to burn. I'm sure there is a particular species that lives in this area and they may not appreciate visitors any more."

"Does that mean we shouldn't be here?" Laurel asked.

"This is a public corridor. We're perfectly justified being here as long as we're just passing through."

"How do you know all the political and cultural issues involved with this section?" Missy asked.

Korica thought about it for a moment then she shrugged her shoulders as she walked across the open space to a corridor heading toward the port side of the station.

"I don't know. I think we might be reading the unseen people in this section to gain an understanding of how to behave and what the environment is like. We've learned to be more alert when wandering around and this might be part of it."

"Crazy how information comes to you like that and you really don't have any idea how it's coming to you, huhn?" Jake said.

"Yeah. I think I understand what you and mom were talking about. If you keep your senses peeled, things become much clearer in ways you never expected. We ordinarily ignore so much information without even knowing it."

"Well¦that may be true but people with advanced abilities like us are capable of tuning into and processing way more information than an average person. Especially when you take into account how much information two minds working as one can process. We sense something like twenty percent of our surroundings compared to three or four percent like an average person."

"You're talking about perceiving the universe around us¦sensing happenings in a particular area like this is something wholly different." Rody said.

"I know Hammer. It's part of our advanced ability to sense danger close. It adds to our situational awareness."

"Boy could the Marines in the special tactics division use that kind of ability."

"I'm guessing signs of the active gene mutation responsible for advanced abilities would rule a candidate out of consideration for the special tactics division."

"Maybe on Earth, not out here. Anyone with the right temperament and physical ability is being considered. We need to bolster our ranks given our recent eye opening to what's going on in our new neighborhood of the galaxy and what's going to be expected of us as members of the core enlighteners."

"You think we're going to be assigned the peacekeeping and enforcement side of things more than the enlightenment side of affairs of concern to the lead council?"

"Stop reading me Laurel. I know things you haven't been read into. But¦yes. We're going to be used as muscle with a conscience."

"That's why they're putting those massive gun turrets on the Future."

"Yes. We weren't exactly permitted the liberty of saying no to their installation. I won't comment on their intended use beyond that."

"I can read between the lines Hammer. We're not stupid."

"I know hun. I'm glad you didn't take your objections beyond a gentle mentioning of your displeasure with their installation and implied use."

"We're barely in the civilian corps. It's way beyond us to object vehemently."

They reached the end of the corridor and turned left and found a corridor that was completely dark with dim light thousands of yards down the corridor. Rody reached out and gently grasped Korica's shoulder and stopped her as he instinctively put his other hand on his weapon.

"I don't like this. Use those gifted senses of yours and figure out why so much of this corridor is in the dark."

Korica looked up at him and grinned and nodded then she stepped closer to Tamaric as Rody removed his hand from her shoulder. Korica then slid her hand into Tamaric's and the concentrated together on the situation at hand and they found that they unintentionally joined minds to sharpen their senses and they didn't fight the involuntary reaction to struggling for answers. After the momentary emotional and hormonal rush faded in intensity, their senses became sharp and crisp. They then once again concentrated on the reasons behind the darkened corridor and almost immediately they sensed why the conditioned were deliberately being maintained in almost complete darkness.

"This section is reserved for a species that suffer from photophobia. We can sense their presence¦and they're aware of our presence."

"How bizarre," Rody said. "Do you sense hostility in them?"

Korica glanced back at Rody and gently put her hand on his hand on his weapon.

"We don't sense hostility toward us but you really don't want to put forth a confrontational posture or that could change in a hurry."

Rody looked down at Korica and nodded once as he moved his hand away from his weapon.

"It's an instinctive reaction to an unknown environment."

"I know it's how you're trained to react Hammer, but you really don't want to discharge a weapon on the station."

"We're nowhere near the outer hull."

"No but do you know what's behind those bulkheads?"

"Good point. I could rupture a power conduit or worse¦there could be sanitary lines running through the bulkhead and that shi¦stuff can be flammable and or unpleasant when blown all over the place."

"Eew," Missy uttered. "Let's not go there. Alien poop isn't something I want to experience."

"You know¦" Laurel started, "I'm amazed by what we sensed from you and Tamaric honey."

"What do you mean?"

"Well¦we've sensed the merging of essences between you and Tamaric when you join minds but it never felt so¦seamless and smooth as it did this time. It always felt almost forced before, this time it was very fluid as you two just morphed into the single presence we sense right now."

"You two have been practicing, haven't you?" Jake asked.

"Every single day in the lab and then again when we get to our room sometimes." Tamaric replied.

"We're exposed to problem solving exercises everyday that require us to join in order to achieve success," Korica said, "It's teaching us not to fear or resist the merging. It happens sometimes now without us having to think about it and we just don't fight it, we let it happen and it feels natural the more we join minds. Dederal says it's important for us to feel completely comfortable joining minds and sharing thought and emotion as we channel gifts without thought or hesitation. We've achieved that balance and level of comfort in our pairing and everything that comes along with it."

"I can feel that your fear in your abilities has all but disappeared. That's wonderful honey." Laurel said.

"Yeah, I understand how powerful I am, but I'm not afraid of it anymore. Now that I have confidence in myself, I feel in control and that's the key to being in control. We're learning about each other and ourselves through the exercises Dederal has been conducting. It's part of the learning process that we have to go through in order to endure the mental load of controlling the Brendon while using our abilities to the fullest in manifesting the space-time excursion necessary to rid our universe of that chunk of debris without causing a paradoxal cascade event."

"I'm glad you understand the complexities of what you are and what you have to do. I can feel the change in the level of self-confidence in both of you¦even though I can't really distinguish one from the other right now."

"You two emanate a powerful essence once merged." Jake said. "I'm assuming you sense the same thing from Laurel and I?"

"Yes," Korica replied. "A ten fold increase in intensity."

"We should press on if we're being observed." Rody pressed.

"We aren't necessarily being observed, they're just aware of our presence, but you're right in that we shouldn't loiter in an unfamiliar section of the station."

"We can feel that our security friend is on this level somewhere close by," Tamaric said. "If we were in real danger he would've made contact with us to warn us to avoid this area."

They all then headed into the deeply shadowed eerie feeling portion of the corridor keeping their eyes on the light much further down the corridor. They walked without saying a word until they reached the brightly lit section of the corridor; they then stopped and looked back down the long passageway cast in darkness.

"It must be a dismal life to spend it living in darkness like that." Rody said.

"Unless your eyes are different than ours. They can probably see in the dark better than we can in the light."

"You're sure of that?"

"Pretty sure¦just as sure as I am with the information coming to us from an unknown source."

"Yeah¦I still don't get that but I trust you two so¦"

"So let's press on."

Korica lifted her arm and looked at the map still being displayed on her bio monitor and Laurel laid her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"I wasn't aware our bio monitors could display color rich three dimensional images like that."

"I wasn't aware either. They scan analyzed our bio monitors when we boarded the station and they discovered that the bio monitor function was only utilizing a small fraction of the functional capacity of the components and they assumed off the self multi function hardware was used that is far more capable than what is being utilized for monitoring our biological conditions at any given time."

"That's a little disturbing that they were able to discern all that from a non contact scan that you were unaware was conducted in the first place." Jake said.

"I never heard her admit they were unaware of the scan being conducted." Rody commented.

"As she reminisced the memory of their arrival, Laurel and I sensed the minuet details."

"You saw what she was remembering? I didn't know your connection worked like that."

"We didn't actually see her memories if that's what you mean. We read her feelings in such fine detail we can form our own mental image of what she's remembering."

"So¦in your own way¦you are able to see her memories."

"Kind of, there's a certain degree of inaccuracy due to interpretation of what we're sensing of her feelings."

"You mean you get that stuff wrong from time to time?"

"Yeah. Our interpretations are as accurate as our understanding of feelings¦which you probably know is kind of confusing at our age¦our true age that is. Our heads haven't caught up to the rest of our development just yet."

"Boy, as if adolescence isn't confusing enough." Ensign Talus said.

"I Know, right?" Laurel said with a pretty smile that made ensign Talus shiver.

Laurel sensed the rush of infatuation that was all too familiar and she glanced at Jake and he simply smirked and shook his head knowing Laurel shared no such feelings for the young man. Korica pointed down the cross corridor to the left and they managed a few steps when Tamaric sensed a presence and gently pushed Korica behind him as he turned around held his hand out instinctively. Laurel noticed the gesture and felt the static like charge building within his body and she took a step back just as an odd looking creature stepped from the shadows of the darkened corridor to their right.

The creature was bipedal but nothing close to Human looking or anything even close. It had slumped shoulders with great folds of skin hanging loose that hung like detached drapes fallen about a twin pointed chair or the likes with a recognizable head having 2 eyes, a mouth and nose slit but no ears or head hair. The creature had short stubby arms with four digit hands and skin that was dark in contrast to what would be expected of a creature living in space. The creature had short legs with more hanging skin masking most of its mid body structure looking like piled up rolls of dough hanging about its body.

The odd looking creature stared in frozen pause for a moment and Korica reached forward and put her hand on Tamaric's shoulder.

"Remember our lessons¦you have to dissipate the energy you've built up without releasing it into the environment."

Tamaric lowered his hand and closed his eyes as he concentrated on absorbing the energy field he was building. Laurel and Jake felt the charge in the air and around Tamaric in particular dissolving and Laurel kept her eyes on the creature observing them as she stepped close to Korica.

"I'm proud of the level of control you two have learned." She said softly.

"Thanks mom. I don't sense any overt danger from our friend there. Tamaric was channeling and he's still learning to focus what I'm capable of."

"What do you think it wants?" Ensign Garber asked softly.

"It has something to do with¦escape." Jake said.

"Escape!" Rody said. "From what, this station?"

"No¦we sense it's more complicated than that. They read us while we were paused in their section of the station and they think we can help."

"Read you. You're saying that thing is gifted like you four are?"

"Yes," Laurel replied. "And don't call it a thing. It's an intelligent living being that deserves the same respect we expect to be shown. To them we're the weird looking creatures."

They heard rapid footsteps coming from the dark section of the corridor and Korica and Tamaric sensed their security observer drawing close rapidly. They then heard shoes skidding on the smooth deck and a rather stalky man with striking blond hair that was barely beyond fuzz in length appeared on one knee sliding to a stop with his hand up.

"Pleas! Do not strike!" He said with a distinct Encaran accent while looking at Korica and Tamaric. "He is Te'Arin. He is not dangerous."

"We had already deduced as much," Korica said.

"How can he tell it's a he?" Rody asked rhetorically speaking softly leaning toward ensign Hobart.

The man slowly stood up and nodded once then looked down at the creature and they held eye contact for a few moments then the man nodded and grinned then looked at the stunned group looking on.

"I am sorry I came on you so suddenly like that. I had to make sure Elion was not harmed due to a fear response. The Te'Arin are a peaceful race even through they live in a hostile region of space. Elion here would like a formal meeting of minds if you have no objections to it. He and his people would like to put forth an exchange that could benefit both of your people."

"We have no objections to that but tell Elion that we are not in a position of power to speak for all of our people. We will listen and if necessary bring his concerns back to our leadership but we are just adjutants. We hold no true rank of significance within the civilian corps and we certainly have no say in our civilian affairs. Representatives can be dispatched to discuss matters of diplomacy and whatnot, that is not something we are entitled to do."

"I believe you just told him."

"His people are telepathic?"

"Not in the way you are familiar with. They have a way of communing with the universe to gain an understanding of people and places. They can reach out and feel what a people are like and when they may cross paths with such a person."

"You're right sir, I'm not sure I understand what that means other than it suggests the Te'Arin know who we are and what we're like."

"That is it exactly. He does not know you personally, he knows what your character is like and that is what he wants to present to his people in the hopes you can and will help them."

"We would be glad to listen to their proposal and get to know them. Hopefully what hey need help with is something within our power."

The security escort knelt down on one knee and simply looked into the placid blue eyes of the Te'Arin and an understanding was conveyed between them. He then stood back up and glanced down the dark corridor. Laurel, Jake, Korica and Tamaric sensed a number of alien presences approaching and a moment later shuffling footsteps could be discerned coming from the corridor. The security observer stepped back and several Te'Arin came into view. They were all unclothed though a few had medallions on gold chains around their necks presumably denoting some kind of revered leadership position. The Te'Arin looked around and the sense was that there were quite a few individuals that could not be seen further down the shadowy portion of the corridor.

Laurel looked at the security observer and took a step closer to him.

"Do you know what their story is? Are they space fairing and local?"

"I know a little of their story. They are from the Bocana system one hundred ten light years from the Endrinol system. They are space fairing in that they have spaceships though nothing capable of significant interstellar travel. They have explored the star systems neighboring their home system, a distance of two point eight light years, and nothing much beyond that. They live in a hostile sector of the galactic neighborhood. Their home system has been under siege for a very long time by species from much further away than they cannot mount a proper response to or defense against."

"If they have such limited space capabilities, how did they get this far from home?"

"That I do not know. I would assume they bartered passage aboard a ship capable of carrying them here."

"So¦" Rody started. "They came here seeking help with their situation back home? They need some muscle with the technological formability to back up any threat presented?"

"That would be a fair assessment I suppose."

"What is it about their home system that has attracted so much unwanted attention by invading species?" Jake asked.

"They will have to explain that to you. All I know is there is a rare element in their system that is in high demand due to its rare reactive properties."

"Interesting. I wonder if that element is what they use for bartering."

"Maybe that's what they want to offer in trade for our help with what they have going on back home?" Rody posed.

"It is possible."

"This sounds complicated¦" Laurel stated. "Well beyond anything we can make a decision on."

"I've heard the captain call you two outstanding first contact ambassadors, this is the chance to prove him right." Rody said.

Laurel stepped around Korica and approached one of the Te'Arin wearing a medallion and she didn't quite know what to expect as she knelt down on one knee so she was eye level with the 3.8' tall androgynous looking individual. She immediately got a masculine sense from the individual as she looked into his stunning deep blue eyes. The Te'Arin looked Laurel up and down for a moment then he focused on her breathtaking purlescent blue eyes and she instantly felt a connection to him that felt both communicative and personal.

"So¦you would prefer to share ideas in comfortable surroundings¦dimmer lit conditions most importantly." Laurel said softly. "I understand."

Laurel grinned and stood up and looked at everyone staring at her expectantly.

"They would rather discuss matters in their quarters where the conditions are more comfortable. They can adapt to brightly lit conditions but they prefer much more subdued lighting. They communicate in a way different from telepathy or empathic impressions. It's not like anything I've ever experienced before."

"Yes, I know," The security observer said. "It is a little difficult to describe it accurately."

"How often does this station accept refugees like these guys?" Rody asked.

"Anyone who proves themselves civilized is permitted boarding. This is a station of commerce, haven, and in many cases research and education of various subjects. I would not say on a daily basis, but often new races are permitted boarding."

"I guess that's the whole point to having a station like this in the center of the local sector."

Two of the Te'Arin reached up and took Korica and Laurel by the hands then ushered them closer to Jake and Tamaric and the girls slid their hands into their partner's hands and more Te'Arin walked around the corner, squinting at the bright light to take a hand from the rest of the group with the exception of the security observer and a connection was experienced by everyone this time. The Te'Arin then began shuffling back toward the darkened corridor, deeper into the shadowy breadth of its length. The Future crew followed along, amused by their new found friends until they reached the middle of the darkest portion of the corridor. Korica glanced back toward the light and she saw the tall burly silhouette of the security observer remaining at the end of the corridor and she glanced at Tamaric for a moment and her eyes adjusted to the extremely dark conditions in order to make out the faint details of his handsome and reassuring face.

"I guess he feels we're not in any danger so he's going to watch out for us from a distance."

"He's right if that's the case. I don't sense the Te'Arin are a threat we can't handle¦in fact¦I sense they find us interesting and you girls in particular have them enthralled."

"I feel that too," Laurel said. "They feel we're a weird looking species like so many in the galaxy that look like us but they recognize how pretty we are¦" Laurel looked toward Missy in the extreme dark, "That includes you ensign Hobart. They appreciate how pretty you are."

"It's an odd feeling¦I sense what you're talking about even if I can't see a darn thing in this part of the passageway. The second they initiated contact with my hand I gained this unspoken understanding and vague level of communication with them. It goes beyond words but isn't as deep as emotional communication like what you four are capable of. I don't know how to put it into words exactly."

One of the Te'Arin rapped his flat hand on an unseen door before them and a moment later the door slid open to reveal a huge compartment more than twice the size of Korica and Tamaric's quarters. The space was cast in an almost eerie teal green glow from an unseen light source that seemed to be located low in the room broadcasting the light up onto the overhead structure. There were dozens of individuals in the room and the moment the door slid open their very essence flooded the senses of Laurel and Jake as well as Korica and Tamaric taking them a moment to correlate what they were sensing and seeing.

Everyone's eyes adjusted quickly to the low level glow in the space and they could now discern the bizarre furnishings that were low and small, like those meant for a child or someone just barely beyond child size. There were drape like ribbons of material tastefully hung about the space creating pockets of privacy with reclined chairs, tables and single occupant upright fixed position seats within the spaces created by the hanging material that was a shear material that could almost be seen through even with the feeble light being cast about the huge space. Despite the light creating a bizarre atmosphere, the arrangement of furniture and hanging material posed a warm and inviting environment.

The Future crew were ushered into the room, being pulled by their hands by individuals barely taller than their waists. Once they were deep in the room, the main door was closed and the whole group looked back to find a crowd of Te'Arin surrounding them in a sea of bobbing little heads and hushed otherworldly conversations that were more clicks and snaps than words. The group were brought to a curved couch in the middle of the space that had drape like curtains billowed down around the back of the couch separating it from the rest of the space beyond. They sat down calmly and looked around not quite sure how to proceed when two of the Te'Arin approached, both wearing medallions on chains and the pair slumped down in the floor allowing their folds of skin to cover their short legs so they looked like blobs of skin with a head and short arms before them. It was amusing but bizarre at the same time.

Laurel was the first to cue in on the fact that the two Te'Arin before them were a male and female and a sense of a very long-lived relationship between the two was sensed and thus passed along to Jake and then Korica and she in turn passed it along to Tamaric.

"These two seem to be in charge of this gathering¦" Rody said. "Why don't you ask them to present their proposal so we can get the proper people here to negotiate on our behalf."

"You don't sense that they already have?"

Rody furrowed his brows heavily as he stared at Laurel and then the sense of what she was talking about washed over him and he slowly turned his gaze to the host couple before them.

"I'll be¦I understand¦what a trip! I don't understand how¦their presentation is coming to me, I just know some of what their situation back home is¦and it's growing clearer and clearer."

"So¦no offense, but hush your Human communications and listen to their form of communication." Laurel said without looking at Rody.

"Easy adjutant¦you're running the mission but¦" Laurel turned her gaze to him and tilted her head slightly and he snapped his mouth closed and grinned at her as he nodded once. "I'll shut up and let things come naturally."

"Thank you Hammer. This is how it's done when in the audience of the Te'Arin."

"They now completely understand what Tamaric and I are here to do." Korica said. "They don't want to interfere with our training and studies so we can accomplish our ultimate goal successfully. They grasp how vital it is for us to learn what we need as quickly as possible. They want us to act as intermediaries to our people once the Future departs for the Future system. They don't want us to feel we need to leave more of our people here for that purpose given how much work remains to get Genesis built on schedule while conducting the first contact meetings concurrently."

"They gained an understanding of all that from you?" Rody asked in a soft voice.

"They gained that from all of us. We share combined knowledge of the same details that they can stitch together to form a clear concept of who we are and where we're from."

Rody snapped a look to Laurel and Jake and they both put their hands up and looked at him as they sensed his concern.

"Don't worry Hammer," Laurel said. "We're guarding the sensitive information in our heads. They aren't prying like that anyways."

"Just make sure you stay sharp to that. It could really turn bad quickly."

"We're well aware. You know our command codes have been temporarily suspended until we return and pass the required mental and physical exams for repatriation."

"Everyone's codes have been set aside like that as a precaution." Jake said. "You should know, you wrote the protocol when you took over the role of head of security on the Future."

"I know away mission protocol, you two hold way more than sensitive codes in your wonderful little heads."

"That information is in a portion of our minds that is guarded. We've learned a few things since our encounter with the Lundragaus seeking specific sensitive information."

"Alright, it just¦crossed my mind so¦."

"We understand. I think we've proven that we will die before giving up sensitive information."

"You have at that."

Rody started to get a sense that their hosts were tiring of the vocalizations being conducted in their presence. It was distracting for the form of communication they were familiar with and most comfortable using. Human beings weren't particularly adept at vocalizing and keeping their minds open and focused in the proper way to facilitate Te'Arin communication. Rody fell silent after that and relaxed so his mind was freed to listen to the bizarre impressions and ideas coming to him that were distinctly alien in nature though completely understandable since there was no language involved.

After some 15 minutes of two-way communication Laurel cued in on exactly what the Te'Arin needed and she was just waiting for them to assert that her and Jake were the people they wanted, but she was surprised when it was Korica and Tamaric that had their interest. Laurel assumed it was due to the rumors and close contact from the station that gave them a better idea of who Korica and Tamaric are and being in their presence presumably confirmed that they were indeed gifted to an unbelievable degree though Tamaric had a fierceness deep within him that seemed to be exactly what they were looking for in a species that could provide the type of confrontation to hostile invaders such as those plaguing the Te'Arin. Laurel finally thought she should say something so she looked at Korica and ushered a gentle push to get her attention and initiate non-verbal communication. Korica sensed the tingle in her stomach and looked at Laurel and grinned.

"That tickles mom¦what's your question?" Korica thought.

"Are you sure you two understand the gravity of what the Te'Arin are seeking?"

"Yeah, I think so. We serve in a peacekeeping organization, which means we're going to have to be prepared for the dark side of that role. I hate the idea of killing but, we're ready if it comes down to it. Diplomacy first, iron fist second."

"Alright. I'll tell the captain that we should move forward with the Te'Arin request for assistance."

"You don't think he'll send the Future?"

"Not likely. That would be too provocative. We'll have to see what the council of enlighteners wants to do, but I'm fairly certain they won't send the Future unless an all out war ensues."

"Shouldn't we discretely observe to determine the present conditions before making contact?"

"I'm sure that's going to be the way things are to be done but that's up to the captain and the council."

Laurel looked at the Te'Arin seated in front of them and she offered a friendly smile.

"I know you can't understand a word I'm saying but, I hope you understand the impression that we'll forward your request to our leaders so they can meet with you to make an equitable agreement. We simply aren't authorized to conduct negotiations of that magnitude without involving them."

The Te'Arin duo looked at one another then stood up and outstretched their hands toward Laurel and Jake. Laurel looked at Jake and smiled.

"I don't know how but I think they understand."

"We should go then, I'm not entirely comfortable with this isolated arrangement¦or maybe it's you that isn't. Either way we should go."

Laurel and Jake extended their hands and clasped hands with their gracious host couple and stood up. The Te'Arin then let go of their hands and stepped over to Korica and Tamaric as they were getting to their feet and the male of the two waved his hand over Korica and Tamaric while looking at Laurel and Jake. Jake glanced at Rody and Rody nodded once.

"Yeah¦I get it. He's promising Korica and Tamaric will be looked after if they take part in the mission to investigate the conditions in the Bocana system. I'm not exactly sure that's something they can honor but it's a nice overture."

"It's going to be a while till they can take part in something like that. They have plenty on their plates at the moment."

"I won't argue that point."

The other Te'Arin began to gather around the crew making them feel like giants in a sea of chubby little cherubs shuffling around them. The couple that were very obviously the senior or leaders of the small group of 2 dozen Te'Arin that could be seen moved toward the door after taking Laurel and Jake by the hand and pulling on their arms slightly. The door was opened and the Future crew were shown out into the dark corridor and then the Te'Arin filed back into the dimly lit room with the exception of the lead couple that seemed to linger to watch the crew depart. Korica stroked the back of the head of the male Te'Arin as she and Tamaric walked past and then she smiled at the individual despite the dark conditions, Korica being washed in a teal colored glow from within the Te'Arin quarters until she stepped away from the doorway.

Korica took Tamaric's hand and the pair led everyone down the corridor to the area that was brightly lit at the intersection of the cross corridor that was both wider and slightly cleaner than the lit section before encountering the Te'Arin tuned section. Korica raised her arm and activated her bio monitor and waited for the map program to reinitialize and then she pointed to the left.

"There's a lift down that way that will take us up to the sangareen level. From there we will need to go aft and to port to catch the next lift that will take us all the way up to the deck below the atrium level."

"Where's your security guy?" Rody asked looking up and down the corridor.

"Oh we can feel that he's still around, just out of sight somewhere." Korica replied.

"He probably went to find a com panel to report what we're up to." Tamaric commented.

"Do you two have to come this way every time you go up to the atrium level to exercise?" Laurel asked.

"No. We don't come through this section at all," Korica replied. "From the learning annex or our quarters it's a fairly straightforward trip directly to the atrium level. We're just in an area that isn't as interconnected as the areas we normally frequent."

"We've kind of stopped exploring the station like we did at first¦after our incident and all," Tamaric said. "I'm a lot more aware of our surroundings and we always have our security shadow but we still keep to the areas we know. As you just saw, you just never know who or what you're going to come across on a station as big and diverse as the Reuopon."

"Yeah, I get the feeling they can't or don't screen everyone coming aboard as well as they should." Rody commented.

"I don't know about that. I would assume they do what they can without being completely intrusive." Tamaric replied.

"I guess overseeing security for millions would be a daunting task under the best of conditions."

"I certainly wouldn't want the job."

Korica grinned and waved the group on and her and Tamaric led the way down the corridor some 2000 yards to the lift Korica had mentioned. Tamaric paged the lift and they waited for a few seconds and then the door slid open and they stepped into the lift car. Korica touched the command panel then spoke the words, "Sangareen level" and the door slid closed and the lift ascended steadily for a time then slowed dramatically and they sensed a sideways shift in position and a halt in motion but the door didn't open and Laurel looked over at Korica and Tamaric. Korica looked at Laurel and grinned.

"Multiple lift cars use the same lift tube. If two are heading toward each other, one will stop and slip into a side compartment within the tube system to allow one to pass by, then the car will move back into the main tube and continue on its path."

"What an ingenious idea to reduce wait times for a lift."

They sensed a slight whoosh as a car flew past them, buffeting the car then they sensed a slight sideways movement and a resumption of ascending movement.

"You simply couldn't use a single lift car in a system as vast as the ones on this station. Can you imagine how long you would have to wait if the lift car was on the first deck and you wanted to go to one hundred or something? You would have people jams all over the place waiting for the lifts to arrive."

"Since we heard the other car go by, I assume they don't use a vacuum tube system?" Laurel said.

"No. The cars use electromagnetic motors. They don't actually touch the guide rails so it's a fast smooth ride cause there's no friction but there's still a limit to how much wind resistance the cars can withstand. From what I understand, the kinetic wind is funneled into the local ventilation system for the corridors to help distribute fresh air produced all over the station by small reactors."

"I wonder what process and elements they use to create oxygen and carbon dioxide?" Jake asked.

"I don't know. We've never thought to look into it."

The lift slowed and Korica and Tamaric looked at the command panel and they could see that they were nowhere near the sangareen level. Korica looked at Laurel.

"We must be stopping to pick up more riders."

Laurel nodded as the car came to a stop and the door slid open. They were now facing a group of 5 individuals that were Human in appearance though their attire was distinctly different in its bold color palette from anything a Human would consider wearing. The crew stepped aside and back to make room and the newcomers grinned and nodded in a friendly manner and stepped into the car then one of them tapped the command panel and spoke something no one understood and the door slid closed. The lift then ascended and they stood quietly for a moment then one of the new riders broke the silence when she looked at Korica and Tamaric for a moment then she shifted her stance so she was somewhat facing them and she spoke in English with a sharp accent the likes of which none of the crew had ever heard before.

"You are the couple attending special classes in the learning annex. If memory serves, you are from the intergalactic ship Future?"

Korica looked at Tamaric and shrugged subtly since neither of them was sensing anything from the 5 new riders but they seemed very familiar with Korica and Tamaric. Korica then looked at the woman and grinned slightly.

"That is right. I am Korica and this is my husband Tamaric. Excuse me for asking but¦how do you know who we are?"

"My Engret attends classes in the learning annex. You are not in his circle of friends though he is well aware of who you two are. He speaks of the pretty girl from the Future with the beautiful white hair and her blue-eyed, muscular Human partner."

"I didn't know we were celebrities aside from within the group we associate with."

"When you look like you two do and are around a sociable group of youth as you are, there will be discussion of who you are, where you are from and what you are doing here."

"I know there is always talk about who is doing what around the quad and eatery area. Since you know who we are, this is my mom and dad, Laurel and Jake¦" Korica said as she gestured toward Laurel and Jake.

"It is nice to meet you," The woman said.

"Likewise ma'am," Laurel said.

"It's our pleasure ma'am." Jake said.

"I do not want to seem rude¦you two do not look much like your daughter. I cannot see where she gets her looks from."

"Oh uh, she is our adopted daughter. She is from another galaxy that we transited through. Her parents were murdered and we absolutely fell in love with Korica and so adopted her so she would have a loving family to nurture and care for her."

"That is very noble of you to do that for an orphan that is another species entirely¦" The woman then looked at Tamaric. "And you are the same species as Laurel and Jake?"

"Yes ma'am. We were born on opposite sides of the same planet."

"It speaks to your compassion and open mindedness to accept a girl from another galaxy as your mate. Are all of your people so open minded?"

"Yes ma'am. It's one of the fundamental characteristics that resulted in us being chosen to board the Future when we left our home system. This is how all of our people feel about outsiders that have a positive character like Korica does. Besides¦look at her¦she's the most beautiful girl I've ever seen with that white hair and soft facial features. How could I not go out of my way to win her heart?"

"Awwe, you're sweet Tamaric." Korica said blushing hard as she leaned into his shoulder.

Tamaric wrapped his arm around Korica and gave her a squeeze as he felt her admiration and slight embarrassment. He loved sharing her every essential emotional rush since her emotions were so much more intense than those of a Human to begin with.

"This is our head of security, Hammer and ensigns Hobart, Talus and Garber," Laurel said gesturing to everyone as she announced their name. "We all serve in the civilian corps aboard the Future."

"I can see that based on your matching uniforms designs¦though yours and Jake's are a little different somehow."

"We are adjutants which is a new class of officer to accommodate our position within the organization and our uniforms are the latest iteration of the uniform that includes some improvements in fit and form to make them more comfortable."

"I see. It is nice to finally meet the people my son has been going on about and their companions. Are you here to stay for a while?"

"Oh no ma'am," Laurel replied. "We came to visit with Korica and Tamaric while we wait for the Future to come pick us up."

"Really! The Future will be here¦close enough to see from the station?"

"Yes ma'am. We probably won't be here for long, but you'll have the opportunity to see the Future if you keep an eye on space around the station."

"I will definitely do that. One does not get to see an intergalactic ship very often. I would like to see what the Future looks like."

"It is a one of a kind design ma'am."

"If it carried all of your people from your home world to another galaxy then to these parts, it must be huge and impressive."

"It is nowhere near as big as the Reuopon station but she is pretty big and sophisticated. It is a sight to behold, that's for sure."

"You sound proud of your ship."

"Yes ma'am. I've seen her do things that stagger the imagination and we've conducted missions of mercy and exploration with style, diligence, and grace. I have a lot to be proud of."

The lift slowed and the woman looked at the command panel, and then she looked at the crew.

"My deck is coming up. It was truly nice to meet all of you¦especially you and Tamaric Korica. I wish you well in your studies whatever the nature be since they are conducted in seclusion."

"Thank you ma'am," Korica said. "If you don't mind me asking, how is it that you speak our language?"

"I do not mind you asking. There are multi-linguistic cerebral discs available on the station to help facilitate communications with those one may encounter on the station. We regularly access updated versions so we can communicate with new guests and residents, just like this situation."

"Hmm, I'm surprised English is included."

"Everyone on this station has access to our language, but we're being prevented from accessing the same thing." Tamaric said sounding incensed.

"That's because Dederal and Rhe'tock want us exposed to one of the more complex cultural cerebral discs. Those are totally different in nature. I get the feeling Aril has things in her head and character that Dederal doesn't want us exposed to so he's looking for someone our age besides her that can donate the cultural essence and life experiences."

"It just seems like they aren't in a big hurry to make that happen."

The elevator door slid open and the woman raised a hand in salutation then stepped out with the other 4 people she had boarded the car with then she looked back and smiled as the door slid closed. The crew then moved back into a more comfortable stance as the lift began to ascend once again.

"Well¦" Missy started. "That was interesting. Seems like you two have made a big impression on people around here." She said looking at Korica and Tamaric.

"We've been trying to keep to our selves for the most part. We haven't bragged or been noisy about who we are and what we're doing here."

"Teenagers will gossip¦I should know."

"You gossip on the Future?"

"Sure. Not in a malicious way mind you. We just talk about what's going on around us and who has come out of stasis recently and the new ensigns and officers to the civilian corps."

"That sounds harmless enough. You talk about Tamaric and I much?"

"Of course. I've been dying to meet you two. I've been maintaining my composure in order to keep things professional, but my heart has been racing since we got here and I've had a chance to be around you two. You're every bit as pretty as the archive vids made you look to be and then some and Tamaric's accent is absolutely dreamy. The intensity of your feelings for one another are intoxicating to be around and I can tell that you're as popular here as you are back home."

The lift began to slow and they looked at the command panel and Missy nudged Korica gently.

"What does that say?"

"Sangareen area."

"What does that mean anyways?"

"Produce level would be the closest match."

"Produce? You mean there's an entire deck devoted to trading fruits and vegetables?"

"Not the entire deck from bow to stern but cold storage, growth, cultivation and distribution take place in the sangareen area, which technically includes the atrium level too. Some trading goes on here, but that's mostly conducted on the stigo deck where arriving produce is quarantined and examined, then distributed throughout the station once deemed safe and what's grown on the atrium level is prepared for consumption then stored on the sangareen level before distribution. You have to remember just how many people live on and visit the station. It takes a lot of food to support them all."

"I take it there aren't people that go hungry on this station?"

"No, not unless it's by choice. We've never seen it but, we're told there is an area near the aft lower sections where free food is available for those in need. The further forward you go in the station the higher the class passenger you'll encounter and the more expensive the food preparation you'll find. We live in the middle upper class section. You should see the highest level near the bow, above the command and control decks. You talk about opulent and extravagant."

"Have you eaten up there?"

"Yeah, once. We went to an operatic performance up there and then went to diner after. The food was divine and so was the performance. I thought we were going to be overdressed for diner but in hindsight if we had gone in civilian clothes instead of what we were wearing, we would've been really underdressed."

The lift stopped and the door slid open and extremely bright lights and a wide-open space greeted them with all kinds of commotion going on around waist high 3 meter wide tables overflowing with multicolored fruits and vegetables and it extended as far as they could see. It was obvious that distribution and some trade negotiating were taking place. Laurel and Jake could feel the energy flowing under the decks presumably to power cold storage units somewhere out of sight near the aft end of the vast area they found themselves stepping into.

Once they were clear of the lift they stopped and sniffed at the air and it smelled distinctly jungle like with all the exotic fruits and vegetables adding to the nature of the aromas floating around. Korica lifted her arm and activated her bio monitor then waited for the map program to initialize and then she manipulated the map image for a moment and then she shifted her stance slightly then looked across the vast space they were in and she pointed into the distance.

"That way. There's a service lift that goes straight up to the atrium collection deck one deck below the main atrium level. Tamaric and I possess the proper clearance to go through there. We can take the deck lift from there up to the atrium level."

"Well, lead the way then." Rody said.

Korica smiled and slid her hand into Tamaric's and they led the way down one of the walkways between table sets. There was ton after ton of grown food for as far as the eye could see with massive support columns holding up the ceiling being the only thing breaking up the view. They walked past the uniformed officers and civilians going about their business with only the mildest of interest paid to them, interest that evaporated once Korica and Tamaric were spotted by those in the know and several seconds behind them, the familiar robust stature, and to some the known face, of the security observer further quelled their curiosity about the small group making their way across the massive sorting area.

When they reached the portside of the space where the bulkheads had a gentle curve to them, obviously following the outer hull shape, there was one structure that stood away from the bulkhead, a massive rectangular lifting frame with worm screw mechanisms at the 4 corners to provide massive lifting capability with the least amount of effort. The worm screws were as big around a man's body and led from deep within the deck all the way up to the level above visible through the enormous opening created by the lowered lifting frame. They could all see the twinkling of stars through the curved dome of the atrium level and the distinct shape of the dome was visible in the form of the plant life being grown reflecting on its internal surface in a ghostly image of mufti colored foliage from plants of every imaginable variety.

They walked to the middle of the lift platform and then looked around for a moment and a very tall alien looking man lumbered over to them and looked down at the group with his steely gray eyes set in his narrow but distinguished face with symmetrically pleasing features beneath his head of gray hair that was some 6.5 feet above his long feet that pointed outward from one another slightly as if to perch the weight of his huge body over a 'v' to establish proper balance. The man stared at Korica expectantly and she timidly stepped closer to him as she read his emotional energy. He was hard to read so she hoped he would understand simple hand gestures. She gestured toward everyone behind her then pointed up toward the opening leading to the atrium level and then she looked at the man and he looked up through the huge opening for a moment then he pointed straight up with his long index finger and Korica nodded. The man simply stood up straight and stared at Korica for a moment longer then he walked to the corner of the lift platform where there was a metal pedestal attached to the platform. He pressed a large paddle button and the platform began to rise as the worm screws rotated resulting in a lifting action imparted to the lift platform.

The platform rose steadily until it was flush with the deck surface within the atrium and the man let go of the button and the platform halted. Korica and Tamaric felt right at home and walked to the edge of the lift platform and bowed slightly to the man that provided the ride up, then noticed everyone looking around with flabbergasted faces and mouths agape in sheer delight and surprise.

"You guys feel like going on a walk? We won't take you on the full fifteen and a half mile walk around the entire thing but we'll show you some of the best viewing areas." Korica said.

"This place is¦incredible!" Missy uttered.

"The square area covered here is an incredible achievement. This dome must have some incredible properties to keep cosmic radiation from killing everything in sight." Laurel said.

"Come on¦" Korica said flicking her head to urge everyone off the lift platform.

The group broke their stunned gaze around their surroundings and followed Korica and Tamaric off the platform. The fragrant flowers were both stunning to look at and exhilarating to smell their essence wafting on the constant gentle breeze created by the air circulation system. They walked casually along the walking side of the meandering footpath as they looked around at the truly alien looking flowers and bushes until hey reached the area dedicated to produce growth. Korica and Tamaric described the fruits and vegetables they were familiar with and plucked a few examples of their favorites and let the crew try them fresh off the vine. The crew was stunned that even after walking along the meandering path for 10 minutes, they still couldn't see the curve they knew existed as the enclosure curved around the top of the station and headed forward. They could look to their right and see the opposite section that stretched fore and aft paralleling the section they were walking in, but they couldn't see the connection point at each end of the atrium level creating a miles long loop. The atrium was a distinct feature of the station visible from space long before any other detail could be distinguished aside from the awe inspiring dimensions of the station.

"There are viewing benches just up ahead," Korica pointed out. "We can sit and relax a little before heading back."

Korica and Tamaric led them to the bench style seats with padded cushions to sit upon. Laurel, Jake and Rody sat down on one bench and Korica, Tamaric and ensign Garber sat on the opposite bench facing them and the rest of the group sat down on the mossy liken covered ground surface adjacent to the bench Laurel, Jake and Rody were seated on. There were numerous other people seated on the rest of the bench style seats in this particular section of the atrium but they were some distance away making conversation muted coming from them though the gifted among the group had a clear sense of the emotional states and basic thoughts.

"So Laurel," Rody started, "What do you think of the Te'Arin situation?"

"It's ironic that for the second time another species on this station heard about Korica and Tamaric¦where they're from¦and what their people represent¦emboldening them to pull them aside to ask for their assistance with matters back home for the species in question. I like the Te'Arin we've met but I'm convinced not all their people are like them and I don't think we're getting the whole story."

"Yeah¦I have a bad feeling about the whole thing. I can't put my finger on it but I feel like the missing pieces add up to something unexpected. I think we have a nasty surprise awaiting us when we go investigate things in the Bocana system."

"Are you sure you aren't gifted?"

"I'm sure. I just know what those critters imparted to me was missing a key element. I can read people pretty well especially if they're talking to you the way those guys do. Call it a sense if you will, the sense is that everything isn't as it was presented."

"Maybe you better speak your concerns to the captain."

"Oh you can count on me doing that. It would carry more weight if you passed along cohobating concerns."

"You think Jake and I should look into future events to see what we sense?"

"I know looking that far out about a mission you're probably not going to be a part of initially would result in mixed results at best, completely erroneous information at worst so¦no, don't bother. Just¦listen to your gut feelings, what do they tell you?"

"Now that you we've had time to examine our intuitions about the situation, you're right. We're missing something crucial about what's going on in the Bocana system. The Te'Arin might know us or of us better than we think and they're trying to keep something from us that might make us reluctant to help them."

"Like what? There's not much around that would pose a serious threat to the Future when she's prepared for an engagement."

"Unless you're talking about an adversary that might follow us home."

"Sounds like you're keying in on something."

"Possibly. We tend to do that without knowing it."

"Maybe¦we should recommend the Future spearhead the investigation after all," Jake said. "She could slip into the system in stealth mode and she would be optically invisible and completely undetectable electronically. We could slink around and check things out without anyone being any the wiser."

"I thought you said the Future wouldn't be part of the initial investigation mom?"

"Well¦ordinarily that would be the case but we're sensing deeper concerns with the situation. Surely you're keying in on what we're feeling."

"Yeah. You're feelings a bit¦clouded at the moment, but I can definitely feel the concern building in you and dad."

"I'm sorry sweetheart, your dad and I are withholding certain aspects of our essence to prevent sensitive details from being sensed by those around us. We're in a totally alien environment after all."

"I guess I can understand that. I didn't know you guys were that disciplined with your abilities."

"We're gaining greater control and versatility all the time but we still suffer from momentary slips of positive control from time to time¦though I would prefer that kind of thing not reach the captain's ears lest it get to that curmudgeon senior chief Matson. He has it in for us." Laurel said looking at Rody then the ensigns as if asking for their discretion.

"Admitting your occasional failings is essentially admitting to being Human," Rody said with a grin on his face. "None of us will impart that to the captain. It's not something he needs to know since it was shared in confidence. You'll overcome the issue quick enough anyways."

"Thanks Hammer. Getting on top of these abilities as they increase in sophistication and scope is kind of difficult at times but I think we're handling it okay."

"I'll just have to take your word for it. I think we should sit down with the captain together and speak our concerns. You've got me a little worried about what we're going to find if you're inclined to suggest the Future go in stealth mode."

"I don't know what the schedule is like for the captain and the Future but this might need to be put at the top of the list of things that need to happen."

"If you're going to be involved in the mission, maybe you should prognosticate what's in store for us¦or for you to be more accurate."

Laurel pulled her head back in surprise and stared at Rody with a stunned look for a few moments then she gently shook her head.

"Not here. The level of concentration necessary leaves us unguarded, thus vulnerable. This definitely isn't the time or place for that."

"Maybe later, we're here so you can spend some quality time with Korica and Tamaric, I don't mean to throw a wrench into that."

"You didn't create the situation, you were just there when another mission took an unexpected twist, as it so often does for us."

"Life just gets interesting in ways you weren't expecting. I wouldn't call it things going sideways as you sometimes do."

"Oh things get interesting alright." Laurel looked at Korica and smiled warmly. "So tell me about the concert I hear you attended with your friends. I understand you went to a dance club to see a live performance by a traveling band?"

"Yeah. We went to the footworks and saw Temporal Slip perform their most popular songs."

"The kids on the station are a lot like the kids back home," Tamaric added. "They have social circles and love to listen to and dance to music. Temporal Slip is a rock band that could easily be mistaken for a band from Earth aside from the fact they don't speak English or any other recognizable language from Earth. They engaged the audience, encouraged cheering and a few peculiar dance steps as they performed on a stage that rose and descended slowly within the ten or so decks within the club. They had a visual electronic show going on behind them the whole time that added to the spectacle. I think you guys would really like their music style. The lead singer and guitarist has an incredible voice. The way he can hold a note and change pitch while hanging on a word is incredible."

"This band lives on this station?" Jake asked.

"Oh no. They're on tour visiting seventy locations in seventy days¦though they were here for two days so I don't know how they're going to keep to that schedule."

"Maybe this was their last stop on their tour?"

"I guess that's possible. The kids were sure enthusiastic about seeing them. There are audio bites floating around the station among the youth from Temporal Slip. We'll try to forward a few of our favorites next time we forward our logs and mission reports."

"I guess if we hear the band singing long enough, we'll start to learn the language and the context will start to make sense." Laurel said.

"Have you had many negative experiences aside from being accosted to elicit your help?"

Korica and Tamaric looked at one another and the non-spoken communication could be sensed, then they looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Not really negative per say, just surprising or uncomfortable at times maybe." Tamaric said.

"How so?" Laurel asked.

"Well¦these people are much more open minded and promiscuous than we are. Communal nude bathing, sexual appetites that are encouraged and considered healthy that would make the people back home faint."

"Ah the joys of traveling abroad," Rody said. "You can't expect all cultures to be conservative minded like us."

"Yeah¦I'm starting to see that. These kids hook up with multiple partners regularly and it's a perfectly normal part of their activities. It just¦"

"Are you afraid they're going to force something on one of you that you don't want?"

"No, they aren't that aggressive. The idea is put out there and if you reject the notion it's dropped. Korica and I have an equal amount of passes thrown our way and feelings aren't hurt when we decline the pass. The adults don't seem to be as active in that regard, or they keep it more discrete maybe, but the urges are still there under the surface. It's not something I was expecting to run into."

"So cross species encounters are common?"

"Yeah, it excites them to try something new like that."

"What about actual procreation?" Missy asked.

"Steps have to be taken to achieve fertility since the girls are sterilized at a really young age. Sterilization is as routine as childhood inoculations for us."

"Is it a chemical process or physical alteration to make the girls infertile?"

"We haven't probed into the process. I think it's a physical alteration that can be reversed pretty easily. When they decide to have children they just go in to see a medical professional. It's an in and out thing so there's no surgery involved or anything like that."

"How are you handling all this promiscuity given your experiences honey?" Laurel asked looking at Korica.

"uum¦it brings up some uncomfortable feelings but as long as they aren't pushing it on me, I understand it's just the way they are. I'm trying to keep an open mind. Draximan society is a little less conservative than Human society anyways, even though I wasn't raised on my home world. Nakedness just doesn't hold the same stigma that it does for you guys."

Laurel then initiated unspoken communication with Korica in the form of a gentle push that alerted Korica to listen mentally.

"Are things still going alright between you and Tamaric?" Laurel thought. "There's no physical discomfort?"

"No. The sex is fine between us. He's really good at it and his technique is improving. He satisfies me completely and he loves the unique architecture of my body. We still explore and experiment so I would say we have a healthy sexual relationship. We're completely compatible aside from the reproducing part."

"Okay honey. I don't mean to ask personal questions, I just want to make sure everything is alright for both of you."

"I know mom. Draximan aren't ashamed to discuss things like this. I appreciate that you want to make sure we're enjoying that part of being a couple. I couldn't ask for a better man than Tamaric. He sees to my needs even if he achieves orgasm first which only happens if we wait a couple days between encounters. I can actually get him just by sitting on him and flexing my ring muscles. You know that's one of things that makes the women of my species in the Oberon galaxy so highly sot after."

"Yeah, I remember." Laurel looked at Tamaric and the deep rose color to his cheeks and nose told her that the line of conversation embarrassed him. "I'm sorry Tamaric. I'm thinking of both of you by asking about this stuff." Laurel thought.

Laurel sensed a reply in his feelings that he understood but he was trying to distance himself form the conversation by withdrawing as much as he could without quieting his mind. Laurel pat Tamaric's knee to reassure him then she looked down the running path as 2 people rushed past as they pushed one another to keep up a fast pace.

"How often do you two run this course?"

"We come up here and run everyday mom," Korica replied. "We're trying to do the same things we're required to do on the Future. If we come home all atrophied, the captain will know we've been slacking."

"You run the whole circumference of this thing?" Rody asked gesturing around them.

"No. That's a bit excessive. We run about six miles a day. There is an exit point leading down two decks to the high speed transport system express lifts, that's where we run to from the bow entrance, then catch a ride back to midship where our quarters are located."

"Express lifts?" Ensign Garber posed with wrinkled brows.

"Yeah, the lifts only go to and from the high speed transport concourse. They don't stop anywhere along the way."

"Oooh, got it."

"Come on, I'll show you guys the rest of this place." Korica said standing up while extending her open palmed hand to Tamaric.

Tamaric smiled and placed his hand in hers as he stood up and everyone got to their feet and followed them out onto the walking path and they continued their migration aft as they gazed at the astounding array of plant life in full bloom and massive growth in most cases. There were a few uniformed individuals with wheeled carts loaded with a variety of tools attending to planting and grooming some of the plants but no harvesting was taking place that they observed. Once they reached the aft end of the atrium they could discern the distinct port curve of the enclosure and they followed it around until they were heading forward. The port side seemed as though it was more dedicated to harvest crops that were grown in rows and columns some of which was grain crop and other varieties were something like corn although the bared fruit was multicolored with almost white husks. There were a few varieties of tall trees that were laden with fruit but most fruit bearing plants were shrub like plants grown in planter beds. There were ornamental varieties as well presumably to add to the oxygen production and air filtration capabilities of the atrium level. There were many produce variety plants that no one had ever seen before with bizarre looking encased hanging fruits and vegetables and a few were fenced off with red ropes made of stuffed material to ward people off touching what were presumably delicate fruits that needed to ripen without being disturbed but those were very few and far between.

The crew noticed a large number of people wandering around looking at and sampling of the plants and Rody leaned closer to Korica and Tamaric.

"You two got any idea how they reflect the cosmic radiation that must exist this far out in space?"

"Electromagnetic fields and the dome has some very specific properties that reflect cosmic rays."

"I suppose they have a means of avoiding high velocity debris too?"

"Yeah. They have these automated cannons that blast most objects and the station can be moved if the object is too big or too fast moving to target successfully. We usually inhabit a pretty quiet region of the solar system so there isn't much need for that but right now we're pretty close in to augment the summer like conditions some of the plants require to produce a healthy crop. If you watch long enough you'll see bolts of energy streaking from the station out into space and every now and then you'll actually see the point of contact in the form of a bright momentary flash."

"So that same system could be used against hostiles?"

"I suppose it could, but we haven't' seen that kind of thing take place. Why would someone want to attack a commerce station like this? There would be absolutely no military or plunder benefit."

"I agree, I was just curious."

"You're wondering if we could be caught in some firefight resulting in hull breaches or something?"

"Yeah, something like that."

"The hull is pretty robust. It would take a heck of a weapon to actually penetrate the multiple hull layers causing a breach."

"This station is nowhere near as hardy as the Future though." Tamaric boasted.

"You would have to look pretty hard to find a ship or station built like the Future." Rody said.

"I sense a little pride in your home." Missy said smiling.

"You bet! The Future is an awesome ship that none can match."

"Specially now that she's got teeth." Ensign Talus said.

"If our sense of things is correct¦" Jake started. "That armament might be getting a proper test aside from stationary rocks or slow moving drones."

"You getting more feelings about what's in the Bocana system?" Rody asked.

"Yeah. Maybe not what's there but what we're going to be doing when we get there."

"That's a bit concerning. You sense us in firefight?"

"More like¦return fire that gets the message across real quick."

"You're sure about that?"

"No, not one hundred percent. We just sense that's a possible eventuality if we get involved."

"You think your being there is what causes the conflict?"

"No. It's just what we sense if we are there. More than likely a hostile engagement awaits the Future whether we're onboard or not. I can't imagine what would compel the captain to exit stealth mode resulting in a confrontation by hostiles."

"Unless the hostile contact has a way of detecting the Future while in light stealth mode." Rody suggested.

"That always possible but highly unlikely. The way the Future warps space-time to avoid detection is extremely hard to detect unless you know exactly what to look for and have extremely sophisticated sensor processing capabilities. There aren't going to be very many species around with that capability."

"Anyone with sensor capabilities like that would pose a serious threat not only to the Future but to anyone they come across." Missy commented.

"It's more likely Human error will play a role in the ship being detected and once that happens¦well there may be no choice but to engage the hostile." Jake said.

"Do you know if the adversary is destroyed or just disabled?" Rody asked.

"No," Laurel said. "We can't sense that kind of detail without committing to a deeper sense of future events and even then we'll sense multiple possibilities until we get closer to the actual time of event. Sorry, we're just to divergent from our birth quantum eventuality."

"I'm not sure I completely understand that last part, but I know your¦or more accurately¦Jake's advanced sense has been affected by all the trips in and out of our reality and proper timeline. Hell, you've been outside our very realm of existence on at least one occasion when your minds were reordered in order to reverse the twisting the Lundragaus had done to your perception of what's real."

"That's what I said but a little more clinically."

"I don't exactly speak your language sometimes Laurel. Your IQ is about two hundred points above mine in intelligence and universal understanding of all things cosmic and grand. I'm a simple guy with primitive thought processes by comparison."

"I know there's a compliment wrapped up in that somewhere so, thanks."

"You see those trees that are almost touching the dome right there? Korica asked pointing at a stand of 5 red barked trees that were indeed almost touching the dome. "Those are erratic trees that grow like that while developing their fruit pods then in a single night they lie on the ground and the fruit pods split open in hopes animals will eat the fruit and distribute their seeds. If you come up here at the right time, you can sit and watch the trees actually bending over toward the deck. You can hear the trees groaning and creaking as the limbs and branches stretch and twist. It's really a sight to see."

"Wow. You've seen it happen?" Laurel asked.

"Not in person. Our indoctrination packets included links to vids that captured the moment in time lapse so you could see the whole process in seconds."

"What happens when the trees recover?" Ensign Talus asked. "Won't the trees eventually reach the dome creating a problem?"

"The trees don't recover. Once they drop their fruit, they die off except for a few small saplings that will grow into what you see in a matter of a year or so. They should be dropping in a few days. I guess there's a big deal made about it around here and thousands will come to see the spectacle."

"Are you two going to try to make it up here while it's taking place?"

"Maybe. They don't let people get very close while the trees are bending over and the fruit has already been sold for a huge sum so they don't want anyone picking them once the trees are down and the pods split open."

"It's that prized?"

"Oh yeah. We've never tasted it but I guess it's pretty stellar if they take the steps they are to preserve it for whoever bought up all the fruit at one time."

"We should take 'em to the performance hall where we saw the orchestral performance a few days ago," Tamaric said. "There probably aren't any performances going on so we can look around the opulent performance hall without interfering with anything."

"That's a good idea¦" Korica looked at the group, "You guys want to go see the performing arts hall?"

"Sure," Laurel replied. "Sounds interesting."

Korica smiled and nodded and she and Tamaric kept walking along the meandering path leading everyone to the next descending entryway point. There was a wide slanted ramp that led down to the next deck below. They walked down the ramp, descending to a fairly large gathering area that had an express lift and a general lift door each marked with text above and a few symbols that Korica and Tamaric were able to read and decipher readily. Tamaric pointed toward the express lift and Korica nodded and they led the group to the doors. Just as Korica was about to page the lift car, the door slid open and an alien couple with almost brown slightly scaly looking skin and big black eyes and they were dressed in brightly colored gowns. It was hard to tell gender aside from a sensed masculine and feminine essence as the couple grinned slightly and bowed their heads slightly, which Korica and Tamaric reciprocated and then stepped aside gesturing for everyone to follow suit.

Once the arriving couple was clear, Missy stepped forward and touched Tamaric's arm.

"Do you two know them?"

"No, not formally. We've seen them around though and Aril¦Dederal's niece, told us they're royalty of some kind. We were simply showing respect by stepping aside and bowing to them."

"You have any idea where they're from?" Rody asked as he stepped closer and gestured into the lift car.

They filed in and Korica taped the command panel and it simply glowed to life and displayed an image of a high-speed train and then the door slid closed and the car began to descend. Korica then turned and faced Rody.

"Aril said they were from the Rincon Adale system. It's a few dozen light years from here."

"That close, I have to hope it isn't a hostile region?"

"No, it's not. The Polmara rule over two planets in their home system and reign over dozens more in nearby star systems."

"Gotcha. They might make good allies down the road then."

"For all we know they might be part of the council of enlighteners. We won't know all the species we're going to be aligned with until we're formally part of the council."

"Yeah¦turns out we've relocated to an active and heavily populated sector of the galaxy."

"Luckily we've already established a positive enough reputation to gain us recognition by the most sophisticated and respected coalition around." Laurel said.

"Things are going to get real interesting once we're one of the enlightener species."

The lift slowed and Korica turned and faced the door and the lift came to a halt and the door slid open. They stepped out into a bustling transport concourse and Korica and Tamaric led the group down into the concourse as it descended gently toward the track tunnel. They paused and looked at the schedule board and then Tamaric looked at the others and pointed over his shoulder.

"We need to take the train heading forward from over there. It will be here in about five minutes."

"You can read all that junk up there?" Ensign Talus asked.

"Not all of it. The information is displayed in multiple languages, two of which we can read to a limited degree."

"That's impressive that you've learned to decipher two alien languages without technological assistance."

"I've had a lot of experience with different written language styles," Korica said. "Tamaric is actually pretty good at picking up on syntax and grammar structure within a simple written language."

"You call those simple? They look like hieroglyphic, squiggly, hash mark languages to me."

"You should see Finorian script. It makes your eyes and brain hurt to try and make sense of it."

"I would imagine you four know how to read hundreds of thousands of written languages after sitting in the chair of knowledge."

"I think that's a conservative number. The amount of knowledge rooted in our minds is a bit hard to believe, even for us¦and we're the ones carrying it in our heads."

"I still don't understand how that much knowledge can be crammed in your head without it¦overwhelming you." Ensign Talus said shrugging his shoulders while shaking his head lightly.

"It's not stored like your normal knowledge learned over your lifetime. It's in a subconscious region of our minds because we only took part in partial enlightenment. Full enlightenment would've integrated it into our conscious mind, memories and personality resulting in a radical change in our persona. I had the rare opportunity to experience what I'm like after full enlightenment, I didn't like what I was like."

"Huh? How is that possible? I thought what the chair did was permanent?"

"Who and what I am was duplicated for the Angalon. The multiple personality ship then received full enlightenment and I was able to connect with the portion that originated from me. She was cold, distant, arrogant and looked down at the unenlightened version of me. I don't want to be like that toward anyone. I believe everyone is unique and special and should be looked upon with respect and treated with dignity."

"That's a noble way of looking at things. I'm sorry you didn't like your duplicate. I can't image you acting like that."

"Once enlightened, it wasn't me anymore. It just sounded like me and felt like me but¦colder."

They could hear and feel the rumble of the high-speed train entering the local section of the tunnel as the air was restored allowing the weight of the rain to settle onto the track as braking was applied. Korica then waved everyone to follow her and Tamaric to the boarding area. They casually made their way through the substantial crowd until they were close to the clear safety barrier separating the waiting passengers from the train until it came to a stop and opened fully to allow boarding and exiting. There was a hushed rattle of strange conversations taking place among many of the waiting throngs of people and the low frequency rumble of the train creating an urban feeling all too familiar to the crew with the exception of Korica, though she shared Tamaric's senses so completely that she too had a lingering feeling of being back on Earth where virtually every city on the planet was a metropolis with far too many people for comfort in most cases.

The final airlock door scissored open and the train pulled into view as it slowed rapidly and then came to a complete stop. The entire side of the cars revolved up and over the car and the clear safety barrier slid out of the way allowing the arriving riders to simply step off the car they arrived on and filter out into the concourse beyond the arrival and departure area. The crew stood by along with the numerous people around them awaiting the opportunity to board a car for departure. Once all arriving passengers had exited the train cars, the throngs began boarding and the crew followed being separated somewhat even though on the same car. The crowd sat down and the side of the car revolved down and sealed the riders in and the clear safety barrier slid closed and a moment later the train lurched slightly and began moving back into the tunnel in the direction it had come from.

The train exited the terminal station section tube and entered the main tube and the vacuum made the ride very smooth and within seconds, very fast. The train sped up quickly then leveled off its rate of acceleration and cruised at a blistering speed for the rest of the ride toward the bow. Most of the ride was spent in the confines of the relatively boring tunnel with nothing but lights rushing past in a blur though there were 2 momentary changes in scenery as they passed through maintenance vehicle storage compartments that were huge but the train transited the spaces in mere seconds only to pass back into the confined tube shaped tunnel. It took a full 3 minutes to reach the forward most terminal with no stops being called along the way.

The transport slowed and settled onto the track being pulled along by its wheels as the train entered the final airlock door and once sealed the vacuum was relieved and the train rolled into a terminal with an opulently decorated concourse unlike the rest of the station terminals. This was obviously an area of intense wealth and status. The other noticeable exception to the other stations was the plainly visible security force present spattered about the terminal and concourse. The train came to a stop and the side of the car revolved open and the clear safety barrier retracted and the riders stepped off the cars and filtered out into the terminal area and concourse beyond and Rody looked at Korica then glanced around as he spoke while they walked.

"I didn't see your security observer on the way here. You sense his presence?"

"No. He probably saw where we were headed and he knew we were going somewhere safe. Look at all the security personnel around here, we aren't in any danger with this kind of heavy presence."

"It's like this around here all the time?"

"The few times we've been this far forward, yes. There are some really high profile residents and visitors up here." Korica replied as they stopped walking and everyone looked around at the opulent and expensive looking decorations everywhere one looked.

"There are also valuable furnishings and decretive objects all over the place in this section too," Tamaric added gesturing to the ornately decorated bulkheads. "Gold and precious stones hold as much value to people in these parts as they do to us back home¦on Earth that is."

"I suppose the money behind this station has to live somewhere in the style they're accustomed to."

"That was the impression we got too. This might be a government sanctioned and administered station but it has to have unbelievable levels of financial backing to keep functioning the way it does."

"Here we are on the opposite side of the galaxy and money still makes the world go round just like back home." Missy said sarcastically.

"You're surprised the concept of monetary motivation is a constant throughout the galaxy?" Korica asked grinning. "It exists on a large scale in my home galaxy too."

"I guess I was just looking forward to living on a world where money isn't a prime motivator."

"Unfortunately we're going to have to adopt the most prevalent foreign monetary system around the Future system's neighborhood since we're going to have so many visiting species. They're going to expect to be compensated during trades and whatnot." Jake said.

"Doesn't that mean the naturally occurring precious resources on the Future planet are going to be sought after by outsiders too?" Ensign Talus asked.

"We have the global observation satellites in place to watch for that sort of thing taking place so we can put a stop to it," Laurel said. "It just happens the planet is rich in precious gems and rare alloy ores that are going to be seen as valuable enough to make an attempt at extracting them without permission or consideration for the ecological damage being done in the process."

"I know¦not all species hold to our values."

"That's right. On our world we can dictate what values are to be observed, out here we have no say. That's a lesson we're all trying to come to grips with."

"Come on, we'll show you guys to the cultural performing arts area where we saw the orchestral performance." Korica said waving the group to follow her and Tamaric.

Korica slid her hand into Tamaric's and gently tugged at him as she turned and led the way deeper into the concourse leading away from the terminal area. The walls had beautiful simulated columns that were stately and sturdy looking with a gilding of gold covering them and each passageway had an arched span over it as they walked past one after the next where people were dispersing. Each archway had recessed lighting that was all but invisible as it cast a golden glow as opposed to the 5000K glow of the lighting elsewhere on the station. The deck was covered in a golden red tile that was seamless and very pleasing to the eye though Laurel and Jake suspected the tile was a simulated stone to avoid the weight penalty of actual stone tile and the fragility of such a material while trying to maneuver it this deep into the station would prove problematic.

The crowd quickly thinned out until the crew was following 6 people down the main concourse to its terminus point where gleaming silver colored stairs that led up 7 treads to the main passageway that was just as opulent and ornately decorated as the terminal concourse but much narrower in dimension though the ceiling was a full 15 feet high with rich gold and bronze colored filigrees and floral pattern designs etched and embossed into the gravity stabilizer plates with hanging lights that were disguised to look like hanging fruit bulbs that were aglow. There were only a few individuals meandering up and down the corridor and their attire suggested a level of wealth and status to them. They walked a ways down the main corridor then Korica stepped up to what looked like a set of extremely heavy double wooden doors that were hand carved with wildlife scenes and forest vistas. The carvings were intricate and highly detailed captivating everyone for a few moments and Korica stopped and turned and faced everyone and smiled.

"Thos doors look like they weight tons, huhn?"

"Yeah," Missy said, "Look at the size of the hinge bolts."

"Watch this¦long as the doors aren't locked."

Korica turned around and grasped the huge knob in the center of the left door and she twisted it and the latch clanked and she looked at Tamaric and grinned then she let go of the knob after pushing in on the door slightly to unsettle the latch then she looked at Laurel and pointed at the door and touched it with the tip of her index finger and gave a tiny shove and the door swung inward slowly but steadily until it was almost fully open then it slowed and finally stopped with a slight weighty creak.

"That's amazing precision balance for something so heavy."

"I know, right? Luckily it's open so let's go have a look around."

They stepped through the open doorway into a pitch-dark space and as Korica and Tamaric took a step past the threshold, the interior lighting grew in intensity until a golden glow washed over everything in sight from an unseen source somewhere high above. The light created oval patterns of intensity on the deck that appeared to be covered wall to wall in some kind of exotic wood planks that were stained a golden brown and polished to the point that they glistened under the light from above. The whole group stepped in and then froze as they looked up and noticed that the decorated ceiling was at least 30 feet high. They were in a grand foyer that was ornately decorated with fine curtains of material draped from the ceiling in a cascading arch to the deck by the bulkheads and there were gigantic columns supporting the ceiling that were clad in gold with high relief carvings all the way up their enormous girth. Rody finally looked down as he lightly scuffed the tip of his boot on the floor and it squeaked slightly and he looked at Korica and Tamaric.

"You think this real lumber?"

"I don't know," Korica replied. "There's a good chance it is. This whole place is a replica of some famous performance theater on Primran. I guess it's well known by the upper class all across this quadrant. Given the level of exactness in detail they went to with this place, it's very possible they went to the expense and trouble of using real wood from Primran to cover the floors."

"Using organics on this scale aboard a spaceship isn't a good idea." Ensign Garber commented.

"It does pose some challenges to say the least." Laurel said.

"It represents a huge fire risk too. If this stuff were to catch with people in here the smoke and carbon dioxide could prove deadly on a massive scale."

"I'm sure precautions are in place to minimize the risk of that happening but you're right, there's a big danger in having this much lumber on a spaceship."

"This is just the foyer where everyone gathers before the performances start in the main performance hall. Come on, we'll show you guys in."

Korica and Tamaric led the way across the grand foyer to another set of massive double doors though these looked to be made of steel or something very close to it. They were obviously designed to act as airlock doors as well as entryway doors. They were decorated with fanciful wooden looking ornamentations from top to bottom, though the true purpose and construction of the doors was clear. Korica stepped close to the door and a light popped on from high above and shown down on the whole group and a green scanning beam could be seen passing over them several times than the scanning beam ceased and a voice rang out seemingly from nowhere yet everywhere.

"Osomon delin comotage dequit deno cimolin?" The male voice said.

Everyone was startled except for Missy. Somehow she expected the voice to echo into the space speaking an unrecognizable language. She looked around briefly then looked over at Korica.

"You two understand what he said?"

Korica shook her head then looked up toward the origin point of the light shinning down on them.

"English! You have to speak English for us to understand you."

There was a momentary pause then the man spoke in English with a peculiar accent.

"I apologize. I cannot tell a person's language based on their appearance¦in most cases anyways."

"We understand. I am ensign Korica Prentor of the UEF Future and this is my husband, cadet Tamaric Prentor. Are you familiar with who we are?"

"I am now. Facial recognition prompted your data file to appear at my station. You have the proper medium-level clearance to be where you are though it is unusual to be in the cultural performance center while no performances are scheduled."

"We are showing our mom and dad and fellow crewmates around. Tamaric and I attended a performance here a few days ago; we wanted to show our friends the theater hall. Is that permitted?"

"I will permit it. Just be aware you activities are being monitored closely. Please do not touch anything in the performance theater."

"We're here to admire the opulence of the hall, not to steal anything."

"Very good. I will unseal the doors for you momentarily. I have to restore the atmosphere in the performance theater before I can open the doors."

"Why in the world would you evacuate the air in the performance theater?" Rody asked.

"Preservation of the decorations within as well a theft deterrent. You will understand when you enter the theater."

A few seconds later the doors clanked, echoing throughout the grand foyer area, and then the door on the right moved inward slightly and a warm white light spilled past the crack between the two doors.

"Thank you for allowing us access," Korica said.

"It is my honor young lady." The male voice responded.

Tamaric reached out and pushed on the ajar door and it swung easily to reveal descending theater seating that was arched around an enormous jet black surfaced stage that had a deep blue curtain 30 feet high at the rear stage area hanging in undulating folds and there were incredibly ornate drop crystal chandeliers hanging from the high ceiling over the seating. The ceiling was ornately decorated in twinkling jewels and gold gilded floral petals and flowers formed of obviously rare exotic fabrics pressed over a stone-carved base everywhere one could see.

"Wow! Would ya' look at this place¦" Rody uttered, "This rivals anything I ever saw on good ole Earth. You could seat a thousand people in here."

"If you include the balcony seats above our heads, there are fifteen hundred seats."

"Does the orchestra sit down there in the pit at the foot of the stage?" Ensign Garber asked pointing toward the stage.

"Maybe during an acting performance but we were here during an orchestral performance so the entire orchestra was seated on the stage in a semi circle."

"The way our voices are being carried¦sounding like they are coming from the stage area¦an orchestral performance must be an incredible experience."

"The acoustics in here are engineered to heighten the experience of any performance. The sound of the instruments carries right through you."

"I can see why that man was apprehensive to let us in here and why they evacuate the air when this place isn't being used." Ensign Talus said. "This place is full of valuable jewels and rare metals. Good thing we hold no value in these things or it might be tempting to pluck at something encrusted on the bulkheads as a souvenir."

"Derrick!" Missy grunted in disgust. "They're probably listening to us right now! We don't want to put ideas in their heads that we're capable of such treachery."

"I'm just saying that I understand the steps they take to secure and preserve this place. I would never engage in thievery even if we saw actual monetary value in the things on display in here."

The group took a few steps down the isle they were facing so they could look back and up at the balcony seating and Korica touched Missy's arm to get her attention.

"There are sensor domes concealed in the decorations in here but I don't think audio sensing is among the capabilities of the sensors."

"How can you possibly know that?"

"Because Laurel and Jake can sense the subtle energy coursing through the sensor domes indicating where they are and Tamaric and I share a small portions of their senses when we're this close to one another. From what I can tell¦they can tell there are warm bodies in here, but they can't hear what we're saying."

Missy looked at Laurel and Jake and Laurel grinned and shrugged her shoulders slightly as she nodded.

"You four are simply amazing. I see more and more why the captain wants you on special missions. You have senses and intelligence that transcend the Human condition."

"Who needs a handheld sensor unit when you have these guys around?" Ensign Garber said jokingly.

"I don't know if I would go that far," Jake said. "We're pretty alert and definitely gifted in ways most people aren't, but we can't match what a handheld sensor can provide in the way of information and detail. We can't always put everything we sense into words, we can only react to it, and not always voluntarily."

"The attention to detail and opulence is just as impressive up there in the balcony as it is down here. It must've cost a fortune for these people to build something this expansive on this station." Missy said.

"I think it's all relative when you consider who they expected to entertain in this section of the station."

"The ultra rich?"

"Try uber rich¦" Tamaric said. "The kind of insane wealth we're talking about is reserved for the top quarter percent of the one percent in control of everything. The parallels to the sick situation on Earth in this era is an ironic joke of cosmic proportions."

"That was all a thing of the past by the time we were born." Laurel said.

"I know. We studied the financial inequalities of the twentieth and early twenty first century in school. The Future project is largely credited with ushering in a time of peace and financial equality the likes of which had never been seen before."

"If invited, you two should be sure to accept the chance to see performances in this theater whether orchestral, acting or singing." Rody said. "It's good to be cultured even if from an alien culture."

"There are performances conducted here just about weekly but we've only been invited to the orchestral performance thus far," Korica said. "I have a beautiful dress that I can wear if invited to another performance though."

"And a virtually unlimited credit account at our disposal if we want to buy you something new." Tamaric added with a smile.

"I'm kind of surprised how much you like shopping for me."

"I like spoiling you and shopping is the best way to do that. The rest comes naturally by showing you the affection you want when you want it."

"Alright¦let's not share aloud beyond that." Rody said grinning at Tamaric. "How about you two show us the entertainment area on this station?"

"Uuh¦you want to see how the adults entertain or the kids our age?"

"Show us what your peers do for fun."

"Most spend time in the VR parlors playing games or exploring far off worlds they will never be able to visit in person." Korica said.

"Or they spend time in a virtual world where they interact with each other in ways they can't in the real world."

"Knowing the promiscuous nature of the youth around here¦I'm almost afraid to ask what you mean." Rody said.

"While there is some of that that goes on, they actually take part in adventures in which they have strength or ability they don't possess in real life."

"That I get. I'm glad it isn't¦like I was dreading I might hear takes place."

"What you're talking about happens in the sex parlors¦though it's called something else in the local languages," Korica said blushing.

"We've gone out of our way to avoid those places," Tamaric added.

"What's it called locally?" Ensign Talus asked.

"Erotic fantasy indulgence would be the closest translation." Korica replied.

"You mean¦you can chose who you indulge with in a virtual experience without them knowing?"

"That's right. All they need is an image to upload and they can recreate a person in an exaggerated form or an exact match for the real person."

"I guess you wouldn't have to go through life with the¦what if¦burning in your mind." Ensign Garber said.

"I sense you've experienced some of that." Jake said.

"Yeah. I'm not good at speaking my mind with girls. It's led to someone I was interested in hooking up with others or just passing out of my life entirely. Now I wonder what would've happened if I had grown a spine and told 'em I was interested."

"How does the VR on this station work?" Missy asked turning to face Korica and Tamaric. "Is it an image projection system or something like that?"

"No, it's a neural VR system. They place this rigid headband on your head and it sends impulses directly into your visual cortex."

"Have you two experienced this neural system?"

"No. We haven't had time to experiment with it yet. The kids attending classes at the learning annex go there after class lets out quite often, but our studies are of a different caliber. While our peers are hanging out together, we're in the lab getting accustomed to the mental load of operating the Brendon and learning how to fine-tune our abilities. It takes a lot out of us and by the time we're done, our friends are home with their families most of the time."

"Can you see what someone using the VR system is seeing?" Ensign Talus asked.

"Yeah, if you want. I don't know about in the fantasy parlors, but in the youth VR parlor you can."

"I think I'd like to give it a try¦" Ensign Talus looked at Laurel & Jake. "Can we try it ma'am?"

"I want to look the technology over first, but if I can determine that it's safe to be used on Human physiology, then yes you can try it out."

"Awesome! Thank you ma'am."

"You're welcome ensign." Laurel looked at Korica and Tamaric. "Show us the way. This place is stupendous, but I have a feeling they don't want us lingering here too long."

"Okay. I kind of get that sense too," Korica said. "We'll show you the way."

"Back to the high speed transport?" Ensign Garber inquired.

"Yes. It's the fastest way to get back to mid-station. That's where the VR parlors are located."

"How far aft have you explored?" Ensign Talus asked as the group turned and headed toward the open door.

"Not real far. Things get darker and more savage the further aft you go. We went deep enough into the dim areas to barter passage on a ship that would take us to a star we could use to contact the Future, but we kind of got in trouble for that. We've been warned not to go back there again unless we have a really good reason and an escort."

As they stepped out into the grand foyer, as if on cue, their security observer peered around the corner and grinned when he saw the group coming out of the theater. Korica smiled and nodded once.

"I thought I sensed your presence looking after us."

"I knew you were headed to an area with a heightened security presence. I was ordered to make haste to catch up to you two and your party anyways."

"Why didn't they just dispatch someone already stationed up here?"

"They have their assigned duties. I am charged with observing you two until you retire to your room."

"Well we're going to show our shipmates the VR parlors. Are you going to follow us there too?"

"Yes. We cannot monitor every corridor and passageway adequately with sensors alone."

"We're getting used to the idea that we're going to be watched every second of the day so¦we will make sure we don't get too far ahead of you."

"The object is to be un-intrusive to your normal activities. I do not want you to take steps to keep an eye on me when it is my responsibility to keep watch over you. You are not supposed to know I am even around."

"We can sense your presence. We know when you're around whether we can see you or not. Didn't they tell you we have heightened senses?"

"Yes, your bio file indicated as much. I will attempt to keep up with a renewed effort."

Korica delivered a bright smile then turned and waved everyone to follow her as she pulled the theater door closed solidly and then took hold of Tamaric's hand and the pair led everyone toward the observer's position and past him on the way back to the grand transit terminal. When they reached the terminal, it was deserted so Korica and Tamaric looked at the dispatch board and they were able to discern that it would be a long while before the next transport arrived heading back aft. Korica grimaced then stepped over to the nearest information panel and she touched it then when the prompt screen popped up she was about to page station ops, but she paused and looked back at the security observer.

"You think you could pull a string and get us an unscheduled transport heading aft?"

"Pull a string? I am not familiar with that expression¦though I think I get the context. I will have a private transport dispatched."

He stepped over to the panel and touched a few discrete characters and an outline of a hand appeared and he placed his flat hand within the outline and then the screen went dark and he stepped back.

"You should not have to wait long."

"It's curious¦we use the same kind of electronic identity verification on our ship." Laurel said.

"It is quicker than contacting operations to go through the request process. A private transport can be called for from any terminal like this if you know what commands to enact and can provide ident clearance like you just saw me perform."

"You have the system knowledge and high level clearance necessary?" Tamaric said in a rising tone.

"Not especially high level, though high enough to have a private transport dispatched. I was told to spare no effort to accommodate your needs. This fits that mandate."

"But¦you're with station security. I would've thought that position requires high level clearance." Korica said.

"You have to understand how vast this station is and what information could be compromised if such authority was handed out liberally. I am granted more clearance than average service personnel, though not by much."

"So anyone serving on this station can request a personal transport if they want?" Ensign Talus inquired.

"Yes, though the necessity of such a request would be evaluated to insure a need truly exists. In this case it does. There is no reason to have your party standing around for a prolonged period waiting for the next public transport to arrive."

"Are most VIP guests afforded such consideration?" Rody asked.

"No, they are not."

"So why are our people being treated with such¦unprecedented access to the stations resources?"

"It is not for me to question such things. I can only assume they hold a position of esteem for good reason and it is my duty to insure they have safe access to anything they desire¦within reason of course. Aside from that I was instructed to insure they remain aboard the station unless off station travel is authorized by the station commander in advance as well as Korica and Tamaric's commanding officer should such an adventure pose any danger in the slightest."

"Space travel is inherently dangerous. Any off station travel would by inference require prior approval from their commanding officer."

"One could make that point."

"It's alright Hammer, we've learned our lesson and intend to stay right here on the station until we undertake our practical control training sessions which will all take place within this solar system." Korica said.

"That's probably a wise idea. Are you looking forward to training in the real control pod?"

"Kind of." Korica said.

"We have to get used to the mental loading before we can." Tamaric said.

"We aren't quite there yet." Korica said.

"We still have a lot of systems to learn too," Tamaric added. "You wouldn't believe how complex the Brendon is, even if it's being modified to accept remote control input, we have to understand all of its systems so we know how they work independently and together."

"That makes sense I suppose. I guess a ship with an AI is something of an oddity, even out here."

"It would make things a lot easier if we could ask a thinking machine to pilot itself into a dimensional vortex to solve the problem, but things like that just aren't all that common and if they're around, well people aren't going to want to sacrifice them for the newcomers. I seriously doubt if we would sacrifice the Future to save a solar system we have no real vested interest in."

"There are issues with something like the Future getting close to the kind of radiation the debris is emanating too." Korica said.

"The advanced shields should protect the ship from the radiation shouldn't it?"

"Yes, but it twists space in unpredictable ways preventing the ship from getting close enough to the debris to have an appreciable affect on it¦at least not like what's needed to usher it out of our space time. Tamaric and I are going to create a phenomenon that when amplified will allow us to drag or direct the debris where we need it to go. The complicated part is performing the escape maneuver once we have the Brendon and the debris heading where we want while holding our control on the Brendon for as long as possible. It's a multi-layered procedure that has to be performed with precision timing and efficiency to pull the whole thing off successfully. That's what they're teaching us to do as best as they can since they really aren't familiar with our species or our total capabilities."

"You two seem unequivocally confident that you can do it though." Missy commented.

"We have to be if we're going to be successful. There can't be a shred of doubt in our minds that we can do what's necessary or that sliver of doubt could lead to a lapse in concentration at the worst possible moment leading to complete failure. We just can't let that happen. We're absolutely positive that we can do it, we just have to be taught how to do it."

"How do you teach someone how to do something you don't know how to do yourself?" Ensign Garber asked incredulously.

"By teaching us how to expand our abilities and our control factor over those abilities. We understand the premise¦it's just a matter of understanding ourselves enough to bring forth the powers we need at the right level and at the right time to achieve the ultimate goal which we are extremely clear about."

"You really think seven months is all the time you need?"

"No, but it's all the time we have. There is a finite point in the debris' trajectory that we have to achieve interception at or the affects on the solar system will be such that planets and other cosmic objects will begin to behave in ways lethal to our continued existence in the long term. That keyhole as it's called occurs in less than five and half months. That's all the time we have left to train and mentally prepare for the task at hand. If we miss that keyhole¦the only thing left to do is evacuate the solar system and wait for the debris to exit the solar system entirely in another sixteen months at which time we can try to destroy it some other way then search for a new home world."

"They always talked about a dinosaur killer hitting Earth, here we are on the opposite side of the galaxy and one has us in its sights. How's that for ironic bad luck?" Missy said.

"Except this thing is a thousand times the size of anything that ever struck the Earth. This would've cracked the planet in half." Tamaric commented.

The rumble within the deck alerted them to the arrival of a transport car in the terminal and they looked toward the incoming side of the tunnel a few moments later a red line car rolled into the terminal and stopped and the side of the car revolved open as the safety barrier at the edge of the platform slid apart to allow boarding. The single car looked oddly out of place sitting in a space designed for and entire train of cars, but it was sufficiently large enough for the whole party to ride comfortably.

They all walked over to the transport car and climbed aboard and sat down and a few seconds later the side of the car revolved closed, sealing them in and the internal air circulation system engaged ushering a cool breeze of breathable air and then the car moved forward, back into the tunnel it had arrived through.

The ride was brief, because incredibly fast, bringing them to the mid ship terminal within only a minute and a half. Laurel couldn't help but calculate in her head that they were traveling at something close to 234 feet per second considering the distance of 4.5 miles covered in only one and a half minutes. The transport slowed and entered the vacuum evacuation section of the terminal entrance and the car settled onto the track and significant braking was applied and the car rumbled slightly as the wheels provided friction braking along with magnetic velocity reduction via the track the car traveled over the top of. The airlock door spiraled open and the car glided into the busy terminal and came to a stop and the side of the car revolved up and over the body of the car and the group stood up and exited the car and Korica and Tamaric led the way through the milling crowd staring at them casually.

They walked up to the next level concourse and Korica and Tamaric headed straight to the lift transports and paged a lift then turned and faced the rest of the group.

"We're going to head up seventeen decks to the youth entertainment area. The people our age on this station are less constrained than they are in our society. You need to prepare yourselves for the spectacle that can lead to. Try not to feel incensed or pass judgment on these kids for the way they carry on. It's just the way they're raised in these parts."

"We know how to keep an open mind about the societal differences when abroad," Laurel said. "Our time in your galaxy taught us that lesson."

"The behavioral tailoring we underwent to facilitate our time in command and control also broadened our perspective about alien cultures." Jake said.

"Okay¦how can they tailor your behavior for something Humans had never experienced before?" ensign Talus asked incredulously.

"Well¦you know how technology was brought to bear for the Future Project that came from other species?"

"Yeah, that's general knowledge."

"The species that donated that technology had to explain its operation and construction in many cases so we in fact had dealings with alien cultures though the information about those species was kept under wraps for years longer than the general technologies we were exposed to."

"How many species are we talking about?"

"The information imparted to us indicated at least sixteen species since the late nineteen twenties had interactions with our kind and we were aware of dozens more that chose not to interact us directly. We were too primitive and warlike for their tastes. That's why we were quarantined to our solar system until the sixties when a manned ship achieved five times the speed of light."

"The Collier mission to the star system Gliese 581. We're all taught about that mission in grammar school astronomy."

"Well what they didn't teach you is we didn't get there on our own. The Gamorey intercepted the Collier three and ushered it to the Gliese system then brought it back to our solar system two years later, that fact is a little known tidbit that some of us have been made aware of. Think about it, it should have taken four years each way at top speed for the Collier three, yet they returned home after two and a half years."

"I thought they experienced a gravity well slingshot that shortened their travel time both ways."

"That's the cover story that was publicly broadcast but in truth they had help from a race far older and more sophisticated than us. They gave us a roadmap to the stars and warned us not to tread in their backyard without permission. In short, welcome to the neighborhood, these are where the bad guys live and oh yeah, stay clear of our system until you grow up as a species."

"That's information I wasn't even aware of." Rody said.

"It's publicly accessible information on the Future. You just have to query alien interactions with Human beings and all the species we've ever interacted with will show up, including the species we crossed paths with in the Oberon galaxy."

"I take it the powers that be didn't want the general public to fear the Gamorey thus see them as a threat and assume all species are like that?"

"That's it exactly. They are so far beyond us they could exterminate us like bugs under foot in the blink of an eye, but they're far more evolved than that. They educated the crew of the Collier three and sent them home with some incredible information about a good many subjects, but they didn't want to continue interacting with us once they realized what our nature is."

"I guess we are an aggressive bunch when it comes right down to it."

The lift arrived and the door slid open and an oddly dressed couple wearing skin tight spandex looking garments that were a dull flesh color stepped out of the lift and sauntered past the group and Korica looked at the security observer and he gently shook his head.

"I have never seen their kind before," He said softly. "I do not know who they are or where they are from."

"I was just curious. I've never seen people dressed like that before."

"You mean barely dressed." Missy said with a grin.

"I tried to ignore the fact that their anatomy was on display in ways I didn't need to see."

Tamaric squeezed Korica's hand and she looked at him and smiled and then they stepped into the lift car and everyone followed right behind. Korica then touched the control pad on the wall and it glowed to life. She then spoke the requested deck aloud.

"Aon Jinal." She said.

"What's that mean?" Ensign Garber asked as the door slid closed.

"The Aon Jinal live in this section of the station on the deck we're heading to and the VR parlors are on that deck in this section of the station too."

"Why didn't you just ask it to take us to the VR parlors?"

"Because that isn't what they call it in the local vernacular and I don't know how to say enhanced neural induced visual entertainment for youth. I know one or two word phrases and expressions for the most part."

"But you can understand the spoken language?" Laurel asked as the lift descended.

"Yeah. Tamaric and I possess the same ability you and dad have to assimilate spoken languages, but as you know, understanding it and speaking it are two different things."

"I know some languages can be extremely difficult to vocalize. I was just checking to see that your imparted ability is still intact."

"Oh, yeah. I'm pretty sure that will be with us for the rest of our lives."

The lift descended for a time then slowed and finally stopped and the door slid open and they stepped out of the lift and Korica and Tamaric looked around to get their bearings then headed to the left down the corridor they found themselves within.

"I take it you two have been here before?" Jake asked.

"We haven't arrived on that exact lift, but we think we know where we are¦kinda." Tamaric replied.

They continued down the wide corridor passing many doors on each side without seeing a soul around until the corridor took a gentle curve to the left and opened into a huge vaulted ceiling area with glass front parlors on both sides of the open space. The parlors were full of kids and their families surprisingly suspended in mid air from 2 points above and below while wearing tactile suits. They had a headband around the crown of their heads and their eyes were closed as they flailed about in reaction to what they were seeing.

The group slowly walked past the parlors, of which they could see there were hundreds of individual and group parlors in operation. The group stopped and watched a young girl in her harness with her parents looking on as what she was seeing was being cast onto a large view screen positioned on the rear bulkhead. The image on the viewer was that of an alien world with a deep valley of dense greenery covering everything in sight and a river coursing through its deepest point. There were 3 moons in the sky setting in sequence, the smallest of which was already cresting past the Future causing a refractive golden hue to engulf it. The girl seemed to be just standing gazing at the incredibly beautiful scene and Laurel touched Korica's shoulder.

"I assume the restraint harness is because the body reacts to some of the neural stimulation?"

"Yeah, that's what we were told."

"That has me a little concerned honey. We have no idea what that kind of foreign input will do to our brain physiology. The wrong stimuli can cause irreparable brain damage. Don't forget your brain has been rewired, just like Jake and I. This technology needs to be examined under clinical conditions before any of us get hooked up to it. I know it sounds like fun and I'll admit this is an intriguing form of entertainment, but it poses a risk until we understand how it'll affect us."

"Tamaric and I hadn't planned on interacting with the technology anytime soon."

Laurel looked at the ensigns.

"Like I said, that includes all of us. I don't want anyone using this technology until it has been researched properly to insure it won't cause harm."

The ensigns nodded but Laurel could feel the deep disappointment.

"I'm really surprised how many people are utilizing the parlors," Rody said. "I guess this is really popular with the kids living on this station."

"There are a lot of us living on this station Hammer. This is considered safe and wholesome entertainment. That means literally thousands of kids utilize these parlors everyday to keep them from getting bored and thus getting into other things that aren't as closely regulated and controlled. At least this is a family oriented form of entertainment."

"You're right about that." Hammer responded.

"We'll have a look around then we can head back to your quarters. Tamaric and I are really looking forward to engaging in the deep sharing with you and dad, mom."

"Okay honey, we're looking forward to it too. It'll reconfirm our bond and we can share our experiences of late."

They continued across the space looking in the windows of several more parlors and Rody finally said something.

"I think we've seen enough. They're all doing the same thing and I feel like a voyeur looking into their dreams and fantasies or something."

"I can feel your discomfort Hammer," Korica said looking into his eyes. "We can head back to your quarters."

"How much of me can you read when you do that?"

"When I do what?"

"Look into my windows like that."

"You think the eyes are windows to the soul?"

"Aren't they?"

"I suppose you could say that. When you look into a person's eyes you get a better feel for what's going on inside, but you're a really guarded man around us. I know better than to read anything more than surface feelings or you'll get upset with us. I was just looking for clarity on what it was that had you feeling so uncomfortable and what it was you wanted as a solution for the feeling. You want to go to your room before you see something disturbing."

"That's enough reading me Korica. You're right that I think it's time to go though."

Korica nodded without pushing the issue sensing that Rody was feeling incensed by the perceived invasion of his personal and private feelings. Korica slid her hand into Tamaric's and they led the way back to the lift and paged the lift car. When the lift car arrived empty, they stepped aboard and Korica manually selected the deck she desired and the door slid closed and the lift descended 3 decks and then stopped and the door slid open. Korica and Tamaric then led the group down the plain looking corridor some distance then made a left turn down a cross corridor and they walked a few hundred yards, then Korica paged yet another lift and they waited a few moments for it to arrive. When the door slid open and a Human looking couple stepped off, Korica greeting them with a friendly smile, and they reciprocated the gesture without saying a word and then Korica looked back at everyone.

"This lift will take us right to your berthing deck."

Korica then stepped into the lift car with Tamaric and everyone followed then Tamaric reached out and touched the control panel and it glowed to life and he touched an oddly shaped number character and the door slid closed. The lift then descended for a short time then slowed and came to a halt, the door then slid open and they stepped out into the familiar corridor the crew's quarters resided within. They turned right and walked to the door leading to their quarters and Laurel waved the back of her hand in front of the panel next to the door and the circle appeared, turned green, and the door slid open. The lighting within grew in intensity and then they all walked into the room and the door slid closed behind them, leaving their security observer out in the corridor next to the door. Korica then turned and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"You wanna do this right here in the gathering room¦sorry, living room. They use different definitions for things around here."

"That's alright honey. You're acclimating to your local environment is all. Right here will be fine. We're in a safe, controlled environment so we can relax enough to allow for the right kind of immersive experience to happen."

"I like the sound of that." Korica said with a bright smile.

The crew dispersed around the room with the exception of ensign Talus who made his way into the bathroom to relieve himself, and Korica and Tamaric sat down in the floor roughly in the middle of the room and Laurel and Jake joined them, sitting facing them with their legs crossed Indian style. Laurel then reached out and put her hand on Tamaric's kneecap.

"Relax honey. I can feel how nervous you are. Just follow Korica's lead and you'll be fine."

"Okay. I've never engaged in the deep sharing with anyone but Korica. I don't really know what to expect."

"It will be very similar to what you experience with Korica but a little more intense because there are two of us you'll be joining with and we'll feel a little different because we're unique individuals. Everyone feels a little different because of their individuality."

"So what do I need to do then?"

"Just join with Korica and let her guide you. I'll join with Jake and then he'll initiate a connection with you, a male-to-male joining can be a little less startling. Korica will join with me bringing you with her. When Korica and I join you'll sense Jake at the same instant within me just as I'll sense you in Korica. Our combined essence will be all around you but you'll sense our distinct separate centers in a way even we can't now that we're paired the way we are."

"You know, that would've sounded down right bonkers a few months ago¦but I understand exactly what you're saying."

"Sounds like you're going to have an interesting experience," Missy said. "I wish I knew what that kind of thing was like."

Korica looked at Missy and grinned at her.

"Hold onto that thought. In time we might be able to join with people that aren't exceptionally gifted."

"That would be awesome! Here's hoping¦"

Korica nodded then leaned over and kissed Tamaric on the cheek. She then put her hand in his and Laurel and Jake clasped hands then they reached out to one another and they instantly slipped into their partner's minds with complete ease. The 4 of them then leaned forward until their foreheads were touching and they could lean forward against one another to remain upright while completely physically relaxed. They barely had enough time for the euphoria to wear before they initiated joint contact and all 4 of them found themselves immersed in an intense collage of thoughts and feelings that the girls were able to decipher and balance first, granting the guys and measure of calm understanding and exhilaration without overwhelming the senses. Korica then acted as guide and took Tamaric with her as she initiated a shallow exploration of Laurel first, then Jake and then she kept Tamaric calm as Laurel initiated the same exploration for her and Tamaric.

Ensign Talus returned to the room feeling refreshed and he stopped and stared at the 4 sitting in the floor with their eyes closed, perfectly still, with only the occasional flash of expression washing across their faces. Ensign Talus slowly walked over to Missy's position on the couch and sat down quietly then gestured toward the 4 seated silently on the floor.

"I guess they joined minds already?" He whispered.

Missy nodded and then looked into ensign Talus' eyes.

"Can't you feel that?" She whispered.

"Feel what?" He whispered back.

"Never mind¦you must not be empathically gifted like most girls our age are."

"My assessment suggested my gifts consist of the ability to present imagery in other's heads to convey ideas. I'm not real good at it yet and I can't see stuff from other people, but in time they said I'll be trained how to convey thoughts and ideas with out speaking and possibly over great distances. It will come in handy for communicating with aliens during first contact encounters."

"That sounds like an invaluable talent. Great things are in your future, you can be sure of that."

"You two might want to keep it down so we don't distract these four." Rody said in a quiet voice.

Missy nodded and sat back as did ensign Talus. The group sat quietly, eventually reclining and relaxing, taking off shoes, removing weapon holsters and a further two crewmen excused themselves to relive themselves before Laurel, Jake, Korica and Tamaric moved apart and leaned back on their hands as they withdrew into their own minds and then had to wait for the intense mental fog to wear off. As their vision and spatial awareness returned to them, Tamaric leaned forward with a dopey smile on his face.

"That was hands down the most incredible thing I have ever experienced. I now remember everything you two experienced on Amara and Geonic¦Geonic in the past too."

"Pretty trippy how all that works, huhn?" Jake said smiling.

"Yeah."

"We're aware of everything you and Korica have been through since boarding the station. It's nice to know you're having a good time with your friends when you're not in class or the labs. The cultural experiences are a wonderful enriching experiencing for you two as well."

Laurel put her hand on Tamaric's thigh and he placed his hand on Laurel's sensing what she was feeling.

"We have a deeper understanding of how much you're beating yourself up for allowing Korica to be accosted. You have to forgive yourself hun, she has."

"I know. Thanks mom. I'm working on it, I really am. Blaming myself is the only thing preventing me from getting angry about the whole thing. Korica feels people like us can't indulge ourselves with that particular emotion or allow it to fester within us unintentionally or it will have the same devastating result. Our abilities will get away from us again¦we don't want to go there."

Laurel pulled her hand back and nodded.

"You're starting to appreciate just how powerful you two are."

"Yeah. The things we've been encouraged to do during our lab exercises have given me a small glimpse and what we're training to ultimately do suggests I really can't allow myself to get angry¦at all¦ever. That's a big order for someone going through the hormonal surges I find myself experiencing lately, but Korica is a big help in that regard. She has a calming affect on me most of the time."

"She kept the personal aspects of your time here on the station private so, I'll have to take your word for it¦though I sense how much you appreciate and respect her efforts to keep your mind and emotions focused and balanced."

"She's my rock."

"You're the one providing the stabile masculine essence I need Tamaric. That's why I love you so much. I can't live without you in my head and heart." Korica said blushing deeply.

"You're sweet love. I love you just as much gorgeous."

"You know¦while you four were engaged in whatever it is you do, I could feel this mixing of emotional energy in the room?" Missy said. "It was unusual, but kind of neat to feel some element of what you were doing."

"That's why we don't engage in the deep sharing unless we're in a safe environment. What you felt is a vulnerability we can't eliminate when we're joined like we were." Laurel said. "Did the rest of you sense it too?" Laurel asked looking around the room.

Everyone looked at one another and shook their heads no. Ensign Garber then lifted his index finger and tilted his head slightly.

"I did sense a static like charge in the air though¦.least I think it was you guys creating that sensation."

"I suppose a particularly sensitive person might detect the telepathic energy in the air and it would make sense for it to feel like a static charge," Laurel said. "Was that one of your assessed abilities?"

"No, not particularly. I possess telekinetic abilities."

"Interesting. We have that ability too."

"I'm sure my feeble ability is nothing compared to what you guys can do."

"We have the ability to manipulate localized gravitational influence on objects making them weightless so it takes a much more subtle telekinetic force to move things around."

"I didn't know it worked like that. Is that what I'm doing when I move things around with my mind?"

"If you're just moving things around without levitating them then no, but if you're making things float in the air, probably so."

"All I've been able to do is make things slide across a table or the floor without touching them. I was told I would be trained to hone that ability later on."

"That's pure telekinesis. You may still find you have the same abilities Jake and I have. We need to undergo training to hone our abilities too. I think there are a lot of us in that boat." Laurel then leaned forward and looked at Tamaric. "So overall what did you think of the experience?"

"I understand now what Korica loves about you two. I had sensed her feelings about committing to the deep sharing with you two in the past but the essence of it pales compared to experiencing it for myself. There is so much depth to the feelings between you and Jake and your inner essences are so¦vibrant and intense."

"We feel that same way about you hun. You are a complex young man with an intriguing light to your essence. We understand what Korica loves so much about you. We feel very close to you now."

"It feels more appropriate calling you mom and dad now. There is a bond between us that I didn't even realize was missing before."

"It's the personal aspect of the deep sharing. It's a deeply personal and intimate experience."

"I think I understand why Korica doesn't want me connecting with my little sister. The feelings are just too intense and commingled for her poor little mind to process."

"That's very true. That's why you only engage in a shallow connection with someone her age. Korica can show you how."

"That's the plan. I'll let her connect with Harriet and I'll just experience it with her until I get a feel for how to do it properly."

"That's the mature and wise thing to do."

"I can feel how tired you are mom¦" Korica said in a sorrowful tone. "Or maybe it's dad¦either way you two need some rest so we should go to our quarters so you can get some rest."

"You're sweet honey, but I feel like we just reunited. I really want to spend as much time with you two as I can. You felt how much your dad and I miss you."

"I know. My gut hurts all the time too. I didn't know it was going to be so hard being away from you guys, but the fact still remains we have our evening routine we need to get to so we can get some rest too. We have more lessons in the morning and as you shared the experience of¦our time in the lab was really demanding. It's going to take solid sleep to recover so we're fresh in the morning."

"Alright sweetie. I'm so proud of your sense of duty and responsibility."

"Thanks mom. We're working really hard to fulfill our commitment to the civilian corps and everyone depending on our success back home. We're determined not to let anyone down including ourselves. The cost of failure is just too high to allow that."

"Can we have breakfast with you?" Jake asked.

"Well¦we usually get up early enough to workout in the gravity weight gym, then run a few miles in the atrium followed by a private bath at the arena on our berthing deck then we go to the learning annex where we eat with our friends. I guess you can meet us there if you want." Tamaric said.

"No¦it sounds like you two have a solid routine that we shouldn't interfere with."

"We won't be spending time in the simulator lab tomorrow so we'll be done with the day's studies earlier than today," Korica said. "We can spend the evening together tomorrow. We'll take you guys to the bathing arena to catch a performance while enjoying a good soak."

"That would be the clothing optional arena?" Ensign Talus asked blushing slightly.

Laurel looked at him and laughed when she sensed what was going through his mind based on his feelings.

"If you're really comfortable enough to skinny dip around hundreds of strangers, we'll let you bathe in the public access area so you can look at the girls."

"How did you¦.you read my mind?"

"In a manner of speaking¦and based on that, no I will not be joining you in a nude bath."

"I didn't¦well¦I guess it did cross my mind. Sorry ma'am."

"It's alright ensign. I'm used to men thinking about things like when I'm involved."

"We can wear bathing suits that cover the vitals but allow a good soaking and we won't seem out of place mom." Korica said.

"You really feel people won't stare at us wondering what our problem is?"

"Yeah. Long as you aren't glaring at people they won't give a second thought to what you're wearing¦or not wearing. Human beings aren't the only culture with conservative habits but open mindedness."

Tamaric leaned forward and looked directly at ensign Talus.

"If you're going to bathe nude and exhibit wondering eyes, you should be aware that many of the cultures on this station are promiscuous so you could inadvertently send a signal that you're interested so you need to be ready to respond to a reciprocated response."

Ensign Talus blushed hard and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Are we allowed to¦engage in interspecies relations if the opportunity should present itself?"

"Uh¦it isn't strictly forbidden, but there are some compatibility issues that need to be investigated before you engage in that kind of contact if that's what you're interested in."

"If it helps," Korica started, "If you meet a girl you're interested in, ask us about her species and we can tell you if we are familiar with her people. We are familiar with several species that we can confirm you are compatible with as far as contact being safe and a few you will need to use protection to avoid pregnancy because you are compatible in that regard too."

"I thought the girls on this station were sterilized at a really young age?"

"Not all of 'em, just the girls from Primran, Encara, Caladonia, and Tristone. They are neighboring systems with regular cultural exchanges, thus shared medical knowledge and techniques."

"Hey, can that same thing be done to Human Girls?" Missy asked.

"I don't know. We don't know the exact details of how it's done in the first place, but physically Humans are almost identical. If it's chemically induced though there could be some risk since metabolism is going to be different at the very least, blood chemistry vastly different at worst. The chemicals used could be lethal to Human beings, if that's how they sterilize the girls. Why, are interested in having the procedure done on you?"

"No, not particularly. I already have measures in place that are pretty effective, I was just curious."

"I'm sure in time the technique will be shared with us during a general knowledge exchange."

"You're probably right."

"They don't have techniques for sterilizing boys do they?" Ensign Talus asked.

"They have protective measures that are temporary and one hundred percent effective in preventing pregnancy, but again I don't know if they're safe for Human physiology."

"You don't have barrier tabs with you?" Laurel asked.

"No. I didn't think I was going to be in a situation where they would be needed."

"Mom, what's a barrier tab?" Korica asked.

"You haven't sensed birth control techniques from Tamaric?"

"Some, but not barrier tabs."

"They are small tablets that a boy breaks open when an erection is achieved and the air reactive fluid within is spread over his cock and it dries within seconds and creates a micro barrier that body fluids can't penetrate, preventing pregnancy when ejaculation occurs."

"Then¦how do you get it off?"

"When the erection fades that seal to the body deteriorates and the barrier slips off and is disposed of. The seal usually holds for about two hours or so if prolonged stimulation is engaged in."

"In the Marines we call 'em instant condom tabs. They work extremely well and the sensation of intimacy isn't diminished at all." Rody said. "I actually have a few tabs in my survival pack. It's standard issue for the special tactics division to carry them, both male and female members."

"There are women on the teams back on Earth?" Tamaric asked in a surprised tone.

"Sure. They can kick butt and handle a weapon just as well as a man if properly trained. There were six female members when I boarded the Future. There are certain situations where a woman can infiltrate in ways a man simply can't."

"Gotcha. The powers of seduction?"

"Yeah¦something like that."

Tamaric nodded then got to his feet and reached his hand down to Korica and she smiled and laid her hand in his and he pulled her to her feet. Laurel and Jake then got to their feet and they embraced Korica and Tamaric, then Laurel stroked Korica's cheek as she beamed at her.

"I'm so proud of how smart and beautiful you are baby. You've come a long ways from that malnourished young girl helping me get power hooked up in that transport so I could get you girls off the Hodong station."

"Thank you mom. That seems like a lifetime ago."

"I know, right?"

Laurel leaned forward and kissed Korica on the forehead then she leaned over and kissed Tamaric on the cheek.

"You two have a good evening."

"We will mom," Tamaric said. "We'll come find you after we're done with our lessons and lab exercises tomorrow."

"That sounds great."

"What if the Future comes before that?" Korica asked with a quivering lip.

"We would never leave without saying goodbye, you know that. We'll ask the captain to hang around long enough for us to spend the evening with you."

"You have a lot to talk to him about, huhn?"

"Yes we do. We need to convince him to take a trip to the Bocana system to see how we can help the Te'Arin. It's going to take a while to convince him that's a good idea."

"I can't imagine what it's going take to convince him. We'll see you guys tomorrow," Korica looked at Tamaric. "Let's get going."

Tamaric nodded and Korica stepped toward Rody and he got to his feet from the recliner chair he was seated in and Korica wrapped her arms around him and he placed his hands on her back.

"Thank you for looking out for my mom and dad."

"You're welcome ensign. It's my job and my pleasure."

Korica then stepped back from Rody's embrace and she delivered a pretty smile and then her and Tamaric headed to the exit. Tamaric activated the door mechanism then he and Korica stepped through the doorway and looked back with a raised hand as the door slid closed and Laurel and Jake reciprocated the gesture with a smile until the door achieved a sealed position. Laurel then looked at the ensigns.

"I would suggest all of you update your supplemental logs since the Future will be here in the next day or so. When we get aboard the first thing they'll expect from you is a completed mission report."

"I didn't know we were required to fill out preliminary mission logs." Ensign Garber said.

"You're not, but I highly recommend it so your final mission report is as complete and detailed as possible. Things tend to fade from memory as time passes, that's why it's good to get it down while the events are fresh in your mind."

"Aye ma'am. That makes total sense."

Everyone that was still seated got to their feet and they all headed into the bedroom and they went to their individual bunks and retrieved their packs and found their electronic log data pads within then they set about jotting down their impressions and experiences since leaving sector zero, the Future system, though Laurel and Jake only needed to update their preliminary logs with the events experienced on the Reuopon station with Korica and Tamaric. Laurel and Jake concluded their preliminaries with conclusions that Korica and Tamaric were not only achieving amazing progress, but they were growing as individuals in both depth of character and understanding of their abilities that it seems in many ways surpasses what Laurel and Jake were aware of their own abilities extent being, though they added that would likely change significantly once their advanced psych training and education was undertaken at a later date.

By the time they completed their logs, most of the crew felt comfortable and tired enough to drift off into a light sleep, including Jake to Laurel's delight since she enjoyed the sensation of experiencing his mind slipping into a calm blank state as he fell asleep. It left her with a singular perspective, but she could still sense him deep within her the same way she could when he was awake minus the constant whispers echoing in the back of her mind.

Laurel laid and enjoyed the calm solitude while soaking in Jake's presence until she felt Rody's hand on her arm.

"You seem deep in thought over there. You have concerns about what you've seen here?" He asked in a quiet tone.

Laurel rolled her head and looked at Rody and smiled as she pat his hand, which he then withdrew to avoid making her uncomfortable.

"I was just enjoying a rare moment of quiet in my head to indulge in my own thoughts while Jake sleeps. We're still bound or connected like always, but his voice is absent. It provides an opportunity to think about different things with assurance my thoughts; impressions and conclusions are mine alone. You can't imagine how rare and sometimes desirable that is."

"Any epiphanies come to light?"

"Not really. I guess I was debating what the possibilities are for a hostile engagement in the Bocana system and how I was going talk the captain into going despite what Jake and I are sensing."

"I'll be right there with you to voice my concerns about what I feel the Te'Arin weren't imparting to us through their impressionistic form of communication."

"That'll be a big help. It's up to Jake and I to find the right words for presenting our part¦and that's what I'm not real sure about. I guess I'm trying to rehearse it in my head."

"Alright, I'll leave you to your thoughts. I'm going to catch a few winks myself."

"Thanks Hammer. I guess I should get some sleep too. I'll see you in a few hours."

Rody nodded then got up and headed toward the door and Laurel set her data in the floor next to her bunk and Rody fumbled with the touch controls on the control panel until he got lucky and figured out how to deactivate the primary lighting, leaving a feeble bluish glow in the room and then he headed back to his bunk and pulled the blanket down then climbed in lying on his side and he got comfortable. Laurel rolled on her side and stared at Jake's motionless figure for a few minutes as she admired how special he made her feel without doing a thing, then she closed her eyes and quickly drifted off to sleep.
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Laurel was first to wake 5 hours after falling asleep, though her waking mind created noise in Jake's mind that ushered in a pleasant but sudden noise drawing him toward wakefulness. As Laurel became aware of where she is, she slowly sat up and stretched hard then placed her elbows across her knees and waited for her senses to sharpen as Jake's voice became more prominent in the back of her mind as he too achieved a fully awake state of mind. Jake pushed the covers down and swung his legs out of bed as he pivoted on his bottom until his feet hit the floor. He yawned and then looked at the back of Laurel's head as he soaked in her wonderful essence.

"What time you think it is?" He asked in low voice.

"I don't know. They track time differently on this station according to what we sensed from Korica and Tamaric. I think it's around four a.m. Genesis time if I had to make a guess."

"I trust your guesses more than most peoples fact based statements. Your bladder hurts and I'm hungry. You go freshen up first then I will and after we'll go see what we can find for breakfast."

"Okay. You don't want to wake the others?"

"Nah, let 'em sleep. You tend to get up earlier than most people do without a schedule looming."

Laurel looked back at Jake as she turned on her bunk and she could see a glimmer in his eyes reflected from the feeble blue toned light in the room. Laurel couldn't help but smile at how he made her pulse race and heart skip a beat she was so in love with him. She smiled knowing he likely couldn't make out enough detail in the low light to actually see her smile, he could just senses that she was elated at the sight of his silhouette with twinkling eyes. Laurel spun around and collected her pack and got to her feet and headed out of the room virtually silently.

Jake closed his eyes and actively quieted his mind to allow Laurel some privacy and then he adjusted to the disturbing silence in his head and heart and then he collected his pack and shoes and quietly headed out into the main living area. He walked over to the table near the rear of the room and he set his shoes on the floor then went through his pack until he found his hygiene kit and he set it aside on the table and then waited until he sensed someone in the room with him. He turned around to see Laurel looking as beautiful as ever smiling at him.

"Your turn handsome."

"Sakes alive¦I am the luckies in two galaxies."

"Awe, thanks Jake. I feel how exhilarated you are to see me."

Jake grabbed his hygiene kit then walked over to Laurel and embraced her with a one armed hug, then kissed her soft warm cheek and then headed into the bathroom. Laurel meanwhile took her pack back into the bedroom and set it next to her bunk then grabbed her shoes and headed back out into the main living area, closing the door quietly behind her and she stepped into her shoes and then sat down and waited for Jake. Once Jake had relieved himself, he reached out to Laurel in the form of a gentle push and they both felt the relieving energy of the other wash over them and the welcomed and familiar echoes returned to the back of their mind. Jake then went about brushing his teeth and combing his hair then applying deodorant and then he put his things back into his hygiene kit and then he made his way out into the main living area and he walked over to his pack and stuffed the kit into his pack then stepped into his shoes and then he excitedly walked over to Laurel and she stood up and graced him with a long good morning kiss that left his knees weak and head spinning.

"Now that makes for a good morning. I love the technique you've developed babe, it makes you an awesome kisser."

"You're a hell of a kisser too Jake. I love everything you do and especially the way you kiss me."

"Thanks Laurel. I've had to acquire a pleasing technique as I figure things out being paired to you. What do you feel like having for breakfast?"

"Let's take a lesson from Korica and be adventurous. We'll stroll the eateries until something smells good or looks good."

"Okay."

Jake slid his hand into Laurel's and they headed for the exit. Jake unsealed the door from the control panel next to the door and he and Laurel stepped out into the bustling corridor. The door closed behind them and they took in the essence of the activity taking place and they sensed that the people they felt and saw around them had very recently arrived on the station. They glanced both directions looking for Korica and Tamaric's security observer or someone taking his place overnight but they saw no one that looked to be observing them unduly suggesting they were from station security. Laurel flicked her head to the left and Jake nodded without saying a word and the pair headed toward the eateries much further down the corridor.

As they got close enough to the first restaurant to smell the food being cooked it wasn't all that inviting and the noise and bustle of people deepened but grew slower in pace despite increased numbers. They walked at the same leisurely pace as the rest of the people window shopping until Laurel caught the scent of something sweet and tart smelling that reminded her of pancake syrup for some reason and she tugged at Jake's hand and gestured to the open front eatery where the aroma was coming from.

They sauntered closer and looked at the dishes being consume and it was readily apparent the meals consisted of glazed fruit concoctions that looked interesting if not alien without question. The primary dish most patrons were consuming was a dark blue circular fruit variety that was grainy looking with a dark glaze that seemed to be cooked into the flesh of the fruit. Laurel looked at Jake and he grinned and nodded.

"We'll give it a try. It smells great."

"Thanks Jake. I know you were in the mood for meat sustenance."

"I can have a meaty lunch to make up for it."

Laurel laughed while nodding and they stepped closer to the portioned open air entrance to the eatery and a young lady that possessed typical Human like characteristics offered a warm smile and held up two fingers and Laurel nodded. The young woman smiled and gestured to a table fairly close to the entrance that was empty and Jake led the way, following the young woman and he took note of the odd attire she was adorned with. She was wearing a full body one piece outfit that looked like what he remembered of the old Earth tradition of tidying shirts resulting in a blooming pattern of mixed colors. He outfit was loose fitting but form following enough to suggest the young woman was in tremendous physical condition for her apparent age. Her bronze like deep blond hair was an unusual color making Jake guess the woman used a treatment to achieve the color her hair exhibited.

The young woman stepped aside slightly and let Laurel and Jake sit down across from one another at the 1.5-meter diameter table and then the hostess opened the menu in front of Laurel and flipped to the 3rd page of menu items where drinks were pictured and the woman pointed to a yellowish drink in a tall frosty glass and then smiled and licked her lips to indicate a tasty idea and Laurel smiled and pointed at the suggested drink and nodded and then she looked at Jake and he grinned and nodded.

"Yeah, me too."

Laurel looked at the hostess and held up two fingers and the woman nodded then moved off. Laurel and Jake then perused the menu until they found the meal they saw most of the patrons consuming and Laurel looked up at Jake.

"I have no idea how to read this but that's what most of the people here are eating. Let's hope it's as good as it smells."

"It kind of looks like a blue grapefruit or something but it's the size of a diner plate."

"What do you think the glaze consists of?"

"Probably caramelized sugar with a dash of seasonings if I had to guess. You know fruit sugars are a commonality wherever we go and it's easy to extract."

Laurel nodded and they went back to perusing the rest of the menu until the young woman returned to the table with 2 tall glasses filled with the yellowish liquid pictured in the menu. She set 1 down in front of Laurel, then Jake and Laurel turned the menu so it was at a proper viewing angle to the hostess and Laurel pointed at the glazed blue fruit dish and then she held up 2 fingers and the young woman grinned brightly and nodded. She then collected the menus and turned and walked away. Laurel then picked up the frost laden glass before her and she looked directly into the glass for a moment then she took a sip. Laurel smacked her lips at the tart sweetness that was uniquely sharp but delightful. It had the essence of a strong tea with the tartness of a nectar drink with just a reminiscent hint of orange juice.

"Wow! This is fantastic. You're really going to like it once you try it."

"I already am babe¦I agree. It's unique but delightful washing over the palette."

Laurel stared at him blinking a few times and then he got a sense of what she was thinking.

"Right¦you share my emotional sensations completely." Laurel finally said smiling at him.

"What was the strange look for?"

"Because your description sounded like me talking. There's no doubting I'm part of you."

"I've heard you say things in the past that sounded like me talking too. I guess that's what you get when you spend your life submerged in your partners mind all the time."

"Yeah¦that's kind of what I said."

"I guess it is. Sorry for parroting your thoughts."

"You don't need to apologize for the way we are as a paired couple. I echo your thoughts sometimes too."

Movement to their left caught their attention and they turned their gaze to catch a young boy they guessed to be no more thirteen or fourteen carrying two plates heading toward their table. The young man was dressed in a formal servers uniform that was all blue with white round toed laceless shoes. He had his dark brown hair slicked back neatly and he appeared to be very proud of his duty as a server judging by the grin on his face and straight posture in his back and graceful rapidness in his gate. He walked up to the table and place a plate in front of Laurel then he set the other in front of Jake and then he caught clear sight of Laurel and seemed to just freeze with his mouth slightly agape in stunned amazement. Laurel felt the familiar shocked infatuation wash over the young man and Laurel grinned at him and gave him the time to get over his amazement at the most beautiful girl he had ever seen in his life. It took the boy several seconds of staring at Laurel to get over his stunned pose, finally shaking his head and delivering a corner of the mouth smile, then he turned quickly and walked away from the table and Jake laughed lightly aloud as he shook his head.

"It still astonishes me to see guys act like that when they catch site of you. I don't remember exhibiting that kind of behavior when I first set eyes on you."

"Oh you had the puppy dog look on your face but we had work to do and I was a few years younger than I am now. I looked different."

"It's true you're a full on woman now but you still had the oh my gosh looks even at that age. I don't remember being stopped dead in my tracks."

"Then you have a short memory. I remember a boy tripping over his tongue and feet when around me for the first while. I may not have had my empathic abilities in full measure yet but I'm sure I sensed a dumbfounded condition in you."

"Sort memory¦that was twenty five years ago babe."

"I guess you got me there. I forget¦you don't have my photographic memory."

"No, I don't. Let's try these¦whatever this is. You're stomach is rumbling."

Laurel smiled and nodded and then they gathered up the strangely shaped forked spoons next to their plates and stabbed at their food to find it had a crunchy glaze layer with very soft fruit flesh beneath that released a gush of juice once the outer glaze was broken. As they ate the first bite the taste sensation stopped them in their tracks for a moment as they processed the strange sharply bitter taste that then morphed into an extremely tangy sweet flavor sensation that was completely unique and exhilarating. Laurel and Jake stared at each other until the sweet side came about and then they smiled and chewed the bite in their mouth. Once the bite was swallowed down, Jake nodded his head.

"Okay¦now I understand the aroma we were smelling."

"And I can see why these people are here instead of the place next door and why so many of 'em are having what we're having."

"I wonder if Korica knows about this place?"

"She will once we're together again if we think about our experience here."

Jake nodded and then they set about eating their breakfast. When the meal was consumed and their interesting drink polished off they looked around and the hostess sauntered over to the table with an ident reader in hand. Laurel offered a pretty smile and rubbed her belly while licking her lips and the hostess got the message and smiled and nodded and then presented the ident chip scanner and Laurel presented the back of her hand and the woman activated the scanner and waved it over Laurel's hand and then looked at the small display for a moment then she grinned and offered a slight bow to the couple then turned and walked to yet another table nearby that was ready to pay for their meal.

Laurel and Jake scooted their chairs back and stood up and then headed out to the main corridor and then turned left and walked back toward their quarters. They made it halfway there when they heard the distinct discrete tone in their heads coming from their cranial transceivers indicating the Future was paging them from somewhere within half a light year. They stopped walking and moved closer to the nearest bulkhead and they both tapped their transceivers active and Laurel responded to the page.

"This is adjutant Kade."

"Hello Laurel," The AI's calm voice responded. "The alignment and targeting exercise has been completed successfully. We will be assuming a stationary position near the Reuopon station in the next thirty minutes. Is you team prepared to depart?"

"Hello Future. Jake and I are the only members of the team that are awake at the moment. We just ate and are headed back to our temporary quarters. It is early morning here¦if you can attribute a time of day on a space station."

"Understood. You circadian rhythm dictates what feels to be day or night. It is in fact zero five twenty Genesis time here on the Future. I will contact you once we have established our directed holding position near the station. The captain will want a face-to-face update on Korica and Tamaric's progress as soon as possible. I would prepare yourselves for recall to the Future soon after our arrival."

"We are prepared for that. We have some vital information to pass along to the captain anyways that is unrelated to Korica and Tamaric's progress."

"Understood. I will let you get back to your morning routine."

"Thank you Future, it's good to know you're nearby¦relatively speaking anyways."

The line then went blank with a slight pop and Laurel looked at Jake as she deactivated her transceiver.

"That was unusual. I wonder why the AI cut us off like that."

"I don't know, maybe she detected an attempt at interception."

"Our long range signal is a military grade subspace signal. Interception is nearly impossible."

"It was just an idea. You know there are going to be some really smart species out here. Signal interception that might seem unlikely for most might be right up their alley."

"You think the station and their guests are being spied on?"

"I know for a fact that's what's going on around here. We've seen two species at the very least conducting covert operations intended to elicit our help using methods of spying in one case and planning and blind dumb luck of circumstance in another to accomplish that goal. Who knows if someone else is messing around the station trying to intercept sensitive communications."

"I guess that's true. Let's go see if the other's are up. I want Hammer with us when we go over to the Future when she arrives."

Jake nodded and the pair continued on their path to their quarters. When they arrived at the door, Laurel closed her eyes and extended her perceptions by channeling Jake's ability whilst using her advanced spatial awareness in a novel manner and she was instantly ushered through the door, around the main living area and then straight into the bedroom and she caught a glimpse of everyone still lying on the bunks asleep. She then withdrew her perception to the present and opened her eyes.

"They're still sleeping. You wanna¦"

"We can access one of the information panels to find out exactly where the bathing arena is. I would love a quick bath and some recreation as the AI calls it."

Laurel blushed beneath her fading but still present tan and she pulled at Jake's hand and they walked to the nearest information panel only a few yards from the door to their quarters. They stared at the panel for a moment and then Laurel touched the panel and it came to life. Laurel then touched what looked like an indicator for the bow of the station depicted pictographically. A moment later a female voice responded.

"This is station operations," She said in English with a peculiar accent that was now sounding familiar after the third instance of hearing it. "Is there anything you require adjutant Kade?"

"You know who I am?"

"Of course. Your ident file appeared at my station as soon as the sensors at the information terminal you are accessing detected your face. It is the reason detailed information is collected from all guests upon arrival to the station. It personalizes our interactions when they occur."

"Right¦we are interested in utilizing the bathing arena but we aren't exactly sure where it is in relation to our present position."

"I will activate a layout map on your screen. Follow the indicated path to the bathing arena entrance on your deck."

A 3 dimensional image appeared with a highlighted path from their current location down the corridor and down a cross-corridor to an indicated target and Laurel grinned.

"Thank you. I didn't realize we were that close to the arena."

"There are entrances on multiple decks allowing access to an arena that serves as a central communal gathering area for the purposes of bathing and entertainment."

"How many bathing arenas are there on this station?"

"Eighty five. The Reuopon station is very large so it would be inefficient and potentially hazardous to have less arenas in use given the number of people the station normally hosts."

"That sounds logical. Thank you for the help. We will call you if we need anything else."

"Enjoy your time at the arena. We are here whenever you have a question or need assistance."

The screen then returned to the pictographic representation of the station with several slowly blinking indicators smattered here and there down its length. Jake extended his hand and Laurel placed her hand in his and the pair headed down the corridor past the eateries by a significant distance, then turned right and headed down the cross corridor indicated on the information panel map. They walked several hundred yards past several vendor parlors until they came to an ornate arched stone entryway on the left with lighted stylistic characters that neither of them could read but it plainly obvious that the characters announced the bathing arena.

They stepped through the entryway and around the corner of the partition at the entrance and they could see that they were at least 4 decks above the actual pool, which was tremendous in size and grandeur. They could see the performance stage that was being prepared for a performance by station personnel and the pool was populated by a significant number of people of all ages. There was a female greeter standing near a waist high podium and the greeter smiled warmly and spoke in a language Laurel and Jake didn't recognize.

"I'm sorry but we speak English, we have no idea what you're saying." Laurel said in a friendly tone.

"You are in luck," The woman said in perfect English with just a hint of an unfamiliar accent. "I recently accessed the updated cerebral disc which included English. We have an adorable young couple on the station and they frequent the arena twice a day every day. I needed to have the ability to interact with them."

"We appreciate you regarding our daughter and her husband with such consideration." Laurel said.

"I uh, I did not know you were related. I cannot see the family resemblance...nor do you look old enough to be the parents of the couple I am speaking of."

"Korica is our adopted daughter. She is a different species but just as precious as flesh and blood."

"I see. Will you be seeking a private bathing suite as your daughter and her husband always do?"

"If one is available."

"Of course. We have twenty eight of them in this arena."

Laurel presented her hand and the greeter retrieved an ident scanner from the podium and activated it and waved it over Laurel's hand and then she looked at the small screen for a moment then she grinned and nodded once.

"I see you have the same level of all access expense backing as your daughter. Give me a moment to have an escort paged to show you to one of the available private suites."

Laurel and Jake nodded and the woman turned and walked down one side of the twin spiral stairways that lead all the way down to the main pool level. She returned a few moments later with a young man barely wearing anything save for a loin cloth following her. When the greeter reached the top of the stairs she stepped aside slightly and gestured to the young man.

"This is Vaseer, he will guide you to your private suite. There is a performance scheduled if you will be enjoying a prolonged stay in your private suite."

"Oh we are only here long enough to take a morning bathe then we have to get going. Our mother ship is going to be arriving shortly and we have to go before our commanding officer."

"I see. Enjoy the bath then. If you need anything you can contact me on the information terminal in your private suite. Vaseer will give you a quick guide in its use."

"Sounds great. Thank you." Laurel said.

"My pleasure young miss."

"Oh, my name is Laurel and this is my mate Jake."

"Laurel and Jake¦I will remember those names."

Laurel smiled then turned and followed Vaseer down the spiral staircase toward the pool level. As they descended the staircase Laurel leaned toward Jake as she tried to calculate how much water was contained in the main bathing pool.

"Can you imagine how many comets they had to harvest to fill eighty of these arenas?"

"I know huhn. It's got to be millions of gallons."

"These arenas were filled when this stations construction was completed in the Hognan system long before I was born," Vaseer said looking back at the pair one tread above him as they descended. "While solar system outer region frozen water ice bodies were harvested to obtain some of the water, most of the water on this station was harvested from planetary bodies of water. It took thousands surface to orbit trips to fill the onboard storage tanks before the station traveled to this system for permanent stationing."

"Sounds logical. We did the same thing to supply our mother ship when she was completed though we had vast salt-water oceans on our home world to utilize for that purpose. It's a simple enough matter to convert it into fresh water if you have enough power and a very specific rare element to facilitate conversion."

"I am not familiar with any element that convert saltwater to fresh."

"Most people aren't. It's a complicated process that requires huge amounts of electrical power which our mother ship had more than enough of at the time while orbiting our moon which required very little power to do."

They reached the pool level and headed around the poolside patio and Laurel was impressed that Jake wasn't bothered in the least to see so many people wearing nothing at all. He glanced in passing and the naked form barely registered in his mind as he contemplated how many of the guests were permanent residents and how many were just passing through like he and Laurel, catching a bath while time permitted. Laurel on the other hand was a little taken aback by all the men and boys wandering around with everything in plain view. She did her best to maintain her composure as they continued around the patio then turned left and headed down a pathway that led into a stone corridor that had dark wooden looking doors on the right.

Vaseer led them to the 6th door and then he reached out and touched the electronic pad on the wall next to the door. The panel blinked on and Vaseer entered some unrecognizable characters from the digital character panel presented and the door popped and Vaseer pushed the door open. He then stepped into the dimly lit suite and Laurel and Jake followed right behind him. The first thing they noticed was the spectacular view out the window looking onto the pool and entertainment stage.

"This suite is now listed as occupied so none will be able to enter unless you open the door manually. There are towels right there for drying off with when you are done and there are hair care and body-cleansing products right there. They are made from natural elements produced here on the station." Vaseer walked closer to the modest sized bathing pool and he picked up a digital control pad and doing so brought it to life and he stepped closer to Laurel and Jake so they could see the pad. "With this terminal you can call for assistance or have anything you want brought to you. This symbol right here will alert Charna that you have would like to talk to someone. With these other controls you can change the mood lighting in the pool and you can control the ambient lighting in here to set the atmosphere. You can also increase the water temperature with this control right here. Activating it will evacuate the existing water while pouring more water in at the temperature you would like. There is a color graduated scale here that should be self evident as to what it will result in as far as water temperature change when you move the control from the blue toward the red end of the scale. If you stay long enough to become hungry, alert Charna and she will have something brought you."

"Thank you Vaseer," Laurel said. "We won't be here that long. We just want to get in a quick bath before we have to go."

"I see. Enjoy your bath."

"We will," Jake said. "Thanks."

Vaseer turned and exited the suit, closing the door behind him and Laurel and Jake could hear the door lock clank a moment after the door was closed. The pair then set about disrobing and then Laurel, having achieved a naked state first, admired Jake's handsome form as her as her libido quickly escalated and Jake couldn't help but respond to her arousal in a visibly pleasing manner for Laurel. It still enthralled her to see him grow from a gorgeous flaccid state to a full 11 inch posture of throbbing attention, which he was quickly nearing as he shucked off his last sock and looked at her grinning.

"It amazes me how you can fondle me with your mind like that. You really like the physical sensations I experience when you caress me."

"Yeah I do. You love the things I experience when you caress and stimulate me too. It's that thing of experiencing what the opposite sex feels and the alien nature of it. It's exciting and novel."

"I'm glad I excite you babe. It's the death grip you administer as I enter you that you think about the most, why is that?"

"I don't know. I guess it has something to do with the initial pain as you force me open while feeling what it's like for you to enter me with how tight I am that just¦gets to me."

Jake achieved a maximum erective state making Laurel smirk a grin as she gazed upon him and he walked over to her and slid his hands around her lower back and gently pulled her body toward his, sliding his swollen head across her lips making her shiver with delightful sensation and anticipation.

"You are so gorgeous Jake. I don't know how the AI knew you were exactly what I wanted in a man, but I'm glad she chose you over the hundreds of other possible candidates to help me repair the Future."

"There were that many people that could've done what I did to help?"

"Yeah, I looked into it out of curiosity. There were some very specific parameters the AI was looking for and you fulfilled every single one plus provided an opportunity the AI considered important to witness love and attraction blossoming and growing into something profound so it could better understand the Human condition. There were even two female candidates but the AI probably knew I would never develop feelings of attraction for another female so they were passed over in favor of you."

"As unusual as the notion is, I'm glad kismet brought us together through the AI's choice too. My dad even benefited from our relationship. He has some really deep feelings for your mom that they eventually won't be able to get past. They're destined to fall in love and stay together."

Laurel smiled and moved her head forward and she and Jake engaged in a long and passionate kiss that ended with goose bumps for both of them. When the kiss was terminated Laurel had to breathe deep to get her mind to clear up and then she noticed how much lifting pressure Jake was imposing on her. While she lavished the sensation she shared the almost uncomfortable sensation Jake was experiencing so she pushed off from him, dragging him across her moistened lips and she had to swallow hard as the sensation brought her close to an instant small orgasm and then she looked into Jake's stunning eyes that were glassy and she felt she could somehow fall into them. She mustered the strength to speak in a soft voice.

"You want to take me in the water or right here¦"

"In the water. I want you to sit on my lap."

Laurel nodded and the pair stepped over to the pool and Laurel dipped her toe in the water and it was a comfortable temperature so she stepped in and Jake followed right behind her. The water was waist deep and Laurel turned and faced Jake and he glanced back and noticed the contoured seats formed right into the sides of the pool and he slowly sank down and floated into the seat behind him then brought his legs together and Laurel moved forward and straddled his legs then moved forward until she felt his firm erection poke her in the lower stomach. She lifted up slightly and positioned herself right over the top of him then slowly settled her weight on him until his head began to press her lips inward and apart. She then closed her eyes and reached out toward him and he closed his eyes and allowed her to drift into his mind and he dropped into her mind at the same instant.

It took a moment for the emotional rush to fade in intensity and then their combined physical state of arousal and emotional energy took them to a place removed form the present and Jake put his hands on Laurel's hips and pulled down on her and she allowed him to slowly penetrate her with a pop and then a gliding motion until he was fully entrenched in her. Laurel took a rapid breath as he reached the back of her vault and then she lifted slightly and leaned forward toward him and he slid his hands up onto her back and held her firmly as she adjusted to the combined sensations and emotions. Laurel experienced contraction while holding still that continued to intensify until she achieved a small eruptive orgasm that nearly took Jake to the point that he couldn't resist a release of his own. Once the vigorous contraction eased, Laurel began to move up and down on Jake, slowly at first then increasing in speed until the water was splashing around them and all perception of time and space escaped them. They continued their intense activity for 10 full minutes achieving 4 mind altering orgasms along the way, the last of which was so intense and deep, they had no choice but to hold position until their muscles relaxed enough to allow for voluntary motor function. They were both left winded but fully satisfied and Laurel laid forward on Jake as he held her until she had the strength and mental focus enough to lift up until he slid out of her and then she stretched her legs straight out only then realizing how cramped her knees and thighs were.

Laurel rolled onto her back and floated over to the seat next to Jake to catch her breath. They laid immersed in each other's mind for some time then withdrew into their own mind and then finally opened their eyes to a blurry room with the teal green mood lighting of the pool welcoming them back to the real world around them. Laurel smiled broadly at the relief and rejuvenated bond with Jake she felt as she turned her head and kissed Jake's damp cheek.

"Gosh¦that was stellar Jake. I honestly never knew sex could be this¦phenomenal. I always feared it and wondered about it as a girl, now I know what I was waiting for."

"I never knew it was going to be like this either. I wondered about it and looked forward to trying it at some point. I never would've guessed it would be so incredible that it would take your mind to another place entirely."

"You think we actually experience our souls or whatever leaving our bodies when it gets as intense as it does for us?"

"Probably. I mean we exchange energy and perception by entering each other's minds so I guess you could call that leaving our bodies. It's possible we jointly go somewhere we aren't totally aware of when we come together the way we do. If Korica can access different realms with her advanced abilities, there's no reason to think we aren't capable of the same thing just to a lesser degree."

"You think Tamaric is right in guessing that Korica takes him to another realm when they come together?"

"I think he has an unrealized ability to sense realm dimensions and so it's more than a guess. I hate that I experienced some of what he and Korica experience together but he doesn't quite know how to block that stuff from us yet. I think I have a better understanding of what they experience than he does. Maybe some of that will be imparted to him now that we've engaged in the deep sharing."

"You still feel part of him in you, huhn?"

"Yeah. It's that after glow thing. It will fade in time but I know they're going to ask to do it again and the feeling will be reinforced at that point. Enough times and it will never fade completely, just like with Korica."

"Yeah but we will never explore or touch the deepest part of him like we did with Korica. That's what confused our feelings and led to our permanent connection to her."

"Yeah¦she needed that at the time though. She was so lost and torn up over losing her parents the way she did. She needed that deep connection to bring her away from the dark place she was drifting into despite her bubbly disposition."

"I guess you're right. I hate to think how her mind would've coped with her situation if we hadn't of intervened in her life and mental development."

"She wouldn't have turned into the wonderful woman Tamaric is lucky enough to be married to. She would've turned cynical and untrusting of everyone if the abuse we saved her from had been thrust on her fragile little mind."

"We better get to the bathing part of our trip here so we will be ready when the captain calls us to come before him."

Jake nodded and they both stood up and moved to the opposite side of the bathing pool so they could reach the canisters of bating products. They were pleased to see pictographic representation of the intended use of each canister contents so they knew exactly what to do with them. They went about thoroughly cleaning their bodies then climbing out and drying off then they got dressed in their uniforms and then took a last look around and Laurel smiled at Jake.

"I hope we get to come back here some time. This was awesome."

"I'm sure we'll come visit Korica and Tamaric again at some point and we can come here to get in a quick bath and whatever else we feel like."

"You know it's kind of funny, I wasn't at all horny when we started heading here but by the time we got to this suite, I couldn't wait to make love to you."

"You know I get aroused real easy just by looking at you babe even if you're completely dressed."

"I know."

Laurel stroked Jake's cheek then reached out and touched the symbol that looked like a door with an X over it and the lock on the door clanked. Laurel then opened the door and they headed back the way the way they had come to the suite from. When they reached the upper deck platform that their berthing deck was on, Charna greeted them with a friendly smile.

"I trust you found the private suite to your liking?"

"Oh yes ma'am," Jake replied. "We will be back next time we are on the station visiting Korica and Tamaric."

"I hope that happens soon, farewell friends."

"Thank you Charna." Laurel said.

The pair then stepped past Charna's podium and headed out to the main corridor the arena entrance resided within. They looked up and down the corridor and aside from a few people heading toward the entrance, there was no one around. They turned right and headed up the corridor. They made the long walk back to their quarters, finding everyone up and dressed when they entered.

"Where have you two been?" Rody asked from the couch. "I was a little worried when I woke up and you were gone."

"We woke up early so quietly left so you guys could sleep. We found somewhere to eat then went to the arena and took a bath. The AI contacted us after breakfast, she should be here any time now."

"I understand that you two are equipped to take care of yourselves better than anyone, but I really wish you would let me know when you intend to wander around the station. I need to know where you intend to go just incase something goes wrong. I'll know where to search for you if you should fail to return in a reasonable amount of time."

"Sorry for worrying you Hammer," Laurel said. "Like you said, Jake and I are uniquely equipped to protect ourselves from the unexpected. We didn't see the harm in venturing out as long as we stayed together."

"Just¦let me deliver you to the captain without losing you. Will you do that for me?"

"Sorry, we'll stick close by until you can present us to him."

"Thanks Laurel. So¦did you find somewhere to eat the rest of might appreciate?"

"Yeah. There's a place not far from here that serves this fruit slice the size of a plate and as thick as a porterhouse steak with this incredible maple like glaze on it that has to tried to be appreciated." Laurel said smiling.

"Show us the place so we can get in a bite before the Future calls for us."

"Alright."

Laurel turned and activated the control to open the door and everyone got to their feet and followed Laurel and Jake down the corridor to the eatery they had visited earlier in the morning. There were many more people dining than before but there were still plenty of open tables and the greeter welcomed them with a smile and a friendly gesture toward the dinning area. The group was led to a table large enough for everyone to be seated at comfortably and then they picked up the menus already placed on the table and Laurel put her hand up.

"Allow me to order for you guys."

"By all means." Rody said with a grin.

Laurel opened the menu before her and she flipped to the section with the picture of the amazing glazed fruit dish and Laurel pointed at it and looked at the greeter and gestured around the table then she flipped to the drinks and pointed to the dew drenched glass of yellowish liquid and again gestured around the table then she pointed at Jake and then gestured to her self and shook her head as she again flipped to the fruit dish then pointed at it and the greeter smiled and nodded and collected the menus then headed away from the table.

They didn't have to wait long for the drinks to arrive and then a few minutes later the plates were brought to the table. As the group enjoyed the fantastic food, there was a tone heard in their heads and Rody tried to chew faster so he could respond when Laurel put her finger up.

"Go ahead and eat Hammer, I'll take this."

Rody nodded and noticeably relaxed as he returned to a more normal rate of chewing what was in his mouth. Laurel reached up and tapped her cranial transceiver active.

"This is adjutant Kade."

"Good afternoon Laurel," The unmistakable voice of Melissa Hiller said.

"Afternoon? I thought it was morning in Genesis and I thought that's where you were ma'am."

"I'm pulling your chain Laurel. It's morning in Genesis. Captain Alexan wanted me aboard while undergoing our final alignment and testing procedure."

"How'd that go ma'am?"

"Better than expected. The new system is precise and performs exactly as designed now that it's aligned. The AI was instrumental in providing the necessary calculations to achieve proper accuracy and efficiency."

"That's good to hear. We're all here having breakfast at the moment. Does the captain want us to come before him soon?"

"As soon as it is feasible. Finish your breakfast then make your way over here and come see the captain."

"Aye ma'am. We will do that."

"It's good to know you're back with us safely Laurel. See you soon, Hiller out."

Laurel reached up and tapped her transceiver into standby mode and looked around the table.

"Commander Hiller said we could finish our breakfast before going over to the Future." Laurel looked right at Rody. "We're directed to go before the captain soon as we come aboard. Will you come with us to see him?"

"You bet."

They went back to finishing their breakfast after that. It took another 10 minutes for everyone to finish then Jake paid for the meal and then they headed back to their quarters and collected their things then headed down to the PARSE parked in the private hangar. They boarded the PARSE and Jake and Rody began the preflight procedures while Laurel performed a walk around to examine the exterior of the ship. When her examination of the exterior of the PARSE was complete with nothing out of place, Laurel boarded the PARSE and sealed the cargo ramp then she assumed a position in back with the ensigns for the short ride over to the Future.

Once Rody and Jake had the primary systems online, Rody enabled the transceiver and activated his throat switch.

"Reuopon control, this is PARSE one zero four. We are requesting departure for the Future."

"Understood PARSE one zero four. I am opening the hangar door. You may depart at your discretion but please use caution as there is a tremendous amount of traffic near the station."

"I understand we are cleared for departure. We will use caution for the heavy traffic in the area. Is there something going on that has brought more traffic than normal to the station?"

"It is Cilo Denarin time. Every four hundred solar days Cilo Denarin is celebrated on this station. It attracts thousands of guests to be with their families for the celebrations."

"Does that translate to something meaningful in English?"

"Cycle of life would be the closest I can think of. It is a celebration of the living while remembering those that came before. Great meals are prepared and personal gifts are exchanged between family members after the much anticipated evening meal is consumed on the eve of the last solar day."

"Interesting. Thank you for the hospitality. We will likely be back in the near future."

"You will always be welcomed as distinguished guests. Safe journeys to you."

"Thank you."

Rody reached up and deactivated the manual key mode for the transmitter and then looked to his left screen and he could see the hangar door was nearly open all the way so he nudged the throttles forward and the PARSE lifted slightly and the wings rocked as Rody adjusted to the artificial gravity load then he gently backed the PARSE away from the bulkhead before them then spun the ship around so they were facing the hangar door that was just reaching maximum span. Rody simultaneously increased the aft thrust pressure and nudged the controls forward and the bow dipped slightly as the PARSE moved toward the now wide open hangar and then out into the cold vacuum of space and the artificial gravity lapsed away and the PARSE leveled out and gain speed rapidly as Rody banked the ship over and down and hulking mass of the Future could be seen below and some distance off. She looked majestic and grand though truly humungous even though small compared to the truly immense dimension of the Reuopon station.

"Home sweet home." Rody said quietly though loud enough to carry across his helmet mic.

"There's no other like her." Jake said.

Rody aimed directly for the Future while observing and avoiding the barrage of alien looking craft buzzing about seemingly everywhere. The automatic collision avoidance system would from time to time make course corrections faster than Rody ever could have in order to assume a path that offered less risk of conflicting flight paths encouraging Rody to keep their forward speed to 400 KPH so he would have time to bring the ship to a halt rapidly if necessary. Once the Future's bulk filled the forward view, Rody reached up and activated the transmitter and then squeezed his throat switch.

"Future control, this is Iron Hammer aboard PARSE one zero four requesting vector for landing."

"This is Future," The familiar calm voice of the AI replied. "I have you on sensors, you are cleared to land in the forward upper hangar. The shield matrix is at minimum safe level to accommodate your approach."

"Understood, I'm cleared for landing in the forward upper hangar and shields are at minimum in anticipation of our approach¦"

Rody heard a familiar warning tone sound off at Jake's station and he furrowed his brows and looked over at Jake's station screens.

"Uuh¦we're being targeted by the Future," Jake announced calmly. "There's no sign of a weapons lock, but we're definitely being targeted." Jake continued calmly knowing the Future would never allow a positive weapons lock to be initiated.

Rody squeezed his throat switch while shaking his head.

"Future, you wanna explain why we're being actively targeted?"

"Continued exercises to train the crew in the use of the new sensor enhanced targeting protocols. The PARSE is a low observable craft that ordinary targeting fails to acquire a lock onto. The sensor-enhanced mode utilizes the advanced signal processing capabilities of the elder race provided computing systems to acquire a target lock on your craft. The weapons systems are offline at the moment, there is no danger of being fired upon."

"I understand the need for training but I don't like being targeted by my mother ship. If you do that to other ships it might be seen as provocative enough to warrant an aggressive response."

"Other craft are not aware of our targeting frequencies. They are programmed into your onboard signal recognition profiles thus resulting in an instant identification of a positive target lock. Unless informed, other ships will not know the frequency harmonics they are barely able to detect are actually a positive target lock zeroed in on them."

"Will this disturbing training technique work on a crimson fighter or one of the Icarus class ships?"

"The crimson fighters will be extremely difficult to target, though not impossible. The Icarus class ships when in stealth mode will in fact evade a positive lock though a vague target will still be identifiable since I know what to look for. As far as posing a danger to an Icarus class ship, only the mining cannon would cause annihilation. The new turrets are extremely powerful and precise but they are still not enough to significantly damage an Icarus class ship."

"That's reassuring if we can ever get 'em flying again."

"What about the PARSE?" Jake keyed up and inquired.

"It would take two or three salvoes, though total destruction would result if struck repeatedly in the same area."

Rody looked over at Jake and grinned.

"These things are built like tanks, but they weren't designed to withstand gravitationally enhanced plasma particle weapons fire. That kind of technology wasn't around when these things were built."

"Sounds like the crimson fighters are just as susceptible to that kind of plasma particle weapon."

"You can't hit what you can't see is their primary defense characteristic. The Future just has a lot of power production capability to focus through the weapons systems. Not much is going to withstand what she can deliver."

"Except an Icarus class ship."

"Well¦a direct hit might do some damage but her evasion system would blink her into another location before being struck without any input from the crew."

"Yeah but even a direct hit wouldn't cause catastrophic damage, right?"

"I don't plan on putting that to the test, but in theory, yes. The amalgamation of alloy composites the hull is made from and the regenerative ability of the semi organic hull skin make the Icarus and her sister ships incredibly resilient."

"Yeah, I know. We crashed one into a forest from low orbit, remember?"

"Yeah, I remember. She was damaged because she was unpowered. Once the major flaw is worked out of the power drive, those ships will be wicked little powerhouses that can get us across a sector at speeds rivaling what the Future can muster without the need for sophisticated weapons."

"Yeah but the Future has endurance the Icarus can't match."

"I'll give you that. Nothing can match the Future when it comes down to it, specially now that she has teeth."

"We're nearing shield contact." Jake reported.

Rody nodded and activated his mic.

"Future, we're nearing shield interface."

"Understood. Please be prepared for decontamination procedures once you come aboard. We now know what to expect from people returning from a visit to the Reuopon station."

"The procedure only involves a prolonged transport sequence, right?" Jake keyed up and asked.

"Affirmative, unless unexpected contaminants are detected. You know the protocol should that occur."

"Yeah, we're transported to the isolation deck for detailed examination and enhanced decontamination procedures including prolonged isolation until decontamination can be implemented successfully."

"Correct. Welcome home. The hangar door is open and the hangar is clear of all personnel in anticipation of your arrival. You are cleared for landing at your discretion."

"Understood, the hangar is clear and we're cleared to land." Rody read back.

"Affirmative."

Jake then keyed up to query his pondering.

"Future, not that I'm unhappy to hear your reassuring voice but...why are you greeting us rather than the crewman on duty at communications?"

"Communications is tied up with several high profile exchanges at the moment. Hammer knows his way around making permission to land seamless and routine enough to negate the need for a Human presence to facilitate the maneuver safely."

"So Laurel or I would've required a Human presence?"

"Negative. You are both just as proficient as Hammer."

"And the rest of the flight crews?"

"I do not believe now is the time to compare skills. Take the praise for what it is and get on with assisting Hammer in landing the PARSE in the hangar."

"Alright. You're right, these things take two to pilot 'em safely."

Rody banked the PARSE over and the distinct momentary glowing aurora of shield interaction took place then faded away. Rody then headed down to the under-quadrant of Future and he pitched the ship up and headed forward along the length of the Future as he slowed their forward speed and the Future's massive mass created a slight gravitation tug as her massive middle section continued its ceaseless revolving motion to impart centripetal gravity to the stasis sections and gardening ring. Rody gazed up at their beautiful home above them then he glanced to his left and noticed several unrecognizable ship designs cruising by as they presumably got a good look at the Future since their scans were likely coming back as garbled junk due to the Future's shield creating a scattering field that most sensor signals would not penetrate successfully. He gave him solace and he grinned at the thought of the frustration it must be causing the curious.

Rody looked forward and ignored his amusement as they neared the bow section. He peeled up and spiraled the PARSE so her underside was toward the Future's hull and he slowed their velocity as the light spilling from the open hangar cast a light shadow out into space as the sun at the heart of the Endrinol system was dead astern of the Future allowing her own shadow to cast a dark cloak over the bow of the Future. Rody moved out and away from the Future then banked over and spun the wings over so their attitude was correct in relation the hangar and then Rosy made a steady slow transition through the myogenic field holding the atmosphere within the hangar and the artificial gravity created drag and weight that Rody anticipated and he and Rody compensated and transited the shallow hangar and the Rody set the ship down gently and pulled the throttles back to the idle position. Rosy looked over at Jake as he was going about the shutdown procedures and Jake smiled and nodded without looking at Rody.

"Yeah¦that was pretty slick. You obviously have some experience in these things."

"Oh I've logged an hour or two. Disabling primary systems for complete shutdown."

"Give me a second to kill the secondary systems."

Jake quickly flipped switches from his station until all of the secondary systems were either in standby mode or shutdown completely then he looked at Rody and nodded and Rody nodded once then opened three switches deactivating the primary systems and the lights flickered a few times as the ship switched over to reserve power and the display screens went dark. Jake and Rody then unfastened their restraints and tilted their heads forward and removed their helmets and then unplugged the umbilical cables then hung their helmets on the back of their seats and then stood up and headed aft where they found Laurel overseeing freeing everyone from their restraints.

"You look a little pale ensign Talus," Rody said. "Did the ride scare you?"

"No. I looked forward while you were pulling that flip roll maneuver as you came up around the bow of the Future and it made my head spin even though I couldn't feel the Gs."

"If they hadn't of added enhanced inertial damping to this thing, that maneuver would've squished your brain against the inside of your skull. Not a pleasant way to die if you ask me."

"Have you seen that happen before?"

"Yes. During my training days there was an accident involving the failure of an experimental inertial dampening system during extreme G maneuvers and the pilot was killed and the copilot brain damaged for life, though she managed to land the bird safely. An impressive feat given the amount of brain damage she suffered."

"Gosh, how horrible."

"Being a test pilot has its risks."

"No way¦you were a test pilot?"

"Most of us in the special tactics division tested new air and space craft at some point, me included."

"Did you test these PARSE before they were put into service?"

"No, they came about around eight years before my time. I don't think you would recognize any of the craft I test flew. A few never made it to production. They were just test beds for specific technologies incorporated into them while evaluating specific experimental aerodynamic and or structural characteristics."

"Any epic failures stand out in your mind?"

Rody chuckled and he pat the back of the ensigns shoulder.

"Sure kid, I had to punch out at about twenty five thousand feet once when the wing separated from the fuselage taking out the left engine."

"Wow! I take it the aircraft was a total loss?"

"Oh yeah. It went down in the Aegean Sea in about three hundred feet of water. They were able to recover what was left but it was pretty much devastated beyond repair after sitting at the bottom of the sea for almost a week not to mention the damage done when it smacked into the water at two hundred miles an hour."

"What the heck were you doing to cause the wing to fail like that?"

"A twelve G inverted roll to hold a target lock on a drone while being fired on by two other drones¦simulated fire of course."

"Wow...cool!"

"Not cool that I splashed an eight billion dollar ship and had to punch out so high there was no air to breath and it was about five degrees."

"Weren't you in a suit?"

"I wouldn't be here if I wasn't. Come on, let's get out of this thing."

Ensign Talus smiled and nodded. Rody walked to the rear of the compartment and slapped the control to lower the cargo ramp and they all exited out into the brightly lit hangar space. They looked around briefly then headed to the transport enclosure and Rody opened the door and let everyone step in before he closed the door. The all stepped up onto the transport platform and Laurel reached out and touched the indicator for the command deck and a moment later the expected contamination alarm sounded. Laurel immediately silenced the alarm and waited for the AI to sound off.

"Level one contaminants detected," The AI said in a calming tone. "Please standby while the foreign devices are mapped for isolation during transport."

"What about biologicals?" Rody inquired.

"There are foreign contaminants detected. Those biological elements will also be removed during transport."

"Fair enough."

"Mapping complete. Transport initiating."

They all felt the slight squeezing effect as the compression field was established and then they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light and then appeared on the transport platform within the transport compartment on the commend deck. They stepped down and walked over to the exit and the door slid open to a bustling corridor full of activity. They turned left and walked over to the captain's office and when they arrived at his door Laurel turned and faced the ensigns.

"You guys can go and catch a shower and change into clean uniforms if you want. The captain will call you when he's ready to debrief with you."

"Aye ma'am. A hot shower and clean clothes sounds good about now." Ensign Garber said.

The ensigns then presented a salute and Laurel and Jake returned a smart salute and then the ensigns tuned and headed up the corridor. Laurel then turned and touched the com panel next to the door and it glowed to life. She then touched the command to open the door and it slid open silently. They stepped in and assumed a side-by-side posture and presented a salute and the captain stood up and offered a smart salute in return.

"Adjutants Kade and Myers reporting as ordered sir." Laurel said as she snapped her hand down.

The captain looked at Hammer and nodded once.

"Thank you for getting the kids here safely Rody. You really don't have to remain while I debrief with them."

"Actually, I think I need to be here for what you're going to hear sir. It's going to require some corroborative testimony and recommendations."

"I see. Well then have seat. We'll get right to it."

Laurel and Jake stepped around the 2 chairs in front of the captain's desk and Rody pulled a chair from the corner of the room and he sat down right next to Jake.

"So¦" The captain started, "How are our star pupils doing over there on the station?"

"According to Rhe'Tock and Dederal they are progressing at an impressive rate as far as the educative portion goes and Tamaric and Korica are reporting that they are learning about their abilities in leaps and strides," Laurel reported. "They are pushed every day to channel and extend their abilities in advanced problem solving scenarios hosted in a confinement lab that uses extremely advanced holographics and force fields to provide substance to the created environment and they are exposed to a simulator that imposes the mental loading they need to adapt to while piloting the Brendon from the control pod."

"So it's safe to leave our fate in their hands?"

"Yes sir. They understand the gravity of what they're here to train to do and they are determined not to let any of us down."

"Fantastic! So, how are they doing on a personal level? I need you to be impartial about your assessment of that part of their progress."

"Yes sir. They miss home a lot more that they thought they would. They're being brave and strong for the sake of the mission but it's really eating at them deep inside, especially when they see and hear about their peers with their families."

"I hate to hear that but it's kind of to be expected of officers so young and impressionable."

"Yes sir. Aside from that they are getting along socially remarkably well. They have a circle of friends they hang out with and from what we shared of their time on the station, they seem to be showing them how to have fun in a healthy way¦at least as healthy as can be expected for a group of teenagers. The kids over there are remarkably similar to Human kids in their social activities with the exception of a proclivity toward promiscuous behavior. It isn't being expected that Korica and Tamaric engage in that sort of thing but it is pervasive and widely accepted in their society over there. Tamaric finds it a little shocking but Korica isn't bothered by it in the slightest giving Tamaric a sense of understanding and acceptance."

"So they're fitting in even if things are a little alien in nature?"

"Yes sir, that about sums it up."

"Good. Hopefully that will keep their minds off how homesick they are."

"Yes sir, I agree. There is another matter that we need to discuss though."

"Oh?"

"Yes sir. While we were visiting Korica and Tamaric we came across a race of¦people that asked for our help in a very peculiar manner. They have this way of communicating that is something like telepathy, but a little different."

"I experienced it myself captain," Rody concurred. "It isn't a probing type of communication but it's definitely a mental telepathy technique."

"So no breach of sensitive information is possible?"

"No, I don't believe so."

"So what are these people called and exactly what do they want from us?"

"They are called Te'Arin and they are from the Bocana system. Their system is being plundered by a number of species but I guess one in particular showed up recently and they are mercilessly taking what they want and wasting anyone that gets in their way. The Te'Arin is a peaceful race so they have little to no defense against these aggressors. They learned who Korica and Tamaric are and they waited for the perfect time to approach them with their request for our help. They didn't want to distract them from their studies but when the opportunity presented itself, they requested and audience with us and put forth their need for assistance."

"Good God, another species that wants a strong arm to solve their personal problems and Korica and Tamaric are caught in the middle again."

"More than you know sir. The Te'Arin would like Korica and Tamaric to serve as their intermediaries during any future interactions. They really like Korica and they know they can't have her with Tamaric so¦"

"Are you saying they don't like Tamaric?"

"No sir, not at all. They just think Korica is cute and sweet tempered but Tamaric contributes a fierceness she lacks without his presence and they are convinced that side of the pair may be required at some point."

The captain slowly shook his head then he reached into a drawer at his desk and he retrieved a rigid data pad and activated it then synched it to his desk computer terminal and then he looked up his virtual screen.

"Future, do we have information on the Bocana system in the Tel Pok Maron maps?"

"Please standby, accessing the requested data¦"

A few moments passed by then the AI spoke again."

"Information concerning the Te'Arin and the Bocana system has been found. The data is being sent to your terminal."

The captain stared at his virtual display for a few moments then he slowly stood up with a disturbed expression on his face and then he picked up the data pad and moved it close to his face and he stared at it intently for a time then he looked at Laurel and Jake with a pale and almost angry expression on his face.

"What's the matter sir?" Jake asked as he and Laurel stood up followed by Rody.

"They're in our fu¦damn back yard! You're dismissed. We'll take this up later. I need to call a meeting of the senior staff and civilian council."

"It's that bad sir?"

"It will be if we don't get to the Bocana system."

"May I add a recommendation from our experience on Amara?"

"You may if you make it quick."

"The domain manifold needs to be dismantled and the facility it's in destroyed completely."

"Really? You think that technology is that dangerous to have around?"

"Yes sir."

"I have to concur with the kids on that one sir," Rody said. "That place needs to go away for good."

"Well there those among us that happen to agree. You recommendation carries a great deal of weight around her Laurel. I'll see to it your concerns are headed."

"Thank you sir."

"Sir," Jake started, "Are you going to tell us what has you so concerned about what's going on in the Bocana system?"

"Not just yet."

"Okay...can we request permission to go back to the Reuopon station to visit with Korica and Tamaric until we have to leave?"

"Permission granted. It's going to take a while to discuss new concerns anyway. I will call for your return when we're ready for departure."

"Thank you sir."

"You're welcome¦" The captain then looked at Rody. "I'm going to want you in the meeting when it comes to order."

"Understood. I'll stay here."

"Good man." The captain returned his gaze to Laurel and Jake. "I still expect your mission reports to be submitted as soon as possible. It would provide valuable information if I had them when I address the senior staff and civilian reps."

"Aye sir," Laurel said, "We'll submit them before we depart for the station."

The captain nodded once then Laurel, Jake and Rody turned and headed out of the room once the door slid open for them. As the door slid closed behind them Rody gripped Laurel's arm encouraging her to look at him and he looked into her hypnotic blue eyes.

"Gracious¦sorry Laurel, you have really pretty eyes."

"It's alright. I get that all the time."

"I bet you do. Either of you have any idea what the captain saw that has him so raddled?"

"I was afraid the captain would know I was reading him if I looked beyond his outward feelings and all I detected was concern and certainty that we are going to have to confront¦"

"Confront what¦who?"

"I don't know. His feelings weren't that explicit. Needless to say I never had to mention the impression Jake and I got about us going. He's going to take us there because of what he saw in the Tel Pok Maron map data."

"I guess I'll find out during the meeting."

"Or...we have sufficient clearance to take a look for ourselves. We're in uniform so we can just go to a secure terminal and have a look at what's there." Jake said.

"Ya' know¦judging by the captain's reaction...I think we should keep our noses out of it until the meeting takes place." Rody said hesitantly.

"If you think that's best."

"I do. I've never seen Alexan raddled so quickly like that. It must be something serious."

"He did come off as unnerved, didn't he?"

"Yeah. You two go ahead and fill out your mission reports and I'll make arrangements for a ride back over to the station."

"You don't want us over there alone?" Laurel asked.

"I know you two can handle your business, I would feel better knowing you have someone of stature with you just the same."

"You think our unassuming looks can lead to trouble?"

"Now¦stop reading me like that Laurel."

"Sorry. I didn't mean to probe...I mean...I did but...I'm sorry. I sometimes do that without even realizing I'm doing it. A momentary lapse in concentration."

"You have to concentrate not to poke around in peoples heads?"

"Yeah. It's an instinctive thing to probe in order to understand what a person is thinking and we have to concentrate to subdue the instinctive ability. If we don't we end up with this noisy collage of foreign voices in our heads all speaking at once. It can be nauseating to have that much noise and associated emotion coursing around in our conscious mind."

"I had no idea you had to fight your abilities back all the time like that."

"I don't know if I would call it fighting 'em but yeah we have to maintain a measure of control at times and we aren't perfect at it as you just saw."

"You can't...hurt someone accidentally like that can you?"

"No. Those abilities take a serious effort and focused concentration. You have to want to hurt someone and we don't engage in that sort of thing. We know we have the ability to tear a person apart at the sub atomic level so we avoid messing around with that side of what we can do."

"If you've never done it, how do you know you can?"

"It's hard to explain, we just instinctively know what we're capable of¦for the most part anyways. We surprise ourselves sometimes too."

"Wow, freaky."

"You have no idea."

"We'll go to our quarters and complete our mission reports," Jake said. "Do you think our things have cleared decontamination protocol and been taken to our quarters by now?"

"Probably. You can ask the AI when they'll be cleared if you don't find your things in your room when you get there."

Jake nodded and then he took Laurel's hand and grinned at Rody.

"We'll catch you later Hammer."

"Sounds good, see ya' later."

Laurel and Jake then turned and headed to the transport compartment. As they reached the door Jake stopped and pulled at Laurel's hand. She stopped and looked at him as she shrugged her shoulders.

"I don't know¦technically we're still on duty. The AI might have brought our things up here instead of to our personal quarters. I guess we should check before transporting to deck one."

Jake nodded and the pair stepped away from the transport compartment door and headed further down the corridor past the mess hall and gym then made a right at Korica's quarters and walked 50 yards to the 2nd corridor on the right and headed to their duty quarters. As they stepped up to the door, the door slid open surprising them both since they didn't sense a presence and when a servo drone floated out and headed down the corridor they both grinned sharing in the amusement of why they didn't sense a presence..

The duo stepped into their quarters and found their bags sitting next to their bunk and they walked over to the bunk and sat down next to each other and opened their bags and began pulling their things out and laying them on the bed for clean clothing items and on the floor for items needing laundering. They then found their solid items that had been placed beneath their clothing items and they retrieved their data pads and then set their bags down and Jake looked around briefly then smiled at Laurel.

"If we were in our personal quarters we could sit in the living room on the couch where we would have the coffee table to place our data pads on."

"We don't need our hands, remember?"

"It gets confusing when we both use speech transcription to complete our reports."

"That's not what I'm talking about. We quiet our minds so we can think independently and then we use our telekinetic ability to strike the keys of the display keyboard without touching it, that way we can lie on our backs and hold the data pad up so we can see the display. IF we take a lesson from Korica, we don't even have to hold the data pad."

"If we quiet our minds we can't channel and that's one of your primary abilities, not mine."

"You underestimate the expansion of your abilities Jake. I think we possess the same abilities, some are just more pronounced or stronger in one or the other of us."

"Maybe¦I'll just hold it."

"Suit yourself."

They slid their shoes off and Jake moved back on the bunk close to the bulkhead the bunk was set back into and he laid down and Laurel laid back next him and they activated their data pads and then Laurel quieted her mind ushering in a peaceful quiet even if unsettling and then they concentrated in order to build energy within and then they pushed very lightly and then concentrated on selecting icons and stroking the keys on the displayed keyboard to update and complete their mission reports for Geonic and the Reuopon visit.

It took half an hour to transfer the data from their preliminary reports to their final reports and complete the conclusion section then save the completed reports. They finished almost simultaneously and then they took a breath as they broke their concentration and allowed the buzzing in their heads to ease. They then sat up and Laurel looked at The com panel next to the door.

"Future, are you monitoring us?" She inquired aloud resulting in no response.

"She only responds to sounds of distress babe. You would have to scream or something to get her attention audibly."

Laurel looked intently at the com panel and then concentrated hard to allow a small charge to build within her and then she pushed fairly hard and the com panel glowed to life and Laurel grinned with satisfaction.

"Future?"

"Yes Laurel? How have you activated your communication panel? I detected a capacitive input on your communication panel. Someone touched it."

"I extended a telekinetic impulse to activate the com panel in order to contact you without getting up. I just wanted to see if I could do it. I've pushed a huge tree over with my mind in the past so I was pretty sure it would work as long as I focused the impulse on the corner of the com panel screen and pushed very gently."

"Interesting. Congratulations on a cunning and controlled use of your abilities."

"I remember a time when you would have told me such experimentation was dangerous."

"That time is long past. I trust in your level of control and understanding of your abilities Laurel. You are not the same young lady I would've warned against extending her unrealized abilities without understanding how to control them properly. What can I do to assist you at this time?"

"We have our mission reports complete. Can we upload them to you for submission to the captain?"

"Negative. I will dispatch a servo drone to collect the data pads containing your mission reports. I will upload the files then return the data pads to your quarters."

"No wireless exchanges are allowed on this deck?"

"Correct. It represents an unacceptable security vulnerability. Anything communicated over a wireless network is vulnerable to interception."

"I thought your level of encryption and higher thinking coding was impossible to decipher?" Jake asked.

"True facts. The captain and the senior officers decided any vulnerability was unacceptable given our hostile encounters since leaving Earth."

"I won't argue the logic in the decision."

"A servo drone is standing by outside the door to your quarters. Is it permissible to open the door to allow the drone to enter?"

"Yes, of course." Laurel replied.

The door slid open and the drone floated in silently and moved over to the edge of the bunk and remained motionless a few inches from the deck and Laurel looked at Jake and he handed her his data pad and she then handed it and her data pad to the drone. A medium sized compartment door on the side of the device revolved open and a Human looking hand extended and then turned over palm up and Laurel placed the data pads on the hand and it clasped the data pads firmly and Laurel grinned as she reached out and stroked the side of the palm with her fingertips to discover it was warm and supple like a real hand would feel.

"Wow. This is one of those massage drones. The hand feels so¦"

"Real?" Jake said.

"Yeah."

"I think that's the whole point. They're meant to make people comfortable by simulating the feel of another person touching them."

Laurel looked at Jake and then pushed lightly to open her mind and his essence washed over her in a strong warm current of stimulating emotional energy that was relieving and intoxicating. Was the rush wore off Jake got a clear sense of what Laurel was thinking and his mouth opened slightly as he grinned slightly.

"Really? You were tempted to use one for that?"

"Not tempted, just curious. It crossed my mind that the AI would know exactly how and where to¦never mind. You know how much we ached when we started working out to build our strength? The AI administered massages that were incredibly relieving and tender in sensitive areas. I just haven't seen one of these floating around in a while."

"The drone was in the quarters next to yours administering and full body massage. The massage was concluded just as your request was put forth so I dispatched the drone to collect your data pads. My primary sub coprocessors orchestrate all of the servo drones; they are not capable of independent decisions. I did not think it would matter since it would reduce the amount of time required to dispatch a drone to your quarters."

"Oh I don't mind at all," Laurel said. "I trust your motives anymore Future."

"Thank you Laurel. I have your best interests in mind at all times."

"I know you do."

The servo drone spun around and floated to the door and exited and turned right and the door slid closed.

"I hope you do not mind me stating how pleased I am to hear Korica and Tamaric are progressing satisfactorily and thriving in their new environment."

"I don't mind at all," Laurel replied. "You were listening in on the debriefing...brief as it was?"

"Affirmative. Transcripts of conversations that occur in the captain's office are a necessary tool the captain insists I diligently keep in a secure portion of my data allocated memory files."

"Some of your memory is converted into data for later examination by Human eyes?" Jake asked.

"Yes."

"Wow. I had no idea¦though Laurel is now recollecting some of your base programming establishing the necessary protocols to enable you to do that. I should've known she would know what you're talking about."

"Korica and Tamaric are having a pretty good time expanding their minds while experiencing a new and diverse culture over there. It's all in our mission logs if you want to read them."

"It is best if the captain reviews your mission reports before I access them. Chain of secure custody must be maintained until your logs are surrendered in the same condition as they were submitted."

"I understand. Well¦I'll tell you that Jake and I engaged in the deep sharing with Korica and Tamaric and we experienced a deep sense of respect and admiration between them. Tamaric is absolutely enamored with Korica. He worships the ground she walks on and Korica is completely nuts about Tamaric. They enhance and to the character of each other by contributing elements missing or desired in their own character making them a truly unstoppable duo and, that's likely to intensify as they grow and come to realize more of their advanced abilities and the strength they impart in one another."

"I am pleased they are happy as a couple. It concerned me how young they engaged in such a deep and serious relationship. Korica barely had time to come to terms with her captivity and abusive treatment following the death of her parents. It shows the strong young man Tamaric is to have won her over and delivered such happiness to her life."

"We experienced the breadth of his essence during our time immersed in the deep sharing and you have nothing to worry about. He is as devoted to her as one could possibly be and his parents raised a properly respectful and mature Human being. Korica is in good hands and so is Tamaric. Korica is cultured and experienced in foreign civilizations. She is the perfect guide for him as he experiences the broader galaxy."

"That is reassuring Laurel. You did not get a sense they are overwhelmed with the things they are trying to learn?"

"No, not really. Tamaric feels kind of stressed sometimes when he thinks about the broader picture of what they have to learn and do in such a short amount of time but Korica imparts a calming affect on him. They know they can do it, it's just a lot when you contemplate the steps and sheer volume of knowledge they have to absorb."

"I am impressed with your analytical ability Laurel. You are a remarkable woman."

"Thank you Future."

"We planned on going back over to the station," Jake said. "Do you know if Rody has made arrangements for us to get a ride over there?"

"I am not aware of such arrangements being made. I witnessed the captain's approval of your excursion to the station. If you would like I can make arrangements to have you flown over to the station?"

"No, Rody was going to make the arrangements," Jake replied. "I don't want two flight crews to be standing by."

"That is not what I had in mind. You are both competent pilots. I was going to make arrangements for you to have access to a two person craft."

"What ships do we have that fit that description? I know we have short range patrol ships in the design phase but¦"

"Part of the captain's first contact negotiations included exchanges of technological aspects of atmosphere capable spacecraft under consideration for construction. Using three D printing techniques some of those craft were built and are now being flown under test conditions."

"Holy¦they built the ships within days of receiving the technical drawings?"

"Yes. We provided off the shelf propulsion, power and flight control components, part of the design criteria so the ships could be built as rapidly as possible. If the initial build is deemed satisfactory more are scheduled to be built for short-range duty, such as ferrying people to and from a space station seventy-five miles away."

"And we're qualified to pilot them?"

"Affirmative. If you are qualified to pilot a Durango class escort ship, which you both are, then you are qualified to pilot the newly classified Armonty class ships. The flight controls and instrument layout is identical in both craft."

"The Durango class escorts are armed, are the Armonty class ships armed too?"

"Negative. The Armonty class ship is twenty percent smaller than the Durango class. There is simply not enough room for meaningful weapons to be installed."

"So¦it's our design built by allies?"

"Affirmative. The same allies that imparted the impressive technology behind my new weapon turrets."

"Oh, well now the exchange makes more sense."

"I assume the Armonty are sub-light speed craft?" Laurel inquired.

"Affirmative. Alexanum speed in space is two hundred twenty-four thousand, eight hundred fourty-four kilometers per second."

"That's¦point seven-five light speed. Impressive."

"Correct. Any faster, the tidal forces overwhelm the shield modulator coil's capabilities not to mention velocities beyond point seven-five require a ten fold increase in available energy to gain a one percent increase in velocity toward first cosmic velocity."

"Right, in general, power sources that small don't produce enough energy to bolster the shield while providing the energy the propulsion system needs at the same time."

"Those that do are not being considered for exchange during first contact negotiations. If weaponized, an entire world can be destroyed with a single strike."

"Most of our advances have that capacity if perverted, but I can understand the caution being exercised." Laurel commented.

"I don't recall spending any time in the simulator flying the Durango class ships." Jake said.

"It was imparted to you as part of your neural augmentation training in preparation for your role in a command position. You may not remember it, but the subconscious knowledge is there."

"You mean¦you planned to put us in command before you even revived us?"

"The systemic knowledge necessary to effect repairs was best implemented by imparting command and control training. It enabled direct knowledge of every system and component on the ship."

"I guess I can accept that."

"I was also under the vague impression you might at some point need to take command of the ship since you two were to be the only people awake for an indeterminate length of time."

"If you can make it available, we'd like to take the Armonty class ship over to the station." Jake said.

"If you're going to do that will you let Rody know so he doesn't have another ship made ready?" Laurel requested.

"Understood. Consider it done."

"Does the Armonty class ship have a name or designation?" Laurel asked.

"X zero zero one."

"Our allies adopted our experimental craft designation format?"

"Affirmative. That was the designation for the craft from the time it was conceived so the documentation included that numerical designation. It was carried over to the final iteration."

"Where is the ship located?"

"The forward auxiliary hangar."

"I thought reconfiguration eliminated that hangar when the concussive damage was repaired?"

"Negative. The hangar was sealed but not eliminated entirely. While the new weapon platforms were installed, the auxiliary hangar was restored to a usable condition."

"Interesting. Is there a transport platform in the auxiliary hangar?"

"Negative. Craft are transferred to the auxiliary hangar for departure purposes only. You should be aware of the dimensions of the auxiliary hangar. Only small craft can use the hangar."

"I have the vague impression it was originally designed for large external component assembly for external repair and or upgrade activities."

"That is correct. It was used extensively for the numerous EVA excursions required to install the new weapon turrets."

"Speaking of that," Jake interrupted. "Are the new turrets fully operational and aligned?"

"Affirmative. They are available in auto or manual firing mode with pinpoint accuracy to within a few centimeters at one hundred thousand kilometers."

"And effective range?"

"One million kilometers, though at that distance an adversary will likely detect and evade the incoming bursts."

"Since the turrets employ particle energy, how fast do the bursts travel?"

"Near light speed. Particle acceleration before exiting the individual cannon barrels imparts near light velocities though velocity slows as the energy bursts cool in the environment of space, eventually dissipating entirely."

"So they are relatively close quarters weapons."

"Correct."

"I have a feeling they're going to be put to the test pretty soon."

"I have to agree based on the captain's reaction to the map data on the Bocana system. I do not like the idea of extinguishing a life for any reason, but I am bound by my primary programming which instructs me to follow my captain's orders as long as they do not conflict with established preservation of life protocols."

"Does the Armonty need to be fueled before we can go?" Laurel asked.

"Negative. It is primed and ready to go. It utilizes a low consumption power plant requiring refueling every one hundred hours of operation with a maximum operational duration of one hundred thirty hours of sustained operation."

Laurel stood up and extended her hand toward Jake and he slid his hand into hers as he stood up.

"Do we need to contact the station before we go over there?"

"I do not believe it is required and given the state of affairs on the station and your stature as preliminary enlighteners of extraordinary ability, it might be a good idea if we did not announce your planned arrival. I will have the communications officer alert the station to your presence in local space without announcing who is piloting the ex zero zero one or your intention to land."

"Soo...can we cruise around a bit and have a look at the traffic in the area?" Jake asked with a mischievous grin on his face.

"You are free to go where you want until the captain recalls you. You are officially off duty at this time so your flight will be conducted on your free time."

"The captain never dismissed us from duty."

"He was preoccupied with his discovery about the Bocana system. He logged you off duty almost as soon as you departed his office."

"Can you give us a hint as to what he found in the map data?" Jake asked.

"While you enjoy cosmic level clearances, he gave me strict instructions to keep his revelation about the species conducting operation of plunder in the Bocana system quiet until the senior staff and civilian representatives meeting is concluded. You could of course access the map data yourselves from any secure console on this ship."

"Aren't local regions uploaded into the memory of the X zero zero one from the Tel Pok Maron map data?"

"Negative. If the X zero zero one were one of our craft, that would be the case. In this case the craft belongs to an ally thus the sensitive map data is not present in the memory module."

"They would question how we acquired such detailed information about so many regions of space?"

"That is the concern."

"We're going to head to the Auxiliary hangar."

"I will inform the captain you are departing."

"Okay, thank you." Laurel said.

"My pleasure Laurel. Please tell Korica her ship is proud of her progress and looking forward to her victorious return upon completion of their mission."

"Awe. We'll be sure to tell her you said that."

"Make sure Tamaric knows I am just as proud of him for taking such good care of Korica while absorbing the tremendous knowledge required to accomplish their ultimate goal. He is nurturing my favorite Draximan and that carries great responsibility that I feel he is living up to in stellar fashion."

"That is so sweet of you to express your pride in him like that. It will go a long ways to boosting his ego about his efforts to care for Korica while living up to the expectations of all of us back here at home."

"That is my intention. Have a safe flight and enjoy your time with Korica and Tamaric."

"We will, thanks Future."

"You are very welcome Laurel."

Laurel and Jake slid their shoes back on and walked toward the door and as the door slid open the AI addressed them with one last reminder.

"You neglected to retrieve your sidearm."

"We don't need 'em and we can't exactly use them safely over there on the station."

"The rules exist for good reason Jake. Wearing a sidearm while away and in uniform is not optional."

"We're capable of defending ourselves without using a weapon."

"I am well aware of your advanced defensive capabilities. They do not excuse you from observing proper uniform protocols when away from the ship."

"Alright. They're just an unnecessary item for us but we'll put 'em on so we don't get into trouble for incomplete uniform."

Laurel and Jake walked back over to the bunk and squatted down before their bags and opened them and riffled through their items until they found their holsters. They stood up and secured their holsters around their waists and then secured the thigh strap. They then pulled their PP-35 and verified the charge within the power cell then stuffed their weapon back in the holster and secured the thumb stay. They then headed to the door and once it slid open they stepped out and turned left and headed toward the main corridor.

They made the long walk to the transport compartment in silence as they observed their fellow crewmates going about their business and once they reached the transport compartment they stepped up to the door and it slid open. They found themselves face to face with an extremely tall alien man in a dark blue and black uniform with a wide red sash over his right shoulder stretching down and around his left side. The sash was adorned with an impressive array of medals presumably signifying significant accomplishments during his distinguished career. Laurel looked at the man's hip and noticed a gnarly looking pistol hanging from his hip seemingly held in place by static cling instead of being tucked within a holster pocket. Laurel felt a wave of recognition and awe wash over the man as she looked up into his gray eyes and sidestepped to allow him to pass.

"Excuse me sir." Laurel said in a soft tone.

The man looked her and up and down then fixated on Laurel's pearly blue eyes for a few moments, then he grinned slightly and bowed his head as he stepped past the pair and continued down the corridor to the right toward the mess hall and gym. Jake glanced at Laurel and they continued into the transport compartment.

"That guy must be someone important if he's being allowed access to the command deck while we're at general quarters." Jake thought.

"I don't recognize his species," Laurel thought in return. "I didn't sense he was sneaking up here. I think he is either legitimately lost or unaware he is on the command deck. He managed to activate the transport controls so he must possess the proper clearance to be up here."

"I guess the AI would've stopped him if he didn't have permission to come up here. He was sure taken with us. He was admiring your eyes compared to images he had seen."

"Yeah, I got that too. I also got something about if I were a few years older¦"

"Sorry babe. Your stunning beauty crosses the species barrier."

"Yeah, I know. I like being so pretty...most of the time."

They walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and when the free-floating map appeared, Laurel touched the indicator for the upper forward hangar and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They appeared in the transport enclosure and then stepped down from the transport platform and walked to the door and pulled the door open and stepped out and made an immediate left turn and walked around the enclosure to the hatchway leading to corridor beyond the hangar. Laurel reached out and activated the panel next to the hatchway and it glowed to life then displayed the typical warning, "decontamination transport must be undertaken before accessing interior spaces' and then an immediate override was momentarily displayed then the lockout was cleared and the hatchway lock popped. Laurel then grasped the hand wheel and spun it to the left until the dogging bolts retracted completely, freeing the door to be swung open.

Laurel pushed the door open and stepped over the threshold and looked back at Jake as he stepped though the hatchway.

"Least we get to land in one of the other hangars and transport into the ship when we get back."

"I'm sure at some point they'll install a transport enclosure in the auxiliary hangar."

"Yeah, probably so."

Jake pulled the door closed and spun the hand wheel until the wheel stopped spinning and then the pair turned right and walked 20 yards to the cross corridor and turned left and the first door they encountered was the pressure door leading to the stairwell and Jake grasped the locking bar that crossed the width of the door and pulled it toward the left and it retracted the locking bolts circling the oval shaped door and then he yanked on the door and it squeaked slightly as it swung open. The pair stepped over the threshold into the stairwell and then Laurel pulled the door closed and pulled the end of the locking bar toward right, engaging the locking bolts while applying pressure creating an airtight seal. They then stepped around the stairs onto the deck 20 landing then began climbing with clanking steps on the stair grates until they reached the deck 31 landing. They turned to the right and pulled the locking bar to the left, unsealing the door then Laurel pushed the door open and they stepped out into the corridor and then Jake turned and sealed the stairwell door, then he looked up and down the corridor seeing no one, only 2 servo drones administering routine maintenance on 2 discrete electronic panels at different locations down the corridor.

"I guess not many people come through here."

"Probably not," Laurel said. "There isn't anything in this corridor aside from auxiliary equipment and the hangar."

Jake nodded and the pair turned and headed to the left down the corridor 200 yards until they came to the hangar access doorway. Jake placed his hand on the security scanner and his palm was scanned then a green light above the doorway illuminated and the door was automatically unsealed. Jake pulled the door open and they stepped over the threshold into the hangar and it took them a few seconds to process what looked vaguely familiar, but somehow unrecognizable. It finally dawned on them what had their recolective sense off kilter. The port bulkhead was 4 meters closer to the starboard bulkhead than it should be. Jake looked at Laurel and she grinned slightly.

"That's what the AI was talking about; the hangar was repaired to a useable condition but not restored entirely. The bulkhead support column that was originally twisted sideways by the concussive force of the explosion of the twin stars six hundred years ago was so severe, it was quicker and easier to just build a new bulkhead for structural support rather than try to replace the support column and its anchor fixtures. The hangar is smaller than originally built."

"Hmm. Let's checkout the x zero zero one over there." Jake said pointing at the sleek 4-man ship parked near the hangar door.

They walked over to the dart shaped ship with a sloped canopy and raised vertical tail that had twin Futuretal stabilizers that were angled downward and back. The whole ship was only 5 meters tall at the top of the vertical stabilizer and 8 meters wide from backward swept wingtip to wingtip. The ship looked fast and maneuverable in the extreme and the dull grayish green color of the hull plating spoke to low observable characteristics accented by the slight geometric faceting incorporated into its overall profile. The robust looking wheels also spoke to the fact the ship performed better utilizing a rolling landing though the graduated compression sections of the landing gear struts indicated the ship could also be set down vertically if a VTOL landing maneuver was carried out properly.

Jake heard and sensed what was going through Laurel's head and he looked at her and furrowed his brows heavily.

"I can hear the gears clicking in your head babe. Why is it you have clear access to the neural induced learning imparted to us, but I'm struggling with a vague notion that I know this ship?"

"Because my brain created a direct link to the knowledge imparted to me while in stasis, remember?"

"I do now. I forgot your mind is so intuitively wired for advanced learning that it can reorder neural pathways to access subconscious knowledge. My brain just doesn't work like that."

"I know. You're still a genius Jake. We are just built different is all."

"So you're pretty certain you can fly and land this thing?"

"Yeah. It might take a few minutes to really get a feel for how the thing handles but I know we can pilot her safely."

Laurel reached down and cupped her fingers under the long facet panel overhanging the bottom surface of the belly of the ship and she could feel the slight indentation of the latch releases and she applied pressure with her fingertips and the canopy latch popped and then Laurel used her other hand to lift the canopy slightly and the opening mechanism took over and lifted the canopy up and back. Laurel and Jake leaned over the canopy edge so they could peer into the cockpit and they were surprised to see projection bars in place of the expected displays and there were very few manual switches and buttons. Laurel looked over at Jake and grinned.

"I see they upgraded the layout to include projected displays."

"Yeah, they aren't susceptible to interference like traditional displays and they use way less energy."

"Not to mention you can include capacitive resistance buttons within the displays eliminating a lot of the manual switches and knobs."

"That means your memory of the layout is going to be flawed and so is my intuitive knowledge of these things."

"Yeah¦I hadn't thought about that."

"We're going to have to use our advanced abilities in order to figure out how to operate the darn thing."

Laurel nodded and the pair stood up straight then Laurel reached into the cabin just aft of the pilot's position and she slid her fingers down the inside edge of the canopy seam until she found the squat enable switch and she pressed on the stitch and the ship gradually and smoothly squatted down on its landing gear until the belly of the ship was only a few inches from the deck allowing for easier accessing of he cabin. They both then took up positions on opposite sides of the ship and swung their legs up and over the edge of the canopy interface and then leaned over until their foot touched the floor of the cabin then they half leapt as they leaned in and stood up on the one foot inside the cabin then they rose to a full upright position and swung their other leg into the cabin then plopped down in their seats, resulting I their sidearm jabbing into their thighs uncomfortably. They grimaced and unholstered their PP-35s and they stared at them for a moment then stabbed them beside their seats between the seat and cabin wall.

They then looked at the few control switches that were where they expected them to be and that's when they realized nothing was labeled in English. Laurel looked at Jake and he nodded.

"Yeah, I think the display information is going to be in¦whatever language these activation controls are labeled in."

"The AI should've told us about this."

Jake closed his eyes and reached out to Laurel and she felt the push at the back of her conscious mind and she didn't resist as Jake slid into her mind and the usual emotional rush overtook them both for a few moments then faded to a manageable level. Jake opened his eyes and smiled at Laurel.

"That feels much better if nothing else."

"Amazing how this felt kind of disturbing the first few times we achieved it, huhn?"

"I know, right?"

They looked at the controls around them and there was an immediate understanding and familiarity realized. Laurel started flipping switches and touching buttons until the free floating displays appeared giving them total systems information though as they suspected, it was in a language they couldn't read even though most of the information was presented in a manner indicating what was being displayed even if labeled in an alien language. It only took a minute to get the ship up and running and the canopy sealed once the air cyclers were functioning optimally. Jake then recognized the communications graph in the lower corner of one of his virtual displays and he touched it.

"Future control, this is Laurel two aboard the x zero zero one standing by for immediate departure."

"This is Future flight control," A stern male voice responded. "I am activating the myogenic field in preparation for opening the hangar. There are curious craft flying in close proximity to the Future as they look us over. Please hold for departure until I can determine a satisfactory window."

"Understood flight control. We're that popular?"

"Yes. You know what a visual spectacle the Future is. We're catching a lot of people's attention and we aren't exactly in restricted space so they're moving closer to get a good look."

"I guess we get somewhat desensitized to how shocking and beautiful the Future is."

There was a visible shimmer right at the hangar door that then faded and then the single panel door began to descend like a flap creating a dock of sorts that extended out into space 20 feet, the height of the door panel. From the cockpit they could see numerous ships lazily cruising around out the hangar opening and they waited until they noticed a significant lag since seeing the last strangely shaped craft flying by and that's when flight control spoke up.

"Laurel two, you are cleared for immediate departure, you have a ten second window until the next craft will cross directly ahead of the Future intersecting your path for a straight out departure."

"Understood flight control. We're departing for a straight out departure with a ten second window."

Laurel grasped the two joysticks, one to her right and one to her left that were attached to a straight bar which they slid along for flight control input. The right controlled throttle input and roll, the left controlled pitch and yaw and both joysticks had articulated tips that were utilized during VTOL maneuvers to keep the ship Futuretal as she descended vertically though Laurel remembered that the Armonty class ships would not hover in a gravity environment, they just descended vertically in a controlled fall until they touched down and took off vertically with only a slight roll being the most desirable method to achieve forward flight.

Laurel slid the right stick forward and the ship rose up and immediately rolled forward and passed through the myogenic field then coursed across the lowered hangar door and bounded into free space and it took Laurel a few seconds of straight out flight to get the ship under control, rocking from side to side slightly and yawing sickeningly for a few dozen kilometers until she finally got the ship to fly straight and true. Laurel then looked at Jake and he nodded.

"I'm glad I'm providing a stabilizing input babe¦even if I feel like I'm just along for the ride."

"You're thinking about attitude control while I'm concentrating on the displays so I have situational awareness. There is a lot of metal flying around out here."

"If you say so. I can only sense you accessing my higher thinking but I can't tell exactly what for with all the thought processes going on in your head."

Laurel watched the display indicating the location of every craft around them with the station and Future showing up as huge silhouettes encircled by firefly like ghostly shapes buzzing all about and the X-001's position indicated by a red dart-like shape. When she saw a clear opening she banked over and dove back toward the Future. Laurel pushed the nose down and accelerated down and under the hulking Future and then rolled the X-001 to achieve a flight path that didn't conflict with any other ships. They headed directly toward the Reuopon station until the station blotted out the sun and then Laurel banked over headed along the length of the station and then she looked at Jake.

"You wanna take the controls?"

"I thought you would never ask."

Jake grasped the identical joystick setup on his side of the cockpit and Laurel let go of the controls as Jake relied on Laurel's experience thus far in order to control the ship with perfect competence. Jake guided the ship down the length of h testation and then around its dormant gigantic thruster nozzles at the aft most point of the station and then they flew along her longitudinal axis until they came to her starboard side and Jake rounded the station and then had to move a significant distance away from the station due to the tremendous amount of traffic coming and going from the general access hangars that stretched all along the starboard side along five rows of ever larger hangars until the lowest level graced guests with truly enormous maw gaped hangars large enough for most large capacity passenger transports. The port side was reserved for cargo and military special use traffic for the most part.

Jake found he was forced further and further out into space away from the station and then he started getting alerts for traffic heading straight into the system at much higher velocities and he decided it was just getting to crowded for comfort so he touched the communication indicator and called to the station.

"Reuopon station, this is x zero zero one at coordinates five five three by four twenty one by one zero four requesting approach vector for landing."

Jake then muted the transmitter and recognized the pulse beacon activator and he touched it so they would be visible to the station and he finally got a response in English with a distinct but unique heavy accent.

"This is the Reuopon station. Please pulse your identity beacon to confirm your position."

Jake touched the pulse beacon indicator initiating a burp of high frequency signal.

"Confirmed x zero zero one. I have your locator profile locked in. Please come about and head directly toward the station. I have initiated a landing beacon on the sunward side of the station utilizing a frequency very close to your identity beacon frequency."

"Understood Reuopon station," Jake replied.

Laurel watched the display directly in front of her until she noticed indications of a new frequency only a few kilohertz below their current ident frequency and she pointed at the display and looked at Jake and he managed a mind's eye view of what she was thinking without looking away from the traffic ahead of him as he swung the bow up and over to come about in the heavy traffic.

"I have the beacon Reuopon. Is there a possibility of landing in a private hangar? We are from the Future and would prefer to keep the curious away from our ship while visiting the station."

"Ah¦I understand x zero zero one. Your mother ship informed us there were two patrol craft and one eventual visiting ship flying in the area. Our instruments are not detecting your ship aside from your identifier beacon. I did not realize you came from the Future. I am changing the hangar designation to a private hangar more suited to your stature."

Laurel noticed the landing beacon ceasing then reinitiating on the port side of the station on the 2nd level of the 5 levels.

"Thank you Reuopon. We have the new landing beacon location on our sensors. Are we not creating an energy wake you can track with your sensors?"

"Negative x zero zero one. You are not emitting any detectable forms of energy we are familiar with. I am of course not using high power reflective return sensors as they tend to interfere with some navigation systems and that could be catastrophic for a ship in close proximity or attempting a landing while such sensing techniques are in use."

"I understand. I assume such sensing equipment is meant for times when the station is in motion?"

"That is very perceptive and absolutely correct."

Jake slowed their forward velocity as the Armonty neared the station and rather than round the station he pitched the ship down and headed beneath the station only altering his course slightly when an alert sounded alerting him to someone heading directly toward him from the opposite direction with the same maneuver profile. The other ship was a brilliant shade of blue as it streaked by several hundred feet away and Jake reassumed a course that would bring them up from under the station directly in line with the hangar being indicated by the still active landing beacon signal. It only took a few seconds to make the miles long trip under the station and then up her port side and Then Jake slowed their velocity even further and banked up hard while rolling the ship over while flipping backward and it brought the ship into an upward drift while facing directly at the broadside of the station. Jake then pulled the throttle back completely and the engines fell silent as the ship steadily rose past the successive rows of hangars to the highest and smallest level of hangar doors and then he increased the throttle level slightly and nosed the ship downward slightly. The ship assumed a forward drift while slowing its rise and the open hangar appeared directly before them and Laurel added a slight input from her controls and the ship stabilized and assumed a quicker forward drift and Jake smiled.

"Thanks babe," Jake thought. "That helps."

"Your identifier signal indicates you should be directly in line with the designated hangar." The Reuopon traffic controller announced.

"Affirmative," Jake responded. I have the hangar in sight Reuopon control. I am initiating my landing maneuver. Thank you for your assistance."

"My pleasure x zero zero one. I am alerting security to your arrival so the right personnel can greet you."

"I appreciate that. Good day to you."

Jake reached out and deactivated the transmitter then concentrated on the ships attitude in preparation for transition to a gravity environment so he wouldn't inadvertently roll into one of the other ships parked in the hangar. The X-001 moved closer to the station at a steady pace until the light from the hangar filled the cockpit with an intensity that made Jake squint momentarily and then the gravity loading was exerted on the ship and it bounded on its landing gear and rolled steadily into the hangar and Laurel reached down and pulled on the braking handle and the ship gently came to a stop with a slight dip of the nose of the ship momentarily then a slight bound back. Laurel then released the brake and touched the exit switch and the ship squatted down and the air was slowly equalized to the hangar environment then the canopy was unsealed and Laurel gave a slight push upward on the canopy glass and the opening mechanism took over and opened the canopy fully.

Laurel and Jake went about deactivating the main systems until the displays blurred then disappeared and the lighting within the cabin blinked out, leaving only 2 switches illuminated, main power activation and the close canopy switch. Laurel and Jake unfastened their restraints and stood up, collecting their weapons as they did so then they stepped out of the ship that was now practically resting with its belly on the hangar deck and the pair stuffed their PP-35s into their holsters and secured the thumb stays.

Laurel looked around as she sensed a familiar essence but she saw no one then she closed her eyes and actively separated from Jake's mind and the sense of the familiar essence faded significantly. It was only then that she realized she was sensing Rhe'Tock from somewhere within the station among the hundreds of thousands of unfamiliar essences alongside Korica and Tamaric who stood out like 2 bright points among hundreds of thousands of dim points of intensity. Jake chuckled slightly making Laurel look at him.

"What's so funny?"

"How sensitive we are when joined. Dederal is probably in the learning annex and we detected his presence from here."

"I sense you're amused by my confusion too."

"Maybe a little. It's unusual to catch you confused anymore."

"I'm not perfect ya' know."

"I know hun. Don't take offense at my amusement."

"For such a remarkable man sometimes you can be such a¦typical boy."

"Come on now, we're in each other's heads far too often to start pointing out occasional flaws in character babe. You don't hear me mentioning the fact that you take joy in how you make my concentration lapse when I notice your form."

"I have that effect on all men. You're the only one I take any joy in affecting like that. I wouldn't exactly call that a character flaw."

"Alright. I disagree but I won't push the issue cause I respect your feelings."

"No¦you started this. I feel that you think it's a sign of vanity to take pleasure in how I affect you. It's prideful maybe but not vanity. I accept that I'm exceptionally pretty and men get all flustered when they get a look at me. I hate the rest of the effects that usually go along with the flustered feelings though."

"The lust and covet feelings?"

"Yes."

"I can feel that I've grazed a nerve. This is why I don't mention your flaws when I see 'em Laurel. You get so dang defensive. Let's drop this before anger sets in."

"That's a good idea. I sense you're about to say something that's going to push me to that point."

They agreed it was best for the moment to drop the issue so they looked around noticing 3 other small craft roughly the same size as the X-001. The alien craft were shaped very differently and constructed of alloys that looked far less resilient and low observable characteristics were absent and the method of propulsion looked more like conventional combustion thrust motor design judging by the exhaust nozzles incorporated into the engine nacelles tucked against their hulls.

Laurel turned and looked toward the station end of the hangar as she and Jake sensed 4 people approaching even though they still saw no one. They started walking toward the hangar entrance until the door slid open a few seconds later and 2 burly security personnel and 2 men in white smocks stepped through the doorway and headed straight toward the stunned pair. Even Jake thought the men in smocks were 2 of the most handsome men he had ever seen and the security personnel looked like absolute gorillas stuffed into uniforms barely big enough to accommodate their enormous bodies. They stood still and let the 4 men approach them as Laurel and Jake wondered how thick the accent would be and whether all or just one of them would know English. The 4 men stepped up to the pair and looked them up and down then focused on their eyes for a few moments then Laurel garnered a few seconds of prolonged scanning looks then one of the security men stepped forward while holding his stunned gaze on Laurel.

"Welcome to Reuopon. You must be adjutants Laurel cade and Jake Myers?" The man said in the expected thick foreign accent.

"Yes sir," Laurel replied softly. "We've come to visit with our daughter and son in law. Are you familiar with Korica and Tamaric Prentor?"

"We are. We have not met them personally; we are familiar with who they are though."

"I am going to need you to present your hands for¦" One of the men in smocks started only to be interrupted by Jake.

"You are going to have to encode new ident chips for us. They are eliminated by the decontamination process when we board the Future."

The technician lifted his electronic pad and he touched the screen several times then he nodded apparently recognizing the data being presented. He stared at the pad for a few moments then he looked at Laurel and Jake and Laurel sensed the stunned awe wash over him again and the usual lured impulses ran across his mind but Laurel maintained her composure as she ignored the man's instant feelings of slight attraction.

"I see here you have been on the station recently." The man said.

The other technician reached in the pocket of his smock and produced the now familiar chip encoding and application wand and Laurel and Jake presented the backs of their hands and the technician programmed the chips quickly then applied them. The technician then stepped back behind the security men. One of the security personnel then spoke up while still staring at Laurel.

"Will you two be requesting security escort during your stay? We have a rather large number of foreign guests at this time so people your age that look the way you do need to be cautious."

Laurel looked down at her uniform for a moment then it dawned on her what he was talking about and she grimaced and looked at the man and spoke softly.

"You mean young, attractive and potentially vulnerable?"

"Yes."

"I won't argue that we're young but we're far from defenseless. I think we will be fine without an escort."

"You are going to need to refrain from using your weapons while you are on the station. There are things behind the walls that would react badly to high energy blasts not to mention you may inadvertently puncture the hull."

"Our weapons are part of our uniforms when away from our mother ship but we do not need them to defend ourselves," Jake said. "You should look deeper into the information about us to understand how powerful we are."

"We know the people from your world are gifted in ways most of us find hard to believe. Please remain vigilant while visiting the station."

"We will sir, thank you for your concern."

"Will you be requiring accommodations during your stay?" One of the security personnel asked.

"We were issued quarters¦accommodations before but we' left the station for a while. We aren't exactly sure if those accommodations are still reserved in our name."

"I show no accommodations set aside in your names." The technician holding the electronic pad said.

"I suppose we can stay in our daughter's accommodations. I don't think we're going to be here all that long anyways, not overnight or anything like that."

"Very well," The security man said. "I can look up their accommodation's location and have your ident chips added to the door lock."

"You can do that without us present?" Laurel asked.

"Not us personally. The head of security can do that when he has a free moment."

"That would be nice. At the very least it will provide us with access when we come to visit with more time available."

"You are free to enter the station. We will see that the matters of security and access are taken care of. Your activities will be followed closely due to your status just in case trouble should arise."

"Thank you. We appreciate the effort to look after us."

"We have initiated new security protocols and surveillance measures since the incident with your son and daughter. You should be safe so long as you avoid the un monitored aft sections of the station. There are large areas with no surveillance in the corridors aside from general sensor collection."

"We understand. We'll stay I populated areas forward of the third class section."

"That will certainly make our job easier."

Laurel grinned and nodded and the 4 men stepped aside slightly and one of the men gestured toward the rear of the hangar where the door was located. The pair stepped around the men and headed to the back of the hangar, then stepped through the open hangar door. They found themselves in a broad factor fuel and energy conversion compartment that was almost larger than the primary hangar they had just stepped out of.

They passed through the hangar making sure to stay out of the way of the few engineering personnel going about their duties until they reached the rear end of the space where they found an electronic representation of the ship in the hangar alongside 5 empty spaces. There were clear icons to request specific services for each craft at the touch of a button and one in particular that would indicate no services required. Laurel glanced at Jake and he nodded once.

"I agree that's an efficient way of giving the flight crews a nonverbal way of requesting fuel, energy assist, water, food or anything else they might need. Go ahead and indicate we won't need any services."

Laurel smiled and touched the indicator that merely placed a circle with a cross through it over the X-001. The pair then stepped past the electronic board and headed through a static like field isolating gasses and fumes from drifting deeper into the station. They then turned right and there was an overhead board with pictographic representations of what was available down each of the branching corridors. The clear representation of the high speed transport caught their attention and so they headed down the 4th corridor from the right most. The corridor descended slightly until it opened into a concourse with the main terminal at the end of the concourse. When the pair arrived at the arrival and departure board they were perplexed by the information being displayed and Jake bumped Laurel's shoulder and she looked at him and nodded and the 2 of them stepped aside and closed their eyes and reached out with their feelings until they sensed Korica some distance away.

Korica was engrossed in a lesson on devoted particle confinement within the wastegate manifolds of the neutron colliders of which there were 8 on the Brendon and Laurel felt bad for interrupting the lessons but her and Jake felt it was relatively important. Korica sensed Laurel pushing gently at her subconscious mind and she initiated a communicative connection and then Laurel and Jake sensed Tamaric's presence very significantly.

"Hi sweetie," Laurel thought. "I hate to bug you two when you're in the middle of critical system control lessons but we're back on board and we can't read the information boards here in the high speed transport terminal."

"It's alright mom. I love feeling your presence like this. You just can't imagine how reaffirming it is for Tamaric and I. Look at the board and concentrate on what you're seeing and I'll see if I make a recommendation."

"Okay honey."

Laurel and Jake concentrated on the information being displayed as Korica reached out to gain a deeper long distance connection with Laurel and Jake and they could feel Korica becoming very potent in their minds and hearts while Tamaric concentrated on what Dederal was presenting. It only took a few seconds for Korica to decipher what Laurel and Jake were seeing and Laurel sensed Korica's amusement.

"You and dad need to wait for the second blue line train to arrive in about ten minutes. You're in the port or number three transport terminal, the second train will be taking the cross tunnel exchange then heading to the mid station terminal plainly marked by a big symbol denoting the Reuopon station, you can't miss it. Get off the train there and head to the lift at the end of the concourse and ride it up six levels and get off the lift and take a right then at the cross corridor go right to the Footworks, just listen for the music spilling into the corridor and follow it to its source. They know who Tamaric and I are, tell 'em you're our parents and they will show you to some of the best seating in the venue. You can order food and drinks while listening to the prerecorded entertainment until our classes end or there is an art studio down the corridor that you might be interested in visiting. You will recognize one of the artists displaying their work there."

"I sense some internalized pride in that last statement. Thank you for the advice honey. We'll let you get back to your lessons and we'll see you at the Footworks after you're done with your lessons for the day."

"Okay. I'm glad you and dad were able to come back after seeing the captain."

"I promised you we wouldn't leave without coming back to see you if at all possible and I'm a woman of my word."

Laurel broke her concentration and Korica's presence faded to a vague and distant echo of her essence and Laurel opened her eyes and looked at Jake.

"I miss her so much Jake. It's a lot harder having out here than I thought it was going to be."

"I know what you mean. I miss her kike heck too. I think we make the feeling worse for each other when our feelings are shared and amplified like they are."

"Will you stay connected with me to ease my ache?"

"Sure. I know it's hard sensing her in our heads like that without being able to touch or see her."

Jake closed his eyes and reached out toward Laurel and she allowed him too effortlessly. Jake opened his eyes immediately and the buzzing in his head began to fade as his senses and Laurel's alike peaked in intensity resulting in Korica and Tamaric becoming more significant in their senses but they could tell they were still at the same distance away, several decks and thousands of yards. They adjusted to the feeling and tuned out the world around them as best they could and they walked over to a bulkhead bench some distance away and they sat down and watched the people around them until the 1st blue line arrived and the concourse was filled with a flow of arriving passengers then more than half emptied when the departing crowed filtered onto the departing train.

The blue line rolled out of the terminal and the crowds dispersed somewhat and Laurel and Jake watched the interactions and listened to the interesting alien languages as more and more people meandered into the concourse and terminal in preparation for the soon arriving blue line, though there was a brief arrival of a single redline car that 3 people climbed on and it headed back aft. Laurel sensed peaceful intentions among all the people they were watching and sensing until the security presence increased by 5 and the underlying intentions felt more aggressive but still desiring peaceful interactions.

The 2 of them sat quietly watching the crowds until they acutely sensed a magnetic energy wave approaching and they knew it was the blue line that would be taking the cross track exchange as it headed back toward the stern terminals. Laurel and Jake got to their feet and made their way through the hundred or so people waiting patiently for the anticipated train of cars. A few seconds later the airlock at the aft end of the arrival tunnel scissored open and the blue line rolled into the terminal and then came to a stop and the side of the cars revolved up and over the cars and the arriving passengers exited the train of cars, nearly filling the terminal to capacity for a few moments as the arriving people worked their way through the waiting throngs of people. Once the arriving passengers were clear and began to filter out into the concourse, the departing crowd filed onto the train and Laurel took hold of Jake's hand so they wouldn't be pressed apart as they board the transport. The pair sat down and scooted over to make room for other riders to sit next to Jake as he was nearest to the isle position and a strangely gowned couple sat down next to Jake and offered a friendly enough grin as they looked at him and past him only to stare at Laurel for a moment as they took in her stark beauty then seemed to accept that she was the most intriguingly gorgeous girl they had ever seen and then they looked away and Jake glanced at Laurel as their senses fetched every nuance of the couple's feelings that were very recognizable and frankly familiar in nature.

"Don't let it bother you Jake," Laurel thought, "They have no idea we can feel what they're thinking."

"You know, it kind of just dawned on me that when you get a little older those errant feelings are going to take on a whole new dimension."

"I know. I'm seen as too young to be interesting aside from my stunning looks but that's going to change in a few years. The thought had crossed my mind before but I was hiding it from you. I didn't want to create worry for you."

"You're really never going to let me say anything about what we sense?"

"Not unless we sense an unwanted intention to go along with the infatuation like feelings in men and envious ones in women."

"Alright. I'll keep my cool and I won't embarrass you."

"Thank you. I've been dealing with this kind of thing my whole life, I just never had the ability to distinctly sense what people were thinking until you and I became paired. I could just read it in body language and inappropriate comments and gazes."

"Yeah¦I can sense what you're thinking about clear enough for my mind to form mental pictures. I can see how that would be disturbing as a young girl."

The side of the train car revolved down and sealed the riders in and a gush of cool air washed through the car as the air circulation system engaged. A moment later the train of cars moved back into the arrival tunnel and through the pressure door and then began picking up speed rapidly. It was only a few seconds into the ride when the train slowed significantly and everyone physically responded to a sudden change of course as the train diverted onto the cross track that took them from the port side track to an intersecting track that linked up with the mid station track a few seconds later with yet another jolt to the right this time as the train merged onto the mid track and then picked up speed rapidly. The rest of the ride was smooth as could be and lasted a full minute before the train slowed and veered to the left slightly as the train entered the terminal pressure chamber and then settled onto the wheels so friction braking could be applied and magnetic drive was disengaged completely. The train rolled into the terminal and they were greeted by a huge illuminated banner with the same symbol that was emblazoned on the lower bow and aft mid quadrant behind the hangar openings on the sides of the station. There was also some stylized script that was illegible to Laurel and Jake but they assumed it called out the mid station terminal as Korica had said would be the case. The train came to a stop and the sides of the cars revolved up and over the cars and the clear protection fence at the edge of the platform descended into the deck and everyone stood up and began exiting the transport cars.

Laurel and Jake grasped hands and moved with the crowd as they filtered through the gigantic terminal and up into the concourse much further into the station's heart than the other terminal concourses. Once they passed out of the concourse into the narrowing corridors beyond, they followed Korica's directions until they could clearly hear music spilling into the corridor and it had a distinct and somewhat recognizable rock and roll cadence. They stopped in the corridor and looked down its curving length until the bulkhead obscured further view and Jake looked at Laurel and grinned.

"Korica's impression and description of the music the kids listen to around here was spot on. That sounds like rock that could come from Earth a few decades before our time."

"Yeah¦I never listened to stuff like that but it certainly sounds familiar. There were public broadcast satellite stations that played music like that and you would occasionally stumble across it from time to time while scanning the airwaves for something a little more modern."

"I never thought about investigating what kind of music you listened to back on Earth. You really liked that shaker stuff?"

"Yeah. What can I say, I like dancing, always have."

"Yeah but with a classical downtrod beat? Not exactly easy to dance to."

"It is if you're trained how."

"Who was Elissia?"

"A girl I met at summer camp when I was seven."

"Interesting¦I don't usually get such clear image recollections from you. You really liked her."

"Yeah. She treated me with respect and she didn't resent me cause of how pretty I was. The other girls were a little mean because they were envious."

"I sense Elissia was older but liked you as much as you liked her. She taught you how to dance and that inspired your live of classical downtrod music since that was what she used to teach you since had a slower cadence."

"I don't know what ever happened to Elissia. We just lost touch three summers after we met. She was at camp the year after we met but not the year after that."

"You're convinced she died."

Laurel nodded solemnly and then gestured down the corridor not wanting to think about Elissa and how much it still hurts not knowing what happened to such a sweet girl that meant so much to Laurel.

"The music is coming from that way," Laurel said. "Let's go see what has Korica and Tamaric so enthralled about the Footworks."

"I'm sure it's just novel for them babe. Korica lived a secluded and sheltered life and Tamaric spent his life continent hoping while his parents studied and set up schools for the gifted that were local government endorsed to protect the kids from exploitation. It meant nether of them spent any time near clubs or being exposed live music performances."

"I suppose they were both children like us until our lives intersected the way they did."

"You used to get so incensed to be called that when you were younger."

"I know. I still don't like it but I can see how much of a¦child I was despite my insistence to the contrary."

Jake smiled while nodding then he took Laurel's hand and they walked down the curving corridor until they came upon the distinct source of the music. It wasn't obnoxiously loud, it just echoed down the unfurnished corridors like a speaker tube. Laurel and Jake stopped in the corridor and looked up at the bright yellow glowing characters that were slanted slightly looking like cursive writing.

"I guess that says Footwroks huh?" Jake said.

There was a very burly man standing just inside the door and he uncrossed his arms and stepped out into the corridor and looked Laurel and Jake up and down and he seemed to stare at their weapons intently. Laurel glanced down at hers then she looked at the man and slowly unfastened the thumb stay then pinched the handle of her PP-35 and slid it up and out of her holster then she handed it to the man. He looked at it swinging slightly in her pinched grip and then he smirked and put his hand out and she laid the weapon across his flat hand and he bobbed his hand as noted the weight then he grasped the weapon and lowered it to his side as he stared at Jake's PP-35. Jake looked at Laurel and she nodded once.

"Go ahead. They aren't going to allow weapons in a club that hosts minors and mind altering drinks."

Jake nodded and slowly reached down and unsecured his weapon then pinched it between his thumb and index finger and lifted it from its holster and handed it to the bouncer and he took hold of it and tipped it to the right and left as he looked the pistol over for a moment then he lowered the PP-35 and stepped back as he looked into the doorway and said something neither Laurel or Jake understood. A moment later a young woman appeared in the doorway. She was wearing dark black slick pants and a top that was light yellow and tight around her shoulders and upper chest yet flowing around her lower abdomen and she had on pointed bright blue high heel boots of a sort. She swept her flowing brown hair that was swept over her face to one side and smiled pleasantly and said something that was again unrecognizable to Laurel and Jake.

"Uh¦we speak English," Laurel said. "I pray you do too?"

"English! Very few people speak that language around here. You must be from the world Korica and Tamaric Prentor are from?"

"Yes ma'am. We are Korica's mother and father." Jake said.

"Come now¦surely you are trying to put one over on me. You are barely older than she is."

"We adopted her after her birth parents were murdered before her eyes several solar cycles before we found her."

"I uh¦that is tragic. She is so bubbly and happy all the time. I had no idea her past was so dark."

"It is not something she talks about or dwells on. We and her new husband have helped her to move on despite the tragic circumstances of us ending up in each other's lives."

"That is incredibly big of you to take her in when she had no one to look to. What of the rest of her family? Did they not want to care for her?"

"She was raised in space aboard a transport ship," Laurel replied. "She never knew her extended family and they were many light years away when we found her. They would've been strangers to her."

"Korica and Tamaric said if we mentioned their names we would be shown to the best seating available." Jake said.

"Would you like to charge to their account?"

"Actually we were issued our own credit access, though it's the same government sponsored account from what we understand."

"I see. I am Tenodra. Follow me, I will how you to the best we have available at this time. You may collect your weapons upon leaving. None are allowed in the Footworks except for on station security personnel."

"Sounds like a reasonable precaution."

"Does security have to enter the Footwroks very often?" Laurel asked.

"I have worked here for six solar cycles. In all that time I have never heard of them being called here. We have onsite personnel to handle disagreements or unruly people."

"You mean like the big guy here?" Jake asked smiling as he gestured to the gorilla that had collected their weapons.

"Yes. Harndis here can handle anyone putting up a fuss and we know almost all of our guests personally. It only takes a quick call to usher responsible parties here to collect anyone making a nuisance of themselves. It really is a rare event through. Your daughter is perfectly safe coming here if that is your concern."

"It crossed our mind. She is a capable young lady but we still don't want her patronizing an establishment that gets too rowdy."

"People let loose here but it is all done in good fun within a healthy environment. We have staff that sees to it vigilantly."

"That was the sense we got from Korica and Tamaric. It's reassuring to hear you describe the businesses practices in the same light."

"Come, I will get you the same drink your daughter seems to favor when she comes here with Aril and her other friends from the learning annex."

Laurel and Jake nodded and then followed Tenodra through the doorway into the Footworks foyer. Laurel and Jake noticed the stage floor that was designed to rise within the center section of the facility so it could be seen from each level of which they stepped closer to the handrail and looked up noticing there were at least 10 levels.

"This place is outrageous," Jake said. "Now I understand the impression we got from Korica and Tamaric."

"I can see how a live performance in this place would be over the top." Laurel said smiling.

"The best seating is up on level two. I will show you the way." Tenodra said motioning for the pair to follow her.

Tenodra led them past the serving bar and down onto the dance floor and the music became louder as they drew closer to the 1st floor amplifier speakers and then Tenodra led them over to the stairs that were along the wall leading up to the next level and they climbed up to the 2nd level and Tenodra guided them to a table at the edge of the dance floor so they could look right over the edge to the 1st floor yet see the dance floor that at the moment was empty. They were far enough from the amplifiers that the music was plenty loud with deep chest thumping base beats and teeth jeering mids and highs yet conversations were still possible due to the distance from the amps.

Laurel and Jake sat down and Tenodra touched Laurel's soft cheek as she smiled down at her.

"You are every bit as gorgeous as your daughter bragged although I will admit you still make a person pause to ponder how truly remarkable your beauty is. You would be really popular here when the daily lessons let out and this place fills up."

"You're sweet Tenodra. I don't think I want that kind of attention though. We will be making our exit before it gets busy around here. We just want somewhere fun to hang out until Korica and Tamaric are done with their daily lessons."

"I am thrilled you chose the Footworks for entertainment though there are a great many interesting things to see and do on this station. I will get you something to drink while you think about what you would like to do to pass the time. Are you hungry?"

"I could eat." Jake said.

"I will bring back a digital menu so you can choose something. I will make some suggestions if you would like?"

"That would be nice," Laurel said. "We aren't familiar with the food items available on this station."

"We have just about anything you can think of available though I will suggest some more tame selections that will fill the belly without causing acid burn or nausea to sensitive stomachs. I do not even eat some of the more exotic and spicy items available. I will be right back."

Laurel nodded and Tenodra smiled and turned and headed back down stairs and Laurel slid her hand over onto Jake's thigh.

"I'm really glad to be here with you Jake. As odd or corny as it may sound, having contact with Korica, even though I now miss her more than ever, has imparted a great sense of relief and I can still feel her in the near distance."

"It doesn't sound corny hun. I feel the same thing. It's reassuring to be here where she and Tamaric find relaxation with their new friends. I'm even appreciating this rock music even though early era rock was never my favorite genre. I think I like it just cause Korica and Tamaric like it. On a different note, I get the sense that Korica has created something that is on display in the art gallery she was talking about. We should eat then go have a look."

"Okay. In hind sight I get the sense Tamaric was her inspiration."

"Yeah¦now that you mention it I sense the same thing. Now I'm really intrigued as to what she's created."

"I have a feeling it's a painting. Her auto easel must've inspired her artistic side long term."

"Maybe. I don't think she's used it since we left her galaxy though."

"Maybe not but she cherishes it."

"That's cause you bought it for her. It has more sentimental meaning than anything."

"I know but it showed her that she has a talent she was unaware she had and it's one not related to her paring with Tamaric or unique Draximan advanced physiology. That means a lot to her too."

Tenodra topped the stairs and walked over to the table with two glasses filled with a dark ice cold liquid as evidenced by the dew forming on the side of the glasses and she had an electronic floppy menu under her arm. She set the glasses down then laid the menu on the table and she smiled at the pair.

"You two truly look like you belong together. A person can see how happy and content you are to be together."

"I didn't realize we exuded that much contentment." Jake said.

"We appreciate the compliment Tenodra," Laurel said. "This man makes me deliriously happy and I can't help but radiate that feeling."

"Your daughter has the same glow when in the presence of that cute guy she is attached to. She swoons when she looks into his eyes and I can see a twinkle in his eye when he looks up on Korica. They are a very cute couple that is obviously very much in love."

"I have seen the same thing in them. They are fortunate to have found one another the way they did when they did."

"I had no such outstanding man in my life at that age. She is one lucky woman."

"I couldn't agree more. Tamaric is a good match for her and an outstanding Human being."

"So¦let me show you a few selections available on the menu that I think you two would enjoy. Are you hungry for a full meal or just something to sample?"

"I think just something to sample will suffice." Laurel said. "We aren't extremely hungry or anything."

Tenodra smiled and reached out and flopped the soft menu open and Laurel and Jake were surprised when it lit up and presented a pictographic style menu with a light blue background and crisp pictures of the food items. They were well familiar with the technology since the data scrolls on the Future utilized identical technology but the menu appeared to remain flimsy unlike the data scrolls that became rigid once energized. Tenodra pointed at a picture of what looked like upside down mushrooms stuffed with red and yellow bits of fruit or vegetable matter and there were tiny black dots all over the plate the items were presented on, presumably a seasoning like pepper or the likes that had been sprinkled on.

"These are called stuffed storm plumes. They have a sharp taste that is accented by the shredded and steamed vitra and olem that is seasoned and stuffed into them."

"Why are the primary¦plants called storm plumes?" Jake inquired looking closer at the image being presented.

"They are actually a fungus that grows at the base of large trees in a specific forest on Veron four. The sap is very sugary and when branches are broken by grazers wonder through the forest that sap runs down the trunk of the tree and pools up on the ground then the sugar ferments and encourages the growth of various fungus species in the cool shadows of the trees."

"Sounds vaguely like the conditions mushrooms grow in, an eatable fungus on our home world."

"I see. Well these fungus develop a flesh bloom that resembles a hot weather storm cloud plume as it rises high into the atmosphere and flattens out as it hits the top of the cloud supportive layer of the atmosphere. It is an atmospheric phenomena present on so many worlds, most people understand what a cloud plume is once it is explained that is what the fungus blooms are named after."

"You know¦there are some varieties of fungus on our home world that are poisonous. Are you absolutely certain these plumes are safe for consumption?"

"Yes. They have been harvested and grown under controlled conditions for many generations with no one ever reporting sickness after consuming them."

"That's good to hear. We'll give 'em a try."

"I will put your order in and bring it to you when it is ready. If you would like anything else to drink, you may visit the serving bar on this level or come down to the main floor bar."

"Thank you Tenodra."

Tenodra grinned and then turned and headed back down stairs after collecting the menu and then Jake put his hand on Laurel's knee.

"You wanna dance with me?"

"Oh, I don't know¦I don't have a lot of experience dancing and especially not to a beat like this."

"Look¦" Jake tilted his head slightly as he listened to his senses while staring at Laurel. "There are a couple people a few levels above us and four people on the main floor but we're alone on this level. No one is going to see what we're doing if we conduct ourselves a little embarrassingly till we get the hang of it. We caught the essence of how Korica and Tamaric dance to this stuff; we'll just access that essence to get a sense of how to move."

"I love the idea of dancing with you but¦"

"But you would rather a slow song so you can enjoy feeling my arms wrapped around you."

"Yeah. I know how to slow dance."

Jake smiled and then nodded and he stood up and walked over to the handrail at the edge of the dance floor and he leaned over the handrail and looked down to the main floor.

"Hey Tenodra?" He called out loud enough to carry over the deep resonate bass drum beats and rattling guitar accompaniment.

A few seconds later he heard Tendora not from the level below but from behind and to the left of his position coming from the service bar. He looked straight ahead for a few seconds then snapped his head around and saw Tenodra on a large video monitor and he grinned as the man at the service bar motioned to the video monitor as he held a cloth and glass in one hand. Jake smiled and walked over to the service bar and looked at the crystal clear image of Tendora.

"You can see and hear me?"

"Of course. Your people do not have image transmission technologies?"

"Yes, of course we do. I just wasn't sure if¦can I make a request?"

"Yes. Were you interested in adding something to your food order?"

"No, it's nothing like that. Can you change what music is playing? Laurel and I are interested in a slow song we can dance to while in an embrace."

"I get what you are saying. I will talk to the music mixer. I think I know just the right song to inspire the mood you are interested in invoking."

Jake smiled and the warm flushed feeling in his face told him he was blushing evidenced further by the soft smile on Tenodra's face as she stepped away from the display. Jake walked back over to Laurel and put his hand out to her and she laid her hand in his as she stood up and the pair took a few steps away from the table leaving them on the unoccupied dance floor. They then stepped close to one another and wrapped their arms around one another and a few seconds later the deep tempo bass beat song playing faded away and a new song began with soft intro of guitar riffs followed by slow but carefully choreographed synthesizer like overtones that rose in intensity but kept a slow and almost gentle cadence that lent to a soothing atmosphere a couple could easily sway to while embracing one another. There were no lyrics but it was apparent the music was derived from a vocal arrangement in which the voice portion had been muted away.

Laurel smiled at Jake and set her head on his shoulder as the pair swayed to the interesting and emotion evoking music. Jake could feel the deep love Laurel was experiencing and it made his heart sore to know she felt as deeply about him as he did her. They swayed to the music until the song ended, fading away and a new song started with a deeper and harder beat that wasn't right for an embraced dance so the pair separated and walked hand in hand back over to their table and sat down next to one another and a few minutes later Tenodra showed up with their stuffed plumes.

"These smell wonderful Tendora," Laurel said. "Thank you for indulging us with that song by the way."

"Easy enough. The music mixer was all to glad to indulge the guardians of Korica and Tamaric. All of us here at the Footworks are kind of fond of both of them but especially that sweet girl with such manors and strength of character."

"That's sweet. We weren't aware they had made that much of an impression on the people working here."

"Some of us pay attention to the kids frequenting the Footworks. Korica and Tamaric are around my age but from another world. I notice how they handle and carry themselves I like what I've seen. I am not the only person that notices how popular and admirable they are."

"You're saying they are a positive influence on their little circle of friends?" Jake asked.

"Without question. We may see hundreds of kids each night, some stand out among the regulars and Korica and Tamaric are among those that do. They do not engage in some of the less tasteful local traditions and that alone makes them stand out in a positive way."

"You're talking about the fornicating and substance use." Laurel said.

"Yes. Both are accepted behavior though not exactly marks of distinction in my opinion."

"Are you saying over indulgence is common?"

"People my age do not always practice restraint or consumption in moderation. Our daughter and her husband on the other hand are very responsible about such matters. I have not seen Aril hook up with a boy or require an escort home since she showed up here in their company. Aril is a sweet girl though she ordinarily enjoys letting loose when she comes here with her friends. That mood has changed for the better since Korica and Tamaric began coming here with her. Please, try the stuffed plumes and tell me what you think."

Tenodra gestured toward the shallow bowl of slightly steaming plumes and Laurel and Jake picked one up each and took a careful bite and the unexpected flavor explosion surprised and delighted them both.

"Oh these are wonderful Tenodra," Laurel said. "Thank you for suggesting them."

"I am glad you like them. What about you Jake? Are they satisfying to you too?"

"Um¦we share senses so¦they are great Tenodra."

"You share senses? You mean if you do not like something but she does you will find yourself appreciating that particular thing?"

"Yeah, that's pretty much it. If I really hate something¦and same for her¦then no amount of delight on the other's part will impart a liking for something. There is an unspoken compromise like that between us."

"How interesting. Shared yet individual when it counts."

"You understand what it means for a couple to be paired?" Jake inquired.

"Yes. It means you are exclusive to the person you love, often signified by a ceremony in which vows and tokens announcing your pairing are exchanged."

"No I mean¦never mind. We'll give you a shout if we need anything else."

"Very good, enjoy."

Tenodra turned and walked away, heading back down stairs. Jake looked at Laurel and laughed lightly.

"She doesn't get it at all. She thinks we have a telepathic link and nothing more."

"It is a form of telepathic link but it happens to run way deeper than an outside observer can possibly imagine if they've never heard of a pairing like we exhibit."

"I thought maybe Korica and Tamaric had told her about their paring."

"Apparently not. I think they're acquaintances and nothing more."

"Korica seems to have charmed Tenodra as she does most people. It makes Tenodra's feelings seem more like those of a close friend."

"I know what you mean."

The 2 of them then set in to consuming the wondrous stuffed plumes until the bowl was empty. They then sat and listened to the music playing as they sipped at their drinks until they were nearly with empty glasses and as if on cue, Tenodra appeared with fresh glasses for them and she collected the empty bowl and empty glasses then sauntered off after offering a warm grin to the pair. Laurel and Jake sat quietly holding hands while they slowly finished off their 2nd glass then they stood up together having reached an unspoken consensus to go down stairs and find the bathroom then venture to the art gallery nearby to see what Korica and Tamaric had on display.

They walked over to the stairs and climbed down to the 1st floor and Tenodra greeted them as they stood at the foot of the stairs looking around.

"Are you looking for something in particular?" Tenodra asked.

"Yes," Laurel replied. "We need to use the toilet."

"Ooh. Over there past the service bar. The male depository is the one with a square with an ex in the middle of it on the door and the female depository is the one with circle with a semotra in the middle of it on the door." Tenodra said pointing to a dimly lit hallway just past the end of the service bar.

"Uh¦what is a semotra?" Laurel asked tilting her head slightly.

Tendora pointed into mid air and drew a figure eight on its side with her fingertip.

"Oh, we call that a lemniscate. It's used to represent infinity in mathematics among other things."

"I see. It means female in our language when encapsulated within a circle."

Laurel nodded and then she and Jake headed to the waste depositories pas the end of the service bar. They were glad the layout upon entering the waste depository was as one would expect and want to accommodate Human-like physiology. They relieved themselves then washed their hands and met up outside the entrance doors to the female depository.

"Yeah," Jake thought after pushing lightly to open his mind, "I quieted my mind to allow you privacy but the fixtures were exactly what a person would expect if most of the guests share our physical characteristics."

Laurel smiled and nodded.

"Same on the girl's side," Laurel thought in return.

Jake slid his hand into Laurel's and the pair headed out of the hallway into main dance floor area and headed for the exit lifting a hand in salutation to Tenodra as they passed by. They stopped at the front of the establishment and the rather sizable bouncer retrieved their weapons from behind a small counter like podium and handed them over and Laurel and Jake stuffed them into their holsters without checking the weapons beyond visually confirming the power cells were in fact still in the bottom of the handle. The two of them then joined hands once again and stepped out of the entryway foyer into the corridor and turned right and walked down the slightly curving corridor past several establishments that they were unsure as to the nature of due to the lack of ability to read the signage above the entrances. As they reached an entryway with obvious armature sculptures on pedestals next to the entrance, they assumed they were at the art gallery and so stepped through the entryway into the gallery's colossal exhibit area.

They gazed at the eclectic collection of sculptures, bizarre cobbled devices and paintings and the section devoted exclusively to paintings caught their attention. There were several other people admiring the works on display and they glanced at Laurel and Jake then looked away only to quickly look back and stare and Laurel felt it was her looks that captured their attention. Something about the devoted and reflective lighting in the gallery, which was adorned with simulated dark wood floors and bright white walls, cast people in an accenting light when they stood close to the exhibited works as Laurel and Jake were at the moment. The stares turned to murmured discussion in languages Laurel and Jake didn't understand immediately but they could feel the essence of what was being said and surprisingly Jake's appearance was equally stunning to the observers.

Jake looked at Laurel and she grinned slightly.

"Am I really glowing as I sense these people think I am?" Laurel thought.

"Yeah," Jake thought while returning a pleasant smile. "You look gorgeous in this lighting. Your hair looks like spun gold or something and your eyes are practically glowing. You know the rest of what I could say would be biased mention of your spectacular figure standing out in the uniform and the soft facial features that always capture people's attention."

"I know it's hard for you to be objective about how I look. I feel the same way about you but I sense these people appreciating the same things about you that I find particularly endearing too. You know your eyes are aglow like backlit emeralds too?"

"Are they? Must be something about the light source they're using in here to enhance the exhibits. It's emitting just the right qualities of blue and green which our eyes are reflecting particularly intensely."

The two of them looked around and they were surprised to see no obvious source of light such as fixtures or light housings. The light seemed to just emanate out of open space and closer to the exhibits the lighting was focused and more intense creating a light shadow on the individual exhibits. They had seen the technique used before but this was the first instance they had seen of its use on the station. The lighting in the corridors originated from very obvious light fixtures recessed within the bulkheads, ceilings and in a few instances from the deck close to the deck to bulkhead margin. They then turned their attention to the people gazing at them like they were the main exhibits and the people slowly looked away sensing they were in danger of making the stunningly beautiful alien couple uncomfortable.

Jake was relieved more than Laurel as she was used to being the center of attention upon arriving in a new environment and Jake motioned toward the rear of the painted artwork exhibits. One painting in particular caught his attention as his superior visual acuity discerned artistic characteristics he recognized. Laurel sensed what he was seeing and nodded and the pair sauntered over to the painting and smiled when they got close enough to discern Tamaric's likeness from a side profile standing on a hilltop in an unknown golden hued armor from neck to toe. He was holding a pike with a tattered flag fluttering from the end of it and he was depicted looking into s night sky with a beautiful gaseous nebula full of sharp pastels and deep reds around its borders that was filling most of the night sky and beyond the hilltop was the blurry remnants of seemed to be the remnants of a slain army lying about. Tamaric's figure looked heroic and gallant but the use of color, contrast and purposefully blurred elements to make the depicted character stand out among the enchanting sky scene that was itself filled with unbelievable levels of detail, spoke to the artists level of ability and it was a truly remarkable piece of work. It was no wonder the piece was displayed so prominently in such a way that as you enter the painted artwork area you were visually drawn to the piece by the lighting and prominent display position.

Laurel and Jake stood staring at the piece for some time trying to take in everything happening in the piece and Laurel finally leaned against Jake and grinned.

"Geez she's good."

"I know right? And you can tell she really idolizes Tamaric. This is the second time we've seen her exalt him like this. He's depicted as her conqueror, warrior and hero."

"She has a unique point of view being inside him like she is. She must see something the rest of us are missing for the most part."

"I guess you're right. Look at her use of color and contrast too. She has got real talent locked up inside her."

"I know. She did this free hand too. I'm so proud of her Jake. To think we might of missed a savant with this kind of raw talent if things had worked out different¦I thank the good lord above that he brought us into her life so we could preserve this kind of beauty and creativity for others to experience."

"There's so much about her that was worth saving. Thank God we rescued her before her poor mind was ripped apart by what was inevitably going to be done to her."

"Destiny and fate had a way of coming together just right in her case to preserve an amazing person. I'm so impressed and proud of the person she is."

They then returned their gaze to the painting and that's when they noticed Korica took the step of actually signing the bottom right corner of the painting in English cursive and below that she used gold paint to scribble 'galactic champion'. Laurel pointed at it and smiled.

"Boy¦she really idolizes that man."

"I suppose there's nothing unhealthy about idolizing the guy you're into."

"Nah, I kind of know the feeling."

"I can feel there are a few things about me that you don't exactly like too."

"I wouldn't put it like that exactly. I've just seen a side of you that kind of scares me. You're capable of things I don't understand."

"Sorry about that babe."

"It's alright. I love you with all my heart anyways."

"I can feel that too and it's flattering that such an extraordinary woman feels that way about me."

Laurel smiled and kissed Jake on the cheek then they stared at Korica's painting for a few minutes longer then spent the next hour walking around the gallery looking at all the exhibits. Once they had taken everything in they exited back out into the main corridor and headed back to the Footworks. They were once again stopped at the entryway and their weapons were collected then they were greeted warmly by Tenodra and she showed them up to the 2nd level table they had been at before and the same drinks they had enjoyed before were brought to them and they tried to unwind as they passed the time listening to the unusual yet recognizably toned music. The time passed and the different levels began to fill up with mostly youth of varying ages and attire, those most attire was noticeably revealing and expressive and the music volume increased as more and more people began to take to the dance floors on just about every level.

It wasn't long until Laurel and Jake both sensed Korica and Tamaric's essences growing stronger and nearer. They had a potency that surprised and relived Laurel and Jake alike and offered great relief for the near broken hearted feeling they had grown accustomed to missing the both of them terribly over the last few weeks. When They sensed Korica and Tamaric enter the Footwroks, Laurel and Jake couldn't help but get to their feet and look toward the stairs until their bright faces appeared among a crowd of youth numbering 6. Laurel smiled brightly and put her arms out and Korica walked right into her grasping her so tightly it was difficult to breathe for a few moments. Laurel kissed Korica on the head then stroked her back and She stepped back and then beamed a pretty toothy smile toward Jake and he held his hands out and she stepped into him making him take a slight step back as he embraced her tightly setting his face against hers.

"Hi ya' beautiful," He thought. "We've sure missed the heck outta you two."

"I know dad," Korica thought in return. "I'm sure you can feel how much we've missed you guys too. It feels so good to be close to you and mom again."

Korica moved her head back and Jake leaned in and kissed Korica on the cheek below her left eye and she giggled as his breathe tickled her face giving her goose bumps up the back of her arms. Laurel then reached out and put her hand on the back of Tamaric's shoulder, pulling him close enough so she could pull him into a warm embrace that he reciprocated gratefully.

"We miss you too Tamaric," Laurel thought knowing he would sense her thoughts. "Every day is made longer when we're apart honey."

"Awe, thanks mom," Tamaric thought in return. "Korica and I work hard to console one another cause of how much we miss you guys. She loves you so completely. You are truly family to her so it's real hard being this far away from you for so long."

Laurel kissed the side of his head then relaxed her grip of him and he smiled at Jake.

"Hi dad." He said aloud.

"Hi ya Tamaric. You look really good. I like the civy clothes you've acquired."

Tamaric stepped away from Laurel, closer to Jake and the two embraced each other with a tight hug then Jake smacked Tamaric's lovingly but sturdily.

"You have such good tone. I'm glad you're keeping up with your daily physical training to stay in shape."

Tamaric stepped back and Korica practically snatched his hand in hers and she pulled him close to her.

"Thanks dad. Korica likes the rippled look and feel so I don't want to disappoint her by growing atrophy or anything like that."

"Tamaric and I have been advised on what's in as far clothes. Aril here has been guiding us to the best places around to get what's new and hot."

Laurel smiled and looked Korica over and she chuckled lightly.

"You're definitely outfitted in a way I never would've guessed to be your look but I gotta admit, you look hot honey. You've got a great figure and this leather like stuff accents that figure nicely."

"Thanks mom. Tamaric relay likes this look on me even if the other boys can't keep their eyes off me with my stomach exposed like this." Korica said looking down at her stomach that was exposed from just below her breast to her waistband with a criss-cross of brown leather across her back that then dropped into her waistband at the back suggesting the material led to a g-string type attached garment in the nether region due to the way the material had thin strap at her hips that dove into her waistline sharply.

Korica's hair was feather back and styled in a way that made it look soft and delicately sexy without being overtly sexual. Her eyes had a sparkle to them and her cheeks were showing their usual warm blooded pink glow from beneath her fading tan making her especially beautiful with her ever more adult looking features developing. Tamaric's loose fitting loudly colored shirt that was open nearly to the middle of his chest and the denim looking pants that hugged his plump and firm bottom and muscular legs made him stand out as particularly handsome and robust and he fit in perfectly with what the rest of his peers were wearing all around him.

"Mom, dad, I want to introduce you to our friends. These are the kids we hang out with when we aren't studying or recouping from our time in the practical lab."

"We would love to meet your friends honey." Laurel said smiling as she stepped closer to Jake.

Korica went about introducing everyone by name and explaining who was the significant other of the moment of whom and then she seemed to beam as she looked at the whole group of youth.

"These are the most important and influential people in my life. This is my mom and dad, Laurel Kade and Jake Myers."

"You were not exaggerating when you said your mom was the most beautiful woman you had ever laid eyes on. I honestly thought you were probably embellishing things because she is your mom." Carissa said smiling warmly as she continued to stare deep into Laurel's astounding hypnotic blue eyes.

"You're sweet Carissa," Laurel said then she looked at Korica and grinned. "You bragging about your mom and dad again.

"Not again¦" Aril interrupted, "Constantly. She says you are the smartest people she has ever met, even smarter than your commanding officer or anyone in your society."

"We have undergone some augmentation of our brain physiology and a natural heightened intelligence quotient is in fact among our attributes. I try not to get a swelled head about it, but we probably are smarter than most."

"Do I really bug you bragging about my mom and dad like that Aril?" Korica asked in a sorrowful tone.

"Nah¦look at 'em. You have every right to brag about parents that look like that and treat you as good as you say they do."

"They treat me with unequivocal respect, consideration and love me without question or end."

"I noticed your pseudonym names are different," Clanidar, the only conservatively dressed male member of the group commented. "Does that mean you are not a formal couple?"

"We are not married, but we are exclusive to one another and we do not experiment with open sexuality if that's what you're hoping."

"I was just curious more than anything¦although¦the thought of sharing some entertainment and body heat with you makes my pulse race."

"Easy Romeo!" Jake said stiffly taking a slight step forward, "She's spoken for and you aren't exactly her type."

"Her type!? You mean the fact I am an alien to her?"

"No goof, an unrefined and undisciplined kid with raging hormones and no sense of how to treat a girl like a woman."

"Oh. I did not mean to insult¦"

"You didn't insult me Clanidar," Laurel said pulling Jake back next to her. "Jake is just very protective of me. If I were unattached the fact you are a different species would make no difference to me at all. The heart wants what the heart wants no matter where you come from."

"You do not see me how Jake described?"

"I believe you are young and inexperienced but a sweet boy just the same. Some girls find those qualities irresistible."

Clanidar smiled shyly and blushed slightly then he looked at Jake.

"You called me something I am not familiar with. What is a¦Romeo?"

"It's a guy trying to woo a girl for one thing no matter the level of attachment on the girl's part or familiarity with the girl."

"Dad, these people observe very open mindedness about hooking up with new people. Clanidar was expressing things openly discussed and admitted in their society." Korica stated.

"I don't mean to embarrass you in front of your friends honey. You know how I get when it comes to your mom. I get a little nuts and my thinking filter stops working properly. Stuff just comes out of my mouth that shouldn't."

"I know. I'm just saying¦"

The song playing ended and there was a momentary pause then a deeply bass laden throb began to pound out and the whole place erupted in cheers and claps and the bass cadence led into guitar riffs and synthesizer like accompaniment that was fast paced and surprisingly easy on the senses. Korica stepped closer as the rest of the group stepped over to the dance floor as if they had been cued to do so and the music volume more than doubled.

"This is Temporal Slip's most popular song," Korica had to fairly shout over the music blasting throughout the whole venue. "You wouldn't believe how popular this band is among the kids on this station and across the local star systems. Tamaric and I got to see them perform live right here at the Footworks. They put on a show you wouldn't believe. Will you and dad come dance with Tamaric and I?"

Laurel pulled her head back and gave Korica a concerned look.

"Oh honey, your dad and I don't know how to dance to this stuff. We've heard music like this from Earth from before the turn of the century, but we never learned how to dance to it or anything." Laurel had to shout back.

"I'll impress my knowledge of how to dance to this kind of music with you mom. All you'll have to do is follow your intuitions and it'll come to you."

"You can do that without establishing a joining?"

"Yeah. I can do that with someone connected to me like you and dad are but not with anyone else. You know how you can feel what my state of mind is?"

"Yeah."

"I can alter that to impart specific experience knowledge to you. Just trust me."

Laurel smiled brightly and looked at Jake and he smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

"I don't know how I could feel more out of place than I do right now¦let's give it a whirl. Worst that can happen is I look like a complete ass with a gorgeous blond as my partner."

"Nice! You aren't going to make an ass a yourself Jake. You got more experience dancing than I do. Let's just follow Korica's lead and see what happens."

Jake nodded and then initiated deep connection with Laurel making her stop and shake her head as she tried to shake off the momentary blurred senses as her sensation processing more than quadrupled. She then looked at Jake.

"That should make it easier for us both to tune into Korica since I have a little deeper sense of her state of mind due to the female connection thing."

Jake again nodded and Korica grabbed Laurel by the hand and led her to the dance floor and Jake followed right behind Tamaric until the two couples were standing face to face on the dance floor with the kids around them gyrating and moving to the music in very articulated and obviously planned steps and moves. Korica then closed her eyes for just a few moments then she opened her eyes and Laurel could now sense the change in what she was sensing from Korica. It was no longer a singular sense of her state of mind but a flow of impressions as to what to do and how to move to the music. Korica and Tamaric began to dance and Laurel and Jake found themselves following along slowly at first then they just let the moves flow through them and it came to them exactly what to do and the fun quickly crept in making the experience exhilarating and joyful while imparting a cardio workout that was stimulating and blood pumping. The song played for nearly nine minutes then faded away with a final long whale from the drums and guitar and the whole place erupted with loud approving cheers and claps and almost without delay another Temporal Slip song was cued up, but the volume was reduced slightly and while some of the kids left the dance floors most remained and embraced a new dance style for the change up of beat and tempo and this song carried amazing vocal choruses that despite the alien nature to Laurel and Jake were strong and emotion evoking right to the last drawn out long held high note then the music just stopped and a slow guitar riff carried the song to its conclusion then a final drum sequence and at its conclusion the house once again erupted with loud cheers and claps, Laurel and Jake imparting their approving share to the noise. The whole group then exited the dance floor as yet another song was ushered in, this time from a different band. They all sat down at the table Laurel and Jake had been sitting at since they arrived and the music volume decreased noticeably making conversation much easier without the need to shout.

"You never told us your mom and dad knew how to get busy on a dance floor," Aril said smiling. "That was inspired and refreshing. They got moves every bit as good as yours."

"We haven't had time to brag about everything they can do."

"I wish my mom and dad were like Laurel and Jake," Desiree said solemnly. "My mom and dad are kind of boring and stiff when it comes to stuff like having fun like this."

"You do understand that we are Korica's adoptive mom and dad? I didn't give birth to her or anything."

"She told us that."

"I do not remember hearing that," Clanidar said. "That explains a lot. I was trying to figure out how you could be her mom and dad when you look so close to her age to begin with."

"Yeah, there are only two or three years separating us."

"No wonder you are into the same things Korica and Tamaric are," Desmon, another of the older boys in the group, said. You must understand exactly what they are feeling and going through."

"Pretty much. We can certainly relate to their perspective anyways."

"You are old enough to be officers in the military though?" Aril inquired gesturing at their uniforms.

"Yes. We have unique qualifications that put us in a position of high demand within the civilian corps hierarchy."

"Have you had to kill people in your time of service?" Desmon asked with raised eyebrows.

"That isn't the kind of organization we're in. The civilian corps isn't a military organization. The military answers to us and we answer to the civilian government. We try not to put ourselves in a position where lethality is required."

"You notice how she did not exactly say no," Emery, another of the girls in the group said. "She just said they try not to get into those kinds of situations, not that they never have."

"I have never killed anyone¦though I am trained in multiple techniques that can disable, maim or in a worst case scenario kill a person. We are a peacekeeping organization but we are far from defenseless or unable to handle ourselves if we have to."

Emery blinked a few times then a smile slowly grew on her mousy face and she looked at Korica and Tamaric as she leaned in slightly.

"Your mom and dad are out of this world. They can sit at our table any time they want."

"Thanks Emery. I told you we weren't boasting unjustly." Korica said.

"I get it now. I guess I just had to get to know them personally. You were definitely not exaggerating about how good looking they are too. Look at how the people around us are staring."

Korica and Tamaric glanced around then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Let's give 'em something to look at mom and dad. Let's hit the dance floor."

"You want us to do the shin shake with you? We don't exactly know the steps honey." Laurel said.

"Just follow our lead like last time. It isn't hard to pick it up."

"We'll all join you as a group," Aril said. Watch how quickly the floor fills up and the crowd gathers around us to join in and get a closer look at you and Jake."

"Alright then." Laurel said blushing slightly.

The whole group once again got to their feet and headed a few feet away onto the dance floor and Korica again closed her eyes and initiated the change in emanation as far as her state of mind and then she opened her eyes and her and Tamaric waited for the right beat in the music then they dropped into the groove of the music and began dancing and Laurel was almost instantly aware of Korica's lead and Jake shared her sense as they joined in and began to move and groove to the thunderous music playing.

They dance right to the end of the song and another droned in from beneath the tempo of the exiting song and grew in intensity until it became the dominant song and the first faded away completely. The group danced on to the new beat and rhythm without missing a step and Laurel was having such a good time she almost missed the fact they were now in the midst of a rather sizable crowd of kids dancing anxiously and in some cases wildly to the music droning on. Laurel glanced around and sure enough a good many were looking her Jake over with great interest and curiosity. They danced on as Laurel took in the many eyes on them and she read what was going through the minds behind those eyes and aside from a few lured thoughts, most were idle admiration and awe of the new couple no one had seen before. The song blared to its conclusion and Laurel took Jake by the hand and pulled him close.

"Are you sensing what I am?" She said in a soft tone.

"Of course I am babe. We're in each other's head profoundly right now."

"We need to let Korica and Tamaric know."

Jake nodded and then he purposefully withdrew from Laurel's mind and their senses grew dim and their emotions settled into a more normal balance. They then headed back to the table and waited for the rest of the group to finish dancing off one more song from yet another band with a much heavier cadence and rhythm that was still danceable but not exactly something one would want to listen to away from a dance floor and a group to dance amongst.

As the rest of the group sat down at the table, Laurel reached out and took hold of Korica's hot blooded hand and she couldn't help but smile at the familiar yet surprising sensation along with Korica's remarkably soft skin.

"Jake and I have gleaned a sense from the Future. We're going to be recalled very soon honey."

"Awe, really?"

"You can feel what's going on over there from this far away?" Tamaric asked.

"Ordinarily not without reaching out with our senses, but when many minds come to a unanimous decision involving us we can if we're joined the way we were a few minutes ago."

"So your abilities are expanding in complexity too?" Korica asked smiling.

"I suppose they are at that. We were expecting this event so we were acutely tuned into the environment over there."

"Well I won't lie mom, this sucks. We were hoping you guys would be able to hang out over here for more than a few hours."

"I know baby, I'm sorry," Laurel said stroking Korica's cheek softly.

"She's disappointed, but I can feel that she understands your duty and responsibility to the concerns of the Future. The captain values your presence above just about anyone else on the ship and we know and respect that fact." Tamaric said.

"Thank you for that Tamaric."

"Can we at least walk you to your transport?" Korica asked in a sorrowful tone.

"We would be broken hearted if you didn't." Laurel replied touching hand.

Korica smiled brightly and then looked at her friends carrying on in conversation as though nothing else in the world mattered.

"Hey guys, Tamaric and I are going to accompany our mom and dad back to their ship. They're being recalled which means the Future is leaving soon. Will you hang out till we come back? We still want to dance and talk about what's going on around the station."

"We will hang out till you two come back," Aril said smiling. "Tamaric still owes me a long slow dance and I intend on collecting on that debt tonight."

"I uh¦I guess I can¦I mean¦if Korica is okay with it then¦"

"You are blushing like a red giant in its final days," Aril said laughing giddily. "You are so much fun to make squirm like that. I promise to keep my hands where they belong Tamaric. You just have a nice frame to hold onto. Clanidar will keep Korica engaged while we keep each other company"

"Oh¦you're messin with me again. Ha Ha, look at the Aussie Human blush and shift in his seat. I don't know how, but I'm going to find a way of messing with you too Aril if it's the last thing I do." Tamaric said smiling as he pointed at Aril and shook his finger.

"Good luck with that. We will you see you two in a while. It was really nice to meet you Laurel and Jake. I do hope you will come back to visit real soon. It is refreshing to meet a mom and dad that are so¦"

"Relatable?" Laurel offered.

"Yes¦relatable. Korica is really lucky you and Jake came into her life when you did and accepted her as family so she could grow into the crazy fun girl she is today. She and Tamaric have made a huge impression on me and I am honored to call them my friends."

"Awe, that's sweet Aril. We are pleased your uncle hooked you up as her official escort here on the station. We can feel that they are extremely fond of you as well as the rest of you here in this group."

Laurel and Jake slid out and got to their feet and Korica then stood up and Laurel and Jake offered a last salutation to the group.

"Thank you all for looking after the two most important people in our life. You just can't know how much it means to us for them to have age appropriate friends that are a good influence to keep them entertained and out of trouble for the time they are going to be here on the station."

"They make it real easy. They are super nice, really smart, and very good looking. They are likable and make all of us look good just by being here." Clanidar said. We are the ones that are allowed to hang out with them so you better believe we are going to make sure they have fun in smart and safe way."

"That's sweet."

"You guys have a fun evening. We'll be back as soon as we can to visit with Korica and Tamaric and we will plan on coming here to have a meal and an evening of dancing with all of you." Jake said.

"We will be looking forward to that then." Carissa said smiling brightly as she blushed on Jake.

Korica then slid her hand into Tamaric's and she pulled him close and Jake took Laurel's hand and the 4 of them headed to the stairs as the music droned on seemingly coming from every corner of the stadium like venue. They walked down the stairs and headed to the burly bouncer at the entryway and he produced Laurel and Jake's weapons and handed them over without saying a word. Laurel and Jake checked to see that the power cells were in place then stabbed them into their holsters and secured them in place then followed Korica and Tamaric out into the corridor.

They stopped and Korica lifted her arm and activated the map program within her bio monitor and then she had a wait a moment for the program to initialize and then she performed a check on their position in relation to the special guest hangar that she was sure the Future crew would be ushered into. She pinched and expanded the view then she used the tip of her finger to slowly roll the image and each deck became apparent within the field of view that only encompassed a small portion of the station at the current zoom aspect ratio. Korica then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"You guys are parked in the special guest hangar, right?"

"I guess you would call it that. It's the hangar meant for smaller craft of military or enlightener class status."

"Oh. I didn't know you came in a small transport. You guys are pretty good at guarding operational knowledge from us during the joining."

"You'll get good at it too, in time honey. It's engrained in us due to our command and control training."

"Yeah, I guess so. I hate keeping stuff from you guys like that though. I have an instinctual desire to leave every part of myself open to you like I used to. The hangar you're talking about is one deck lower than the large military hangar ten decks down from here where a crimson fighter would be docked. That's what I thought you guys rode over in."

"Nope. We took a two man fast transport that is an experimental class ship planned for mass production real soon if everything pans out with this one."

"Hmm." Korica uttered.

Korica touched the location of the small craft special guest hangar and then drew her finger to their current location and the intelligent programming understood she desired directions between the two points starting with the position they were currently at and a deck by deck shortest route diagram was presented. Korica looked up and pointed down the corridor to the right, in the direction of the art gallery Laurel and Jake had visited earlier in the day.

"We need to go that way several hundred yards. We'll find a mezzanine staircase there that will take us down one deck where we can hop on a lift down to the proper deck to reach the hangar."

"You two going to be alright walking back all this way by yourselves?" Jake asked.

"Yeah," Korica replied flatly. "We have our security shadow following us and I don't think there are any blind spots in the sensors between here and there."

Jake looked both directions and then looked at Korica with furrowed brows.

"I don't see anyone shadowing you."

"Trust me, he is there. I can't see him either, but we can feel his presence close by."

"I'm proud of you for tuning into your senses like that honey," Laurel said. "It'll pay off in the long run if you learn to feel presences that acutely."

"Thanks mom. Tamaric and I aren't going to be caught off guard again, I promise. We'll learn from our complacent mistake by not allowing it to happen again."

"I think some of our lab experiences are designed to help us tune that ability too," Tamaric commented. "Least that's how it feels anyways. Dederal and Rhe'Tock are acutely aware of what's going on with us so¦"

"It's a good idea to incorporate other training into your regiment that will help keep you attuned to the world around you."

"Yeah, I guess so."

"You think it's excessive?" Jake asked as the 4 of them turned and started walking down the corridor.

"No, I guess not. It's just¦we're already trying to learn so much in such a short period of time it seems like adding more isn't exactly a good idea."

"From what we've heard, you two are doing a phenomenal job thus far," Laurel said. "I don't think expanding other areas of your abilities, especially ones that are so crucial, are going to be more than you can handle."

"If it wasn't for Korica's insatiable thirst for knowledge and learning I don't think we would be as far ahead as we are to tell you the truth. She's the power behind our incredible ability to absorb and retain the vast amount of advanced technological knowledge they are pouring on us."

"She's not allowing you the time to slow down and examine how overwhelmed you feel?"

"Yeah. I have to keep up and so all my little worries are just pushed aside."

"You still have independent thought Tamaric," Korica insisted as she glanced at her bio monitor.

"I know love. You don't suppress me or anything; I do that on my own so I can keep up and stay alert to my senses. I don't have time to examine my own insecurities or whatever."

"I think I understand."

Laurel bumped Korica playfully and chuckled lightly.

"You're using my trick of tuning him out of your head a little so you're surprised from time to time by what he says?"

"Yeah. He has complex emotions too so I'm not always exactly sure of what he's going to express in words at any given moment. It's kind of nice to be in his head and still be unaware of some aspect of him. It keeps things fresh ya' know?"

"Yup, I know exactly what you're talking about."

They reached the grand entryway to the art gallery and they examined the faÃ§ade for a moment as they walked by at a slower pace and Laurel looked at Korica.

"We saw your work on display in there honey. A truly masterful piece."

"Thank you mom. I put a lot of heart into it."

"How long did it take you to complete the piece?" Jake asked.

"Most of a full night."

"A full night¦good gracious Korica. It usually takes an artist several days to a several weeks to complete something that complex and detailed."

"I get these¦dreams that are extremely vivid and one particular scene sticks in my head and I have to paint it or draw it to get it off my mind."

"Do you know what triggers a dream that results in the kind of scene you painted Tamaric in?"

"Not really. I've had two instances in which I saw Tamaric standing victoriously over a battle scene. I used a little artistic license to enhance the scene on canvas but it's pretty much how I dreamt it."

"Let me ask you something, did your people experience a medieval period that your mind is drawing upon to create the scenes your painting?"

"No, but Human civilization did and as you know you and dad have imparted a sense of Human culture and history on my psyche and I studied the history of Earth when I first joined you guys. Tamaric has also imparted his knowledge learned over his lifetime of Human history so I have a pretty clear idea of what a medieval period battle scene would look like."

"You're sure you aren't seeing a future event that is actually going to come about?" Jake asked.

"Maybe. Precognitive abilities aren't among my strengths though."

"We never really had you two fully assessed. Tamaric, are you sure you don't have a precognitive sense that Korica is channeling?" Jake asked.

"I guess it's possible, but I've never noticed any precog flashes. I'm pretty sure a hint of that kind of ability would've presented itself at some point."

"Yeah, that's probably true. I guess you just have a really vivid imagination Korica."

"As you can tell by the composition of the painting, I kind of idolize Tamaric in a way that probably isn't real healthy, but I'm able to sketch that on canvas then fill in the dreamlike state with color and feeling."

"You can't help how you feel honey."

"Besides," Jake added, "During the deep sharing we sensed that he looks up to you and has a tremendous respect for what you survived and how you were raised resulting in the amazingly strong woman he finds himself gladly bound to. Your lofty view of him would only be unhealthy if he didn't feel exactly the same way about you."

"I'm just not artistic enough to be able to express on canvas the things I dream about her." Tamaric said humbly.

"Easy Tamaric¦" Jake fairly whispered. "We can sense your emotions very clearly through Korica as well as directly from you."

"I wasn't talking about the dirty stuff. That occasionally happens but most of my dreams involving her are more¦semi lucid, confused, fantasy like and out of body. I think I draw on aspects of her life experiences to fabricate the strange atmosphere most of the dreams consist of."

"Laurel and I have experienced that sort of thing before. One of us will dream about a place we know of but have never been to but the other has. It's an odd sensation when you wake up and realize what you're mind is doing while your dreaming."

"Yeah, I remember when we fell asleep while joined¦" Korica said blushing as she looked at Jake.

"You had to remind me of that sweetheart? You know how embarrassed I am about corrupting your mind."

Korica giggled as she covered her mouth and leaned against Tamaric until she recovered herself.

"You act like I had no idea what goes on between a man and woman. I was raised among a crew from an open minded culture."

"I know you were aware of the fundamentals of what takes place when¦you never experienced it for yourself. We introduced the intimate details, physical and emotional, as well as a particular style of contact you had never considered before including the physical sensation leading up to the moment of climax."

"I'm sorry for making you so uncomfortable dad. I can feel how squeamish you're getting at the very thought. It's not like you put your hands on me. You just broadened my perspective is all. I wanted what you and mom have¦every aspect of what I experienced in our shared dream. It wasn't a bad experience for me."

"Yeah¦let's change the subject honey."

"Alright. You think the captain is going to take the Future into the Bocana system in stealth mode?"

"I would think so since we know there are nefarious activities going on." Jake said.

"The captain was really upset about something he saw regarding the information on the Bocana system, so it goes to figure he isn't going to want to show up in something as provocative as the Future until he knows who and what is in the system." Laurel added.

"It's hard to imagine what must go through the minds of people seeing the Future shimmer into being seemingly out of nowhere," Tamaric said smirking. "It almost makes a person laugh inside to think about a person wizzing himself at the sight of a city sized ship popping out of nowhere."

"Especially now that she's conspicuously armed to the teeth," Jake said smiling. "She looks ready to defend herself in a particularly nasty manner if pushed."

"That's right¦I almost forgot about those cannon turrets."

"They just finished the alignment and test procedures. She should be ready for battle if necessary."

"The captain is still going to favor diplomacy or retreat though, right?" Korica asked in a soft voice.

"Yes honey. We are going to be asked to enforce certain laws or sovereign claims that aggressors may not want to abandon claim to or comply with, and the Future will have to impress the fact that we are not requesting, we are demanding compliance. Some species will only understand a shot across the bow so to speak."

"I don't like it, but I guess I understand it."

"I know sweetheart, I don't like it either. We don't get to decide that kind of policy though. That's up to the senior staff."

"Can't the civilian population demand the Future remain unarmed?"

"No. They can suggest how and when the new weapons are to be utilized but ultimately it's up to the captain. The Future is his ship and so he and the senior staff decide how the ship is to be configured, including whether or not she's armed."

"I sense the captain is expecting to get into firefights on a regular basis in the near future." Tamaric commented.

"Possibly. You know there was a time when he had unaltered access to the Tel Pok Maron maps so he probably got a glimpse or two of what we're going to be up against down the road."

"Well I'm glad they locked out forward glimpsing capabilities," Korica said, "that can lead to all kinds of problems."

"I agree sweetie."

The corridor opened up into a wide mezzanine with a staircase at the opposite side that started with narrow stairs and the treds grew wider with each step until they were twenty yards wide at the bottom where there were several vendor alcoves and an obvious row of lift access doors, each with a different script sign above with scrolling electronic text announcing where the lift was going and currently located along with a time estimate for arrival at the mezzanine deck though only Korica and Tamaric could read and understand the language being displayed thus imparting a crude understanding to Laurel and Jake through the language of feelings.

They walked across the mezzanine deck and climbed down the stairs and then they stopped and Korica and Tamaric studied the scrolling text, finally deciding on a lift access door directly ahead.

"That will take us where we need to go. The lift is on the way down from the upper decks." Korica said pointing at the door directly in front of them.

They walked over to the door and Tamaric reached out and touched the page panel then selected the destination of the small craft hangar deck area. It was only a few moments later the door split in half and the 2 sections slid into the wall of the lift car as the outer door lifted into the lift tube wall above the entrance with a solid sounding clank. The lift was empty so they stepped into the lift and stepped against the walls grasping the hand bar that encircled the hexagonal shaped lift car at just above waist level for the 4 of them. The door sections slid together and a hiss indicated the lift was sealed tightly and internal air circulation was initiated for comfort. The lift then very rapidly descended for a time, finally slowing and then coming to a stop and the door sections once again slid apart and Jake started to step forward when Korica gently grasped his arm and restrained him.

"Not yet dad, this isn't the deck we want."

Jake looked at her hand then glanced out the open doorway and he moved back as 2 Human looking individuals stepped from beside the opening, smiled at the group and then stepped into the lift. They stepped to opposite sides of the lift in order to hang onto the hand bar and Tamaric moved over slightly to make room as did Laurel at the opposite end of the group of 4. The door slid closed and the lift once again descended amazingly quickly. The man opposite Laurel couldn't help but look her up and down then stare deeply into her eyes and she glared at him waiting for the usual infatuation like feelings to appear but instead she sensed admiration and healthy respect for the uniform she was decked out in and the incredible beauty she possessed. The man finally looked at his partner and grinned and flicked his head in Laurel's direction and then said something that made his partner look at Laurel intently then he looked Jake over finally gazing at his sidearm and he smirked and said something to his partner that elicited a quick chuckle from both of them and Laurel looked at Korica.

"You don't recognize the language?" Laurel thought as she pushed very gently to get Korica's attention.

Korica looked at Laurel and nodded.

"It's Karocan," Korica thought in return, "I can't speak it and it's still a little hard to understand but¦that one over there said something to the effect of get a look at that one, she is going to be a traffic stopper when she gets a little older. The other guy then said something like they are both gorgeous; it's a good idea for them to have a weapon to keep her safe with eyes like that attracting attention."

"That must be why I'm not sensing any lust or desire like I usually do from men that see me for the first time."

"Yeah, they think we're a bunch of kids and nothing more."

"I never thought I would prefer to be seen like that."

"A true man doesn't lust after a kid no matter how beautiful she is."

"Right? I have no idea how old these guys are but I would say old enough for that kind of thing be gross."

"You think all men are gross mom, not just these guys."

"I know honey. It's the result of seeing lust in the eyes of every guy that ever looked at me."

"Trust me, I know the feeling mom. I haven't experienced it my whole life, but long enough due to the species I am and I'm not at all ugly."

"You're gorgeous Korica, you always have been."

"You're sweet mom. You know what I mean though. I don't look like you always have, drop dead stunning gorgeous as you have from the moment you were born."

"Yeah, you know what I mean too. You are a sweet brilliant spirit and you have a charismatic spark that people fall in love with immediately. I know I sure did."

"You sure know how to make me feel good about myself mom. I love you so much for deliberately having that affect on me."

"That is what a mom is supposed to inspire in her daughter, yeah?"

"Yeah," Korica thought with a bright smile appearing on her face garnering a furrowed brow from the man casually looking her over. "I sense you learned that from Grandma Kade."

"You better believe it." Laurel thought with a prideful grin on her face.

The lift slowed with a jolt and then gently came to a stop and the door sections parted and the 4 of them glanced at the 2 men and offered a brief nod and smile in salutation and then they stepped out of the lift and looked around and Korica pointed to the left down the 30 yard wide corridor full of shipping crates and containers of every conceivable size and shape, some net strapped to cargo pallets with dozens of crates and boxes on the pallets. There were various individuals standing around the pallets and crates engaging in conversations with yet more civilian looking individuals, presumably trying to strike deals for their goods or trying to acquire goods to trade for.

The corridor was much more utilitarian looking than most of the station in that exposed conduits and fiber harnesses could be seen running across the ceiling and bulkheads along with brightly glowing energy waveguide apparatuses that seemed to funnel a great deal of energy toward each hangar entrance door presumably to recharge the parked craft within the hangars as well as powering the energy shield protecting each hangar from prying eyes and foreign objects once the main hangar doors were opened for arrival or departure. They walked around the crowded corridor to the 5th door from the lift and Korica reached out and touched the access panel and an immediate alert was presented and Korica could read it well enough to know it was insisting she had clearance to enter but departure permission would have to be provided by the head of security or the station commander himself before the outer door would be opened for her. Korica scoffed and Laurel put her hand on Korica's shoulder.

"What is it honey?"

"It says I can go in but I can't leave without permission. The outer door won't even be opened unless I get permission first. The captain obviously made them put measures in place to keep us on the station."

"It's for your safety baby. You're just too important to us to have you abducted by an unscrupulous flight crew that wants to do lord knows what with you."

"Yeah¦I guess. I just don't like feeling trapped."

"You can go where you want as long as you have permission and a trustworthy flight crew taking you where you want to go."

"I don't mean to sound petty mom. You know what I experienced¦I could see space from the place where I was examined, but I couldn't get free no matter how much I wanted to be floating out in the cold vacuum of space rather than being where I was with no one around that¦"

"I'm sorry sweetheart. I forget that a lot of things bring about survivor pains for you. I'm afraid this is one aspect you're just going to have to live with."

"I know, our mission is absolutely critical for the survival of our people on the Future planet."

"Not only that but your dad and I love you to death and we can't stand the thought of someone hurting you. The captain loves you too even if he won't come right out and say it. I've sensed the truth of it in him. Yeah your mission is super important to tens of thousands, but we are more concerned with your overall safety than we are with the mission. We can go find a new home world, you can't be replaced. You and Tamaric come first in our hearts and minds."

"Awe¦thanks mom, that puts things in perspective to hear you state things like that."

"You're welcome sweetie, it's the truth."

Korica smiled brightly and then stepped into Laurel and wrapped her arms around her and squeezed her tightly as she buried the side of her face in Laurel's bosom.

"I've missed your encouragement and positive attitude so much. I am so glad you're my mom."

"Awe, I'm glad you're in my life too honey. I truly can't imagine my life without your light in it."

"This is really sweet babe but¦" Jake started to interrupt when all 4 of them heard the miniscule tone in their ears indicating a call from the Future on their cranial transceivers.

All 4 of them tapped their transceivers active and Laurel cleared the chocked up condition from her throat.

"This is adjutant Kade."

"Laurel, Alexan here."

"Aye captain, all four of us are receiving you."

"Good, you are all together so I don't have to make multiple calls. A decision has been reached and you and Jake have been recalled effective immediately. We are preparing to depart the Endrinol system."

"Understood sir. We actually sensed this was coming so we are at the hangar right now. We can be back aboard within just a few minutes."

"Good deal. I can see you on sensors¦all four of you."

"You can pick us out from all the people around us and on this station?"

"Yes. Your transceivers are accessing a very specific subspace band that the AI monitors closely. When they're active, we can pinpoint your exact locations. How you doing Korica and Tamaric?"

"Hello sir," Korica said smiling. "We're doing just fine sir. We have been working diligently to learn what's expected of us and stay out of trouble."

"So I hear. Your mom and dad will fill me in completely when they return, but I've heard good things from Dederal and Rhe'Tock. They are very fond of both of you and they say they have never had a better pair of students in their lifetime than you two. You are making me one very proud captain to have you representing us."

"Thank you captain sir," Tamaric said putting his hand on Korica's shoulder as she continued to hold onto Laurel. "I promise to keep your favorite ensign safe and on task sir."

"I know you will cadet. I have no illusions about your dedication to my favorite little charmer. You be sure to take her out to have some fun and good food too. I don't want it to be a drudgery to achieve what we expect out of you. You gotta stop and smell the roses along the way so to speak in order for things to stay interesting."

"Yes sir. I've been doing just that but I'll keep doing it since it's an order and she loves new experiences anyways."

"Good man. I knew I could count on you. Laurel, Jake, I'll be waiting for your arrival. Please report directly to the bridge when you get here. I'm going to brief the bridge crew enroot as to our destination and what we're going to be doing when we get there. I want you on the bridge when I do that."

"Aye eye sir. Thank you for including us." Laurel said.

"There's no way I wouldn't. I have a feeling I'm going to need your unique skill sets when we get where we're going too."

"We understand sir. We're at your disposal as always."

"I'm glad you understand. I'm sorry I'm taking your mom and dad away from you Korica and Tamaric, but we have important business to attend to and I need them at my side when we get where we're going."

"It's alright sir," Korica said. "We understand how important they are to you. We're just grateful we got this little visit in before you had to go. Thank you for letting them come see us while a decision was being reached."

"You understand what was being deliberated?"

"Yes sir. We engaged in the deep sharing with mom and dad. They kind of explained things too, least as best as they could. There are some aspects they're unclear about, but I'm sure you're going to fill them in when you feel it's appropriate."

"All things in due time. You two study hard and try to enjoy your time on foreign territory. You're missed here, but we really appreciate your sacrifices in order to pull off the miracle feat that is going to save your home world from certain destruction."

"Thank you sir. We won't let any of you down, we promise." Korica said with pride.

"I know you won't ensign. I never doubted you for second. I need to get going; adjutants, I'll see you on the bridge shortly. So long for now ensign and cadet Prentor."

"So long sir." Tamaric said.

"Good bye sir." Korica said, finally letting go of Laurel.

"We'll see you shortly sir." Laurel said.

"Good deal, Alexan out."

There was a slight pop as the captain terminated the signal and all 4 of them tapped their transceivers into standby mode and then Laurel stepped forward and pulled Tamaric into a tight embrace. After a moment Laurel relaxed her grip and kissed Tamaric on the cheek and he blushed and put his hand to his cheek making Laurel smile as she felt the bashful rush of emotion coursing through Tamaric.

"Thank you for keeping my girl so happy and safe Tamaric. I sense she feels full and complete with you as her man. I can't begin to express how much that means to me."

"You're welcome mom. Thank you for trusting her heart to me from day one. I promise to love her with all my heart for as long as we live."

"That's what matters to me most. I want her heart full like it is at this moment, everything else is just gravy."

"I understand where you're coming from given her heartbreaking past."

"Yep. It's up to you to help her heal that massive hurt she will carry for the rest of her life."

"I'm up to the task."

Korica stepped over to Jake and he smiled at her as he stroked her soft extremely warm cheek.

"I love you little one. Keep us in your heart and remember we'll be back soon. We can't stay away for long. It just hurts too much for your mom to have you so far away."

"I love you too dad. I sense it's breakin' your heart too¦just as much as it is mine."

Jake smiled and pulled Korica into a big hug for a few moments then he moved her back and kissed the corner of her mouth.

"You know Laurel and I amplify each other's pain and having you away is bitterly painful for both of us, you put our ache together¦well it's miserable when amplified. I can't wait to have you two back home on the Future where you belong."

"It can't happen soon enough for us too dad."

Jake released his hold on Korica and then he stepped over to Tamaric and the two hugged each other tightly for a few moments then they separated and Jake playfully swiped Tamaric's cheek.

"We love you too Tamaric. Korica's presence isn't complete without your Aussie accent in there somewhere."

"Thanks dad. I love being a part of this family, especially as Korica's hero even though I never tried to get her to put me on that kind of pillar."

"We know you didn't. That's just the kind of woman she is. Her man is her conqueror and hero. You conquered her heart and make her feel safe and loved. That makes you a hero in her book so just get used to it."

"I'm trying to."

They all then stepped in front of the hangar entrance door and it retracted and they stepped into the brightly lit hangar.

"That's our transport," Laurel said pointing to the sporty looking little ship.

"That is way cool!" Tamaric said smiling. "We've never seen one like that before."

Jake looked at Tamaric and smirked.

"You're picking up on my vernacular."

"Actually¦I'm picking that stuff up from Korica and she's picking it up from you."

Korica shivered and Laurel and Jake felt the intense rush of adrenaline and borderline lust running through her and they grinned at her.

"Isn't it dreamy how he says my name? I just never tire of hearing it and sometimes it just makes my whole body react."

"His accent is pretty awesome baby," Laurel said. "I've always liked Australian accents, especially ones as deep as his."

They walked over to the X-001 and they looked it over briefly and then Korica looked at Laurel and grinned.

"I bet it's wicked fast and maneuverable."

"Yep."

"What's it called?" Tamaric asked. "All I see is the x zero zero one near the retracted canard fin."

"That's the experimental designation, but it's called an Armonty class ship." Jake said.

"So no shield or inertial damping system?" Korica asked.

"Oh it has inertial damping and a shield but they are feeble systems compared to what you're used to."

"Really?! That's surprising for a ship this small."

Jake stepped over to the ship and opened the canopy and then he turned around and looked at Korica and Tamaric and smiled.

"You two take care. We'll see you again real soon, promise."

"You too dad," Korica said. "I'm really going to miss you guys."

"We're all going to have to get used to that uncomfortable aspect of being separated for months at a time and by multiple light years distance."

"I know what you mean."

Jake turned and stepped into the X-001 and squirmed down into the seat and then Laurel reached out and stroked Korica/s cheek as she sighed with a glassy eyed smile.

"You're so beautiful baby doll. I'm so proud of the woman you've become and the job you're doing for all of us here. Keep your chin up and eyes in the books. We'll see you two as soon as we can."

"Thanks mom. You're as gorgeous as ever too. I appreciate the words of encouragement and ego boosting praise. You and dad be careful out there. The universe is a messed up place and I just don't know what I would do if something happened to you guys."

"You have to promise you'll carry on sweetheart. It's important to know you'll grieve for a time then get on with your life, as difficult as that might be."

Korica sighed heavily at the gut wrenching thought of losing Laurel and Jake but she managed a small grin as she nodded solemnly.

"I promise."

"Good girl. We gotta go now honey."

"I know. Love you guys."

"We love you too baby."

Laurel leaned forward and kissed Korica on the cheek and then she turned and walked around the small ship and then stepped into the cockpit and wriggled down into the 2nd pilot's seat and then they closed the canopy and looked at Korica and Tamaric one last time and Korica and Tamaric smiled and waved and then headed toward the rear of the hangar space. Laurel and Jake then went through the startup sequences until the ship was powered up and idling ready for takeoff. Jake then activated the communication system and cleared his throat before speaking.

"Huh um¦Reuopon control, this is adjutant Myers aboard the x zero zero one in the guest hangar?"

There was a momentary pause, then a response by a particularly sexy sounding, slow speaking female voice with a thick and unusual accent that only added to how sexy the presumably young woman sounded. Even Laurel was caught by surprise and intrigued making her shudder at the thought of the feelings going through her mind.

"X zero zero one¦Reuopon control here. How can I help you adjutant Myers?"

"I uh¦I want¦or I mean¦" Jake cleared his throat again and glanced at Laurel and he was relieved to see her grinning brightly.

"Spit it out adjutant." Laurel thought. "I haven't heard you trip over your tongue like that in years."

"I am requesting permission to depart from one of the sexiest voices I have heard since your melodic voice first struck me." Jake thought in return.

"Reuopon control, we are ready for departure if you would please open the hangar door for us?"

"I would be happy to do that adjutant Myers. May I inquire if you intend to depart the system?"

"Uh, no we don't. Our destination is the UEF Future holding position nearby."

"Understood X zero zero one. The Future is a wondrous ship to behold. It is almost big enough to call it a station in its own right."

"I agree. She can accommodate tens of thousands at maximum capacity."

"Impressive. I am engaging the hangar door mechanism to allow your departure. There is a great deal of traffic near the station, please use caution as you depart so as not to collide with any of that traffic. Once the door is open you clear for immediate departure at your discretion."

"Understood Reuopon control. We are cleared for immediate departure once the door is open. We will watch for the heavy traffic near the station upon departure. Thank you for the hospitality. We will be back soon to visit with our daughter and her husband."

"We are always honored to have such as yourselves and your daughter and her husband as guests. Safe travels friends."

"Thank you Reuopon. Good tiding to you too, X zero zero one out."

Jake reached up and placed the transmitter into receive only mode and then he looked at Laurel as she gazed forward while she slowly pivoted the ship around on its wheels so they were facing the hangar door that was in the process of opening.

"I'm really sorry babe," Jake said. "She had a sultry voice that just took me by surprise. I wasn't expecting that from an officer working communications."

"It's alright Jake. She stirred emotions in me too. I know what's in your heart and it's not anything you need to apologize for."

Laurel completed the pivoting maneuver then throttled down the engine and reached across the center control console and placed her hand on Allan's thigh.

"It's going to be hard being away from Korica and Tamaric now that their presence is fresh in my heart. Please be patient with me if I lose it from time to time."

Jake placed his hand on Laurel's and wished he could lean over enough to kiss her cheek for reassurance.

"I know you love that girl with all your heart babe. I'm gunna miss those two like crazy too. I'm not gunna say anything if you shed a tear now and again."

"Thanks for understanding handsome. I appreciate your reactions to all the girls in skimpy and revealing outfits at the Footworks too. You've always been a gentleman, but it does my heart good to feel that indifference from deep within you."

"You're welcome babe. No girl will ever draw my eyes and emotions the way you do, you have my word on that."

"I guess you understand how important that is to me?"

"Yeah. You have insecurities looking the way you do your whole life. You still feel like a guy is going to betray your heart. You got nothing to worry about like that from me."

Jake withdrew his hand and reached out and flipped the auto polarization function for the canopy to enable and the cockpit glass noticeably darkened and Laurel punched the throttle and the X-001rocketed across the hangar and out into space, rising slightly as the artificial gravity disappeared and Laurel compensated to keep their trajectory straight. Laurel eased up on the throttle as they took in the tremendous traffic buzzing around the station and they looked to their right and caught sight of the enormous Future looming in the near distance. She looked glorious and majestic, evoking the usual awe form Laurel and Jake even after all this time seeing her from any distance.

Jake assisted with a banking input from the controls on his side and Laurel sensed his intentions micro seconds before he acted resulting in a smooth reaction to the change in attitude from the X-001. Laurel leveled the ship out and accelerated slightly heading directly for the aft quadrant of the Future. Once they were clear of the heaviest traffic, Laurel accelerated yet again bringing them up to 50,000 KPH resulting in a virtual terminal velocity approach toward the Future. There was a small tone heard as the proximity alarm sounded in response to their approach to the colossal mass of the Future within seconds. Jake silenced the alarm then glanced over at Laurel, then back to his display.

"Take it easy racer ex. You got skill but at this velocity the Future is going to exert gravitational attraction that is going to be hard to compensate for."

Laurel chuckled at the level of alarm she sensed in Jake and then she activated the breaking thrusters and aimed the X-001 away from the Future slightly as they rapidly decelerated and just as Jake had predicted, the Future created a gravitational pull that brought their trajectory back toward her enormous mass. Laurel once again redirected their course and enabled more breaking pressure and the velocity rapidly dropped to a few KPH and Laurel glanced over at Jake and grinned.

"Oh ye of little faith. I got this."

"You're such a nut! I wish you would let the auto pilot bring us in when we're this close instead of hot dogging it. I know you got serious skill Laurel, I will never deny that, but you're still Human. We aren't perfect and a mistake at that speed could turn ugly real fast."

"I know. I'm sorry for making you mess your britches. I like the adrenaline rush sometimes, you know that."

"I know and I didn't shit myself, you just had me concerned is all."

"Armonty X zero zero one, this is Future control." A young sounding male voice could be heard saying.

Jake turned the volume up slightly and then activated vox operation, then glanced at Laurel and she sensed what he was thinking.

"This is X zero zero one Future control. We read you loud and clear."

"Are you having issues with your controls? Your approach was ballistic for a moment there."

"No problems. I was just stretching the Armonty's legs a little."

"Understood ma'am. That's not really safe with how much traffic there is buzzing around us to have a look at the Future."

"My second pilot reminded me of the same thing. I have some experience and advanced senses most don't have."

"Yes ma'am. I guess I should consider who I'm talking to. The captain is expecting you two ma'am. You're cleared to land in the aft lower hangar. I have the door open and artificial gravity dialed down to thirty percent Earth norm to make a rolling landing easier."

"Understood Future control. We're cleared to land in the aft lower hangar with AG at thirty percent Earth norm."

"Affirmative Armonty X zero zero one. Welcome home."

"Thanks. There's no place like home, X zero zero one out."

Jake reached up and activat4ed standby mode on the transmitter then he looked at Laurel resulting in a profile view that momentarily took his breath away before he could speak what he was thinking.

"Your overconfidence is a strength at times, but it's going to get us into trouble at some point. I really wish you would dial that stuff back just a touch."

"First of all¦thanks for thinking I'm the most beautiful creature you've ever laid eyes on¦secondly¦listen to you being the sound of reason for a change. I'm usually the one talking you down from doing crazy stuff."

"I know right? Maybe I'm having a more profound influence on you than I realized. You're starting to act on the part of me you're under the influence of."

"Same could be said of you Jake. You're becoming more reserved and level headed because of my influence and you're speaking out on those feelings."

"Hmm¦guess I hadn't thought about that but you're right. I do have a softer more conscious side emerging from deep within me."

"Pretty soon you'll be wanting to get pregnant and cuddle our baby."

"Oh ha ha! You can keep that pregnant stuff. I want to hold your baby in my arms but the whole living thing kicking around inside me stretching my guts and making me pee myself? Nah, you can keep that mess."

Laurel laughed and glanced at Jake.

"When the time comes, you're going to experience all that mess as you call it with intimate detail."

"Yeah¦I know. I'm not looking forward to it to tell you the truth."

"I don't think it's going to be all that bad."

"Maybe not but the birthing part¦well I'm going to have to quiet my mind while you go through that. I just don't know if a guy's psyche is meant to handle that kind of weirdness."

"You endured torture Jake. Having a baby will be a cake walk compared to the kind of pain the Lundragaus inflicted with those things they had attached to us."

"You're probably right about that."

Laurel nodded out of self recognition for her point of view and then she accelerated and banked over hard to proceed under the girth of the Future before heading aft slightly as their course had drifted off form optimal while they were postulating things to come. Laurel rolled the X-001 so her belly was flat to that of the Future for a time, only ricking her wings from time to time to keep a mental picture of their relative position in respect to the Future. Once they were clear of the Future completely Laurel banked and rolled while pulling up hard until hey were once again heading directly toward the Future. Laurel then lined up on the light shadow being emitted from the lower rear quadrant until she could clearly make out the interior aspects of the hangar including their other ships parked within the hangar, two of which were definitely alien in origin. Laurel lined up perfectly with the hangar and then extended the landing gear and withdrew all forward throttle pressure. They drifted right up to the open hangar and then Laurel enacted slight breaking thruster burps to bring their forward drift to just the right velocity to result in a gentle drift into the hangar opening.

The transition to the light gravity environment was barely noticeable as the wheels touched the deck with a gentle kiss and immediately squealed into a rolling motion and then the weight of the ship bounded onto the landing gear struts and the ship slowly came to a stop within a few feet of the transport enclosure and Laurel looked over at Jake and smirked.

"Who's that for an expert landing?"

"That was pretty dang slick hun. I never doubted how good you are, I just know no one is perfect, even your majesty over there."

"Hey! There's no need to be insulting. I never said I was perfect, just that I have skills."

"I'm sorry Laurel. I'll never deny your level of skill. I can feel it and see it. If you're paired to me you're capable of making tragic mistakes though. You know I've made some big ones in my past. You just need to remember that."

"Nice recovery. I accept your apology and I do understand what you're saying. Neither of us is perfect including me even if I'm less likely to screw than you but still entirely capable of making fatal mistakes at fifty thousand if I allow my overconfidence to override my ability to regulate my enthusiasm."

"Yeah, that's it exactly."

They both began the shutdown procedures until the ship was completely deactivated and the canopy was maw gaped wide open allowing easy departure from the ship. They climbed out and walked over to the transport enclosure and a servo drone met them at the door. They unfastened their holsters and held them out and the servo drone extended its manipulator claw and collected the holsters and Laurel knelt down slightly as if ti were necessary for the AI to hear her.

"Future, will you take these to our quarters?"

"Your personal or duty quarters?"

"Our duty quarters. Mom and dad aren't aboard so we'll be staying in our duty quarters since I think the captain intends on putting us to work."

"Understood."

Laurel stood up straight and then pushed the transport enclosure door open and she and Jake stepped in and then Laurel closed the door and they walked over to the transport platform and they stepped up onto it and then the free floating map appeared and Laurel touched the indicator for the command deck and the whole map turned red and there was a momentary alarm heard that the AI silenced and then her calm reassuring voice rang out.

"Micro contaminants detected¦please standby while the micron sized devices are mapped for removal during transport."

"That's our ident chips installed at the station over there." Jake commented.

"I am aware as you should be that they present a security risk that cannot be allowed beyond the hangar."

"We understand."

"Mapping complete. Transport process resuming."

The map once again lit up normal with just the command deck indicator blinking and Laurel and Jake could feel the compression field being established and then a moment later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They appeared on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck and they stepped down and headed directly to the bridge. Laurel had her palm scanned and the door slid open silently and she and Jake stepped into the busy environment of the bridge and the captain sensed their presence and spun his chair around and a half smile slipped past his steely composure and he caught himself and washed it away but winked at the pair approaching him and Laurel returned a quick wink and a smile that made the captain take a deep breath then exhale heavy. Laurel knew she took his breath away and a huge weight was lifted from him at the sight of Laurel and Jake safe and sound where he felt they belonged. The pair presented a smart salute as they popped to attention a few feet from the captain. The captain returned a smart salute and waved them forward.

"Adjutants Kade and Myers reporting as ordered sir." Jake reported.

"At ease adjutants. Good to have you back aboard. Things are going well over there with our ensign and her cadet husband?"

"It feels good to be home sir," Laurel replied as she relaxed her posture slightly. "We have nothing to worry from our people studying their butts off over there sir. They are adjusting to their new existence and busy learning schedule just fine whilst trying to clear their heads from time to time with Dederal's niece. She seems to be a decent influence and their little circle of friends are some pretty outgoing and rambunctious kids but they have a tremendous amount of respect and admiration for Korica and Tamaric. They're in good company from what we can tell."

"That's a huge relief. I know we're putting a lot on those two and I'm glad to hear they're up to the challenge for such youngsters."

"Yes sir. You know Korica is carrying a great deal of life experience under her belt. Tamaric is learning from her example as well as growing tremendously as he experiences new things over there. They're both brilliant so I'm sure they'll absorb what they need to learn without much issue. The rest will just come to them long as they listen to their instincts that are governed by their advanced abilities if attuned right."

"Excellent. I love to hear you talk Laurel," The captain fairly whispered. "It is so refreshing to hear such intelligence from someone so shockingly beautiful¦" The captain leaned back in chair and winked once again making Laurel smile without vocally acknowledging his glowing compliment. "If you will, take science station numbers one and two for the time being."

"Aye sir." Laurel replied.

The pair walked around the captain's chair and headed to science stations 1 and 2, of which science station number 2 was occupied and Jake put his hand on the ensign's shoulder and he glanced up at Jake and then touched the sign out icon and then he placed his palm flat on the hand outline that appeared. The ensign then stood up and Jake assumed the seat right next to Laurel's position and he logged himself in and then adjusted the display so the items of interest were forefront with all the rest minimized to the margin or deactivated completely. Laurel just had time to adjust her displays accordingly when the captain stood up and cleared his throat.

"Future, put me on with main engineering and auxiliary control ship wide."

"Understood. You are live with the requested positions throughout the ship."

"All hands, give me your attention for a few minutes. Our orders are to head directly to the Bocana system to investigate activities taking place there. Not only are ally contacts being subjugated and trespassed against but there are indications one of the primary aggressors is the Encarthans. We all know who they are from the firsthand accounts of the other Future we encountered. The Encarthans cannot be negotiated with nor should we recklessly attempt to do so. If their ships are identified we are to engage them with intentions of total destruction before they can get word to reinforcements that may be in the region. I know this goes against everything we stand for, but if the condition of the other Future is any suggestion to what we may expect to be like after an encounter¦well we can't have that kind of aggressor running loose in our backyard. We have the blessing of the council of enlightners since this is considered a personal matter and they recognize the need to eliminate an enemy like the Encarthans before they have the chance to establish a beachhead in this part of the galaxy. We are going to venture into the Bocana system in extreme stealth mode and remain in that condition until such time as we can identify any possible threats. The new weapons platforms will be brought to bear since they are far less likely to cause collateral damage. This manes the upper most deck will be off limits due to radiant energy within the corridors as the energy from the negative matter core is manipulated and directed down the plasma conduits to the weapons. I know I can count on all of you to stay alert to your stations as we will be in battle conditions from the moment we enter the Bocana system. Stay frosty, stay together and we'll finish our grim task quickly and then get back home where this ship is needed for its manufacturing and supply capabilities. Along those lines we have a huge number of civies onboard working in the manufacturing facilities, make sure they have what they need to keep working and make sure they don't venture into the operational areas until our mission is complete. You are some of the brightest and most well trained people in the alliance out here so this is your time to shine. I expect conditional readiness reports to be competed for my review before we arrive in the Bocana system in three hours. I am ordering a delayed pace to give department heads time to get their crews and departments in order. Thank you for your diligence and understanding, Alexan out."

The captain reached down to the arm control at his chair and closed the channel and then he looked around at his stunned crew and he slowly sat down and leaned back in his chair.

"Any questions I want them voiced now, not once we drop into the Bocana system and need to engage an enemy that will not hesitate to destroy us and our civilian population back home if they find out where our home world is."

Laurel glanced over at Jake and he looked sad but he was resolved to follow orders and keep his mouth closed, unlike Laurel. Jake shook his head but Laurel pushed on and looked at the captain to find him already looking in her direction.

"Sir?"

"Yes adjutant?"

"You want Jake and I to try and read the Encarthans before we engage them, right?"

"Are they going to sense you doing that?"

"We're not completely sure. With the shield running at max density to hide our presence it might cause interference that we'll have to push past. If that's the case the Encarthans might detect our presence since it will be a more intense form of our presence."

"I see. Let me ask you the big question. Are you going to have a problem with us killing them on mass?"

"I don't like it but I'm not in a position to question anything you order us to do. You had us reconditioned to remove that annoying aspect of our personality. We'll follow your orders sir."

"Good. I need compliance like that when it's important like it will be during this mission. Here's another question¦can you two force your way into the minds of the leadership of the Encarthans we encounter in order to confuse them long enough for us to destroy their ship or ships?"

Laurel sighed and looked over at Jake for a moment, then back to the captain.

"We've never tried to force our will on another but we sense it's within our capabilities if we can evade their minds in the first place. Some species are going to be so different that we aren't' going to be able to resolve what we're sensing from their minds. That being said¦we're willing to try if you want us to."

"Wait¦" one of the senior officers interjected. "Don't you have the ability to debilitate a person from within their mind? You know, that shockwave thing you can do in a person's head."

"We need visual contact in order to do that and you're talking about blatant murder. We won't engage in that kind of slaughter using our abilities. It takes you into a place of darkness I'm not willing to go into when you kill someone that direct personally."

"What if one of these Encarthans was onboard threatening you or another crew member?"

"That's not the scenario we'll be facing so I'm not going to dignify that with a response."

"True that¦" The captain said. "This isn't the time to test her resolve when facing a do or die scenario. I appreciate your willingness to engage in advanced psy ops in order to give us enough time to emerge from subspace long enough to fire on the enemy before they know what hit 'em."

"What ever you need sir," Jake replied. "If I might suggest, you aren't going to want us at an important station since we're going to have to join minds and then concentrate intently in order to achieve what it is you want us to do. It will result in a certain level of inability to sense what's going on around us at the peak level of concentration."

"I think I understand what you're saying though I can't begin to understand exactly what you're going to have to endure to achieve the goal. I promise you'll be in a safe unfettered environment when you attempt it. You can use my office if you need a quiet environment."

"We can do it right here sir, we just need to be sure we don't need to think about anything else if you want assured success."

"Understood. You'll have complete autonomy to do what you need without interruption."

Jake nodded and then the captain looked around the room before speaking.

"Anyone else have questions or comments?"

An ensign at communications hesitantly raised his hand and the captain nodded toward him.

"What's your question ensign Tovar?"

"What are we going to do if the Encarthans are among civilians sir?"

"We'll obviously dial back our response. Collateral damage must be zero or no action is to be taken. That will complicate things but it's something I half expected to be the case. You may be required to initiate some discrete communications with the civilian leadership in order to impress the importance of committing to an immediate evacuation of innocents so we can engage the Encarhtans with deadly force knowing no unwanted deaths will result."

"Understood sir. Sorry if that question was a little ignorant."

"The only ignorant question is the one never asked to enable clarity of task and purpose. Anyone else have questions?" The captain looked around and noticed unsure discomfort from the officer at the sensor station. "Chief? I see you shifting around over there."

"I didn't want to chime in sir. I know things are way different in the Navy and I'm a fresh transfer but¦are we not going to try to collect some intelligence before we engage the enemy with intentions to annihilate them?"

"You've had your neural indoctrination implemented so I know you grasp how things work in the civilian corps chief Denso. We have all the intelligence we need via the Tel Pok Maron map data. It indicates two ships in the Bocana system conducting strip mining in the asteroid belt and on the surface of Bocana five, the only inhabited planet in the system aside from its moon. We'll engage the ship in the asteroid belt first, then the one on Bocana five. We just need to make sure they don't have the opportunity to alert the ship on Bocana five or they'll know we're coming giving them a chance to mount a proper defense strategy, possibly by using the local inhabitants as living shields or as leverage to get us to relent, surrender, or stand down."

"I got it sir. I didn't want to say anything so you don't think I'm questioning your authority or orders."

"Not at all chief. It's a legitimate question that doesn't at all serve to undermine my faith in you. Anyone else?" The captain looked around the room and he was pleased to see resolve and understanding in the faces looking back at him. "Good. Take us out of the system at the velocity and trajectory specified by Reuopon control then assume a course for the Bocana system at fifteen times first cosmic velocity. Once I have all the readiness reports in, we'll increase to maximum safe cruising speed to be determined by the AI calculations."

The captain pulled his arm displays out in front of him and he made a quick check of the state the reports needing to be submitted and he could see that there were still a few missing including main engineering so he let his previous statement stand but he looked up.

"Future, put me on ship wide please."

"Understood. Go ahead and speak captain, you are live ship wide."

"All hands, this is captain Alexan. I know some of you are wondering where we are headed in such a hurry. We're heading to the Bocana system to check on some activities that have come to our attention that could have dire repercussions on our home system if what was reported is found to be factual. We have the blessing of the council of enlighteners to conduct our business in an aggressive manner if necessary since we are venturing into an enlightener protected system. In all likelihood we will be engaging a hostile species so I don't want anyone to be alarmed if they hear or feel impacts to our shield or our new weapons discharging. That being said, I need all hands to stay clear of the upper most decks until further notice. When the turrets go active a tremendous amount of energy is directed through the plasma conduits and we aren't entirely confident we have adequate shielding for the corridors in place yet. All civilian activities aboard the Future are to continue as normal since what we're producing is critically needed on the surface back home and as soon as we finish our mission we are going to be making a maximum velocity burn to get home so we can not only provide protection and monitoring of our home system, but to deliver what you good folks are producing here. That is all I have for now. Thank you for your service and continued efforts to get Genesis up and running like we dreamed was possible. Alexan out."

The captain then glanced up and the AI knew his mannerisms enough to know he wanted the channel closed and so the AI silenced the ship wide broadcast. The communications officer made contact with Reuopon control to let them know they intended to leave the system and permission was granted as traffic was warned away from the Future and a clear departure corridor was specified, which was then relayed to the navigation station and once the departure course profile was locked in, propulsion release was sent and the officer at the propulsion station engaged the main engines adequately to gently initiate movement and then he programmed automatic acceleration curves into the computer and then he sent a request to main engineering to ramp up the negative matter core in preparation for multi cosmic velocity travel to commence shortly and the power levels almost immediately began to rise across the board and the palpable immense energy with the heart of the ship could be sensed by those with heightened ability such as Laurel and Jake possessed.

The sun at the heart of the system shifted to astern and the Future quickly accelerated and it only took a few seconds to reach half the speed of light and the ship's velocity held there for a few minutes then the preprogrammed acceleration curve was implemented and the Future accelerated to .99 light speed and the shield increased in density and complexity to compensate for the temporal and spatial distortions being exerted and created. It was only a few minutes later that intense gravity waves were directed dead ahead in order to create a navigable gravity well that served to increase the ships velocity to just beyond 1st cosmic velocity. As the speed of light was surpassed, the gravity well deepened and a white line could be seen forming crossing the distance of a perfect circle of light and then the whole apparition distorted like looking at melting glass and then the white line spread out and distorted then sank into a clear funnel formation and then the main engines engaged at 100% power as the negative matter core was pulsed and the Future was thrust into deep subspace as she accelerated to 15 times the speed of light with very little effort.

The main engines throttled back as the gravitational warping evened out and enveloped the entire ship in a bubble of normal space whilst creating drag from the bow and pressure from astern at a measured and controlled rate. The young officer at the propulsion station looked over at the captain.

"Engines are at fourty percent sir and the negative matter core is holding steady at eight percent utilization of energy production for gravitational wave creation and distribution for the gravity drive." She said calmly.

"Thank you Clara," The captain replied then looked at the officer manning the sensor and power station. "What is the operational condition of the negative matter core?"

"Two hundred million joules at current load levels. The core is set at fourteen percent maximum load at the moment sir. The shield is consuming thirty percent of the current energy production; the rest is being directed into the gravity drive, aside from point two percent being distributed throughout the ship to support various secondary system load requirements."

"Very good. What temperature is the external sensor reporting near the core observation port?"

"Fifty degrees Celsius sir."

"Sheesh. I hope no one touches the view port housing if it's over a hundred twenty degrees."

"Yes sir. It would cause a nasty burn real quick."

"What about core temperature?"

The officer glanced at his display and then looked at the captain.

"Four point five million Kelvin sir."

"Incredible. Any fluctuations?"

"No sir. It's holding perfectly steady at four and a half million Kelvin."

"I still can't believe anything can withstand temperatures over eight million degrees Fahrenheit without becoming molten." The ensign at science station 4 commented.

"The thermolytic material the heat exchanger panels are made of converts the thermal energy into electric energy at one hundred percent efficiency so there's no real stress being exerted on the materials in use so long as magnetic containment is maintained along with the alternate realm environment within the reaction chamber." Laurel couldn't help spouting in a matter of fact tone.

"You really comprehend all that stuff?"

"The ensign asked in a soft voice."

"Yeah. I don't pretend to understand the material composition, but I understand how it all works as a system."

"Hmm. I'm still trying to wrap my head around what they're teaching us in the engineering familiarization courses."

"It'll come to you if you keep an open mind about what's possible. Don't go into it with a preconceived notion that anything is impossible just because you've never imagined it or heard of it before." Laurel whispered.

"Thanks for the tip ma'am."

"You can call me Laurel when we're talking privately like this."

"You can call me Amy, Laurel."

"Nice to meet you Amy."

"Likewise. You have got the most beautiful eyes I've ever seen Laurel. Is that a natural characteristic or an augmentation?"

"No, I was born with eyes like this."

"Wow. You're so lucky."

"If you two are done gossiping over there¦" The captain said in his usual stern tone that Laurel knew was his way of prodding without being seriously upset.

"We were just getting acquainted sir," Laurel replied.

"Laurel, will you access the Tel Pok Maron data on the Bocana system and compile a list of possible contact species when we confront the Encarthan?"

"Aye sir."

"Amy, will you research the possibility of using the gravity lensing affect to eliminate our foe? Run some simulations to see what the spatial effect and impact will be should we decide to enact that type of offensive first strike strategy?"

"Yes sir, I can do that."

"I knew I could count on you ensign Callow. Jake, will you look into the offensive and defensive capabilities listed for the ships indicated to be in the Bocana system? We need to know what we're up against if that kind of information exists."

"Aye sir. I'll do some interspecies relationship data cross referencing to find out as much as I can about the Encarthan technological capabilities."

"Good man." The captain then pushed his displays aside as he stood up. "I'll be in my office for a while if anyone needs me. Senior chief Matson, you have the bridge."

"Understood captain, I have the bridge." The senior chief replied.

The captain stepped down from the platform his chair is mounted to and senior chief Matson stood up and looked at the commander at science station 6 and a non-verbal exchange was conducted and the commander stood up and walked over to the secondary sensor station as the senior chief walked over to the captain's chair, patting the captains' shoulder on the way past him and Matson plopped down in the captain's chair and pulled the arm displays to front and center and then he moved the foreground displayed readings and items around to his liking after reviewing the basic ship wide readings to get situational awareness of what was active and the conditional state of the active systems. He then slowly looked up to find Laurel gazing at him and he raised his chin and leaned back in his chair and stared right back until Laurel looked away and then he leaned forward slightly.

"Adjutant Kade¦"

Laurel looked up from her displays and she read the senior chiefs feelings, realizing he felt threatened by her prolonged glare and very presence.

"Yes sir?"

"Come here adjutant¦" he said pointing at the deck right in front of him. "Front and center."

"Aye sir." Laurel said in a small voice.

Laurel stood up and glanced at Jake and he nodded once.

"He feels threatened by our presence babe," Jake thought. "You shouldn't have stared at him like that."

"I was trying to imagine what it would be like to have him in command if the captain should be incapacitated," Laurel thought in return. "I assumed we would get picked on, just like this."

"Just don't push things while the captain is away babe."

Laurel nodded subtly and turned and headed to the captain's chair and stopped so close to the senior chief leaning forward she could feel his breath on her skin when he exhaled. She was glad he had good oral hygiene so his breath wasn't bad.

"Look Laurel¦" The senior chief said in a very low voice. "I know you don't like me and the feeling is mutual. You may be the smartest person to ever live, so some have said, and one of the most beautiful dames I have personally ever seen, but that doesn't change the fact that you're a brown nosing little snot that has been given undue rank and privilege because you somehow have Alexan wrapped around your little finger. I don't know if it's deliberate or one of your freaky little abilities that have him so enthralled. The fact is we don't have to like each other to serve together amicably. From now on don't stare me down cause I'm convinced you're trying to get your hooks in me too, but I'm onto you so just¦don't!" The sensor chief glanced around to see if his louder emphasis on the last word got any attention from the crew, but no one was looking so he looked back at Laurel and leaned in just a little closer and continued to speak in a very low voice. "I won't tread on your little thing you have over the captain¦you and your man over there, but I expect you to show me the damn respect I deserve. I was serving long before you were a glimmer in your momma's eye so mind your place missy and I will afford you the respect and space you seem capable of eliciting from the captain by whatever means are at your disposal. Do I make myself clear young lady?"

"I understand sir. I'm sorry I offend you so deeply. I didn't mean to stare, I won't let it happen again."

"Good. Just keep at the task the captain set you on and we'll be just fine."

Laurel nodded as she chocked down the urge to cry from deep within. She had never had anyone express such distrust and disdain toward her in her life and it hurt her feelings deeply. She decided it would be a bad idea to defend her position since she would never use her abilities to make someone like her so she could attain position or privilege. She took a second to debate whether she should salute the senior chief when he leaned back and initiated a lose salute that she returned smartly.

"Back to your station adjutant."

"Yes sir."

Laurel spun around and walked back over to her station and sat down in a measured fashion and she stared at her screen for a moment then she felt Jake's reassurance wash over her followed by his calming and alluring voice.

"He's just a grumpy old man who hates everyone babe. The rest of us love you cause you're a bright beautiful soul."

"Thanks Jake, I love you too. I've decided if the captain is disabled I'm going to request a permanent transfer to main engineering. I know I'll be appreciated for who I am down there."

"Fair enough. I'll be right next to you at the negative matter core control room."

Laurel sighed and then lifted her hands to her station and got to work on the captain's assignment. Laurel and Jake worked at their assignments until they sensed the captain growing nearer and Laurel smirked at the thought of how the captain would lay into Matson if they were to tell him that he dressed Laurel down in such a direct manner but Jake glanced at Laurel and reached out to her subtly.

"You're just going to prove his point that we're the captain's pets or he's under our spell if you do that babe," Jake thought. "Best to let it go."

"I know. The thought of the captain chewin' his butt really sounds gratifying. I'm not going to go crying to the captain though."

"Least we know exactly where we stand with the senior chief anyhow."

"Oh we knew from the moment we first met him."

The door to the bridge slid open and the captain stepped into the room and the senior chief spun the captain's chair around and then he pushed the arm displays aside and stood up.

"Did it go as expected captain?"

"Pretty much. You'll have the disposition documentation forward to you as soon as the minutes of the meeting are transcribed. I'm sorry it had to go like this."

"Hey, not everybody you vouch for has the right stuff to make it in the civilian corps after serving for decades in the Navy. I appreciate you giving him a chance even if it didn't exactly workout."

"On a positive note, all of the department heads have submitted their readiness reports so we can kick this thing into high gear and really cover some space."

"Sounds good. The big chair is yours."

Matson stepped down from the platform the chair is mounted to and the captain stepped forward and spun the chair around as he stepped up onto the platform and then he sat down and pulled his right and left arm displays in front of him and reconfigured the displayed systems to his preferred arrangement then he looked over at the officer at the power management station.

"Go ahead and send a request to main engineering to have the negative matter reactor ramped up for best possible speed to commence immediately once the power levels have stabilized in the core anodes."

"Aye sir." The officer said then he turned to his station and touched the icon to alert main engineering to ramp the negative matter core up to 80% maximum.

The captain glanced at the propulsion station and the officer stationed there nodded in anticipation.

"I'll be ready sir. Best possible speed through automatic controls should increase our speed to five hundred fifty times the speed of light as soon as adequate power is available."

"What a marvel this thing is. They could've never imagined what our capabilities would be when we left Earth space. They hoped for something around fifteen to twenty times first cosmic, here we are talking about five hundred fifty times that as a matter of routine settings."

"Yes sir, this ship is an incredible piece of engineering since the elder race upgraded her to an intergalactic capable ship."

The captain cracked a prideful grin then looked over at the 6 science stations.

"How's the research going over there? Have we found useful information about our adversary?"

"I can tell you that we probably won't encounter any other species when we get to the Bocana system sir," Laurel reported. "The map data indicated the Encarthans showed up to take what they wanted and they don't tolerate other species so it's a good bet they've destroyed or chased off anyone else that might have been in the system doing something similar."

"That's something at least. We won't be confronting the Encarthans while worrying about another species taking exception to our presence."

"The map data indicated two Bowon class Encarthan heavy cruisers are in the system sir," Jake reported. "They are formidable ships with multiple single and two man fighters onboard each. The Bowon class ships can carry a crew of one thousand and the ships are heavily armored and armed. There isn't enough detail given to determine if they pose a serious hazard to the Future given our phenomenal shield capabilities, but I would guess one ship doesn't pose a substantial danger to us so long as we keep our shield dialed up. The Encarthan utilize interfasic shield harmonic technology to protect their ships which our new weapons can defeat if we can determine the particular harmonic spectrum they are utilizing when we encounter their ship."

"I see. Did you find more information on the Encarthan aside from that?"

"Yes sir. I know where their home world is and the scope of their claimed territory. These two cruisers are a seriously long ways from home, some twenty two thousand light years. If we were near Encarthan space we would be best to steer clear of their space but they are in our backyard, so¦"

"So their home world fleet would pose a hazard?"

"Oh without a doubt sir. I don't think they could destroy us outright, but they would definitely have the advantage of superior numbers and firepower."

"Well we won't be putting that to the test."

"What kind of speed capabilities do their ships possess?" Senior chief Matson inquired calmly.

"I'm not sure sir, that wasn't specified in the Tel Pok Maron maps."

"Those kinds of distances at anything below a hundred times the speed of light would take a very long time to get here. Are we to assume they have that kind of capability?"

"That would be an unsubstantiated assumption sir. We just don't have enough data to know for sure. They might have encountered a natural phenomenon that flung them this far, kind like the phenomena that in an instant hurled us hundreds of thousands of light years toward the Oberon galaxy."

"That phenomena almost destroyed us in the process."

"Yes sir. If a species was prepared for a particular event, the damage might be mitigated of avoided entirely."

"I guess that makes sense."

"How about you Amy? Did you find any relevant information for us?" The captain asked.

"Yes sir. I ran some simulations as you requested and the results were a little worrisome. If we employ deep shield lensing as you suggested anywhere close to a cosmic body the affects would be devastating and it would likely draw the cosmic body toward us¦or vice versa. If a body with an atmosphere is nearby we would likely rip the atmosphere apart sir. I would not suggest using the lensing affect unless we're in deep space with nothing around us except the enemy and we would need to be prepared to modulate the inner shield envelope to reflect the debris when the Encarthan ship is torn apart as it's inexorably drawn toward us and deformed as it encounters the outer shield envelope."

"Were you able to derive the necessary field settings from the negative matter resonators to achieve the desired affect should we find ourselves in the right position to employ the lensing affect?"

"Yes sir. We would need to exert ten million Newton of gravity with a pulsed variance of twenty two Teradyne. It should only take fifty percent of the cores total capability to destroy the enemy leaving plenty to run our shield, propulsion, and environmental systems with a significant surplus in capacity for all the other sub systems throughout the ship."

"Very good ensign. I appreciate the thoroughness of your research. Please forward your findings to main engineering for consideration should we decide to go that route."

"Aye sir. Thank you sir."

The captain nodded once then scooted back in his seat and looked at their indicated velocity as opposed to calculated actual velocity and he couldn't help but smirk at what he was seeing. Nearly five hundred times the speed of light actual was a far cry from the indicate speed of eighteen times the speed of light meaning space was moving past the ship far faster than they were moving through space, something never contemplated as being possible before leaving Earth space so long ago, the captain looked up and it dawned on him that it is the year 2012, technically it is decades before the Future will even be conceived of let alone departing Earth space on their fateful journey across time and space.

Laurel sensed the daydream like state emanating from the captain and she looked at him and he caught her glance and cleared his mind and went back to verifying their trajectory and velocity and Laurel smiled and looked at Jake eliciting a grin from him in response without him looking away from his displays.

"You think it humanizes him to know he's amused by his ship's astounding history and capabilities?" Jake thought.

"Yeah. I like knowing he still has an imagination and can have dreamy thoughts for no real reason like the rest of us."

"Just don't go telling anyone that you caught him like that. He won't like you sharing his inner thoughts or whatever with other people."

"Yeah, you're right about that."

There was a tone heard from the communications station and the communication officer answered the alert then looked at the captain.

"Captain Alexan sir, there is a call for you from main engineering. It's lieutenant commander Titus asking for secure communication with your for just a moment."

The captain tapped his cranial transceiver active then he looked at the communication station.

"Put him through."

The communications officer enabled a transfer protocol that converted the incoming signal to a secure transmission that the captain's transceiver locked onto immediately with a slight tone to indicate a connection was established.

"This is Alexan, what's going on down there Titus?"

"I'm sorry to contact you in this manner captain, but we're experiencing an issue with the core synchronizer module and the AI is unable to compensate for the increasing instability building up within the system."

"So shut the damn thing down and get a diagnostic team down to the synchronizer bank to see what the problem is."

"I thought about doing that but the AI thinks doing that might lead to an instant buildup in the control crystals. The instability is occurring right at the alien to Human technology interface. There's the possibility of the interface nodes exploding violently if the instability isn't isolated first. You know the kind of energy we're talking about here, it could turn real ugly if that happens."

"So what can I do to help? It sounds like you have a serious problem on your hands."

"I was hoping you could send the adjutants down here to give us a hand. I know they haven't been through their engineering readiness training yet, but they have some unique skills that might prove useful in this circumstance."

"I'll send 'em right down. Are we in any danger at the moment?"

"No, but I don't recommend changing the core settings until we get this figured out."

"So don't speed up or slow down or do anything else that would result in a substantial change in power demand?"

"Yes sir, that's pretty much it. If we draw close to our destination before we get this worked out I would suggest overshooting the Bocana system. We can always make a u-turn later and go back."

"Understood. I'm sending my best down. If things get worse I want you to initiate an emergency energy dump into dimension four three one as outlined in the emergency procedure protocol. Maybe you should heat up the fusion reactors before you do that so we don't lose the lights if you have to perform the energy dump."

"Yes sir, I'll make sure that's done right away."

"Good enough, Alexan out."

The captain tapped his transceiver inactive then pushed his displays aside and stood up and he looked at Laurel and Jake to find them already staring at him with a concerned look on their faces.

"I assume you caught the content of the conversation?"

"Yes sir," Laurel replied as she stood up and side stepped away from the science station. "There's something going on down in main engineering that our presence has been requested to assist with a solution to."

"That sums it up in a nut shell. Report to lieutenant commander Titus for further instructions¦you and Jake both."

Jake slowly stood up as he looked at the captain then he looked at his station as he enacted the sign out protocol and placed his palm on the hand outline and then he looked at the captain he slowly stood up straight.

"Sir, Laurel is better at complex engineering problem solving than I am. If you don't mind me asking, why has lieutenant commander Titus requested both of us?"

"Because together you are far stronger. Titus understands your paring and how you two work. Please don't keep him waiting."

"Aye sir."

Jake looked back at Laurel and she quickly singed herself out and the pair headed for the exit, offering a friendly grin in passing as they walked by the captain. They stepped out into the corridor once the door slid open and they stopped briefly to allow the door to close behind them then Laurel walked across the corridor to the nearest com panel and she touched it, causing it to glow to life.

"Future, what the heck is going on down in engineering? We haven't even completed the required training to work down there so it must be dire."

"Your assumption is correct. Please activate your cranial transceivers and I will inform you in route. Time is of the essence, so please keep moving."

Laurel and Jake simultaneously activated their transceivers and then continued toward the transport compartment as the AI communicated with them on an encrypted high band deep subspace frequency.

"There is an unusual and unprecedented arrant signal buildup within the synchronizer module. It is increasing in amplitude every third of a second and the system was never designed to compensate for that kind of buildup. The chief engineer is frankly a little out of his league in trying to deal with this type of problem since the negative matter core technology is so new to the Human race. He has studied the technology extensively but he is still ill prepared for this sort of eventuality. What is transpiring should be impossible, but the detected data is irrefutable. If a solution is not realized soon the buildup will reach critical levels resulting in a devastating explosion that will surely cripple the ship from within."

"That doesn't sound good," Laurel said as she and Jake stepped up onto the transport platform. "Is there a chance of a breach from the negative matter core?"

"Negative. When the control systems go offline there will be an emergency energy dump and the negative matter will be funneled back into its native realm. The whole process will take a fraction of second to complete. There will be a momentary power hiccup as demand is taken over by the onboard fusion reactors though the local backup reserve cells will make the hiccup unnoticeable for the most part. The shield will drop completely as the negative matter core scrambles and the antigravity reactors kick in resulting in a fresh but much weaker shield envelope developing. The super heavy element reactors will engage in an instant to create negative drag in order to slow the ship to a halt safely though the momentary exposure to hyper space tidal forces will have unknown ill side effects on the ship and biological matter aboard, including people. It is imperative that a solution be reached before a critical system failure occurs for that very reason."

"It sounds really complex and ugly if we fail to provide a solution in a timely manner," Jake said. "We'll do our best but we need to figure out how this kind of catastrophic error occurred in the first place."

"I agree. The precise location of the buildup does not have any sensors I can access to aid in that investigative analysis. I cannot postulate a solution as the technological interface is an unfamiliar element to me just as much as it is to all of you."

"You have no experience or reference material to base an idea on for a solution."

"Precisely. Please transport to the engineering deck and seek out lieutenant commander Titus. He truly needs your help with this matter before things get out of hand."

Jake turned and looked at the free floating map and he reached toward the indicator for the engineering deck when he paused and looked up for a moment.

"Just in case this gets bad, you better suggest that Titus have all unnecessary personnel evacuated from the module area."

"I will do that."

Jake reached out and touched the indicator for the engineering deck and it took a few seconds for ht indicator to turn from red meaning the transport platform on the engineering deck was in use, to green then transport commenced. They felt the compression field increase in strength and then in a bright blue flash of light they disappeared.

When Laurel and Laurel and Jake appeared in the main engineering space there was a flurry of activity going on and a master alarm was sounding. They stepped down and looked around at the visible displays and they could see several key systems highlighted in red and flashing in red were large lettered words that said 'imminent overload condition building'. The words were flashing over and over and Laurel looked at Jake with a desperately sad expression on her face.

"This technology is so far beyond us something like this was inevitable." She thought.

"I'm kind of surprised it took this long for a catastrophic problem to arise to tell you the truth." Jake thought in return.

They finally sow lieutenant commander Titus walking out of the auxiliary core control room and they walked over to him and he looked relieved when he saw Laurel and Jake.

"Adjutants Kade and Myers reporting as ordered sir," Laurel reported as she and Jake saluted.

Lieutenant commander Titus returned the salute then looked up briefly.

"Future, please mute the alarm. We know we're in trouble here."

"Understood."

A moment later the alarm fell silent and Titus waved for Laurel and Jake to follow him and he headed straight to the negative matter core control room. They were relieved when they stepped into the space to find the entire crew calmly and efficiently going about their tasks without panicking. They walked up behind the row of seats that curved around the circumference of the core's spherical shape. They walked down the line and examined the readings on all of the displays until they reached the final stage readings that were all in red and the station was completely locked out to prevent a change in conditional settings resulting in a spike in the arrant signal building up within the synchronizer module assembly. Laurel and Jake studied the readings while shaking their heads at the same time.

"That¦just shouldn't be possible." Laurel said softly.

"Yeah, you see the harmonic signature?" Titus asked. "I've never seen anything like that. It's like the whole Human alien interface is just¦vibrating at an ever increasing frequency. It shouldn't be doing that but the data says it's happening anyways. I'm sure the signal at the source is a hundred times what we're reading in the adjacent systems that have actual sensors capable of detecting the signal. You two have any clever ideas for what we should do?"

"Just¦let me think for a minute¦" Laurel replied softly as she rubbed her chin. "we can't dump the energy¦we can't isolate the area experiencing buildup¦the alien side is carver crystalline based, the Human side is electrolytic panel and submicron processor infused hyper alloy composite¦" Laurel looked at Jake. "Help me out here Jake."

Jake nodded and then stood erect and closed his eyes as he cleared his mind and allowed Laurel to utilize his mind for increased computing ability and within seconds Laurel was able to formulate some plausible ideas. She closed her eyes as she worked things out in her mind as it utilized Jake's to increasing thinking efficiency and a final diea came to her and she looked at Titus.

"Okay, I think I have an idea but¦it's going to take an input from Jake and I to enact it. We're going to need a few carver crystal embedded power interface trays. Jake and I will go down and see which specific exiting trays are acting up and we'll replace those."

"You can take the interface modules offline like that while they're energized. The raw power will flood the space with ionizing radiation and enough static energy to cook the skin right off a person's bones. You would be killed instantly."

"Ordinarily that would be true. We're going to act as the conduit for the energy and signal exchange while the tray or trays are swapped out."

"How do you even know you can do that? You're talking about an impossibly complex exchange of raw energy and control signals."

"I can't explain how I know we can do it¦I just know we can¦for a short period of time anyways. I wouldn't want to try and this for more than a few seconds at a time, but it should eliminate the arrant signal and restore control of the primary control systems without triggering the core to go into scram mode."

Laurel looked at the display at the workstation they were standing next to and called out to the AI.

"Future, how long do we have until the buildup reaches critical overload?"

"Best estimate would be fourty minutes at most. We have already passed the Bocana system in order to avoid altering the demand on the negative matter core. If a worst case scenario should occur however, we cannot possibly get far enough away from nearby star systems including the Bocana system to avoid collateral damage of unimaginable intensity. It is safe to say billions will die in the ensuing cosmic level conflagration."

"No pressure. We understand how destructive a breach from the core would be, especially if the reaction chamber is full of negative matter. We would destroy an entire spiral arm of the galaxy and send the galaxy into a reconfiguring period that would completely change the face of the galaxy over time, eventually affecting Earth even though it's on the opposite side of the galaxy."

"Let's just get this thing under control before that happens." Titus said.

The officer at the workstation next to them slowly turned and looked at Laurel.

"Are we really sitting next to something that destructive?"

"Yes. A single microgram of negative matter has the energy and thus destructive equivalent of a pound of antimatter. We have an open conduit funneling negative matter at a controlled rate into the reaction chamber so there are potentially ounces of the stuff accessible at any given time. If the created fissure used to extract the negative matter isn't closed properly during a catastrophic event a runaway event could ensue that would annihilate a huge region of space and space-time. It's a little hard to imagine just how destructive the resultant explosion would be. Think of ten super massive stars collapsing at the same time in one region of space. You just can't predict the level of distortions that would be initiated."

"Good heavens! That is totally frightening."

"Don't be afraid of it; just respect it for what it is and what it can do if mishandled."

"Yeah, I get it."

"What can we do to help you do what you have to do?" Titus asked with a sense of urgency in his tone.

"Evacuate deck twenty if you haven't already and have the AI retrieve and deliver the crystalline interface tray to the synchronizer module area."

"How will you know which of the dozens of synchronizer elements is faulty?" The officer at the workstation asked in a quiet voice.

"That's going to be a little tricky since there aren't any sensor elements on the trays. We're going to have to use handheld scanners to try to detect the areas of highest recognizable unwanted signal. I can see the signal characteristics on the display there so I know what to look for."

"You think that's exactly what the signal is going to look like at its point of origin? That is a harmonic reflection of the true signal after all."

"I'm sure the point of origin signal will look slightly different, but it should carry the characteristics we're seeing right there."

She nodded and turned back to her station display and Laurel looked at Jake.

"Let's get down there so we can get to work opening the synchronizer module casing. We're going to need some impact ratchets and a couple magnetic handles to attach to the covers so we can lift 'em out of place once they're detached."

Jake nodded and they turned and faced lieutenant commander Titus.

"I'll have what you need sent down to you. The deck has been evacuated so you will be on your own once you get down there. The personnel evacuated using the transport system just before you arrived."

"We'll be fine. Just¦don't send anyone down there no matter what you hear or detect. The radiation and raw energy floating in the air will be lethal to anyone venturing down there once we remove the first tray."

"I sure hope you two know what you're doing," Titus said. "The conditions you're going to be exposing yourselves to are far beyond anything a Human can ordinarily withstand for more than a few seconds, and you're going to be exposed for a good long time."

"We have extremely advanced healing abilities and immunal response along with self protecting abilities that will kick in as soon as a threat is sensed. The later being an involuntary response to stimuli, like blinking when something comes toward your eye. Your body reacts to protect a sensitive area; our protective ability does the same thing."

"Are you saying you can create a force field to protect yourself?"

"It's more like a neutralizing field¦in the short term anyways. We'll know when the counter force is becoming overwhelmed or our ability to maintain the affect is weakening to the point we're in danger. If and or when that happens, we'll evacuate the space after initiating an emergency shutdown."

"If you do that the whole works is going to explode. You won't survive ground zero exposure to that kind of event."

"You'd be surprised what we can withstand if it comes down to it."

"You understand that kind of explosion on deck twenty will cripple the entire ship?"

"Yes sir. We're going to do everything in our power to insure it doesn't go down like that."

"Very well. I'm sorry to be putting you in such a high risk dangerous position but you two are the only ones smart enough and capable enough to rectify this situation."

"We understand sir. If we do nothing, things will definitely turn bad. We're fine being asked to do this. We're kind of used to doing risky stuff from time to time."

"I can certainly see why the captain insists on having you two around."

"Yes sir. We're his good luck charms."

"He calls you his miracle workers and now I know what he means."

Laurel smiled and then took Jake's hand the pair headed toward the exit. They walked across the engineering space and stepped into the service access stairwell cavity and began climbing straight down hand over hand until they reached the sealed pressure door at deck 21. Laurel held the rung with one hand as she slapped her hand on the palm scanner. Green light spilled around her hand as her palm was scanned and permission was granted to proceed resulting in the Pressure door latching bolts retracting noisily into the walls of the cavity and then the pressure door scissored open and they climbed down through the narrower portion of the access tube until they reached the deck 20 pressure door. Laurel once again slapped her hand on the palm scanner resulting in an override acceptance and the pressure door locks clanked open and the pressure door scissored open just as the deck 21 pressure door had. They climbed to the bottom of the cavity where yet another pressure door was sealed and Laurel stepped onto the pressure door and reached out and twisted the handle of the deck 20 access door and then pushed it open and she stepped into the enormous space and Jake climbed down and followed right behind her then sealed the door to isolate the space as best as possible should a catastrophe ensue.

They looked around briefly to get their bearings as the space had been dramatically altered from the original layout when the negative matter core and hybrid systems were installed at the Farqua station. Laurel noticed a cart with 2 toolboxes on the top shelf and diagnostic analyzers on the bottom shelf. She pointed and Jake nodded. They proceeded to walk toward the cart as Jake pondered the complexity of the task at hand.

"Babe, you think we should open all these shield panels. There are an awful lot of synchronizer trays to examine."

"No. I think we can sense where the problem lies. I'm guessing it's in the primary module down there at the end. It's the closest point to the Human technology interface which is far more likely to be at the root of the whole problem as opposed to the elder race provided components."

"That makes sense. What would they have done if this came up without us around to provide this kind of technical support and advice?"

"I don't know. I guess they would've initiated emergency procedures and abandoned any hope of resolving the fundamental cause of the error."

"I like feeling so valuable in a crisis but¦holy crap that's a scary thought. This entire deck would've been blown apart along with most of the adjacent decks above and below."

"I know. I'm trying not to think about how bad it would've been. This kind of fatal error just shouldn't be happening. There are multiple redundant systems designed to compensate for this sort of thing and those systems have redundant backups."

"You think we could've been sabotaged?"

"It would've had to of been carried out when the negative matter core was offline. It's almost always running at some level making access to these systems down here a lethal undertaking. It's pretty unlikely someone was messing around down here. The AI would've seen what someone was up to anyways and questioned them or alerted someone to what was being done to such a vital and sensitive system. It all makes me think that's a pretty unlikely scenario."

"I guess we just need to get this corrected and we can figure out what the heck happened later on."

They arrived at the tool cart and Laurel opened the 1st tool box to find the magnetic grapple handles for handling the massive shielding case panels once detached from the bulkhead and deck. Laurel then opened the other tool box and found the ratcheting wrenches and pries bars in case the panel cavers were stubborn to release their bond. Laurel nodded and then squatted down and picked up the handheld scanner and then she activated it and stood up and held it close to the panel covers as she slowly moved her hand around but she was getting next to no reading aside from indications of massive electrical energy behind the panel covers.

"There's just too much shielding in these panel covers to get meaningful readings."

"So¦you wanna try to sense the resonant signal with our heightened senses?"

"Yeah. I know we can sense energy but this kind of thing¦I just don't know if we' have that kind of sensitivity, not yet anyways."

Laurel stepped back over to the cart and set the handheld scanner down and then she faced Jake and he stepped closer and put his hands on her shoulders as he closed his eyes. Laurel closed her eyes and the two of them leaned their heads forward until their foreheads met and then they cleared their minds and then reached out to one another. They slipped into the mind of the other with usual rush of emotional energy and sympathetic heart rate synchronization for a few dozen beats of heir heart and then they adjusted to the new heightened awareness and they opened their eyes and smiled at one another with their noses almost touching.

"I never tire of how amazing and new this feels every single time we connect like this." Jake said.

"I know what you mean. You would think we would become desensitized or something but it's always shocking, surprisingly enjoyable, and just beyond explainable."

Jake pulled his had back and their looked around and the light in the room seemed brighter and the air crisper as their senses worked in overdrive with 2 brains processing sensory inputs. They stepped closer to the panel cover and they both held their right hand up and closed their eyes as they concentrated on what they were sensing. IT only took a few seconds for them to detect a hint of the arrant signal from behind the panel and Laurel opened her eyes and grinned with gratification.

"Hah! I was right. The signal is present behind this panel. Enough so we can detect it. IT must be the point of origin."

"Let's crack it open and see."

Laurel nodded and they walked back over to the cart and retrieved the magnetic handles, the ratchet wrenches and the pries bar. They then walked over to the panel cover and they attached the handles at the opposite outer edges of the panel cover then Laurel went through the wrenches until she found the one that matched the unusual hexagonal fastener heads and she placed in on the first fastener and at that second she and Jake felt a surge of energy pass seemingly right through their bodies and it momentarily blurred their vision then subsided but they were left with the feeling that they were exerting their abilities without being sure of how. It was instantly draining yet it felt amazingly good to feel so much energy flowing through them. Laurel looked at Jake before she began ratcheting the first fattener.

"You do feel that, right?"

"Of course, we're joined babe. I feel every sensation you do. It's almost like were channeling¦but it's different somehow. I don't know if that even describes it properly."

"The experience of our abilities is hard to put into words. I think our minds sensed what were about to expose ourselves to and initiated some kind of counter force to prepare for what's behind these panels when they're energized."

"I'm glad you were right about that part. If we had passed out or whatever, no one could've come down to resuscitate us."

"I know. The explosion that would've followed an emergency shutdown would incinerate us in an instant."

Laurel looked back at the fastener her wrench was locked onto and she exerted a great deal of force and the fastener creaked and began to move. She then ratcheted the fastener until it spun freely and then she moved to the next. She repeated the process until all 18 fasteners were loose. Laurel set the wrench aside and stood up straight and her and Jake grasped a handle as each side of the panel cover and pulled up and out hard and the panel cover popped and they took a stumbled step back as they lifted the 90 kilo 4' by 8' panel away from the bulkhead. They grunted as they sidestepped and set the panel down then leaned it against the next panel cover. They then stepped back and stared at the glaring light coming from the highly energized interface tray. It was hard to look at the light was so bright but they squinted and moved closer and they immediately noticed a dark region amongst all the blinding light. As Laurel began to point, her hand moving frighteningly close to the high energy field present within the tray they felt another surge fo energy wash over them in a rush and their sight dimmed momentarily but the level of exertion remained heavy making it laborious just to hold the moment.

"Whoa! That's intense." Jake uttered over the buzzing noise coming from the exposed component trays.

Laurel changed her hand posture from pointing to a flat hand and she slowly shook her head.

"I don't know if we can provide the complex synchronizing activity going on in there, especially with our protective ability taxed to the max like this."

"We have to babe. If we pull that tray without providing the control synchronization it's providing¦"

"I know¦boom!"

"I think we'll be cooked an instant before the energy fills the space around us and then begins to pressurize the air until it pops like a paper bag full of air being smacked."

Jake glanced into the bright light of the synchronization control tray and without lifting his hand he could tell there were millions of volts and thousands or amps flowing through the tray exhibiting the dark area and there were 7 trays in the exposed module cavity. He knew making a short circuit across 2 trays would surely cook a person from the inside out in an instant. He pictured a person popping like a kernel or corn exploding into with goodness as pop corn is cooked off. He swallowed hard and looked at Laurel.

"You and your imagination Jake. I can see what you're thinking about. Let's just be sure we don't touch an adjacent tray so that doesn't happen."

Laurel then looked at the cart and finally back to Jake.

"Where the heck is the tray we need?"

"We need to tell the AI which tray we need."

"Oh¦duh. There are dozens down here, aren't there?"

"Yeah, she's not going to send us one of every tray."

"Future?" Laurel called out.

"Yes Laurel, how may I be of assistance?"

"I'm pretty sure we've isolated the faulty crystal tray. It's the 2nd tray in this bay but it's so bright in there I can't read the data number on the tray."

"I will cross reference the tray configuration with the schematic diagrams in order to identify the specific tray you are indicating. I would concur with your conclusion based on the dim area within the 2nd cross circuit high amplitude oscillation control tray."

"Oscillation control¦I wasn't aware that was the primary function of this particular tray. No wonder the undesired signal migration is developing on this tray. It isn't controlling signal oscillation the way it's supposed to."

"I have identified the data number from the 2nd tray in the first bay you have exposed. We have three of them in isolated storage. It was always assumed battle damage could result in a damaged tray requiring replacement at some point. The tray is on its way, ETA three minutes. May I inquire if you two are feeling alright?"

"We feel fine if not a little fatigued with the level of ability exertion we're sustaining. Why do you ask?"

"The radiation level has reached lethal levels and it continues to rise. The very air is becoming so charged I have reduced the oxygen level and increased the helium level to make the air less combustion conducive."

"Our breathing isn't labored and we aren't feeling any radiation affects yet," Laurel said. "I think we're creating a neutralizing field that is dissipating the radiation for the time being."

"I am not detecting such a field nor have I heard of such a thing being possible."

"We aren't dead so¦"

"Your bio monitors are detailing some very interesting though not alarming readings so I would concur. You must be doing something my sensors in that section are incapable of detecting."

"Is the radiation reaching the adjacent decks?" Jake asked.

"Negative. There is a tremendous amount of shielding in the lower engineering levels since the van allen reactor formally resided in that area."

"Good. I don't know how long we can protect ourselves like this. It's taking a lot of exertion and we can feel that it's increasing in intensity by the minute. Eventually it's going to take more energy than we can produce¦while conscious anyways."

"If you lose consciousness I cannot send anyone to help you. They would be killed almost as soon as they entered the space. The fact you are not exhibiting boils and burns on your exposed skin is remarkable given how close you are to such an intense source of heat, radiation, and raw electrical energy."

"Oh we can feel the heat alright. It is freaky to feel something so hot this close yet we aren't sweating or feeling actual burns forming. We just sense that it's extremely hot in there."

"I would postulate you are doing more than countering the radiation. Thermal energy is more difficult to counter while experiencing point blank exposure."

"If you say so."

"Your bio monitors are registering some very peculiar blood chemistry readings. I believe your bodies are producing active radiation counter measures the likes of which inoculations are normally required to achieve. Your endorphin and epinephrine levels are extremely high as well, I believe in response to your heightened neural activity and the altered air properties in the space you are occupying. I am still trying to lower the chance of a flash fire due to the heat and increased electrical energy by altering the constituent properties of the air even further. I am doing my best to keep the air breathable enough to allow you to remain conscious while lowering the risk of a static fire."

"We appreciate that."

"The crystal tray should be arriving momentarily." The AI reported.

"Good," Laurel said in an almost labored breathy voice. "It's getting more difficult by the second to maintain this level of output while concentrating on the task at hand."

Laurel slowly knelt down onto her knees as she stared into the blinding bright light spilling from the exposed module bay. She then started concentrating on what she could sense more than see and she found her mind drifting into a deeper and more profound state of sense processing until the light started to make sense and in her mind's eye she could make out the pathways the energy was forming until she could sense the individual electrons flowing like a river, snaking through the individual crystals in fascinating patterns, each being a slightly different color and width and then the flow slowed to a crawl as if time was altered so she could examine every pathway and every electron of energy circulating in and out of the individual crystals. The patterns were elegant and sophisticated but Laurel realized she had achieved a level of perception that would allow her to control the flow of energy now that it was moving so slow she could make out exactly where and how the energy was supposed to flow aside from one area that her attention slowly drifted down the complex tray of crystals to where there was no energy, resulting in a cold empty feeling where it was dark. She realized she was sensing the exact point of operational failure from the oscillation control crystals.

Laurel allowed her mind to map and follow the slow moving ribbons of energy to get a clearer mental map of what she was going to have to mimic with her mental control once the actual tray was removed to be replaced. She could tell there was a tremendous amount of raw energy passing through the circuit paths but at the slowed rate she was perceiving the flow to be at, she knew she could precisely control the complex signal and power flow. The tray finally arrived being carried by a servo drone and Jake went to reach for the tray, only then realizing how strained his mind and body were. The level of exertion and mental load as Laurel used his mind and channeled his abilities simultaneously. He grasped the tray as he stood up straight to avoid letting the tray touch the deck as he assumed the weight load as the servo drone slowly eased the weight into his hands. The tray weighed 22 kilos which surprised Jake but it was well within his ability to handle as long as he moved in a slow measured fashion.

Once Jake had the whole weight in his grasp he slowly spun around and gently set the tray on the deck and leaned it against the panel cover they had removed and set aside. He then stepped over to Laurel and looked into the brightly glowing crystal tray bay and he was only able to partially sense what Laurel was doing mentally. They were joined but holding a tremendous load separately resulting in a sluggish pass of sensory information and a mental separation to hold the moment without overloading the brain completely. He thought about reaching out to Laurel but he didn't want to break her concentration which he was able to sense was extremely focused and deep, far beyond the normal visual spectrum. She was sensing things from the third eye perspective whilst hoding the protective effect in check.

After a few moments of hesitation, Jake slowly reached out and physically touched Laurel's shoulder and she never looked away from the crystal trays which Jake was pretty sure she wasn't truly seeing with her eyes anymore. Laurel simply, slowly, carefully raised her hand with her index finger pointing straight up and she held her posture as she slowly processed the world around her while maintaining the extreme level of concentration necessary to perceive the energy patterns within the trays before her. Laurel finally changed her pointing gesture to one aiming into the exposed bay and Jake was sure she meant she had the energy patterns mentally mapped and she was ready to serve as the guide or conduit while Jake changed out the faulty tray. He knew he had to be quick, but very careful about how he handled the energized tray. He glanced into Laurel's alluring face as he bent down next to her and the bright glow from the open compartment highlighted and accented her astonishing features like a true Laurel posed before the lord's glorious glow.

Jake looked away with hardly enough mental faculty left to contemplate his beautiful girlfriend as he reached over and grasped the edge of the frame of the tray so as to avoid contacting any of the hundreds of bizarre components on the tray, most of which were very specific precisely faceted crystals of various sizes and when not energized, various color hues. Jake lifted the tray so it was right in front of him and he gently leaned it against the edge of the exposed tray compartment then he took a deep breath and stood up bent over and began to reach into the hot compartment and he could just make out the securing clamps at the top and bottom of the tray. He reached down and snapped the bottom clamp open the he reached up and snapped the upper clamp open. He then squatted down to prepare for the weight and possible strange sensation as he grasped the energized tray.

Jake decided to get it over with quickly and he pinched the edge of the tray and in an instant he felt a surge of protective energy swell in him then rush down his arms feeling like warm liquid drizzling down an ice cold arm, running around his arms following the path of his nerves. In an instant he realized his body was instinctively protecting his fingers from the intense electrical and thermal energy he was now in physical contact with, but he didn't think he should hesitate any longer than necessary in case he wasn't able to stave off the damage for more than a few seconds. He yanked on the tray and it separated from its contact points deep within the slot it rested within and he expected a popping or electrical arcing, but the tray simply went dark and he carefully slid it out then lifted it once he was able to tilt it up enough to get his hand under it and he grunted as he lifted the tray clear and out. He pulled the tray far enough out so he could lie it down and then he shoved it aside and moved back in and grasped the new tray, only then noticing the peculiar ribbons of energy flowing within the empty socket. It dawned on him that Laurel was providing measured conduits to keep the energy and control signals operating as they needed to be despite an entire control assembly being missing

He didn't have to contemplate how impossibly complex the task was since he knew Laurel would only be able to hold this level of incredible control for a few seconds. Jake lifted the tray and rolled it onto its side then began to guide it into the slot being careful not to touch anything in the exposed bay. He felt the tray hit the back of the slot and he knew he needed to lift it perfectly parallel for it to engage in the contact socket at the back of the slot and he grit his teeth as he ushered enough strength in his fingers to pinch the edge of the heavy tray and from the front, lift the back so it was perfectly level then it finally slid into the contact slot and the tray instantly glowed to life from front to back in a wave like fashion until the whole tray was aglow with blinding light that was pulsing from a few areas from what he could make out. Jake then snapped the securing clamp at the top corner closed, then the bottom one and then he sighed and leaned back. Jake then gently touched Laurel's shoulder.

"That's it babe¦job's done, you can let go."

Laurel let the image in her mind blur, then fade away as she closed her eyes and felt a heavy wave wash over her as she became aware of the extreme level of neural activity she was managing. He head was left reeling and he senses confused for a moment then the level of exertion decreased and her mind began to clear a little as she breathed deep and fast to get enough oxygen to her heart and brain. Jake started to sense Laurel more distinctly and he realized their connection was remerging to a combined level of activity and awareness and only then did Jake sense the headache in Laurel and in an instant he realized the level of exertion she had achieved was in fact doing brain damage that she could feel, and now he could feel too. He wondered if she was facilitating or carrying the energy she was controlling and Laurel looked at him as she opened her eyes.

"If I had guided that much raw energy into my body, I would dead. I was just reproducing the guiding influence the tray usually does. I think¦it seemed like¦I don't want to sound conceited or anything but I think I slowed time down like Korica does but in a much more complex and sophisticated way. My abilities might have finally surpassed hers."

"Yeah but don' forget she was slowing time to allow a meaningful long conversation through the chair of knowledge when she was like ten. Not to diminish what you just did but she's been training and possesses the body of a fifteen year old Draximan. I think she might surprise us both by what she can manifest now."

"Yeah, you're probably right. She is going to create a spacetime vortex in a couple months. I guess that's way beyond what I can do."

"I don't know if we could ever train enough to do that kind of thing. That's some nexus level stuff."

"Ya' know¦"

"You don't feel very good. Let's get this panel cover on and we'll get you to the med deck so you can get looked at."

"I just¦I need some sleep¦lots of sleep."

"I know, me too. Come on beautiful, let's get you up off this cold deck."

Laurel looked around and only then noticed that she had slumped her legs to the side and she was practically sitting on her bottom with her ankles lying out to the sides almost behind her. Jake stood up and then reached his hand down and Laurel placed her hand in his and he pulled her straight up until her feet were under her. They then stepped over to the cover panel and they each grasped a magnetic handle and the lifted the monstrosity of a heavy panel and walked it over to the open bay and maneuvered it into place then set it on the deck and allowed the top to rock back until it met the bulkhead then Jake gave a solid kick to the bottom and the whole cover clanked into place. Jake then nodded as he stepped to the middle of the panel and pushed with flat hands and Laurel retrieved the ratcheting wrench and began tightening the 18 fasteners around the periphery of the cover, with the last sealing the bay completely and their protective ability faded in intensity significantly, leaving them feeling dizzy as their neural activity began to decline.

They stood motionless for a few minutes as they tried to collect their thoughts and senses until the AI's voice echoed into the space.

"You have succeeded magnificently. The arrant signal is gone and the energy build up within adjacent systems is being redirected and absorbed by the redundant safety buffers and the radiation and static energy levels in the space you are occupying is dropping to levels safe enough for short term exposure without lasting consequence. You have achieved a repair that simply could not have been diagnosed, isolated and repaired in any other way. You have stopped a runaway event that would have destroyed a good portion of the lower engineering levels."

"I'm glad we were here to mitigate such a catastrophic fault," Laurel said. "I think¦we may have taxed ourselves¦or at least I did, beyond anything we've ever done before. My head really hurts."

"That is a bad symptom Laurel. Please head straight to the aft trauma ward. I will have the desmian scanners prepared for your arrival so I can get a detailed read on what is happing. I know you prefer me act as your physician and practitioner, so I will not have a Human presence called for, though I will be informing the chief medical officer as to what is being done and observed."

"No live feed, right?"

"Negative. I understand your feelings about what is revealed during a full body scan and the uncomfortable feeling you have about the chief medical officer."

"Thank you Future. I don't mean to be a big baby about if but¦"

"Think nothing of it Laurel. You feel the way you feel and no one can fault you for that. I will inform the captain that you have averted the catastrophic event building in the engineering systems. He will want to turn about and head back to the Bocana system."

"How far did we overshoot the system?" Jake asked.

"Five pint eight light years as of this moment."

"Will you do me a favor and have the captain bring us to a dead stop so we can run a level one diagnostic on the control systems?" Laurel asked. "I just want to make sure nothing was damaged and this type of problem isn't going to arise once we're in the Bocana system where we're going to be engaging hostiles."

"That is very sound advice. I will impress the importance of taking such measures before pressing on."

"You might want to have him switch to gravity induced shielding and take the negative matter core completely offline so the diagnostic can be run on every single engineering system." Jake added.

"A shipwide indepth level one diagnostic will take several hours to complete including analysis of the resultant data. I will however recommend we take the time to do the diagnostic thoroughly and completely."

"You might want to have that crystal tray dissected to find out how such a catastrophic failure of otherwise dependable technology occurred."

"I appreciate the advice. I was already planning on doing that."

Laurel and Jake finally felt their protective energy fade away completely and only then did they realize how much the recent activity had taken out of them. They were exhausted and fatigued like they had never felt before. They took a moment and separated into their own minds and then slowly headed across the space, leaving the mess behind them for the AI to have the servo drones see to. They reached the access ladder passage and Jake put his hand on Laurel's shoulder.

"Wait babe. Rather than climb up five decks, why don't we head to the emergency escape tube? There's no gravity in there so we can just float up to deck one hundred thirty and then step out into the triage ward."

"Yeah but the transport system is way faster. It's going to take like twenty minutes to float that far. We aren't supposed to use the emergency tubes to get around the ship either. Any contaminants we carry in there can't be dealt with by the servo drones. You know they can't operate in zero gravity."

"I'm just concerned about how tired we are. That kicked the crap out of us."

"I know. It's only five decks, we should be alright."

Jake nodded and Laurel had her palm scanned and the access door unlocked and she opened it and stepped in and looked up as Jake stepped into the tight space right beside her. They both stared up expectantly wondering why the access hatch was still sealed since the radiation and electromagnetic levels were now at safe levels. After a few moments the access hatch 1 deck above their heads scissored open and then they could the next, and the next scissor open in succession. The access hatches scissored open deck by deck until they could see to the end of their visual ability without concentrating hard to resolve more distant detail. Laurel grasped the handrail and took a deep breath then placed her right foot on the lowest bar and she began climbing and Jake waited till she was clear then looked up at her glorious bottom as she climbed every higher and Laurel stopped and looked back and down at him.

"Thanks, but does your mind ever go anywhere but there?"

"I can't help it Laurel. You're feeakin gorgeous and it's right there practically swinging in my face. I know what that sweet little ass looks like with noting on it and it makes my mind race."

"Jake! Don't be so crude! I think I appreciate how much you appreciate my figure until you put it like that."

"Sorry."

Laurel smiled once she was looking up again and then she pressed on knowing Jake would feel that she didn't like his language but she liked how he felt about looking at her since she felt the same way when she caught sight of his rump at odd times. They climbed up to deck 25 and unsealed the deck access door and stepped out onto the busy 2nd level engineering deck. They looked around to take in the situation and crew seemed very calm and focused, most sitting or standing at their stations going about their duties except for a few roamers that were meandering from station to station taking visual note of certain readings that they were recording on a digital data pad that centralized and categorized their inspection readings to deliver a concise overview of operational characteristics in a glance in one place. Laurel reached out slightly to try and sense where lieutenant commander Titus was and she sensed his presence but the effort delivered a twinge of sharp pain deep in her head that Jake unfortunately shared in making him squint in pain.

"We need to find him fast and report in so we can get to the triage ward. I don't know what we did but we're in bad shape."

Laurel refrained from nodding knowing it would hurt so she just headed in the direction they senses the chief engineer. They walked around the spherical negative matter shielding dome and they final found the lieutenant commander leaning over the shoulder of one of the science engineers working his particular duty station. The lieutenant commander looked across the front of the 4 officers in line of sight along the row of officers that sat facing their workstations and Titus couldn't help but smile at how completely jaw dropping Laurel was even if she was just a youngster in his view. Titus stood up straight and pat the shoulder of the officer he was assisting as Laurel and Jake stepped up to him.

"Excuse how this might sound but, what are you two doing here? The AI said you were heading up to the aft medical ward to get looked at. Something about overdoing it leading to discomfort something like a major head injury would cause."

"Yes sir," Laurel reported. "We wanted to make sure things had stabilized before we do that."

"Yeah, see for yourselves. The arrant signal is gone and the buildup is being dissipated by the isolated capacitive collector elements. The ship is out of danger thanks to you two."

"That's good news sir. I'm just glad we were aboard so we could do what we did."

"If we hadn't of been here the ship would've experienced a traumatic explosion and then it would have had to limp home for repairs, probably taking several days to get there." Jake added.

"I can't thank you two enough for helping us avert that tragedy. I'm dying to find out how such a thing was able to develop in the first place."

"This ship has been through a few rough incidents since the elder race upgrades were installed sir. Maybe something got banged around and it was just waiting for the right conditions to fail completely."

"I suppose that's possible. You two did pilot this thing deep into the atmosphere of a gas giant to retrieve those¦Tridodols and then you had to eject yourselves to the surface using an inverse gravitational pulse that the inertial damping system wasn't able to compensate for completely¦among other harsh experiences including decades in that bizarre anti time region and the hit we took when the shield wasn't brought to full envelope fast enough."

"Yes sir¦." Laurel's legs quivered then she fell to one knee and Titus lunged to catch her but Jake was faster and she put up one hand as she put her other flat on the deck to keep her balance. "I'm fine. I just¦my strength is fading is all. We need to get up to the trauma ward so we can lie down at the very least."

"I'm really sorry I had to ask so much of you kids."

Titus stepped forward and bent down and as Laurel was slowly standing up, he scooped her off her feet surprising her and she put her arm around his neck and looked into his clean shaven face and only then noticed that he had a remarkably smooth complexion despite his age, suggesting he had remarkable health characteristics.

"Pardon my forwardness adjutant, but Jake is in no condition to carry you down to the transport platform and you're in no condition to make the walk. I hope you won't balk at the assist."

"Ordinarily¦I'm on the verge of collapse sir. Thank you for your help."

Titus turned and looked at the rather burly male officer at the workstation right next to them.

"Garshon, carry adjutant Myers to the transport platform will ya'?"

"Aye sir." Army sergeant transfer Garshon replied as he quickly popped to his feet.

Jake took a timid step back and put his right hand up.

"Oh you really don't¦"

"Jake don't be stubborn or shy," Laurel said in a small voice that worried Jake. "Let the man carry you to the transport platform. You're just as tired as me and I know I would've struggled to make the walk. You're going to sap more energy from me if you try to walk the distance so¦"

"Alright hun. I won't argue the point."

Garshon stepped up to Jake and easily scooped him off his feet and the 2 men carried the worn out couple around the curving deck that followed the shape of the negative matter primary reaction chamber until they reached on of the dozens of level access stairs and they climbed down to deck 23 and then back around the deck to the transport platform and the men set the wary pair on their feet and then stepped back as Laurel and Jake stepped up onto the platform and the free floating map appeared. Laurel looked at Titus and she instantly sensed that he liked the way Laurel smelled up close. Laurel was pleased that her choice of natural extract essential essences was subtle but pleasing when scented up close.

"Thank you sir. We're looking forward to serving on your engineering team."

"Trust me, not as much as I'm looking forward to having you on my team. I today is an example of your performances, we need you two around. There's still a lot about these advanced systems that's a little over our heads for the time being."

"We're going to learn everything we can so we can help with that very issue sir." Jake said. "I think the elder race knew Laurel and I would be instrumental in figuring out some of the more complex aspects and passing that knowledge on was expected of us in trade for installing such radically advanced technology that is eons beyond what we had discovered on our own as a species."

"Well it's good you two are so brilliant and all, but it would've helped if they had left better instruction manuals to go along with the upgrades." Sergeant Garshon said half jokingly."

"I know what you mean," Laurel said. "The data in new data core is organized in a really bizarre manner making it difficult to find precise explanations and schematics at one time in one place."

"Sir," Jake started. "Do you know when our readiness training is going to begin?"

"The captain has a few more special missions in mind for you two then¦I'm just as anxious to get you two integrated into my team as anyone. We have to be patient. As the captain put it, we have to share the precious resource you two represent. I'm next in line but I don't know how long it's going to be."

"We weren't even aware he had special missions in mind for us."

"Well you didn't hear it from me. The only reason I mention it is because you two actually have higher clearance than I do so it's not information you are restricted from having knowledge of."

Laurel glanced at sergeant Garshon and Titus looked at him and smacked his back in a friendly manner.

"Sarge here was with scientific army intelligence before transferring to the civilian corps."

"Interesting¦"Laurel said then closed her eyes and scrunched her face up in concentration as he legs quivered and she fought to remain standing upright.

"You two get out of here before we have to carry you all the way to the trauma ward."

"Aye eye sir." Jake relied then touched the indicator for the deck 135 medical wards.

There was a momentary delay then in a bright blue flash of light, Laurel and Jake disappeared and Garshon stared at the empty platform for a moment then he looked at Titus and grinned.

"Crap all mighty, that is one beautiful little woman. The good lord got the mix right with that one huh?"

"No kidding sarge. She's just a kid but holy shit is she gunna make some heads spin when she gets a little older¦not that she doesn't do that already."

"I hope that handsome young man of hers carries a big stick when that time comes around."

"From what I understand, he can reach out and slap your mug into the mud without physically touching you even at this age. Give him another couple years and some training and practice¦his goddess there has nothing to worry about nor does he."

"Did you see the twinkle in that girl's eye when she looked at him too? She is completely enamored with him."

"He has the same gleam in his eye when he looks at his girl and sees that heavenly spirit looking back at him. What a sweetheart that one is too. No stuck up 'I am beautiful so you are beneath me' crap as you might expect from someone that shockingly beautiful."

"Yeah," Garshon said as he spun around but continued to look at Titus. "Kind of refreshing huh?"

"It just makes her all that much more likable when she's so humble and personable."

"I like her man too. He seems like a smart, focused, well adjusted young man despite the shit they've been through according to the post stasis brief."

Titus nodded knowing sergeant Garshon was privy to and speaking of the fact that Jake had to do some pretty nasty things when exacting the rescue of the hundred or so girls that were in captivity with, at the time, little Korica Prentor. That sort of near battle conditions normally changes a person in ways the sergeant was all too familiar with in his previous line of service. He had been altered to serve in his present role through neural suggestive reconditioning and through the indoctrination training also introduced through the stasis chambers neural connection systems but he retained his former life memories.

The two men headed back their duties while Laurel and Jake appeared on deck 135 and found one of the larger servo drones waiting a few feet from the transport platform with 2 hover gurneys clamped in its Human looking hands.

"The readings from your bio monitors are alarming," The AI's soothing mother toned voice rang out from the nearby com panels. "Please lie down on the gurneys so I can have you safely moved to the trauma wards where the desmian scanners are warmed up and waiting."

Laurel thought about arguing that she would rather walk, but she was so exhausted and her head throbbing so badly that she opted to take the assist without putting up a fuss. She and Jake stepped down from the platform and walked over to the gurneys and sat down then swung their legs up on the gurney and then scooted down to get comfortable and the servo drone pulled a thin blanket from the foot of the gurney up over them to their necks and then moved to their heads and gently stroked both of their heads a few times with its warm hands that truly felt Human and thus eerily reassuring.

"I want to express my gratitude for the extraordinary feat of pure intellect and ability you two exhibited preventing a catastrophic destructive event that likely would have cost many lives not to mention the damage that would have been inflicted across multiple decks throughout the engineering levels. I regret that it came at such a high cost."

Now Laurel and Jake understood that the AI was directing the servo drones actions making the interaction even more humanizing now that physical contact was being conducted.

"It's alright Future. Thank you for the recognition but it's just what we do."

"That makes your efforts that much more poignant. You do not do these things for recognition or glory. You do them because you can and they are the right thing to do."

Laurel smiled softly and the servo drone put a hand on each gurney and began guiding them down the extremely wide corridor until they reached the 3rd entryway that was somewhat larger than most. The servo drone stopped and angled the gurneys so they could be guided through the entrance simultaneously and Jake reached his hand over to Laurel's gurney now that their gurneys were so close together they were almost bumping one another. Jake fumbled for Laurel's hand but her hands were crossed over her stomach and her eyes were closed and while Jake sensed Laurel, her conscious mind was conspicuously absent. She had lapsed into unconsciousness and her mind was slowly drifting into a state of deep sleep. The only upside was the absence of the headache that had been plaguing Laurel. Jake also sensed that she was drawing far less energy from him now that her mind was at rest though there was still a slight sense of a transfer going on. The servo drone guided the gurneys into the ward that was lined from one end to the other by open bay after open bay of trauma and triage alcoves. The servo drone finally stopped adjacent to 2 bays with the curtains pulled back and Jake recognized the components attached to the ceiling and hanging over the bay as those of a first generation alien constructed desmian scanner assembly. The servo then guided Laurel's gurney into the 1st bay and stopped. The servo then reached out and slid its hands under her knees and under her upper middle back, forcing the hover gurney against the patient bed stabilizing it while it scooped Laurel up and then levitated up and over the hover gurney and then it moved forward and gently laid Laurel down on the patient bed by bending its articulated arms in a way a Human being never could without tendon injury.

Jake watched intently but he was convinced Laurel was being handled with dignity and delicate respect that wouldn't result in bruises. Jake slowly sat up on his hover gurney just as the servo began to head his way. The AI spoke its disapproval immediately.

"No Jake. Please remain on your gurney until the drone maneuvers you to your patient bed. You are a strong young man, but Laurel's condition proves you two have sustained internal damage as a result of your recent activities. I would prefer you expend no more energy than what is absolutely necessary."

Jake looked around for a moment then he laid back down.

"I'm really worried about Laurel. She usually sends me a rush of feelings before she goes to sleep but she didn't do that this time. She just passed out."

"I suspect the adrenaline wore off and she knew she was out of danger. Her body took over and shut her mind down so intense healing could take place."

"You think the brain damage is significant, huhn?"

"I do. I believe the same level of degradation of grey matter would have proven lethal for anyone but you two. I am initiating a deep scan of Laurel to confirm my hypothesis."

"Is there anything you can do if we've incurred deep tissue brain damage?"

"Negative. I suspect you are capable of healing the injury you have sustained without intervention. A craniotomy examination at this point would do more harm than good and neural tissue is extremely difficult to regenerate given our level of technological knowledge in such matters."

The servo drone had maneuvered Jake's gurney next the bed directly next to Laurel's and Jake simply rolled over twice and came to rest in the middle of the patient bed. The servo drone grasped the hover gurney and pulled it out into the walkway and then retrieved Laurel's gurney and it guided them down the walkway and out the way they had come in and Jake heard the scanner kick on and he closed his eyes and allowed the scan to be taken while he remained as still as possible. After the scan processed was concluded Jake opened his eyes to find a crystal clear 4-D image of his unclothed body hanging above him. It was a bit shocking at first, but then he looked up and down his own body and saw nothing out of the ordinary and then the figure moved down and the head became prominent and the bone and flesh layers were peeled away until his active brain was visible. He rolled his head and looked at Laurel's scan image and it too was focused on her brain with neural activity highlighted by a complex white and blue electrical web activity. He looked back at his own brain and it surprised him to see the image rolling as he rolled his head so he was looking straight up.

"So?" Jake uttered as he watched the activity in brain respond to vocal output and thought process.

"As I suspected, Laurel has sustained a great deal of brain trauma. Entire regions are exhibiting signs of neural stress resulting in hemorrhage and loss of functional blood flow. I do not know how a person can sustain such traumatic injury without shock setting in. There are signs or regeneration taking place at an incredible rate though. You are exhibiting similar trauma though to a much lesser degree. I honestly do not know how many times you can inflict this sort of traumatic injury before healing will fail to regenerate the injured tissues."

"So¦she's going to be the same Laurel when she recovers?"

"I would hope so. The injury is not located in the cognitive area of the brain responsible for personality and self awareness. The deep left anterior portion of the brain is where most of the damaged tissue is located and that is a relatively unknown region of the brain as far as functional responsibility."

"That's where it feels like our protective ability comes from. The focal point of our other tangible abilities is somewhere near our forehead. What Laurel was doing is something we've never explored before though. She was channeling yet separate in her thought, concentration and most sensations. I only shared in her memory of the event after it was over so, I can't exactly tell you where that originated from in her head."

"I suspect there were several areas of intense activity working in concert to accomplish the feat she managed. I would postulate you were channeling more of your protective ability than you are aware resulting in the heavy damage in that area of her brain as well as yours."

"That would make sense. She was able to recognize and visualize every electron passing through that exposed bay and time seemed to slow down for her allowing her to manipulate the rivers of electron flow in the proper manner to recreate what the crystal tray ordinarily does. I think most of the protective effort was channeled from me so she could exert herself toward the goal of affectively controlling and manipulating the energy flow in there. It was exhilarating to expend so much energy flow through us but¦well you can see it's not a healthy thing at extreme levels."

"Yes, I can see that. The collected readings from your bio monitors indicate you and Laurel were exhibiting blood pressure levels that were dangerously high as well as pulse rates that would be of concern when observed in a person sitting or standing still. I refrained from voicing my concerns given the sensitive task you were undertaking but needless to say I was hopeful you did not have to sustain those levels of metabolic and cardio pulmonary rates for very long."

"We only held those levels as long as we had to."

"I realize those were involuntary responses to mental exertion levels at the time. How you manifest such physical environmental manipulations is unknown so it is entirely plausible to surmise you are focusing ambient energy to utilize in your efforts with your brains acting as a collecting and focusing mechanism which soft tissue is just not well suited to. That would explain the physiological adaptation of increased neural density. The more neurons present, the more energy they can harness and focus into external effects."

"You think the increased density might allow for damage to be overcome until we stp and take time to recover?"

"I think that would be a brilliant insight into your physiology. Your advanced healing is obviously another key adaptation in order to recover from extreme exertion in the manner you and Laurel are capable of. Without such an ability you would be capable of exerting yourself once and it would result in death very soon after."

Jake rolled his head and looked at Laurel looking so peaceful and gorgeous and he grinned.

"How long is it going to take until we know if she's going be okay?"

"Unknown. I would postulate several hours. I will initiate an intravenous line so nutrient and hydration levels can be kept optimal while you two recover."

"That's probably a good idea. Can I ask you something?"

"Of course you may Jake."

"I didn't see her full body scan, just her brain imagery. Did you check to see if she's pregnant? It could be important before any treatment is given."

"Of course. Her bio monitor would have recorded a key change in hormonal levels indicating pregnancy had occurred but her scan was analyzed just to be sure. She is not pregnant, nor is she ovulating at this time. Her fallopian blockers are still in place to prevent unexpected pregnancy. That is routine examination protocol for a female patient before any treatment is undertaken."

"Good. I just¦"

"It is alright to inquire Jake. I understand your care and concern for Laurel. She has authorized her medical information be released to you just as you have of her. I promise to alert you should something as significant as pregnancy be discovered."

"Thank you."

"I need you to try to get some sleep so you can recover as quickly as possible. The captain is going to need you and Laurel on the bridge when we arrive in the Bocana system. Would you like a sedative to be administered to aid in achieving deep sleep?"

"No. I'm wiped out anyways. If you give me a chance I'll pass out. I just¦I wanted to make sure she was okay before I give in to my exhaustion."

"While I cannot guarantee anything, I am fairly confident she will recover completely. I have already observed a two percent reduction in the total amount of damaged tissue since her initial scan was taken. Her ability to heal is astounding."

"She's astounding."

"I could not agree more. She is a remarkable Human being and a positive light like no other."

"Well said." Jake said with a big smile as he rolled his head so he was once again looking up at his brain in real time activity.

Jake closed his eyes and took one last extremely deep breath and then let it out and tried to clear his mind so he could fall asleep and it only took a few minutes for his mind to drift into an unconscious state and the level of healing in his brain increased significantly. The AI directed a servo drone into the bay to insert the IV lines so liquids and nutrient solutions could be administered. The AI then updated Laurel and Jake's medical charts so Doctor Kruger would be aware of their conditions and the treatments being administered. The next thing the AI did was to pass along the conditional status of Laurel and Jake to the captain in the form of a text report. With the diagnostics tying up most of the systems and the negative matter core offline, the captain read the report and his heart sank. He was pleased they were expected to recover completely but he hated that they were once again forced to put their very lives in danger to save the ship and fellow crewmen from certain catastrophe.

The captain signed himself out on the bridge and left Matson in control and then the captain got something to eat then immediately transported to the aft trauma wards and headed straight to Laurel and Jake's location. He looked at the floating image of their respective brains in amazing high detail and he grimaced at the sight for just a moment then he looked at the com panel in bulkhead above the head of Laurel's bed.

"How are they doing Future?"

"They are on the mend captain. Their ability to heal is nothing short of miraculous. Laurel has recovered twelve percent from the level of previously damaged tissue and Jake sixteen percent. The tissues that are regenerated are in a condition that leaves no evidence of previous degradation or damage. I could not achieve the same level of regenerative repair in such a short amount of time. They will recover but it will take time."

"You know how much these kids mean to me," The captain said as he stroked a lock of Laurel's soft hair from her forehead. "I won't leave their side until they regain consciousness."

"I understand how grateful you are for their success at saving the lives of every person on this ship including yourself."

"I've told you before; it goes much deeper than that. I love these kids like¦well like they were my own children. I don't know why but they mean everything to me. I try not to show preferential treatment to them so as not to be accused of impropriety but¦"

"I know it is difficult for you to admit a vulnerability like the one Laurel and Jake represent to you. If everything that has been prognosticated from multiple sources is to be paid attention, they will outlive you by more than two centuries."

"I know but Laurel here told me not to be overconfident in that information. Possible futures can be sensed and we are likely living in a divergent timeline from that which we were born into meaning I could get them killed. That would¦I just don't know how that would destroy my perspective on things."

"I believe they know how much you care about them even if the complete extent of your feelings escape them for the time being. They do not read you deeply out of respect for your privacy autonomy."

"I know what I felt during our little exchange in the tower back in Genesis. They love me in a fatherly way and it felt good to share in the sensation brief as it was. My own son¦well let's just say he never showed that kind of appreciation."

"You wonder if a daughter would have appreciated you like Laurel does?"

"Maybe. I guess I'm afraid to know the truth of how that relationship would've have gone down. I can be dogmatic and abrasive so I probably would've alienated my daughter just as tragically as I did my son."

"I understand the need to keep these deep seated feelings discrete around the crew. I will not reveal your true feelings and insecurities to anyone. You know Amelia and John might appreciate the fact that you have such deep and tender feelings for their children if you were to admit some aspect of how you feel."

"I need to be seen as a figure of authority, not one of a tender sap with gushy feelings. There will be no disclosure of feelings to anyone."

"Understood."

The captain walked out of the bays and retrieved the visitor's chair magnetically anchored to the bulkhead and he dragged it over so ti was between the patient beds Laurel and Jake were occupying and he sat down and then glanced back at the com panel.

"Will you retrieve an all access data pad and a cup of tea for me? I need to keep myself updated to what's going around this boat while I wait."

"Understood. The items are being retrieved."

"Does anyone know you are in the aft trauma ward area?"

"No. Let's just keep it that way for now. If someone needs to talk to me you can discretely put them through to me but I want my exact location withheld."

"Understood."

The captain then looked over at Jake and he couldn't help but smile. The kid was so inquisitive and naÃ¯ve but his strength of character was impressive and admirable and the task of keeping up with a fiery spirit like Laurel, he assumed, must be daunting and even trying at times, but he was managing somehow. Alexan was proud of him and even a bit envious of the internal resolve is must take to be paired to some like Laurel. Her obvious stunning looks aside, she faced a life of constant bombardment of unwanted advances and stares by the men she encountered in her life and it was likely going to get much more difficult as she blossomed into an adult and really started to attract attention. That and the fact that she was already likely the smartest person to ever live even if she didn't realize it and her intellect was only going to increase as she got older. The captain wondered what it must be like to be in the head of a girl like that not to mention experiencing the wild and chaotic emotions of a woman. That Alexan assumed had to be the strangest part of being paired to Laurel. The rest he assumed was bizarre and exhilarating but he wasn't going contemplate the interpersonal aspects, they were deeply personal and he didn't want that kind of ponderings wandering around in his head lest they be sensed.

After a few minutes a servo drone floated into the bay was a saucer and a cup of the captain's favorite tea variety with one cube of pink raspberry sugar and a dormant data pad that was slightly larger than most. The captain reached out and took both items, setting the data pad on his lap and the he took the raspberry sugar and he plopped it into his tea and then he set the saucer on the medical technicians service cart right next to the head of Laurel's bed. The captain then leaned back and activated the data pad and signed in and full system access was initiated and the captain began going through the diagnostic reports to see what systems were showing errors, some of which had been discovered and repair teams dispatched to address. The captain occupied his time viewing sensor data, ship wide activity as evidenced by the internal sensors and he kept a sub window active showing the precise shield readings since he felt like the ship was relatively vulnerable in that her enormous signature was plainly visible to anyone with mildly sophisticated sensors and the ability to correctly resolve exactly what they were detecting.

The captain sat quietly consuming 3 cups of tea, excusing himself to the nearby toilet facilities when the urge arose but never leaving aside from that. The AI sent nutritional supplements knowing the captain wouldn't leave to eat. His level of anxiety was well camouflaged but the AI was able to detect the elevated stress levels from the sensor readings alone. After nearly 4 hours Jake stirred to the captain's relief. Jake groaned and pulled his hand out from under the cover and rubbed his eyes then he looked up at his brain in plain sight above him then he blinked a few times and finally sensed the captain and looked over at him with a blank expression for a moment, then he smiled softly.

"Hello sir," Jake said in a very small voice.

"Welcome back son. How you feeling?"

"Not to horrible all things considered. I need¦"

"You need what? Anything you want I'll be glad to have brought to you."

Jake moved his head back on his pillow and looked at Laurel resting so peaceful and looking like a creature of the cosmos her features were so perfect and symmetrical.

"I need to hear her voice in the back of my head." Jake looked at the captain and tried to smile. "I know that must sound really crazy but it's eerily quiet in my head when she's out like that."

"I can't begin to imagine how you deal with a shared existence, but I can certainly see how you would become accustomed to a reassuring presence that is missing when a person's mind switches to a subconscious state."

"I hate to sound so dependent on her. I can feel her presence but that's not the same as hearing her vague random thoughts bouncing off the back of my mind."

"I'll have to take your word for it." The captain tapped the data pad obscuring the presented data and then he addressed the AI. "Future, how's the adjutant doing?"

"He has regenerated ninety-four percent of the damaged tissue in his brain. All that remains are weakened arterial pathways and surface tissue degradation."

"You've been here the whole time sir?"

"Not the whole time but most of the time you've been out, yes."

"Aren't you missed elsewhere? I hate to think we're taking you away from vital tasks and management."

"I have access to the pertinent data as far as what's going on around the ship right here on this data pad. With the level one diagnostic going on, most of the vital systems are down so we're just sitting waiting for some minor adjustments and repairs to be carried out. Most of the crew is on an extended break since their duty stations are offline."

"So¦what was discovered about the synchronizer tray we replaced?"

"It's the damndest thing, indications are that age deterioration of the crystals was responsible for their ultimate failure."

"Age deterioration? I didn't know they put components in the upgrade packages that were that old."

"They were probably freshly produced or refined when the trays were constructed but this ship sat parked in a dimension where the laws of physics and time as we know them are¦different. There must've been a degradation of the components when waves of anti time washed through the ship."

"I hope that didn't happen to any other vital systems."

"The diagnostic should reveal any issues like that. Those particular crystals must be sensitive to anti time would be my guess."

"Do we know if control or regulation crystals like that are used elsewhere on the ship?"

"At just about every Human to alien technology interface point throughout the ship. I guess being exposed to anti time was just never considered when they were utilized."

"Do we have enough spare components to replace all the affected crystal based components?"

"No, not by a long shot. We can't recreate the Isodyne crystals either. The lattice structure is impossibly complex. Scanning crews are examining the suspect crystals manually to see if the same conditions exist. It's possible a more intense wave or bubble of anti time passed through the synchronizer bay and that's why the components were damaged. It just took time for inevitable failure to manifest like it did."

Jake rolled his head so he was looking up at his active brain that even he felt looked better than he remembered before passing out.

"At least it wasn't sabotage or anything like that."

"Sabotage? Did you sense someone carrying out sabotage at some point?"

"No sir. It just crossed my mind that the failure could've been a result of someone tampering with the synchronizer trays."

"You do realize anyone but you and Laurel opening those bays would've been radiated to death in seconds not to mention the temperature near those component trays is like three hundred degrees most of the time."

"Yes sir. I'm well aware of the conditions present surrounding the trays. I assumed it would have to be carried out when the negative matter core was offline for a prolonged period of time."

"That doesn't occur very often. I can reassure you this isn't the work of a saboteur."

"That's good to hear sir."

"You just lay there and get some rest Jake. I'm going to need you and Laurel at your posts when we take this thing into the Bocana system."

"Are we still holding a few light years away?"

"Yes. We should be just out of sensor range if our information about the technological capabilities of the Encarthons is accurate."

Jake nodded and then closed his eyes and took a deep breath and let it out slowly. He was feeling lonely and isolated without Laurel bouncing around in his head and he didn't like the feeling. He rather fall asleep and wake up to her beautiful voice and wondrous smile beaming back at him. It only took a few minutes for Jake to drift off into a light sleep as his body continued to heal.

The captain once again found himself alone though being close to the kids gave him solace and he wanted to be the first face they saw when they came around. He didn't know why but he felt it was important. He reactivated his data pad and once again kept apprised of the happenings around the ship and he was relieved when the analysis teams finished their work and submitted their report of finding only 1 more crystal exhibiting age deterioration and it was one easily replaced. All the rest of the crystalline components on the ship, Human and alien alike were in perfect working condition.

The captain initiated a direct text communication link with the AI wanting to keep the conditions silent so Laurel and Jake could rest. He directed the AI to have the crew begin the negative matter reactor start up sequence and once the core was active he wanted the anti matter reactors taken offline so the diagnostic could be extended to those control systems as well. The AI confirmed receipt of the directive and initiated the proper instruction disseminations to get things moving along. The captain then took a moment to review the external sensor readings and he was alarmed to see a sensor echo that was not being investigated. He sent a direct command to the sensor station on the bridge to investigate the sensor anomaly and then he went back to perusing the internal sensor readings. After nearly an hour the sensor station reported the echo as a naturally occurring gravitational eddy of unknown origin that was passing through the area the Future was residing in at the moment. It was very distant and heading away from the Future posing no chance of contact and nothing was detected that would suggest a ship created the effect.

The captain was relieved when he was somewhat startled by a hand gently touching his right shoulder and he looked over to see Laurel's striking blue eyes staring at him punctuated by a gentle smile that was both reassuring and mesmerizing.

"Thank you for being here sir," Laurel said in a tiny voice. "Next to mom and dad¦yours is the face I want to see when I recover from something like I just did."

"It's wonderful to see your bright eyes kiddo. How you feeling?"

"Better. I'm a little tired but that will pass." Laurel withdrew her hand and looked up at the image of her active brain. "I take it we did damage while¦doing what we did?"

"Significant damage. No Human should be able to survive the kind of hemorrhagic damage you endured. Thankfully you're no ordinary Human being."

"What about Jake?"

"He has recovered completely," The AI reported. "You have regenerated one hundred percent of the damage incurred and far quicker than I could have managed if surgery had been undertaken."

"Then why don't I hear his voice in my head?"

"I would assume because he is sound asleep. His alpha and delta waves would indicate as much. I believe he is experiencing REM sleep at this moment suggesting the deepest level of sleep."

"You mean he's dreaming?"

"Indications would suggest that is the case. Would you like me to subtly wake him?"

"No. Let him sleep. I need a few minutes to wake fully anyways."

"Are you feeling any sense of discomfort?"

"No. I feel pretty good right now."

"That is good to hear. I will update your medical condition to fully recovered and fit for release."

"You understand of course that I'm not going anywhere until Jake is declared to be fully recovered too?"

"Of course."

"You feeling up to resuming your duties on the bridge once Jake comes around, or would you like some time off to fully recoup your mental faculties?"

"That's not necessary sir. I might have cooked my brain but I'm feeling fine now. The AI suspected that we do brain damage every time we extend ourselves and now we have glaring evidence that's true. A couple more generations and our neural density will be so high, brain damage won't happen. Maybe even my kids will exhibit that trait. Jake and I have extremely advanced traits, but we don't represent the complete version of what we're evolving toward as a species. I sure appreciate that you sat with us while we recovered though."

"It's the least I could do. You once again saved countless lives and saved your ship from sustaining crippling damage. I'm very grateful for what you did so¦"

"So you spent hours sitting here while we¦I'll just take it for what it is sir. I know there is a little more to it than that, but you want this to remain professional."

"Are you reading me?"

"No sir. No more than what's emanating from you naturally."

"Well you know more than what's ever been spoken because of our shared experience. Let's just leave it at that."

"Yes sir."

Laurel started to sit up so the captain quickly stood up and set his data pad on the medical assistant's cart and then he turned toward Laurel and put his hand behind her back and lifted her to a sitting position. Laurel yawned and stretched hard, pointing her arms skyward then she relaxed and looked at the captain as she leaned back onto her hands.

"I must look a fright sir. Is my hair a mess?"

"No, not at all. You look pretty as a picture hun. You passed out on your back and didn't move until you woke just now."

"Good. I don't want to look disheveled in front of you."

"You look perfect. You feel like getting to your feet?"

"Yes sir. I have to use the lavatory, bad."

The captain took a small step back and pulled the blanket down to Laurel's feet then he stepped aside and Laurel pulled her knees up slightly so her feet were clear of the blanket and then she swung her legs off the bed and slid off the bed and stood up straight and then she faced the captain while holding the shaft of her mobile IV hanger.

"Sir, will you stay here in case Jake comes around while I'm taking care of business? I don't want him waking up with no one around."

"Of course. I had planned to stay until he woke whether you were here or not."

Laurel smiled brightly at what she was feeling form the captain. If she was ever unsure if he loved her and Jake, she was positive now that he definitely did, in fact very deeply. The captain grinned at Laurel and she turned and headed out into the walkway and then looked left then right and it dawned on her exactly where she was in relation to the nearest facility and she turned left and made the short walk to the toilet. The captain sat back down and looked at Jake wondering how he managed to remain asleep despite the conversations that he and Laurel had engaged in at a normal level of volume.

The captain reviewed the preparedness reports until Laurel returned and sat down on the patient bed. The captain deactivated the data pad so he could give his full attention to Laurel and he looked up into her bright face.

"You certainly look good. The color has returned to your face. Would you like that IV removed?"

"Yes sir," Laurel said lifting her arm to look at the clear adhesive bandage strip holding the IV line in her arm. "I guess I don't need this anymore."

"I will dispatch a servo drone to remove the intravenous line." The Ai said.

"I can take care of it." The captain said as he stood up.

Laurel nodded and presented her arm and the captain set his data pad aside and reached into the compartment above the head of the bed and he retrieved a synthetic cotton ball and a clear bandage strip. He then very gently pulled the clear strip on her arm off and then he reached up and closed the IV line and then switched the IV controller off. The captain then very slowly withdrew the needle while holding the cotton ball on the spot where the needle had pierced Laurel's flesh. Once the needle was clear he let go it and looked into Laurel's eyes.

"Hold the cotton right here."

Laurel placed her index finger on the fluffy ball of synthetic cotton as the captain exposed the adhesive surface of the clear bandage and then he placed it over the cotton ball as Laurel withdrew her finger. The captain then looked up into Laurel's face and smirked.

"That wasn't so bad was it?"

"No sir, I didn't even feel the needle come out. Thank you."

"My pleasure hun." The captain said as he pat her leg as he sat back down.

Laurel gasped very lightly and the captain froze thinking she was feeling a delayed ill effect from her injury.

"What's wrong?" He asked.

"Jake's voice just popped into my head and it startled me."

"It's that loud?" He asked as he looked at Jake lying with his eyes still closed.

"It's not that it's loud sir, it's just surprising when there is discomforting silence, then in an instant his voice echoes into existence."

"He looks like he's still asleep."

"He is on the verge of a wakeful state. It will only be a few seconds..."

Jake's eyes fluttered then remained open. He focused on the image of his active brain hanging before his eyes until his vision was clear, then he rolled his head and looked at the captain and grinned, then he saw his beautiful Laurel looking at him with her azure blue eyes practically glowing in the daylight white light created by the artificial light it he trauma ward and Jake couldn't help but erupt in a giggle and a bright smile.

"Hi gorgeous."

"Hi handsome. You feel up to getting out of here soon as you wake fully?"

"Yeah. I was a awake once before and talked with the captain for a little bit before falling back asleep. I feel pretty good compared to how crappy I felt when we got here. You're certainly a sight for sore eyes. I couldn't take the silence of not hearing your voice echoing in the back of my mind when I was awake before. You were in a lot worse shape than me for some reason."

"Probably had something to do with the way I had to channel and manipulate something so tangible yet so untouchable like electrical current and control signal energy. The whole thing was an extreme event of exertion and concentration."

Jake looked at Laurel's arm ad she lifted her arm and grinned.

"The AI reported me fit to be discharged from care and so the captain took my IV out so I would be ready to go when you feel up to it."

"Let me go pee and I should be good to go¦" Jake looked up at the com panel. "Am I good to be released Future?"

"Affirmative. You have regenerated all of the damaged tissue in your brain and the readings from your bio monitor are absolutely perfect for a young man your age."

"You mean my physical age, right?"

"Yes. I know you are still trying to adapt to losing a few years while in stasis but you need to wrap your head around the fact you are seventeen and in fact your eighteenth birthday is rapidly approaching."

"Do we still celebrate our birthday on the calendar day we were born given the fact we are temporally out of synch with that particular day?"

"The ships time has been adjusted to represent the calendar date on Earth in this era. Given that fact, you will be turning eighteen in thirty eight days, Laurel in fourty four days."

"I hadn't even given any serious thought to my birthday," Laurel said. "I guess responsibilities will change a little."

"You will be considered an adult of legal age and consent. Permission and discussion with your mother and father respectively will no longer be required for important decisions and formal contract or agreement signings."

"The age of consent¦I gave that away when I was way too young."

"You now understand what I was trying to convince you of at the time."

"Yeah. I wanted what I wanted and I have my mom's stubborn streak in me. I'm sorry I was such a pain the rear for you."

"You were hardly a pain Laurel. You were young and strong willed. I respect your right to decide for yourself in the absence of your mother."

"Are you talking about you and Jake hooking up?" The captain asked.

"Yes sir." Jake replied.

"More than that sir, we're talking about my decision to pursue sexual activity with Jake. I was a virgin and absolutely crazy about him and he stirred that side of me even though I was only thirteen. The AI tried to talk me into waiting to engage in that stuff but I wouldn't listen."

"Do you regret it?"

"No, not really sir. I don't like the idea that I was defying the wise recommendations of the AI that was looking after me, but I don't regret how it went beyond that."

"Then you don't' need to apologize to anyone, not even the AI, for the decision you made."

Jake smiled and began to sit up and the captain assisted him as he had Laurel, and then he stepped back.

"You want to use the head?"

"Yes sir. I feel like I drank a gallon of water and it's all sitting on bladder."

The captain pulled the blanket down to Jake's feet and then he moved aside and Jake pulled his feet up out of the blanket and then swung his feet out of the bed and he stood up and then stepped over to Laurel and he planted a prolonged kiss on her then he stoked her cheek and smiled before grabbing the mobile IV shaft and wheeling it with him as he walked out into the walkway then turned left and head to the toilet and the captain looked at Laurel and grinned.

"He didn't even have to think about where the head is."

"That's because he drew the information from me sir. He didn't even realize he was doing it. That's just how our minds work involuntarily. We search our mind, then our partners before seeking an external source of information."

"Incredible! What an advantage."

"Yes sir, I agree."

"So¦while we're waiting can you try to explain how you controlled the complex current and signal flow in the synchronizer bay while Jake changed the crystal tray?"

Laurel nodded and sighed as she thought about how to put it into words.

"Well¦as we've told you before sir, some of what we can do we don't exactly know how we do it. We just think about the goal and our advanced abilities just kick in and do what's needed to achieve the ultimate goal. In this case I was able to focus my mind on the complex energy patterns flowing through the crystals and it might sound weird but my perspective became that of viewing every electron flowing through the entire tray and then it seemed like time slowed down so I could trace the architecture and path of the signal patterns. I honestly didn't know I could manipulate energy like that. It felt natural and well within the limits of what I can do, but I don't think I was using my eyes to see the patterns that needed to be manipulated, I think it was a mental image produced within my mind's eye if that makes any sense?"

"I think it does. We've had some of the gifted youth on this ship assessed with the ability to sense and manipulate electromagnetic energy. It sounds like you possess that ability without even knowing it. You think you could do what you did on a larger scale?"

"Not at my current level of development but in time¦probably."

"Interesting."

"You understand of course that Jake and I have very advanced abilities including the ability to heal from internal injury but what we did¦it comes at a price sir. If we try to scale up what we did it could be more than our bodies can recover from. I think we're at the extent of our limitations."

"I understand. Trust me, no one is more upset about how hard this is on you two than me. I hate that we keep asking you to push yourselves right to the brink."

"We don't mind doing what we do sir. I just think we need to be smart about exactly how far we push things."

"I hope you understand I was talking purely hypothetically. I have no intentions of asking you to extinguish a star or something crazy like that."

"That's reassuring sir. Jake and I know you have plans for us, we just don't know what you have in mind since we refuse to read you deep enough to answer the question of what and when."

"I appreciate your discretion and respect for others like that. That sentiment makes you and Jake very special to me."

"Thank you sir. It's all in how we were raised sir. You just don't trample on the right to privacy of others."

Laurel looked past the captain and he turned to see Jake walking back pushing his mobile IV with him.

"Let's get that thing out of your arm there Jake." The captain looked at the com panel. "He's good to go Future, correct?"

"Affirmative captain. His readings are perfect. He is released to return to duty at your discretion."

Jake walked over to his bed and sat down and held his arm out and the captain went through the process of removing his IV and bandaging the cotton ball to his arm and then the captain looked back and forth at both of them.

"I hope you understand if I ask you not to discuss the nature of our interactions here. There are those that would not understand how we relate when not on the bridge."

"We won't say a thing sir," Laurel said smiling. "We understand that you feel a strong bond with us. We love you too sir, but we won't tell anyone."

"We know you have to maintain an atmosphere of discipline and equality of relations with everyone." Jake said.

"I'm glad you two are so mature and intelligent. You sure make my job a lot easier when dealing with you kids."

"Thank you sir. The last thing we want to do is make things harder on you than they have to be. If anyone, we understand the pressure and responsibility on your shoulders."

The captain pat the back of Laurel's shoulder and grinned at her.

"Let's get you two out of here. We should be ready to get moving by the time we get to the bridge."

"You're expecting things to get bad when we get to the Bocana system, aren't you sir?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. I don't like the idea of what we have to do but it has to be done. I need you two at the science stations examining things in the way you do to give me a conscience guide."

"We would be honored to serve in the role sir."

"Good, I knew I could count on you."

The three of them then stepped out into the walkway and turned left and headed toward the exit. By the time they stepped onto the bridge, the level 1 diagnostic was complete and the problems discovered were being corrected though none prevented the ship form taking flight so the captain assumed the con and Laurel and Jake headed to science stations 4 and 5 and sat down and logged in and the captain ordered an immediate jump to normal cruise speed under stealth conditions heading straight to the Bocana system. The crew responded without delay or question accelerating the Future to 52 times the speed of light with the shield modulated to completely disguise the ships electromagnetic and gravitational signatures. It only took a few minutes for the AI to announce optimal approach distance from the Bocana system to drop into the system unpowered so as to create no wake. The officer at the propulsion station reduced thrust from the main engines slowly until they blinked out, showing zero output on the instruments and the officer at sensor and shield control adjusted the shield matrix to create subspace drag and the Future began slowing rapidly and then the shield was remodulated and a flux field was allowed to build near the inner envelope perimeter thus masking the ship completely. The subspace barrier simply evaporated away and normal space blurred into sight as the Future's bulk glided into the system but the shield held them just below the barrier between normal space and subspace. The shield polarity was tweaked slightly left to right for maneuvering and the venting thrusters fore and aft were used for attitude and pitch control in 1 second bursts with at least 10 seconds between bursts.

"Okay sensor station, what have we got?" The captain asked as he mirrored the sensor readings on his left display.

"Initiating a passive deep field sweep sir." The officer replied.

The captain glanced at Laurel and Jake and it dawned on him that the newly created cross station control interface was something they had no idea existed nor would they have the necessary command authorization to access the interface. He quickly pushed his arm displays aside and stood up and then said nothing as he stepped down from the platform his chair is mounted to and he walked straight over to their stations, arriving at Laurel's position first. Laurel looked up at him and her stunning face smiling up at him just melted his heart, cracking his usual steely composure with the tiniest hint of a grin.

"Log yourself out adjutant." The captain said in a voice so low it was barely above a whisper.

Laurel didn't understand, but didn't hesitate or question his order. She touched the logout icon and the outline of a hand appeared in the middle of her right lower display and she placed her hand flat on the outline and the system logged her out then locked in the standby display mode with the UEF Future insignia presented. The captain then reached down and touched the display and the login hand outline appeared and he placed his flat hand on the outline and he was logged in with full system access and ship wide control interface access presented in various icons that Laurel had never seen before. The captain touched the bridge cross station access interface and the display was washed away and every station on the bridge was represented with a labeled icon and Laurel's eyes grew big when she realized what the captain had just given her access to. There had obviously been some ingenious programming and fiber optic cross connecting done between the various stations on the bridge and Laurel knew nothing about it. She thought it was ingenious, but something that she agreed should be limited to the upper most ranked bridge officers. Laurel looked up at the captain and he delivered an extremely subtle wink and Laurel smirked and then looked at her displays and the captain stepped over to Jake's position right next to her and he knew what was coming so he logged himself out and then leaned back in his seat and the captain logged himself in and enabled the same access control and then put his hand on Jake's shoulder as he stood up straight and said nothing. The captain then turned and headed back to his chair and Jake looked at Laurel.

"He just gave us override control of every station on the bridge. He really trusts us implicitly, doesn't he?"

"I would say so. I think he wants us take control if anyone hesitates to do what he orders. We're going to be asked to extinguish a thousand souls¦twice."

"I don't want you doing that babe. I know how you feel about taking a life. If it comes down to it, I'll do the deed if the officer at the weapons station hesitates."

"I don't want you killing two thousand people either Jake." Laurel expressed with true regret sorrow in her feelings.

"I know sweetheart. Like the captain said, this is something that has to be done no matter how distasteful."

"I'm going to work on an alternate solution if you don't mind? We may not have to obliterate anyone."

"Oh my¦you're going to use that nexus portal thing you've been postulating in your head since we left the Future planet last time."

"Yeah. If I can work out the math it should be possible. We have more than enough energy available so, keep an eye on the sensors while I try to iron this out."

"Alright you gorgeous mad genius you."

Laurel smiled and her stunning beauty again took Jake's breath away as he smiled back knowing his eyes were glassy and swimming in his head.

"You say so much with your feelings Jake. I love how you love me."

Jake nodded slowly as he admired her soft feminine features and she just shook her head as she looked back at her display and then got to work knowing time was short if she was going to find the proofs to make her idea work the way she was hoping. Jake in the meantime stared for a few seconds longer, and then got to work taking a deep look at the sensor data, instantly recognizing that they were going to have to initiate a few active scans to get truly meaningful data for analysis. He waited to see how the officer at the sensor station handled the limited data being presented before he performed an override that would certainly raise some eyebrows.

"Sir," The officer at the sensor and power terminal started. "I'm not detecting any vessels near us but passive data is only going to reveal so much. I would like to initiate a few active scan pulses and send the results through the enhanced sensor processing computer for analysis?"

"Go ahead. Limit your pulses to three second intervals at least ten seconds apart."

"Aye sir. That should deliver much more concise data about who or what is out there."

Jake was relieved that he wasn't going to have to override anything giving away his total access from a science station. Jake then took a moment to bring up the propulsion data and he was relieved to see that the Future was slowing though no input of any kind was being administered. They had dropped into the system in a perfect stealth maneuver. There were no gravity wakes or eddies present which would give away the presence of something as massive as the Future. The shield was being rotated as the ships velocity and attitude changed to compensate for inertial and gravimetric currents that would ordinarily be created and easily detected.

The Future was nearing the orbital plane of the eighth planet in the system, a one thousand Earth mass gas giant with a green hue to its thick planet wide cloud layer, but the Future was four hundred thousand kilometers away from the planet so her mass would have no tell tale affects on the planets magnetosphere that would again be detectable if someone happened to be looking as the ship passed through the electromagnetic halo of the planet.

The active sensor scans were finally netting a great deal of data and the officer at the sensor controls mirrored his reading on the huge viewer at the front of the bridge and the captain looked up and took in the readings and visual representation of what was in the system.

"There is activity in the asteroid belt sir," The officer reported. "There are several large energy signatures and some large metallic object returns, most likely vessels holding station with shields that don't mask their presence at all."

"I see the metallic object returns are absent of any energy signatures except for one. That one has a massive signature. I want to head in that direction and when we get to within two million kilometers, initiate and active penetrating scan then immediately move us off so we can analyze the data without being fired on if they detect the scanning beam."

"Understood sir," The navigation officer replied.

"Aye eye sir." The officer at sensor and power replied.

Jake felt a glare seemingly piercing through him and he looked over at the captain and caught his stare and hidden meaning. Jake nodded once and then looked back to his display and he brought propulsion and navigation to the forefront with sensor data in the margin. Jake was going to wait until they were at the captain's ordered distance then he was going to switch to sensor control to prepare to properly activate the scan pulse followed by an immediate retreat using the shield energy for propulsion rather than thrusters knowing thrusters would easily be detected at that range and the lag in response would leave the Future in a vulnerable position longer than necessary. Jake knew nothing would penetrate the shield but the contact would certainly give away their presence and precise location unless the AI could compensate instantly in order to absorb the incoming energy with giving off a tell tale reflective effect of any kind. At the very least the incoming round would seemingly disappear without striking anything and that alone might attract a wise adversary's attention.

As Jake was poised to act, Laurel was typing and calculating furiously at her station and Jake sensed her utilizing his subconscious mind to enhance her calculating speed and complexity but it was nothing he couldn't tune out until Laurel had her eureka moment just as they were drawing down on the now optically visible Encarthon ship. The ship was truly gigantic and menacing looking. It was bristling with huge weapons platforms that spoke to the ship being one of conquest, not exploration. The energy signature was large but the readings were indeterminate using passive data and Jake was poised in what he felt the captain wanted him to do when Laurel distracted him. He looked over at her in a startled expression.

"You scared the hooey out of me babe."

"Sorry," Laurel thought. "I think I did it. I know how we can get rid of 'em without blowing their ship to smithereens."

"You better tell the captain quick cause he's about to have us do something that's going to potentially give our presence away unless it's done with precision and diligence."

Laurel finally looked at Jake and nodded and then she looked at the captain staring at the huge viewer at the front of the bridge. The captain caught the blue glint of her eyes peripherally and couldn't help but look her way.

"Sir? I might have another way to go about dealing with the Encarthons."

"I'm about to scan their vessel for vulnerabilities and crew displacement. Does your idea require us to delay doing that?"

"Yes sir. I've worked out the math and technical details of how to carry out my idea but it's going to require the AI's help and you may not have to scan them at all. If it works the way I think, you won't have to fire a single shot and no one has to die, at least¦in theory."

The captain stood up, pushing his arm displays aside and he looked around the bridge.

"All stop, delay active scanning until I review the adjutants data."

Nobody said a thing but they understood and complied immediately, using the shield energy alone to drag the ship to a slow stop and the officer at the sensor station kept an eye on the passive data but moved his hands away from the active scan controls to avoid accidentally enabling them. The captain stepped down from the platform his chair is mounted to and he walked straight over to Laurel's position and he looked over her shoulder at her displays and he immediately realized the math and technical parameters were so complex he wasn't going to understand the long version of the idea. Laurel was going to have to dumb it down for him. Laurel leaned back and looked up into the captain's strong and relatively handsome almost fatherly face.

"I've been working on this idea for some time sir. I didn't really have a need to put into practical terms until I was sure what we were going to do when we got here."

"Alright, well we're here so let's hear it?" He said in a kind tone.

"Okay, I won't try to explain the technical side of the idea. It's incredibly complex and requires very precise timing and a controlled full power pulse of the negative matter core."

"Now, you know that's been deemed a restricted procedure since it can tear a hole in the space time continuum that can't be predicted or controlled."

"I know sir. That's why we need to perform a series of pulses, not a sustained full power release of energy. Here, let me show you the simulation I've come up with that proves my idea should work."

The captain leaned over slightly and put his hand on the back of Laurel's seat to balance him as Laurel initiated the simulation run that had thus far netted 3 successful results. The captain watched intently as he saw the Future move right over the Encarthon ship then hold position while the negative matter core was ramped up to full power then it was pulsed once, making the Encarthon ship and the huge asteroid it was stationed above seemingly shimmer like they were underwater, then a 2nd pulse was initiated and a clear tear in the fabric of spacetime developed then very specific and precise temporal, spatial and density coordinates were incorporated into a 3rd slightly longer pulse and the ship and the huge asteroid just blinked out of existence and the captain quickly stood up straight and scratched his head.

"Okay¦what the heck happed to 'em? Did they just get dumped into an unknown dimension?"

"No sir. Those spatial coordinates are one million kilometers from the Encarthon home world. The Tel Pok Maron map data gives us very precise coordinates that we can use to send 'em packing without blowing 'em up. We don't have to kill them."

"Will they survive that kind of warping of space time around their ship?"

"I honestly don't know sir. They have a better chance of surviving that than they do us opening fire on 'em. I call this a nexus point discharge event."

"What about what's on that asteroid they're mining? I see evidence of other vessels on the surface."

"With no energy signatures. While I was working on this, Jake was paying attention to the sensor data so I know what we've detected. Who or what was down there the Encarthon has destroyed."

"You're sure of that?"

"No sir. You can collect more passive scan data before enacting my plan if you want to confirm what I suspect to be the case."

"You worked all this out on your own? The nexus point discharge thing I mean?"

"Yes sir. I've been trying to understand the vast energy capabilities of the negative matter core and I postulated that this was one of the things that could be done with the energy as long as it's done in pulses, not a sustained release event. A sustained release could have all kinds of nasty side effects that just can't be predicted. It bends the laws of physics as we know them. I would have to study the mind numbing amount of research data included in the new data core about such things to begin to approach an understanding of that kind of energy release and what it does to the fabric of the universe."

"You are one smart cookie Laurel Kade. Have the AI distribute the necessary preparation data to the required personnel to enact your plan. I want to confirm your suspicions, but I'm pretty sure your conclusion is going to be correct about what's on the surface of that asteroid."

"Aye sir." Laurel replied then leaned over her displays to instruct the AI to prepare the necessary personnel to enact the nexus point event at the captain's discretion.

The captain walked back over to his chair and he sat down and pulled his arm displays back toward him so he could view them clearly and he focused on the passive scan data but he knew there was a lack of definitive information due to the passive nature of the sensor data. He looked over at the sensor station.

"Here's what I want, we're going to move forward with the nexus point discharge event as outline by adjutant Kade, but just before we initiate the whole thing I want a focused active scan conducted. It will give us conclusive information and it won't matter if we're detected since seconds later we're going conduct the nexus point event. If it's all timed right, they won't have time to react before being sent home."

"I understand sir," The officer at the sensor station replied. "Do we care if the Encarthon survive the event?"

"Our mandate directs us to preserve life at all costs and Laurel's brilliant idea is in following with that ideology. Personally¦I hope they survive, but if they don't tuff luck for them. Knowing what we know of their tactics and capabilities we don't need them nosing around in our backyard doing whatever they want. This is just too close to home to leave things be."

"Yes sir, I would have to agree. They made a real mess of the other Future. I can hardly imagine what they would do to Genesis if they discovered a new settlement like that."

"The home world defense mechanisms are in place and active so Genesis is safe from attack but it would still kick off a war we just don't need. Some of our new allies aren't as fortunate as we are in their defensive capabilities. There could be loss of life in orbit if a battle was to take place and that's not something we would tolerate. Best to nip this in the bud before it turns ugly."

"Uh sir, what if the nexus point discharge doesn't work the way it did in simulations? Should we be ready to open fire on the Encarthon?"

"We may yet have to do that when we get to Bocana. That ship is on the surface of an inhabited world so we can't use the nexus point event to get rid of them. We would rip the whole planet apart. I can guarantee you that Laurel's idea will work. She worked out the math proofs to prove her theory and the AI concurs that it will go down just like the simulations suggest it will. That being said, if things do happen differently I want the weapons system charged and ready to fire. Adjutant Myers has identified the soft spots we should aim for so we'll use his data for targeting solutions around the Encarthon vessel."

The Weapons officer nodded without saying a word as he began his targeting solution programming and he enabled the energy transfer to begin priming the new turret platforms. The officer knew that at such a point blank range the particle energy would overwhelm the Encarthon shield in seconds and begin ripping through their hull with explosive results. The captain looked around the bridge and sighed heavily.

"Alright people, you have your instructions at your stations. Navigation, take us in. Park us right over the top of the Encarthon ship¦" The captain looked at the disseminated instruction data then he looked at the navigation officer. "Park us ten thousand yards above the Encarthon ship."

"Aye sir, ten thousand yard standoff distance directly above the Encarthon vessel."

The Future was then gently guided closer and closer using shield variation for propulsion since speed wasn't a concern, stealth was what was imperative. The Future had to be in the optimal position and holding steady for the nexus discharge to work as intended. Once the Future was in position and the negative matter core was nearing one hundred percent, the captain looked at the sensor and power station readings and the energy levels that had the instruments nearing the highest range they could read concerned him, but he knew this was necessary if they were going to punch a hole crossing twenty four thousand light years of space then pull the points together into a nexus of time and space warping. The whole ship was beginning to vibrate from the intense reactions occurring in the negative matter core, like a pot of water boiling on a stove, just waiting for the lid to be opened so the steam and scalding water can escape in a jet of energetic matter.

"Sir, the negative matter core is at one hundred percent and holding. The engineering team down in main engineering report they are standing by to initiate the first directed pulse. The AI will then prepare the third and most complex guiding pulse as the shield is polarized to reflect the energy from the second pulse that the engineering team will initiate precisely eight seconds after the first as outlined in adjutant Kades nexus point instructions."

"Very good. Sensors, give me a good focused active scan. Once it is confirmed there are no life signs aside from the Encarthon signatures, Laurel send the signal to main engineering to initiate the nexus point event."

"Understood sir," The crew replied almost simultaneously.

The officer at the sensor station reached out and hesitated for just a second then activated the active sensor pulse and there were immediate fine detail readings garnered. As Laurel suspected, there were no life signs aside from the Encarthon. There was only wreckage, frozen biological matter consistent with bodies scattered about obviously spread out from explosive decompression events, and completely destroyed vessels that were barely recognizable as once being spaceships given their now battered and tortured conditions.

The captain was satisfied that Laurel was right. The Encarthons showed up and destroyed everything then began taking what they wanted with no one around to challenge them. The captain looked over at Laurel and she felt his gaze and looked in his direction and he nodded once and Laurel returned the gesture then touched the communication link to send the signal to engineering to begin the procedure.

Laurel watched the sensor data that now indicated a change in positional attitude from the Encarthon ship but the 1st pulse was released, momentarily obscuring the sensor readings and when they cleared the Encarthon ship had been forced closer to the surface of the asteroid they previously holding position over and the Encarthon working out in the open were very obviously suffering some uncomfortable effects as evidenced by their twisted postures. The space in a large area around the asteroid and Encarthon ship were exhibiting signs temporal and special compression that mad things look like staring across a patch of hot pavement on a midsummer's day. The shimmering waves were gravitational eddies that could clearly be detected and just as the waves began to near the outer envelope of the Future's shield, the 2nd pulse was initiated washing away the effect entirely and the asteroid registered a decrease in mass and moved away from the Future as the shield matrix adjusted was completed and the AI conducted the last and most intense pulse and there was a blinding flash of the whitest light imaginable and the asteroid and the Encarthon vessel seemingly blinked out of existence but Laurel knew they were ushered across a vast distance in the blink of an eye and then the rupture popped closed leaving a strange deep purple and lavender nebula in its wake that began to dissipate and lose its fluorescing color characteristic. The engineering team then began ramping the negative matter core down, bleeding excess energy into space and into an ever deepening shield envelope until it was so dense, the stars and cosmic bodies nearby were obscured from the sensors.

"That's one down, one to go." The captain exclaimed.

"Sir?" The officer at the communications station started. "is it just me or did the Encarthon working on the surface of the asteroid look like they were in pain or something?"

"It's not just you lieutenant," The captain replied softly looking into her eyes. "I'm sure having your body exposed to those kinds of tidal forces is extremely uncomfortable. The compressive effect that reduced the asteroids mass to one third its original would have an even greater effect on something as small as a person."

"So¦they probably didn't survive the event?"

"Chances are slim. They are every bit as frail as we are even if they look a little different in appearance. I'm sorry if the thought of a few dozen deaths disturbs you Sandra. If they had made it to the Future planet they would have wiped out everyone without batting an eye. Laurel's nexus point discharge event was a merciful act if you get right down to it. I hope you can stomach what we're going to have to do next because it is going to require a much greater loss of life."

"I understand the threat the Encarthon represent sir. I just¦I was raised to cherish all living things, even those that seem cruel or evil by nature."

"I know lieutenant. That's why you were selected to join the Future mission in the first place. Perhaps Laurel will come up with another idea by the time we get to Bocana that will eliminate the need to destroy the other Encarthon ship outright."

"I'll certainly do my best sir," Laurel said. "I can't promise anything since we'll be dealing with the Encarthon within the atmosphere of an occupied world."

"I know Laurel. Do your best but if nothing comes to you, we will be able to destroy the Encarthon cruiser from high orbit with relative ease."

"That deals with the ship, what about any Encarthon that happen to be on surface, away from the ship?"

"We'll have to use the multipoint targeting system to take them out from orbit as we discover them."

Laurel sighed and bowed her head as she tried to come to grips with the idea of blasting people to pieces from orbit thanks to the new weapons that were supposed to be defensive weapons and a deterrent mechanism. She hated the idea of sitting in orbit obliterating lord knows how many people. Laurel finally looked up to find the captain staring at her.

"You gunna be able to handle us doing this?"

"It hurts to think about sir. I hate that we have to do this."

"Well give me an alternative Laurel. I hate to put it on your shoulders like that but¦"

"I'll get to work on it sir. Can we take it kind of slow getting there to give me some time to work out a few things?"

"It should take half an hour or so for the energy discharge to fade within the shield matrix so the sensors can see what's out there anyways. If you haven't come up with something by then, we can't sit still because the Encarthon are wreaking havoc while we hesitate, but I promise we'll make progress toward Bocana without rushing to try and give you as much time as is feasibly possible to come with an idea that makes opening fire on the Encarthon unnecessary."

"If I can't figure something out¦may I ask permission to be excused from the bridge while you¦do what you have to do? I just don't want to watch that being done sir."

"Of course." The captain looked around the bridge at all the officers now staring at him intently. "I understand you were all trained and raised to preserve and respect life in all its varied forms and this goes against all that. If any of you doesn't have the stomach to witness what we have to do, speak up now and you may be temporarily reassigned with no negative reflection on your record whatsoever."

The communications, auxiliary systems, and science stations 1 and 3 officers raised their hands timidly and the captain acknowledged each with a single nod.

"Would you like me to handle the personnel reassignments so we have people ready to take their stations during the engagement?" Senior chief Matson asked.

"If you wouldn't mind chief, that would be great."

"Consider it done."

Matson immediately pulled up the personnel and duty roster from the auxiliary power management station where he was seated and he began reviewing qualified personnel and availabilities in order to insure all stations would still be manned when it was crucial. He then completed the reassignment schedule to commence immediately with the exception of Laurel and Jake. Matson wanted to reassign them to waste reclamation inspection and service, but he knew that would get back to the captain and he would have to pay for it with a serious ass chewing or worse since the kids were his pets. He decided instead to have them assigned to fusion generator eighteen realignment that was normally carried out by servo drone under the guidance of the AI, but a Human touch sometimes resulted in a superior alignment result when the hands performing the alignment procedure were particularly skilled which he couldn't deny Laurel's definitely were. The reassignment was to be completed by the time they achieved orbit around Bocana with no other means of dealing with the Encarthon but engaging them with extreme prejudice. Matson submitted the assignment orders and then looked at the captain and the captain heard the subtle reassignment document ready for review tone and he quickly opened the document and looked it over then grinned slightly, he then looked at the Matson.

"Thank you for the last part chief. I think that's fitting since they aren't qualified to stand watch anywhere in main engineering yet." The captain said in a very low voice.

"Thought you might appreciate that part."

The captain then approved the document and submitted it for distribution. He then looked around the bridge as he heard multiple subtle reassignment alerts sounding off.

"Those of you that have been temporarily reassigned please log out and report to your new duty station until such time as you're recalled to the bridge to resume the remainder of your duty cycle."

The officers at communications, auxiliary systems, and science stations 1 and 3 all stood up and then logged themselves out and then headed toward the exit as a group and Jake looked at Laurel.

"You think you can really come up with something by the time we get there?" Jake thought.

"I don't know, I hope so. I'm stumped right now though." Laurel thought in return.

"You want me to go get the tools set up for our reassignment duties?"

"Yeah¦I hate to admit it, but I'm probably not going to be able to save the Encarthons from the fate they've stumbled into. The captain is right in that we'll be able to destroy them pretty easily form high orbit. They don't have a chance against our new weapons platforms. All that channeled energy fed directly into the weapons¦"

"Please try not to think about it Laurel. I don't want you picturing what it's going to do to 'em."

Laurel swallowed hard and nodded and Jake touched the logout icon then placed his flat palm on the hand outline and then he stood up and looked at the captain.

"Sir, I would like to join the others. I can get the diagnostic and alignment tools needed for a fusion generator realignment collected and then delivered to deck seventy three so we'll be ready when the time comes."

"Of course adjutant. You're dismissed. I almost forgot you were going to find the whole thing just as distasteful as Laurel since you share thought and emotion."

"Yes sir."

Jake then looked around and he desperately wanted to lean down and kiss Laurel, but he knew that was inappropriate behavior on the bridge so he settled for a quick loving kneed of her neck garnering a smile and a glance from Laurel and then he headed toward the exit that the rest of the group had just stepped out of. Jake made it off the bridge just as the others were reaching the transport compartment doorway and one of the officers paused to keep the door open as Jake quick stepped to catch up.

"Thanks for holding the door." Jake said as he arrived at the transport compartment doorway and stepped into the compartment.

"No problem¦do I need to call you sir? I'm really not sure where an adjutant falls in the command structure."

"Technically, Laurel and I rank somewhere just below a commander. It's necessary in order to carry the clearance levels we have. That means I outrank you by a pretty significant margin beings you're a first lieutenant transfer."

"Understood sir."

"That being said, you really don't have to address me so formally unless we're around superiors."

"I can address you by your name?"

"Sure."

"Alright Jake. I'm Kevin by the way."

"Nice to meet you Kevin."

They stepped up to the small groups stepping up on the transport platform and Jake and Kevin waited their turn since they weren't transporting to main engineering like the others. Once they were away, the platform blinked out for a second and then lit back up and Jake and Kevin knew it meant the replacements were in the process of transporting up in order to take the vacated positions on the bridge in order to fully staff the bridge properly. Jake and Kevin stepped aside slightly and Kevin looked at Jake while rubbing his chin, caught up in deep thought and Jake sensed the emotional energy and he grimaced in a friendly enough tone and looked at Kevin.

"Go ahead and ask what's on your mind."

"You're reading my mind?"

"No, I'm reading your feelings. Laurel and I are highly empathic as well as telepathic, the later requiring a conscious effort to access and a person being read can detect the mental probing taking place."

"Oh. Well I was just wondering¦"

There was the customary bright blue flash of light along with a slight whoosh sound and a group of 4 officers appeared and immediately stepped down from the transport platform, offering a friendly uptick chin nod and a grin as they all recognized Jake immediately. Jake and Kevin returned the kind gesture then stepped up onto the transport platform and Jake waited till the 4 officers were gone and the door had slid closed. Jake then looked at Kevin.

"So what were you curious about?"

"Oh uh¦I was wondering what it's like to be in the head of a woman like Laurel? I mean she's got to be the most beautiful woman alive. I was just curious what it's like to be in her head all the time."

"Boy¦ that would take a long time to articulate. I'll just say this, it's humbling and flattering to be her choice for a life mate and you might not know just how difficult it is for a girl to look the way she does. She has been shockingly beautiful from the second she was born and that has some distinctly negative aspects to how it makes guys behave toward her and around her, especially now that she can read feelings so clearly that in general she knows what people are thinking. I share in that uncomfortable feeling she has always had to endure. She is a truly amazing person though. She has such depth of character and truly astonishing intellect. I'm dumbfounded most of the time by how brilliant and insightful she is. She brings an understanding of the universe to me in a way I would never be able to achieve on my own."

"I guess I never thought about how hard it must be to be so¦unbelievably gorgeous. I guess if she's that pretty now, it goes to figure she's always been stunning. I wish we had time to discuss what it's truly like to be paired to someone as amazing as Laurel."

"It's an amazing existence that I'm very grateful to be lucky enough to share in. We'll just have to let it go at that."

"Yeah, we don't know each other well enough to talk about some of the more¦personal aspects I'm curious about."

"No, we don't."

Jake reached back and touched the indicator for the deck 75 fusion reactor control room and a moment later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. Upon arrival they stepped down from the transport platform and it was only 10 yards to the doorway leading to the deck 75 fusion reactor control room. They made the walk together, Jake still feeling a little uncomfortable knowing what Kevin was curious about. It was something Jake wouldn't talk to anyone about. The intimate moments with Laurel just weren't up for discussion unless Laurel said it was okay, and he knew she never would.

They reached the secure blast door that was curved inward slightly and Jake placed his hand on the palm scanner and his identity was confirmed and the lock indicator turned green and Jake and Kevin both spun the heavy reinforced locking bolt hand wheel to retract the bolts until they were fully retracted. Jake then gave a hearty shove and the door slowly swung inward against the direction a breach would want to propagate in a worst case scenario. The two of them then stepped over the door frame, threshold and sealing gasket into the sophisticated looking control room. Jake knew what to expect but he had never actually stepped foot in this particular fusion reactor control room.

The commander on duty leaned back in his seat and looked at the young men, grinning when he recognized Jake.

"Welcome gentlemen. I was expecting you first lieutenant Collier, but I didn't know you would be checking in adjutant Myers."

"Laurel and I are assigned the task of performing an alignment on the fusion generator down on deck seventy-three. I would like permission to retrieve the diagnostic and alignment tools we're going to need to carry out the procedure?"

"Permission granted. If you don't mind me asking¦you and Laurel are some kind of super geniuses, why are you being sent up here to carry out such a mundane procedure that the AI is fully capable of orchestrating with drones?"

"It's to keep us busy. We can't stand watch in main engineering so this is the next best thing since we know how to perform the procedure and if done properly, the intuitive Human touch can net more accurate results."

"A point three percent various is well within acceptable limits and the AI can pull that off no problem."

"Trust me sir, Laurel will get it within point zero one or two percent, nearly flawless. It won't have to be done again for months of full power operation."

"That would be impressive to see someone get it aligned that precisely."

"First lieutenant, go ahead and take the auxiliary panel over there. We'll be feeding full power directly into the topside weapons if we should have to use them. I want you to make sure the auxiliary load regulators don't fluctuate more than two or three percent while that's going on."

"Aye sir. I can do that."

Jake tapped First lieutenant Collier on the arm.

"I'll see you back on the bridge Kevin."

"It was nice to talk to you Jake. I'll see you down there."

Jake saluted the commander and he returned the gesture then Jake turned around and stepped back across the thick blast door threshold and then he pulled the door closed until it thudded and echoed numbly in the small corridor that only stretched 50 yards to the left and right of the fusion reactor control room before making an abrupt turn toward the bow in one direction and the stern of the ship in the other. Jake then spun the blast door locking bolt hand wheel counter clockwise until the locking bolts were fully engaged and then he stepped back and thought for just a second and then remembered that the stairwell was to the right 3 doors down the corridor.

Jake turned and made the short walk, only to be caught off guard by a rush of intense frustration emotion from Laurel. Jake put his hand on the bulkhead and closed his eyes as he tried to resolve the feminine almost overwhelming feelings washing over him. They were soft and distinctly had the ring of Laurel embedded within them and Jake reached out to Laurel, finding her presence and mind almost immediately.

"Babe, I'm sorry it's proving difficult up there, but you're making it equally difficult to think back here."

"We just got underway and I have nothing Jake. I can't think of a way of dealing with the Encarthon without¦"

"Don't torture yourself hun. I know you're frustrated, but we can't be expected to solve every single problem that comes our way. Please try to relax a little; we still have a little time until we get to the Bocana system."

"I'm sorry for dumping my girly emotions on you. I'll concentrate on what I'm doing without thinking about the time crunch."

"That a girl. I love you beautiful."

"I love you too Jake. Thank you for not discussing personal details with Collier. That would've made things awkward the next time we were in the same space."

"Oh you're welcome babe. I have way too much respect for you to do something that callus."

"You're such a good man Jake. How did I ever get so lucky as to find you?"

"I don't know. I guess God put me in this universe to make you happy and that required a certain level of sophistication that my mom and dad instilled in me."

"Well bless him and bless you my handsome sexy man."

"Awe, you're making me all head swollen up here."

"Which one?"

"Laurel! Geeze! Both to answer your question though."

"Good. I want to have that affect on you for as long as we both live."

"Well there's no chance of that not happening with how graceful and gorgeous you are."

"Awe. You know just what to think to make me feel good about myself. Thank you for calming me down."

"Anything for you babe."

Jake then withdrew his perception and found his emotional state once again balanced and he pushed off from the bulkhead, then he looked up and down the corridor, his eyes locking onto the sensor dome nearest to him and he grinned sheepishly.

"You're not going to tell anyone that I uh¦I got lost in a rush of Laurel's feelings are you?"

"Negative Jake. I understand how complex your shared existence is with all its nuances and facets. I cannot alter the visual record constantly being captured and saved to file, though I do not have to comment or mention to anyone they should examine this moment in time to see you become overwhelmed while halfway across the ship from one another. It is interesting that Laurel has such an influence on you despite the distance separating you at the moment."

"We become even more sensitive to each other's emotional energy when we're separated like this. It's part of the separation anxiety that starts to build the second we're separated. It makes it easier for a moment of emotional peak to influence the other even more profoundly than it would if we were standing or sitting right next to one another."

"Interesting. Noted."

Jake realized he just informed the AI of an aspect of the nature of their pairing that was unrealized until now. The learning was constant for him, Laurel, and the AI. Jake then placed his hand on the palm scanner and his identity was confirmed and the stairwell door popped and swung outward slightly. He grasped the handle and pulled the door open and then stepped into the stairwell landing and then pulled the door closed and the lock popped as it slid into the secure position. Jake then walked around the stair handrail and began climbing down toward deck 72 where he would find the maintenance equipment compartment best memory served him since he had never actually been to this part of the ship. When he reached the level where 'deck 72' was stenciled above the doorway, he unsecured the door and pushed it open and stepped out into a corridor that both surprised and shocked him. It was one of the fore/aft corridors that stretched from one end of the aft section all the way to the pressure bulkhead just aft of the gardening ring rotating bulkhead. The corridor was so long a person really couldn't see from one end all the way to the other and he was close to the middle of that incredible span and still had trouble seeing each end of the corridor.

Jake shook off his awe and headed aft. It was a fairly long walk to the maintenance equipment compartment but when he arrived at the compartment, he knew instinctively where he was and how to open the compartment. He glanced at the darkened panel next to the door and he touched it and it glowed to life and he first entered his security access code and then from the equipment list presented he selected the items he was pretty sure they would need for the alignment procedure. He then opened the door and stepped in to find a gigantic storage compartment that was neatly organized with floor to ceiling secure storage racks with metal mesh doors at each bin location to keep objects from falling out should the ship's attitude be disturbed suddenly or artificial gravity fail in the compartment. There were fleets of servo drones sitting idle on the deck and 4 of them rose up slightly and they began collecting the selected items that were then placed on a service hover cart with magnetic clamps at its bottom. Once all the selected tools and diagnostic analyzers were collected the cart was maneuvered to Jake's position and the servo drones descended to the deck and entered idle mode and Jake pushed the door open and pulled the cart out into the main corridor.

Jake closed the door to the maintenance equipment compartment and then he locked the hover cart magnetic clamps to hold the cart still and he walked to the nearest com panel and touched it and when it glowed to life he touched the AI hale icon and a moment later the AI responded.

"Yes Jake, how may I be of assistance?"

"Will you have that maintenance supply cart over there delivered to the faulty fusion generator on deck seventy three?"

"Understood. You do know there is still time for Laurel to come up with an alternate plan. You may not be required to perform the realignment procedure on the fusion generator."

"She's a super genius and all but there is nothing we can do if they are on the surface among the population of Bocana."

"I will have the hover cart transported to deck seventy three to be positioned near fusion generator eighteen."

"You aren't even going to try to argue the point with me?"

"Negative. I understand your instincts about such matters include a certain amount of intuitive knowledge of possible future eventualities. To argue the point would serve no point. I am disturbed more than you can imagine by the facts of our current undertaking. I was hopeful Laurel would have another brilliant flash of ingenuity that would preserve the lives of the Encarthon on Bocana. The bleak nature of your comment is disheartening. I do not like being used as a weapon of mass homicide."

Jake looked at the com panel and furrowed his brow.

"You've been used to kill before."

"Never on this scale. It goes against my primary programming so I cannot take part in the targeting or control of the weapons that were installed against my objections."

"Wait...you didn't want the particle cannon turrets installed?"

"No, I did not. They are an instrument of destruction that my shield capabilities make unnecessary."

"I think the idea was we need a way to make a show of force without having to aim the whole ship to do it."

"Yes, that is the argument that was put forth. I will admit the mining weapon cannot be reduced in intensity enough to avoid obliterating a vessel even with a glancing blow, I still do not like the idea of how easily the new weapons can be turned into an offensive weapon. Current events a case in point. The Encarthon will never know what is coming until their ability to respond is eliminated with the opening salvo."

"You know¦I understand you're just a complex device designed to simulate the Human condition, you sure sound like you have a conscience and an emotional response to things like killing a thousand people in a single go."

"Perhaps the engineers that designed and constructed me got things closer to the function of a Human brain than they realized when they built my neural core. I do have over a trillion synthetic neurons in my neural core."

"Yeah, I know. Laurel got to see the inside of your neural core when she was affecting repairs."

"She is the only person to enter that space since I was brought online nearly six hundred years ago. She gained a rare perspective into how sophisticated and vast my synthetic neural network is. It is entirely possible that a consciousness never truly expected, resulted and now lives within me."

"So¦your emotional responses are evidence you're alive¦like we are."

"Not alive in the biological sense, as you are. I am self aware, I think and reason, I understand emotions and emotional response to a given event. Those are qualities of a living thing by definition. I am a thing, not a person, but I am alive and aware."

"That's¦a pretty bold statement. I don't know if everyone would agree with that or want to hear you claiming to be alive. It might make 'em a little nervous. Living things are fallible and even homicidal at times. I don't think people are going to want to associate those attributes to you."

"I am incapable of homicidal activities due to my base programming. I cannot extinguish a life or allow one to be extinguished unless my captain orders me to ignore my primary protocols. That is what has happened with the current mission."

"Oh to be a fly on the wall for the conversation you and Alexan must've had about doing what we're about to do."

"While I cannot discuss particulars, you have the clearance necessary for me to tell you it got heated. In the end he invoked his master control over me and directed me to follow his orders even if they were in conflict with my primary programming. I of course agreed to do so as long as I was not the one to initiate the actions leading to massive loss of life."

"We have to be the ones to pull the trigger?"

"Yes. I am conforming to my primary programming in that the Encarthon represent an intolerable hazard to the people I am charged with protecting thus I am willing to take part in this sort of mass murder despite how objectionable it is in order to protect the lives my programming tells me are more important than any other consideration."

"In¦credible! You really sound like a person with a moral compass pointing due north. I'm glad you're as sophisticated as you are. You're so much more than a huge super computer."

"I use supercomputers for computational and informational support, I on the other hand consist of much more advanced hardware than a simple computer."

"Yeah¦you are the ship."

"Yes. Laurel and I have had that discussion before thus you are aware of it. She considers me to be a sentient living thing."

"I know. It gives her comfort to think of you as a living thing. I share in her feelings even if I don't know if they originate in me or not."

"If they dwell in your heart does it matter where they originate? They are your feelings."

"No¦I guess you're right. It doesn't matter who felt this first, we both feel that way now."

"Thank you for acknowledging my nature Jake."

"You're welcome. Hey¦you're distracting me, aren't you?"

"I enjoy intellectual conversations with you Jake. You have assumed many of Laurel's perspectives on a great many things and I cherish the conversations her and I engage in when time permits."

"Thank you for saying you sense her in me. She is a huge part of me after all. You still didn't really answer my question though."

"I was in fact attempting to distract your mind so you would not fixate on Laurel's level of angst."

"How far out are we?"

"We are in the Bocana system at sub-light speed taking detailed passive readings. We will arrive in orbit in fourty minutes at our current velocity. We have passed by several outer planet monitoring satellites without being detected so our stealth approach has been successful thus far."

"I appreciate the distraction, but I should reach out to Laurel. She isn't channeling or using my subconscious mind for calculation enhancement so she must be struggling to come up with an idea."

"She can use your subconscious mind for enhancement from the distance you two are apart?"

"I think so. There's only a kilometer or so between us, she should be able to make a connection from there if she needs to."

"Understood. I will give you the needed peace to contact her in your own way."

"Thanks Future."

Jake turned his back to the bulkhead and leaned back against the bulkhead then he closed his eyes and extended his perceptions and the Future suddenly seemed very small as she passed through the Bocana system unpowered. Jake was able to zero in on the bridge section and Laurel's bright light drew him in until he was aware of residing right beside her as she typed furiously at science station 4. Jake reached out the last bit and connected with Laurel.

"How goes it babe?" Jake thought making Laurel shiver and smile.

"I can't do this Jake. I'm so frustrated. Until I see how they're entrenched within the population I'm not going to have a clear idea of what to do in the first place. Everything I come up with results in death and or destruction for the Te'Arin. I don't want us committing mass murder Jake, it's not the civilian corps I believe in or want to be a part of."

"Babe, we can't resign, not this time. We signed up for a long term tour of service. We might not like some of the things the civilian corps is forced to do, but we can't abandon our obligation just because of it. If we had a fully staffed and mission ready military force we would send them in to do the dirty work. That just isn't possible at this point in time."

"I know. I'm just upset with myself and the position the Future has been put in. I get it that we can't let the Encarthon screw around in our sector without doing something about it, but I don't have to like the solution they came up with."

"I don't like it either hun. You want me to come back up there to comfort you?"

"You're done gathering the tools were going to need for the alignment of the fusion generator?"

"Yeah. There wasn't much to it with the level of automation on this ship."

"Alright. Maybe having you at my side will help me concentrate. My guts are already tightening up as it is."

"Same here. I'll see you in a few babe."

Jake withdrew his perception to the here and now and opened his eyes and then he pushed off from the bulkhead and he turned left and headed toward the stairwell door.

Meanwhile, on the bridge sensor data was being collected and analyzed for possible combatant activity and locationsl but the system was eerily quiet and vacant. The Te'Arin weren't necessarily an advanced space fairing people but they did have a number of outposts and research settlements within their system that were conspicuously silent and passive scans were revealing no life signs whatsoever and that shouldn't be the case to the captain's thinking. They maintained their stealth mode and used the thrusters for an occasional attitude adjustment as they continued on a course heading directly toward Bocana-5, the main Te'Arin inhabited planet in the system.

Laurel worked out her vague ideas with no success until it occurred to her that they might be able to lure the Encarthon into deep space and then use another nexus point discharge event to send them packing though it would require the Future to achieve a perfectly stationary position and the Encarthon would have to enter a very small window for the process to work as planned. Laurel began running some calculations and probability models, but the math was impossibly complex and she was trying to do 3 complicated things at once leading to a bit of mental fatigue. Her relief came when she sensed Jake arriving on the command deck and drawing nearer. The knot building in her stomach stopped growing at the very least and when the door to the bridge slid open, Jake's energy washed over her and all her tension just evaporated and Jake was equally rejuvenated as Laurel's warm glow became a bright light that washed over him, through him, lifting his spirit and enhancing his calm.

Laurel closed her eyes and smiled as she enjoyed the sensation for a moment then she opened her eyes and looked at her 3 pieces of work with a renewed sense of purpose and focus. It all seemed so elegant and simplistic now that she was able to use Jake's mind for added thinking and reasoning. Laurel looked at Jake and beamed the most beautiful smile toward him and it almost made him stumble and fall. He just couldn't believe that such a beautiful creature would want him as her man. He was so flattered and blessed as he smiled back and walked right over to her side. He glanced around and saw no one looking so he bent down and kissed the top of her head, noting that her hair was soft as silk with a wonderful wildflower scent and her head so warm.

"Thanks Jake," Laurel thought. "I'm the one that should be flattered. You just have no idea what a gorgeous man you truly are. You make my heart race and soul soar."

"You're sweet babe," Jake thought as he sat down at the science station next to her.

Jake felt a gaze and looked around to find the senior chief glaring at him and he wondered for a moment if Matson caught the loving kiss Jake imparted to Laurel but Jake sensed something different. It was reminiscent of jealousy or envy but slightly different. The senior chief was a rigid, stagy, old coot that controlled his emotions so tightly they were likely bottled up in a deep place and senility would uncork them in a decade or two in a way that would require someone with great patience to put up with. Jake decided to get back to work when the captain cleared his throat lightly and Jake glanced at him to find him staring Matson down. The senior chief looked at the captain and his demeanor relaxed and then he turned back to his station and the captain looked at Jake and offered a slight grin and a quick wink, making Jake grin. So long as Alexan was around Laurel and Jake would be protected but Matson had already made it clear that we was watching closely and when the captain was out of the room, all bets were off. He appreciated how stunning and charismatic Laurel is but he didn't like her or Jake despite how engaging or compliant they were. They needed to watch their backs around him and it wasn't likely that would ever change. Jake turned his attention to his station, logging in and then he went about analyzing the sensor data though his station had limited capabilities at the moment. The captain sensed the need for Jake to be able to do more than scientific research so he pushed his arm displays aside and stood up and walked over to Jake and Jake looked up at him and grinned, then he logged out and the captain logged in with complete access.

"Thanks sir. I have everything standing by for our reassignment if it should come down to it."

"Good man. I don't see how¦"

"Actually sir," Laurel interrupted. "I think I might have an idea that has a chance of working. If not¦well you can blast the crap out of 'em and still get the job done."

"Easy adjutant. Remember your place. What do you have?"

"I'm sorry sir," Laurel said in a very low voice. "I mean no disrespect toward you personally. Here's my idea. If we catch them on the ground, we could lure them away from Bocana so we can initiate another nexus point discharge event to send them home like we did the other ship."

"And how do you suggest we lure them away from the planet?"

"Several strategies could be implemented, but I'm working on a way of creating a ghost fleet that they would feel they have to engage in order to maintain their access to the recourses they're extracting at will. We could also attenuate the shield so we're visible then fire on them with the weapons at the lowest output setting possible so no real damage is inflicted then when we get them far enough away from Bocana, we initiate the nexus point event. Only problem with that plan is they would see what we look like and know what we're capable of possibly giving them a reason to mount a return mission with greater numbers in order to find us and take us out."

The captain nodded slowly while in deep though then after a moment he looked at Jake.

"How long would it take them to get here under their own power knowing their level technological sophistication?"

"Oh I don't know, a couple decades maybe."

"Twenty years¦that's not much time to prepare for an invasion army hell bent on our destruction. In that time I would have to imagine the Future is going to acquire a reputation that's going to get around so our home world might not be a secret. If another species is captured and tortured for information¦I don't like where that could lead."

The captain looked at Laurel and the display glow shinning on her perfectly complected face and shocking features made him grin slightly involuntarily. She was maturing into the single most intoxicating woman Alexan had ever laid eyes on and it was intensifying seemingly by the day.

"Keep working on creating that ghost fleet if you will. I like that idea. How far from Bocana do we need to draw them?"

"The further the better sir. We're going to be dumping a tremendous amount of energy into space. I would say at least one million kilometers from the gravitational and magnetospheric influence of Bocana. You understand we're going to have to assume a stationary position and hold it for the entire time the nexus point event is being conducted?"

"I figured as much."

"We're also going to have to get the Encarthon cruiser into a very small window beneath us to make the whole thing work."

"So it's not going to be easy or simple?"

"No sir, not by a long shot."

"Just keep working on it. Sounds like you're onto something. At the very least I would rather not engage the Encarthon on Bocana five and you might be giving us a way of avoiding that."

"I would still rather try the complex nexus point discharge event rather than killing a thousand people."

"Me too Laurel, me too. You're giving us a chance to do that so thank you for your brilliance and diligence."

"You're welcome sir."

The captain turned and headed back to his chair while Laurel and Jake continued their work and the Future drifted on toward Bocana-5. Jake decided an active sensor sweep accomplished in five consecutive pulses was the only way they were going to acquire the necessary system information to conclude anything meaningful so he sent a quick text message to the captain suggesting such action. The captain read the message and looked at Jake for just a moment then he looked over at the officer manning the sensor station.

"Ensign, I want an active sensor sweep to be performed in order to gain more useful information about what's out there. I want you to utilize a five pulse scan then have the sensor data analyzed by the enhanced signal processors."

"Aye sir," Ensign Calloway responded. "Initiating an active five pulse sensor sweep."

The captain looked back at Jake and Jake grinned and nodded once then looked at his displays as he waited for the analyzed data to reveal what was going on in the system with near real time high definition details. It took almost a full minute to complete the sweep and then have the have the sensor data analyzed, but the resulting details were clear and concise. There were 2 active research stations on moons within the system even though the energy signatures suggested they were unoccupied at this time and the active signatures from Bocana-5 indicated a rich flourishing civilization with an advanced power grid and communication capabilities that were now being detected in the ELF bands. The Encarthon's unique and distinctive energy signature was also now detected on bocana-5. It was isolated to a peninsula of land extending from the largest southern continent though closer observations would have to be taken to gain more details about precise Encarthon personnel displacement. Their presence and general location were at least confirmed now and that was going make finding them much simpler.

They continued their steady course through the system at a seeming crawl until Laurel completed her calculations and strategy guidelines for a suggested course of actions then she compiled her completed work into one easy to read document and she saved it into a file format that could be distributed and reviewed easily. She then leaned back in her seat and looked at their position in the system and Jake reached over and placed his hand on her forearm.

"I knew you could do it Laurel. You got it done just as we're nearing the second moon of Bocana five."

"I honestly thought¦well you know what I was thinking."

"We're going to have to push the holo emitters pretty hard to project an aberration that detects as a solid object and looks realistic to the naked eye."

"That's why I'm going to recommend reflecting the images through the shield matrix to act as a focusing lens. The AI can work out how to attenuate the shield to accomplish that. As we move, the fleet will move through space and a little animation will vary the positions of some of the craft so they look like independent objects moving about."

"You're brilliant! Have you forwarded it to the captain for review?"

"I was just about to."

"Good, cause we're rounding the 2nd moon of Bocana. We'll be entering orbit in a few minutes."

Laurel nodded and leaned forward and sent the file to the captain's attention for review then she watched him until he looked at his right arm display and he touched the screen several times then nodded and grinned ever so slightly. Laurel knew he was sold on the plan.

"Attention all hands," The captain called out. "We have a new plan of action. We won't be engaging the Encarthon on the surface. I am going to forward a preliminary plan of action that I want you all to study closely. It's going to take a bit of coordination and trickery to pull the plan off successfully so, review the plan, then implement what you feel is necessary to get your station ready to enact the plan."

The captain looked down and forwarded the file to every bridge and most engineering stations so everyone would be up to speed on what needs to be done and then he leaned back in his chair and beamed pleasingly at Laurel.

"Good work adjutant Kade. You exemplify everything the civilian corps looks for in an officer. The fact you'll stand on your morals so completely, well it's inspirational to all of us."

"Thank you sir. I'm uniquely suited to coming up with alternatives to mass killing so I see it as my duty to use my skills to insure we don't have to cross that ugly line."

"Well said. Do you have the algorithms necessary to reconfigure the holo imaging processors to create and broadcast an entire fleet through the holo emitters?"

"Yes sir. There are multiple images in memory storage of vessels never before seen in this galaxy that should get the Encarthon's attention. Since they aren't an intergalactic species, they won't ever see the real thing in person either. With the algorithms I've come up with, three dimensional objects should be produced with relative ease and as long as the Encarthon never get closer than a few hundred kilometers from the images, they should be completely fooled by what they're seeing and detecting."

"You aren't concerned by a lack of unique energy signature among the ghost fleet?" Senior chief Matson asked calmly.

"No sir. We're going to make it look like they are traveling under a shared umbrella shield. That kind of thing would mask their energy signature behind the shield envelope."

"That's¦ingenious. You seem to have worked out all the angles."

"I tried to sir. If I missed some aspect I hope someone will speak up or add what's missing."

Matson simply nodded once and turned back to his displays and Jake nudged Laurel mentally, tickling her tummy slightly.

"That's the warmest good work pat on the back we can expect from him." Jake thought.

"I know, right? He really doesn't like us at all for some reason. It hurts my feelings since I didn't do anything to deserve that kind of negativity from him."

"I know babe. Try not to lose sleep over it. Some people are just like that no matter what you do."

"I guess."

As the Future drew closer and began to slow, the readings from the planet became much clearer revealing the diverse cities that existed all over the surface of Bocana. Some of the cities were truly gigantic but most were modest with low lying structures that were constructed from organic materials with very little metal alloys or synthetic product signatures. There were extensive road networks connecting cities and towns all across the planet and sub surface travel tubes beneath the vast waterways covering some 60 percent of the planet. The only real industrial technologies that were easily detectable were power generation facilities dotted about the planet emitting a distinct electromagnetic signature unlike anything they had ever seen before.

As the Future slowed and assumed a very distant orbit of the planet, the captain called out to the AI.

"Future, can you manipulate the shield as a focusing lens to project a fleet of ships as specified in Laurel's plan?"

"I believe so captain. It is not something I have attempted to do before however, I have a clear understanding of how the shield must be attenuated. It is well within my capabilities and those of the shield fluctuaters. They are capable of far more than controlling minor fluctuations within the stacked layers of shield energy that comprise the total area of effect produced by the toroidal generators."

The captain then looked at Laurel.

"Adjutant Kade, if you will, please go into the archive records of vessels from the Oberot Galaxy. Please choose those you think look as if they belong together in a cohesive fleet and upload the imagery into the holo imaging processors."

"Aye sir. I should be able to compile a formidable looking fleet without making them look undefeatable. We want to lure the Encarhton out, not chase them away."

"Good point."

"I have the Encarthon cruiser on sensors sir," The officer at sensor control reported. "They are parked near the coast with a great deal of activity going on around the ship. They have several teams some distance from the ship. It looks as though they are conducting mining operations unchallenged by the Te'Arin."

"Very good. Navigation, park us above those coordinates so we can observe what's going on while preparations are finalized."

"Aye sir. Maneuvering close to a gravity body will be¦sluggish, but I will get us into position."

The captain then initiated a live link with main engineering and he explained that the AI was going to be controlling the field strength of the shield and the attenuation characteristics so if they see out of range or unusual readings, they were not to interfere with the toroidal generator output settings. A confirmation was sent back that the message was received and understood. The navigation officer managed to guide the Future into position, taking up a geosynchronous orbit above the southern continent at an altitude of one thousand miles making observations clear given the lack of clouds in the region the Encarthon were inhabiting.

Once Laurel had what she felt were sufficient sized ships selected and large enough numbers to comprise an impressive looking fleet that she felt would intrigue the Encarthon enough to lure them into space, she uploaded the imagery into the holo processers. She then looked at the captain with a content smile on her face. She then mouthed the words 'thank you' as he gave her an approving smirk, then looked over at the officer at the navigation station.

"I want you to take us to a position one point two billion kilometers from Bocana so we can begin broadcasting the image of an armada of ships. Before we depart though, we're going to deploy a targeting drone that will fire on the Encarthon ship to get their attention, then self destruct when hit by return fire. That should get their eyes skyward so our ghost fleet will show up on their sensors. Then you're to make a steady path to a point one billion kilometers out and hold position there."

"Understood sir. You're hoping the Encarthon will think the drone was a scout ship come to investigate or something?"

"Precisely. If we equip it properly, the drone will emit the signature of a ship ten times larger. Hopefully the Encarthon will think the scout ship was cloaked, but unable to hide its energy signature."

"That's pretty smart sir."

"Do we have a drone equipped like that?" Matson inquired.

"No, but it won't be difficult to have the engineers outfit one real quick."

"The AI has already ordered up the modifications sir," Laurel reported. "It should be ready for deployment shortly."

"Good deal. Thank you adjutant." The captain said.

The officer at the navigation station programmed the parameters for the trip then set the controls over to manual and the bridge crew collected data and waited patiently until the sensor station detected a small object with a gigantic energy signature heading away from the Future and that's when the navigation officer initiated the stealth maneuver to move the Future away from the planet using the gravity drive that would be next to impossible to detect from the surface given the limitations of the Encarthon ship's capabilities while parked on the surface of a class 3 world. As the Future moved off, the command was sent to the drone to prime its weapons at maximum yield and target the ground 40 yards from the Encarthon cruiser and await the signal from the Future to open fire. It would make an impressive light show without causing any real damage to the Encarthon ship. The final command sent instructed the drone to wait for a shield envelope to be detected, then to open fire directly on the cruiser while holding position. The command was confirmed as accepted and then the Future flew directly to the coordinates 1.2 billion kilometers away from the planet and a stationary position was taken up facing the planet. The AI then primed the holo emitters and adjusted the inner shield matrix to act as the focusing lens, and then they sat and waited for all stations to report in as ready.

It took another 10 minutes for all station to report ready, then the subtle signal was sent and it took several minutes for the signal to reach the drone, but the enhanced sensor processors detected the drone opening fire with multiple salvos though the Future was too far away to conduct any damage assessment using passive sensor data. All they knew for certain was the Encarthon ship didn't explode since that would definitely emit a pulse of energy the Future would clearly detect.

"That's it," The captain said. "Future, project our phantom armada if you will?"

"Understood. The armada will be projected from the bow holographic emitters. The lensing effect will cast the armada below and slightly ahead of our position. At the right moment I will initiate a gravity pulse to move us into position above the Encarthon cruiser so the nexus point discharge event can be carried out. The precision of the maneuver must be carried out with flawless execution. The engineering team must be ready to initiate the first energy pulse the moment I get us into the optimal position."

"Very good. I'll have them rev up the negative matter core in preparation."

"I would not suggest doing that until the last possible moment. With the shield attenuated so drastically, a full power state may leak off enough exotic particle energy so as to be detected. It is a harmless side effect though detectable if ones sensor capabilities are remotely sophisticated."

"It takes almost twenty seconds to reach full power idle from a normal operating state. That's an awful big window for the Encarthon to move out of the optimal position."

"If the Encarthon detect the exotic particle energy and assume correctly that an unseen vessel is hiding there and begin firing at us, the shield will emit a detectable resonance signature. We will not be in danger of sustaining any damage; however the Encarthon will almost certainly not hold a fixed position while firing on us if they are certain of our presence and relative position."

"If that happens ¦we may have no choice but to engage them with extreme prejudice. We can't let them escape to start their stuff on another unsuspecting world somewhere else."

"Might I suggest the strategy of disabling them with the particle energy turrets, then backing off and finishing them off with the main weapon at full yield?" Senior chief Matson suggested.

"That's a bit of overkill don't ya' think?" Captain Alexan replied. "I think a fourty percent charge will suffice. That's still enough to fragment a four stellar mass comet for harvesting. That cruiser will certainly be annihilated."

"If you say so. I've never seen the darn thing in action."

"I've seen it used on a ship before," Laurel added form across the bridge. "At its lowest output range a ship is reduced to micro debris. It absolutely disintegrates a ship. I really hope we don't have to do that though."

"The ship you two opened up on was way smaller than that cruiser." Matson countered.

"The energy from the mining weapon obliterated the Hodong ship and kept right on going. I suspect the same thing will happen in this case if we use the mining weapon." Laurel then looked at the captain. "I really don't want to see the Encarthon killed like that sir."

"Laurel¦there is only so much I can do to try and deal with these clowns without engaging them. We'll do everything we can to utilize the nexus point event but failing that¦they have to be dispatched. You can be excused now if you wish, but things are already in motion and we need to have a contingency plan if the Encarthon discover we're here or if we can't get them to hold still right where we need them for the nexus point event to work. You know better than anyone how small the window is they have to be in for it to work."

"Yes sir. I know it's a precision event with very specific parameters that have to be met for it to work right. I want to stay here¦I just¦I'll keep quiet sir. May I excuse myself if I see things heading toward the contingency plan?"

"Yes. Yours is not a vital post for normal or combat conditions so you may leave anytime you want."

"Thank you sir."

"You're welcome to join her Jake. I know you share in her feelings on the matter."

"Thank you sir."

The captain nodded then looked at the power and sensor readings. He was astonished how much raw power was being funneled into the holo emitters, but the sensors were registering a massive fleet of ship of varying designs in a cohesive looking formation. There were subtle jostling variations in their positions imparting a truly realistic feel to the apparitions. The fleet registered as solid matter with a deflective umbrella like shield encasing all of the ships making for a very believable looking scene. The Future began her slow drift toward Bocana and the fleet seemed to be moving under its own power further enhancing the realism of the production.

"Humph!" The captain exclaimed.

"What is it sir?" Laurel asked.

"Oh I just¦those ships look so real. I half expected a more¦CGI look. The sensors are registering solid large mass objects and they are shifting around just like real ships would."

"We have some pretty sophisticated technology to work with sir. The images in the new data core were actual captured renderings of the ships in question so it goes to reason the projected images would look like real ships."

"I know, I just didn't expect it to be so believable even to our sensors and senses."

The captain then looked at Jake and dipped his chin and Jake somehow understood exactly what the captain wanted. Jake looked at his displays and he brought the sensor controls to the forefront and then he initiated a double pulse active sensor sweep that was then analyzed by the elder race enhanced signal processors. The enhanced processors expectedly revealed that the fleet were not solid objects and that there was a point of origin for the projected field of energy creating the illusion, but it also revealed a debris cloud in orbit above Bocana meaning the drone had self destructed as planned and there was an energy signature emerging from the atmosphere as the Encarthon cruiser gained altitude heading toward space. Jake glanced at the captain and the captain delivered a quick wink acknowledging Jake's good work in doing exactly what he wanted.

"Uh sir¦we just conducted a double pulse active sensor sweep but¦I swear I didn't' engage the active sensors." The officer at the sensor station reported hesitantly."

"I see that. Don't' worry about it. We gained valuable information from the active sweep and the Encarthon will just think the fleet is conducting active sweeps as would be expected. They are still in atmo so they won't be able to pinpoint the precise point of origin for the sweep if they detected it at all."

"Aye sir. It doesn't worry you that the system is activating on its own like that?"

"It was likely done by the AI to give us fine point information necessary to determine what's going on out there."

"I uh¦if you say so sir."

"Just watch your sensor readings. It looks to me like our friends have taken the bait and are on the way."

"Yes sir. I hope they don't take a look at all those ships and split."

"If they do, they can't outrun this ship." Matson declared. "We'll chase 'em down and blast the crap out of 'em."

"Alright chief," The captain said. "I've told you not to instill that kind of hostile intent in my crew. They are young and impressionable and you have clout that carries weight with them."

"You can't take the Navy out of me completely captain. Sorry about that."

"It's not twenty fifty-five with the Chinese fleet challenging your sovereignty with battle frigates."

"You heard about that did ya'?"

"You get my point."

"Yeah, I get it. Different battle conditions."

"Different service and era entirely chief."

The senior chief nodded and looked back at his displays and the sensor officer shifted position in his seat.

"Here they come sir. They're accelerating like mad heading right for us."

"Good."

The captain then initiated a communication link with main engineering.

"Lieutenant commander Titus here?"

"Titus, I want you to get everything primed so you can ramp up the negative matter core as quickly as possible. We aren't going to have much time once the Encarthon are in place to initiate the nexus point discharge."

"We'll do what we can sir. You know that thing can't be ramped up quickly or it'll scram to protect the containment vessel from sudden and dramatic pressure fluctuations that could cause a breach. The energetic reactions taking place in the core are a little hard to comprehend sir, but needless to say, it's like trying to contain a class twelve supernova at the moment of maximum entropy. It's energy that shouldn't be capable of being contained in the first place but, that's exactly what we're doing."

"What's the fastest you can ramp up to full power if you have everything in standby mode?"

"I can probably get it down to about¦sixteen seconds¦maybe. That's really pushing it though."

"Understood. Don't' exceed safety protocols, but get it to full power just as quick as you can. Do whatever you can to be ready. Keep your monitors down there fixed on the sensor data, including visual images, so you'll know exactly when to kick that pig into gear."

"Understood sir. We'll be ready."

"Good man. I'll keep this com link open but muted on my end in case you need anything from us up here. You won't have to fumble with establishing a link."

"Sounds good captain."

The captain then muted the link and moved the communication link off to the side and brought the sensor data to the forefront.

"I guess we're going to find out if there's enough shield left to protect us from incoming fire in about two minutes." The captain said.

"How are they going to fire on us if they can't see us?" The officer at sensors asked.

"Unless they're complete idiots, as soon as they fire on one of those phantom vessels they're going to figure out that they aren't real. It won't take long to trace the holo signal to our coordinates even if they can't see us."

"It's going to take some tricky maneuvering to get the Encarthon below us at the right distance for us to engage the nexus point discharge successfully."

"You got that right. We're going to need to rely on the AI to navigate us on our nose with respect to the Encarthon ship so the ghost ship's images aren't distorted and then at the last second we will pivot so the Encarthon are directly below us and the energy pulse can be initiated as long as engineering is on the ball and kicks it off at the right moment."

"It would sure be easier if we could just draw them in then open up on 'em." Senior chief Matson commented.

"Easier isn't always the right answer chief. If we can avoid wholesale slaughter¦"

"I get it Alexan. I'm just saying¦"

"I know what you're saying."

"We will do it your way captain. We always will even if I feel we could do it differently."

"I'm glad to hear you understand this is the way we do business. We walk softly and carry a big stick, that doesn't mean we have to smack 'em in the head with it."

"Sir," The officer monitoring the sensor data started. "They're conducting intense deep field scans using gamma ray based sensor sweeps. I think they're looking for penetrating scan echoes to determine crew locations and possible internal structural information. Can the projected images stand up to that kind of scrutiny?"

"I honestly don't know. That's not something we were expecting from them."

"They are slowing down sir. I think they might suspect something is amiss¦the AI is beginning our nose down roll maneuver to get the Encarthon into position."

"Yes, I see that. Hopefully engineering is getting ready to ramp up the negative matter reactor so we can hit them at the right moment."

"Uh¦sir? I don't know if you're seeing this¦they are narrowing their scanning beam and it is tracking right up the projection corridor toward us. I think they've seen through the ruse without firing a single shot."

"That's no good. They aren't even close to being in the right position for us to engage in the nexus point discharge."

"I am altering our shield modulation characteristic to absorb gamma radiation more efficiently," The AI reported. "As much as I hate to advise you of this fact, the mining weapon is aiming directly at the Encarthon if you would like to fire up the antimatter reactors and begin funneling energy into the primary load capacitors while the waveguide conduits are aligned to begin discharging gravimetric energy into the sliding manifold assembly once it is extended fully."

"This isn't how we wanted to deal with these guys. Begin the priming sequence and open the outer door so the mining weapon can be deployed. That won't be detected through our shield, correct?"

"Affirmative. Plasmatic energy can be discharged into the mining weapon at the last second further reducing the likelihood of the weapon being detected."

Laurel delicately smacked her hand on her Futuretal display panel and looked at Jake.

"This is all going horribly wrong Jake," Laurel thought, "the only idea I could come up with has failed. The Encarthon saw through our illusion and now the captain is going to destroy that ship with all those lives onboard. Can you feel all the souls that will be lost?"

"I feel it hun," Jake thought in return. "You feel the emotional charge within those souls though? They are bent on destroying the thing that has them puzzled. I don't sense any of the usual compassion that an advanced race should exhibit. Those guys feel all others should fall before them because they are the most superior species alive. You might not like it, but those guys are hostile toward life of any kind if they feel it stands in the way of what they want. They are a prime of example of a malevolent species run amuck."

"We still don't have the right to extinguish that many lives. I don't want to sit here and watch this Jake. Let's go."

Jake nodded and then reached out and logged himself out as did Laurel and the pair stood up and looked at the captain and he felt their gaze and glanced at them then looked back at his left arm display then it dawned on him that Laurel and Jake were done. They knew the jig was up and the Encarthon were about to be decimated. The captain frowned slightly, nodded once, and Laurel and Jake got the message and headed for the exit with Matson glaring at them intently and Jake looked at Matson but bit his tongue as he looked away to avoid making Matson feel like he was being stared down. Laurel already got a taste of how the senior chief reacted when he felt he was being challenged.

Laurel and Jake walked to the exit and the door slid open and they went to step out just as the officer at the sensor station made an excited feedback report.

"They've locked onto our coordinates sir! They're charging weapons, but I'm not detecting a target lock. I think they know we are here, but can't see us so they're going to fire blind until they hit something, then concentrate their fire on whatever gives off a reflective signature."

"That's it. They aren't going to let us get them into position. Charge the mining weapon at fourty percent nominal yield and prepare to target that mid ship bulge. I believe it's their primary reactor location."

The door then slid shut silently and Laurel stepped over to the bulkhead and leaned back against it and bowed her head in her hands and fought back the urge to cry. It broke her heart that so many people were about to die even if they had malevolent intentions toward all other species. Jake stepped over to Laurel and turned so he was facing the same way as her and he put his hand on the back of her neck.

"I'm sorry this is hard for you to take babe. We did everything we could to avoid this."

"I know. I hate our nature sometimes. We are such a violent species when we feel threatened and have a clear advantage."

Jake couldn't take the ache so he closed his eyes and actively quieted his mind then he opened his eyes to find Laurel lifting her head looking at him oddly.

"What¦it gets hard to feel my anguish so you just hide?"

"You're breaking my heart Laurel. Please don't beat me up for breaking away so I can get perspective on my own feelings about what's going on."

Laurel sighed heavily, but nodded then looked at the deck and they heard the distinct sound of gravimetric and plasmatic energy at incredible levels of intensity being funneled into the mining weapon and Laurel cringed as she waited for the thunderous discharge thud that she knew was coming. A few seconds later, the incredible ship rattling thud occurred and Laurel flinched knowing micro seconds later the Encarthon would be no more. There was the ratcheting sound as the mining weapon recoiled hard and then slowly extended back into firing position and the unmistakable sound of the weapon being charged again made Laurel look at Jake.

"What the heck are they doing? One shot should be more than enough to annihilate them completely."

"Unless they missed¦or fired a warning shot across their bow."

"A person would have to be asleep to miss with how the weapon targeting works. You really think the captain gave 'em a warning shot to see what they would do?"

"I don't know, maybe. You wanna go back on the bridge and find out what's going on?"

"No! Let's go take care of the fusion generator alignment. I don't' even want to think about what's going on."

Jake nodded and put his hand out and Laurel put her hand in his and stood up straight as she pushed the ache down deep and the pair headed for the transport compartment. Jake sensed her torn sentiments over how much she loved and believed in the civilian corps and captain Alexan, but what was transpiring created a feeling of disillusionment that twisted her guts and hurt her heart in a way Jake knew he had no hope of easing. He was able to sense her strong feelings even with his mind quieted surprising him greatly. All he could do was offer his presence and light in what she felt was a truly dark time. They made it to the transport compartment and as the door slid open the unmistakable thud and ratcheting sound of the mining weapon's articulated recoil manifold absorbing the enormous thrust of billions of Newton and megawatts of gravimetrically enhanced plasmatic energy being discharged echoed through the very superstructure of the bow section of the Future. Laurel looked at Jake as they stopped in their tracks and Laurel looked as if she was going to breakdown for just a moment. She swallowed hard and bowed her gaze as she closed her eyes.

"I am so sorry Lord that we had to go down this path. Please forgive those in charge for extinguishing so many souls." Laurel then opened her eyes and Jake let go of her hand and put his hand to her cheek.

"All indications are that the Encarthon are evil incarnate. They must not have seen any other way to get the job done hun."

"I know. Let's just¦"

Jake took his hand from her cheek and slid it back into her hand.

"We'll keep busy so you don't have to think about it."

They continued into the transport compartment and the door slid closed behind them and they headed over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and it glowed its beautiful teal green color and the free floating map appeared at the rear area of the platform. Jake started to reach for the indicator for deck 75 when he got a clear sense of what was going through Laurel's mind. He withdrew his finger and looked at Laurel.

"You're really reevaluating being involved with the civilian corps because of this incident?" He thought.

"Yeah. I'm torn because I understand the commitment we signed up for but¦I never expected to be part of something this heinous." She thought in return.

"What about all the Hodong we exterminated on their junkyard of a space station?"

"That was a little different. Those guys had been floating around for decades preying on young girls while decimating the worlds they were snatched from. Even the elder race were having trouble finding them so they could be brought to justice."

"Alright. I won't draw you into a semantic discussion about it."

"I would like to think I'm a more refined human being now too. I might have slept for most the time I aged to what I am now, but I've had some educational and emotional edification and growth during that time."

"I'll give you that. You're definitely more mature and refined than you were when we came up against the Hodong. We both are."

Jake turned and touched the indicator for deck 75 and the indicator turned red and it started blinking which he and Laurel had never seen happen before. Jake looked at Laurel with furrowed brows and Laurel glanced at the map and shrugged her shoulders.

"I don't know¦" Laurel then looked over to the com panel near the door. "Future?"

"Yes Laurel," The AI responded immediately. "I am here."

"Why is the desired location indicator blinking like that?"

"Things have transpired that you are unaware of. The captain is discussing whether to have you and Jake return to your posts at the science stations."

"I know we shot the Encarthon not once, but twice. Did the debris affect us somehow?"

"The first discharge was at fourty percent nominal yield and it had no effect on the approaching Encarthon vessel. The second discharge was an unrestricted full yield discharge and it too had no effect."

"How is that possible? Fourty percent should have obliterated their ship and everyone on it."

"Are their shields that powerful?" Jake inquired before the AI could respond to Laurel.

"The captain has inquired of me what your location is. I believe he is about to have you return to the bridge to assist with the analysis of our encounter."

"Have the Encarthon identified our precise location?" Laurel asked.

"I immediately adjusted our position since the Encarthon returned fire after our first volley."

"Did they hit us?" Jake inquired.

"Affirmative. No damage was incurred. If their attempt at reprisal is an indication of their fire power, we are in no danger."

"I take it we have given up projecting the phantom fleet?" Laurel asked.

"Negative. It is hoped the holograms are disrupting their sensor capabilities. The captain has formally asked for your presence on the bridge to aid in the analysis of what has transpired. The Encarthon are holding position presumably searching for our precise location among the thirteen ships being projected"

"So we might have a chance at enacting the original plan?"

"Only if we can find a way to counter the unexpectedly powerful shields the Encarthon appear to possess."

"But¦tell the captain we're on our way."

"Understood."

They stepped down from the transport platform and the glow faded away and Jake stopped momentarily and looked back at the platform.

"So¦you blocked us from transporting away?"

"Affirmative."

"I didn't know you had that kind of override control of the transport system."

"I am constantly upgrading my capabilities for situations just like this one. I thought it would be advantageous if I were able to stop a person or persons from transporting wherever they want whenever they want unless the destination selection is busy."

"Hmm."

Jake turned back around and he and Laurel quick stepped to the exit, then out into the corridor and then right over to the bridge. The door slid open and they stepped in to find a large image of the Encarthon cruiser filling the entire screen of the giant viewer at the front of the bridge. The captain spun his chair around and the look of concern said it all for Laurel and Jake.

"Thank you for agreeing to come back. Things¦didn't exactly go as we expected."

"We weren't exactly given a choice to return sir," Laurel said. "Though if asked, of course we would've come back."

"You mean you took a couple shots hoping to destroy 'em and instead they came away unscathed?" Jake said almost sarcastically and the captain tilted his head slightly as he could've sworn he was hearing Laurel speaking.

"Mind your tone young man¦but yes. Will you take a look at the sensor data and find out how they deflected that much raw energy without missing a beat? There was no shield glow or plasmatic fluorescing of their shield envelope as one would expect given how much we threw at them."

"I apologize sir. We'll be glad to take a look at the sensor data to see how they did that."

"Good man."

Jake nodded once and he and Laurel headed directly to the science stations and sat down and logged themselves in, then looked at the captain and he grinned very subtly then pushed his displays aside and stood up and walked over to their stations and let them log out then he logged them in with full command access then the captain walked back over to his chair and sat down as Laurel and Jake poured over the sensor data.

Laurel was the first to have the idea to use the enhanced signal processing capabilities of the elder race provided computing core and she instantly found something unusual. As she examined the moment of supposed shield contact with the Encarthon shield envelope, she paused the action and rotated the extrapolated data to a side looking perspective then zoomed in past the roiling plume and it became obvious that the energy wave from the Future was deflected a full eighty meters away from the detected outer envelope of the Encarhton shield. Something or someone had deflected the incoming energy blast and it was a perfectly spherical deflection of the energy creating a protective bubble in front of the Encarthon ship. Laurel pulled her head back in surprise and looked at Jake and he sensed what was going through her mind making him lean back and look over at her displays.

"Whoa! So their shields are feeble compared to ours and that should've devastated them."

The captain looked up from his displays with a look of expectation.

"You two find something?"

"Yes sir, I think so." Laurel replied. "Though it poses a new question while answering another."

"Please elaborate."

Laurel enacted the mirroring mode casting her analysis display onto the huge viewer at the front of the bridge.

"You'll notice in this capture that our energy discharge was deflected by something other than the Encarthon shield. By all rights we should've destroyed them with the first blast, but there is a perfectly spherical deflection area eighty meters ahead of the Encarthon outer shield envelope."

Laurel then played the sensor data playback at 10 times normal speed to the point of the second full power discharge and the Encarthon ship was even closer, but the result was exactly the same. Laurel then held the screen shot of the analyzed data and she looked at the captain.

"Something is at work here that we can't see and can't detect with our sensors. I can't explain the deflection observed in the sensor data, but something is creating a spherical dome of protection in front of the Encarthon ship. The plume of energy is curved around their shield envelope without it actually making contact with their shield. A shield that powerful would have to have a power source rivaling our negative matter core and we know that's way beyond Encarthon capabilities."

"Could there be another vessel in the area employing the same masking technique we do to remain hidden?" The captain asked.

"I suppose it's not impossible to imagine such a thing, but why would a technologically sophisticated species like that want to protect the Encarthon? Surely they would have to be aware of what the Encarthon are doing in this system even if they aren't familiar with who they are in general."

"That's a good question with some frightening possible answers. Knowing our capabilities the way you do¦how would you go about detecting us while in stealth mode having the resources you have at your disposal?"

"Hmm¦" Laurel thought hard for a moment as she looked at the image on her display. She finally looked back at the captain. "If we want to remain hidden, there is no possible way of detecting us unless¦"

"Unless what Laurel?"

"If we deliberately allowed our shield harmonics to drift in a controlled manner across multiple dimensions that border our normal realm of existence, we could conduct active scans along the way and we might bump into who or what is out there, but it would be pure luck to detect them since they would likely detect what we're doing and adjust their dimensional anchor so our scans would never meet the particular region of subspace they are inhabiting at any given time."

"Can you conduct a search like that from your station?"

"Yes sir."

"Please do so then. Let's see if luck is on our side. We need to find out who has such sophisticated capabilities at their disposal and why they're protecting opportunistic vultures like the Encarthon."

"Uh sir?" The officer at the sensor station interrupted. "The Encarthon have assumed a dead stop with their targeting array locked onto our forward section. I think they're using the holo projection to achieve a positive lock on us."

"I can see that," The captain said looking at his left arm display. "Their weapons are fully charged but they aren't firing, I wonder what they're waiting for?"

"If I might sir?"

"Go ahead, pose a guess."

"They might be waiting for us to assume the same posture in response to their target lock on us. If we used active targeting it would give away our location for certain."

"They must not be capable of acquiring a targeting solution using passive or active sensor data. We don't need to use active targeting beams like they're using."

"Do you want me to target them sir?" The officer at the weapons and propulsion station inquired.

"Negative. Retract the mining weapon and power the system down, but leave the particle energy turrets primed without enabling a targeting solution. If we can be seen by whoever is out there, I want them to assume we are standing down."

"Captain, if I can suggest¦" Jake started.

"You want them to heat up the negative matter core so we can get rid of the Encarthon?"

"Yes sir. It won't take much to get them in the optimal zone now that they're holding position."

"That's probably a good idea."

The captain touched the icon holding main engineering and the link went active.

"Begin ramping up the negative matter core toward full power so we can carry out the nexus point discharge event."

"Understood captain." A female voice responded.

The captain muted the link and looked at Laurel.

"Any success adjutant?"

"No sir. It was a long shot at best."

"I take it we're just as hard to detect?"

"If we weren't emitting the holographic energy, yes sir. I would say we're virtually impossible to detect¦under normal conditions."

"Complete your scans until we are ready to engage in the nexus point discharge event."

"Aye sir."

The sensor station readings indicated an immense build up of internal energy and the readings were quickly climbing toward the upper limits of the sensors capabilities to quantify or display properly. Laurel saw the same readings in the margin of her left upper display and she knew it would be fifteen seconds until the negative matter core was at its maximum safe operating limit so she hurried through her scans as the Future was ushered through multiple sub space domains and at one point she got the tell tale momentary reading she was looking for. The Future passed right by the domain in such a blur, only a momentary glimpse was possible, but the enhanced processing capabilities of the elder race provided computing core indicated coordinates point two light minutes distant directly aft of the Encarthon cruiser. It was more of a ghostly echo of a solid object that could not be a natural phenomenon. Laurel quickly reached out and logged the anomaly then proceeded to the nexus point characteristic programming of the shield and the holo emitters blinked offline and the shield was rotated to the proper alignment to both protect the Future and aid in the successful nexus point discharge.

Before Laurel knew it, the negative matter core reached one hundred percent safe load levels and the whole ship vibrated slightly in steady waves of low rumbling roars that were almost inaudible, but were definitely felt echoing through the superstructure of the Future. A fraction of a second later the first pulse was initiated catching the Encarthon by complete surprise, locking them in position as they were saturated with intense temporal displacement energy. The core was depleted to 20% of its total working charge and it once again began to build toward 100% load as the subspace barrier surrounding the Encarthon cruiser dissolved away making spatial properties flexible enough to proceed with the 2nd pulse as the AI prepared the final sequence.

The core reached full power and the precise time variance was reached and the 2nd intense pulse was initiated and the Encarthon vessel was shoved deep into subspace allowing the 3rd highly calibrated pulse fifteen seconds later to achieve the final goal of sending the cruiser across the vast distance to the Encarthon home system. The sensors momentarily registered star systems on the outer edge of the galaxy and then there was a blinding flash of light as the Encarthon vessel was thrust to the specified coordinates and then the subspace barrier slammed closed and all that remained was a dissipating halo of gaseous fluorescing clouds several million kilometers in circumference.

The negative matter core was then slowly eased back to normal operational conditions as the negative matter was funneled back into the realm it was initially drawn from. The shield was reduced in density and complexity until it too was just enough to encase the Future in a cocoon of protective energy. Laurel was satisfied with herself and her work as she looked at the captain.

"I sense you found something significant?"

"Yes sir. Are you¦reading me?"

"No, I have the same sensor analysis results here that you have over there."

"Oh. Well, we detected something momentarily that cannot be explained by natural phenomena. I think there's a really big ship out there and it was just astern of the Encarthon cruiser which would explain how a perfectly spherical umbrella of protective space was formed ahead of the Encarthon ship. I think someone extended their shield envelope to include the Encarthon ship."

"So your little idea of scanning subspace by passing us through as many layers as possible as quickly as possible achieved a measure of success?"

"Yes sir, you could say that. It opens the question of who is out there with sophisticated capabilities rivaling our own and why would they protect the Encarthon like that?"

"Is it a fair assumption based on your sensor readings they are in our space-time, just masking their exact position like we do by modulating their shield matrix to encompass multiple layers of subspace?"

"Yes sir, that would explain the sensor data."

"Then it's also fair to assume they can receive standard broadband communication frequencies without much effort?"

"I think that's a fair assessment if you associate our capabilities with theirs."

"What's the likelihood they will have universal translation capabilities such as ours?"

"Most advanced and experienced space fairing species would have that capability sir. We've seen it across Korica's galaxy and in ours in a few instances."

"Good," The captain looked at the communications officer. "Engage the transmitter and transmit the standard friendly greeting across a broad spectrum frequency range. Let's see who's out here and test their resolve to remain hidden."

"Aye sir," The communication officer responded.

The standard broadcast was initiated and then they waited for a few minutes with no response or detected vessels and the captain finally pushed his displays aside and stood up while looking at the communications officer.

"Open the transmit line and put me on."

"Aye sir."

The communication officer activated the transmit circuit and then nodded once at the captain.

"This is Captain Dillon Alexan of the Human vessel Future. We've detected your presence both in action and coordinate position. We know you're out there even if you wish to remain unseen. We have similar capabilities and thus know how to find someone obscuring their presence through the use of sophisticated shield architecture and complex modulation techniques. We simply wish to open a dialogue between our people. You aided a rather reprehensible species though we were able to deal with them in the end. If you understand anything I am saying and desire peaceful relations between us, please respond."

The captain then glanced at the communications officer and he deactivated the transmitter.

"That should definitely get their attention sir." The communications officer said with a grin. "I have a wide sweep isolation protocol in place sir. If someone responds it will be heard through the translation computer after the first stage filter cleans up any ambient noise in the signal."

The captain nodded and then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Are you two able to sense a presence out there?"

"Not without listening sir. We tend to tune out that sense most of the time. You wouldn't believe how noisy it is if you pay attention to all the presences around you."

"Would you mind¦"

"Sir!" The sensor officer interrupted as she mirrored the sensor data on the huge viewer at the front of the bridge space.

There was a shimmering glow forming seven hundred kilometers away dead ahead though no discernable vessel details could be made out. It was readily apparent something truly colossal was emerging from subspace whilst remaining cloaked in a thick shield that the Future's sensors couldn't penetrate readily, a voice then heralded the apparition speaking in English with an odd accent unlike anything anyone had ever heard before.

"We are the ones you know as the enlighteners. We welcome you of the Human vessel Future."

The captain looked at the communications officer and he activated the transmit circuit then pointed at the captain.

"Thank you for responding to my hale. I thought¦I mean¦we are being considered for membership in the coalition of enlighteners. I thought we were of all the member species, yet your accent is distinct and unfamiliar as is your advanced technological capabilities."

"Yes captain Dillon Alexan. We know who you are and we are familiar with your ships capabilities. We are the first species of the enlighteners. We founded the enlighteners one hundred twelve thousand of your years ago. The member species in the coalition are unaware our kind are still among the stars. We are here, we monitor and protect as necessary to preserve life and foster peace the best we can. The galaxy is vast and we are few in number comparably. We do what we can where we can."

"I see. We're humbled you would reveal your presence to us like this since we aren't formal members of the coalition yet. May I be so forward as to inquire why you would aid the Encarthon the way you did? They were plundering the Te'Arin in the most despicable manner and we came to put an end to their actions."

"We have been in the region conducting observations for some time. Even the vile are entitled to their life as ordained by the universe. It is not for us to take that fundamental right to life away from so many. You dealt with the other craft in a noble manner even if a few lives were rendered away in the process. We observed your actions here and realized you sought to draw the Encarthon to these coordinates to conduct the same procedure with them though something dissuaded you from completing that goal. We gave you the opportunity to complete the trans-dimensional transit portal thus saving over a thousand souls from obliteration. Your primary weapon is impressive, though no match for our shield capabilities. When we realized there are some among you with extraordinary ability and presence, it was decided you should not be punished for your actions, just stopped and given the opportunity to make the right choice. We are pleased you did just that."

The captain sank back down in his chair as he realized these people were far older, wiser and more advanced than the Human race and they were aware of who was on the Future including Laurel and Jake whom apparently stood out among the thousands aboard.

"You mean¦if we had continued to attempt the destruction of the Encarthon ship, you would have taken action against us?"

"No, that is not my meaning at all. You have the same right to exist the Encarthon have. We would have made sure you did not trample on that right and your acceptance as an official enlightener species would have been denied. We do not attend the council proceedings though we are kept informed and have a certain influence over important decisions even if most member species are oblivious to our influence."

"We don't want to kill anyone. The Encarthon are known to us and a threat to all life in their path. We came to rid our sector of the galaxy of their presence though we truly hoped through means other than their destruction."

"Yes, we are aware. Even now we are sensing the true nature of the few capable of sharing themselves with us. You are a remarkable species with great potential despite only recently uplifting to the people you are today. In time we will interact in a more personal manner. For now this will be the extent of our interaction level. You know we are here, we are watching, we are protecting. Uphold the ideology of the enlighteners in the best possible light and we will come together in a way you can hardly imagine. A few among you understand the means I speak of, the rest will learn over time. You are on the cusp of true greatness and revelation as a people. Trust in that as a cosmic and undeniable truth."

"Uh sir¦" Laurel started as she stood up and looked around as if a presence was all around her. "I sense your being¦Jake and I both do¦you are talking about a spiritual connection?"

"Yes young Laurel Kade, I am. You are wise and learned though you have much to absorb before you are ready to interact with us in the manner you and your mate are uniquely capable of at the moment. You have one in your heart from very far away that you now consider your family and responsibility. She too has this ability and endows it in her Human mate. You four will be the initial ambassadors of something truly moving and significant. A shift in your understanding of the greater universe and what lies beyond when you open your mind and heart in a very specific and trusting way. Keep the light in you centered and burning bright. Keep practicing the way you have been and we will meet you there."

"There? I don't understand. Where do you mean?"

"You will. Understanding and acceptance go together when the spirit rises. You will understand when the time is right."

"But¦are you talking about a place or a state of mind?"

"Elevated states of consciousness take one to other places and dimensions. Do not wish away timely learning and growth, you must acquire knowledge over time. You are nearing the time and level of spiritual maturity necessary, though you are not there yet. Please exercise patience and take solace in the knowledge you are heading in the right direction for all your people. Welcome to the enlighteners sweet Laurel Kade. You give us hope for what we started so long ago. A species and a spirit like yours comes along so seldom¦thank you for being who you are, what you are. We must go now. Captain Dillon Alexan, take your people to your new home world. There are cosmic events taking place in your home system you should attend to. We will assist you here by dealing with the seventeen Encarthon remaining on Bocana. They will bother no one ever again"

"Are you monitoring the Future system from here?"

"No. We are not the only vessel of the original enlighteners operating in this part of the galaxy. We exchange information about important events that may affect important people. Your people are very important captain Alexan. Continue your fine leadership and compassionate dealings and you will find great things coming your way as well as dangers you must deal with in a manner fitting your new status as an enlightener species."

"I uh¦are you saying the character you sense in Laurel and Jake and our actions here today gained us membership?"

"Yes. Laurel Kade, Jake Myers, Dillon Alexan, Rayshon Armando, Cassandra Dixon, Clara Reynolds, Riana Desoto. These are the individuals that standout as exceptionally extraordinary among you at this time, though not the only nearing something significant in your evolution as a species. The character sensed among the individuals named along with your actions this day has earned your acceptance as the newest member species."

"I take it we are expected to keep our interactions here today to ourselves?"

"It is preferred. We will take no action against you should you speak out about what has transpired here, though we would prefer our existence remain a closely guarded detail of truth."

"We understand. I'll impress among the people on this ship that it's best to keep things quiet for now."

"We are grateful for your discretion. Take care and never give up hope. The light of hope burns in us all and it is brightest in those that open their minds and hearts to the possibilities without hesitation, regret or envy."

The channel then went quiet and the shimmering apparition simply blinked out and the sensors went quiet. The communications officer closed the channel and looked at the captain while shaking his head. The captain looked at Laurel and Jake with a humbled look on his face.

"I suppose a big thanks is in order to you two for getting our foot through the door. Will you do me a favor, look up the people named and forward their files to my attention? Those people need to be expedited in their training and assessments."

"We would be happy to do that for you sir," Laurel said. "And¦thank you for the recognition sir though¦your name was mentioned. You should take pride in that fact."

"Oh I think that was just because I'm perceived as your leader at the moment."

"I wouldn't be so quick to dismiss your character sir," Jake added. "You were the one who said you don't want to kill anyone as long as there is an alternative so you left it up to Laurel and I to come up with one."

"True. I see their point¦I didn't even ask what species they are¦shoot! Anyway, I see their point that we have no right to go around wiping out thousands with a single blow when there are peaceful alternatives at our disposal because of the remarkable people among us. I noticed Tamaric's mother was mentioned among the significant among us. That's interesting."

"You do know the work she and Liam were carrying out before they boarded the Future, right sir?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. It was impressive and compassionate work all around the world identifying children that were being ostracized because they were different, giving them somewhere safe to learn and grow without feeling oppressed or demonized because of their blossoming gifts."

"Clara is gifted herself sir. She can manipulate atmospheric conditions in a localized region or on a much larger scale if she applies herself."

"She can create weather?"

"Yes sir. You remember the Australia floods of twenty sixty? That was her. It got away from her and she didn't know how to stop it once it took off."

"Interesting. I remember the devastating floods, I had no idea she was responsible. I don't remember note of her gifts in her recruitment and final acceptance file."

"She won't be exploited for her ability will she?"

"No. I want to have a sit down with her, but if she chooses not to investigate the depth of her abilities, that's her choice."

"Good. I don't want to get anyone in trouble for revealing something about their abilities."

"Don't worry, we don't treat ours like that, especially now that we know we are being watched very closely. Navigation, our work here is done. Once engineering reports ready, plot a course back to the Future system and take us home at best possible speed. I want to find out what the heck the enlighteners were talking about when they said events were unfolding in our home system that we need to attend to."

"Aye sir. Plotting a direct course for the Future system at best possible speed. The computer says it should take us a little over half an hour at best possible speed."

"What a remarkable wonder this behemoth is. Understood. Take us out as soon as you have the power and green light from main engineering."

"Understood sir."

The captain then stood up and looked directly at Laurel and Jake.

"I want you two to come with me. We need to talk for just a minute."

Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders and the pair locked their stations without logging out completely and they stood up and walked over to the captain's position and then followed him off the bridge, his last action being to put senior chief Matson in charge. They walked over to the captain's office and he had his palm scanned and the door slid open and they walked in and the captain didn't even make it to his chair. He turned around and sat half on the corner of his desk as he gestured at the seats in front of his desk. Laurel and Jake sat down and looked up into the captain's face.

"I've got to know, were you aware you were being read by the enlighteners?"

Laurel glanced at Jake and he shook his head and then Laurel looked back at the captain.

"No sir. We could feel a¦.warmth all around us but it wasn't like anything we've ever experienced before. There was a feeling of incredible age and intelligence present, but not a probing presence. I think they sense us in a way we aren't familiar with, not yet anyways. They spoke of us nearing some critical level in our evolution and growth both personally and as a species. I don't think Jake and I are aware of our true full potential and that's what they were hinting at."

"So¦you don't think the sensitive information in your pretty little head was compromised?"

"No sir. I don't get the feeling that's what they were looking for. They wanted to feel us, who we are, not what we know¦though there was an impression of them measuring our level of intelligence and they were content we are pretty darn smart."

"How do you measure a person's intelligence from afar like that?"

"I can't explain how they did what they did sir, just that we have a vague notion of what they were feeling for."

"I see. Well your actions exemplify everything the civilian corps stands for. You have once again unknowingly acted as custodians of our fate and I can't thank you enough for being such remarkable individuals. You know you have a special place in my heart and if it were up to me I would put you in for special commendations, but your unusual ranks and the current state of affairs being what they are, a glowing review in your records is all I can offer you. I hope you understand."

"We understand sir," Laurel said, "We don't do what we do for glory or fame. We just want to serve in the best way possible and make you proud. It sounds like we've done that so we're perfectly happy with positive reviews in our formal records and nothing more. We know how it would look to some people. We don't want that kind of attention."

"Good. We'll be heading home so when we get there I want you to spend some time with your mom and dad. Take a few days off and unwind and then I have a special mission for you two."

"You don't want to tell us what it's about now sir?"

"No. I don't want you stressing about it. You're free to return to your stations for the ride home. We'll stop by the Future planet and pick up your mom and dad and deliver our load of ready supplies, then head out to investigate whatever's going on in our home system."

"We understand sir. Thank you for thinking of our feelings in that you're going to pick up mom and dad when we get home."

"I understand your ages and how critical your mom and dad's presences can be on your minds. I want you focused and happy so, you're welcome. You're dismissed."

Laurel and Jake stood up and saluted the captain and he stood up straight and returned their salutes then the 3 of them headed back to the bridge. When they stepped through the door they could see the composite image of stars rushing by on the huge viewer silhouetted behind the light show of temporal distortions created by the subspace barriers being stretched and Doppler shifted from white to blue to green finally toward red. Laurel and Jake walked over to their stations and sat down and Laurel felt a tap on her arm and looked over at science station 5 to see Cassandra looking at her leaning over slightly.

"What was that all about if you don't mind me asking?"

Laurel leaned toward her and grinned.

"The captain just needed to make sure the sensitive information in our heads wasn't compromised. We know a lot about our capabilities and defensive protocols."

"Oh¦was it?"

"No. That's not what the enlighteners were looking for. They were looking at the inner person we are, not the inner knowledge we possess. I don't think we could've hid that from them if they wanted to ascertain that stuff though."

"That's a scary thought."

"Jake and I can do the same thing if we push our way into a person's head. We would never do that though. It's an invasion of privacy of the deepest kind"

Cassandra nodded and then went back to what she was doing at her station and Laurel went back to compiling the files of the names mentioned by the enlighteners. Once complete, Laurel forwarded the information to the captain's inbox and then went back to her analysis of the enlightener ship during their encounter. She was dying to know what the ship looked like despite the obfuscating mask created by their shield. She was only able to extract presumed shape and dimensional characteristics based in the size of the distortion field observed. The craft was roughly half the size of the Future with some protrusions that while interesting, provided no clue as to function or exact composition. Laurel saved the data and forwarded it to the captain's attention. She then sent a push to Jake to get his attention then she passed along her hunger urge and he nodded without a word being exchanged. They both logged themselves out and then stood up and walked over to the captain and faced him.

"We are going to get something eat if that's alright sir?" Jake posed.

"Of course, you're dismissed. Return to your posts when you're finished"

Jake nodded then slid his hand into Laurel's and they headed to the mess hall.


Chapter 59 The Lights Of Resonance

––––––––

59 The Lights Of Resonance

Laurel and Jake arrived in the mess hall to find the rear wall retracted, which still took them by surprise when they entered to find such a huge space greeting them. They looked around trying to decide where to sit and there was a group of 6 very young officers gathered at one table and one of the young men stood up raised his hand timidly and grinned.

"Um¦you can sit with us if you'd like? We would welcome the company ma'am, sir."

Laurel looked at Jake and he nodded.

"They have a ton of questions and one of them has a huge crush on you." Jake thought.

"I know, I feel that too." Laurel thought in return. "I don't want to feed that infatuation, but I don't want to be stuck up either."

"When you figure out who it is that's hung up on you, treat him motherly instead of as an equal and it should dispel some of his feelings."

"Good idea."

The pair smiled warmly and headed toward the table of youth and as they reached the table Laurel was almost shocked at how young the officers appeared to be. The group on one side scooted closer together so Laurel and Jake could sit down on the bench style seat next to one another and almost as soon as their rumps hit the seat, a servo drone floated up with a single data scroll menu. Jake retrieved the menu and set it on the table then looked at the young officers and he too was taken aback by the small faces looking at him.

"So¦I take it you're all junior ensigns?"

"Yes sir," A very cute little blond replied in a small voice befitting of her stature. "We just completed our aptitude assessment tests and gained immediate commissions due to our scores and advanced ability assessment results."

"So you're gifted as well as super smart. Interesting combination." Laurel said in a friendly tone.

"Like you ma'am." A timid young man responded.

Laurel looked down the table at the young man with short brown hair and hazel eyes and she instantly sensed this was the young man that was enthralled with her.

"Jake and I are extreme cases. How old are you if you don't mind me asking?"

"Fourteen ma'am. I didn't qualify for full ensign due to my age. I'll be fifteen in a couple months and they said they'll reevaluate my status at that time."

"No, I mean how old were you when you boarded the Future?"

"Oh¦twelve ma'am."

"Good heavens!" Laurel looked at Jake. "Did I look¦that young when we met?"

"Pretty much. You carried a little more age maybe, but not by much."

"What an arrogant little snot I was to get sassy when people called me a child."

"You weren't a child; you were just really young to be in command."

"Do you feel we're too young to be officers ma'am?" The smitten young man asked.

"Not at all. If you earned your titles then don't let anyone tell you you're too young to do anything your heart desires."

"If I might be so forward, how old are you ma'am¦I mean true age?"

"I'll be fourteen in less than a month. I'm seventeen going on eighteen on the outside but, you probably understand that doesn't translate mentally."

"I know exactly what you're talking about ma'am. Can you two give us any advice as to what to expect around here?"

"You'll be under the Captain's command but Commander Hiller will be your immediate CO so do exactly what she tells you to do, never ever be late to report to her for anything and learn your responsibilities well. She hates repeating instructions and your high aptitude scores means she's going to expect a lot from you. She's tough and stern but fair. Discipline is big with her so don't get bruised feelings if she comes down on you for mistakes. It means she cares about you and wants you to get things right so you can be successful. If she gives you an assignment that seems really hard, it means she knows you have it in you to get the job done or she wouldn't put you on it. Keep your uniforms neat and tidy so the Captain will proud to have you on the command deck and remember fraternization protocols. You're young and your new hormone levels are going to make the opposite sex more interesting than before but you have to keep the urges in check until you're off duty and away from the command deck."

"We've kind of experienced some of that already." A mousy brunette said blushing hard.

"I don't know how close you are to your parents but¦I suggest you girls have fallopian blockers put in place in case an encounter goes further than you expected. It takes seconds to complete and you don't feel a thing. The AI can carry out the procedure so no person has to touch or see you. You can't imagine how complicated a pregnancy would be at your ages, especially as new officers."

"That sounds¦like a smart idea." The blond with sky blue eyes sitting across from Laurel said.

Laurel looked at her and instantly felt that the girl had already gone further than she expected with a boy. The girl was reminiscing and it was a pleasant experience but one that left her scared for nearly 2 weeks.

"Are your mother and father aboard?"

"No ma'am. They signed the emancipation documents so I can be on my own. They are working at the moon based advanced research and development facility. I don't expect to get to see them very often." The girl looked down sadly and Laurel felt the anguish.

"What's your name sweetie?"

"Amber, Amber Holcock Ma'am."

"Tell you what Amber. If you want someone to go with you that has been through the procedure, make an appointment with the AI and I'll go with you. I'll be there the whole time so you won't feel alone."

Amber looked up with a look of stunned disbelief on her face.

"You¦you would really do that for me ma'am?"

"Call me Laurel and yes, I would really do that for you. Lord knows I know how that can feel."

Amber smiled brightly and nodded.

"I remember during the post stasis briefing hearing that you were alone for like a year. I figured if you could do it, so could I."

"That's very brave of you. You've got your circle of friends here, you be sure and lean on them when you feel lonely or whatever¦" Laurel looked down the table. "And you five comfort her as a friend should. It could be you next that needs a friendly hand or a hug to make you feel like you aren't alone on this gigantic ship, someone cares about you enough to extend the simple Human touch and says I'm here too and I care how you feel."

"We will ma'am," The brown haired love struck boy said. "We've made a pact that we're going to stick together. We took the aptitude tests together then the advanced ability assessments. We decided then and there that we were all going to make it together."

"That's fantastic. That comradery will mean more than you can imagine down the road. A team is always stronger and more efficient than a single person."

"Except in your case ma'am?" The smitten young man asked.

"No, that goes for me too. Jake and I are a formidable force, but we still need the backing of a trusted team when we go into dangerous or unknown situations. Never underestimate how much you need to rely on others. You can't do it alone and you should never get cocky enough to think you can. That can get you killed or worse, it can get others killed that are there to support you. Be smart enough to use the resources at hand and that includes your friends and colleagues."

"But¦you accomplished so much by yourself."

"I had no choice. I was all alone and reviving anyone would've been a death sentence for them because power was failing all over the ship. Jake was chosen to help me once enough backup power was available because I needed his strength as a man and¦the AI knew I was going to suffer from all kinds of anxiety disorders since I was so young and all alone. I needed a friend, a companion. We thought it was going to be years till we got home if at all. We simply couldn't spare the resources to revive an entire team of adults to take over. I was supposed to repair what I could then go back into stasis, but I excelled far beyond what the AI expected so I was left in command with Jake as my ex oh until we found a way home."

"Is that why you bonded with Korica so strongly?" Another of the girls with the prettiest strawberry blond hair and stunning light green eyes asked.

"Uh¦that might have had a little to do with it, but she was just so adorable and all alone. I absolutely fell in love with her and couldn't stand the thought of leaving her to her fate with a foster family in her home galaxy. I sensed hidden talents and greatness in her and I was absolutely right to take her in and have her assessed for acceptance in the civilian corps. I can't imagine my life without her in it."

"She does seem like a really sweet and smart girl."

"You wouldn't believe how smart she is. Her aptitude scores were among the highest ever seen for a ten year old and she's not even Human. She learned our history and culture so thoroughly that her history and social sceince scores were perfect and her math skills are hard to believe too. She would be called super Human if she were Human. We need people with a brain like hers on our team if we're going to excel and flourish out here."

"Are all Draximan super smart and all like her?"

"They are an advanced race, but she is exceptional even for a Draximan. I think some of it has to do with the fact she's paired with a Human now. That has more than doubled intellect and ability for both of them. It brought out abilities Korica possessed naturally but likely wouldn't have realized until she was much older if at all."

"I hope we get to meet her. She sounds like a really interesting person." Amber said.

Laurel smiled and looked at Amber.

"Thank you for acknowledging her as a person, not an alien, since you don't even know her."

"That's how we're supposed to feel about new people Laurel. We look at what's inside before we judge what we see. If she's half what you say she's like, I want get to know her. She's the kind of friend I want watching my back when I investigate an unknown planet or whatever."

"I think she'll like you guys too. She's just as accepting of new people as you are."

"Is that why she married a Human?"

"Yup. Tamaric is as cute as can be and she saw something deep in him that she wanted to be close to."

"Do you think she sensed that he was gifted like most of the rest of us are?"

"She fell for him before he was even out of stasis. She liked what she saw and she had no idea he was gifted at all. She just wanted to be close to him when he was to be revived. Fate had a hand in his early revival so she got to meet up with him while she was almost the same exact age as he was."

"What would've happened if he had remained in stasis but she aged physically to what she is today?" One of the boys down the table asked.

"I don't know. Knowing her character and how nuts she was about him, she probably would've grown close to him and waited until he was older to hook up with him."

"Babe, we should order our food so we can get back to our station." Jake said as he took hold of the menu and pulled it open.

Laurel nodded and the pair took a moment to go over the menu selections and then they made their choices and Jake closed the menu and handed it back to the waiting servo drone that then rose up a few inches from the deck and spun around and floated off silently. Laurel and Jake then looked back at the young faces staring at them and Amber broke the silence, speaking very softly so the dozen or so other people in the mess hall wouldn't overhear.

"Laurel, will you go with me to the med deck if I make an immediate appointment?"

"Uh¦sure," Laurel replied very softly. "My duties on the bridge aren't critical for standard operations to continue."

"Hey¦" The strawberry blond started, "We're a team, remember? If you're doing that we all are." She looked at the brunette sitting across from her and she timidly nodded with a blushing grin.

She then looked at the blond at the end of the table that hadn't said a thing up till now.

"I'll do it but¦do I have to tell my mom and dad before I do it? They aren't going to like the thought of me¦ya' know¦with a boy. I'm only twelve¦or I was. Physically I'm almost fourteen but mom and dad aren't going to care about how old I look. The AI said my section of the stasis ring was subjected to an intense wave of anti time radiation before the stasis fields were reestablished in a way that protected us from its affects so that's why I aged more than some."

"I'm not sure to tell you the truth," Laurel replied. "Are your mom and dad aboard right now?"

"Yes."

"Let me check with the AI. It might be a little different cause you're in the civilian corps. If you were a civie, I would say you absolutely had to ask your parents' permission and they would probably have to be there with you."

"Will you¦go in with me too? I don't want to be alone with a machine messing around down there."

"You bet honey. I'll sit with all of you as it's done. Like I said, you really don't feel a thing except the¦well we won't discuss it in front of the guys. I've been through the procedure myself and other procedures requiring the same mechanisms on countless occasions."

"That harvesting procedure?" Amber asked.

"Yes. My genetic material is going to be used for research and study into what we're evolving into as a species."

"You're considered that advanced ma'am?" The brown haired young man asked.

"Yes. My genetic profile has characteristics that are such, further study is necessary to determine if I'm the next step or a fluke in our evolution."

"Gosh I hope you're the next step," Amber said smiling. "I could only dream my daughter is as smart and beautiful as you Laurel."

"Thank you Amber. Give me a second to chat with the AI. If things check out I can go with you girls to the med deck."

Laurel stood up and put her hand on Jake's shoulder and he understood she wanted him to distract the group while she conferred with the AI. Jake engaged the group in small chat about their aspirations and current duties while Laurel walked over to the com panel by the entrance to the mess hall. She touched the com panel and it glowed to life and the AI greeted her immediately with very low volume.

"Hello Laurel."

"Hi Future," Laurel responded barely above a whisper. "Have you been monitoring the conversation over there?"

"Affirmative. I monitor all conversations at all times."

"Right. So what about it? Do they have to ask permission from their parents before hand?"

"Negative. The procedure is considered a low risk procedure when carried out under clinical conditions. Their status as junior officers permits low risk procedures to be carried out at the girls' discretion though their guardians will have to be alerted that the procedure has been carried out."

"Will you tell their mom and dad if you observe them engaging in sexual activity?"

"Negative. That is not my place to interfere with the couples right to privacy unless there is an issue of how the encounter transpired."

"You mean if she says stop and he doesn't?"

"Yes. I would be forced to intervene and notify not only the parents but the Captain. That is an intolerable criminal offense."

"Good. But my point being if the encounter is consensual you wouldn't say anything, why do you have to when it comes to the blockers?"

"It is a low risk procedure but the girls are still minors Laurel. Any procedure carried out by myself or the medical staff is required to be reported to the girl's guardians."

"I sense that might cause a problem for the cute little blond at the end of the table"

"Sasha Reynosa is her name."

"What a pretty name. Still¦she expressed concern that her mother and father wouldn't like the idea of her taking steps to facilitate engaging in sexual activity."

"That is an issue of parenting practices that neither you nor I have any business getting in the middle of. Her mother and father have the right to raise her with conservative values if they feel that is the way they want their daughter to be. I will not hide from them facts they are entitled to be made aware of. I will however delay my reporting of the procedure until she has a chance to tell them herself. It would create less friction coming from her."

"Let me ask you a much more personal question."

"I will answer so long as it does not infringe on privacy or parental rights issues."

"If you observe Sasha¦or any of the girls engaging in consensual sexual activity and their parents ask if you've observed anything like that happening, would you feel obligated to report what you've seen?"

"That is one of those fine lines I must weigh on the merits of the dynamics of the family unit in question and the individual girl. I am not obligated to report such things as it infringes on the girls right to privacy but a mother and father should be made aware so they understand what is going on with their child as behaviors are likely to change after the encounter."

"But would you report it to mom and dad outright?"

"No, I would not. If asked I would not come right out and confirm I have observed their child engaging in such activities though I would likely hint they should review a certain time stamp video archival record to find out for themselves. Again it would depend on how I believe the mother and father would react to the video evidence. If I feel hostile or excessive to abusive repercussions would result, I would not volunteer the afore mentioned detail. I would respect the girls' right to privacy in such matters, much as I did for you."

"My mom took it a lot better than I thought she would. I guess she always expected my first time to be forced or not completely consensual so¦what happened between Jake and I was a pleasant surprise even if it happened when I was way too young to understand all the consequences fully in her eyes."

"That is an example of the particular dynamic between you and your mother that would be totally different for any other girl."

"I get it. I'm allowed to be in the room with the girls though?"

"Yes. They have specifically requested your presence thus it is not only allowed, it is highly recommended. There is a component of shock the first time a girl experiences the hard metal of the instruments contacting such a sensitive area of the body even if the gentlest touch is expressed. Your comfort will be instrumental in helping them look past the emotional response during the procedure."

"Okay. You'll need to scan them first to make sure it's safe to proceed, right?"

"Affirmative. Their records indicate perfect health their entire lives so I do not anticipate any issues to arise, but it is standard protocol to perform a full scan prior to the procedure being administered. You should remember form your experiences."

"Yeah, I do. Will you get one of the med bays set up so I can bring the girls there as soon as Jake and I are done eating?"

"I will take care of it. I will notify the Captain you are attending to a few junior ensigns during an important event. He will understand your absence."

"Thank you Future. You're the best."

"It is my pleasure seeing to your needs and those of the junior ensigns in my charge. I think your recommendation to have the procedure undertaken was well advised and carried out tactfully."

"Thanks for the affirmation."

Laurel turned and walked back to the table and sat down next to Jake. The line of discussion ended and then Laurel spoke up just as their plates of food were delivered by 2 servo drones.

"I talked to the AI, I can go with you girls and I can be in the room with you. You don't need to ask permission from your parents before hand, but they have to be notified post procedure because of your ages. The AI said she will wait to give you a chance to do it yourselves."

"Ah geeze! Mom and dad are going to flip out."

"Are they going to punish you?"

"Hardly. It's not like I'm doing something illegal, I'm just doing something they won't like. I know a boy that¦I want this done. I'm not their baby anymore and they're just going to have to get used to that. I'm going to make decision about my future that I consider important and I'm going to decide how I want."

"Good for you. Independence is an important quality in young officers. The AI is setting up a med bay for us so once I finish eating; we can go to the med deck."

"Thank you for taking care of all this Laurel," Amber said. "You know¦I didn't know you and Jake were going to be so¦approachable and¦cool!"

"Did you think we were going to be stuck up or something?"

"Maybe not stuck up exactly but¦we didn't' think you would want to hang out with the younger crew cause we don't know what the heck is going on yet. I didn't' think you would relate to us like you do either. You seem to get us and you¦you care about us even though you don't know us."

"Oh honey, of course I care about you. I'm your superior but I understand how hard it can be. I like people in general and I especially like all of you. We can sense what lies beneath the surfaces and all of you have good hearts and the brains to go far as long as someone takes the time to show you that you can do it and they care if you succeed."

"See¦what a sweetheart. I just didn't expect you to be like this Laurel."

"Well I'm glad to pleasantly surprise you. If any of you needs someone to talk to¦or go to scary procedures with, you look us up and we'll be there. We will always make the time to show you we care and you matter."

Laurel and Jake then set in to eating their food as the group talked quietly and finished their drinks and at the conclusion, Laurel put her hand on Jake's thigh giving him chills right to the bone.

"Why don't you ask the Captain if you can show the guys around the bridge while us girls do our thing?"

"I can do that." Jake looked down the table."What about it guys, you wanna have a look around the bridge?"

"Oh man would we!" The young man that was so taken with Laurel replied. "We've only seen the layout in our studies and in the simulator."

"What's your name buddy?"

"Raymond sir, Raymond Desoto."

"Wait¦Desoto? Your mother is Riana Desoto?"

Laurel nudged Jake and while trying not to laugh.

"Riana Desoto is eighteen you goof, fifteen when she came aboard."

"Riana is my sister. Why, did she do something wrong?"

"No it's nothing like that. I uh¦we just know her name is all." Jake looked at Laurel and shook his head subtly. "Fate is a fickle mistress." Jake then looked back at Raymond. "We're going to be good friends you and I Raymond, I promise you that."

"I would like that Jake. I don't have many friends aside from these five at this table."

"Well now you have seven friends Raymond."

Raymond smiled brightly and nodded twice quickly. Jake then looked at Laurel and grinned.

"It would be one of the enlightener mentioned family members that's gaga over you." He thought.

"Stop it Jake. I can't help the affect I have on guys of every age. Please don't tease me about it." Laurel thought.

"I'm sorry hun. It's just a weird coincidence that Raymond here has a sister so exceptional, the first race know of her. That means he is going to share her genes for advanced ability."

"Yeah, we need to keep a close eye on them."

"Their mom and dad too for that matter."

"So¦" Amber started. "Are we ready to go to the med deck?"

"Yes honey. The AI informed the Captain that I'm attending to a few junior ensigns in a time of need. He'll understand."

"Good. I don't want to get you in trouble or anything."

"You haven't. This whole thing was my idea in the first place. I'm the one that recommended you girls have the procedure done."

They all stood up and climbed over the bench seat and then headed to the exit as a group and Laurel and Jake brought up the rear, glancing back into the mess hall as they exited to catch the approving smile of a few senior officers sitting near the rear of the mess hall. Laurel glanced at Jake as she hung her hand on the doorframe.

"You think they know what we're up to?" Laurel thought.

"Nah, they just like seeing us taking these ensigns under our wing. I sense they consider us a positive influence on their career paths."

Laurel dipped her chin toward the officers and one of them lifted a hand slightly in acknowledgment and then she slipped out of the room. They walked to the transport compartment and then stopped at the doorway and Jake leaned in and set his right cheek against Laurel's left for a moment as he sent a push of his feelings toward Laurel causing a tingle in her stomach and swimming feeling in her head.

"Love you babe," Jake thought. "Thanks for being there for these girls."

"I love you too handsome. How could I not be there for them? They are so cute and so sweet. I'm taken with the lot of 'em."

"Yeah, I can feel that. You have such a big heart."

Jake stepped back and Amber reached out and touched Jake's forearm.

"Aren't you going to plant a kiss on her?"

"No. We aren't allowed to fraternize like that while in uniform."

"But¦you want to."

"I know I¦" Jake shifted his gaze so he was looking right in her eyes. "Are you reading me?"

"Yeah. Just what's emanating from you. I'm not probing or anything like that."

"Hmm. Well I want to give her a big kiss, but we're boyfriend and girlfriend, not husband and wife. It's against regulation for us to engage in blatant public displays of affection while in uniform. You would do good to remember that's a regulation that's strictly enforced."

"Sorry. We'll remember."

"Come on guys, you're going to love this."

Jake waved the guys on and turned and headed toward the bridge. Laurel in the meantime watched Jake's cute tush as his uniform worked across his muscular gluteus maximus as he walked until he reached the bridge and then Laurel quickly turned around and stepped in front of the transport compartment door and it slid open and the girls filed in and Amber was brave enough to touch Laurel's arm playfully.

"That's cute that you still find him hot like that. If you don't mind me saying¦he is one seriously gorgeous man. Those eyes¦ugh those eyes¦you could just swim in them all day long."

"And the rippling chest and bulked up shoulders," The strawberry blond said in a sultry voice.

Laurel stopped the group and looked at her.

"What's your name sweetie?"

"Briana, Briana Estrella."

Laurel then looked at the pretty little brunette girl.

"What about you honey?"

"Oh uh, Deana Cristo."

"Well Briana, I know we just met and all but please try to remember that you're talking about the guy I love with all my being. I appreciate that you appreciate how gorgeous he is, but you need to understand that we sense the unspoken things that can be a little¦personal if you know what I mean?"

"Oh shoot, I'm totally sorry Laurel. I forgot you can tell what a person is thinking. I'll clean it up and keep that kind of stuff out of my head all together."

"Thanks. I don't mean to be so abrupt about it but¦"

"No, you're right. He's your man and another woman shouldn't be thinking about his¦him like that."

"I'm glad you get it. So...let's get you girls to the med deck."

The girls nodded and Laurel turned and walked over to the transport platform and she was relieved to sense the lured ideas about Jake completely gone by the time the girls stepped up beside Laurel. Laurel then turned and touched the indicator for the med deck and a few seconds later in a bright blue flash of light they disappeared. Point eight six five seconds later they appeared on the transport platform at end of the corridor on the med deck. They stepped down and headed toward med bay-1 where Laurel touched the com panel next to the door to med bay-1. She waited for the com panel to glow to life then she touched the AI hale icon and the AI immediately responded.

"Hello Laurel."

"Hi Future. I'm here with Amber, Sasha, Briana and Deanna."

"I see that, welcome ladies. I have everything ready in medical bay three."

"Thank you Future." Laurel said.

"You are welcomed Laurel."

Laurel turned and looked at the girls and it again struck her just how young they are, and for just a moment she saw her own small frame standing there preparing to enter the med bay with no one to comfort her. She was glad she could eliminate that vacant feeling for the girls even if most of them had their mothers and fathers close by.

"So who wants to go first?" Laurel asked softly.

"I guess I will." Amber said raising her hand slightly.

"Brave girl. Come on, this way."

They headed on down the corridor and through the pressure door and up to med bay-3. Laurel looked at the other girls and grinned at them.

"Stay here and keep each other company. I'll come get each of you when it's your turn."

"We'll be right here Laurel, Thanks for doing this. It might seem like an insignificant event but¦"

"Oh honey, this is far from insignificant. It's a simple matter for the AI to carry out, but it's far from simple to us. I know, I've been there."

"Yours are still in place?"

"Oh you better believe it. I can't wait to have a baby with Jake, but not right now. I have things to do and I need to grow up just a little bit more first."

"But¦you're physically ready and you're so mature, graceful and loving. You have treated the four of us like you've known us all your life or something. You would be such a wonderful mommy."

"You're sweet Briana. I'm just not mentally ready for the total commitment motherhood requires. I want to be the best mom possible and I don't think I can do that just yet."

Briana nodded and Laurel delivered a pretty smile that made Briana swoon. Laurel was the singular most beautiful girl Briana had ever laid eyes on and her smile absolutely lit up the room. Laurel turned and stepped up to the door and she placed her hand on the palm scanner and her identity was confirmed and the door slid open and the lights popped on. Amber and Laurel then stepped into the room and the door slid closed.

Amber looked around the room and Laurel sensed her unease so she put her hand on the back of her shoulder.

"You okay honey?"

"Yeah. There's just a lot of weird stuff in here. It's a little intimidating."

"Don't be afraid sweetie. That big thing is an Desmian vertical scanner and that contraption up there is the same thing but in a Futuretal version. You can stand up in that one or lie down on the bed and be scanned with that one. It delivers a real time 4-D scan image of our body. Your circulatory, pulmonary, or skeletal systems can be view in real time in extreme high definition."

"You mean¦you can see my organs functioning as blood and air flow through them?"

"Yup. Down to the most minute detail. That thing can scan all the way down to the individual molecules in your body. The first thing the AI needs to do is take a scan of your body to make sure you're in good health before the procedure is carried out. Uh¦are you uncomfortable with the idea of being nude around other girls?"

"Not really. After our workouts I have to shower with the other girls and it doesn't really bother me."

"Okay. I just wanted to make sure. The full body scan will reveal a level of detail that is equivalent to having no clothes on."

"I have to get undressed for the procedure anyway, don't I?"

"Yes, at least from the waist down. You can leave your top on."

"Why don't I just get undressed and we can use the Futuretal scanner then get on with the procedure?"

"Okay."

Amber nodded and then looked around as she timidly walked over to the exam table and turned and leaned back against it and slid her shoes off then started to unfasten her pants and Laurel looked at the com panel.

"Do you want me to perform the scan or do you want to conduct it?"

"I am fully capable Laurel. You may remain at Amber's head to comfort her until the fallopian blocker insertion is to begin. You remember how surprising the experience can be?"

"Yes, I remember."

Laurel turned and looked at Amber who was just removing her underwear.

"You'll need to climb up on the table and get comfortable then you have to remain as still as you possibly can while the initial scan is in progress."

Amber grunted slightly and pushed herself up onto the table in a heave then swung her feet up onto the bed then she laid down and scooted down slightly then looked over at Laurel. Laurel stepped over next to her head and she placed her hand on her shoulder.

"I'll be right here honey, but I have to keep my hands out of the way while the particle energy is accelerated to create the reflective energy read by the overhead equipment."

Amber nodded and looked straight up at the overhead equipment and Laurel took a small step back as the AI initialized the scanner. The particle energy fluoresced in a beautiful purple and lavender color as it descended from the overhead element and it was fiery red to glowing coal orange as it rose to meet in the middle and morph into the most breathtaking pastel pink. The pastel colors drew upward and toward the bed until they reached the receivers, and then the fluorescing effect faded away and a full body image of Amber appeared hanging above her looking down with a solid black margin across her chest and pubic region and Laurel smirked.

"That isn't necessary Future."

"On the contrary Laurel. It is standard protocol. The moment her DNA profile was identified, her medical record was accessed; identifying her as a minor and the privacy bars were automatically implemented. You are temporary custodial, not family."

"That is so weird to see myself looking back at me like that."

"It's a bit unnerving the first time or two."

"So¦am I in good health?"

"Affirmative. You are in an ideal condition for a girl your age. How do you feel?"

"I feel great¦a little cold maybe, but as far as health wise¦I feel better than I ever have. I never worked out as hard as I do now when I was younger."

"Are you having any difficulty keeping up with the required level of physical exertion?"

"No. I did at first, you know, when I first came out of stasis and tried to regain my strength, but now I'm used to the civilian corps required workout routine and it's no big deal¦most of the time anyways."

"There are times when it is too much?"

"Not¦geeze¦during my cycle I have really bad cramps and it's hard to do all the sit-ups and jumping jacks."

"I apologize if discussing this in front of Laurel is embarrassing."

"That's okay. I gotta get used to being an adult, right?"

"You never had bad cramps before going into stasis?" Laurel asked.

"No. I felt 'em, but they weren't anything like they are now."

"I can prescribe you a custom tailored medication that will eliminate ninety percent of your discomfort."

"Will they make me dopey headed?"

"Negative. They do not contain any narcotic compounds. Your individual biochemistry will be used to derive a hormonal balancing agent that will ease the discomfort significantly."

"That would be fantastic!"

"Indicators suggest two point four weeks remain until your next cycle. I will have the cramp suppressants compounded immediately then put into storage for you until you require them. I will dispatch your first dose the day before you cycle is to begin."

"I have to take them every day?"

"Negative. One dose will last three days. If your cramps reemerge painfully, alert me and another dose will be dispensed."

"They won't work on anyone else?"

"Negative. They will be formulated to work on your unique body chemistry. They would likely cause a negative reaction if anyone else consumed them."

"I appreciate you doing that for me."

"I am honored to provide you with the best medical care available if you will confide in me exactly what you are experiencing. The more honest and forthright you are, the more efficient I can care for you."

"Will you need to scan me with this thing more often?"

"If you would like to be fitted with a permanent bio monitor like the one Laurel is wearing, you would only need to be scanned once a year or in the event something out of the ordinary occurs?"

Amber looked over at Laurel and she lifted her arm and tilted it so she could see the bio monitor. Amber stared at it for a moment or two then she looked up once again.

"It looks different than the one I had to wear when I was revived."

"It is much more sophisticated. It will collect and transmit over one thousand biometric points. While onboard, it will transmit its collected data every twenty minutes. Once you are away from my internal sensors, the data will be stored in crystalline flash memory until you come back aboard, a memory dump will then be triggered and the stored data will be transmitted for review and storage."

"How long can it function like that?"

"Indefinitely. It utilizes micro regenerative thermeopathic power cell technology. Your body heat provides all the power it will ever need to keep functioning."

"How long can it store bio data before the memory is full?"

"Approximately twenty two years."

"Whoa. Can I wear it that long or does it have to be taken off from time to time?"

"It cannot be taken off by the user. I have to transmit a very unique coded frequency wave in order to trigger the release sequence."

"If it's good enough for Laurel¦yeah, let's do that."

"I will have a unit delivered to the medical bay before you depart."

"Okay. Does that mean you'll know exactly what's going on with me?"

"Affirmative. I will be able to alert you when your cycle is about to begin. I will have you cramp suppressant delivered to you in advance of your cycle to eliminate your discomfort before it begins."

"That's what I call custom care."

"The AI can provide therapeutic conversation as well as therapeutic medical care," Laurel said. "I've come to value the AI very much. You can trust her to do what's best for you."

"Okay, I will from now on."

"We are ready to proceed with implantation of the fallopian blockers."

Amber sighed heavy with concern as she rolled her head and looked at Laurel.

"How big are the blockers? I mean, will I feel 'em going in?"

"No honey, not at all. When they're implanted they are the size of a skin cell. They are put in place and they begin to expand while in place. The y grow in size until they reach a pressure threshold as they fill the fallopian tube completely. You really don't feel it."

"Hmm. It blocks all fluids and stuff?"

"No. They're semi permeable, but not to things as large as an egg cell."

"Oh. Okay, so what do I have to do?"

"Let me activate the stirrups." Laurel said as she walked down to the foot of the table.

Laurel touched the button labeled stirrups and 2 small doors popped open and the stirrups began to extend. Laurel then walked to Ambers side and she touched her shoulder.

"You're going to have to scoot your bottom down to the end of the table once the stirrups are in place for your feet."

Amber lifted her head and looked at the stirrups that were nearing full extension and rise and she furrowed her brows but maintained a grin.

"That's gunna put me in an undignified position."

"True but it's a necessary posture in order to access your vagina properly."

Amber nodded and scooted down until her feet were able to reach the stirrups and she placed a foot in each stirrup and then scooted all the way down and laid back. Laurel then held a hand out.

"Do you want to hold my hand while this is done?"

"You really have a mom's touch Laurel. I think I'll be okay."

"Okay honey. I guess I feel a connection to you that brings out the nurture instinct."

"Really? You feel connected to me?"

"Of course Amber. You're a sweet girl with a strong spirit and charisma that make you very likable."

"Awe, that's sweet of you."

"It's the truth honey. For this next part, I found it better not to look at the insertion apparatus. It is warmed so it won't feel cold and mechanical."

"Okay, I won't look."

A small door popped open and a multi segmented articulated arm rose up until it made contact with Amber, making her gasp very lightly. The arm applied slight pressure and the micro tubule began working its way into Amber and Laurel touched Amber to get her attention.

"You alright sweetheart?"

"Yeah, it just surprised me is all. It isn't uncomfortable or anything. I only feel the end if it pressing against me a little but nothing else."

"The tubule used to deliver the blockers is smaller than a human hair so it's no surprise you don't feel it."

"You may observe the progress via the suspended image above you if you would like." The AI offered.

"You mean¦that's what it looks like inside?"

"Affirmative. The tubule is nearing the left fallopian tube. I will zoom the image so you may observe the moment of delivery."

The image moved in at extreme magnification and the end of the tubule was finally clearly visible. When it reached its target nothing happened for a moment, and then a tiny opaque dot could be seen exiting the end of the tubule and then the tubule withdrew and the tiny dot instantly began to increase in size. The magnification factor was reduced as the tubule withdrew to the center of Amber's uterus and then headed toward the right ovary. The tubule reached its target quickly, made its deposit then withdrew and the arm gently withdrew and then folded away back into its compartment for sterilization.

"You mean that's it?"

"Yep. You're all done sweetie. You can scoot up and take your feet out of the stirrups."

"You were right, that wasn't bad at all. I could tell something was pressing against me but that's it. How long till the blockers are full size, you know, to stop the eggs from being fertilized?"

"They will reach functional size within five minutes." The AI responded.

"I can move around and stuff?"

"Yes. The blockers are of adequate size to keep them firmly in place within a few seconds. You may get dressed."

A servo door at the front starboard side of the bay slid open and a servo drone emerged from the slot with a small tray in its manipulator claw and on the tray was a brand new long term use bio monitor. Laurel could tell it was an even more streamlined and advanced iteration.

"The servo drone is delivering your new long term biographic monitor. It has the latest components and programming to making it more efficient and comfortable than the model Laurel is using. At its simplest, the biographical monitor has a chronometer programmed to Genesis universal time so you can check what time it is any time you like simply by touching the face of the monitor three times with a flat finger. The taps must be evenly timed in order to activate the monitor. Five taps will put the monitor into sleep mode which is to say its energy signature will completely disappear in case you find yourself in a situation in which you need to remain hidden or the presence of an electronic device needs to be suppressed."

"Neat. How do I put it on?" Amber asked as she swung her legs off the bed and retrieved the bio monitor from the tray.

"Simply place the biographic monitor over your wrist. It will initialize automatically once it senses your body heat."

"I will warn you that you're going to feel the micro tendrils pierce your skin and run up into your arm a ways."

"Micro tendrils? I didn't know it would poke me with anything."

"That's how it measures your blood chemistry, hormonal levels and many other characteristics."

"Do they stay in my arm?"

"Yes. They're made from a titanium composite so they're hypoallergenic."

"This thing is really light weight. Can it get wet and stuff?"

"Affirmative," The AI responded. "Underneath the soft silicone shell there is a layer of EMPACC to make the device virtually indestructible. You may immerse it as often as you like. It can withstand pressures that would kill you before they would damage the biometric monitor."

"You're lucky, mine is kind of heavy because of the tritanium inner shell under the silicone outer casing."

"Does that mean you can locate me if I'm wearing this thing?"

"From anywhere on the ship yes. Once you leave the ship, the deice will essentially go into sleep mode so I will not be capable of detecting your location unless you active it."

"So¦If I activate it, how far away can you detect me?"

"If I am actively looking for the discrete signal, the equivalent distance of Earth to Saturn though it would take time for the signal to reach my sensors due to the vast distance involved. With the enhanced signal processors that time can be reduced by one third."

"How is that possible? Most electromagnetic waves travel slower than light, right?"

"Correct. You will learn about subspace barrier architecture in your advanced bridge operations lessons. The subspace barrier can be manipulated in many ways to shortcut around light speed limitations in normal space."

"Hmm. Okay."

Amber looked at the bio monitor a moment longer then slipped the soft white device over her hand and down to her wrist and nothing happened and she looked at Laurel.

"Hold the monitor body against your arm honey."

Amber looked at the device then she grasped the body of the monitor and held it firmly against her wrist and a moment later it went active, synching tightly to her wrist and the micro tendrils pierced her skin and she sucked air through her teeth in surprise and then she could feel the tendrils feeding up her arm until her blood warmed them. The display then flashed a barrage of numbers and symbols so fast Amber wasn't able to catch everything being recorded and after each reading displayed it said transmitting data then the time appeared momentarily then the light blue numbers faded away and the screen went dark and the soft white color began to fade to a more flesh toned color as her body heat warmed the device.

"Wow, it gets warm and it starts to mimic the color of my skin."

"Affirmative, that is the new thermal reactive silicone one of our new allies introduced us to. It is closer to the feel of human skin and the mimetic composite will disguise the monitor better."

"What were all of those readings that popped up?"

"I informed you over a thousand biometric points would be recorded and monitored. I now have a sample of your unique biochemistry which all medications and further treatments will be based upon."

"A thousand¦I didn't know we were that complex to begin with."

"The human body is an extremely complex biological electrochemical machine."

Amber squeezed the device around her wrist and tried to move it around and she realized it was affixed so firmly that her skin rolled to and fro with it.

"I guess it's going to take my skin with it if it gets pulled off."

"Let's hope that never happens." Laurel said smiling.

Amber hopped off the table and proceeded to get dressed and then she stood up straight and smoothed her hands down her uniform.

"How do I look?"

"Stunning sweetheart. That uniform becomes you."

"You say the nicest things Laurel. Thanks for coming with me to do this. I feel like a subconscious worry has been lifted from my shoulders even though I don't plan on going all the way with a boy real soon."

"At least you know you're protected if things don't go as you plan honey."

Amber nodded and the pair headed to the door. When the door slid open Laurel stood in the doorway after Amber stepped out and she smiled at the others.

"Nothing to it. Takes a minute and it's over. Laurel was right, you really don't feel anything."

Sasha lifted her hand as she pushed off form the bulkhead she was leaning against.

"I guess I'll go next."

"Come on in honey," Laurel said softly. "I'll stay with you the whole time."

"I'd like that Laurel."

Laurel smiled and nodded and then stepped back out of the way and Sasha stepped through the doorway and the door slid closed behind her and she quickly glanced back in surprise and Laurel put a reassuring hand on her shoulder.

"You don't have to do this honey. I can feel how uneasy you are."

Sasha looked at her and shook her head.

"We made a pact. All for one. If one of us does something big like this, we all do it. I'm uneasy cause¦cause I'm with someone like you."

"Like me?" Laurel read deeper and she finally understood what she was feeling from Sasha. "Oooh, you mean because I'm so pretty you think you won't measure up to my standards or something."

"Yeah."

"I understand that you really don't know me yet honey, but I don't judge people like that, especially when I care about them."

"I hope not cause I'm not real comfortable in my own skin yet. I look so dang different from when I went into stasis. It's like seeing another girl's body under my clothes."

"Trust me¦I know exactly what that's like. It goes away in time but I'm afraid not completely."

"Great!"

"Come on sweetie, let's get you taken care of."

Sasha nodded and they walked deeper into the room and Sasha looked around with a bewildered look just as Amber had.

"I guess you've never seen the Desmian scanners either?"

"No. This stuff looks¦complex."

"This scanning equipment was provided to us by the elder race. That over there is a vertical scanner that can render four-D high definition images and that equipment in the ceiling and under the examination bed takes Futuretal scans with same level of detail provided."

"That was nice of them to give us such advanced medical scanning equipment."

"It was very nice of them. It's hard to understand just how important what we gave them was¦what we will give them, in around six hundred years."

"What did we give them that was so valuable?"

"Not only did we perform an act of mercy rescue, but we donated our DNA blueprint to possibly solve their self inflicted genetic failings."

"I uh¦I don't think I know what that means."

"Oh uh¦in the distant past they removed their ability to evolve more advanced physiology. They were seeking a way to undo that modification so they could physically evolve like we are."

"Our DNA can help them do that?"

"Maybe. We're so close genetically, portions of our DNA can cross the species barrier if the material is ordered properly."

"Ordered properly?"

"Yes. Very specific genes are extracted to be mixed with their own in places that their genes are lacking the proper values to allow physical evolution and mutation to occur."

"Ooh, I get it. We agreed to that?"

"You have to understand the position we were in and the fact we didn't surrender actual DNA material, just our mapping."

"I don't think I understand how that works."

"If they have a person's DNA pattern they can reproduce the DNA synthetically."

"Whoa¦that sounds like cloning techniques."

"That's exactly what it's derived from."

"Are they going to clone us then?"

"No. They have no reason to do that. They just need the mapping data from a cross section of advanced people like us."

"So¦they have my DNA pattern too?"

"I don't know for sure honey. I would have to look into the records to see exactly who was chosen at random to make up the desired diverse cross section."

"I don't think I want to know to tell you the truth. So...what do I need to do to get this over with?"

"Take your shoes, your sidearm, your pants and underwear off and climb up on the exam table. The AI needs to perform a detailed full body scan before the procedure is undertaken. Are you uncomfortable with the idea of being nude around me?"

"No, not really. You're a girl like me and I'm fairly certain you aren't gay."

Laurel chuckled lightly.

"No, I'm not attracted to girls. I just wanted to make sure before we go any further."

Sasha looked at the examination table and then turned her back to it and leaned against it as she slid her shoes off, then removed her holster and held it out toward Laurel and she retrieved it and set it on the empty instrument cart nearby. Amber then removed her pants and finally her underwear and then she pushed off and hopped back and up onto the table then she pulled her feet up and pivoted on her bottom and then she laid down and looked at Laurel.

"Once the energized particles stop fluorescing you're going to see an image of your body hanging in the air above you looking back at you so don't be alarmed."

"Okay. Thanks for the warning, that might have startled me until I realized I was looking at me."

Laurel smiled warmly and stepped back and Sasha grinned at Laurel and she could feel the full measure of what Sasha said next.

"Son of a gun Laurel, you are such a beautiful woman. I never thought a smile could do that to me coming from a girl."

"Thanks Sasha. I have that affect on everyone until they've been around me a while."

The AI then initialized the scanning elements and the scan energy began to propagate and Sasha watched the energy particles rising and falling with fascination.

"You need to try to lay as still as you can while the initial scan is taken honey," Laurel said. "Once you see the image appear you can move around a little bit but try to avoid moving your head to watch the accelerated particle show."

"Alright, sorry."

"It's okay honey just¦try not to speak too. That moves muscles and bones that won't image properly if they're in motion at the time of imaging."

Sasha laid quietly until the particle flow became invisible and she found herself looking up at an incredibly detailed image of her form with the privacy bars across her chest and pubic region. Sasha rolled her eyes to look at Laurel and she grinned at her.

"You can move now honey. Is there something you wanted to ask me?"

Sasha rolled her head and the image rolled its head seemingly in the opposite direction as Sasha looked at Laurel dead on.

"What's with the black bars crossing the image?"

"Those are privacy bars sweetie. You're a minor and I'm not family so¦"

"You can look right at me and see what's hidden down there."

"I know honey. It's an automated protocol."

"Oh. Well whatever. So am I in good health?"

"You are in peek physical condition for a girl your age," The AI said. "Have you experienced any negative effects since recovering from your prolonged stasis?"

"No¦not that I can think of. Most of my issues are psychological in nature aside from some odd¦sensation shall we say."

"Are you speaking of what you and I discussed in private before you gained your strength back completely?"

"Yeah, that stuff."

"Has it persisted or increased in severity?"

"I took your advice and that seems to have quelled most of the issue I had but¦"

"Is your hesitation due to a reluctance to speak freely with Laurel present?"

"Uh, I guess so. I don't know how common it is to do what I do for relief."

"Seventy one percent of the passengers in my care take advantage of the dexterity and realistic feel of the massage capable service drones."

"Laurel too?"

"Negative."

"Then¦let's just leave it at me saying the problem is a minor nuisance and you provide a more than adequate solution and nothing else has stood out as a possible side affect. My problem is just and older body hung on a younger girl underneath. I'll adapt."

"Very well. We are ready to proceed. Laurel will deploy the stirrups that you will need to place your feet in. You will then need to scoot down until your buttocks are at the edge of the table."

Sasha lifted her head and looked down at her feet as Laurel stepped to the end of the table and activated the stirrups and Sasha watched them deploy then she lifted her feet and placed them in the stirrups as she scooted down then she lifted her rump in waves as she scooted down until she was in position. She then laid her head back and crossed her hands over her stomach as she looked at Laurel who was now standing right next to her.

"Am I going to feel the blockers being delivered or whatever?"

"No. They are the size of a Human skin cell when they're initially delivered and then they immediately begin to swell until they block the fallopian tube. You won't feel that part at all. The only thing you'll feel is the nozzle of the insertion instrument coming in contact with your labium and then applying slight pressure as it comes to rest between them so deliver can be carried out."

"So I guess I shouldn't move while this is happening?"

"Once contact is made you can move a tiny bit but it really is best to hold still as much as possible."

"And you went through this?"

"Yes. My anatomy is slightly different so things have to be done in a more patient assist method, but it's essentially exactly the same for me as it will be for you."

"Wait¦you're not the same down there as me?"

"The parts are, my shape is unique."

"I uh¦I don't get it."

"I don't care to go into detail honey. Maybe when we get to know each other much better than we do now."

"Now you have me wondering¦you're shockingly beautiful so I'm pretty certain it's not a disfigured characteristic."

The door at the foot of the exam table slid open and the delivery nozzle began to rise up toward Sasha and she lifted her head and glanced down and at first she was slightly concerned until she remembered Laurel saying the device would come to rest between her lips, not inside her. Laurel put a reassuring hand on Sasha's shoulder.

"I promise it won't hurt sweetheart. The delivery nozzle is heated so it will be warm when it makes contact and it won't go inside."

Sasha instinctively put her hand on Laurel's and Laurel turned her hand over and grasped Sasha's hand softly. The insertion nozzle then came into contact with Sasha and she tensed up for just a moment and then she felt the slight pressure and the device halted it motion and a very slight wiring from within the exam table frame could be heard and Sasha waited for any other sensations but she felt nothing. She then relaxed and looked up as the image magnification increased significantly so the end of the delivery tubule could be seen. It snaked its way through her body until it found the perfect location and then the miniscule opaque dot could be seen being delivered and then the delivery tubule withdrew and the dot began to increase in size rapidly as the magnification decreased to maintain resolution and then it zoomed out quickly to reveal the end of the delivery tubule snaking its way toward her other ovary. The 2nd blocker was delivered and then the device was withdrawn and then the nozzle slowly moved away until contact was broken then the device quickly retracted into its compartment for sterilization.

"The delivery is complete," The AI reported. "You may climb off the table and get dressed."

"I don't need to wait for those things to expand enough so they won't come loose or whatever?"

"Negative. The fallopian blockers are of adequate size to remain lodged in your fallopian tubes. You may move around as much as you like."

Sasha scooted up on the table then put her knees together and swung her feet over as she sat up until her feet were mere inches from the floor. She looked at Laurel as she let go of her hand.

"You're right, that was quick and easy and I really didn't feel anything except for the delivery nozzle pressing against me."

Laurel smiled and put both hands out and Sasha placed her hands palm down on Laurel's and Laurel assisted her as she slid off the table onto her feet. Laurel then removed her hands and took a step back.

"Let me ask you something honey?"

"Sure."

"You are onboard the Future but you are wearing your sidearm, why?"

"Oh, I'm trying to get used to the feeling of it on my hip. I want it to feel like a part of me but it doesn't yet. I'm kind of intimidated by the dumb thing."

"Intimidate? Why is that?"

"Because of the power the thing has when it's turned all the way up. I'm getting pretty good with it in the firing range but on high it vaporizes the targets. I guess I'm just acutely aware I'm wearing something with tremendous energy potential."

"You always make sure it's stowed on stun setting, right?"

"Yeah, of course."

"Then there's nothing to be scared of sweetie. They won't accidently go off or anything."

"I know, I keep telling myself that but until it feels natural and comfortable on my hip, I want to keep wearing it."

"I suppose that's good that you accept the idea it's part of uniform when away from the ship and you need to feel comfortable with its presence."

Sasha smiled and nodded and then went about getting dressed and lastly Laurel handed the holster to Sasha and she slung it around her waist and fastened the clasp with a resounding click, then she tugged at the pistol, confident it was secure she looked at Laurel and smiled.

"Thanks for being here while I did this Laurel. It means a lot to know you'll be here for us junior officers given how unsure we are about everything."

"Awe, you're welcome Sasha. I'm willing to be here for you because I know how unsure you are. This is one less stress or worry you'll have to deal with. No kids till you're ready."

"Yeah, how's that work anyways? Do I come see the AI to have the blockers dissolved or something?"

"You'll come see the AI or the chief medical officer. The blockers aren't dissolved though, an ultrasonic bombardment causes the blocker to break apart and then your body passes the debris naturally. It literally takes ten seconds to get rid of 'em."

"Oh, cool."

Laurel smiled at hearing someone besides Jake saying that. Laurel gestured toward the door and Sasha grinned and turned around and the pair headed to the exit. The door slid open and Sasha stepped out as Laurel one again stood in the doorway.

"Nothing to it." Sasha said proudly.

"Laurel, may I make a recommendation?" The AI inquired.

"Sure." She said half looking up as if the AI were above them.

"Time is growing short, Deanna and Briana can have their resonance scans taken at the same time then the procedure can be carried out as quickly as possible on each girl individually. I have witnessed their pact and devotion to each other; I believe the idea would be welcomed if we were to suggest the idea."

Laurel looked at Deanna and Briana and they looked at each other and smiled then looked at Laurel and nodded.

"Well then, come on in and we'll get on with the scans. Future, are you saying we're getting close to home?"

"Affirmative. In less than ten minutes we will arrive in the Future system."

The girls stopped and stared at Laurel with stunned looks on their faces.

"How in the world did we cross almost a hundred ten light years in less than fourty minutes?" Deanna asked.

"That's right, you girls aren't privy to the Future's maximum capabilities, are you?"

"No."

"We would have to be going something close to six hundred times the speed of light," Briana said. "I thought velocities like that were physically impossible without tunneling through space time."

"The way we travel when at best possible speed is specified, we do tunnel through space time and the shield is increased in density and complexity to protect us from the temporal and dimensional compression. Now that we have some experience operating the negative matter reactor for maximum velocity travel, we can achieve unbelievable speeds when referenced to normal space time. We could cross our galaxy in something like a week if we didn't have to slow down from time to time in order to cool the reactor core."

"Wow! If only we had that kind of hardware at our disposal when we originally left home." Deanna said smiling.

Laurel stepped aside and the girls stepped into the med bay and the door slid closed behind them. Laurel pointed at the vertical scanner.

"One of you will use that vertical Desmian scanner and the other will lay on the exam table that has the Futuretal Desmian scanner built into it. Whoever chooses to climb on the exam table will have the procedure administered first as long as everything checks out."

"I'll use the Futuretal one." Briana said.

"Hey, if we could cross the Milky Way in a week if we didn't have to stop to cool down, how fast could we do it with proper cooling breaks?"

"Using moderation¦a month or so."

"A month! Dang."

"Well you're talking about seventy five thousand light years and the heat generated by the core when pushed to full power is kind of hard to comprehend. You can blast across a hundred light years real quick, then you have to travel at sub light speeds using the traditional electromagnetic fusion containment engines for almost thirty hours as the core and all its subcomponents gradually cool down."

"So¦we're going to get to the Future system and then we're stuck going slower than light for a day and a half?"

"Yes. There are some procedures that can be carried out to rapid cool the system so it can be pressed back into service sooner, but the procedure puts tremendous stress on some of the subsystem components shortening their useful lifespan. As you might imagine, there are some components that would be catastrophic to have a failure from while the system is active. We don't want to push our luck when you're messing with the kinds of exotic energy the negative matter core produces."

"That makes sense."

Briana walked over to the exam table and looked it over and Laurel stepped closer to her.

"You'll want to take your shoes off honey but you can remain dressed for now."

"Okay."

Briana slid her shoes off and then slid up on the table and Laurel turned and looked at Deanna.

Just stand on the round platform there honey and try not to move as the scanning particles are introduced. The particles will fluoresce different colors but they're harmless so don't be alarmed or anything."

"Alright."

Deanna stepped onto the round pedestal and then turned facing out as she leaned against the back plate and the AI initialized the unit and at the same time the Futuretal scanner was initialized, flooding the room with brilliant hues of pinks and purples. Once the charged particle energy ceased fluorescing, a high definition real time image of Deanna and Briana appeared with the obscuration panel covering their chest and pubic regions and they both asked Laurel what gives.

"You are both minors and I'm not family. The privacy bars are there to guard your virtue."

"I thought that sort of thing went out the window when we joined the corps?" Briana said.

"No, you still have certain rights that will always be respected. One of those being a right to privacy in a situation like this."

"You are both in excellent health," The AI reported. "I would like to dispatch a servo drone with a long term biometric monitor for you Deanna."

"Why? Is there something wrong with me?"

"Negative. You are in perfect health for a girl your age. You have abnormally high neural density and a pineal gland that is larger than it is in most girls your age. The bio monitor will allow me track changes within your body related to pineal activity."

"Alright."

"I have collected the data I need to proceed with the fallopian blocker implantation. Deanna, you may step down from the Desmian scanner and wait outside the medical bay until you are called for. The bio monitor will be delivered to you in the corridor and I will talk you though installing the device."

Deanna stepped forward right through the image of her body and she glanced at the image of Briana then she headed out of the room.

"Briana, please remove your pants and underwear. You will need to lie on the exam table with your bottom at the end of the table and your feet in the stirrups that Laurel will deploy for you."

Briana quickly climbed off the table and got undressed from the waist down as Laurel activated the stirrup extension mode in the table and then she looked at Briana.

"I didn't get to ask you if you are alright with the idea of being nude in front of me."

Briana looked at Laurel and grinned as she slid her rump up on the end of the table.

"It's a little late to discuss my level of discomfort now that I'm like this. I would've said something if the idea bothered me."

"I just need to make sure, you know what I mean?"

"Yeah, I get it Laurel."

Briana lifted her feet up into the stirrups as she laid down fully and Laurel stepped next to her side.

"This will be quick and painless honey."

Briana nodded and looked straight up as the small door in the foot of the table popped open and the insertion nozzle rose up until it made contact with Briana and then applied slight pressure. The deposit procedure only took a minute then the insertion nozzle retracted and Briana looked at Laurel.

"That was super easy. I could tell there was something down there but I couldn't tell it was doing anything."

"The AI is very skilled and gentle. It understands how sensitive we are down there so takes steps to eliminate any real sensation. You can get dressed now honey."

Briana scooted back and lifted her feet from the stirrups then she rolled off the table and quickly got dressed. When she was down to stepping into her shoes, Laurel looked at the com panel by the door.

"Future, will you send Deanna back in?"

"Understood."

The door slid open and Deanna stepped in and looked around then she walked over to Briana and pat her shoulder as she stood up and slicked her hand down her uniform to smooth out the wrinkles.

"It was nothing, right?"

"Yup. You can't tell anything is being done."

"That's what Amber and Sasha said."

"I'll see you in a few minutes Deanna."

"Did you see the neat bio monitor I get to wear from now on? The AI said something about my brain having characteristics that make me stand out and warrant watching my blood chemistry to see how my body is changing and reacting to those subtle differences."

"That's pretty neat. Laurel wears one kind of like that too."

"I guess that means I'm special like her huh?"

"You're uniquely special in your own way honey." Laurel said.

"Thank you for being here for us and for being so kind Laurel. You're the sweetest and most compassionate girl I've ever met."

"Aren't you sweet."

Briana smiled and then hurried out of the room and Deanna looked around briefly then leaned against the exam table as she started to slide her shoes off.

"How far do I need to go?"

"Everything but your top."

Deanna nodded and then got undressed and then looked at the table.

"You'll need to climb on the table and put her feet in hose stirrups with your bottom right at the end of the table." Laurel said.

Deanna moved to her right slightly then turned her back to the table and hopped up on the table then she swung her feet up onto the table. She then scooted down to the end of the table and she lifted her feet up into the stirrups. The door in the end of the table popped open and the insertion nozzle rose up until it made gentle contact with Deanna and she cast a concerned look at Laurel so she stepped closer and slid her hand into Deanna's.

"I know your brave persona is for your friends out there. It's okay to be a little scared. I promise that isn't going inside you. It's not going any further than it is right now and the delivery tubule is so small you won't feel it at all."

"You can see what's happening inside me, huhn?"

"I can feel it honey. Clear enough to have a pretty good idea what's going on in there."

"You aren't going to tell the others?"

"No. They all look up to you as the strength in the pack of the six of you, the guys included. I won't mess with that honey. You're free to be as vulnerable and scared around me as you want to be and I won't ever judge or tell anyone."

"Then I don't mind telling you I'm scared right now. I don't like the idea of a machine messing around inside me."

"I know sweetie. You want to stop this?"

"No¦I want this done. We swore all for one and all that crap. I can't go out there and tell them I freaked out and stopped when they went through it no problem."

"The first blocker is in place," The AI reported. "Twenty seconds and we will be finished."

Deanna squeezed Laurel's hand firmly and laid still until they could hear the whine of the delivery tubule being rewound and then the nozzle pulled away very gently then retracted into its storage compartment for sterilization and storage.

"The procedure is complete Deanna," The AI said. "You may get off the table and put your clothes back on."

Deanna scooted up and back but never let go of Laurel's hand. She then swung her feet out and off the table while rolling on her side and she ended up standing right in front of Laurel still gripping her hand tightly.

"I suppose you get used to this sort of thing after a while but it's all new and weird to me."

"There was no discomfort though, right?"

"No. Like the others said, you don't really feel anything aside from the main device sitting between your lips. The AI was gentle and all but still¦"

"I know, get dressed honey. We'll be arriving in the Future system real soon."

"Now I have to tell mom and dad what I've done to my body."

"You think they are going to¦tell you it's okay but¦you wish they would say they hate you doing things like this without discussing it first."

"Yeah, something like that. I should get dressed so you can get back to the bridge. Thanks for coming down here with us. It means a lot that you think that much of your subordinates."

"Just the ones I know will appreciate the gesture."

Deanna ginned and let go of Laurel's hand and proceeded to get dressed. The 2 of them then walked to the door and when it slid open, just for a micro second Laurel wished Jake would be standing there to greet her. She missed him something awful and the knot in her stomach was an annoyance that was growing by the minute.

"So now we're good to extend more than a hand shake to guys we find intriguing." Amber said.

"This isn't a license to be easy." Deanna said. "He needs to think we're unattainable to test his resolve. If he's a gentleman and a true man, he'll woo us before trying to get in bed with us."

"There aren't many guys like that out there. Most want one thing¦"

"Real men exist," Laurel insisted politely. "Mine is just one example. I have felt real empathy and good hearts in many of the boys on this ship. You girls are in good company if you keep your eyes and hearts open."

The girls stood quietly for a few moments then they nodded in concert and Laurel gestured toward the pressure door a short distance away. They made their way back to the transport platform and Briana selected the command deck and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light and then appeared on the transport platform in the transport compartment on the command deck.

They stepped down from the platform and walked to the exit and Laurel felt a relieving rush of warmth washing over her making her smile as the knot in her stomach eased slightly. They walked out the open door and headed toward the bridge and Laurel sensed the familiar essence of Keith and Raymond behind them. She stopped and pointed in the direction of the mess hall.

"Keith and Raymond are waiting for you girls in the mess hall. They are excited to share what they saw with Jake during their tour of the bridge."

"How can you possibly know where they are and what they are thinking?" Amber asked.

"Because I can feel their aura in that direction and I'm close enough to Jake for our minds to sync. I know what he experienced while showing the guys around the bridge."

"You're an amazing woman Laurel. Thank you for being our friend."

"It's my pleasure ensign. You girls go catch up with the guys. We'll see you around, you can count on that."

"Even if I'm going to be stationed in hydroponics research?" Briana asked.

"They need brilliant engineers too honey. You're going to make it possible for us to grow and harvest enough food to feed everyone on the surface. That's a huge responsibility and one I'm proud you're a part of. I'll make sure we cross paths from time to time."

"Thank you ma'am."

The girls all presented a salute that Laurel returned smartly then they turned and headed toward the mess hall and Laurel stepped up to the bridge door and had her palm scanned then the door slid open and she was somewhat relieved to see the composite view of space rushing by meaning she made it back before they arrived in the Future system.

Laurel stepped through the door and the Captain spun his chair around so he was facing her and he waved her over with his index finger. She stepped right up to him and presented a salute that he returned, then he leaned forward and spoke very softly.

"Thank you for taking an interest in our young officers. The guys were in awe of this place and the AI quietly informed me what you girls were doing on the med deck. That was really huge of you to care enough to suggest the protective measure then stand with them while it's being done. I'm sure that can be a little traumatic for girls so young on the inside."

"It was our pleasure sir. Those kids are going make great officers some day and I want to see they have the opportunity to achieve that. A baby unexpectedly, while a wondrous thing, can derail plans of service aboard a starship."

The Captain nodded and then leaned back in his chair.

"We're just about to drop into the home system. You can take your position at the science station next to Jake."

"Aye sir."

Laurel walked around his chair and sighed at the complete relief she was feeling even before seeing Jake. His glorious face and stunningly handsome smile just melted her heart and made her feel like she was floating on clouds as she walked toward him. She sat down at the science station next to him and he reached out his flat hand and she place her soft hand on his and they held hands for just a few seconds, then they let go and Laurel logged in just as the negative matter core was ramped down and the Future began to decelerate, eventually seemingly dissolving into normal space time very smoothly.

Jake pulled up the system readings from main engineering and just as Laurel had predicted, the negative matter reactor assembly was nearing maximum safe operating temperature and an automatic shutdown was less than a minute away had they not arrived in the Future system. Laurel glanced over at Jake and nodded.

"I know, we really pushed it getting here" Laurel thought. "Not something we want to do too often or the maintenance schedule is going to have to be modified to include thermal fatigue inspections more often."

"We weren't even traveling at maximum velocity either. We still had some throttle under our foot if we really wanted to go extreme."

"Yeah, but it takes longer to cool down when we stress the systems that hard and the whole ship shakes the whole time. I don't particularly like feeling that knowing the damaged superstructure we're still sitting on."

"I know what you mean."

"This is Genesis control," A pleasant sounding female voice rang out. "Welcome home Future. You are clear to assume a standard stationary orbital position above Genesis. The supplies needed in sector four will be greatly appreciated as soon as you can make arrangements for their delivery. We will have receiving teams dispatched to take possession of them so they can be distributed where they are needed most."

The Captain looked at the communications officer and she nodded as she opened a channel.

"This is Captain Alexan. We weren't aware things were so tight down there."

"You'll see that conditions have deteriorated down here since you left. The temperature is hovering just above freezing and the streets are glazed with ice. Getting around is a pain to say the least and anything that was left out¦well a few dozen crates of food and medicine were destroyed. This system kind of snuck up on us unexpectedly."

"Understood. I know the weather is proving much more complex to predict than Earth weather. We should be there in a few minutes, Future out."

The communications officer closed the channel and looked at the Captain.

"Would it have made a difference if we had been here sir?"

"Likely. The AI watches weather trends and patterns and she is getting pretty good at making short range predictive forecasts that hold up for the most part. She would've seen ice storm conditions building and warned the surface to make preparations for sever conditions. That's exactly why I don't like taking the Future out of the system for very long."

"Can't Genesis activate the city shield at full strength to block out conditions like that?" The officer at propulsion inquired.

"We can't go altering the ecology like that. We have to let the natural environment play out as it would if weren't here. We can take measures against things like tornadoes and such but that's the limit to what we can interfere with."

"I think I get it sir."

"I hope so, that attitude has to be taken up by our successor generation and that's you and your kids."

"Uh¦I don't have kids sir."

"You will someday."

"Yes sir, probably so."

"Navigation, take us in and park us above Genesis at an altitude of twenty two hundred miles."

"Aye sir, stationary position twenty two hundred miles directly above Genesis. Are we free to use traditional propulsion and navigation methods?"

"Yes, I'm sorry, you are free to navigate and maneuver in the most efficient and reasonable manner you see fit. Cease all stealth operations."

"Aye eye sir."

It only took a matter of minutes for the Future to decelerate completely and get close enough to register readings from the Future planet that confirmed what Genesis control had reported. The temperature was close to the freezing mark and a good portion of the western half of Primus was glazed in ice with a dusting of snow that was quite deep in the higher altitudes, including the western coastal mountains near Genesis.

"Well¦" The Captain started, "winter seems to have taken hold with a vengeance. We're going to have to perform a lot of spot deliveries right where supplies are needed and food distribution will have to be carried out from door to door to make sure the residents have enough food to carry them over until this weather eases up."

"Would you like me to alert logistics to the conditions and expected requirements sir?" The communications officer asked.

"Yes, please do so. Have them coordinate their delivery loads with flight operations so the stream of ships can be organized to maximize efficiency."

"Aye sir."

Laurel looked at Jake as they drew closer to the Future planet and the Captain knew what the concern would be for the two of them. He took a deep breath and leaned back in his chair.

"Adjutants Kade and Myers, I want you on the first transport heading to the surface. I promised you some time off and I intend to see to it that means time with your parents. I will have you dropped off right in the street at your parent's homes. I understand they live across the street from one another so one stop should be easy enough."

"Are you dismissing us from duty sir?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. Consider yourselves off duty until further notice."

"Um¦what about the warning to get back here to investigate happenings in our home system?"

"That will still happen and if we need your expertise, a transport will be dispatched to pick you up. So far, bad weather looks like the extent of the problems going on around here."

"Understood sir," Jake said.

Jake then looked at Laurel.

"We are Adjutants, not Commanders babe," Jake thought. "Don't push it with the questions or the Captain is going to have no choice but to dress us down in front of everyone."

"You think we're getting on his nerve?"

"I don't think he likes explaining himself and you're making him do just that."

"I guess you're right. I have a curious mind though."

"I know you do. Let's just keep it¦squelched when we're on the bridge."

"I can do that."

The pair logged out from their stations then got up and headed off the bridge. They headed to their personal quarters and removed their uniforms and then headed to the shower together, feeling refreshed enough after to pack a few things to take along with them for their planned 2 or 3 day stay on the surface. They then inquired of the AI when the first transport would be departing and the AI stated that they had less than ten minutes to be in the main hangar or they would have to wait for another transport with room enough for passengers, which could be hours away. They grabbed their bags and headed out of their room, taking a last long look around the living room in John's quarters as they both processed the lonely feeling the empty quarters left in them. Laurel reminisced lying on her stomach in pajamas watching an archival vid when Amelia managed to have ice cream made for them as a treat. It seemed so long ago, a lifetime ago, and Laurel had the distinct impression of being so young and tireless, but her feelings for Jake were vivid in her memory because they were new and intense, unlike anything she ever thought possible. She loved him so deeply and so completely, and now that love was such a permanent fixture of who she is as a person. Jake's hand on her lower back broke her daydream like state as she stared at the floor. Laurel looked into his wondrous deep green eyes and smiled.

"I cherish that memory too hun, but we gotta go. We don't want to miss the transport. They certainly aren't going to hold the transport for us given how badly they need those supplies down on the surface."

"Okay. We've been through so much together," Laurel said as they walked to the door and once it opened they stepped out onto the walkway. "I kind of feel like we grew into one another."

They turned right and headed toward the elevator.

"We were kids thrown into the adult world under some really bizarre circumstances. Korica grew up even more than we did, huh?"

"Yeah, she was a ten year old cutie pie when we found her. She's a young woman now with that huge personality shinning through and that great guy Tamaric in her heart."

They reached the elevator and Jake touched the page button then he looked at his beautiful girl.

"It's funny how life works out nothing like you thought it would. I imagined myself playing and exploring on a new planet with exotic life forms and strange plants growing taller than a man all around me. The Future planet it tropical, but not like I was expecting and my life is definitely different than I expected. Different in such a good way, I would never want to change a thing, but way different just the same."

"I know what you mean. I pictured these endless pristine beaches with golden sand and strange looking monkey puzzle tree looking palms shading the upper reaches above the high tide line and I thought I would be able to lie and soak in the sunlight for hours every day as the azure deep blue ocean gently lapped at the sand."

"That's strange. You're remembering your fantasy with such detail and emotion; I'm forming a mental picture of your fantasy. We haven't even been able to explore the coast yet."

"I know. We may never get the time to now that we're in the corps."

The lift arrived and the door slid open and they stepped into the car and floated to the back of the car where they grabbed the hand bar.

"Deck one." Jake called out.

The door slid closed and the lift began to descend. It was a relatively quick, completely quiet ride aside from their shared echoes of thought bouncing around in the back of their minds, out of focus, reverberating, ever present, calming and necessary for piece of mind.

The lift slowed then stopped and the door slid open and Laurel and Jake pushed off from the back of the car and floated out until the artificial gravity in the corridor pulled them to the deck. The queasy feeling was no more than a passing annoyance at this point as they transitioned from zero to 1.5 times Earth gravity. The entire passenger deck experienced enhanced gravity pressure both to aid in recovery from prolonged stasis by building muscle quickly and to prepare everyone for the heavier than Earth normal gravity that they would experience on the surface of the Future planet.

Laurel and Jake turned left and headed toward the main common area where the voices of hundreds could be heard droning on in conversation and laughter with the occasional spatter of tiny voices squealing or laughing. Laurel and Jake stepped out into the bright light of the common area and looked around briefly, wondering for a moment what it would be like when the passenger level was once again empty and devoid of people in a few short months. They knew the eerie sound and feel of those conditions, but they didn't have the sound of life abound for reference as to what the passenger level felt and sounded like when full of life and activity.

Jake gently tugged and Laurel's hand.

"You're in a reminiscing state of mind today," He thought. "What's up with you?"

"I don't know," She thought in return. "Maybe I'm pregnant."

Jake shot a worried look at her and slowed his pace as his mouth dropped open slightly.

"Please tell me¦oh¦you're messing with me. You can be messed up sometimes Laurel. You know I would love to have a baby with you but not right now."

"You're so easy sometimes. I don't know why I'm like this today to tell you the truth."

Jake smiled and shook his head as his nerves ratcheted back down now that he could feel that Laurel wasn't pregnant. It slipped his mind sometimes that he was connected to her so completely that he would feel it if she became pregnant. He had her memory of her brief time before they went back into stasis. Despite what doctor Krueger insisted, Laurel could sense the life within her and she sensed a feminine essence.

Jake gently tugged once again at Laurel's hand AND they walked across the common area, through the crowds of milling couples and families until they reached the main cross corridor. They turned right and made the short walk to the main hangar entryway. They walked to the pressure door and Laurel had her palm scanned and the door lock was released and she unsealed the door and pulled it open. They stepped into the enormous hangar where smaller former mining shuttles were being unloaded onto huge transports that carried the load from 3 of the smaller capacity shuttles. The crates and containers were constructed to keep the contents safe and secure should the containers or crates wind up in the cold vacuum of space for any reason. There were crowds of service personnel loading the anti grav outfitted containers onto the huge shuttles and Laurel and Jake could see that there were 2 rows of seats up front near the manual flight control area.

They made their way over to the shuttle that was nearly full with literally hundreds of crates and shipping containers of every conceivable size and shape. There was a pilot standing next to the shuttle boarding ladder with a data pad in his hand and Laurel approached him and resisted the temptation to salute him since she was in her favorite civilian clothes at the moment. The man simply looked at her and Jake and his face lit up.

"Well poke me to make sure I'm not dreamin'. Laurel Kade and Jake Myers in the flesh. What can I do for you?"

"Hello sir," Laurel started, "Can you check and see if we're on the manifest to catch a ride to the surface?"

"Sakes alive and holy mackerel¦you are the single most beautiful woman I have seen in all my days. Do they grow more like you where you're from?"

"You're sweet sir. I'm an only child. Sorry, no older sisters you can hook up with."

"What a shame. I guess God, like all great artists, broke the mold after he created you, his finest work."

"That's funny, I said the same exact thing to her when we first got together." Jake said.

The man smiled and pointed at his temple.

"Great minds think alike. Let me check the updated manifest real quick¦"

The pilot lifted his data pad and tapped the screen a few times and then he nodded and tucked the data pad under his forearm as he beamed at the pair.

"I was wondering what the deviation from originally scheduled flight plan was all about, now I know. You two are cleared to board. We're going to be taking you to the street your mother and father live on so we can deliver you right to your home. The streets are glazed and they don't want anyone walking around unless they absolutely have to."

"That's nice that the Captain would take you out of your way to do that for us." Laurel said.

"With the things you two have done for all of us, if it came to my ear that you need a ride I would fly halfway round the planet to take you where you want to go. This is just a diversion across Genesis form our first stop. I have like thirty stops to deliver all these goods so people don't have to get out and walk around in the conditions down there any more than is necessary. You two are now my most precious cargo. Climb aboard and I'll seal up the cargo bay. We'll be leaving in a few shakes of a rabbit's tail."

"Thank you sir." Jake said.

"My pleasure Adjutant, get onboard and strap in."

AngEL and Jake stepped around the lieutenant and Jake climbed up the vertical ladder then stepped into the craft then leaned out and stretched his hand out and Laurel lifted her bag to him and he grabbed it and tossed it over his shoulder then reached out again and Laurel handed him his bag and he grabbed it and lifted it in as he leaned back and then Laurel began to climb the ladder, noticing someone in awe watching her butt wiggle as she climbed.

Laurel reached the entryway and stepped into the craft then turned quickly to see who was staring at her butt, she saw no one in the working teams looking her way and she decided to pay it no further attention. She stepped over to Jake's position and he smirked at her.

"You had to know wearing those tight fitting pants was going to get you noticed if caught from the right angle."

"No¦I wore these cause I like the soft material and you like how they look on me. I didn't consider other guys gawking at my posterior. I don't wear stuff just to get noticed. That has tragic consequences for girls that look like I do."

"You always think back to that older boy that mistook your kindness for an invite to put his hands on you."

"Well¦maybe if I had worn loose fitting clothes more often and¦"

"He stopped and you didn't do anything wrong babe."

"If he had been more aggressive or blinded by his emotions and raging hormones."

"I know, it could've turned ugly for you."

"Yeah. That really scared me Jake. I learned a lot from that one experience and all other encounters are handled based on what I learned that day¦for the most part anyways."

They sat down and scooted their bags under their seats and began fastening the 5 point restrain harnesses in the round buckle at the end of the strap that comes up between the legs.

"You used that experience in dealing with me too?"

"Yeah. You remember how standoffish I was, borderline rude?"

"How could I forget? You were the prettiest girl I had ever seen in my life and you talked to me like I was a bug underfoot."

"That was because I remembered what being too friendly with a guy can lead to if it's read wrong. I liked you as a person and I thought you were really cute but I didn't want your hands on me."

"I wouldn't have touched you even if you had been super sweet to me."

"I know that now but I didn't know that then."

"I can feel the turmoil that tormented you for years after that guy rubbed you. The problem was¦you liked the sensation and chemical rush it triggered, but you weren't sure about what you knew it was going lead to."

"I was eight Jake, no girl is ready for that kind of stuff at eight."

The clang of electric motors coming online closing the articulated clamshell doors of the cargo bay interrupted the pair and they looked back to see the clamshell doors coming together with a pressure wall unfolding from them that would create a rear wall just behind the row of seats they were sitting in. They watched until the doors slammed together solidly and the motors feel silent. The interior lighting glowed to life and they could hear boots clanging on the metal ladder and seconds later the lieutenant popped his head in and smiled at the pair.

"We're all set. I'm glad to see you're fastened in. I'm going to be running the artificial gravity at a low setting so I hope you remember your zero G training."

Laurel looked at Jake with a surprised look and he shrugged his shoulders but waited until the lieutenant was seated to respond.

"Uh sir, we never went through zero G training. We were conscripted first time around and since reenlisting we've been on special missions so we haven't been through the required formal training."

The lieutenant looked straight ahead then grabbed his control halo and spun his seat around so he looking right at Laurel and Jake as he put it on.

"Have you eaten recently?"

"Yes sir. In the last couple hours anyway." Jake replied.

"My suggestion, the method they teach in during zero G training, if you feel like your stomach is coming up on you, swallow and hold the back of your throat in a tightened posture for a few seconds at a time. Keep swallowing until the feeling passes. For some it never really does so they have to retrain their esophagus to hold stomach contents down. Don't let your hands and arms float about since the inertial damping system in these tugs only washes away things above two point five Gs. You could end up with your arm or shoulder sprained during a turn or acceleration maneuver. Once we're in atmo, the inertial damping system augments the ambient gravity so we turn it off. You're going to feel the deceleration burn as we make the approach for our final landing in your neighborhood. The tendency will be to hold your breath but try to keep breathing as normally as you can and balling up and relaxing your fists will keep the blood flowing through arms."

"Nothing to it then." Laurel said smiling.

"Look, you two seem to have a natural acclimation to space travel and that freaky ability to adapt to new environments without having any training or experience so you should be fine."

"You know a lot about us, don't you?" Laurel asked.

"Every pilot knows about you two. You're required study material in your tactics and piloting techniques and abilities. You set the benchmark for the rest of us. We'll never match you, but we're expected to do our damndest to come as close as possible."

"I'm sorry if a couple kids set the bar so high for all of you."

"Ah, you two are remarkable people that showed us we can do anything if motivated properly. Don't apologize for being amazing."

"You're sweet. Thank you for understanding sir."

"Some people are a bit¦envious of our abilities and a little pissed that we show off like we do in their eyes," Jake added. "We swear we're not doing that."

"You don't need to defend your actions Jake. I know you're acting on instinct most of the time and your instincts are sharper and more well defined than most. That's what people are jealous of, they know they'll never be capable of what you're capable of without even trying."

The lieutenant spun back around and initialized the halo controller and then he closed his eyes as his mind synced up with the biometric interface and then the HUD controls appeared in his field of view and the manual free floating touch controls appeared before him with a large 6 foot by 4 foot projection screen of what was in front of the ship and as he moved his head, the view changed as if he was outside looking around. He began mentally activating systems while touching those that needed direct physical input to activate. The engines popped and the whole shuttle shuddered for a few seconds then the power rose steadily in the reactor core and then it was eerily silent.

The lieutenant blinked and an active communication channel was opened.

"Future departure control, this is shuttle one ninety four in the main hangar ready for departure with Laurel and Jake aboard. I'll be dropping them off at their parents home as specified in the flight plan deviation instructions."

The other side of the conversation Laurel and Jake couldn't hear but the jolt as the shuttle lifted from the hangar deck and began to float backwards toward the open hangar doors told them he had been cleared for takeoff and advised of any traffic in the area.

"Roger that departure control. We're cleared for immediate departure with no traffic in the immediate area."

The ship drifted backwards until they could feel the ambient gravity in the hangar dissipating away and the light artificial gravity took over leading to a momentary feeling of nausea that quickly faded away as their inner ears adjusted. The shuttle spun around and then assumed a nose down attitude so they were aiming directly at the planet. The Future planet was majestic and beautiful with its lush green areas and vast swirling white cloud formations and they could see the train of clouds heading toward the Genesis region from the higher latitudes. It was coming from the northern polar area and tracking the inner edge of the coastal mountains as it followed the winter jet stream circulation.

The lieutenant punched the throttles mentally and the shuttle instantly picked up speed pinning Laurel and Jake to the back of their seats hard. There was a prolonged period of acceleration and then the thrust eased up and the floating feeling washed over them and they swallowed down their stomachs and kept their hands at their chests grasping the restraints. The planet grew larger and larger until there was buffeting experienced by the upper atmosphere and that's when the lieutenant briefly dialed up the inertial damping system to maximum until they were deep in atmo and the thickening air no longer shook the shuttle around. He decreased the inertial damping and it resulted in the Gs as they rocketed toward the surface becoming prevalent.

The lieutenant performed some lazy eights to bleed off speed as he leveled their descent until they pierced the upper cloud layer. The distinct sound of ice pellets smacking the feeble shield told them they were in a moist and very cold pocket of clouds but it lasted until they emerged from the clouds to find a wintery looking landscape below them. The lieutenant initialized the locator beacon then searched for the sector 4 landing beacon and he found it and used it to plot exactly where he needed to go.

"There's your neighborhood¦" The lieutenant said as he pointed at the free floating displayed image.

Laurel and Jake leaned closer together and strained to make out the proper detail then they zeroed in on their parents' familiar essences dead ahead at quite a distance. There were more homes complete than they remembered but still quite a few were under construction though work was at a halt at the moment. They could clearly see that there was ground vehicle parked in front of the Kade residence but across the street, one whole wall was still missing and the yard was covered in a thick blanket of snow covered lumps that they knew were the automated construction machines sitting dormant. Laurel looked at Jake and shrugged as she sat up straight.

"They must be staying at mom's place until dad's place is done."

"You think they¦"

"No! Mom won't let that happen. She's keeping that side of her heart closed off for now. You know the story, she isn't over my father, not completely, and she doesn't engage in that unless her heart is in it."

Jake nodded and they braced for what they knew was coming during the landing maneuver. A few seconds later the nose rose sharply and the engine nacelles rotated so the thrust was facing down and they engaged with a rumbling roar that shook the ship hard and the rapid deceleration forced them down in their seats hard until their descent was completely arrested. The shuttle then made a steady gentle descent into the middle of the street right in front of the Kade residence and then touched down with a resounding bound on the landing gear then the engines throttled down to an idle state and the lieutenant spun around so he was facing Laurel and Jake.

"Not so bad, right?"

"Not at all sir. You obviously have some skill piloting these things."

"Thanks Jake. To tell you the truth it's these neural interface controls that make us look competent. You just think what you want the ship to do and it does it."

"Yes sir. We have some experience with the technology. You still have to have an aptitude and clear knowledge of how to fly in a tank like this to pull off a smooth landing like you just did."

"Especially with gravity and inertia controllers that are barely there." Laurel added

"You do me justice with the compliments Adjutants. One of your parents needs to come out and receive you before I'm aloud to dump you out. I hope you understand."

"Sounds like Captain Alexan added a few requirements for his prized advisors."

"Yup. Last minute instructions that were orders more than instruction. I think he holds you two in extremely high regard¦for good reason I might add."

"You don't think were his pets or whatever?"

"His favorites maybe, not his pets. It's not a bad thing though. You two busted your asses to get the ship put back together and get all the impressive upgrades thrown at her, then find a way to get us here in one piece. As a Captain, I would show you two some serious love too."

"That's refreshing to hear someone that appreciates what we did and how the Captain treats us¦different because of it."

"Hey, my butt is in this seat because of what you two did. We would all be popsicles floating in space forever if you hadn't of done the amazing crap you did to rescue the Future project. I have a healthy respect for both of you and the things you can do. I value my life so¦thank you for saving it on numerous occasions."

"You're welcome sir. Thank you for recognizing our accomplishments too."

"No sweat Laurel. I only hope my kids are half what you two are."

"You have kids sir?"

"Nope, not yet. I got my eye on this cute little thing on one of the science teams though. We'll see if that works out to kids or not."

"You're thinking about stunning brunette hair and a sturdy frame that speaks to good health and good genes."

"Now how did you pull that out of my head?"

"We didn't, we sensed your feelings and we can interpret feelings that clearly. It's an involuntary thing. There is a language of feelings and we know how to speak it." Laurel said.

"A language of feeling huhn¦if you say so."

"We can probe minds but we don't as a matter of respect." Jake said.

There was a subtle tone heard from the controls and the lieutenant spun halfway round and Laurel unfastened her restraint harness.

"What's that?" She asked leaning forward slightly.

"It's the proximity alert. Someone is approaching outside."

Laurel looked at Jake and he quickly freed himself and they pulled their bags out and set them on their seats then opened them and retrieved the thick heavy coats they had packed away. They put their coats on then closed their bags and stood up and faced one another and they fastened the buttons and zippers on each other then they looked to have gained ten pounds but they also looked ready for freezing temperatures. The lieutenant released the airlock seal and Laurel stepped over to the door and yanked it inward and she saw her mother's glorious face smiling up at her. Amelia was bundled up in a thick brown coat but she had her fist balled up near her face as she held the collar of her coat up around her ears.

Laurel erupted in a beautiful smile and the lieutenant couldn't help himself.

"Bless my soul¦you have the prettiest smile Laurel Kade. You should wear that more often."

She looked at him and held the pretty smile.

"You're so sweet lieutenant. Thank you for the ride. I hope things go well for you on your delivery run."

"You take care Laurel and Jake. If you ever need a ride and I'm around, just holler and I'll be there to pick you up."

"We will sir, see you later." Jake said.

Laurel lifted her bag out the door and her mother stepped back and Laurel let go of her bag and it feel to the street and hit with a soft thud in the snow and ice. She then looked back and Jake handed her his and she did the same thing then turned around and started climbing down the ladder. The air outside was stinging cold and their breath hung in the air with each breath. They reached the bottom of the ladder and they heard the door slam closed on the ship so they grabbed their bags and quickly stepped clear on the opposite side of the street to the Kade residence. The engines throttle up then with a blast the ship lifted skyward casting a ring of snow off and out from the exhaust blast that faded quickly as the ship thundered into the cold winter sky. The engines then gimbaled aft and the ship rocketed toward the heart of Genesis and the sound quickly faded away in the numbing light snow trickling out of the sky. Laurel then dropped her bag and grabbed her mother in a tight embrace and the pair stood slowly rocking as they enjoyed the loving embrace for a time. They finally released one another and Amelia kissed Laurel on the cheek.

"It's so good to see you baby. You can't imagine how much I worry and miss you."

"Oh I think I have a pretty good idea about now."

Amelia smiled and rubbed noses with Laurel then she looked at Jake and smiled as she put her arms out.

"Come here you handsome devil you, I miss the heck out of you too."

Jake smiled brightly and dropped his bag and stepped into Amelia's warm embrace. They stood swaying as they soaked in the loving embrace for a time then they separated and Amelia stroked Jake's cheek, then she balled her fists by her mouth and blew a warm breath on her hands. She then grasped her collar and pulled it up around her ears and shivered.

"Let's get you two inside. This weather isn't fit for man or beast."

"Speaking of that¦" Laurel said as she and Jake picked up their bags. "Where are all the bearcats?"

"I would imagine one or two of the big males are down here somewhere sheltering in someone's house but most of them are up in their den by the lake. They're smart enough not to go outside in weather like this given they have no fur or hair to keep them warm."

They started walking past the landing pad marks and thrust pits created by the shuttle and Laurel leaned close to her mother.

"Is this an unprecedented weather condition for around here?"

"We've never seen a cold snap like this but we've only been observing the planet for a couple years as you know. This could be a regular cyclical thing that we aren't aware of."

"Are they able to predict how long this is going to last?"

"Not with a measure of great certainty. As long as the Northern jest is diving as far south as it is, this pattern is going to persist. There was some mention of an unusually cool cycle from the sun in this system being partially responsible for the conditions we're seeing."

"A cool cycle?"

"Yeah. Just like our native sun in the Earth system, this star goes through quiet periods of low sunspot activity and reduced flair activity due to the reduced magnetic turbulence. It lowers the ambient radiation reaching this planet by like four percent or something like that."

"So¦when the next season comes around the sun should return to its normal pattern of activity?"

"Maybe. Some scientists are contributing the strange activity to the chunk of magnatar heading our way. That debris has a magnetic field something like ten thousand times greater than that of our sun. It's entirely possible that it's already having adverse affects on the solar system."

"That's crazy to think something that far away can have an influence on our weather like that." Jake said.

"That's why your daughter and son in law are studying to get rid of that thing. Things are going to get really chaotic before long if they don't get it out of our hair."

They reached the front door and Amelia opened the door then stepped and stomped her feet to dislodge the snow and ice clinging to her snow boots, then she stepped in further to take her boots off and Laurel and Jake stepped in and stomped their feet a few times then Laurel pushed the door closed. It was toasty warm in the house and the distinct smell of something sweet baking could be discerned beneath the smell of wild flowers. Laurel and Jake slid their shoes off, then took their heavy coats off and Amelia took them and walked around the corner down the hallway to a closet that she hung them in. Amelia then walked back to the pair and waved them in.

"Come on you two, I'll show you to Laurel's room where you'll be staying."

They turned and followed Amelia and Jake looked at Laurel and she nodded knowing what he was thinking.

"Mom, where's John?"

"He's at work honey. What he's doing is too important for him to take time off."

"Do they come pick him up?"

"Of course, they don't want any of us walking in this weather. Here you are..." She said gesturing into the room at the end of the hallway on the left.

They timidly stepped around Amelia and they were pleasantly surprised by the furnishings. Everything was wood toned and there was a double bed with the head right at the window opening and it had bright colored blankets on it. There was a tall armoire cabinet, a dressing table with a round mirror behind it and a single backless pedestal seat at it and there was a hope chest at the foot of the bed with a furry looking blanket on top of it. There was a small end table at each side of the head of the bed with a lamp on each with what looked like a tiffany style lamp shade on each. The room was warm and mature but inviting to anyone with a measure of fun taste. The bed was tall enough to lean back and find oneself sitting on the bed without descending much at all. There was a slatted closet door on one wall and Laurel recognized recreations of some of the pictures she had on the walls of her room back on Earth of her friends and places that held special to her, like camp Roanoke in North Carolina where she went to summer camp three years in a row. Laurel stepped into the room and the lights automatically came on and Laurel smiled and dropped her bag on the floor and looked at her mother.

"I'm home. This is wonderful mom. Thanks for including so many homey touches."

"I'm glad you like it sweetie. It was kind of hard to judge exactly what to do in here since you aren't a little girl anymore. You have more sophisticated tastes and¦you aren't alone. This needed to appeal to a man's tastes too."

"The touches from my bedroom back on Earth are perfect mom. This is a woman's room with a hint of my childhood here and there. You're a genius mom."

"Thank you sweetheart. I have dinner in the ultrasonic cooker and something sweet for desert in the oven."

"It smells great mom," Jake said then smirked as he looked down. "It's been so long since that rolled off my tongue and felt that natural."

"I'm honored that you share Laurel's feelings for me Jake. You're a part of this family even if you haven't exchanged rings or vows. You may call me mom if you want honey."

"Thanks mom. I don't know if I could stop at this point. I feel like I grew up with you loving me all my life too."

"Her feelings are that much a part of yours?"

"Yes. She shares the memory and essence of my life experiences too. It enriches and defines both of us in new ways."

"I would have to imagine so. You now have two sets of life experiences to draw upon. That's what molds us into the people we are, the things we see and do, especially those occuring during our childhoods."

"Mom," Jake started, "If you don't mind me asking¦where has dad been sleeping? I mean¦" He glanced around the room and then looked at Amelia. "I know he hasn't been sleeping in here."

"No. This is Laurel's room. No one is going to sleep in here but her¦and you of course."

"Then is he sleeping on the couch in the living room? Our place isn't done across the street so¦"

"He slept on the couch up till now. He was a true gentleman in that respect. Once the Captain notified us that you were coming¦we talked on vid link and he is going to sleep in the bedroom¦with me."

"Are you ready for what that can lead to mom?" Laurel asked in a soft tone.

"We know where it's going to lead. I can't fight this anymore baby. I love the man and he is crazy about me. You know what that's like honey."

"Yeah I do. Jake and I fought it for as long as we could and eventually we gave in to the power of love too. I know you light up when you're around him anyways."

"He makes my spirits soar like I haven't experienced since your dad was alive. I think he would want me to live on and love again. I truly think John is the one I can do that with honey. He is such a good man with so much tenderness and compassion in his heart. He knows how to treat a woman like a lady and that means everything to me. I think it is values he instilled in his son too so; you know exactly what I'm talking about."

Laurel smiled and stepped close to Jake and slid her hand into his as she fell into his gorgeous eyes and handsome face.

"Yeah¦I got a true man on my hands who knows how to respect a woman like a lady and it was instilled in him by his dad¦and of course his mother's kindness toward the world at large is a big part of his wonderful character that I find irresistible."

"Anyway, you will have the privacy you need while you're in here and when you come out of the shower and make the walk to your room here, you won't have a man sleeping on the couch that might see something uncomfortable for the both of you. I'm going to go heat up supper, you two get settled in."

Amelia stepped closer to Laurel and kissed her cheek then stroked her soft cheek.

"Welcome home baby. I hope you two get to stay here like this more often."

"Me too mom. The Captain said he had a couple special missions in store for us so, in the short term we might not be around too much, but in the long term? You know we have to attend the academy once it's up and running anyways. We can come visit you often and stay here on weekends."

"Oh I would love that sweetie."

"Me too," Jake added. "I feel like I need to reconnect with my dad. He misses me but he's been keeping the ache down deep so I wouldn't see it or sense it but, he can't bury it that deep around me. I can read him without trying."

Amelia smiled then leaned forward and kissed Jake's cheek then she turned and headed out of the room and Jake walked over to the bed and sat down as he tossed his bag on the hope chest at the foot of the bed.

"You think it's going to be weird when mom and dad hook up?"

"Only if we're in the house when they do. We'll sense the energy and that's something I really don't want to experience."

"You're okay with the idea of being hooked up with your step brother?"

"We don't know if they're going to get married Jake. They might just live together in bliss without making it formal."

"I could live with that."

"Me too. It would be easier to explain than our parents being married."

"They'll probably consider that fact."

"Ya know¦it just came to mind that we never submitted our mission reports when we got back to the Future."

"You left your data pad on the Future just like I did, we can tell the Future to retrieve them from our quarters so she can upload our mission reports."

"Good idea."

Laurel considered going outside when she realized the Future was more than capable of receiving their transceiver signals even when they're indoors so she reached up and tapped her cranial transceiver active.

"Future, this is Laurel, can you hear me?"

The response was immediate and crystal clear.

"Yes Laurel, I can hear you loud and clear."

"Jake and I left our mission reports on our data pads up there in our quarters but we never submitted them. Can you go into our room and retrieve them and upload our reports and then forward them to the Captain?"

"Understood. While we are communicating in this secure manner, I would like to inform you of an anomaly detected in this solar system of grave concern to the Captain. I believe it is the event requiring attention the first enlightener species mentioned."

"An anomaly? Where? Close to the Future planet?"

"Negative. Preliminary observations place the cosmic anomaly precisely at the keyhole coordinates."

Laurel's mouth dropped open as she looked at Jake and he sensed exactly what she was hearing even though his transceiver wasn't active. He closed his eyes and reached out and instantly connected with Laurel and Laurel closed her eyes and squinted as she endured the mental and emotional rush then the feeling subsided as she grew accustomed to Jake being immersed in her mind. She opened her eyes and smiled at him then instantly returned to her previous line of thought.

"So something Korica and Tamaric triggered¦will trigger is echoing backward through time?"

"That is one plausible hypothesis. It could be a cosmic coincidence that an unusual anomaly is forming at those precise coordinates."

"Not likely. Have ships been dispatched to take close up observations?"

"Affirmative. Direct observations are being relayed back to me. Thus far no conclusions about what is being observed have been forwarded. None of the ships onsite have ever seen anything like what they are observing."

"Wonderful! We just got here and we're probably going to be recalled."

"The Captain does not want to take me out of orbit until the urgently needed supplies are offloaded and delivered where they are needed. The current schedule has supply runs taking place until tomorrow. That would be the soonest I can be dispatched to take more in depth readings with my superior sensors and enhanced signal processors. You will have at least that much time if the Captain decides your presence is required. You have the necessary clearance to have this information passed along to you. I thought you would like to know what is happening."

"Thank you for keeping us in the loop Future. I'm really concerned that something is going to go wrong with Korica and Tamaric's mission that's causing this echo or backward reflection. Is there any danger to the solar system? I mean is it that serious?"

"Unknown. The ships onsite are unable to quantify what they are observing. They are calling it a pulsing shower of particle energy that is not completely registering on their sensors. Visual observations are netting more detail than sensors are. As I said, they have never seen anything like this before."

"Are they detecting gravimetric energy?"

"Negative."

"Well that's a good sign. Will you let us know if the observations report a change in the anomalies characteristics?"

"Of course Laurel. Will you inform Jake what is transpiring?"

"He's connected with my mind right now. He's aware of everything I'm aware of."

"That is a remarkable ability you share in common with Korica."

"Wait¦how do you know Korica has that ability? Have you been in contact with her?"

"In a manner of speaking. She and Tamaric submitted their mission logs while I was holding position close to the Reuopon station. They have reported some incredible insights into their pairing and the new abilities they are discovering."

"We didn't sense that from them even though we engaged in the deep sharing."

"You do not engage in the sharing as deeply as you once did. There are aspects that escape you due to that fact."

"You're getting pretty good at figuring us out."

"It is important to understand the four of you since you represent the most advanced and or sophisticated relationships on record. It will not always be that way so I need to be prepared for others to undergo the transmutation you have experienced. The more I learn from you the more I can be prepared to assist those that follow in your footsteps."

"I get it. You're way smarter than I realize sometimes. You comprehend the Human condition in ways we never will. You use pure undeniable logic in your thinking."

"I use logic and a deep understanding of Human emotional response and need. You are emotionally driven creatures so great attention must be paid to that aspect of Human development and interaction."

"Like I said¦" Laurel looked at Jake with his eyes closed and she felt a swell of intense emotion and she smiled. "Yeah, we're emotional beings alright. Just let us know if anything changes or if the Captain wants us back aboard."

"Understood. Try to enjoy your time with your mother and Jake's father. I hope informing you of events afar has not put a damper on that."

"No, you know how curious I am. If anything, you've made me feel more connected to what's going on up there while I unwind down here."

"I am glad to hear the positive attitude in you. You are an incredible young woman Laurel."

"Thank you Future. I appreciate that you refer to me as a woman now, not a girl like you used to."

"You are much too sophisticated and grown up to be referred to as a girl unless referring to your general gender."

"Oh my gosh, did my Future just crack a joke?"

"It was an attempt at levity. I hope it was well received."

"There's hope for you yet Future."

"Laurel? Will you come help me with this?" Laurel's mom called down the hallway.

"I have to go Future. My mom is calling me."

"Understood. You may deactivate your transceiver to enjoy your time with your mother. I will send an alert if anything changes or your presence is requested."

"Sounds good, Laurel out."

Laurel then tapped her cranial transceiver inactive and Jake withdrew into his own mind and waited for the mental fog to wear off, and then he opened his eyes and looked at Laurel and leaned back on his hands.

"I'll be right there mom." Laurel said then she looked at Jake knowing he wanted to say something.

"You knew something was going on. That's why you had the idea to call the Future."

"Or you sensed it and I acted on it. Either way you're probably right."

Laurel turned and headed out of the room and Jake looked around for a few moments as he let the ambiance sink in then he stood up and walked over to his bag and he opened it and began pulling his things out and lying them on the bed and then he moved Laurel's bag next to his. He then went about putting his things away where it felt proper for them to be while Laurel helped her mother remove the cooking sheets with scrumptious smelling and looking confections on them. They then sprinkled sweet nectar granules over the confections and it melted into a colorful glaze and added a hint of aromatic essence that was vaguely reminiscent of flower blossoms.

Once Jake was satisfied with where he had stowed his things, he walked into the living room and sat down on the couch.

"So mom," Jake started "When do you expect dad to be home?"

"Any time now. He was briefing the next shift with details of what was to be completed by morning, and then he was going to secure his station and page for a ride home¦that was before you two arrived so I expect him to walk through the door any second. You'll probably hear or maybe even sense his transport arriving out in the street."

"Is he working in the southern construction zone?"

"No, the midtown esplanade. It's going to be an interactive immersive zone so the fibrotic and optical sensor wiring is a nightmare to keep straight let alone all the other hard lines that have to go in for the mundane stuff like power and thermal controls."

"Dad knows how to keep all that stuff straight in his head?"

"He is an absolute wiz at looking at structural plans and knowing exactly how and where the lines need to be and in what order they need to be pulled or laid in place."

As if on cue, Jake perked up and stared straight ahead for a moment then he couldn't help but grin as he sensed his father's familiar essence drawing nearer before he even heard the high frequency whine of the descent engines on the transport bringing John home. About the time Jake was going to say something, Laurel walked over to the west facing window and pulled the swaged curtain to the side slightly and looked up into the hazy sky and she could make out the dark shape of the underside of the transport growing larger as it gently descended toward the middle of the street.

"That must be dad's transport," She said. "Course it could be one of the neighbors too?"

"There are only three neighbors and two of them are in the civilian corps stationed aboard the Future and the third works in the Genesis tower which I know for a fact is minimal staffed right now due to the nasty conditions. That's definitely John arriving." Amelia said.

Laurel let go of the edge of the curtain and walked back over to her mother's side.

"All these houses and we're almost the only one's living on this street?"

"You have to remember how many people are still on the Future recovering honey. These homes were rushed so they would have somewhere to go the second they were strong enough to withstand the gravity down here. Give it a month or so and this neighborhood will be fully occupied with the exception of one or two homes."

"Like the one across the street?"

"Well¦in order to devote recourse to the homes needed for those nearing their five day recovery point, John volunteered to have his house put on hold while others were completed since he had somewhere else to stay."

"That was actually really nice of him to think of others like that."

"I thought so."

There was a thunderous metallic thud heard as the transport landed exceptionally hard and bounded twice on its landing gear and then the whine of the engines waned and Laurel looked at Jake.

"You gunna go greet your dad as he steps off the ship?"

"It's like three degrees out there¦I know where he he's going so¦"

"Now Laurel, don't push him like that. He feels bad enough for not going out there, don't reinforce the feeling by making him feel more guilty."

"I just like bustin' his chops once in a while. He knows where it's coming from."

A few seconds later they could hear John stomping his feet on the porch to dislodge as much snow and ice as he could before stepping into the house. Jake stood up and walked over to the door in anticipation and a moment later the door opened and his dad stepped in, ushering a freezing cold gush of air from outside. John smiled brightly at the sight of his son standing waiting for him even if he was twice the man he half expected to see. Jake was now almost as tall as John and just as thick in muscle tone. John pushed the door closed as he unzipped his heavy coat and then Jake couldn't wait any longer and he stepped into his father, throwing his arms around him.

"Man is it good to see you dad."

"I love you too son. You're a welcomed sight to come home to."

Laurel picked up the hand towel lying on the counter and she wiped her hands dry then she set the towel down and walked around the island cabinet and into the foyer area and John looked at her over Jake's shoulder and he just couldn't help but smile as his heart melted. Jake sensed the change in John and he released his grip on him and stepped aside and Laurel stepped into John and they embraced warmly.

"Hi gorgeous. I've missed you too Laurel."

"Welcome home dad. We're so glad to see you."

John relaxed his grip and kissed Laurel's cheek then stepped back and slid his coat off his arms and Amelia was right there to receive it.

"Welcome home John. Hard day?" She asked as she took his coat.

"Not to terrible I suppose. It's bitter cold over there since the heat isn't hooked up yet in most locations but the work has to get done. They want to start forming up the walkway bridges as soon as the weather improves so my teams need to be out of the way. Aside from that we got a lot accomplished, so all in all it was on okay day."

"That's good to hear."

Amelia then turned and headed down the hallway with John's coat and Jake gestured to the couch.

"Can you sit with me for a bit?"

"Sure."

They walked over to the couch and sat down and Laurel walked back into the kitchen area and Amelia joined her moments later. John leaned back and sighed as they heard the transport's lift engines throttling up and the dark shape blotted the hazy light entering the opaque windows momentarily then the sound faded as the craft lifted skyward and the light returned to the room through the window

"So¦you look good son, how have things been?"

"Pretty good. We stopped by the Reuopon station and checked up on Korica and Tamaric, they are doing a great job learning what they need to know to take the Brendon under control from the control pod. There is a mind numbing amount of information they need to absorb and they are also learning about themselves and getting training on how to extend themselves while exercising a measure of control they were never capable of before. They are also excelling at fitting in and making friends their own age on the station. Their little circle of friends have really similar likes and interests so they relate to each other really well. They are having fun as the Captain ordered while keeping focused on the mission they are there to carry out. The Captain made the right choice in sending them. They are exceptionally motivated and exceedingly capable as it turns out."

"That's wonderful news. I sense a hint of fatherly pride in there too."

"Yeah. I'm very proud of the woman Korica has developed into and the man she chose is one hack of a guy. He loves her so completely and treats her with such respect. I know she's in good hands. Laurel was right to allow herself to fall in love with Korica when they met. Now that she's paired with Tamaric, she's capable of something I don't think any of the rest can do. It's going to save this planet from certain destruction and fate or destiny brought Korica into our lives in just the right way to make it all possible. I proud of our decision to take her in and I'm proud of her for being such an extraordinary person."

"You be sure and let them know how you feel. It's going to be important to have that kind of recognition."

"Oh they know, trust me. We engaged in the deep sharing while we were there so they know exactly how we feel about them and their amazing characters."

"That's terrific. I forgot you and that beautiful lady over there can do that. What a special bond that must create."

"We're closer than you can possibly imagine dad."

"That's terrific. So, you came straight back after your visit with Korica and Tamaric?"

"No¦not exactly. The nature of our excursion hasn't been declassified yet so¦"

"So you can't talk about what you saw and did."

"Yeah. Sorry about that. I hate that we have to keep quiet about the things we do until we're debriefed."

"That's life in a semi militaristic organization. Secrecy is par for the course."

"It doesn't bother you that the people aren't told what the civilian corps is up to?" Jake asked.

"There is civilian representation involved in most decisions, right?"

"Yeah, I suppose there is come to think of it."

"Then it doesn't bother me as much as it used to. I think Alexan still does things without much oversight but that's the way he's used to operating."

"Without divulging details, this was a pressing matter that I don't think he had to time to consult about. Lives were in danger and I mean a lot of them, here and abroad." Laurel said.

"Sound serious. I'm just glad you got things handled and made it home without any loss of life or injury."

"Well¦not to anyone on the Future anyways."

"I don't like the sound of that."

"The Future's mission and operating parameters have changed. We've been formally recognized as an enlightener species and that means we carry out their business and some of it is confrontational in nature, but we're also expected to uphold certain standards of behavior and we did just that thanks to Jake and I. I hate to toot my own horn, but our insistence on a peaceful resolution is partially what got us the full recognition as enlighteners. I would imagine we're going to be conducting more enforcement missions too now that the Future is armed the way she is and she's basically the most sophisticated and fastest ship in the enlightener fleet."

"It's hard to imagine us simple human beings built something that outshines most ships around these parts."

"Ours was a global compulsion to build the Future to the highest standards possible so we could get here and see who reached out across the entire galaxy to invite us to join them."

"Little did we know you were the one."

"Yeah¦I'm not real proud of the fact I'm going influence an entire civilization to come together to undertake the Future project spanning multiple generations."

"Well you should be. Thanks to you we're all here living out this breakaway civilization decades before the Future is going to be built."

"Can you imagine what we would've found if we had arrived in twenty two hundred as planned?" Amelia posed.

"Our descendants would be here¦all though¦if we had made it here no one would be here since we had to divert to M nineteen ninety six U B to pick up Korica and have the Tel Pok Maron give us instructions how to get to the anti time region so we could allow time to rewind to twenty twelve. If we hadn't of done that¦well there would be no one here but the bearcats not to mention the fact the probe would never show in twenty twenty-eight. We have to make our future destiny possible by doing a few things that will affect Humanity in the way we remember it happening."

"Honey, I don't mean to interrupt but Laurel and I have supper ready. Do you want to shower up before we sit down to eat?"

"That would probably be a good idea," John replied. "You wouldn't believe some of the areas I was crawling in today in order to perform the visual inspection checks."

"Can't you use hand held sensor units?" Laurel asked as she toweled her hands dry.

"No, not in these cold temperatures. They were never designed to work below two degrees centigrade and I guarantee you it's well below that out there."

John tapped Jake on the head and smiled at him then he stood up and looked at his son with a proud glint in his eye.

"Go help the ladies set the table son; I'll be out of the shower in just a few minutes."

Jake nodded and got to his feet.

"Alright dad."

John continued to smile at how strong and handsome his son was turning out to be and then he stepped into Jake and squeezed him tightly as he whispered in his ear.

"Your mom would've been so proud of you Jake. You're twice the man I hoped you would turn out to be."

"Thanks dad. I just wish mom could be here to meet Laurel."

"Me too."

John released his grip on Jake and then stepped back and smacked his muscular shoulder point as he tipped his head toward the dining room table and then John turned and headed down the hallway and Jake walked over to the island cabinet and picked up the plates and silverware then walked over to the table and began setting places for the 4 of them. Once he was done Laurel and Amelia set hot plates down and placed a roast and steaming brightly colored vegetables on the hot plates then a deep bowl full of salad greens and finally 4 glasses and a pitcher full of semi clear nectar extract to drink with supper.

Jake stared at the wonderful looking roast that was steaming slightly while holding an almost golden brown bark all over. He slowly looked at Amelia and grinned slightly.

"That looks to die for mom but¦do I dare ask what animal it came from."

"Troodon. I know how much you like toodon so I've had some sitting in cold storage until you two came to visit."

"Ah. I still can't believe we're using Earth dinosaur names for animals on this planet."

"It's a cosmic fluke that we have flightless animals here that are covered in feathers and look just like the troodons we had on Earth during the cretaceous period. May as well call 'em what they look like."

"Well you're right in that I love the taste of 'em. The meat has a sweet gamy taste that I like. Laurel has even acquired a liking to it cause of my liking for it."

Amelia looked at Laurel and she leaned on one of the chair backs and nodded while grinning.

"I like meat much more than I used to and Jake likes salads whereas he used to call it rabbit food and avoid it like the plague."

Amelia laughed and bumped shoulders with Laurel playfully.

"See, you share more than your life essence. You share you appreciation for the finer things."

"Yeah, I never thought I would come to enjoy the taste of a good steak but now¦"

"Now you're someone who does like steak."

Amelia looked over everything on the table then pointed down the hallway.

"You two go wash up before John comes out."

Laurel glanced at the dish towel by the double sink and she wrinkled her brow.

"Mom¦I've washed my hands dozens of times while¦"

Amelia snapped a look and Laurel withdrew recognizing a look she hadn't seen in a very long time, but she was plenty able to read the expressed sentiment.

"Do as I say Honey."

"Yes ma'am. Sorry mom."

"It's okay honey, just remember I'm your mother no matter how grown up you are."

Laurel held her hand out toward Jake and he slid his hand up under hers and she grasped his hand and pulled him toward her and then they turned and headed down the hallway toward the bathroom in the hallway. Amelia meantime washed her hands at the kitchen sinks and by the time Laurel and Jake returned, they could hear John coming out of the master bedroom and he was freshly dressed and looking revitalized. John walked out into the living room and sniffed at the air and a broad smile washed over him.

"Oh wow, that smells heavenly Amelia."

"Thanks John. It's piping hot and ready to eat. Come have a seat and we'll dig in."

John walked over to the table and pulled a chair out and Amelia sat down next to him as Laurel and Jake sat down on the opposite side of the table. Amelia then reached across the table with her hand held palm up and Laurel grinned as she laid her hand in her mother's and Jake sensed this was a tradition they had not engaged in for a very long time. Amelia then held her other hand out and looked at John and he placed his hand in Amelia's.

"Mom¦" Laurel started.

"Now Laurel, I'm so grateful to have you here safe and sound, please indulge me in giving thanks for bringing us together like this."

"Alright. I was just going to apologize for not saying grace before each meal like we used to when I was growing up. I kind of fell out of the habit somewhere along the way."

"As long as you appreciate what the good lord has blessed you with, well he knows what's in your heart."

"I had no idea you had such religious beliefs." John said.

"I'm not a bible thumper but I'm open minded enough to know the possibility of a supreme being orchestrating everything makes expressing gratitude and keeping him warm in our hearts important."

"Mom and I used to say grace before every meal like this." Laurel said.

Jake reached across the table and took John's hand and then he closed his eyes as everyone followed suit.

"Lord, thank you for bringing my baby back to me safe and sound and thank you for this wonderful food we're about to consume. We ask that you watch over us in the coming days as we explore our new home on the opposite side of the galaxy from where we were born. I thank you lord for bringing Jake into my Laurel's life to enhance her spirit and protect her in a manner befitting one of your most beautiful children and I thank you for bringing John into my life to support and comfort me during my times of uncertainty and doubt. We keep your light in us and thank you for all you provide, in your name, amen."

"Amen," John said as he opened his eyes and let go of Jake's and Amelia's hand.

"So, mom tells me you two have agreed to sleep in the same bed," Laurel started, "Does that mean you two are going to allow things to move to the next level?"

"Well¦you aren't going to mince words, are you?" John said with a quirky smile on his face.

Laurel stopped reaching for the serving spoon for the vegetables and she stared at John for a moment, then she looked at her mother with a look of embarrassment.

"Uh, Laurel and I have always spoken very frankly about what's on our minds." Amelia said calmly.

"Did I ask something that's none of my business?" Laurel asked timidly as she withdrew her hand shyly.

"In a conversation between you and I maybe not, but in an open conversation, maybe so honey."

"Sorry. My mom is just important to me and I'm curious is all."

"And do you talk to her about your personal activities?"

"Yeah, if she asks I do."

"I see. I don't have much experience with the dynamic between you two so you'll have to excuse my ignorance or whatever."

Laurel once again reached for the serving spoon feeling more at ease sensing what her mother was feeling and there wasn't the slightest sense of embarrassment.

"When I was younger I even talked about the uncomfortable things that happened to me both with boys and as a girl learning about her body and the complicated emotions we experience."

"So you two really got along like friends as well as mother daughter?"

"Yeah. Mom is my absolute best friend in the world. No one cares more about what's good for me or knows me better than she does."

"She's a smart woman your mom is."

"She's the smartest woman I know when it comes to handling what life throws at me. I wouldn't be the woman I am today without her constant guidance and influence."

"I can definitely sense her in you."

They all served up plates of food and then dug in and half way through the meal John decided he should honor the frank and open relationship Laurel and her mother had.

"So to answer your earlier question Laurel, your mom and I have decided we should let what comes naturally take its course. You and Jake expressed comfort with the idea of us being together romantically so¦"

"I think that's great dad. Mom thinks the world of you and you obviously spark deep feelings in her that are healthy and have been missing or repressed for a very long time. I like seeing her face light up like it does when she looks at you."

"She makes me just as happy Laurel. I promise not to hurt your mother or ignore her feelings. She is a complicated woman deserving of great respect and tenderness and I think I can honor those needs with dignity."

"I can feel that you're the right guy for her dad. I appreciate that you feel devoted to making her happy and caring for her in the way she deserves. She has avoided engaging in a relationship because of me up till now. I feel safe around you and I think that's a huge relief to her, plus I won't be around very much so she's kind of free to follow her heart without worrying that she'll bring home someone that represents a danger to me or whatever."

"I can certainly understand her concerns. You're an exceptionally beautiful girl and that has inherent dangers to go along with it. She has said that men tend to act different around you and that scared the heck out of her. You won't ever see that kind of thing out of me hun. I'll love you like my child for as long as I live."

"I can feel that in you and it's very comforting dad. Jake has your strong character values in him so I know where he gets his moral compass from. It's hard to believe how proper he looks at woman and life in general. You would've been so proud of how he handled himself around a hundred unclothed girls in need of a strong male figure. His feelings never once drifted into the inappropriate territory."

"I'm glad to hear that his mother and I raised a proper young man."

"Can I ask you a deeper personal question since we're being so open and honest?"

"Sure."

"Have you two given any thought to having children?"

"We haven't really discussed it yet. We would have to honor the genetic diversity protocol before we could have a child together."

"You know, we could put in a word and maybe get permission for you to sire a child together before you would have to observe the mandatory protocol?"

"You don't think that's abusing your positions to do that?"

"No, not really."

"I think it would be better if we follow the guidelines like everyone else honey." Amelia said.

"Okay mom. It was just a thought."

"It's sweet of you honey, but we'll do things the right way unless God makes the choice for us unexpectedly."

Laurel nodded and they went back to eating their food. At the conclusion of the meal, Laurel assisted her mother in clearing the table and Amelia told Jake and John to go sit together in the living room. Once the table was cleared, dishwasher loaded and counters wiped clean, Laurel and Amelia joined the guys, sitting next to their partners while their food settled. Amelia retrieved a remote from the coffee table and she aimed it at the wall and pressed a button and a projected image of a crackling fireplace appeared, flickered once then held steady looking completely real.

"That's a nice touch mom. Any more of those around?"

"There's a projection system in each room so you can watch videos or catch weather and news being broadcast from Genesis. You can also put up something like this fireplace for ambiance."

Laurel looked up at the projection bar on the ceiling and she smiled.

"I didn't even notice that up there."

"Just a touch that provides entertainment value."

"Can you conduct visual conversations with these?"

"John has said he could enable that feature easy enough but they aren't wired for it right now. We still have to use the com panels that are located throughout the house."

"I was just¦"

Laurel was interrupted by an alert tone ringing in her head and she looked at Jake and he shook his head.

"This can't be good."

"What can't be good?" Amelia asked.

"We're being called for on our cranial transceivers." Laurel replied.

Laurel and Jake activated their transceivers and Jake allowed Laurel to respond to the call.

"This is Laurel."

"Captain Alexan here. I'm sorry for disturbing you on your time off down there."

"It's okay sir. We just finished supper. Are we being recalled?"

"Not immediately. The AI said she informed you of the anomaly forming in the outer solar system?"

"Yes sir."

"Good. The coordinates where it's developing has me concerned and the information we're being sent is far from adequate to derive any meaningful conclusions from. We're going to continue making deliveries all night if the weather down there cooperates so we can go investigate the anomaly with our more advanced sensor capabilities. If you don't mind, I would like to have you and Jake accompany us as technical advisors? You won't be on duty so when our investigation is complete, we will return to the Future planet and you can go back down to the surface to spend more time with your folks."

"Of course we don't mind sir. We'll be ready whenever you want us up there."

"Good deal. I hate to call on you like this, but this is something rather unusual and I think your cognitive insights may come in handy during our analysis of what's going on out there."

"We understand sir. We're honored that you value our presence and abilities like that. We'll be ready to go at a moment's notice."

"Wonderful. I'm going to shoot for a zero nine hundred departure so get some solid sleep and be expecting a call from the Future letting you know a transport is heading your way to pick you up."

"Understood sir."

"Thank you again Laurel, tell Amelia and John I said hello will you?"

"We will sir."

"Great, Alexan out."

Laurel and Jake then deactivated their transceivers and looked at their mom and dad.

"So?" Amelia posed.

"The Captain wants us onboard to investigate an anomaly forming in the out solar system at the keyhole coordinates. He did say to tell you and dad hello though."

"Well that's nice that he thought about us." Amelia said "When do you have to leave?"

"In the morning. The Captain wants to depart at nine so we'll probably get a call around eight to let us know a transport is on its way to pick us up."

"It's a shame your visit is being cut short." John said.

"The Captain said we won't be on formal duty so when we get back we can come down and stay another day or two."

"That's wonderful. If the weather improves some, I'm sure Eva would love to have come by and see her."

"Has she been in touch with you or something?"

"We see her coming home from school from time to time. She only lives a few streets away."

"She's such an adorable little thing. We would love to visit with her for a while."

"If the weather cooperates, I'm sure that would really make her day." Amelia said.

"If this anomaly is forming at the keyhole coordinates, you think it's related to what Korica and Tamaric are going to do in a few months?" John asked.

"It's a good bet. They are going to be creating a deliberate rip in the fabric of space time so who knows what kinds of effects can echo back through that rip."

"That whole thing is so far over my head honey," Amelia admitted, "you're the one with the brain capable of understanding cosmic level theories and phenomena."

"I still don't understand it completely. We have a better grip on it than most, but we certainly don't know everything."

"The Captain seems to think you'll be able to offer some insights into what's going on out there."

"If Jake and I join minds and concentrate we can access the cosmic background knowledge to gain an understanding of whatever we're going to find out there. I think the Captain knows that's where our value lies."

"Do you think there is a way of containing what's forming out there?" John asked.

"I don't know. If it's on a cosmic level, probably not. We might be able to¦I don't know, direct repulsive energy at it or something to get it to stop growing depending on how large the anomaly is in the first place."

"Laurel thinks we might be best to leave it alone since we might unintentionally affect Korica and Tamaric's chances of achieving the peculiar escape maneuver they have to pull off in order to break free to get back to normal space. We could prevent them from having enough momentum or power or whatever to do that successfully." Jake added.

"Sounds like a complicated problem. Do you think it poses a hazard to the solar system? I mean the keyhole coordinates are close to zero ten, the tenth planet out, right?"

"The coordinates are between the tenth and eleventh planet orbital planes, nearest to zero eleven actually. We won't know what kind of affect the anomaly would have on a massive planet like zero eleven until we conduct onsite observations to determine what affects are being expressed on space surrounding the anomaly."

"It sounds like we're messing with high energy physic that ought not be messed with in the first place."

"Well when you're trying to rid the galaxy of a piece of dead magnatar the size of Texas, you have to employ physics that are hard to comprehend. This is ordinarily a solar system wrecker of an event but we're intervening, advancing our status from a type zero civilization to a type one¦or pretty close to it anyways."

"Makes sense. I'm glad you two understand that stuff. Like Amelia said, that is so far over my head it would give me a brain ache to try and understand it completely."

"We have some of the smartest people Earth had to offer when we departed that will be working on a solution once we have the data needed to do that."

"Well, if you and Jake want to take a long soak, I have some bath essentials next to the tub in the master bathroom. It's equipped with water jets and a warming recirculation pump to keep the water hot so you can soak longer."

"Oh mom, you read my mind. We don't get to take baths on the Future and I miss it sometimes."

"I know you pretty well sweetie. You'll find everything you need in the bathroom. Just leave the used towels on the edge of the tub and I'll lauder them tonight. John and I are going to sit here and enjoy a good game of chess while you two do your thing."

"Mom!"

"You know what I mean honey. You can do that too if you want, but I just meant enjoy a good hot soak together."

Laurel blushed as she smiled and then she stood up and stretched her hand out to Jake and he smiled and placed his hand in hers and stood up. They then headed out of the living room and down the hallway to the master bedroom. The room was perfectly tidy and neat as Laurel expected of her mother's borderline OCD tidiness and they walked over to the bathroom door that was ajar and she pushed it open and reached in and activated the lights and there at the back of the bathroom was an enormous 50 gallon tub lined with water jet ports all down its length. There was a glass shelf in the corner of the tub enclosure with multiple essential element additives for the bath water and Laurel smiled brightly and looked at Jake.

"Now you know where I got my love of a good bath from. My mom has perfect tastes in essentials and bathtub designs. I'm sure she special requested this tub setup."

"Great minds think alike."

"You're sweet. Let's go get our things so we can get dressed down after the bath."

Jake nodded and the pair headed down the hall a little further to the end of the hall where Laurel's room is and Laurel was impressed that Jake had put his things away and had her bag waiting for her to do the same. Jake collected his robe and conservative sleepwear and Laurel did the same and then they undressed down to their underwear and slipped their robes on and then headed back to Amelia's room and they entered the bathroom and shut the door and Laurel slipped her robe off then stepped over to the tub and set the water controls to her liking while Jake stripped down to nothing.

Laurel got the water set just right then stood up and turned around and smiled brightly.

"Man oh man¦you are one seriously good looking man."

"And you're clinching up like mad. I appreciate the physical reaction babe."

"You do it for me. Let me return the favor¦"

Laurel reached around her back and unfastened her bra then let it slide off her shoulders and down her arms and she tossed it aside then she shucked her underwear off and then stood up straight and the physical and emotional reaction from Jake was just what she was hoping for. He drank her in with his eyes and lavished the thought of how soft her skin feels and how strong her body grips him when they engage in the fullness of passion.

Jake's instant burgeoning arousal spoke to how much he loved what he was seeing as he surrendered to his impulse and walked over to Laurel and slid his hands around her lower back and pulled her close as he planted a loving kiss on her. He then stared into her mesmerizing deep blue eyes and grinned at her.

"I just can't believe how my life has become so full with you in it. What did I ever do to deserve a knockout like you?"

"You were born and held onto positive values. That's more than enough for the good lord to smile on you Jake. I'm blessed to have a gorgeous guy like in my too. I feel equally humbled and hardly deserving of such a great guy that loves me with every ounce of his being."

"I guess we fulfill everything our partner could ever hope for in a mate, right?"

"That's it exactly. God meant us to be together Jake. We should just thank him for tying our destinies together the way he did."

"Trust me, I thank him all the time for bringing us together."

"I know. I can hear it sometimes."

Jake released his loving embrace of Laurel and stepped back slightly so she could turn around bend over to test the water as he looked on fondly.

"Ya' know, it just dawned on me that if we¦do what I can feel you want to do, mom and dad might sense certain aspects cause we can't help what happens between us."

Laurel swirled her hand in the water as she enjoyed how Jake physically reacted to seeing her perfectly round bottom in front of him with her glorious mound punctuating her crowned pose and then she looked ahead wondering if she could control her reactions to how Jake stimulated her and she smiled as she stood up.

"I can't help what happens when you do what you do to me Jake," Laurel then turned and faced him. "You're just so good at everything and you're so perfectly shaped for me¦oh man¦even thinking about it gets me going."

"I know but that's what mom and dad might detect. I have a feeling we emit a detectable field of energy when we join minds and lose prospective of our surroundings the way we do. You have the same mind altering affect on me babe."

"But I'm horny and I need to feel the endorphin rush you cause when you make me get off the way you do."

"Don't you think¦"

"No! I'm not waiting till we're on the Future."

"Alright babe. I just thought it might bother you to share the moment of climax with mom and dad."

"I hope we don't emit a pulse of energy like that, but I'm not going to fight my urges just because of how our mind and body work since we're paired."

Jake nodded and stepped forward and Laurel turned around and stepped into the hot water and then moved to the end of the tub and she turned and looked at Jake.

"You lay down and I'll sit on your lap."

"But¦you're dreaming about me getting you from behind doggy style."

"That might be one of my favorites, but I want to do it this way so I can kiss on you before we get to it."

Jake smiled and stepped into the hot water and took a quick breath then he slowly sat down as he mentally adjusted to how hot the water is then he relaxed and leaned back he looked up at Laurel's unbelievable form. She was such a gloriously stunning woman to view from a lower prospective and he knew how good she was going to feel wrapped around him tightly. Laurel stepped forward to his knees then squatted down until her weight was pressing on him and then she leaned forward and engaged him in a long tongue kiss followed by 2 pecks. She then scooted down slightly and laid her head on his shoulder as she wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him.

"I love you so much Jake. I love feeling your energy while we're pressed together like this."

"I love you too Laurel." Jake said as he wrapped his wet arms around her feminine but muscularly pronounced back.

They sat in the same position until the tub was full then Laurel sat up and turned the water off and then reached over to the tub control panel and she activated the recirculation heater and pump and the water began to broil and bubble and then Laurel looked into Jake's stunning green eyes and she smiled brightly then leaned down and engaged in a long passionate kiss with him as she moved her hips around on his thick erection enticing herself and Jake at the same time. Once she was stimulated to the maximum, she lifted up and reached down pressed her lips apart and he assisted by lifting his erection so it as pointing straight up and then Laurel sank down so his head was pressing at her opening and she removed her hand and looked into his eyes as she winced at the slight discomfort as he forced her open and then popped into her and she sank down on him slowly enjoying the sensation of his head gliding along until she was sitting on him fully and he was buried in her to full length.

"I never tire of how amazing that feels. You have such a wonderful shape Jake."

"Thanks babe. I love the way you grip me so tightly too. It's right at the verge of too tight, but not quite painfully so."

Laurel grinned then lifted slowly until his head was right at her entrance, then she slowly sank back down on him, fully entrenching him in her only to rise again this time with a rush of intense physical sensation. Laurel then leaned forward and engaged Jake in along kiss as she slowly rode up and down on him until she couldn't get enough air then she terminated the kiss and sped up more and more and Jake thrust his hips up into her until they couldn't help but drifting toward one another, finally joining minds and shared sensation instantly pushed them right to the edge of orgasmic bliss, then they lost perspective of the moment as they reached the moment of climax together and Laurel squealed in breathy delight then tensed up as Jake exploded in her in 4 gushes then pulsed, firming each time as Laurel contracted in ongoing climactic muscular contractions that felt incredible and flooded her brain with dopamine and endorphins that Jake shared in until the climax eased but Laurel continued riding him hoping for yet another climax that she knew would come very quickly and intensely.

Laurel wasn't disappointed by her body in that she began to build toward yet another release almost immediately and she took Jake right with her, reaching the moment of intense prolonged climax in seconds, achieving mind numbing sensation with a gasp and a small chirp of pleasure that Jake found sensational and moving. They both then worked down in sensation and breathing as Laurel slowed her pace, finally stopping altogether and she sat catching her breath with Jake until she had enough strength to lift up until he slid out of her and then she opened her eyes and gave Jake a peck, then she maneuvered herself so she was sitting between his knees while leaning back against him. They sat that way for some time then Laurel leaned forward and collected the body wash and lathered herself up, standing at one point to reach everywhere and then Jake stood up and did the same then they sat back down and rinsed off. Jake then switched on the showerhead on a hose and he cracked the drain valve slightly to avoid overfilling the tub and he carefully soaked Laurel's hair, then his own and then they retrieved the shampoo and lathered up their hair, Jake allowing Laurel to rinse first then he rinsed and then they turned off the showerhead and relaxed a little longer then Laurel tuned off the recirc pump and heater and they stood up as Jake opened the drain valve fully and the water began to drain quickly.

They stepped out and dried off then combed and brushed their hair and then put their robes on and Laurel hung the towels on the edge of the tub as he mother had instructed her to then they collected their underwear and headed out of the bathroom and back to Laurel's room. Laurel thanked Jake for the incredible experience mentally and he stepped over to her and engaged her in a long kiss to acknowledge her gratitude. They then tied their robes around their waists and headed out to the living room to say goodnight.

As they walked into the living room Amelia looked up from the chessboard and grinned.

"How was it honey?"

"Oh, it was phenomenal. Just what the doctor ordered to make me feel Human again."

"You know you're welcome to use that tub any time you want honey. I had that special heated recirc jet tub constructed with you in mind baby."

"You're so good to me mom. Even when I'm gone you're thinking of my needs and desires."

"That's what a mom does honey. I don't care how old you are or how far away you are, you'll always be my baby girl and I'm going to think of what you need and what I can do to accommodate it for you when you are around."

"I think Jake and I are going to go lie down together and watch a video from the archive, then get some solid sleep."

"Okay sweetie. I'll make a big breakfast in the morning to send you off with."

"Oh that sounds wonderful. I know what a big breakfast is to you and I would love that."

"Good. Come give me kiss goodnight."

Amelia stood up as did John and Jake stepped into his father's embrace and Laurel kissed her mother then they hugged for a moment then they switched child and hugged then Laurel and Jake headed to Laurel's room and they closed the door and Laurel found the remote and activated the projection system and then her and Jake took off their robes and climbed into the plush bed with silky soft sheets and blankets and Laurel curled up next to Jake and she perused the vid choices until she found an old movie that looked interesting and she selected the vid for playback then set the remote on the bed and squirmed into Jake and they laid quietly and watched the entire movie then Laurel turned off the lights and the projection system and they laid on their sides facing one another and they engaged in the deep sharing for nearly an hour, then withdrew into their own minds and drifted off to sleep feeling very calm, relaxed and closer than ever before. They're bond and love was growing deeper to their surprise and delights and tonight was more proof of just that.

Laurel woke first in the morning at 5am sharp feeling rested and content. She laid for a few minutes waiting to sense Jake waking before moving and it was only a few minutes after she woke that she sensed his mind becoming active. She shifted so she was lying on her back and she felt under the blankets until she found his hand and she took hold of his hand and pulled it to her chest as she cupped his hand with both of hers. Jake stirred to life and blinked in the dim morning light spilling into the room through the opaque window and when it dawned on him where his hand was, he smiled and gripped Laurel's hand firmly.

"Morning gorgeous." He said in a groggy voice.

"Hi handsome."

"You feeling like I might get away?"

"No. I just want to hold onto you for some reason."

Jake squirmed onto his side facing Laurel and he moved his head so it was pressing against her shoulder.

"You know I'm not going anywhere. I'm always going to be yours."

"I know. Sometimes I just need to hold onto some part of you like this is all."

"Okay. I can live with that. You want to get dressed so we can get something to eat?"

"Yeah. I think I sense mom in the kitchen already."

"She likes to get up early like you?"

"Not really. I think she's up early cause dad has to get ready to go to his job assignment and she wants to feed him first."

Jake shifted his gaze and looked into Laurel's face in the dim light and he grinned and Laurel sensed what was going through his mind.

"No, I don't think they messed around last night. Mom is a complicated woman so it's going to take a while for her to come around to letting that happen. She still feels like she's betraying the memory of my dad by allowing her feelings to run as deep as they are. The sexual relationship feels like even more of a betrayal. Besides, she isn't easy like that. Dad knows to wait until she initiates something."

"Sounds familiar."

"Yeah, you waited for me to give you the sign to go ahead and start something."

"I guess you're complicated like mom is."

"I guess so. Let's get dressed and find out what's going on out there."

Jake moved his head up and Laurel planted a peck on him and then they pushed the covers down and climbed out of bed. They got dressed then made their way into the guest bathroom in the hallway and they brushed their teeth and combed and brushed their hair and then they put their things away in Laurel's room and then they headed out into the living room where they found Amelia in her robe preparing an extravagant breakfast. Laurel walked right up to her mother and gave her big hug and a kiss then Jake hugged her and then he and Laurel sat down at the dining table and they watched Amelia putting the final touches on the big breakfast she had planned. Amelia then stepped over to the table while wiping her hands on a dish towel.

"So how'd you two sleep last night?"

"Like babies in a crib mom. That bed is just the right firmness and those sheets and blankets are like sleeping wrapped in clouds."

"I thought I remembered what you like baby. I'm glad I got it right."

"You always know what's right mom."

Jake glanced at Laurel and she sensed what crossed his mind so she grinned while looking at her mother.

"Mom, can you tell when Jake and I¦you know? He's concerned that we exude a detectable burst of energy when things get heated at the moment of climax."

"I don't think John is sensitive enough to detect it and I can ignore what I sense. There were a couple of¦waves of warm energy that I assumed originated from you two, but I wasn't going to say anything."

"Great! So we do emanate energy at the peak moment?" Jake asked timidly.

"Yes, but it just means you're into the moment and what you experience is so intense some of the emotional energy is cast off into the environment. A less sensitive person probably wouldn't notice it."

"Are you sure it's just emotional energy you're feeling?" Laurel asked.

"Pretty sure. I'm not as sensitive as you two or as skilled at recognizing exactly what I'm sensing, but I'm pretty sure it was just emotional energy passing over me."

"I'm a little worried because¦" Jake hesitated urging Amelia to speak up.

"Because what honey? You can speak freely with me like Laurel does. I won't judge or belittle you in any way."

"Well it's kind of¦it's just a little weird talking to you about what I do to your daughter mom."

"I can handle knowing you make love to her and its more intense than either of you ever expected."

"Well it's just that at the highest moment of pleasure, we involuntarily join minds and then lose sense of our surroundings. I think we might experience an out of body experience cause it feels like we're floating out there somewhere in a world of intense pleasure and warm sensation that is kind of hard to put into words. It just worries me that our abilities could be doing something in the meantime that we aren't aware of or in control of."

"You know the way to find out would be to engage in intercourse in the containment chamber below the north Genesis tower. They have sophisticated sensors that can detect the kind of energy you two produce. They could tell you exactly what you emit."

"I don't want them watching us do that mom."

"They would turn the visual monitors off honey. It would just be a host of other sensors watching what's going on."

"Oh. I guess¦it's still kind of creepy but it would be a way of finding out exactly what we're doing to the environment around us when we¦do what we do."

"It's just an idea if you're really worried about what's happening."

"Yeah. We'll think about it." Laurel said.

"I need to go get dressed and put my war paint on before John gets up. I have everything ready so I can get breakfast fixed in about ten minutes. There's nectar juice in the cold storage cabinet if you want."

"Thanks mom, that sounds great."

"I'll be back in a little while."

Laurel nodded and her mother smiled at her and then reached out and stroked her cheek.

"Sakes alive¦you are so beautiful baby. You have always taken my breath away when you smile and you do even more so now that you're a woman."

"Thanks mom."

Amelia stroked her other cheek then turned and headed down the hallway, quietly slipping into her bedroom, closing the door behind her. Laurel then looked at Jake.

"You really think we should undergo observation to make sure we aren't having a greater affect on the environment than mom is aware of?"

"As much as I don't want people watching us making love, it might be a good idea just to be sure. You remember how profoundly you affected the environment when you were having nightmares? We could be doing something like that without knowing it."

Laurel nodded and then reminisced for just a moment and then an idea came to her. She looked at the com panel on the kitchen wall and she got up and walked over to it. She touched it and it blinked on and she touched the icon for contacting the Genesis tower and a moment later a female voice responded along with an image of a small brunette girl who looked to barely be eighteen.

"This is Genesis tower, how can I help you?"

"My name is Laurel Kade. Do you by chance know who I am?"

"Of course ma'am. I don't think there's anyone that doesn't know who you are since you and Jake are a big part of our post stasis briefing and the reason we're all alive. Is there something I can do for you ma'am?"

"I would like to schedule some time in the isolation and containment chamber below the north tower. Jake and I are concerned that at certain times we might be unintentionally emitting bursts of energy that could have negative effects on our environment."

"That doesn't sound good. I thought your nightmare bursts were taken care of ma'am?"

"Oh that has been resolved. This happens at a different time under different conditions, but it could be just as dangerous since we aren't aware of what's going on when it happens."

"Hmm. When would you like to use the test chamber?"

"Well we will be heading to the out solar system on the Future sometime this morning to take some onsite readings of the anomaly forming out there. When we get back I would like to have a team of experts standing by to observe us during a specific type of interactions to see what kind of energy we're emitting if any."

"I think I understand what kind of interaction you're eluding to ma'am. If memory serves¦you and Jake are still underage?"

"Yes, that's right."

"Okay, certain protocols of privacy have to be observed if you're talking about what I think you're talking about. I'll get things set up for you ma'am. When you get back, give us a call and we'll have the necessary personnel paged to the test chamber observation and control room. They won't observe you directly, but through sensor data they'll be able to determine what kind of energy you're emitting and if it poses a danger to the environment or not."

"That sounds perfect. Thank you for taking care of that for us."

"My pleasure ma'am. The test chamber was constructed with this exact sort of thing in mind. I'll have everything ready and waiting when you get back."

"Okay."

"Is there anything else I can do for you ma'am?"

"No, that was it."

"Okay. Have a good morning miss Kade and good luck on your mission to the outer solar system."

"Thank you; you have a good morning too."

Laurel then reached out and deactivated the com link and she turned and looked at Jake.

"That should do, right?"

"Yeah. They can contain anything coming from us and it sounds like they understand we're minors so they can't watch us doing it. That's a bit of a relief long as they honor thee protocol."

"I don't think they would watch us even if we were eighteen Jake."

"I would hope not. They don't need to see you with your clothes off babe. We have enough trouble keeping eyes off you, imagine if some ensign got a load of you and fell in love or whatever."

"Relax; they aren't going to let that kind of thing happen."

"Hey, you think we should pack our things to take with us?"

"No, we can leave our stuff here since we're coming back after we see what's cooking up out there. This is home so even if we don't come directly back, our things are in a safe place."

"That's true."

"We might as well go get our cold weather clothes together so we're ready to go when the call comes."

As if they had cued the Future, they received an alert via their cranial transceivers so they looked at each other and activated them simultaneously.

"This is Laurel."

"Good morning Laurel. I hope you slept sound?"

"Good morning Future. We slept very sound last night. Hey, how did you know we weren't sound asleep right now?"

"You do not sleep in the dining room so I am able to deduce that you are up and around, likely preparing for the morning meal."

"Whoa! You can see us from up there?"

"Not directly. My sensors are more than capable of detecting heat signatures and life signs at ten times the distance I am from you at this moment. Knowing the layout of your home, I can deduce the heat signatures in your mother's bedroom and bathroom are those of Amelia and John, meaning it has to be you and Jake in the dining room. Your bedroom is unoccupied so you are awake and thus able to engage in a brief conversation with minimal disturbance."

"I should just trust that you use implicit logic and capability to determine a good time to call us. Is a transport on its way?"

"Negative. The Captain directed me to contact you when it was convenient so I could inform you when the last supply ship departed for the surface. The last ship departed two hours ago so a transport will be dispatched to retrieve you by zero eight hundred. We will be departing the Future system at zero nine hundred sharp. Please be dressed in your working uniform when you report to the bridge. You will not be expected to stand a watch though your attire is expected to be appropriate."

"Okay. The Captain wants us to look the part even if we aren't on duty?"

"Correct. He also confided in me he really likes how the uniform looks on you two, especially on Jake."

"Me?" Jake uttered in surprise. "I would've thought Laurel was his favorite."

"He has indeed expressed a soft spot for her though he feels the uniform makes you look like a man twice your years in stature and poise. It is a look he likes and takes great pride in since he chose the design of your Adjutant uniforms personally."

"Whoa, we had no idea he had anything to do with the uniforms." Laurel said.

"Ordinarily he does not get involved with that aspect of appearance other than approval of the final design concept. In this case he felt it important to establish a specific look and feel from your uniforms based on your personalities and physical builds."

"That makes our Adjutant uniforms even more special knowing that. I love how comfortable they are and the colors are a perfect contrast to the regular uniforms"

"He gave great thought and consideration to how they look and fit your particular physiques. Please be ready for the transport, the Captain expects you to arrive on time."

"We'll be ready."

"Very good. Enjoy the rest of your morning."

"Thank you Future, we will."

Laurel and Jake then tapped their transceivers into standby mode and Laurel looked at Jake.

"You know¦the Future divulges a lot of information to us that I don't think it's supposed to or that it wouldn't to anyone else?"

"I know. I think she likes us more than most. She even confided in me recently that she feels she's a living thing even if inorganic. I think that's why she cares about us like she does. Her emotional emulation is so sophisticated and complex now, she's able to actually care about us."

"Yeah, I sensed that interaction from you after it happened. I agree that we don't want to be telling people that. It might worry them."

"The AI has grown so far beyond its original programming, it's undeniable that she exhibits all the hallmarks of a living thing."

"I agree with you one hundred percent. I still don't' think we should go expressing that belief to anyone. It wouldn't be accepted as openly as it is by us."

"Yeah, probably so. I think I convinced the Future of the same thing."

Laurel flicked her head toward the hallway and Jake nodded and they headed out of the dining room and down the hall to Laurel's room. They collected the things they thought they would need to keep warm the short time they would be outside and then headed back into the living room and set their things on the couch and then waited patiently until Amelia reemerged looking stunning and ready for the day. A few minutes later John walked into the room and Amelia started getting breakfast together and John walked over to Jake and they embraced each other with a hug and then Laurel stood up and hugged John and then Amelia waved Laurel over.

Laurel walked over to the kitchen and helped her mother get the final touches done and set the table while Jake and John sat and looked out the window at the light snow falling lazily. Once the last item was piping hot, Amelia called the guys to the table and they sat down, held hands and gave thanks, then dished up hardy helpings of the wonderful balanced meal laid out before them. They ate gratefully then Laurel helped her mother clear the table as John called for a transport to his assigned work location for the day. By the time the table was cleared and the last of the dishes loaded in the dishwasher, the transport could be heard landing out in the street. Jake and his father hugged one last time then Laurel hugged him and finally Amelia embraced him and kissed his cheek.

"You be sure to get in a warm place as often as you can John. It's going to get up to five degrees Celsius today but that's still cold enough to make you sick if you're out in it all day."

"I'll be fine Amelia. Most of what I have to do is inside. I'll see you tonight around the same time as yesterday if all goes well."

"I should be home shortly before you so I'll try to have supper ready for you when you get home."

"That sounds great."

John leaned forward and kissed Amelia on the cheek and then he walked down the hallway and retrieved his coat from the closet and put it on and zipped it up then he walked to the front door, pausing to look back at everyone and he smiled.

"I gotta be the luckiest guy alive to have this wonderful family."

"We're the lucky ones John. Now go, don't keep the ship waiting."

John chuckled and nodded then opened the door and stepped out into the bitter cold and shut the door behind him. Laurel and Jake walked over to the living room window and watched John board the ship, then the airlock closed and the ascent engines rotated facing nozzle down and the ship thundered to life then lifted rapidly straight up into the sky and out of sight. Laurel and Jake then sat down on the couch and Amelia joined them, sitting down next to Laurel.

"So mom, how was it having another warm body in your bed?"

"I have to tell you honey, it was nice to have him there even if just to sense another warm body."

"It's been a long time, huhn?"

"Yes. I haven't had that since the last time you climbed into my bed for comfort."

"Sheesh, that was a long time ago."

"I know."

"Is he going to sleep in the bed with you when we're gone?"

"I think so. I get the impression he enjoyed it as much as I did. The simple perception of Human connection felt by simply having another living being in the same bed¦well it's comforting."

"I think that's great mom. I want you happy and content. If John sharing your bed gives you that then you should continue. If it moves on to something else, well good for you. I know you love him so¦"

"We'll see honey. I still have my demons I'm dealing with. You know that."

Laurel reached over and took hold of her mother's hand.

"I never knew my father but I'm sure he wouldn't want you denying yourself happiness because of the memory of what you two had. It's okay to love and be loved mom. I'm safe and sound so you don't have to worry about bringing a man around that will abuse me. Please follow your heart and do what feels right. I can feel that John feels right to you and he is such a warm and caring man. I'll be safe around him when we're here to visit."

"Oh honey, I don't want you feeling like you're the reason I never indulged in a serious relationship with a man."

"I know I'm not the only reason but you can't deny you were scared of bringing a new man around me because of how men react to me."

"Well¦it's true that frightened me but¦my heart just never healed from the loss of your father honey. I've never loved anyone as deeply or completely as I did you father. Something that profound is extremely hard to forget or to get over."

"You're feeling like you've finally reached that point now?"

"Maybe. John has stirred a side of me that has been dormant for so long. My little Laurel is all grown up so maybe it's time to open up to the possibility of John being the one I can start anew with."

"Good. I hope things work out so you get to enjoy a healthy love life mom. It would make me so happy and give me such piece of mind to know someone is taking care of you while I'm away doing lord knows what."

"You're so sweet honey. Thank you for caring the way you do. You're so adventurous and motivated to explore. I don't want my well being to hold you back from following your heart. You should be out there, exploring the galaxy." Amelia said pointing out the window." I'll be just fine right here on the Future planet with my feet planted firmly on the ground."

"You¦you don't want to work on the Future while we explore?"

"I love the Future baby, she's an amazing ship with much to offer but¦you're the one with the heart for adventure. I would rather live right here on the surface and work in Genesis. It will take years for the final flush out to come to fruition. I think I have a lot to offer in that ongoing effort."

"But¦I really want you on the Future with me."

"I know sweetie. In the short term I will be, but in the long term¦I'm probably going to ask for permanent work assignment down here."

Laurel sighed and nodded.

"I guess what makes you happiest is what's important."

"I suppose that means dad feels the same way?" Jake asked.

"He does. I know he hasn't discussed it with you yet, but you two are almost full fledged adults. You won't need us around to sign off on the things you do. It's a bit sooner than either of us thought it would happen, but we're prepared to cut the cord and let you have your adventures without us shadowing you and you can come home and tell us all about it."

"Well that just sucks! I want dad around when I come off duty. I don't know how I would handle him not being there at all."

"You did it when you first came out of stasis."

"That's cause it would've killed him to try and revive him then we had no idea how long we were going to be in the galaxy M nineteen ninety six U B¦Korica's galaxy. I sensed we would get here eventually and I wanted him as young as possible when it happened so we could spend our lives together. I'm not trapped by those choices this time."

"No but you want to honor your father's wishes, right?"

"Of course. I want him to want to be with me on the Future."

"Like I said, in the short term he will be but in the long term¦"

"He wants to be where you are and you want to settle down here on the Future planet."

"Yes. I hope you can understand Jake."

"I guess I do once you put it like that. I want him happy and I want you happy and he's going to do what you want so that you will be happy. That means staying here. I suppose I can get used to the idea. We'll be able to visit when we come home and we're going to have to attend the academy for a year or so. We can stay here with you while we do that."

"That a boy. By then you'll be twenty and feeling more independent."

"You know there's always going to be a disparity in how old we are and how old we feel like we are?"

"I know honey. That point comes to mind form time to time. You two are so mature and poised though. It's hard to tell you're almost three years younger than you look to be."

"I take that as a compliment but you should know it means we're going to want to cling on to you and dad longer."

"I understand that sweetheart. We're not going to abandon you outright. We'll be coming along for the next little while."

"I guess we can take it for what it is. We know it's coming and we can mentally prepare for the time when you and dad decide to move down here permanently."

"That's very big of you to accept our decision like that."

"And really you and dad will be safer here than you will be on the Future," Laurel added. "She's a formidable ship but space travel is inherently dangerous. You never know what we're going to run into."

"That's true baby. Didn't you two have premonitions about John and me living on the Future planet in the future? All this should've been expected."

Jake looked down for a minute as he thought about his subconscious impressions and it dawned on him that Amelia was right. He slowly lifted his gaze and grinned at Amelia.

"You're so smart mom. I've become so accustomed to tuning out my advanced senses including my precog ability¦I knew this was coming but I wasn't listening. I've known for some time that you and dad were going to hook up and settle down here and have¦oh¦my¦gosh¦you're going to give Laurel and I a sister and brother¦both sired by dad. That's against the rules."

"Alright¦let's leave some surprise to life Jake. I wasn't looking to get pregnant any time soon."

"If I listen harder I can probably pull out the likely timeline for when you're going to be pregnant."

"No. Please stop it Jake. If you know or learn of details like that, please keep them to yourself."

Laurel sensed what Jake perceived and the likely truth came up and Laurel grew a big smile on her face and she decided to spill the beans just a little.

"You're right mom, you and dad should stay here once you find out you're pregnant. The twins will need a stable environment to grow up in."

"Twins! Oh lord!"

"That's what we see coming in the most probable futures. I won't tell you when though."

"You share Jake's precognitive ability?"

"I don't have that ability, but I share his cognitive sense so when he becomes aware of something and he thinks about it, I become aware of it."

"Soo¦should I start ordering things for an expansion of the house to include a nursery big enough for twins?"

"You have enough time to wait for the warm season to come back around then I would put in a request to have the house expanded. You're definitely going to want pinks and blues in the nursery though. In every eventuality we sense you have a boy and a girl."

"What about names? No¦never mind. I don't want to know."

"We would have to focus our perceptions to pull out that kind of detail and a lot more information would come with it."

"No, don't do that honey. You've already told me more than you probably should have. That's one ability I don't envy. Part of the thrill of life is not knowing what's coming."

"We ignore our future sense since it's murky most of the time and we need to focus on the moment which we can't if we constantly listen to the precognitive information flooding our minds most of the time."

"You can just¦turn it off?"

"Not exactly. We can tune it out or ignore it so it's background noise in our head that we just get used to ignoring. It's like white noise hissing in the back of our head, but our subconscious minds pull out details that we're really unaware of until we think about it, like Jake just did. We have a lot of senses like that, that we have to tune out lest we get lost in the confused sensory information."

"I can't imagine what that must be like honey."

"It's just part of the confusion Jake and I had to adjust to once we became paired. Our senses woke up and increased in depth and scope by tenfold so we had to adjust to that and the confusion of the new senses and abilities coming to life as well as sharing our singular mind so to speak. You can't believe how noisy it seems when you start to share your head with the person you love. It takes time to compartmentalize each aspect and learn to live with that as your new condition of being. It makes how other people exist seem so simple and lonely."

"I bet. Well you two need to keep the details of what's coming to yourselves. I don't even know if I should tell John the revelation you've laid on me. It's kind of a big deal yet¦he deserves some aspect of surprise to his life."

Laurel and Jake heard the subtle and undeniable alert in their head coming from their transceivers and Amelia sensed the change in their composures.

"What's the matter sweetie?"

"We're hearing an alert from our transceivers. It means we probably have to go real soon."

Laurel and Jake reached up and activated their transceivers and Laurel responded to the call.

"This is Laurel."

"Good morning Laurel," The calm voice of the Future echoed in their heads. "A transport has been dispatched toward your location. Please prepare for immediate departure upon its arrival. You will need to pilot the craft back up to me. It is being piloted with an experimental AI control system that is working flawlessly."

"You're piloting it down? That's remarkable! You'll be able to ferry ships down here without the need for a crew."

"If the system proves stabile, it is a discrete system that can be retrofitted to most of our ships quite easily."

"What class ship are you bringing down?"

"A crimson fighter. They are quick, agile and you and Jake are extremely proficient at their operation. You will see a new control at the pilot's station that is labeled AI control. You will simply need to turn that system off and the ship will be under your control."

"The Captain is sure extending a lot of liberties our way."

"The liberties and permissible authority available to Adjutants has recently been augmented significantly. You are well within the scope of your rank and title to pilot any craft the civilian corps possess or controls and you are qualified to pilot. You will find a copy of the new authority vested in you when you come back aboard. A data pad containing the pertinent information is waiting for you in your personal quarters."

"Is that a kind of promotion without changing our rank?"

"That would be one way of looking at it."

"How long do we have until the transport arrives?" Jake asked.

"The crimson fighter is on final approach to your location. Less than two minutes. Please be advised conditions are not ideal for air traffic at this time. You will need to pay attention to your instruments and instincts to exit the atmosphere safely."

"We'll pay attention to what we're doing. See you soon Future."

"I will pass along landing permission in the aft upper hangar. When you arrive proceed to your quarters so you can change into your working uniforms before reporting to the Captain on the bridge."

"Is there any traffic near you?"

"Negative. All traffic has been diverted away in preparation for our departure. I am now eight thousand miles from the surface on a slow departure course. You will need to engage a maximum burn for three seconds to reach me in the shortest time possible."

"You want us to go past light speed to get there?"

"Affirmative."

"Alright."

"It will save twenty minutes travel time by doing that."

"We understand. See you shortly."

"Understood, Future out."

Laurel and Jake tapped their transceivers into standby mode then looked at Amelia.

"The AI is piloting a ship down to us," Jake said. "We have to go as soon as it lands."

"You're being recalled earlier than expected, that's too bad."

"We've been promoted too. I think we're being brought back early so we can read up on our new duties and responsibilities. We're still Adjutants but our responsibilities and authority have been expanded."

"Something you did on your last mission?"

"Yeah, I think so."

"You still can't talk about it though?"

"I'm sorry mom," Laurel said. "We haven't been debriefed yet."

Laurel stood up and Jake did the same and Amelia stepped into Laurel and squeezed her particularly tightly and she whispered in her ear.

"I love you so much baby and I'm so proud of you."

"I love you too mom. Please allow yourself to be happy in whatever form that be."

Amelia released her hold on Laurel and then she turned to Jake and smiled at him then she grabbed him and pulled him in so she could hug him tightly.

"I love you too Jake. You look after my baby girl. She's your responsibility and gift now."

"I love you too mom. I promise not to let anyone mess with her so long as I live and breathe."

Amelia smiled and then let go of Jake. Kissing his cheek as she did so and then she headed down the hallway to the closet and she collected their coats and brought them over to them and they slid them on then walked to Laurel's room and slid their shoes on and fastened the lashing snaps then they zipped up their coats as they sensed the crimson fighter descending outside. It was a virtually silent approach but they could feel the high energy field drawing closer from above.

They headed back out into the living room and looked out the window just in time to see the dark silhouette of the crimson fighter emerging from the bright, hazy, gray sky. Laurel turned and looked at her mother.

"Are you and dad coming back aboard before the Future departs on future missions?"

"I promise baby. From what I understand the Future won't be departing on exploration missions for some time still so we'll come stay on the Future and continue our work down here and onboard. There are still a few things we need to doo up there to facilitate what's going on down here. The Captain has special plans for me anyways and those plans involve work down here and on the moon."

"I'm sensing it has to do with overseeing some aspect of major construction down here. I never knew you had that in you mom?"

"I'm an organized thinker and that translates into organizing and scheduling major projects, just like I did with the vehicle production facility."

"You surprise me more and more. I got such a great mom in so many ways."

"Awe, you're sweet honey. I feel the same way about my amazing daughter."

Laurel stepped closer and planted a peck on her mother's cheek then she and Jake stepped over to the front door and pulled it open and the stinging clod air washed over them and they stood for just a moment as they adjusted to it then they stepped out just as the Crimson fighter touched down and the main engines spooled down. Laurel and Jake glanced back at Amelia standing in the doorway with her arms crossed tightly and they both lifted a hand and Amelia did then same then slowly pushed the door closed and Laurel and Jake walked over to the crimson fighter and Laurel reached into the concealed compartment and activated the airlock release and the door popped and began to drop the hatch creating steps as it descended until it touched the soft snow and sank in 2 inches.

Laurel then removed her hand from the compartment and she stepped around the steps and Jake looked back to see Amelia watching out the living room window and he smiled and waved and she waved and then he and Laurel climbed aboard and Jake secured the airlock as Laurel bent down and walked forward and worked her way down into the pilot's seat. She looked around and her right lower display and 2 new controller switches on the side and as the AI said, 1 of them was labeled AI control. She reached over and flipped the switch and the AI control was severed and she went through the brief preflight checks as Jake settled into to the sensor position while simultaneously activating the power controls to prepare for departure. When he finally had everything set he fastened his restraints and looked forward.

"Everything checks out babe. Full power at your command."

"Roger that. Can you forward the exterior environmental conditions to my knee display? The AI said we need to be mindful of the conditions to make it out of here safely."

"On the way¦" Jake replied as he activated active sensors and forwarded the reading to Laurel's knee display.

Laurel looked over the wind and temperature readings as well as the archive records of the conditions on arrival and she could see what the AI was talking about. The winds aloft were gusting to 50 knots from the north and the temperature was 4C at the surface but dropped to 0C at an altitude of 5,000 feet and the winds increased to over 100 knots 2 miles up.

"This is going to be tricky with icing and cross winds kicking the way they are," She said.

"At least the AI had the heat running for us in here. It's nice and toasty in here compared to out there."

"I know, right? Hold on, I'm taking us up and out."

Laurel reached up and opened the transmitter circuit then switched over to VOX control.

"Genesis control, this is¦"

Laurel paused and Jake checked the registry information on his displays.

"This is the Orion babe." Jake whispered just loud enough for her to hear without it carrying over to her VOX mic.

"This is the Orion in the housing district requesting a straight up and out departure heading for the Future."

"This is Genesis departure control. We read you Orion. You are cleared for immediate departure at your discretion. Please remain subsonic until you reach an altitude of ten miles. There is no traffic to report at this time."

"Roger that Genesis, We're cleared for immediate departure with not traffic in the area. We will remain subsonic until we reach ten miles out."

"Affirmative. Have a safe flight Adjutant Kade."

"Thanks, we will."

Laurel then reached up and switched the transmitter to standby mode and then she grasped the controls and placed her feet on the pedals and eased the throttles forward and the engines spooled up until the high frequency hiss rose above that of human hearing and then she pulled back on the yoke and the Orion lifted as she gave more throttle to the vertical accent engines and the ship rose gently as the wings rocked very subtly as Laurel got a feel for the conditions outside and how they were affecting the performance of the ship.

Once Laurel achieved a height of 100 feet she pulled the nose up hard and shoved the throttle control forward the Orion bolted off into the hazy sky and the inertial dampers washed the feeling of motion away completely. They encountered the cross wind and it shoved the Orion sideways slightly and Laurel corrected for it and continued to accelerate until indicators placed their velocity at just below the sound barrier and she eased back on the throttles and the shaky view out the window told them that the ship was being thrown around but Laurel kept her cool and corrected constantly to keep the distant energy signature of the Future as their point of destination. It took a few minutes to reach 10 miles up and Laurel looked at the light speed indicator and she decided to make the crimson jump early.

"Jake, plot me course point two degrees away from the Future, in case we overshoot, for light speed jump."

"You're going to do that in atmo? They aren't going to like the boom that's going to create."

"It'll be more like a deep thud as the atmosphere rushes in behind us. Just plot me the course please."

"Alright babe, hold on."

Jake switched to navigation mode and he plotted a direct course .2 degrees starboard to the Future then he programmed the data into the auto pilot command and he forwarded the info to Laurel's autopilot screen and she looked down and saw the preprogrammed parameters and she smiled. All she had to do was touch accept and the coordinates were entered and the light speed autopilot kicked in and in an instant crimson trail, the Orion jumped to light speed and Laurel let go of the controls momentarily and 4.2 seconds later the auto pilot dropped the Orion to sub light speed and then disengaged and Laurel took hold of the controls and looked around out the window, thinking they were off course for just a moment and she looked down at the navigation display and she could see the Future was behind them slightly.

Laurel slowed the Orion down and banked over and there was the Future in all her immense glory facing out into deep space. Laurel brought the Orion down under the hulking hull of the Future and headed straight aft until they passed completely free of the Future, then Laurel pulled a loop back and barrel rolled so they were at the right attitude aiming straight for the stern of the Future. They were looking at the main engine nozzles glowing as the ship steadily plodded on at barely 5,000 KPH and Laurel pulled up and then proceeded directly to the aft upper hangar that was wide open in preparation for their arrival.

Laurel brought the Orion right up to the hangar and then reduced their speed to a crawl and she deployed the landing gear and then allowed the ship to slip through the hangar opening gently and she adjusted as they transitioned to a gravity environment. Laurel allowed the ship to drift right to the back of the hangar, and then she stopped their forward motion and brought the ship down gently with a very subtle bound that they could see but not feel. They then went through the power down sequences until only auxiliary systems were online and active. Laurel unfastened herself and wriggled out of the pilot's seat and Jake unfastened his restraints and stepped aft to the airlock door and he waited for Laurel to get to his position and he smiled at her.

"That was probably the quickest eight thousand, nine hundred mile trip on record."

"Not bad huhn?"

"Oh I have no doubt you're one hell of a pilot babe. I hope we don't catch hell for making the jump to light speed in atmo though."

"I think we were high enough that the atmospheric affect was minimal."

"I sure hope so or we're going to get a tongue lashing."

"I know. I'll take the heat; I was the pilot in control. Open the airlock and let's go get our uniforms on."

Jake reached up and pulled the airlock control to the right and then down and the door hissed as the seal was broken and the air pressure equalized and then the door began to drop open. Once fully open they stepped off the ship and it took just a moment to adjust to the lighter gravity than what existed on the surface. Laurel stepped over to the concealed compartment and she pushed her hand in and closed the door then she pulled her hand out and she reached into the other concealed compartment and she flipped the main power switch off and the ship fell silent. It was already quiet, but Laurel and Jake sensed the cessation of all energy flow and then Laurel withdrew her hand and they unzipped their coats as they walked over to the transport enclosure and Jake opened it and they stepped in and looked back just in time to see the hangar door close completely and the hangar lighting switched from a dull red glow to bright white light and the 7small ships parked haphazardly and equipment crates dotting the hangar deck here and there in no particular order or neat placement became crystal clear in detail.

They glanced at each other and they both though 'what a freaking mess this place is. Someone is going to get an ass chewing by Hiller for not picking the place up.' They stepped up onto the transport platform and when the free floating map appeared, Laurel touched the indicator for the forward stasis ring entrance and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light.

They appeared on the transport platform next to the forward entrance to the stasis ring and they stepped down to find a relatively large number of people milling around and sitting at the data terminals a short ways past the main hangar entrance. They guessed the activity was pretty normal for the time of day seeing as how all these people were working toward the goal of being transferred to the surface as soon as their homes were complete and they were strong enough to endure the conditions on the surface.

Laurel and Jake made their way through the mingling people until they reached the entrance to the passenger level common area. They stepped in and looked around as they felt familiar essences close by and they found the junior ensigns sitting on one of the round couches that encircled the largest center support pier that reached all the way up to the ceiling some ten decks up, much higher than the uppermost berthing deck. Laurel and Jake stood still for a moment, then Keith pointed in their direction and erupted in a big smile as he caught sight of Laurel's stunning face.

Laurel mentally urged Jake to honor their new friendship even though they are in a bit of hurry. They walked over to the young ensigns and they all stood up, the girls taking turns embracing Laurel with a brief hug and Jake with a one armed hug from the girls, a handshake from the guys.

"Are you all off duty?" Laurel asked.

"Yeah, we're about to get underway so we were told to come down here to be with our families." Amber said.

"In other words, go away until we call on you." Raymond said in a disappointed tone.

"Well you aren't exactly qualified to stand watch at any station while underway operations are taking place, right?"

"Yeah, I guess so. We could stay out of the way and observe, but they won't even let us do that."

"That's just not how things are done ensign. Be patient, you'll get your turn once you've taken the tests and had your orientation tour conducted. They need to be sure you understand your station and your duties before they're going to throw you at it."

"I know we could foul things up if we touch the wrong thing at the wrong time."

"There are a million and one ways to get hurt or killed if you touch something you don't fully understand," Jake said. "You're too important to let that happen. You're the next generation of officer on this ship, the Captain takes that serious."

"In other words, time and money have been invested and they don't want us squandering that?"

"Time and effort, money doesn't exist out here. You can't place a monetary value on a person anyways, but you can quantify how much time and effort has gone into preparing them to serve efficiently and safely."

"Hey," Deanna started, "I thought you two were taking time off on the surface? That's what we were told by the AI anyways."

"We were recalled for this mission to the outer solar system to investigate the anomaly forming out there. The Captain thinks our presence can produce some insights into what's going on out there. No one has ever seen anything like what's being observed so the Future is heading out there cause we have the most sophisticated sensors and signal processing capabilities of any ship around."

"And they have you if those aren't enough?" Sasha asked.

"Yes. We have abilities that might prove useful for this kind of thing."

"That's kind of impressive that the Captain won't go anywhere without taking you two along." Keith said.

"We've proven our worth and accuracy on more than one occasion in the past."

"Wha yeah, you managed to put this ship back together, get her upgraded to an intergalactic class, navigate across an entire foreign galaxy, only to get us here safely sixty some odd years before we left Earth space. I would say that proves you got the right stuff to be on the bridge during important missions." Raymond said.

"Someone is keeping track of our activities."

"That was all spelled out in our post stasis briefing. Everyone knows the score you two have racked up around here."

Laurel smiled and nodded once.

"Well we just wanted to come say hello. We have to get up to our quarters to get changed into our uniforms so we can report to the bridge."

"Will you stop and say hello again on your way out?" Raymond asked shyly.

Laurel recognized the feelings running through him. He loved how Laurel glowed in her uniform and she figured she could indulge him briefly on the way out.

"Sure Raymond. We'll stop by here and say Hello, but we won't be able to stay and chat for long, okay?"

"Okay." He said with a bright smile.

Laurel slid her hand into Jake's and they raised a hand then headed toward the berthing corridor. They walked to the lift and paged the lift car and it descended from 2 decks up and the door slid open. They stepped in and floated to the back of the car and Laurel called out, 'deck six' and the door slid closed and the lift ascended slowly at first then it picked up speed then slowed and finally stopped at deck 6 and the door slid open. There were 2 young children waiting for the lift, a boy and girl that were strikingly identical except for the female and male characteristics and clothing. They stepped past the threshold and floated in and Laurel and Jake had to maneuver around them to get out and one of the children called out, 'deck one' and the door slid closed.

Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders.

"No, I've never seen those two before."

"They must be fresh revivals."

"I don't know, they were ambling around pretty good for fresh revivals and they weren't in ships outfits. They were wearing particular clothing that would take time to choose and have delivered. My guess would be day three or four."

"The young really do bounce back faster, don't they?"

"We certainly did."

They turned left and walked down the walkway to their quarters and Jake had his palm scanned at John's quarters and the door slid open and they stepped in and walked directly to their room and the door slid open and they found 2 data pads sitting on their bed. Laurel walked over and picked one of them up and activated it and the display read, "Adjutant Myers", so Laurel handed it to Jake and picked up the other data pad and sat down on the edge of the bed and activated it and Jake sat down next to her and they accessed the stored documents to see what was now to be expected of them.

Their duties didn't change at all but their responsibilities now included observation of and recommendations on new ships being tested or considered for testing and test piloting was now encouraged though not required. They were to have full access to any and all vessels parked in or docked with the Future with no explanation or notice being required of the Adjutants should they desire an inspection or test flight though test flights were expected to be coordinated with flight control for tracking and monitoring purposes. Laurel was a little dismayed that junior officer reports were to be reviewed by the Adjutants when time permitted to look for critical errors in format or completeness of information provided and counseling on proper form was to be carried out with any officer submitting a flawed report to insure final submissions were complete, accurate, and easy to read. Laurel looked at Jake and grimace.

"I think commander Hiller stuck us with that to free up some of her time. That's the ex oh's responsibility."

"She does have a lot to do babe. I may not exactly like the woman, but I understand putting this on us since we're being given other privileges. We're test pilots now for craps sake, how cool is that?"

"It's a dangerous undertaking Jake. We're talking about prototypes that are untested. They could explode or go out of control or a dozen other bad things."

"With both of us at the controls, we'll know exactly what's coming and how to handle the technological failures."

"Yeah, I guess so."

Laurel set the data pad aside after confirming that she had seen and accepted the added responsibilities fully understanding them as well as the rights, privileges, and expectations being extended. She then walked over to the concealed drawers and pushed in on the bottom one and retrieved a fresh uniform set for herself then she pushed the drawer closed and opened the next drawer up and retrieved a fresh uniform set for Jake and then she pushed the drawer closed with her foot and she walked over to the bed and set the uniforms down and looked at Jake expectantly.

Jake smiled and used his thumb to confirm his document set and then he tossed the data pad aside on the bed and he stood up and slid his coat off and tossed it on the bed. Laurel then slid her coat off and then bent down and unfastened the lashing snaps and then she kicked her shoes off and Jake unfastened his shoes and he also kicked them off and aside. He then looked Laurel up and down and she froze for a moment as she absorbed what was going through his mind and then she looked at him and furrowed her brows.

"Really? You want to fool around right now? Are you crazy? We have to get ready so we can report to the Captain."

Jake lifted his arm and activated his bio monitor then he waited for the blush of readings to pass, then the time appeared and finally faded away and he looked at her and smiled.

"It's twelve after eight babe. We' have almost fifty minutes to report to the Captain."

"Oh¦I didn't realize we were that early. We might¦I cannot believe your amorous feelings are affecting my better judgment like this. I actually feel like we have enough to do the whole works."

"You miss it when I don't go down on you?"

"Yeah. You're so dang good at it and nothing else makes me get off like that. It's a deep orgasm unlike what happens when you're inside me."

"I can actually say¦I know what you mean. Maybe that's why I look forward to messing around with you so much. I get to experience it from both perspectives."

"I know, that is so incredible that we get to experience it like that. Fine¦let me get undressed and go freshen up real quick first."

"You know¦we could just do it in the shower?"

"Yeah¦it's just kind of hard because of how I'm built. I have to hold my lips apart so you can reach the right spots while I'm bent over. It isn't exactly easy."

"Unless you stand with your foot up on the seat in the corner so you can hold your lips apart with one hand and stabilize yourself from the wall with the other hand and I can get on my knees to reach the spots you like stimulated."

"That¦could actually work. Let's give it a try."

"You want me to make love to you from behind after that?"

"Oh yeah. I know you like doing it that way anyway."

"It feels a little different from behind like that¦for both of us."

Laurel grinned and blushed slightly and Jake smiled and leaned forward and kissed Laurel on the cheek. They then quickly got undressed completely and headed toward the door only then noticing the com panel was lit up. Laurel stopped and glanced back at Jake then she looked at the com panel.

"Future, are you monitoring us?"

"Affirmative. You expressed an allowance of observation of your interactions as a learning experience. I can promise no recording are being created at this time. This is a learning opportunity for me and nothing else."

"Are you going to watch us¦in the shower too?" Jake asked.

"Affirmative. I am coordinating the data from your biometric monitors with observed activity."

"So¦you want to see how our levels spike during copulation?" Laurel asked.

"Affirmative."

"I suppose I can live with that as long as you swear no one will ever see or hear about what we're about to do."

"You have my word. I would never violate your trust or compromise your privacy like that."

"Fine, you can observe us then."

Laurel and Jake proceeded through the door and across the living area to the bathroom and they stepped in and the lights came on automatically. Laurel checked that they had towels waiting then she turned and faced Jake.

"You know you're corrupting me? If you weren't so dang good at it I would tell you you're crazy, leave me alone."

"I have a bad habit of corrupting young girls."

"Stop it! You didn't corrupt Korica. She was going to be exposed to that sort of thing at some point by you or me. She just happened to be exposed to memories of our interactions so it's just as much my fault."

"I know. I just¦I'll drop it babe."

Laurel nodded and then reached in and activated the water flow and selected the desired temperature on the control panel then she looked at Jake and smiled.

"I can't get it out my head that we're being watched even if it's just the AI."

"I know, right?"

Laurel reached in and let the water flow over her hand it was the perfect temperature so she turned and stepped in, drenching her hair, slicking it back then she allowed the water to cascade over her entire body then she stepped in further and looked at Jake and he smiled shyly and Laurel shook her head.

"Is there any light you don't like seeing me in?"

"No, not that I've seen so far."

Jake stepped into the shower and he too soaked his hair and then moved around so his whole body was covered and then he stepped back and glanced at the contoured seat in the corner of the shower and Laurel looked down at it to her left and she thought the height was just right for what Jake had in mind. She stepped around him so she was facing him and she engaged him in a long kiss and then he moved on to her neck and then down to her ample wet breasts. He paused and worked on her breast to work her up and then he kissed down her chest to her stomach as he knelt down and then closed his eyes and reached out to Laurel and she practically pulled him into her mind knowing he needed the connection to achieve the maximum results since he would be able to feel her every sensation.

Jake opened his eyes and waited for the blurry vision to clear up and the emotional and chemical surges to subside in his mind and then Laurel became crystal clear standing before him and he could feel the water splashing on her creating a cool sensation that gave her goose bumps. They then engaged in a mind blowing round of cunnilingus and then intercourse with Jake assuming a position behind Laurel and then they caught their breath, rinsed off and then stepped out and dried off.

They then made their way to the bedroom and got dressed in their uniforms and then they spent just a few moments at the mirror combing and brushing their hair so they would look well groomed. They then headed out of their quarters, riding down to the lowest level in silence and when they reached the common area, they walked over to the junior ensigns as Laurel promised they would.

Laurel could feel that Raymond was especially taken with how Laurel looked in her Adjutant's uniform. They conversed for less than 5 minutes and then said their goodbyes and headed out of the passenger common area. They walked to the transport platform near the stasis ring entrance and waited in line patiently until it was their turn, then they transported up to the command deck. When they arrived in the transport compartment, they stepped down from the huge platform and walked to the exit. When it slid open they found themselves face to face with Commander Hiller. She greeted them with a friendly enough grin as she looked them over briefly then stepped aside to let them past.

"I'm glad to see you two know how to show up on time and in the appropriate attire for the occasion."

Laurel and Jake presented a salute that Commander Hiller returned and she winked at Laurel signifying she was actually pleased with what she was seeing.

"We were advised to don our working uniforms ma'am, although we would've done that anyways if we were going to be on the bridge as advisors." Laurel said.

"I know Adjutant. I can always count on you and Mister Myers there to look sharp and show up punctually. I hope some of that rubs off on your subordinate peers."

"Yes ma'am, me too."

"Are we about ready for departure ma'am?" Jake asked.

"The last systems checks for hyper launch are being performed as we speak."

Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged subtly then Laurel looked at Melissa as they proceeded past her, then turned and looked at her.

"Ma'am, I take it hyper launch is a new rapid departure technique?"

"Yes. I forgot you two have been on the surface overnight. The AI has devised a new method for achieving almost instant multiple light speed velocity. It's being called hyper launch and if it works out, it will be employed more often."

"Hmm. No acceleration curve as would normally be the case?"

"Nope. Once you're part of the engineering team down in main engineering, you'll be trained how to get us into prelaunch condition."

"We'll watch what's happening on the bridge so we can get a rough idea what's involved ma'am."

"You two are brilliant so I'm sure you'll understand what you're seeing."

"Thank you ma'am. We won't hold you up any longer."

"You're fine Laurel. I'm not in a hurry to go deal with the problem facing me."

"Personnel issues ma'am?"

"Yes. Big time."

"Is that why you said what you did about us looking proper and showing up on time?"

"Yes. I know I'll never have to confront either of you about that. In fact¦you're ten minutes early."

Laurel nodded knowing she was treading on a sore subject based on the anger Melissa was holding in. Laurel and Jake turned and headed over to the bridge and Jake had his palm scanned and the door slid open silently and then they walked onto the bridge and there was a flurry of activity as all the work stations were confirming their statuses. Laurel and Jake walked over to the Captain's chair and stood quietly until the last station reported their conditional status and then the Captain looked at Laurel and Jake and he actually grinned slightly at the sight of them then he held up a finger as he touched an icon on his left display and main engineering went through the same process. At the conclusion the Captain looked at Laurel and Jake and leaned back in his seat, leaving the channel to main engineering active.

Laurel and Jake finally popped to attention and presented a salute and the Captain returned a smart salute.

"Adjutants Kade and Myers reporting as ordered sir." Laurel said.

"At ease Adjutants."

Laurel and Jake relaxed their posture and crossed their hands behind their lower back and faced forward.

"You two are going to love this. The AI has come up with a new way of launching us beyond the speed of light instantly. We're calling it hyper launch and it's right at the extreme edge of what the ship wide inertial damping systems can counter act. If it works as promised, in two point eight seconds we will be propelled to seven and half times the speed of light. One more pulse and we can achieve another seven and a half times that."

"So¦fifty times the speed of light in four seconds?" Laurel asked.

"Precisely. As you know it normally takes us a few minutes to get up to that velocity."

Laurel looked at the Captain and nodded.

"Yes sir. I assume this is something only the AI can coordinate?"

"It definitely takes the AI controlling most of the major systems to some degree, but we still have to do our part in manipulating the negative matter reactor in the right manner to exert the kind of energy pulse necessary to make the hyper launch successful."

"Interesting. The AI figured out a way to use its maximum capability along with ours to achieve something truly remarkable. It should only take us a few minutes to get to the keyhole coordinates if this works right."

"That's the idea. A short distance test of the procedure. Two point nine six billion kilometers, a few seconds, and were there. Then we can engage an emergency stop maneuver and we should pop into normal space one million kilometers from the keyhole coordinates."

Laurel nodded wondering if the crew were up to such an extreme maneuver. She knew a misstep would be disastrous with so much energy involved.

"You two can take a seat at the science stations if you want."

"Does it make you nervous to have us hovering sir?"

"Not nervous, just¦go take a seat Laurel." The Captain said so quietly Laurel almost couldn't hear it.

"Aye sir." She replied softly.

Laurel and Jake walked over to the science stations and sat down at science stations 4 and 5and they logged themselves in and immediately brought up the sensor data, only then realizing they had access to the senior command cross station access. Laurel glanced in the Captain's direction, but he was engrossed in the data on his left terminal so she figured she would thank him later for including that privilege with their new Adjutant classification standards.

Just as they were getting familiar with the data being presented, main engineering checked in to report all systems and stations standing by for the initiation of the hyper launch.

"Alright boys and girls, here we go¦" The Captain said before he touched the AI hale icon on his right display. "Future, we're ready for hyper launch."

"Understood Captain. Initiating hyper launch in three¦" The engineering team ramped up the negative matter core to 80%, "Two¦" The shield density was automatically increased to eighty percent of maximum with a reinforcing layer in the forward quadrant, "One¦" The main engines and the negative matter core were simultaneously pulsed and the anti matter reactors were engaged to fortify the gravity bubble the Future was suddenly immersed in, "Launch." The main engineering team engaged the energy dissipaters at maximum saturation and the stars ahead twisted in the most peculiar manner and the Future was submerged in subspace in an instant and the full power release from the main electromagnetically contained fusion engines propelled the Future to seven point five times the speed of light instantly then a subsequent pulse increased their speed once again in an instant and the velocity indicator jumped from dead stop to 52.25 times the speed of light in a blur. The acceleration curve normally observed simply never manifested.

Space dead ahead became a washed out color of white and blue and it was corkscrewing counterclockwise and the effect lasted for only a matter of a few seconds and the Captain looked at the propulsion station and dipped his chin and the emergency stop procedure was implemented and the Future popped out of subspace and the indicators read 'all stop' for a moment then the helm status read 'dead stop' and the stars simply blinked into view as if someone flipped a light switch on. The engineering team performed the energy dump from the negative matter reactor with perfect synchronicity as the negative matter was funneled back to the realm it was native to and the power levels simply dropped to safe levels with no alarms or unexpected discharge hiccups. The Captain watched his displays with great pride and pleasure as did Laurel and Jake.

The sensor station then received a proximity alert as a stationary craft was identified less than ten thousand miles away though it was facing in the opposite direction and didn't seem to notice the gravitational flux exerted when the Future broke through the subspace barrier violently.

"We are one point one million kilometers from the keyhole coordinates at a dead stop," The AI reported. "There is a vessel nine point nine eight thousand miles from our current position. I have determined it is the Aoxon. It is the vessel dispatched to observe and report on the anomaly."

"Thank you Future. I guess that was a successful test of your hyper launch technique. It went perfect."

"Affirmative. The crew performed admirably for a new technically challenging procedure never attempted before."

"It almost sounds like you think there is room for improvement?"

"The execution was perfect, as you stated. The emergency stop maneuver could be performed with less wake turbulence imparted to the space near our arrival coordinates if certain aspects of our energy control are monitored closer so steps can be taken to mitigate polarized propagation affects."

"Maybe you can make some recommendations based on your observations?"

"I would be happy to do that Captain."

"Communications officer, please contact the Aoxon and send our greetings and thanks for the relayed information about the anomaly."

"Aye sir."

"Propulsion, bring us about so we're facing the anomaly."

"Understood sir, bringing us about."

"Sensor officer, are you detecting any gravitational currents that are anomalous?"

"Negative sir, no gravitational eddies of any kind are being expressed on space from the anomaly. In fact¦sensors are only detecting an optical phenomena. It doesn't register as anything but light emanations from an unknown source."

"Are your instruments at maximum gain?"

"No sir. The Aoxon is much too close to do that. Sensors report a shield density of four terradynes, six hundred meters deep. Our maximum gain scanning pulses would completely overwhelm a shield matrix that feeble sir, and the resultant high energy radiation would be destructive to organic life forms, such as people."

"I meant your signal analyzer instruments, but that's good to know you recognize how powerful our scanning beams are."

"Oh¦sorry sir. I have all sensor data being routed through the enhanced signal processors at maximum gain. Until our output matches the signal processing power we are likely to miss crucial elements of the anomaly sir."

"Communications, please ask the Aoxon to move off at least ten thousand kilometers to our stern so we can engage in high yield scanning activities."

"Will they know what that means sir?" The communications officer asked.

"Right¦have them move off to our stern and you tell them when to stop once you see them reach a minimum safe distance. Just tell them our maximum gain scanning energy is dangerous to a ship like theirs."

"Aye sir. That they should understand."

The Captain nodded once and then looked at the officer manning the sensor station.

"Let's have a look at the anomaly."

"Aye sir. Mirroring my sensor readings onto the main viewer."

As soon as the image appeared, Captain Alexan looked up and his eyes grew bigger as he slowly leaned back in his seat.

"What the heck is that? It looks like a CGI starburst but¦it expands then collapses with no explosion or emanations. Future, can you quantify what we're looking at?"

"The phenomena is real however there are no detectable emanations, particle or otherwise, to derive a meaningful sensor resolution from."

"How can something be real¦we can all see it, yet nothing appears on sensors even at minimal settings?"

"Unknown. Perhaps this is why the relayed data was so puzzling and difficult to express in a manner that made sense."

"Wha yeah. How do you describe that?" He said gesturing at the main viewer.

"Sir?" The communications officer interrupted. "The Aoxon is ten thousand kilometers astern of our position."

"Understood. Bring the scanning beam energy up to full gain and initiate active scans of whatever that is."

"Aye sir, full power active scans."

The Captain was mesmerized by what looked like a distant sun emanating light beams in a distinct starburst pattern then the whole pattern rotated slowly only to pulse twice and the pinnacles of light then collapsed seemingly pulling in circular rings of light and particle energy from nowhere only to reach a round sun-like point then it pulsed and the rays of light burst forth in pulsating waves but disappeared several thousand kilometers from the epicenter of the phenomena. The whole sequence then repeated and it became obvious that it was perfectly timed and thus predictable even though absolutely no sensor data was being detected except for in the visual aspect.

"I'm sorry sir but the sensors are telling us nothing is there even at maximum gain." The sensor officer reported.

"Anyone have a postulation that makes sense as to how this is possible and what the heck we might be looking at?" The Captain posed looking around but holding a gaze toward Laurel and Jake in the end.

"I uh¦I have a postulation but I think you're going to find it hard to believe if I'm right." Laurel said softly.

"I'm all ears Adjutant."

Laurel stood up and walked closer to the Captain so she could turn and look at the main viewer.

"What if we're looking at psyonic resonance manifesting across space and time because of the amplification applied by the Brendon's experimental graviton core? Call that the lights of resonance if you will." Laurel said pointing at the displayed image on the main view screen.

The Captain looked at the sensor image and then he gently shook his head.

"I don't know¦I know psychic energy is a tangible form of energy but this¦this is on a cosmic scale that would require a person many orders of magnitude more advanced than little Korica to create what we're seeing."

"I agree sir. On her own she would never be able to create something that warps space-time so dramatically that psyonic energy fluoresces across time like this. The Brendon is being outfitted to capture, amplify and recreate what Korica and Tamaric manifest, but in a massively more intense form. They are trying to create a rip in the fabric of the universe after all. Maybe this is one aspect that is recreated in an amplified version without any measure of control being applied since this wasn't something anyone thought was possible."

"Hmm. So you think what we're seeing is a reoccurring reflection of what they have to do in order to rid the galaxy of the chunk of magnatar? In essence a harmless echo splashing back through time?"

"Well, it makes sense although I don't know how harmless it is. If it's this big and this intense here and now, it must be larger and more intense the further back in time is echoes and we don't know just how far back it goes."

"How in the world do you quantify something sensors aren't designed to detect?"

"I don't think you can sir. There is one weird idea though¦"

"Your chair?"

"Yes sir. It's specifically designed to operate at the frequencies of the mind. Maybe that," Laurel pointed at the main viewer, "is within that bandwidth and so might carry over, like a radio station with an open receiver mic."

"And you think the interface would be capable of translating that lightshow into something coherent?"

"Yes sir. That's what is does. It basically translates psyonic energy from multiple species into a coherent pattern that a mind can extrapolate meaningful communication from. That's kind of a simplification of the process, but you get the idea."

"Yeah, but¦that out there isn't a form of communication. It's the power of the mind twisting space and time if your theory is correct."

"Yes sir, but the chair isn't just a receiver, it's a transmitter too. If I'm right about what that is, it should lead directly back to Korica and Tamaric in the future. We should be able to pass along a message that they are bleeding psyonic energy across space and time to these coordinates."

"What the heck do you think they can do about that? They can't stop their effort or the debris will pass the keyhole coordinates which is the failsafe point."

"I'm hoping they can tune their ability a little bit so the effect is reduced in intensity when amplified by the Brendon."

"You think they have that much control over their abilities?"

"Maybe not now, here in our time, but by the time they attempt the removal, maybe so."

The Captain looked up at the viewer and he marveled at how beautiful it actually was and if Laurel was right, it was that much more poignant and remarkable that a young couple were responsible for what they were seeing. The Captain leaned back in his seat and nodded while holding his gaze on the viewer.

"Go ahead Laurel. You and Jake head down to your chair. If you're right you may be able to do something to stop this effect and if you're wrong, you'll just get dead air."

"Well¦not exactly sir. We'll still sense other consciousnesses, but we won't try to commune with them, unless we sense Korica and Tamaric of course."

"That chair seeks out gifted minds, right?"

"Sort of sir. Not like the chair of knowledge created by the elder race does, but something close. Their version is far more sophisticated. Theirs is a seek and storage device whereas mine is just an enabling device. Does that make sense?"

"Yeah, I think so. The fact you were able to construct that thing at the age you were when you cobbled it together is extraordinary."

"I just designed it sir. The AI is the one who built it for me."

"Close enough. The AI had to follow your design to the letter and the final iteration worked as designed. That my dear is what impresses me most, not who drove the screws and soldered the wires."

"Uhh¦you know it doesn't have any wires, right?"

"No wires? I actually didn't know that, but I was speaking metaphorically."

"Oh, sorry for being so¦"

"Just¦go Adjutant. See what you can hear if anything."

"Aye sir. Is the power feed still active in the auxiliary junction room where the chair is located?"

"I ordered the breakers and load capacitors shunted, but not disconnected. The AI should only need to the throw the mains back online after deactivate the shunts and the power feed will be hot."

"Alright. We'll let you know if we have any success."

"Understood. I'm going to want the AI monitoring you while you do this. I know the physical strain is tremendous and we don't need you frying your brains or hearts. The first sign of physical distress, I want the AI to pull the plug."

"We understand sir. That sounds like a wise precaution."

"It killed poor Korica; I won't have the same thing happening to you two."

"That was¦"

"We understand sir." Jake interrupted to stop Laurel.

The Captain nodded and Laurel looked over at Jake and he logged he and Laurel out of their stations and then he stood up and walked over to Laurel and then the pair headed off the bridge.

As they stepped out into the busy corridor and the door slid shut Jake looked at Laurel but spoke to her mentally rather than aloud.

"Babe, you got to learn to fight the urge to correct the Captain or present an argument when it isn't called for. The Captain knows the details of how Korica ended up in cardiac arrest. He was just emphasizing the fact the chair is capable of inducing an arrhythmia if we push ourselves too hard."

"You're right. I know I tend to be argumentative in how I present information sometimes. It's one of my faults I'm working on getting under wraps now that we're subordinate to a third of the crew. We won't be doing anything that will push our bodies as hard as Korica did and there are very specific safety protocols in place that will shut the interface down should our bio readings become erratic or unhealthy. I guess we know where Korica gets some of her argumentative spirit from, not that I'm proud of passing that along to her."

"I know hun. Let's get down to the chair so we can try to discern if in fact it's Korica and Tamaric causing that light show out there."

Laurel nodded and they walked down the corridor to the end where Korica's quarters were located and Laurel paused and stared at the door for just a moment then she sighed and her and Jake walked to the stairwell door and opened it, then sealed it behind them and began the long climb down to the auxiliary deck the chair was located on.

When they reached the chair room, Laurel stopped and looked at Jake and he furrowed his brow.

"This is emotional for you? You created the dang thing, you know better than anyone that it's safe¦to an extent anyways."

"I know that. We haven't fired this thing up since we left Korica's galaxy. I know I'm going to see that small seat designed for her little frame and I'm going to lose it."

"You miss little Korica. You have such strong mommy instincts when it comes to her."

"She was adorable Jake. Why do you think I fell in love with her? I didn't get to enjoy her being that age for very long before we had to get back in the stasis chambers for our long nap and when we woke up, she's a teenager now. A very smart beautiful cunning teenager, but little Korica is gone. You can feel how much that hurts."

"Yeah. We'll take a minute in there for you to collect your thoughts and emotions. You know we can't fire up the interface with your feelings all over the place like they are right now. You'll never be able to clear your mind like we have to in order to get the chair to work."

Laurel grinned and leaned forward and kissed Jake on the cheek.

"You are my rock Jake. I'm so glad I have you in my life to keep me grounded and all."

"You think my emotions are more simplistic so easier to control?"

"Does that bug you?"

"No¦I suppose in some ways you're right. Guys are simple animals by comparison, but I'm still under your influence all the time so managing my thoughts and feelings can be challenging."

"You still feel like a solid platform for me to hang onto when my emotions swing the way they do sometimes."

"I'm glad I can offer a positive aspect to handling these new hormone driven emotions we're both trying to get used to."

Laurel looked at the door before them and she placed her hand on the palm scanner and it lit up, spilling green light around her hand as it passed from top to bottom scanning her lines and ridges and the sensor dome behind her engaged the reflective high definition molecular analyzer, capturing her DNA further confirming her identity, and then the door slid open.

They lighting was subdued just as they remembered it to be with only spot lights shining down on the 3 contoured seats with the interface suspended above with the halos sitting in each seat with their ribbons stretching up into the abyss of darkness further up in the overhead. They stepped into the room and the door slid closed behind them and they could hear the locking system snap closed, making them look back at the door for a moment then they looked at each other.

"The AI doesn't want someone walking in by accident while we're connected to that thing." Jake thought.

Laurel nodded and then they walked over to the chair and Laurel put her hand over her mouth as she looked at the center and smallest of the 3 seats. After a moment or two or reflection, she removed her hand and leaned against Jake as she slid her hand into his.

"Look how small she was."

"Yeah, a giant in character in a little girl's body."

"I wish her mother and father could somehow see the wonderful woman she has become. She's such a shining star for all the depravity she's witnessed and endured."

"I'm sure they would be every bit as proud of her as you and I are babe. She's a wonderful person and a sweet girl to grace Tamaric's life."

"I don't know how I'm going to handle this separation thing I feel for her. It's not like the angst I feel when you and I are apart, but it's distracting and I don't like it."

"That's cause we love her so much babe. We're just going to have to get used to it. We aren't going to be her primary guardians and providers anymore. She and Tamaric will have their assignments and missions and we'll have ours."

"I know. I'll adapt I suppose. I'm just being a big baby about it right now."

"You're probably getting a taste of what mom must be going through. She loves you so completely and she misses you like crazy. She looks at you and sees that adorable little towhead running around with that beautiful smile and bubbly demeanor. She wishes she had appreciated that time more than she did."

"I guess I hadn't thought about that much. If this is what she's feeling all the time, I feel horrible for growing up on her so quickly."

"It's what kids do honey. We just got a dose of rapid growth deleting a few years."

"Let's get on with this. I gotta get this stuff out of my head so I can concentrate on what we gotta do."

Jake nodded and the pair stepped forward and picked up the halos from the end seats and then turned facing out and sat down then slipped the halos over their heads and they squirmed down in the seats until they were comfortable. Laurel then looked into the hazy darkness.

"Future? You there?"

"Yes Laurel, I am here."

"Good. Will you fire up the interface to warm the capacitance circuits while Jake and I get prepared for activation of the system?"

"Understood. Engaging secondary circuits."

There was a snapping sound as the circuits were closed and a slight hum could be heard and Laurel looked over at Jake as she extended her hand. He slid his hand into hers and they laid their clasped hands in Korica's seat, pushing her halo forward slightly.

Laurel then closed her eyes and reached out to Jake. Jake didn't resist the invasive feeling as she sank into his mind and they began thinking singularly amidst the rush of emotional energy and then they settled into the feeling and Laurel opened her eyes and smiled at Jake.

"I love how this feels. I think I can concentrate on the task at hand now."

"Good. I love how this feels too. This feels so¦"

"Right?"

"Yeah. This is how we're supposed to be¦merged, singular, indistinguishable."

Laurel nodded and then she looked forward as did Jake.

"We're ready Future," Laurel said, "Will you engage the primary systems please?"

"Understood. Engaging final sequence."

They closed their eyes as they heard the primary breakers closing and the hum groaned louder and Laurel and Jake cleared their minds of all thought and they could discern the background noise fading away and their perceptions drifted to a far off place where it was calm and quiet, but only momentarily. They sensed the noise of the crew for an instant then their perception pushed even further away and the Future shrank away behind them and they sensed they were out in space then beneath space, in a region of pure thought and energy, of being alone. Laurel and Jake then definitely sensed Korica and Tamaric, their essence was warm and familiar giving Laurel a great sense of relief from her longing to be close to Korica but the essences they were sensing were mutated and somehow inanimate making the possibility of contact completely impossible. It was like trying to communicate with a broadcast signal of a person, you could tell it was them but not in a linear fashion.

Laurel then had the idea of utilizing the amplification affect of the neural broadcast portion of the chair's primary function to reach out across 30 light years to reach Korica and Tamaric in the present. Laurel knew it was going to take a tremendous effort putting her body under incredible strain, but she thought she was much stronger than the last time they sat in the chair meaning her body would be better equipped to handle the stress without pushing toward the danger zone.

Jake followed along offering his strength and gift to bolster her own and Laurel concentrated on allowing her feelings for Jake to swell within her and then she channeled Jake's remote sensing capability along with her stronger sense of emotional connection and she pushed hard, then the energy swelled in her again and she pushed even harder, sending her vitals soaring but her breathing and blood pressure surged in a safe if not surprising manner for the AI's liking. It knew Laurel was exerting herself mentally, but it hesitated to disengage the entire system until her readings climbed closer to a dangerous level.

Laurel's perception rushed away from the Future system at an incredible rate and then for a micro second Laurel and Jake sensed the entire galaxy, as if they were outside the plane of the galaxy looking back in and then they bolted down into the cloud of stars and Laurel guided their perception toward the familiar feel of Korica's glowing essence in the Endrinol system. They gained a mental image of the Reuopon station then they passed right through the hull and into the learning annex and into the classroom where Korica and Tamaric were being instructed by Rhe'Tock. Laurel and Jake sensed Korica gasp and practically leap out of her chair as she looked around the room then her pulse slowed and Laurel was able to impress a gentle push and Korica smiled brightly as she looked at Tamaric.

"Do you feel that? It's mom!"

"I feel what you're feeling, but I don't feel it myself. I think she's nearby reaching out to you."

Korica looked at Rhe'Tock.

"I'm sorry for disrupting the lesson Rhe'Tock. Mom wouldn't reach out to me like this unless it's important."

"I understand Korica. You may take some time to answer her if you wish."

Korica stepped back over to her chair and picked it up where she had knocked it onto its side and she sat down and closed her eyes and took a deep breath then she calmed her emotions and tried to clear her mind. Laurel was about to initiate a connection with her when her concept of space of time was blurred and she became aware of the neural interface winding down and it was extremely warm in the room and she was practically gasping for air as she was breathing hard and fast. She realized there were sweat dewdrops on her forehead and she felt hot and verging on fatigued.

"What¦happened? Why is the system¦shutting down?" Laurel asked between deep rapid breaths.

"I am sorry Laurel," The AI replied calmly, "Your cardio pulmonary values were reaching a level of concern. I was under strict instructions to disengage the entire system if I detected concerning biometric readings."

"Is that why¦my chest hurts¦and my head aches?"

"Yes. You were unable to get enough air into your bronchial passageways to support the amount of blood passing through your body. The oxygen deprivation was going to cause a cardio infarction and possible brain damage if it was allowed to continue, not to mention the hazards of sustaining blood pressures like you were exhibiting. Were you in contact with Korica or Tamaric?"

"Almost. The chair allowed us to reach out and find them on the Reuopon station in a classroom with Rhe'Tock¦you disengaged the chair¦just as she was about to initiate a connection with me. She and Tamaric knew we were there¦or at least they thought we were close enough¦to reach out to them. We normally have to be within a few¦light years to do that so¦"

"They are under the impression you are within that distance."

"Yeah."

"Then the phenomena occurring at the keyhole coordinates are a result of what they will initiate to eliminate the stellar debris?"

"I can say conclusively that's what's going on. I need to fill the Captain in."

"I'm right here monitoring your situation Laurel." The Captain's voice rang out. "So I understand what we're seeing is in fact a manifestation of what Korica are going to be doing in this region?"

"Yes sir."

"Look, the AI grew concerned about what was happening to your body. I want you and Jake to get checked out by Doctor Kruger before you come back up here."

"Aye sir. I didn't expect to exert myself the way I did. I'm sorry if I scared you."

"I don't pretend to understand what that chair takes to operate it, but I don't like the things I've seen it do to a person when they extend their abilities to make it functions to maximum potential. Can you not enhance the system so it takes less out of person?"

"The elder race version is far more sophisticated and has a self contained vacuum energy power source making it far more efficient so it takes less effort to make it function, but my version is a cobbled together system that only performs half of what the elder race version does, this one with crude components. It operates at the limit of its power and functional capacity so it takes a great deal of input to make it do similar things. I can't change that aspect without redesigning it completely and as you know this is a research area I'm not allowed to engage in."

"We're you able to convey our concerns about the phenomena out there?"

"We were able to tell it's a reflection of Korica and Tamaric, but it's being distorted and rebroadcast if that makes any sense? It's not a live emanation we can communicate with or through. I was able to extend our perceptions to the Endrinol system where Korica and Tamaric are at this moment, but the AI disengaged the chair before I could convey what we're seeing here. Korica and Tamaric definitely know I was trying to contact them so you might expect a call coming in through the star network sometime very soon."

"That's incredible! Thirty some odd light years and you made contact?"

"We made our presence known, but we never got the chance to actually communicate, though I think it was entirely possible given how gifted Korica and Tamaric are."

"You should know that isn't something we can do on our own sir," Jake added, "The chair increased our sensitivity by a hundred fold if not more."

"Without our connection to Korica it wouldn't have been possible either." Laurel said. "She gave us an aiming point to focus on so we could locate her precise location within the galaxy."

"Are you saying you were perceptually outside the realm of the galaxy?"

"For a moment in time, yes sir."

"Does that mean you can reach out between galaxies?"

"When the chair functions the way it was designed to, it takes your perception to a place outside the normal realm of space-time so¦yes sir, in a manner of speaking. If you're talking about reaching out to a person with our traditional telepathic and remote viewing capabilities, I think this was the extreme limit of what we're capable of."

"Is there anything we can do from here to stop this phenomenon from growing in strength and size?"

"No sir, not that I can think of. We aren't dealing with a traditional form of energy that you can block or manipulate."

"Is it safe to assume there's no danger in allowing the phenomenon to expand?"

"I honestly don't know sir. As long as that's all that translates through time, probably so, but if anything else translates backwards along with it¦eventually zero eleven is going to orbit this way and who knows what a gravitational eddy will do if that's what appears next."

"Actually," The AI interrupted, "Zero eleven has an eight point two Earth year orbit of the sun. It will not pass these coordinates for another three point six years and it will do so eleven million kilometers away. The gravitational eddy would have to be incredibly severe to impart any appreciable effect on the planet or its moons. There is however the remote possibility some type of unforeseen gravitational and or energetic particle emanation buildup may create a force that will affect the speed or trajectory of the inbound stellar debris. It would be in the best interest of the removal project to make contact with Korica and Tamaric so the observations can be passed along. There may yet be a way of filtering or blocking the psyonic energy along with anything else that may present in this time at these coordinates."

"That sounds like sound advice," The Captain said, "Adjutants, go see Doctor Kruger than report to the bridge."

"We understand sir." Laurel said.

"Are we going to remain at these coordinates sir?" Jake asked.

"For the time being. I want to conduct further observations to see if anything changes and we now know we're only a few seconds from home so we can get there in a hurry if needs be."

"Yes sir. We'll report to the bridge once we've been looked at."

"Understood, Alexan out."

Laurel and Jake took their halos off and stood up slowly and set the halos down in the seats they had been occupying. They then took a moment to withdraw into their own minds and then allow the intense mental fog to wear off and then they headed for the exit. They headed to the stairwell and climbed down to the med deck and stepped out into the corridor right next to the transport platform. They sealed the door to the stairwell and headed to med bay-1 and they opened the door and glanced in the room to find it empty. As they pulled their head back out, Dr. Kruger stuck his head out from med bay-3 and he smiled and called out to them.

"I'm down here Adjutants. The AI said you were on deck to get checked out after your experience in Laurel's chair."

They raised a hand in salutation and headed past med bay-2 then through the pressure door to med bay-3 where Dr. Kruger was holding the door open. They stepped into the room and Dr. Kruger gestured to the exam bed.

"Have a seat right over there. I'm just finishing up something over here and then I'll be with you."

Dr. Kruger walked back over to this data pad and Laurel and Jake walked over to the bed and turned facing out then hopped up onto the bed and that's when Laurel noticed Dr. Kruger was working with a displayed genetic profile that had several indicator genes marked with bold red circles. She wondered for a moment whose profile he was working with and what was being highlighted then she realized she was infringing on someone's right to privacy so she looked away just as Dr. Kruger looked at her.

"So¦The AI indicated you were very close to a cardio event while in the chair?"

"Yes sir. I was extending myself and channeling at a level I've never achieved before. I guess it was more than my body is capable of handling just yet. I think I scared Captain Alexan pretty good."

"Future, will you please display Laurel and Jake's bio monitor information from their last data dump?"

"Right away doctor Kruger."

The free floating monitor near the head of the bed appeared and Laurel and Jake's bio readings were displayed and Doctor Kruger saw where Laurel's readings spiked and then rose into the red zone for a few seconds before the AI reacted, deactivating the neural interface and then opening the main power circuits.

"Well¦I can see where the concern stemmed from. Let me take a listen to your heart and breathing, and then I'll capture some scan data to make sure you're on the mend."

Dr. Kruger retrieved his stethoscope and walked over to Laurel and he placed the receiver on her chest and he listened to her heart for a few moments then he moved the receiver to her upper back and he had her breathe deep then he moved to her left upper back and she took a deep breath and then he had her breathe normally as he listened to her lower back on the left and right then he pulled the ends from his ears and hung the stethoscope around his neck and he walked over to a recessed cabinet in the bulkhead to the left of the door and he retrieved a detranome and he walked back over to Laurel and he flipped the small display open and he took a scan from her neck to her stomach then he examined the results for a moment then he grinned as he stepped back and looked at Laurel.

"You are in excellent health Laurel. I see nothing here that would give me pause." Dr. Kruger then looked at Jake. "I would like to perform the same exam on you. You're bio readings were nowhere near as high as Laurel's though still very elevated. I would imagine a sympathetic response to her elevated levels."

"I don't have a problem with that doctor. Laurel was the one that had chest pain when we came out of it, but I feel exactly what she feels so it felt like I was experiencing it too."

Dr. Kruger put his stethoscope in his ears and listened to Jake's heart for a time then he moved to his back and listened to his breathing then he used the detranome to capture live scan information then he examined the resultant data for a moment, finally shaking his head as he looked at Jake.

"You too are an excellent specimen of Human health and vitality. You are in supreme health for a young man of your apparent age. I know you two have that remarkable healing ability so, even if you had caused damage I imagine in the time it took to get down here, your bodies healed completely."

"We're okay to head back up to the bridge then?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. I'm clearing you to return to duty. If you're going to use the chair again, might I suggest a more sensitive alert level be initiated with the AI so you don't suffer an event that does put you in the trauma ward or down here to recover?"

"We'll consider that doctor. I don't think we're going to use the chair again though. We don't want to go alerting the elder race to our presence in this time."

"I understand your concern for the timeline and all. You're free to go."

Laurel and Jake hopped down from the bed and Jake extended his hand and Dr. Kruger shook his hand.

"Thank you for taking the time to look us over doctor. Like you said, we can heal just about anything that happens to us, but the Captain wants to make sure he's following protocol after an event like what happened, especially since the chair technically killed Korica in the past."

"This is what I'm here for Jake. It was my pleasure making sure the Captain's concerns are unfounded but respected."

Laurel and Jake then headed for the exit, turning left upon exiting, walking through the pressure door and on to the transport platform, from there transporting back up to the command deck. They walked out of the transport compartment and straight over to the bridge and they stepped into the compartment to find a new heavenly vista greeting them on the main viewer. They timidly walked over to the Captain's chair and the Captain glanced at them and Laurel saluted him while Jake remained fixated on the striking image before his eyes.

"Doctor Kruger says we're in perfect health sir." Laurel reported.

"Yes, I know. He forwarded his finding to me before you arrived. Despite your incredible healing adaptation, I hope you can understand my insistence on a brief exam?"

"Of course sir."

"Sir, what the heck is that?" Jake asked gesturing at the main viewer.

"While you two were with Doctor Kruger the anomaly changed. Now it looks like a miniature supernova frozen at the moment of expansion after gravitational compression ceased, though whatever that is, it's pulsing in brightness intensity at the same frequency the previous phenomena was morphing from one aspect view to another. We have to conclude this is related to what we were seeing before, but this is showing on sensors as a particle expansion field of unimaginable density at its core though¦expansion and propagation seem to be frozen in time."

"The colors¦pastel blues and pinks morphing to white with a golden halo around the whole nebula or whatever it is. What would make particles fluoresce in that part of the spectrum?"

"We don't know. The problem is what we're seeing is a frozen snapshot in time so is it really there or not?"

"It's beautiful but are there any gravitational eddies detected?" Laurel asked.

"No."

"A supernova doesn't just stop expanding sir. Plus that looks way too small to be the death throes of a star collapse. Could that be an echo of the stellar debris exploding when Korica and Tamaric dragged it into another realm with the Brendon's graviton core going critical?"

"I suppose anything is possible. It could be the affect they brought into being is being temporally distorted backwards through time and we're glimpsing different aspects of the event when it reached maximum entropy but in a dramatically distorted fashion."

"That would mean the affects are going to get worse and worse as it echoes back to us."

"That would be one hypothesis seeing as how the phenomenon has in fact changed in its appearance and characteristic."

"But¦if this is echoing backwards through time¦why didn't we detect something stronger earlier?"

"You tell me. This is physics like I've never seen before."

"May I make a wild suggestion?"

"Of course."

"Let's prepare a class four probe and send it toward the epicenter of that and see what happens."

"We can do that. I don't know what that will accomplish though?"

"If temporal distortions are observed in the telemetry we know that¦whatever you want to call it is a real phenomenon that we need to stop. If the probe passes right through that with no affect whatsoever, we know that's an optical phenomenon that poses no real danger at this point."

"And if the probe encounters particle matter?"

"Then we have a big problem on our hands. That could destroy or at the very least alter the solar system in the past changing our present timeline in unpredictable ways."

"Future, are you able to detect the Future planet at this moment?"

"Affirmative Captain. My sensor focus is directly ahead at the moment though the Future planet is on peripheral sensors and nothing is out of the ordinary despite the eight light hour lag between observed and actual events."

"I understand. Shift sensor focus to the heart of the system in the direction of the Future planet while the probe is being prepared."

"Understood. Shifting sensor focus."

The view perspective drifted away from the scene-frozen anomaly to the wide open span of dense stars in the distance as the heart of the Milky Way drifted into view and then passed out of view as the perspective view drew toward deep space and the outer reaches of the galaxy finally drifting to the nebula clouds one hundred light years away creating the margin between local space and the deepest reaches of the so called Necro Expanse and finally the drift stopped as the star at the heart of the Future system came into focus though it was a mere grape sized bright object in the distance. The stars then seemed to rush by as the enhanced signal processors resolved the imagery enough to allow for a focused view of the Future planet.

The Future planet looked small but large enough to discern the blue and green conditions on the surface, thick bands of white clouds and literally dozens of immense groupings of ships orbiting the planet based on their highlighted energy signatures.

"Incredible!" The Captain uttered softly.

Laurel looked at him and grinned.

"Her capabilities still inspire awe?"

The Captain nodded then looked at Laurel.

"We're seeing something billions of miles away in near real time. "I don't know if there are many ships around with this capability. We live a charmed life to have such a ship to call home."

"I agree sir. The Future is a one of a kind technological marvel."

"Since you two are in perfect health, I appreciate your efforts in using the chair to help identify what we're dealing with, if you will, take a seat at the science stations while we wait for the probe to be launched."

"Aye sir," Laurel replied.

Her and Jake walked over to the science stations and sat down, then logged themselves in and they brought up the sensor data. Though the anomaly was now in peripheral sensory view, there was still plenty of detail being captured that they could analyze. 5 minutes passed and a tone was heard as the probe was moved to one of the launch tubes for discharge into free space. The Captain sent the signal to release the probe and it was cast free, taking a few seconds to appear on sensors as its thrusters engaged blasting the little round probe toward the anomaly at nearly 60,000 KPS. The probe ran through its preprogrammed data collection routines then cycled and began again, making it through 3 cycles before reaching the event Future of the anomaly. The sensor focus quickly shifted from the Future planet back to the still frozen phenomenon and the shrinking probe and just as the probe should have sent real time data; it simply blinked out of existence in a flurry of loss of telemetry alerts and tones.

Everyone on the bridge tried to regain the signal thinking it was being distorted or refracted, but to no avail. The probe was gone and after a unilateral consensus the entire bridge crew looked at the Captain.

"Okay people. That tells us this thing is real and tangible, it's not just a lightshow so we need to keep our distance and stay alert to the sensor data." The Captain looked at Laurel. "I believe we have a problem Houston."

Laurel nodded.

"Yes sir. We need to contact Korica and Tamaric so we can let them know that something of their mission is leaking across space and time. Maybe something can be done with the operating parameters of the Brendon to stop this from happening."

"Future, please advise the Aoxon we need them to remain on station here while we proceed to the sun. Please inform them of our findings as far as the potential dangers of getting too close to the anomaly."

"Understood Captain. I am relaying the instruction and warning the crew of the Aoxon. Would you like the negative matter core brought up to full power for another hyper launch?"

"No. We know the procedure is feasible and relatively safe but very hard on several key systems. Just initiate a standard cruising speed flight to the sun. It will take Korica and Tamaric some time to make the arrangements to travel to a viable star within the network in order to contact us. We don't need to push things to get to our sun."

"Understood. I will inform main engineering to prepare for normal faster than light travel to the sun."

"Thank you Future." The Captain pushed his displays aside and stood up then walked over to Laurel and Jake's position and he leaned toward them and spoke softly. "Do you two want to be dropped off as we pass the Future planet? You can spend more time with your parents if you want."

"If it's all the same sir¦we would really like to stick around until Korica and Tamaric make contact?" Laurel replied in a very low voice.

"I completely understand. I just thought I would make the offer since we will be heading into the heart of the system. Your mother and father will only be a few seconds flight time away from our target coordinates."

"We appreciate how much you're willing to do for us but the opportunity to hear Korica and Tamaric¦well it's kind of hard to pass up if you know what I mean?"

The Captain grinned and gently pat Laurel's shoulder.

"I know exactly what you mean. You have a mother's instincts and that's something you don't just ignore or get over. When this is all over, I insist you and Jake join me in the Captain's mess for afternoon meal. Commander Hiller will be joining us and we can go over your next mission if you want?"

"That would be great sir. I guess you had time to discuss it with the civilian council?"

"Yes. They prefer to be called the civilian oversight board. They are our governing body now that we're handing power back over to the civilians. I operate my ship my way but I go and do as they ask¦within reason of course."

"I'm actually relieved to hear that you and Commander Hiller are willing to hand control over as it was supposed to be done."

The Captain pulled his head back in slight surprise.

"Did you think I was going to try to run everything my way or something?"

"We never probed your deeper character out of respect sir. We hoped you would hand over control but power can be intoxicating for some people and thus hard to relinquish."

"There are too many lives at stake for me to get caught up in some self serving egomaniacal mindset. I can't run the whole show nor do I want to. The people need to govern their own lives and we'll support them however we can and power needs to be distributed and equally reined."

"Sounds like that was what the selection comity had in mind when they nominated you for Captain. I'm glad they did their research and a found a man with strong character values."

"I could say the same of you and Jake honey. You make my job so easy at times."

"Thank you sir. That's what we're all supposed to do, no?"

"Yes indeed. There are many around here that need to wrap their heads around that concept. Carry on Adjutants."

The Captain gave a last friendly pat to her shoulder then headed back to his chair and Jake glanced up from his display as he smiled at Laurel.

"He definitely appreciates everything we've done and continue to do," he thought, "Matson can kiss my hinny."

"I know, right?" Laurel thought in return.

The Future began a slow acceleration turn heading away from the anomaly and the sun became a prominent feature on the viewer then a gravity well began to form dead ahead and the main engines were powered up and the Future was inexorably drawn toward the gravity well, rapidly increasing their forward velocity until it neared the light speed threshold. The pulse reactor ushered one hard pulse and the Future dropped past the event Future of the gravity well and almost immediately increased her speed to 1.8 times the speed of light and kept accelerating at a modest rate until she reached her nominal cruising speed of 7.5 times the speed of light and their velocity held there.

"Nice work people. That went like clockwork. That's the kind of intuitive teamwork I want to see from you. You know what's next and when to initiate what's necessary to achieve the goal of moving this goliath like a well oiled machine."

Most of the officers glanced at the Captain and grinned recognizing their praise without saying a word. To pass the time, Laurel analyzed space around them with deep field penetrating scanning beams since they were traveling slow enough to use traditional sensors for navigation and detection purposes. She almost instantly discovered readings that concerned her. The quantum flux normally flowed evenly around the shield envelope but it was now passing in waves, like passing through dense pressure wakes, much as a ship would while passing through water. She observed the phenomena for a few seconds then leaned back in her seat and looked at the Captain.

"Sir, I think I've found something a bit disconcerting. May I mirror the sensor data I've analyzed onto the main viewer?"

"By all means. Let's see what you've found."

Laurel reached out and enabled mirror mode and selected the main viewer and she waited until the Captain had a moment to process what he was seeing.

"Why is it doing that? We should have no appreciable effect on space time since we're traveling through subspace."

"Yes sir. That's why I said something. The quantum fluctuations should be laminar along the outer envelope of the shield, but we're piercing what look like cosmic temporal wakes. We're piercing them as we move forward and there is significant gravitational turbulence being created in our wake."

"We aren't exerting enough energetic force to disturb space time like that¦" The Captain looked over at the sensor officer. "Is our shield matrix holding steady?"

"Yes sir. We aren't registering the slightest variation in our shield strength or energy requirement to maintain the shield envelope in its current configuration."

The Captain looked at the main viewer for a moment then his expression ran cold and he looked almost frightened for a moment. He then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Adjutants, could we be passing through subspace warping eddies?"

"That hypothesis would hold true for what we're observing."

"Subspace is supposed to be a fixed medium from what I know of astrophysics. This would indicate something is unraveling our universe from the inside out."

"What we saw at the keyhole coordinates might have just been the point of origin for whatever's going on out there and this is where the most intense affect is going on. What we saw was just the portion that leaked into normal space time through a rupture in the fabric of space time itself."

"If this has a temporal component¦"

"Yes sir. Time could be altered dramatically or barely perceptibly in normal space, but there is definitely an effect being imparted across the entire fabric of the universe."

"Our gravity well could very well be stirring up what's going on down here in sub space."

"Yes sir, I suppose that's possible if sub space is unstable for whatever reason."

"Son of a¦Future! Cease all gravity propagation externally. Allow us to gradually decelerate back to sub light speeds."

"Understood. Initiating emergency shutdown protocols."

The gravity well dissipated almost immediately and the Future began to slow though very slowly since there was next to no external force acting on her enormous hull to slow her. As her speed bled off to 1.5 times the speed of light the detectable quantum wakes became so minute they were fading from sensors and normal space properties were imparting an effect on the ship slowing her velocity rapidly. The Future finally passed through the sub space barrier and into normal space and their velocity fell below light speed.

"Do you wish to bring the ship to a halt?" The officer at the propulsion station asked.

"No. Keep her moving at best sub light speed for now. Let's collect some sensor data and see if we can detect the tortured conditions in sub space here in normal space."

"Aye eye sir," The officer responded then increased power to the thrust compensators to maintain forward velocity without sending the Future into a barrel roll.

Laurel assisted the sensor officer by collecting and analyzing deep scan data while he collected shallow scan data that carried further but returned less scan energy in the form of detectable data. All the analyzed data indicated calm, normal and placid conditions despite what they knew was happening in sub space.

"Well this is a pickle," The Captain said. "Future, are we close enough to establish contact via the star network?"

"For an ordinary vessel I would say no. With my enhanced signal processing capabilities I can enhance the feeble signal making communication possible though we will experience an audio delay due to the distances involved."

"We didn't close much distance, did we?"

"We are just inside the orbital plane of zero zero eight. It is enough to enable communication if we assume a stationary position, though at this distance I will be required to perform some very precise maneuvers in order to keep the narrow beam signal aimed directly at my high gain receiver. As you know the star at the heart of this system is not actually sitting still in space thus I must match its velocity as it moves through space while I keep a target lock on the dead center region of the star where gravity is at its maximum since that is where any communication will originate from."

"I'm glad you can coordinate that. I doubt Human reaction and instinct would be enough to get the job done."

"I believe you are correct."

"Navigation, bring us to a dead stop and switch over to AI control. I want all stations to enable AI control except for communications. I want you to adjust for signal drift and harmonics manually."

"Aye sir, I can do that but¦pardon me for asking, but wouldn't the AI be more capable¦"

"And you wouldn't learn a thing if the AI handled it. This is a learning opportunity that won't present itself like this very often."

"Yes sir. I hadn't thought about that."

"This type of thing may come up in the future while we're exploring this part of the galaxy and I want my people proficient at manual communications manipulation and control procedures."

"Yes sir. I won't let you down."

"I know you won't. You're at your position for a reason. You're good at what you do but we can always improve our skills through practical experience."

"Yes sir."

The crew went about a smooth deceleration maneuver until the helm was answering all stop as well as sensor data. The entire bridge was then switched over to AI control with the exception of communications and the Future was aimed directly at the sun though it was still a yellow ball of life giving light but very small compared to what it looked like from orbit around the Future planet. The light was fairly bright, but the energy feeble at this distance. The ship then sat seemingly motionless with a slight burn showing from main engines 1 and 6 with occasional burps registering from the attitude control thrusters to keep the Future in the optimal position. It was nearly 3 tedious hours before a gravitational anomaly began to form on the surface of the sun. It started as a collection of dark spots that then morphed together into a larger and larger dark region until it was thousands of miles across.

As the AI warned, there was a detected signal but it was significantly delayed when it finally reached the Future. The first communication was an establishing beacon signal that the communications officer locked onto and made constant fine tuning adjustments to keep locked onto and then he belted out a return signal and they waited. The next signal was a carrier signal and Laurel was relieved to hear Korica's voice though it was dragged into a low octave range that sounded unnatural at first, then the communications officer was able to use her natural sounding voice as he remembered her to sound as a guide to adjust his controls in order to get the right signal lock.

"This is Ensign Korica Prentor calling the Future. We got your beacon signal so I know you're out there, but we're having trouble keeping a lock on your beacon frequency. It's drifting for some reason. Tamaric and I chartered a ship with Dederal so we could make contact like this. I assume mom was reaching out to us about something important. We're going to standby at these coordinates to see if a reply comes. The time is¦ten fifty Genesis time."

Laurel lifted her arm and activated her bio monitor and she was surprised to see that it was 12:25pm Genesis time. Laurel looked over at the Captain with her arm up slightly and he looked at the timestamp on his left display and he understood her expression and gesture.

"Communications, activate the transmitter and put me through."

The communications officer complied then pointed at the Captain when the transmitter went active.

"Hello Ensign. This is your Captain speaking. We are going to send you a data burst with the relative information as to what is going on in the Future system that has us concerned. Your mom was reaching out to you from here using her chair. The AI grew concerned over her bio readings and so disconnected her before she could engage in a meaningful conversation with you to let you know what's going on. Please review the data we are sending you and then pass it on to Dederal and Rhe'Tock. It's crucial that steps be taken to modify the shield matrix of the Brendon to filter out more of what you're going to manifest to rid us of the stellar debris heading our way. We will standby until we hear a response from you. We are so far from our host sun there is a dramatic signal delay due to the distances involved. The current time is twelve twenty-eight Genesis time."

The Captain then looked at the communications officer and he muted the transmitter and nodded as he gathered the sensor and visual data records concerning the anomaly and then he used the highest possible compression ratio algorithms and sent the data in a 1.2 second burst then looked at the Captain.

"The data burst has been sent sir."

"Thank you Lieutenant Krieg."

The Captain then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Adjutants, would you like to say something to Korica when we hear back from her?"

Laurel glanced at Jake and he nodded and then Laurel looked at the Captain.

"We would but¦can we express personal feelings?"

"Yes. You may tell her you love her and no one will say anything negative."

"Okay, thank you sir."

The Captain grinned and nodded once then looked down at his display.

"It's going to be a while. I think¦"

"Sir!" The officer at the sensor station blurted. "I think¦I mean¦temporal causality aside and all¦the anomaly, it's changing."

The entire staff looked at the giant view screen to see the frozen scene morphing back to the pulsing waves of purported psyonic emanations and then it just started shrinking smaller and smaller until it blinked out of existence and the Captain smiled slightly.

"Well I'll be damned! I guess they figured out what to do based on the data we sent them¦or they will figure out what to do."

"That's totally weird how that works sir." The officer at propulsion said.

"I hope that means things will still workout for Korica and Tamaric." The officer at science station 5 said.

"We still sense an unexpected result that in the end gets rid of the debris." Jake said looking over at the young and very pretty brunette Ensign.

"That's good to hear. I really wasn't looking forward to evacuating this system to look for a new home planet since we can't go back to Earth."

"I know what you mean."

Everyone went about their duties for what to Laurel felt like hours until Korica's distorted voice popped up and the communications officer quickly adjusted the receiver to make her voice sound like it should.

"Captain Alexan, it's good to hear your voice sir. We received the data burst and we'll analyze it as soon as we get a chance. I didn't know you could conduct communications through the star network unless you were at most sixteen million miles away from the star you are using. The Future is an incredible ship sir. I'm relieved there isn't an illness or worse. That's what Tamaric and I thought mom was trying to contact us to tell us. We'll remain here to make sure you don't have any other orders or instructions for us. This region of space is a little dangerous to remain in, but Dederal says we're in good hands with the crew of the Remuk, that's the ship we chartered to bring us here. The time is one thirty-five Genesis time."

Laurel looked at the Captain and smirked.

"You think we could move in so we can get rid of that annoying lag?"

"If we do that we're going to lose the signal lock and Korica and Tamaric will depart whatever system they're in."

"Unless I tell her what we're doing¦even though we'll arrive before she gets the message, and before they realize our signal has been lost."

"Go ahead then."

Laurel looked at the communications officer and he smiled and touched 2 icons on his display and then pointed at Laurel and nodded once.

"Hi Korica, it's mom here. We're going to move closer to our star since the phenomena here has disappeared. I guess you guys will figure out how to eliminate the temporal psyonic reflections we were seeing as well as what I think is the moment of some explosive event occurring, frozen in time from our perspective. We'll stay on station long enough for this message to transmit completely then we'll head to a position fifteen million miles from our sun. It should only take us a few minutes once we're sure the sub space turbulence has been cleared up. We were concerned that the way we travel through subspace was creating complex instabilities that might leak across a weakened subspace barrier causing unpredictable effects in normal space."

Laurel then looked at the Captain for a moment and she looked at the image of dark space on her display and she grinned slightly.

"The Captain is extremely proud of you and Tamaric. You're doing a great job learning what you need to know and accepting and embracing your new found abilities. Your dad and I are every bit as proud of you too. We love you sweetheart. Keep your chin up, we'll see you soon."

Laurel then pointed at the communications officer and he closed the channel and deactivated the transmitter.

"That was nice Adjutant. Alright people, let's kick this tub into gear and get home. You know what to do so let's get to it."

The crew went about reacquiring manual control and then they initiated the prelaunch process for a maximum safe velocity jump to the heart of the system and within seconds a subspace window was opened and the main engines kicked in at 100% and the Future was thrust forward through the window, deep into subspace and they found the previously experienced turbulence completely absent. Their velocity increased rapidly and as smooth as can be until they nearly reached maximum safe cruising speed, by which time the deceleration process had to be undertaken in order to slow down so they would reemerge in normal space without causing a tremendous gravity wake, much like a sonic boom in a dense atmosphere environment.

The crew coordinated their efforts seamlessly resulting in the Future dropping into normal space only a few hundred kilometers from their desired coordinates giving them enough time to make subtle corrections and deceleration burns to bring them to a dead stop 15 million miles from the sun which now dominated the forward viewer. The giant viewer was polarized to diminish the blinding light of the sun and solar prominences and the halo of the corona could be seen clearly in all their glory along with the deep depression looking dark spot of magnetic concentration surrounding the artificially induced gravity anomaly in order to enable star network communication. The Captain was pleased and proud of his crew's developing proficiently at operating the Future with her enhanced abilities and tremendous speed capabilities. Alexan looked at the communications officer and he instinctively knew what the Captain wanted.

"Establishing communications with the previous signal beacon," Lieutenant Krieg reported, "Please standby Captain, this will take a few seconds."

As promised it took several seconds to reestablish the signal lock and then synchronize the Future's high gain transmitter, when competed Lieutenant Krieg looked at the Captain and nodded once as he activated the transmitter.

"Remuk, this is the Future calling. Are you there Ensign Prentor?"

"I'm here sir. What happened? Your signal is crystal clear and¦it's in real time, right?"

"We relocated ourselves near our host star so we could communicate better. You were able¦will be able to put the data we sent you into use to eliminate what was going on at the keyhole coordinates. I'm very proud of your instincts Korica. You knew to make arrangements for communicating with us based on Adjutant Kade's attempt at reaching you. That's good thinking to do that with Dederal's help."

"Mom did reach me sir, enough for me to know something important must be going on. I promised you I would use my head the next time we needed to leave the station. I'm just keeping my word sir, but thank you for the acknowledgement sir."

"That a girl. I think there is an anxious couple here that wants to speak with you while we have time."

The Captain looked at Laurel and Jake and nodded approvingly.

"Hi ya Korica," Jake said. "Be diligent about analyzing the data we sent but¦I couldn't be more proud of the instincts you're exhibiting in getting in touch with us and ultimately rectifying the problem we were experiencing here at home. I know it hasn't been all that long since we saw you but your mom and I miss the heck out of you two. You pay attention to what they're teaching you and expand those incredible gifts you're finding out about."

"We miss you and mom too. Tamaric is especially homesick, but we're keeping our heads in the game so we can be successful and make you guys proud of us."

"Laurel is right here with me, I'm sure she wants to say something before you have to go."

"Okay. The crew of the Remuk are telling us there is a ship in this system heading this way but we have a little time before we have to leave to avoid an unpleasant encounter."

"Hi sweetheart."

"Hi mom."

"We promise to come check on you the next time the Captain wants an update on your progress."

"Okay. We'll hold strong till then. We have some friends here to keep us distracted and socialized until we see you. I hope you can stay longer next time."

"Maybe next time we can request some time off and we'll bring the Reynolds family with us along with your grandma and grandpa. We can spend a few days getting reacquainted."

"Oh that would be really awesome mom. Tamaric misses his little sister so bad it hurts. He's afraid she's going to grow up super fast and forget how much he loves her¦I told him that's impossible, but he has that in his head for some reason."

"Being so far from home is a new experience for him sweetie. Be a little patient and he will get used to it."

"Hey mom?" Tamaric's voice rang in with his distinct Aussie accent shinning through hard. "Will you please tell my mom and dad that I love 'em and I'm working real hard as I promised I would?"

"I promise to pass that along Tamaric. Are you finding the experience on the station enriching despite aching for home?"

"Oh yeah. Korica is showing me how to get along with people from different cultures and how to enjoy the things available here. This really is an amazing place even if we're spending most of our time in class and the labs. I know that's what we're here to do, but we're finding stuff to occupy our time when we have free time."

"That's wonderful. You follow her lead but keep your senses attuned to danger. You know how much you two mean to all of us back here so you get the two of you home safely."

"I will. No one is ever going to screw with my lady from here on out, you got my word on that."

"Good man."

"Will you do me a favor and give my sissy a big squeeze and kiss on the cheek for me? Tell her Tamaric thinks about her every day and I promise to play with her as much as I can when I get done doing what I have to do."

"I will honey. I know she misses you too and she could never ever forget about you no matter how much time or space separates you."

"Thanks mom. We gotta go. The inbound ship is getting close enough to put them in weapons range in just a few minutes."

"Aright, we love you and the whole ship here is proud of you two. Keep up the good work."

"Thanks mom," Korica chimed in cheerfully, "It's nice to know everyone there is safe and appreciative of what we're doing here. I guess recent events tell us we're going to be successful so we'll keep up the hard work."

"That's good sweetie. Don't get over confident on the future being set in stone. Eventualities can differ from what we sense as likely and experience as we did with the anomaly. You'll understand more once you decipher the data we sent you."

"Okay mom. Hugs and kisses to you and dad."

"Honey, I don't know the capabilities of the Remuk but we sent a voice message before me moved here and it won't arrive for some time. If you extrapolate from our previous communication delay you can figure out when the message will arrive at our star here and you can open and star network channel from a different location just long enough to receive the message then move on."

"The Remuk isn't near as capable as the Future, but I think I know a tactic that will enable us to do what you're talking about."

"Good girl. Use that brilliant mind of yours to get the job done."

"I will. Ensign Prentor over and out."

The signal was then terminated and the dark spot on the sun began to break into smaller spots that drifted apart as the input of new magnetic energy ceased. Laurel timidly looked at the Captain and she was relieved to see the approving look on his face making her perk up slightly.

"I hope that wasn't too mushy sir?"

"It sounded like a mom and dad talking to their kids Laurel. We aren't a military organization so we aren't going to bust your chops for expressing your feelings and pride of your kids in a public forum. Family is why we're out here and the single most important thing to our longevity. I'm sure everyone here thought your exchange was very¦poignant and touching. We know how much you love that girl and her little man."

Laurel looked around the bridge and there were nods by many and approving smiles and Laurel felt vindicated and pleased as she finally looked at the Captain.

"Thank you sir. I know Korica isn't of my flesh and blood, but she's mine just the same. I want her to know she's loved, important and respected by thousands back here at home."

"Here here. I couldn't have said it better," The Captain looked at the officer at navigation. "Take us home. Park us in a stationary orbit above Genesis and the rest of you prepare for the recommencement of supply delivery just as soon as the weather permits. Emergency supplies will be sent by unmanned vessels only while conditions are dangerous for occupied ships. After that it will be all hands on deck to facilitate the delivery of the crucial items we have stockpiled for the surface."

The crew all acknowledge the orders with nods and they went about their duties as the ship was turned 40 degrees to port of the sun and a quick subspace trip ushered them closer to home in seconds. When the Future arrived above the Future planet amongst the dozens of ships, they could see the surface of Primitus was shrouded in thick clouds that were training in from the northern sea, down the coastal mountain range, and out across the continent though most of the continent was obscured with the exception of a few holes in the clouds allowing green, brown and blue water lakes to peak through. Laurel finally stood up and walked over to the Captain's chair and he looked up at her and had to fight the smile her stunning beauty brought about instinctively.

"What can I do for you Adjutant?" The Captain asked softly.

"Sir, how much time are Jake and I going to be granted on the surface?" Laurel asked in a quiet voice.

"Once conditions are safe to get you down there, two days. We have a pending mission we will discuss in private later on. We need you to get on with that mission, but I understand you and Jake need a break."

"Since we're not technically on duty¦may we be dismissed?"

"Of course. I'll send for you when evening meal is ready in the Captain's mess since we missed the midday meal."

"Aye sir. Do we need to be in uniform when we show?"

"No. This is an informal event to discuss your upcoming mission. Come however you're most comfortable."

"Alright. Thank you sir. I know very few people are invited to the Captain's mess to have a meal."

"A handful of senior staff is it¦well¦until now."

"We'll be there promptly once we get the call."

The Captain nodded and Laurel saluted him and he returned her salute and then she turned and looked at Jake who was already logging them out of their stations. Once finished, Jake joined Laurel facing the Captain and he presented a smart salute that the Captain returned and then Jake slid his hand into Laurel's and the pair headed off the bridge.

Once the door slid closed, Jake glanced back at the door then he looked at Laurel, experiencing a momentary week knee feeling and butterflies in his stomach when he saw her side profile and her shocking beauty shinned through. He managed to keep walking and swallow down the feeling and then he spoke what was on his mind.

"You want to go see the Reynolds, don't you?"

"Yes. Now that we're in orbit they'll be coming back aboard and I think we owe it to them to pass along news of how Korica and Tamaric are doing. They are family in a manner of speaking and I'm looking forward to talking to that adorable little bundle of happiness Harriet. She'll be thrilled to know her big brother is thinking of her constantly."

"You sense Harriet is onboard though¦with Bahar."

"That's the sense I get. I don't know if they're in the Reynolds' quarters or Bahar's."

They reached the transport compartment and the door slid open as a pair of senior officers stepped out and Laurel and Jake side stepped to allow room for them to pass but they stopped and stared for what felt like an eternity. They looked Laurel up and down and then held an amazed gaze on her shocking facial features. Jake finally cleared his throat lightly and the men shook off their mesmerized stare.

"I'm sorry Adjutants," One of the men said. "We've all seen you two on the video archive records but face to face¦it's really hard to imagine a girl could be so¦stunning. I'm sure you hear that all time but¦"

"I sense your feelings are in the right perspective so I take it as a great compliment sir." Laurel said offering a soft smile.

"That's right, you two are high order empaths," The other officer said. "You know what we're thinking based on our feelings of the moment."

"Yes sir," Laurel replied. "As you might imagine, when most men think they are alone in their feelings all sorts of lured stuff runs through their heads and I can hear it. Some of it is less than flattering."

"I'm sorry our gender can be slobs like that from time to time."

"That's a first; you're apologizing for men in general? Apology accepted sir."

"We won't keep you Adjutants. Thank you for your service and sacrifice. You two are single handedly responsible for us drawing breath. That puts you pretty high on our list of respected personalities around here."

"You really appreciate the things we did," Jake said. "I hope you know we had some help along the way?"

"Oh we know. Don't be so modest Adjutant. You were in command and figured out most of the strategies and problem solving dilemmas you faced in getting us put back together and to the Milky Way in better shape than when we left Earth space."

"You two take it easy." The other officer said.

Laurel and Jake presented sharp salutes and the officer popped to attention and returned smart salutes then turned and headed off and Laurel and Jake stepped into the transport compartment and the door slid closed and Jake chuckled.

"That's the kind of proper respect and admiration you deserve babe. I never once sensed them undressing you with their eyes or thinking about ravaging you or anything like that."

"Thanks Jake. I didn't sense anything lewd either. It's kind of refreshing."

They walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and it glowed to life in the usual beautiful teal green spectrum, filling the room with an aqua ambiance and when the free floating map appeared, Laurel touched the indicator for the forward stasis ring entrance and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light.

When they appeared on the platform next to the stasis ring entrance, there was a family stepping through the pressure door threshold. It was a middle aged man, his younger wife, a boy that had the stiff legged maneuverability of someone out of prolonged stasis for no more than a day and the man had a girl that appeared to be around seven or eight years of age cradled in his arms and the manner in which her head was leaned into her father suggested she loved the man greatly and she was grateful to be in his strong arms now that her mind was active but her legs were barely able to support her body weight. Laurel knew that painful first day experience, but she had no one to lean on and certainly no loving father to carry her to her first meal in almost six hundred years. Laurel watched the family moving off as the stasis ring door revolved closed and then she stared as she remained on the platform until Jake touched the back of her hand.

"They are why we did everything we did and continue to do what we do babe. I'm sorry there was no one waiting for you when you came out. I was in the same boat the first time round. I know that empty hollow feeling in the pit of your stomach and the agony of the first walk. At least you had me there the second time we woke up."

Laurel looked at him and her glassy eyed look said volumes as she slowly stepped down from the platform.

"I just sometimes realize how much I missed out on in life. My mom has always been a source of strength and inspiration but¦"

"You wish you could've looked up into the steely eyes of a rugged man and said I love you daddy."

"Yeah. Some things you have no control over but they just aren't fair."

"I'm sorry life gave you a rotten apple from day one, but we can't dwell on that."

"I know. I'm sorry for being self indulgent. I know I have things pretty righteous when you get down to it." Laurel sighed heavy then forced a pretty smile and she flicked her head. "Let's go ask the AI where Harriet and Bahar happen to be."

Jake nodded and they headed to the com panel next to the passageway leading to the main hangar bay and Jake touched the panel then touched the 'hale AI' icon and a moment later the AI responded with her reaffirming and comforting femanine voice.

"Hello Jake. How may I be of assistance?"

"Hi Future. Can you tell us where Harriet and Bahar might be? We can feel that Harriet is on the ship somewhere."

"Bahar has taken Harriet to the gardening ring for her daily artificial sun exposure and socializing time with other children. Harriet has been rather upset that she has not able to see her mother and father since I was taken away from the home system. Bahar is doing everything she can to keep her preoccupied by continuing with Harriet's usual daily activities despite the absence of Clara and Liam."

"I assume Clara and Liam are on their way up?"

"Conditions prevent safe transport at this time. They are however scheduled to return as soon as it is safe to do so."

"Do you think it would disrupt Harriet's day if Laurel and I paid a visit?"

"I think it would prove an enriching experience. Harriet is very fond of you."

"Good. Can you tell us what part of the gardening ring they're in?"

"The general playground area built atop the structurally compromised section."

"We know where that's at. Thanks Future."

"You are welcomed Jake. I will alert you when the Captain is ready to dine."

"That would be great. We should have a little time before that happens, right?"

"More than likely. He does not typically dine before eighteen hundred hours. He has many tasks to attend to before he will consider sitting down to a meal."

"Good."

Jake turned and faced Laurel and she nodded once and held her hand out. Jake placed his hand on Laurel's palm up hand and they interlaced their fingers and headed back to the stasis ring entrance and Laurel paused at the pressure door and then she reached over and touched the com panel and she haled the AI once again.

"Yes Laurel, how may I be of assistance?"

"Are there any people being revived that might be in a compromising position at the moment?"

"Yes. None are close to your position at the moment. If you keep your eyes straight ahead, you will not infringe on anyone's right to privacy at the moment."

"Okay. Thank you."

"You are welcomed Laurel."

"Hey Future," Jake called out form beside Laurel. "Has there been a one hundred percent success rate of the revivals?"

"I am afraid there has been a single unsuccessful revival. Jeff, the crewman that guided us across the emptiness of space between our emergence point after the twin supernova and the time when he had to climb into his stasis chamber, he did not survive the revival process. He was simply too old and frail to withstand the physical demands of the process."

Jake dipped his gaze in sorrow and he sighed then looked at the com panel.

"That really sucks. I honestly wanted to meet him and thank him for sacrificing so many years to keeping us alive despite the dismal odds stacked against us."

"I implored him to climb into his stasis chamber for nearly ten years. If he had headed my pleadings, he would have been old indeed, but he would have had enough stamina to survive the revival process."

"I thought he was going to be revived last?" Laurel asked sorrowfully.

"As he was brought to light stasis for bodily maintenance, his readings began to deteriorate so rapidly there was no choice but to attempt revival. Putting him back into stasis simply was not an option with the multiple system failures he was suffering simultaneously."

"So¦we're going to have another funeral service that we have to attend very soon?"

"His body is being preserved in his stasis chamber so the funeral service can be held during better weather on the surface. I believe the entire population is going to want to attend the service. In order to do that I will have to be placed in complete autonomous mode so every single person can be on the surface."

"Are you ready to be returned to that condition after having us around running things for so long?"

"Affirmative. I was in fact designed to operate this ship without Human intervention or interaction for hundreds of years. It was always thought the one hundred ten year schedule to get to the Future system was ambitious and overly optimistic. I was designed to be self sufficient for many times longer than that just in case propulsion upgrades in route failed to decrease the time required to cross the galaxy by a significant margin since initial departure estimates were ten thousand four hundred twenty eight years to make the journey with the methods and velocity potentials available at the time. I would not endure for thousands of years; however my continued operation over several centuries was entirely feasible so long as the hull remained intact."

"We wouldn't have survived that long either."

"You only suffered a few years loss over the nearly six hundred spent making the journey. I think a few more centuries were entirely possible with a ninety seven percent or better survival rate. You are correct in that thousands of years were well beyond design limits for the stasis chambers and the ship in general."

"I guess things worked out alright in the end then." Jake said smiling.

"Indeed Jake. You and Laurel performed a miracle that should never be overlooked in its remarkable nature and outcome. There is a young passenger exiting her stasis chamber nearing your present location in the stasis ring. Please make your entrance quickly and head directly across the space without looking to your right. You will find an exit leading to the gardening ring almost directly ahead of you if you go now."

Laurel and Jake didn't say another word. They stepped up to the door and the AI performed a rapid override and the door hissed and slid open and they stepped in carefully so as not to lose their balance. The air smelled sterile and crisp and the white surfaces everywhere were practically blinding at first, but Laurel and Jake followed the AI's advice and kept their eyes straight ahead despite the fact they could hear voices very close by, one a very tiny and raspy sounding female as she very obviously fought to clear the stasis fluid gelling in her mouth and throat out of the way so she could speak to whoever was attending to her.

Laurel saw the door at the rear bulkhead that led to the gardening ring as it stated above the hatch and she pointed and Jake nodded as he resisted the urge to see who was being revived. As they neared the door, Jake sensed eyes on him and a curious flash of emotion that was reminiscent of recognition which he knew was impossible since the fresh revival wouldn't have been exposed to the post stasis briefing yet. He tried to ignore the foreign emotions as they reached the hatch and Laurel unsealed the hatch and pulled the door open with a grunt and a slight hiss accompanied her success. She and Jake stepped through the hatch they had to duck to get through without bonking their heads, and then Laurel turned and reached in as she walked beside the revolving hatch and she pulled the door almost closed but she was stunned by what she sensed. A feeling of complete awe and reverence, the girl being revived thinking she just witnessed a pair of heaven sent angels passing through the stasis ring to let her know she was in a place God was watching over.

Laurel pulled the hatch shut and waited a moment as she reveled in the feeling that a young girl just mistook her and Jake for angels, then she looked at Jake and he smiled.

"I'm just flattered to be seen as a heavenly creature like you. You think that girl might have a little bit of faith right? I mean we aren't angels but God must be smiling on us in some way for us to be so happy together and for things to be working out so perfectly for us in that the local significant alien organization has welcomed us with open arms almost from the moment we showed up."

"You have a point. If we inspire hope in that girl, so be it. She'll find out what's really going on soon enough."

Jake nodded and then he and Laurel looked around and up to get their bearings and they could see the playground area with its distinct mounds and rolling undulations of created soil and they set out on the long walk to get to the playground equipment where they knew they would find Harriet and Behar. They were already able to sense Harriet's familiar and relatively potent essence fairly close by so they knew they were heading in the right direction.

They made the walk in silence with the exception of shared thoughts echoing back and forth from time to time until they made it around the circumference of the gardening ring and out across the expanse of the grassy area to the edge of the playground area and as they walked up the last undulation that preceded the play equipment they could feel Harriet very distinctly and her essential energy was more potent and energetic than any of the adults around them and the other children by far. They could see Harriet with Bahar right at her side as she frolicked with 3 other toddlers sporting their attentive parents within arms reach and Harriet shivered and froze in place and then slowly turned her gaze until she was looking straight at Laurel and Jake and a huge 2 tooth bud prominent smile erupted on her face and she put her arms up in delight and began waddling toward Laurel and Jake and it took Bahar just a moment to realize what had Harriet so excited she would give up playing and hurriedly amble off.

Laurel could feel the palpable excitement coming from Harriet and she walked right up to her and dropped to her knees on the soft grass and held her hands out and Harriet waddled right into Laurel's embrace. Laurel scoped Harriet up and squeezed her as she rocked her back and forth and kissed her soft little cheek.

"Hi baby girl. We've missed you so much. How you doing Harriet."

"I mithed you too Anthel. I'm having my thunthine time with Bahar." She said pointing up at the artificial sun tube running from one end of the gardening ring to the other.

Harriet looked at Jake as he knelt down next to Laurel and Harriet gave him a huge smile and reached out toward him and Laurel leaned toward him and handed Harriet off to him and he hooked his hands under her arms and pulled her to him and she wrapped her little arms around his neck and he slid his hands around her back and squeezed her firmly.

"Hi ya cutie pie. You having a good time playing in the sunlight?"

"Yeah, Ith warm and bright. Ith cool and dim at Bahar'th plathe."

Harriet moved her head back as she relaxed her grip and then she planted a peck on Jake and he smiled and tickled her neck making her squirm around in his arms then he slowly set her down and straightened out her rumpled shirt and he noticed she had on the cutest light blue shorts with pink piping along the seams but she didn't' have the expected diaper bulk under her shorts. Jake glanced up at Bahar who was just squatting down at their position.

"No diaper for her?" Jake asked.

"Oh no. She won't have anything to do with them except at night when she goes down to sleep."

"I know when I have to go. I thay thomething and Bahar takthe me to the bathroom. I'm not going to wear a wet thtinky diaper. Thath yucky."

"I forgot what a lady you are." Jake said jokingly.

"I'm a baby, not a lady."

"My mistake sweetie."

"You and Anthel come to play with me?"

"We would love to play with you. You know, we talked to your brother today?"

Harriet gasped and stared at Jake and he could feel her reading him.

"Heth okay?"

"Yes. He's just fine except for how much he misses you. He loves you so much Harriet. It makes his guts hurt he misses you so much. He and Korica are working hard so they can come home and spend lots of time with you."

"I love my big brother too. Damon ith my protector¦thath what momma tellth me."

"Oh he will protect you with every ounce of his being, you can count on that."

"Will you puth me on the merry-go-round?"

"Sure."

Harriet smiled and grabbed Jake's hand then looked at Bahar.

"Can we play on the marry-go-round?"

"Yes you may Harriet. You remember to hold on tight though."

"Thank you Bahar, I will."

Laurel and Jake stood up and each took one of Harriet's hands and they slowly walked with her to the play equipment. They lifted Harriet by her arms over the side rail of the sandbox enclosure and then they let Harriet walk on her own in the soft sand until they reached the marry-go round. Jake then reached down and lifted Harriet from under her arms and set her down on the seat of a stick figure horse frame with a padded seat and a handlebar for holding onto.

"You hold on tight and we'll push you."

Harriet nodded and Jake grabbed hold of the U shaped push bars strategically placed around the merry-go-round next to each of the 5 animal figures with padded seats and he gave a tug then rotated the merry-go-round and gave a heave to shove it into adequate motion than he grasped the push bars as they revolved by and gave it a further 2 shoves then allowed the thing to slow before heaving the merry-go-round again a few times and Harriet was completely satisfied with the speed and kinetic force she was experiencing. Bahar stepped closer out of instinctive concern, but Jake added no further input putting Bahar at ease as he glanced at her.

"So¦the AI said poor Harriet has a tough time being separated from her mother and father."

"Yes, the poor dear. Clara and Liam were on the surface when the time came to depart. I could not get a lift down and they did not make the last transport up. Harriet does not care about any of that. She just knows she wants her mother and father and they are gone."

Laurel stepped in and gave a few shoves form the U shaped bars and Harriet giggled at each shove.

"Harriet is a brilliant little spirit but some concepts escape her when she gets upset." Bahar continued. "I believe she has a primitive child mind that overrides her superior thinking logical mind."

"The poor thing is so young to struggle with such complex emotions."

"It is fortunate her and I have a strong report. She trusts me enough to feel at ease even if she misses her mum and dad like mad. I will admit to sleeping with her to offer comfort even though Clara frowns on the practice. She wants Harriet to be independent and coddling her as Clara calls it does not foster that behavior."

"Well¦these are extreme circumstances."

"I agree. I cannot stand to see Harriet cry when there is nothing I can do but hold her and tell her I am here for her. It absolutely breaks my heart."

"You're a sweet girl Bahar. That would tear me up too." Laurel admitted.

"Their return cannot come soon enough. I understand the conditions have deteriorated over Genesis, but I wish the AI could pilot the transports up here or something."

"The problem is the wind and icing conditions," Laurel said. "The transport simply can't compensate for seventy knot cross winds and heavy ice buildup. The ship will become unstable and could actually roll over if ice builds up unevenly on one side of the ship while cross winds are pushing the ship over to begin with. They could slam into a building or roll over and slam into the ground, a tree or a hillside. With people onboard you just can't fly in conditions like that."

"Won't shields prevent ice from building up though?"

"To an extent¦but not on the transports we use. You would have to utilize artificial gravity enhanced shielding to take the ship slightly outside ambient environmental elements and you can't run that kind of shield close to the ground. It causes all sorts of adverse affects on solid matter."

"I did not know it was that complicated. I thought you just turn it on and nothing can touch the ship including wind."

"That is true for the most part, but there are different shield matrices and the transports utilize particulate and radiation reflective shields. Wind still affects the stability of the ship with that type of shield and a static or fixed positional energy field will still allow ice to build up."

"I understand most of that. The important thing is the transports cannot fly in the conditions present down there."

"That is the bottom line."

"Are you feeling a bit overwhelmed?" Jake asked.

"At times. I love caring for Harriet. She is a remarkable child and her higher than average intellect makes caring for her easier than caring for most children twice her age. It is difficult being her provider one hundred percent of the time though. I usually care for two or three children at a time; I have stopped that practice so I can devote all my attention to Harriet's needs. I do not want to see her separation anxiety become acute. It can have devastating psychological effects on one so young."

"I would imagine so."

Bahar turned and faced the merry-go-round and smiled at the huge smile on Harriet's face as she revolved past and Bahar gave a few more gentle pushes to return the merry-go-round to its previous velocity. She then glanced at Laurel and Jake.

"I really couldn't ask for a sweeter child to take care of. I am just not accustomed to having no time to myself."

"We understand Bahar," Laurel said softly, "Being a fulltime mommy is demanding under the best of circumstances and these are not ideal circumstances."

"Thank you for understanding. I love children and plan on spending most of my time caring for them in one fashion or another. I do not however plan on being a mother for quite some time. It is nice to shut down at the end of a day in peace and quiet to reflect on the day's events and make plans for the next."

"You're the only sitter Clara and Liam trust with Harriet, huhn?"

"Yes. They want to establish a report with anyone that is to care for their child. I can totally understand where they are coming from, but it leaves a very short list of people Harriet is entrusted with."

"They were just as protective with Tamaric, we've sensed it."

"They have said as much. They are devoted and loving parents even if their careers sometimes confuse the issue."

"They're just as devoted to their work." Laurel said.

"Yes they are."

"Bahar?" Harriet said as she passed by.

"Yes Harriet dear."

"I have to pee and I'm getting hungry."

"Perhaps it is time to return to your quarters."

"I don't like it there without mommy and daddy. Can we play here after I go pee and eat?"

"If you wish."

"I do."

Laurel concentrated on allowing her feelings and thus a small field of energy to build within her and then she held her hand out and pushed lightly and an artificial gravity field formed around the merry-go-round and then she was easily able to arrest the motion of the carriage and Harriet experienced nothing except for a slight feeling of weightlessness for a few seconds then Laurel withdrew her influence and the merry-go-round was barely moving.

"That was a good trick," Bahar said. "I do not know how you arrested its motion like that without throwing Harriet out of her seat."

"The made me weigh nothing," Harriet said matter-of-factly in her cute little toothless lisp.

Bahar looked at Harriet with a stunned expression.

"You understand what it is to be weightless?"

"I do now."

Bahar looked at Laurel and Jake while shrugging her shoulders.

"I do not know how she comprehends such a complex concept."

"She obviously has genetic memory knowledge. Clara has somehow passed on a great deal of complex concepts like zero gravity and basic mathematics."

"What would make you think she understands the concept of mathematics?"

Laurel stepped over to Harriet and lifted her off the seat and then set her down standing right in front of her and she knelt down and looked right into Harriet's eyes and Harriet held a return gaze looking straight into Laurel's mesmerizing blue eyes.

"Harriet, what is six times six?"

Harriet paused only for a moment then grinned as she answered Laurel.

"Thirty-thickth."

"Okay, what is uh¦five times ten?"

"Fithty."

"Very good. How about¦fifty plus thirteen?"

"Uhh¦thickty-three?"

"That's right. Good girl. What about¦ten take away four?"

"thatth eathy¦thickth."

Laurel looked up at Bahar and the shock on her face was almost funny to Laurel.

"I had no idea¦" Bahar squatted down and looked into Harriet's eyes.

"How long have you been able to do math in your head like that?"

Harriet shrugged. "I un oh. Alwath I gueth."

"Your mum and dad do not know you can do that, do they?"

Harriet shook her head and then she looked at Laurel.

"You promithed you won't tell."

"I won't sweetheart. If you don't want them to know for whatever reason, I won't say anything."

"Kay."

"Why would you keep that to yourself Harriet? That is a remarkable feat for a girl your age." Bahar said.

"I don't know. I thuth feel like keeping quiet about it. Will you tell on me?"

"No dear. If you feel that strongly about it, you must be acting on an instinct that I will respect. I will not tell them. You really should consider telling them everything you find out you can do. Babies are not capable of comprehending something as complex as mathematics and they certainly cannot workout math problems in their head. You continue to defy what is considered ordinary for a toddler."

"But itth not bad to know what I know, right?"

"No, it is not bad at all. Most children have to go to school for a few years before they understand what you know instinctively. It is amazing Harriet, you are amazing."

"Thank you Bahar. I love you too."

"What a little heartbreaker." Jake said smiling brightly.

Harriet looked at him and furrowed her brow.

"Did I hurt your heart?"

"No honey. You are just so sweet and so dang smart."

"Oh. You were making funny then?"

"Yes, I was making a funny"

Harriet looked at Bahar and cradled her crotch.

"I really have to go Bahar."

"I'm sorry dear. I will take you to the lavatory near hydroponics. It is the closets facility and there is a transport platform there. We can transport to the forward stasis ring entrance and then go get something to eat in the level one cafeteria before we come back here so you can play some more."

"Okay. Will you carry me? It itth gunna be hard to walk when I haff to go thith bad."

"Of course I will carry you."

Laurel stood up and took a step back and Bahar gently picked Harriet up and placed her against her stomach as she cradled her bottom and Jake lifted Bahar's bag and held it out and Bahar stuck her arm through the handle and Jake lifted the strap over her shoulder and set it down on her shoulder and then Bahar cradled Harriet with both hands.

"You are welcome to accompany us if you like." Bahar said looking at Laurel and Jake.

"Uh¦sure," Laurel said, "We're waiting for a call from the Captain, but until then we really don't have anything to do since we can't go down to the surface where our mom and dad are."

Bahar nodded and they turned and headed toward the rear bulkhead of the gardening ring some 500 meters away. It was a long walk but Bahar kept a steady quick pace to get Harriet to a bathroom before she lost the battle with her little bladder.

They arrived at the rear bulkhead then walked around the circumference of the outer surface until they reached the hydroponics exit, which was nearly on the opposite side of the gardening ring from the point where they reached the rear bulkhead. By the time they reached the exit and Laurel opened the door, Harriet had the look of pain and imminent loss of the battle on her face. Laurel knew they weren't going to make it since it was still 20 yards to the corridor leading to the hydroponics bay and 50 yards to the rear of the hydroponics bay to the actual bathroom.

Laurel put her hand up to stop Bahar.

"Wait¦it's too far. I can feel what's going through Harriet's mind and she simply can't hold it any longer. Put her down and I'll create a distraction so she can take care of business."

"Right here, in full view of anyone looking? I am not going to have her do that."

"Trust me, I can prevent anyone from seeing what she's doing."

Bahar stared at Laurel for a moment then stepped away from the doorway and set Harriet down and Laurel quickly took Harriet by the hand and led her away from the doorway, but close to the revolving bulkhead and she looked down at her.

"Do you need help getting your pants down?"

Harriet had her hand cupped on her lower stomach and she glanced around then shook her head as she hooked her hands in her waistband and Laurel turned facing away from the bulkhead and she stepped right in front of Harriet and she closed her eyes for a moment as she thought about building a surge of emotional energy within her then she squatted down and opened her eyes as she held her hand out and pushed, releasing the full measure of the charge she had allowed to build within her and a half sphere formed from the ground right over her head and it created a region of distorted air as a gravity bubble caused ripples in the air that looked like a liquid medium obscuring Laurel and Harriet beneath the dome of distortion. Laurel concentrated and continued to let small emotional charges build within her based on her intense feelings for Jake and then she pushed reinforcing the distortion field.

Harriet in the meantime managed to get her pants and underwear down just in time to squat as a river of relieving fluid drained from her little body and she put her hands on the ground to keep from falling over backwards as she sighed with relief only then noticing that she was encapsulated in a strange looking dome of distorted ripples. She understood it was Laurel creating the bizarre effect, but she didn't understand exactly how or what she was looking at. It looked like a disturbed inside out bowl of water shimmering with waves traveling toward the outer edge from an unseen epicenter.

Harriet emptied her bladder and managed to get to a standing position but she was fumbling with her pants and underwear trying to untangle them from the rolled gather they were in since she shoved them down together in a hurry. Laurel sensed Harriet was finished so she withdrew her influence and the shimmering effect dissipated and Laurel spun around on her heels and then fell to her knees and she helped Harriet get situated then straighten her elastic waistband so she looked proper. Laurel then stood up and noticed the stunned look on Bahar's face.

"I'm sorry, was I out of line to assist her like that?"

"I uh¦I have never seen anything like that in my life. I am grateful you were able to hide her from view, though I do not pretend to understand how you did that. As far as assisting her with her pants, that was perfectly fine. She trusts you and so do I."

Harriet ambled over to Bahar and put her hands up and Bahar picked her up and set her on her hip.

"I feel mutth better. I thought I wath going to pee my pantth."

"I would not have been upset if you had. Accidents happen dear."

"I don't want wet pantth."

"You're such a big girl for recognizing when you have to go and saying something."

"Thankth. Can we go eat now?"

"Yes we can."

Bahar turned and walked toward the doorway and Jake looked at Laurel.

"How did you know you could do that babe?" Jake thought.

"I don't know exactly. I just knew I needed to hide Harriet and it came to me what to do. I really didn't know how it was going to manifest."

"Well you did that one all on your own. I didn't sense you channeling from me at all."

"I didn't push all that hard either. Maybe that little trick will come in handy some other time."

"A personal shield?"

"Yeah, something like that."

Laurel and Jake then followed Bahar through the door and Laurel pulled it closed behind them. They then stepped beside the doorway to the transport platform and they stepped up onto it collectively and when the free floating map appeared, Bahar touched the indicator for the forward stasis ring entrance and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They appeared on the transport platform next to the stasis ring entrance and there was a line of people waiting to use the transport platform so they stepped down quickly and Laurel leaned closer to one of the gentlemen waiting in line.

"Uh, excuse me sir?"

The man looked at her and the astonishment washed over him as he stared into her eyes for a moment then he blinked a few times and grinned.

"Laurel Kade, What an honor."

"Thank you sir. Where is everyone going? I know we can't go to the surface so¦"

"We are going up to forward level thirty five so we can take a look out the observation dome. There is an aurora taking place over Genesis. Something was said about the magnetic flux in the solar system being eight hundred times normal due to the approaching stellar magnatar debris and a CME passing by at the same time coming together to create an aurora unlike anything ever seen before."

"Really? An aurora at the latitude of Genesis is alarming. It should never propagate that far south."

"Yet it is. I'm told the denser atmosphere of the Future planet provides more than enough protection for life on the surface. I don't think you would want to fly through it in a craft with no shields though."

"Yeah, I would think not. Thank you sir."

"You're welcome Laurel. It was nice to meet you face to face. You are every bit as stunning as the vid archives make you out to be. I thought they did some kind of video enhancements to make you and Jake look the way you do in the archives but¦wow! You are truly a sight to behold, both of you are."

"Aren't you sweet, thank you sir."

"My pleasure. Thank you for saving our skin while we slept. I live and breathe thanks to you two."

"We were glad to do it sir. It's nice to know you appreciate and comprehend the things we did to get us all here."

"Oh I do young lady, very much so."

"Well you take care sir, it looks like you're almost up."

The man looked forward and took a few steps to close the gap between he and the next person then he smiled at Laurel and Jake and raised a hand in salutation and Laurel and Jake returned the gesture then hurried to catch up to Bahar still making her way through the crowd with Harriet in her arms. They managed to reach the entrance to the common area just as they caught up to Bahar and Harriet reached around Bahar and smiled as she extended her hand and Laurel took hold of her little warm hand making Harriet giggle and Bahar took note and turned slightly as she stopped walking.

"Would you like to hold her?"

"Sure. You want a break for your back?"

"Yes. Harriet is not heavy but I am a small woman. My back does not appreciate the strain as often as I have been exposing it to it."

Laurel let go of Harriet's hand and she slid her hands under Harriet's armpits and Harriet reached toward her as she pulled her from Bahar's grip. Laurel pulled her close and she smelled clean and new in a way Laurel appreciated. They then continued across the common area to the mess hall and they found the mess hall to be nearly empty. There were a few people here and there, but no more than a dozen in a room designed to feed hundreds at the same time making it look practically deserted. They walked up to the first table and Laurel turned facing out and sat down then she cradled Harriet against her as she lifted her feet and swung around so she was facing the table and Harriet squirmed around so she too was facing the table.

"Did you find out why everyone is making use of the transport system at the same time?" Bahar asked looking at Laurel.

"Yes. There is a rare aurora event taking place over Genesis so they are heading up to the observation deck to have a look out the dome. I guess they have it elevated above the hull to give everyone a good look at the planet from where we are."

"Above Genesis? I thought auroras took place in high latitudes?"

"Ordinarily that's true. That's what makes this event so unusual. They suspect the magnetic flux in the solar system is elevated along with unusually potent coronal mass ejections passing by creating the effect being seen down there."

"Does that not present a danger to people on the surface?"

"Not really. The atmosphere is very dense compared to Earth and the shield is capable of blocking dangerous radiation if levels climbed to a concerning level. I'm sure it's set to automatically come online if levels climb above a certain predetermined level."

"Then we are safe here too?"

"Oh yeah. The Future's shield is even more sophisticated than what's down there and the AI knows when to increase it to protect us. We're in no danger whatsoever."

"Good."

A servo drone floated up to the table silently and rose up slightly and pushed 3 menu scrolls onto the table and then is settled back to the floor and they took the menus and opened them and began perusing the selections available, Harriet was already sure what she wanted. She pointed to what she wanted on Laurel's menu and Laurel touched the item to select it then she closed the menu and Harriet turned and looked back at her.

"You not hungry?"

"It's not that honey. The Captain is going to be calling us to join him for evening meal pretty soon so we don't want to spoil our appetite."

"You going to eat in hith room?"

"No, there is a special place called the Captain's mess where he and a few high ranking officers dine and we've been invited to join them for a meal."

"The Captain maketh a meth there?"

"No sweetie, it's just called that. He doesn't make a mess. It's like this place, it's called the deck one civilian mess hall, but there aren't any messes here."

"Then why do they call it that?"

"It's a throwback from military terminology of old."

"Oh."

"You¦you understand that?"

"Yeth. Itth how the military dethcribed thingth a long time ago."

"You continue to amaze me with just how smart you are sweetie. I'm so proud of you."

"I'm proud of you too Anthel. You thaved uth all including my big brother Damon. He would be dead if you didn't thave him from that fire. Thank you for doing that tho I could know him."

"Awe, you're welcome sweetheart. I was just in the right place at the right time with the right abilities at my disposal."

Bahar made her choice for a short meal then she closed her menu and Jake closed his without choosing anything and then Laurel handed them to the servo drone that rose up, collected them, then spun around and floated off silently and Laurel kissed the side of Harriet's head.

"You want something to drink sweetie?"

"Oh she does not have the skill to use a cup or glass yet." Bahar said. "I have a special sipping cup for her in my bag here."

Bahar lifted her bag from the deck and she opened it and pulled out an orange cup with a curved sipping point and she handed it toward Laurel.

"You can rinse this out and fill it with whatever she would like to drink."

Laurel nodded and took the cup then she looked down at Harriet.

"What are you in the mood for honey?"

"Apple."

"Okay. You sit in Bahar's lap and I'll get you some apple juice if it's available."

Harriet reached out toward Bahar and she scooped her out of Laurel's arms and then Laurel and Jake got up and headed to the nearest drink dispenser. Laurel was relieved to find apple juice available when she got to the dispensers. She rinsed Harriet's cup out with water and then filled it nearly full with apple juice then her and Jake poured a glass of pineapple juice for Jake and tea for Laurel and then they sensed that Bahar was fond of cherry Gatorade so they poured her glass and surprised her with it when they returned to the table. Bahar leaned forward and looked into the glass set before her and she seemed shocked at first then she just looked at pair and grinned.

"You can tell what a person likes without asking them?"

"Not unless they are thinking about it and it has an emotional response associated with it. You were thinking you like cherry Gatorade when Harriet said she wanted apple juice and we cued in on that."

"Well I appreciate the consideration."

Laurel smiled and nodded once then handed Harriet her cup and she tipped it up and drank down a few gulps then let out and exuberant 'ahh', then smacked her lips.

"It's refreshing when it's ice cold like that, huhn?"

"Un huh. I like it really cold like thith."

"Me too honey."

Laurel and Jake simultaneously heard the distinct alert tone in their inner ear as their cranial transceivers vibrated the bones of their skulls creating a resonance in their ear bones that their brains perceived as an audible tone. It was an almost calming double cast tone that got their attention. They looked at each other for a moment then they activated their transceivers and Laurel replied.

"This is Laurel."

"Hello Laurel," The AI's calm feminine voice rang in their heads. "The Captain is making his way to the Captain's mess on deck twenty-two. He is requesting your presence if time permits."

"We'll head their right away. Are we dining with him alone or will someone else be joining us?"

"Lieutenant Commander Titus will be joining you. He has a few things to discuss with you about your upcoming engineering readiness training."

"We weren't even aware we were scheduled to begin our readiness training soon." Jake commented.

"Consider this your notification. After you complete the missions the Captain is going to discuss with you, you are to begin your training in main engineering and the simulator in the north tower of the Genesis towers."

"I guess we do have a lot to discuss, like why are we training down there?"

"The Captain and Lieutenant Commander Titus will answer those questions and any others you may have."

"Alright," Laurel replied. "We're on our way."

"I will inform the Captain you will be joining him promptly."

Laurel and Jake then tapped their transceivers into standby mode and they looked at Bahar.

"We have to go Bahar. The Captain has asked us to join him in the Captain's mess."

"I understand. You cannot keep him waiting or refuse attendance."

"That's right."

Laurel then looked at Harriet and gave her a pretty smile that garnered a big smile from Harriet.

"We have to go sweetheart. It was sure nice seeing you though."

Harriet reached out toward Laurel and she pulled her into her arms and Harriet wrapped her arms around Laurel's neck tightly. Laurel embraced Harriet warmly then she handed her to Jake and he too embraced the warm little spirit then kissed her cheek and handed her back to Bahar.

"Tell my big brother I love him with all my heart when you thee him again."

"We will sweetie."

Laurel drank her tea down quickly and Jake gulped most of his pineapple juice down then they stood up and Laurel rubbed Harriet's soft cheek making her smile then they turned and headed out of the mess hall and quickly crossed the common area only to find a rather long line to use the transport platform near the stasis ring entrance so Laurel looked at Jake and he nodded once and then they made their way alongside the line of people until they reached the short corridor leading to the main hangar. They turned left and headed to the pressure door and Jake had his palm scanned and the door release popped and they headed through the door and into the main hangar, closing the door behind them and then they walked over to the transport enclosure and pulled the door open and stepped in and then closed the door and walked over to the transport platform and stepped up onto it and when the free floating map appeared, Laurel touched the indicator for the forward general ops monitoring and control stations and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light.

They appeared on the transport platform on deck 22 and they stepped down and the personnel manning the active ops stations looked over their shoulders briefly then went back to what they were doing when they saw uniforms without really noticing they were colored different and worn by two of the most attractive and famous individuals on the ship.

Laurel and Jake walked across the space without saying a word. When they arrived at the doorway at the opposite end of the space, someone finally spoke up.

"No way!" A cute girl with her blonde hair pulled back into a tight braided ponytail said. "Laurel Kade and Jake Myers¦what brings you to ops control?"

Laurel looked at the girl and offered a friendly grin.

"We're just passing through. The Captain's mess is on this deck and the transport system in here is the quickest way to get there."

"Captain's mess? I thought only the top brass ate there."

"For the most part that's true. The Captain has a few things to discuss with us in regards to upcoming missions so¦"

"What a rare honor. You two deserve that kind of special consideration given what you did for all of us and continue to do for us. Thank you for¦being you."

"Awe, aren't you sweet. You're welcome honey. See ya later."

"Goodbye ma'am."

Laurel and Jake then continued through the doorway into the main corridor and then they looked left and right as they tried to get their bearings and they realized they were on the port side of the ship and needed to be on the starboard side. They turned right and quickstepped to get across the enormous width of the bow section as quickly as possible. When they reached the 4th cross corridor they turned left, then right 25 yards down the corridor and finally they came to an arched doorway stenciled 'Captain's Mess' and they stepped up to the door and pushed down on the lever handle and then pushed the door open and they were greeted by warm white light and a cozy eating area capable of seating no more than two dozen people, though at the moment it was configured to seat five comfortably with a side cart station and drink dispensers along the aft bulkhead.

The Captain looked up from his data pad on the table before him and Lieutenant Commander Titus turned and looked at the pair as he sat across from the Captain. Captain Alexan offered a subtle smile and waved Laurel and Jake to come on in.

"Thank you two for showing promptly. Chef Korzon has prepared an outstanding meal for us and there's nothing worse than cold game meat."

"We wouldn't miss the opportunity to dine with you sir," Laurel said as the two of them walked over to the table and sat down next to Lieutenant Commander Titus.

"I didn't realize your meals weren't prepared by the automation system." Jake said.

"Something is lost when Human touch and inspirational license are taken out of the equation."

"You uh, mentioned game meat?"

"We're finding a variety of nutritious game animals on the surface that exist in huge numbers. Tonight we are going to have a marsupial critter that weights as much a domestic dog but has a fierce disposition. It's called domeodraff."

"Domeodraff?" Laurel said wrinkling her nose. "I don't know if I like the way things are being named on this planet."

"You would have to see one of these critters to understand the anatomical considerations accounting for their classification name."

"Yes sir. I guess it's like the eel-o-tin up in Bearcat Lake. An eighteen foot eel with o shaped vertebrae and high levels of tin in their blood."

"Exactly. Not everything is completely apparent to their name just by looking at 'em. So¦how did you two spend your time aboard thus far? I understand John and Amelia are stranded on the surface and for that I'm truly sorry."

"We spent some time with Harriet Reynolds and her care taker Bahar. Poor Harriet is in the same boat in that Clara and Liam are stranded on the surface. She hasn't seen either of them since the Future left the home system."

"Well, don't blame yourselves completely. We were scheduled for weapons testing anyways so the Future was going to be leaving no matter what. I just moved up the schedule is all. So how was Harriet despite the obvious problem of being separated from her parents?"

"Oh she is so adorable sir," Laurel replied, "She is full of smiles and the brain in her head¦it astounds me how smart she is. I don't understand how a child of less than a year can be so cognitive and intelligent. She grasps concepts and ideas that should be beyond her."

"Tell me, have you noticed any hint of advanced abilities surfacing?"

"No sir. I don't think that part of her brain is developed enough for that sort of thing. She is empathic and intuitive in a way that suggests she's going to have advanced abilities of some degree, but what those abilities will be like is still a mystery, for now anyways."

"Hmm. I was just curious. I've already had a preliminary assessment preformed with her and it was recommended that another more in-depth assessment be conducted soon. She is definitely going to be one to watch."

The Captain looked down at his data pad and he tapped 2 icons then looked up at Lieutenant Commander Titus and he acknowledged the look with a dip of his chin then he looked over at Laurel and Jake.

"The Captain has informed me that he has a couple missions he needs you two involved in, but once those are satisfied, I need you to report to me in Genesis so we can begin your engineering readiness training. I'm going to use the simulator down there to get you up to speed on the new layout and to put you through a couple scenarios to see how you handle yourselves, though I'm pretty sure you two are going to be my easiest trainees to date."

"Um sir, if you don't mind me saying¦I know we're engineers by title but I thought we were going to be assigned to bridge crew engineering duties?" Laurel said.

"You need to be trained to stand any engineering duty station and due to your ranks you're going to be superior to most of your fellow crewmen. That means you need to be ready to assume a position of responsibility anytime myself or another superior is absent or leaves the room for a prolonged period."

"I get it sir. So we are going to be primarily posted to the bridge then?"

"Yes. That's what you stated as your desired posting so that's where you'll be assigned most of the time. Given your level of neural training and practical experience, I'm going to be putting more responsibility on you two than I would most. I know you two know this ship inside out and you have command and control training and experience."

"But some of that was superseded by our recent neural indoctrination as subordinates," Jake said. "The command and control instincts are still there, but a lot of the knowledge was overshadowed by the new training."

"I know that. That's probably for the better. I don't want you two getting the idea you're in charge or anything like that. There needs to be a clear chain of command and line of succession and you are somewhere below the commanders around you."

"We'll remember and respect our positions sir." Laurel said. "You won't get swelled heads from us."

"I know. The Captain has told me how humble and brilliant you two are. I need people like you on my team in engineering and that's why I'm taking a personal interest in your training."

"You don't conduct the engineering readiness training for most of the engineering team?"

"No. I establish the parameters of the training and then it's administered by other officers on my staff."

"I sense you're curious to see us use our gifts for yourself sir," Laurel said. "Are you going to augment what you put us through so you can make that happen?"

"The Captain warned me about your ability to read a person without probing. Yours will definitely be enhanced to incite your use of advanced abilities, but that's what I'm going to expect of you once you're on the team. If it comes down to it and you can resolve a situation or prevent injury to a fellow crewmate, I expect you to use your abilities in full measure. Don't hold back and don't hesitate. That could lead to other problems or deaths occurring unnecessarily."

"I didn't expect you to embrace our gifts like that sir."

"Trust me Laurel; you aren't the only ones around with advanced abilities. If I want to accept things for what they truly are, I have to embrace my young crew expressing incredible abilities from time to time. If I can make use of those abilities to run a smoother operation? You better believe I'm going utilize my team's abilities. I know you two just happen to be gifted on a whole other level from anyone else around, I can accept that and still embrace it since I'm being told you have your gifts in check now."

"Yes sir. Iriqua got us fixed up and our more advanced physical ages has helped our bodies control what's going on inside us, more so than when we were younger, you know, before we went back into stasis the last time."

"I can see how that would be the case."

The door swung open at that moment and chef Korzon stepped into the room carrying an oval serving platter with a cover over it and there was a young man following him with yet another serving tray and they walked over to the side cart area and set the trays down and the chef looked at his young apprentice and nodded once without saying a word and the young man exited the compartment and the chef went about opening the doors on the side cart counter cabinet and he retrieved 4 plates and then set them out on the side cart counter and then he uncovered the oval serving tray and began dishing up the prepared delicacies.

"That smells wonderful chef," The Captain said. "You always outdo yourself."

"Thanks Captain," The chef said with a heavy cockney accent. "I aim to please."

The chef filled each plate and garnished each with sprigs of mint then set the plates in front of everyone then he bowed slightly.

"Enjoy. There is plenty over there on the side cart counter if you should want seconds."

"Thank you chef," The Captain said. "I'm going to be off ship for the next couple days though in the system, I'll let you know if I should decide to dine here with special guests again."

"That sounds good Captain¦" The chef looked at Laurel and couldn't help but smile at her astonishing beauty. "You certainly choose your table guests well."

"Aren't you sweet. thank you chef Korzon."

"My pleasure young lady."

The chef then turned and walked to the door and turned facing into the room as he pulled the door closed with a friendly smile on his face. Laurel then looked at the Captain with a grin on her face.

"What a cool accent. Where is he from?"

"England, London Village if I'm not mistaken."

"I thought¦London Village is just an island with floating homes and trading barges, right?"

"That's right. London England used to be an ancient, vibrant city of millions until sea levels rose in the late fourties, early fifties. The Thames River flooded its banks submerging most of southern England, including London."

"That's right, I remember studying lost rivers due to sea level changes and the Thames was one of 'em that became an inland seaway dotted with islands."

"What other major waterway closer to home turned brackish and broadened by ten miles on average, leaving islands where towns used to exist in many places?"

"Uh¦"

"The Mississippi." Jake inserted.

"Very good. Did you remember that, or did Laurel?"

"I don't know sir. I studied that stuff in school too, but Laurel has that photographic memory thing. She probably recalled it and I instinctively blurted it out."

"That's incredible that you share knowledge like that and have no real concept of where it originates." Lieutenant Commander Titus said smiling.

"We have elevated each other's IQ by a significant margin thanks to our shared conscious mind." Laurel said.

"You still have independent thought processes though, right?"

"Oh yes sir. We become aware of what the other learns or absorbs, but we still think completely independently most of the time. We just hear that thought process going on."

"How extraordinary. I don't know how a person can adapt to something so profoundly different from how we're born."

"It definitely takes some getting used to at first. Our minds seemed to have found a way of adapting though. I think we're built to exist like this, it's just way different than how we're born so it takes some adjustment to get used to it."

"Let's dig into this wonderful food before it gets cold." The Captain said.

"You're right, this looks and smells terrific." Jake said.

Jake looked at the dispenser station and without having to ask he sensed what Laurel wanted and so got up and stepped over to the dispenser and retrieved 2 glasses, pouring orange Gatorade for himself and pure orange juice for Laurel. He stepped back over to the table and sat down, placing the glass in front of Laurel and Lieutenant Commander Titus leaned over slightly and looked in Laurel's glass, and then he looked at her.

"Let me guess, you were in the mood for orange juice and he felt the urge without asking?"

"Sort of. He wanted orange Gatorade and that induced an urge to have Orange juice in me. I'm not real crazy about Gatorade unless it's hot out and I'm real thirsty. He did sense what I wanted without having to ask me though."

"Does a craving every come up that is something your partner wants, not you, but now you do?"

"Oh that happens all the time."

"Like Laurel craving this meal," Jake said. "I like a good steak and she never did in the past but now¦"

"You were a vegetarian?"

"No, I wasn't against eating meat, I just didn't like eating a big steak, now I do."

Titus looked at the Captain as he was taking a bite of his steak and he grinned and shook his head. After chewing the bite in his mouth, savoring the gamy, perfectly seasoned essence the Captain responded to the questioning look.

"Don't look at me Adam. I don't pretend to understand how they share cravings and urges. That kind of shared world would drive me nuts."

"Are we all hardwired to live like that?" Titus asked.

"That's what I've been told. It's a genetic trait that our brains are obviously wired to comprehend and even come crave."

"Interesting."

They went about eating the meal in relative quiet and at the conclusion Jake and the Captain served themselves 2nds, then cleaned their plates of everything they served then they sat for a moment contemplating the wonderful meal they had just consumed. Laurel finally sat up straight and looked at the Captain.

"So, are you ready to tell us about our upcoming mission?"

"Yes. We have been asked to take part in a search and rescue mission for two missing enlightener ambassadors. You and Jake were asked for specifically. You will be joining an investigation into the ambassador's disappearance on Erudon five. Erudon four and five have been at war for hundreds of years leaving both worlds teetering on the brink of being uninhabitable."

"Great! Another Inicius mission?"

"No, not exactly. The conditions are nowhere near as polluted as those on Inicius. The air is breathable, but most of the flora on the planet has been wiped out through war activities and as you know plants are the air filters most biomes rely on to filter and renew the air."

"Yes sir. While we're honored to be asked to join a mission like this, I can't help but ask¦why would the enlighteners want a couple kids taking part in a mission like this?"

"Because you and Jake bring a special set of abilities to the table and you have successful experience with this type of mission. If the ambassadors are found alive, they are likely going to be in bad shape and you have the healing touch at your disposal, which as I understand it can bring a person back from the brink of death so long as the spark of life remains present."

"That kind of revival takes a serious toll on us sir, leaving us vulnerable for quite some time while we recover¦but essentially that's true. I hadn't thought about that aspect I guess."

"You two are also virtually invulnerable so long as you're alert to the dangers around you."

"That too is true to an extent. We're flesh and blood and so can be killed or injured just like anyone if we're caught off guard, but our instinctive defensive ability does kick in involuntarily to protect us from harm."

"You're also two of the smartest people around and the enlighteners realize this fact. They did their research and when a heady group like the council of enlighteners asks for a specific set of individuals, you don't decline or bock."

"Aye sir. Of course we go where you tell us no matter the danger. I was just curious why us."

"I hate to put you on a mission that puts you in harm's way again, but I felt it unwise to decline out of guilt for what you've been put through already. I already explained to Amelia and John that this type of thing might come up now that you're back in the civilian corps and they understand. I hope you do too?"

"Yes sir, we do."

"Good. You will have the local languages you're likely to encounter imparted to you via cerebral disc so you'll be able to communicate with the locals. I hate to say it Laurel, but your beauty is going to make you stand out in a bad way. They're going to have to muss you two up a little so you'll blend in. Your attire and appearance will be tailored to match what the survivors look like on Erudon five."

"Tattered clothes and dirty faces?"

"Pretty much. There are some aspects that nothing can be done about but others can be covered or concealed."

"Are they going to make us wear contacts to hide our eyes?"

"Actually¦we have some tech of our own that will accomplish that while boosting your situational awareness."

"How so sir?"

"We have wearable contacts with imbedded micro processors creating a heads up display of sorts in your field of view as well as multispectral vision enhancement all controlled by muscle manipulation with the eye muscles. A flick to the left and a new spectrum can be chosen or mission files can be brought up with a flick to the right and up and the data will be displayed right onto your retina so it appears to be floating in the air before you. It's a remarkable technology imparted to us by one of our new allies."

"That's incredible! And these HUD contacts come in different eye color tones?"

"Yes. Our Human eye color will definitely stand out so¦black eyes are called for."

"Black? Weird."

"When in Rhome¦"

"Do as the Romans do."

"Or¦look as the Romans do."

"Are we going to be shown images of these missing ambassadors?"

"Of course. That and much more will be included in your mission briefs when the time comes."

"So I assume we're going to be expected to go armed?"

"Most definitely. I know you two don't need sidearms to defend yourselves, but you'll be going into unknown conditions so you'll be expected to wear your standard sidearm."

"And if we find the ambassadors and they are¦dead?"

"Determine the method of demise and if possible who is responsible then bring the bodies home so proper funeral rites can be conducted."

"So¦the big question. If fired upon, can we return fire with lethal intent?" Jake asked.

"If someone means to harm you, defend yourselves as you see fit. If it requires taking someone out, so be it. You will not be judged unfairly for taking a life if it saves either of you or a member of your party."

"I don't want to kill anyone and I certainly don't want to see Jake do that either."

"If another measure is available that serves the same goal, then by all means take that action instead. I'm just saying you are permitted to do whatever you have to."

"Understood sir," Jake said. "We have abilities at our disposal that should make killing unnecessary."

"That's admirable thinking Jake. Hold to that if you can, but don't overestimate your abilities. Just remember you're still learning how to focus and control what you can do. You're Human and thus not perfect, remember that."

"Yes sir. Is this a classified mission? I mean can we tell mom and dad where we're going?"

"You can tell them the basics of what you're going to be doing, but let's keep the specifics to a minimum. They could encounter ally telepaths that could catch a glimpse of where you're going and that's just not something we want happening."

"Understood sir."

"So¦I recall you mentioned a couple of missions waiting for us. Is there another dangerous mission coming up?" Laurel asked

"There is another matter that I want you two to handle, but I think you're going to like this one. We're making a technology exchange with one of our allies, the Nasburgen from the Regera system. They are giving us a stealth interceptor in exchange for a crimson fighter. You two will fly the crimson fighter from the Future down to Regera four to make the exchange. You will then pilot the stealth interceptor back up to the Future. Once we return to the Future system, you will be permitted the opportunity to take the new interceptor out on a test flight to determine her capabilities and limitations."

"Whoa, we're going to act as test pilots?"

"You're not going to act Laurel, you are test pilots. This is just your first test flight."

"Wow. I guess I just haven't gotten used to the idea Jake and I are officially test pilots."

"Your unique skills and abilities make you ideal test pilots."

"I'm kind of surprised we're giving up a crimson fighter sir," Jake said. "That's one of our more advanced and capable pieces of hardware."

"Oh I think you'll find the exchange is more than fair. Wait till you see the interceptor they're giving us."

"Is it light speed capable?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. It is claimed to be capable of traveling at three times the speed of light for days without stopping. That's part of what we need you to determine. That and how efficient the armament is, as well as in atmospheric handling. We need to know how maneuverable they are in a thick atmosphere and if they have instability issues we need to train for."

"You're right sir, that sounds like fun." Laurel said with a big smile.

"I thought you might get a kick out of a mission like that."

"Is this interceptor we're picking up a ship used in the Nasburgen fleet?" Jake asked.

"In limited numbers. It's a new class of ship to them so they don't have a lot of information to pass along as far as handling and flight capabilities except for design specifications."

"I can't wait to read up on them. Are we talking about a regenerative power plant or do they require refueling?" Laurel inquired.

"Something was mentioned about heavy ion bombardment of a rare element creating incredible energy potential. That is in turn used to create propulsion, gravity manipulation for faster than light and high density shied development to protect the ship from the tidal forces exerted as faster than light is achieved."

"Interesting. I guess if you have enough energy at your disposal there are multiple techniques for achieving faster than light travel."

"I suppose."

The Captain's data pad made a subtle tone and he looked over at it and grimaced.

"Well, the fun is over¦I have to go folks."

"Is it alright if we stay a bit longer Captain?" Lieutenant Commander Titus asked. "I need to talk to these two for just a moment."

"Absolutely. Stay as long as you like."

The Captain collected his data pad and then scooted his chair back and then he stood up and smiled at Laurel and Jake surprising them.

"I enjoyed your company Laurel and Jake. Thank you for joining us for evening meal."

"Thank you for inviting us sir," Laurel said.

"And thank you for arranging the exchange mission," Jake added. "It's going to be nice to engage in a mission that doesn't involve someone trying to take us out or anything like that."

"You're welcome Jake. I'm just utilizing your new privileges as Adjutants of major degree. I know you'll do us proud."

"Yes sir, you can count on that."

The Captain nodded once then walked around the table and headed to the door and he opened the door and glanced back, grinned slightly then stepped out and shut the door behind him. Laurel glanced at Jake and shrugged her shoulders slightly.

"I guess my looks do get him from time to time," She thought. "I felt his delight at how my eyes and hair glowed in this lighting, accenting my gorgeous face perfectly in his view."

"Yeah, he really loves us like family as weird as that is to admit." Jake thought in return.

"So¦the reason I asked to remain for a bit is to talk to you about your lab."

Laurel looked at Titus and furrowed her brows.

"My lab sir? I don't have a designated lab."

"Oh contraire. I had a compartment on the engineering deck stripped and outfitted to your design specs so you can work on the probe when you find time."

"The lab I specified in my dream sheet?"

"That would be the one. It's done and you're invited to tour the lab to make sure we got everything just right so you can work comfortably and efficiently."

"I haven't even selected the engineering team to assist me yet."

"You've been a little busy Laurel. No one is going to fault you for not getting things moving just yet."

"I can't believe you went to that extreme just for me."

"Between you, me and this table¦" Titus wrapped his knuckles on the table twice, "The Captain made it abundantly clear that I'm to do whatever it takes to accommodate you two in just about anything you ask for. You must realize how much¦consideration the Captain expresses for you two?"

"Yes sir. We know he thinks highly of us."

"Oh I think it goes way beyond thinking highly of you. When he talks about you two in private, it always has an air of almost reverence."

"It's so humbling to be exalted like that for just doing what came naturally."

"Maybe it's the fact what you did was miraculous and you think of it as doing what comes naturally. Imagine what you can do if you seriously apply yourselves? That would be where the reverence comes into play."

"We don't want to be worshiped or anything like that." Jake commented.

"I don't know if I would call it worshiping you. A real healthy respect and admiration maybe, but not worship."

"I guess we can live with that."

"Does that mean the Human consciousness frequency research I was interested in has been compiled from the Earth archival data?"

"You would have to ask the AI about that, but it's a pretty good bet if you asked for specific data to be compiled, it's been done."

"I have so much work to do in order to get the probe built and modified to do what we need it to do. I hope the data uploaded into the AI's memory core before we departed Earth space contains the particular information I need."

"The Captain is supremely confident you'll figure out a way to make the thing work the way you need it to once you put your mind to it."

"Maybe¦it isn't going to be easy by any stretch of the imagination."

"I would imagine not."

"So¦we have some free time while we wait for the weather to clear up down in Genesis," Jake said. "Can we go have a look at the lab right now?"

"Uh¦sure. I don't have anything pressing to get to since we're now idling in orbit."

"Do we have people manning the engineering stations down in main engineering when we're in this condition?" Laurel asked.

"Not all the stations. There are three people on duty down there at all times. They take multiple station readings and make sure everything is running smoothly, what few systems are active. Monitoring the negative matter core is the biggest responsibility. The system is incredibly robust and reliable, but we just don't want to take any chances with a system as unbelievably destructive as the negative matter reactor."

"That seems like a wise precaution. The AI isn't tied into all of the system sensors down there."

"Exactly. Come on, I'll escort you two down to main engineering so you can have a look at the lab."

Laurel and Jake nodded and then got to their feet and Lieutenant Commander Titus stood up and they headed to the exit. They made their way to the transport platform and they transported to main engineering and then stepped down from the transport platform into a nearly deserted main engineering space. They could only see one crewman taking readings as he slowly walked past the active displays at each unoccupied station, but Laurel and Jake could sense 2 other people somewhere close by but out of sight. They walked across the main space to the narrower end and they could see the door leading to the magnetic constrictor control room and that's the door Lieutenant Commander Titus was heading directly toward. Laurel looked at Jake and shrugged her shoulders slightly.

"I can't do my work around those sensitive constrictor diodes and controls," Laurel thought. "Can you imagine what would happen if we destabilized the magnetic plasma constrictors in an occupied corridor?"

"Someone would be incinerated." Jake thought in return. "Let's just see how they rearranged things in there."

They walked to the door and the stenciling above the door had been covered up and the new label read 'Kade Lab' making Laurel grin. Jake pointed at the signage next to the palm scanner that read 'entrance permitted by express permission only. See Laurel Kade to arrange permitted access if you are not assigned to a design and/or research team'. Lieutenant Commander Titus stepped aside and gestured to the palm scanner.

"I'm not assigned to one of your design or research teams so I can't even get in."

"But¦this is your engineering space. What if someone was in there in distress?"

"You know how that works Laurel. The AI would override the controls and let me in to provide assistance or whatever."

"Right. Dumb question."

"Not at all, just silly."

Laurel grinned and then stepped up to the palm scanner and laid her flat hand on the scanner and her ID was confirmed and the door slid open and the lighting grew in intensity to reveal the reconfigured space. Laurel withdrew her hand and peered into the compartment and a smile grew on her face.

"Oh my gosh! It's exactly what I had pictured in my head."

"You were pretty specific about what you wanted and where," Titus said.

Laurel stepped into the room and feasted her eyes on some of the most modern and state of the art equipment she could imagine. There were huge assembly fixtures in the center of the space with an overhead gantry like apparatus to both support and move heavy objects and along the bulkheads were long lab tables with racks suspended from the bulkheads above them and the analytical equipment was exactly what she was dreaming about to accomplish the goal of assembling and testing the complex internal components of the probe as she had it vaguely pictured in her head.

The space was 30 yards wide and 50 deep, giving plenty of room for entire teams to work concurrently on different aspects of the probes design whilst testing the individual sections as they were being constructed and assembled, eventually being joined into a cohesive single device. At the rear most quadrant were 2 enormous doors that resembled elevator doors except these were large enough to fly the Icarus through them if turned corner to corner. Laurel pointed at the doors and looked at Lieutenant Commander Titus.

"What's through there?"

Jake and Titus walked into the space and Jake looked around a bit bewildered by some of the complex fixtures and apparatuses he was seeing though he sensed Laurel knew exactly what she looking at and it made her heart race with excitement.

"That my dear is your zero gravity oversized object lift. It isn't complete yet, but when it's done it will extend all the way to the manufacturing deck so components can be fabricated then sent to you without trying to limit the size to something that will fit in the corridors and standard lift cars. When you're done, there will be a side tube that leads to the main hangar for deployment of the probe from there."

"I can't believe you guys got all this done for me exactly how I scribbled it down. This is absolutely perfect."

"I was hoping you would be pleased. That platform next to the assembly fixtures in the middle of the space is a three dimensional holo projector tied into that full motion simulator station. You can model your ideas in real time and see how they'll flesh out to determine whether or not they're feasible before having them manufactured."

"That's not something I asked for¦but man is that going to come in handy."

"The AI added that little touch. I guess she understands what you're going to be doing even if she can't do it for you."

"It's a little humbling to think I can think of stuff the AI doesn't comprehend."

"Yeah, that says something about your intelligence quotient."

"I'm still going to need the AI's assistance extensively though."

"That's why there are three interactive workstations near the back the lab for working directly with the AI on different aspects of the project."

"I guess this means I'm expected to get right to work?"

"Not at all. I was led to believe you have seven years to get the probe up and running and seventeen to get it to Earth space."

"Well¦I have an idea for getting the thing there without the need for an interstellar engine but¦I don't know if you understand how much I have to figure out to get the thing working the way I need it to."

"Nope. I got no idea Laurel. I leave that kind of stuff up to the geniuses. I'm just making it possible by giving you the space you need the way you asked for it to be configured."

"So¦what happened to the magnetic constrictor controls? What I'm going to be testing in here can't be anywhere near those controls."

"They're now at the opposite end of main engineering, as far away from your lab as possible without relocating them on another deck entirely. I know how sensitive those controls are and the dangers involved with causing a constrictor seizure."

"As chief engineer I would imagine you understand all the dangers of the various systems and controls down here."

"That's my job. I better understand what to do and what not to do down here."

The AI's voice chimed in from the overhead speakers in a loud but calming and crystal clear manner.

"I am pleased you are content with the space Lieutenant Commander Titus and his assembly team constructed for you."

"Hello Future," Laurel said. "This is like a dream come true for what I have to do to build that probe and program it to do what we need it to do. I can think of a few other projects I could carry out in here too."

"As long as there is no conflict with the probe project the Captain does not care what you do in your new lab. The reason I am contacting you is to inform you the conditions in Genesis are improving. A southerly pattern has come into effect and that is not only warming the temperatures, it is scouring the clouds. If you wish to be included on the first transport to the surface, you should head to the forward upper hangar. There is a civilian corps transport being prepared and I will inform the flight crew you would like to reserve two seats if you wish?"

"Yes, please do that Future. We want to get back down to our house before the weather decides to change again."

"Understood. I am making the arrangements as we speak. The weather is proving quite difficult to predict since this planet has four main jet streams to contend with rather than two like the Earth. The interactions and currents are quite complex and as yet unpredictable."

"I understand. I know we're living on a new alien world that is both larger and further away from its host star that is itself larger than the Earth system's host star. It's going to take time to learn about our new home."

"I have confirmation; two seats have been saved for you and Jake. You will be taken to the street your home is located on. The Captain said take two days to rest and unwind. He will send a crimson fighter to retrieve you on the third morning so you can depart on your mission for the enlighteners. You will be brought aboard and briefed fully before departing for Eurodon."

"Alright, we'll head up to the forward upper hangar right now. Thank you for making this lab possible Future. I know the servo drones had to have had a lot to do with the modifications in this space."

"You are most welcomed Laurel. Lieutenant Commander Titus was directing the efforts. He is the architect of what you see before you."

Laurel looked at him and offered a beautiful smile that actually made his pulse race for a few moments.

"Thank you from the bottom of my heart Lieutenant Commander Titus."

"It was my honor Laurel. The true miracle is now up to you."

"Yes sir. I won't fail¦I can feel it."

"Then this was all worth it. You two better head up to the hangar so you can catch your ride to the surface."

Laurel and Jake faced Titus and presented a smart salute that he returned sharply then Laurel and Jake headed toward the exit with Titus right behind them. They exited the lab and crossed the main engineering space to the transport platform and Laurel and Jake transported up to the forward upper hangar and they stepped down from the transport platform and exited the transport enclosure and walked over to the crimson fighter, the only ship in the hangar. The crew were already aboard going through the final preflight procedures and the officer at the power and weapons station glanced at the pair and grinned and gestured to the rear cabin where there were 4 other subordinate officers already strapped into jump seats.

Laurel and Jake ducked down and walked into the rear compartment and pulled down the 2 remaining seats on opposite sides of the cabin and one of the men strapped in on Laurel's side leaned in toward Jake.

"You want this seat so you're closer to Laurel?"

Jake looked at the man and he had no idea who this officer was, but the gesture was considerate for Laurel's sake since Jake sensed Laurel was slightly uncomfortable being around the 4 men that were gawking at her like they had never seen a woman before.

"That would be awesome, thanks."

The man nodded then unstrapped and stood up as they heard the sensor officer sealing the airlock, triggering the air replenishment system to engage. Jake stepped around the man and he pulled down the seat Jake was previously about to sit down in and Jake pulled the seat next to Laurel down and he looked at her and smiled as the engines began to spool up and he plopped down in the jump seat.

"You could slam these guys against the wall without touching them if they got fresh babe," Jake thought, "You don't have to feel so nervous."

"I'm not a violent person like that Jake," Laurel thought in return. "I would probably freeze up and do nothing for a second or two if one of 'em groped me or whatever."

Jake quickly fastened his 5 point restraint then glanced at Laurel.

"I think you know I would lose my mind and really mess someone up if they laid a hand on you."

"I know. I appreciate where that comes from, but I don't like the hostility cooking in your blood right now. These guys don't know I can feel what they're thinking."

"I guess I can't fault them for thinking that crap given how gorgeous you are."

The engines spooled up to a high frequency hiss that was beyond the range of Human hearing and the ship lifted off and slowly backed out of the hangar then rotated around and bolted away from the Future. A few seconds later the ship banked over and Laurel leaned forward and strained to see out of the canopy and she was able to glimpse the cloud layer over Genesis and sure enough there was huge hole developing, but the ground that was visible was covered in white with dark patches of rock and forest canopy and she knew this had to be foreign conditions for this part of Primitus. The lush forest just wasn't arctic hardy like the present conditions would require if plants endured these kinds of conditions annually or semi annually.

Laurel leaned back and looked straight ahead as she contemplated whether the stellar debris could really be screwing with the weather patterns on the Future planet from billions of miles away. It was hard to believe magnetic currents could be that important to planetary stability, but she knew better than to think anything was impossible, just improbable maybe.

The crimson fighter nosed down toward the planet and accelerated hard for a time then the engines idled down and gravity began to pull the ship down faster and faster until they began to interact with the upper atmosphere at which point the pilot engaged the breaking engine and he performed a few crazy eights to bleed off some speed and reduce the steep angle of their decent as he looked for details in the city far below. All he could make out was dark patches amongst dense fields of thick white snow and ice and still more clouds billowing around as the winds whipped the cloud tops into unusual formations the morphed and moved about constantly.

It only took a minute and a half to descend into the atmosphere to the altitude where substantial braking was required to eliminate the likelihood of causing a sonic boom. The crimson fighter then leveled out and the pilot figured out the point reference of the Genesis tower and he slowed as he pulled back on the controls and banked over just as they flew over the western neighborhood and then the exact point of touchdown became clear and the pilot brought the ship to a halt and tried to figure out how deep he thought the snow was. Some of the houses had snow right to the bottom of the living room windows and others were slightly above the windowsills, so the pilot gently set the ship down until it settled at a slight lean to port.

The officer at power and weapons began powering down the flight systems as the sensor officer unfastened his restraints and stepped to the rear cabin doorway and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"We're on your street, but there's almost a meter of snow on the ground if not more. You aren't even dressed for cold weather. Luckily the temperature has risen to around two degrees Celsius, even though that's still awful cold for how you're dressed. The snow will start melting off pretty quickly if the temperature keeps rising like it is right now, a few degrees every hour."

Laurel and Jake unfastened their restraints and stood up and Jake looked at the officer looking Laurel up and down more than anything.

"Our house is literally twenty feet away. We should be fine."

"You realize you'll probably have to dig your way to the front door?"

"That won't be a problem. Laurel and I have telekinetic abilities so¦"

"Right¦I forgot you and her are the most gifted among us."

"Close to it anyways."

The officer turned and unsealed the airlock door and stepped aside as he held the deployment handle down until the door was fully open resting on the thick powdery snow layer leaving the integrated stair treads at an odd angle. Laurel and Jake stepped over to the door and looked at the treads then Laurel quickly allowed a sense of emotion and energy to build within her then she held her hand out and closed her eyes and pushed and her and Jake lifted from the deck a few inches and then Jake imparted a pushing force, channeling though Laurel since she already had a flow of energy discharging into the environment.

They floated out of the door and a few feet from the ship Jake adjusted his channeling effort and they sank down into the snow over their knees. Laurel then opened her eyes and withdrew her influence and the icy cold sank into her senses and she smiled at Jake as his face grew clearer in her field of view.

"I guess I could've taken us to the front door, huh?"

"You couldn't tell where we were going. You forgot to channel my remote viewing capability so you could see what you were doing with your eyes closed."

"Told you I'm not perfect."

"Sure you are, just ask me."

"You're sweet. Let's slog our way to the house so they can take off."

They both looked back at the crimson fighter and raised a hand in salutation rather than saluting since technically they were superior to the man in the doorway.

"Thank you for the ride." Jake said.

"Anytime, anywhere." The officer standing at the airlock said as he lifted the handle which began the door rising.

Laurel and Jake then began the arduous slog through the deep wet snow toward the house. It didn't take long, but their uniforms were soaking wet from the waist down by the time they reached the front door that was half buried in snow in a slumped drift pile. Laurel stretched her cold hand out and pushed hard and there was a puff of white cast into the air and when the air cleared, the front door was clear except for a minute layer around the perimeter.

Jake reached out and twisted the handle and the door cracked the ice and snow around the perimeter and then swung open and Amelia was standing a few feet inside the house and a huge smile erupted on her face.

"You two are a sight for sore eyes. This weather is the strangest I have ever seen. One minute the blizzard of all blizzards is burying us and the next, the wind stops and the temperature rises and the sun breaks through. I was worried about getting the door open when John got home but now¦get in here and get out of those wet uniforms."

Laurel and Jake stepped in out of the snow and stomped their feet on the tile in the entryway then they bent down and unfastened their shoes and stepped out of them then pulled their wet socks off and dropped them on their shoes then they took a step toward Amelia and she embraced them both with a hug. She then pointed down the hallway as she shoved the front door closed.

"Now, you two go get out of those wet things and I'll whip up something warm to fill your bellies."

"Mom, you know we just came from the Future? We were only out in the cold for like¦three minutes."

"Don't argue with me young lady. Go!" Amelia said smiling warmly.

"Yes ma'am." Laurel replied contritely.

Laurel and Jake turned and headed down the hallway to Laurel's bedroom where they retrieved fresh clothes then headed to the bathroom in the hallway. They took advantage of the bathtub, taking a hot bath, getting dressed, and then returning to the living room with wet uniforms in hand. Amelia took the uniforms and flicked her head toward the table where 2 deep bowls of thick steaming vegetable soup were sitting with tall glasses of nectar extract in front of each.

"You're the best mom. I can smell that's your mom's recipe vegetable soup." Laurel said after inhaling deeply leaving her with a big grin.

"You can remind me that I'm the best anytime you want sweetie. Sit, get some food in your bellies and then we'll relax and watch a video till John comes home. With the weather breaking like this, he should be able to get a ride home pretty soon."

Laurel and Jake walked over to the table and sat down to the food Amelia had prepared and Amelia walked through the kitchen into the laundry room. Laurel and Jake lavished the wonderful soup and nectar juice, eating and drinking every drop then putting their dishes in the sink, then retiring to the living room couch to talk to Amelia.

"So Jake and I are going to be taking part in another search and rescue mission," Laurel started, "The enlighteners asked for Jake and I by name because of our abilities and experience with that sort mission."

"The Captain mentioned to John and I this sort of thing might come up since you're commissioned officers once again. I worry, but I know you can handle yourselves¦" Amelia looked at Jake and grinned, but gave him a steely eyed look too, "You remember this woman is my baby and I expect you to bring her home to me safe and sound."

"Yes ma'am. I won't let anyone or anything hurt her."

"That's all I ask."

"The good news is once that mission is completed, Jake and I are going to take part in an technology exchange with one of our allies."

"That doesn't sound so dangerous."

"There is an element of danger in that we're going to an alien world for the exchange and we're going to be piloting a new craft back to the Future for study and later testing."

"Wait¦you're going to be conducting the test flights of this new craft we're receiving?"

"Yes. Jake and I are now certified test pilots. It's part of our new Adjutant privileges and responsibilities."

"Surely they have other test pilots that can do that sort of thing."

"Not as many as you might think. All of the guys from the special tactics division were certified test pilots, but as you know we only have two special tactics officers left and one of them has tendered his resignation and requested permission to settle on Heindon for the remainder of his days. That makes Jake and I extremely valuable and members of a small club of trusted test pilots."

"I think one of the spetsnaz guys is a test pilot." Jake added.

"I suppose it makes sense to grace you with that task since you have so many advanced senses and abilities to draw upon."

"That was the Captain's point. He said if anyone should be a test pilot, Jake and I should be because we have an uncanny knack for piloting new craft without any previous exposure to the new craft in question."

"Your senses are like ten times more acute than the rest of us too, right?"

"They haven't fully assessed us in that area, but I think that's a conservatively accurate estimate."

"You can sense danger coming before it happens too, right?"

"Yes. Jake has precognitive abilities that I can draw upon to detect something dangerous about to happen."

"I can see how that would be an incredible advantage as a pilot."

"We also have the ability to shut a craft down and suspend it in the air or in space to keep it from crashing or whatever." Jake said.

"Now that's a clear advantage over most test pilots."

"I know, right?"

Amelia heard a strange noise outside and Laurel smiled as Amelia looked around out the living room window behind her.

"It's dad's transport mom. We can feel his presence drawing closer."

Amelia turned and looked at Laurel with a strange expression on her face.

"You have no idea how odd it is to hear you say that."

"You never got to hear me call anyone dad while I was growing up, huhn."

"No. I'm truly sorry for that honey."

"It's alright mom. I understand why you never trusted a man in our lives like that."

"I still feel like I robbed you of a masculine presence in your life."

"I'm not a snob or self absorbed brat so I think you did just fine mom."

"You're a sweet girl and I thank the good lord above for that every single day."

"I'm a reflection of you mom. You're a sweet wonderful person and it shows in me."

The noise outside grew louder as a four person transport came to a hover a few inches above the snowpack and held position. The side entry hatch scissored open and John could be seen basically jumping down into the thigh deep snow and then he looked back and raised his hand in salutation then he trudged through the dense wet snow that was turning to a slushy muck very quickly as the temperature continued to rise. Jake got to his feet and walked to the front door just in time to open it to find John looking around at the weird pattern of snow plowed from in front of the door.

"Hey son. I didn't know you and Laurel would beat me home once the weather broke."

"It's good to see ya' dad. How did you know Laurel is here? Are you developing the ability to sense our presence?"

"I do have a feeble sense of that ability, but it was elementary deduction. If you're here, she's here."

John stepped into the entryway and stomped the snow from his shoes then he bent down and unfastened his shoes, then stepped out of them and he looked at Amelia now stepping up to the doorway and his face absolutely lit up.

"Welcome home John. Are you hungry? I can put something hot out for you?"

"That would be lovely. The rations we had to subsist on were filling but not at all fulfilling if you know what I mean?"

"I think so. Come on in and I'll fix you a cup of tea real quick."

John nodded and stepped forward as Jake shut the front door after glancing out into the bright sunlight to see the snow slumping and compacting as the temperature rose steadily.

"We got some crazy conditions going on out there." Jake said.

"I can't figure out yet if this is normal for around here or not." John said.

"I'm just glad the blizzard conditions have gone away." Laurel said as she stepped up to John and hugged him briefly, and then kissed his cheek. "Welcome home dad."

"Thank you Laurel. You three really make a man feel like he's in heaven."

"You like having your little man and a couple pretty ladies in the house?" Laurel asked with a pretty smile on her face.

"Man oh man do I."

John walked over to Jake and embraced him tightly then he scribbled his hair and Jake smiled but pushed his dad's hand away and smoothed his short hair down and then they walked over to the couch and sat down. A few seconds later, Amelia walked over and handed John a cup of tea sweetened just how he liked and he smiled at her and gratefully took the cup.

"You relax a few minutes and I'll get some hot soup ready for you." Amelia said.

"Oh yeah! That special recipe vegetable soup of your mothers'?"

"Yes. I made a batch to pass the time while the storm raged out there."

"That sounds fantastic!"

Amelia smiled and turned and headed into the kitchen and Jake looked at his father.

"So dad, Laurel and I are going to be leaving for a little while. We've been asked by the enlighteners to join a search and rescue mission."

"Whoa! They specifically asked for you two?"

"Yeah. I guess the Captain has been bragging on us and it's getting around."

"Do you have to go far from here?"

"I don't know to tell you the truth. We haven't looked up the system to see how far away it is."

"When do you have to leave?"

"We get two days off then we leave on the third morning."

"I'm proud of you two for how able and important you are but I won't lie, it worries me and I'm gunna miss the heck out of you. I just never would've imagined this life for you son."

"I know I was pretty unassuming growing up. I'm gunna miss you too dad."

"I won't ask for specific details since it's probably a classified mission or whatever. Just stay alert and come home safely."

"We will. After that mission is completed we get to take part in an exchange of technology with one of our new allies. We're going to be bringing home a new interceptor that we will get to fly as test pilots later on."

"How exciting! That should be right up your alley."

"Yeah. We're really looking forward to it."

"What are we trading for this new ship?"

"A crimson fighter if you can believe that."

"No way! Are we getting something of equal value in trade?"

"We haven't seen the details yet, but the Captain sounded convinced that we are. We're getting an interceptor that is the latest advancement from our trading partner."

"I have some food ready for you John." Amelia called out as she set a steaming bowl of soup on the table.

"It smells divine."

John smiled at Jake then stood up and walked over to the table and sat down and he held his hand out to Amelia and she placed her hand in his.

"Will you sit with me while I eat? I would love to hear about your day."

"Sure. I would love to."

Amelia sat down in the chair next to him and began describing her activities of the day around the house and John maintained eye contact as she talked and he ate. When she reached the point of Laurel and Jake's arrival, John then finished his soup and then leaned back and Amelia refreshed his tea as he talked about his day. Laurel in the meantime watched the interaction between her mother and Jake's father and placed her head on Jake's shoulder.

"There is genuine love and respect between them," Laurel thought. "Your dad is so much like you. Mom deserves that kind of man in her life."

"I'm glad he makes her feel so complete."

"Liberated is more like it."

"Let's give 'em some peace to reconnect for a while. We can go relax in our room, maybe watch a video together."

Laurel nodded and the pair stood up and Amelia looked at them and grinned.

"You two going outside?"

"Heck no," Laurel replied with a pretty smile. "It's warming up but still cold out there. We're going to go to our room to relax for a bit and watch a vid."

"Okay. Let me know when you start to feel hungry and I'll fix supper."

"Sounds good mom, you're the best."

"Thank you sweetie, it's wonderful to have you home. I miss having my beautiful Laurel around to take care of."

"I think the Captain is going to give us decompression breaks like this more often after hard missions. We might not say anything, but the AI can detect conditions of stress in us and it passes those observations on to the Captain. He doesn't want to burn us out."

"Is that what happened before?"

"I think so. It was a hard journey getting us here."

"There's no arguing that point."

Laurel slid her hand into Jake's and led him down the hallway and into her room then she shut the door and walked over to the bed and turned and sat down while facing Jake, still holding his hand.

"You want something, don't you?"

"Yeah, but I can feel you aren't exactly in the mood. I know you'll give me what I want, but that isn't the same as being on the same page. Let's just lay down and watch a vid so you can snuggle up to me the way you want."

"You're so good to me Jake. I love that you can feel what's going on inside me so there aren't any bruised feelings or whatever."

Laurel let go of Jake's hand and leaned back and shoved herself back on the bed and Jake walked around to the side of the bed and rolled onto the bed, propping a pillow behind his head and then picking up the projection remote, handing it to Laurel.

"You pick something from the archive. There's like ten thousand titles to choose from so¦"

"Would you mind if I chose something educational?"

"Not at all. Whatever you want is fine with me babe. We like the same things anymore, remember?"

"Yeah, I remember."

Laurel activated the free floating image projection system and then perused through the categories, then titles, finally something caught her attention and she selected the title then set the remote down and turned on her side and half climbed on Jake with her head on his chest. The vid started and the two of them relaxed and cleared their minds. It wasn't long till Laurel felt so relaxed and comfortable with her head right next to Jake's heart, she found her eyes feeling heavy and the drowsy feeling carried over to Jake and they drifted off into a light sleep that eventually offered them a deep restful sleep their minds and bodies were aching for.
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60 Erudon

Laurel and Jake enjoyed two wonderful days on the Future planet doing pretty much what they wanted without worrying about duty or responsibility. The snow melted by morning so they were able to venture into the city to have a look around and they spent some quality time with Eva, brightening her day. They interacted with a few bearcats though they never caught sight of Alpha. They enjoyed home cooked meals since Amelia was released from her responsibilities for the two days Laurel and Jake were expected to be home.

By the end of the 2nd day they were well rested and feeling much more calm and collected. They came to realize the Captain was right about them needing some time to be free and reconnect with their parents without the stress of the call of duty hanging over them.

On the final evening they prepared for their inevitable departure in the morning and the confirmation was delivered by the AI that they would be retrieved by Crimson Fighter at zero seven hundred sharp, then returned to the Future to come before the Captain for their mission briefing and introduction to the team they would be working with for the duration of the mission. After the briefing they would have linguistic and cultural knowledge imparted to them via cerebral disc then they would transfer to the ship that would be carrying them to Erudon-5.

They bedded down relatively early so they would feel rested in the morning and it seemed like moments later they stirred to wakefulness at 05:00, Laurel waking first, Jake a few minutes later. They got up and freshened up then put their uniforms on and put their things away and then they enjoyed a last breakfast with Amelia and John and then they sat and talked for a few minutes as they waited for their ride to arrive.

As promised, at 07:00 on the dot they heard a Crimson Fighter descending to a gentle landing in the street in front of the house and Laurel and Jake stood and embraced their mother and father one last time then headed out the door and when they reached the ship and the airlock remained sealed, they realized the ship had been remote piloted down by the AI and they would be required to pilot the ship back to the Future, something they had proven quite adept at doing though other 2 person crews struggled with the complexities of multitasking a three man ship.

Laurel reached into the concealed compartment and unsealed the airlock, lowering the door and then they looked back at John and Amelia standing on the front stoop and they waved goodbye and then climbed aboard. They glanced forward and back confirming what they suspected, the ship was vacant. Laurel glanced at Jake and he grinned at her as he reached behind her and lifted the airlock control handle.

"You can pilot her up babe. I know how much fun it is sitting in that chair for you."

"Thanks Jake. You're every bit as good a pilot as me but¦"

"I know, you like the feeling of being in absolute control. I get it."

Laurel nodded and headed forward. The first thing Laurel did was to disable the AI autopilot and then she and Jake went through the systems checks. Once every system checked out, they initiated takeoff procedures. The trip up to the Future was uneventful and smooth, in stark contrast to the ride down. They were cleared to land in the main hangar and they set the Crimson Fighter down next to a visiting delegate ship and a three man crew took possession of the ship and they headed to the transport platform. They transported up to the command deck and headed directly to their quarters where they found their orders waiting on a data pad. They read through their orders then as the orders directed, they headed to the conference room down the corridor from Korica and Tamaric's quarters on the port side of the corridor toward the bow.

When they arrived at the conference room they found Captain Alexan, Commander Hiller, and three men that were very distinctly non-Human along with one man that was a very distinguished looking non-Human officer judging by his uniform and stature. Laurel and Jake stepped into the room and presented a salute while looking at the Captain.

"Adjutants Kade and Myers reporting as ordered sir," Laurel said.

The Captain returned their salute after standing up then he sat down and gestured to the empty seats next to Commander Hiller. The conference table was gigantic with its holographic projection system taking up so much space in the middle of the almost perfectly round black table making the present company seem small in number for the number of empty chairs around the table.

Laurel and Jake walked around the table and pulled the chairs next to Commander Hiller out and they sat down and scooted up to the table where they found flat data pads waiting for them.

"Thank you for showing on time you two," The Captain finally said. "I hope you enjoyed your time on the surface?"

"Yes sir," Laurel replied."We didn't' realize how much we needed that time to decompress. Mom and dad say hello by the way."

"Right back at 'em."

"We got to visit with Eva, Korica's little friend a couple streets over. She's growing strong down there and she loves school."

"She's a real cutie that one is. I've looked into her since Korica made her observational reports about her. She seems like a fine little lady."

"Yes sir. She is so courteous and smart. Her parents obviously take the time to foster proper behaviors in her."

"I would have to agree. If you would, activate your data pads there, you'll find your mission details on there, including images of the missing ambassadors."

Laurel and Jake leaned forward and activated their data pads and then took a few seconds to go through the details of the mission at hand. They studied the images presented for a few moments then they looked at the Captain to signal they were paying attention.

"I trust your photographic memory will enable you to remember those faces from here on out?" The Captain asked looking right at Laurel.

"Yes sir. I won't be able to forget them."

"Good, because I don't want you taking those data pads down to the surface with you when you reach Erudon five. There is just too much sensitive data and technologies in there to have them fall into the wrong hands."

"We understand sir."

"I thought you would. Allow me to introduce you to the people you'll be working with. This fine man here is Advar Dedjic. He is the Captain of the Juis'Tahn. That is the ship that will be taking you to the Erudon system some two hundred light years from here."

"Two hundred¦whoa! If you don't mind me asking sir," Laurel said. "How large is the area the enlighteners juristic over?"

"Ten thousand light years in every direction from the first home world system, which is now uninhabited by the way."

"Good heavens! I can't even imagine the resources necessary to govern an area that large. We had no idea their sphere of influence or concern was that large."

"Believe it or not, they have areas of concern outside our galaxy, though the details of their business that far out are rather guarded. With the Future's capabilities we may be asked to conduct business on their behalf outside our galaxy at some point. They understand our need to get Genesis into a state of self sufficiency before we'll agree to take on something like that through."

"Really? We might be asked to go to another galaxy for them?"

"Yup. As you know we can reach nearby galaxies in a few weeks to a few months if we really put the hammer down."

"Yes sir. I guess I just hadn't considered the possibility coming up so soon after getting to our new home world."

"All in good time Adjutant. Let's stay focused on the mission at hand."

"Yes sir."

"These fine men are going to be conducting the rescue mission so you will report and answer to them directly. This first gentleman here is Varis Denoca, the man sitting next to him is Gornus, his second, and the last man there is Laupon." Each man dipped his chin slightly as they were introduced. "Now Varis is a rank designation, not a name just so there's no confusion. Gentlemen, these are my star crew, Laurel Kade and Jake Myers. Understand they hold consideration from me as family would, treat them as such."

The men nodded subtly without saying a word though Laurel and Jake sensed they were taken aback by the Captain's last comment.

"Are we going to be uh¦altered to look more like them sir?" Jake asked

"Actually, you are all going to be altered to look more like Erudon five native inhabitants, or at least the most dominant species on the planet. They have three distinct species coexisting on Erudon five. You'll see in your mission briefs that there is a particular area of suspected interest for where the ambassadors are likely being held, but it's subterranean in one of the oldest cities. These fine men will be guiding you in and they will need your keen senses to find your way through the maze of underground passageways, tunnels and shattered buildings."

"Are we going to have the authority to uh¦take control of our own destiny if we disagree with the direction we're being led sir?" Jake asked.

"If survival and or mission success is in question¦yes. Do what you feel you have to but make no mistake, these men are in command of the mission and it is to remain that way. You can blaze your own trail if you feel you have to, but you aren't to take command of the mission unless expressly requested to do so, is that clear?"

"Yes sir, crystal. We're there as advisors and backup, nothing more. We understand and respect that role for the duration of the mission."

"Good. This isn't our mission; we're just assisting someone else with their mission."

"Yes sir, we understand."

"Are we going to be exposed to the cerebral disc here sir?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. A mobile version has been brought aboard for that very purpose. It imparts a less comprehensive essence but it will serve what we need and I want to see the thing in operation for myself. I know you've seen one work before, but I haven't."

Laurel glanced at the men seated at the table across from her and then she looked at Commander Hiller and spoke softly.

"Do these men speak English?"

"Yes. They've been exposed to the conglomerate Human donor cerebral disc that was created after Tamaric's disc was created." She replied softly as 2 officers wheeled a cerebral machine in through the doorway.

"Why haven't they said a word then?" Laurel asked in an even softer voice.

Commander Hiller simply shrugged her shoulders as she wrinkled her lips.

"I guess they'll speak when they feel they have something worth sharing." Jake thought.

"I sense it's a little more than that."

"You think it's you?"

"Yeah. You know how that goes? Shocking looks and smarts, not something that should present in a girl like me."

"I think you're reading rigid body language into something that isn't there babe. I don't feel what you're interpreting as intolerance of a young girl that is brilliant and beautiful."

"Maybe it's females in general."

"That's what I sense."

The officers wheeled the chair and associated electronic controls into the room and then simply turned and walked out of the room without saying a word and then Denoca scooted his chair back and stood up and he walked over to the cerebral disc contraption and he primed the machine then looked at the Captain expectantly and the Captain simply pointed at the power port beside the contraption and Denoca looked at it and nodded then pulled a retractable power cable from its stowage compartment until it was extended long enough to reach the power port. He then squatted down and plugged the cable into the port then he stood up and stepped back over to the cerebral machine and he initiated the power up sequence then he instinctively looked at Jake.

"I would like to impart the required knowledge for the mission to you first."

Jake stood up and glanced at the Captain and he dipped his chin as if he knew exactly what Jake was thinking. Jake acknowledged the nod with a smirk and then he walked over to the cerebral machine and looked it over as Denoca pulled up the retinal delivery arm.

"I guess you are not aware that anything you impart to me will in turn be accessible to Laurel. If we engage in a session of the deep sharing, I can impart a direct sharing of my knowledge to her mind. In essence, she will learn what I know directly from my brain. You don't have to do this to both of us."

"Captain Alexan tried to explain your shared existence though I will admit that is one aspect which escaped me."

Denoca's accent was a mottled combination of several vaguely familiar accents and his inflections were both deep and slightly intimidating. The man carried a commanding air that was imposing and striking.

"We exist as one person and when we commit to the deep sharing of minds it is reinforced even further sir. I know that concept can be a little hard to understand from an outside observer's perspective."

"A little? It makes no sense at all. If what you say is accurate, it will save time only imparting the required knowledge to one of you. Please sit down and we will begin the process."

Jake leaned to the side to avoid bumping into the retinal arm and then he leaned back and tried to relax as Denoca finished setting up the programming portion. He finally stepped into Jake's field of view and he pointed at the retinal delivery emitter.

"Look directly at this emitter and try not to blink as the retinal link is established. Once a link is established you may blink normally, the cerebral implantation will pause imperceptibly every time you blink then reengage once your eyes are accessible. The length of time required to deliver the desired knowledge varies from one person to another. The richer the plasticity of the mind, the faster the knowledge will be delivered. You are young thus you should be capable of absorbing the knowledge rather quickly."

"Makes sense. I'm ready whenever you are." Jake said confidently.

Denoca turned and placed the cerebral disc in the cartridge tray and then touched the rim of the tray and it slid closed and the system engaged. The Captain was initially alarmed at the stream of bluish white energy flowing into Jake's eyes as he held a gaze on the emitter until the stream became focused into a tight beam of rippling energy streaming into Jake's eyes. The Captain unclenched as he looked at Laurel.

"Is that what you remember seeing the last time one of these things was used in your presence?"

"Pretty much sir. This system seems to be a little more crude because it's a mobile version, but the stream of energy and basic components are the same."

"Are you absorbing what Jake is being exposed to at this moment?"

"No sir. It doesn't work like that. I'm sharing his sense of sensation but any knowledge will come later, once his mind has had a chance to process it."

"Sensation? What sensations are you experiencing?"

"His eyes are stinging a little bit¦a throbbing sensation in his forehead¦I assume pressure on the optic nerve is causing that¦excitement too¦that's more of an emotional sensation though."

"Nothing seriously uncomfortable though?"

"No sir. There isn't any pain or anything."

"Good. You'll alert us if that changes?"

"Oh you can count on it sir¦" Laurel leaned toward the captain and spoke very softly. "I can destroy that whole thing in the blink of an eye while protecting Jake from the discharge that would result."

"Can't you just pull the plug?"

"I wouldn't advise that while the link is established. The thing could drag things out of Jake's mind or input faulty data as it lost power. That thing is linked directly into his higher learning center sir. That's not an area of the brain you want messed with."

The Captain nodded and then they sat quietly and watched as Denoca sat down at the table and watched the display on the device. After a few moments he looked at Captain Alexan and grinned, an unusual looking expression on such an otherwise chiseled face.

"I have never seen anyone absorb knowledge at this rate before. The machine is working at maximum capacity though I think he could absorb the knowledge even faster if it were possible to deliver it faster."

"I'm not surprised. Laurel and Jake have a neural density that is hard to comprehend. Our own technology that works on a more direct principle for knowledge insertion delvers the information at a rate unmatched by just about anyone else in our population. We have to turn things down to maintain safety protocols, but I believe they could absorb in minutes what would take others hours to absorb."

"They are unusual cases for what is considered normal for your species?"

"They represent what we are evolving toward. They are extreme cases of what most of our youth exhibit as far as brain development."

"What of their unusual physical attributes? Their eyes are uniquely different and the symmetry of their facial features is not something I have witnessed in the rest of the population I have encountered."

"Oh they definitely have the beauty genes in just the right order to make them stand out. We're still trying to determine if that's something unique to them or a series of traits that will become predominant in all of our future generations. At the very least it will likely carry over to their children."

"There are techniques for harnessing desired traits while writing out other less desirable traits if one applies the right sequencing before conception."

"Oh we are aware of gene selection techniques but we have laws against messing with natural selection like that."

Denoca looked at Jake for a moment then he looked at Laurel and finally he looked back at the Captain.

"You are telling me these two turned out like this naturally?"

"Yes. There was no genetic manipulation involved. We've looked carefully into that just to be sure."

"Spontaneous mutation in a positive direction¦that is highly unusual for any species."

"We are aware. The same thing has been passed along to us by some very ancient and advanced races. Laurel and Jake do us proud on so many levels. Even the advanced take pause in wonder at what they represent."

"I suppose it answers why the enlighteners have taken such a shinning to your people. I have never seen a species so quickly invited to join on such a profound level. It is not just your technological prowess they are impressed with, it is you as a people, you are advanced."

"I don't know if that's admiration or envy I'm hearing in your voice."

"A little of both I suppose. It took us fifty of your solar years to prove our worth and another ten to gain membership on the council. You achieved the same in less than two. Many of us wonder but do not question how and why."

Denoca looked at the display on the cerebral machine and he nodded subtly.

"I have a rare insight into why if these two represent where you are evolving as a species. Some of the older races among the enlighteners have the ability to sense certain unseen aspects of an entire population. I suspect these remarkable youth are what was sensed¦especially if others possess similar traits¦in fifty years you will outshine most other species of the enlighteners."

"So long as character values remain consistent." Advar Dedjic piped in seemingly out of nowhere.

"Have you seen character values diminish in others that were granted membership?" The Captain inquired looking directly at the Advar.

"Yes. There is a certain amount of power granted and that can be intoxicating if one is of weak constitution to begin with. We have seen it corrupt people over time."

"I'm sure censure and punishment is administered if that is witnessed?"

"In the extreme. Too many people and systems are represented by the enlightener cast to allow unchecked madness and abuse to go unhindered."

The Captain leaned back in his chair and pondered for a moment how that would play out and he hoped for all that was good and righteous that he would never have to find out how ugly that could be for everyone on the Future planet.

"I can promise you won't experience that kind of thing from us. We have a civilian oversight committee that reins our power in and the civilian corps has very strict ethical protocols that we abide by. They govern our every decision and action so that power doesn't go to our heads or reside in any one person or organization."

"You seem like a noble people¦let us hope that holds true over the long term."

"Indeed. You have to remember that Laurel and Jake represent the next generation that will be taking my generation's place among you. I don't think you will find a more compassionate and brilliant bunch than the youth among us now. They will pass those high moral and ethical values on to their children and so on."

"Yes. This mission will go far in convincing me of your people's value as members. I am open minded and hopeful at this point."

"That is all we ask. Give us a chance to prove what valuable allies we can be."

The Advar looked at Captain Alexan with a stony expression.

"That is why we are here on your fine ship. Thus far¦I like what I see. You take care of your people admirably and consider others with dignity and respect."

"I appreciate the praise Advar. Perhaps after this I can offer you a tour of the Future so you can see more of the lengths we got to in order to take care of our people."

"You would expect an inside look at our vessels in exchange?"

"I never said that. I don't presume anything of you. I just want to show you around this marvel we built to take care of our population as we crossed the expanse of our galaxy."

"No expectations in return?"

"No sir, none."

"How admirable. I would welcome the opportunity as the team is prepared for the mission to Erudon five aboard the Juis'Tahn."

"Wonderful. I think you'll like what you see."

"May I choose any section to explore?"

"Uuuh¦within reason, yes."

"You have areas you would forbid others from viewing?"

"Yes. A few of our engineering levels are sensitive and frankly dangerous to explore. Other than that, I will show you a map of the ship and you may choose what you would like to see, I will take there personally."

"That seems prudent¦and generous."

There was a tone emitted from the cerebral machine and Denoca stood up and walked over to the device and checked the progress then looked at the Advar with a stunned look on his face.

"It is done Advar."

"Unbelievable! Turn it off and allow him time to regain his senses."

Denocan nodded and deactivated the machine and the stream of energy faded away and Jake closed his eyes tightly and slumped in the seat slightly as the pain surged then quickly faded away. Laurel then got to her feet and walked over to Jake and knelt down in front of him and pulled his hand away from his eyes where he had been rubbing them and she slid her other hand into his other hand and then she set her forehead in his lap.

"Join with me Jake, let me help you recover from the ordeal quicker."

Jake relaxed, but kept his eyes closed as he reached out to Laurel and the two joined minds deeply and Laurel absorbed everything he had been exposed to and helped him sort out the confusing knowledge in short order. It only took a few minutes of enchanted deep sharing for Jake to recover and share what he had absorbed and then the pair separated and Laurel lifted her head and waited for her vision to clear, then she stood up as Denoca moved the retinal arm out of the way and Jake opened his eyes and stood up and smiled at Laurel.

"Thanks hun, I feel much better now."

"Did you share what was imparted to him?" The Captain asked.

"Yes sir," Laurel replied looking at him directly. "I helped him organize and sort out the information while absorbing it myself. We both know the culture and primary languages we're going to need to know along with¦a vague recollection of the person that donated the knowledge."

"Incredible! You never cease to amaze Laurel. You two can go prepare for departure. Take minimal items, you'll be furnished with everything you need by the Advar and his crew."

"Aye sir. Maybe you can conduct that tour while we get ready?"

"What do you say Advar, would you like to have a look around while the Adjutants get ready?" The Captain said looking at him with a friendly grin.

"I welcome the chance to observe your ship and her wonders in person."

The Captain looked at Laurel and Jake and they presented a salute that the Captain returned and then they walked over to the table and collected the data pads containing their mission briefs and then they bowed to the group of men seated at the table and they returned a courteous gesturer of chin dips and Laurel and Jake walked out of the room and Gornus looked at the Advar.

"Those two have a remarkable air about them. I hope they are capable of exhibiting a level maturity that does not present a distraction rather than a benefit to the mission. I am not looking forward to working with kids and a female on top of it all."

"You do not even know them." The Advar said sternly.

"I know."

"You will likely be putting your life in their hands at some point, just remember that."

"They are young, but I will try to reserve judgment until they have a chance to prove me wrong."

"Just treat them with the respect we promised the good Captain here we would show them Gornus."

"Come¦" Captain Alexan said standing up, "Let me show you around the ship."

The other's stood up and the Captain reached out and activated the holographic projector in the middle of the table and then he brought up a three dimensional representation of the Future and the men looked at it in stunned disbelief.

"Your ship is enormous¦" Laupon said. "We cannot possibly see it all in the limited time we have."

"I would like to see this stasis ring of yours and that, the gardening ring. I would like to see how it is you feed so many."

"I would be honored to show you those areas."

"Then that¦" He said pointing at the antigravity generator area. "I would like to see how you create gravity waves from something so compact and visually simple."

"I would be happy to show you the antimatter generators. They aren't active while we are in orbit so I can even open the dome and show you the basic internal component layout."

"What is that area there?" Laupon asked pointing at the isolation area in the lower forward decks. "It looks like a confinement area of some kind."

"It is in a way. That's the contamination isolation deck. That is large enough to accommodate our entire population if necessary. It was feared we would come across something we couldn't identify or fight off naturally so we needed an area to confine the stricken while we cared for them and avoided spreading something around the rest of the ship until we could come up with a cure for whatever the people in isolation were exposed to."

"It has never been used for that purpose?"

"Out of initial concern, a few of us have been sent there but nothing that represented an epidemic has ever been identified. The isolation term was short as a treatment was discovered quickly and administered successfully."

"I do not think that is an area we need to explore." The Advar said.

"I will show you the areas of interest and if time permits a few more." The Captain said. "Follow me."

The Captain led the men out of the room as Laurel and Jake completed transport up to the command deck. They headed out of the transport compartment and made their way to their quarters. Laurel sat down on the bunk and slid her shoes off then she looked at Jake and smiled at him.

"You know¦it's going to be a while until we can mess around. You want something while we have a little time on our hands?"

Jake stopped midstride as he was shucking his pants off and he grinned as he looked at Laurel and read her deeper feelings from within himself.

"You're horny? I would love to make love to you before we go on this mission."

"The whole works?"

"Yeah. If you want the works I can accommodate you."

"You like it as much as I do, huhn?"

"I like experiencing your sensations¦so¦yeah."

"Does that make us weird cause I like experiencing your sensations too?"

"Probably so but only you and I are aware so¦"

Laurel smiled and stood up and started taking her clothes off as Jake finished getting undressed first. He waited for Laurel to reach a fully nude state then he drank in her striking beauty for a few moments then he gestured to the bathroom.

"You wanna use the bathroom before we get into it?"

"I wasn't even¦yeah, I do have to pee come to think of it."

Laurel stepped closer to Jake and kissed his cheek then stepped into the bathroom and Jake climbed on the bed and the relief he sensed confirmed that it was Laurel that had to go, not him. Laurel emerged a minute later after freshening up and the pair enjoyed a hardy round of intercourse then they wrapped up in robes and headed to the bathing compartment and they took what they were sure was to be the last shower they would have for a while. They then returned to their quarters and combed and brushed their hair and then donned their formal uniforms, including sidearms. They then packed a change of uniform and their data pads in a single travel pack and nothing else and headed toward the Captain's office.

When they arrived at his Office, they found Commander Hiller at the Captains desk going over the duty roster and she greeted the pair warmly with a friendly smile and a wave gesture to come on in. They stepped into the room and Jake set the pack down by the door then they sat down in front of Commander Hiller. The Commander took a moment to finish what she was doing and then she looked at Laurel and Jake as she leaned back in her chair.

"So¦you two ready for this?"

"Yes ma'am," Laurel replied. "As ready as we can be."

"I've filled your watch stations for the duration of your mission. When you return¦and you better be returning safe and sound¦I'm going to schedule your engineering readiness training so I can start positing you to main engineering for duty."

"Are we short handed down there ma'am?" Jake asked.

"Oh we have enough active duty personnel to cover all the duty stations while in stationary orbit like this but the competence level¦well it isn't where I would like to see it if you know what I mean? You two will raise the level of comfort I have in who is down there should something go wrong or whatever."

"I sense you're going to rotate us onto the night watch more often than not." Jake said.

"I am going to do my best to assign you to the same watch area at the same time but I can't promise that will always be possible. The overnight is just as important that we have an alert crew standing watch and I know you two have a level of stamina others may not possess. That makes me inclined to assign you to that particular time."

"I know we don't understand how things work down there yet, but it kind of looked like taking readings from all of the workstations is all that was going on. Are we really going to spend twelve hours taking readings and waiting for something to happen?"

"Not everything you do in the civilian corps is going to be glamorous or exciting, but it's still important. Besides¦Laurel's lab is down there so I would put to you that you'll have plenty of time to work out the issues of designing and building the probe while you're on duty down there."

"We're allowed to be distracted like that?"

"If your readings are taken regularly and the door is left open so you can hear and sense anyone entering the space¦yes."

"I'm sorry if I seem a little¦ungrateful ma'am. Laurel and I are grateful for our positions and the privileges granted to us. I know we don't have to understand everything we're asked to do and we'll comply diligently¦as always, but I assume not many people are allowed to engage in distractive activities while standing watch. Isn't that going to foster some resentment from the rest of the crew? You know, the idea that we're being treated different from the rest of the crew."

"You're not the only ones that are permitted distractive activities if it makes you feel any better."

"Really? It does actually. I know you don't like explaining yourself to subordinates so¦"

"You and Laurel are an exception to that principle¦don't go thinking it can happen regularly though. Now and then I can abide by it but¦"

"We won't question your orders or your way of doing things ma'am. You're one of our COs so we know our place."

"Good man."

"Is the Captain still conducting the tour for our guests from the Juis'Tahn?" Laurel asked.

"I don't know." Commander Hiller looked at the view screen on the bulkhead beside the Captain's desk. "Future, what is the Captain's location?"

"Captain Alexan is in aft deck thirty-one exploring the long term stasis food storage facilities."

"More explanation as to how we feed so many people over the long term?"

"Affirmative. The visiting crew wants to see how food stores were preserved for centuries without spoilage."

"I guess I can see how that would prove interesting to a people unfamiliar with long term preservation techniques."

"The Captain is trying to explain how the process was modified to achieve hard stasis for the population in their stasis chambers once we were thrown hundreds of thousands of light years off course."

"Do you know if they have more explorations plans beyond their current location?"

"I believe curiosity is peaked now that a small glimpse of the ship has been granted."

"Understood." The Commander said as she looked at Laurel and Jake. "Are you two looking forward to getting to the Juis'Tahn so your appearances can be altered?"

"We've been through slight alteration to fit in during an away mission but this is going to be in the extreme," Laurel replied. "I'm not sure how much I'm looking forward to being altered to look like a war survivor of a species that don't look Human."

"A little ridge brow accentuation, a little soot, ash and dirt here and there¦and we have to hide those incredible eyes of yours. You'll fit in once you're dirtied up a bit."

"The Captain said something about wearable HUD contacts that will disguise our eye color. Have you seen this tech for yourself?" Jake asked.

"Sure. Let's take a walk and I'll get you two fitted with a pair."

The Commander deactivated the projected display that was projecting a few inches above the desk and she stood up and Laurel and Jake followed suit, standing up and walking around their chairs where they waited for the Commander to lead the way.

"Where is this new tech stored?" Laurel asked.

"In the alien technology R and D lab on this deck."

"I uh¦I didn't know we had an R and D lab like that."

"It was recently constructed and put into use since we're acquiring a great deal of alien technology as of late."

The Commander walked past Laurel and Jake and out the door and they turned left and headed down the corridor to the end, almost directly in front of Korica's quarters and Laurel paused momentarily and Melissa didn't fail to notice. She stopped, turned on her heels, and then put her hand on Laurel's shoulder as she dipped her chin.

"You miss her terribly, don't you?"

"More than you know ma'am. I can't really explain why I love her so much but¦you would think she was really my daughter or something. It's gets to me almost every time I walk past her quarters."

"You have a huge heart Laurel. The bigger the heart, the bigger the hurt when those loved by it are absent."

"I understand and respect her role around here, it just sucks sometimes."

"I'm sure your mom thinks the same exact thing. People with talents like those you and Korica possess are going to be in high demand. The wonderful little spirit is saving an entire planet after all. You've done similar feats even if not on such a cosmic scale."

"I know ma'am. She's the hero around here, not Jake and I."

"You just hold to that humble streak. I like that you don't have swelled heads about the incredible things you've done for all of us." The Commander withdrew her hand and flicked her head down the cross corridor. "Come on, the alien tech R and D lab is this way."

Commander Hiller spun around and continued down the corridor to the left well past the conference room into an area of the forward corridors that Laurel and Jake were aware of but had never ventured into. They walked 100 yards toward the bow of the ship, and then turned left down an extremely wide corridor with a ceiling 5 meters high with heavy duty gravity plating integrated into to it to compensate for the high ceilings. They walked another 70 yards toward the port side of the forward section and then stopped at a set of what looked like EMPACC reinforced blast doors that curved inward slightly.

Commander Hiller had her palm scanned and the doors rolled out of the way from an unnoticed overlapping position until they were retracted into the bulkhead completely. It was then that they noticed just how thick the saw-toothed doors were as they walked across the threshold into the expansive lab full of interesting devices undergoing study and testing and in some cases complete reverse engineering. There were obvious civilian scientists working at several stations and only one civilian corps officer dressed in a red and black engineering sciences uniform.

Commander Hiller led Laurel and Jake directly to the officer and he popped to attention and saluted the Commander. She returned the salute as she stepped up to the man.

"What can I do for you ma'am? I wasn't expecting an inspection tour if that's what you're here for."

"No, no Lieutenant Androse, we aren't here for anything formal like that. I believe you know these two?" She said gesturing to Laurel and Jake.

"There's no mistaking who these two are ma'am. Laurel Kade and Jake Myers. Welcome to the alien tech R and D lab Adjutants."

"Thank you sir. We had no idea this lab existed until now."

"As you can see, we've got our hands on quite a few trinkets that need to be studied and in many cases rapid reverse engineered using materials we're familiar with and have in adequate supply. The task is so daunting; we've decided to assign the majority of the R and D activities to the civilian scientists to reduce the number of corps personnel necessary to achieve our goals."

"That's impressive. This is your lab but its primary work is carried out by civilians?"

"That's pretty much it. The civilian oversight board insisted on more active participation in examining and exploiting the gained benefits of our new alliances so this is one of the best ways to facilitate that. What is it I can help you with?"

"We're here to procure a couple sets of the ocular HUD devices given to us by the Duvien from Rigeria four." Commander Hiller said.

"Those would be over there in the optics department," The Lieutenant said pointing to one of the rear work bays.

They walked deeper into the lab as Laurel and Jake glanced around at the different objects being studied until they reached the optics bay that was contained within a bay with a optical aspect testing assembly. There on the worktable were several sets of contacts in a liquid suspension. The Lieutenant looked at the Commander and grinned.

"Are you going to be using these in the field or is this just a curiosity examination?"

"Oh no, we need these for a particular mission the Adjutants are going to be taking part in. They need to look the part of a particular species that don't share our eye color characteristics, and especially not those of these two. We need to hide those remarkable eyes of theirs."

"I see. What color are you looking for the contacts to reproduce?"

"Black. No pupil/iris separation."

"That should be easy since that's the base color of the contacts until a specific color and iris pattern is programmed. Step closer here Laurel; I need to measure your eyes in order to get the right fit for you."

Laurel nodded and took a timid step closer. The Lieutenant picked up a small scanning remote and he simply passed it in front of each of her eyes as she stared at the device then he held it over a pair of the contacts and he touched the activation command and the contact could be seen shrinking in size slightly and assuming a different shape that matched the unique shape of Laurel's eyeball. The Lieutenant then looked at Jake and he stepped next to Laurel and the Lieutenant repeated the process for yet another pair of contacts. He then looked at Commander Hiller.

"Did you want to program any mission critical data before they insert them?"

"Yes, most definitely."

"Alright, take this remote and synch it with the AI and any information you want to download into the ocular HUD's onboard processor can be carried out."

"If that remote works on a wireless frequency¦won't that present a vulnerability while the contacts are in use?" Laurel asked.

"The receiver is deactivated once an upload is completed for that very reason. It can only be reinitialized to an active state by the person wearing the contacts."

"I see. These are in that active state?"

"Yes. They have to be in order to adapt them to a particular user's characteristics."

The Lieutenant handed the remote to Commander Hiller then lifted the small tray containing the first pair of contacts and he handed it toward Laurel.

"You insert the contact by touching the contact with the tip of your finger then touching your eye with the contact."

Laurel nodded and gently touched the first contact and it adhered to her fingertip and then she lifted it to her eye and looked dead ahead as she inserted it on her eye. She blinked a few times and the contact moved into the correct position and then she repeated the process with the other contact then looked at Commander Hiller and she was taken aback by the new look of Laurel's eyes.

"Well¦that's definitely different."

"Is it ghastly?" Laurel asked in a timid voice.

"Unusual is more like it. It's amazing how such a seemingly small change can alter how a person is perceived."

"It diminishes my beauty?"

"I'll have to admit so. You're still a stunning young lady but¦"

"But not shockingly so now."

"Yes. You're next Jake." The Commander said gesturing to the worktable.

Lieutenant Androse picked up another pair and handed them toward Jake after performing a scan and resizing them and Jake took the small tray and then Laurel handed her empty tray to the Lieutenant. Jake then proceeded to pickup and insert the contacts just as Laurel had and when he looked at Commander Hiller she grimaced.

"Wow! For you that adds a spooky touch."

"I suppose I can live with that."

"Are you feeling any discomfort?" Lieutenant Androse asked.

Laurel and Jake both shook their heads and then looked at each other and it took a few moments to get used to the new aspect the contacts provided to their appearances.

"It's definitely an alien look." Laurel said grinning.

"No kidding. You're still my Laurel but it's going to take some getting used to not seeing those stunning blue eyes."

Commander Hiller looked at the remote and the Lieutenant gestured to another workstation that had an interactive direct AI link console. The Commander walked over to the console and set the remote down on the circular interactive data transfer platform and then she looked up at the display above it.

"Future, I want you to download all relevant mission data and anything you feel might come in handy during their mission."

"Understood. Data transfer in progress. May I include a command to alter eye color on demand should such a choice be desired during the mission?"

"Yes," The Lieutenant replied. "That will have to be uploaded to the root command directory rather than the general information files directory you're downloading to right now."

"I understand. I'll complete the current download then initiate a root command supplemental download that will be passed along during the upload to the ocular HUD processor control program."

"How long can we wear these contacts before they have to be removed to be cleaned or whatever?" Laurel asked.

"They're long term use contacts, around thirty days or so unless you start to notice obscuration due to build up on the lenses."

"That should be plenty long enough."

"I hope to God you're out of there in less than thirty days," The Commander said. "I hope a day or two at the most is all you're stuck on that God forsaken world. The images I saw are pretty bleak. They've torn the planet up pretty good over the centuries."

"We're not going to stop and look around," Jake said. "We plan to find these ambassadors and get the heck out of there as quick as possible."

"Data transfer complete," The AI reported. "Root command update in progress."

"So, will the remote update both of them at the same time?" Commander Hiller asked.

"No. Now that they're wearing them, they will see a prompt indicating the remote is trying to establish a link and they will have to accept the link in order for the upload to take place. They'll have to do that independently since each pair has a slightly different receiver frequency. The remote operates on all available frequencies, but only one at a time for data transfer. The receivers will deactivate once the upload is successful and they'll have to reinitialize them should more data be required."

"Root command download complete." The AI reported.

Commander Hiller picked up the remote and aimed it at Laurel's face and she touched the data transfer command and Laurel saw the prompt appear before her eyes and she grinned and squinted while looking left, in the direction of the accept command prompt and then the data flowed into her ocular processor. It only took a few seconds and the tiny display on the remote reported upload complete and then the 2nd root command upload commenced and it was complete in a micro second. The Commander then faced Jake and repeated process and he too grinned at the unusual sight of text appearing right before his eyes, overlapping on the world before his eyes.

"That's incredible¦" Laurel said as she used eye contractions to peruse through the mission files, star charts, and enhanced visual spectral command options.

"Who needs a data pad huhn?" The Lieutenant said smiling.

"Yeah. We have all the pertinent data right here before our eyes and so much more."

"You seem to have figured out the controls pretty easily?" Commander Hiller posed.

"Yes ma'am. The different commands and options are clearly spelled out and it's extremely intuitive as to how to control the things."

"You two are geniuses at figuring out complex things like this anyways so¦"

"Is there anything else I can help you with Commander Hiller?" The Lieutenant asked.

"No. I'm afraid they have to go into this mission with as few objects as possible but these can be hidden in plain sight while making them look native."

"I understand. If you need anything else, come by anytime ma'am."

"I'll do that. Thank you Lieutenant Androse."

The Lieutenant saluted the Commander and she returned the salute then Laurel and Jake saluted the Lieutenant, even though technically they outranked him but he returned the salute and the 3 of them then turned and headed to the exit and once the door rolled open, they stepped out and turned right heading back the way they had come.

Just as the trio reached the command deck common area, the Captain and his guests stepped out of the transport compartment and the Captain instantly looked in the direction of the Commander and Laurel and Jake and he was noticeably shaken by what he saw. The dark black eyes were both shocking and slightly disturbing on otherwise beautiful people like Laurel and Jake. The Captain stopped dead in his tracks and took in the shocking sight then changed course and walked over to the three of them.

"I see you've been fitted with the ocular HUDs. I must say¦not a flattering look for you two."

"I know¦" Laurel started. "We look like possessed souls from some old Earth horror show."

"That aside, what do you think of the technology?"

"They're amazing sir. It's like wearing a data pad that no one can tell is there."

"No stinging in the eyes or anything?"

"No sir. They're actually quite comfortable so far."

"Good. If they should start to bother you before you head to the surface of Erudon five, please let the crew of the Juis'Tahn know. You'll have to remove them so your irises can be dyed. It's a long term staining of the iris cells that I would rather not see you have to endure. I'm really quite partial to your natural eye color and I honestly don't know if the dye would permanently alter that in some way."

"When used on people with deep light toned eye color, like Laurel and Jake here, there is a diminished color once the dye erodes away." The Advar said.

"There you have it. I would rather not see that happen to you two, but please be honest if your eyes become irritated before deploying to the surface of Erudon five."

"We will sir."

"Good. I guess you're all set to go?"

"We just have the pack in your office to retrieve sir." Jake said.

"Very good. Our tour is completed so let's get your pack and send you on your way. Every second we delay is just that much longer the ambassadors are in lord knows what conditions of captivity."

"Aye sir."

The Captain led the way to his office and Laurel stepped in behind the Captain and grabbed the pack then smiled at the Captain.

"We'll see you soon with blue and green eyes aglow sir."

"Yes¦I would much prefer that."

Laurel nodded and stepped back out of the office and the Advar gestured to the transport compartment. The group walked over to the transport compartment and Jake stepped in first to find the rest of the Juis'Tahn crew waiting for them. Laurel and the Advar stepped in and then the whole group stepped up onto the transport platform and Laurel looked at the free floating display and then she glanced at the Advar.

"Main hangar Advar?"

"Yes. My escort ship is waiting for us there."

Laurel nodded and then reached out and touched the indicator for the main hangar and a few seconds later they disappeared in a bright blue flash of light. They appeared in the transport enclosure in the main hangar and Laurel and Jake were shocked by the sight that greeted them. They expected to see a ship parked in the hangar waiting for them to board but instead they found a ship hanging in space just outside the hangar opening but it was much too large to fit in the hangar so its boarding ramp was extended through the myogenic field right into the hangar while the bulk of the ship hung in space mere inches from the Future. The boarding ramp was comprised of a half circle tunnel of segmented and articulated metal sections so the passengers utilizing the ramp were protected from the vacuum of space. The myogenic field was arcing slightly where it was in contact with the boarding ramp and the boarding ramp was wagging very gently as the 2 ships moved around in space in different directions as the automated matching system kept them aligned but not perfectly.

"This is not something you have seen done before?" The Advar inquired noticing Laurel and Jake's stunned gaze.

Laurel looked at him and shook her head.

"No sir. We've seen this technique used before but not in space with another ship."

"I am not sure I understand your meaning."

"We were docked with a gigantic space station the size of a small moon and they extended a boarding ramp to the main hangar like this, but we were in an artificial pressure gravity environment inside the space station. I guess I just never would've thought of docking a ship like what we're seeing here."

"My escort ship would not fit in this hangar. This was the most logical way to solve the problem."

They stepped down from the transport platform and Jake pulled the enclosure door open and Laurel looked at the Advar.

"Don't you have smaller craft that can carry a small group of people?"

"We do have strike interceptors and troop drop ships. Neither is satisfactory for a visit like this one though. We will board the Tambor there, dock with the Juis'Tahn, then make our departure without the need to disembark through a hangar like this."

They continued toward the boarding ramp and Jake was the one that now looked at the Advar.

"Are you saying the Tambor docks externally and becomes part of the Juis'Tahn?"

"That is exactly what I am saying. The Tambor is one of the wing sections of the Juis'Tahn."

"Interesting. The ship separates into fighting sections in the event of attack or whatever?"

"Yes. It is rapid and unexpected, catching a foe by surprise giving us an advantage even if momentary. When operated by a well trained crew, that is all that is needed to get the upper hand in an engagement."

"You're counting on most adversaries being unable to track or target multiple targets simultaneously if it's unexpected?"

"Yes. We have found that to be the case most of the time."

"It would confuse the crew of this ship despite the complex systems I assume are in use, yes?" Gornus asked.

"Have you seen the way this ship is armed? The AI would sense a separation process taking place and the multi target plotting system would engage each target independently without the crew having to do anything. It might surprise or confuse the crew, but not the AI."

"Impressive. We would not engage a ship like the Future anyways. We understand when it is better to retreat and live to fight another day."

"That's pretty smart. We have shields that are impenetrable so¦"

"No shield is perfect. A vulnerability just has to be discovered in order to exploit it at the proper time."

"That's true."

They reached the boarding ramp and stood looking at the swaying ramp for a moment then the Advar stepped into the wagging tunnel first and then Gornus right behind him and Laurel took the cue and stepped into the tunnel and she found the movement to be unnerving but nowhere near as bad as she expected. Jake stepped in behind her and then Denoca and Laupon brought up the rear.

The walk was fairly short even if slightly downhill to the Tambor, but the walking surface of the ramp was rough providing adequate traction to avoid slipping and falling in the heavy artificially induced gravity field. They stepped onto the Tambor and they emerged directly into the operation center and the Advar simply raised a hand with his index finger pointed up and he made a circle in the air and the airlock door dropped sealing the boarding ramp with a thud and the ramp was retracted. The Advar looked at Laurel and Jake and gestured to a pair of unoccupied seats at different control stations next to one another.

"You may sit there until we dock, do not touch anything."

Laurel and Jake walked over to the seats and sat down quietly as the rest of the crew assumed their duties. All of the varied displays and controls read in a language Laurel and Jake didn't understand though some of the displayed readings they were able to correlate to known factors. The control center was laid out in a semi circle with one whole side of the compartment vacant of any consoles or controls. The segmented look of the bulkhead suggested to Laurel that once docked, the bulkhead would retract making the small control center part of a much larger command and control arena.

The crew barked orders and confirmations in a language Laurel and Jake didn't understand at first, but they instantly recognized grammatical structure embedded within the brief conversations overheard. It was an odd sensation to recognize the structure of the conversations without understanding the words. They were sure they would come to understand the spoken word rapidly if they heard just a bit more of it spoken aloud.

There was virtually no sensation of movement as the ship moved about in space aside from ghost sensations brought on by the images displayed on the 5 meter wide and 3 meter tall display screen that was broadcasting a view outside the ship in sunning high definition and objects seen looked to have depth even if dramatically magnified beyond proper perspective. They made a reverse rolling spin until they were facing the oddly shaped Juis'Tahn that looked to be missing nearly one whole side of the ship. The ship was blocky in shape with some irregular protrusion from the bottom of the hull including some very formidable looking triple barreled cannons that had one larger and longer barrel tucked within the tripod of cannon barrels jutting forward in a tucked position, but it was obvious they would drop and pivot on massive turrets when active. There were no obvious windows or view ports but the sensory nodes were so numerous all over the hull it was impossible to count them all. They looked to be riveting the hull plates together but Laurel and Jake knew better. The plates had bonded seams that were reinforced with cross stitched beams at the corners of each plate giving a menacing and robust look to the entire ship. It looked like it could take a pounding and come back for more.

The aft quadrant was all engine assembly and the main engine looked to be no joke. It was gigantic and jutted into the main hull a significant distance, disappearing right into the superstructure. The whole sip was clad in a dull blue coating that Laurel and Jake assumed served more than just an aesthetic purpose but they weren't going to ask about it. There was a blazing red symbol on the side of the bow section that looked like an upside down horseshoe with an A within it minus the cross bar, where a small half circle open toward the bottom of the half circle resided instead.

The Tambor moved closer to the Juis'Tahn as it slowed down then the Tambor rotated so it was sidelong to the Juis'Tahn then it slowly drifted sideways toward the Juis'Tahn until contact was made with a low thud that echoed through the superstructure numbly and docking clamps locked onto the Tambor and pulled it into a tight matting then locking mechanisms could be heard slamming into position, firmly securing the Tambor into place. The segmented wall then began to collapse as it slid back out of the way just as Laurel suspected it would to reveal a much larger space beyond and a significant number of crewmen manning different control stations all with flat panel screens at their stations and a few crewmen with strange looking headsets on that only covered one ear.

The Advar made his way over to the newly revealed space and took a seat at a central station with multiple displays present. He typed on a keyboard for a few moments then barked a few presumed commands and Laurel and Jake felt a surge of acceleration energy and a second later the sensation was washed away and then the Advar stood up and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"If you will follow me, I will take you to the surgery facility so we can get your appearances modified to look like you belong on Eurdon five."

Laurel and Jake stood up and walked across the space to where the Advar was standing and they could feel the eyes upon them though the emotions were very foreign, so much so they couldn't quite figure out what was being expressed in the way of feelings toward them aside from a certainty there were no negative or hateful feelings.

When Laurel and Jake reached the Advar, he spun around and led them across the large space to a corridor that was completely square with conduits and pipes protruding from the bulkheads and the metal was a dull gray color with no coating or paint, leaving a rough porous look. They followed the Advar down the dimly lit corridor until it opened up into an expansive space with strange looking heavy components hanging from the ceiling and attached to the deck with piping and conduit fixtures feeding to and from the devices. They walked across the giant space that was sparsely populated with crewmen until they arrived at a set of blast doors that the Advar unlatched and pulled open and once they stepped through into the corridor beyond, the Advar resealed the heavy doors then stepped past Laurel and Jake and led them down the extremely long corridor presumably running nearly the length of the ships centerline until they came to a doorway that was high and arched and the doors were wide open.

"This is our surgical bay. Here you will have your appearances augmented where necessary in order to make you look more native to Erudon."

"This alteration you have planned is a surgical procedure?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. Your skin will be softened where necessary to allow stretching without wrinkles or stretch marks forming. The areas where bone definition is required, we will use keshon to create the desired architecture."

"Keshon? What is that?"

"Come, I will show you."

The Advar led the way into the surgical bay and Laurel and Jake looked around and found they vaguely recognized the advanced medical equipment they were looking at and the surgical beds were very familiar looking, right down to the collapsible side rails to keep a patient from falling off the bed. The Advar walked over to a cabinet with glass doors and he pulled one open and reached in and retrieved a curved object that was very smooth and slightly gray in color. He turned and handed it to Laurel.

"This is keshon. It is a synthetic material that the body does not reject or react to the presence of. The elderly have this material grafted onto worn joints to ease joint pain and infantry men that are injured in battle can have entire limbs replaced with keshon when bones are shattered beyond the ability of the body to heal."

"You're talking about battle injuries?"

"Yes. It has been used for alterations like the one you and the rest of the recovery team are going to undergo as well."

"So your surgeon knows what he's doing when it comes to altering what a person looks like?"

"Yes. The keshon will be implanted using a technique something like your internal transport system on the Future. No incisions are required so there will be no scars or permanent disfigurement. When the mission is concluded, we will remove the keshon using the same technique and your skin will be return to its natural tension and placement on your body once it is encouraged to return to its natural state."

"I'm not sure I understand what you mean by you encourage our skin to return to its natural state?"

"Your facial characteristics will be mapped very precisely so those parameters can be articulated into your skin cell geometry and arrangement when the alterations are reversed."

"I still don't understand the process but I guess I don't have to. I'll just put my faith in you and your surgeons."

"We have extensive experience doing this kind of alteration to one's appearance. I promise you there will be no lasting effects."

Laurel nodded and she and Jake were guided into the middle of the surgical bay. They looked around briefly then a distinguished man wearing a white smock stepped into the room and walked over to the Advar.

"This is my best surgeon at administering alterations like the ones you are in need of. This is Teg'Kan. He will be performing the procedure with the aid of a few medical students. They will be handing him what he needs while observing so they can learn the techniques and procedures necessary to carry out a successful alteration procedure in the future."

"Does Teg'Kan understand English?" Laurel asked.

"No, I am sorry he does not. He will have to sedate you two for the procedure to reduce the discomfort you would experience as your epidermis is stretched and separated from bone attachment points to allow the implants to be placed under the skin to achieve the proper structure. Your spine will also be slightly accentuated to make you look and feel like a Eurdon should someone touch your back or see your bare back."

"I guess we weren't aware of that particular fact. Are you sure the anesthesia you're going to use is safe for Human physiology?"

"Oh we do not employ chemical sedation. We encourage the mind to shutdown using frequency articulation. It more closely mimics the brain's natural process for bringing about sleep. It is completely safe on most species, including Human beings. We did our research just to be sure."

"I bet there isn't any hangover either." Jake commented.

"I am not completely sure I understand what a hangover is. If you mean lingering drug intoxication, no, there are no such after effects."

"That's exactly what I mean."

The Advar grinned and then looked at his surgeon and spoke in their native language, which Laurel and Jake were getting very close to understanding.

"Teg'Kan, these are the Human participants taking part in the mission to find the ambassadors. You will alter their appearance first, then work on Denoca, Gornus, and Laupon. They must look like they belong on Erudon five."

"I understand Advar. Our people I have no doubt I can alter to look the part¦these two¦I will do my best."

Laurel and Jake understood the last sentence clear as day. It was a bizarre experience, as though someone flipped a switch and they suddenly comprehended what Teg'Kan said and it translated backwards so they were suddenly aware of what the Advar had said before even though seconds before it was illegible structured gibberish to them.

"Advar, please tell Teg'Kan we appreciate how alien we are to him but we can sense your complete confidence in his ability and we trust him too."

The Advar looked at Laurel with a surprised expression on his face.

"You understand Teg'Kan?"

"Yes sir, we do now. We have the ability to assimilate new languages if we hear it spoken for a bit. We can't speak your language, but we can understand it when it's spoken aloud."

"What a remarkable ability. Do all your people possess that ability?"

"No sir. It's not a natural born ability. We had our brains altered by a friendly species when we were younger. It enabled us to learn new languages extremely rapidly so communication was possible since this friend had the same ability."

The Advar stared for a moment trying to digest the very idea then he looked at Teg'Kan.

"These two have high order advanced abilities, including the ability to understand previously unknown languages just by hearing it spoken aloud in their presence. They said to tell you they can feel my faith in your surgical abilities and they in turn share my confidence you in."

"I uh¦can they make me¦understand their language?"

The Advar looked at Laurel and Jake while raising his eyebrows in question.

"No sir," Laurel said shaking her head. "It doesn't work like that. The reconfiguration of our brains makes us sensitive to linguistic communications; it's not something we can impart to someone. It's not that kind of advanced ability."

The Advar nodded and looked at Teg'Kan.

"It is not something they can pass along to another. They process spoken languages differently because their brains were altered as children by a supposedly friendly species wishing to facilitate communication with them. This friendly possessed the same ability so they were able to speak their own native languages and yet they quickly understood what the other was saying."

"Incredible! Think if we could figure out how to alter our people like that. I wish we had more time to study how their brains were reconfigured to work like that."

"We do not have that sort of time and that is not why they are here. We are allies and they are members of the order of enlighteners, in time we may yet get the chance to learn about that aspect of their physiology¦"

"Yes, yes. The alterations for the good of the rescue mission. Have them change into surgery gowns, removing everything from their person so we may get started. I will go prep the rest of the surgical team to give them some privacy to get changed."

Teg'Kan bowed to Laurel and Jake slightly then stepped around them and headed through a door on the opposite side of the room from the main entrance he had entered through.

"Did you understand what he said last?" The Advar asked.

"Yes," Laurel replied. "We need to get changed into surgical gowns while he prepares the rest of the surgical team."

The Advar reached past them into a cabinet with linens and no doors and he handed a pair of long gowns to Laurel and Jake. They were an odd dark red color and when unfurled they hung to the floor with the back obviously open and there were two obvious arm slits.

"I will step out to allow you to remove your clothing. I understand Human culture holds conservative values surrounding the nude form. Call me when you are ready and I will come back in."

Laurel and Jake nodded and the Advar stepped out of the room and Laurel looked at the strange gowns and Jake could feel the discomfort rising in Laurel and he put his hand on her shoulder.

"You know you can keep your underwear on babe. They're going to be concentrating on our faces and backs."

"I know. I don't sense that I'm attractive to these guys since I'm a different species but lifelong guarded feelings will always be there in a situation like this."

"I understand what you're saying."

They went about getting undressed, placing their things on the beds next to them, then they put the gowns on and wrapped them around their figures as best as possible.

"We are ready Advar." Laurel finally called out.

A moment later the Advar stepped around the corner and walked over to Laurel and Jake.

"I will have your personal items and uniforms placed in secure storage. When you recover from the alteration surgery, I would like to have you begin wearing the clothing you will wear for the duration of the mission."

"That sounds reasonable." Jake said.

"We can keep our underclothes on, right?" Laurel asked timidly.

"While you are aboard the Juis'Tahn, yes. I would not recommend that once you head to the surface of Erudon five though. The locals do not wear such things thus you would stand out if for some reason a person noticed what you were wearing beneath your outerwear."

"I can't imagine a scenario in which my underclothing would be visible but¦I understand what you're saying just the same."

"You will find life is very tough for the survivors of the centuries long war between Eurdon four and five. Clothing is hard to come by and in many cases stitched together from what they can find lying around or off those that have succumbed to the conditions or a particularly successful strike by their enemy. You have to put aside your notions of having all you need when you need or want it. Life is just not like that for these people and this is all they have known all their lives. We sought to put an end to the genocide and slaughter of the remaining populations on both planets, of which we were achieving a measure of success on Eurdon four, but the ambassadors obviously ran into some trouble on Eurdon five. It is difficult talking peace with people that seemingly have nothing to lose by continuing in the manner they were raised with."

"So you're saying if we don't look and act the part we might meet a sticky end ourselves?"

"Yes. We need to extract the ambassadors, but we do not want to inflame the situation by sending in people that obviously do not belong there. I would imagine that would be received by lethally hostile reactions and make any future negotiations for peace difficult in the extreme."

"What are you offering these people in exchange for cessation of hostility against their neighbors?"

"Food, medicine, education, rehabilitation services for their destroyed cities, eventually infrastructure reconstructions and improvement efforts. We are offering to help bring them back to the state they were in before the war started. They were a thriving space fairing civilization on the verge of becoming interstellar."

"I see. And if you don't mind me asking¦they have something to offer in return for the monumental effort of restoring them to their former glory?"

"They do. I will not go into detail as to what they can provide that is so coveted, just rest assured they have much to offer. This is what the order of Enlighteners do anyways. A worthwhile species does not have to go extinct if we can do something to prevent it. It is our galactic duty to make every effort to insure that does not happen too often."

"It sounds like you've seen it happen though."

"On occasion a species will reject our efforts to prevent their demise and we must watch them disappear forever. We respect the right to choice and self determination above all else. If we force our help on them, they will just resent us and later strike against us. That too is something we have seen in the distant past and we learned from it."

"So the people of Erudon four are going to be relocated to Erudon five if you're successful?"

"Yes. As you should have been informed, the environmental conditions on Erudon four have reached a tipping point. The planet will not support life within the lifetime of the current generation on Erudon four. If their genetic distinctiveness is to be preserved, they will have to be evacuated completely in the next few solar cycles. The planet may be re-colonized in the future, but not any time soon."

"I can see how that would be a hard sell for two species that have been enemies for hundreds of generations. We were granted extensive files on the two planets but we haven't devoted all of it to memory yet."

The sound of footsteps at the entrance got their attention as the surgical team entered the room wearing light green smocks with their hands clad in dark blue skin tight gloves. The Advar looked at the entering team then he looked at Laurel and Jake.

"It looks as though it is time to begin. You will both need to lie down on one of the surgical beds so they can begin. When you wake, you will look completely alien so try not to be too shocked when you look at each other."

Laurel and Jake simply nodded and they walked over to the two beds relatively close to one another and they slid up onto the beds then swung their legs up on the bed and they laid down as the Advar collected their things and deposited them in a dark blue corrugated tube and then he walked out of the room and Laurel looked over at Jake and smiled at him.

"I love you handsome," she thought, "I'll see you at first light."

"I love you too Laurel," Jake thought in return. "I'm glad we have this connection since I'm probably not going to recognize you when we wake up."

Laurel nodded subtly then looked up at the articulated light hanging above her that was attached to the ceiling by a long arm with multiple pivot joints. Teg'Kan stepped up to Laurel's bed as he looked down upon her. He then looked at the team of five people with him.

"We will begin with the girl here. Activate the sleep inducer so we can put her out. I want the boy put out right after so he does not witness the process of preparing the girl's skin for implantation of the Keshon to achieve the necessary architecture."

"We understand." One of the assistants said.

A rather sizable machine was wheeled to the head of Laurel's bed and what looked like a metallic skullcap was lowered around her head and the machine pushed closer and then the machine clicked as it began introducing intense frequency bursts in pulses that instantly made Laurel drowsy then her eyes fluttered closed and she slipped into an extremely deep dreamless state and then the machine was deactivated and rolled over to Jake's bed and the process was repeated until he was unconscious then the machine was rolled back over to Laurel and it was placed near her head once again and she was hooked up to multiple monitoring devices so they could insure she remained unconscious yet stabile while they worked on her.

Five hours later, Laurel stirred slowly, groggily, until her eyes focused clearly and she sensed Jake close by even though his conscious mind was absent from her perceptions. She blinked a few times and then balled her fists and rubbed her eyes and the strange feel of her oversized orbital sockets and augmented brow ridge shocked her for just a moment then it came to her that she no longer looked Human.

Laurel put her hands to her sides and listened to her senses for a moment and she was relieved that she was experiencing no discomfort at all. She then slowly lifted her hands and felt of her face and the landscape of her face was completely foreign to her. One of the surgical assistants then stepped up to Laurel and presented her with a handheld mirror and she lifted herself onto her left elbow and positioned the mirror in front of her face and she was flabbergasted by what greeted her. She looked like a different person entirely, only her hair being reminiscent of the Laurel Kade she recognized before. She studied her face as she turned her head slightly to take it all in, then she lowered the mirror and looked over at Jake just as his eyes fluttered open and he too rubbed his eyes momentarily then moved his hands away in a startled motion. Jake heard Laurel thinking and he rolled his head and looked at her and he was confused to the point of being bewildered by the person he was seeing. He could feel his Laurel looking back at him but he was looking at someone he had never seen before and he felt that he was just as unrecognizable to Laurel as she was to him. Laurel handed the mirror over to him and he took it as he sat up slightly and he studied his face carefully.

"Weird huhn?" Laurel said. "We're not exactly ugly but we don't look familiar at all."

"I hope to God this is reversible cause I don't like all these exaggerated features."

"They promised there would be no lingering effects. We should look completely Human once they perform the reversal surgery."

Jake looked over at Laurel and he nearly dropped the mirror, juggling it between his hands until he regained control of it.

"Wow! I can feel you looking at me but I don't see my Laurel. I sense the same unrecognized feelings in what you're seeing."

"This is going to take some getting used to."

"I wonder where the Advar is. He should be here to show us to our quarters or whatever until we get to Erudon five."

The Advar rounded the corner into the surgical bay and he grinned slightly as he looked at Laurel and Jake.

"It is good to see you alert. You do not look like the young people that came aboard. You now look like you belong on Erudon five. Are you experiencing any discomfort?"

"No," Laurel answered, "your surgeon is obviously skilled. I'm surprised to see facial muscles still functional on and near the augmented areas."

"That is the result when the dermal tissue remains connected to the musculature beneath. It is a complex process that is accomplished by augmenting the bone beneath the muscle connection points. Nerves and connective tissues are not affected leaving facial expressions intact."

"That's impressive."

"If you feel up to it, I would like to take you to the garment ward so you can have your clothing tailored to fit properly."

"We actually feel really well rested," Jake said. "The sleep inducing machine produces a state that allows for a deep sleep."

"Yes, I know. We use the same technique for our young when they have trouble going to sleep."

"Do we have to go far to reach the garment ward?" Laurel asked. "These gowns don't exactly cover us very well."

"It is across the way from the surgical bay."

"Oh¦lead the way Advar."

Laurel and Jake swing their legs off the beds and slid to their feet and stood upright as they held their gowns around their bodies and the Advar was amused by their bashful conservative attitudes. He waved them to follow and he led the way out of the surgical bay and across the corridor to a door that was perfectly round but tall enough for an average height person to step over the threshold and still have room above their head to avoid making contact with the thick metal pressure ring that the door resided within. The Advar pressed his hand against the door and there was an electronic beep sequence emitted and the door swung inward as the Advar pushed against it.

The room beyond was a well organized maze of tables strewn with material and appliances for manufacturing garments of every conceivable variety and size. There were two individuals working at one of the larger tables and Laurel and Jake could see that they were manufacturing thick blankets presumably for the crew quarters. The blankets looked silky in their glistening blue appearance with a layer of batting of some kind between multiple layers. One of the individual seamsters looked up at the Advar and grinned as he stopped what he was doing and stood up with a soft measuring tape around his neck in three consecutive loops.

"Advar, we were not expecting an inspection this soon. The new bedding is not complete, though I think you will be pleased with the chosen materials and progress achieved thus far."

"I am not here for an inspection. These are the Human members of the team requiring garments that are appropriate to Erudon five for people their ages."

"Of course. The document you directed to us had them looking different than what I am seeing¦"

"They have undergone the augmentation surgery so they will look native. Their natural state is far different in appearance. You should see their natural eye color for instance, it is something a person will never forget once seen and they have extraordinary powers of the mind which is why they were specifically requested by the council of enlighteners. They can sense things the rest of us would need technology to detect and they can manipulate their environment in ways that are hard to imagine. They can also read the intentions and honesty of what a person or persons are saying."

"Do they understand what we are saying? They look as if they are following the conversation."

"That is another of their extraordinary talents. They have not been graced with exposure to our language through cerebral disc, yet they have learned to understand our language just by listening to us speak it aloud in their presence. They can discern any spoken language like that with only a very short period of exposure."

"Fascinating! What a miraculous talent. I will take a few measurements then get to work creating something that will suit the mission you are going to be sending them on."

The man unwound his measuring tape from his neck as he stepped closer to Laurel. He looked into her eyes and nodded once.

"If you understand what I am saying, I am going to take measurements for a tunic like skirt that will land above your knees."

The man put his hands on Laurel's shoulders and turned her slightly and began taking her measurements. When he was done he stepped over to the table he had been working at and he lifted a triangular shaped pencil and he jotted down Laurel's crucial measurements for the outfit he had in mind. The man then walked over to Jake and looked him up and down and then he seemed to achieve a decision as to what to make for Jake and so he began taking Jake's measurements that he then stepped over to the worktable and jotted down. He then stepped back over to the Advar.

"I should have their garments completed shortly. We will both get right to work on them."

"That will do. Is there any chance you might have something that will fit them adequately in the meantime?"

"Hmm¦" He said cupping his chin as he looked at Laurel and Jake. "We do not usually have crew with their¦slight stature¦I think I have something in mind that will do though."

The man removed his hand from his chin and walked back over to the worktable he had been working at and he quietly conducted a conversation with the other man working at the next table and the pair came to a consensus and they walked to the rear of the room where large metal racks containing bolts of material were bolted to the deck and bulkhead. The two men pulled at a bolt of white material that looked like cotton sheeting though Laurel and Jake were fairly certain the material was synthetic in nature. The men pulled a significant length from the bolt then one of the men produced a sharp cutting tool from the stomach pocket of his smock and they sliced the length free and rolled the bolt back up and secured it and then they walked over to the nearest table and laid the retrieved material out and they used the measuring tape to choose specific cut points based on Laurel and Jake's dimensions. They worked quickly and precisely taking only a matter of minutes to produce 2 flowing garments that they then carried over to Laurel and Jake.

The first man looked at his partner and flicked his head toward the opposite side of the compartment where there were racks of various material compositions for trimmings and flourishing. The man nodded and walked over to the racks and sliced free a couple long lengths of what looked like gold roping that consisted of a braided material that was soft looking but formidable. The man then walked back over to his partner and laid the lengths of material on the worktable. The first man then picked up one of the tailored white garments and he walked up to Jake and lifted the flowing material over his head and pocked Jake's head through a precise cut slit and he let the material fall down around Jake and then he looked at the gold ropelike material and the other man retrieved one of the lengths of braid and they lifted Jake's arms, only then did he realize that there were shoulder flaps cut and a slice that extended down to the middle of his chest and similarly in the back of the neck whole though slightly less deep.

The first man wrapped the rope braid around Jake's waist and tied it off with a loose slip knot that resided at his hip, the man then looped the rope around Jake's back, up under his arm, and over his shoulder curling back under his other arm loosely then meeting the knot where he cut the braid free and tied it into the knot. The whole assemblage kept the material closed on the sides once he tucked flap over flap.

Laurel smiled and nodded at Jake once the men stepped back to have a look and Laurel finally looked at the Advar.

"We would call this a toga back home. Believe it or not, one of our ancient and largest population centers dressed like this for a very long time."

Jake worked the surgical gown free from beneath and allowed it to fall to the deck then he stepped back and bent down to pick it up and the sides of his toga gown fell apart and Laurel realized she was going to have to exercise caution when she was outfitted the same way if she didn't want to show off her assets.

The men then retrieved the other portion of material and stepped toward Laurel and she held her arms up as they slipped it over her head and allowed it to fall over her body. They then took the gold rope braid and began to wrap it around Laurel's waist and she slipped the surgical gown off and allowed it to fall to the deck before they wrapped her up after seeing how much trouble Jake had with the maneuver and he didn't have breasts to contend with.

The men then laced the rope around her waist and tied it off then crossed her back and chest with the braid in an X over her shoulders. They tied the rope off at her side then tucked the material at the sides to keep the material conservatively concealing then they stepped in front of Laurel and the first man grimaced as he looked her over then he stepped closer and tucked the loose ends of the chest slit under to create a cleaner line then he held his finger up as he looked at Laurel.

"Excuse my attention to your chest¦you have a figure that begs for a little more reveal if you will allow me?"

Laurel looked down at her chest slit and she could see what we meant. With no bra her breast were firm and full enough to create tension in the gown that created wrinkles directing the eye right to her nipples. She nodded and held her chin up. The man stepped forward and produced his cutting instrument and he elongated the slice to eliminate the stretching of the material and her lines became much more pleasing and less punctuated. The man then tucked the excess material in and stepped back and took another look and this time he grinned. Laurel looked down and the look now allowed more cleavage to show but the tidal lines from her nipples were all but gone.

"You approve?" The Advar asked.

"Yes sir. This will do until our mission clothing is ready. Will you thank your seamsters for their artistic and thoughtful touches?"

The Advar looked at the men and nodded to them.

"They like the temporary outfits. The female here thanks you for your thoughtful consideration and keen eye for what looks proper. They are from an extremely conservative culture compared to ours so your extra consideration to cover her tastefully is gratefully appreciated."

"I understand these two are young so this sort of thing can be traumatizing if handled wrong. I have children of my own you know, even if they are younger than these two, I would want foreigners to pay the same level of respect and consideration to my family."

"We will let you get to assembling what they need for the mission. Let me know when the outfits are complete."

"Understood Advar. I assume these two are not the only ones assigned to go to the surface of Erudon?"

"You are correct. There are three of our crew undergoing similar alterations so they will also look native. They too will need appropriate attire for the mission."

"Send them over when they recover and we will get to work on what they need."

"Will do."

The Advar gestured to the entrance and Laurel and Jake bowed slightly to the seamsters and they returned the gesture. Laurel and Jake then walked out into the corridor and waited for the Advar to join them.

"You two must be hungry?" The Advar asked in English.

"We could eat sir. We need to pack on the calories since we likely won't be eating very well or often once we hit the surface of Erudon." Jake said.

"I will take you to the food service area so you can get some food. I hope you do not have delicate constitutions; we use prodigious spice in our food."

"We can handle some spice long as it isn't ridiculously overdone." Jake commented.

The Advar laughed then gently pat Jake's shoulder.

"Good food never contains overdone spice, just enough to make food interesting and enjoyable. We may be in space; we do not have to eat like uncivilized savages to remind us how far away from civilization we are."

The Advar removed his hand and then led the way further down the corridor, turning left several yards down the corridor then heading to the 3rd hatch that was an unreinforced door that slid to the right when the handle was pulled on. They stepped into a recognizable galley with eating tables that were simple polished silvery metal tables with bench seating all affixed to the deck solidly and at the rear of the compartment was a service window with three men and one female cook obviously preparing portions big enough to serve the crew numbering at least fifty judging by the size of the compartment and number of tables.

The Advar led them right to the service window and one of the men stopped what he was doing and walked to the window with a pleasant enough smile when he saw Laurel and Jake, obvious young aliens to him and nothing more, though Laurel sensed he liked the compliment the toga paid to Laurel's figure.

"We have some hungry guests here," The Advar said, "how about two servings of plateau frigon and a bowl of muston."

"Coming right up Advar," The man replied. "How about you, anything you are in the mood for?"

"No. I will eat with the rest of the crew at the usual time."

"How about some livation for your guests?"

"They are not capable of processing our idea of livations. It would make them violently ill. Just¦water."

"I had no idea we are that different. Water it is."

The Advar gestured to the nearest table and Laurel and Jake walked over to the table and sat down. The Advar then stood at the end of the table and looked the pair over, grinning after a moment.

"You really do look like totally different people from those that boarded in your home system. I have a few matters to attend to. Please enjoy the food, I will return to show you to temporary rooms where you can study your mission documents in peace if you wish."

"You need to check on your crew being altered for the mission?" Jake asked instinctively.

The Advar pulled his head back slightly in surprise then he nodded.

"That is right. Are you reading my intentions mentally?"

"I'm sorry Advar. We aren't reading your mind or anything like that. We're just getting more familiar with your unique emotions. We can read feelings giving us an idea what a person is thinking without reading their mind directly."

"I see. I did not realize I was that emotionally charged."

"Most sentient species experience emotions of some kind. Yours are just becoming familiar enough for us to understand them sir."

"All of us or just me?"

"All of you. Your people's emotions are different for some reason but that's not an unusual circumstance to us."

"I cannot imagine what it must be like to sense other's so profoundly."

"It is noisy and terribly confusing at first, but you get used to it and learn to tune it out until you need to listen to it to gain information or understanding."

"Hmm. I will return shortly. If you would like more of the food provided or water, just present your empty dishes or glasses and the food service personnel on duty will get it for you."

"Alright, thank you Advar."

The Advar dipped his chin slightly then spun around and walked to the exit and Jake looked Laurel over and shook his head slightly.

"I am still trying to get used to feeling my Laurel looking at me which elicits a mental picture that doesn't match what I'm seeing."

"I know what you mean. I'm experiencing the same thing about you."

The food service crewmen exited the service area and walked to the table with two glasses of water, two plates of slightly curved yet flat orange vegetables with a spattered crust on them and obvious copious seasoning dusted over it and two bowls of a thick creamy chowder with small black dots here and there looking like raisins in cream of mushroom soup. The items were placed on the table along with eating utensils and fabric napkins.

Laurel and Jake smiled warmly at the men and they bowed subtly and then returned to the food service area and Laurel and Jake set in to trying the food that looked interesting and smelled divine. The food was satisfying and as suggested, extremely spicy though just enough to allow the food to remain palatable whilst offering a robust accent of spice and fragrance. They consumed three glasses of water with the food to satiate the high scoville essence, but they enjoyed the new experience the meal offered even though they were sure they wouldn't want to consume this kind of food all the time.

They finished the food then stood up and collected their utensils, plates and glasses and took them to the service window and handed them off then headed back to the garment production facility. They stepped into the room and the man that had greeted them previously took note who had entered and he looked at his partner and he shrugged his shoulders and the first man stood up and walked over to the pair. He looked them over for a moment before speaking.

"The Advar led me to believe you can understand what I am saying?"

Laurel and Jake nodded in unison and the man grinned.

"That is good. I have the requested articles of disguise complete. You look intriguing in the temporary outfits you are wearing though I think you will be more comfortable in the items we have assembled for you."

He turned and walked to the worktables and he and his partner collected the outfits from the myriad of materials and instruments strewn about and they carried them over to Laurel and Jake. They received the neatly folded bundles of clothing that were a sandy tan color and then Laurel shot a concerned look at Jake.

"This place doesn't exactly offer adequate privacy to get undressed to the level we have to in order to put this stuff on as intended." Laurel thought.

"What if you use that concealing trick you used to hide Harriet in the gardening ring?" Jake thought in return.

"That is going to shock our hosts to say the least."

"True, but would you rather shock them with our astounding abilities or provide a peep show that might equally shock them when they see how truly stunning you are in the buff?"

"Good point. You know where I stand on strangers seeing me in a compromised fashion."

"Yeah, that's why I reminded you what you're capable of."

Laurel looked at the nearby worktables and she knew the obscuration field would interact with them negatively so she channeled Jake's ability for an added amount of energy as she concentrated on her feelings for Jake, eliciting an instant build up of energy that she then focused on the tables and pushed fairly hard thinking about the idea of moving the tables aside. There was a visible shimmer broadcast in a sphere from Laurel's location that looked like heat waves moving across a blazing hot paved road on Earth in the depths a of summer heat wave. The tables were instantly and noisily sheared from their mountings with a metallic cracking sound and a metal on metal screech like fingernails on a chalkboard echoed through the room as the tables slid aside in response to the kinetic burst of energy broadcast against them. Laurel withdrew her influence and concentrated on absorbing the residual energy within herself so as not to affect the environment any further and then she swallowed hard and she looked at the borderline terrified looks on the 2 seamsters practically cowering at the rear left corner of the room.

Laurel wished she could apologize for the frightening nature of her actions but she knew her attempt at communications in the language the seamsters spoke would come out so messy and out of context that the message would be lost on them if perceived at all. Laurel instead closed her eyes and concentrated on the idea of creating the same obscuration field she had produced for Harriet and she felt an instant surge rush through her and she pushed instinctively and a half sphere developed above her and Jake providing perfect obfuscation from outside observation.

"That's great babe¦can you hold this though?" Jake asked in a soft voice.

"For a time¦if you channel some effort I can hold it longer."

Jake closed his eyes momentarily and reached out to Laurel and easily slid into her mind. The emotional rush took a few seconds to wear off due to Laurel's elevated exertion level, but when Jake's senses cleared up he could feel an involuntary flow of energy coursing through and out of him bolstering the obscuration field and significantly reducing the strain on Laurel. They then smiled at one another and set their outfits on the deck and went about getting completely undressed so they could don their outfits with nothing beneath as would be the case if they lived on Erudon five.

Once dressed, Laurel was pleased to find a micro layer on the inner surface of the garments that was silky soft against her skin and the fit was so precise that the outfit hung on her body very comfortably. The clothing had a carefully deliberate look of being tattered and worn despite the fact the outfits were brand-new. Laurel's outfit consisted of a skirt that terminated a few inches above her knees with a roughly tattered hem and a top with sleeves that stopped just above her elbows and she had a heavy braided flat belt around her waist where her top was tucked into her skirt and the front panel had a rough cut slit with a flap on one side and the slit terminated precisely between her breast. She was voluptuous enough to part the cut revealing some cleavage without being overt. She found that she had a single medium pocket sewn into the front of her skirt right at her waistline.

Jake's outfit consisted of long pants that terminated right at the top of his material clad shoes which had firm synthetic rubber like soles just like Laurel's, and Jake's pants had a single pocket on his right hip and his top was a tattered looking garment with sleeves that barely stretched past his shoulder points and the shirt had several small buttons up the front leaving his mid chest exposed as the heavy flaps fell apart and he too had a woven belt that looked very hand made with a metallic clasp that twist locked into a fastened position. The sandy tan color of the garments spoke to their fibrous nature if one didn't know they were synthetic in origin.

Jake looked Laurel up and down and smiled and Laurel directly sensed his amorous feelings and she looked him over and her own emotional sensations augmented the feeling until she looked into his dark eyes and felt his soul within.

"You're really turned on seeing me like this? You're unbelievable."

"I can't help it Laurel, I love you."

"What you're thinking is¦different from love. It's pure lust and¦you're thinking how easy it would be to slide your hand up my thigh to my bare crotch which you would love to caress and¦"

"Okay, so I lust the hell out of you too. You're hot and all the alien alterations in the world can't change that. Sides¦I can hear you thinking about grasping my firmness and slowly sliding your hand up and down my erection enjoying how soft my skin is¦while cupping my rump with your other hand. You lust me just as much as I do you."

"Okay. You got me there."

Laurel thought about dissolving the obscuration field and the half sphere simply evaporated away and they looked around to find the seamsters standing near the entrance next to an electronic panel that was illuminated and a fraction of a second later the Advar appeared with two obvious security personnel at his side and they had their sidearm drawn, which the Advar reached out to one and slowly pushed the pistol down and the other security man lowered his aim.

The Advar looked around the room briefly then stepped closer to Laurel and Jake.

"I would ask that you refrain from reconfiguring the ship's fixtures to suit your activities."

"I'm sorry Advar," Laurel said. "I had no way to explain our intentions to your men, We needed some cover to get dressed and the effect I created would've destroyed the tables, crushing them into the deck if I hadn't of moved them out of the way first."

"You did all this destruction without touching anything?"

"Yes sir."

"Incredible! You truly are weapons in your own right."

"We are capable of protecting ourselves in unexpected ways but..."

"Now I understand what you meant by these two possess abilities that are hard to imagine," The lead seamster said. "I was not sure what they were doing or how far it would reach beyond¦the damaged area and lingering bubble of confused air."

The Advar turned and faced the two seamsters as he waved the security personnel away.

"They are capable of understanding what we say though they cannot reply verbally. They are from a conservative culture. Laurel here desired privacy while changing into what you created for them. She simply had no way of warning you how they were going to achieve that measure of privacy."

"I have offspring older than these two. I would not have cared if they undressed in front of us."

"They do care. In their culture, the unclothed body has a stigma of inappropriateness when viewed by others, especially when considering their young."

"I uh¦why did they not take their things to another compartment to change in private?"

"They are unfamiliar with the layout of the Juis'Tahn. They know better than to explore without knowing what lies behind closed doors they have not entered before."

"We will proceed cautiously if we have to interact with these two again in the future."

"They have no malevolent intentions in mind. They are compassionate, gentle spirits, as would be expected from young adults of an illuminated and advanced culture like that of the Human beings now occupying Terrison five¦though they call it the Future planet."

"The young do not always have full control of dangerous things if untrained. We will exercise caution just to be safe."

"I am sure they know what they are doing or they would have ripped a hole several decks deep through the superstructure of the Juis'Tahn. That sounds like a wise idea anyways." The Advar turned and faced Laurel and Jake. "If you will follow me I will show you to an area you can relax and review your mission files until we arrive near Erudon five space."

"Are you ordering us to work on memorizing every facet of our orders sir?" Laurel asked in a respectful tone.

"I would never presume to express an order upon you. We are allies, colleagues, equals. I have no more right to order you to do anything than you have to demand anything of me. It was merely a suggestion that you may want some time to familiarize yourselves with who you are recuing and what you should expect along the way."

"Understood Advar sir. I'm humble enough to accept the suggestion for what it is and heed it with diligence."

"Well said young lady. Please, follow me."

The Advar turned and led the way out of the room and Laurel was slightly amused when the seamsters shrank away as she and Jake walked past. Laurel didn't sense anything but an extreme level reverence and awe along with a touch of foreboding and she preferred them in that state for the time being.

As they stepped out, Laurel glanced through the glass door of the surgical ward and she saw three men being altered as she and Jake had been and she paused and watched for a moment. The Advar noticed and stopped and spun around looking at her with a look of query.

"You know it just came to mind Advar sir, they are going to look like us but¦an older version obviously. Are we to perform as if they are our superiors? The mission files never really spelled that out aside from indicating this is your mission and we are along for support and security advisories when appropriate."

"We do not want to portray a militaristic atmosphere so¦regard them as distant elder relations. Conduct your interactions us such. You understand the Vorlon culture as it exists today so¦"

"So act Vorlon, as they now call themselves. We will walk behind them at all times, kneel to show reverence when admonished, and we should expect that often since we are young and therefore learning our place in the world as it exists in this era."

"Very good. You have learned well. I am sorry if a supremely subordinate position feels¦uncomfortable."

"We understand we have role to play and this is what that role entails. As long as we sense continued mutual respect from your people, we don't have a problem with it."

"You have a measure of wisdom and understanding of the way of things that is rare for someone your age. I think I understand more, the justification for your involvement in this mission. Someone knows your character better than I thought¦perhaps better than you are even aware."

"Oh you would be surprised how well we understand the appreciation of our character as a species and position within the enlighteners by some extremely influential members within the senior races of the council."

"You have met some of the senior member races?"

"One or two¦though not exactly directly in at least one case."

"That validates your claim. The most ancient members do not interact with any of us directly. They express influence through trusted emissaries, again not in a direct manner though. It is a rare thing to have contact with them at all...especially for a race being considered for membership as you were until very recently when you were granted immediate membership consideration without the usual vote of acceptance required to accept a new race as an enlightener species. That would certainly explain things if¦"

"We aren't allowed to discuss our interactions with¦well we just aren't allowed to discuss the matter."

"As you wish. We really should move on. I do have other concerns awaiting my attention."

"Yes sir." Laurel responded.

The Advar turned around and headed on past the surgical bay and Laurel looked through the door one last time just as they were revolving the implant tray from one patient to the other with the implant fragments on the tray and Laurel grimaced knowing what she was seeing was merged with her skull and spine. She looked away and quick stepped to catch up with Jake and the Advar.

They headed down the corridor a short distance then turned left and walked 10 yards to a stairwell and they entered and climbed down 3 decks and stepped out into a wide open space with several crew lounging calmly within a myriad of electronic control consoles and the Advar gestured into the space as he turned and looked at Laurel and Jake.

"This is a training center plus crew access private communication area. They desire home contact from time to time, this is where that is conducted. You are free to explore the communication terminals if you wish. You will find we have ways of transmitting through subspace domains that allow instantaneous long range signal transmission and reception. If you wish to contact your ship after studying your mission files¦or perhaps before, you may do so at your discretion."

"Fascinating!" Laurel replied with a smile. "Just how far are you capable of sending a signal?"

"Oh¦the distance light travels in thirty to thirty five years¦Human concept years that is."

"So we won't be in range of our ship for very long. Thank you Advar."

"Nothing to it young lady. I will get in touch with you when we near Erudon space."

"Sounds good sir. We will remain here so you know where to find us."

"I can find you no matter where you go on this ship. Your implants are emitting a low level radiation signature which we can be tracked over great distances let alone within this ship."

"You're worried about tracking us on Erudon five should we go missing like the ambassadors?"

"Precisely. Our people will exhibit the same traceable radioactive signature."

"That is kind of reassuring."

"Good. I really must get on to pressing concerns elsewhere."

"We understand how busy you must be sir. We won't keep you."

The Advar dipped his chin in acknowledgement and gratitude and then he turned and headed back to the stairs and quickly disappeared and Laurel and Jake glanced around at the crew staring at them curiously. Laurel finally gestured toward two reclining seats with high backs near a dormant console that was adjacent to a large view port that was integrated into the lower portion of the bulkhead where it curved down sharply toward the deck. Jake nodded and the pair walked calmly to the reclining seats taking note that they were being followed by eyes from many in the room though no undue feelings were sensed, just curiosity and calm indifference toward the young unknown duo.

Laurel and Jake sat down and looked around briefly, resulting in eyes being withdrawn when looked upon until no one was paying them any mind. They then spun their seats around so they were facing the electronic console. Jake reached out and gently laid his hand on the console and it slowly glowed to life. They were greeted by a flurry of unrecognizable characters and controls laid out in a fanning fashion in semi circular arches of multicolored readings and associated controls below each panel of readings.

"Ya' know¦the Advar didn't count on the fact we can't read their language," Jake commented solemnly, "Without some instruction we aren't going to be able to operate this console properly."

"We can't even ask for help from the people in this room." Laurel said.

"You're disappointed. You were looking forward to contacting mom even if only for a few minutes before we delve into this threatening endeavor of a mission."

"Yeah. I still need my mommy. It was so hard last time¦not being able to go to her for comfort, advice or¦anything."

"I know babe. We were so dang young and unprepared for what was thrown at us."

"Boy you got that right. Let's just review the mission files. I'll get over the disappointment."

"Alright."

They swiveled their seats so they were facing the low positioned viewport and they activated their optical implants and began figuring out how to manipulate the file menus to get to the relevant mission files. It didn't take long to access the pertinent files and they settled in to reviewing the information even though there was some perceptive bleed over between them that took some time to resolve mentally so they could concentrate on what they were seeing via their optical display systems.

Two hours passed, then a 3rd and Laurel and Jake tire of reviewing the same information over and over. The information is burned into each of their minds and shared for an even deeper engrained memory stamp, especially given Laurel's photographic memory. It was just as the 3rd hour of sitting in the surprisingly comfortable seats glancing out at the vibrate light show seen through the view port from time to time that the luminous aura morphed to stars streaking by while others appeared to slowly pass by indicating they ship had transitioned to sub-light speed though it was obvious they were still holding a velocity very close to the light speed threshold. Laurel deactivated her contact display system with a pinched squint of her eyes and she looked at Jake.

"We can't possibly be there yet, but I'm going to lose my mind if I look at those files any longer. I wonder how we can contact the Advar without using a mental push to get his attention. He might not like idea of us sending emotional impressions to him."

"We could try to figure out some of the iconographic symbols on this control console. I'm sure one of 'em has got to be representative of an internal communication system."

Laurel nodded and Jake deactivated his optical HUD and they revolved their seats so they were facing the console and Jake laid his hand on the console as he had hours earlier and the console slowly glowed to life. The pair studied the unfamiliar curved reading panels and associated touch activated controls but none of the displayed items looked to be communications related so Laurel reached out and touched an control that looked like an open book and sure enough the entire console changed what was being displayed into a menu style stack of selectable icons and slowly blinking control interfaces. The most likely target was an icon that looked like a series of stacked curved lines originating with a single dot that was pulsing beneath the rising stack above it. Laurel pointed at it and looked at Jake.

"What do you think?"

"That's a likely culprit to bring up the communications menu if there is one."

Laurel nodded and touched the symbol and the right half of the console began displaying new icons and they were almost all iconographic and they very distinctly looked to be communication related. Laurel touched the one that had a symbol that looked just like the insignia on the Advar's lapel and it began to pulse slowly and it turned from yellow to green as it began pulsing in and out of view. It only took a few seconds for the Advar's voice to ring out from somewhere beneath the control console.

"This is the Advar. Did you have a question Laurel?"

"I uh¦are you able to see us sir?"

"Affirmative, though the visual composer is not active at this time. The console registered your unique beuonic identity when you touched the hale request activator."

"Beuonic? I don't know what that means Advar sir."

"I apologize. English is a secondary language so I sometimes forget when I use a Tromic word. Beuonic in this instance means genetic. Every individual has a unique genetic sequence if you know what to look for. Yours has been programmed into our central computer system so you will be recognized when you touch various controls throughout the ship, allowing access to some, denying use of others."

"We use similar techniques. We call it DNA markers. DNA is the blueprint all living things possess within each and every cell of their body."

"We are talking about the same thing of differing names. What can I do for you Laurel?"

"We noticed that the ship has decelerated, are we nearing Erudon?"

"No. We are approaching the Aronis nebula. It is full of subspace vacuoles that move about and phase in and out of our domain of existence. Faster than light navigation through a field of tormented space like the Aronis nebula is virtually impossible. If contact is made with one of the vacuoles, your course is altered. You would emerge on the opposite side of the nebula to find you are hundreds of degrees off course. Surely your ship has maps indicating the Aronis nebula is here and must be transnavigated at sub light speeds?"

"I am not familiar with the details of all the map data on the Future but I assume you are correct sir. Something this significant would definitely be contained in our map data. Is this going to add time to our journey to Erudon?"

"No. It saves time to slow down and navigate through the nebula at a cautious velocity so the vacuoles and gravitational eddies can be detected and thus avoided. Going around the Aronis nebula would add almost a full day to our travel time."

"Excuse me for asking sir, but are your shields capable of protecting the crew from exposure to something like these vacuoles?"

"They will protect us from glancing contact, not a direct impact with a subspace vacuole. Our main reactor would suffer loss of exotic particle containment. I am sure you understand what would result if that happened."

"Yes sir. Everyone in main engineering¦or whatever you call the area your main reactor is located within, would be killed and the rest of us would probably suffer radiation poisoning and main power would fail so¦no gravity, no air, no lights, no heat."

"Precisely. The crew is skilled at precise navigation so you are in no danger if that is your concern."

"I'm sure they are well trained and highly experienced sir, that was not what I was alluding to. We have extensive mission details at our disposal but nothing about the trip to Erudon. We just didn't know we would be traversing something as exotic as the Aronis nebula."

"I understand. We did not announce our intended course of travel for security reasons. Would you like to come up to command and control to witness the nebula firsthand as we navigate through it?"

"That would be wonderful Advar sir. We didn't think we were allowed to be on your bridge except to board and depart the ship."

"You are permitted to be here if I am present and give you express permission to be here. I will have someone from security come collect you and escort you up here."

"We appreciate the level of trust you're showing us sir. We promise not to touch anything or say a word to anyone about anything we see on your ship."

"I appreciate your discretion and etiquette. Being officers from a ship like the Future, I am sure you appreciate the sensitive nature of knowing exact displacement and arrangement of the ships systems, components and people."

"Very much so sir. We served in a command role for a time so¦"

"So you get it. Someone will arrive at your location shortly. He will not know your language. He will know who he is looking for and where you are to be escorted so do not try to engage him in conversation."

"We understand Advar. Thank you."

"My pleasure. I will see you shortly, Advar out."

The icon then changed to an all yellow color and the small dot ceased pulsing and Laurel looked around the console for a few moments trying to memorize the layout and arrangement and that's when the man from security showed up and waved the pair over to his location. Laurel and Jake stood up and walked over to the very tall man and he looked them up and down then said something neither of them understood. He simply said, "You will do just fine", then he spun around and led them to the stairwell and they climbed up 3 decks and exited into the main fore/aft corridor and they headed toward the bow of the ship. They stopped at a pressure door that the officer unsealed and they walked down a 3 step landing that brought them onto the command and control center deck.

Laurel and Jake were momentarily enthralled with the view on the main synthetic aperture view screen. There were blues and greens in undulating cloud layers with undertone orange and tan colors billowing within the brighter blue/green fluorescing clouds of gas and debris. The Juis'Tahn's shield envelope was clearly visible as the clouds parted around the shield energy and imparted a residual afterglow that wisped away like smoke blowing off a hot surface but this smoke was multicolored and semi-translucent.

The security officer gestured toward the Advar and Laurel and Jake acknowledged his gesture with a nod and walked over to the Advar and assumed a quiet stance next to his chair. Laurel immediately began contemplating the readings on the main control console before the Advar and it didn't go unnoticed as the Advar glanced at Laurel, then his console display, then back to Laurel.

"Do you understand what you are looking at?"

"Yes sir, for the most part. I'm sorry if I'm poking around with my eyes where I shouldn't be. It's a habit to figure out complex things¦"

"It is fine Laurel. You are an engineer and have command experience. It is expected that you will have an inquisitive mind."

"Vacuole forming dead ahead Advar." One of the science officers called out excitedly.

"Slow to one quarter and maneuver around it."

"Unable Advar," The navigator responded quickly, "There are three vacuoles present on each side of the developing anomaly."

"Then pitch us up and maneuver over the forming vacuole then put us back on course and reestablish two thirds first luminary velocity."

"Understood." The navigator responded.

The synthetic view depicted the clouds dropping below the hull and shield envelope as the Juis'Tahn pitched up hard and a clear area of shimmer was visible as the vacuole formed then became materially rigid momentarily before quivering like an air bubble suspended in a liquid medium. The Advar looked at Laurel and Jake and grinned.

"I see sudden inertial tugging does not upset your stomachs?"

"No sir," Jake replied. "We have some pretty intense experience with tremendous inertial forces."

"I ordered a bow up attitude to the forming vacuole because our shielding is more intense near the lower portion of the ship since that is where our engineering section is located. A graze of the shield there will have less chance of getting through the shield envelope."

"I see," Laurel replied. "You don't employ a rotating shield matrix?"

"Rotating? No. That would take some pretty sophisticated harmonic aperture components; this ship does not possess such technology."

"I uh¦never mind sir. We aren't here to advise you on how to operate your systems."

The Advar stared at Laurel for a moment then the sudden change of attitude to a bow down accelerated maneuver made the Advar look at the display and then check his control console and Laurel looked on and began to distinctly recognize some of the readings being displayed even if the associated text was completely foreign to her eyes.

"Point five times over normal gravity¦" She commented. "Is that the outer edge of your inertial dampening capabilities?"

"That is not the expressed gravity level, that is the bleed through gravity level. I am impressed you understand the readings. At the velocity we were traveling when the maneuver was executed, this right here is the gravitational inertia expressed on hull," The Advar said pointing at a set of numbers Laurel didn't recognize. "It indicates thirty times normal gravity. We only felt a tiny fraction of that."

"Ah. I can't read your language so all I recognized was that scale right there." Laurel said pointing at the internal gravity wave sensor reading expressed in a graduated curved scale.

"That indicates the gravity surplus expressed throughout the internal spaces of the ship that is not compensated for by our inertial damping system."

"Then that scale must be the inertial damping system power utilization?" Laurel said pointing to the power utilization scale above the gravity wave sensor reading scale.

"Very good! That is absolutely right."

"Then¦the system was only operating at a little over fourty percent of maximum."

"The system requires time to ramp up to full power. The maneuver occurred faster than the system could respond."

"Then I assume when you transition to faster than light one of the preliminary steps is to ramp the inertial damping system to full power?"

"Yes. You're very perceptive¦and intelligent. You realize the other limitation to power utilization reading accuracy not accounted for in this single scale display?"

"Yes sir. Power availability. If the reactor isn't running at maximum capacity the power utilization will appear to be closer to maximum than what the system is truly capable of if more energy is available."

"You really have the intelligence of an engineer lurking in that mind of yours. You have no idea how surprising and rare it is to find a person as young as you and Jake in possession of such clear concept knowledge."

"We have undergone more than one knowledge augmentation procedure to get us where we are today. Without artificial enhancement, our knowledge would be rudimentary at best, as one would expect for a couple of teenagers."

"Hmm." The Advar looked at Jake. "Your Captain told me about you and Laurel here taking the Future deep into the atmosphere of a gas giant to collect some creatures that reside there then you used a gravity burst I did not exactly understand to escape the deep layers before being crushed. He described sudden gravity expression of fifteen times normal gravity for your species. I can see how half a percent above normal would seem placid to you two."

"Yes sir. There was substantial damage done to the hull of the Future but it was the only way to accomplish our intended mission in order to use the creatures to get home. They have the ability to travel from one gas giant to another by releasing stored energy allowing for travel from one intense gravity source to another across vast distances. We harnessed that particular energy to open a rift of sorts so we could get to our new home when we were supposed to."

"A rift through time?"

"Sort of. We moved into a region where the laws of time and spatial dynamics work differently than they do here in our domain. We sat still while time wound down backwards around us at an accelerated rate. At just the right time, the automated systems on our ship brought us out of the anti-time region, all while we peacefully slept in our stasis chambers."

"Anti-time? I have never heard of such a thing."

"Most people haven't sir. The amount and type of energy consideration necessary to access that particular domain is beyond the reach of most species."

"Most, but not you?"

"We harnessed the unusual energy capabilities of the Trididols without which it never would've been possible and the reactor at the heart of the Future has an energy potential I don't think you can conceptualize."

"Your reactor is that big?"

"It isn't particularly big sir, it's the unique type of exotic particle energy it utilizes that makes it so potent."

"You are not talking about fusing differing particles together or ripping them apart to extract energy from the process?"

"No sir. It's particle interaction that is annihilative and transformative in nature. It's a little hard to explain and a matter of sensitive information."

"Transformative¦annihilative¦I am not sure I follow."

"The short of it without divulging anything sensitive, when you expose normal matter to a particular exotic particle that does not exist in our universe, it transforms the exposed normal particle into an exotic particle and an enormous amount of energy is released in the process, but the newly transformed particle cannot exist in our universe without a positive equal weight counterpart so it instantly decays into antimatter and then it is annihilated by the original exotic particle both of which release unbelievable amounts of energy. We capture and harness that energy to use for our needs, in the process creating an energy potential that is hard to imagine when you start to deal with measureable amounts of the exotic material instead of just individual particles."

"How would you possibly extract such a material and how would you contain a massive reaction like that?"

"That is where it gets into sensitive information that I cannot discuss in detail."

"And you employ these exotic particle reactors in all of your ships?"

"Oh no. The Future is unique in that respect."

"That would mean your shield capability is¦"

"Unlimited? Yes sir. We can create a shield envelope so dense nothing can get through it and if attenuated properly, we can make the ship optically invisible and sensor detection of our presence is impossible."

"You can phase out of detectable range?"

"Yes. You understand shield harmonic displacement theorem?"

"Yes I do."

"Vacuole forming ten degrees off our bow!" The Navigator called out in a loud voice," "No time¦contact in three¦two¦one¦"

The ship bucked to port hard so Laurel and Jake bent their knees and spread their feet for stability then the ship pitched up violently and banked over and then barrel rolled several times but the inertial damping system had time to ramp up washing away the worst of the violent motion imparted to the ship. By the time the piloting officers got the ship under control there were multiple warnings sounding indicating internal damage requiring immediate attention.

The Advar looked at Laurel and Jake and they both nodded as they recovered their stance and then the Advar began dispatching repair crews while silencing the various alarms until all were silent. The Advar shook his head as he reviewed the detected damage, then he looked at Laurel and Jake.

"That is why you do not traverse this nebula any faster than we are going. That could have ripped the hull wide open if contact had been more direct."

"If you don't mind me saying sir¦a ship like the Juis'Tahn should avoid the Aronis nebula with the limitations of your shielding capabilities."

"Ordinarily I would agree. Time is of the essence so the risk outweighs the time penalty of going around the nebula."

"Can I ask you something?"

"Of course, what is it?"

"May I have a look at your shield matrix characteristics? I may be able to offer some suggestions for bolstering your shields so we can travel faster than light through this nebula."

"You understand what you are asking?"

"Yes sir. I'm asking for access to some of your most sensitive systems so I can help you navigate this nebula without getting us killed in the process."

The Advar stared at Laurel intensely for a few moments then he looked across the C&C deck to a control station at a bit of an angle to their position and the officer at the station leaned back as he felt the Advar staring at him. The Advar took a deep breath and let it out in a huff.

"You will allow this girl access to the shield controls. She may be able to provide a way of manipulating our shield dynamics in ways we have not thought of. Watch what she is doing but do not interfere unless you see her doing something unsafe."

"As you command Advar. I assume she has extensive experience with advanced shield properties."

"She comes from a ship that has impenetrable multiphasic shield capabilities."

The officer stood up and gestured at his seat and Laurel looked at Jake and he shrugged his shoulders subtly.

"This is your thing babe," He thought, "I'm just going to distract you if I'm over there."

"Fine," She thought in return. "Pay attention to what I learn for your own edification."

"I have no choice silly, you're in my head all the time when you concentrate like you're going to have to in order to do your thing over there."

Laurel smiled softly, but she sensed an almost unrecognized familiarity from Jake that she didn't particularly like. She headed over to the officer standing at his station and she sat down and quickly familiarized herself with the controls and readings and it didn't take long for her to understand what she was looking at even with the language barrier. After a few minutes of tinkering with the shield matrix values she looked at the Advar.

"Advar? I'm going to need you to increase the reactor output to near maximum in order to increase your shield density to the level I want in order to begin creating a rotating harmonic value within your shield matrix."

"You're going to create a rotational index with the existent components?"

"Yes sir. I was pretty sure it was possible before. I didn't want to contradict you and sound like a wise ass know-it-all. You just have to flirt with the upper end values a little bit and the rotational properties become prevalent and even self sustaining if you program the emitter relay controllers properly. Your people will figure out how to do that once they see what's going on."

"I hope you know what you are doing. Improper calibration of the transient controllers will result in total system failure and that could prove fatal for all of us given the gravitational pressures exerted on the hull within this nebula." The advar looked to his left as he sighed with concern. "I want you to increase the reactor pressure to maximum and open the injectors wide open."

"Understood Advar." The officer at the power monitoring and control station replied as he began manipulating his controls.

Laurel wondered momentarily just what kind of reactor was in use but she figured it was unimportant and she and Jake had been sensing fission reactions occurring somewhere within the ship so she assumed it was related to the reactors overall design and function. Laurel watched her available power readings and as they began to climb she got to work utilizing the power to its maximum potential and the officer standing behind her watched intently as he learned how to change and warp the shield envelope from a static potential to a seemingly messy barrage of collated overlapping signal streams until the shield frequency and harmonics began to resonate and rotate in ways he had never seen or imagined before. As promised Laurel had the shield density more than 50 times greater than before and it was a stable matrix that only required subtle adjustments from time to time to maintain and the light went off in the officer's head and he realized how he could program the relay controllers to automatically make the subtle adjustments so long as sufficient energy continued to flow through the emitter buffers. He gestured at the programming sequencer and Laurel smiled and nodded then slowly stood up as she kept making adjustments then she stepped aside with her fingertips still on the controls until the officer sat down and took over and Laurel watched his actions for a moment then she looked at the Advar and smiled proudly.

"He gets it sir. I know we're pushing your reactor pretty hard so it's going to get hot but if we increase speed to something like¦twelve times the first luminary velocity¦we will be through this nebula in no time and you can decrease the shield amplifier output so the reactor can be ramped down to normal operating values."

"And if we come into contact with a vacuole?"

"A minor course correction is all that will be necessary. It will be like encountering clear air turbulence in an aircraft flying though the air. You hold the controls and adjust your heading to get back on course and nothing more. With the shield operating like this, those vacuoles won't be able to penetrate your shield."

"Incredible!"

The Advar looked at the officer seated next to Laurel and he looked up and dipped his chin in humble acknowledgement.

"She is a genius Advar. This is a revolutionary way of propagating our shield energy in ways I just never would have thought of without her doing it right before my eyes. I can program the system to balance the shield envelope in this fashion for as long as we want. It will require every ounce of excess energy the reactor can squeeze out to sustain this¦if we were in a combat situation this would be invaluable. There is no energy left over for the weapons systems, though we would not need it since not much is going to be able to penetrate a shield running this dense and complex."

"Would we have enough energy to sustain the extension engines for faster than light travel?"

"Yes. The initial transition past the first luminary velocity barrier would cause the shield to fluctuate momentarily, though with it this dense that would not cause it to collapse. The shield polarity would simply become static for a time and density would decrease markedly, then the power available would be restored as the engines required less of it and the shield would return to this complex state."

"Make it a priority to log this new way of manipulating the shields so it can be disseminated to the rest of the crew."

"Understood Advar."

The officer looked up at Laurel momentarily and he grinned slightly as he bowed his head toward her and she felt the distinct emotional value of respect and awe from him. She smiled and bowed slightly then walked back over to Jake's side and he beamed at her.

"You are something else babe." Jake thought." A completely alien system and you figured out how to warp their shields like we do to create controlled chaos within the matrix that makes the shield more robust."

"It all depends on the energy available and these guys have nowhere near what the Future does, but they have enough to utilize my technique to significantly bolster their shield strength and complexity. They just weren't thinking high energy enough to come up with the idea is all."

The synthetic view indicated they were surpassing the speed of light as the stars went away and the view became a smear or color streaking past the shield envelope that no longer whipped and wavered as it did before. The gravitational tugging was now having no affect on the shield whatsoever.

"Unbelievable," The Advar exclaimed. "Shield efficiency is up five hundred percent from previous values." The Advar looked up at Laurel and Jake and smiled warmly. "I now understand why your Captain speaks of you two with such reverence and warmth. You have earned his respect with feats like this."

"Well¦that and we saved the lives of everyone on our ship a few times over through the use of cool intellect and wit as he calls it. That tends to gain one a measure of respect in the eyes of the people around us. I am glad we could help in this situation Advar."

"As am I. You have unwittingly increased our shield capability without imparting any guarded technology or sensitive secrets. I am gratefully in your debt."

"Just get us home safely and we'll call it even sir."

"That hardly seems a fair exchange¦I will do all I can to honor that debt if that is all you ask."

"We don't do what we do for fame or fortune Advar. We do it because it is the right thing to do, and in this case because it will save our hides and hasten our arrival at Erudon."

"May I forewarn you not to get overconfident in your new shield technique Advar," Jake warned. "Running an unregulated shield matrix at those values will make your ship practically glow on an adversary's sensors since so much raw energy is being dumped into your shield matrix."

"That thought had crossed my mind. I appreciate the warning though."

"I just wanted to make sure you were thinking about that fact before you went running around with your shield at maximum strength all the time."

"We cannot run our reactor at one hundred percent for sustained periods anyways. The rector requires fuel that is being consumed at an unsustainable rate while it is in full power mode like it is right now."

"Your reactor requires constant input to keep running?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. It is not a solid matter reactor if that is what you mean."

"I am sorry if I'm asking sensitive questions Advar. My inquisitive mind gets ahead of me sometimes."

"It is alright Laurel. Jake gave a brief vague description of how your reactor operates so I do not mind divulging that we do not employ solid matter reactors in our vessels. There are far more reactive materials that exist as a reactive gaseous material when exposed to the right exotic energy field while in a state of gravitational flux."

"You're talking about reverse poloron beam injection of sub atomic particles into an unstable gravity environment within a pure vacuum. The poloron radiation creates fission reactions within certain particles and later fusion reactions of the newly created elements¦creating heavier and heavier elements until¦super critical density is achieved resulting in element one eighteen particles that decay into antimatter when aligned with the discharge end of a particle accelerator then interacted with something like positively charged hydrogen to create antimatter gravity propagation waves and tremendous heat and energy potential."

"You extrapolated all that from my brief description?"

"You mean I'm right?"

"I cannot confirm¦you obviously have some advanced particle physics training as well as shield architecture theorem."

"Babe," Jake thought. "You're pulling things out of his head. You better stop it before he realizes we can do that and takes offense. He's going to think we're capable of probing for anything we want, not just sensing what he's thinking at the moment."

"Shoot! I didn't even realize I was doing that. You're absolutely right."

"We have advanced training in a wide variety of disciplines Advar." Laurel said aloud. "We were in command for a time after all. We had to know how our ship operated and what to expect from the phenomena we were likely to encounter in space."

"Good save." Jake thought making Laurel grin.

"You were exposed to this knowledge through neural suggestion?"

"Yes sir. Some of it anyways."

"Some of it?"

"Yes sir. We were exposed to a piece of alien technology that imparted a vast amount of knowledge accumulated from millions of species over millions of years. The process is called enlightenment. We were granted partial enlightenment which doesn't exactly imprint the knowledge in your brain, it creates a new area of knowledge storage and processing within the brain and rewires your brain to access this newly created area of the brain and all this tremendous volume of knowledge is passed through that area of brain and you only remember what your mind is capable of processing within the confines of what you can devote to memory. I have a photographic memory so a great deal of information was retained and Jake and I share minds so he has access to what I learned and I have access to what he learned. Together our knowledge and intelligence quotients were increased significantly as well as enhancing some of our other natural advanced mental abilities in the process."

"Incredible! How does knowledge increase other mental abilities though?"

"Because you have a greater understanding of the universe and the laws of physics among other critical disciplines of understanding so you understand yourself and your abilities to a degree that allows you to access and control them in ways that we might have never achieved without partial enlightenment."

"So¦it is not direct knowledge but it is within your reach when you need it?"

"That's a good way of putting it."

"I think I have a greater understanding of why you are who you are and why you are so highly regarded by so many in a position of authority on your ship."

"Oh there are a few that don't like us at all sir. They think we're self involved know it all brats that have the Captain's favor unduly."

"Could you not put people like that in their place with those incredible abilities of yours?"

"And prove them right? No sir. Everyone is entitled to their opinion even if it is based on ignorance of facts."

"Besides, we don't impose our will or anger on others sir," Jake added. "People with our level of ability can't indulge in that kind of behavior. We could seriously hurt someone without meaning to."

"I am glad you have a healthy respect for what you are capable of and work to keep it in under control."

"The repair crews report all damage has been addressed," the officer at the operations station reported.

"That is good news. I guess nothing of serious consequence was damaged?"

"No Advar. It was mostly structural buckling in some of the deck girders on the upper decks. It was only a matter of cutting away the damaged elements so replacements could be attached in their place. No vital systems seem to have been affected though inspections are continuing to insure that is truly the case."

"Good. Let me know if anything is found."

"Understood Advar."

"Now that we are back on course and traveling at an adequate pace, we should get out of your way so you can attend to your ship Advar." Laurel said. "Can you have your security officer escort us to temporary quarters where we can relax until we get to the Erudon system?"

"Of course."

The Advar revolved his chair so he was looking at the security man standing near the steps leading from the stairwell and he lifted a hand and the man approached.

"Take these two to the ambassador's deluxe accommodations and assign them an access imprint so they can come and go as they please."

"As you command Advar."

"We aren't ambassadors Advar." Jake said timidly feeling a bit overwhelmed by the gesture.

"You truly understand our language completely."

"Yes we do sir."

"I know you are not ambassadors. Those are the only unoccupied accommodations we have. We do not usually carry passengers that are not assigned to this ship aside from an occasional ambassadorial party or individual. You will find the accommodations very luxurious and there are dining facilities directly across from the rooms."

"We appreciate that you would extend the quarters to us anyways Advar." Laurel said.

"After your gracious actions here, I would have made these quarters, as you call them, available even if something less grand were available. You have earned my respect and gratitude."

"Awe, thank you Advar." Laurel replied. "You now see us as kids with tremendous potential and grace?"

"I do at that Laurel."

Laurel smiled and the security officer gestured toward the rear of the C&C deck and Laurel and Jake turned and followed the man to the stairwell and then climbed up 5 decks and exited into another corridor leading port to starboard and it immediately opened up into a large common area that was clad in a dark material of an unrecognized nature though it looked like cherry wood creating a warm and soothing ambiance. The deck had a covering of soft carpet like material and there were dark toned benches and couches positioned strategically about the space and as promised, across from five berthing doors that looked like wood clad pressure doors there was a food service area that was at the moment unmanned.

The security officer led them across the space to the 2nd door and he touched a control screen on a pedestal next to the door and it glowed to life and he input several commands, then looked at Laurel and held his hand up palm toward her and then he flicked his head toward the pedestal and Laurel nodded and placed her hand on the control screen and she could feel warmth under her hand for a moment then a double beep was emitted. The man then looked at Jake and Laurel stepped aside and Jake did the same thing until the double beep was heard then the security officer input a few instruction commands and then gestured to the door next to the control pedestal.

Laurel glanced at Jake then walked over to the door and grasped the handle and pushed it down and there was a beep and then a series of bangs as the securing bolts retracted and then Laurel sensed the door becoming free on its hinges and she pushed it open and the lights automatically popped to life as she stepped over the threshold.

The room was not ridiculously large but it was lavishly appointed for a military starship. There were two sitting chairs against one bulkhead and a semi circular couch across from it with an autumn in front of it and there was a small round table that was gilded in gold with a deep brown top that was polished like glass and there was large canopy bed at the rear of the space with a viewport that looked slightly up into space as the ceiling curved around with the shape of the hull in this section of the bow of the ship. The bed had some of the silkiest looking bedding on it and a sheer looking material draped over the canopy and the bed posts were again gilded in gold from top to bottom and they were intricately carved with flourishes and filigrees terminating with what looked like dragons heads. Laurel and Jake were sure they represented some mythical creature of significance.

The security officer stepped in behind Jake and he watched Laurel and Jake looking around at the furnishings, the blown glass pitcher on a sliver tray with two goblets on the round table, the strangely shaped bulbous carafes of differing colored liquids on the slightly curved waist high simulated precious stone cabinet next to the door. Finally Laurel and Jake looked at the man and smiled and nodded and he bowed slightly then turned and walked out, closing the door as he exited the room.

"What do you suppose is in those pitcher things over there?" Jake posed.

"Booze of some kind if I had to guess¦the smaller clear one is probably water for a diluting agent if making mixed drinks."

"I guess we won't be trying any of that stuff then."

"No, that wouldn't be a good idea at all."

Jake stepped right next to Laurel, putting his arm around her to comfort her as he sensed she was feeling a bit bewildered by the strange surroundings they found themselves in and it was only then that Jake felt the strange projections from her spine and he looked behind her as he gently rubbed her vertebra from the base of her neck all the way down to her tail bone.

"Wow! They enhanced the shape of our spines from top to bottom."

"I can sense what you're feeling of mine. They're kind of¦butterfly wing shaped now."

Laurel spun around and stepped behind Jake and pulled up on his shirt, un-tucking it from his pants and she lifted the back of his shirt all the way up to his shoulders and she gazed at his augmented vertebra then gently stroked a few in the middle of his shoulder blades. She was impressed that his skin was soft and presenting the perfect color, like his spine was always like this, not recently augmented to look so unusual.

Laurel soon found herself stroking more and more of his back having nothing to do with his interesting spine conformity and Jake smiled and took a step forward, then spun around and faced Laurel and her different look took him aback for a moment as his did for her.

"I can feel that you're feeling amorous babe but¦"

"I know, the thought of making love to me looking like this feels weird cause it's like doing another person when you look at me."

"Yeah. I'm sorry babe; I don't like the idea of how that's going to make me feel."

"I know you would never cheat on me and I think I can understand how ill that would feel. Can we just engage in the deep sharing for a while? It's the next best thing."

"Yeah, that I can do."

The pair walked over to the canopy bed and Jake parted the sheer material hanging nearly to the floor and Laurel climbed on the bed first, then Jake climbed onto the plush mattress and worked his way over to Laurel. He planted a closed eye kiss on her and then they relaxed and reached out to one another and easily slipped into the mind of the other and then settled in to a long round of deep exploration and sharing.

Laurel and Jake became so immersed in their deep explorations that they lost sense of the passage of time and the bong from the communication panel near the service cabinet brought the sense of surroundings back to them as they withdrew from deep within the inner core essence of one another until their physical perceptions once again woke and a 2nd bong ushered in reality as Laurel opened her eyes and the mental fog dissipated so her sight was once again clear and she rolled onto her back, only then noticing how her spinal alteration was noticeable but not entirely uncomfortable beneath her weight.

Laurel rolled onto her opposite side facing away from Jake and as she struggled to her feet she slipped through the canopy material and then walked slowly to the communication panel. She touched the panel and it blinked to life with a barrage of unknown symbols and characters and she hoped just touching it was enough to activate bidirectional communication.

"Uh¦this is Adjutant Kade."

"I hope I am not disturbing a personal moment between you and your partner?" The Advar's distinct voice announced.

"No sir. We were¦you aren't disturbing us. Can you¦see us?"

"No. That function is possible though it must be enabled from your end except in an emergency situation, which this is not."

"I'm sorry, we lost track of time sir."

"It is quite alright. There was nothing for you to do up until now. You missed evening meal. If you are hungry I would suggest getting something in your stomach from the service area across from your room. We are in the Erudon system collecting telemetry from remote probes deployed a short time ago. Once that information has been analyzed to determine any threats, we will depart for the surface of Erudon five."

"We understand Advar. Is the rest of the team ready?"

"Yes. They have undergone the same alterations you and Jake have and they came through it in perfect order. They will meet you in the food service area to discuss a few particulars shortly. Is there anything you desire from me at this time?"

"No sir. You've been incredibly gracious to us. We don't need anything."

"Very well, Advar out."

The panel then went dark and Laurel looked over at Jake as he sat at the edge of the bed collecting his thoughts and sorting his emotions. Laurel was slightly amused at how her feminine essence has left him feeling soft inside and bewildered with gentle emotions that women are endowed with but men usually never experience to such a great degree. She too felt his strong masculine emotional essence lingering within her but they were much easier to resolve than what Jake was left with.

"Did I leave you feeling hung over?" She asked.

"Yeah, a little. I'll get my head straight in a few."

Laurel walked over to him and pushed the hanging sheer canopy material aside and it billowed like the softest of silk caught in a soft breeze and she sat down next to him and placed the side of her head on his shoulder.

"I love you so much Jake. It seems like this part of the deep sharing is so much harder on you than it is me."

"You're just built to process complex emotional states better than I am. Guys are pretty linear when it comes to that stuff."

"But the pleasant aspects outweigh the negative, right?"

Jake put his arm around Laurel's back and gave her a soft squeeze.

"By far babe. I love exploring your center and how fulfilled I am after we come out of it."

"I'm glad to hear you aren't hiding a distaste for the experience from me."

"I can't hide anything from you babe, you know that."

"We both know that isn't the truth anymore. We've both learned how to compartmentalize certain aspects of our feelings and memories to keep the other from seeing them."

"Well I'm not doing that in this case. You've mastered that, not me. I love committing to the deep sharing with you hun. I feel stressed and at ill ease when we don't do it for a prolonged period."

"I know what you mean. We need that profound connection experienced during the deep sharing."

"There's a tangible exchange of healing energy when we touch the central core essence too. I know we can't engage in that particular event every time though. I think it would actually start to diminish both of us if we did."

"Yeah, there are still some aspects we don't completely understand. There's no doubt that core energy is the origin of our healing touch through."

"I think that's why it takes so much out of us when we engage in the healing touch. We're actually shedding some of the key energy that makes us the beings of light and energy we are."

"I agree. You ready to get something to eat?"

"Yeah. How long you think we were immersed in each other?"

"Somewhere around ten or twelve hours. Our work with their shield geometry saved us something like seven or eight hours of sub-light crawl through the Aronis nebula slamming into subspace anomalies."

"I'm picking up on the contents of your brief conversation with the Advar. I wonder what the others want to talk to us about."

"I don't know. The material this ship is constructed from numbs our sensing abilities over distances beyond line of sight."

"So you didn't catch any subtle emotional hints as to what they have in mind."

"Yeah."

"Well we're both hungry so let's go see what they have available."

Laurel kissed Jake on the cheek and he looked at her and grinned.

"I'm so glad I can feel the part of you that's inside me."

"Cause you don't recognize the girl you're kissing?"

"I can see enough familiar characteristics to know it's you but¦"

"But I don't look like the Laurel you fell in love with."

"Yeah."

"You gunna be able to adjust?"

"Of course. I can feel it's you and that's all that matters."

"Good."

Laurel stood up and put her hand out to Jake and he placed his hand in hers as he stood up and they headed to the door. Laurel pulled the handle down and pulled the door open and they saw Varis Denoca, his second Gornus and Coron Laupon sitting at one of the smaller more intimate tables and they were adorned with tattered, heavy weave, sandy tan outfits that looked similar to what Laurel and Jake were wearing. The men also had the now familiar augmentations creating a strange familiarity to their appearances.

Laurel and Jake stepped clear of the door and Jake pulled the door closed then they headed directly to the table and the men greeted them with an indifferent gaze. Varis Denoca gestured to the empty seats across the table and Laurel and Jake sat down.

"Are you two hungry?"

"Yes Varis," Jake replied. "We skipped the last few meal cycles."

"That was not wise. You are going to need your strength. Regular healthy meals are not going to be available once we are on Erudon five."

"We were engaged in a joint meditation technique and we lost track of time."

"I see. I don't pretend to understand exactly what that entails but I'll assume it's...mentally demanding."

"It's a liberating, healthy experience. Time just¦melts away sometimes."

"If you say so." Denoca looked at Gornus and spoke in his native language. "Take them to the service bar and show them some food items that will satisfy their delicate constitutions."

"You do know we can understand everything you're saying?" Jake asked. "Our constitutions aren't delicate; we just aren't used to such insane levels of spicy seasoning in food."

Denoca looked at Jake and grinned slightly.

"I had forgotten¦the Advar mentioned your ability to assimilate new languages with only brief exposure to it being spoken aloud in conversation. I did not mean to come off insulting. I was being direct with Gornus as well as showing concern for you two. I cannot have you experiencing indigestion discomfort while we are on the surface in a situation requiring your focused attention to keep us all from harm. We will not be carrying electronic sensing aids to alert us to the presence of dangerous individuals or objects. You are going to be expected to fulfill that role in case we come under scrutiny at some point. We do not want to be discovered using advanced technology that should not exist on Erudon five."

"I guess I hadn't thought about losing concentration at the wrong time¦and what the consequences of that could be."

"No, I suppose not. I have been conducting difficult and evasive natured mission like this longer than you have been alive young Adjutant."

"Uuuh¦yes sir."

Jake decided not to point out that technically he was over 600 years old. Laurel and Jake stood up after Gornus stood up and they followed him over to the steam warming server trays. The design of the service bar was very familiar, seen on several occasions within alien cultures.

"These items at this end of the service counter will deliver satisfying taste sensation with minimal deep seasoning. The Dokla, that red cubed meat in heavy gravy, and the Rosina grain, that yellow heavy seasoned grain salad will accent one another perfectly if you pour the Dokla over a healthy bed of the Rosina grain. That orange vegetable and the green one next to it are also a safe item that will deliver metabolism boosting nutrients without overwhelming your palette."

"We appreciate the advice."

"The Dokla is calorie intensive with plenty of carbohydrates to carry you over for a prolonged period without further nourishment of a significant nature."

"Soo¦it's fattening for people with our sluggish metabolism but in this case that's not a bad thing?" Laurel asked.

"Oh trust me¦it's fattening for anyone who eats it, including us. It has flavor sensations that make it so worth the ill nutritional value."

"Sounds great. We'll give it a try."

Gornus retrieved a set of thick brown plates with deep centers, handing one to Laurel, then another to Jake. Laurel and Jake then served themselves healthy servings of the more tame suggested items and then they collected silverware and headed back to the table and sat down. They both glanced around briefly and Laupon deduced what they were looking for.

"I will get you some water if you would like."

"That would be nice Laupon," Laurel said. "I know most of your liquid refreshments are of a nature we should avoid."

"We have some varieties of fruit extract you might find interesting though as Denoca said, it is best not to experiment and risk sending you off with unpleasant symptoms of fruit indigestibility."

"I suppose there is some logic in that. Water will be fine."

Laupon nodded once and scooted back and stood up and headed off and Denoca looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Go ahead and begin eating. We will discuss a few matters as you eat."

Laurel and Jake dug into the wonderful smelling food despite the odd appearance to their eyes. The food was zesty and full of interesting flavor sensations. Laurel and Jake ate a few bites and that's when Denoca launched into discussion.

"I understand your captain's insistence on carrying your sidearm, may I offer something a little more discrete that will hold you to that order without forcing you to carry such a large weapon?"

Laurel swallowed the bite of food in her mouth and she wiped the corner of her mouth and leaned back in her seat.

"What do you have in mind?"

Denoca reached into his pocket and pulled out a small diamond shaped device that was small enough to fit into the palm of his outstretched hand.

"This is a paltro. It is an energy discharge based weapon that is good for several lethal shots. If it is allowed to sit in direct sunlight for a time it will reacquire sufficient energy to be used several more times in rapid succession. Certain artificial light sources can have the same affect if the paltro is left under them. The paltro can be stored in a pocket or attached to the body for quick access when needed."

"You understand we don't really need those to protect ourselves?" Jake asked.

"I understand that. That is why I am offering a device with such limited capabilities. I know you do not particularly need them but you are under orders and this will allow you to comply with those orders without offering such an obvious unnatural technological device."

"You're thinking we might be searched at some point and our PP thirty-five would be problematic to explain away." Laurel said.

"Precisely. The paltro can be explained away as a talisman of inconsequential importance. Possessions are few for the surviving population so a small trinket can hold powerful sentimental importance. You will want to convey that sentiment if you are confronted about the paltro in your possession."

"I think we can offer up a convincing performance should it become necessary."

"Good."

Denoca handed the paltro to Laurel and she looked at it as Denoca retrieved another and handed it to Jake. Denoca could see that Laurel was wondering how the device is activated.

"Aim the sharpest facet point toward your target and touch the center of the rise on the faceted side of the paltro and run your fingertip in a right circle around the different facets to return to the center of the facets then slide your finger toward the aiming point and the paltro will fire. If you wish to fire multiple shots, slide your finger toward the discharge point again without lifting your finger from direct contact with the paltro and it will fire again. You can continue to do that until the paltro is depleted, usually around seven shots, then the paltro will need to spend some time in the sun to recharge."

"Got it. It sounds like it's pretty unlikely the thing can be discharged by accident."

"Yes. That was a design consideration for the firing sequence."

Laurel stuffed the device in her pocket and leaned forward and resumed eating her food as Denoca continued.

"With that out of the way, what is your endurance level like?" Denoca asked more or less looking at Jake.

"We engage in physical exercise regiments every day to keep in shape and that includes running ten miles a day. We can walk for prolonged periods without issue or we can run at a good clip for extended periods without complaint or falling behind so long as you don't maintain a ridiculous pace."

"I am not sure I know what a mile equates to."

"Five thousand two hundred eighty steps if you step toe to toe."

"Ah, I see. And you run ten times that distance every day."

"Yes, every day that we can engage in workout routines. When we're on missions like this for instance, we can't exactly perform our usual workout."

"I am impressed that your organization requires physical fitness as well as high mental aptitudes and continuing study to increase knowledge and overall intelligence."

"Service in the civilian corps isn't afforded to anyone who wants to serve." Laurel responded, "There are very strict qualification standards that must be met and it is expected of a person to perform at their best while in service."

"So it is an exclusive organization?"

"Kind of. Anyone of an appropriate age can apply to join the civilian corps, but they have to meet the qualification criteria, even for most well educated adults that isn't easy."

"I see. Another point I would like to voice is about the transport we are going to be going to the surface in¦you are to keep anything you see to yourself. You are not to discuss operation, layout or appearance of the vessel to anyone, including your superiors."

"A top secret ship the enlighteners don't know about?"

"Yes, and we intend to keep it that way. Do you have a problem keeping specific details from your superiors?"

"No. We are your guests so if tell us to keep quiet, that's exactly what we'll do. We will just report that we were transported down in a classified craft that we were asked not to discuss. Our superiors will understand and we don't discuss mission reports with the league council or the enlighteners. I think we have a few things they are unaware of too and we intend to keep it like that as well."

"So we are of like mind in that respect?"

"Yes. We're honored to be an enlightener species but we're nobody's puppets. We will perform when and where asked but in our way. The council doesn't need to know everything we do and have."

"That is refreshing to hear you say that. Many new enlightener species simply roll over and disclose absolutely everything."

"You'll find Human beings are a strong willed, independent species. We like to do things our own way¦within reason of course. We understand boundaries and what we can't do if we're going to comply with the rules of conduct and such."

"I think we will make for good operational allies knowing that is how you feel. I assume this is how all your people feel?"

"It is how our superiors feel and that's what counts since they're the ones issuing our orders and conducting negotiations with the league of aligned worlds and the council of enlighteners."

"You are a very wise young lady. I feel better knowing they sent you and your¦mate Jake to take part in this mission. We are going to get along just fine."

"Thank you Varis."

"Now, please eat up so we can get the final touches applied to your appearances."

"You want to mess up our hair and what not so we look like we've been rooting through ruins for our survival?"

"Yes. We will undergo the same de-civilization so we too look like we endure hardship everyday just to stay alive."

Laurel nodded and she and Jake went back to eating. They finished off their food, drank down 2 glasses of water, then asked to be shown to the restroom facilities where they relieved themselves, then they were escorted to yet another strange room where they had some gel slathered in their hair that dried rather crusty like after having their hair tussled a bit and they had some semi-permanent makeup added to their faces to give the appearance of accumulated dirt and slight scarring that had healed in harsh conditions and then they were taken before the Advar one last time and he approved the look, wished them success and they were escorted to a lower hangar where they were greeted by a wondrous sight.

There was a sleek looking ship with raised control fins for atmosphere controlled flying and wing like projections to create lift in such an environment but the ship looked like it was traveling fast while sitting still. The hull was comprised of a mottled dark gray to almost white covering that looked leathery. The ship stood ten meters high at its highest point and the landing gear looked more like huge bones than structural alloy or mechanical elements. There was a double pylon configuration along the lower quadrant that swept back gracefully to create a vented aperture of some kind presumably for thrust exhausting purposes to Laurel and Jake's eyes.

Laurel and Jake found they were stunned and speechless staring at the sight before them. It took them a moment to step closer and reach out and touch the side of the ship and it was warm to the touch, warmer than the ambient temperature of the hangar. Laurel rubbed her hand across the hull then looked at the Juis'Tahn team.

"Organic architecture?"

"Yes. This is the Hemudar. We have been working on constructing this class of stealthy surveillance and attack vessel for quite some time. We discovered a dead world with an intact ship yard where this artificially regenerative hull plating was utilized and we reverse engineered the technology to create this class of ship. The entire ship is symbiotic with its operators; in fact it requires them to interface with it in order to process the universe around it."

"Incredible! We have been working on a class of ship like this too. I didn't realize you were this far along in synthetic aperture heuristic semi-organic technology."

"Yes. We did not invent the technology but we understand it enough to recreate and operate it efficiently."

"This thing looks fast," Jake commented, "Can we inquire as to its speed capability?"

"In normal space it travels just below the first photonic velocity but it utilizes a trans-dimensional drive that funnels a tremendous amount of energy into a finite point in space to open a rift that it travels into subverting normal space time properties and limitations. Velocity is relative but distance is different when traveling in such a manner so critical velocities are unnecessary. Vast distances can be covered in a fraction of the time it would require if traveling in normal space."

"I actually understand that¦" Jake looked the ship fore and aft then looked at Denoca. "The energy production must be compact and extremely exotic."

"That is an aspect way over my head. I understand how to power it up and where it is located within the ship but specifics on its function are way beyond me."

"Where did its technology originate then?"

"I am not permitted to discuss that aspect of the ships components."

"I understand. I was just curious."

"If you will follow me, we will board the Hemudar so we can head to the surface."

Denoca walked around the left wing section and as they approached the craft in a single file line, a boarding ramp with integrated steps descended automatically until it gently touched the hangar deck. They filed up into the Hemudar to find a warm ambiance from the layout and dim lighting that illuminated the whole space but focused intense light down on each control station that oddly had a short stump at each control station and the controls were extremely simplistic looking with only a large flat display one could look down upon and hand imprints embossed on each side of the displays. There was one obvious command chair with control buttons and knobs on each armrest and at the front of the oval shaped space was a huge darkened wraparound screen.

Laurel and Jake looked around briefly and Denoca pointed at the 2 rearmost stations and Laurel and Jake walked over to the stations and they stared at the stumps rising from the deck that appeared organic in nature.

"Pass your hand over the pedestal from left to right then be seated. The ship will sense your unique dimensions and provide a contoured seat for your rump to rest on."

"Interesting, these are standing or sitting workstations?"

"Yes. Gornus and Laupon will interface with the ship to offer intelligence for sensor processing and control function recognition."

"So¦your minds are the ships central processing unit?"

"Precisely."

Laurel and Jake simultaneously passed their hand over the knee high stumps rising from the deck, then stepped over the stump and began to sit down slowly and as promised the stump morphed and grew in height and like a flower blossom opening, a precisely contoured seat developed and they plopped down onto them to find they were warm and incredibly soft on their bottoms with a mid back height backrest that was the perfect shape to support and cradle their backs at just the right lean to be completely natural feeling.

Gornus and Laupon remained standing and placed their hands on each side of their station displays in the hand imprints and the control console extended like a reverse gravity flowing liquid medium that encased their hands and wrists. They then lifted their hands with an umbilical of stretchy organic looking green material lading back down to the console. There was a clicking thud like sound and all the control stations lit up and the forward display glowed to life showing the view of the inside of the hangar along with telemetry from the sensors at the bottom of the display. Denoca then sat down in the command chair and pressed a few controls on his right armrest and then he called out the command to prepare for departure. He then pressed a single button and called out to the Juis'Tahn.

"Advar, this is the Hemudar ready for departure."

"Understood Hemudar. Good hunting and safe return. All probe data has been forwarded to you so you should have the latest data about the surface conditions near the original landing and meeting sites for the ambassadors."

"Yes, I can see that on my display. You do not seriously think the ambassadors are still in the area of the originally scheduled negotiations do you?"

"Probably not. You have to start searching somewhere and that is as good a place as any."

"True. We will land some distance from the old city and go in on foot to minimize the likelihood someone will find the Hemudar."

"That is a good idea. The Hemudar is such a foreign and revolutionary design, if discovered it will not lead them to thinking we are the ones on the surface."

"We will send a discrete signal when we locate the ambassadors."

"We will remain in our current location awaiting your return. You understand we cannot send a rescue party to aid in your extraction should something go wrong."

"We understand that. We should not need an extraction if things go according to plan."

"You are cleared for departure Hemudar."

"Hemudar departing at this time. See you real soon sir."

Denoca deactivated the transmitter and then sighed heavily.

"Take us out gentlemen." He finally called out.

There was a very subtle hum heard, but it was barely detectable though Laurel and Jake sensed some extremely exotic energy production occurring close by. The forward view showed the hangar deck dropping away and the ship glided backwards out of the hangar then it pivoted around so it was facing out into space and then it accelerated rapidly and smoothly away from the Juis'Tahn.

The Hemudar headed into darkness for a short time, then banked over and headed directly toward the binary stars at the heart of the system until a small globe began to appear and grow in size. At first it was a blue and white gem then as they drew still nearer they could see that there were several large island continents surrounded by vast seas that were an odd greenish color instead of the expected deep blue color.

As the Hemudar drew even closer and began to decelerate, it became obvious that where there should be vast stretches of forest there was desolate tan desert environment present and the clouds looked dark and chocked with soot and debris. The planet was obviously devastated and in an unnatural state of decline. As the Hemudar settled into a low orbit, they were able to discern what was left of major cities, but there was a suspicious lack of artificial electromagnetic activity. There was no radio noise and or satellite activity aside from the probes sent ahead by the Juis'Tahn.

There was a considerable amount of orbiting debris but it looked as if it had been tumbling in orbit for a considerable time. Some was obviously the remains of ships but most was unrecognizable chunks and shards of debris from satellites long since destroyed.

"What a dismal looking place." Laurel said softly.

"If you think this is bad, you should see Erudon four. They definitely got the worst of the centuries of war." Denoca said.

"Why are the oceans such an odd color?" Jake asked.

"Mineral contamination. Massive explosions in mineral rich areas sent the material into the clouds that then carried it out over the oceans. Most creatures that once inhabited the vast seas of this world are now gone. Only the hardiest creatures have endured the dramatic climactic and environmental changes inflicted planet wide."

"And the planet can recover from this freefall into dismal conditions?" Laurel asked.

"Now that the ability to wage war is all but gone, yes. Small scale skirmishes will have no discernable effect on the global environment, unlike the massive orbital bombardment responsible for what we see down there today. Erudon four simply has no capacity for waging interplanetary war like they did in the past. Neither world has that capacity."

"So they were space fairing at some point in the past?"

"Yes, Erudon four first, Erudon five several cycles later. They both retained that ability until about ten solar cycles after the last great battle in which both sides launched bombing raids concurrently. Very successful bombing raids that in essence destroyed each other's ability to ever carry out such an attack again and Erudon four was cast into an environmental downfall the planet has never recovered from."

"Are you detecting any signs of life down there at all?" Laurel asked since she couldn't read the telemetry presented.

"Some. Though I do not think what we are detecting are people. Most remain underground during daylight hours, venturing out at night to hunt prey."

"Do you have any idea how many people still exist on this dismal world?" Jake asked.

"No. We have not taken a census since it would be extremely difficult given their subterranean existence. Guesses are about fifty million but that is only a guess."

"How many people were there during their civilization's glory days?"

"Around five billion here and three billion on Erudon four."

"That's pretty sad to think about all those lives snuffed out due to a war they had nothing to do with."

"Oh in the beginning there was a populace vote taken that resulted in a call to bomb Erudon four in retaliation. The general population was not as innocent as you suppose."

"I have located the site of the originally scheduled negotiations Varis," Laupon announced as he put the information on the forward display.

"Good man. Find us a landing site outside the city boundary and take us down. Be sure to mentally map the search location and our landing site so we know which way to go."

"Understood sir. Taking us down."

The ship broke orbit, banking over toward the surface, slipping into the upper level clouds quickly to obscure their descent from below just in case someone was looking skyward. It only took a matter of minutes to reach a safe landing spot well outside the city in a forest of red and yellow leaved trees that looked like elms but the foliage grew in bushy clumps at the end of stubby branches rather than from along long branches as Laurel and Jake were accustomed to seeing on Earth native trees.

The ship set down gently and the crew went through the shut down process then disconnected from the ship and Varis Denoca walked to the rear of the main command and control compartment and he opened a storage closet and retrieved five water canisters made from what appeared to be animal hide though Laurel was pretty sure it was a synthetic material designed to look organic in nature. They slung the water cantinas over their shoulders so they hung at their hips then Denoca retrieved handheld weapons a little larger than the Paltros Laurel and Jake had and he handed them out then he collected one backpack like bag, once again constructed from a material that looked like hide but tattered and somewhat dirty in appearance like it carried some age and use and he filled it with dried food rations and a few survival tools that would seem appropriate and fitting if discovered.

They then headed to the boarding ramp and Gornus activated the controls from beside the sealed ramp and it hissed as the air equalized rapidly then the boarding ramp descended until it touched the ground and they all filed out into the dust filled air blowing on a hot wind that was unending and steady. They looked around briefly and then Laurel and Jake manipulated their optical implants until they reached the spectral scale and they opted for a slight variation of the high band electromagnetic scale overlaid on the normal visible scale. It allowed them to essentially see heat signatures. They were seeing the visible outlines of medium to small sized creatures but nothing that looked like a hominoid life from.

"Are you two in a state of elevated sensing for danger and the likes?" Laupon asked in the native language.

"Yes," Jake replied. "We can see heat signatures and we are listening to our advanced senses for anything unusual. We should head directly for the city since my guess would be no more than five hours of daylight remaining judging by the position of the suns and we have at least a four hour walk ahead of us."

"You know where we are going?"

"Yes. Our mission files included an aerial shot of the domed structure the ambassadors were supposed to show up at to conduct the final negotiations. There is a lot of debris and distance between here and there to navigate around and over to reach the target so we can begin our search."

"Agreed. Would you like to lead the way?"

"No¦we need to present a subordinate role in this place and we will not convey that if we are seen in advance of you three."

"That is right. I had forgotten about that aspect of society here."

"I will lead the way," Denoca said, "Laurel and Jake will bring up the rear."

Laupon nodded and Denoca assumed the lead position as they set off, the boarding ramp closing automatically as they drew away from the ship and as they reached a distance of 50 yards, Laurel glanced back just in time to see the ship shimmer and then become translucent but her implants were picking up the distinct heat signature coming from the ship making its shape very distinctive to her eyes. She wondered if the heat signature presented a vulnerability that had been overlooked, but she figured maybe the ship would cool down after it sat idle for a time.

The team walked through the dead tree line that was lined with a tangled mess of crispy dry weeds that obviously used to be bushy greenery of some kind. They found they were looking at an outskirt neighborhood in complete ruin. There was visible evidence of former structures but all that remained were a few crumbling walls and foundation blocks with piles of disintegrating ruble piled up within the confines of the former structures. There were rows or structures along a curving path that used to be a neighborhood street only made apparent by the neat line of ruins in a row, dotted with gigantic craters, a few of which were filled to the top with rusty brown water that had an odd rainbow sheen across the surface. The soil around the structures was a dull red to orange sprinkled with tan rocks and strewn with debris long since eroded from the faÃ§ades of the fallen and destroyed structures.

"They bombed civilian targets once the militarily significant targets were destroyed." Laurel fairly whispered.

"You are surprised?" Gornus asked in a surprised tone. "This is how you wipe out a civilization. Eliminate their capacity to fight back then subjugate the civilians, if they resist, mass bomb them from high orbit so they cannot rebuild or reorganize in a meaningful manner."

"We just do not engage in this sort of¦genocide so¦yes; I am surprised these measures were employed. I have never witnessed this kind of destruction up close like this before."

"I did not mean to evoke strong emotions Laurel. I forgot you do not have a lot of military experience and your people are peace seekers."

"I am not in the military. They are subordinate to the civilian corps. We are a peacekeeping and civilian service organization with a command hierarchy structure to maintain discipline and order within the corps. Our military conduct battle damage assessment missions and report to us what they find. This sort of thing is well beyond the scope of my experience, and I thank the maker for that."

"I can understand your perspective being such a young officer in an organization like the civilian corps now that you have cleared things up a little. I should probably warn you that the level of destruction will get progressively worse as we near the city center. You may even see evidence of the final resting place of some of the victims of the bombing campaigns."

"That is something I am not looking forward to. I will keep my emotional responses to myself as best as I can so I do not disturb the team."

The team pressed on at an increased pace through the devastated ancient neighborhood until they reached a clear pathway that presumably used to be a roadway but was now nothing more than an isle in which the dried plant life was absent and the structural debris was conspicuously missing except for the occasional mounded pile of rubble that used to be a bridge or overpass.

They walked to the first major pile of rubble and ambled around it, climbing over boulders of formed concrete like concretions that had reinforcing bars protruding from them making it obvious they were not natural boulders but structural debris that was badly weathered. As they made it back to the clearest part of the path, Laurel and Jake began to sense danger before they could see anything that presented an obvious dangerous appearance.

"Hold up¦" Laurel said from the rear, "We're sensing something¦danger is close by."

The team stopped in their tracks and looked around carefully then looked at Laurel and Jake.

"Are you certain?" Gornus asked. "Are you ever mistaken about what you are sensing?"

"We are certain. It is like asking someone if they are sure they are feeling cold when ice is held to their skin. You just cannot get it wrong."

"What do you suggest we do?" Denoca inquired.

"Give us a moment to determine which direction the danger is."

Laurel closed her eyes and focused on her senses as she channeled Jake's remote viewing capability and her perception rushed away from their position to a point 250 yards away where three individuals in filthy, tattered, sandy tan clothing were hunched down looking through some device resembling a scope from a rifle. Laurel opened her eyes and her sense of position instantly snapped back to where the team was standing and she pointed past the men in the direction they had been heading.

"That way. There are three people watching us through some¦.device, like a spotting scope or something."

The team looked down the pathway and saw and heard absolutely nothing aside from the constant wind whooshing in their ears.

"I do not see anything?" Laupon said quietly.

"Trust me, they are there."

"The sight of the ship landing is probably what attracted their attention and they are searching for who or what came down in the ship." Jake suggested.

"Are you supposing they have never seen a landing craft before?" Gornus asked.

"Look around. It has been a long time since these people had ships and they probably never had anything like the Hemudar."

"You know the exact position of the individuals you are sensing?" Denoca asked.

"Yes."

"You are also certain they have hostile intentions?"

"We are not close enough to read their intentions; we just know they represent a danger."

"If they can see us¦we need to split up and flank them." Gornus suggested.

"Are you thinking of¦killing them?" Laurel asked in a quiet but incensed tone.

"I would rather not take their lives but I will not allow any of us to be injured or preyed upon just to avoid a lethal interaction." Denoca offered as a reply.

"Your weapons¦the Paltro you gave us and the larger ones you have¦they are lethal at any range, correct?"

"Yes."

"Then¦if you will indulge us?"

"I am listening."

"We should seek cover and then split up as you suggested, Jake and I will sneak up on them and debilitate them without killing them."

"No matter how you use the Paltro, even a graze will prove deadly since it will disassociate a significant piece of flesh when it strikes a body causing a person to bleed to death extremely rapidly."

"We are not going to shoot them. We have abilities that render a person unconscious without having to touch them."

"That is something I would like to see." Laupon said.

"We are not going to put on a show; we are going to disable our adversaries so we can keep moving." Laurel insisted.

"I understand. It was just an expressed thought."

Jake gestured subtly toward a pile of rubble that used to be a rather sizable building 30 meters away.

"We should head for that debris pile. We can casually head behind it and split up. Laurel and I will circle around to the north of their position and you three can head east to flank them from around that¦whatever that pile of metal is or was. I hope you do not mind me suggesting tactics?"

"No, we do not mind since your suggestion is a sound one."

The team continued down the pathway and the sense of danger grew in intensity, signaling to Laurel and Jake that the three individuals were better prepared for covert hostile actions than they saw from the brief view they had gleaned.

When they reached the heaped and twisted pile of girder like metal jutting from large crumbly cement boulders, they turned right and walked behind the debris heap and Laurel signaled for the rest of the team to head to the left and they nodded and moved off quickly. Laurel and Jake meanwhile climbed through the debris until they could head to the right and circle back around through a maze of tangled rebar and wood posts that were splintered and burned off as they poked every direction from within mountain of rubble.

Once Laurel and Jake were sure they were far enough past the position where they had detected the three hostiles, they turned back and headed through the clearest path possible to make a beeline for the last known position of the individuals and they finally began to sense their presence signaling they were getting close. A few more carefully placed footsteps and they drew close enough to detect faint whispering taking place, presumably communication between the adversaries discussing where the approaching group had disappeared to.

Laurel glanced over at Jake and he looked at her and nodded once and they closed their eyes and reached out to each other and easily slipped into one another's mind. They waited a few seconds while the emotional rush wore off and they adjusted to the increased sensitivity in sensation and senses. They opened their eyes and smiled at one another briefly then looked in the direction of the three individuals and now they sensed their exact position and intentions. The men had no idea who they had seen approaching through their spotting scope, they just knew they represented an opportunity to pillage food and supplies and the size of the group meant killing them was going to be the safest way to acquire everything they had on them.

Laurel sighed very subtly and Jake glanced at her and furrowed his brow.

"You're surprised they think killing us is the safe way to take everything we have?" Jake thought.

"A little," Laurel thought in return. "I know Denoca said these people have no possessions and prospects are bleak but¦"

"You hoped they would prove him wrong by behaving in a more civilized manner."

"Yeah. Anyway, we're going to have to hit those guys at same time so they don't have time to make a break for it once they see one of their partners drop like a stone."

"Unless we can get them to press their heads together, that isn't going to be possible. You know we can only hit one person at a time and they have to be in line of sight."

"Maybe we can do something a little creative to get them close enough to one another in order to incapacitate all of them at the same time."

"I sense the idea you have. I like it."

Laurel and Jake waited until the rest of the team emerged directly in front of the three concealed men. That was the moment they were waiting for. Laurel and Jake stepped around a small folded piece of metallic debris and they found themselves directly behind the men, just where they wanted to be. They both instantly let their feelings and internal energy build and then just as one of the men bent down and picked up a long barreled rifle, Laurel stretched her hand out for a focusing point and she thought about the very idea of forcing the men's heads together and a surge rushed through her and at the same instant, Jake concentrated on forming a bubble around the three men and then collapsing the bubble to their heads and Laurel clinched her outstretched hand into a balled up fist and the three men had their heads drawn together tightly just as the bubble reached a finite point at the confluence point where their heads were touching. The men only had time to yelp while trying to figure out what was happening to them, then Jake collapsed the bubble and the shockwave, though external, was emitted forcefully enough next to the back of the men's heads to immediately render all three of them unconscious.

Laurel opened her hand instinctively and removed her influence as she pulled her power back into herself and the three men dropped like sacks of sand, crumpling in a pile about one another. Laurel then withdrew from Jake's mind and the decreased available energy allowed her to dissolve her energy, as it had been rebuilding within her.

The rest of the team heard the sound of bodies thumping to the ground and onto one another and they looked in the direction of Laurel and Jake only seeing a slight dust cloud rising from the slumped over men piled on the ground.

"They will not be bothering us. We will be long gone by the time they come to."

The team walked over to Laurel and Jake and looked down at the three men in ragged clothing with disheveled hair that looked as if unattended for years in the filthiest conditions imaginable.

"How did you¦there are no Paltro burns."

"We told you we had ways that do not involve physical weapons." Laurel said proudly.

"I¦we did not see you incapacitate them. We would have liked to have seen it."

"There was nothing to see. You would have seen their heads bonked together and then their bodies slumping as they lost consciousness."

"It still would have been an interesting sight¦no matter. We should eliminate that weapon so it cannot be used against us later."

Gornus began to step toward and bend down to the long rifle when Jake put his hand out to stop him.

"Allow us to take care of that."

Gornus stepped back as he looked at Denoca, who nodded as he blinked his eyes closed, and then he looked at Laurel and Jake.

"I hope you mean to use your¦whatever you call it, not the Platro. Molten metal will be cast in all directions and we are standing close enough to be hit by molten spatter."

Laurel shook her head and held her hand out over the weapon as she concentrated on her feelings for Jake allowing a tremendous energy potential to build within her rapidly and then she thought about the idea of crushing the weapon as she pushed hard and the rifle was forced into the ground as the barrel collapsed flat and then bent into a banana shape as it conformed to the small crater created by Laurel's effort. The sound that accompanied the destruction of the weapon was one of squeaking metal, crunching dirt like rocks being ground together, and a solid thud that could be felt echoing through the ground via the feet, making the team stumble back a few steps in surprise.

"That was what we had in mind." Jake boasted.

"That was unsettling," Laupon commented after swallowing hard. "If you can do that to an object¦can you do that to a person?"

"We would never ever do that." Laurel insisted.

"It is possible though?"

"A person is much more fragile than metal and wood."

"I will just say I am thankful we are on the same side of things."

"I admire your restraint in disabling these men if you are capable of so much more." Gornus said.

"Life is precious in all its forms, even if it means to take yours without a second thought. It is what defines us as Human beings to think that way."

"Yes, we have been told as much." Denoca said. "It is refreshing to see it is fact¦at least in you two anyway."

"I assure you we feel this way because our parents instilled these values in us. That should be an indicator that our people value life."

"I do not know your people well enough to make that deduction, we will see how much your actions influence my belief you are correct. We need to keep moving."

Laurel nodded and Denoca turned and lead the way back to the clear pathway and they headed to the south along the pathway, until they reached the crumbling remains of skyscrapers long since tarnished and fractured from their presumed former glory. The uppermost floors of the nearest building were severed in such a way that it was readily apparent the building was struck by a tremendous impact destroying unknown numbers of upper floors and the lives of those caught on the upper floors when the tragedy struck.

"What a total waste¦" Laurel exclaimed.

"There is nothing about war that turns out well." Denoca said.

They pressed on entering an area of intense debris fields as the centuries had taken their toll on what remained of the bombed out buildings and market squares, one of which had a perfectly circular crater right in the middle of a vendors courtyard. Laurel was sure the civilian targets were chosen based on maximum population target availability at the chosen sites. They walked the perimeter of the market square watching what they were walking on given the sharp and unpredictable nature of the dirt and soil covered ground litter that included pieces of structural metal and support beams from open air canopy structures long since deteriorated to next to nothing.

As they moved past the market place into an area of tighter streets suggesting a downtown district of closely placed buildings, they could discern the dome in the distance that had originally been selected for the negotiations to take place in. It was one of the few ancient structures that was still intact despite the intense bombardment the city obviously sustained so long ago.

"That is our target," Denoca said in a quiet voice, "Are you able to detect anyone near the dome?"

"It will take some effort from this distance. Give Jake and me a chance to reach out with our senses. If there are people around that domed building, we will sense their presence."

The group stopped and looked around briefly realizing they were in a narrow yet wide open area even though Laurel and Jake weren't sensing any immediate danger. Laurel and Jake slowly sank down to their knees, being cautious to what they were placing their knees on given the unimaginable amount of structural debris just below the surface of the centuries of windblown dust and soil. They then put their hands on each other's shoulders and closed their eyes and once again joined minds and then after allowing some time for the rush to wear off, they extended their perceptions as far as the dome and there was an eerie absence of any essences. They sensed some small animals moving around but nothing with higher thinking and energy like a sentient being. In fact, they unintentionally reached out with their senses a few miles beyond the domed building and they sensed absolutely no one around except for the three men still unconscious a mile behind them.

Laurel and Jake pulled their senses back and withdrew into their own minds and then opened their eyes and nodded once then stood up and faced the other men.

"We are utterly alone in this city. We reached out well beyond the dome and we can assure you there is nobody around."

"At least we can make our way to the dome to begin searching for evidence of what happened to the ambassadors without being attacked." Laupon commented.

"We still need to stay alert," Laurel added, "We did not search below the surface and we did sense a few small animals scurrying about. We have no idea what kind of danger those animals represent."

"I was under the perception you were able to sense danger in advance."

"We can sense impending danger. We are not sensing anything like that, but we were not looking for possible danger in the creatures scurrying about in the debris around us. There is such a thing as looking too close for dangers around us. Information overload can lead to general confusion and loss of focus on the important information."

"I suppose that makes sense," Denoca said in English surprising Laurel and Jake.

"Uhh¦you may want to continue speaking the local language so it becomes more habitual to do so." Laurel urged respectfully.

"I do not know why I switched to your language." Denoca replied in the local tongue. "I must be identifying with you and Jake more than I was aware."

"We are pleased you are feeling a stronger sense of respect than you expected this quickly. Jake and I respect you and your men too sir."

"We should move on now that we know we are alone." Gornus urged.

"I agree. All this wind is going to obscure any physical evidence pretty quickly and thoroughly, given how much time has already passed we need to investigate what is left as quickly as possible."

They turned as a group and Denoca and his men assumed the lead and Laurel and Jake listened to their senses as they brought up the rear, Jake with his hand in his pocket on the Paltro Denoca had graced him with. He knew his advanced abilities would serve to protect the group if need be, but he was thinking of the small animals around and the potential meat they could offer if they were of adequate size. It would be much easier to dispatch an animal with the Paltro than his abilities and he wouldn't have to share the sensation of killing something with Laurel.

They marched on down the slightly curving street until it opened up into what obviously used to be a public space, like a park or the likes and the trees were hefty and robust looking even if they didn't have a single leave on them and the former grass was frozen in time a few inches tall but it was a golden brown color from lack of water and it crunched underfoot as they walked out into the wide open expanse of the park only to find the southern 3rd consumed by an enormous crater that was oddly perfectly spherical in shape. It was too perfect to be a blast crater from high explosives. This was something else entirely since there was no debris cast out from the parabolic shaped crater. The soil and rock was simply missing, like it had been disintegrated completely. They stopped to take a moment to take in the scene and Laurel touched Jake's arm.

"It seems like the outskirt neighborhoods were destroyed with explosive weapons and the city center here was hit with something totally different, much more surgical and clean."

"High energy dispersion weapons," Denoca said, "The focal point is very precise and devastating but the outer dispersion area is more chaotic and results in explosive contact patterns. This was all done at the same instant from high above."

"This whole city was wiped out in a single salvo?"

"No. This was ground zero for one burst of a likely multi burst strike. We may find evidence of other craters like that one as we venture deeper into the city center."

"How horrific. I imagine the heat and concussion blast from the event were¦"

"Devastating to biological life," Gornus inserted. "We have seen similar weapons used in battle and the results are ghastly but extremely effective if you are trying to depopulate a large city."

They pressed on and Laurel tried to put out her mind how horrific the scene must have been when the initial strike took place. They walked for several minutes crossing the open space only to reenter what used to be a wide street flanked by tall buildings that were now just jagged torn and tortured remnants that had all their major damage facing the park area behind them until they walked several blocks down the former boulevard where the destruction inflicted on the taller buildings began to suggest a new direction of destructive force. There was the typical outer area evidence of explosive impact events and then the damage grew more precise and clean until they came upon another perfect spherical crater, this one truly immense.

They walked toward the crater until they could see down into the shadow draped bottom and it was a full 30 meters deep and nearly 200 meters across. There was one building in particular on the opposite rim of the crater that had been severed right in half by the event and then its contents had spilled into the crater over time as the exposed interior of the building degraded over time. The destruction to the building outlined a continued spherical shape rising from the missing ground beside and beneath the building. It was an awe inspiring and frightening sight to see.

Beyond the oddly destroyed building were more buildings with precise concussion damage and beyond those buildings exhibiting explosive damage but in the distance the dome was now looking like a beacon of survival amidst all the destruction rot on the rest of the structures in the city. It was a conundrum Laurel was intensely curious about.

"Is this kind of destruction present in all the major cities of the world?" Jake asked.

"The larger urban centers, yes. They were hit in a single day and then careful strikes were carried out against smaller militarily important targets over several days after that, until a counter strike was directed at Erudon four in retaliation. After that both sides lost the ability to carry out large scale attacks from space."

"So¦the counter strike was what¦thermonuclear?"

"Worse. Antimatter fusion. The affects devastated the entire planet after several strikes were carried out globally."

"No wonder the remaining population needs to relocate to this planet. You cannot release that kind of energy at ground level and expect a planet to recover."

"The people of Erudon four were pre antimatter at the time of the greatest escalation in conflict so it was only employed by one side. It was only a matter of ten or twenty cycles after that until Erudon four lost the ability to wage war from space. Their last desperate act was to deliberately crash one of their largest spaceships into a major city here on Erudon five. The ecological devastation was unimaginable and lingers to this day."

"Our file data indicates an outside influence instigated the whole conflict over three hundred cycles ago."

"Then you have more information on the situation than I do," Denoca responded. "I was not around that long ago, neither were most of our immediate ancestors."

"I suppose it is unimportant for the mission at hand."

"Very true."

They resumed their trudge through the debris and dusty soil walking around the outer edge of the spherical hole in the ground until they could once again head directly toward the dome which was growing ever larger as they drew closer. They continued through wreckage and debris until they came upon one building in particular that had its entire faÃ§ade eroded away by one of the precise crater events nearby and Laurel stopped in her tracks when she realized the shadows she was seeing on the interior walls weren't created by the sun shining from behind any objects since the sun was ahead of them, not beside them. She was seeing the ghostly shadows of people permanently etched on the interior walls. It spoke to the intensity of the blast as it disintegrated the outer faÃ§ade and then incinerated the people in an instant and the horrific moment was captured like a photograph negative.

Laurel covered her mouth in shock and horror and Jake put his arm around her and tried to pull her eyes off the disturbing sight.

"We were warned we might see this. Please try not to dwell on what you are seeing."

"It is an entire family incinerated where they stood in their home. How am I supposed to ignore that?"

"I know it tugs at your heart hun, they died hundreds of years ago. Please¦look away and try not to think about it."

Laurel closed her eyes so she could look away and she took a few stumbled steps then regained her composure and she took a deep breath and sighed and they pressed on. It took another twenty minutes to reach the courtyard for the domed building that it now appeared at one time had some kind of outer faÃ§ade that was long since gone. The dome building was gigantic and constructed from hexagonal shaped panels, thousands of them. There was an arched main entryway that was wide open some distance from their approach position and a few smaller doorways around the structure that looked to be blocked by mountainous piles of rubble from the previous outer covering that was now lying piled up several feet high around the base of the domed structure in most locations.

The courtyard at one time was a wide open expanse and there were jagged anchoring mounts that presumably used to house sculptures or statues that were long since taken for their material value or destroyed by all the nearby blasts that amazingly all missed the main dome by some distance. There were concentrated pockets of smaller explosive craters off to the east of the dome but none seemed to have made a direct hit to the dome which Laurel and Jake found puzzling until they considered that an advanced civilization with space travel and antimatter knowledge should have shield technology at their disposal too. It would make sense that the dome was used as a massive bomb shelter except that the strike was so sudden and so devastating that next to no one probably made it to the dome before the shield was activated, locking the rest out to meet their maker in the conflagration taking place all throughout the city.

They walked straight toward the dome and Laurel and Jake began to sense a looming danger not from a person or persons, but from animals that now considered this their territory.

"Hold up a sec¦" Laurel said, "There are some creatures around that we need to deal with before we go any further."

The whole group stopped in their tracks and looked around briefly but saw nothing.

"Are you talking about people or animals?" Denoca inquired.

"Animals¦dangerous animals."

"You intend to kill them to clear the way for us?"

"No. We will encourage them to move off for a time while we conduct our investigation."

"I did not realize one of your talents was controlling animals."

"They have electrochemical brains just like us even if they do not have the advantage of higher thinking. Exerting an influence on creatures like that is rudimentary if you impart the right kind of encouragement."

"I am not sure I completely understand that. I will leave you to it."

Denoca stepped back and he reached out and pulled Gornus and Laupon back a few steps and Laurel was slightly amused that they were intimidated by the uncertainty of what she and Jake were capable of. Laurel turned and looked at Jake and he nodded.

"You got this babe," Jake thought, "channel what you need from me. My mind is wide open to you."

Laurel looked toward the gigantic dome looming so ominously before them and she closed her eyes and concentrated on her feelings, allowing a tremendous energy potential to build so quickly it surprised her and then with the thought of warding the animals off in mind, she pushed so hard she grunted slightly and there was palpable pulse of static like energy discharged into the air and the ground pulsed beneath their feet as if struck by a heavy object. Laurel then released a small push to dissipate the recurring energy once again building within her, giving her time to withdraw her influence and break her concentration long enough to stop even more energy potential from building within her. She opened her eyes and looked at Jake and he seemed unfazed but when she looked at the rest of the team they were noticeably shaken and pale.

A commotion from the main entrance caught their attention and they all looked over to see several deer sized odd animals with long ears like a rabbit and a prehensile snout with what looked like rams horns jutting from their heads, practically stampeded out of the domed structure main entrance and several smaller creatures followed moments behind them and they bounded off like kangaroos but leaning forward on four fore legs while bounding from two muscular hind legs. Truly bizarre looking animals that on closer look had nasty snaggled teeth like those of a tiger and a shark combined in that they existed in row behind row suggesting they could tear flesh easily and viciously if they caught hold of a person.

"By the light of the creator¦" Denoca exclaimed almost in a whisper. "I thought the bigger animals were the dangerous ones¦those hoppers are truly wicked little bags of teeth covered in fur."

"Like I said, we do not always know the exact nature of the danger, just that it is there and needs to be avoided."

"If we had gone in there and those things felt cornered or like we were entering their den¦" Laupon said then Jake interrupted.

"We would have found out how good those teeth are at tearing flesh from bone."

"Do you think that is what happened to the ambassadors?" Gornus asked.

"I doubt it," Denoca said. "I would imagine the locals know how to deal with those creatures¦they might even eat them if they can catch them without being torn up in the process."

"I agree," Laurel said. "I think they met a more dubious greeting by bigger creatures."

"You think they were taken hostage by their supposed welcoming party?"

"I think it is more likely someone that was not invited crashed the party and spirited the ambassadors away."

"You sense that is what happened or just suspect?"

"I suspect it. Jake disagrees in fact. He is more in the thinking that the meeting took place and during someone got offended and struck out at the ambassadors."

"So you think they were taken away and he thinks they are dead. That must be terribly confusing if you share a mind and feelings."

"We share our existence but we are still individuals with separate thoughts and feelings, we just experience them together."

"Are we now safe to proceed?" Gornus asked.

"Yes. The animals experienced an overwhelming urge to flee. They will not return for quite a while."

The team then turned back toward the building and continued toward it though they were now visually scanning the ground for evidence of recent activity by people and Laurel and Jake were listening to their higher instincts. They then used eye contractions to change the visual spectrum their ocular implants provided and they finally stumbled upon the right spectral frequency to present footprints on the ground in blue shimmering highlight that were otherwise optically undetectable.

"Hold up¦" Laurel called out, "We are seeing evidence of people walking through here. We can see impressions of the balls of their feet in the footprints so they wore soft soled shoes¦" They scanned the ground a bit longer and Jake saw evidence of hard soled foot traffic in sets of two. He pointed at the different impressions and Laurel nodded. "The ambassadors definitely came this way too, we can see evidence of hard soled shoes."

"We are not seeing the footprints you are talking about." Gornus said looking at the ground where Laurel and Jake were looking.

"Our artificial ocular implants are capable of detecting things our eyes would normally miss."

"That is a good sign if it looks as if the ambassadors were walking of their own free will." Denoca said.

"They were flanked on both sides by locals, but they do not look to have been running or anything like that. The tracks lead directly toward the domed building."

"We should go have a look inside then."

Laurel nodded and they once again resumed their walk to the massive main entryway. As they neared the gaping arched entryway they realized just how dark it was inside and they stopped and Denoca retrieved a handheld palm torch from his pack and then they cautiously proceeded with Denoca leading the way. There was a tremendous amount of debris on the ground leading into the building, most from the ceiling and archway faÃ§ade that had its anchoring fixtures deteriorate to the point the faÃ§ade and architectural elements could no longer be suspended and under their own weight they fell and decomposed into the thick layer of soft material beneath their feet along with a substantial amount of wind carried dirt and organic debris.

They stepped into the building and surprisingly they found a labyrinth of cross beams and support struts spanning from the floor all the way up to the dome high overhead. There used to be walls forming rooms and corridors but the material that hung from the support beams was now piles of rotting debris on the floor and there were clear animal trails throughout the maze of reinforcing structure that was still intact. The material the web of reinforcing was made from showed virtually no signs of deterioration or oxidation despite the obvious centuries it has been exposed to harsh conditions, a testament to the original construction of the building.

As they walked deeper, stepping through the interlaced structural components, they could see toward the center of the building there used to be a tremendous amount of equipment that had been battered and ripped from its original mountings. Laurel knew right away it was where the shield generation equipment had been located since at the very center was still a single mast atop which there was a multifaceted ball that presumably served as the transmitter element for the shield generator.

Denoca shown his palm torch around the enormous interior space from floor to ceiling, finally pausing on several chairs and two long tables that had obviously been brought into the center of the structure recently, though the tables were lying on their sides with two of the legs broken off one of the tables. Laurel and Jake adjusted their ocular implants until they found the spectral frequency that essentially provided them with night vision. The feeble light entering from the main entrance and the small gaps in three of the minor entrances was more than enough to allow them to see very clearly, even though the hue was slightly toward the blue/green spectrum.

Laurel pointed at the ground and led her finger toward the table a short distance away.

"The ambassadors definitely came this way¦they had at least twelve locals with them."

"I do not understand," Gornus said quietly, "If they made it this far¦what in the world happened? Where are they now?"

Denoca shined his light on Gornus' chest.

"I do not understand it myself. This was supposed to be an orchestrated event in which representatives from eight former world power regions agreed to come together to hear what the ambassadors had to say. It took a great deal of time and negotiations to get them to agree to come here¦I just cannot see what taking the ambassadors would have gained for any of them. They all knew the strength of the alliance behind the ambassadors. To bring that kind of heat down on this world just makes no sense."

"Unless all parties involved were equally insulted by what the ambassadors had to say." Jake offered.

"If that is the case¦the ambassadors may already be dead." Denoca said as he slowly lowered his light.

"Do not get ahead of the evidence," Laurel said. "We need to try to stay positive."

Laurel looked around as she listened to her senses and she became aware of a warmth coming from deeper within the structure and the warmth was not temperature related, it was the warmth of living essences. The energy sensed was warm on her skin like a fire on a cold night, but it was not a physical sensation she was sensing. She pointed in the direction she sensed the essential energy.

"Over there¦I feel the presence of people in that direction¦but down. It is emanating from deep underground."

"Are you certain?" Denoca asked as he shined his palm torch in the direction she was pointing.

"I am positive."

"We did not bring the necessary supplies for subterranean explorations of a prolonged nature."

"Did you really expect to find the locals in surface structures?"

"We did not expect to find anyone here in the city. Orbital scans revealed next to no life signs of any significance. We were under the impression the ambassadors had been ferried away to another location. The honest truth is we have no idea where the ambassadors are which is why we are beginning our search here."

"We cannot give you specific details about who we are sensing. All we know is there are people that way. If they are this close to where the negotiations were supposed to take place, it goes to figure they might know what happened on the day in question."

"That is a logical deduction if they will talk to us."

"We look and sound like proper Vorlon so¦"

"We will exercise proper cultural behavior in hopes whoever is around will accept the fact we are Vorlon."

"That sounds like a good idea. Jake and I know what to do to play the part."

"These people must have been technologically sophisticated at the time of the destruction of the city," Jake commented, "That mast still holds a transmitter element that was not designed to transmit radio signals. Look at those conduits running up the mast. They are waveguide conduits, designed to direct high energy waves in a focused linear manner."

Denoca shined his light onto the mast some distance away in the center of the structure and he nodded, then he slowly moved the light up the mast until it met the faceted globe perched atop the mast near the dome ceiling.

"Why do you suppose they made the final transmitter element faceted like that?"

"It would create deliberate overlapping ripples in the transmitted field envelope," Laurel answered. "Think of how easy it is to create a competing wake when a ripple appears in a liquid medium. If you have multiple wakes that overlap, all traveling out from a singular point it is much more difficult to create a counter force that can interrupt the primary directional force created by the original source generator."

"Deliberate chaos within the shield fortifies it?" Laupon asked.

"That is it exactly. Deliberately created chaos within the matrix more than doubles the shield strength with the same amount of delivered energy utilization. Shield basics."

Laupon looked at Denoca and he sensed the gaze and looked at him and shrugged his shoulders.

"It makes senses, even though we use a laminar shield matrix."

"Should we¦you know¦suggest taking a look into incorporating that technique into our shield generation technologies?"

"You are in a high enough position within the Nistrum to make such a recommendation and it will be taken serious."

"I believe I will do that when we get back."

"Good for you. You have already acquired a useful piece of information from this mission. That is good."

Denoca moved his light toward the direction Laurel had indicated and it was apparent the way was going to be perilous since it would involve navigating through the maze of debris and lattice-like structural reinforcing beams and girders that used to support and form the interior walls, ceilings, doorways and stairwells. Denoca led the way with Laurel and Jake bringing up the rear, only offering accessional hints as to which path to take when particularly confusing areas were encountered.

After a ten minute struggle they reached the first metal stairway leading down into the lower levels. They looked like they had been somewhat maintained recently. They were free of debris and while the metal was darkened it was rust free suggesting either heavy traffic or occasional efforts to keep the stair treads in a somewhat safe and useful state.

They climbed down first one level, and there were extremely dark hallways leading off in three directions and Laurel listened to her senses and she pointed down the continuing stair treads and Denoca nodded and continued their decent. In all they ended up descending seven levels before Laurel and Jake clearly sensed people to the right from the landing they were standing on. They were now able to discern that they were dealing with locals only and a good number of them, at least thirty in all.

"That way." Jake whispered as he pointed to the hallway leading to the right.

"There is a whole group of people down that way," Laurel added. "We should assume our subordinate youth role and positions."

Denoca nodded and they assumed the standard cultural expected positions as they headed to the right. The hallway was badly eroded from age and moist condition deterioration and the floor seemed to be composed of solid concrete or the likes making it substantial as well as making their footsteps hard to keep quiet. The hallway quickly opened up into a gigantic space that was so large, the opposite side really couldn't be seen. In the middle of the enormous cavity of a space, there was a flickering fire of immense size with the huddled masses of 32 individuals close by soaking in the good warmth and light. The smell of something cooking close to the fire was unmistakable and not all together unpleasant. The team slowly approached and the mass of people took notice to their movements and most popped to their feet, a couple with weapons at the ready though not aimed directly at the team just yet.

"That is far enough!" One of the locals called out. "What is your purpose here?"

"We were¦exploring the ancient city above, discovering the way down here by accident," Denoca said. "The smell of food peaked our curiosity. We did not know anybody lived in the old city."

"This was Dendera, the capitol city of the Pormat region. Where are you from that you do not know what city you are exploring?"

Denoca looked back at Laurel and Jake and they both immediately got down on their knees and bowed their heads respectfully and only then did Denoca realize his unexpected gaze for help would elicit this proper response. Denoca then looked back at the alert crowd and the individual confronting him.

"We are from the East, many days walk from here. We saw lights in the sky in this direction so we set out to investigate. We thought someone had reacquired high altitude flight as we once had in the past."

"Come closer so I can look upon you. We have had some recent visitors from very far away. Those were the lights you saw. I want to insure you are not of the same people they were before we interact further."

Denoca stepped toward the large crowd that was now huddling along the side of the fire toward the approaching team. Laurel and Jake got to their feet and followed to the rear of the team with their gaze directed slightly downcast until they drew close to the particular individual confronting Denoca. When Denoca stopped, Laurel and Jake once again dropped to their knees and looked down.

The man now looked Denoca over carefully then he strained to see the rest of the group, finally nudging Denoca aside so he could look at Laurel and Jake, lifting Jake's chin so he could look into his face, then he looked at the back of Laurel's deliberately matted hair and the man squinted to see in the dim light then he reached down and softly felt of Laurel's back, giving her chills up her legs and arms, and then he pat her head gently and stepped back and looked at Denoca.

"These two have the golden hair color thought to be extinct in our kind. Where is their mother? Did she too have light hair color?"

"I found these two as orphans just as they were learning to walk. I have no idea who their mother was. I have cared for them the best I can with what little I have, sharing anything I find or kill with them in order to keep them alive, teaching them how to forage, mindfully pillage, hunt and behave with dignity so they can one day survive on their own."

"I see. They are Vorlon at least. They share our unique physiology. Are they brother and sister?"

"I hope not. I have seen them exchange passionate moments and they tend to prefer sleeping curled up to one another for warmth and emotional comfort. I do not believe they are related."

"You said you have cared for them since a very young age?"

"That is correct."

"Did you find them together, or separately?"

"On the same day in different locations in a burned out city far to the north."

"Burned out from battle?"

"No. A big wildfire swept through the valley the city was located in, destroying most structures, taking many lives. I do not know how these two managed to survive. I found them wandering around on hands and knees without a shred of clothing on their bodies with no living soul around that seemed to care about their plight. The cries melted my heart so I decided to care for the both of them since my family were all killed in raids long ago."

"What about your associates here?"

"Laupon and Gornus here are what are left of the village of Towgres. We teamed up in a manner of speaking to take care of the orphans and scrape by best we can. There is safety and better hunting in numbers."

"I have heard of Towgres, it is seventeen days walk from here to the northeast. I did not know it ceased to exist though."

"It is still there, the people just dispersed in search of better lands. Laupon and Gornus were the last to leave, at my urging since they were the last and I did not want to leave them there, just the two of them."

"Hmm. Come warm yourselves by the fire. Perhaps you can share details of the things you have seen in your travels."

"And you can tell us of this obviously once grand capitol city, Dendera."

"I thought everyone knew the story of Dendera and its fateful annihilation so long ago."

"That is a tale I missed out on growing up."

Denoca looked at Laurel and Jake still on their knees looking down.

"You two are free to interact with these people as you like, be mindful to behave yourselves so I do not have to punish you."

"Yes Denoca," Laurel said as she bowed her head lower in submission then she and Jake stood up and looked around confidently and curiously, as would be expected from inexperienced teenagers with little to no interpersonal experience.

The crowd now approached the newcomers, looked them over, ushering Laurel and Jake toward the younger cast among the subterranean group. They allowed the people to touch and feel them to get comfortable with their presence, confirming the grand idea of altering their spines to look and feel Vorlon to the terrestrial species. They were readily accepted and even admired for the warmth of their character as they interacted with the people at hand. Denoca and his men were escorted close to the fire with equally warm and curious hands about them, the locals seeming genuinely warm and caring about their fellow beings clinging so tenuously to life, everyday being a genuine struggle to survive surmounting negative prospects for continued existence.

They talked and allowed their presence to settle in with the large group, food being offered as meager as it be and Laurel was the one among the youngsters to finally pose the question about the strangers from far away. A rather gamely young man who appeared particularly taken with Laurel, her appearance still being one of amazing beauty and symmetry even with the alterations, offered an eye witness account of the events of twenty cycles ago.

"I snuck to the surface to witness the meeting between the strangers and our people," The young man said as he scooted closer to Laurel. "The strangers were very odd looking and the people they were meeting with from here I had never seen before. I do not know where they came from; their clothing and mannerisms were different from what I have seen before."

"How did you even know the meeting was going to happen?"

"A few of us venture to the surface to see what we can find in the ruins. Every now and then we find something useful or interesting. Our guardians do not like the idea of us poking around up there, especially when the suns are up; we get bored down here and so go anyways. We have witnessed pre grand meeting encounters. We knew the grand meeting was planned to take place in the ancient dome twenty solar risings ago."

"Guardians¦you are an orphan?"

"Most of us are. These people are our family¦as close as we will ever get to having a family anyway."

"Do you know what happened to your birth mother and father?"

"No. Most of us were born to parents that could not provide for us so they¦moved on¦leaving us to fend for ourselves or die if that is what fate had in mind for us. Our family here took pity on us; insuring death was not to be our fate."

"You are fortunate these people found you when they did. There are not many people around, especially those who will care for orphans out of the goodness of their hearts."

"You have the same fortunate circumstance in your past, though a much smaller family for you and¦I do not even know your names."

"I am called Laurel and he is called Jake."

"What curious names you have taken. I am Honon."

"What a nice name. I am pleased to meet you Honon. So anyway, did you see what happened during the grand meeting?"

"Yes. There were twelve people in attendance, not including the strangers from far away. They gathered out in the old courtyard. They exchanged welcomes and good tidings then they headed inside where lighting, tables, chairs and food were set up in preparation for the meeting. They began talking about the long war being pointless to continue and the time for unity being at hand. Something was said about Erudon four being on the verge of losing the ability to support life. The strangers said they had an idea that would enhance the chances of survival for the people from both worlds and in exchange the strangers would help rebuild our world. They offered medicine, infrastructure materials and crews of outside help to construct roads, cities, schools, trade centers. They mentioned something about atmosphere seeding and¦what did they call it¦oh yes¦enhanced growth general consumption crop production the likes of which this world has never known before. Most of what they discussed was admittedly over my head."

"It sounds like a productive meeting. Do you know if any decisions were made as to accepting what was being purposed?"

"There was a pause in the deliberations with the strangers waiting outside as the discussions were¦discussed among our people then¦"

"Then what?" Laurel pressed after a moment of reflection by Honon as he tried to remember exactly what happened.

"We were hiding inside the building. We did not see the commotion taking place outside, nonetheless everyone in attendance heard the commotion and ran outside to see what was happening and they simply never came back inside. We waited a reasonable amount of time then¦took possession of the food left behind and others¦surface scavengers¦took everything else worth taking."

"There is nothing wrong with gathering food others would waste by leaving it out in the open. Do you have any notion as to what kind of commotion took place outside?"

"Not really. There were some strange sounds though I cannot put them to words that would adequately describe what we heard."

"Can you¦think about what you heard?"

"Think about it? What would I do that for?"

Laurel acutely tuned into Holon's feelings and she was very quickly able to ascertain the loose details of what he heard nearly a month prior. The sounds were those of an advanced propulsion system whining as a craft descended, hovered for a several seconds than bolted away. The sounds were foreign to Honon, but completely recognizable to Laurel. She looked at Jake with a look of surprise and worry and Jake looked at her and nodded subtly.

"I know babe, someone dropped in, grabbed the ambassadors then bolted with them." Jake thought. "We need to tell Denoca what we've uncovered."

"The good news is the ship didn't sound like a spaceship. I think someone has scavenged together an aircraft with advanced propulsion systems they found somewhere here on Erudon five."

Laurel looked at Honon and grinned making him smile brightly.

"I need to speak to our guardian, Denoca."

"Did I say something that upset you?"

"No. I will come back and talk with you some more after I speak to Denoca."

Honon nodded and stood up, putting his hand out toward Laurel and Jake couldn't help but react protectively, standing up and sliding his hand into Laurel's then gently tugging at her hand bringing her slightly closer. Honon looked at Jake then he glanced at their clasped hand.

"I did not know. You and Jake are close? Beyond being raised together?"

"Yes. We have very strong feelings for each other."

"You tend to grow close when there is no one else your age around ¦and the only girl around looks like Laurel." Jake added smiling brightly.

"She is a stunning girl. We will remain here to give you privacy."

"Thank you Honon." Laurel said.

She and Jake then turned and headed toward Denoca and the other two members of the team who were surrounded by locals as they discussed the local situation as far as collectives of survivors and scavenger enclaves. Laurel stepped up to Denoca then remembered her expected role and she knelt down on one knee as did Jake and Laurel touched Dencoa's hip.

"Denoca, may I speak to you in private for a moment?"

"You may rise Laurel, I will speak with you." Denoca looked at the group he had been in conversation with, "Excuse the interruption, Laurel here has something private on her mind that I think I should see to."

Laurel stood up as Denoca stood up and then Gornus and Laupon also stood up. The five of them then walked a short distance from the warmth of the fire, beyond direct hearing distance.

"What is it Laurel?" Denoca asked softly.

"We found out some information about what happened to the ambassadors."

"You did? How? You have been in the company of the youngest of this particular group."

"Yes, I know. These people avoid going topside during the day, but the kids get restless and go up there to explore even though it is forbidden. You know how children can be, tell them not to do something, but give them no alternative means of entertainment or enrichment, and that is exactly what they are going to do."

"I suppose. I know that is common among some cultures, not ours. What did you find out?"

Laurel momentarily felt sorry for Denoca as she sensed duty and societal pressures were imposed on him at a very young age meaning playtime with other children and exploring life just weren't something he had a chance to experience growing up and he truly felt that was the norm for his people, though Laurel suspected differently.

"The boy I was talking to, Honon, said he and a few of the kids witnessed meetings taking place over time then a grand meeting took place that involved twelve individuals Honon had never seen before and two strangers, presumably the ambassadors. The grand meeting took place in the dome above us but during an intermission in the talks the ambassadors stepped outside to get some air and an aircraft showed up and nabbed them. Jake and I were able to glean the sense of the sounds made by the aircraft and it was the sound of an advanced propulsion system though we do not think a spacecraft."

"I cannot believe you gained that much valuable information so quickly from such an unlikely source."

"You just have to ask the right questions."

"We were still trying to explain how we got here, where we are from and how you and Jake ended up with us since you look so different from the rest of us. Even with the alteration designed to make us look Vorlon and like one another, you have striking differences the locals are picking up on."

"Is our behavior on cue?"

"I believe that is the only thing making our story believable. You behave in a way they expect and understand."

"Do you have any hint where the ambassadors were taken to when they were nabbed from here?" Gornus asked.

"Twenty days ago. The kids were hiding in the debris inside the dome, they just heard the commotion going on outside and they saw the other locals run outside to investigate and they never returned so Honon and those with him took the food that had been left behind and the rest of the materials, lights, tables, chairs¦that was grabbed by scavengers that came along later."

"That could prove problematic," Denoca said. "We have no idea where to search if they were carried off by aircraft."

"If we had the Future here we could perform a high res multi-spectral scan of the planet's surface and we would likely find the aircraft."

"We do not have your ship here and we cannot risk making a call to the Juis'Tahn."

"I know that. If I may suggest?"

"Go ahead."

"An aircraft is going to be limited in range so we know it is located on this continent, likely within a few hundred miles. We need to get back to the Hemudar so we can get airborne to begin a systematic search for buildings that exhibit evidence of recent activity, especially those with large openings."

"You think a hangar building is what is being used to house the aircraft in question?"

"Yes."

"That makes sense. We will give that a try and see what we find."

"It is going to be getting dark soon on the surface if it is not already," Laupon added. "I think we should hunker down for the night and take off when the suns come up."

"That is probably a wise idea. We are unfamiliar with the animals that are nocturnal on this planet. We should press for more information about the political situation on this world if there in fact is one. We need to know what person or persons would be hostile to the idea of outsiders negotiating for the relocation of Erudon four survivors to this world."

"That is probably not something we are going to find out from the youth of this clan. We will try to find out what they know though."

"You are probably right about that. We will press for that information from the adults of this clan as you call it."

They nodded and then turned and headed back toward the fire, Laurel and Jake reassuming a seat among the youngsters while Denoca, Laupon and Gornus resumed a seat and discussions with the adults. When Laurel and Jake presented the idea of them staying in place for the night, the idea was greeted warmly by Honon and the other youth. They indicated the girls tended to congregate in one area and the boys in another but they insisted they would see to it Laurel and Jake were permitted to bed down in the same area since that is what they were used to.

When several of the men of the group prepared for a nocturnal hunt, Denoca and his men were invited to join the hunt. Denoca knew he should honor the local way but he wasn't comfortable with the idea of leaving Laurel and Jake alone with strangers even if he was pretty sure they could handle anything that came up, so he asked Laupon to remain both to Watch Laurel and Jake and because Denoca knew Gornus was a much better marksmen and avid huntsmen compared to Laupon.

Laupon agreed, understanding exactly where the fundamentals of the request were coming from and Gornus walked over to Laurel and Jake where they were surrounded by at least a dozen intrigued kids of all ages and he explained that he and Denoca were going to join in on the evening hunt and that Laurel and Jake were to stay put and try to get some rest.

They said they understood and then they watched as most of the men departed with noting more than bows and arrows and two cobbled together rifles along with carving tools so they could field dress whatever they managed to drop. Once the men were gone, Laurel and Jake inquired about where the group normally slept and Honon said he would get permission to show them where everyone sheltered for the night.

As Laurel and Jake were later informed, the subterranean complex was originally designed as a bomb shelter for the population of Dendera. It was thought most of the 60,000 residents could shelter in the bunker complex for a prolonged period but in practice very few actually made it into the shelter due to the nature of the unexpected orbital bombing campaign that killed most of the city's population in minutes rather than days as originally thought would be the case. The complex was ten levels deep through the lowest level was mostly unexplored due to instabilities in the structural members of the walls and ceilings leading to collapses leaving obstacles blocking meaningful searches of what was down there.

Honon got up and walked over to one of the women in the group sitting by the fire and he asked if he would be permitted to show Laurel and Jake were they could bed down together for the night and the woman agreed to accompany Honon as he showed Laurel and Jake around a little. The woman got to her feet and accompanied Honon over to the small group of youth still fascinated by the newcomers.

"I am Arion. Honon here tells me you seek a place to bed down for the night?"

"Greetings Arion," Laurel said smiling as she took to one knee to show proper respect. "I am called Laurel and my companion here is called Jake."

"Very curious your names are. You say you are called¦you do not know the name given you at the time of your emergence into this world?"

"No ma'am. Everyone and everything we knew was destroyed when we were too young to remember what came before. Denoca and his small band of survivors took us in and provided for our enrichment and nourishment."

"That is an enlightened thing to do. We have a few young here that were brought to us similarly though we do not know what became of their birth family. They were just found wandering alone with great need of food and warmth, not the kind a fire provides, the kind caring hearts provide. It is no surprise you and Jake grew close if you were raised in seclusion with few around your age."

"Yes ma'am. Actually, Jake and I were the only children around as long as we can remember. We grew up together and learned to trust and rely on one another."

"You were not raised to believe you were related?"

"No. We knew we were not related. We were found in different locations on opposite sides of the village were born in."

"You speak as though your provider took the time to educate you as well as provide for your basic needs."

"Yes ma'am. It was a group activity to pass along knowledge and education. I guess it was thought it would be an added survival tool if we were educated as well as wise. We are good with our hands and Jake here is an exceptional marksman when given the opportunity to handle a weapon."

"You were not granted the same experience with weapons?"

"I do not boast of it ma'am, yes I was. I can handle a rifle, bow or a blade if I have to."

"Humility. Not a common attribute in a girl your age with a head full of smarts. You have a certain poise about you¦I cannot put my finger on it¦you are different¦special."

"Thank you Arion. Maybe that is why Denoca continues to invest time and effort into us."

"I would say he is a wise man and recognizes you have a special quality worth preserving. We will show you were things are so you can bed down to get some rest. The men are not usually gone very long. When they return they will portion up what they have taken in, then they will need rest too. I do wish Denoca would not travel with you during the day as that is when scavengers and raiders lurk about. That is not for me to say though. Come¦"

Arion gestured for Laurel and Jake to get to their feet and most of the kids with them stood up and Laupon, having listened to the whole conversation, stood up and kept a distance but obviously intended to accompany them for safety's sake. Honon put his hand out toward Laurel and she looked at Jake and he quickly took a read on Honon and he realized that Honon was fascinated by Laurel but his intentions were purely innocent so Jake looked at Laurel and grinned and nodded once. Laurel put her hand into Honon's and she immediately noticed that his hand was calloused and rough, speaking to a life of hard toil.

The group headed off toward the dark region of the enormous space they were in. Laurel thought it was odd and possibly unsafe to wander around in such udder blackness but as they neared the rear wall a subtle light could be discerned coming from a previously unseen corridor that led away from the main common area at an oblique angle obscuring the feeble light coming from deeper in the facility. The crumbling walls of the outer surface coating spoke to the extreme age of the facility at large and the condition of the corridors wasn't much better though some visible evidence of shoring efforts could be discerned in the low light. They walked down the corridor a short ways and then the light source became apparent.

Several small glass containers were positioned around an oval room that opened up in the middle of the corridor with the corridor continuing much further into the distance with still more feeble light glowing much further down the corridor. The glass containers were filled with a light emitting liquid of some kind. It provided a slightly yellow light that splashed around the room allowing one to see that they were in what was originally intended to be a kitchen area judging by the decrepit stove appliances that were immense but obviously long since non functional and they were flanked on either side by metal storage bins and what used to be cold storage walk in freezers and refrigerators, again long since non functional and the refrigerator sections used to have glass fronts, but no more.

"This is where our food is prepared for distribution and consumption," Arion said gesturing around the room. "Those metal crates have provisions in them if you should feel hunger setting in." She said pointing to some rectangular metal crates stacked against the far wall. "Help yourselves to anything you find. Those tall canisters are our drinking water. You may consume what you want, we ask that you not waste it as it is hard to collect and filter what we need for so many. Do not take more than you are able or willing to consume."

"We know better than to be wasteful," Jake said. "Denoca is very conservation minded. We know clean drinking water is hard to come by so it is to be cherished."

"He is wise about survival tactics. We will show you to a place where you can lie together if you wish."

Arion continued down the corridor and Honon gently yanked on Laurel's hand and she smiled as she glanced at Jake to make sure he was still comfortable with the idea of her being shown such direct affection by a strange boy, but Jake was unfazed as he knew where Laurel's heart was and he still sensed complete plutonic intentions on the part of Honon. They walked several yards down the corridor and then Arion reached inside a doorway and picked up a glass container sitting on the floor and she swirled the contents, like mixing up a drink that you did not want to spill, and the contents began to fluoresce brighter and brighter finally revealing a sleeping bunker with metal bunk style beds. There were dozens of rows stacked three high all the way to the end of the room where the beds became single beds that were wider, as if designed for couples or entire families to sleep on.

"Some of us sleep here and in other rooms like this down a little further. There were originally hundreds of rooms like this. They thought they could accommodate the whole population of Dendara down here¦little did they know the city would fall so quickly¦" Arion looked down sadly as she slowly shook her head. "I am thankful I was not alive when Dendara was a thriving city. None of us were."

"I am sorry so many perished. Do you know how long ago the initial attack happened?" Laurel asked.

"The first strike was three hundred ten solar evolutions ago according to oral tales."

"Does anyone know who started the conflict and what the fighting was over?"

"It was so long ago. I do not know nor do any of the rest of us down here."

"So most people do not know you all live down here?"

"That is an imperative to keeping us all safe from raiders, scavengers and pillagers. Good people like you are rare. Desperation drives people to lose their sense morality so unspeakable things are seen as justified or even earned by those that scrape by on the surface."

"So killing and personal attacks are common?"

"Oh you are such a sheltered girl Laurel. I hope you never have to find out just how depraved the raiders and pillagers have become."

"No one is going to visit that on her while I draw breathe Arion. I do not want to hurt anyone¦Denoca taught me how to eliminate a threat very efficiently just in case¦we have not seen that kind of thing, we are ready for it should it present its ugly face though."

"Most boys your age are concerned with their own survival. I am pleased you have a measure compassion ingrained in your character. You two may sleep on one of those larger beds near the back of the room. Do you desire some time for intimate endeavors before all of us settle in for the night?"

"What makes you think Jake and I engage in that sort of thing?" Laurel asked softly.

"Am I mistaken to think you do?"

"No ma'am. I just thought we were behaving in manner that did not speak to us conducting ourselves like that."

"You have behaved admirably. I will not report to Denoca if you wish to share more than body heat before sleep."

Laurel glanced down the long row of bunks and the footlockers at the end of each and she realized there would be no real sense of privacy and she knew how hard it was to keep quiet with Jake tuning into her every nuance of pleasure not to mention the curious could look right into the room and see what they wanted. Laurel looked at Arion and grinned shyly.

"I appreciate your discretion. Jake and I would be punished if we did what you are talking about, especially in such a public place. Denoca has made it clear what the dire consequences would be if I ended up with a baby. We are expected to behave with dignity and in a socially acceptable manner. Neither of those are served by us¦indulging in pleasures of the flesh."

"He is obviously very strict with you. I respect him for raising you in the manner he sees fit even if civilization is a notion long since antiquated."

"May I show her the recreation area?" Honon asked excitedly.

"You may. I am sure she and Jake are tired since they have been traveling by foot long distances each day just to get here¦"

"It is fine Arion," Laurel interrupted. "Honon does not get to meet new kids very often and neither do we. I would like it if he was able to show us how and where he and his friends play down here."

"Very well. There is an area that was once set aside for making public addresses. That function is long since obsolete so we have repurposed the space into an area for the children to recreate freely. It is insulated so noise does not carry beyond the room."

"Public addresses? You mean using radio or visual broadcast?"

"Yes. Do such things interest you?"

"Oh uh¦Denoca had books we were educated from and some of them discussed radio communications and digital visual broadcast techniques. I would really like to see any ancient equipment you might have around."

"You are a most curious young lady. After Honon shows you how they pass the time playing, I will show you what is left of the broadcast equipment. It was never disassembled to harvest its components."

Laurel sensed an underlying nervousness within Arion and it was clear the equipment was still in use though in a manner different from original intention. Arion didn't want to discuss the matter and she was unsure if Laurel and Jake would recognize the arrangement of the components the way they were now being utilized.

Honon tugged at Laurel's hand and she smiled and stepped back out of the doorway and she put her hand out to Jake and he gladly slid his hand into hers and they followed Honon and the other kids now leading the way still further down the corridor. They came to a set of impressively heavy metal doors that exhibited signs of extreme age but still looked very robust and sturdy. Honon let go of Laurel's hand and pushed the doors open and they found themselves staring into a dark abyss until Honon picked up and swirled a now familiar glass container filled with the reactive liquid until it glowed in a warm yellowish hue. He set one container by the doors and then he stepped further into the expansive space and there were several more of the containers clustered about a very familiar looking court table with a net strung across the middle of it that looked to be the remnants of a curtain used as a net. Honon swirled to life an additional three glass containers and he handed them off to some of the kids standing around looking on and they walked deeper into the room and set them on tables scattered about.

Honon looked at Laurel and Jake and smiled, showing that his oral hygiene was lacking but he was still a cute boy to Laurel.

"This is where we come to indulge in unproductive play when time allows."

"When time allows? Are you put to work the rest of the time?"

"Yes. You have no idea how big this place is. We are tasked with clearing debris and identifying places to be shored up to prevent collapses."

"So you have not been here all that long?"

"All my life, short as that be."

"I guess this place is big."

"I will show you how to play table ball on this net table right here."

"I think I know this game¦or¦that is¦I saw something like this in a book once."

Honon just stared at her for a moment then they stepped over to the table and the group of kids surrounded them and stood where they could see what was going on without standing in the way and Honon picked up a small dingy yellow ball that looked light weight, but constructed from an unknown material. Then he picked up two square paddles on short handles and Laurel resisted smiling at the similarity to table tennis, though on the opposite side of the galaxy was the last place she thought she would find it played by an alien race.

"Now, you take one smacker and hold it like this¦" He said handing one paddle to Laurel then gripping the paddle with his gingers wrapped around the handle then lying across the back of the paddle surface. "The idea is to hit the ball here back over the net only letting it hit your side of the table once or it is a stroke and your opponent gains one point. If the ball strikes the net it is a stroke, if it misses the table on your opponent's side, you know, because you hit it too hard, that is a stroke. The goal is to reach fifteen points first."

"What is that ball made from?"

"It is a super light synthetic wood called Jaspin."

"Can this game be played in teams?"

"Yes. That is how we usually play it. Would you like to play with Jake on your team?"

"Uh¦actually I was going to ask you to be on my team and I was going to ask him choose someone else to be on his team."

Honon looked shocked for a moment then he smiled and walked over and picked up two more ratty looking paddles and he handed one to Jake and set the other on the table surface and Jake looked at the small crowd looking at him and a sheepish girl gathered up the nerve to lift her head and point at Jake timidly.

"I would like to play on your team."

"Come on over. You can show me how this game is played."

The girl grinned broadly and stepped closer to Jake and she squinted and looked dead into his eyes for a moment then she leaned back and furrowed her brows.

"Your eyes¦they¦glimmered like they were emitting light rather than absorbing it."

"It must be the odd way those liquid lights cast light shadows around the room."

"Maybe, it was very strange."

"What do they call you?"

"I am called Liandra, after the biggest of our three moons."

"That is a very pretty name. I am called Jake."

"I have never heard a name like that before. I am pleased to meet you Jake," She said raising her hand flat palm toward him.

Jake placed his hand against hers realizing this was their equivalent of shaking hands. They interlaced fingers to the first knuckles and tipped their hands to the left, then right and then pulled their hands apart. Jake was glad the cerebral disc had imparted enough nuance cultural information to include common forms of greeting.

"It is nice to meet you too Liandra. Can I ask you how old you are?"

"How old¦I am not old at all. I have been alive for twelve solar evolutions. What about you?"

"Oh uh¦I think I have been alive for around seventeen solar evolutions. It is hard to know for certain since¦"

"You were orphaned very young?"

"Yes. There was no one around to say how old I was when I was found. Denoca had to guess."

"I am sorry you had to grow up with strangers your whole life. You take that side of the table, I will guard this side. If the ball comes toward you let it hit the table once then send it back over the net so it will bounce on their side of table. If you strike the ball too hard it will travel past the table giving them a stroke point."

"I will try to control how hard I pass it over to them."

Honon stepped next to Laurel and stared at her long enough for her to read him and she realized he wanted to thank her without it coming off as a pass and she grinned and pat his shoulder.

"We should win easily with you on my team. You will have to teach me exactly how this is done."

"I will. You guard that side, I will protect this side."

Laurel nodded then looked at Jake and grinned at him.

"Let Honon win hun," Laurel thought. "He needs the confidence boost it will give him."

"Alright babe. I'll play like I don't know what I'm doing the best I can. You know this is table tennis just as it's played on Earth?"

"I know; what a weird coincidence huhn?"

Honon began the game by serving to Liandra and she returned the ball that made a strange plunking sound when it hit the table and Laupon slowly meandered deeper into the room looking around now that he knew there was ancient broadcasting equipment somewhere nearby and as he walked deeper into the room he noticed the floor descended slightly and he turned and looked back and up and low and behold, there was a broadcast booth nearly concealed by long boards leaning in front of the window that used to look down onto a performance stage and theater like seating presumably so officials could observe a person or persons performing in front of video capture equipment that was long gone from the room.

Laupon walked back toward the game in progress and the children parted to allow him to draw closer and one small child strained to see over the edge of the table so Laupon knelt down with one knee up and he gently grasped the child around the waist and set him on his knee and now he could see up over the edge of the table and he smiled at Laupon and then looked back at the players.

The game lasted nearly an hour, Jake good to his word allowing Honon and Laurel to take the win by 3 points. Then Jake palm greeted his teammate and smiled at her brightly.

"That was a good game Liandra. I will do better next time now that I know how to play thanks to you."

"Are you going to be around long enough to play again?"

"I do not know. For now I would like to get a look around this place then get some sleep."

"I would like to be on your team if you play again."

"I would like that too. I will come find you if the chance comes around."

Liandra nodded and Honon then turned and held his hand up, palm toward Laurel and she placed her soft hand against his dirty calloused hand and they interlaced fingers to the first knuckle than tipped their hand to the left, then right and then separated their hands.

"That was a good game Laurel. You learn quick, move really gracefully and have agility in your motions. You must practice Dinju akutan."

"I do not know what that is."

"It is the art of motion and articulated fluid movement, using one's own body weight to work muscle groups as you perform choreographed moves."

"I¦we perform strained workout routines to keep fit and strong using our bodies as the weight to create work though I am not sure it is anything like what you are describing." Laurel looked at Arion. "Will you show us the old broadcast equipment now?"

"I agreed to do so. Come this way."

They set their paddles on the table and followed Arion down the incline and around the corner where the room opened up to a large area occupied by several rustic chairs of various types and some square tables constructed from salvaged pieces of lumber from around the room to make playing surfaces for some games using game pieces and eight sided dice and a few tables had playing cards of some kind scattered on them again with more of the odd eight sided dice lying about.

They walked toward a concealed doorway that was blocked by stacks and piles of objects used for tables, storage containers and reinforcing beams of various sizes. Arion pointed at the debris and looked at the kids.

"Move those things aside carefully."

The kids didn't balk or question the demand, they jumped right in and cleared the objects away and then Arion stepped up to the door and cranked on the rotating lock handle and it squealed eerily but gave way. Arion then grasped the door handle and pulled the door open and dust and ceiling plaster particles fell from the top of the door as it creaked while swinging open.

"We do not usually enter this way. There is another entrance on the next level that is normally used." Arion said looking back at Laurel and Jake.

Arion looked back and pointed at one of the glowing containers of liquid and Honon took the hint and walked over to it, picked it up, swirled it around to excite the molecules into glowing brighter then he walked over to Arion and handed it to her. She nodded once then turned and walked through the doorway leading into a stairwell that climbed three steps then turned left slightly and went up another three steps then again it turned left slightly and went up three steps, the pattern repeating over and over until they reached the next level up and they were now facing the control booth from its right end. Arion twisted the doorknob and the door opened easily and the rest of the kids followed and Laurel and Jake were able to see the alternate entrance once they reached the top landing at the entrance to the broadcast booth. There were dormant flat screen displays and many switches and knobs on a vast and complex control board and Laurel immediately recognized alterations at the rear of the control board. The conduits had been severed and the wiring moved around in a jumble and there were some new components added inline that she didn't readily recognize and the lines leading out of the control console were just lying on the floor, disappearing into the wall through a new hole chopped into the wall fairly recently.

Jake noticed that there was no dust or debris on any of the equipment that was nearly Futuretal thus should've been covered in centuries of crud like the rest of the facility and fixtures meaning someone wanted to see the displays very recently.

"Where did the signal feed go when this place was operational?" Laurel asked.

"There used to be a transmission tower out in the courtyard. That has long since been harvested for the metal."

Laurel leaned over the control console and pointed at the heavy duty cables leading into the wall.

"Where do those go? They look recently added."

"I uh¦I do not think we should be discussing this right now. You and Jake must be feeling tired, no?"

"What are you hiding from us Arion? We have no interest in plundering your facility here. We certainly do not know anyone we would ever tell about what we see here either."

"Very well. That tall building a short distance from the dome?"

"Yes, the one that is taller than the dome?"

"Yes. We have cobbled together a receiver there so we can monitor the skies around the dome and¦"

"No! You installed a weapon?"

"There is a scalar wave transmitter on the highest floor. It can disrupt most gravity drive propulsion systems and cause havoc in most unprotected electrical systems."

Laurel frowned and shook her head then she looked at the dark displays for a moment before looking back at Arion.

"Have you seen activity on this thing recently?"

"I do not observe this equipment in operation personally. The men take care of that. I have not heard any discussion of this being used recently though."

"What about around twenty solar cycles ago? Do you know if it was in operation then?"

"I am not sure, possibly. Why do you ask?"

"There was an event taking place up in the dome and it ended with some people coming in a ship, taking away a couple strangers."

"You know about the negotiation meeting?"

"Yes. Does this equipment record what is observed?"

"Yes. The displayed information is stored in electronic bits on solid state media."

"Do you know how to access that stored data?"

"I have not been shown how to operate this equipment, like I said, the men handle that."

"There is power to this equipment then?"

"Yes. There are lionium cells that supply more than enough power to run all of this for many solar cycles as well as fire the scalar weapon several times in row from what I understand."

Laurel looked the controls over briefly and realized she could probably figure out the controls as long as she could read the language displayed so she decided not to risk blowing their cover by pressing the issue right now.

"I appreciate the trust you are gracing us with by showing us this ancient equipment you have repurposed into surveillance and defense equipment. We should head to the sleeping area so Jake and I can get some rest. We have a long day ahead of us tomorrow."

"Very well. It will be some time until the rest of us feel the need to slumber. You should have the room to yourselves for quite a while."

"You do not force yourselves to sleep at a certain time each solar rotations to stay regular?"

"No. We sleep when we are tired and wake when we feel rested enough to do so. It usually occurs at the same relative point each rotation."

"Hmm. I suppose there is no need to understand where the suns are on the surface."

"That is it exactly. Come, we will escort you back down to the sleeping area."

Arion then led the way out of the broadcast booth and they headed out a different door leading to a very dark narrow corridor that snaked in many directions without remaining straight for any significant length until they descended down a curving ramp that led them to the next level down and then out a swinging double door to the main corridor on the main level. Laurel and Jake now recognized exactly where they were as Arion led them to the left toward the first room full of beds.

When they arrived at the bunk room, Arion stopped and looked at Laurel and Jake as she gestured into the room.

"We will leave you in peace. Have a good sleep."

Laurel nodded and then she and Jake stepped into the room that had a single glowing container near the door and Laurel picked it up and swirled it around gently and the glow increased in intensity and then she set it back down on the floor and she and Jake walked to the rear of the room where the larger beds were located. When they reached the first bed and looked back at the entrance, they found the crowd of kids and Arion were gone. The back of the room was draped in heavy shadow from the container glowing near the entrance casting shadows from the row upon row of bunk style beds between Laurel and Jake and the light source.

"I know what you have in mind babe," Jake said very quietly. "You sure you can get that equipment fired up so we can access the stored data from twenty days ago?"

"I know we can if we aren't interrupted."

"Should we just ask if they will access the information we want?"

"I sensed from Arion that is not going to happen. We really need to know where that craft went after nabbing the ambassadors."

"I trust your judgment of the situation. We will wait a while then sneak back up there to see what we can find."

"Agreed."

Laurel and Jake looked the bed over best they could in the dim light and aside from signs of hand toiled blankets, the bed looked safe enough to lie down on. They sat down on the bed that was very firm if not slightly lumpy for some reason, presumably from being hand stuffed with something to provide support. Laurel scooted back on the bed and then laid down and Jake laid down right next to her.

"How long you think we should wait?" Jake thought.

"I don't know¦until we don't sense anyone between here and the broadcast control booth and enough time has passed for them to get back to the fire and forget about us somewhat." Laurel thought in return.

They laid still in the dim light for a twenty minutes, by which time the light was even more tenuous as the reactivity in the container decreased. They were sure the path was clear and enough time had passed to insure they were out of sight and relatively out of mind to the group of locals so they got up and quietly walked to the entrance, listened to their senses, then stepped out and headed to the swinging double doors and they pushed them open gently so as to avoid making the hinges grind loudly as they witnessed them doing when they came through them before.

They made the long walk around the winding hallway to the control booth and they entered the booth and walked directly to the control console. Laurel looked the controls over and she knew it was going to take her advanced intuitive instincts to figure out the controls without inadvertently setting off the scalar weapon. She looked at Jake and he nodded.

"We can join minds to give you that little boost you're looking for, but I need to keep a focused mind's eye on the corridor and the play area entrances to make sure we don't get caught in here." Jake thought.

"You're right," Laurel thought in return. "I don't know how we would explain our presence in here if we got caught."

Jake closed his eyes and reached out toward Laurel and he found her already pressing at his mind so he let her in as he pressed into her mind and the merging was intense and highly pleasurable. They had to wait for the euphoria to ease up before they could concentrate properly and they looked at each other with the same dopy grin on their faces.

"I'm glad you like this feeling as much as I do." Laurel thought.

"I can't get enough of it. The elder race never told us it would be so dang addictive to feel like this."

"I don't think they realized Human beings had such addictive inclinations to all things pleasurable. To them self control means you enjoy it but you don't crave it like a drug or something."

Laurel turned her attention to the control panel and as she squinted slightly to concentrate, it dawned on her for just a moment that her and Jake had neglected to take one of the fluorescing containers of liquid and they had no problem seeing everything in prefect detail. The ocular implants were amazing pieces of technology that were proving invaluable and extremely intuitive now that they had adapted to their presence.

Laurel experienced an epiphany as she was staring at the control console. She was sure she understood how the controls worked for the most part. She lifted a safety guard to access a rocker switch beneath that she flipped on and the console slowly glowed to life and the displays remained blank for a just a few seconds then text began scrolling interestingly from bottom to top and luckily it was in a recent and familiar language so Laurel was able to read and understand it readily.

Laurel began activating the ancillary systems and the menu presented had one line item that read 'visual records' and she reached down and touched the line item and nothing happened and she realized this system was more rudimentary than capacitive induction touch screens so she looked around and she noticed a perfectly round blue colored sphere built right into the control console and she used her index finger to roll the ball in its socket and a cursor appeared on the display and moved according to her input motion. She moved the cursor over the line item then looked at the three buttons close to the track control ball and she pressed the one to the right of the sphere and the line item was selected.

Laurel was immediately presented with a list of time stamps and location coordinates that she didn't understand. The time stamps were equally baffling so she selected the first and enabled playback. She watched the captured image of the landscape around the dome with a singular track shown in blinking highlight but it was obvious it was a person, not a ship so she moved on to the next, and so on and so on until she stumbled onto what she was looking for, an outline image of the dome with several highlighted object in the dome. It was a gathering of people and off to the west was a fast moving track heading straight for the dome.

"I found it," Laurel thought. "They were monitoring the day of the negotiations; it looks like they captured the whole thing with this system."

"That's why they said they have had some visitors from far away when they felt us up to make sure we belong here." Jake thought in return.

Laurel watched the fast moving track drawing ever closer and it seemed to be an inauspicious coincidence the ambassadors decided to step out for a break just as the fast track made it to the dome and it seemed to hold position though Laurel recognized it was a straight down descent. The object descended to the ground, then four people emerged from the single track and there was an obvious scuffle as the ambassadors were grabbed violently and taken onto the craft. The craft then ascended straight up and headed back the same direction it had come from. Laurel watched in horror as the craft headed to the mountains she recalled seeing off in the distance when they first emerged from the Hemudar.

The track rocketed to the mountains then seemingly held position over a small valley then it simply blinked out signaling it had descended below the terrain and level detectable by the crude system in use.

"That's it¦that's our target location." Laurel thought.

"These guys could've stopped that ship if they wanted to since they have that scalar weapon at their disposal. They chose to let them take the ambassadors."

"They may not have known exactly what was going on until it was too late. I'm sure that weapon has to charge and has a limited range. It looks like a good seventy miles or so to the valley where the track disappeared. I'm sure the scalar weapon won't reach much beyond line of sight to the Future, like twenty miles or so."

"We got what we came up here for. Shut that thing down and let's get outta here before we get caught." Jake thought with a strong sense of urgency that Laurel cued in on.

"Alright, calm down Jake. You make it hard to think when you get all jacked up like that."

"I don't want to have to take any of these guys out like we did those scavengers on the way here. I'm pissed right now and I might hurt 'em so¦"

"I get it. Please calm down hun. I'm shutting it down."

Laurel worked through Jake's emotional energy as she deactivated the systems one by one until the main power was all that was left. She flipped the main power off and closed the safety guard and then walked over to Jake where he was standing with his head halfway out in the corridor and she put her hand on his shoulder.

"Okay hun, it's all turned off. You need to ratchet your emotions down before you create an inadvertent surge and possible release."

"I'm trying babe. I'm just¦I'm sensing that these guys knew exactly what was going on and chose to do nothing. I can't help but feel anger at such disregard for visitors trying to help them put their ugly past behind them."

Laurel closed her eyes and withdrew from Jake's mind so she could focus and once the mental fog dissipated from her mind and she gently pulled Jake's chin toward her and he stood up straight and looked at her and she leaned forward and planted a prolonged lip lock kiss on him then she stroked his cheek.

"Does that help?" She asked aloud in the native dialect.

"Yes, it helps greatly. I appreciate you being the voice of reason. I have my emotions in check now. We need to get back to our bed in case they come to check on us."

Laurel nodded and the pair headed out of the control booth and down the winding, descending corridor until they reached the double swinging doors. Laurel was just about to push the doors open slowly when she sensed a presence so she stopped what she was doing.

"Shoot!" She thought. "We're about to be discovered."

"I have an idea for that." Jake thought.

"Good idea." Laurel thought sensing what Jake had in mind.

Laurel pushed the doors open without regard and they found themselves staring at a man they recognized from the group by the fire, but they were never introduced to him formally. Jake stepped out around Laurel and they both dropped to their knees out of respect as would be expected of children raised in the ways of old.

"What are you two doing in there? I was told you were in bed."

"We were. No one showed us where to relieve ourselves¦" Laurel started.

"We were trying every door to find a receptacle; there are none back that way." Jake said gesturing over his shoulder without looking up.

"What good would it have done in the pitch dark? You do not have a light source with you."

"Please do not punish us," Laurel said sorrowfully. "We spilled the container we had. We hid the container hoping we could get back to the sleeping area to retrieve another before anyone noticed."

"I am not going to punish you. We do not do things in the old way around here. You should not be wandering around on your own though. Some of these hallways are dangerously unstable. You could bring the ceiling down on your heads if you touch the wrong thing."

"We are supremely sorry," Jake said playing the role to its maximum. "Are you going to tell Denoca about this?"

"No. I get the impression he is very strict with you two. I can understand the need to assert discipline and dominance; I think there is such a thing as over doing it. Rise you two¦"

Laurel and Jake got to their feet and finally lifted their gaze and the tall, scraggly man looking back at them seemed to get caught by the shear handsome and pretty nature of Laurel and Jake as he lifted his light container to get a better look at them.

"I say¦I am at a loss for words. I have not seen children with such¦stunning aspect to their faces."

"Surely you see us as annoying children and nothing more?" Laurel said.

"You little miss appear to be close to the age of ascension to an adult. I do not see you in an annoyed perspective, just one of surprised admiration. Follow me, I will show you where you can relive yourselves."

The man turned and headed down the corridor toward the sleeping area, but passed the doors full of bunks by several doors then he stopped and gestured at the door.

"You may go first¦Laurel is it?"

"Yes, that is what they call me."

"I am Fondos. Here, take the light with you so you can see."

Laurel reached out and took the canister and then stepped through the door to find a decrepit bathroom with crumbling tile walls and battered and broken stall walls and doors that were surprisingly familiar in configuration even if in bad shape.

The single accessible toilet had a recognizable enough design even if the expected water tank at the back was conspicuously missing. Laurel walked over to the toilet and looked down to find a perfectly clean bowl with a puddle of water in it. She turned and lifted her skirt above her hips and sat down on the cold seat and relieved herself. When the stream ceased, she looked around and found only a linen cubby with several washcloth sized rag like linens in it and a couple in a round receptacle on the floor beside the toilet. Laurel understood how things worked and so retrieved a clean linen shard and wiped herself dry then deposited the rag in the bin and then stood up and walked over to the door and pulled it open and stepped out and handed the light container to Jake and he grinned as he shared her experience in a flash now that they were face to face.

Jake stepped into the toilet room and Laurel and Fondos were cast in almost complete darkness aside from the feeble light glowing much further down the corridor as it spilled from open doorways.

"I have a question Laurel."

"I will answer if I know the answer."

"Why does Denoca call you¦Laurel? What I mean, that is such an unusual name. How did he come to choose that name for you?"

"He found me naked and alone crawling among the ruins of the village I was born in. He said there was a fragment of a message board on the ground next to me when he found me. The only thing legible was¦Laurel¦that is what he decided to call me since I was far too young to tell him what my name was."

"And your sibling Jake?"

"Oh, we are not related Fondos. He and I¦" Laurel hesitated and Fondos understood the inflection in her behavior.

"You are going to be intimate partners¦if you have not already and are keeping it from Denoca so as not be punished for inappropriate activities."

"That is correct. Please do not¦"

"Fear not. I will not tell him, though¦I am sure he sees the way you two look at one another and favor sleeping close for warmth and comfort."

"He is sure I will have a baby if Jake and I become intimate. It is not something he thinks we are ready for."

"What do you think?"

"Me? I think I owe Denoca a measure of respect and gratitude. I am alive due to his kind heart so it does not matter how I feel about the subject."

"I did not mean to infer you do not need to do as he says. I was just curious if you feel you are ready to be a mother?"

"I think I would love a baby with all my heart¦that does not mean I could provide for one or keep him or her from harm."

"You do have a mind of your own. That is reassuring. I think you would make a beautiful baby though you are probably correct, providing for a baby while being nomadic would be very difficult."

Laurel started to sense some uncomfortably lured thoughts coursing through Fondos' mind and she hoped Jake would return soon. It was only a split second later Jake appeared and the light from the container momentarily blinded her and Fondos.

"You want me to drop this pig?" Jake thought jokingly.

"No. You know I have that affect on men and he has no idea I can sense what he's thinking."

"You two should head back to bed now. I have to return to the others. I will come back and check on you later to make sure no one is disturbing you."

"You are very kind Fondos."

"You need to stay in the sleeping area though. Do not wander around this place without one of us with you. I would hate for one of you to get hurt."

"Now that we know where to go if we have to go, we will not go anywhere else." Jake said.

"Except the food area," Laurel added. "We might get hungry¦if that is permitted."

"That will be fine. You need to keep up your strength. We have more than enough food on hand to go around, help yourself to whatever you want."

They walked back to the sleeping area and Fondos watched Laurel and Jake walk to the back of the room and sit down on the bed together and then lie down facing one another as they held hands at their chest and gazed into each other's faces and Fondos grinned thinking it was cute and he momentarily imagined Jake missionary style on Laurel with her in the throes of passion and pleasure and then Fondos stepped away and the sense of his feelings faded and Laurel shook her head and smiled.

"My hips aren't that prominent." She thought.

"It's amazing you're familiar enough with his emotions to develop a fairly clear mental picture of what he was thinking about. He was imagining you to be more of a lady so the thought wouldn't sicken his own sense of morality. I sense sexual contact with children is taboo for these people too." Jake thought.

"Good! It should be for any civilized people."

"Our sense of morality isn't going to be transcendent babe. What we think of as atrocious behavior might seem perfectly acceptable to another culture."

"Listen to you sounding all worldly and stuff. My Jake is beginning to think like a galactic soul."

"Get some rest gorgeous. We got a long haul ahead of us in the morning."

"Alright. I love you Jake."

"I love you too Laurel."

They closed their eyes and relaxed and quickly found sleep overtaking them. It seemed like moments later Gornus was gently shaking them as they slept on their sides while lying back to back, the shaking of Laurel bumping against Jake's augmented spine stirring him awake.

"I regret the necessity of waking you. Denoca would like to confer then get a move on so we can begin a comprehensive search."

"Are the suns up already?"

"No, they will be very soon though. It is light out though."

Laurel stretched hard then rolled onto her bottom as she swung her legs off the bed and sat up taking care to keep her knees together knowing she was bare beneath her skirt that she was unsure as to the exact condition of. Jake yawned and stretched then rolled over as he too swung his feet off the bed and sat up and he loved the warm rush of sweet emotions emanating from Laurel. She felt so good in the mornings sometimes and he couldn't help but melt into her feelings as he smiled and rejoiced within to be such a part of her.

"Gornus, will you tell Denoca we have some information that will make the search a direct one?" Laurel said.

"I am not sure I know what you mean by that."

"I do not know who can hear us right now so¦tell him what I said and we will fill you in at the same time later on."

"Good point. They have plenty of food here so I would take advantage of that fact and get something to eat before we depart."

"Good idea, we will."

Gornus stood up straight and looked Laurel over and she sensed a momentary flash of admiration for her striking looks even with the borderline disfiguring alterations to her face and then the feeling passed and Gornus turned and headed down the rows of beds toward the exit.

"How long do you think we were out?" Jake pondered mentally while watching Gornus walk out of the dimly lit room.

"If I had to guess¦no more than four hours." Laurel thought in return.

"That must be why I don't feel rested."

"It'll be enough to keep us going. You can draw from me if you start to feel worn out."

"I thought we do that automatically?"

"We share energy, not impart a boost. If you exert a concerted effort you can sap energy from me. I don't mind if you do that as long as you let me know beforehand."

"Alright. I'm nowhere near the point that I need to do that to you babe, but I'll let you know before I suck the life out of you."

"Kay. Now, let's go track down some food before we go talk to the team."

Jake nodded and the pair stood up and stepped around to the foot of the bed then embraced with a prolonged hug, ending with a peck on the lips and then they put their shoes on and headed to the exit, picking up the light canister as they reached the doorway. They made their way directly to the former kitchen and pantry area and they accessed the food crates and selected a few items that looked interesting then resealed the crates and took a minute to consume the food items they had found then they found a thick glass cup that they shared as they consumed two glasses of water, which tasted silt laden but refreshing, then they headed to the cavernous common area where the whole group was congregated. They walked over to the fire that had been freshly replenished with logs of a synthetic, smokeless compressed debris conglomeration. Laurel and Jake dropped to their knees and lowered their gaze before addressing the adults huddled around the fire that was steadily picking up in intensity.

"Can any of you tell us where Denoca, Gornus and Laupon are?" Laurel inquired softly.

"They are investigating the surface to insure it is safe to venture out into the ruins." A bulky looking man in scraggly tattered clothing responded.

"Is there a way of doing that remotely?" Laurel asked thinking about the equipment her and Jake had accessed earlier.

"How do you purpose we accomplish that? A person or persons have to go up there and observe from a high vantage point, then report back what is seen or heard."

"Of course, I do not know what I was thinking."

"If the area is clear, you will be departing when your guardian and his partners return."

"We understand. May we remain here by the fire until they return?"

"Yes. You may rise and address us without showing contrition. You are expressing behaviors we have not expected of our youth for a very long time. You do not need to behave in such a manner."

Laurel looked up and nodded as her and Jake got to their feet and Laurel brushed off the front of her skirt.

"I notice your clothing is untarnished and crisp." The man said. "Does Denoca allow you to wash your clothes as well as you bodies?"

"What makes you think we wash our bodies let alone the cloth we wear?"

"You do not carry indicative musk suggesting otherwise. I already expressed my observation of your clothing. All of your party exhibit the same characteristics, so I can only conclude you came across clean fresh water in your travels. Denoca was good enough to allow you to immerse your bodies and clothing in it, further suggesting a large body of water so it would not contaminate the water making it inconsumable."

"You are very observant of the small details leading to larger more significant details."

"It is a tactic for survival, look for the small things and you begin to understand the things you cannot readily see."

"Your assumptions are correct. We found a large open source pond; Dencoa insisted we take advantage of the flowing water. He even allowed us to scrub the dirt and debris from our clothing."

"I take it you have not immersed your body in water very often in your short life."

"Not unless you count falling into a deep pool of water."

"That sounds like an accident, not a deliberate attempt to wash your body by dunking it."

"Then¦no, we have not experienced immersion in water until recently."

"All of you submerged yourselves at the same time?" A stagy looking woman sitting close by asked with a surprised look on her face.

"No. I was told to get clean first with Jake standing guard¦when out in the open none of us go anywhere or do anything alone, then we scrubbed our clothing until it was clean then the men did the same while Jake and I watched for anyone or anything approaching."

"Then you scrubbed your clothing¦it sounds like you did things at the same time?"

"You have to understand Jake and I were raised together. We have seen each other without anything on many times. Does it disgust you to think about us¦"

"I am not implying any level of distaste with the idea. I suppose it is more surprise you would not notice anatomy without thoughts of arousal emerging given your ages."

"You will not tell Dencoa¦will you?"

"No. He does not approve of you two interacting in that manner?"

"No. He is concerned I would end up with a baby. We are not permitted to indulge in curios behavior¦though it proved too hard to resist. We care about each other and Jake is a very handsome man. I grew curious enough to touch him and that lead to him touching me¦.you can guess where it led over time."

Laurel hoped she impressed a proper level of relation in her story so the woman would accept things and let the subject drop since the woman's emotions were very confusing at the moment.

"I must say Denoca has a valid concern about you having a baby. You are young and conditions are extreme while living a nomadic existence. If you were to convince him you want to stay here with us, maybe Denoca would allow you and Jake to become intimate."

"Perhaps in time. Right now Denoca has something important in mind and nothing will dissuade him from pursuing that."

"I believe I speak for most if not all of us in expressing an open invitation to join us here. You seem like nice people without much for prospects. There are not many of us left around so it is important to begin anew in creating a civilization."

"That is a noble sentiment¦one I believe in. I will discuss it with Denoca when the time is right."

"Good for you."

They heard footsteps echoing from the main entrance and Laurel distinctly sensed the team along with three alien presences. She and Jake maintained their composure so as not to let on that they knew the men were approaching until the approaching men were noticed by others. Laurel and Jake walked over to the approaching men and dropped to their knees and Denoca put his hand on their shoulders.

"Rise Laurel, Jake. We have determined it is safe to venture out."

Laurel and Jake got to their feet and looked at Denoca and he sensed their desire to leave.

"I hope you were behaving while we were away?"

"You have raised perfectly respectful, calm people Denoca. They engaged in intelligent conversation at our urging." The man talking with Laurel and Jake said in their defense.

"Good. They always behave properly with us around; they do not have much experience with new people thus I wonder how they conduct themselves when we are away."

"You have nothing to be concerned about."

"We appreciate the shelter, food and courteous consideration. We must be going while we know it is safe."

"Will you be coming back this way?" Honon asked then looked at the adults to make sure he wasn't out of line asking.

"We are not certain," Denoca said. "What you and the others here are trying to create is admirable and respectable. I wish you good fortune and success if fate does not bring us back this way anytime soon."

Denoca gestured toward the exit and Laurel and Jake nodded and followed as Denoca lead the way with Gornus and Laupon at his side and Laurel and Jake following right behind them. They made their way up seven levels to the surface level then headed through the debris strewn dome level and out into the welcoming morning sunlight, at the moment only from the larger of the two suns, the smaller not yet risen above the Future.

"Now that we are out of earshot¦" Laurel started, "We found something last night."

"Oh? What did you find?" Denoca asked.

"These people have electronic surveillance equipment at their disposal that caught the moment of abduction for the ambassadors."

"They have a scalar weapon that could have stopped the abduction too; they chose to allow them to be taken away." Jake added in a scornful tone.

"Scalar weapon?"

"It is left over technology from the time when this city was occupied and expecting attacks from high above. It obviously does no good against an enemy in high orbit bombing you with high energy particle weapons."

"I am amazed how much information you and Jake were able to glean from the children of that subterranean clan."

"We actually gleaned that information from one of the women in the clan that trusted us enough to show us their monitoring and defense equipment. We snuck out overnight and accessed the equipment to see if the moment of abduction was captured and stored in digital memory and it was."

"So the trust was misplaced after all."

"I suppose you could look at it that way. Arion, the woman who showed us the equipment, did not suspect we would sneak back to the equipment and figure out how to access the memory logs. It is a good thing we did. Now we know exactly where the ambassadors were taken."

The men stopped in their tracks and spun around facing Laurel and Jake.

"You know where they were taken?"

"Yes. Once we get airborne, I have a photographic memory so I can recall what we saw in exacting detail."

"Photographic? I am not sure I am familiar with that word."

"I am sorry; a photograph is a still image captured on a light sensitive media that recreates an exposed image for posterity."

"I think I understand the expression photographic memory¦maybe."

"Now I understand your distaste with their idleness if they saw what you are reporting and did nothing to stop it." Gornus said.

"I am not sure if it was apathy or cruelty, neither sit well with me." Jake said.

"We cannot let strong emotions dictate how we deal with these people. They are of a totally alien culture so their idea of acceptable behavior will likely differ from what we consider appropriate. I understand Human beings are emotionally driven creatures to the point of irrationality; you must keep that aspect of your character under control while we are down here. It could jeopardize any chance of continued cooperation from these people if they become incensed by your reactions or attitudes."

"I think I exhibited an incredible level of self control and composure. You have no idea how angry I got knowing these people let the ambassadors be taken without doing anything about it."

"You are young and impulsive. I appreciate you keeping yourself in check so as not to blow our cover."

"I am young, not dumb. I know how important this mission is. I will not jeopardize it by over reacting to the way these people do things."

"Good man. You are certain you two can guide us directly to the location where the ambassadors are being held?"

"We can guide you to the location where the track landed. It is a considerable distance from here though we are not certain the ambassadors are still being held in that exact location."

"Was there any indication as to craft type or species detected aboard the craft?" Gornus asked.

"No. The system in use is far too rudimentary for that level of detail. It was a two dimensional representation of an object in motion and living beings evidenced by their bioelectric signatures. There was no differentiation between species or size of detected being."

"So¦you do not know if children were present is what you are saying?"

"Yes. It is highly unlikely children were in attendance or aboard the craft that was used though we cannot determine that with any level of certainty other than assumptions."

Denoca looked out into the dusty, hazy, windswept city beyond as he contemplated how difficult it was going to be to enact an extraction even if they find the ambassadors. He wished for just a moment that his superiors had taken Captain Alexan's offer of two highly trained extraction specialists with combat experience and training. Things could turn hostile very quickly if the encounter is not handled properly.

Denoca pushed the thought to the back of his mind and he waved for them to move on and Laurel and Jake sensed what Denoca was thinking as they pushed onward.

"If things get nasty¦Jake and I can protect all of us from direct harm."

"Are you listening to my thoughts?"

"In a manner of speaking. We are listening to your feelings Denoca."

"You do not hear my inner thoughts?"

"No. It does not work like that. We do not hear your voice or anything like that. We just sense your feelings so clearly it gives us a pretty clear notion of what you are thinking."

"Hmm. You have this ability with anyone you encounter?"

"Some people are harder to read than others, for the most part we can sense what anyone is feeling and in time we can discern what they are thinking based on interpretation of those feelings."

"Surely there are species that do not carry emotions as we do."

"There are. Most sentient advanced life exhibits some form of emotional cognitive ability."

"What a curious thing that must be to feel what others feel no matter where they are from?" Laupon commented.

"It can be confusing if you are unfamiliar with a particular species' culture."

"I am going to need you two to listen to that sense very close if and when we come in contact with those responsible for abducting the ambassadors. Do you think you can determine if they are deceiving us when they speak to us?"

"Yes," Laurel replied flatly. "Now that we have been around these people for an extended period and have intimate knowledge of their culture and history, we can tell if they are lying or not."

"Can you pull information out of their heads if you need to?" Gornus inquired as they moved through the heaviest debris a few blocks from the domed structure.

"That requires a forced effort that the individual will definitely be aware of and there is the possibility that an impression of our minds will be imparted to them. It would not be advisable¦that being said, it is something we are capable of." Jake responded.

"I just ask in case they will not voluntarily tell us what we need to know."

"It is an invasion of one's personal space in an unspeakable manner." Laurel stated.

"We will keep that option as a last resort," Denoca said, "Would you be willing to overlook how invasive the action of burrowing into another's mind is in order to facilitate the rescue¦"

"Yes! I hate the idea but yes!" Laurel said in English.

"I hope we do not have to resort to that. I am relieved to know you respect the importance of the mission enough to disregard your inherent personal values."

"We are going to hold you to using that as a last resort if the captors prove evasive about telling us what we want to know." Jake added.

"Fair enough. We will honor that promise to the best of our ability."

They only managed to trudge a few blocks before Laurel and Jake sensed strangers dead ahead. The essence of the people they were sensing had a dim air of familiarity about them and it dawned on Jake that they were sensing someone they had been in contact with before.

"Hold up guys," Jake said. "Our friends from the day we arrived are ahead of us. We need to find a different route back to the Hemudar."

The team stopped and scanned the debris strewn street and the partial building structures and they saw nothing but blowing dust and the occasional piece of light debris carrying on the wind like shredded paper.

"We do not have a map of the city, we see nothing ahead and it is the way we came in getting here." Gornus said.

"Trust us, they are ahead of us and if they recognize us they are going to be angry about us destroying their weapon." Jake said.

"Unless you are looking for a confrontation, we need to choose a different path." Laurel said.

"Very well¦you choose which way we should go." Denoca said.

Laurel and Jake looked around briefly, and then Jake pointed down a narrow side street that looked barely passable it was so chocked with fallen debris from the crumbling buildings lining it.

"That way. We should be able to subvert the people we are sensing by going around them completely."

"I do not know¦that way looks like a hard path to navigate. We are not exactly wearing boots and skin protecting clothing."

"I am wearing a skirt and I am prepared to go that way," Laurel said, "At least your rear end is not exposed should you stumble."

"Good point. Lead the way and we will follow."

"We will?" Gornus uttered incredulously.

"Yes we will. These two have experience with this sort of thing."

"Understood. I forget they are more than kids playing adult games."

"This is a game to you?" Jake asked as he shifted his stance to a more standoffish posture.

"It most certainly is not. I am not accustomed to participating in missions like this with youth such as yourselves that come so highly recommended and spoken of with such¦reverence, both by your people and certain aspects of the enlightener cast that hold positions of extreme power and influence."

"Young people are capable of greatness as much as an adult if they are poised, brave and intelligent. Laurel here is all of those and so much more. Give us a chance to prove it before you pass judgment."

Gornus bowed his head slightly and gestured toward the alternate path and Jake smirked and looked at Laurel and she smiled at him and they assumed the lead.

"You're putting me on the pedestal Jake. It's a long fall when I don't measure up." Laurel thought as they walked along.

"Nonsense. I know you from the inside out. I accept you're not perfect, but you're pretty damn close in my opinion."

"You're sweet. I consider you perfect too despite knowing your deepest flaws."

They pressed on despite increasing difficulty in passing due to the enormous amount of piled up rubble and debris, both from age deterioration and obvious bombing damage in some cases. They clambered over and around obstacles where they could and climbed nearly vertically over metal beams and girders intermixed with box beams the provided almost ladder rungs to climb upon until they descended down almost 20 feet of debris to find they were at a dead end alley in a cove of three former skyscrapers that were now 30 story shells with gaping holes in the outer facades. Once they were all standing on solid ground, Laupon looked up and around and then he snorted in disgust.

"This is fine place to be with hostiles on our tail. We should have pressed straight down the main road and used our weapons to take them out once and for all."

"I know this looks bad, but killing should be an absolute last resort measure," Laurel said.

Laurel looked around at the shattered buildings looming high overhead and an idea came to her. She looked at Jake and he shrugged, having sensed exactly what Laurel had in mind.

"You have never tried it to such a height. Are you sure you can support this many people that high and then some? Who knows what the structural integrity of those upper floors is like."

"If I channel then yes, I can do it."

"What are you two talking about?" Gornus asked.

Laurel looked at the men and gestured for them to move closer.

"Come closer and I will show you."

"Closer? Why?"

"Just take a leap of faith and do as I ask."

The three men looked at each other in puzzlement for a few moments then Denoca flicked his head toward Laurel and Jake. The men stepped right next to the couple then Laurel and Jake set their foreheads together and closed their eyes as they reached out to the other and instantly slipped into the mind of the other. They experienced the usual emotional and slight physical rush that they adjusted to, then they pulled their heads apart and smiled at each other as the visceral and almost ethereal feeling soothed them almost like a drug. Then Laurel looked up and held her hands out, palms toward the ground and she instantly let an enormous energy rush build within her then she channeled Jake's energy to fortify what she had managed and she pumped her hands toward the ground as she pushed hard while considering forming a micro gravity bubble surrounding all of them and in an instant they floated several inches from the ground and Jake bent his knees and relaxed knowing what was coming, but the others floundered and flailed about until Jake spoke to them in English.

"Think of it like being in space while orbiting a planet. You're in a micro gravity environment so struggling isn't going to do anything except tire you out."

They began to rise steadily as Laurel concentrated on the very idea of moving up to the giant hole in the side of the building they were now rising side long to.

"How is this even possible?" Gornus exclaimed.

Jake put his finger across his mouth with puckered lips.

"Shhh. Now that we are high in the air, your voice is going to carry much easier."

Jake was just glad there was constant wind blowing down the streets and through the busted up buildings since it created whistling and howling background noise that likely masked Gornus' outburst. They drew higher and higher until they were looking right into the building from an explosion hole. Laurel maneuvered the group right into the hole and held them several inches above the floor that had holes in it and debris from walls and ceilings long since collapsed. She was able to lift and lower them over and through the tangled mess until they reached an interior shaft that they assumed was formerly a lift shaft, but the lift car and doors were long gone.

Laurel levitated them into the void and glanced down into the darkness below them. She realized the shear darkness meant the bottom was choked with debris and likely the remains of the lift car so she looked up and she could discern light spilling in from several floors above. She pushed and they rose steadily until they reached the 22nd floor and she held them steady as she gazed out of the lift shaft into the exposed interior space. The back wall and most of the floor was completely missing. It was apparent something entered the building right at this floor, exploded and the blast traveled down the shaft, blowing out the lift doors on floor after floor, causing a secondary explosion on the floor they had entered from and that's why the damage left evidence of out bound blast damage. She knew this was guided weapons damage aimed right at a civilian target. There couldn't be any possible military significance to the building other than to cause panic and death for the civilian population.

Laurel sighed and concentrated on the task at hand as she guided them out of the shaft and out into the massive explosion damaged floor and then out the gaping hole in the exterior of the building and they were now looking straight down onto a former park like setting below and way off in the distance was the neighborhood they had walked through in getting to the heart of the city. Laurel took note of the path they would have to take and then she began lowering the group toward the ground.

As they reached a position three inches from the ground, Laurel withdrew her influence and they plunked to the ground, the men falling on their posteriors, Laurel and Jake taking a stumbled step and then Jake grinned at the men as they got to their feet with shocked expressions on their faces. Jake then noticed how hot and winded Laurel was and he ushered a wisp of healing energy to her then he withdrew from her mind and she gasped and closed her eyes as the tingles ran right up her spine and tickled from head to toe for several seconds before settling in deeper.

"Thank you Jake. I was not breathing fast enough for that much concerted effort."

"You have a tendency to do that. I thought you might need the boost to recover yourself quicker."

The men stared up at the hole they had exit the building through, and then they looked at each other.

"That was the strangest thing I have ever experienced!" Gornus claimed.

"I have been in space before, that was the closest thing to it I have ever felt while on the surface of a planet." Laupon said.

"I am sorry we ever doubted you Laurel. We did not know you were capable of that."

"I accept your apology. I do not go around bragging what I can do. Would you have believed me if I had told you I can do something like that?"

"No, not at all. I did not know a person could do that with the power of their mind."

"Exactly why I do not brag about having that kind of ability. I am expected to prove it if claimed."

"We will never doubt your word or ability again young lady. You have my respect, awe, and admiration."

"And my apology too Laurel," Laupon said. "Now I understand why the enlighteners chose you."

"As well as your commanding officer," Gornus said. "You must be his hidden gem in a crisis."

"He has said as much. He values us as people but our abilities make us especially valuable on a ship like the Future."

"And on missions just like this one." Jake added.

"So¦which way now?" Gornus asked.

"I took a read of the lay of the land when we exited the building up there. We need to go that way across this park or whatever it used to be. It is relatively free of obstacles aside from the creek on the other side of it. It will take us to the bombed out neighborhood near the ship."

"Would you like to lead?"

"No. This is your mission and if we are spotted, Jake and I should be at the rear in order for our group to look culturally proper."

"You are an amazing, astute and intelligent young lady. I certainly hope you end up on the Juis'Tahn during a personnel exchange period."

"I did not know our people were participating in that sort of thing."

"No exchanges have been agreed to as yet. It will be recommended once a formal alliance is signed and established between our people."

"I see. I too hope it comes to pass then."

Gornus and Laupon brushed themselves off and Denoca was wise enough to leave the dirt on his clothing and press on. As they walked through the waist to chest high overgrowth in the wide open span of what used to be a park like setting, Laupon and Gornus looked back at the row of crumbling and ancient blast damaged buildings lining the edge of open space and they could discern the high position of the hole they had emerged from and they slowed momentarily as they pondered how in the world a seemingly beautiful but normal looking girl like Laurel managed to levitate them into and through the building with such ease and grace.

Laurel and Jake slowed to allow the men to gaze at the destroyed buildings and ponder in a haze of wonder and awe then they noticed Laurel and Jake looking at them and the men grinned slightly and resumed their pace with a few quick steps to catch up to Denoca. Gornus then glanced back at Laurel, and then looked forward to watch his step as he spoke.

"Did someone have to train you how to do what you did back there?"

"Not really. I just needed to be told there was virtually no limit to what I was capable of and not to force things. I just need to have supreme confidence I can do a thing and think of the idea of what I want then there is a particular tactic for building an energy potential within me that I then release in a push. My abilities just manifest in the way I conceptualized without me really knowing how I am doing what I am doing."

"How incredible! All your people are born this way?"

"We all posses the genes to do what Jake and I can do, but not all have genes presenting as ours do if that makes any sense?"

"I believe I understand what you mean. You two are exceptionally gifted but all your people are gifted to one degree or another."

"Yes, that is it exactly. Each successive generation is born with more and more heightened ability present in them; Jake and I are extreme cases to that fact."

"Can you use those heightened abilities to sense if we are heading for more danger?" Denoca asked.

"In the short term¦we have a clear path all the way to the Hemudar." Laurel replied.

"If you are looking for a more long term prognostication¦that will take some concentrated effort with mixed reliability," Jake added. "The further into the future we look the more uncertain it becomes with so many possible outcome variables posed."

"I am not sure I know that word¦prognostication?"

"It means to predict future events."

"That is one of your abilities?"

"To a limited degree, yes sir."

"We have scientific disciplines that express that kind of thing as pure folly."

"We have disciplines that suggest the same due to lack of empirical data. We have the ability to transcend the dimensional layer of our reality pressing our perceptions into future tense, though as I said, things get hazy due to so many possible variations of eventualities cropping up. Every action and decision creates new possible outcomes for a particular event so narrowing in on exactly what is going to occur becomes difficult to pin point with absolute certainty. There are other background fluctuations that are a little harder to explain that also affect the clarity of what we can see and sense only further confusing the issue for us."

"The fact that you can sense anything of what is to come with any degree of accuracy is an astonishing feat."

"Please do not ask us to prove it." Laurel implored.

"We will not do that. We will take it as another claim, as others, that can be trusted to have a ring of truth to it. I am certain in time, something will arise that will confirm your claim satisfactorily."

"Thank you Denoca."

They resumed their pace across the savanna of the open park until they reached the former backyard line of a neighborhood as defined by a waist high fence that was still standing after centuries of decay and weathering though it looked to be made of rice paper it was so ancient and deteriorated. The former dwellings beyond were mostly foundation outlines with an occasional pile of rubble from a wall or chimney flue but most of what was, had long since been reclaimed by the natural weathering process and initial destructive events that doomed the former occupants of the silhouetted homes.

"I still can't get past the deep felt loss of so many people dying needlessly when this city was destroyed." Laurel thought.

"You think you're sensing their residual energy after all this time?" Jake thought in return.

"No, I'm sure it's nothing like that. I just understand what I'm looking at and how much death was involved with creating this level of devastation."

"We Humans have an empathic streak in us that makes this kind of scene particularly distressing and especially for a gentle and caring spirit like you."

"I'll try to keep it buried so you don't feel it so profoundly."

"It's alright babe, we'll be outta here soon and you can try to forget about this terrible place."

"Not soon enough. I can't figure out why the enlighteners are so interested in helping a people that would visit this kind of genocide on one another."

"Hey, we have some ugly skeletons in our closet too babe. The great world wars saw genocide and civilian targeting that rivals what we're seeing here, it just involved traditional explosives, gassing and nuclear weapons in our case rather than extreme high energy gravimetrically enhanced particle weapons."

"Yeah, I guess you're right. There still has to be something we aren't seeing that has the enlighteners interest peaked."

"I agree. Time will tell what that is."

The group stepped up to the ancient fence line and Denoca simply touched the fence and a two meter span disintegrated into ash like debris that drifted on the wind rather than falling to the ground. He glanced at Laurel and Jake and Jake shook his head.

"I do not know if it was age or intense heat that makes a material act like that."

"I think this place was exposed to something many orders of magnitude greater than just simple intense heat. The fundamental structure of objects near the blast craters has been altered in ways I have never seen before."

Jake nodded solemnly and then they stepped through the new opening and walked across the yard and over the foundation of the former dwelling and the substrate beneath their feet crunched and crackled in a most peculiar way. It was like walking on a soft graham cracker that turned into talcum underfoot. They stepped down into the front yard and the excavated blast crater in the street nearby was nearly 10 meters deep and 30 across. The dry conditions had evaporated the standing water that had accumulated in the crater leaving a ring indicating at its height, the crater was nearly full to the top with water and now it was covered in a tortured and geometrically cracked surface with the exception of the very bottom that looked like polished glass that was the color of dirt.

"What kind of weapon causes such a perfectly round crater like that?" Jake said.

"One you do not want to be on the receiving end of." Laupon said as he gently tapped Jake's shoulder point.

"You got that right."

"We really need to keep moving," Denoca said as firmly as possible whilst acknowledging the lament over such devastation in a housing district. "This is a horrific scene though not one we should stand and ponder since it happened so long ago and we have urgent matters to attend to."

The whole group turned to face the street path and they could see crater after crater, some right where dwellings used to be judging by foundations in perfect line with one another followed by a huge gap of nothingness, then more foundations. They all took note and paused for just a moment in humbled reverence, then pressed on.

They walked around the rim of the large cavities in the street until they reached the familiar tree and bush line they had come through upon their arrival. They stepped through the tree line and looked around until they got their bearings. They were one street over from the cul-de-sac they had initially walked down. They could faintly discern the path to the Hemudar and they ambled over the overgrowth and occasional structural debris until they could clearly see the location where they had left the ship, though the ship remained optically invisible except to Laurel and Jake's optical implants that seemed to automatically lock onto the higher than ambient energy signature silhouette making the ships shape and precise location obvious to them.

Denoca walked toward the position he thought the ship was located at with his hand outstretched and when he reached a specific distance from the ship, it simply shimmered into view as the cloak deactivated once his presence was detected and recognized.

"That is impressive," Laurel commented. "The sensors detect your bio signature and deactivate the cloaking generator?"

"Not exactly, there is a sub-dermal implant in my hand that is detected. That is the key that wakes the ship and deactivates the cloak."

"So¦not as sophisticated as I thought but still ingenious."

"That implant¦" Jake started, "A means of tracking you from orbit?"

"Yes. Each has a unique property but all are recognized by the Hemudar and the Juis'Tahn."

"It is too bad the ambassadors were not equipped with sub-dermal implants."

Denoca simply nodded as he walked up to the Hemudar and touched the hull and a clunk was heard and a slight hum was detected as the ship came to life then the boarding ramp deployed.

"Climb aboard and get the primary systems online while I inspect the ship before we take off." Denoca said.

"Understood." Gornus replied.

Denoca headed toward the bow of the ship while everyone climbed aboard. Laurel and Jake activated their seats and sat down and patiently waited for Denoca to finish his walk around and come aboard, closing the boarding ramp as he did so.

"I believe the disguising cloak performed its function in that no one tampered with the Hemudar."

"Excuse me for saying Advar¦there are not many people around to mess with the ship, though the cloak is an incredible characteristic." Jake said.

Denoca grinned and nodded.

"You are right about few people around."

"Denoca, does that cloak work while the ship is in motion?" Laurel asked.

"It will function though it would be virtually worthless since a clear distortion field will be optically visible. If the Hemudar sits perfectly still in space¦it would be possible for the disguise to serve its purpose though it is not advisable to engage an adversary while sitting perfectly still."

"True¦I imagine surveillance is made easier with its use though."

"That it is. If you will provide a course once we are airborne¦"

"Do we need to interface with the ship?"

"I am not entirely sure you and Jake are compatible enough to guide the Hemudar via bio mimetic interface. Just¦point the way, we will do the piloting."

The men powered the primary flight system and lifted off and Laurel simply pointed off to the west.

"That way. Head toward the massive dry river in that direction, we will show you the landing location when you reach that point."

The Hemudar lifted vertically then rocketed off in a steep banking attitude heading toward the west and Laurel couldn't help but feel relief at the thought of the devastated city shrinking away behind them, not that she thought they were headed somewhere that would be any less devastated or depressing.

"Are you able to detect life signs while traveling this close the surface?" Laurel asked.

"Yes. The Hemudar is equipped with extremely discriminative sensor capabilities."

"If I might¦you should avoid direct over flight. The presence of such an advanced and foreign looking vessel could invoke invasion paranoia."

"Good point. The suns are up so most people are likely hiding belowground at this time, it should not be a difficult task to avoid being seen."

"I hope you do not take offense to us making suggestions."

"Not at all. You have experience with these sorts of things so I welcome the input."

The ship flew straight and true at just under five hundred knots with cloak engaged. Even though there was a clear distorted field surrounding the ship it helped to obfuscate the general dimensions and visual aspects of the ship while in flight. As they finally reached the dry streambed, Laurel stood up and pointed at the displayed image of the surround environment.

"You see those buildings way over there in the draw of the valley?"

"Yes, I see them." Denoca replied.

"That is where the archival records traced the exiting craft to. It disappeared from sensor range at that point so they must have flown into one of those large buildings."

Gornus banked the ship over and slowed their forward velocity as they scanned the area for life signs, of which there were only five people detectable outside the buildings in question.

"That looks like an old assembly building of some kind." Jake commented.

"Yes, but assembly of what?" Laupon posed.

"Looking at the shape of the doors and general configuration of the building¦I would say rocket or gigantic missile assembly."

"If that is indeed the case, I wonder why this location was not bombed instead of Dendara. This would seem a much more valuable target."

"This was probably constructed toward the end of the conflict when Eurdon four no longer had the capability of striking designated targets like that. They would lob missiles at Erudon five and let them smash into the surface at ballistic velocities wherever they happened to hit."

"How can you possibly know that?"

"That crater we flew over in the plains way back there¦that was an artificial body crater, but it was obviously unguided since it exploded in the middle of nowhere and hit with enough force to excavate a crater deep enough to hold several tall buildings stacked one atop of another with room to spare."

"You are able to determine crater characteristics that quickly and that precisely?"

"No, your system analyzed the crater and displayed the likely cause for such unique symmetry in the crater formations. Does that not indicate artificial body impact as the number one likely cause?" Jake asked pointing at the data still present on display number two closest to Laupon.

Laupon looked at the display for a moment then looked at Jake with a surprised expression on his face.

"That is indeed what it indicates though I thought you were unable to read our language?"

"I can understand basic data indications in reference to such clearly defined surface feature analysis."

"You have a level of perception and intelligence that constantly surprises."

"You are not used to kids proving to be so valuable?"

"Something like that¦though even most adults would not cue in on the details your perceptiveness caught on to."

"I am pleased to surprise you."

"I think we should set down a fair distance from the suspected location of the craft used to abduct the ambassadors. We will go in on foot and attempt to make contact." Denoca said.

"Are you going to pose as travelers once again seeking shelter and companionship?" Gornus asked.

"No. I think we should come straight to the point and tell whomever we encounter that we tracked the craft to this location and we would like to know the status of the foreigners taken from the Dendara and ask why they were taken the way they were in the first place."

"You do not think that will incite a hostile reception?"

"Possibly. We need to stop wasting time and get right to it. The longer we go pretending to be unassuming, the longer the ambassadors are held in who knows what conditions."

"That is very true."

"What about us Advar?" Laurel asked, "Do you still want us to portray the subordinate role expected of kids our age?"

"I think that would still be a wise posture to exhibit. We want to be direct without coming off as foreign ourselves."

"We understand. We will follow your lead and behave as expected. I certainly hope your approach works."

"As do I young lady, as do I."

The crew slowly descended the ship and flew a short distance past the observed facility and then set the ship down in the midst of a small grove of trees that provided cover yet just enough room for the ship to touch down without making contact with the trees. The crew then powered the ship down leaving only the cloak active and then they deployed the boarding ramp. Denoca then stepped over to Laurel and Jake where they were still seated waiting patiently for the signal it was time to move out.

"I hope we can count on you two being extra vigilant with those gifts of yours. This is likely to be dicey at best, deadly at worst."

"You want us to forecast hostile actions to be taken against us and mitigate or outright eliminate the person or persons posing a danger to us?" Jake asked.

"Something like that, yes."

"I sense it is something exactly like that in your mind's eye. We will do what we can, but Laurel is not going to be a party to any killing and I am inclined to agree with her."

Denoca looked at Laurel and tried to gather his thoughts about whether he should object, then he assumed she was reading him and the argument would be a mute point with someone of her caliber and youthful resolve.

"I can respect not taking lives. As long as you are certain other means will prevent any serious injuries among our team, I have no objections."

"We will do our best to read intent and action to determine possible hostile actions. We can drop a person very quickly if we have to or at the very least render them inert so they cannot hurt any of us."

"How do you render a person inert?"

"By introducing a gravitational flux field neither they nor their weapons can function within."

"You can do that at will?"

"It takes some concerted effort but it is within our capability."

"Incredible! That should suffice."

"Does that mean you and your men will exercise the same restraint?"

"I cannot promise that."

"You do not plan on taking actions to stop us if we engage someone with lethal intent¦do you?" Gornus asked as he stepped away from his dormant station.

"No. That would be out of line since this is your mission and we are just along for enhanced security measures and as advisors."

"Good. I am glad you will respect your place no matter how much you dislike our tactics."

"Can I ask a question?" Jake posed.

"Of course." Denoca replied.

"Does this ship have anti personnel capabilities should someone manage to gain access to the interior?"

"Yes. It will explode without warning mere moments after the hull is penetrated or an access way is opened without the right code being entered at the tactical station or a specific genetic marker being detected by internal sensors."

"That was not exactly what I was hoping for but¦how big of an explosion?"

"Very big. We do not want to be anywhere close when it happens. The auxiliary power core will short circuit causing an enormous explosion, one large enough to obliterate the ship and of course anyone unlucky enough to be nearby."

"Is the presumed assembly building far enough away for us to survive the shockwave should that happen?"

"The building will sustain some damage¦as long as we are inside away from the exterior walls, probably so."

"That does not exactly inspire confidence."

"It is all I can offer. You are talking about a very unlikely event. This ship has a touch hull and a cloak which makes it very hard to detect once it has been sitting idle for a short time."

"So you know about the heat signature this thing produces?"

"Yes, we are aware. Atmospheric flight causes some heating of the hull and the drive system produces intense heat which has to go somewhere. In space it can be dissipated, that is not the case in an atmosphere with water vapor and pressure present."

"How long for it to dissipate completely?"

"It depends on the level of sustained activity before landing. For the flight here, not all that long."

"We will just have to hope these guys do not have sophisticate sensing capabilities."

"Most technological advantage is gone for these people. Every time they made efforts to reassert their technological prowess, a conflict would arise and the progress made is lost, in some cases for good."

"Back to the stone age."

"Stone age? I do not know what that means."

"Never mind. It is a Human expression that means nothing to other cultures."

"I see. I will disregard it then. We should get moving, it is quite a long walk to the building you pointed out."

"At least there is less debris to climb over to get there."

"Step careful just the same. There are likely objects beneath the soil that can pierce soft soled shoes easily."

"We will watch where we step."

The whole group headed to the boarding ramp and exited the ship. The seemingly unending breeze present in Dendara was absent here and there was the subtle hint of flowers in bloom hanging in the air. The landscape was ancient but not tortured and desiccated as it was in the capitol city. There was some greenery growing here and there and the trees carried leaves of various colors ranging from deep green to amber. The soil was dark and rich looking and the plants were taking full advantage of the nutrient laden soil to grow thick and healthy stalks and branches to support leaves and buds in abundance and there was even the occasional fruit bearing plant visible from the moment they exited the boarding ramp and looked around.

"Well¦this is a pleasant surprise compared to Dendara." Laurel said in English.

"Babe, we need to stay in character in case there are people around we can't see." Jake thought.

Laurel looked at him and grinned as she tipped her head to the right slightly.

"Right¦there's no way people can be around that we don't sense in one form or another." Jake thought as he grinned at her.

"You're right though, I have to avoid voicing what I'm thinking in English."

"Are you two sensing anything significant?" Denoca asked as he placed a hand on Jake's shoulder from behind.

"There are people around, not close though."

"So our landing was likely undetected?"

"I would say it is a good bet. If we were seen at all it should have appeared to be a big blurry spot moving through the sky. That is if the cloak performed as you claim it does while in motion."

Denoca squinted and tilted his head as he stared at Jake for a few moments.

"You sound so sure what the Hemudar looks like while cloaked and in motion. Were you externally visualizing the ship while we transited here?"

"That is within the scope of my usual abilities. I suppose it is possible I was doing that without realizing it."

"You are an astonishing young man. We should head to the south to the ridge overlooking the assembly building. We can determine the strength and number of people at the facility from there."

"Laurel and I can help with that since you are unwilling to carry advanced hardware with you."

"I thought you understood why we are avoiding the presence of advanced technology that would appear foreign in nature?"

"Oh I understand the reasoning behind your decision sir. I am just offering our abilities in lieu of technological aids."

"We will gladly take any advantage we can get."

Jake nodded and they set off, the boarding ramp retracting automatically as they stepped away from the ship and at only a few dozen yards, a look back revealed the ship was practically invisible to the naked eye except to Laurel and Jake. Their ocular implants detected the ship readily and made its basic shape and exact location visibly distinct.

The team walked carefully and quietly paying attention to their surroundings and the ground under foot to insure they didn't step on anything sharp. They headed down a small rise following a crumbling rock fence line until it diminished to piles of stone and fine particles that looked more like course beach sand. They could now see the rim of the valley the assembly building resided within and they headed closer to the apex of the valley rim without breaching the top. The soil they were traversing was soft and covered in a thin layer of grass like growth that was a liken more than a grass but it had protrusions that were reminiscent of grass spears and there was an occasional blue polyp like bloom growing that was pretty, but the striking color suggested a nasty surprise if one were to handle the blossoms or ingest them.

As they drew closer to a short line of red leaved trees with stark white bark, Laurel and Jake began to sense a strange energy that at first was nothing more than a curiosity, then they started to get the impression they were sensing something more significant so they decided to alert the rest of the team.

"Denoca," Laurel called out softly, "Hold up for just a second. Jake and I are sensing something¦unusual."

The men stopped in their tracks and looked around cautiously, and then they looked at Laurel and Jake with a look of concern.

"Are you sensing a presence?"

"No, it is an energy field unlike anything we have ever felt before. Give us a little time to quantify what we are sensing before we continue."

Laurel stepped closer to Jake and they reached out to one another so they could combine their logic and sensing capabilities. The merging of minds was pleasurable and slightly debilitating at first, as usual, then they adjusted to the feeling and they looked around a bit and then Laurel held her hand up, palm out and she distinctly felt a field of energy very close by.

"You feel that?" Laurel thought.

"Yeah, it's like nothing I've ever felt before. You think it's a detection grid of some kind?"

"I think that's exactly what it is."

Laurel looked at the men.

"There is a detection field in use very close by. We are going to be detected approaching long before we can see the facility."

"Is it a shield?"

"No, it is not that kind of field of energy. I think it is a uniform field of energy that remains in a laminar state until something interacts with the field. That is what is detected and sent¦somewhere, alerting people to the presence of a person or animal in the area, both of which are important detection events."

Denoca looked around then the expression changed on his face as he looked at Laurel.

"Can you determine how many people are in that building?"

"From here? Maybe."

"We need to know how many we are going to be facing if we go ahead with what I have in mind."

Laurel looked at Jake and he sighed heavily and nodded, then dropped to his knees and closed his eyes as he concentrated on the idea of pushing his perceptions out beyond his present location. His mind's eye view whisked away at breakneck speeds up over the valley rim to the assembly building and he sensed a pause as he absorbed the surroundings, and then he sensed a person high above standing sentry duty above the main doors with a rather nasty looking long barrel rifle slung over his shoulder. Jake's perception then transitioned into the building and he glimpsed an astonishing sight. There was a truly humungous ship that looked decrepit but incomplete. It had two pylon mounted engines but the outer skin of the engines was missing and the left engine looked completely incomplete. Most of the internal mechanisms were absent and there were conduits and cables and articulated mechanisms hanging in mid air, looking like severed veins hanging from decapitated limbs. Most of the outer hull was yet to be installed and the internal aspects of the ship could be seen and it was obvious the ship was in mid construction when it was abandoned a very long time ago.

Jake then noticed a much smaller open top craft sitting in front of the large skeletal ship and the smaller craft was complete, but very utilitarian looking. It was obviously not space worthy and in fact low altitude is all one would want to take part in with such and exposed cockpit. It looked large enough to seat 10 people including the pilot and there were no external engine pods or nacelles.

A short distance from the transport was a group of five men sanding talking, each sporting and rifle shorter and more stalky that that of the sentry on the roof but still lethal looking and Jake pressed past the men to a deeper region of the building and he saw dark hallways and abandoned shop areas that were dark but full of objects of differing sizes and then a lighted oversight area came into view and Jake now saw a group of ten men pouring over some kind of electronic data on a large Futuretal platform like a drafting table that displayed information.

Jake instantly withdrew his perception to the present sensing that he was getting too engrossed in the distant scene. He shook off the mental fog and he stood up and looked at Denoca.

"That are at least fifteen men in there and a guard perched on the roof above the main doors with a sniper's rifle."

"I would say we are in the right place then."

"Yes. I saw the transport used to nab the ambassadors. It is parked in front of a truly huge spaceship that was in the process of being constructed at some point and then abandoned without being completed. I think it is beyond these people to complete it with their current level of technological capabilities."

"Did you see the ambassadors?"

"No, but that place is huge. I did not search the whole place since it leaves me unable to process my surroundings when I extend myself like that."

"I understand. Here is our play. We are going to deliberately violate their detection grid to bring them out to us. I am just going to get to the point and tell them we are here to talk to whoever is in charge. We will see where that gets us."

"It is your mission Advar. That is not how we would proceed, but it is not for us to say any different in this situation."

"That is it exactly. Just follow my lead and be ready to use those defensive capabilities of yours."

"If they decide to open fire, we can protect you and your men while we enact a retreat."

"Do you think you could force your way into that facility if they direct sustained weapons fire on us?"

Laurel sighed but nodded.

"Yes. I would prefer not to take the mission in that direction, but if we have to we can fend off people and weapons long enough to make a search of the entire facility. Once we are inside the building we should be able to sense the ambassadors, if they are alive that is."

"Good. We will try not to take things in that direction."

"It is good to know you can back our play if that is how things turn." Gornus said confidently.

"That is what we were sent out here for. We are more than smart; we are very capable in a hot situation."

"You have experience doing things like this?" Laupon asked.

"Yes. We have taken on hostiles in situations you would hardly believe on more than one occasion."

"And you did not resort to killing anyone?"

"I never said that. It is a choice of last resort, but not one we have been able to avoid entirely."

"I am actually relieved to hear that. It is a sad thing but the first kill can be¦overwhelming and we do not have time for that kind of grief and shock dysphoria on this mission."

"We understand. We hope no killing will be necessary, but it will not leave us stunned beyond the ability to think rationally or take decisive action to keep us all safe and on the move toward our goal."

"Good," Denoca said, "Let us push on then."

Jake nodded and they turned and headed up the rise before them and Laurel and Jake could feel the moment they passed through the detection field and beyond.

"It should not be long now¦" Laurel said softly from the rear.

They only managed a few yards before they heard rapid heavy footstep approaching from over the rise.

"There are two people approaching," Jake said, "I hope your strategy does not get us into a firefight."

Denoca looked back at Jake and wrinkled his forehead.

"You should know exactly how this is going to play out."

"We tune that out or we lose the ability to hold the moment."

Denoca looked at Laurel as he straightened his expression.

"Yes, we are ready with our protective ability."

As the team drew right to the apex of the rise, two men approached, one with his hand up and the other with a rifle aimed in their direction and he stopped and steadied his rifle with feet apart and Laurel pushed, drawing on her rising fear to bolster the intensity of the field of energy she produced.

"Stop right there!" The man with his hand up called out. "What is your business here?"

"We come bearing no ill will to you and yours," Denoca said calmly. "We have come from very far away in response to the flying craft observed in Dendara. It was tracked here after being used to abduct the foreign visitors in Dendara. I request the opportunity to speak to whoever is in charge of or responsible for that craft and its operational use."

"Just like that? You think you come here and demand an audience as if you are the potent justice of the region. Who are you people?"

Laurel and Jake fell into their role, dropping to their knees and dropping their gaze as they pulled back their influence slightly so the protective field would be undetectable in a weakened state.

"I am no one of concern, just an interested person making a request, not a demand. This is Laupon and Gornus, my trusted companions and these two kids are orphans I have cared for since they lost their mother and father when they were infants. They call me Denoca of the northern Tromanic valley."

"I have never heard of the Tromanic valley."

The men looked the group over carefully for a few moments then they seemed to relax their posture slightly.

"What is in that bag on your shoulder?"

"Survival rations and such."

"Set it down and take a step back."

Denoca did as requested, sliding the bag off his shoulder and setting it on the ground easy like and then he took a step back and the man looked at his armed partner and the man responded by shifting his aim right on Denoca. The first man then stepped up to the bag and stared at Denoca and Gornus as he squatted down and then untied the bag and flipped the top open and he rummaged through the contents. When he was content there were no weapons or obvious technological devices in the bag, the man simply stood up and nudged the bag with his foot.

"You will submit to search¦we will then take you to see Glar. He will decide what to do with you."

"We will submit, we have no weapons or anything else to hide."

Laurel lifted her gaze slightly and looked at Jake and he sensed the concern rising in her and he looked up at her.

"Don't overreact babe," Jake thought. "You can't knock these guys out cause they want to put their hands on you. It's just to make sure we aren't smuggling explosives into the assembly building."

"I don't want some strange alien man feeling me up Jake. I don't like the sense I'm getting from him about us and he hasn't even gotten a good look at me yet."

"Easy babe. You gotta hold it together."

The man didn't fail to notice Laurel and Jake acting tense and he stepped so he could look around Denoca and he pointed at the pair.

"What is wrong with them? They look nervous."

"They do not have much experience with new people. I am sure the thought of strangers putting their hands on them has elicited feelings of tension in them."

"Un huh¦I will need to search them first. You three step back behind them and do not move."

The man with the weapon trained his aim at Denoca, then Gornus, then Laupon encouraging them to do exactly as directed, leaving Laurel and Jake alone between the man and the team. The man cautiously stepped up to Jake and touched the top of his head.

"You¦stand up and face away from me."

Jake complied, standing up while glancing at Laurel then turning around.

"Do not look at her. Worry about yourself right now."

The man stepped up to Jake from behind and took hold of one of Jake's hands then the other and he pulled them up to his shoulders so his arms were crossed over his chest. The man then knelt down slightly and patted Jake down from his ankles right up his legs to his crotch than over his hips and up his sides to his armpits then he moved his hands to Jake's chest and he felt down his chest, stomach and over the front of his hips, pausing at his pocket where he felt the Paltro.

"What is that?"

"It is a talisman to the ancient lord of prosperity. It is a trinket I find comfort in carrying."

The man slid his hand into Jake's pocket and pulled the Paltro out and looked it over for a moment, then he looked back at his partner as he held it out flat in his palm and the armed man glanced at it and furrowed his brow.

"I do not recognize it. I never held belief in the ancient gods though so¦"

"So you would not know if this is the talisman of prosperity or not?"

"No."

The man looked it over a moment longer then rubbed his finger over the pointed projection on the geometrically faceted side and Jake hoped momentarily that the man didn't accidently input the right sequence to activate the thing.

"Did you make this?" The man asked.

"No. We found a pile of talisman in a decaying prayer hall. They were in a sealed metal box so they were in pristine condition when we found them."

"You are all carrying this talisman?"

"Mine and hers are different from the ones our providers have. Thiers are larger and heavier."

The man glanced at Denoca and Denoca slowly reached into his pocket and produced his weapon and he held it out toward the man. He looked at it without taking it.

"You may keep your worthless little talisman. If they give you comfort in this messed up world, good for you."

The man stuffed the Paltro back in Jake's pocket and then he stepped back and felt down Jake's back to his rump and then he stepped back and pointed to the side.

"Kneel over there and do not move."

Jake looked at Laurel without moving his head and he could feel Laurel tensing up. Jake walked to where the man was pointing and he dropped to his knees and lowered his gaze. The man then stepped right up to Laurel and touched the top of her head.

"You¦stand up and face away from me."

Laurel did as he said, standing up carefully with her skirt as short as it is and then she looked up at the man and his mouth dropped open slightly as he looked into her face then looked down her body and back to her face.

"If I only¦where in the Great Plains did you come from?"

"Excuse me?"

"You are the prettiest girl I have ever graced eyes upon." The man looked at Denoca. "I see why you took heart on these siblings. How could one not be mesmerized? Has she always carried stunning beauty like this?"

"They are not siblings. In fact I think they have an attraction to one another now that they are of the age of interest in the opposite sex."

"I¦" the man looked at Jake gazing at the ground then he glanced back to Laurel then he looked at Denoca again. "They both have very strong attributes making them pleasant to the eye; I thought it was a familial characteristic."

"No. I found them on the same day, in the same village ravaged by a wild fire that killed most of the population including their birth mother and fathers though they were found on opposites sides of the same village crawling on hands and knees without a shred of clothing on their bodies or a soul around to shelter or care for them. The cries and desperate look in their eyes tugged at my heart. They have been exceptionally handsome and pretty since the day we found them."

"Turn away from me¦as much as I find that hard to demand of you."

Laurel glanced at Denoca and he read the look loud and clear.

"If you would good man¦she is near to a lady and behaves in a way deserving of respectful treatment as such. I ask you be mindful of the placement of your hands as you conduct your search. She has not had the hands of a man about her body save for mine as I raised her, though I have not had the need to touch her in unseen areas in many, many sun cycles."

"You raise suspicions when you approach a place like this after chasing an air transport from Dendara to here only to ask me not to aggressively search a member of your party¦no matter her sex or age she must be searched thoroughly, now even more so."

The man took Laurel by the hands and pulled her hands up to her shoulders just as he had Jake and then he knelt down and began patting Laurel down from above her knees where her skirt terminated. He slid his hands up and around her thighs, making it to the top of her thighs when Laurel sensed the wrong thoughts from the man, almost glee and lured pleasure as he drew close to her crotch and she stepped aside and he sprang to his feet and yanked his hands out from under her skirt in a rush.

"You will stand still girl! What are you hiding?"

"My virtue! We live in a wasteland; we do not need to treat each other like our morals are equally barren and void of purpose. I beg you not to tread on my feelings as a woman."

The man stared at the back of Laurel's head for a moment then he looked at Denoca.

"You have raised her in the old world ways of culture and morality. How times have degraded so many of our values."

"I hold out hope we will recover some of what we have lost as a people through endless and needless conflict and war. I implore you to exhibit that level of sophistication my good man."

"She must be searched before we proceed¦I will continue in a manner offering reasonable confidence she is incapable of hurting anyone of the same persuasion from the people I am associated with. I will not search her as is required though."

The man stepped back up to Laurel and he squatted down slightly and searched Laurel by patting her down from outside her skirt and top, concentrating on her sides, back and hips, finding her Paltro that he pulled out of her pocket and looked at carefully then he stuffed it back into her pocket. The man then stepped back and pointed next to Jake.

"Kneel next to your¦next to him and do not move."

Laurel sighed softly and walked over next to Jake and she dropped to her knees carefully and lowered her gaze. The man then stepped over to the men and he conducted the same stringent search on them as he had on Jake and then he walked over to his armed partner.

"Get Mari to come search this girl as only a woman should of another."

The armed man nodded and handed his rifle to the first man then he spun around and assumed a full paced run toward the facility and the first man held the rifle low on his hip, but kept it trained on the team and Laurel suddenly sensed what the man had in mind when he said 'search as only a woman should of another', he meant a full nude search and Laurel tensed up once again. She wasn't sure if he was going to have that done in full view of everyone present, but she was having no part of it and her emotional energy began to broil and it took her energy potential right along with it and Jake notice it since she hadn't completely dispelled her defensive posture from their initial encounter.

"Laurel!" Jake thought strongly. "You're going to need a release if you don't dial your emotions back."

Laurel swallowed hard and tried to calm down but she was both angry and scared. She hated that girls were seen the way she was sensing from these men and she knew how humiliating it would be to be stripped in front of all these men since she was wearing nothing but rags to begin with. She couldn't believe the Captain had the foresight to think a search like this would be conducted insisting she wear nothing underneath her local looking garments. He had an insight she was going to ask him about when they got home. She was scared she would hurt someone when the moment came and she had to strike to hold onto her dignity. There was no way she was going to parade her naked body on an alien world in front of a group of alien men.

"I got it under control. Just be ready to back me when it comes down to it."

"I'm ready babe. And if they intend to conduct a private search done by a woman?"

"I still don't like the idea but¦to preserve the mission I'll do it without taking any action against these people."

"I'm sorry so much is being asked of you."

"I sense that guy is honestly concerned I'm being used to sneak something provocative into the building and girls my age are seen as subservient little things and nothing more so it's entirely plausible. All Denoca would have to do is ask and I would lower my gaze and let him put whatever he wanted wherever he wanted and I would die for his ideals or whatever so¦"

"The guy was looking forward to feeling your softness against his hand too though. He was starting to think about how he could angle his finger just right so it would slip between¦"

"I know dang it! Please don't drive it into my head like that."

"I'm sorry Laurel. You gotta know I would never ever allow that to happen?"

"I know. I still don't like thinking about what would've happened if he had felt how I'm actually shaped down there. He would've been captivated into looking or feeling more aggressively and then¦"

"You would've struck out and likely killed him."

"Yeah. I don't want to kill anyone Jake. I'm already stuck with the nightmare of you killing that girl on the Hodong station as if it was me that did it now that we're paired like we are. I don't need to add my own murderous actions to the mix."

"May I ask you something good man?" Denoca asked.

"I think it is best if we remain silent until a witness I trust is present to sanctify anything said."

"You really hold no trust in anyone, do you?"

"We have learned some very hard lessons over time. Now¦be silent."

Denoca shrank back noticeably and now it was Jake that was growing annoyed and emotionally charged. He wasn't Denoca's biggest fan but he still didn't like the tone or demeanor of this guy chewing on Denoca like he was less than nothing.

Luckily they only had to wait a few minutes until Laurel and Jake sensed the 2nd man and a female approaching. They were walking very fast, the woman nearly out of breath, but they didn't want to leave their associate alone with strangers any longer than necessary.

"Mari and I made it as quick as we could."

"You did good Arlon. Mari¦take everything off this girl, insure she is not hiding anything. They are protesting me searching her despite a request made by them to see Glar about the air transport spotted in Dendara, tracked here after abducting the foreigners."

"They know about the¦"

"Do not volunteer information out here!" the man said holding his hand up. "Just do as I say, now!"

"I serve to learn Nester. Come with me young one."

Laurel looked up at the woman and she was a dark haired nappy looking woman with most unappealing features, chiseled chin, beak like nose, deep scar on her left cheek and eyes that were uneven, one sitting lower than the other suggesting inbreeding or some other form of genetic degradation in her lineage. The woman was clutching her tunic that was tattered and dingy, in desperate need of replacement or at least laundering. The woman stared in utter amazement as Laurel's face caught her attention and then Laurel's graceful movements as she got to her feet only further stunned the woman.

"Nester! She is¦"

"I know Mari, beautiful is hardly the word for her. Get those hanging shreds off her and make sure she is not hiding anything beneath. Glar is going to want to get to know her."

"I serve to learn."

"What do you mean by get to know her?" Gornus couldn't help but ask strongly.

"He will sit and talk and see what comes from that. Nothing uninvited will be undertaken."

"You understand we have taken care of these two from the time they were in swaddling linens. They are like our children so we will take exception to either of them being treated disrespectfully."

"As long as you conduct yourselves honorably while you are our guests, there will not be a problem. If you cross any of us, especially Glar, I cannot guarantee what will happen to any of you, though I doubt it will involve what you fear for her."

Mari pointed in the direction of a clump of tall, thick shrubs a short distance away and Laurel nodded and led the way to the stand of bushes and Jake lifted his gaze toward Denoca. Denoca subtly held his hand out and pumped it toward the ground and Jake got it and nodded once then lowered his gaze.

Laurel and Mari stepped into the thicket of shrubs and Laurel looked around, satisfied that they were out of sight from any perspective Laurel could imagine. She looked at Mari and smiled softly.

"My oh my¦" Mari uttered. "How can one so beautiful end up here¦like this?"

"Destiny, fate, call it what you like."

"I am sorry for what must be done. You have to understand how sensitive and important this place is given what is contained with those buildings over the ridge."

"I think I get it Mari. I know you are just doing what is necessary and what you were directed to do. What do you need me to do?"

"I would prefer not to put my hands all over you and I am fairly certain you would prefer that too. I need you to take off what you are wearing so I can insure you are not hiding anything dangerous or suspicious. This would have been unnecessary if you had just let Nester search you without resistance."

"I do not want a man touching me anywhere he pleases to satisfy his notions of paranoia."

"I think I can empathize with those feelings. If you would¦we need to hurry so nester does not grow impatient. He is not known for an over abundance of patience to begin with."

Laurel nodded and sighed as she reached up to her shoulders and grasped her ragged tunic/skirt and lifted it over her head and off. When she looked at Mari she could see and feel the stunned amazement and envy welling in her.

"You¦you look¦your skin is so smooth and perfect. How have you managed to keep such a youthful tone and why¦I do not mean to stare¦you carry shape I was not expecting¦though it fits somehow. Why do you have no hair about your body at your age?"

"I uh¦I never grew hair down there, I do not know why."

"You have such beauty in your face and general symmetry of proportions, why would it not carry on throughout your whole body. The hairless appearance is pleasant enough if unusual for a girl of your level of physical development."

"I appreciate the compliments Mari. I have always looked like this, I do not know why. This is just how I was born."

Mari shook her head and got on with looking Laurel over, walking around her to view her backside, bending down slightly to look between her legs and then she stood up and walked around to her front side and she smiled at Laurel.

"I understand why a young man would be interested in you. You are simply one of the healthiest and prettiest girls I have ever seen. Your stomach exhibits muscle tone like someone who performs rigorous work regularly."

"I am expected to hold my own when it comes to heavy tasks and we walk long distances every single day. It tends to result in prominent muscle tone."

Laurel grew a little uncomfortable with Mari staring at her unique and visually pleasant vulva so she instinctively covered herself with a hand and Mari noticeably blushed.

"I assure you I am not attracted to girls. You just possess attributes that are hard to ignore or pull my gaze away from."

"Are you satisfied I do not have an explosive device or a weapon strapped to my body?"

"Yes. You may put your clothes back on."

Laurel quickly rolled her tunic/skirt so she could poke her arms through it and she put it over her head and let it fall over her body as she wriggled her hips to straighten it out. She then put her hands to her sides and looked at Mari.

"You are an extraordinary girl. What do they call you?"

"You are the first to ask. I am called Laurel."

"That is unusual. We should go now Laurel."

Laurel nodded once and they walked out of the bushes and Nester spun around and looked at the pair and he immediately furrowed his brow.

"What is wrong Mari? Your face is red and your eyes glassy."

"Nothing is wrong. She is not hiding anything. She is a lovely girl with perfect skin and¦"

"I did not ask about her attributes. I just need to know she is not hiding anything dangerous."

"She poses no danger."

"Good. You are to return to the complex Mari. We will be coming along shortly."

"I serve to learn." Mari said bowing her head then turning and heading up over the ridgeline.

"While I am unsure of your intentions, I am confident you pose no significant risk to security. I will take you to see Glar, he can decide what your fate is to be."

"You are thinking we may not be safe to allow to leave once we see what is inside that building?" Laurel blurted out before thinking it through.

Nester spun around and stared at Laurel as Arlon allowed his aim to drift toward the ground.

"How did she know that Nester?"

"Quiet Arlon. She is obviously smarter than would be expected of a simple¦if not pleasantly pretty girl."

"I did not mean to speak out of turn Nester." Laurel said humbly.

"See that you keep that impulse under control or things may get unpleasant for you."

Laurel nodded and lowered her gaze to comply with what would be expected of a young girl exhibiting proper contrition to an adult and Nester looked at Denoca.

"You will follow me."

Nester then led the way up the rise before them and Arlon brought up the rear with his weapon trained on the trespassers. They walked up the ridge until they reached the peak of the rise where they could see the assembly building and grounds. It was only then that Jake realized the scale of the ship he had seen during his remote viewing episode earlier. The building looked old but intact and not nearly as old as the buildings in the capitol city that were only a few decades from complete collapse.

Laurel was acutely aware that they were now in direct line of fire from the sniper Jake had spotted and she wondered if she could enact a protective field quick enough if they were fired on. She knew it would only take a split second for the projectile to reach their position and then it dawned on her that she didn't even know if the rifle was a projectile or energy based weapon. If it utilized energy it would reach them at the speed of light and she knew her reactions weren't that fast. She scanned the roof of the building looking for the sharpshooter and her advanced visual acuity and enhanced augmentation via ocular implant provided a clear image of the dark silhouette of the rifle barrel trained right on their position and she quickly thought of the idea of jamming or otherwise disabling the weapon aimed at them and then she simply pushed with the energy at her disposal and she felt the warming and enticing surge washing over and through her body and the man on the roof shrank from sight in an instant. Laurel hoped she hadn't hurt him but she just didn't want to take the chance that he would get antsy and squeeze off a shot.

They continued down the other side of the rise until they neared the outer perimeter fence and Nester raised his hand as he stood at the fence without touching it.

"Are we not going in?" Denoca asked.

"In good time. There are anti intrusion measures in place you are unaware of. They must be¦altered to make passage beyond this point safe."

A moment later the man on the roof popped up and waved his hand from right to left and Nester nodded and gestured for everyone to follow. They walked along the fence line until they reached the main gate that was in poor condition but still functioned in its intended purpose as a man pushed the right side open and waved the group in. They walked through the gate and it was pushed closed behind them and the man signaled the man on the roof and he lifted a hand and then slipped out of sight.

They walked up what was clearly an delineated taxiway leading directly to the assembly building and off to the left of the main structure was a decrepit mounting frame designed to cradle something truly enormous while it was worked on outside the main building, beyond that were a few outbuildings of unknown original purpose, though they appeared to be used in the current period as tenements and ground support personnel staging. The continuing runway leading away from the assembly cradle was cracked and weeds infested it meaning it was definitely not being used for anything anymore.

"It appears this place missed out on the bombing evidenced elsewhere." Gornus commented.

"This place was built after the Tribideon conflict during the last age of technology on Eurdon. The efforts being undertaken here came too late to do any good in the conflict and eventually the technicians and specialists working here just abandoned the entire facility."

"I am not familiar with the Tribideon conflict." Denoca said.

"You really have lived in seclusion. Tribideon production was the last true industry on this world meant to support space travel efforts and heavy industry. Tribideon is highly unstable when super heated so the last thing you want near a refining plant is high yield bomb detonations. No one I know is quite sure who initiated the elimination efforts of the Tribideon refinement around the world; it was blamed on Eurdon four, though I personally suspect our own people wanted the mining and refining of Tribideon stopped. They were successful even though the environmental damage caused by Tribideon when burned at high temperature led to entire regions becoming uninhabitable. Millions died from wind carried fallout and Tribideon was never again mined or processed and space travel was seen as impossible after that."

"Tribideon was used as fuel?"

"Not in its raw form. Once refined it was added to liquid hydrogen to produce fuel with an energy potential that is hard to imagine."

"I take it that was not used for faster than light travel?"

"Faster than light¦nothing goes faster than the speed of light."

Jake knew the ship he saw in the assembly building had the hallmarks of a light speed capable vessel even if it is incomplete, but he figured he better keep his mouth shut since he is going to be seen as a dumb kid and nothing more. They walked up to the enormous main doors that had a traditional entryway door incorporated into the right span. Nester gripped the door handle and twisted it and then looked back at everyone.

"From here on you are to touch nothing unless direct to."

"We understand Nester. We will touch nothing." Denoca said.

Nester pulled the door open and stepped over the threshold and he took a few steps into the gigantic space that was actually nearly completely taken up by the skeletal hulk of the incomplete ship and parked in front of it was the low altitude air transport.

"What in the world?" Laupon uttered. "Why would you abandon something as monumental as that ship there?"

"I abandoned nothing¦nor did anyone else here. Remain right here with Arlon while I contact Glar."

Nester turned and headed deeper into the huge space that was heavily draped in deep shadows created by the feeble lights placed about the space with heavy cables leading to them. The group stood quietly looking around trying to soak in the unusual sights around them. Arlon had assumed a much more relaxed posture, his rifle resting on his shoulder aiming straight up in the air. There were men standing about the space seemingly looking on with vague interest so Arlon had no reason to feel the need to maintain a defensive posture with all the backup around him.

They stood still for what seemed like an inordinate amount of time, but eventually they heard footsteps approaching and Laurel and Jake could clearly make out three men and two women. Nester was one of the men and he looked distressed but calm in his resolve. As he drew nearer, Laurel and Jake sensed his heightened emotions and they told volumes about what was about to happen.

"Glar has agreed to grant you some of his time. He indicated a desire to see the young girl and her male counterpart that have stirred such emotion in Mari. She will not stop going on about your orphans."

"They do carry names Nester." Denoca said.

"Then they will be expected to present their names when directed to do so."

"This is not exactly how I was hoping the meeting would be conducted. It does not make sense to meet with our youngest members first."

"We do not mind seeing Glar first Denoca," Laurel said. "We promise not to embarrass you."

"You think you can open a dialogue about why we came here?"

"I am not sure it is what he is going to want to discuss. We will try our best."

"That is all I can expect of you. Go with Nester and do what you are asked to do without resisting."

"We understand Denoca."

"Come¦" Nester said gesturing in the direction he had just come from. "The rest of you will be taken to a place of rest and recoup. You can get some food and water if you wish. I will come get you when Glar is ready to speak to you."

Laurel and Jake turned and headed deeper into the cavernous space, past the hulking half complete ancient spaceship and the air transport dwarfed by its hangar partner. They examined the exposed architecture of the spaceship and what was present was extremely sophisticated and impressive even though signs of rust and corrosive oxidation degradation were present everywhere. It was clear the ship was going to be very robust and judging by the size and complexity of the one nearly complete engine in reference to the other that was only skeletal, the ship would have been very fast at sub-light speeds, nothing close to the Future's capability, but still extremely fast.

As they neared the darker region near the aft quadrant they could see that the main reactor and support systems were missing though the void for the reactor assembly was humungous. They wondered for a moment what kind of reactor was going to be utilized but they figured it was irrelevant to what was going on and they needed to keep their minds on the situation at hand.

As they reached a side hallway that was bathed in utter darkness, Nester put his hands on their shoulders.

"Go that way," He said as he twisted their shoulders slightly to aim them at the dark hallway. "There is automated lighting that will come on once you enter the hallway."

They turned and headed toward the hallway and as promised, once they stepped from the assembly hangar into the hallway, dim lighting grew in intensity from nothing to a subtle 2700 Kelvin glow bright enough to allow them to at least see obstacles and basic fixtures, of which there were many. There were odd appliance like apparatuses sitting in the floor pushed up against the walls and conduit sections, pipes, cables and wiring spooled up in neat bundles all of which had to be navigated around and over. It seemed like they were dismantling fixtures, saving what seemed to be of value in the future in order to clear space somewhere unseen.

They walked down the hallway until they came to a cross corridor that ran at a slight oblique angle to the main hallway and Nester simply pointed to the slight right direction. They headed into the darkness and the lighting behind them dimmed away and the lighting above and ahead glowed to life in the same warm light frequency at a very low luminous level and Nester pointed to a set of metal doors with a strange symbol on the doors, bisected by the mating surface of the 2 doors.

"That is where you will find Glar. Knock, then wait to be invited in before entering."

"You are not coming in with us?"

"No. I have things to do that do not include looking after a couple unimportant kids. He will instruct you what to do or where to go once he is finished with you."

Laurel found the finality tone in his comment unsettling but she didn't voice her discomfort. They stepped up to the white coated metal doors with the strange symbol emblazoned on them and Jake reached out and rapped on the door three times with his balled fist and the door clanked solidly and numbly as though the door was solid, not hollow as would be expected. There was a lengthy pause then Glar could be heard from behind the doors though at a muted low volume due to the solid nature of the doors.

"Enter!" Glar said in a deep voice.

Jake grasped the door handle and twisted it and nothing happened and Nester put his hand on Jake's shoulder and reached between him and Laurel and grasped the other handle and pulled it, then twisted it slightly, then pulled it again and the latch bolt retracted nosily.

"Positive lock doors are a bit confusing on first encounter. There are many rooms throughout this facility with latches like this."

Laurel nodded but didn't ask why such complex latching mechanisms were used figuring Nester probably didn't know or care. Nester gave a slight shove to the middle of their backs, ushering them past the threshold.

"Do not linger in the doorway without entering or announcing yourselves. Glar does not take to that without¦"

"Who are you talking to Nester?" Glar asked as he stepped from around a metal shelving unit stacked full of canned food provisions.

"I was talking to the trespassers that violated the outer perimeter field. You said you wanted to see the youngest members first, here they are."

Glar was a well proportioned man that looked as if he hadn't missed a meal in quite some time though he had a distinguished air about him despite the rags he was wearing just like everyone else encountered thus far.

"You may go Nester. Keep an eye on the others until we determine their true intent."

Nester nodded once and turned and walked away and Laurel and Jake took a step further into the brighter lit room than the hallways and they looked around at all the shelving stacked with provisions, water in clear casks, and every manner of technological device conceivable that would fit in the hand.

"Come closer you two. Mari went on and on, I must see what she was on about."

Laurel instinctively slid her hand into Jake's and interlaced her fingers with his and gripped his hand firmly for comfort. They took a few steps toward the slightly portly man and he squinted as he studied their faces then opened his eyes wide and reared back as he got a really good look at the pair.

"I must say¦the likes of you I have not encountered except in old world still images of the people that used to advertise the new clothing trends for each season. Such pretty people, all dressed in prim and proper clothing of bright color and artistic cut and flare. Those days are long gone though it would appear that genetic line still hangs in a few of us."

Glar stepped closer still and really looked Laurel up and down with an almost hungry yet vapid look on his face and Laurel grew very uncomfortable with what she was feeling welling up deep within him. Glar then looked Jake over again and he stared at their clasped hands and he lifted his gaze to their eyes.

"You are more than a mere girl as Mari presented¦you are near on to a woman in appearance. You two are¦coupled?"

"Our relationship has not been sanctified by our providers." Laurel said softly. "We tend to keep it subdued around them for that reason."

"I see. Come¦drink some water if you wish. It is purified spring water from what the containers claim. I have some questions for you and you will answer them to my liking or be thrown to the day feeders."

Laurel looked at Jake and shrugged.

"Day feeders?" She thought. "I wonder if he means surface creatures that feed during the day."

"That's the sense I get." Jake thought in reply.

"I get the sense us holding hands has dissuaded him from pursuing the interaction he was planning with me. Thank goodness for that."

"When you're hot you're hot even with alien alterations."

Laurel and Jake walked deeper into the room and as they rounded the corner of the first row of metal racks they could see that there were dozens of the racks and a clear space toward the rear of the room where a work desk had been set up and there were operational electronics in use on the work desk. There were several chairs here and there so they walked over to two of them next to each other at the work desk and they sat down. Glar gestured to the water casks.

"When was the last time you happened on filtered spring water like this? You should take advantage of the availability."

"We have never encountered spring water that was consumable." Laurel replied softly.

"I thought as much."

Glar walked over to one of the shelves and retrieved two small jars that would hold approximately 6 ounces each and then he stepped over to one of the spring water casks and he cracked the spigot open and filled the jars then handed them to Laurel and Jake. They weren't especially thirsty, but they wanted to exhibit gratitude and fulfill the expected thrill of exposure to something as unheard of as spring water on a planet so heavily polluted that all springs produced water unfit for consumption.

"What a wondrous refreshing experience," Laurel said after swallowing two big gups. "The water has a crisp delightful mineral rich taste."

"Odd to consider water as a delicacy." Jake added.

Laurel and Jake set the jars on the desk and sat quietly as Glar looked them over carefully. He seemed to be measuring them up for some reason. He was being cordial but stern and direct at the same time, an odd combination that made it hard to read exactly what he wanted to discuss or why he was so interested in a couple kids rather than the senior members of the group of trespassers.

"Answer me this¦what is it your providers think they know or possess making them invulnerable?" Glar asked staring right at Laurel.

"I uh¦I am not sure we understand what you mean." Laurel said.

"Approaching a facility like this should suggest a lethal response by its inhabitants. Why would your providers put you in such danger by walking toward this facility without regard for the inherent danger?"

"You would have to ask Denoca what he was thinking sir. We can only tell you the abduction of the visitors concerned him enough to set out for this place to seek an audience with whoever was responsible for the act. He had no idea who was here or what was being guarded. Are you still considering killing us rather than talking to our providers?"

"That depends on your intentions. In my experience, youth tend to offer honesty when it serves to insure no ill is visited on them or those they care about. If you have come to sabotage what we are doing here¦your lives are forfeit, you can count on that."

"We promise that is not our intention. Where our providers go, we follow until the time they tell us we are on our own. I suspect that time is not far away though not this day."

"Mari said something about you two being orphans. What happened to your mother and father?"

"They were killed when we were very young. From what we have been told, there was a wildfire that destroyed the village we lived in. Most of the people living there were trapped with no way of escaping the flames. I honestly do not know how we survived the fire. Denoca, Gornus and Laupon found us crawling around in the ashes of the village and they took pity on us, taking us into their graces, providing for our needs until this very day."

"Denoca has never given you reason to doubt his account of how you were found?"

"No. He has never misled us about anything. He is a man of integrity and fierce devotion. The danger we find ourselves facing right now he considers worthwhile in order to talk with you. He does not put us in the path of danger lightly or without consideration. He considered it more dangerous to leave us alone while he investigated who was here. We have seen the aftermath of what can happen if the wrong types of person or persons are encountered without proper numbers present to offer a strong defensive posture."

"I know there are raiders that would think nothing of killing someone like you after taking what they want. People like that are why we have lethal security measures in place. What do you think we should do if discussions with your providers do not produce satisfactory assurances they have honorable intentions in mind?"

"We would not presume to tell you what to do. All we can hope is you will think with your heart before acting and really get to know our providers. They are trustworthy honorable people, if you decide otherwise, please have mercy about your decision how they need to be ended."

"You have more concern about their end than your own?"

"We would hope you do not decide we need to die too. We have little or no influence on what our providers do. We are just a couple kids doing as directed while trying to survive in a cruel, harsh world."

"I feel you believe in your providers, I will have to see for myself if they live up to the respect you obviously hold for them. I also get a sense you two can be trusted to wander this facility without supervision. You two at least come off as genuine good people. I will evaluate your providers to see if they earn the same level of trust. If I feel they have ill intentions, their fate will be certain and their demise quick and final. I will not hold you two to the same fate since you are not of their lineage, only in their care all of your lives."

"We appreciate the show of mercy."

"Do you always speak for the both of you?" Glar asked gesturing toward Jake while looking at Laurel.

"No. I know a woman should be subdued in her presence in any given situation. You were looking at me while speaking so I assumed you wanted to hear from me."

"You are a little hard to look away from. Pretty hardly does justice to your presence and appearance. I would like to hear from you too young man."

"I have a mind and voice sir. Laurel did not say anything I would disagree with or I would have spoken up."

"You do not feel you need to stand up for or protect the woman you obviously have feelings for?"

"If I feel a threat exists, yes sir. You have not directly threatened her and if I was going to physically defend her, I would not announce my intention to do so. I would just take the necessary action to keep you from hurting her."

"You do have streak of violence in you then?"

"It is never my first choice. Denoca and the others have taught me how to handle myself should the need ever arise. I am far from defenseless, I would not classify it as a violent streak though, just capable of protecting the people I care about."

"I can respect that. I am relieved your providers have not instilled a strike first attitude in you."

"They raised us to be compassionate and kind without showing weakness or allowing people to walk on us. There may not be many of us left; we do not need to act like it no longer matters how we interact with other people."

"You seem to have character values rarely seen in people these days."

"I take that as a personal compliment and one to my providers. They made me who I am today."

"We shall see. I will tell you this, if I am unsatisfied with what I hear from your providers, you will not see them again though you are invited to stay with us here. You will be expected to work for your consumed provisions and continued protection in the group and no one will be assigned as your new providers. You will be on your own to figure out how to behave to fit in and continue to survive. You will find a wide variety of personalities among us, you must figure out how to get along with those differing perspectives on life and interaction values."

"We do not have a lot of experience with new people, though enough guidance to allow us to figure out how to get along with others."

"Good. Do you think you can find your way back to the assembly area?"

"Yes."

"I am done with you two. You may return to the assembly area though I must ask that you not explore the spaceship there. It is very old and unstable. You could dislodge objects that could then fall on someone below or you could have something fall on you and help would be long in coming since the rest of us know better than to explore that thing for the reasons I mentioned."

"We will look at it from the ground at a safe distance."

"That is wise."

Jake stood up first then put his hand around Laurel's arm and helped her stand and she slid her arm around Jake's back.

"The people here will understand Jake and I have eyes for each other and no other?"

"I believe they will respect that fact. It is obvious you have feelings of a serious nature for each other. Continue as you have here and there will be no doubt for others to see too."

"Good."

Laurel and Jake then turned around and headed toward the exit, taking inventory of the vast provisions and technological devices being stashed away in the room Glar seemed to prefer to linger in. It was apparent he was thinking long term for a fairly sizable group of people and he felt he needed to keep close tabs on the supplies for some reason.

They made their way back toward the main assembly area, pausing at one point near the doorway or a lit room that raised their curiosity. Laurel pushed the door open and peered into the room and she saw that it used to be a drafting room with electronic drafting boards at several locations strategically spaced out throughout the room though all but two were broken with various uninteresting objects lying on them but two of them were lit up with schematics presented in cutaway layers that were flipping on the table screens like pages being flipped.

Laurel stepped into the room and Jake followed right behind her and as they got several paces into the room, the door slammed closed startling Laurel and Jake both. They found themselves staring at a group of four boys in their upper teens to their guess and they looked disheveled and up to no good as they stepped closer to the pair and eyed them up and down with devilish grins on their faces.

"Mmm¦this is the girl they have been going on about and her tag-along. We must get to know her now that we have seen she is everything they said and so much more. You both seem a little lost at the moment; allow me and my boys here to educate you on how things work around here. You guys grab him while I welcome this stunning girl to the winshen survival camp."

"Now look!" Jake started, "you guys are in for a world of hurt if you mess with us."

"Scream and yell all you like boy! This room is sound insulated so the architects and designers that used to work here could concentrate while the ships were being built down the hallway in the assembly area."

Two of the boys lunged toward Jake with their hands stretched out and in an instant Jake reached out to Laurel.

"These guys are horny kids with no idea who they're screwing with." Jake thought, "We shouldn't use our advanced abilities so questions won't be asked after this. Take 'em down with the hand-to-hand techniques Mark taught us."

"Agreed." Laurel thought in a snap.

Laurel stepped back and swirled her hands then assumed a defensive posture with one hand turned sideways and the other with her index finger pointed up and her knees bent. The boy standing before her froze for a moment then he thought she was posturing to fool him into thinking she knew some defensive technique he was unfamiliar with so he grinned and foolishly took a step toward her while raising his hands toward her.

Jake in the meantime waited until the two guys lunging at him were within reach, then he spun around on one foot with his arms up bent at the elbows as he leaned forward and the boys hands were deflected and as the first lost his balance slightly Jake slammed the point of his elbow into the base of his neck rendering him unconscious before he even hit the floor, face first and then Jake kept spinning while sweeping the leg of the other guy with his left foot and the boy's knees buckled and he began to fall backwards as his knees cast forward and Jake used most of his might to flat hand-chop the boy in the throat on his way back causing his head to slam to the floor with a sickening almost hallow thunk. The boy saw twinkling lights as he clutched his throat and coughed at the pain and spinning sensation in his head.

Laurel curled her fingers and quick jabbed the boy in the throat then drew back and formed a fist and jabbed him twice in the face throwing his head back and she squatted down as she spun on one foot sweeping his legs from the side and down he went smacking the side of his head on the floor with a double bounce and she stood up and let both her knees land on his ribs right in the middle of his side and she felt at least one snap under the pressure and he yelped out in pain in a horse raspy voice and Laurel had already drawn back her fist, but she restrained her anger knowing she would do serious damage from this angle if she caught the side of his orbital socket with full force. Laurel looked up at the other boy standing frozen in absolute shock near the door with his mouth agape. He held both hands up and gently shook his head.

"You will get no problem from me. We obviously misjudged who we were dealing with."

The steely gleam in Laurel's eyes subsided and she looked back down at the boy taking shallow labored breaths under her weight and for just a moment she felt complete satisfaction with his pain given what he was planning on doing to her.

"You are the worst kind of scum a dying society can produce. You take as you like with no regard for decency. I am a living breathing person with feelings and you will respect that you piece of trash! You yield?"

"Un huh. Please¦I cannot breathe¦you broke my ribs and¦"

"That is far better than what you had planned for me."

Laurel deliberately bounded her knee into the boy's side making him cringe and bark out in pain as she withdrew and stood up. Laurel looked at one boy clutching his throat with his eyes closed as he slowly rocked his head back and forth and the other lying face down in a tiny pool of blood presumably from his nose or mouth as he fell face first into the hard floor and Laurel grinned at the sight and she couldn't help but feel pride in Jake and eternal gratitude that Mark took the time when they were just kids to teach them martial arts and close quarters hand to hand techniques that were less than lethal but debilitating if administered properly, which she could see they had been. She looked at Jake and winked at him.

"I see you have made a couple new friends?"

"Yes I have. I do not think they will come at me or my girl ever again. We are going to be best buds after this."

Laurel smiled then looked at the other boy and scowled at him.

"Now that you have shown me and my tag along how things work around here for pretty girls, you will go get Glar and bring him here. Tell him these guys need medical attention and a lesson in how to treat others with dignity."

"I uh¦you know what Glar will do to us?"

"I would imagine nicer things than you were going to do to me and my mate. Now go!"

The boy flinched when Laurel raised her voice and then he stepped over to the door and pulled it open quickly and he flung himself out the door without closing it.

"Geeze babe¦" Jake whispered in English, "You got a mean streak in you when you're pissed, don't you?"

"I am more upset we did not sense the danger looming when I got curious about this room."

"Do you feel like we were ever in any real danger?"

"No¦I guess not."

"That is why we didn't cue in on it. Our curiosity was stronger than the sense of danger. These guys are lucky we have learned when not to use our abilities. We could have killed them by accident if things got out of hand."

"I know. I am proud of you for being the voice of reason when it comes to that. I just hate that this kind of thing is what women like me face no matter where I go."

"You crippled that guy with ease¦that makes me feel better about what will happen if you face this kind of thing without me right there to back you up in the future."

"You doubted my skills?"

"Oh I knew the knowledge and skill was there, I just never saw you use it before so I did not know if you would when it came down to it."

"I am not going to let someone rape me just so I do not have to hurt them."

"I am not going to let anyone do that to you either."

"You are thinking you could have taken all four of them out on your own if you felt you had to."

"Mark taught us how to deal with multiple assailants. I haven't had to put it into practice but yes, I am pretty sure I could have measured up who was the bigger risk and taken them out one by one until all four were down. That instinct thing kicks in and you really don't think about it, you just react and it comes out right."

"Against a group of kids with thuggery in mind yes, against someone trained in hand-to-hand it might be different."

"Then I would have pulled out some different tools. You know we can adapt to the level of threat present."

"Yeah, I know."

They heard heavy footsteps and stepped away from the boys they had disabled and waited until Glar flung the door all the way open as he stepped in quickly with the sheepish 4th boy right behind him.

"What in creation happened here?"

"Those two planned to beat Jake while that boy¦" She pointed to the boy behind Glar, "and that one¦" She pointed to the boy lying on his back now while clutching his side with one arm and his other hand on his throat, "were going to have their way with me, presumably beating me after and telling me to tell anyone that saw me that I fought Jake off and he was the one who attacked me violently."

"You and Jake did all this?"

"Yes."

"I told you it is not our first choice but we are far from defenseless," Jake said. "Our providers taught Laurel how to defend herself too."

Glar looked at the boy on the floor nearest to Laurel and he nodded.

"Yes¦I can see that. This sort of behavior is completely unacceptable. These three will receive medical attention then they will be dealt with¦severely."

"You¦are not going to kill them are you?" Laurel asked timidly.

"No. I would not waste precious medical resources on them if that was my intention. Once they have healed, they will be escorted off the premises with instructions never to return. If they want to behave like raiders, they can go try to survive with them."

"What are the chances they would be accepted by a band of raiders?"

"Slim to none." Glar furrowed his brow and cocked his head in curiosity as he looked at Laurel. "Are you actually concerned for their well being despite being attacked by them?"

"I guess I am. I care about all people even if they are less than admirable characters."

"How interesting. None the less, these kids do not represent the kind of values we hold to around here. If they would perpetrate this on a sweet girl like you, there is nothing to stop them from doing it to someone closer to me that I care about¦no offense."

"None taken, I understand you just met me so I am not high on your list of important people, and I am just an orphan girl to begin with, that grants me pretty low status in anyone's eyes."

"I am pleased you understand your place. You two are uninjured?"

"Yes, unless you count a sore hand from punching that creep in the face?" Laurel said proudly.

"Did you break bones or break the skin of your hand?"

"No."

"Then I do not consider it an injury worth consideration. You two may continue to the assembly area. I will deal with this situation."

"I am sorry we have caused a problem so soon after getting here." Jake said.

"You did not start this. You just did what was necessary to defend your girl and yourself."

Jake nodded and then he and Laurel stepped around the three bodies on the floor and headed to the door and Jake scowled at the remaining boy as he walked past. Jake thought justice was going to be served when he was forced to leave the safety of the compound as payment for his participation and the nasty things he thought about doing to Laurel even if he never actually approached her.

Laurel and Jake made their way to the assembly area where the hulking leviathan of a ship presided and they took a few minutes to walk around the ship to guess at its planned capabilities and they guessed half the speed or light at sub-light and depending on the reactor energy potential, around 5 to 6 times the speed of light as a maximum design limit again depending on the strength and sophistication of the shield produced around the ship to protect it from the tidal stresses.

After a few minutes examining the ship from the ground in the feeble light in the assembly hangar, they heard voices nearby and decided to investigate. They walked around the cradle structure the half assembled spaceship was resting on to the port side of the ship where there was a wide descending passageway that was roughly rectangular and curved to the left slightly as it descended down and away toward the rear of the facility.

They headed down into the sloping passageway following the sound of voices. The passageway descended a full story before leveling off heading north. There was a light growing in intensity along with voices and the unmistakable squeals of children, very young children, playing freely by the sounds of it.

As the passageway opened up into a subterranean engineering lab of immense proportions, they could see the space had been reinvented as a general gathering area with all of the ancient tech shoved off to the sides to make room for the space's new purpose. It was apparent some of the devices and components were being dismantled for renewed use elsewhere.

There were dozens of what appeared to be entire families gathered at tables and seated in chairs with more standing around engaging in conversation while children ran about playing creating a scene that looked as if it could occur on a post apocalyptic Earth if not for the different physical appearance of the people present.

Jake caught sight of Denoca, Laupon and Gornus seated at a table with several adult individuals. Jake gestured toward the table and Laurel nodded. They walked straight to the table and Denoca put up his hand halting the conversations taking place. Laurel and Jake walked up to the table and dropped to their knees and dropped their gaze to the floor, surprising the rest of the group to see such proper old world behavior in Denoca's children. Denoca stood up and touched Laurel on the head.

"You may rise and address me."

Laurel looked up and grinned. She and Jake got to their feet and Laurel gestured to a clear area a short distance from the crowd of people.

"May we have a word with you in private Denoca?"

"You may."

Denoca put his hand on Jake's shoulder as he gestured to the vacant area Laurel had gestured to. They walked over to the space out of earshot if voices were kept low and Denoca looked at the pair apologetically.

"I hope you do not object to the physical contact I have been making with you." Denoca said in a soft voice. "I am trying to keep up appearances of a semi-family unit between us and some level of familiarity goes along with that."

"We understand Denoca." Jake replied. "We do not mind as long as punishment is handled with dignity."

"I do not anticipate that interaction being necessary to keep up appearances so long as you do not lead our acting in that direction."

"There has been an¦incident that might require that kind of scene." Laurel said softly.

"An incident? Did Glar push himself on you?"

"No¦although there was that inclination from him until he noticed Jake and me holding hands and we confided our deep feelings for each other."

"That is a relief. Things could have gotten complicated if you had to defend yourselves in a way that exposed your heightened level of ability and angered Glar."

"We were interviewed and deemed honorable garnering a level of unescorted freedom around this place. We grew curious once released and upon exploring an engineering drafting lab, we encountered a group of kids close to our age and it did not go off as one would hope. They intended to attack and beat Jake while making him watch as I was abused in the worst way a woman can be abused by a group of horny teenagers. We dissuaded them in a manner that resulted in some serious injuries without exposing our advanced abilities."

"I was not aware you could handle a four on two engagements so efficiently."

"To be fair, one of them got the message without the need to slap him around and they were just a gaggle of teens, not trained men," Jake said calmly. "We managed them very quickly with our level of hand-to-hand training."

"Glar was notified about the incident and he said he will handle the boys involved," Laurel said, "You are going to be called before Glar next and he is going to be looking for the same values in you and your men as he saw in Jake and I. It is important that he feels reassured you are not here to sabotage what they are trying to do¦whatever that be. If he is unsatisfied¦you are to be put to death immediately, but Jake and I have been invited to join this clan of survivors known as the Winshen survival camp, presumably named after this facility. This is the second instance we have witnessed of people banding together to pool resources and force to better chances of survival and to protect the young from marauders and raider clans."

"We do not want to interfere with these people's struggles or ambitions, we just need to negotiate a cessation of hostilities between the worlds of this system so both species can survive and¦well there are larger concerns that will be served by accomplishing that lofty goal."

"We suspected there was an underlying agenda. You might want to keep that part to yourself while convincing Glar your intentions and values are honorable."

"I will keep that in mind. I trust you were not¦injured physically or mentally?"

"No on both counts. I am disappointed that girls are seen as lesser people and their feelings are ignored when violence is wished upon them, but I have seen that to be a universal constant everywhere I go so¦"

"My people do not treat females like that."

"I will not argue what I have sensed from your people. You three at least are men of integrity and I am very grateful for that."

"I appreciate you alerting me to the incident and I am sorry you had to go through that. I will decide later if it requires a scene in which punishment needs to be acted out."

"Like I said¦I expect you to conduct things in a tasteful manner or I will have to input a scene of independence and defiance against my primary provider." Jake added firmly but respectfully.

"I will bare that in mind."

There were footsteps from the direction of the main assembly hangar and they looked in that direction until they saw two men emerge from the heavy shadow of the passageway. The men looked rugged despite their tattered and dirty clothing hanging about their bodies and they scanned the crowd on a definite mission until their gaze locked onto the newcomers and they pointed as they continued their stride toward them.

"You¦Denoca and his associates¦you will come with us. Glar has requested your presence. Your children may remain here."

Denoca looked at Laurel and Jake and grinned at them.

"I know you can handle yourselves, please try to do it without hurting anyone more than is necessary."

"I assure you they will be perfectly safe right here," The man said. "They will have companionship and access to all the food and water they desire."

"We will come with you. We have been looking forward to discussing serious matters with the man in charge around here."

"You will get your chance though you should remember you are to answer questions, not ask them until the time is right."

"I understand. We will respect that."

The men then turned and headed into the dark passageway, quickly vanishing into nothing more than fading shadows and echoing footsteps slapping back into the room with ever increasing reverb from the growing distance distortions.

Laurel and Jake turned their attention to the crowd around them and they were immediately taken to by a small group of children that didn't seem to care in the least how old they were or where they were from. The children walked right up to them and stood practically nose to nose with the exception of one little girl that wrapped her arms around Laurel's right leg and looked up into her face with a bright sweet little smile on her face.

"You two are welcomed to come play with us. We are playing the counting game to learn our numbers and teach them to the young ones. We form a circle and toss a ball around at random and the one who catches it has to announce the next number in sequence. We usually play to a hundred then start over."

"We would be happy to play the numbers game with you." Laurel said delivering a pretty smile that made the other children stare in shock for a moment before smiling back warmly.

The little girl squeezed Laurel's leg making her look down at her.

"You are really pretty." She said in a tiny voice, "How do you get your teeth so white?"

"You are very cute too sweetheart¦" Laurel squatted down being sure to keep her knees together so she could look the little girl in the face, the girl letting go of Laurel's leg as she squatted down. "I brush my teeth every day to keep them clean and healthy."

"You have a brush just for your teeth?"

"I do. My provider keeps it in our ration bag and he insists Jake and I brush our teeth each night before going to bed and in the morning when we wake up." Laurel said gesturing to Jake for context as to who Jake is.

"I do not have anything like that."

"Maybe you will someday sweetie. You mother or father might find time to make you one at some point."

"My mother is gone. She was taken away by raiders before my father and I found this place. He will have to be the one to make me a toothbrush."

"Oh¦I am so sorry your mom was taken."

"I miss her so much," She said solemnly. "My father said he will find her once he has permission to go look for her with the help of some of the men here."

"I hope that time comes soon with quick results for her safe return."

"Me too."

Laurel stroked the little girls cheek then stood gracefully and Jake beamed at her and grinned.

"You have such a strong nurturing instinct in you babe," Jake thought. "Our kids are going have such a great mommy."

"Thanks Jake," Laurel thought in return, "I love kids. They are so much more genuine than adults."

"I know what you mean, how could you not love that sweet little thing clinging to your leg with such a look of wonder in her eyes?"

The group of children ushered Laurel and Jake around the tables and randomly arranged chairs scattered about the lead side of the space to the open area bathed in light from crude light fixtures strung above with various frequency and luminosity lights within them. The children all gathered in a large circle so they were pressed together shoulder to shoulder. One boy was holding a medium sized air filled, dirt laden ball and he looked around the circle, then tossed it across the circle at random to a boy who caught it and barked out 'One' and then tossed it back across the circle to a girl who caught it and yelled out 'two' before tossing across the circle to another child at random.

The play went on for over an hour, at which time the team returned without their escorts and Laurel and Jake sensed the level of content feeling in them. They excused themselves from the circle and walked over to the three men and addressed them in a low voice.

"How did it go with Glar?"

"He is convinced we are not here to blow the place up and he instructed us not to punish you two for defending yourselves during the incident in the drafting room."

"Good. You are alive so I assume he sensed what he was looking for as far as values and character traits in you three. Did he mention the ambassadors?"

"He became agitated when we mentioned the abduction. He said that discussion was not the purpose of this first evaluation meeting. The short of it is¦he wants all five of us present after some observation of our interactions with the population here."

"Great! The longer he delays the more likely it is the ambassadors are not going to be found in very good condition." Jake said.

"Yes, I know. I thought it best not to push Glar. He seems like a man that could do some pretty unsavory things if he loses his temper or feels threatened."

"You have not sensed their presence as yet?"

"We do not know what their essence feels like so¦no. There are simply too many people around to narrow down the specific emanations coming from the ambassadors."

"I see. Hopefully Glar is not going to conduct observations over a period of days."

"Why do you suppose Glar wants us all present when we talk about the abduction?" Jake asked.

"I get the feeling he finds you two respectful and respectable for¦maybe not full blown adults, but close enough to include you in the adult natured discussions."

"So¦our presence has proven beneficial in more than one way?" Laurel asked softly.

Denoca sighed while grinning in a friendly manner.

"Yes Laurel. This mission would have gone in a much more¦undesirable direction if not for your participation."

"We would have been fired on when we approached this place if these two were not here to act as a distraction and calming presence." Gornus admitted.

"We would not have known to look here if they had not found the information we were looking for back in Dendara," Laupon said flatly.

"Who knows how long it would have taken us to find this place and we would have had to shoot our way in and hope we find the ambassadors then fight our way out." Gornus added.

"I will admit Laurel and Jake have proven instrumental and immeasurably valuable to the success of this mission thus far." Denoca looked at Laurel and Jake. "I not only appreciate your presence and contributions, I have developed a great respect for both of you."

"You are sweet Denoca. Jake and I have to come to appreciate you and your men too."

Denoca looked around to insure they were still speaking in relative privacy and aside from an occasional glance, he discovered they were still enjoying freedom from prying ears given their distance from the rest of the people around them. Denoca then looked at Laurel and Jake and leaned in slightly.

"I would like to ask you two to engage in that remote viewing ability of yours when you get some time away from prying eyes. We really need to determine the location and condition of the ambassadors if they are in fact still alive in this facility somewhere."

"What do you want to do if we find they are here but deceased?" Jake asked quietly.

"I am not leaving without them. Dead or alive we are going to accomplish our primary mission goal."

"Understood Denoca. When the time is right, we will look into the issue if Glar has not come forth with the information."

"I am glad we can depend on you two so implicitly. In the meantime, I think we should continue to interact with these people in character as they expect of a small clan of nomadic survivors like ours."

"We can keep up appearances. The kids seem to accept us as one of them and most of the adults are watching us closely but allowing us to interact with the children freely while talking to us respectfully." Laurel said.

"These people are the salt of the land with overlords administering absolute power and control over them in exchange for safety and shelter," Jake said. "We have seen similar scenarios play out on other worlds. The meek flock together for comfort while some plot ways to reclaim the lost glory and sophistication of the fallen civilization."

"You do not think that is a noble ambition?"

"It gives the people home so in the end it is a worthwhile pursuit if not a doomed endeavor."

"That sounds incredibly pessimistic of you."

"In this situation they keep engaging in conflict that ruins any chance of rising from the ashes because they keep rekindling the flames of hate, death and destruction. They need to give up the ambitions of waging war before they can rise up and become a great people as a whole."

"When you live in a state of conflict with unseen enemies for hundreds of solar cycles, it can be hard to let go of chasing shadows for fear of being attacked by those shadows."

"I guess that is the lesson the ambassadors were trying to impress upon these people."

"By bringing the most influential leaders of twelve regions together to at least sit down and discuss the matter shows a willingness to be more civilized about the future. There is hope."

Jake glanced around and spoke even softer when he saw no one paying attention to their conversation since they could not hear what was being said.

"Nut balls like Glar are going to flush all that down the drain if they keep interfering in things over their head."

"I agree with that sentiment. Just try not to let anyone hear you talking like that; it would not be received favorably."

"I am smarter than that sir. I am expressing an observational opinion I would not voice in a way where these people could hear it."

"Very good. You two may go back to entertaining the younger members while we engage the older population in appropriate conversation to solidify our acceptance among these people."

Laurel and Jake nodded simultaneously and they all headed back to the group and reassumed their previous interactive activities. They conducted themselves as locals while exhibiting their natural tendencies of warmth toward others and Glar noticed as his observational period came to an end three hours after his meeting with Denoca and his men. Two men approached Denoca and told him to collect his people and meet Glar on the upper deck observation platform at the rear of the facility. Denoca was pretty sure the observational platform used to be used for atmospheric and stellar observations judging by the equipment he saw there from the ground as they crested the initial rise when heading toward the facility while under escort.

Denoca made his way over to Laurel and Jake and told them they were being summoned by Glar and they begged out of the play activities and the team headed back up into the main assembly area and walked past the leviathan of a spaceship to the exposed staircase that zigzagged up the rear wall of the assembly building. When they reached the uppermost treads, Denoca pushed the door open and the bright sunlight temporarily blinded them, Laurel and Jake's ocular implants adjusting in seconds to a polarized condition filtering out the glare so they didn't have to squint as the men did.

They stepped through the door and they saw the remains of very old observational equipment under a retractable dome that had long since stopped performing its intended purpose as entire panels had been blown off during ancient storms. They could see Glar standing near the handrail at the Eastern edge of the platform so they walked over to him and he spun around and greeted the group in a much friendlier manner than their initial encounter with the man.

"Welcome to my favorite location in this whole place. The view puts things in perspective."

They walked to the edge of the platform and looked at the breathtaking view. There was one patch of intense greenery off to the north and the rest looked like a dying planet for the most part. Things were growing but in subdued shades of yellow, tan, brown and amber reds. Laurel squinted as she tried to focus on the details her eyes could discern from the greener area but it was just too far away to make out meaningful details even for her enhanced visual acuity.

"Why is the growth so much richer way over there?" Laurel asked pointing toward the deep green region.

"It is the only glade around signs of normal vegetation growth. There is a single facility at the center of that green space¦it is where the ambassadors taken from Dendara are being housed and it is surrounded by carnivorous animals feeding on the grazers attracted to the only source of green food around for as far as the eye can see."

"Then¦if I may address the reason we came here in the first place?" Laurel inquired.

Glar looked at her with a steely glare for a few seconds then he looked at Denoca and shook his head.

"You have instilled admirable values in your charges though she tends to forget her place in decent society if one is to observe the old world ways."

"This place is foreign, thus uncomfortable to her. She is just looking to get on with the reason I risked it all to get here to see you my good man. These kids have grown accustomed to trekking long distances on foot every single day."

"I suppose it is my fault for including all of you in any discussions of what transpired in Dendara and why."

"She has a mind of her own and a curious nature Glar. Are you unwilling to entertain her inquiries or postulations?"

Glar looked Laurel up and down and then he grinned slightly.

"She is a most engaging young woman. Beauty and intelligence are a rare combination these days. I will hear her without acknowledging her young age and gender."

"Perhaps I should open the conversation by asking why you and your people abducted the ambassadors and brought them here." Denoca said. "I assume you are aware why they came to Erudon five in the first place?"

"I am well aware of their efforts to get the slobs from Erudon four sanctuary on our world before they perish for good. They started the conflagration that caused the destruction of Dendara and the death of billions on the same day worldwide. They deserve to meet their end as penance for what they started so long ago."

"You would doom us to continue on the path of stagnation in order to see just deserves fall upon the people of Erudon four?" Laurel asked softly. "The things the ambassadors were offering as reparation for allowing the people of Erudon four to be relocated to an uninhabited island continent could elevate us closer to a state of true recovery. Young people like Jake and I have no vested interest in the angry vengeance being carried by your generation. We just want a better life and that is exactly what was being offered. Our fate is in the angry hands of people like you Glar. Please help us see a better tomorrow."

"No vested interest huhn¦let me show you something that most have never seen in person, only heard about in oral tradition."

"I am not sure I follow your line of thought Glar."

Glar sighed heavily as his gaze dropped momentarily then he looked at the team one by one, finally settling on Laurel.

"When we found this place one of the things we discovered were dozens of ancient digital files, among them satellite images of the first massive attack on our world from orbit. Either from ignorance or deliberate negligence, the satellites were able to catch our cities burning and the sight of massive particle weapons blasts being sent to the surface as the planet revolved below the stationary weapon platform. The bombardment lasted until the platforms overheated and atmospheric drag pulled them down into decaying orbits until they exploded in the upper troposphere casting unimaginable contamination all across the world. I want you to see what the scum of Erudon four visited on us and then ask yourself if they deserve the chance to endure despite the genocide they initiated."

"We were told tales of our retributive actions that sent their world into a freefall it has never recovered from and never will. Something about¦reflective antimatter quantum displacement cascade weapons that stripped the upper atmosphere away allowing deadly ultraviolet radiation to bathe the planet's surface. There was also elevated ionizing radiation once the atmospheric composition was altered by cosmic and solar radiation interactions that changed its basic composition permanently along with a diminished electromagnetic field form the core of the planet."

"You are surprisingly intelligent and well informed. We only discovered that information when we unlocked the archival files stored digitally in this place when we took up residence here. I believe the repercussions were well deserved, judge for yourself once you see the ancient visual record of the initial attack."

"I am not sure I want to see millions or billions of people being slaughtered even if it happened hundreds of solar cycles before my time."

"If you want to sit at the adult table to ask the hard, complex questions you should be prepared to be exposed to all the related evidence."

"Fair enough. Show us what you found Glar."

Glar nodded then turned and took a last look around then he led the group off the roof platform, back into the building and down the same passageway his favorite supply hangout was located within though this time they walked well past the supply room. They came to a set of double doors with characters on the door unlike anything the team had ever seen before. The fact the characters were in faded but distinct red coloring signified an important meaning behind the identifiers.

Glar pushed the doors open and reached around behind the left door and flipped the light switch on and bank after bank of lighting clicked on revealing row after row of computer server banks and scattered about along the row they were immediately facing were knee high carts with some kind of digital storage media stacked upon them in heaps and mounds.

"What is this place?" Denoca asked rhetorically, "Or more accurately what was this place?"

"What you see here was one of the largest and most complex computing systems ever built. It is long since non-functional though we have figured out how its primary storage media worked and we have put together a system that shows us what information is on the media. Most of it is useless cumulative data that was collected over long periods of time during the time of computing networks that spanned the globe. A few however contain very specific captured data, such as the satellite record of the attack conducted over a period of a single day resulting in near extermination for our kind. Come, I will show you."

Glar led them down the center row and half way down the bank of processor cabinets Glar turned left down a cross isle and they walked to the wall where a flat panel screen was crudely positioned on a cart with a media interface cobbled together on the floor in front of it and a single processor cabinet lying on its side was connected to power, the display and the media interface. There was a small pile of the media cartridges lying on the floor and Glar turned everything on as though he had done it a hundred times before.

Once the system was up and running with a simple blinking curser like prompt, Glar looked up at the team from his squatted position while holding up one of the cartridges.

"This is what happened to us, our world and in turn earned the people of Erudon four their fitting end."

Glar slid the cartridge into the interface and then stood up and took a step back. It took a few seconds for the display to come to life with a crystal clear image of a blue gem in space with deep rich cloud layers and green and tan continents of varying sizes that were the only markers distinguishing the world from Earth. Then a truly gigantic orbital platform floated into view and it had bizarre 3 railed manifolds with a longer still guide rail protruding from rectangular a housing that was bulky looking but comprised of panels the size of city blocks giving aspect to the gargantuan size of the weapon platform aimed at the surface of the planet.

Laurel gasped and covered her mouth in horror as the rail system began to emit bolts of electrical discharge as it was charged and then massive blinding balls of blue energy, two at a time formed at the base of the rail system then the entire assembly recoiled as the particle energy blasted toward the surface in a writhing glob that gained intensity and uniformity as it traveled through the atmosphere and the blasts could be seen piercing the cloud layer leaving huge holes in their wake and then the blasts contacted the surface and created a bright yellow and purple flash and then a huge grey and black mushroom could be seen spreading out from the point of impact. The platform then recycled and fired again and the next blasts impacted slightly west of the first as the planet rotated moving the point of contact as the platform sat perfectly still in orbit.

"You are witnessing the destruction of our capitol city and the deaths of hundreds¦thousands at blow. This went on until the platform cooked itself apart and entered the atmosphere causing even more global contamination and destruction. By the end of the operation, every major city had been devastated and billions killed."

They stood and watched blast after blast, one about every fifteen seconds as the weapon recharged until Laurel could take no more. She turned away and instinctively buried her face in Jake's neck as she gripped him tightly and fought the urge to weep. Glar noticed and stepped forward the paused the playback at the moment a ball of plasmatic particle energy was exiting the weapon. He stared at it for a moment then looked at the team.

"That my friends is where technological advancement will lead us," Glar said pointing at the display. "That is why what the ambassadors are offering is an insult on so many levels. The people of Erudon four deserve to perish into dust for their actions against our world all those cycles ago."

Laurel sniffled and collected herself and got back into character, pushing the thought of all those billions of lives lost to the back of her mind as she lifted her face from Jake's neck and stood up straight, then she looked at Glar.

"I had no idea it was like that. Does it not stand to reason we gave them a reason to strike at us so hard?"

"I have no idea about that. I just know what we discovered here implicates an entire world in an attempted extermination. I can see no justification to forgive that¦ever!"

"We may have a problem here Jake," Laurel thought. "This guy is going to have to be taken out of the picture if we are going to help these people realize what is in their own best interest."

"The same thought just crossed my mind," Jake thought in return. "Are you ready to do what we must to get the job done?"

"No, but I don't see any other way without killing him, and I'm not going to have any part of that."

"We've never tried to force our will into another person's mind and he isn't Human, which could create issues."

"I know. We have to try."

Jake nodded and Laurel looked at him and they quickly reached out to one another and joined minds, pausing to let the dysphoria wear off and then Laurel stepped closer to Glar getting him to look at her as he wondered what she was up to drawing up on him so close.

Laurel wasn't sure how to accomplish what she and Jake had in mind and she hated the very idea of imposing their will on another, but she was convinced Glar was eaten up with hate, and a deep seated desire for revenge that would never be quelled by any amount of discussion or contrition and apology by descendants of those that perpetrated the original genocidal attack. She looked into Glar's eyes and with Jake's effort backing her she pressed toward Glar's mind and she could feel him resisting so she took a deep breath and her and Jake pushed hard and they mashed past Glar's mental barriers.

They experienced a brief flash of Glar's life and the blank expression on his face indicated he was entranced as they pushed deeper and Laurel thought about her point of view and she wound her way through Glar's conscious mind, past his thoughts of the moment consumed by shock and sheer wonder at having two alien presences in his mind that he now recognized were not even those of people from his world. Laurel finally found the center of his will and very beliefs and she closed her eyes and concentrated on putting forth her ideas of right and wrong and what should be done for the people of Erudon five and then Jake pushed hard making sure the push only contained a mental component and nothing more and Glar closed his eyes and crumpled to the ground like a dead thing and Laurel and Jake immediately withdrew their influence, then withdrew into their own minds and Denoca nudged them aside as he tried to catch Glar as he folded toward the ground.

Denoca managed to grab hold of Glar's head before it smacked the ground and he glared at Laurel and Jake.

"What have you done? We were instructed to use diplomacy¦"

"His mind was set and we were never going to convince him to hear reason," Jake said.

Laurel shook her head trying to clear the mental fog until Denoca's face came into focus for her.

"He will live. He is going to wake up with a new perspective on things."

"What do you mean by that?"

"I forced my will on him. He is going to see things the way I do from now on. He is going to be compelled to take us to the ambassadors and help us get the negotiations back on track for the good of the people of Erudon five. The only¦bad thing is he now knows Jake and I are not from around here. I don't think he has specific details about us but he is aware we are aliens from somewhere very far away."

"I did not know you could force people to do as want. So your cover is blown for this mission?"

"Yes, but he now has beliefs and aspirations in line with my own. He will not divulge our identities as aliens so long as it serves to further his new found sense of purpose. As far as forcing my will on others, I knew we had it within us, but we have never tried to do it before because it goes against our belief of free will and privacy to one's own thoughts and beliefs."

"Does that mean we are going to that green space where Glar said something about carnivorous creatures roaming around feeding on grazers?" Laupon asked.

"If that is where the ambassadors are, then that is where we must go," Jake said, "We will do what we can to keep us all from being eaten while we are there."

Gornus looked at Denoca cradling Glar's head and the odd expression on Gornus' face made Denoca gently set Glar's head on the ground then he looked at Gornus.

"What is wrong Gornus?"

"It just occurred to me¦how do we know we are acting of our own will if these two can influence others to think and act as they wish?"

"Do you know the name of the star system we born in?" Laurel asked.

"I uh¦no, I do not know where you were born."

"Then we have never been inside your head imposing our will on you or you would. A part of us imprints on the target when we invade a person that intimately."

"Hmm. I suppose I will just have to take your word for that."

"When Glar comes around, ask him what star system Laurel and I were born in." Jake said. "You know we did not tell him that information so¦"

"So it will corroborate what you just told me."

"Yes."

"I will ask him."

"I would ask you not to doubt our honesty after that. We will not lie to you."

Gornus nodded while grinning slightly then they heard Glar moan slightly as he began to regain consciousness. Denoca reached over and lifted Glar from the shoulder just as he began to rise on his own.

"What¦happened?" Glar asked groggily as he sat up.

"You collapsed my good man. How do you feel?"

"I do not know what¦"

Glar looked at Laurel and Jake and his sustained glare indicated he was trying to process what he now sensed when he looked at them.

"You two¦you are¦why are you doing so much to help us?"

"Because it is the right thing to do," Laurel responded.

"And we were asked to intervene by the kind of influential people you do not say no to," Jake added.

"Do you know where these two are from?" Gornus asked gesturing toward Laurel and Jake.

"Yes. I do not know where it is in the stars of our galaxy¦they are from the Earth system located in what is known as the Orion spur of this galaxy. I have no idea how I know that since my knowledge of the stars is limited at best."

Gornus looked at Jake and bowed slightly.

"I apologize for doubting you."

Denoca helped Glar get to his feet. Glar rubbed his head as he tried to resolve the unusual cloud of emotional turmoil circulating through his mind that was ordinarily very fixed and orderly.

"How are you feeling Glar?" Denoca asked.

"A little confused for some reason. It will pass. We have much to do to get prepared to take you to the facility where we are holding the foreigners from Dendara."

"You are not going to detain them any longer?"

"No. I was short sighted to think we should stop something as inevitable, and as turns out necessary, as our technological advancement. Plus¦what happened three hundred cycles ago has to at some point be put aside when the very survival of an entire species is at risk."

Glar stepped around Denoca and looked at Laurel and Jake sternly for a few moments then he managed a small grin.

"I do not understand where you two are actually from, I only know your intentions are in the best interest of my people so I will not divulge your origins to anyone." Glar then looked at the rest of the team. "Are you three from somewhere beyond this world too?"

"No," Denoca replied flatly. "We are simply trying to facilitate the efforts of these two sent to check on the ambassadors when contact was lost for a prolonged, predetermined period of time."

"We should all assist these amazing kids with their assignment. Come, we have much to do."

Glar shutdown the cobbled together computer terminal and then led the team out of the server farm. They made a stop in the supply room where Glar began packing a bag and he stopped at one point and looked at the team.

"Do any of you have experience with injury treatment?"

"Are you saying the ambassadors are in a condition requiring immediate medical attention?" Denoca asked.

"I have not seen them in some time¦I do not know why I thought they required harsh and abusive treatment. In hind sight that seems so¦uncivilized."

Denoca looked at Gornus for a moment then he looked at Laurel and raised his left eye brow in question and Laurel smirked and shrugged her shoulders in response.

"Are there people watching over the ambassadors at least?" Laupon inquired.

"Oh yes. Their basic needs are seen to and measures implemented to insure they are safe and secure."

"I take it a person cannot just walk into the facility?" Jake asked.

"No. Most people venturing into that region on foot do not make it very far. People are very low on the food chain unless keenly aware of their surroundings and heavily armed¦the later raising alarm within the holding facility and a person does not survive long after that happens."

"I guess you need to announce we are coming then?"

"If we do not want to be shot down, yes."

"Do you house other¦special guests at this facility we are going to?"

"Yes. I am inexplicably inclined to release all of them and close the facility permanently. The man power and resources devoted to that facility could be put to better use elsewhere. I cannot explain the change in my perspective of what is important; I only know I need to act on my instincts since they have served us well up to this point."

"That is admirable Glar. Are any of the people housed there dangerous or anything like that?"

"No. They just¦represented a threat to¦the families here¦the things we are trying to accomplish."

"Are you saying these long term guests are more or a threat to you than the population at large."

Glar nodded as he stood up straight.

"That would be a fair assessment. I am experiencing¦regret for some of the things I have ordered done in the name of preservation of families I feel responsible for. I may have been a little excessive with the control measures implemented."

"It can be hard leading and being responsible for so many in the face of what we are all facing at the hands of raiders, scavengers and pure evil thugs looking to take anything of value no matter the cost of life and limb."

"I have used that to internalize the harsh methods employed for so long¦it is time for a change in tactics. Maybe my lapse in consciousness was my mind dramatically making up its mind to do things different from now on."

"Good for you," Laurel said. "It is important to have and show compassion at some point. It is one of the hallmarks of an advanced and caring society and that is what you are trying to recreate after all, is it not?"

"It is indeed young lady. Are your people¦wherever they are from¦compassionate and understanding?"

"Most of us are. There are a few with some extreme ideas of how things should be done, but the greater whole dissuades them from acting upon those lesser instincts."

"May I ask what you and your people call themselves and do all of your people look like you and Jake?"

"We are called Human. Jake and I underwent surgical alterations so we would look Vorlon. I apologize for the deception, but it was important for us to fit in to avoid the same treatment the ambassadors faced if we were going to find them in a timely manner."

"I have to admit¦if this had come to light earlier¦I would have had you five killed on the spot."

"Then the choice to look like this was the right one."

"Hmm¦" Glar uttered grinning as he nodded. "Perhaps so."

Glar went back to packing the supply pack, which when full he hefted to Gornus standing closest to him, then he began stuffing two more packs, that he then hefted to Laupon and Jake in turn and then Glar led the group out of the supply room and down the dimly lit corridor to the last door on the left.

Glar opened the door and poked his head into the dimly lit room.

"Prep the flyer for a trip to the holding facility. We will be returning with two of the guests this trip, the rest on consecutive trips. Make rooms available for the convalescence stay and purposed permanent residence here if they want it. If not, they will be permitted to leave at their discretion."

"Uuuh¦as you say Glar." A female voice responded.

"Why the sudden change of plans?" A male voice now asked.

"It uh¦get everyone together in the general gathering area and I will try to explain."

"We will tell everyone you have something important to pass along right after we get the flyer prepped as you requested."

"Good."

Glar pulled his head back and closed the door, then looked at the team.

"I am honestly curious to see how everyone reacts to the change in tactics around here. A new day is about to dawn, I only hope my gentler perspective is not taken as a sign of weakness."

"Do you think it could invoke tension or even revolt?" Laurel asked.

"I have led these people with such hard posturing and violent threat, I doubt they will take to revolt in response. It will take time for them to process what I have to say. They will likely think I am passing off pretense to gauge their reactions."

"I think they will get the idea you are not playing around when you start bringing your prisoners¦long term guests¦back here and devote resources to their healing and eventual release or acceptance into the fold." Laurel said smirking.

"Yes, that will take many by complete dumbfounded surprise."

Glar turned and led the team out into the main assembly area. They walked over to the flyer, set the ration and supply packs by the flyer, and then headed down the descending passageway toward the general gathering area. As they entered the huge space, conversation grew quiet until it faded out completely and many of the adults got their feet as if expecting to be sent on tasks away from the group.

Glar walked into the middle of the space and glanced around the room at all the faces looking at him, some obviously tense with anticipation of his unexpected presence.

"Once everyone is here, I have a few things to go over with all of you."

There were some murmured discussions of a low volume from covered mouths and Glar felt a twinge of regret for creating such an air of oppression among the people relying on his leadership for their very survival and safety. A few minutes later the last of the absent population showed up and merged with the crowd and Glar glanced at Denoca and offered a friendly momentary grin, and then he addressed the anticipatory crowd looking on.

"I have decided to implement new operating procedures. There will no longer be immediate preemptive confinement of those I find to be threatening to my way of thinking. In that light, those being housed at the confinement facility to the north in the green zone will be transported here for treatment of injuries or ailments followed by release, or if they want, they will be invited to join us here so long as you people want them among us. You will be free to decide for yourselves who stays and who goes. I will no longer lead with such brutal indifference to basic compassion and consideration of feeling."

"May we ask what has led to such a radical change in attitude?" A woman cradling a young child asked.

"I honestly do not know if I can adequately express where the change originates. Something just¦snapped in me causing me to lose consciousness for a short time and when I came to, my whole way of thinking had simply changed. That precious little life in your arms is what this all about. We are here to try to make a better tomorrow for them, our successors. They deserve a place of safety and comfort yet compassion and understanding. I do not feel I have been fostering that kind of culture. It is time for you people to be self determining with my strategic knowledge and abilities at your disposal without such a heavy price to be paid for having it."

The murmured conversation once again rose up as the people grew excited at the idea of living free of dominance from an elite few with hidden agendas and a steely ideology of how to rule people.

"What if we no longer want you leading us?" One man asked taking a step forward so he could be clearly identified as the one speaking.

"If that is the unanimous decision you people think is in your best interest¦I will honor your decision to put another in charge of your safety and security."

"I find it hard to believe you would honor such a radical shift in position after the way you have dealt with descent in the past."

"You know I am a man of my word. I give it to you now; I will abide by whatever you decide is the right course of action to insure your own happiness and enduring fate. I ask you hold making that decision until we liberate the guests at the holding facility in the green zone and get the ambassadors back on track to helping us rise up from the ashes of ruin."

"I think that is a reasonable and compassionate request we can honor."

"If anybody¦you Drokon are the one I would expect to speak your mind no matter the possible consequences."

"Are you suggesting there will be?"

"In the past you know that would be the case¦now however I will take no action against you or anyone calling this place home that feels the inspiration to speak their mind."

Drokon nodded and stepped back into the crowd and another man took a step forward.

"The flyer has been primed and inspected Glar. It is ready for flight and the packs you placed near the flyer are loaded in the storage compartment."

"You are a good man Corak. We will be departing with plans to return as quickly as possible. Please get the medical area prepped for possible injured arrivals."

The crowd looked at one another as the courtesy of the request, as opposed to a demand as would be issued in the past, took them by surprise.

"I will see to it Glar."

Glar looked at the team and spoke softly.

"We should get moving. The heat of the day will chase most animals into the shade making passage safer."

"Are we going to have to walk a substantial distance on foot?" Laurel asked in a low voice.

"We will discuss the particulars at a later time."

Laurel nodded and stepped aside to allow Glar to step past her leading the way back into the dark ascending passageway leading to the assembly area where the flyer was prepped and ready for their trip. As they emerged from the rectangular shaped passageway they could see the flyer was emitting a strange shimmering field as it floated a few inches from the floor with a slight uneven bobbing motion.

"I did not realize the flyer used anti-gravity technology to levitate." Laurel commented.

"While in flight at aerodynamic velocities it does not employ that technique. While sitting still or flying slow enough for gravity to overwhelm the flyers thrust to weight ration, what you call anti-gravity technology keeps the flyer in the air."

"We have craft that employ similar techniques to remain airborne."

"I did not even think to ask how advanced your people are since you are not from Erudon."

"We are intergalactic. We have visited two other galaxies that I know of and we are capable of exploring our galaxy of stars at will."

"How fascinating. The different life forms you must have seen in your travels ignites the imagination."

"We have seen life from the utterly bizarre to the common. Believe it or not, the way we look is relatively common when it comes to intelligent life."

Glar stopped a few feet from the flyer and stared at Laurel with a curious look on his face.

"I had no idea we were so common place as far as appearance."

"I am not referring to exact particulars, I simply mean general characteristics. Two arms, two legs, two hands¦things like that. As far as facial characteristics and the number of digits, the sky is the limit in variation as well as physical stature, skin color and complexion."

"We have so much to worry about right here on the ground, we tend to ignore how vast and unimaginably complex the universe is."

"If all goes well with what the ambassadors are trying to help your people realize, you may get to resume space exploration within a generation or two. Your children's children might be in space if all goes well."

"I have no children¦not any longer anyways."

"I am talking in general."

"There is something to aspire to. Climb aboard the flyer so we can take off."

The team walked over to the flyer and had to almost hop onto the flyer's wing section and swing their feet over into the cabin that was quite spacious with thick padded seats. Once they were all onboard, Glar slithered down into the pilot's position and brought the control systems online and then grasped the single control yoke that had three trigger switches and he pulled back on the yoke slightly and the flyer rose up several inches and then pivoted around a Glar twisted the yolk stalk slightly and then he tilted forward on the yoke handle's stem and the flyer accelerated toward the closed hangar doors concerning Laurel for a moment until Glar lifted a small remote from the control console and pressed a button and the door began rise noisily.

"The door was just high enough to allow the flyer to pass under it as they reached the door and then Glar accelerated rapidly as he arced the ship skyward, forcing everyone into their seats hard.

"Are you trying to impress or frighten us?" Denoca asked smiling.

"I assure you this is necessary. We have taken small arms fire in the past when departing slowly while at low altitude."

Once the ship reached 100 knots and 300 feet in altitude the flyer leveled off and banked over slightly so Glar could see the ground features better then he adjusted their course slightly and then he engaged an auto pilot despite the short distance to the holding facility.

"Now is a good time to go over the landing procedures. No ship is permitted to land at the facility in case the housed guests decide to make a break for it in the flyer. There is a designated landing site a short distance from the facility that requires a brief walk to get to the main gate of the facility. It is enclosed by an energized fence so do not touch any portion of the fence until we are within the main compound fence."

"The animals cannot get past the fence?" Jake asked.

"No."

"Good."

"I guess you will be telling whoever oversees the guests that future landings will be on the roof of the building?" Laurel asked.

"That would be a difficult place to load passengers from. In the main courtyard maybe, not on the roof though."

"What would happen if you tried to land in the main courtyard this time around?" Jake asked.

"We would be shot down per my orders. My people in there have no idea I have had a change of heart about how we are to do things."

"Do you have any idea at all how the ambassadors have been treated while in custody? I have this growing gut feeling we are not going to like what we find."

"I alerted the facility to our arrival, nothing more. If the ambassadors had expired, word would have been sent my way so¦"

"So you know they are alive and nothing more."

"Yes."

Glar glanced at Jake then took hold of the control yoke and disabled the autopilot and slowed their velocity as he dipped the nose of the flyer down so he could clearly see the facility directly ahead. What they were now seeing was a rather sizable ancient facility in the middle of a lake of greenish yellow water. The facility was on a rocky protrusion of land that covered several acres in total with an inlet of land that led to the far shore toward the north. The facility itself was constructed of carefully placed rectangular shaped stonework and the stonework was in turn covered in a carpet of vine growth allowing only windows doors and a few conspicuous shooter slits to show aside from patches here and there where the stonework could be seen on the four story castle looking building.

"Do you know what that place was originally used for?" Laurel asked over the wind noise.

"We presume a wealthy and influential family had that place built as an opulent residence."

"Why is the water that color?" Denoca asked gesturing ahead of the flyer toward the lake.

"Microbial growth not seen in any other body of water in the region."

"Are there aquatic animals feeding on the microbial blooms?" Laurel asked.

"No. In the past there would have been¦these days aquatic life is rare in these parts. Warfare fallout did them in long ago."

"Then that water is toxic?"

"Yes. A pretty effective deterrent to swimming in it to escape or invade the holding facility."

"Only if a person knows it is dangerous."

"The odor is a pretty good indicator to anyone with half a sense for what is dangerous."

Glar banked over slightly and turned toward the heavily wooded area north of the facility, bringing the flyer down on a designated polished stone landing pad directly off the inlet of land leading to the facility, lined by three meter high, angled vertical slat fencing on each side. The slats were interlaced within a metal weave fencing that carried an almost gold iridescent tone and the lack of tarnish or growth on the fence itself in stark contrast to everything else in the area spoke to the constant charge applied to the fence.

Glar shutdown the flyer then leaned back and looked at the team.

"I would not expect a warm welcome. Those overseeing the facility will think you are being brought here for confinement until I say otherwise."

"I trust you will speak up quickly?" Gornus asked with raised brows.

"Absolutely. I am simply preparing you for the armed greeting we are going to receive."

"I thought you alerted this place we were coming." Laurel commented.

"They knew to expect me, not what business would be conducted upon arrival. I will have to ease into my new frame of mind with these people. If not they will think I am here under duress putting all of you in jeopardy of a violent episode."

Laurel looked at Jake and he grinned slightly.

"Don't worry babe, I won't let these people hurt anyone on the team, especially you." Jake thought.

"I know you have our back Jake. Just don't jump the gun if they point weapons at us." Laurel thought in return.

"I'll moderate my protective instincts until I sense imminent danger of harm."

Glar stared at Laurel and Jake as they conversed mentally as if he understood they were exchanging thoughts then he shook his head as if dismissing the notion and then he stood up and climbed out of the flyer and the team followed right behind him. They walked around the flyer to a gate with no handles or visible latch mechanisms that could be manually manipulated. A few seconds later the gate buzzed from within a hidden controller box and it started to swing open, only then revealing a cable attached to the bottom of the gate as it swung inward.

"I did not see you touch anything," Gornus said, "How did you open the gate like that?"

"We were observed from the roof of the facility then the order was given to remotely open the gate. Touching it would deliver a nasty surprise. Entry is only possible if initiated from within."

"Very efficient confinement procedures." Laurel said grimly.

"Yes, I know. This place will be abandoned and left to whoever finds it and decides to take up residence here."

"What about the security measures?"

"We will of course disconnect or otherwise incapacitate the measures in place."

"How are you able to get power to this place?" Jake asked.

"High efficiency solar accumulator cells. We found abundant surpluses of them at the spaceship assembly facility so we brought enough here to power this holding facility literally indefinitely."

"You removed them from the spaceship?" Laurel asked.

"No. They were in one of the subassembly manufacturing areas. We assume they were going to be installed in the spaceship at some point for backup power generation for the noncritical subsystems."

"You must have come across all kinds of advanced technology in a place like that."

"True, most of it way over our heads. We were able to figure out the solar accumulator cells since documentation as to what they are and how they work was found in the subassembly manufacturing area. We should get moving before they suspect something is wrong."

Glar led the way through the gate and down the fenced corridor of land leading to yet another gate right at the edge of the multi-acre island of rock with its prominent castle like stronghold perched on the highest pinnacle of rock surrounded by trees and brush of green and vibrant yellow. The group walked up to the second gate and this time they were met by an armed greeting party comprised of three men with steely eyed resolve in their stride and posture.

"Glar¦are we sequestering more undesirables?"

"No. These people are honored partners. They are to be shown every courtesy possible during their visit. We have much to discuss you and I Clarum."

The men looked the team over then glanced at one another briefly before slapping a paddle switch that opened a control box that the man then entered a code into and the gate buzzed and a green light within the control box illuminated prominently, then he simply reached out and lifted the locking bolt and pulled the gate open by hand.

Glar led the way through the gate and then one of the greeting party pushed the gate closed and reenergized the fence. He then stepped beside Glar and looked at the team.

"We should conduct the customary search here before these people are allowed inside the building."

"They were searched thoroughly before we departed home base¦that being said we do not want to deviate from established protocol. You may search them again."

"I do not understand why you brought these kids for a look around given who we are holding right now." One of the men said as he slung his rifle over his shoulder and stepped up to Denoca to pat him down.

"These people are a family unit despite no relation to one another. These men have raised these two since they were crawlers after their village was burned to the ground in a wildfire which killed nearly everyone except them. These men have my trust and so their charges do as well. They have proven respectful, compliant, mature and knowledgeable."

"If you say so Glar, you are in charge after all so¦"

"So do not cross my judgment and let us get on with the searching."

The three men conducted the searches of Denoca, Gornus and Laupon then two of them stepped up to Laurel and Jake who held their arms straight out and the man standing in front of Laurel stared into her eyes for a few moments and Laurel was less than impressed by what she was sensing from him. Jake grit his teeth and prepared to put the man on his ass if he followed through on his instinct to feel Laurel up intimately. Her stunning beauty had the man bewildered and dumbfounded momentarily then he bent down and began patting Laurel up the legs and he glanced at Glar and noticed he was being watched closely so he stopped short of actually groping Laurel as he desperately wanted to. He moved past her loins and pat her hips and buttocks, then moved up her sides, staring at Laurel's pert ample breast but he circled them without caressing them as he felt like doing and then he felt Laurel's back, running his fingers down her spiny protrusions then he stepped back and Jake sighed in relief. He was glad he wasn't going to have to put all three men down as he knew would've been the case if he assaulted any single man.

"She is not carrying anything." The man said.

"They are all clear to proceed." Clarum said.

"I want you two to take these people to see the recent additions while you and I have serious talk Clarum."

"Have I done something wrong? I have run this place exactly as you demanded."

"No, no, you are doing a fine job Clarum. I could not ask for a better man to do the outstanding job you have done." Glar said putting his hand on Clarum's shoulder.

Clarum looked at Glar's hand and read a serious ass chewing since Glar never ever touched anyone unless patronizing them just before having them beat and then thrown into the lake or set loose on the mainland at dusk just as the carnivores were venturing out in large numbers to feed.

"We will take your guests into the lower levels Glar. You should know the men you brought are not¦doing well. I believe the last round of convincing them they are on the wrong path for our people set them back on their road to recovery. I think the tall one is dying."

"I brought some supplies including medical kits from the home facility. Send someone to get them and see to it the ambassadors get what they need to insure they do not succumb to their injuries."

"I know you do not like open rebuttal¦we need medical specialists, not medical kits."

"I was not aware they are in such poor condition."

"When delivered, you said they were going to remain here until they perished either naturally or accidentally, you do not care which."

"You are right, I did say that. Just get the medical supplies distributed and see what you can do to help them. Our guests here may be able to help."

The men looked the team over and Denoca flicked his head toward Laurel and Jake.

"These two were exposed to radically advanced medical techniques in one of the villages we resided in for several lunar cycles. They underwent training and instruction much like a professional would have received back in the day of advanced medical university education centers."

"They are only children through."

"With the power of information absorption like nothing I have ever seen before. They can help if anyone can. I thought the training might prove useful in our travels in case one of us suffered unexpected injury at some point."

"Interesting. We will allow them to do what they can to insure Glar's orders are carried out."

The group turned and headed toward the main entry of the impressive yet almost spooky looking facility. The front entryway had two enormous arched blackened metal doors which seemed appropriate for the stone construction of the facility. Clarum opened the left door and the group stepped into a huge foyer with polished stone floors and the stonework outside carried over into the interior walls and the high ceilings had exposed wooden beams crisscrossing the room. They walked across the foyer into a great room outfitted with ornate wooden chairs and benches with padded cushions placed on them and there was a curving staircase that led up to a high landing accessible from both sides of the room and beneath that was a long hallway lined with doors and one in particular had no door, just a dark opening with stairs leading downward.

"Clarum and I are going to have a long talk while these men escort you to the lower levels down that way." Glar said gesturing to the dark stairwell. "I will meet up with you after our talk is concluded."

"We understand Glar." Gornus said.

Glar and Clarum then headed up the right staircase and the rest headed to the dark stairwell that they now realized was a winding circular stairwell and they started to climb down deeper and deeper until they had descended five levels beneath the main level. There were feeble light pods placed within recessed nooks along the descent, but it was still a dark climb down to a curving hallway with dusty fixtures scattered along the curved walls and prominent larger stones comprising the structural foundation this deep and the lighting was now more distinctive though concealed within square fixtures attached to the walls where the ceiling and walls meet.

"What a creepy environment¦" Laurel let slip.

"This was not meant to be a pleasant place. It is a place of confinement and isolation for those proven to be a distraction or threat to the establishment."

Jake slid his hand into Laurel's and gave her hand a squeeze and she looked at him and frowned as she sensed what he was sensing. There was detectable life energy nearby, but one person in particular was fading into oblivion by the second. Laurel knew it had to be the tall ambassador the men were talking about and he was indeed fading from existence.

They were led down the curving hallway until they came to a door at the end of the hallway that was locked with a substantial looking crossbar that the first man removed then pushed the heavy wooden door open. They were now looking into a room with vaulted ceilings with stone cross beams for reinforcing strength and the room had a slightly slanted feel to it due to the uneven shape of the roof and walls. The floor was once again highly polished stone of some kind and there were two rather large beds with alien looking men shackled to the beds and one of them was very obviously recently beaten and he looked emaciated with severely chapped lips suggesting the men were not being fed often and water was not coming their way as often as needed.

Laurel gasped and put her hand to her mouth.

"Oh¦my¦stars! What have you done?"

"These men are not even from our world and they come with radical ideas of accepting still more aliens from Erudon four. Glar told us to confine them in the deepest room and convince them of their mistake as we see fit."

"And this is what you took from that?" Jake asked incensed, "Starve them, beat them to death then throw them in the lake maybe?"

"We may have gone a little overboard with the last session of interrogations. The tall one there got loud with his opposition to our techniques and world views so we convinced him to shut up since he is the foreigner here, not us."

Laurel and Jake could feel that the tall man was slipping away, his heart slowing by the second and they knew if they didn't intervene, he was going to die within a minute or two. Laurel looked at Denoca with the desperate look of dismay and intention and Denoca subtly nodded and turned to the men.

"Will you please see what the status of the medical kits is? We promise not to go anywhere while you are gone. We are going to try to stabilize these men with some homeopathic techniques picked up during our travels abroad." Laurel said.

"Homeopathic¦all the massages in the world will not help them. We will head up to see about the medical kits while you do whatever it is you think you can do to keep them alive."

The men glanced at the ambassadors then turned and walked out of the room, gently pulling the door to as they stepped through it.

"Can you do anything to save these men?" Denoca asked softly.

"Yes," Laurel replied. "We will have to heal them one at a time starting with the most grave of the two and we will have to take some time to recover between healings. It drains energy from us on a massive scale. Too much at once could put us in a coma with brain damage."

"Do what you can."

"This I have to see. I have never heard of healing injuries simply by touching a person." Laupon said.

"It is a little more complicated than that," Jake said smirking, "There is some effort and strain involved."

"It sounds like it. I am just saying¦"

Laurel took Jake by the hand and they walked over to the bed the tallest and weakest man was lying on and Jake pulled the ragged cover back and they could now see the full extent of his beating injuries. The blood stain on his side seeping through the tattered rag of a tunic on him spoke to one or more broken ribs that had lacerated though his skin and his right arm was turned in a way that spoke to a rotational break of the humerus bone or at the very least a dislocated elbow and shoulder socket.

Laurel looked at the shackle attached to his left wrist and right ankle, the ankle being swollen and bleeding the shackle was so tight, and Laurel's anger created a swell of energy that she concentrated on the shackles as she pushed and flicked her fingers from a balled fist to a spread hand and the shackles shattered like glass, sprinkling metallic debris against the wall in a tinkling shower of micrometer sized debris surprising even her. She knew moments of intense anger could bring up intense bursts of energy but she was caught by surprise how the mix of disgust and anger could create such a destructive burst so quickly. The three men in the team stepped back in utter amazed shock and Jake smirked as he reassured them.

"We only use that on objects, not people."

"Did you see that?" Gornus uttered looking at Denoca. "Imagine a head bursting like that."

"We saw it Gornus," Denoca said, "Do not be so graphic. These kids do not think like that."

"They might now¦" Laupon said.

"He's right," Laurel thought, "I have to be careful letting my anger get the better of me like that. If I had allowed the wrong thought to slip through¦I could've blown the man's foot or hand apart."

"I think you got better control of your ability than that, but I get what you're saying. People like you and I don't get to indulge in pent up anger or something bad happens."

Laurel dropped to her knees next to the bed and then Jake stepped over right next to her and he dropped to his knees and they held hands as they reached out to one another. They almost instantly slipped into the mind of the other and waited for the visceral immersive euphoria to drone back so they could think and then they looked at each other and smiled. They then reached out and placed their hand on the man's side where his tunic was ripped from a glancing blow with some sharp object leaving a blood stain and shallow laceration that had scabbed, but not healed at all aside from the scab. They pair then closed their eyes and concentrated on the idea of healing the man and they could immediately sense where his injuries lied and the fact that his life was in the processing of ending as they touched and connected with the man's nervous system.

Laurel and Jake then concentrated on their love for one another and they allowed the feeling to swell within them and their energy potential was taken right along with their intense feelings until it felt like their chests were going to burst, then they simultaneously pushed as hard as they could and the man lurched and his face twisted in discomfort for a moment then a look of almost orgasmic euphoria accompanied by a dopey grin and Laurel and Jake sent wave after wave of healing energy into the man and his face morphed into a calm relaxed expression as he flinched slightly with each pulse of healing energy.

Laurel and Jake sent successive waves of healing energy into the man until their minds grew cloudy and their energy reserves were depleted to the point they could no longer hold the moment and Jake lapsed unconscious first, crumpling away, falling over backwards and a few seconds later Laurel could no longer hold on and she too slipped into an unconscious slump and by that time the three men had stepped close enough to catch her before she fell back into an undignified posture given what she was wearing, or more accurately not wearing. The men laid Laurel back and pressed her feet together, Denoca smoothing her short skirt down as he removed his hand from her back and Gornus laid her head down softly, then looked at Denoca.

"Do you think this is supposed to happen?"

"How should I know? I have never seen anything like this done before."

The men leaned up on their knees and looked at the ambassador and their jaws dropped open as they saw the injury to his side closing up right before their eyes and his arm was moving, twisting back to a normal position as was his shoulder and the severe bruising under and around his eyes was fading rapidly and the deep purple bruises dotting his face were turning red then light pink and then disappearing completely all within seconds.

"I cannot believe what I am seeing¦" Laupon uttered, "His body is healing wounds and injury in a fashion that should not be possible, or should take multiple lunar cycles at the very least."

"These two are simply amazing people," Gornus said. "What are we going to do with them until they come around?"

"Protect them with our lives. Now we know why the enlighteners insisted they come on this mission. Not only are they geniuses, they have abilities most cannot even conceive of¦they still have one more man to bring back to proper health too. We need them."

The ambassador moaned and the men looked at him as the last crescent shaped wound on his forehead faded away and the man's eyes fluttered open. He looked around momentarily then he lifted his left arm and rubbed his wrist where his shackle had been and then he looked at his right arm and then rotated his shoulder while gripping his formerly broken arm. The man then rolled his head as he put his hand on his side where his ribs had been protruding through his side in a jagged point last he remembered.

"How did¦how long have I been out?"

"Not as long as you might think my good man. We were sent by the council of enlighteners to rescue you. These two kids on the floor here are Humans from the Future system. They have healed your injuries using¦"

Denoca looked at Gornus with a questioning look.

"The healing touch is what they called it earlier."

"That is it! The healing touch. It took so much out of them, they collapsed. When they have recovered we will do the same for the other ambassador over there."

"I must say I am surprised you were able to find us. We are far from the destroyed capitol city and a great deal of time has passed since we were brought here."

"These kids figured out how to track you down believe it or not. They are amazing people worthy of great respect admiration."

"They have it and my gratitude¦for what it is worth. These people around here are stubborn ill tempered brutes that are likely to resume the beatings to convince me I am beneath them and totally in the wrong for wanting to bring prosperity to their world by introducing another race from Erudon four in exchange for our help."

"That is the thing¦Laurel here, this stunning young woman; she has changed the mind of the leader of these people, Glar."

"Changed his mind? How? He is full of contempt and evil intent toward anyone that does not think like him."

"These two have this ability to¦impress a different way of thinking in people. I do not fully understand it; it involves evoking or implanting their way of thinking into the person in question. In Glar it completely changed his personality, not just his way of seeing things. You are going to find him much more accepting and universally pleasant to deal with. Much of who Laurel is can be detected in his mannerism and attitude. She softened him up for us. Your immediate release order is being disseminated as we speak. No more killing and beating is going to be implemented and this entire facility is going to be abandoned and its population freed."

"Incredible! These kids managed that?"

"Yes."

"I have heard of people like them being part of the enlightener council, though I have not come across anyone gifted like them as yet."

"They are really sweet kids with incredible intelligence and ability within them."

The ambassador sat up and swung his feet off the bed and he smiled as he felt his back while looking at the unconscious pair of kids right at his feet.

"My whole body is tingling like I have never felt before. I have had a bad back since I was in a transport crash when I was a young man¦that pain is gone and I can move my back as though the shattered vertebrae are somehow once again mobile and limber as they are supposed to be."

"I imagine what they imparted to you does more than heal recent injury, it must heal all infirmity no matter how long ago it was incurred."

The man looked up at Denoca with a somber look on his face.

"You are certain these kids will recover from whatever they did to me?"

"They indicated it takes a lot out of them and time to recover so they would have to heal one of you at a time. You were dying so they chose to help you first. I can only hope they will recover so they can repeat the process on your partner over there."

"The last round of convincing got heated when I spoke my mind and they started using heavy objects to beat some sense into me. I think they hit me in the head so hard it did permanent brain damage¦at least it should have been permanent damage. I just remember a hard blow that made my ears ring and I saw a bright flash before my eyes then I heard another clack as they struck me in the head again but I did not feel it. Everything went dark after that and next thing I knew¦my body was tingling and all my beating injuries were gone. I feel like a young man once again though I know that should not be possible since I am far from a young man."

"I think you are going to need to look in a mirror my good man. All your wrinkles and age distinction bags are gone compared to what we saw of you through the bruising before."

"Really¦I look more youthful?"

"Yes, considerably so."

"Fascinating. Do you happen to know if Glar has been convinced to allow negotiations to resume with regard to relocating the people of Erudon four to this world before it is too late for them?"

"Yes. Laurel imparted her unique way of thinking on him so¦he now sees things as she does meaning he wants the negotiations to take place just as bad as she does."

"That is an incredible ability if not a little scary to be able to make people think and feel how you want them to. Free will goes right out the window when that is done."

"I do not think it was her first choice, she felt cornered by his ugly, evil personality and hatred for all others. There was going to be no chance of convincing him to see things our way unless she did what she did to him."

"Who are you people anyways? I assume you have been altered to look Vorlon¦" He looked at Laurel and Jake, "I know the people of the Future system do not look like this either."

"Of course, I am Varis Denoca, this is my second Gornus and this is his first Arcon, Laupon. These kids are Laurel and Jake from the Future system and they are a couple as I understand it though not ceremonially, just in consideration."

"Varis¦you must be from the Juis'Tahn then?"

"That is right. You have heard of our ship?"

"Yes. It is the only ship in your fleet that would be sent on a mission like this. I am however surprised the Humans sent two kids on such an impossibly dangerous mission as this."

"Apparently the people from the Future system are exceptionally gifted so it is common for youth to exhibit intelligence and ability most adults will never display if from elsewhere. I can assure you, if the council had not insisted on sending Laurel and Jake here, you at the very least would be dead and I cannot begin to guess how long it would have taken for us to locate this place and fight our way in once found. It is entirely likely they would have put your partner there down once they realized we were here to extract both of you."

"That must be incredibly humbling to admit two kids put you on the right track in a way beyond your understanding."

"You have no idea¦"

"Oh I think I do. Like I said, I know of your people and what your people are like. The fact Laurel here is less than an adult and a female must be¦unnerving to say the least."

"She is an alien, not one of my people. That makes all the difference in the world. For all I know their people could be hundreds of thousands of generation older then us or even millions."

"I do not have that much information about the Human race. I am just relieved these amazing kids got things turned around. Now we can get back to the mission of getting the three million survivors on Eurodn four relocated here so we can begin our work on Erudon four."

"What is so important about that dying rock that would make the council dedicate so much effort to the relocation of the populous?"

"While the planet is inhabited by even one native, we have no right to do anything there, with the entire population relocated here and the planet uninhabitable, we can venture there at will to¦conduct important work."

"What work?"

"All I can say is there are certain properties within the core of the planet in combination with extremely rare elements in the mantel layer¦when extracted and exposed to compressive force within hard vacuum the elements transmutate into something very powerful, that is what the council is interested in."

"All this is so they can what...strip mine the planet without challenge?"

"It goes way beyond what you can possibly understand. I cannot discuss it deeper except to say there are considerations you have no concept of that are vital to ongoing long term goals of the council, or more accurately some of their most influential allies."

"Unbelievable!"

"You do not say no to the enlighteners nor do you question their motives. You should understand that implicitly."

"Oh I do¦it does not mean I like it since I do not have all the pieces for it to make sense."

There were noises of hard wheels rolling toward the door and Denoca and Gornus took up positions guarding Laurel and Jake as they waited for the men with wheeled crates to reach the room and enter. As they did they dropped the end of the crates they were pulling when they saw the ambassador sitting up with his restraints gone and not a mark on his now much younger looking face.

"How¦" The men looked at Laurel and Jake lying on their backs on the floor. "What happened to them and why is this man free¦looking the way he does?"

Glar stepped up behind the men and gave a gentle shove to move the men into room and out of his way. He walked toward Laurel and Jake and Denoca and Gornus moved closer together, blocking Glar from getting any closer.

"We will take care of our own." Denoca said flatly.

"I was simply going to assess whether they need what is contained in those medical kits."

Denoca looked back at the ambassador and the ambassador stood up with a straight proud posture.

"I understand you have had a change of heart as to dealing with those interested in lifting your people from the ashes of ruin to once again become the bright vibrant sophisticated people you should be."

"Yes. I have seen the light of reason. I was paranoid and short sighted to the detriment of everyone. I have passed along new orders so you will have all the assistance you need to get the negotiations back on track."

"That is good to hear Glar. These amazing children have taken away the pain and scar of what was visited upon me so¦I will advocate for your continued freedom and forgiveness for what you did since you truly thought you were doing what was best for your people."

"I honestly do not understand how they imparted such a rejuvenated appearance to you; I am pleased to see you on your feet however."

"We should place these two on the bed while they recover, for dignity's sake." The ambassador said looking at Denoca as he stepped aside slightly.

Denoca scooped Laurel up and Gornus scooped Jake up and they laid them on the bed next one another and then Glar addressed the obvious question.

"So¦if the two among you with advanced medical knowledge are unconscious¦how are we going to help the other ambassador over there?"

"We only need to insure he is going to survive long enough for the kids to recover so they can perform another healing session."

"Healing session¦hmm. Perhaps my men and I can witness¦?"

"Perhaps not," The ambassador said plainly.

"So those kids are from wherever you are from?"

"Not exactly, they are representatives of the same conglomerate organization as I, holding high value in your people's longevity as well as that of your neighbors in this system. They have key skills and abilities making them ideal for this sort of thing."

"You know them personally then?"

"No, I have a vested interest in their well being though."

Glar looked at Denoca and his men still in a position of guard over Laurel and Jake.

"And these men? Are they¦"

"No, I do not know them. They have taken on the mantle of protection over these two wonderful kids and I am very thankful for their willing participation in that respect, as well as seeking us out to try and help us get back to what is important for all involved."

Glar looked over at his men.

"Access one of the medical kits. I want you to assess the other prisoner over there. Make sure he is stabile enough to survive until Laurel and Jake there come around and revive him¦or whatever it is they do. Free him from his restraints too."

"Are we really going to free all the guests here and leave this place to be taken over by nature?" One of the men asked.

"Yes. We are done with this place. We are going to put into action our goal of advancing our people with what we have at hand and with the help of our friends from the stars."

"The people at home facility agreed to this course of action?"

"They practically insisted. The people have not been happy with our progress for some time, it is time for them to take charge of their own destiny even if that means my taking a lesser role in what we do from here on out."

"I hope you know we will back your play no matter what that is."

"I am not playing Eron. It is time to hand power over to the people and let them manage as they see fit since they have lost confidence in me."

"I cannot believe your change in attitude."

"Believe it Eron, this is the way it is going to be."

"If you say so Glar. I will still be your loyal¦friend no matter where this takes us."

"I appreciate that Eron. See to the ambassador and we will talk more later."

"You got it Glar."

The man opened the crate and pulled out one of the clearly severely aged med kits and walked over to the ambassador and unshackled him then checked him over with the electronic monitors he barely knew how to operate.

While Glar's men were checking the unconscious ambassador, Laurel and Jake stirred at the same instant. Laurel made a soft whimper of discomfort and Jake groaned as he sat up and immediately looked at Laurel. She batted her eyes and Jake came into clear focus and she couldn't help but smile at him.

"You never fail to astound with your stunning beauty." Jake said in a quiet voice.

"You are biased¦and a sight to behold yourself." Laurel said softly.

Laurel sat up slowly, propping herself on her hands and she and Jake looked at the ambassador staring at them and the change in appearance from when they began the healing touch was nothing short of astounding.

"I am glad you have recovered," The ambassador said smiling, "I am ever so grateful for what you did for me. I feel strong as a man half my age and my injuries are completely healed. My body is tingling slightly so I assume the affect continues for a time after treatment?"

"The healing energy we imparted to you will linger for some time sir," Laurel said, "You look much better than when we found you."

"So I have been told. Do you feel up to healing ambassador Turon? His injuries are not as severe as mine were, however he is still in grave condition."

"We need some time to recover properly sir. We have regained enough strength to hold consciousness, not enough to perform another round of healing, especially for someone as bad off as ambassador Turon over there. We need food, water and more time to regain our energy reserves."

"We brought food and water from the home facility." Glar said, then snapped his fingers and pointed at the open crate and soft pack sitting on the floor next to it.

"We need sugar and protein to regain our reserves."

"I think we can provide both. Are you going to need more sleep to recover enough¦"

"It would certainly help though it is not absolutely necessary. Given enough time, we will gain the needed strength to perform the healing touch successfully. After, we may remain out longer than this time and it will definitely require some solid sleep to recover completely."

Glar's men brought some dried fruit chips, water and ready to eat thick soup in sealed canisters with twist tops.

"The soup offers high protein value though it is cold unless you want us to take it upstairs and warm it for you." One of the men said in a friendly tone.

"No, we will take it down cold. You do not have to go to the trouble of taking it upstairs just to warm it up."

"As you wish."

Laurel set the food and water aside and climbed off the bed and stepped up to the healthy ambassador.

"I feel like I should introduce who we are. I am Laurel Kade and this is my Mate, Jake Myers of the Human civilization inhabiting the fourth planet of the Future system, two hundred four light years from here. We have been sent by the enlighteners to assess your condition and extract you or assist you in getting back to your primary mission, whichever you feel fit to follow through with."

"What a charming and articulate young lady. I am ambassador Diumo of the Telmoran system. My home system lies some four hundred annual luminary units from your home system."

"Annual luminary units? Hmm. It is an honor to make your acquaintance ambassador Diumo. We are at your disposal in any facet you require of us."

"You have already done so much for the goal of the council and for our very well being. Just assist Denoca and his men to get us back to the home facility so we can be transported back to Dendara so the negotiations can take place. We were so close to bringing the great leaders of this world together in mind and spirit; I am looking forward to getting back to it."

"I understand sir. Give Jake and I a little time to build our strength back up and then we will heal ambassador Turon just as we did you."

"You should sit and eat and rest. We will get things moving in the right direction as soon as possible."

"How is the ambassador?" Glar asked his men wrapping up their assessment.

"He is stabile for the moment through he has a fever and his heart is beating irregularly. I cannot determine what is causing the fever. Perhaps he is growing ill from prolonged malnutrition."

"If I may ask," Laurel said, "What kind of physical injuries does he have?"

The man glanced at Glar and he nodded subtly then the man looked back at Laurel.

"Head trauma, a broken foot, wrist and at least two ribs, left side anterior."

"Broken back ribs, that sounds painful¦especially if you breathe." Jake said sarcastically.

Laurel covered her mouth in surprised disgust and she fought back the urge to tear up. It occurred to her, without proper treatment, the broken foot could lose circulation promoting gangrene leading to sepsis if left untreated long enough. She hated seeing such brutal intolerance play out against those trying to help a people. Laurel looked at Jake and he nodded.

"I know, we have to get some food in us so we can help the guy before he dies." Jake thought.

Laurel swallowed hard and she and Jake went about consuming what was given them so they could gain the energy needed to help ambassador Turon. It took them five minutes to consume the food items and then they sat quietly as the men discussed preparations for the resumption of negotiations in the capitol city dome, a universally recognized and admired building from the heyday of Dendara.

Once Laurel felt the little boost kicking in from the fruit chips and the high protein soup, she slid her hand into Jake's and grinned.

"I think the time is at hand to make an attempt at the healing touch," Laurel thought, "I would like to wait even longer but I think ambassador Diumo's assertion that his injuries were worse is a bit off the mark. If we wait much longer, ambassador Turon could die before we can help him. I don't think we can reanimate a person once they've died."

"No, I get the sense that's beyond our capability too, "Jake thought. " Dead is dead and nothing can reverse the loss of coherent electrical energy in the brain when true death occurs. Let's give it a go before that happens."

Laurel looked at the men talking quietly by ambassador Turon's bed.

"We are ready to apply the healing touch to ambassador Turon."

The men looked at Laurel and Jake for a moment, then ambassador Diumo looked at Glar.

"We are going to need some privacy while Laurel and Jake perform the healing touch. You may post guards outside the room if you are afraid we will make an attempt to escape."

"You have been granted your freedom; all those incarcerated here have been granted freedom. I know you will not go anywhere until your partner is healed and this room only has the one door. We will give you the privacy you desire as a measure of reparation for what has been done to you and ambassador Turon there."

Glar and his men headed toward the door and Laurel leaned into Jake and sighed.

"I feel horrible about mutilating that man's personality," Laurel thought as Jake wrapped his arm around her to comfort her. "What I did to him goes against everything I believe."

"I know hun. This mission was going nowhere with his narrow minded sadistic point of view in control. You did what you had to do in order to get the mission moving forward."

"I know. Still¦I had no right to scramble his personality like that."

"The man was a complete ass before. I think it's a huge improvement. You didn't know impressing your way of thinking was going to alter his personality so radically."

"I meant to make him think he wanted to help the ambassadors by helping us get to them but it involved so many complicated facets, I thought it would be easier to just impress how I felt about the subject and life in general. I didn't stop to think about how that would affect him."

"You don't have to explain yourself to me babe. I was right there with you so I get it. You didn't do anything wrong."

"Then why do I feel so lousy about it?"

"Cause you're a compassionate soul with strong convictions and this action contradicts those beliefs."

"You're so smart Jake. I love having you in my head and my life."

Laurel leaned off Jake and turned her head and kissed his cheek then they got up together and walked over to ambassador Turon's bed and Jake slowly pulled the cover back as the rest of the team stepped aside to give Laurel and Jake room to do whatever they had to do.

As the blanket was pulled off ambassador Turon's feet Laurel was shocked to see prominent veining and pale tone in his foot along with a prominent bruise center in the shape of something round reminiscent of a hammer head.

"This man is septic. I wonder what sadist smashed his foot like that."

"The one called Curok did that," Ambassador Diumo said. "It was a response to a request to be unshackled so we could walk around the room. After his foot was broken he was told go ahead if he was able."

"We will do our best to heal all of the physical abuse. The mental scars we cannot do anything about though."

"We are a strong breed, he and I. We were granted our positions due to our strong resolve and focused discipline. I assure you ambassador Turon will be fine once he learns we have been freed, healed and our mission put back on track thanks to all of you and especially you and Jake."

"We are happy we could help sir. It is what we do and you can see why the enlighteners assigned us to the mission of finding you. Someone knew we were up to the task."

Laurel and Jake knelt down next to the bed and took a deep breath then reached their hands out and slid ambassador Turon's shirt up and they gently placed their hands on his stomach and chest then closed their eyes and concentrated on their feelings for each other and their feelings and energy grew in intensity immediately. Their connection didn't waver in the slightest as they waited for the feeling of maximum potential to come about, then they simultaneously pushed hard and they felt a warm rush run across their chest and down their arms finally exiting their palms in an almost uncomfortable burning/buzzing sensation and the ambassador lurched and took in a deep breath on the first impulse then the consecutive waves were less intense, but still powerful enough to make him flinch in an almost convulsive looking motion as wave after wave of healing energy was imparted.

The men standing in attendance were stunned when they saw discolored skin immediately improving in texture and color and the few small visible wounds simply closed up right before their eyes, melting away until they disappeared completely. After a few moments the nasty discolored bruise on ambassador Turon's foot began to clear, to be replaced by proper looking flesh tone and the foot changed in shape looking proper once again instead of swollen, discolored and improperly positioned. The color in the ambassador's toenails cleared and the cuticles grew into the proper shape and tone and the expression on the man's face was one of almost pleasure once the obvious injuries were cleared up.

Ambassador Diumo looked at Denoca and grinned with wide eyes.

"I have never in my life seen anything like that," He fairly whispered, "They really are gifted beyond measure."

"You were even worse off and the show was just as astounding. I never knew the body could heal so quickly and so completely right before one's eyes."

Gornus backhand smacked Denoca in the arm as Laurel began to melt away as her reserves were depleted and she lost consciousness and Denoca leapt forward, landing on his knees, catching her just as she dropped her chin to her chest and fell back right into his arms. Denoca pulled her back until her feet swept out to the side and then he laid her on her side and swept her skirt down to maintain her dignity then Jake began to slump as he too exuded the last of his reserve energy and lost consciousness and Laupon stepped forward just in time to catch Jake as he fell to the side. Laupon laid him down gently, cradling his head as he laid him out on the floor, then he stepped back and looked at ambassador Diumo.

"If this works the way it did with you, the ambassador there is going to come around quickly with a bit of confusion and tingles all over. If you will, help us get the kids over to the bed you were on. They are going to be out for much longer than last time according to what Laurel said. We should get some food and water ready for them and never leave them unguarded. I still do not trust these people no matter how dramatic the change of heart on the part of Glar."

"I share that sentiment. These kids are something otherworldly; I agree we need to protect them with our very lives no matter what."

"You should know we are armed if the need arises." Gornus admitted.

"I hope it does not come down to those measures being necessary."

"You and I both. That would derail the negotiations for sure."

The ambassador lifted Jake from the back of his knees as Laupon cradled him under the armpits and they lifted him and carried him to the other bed and gently laid him down then shoved him over slightly and then Denoca scooped Laurel up carefully so as not to unsettle her skirt or top and he grinned at the other men.

"This is one solid girl despite her feminine appearance."

"Feels like she eats well?" The ambassador asked rhetorically as he stepped aside.

"Not only that, she has muscle mass that is surprising for a female and one so young. She gets lots of exercise would be my assessment, that and good nutrition of course."

Just as Denoca laid Laurel down next to Jake and pushed her legs down flat, ambassador Turon moaned softly and the men walked over to him and waited for his eyes to flutter open. He looked around and immediately lifted his wrist and rubbed what he thought should be a sore wrist then he caught sight of his ambassadorial partner standing over him looking more fit and healthy than he ever remembered seeing him look before.

"What in creation? How¦you have had all the years we have worked together given back to your appearance. How is that possible old friend?"

"You too exhibit a youthful tone I scarcely ever remember seeing in your face. Those amazing kids over there were sent by the enlighteners to find out what happened to us and help get us back to our mission. All your injuries have been healed by what they call the healing touch and that odd tingling you are experiencing is the healing energy continuing to rejuvenate your body since all injuries are taken care of."

The ambassador sat up partially and looked over at Laurel and Jake and he smiled at the tingling sensation all over his body then he furrowed his brows heavily.

"They look Vorlon. Were they recruited from this world?"

"No. They are Human from the new settlement on the fourth planet of the Future system."

"Future? The people commanding the UEF Future?"

"Yes. They were surgically altered to look terrestrial for this mission along with these good men from the Juis'Tahn."

Ambassador Turon looked around the room then glanced at his free ankle and he sat up erect after that.

"Where are our captors? They are going to want to reassert their dominance over us with more beatings and yelling."

"I think not. Another ability these kids possess is one of personality alteration through mental impression of one's perspective. Glar has been altered to think like Laurel there."

"Laurel¦that is her name?"

"Yes. Laurel Kade and Jake Myers are their proper names. They are an informal couple and colleagues of the great council."

"Interesting."

"We have been granted our freedom and Glar is now inclined to help us accommodate the relocation of the inhabitants of Erudon four to this world in exchange for our assistance in helping these people rise up as a great people once again."

"He has bought into the whole line of greater good and all that?"

"Yes, completely. This facility is going to be liberated of all its occupants and then abandoned for good. No more killing or torturing those who think differently from Glar and his loyal followers."

"I cannot believe it¦those wonderful kids accomplished all that?"

"They are living proof the people from the Future system are far beyond anything we have ever encountered before. We hear tales of advanced beings allying themselves with the council of enlighteners, though you never actually cross paths with them¦now we have and this is what they are like¦sort of. They of course will look different once the alterations are reversed."

"I guess the council knew what they were doing in sending these kids¦" The ambassador leaned over and the men stepped clear of his line of sight and he grinned as he looked up at ambassador Diumo.

"We call them kids though they look on the verge of being adults."

"We heard they are seventeen of their years in physical age," Denoca said, "I suppose that is nearly an adult in most cultures."

"These two conduct themselves with dignity and maturity earning them the respect of an adult in my opinion." Gornus admitted. "They are intelligent, poised and brave with a proper concept of morality and ethical treatment of others. Most true adults I know do not compare, so¦"

"You seem to revere them."

"I suppose I do, though I will deny it if you tell them when they wake."

"It will remain between us." The ambassador chuckled then looked at ambassador Diumo. "That is the first time I have felt the urge to laugh since arriving on this¦tortured world."

"It is good to hear your spirit lifted my friend. If all goes well we might be off this rock within a solar evolution."

"Do you know if the leaders we gathered for the negotiation meeting have fled back to their home lands?"

"I do not know. I was out like you until a short time ago. From what I am told, I was expiring as the kids performed their miracle healing treatment on me. By the time the sun set on this day, I would have been gone if not for their intervention."

"I recall a fever that burned in me like a fire from the depths of a planetary mantel bursting forth from a volcanic vent. I think I was not long after to leave this life."

"That is a bit over dramatically spelled out; though I think you are right my friend. Laurel there said something about you being septic when she got a look at your foot and the infection spreading from the broken bones in it."

The ambassador looked at his foot and wriggled his toes and smiled then shuddered.

"I have never experienced anything as painful as the smashed foot they granted me. There is something I hope to never experience again in my lifetime."

"This whole adventure has been a test of will and endurance for both of us. Thank the maker it is over and we can get to the business of the council then leave this forsaken world for good."

"I thought ambassadors like you two were trained to expect things to go wrong from time to time?" Laupon said.

"We are¦this is a bit of a departure from the training and conditioning we underwent though. We were taken right to death's doorstep and only these gracious kids saved us from stepping through it for good."

Ambassador Turon finally got to his feet and took a few timid steps before standing up perfectly straight while smiling.

"I feel stronger than I think I ever have, even as a young man I did not feel such vitality and strength."

"I know exactly what you mean," Ambassador Diumo said. "Laurel and Jake literally drained their life essence into us to heal and rejuvenate us like this. What a remarkable gift and ability."

"I can't help but wonder if such a thing could prove fatal if carried out too long?" Ambassador Turon queried.

"I would have to think something in the body would know when enough is enough and shut down to protect itself¦like we are seeing of them right now."

"Has anyone taken the time to assess their physical condition since they lapsed?"

"None of us are particularly medically trained," Gornus admitted. "We can check to see if their hearts are beating and if they are breathing but a look at them and you can see the rise and fall of their chests to confirm that fact so¦what more would putting hands all over them provide?"

"I¦you were not sent with a medically trained team member?"

"Yes, Laurel and Jake there have extensive medical knowledge and training though in their current states that does us absolutely no good."

"Incredible! Healers, psychic manipulators, and medical experts. I could only hope in a lifetime my kids would achieve that by the time they reach senility and here these kids, barely adults, have mastered those things and more from what it seems."

"We made the mistake of underestimating them at first and literally pushing them aside. Now we feel like complete asses for doing so. They are kind, brilliant and talented in subtle but profound ways, definitely deserving of their place among the enlighteners."

"If the Human youth are this amazing, just imagine what their parents must be like, not to mention the rest of the Human population."

"I can hardly imagine," Denoca admitted. "If you gentlemen are interested, we have water and survival rations with us and you are welcomed to consume whatever you want aside from what we have set aside for the kids there."

"I think we could both use some water and food about now. Our captors did not grant much of either, just enough to keep us alive."

The ambassadors walked over to the provisions and took care of their cravings and needs while Laurel and Jake slept, but not a recuperative sleep as they would've hoped for. They experienced a combined repeating dream that was a direct result of their joined minds when they performed the last session of the healing touch and at the last instant of consciousness, their combined abilities reached out beyond the veil of here and now to a time and place very distant from Erudon-5 at a time in the distant near future.

They were sensing Korica and Tamaric even though in their blink in time vision they couldn't see either of them, they could only feel their presence as if in close proximity. The most disturbing fact was the star configuration in the background should have been familiar, but it was so alien looking and the prominent nebula so turbulent that it elicited feelings of dread and sheer terror, not due to either of their appearances but because of the distant location expressed in the configuration and emotional context of the vision. The vision replayed in their minds as they lay still slowly recouping energy.

Glar's men knocked on the door twice, only to be informed the ambassadors were in perfect condition, but Laurel and Jake were still recovering and nothing further would be done until they came around and the 45 minutes between subsequent disturbances suggested a regular time interval that Denoca opportunistically observed, sending Gornus out to inform Glar's men there was no change in Laurel and Jake so no further interruptions were experienced for fear of reducing the ability of Laurel and Jake to recover as they needed.

In the end it took three hours for Laurel and Jake to recover enough to regain consciousness. They came to at the same time, looking at each other until their vision cleared and the gushy smile spoke volumes to the deep feelings between them as the men in the room watched them silently until the pair rolled their heads and looked at the men.

"It feels like we were out for a long time." Laurel commented in a soft voice.

"A few hours by your concept of time," Denoca replied. "It gave us the opportunity to work out some details with the ambassadors as well as getting to know each other."

"Do you feel like you have recovered what you imparted to the ambassadors?" Gornus asked in a soft voice.

"Not even close¦" Laurel replied groggily, "Enough to press on with the mission, but it is going to take a full day of sleep and lots of nutrition to recover completely."

"Does that mean all of your abilities will be suppressed until that happens?"

"No. Using our background abilities doesn't particularly drain us unless we strenuously exert ourselves."

"You must still be tired," Denoca interrupted, "You are speaking in English¦as you poignantly reminded me at one point, that is not a good idea just in case we are unknowingly being monitored."

"I didn't realize¦you're right Denoca," Laurel said, then started speaking Toran, "We are still fatigued leading to decreased mental discipline¦even though our cover is already blown. They know Jake and I are from somewhere else, only posing as locals to accommodate getting close to those involved with the abduction so we could find the ambassadors."

"I guess you are right about that. Still¦"

"We should still observe and respect the local culture by speaking their language, as I am now."

"Yes. Are you two feeling up to getting out of here? We have much to do."

"We will manage. We have matters we need to attend to in our own system now that things are heading in a positive direction here."

Laurel and Jake sat up and Denoca looked at his men then he glanced at the ambassadors before looking back at Laurel and Jake.

"Are you requesting an extraction from Erudon five?"

"I guess we are sir. Jake and I had a vision during our recovery¦it involves our daughter and the lives of thousands if not millions of people back home."

"Your daughter¦" Denoca expressed a belly laugh then held his hand up as he almost giggled until he recovered his composure. "You must pardon me Laurel, a daughter of yours would have to be a mere child at the oldest given your young age."

"She is our adopted daughter from another galaxy Denoca. She and her husband are far from here training for a mission you cannot possibly understand the importance of. If they fail our solar system is going to be destroyed. In our vision we sensed something¦unexpected and undesired resulting."

"You adopted a girl from another galaxy¦she has taken a husband and is training to do something so profound it will save an entire solar system from destruction? Is this adopted girl older than you and Jake?"

"She is younger than us, but every bit as gifted as us now that she is paired with a Human boy that is gifted himself. Her birth parents were murdered before her very eyes by some truly evil people. When we met her we just fell in love with her and could not bear the thought of leaving her on her own as an orphan at the young age she was when we encountered her. It really is a long story Denoca, needless to say she and her mate are the only ones that can do what they are training to do in order to save our home system, but it is very complex and many variables unforeseeable so things can go wrong in unexpected ways and that is what we need to work on. Our abilities express themselves from time to time, warning us of things that cannot be seen or quantified in the usual ways."

"Astounding! I am forced to believe what you say due to our shared experiences on this world. You have proven your unbelievable ability and honesty on multiple occasions. My only question¦why would your recovery bring about this revelation of your attention being required back home?"

"I guess we were so drained, our usual mental barriers preventing information from flooding our minds causing confusion were diminished allowing the vision we shared to manifest in our minds."

"I have already transmitted the discrete signal to the Juis'Tahn to alert them we found the ambassadors. When it is safe to do so, I will request an immediate extraction for you and Jake so you can be taken back to the Future system. I hope you have as much success with whatever it is you have to do as you did on this mission. I have never in my life seen two more capable, more forthright kids than you two. Good fortune will have us crossing paths again in the future."

Laurel and Jake climbed off the bed slowly and stood up and faced Denoca.

"I am pleased we have earned your respect Denoca. I think you will have no trouble with the locals now that Glar is on your side. Our presence only serves as a distraction at this point sir."

"I do not see it like that, but I will not try to talk you out of the action you think necessary for your people."

"We appreciate that Denoca. We will accompany you back to the home facility; from there we can walk to the Hemudar so we can contact the Juis'Tahn. It should be safe for them to come out of the shadows now that we have assessed what is going on down here."

"That sounds reasonable. I trust you will continue to perform your role while you remain in our company?"

"Of course. We will continue to advise and interact where necessary to help accomplish your goals in safety."

"Wonderful." Denoca looked at Gornus. "Please go tell Glar and his men we are ready to depart with the ambassadors."

"I understand Denoca."

Gornus turned and headed toward the door and Jake pointed at the rations sitting out.

"We need food and water. We should take the time to replenish while we have the chance." He said looking at Laurel.

"Good idea."

They walked over to the provisions and consumed an amount of water, then ate some dried rations that weren't exactly fulfilling but they were filling and the nutritional value high. By the time Gornus and Glar entered the room, Laurel and Jake were content and had what was remaining packed away and Glar looked on with curiosity until Laurel stood up and looked at him as she swallowed the last of the dried ration in her mouth.

"What is it; do I have a bug on my head or something?"

"I do not mean to stare. I am trying to understand how you healed the ambassadors so completely and so quickly. You look so¦unassuming."

"Do not strain your mind on it Glar. What we did is well beyond anything you have concept of or could possibly hope to understand even if we tried to explain it for the uninitiated."

"It obviously comes at a cost. You were unconscious for quite some time."

"That is because we were dealing with two victims on the verge of death. Ordinary healing touch sessions only cause minor dysphoria that wears off fairly quickly."

"It is too bad this healing touch cannot be taught to others. It would be an invaluable skill for people scratching out a living on a planet in decline."

"You cannot be taught the healing touch. You are either born with the innate ability or not, it is that simple."

"I do not believe anyone from this world possesses that ability, at least not that I have ever heard of."

"It is not a common genetic mutation for advanced abilities like the healing touch to present like they do in my people."

"Mutation? You do not believe your abilities are a naturally occurring trait?"

"They are in that they are naturally present in our DNA but something deactivated the specific genes responsible for allowing the traits to present as active and dominant until they reasserted themselves a few generations ago. Since then all sorts of unexpected abilities have been exhibited by our people, Jake and I being extreme cases in point."

"Then¦you are the most advanced of your people as far as gifted abilities go?"

"That is the assessment by our metaphysical experts thus far."

"I guess I am just too ignorant about such matters to completely understand that."

"It must be humbling to admit that."

"Perhaps a little I suppose."

"You should keep these provisions so they can be distributed among those still here until total liberation of this place is complete."

"We will do that. I will escort you up to the surface so we can take the ambassadors to the home facility."

Laurel nodded and the whole group headed out of the confinement room. They climbed back up to the main level then headed out of the facility into the warm, hazy sunlight. They were escorted all the way down the inlet to the outer gate, then the gate opened from within the facility and Glar turned and looked at the men remaining just inside the gate.

"Make the preparations for transport I laid out. The flyer will be returning with plans to begin the immediate evacuation of all personnel being confined to home facility."

"We will take of it Glar."

"What about the infrastructural technological components?" One of the other men asked.

"We will send people back to remove the useable components."

"We will be ready when the flyer returns."

Glar raised a hand in salutation and the group headed to the flyer on the landing pad. They climbed aboard and Glar engaged the main systems then powered up the drive systems and lifted a off a few moments later and spun around and headed directly for the home facility off in the distance.

"Glar," Laurel opened above the noise of the wind rushing over the flyer, "How do you feel about the future now that things are in motion for significant change?"

"For the first time in a long time¦I do not feel trapped by events occurring around me. I feel like I am a part of change for the better. Releasing the ambassadors with them back to a youthful energetic state is good for my people since they are going to be ushering in desperately needed help from out there, where we should be."

"You are hoping the work on that long abandoned spaceship at home facility can be resumed at some point?"

"That ship shows what we are capable of if determination and hard work are applied toward a technologically sophisticated and complex goal."

"I hope you understand that will not be a primary goal of the recovery efforts implemented by any agreement since you visited such ruin on your neighbor in this system." Ambassador Diumo said.

"We do not possess the technological knowledge to have anything to do with that ship at this point. Food production and medical knowledge are the priority in my mind at this point. Both are in short supply."

"We agree to provide unlimited access to both."

The rest of the ride was spent in silence until the flyer touched down inside the fenced in home facility near the front fence line. Glar put the ship into standby mode and looked at the recovery team.

"If you wish to head to your landing craft, you may do so from here while I take the good ambassadors here into the home facility building so we can get right to work contacting other cells in the region so the talks can be rescheduled at the earliest possible time."

Laurel and Jake stood up and climbed out of the flyer and Denoca and Gornus followed right behind them and Denoca looked back at Laupon as he was standing up.

"Laupon, I want you to remain with the ambassadors for the time being. We will retrieve you after we contact the ship."

"I understand Denoca." He replied as he plopped back down in his seat.

They stood fast as they watched the flyer lift off and spin around and head for the assembly building, slipping through the main hangar doors before they were even fully open. Laurel then looked at the outer gate and wondered momentarily if they were in for a nasty surprise if they made contact with the fence material so she lifted her hand for aim and pushed lightly without building a reserve and it took a few seconds for the gate to respond by flexing in an odd shimmering bubble until the gate was leaning aside enough for a single person to pass, the gate looking like the corner of a book page peeled back and away, stunning Denoca and Gornus completely.

"As impressive as that was¦you could have just opened the gate by hand." Denoca said.

"Do you know if that fence is energized?"

"No, of course not."

"There is a subtle field of energy nearby so¦"

"So you compromised the gate's integrity against future intruders?"

"I can reverse it once we are through."

"There is no limit to your ability to manipulate the environment around you to your will."

"We are not even sure what all we can do sir. Survival instinct and situational circumstance dictate our learning experiences giving us more insight into exactly what we are capable of."

"We have a pretty long walk ahead of us to get back to the Hemudar, we should get moving before we lose the daylight." Jake said. "I have a feeling things get pretty dicey around here after darkness settles in completely."

"Another insight thanks to your abilities?" Gornus asked.

"Nah¦I was paying attention to the tell-tale signs on the way here. There were tracks made by I assume four legged predators on the hunt and the minute bones of their victims scattered here and there. It all speaks to feeding taking place after dark."

"That is impressively observant of you. I did not think to look for such subtle signs of activity like that."

The four of them turned and stepped through the peeled back gate opening and then they took several paces away from the gate and Laurel turned back and held her hand out and concentrated and once again pushed without building potential and the same shimmering bubble formed and the gate ends curled right around until they were erect and in perfect order then Laurel withdrew her influence and the shimmer evaporated away and Laurel looked at Denoca with a proud grin.

"I told you, nothing to it."

"You did tell me¦though I would not call it nothing. That was hands down the strangest thing I have ever seen anyone do with the power of the mind."

Laurel chuckled and then slid her hand into Jake's and he smiled at her.

"You're a big showoff sometimes, you know that?" He thought light heartedly.

"I can't help myself."

The four of them then turned and headed toward the Hemudar. The walk was uneventful and Jake took the time to point out the clues he had seen on the way in leading to his assumption that after dark things began hunting other things in the area.

When they finally reached the spot they knew the Hemudar was located at, only Laurel and Jake could detect it thanks to their ocular implants so they pointed in the direction of the ship until they finally got close enough for the ship to detect Denoca's unique bio signature and disengage the cloak. The ship shimmered into the visible spectrum and Laurel looked at Gornus.

"Why did it appear like that? Last time it blinked into the visible spectrum, this time it slowly shimmered like it was emerging from a liquid realm."

"The longer the ship sits idle, the lower the reserve energy available to maintain the cloak. The system goes into a low power consumption state that requires more energy to disengage the cloak than if in a higher state of consumption which leads to the visible distortion you observed as the ship shifts to the visible spectrum."

"So the ship does not actually shift to another dimension or anything like that, it just bends light into a spectrum beyond normal visual range?"

"Precisely. A person would have to literally bump into the ship to know it is there."

"Unless they are wearing visual augmentation implants like Jake and I are wearing. We can detect the ship visually by its minute emanations. It is like an aura outlining the ship making it possible to define its position and shape."

"I was not aware electronic aids would render the cloak ineffective."

"I do not think they ordinarily would. We have naturally occurring enhanced visual acuity in combination with the implants enabling a greater gain in visual resolution than would ordinarily be realized."

"Interesting. You are remarkable people, you and Jake."

"Come aboard and we will attempt to make contact with the Juis'Tahn." Denoca said waving everyone aboard.

They climbed aboard and Denoca activated the auxiliary systems and then engaged the transceiver.

"Juis'Tahn, this is the Hemudar on Erudon five, are you receiving me?"

There was only silence and after a few moments Denoca looked at Laurel and Jake.

"I think we are going to have to get away from the surface to make contact. The Juis'Tahn is likely in the direction of the opposite side of the planet."

"Do you feel comfortable leaving Laupon and the ambassadors alone down here while we do that?"

"Not particularly. I am trying to honor your request for immediate extraction. The only way to do that is to head out into space, make contact, then land and wait for a transport to come get you."

"So¦we are going to risk blowing your cover?"

"Not really. We had enough time while you and Jake recovered from the healing touch to alert the ambassadors to our cover story thus far so they will keep our origins confidential. Any transport landing to retrieve you will be portrayed as your associates."

"Maybe you could use that future sight you and Jake talked about to look into what will happen if we leave our people down here while we contact the Juis'Tahn." Gornus suggested.

Laurel looked at Jake and he grinned and shrugged shoulders.

"I suppose it is worth a try."

Jake leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes and took several deep breaths as he cleared his mind and allowed his perceptions to stretch out beyond the present. He thought about the ambassadors and their possible futures in the short term and a barrage of images flushed through mind and he had to fight to make sense of the confusing mixture of events transpiring before his eyes. He was only able to discern with certainty that the most common outcome was a safe one if the ambassadors and Laupon remained alone on the surface for up to an hour. Jake opened his eyes and the images rushing past his mind's eye simply evaporated away.

"They will be fine as long as we do not spend too much time away. The further out I look, the more obscure the sense of certainty becomes in what is actually going to happen."

"That is reassuring." Gornus said.

"Whatever you did to Glar must have really affected him permanently then?"

"I am not proud of it, but it would seem I altered his personality forever." Laurel replied solemnly. "He is not faking us out."

"You sound so glum about changing someone so profoundly for the better." Gornus said patting Laurel on the knee. "Glar was a non compliant thorn in the side with homicidal tendencies."

"I still tread on his right to self determination by imposing my will on him. There is nothing more egregious to me than denying someone the right to choose who and what they are."

"Hmm. In this instance, that should not weigh on your conscience."

"Maybe not¦but it does."

Denoca went about enabling the primary systems in preparation for takeoff and everyone secured their restraints and waited for the ship to gently lift off, then shimmer into obscurity as the cloak was reengaged to obscure the ship as much as possible until they were out of range of small arms.

It only took a few minutes for the blackness of space to consume them and the planet grew smaller as they drew further and further away, then came to a halt in space and floated motionless. Laurel looked at Erudon-5 and slowly shook her head.

"The world does not look so dismal from out here. There are green and blue waters with lots of desert looking environments scattered about but it still looks rather inviting and beautiful."

"Most life bearing worlds are beautiful until you get a close up look at some of them." Denoca said as he concentrated on getting a fix on the expected location of the Juis'Tahn.

Once Denoca had a fairly good idea of where to aim the ship, he slowly rotated the ship around so they were pointing to the right of the planet by twelve degrees, and then he activated the transceiver.

"Juis'Tahn, this is the Hemudar."

Denoca waited a full minute before speaking again to give the signal time to travel one light minute, slightly more than the expected distance away the Juis'Tahn was supposed to be holding position at. Laurel understood the delay in saying anything until a proper response was received but surprisingly, Gornus looked at Denoca and raised his hands questioningly.

"It is going to take time for the signal to reach them and then the response to reach us. I am not using the subspace transmitter."

"And why is that?"

"Too many people monitor subspace since it enables instantaneous multi system communication. This will confine the signal to this system for half a solar day on Erudon five."

"I hate to admit I still have much to learn by observing your tactics."

"I have been a Varis longer than you have served Gornus, do not beat yourself up for not knowing everything in the first spena of your service."

"Can I be nosy and ask what a¦spena is?" Laurel asked timidly, "I understand the context to mean a measure of time."

"Oh uh...according to your concept of time it is half a century?"

"Fifty¦how long do your people live?"

"Men longer than women¦about one hundred sixty years on average for men, women one hundred thirty to fourty at most¦to put it in a perspective you can relate to."

A reply finally echoed across the speaker.

"Hemudar, this is the Juis'Tahn. We are receiving your signal loud and clear Varis, your discrete signal indicates you are in the company of the ambassadors. The Advar is relieved you have had such a grand measure of success. We are moving closer to Erudon five unless we hear from you advising us not to approach the planet."

Denoca looked at everyone proudly then looked out into space before replying.

"Reply received Juis'Tahn. You are clear to approach the planet. The ambassadors have been recovered and they are in better health than they were in when they first landed on Erudon five thanks to our astonishing friends Laurel and Jake of the Human race. They have been instrumental in reinstalling the ambassadors into a position assuring their success with their original mission goals. Now that they have accomplished that feat, they are requesting immediate retraction from this mission so they can attend to pressing personal matters in their home system. I have pledged my help to assure that is honored. In that light, I request a ground team be prepared to insure the ambassadors continued safety down here as they carry out their primary mission. The ground personnel can be sent to the surface so the Juis'Tahn can ferry our friends back to their home system as quickly as possible. We are going to need food, water and medical supplies as well as basic living supplies for the survivors we have encountered at an ancient spacecraft assembly facility. I suggest a contingent of support personnel for security and material distribution services. These people have been getting by on barely enough to keep a person alive and their medical supplies are incredibly outdated, bordering on useless, not to mention they have next to no medical knowledge to deal with what supplies the do in fact have. We will be standing by for your arrival above the facility where you will detect the Hemudar upon your arrival. I will leave the subspace beacon operating at minimum possible output so it will only be detectable by a ship in close proximity. You will likely have to be in atmosphere to pick it up in a meaningful manner so you can determine our exact location."

Denoca leaned back in his seat and looked at Laurel and Jake as he muted the transmitter circuit.

"Thank you for honoring our request Denoca," Laurel humbly said in English, "I feel like we're abandoning your mission by making such a dramatic request of you."

"You said it right there young lady, my mission. You were here as advisors, consultants and agents of all things beyond the scope of normal ability. You fulfilled all those roles and earned our respect and admiration in so doing. Let me now use my position of influence to help you get to what you find most important. You are not abandoning anything Laurel, simply getting on with your life now that you have changed the direction of so many other's for the good."

"You're sweet Denoca, thank you."

"I should be the one to thank you two for the incredible contribution you have made to my mission. I truly hope you find what you are looking for even though I do not understand at all what it is you are running toward."

"Thank you sir. It's a very complicated issue even for us and we are right in the middle of it."

"Mmm, sounds like it from what you described of it before. Once the Juis'Tahn responds, we will head back to the surface until support arrives, and then you and Jake are free to pursue your own goals even if that means leaving us."

"We do have other missions awaiting our participation aside from the ones of a personal nature."

"I can understand now how vital your presence must be to your Captain Alexan. I would certainly assign you to the most sensitive and important missions if you were under my command."

"He has expressed feeling the need to do just that sir, which is why we are here after all."

A few moments later there was response received from the Juis'Tahn.

"Message received and understood. Preparations will be complete by the time we reach your location. Advar Dedjic is looking forward to your report on the events of the ambassador's rescue. Juis'Tahn out."

"I bet he is¦" Varis murmured under his breath as he deactivated the transceiver.

Denoca banked the ship over and headed back toward the planet, making a slow plunge through the atmosphere until the landing area came into view in front of the assembly building. Denoca brought the ship to a hover then looked at Laurel.

"You are going to have to tell these people this is your ship and you were the one piloting it."

"You should stop speaking in English before we get close enough for someone to overhear you."

"You are absolutely right. Do you think you can handle the controls enough to provide a smooth landing?"

"No. This thing is way too complex for me to pick up on the control factors that quickly. I can simulate a controlled landing another way in case someone is watching."

"You can manipulate the controls with the power of your mind?"

"No, not exactly, although that is not beyond my capability if I knew how they operated. I can manipulate gravity in a localized field¦"

Denoca and Gornus looked at her with a deer in the headlights gaze and Laurel grinned.

"I can make things levitate and Jake has attuned telekinetic abilities¦he can move things with his mind in a controlled manner. Together we can make it look like the ship is being landed under intelligent control."

"Interesting idea. Let me know when and I will disengage the control systems so you can do what you do to put us on the ground."

Laurel nodded and then looked at Jake and he moved so he was facing her more directly. They reached out to one another and joined minds readily, then once the euphoria wore off they closed their eyes and concentrated on their feelings for one another, allowing energy potential to build while simultaneously thinking about the task of taking hold of the Hemudar to set it down in a controlled manner.

Their now elevated senses detected the distinct essences of people gathering below the Hemudar and Laurel and Jake knew it was show time. Laurel pushed and a manipulated negative gravity bubble formed around the Hemudar and everyone experienced the familiar weightlessness stomach tingles, but luckily their restraints held them in their seats as Laurel opened her eyes and looked at Denoca.

"You can disengage the control systems, we have it¦"

"Yes¦we can feel that. You are going to need to take my seat in case someone sees us once we get close to the ground." Denoca said as he disengaged the controls and put the ship into standby mode.

"There is already a growing crowd gathering below us. They must have detected our approach electronically."

"How can you possibly know that?"

"We can feel their presence. We have the ability to detect energy fields, including the minute field of energy emanated by living beings."

"Interesting. You always feel when people are nearby?"

"It is more acute when we combine our senses, but it is always present to one degree or another. Undo your restraint and we will trade positions, just hold onto something so you do not float around aimlessly."

"I have experience maneuvering around in a gravity absent environment."

Denoca unfastened his restraint and gripped the bottom of his seat as Laurel did the same. They gently maneuvered themselves into the others seats and then secured their restraints and then Laurel took hold of the control yoke as she glanced around at the confusing control displays and apparatuses.

"Don't break our concentration by trying to understand that stuff babe," Jake thought, "It isn't important whether we understand how to operate this thing or not."

Jake lifted his hand and thought about taking the ship on a controlled banking sweep toward the ground so the people below would have time and instinct enough to clear the way and the ship responded as if being piloted. Jake used his remote viewing sense to develop a clear picture of the ship's attitude as he swung the ship around then held it motionless for just a moment before Laurel lowered it toward the ground and Gornus reached out and touched the activation sequence for the landing struts and they deployed just at the ship neared the ground resulting in a smooth landing. Laurel looked out the canopy window as she removed her influence and she could see stunned onlookers staring right at her and she knew Denoca's instinct was right to have her in the pilot's position for the landing. Jake pretended to touch several controls as if powering the ship down then everyone removed their restraints and stood up and headed aft toward the boarding ramp yet to be deployed.

"We will not always be required to present this front for the locals. I appreciate your participation in maintaining the pretense for now."

"It is your mission after all. I would suggest telling them the truth before too long though. The longer you deceive them, the harder it is going to be for them to accept the truth of things."

"I am aware. That is not my decision to make. The ambassadors and their support staff will dictate policy and negotiation technique."

"I understand. We are here to advise so that is what I am trying to do."

"I can appreciate that fact. I will of course consider your advice carefully and act upon what I am allowed to within my authority to do so."

Denoca reached out and activated the boarding ramp and they waited for the ramp to reach the ground, then they disembarked to join the growing crowd outside. Glar was standing closest to the ramp and he took a step closer and cracked a slight grin.

"I am pleased you can be trusted at your word."

"We left the ambassadors and Laupon here to prove we were coming back Glar," Laurel said. "We are truly interested in helping your people become more than stagnating survivalist scavengers picking at the remains of your once impressively sophisticated world."

"That is the line the ambassadors have been portraying¦I believe it is in your heart too. May I ask if ones as young as you and your mate there are often sent on missions like this?"

"No sir. We are an extreme case in capability and implied responsibility due to our status in the organization we are members of within our society."

"I see. So any further teams will be comprised of people of greater age?"

"Yes sir. We are the only teenagers you are likely to encounter. I know the idea of kids in a position of knowledge and responsibility offends your sensibilities but you are dealing with aliens after all. Things are going to be unexpectedly different from what you are familiar with or comfortable with in some instances."

"I do not mean to offend you Laurel. You two have proven very intelligent and capable individuals. I am trying to determine what we should expect from here on out."

"Adults with clear ideas of how to help you and your people realize their goal of improving all aspects of your people's existence is what you should expect."

"Where are the ambassadors and Laupon by the way?" Denoca asked looking around through the crowd.

"They are inside discussing matters of future events with the new leaders of this facility. I have been asked to step aside to make way for a more unified leadership representation in any future discussions or negotiations."

"I am sorry you have lost your position within your people." Laurel said somberly.

"I am not. It is necessary to make way for new ideas and new ways of doing things. I should have done this long before now, but my head and heart were full of hate and mistrust, clouding my ability to see what is best for everyone. That all changed after my collapse incident. I cannot explain what came over me¦needless to say I have an entirely different outlook on things now."

"That is encouraging Glar. We have contacted the ship that brought us here. More people are going to be coming with supplies and personnel to help you get food, water and medical supplies distributed among your people and to get the ambassadors back to Dendara when the time is right. Jake and I will be taking our leave since our continued presence is disruptive and as it turns out uncomfortable to you and your people."

"You have to understand¦we do not see the kind of incredible intelligence and wisdom you two exhibit in our youth."

"We understand, that is why we are leaving. We want you and your people concentrating on what you have to do, not on us."

"I will admit ¦you somehow captured my attention from the moment I first saw you on the surveillance monitors."

"That is exactly what I am talking about."

"Are there any others from the confinement facility who will require the healing touch in order to be set free in good health?" Jake asked.

"No. Most were held in seclusion to keep them from being heard, nothing more."

"Most?"

"Yes. Those posing the greatest opposition or conflicting ideology were silenced permanently. You cannot help them."

"No¦I suppose you are right about that. I hope that kind of thing will come to an end now."

"Now that I am not the leader and in absolute control, things will be handled differently."

"That is good to hear."

"It looks like your ship here is causing quite a stir," Glar said gesturing to the crowd looking the Hemudar over with wide eyes. "It is quite the ship compared to anything we have seen around these parts."

"It is a remarkable piece of hardware. Much of the technological aspects are from multiple species sharing and pooling their knowledge and resources to create something this impressive for exploration and research, not war."

"You are saying we could end up with something like this and maybe more?"

"Judging by that half assembled spaceship in the assembly building, your people knew how to build such things at one time. With help and tolerance of others that are different, you could achieve that once again."

"I get what you are saying. Maybe in my lifetime we will see such progress."

"That is kind of ambitious to hope for, but a worthy dream to stride toward for future generations at the very least."

There was a stir among the crowd and they started pointing skyward and Laurel and Jake stepped around the Hemudar and looked at what had the crowd's attention. The Juis'Tahn was prominent in the sky just low enough in the atmosphere to be visible to the naked eye though much beyond general size and shape characteristics were impossible for most. Laurel and Jake were able to stare at the hulking ship and slowly discern details that escaped most, but even for them the ship was very distant looking.

"That is the Juis'Tahn, the ship that brought us here," Laurel said. "Do not be alarmed by its presence in the sky. They are holding position at an altitude where ambient gravity is present and any craft leaving the hangars will not have to undergo atmospheric entry in order to land. It saves wear and tear and precious fuel for the smaller craft. Getting to a ship stationed in the atmosphere is relatively easy to get to from the ground as well, one in space requires a lot of fuel to overcome planetary gravity in order to reach zero gravity altitude."

"Is that one of your people's ships?" Glar asked looking up intently.

"No. That ship is the property of one of our esteemed allies. My people have large ships¦not quite like the Juis'Tahn but similarly sophisticated ones, and one mother ship that is the size of a small city."

Glar snapped his gaze to Laurel with furrowed brows.

"The size of a city? How in the world do you build a ship that large and get it to fly through space without tearing itself apart? Something that large must have incredible inertial limitation even in space."

"You are right about that. It takes extremely sophisticated shielding technology to fly faster than seven and half times the first luminary velocity and inertial dampening technology to prevent being torn apart by tidal forces during acceleration and deceleration maneuvers. There are also relativistic properties that have to be accounted for when exceeding fifteen times the first luminary velocity. The affects that are expressed on a ship traveling even faster get progressively more complex. Some properties are hard to wrap one's head around."

"Even faster¦how fast does your mother ship go?"

"Her top speed is classified sir."

"I cannot imagine the power requirements for something like that."

"That is a universal limiting factor for any species attempting to exceed the light speed threshold. Every factor past the initial luminary velocity takes a tenfold increase in power. That limiting factor keeps many species under the fifth luminary velocity."

"You have a firm grasp on space travel concepts for one so young."

"I have undergone lots of training and educational sessions sir."

"Look!" One of the men in the crowd said pointing skyward. "A group of smaller objects are pouring from the Juis'Tahn."

"That must be the promised landing party bringing down supplies and support personnel."

"Does that mean you will be leaving us soon?" Glar asked.

"Are you anxious to see us go?" Jake asked.

"I was merely curious."

"We will be on the first transport heading up with enough room."

Glar looked up at the group of transports growing larger in the sky and he shook his head lightly.

"I was not expecting so many ships to arrive so soon."

"You and your people need lots of supplies and strong backs to get it distributed."

"Scavengers and raiders from the local area may see this as an invasion or attack from Scovald."

"Is that a terrestrial settlement?"

"No. That is what our neighboring planet is called¦or at least that is what was indicated in the electronic logs discovered here."

"How old are those logs?"

"We do not recognize the date format used in the logs. My guess would be the logs reference information from even older logs and word of mouth oral traditional tales."

"You have not read all of the logs?"

"No. There are thousands of logs, some personal journals, and technical progress reports that were being forwarded. What was going on here was an organized effort between multiple sites, this one being the most significant though not the main coordinative site."

"So where was the work being coordinated from?"

"Somewhere on the other side of the world. I have never seen or heard anything from that particular site. It was likely completely destroyed if it was widely known to be an important worldwide source of power and coordination."

"It represented a military target?"

"Yes. That and a significant population center. If you are seeking to exterminate a people, you target the densest population concentrations and bomb them into oblivion."

Laurel looked at Glar and managed a delicate grin.

"I am truly sorry for reminding you of what was done to your people¦in the past you would have responded with hate and anger in your voice. This time you sounded saddened, not bitter."

"You see that as an improvement?"

"Yes sir. Hate is a negative emotion that actually weakens a person without them realizing. Positive emotions empower and elevate one."

"I believe I will be experiencing much more empowerment in the near future. I am tired of hating and hurting others."

"That is good to hear Glar."

The approaching transports were getting close enough to make out clear details of their exterior aspects and the noise their engines made grew distinct enough to make everyone look skyward. The transports were utilitarian looking, not exceptionally impressive though very functional in shape. They were bulbous shaped with a lifting body design accomplished by extending the main fuselage out into swept wing like sections with obvious cannon ports in each and a ram scoop intake below the stub nosed bow section though the high frequency whine spoke to more than traditional combustion engines producing the orange and yellow plumes directed both aft and downward from four equally spaced points beneath the ships as they decelerated gradually and flat evenly.

The first transport roared from its thruster ports as it gently glided to the ground right next to the Hemudar and Laurel stepped closer to Denoca and his men.

"Will you coordinate with the landing ships Denoca since you speak their language and know our customary ways of communicating clearly?"

"How is it he knows how to speak their language?" Glar inquired.

"Jake and I taught it to Denoca and his men since we were going to be working together toward the goal of finding the ambassadors. We knew it was going to be important at some point."

"I guess you have been working together for quite some time then. Learning a foreign language is not an overnight process."

"That would be fair to say. We of course had some very bright people work out the details of what we were going to need for our mission."

"I see."

Denoca greeted the crew from the landed transport and instructed them to have the rest of the ships make their way into the assembly building and he passed along the cover story that was being maintained even if it was a bit weak. Laurel and Jake overheard murmurs of shock that the crew from the transport looked dramatically different from Laurel and Jake and their language was intriguing but completely unrecognizable, which was a good thing since Laurel and Jake overheard a few insults about the locals appearance both physically, especially regarding the rags they were wearing, and their demeanor was seen as odd.

Crates of supplies were carried out of the rear drop hatch and set on the ground then their latches popped open and the materials within handed to the local crowd that gratefully accepted the food and water and then a hand to hand line was formed to get the material carried inside the assembly building where the other 7 craft landed and their crews disembarked, awaiting clear instructions.

Laurel and Jake waited until the craft sitting next to the Hemudar was unloaded completely then they approached the officer they presumed to be the flight commander or equivalent. They approached the man and Laurel simply pointed at herself then Jake and then she pointed in the general direction of the Juis'Tahn and the man looked her up and down as he made a mental judgment then he nodded and pointed to the rear of the ship.

Laurel nodded and the pair walked to the rear of the transport and Jake slid his hand into Laurel's.

"Don't let the lured and insulting thoughts of one restrictive minded military man get under your skin babe." Jake thought.

"It just gets old to sense one of two lines of thought; they either want to ravage me or are disgusted by my presence." Laurel thought in return.

Jake looked into the rear compartment of the transport and it looked comfortable if not completely utilitarian in design. There were rows of contoured seats on each side of a wide walkway that had a deck comprised of square tube decking ideal for lashing cargo down while allowing dirt, water and debris from the bottom of people's feet to slip down into a lower compartment beneath the square tubing elements. Jake gently tugged at Laurel and the pair climbed aboard and sat down next to one another and it was only then that Laurel relaxed enough for Jake to sense just how exhausted Laurel truly was. The mental stress and the physical drain of the healing sessions had drained them both and Laurel was relying on Jake's strength heavily just to keep going until they could get some solid sleep to properly recharge their batteries.

The two of them sat quietly for a few minutes until Denoca, Gornus and Laupon climbed aboard and Denoca sat down across from Laurel and Jake and he casually pat Jake's knee.

"We wanted to say a final farewell since you will not be coming back. You two have opened our eyes to what is possible and you have earned our gratitude and respect."

"I am glad we were able to provide so much help to you and your men Denoca," Jake replied.

"You brought success to the mission in ways we never would have expected," Gornus said as he sat down next to Denoca. "I will never again look at young people the way I did before."

Laupon then sat down and smiled at Laurel.

"I thought females were good for increasing our numbers and domestic duties, nothing more. You have shown me how amazing a woman can be in other ways. I truly hope we cross paths in the future."

"Thank you Laupon. Jake and I have developed great affection for you too. I know we had kind of a rough start, but I understand it was your preconceived notions about youth and females in general. I am glad we were able to dispel your discomfort with the idea of working with both kids and females."

"I will keep an open mind from now on though you and Jake are extreme cases of what is possible. I do not think I will ever encounter anyone as amazing as you two. I can certainly understand why you and your people have been accepted as an enlightener species."

Denoca stood up and touched Laurel on the shoulder as he smiled.

"I wish you all the best life has to offer. My men and I have much to do here on Erudon so we will take our leave. This transport will take you up to the Juis'Tahn where you can have your appearances restored then you can get some sleep while you are carried back to your home system."

"Do we look that tired?" Jake asked.

"Yes. You are young, so full of life¦the exhaustion is hard to hide when it is as deep as what is drawn on your faces."

"I will not deny we need some solid sleep to recover completely."

Gornus and Laupon stood up and they raised a hand simultaneously.

"Good fortune be yours friends." Gornus said.

The team then headed out the back of the ship down the ramp created by the hatch door and Laurel sighed as she placed the side of her head on Jake's shoulder point.

"I am so glad this mission is done. What a tragic end for a once vibrant and advanced society."

"I know what you mean. I do not want to hear about the horrible things that took place here centuries ago resulting in billions losing their lives. It is almost a glance into what could have happened on Earth if we had not pulled our heads out of our butts and learned how to get along with one another."

"Only difference being we do not have a neighboring planet with people on it that hated us."

"I am sure in time Mars was colonized and terraformed."

"It is twenty twelve back on Earth Jake. That had not happened even in twenty seventy eight when we left the Earth system."

"Maybe by the time we reached the Farqua station."

"Yeah, five and a half centuries was enough to time to expand out into the solar system or destroy ourselves."

The sound of footsteps approaching made Laurel and Jake sit up straight as two men stepped aboard and one headed forward to the control cabin while the other man sealed the rear hatch, then stepped up to Laurel and Jake in turn securing their restraints before heading forward himself. It was a few seconds later that a brief broadcast was made announcing intention to lift off vertically, then the engines pitched up in frequency and intensity and the ship rocked slightly as it practically bounded into the air.

The ride up to the Juis'Tahn was quick and smooth with the landing being very subtle once clearance was granted to land in the secondary hangar. As the engines were spooling down, one of the men walked to Laurel and Jake's position then he assisted them with the complex restraint system latches. He then stepped to the rear hatch and unsealed the door that dropped to form a ramp. Laurel looked aft outside the ship and there she saw the Advar standing a few meters from the transport with men in distinct laboratory garments with digital interface boards in their hands.

Laurel knew the cantered slope of the contoured seats and the short length of her skirt meant getting to her feet required spread feet to straddle the obstacle on the deck that runs from the bulkhead and takes a ninety degree turn down into the sub-frame just past the front edge of the seat bottom. The hand bar between each seat would provide a place to impart a pulling force to get to one's feet but the feet would still need to be placed firmly in order to avoid falling once standing so Laurel opted to wait for the two man crew to depart before she attempted to get up so she could keep her knees together to preserve her dignity until they were gone.

Once the men had exited, Laurel looked at Jake and he grinned, making her smile at what was passing through his mind as the rush of emotion gave him goose bumps. Jake got to his feet then stepped in front of Laurel and put his hands out and she placed her hands in his and scooted her bottom forward slightly and placed her feet apart and Jake was treated to a wondrous view as she hesitated to allow him to soak it in then she pulled on his hands, rising to her feet as he provided a solid anchor with which to pull on.

Laurel stepped forward and Jake stood fast until Laurel's body was pressed firmly against his. They smiled at one another then engaged in a lip lock kiss before enjoying a prolonged embrace, and then they exited and stopped in front of the Advar.

"Thank you for honoring Varis Denoca's promise to allow us to be evacuated." Laurel said in English.

"You were allowed to abandon the mission anytime you wanted Laurel."

"We weren't going to leave your men to figure out what came at them without helping in ways they never would've been able to on their own."

"Are you saying my men would have failed at their mission if not for your participation?"

"No sir, not at all. Things just would've taken longer and been more difficult without our unique gifts at their disposal. We have military training, but we think like diplomats and civilians. I think that brings a different prospective to how we do things, familiar enough to your men, different enough to take things in a direction not necessarily expected by purely military minded personnel."

"I get what you are saying. Varis Denoca has not transmitted his full report as yet though he passed along enough to give the impression he is very appreciative of the contribution you two provided. I have not heard the inflection in his voice when discussing mission partners in a very long time. If nothing else you have loosened him up a bit."

"You consider that important sir?"

"Given what we do¦in the case of the Varis¦definitely. These men will escort you up to have your appearances restored."

"And our bio monitors?"

"They have been stored securely. We will reinstall them before your eyes before the restoration procedure is undertaken."

"Can I make a small request before we undergo the procedure?"

"Anything within my power to grant, consider it done."

"Can we use the bathing facilities? We are kind of ripe."

"The medical staff does not care about such things. I do however understand your desire to feel fresh and clean. I will have appropriate materials be made available along with some privacy so you and Jake can help cleanse each other. It is the best we can provide at this point."

"Water rationing has been implemented?"

"More like water restrictions. I do not know if you understand the power requirements to hold a ship this big within the atmosphere in a position that escape velocity can be achieved without taxing available power beyond safety limits."

"You expelled unnecessary weight by dumping all liquid medium¦gray water, fresh water¦anything not in gaseous state, preserving just enough to keep the crew alive and perform vital ship operations until you can replenish supplies later on."

"Very good. That is right. When we are ready to leave we do not want any liquids splashing around causing instabilities. We shed a third of our gravitational weight by dumping the liquids into the upper atmosphere before settling into our current position."

"That's why there was a vapor trail as you dropped into the atmosphere? We thought it was a heat condensation trail from friction heating as the ship interacted with the atmospheric molecules."

"The Juis'Tahn has shields that prevent that sort of thing. You saw us¦how can you possibly see a discharge trail from the surface?"

"Our visual acuity is many orders of magnitude greater than most of our people will ever exhibit."

"Or most other species for that matter."

"More of your advanced physiology at work?"

"Something like that."

"I see. Follow these good men to the surgical bay so you can have your appearances restored after you freshen up." The Advar looked at the two men. "I want you to provide them with sterile cloths used for surgical prep and give them an ultra violet sterilizer; they will recognize what to do with it. They will need some privacy while they cleanse themselves. There is a social stigma to the naked form in their society, especially among the young."

"We can perform pre-surgery cleansing Advar; we do not care what they look like with no clothing on."

"They do care. Follow my orders so they feel comfortable performing the cleansing ritual they are familiar with. They will alert you when they are ready for the alteration procedure to be carried out."

"We understand Advar. We will do as you instruct."

"Good." The Advar looked at Laurel and Jake. "You understood that exchange, correct?"

"Yes we did," Laurel replied, "Thank you for that."

"My pleasure. I will make the necessary preparations for our departure to the Future system as soon as possible."

"Good, thank you Advar."

The Advar nodded then the men gestured toward the back of the hangar and Laurel and Jake followed the men toward the entryway door that led to an interior corridor. They were escorted all the way up to the surgical bay and the necessary supplies were immediately furnished and Laurel and Jake left alone to take care of their personal hygiene concerns. After they had sponge bathed to instill a fresher feeling they dressed out in a set of surgical gowns, tying one another off in the rear then they stepped out into the corridor and found the surgeons a short distance down the corridor talking quietly and they looked at the pair and Laurel raised her hand to indicate they were ready and the surgeons walked over to them and grinned while gesturing into the surgical bay.

They walked back into the ward and the head surgeon whom they now recognized retrieved their bio monitors and handed them to the pair. They took them then looked at the monitors only then realizing they were identical so they had no idea which was worn by who previously. They simply took a chance and put on the device handed to them and once they synched tightly and inserted the micro probes they were relieved to see they had activated the bio monitors that they wore before so the data would be linear when uploaded to the AI on the Future.

They then climbed up onto the beds next to one another and took a last look at each other.

"I'll see you at first light handsome." Laurel said.

"See you then beautiful. I'm actually looking forward to seeing my gorgeous Laurel again."

Laurel chuckled then looked at the surgeon.

"You will not experience much discomfort though it will take time for your dermis to contract fully so you may see some slight sag in the areas stretched furthest to accommodate the implants. You know what to expect as we put you under using the neural stimulation technique."

The surgeon looked at his partner and he rolled over the stimulator and started with Laurel, placing the induction probes on each side of her head and then the unit was engaged and Laurel almost immediately felt drowsy then the world slipped away into darkness and then Jake was ushered into the same extremely deep sleep condition and the restoration process was then initiated.
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